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ONE

A sunrise coronalimned one edge of the planet Myrkr, setting its vast northern forests dight with a
verdant glow. Viewed from space, the planet appeared aslush and green as Y uuzhan'tar, the long-lost
homeworld of Y uuzhan VVong legend.

Two Y uuzhan Vong males stood at the viewport of a priestship, degp in contemplation of the scene
before them. One wastall and gaunt, with adoping forehead and sharp, aristocratic features scarred by
many acts of devotion. These marks, and his cunningly wrapped head cloth, identified him as apriest of
high rank. His companion was younger, broader, and so physically imposing that afirst glanceyielded no
perceptible boundaries between armor and weapons and the warrior who wore them. He struck the eye
inasngle blow, leaving an indelible impression of acomplex, living wegpon. His countenance was
somber, and there was an intengity about him that suggested movement even though he stood at
respectful attention.

The priest swept athree-fingered hand toward the scene below. "Dawn bright desth of morta night," he
recited.

Harrar's words followed the well-worn path of proverb, but there was genuine reverencein hiseyes as
he gazed upon the distant world. The young warrior touched two fingersto his forehead in apious
gesture, but his attention

was absorbed less by the glowing vision of Myrkr than by the battle raging aboveit.

Silhouetted againg the green world was afist-gzed lump of black yorik cord. This, an aging worldship
housing hundreds of Y uuzhan Vong and their daves and creature-servants, looked to be nothing more
than lifelessrock. But as Harrar's priestship drew closer, he could make out Signs of battle-tiny cora
fliers buzzing and stinging like fire gnats, plasmabolts surging in afrantic, errétic pulse. If lifewas pain,
then the worldship was very much dive.

"Our arivd istimey," the priest observed, glancing a the young warrior. "These young Jeedal seem
determined to prove themsalves aworthy sacrifice!” "Asyou say, Eminence.”

Thewordswere paolite, but distracted, asif the warrior gave scant attention. Harrar turned ameasuring
gaze upon his companion. Discord between the priest and warrior castes was growing more common,
but he could discern nothing amissin Khalee Lah.

The son of Warmaster Tsavong Lah stood tal among the Y uuzhan VVong. His skin'sorigina gray hue was
visble only in thefaint strips and whorls separating numerous black scars and tattoos. A cloak of
command flowed from hooks embedded in his shoulders. Other implants added spikesto his elbows and
to the knuckles on hishands. A single short, thick horn thrust out from the center of hisforehead-a
difficult implant, and the mark of atruly worthy host.

Harrar knew himsdf honored when this promising warrior was assigned to his military escort, but hewas
aso wary and morethan alittleintrigued. Like any true priest of Y un-Harla, goddess of trickery, Harrar



relished games of deception and strategy. His old friend Tsavong Lah was amagter of the multilayered
agenda, and Harrar expected nothing less from the young commander.

Khaeeturned to meet the priest's scrutiny. His gaze was respectful, but direct. "May | speek fregly,
Eminence?"

Harrar began to suspect Tsavong Lah's purpose in sending his son to a Trickster priest. Candor was a
weakness-a potentialy fatal one.

"In this matter, consder the warmaster's judgment,” he advised, hiding words of caution in seeming
assent.

The young mae nodded solemnly. "Tsavong Lah entrusted you with the sacrifice of the twin Jeedai. The
success of hislatest implant is till in the hands of the gods, and you are his chosen intercessor. What the
warmaster honors, | reverence.” He concluded hiswords by dropping to one knee and lowering his head
in arespectful bow.

Thiswas hardly the message Harrar intended to send, but Khaee Lah seemed content with their
exchange. He rose and directed his attention back to the worldship.

"In plain speech, then. It appears the battle is not going aswell as anticipated. Perhaps not even aswell
as Nom Anor reported.”

Harrar's scarred forehead creased in ascowl. He himsdlf held a dubious opinion of the Y uuzhan VVong
spy. But Nom Anor enjoyed the rank of executor and was not to be lightly criticized.

"Such words veer dangeroudy close to treason, my young friend.”

"Truth isnever treason,” Khaee Lah stated.

The priest carefully weighed these words. To the priesthood of Y un-Harlaand among certain other
factions, this proverb was an ironic jest, but there was no mistaking the ringing sincerity in the younger
male's tones.

Harrar schooled hisface to match the warrior's earnest expression. "Explain.”

Khaee Lah pointed to asmall, dark shape hurtling away from the worldship a an oblique vector to the
priestship's gpproach. "That isthe Ksstarr, the frigate that brought Nom Anor to Myrkr."

The priest leaned closer to the viewport, but his eyes were not nearly as keen as Khalee Lah's enhanced
implants. He tapped one hand againgt the portal. In response, athin membrane nictitated from side to
Sde, cleaning the transparent surface. Theliving tissue reshaped, exaggerating the convex curveto
provide sharper focus and faint magnification.

"Yes," the priest murmured, noting the distinctive knobs and bumps on the underside of the gpproaching
ship. "And if the battle againgt the Jeedai isall but won, as Nom Anor reported, why does heflee? | must
speak to him at once!”

Khaee Lah turned toward the door and repeated Harrar's words as an order. The guards stationed there
thumped their fists to opposite shoulders and strode off to tend their commander's bidding.

The swift click of chitinous boots announced a subordinate's approach. A femae warrior garishly
tattooed in green and yellow entered the room, a crendllated form cradled in her taloned hands. She
bowed, presented the villip to Harrar, and placed it on asmall stand.

The priest dismissed her with an absent wave and began to stroke the sentient globe. The outer layer
pedled back, and the soft tissue within began to rearrange itsdlf into arough semblance of Nom Anor's
scarred visage. One eye socket was empty and sunken, and the bruised eyelid seemed to sag into the
blue crescent sack beneath. The venom-spitting plagyrin bol that had once distinguished Nom Anor's
countenance was gone, and evidently he had not yet been permitted to replaceit.

Harrar's eyes narrowed in satisfaction. Nom Anor had failed repeatedly, but never once had he accepted
responghility for hisactions. In amanner most unworthy a'Y uu-zhan Vong, he had foisted blame upon
others. Harrar

had suffered atemporary demotion for his part in afailed espionage scheme; Nom Anor had merdly
received areprimand, even though his agents played asgnificant rolein the plot'sfalure. In Harrar's
opinion, the blurred face testified that the gods justice would, in time, be served.

Theimage of Nom Anor, imprecise though it was, nevertheless managed to convey a sense of

impatience, perhaps even anxiety.



"Y our Eminence,” Nom Anor began.

"Your report,” Harrar brokein curtly.

Nom Anor's one eye narrowed, and for amoment Harrar thought the executor would protest. Asafield
agent, Nom Anor was seldom required to answer to the priesthood. His silence stretched beyond the
bounds of pride, however, and Harrar began to fear that Khalee Lah's suspicions had fallen short of grim
truth.

"You havelog?

"We havelosses," Nom Anor corrected. "The voxyn queen and her spawn were destroyed. Two Jedi
prisoners held on the worldship were freed. They escaped, as did severa of the others.”

Harrar looked to Khalee Lah. "Y ou have sghted the infidels escape ship?”

Thewarrior's eyeswidened, and for amoment his scarred face held horrified enlightenment-afleeting
emotion that swiftly darkened to wrath.

"Ask who fliesthe Ksstarr the executor or the infidels?*

This possibility had not occurred to Harrar. He quickly relayed the question through the attuned villip.
"Some of the Jedi managed to commandeer thefrigate," Nom Anor admitted. "We are pursuing, and fed
confident that we will add the capture of this ship to our other victories."

Capture. Harrar's gut tightened, for that single word confirmed the identity of the escaped Jedi.
"Capture!" Khaee Lah echoed derisively. "Better to reduce the defiled thing to cord dust! What

Y uuzhan Vong pilot would wish to enjoin with an infidd-tainted ship?'

"Severd Jedi fdl to our warriors,” Nom Anor continued, obliviousto both the priest's epiphany and the
warrior's scorn. "The younger Solo brother was dain. The warmaster will be pleased to learn that Jacen
Soloisdive, and our captive.”

"Jacen Solo," Harrar repeated. "What of Jaina Solo, histwin?'

Theslence held for so long that the villip began to invert back to its original form.

"Wearein pursuit,” Nom Anor said at last. "The Jedi will not be ableto fly a ship such asthe Ksstarr
well or long."

"Itisan outragethat they fly it a al!" Khaee Lah interjected.

Harrar sent him astern glance and then turned back to the villip. "I assume that you will not take this
Jacen Solo with you as you pursue histwin. It issaid the Jeedai can communicate with each oth er over
long distances, without ether villips or mechanical abominationsto aid them. If thisisso, hewill surely
warn his female counterpart of your approach.”

Khaee Lah sniffed scornfully. "What manner of hunter hangs bells around the necks of his bissop pack?”
Thisremark, impoalitic though it was, surprised asmirk from Harrar. In his opinion, Nom Anor had
become tainted by theinfidels decadence and weakness. The image of the executor plunging through
muck and swamp water on the hedl's of a pack of fierce lizard-hounds was both incongruous and
gopeding.

The executor took time to consider Harrar's observation. ™Y ou have amilitary escort?'

"Twelve cora skippers accompany the priestship, yes. Do you wish usto break off in pursuit of Jaina
Solo?'

The villip face-shape rolled downward and back in asemblance of anod. "Asyou rightly observed, the
risk of contact between these twin Jedi is considerable. | will take Jacen Solo directly to the warmaster.”
"And so the glory goesto the executor, while hisfallureisthrust upon the priest,” Khalee Lah said,
snaling.

Harrar turned away from thevillip. "You arelearning,” he observed softly. "But for the moment, let us
disregard Nom Anor's ambitions. Y ou were assigned to accompany me to Myrkr, no more. It is my task
to oversee the sacrifice of thetwin Jeedai. | must pursue. Y ou are not obligated to accompany me.”
Thewarrior didn't requiretimeto consider. "This Jeeda, this Jaina Solo, flies upon aliving vessd. That
offends me. She escaped aworldship. That should not have been possible. Sheisatwin, whichisrightly
reserved asthe province of the gods, or a portent of greatness. That is blagphemy. | would pursue her to
the most wretched corner of thisgalaxy if it meant adhering mysdlf to apair of molting grutchins.”
"Forcefully argued,” Harrar said dryly. He turned back to the waiting executor. "We will retrieve Jaina



Solo."

"Y ou hesitate. Are you certain you can succeed?' "It isthe warmaster's command,” Harrar said smply.
He glanced at Khaee Lah and added with atouch of asperity, "And aholy crusade.”

His sarcasm waslost on Khaee Lah. Thewarrior inclined his head in grave agreement, and hisface
shone with something Harrar had occasiondly glimpsed, but never quite embraced.

A sudden chill shuddered down the priest's spine. Fervor such as Khaee Lah's had always struck Harrar
&

vaguely dangerous. The warrior'sfaith held ashaper's art, imbuing Harrar's facetious words with the dy
irony the priest had always associated with his goddess.

Andwasit not said that Y un-Harla reserved her most cunning tricks for those who served her best?
TWO

Anakinisdead. Jacenisgone.

These thoughts resounded through Jaina Sol 0's benumbed senses, echoing through an inner silence as
profound asthat of the watchful stars.

These thoughts drowned out the sounds of battle, and the frantic, running commentary of the seven young
Jedi who struggled to fly the stolen Y uuzhan Vong ship. Like her companions, Jainawas battered and
filthy from days of captivity, and from a battle that had lasted too long and cost too much.

Only nine Jedi had fought their way out of the world-ship and onto this smaller ship, bringing with them
the body of their young leader. The survivors had taken the Y uuzhan V ong frigate analog quickly, with
agtonishing ease. Jainahad adim recollection of searing anger and killing light, of her friend Zekk pushing
her away from the pilot's seet and into the Y uuzhan Vong equivaent of agunner's chair. She perched
there now on the edge of the too-large sedt, firing missiles of molten rock at the coral skippers pursuing
the Jedi and their stolen ship.

Jainawatched with a strange sense of detachment asthe alien ship released plasmaat her command, as
the death of coralskippers and their Y uuzhan Vong pilotswas painted in brief, brilliant splashes against
the dark canvas of space. All of thiswas afever dream, nothing more, and Jainawas merely a character
caught in her own nightmare. Jacenisgone.

It didn't seem possible. It wasn't possible. Jacen was dlive. He had to be. How could she be dliveif
Jacen was not? Her twin brother had been a part of her, and she of him, since before their birth. What
they were could not be separated from what they were to each other.

Her thoughts tumbled like an X-wing in an out-of-control spird. Jainas pilot ingtinctskicked in, and she
eased hersdlf out of the spin.

Reaching out through the Force, she strained beyond the boundaries of her power and training as she
sought her brother. Where Jacen had been was only blackness, as unfathomable as space. She went
deep within, frantically seeking the place within her that had aways been Jacen's. That, too, was velled.
Jacen was gone. Jainadid not fedl bereft, but sundered.

A burst of plasmaflared toward the stolen ship. Jainaresponded with one of her own. It streamed
toward theincoming plasmabolt like avengeful comet. The two missiles met like waves from opposing
oceans, casting sprays of bright plasmainto the darkness.

Zekk threw himsdlf to one Sde, straining the umbilical on the pilot's glovesin his attempt to pull the ship
addefromthekilling spray.

Fortunately for the Jedi, their Y uuzhan Vong pursuers were also forced to turn asde. Thisbought them a
moment of relative peace-no immediate danger, no obvious target.

Jainatwisted in her seat until she could see the world-ship where Anakin had fallen, where Jacen had
been abandoned. It seemed odd, and somehow wrong, that such aterrible place could be reduced to a
small lump of black cord.

"WEell be back, Jacen," she promised. "Y ou hold on, and welll come for you."

['ll come for you, she added slently. She would go after Jacen done, if it came down to that, as Anakin



had ; goneto Yavin 4 to rescue Tahiri.

Now Anakin was dead, and a battered and heartbroken Tahiri watched over hisbody. The small blond
girl blazed in the Force like anova-Jaina couldn't help but fed her anguish. The bond between Anakin
and Tahiri was different from that shared by twins, but perhaps no lessintense.

Theredization hit her like athud bug. Anakin and Tahiri. How strange-and yet it felt right and perfect.
Tearsfilled Jainas eyes, refracting an incoming streek of molten gold into letha rainbows. In the pilot's
seat, Zekk muttered a curse and wrenched the frigate's nose up and hard to port. Theadien shiproseina
sharp, gut-wrenching arc. Plasma scorched aong the frigate's underside, sheering off theirregular cora
noduleswith ashill, ululating screech.

Jainajerked her left hand from its living glove and fisted away her tears through the cognition hood that
covered her face. Meanwhile the fingers of her right hand did and circled as she deftly brought her target
into focus. She jammed her |eft hand back into the glove and squeezed it into afigt, releasing aburst of
plasma at the attacking cora skipper-an instant before it launched a second plasma

Jainas missile struck the Y uuzhan Vong ship in that minuscule interva between shidding and attack.
Shards of black coral exploded from its hull, and the snout heated to an ominous red as molten rock
washed over it. Cracks fissured through the Y uuzhan Vong pilot's viewport.

Again Jainafired, and again, timing the attacks with skill honed through two long years and too many
missions. The coraskipper's projected gravity well swallowed

A smdll voice nudged into Jaina's consciousness, barely audible over the screaming dive and the thrum
and groan of the abused ship. In some dim corner of her mind huddled asmall figure, weeping in anguish
and indecision. Jainadammed the door and silenced her broken heart.

"I need Ganner to take over for me," she said as soon as she could speak.

A look of concern crossed Tend Kasface, but she shrugged off her restraints and rose. In moments she
returned with the older Jedi.

"Someone has to take my place as gunner,” Jainaexplained. She stood up without removing either the
glovesor hood. "No timefor alearning curve-better work with me until you get thefed of it. The seat's
big enough for both of us.

After abrief hesitation, Ganner dipped into the chair. Jainaquickly settled into hislap.

He chuckled and linked his hands around her waist. "This could get to be a habit.”

"Hold that thought,” Jainatold him as she sighted down an incoming skip. "It keep your hands busy.”

A surge of annoyance came from Zekk, but Jaina understood Ganner'sflirtation for what it was. Ganner
wastall, dark, and so absurdly handsome that he reminded Jaina of the old holovids of Prince Isolder.
The scar across one cheek only served to heighten the overall effect. When Ganner turned on the charm,
his pheromone count probably rivaled a Falleen's, but Jaina knew a shield when she saw one. Not long
ago, Jacen had disguised his thoughtful nature with labored jokes. Perhapsit was best to leave Ganner's
defenses safely intact.

"Put your handsin the gloves and rest your fingers on mine," she directed.

As Ganner wriggled his handsinto the flexible gloves, Jainareached out for him through the Force. She
lacked

Jacen's empathy, but could convey images to Ganner using her own Force talent.

As she aimed and fired, she formed mentd pictures of what she saw-the battle as viewed through the
greatly expanded vision granted by the cognition hood, the blurry concentric circles that made up the
targeting device. Through the Force she felt the grim intensity of Ganner's concentration, sensed amind
and will asfocused as alaser. Soon hisfingers began moving with hersin aprecise duet. When she
thought him ready, she did her hands free, then tugged off the hood as she eased out of hislap. She
pulled the hood down over Ganner's head. The Jedi jolted as he made direct connection with the ship.
He quickly collected himsdlf and sent plasma hurtling to meet an incoming ball. The two missiles collided,
sending plasma splashing into space like festiva fireworks.

Ganner's crow of triumph was swallowed by the ship's groan and shudder. Severa bits of plasmahad
splashed die frigate despite its shielding singularity and Zekk's attempts at evasion.

"Tend Kaisright," Jainasaid. "Let me have her, Zekk."



The pilot shook his hooded head and put the ship into

arigng turn. "Forget it. You'rein no condition for this"

She planted her fistson her hips. Y eah? Everyone

here could use afew daysin abactatank, you included.”

"That's not what | meant. No one could be expected

to fly after losing... after what happened down there,”

he concluded lamély.

Silence hung between them, heavy with loss and pain and raw, too-vivid memories.

Then Jaina caught aglimpse of the memory that most disturbed Zekk-an image of asmdl, disheveled
young woman in atattered jumpsuit, hurling lightning at a'Y uuzhan VVong warrior. A moment passed
before Jaina

recognized the furious, vengeful, bloodstained face as her own.

Suddenly she knew the truth of her old friend's concern. Zekk, who had trained a the Shadow Academy
and experienced the dark sdefirsthand, was aswary of it as Jacen had been. In taking the pilot's chair,
Zekk hadn't been congidering her loss, her state of mind. He smply didn't trust her.

Jaina braced hersdlf for the pain of this new betraya, but none came. Perhaps losing Jacen had pushed
her to some place beyond pain.

She brought to mind an image of the molten lightning that had come so ingtinctively to her cdl. She
imbued it with so much power that the air nearly hummed with energy, and the metallic scent of a
thunderstorm seemed to lurk on the edge of sensory perception. She projected thisimage to her old
friend asforcefully as she could.

"Get out of the seat, Zekk," she said in cool, controlled tones. "I don't want to fry the controls.”

He hesitated for only amoment, then he ripped off the hood and rose. His green eyes met hers, filled with
such aturmoil of sorrow and concern that Jainaslammed shut the Force connection between them. She
knew that expression-sheld seen it in her mother's eyes many times during the terrible months that
followed Chewbaccas death, when her father had been lost in grief and guilt. No time for this now.
Janadidinto the pilot's seet and let hersdf join with the ship. Her fingers moved deftly over the organic
console, confirming the sensory impulses that flowed to her through the hood. Y es, thiswasthe
hyperdrive analog. Here was the forward shield. The navigation center remained amystery to her, but
during their captivity Lowbacca had tinkered a bit with one of the worldship's neura centers. The young
Wookiee had a history of taking

on impossible chalenges, and thistask lay right along his plotted coordinates.

Suddenly the shriek of warning sensors seared through Jaina's mind. A chorus of wordless voices came
a her from dl over the ship.

The details of their Stuation engulfed her in asingle swift flood. Severa plasma bolts streamed toward
them, converging on the underside of the ship-so far, the favored target. Coral skippers had moved into
position aft and above, and others were closing in from below and on ether sde. Another ship came
draight on, ill a adistance but closing fast.

No matter what she did, they could not evade the disabling barrage.

THREE

Jainahdd coursg, flying straight toward the incoming plasmabolts. At the last possible moment, she
threw the vessdl into afagt-rolling spird. The plasmaflurry skimmed aong the whirling ship, not dedling
much damage to any one part. When the scream of plasmagrating against living coral ceased, she fought
the ship out of theroll and kept heading straight toward the oncoming skip.

"Lowbacca, get up here," she shouted. "' Clear me alane, Ganner."

The Jedi gunner hurled plasmaat the cora skipper directly in their path. Asitsdovin basal engulfed the
missilein aminiature black hole, Ganner released another. Histiming was perfect, and the skip dissolved
inabrief, bright explosion.

Jainaquickly diverted the dovin basdl to the front shield, and ingtinctively flinched awvay as aspray of
cora debris clattered over the hull. She glanced back over her shoulder in Zekk's generd direction.
"Zekk, you play dgarik much?'



"Play what?'

"That'swhat | thought," she muttered. While Zekk had concentrated on avoiding each immediate attack,
the yammosk-coordinated fleet had been thinking severa moves ahead, and had neatly maneuvered the
stolen ship into atrap. She'd never been fond of dgjarik or any

of the other strategy games Chewbacca had insisted upon teaching her, but for the first time she saw the
Wookiee's point.

L owbacca padded up and howled aquery.

"Get on navigation," Jainasaid, jerking her head toward arounded, brainlike console. "Hyperspace jump.
Dedtination anywhere but Myrkr. Can you input coordinates?”

The Wookiee settled down and regarded the biologica "computer,” pensively scratching at the place on
one temple where ablack stresk ran through his ginger-colored fur.

"Now would be good," Ganner prompted.

Lowbacca growled a Wookiee insult and tugged the cognition hood down over hishead. After a
moment, he extended one of hisretracted climbing claws and carefully diced through the thin upper
membrane. With astonishing delicacy, he began to touch neurd clusters and rearrange dender, living
fibers, grunting in satisfaction with each new ingght.

Findly heturned to Jaina and woofed a question.

"Set course for Coruscant.”

"Why Coruscant?' Alema Rar protested. Her head-tails, which were mottled with darkening bruisesand
practicaly quilted together with bacta patches, began to twitch in agitation. "Well be shot down by
Republic guardslong before we reach the planet's atmosphere, unless the Peace Brigade getsto usfirst!"
"The Peace Brigaders are enemy collaborators. They have no reason to attack this ship,” Ganner
countered. "On the other hand, the Republic has no reason not to."

Tenel Kashook her head sharply, sending her disheveled red-gold braids swinging. "Sometimes alive
enemy isworth ahundred dead ones. A small ship likethis offersno red threat. The patrol will escort us
in,

hoping to capture alive ship and curious to know the motives of the crew."”

"That's my thinking," Jainaagreed. "Also, Rogue Squadron has a base on Coruscant, and there are
peoplein the control tower who know dl the pilots quirks. If I can put thisrock through some distinctive
maneuvers, there's an outside chance that someone might recognize me. How's it coming, Lowbacca?'
The Wookiee made a couple of deft adjustments, then signaled readiness by bracing massive paws on
ether sde of the console and uttering aresigned groan.

Jainakicked the ship into hyperdrive. Theforce of the jump threw her back into the oversized seat and
gtrained the umbilicals attaching her hood and glovesto the ship. Plasma bolts spread out into agolden
sunrise haze; gars eongated into brilliant lines.

Then silence and darkness engulfed the Jedi, and afloating sensation replaced the intense pressure of
sub-light acceleration. Jaina pulled off the hood and collapsed back into her seat. Asthe adrenaline surge
ebbed, Jainafdt thereturning tide of grief.

She gernly willed it away and focused on her fellow survivors. The nervoustwitching of AlemaRar's
head-tails dowed into the subtle, snuous undulation common to Twi'lek femaes. Tend Kashook off her
flight restraints and began to prowl about the ship-asign of restlessnessin most people, but the Dathomiri
woman was mogt a ease when in motion. The Wookiee resumed his study of the navibrain. Ganner
pulled off the cognition hood and rose, smoothing hisblack hair carefully back into place. He headed
toward the back of the ship, most likely to check on Tahiri.

Jainajerked her thoughts away from that path. She did not want to think about Tahiri, did not want to
envisonthegirl'svigil, or-

She gternly banished the grim image these thoughts evoked. When Zekk approached the pilot's seet, she
sent him asmall, grateful smile. And why not? He was her oldest friend and atimedly distraction-and he
was alot easer to deal with than most distractions that came her way these days.

Then hisgreen eyeslit up in amanner that had Jainarethinking her last observation.

"For awhile, | thought we'd never see home again,” Zekk ventured. He settled down in the place Ganner



had vacated and sent Jainaawink and a hafhearted grin. " Should have known better."

She nodded, accepting his tentative apology-and it was very tentative indeed. Her old friend tried to
shidd hisemotions, but his doubts and concerns sang through.

"Let's get this over with now, so we aren't tempted to break up into discussion groups during the next
criss. You didn't want meto fly the ship because you don't trust me,” she stated bluntly.

Zekk stared at her for amoment. Then helet out along, low whistle and shook his head. "Same old
Jaina- subtle asathermal detonator.”

"If you redlly believed that | haven't changed, we wouldn't be having this conversation.”

"Thenlet'snot. Thisisn't thetime.”

"You'reright," sheretorted. "We should have settled this days ago-dl of us. Maybe then we wouldn't
have come apart down there."

"What do you mean?' he said cautioudy.

"Oh, comeon. Y ou were there. Y ou heard Jacen obsessing over Anakin's motives and methods, trying
to make him question himsdlf at every step and turn. Y ou saw what happens when Jedi stop focusing on
what were doing to quibble about how and why."

A small, humorless smile touched her face. "It'slike

the old story about the millitile who could walk just fine until someone asked how he kept track of all
those legs. Once he started thinking about it, he couldn't walk at al. Mogt likely he ended up as some
hawk-bat's dinner."

"Jaina, you can't blame Jacen for what happened to Anakin!"

"l don't," she said quickly. Since thiswas Zekk, she added, "At least, not entirely.”

"And you can't blame yoursdf for Jacen, ether.”

That, she wasn't ready to concede and didn't care to discuss.

"l was working my way toward apoint,” shetold him. "Jacen was distracted by this nebulousvision of a
Jedi idedl. And you were distracted by your fear of the two Dark Jedi we freed.”

"For good reason. They took off and |eft us. They hurt Lowbacca and kidnapped Raynar. For al we
know, they'vekilled him."

"They'll answer for dl of that. Can | make my point?"

One corner of Zekk'slips quirked upward. "l was wondering when you'd get around to it."

Thewry comment was so familiar, so normal. For afleeting moment, Jainaremembered who they'd been
just afew years ago-afearless, confident survivor and agirl who ran toward adventure with heedless joy.
Two more casudties of the Y uuzhan VVong.

"It'slikethis" she said quietly. "For the last two years I've listened to Anakin and Jacen debate therole
of the Jedi and our relationship to the Force. In the end, what did any of that amount to?"

Zekk leaned forward and rested one hand on her shoulder. She shook him off before he could speak
empty words of consolation, or repeat cyclic arguments she'd heard too many times between Kyp
Durron and her uncle Luke.

"Anakin garted to figureit out,” shewent on. "l sensed it in him after Y avin Four. He learned something
there the rest of us don't know, something that could have made dl the difference, if only held had timeto
figureit al out. If thereis such athing asdestiny, | think that was Anakin's. He has dways been different.
Specid.”

"Of course. Hewas your brother."

"Heis" She broke off abruptly, shook off the stab of grief, and made the necessary adjustment. "He was
more than that.”

Jainatook time to consider her next words. She wasn't introspective by nature; this had been in her mind
snce Anakin'sexploitson Yavin 4, and she still couldn't get her hands around it.

"With Anakin'sdeath | lost abrother, but the Jedi lost something | can't begin to define. My fedingstell
meit's something important, something we lost avery long time ago.”

For along moment Zekk was silent. "Maybe so. But we have the Force, and each other.”

Smplewords, but with alayer of persond meaning offered like agift, if only Jainachoseto takeit.
"Each other," she echoed softly. "But for how long, Zekk? If the Jedi keep having 'successes likethislast



mission, pretty soon there won't be any of usleft.”

He nodded, accepting her evasion asif held expected it. "At least were going home.”

She managed afaint smile, and privately marked yet another difference between her friend's perceptions
and her own. Zekk had been born on Ennta and was brought to Coruscant when he was eight years old.
He made his own way in the rough lower levels of the city-planet. Jainds parents had kept living quarters
inthe city's prestigious towers for most of her life, but she had spent sur-

prisingly little of her eighteen years amid Coruscant's artificia gars.

To Jaina, Coruscant wasn't home. It was merely the next logical move on the dgarik board.

FOUR

Within the confines of his XJX-wing, Kyp Durron stretched hislanky form as best he could. He settled
back into the groove held worn into the seat over the course of two years and more battles than he
would ever admit to fighting.

"How many hasit been?' he wondered aoud.

A light on his console flashed, signaling a communication from Zero-One, the battered Q9 droid Kyp had
recently bought cheap from the estate of aMon Cadamari philosopher.

ISTHISA REQUEST FOR DATA OR A RHETORICAL QUESTION?

Kyp smiled briefly and shoved a hand through histoo-long dark hair. "Great. Now even droids are
questioning my motives."

NOT AT ALL. IN GENERAL, THE DISCUSSION OF PHILOSOPHY ISREADILY
DISCERNIBLE FROM A CALL TO ACTION.

"I've noticed that," he said dryly.

TO AVOID FUTURE MISUNDERSTANDING, HOWEVER, PERHAPS YOU SHOULD GIVE
DIRECT ORDERS IN SECOND PERSON IMPERATIVE; FOR EXAMPLE, "SET
COORDINATES FOR THE ABRE-GADO SYSTEM," OR "DIVERT POWER TO THE REAR
SHIELDS"

"How about 'Report to the maintenance bay for a persondity graft? " Kyp supplied hepfully.

A moment passed. ISTHAT AN ORDER OR AN INSULT?

"Whatever works."

Kyp left Zero-One to ponder this and turned his attention to the task ahead. He took point position. On
either sde of his X-wing flew six pristine XJfighters. These were Kyp's Dozen, the newest members of
an ever-shifting fellowship of heroes or rogues or villains, depending upon whom you asked.

Kyp checked the navigation screen for their bearings. " Still playing philosopher, Zero-One?!

| FAIL TO COMPREHEND THE UNDERLYING SEMANTIC MEANING OF YOUR QUERY..
"It waswhat you might call 'ahint." Stop gazing at your... centrd interface termind and tend to
agtronavigation. We should be coming up on our hyperspace coordinates before long.”

AS| AM WELL AWARE. IT ISPOSSIBLE TO THINK AND ACT AT THE SAME TIME, the
droid responded.

"Apparently you haven't attended any of the recent Jedi meetings,” Kyp said.

YOU ARE THE ONLY JEDI WITH WHOM | INTERFACE. UNFORTUNATELY, | WASNOT
PROGRAMMED TO EXPERIENCE GRATITUDE.

Kyp grinned flegtingly. "Was that a non sequitur or an insult?"

WHATEVER WORKS.

"| take less abuse from the Vong," Kyp complained as he switched his comm to the designated open
channd.

"Not long now, Dozen. Our primary mission isto protect the ship carrying the Jedi scientists. We'reflying
in groups of four. Each lieutenant will name command targets. I'll assess the Situation once we emergein
Coruscant space and revise our strategy as needed.”

"Hard to believe that Skywalker's Jedi arefindly getting off their thumbs" observed Lan Rim, Kyp's
latest lieutenant.

"Y ou're forgetting about Anakin Solo,” put in Veema, a plump and pretty woman who was edging into
her fifth decade of life. Kyp liked her-at least, as much as he dlowed himsdlf to care persondly about any



of hispilots. Her sense of fun waslegendary among certain circles, and her warm, inviting smile had
probably started more tavern brawls than a bad-tempered Gamorrean. Anyone who crossed Veema,
however, soon redlized that she had dimples of duracrete and ataent for holding grudges that a Hutt
might envy.

"Last | heard, Anakin went to the Y avin system, done, against orders from Skywaker and Borsk
Fey'lya" Veema continued. Shelet out asound halfway between asigh and apurr. ™Y oung, handsome,
reckless, and maybe alittle stupid-definitely my kind of man! Careto introduce us, Kyp?'

"Why should I?I've nothing againgt the kid."

"He's not the only one taking action,” observed Octa Ramis, the only other Jedi in Kyp's group. A
somber woman whose solid frame spoke of her origin on ahigh-gravity world, Octa had been shifting to
anincreasingly militant position for sometime. Shewasthefirg Jedi to join forceswith Kyp-that is, if you
didn't count Jaina Solo's temporary and Force-assi sted cooperation at Sernpidal.

"I heard about afew hotheaded Jedi who take, shal we say, avery proactive approach to the Peace
Brigade" Lan Rim said.

"What if they do?' Octasaid, snarling. "Who cares what happens to those Sith-spawned cowards? Jedi
for Jedi-I've no quarrd with that!"

"But othersdo,” Kyp observed with asigh. "I know

the three Lan'stalking about. Maybe | should try to red themin abit.”

He switched off the comm and addressed his astromech droid. "What would that make me,
Zero-One-the voice of reason?”

| AM NOT PROGRAMMED TO APPRECIATE IRONY..

"Bring onthe Vong," Kyp muttered as he switched back to his squadron.

"Tak to me, Dozen."

"For highest kill count, I've got two creditson Veema," Lan Rim offered. "No one can go through males
of any specieslike she can!™

The woman'slaughter tinkled, but Kyp heard the edge beneath the shimmering sound. "Better plan on
using some of your winningsto buy meadrink.”

"Y ou're on. Anyone else want to get in on this?'

The chatter flowed over Kyp, fading into perceived static as he reached out with the Force, trusting his
ingtincts and emotions to take him through the coming battle, as they had so many times before.
"You'e pretty quiet, Kyp," adisembodied voice observed.

"Only onthe outsde."

He spoke without thinking. His comment was met with amoment's sillence, then some uncertain laughter.
None of the pilots had actualy seen Kyp's darker side unleashed, but al of them had heard stories. No
one dared speak of what he'd been, and what he'd done.

But it was awaysthere.

"Five creditson Octa," Kyp said lightly. "And if you beat Veema's score by more than three, Octa, I'll
throw in Zero-One as abonus.”

"I'll keep the margin down to two," Octasaid somberly.

The Q9 unit let out an indignant bleep. Thisdrew aburst of genuine laughter-partly because Octas
riposte

broke the sudden tension, and partly because every pilot in the squadron recognized her humor as
unintentiond.

Most commanders Kyp knew wanted their pilots silent and focused as they approached battle. Kyp
encouraged banter. It kept their minds occupied and alowed emotionsto rise to the surface. He didn't
know of any pilots-not live ones, anyway-who thought their way through a battle. The speed and ferocity
of ship-to-ship combat was amatter of ingtinct, reflex, and luck. No one would ever mistake Han Solo
for aphilosopher, and held been flying longer and better than anyone Kyp knew.

When it came right down to it, what was there to think about? The Y uuzhan V ong had to be stopped it
wasthat ample. After today's fight was over, |et the dithering old folks debate how the enemy had
managed to move on Coruscant. Held be off fighting the next battle..



Kyp glanced at the navigation panel and gave the order to go to lightspeed. Once the jump was
complete, he settled down into the silence and darkness. With adiscipline born partly of the Force, partly
from long experience as a pilot, he willed himself to snatch abit of deep while he could.

He awakened abruptly as sensors announced the coming emergence from hyperspace. Stars flared into
exisence, and every light on his control pand camedive.

The Jedi glanced at the multitude of flashing icons on his display, each representing an enemy skip.
"Trying to tdl me something, Zero-One?"

EXPERIENTIAL DATA INDICATE THAT YOU DO NOT APPRECIATE SUBTLETY.

If anything, the droid had erred on the side of understatement. With a surge of dismay, Kyp redized he
was leading his pilotsinto amaelstrom.

The skies over Coruscant strobed and burned. Ships of every size and description hurtled away from the
doomed

world. A vast Y uuzhan Vong fleet awaited them. A few escaped, aided more by the generd chaos than
any coordinated defense. Therewas no sign of the Jedi wing.

The Dozen swept in, holding their wedge-shaped formation. The only sign of their consternation wasthe
glence coming from the open comm.

One of the Dozen, an early XJ prototypein pristine condition, dipped out of formation and Sarted
lagging behind like adistracted toddler.

Kyp frowned. "Five, acknowledge.”

The ship swiftly moved back into place. "Five here."

The voice wasridiculoudy young-aboyish growl that had yet to achieve agenuine baritone. The pilat,
Chem, was the son of awedthy diplomat, a collector who'd filled asmall warehouse with gleaming,
never-flown ships. On hisfourteenth birthday, Chem stole his mother's favorite ship and set out to track
down Kyp's Dozen. He hadn't asked for admission-just followed the squadron around from one mission
to another. After severa standard months, and the loss and replacement of more pilots than Kyp cared
to count, he'd taken Chem on as aregular. Since then, the kid had vaped seven Vong cora skippers and
sguandered hisinheritance on such frivolous things as new XJs, concussion missiles, and fudl.

"Keep focused, Five. I'd hate to see you get ascratch on that showpiece of yours," Kyp admonished
lightly.

"Sowould I, sr. Under those circumstances, 1'd rather face the warmaster himsalf than the ship's rightful
"Copy that,” Lan Rim brokein. "I used to keep company with Chem's mother. Y ou thought the VVong
were mean and ugly?'

"She speskswell of you, too," Chem retorted without missing abest. "Or a least of your flying skills.
Saysif you'd stuck to it, you could have been the best nerf herder on Cordllia”

Kyp chuckled at the idea of the hotshot pilot sputtering a ong on a ponderous herding ded-an image that
made nerf herder such a potent insult. The short exchange broke some of the tension he sensed in each of
hispilots. All but one. A degp sense of unease remained in the youngest pilot.

He switched to a private channd. "Problems, Five?!

Therewasamoment of silence. "Thelights are going out, Sir. Coruscant's lights.”

The Jedi nodded in understanding. Far below, the eternd, never-deeping city-planet was fading into
darkness, facing itsfirgt true night since time out of mind. Y uuzhan Vong drop ships, big as mountains,
blotted out vast portions of cityscape asthey settled down to the business of daughter. Blastboat analogs
spewed molten rock hot enough to melt the glittering towersinto dark dag hegps. Enemy transports spat
out coraskippers like obscenities. The rocklike shipswhirled in adeadly dance, ameteor swarm
choreographed by some unseen, maevolent power.

Then a squadron of coral skippers swept toward the Dozen and aburst of plasma blossomed against
Kyp'sforward shield.

"It'sour job to hold back the night, Chem. Don't et yoursdlf get distracted from that.”

"Yes gr!"

Kyp's sensorsflared, derting him to another fleet emerging from hyperspace. Kyp glanced at the Jedi



wing and groaned. The "fleet" comprised perhaps a dozen X-wings, severd battered E-wings, and afew
shipsthat defied classfication. All these ships protectively encircled a battered corvette.

"This Danni Queetravelsin style. Impressed, Zero-One?" he asked, speaking too low for the comm to
pick up.

NOT YET.

"Y eah, for once we're agreed.”

Kyp switched back to the open channdl. " Just like we practiced, Dozen. On my signd, break into fours.
Lieutenants, cdl your targets. May the Force bewith you al."

The Y uuzhan Vong fleet reponded to the new threats with precisaly choreographed, tactically sound
maneuvers. Some of the cora skippers and a blastboat flew to meet the Jedi wing. Other units swooped
down on evacuee shipslike hunting hawk-bats, daring the fighters of both squadronsto pursue. Still
others veered toward the Dozen.

"And guesswhat?' Kyp murmured. "Therée's enough of them to go around!”

The lead cora skippers began to vomit plasma. Kyp signaed the order to break, then tapped his
controls. A modified thruster sent him in asharp, vertical rise. The bolt stresked harmlesdy padt...

... and dammed into one of the ships behind him-a ship that shouldn't have been in that position.

Kyp didn't see theimpact, couldn't hear the explosion or the rending apart of metal and ceramic. But he
fet theflare of ayoung man'sfear and disbdief, then the searing redization of what amoment's
inattention could cost.

"Chem," he said through gritted teeth.

The Jedi let hisguilt and grief flow, carrying aburst of Force power with it. Hislong fingers danced over
the controls, sending a stuttering firestorm of lasers toward the oncoming Y uuzhan VVong.

To hissurprise, the larger-than-average coral skipper setting a course for the Jedi corvette swallowed
every bolt that cameitsway.

Kyp shook his head in astonishment. The Stutter-trigger technique had been developed early inthe war in
response to the pattern of shielding singularities- miniature black holes, redly-that the enemy'sdovin
basas generated. Somehow the Y uuzhan VVong, or at least this one, had found away to counter this
attack.

"Y ou want to dance?' Kyp said grimly. "Finewith me. I'll lead."

He swept in, alaser firestorm leading the way. Several cora skippers circled in to support the larger ship.
Asthe Jedi led them away, he carefully noted the shape and diameter of the big ship's protective shield.
Hejinked sharply, putting apassing military ship between himsdf and his attackersjust long enough to
drop apair of concussion missiles. Quickly he darted away, drawing the Y uuzhan V ong with him and
leaving the misslesfloating like harmlessflotsam.

Octaresponded at onceto thissignal. She and the three pilots under her command unleashed abarrage
of quick-stuttering laserfire at the big coral skipper.

Kyp reached out with the Force and eased the floating missiles toward the big skip. He reversed the flow
of Force energy and brought the missilesto astop just short of the dovin basa'sreach.

While Octa kept the big skip busy, Kyp quickly took stock of the nearby battle. A large Cordllian
freighter, most likely carrying passengers fleaing the planet, managed to hurtle through the blockade just a
few kilometers from the Jedi corvette. Immediately severa coral skippers converged in attack. The
refugees unwittingly led this new force directly toward Danni Quegs ship.

"Veema, get that freighter out of here," Kyp ordered.

A quartet of XJs darted off in tight formation to engage the enemy ships. Laserfire battled streams of
plasmaas Kyp's pilots provided adiversion for the fleeing refugee ship.

A thin bolt of plasma sheered through the wing of Veemas ship. The off-baance XJtumbled wildly,
hopelesdy out of control, and crashed into the very ship it

had been protecting. The XJ exploded-and took the freighter's port fusion engine out with it.

A hugefissure sizzled down the side of the battered freighter, brilliant from the explosion within. Kyp-his
emotions open and raw from his own peculiar battle mode-felt the sharp surge of terror, and then the
sudden sundering of every lifeon that ship.



With agreat effort of will, Kyp snapped his attention back to the big cora skipper. The Y uuzhan Vong
had apparently taken note of the protection given the old corvette. The big cora skipper moved
inexorably toward Danni Quegsvessd. A stray laser beam struck one of the concussion missiles. It
exploded awhite-fire blossom bursting from an eerie pink stem. The skip, however, had moved beyond
the exploson'srange.

But Kyp no longer needed this particular missile. He ordered Octa's squadron to regroup in adefensive
position around the Jedi scientist's ship.

"Asthe Magter says, Sze mattersnot,” he murmured.

He released hishold on the second missile, not caring that it was swallowed by one of the coralskipper's
duttering sSingularities. Reaching deep into himself, he sought resources he had not used for many years.
Once before, Kyp had seized a ship and dragged it out of the fierce heart of agas giant. Now he reached
out with the Force and took hold of the dead freighter.

It shot forward with astonishing ease, moving steadily through the vacuum of space toward the shielded
cora-skipper.

Lan Rim'sdark chuckle came through the comm. "Subtle asdways, Kyp! Let's not let this one get away,
Dozen!" he shouted.

The lieutenant spun off in atight turn, histwo surviving pilotsfollowing closdaly. They darted around the
big cordskipper, cutting off itsretreet, taking and returning fire from the other enemy skips. Their daring
maneuvers soon exacted a price-lan's ship got caught in a'Y uuzhan Vong crossfire. The double blast of
plasma proved too much for his shields, and the ship dissolved in abright splatter of plasmaand
superheated metal.

The pilots Lan had commanded doggedly held the course held plotted. The X Js continued to harry the
big skip, forcing it to keep up its stuttering shields as the dead freighter closed in. At the last moment, the
surviving X-wings shot away toward safety.

The freighter never got close. One moment it was there; the next it smply disgppeared into avoid. What
happened next was not exactly what Kyp had had in mind.

Hed hoped for aphysical impact, or, barring that, that the freighter might overwhelm the dovin basd's
capacity, leaving the big cord skipper vulnerable to attack. It had never occurred to him that the skip's
multiple sngularities might mergeinto one and fold in on the Y uuzhan Vong ship likeaglove turning insde
out. But suddenly, the freighter was gone. So was the coral skipper.

And so were the fleeing X-wings.

Desgth came to the pilots with a speed that neither fear nor thought could match. Neither of them saw its
approach. None of their fina emotions came through to Kyp-only asudden, amost deafening blast of
dlence

Grief and guilt rosein Kyp like adark tide. He bore down, sternly crushing these emotions before they
could ater hisfocus, his course. He would not do this. He would not give way to the uncertainty that had
so crippled hisfdlow Jedi.

Y et he could not deny that once again, he had undertaken amassive use of Force power and, in doing
30, had inadvertently caused the death of those closeto him.

Kyp forced himsalf back into the battle. He quickly took stock of his situation. Only Octaremained, and
two of her pilots. The four of them could still do some damage.

He hailed his surviving Dozen and named avector reasonably free of battle. "Well regroup in quartet
formation under my command.”

The ships responded at once, jinking a path through the Jedi ships.

Suddenly asurge of grief came from Octa Ramis, and then abrief, anguished epiphany, and, findly, fury.
Kyp was not very surprised to note that her anger was directed not at the Y uuzhan Vong, but a him.
"Master Skywaker wasright," she said with deadly calm. "Y ou may consider this a desertion.”

Her XJ peeled off and circled back to the Jedi wing. After amoment, the two surviving members of her
squadron followed.

Kyp let her go.

Nine more of his pilots had died, adding their namesto the lengthening roster of those who had died



under his command since thewar started. Though their deasths weighed heavily on Kyp, he accepted this
asthefortunes of war. But never before had he crossed the lines hed drawn long ago and brought about
acomrade's desth through the power of the Force. At this dark moment, it seemed to him that thissingle
act negated al the good he had done, dl his steadfast arguments, everything for which he stood.

A moment of indecision, no more, but the price was high. Coralskippers closed in on Octas shipslikea
pack of voxyn.

Kyp streaked in, determined to take as many of them with him as he could.

Suddenly, inexplicably, the Y uuzhan Vong attack began to falter. Severd of the coral skippers veered
away in erratic, dmost drunken flight. Octa Ramistook ad-

vantage of this seeming confusion to give pursuit. The other X Jsfollowed.

Two skips hurtled toward the Jedi woman's ship. The enemy ships grazed each other, veered wildly
gpart, over-compensated. Back they came, damming into asidelong collison.

Shards of cord hammered the X Js with deadly shrapnel. Both of the ships spun away, out of control.
Only Octareturned to the battered Jedi fleet.

"Objective secured,” she said coldly.

Kyp could only nod. For months now, Danni Quee's team had been working on blocking ayammosk, a
hideous, tel epathic creature that coordinated many ships. Judging by the sudden confusion among the

Y uuzhan VVong, they had succeeded.

But he, Kyp Durron, had failed.

Agan.

A flood of emotion swept through him, and adozen hard years suddenly fell avay. For amoment Kyp
knew the fresh anguish of his brother's death. The darkness of that terrible time flooded back, and the
despair.

"Jaina," he murmured suddenly, for no reason that he could comprehend.

Kyp shook hishead asif to clear it. Of course he was aware of pretty, pragmatic Jaina Solo-what Jedi
wasn't?-but she didn't exactly fly in his orbit. There was nothing between them that could explain the
fleeting connection; in fact, her reaction after the attack on the Sernpida shipwomb suggested that Jaina
wouldn't so much as spit a him if hewere onfire.

At that moment afamiliar ship soared into view, a disreputable antique that was nonethel ess one of the
biggest legendsin the galaxy. Three cora skippers blundered after it, Soewing lethal rock.

"Not the Falcon,” Kyp vowed darkly, finding ameasure of focusin this new threat. "Not a chance.”

The Jedi dropped hisremaining two missiles and used the Force to hurl them at the enemy ships. Once
again he sopped them just short of the singularities. He busied the skips dovin basalswith aquick flurry
of laserfire, then let the missles hammer in. Two of the dien ships exploded. Cord shards melted asthey
hurtled through gouts of plasmathrown by athird ship.

The Jedi switched to hailing frequency. "Millennium Falcon, thisis Kyp Durron. Could you use a
wingmete?'

"Y ou give agreat audition, kid. Consder yourself

hired." Han Solo's disembodied voice lifted some of the burden

from Kyp's shoulders.

Hisrdief was short-lived. A Y uuzhan Vong blastboat made a ponderous turn and came in pursuit of the
Facon. The pilot noticed, too, and responded with an oath Kyp hadn't heard since hisdaysasadavein
the Kessdl spice

mines

"Youingdl thoseverticd thrusters, like | told you?'

Han demanded. "Got 'em.” "Good. Use them.”

Kyp punched the drive. His head seemed determined to burrow between his shoulders as the ship made
asudden legp. An enormous, ship-swallowing plasma comet scorched a path through the place he had
just been-and directly toward hisfriend's ship.

But Han turned the Falcon abruptly up on her port side. The missile streaked past, taking out a pair of
disoriented cora skippers before it cooled into tumbling rock.



The old ship leveled out and then whirled away, tracing an oddly teetering path as Han deftly evaded
incoming fire. Then he abruptly flipped onto the starboard sde. Another massive bolt shot by, missng the
ship but hesting the underside to aglowing red. The Falcon lev-

eled out suddenly. Two confused coralskippers collided

overhead.

"Hey, | told these people to use the flight restraints,” Han protested, responding to someone whose voice
was beyond the reach of the comm. "Maybe if you'd issued aroya edict?'

The contentious fondnessin Han's voice identified the recipient of his sarcasm. An odd, hollow sensation
stled in the pit of Kyp's sscomach at the prospect of confronting Leia Organa Solo.

He admired Han's wife greatly, but her presence often .Ieft him keenly aware of the disparity between his
youthful choices and hers. Leiahad become amember of the Imperid Senate at sixteen, ahero of the
Rebd Alliance two yearslater. At sixteen, Kyp had apprenticed himsdf to along-dead Sith Lord. Hed
rounded out histeen years by putting Master Skywalker in a near-degth trance, forcibly erasing the
memory of an Omwati scientist, commandeering a superweapon, and destroying aworld and dl its
inhabitants. Thanksto Luke Sky-waker'sintervention, Kyp's crimes had been forgiven. Kyp had no
illusonsthat anyone would forget them, least of all himsdf. Princess Leiadid not remind him of what hed
been, but rather, what he might have become. On the other hand, L eias presence on the Falcon might
explain why Jaina had come so forcefully to Kyp's mind. Leiawasn't afully trained Jedi, but Kyp
suspected her raw powersrivaled those of her brother. Perhaps she'd heard something about her
daughter and had inadvertently projected her response through the Force. Last thing Kyp had heard, the
Solo kidswereinvolved in some secret mission.

"From your last comment, I'd guessthat Leiaisflying copilot,” Kyp ventured.

"Looksthat way," Han agreed. Kyp didn't need the Force to hear the deep affection in the man'svoice.
But

there was a so adeep weariness and a certain brittle quaity-things that Kyp had never associated with
Han. "Iseverything dl right?"

Han'slaugh sounded atrifle forced. "Leias up to the job, if that's what you're asking. And we've got two
Jedi Masters aboard for good measure-L uke's here, and Mara. What could go wrong?'

SOME CULTURES BELIEVE THAT RHETORICAL QUESTIONSHAVE A WAY OF
TEMPTING FATE, Zero-One observed.

Kyp abruptly switched off the outside comm. "Who asked you?" he demanded.

RHETORICAL QUESTIONS ARE NOT DIRECTED AT ANYONE IN PARTICULAR. PERHAPS
THAT ISWHY DESTINY CLAIMSTHEM.

"Who did your philasophicad programming-a cantinacomic? Destiny clamsthem!™ the Jedi scoffed.
"Wordsto live by!"

EXPERIENTIAL DATA, KYPDURRON, SUGGEST THAT YOU DO PRECISELY THAT.

The sneer fdl off Kyp'sface. He switched off the communication screen linking him to the disturbing Q9
unit and blew out along sigh.

Then hefdl into place beside the Falcon, his eyes scanning the roiling skiesfor his next fight.

FIVE

Jainasdumped in the pilot's seat, too exhausted for deep. She felt an approaching presence and turned to
face Tekli, the young Chadra-Fan hedler.

Thefurry little female looked perturbed-al four of the nostrils on her upturned snout flared, asif shewere
scenting the air for danger. Her large rounded ears were folded back into subdued half-moons, and her
quick, dmost furtive movements made her look more rodentlike than usud.

Jainahauled hersdf upright. "How is Tahiri?"

"Seeping." The heder sighed. "The broken bonein her arm is set, her wounds patched as best | can. But
| do not envy her dreams.”

Dreams. Jainagrimaced at the thought. "Why take the chance? Firgt opportunity, I'm going straight into a
heding trance.

"That is probably wi 2"



Tekli stood quietly, her long-fingered handstightly clasped. She looked asif she were trying to gather her
thoughts, or perhaps her courage.

Jainasmoothed a hand wearily over her untidy brown hair. "Thisisn't adiplomatic dinner. How about we
jettison the protocol and get to whatever's on your mind.”

"Y ou have set course for Coruscant.”

"That'sright."

"Isthiswise? We are flying an enemy ship. We cannot communicate with the city towersto relay our
identitiesand intentions.”

Jainafolded her arms. "How many living Y uuzhan V ong ships do you suppose the Republic has?* The
little Chadra-Fan blinked. "I don't know." "Last | heard, two. By now they could both be dead and
useless. They don't seemto live long without regular attention from the shapers-the VVong maintenance
techs. Chances are, the Republic will be so glad to get their hands on aliving ship and living pilot they'll
give uslanding dearance.

"Asthey did to the supposed Y uuzhan V ong defector, the priestess Elan?

Jainablew out along sigh. "1 see your point. How can the Republic know that we're not faking
surrender? For al they know, we could be on a suicide mission to release some biological weapon upon
Coruscant.”

"It has crossed my mind. No doubt it may occur to others.”

Jainaglanced at Lowbacca, who was still poking ddlicately about in the frigate's navibrain. "What about
it, Lowie? Any chance thisthing can change hyperspace destination without emerging to sublight speed?”
The Wookiee sent her an incredulous stare, then cast his eyes upward and shook his head in disgust.
She shrugged this off. " So we emerge into Coruscant space and keep out of the main lanes while we
program another hyperspace jump. There must be somewhere that we can land thisrock in one piece
rather than as a shower of gravel. Then we can make our way to a population center and send
communicationsfrom there

The Chadra-Fan's |opped-back ears perked up into their usual, rounded shape. "Y es. Much better."
"Got adedtinationin mind?'

L owbaccawoofed a suggestion.

"Gdlinore," Jainamused. "That'sin the Hapes Clugter,

but it'srdatively close. If we are very careful, we could probably get in undetected.”

Tend Kashead came up sharply. "I know Gadlinore well. It could be done.”

"But we'd be cutting right across Y uuzhan Vong territory,” Ganner pointed out. " Chances are, we'd run
right into heavy dovin basd mining.”

"Good point,” Jainaagreed. "Thisjump took us through enemy-held territory. The question is, how do
the Y uuzhan V ong ships get through the minefield?*

L owbacca pointed to the navibrain and went into a vigorous spate of growls and yelps.

The young pilot frowned. "What do you mean, the ship just went around them? How does that work?"
The Wookiee shrugged. Jaina's face was deeply troubled as she considered the possible implications of
this. After amoment she shook off her introgpection. "Anyone e se have anything to add? Alema? Tesar?
How about you, Zekk?'

"Yourethepilot,” Zekk responded. "But | see your point-we should come to a consensus before the
need for action arises. Galinore sounds good. How much longer in hyperspace, Lowie?"

The Wookiee held up amassive furred paw and began to count down from five. Jainareached for the
cognition hood and pulled it back over her head.

Shewas ingtantly flooded with images of light-not the expected, sudden appearance of blurry starlines,
but amultiverse of frantically strobing, swirling lights.

The skies over Coruscant blazed with fleeing transport ships, darting E-wings and X Js, strangely
undisciplined squadrons of coraskippers. Brief, brilliant explosons flared and faded, each coming on the
hedls of another in rapid cadence.

L owbacca began to howl in protest.

"I know it'snot your fault,” Jainayeled as she jinked



to avoid severa pink streaks exploding from X-wing laser cannons. "Y ou didn't get uslogt. Thisis
Coruscant.”

"Thiswas Coruscant,” Zekk murmured, his voice hollow with shock and grief.

Ganner thrust him out of the way and dropped into the gunner's seat. "Line them up, Jaing, and I'll take
them out.”

A tiny blue comet flared toward them. The missile blinked out of existence meters from the ship.
Immediately a secondary attack-a barrage of laserfire- hammered the cora hull. The frigate shuddered.
Fine, black dust showered down over the Jedi.

"Those were Republic ships,” Ganner said grimly. "I can't return fire on them!™

Instead, he sent a plasma bolt hurling toward a'Y uu-zhan Vong skip. Alema Rar lunged a him, seizing his
arm with both hands and jerking his hand free of the targeting glove.

"We came dressed for the wrong party,” she reminded him. "Keep that up, and everyone will befiring at
"

Jaina opened her mind, reached out asfar as the ship's considerable sensors could span. Information
engulfed her. The datawas staggering, the conclusion inescapable

Coruscant was logt, and the fleeing New Republic ships were badly outnumbered by the invading force.
The Twi'lek was right any attempt to help would only draw the ire of the Y uuzhan Vong and place the
Jedi survivors squardly between the warring factions.

She glanced at L owbacca, tilted her hooded head at an inquiring angle. For amoment, the Wookie€'s
face reflected her own conflicted thoughts. He offered a hafhearted comment about the enemy of an
enemy being afriend.

Before Jaina could respond, awarning sizzled through the hood and into her mind. Her gaze darted
toward a proton torpedo cutting alivid blue streak toward them.

"Something telsme," she replied as she dodged the Republic ship's missile, "that we won't be making
many friendstoday."

Leagrimaced asapanfully familiar X-wing darted directly into the Facon'sflight path.

"Areyou sure Kyp Durron wasn't hooked up to that scrambled yammosk?' she said tartly.

"Watch," Han said in asmug tone. He delivered an open-handed whack to the control pandl. A
concussion missile exploded toward the Jedi pilot's ship. Asif held expected this, Kyp whipped his
X-wing into ahard, rolling turn. Han's missile put asolid hit on the skip pursuing Kyp. A quick grin
tugged at one corner of Han's mouth. "Taught him that one mysdf.” " Are you bragging or confessng?'
"Kyp'sfighting on the same sdewe are," he reminded. "Not everyone agrees with his methods, but no
one gives more than he does."

Leiaclosed her eyes asthe ever-present grief swept over her in waves, followed swiftly by the stark fear
that came from knowing she could lose two more children. "That's true enough. Kyp was more than
willing to give your daughter to the cause."

Han fell slent for severa moments, negotiating hisway through afloating graveyard of newly dead ships
with far more care than the effort warranted.

Too late, Leiarealized how deeply her words had cut. Han had lost Chewbacca on Sernpidal. There
was enough supergtition in Han's makeup to view that planet's graveyard asa sort of interdiction field for
Solo luck. To hisway of thinking, Jainals mission to Sernpida had been anear miss, atragedy just barely
averted.

She glanced over at her husband. His bleak expression and haunted eyes recalled the terrible months
after Chewbacca's desth, and his struggle to accept the vulnerability

of those he loved. When the redlization of Anakin's death seared through her, she/d been too engulfed by
her own agony to ease Han into that knowledge; in fact, from what she remembered, she'd thrown the
terrible news at him like abrick of duracrete. Right now, helooked asif shed hit him squarely between
the eyes.

Remorse jolted through Leia. She was not the only one who had lost ason.

Shetouched Han'sarm lightly. "Grief hasaway of making people act selfish and stupid.”

He sent her aquick, wary look. "Are we talking about me?"



"Not thistime," she said, and sighed. "I'm sorry, Han. Jaina can take care of herself, and the Sernpida
mission probably ended up moving the war effort forward. That doesn't change the fact that Kyp lied to
Jaina. Worse-he used the Force to sway her judgment. | just don't trust him."

"Luke does.

"Lukeis..." She paused, consdered. "Optimigtic." Han snorted. "Since when did you start pulling your
punches?'

Hiswife responded with awan smile and turned back to the navigationa computer. Her fingers poised
over the controls, uncertain. "Where do we go now?" she wondered aoud.

An out-of-control skip spun toward them. Bursts of fire erupted from the Falcon's belly guns as Luke
Sky-walker reduced the vessdl to rubble. A large chunk of coral dammed into the forward shields. The
cabin lights blinked out, then flared uncertainly back.

"Anywhere but here," Han said. "Don't get me wrong I'm glad to have Luke and Maraaboard. Y our
brother's not bad with weaponry, but he's not, well-" "Y ou?' Leia suggested. Han managed areasonable
imitation of hisold, cocky smirk. "I don' liketo brag."

She began to input coordinates for abrief hyperspace jump. Her fingers fatered to a stop asa strange
sensation crept over her-a presence perceived through the Force, yet one that felt more like a gathering
storm cloud than aliving being. Her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of it.

The touch on her shoulder made her jJump. "Y ou're wound about three turnstoo tight,” he observed.
Suddenly the answer cameto her. She sat up, pulling avay from Han. "Jainal"

The color leeched from hisface. "She'snot..."

"No," Leiasad hadtily. "But she's il in danger- only now she's nearby. Circle around, head back
toward the battle."

AsHan pulled the Falcon around, Leias brown eyes scanned theroiling skies. A Y uuzhan Vong frigate
twisted through the confusion, severa X-wingsin close pursuit. Cora skippers converged on the frigate,
surrounding it with a protective convoy. Severd pairs of mismatched ships peded away asthe Situation
devolved into achaotic dogfight.

Lelasaized the obvious and logical explanation. Jaina had returned from her misson and gone straight to
the nearest Rogue Squadron post. That would be like her. Communication being what it was, she might
not have been able to get a message through.

Even as Leids thoughts took shape, plasma spurted from a cora skipper and scored adirect hit on one of
the X-wings. She fdt asurge of fury in that nebul ous Jaina-sense as the Republic pilot dissolved dong
with the ship, and then a colder, darker emotion took its place.

Her brows drew down in aworried scowl as she tracked the acrid scent of vengeance to her daughter's
ship.

"There," she said, pointing toward the frigate and the

amall fleet of beleaguered X-wings giving dogged pursuit. "Jainas over there.”

A grin broke over Han'sface. He leaned toward the comm. "Kyp, you're about to join Rogue
Squadron.”

The only response from the Jedi's X-wing was an incredul ous comment of a Q9 droid.

"Jainas with those X-wingstrying to take down that midsized rock, the one busy avoiding entanglement,”
Han explained. "What do you think can a'Y uuzhan Vong ship move that fast and maneuver that well, and
dill useitsshidds?' "Let'sfind out."

Kyp veered off and circled wide, closing in on the frigate from above. Streams of red light poured from
his X-wing and pelted the enemy ship. The dovin basal absorbed most of Kyp's shotsin miniature gravity
wells and dodged nearly all the rest through a series of deft, economica movements.

"Not bad," Han muttered, frowning as he stared at the midsized Y uuzhan Vong ship.

Suddenly the enemy frigate pulled away and described atight, rising loop.

Lelaclutched Han'sarm. "It's coming right into your line of firel"

"V egh"

The laconic response earned Han an incredulous, sdelong glare. He shook off Lelas grip and reached
for theintraship comm. "The big onés mine, Mara. Y ou can pick off anything it brings our way."



"You'rethe captain,” hissigter-in-law replied.

Leidsface cleared suddenly as she understood the path histhoughts were taking. "Jaina? In that enemy
ship?'

"Oneway to find out.”

Hanfired amissle a the frigate, waiting ahair's breadth longer than he had with Kyp. The Y uuzhan
Vong ship rolled deftly aside asif the pilot had been expecting

the attack. Han's missile struck one of the skipsthat trailed protectively initswake. A shidding singularity
swallowed the first assault, but Mara finished thejob with aquick one-two attack.

"That's Jaina," Han said firmly. "Thousands of pilots can get from hereto therein an X-wing, but how
many could make ahunk of rock twirl likeaTwi'lek dancing girl?"

"Han"

"Two," he stated, answering his own question. "And I'm the other one.”

Stll dubious, Leiaturned to the Force for confirmation. Again she reached out to Jaina. Again she
perceived not the vivid, impetuous energy she'd always associated with her daughter, but astorm-cloud
presence-coal, impending, pitiless.

Lelafrowned. Anger led to the dark side. She had heard this so many times. Y et the emotions that rolled
off her daughter were disturbingly familiar, and very like Leia's perception of her own father-not the
gpectra Anakin Skywaker who had begged her forgiveness, but hisearlier, living incarnation as Darth
Vader.

Never had Lela consdered the possibility that Jaina, the most pragmatic and least complicated of her
children, might dip into darkness. She reached for Jainaagain, more insstently. Through the Force she
sensed her daughter's rgjected pain, her carefully shielded emotions- and her unacknowledged thirst for
revenge. It occurred to Leiathat ice could be as deadly asfire.

If thisinsight proved true, then she'd lost another of her children, thistime to something moreterrible than
death.

"Decide" Han said tersaly. "The Y uuzhan VVong could blame that frigate's maneuver on the scrambled
yam-mosK, but sooner or later Jaina's gonnahaveto pick aside.”

She quickly shook off her fears and switched the comm to hailing frequency. "Thisis Leia Organa Solo
aboard the Millennium Facon. The Y uuzhan Vong frigate nearby is under the command of my daughter,
Lieutenant Jaina Solo. Her Y uuzhan V ong escort does not redlize this. Hold your fire, and well see that
the frigate escapes, and the coral skippers do not.”

There was amoment's hesitation, then the pursuing X-wings pulled away.

Theintercom crackled. "Leia, are you sure about this?' Maraasked. "1 hate to admit it, but | don't fed
Janaout there."

She glanced a Han, who nodded. "Were sure.”

The Y uuzhan Vong frigate, itsway clear, shot off in rapid acceleration and disappeared into hyperspace.
The Facon followed, taking the short jump Leiahad programmed.

Han's shoulders dumped. His hand found hers, claimed it. "We did theright thing, didn't we? | mean,
letting a potentiad enemy go?"

The unwitting implication of hiswords nearly broke Leids heart. She met her hushand's eyes and reed
the rare moment of self-doubt written there,

"That was Jaina," she asserted, both answering and avoiding his question.

His gaze sharpened. "Then why do you look so worried?"

For amoment Lelawas tempted to share her doubts, to seeif they might disspateif given voice. But if
she waswrong, planting this seed in Han's mind would be selfish, even crud. She would never accuse
Han of favoritism, but Jaina had aways been the child he understood best, the one who'd taken straight
after him in talents and tastes, the kid who'd taken every opportunity to follow him around. Han would
grieveteribly if Jainawere taken from them by thiswar, but he had lost others

in battle and he could come to termswith it in time. This, though-this he could never comprehend.
"Wdl?' Han prompted. "What'swrong?'

Lelasettled on apartia truth. " Jacen wasn't with Jaina. | can still sensehim,” she added hadtily, "but he



wasn't with her.”

Han nodded, taking thisin. "Then well haveto trust them both to find their way back."

Sheblinked, startled again by the unintentiona aptness of his comments. "Y ou're right. They're grown
now, and capable. But it isn't easy to et them go their own

way."

"No, itisn't." He attempted a cocky grin and managed adecent if decidedly one-sided imitation. "Since
when did any of us need thingsto be easy?"

Leiagratefully took hislead. Humor pushed back the numbing grief-if only for thetimeit took to smile.
"You've got apoint, flyboy. If | needed proof of that, al | need to do isremember that we're ill
married.”

Heleaned forward, touched hisforehead to hers. "Last time | checked.”

His strength flowed into her, mixed with a sweetness that sheld feared they'd misplaced long ago. Leia
lifted her face until their lips were awhisper apart. "Check again.”

A storm raged outside Genera Soontir Fel's viewport, the first of the winter monsoon season. Frozen
rain swirled through roiling gray clouds and rattled againgt the transparisted ports. |ce coated the
duracrete landing pads and hung from the eaves of the Chiss barracksin neat rows, like ready weapons
lining an armory shelf. Tal, blue-skinned pilots strode confidently over the dick wakways, aided by their
spike-soled boots and their native athleticism.

Despite the steady hum of the room's hesting unit, the cold seeped into Fel'sjoints. A phantom ache
throbbed in hismissing eye, despite the dark patch he sometimeswore. For thefirst timein hislife hefelt
old and tired, especialy when he considered the challenges ahead.

A hard winter was on itsway, the generd mused, onethat could last for severa Corellian years. The
Chiss base, the latest of many that Fel had established over the years, was set in a particularly harsh
environment of an inhospitable world. Most of his advisers had perceived no reason why anyone would
choose to place a base here.

Fd only hoped that the Y uuzhan V ong would follow the samelogic.

Heturned away from the viewport to study the officer sanding at stiff attention before hisdesk. The
young man wore theformal black uniform of the Syndic

Mitth'raw'nuruodo's household phalanx, and the insgnia of acolond. Hisblack hair was cut short,
exposing the entire length of the scar that ran up from hisright eyebrow well into hishairline. A thin stresk
of white hair followed the path of that scar, asif to emphasi ze the maturity that had come too soon, and
a grest

price.

"We have had this discussion before, Colond," Fel commented. "This phaanx is committed to the same
goasyou've espoused. We responded at Gargi. We fought at Ithor. The Imperiad command recalled
Admird Pellaeon after that debacle, with what they considered to be good reason. Given the outcome of
that engagement and the withdrawa of Imperid support, | saw little value in committing phalanx
squadrons.”

"| disagree." The young colondl bowed to emphasize that his words expressed opinion, but not
disrespect. "1 will concede that no one, not the New Republic nor the Imperial forces nor the Chiss,
could counter the biological wegponsthat destroyed Ithor. The presence of this household's phalanx had
no impact on this outcome. Ithor, however, was the only world utterly destroyed. Theinvaders have
followed more conventiond tacticsin their subsequent conquests.”

"And therein lies the problem. How successful were you and your Rogue Squadron dliesin fending off
any of these conquests through 'conventiona tactics?'

Theyoung man'slipsthinned. "My two squadrons were recalled shortly after Ithor, Sr. We had neither
the time nor the opportunity to make an appreciable difference. Thisisnot an excuse, Sir, but smple
fact.”

"Two squadrons,” the general repeated. " Twenty-four clawcraft and abeacon ship. How much difference
could thisforce have made at Ord Mantell”? Or Duro? Hundreds, possibly thousands of worlds are under
Y uuzhan Vong control."



"With respect, Sir, | was com missioned in this household to serve and uphold the idedls of Grand
Admird Thrawn."

"Which did not, I might point out, include stupidity,” the general observed coldly. "I expected better of
you- anot uncommon dynamic between fathers and their sons.”

Colond Jagged Fdl acknowledged the reprimand with asmal bow and afaint, wry smile.

"Y ou weretrained by Chisstacticians," Baron Fel continued. "Tell me do we have the ships, weaponry,
personnd, or for that matter the knowledge needed to take on these invaders?’

"Wedo not," Jag admitted. "Permission to spesk fredy?’

The baron lifted one hand in agesture of assent. " Chiss sages conclude that the Y uuzhan VVong must have
spent generations traveling between gaaxies. Theseinvaders are not likely to consider the so-caled
Unknown Regions a daunting prospect.”

"| agree,” Baron Fdl said. "The Chiss parliament does not, and neither do the Imperia leaders. The
invasion path has swept steadily toward the Core Worlds, leading many to believe that the invaders will
bypass both Chissand Imperid territory entirely.”

As Jag absorbed this, his pae green eyes narrowed and his jaw squared. "This phalanx has never been
ruled by the thinking of tradition-bound Chiss senators, or by Imperid politicianswhosefirst concernis
persond power. Was a change-of-policy holocube issued during my recent absence?!

The generd’s eyebrowsllifted. Jag inclined hishead in abow that held acknowledgment of his
impropriety, but no apology.

"Chiss society pretends that Snydic Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo does not exist, but they know quite well that we
are out here. They send their sons and daughtersto this phalanx's academies and bases. They were more
than willing to accept the protection and technology that Thrawn's conquests and aliances offered them,
and they are willing to accept what we, successorsto the grand admira's gods, can do for them.”

"But we could do more." Jag took astep forward, his expression intense, hisformaity forgotten. "You
know what we have faced out here. The Y uuzhan VVong might have caught Borsk Fey'lyaand hisilk
unaware, but the Chiss have long expected something of this nature. In fact, we have turned aside foes
that might have swept acrossthe galaxy and |eft little for these new invadersto destroy!™

The baron's eyes narrowed, and hislips pursed as he considered his son's passionate words. ™Y ou speak
of yoursdlf asone of the Chiss. Do you see yoursdlf in that light?"

Jag blinked, put off stride by this seeming non se-quitur. "It isdifficult to do otherwise," he said carefully.
"I was raised among the Chiss, trained with them. Their rules and standards and expectations became my
"Y ou met and exceeded these standards, and as aresult you command your former Chiss peers,” his
father continued. "With rank comes respongibility. The course you propose shows little sense of
respongbility for the pilots under your command.”

Jag's face betrayed no opinion on this matter, but his bearing subtly reverted to aforma, military stance.
"Sir, may | request that you list my fallings plainly, so that | might addressthem.”

"Do you know how to stop the Y uuzhan VVong?'

A hint of afrown touched hisforehead. "No, sr."

"Then go find out. Report back. Once we've a better grasp of tactics and strategy, you'll have your
sguadrons back, and more besides.”

Jag's eyes widened and flicked to hisfather's face.

"Yes grl"

The baron grimaced and tapped asmall metal cube on his desk. ™Y ou might not be quite so eager to hear
thisreport. Thisholovid just camein from our agentsin the Core. It contains, among other things, a
recording of Leia Organa Solo's exhortation to the defenders of Coruscant. She urged them not to give
up, as she has not, despite the recent death of one of her children.”

Thistime Jag's gaze shifted fully to the generd. "Which one?"

Fd lifted one eyebrow. "Excuse me?"

"Which of Ambassador Solo's children fdll in battle?

"Anakin, | believe. The younger son.”



Jag nodded thoughtfully, and there was something very akin to rdlief on hisface. "Wasthere any news of
the other two?"

A speculative gleam crept into the baron'sgaze. "Y ou

have met the Solo twins, | take it?" " Jacen, no. Jaina Solo isa pilot with Rogue Squadron.” "Ah. | was
wondering why such momentous news as

Coruscant'sfall went over your head with ameter to

Spare.”

A faint color suffused Jag'sface, and afaintly puzzled expression flickered in his eyes. Baron F¢l
suspected that his son was aso somewhat unclear on that point. Well, he would learn soon enough.

Jag quickly veered away from his uncharacterigtic tangent and back onto amore familiar vector.
"Coruscant was not only attacked, but captured?’

"It would so appear. Thisleads usto your next assignment. In recent years, the New Republic has been
characterized by increasing dissent. Theloss of their central seet could polarize them for avery long
time"

The baron fell slent. For along moment, he sudied hisson. ™Y ou will be flying straight into amaglstrom,”
Jag glanced pointedly toward the viewport, and the ice storm beyond. "Thisiswhat | wastrained to do,
no more."

"Thenit'ssettled.”" Fel rose and handed asingle holocube to his son. "This contains the most recent
military updates, aswedll asthe specs on the new shipsyou'l beflying. I'll leave the selection of pilotsto
you."

" Shawnkyr Nuruodo, my second in command, will accompany me." When the general began to protest,
Jag's chin came up sharply. "Y ou admonished me about respons bility, sir, and rightly so. I'm honored to
scout for Syndic Mitth'raw'nuruodo, but | would rather not risk Chiss pilots needlesdy. Indl likelihood,
wewill need every one of them here”

"What about Shawnkyr?'

A fleeting smile curved Jag'slips. " Shawnkyr isatrue member of arenegade phaanx, sir. Shewould not
stay behind if | ordered her to."

"l see. A wiseleader dwaystriesto give ordersthat are likely to be followed. Why do you think I'm
sending you?'

He extended his hand. They clasped hands briefly, then Jag stepped back and offered a crisp, formal
bow.

Baron Fel watched his son stride to the door. When he was aone, he sank back into hischair, his
shoulders dumped and his expression bleak and bereft.

There was no keeping Jag away from the growing conflict. Soontir Fel understood this, for he knew Jag
well. He aso knew from long experience what the young man was likely to face. The burden of sending
his promising, twenty-year-old son into aseemingly impossible fight weighed heavily upon him.

Davin had been about Jag's age when held been sent to hisfind battle, and hissster Cherith even
younger.

Soontir Fel rose and began to pace the room. He had never turned away from duty, and he would not
now. But

nothing held faced in hislong career had been as difficult asthis Sending histhird child to serve, and most
likdy todie.

Jainabraced hersdlf againgt the pilot's seat as the stolen Y uuzhan VVong ship accelerated toward
lightspeed. Thefrantic, pulsing lights that marked Coruscant's last battle stretched out into fading lines,
and then disappeared.

The calm and darkness of hyperspace welcomed them. Jainaripped off the pilot's hood and scrubbed
her head briskly with both hands. Thisdid little to erase the images of Coruscant's death. Her heart il
thudded in time to the chaotic pace of its destruction, and the cacophony of battle rang in her ears. She
st it dl aside asbest she could and turned to Lowbacca.

"Good job. Where are we going?'

The Wookiee responded with a hollow moan and something that looked suspicioudy like ashrug.



"Y ou don't know?" Tenel Kademanded, coming forward with quick strides. "How can you not know?"
Lowbacca huffed defensively, his gaze boring into Tenel Kas gray-eyed challenge. Jaina placed ahand
on the Wookiee's shoulder.

"Jumping to open space was the best thing to do under the circumstances. Lowbacca bought ustime so
we can al decide next steps. Together."

"I'll get the others” Tendl Kasaid curtly.

She returned in moments with the other Jedi. Her one arm encircled Tahiri'swaist in amanner that was
half support, haf sisterly embrace.

Tahiri was nearly clothed in bandages and bacta patches, but none of Tekli's ministrations had lessened
the naked grief in her eyes, or the sorrow that radiated from her. The Chadra-Fan hedler followed them
likeasmal brown shadow, her large black eyesfixed upon her charge.

Jainadrew her persona shield closer around her and did an objective gaze over the young Jedi. "Y ou
look better.”

"Better than what?' Tahiri said.

Bitterness twisted the girl's tone, and wrath rose from her like steam. The scars on her forehead-marks
resulting from her captivity on Y avin 4-had been augmented by alivid burn and asmdl but nasty cut.
Apparently she'd refused treatment for these wounds.

Zekk and Ganner exchanged a quick, concerned glance, one that spoke of afamiliar subject revisited.
Thisredlization sent asurge of irritation through Jaina. Tahiri would survive-had survived. Shewas not the
only onewho had lost Anakin. They'd al been diminished. Dwelling on their losseswouldn't solve the
problems this moment presented.

"The ship's not doing well," Jainasaid without preamble. " Judging from what I'm getting through the pilot's
hood, and what L owbacca has learned from poking around, | think we canfix it and feed it."

"Feed it?' Ganner brokein. "Should | be afraid to ask whét it ests?'

"Only if yourearock," Jainashot back. "We have to put the ship down as soon as possible. The
questionis, where?

"We've been gone only afew days, yet we return to find the Y uuzhan Vong on Coruscant itsdlf,” Alema
Rar observed. "How can we know what worlds are occupied, and which are not?

"This one suggestz we go to Barab One," Tesar said. Thereptilian Jedi bared hisfangsin what Jainatook
to beaferd amile. "The Barabel homeworld isnot in theinvasion path. That isgood. But if the Y uuzhan
Vong come, that is better."

Jainawas beginning to develop an ear for the dark

humor that underlay Barabel speech, and she suspected there was aclincher lineto come. "Let's hear it.”
A dy expression crossed the scaly face. "On Na Hutta, the Vong are invaderz. What doez one cal them
on Barab?'

"Prey?" she suggested.

Tesar flashed hisfangs again and swatted her companionably on the shoulder.

Ganner rolled his eyes. "Now that weve gotten that out of our systems, how about a serious suggestion?
Lowbacca named Gdlinore. Since weve gotten this far without hitting any dovin basa mines, | add my
votetothat." "Makes sense," Zekk agreed. "Asfar as| know, the Y uuzhan VVong haven't targeted that
system yet. But here's something el se to think about. Hapesis closer than Gallinore. It's aso more heavily
populated, and most likely we could get back into active duty sooner if we didn't haveto trek acrossa
wilderness planet.”

"True enough, but the inhabitants of wilderness planets arelesslikely to shoot Y uuzhan Vong ships out of
the sky," AlemaRar pointed out.

Zekk acknowledged thiswith anod. "1've been poking around the ship abit, and | found something that
looks like an escape pod. If we can figure out how to launch it, one of us could go ahead to prepare the
way." They al looked expectantly at Tend Ka "If thisisthe decison, | will go," she agreed, "but there
are things about Hapes you should know. My father's homeworld has ahistory of anti-Jedi sentiment.”
Ganner let out abrief, humorless laugh. "That's hardly an origina notion these days. We should fed right
a home."



"Thereismore," Tenel Kabegan. The others glanced a Jaina, then their eyes dipped hurriedly away.
Shelifted her chin and met the issue head-on. " Center-

point,” she said, naming the superweapon that had accidentaly destroyed hundreds of Hapan ships. "It
was Anakin who enabled the weapon, a Solo relative who fired it. I'm sure more than afew Hapans will
blame any and al Solosfor thisloss. So let's put the sabacc cards on the table, Tenel Ka. What kind of
reception are Solos and Jedi likely to get?'

The warrior woman gave this question severd moments consideration. "An interesting one,” she decided,
gpesking without the dightest inflection of humor.

Alema huffed and folded her arms. "Oh, good. | for one could use the excitement.”

The others added their assent-minus the Twi'lek's sarcasm. Jainaheld back to thelast, using thetimeto
consder other possibilities.

Her last visit to Hapes had been enlivened by the attempted assassination of the former queen mother,
Tenel Kas grandmother, an attack that had included Tendl Kaand the Solo twins. Thisevent had not
been aunique experience. During her eighteen years, Jaina could probably tally up more threatsto her life
than her mother had hairstyles. People tried to kill her-that'sjust theway it was. That didn't factor largely
into Jainas hesitation. Of greater concern was her fear that the Hapes Cluster might prove an unlikely
staging ground for any attack againgt the Y uuzhan Vong.

She had no ideawhat form that attack might take. All she knew wasthat losing custody of Jacen Solo
was going to bethe very last thing alot of Y uuzhan Vong ever did.

"Jana?' Ganner prompted.

"I'mtaking Tenel Kasreservations serioudy,” she sad, offering an explanation for her delayed response,
"but I'm with Zekk. Dozens of worlds are so afraid of Y uuzhan Vong reprisasthat they're not accepting
refugees of any kind. Even if we were flying aRepublic ship, we could get

turned away more than once. We might be able to land on a sparsely populated world, but getting off it
could be aproblem. With Tenel Kas connections, well be able to get the ships and supplies we need to
get back in busness."

"Sounds good," Ganner agreed. "L et's see what sense L owbacca can make of this escape pod.”

The Wookieelet out atentative-sounding grumble.

Jainawhirled to face him. "Y ou heard it? What does that mean?"

L owbacca pantomimed pulling down the cognition hood. He went into along explanation about the
navi-brain, and how it interpreted an object's gravity and used these data as the basis for its directiona
caculations. The escape pod, even when docked in the frigate, maintained a complex interna gravity,
which theincredibly sengtive navibrain perceived.

A seed took root in Jainas mind. "' So you're saying this ship's navigation is based on its recognition of
each planet, each asteroid, and everything el se it encounters as a discrete entity, based on that entity's
unique gravity?"

The Wookiee congdered this, then woofed an affirmative.

"What about smal gravitic fluctuations?' she demanded. "Like the kind aY uuzhan Vong ship creates for
propulson?’

Lowbaccatipped his head to one side and sent her an inquiring stare.

"Before we launch Tenel Ka, | want to make sure we can track the escape pod,” Jaina explained. "From
what you're saying, it soundsto me like that's how it would be done."

Intrigued, he ambled off to test thistheory. The other Jedi scattered to tend their duties, or to get
much-needed rest. Jaina accepted Zekk's offer to take over for awhile and made her way to one of the
small coral acovesthat served as cabins.

As soon as shewas aone, she dlowed asmall, triumphant smile to creep onto her face. If her suspicions
proved correct, a'Y uuzhan Vong ship could identify another ship by its unique gravitic Sgnature. Jaina
was confident that Lowbaccawould find away to isolate aship's"sgnal.” Her friend was stubborn, even
for aWookiee. Once he got an ideaiin hishead, it couldn't be blasted out with athermal detonator. And
when he succeeded, Jainawould be one small step closer to finding her brother.

"We're coming for you," she promised as she siretched out on the hard, narrow bunk. "I'll find you,



Jacen, | promise.”

She paused for amoment, breathing carefully until she was able to control the entangled anger and grief
and guilt that thoughts of her brothers evoked.

"And when | do, welve got afew thingsto settle," she added, imbuing her wordswith just enough snap
and ireto catch Jacen's attention, wherever he was.

She listened for some response, sometiny sign that her twin heard. That he was.

Slence

With asigh, Jaina gave up the attempt. She began the preparation for the Jedi trance, a deep and hedling
date of reverie.

Her last conscious thought was gratitude that no dreams could follow her into the darkness.

SEVEN

Harrar stood at the viewport of his persond chamber, gazing into the richly starred blackness beyond. So
many worldslay beyond, offering not only conquest, but amuch-needed haven aswell.

Hedid not desire peace. Not redlly. Y et even asthis thought formed, the priest lifted a three-fingered
hand to trace a crack in the once smooth wall. His ship had once resembled a perfect, highly polished
black gem. It was becoming shabby with age, as were most Y uuzhan VVong ships. Harrar suspected the
priestship was nearing the end of itslong life span.

The ship's condition, however, was nothing compared to the warmaster's dilemma. Tsavong Lah had
sacrificed most of one arm to win the gods blessing upon the conquest of Coruscant. The battle had
been won, but the warmaster'simplant still refused to hedl. If the corruption progressed, Harrar's old
friend-who was a so his most powerful and reliable supporter-would be forced from his high place. The
priest suspected that his destiny, no less than the warmaster's, depended upon the successful capture and
sacrifice of the Jedi twins.

"Y our Eminence”

The priest turned toward the sound, carefully hiding his surprise and his chagrin that he could be
surprised. Despite hisimpressive bulk and the vonduun crab armor he wore even aboard ship, Khalee
Lahwaked asquiet

as ashadow. Had he been any other warrior, Harrar would have suspected that he was deliberately
trying to discomfit hisclerica charge.

"| trugt thisintruson isjudtified?' he said sharply.

Khdee Lah inclined his head. "We have located the stolen ship, Eminence. The Ksstarr was sighted near
Coruscant, but it managed to escape during the confusion of battle. It emerged from darkspace again
gpproximately midpoint between the worlds known as Kuat and Kashyyyk."

"And now?"

"We believe the Jeedai will head toward the Hapes Cluster. We have set course accordingly.”
Harrar'slingering irritation deepened. "If the frigate is capable of darkspace travel, the Jeedal could
choose from many destinations.”

"That istrue, Eminence, but Nom Anor's ship was damaged during its escape from the worldship. The
Ksstarr isfamished and wounded, and without proper careit will soon die. Surely even these infidels will
seneitisnearingitslimits”

"Your logicisthin,” the priest noted.

Khaee Lah inclined hishead in gpology. "One of the Jeedal, afemale, isa scion of Hapan roydty," he
added. "Thiswaslearned during the bresking. Not from this Jeedai, but from another."

Harrar heard anote of grudging admiration in the warrior'svoice. "This femae did not succumb to
breaking, | takeit. Good. The additiona gift of aworthy Jeedai may placate the godsfor thisdelay in the
twin sacrifice. What isthisinfidd cdled?"

"Tend Ka. It issaid that she fought well, though she has but one arm. Other infidels have replaced limbs
with mechanical abominations. Not thisone." His scarred lips shaped a predatory smile. "If fitted with a
proper

enhancement, she might prove aworthy opponent, or at least an interesting diversion.”

"In that case, you may offer her yoursdlf in awarrior's sacrifice," Harrar said. His doped forehead



furrowed as he considered this. "Many ships from Hapes died along with ours a the Battle of Fondor,
destroyed by akilling light from some mechanica abomination. Given what isknown of theinfiddls, itis
widely believed that they tossed away what they deemed unimportant. Based upon this reasoning, the
Hapes Cluster was considered unworthy of our notice. Y et if this Jeedai istypica of Hapan nobles,
perhaps this merits new consderation.”

Thewarrior sniffed. "The Hapes Cluster is not controlled by the Y uuzhan Vong, but it is vanquished
nonetheless. Since Fondor, the infidels of the Hapes Cluster have huddled on their worlds and done
nothing.” "And the Jeedal presence there?' "Noneto speek of; in fact, there is much animosity against
them. The Peace Brigade has found eager recruits among the Hapans. We have sent word ahead to
severd known agents.”

Harrar studied the warrior carefully. Something was amiss. Khaee Lah had answered every question
forth-rightly, but he offered no more information than Harrar requested. "Thereismore,” he observed.
"You arenot teling meadl. A priest of Yun-Harlahasways of knowing such things."

Thistime the warrior's bow was degp and profound, and he touched two fingersto his horned forehead
in agesture of reverence. "'l am amilitary commander, Eminence. Certain tactics depend upon secrecy
for success. | can discuss these tactics only with my superiors.”

The warrior'simpolitic words sent atwinge of annoyance through Harrar. He banished it a once, for the
warrior's candor, not to mention his keen piety, suggested atactic likely to twist matters around to
Harrar's benfit.

"Y ou command my escort. Mine," the priest emphasized. "Y ou support the task given to me by no less
an authority than Tsavong Lah. If the warmaster isnot highly placed enough to suit you, consider this
what Y uuzhan Vong warrior is not subject to the gods? And who better to interpret the will of the gods
than ahigh pries?'

Khalee Lah genuflected. "I am fairly rebuked. Command me."

"Y ou seem certain of the Ksstarr's destination. Tell mewhy."

"We have heavily mined the areas under our control with dovin basds," he said dowly. "These have the
ability to disrupt the flight of infidd vessd's, sometimes even to pull them from darkspace flight.”

"I know this," the priest said impatiently.

"These dovin basds lso communicate with passng Y uuzhan VVong ships. The passage of every shipis
recorded, and the information passed to the yammosk in scouting ships. Potentialy important information
is passed to the commanders, perhaps up to the warmaster himself."

The priest's eyeswidened. " So the military ismonitoring al Y uuzhan Vong ships”

"It was deemed prudent, Eminence. No disrespect was intended to the priestly caste or to our shapers.”
Harrar kept his opinions on this matter to himsdlf. "This policy makes our task consderably lighter. We
will proceed to Hapes."

The scent in the chamber changed subtly, indicating an imminent emergence from darkspace. The priest
and the warrior settled down in secured sests for the transition.

Asthe priestship shuddered and dowed, ahost of still-unfamiliar planets and stars stresked into
exigtence, then settled into fixed points of light. Khaee Lah nodded in satisfaction as he noticed severa
bright green pinpricksin the distance. Thelightstraced ahaf circle and began to move steadily toward
the priestship.

"Peace Brigade," he said, hisvoice edged with disdain. "Y ears among the infiddls, and thisisthe sort of
aliance Nom Anor secured”

"At least they are prompt, and capable enough to meet us at the indicated place. Y ou should take carein
suggesting that the executor's decisions might prove to be mistakes.”

"There are those who bdlieve they dready have," the warrior said bluntly.

Harrar suppressed ady amile. Oncethe ice broke, waters flowed fredly. "Y ou seem well informed of
events near Myrkr."

"Naturaly the military hasinformants on that world-ship. The shagperson Y avin Four failed to meset their
objectives, and we caniill afford additiond failures. Much rested upon the success of the voxyn cloning."
Thiswas important information, thingsthat Harrar had not known, things thet it might be dangerousto



know. "l see" he murmured.

"This precaution was deemed prudent,” Khaee Lah went on. "Nom Anor has falen short more than
once. Members of hiscrew report to me, and I, in turn, inform the warmaster.”

The priest decided to test the boundaries of the young warrior's candor-and his judgment. "Name these
agents." Khalee Lah did so, without question or hesitation. "Did it never occur to you that your
unguarded response might have purchased the death of these informants?* the priest said ternly.
"Thereisno onein this chamber but you and me," Khalee Lah said, his scarred brow furrowed in
puzzlement. "Two or twenty, it matters not. Tsavong Lah isin an extremely precarious position. His
implants have not yet healed. There are powerful shapers and more than afew priests on the verge of
declaring thisto be asign of the gods disfavor. Information islike plasma; it can bind or

it can burn. The fool who dispensesit too freely makes himself awegpon that anyone-warrior, shaper,
priest, Shamed One, even infidel-can use at will."

Thewarrior's scarred face darkened with wrath. He rose dowly, ominoudy, to tower over the dender
priest.

"Oh, gt down!" Harrar said irritably. "'l was advising you to learn discretion, not admitting to treachery!"
Khalee Lah looked uncertain. ™Y our devotion to the warmaster?'

"Unchanged since our shared youth," he responded.

"Y ou evoked the godsin order to extract military information!”

"l anapriest of Yun-Harla" Harrar said with exaggerated precison. "My words were shaped to suit a
desired end. That iswhat we do. Put your mind at ease, and pray attempt to develop some subtlety.”
Thewarrior inclined his head respectfully, then turned toward the viewport and things more closely
aligned with his understanding. Together they watched the approach of the strange ship.

Harrar observed theinfide vessel with amixture of fascination and revulson. Although obvioudy
mechanicd, it was built to resemble agigantic insect. Thin metalic wings angled up from acurved,
segmented body. Two pairs of limbs coiled at either side of the body like reverse-articulated legs. The
rounded cockpit resembled a head, and when viewed from the side, the glossy black viewport looked
like aninsect's huge multiple eyes.

"| underestimated these infidels. WWho would have thought them capable of such blatant insult to the
gods?' Khalee Lah muttered. Helifted his voice to the priest's guards. " Secure the infidel ship and bring
al those aboard to me."

A green-and-yelow-tattooed female came a hiscal. Like Khaee Lah, she was sheathed in living armor.
Herswas amottled green, agood match for one of the verdant

worlds so plentiful in this gaaxy. One day Harrar hoped to claim such aworld as his own, and the armor
for his persond guard was shaped with scouting in mind. Now that he knew histravelswere tracked and
reported, however, he would have to exercise more discretion.

Harrar's attention snapped back to the two creatures who trailed the guard. Hislip curled. These were
two of the most disreputable excuses for human males Harrar had yet encountered.

Both were tall and might once have been considered well formed. One had grown too thin for hedlth, and
his prominent nose was framed by fever-bright black eyes. A persigtent tic of one eye and anervous
twitching of that prodigious snout lent him aremarkable smilarity to ahairless rodent. The other man had
an abundance of bright reddish hair that rioted in a curly mass down to his shoulders and sprouted in an
equaly undisciplined fashion from his cheeks and chin. Hislack of discipline knew no bounds hismassve
arms had gone soft, and adack roll of belly hung over hisweapons belt.

Khaee Lah made no effort to hide his disdain. *Name yoursalves."

Both men performed jerky, graceless bows. "Benwick Chell," the hairy one announced. "My copilat,
Vonce"

"Y ou are members of the Peace Brigade?'

"That'sright."”

"Why?'

The humans blinked in unison and exchanged wary glances. "Why?"' the one called Benwick echoed.
"The question issmple enough,” Khadee Lah said. "What do you hopeto gain from thisaliance?’



"Our lives" the man said bluntly.

KhdeeLah sniffed. "A pdtry reward.”

"That may be," the bearded man retorted, showing thefirst hint of spinesince hisarriva, "but it's hard for
adead man to spend reward credits.”

"An interesting philosophy,”" Harrar brokein, "but a discussion best suited to other circumstances. We
require more agentsin this sector. Tel uswhat would prompt Hapansto join forces with the Y uuzhan
Vong."

"There's not much to do. Mogt of it'saready done. Y ou have to know abit of our history,” the man
began, warming to his subject as he spoke. "Hundreds of years ago, Hapes was settled by pirates.”
Khaee Lah tapped at his ear, urging the tizowyrm embedded there to produce atrandation he could
understand.

"I have heard of pirates," Harrar brokein. ™Y ou waylay ships and steal their cargo.”

"And sometimestheir passengers,” the man said meaningfully. ™Y ou might say the job you want doneis
preprogrammed into our computers.”

"You areafool,” Khdee Lah said, snarling, "and your ship is ablasphemous bug. Our quarry, pathetic
though it is, would splatter you with asingle swat."

The human jerked his hairy red head toward the docking bay at the priestship's stern. "The wasp shipisa
scouting vessal, no more. Once we find the frigate, well attack inforce."

"And who would command this attack?"

Benwick's chin came up. "'l would."

Khaee Lah threw up his hands and stalked away. The human pursued him. "Don't think | can't. | spent
the last fifteen yearsin the Hapan navy, six of them as a squadron commander.”

Thewarrior spun, bringing the man up short. "Why th en do you not resist our invasion?"

"Tried that," he said shortly. "It didn't work.”

Harrar was beginning to seethelight. "Y ou were a Fondor."

"My squadron was destroyed-thanks to the witch

queen and her meddling Jedi friend. So we returned to our ancestral profession.”

"You deserted,” Khalee Lah specified. Harrar noted the storm brewing on the young warrior's face and
ingtinctively took a step forward. Not fast enough.

Thewarrior snapped hisleft arm up, elbow back and fist cocked by his ear, two fingers stiffened into a
living wegpon. He lashed out and drove hisfingersinto the big man'sthroat. The red-bearded man's head
snapped back. He staggered several paces and then fell, clutching at his strangely blocked throat and
gasping for air. Khaee advanced, and his eyes promised death.

A subtle nod from Harrar brought the femae warrior darting forward. Khaee Lah thrust out one hand as
if to brush her asde. She seized the big warrior'swrist and twisted, breaking both his concentration and
his balance. Deftly she dropped to the floor and rolled, pulling the warrior down with her. She was back
on her feet more quickly than Harrar would have believed possible.

Immediately she sank to her knees. Tipping back her head, she offered Khalee Lah her throat. The
warrior fisted his hand as he rose, and the spikes on his knuckles formed a short, serrated knife.

"No," Harrar said firmly, stepping between the combatants. "Thiswarrior will not be punished for
following orders™

"I command thewarriors!" Khaee Lah protested.

"And you, inturn, report to me," the priest pointed out. "Isit not my right to command you both?"

"Y ou ordered her to attack me?"

"To stop you. The human was at Fondor. He may possess useful information.”

KhaeeLah inclined his heed, but hiseyes ill burned.

"Neeka Sot is not atrue warrior, but amember of an assassin sect shaped from birth for quick attack
and

closefighting. Shedid not best you in battle. Had | not stopped you, you would have killed her easly.
Sheisdso my persond bodyguard,” Harrar continued. " Surely you don't think that the military arethe
only ones who employ checks and safeguards?*



Heleft the dumbfounded warrior to work hisway through this revelation and turned to the human called
Vonce. The man'sface had turned asickly white, and he stared at his choking comrade with horrified
fascination. Thetwitch in his eye had accel erated until that portion of hisface resembled asmdl animal
thrashing about in death throes.

"Wewill have the red-bearded man revived," Harrar assured him. "Tell me what you know of Jaina
Solo."

A hbit of color returned to Vonce's face, and the frantic twitching dowed to arhythmic, involuntary wink.
"Weld just finished araid and were heading to Coruscant to unload our cargo. The lot of us got caught
up in the retreat. We heard abroadcast sent by Leia Organa Solo, ingsting that her daughter Jainawas
piloting aY uuzhan Vong frigate."

"That is cong stent with what we know," Harrar agreed. "This Solo femaeisaso jeeda?’

The man scratched his big nose thoughtfully, then shrugged. "1've heard it told. Luke Skywalker is her
twin brother, so | guess maybe that's true."

"Another twin," Khalee Lah said with asnarl as he came closer to listen. "So thisnew Solo female can
gpeak with Jaina Solo through Jeedal sorcery?"

"l couldn't tell you about that, but | saw something el se that might explain how the Solo kid got her
message through. The frigate flew right into the flight path of the Falcon like it was daring Han Solo to fire
ait”

"Isevery third human in this galaxy named Solo?' Khalee Lah demanded.

Vonce responded with afleeting grin. " Seems that way sometimes. Anyway, old Han fired and the frigate
rolled away like it was expecting the shot, leaving the cord-skipper right behind it in thefire path. Thing
of beauty,” he marveled, shaking his head. " Shame about the skip, o' course,” he added hastily.

"And you believe this Han Solo recognized the maneuver?

"Looksto melike they'd rehearsed it atime or two,” VVonce agreed. "And right after that, the Solo
woman got on the comm and warned everyone off the frigate. Right after that, we got amessage through
thevillip choir describing the frigate and demanding that dl thosein theimmediate areahelp the Y uuzhan
Vong captureit. So | figurethat Leia Solo wastelling the truth.” "And what did you do then”?’

"Wefired afew shots at thefrigate, at the underside like they told us. The ship dodged every vaping
shot," he said wonderingly. "1've seen better pilots than the Solo girl, but not many.”

Harrar glanced at Khaee Lah. As he expected, the warrior looked deeply disturbed by thistestimony to
the Jeedai twin's skillsand cunning.

"Y ou will be suitably rewarded,” the priest told him. He sent ameaningful look toward Neeka Sot. The
warrior darted forward and legpt into the air. She landed on VVonce's shoulders, her armored thighs
clamped tightly againgt his neck.

Theweight of her bore him down to his knees. Neeka Sot rode him to the floor. Her left boot touched
down lightly, and she pivoted hard to that side. VVonce's neck broke with an audible crackle as he fell.
Thewarrior kept going, moving smoothly, not missing a step as she stalked toward the choking man.

By now Benwick's face was taking on a purple hue. Neeka Sot kicked his hands away from his throat
and

pressed her boot against the side of his neck. When she stepped back, the man dragged in air in along,
ragged gasp.

The femae stooped and seized a handful of Benwick's curly red hair. She dragged him up onto his knees
and held him upright by hishair.

Still holding her grip, Neeka Sot circled around to face the human. She jerked his head to one side, and
then nodded to the priest.

Harrar took atiny box from thefolds of his head cloth. In it was abright green cresture. Hetipped the
box and spilled the smal servant into the human's ear.

For several moments Benwick's shrieks of protest filled the chamber. Harrar held his patience with
difficulty. Humans were ridiculoudly reticent to join with helpful creetures, regarding the sovereignty of
their pitifully inadequate bodies as ahigher good than greater strength and efficiency.

Benwick struggled and protested asiif his opinions might actualy make some difference. Findly the



process was complete, and the human struggled to hisfedt.

He clutched his ear and glared at his comrade's body. "Thisisyour idea of areward?’

"Wewill be able to communicate with you more directly and efficiently,” Harrar said. "With this
advantage, you will be more likely to capture Jaina Solo than any of your fellow pirates. Now go. Neeka
Sot would be most displeased if she thought that my gift was ungppreciated.”

The red-haired man sent alook of pure venom at the femae warrior, but hisbow to Harrar and Khalee
L ah was acceptably respectful. He turned and strode down the corridor.

Neeka Sot bowed to Harrar and then dropped to one knee before Khalee Lah. Somewhat mollified by
this show of respect, he gestured for her to rise and depart.

The priest turned to study the young warrior. ™Y our

convictions are as strong as the armor you wear, but not nearly asflexible. Y ou are troubled when your
notions are disrupted,” he noted. "But mark well what we have learned here. Jaina Solo may prove a
more formidable adversary than we expected.”

"Sheisaninfiod!"

"And we are not," the priest said pointedly. "Because of our devotion, we should understand how
powerful and potent atrickster can be."

The warrior's gaze snapped to Harrar'sface. " Surely you do not equate this human with Y un-Harlal™
"That would be blagphemy," the priest agreed. "I am merely reminding you that Y un-Harlateaches us that
al isnever quite asit seems. Asbefitsa Trickster, the goddess sends her lessons when they are least
expected, and in the most unlikely of circumstances.”

AsHarrar spoke, ashiver of premonition tingled through him. Fortunately the warrior seemed not to
notice his unease.

"Unlikely indeed!" Khalee Lah agreed. "Neverthdess, only fools underestimate their enemies.”

He bowed and strode from the chamber, leaving Harrar to contempl ate the heresy he had just denied.

It was whispered that the jeedai had more in common with the Y uuzhan VV ong gods than the warrior
caste wished to admit. Rumors spoke softly of a heresy that originated on Y avin 4, where some of the
Shamed Ones looked to the jeedai for deliverance.

Harrar wandered over to the viewport and gazed with unseeing eyes at the stars beyond, at the countless
worlds awaiting shape and purity. He considered hiswords to Khalee Lah, and measured hisown
devotion to the goddess againgt the warrior's unwavering faith. And he wondered, as he often did, how
one could worship without reservation agoddess who could never be trusted.

A lifetime of travel had spawned in him the longing for ahomeworld. Perhaps alittle heresy would bring
another note of congtancy to hislife. And after all these many yearsasapried, it might be agreet relief to
be able to believe in something.

EIGHT

Thelights on the pilot console of the Millennium Falcon blinked sporadicaly, like the solar glowsignona
low-rent cantina after afew days of cloudy weather. Han Solo scowled at the controls, then balled hisfist
and dammed a much-dented section of the console. The sensorsflickered back to life. He sent a
sddong glance and asmug little smile toward his copilot.

Lelashook her head, her brown eyesfixed on asmall screen. "No good. The readouts from Artoo show
we need more sophigticated repairs. And soon.”

Heleaned over and studied the technical data. "Y eah," he admitted after afew moments. "The problemis
finding aquiet place.”

"The Hapes Clugter," she suggested evenly, raising her eyesto her husband's face.

Hiseyeswent cautious. "Last | heard, the Hapan sweren't real fond of vigtors.”

"True enough. Not long ago, though, Teneniel Djo sent amessage to the senate suggesting that she might
open Hapesto refugees. | understand your hesitation,” Lelasaid, referring to their unorthodox courtship
and Han'sresidua distrust for hisformer rival, 1solder, now Teneniel Djo's husband. "But | made my
choice, and so far, | haven't regretted it. Too much.”

She didn't mention her last encounter with the former queen mother of Hapes, Prince holder's mother,
Tda



Chume. She had made apoint of mentioning her son's marital troubles, and her wish that Isolder had
chosen Princess Lelaas hiswife rather than Tenenid Djo, awarrior woman from remote Dathomir. Lela
knew how manipulative Taa Chume could be, and she certainly didn't want to add to a volatile situation.
But at the moment, other cons derations superseded these concerns.

"Tend Kawasamember of the Jedi strikeforce," Lelareminded him. "That makesit possible, and
perhapslikdy, that Janawill put the Y uuzhan Vong ship down on Hapes."

Han'seyeslit up. "Makes sense. She'sasensible kid, so you're probably right.” The matter settled to his
satisfaction, he began setting course for the Hapes Cludter.

"Should we get Luke and Maras opinion?"

"When it'stheir ship wereflying, sure" He smiled briefly to take any possible sting from the words, then
plotted their course and prepared for hyperspace.

When the jump was completed, he added, "Faceit, they're not going to care where we put down. They'll
only be on world long enough for Marato buy, beg, or steal a ship to take them wherever Lando took
Ben."

"True enough," Leiaagreed. She closed her eyes against the threat of sudden tears, and tried not to envy
her brother and hiswife their coming reunion with their son.

There would be no reunion with her baby, her Anakin. She wouldn't even have the grim comfort of
seeing hisbody, of honoring the man held become with the solemn rites of a Jedi funeral.

Han reached over and placed one hand over hers. "I love you, you know. Y ou're holding up great,” he
sad quietly. "Y ou're holding us both up.”

She opened her eyes and turned toward her husband. " That's not true. Y ou're the only reason I'm not
curled upin afeta pogtion.”

"That's not true, either. Y ou're afighter, dways have been. Y ou took one hell of a punch, but you got
your feet back under you." He unconscioudly rubbed hisjaw as the metaphor triggered countless
memories. "Hurts though, doesntt it?"

"Only when | bregthe."

Helowered his head, nodded. The grief was always there, awound open to every touch, every breeze.
After afew moments, he suggested that they both try to get somerest.

"I couldn't possibly deep,” Leiasaid, but even as she spoke the words she realized how heavy her
eyelids had become. The past day had spanned too many hours, held too many battles, brought too
much grief. Theweight of it dl dragged Leiadown into the copilot's seat and atroubled deep.

She awoke suddenly asthe old ship jolted and shook back into sublight speed. She glanced over a Han,
and froze in midstretch.

He was hunkered down over the controls, hisface grim as he struggled with the ship. Severd large, dark
objects|oomed ahead.

Lelasat bolt upright. "Ageroid fidd?"

A burst of laserfire came from the belly guns as Luke and Mararesponded to the threat. The bright lines
streamed unerringly toward their targets-and then smply disappeared.

Leiacaught her breath, let it out on asigh. "I'll take that asano.”

"Dovin basd mines" Han said tersdly. The Falcon finaly dowed to maneuverable speed, and the scene
beyond sharpened into focus. Dozens of large, rocklike objects, each shaped like the heart of some giant
creature, floated in space-black holes against the bright backdrop of stars.

Han deftly maneuvered through thefield of living

agteroids. When they were clear, he glanced at the navigationd controls. " Those things pulled us out of
hyper-space. Must work like an interdiction field.”

Lelawas dready at work finding their new coordinates and resetting the hyperspace jump. "How many
times can the Falcon get yanked out like that before she fdls apart?!

He shrugged. "Five or Six."

"Whichisit?' shedemanded. "Five or Sx?'

Heglanced a Lea, and hisexpresson instantly turned sober. "Y ou're serious.”

She grimaced and reached for the controls. "1 like to start with the worst-case scenario and work down.”



They were pulled from hyperspace twice more before emerging in the Trangtory Mists, an eerie cloud
surrounding the Hapes system. "That wasn't S0 bad," Han observed asthey |eft the Mists behind. "Didn't
even dow usdown much.”

"It makes you wonder why they bother,” Leiamused. "Unless..."

Han glanced at her sharply. "Unless those things have away of recording what went by. The VVong could
be tracking movement. Chances are, they know were here.”

"And them, aswell," she replied, nodding to the scene stretched out before them.

The Falcon limped into a space lane nearly as busy as those surrounding Coruscant. Ships of al shapes
and sizes streamed toward the ports of the royal city of Hapes, passing through alane defined by two
Hapan Battle Dragons. Severd smaller ships buzzed here and there, cutting off the occasiona vessdl that
tried to bypass the security point.

"Cordlian freighter,” Han noted, nodding toward alarge cargo ship. "That one over thereisaRepublic
diplomatic vessal. Chances are welll seealot of familiar faces on Hapes."

Leiajust shook her head, both stunned and aghast at the scene before her. The time she'd spent
shepherding refugees from one world to another had taught her some grim facts. The Y uuzhan VVong did
not respect refugee Sites, in fact, they targeted worlds that offered ahaven to people displaced by war.
Given Hapessreclusive history, and the recent devastation of itsfleet, this new course seemed not only
strange, but suicidal. There was no way the decimated Hapan fleet could hold off even aminor Y uuzhan
Vong attack.

"How long do you think it will take to complete repairs on the Falcon?' she asked. "Hard to say. Why?"
Sheturned troubled eyesto hisface. "Whether Tenenid Djo redlizesit or not, she's made Hapes the next
target for the Y uuzhan Vong."

"That base-born rycrit will be thelast of the queen mothers, and the death of usdl!" Taa Chume fumed
as she paced the priceless mosaic covering the floor of her chamber.

A comely young man reclined on a settee, watching thetall, red-veiled woman with a mixture of concern
and resignation.

To hisway of thinking, Tala Chume was difficult to please and dangerous to cross, but she was a'so
exceedingly powerful, and wedlthy, and indulgent toward her favorites. No one could deny that the
former queen mother was getting on in years, but she was till remarkably beautiful-straight and shapely,
with elegant facia bonesthat defied the dackness and softening of age, and abundant red-gold hair only
dightly slvered by time. All things considered, Trisdin was quite content with hislot. "Tenenid Djo has
ruled for nearly twenty years, despite her obviouslimitations," he pointed out. " Surdly that provesthe
strength and security of the roya house."

Tda Chume shot avenomous glare a her favorite. Y ou go among the common folk. What are they
saying of Prince |solder 7

Histhroat suddenly went dry. "He is greetly loved by his people-"

She cut him off with an impatient, imperious gesture. "Don't insult me with placating liest My son
committed alarge Consortium fleet to the battle that destroyed it. Since the disaster a Fondor, there
have been no fewer than seven attempts on hislife. Some of them from members of the royd family!"
Most of them initiated by Alyssia, niece to Taa Chume and strikingly like her in appearance and
temperament. Trisdin liked to think of the two women as morning and evening, and whenever possible,
he divided histime accordingly.

"Whereisthe prince now?" he asked as casudly as he could. "In safety, | would hope?!

Taa Chume stopped pacing and fixed a speculative look at the young man. "I persuaded himto go
off-world."

"That must have been difficult. The princeis not oneto run from trouble.”

"To the contrary; heinevitably runstoward it! But even Isolder is capable of learning. Fondor proved that
taking action before gathering adequate information can prove fatd. It was not difficult to convince him of
the value of afact-finding mission. He knows how vulnerable Hapes now is, and he wishesto learn as
much about the invaders as possible. Thanksto Tenenid Djo, hell soon have opportunity to test this

knowledge!"



"l don't see why he dlowed Tenenid Djo to open Hapesto refugees.”

Thewoman's eyes flamed above her vell. "He has no right to gainsay her, and no power to do s0. Sheis
the queen mother.”

"And as such, she should be honored.. . for aslong as she can manage to hold the throne,” Trisdin said,
understanding hisrole. Taa Chume hated her daughter-in-law, but she was protective of thetitleand its
power. She might wish to see the younger woman dead-she might even arrange it-but she would hear no
dight upon theroyd office.

Trisdin unfolded hislong limbs and strolled over to Tala Chume. He stood behind her and began to
massage her shoulderswith practiced skill. " So many burdens,” he crooned. "The Y uuzhan VVong, the
debacle at Fondor, the issue of succession.” Taa Chume went tense beneath his hands. "That has not yet
been resolved?”

"No," shesaid shortly.

Hisarms came around her. "It'sapity your roya consort was only capable of fathering sons. What a
queen any daughter of yours might make! Indeed, you are till young. .."

Her mocking laughter cut him short. "Ambitious, aren't you? I've no desire to take another royal consort,
and while you may flatter me al you wish, please kegp your praise within the bounds of possibility!"
Trisdin shrugged this off. "It'sa shame that | solder's daughter favors her mother's culture.”

"Culture!" Tda Chume echoed derisvely. ™Y ou do the Dathomiri witch too much honor. Still, Tend Kais
cgpable enough.”

"But she has no sense of duty! She refuses to serve Hapes, as you have done-and continue to do.”

Tda Chume resumed her pacing. "Theissue of roya succession has become a point of contention
between my son and hiswife. Isolder grows ever more traditional, and he wants his daughter to reign, as
isright and proper. Teneniel Djo indststhat Tenel Karemain freeto choose her own path.”

"At least Teneniel Djo waswilling to bear another child."

"Willing? Sheinsisted upon another child! And that has crested another problem. My sonis proud, and
he knows full well the attitude of Dathomir's Witches toward males. Teneniel Djo and her ilk treat men as
little more than daves and breeding stock!"

It occurred to Trisdin to wonder how this differed substantialy from the Hapan matriarchd view, but he
quickly squelched an impulse he knew to be suicidal.

"No doubt Isolder's frustration led him to commit the Consortium to battle. | would not be surprised if the
resulting failure left him more sensitive to perceived dights and insults than he otherwise would be.
Perhaps the trouble between the prince and his queen will pass as hiswounded pride hedls.”

"Unlikdy," the former queen said darkly. "1solder respects women of strength. What can he appreciatein
abarbarian like Tenenid Djo? How can he willingly accept a subordinate role to someone so obvioudy
unworthy?' "Then the solution isto find him aworthy queen.” These words were treason, punishable by
swift and certain death, but Taa Chume merely nodded.

"Therein liesthe problem,” she mused. "War iscoming. Thereisno avoiding it now. We need awoman
with ruthlessintelligence, someone experienced in leadership.” ™Y ou donefit that description.” She shook
her head. "Once a queen mother has abdicated in favor of asuccessor, it is exceedingly difficult to take
back power. The people need awarrior queen, and Teneniel Djo, for al her faults, fillsthat image.”

"So does Princess Leia," he observed, suspecting where her thoughts might be headed.

"Lelahasthe breeding, the training, and the experience,” Taa Chume agreed, "but sheis more diplomat
than warrior. And quite frankly, anew set of marital

problemswould inevitably arise. My son would swiftly cometo resent her. Sheissmply too much
womeanfor him."

And perhaps, Trisdin thought, too much for Taa Chume aswell! The former queen's resentment of
Tenenid Djo camein large part from the younger woman's refusal to be advised, much less controlled.
"Y ou obvioudy would not wish to see awesk woman on the throne of Hapes," Trisdin observed. "But
Isolder might be more content with avery young woman. No matter how competent she otherwise might
be, heismorelikely to fed himsdf in control of the Stuation. Naturdly, ayoung queen would require
advice from awise and experienced mentor, and awoman of sense would not look to her husband for



counail.”

Tda Chume gtared at him for severd moments. Her eyes crinkled, giving evidence to the smile spreading
benesth her vell.

"l was not granted a daughter of my blood, but you're saying that perhaps | might yet train a successor,
and mold apromising young woman into my own image.”

"And keep |solder happy and out of the way whileyouredoing it."

Laughter bubbled up from behind the crimson veil. "Trisdin, you are pricelesst Now go and prepare
yoursdlf for the evening fedtivities™"

He sauntered off, well pleased with himsdlf. Taa Chumeé's smile held until the door shut behind her
current favorite. Then she waked to the settee and sank down with adeep and troubled sigh.

There were more storms brewing across Hapes than Trisdin knew or could begin to imagine. Though not
technically in power, Tala Chume had her resources, and forcesloyal to her. One of these factions, a
large and powerful group started by her mother before her, was anti-Jedi at heart and becoming more
virulently so by the

day. Matters were coming to the point that she had to reward them or risk losing their support. She could
not risk such aloss-they were too powerful for her to alow them to take their strength elsewhere. This
faction must either be placated or destroyed.

And athough murderous attempts on the roya family were certainly nothing new, TaaChumewas
growing burdened by theleve of paranoiarequired to keep hersdlf and her household dive.

Teneniel Djo was doing nothing to help. This troublesome Force had carried shockwaves from the
Fondor debacle, causing Teneniel to lose her long-awaited, unborn second child. Thiswas not yet known
outside the palace; Taa Chume had kept it quiet under the guise of giving her daughter-in-law timeto
hedl and grieve before making the announcemen.

In truth, Tala Chume viewed such grief as a sdf-indulgent weskness, aluxury that Hapes could not
afford. She had endured Teneniel Djo thislong Ssmply because the alternative-a coup by one of her
nieces- was even lessdesirable. Alyssawas avend little wretch, but she was aso a practical woman.
Her firgt act as queen mother would be to destroy Tala Chume and her descendants. Of this, Taa
Chume was certain, for that was exactly the course she hersalf would take.

But Trisdin's suggestion offered new possbilities. With acurt nod, Taa Chume sedled the fate of her son,
hiswife, and adl of Hapes.

Now dl that remained wasto find a promising young woman of whom Isolder might approve, and the
lamentable Teneniel Djo would go.

NINE

Jaina came awake suddenly, though no sound disturbed her trancelike state. She sat up, sensesdert for
whatever had roused her.

But the ship was qui€t, eerily s0. For someone accustomed to the hum and roar of engines, the silence of
the Y uuzhan V ong frigate was disconcerting. Jainawasn't sure exactly why she'd expected anything
different; after al, what sound did gravity make when it bent? Would ablack hole make agiant durping
noise whenever adovin basa sucked up aproton torpedo?

She rubbed the nape of her neck with one hand and then stretched, drawing in along breath. And
realized why she'd awvoken.

A faint, sharp odor filled the air, a scent she couldn't equate with any other she knew. Jaina pushed
hersdlf off the cora bench and hurried to the cockpit.

Starlines spun into view asthe ship came out of its hyperspace flight. The odd scent must have been
some sort of sensor.

The stars focused into sharp points, but faint lines remained-starlight refracted from some metallic,
as-yet-unseen object.

In the pilot's seat, Zekk sat bolt upright, leaning toward the viewport. "Incoming!” he snapped.

Jaina spun toward the pilot's seat and leaned down to peer over Zekk's shoulder. A motley collection of
ships

some of them Hapan vessal's, some more suited to pirates and smugglers-sped purposefully toward them.



Ganner dipped into the gunner's chair, his handsome face grim at the prospect of firing upon dlies.

Zekk touched his hooded head to Jaina's. "Y ou want to take this?'

"I'm going back to the escape pod. Unless Tenel Ka getsto Hapes, this could be the first party of many.
Ganner, no matter what, you've got to protect her. That comesfirst.”

"I know my job," hesaid.

Jainagave his shoulder a brief squeeze to show that she understood his dilemma, then she hurried to the
gern of thefrigate. Tenel Kawas lowering herself into the black, seed-shaped escape pod, listening
intently to Tahiri's swift-flowing advice. Tesar, Alema, and Tekli stood by.

The blond girl glanced up at Jainas approach. She straightened and backed away.

"Y ou're the closest thing welve got to an expert,” Jainareminded her. "Thisis no timeto defer. Report?’
Tahiri grimaced and shrugged. "She's asready as shelll ever be. I'd rather go mysdlf, but it's her world.”
"Tend Ka?'

The warrior confirmed readiness with asomber nod.

"No lights," Jainareminded, nodding toward the fluorescent, lichen likelife-forms gathered in smdll
colonies inside the escape pod. "Head for the outskirts of theroyd city. It's been two standard hours
since sunset, so you've got at least ashot at secrecy. Get down asfast asyou can, as closeto the city as
you can without drawing attention. Well keegp them busy and give you as much time as possible.”

Tend Kalooked to Tahiri. The young Jedi hel ped the one-armed woman pull the cognition hood over
her

head. Tahiri stepped back. The pod's opening irises shut, and the small vessel rose dightly from the floor.
The Jedi backed away. A door closed between them and the pod, and an exterior portal opened. The
escape pod sped silently out into the dark vacuum.

Jaina headed for the cockpit, but came up short when Tahiri stepped into her path. The blond girl looked
fragile but resolute.

"What can | do?'

"Go find Lowbacca," Jaina suggested. "He's till working on the tracking system. Y ou know the Y uuzhan
Vong language better than any of us. Maybe the ship will be more talkativeif it's got agood listener.”
Color drained from the young Jedi's face, but without hesitation she took off in search of the Wookiee.
Jaina understood Tahiri's fear, and respected the girl's refusal to pamper it. Anakin had told her afew
things about Tahiri's rescue from Y avin 4. They'd stolen a ship, and the cognition hood had attempted to
bypass Tahiri's true identity to pierce the "memories’ the shapers had implanted.

Interesting, she mused.

The frigate shuddered and pitched as Hapan missiles bombarded it. Jaina staggered through the corridor,
bouncing from onewadl to the other asthe ship rolled and jinked.

She struggled to the cockpit and ripped the pilot's hood from Zekk's head. "Y ou said | was doing just
fing" he said, showing aflash of wry humor.

"Obvioudy, | lied," shereplied in kind as she tugged the controls over her own head.

He quickly yielded the seet, but continued to gaze anxioudy &t the viewport as Jainasettled in.

The ship's sensors flooded her with information, none of it good.

"Hyperdrive'sout," she announced as she spun the ship

in an evasive maneuver. "Dovin basa isabout played out. Looks like we get to choose between shielding
and running."

"Run," Alemasuggested.

Jainadid her best, dodging through an ever-shifting minefield of strobing lasers and proton torpedoes.
Doggedly she led their attackers away from Hapes, awvay from Tend-Ka.

Alemalet out asigh of relief. "Y ou're losing them! Good work."

Jainasurveyed the skies behind, using the sweeping peripherd vision granted by the hood. The distance
between the Y uuzhan Vong ship and its attackers was steadily growing. But they kept firing, though they
werewd | out of range. Jaina noticed the subtle shift in their vector, and traced their new path to asmall
black dot-a ship so smdl that it would be imperceptible had it not been backlit by killing lights.

"Hutt dime! They found Tend Ka," Jainasaid. She threw the ship into atight turn and hurtled back into



thefight.

"Looks like she's picked up aswarm of Hornet Interceptors,” Ganner said. "Get mein closer. | cankill
them from here, but not disable them.”

A concussion missile sped toward the ship. Ganner sent aburst of plasma out to intercept it, and Jaina
jinked sharply to avoid the resulting explosion.

"The Hapan pilots don't seem to share your concern,” she shot back.

The older Jedi sent her an incredulous glance. " So what are you saying?'

Jainahurtled past apair of Hapan ships, which aso changed course and continued pursuit. "If you want
to talk, fine, but yield the chair to someone who wantsto shoot!"”

"Just line them up and hold steady,” he said.

She brought the frigate around in arising loop, then dived down between the two pursuing ships. A flurry
of laserfire kept the dovin basa busy, but Jaina held a steady course to alow Ganner aclean shot.
Twice hefired, clipping the pursuing ships with plasmabolts. One of the Hornets exploded into shards of
metal; another managed to evade the shot. But the flying debrisripped through the thin metal of thethird
ship'swings, sending it into an out-of -control spiral.

A surge of dismay came from Ganner, and his next shot went ddliberately wide.

"Were under attack,” Jainareminded him.

"I might have hit that ship!"

"Sure, if it wasthe Size of abattle cruiser! If you're not going to hit them, at least give them an argument.”
The older Jedi turned away, hisjaw clenched and his thoughts carefully shielded.

Meanwhile the Hapan ships continued to batter the Y uuzhan VVong vessdl. Tesar did his best with the
shields, but the shots were too many and too close. Again and again the ship shook aslaserfire chipped
at itshull. Worse, Jaina sensed that the overburdened dovin basal was nearing the limit of its strength.
The escape pod soared off into the darkness, and none of the Hapan ships followed.

Now that Tend Kawas safe, Jainaswung around and poured al the energy the ship could muster into an
apparent retreat. The Hapan ships gave pursuit for severa moments, then abandoned the effort.
"They're off to spread the word about us," Alemasaid somberly.

The Twi'lek pointed to the viewport. Beyond, tumbling dowly amid adrift of metalic debris, was one of
the ships Ganner had accidentdly destroyed. The Hornet was largely intact-only the rear segment of its
insectoid body was missing.

"If werre going to salvage that ship for parts, we haven't much time."

"The comm system! Good thinking," Jainaagreed.

She turned back toward the battle scene. After acouple of experiments, Tesar managed to cdibrate the
dovin basd to usejust enough gravity to pull in the damaged ship.

The ship was un-piloted-perhaps the pilot had had time to go EV. But the controls looked to be intact,
and Lowbacca acted positively cheerful a the prospect of working with circuits and metal.

It didn't take him long to find what they needed. Bellowing triumphantly, he strode into the cockpit,
lugging the disembodied comm unit and an attached power pack. He set the device on the floor, set
hailing frequency, and handed the speaking unit to Jaina.

"Thisis Lieutenant Jaina Solo, a Rogue Squadron pilat, flying acommandeered enemy frigate. Comein.”
She repeated her hail severd times before an answering crackle came over the comm. "I never thought
that static could sound so good,” she murmured.

"ThisisHesha Lovett, captain of the Hapan roya vessd," afemale voice announced. "We've had reports
of aYuuzhan Vong ship. Yours, Lieutenant Solo?"

"l don't liketo brag," Jainasaid dryly. "We're seeking permission to land. The sooner we get out of this
thing, the happier well be”

There was amoment's silence, then the comm crackled to life again. "By dl means, Jaina. All of Tenel
Kasfriends are welcome on Hapes, however they may chooseto arrive.”

Jainajolted with surprise. The resonant, cultured voice with the crisply clipped accent was unmistakably
that of Tala Chume, Tend Kas grandmother.

She quickly scoured her mental database for the proper way to address Hapan royalty. "Thank you,



Queen Mother. | wasn't surewe'd find awelcome. We were forced to fire upon Hapan ships.”

"Hornet Interceptors,” the woman said dismissively. "Pirates, most likely. The scouts who withessed the
battle were nearly as displeased by their presence as they were by yours. Is my granddaughter with
you?"

Actually, Jainawas hoping that she'd been picked up by the Hapan scouts. "Well, not exactly. She went
ahead in an escape pod to prepare the way for us. We didn't have any other way to communicate until
we pulled in one of the Hornets and savaged its comm.”

"l will dert dl patrolsto watch for my granddaughter's arrival. By al means, land at the roya docks and
come directly to the paace. I'll make sure the officias are expecting you, and that they do not try to
channd you through the refugee camps.”

"Refugees?’

"Yes," the former queen said, expressing a congderable amount of distaste with asingleword. ™Y ou will
be my guests, however, you and your friends. | will meet you at the paace.”

It occurred to Jainathat the former queen mother seemed surprisingly, perhaps suspicioudy, eager for
their arrival.

Her first impulse wasto ask why. A childhood spent under the tutel age of afussy protocol droid,
however, was not easily dismissed. Leia Organa Solo's daughter exchanged afew moments of proper
smdl tak with Taa Chume, speaking as carefully and listening asintently as she'd observed her mother
do over the years. But Tda Chume was no less skilled, and when the communication ended, Jaina had to
admit it wasadraw.

She dumped back in the pilot chair. "Taa Chumeis up to something.”

"How do you know?" Ganner asked.

Shelifted one shoulder in ashrug. "Shedwaysis.”

A joyful Wookiee bellow split the air. Lowbacca came whirling into the cockpit, spinning Tahiri in some
sort of exuberant dance. He set her down and swept one paw toward the navibrain in adramatic gesture.
"Wedidit," Tahiri said obligingly, but without spirit.

"You found Tend K&?'

Lowbacca grinned and dipped into the navigator's chair. He yanked the hood down over his head, and
his massive shoulders hunched in anticipation. Moments passed, and Jaina could sense his surge of
anxiety through the Force.

Using the cognition hood, she switched her focusto navigation. The answersthat cameto her yielded a
faint mental picture, ashadow of what Lowbaccamust have been seeing.

"The escape pod is moving away from Hapes" she said. "Either she's off course, or someone picked her
up.”

The Wookiee moaned an agreement, then began to set course for pursuit.

Tend Kafelt the sudden jolt of contact, heard the scrape of grappling hooks finding purchase on the
irregular cora hull. The moment of capture unleashed aflood of raw, recent memory. Pain and loss and
fury-al the emotions engendered by her daysin Y uuzhan Vong captivity-flooded the Jedi in atorrent.
She heard amechanica whir and realized its meaning. Small drills busily bolted the ship to the grappling
amsto ensureretrieval. No Y uuzhan VVong would sully their hands with such machines.

Reassured, she removed the cognition hood and smoothed her warrior's braids into place as best she
could.

Now that the burden of flying the pod was lifted from her, Tend Ka eased the shields she'd placed
between hersdf and thetiny living ship. Fiercdly independent, she

used the Force only when necessary. To her way of thinking, maintaining some distance between hersdlf
and the Y uuzhan Vong or any of their creatures was absolutely essentid.

Suddenly her unshielded mind flooded with afamiliar mixture of warmth and humor, friendship and
frugtration.

"Jacen," she said wonderingly, recognizing the presence that meant more to her than any other.

For amoment Tenel Kaknew complete happiness, something she had deemed illusive Since the day
sheld redlized that when Jacen looked upon her, he saw only an old friend. But happinesswas a gift as



fleeting asit was sweset. The light that was Jacen fatered, then blazed up into an agonizing white heat.
Tenel Ka, despite her stoic courage and superb conditioning, shrieked in rage and pain.

Her reserve shattered, and alifetime of emotions carefully controlled and shielded erupted like a
Dathomir volcano. Mindlessy she thrashed at the wals of her prison, pounding the cord with her onefigt,
determined to get out, to reach Jacen, to fight and dieto free him.

Then the light was gone, and its absence was a blow more devastating than thefirst.

For along moment Tend Kasat in the sudden darkness, stunned and silent. Her lip s moved, shaping
words of denia that she could not force past the unfamiliar lump in her throet.

The escape pod jolted heavily againgt the ship. Cuitting tools hummed as they dug through the cora shell.
Tenel Kawearily regarded the discarded cognition hood. If she put it back on, she could open the hull
with athought. Her emotions were so raw that she could not bear the thought of joining with the ship.

A crack fissured through the pod, and a chunk of coral

tumbled into Tenel Kaslap. She pushed it aside and unclipped her lightsaber from her bdlt.

"Stand aside,” she ordered, marveling at how cool and controlled her voi ce sounded.

A rich, glowing turquoise light legpt from Tenel Ka'slightsaber. She made short work of cutting through
the hull and then rose quickly, her wespon held unthreateningly low but ready, just in case.

At least adozen people gathered around the pod, al of them human, al of them recognizably Hapan.
Tenel Kaslong-ago ancestors had been pirates who vied with each other to find and capture the most
beautiful mates possible. What started as a peculiar measure of cultura status became a sort of selective
breeding. In generd, the people of Hapes were taler and more attractive than inhabitants of other worlds
inthe Hapes Clugter. All of her rescuers were tal and fair, though some looked decidedly the worse for
wedr.

They stood slent, perhaps from the surprise of finding a Jedi warrior instead of the expected Y uuzhan
Vong. Tend Kas cool gray eyes swept over them.

Severd of the crew wore crimson, which proclaimed them members of the roya guard. She noted
severa hard-knock civilians, too, al of them wearing worn or faded red clothing. Even those who
sported the white uniform of the Consortium Navy had some bit of red about them, even if just an
enameled pendant or abandanna. This ersatz statement of solidarity set off warning sensorsin the back
of her mind.

"What isthisship?' she demanded.

One of the men, atdl blond man who bore afaint resemblance to her father, gave her amocking bow.
"Welcome to the Starsprite, Princess. Y ou're aboard a Beta Cruiser, formerly of the Hapan navy."
Tend Kaseyes narrowed as shetook thisin. The Beta Cruiser wasasmall battleship, far more
maneuversble

than the much-larger Hapes Nova-class cruisers. They'd been Enployed in large numbers at Fondor.
Few had survived. Most likely the crew of this one was a diverse company of survivors desertersfrom
the Battle of Fondor aswell as smugglerswho saw their livelihood being swallowed by the Y uuzhan
Vonginvason.

She wasn't surprised at his greeting. Not many Ha-panswould fail to recognize aone-armed Jedi with
red-gold hair astheir reluctant princess. Since they were pirates and deserters-not exactly men and
women of honor-Tend Kaassumed they planned to ransom her for the best dedl they could get. But
even asthisthought formed, it was pushed aside by the animosity that radiated from them all.
Understanding flooded her in aquick, scading rush. Y ou are Ni'Korish," she snarled, naming the faction
inspired by her great-grandmother, a queen mother who hated the Jedi and had done her best to
eradicate them. "1 heard rumors of an attempted coup, an attack by cowards who lurk in shadows. That
would beyou?'

Her captor responded with a mocking bow.

"Tdl me, how did the Ni'Korish fare? Is my mother yet alive?' she demanded.

"Regrettably, yes," theleader returned. "But shewon't hold the throne for long.”

Tend Kasent himagrim smile. Y ou do her aninjusticeif you think she will abdicate in exchange for my
return, and you insult meif you suggest | would buy my freedom at that price.”



He returned her smile, but hiswas even harder and held areptilian leer. "We would never insult the queen
mother or her Jedi daughter. The Y uuzhan VVong, however, are not so concerned with matters of honor
and protocol.”

His meaning was clear. Tend Kaslightsaber snapped up to guard position. "I will not be taken."
"Princess, you wound me!" he protested, placing one

hand over his heart. "Wewill return you to Hapes unharmed. Although we might be deserters, we are not
traitors. All werequireis your assistance in hunting down Jacen and Jaina Solo. If you're atrue princess
of Hapes, you'l gladly help us repay those who turned Centerpoint upon the Hapan fleet.”

A surge of wrath boiled through Tend Ka, but she kept her compaosure. "Do you know what befell a
New Republic ambassador who fdl into Y uuzhan Vong hands? He was dain, his bones decorated with
gems and gold and sent back to hisfriends. | would not deliver an enemy to such afate, and never a
friend!"

His expression darkened, and he glanced a aknot of uniformed men. "Then I'm afraid well haveto
make do with you. If Jaina Solo thinks the same way you do, she might be willing to trade herself for
your freedom."

"She won't get the chance.”

Before any of the Hapans could draw weapons, Tenel Ka's turquoise blade legpt toward them like a
proton torpedo.

For amoment everyone in the cargo hold scuttled back, intimidated by the wrath in the Jedi's gray eyes
and the blazing wegpon in her hand.

Then the Ni'Korish leader pulled a vibroblade from his belt, and others remembered that they, too, held
Wegpons.

They advanced, quickly encircling Tend Ka.

TEN

The stolen Y uuzhan Vong ship careened through space at full power, following the barely perceptible
sgnd emitted by the escape pod. Zekk sat a the hem. Tahiri wore the navigation hood, directing him
according to information flowing to her from the navibrain. The smal hands gripping the control were
white-knuckled, but her voice remained steady and sure.

Jainaand Lowbacca huddled together away from the others. ™Y ou and Tahiri did great, but I've got
another puzzlefor you," Jainasaid. "Danni Quee found away to override the yammaosk communications.
That'sthe only explanation for the Y uuzhan V ong confusion over Coruscant. Any ideahow she did it?"
The Wookiee went into alengthy explanation, most of which went over Jainas head with ameter to
spare.

She put up ahand to hdt the bewildering flow of information. "How do you know dl this?'

Lowbacca hesitated, then woofed a response.

He had been recruited to work on the research team supervised by Danni Quee and Cilghal. That made
senseto Jaina. The Force-sengtive scientist and the Mon Calamari healer had been spearheading one of
many attempts to understand Y uuzhan V ong technology. Before coming to the Jedi academy, Lowbacca
had had two passions computer science and the study of Kashyyyk's complex plant life. It had been the
latter that prompted him to

too

go aoneinto the dangerous lower levels of his home-world's forests during hisrite of passage to young
adulthood, and to pit himsdlf againgt the deadly syren plant. The combination of computer skillsand
biologica knowledge-not to mention his desire to take on the impossible-made him well suited to this
sudy.

Lowbacca let [oose afew sharp woofs.

"They had you taking apart captured ships? No wonder you knew how to mess with the worldship,”
Jainamurmured, remembering a prank he had played with asmal neurd center. "So you know how
Danni Quee scrambled the yammosk."

The Wookiee shook his head and gave amournful moan. He hadn't been there for Danni's breakthrough.
"Given your background, could you duplicate the results?



L owbacca consdered, then woofed an affirmative.

"But can you go one step farther?"

The Wookiee listened with growing fascination as Jaina described her plan. Hisfurry shoulders shook
with laughter as he made hisway toward the dovin basd.

Jainawatched, puzzled. Lowbacca returned in moments, coming at alope and carrying afamiliar-looking
object in his paws.

He handed asmall globe to Jainawith astring of grumbled ingtructions. A dow, gy grin crept over her
face as she understood what he'd found. She reached up and ruffled the fur on his head affectionately,
and then went back to work.

"Isthat what | think it is?" Ganner demanded, eyeing the villip with disgust.

She grinned at the older Jedi and turned to Zekk. "L et me have your seat.”

Heyidded the pilot's chair, and Jaina settled down, pulled on the hood, and began to stroke the oddly
shaped globe.

"Areyou surethat'sagood idea?" Zekk ventured. "Can you talk and fly at the sametime?’

Her only response was a derisive sniff.

"We don't know who will answer," he perssted.

"True, but chances are, that'll be something worth knowing. The more we can learn about this ship, the
better our chancesfor surviva."

The outer layer of the villip pedled back, and the tissue within began to reshape itsdlf into the likeness of
the Y uuzhan Vong who had been "attuned” to thisvillip. In moments Jainaheld in her hands ahorrific
face, one marked by fringed lips and atangle of scars.

She knew that face. Everyone in the galaxy with accessto the HoloNet knew it. This was the warmaster
Tsavong Lah. Not long ago, held sent a communi cation throughout the galaxy caling for the destruction
of the Jedi, and demanding Jacen Solo. Jaina had seen that holovid replayed many times, but her blood
boiled anew with each viewing.

"The sacrifice has been completed?’ the warmaster demanded.

Jainaheld thevillip closer to her face and sent her brother's enemy aknife-edged smile. "Not yet."

The villip crinkled into an ominous frown. ™Y ou were to contact me when your duty was complete, Nom
Anor, and not before. Pray you are not contacting me to report another failure.”

Sheglanced at her friends, her brown eyes sparkling with something resembling her old spirit.

"Oh, thisistoo good,” she marveled. "ThisisNom Anor's ship! Thevillip must not be atuned to him,
though, or you'd think Tsavong Lah would notice the difference.”

Ganner threw up both hands. "I don't know, Jaina. Y ou've definitely looked better.”

"And you ill ook like aholovid hero. Wheresthe

justicein that?' she shot back good-naturedly. "Anyway, Lowbaccathinksthisvillipisaway for aship's
pilot, whoever that might be, to report to afleet admiral. When you think about it, that makes sense. |
don't have acomplete handle on how villipswork, but from what | hear they seem to alow one specific
person to talk to one other specific person. But what happensiif that villip connection is broken? They've
got to have someway of communicating with aship, not just a person. Lowbacca found thisthing
onboard, living in ahydroponic vat. Maybe the ship itsdf attunesthe villip, and the pilot's connection with
the ship alows communication.”

"Whoisthis?' the warmaster demanded.

Jainaturned her attention back to the globe. "Let's put it thisway I'm contacting you to report another
falure" shesad, turning his earlier words back upon him.

Tsavong Lah's cruel eyes narrowed. "Thisisnot Nom Anor. Y ou are not even Y uuzhan Vong-thevillipis
trandating." Hisface twisted with fury asthelogica answer presented itsdlf. "The Jeedai!”
"Gotitinone" she mocked.

For along moment, theimage of Tsavong Lah merely glared a her. Then hisfrayed lipstwistedina
sneer. "And this, | suppose, iswhere you offer yoursdf in your brother's place.”

"Why bother? | know you won't let Jacen go."

"That istrue enough, but are you so sure of your motivation?' he taunted her. "Y ou are the lesser twin,



the onewho would fall in sacrifice. Perhapsit suits your purposesto keep your brother's sword far from
your throat."

Jaina began to understand what this"sacrifice’ entailed. "Wewould fight each other?"

"Of course! That ishow it isdone."

Animage flashed into Jaina's mind from the time she and Jacen had been held captive at the Shadow
Academy,

forced into dark-side training. They'd been made to fight with lightsabers, long before they were ready
for such weapons, and to fight for their lives againgt afoe cloaked in ahologram. They'd pitted her
againg Darth Vader-asymbol of her past, and a portent of her future. Jacen, however, faced the same
gpparent foe. Neither of them had redlized until the hologram cloaking devices were shut off how near
they'd come to killing each other.

Despite al sheld been through before and since, the horror of that moment il visited Jainain dreams.
Her mind raced as shetried to improvise aplan. It occurred to her that it might be best to play into the
war-master's perceptions.

"That's how it'saways done," she agreed, | etting the memory of the Shadow Academy imbue her words
with dread. "Jacen and | aretwins. Thisisour destiny."

"Y ou understand thismuch, yet you run from destiny?'

Sheinclined her head in abow. A look of surpriseflickered over the villip-reflected face, indicating that
her gesture of respect had somehow been trand ated.

"You areright, Warmaster. Nom Anor's ship isdisabled. | can run no farther.”

"What isyour position?' he demanded. "Obvioudy you are wearing the pilot's hood. Ask the ship."”

"A moment, please.” She put the villip down carefully, then looked at Ganner and mouthed the words,
Get Lowbacca.

Thebig Jedi nodded and sprinted off in search of the Wookiee. A few moments later abig, hairy fist
thrust out into the central corridor and gave her athumbs-up.

"Here goes," Jainamuttered, and turned back to the villip.

"l can't get an answer from the ship,” she said, her tone defensive and edged with abit of awhine. "Is
there some way the ship could be traced through the yammosk that controlsit?

"Nom Anor is an independent agent. His ship answers to no yammosk. But sometimes ayammosk can
pick up astranded ship; the dovin basals are strongly inclined to link."

"Thisdovin basd isalling,” Janasaid eagerly. "Linking might keep it dive long enough for meto ..."
Shelet her wordstrail off. A sneer crossed Tsavong Lah's reflected face as he read the meaning Jaina
intended to portray. Obvioudy, he thought she was stalling for time, gaining needed repairsin hope of
fleeing capture.

"l have sent agents to oversee the sacrifice. No doubt they are in close pursuit. Y ou will be meeting them
shortly."

Before Jaina could respond, the villip shifted back to itsformless Sate.

"What now?" Ganner demanded.

Janasamilewasthin and ferd. "They'll cometo us"

The warmaster set aside the offending villip and bellowed an order. A subordinate came at anear run,
bearing asecond, larger villip.

Tsavong Lah stroked the globe. No response. Y our other hand, Warmaster," the aide suggested.

He quickly did so, ignoring thislatest reminder of how tenuous his new implant was. A villip, duly
attuned, did not recognize the touch of histransplanted limb!

The globe shifted to revea aface smilar to his own in shape and expression. The reflected warrior was
younger, hisflesh taut and clear, but not less scarred. Elaborate black tattoos covered an angular gray
face. A smdl horn protruded from a high, broad forehead.

"Warmagter," Khalee Lah proclaimed, inclining his head in respect.

"I have found the female," the warmaster said without

preamble. " She has offered to surrender-a ploy” of course, apitiful attempt to buy time to escape. Y ou
will persuade the yammaosk aboard the priestship to link with the frigate and accept this additiond ship in



its communication fagaily."

"Of course, Warmaster."

"Inform Harrar that he may contact the jeedai directly through the Ksstarr's ship'svillip.”

An expression of surprise crossed the young warrior's face. "He possesses a commander's villip?'
"Heholdsit in trust,” Tsavong Lah corrected. "When the Jeedai sacrificeis completed, hewill passit to
you, aong with the rank and honorsthat attend it. Seeto it that this day comes soon.”

His son inclined his head in adeep bow. "1 am honored, Warmaster, but | would do so regardless of
reward. My personal advancement isa pale thing compared to the service due our gods.”

The warmaster received this pious speech in silence. "Go, and do.”

Again the young warrior bowed, and the villip quickly inverted. Tsavong Lah'slip curled as he regarded
thevillip. "Harrar ssemsto befailing," he said softly, "in more ways than one.”

Jainaflew steadily toward Tend Ka, following the directions Tahiri gave. She did not notice when the
villip began to change. Zekk's soft, grim oath drew her attention back to the living communication sphere.
It depicted athin, dmost aesthetic-looking visage, not quite as garishly scarred as the warmaster's. An
elaborately wound cloth swathed his head.

"Harrar, apriest of Yun-Harla, the Trickster goddess,” theimage said curtly. "1t will be my honor to
preside over your sacrifice.”

"The honor ismine," Jainasaid dryly. Shewent on,

"And thanks for the suggestion. I've been wondering what to call thisrock. Trickster soundsjust about
right.”

"That isnot suitable. It isnot possible. There is more to naming a ship than you could possibly know."
"It requiresaspecid affinity, adeep attunement,” Jainasaid. "Isthat one of thethings| couldn't possibly
know?'

Raw fury flooded the Y uuzhan VVong'sface. "Whatever pdtry tricks you may havein mind will serve no
purpose. The attunement has been transferred. My ability to speak to you indicates that my ship's
yammosk is making contact with your dovin basal. Any minor control you have over the Ksstarr-"

"The Trickster," Jaina corrected.

"-will be superseded,” hefinished, ignoring the interruption.

Tahiri let out asmall gasp. To her credit, she did not remove the navigation hood.

"Y ou are establishing contact?' Jainarepested in feinted darm.

"Itisdone.

Jainaturned the villip upside down, causing it to invert and bresk contact with the priest. Sheturned to
her friends with atriumphant smile. The wave of shock and condemnation hit her like aphysical blow.
"Before you say anything, let me explain. Lowbacca has been playing with the ship's sensors. We're
recaiving their sgnd, but blocking ours.”

"You can't be sure of that!" Zekk protested.

"I'm sure,” Tahiri brokein. "The'Y uuzhan V ong ships manipulate gravity. That's how they move, shield,
even navigate. I'm hooked up to thisthing. | should know."

"Go on," Ganner urged.

"The sensors gather information from shiftsin gravity fields. Every ship hasapattern, sort of likea
sgnature”

"That'sright,” Jainabrokein. "L owbacca used some

parts from the Hornet to rig up amechanica disruption. The dovin basa doesn't know that the signalsit's
sending the yammosk are scrambled.”

"It soundsfeasible," Ganner said, doubt still suffusing hisvoice. "But if you're wrong, the Y uuzhan VVong
might follow usto Hapes. We'd be endangering aworld-a system-that isin no shape to defend itsdlf.”
"They know were heading there," Jaina pointed out, "which makes a 'Y uuzhan Vong attack on Hapes all
but aforegone concluson. They'll have to make astand eventudly.”

"They?' Ganner asked, eyeing her with speculation. "Not we?"

"I've got someplace elseto be. The rest of you are welcome to come or stay, as you choose."

"Y ou're going after Jacen," he Sated.



She shrugged. "Wasthere ever any doubt?'

"What's your god, Jaina?' Zekk said softly. "Obvioudy it'snot surviva. Y ou don't redlly expect to rescue
Jacen-not even you could bethat . . . optimistic,”" he said, improvising in response to the lowering storm
in her eyes. "Theway | seeit, that leaves vengeance."

"Which leadsto the dark sde," she said impatiently. "Spare me-1've heard al the arguments. Repesatedly.
Theway | seeit, Jedi have aresponsbility to act. Act! We don't have the luxury of philosophical
debates. It was the schism between Jacen and Anakin, their endless dithering over ‘what a Jedi should
be,' that brought them both down.”

"That'sunfair,” Tahiri whispered. "It'scrud.”

"Isit? L et'slook at the facts Anakin is dead, Jacen was captured. If the surviving Jedi continue to dither,
wewill be destroyed and the Y uuzhan Vong will have won.”

They stood in silence for along moment asthey considered her grim logic.

Alemawasthefirs to speak. "We Twi'leks have a

saying If you refuse to decide, the decision is made without you.”

"Get the job done," Ganner agreed.

"Timeto hunt!" the Barabd snouted from his pogition at the stern.

"Youll need aheder,” Tekli said with asigh of resignation.

Jainaturned to Zekk, aquestion in her eyes.

"I'll be remaining on Hapes, or going where | am most needed,” he said softly, aworld of regret in his
eyes.

Who could need him more than Jacen? Jainatamped down the surge of anger and accepted hisdecison
with acurt nod. But she made no attempt to shield her emotions from him.

For amoment shefdt Zekk waver, felt the strength of her vision override his deeply held beliefs.
Temptation welled, fierce and strong. She would free Jacen somehow, but it would be easier with the
other young Jedi at her side. If she could sway Zekk, she could bring them all to her side.

Under her control.

It wasalogica end to the path her thoughts had taken, yet Jainaquickly shied away from it. Swiftly,
subtly, she pulled away from Zekk, hoping that he would not notice that she, not he, had caused him to
question his hard-won values. The puzzlement that flickered through his Force-sense suggested that shed
succeeded-that he hadn't realized what she had nearly done.

She pulled off the pilot's hood and tossed it to Zekk. "I need sometime alone,” she said abruptly as she
Spun away from the other Jedi.

Her path took her toward the smal chamber where they'd left Anakin's body. None of them followed
her, but shefdt ther relief that she wastaking stepsto finaly "ded with her grief."

And perhapsit wastime. After thefirst terrible surge

of loss, Jainahad smply stored away her emations. It was not so different, redly, from the years sheld
spent protecting herself from the constant bombardment of other peopl€'s emotions.

She hesitated at the threshold, staring at the quiet stranger laying on the Y uuzhan VVong bunk. He looked
to be at rest, and his till form bore little resemblance to the image burned upon Jainas mind. The grime
of battle had been cleaned away, the terrible wounds bandaged and then covered with clean
clothing-linen and leather scavenged from somewhere.

Thefeatureswere Anakin's. The height, the form. But hisice-blue eyes had been closed, and the unruly
brown hair nestly brushed. Jaina came closer, and without thinking she reached out and touded it with
the big-ssterly gesture she'd so often employed.

A soft step behind her announced Tekli's presence. "Better," the Chadra-Fan agreed. "That is how it
aways seemed to look."

Jainaturned to the little hedler, her eyes dry and her heart cold. "Thank you for what you've done here. |
didn't want our mother to see him as he was."

She turned and walked calmly away, acutely aware of the grief emanating from the Chadra-Fan. She
accepted thiswith gratitude it seemed right that someone should be able to grieve for Anakin.

Despite the wal she had built around her heart, Jaina sensed that Tekli was not grieving only for Anakin,



but for her aswell.

Harrar set asde the villip and glanced up at the young warrior, who was pacing the room like athwarted
thunderbolt seeking room to strike.

"The Jeedai has broken contact,” Harrar said.

Khaee Lah touched two fingersto hisforehead. "1 have given my blood oath to bring her in, but | swear
be-

foreyou and al the gods that she will spend her last daysin pain, and die without honor!*

The priest dismissed this vow with an impatient wave of one hand. "Did you mark her words? It seemed
to me sheimplied that in naming the ship Trickster, she might in fact be employing the practice of naming
shipsfor their pilots™

"Do you think her capable of such subtlety?' Khalee Lah scoffed.

"Sheisatwin. Surdly that means something even where infidels are concerned, or the gods would not be
S0 eager for this sacrifice.”

"Sheisboth Jeedai and twin,” the warrior agreed, "but take care, Eminence, not to subscribe to the
heresy that attributes too much power to these Jeedai. Thisfemaeis not even a pae shadow of
yun-Harla"

"Of course not,” the priest agreed. Still, a strange doubt lingered. "Attend me," he said, and strode off to
consult with hisyammosk keeper.

They made their way to the chamber that housed the monstrous battle leader. 'Y ou have made contact
with the Ksstarr?" he demanded.

The keeper bowed. "We have, Eminence.”

"I would confirm this"

"Of course!" The keeper moved aside, alowing Harrar to place one hand on the writhing,
many-tentacled thing.

After amoment, Harrar lifted his gaze to the keeper'sface. "Thelink is confirmed. Have you not found it
peculiar that the Ksstarr has sent no return communi cation whatsoever?"

"Itisalling,” the keeper ventured.

"Itisglent! Harrar snapped. He turned to Khalee Lah and then waited for the warrior to grasp the
ggnificanceof this.

Horror crept over the scarred face. "It isnot possible,” he said, his voice dulled by shock. Despite his
lesser sature

and the demands of protocol, he elbowed the priest out of the way and placed his own hand against the
neurd sensors.

"Thisisimpossible," he repeated, despite the truth the yammosk reveded. " Somehow Jaina Solo has
blocked the yammask information is flowing to her, but not back to the priestship!”

Harrar drew him aside. "'Y ou advised me againgt equating this human with our great and devious

Y un-Harla, and rightly so. But perhaps you should consider the possibility that sheis somewhat more
than you thought possible.”

Khdee Lah stood for amoment, his bearing proud, his scarred face conflicted. Then heinclined hishead
in achopping nod.

"Perhaps,”" he agreed.

ELEVEN

Jagged Fel eased his clawcraft into along, spiraing descent over Ithor, searching the lifeless sphere for
some remnant of the once verdant world heldd fought to save.

The dark, rocky planet bore a distressing resemblance to a'Y uuzhan Vong ship. Dry riverbeds gouged
the surface like the scars on the faces of their warriors. It was said that the invaders believed themselves
created in theimage of their gods. Apparently they were determined to pass dong the favor.

Jag's comm crackled. "What do you hope to find here, Commander?" inquired alow-pitched femae
voice.

"A reminder," he said softly. "Thisiswhy weve come, Shawnkyr. Thisiswhy the enemy must be
stopped.”



He pulled his ship into close formation with hiswing-mate, close enough to seeinto the TIE fighter ball
cockpit of the Chiss craft. Shawnkyr Nuruodo's pa e blue face was composed, showing neither grief for
Ithor nor condemnation of Jagged Fel's unorthodox views.

Jag wondered, briefly, what Shawnkyr redlly thought of their "scouting mission.” A Chisswarrior did not
grike first-thiswas not only tradition, but amatter of honor. Y et she had followed him to Ithor before
and showed every indication of following him now regardless of the path he chose.

"Next coordinates?' sheinquired, asif in responseto histhoughts.

Jag consulted the navigational computer-afeature newly added to his clawcraft-and gave Shawnkyr the
end points of aminor hyperspace route.

"That isin the Hapes Clugter," she observed.

"Y es. The queen of Hapes has opened the Interior Region world to refugees. If the Y uuzhan Vong follow
their pattern, they will attack this system.”

"House Nuruodo will wish to hear of thisattack, if it occurs.”

Jag heard the unspoken words. Shawnkyr was amember of the powerful House Nuruodo clan, which
commanded the Chiss military. Shawnkyr's advice would carry consderable weight with the officid Chiss
military. This scouting mission would influence the path taken by the Chiss under Generd Fel's commiand,
but it had potentia for an even greater impact.

Until then, however, Jag and Shawnkyr were on their own. They could expect little from the desperate
people they'd recently abandoned, and could offer them nothing but their own best efforts.

They fell slent asthey prepared for the hyperspace jump. Their new clawcraft boasted navigationa
systems and hyperdrivesfar superior to their accustomed ships, as well as enhanced wegpon systems.
Jag had no intention of starting trouble, but he intended to walk away from any fight that found him-after
winning it, of course.

The growing pressure of sublight acceleration pushed him back into his seat. He settled in as darkness
enveloped the ship, intending to snatch a short rest during the hyperspace flight.

Sensors prodded him awake in what seemed like moments. Shawnkyr's ship emerged asablur on his
port side, like anebular haze against the sharper starlines behind. The warning sensors on Jag's console
awoke aso, but asif from anightmare abruptly, screaming.

Jag's eyes focused on the dack, terror-stricken faces of two human pilots, clearly visible through the
trangpari-stedd dome of the freighter headed straight at him.

Hethrew his clawcraft into a sharp starboard turn, rising above the larger ship with only metersto spare.
Shawnkyr peeled off in the opposite direction-a smoothly executed evasion honed by years of shared
flight.

Jag flicked on the comm. "Regroup and pursue. Something must have prompted them to set these
coordinates.”

"Stupidity?" Shawnkyr suggested.

Hislipstwitched, even though he knew full well that hiswingmate intended no humor. Shawnkyr held a
typical Chissdisregard for "lesser races.” Hed learned long ago not to take offense.

They sped off, tracing opposite sides of awide circle, intending to meet in the center and fal into their
accustomed sde-by-gde formation. Their regrouping point exploded into aflare of molten gold.

Four coraskippers, visble now in .hewake of their shining missiles, advanced in diamo id formation,
focused upon the fleeing freighter. Again the Chiss vessels peded away, thistime coming back around to
flank the attacking ships.

Jag veered sharply away from an incoming plasmabolt and then brought his clawcraft screaming up over
the tight formation. He held position, and his ringers danced over the controls as he hurled a seemingly
random barrage at the Y uuzhan Vong ships. But he observed carefully which laser bolts disappeared into
blackness and which dipped past the enemy's organic shields.

The answering fire taught him even more. For several moments he evaded plasma bolts, and planned next
steps.

"The enemy is compensating for damage,” he informed Shawnkyr. "Wing ships have weapons and shidds
only on their outer Sdes. The aft ship has no weapons at



al-shields only-and the point vessd is pouring everything into attack.”

"A suicide sguadron,” she concluded. "Thefreighter isan important target.”

"Or perhaps these cora skippers are damaged beyond repair. The leaders figure they've got nothing to
lose but the pilots. Maybe the pilots made the decision to go out fighting.”

The Chissfemale received thisin slence, as she had dl of Jag's attemptsto describe the Y uuzhan Vong's
gpparent philosophy. There was nothing in Shawnkyr's culture that could help her find logic in the notion
of a"glorious death.”

"Point shipfird," hesaid, coming around into firing position.

Jag fired aconcussion missile a the lead vessdl. Shawnkyr followed with abarrage of laserfire, exploding
the misslejust short of the alien's shielding, and right in the path of the diamond-shaped wedge.

Thelead skip pulled up sharply, but the leading edge of the explosion caught it and sent it tumbling wildly.
Jag fired a second missile. The out-of-control ship exploded. Shards of black coral streaked acrossthe
sudden brightness, the opposite image of starlines againgt the blackness of space.

"Regroup right under the shield ship, and dightly behind,” Jag suggested. "Stay with it, and stay together.”
"Asordered. But they won't hesitate to fire upon one of their own."

"That'swhat I'm counting on. Get right in close, just beyond its shielding range.”

The two clawcraft dipped under the rear coralskipper and sent a syncopated barrage of laserfire at the
inner Sdes of the damaged wing ships.

With astonishing agility, the cora skippers dipped and crossed paths. They changed places and rose back
into formation, so that the viable wegpons and shields pointed at the clawcraft. As Shawnkyr anticipated,
the skips returned fire. The rear skip absorbed each of the plasma streams, swallowing one after another.
Thetrio of cordskippers moved in astonishing unity, dipping and twisting in an attempt to shake their
Chiss shadow. But Jag and Shawnkyr held their positions, and each bolt of plasma disappeared into the
guard ship'ssingularities.

"They may sacrifice this skip to take usout,” Jag said. "Thefirg time plasma hits your shield, get away,
fast. Full power. If therear guard skip isn't shielding, it could generate agravity pull like atractor beam.”
The skipskept firing. Their cord hulls paed to trans-lucency under the continued Chiss ondaught. Huge
chunks of the skipsripped away and hurtled toward the stubborn clawcraft.

Jag yawed sharply to avoid a piece of the vessdl nearest him. The body of a'Y uuzhan Vong pilot shot
from the wreckage of the other ship, aimed directly-and probably deliberately-at Shawnkyr's clawcraft.
A blue streak shot from Shawnkyr's vessal and reduced the once living projectile to agrim nebula. Jag
tried to ignore the splatter on his cockpit viewer. He squinted up through it toward the underside of the
sole remaining cora skipper. Its hull was aso thinning. Heated cora paed to aghostly tranducence.
"Break!" he shouted as he leaned his ship sharply away.

Cord erupted into the sky, pushed along by abrief, bright explosion. Vol canoes were nothing new to
him- one of the planetsin Chissterritory had an extremely volatile geology. But seeing aliving thing erupt
ingmilar fashion made the Y uuzhan VVong seem at once more familiar and more unknowable. Jag
doubted held ever be able to witness a vol canic eruption again without viewing it as the death throes of a
mountain.

It didn't occur to him to share this thought with Shawnkyr. Long experience with the Chiss had taught him
to keep fanciful notionsto himself. Instead he switched his comm to hailing frequency.

"ThisisVanguard One, aChiss scouting vehicle. New Republic freighter, please identify yourself and tell
us how we can further assst you."

There was amoment of silence, then the comm crackled. "Thisisthe Blind Mynock. We have no
vauables aboard, no passengers. There's no profit in boarding us.”

Jag sent asidelong glance at hiswingmate. An expression of grim outrage had settled over the Chiss
femaesfeatures. "Were not pirates,” he said flatly. "If you require an escort, we will accompany you to
Hapan space.”

"Weve no need of whelp-tending,” the pilot blustered. " The Mynock has plenty of speed and firepower.”
Jag's patience began to fray. "If you had wegpons, you would have returned fire in the hope of protecting
your nonexistent cargo and paying passengers. This sector hasahistory of piracy, so | understand your



caution. On the other hand, it aso has ademonstrated Y uuzhan Vong risk. If you'd rather take your
chanceswith them, say so plainly and well respect your choice."

The comm crackled promptly. "They fried our navigationa computer,” adifferent voice said, "whichis
why we came 0 close to wearing your ship asahull ornament. Well have to input the jump coordinates
manudly. Problemis, we don't know them offhand. If you could see your way clear to giving us
directions to Hapes, we'll be on our way."

Jag named the coordinates and watched as the freighter lumbered off, then lurched into sublight
acceleration.

"Shall wefollow them?" Shawnkyr asked.

"They don't ssem eager for company,” he observed. "But |et's report to Hapes, see what information we
can gather there. Maybe even pick up afew more pilots.”

"A new sguadron, Commander?Y ou asked for a Chiss phalanx and were refused. Do you intend to
build asubstitute?'

"We could scout more efficiently with more eyes,” Jag argued.

"True enough. And when this scouting squadron encountersthe Y uuzhan VVong, it will be ableto engage
them more efficiently than could apair of Chiss clawcraft.”

"Y ou makeit sound asif were on an offensve misson.”

Thefemaée's clawcraft edged closer so that their wingtips were nearly touching. "Not at al, sir. Our
mission isto scout out enemy activity, not to initiate baitle through first-gtrike tactics. It is manifesily clesar,
however, that the Y uuzhan V ong have no such compunction. Once the first shot isfired-and it will be-we
are obligated to defend oursalves.”

Jag sent agtartled glance a hiswingmete.

"I know why weve come, sir," the Chiss said softly. "And so do you."

For once, Jag had nothing to add. "To Hapes, then," he said, and began to prepare for the jump.
TWELVE

The young Jedi gathered in the cockpit of the ship Jaina had named the Trickster, watching in Slence as
their stolen craft moved steadily toward alarge Hapan ship. The vessel was moving steadily away from
Hapes.

"Well, thisought to beinteresting,” Tahiri murmured.

Jainadlently agreed. "Areyou surethey've got TendKa?"

" She's been picked up, dl right. The ship ismechanical, not organic. That's good news."

"But no guarantee of safety,” Ganner added. "For al we know, they could be Peace Bri-"

He broke off abruptly, and the expression on his face suggested that someone had just hit him between
the eyeswith ahydrospanner.

Before Jaina could make sense of this, white-hot pain exploded through her senses. She ripped off the
cognition hood, but the agony didn't lessen in the dightest. Dimly she redlized that it came not from the
ship, but from the other Jedi aboard. Shefdt them dl, and al of them formed a single thought

Jacen.

The surge ended abruptly, and the sensation disappeared.

For amoment Jaina sat frozen, stunned beyond speech. Jacen had appeared in the Force-but not to her.
Jaina could accept that her own grief and anger blocked

Jacen's ability to contact her. But as Jainalooked from one stunned face to another, she saw a different,
darker truth. Her brother's desth was written on Lowbacca's furred face and in Tekli's rodent-black
gyes. It wasin the sorrow that flowed from al of them.

Jainawas dimly aware of Zekk nudging her aside and taking over the pilot's chair. She dumped against
the rough wall. Her whirling thoughts screamed denid, regecting atruth she could neither sense nor
accept.

Then asecond storm hit her, a searing frenzy that was barely recognizable as Tend Ka Jainafdt the
other woman's emotiond storm, the rawnessin her hand from begting against the walls of the escape

pod.
But why could she fed nothing of her own?



Tend Kasgrief turned to rage. Jaina experienced this, too, and with the same benumbed detachment.
One part of her was startled by the depth and intensity of Tend Kasreaction. She'd been troubled by
her father's response to Chewbacca's desth, but Han's denial and detachment made more senseto Jaina
than her friend's heartbroken frenzy.

Maybe her family wasn't areliable measure of such things. The Skywakers and Solos were no strangers
to conflict, and they'd al stepped up at an early age. In matters of relationships, however, every one of
them seemed alittle vague on the coordinates. Her mother, conditioned through training and experience
to hold the New Republic paramount, had nearly accepted Prince holder's offer of marriage. Leiahad
known that Han loved her, but somehow she 'd misplaced the access codes to her own emotions. Had
Jacen done the same thing? Had he loved Tenel Kaand never fully redized it?

Y eah, Jaina decided numbly. That sounded like Jacen- forever thinking about everything under a hundred
distant sunsrather than focusing on what wasright in front of him.

As she hersdlf was doing. With greet effort, Jaina pushed herself away from thewall.

"Tend Kaisdtill out there," she said in acool, steady voice. "We need to focus on her."

For amoment every eyefixed upon Jaina. A symphony of emotions ranging from incredulity to anger to
pity washed over her.

Ganner wasthefirg to pull himsdf together. He threw himsdf in the gunner's chair. Y ou got it. Let's hunt
them down.”

Tesar hissed his gpprova and scuttled off to his station, his armored tail rasping againg the rough cora
floor. The rest of the Jedi set to work or strapped in for the pursuit.

Asthey neared the Hapan ship, they noted the small flight of Hornet Interceptorsthat followed it. These
scattered and fled at the approach of the Y uuzhan Vong frigate.

"They've got the escape pod,” Zekk confirmed. "Just pulled it through the hatch.”

Ganner swore softly. "What | wouldn't give for agood ion cannon right about now. Something that would
take out the controls, but not the ship.”

"Forcelightning," Jainasuggested.

"Oh, great," Tahiri muttered. "How Sithisthat?"

"I'm serious.”" Jaina placed ahand on Zekk's shoulder. "We could do this. Y ou graduated from the
Shadow Academy. They must have taught you how.”

He pulled the hood back and stared at her, asif he didn't trust his ears to decode this message without
further data. As he studied her, horror dawned in his green eyes. Even Lowbacca looked at her
srangely. A burst of laserfire erupted from the Hapan ship, cutting off any reply either Jedi might have
made.

Jainacast her eyestoward the cockpit celling. "All right, then, I've got another idea. Move over.”

He quickly yielded the pilot's seat. Jainatugged on the hood and coaxed the dovin basal to abandon
shidding in favor of exerting adow, steady pull. The ship jarred and shuddered as the Hapan ship'sfire
found itsmark.

AlemaRar leaned over Jainas shoulder and peered at the approaching ship. "You've got it in alock, but
with no escape pod or vac suits, how are we going to get to Tend Ka?'

"Shel's coming to us," Jainaannounced, her eyesfixed firmly on the Hapan ship. "Bracel”

The Twi'lek promptly dropped to the floor, her |ekku twitching with apprehension. The cargo ship
dowed asit neared the Trickster, but the impact was till enough to rock the frigate and send a shower of
black cord dust cascading over the console. Alemaroseto her feet, sneezing violently and repeatedly.
"After thiswar isover, I'm taking avacation on Mon Caamari," she announced as she wiped her
sreaming eyes.

"Sounds nice," Zekk said absently, his concerned gaze till fixed on the young pilot.

"I'm going to find the largest cora reef on that world,” Alemaconcluded grimly, "and then I'm going to
blow it up.”

"Hold that thought," Jainasuggested.

She mentally ordered the ship to breach the other vessal. On the wall just behind the cockpit, aviscous



substance, smilar in appearance to the Y uuzhan Vong's bio-rash jely, seeped from the coral and outlined
an ovd porta. Foul steam began to rise asthe solvent worked itsway through the living hull.

The Wookiee padded over to observe. He legpt back as a neat two-meter chunk of cord tipped into the
corridor. The smoldering edges were now as smooth as trangpari-stedl. Y élow goo still seeped from the
ship'swalsand was swiftly eating through the ceramic and meta hull of

the captured freighter. The melted substance hardened quickly, forming asolid, airtight bond between the
two ships.

Once the steam subsided, L owbacca poked experimentaly at the portal. Roaring in satisfaction, he spun
to one side and ddlivered asolid kick.

The"door" went in and fdll hard, taking down two humansin red uniforms. Lowbacca strode over them,
igniting his bronze lightsaber as he went. The other Jedi spilled through the portd, faling in on either Sde
of the Wookiee.

A double ping sounded as blaster bolts greeted them. Tend Ka's turquoise blade picked off both of them
before her "rescuers’ could respond.

Jaina pushed forward, stepping over the prone forms of three red-clad mercenaries as she took in the
battle. At least sx humans were sprawled on the floor, some of them moaning softly. One of these stirred
and tried to push himself up onto his hands and knees. Lowbacca planted afurry foot on the man's rump
with aforce that sent him skidding facedown across the polished floor. His head struck ametd cabinet
with asatisfying thunk.

Tend Kasgtrode past the Wookiee without a glance, moving toward the last two men standing-tal, blond
menin red uniformsand in fighting trim.

One of them tossed aside an empty blaster and pulled astun baton from his weapons belt. The other fell
into the ready stance of a Hapan kickboxer.

Jaina held out one hand to hold the others back. "L et her handlethis. I've got afedling she needsit.
Sorry, Alema”

The Twi'lek woman shrugged and stood down.

Tend Kabrought her lightsaber into high guard position, and then switched it off. She tossed the weapon
to Tahiri without looking back. The young Jedi deftly

caught it, and her lips moved as she murmured Slent encouragement.

The kickboxer spun toward Tenel Ka, delivering two quick, feinting jabs and then sngpping a high kick
to her head. She leaned and dapped aside the kick with the metal band that encircled the end of her
truncated arm. She turned her body in to the blow to add strength to the parry and to put herself into
position for aside kick. This she delivered, hard, to her opponent's chest.

He staggered back, surprised by the unexpected power of the smal woman'skick. Tenel Kaadvanced,
dropping to the floor suddenly and spinning into alow leg sweep. Her opponent legpt over the attack, an
easy, agile move. The Jedi flipped onto her sde and kicked again, higher, catching him on the inside of
the knee just as he landed. He stumbled and went down.

Tend Karolled away twice to gain some distance and then rose smoothly. Meanwhile her opponent got
hisfeet under him and lunged up into arunning charge.

Shedarted to meet him, throwing hersalf into alegping spin and damming her right foot directly into his
face. Her |eft foot shot straight out and caught him just below therib cage. She twisted as shefell and
kept rolling away. The Hapan fighter reded back and hit thewall, then dowly did down.

Tend Kacame up in acrouch, and her gaze snapped toward her final opponent. He advanced swiftly,
stun baton leading.

The Jedi extended her hand. Tahiri threw the light-saber back to its owner. It spun twice, end over end,
and then dapped into Tenel Ka'swaiting pam. A stream of turquoise light raced toward her attacker's
throat and stopped a breath away, hating him in midstride.

Ingtinctively he struck out at the beam with his stun baton. The metal end sheared nestly off, and sparks
exploded from the severed weapon. His blond hair legpt into

spikes about hishead and his eyes glazed. The weapon fell from hisviolently shaking hand, and he
stumbled back into abenumbed retreat. Tenel Karose and matched him step for step, her lightsaber still



at histhroat.

Jainafet acollective surge of dismay from the other Jedi. Impatiently she swept it asde and willed Tend
Kato get onwith it, get it over with.

Her thought must have carried to Tenel Ka. The warrior stopped abruptly, and her gray eyes sought
Jands. Tend Kalifted her blade awvay from the man's throat and switched it off, till holding her old
friend's gaze.

For amoment they were open to each other. Jainafelt the other woman's wrath, but also her
determination. Tendl Ka saw these men astraitors to Hapes, and her duty, asa Jedi Knight and asthe
daughter of Hapes's queen, to see that they would be dedlt with accordingly. Jaina had been sure that
Tenel Kasmply needed to let off some steam; now she sensed how wrong she'd been.

She aso sensed a question coming from Tendl Ka, a subtle seeking such asa Jedi might useto measurea
stranger. And then, not even that. The warrior's formidable shields were back in place.

Jainasown interna shields firmed, and she nodded in gpprova. "Good for you," she said, and her gaze
took in both Tend Kaand the Twi'lek. "Why waste energy on helpless cord reefs and Hapen pirates?’
Theweird light in the Twi'lek's eyes flared. Thelook she sent Jainawas the sort that passed between
kindred spirits, or perhaps conspirators.

"Saveit for the Vong," Alemasaid in complete agreement.

THIRTEEN

Kyp Durron followed the Millennium Falcon inits hiccuping voyage through the dovin basal minesand
into the confusion of Hapan space. After weaving through the chactic traffic, hefindly gained landing
clearance. The worst behind him, he quickly set down hisfighter next to Han's ship.

He swung out of his X-wing and gazed with dismay at the scene around him. The docking area outside of
Hapessroya city stretched asfar as his eyes could see. Movable landing pads shifted to squeeze the
shipstogether and make room for the scores of vessals il circling or hovering in the skies overhead.
Refugees milled about, and their confusion was like a scent on the wind.

Then another, stronger wind swept through Kyp, apsychic blast of incredible power and pain. He
staggered and caught hold of his battered ship as Jacen Solo's agony swept through his veinslike molten
rock.

His own astonishment mingled with the younger man's pain, for Kyp had no tieswith Jacen Solo that
would explain so powerful aconnection. He didn't even like the young Jedi. In hisview, Han's oldest son
was a spoiled, self-absorbed brat who'd rather let the Y uuzhan Vong sweep acrossthe galaxy likea
plague of insects than sully his precious vison of the Jedi idedl.

Y et for some reason, Kyp was sharing what was

certanly afind agony. He couldn't imagine living through something like thisfirsthand. He wasn't sure
he'd want to.

Asthe pain began to recede, a strong hand grasped his elbow. "Hey, kid-exactly how long have you
been cooped up in that flying "fresher?"

Kyp quickly pulled away from hisold friend, shielding his thoughts and manufacturing awry smile. "Too
long, apparently. Give me aminuteto get my land legs back, and I'll be fine."

Han nodded absently and glanced over &t the Millennium Falcon. Luke Skywaker emerged from the
ship on the heds of hisredheaded wife. Hisarm encircled histwin sster'swaist asthey walked dowly
down the ramp. Lela Organa Solo was pale but composed. Impatience crackled around Mara Jade
Skywaker like sparks from asevered cable, only dightly muted by the sorrow that rose from them all.
Kyp bowed to the Jedi Master, but spoke to the Solos. "My sincere regrets over the loss of your son.”
Leaseyesdrifted shut, and Han quickly moved to her sde. "Thanks," he said, speaking quickly asif to
gpare hiswife the necessity of words. "I won't deny it'stough. Doesn't seem right, outliving your youngest
kid."

"Y our youngest?' Kyp echoed in dismay. Jacen he could shrug off without much trouble, but not Anakin.
Anakin Solo's star had been swiftly rising, making him thewar's most visible and attractive Jedi hero.
Anakin could have made adifference.

Too late, Kyp redlized what hiswords revealed. Han's face turned gray, and he gripped Kyp'sarm with



bone-crushing force.

"Y ou were talking about Jacen. What did you hear”? What do you know?"

Leiaplaced agentling hand on her husband's shoulder.

"Kyp might have felt what | did-a sudden surge of Jacen's presence, then adimming.”

Dimming wasn't the word Kyp would have chosen. HEd seen stars go novawith more subtlety.
Concerned, he glanced toward Luke Skywalker. The Jedi Master's lips were compressed in atight line.
Grief and concern mingled in his eyes as he regarded his sster. His gaze shifted to Kyp's, drawn by the
younger man's unspoken question. His dight, amost imperceptible nod confirmed that he, too, had felt
Jacen Solo's desth.

Marastalked forward, her green eyes burning. Kyp didn't need the Force to read the warning written
there leave Leiaher protectiveillusons, let her deal with thisin her owntime.

"Surely you have no problems shading the truth,” Mara purred softly. "After al, you managed to deceive
my apprentice. My apprentice,” she emphasized.

Obvioudy Marahadn't forgiven him for involving Jainain hislatest vendetta. Kyp had used his
consderable Jedi powersto "nudge’ Jainainto believing that an unfinished Y uuzhan V ong worldship was
actually a superweapon. And yes, held asked the young pilot to become his apprentice, mostly asa
means of putting her off stride and making her more receptive to his deception. Mostly,

"Warning me off?" he asked mildly.

She glanced toward Luke. "Only because he's been agood influence.” Her eyes narrowed. "So far."
Mara spun away from him. "We need to find aship,” she said abruptly as she strode away. Luke
followed, his eyes approving hiswife's hard-won restraint.

Lelacaught her brother'sarm. "Y ou'll send word if you have any news of the twins?'

"You'l know," he said softly. "Y ou have a Jedi'singtincts. Y ou don't need anyoneto tell you about your
own children." His somber gaze sought Kyp's, and his usually mild eyes echoed Maraswarning.

Han's puzzled gaze shifted from face to face. He squared his shoulders and moved on to something he
could understand. Draping an arm around Kyp's shoulders, he led him toward the Falcon. "C'mon, kid.
Let's make oursaves ussful

"Hying?' Kyp said dubioudy as he eyed the latest dings and creases on the venerable ship.

"Fixing," Han retorted. He opened a compartment in the Falcon's hull and removed alaser torch. With a
sangleflick he coaxed asmdl beam fromit, as easly as any Jedi might awaken hislightsaber. "Thisplating
here needs to be replaced.”

The Jedi regarded thetool. "'I'm not much of amechanic,”" he hedged. He took it from Han and switched
it off, hoping the older man would get the hint.

"Just cut off those rivets. How hard could that be?' Han's voice faded off as he disgppeared into the
hold.

Kyp shrugged and pulled out hislightsaber. He switched it on and removed the half-melted fasteners with
afew deft flicks.

"l seeyou've found yet another appropriate use for your Jedi abilities," acaustic femae voice observed.
Heturned to face Leia. The older woman was il lovely, despite the weight of grief and worry in her
eyes. Her brown hair wasthick and glossy, and sheworeit in astraight, smple style that made her look
remarkably like her eighteen-year-old daughter.

Kyp produced his most disarming smile and enhanced it with the subtle nudge that had so disconcerted
Jaina. He got the vivid impression of hiseffort striking an invisblewall and splattering like amynock
colliding with aStar Destroyer.

The Princess sniffed and spun on her hed. For no reason that Kyp could fathom, he fell into step with
her.

Leiaignored him as she waded into the crowd of refugees, dispensing comfort. In aremarkably short
time, the crowd had been herded through theinitia registration and dispersed into small groups. Hapan
landspeeders glided off toward the parklands beyond the city. The refugees who'd been injured during
the escape from Coruscant lay on narrow white palets. Medica droidsrolled with quiet efficiency
between the rows.



The collective suffering rolled over Kyp in waves. He fought back the memories-his home destroyed, his
family dispersed, his childhood lost to davery.

He noticed Leiawatching him, her dark eyes narrowed in speculation. "Therésaneed here” she said.
"One you understand better than most. Maybe you could make yourself useful for achange.”

Kyp smiled faintly, but shook hishead. "I don't think so. Not here, at least. Not thisway."

Her eyebrows shot up. "For some people, doubt can be dangerous. On you, it's an improvement. So
what will you do next?"

He considered the question, and the answer that came to him was not the one he'd expected. Kyp had
assumed responghility for fighting thiswar-and not just fighting, but fighting in away that set the direction
for hisfellow Jedi. Hed even told Jaina that their generation needed to establish anew order, anew
relationship with the Force. Perhaps on somelevel heldd been envisioning himsdlf in thisrole. With Jedi
certainty, Kyp redized that thistask would fal to another.

Y et there was a place for him, an important one. "No change conies without conflict,” he said dowly.
"Perhaps my destiny isto be theirritant that forces the discussion, the blister that lets you know your
boots don't fit."

To hissurprise, Leiaburgt into laughter. She sobered quickly and fixed him with achalenging stare. "Not
abad analogy, but keep in mind the difference between a

blister and a cancer. Y ou're ayoung man, and already you've been given more chances than most people
getinalifetime. A lot of people wonder why you're il dive. The answer to that can be givenin two
words."

"Luke Skywadker," Kyp supplied without hesitation. "'l understand how much | owe your brother.”
"Redly?Y ou have astrange way of repaying your debts," Lelaretorted. ™Y ou've done nothing to support
him, and everything you can to spread dissension among the jedi.”

Thewhir of repulsor engines made further speech impossible. They watched astwo strangely designed
vehicleslowered skillfully onto the crowded docks- round cockpits reminiscent of the old TIE fighters,
and four movable armsthat at present were spread like the limbs of crouching beasts.

"Chissvessds" Leilamused. Her face brightened as afamiliar, dark-haired young man legpt from the
cockpit.

"Jeg Fel," Kyp observed flatly.

"Colond Jag Fel," Leiaadded thoughtfully. Her face took on the inscrutable but pleasant expression that
Han often referred to as her "diplomeat face."

"You'll haveto excuse me," she murmured, and then headed toward the young commander.

Kyp chose not to take the hint. He matched his pace to Leids. Whatever came next, they would need
pilots-and even if Kyp didn't like to admit it, pilots didn't come much better than the young man emerging
from the Chiss clawcraft.

Colone Jagged Fd'sface lit with pleasure as he recognized Leia. A faint shadow entered his eyeswhen
he noted Kyp at her sde. That Kyp could understand. Their first meeting had been more cordid than a
bar brawl, but that was the only positive thing Kyp could think to say about it.

The pilot drew himsdlf up and greeted Lelawith acrisp,

forma bow. He introduced hiswingmate, a Chisswoman who stood nearly half ahead taler than either
Jag or Kyp.

"Isyour presence here a portent of thingsto come?' Leiaasked, atouch of hopein her voice.

Jag inclined hishead in abow of apology. "I regret to report that it isnot. Shawnkyr and | are scouts for
the Chiss, no more."

"Pretty impressive arsend for apair of scouts," Kyp observed, tapping one hand against the proton
torpedo launcher.

"Wedon't seek trouble, but neither will we run fromit," Jag said calmly.

Severd uniformed Hapans strode toward them, flanking two men in bedraggled flight suits. One of them
pointed to Jag. "That's him-him and the woman. They're the ones.”

"Some of that trouble you didn't run from?' Kyp asked.

Jag's only response was a brief, cool stare. "Excuse me," he murmured to Leia, and then went over to



gpeak with the officials. He returned in moments and sent a glance toward the Chiss. Immediately she
swung back into her ship and began to power up the e ngines.

"Weve been asked to undertake ashort misson,” Jag explained. "A Y uuzhan Vong frigate analog
requires an escort to Hapes."

Kyp let out aburst of derisve laughter. "Who'd you haveto kill to get that job?"

"The pilot is believed to be Lieutenant Jaina Solo,” Jag continued, as smoothly asif theinterruption had
not occurred.

"l know," Lelasaid, ashadow of worry in her voice, "and | thank you for undertaking this. It won't be
easy to get an enemy ship in unscathed.”

Jaina, Kyp mused. Coming here, and flying aY uuzhan

Vongship. This has distinct possbilities. "Could you use another pilot?”

Jag regarded him for along moment. " The Hapan officia's do not seem entirely convinced that thisis not
some sort of ambush. They asked Shawnkyr and me to go because we have combat experience against
the Y uu-zhan VVong. It'sentirely possible, however, that we were chosen for thistask primarily because
we are not Hapan, and are therefore considered expendable.”

"Oh, if that'sdl," Kyp said dryly. "I've been expendable for years. And recently my status has been
downgraded from undesirable to anathema.”

Shawnkyr leaned over the edge of the cockpit, her red eyes taking Kyp's measure. She, too, had heard
the tales about the rogue Jedli, but she did not look disapproving.

"Y ou will fly under Colonel Fel'scommand?’ she demanded.

"It'shismisson," Kyp agreed. "What about it, Colonel ?'

The young pilot accepted with acurt nod, then pulled himsdlf up into his ship. Kyp sprinted toward his
X-wing.

"What'sthis about, Kyp?' Lelacaled after him.

He stopped, turning to meet her questioning gaze. The suspicion he expected to see was there, but it was
tempered with something softer-curiosty, if nothing more.

"Thelast time you agreed to take orders from someone, you twisted the Situation and turned many of the
best people | know into unwitting murderers. Including, | might add, my daughter. What are you after this
time?'

Leidswordswere harsh, but Kyp didn't consider them unfair. Like her brother, shewasgivinghima
chance to make an accounting of himsdlf.

It was better than he expected, and better than he deserved. His answering smile was dow and wistful,
and dmogt entirdy genuine.

"Maybeit'stime| started repaying that debt | owe your family."

Lelawatched as Kyp raced to his ship and lifted off, swinging into position on Jeg Fel's port flank. She
reminded herself that this engaging man was the same person who had destroyed Carida, who had falen
to the dark side and nearly killed her brother Luke, who had tricked Jainainto using her name and
reputation to bring the Rogue Squadron into hislatest vendetta.

"Bring her back, Kyp," she said softly, "and you'll make agood-sized dent in that debt. But if you hurt
her again, or anyone of mine, you'd be safer turning yoursdlf over to the Y uuzhanVong."

FOURTEEN

Zekk lowered himself into the pilot's seat of the captured Hapan ship and then reached over to help his
copilot with her restraints. Like Zekk, Tend Kawas swathed in an evac suit, ahelmet near at hand. She
waved off his assistance and buckled hersdlf in deftly, completing the task more quickly with her one
hand than Zekk could with two.

The look she sent him was faintly challenging, and the energy she projected through the Force had an
edgeto it. Zekk understood that this had very little to do with her missing limb. Tend Kahadn't become
any more competitive since her injury, but then, Zekk hadn't noticed that shed become any less
competitive, ether.

He pretended to scowl. "How isthat fair?' he said in mock complaint. Y ou've had more experience with
Hapan vessds.”



"Results, not excuses," she advised, but aghost of a smile touched her lips as she turned to the console
and began to power up the engines.

Jainathrust her head into the cockpit, and the grin on her face was that of the girl Zekk had known long
ago. "Turn up that music and let's get ready to dance.”

The Jedi pilot smiled faintly, understanding exactly what she meant. The hum and whine of the Hapan
ship's engines was surprisingly welcome after the eerie sllence of the dovin basdl.

Her smile dimmed as she studied Zekk. "Y ou sure you want to do this?"

Zekk didn't see much of achoice. Thetwo shipswere still connected, firmly melded together by the
strange substance the Trickster's cord hull had secreted. They were as open to each other astwo
enjoining rooms. Zekk could hear Lowbacca's deceptively fearsome howl as the Wookiee herded
captive pirates through the porta to the Y uuzhan Vong ship.

And that, he noted grimly, was the problem-that two-meter oval doorway between the two ships. Tahiri
claimed the Y uuzhan Vong ship could hedl itself, but there was nothing to be done about the breach in the
Hapan vessdl. Cutting the ship loose would leave nearly afifth of it open to the vacuum of space. They
could abandon it, of course, but that would mean losing a salvageabl e cargo ship and, more important,
the fourteen short-range fighters stored in the hold.

At the moment, none of this seemed terribly important to Zekk.

"It should be an adventure," he said, trying to keep histonelight. "I've never flown in tandem before.
Jainacame up behind the pilot's seat and leaned down, resting her chin on his shoulder and diding her
arms around his neck in the sort of casud, friendly embrace they'd exchanged many times over the years.
"It's not the stupidest thing we've ever done.”

"Who could argue with that?"

She chuckled and rose. The quick click of her boots faded as she passed through to the Y uuzhan VVong
ship.

Zekk glanced a Tenel Ka. Thewarrior studied him with cool, gray eyesthat saw far too much. He
grimaced and looked away.

"Itisdifficult to live among Jedi," she said, acknowledging his chagrin. "l was not ableto grieve Jacenin
privae"

"And | can't worry about Jainawithout everyone knowing about it."

"Worry?' Tenel Karepeated the pale word, rejected it. Y ou are afraid for her. You are afraid of her."
"Shouldn't | be?' he said softly.

"She'snot Jainaas | knew her at the academy, but who has not been changed by thiswar?"

He couldn't disputethis. "Still, | don't likeit."

"Nether doesshe," Tend Kasaid evenly. "Jainawould have emerged as aleader in time, regardliess of
circumstances. The battle at Myrkr forced her down this path before she had time to consder where it
might end. Leadership involvesfinding acompromise, abaance. Nowhere is this more important than
within the leader hersalf. She must be able to take action and to focus dll her decisions toward adesired
end, whileremaining grounded in principle.”

He considered the warrior woman. "Y ou've thought about this.”

"At length," she agreed. "Jainais dedling with her loss by taking charge. Thisisagood response, one that
returnsto her ameasure of control. But in detaching hersdf from her pain, sheisaso losing an important
balance within hersdlf.” Her face turned grim. "I have seen what aleader who lacks this baance can
become. We must waich her carefully.”

Zekk looked away. "Y oull have to do the watching. I'm moving on.”

"Y ou would abandon afriend?' she demanded.

"Asyou abandoned Jacen?" he snapped back.

Nothing in Tend Ka'sface acknowledged the hit. "I know you didn't mean that,” she said calmly. "But |
also know that if Jacen werein danger of diding into the dark side, | would want to do whatever | could
to pull him back."

Thiswasthefirst time any of them had put their con-

cern for Jainainto words. For amoment they were sllent, sobered by the grim possibility.



"And what if she can't be pulled back?" Zekk asked. "I've taken that path, and | know what a Dark Jedi
can do. If it comesto that, someone will have to stop her."

"By any means necessary,” she agreed, once again giving voiceto their shared fears.

"And | couldn't do that. No matter what, | just couldn't do it."

"l see" Tend Katurned her gaze straight ahead. " Then you areright to go.”

Jainadid on the cognition hood and urged the drifting Trickster into motion.

The ship baked, confused by circumstancesit did not understand, and by the metdlic bulk attached to it.
Jainagritted her teeth and reconsidered the wisdom of this attempted salvage. They might be ableto fly
and land in thisformation, but if challenged, they wouldn't be ableto put up much of afight.

A trio of starships appeared in the distance, so suddenly that Jaina had the uncanny fedling that she'd
conjured them with her unspoken fears. Faint lines of light did out of hyperspace and dowed into
focused, rapidly approaching dots.

She snatched up the comm Lowbacca had rigged up and opened the frequency to hail. "Thisis
Lieutenant Jaina Solo of Rogue Squadron, aboard the Y uuzhan VVong frigate Trickster. The ship isunder
New Republic control. There are no Y uuzhan Vong aboard. Repedt, thisis not an enemy ship. Hold your
fire"

"Relax, Trickster. Were hereto see you safdly down,”" announced afamiliar voice-the last voice Jaina
expected or wanted to hear.

"Kyp Durron," she said coldly. ™Y ou might aswell turn

around right now. | wouldn't follow you out of an ocean if | were drowning."

"Hear me out before you open fire. Y our parents are on Hapes, in the refugee center. | told the princess
I'd bring you back. Now, you could send me back to Leia empty-handed, but we al know what path a
vindictive spirit might take you down."

She absorbed his dark humor in silence as she considered hiswords, and the likely consequences of his
presence. Her parents had enough to deal with without the added grief that always seemed to follow Kyp
Durron like fumesfrom afaulty exhaudt.

"Don't use my family in another of your tricks-if they'reredly on Hapesat al.”

"Thisis Colone Jag Fdl, Lieutenant Solo," another voice brokein. "1 have seen your mother on Hapes,
and the request for an escort came directly to me from landing control. Kyp Durron is speaking the truth,
and flying under my command.”

A strange, unsettled feding coiled in the pit of Jainal's somach, and alittle rush of gladness entered her
heart like aspring breeze. She did her best to ignore both.

"Under your command? Don't believeit,” she said bluntly. "If Kyp can twist a Jedi's thoughts, he can
make you think anything he wants."

"Thank you for your concern, but | hope I'm not quite so weak-minded asthat.",

"Sodol," sheretorted, alittle stung by the glacid tone that had entered Jag's voice. His response didn't
exactly come as a surprise, though. Filots were renowned for their pride, and sheld just somped on the
edges of his. Still, if Jag was determined to fly with Kyp, someone ought to tell him held set courseon a
dangerous vector.

"Suit yoursdlf. But while you're watching my back, keep an eye on your own.”

Shefirmly clicked off the comm and concentrated on

flying the ship. The Trickster rebelled againgt its mechanical hitchhiker, and Jainawaged aslent but fierce
argument with the ship in an effort to keep it from shedding the pirate vessdl. Findly the sentient frigate
yielded to acompromise.

"Lowbacca, Ganner, can you put that pand back in place?’

"Y ou're not thinking about abandoning them?' Alema Rar demanded.

"The ship wantsto," shereplied, "but it'll settle for achanceto hed itsdf. It'sagood precaution.”

L owbaccawaved Ganner aside, then wrapped hislong arms around the coral oval and heaved. He st it
down in front of the portal with aresounding thud and then shouldered it into place. Immediately adark
goo began to seep from the surrounding wall, filling in the crack and binding the porta back into the wall.
Jainaclicked on the comm. "Zekk, if you can lock down the breached chamber, do it. Just in case.”



"Already done."

Sheturned her attention to the task of flying the ship- and keeping amenta connection open to her fellow
pilot. Talking was useless, for there were no words to equate one technology with the other. The two
pilots communi cated through fedings, impressions, adjusting their speed and direction to match each
other precisdy. Jainahad jokingly described their shared flight as adance, and that's precisely what it felt
like-a dance between enormous, mismatched partners.

All went well until they entered Hapes's atmosphere. The Trickster shuddered as the dovin basal

adjusted for the planet's gravity. A loud, groaning creak announced that the heat and turbulence of
reentry was straining the sedl between the ships. The messages coming to Jainathrough the cognition
hood were garbled, asif the ship were confused.

Suddenly Jaina was none too happy about their chances. She tossed alook over her shoulder. Tahiri was
right behind her, a place she seemed to be taking with increasing frequency. "Tahiri, you've flown in these
things before. How did you land?!

"We crashed, mosily,” the girl admitted.

The ship shook and pitched asit neared the ground. "It's panicking,” Jainaredlized. "It thinks the attached
shipispulling it down."

"Let metry,” Tahiri offered, prodding Lowbacca out of the navigation chair. She pulled on the hood.
After amoment she shook her head. "No good. It's not listening anymore.”

"Y ou hear that, Zekk?" she called through the comm.

"Cut usloose" he said tersdly.

Jainarelayed her intention to the ship and then wrenched the frigate to one Side. The sedl released at
once, and the Trickster soared away from the pirate ship.

Her heart crawled into her throat as she watched the damaged ship spiral dowly toward the ground. It
was scant meters from crashing before Zekk finally managed to pull out of the spin. He brought the ship
into arising turn, then dowed to a hover asthe repulsor engines came on. The cargo ship lowered onto
the landing dock, coming to rest heavily but safely.

To Jainasrelief, the Trickster calmed and followed its erstwhile partner down to the dock. As soon as
the Y uu-zhan Vong frigate set down, she suggested that it rest and then yanked off the hood.

The other Jedi had | eft the ship by the time she finished shutting down. When she reached the open hatch,
she noted them standing together in atight knot. Severad Hapan military officials supervised the remova
of the fighter ships from the cargo hold of the captured vessdl; othersled the pirates avay.

Jaina hurried down the ramp, and her eyes sought out

Zekk. "You didn't have achoice," he said before she could speak. " There were two people on my ship,
twenty on yours. | would have done the same thing."

Jainanodded her thanks. Before she could say anything, Tahiri caught the arm of apassing docking
official. "How can we get arepulsorded? We have a casudty aboard. We need to take him to his
parentsin the refugee camp.”

The woman pulled away and swept a hand toward the grassy area beyond the dock. Rows of wounded
lay on white palets. Sheets had been pulled up over many of them. "I'm sorry, but yoursishardly a
unique Stution.”

Jainas eyes narrowed. She cameto stand at Tahiri's Side, faced down the officia and moved her hand in
adight subtle gesture. Y ou will find Han and Leia Solo in the refugee camp and inform them that their
daughter has arrived.”

The officid's eyes widened, only partly due to the subtle Jedi compulsion. "This casudty you spoke of.
That wouldn't be Anakin Solo, would it?!

This sat Jainaback on her heds. "Y ou've heard?'

"Who hasn't!" she said, her tones rounded with near reverence. " The HoloNet-or what's | eft of it-has
been playing Princess Leaas exhortation to the people of Coruscant amost nonstop since the battle. Of
course I'll send word!"

The woman hurried off. Tahiri shifted her weight from one foot to the other, and glanced back toward the
Y uuzhan Vong ship. Impatience and repugnance came off her in waves, and an amost frantic desireto



get away. Still, Jaina couldn't see wandering around the refugee camp with this particular cargo in tow.
"Maybe we should wait for my parents here," Jaina suggested.

Greenfireflaredin Tahiri'seyes. "How can you think

about leaving Anakin in there one nanosecond longer than we haveto!™

Jainawas about to point out that Anakin was past caring about such things. Y et it was hard to forget the
grim compulsion that had driven her to recover her brother's body from the worldship, at greet risk to
herself and the other Jedi.

She tamped down her impatience. "Be practical. We can't exactly cruise around Hapes with a
repulsorded. My parentswill want afunerd-well, my mother will, anyway-and shell make sure
everything ishandled in adignified, proper fashion."

The officia hurried back, followed by arepulsorded and two somber-faced assistants. "They look sort of
dignified,” Tahiri ventured.

"All right," she conceded. "They can get him off the ship." Shetold them whereto find her brother's body.
In short order they emerged from the ship, flanking awhite-draped ded. Tahiri's eyesfilled.
Jainaabruptly turned and put severa quick paces between herself and the young Jedi. She folded her
arms and leaned againgt the Trickster, staring out over the bustling docks.

Before long she noted a two-person landspeeder skimming toward them. Almost beforeit sopped, Leia
flung hersdf from it and hurried to her daughter, her eyesbright with relief.

She stopped abruptly when her gaze fell on the ded, and the color drained from her face.

"We brought Anakin with us," Jainasaid. " Jacen we couldn't get to. I'm sorry.”

Leatook along, steadying breath and tilted her chininto its familiar, imperious angle. From the corner of
her eye, Jainanoticed Tahiri mirroring the older woman's gesture, asif the outer form might serveasa
vessd to hold something of Leia's strength.

She stepped forward and embraced her daughter. "Don't worry about Jacen,” she said softly. "He might
seem fragile at times, but hesasurvivor.”

Jaina stiffened, sartled by her mother's comment. Leiawas as sengitive to the Force as any trained Jedi,
and in Jainas opinion, the epitome of grace under pressure. How could she block this?

Her eyes sought out her father's face. Han looked from her to Leia, hiseyeswary. He must have read the
truth in Jainas eyes, because suddenly the color seeped from hisface, leaving it gray and haggard and.. .
old.

And suddenly Jaina had one more reason to hate the Y uuzhan Vong.

Her gaze did away from the shattered face of the man who was both her father and her childhood hero.
She eased out of her mother's embrace, keeping her hands on Leids shoulders. "Mom, Jacen is gone.
Wedl fdtit." Oneway or another, she added slently.

The older woman shook her head. "He's il dive" she stated, quietly but with implacable conviction.
For amoment Jainawas at a complete loss for words. She stepped aside so that Leia could confront at
least one of the grim redlities before her.

For along moment the woman stood, gazing at the still, white-draped form of her youngest child. Her
eyeswdling with unshed tears, she reached out ashaking hand to fold down the drape covering Anakin's
face. One droplet traced awet path down her cheek and she brushed it away, blinking hard. Han, his
own eyes glistening, cameto her sde and took her hand. But when she looked up at Jaina, blinking back
tears, Lelas voice was steady.

"Wasit hard?'

Jainaglanced at the bier. "Let'sjust say hedidn't makeit easy for them."

"Hewouldnt," Leiasaid with afaint, sad smile. "But |

was asking about you. | was among the Y uuzhan Vong briefly, so | have someidea of what you might
have faced- what Jacen might till be facing. But | survived, and so did you. And so will Jacen. We have
to believethat."

Lelagazed at her fallen son for along moment. Softly, she stroked his cheek, then bent to kiss his
forehead. At last, she turned and began to wak ahead. Her husband and daughter exchanged ahelpless
glance and then fell into place on ether sde.



"About Jacen,” Han ventured, hisvoice shaking alittle. "I don't want to believe it, ether, but. .. Ther€'s
got to be away to make sure. Maybe L uke could-"

"No," Leiasaid firmly. "He couldn't. Jacenisdive. | know it. | just can't explain why | know it, or how."
"Weadl felt Jacen's presence,” Jainasaid. She added carefully, "It seemed like... afarewell.”

"| felt that, too. But there's a difference between closing down and winking out. | felt Anakin's desth. Not
Jacen's.”

"Neither did I, and I'm histwin." Shetook a deep breath. "Mom, | think you need to consider the
possihility that you might bein denid. A mother'sintuition isapowerful thing, but so arethe ingtincts of
haf adozen fully trained Jedi."

"Don't gart in on your mother," Han cautioned. "Not again, and especially not now."

Jainasent him an incredulous Stare.

"Don't look at melikel just kicked an Ewok," Han said. "I've heard about some of the comments you've
made, about her not working at being a Jedi, not being there asamother." He stabbed afinger in her
direction. "No more."

For several moments, father and daughter faced each other wearing identical expressions of outrage.
Then Jaina bobbed her head in a curt nod.

"All right, maybe I've said some thingsin the past

couple of yearsthat I'm not proud of. But would you want to be judged on the three or four worst
comments you've made since thiswar started?"

Han's silence was more el oquent than words.

"Don't judge me for afew stupid remarks,”" she repeated softly. She and Lelalocked stares. " Somehow,
| doubt that Mom does.”

Her mother amiled faintly. "I was younger than you when | joined the Senate. Almost immediately |
garted usng my position to cover my work with the Rebellion. Bail Organatried to dissuade me. | called
him acoward.”

"Widll, thereyou go," Jainasad, asif that settled everything.

Han's gaze shifted from hiswife to his daughter. Never had the resembl ance between them been stronger
than at this moment. He shook his head in bemusement. "And here | thought | was outnumbered by the
Vong," he muttered.

Jainaenfolded himin aquick, hard hug. "Take care of Mom," she whispered.

Han held her off at arm'slength and glanced toward the group of solemn young Jedi gathering around
Anakin'sbier."Y ou're not staying?"

"I've said my good-byes." Jaina pulled free, exchanged another look with her mother, then strode off
without a backward glance.

It was pure ingtinct that sent Han after her. Leia stopped him abruptly, one hand on his chest.
"Shel'syour daughter,” Leiareminded him. " She hasto ded with lossin her own way and in her own
time"

Han considered this. The expression on hisface was that of a man who gazed into amirror and didiked
what he saw. He grimaced and passed one hand over hisface.

"She'smy daughter," he admitted, "and I'm anidiot.”

Hiseyes held apology for adl heéd doneand said in the

months following Chewbaccas death. Leiamanufactured a shaky smile. "Don't be too hard on yoursdf."
"Yeah, well." Hefdl slent, and his gaze shifted dowly, reluctantly toward the draped ded.

"I hope Anakin saw thingsthe same way Jainadoes," hesaid at last. "I'd hate to think he judged me-or
worse yet, himself-by the stupidest three or four things I've said since thiswar started.”

"Heknows," shesaid. "And he doesnt.”

Helooked at her, his expression wistful. "Y ou sound so sure. Y ou're sure about Jacen, too, aren't you?"
"y es"

Han congidered this, nodded. "That's good enough for me."

Leids heart overflowed. She went into Han's arms- the last sure haven in the galaxy-and turned her face
into his chest to hide the tears she could no longer contain.



FIFTEEN

Jainas pace quickened as she | eft the docks at a dead run, asif she could outpace the memory of her
father's face when held redlized that both his sons were gone. Before she knew it, she was churning
aong, weaving mindlesdy through the turmoail of ships, overworked officias, and confused refugees. She
paused only long enough to duck into one of the public refreshers most docking areas provided asa
convenience to pilots-and then only long enough to sonic off theworst of the grime.

Fedling somewhat camer, she set adirect course for the palace. Itslabyrinthine marble hallswere the
best place she could think of to lose herself for awhile.

TaaChumes efficiency confronted her at every turn. Palace guards ushered her through; servants
offered refreshment and then quietly withdrew when she waved them away.

Moving on autopilot, she found her way into a courtyard garden and down shaded paths that seemed
designed with solitude and secrecy in mind. She dumped down on the moss-covered rocks artfully piled
beside acarved bench and findly alowed hersdf to fed.

What she felt, mostly, was numb.

Since leaving Myrkr, her path had seemed clear. Thefirst order of business wasto survive, to finish the
task Anakin had passed to Jacen, to bring the other young Jedi to a place of safety. And after that, to
rescue Jacen.

Jainahadn't dlowed hersdf to think of anything else, to fed anything that might distract her from these
goas. Her headlong progress had been stopped short, and she felt as dazed asif sheld flown a
landspeeder into atree.

Shefdt the approach of apowerful presence, and glanced up asatdl, graceful woman emerged from the
shadows of afruit arbor and glided purposefully down the path toward her. The woman wore a softly
draping gown, and her russat hair gleamed above the scarlet vell covering the lower half of her face.
Feeling resigned but not at all surprised, Jainarose and dipped into abow.

Tada Chume waved away the formalities. The former queen mother settled down on the bench and
motioned for Jainato join her. She removed her vell, reveding astill-elegant face distinguished by fine,
sharp bones. "It isgood to see you dive and well, Jaina. | heard about your brothers.”

Jainatook the offered place beside Taa Chume and braced herself for yet another round of meaningless
condolences.

This response seemed to amuse the former queen. "1 take it you've had your fill of platitudesand
exhortations?"

"You might say thet."

"Then |et's get to the heart of the matter. Y our brothers are dead, and those responsible still live. The only
reasonable question is, what are you going to do about it?"

There was something refreshing about plain speech, and even an odd sort of comfort. "That'sthe
quedtion, dl right.”

The older woman patted her shoulder. "Y ou will find your way to an answer soon, of that | am certain.
And tonight will be an excdlent timeto start. There will be adiplomeatic dinner & the palace, and you
would do well to attend. Now, then," she said briskly, "I suggest that we find you a suitable gown and
gems" Her eyesdid

quickly over Jainas stringy brown hair. "And perhagps ahairstylist.”

Jaina shrugged this off. "I'm apilot. Appearances aren't important to what | do."

"That's quite apparent,” Tala Chume murmured. But her eyes did over the young woman, taking stock,
measuring potentia. A speculative gleam entered her eyes. "Tel me, do you wish to avenge your
brothers?'

Jaina attempted to plot adirect path between these two topics but quickly gave up the effort. "I wouldn't
have put it quite that way, but yes, | suppose| do."

As she said thewords, Jainaredized the truth of them. All her life she'd heard that anger and revenge
were pathsto the dark side. At this moment, that hardly seemed to matter-in fact, such concerns struck
her as petty and self-indulgent. The gdaxy wasfighting for survival, and the Jedi weren't doing much
better on that score than anyone else.



Sheredlized that Taa Chume had been speaking for several moments and focused her attention back to
the former queen.

"In order to achievethis, you will need to win support from the Hapan military,” Taa Chume concluded.
"Beauty isatool to be used, just likeintelligence or talent or power or even this Force of yours. Don't
diganit."

"It's more important on Hapes than in most places. More common, too." Jaina shrugged. "No matter
what | do, I'd fal short of your world's standards.”

"Nonsense, on dl counts. | suspect that you possess many resources you have not yet considered.”
Jainaregarded the older woman. The former queen was a powerful presencein the Force, yet she
possessed formidable shields. Jaina could get no sense of what she was thinking, but she took what she
knew of Tala Chume and made some assumptions.

"Y ou want something fromme," she said bluntly. "Forgive me, but I'm running short ontimeand illusons.”
TdaChume smiled, not at al offended. "All | ask isthat you keep your mind open to dl possibilities.
These are strange times, and you may find yoursdlf in aposition to accomplish things you never dreamed
possible. Now, about that gown.”

Sherose and headed for the palace. After amoment, Jainafollowed. Taa Chume had accessto ships,
fud, and ammunition-all the things Jainawould need to take the fight to the Y uuzhan Vong-and
gpparently the former queen waswilling to trade.

Jaina had no ideawnhat currency Tala Chume had in mind, but that didn't particularly worry her. She
amost looked forward to matching wits with someone who'd made an art form of deception and intrigue.
Like light-saber practice, it might serve to sharpen her wits and skillsin preparation for ared battle.
And unlike Taa Chume, Jaina had the Force with her. Light or dark-it didn't matter. Those distinctions
seemed artificia to her, half-understood concepts whose time was done. As Kyp Durron had said, this
wastheir time, their war. The younger Jedi needed to decide what to do and how to do it, and then live
with the results.

For thefirg timeati nge of unease darkened Jainasthoughts. "Hurling black lightning isonething,” she
muttered, "but quoting Kyp Durron puts me lower than | ever expected to get.”

The comm unit in Kyp Durron's X-wing crackled. "V anguard Three, acknowledge.”

The cam, emotionlesstone of Jag Fel's voice set the Jedi's teeth on edge, but he clicked the channel
open. "Sir," hesaid inironic imitation of the Chisswoman's slern military manner.

If Jag picked up on Kyp'stone, hedidn't et on. "The

squadron is preparing to make the jump to Gallinore. By al reports, thisworld isrich in unusua plant and
animd life, just the sort of planet likely to draw the Y uuzhan Vong'sinterest.”

Asfar asKyp could tell, the invaders were not particularly discriminating. Ithor had been aforested
paradise, and they'd burned it to ash and rock. Duro, on the other hand, was afoul dag heap. That
planet they choseto rebuild.

It occurred to him to wonder how the Y uuzhan V ong might transform Coruscant. He decided he didn't
want to know.

" Setting coordinates,” he said, reaching for the controls that would relay this request to Zero-One.
"Belay that," Jag told him. "The otherswill go ahead with Shawnkyr. We two will stay behind to practice
maneuvers”

An amused beep came from the astromech droid, but Kyp was too astounded to respond. Practice
maneuvers? Exactly who and what did thiskid think he was, and more important, to whom should Kyp
send hisbody?

"Vanguard Three?' the commander prompted.

"Acknowledged," Kyp said through gritted teeth.

He watched the other four ships disappear into the blackness of hyperspace. Six shipstotal, haf the
number he himsdlf had commanded, and al of them reduced to skulking around the Hapes Cluster
watching for dgns of an invasion that, in Kyp's opinion, was aforegone concluson.

"You think our efforts here are wasted," Jag observed.



"Let'sjust say that I'm accustomed to amore proactive gpproach. Hello," he said abruptly, glancing
down at flashing sensors. "What have we got, Zero-One?'

SEVEN SMALL CRAFT. ALL ARE ARMING WEAPONS.

"Lookslike today was worth waking up for after al.

Let's strike up an acquaintance." Without bothering to defer to his"commander,” Kyp accelerated and
swept toward the small fleet.

As he neared, he made out the distinctive wasp shape of the ships, the single dark viewport that from the
sderesembled an insect's eye. The triangular wings were folded down close to the crescent hull for
sublight flight, lowered from the upright V they assumed in atmosphere. In ether flying condition, these
ships could be deadly foes.

"Hornet Interceptors,” Jag observed. "Quite likely the same fighters that scattered when we approached
Lieutenant Solo's captured pirate ship.”

A sardonic smiletugged at one corner of Kyp's mouth, and hisirritation changed to interest. Of course
they were the same ships-the Hornets weren't equipped with hyperdrives, and their base ship was sitting
on the Hapan docks with atwo-meter hole burned into its hull.

It would apped that the starched and polished Chiss commander had brought him out on a hunting
expedition. Thishad possibilities.

A bolt of greenish light streaked toward Kyp. He dodged the missile and returned fire.

The agile Hornet rolled aside and came back with a second attack. Two more ships circled around
behind Kyp as he and hisfirst opponent dipped and spun in adeadly dance. He grimaced as alaser bolt
exploded againgt hisshields.

Even with the Force guiding him, Kyp was hard-pressed to match severd faster, more agile ships.
"Zero-One, get alock on the forward ship's maneuvering jet.”

|cons flashed onto the targeting screen and zoomed into tight focus. When the droid beeped a
confirmation, Kyp fired.

A blue laser bolt legpt toward the Hornet, skimming past the hull and dipping just under the
deflector-shidd

projector. A brief spark announced the hit, and the Hornet listed heavily to one side.

Kyp spun away and came back at the damaged ship from above. He fired severd laser streams at the
ship'sinsectoid head. Thefirst few shotstook out the Hornet's shidds. With half its maneuvering
capability gone, the ship presented an easy target, and the pilot knew it.

The cockpit broke away asthe pilot evacuated. The Hornet tumbled dowly away, as dead asthe
decapitated insect it resembled. Kyp pulled his X-wing into asharp, risng circle, coming completely
around and firing as he swooped down toward the remaining Hornets.

His attack sheared through one of the folded wings, and another ship went into aspird. Kyp juked
sharply to avoid return fire from one of the two surviving Interceptors.

With one hand he kept a steady barrage of |aserfire pummeling the nearest ship, focusing on the Hornet's
starboard power generator. He sighted down the riveted joints where two curved segments met in the
center of the ship. Still working the laser cannon, he launched a proton torpedo and then reached out
with the Force.

The Hornet rolled sharply to port to evade-just as Kyp nudged the torpedo'sflight dightly aside. The
missile stuck the ship dead center and shattered the segment'sjoinery. Centrifuga force and the evasive
turn did the rest, and the rear half of the ship ripped away. From above, it appeared that apair of
gigantic, invisible hands had seized the ship and twisted it into two parts.

Kyp turned his attention to hisfourth and final opponent. To hissurprise, Jag Fel wasdready onit. The
younger man's clawcraft led the ship in adizzying chase, openly taunting it to employ its turbocharged
cannons. Severa timesthe Hornet spat green fire. Each time Jag deftly evaded.

The Chiss ship spun away from the Hornet and began

to climb, positioning for adiving attack. Kyp redlized the strategy and came in from the opposite side.
The two ships dived toward the Hornet, showering the midsection with laserfire.

Red heat began to pulse through the rear fuselage. The two scouts veered aside as the ship exploded



fromwithin.

Smart move, Kyp congratulated silently. Turbocharged laser cannons were as much aliability to the
Hornets as they were an advantage-even afew shots could render the big guns ungtable. Still, Jag Fel's
approach to the problem was as crazy as any airborne stunt Kyp had ever pulled.

But the young commander seemed unimpressed with his own daring. He was dready on the comm,
scanning for any ship close enough to pick up the evacuated pilots.

Once Jag had ensured retrieva of the surviving pirates, the two scouts fell into the side-by-side formation
the Chiss-taught commander seemed to favor.

"S0," Kyp said conversationally, "isthat your idea of practicing maneuvers?’

For severd moments the only response to hisrhetorical question wasthe faint crackle of an open comm.
"Y ou gpproached the Hornets without waiting for my command. Isthis common practice?!

"For me? Absolutdly.”

"l wasreferring to the New Republic in genera. Gathering informationisavitad function, but to whom
should | report? I'm accustomed to clear chain of command, and the efficiency that results. Whilel
understand that the fall of Coruscant dealt an enormous blow to the New Republic, the survivors seem
fractured and contentious.”

"No argument here," Kyp said, "but for the record, | haven't been using the term New Republic for
years. A government islike afighter ship after the first couple of decadesit picks up afew dingsand
losesits shiny new look."

"Point noted. Given my upbringing, | frequently have to remind mysdf not to refer to you asthe Rebel
Alliance" Jag said with atouch of wry amusement. "1 don't wish to offend, but it'samystery to me that
you managed to defeet the Empire.”

"We have our moments," he said in adry tone. "The Republic's utter lack of direction isactualy aclever
ploy to confuse our enemies.”

"And that works?'

"Not that I've noticed, no."

Jag lapsed into thoughtful silence. "I gppreciate your candor, and your willingness to hear me out. Would
you be offended by a persond question?"

"That ssemsunlikely. Go ahead.”

"Why is Jaina Solo so angry at you?'

Anirrationd flicker of irritation shimmered through the Jedi Magter. "Oh, that. It'salong sory with a
number of sordid chapters. Why not ask her yourself?'

"Two reasons. First, | don't wish to intrude upon persona matters. Second, | suspect that you did resent
that question,” observed Jag, "and | suspect that sending meto Jainais your way of ensuring that I'm
suitably punished for my presumption.”

This canny observation annoyed Kyp, and then amused him. "Depends what you consider personal. She
helped me bring the Republic into a strike on a 'Y uuzhan Vong shipyard. The VVong were building new
worldshipsthere. | wanted her to believe they were superwesgpons. Once convinced, she was very
convinang.”

"Ah."

"Ah?" herepeated. "That'sit? Y ou're not going to lecture me on the evils of aggresson?”’

Jag congdered thisfor amoment. "l was raised and trained among the Chiss. To them, first-strike tactics
are unthinkable, dishonorable. We are defenders, not aggressors. But in this conflict, can weredly argue
thet

carefully consdered aggression is different from holding back until the enemy strikesfirst? We know from
the onsat that battleisinevitable.”

Another convincing voice, Kyp mused. It was difficult to missthe spark of interest between Jag Fel and
Jaina Thetwo of them, with alittle guidance and anudge or two in the right direction, could become a
very potent force. He briefly pondered the possibilities of this, and the logistics.

"Y our father'sabaron, right?'

"Heis. Why do you ask?'



"Diplomatic vessels have been coming in from al over the cluster. Word hasit therés astate dinner at the
palacethisevening. If you want to talk to Jaing, that title might get you invited."

"The palace?" Jag echoed increduloudy. "Sheis not with her parents?’

"Not fromwhat | hear.”

A long, astonished sigh hissed through the comm. "That, | do not understand. | dso lost two siblingsin
battle. At such times, family provides much-needed support.”

"She hasfriendsin the paace. Jedi," Kyp specified. He let that remark liewhereit fell.

" e

Jag's cool tone suggested that enough had been said on this subject. Kyp considered and discarded
severd next-step remarks, searching for the words most likely to move the young pilot in the desired
direction. "Do you believein destiny?"

"If you mean the faithful development of inborn abilities and adherence to the duty at hand, then yes, |
do."

"Close enough. Have you considered the possibility that the peoplein this gdaxy smply don't know what
to do about the Y uuzhan Vong, and never will? That perhaps the answer will come from an outsider's
perspective?’

"I hadn't thought in quite those terms, no." Kyp considered the wreckage of the Hornet Interceptors and
the skill and conviction of the young commander from the Unknown Regions. "Well, maybe you should.”
SIXTEEN

Tend Kamade her way across the ridge of the palace armory's steeply doped roof, running lightly and in
perfect balance. The sprawling inner courtyard lay below her, and from this vantage she commanded a
clear view of the west gate. Severa guards were stationed on either side of the portal, which was used
only by members of the royd family. Her father was due to return shortly, and a strong premonition
prompted Tenel Kato set her own watch.

She sped up as she approached the end of the roof and hurled hersdlf into the air. Soaring over the
three-meter divide without benefit of her Jedi powers, she landed in acrouch on the lower, flatter roof of
the pal ace kitchens.

As she sprinted toward the western edge of the roof, she scanned the gardens and pens below. Guards
walked the parameters of the paace walls, vigilant againgt threststo the royd family, but from timeto
time they seemed to forget how many royals had fallen to members of their own household. Other than
the garden maze, the kitchen wing offered the best potential ambush sites. It was aso conveniently
Stuated right next to thewest bailey.

The brazen keening of dugglehorns cleaved the air, announcing Prince holder's approach. Tend Ka
crouched and crept cautioudy to the edge of the roof.

Severa cooks stood at along wooden table, trans-

forming asmall mountain of game birdsinto the main coursefor the evening feast. The steady thump of
the cleaver set a counterpoint to the chatter of the young boyswho plucked the feathers. Beyond this
scene of domestic daughter lay the herb garden. Two men in loose Hapan tunics picked bitter herbs for
salad. Both wore hoods to protect their skin from the bright afternoon sun. More servants went about
other tasks-picking berriesfor padtries, lugging foaming pails of cream from the milk house, scything
down clugters of nuts.

Tend Kascool gray eyes darted over gardens and outbuildings, looking for anything that seemed out of
place. All appeared to be asit should be. She watched as one of the older men climbed the stairsto the
bli/cot, alarge birdhouse that enticed the plump little bird to enter and nest. Their tiny, pink-shelled eggs
were aHapan ddlicacy and would certainly be included on the evening menu. The old man climbed
dowly, hauling himsdf along the railing with one hand and clutching an egg basket with the other.

A very large egg basket.

The Jedi warrior ripped aflat stonetile from the roof and roseto her feet. Three things happened in rapid
successon

The west gate opened to admit Isolder. The "old man" whipped a blaster from the oversized basket and
pointed it at the prince. Tend Kahurled thetilewith al her strength, sending it spinning toward the



n.

Her am hdd true, and the tile struck the arm holding the wegpon with aforce that spun the n
around and sent him tumbling down the stairs. The shot went wild, pinging down into the orchards,
sending golden fruit plummeting and launching birdsinto startled, squawking flight.

The palace guards were upon the assassin before he'd reached the bottom. Ubris, an impressive female
warrior

who'd been with the prince since before Tend Kawas born, hauled the lant to hisfeet and jerked
off the hood.

A hush fdl over the courtyard. The n was ayoung woman, and her face wasfamiliar tothem all.
Tenel Kaclimbed down atrellis and stalked toward the defiant woman. She stopped afew paces avay
and gazed into aface very like her own.

"Greetings, cousin,” she said coally. "Aunt Chelik must be desperate for the throneif sheiswilling to
sacrifice her own daughter to get it." Without waiting for aresponse, she turned to the guard and nodded.
Ubris hauled the traitor away.

Tend Katook along bregath, for she understood the sentence awaiting her blood kin. An attack againgt a
member of the royd family was punishable by desth, but recently thislaw had proved an insufficient
deterrent. At thisrate, the prison yards would soon rival the palace kitchensfor lega carnage!

She turned away and went to greet her father. The prince stood insde the west bailey, listening to his
bodyguard's description of the near escape. He was atall man with afighter's disciplined physique. Pae
gold hair was pulled severely back into asinglethick braid, framing aface that was exceptionaly
handsome even by Hapan standards. From afew paces away, he didn't look much older than Ganner
Rhysode. Only the fine lines around his eyes and the weariness in them suggested the weight of hisyears.
The gaze he turned upon Tendl Kawas both proud and somber. " Princess, they tell methat | oweyou
my life. Clear thinking, quick action-essential quditiesfor aruler.”

Tend Kasuppressed asigh and turned up her cheek for her father's kiss. "Welcome home. You had a
profitabletrip?’

"Walk with me, and I'll tell you about it." He smiled down at her. "But please-not on the rooftops.”

They |€eft the kitchen area for the protected inner gardens. Even there, Tend Kakept dert, scanning the
arbors and adcovesfor signs of movement, comparing the length and shape of shadows to the objects
that cast them.

"Y ou know of course that your mother has opened Hapes to refugees,” Prince bolder began.

Tend Kasface clouded with dismay at her father'sformal, distant tone. Things between her parents had
been strained for quite sometime.

"The people displaced by war need a haven,” she observed.

"| don't disagree. But the queen mother's decision ensures that we will face the invaders. 1've spent much
of thelast year finding and studying what information we have been able to amass. The morewe
understand these Y uuzhan V ong, the better our chances of survival.”

It was on thetip of the Jedi woman's tongue to say that she knew far more about the invaders than she
wished to.

"Y ou were among them for atime," hewent on. "Tell mewhat you learned.”

One grim picture after another flashed into Tenel Ka's mind scenes from the terrible days of captivity in
the Y uuzhan V ong worldship, the battle that followed, the agony of leaving behind the young man she had
loved since girlhood. What could shetdll her father of this?

"They are devoted to their religion,” shesaid at last.

He nodded. "I have read the debriefing given Elan, the traitor priestess. The Y uuzhan Vong venerate two
godsin particular Yun-Harla, the Trickster goddess, and Y un-Y ammka, the Sayer. Battle and
deceit-these are the enemy's passions.”

"We spoke to two of the Y uuzhan Vong through their

villips," Tenel Karedated. "One of them made mention of this Y un-Harla. Jainanamed the stolen ship
Trickster in an attempt to annoy and distract them. She succeeded.”

"Fromwhat | know of the Y uuzhan VVong, they would see that as blasphemy,” 1solder agreed.



Sheleaned forward, her gray eyesintense. "' Of what significance are twins?"

Isolder thought this over. " Judging from the information available, twin births seem to be uncommon
among the Y uuzhan VVong. | can recall three mentions. Each was thought to be a portent of some great
event. In each, onetwin killed the other as a prelude to some great destiny.”

Tend Kanodded thoughtfully. "And if one twin diesin some other fashion?"

"I don't know. It seemslikely that the survivor will till be viewed as an important person. Why do you
ak?'

"Jacen Solo isdead,” she said bluntly, "and the Y uuzhan Vong know he hasatwin sister.”

Isolder sent her asympathetic look. "1 see.”

"With respect, | don't think you do. | fear for Jainas safety, yes, but the Y uuzhan VVong can do far worse
than kill. Tahiri, Anakin Solo'sfriend, was captured on Y avin Four and turned over to the shapers. They
scarred her body and implanted memoriesin her mind in an attempt to make her over into something
more likethem."

"Jainais not under their power."

"Not directly, no. But if the Y uuzhan Vong perceive her to be the centra figure in some important event,
they may create aSituation that will force her into that role. It isaform of shaping.”

Isolder gave her shoulder acomforting pat. " Sheisastrong-willed and resourceful young woman."
"Fact,” Tend Kaagreed, "but the path sheistaking concernsme. In claiming affinity to their Trickster
goddess, she has thrown down a challenge they cannot

refuse. And in taking on thisrole, she has aready begun to assmilate the Y uuzhan Vong's expectations. |
do not like to contemplate what Jaina's 'great destiny' might be, as defined by these invaders and her
response to them.”

"Isthis so different from what we al must do? No oneisborn free of the burden of expectations.”

She cut him off with aswiftly upraised hand. "If you're trying to nudge me onto the throne of Hapes, you
might aswell save your timeand mine."

Her father was silent for severd moments. ™Y ou have seen your mother since your return?”

"Of course!”

"Then you have seen the truth if you do not take the throne, someone dse will haveto.”

Tenel Kabegan to pace, trying to think of some rebuttal. But the specter of Queen Mother Chelik was
al too credible. The woman was niece to Tada Chume and alegitimate heir. She would swiftly repudiate
her daughter's attempt on Isolder'slife, and no one would be able to prove her involvement. But Tendl
Kawould know, of course, and so would her ailing mother.

No wonder Hapes had ahistory of distrust for those with Jedi powers! The ruling queen mothers
survived by their ability to dissemble and manipulate. They did not appreciate those who could see
through their plots and perceive the vena natures doubly hidden benesth scarlet veils and beautiful faces.
Tend Kahad few illusions about her family. Chelik was not theworst of Taa Chume's possible
successors. Alyssia, younger sister to Chelik, was even more devious. Alyssiawas too canny to make an
open attack on Prince Isolder. Morelikely, she had dyly manipulated Chelik's daughter into acting on her
mother's behalf. The girl would be executed for this crime, and the loss of an heir weakened Chdik'sbid
for the throne.

Such wastheroyd family, its court, even Hapan culture. Tenel Kacould not conceive of alife defined by
these values. Would she, like Jaina, reshape hersdlf to the expectations of her foes?

"Will you at least consider the possibility?" holder pressed.

Tend Karan her hand over her red-gold hair, plaited as dwaysinto the braids of a Dathomiri fighter.
"I'm not aruler, but awarrior.”

"Who better to lead in time of war? Surely your grandmother has aso urged you aong this path.”

"I haven't seen much of her," she said. It hadn't escaped her notice that since their arrival, Taa Chume
had taken more interest in Jainathan in her own royal heir. There was no jealousy in this observation, but
agresat ded of concern. Jainawas no foal, but she couldn't possibly know the truth of the old woman.

A terrible thought occurred to her. Perhapsthe redl threat to the Hapan throne came not from the
branches of the family tree, but from the root. Ni'Korish, the queen mother before Taa Chume, was



remembered for her virulent hatred of the Jedi. But perhaps Taa Chume understood the potentia of a
dark Jedi dly, and sought to coax Jainadown this path for her own purposes. With Darth Vader's
granddaughter beside her, Taia Chume could easily scythe through the various plots and reclaim her
throne. A woman who could order the death of her eldest son's betrothed, and perhaps even the man
himsalf, was capable of anything.

"Y ou look worried," the prince observed. "Isdl well with Taa Chume?’

"Sheisassheever was."

"l see" |solder said dowly. "Then | would say that thereis ample cause for worry."

Tend Kagave agrim nod. For the first time, father and daughter were in complete accord.

The banquet hall in the royd paace glittered with candllight, acharming anachronism that the Hapan
diplomats seemed to take in stride. There was much about thisworld that reminded Jaina of her mother's
stories of Alderaan-the tradition, the formality, the emphasis on beauty and art and culture, the sense of
being transported into avita and vibrant re-creation of past times.

Musi cians played softly in acoves upon instruments Jaina had only seen in books. Fresh flowersfilled the
room with aheady scent, and servants moved with quiet efficiency to remove plates and refill glasses.
The use of human servants disconcerted Jaina, but there was not adroid to be found anywherein the
paace. Nor did the food have the flat, homogeneous flavor that came from a synth unit. Sncethiswasa
diplomatic dinner and Jag Fel was the son of an Imperia baron, he had been invited. He sat acrossfrom
Jaina, resplendent in aforma black uniform. All things considered, she might have enjoyed the
experience .. . had she been in a better state of mind, not to mention a more comfortable gown.
Shetugged at the laces cinching her wai st and looked up to see Jag Fel observing her. "1'd be happier in
aflight suit,” she sad ruefully.

"No doubt, but you look lovely dl the same.”

It was a polite phrase, an expected response. Jaina had received similar compliments at a hundred
diplomatic affairs. But none had ever set her cheeks flaming-a response that none of her Jedi training
seemed able to mitigate.

She ddiberatdly turned to watch the first dance. Prince I solder led his daughter through the elaborate
seps. Tend Kadanced as she fought-with singular grace and fierce, absolute concentration.

"I wonder what might happen to aman who stepped on her toes," Jag mused.

Jainashot agtartled look at him and noted the faint, wry lift to one corner of hislips. "Their heads are
mounted on the trophy room wall," she said with mock seriousness.

A dow smile spread across hisface, and Jainas heart nearly legpt out of her low-necked gown. She
glanced at the floor. Other dancers were joining in. On impulse, she nodded toward the growing crowd
and said, "They've created adiversion. We could probably sneak out and look around for those
trophies™

Jag rose and executed aforma bow. "May | have the honor of shared evasive maneuvers?'

Chuckling, shetook his offered hand. They merged into the swirling crowd, working their way toward
the doors.

They emerged into the hdl, hand in hand, grinning like mischievous children. Thiswasanew sideto the
somber young pilot, onethat intrigued Jaina. Judging from the expression on Jag's face and the sense of
wonder coming to her through the Force, this playful moment was something new to him, aswell.

One of the paneled doors opened, and a dender, red-clad figure stepped from the banquet chamber into
the hdl. "Jaina. I'd hoped to have the opportunity to spesk with you."

The lighthearted moment vanished. Jag greeted the former queen with acrisp, proper bow and excused
himself. He nodded to Jainaand then disappeared back into the swirling crowd. Tala Chume led the way
to asmall receiving room across the hall. Neither woman spoke until they were settled down.

"Enjoying yourself?' Tda Chumeinquired.

"| think | was about to."

The queen's eyestook on a speculative gleam, but she

did not comment on the turn of phrase. "Teneniel Djo should have led the dancing, but she did not attend.
Do you know why?'



Jaina shook her head.

"Her hedlth did not permit. She was expecting a second child, an heir to the throne of Hapes, or at the
very least ason who might find a suitable wife. Then came the attack upon Fondor and the destruction of
the Hapan fleet. Tenenid Djo isnot precisely a Jedi, but sheiswhat | believe you call Force-sensitive.”
"That'sright,” Jaina.confirmed.

"Shefdt the destruction of the fleet, the deaths of our pilots. The shock was more than she could bear.
The child was born too soon, and born dead. Tenenid Djo has never fully recovered.”

The disdain in Taa Chume's voice put Jainaon the defensive. "It's possible to fed actua pain through the
Force, and to experience strong emotions. One of the thingsa Jedi learnsto do is guard against constant
bombardment. Teneniel Djo's senditivity was stronger than her shields. That doesn't make her wesk."
"Bethat asit may, | am not interested in philosophy, but governance. My son'swifeis not able to attend
adiplomatic dinner, much lesslead the entire Consortium into war. 1solder is no fool, nor does he shirk
hisduty. It'stimefor him to divorce Tenenid Djo and find a new wife, someone capable of ruling during a
timeof war."

Jainaregarded the older woman warily. "I'm not sure why you'reteling methis.”

"You'rein apogition to understand such complexities. Y our mother was a ruler-a queen of sorts-for
many years. Tl me, what camefirg in your family?*

"Shewaked a better balance than most people could have," Jainasaid shortly. "My father doesn't
complain. Much."

"A very pragmatic response,” Tala Chume approved.

"| see you don't subscribe to the myths surrounding marriage. It's not at all what the poetstry to make of
it, but rather a pragmatic, mutually beneficial dliance, onethat is entered into when expedient, and
abandoned when it isof no further value."

Jainabegan to get alock on Tada Chume'starget. Y ou're considering my mother for Teneniel Djo'sjob,
and you want meto act asintermediary. With al respect, Y our Mgesty, you might as well jettison that
ideawith therest of the trash.”

The queen's eyebrows shot up. "Are you aways so direct?"

Jainashrugged. "It savestime. Who knows how long we might have circled around that point,
otherwise?'

"Perhaps 0. Then let's speak of more pleasant things. Baron Fel's son seems a promising young man.”
"He'san excdlent pilot.”

"So areyou. But if you areto be an effective leader, you'll have to know enough of men to be ableto
take their full measure." She paused for asour smile. "Don't expect too much.”

Jainarose. "I'll kegp that in mind."

The queen watched her leave, then her gaze shifted to a painted screen. "What do you think?"

A young man in festive garb strolled into the room. "1 think I've missed something,” Trisdin observed. "If |
didn't know better, 1'd think you're nudging your protegee toward this woul d-be nobleman with bad
fashion sense”

TdaChume sent an arch glance toward her favorite. "Colonel Fel'sforma manner lendsitsdf well to
court life and conventions, and his military record ismost impressive. Heis earnest and handsome and
idedigtic- very much as Prince I solder was at thet age.”

Thewoman smiled like ahunting mankacat. "Jaina

Solo haslittle understanding of her own personal power and appeal. She must discover it before she can
useit.”

"Ah!" he said dowly. "An unseasoned girl isnot likely to take on as daunting atask asamarried prince,
especialy not aman who courted her mother, and who isfather to one of her friends.”

"Jainais not worldly enough for my purposesjust yet. Perhagpsthis Jag Fel can help.” Tala Chume aimed
acool smileat her favorite. "Fed freeto contribute your own effortsto the cause.”

Trisdin's blue eyes narrowed at the casud, offhanded manner in which she offered his services. "It would
be my pleasure," he agreed, not without malice.

The glance Taa Chume sent him showed understanding but no offense. "Charm the girl," sheingtructed.



"Offer her asympathetic ear when her handsome young pilot meets his unfortunate but inevitable end.”
She waked away, leaving Trisdin staring after her. He intended to do al that Taa Chume asked-hereally
had little choice in the matter-hut he could not help but wonder what his own "inevitable end” might be.
And knowing Taa Chume as he did, Trisdin suspected that Prince Isolder would be the next to offer
consolation.

SEVENTEEN

Jaina eased open one of the ballroom doors and peered in. Her eyes swept the glittering assembly,
looking for atall, sraight figure clad in somber black. The room was aswirling sea of bright colors and
glittering jewels.

There was no sense of Jag's presence, either. Like some of the people she knew-Wedge Antilles, Taon
Karrde, and her father-Jag projected a strong presence through the Force, an energy very different from
that of aJedi but powerful initsown way.

And now that she thought of it, here was yet another gap in the conventiona Jedi view of the Force. It
couldn't perceive or affect the Y uuzhan VVong, or account for people like Han and Jag. Maybe "light" and
"dark™ were not opposites after al, but smply two aspects of a Force far more varied and complex than
any of them believed possible. She stretched out with her senses, trying to catch some glimpse of these
larger horizons.

Suddenly a powerful presence flooded her awareness, and these thoughts vanished like the blade of a
switched-off lightsaber. Jainawhirled to face Kyp Durron.

For along moment she smply stared at the Jedi Master, disconcerted and dightly disoriented by the rush
of hispower over her senses. At the moment of hisarriva she had been without shields, without
boundaries. Jainafdt asif shed awoken from adeep trance to find hersalf gazing directly into asun.

He reached around her and firmly shut the door, leaving them standing alonein the corridor.

Jainas shields swiftly returned, and the detail s of this unexpected meeting began to take focus.

Kyp was somberly dressed in sand-colored Jedi robes, and his silver-shot mane had been tamed into
dignified curls. Carefully controlled anger rolled off him in waves, and the expression in hisblazing green
eyes|eft little doubt concerning itstarget.

Jainas chin came up in an unconscious imitation of her mother'sregal poise. "Kyp. | suppose you left
dozens of mind-controlled servants and guards behind you, ssumbling around the palace in confusion.
That'syour style, isn't it? Not to mention the only way to explain your presence here.”

"Getting out will be easier. Y oull bewith me."

"l don't think so," she said coally.

"Think again. I'm here to take you to your brother's funera.”

That wasthe last thing Jaina had expected. Kyp's blunt pronouncement tore aveil from her heart, and for
amoment the terror and fury and agony of Anakin's death filled her senses.

Jaina hurled away these emotions and replaced them with an anger that matched Kyp's. She planted her
fistson her hipsand stared him down. "Y ou're going to 'take me?'Y ou and what Sith Lord?”

He stabbed afinger at her in agesture that reminded her alittle too much of her father in a parenta snit.
"Don't chdlengeme, Jaina."

"Give me one good reason.”

His eyesraked over her, and the expression in them dispelled any fatherly comparisons. ™Y ou couldn't
channel the Force wearing that dress. Thereisn't enough room in there for it to squeeze through.”

Jainas cheeks flamed, but no suitable retort came to

mind. Worse, she had to admit that his words touched on the truth. Sheld left her lightsaber in her
room-the clinging scarlet gown wasn't designed for such practicalities.

A disturbing truth cameto Jainaif she had her light-saber at this moment, shewould useit. Kyp lifted one
eyebrow, asif he sensed her unspoken challenge.

Thiswas uncharted territory for Jaina, and shewas not at al sure of her course. But one thing was
abundantly clear-she could hardly avoid the funeral now that Kyp had brought it so forcefully to her
attention.

"Il change" she sad iffly.



Kyp shrugged aleather strap off his shoulder and tossed her a canvas bag. He jerked his head toward
the sde room where Jaina and Taa Chume had spoken. "In there."

Teeth gritted, eyes blazing, Jaina marched into the room. The door shut behind her, and she whirled to
find Kyp standing there, arms folded.

"Oh, youll definitely want to rethink thislast decison,” shetold him.

He nodded toward the painted screen. Muttering, Jaina strode over and put the barrier between her and
the Jedi Magter. In the bag was a pair of low, soft boots that she recognized as her mother's, Jedi robes
identical to those Kyp wore, and alightsaber. Jainaswitched it on and considered the blade's distinctive
blue-violet hue.

"Y ou went into my room."

"That's not acapita offense. Turn off the lightsaber before the temptation to dispense justice overwhelms
you," hesaid dryly.

She thumbed it off and turned her attention to the complex fastenings of her borrowed gown. Findly she
stripped it off and tossed it over the screen. The loose Jedi robes were ardlief-or would have been,
under different circumstances.

Finaly she came out, grim-faced but resolute. "L et's get this over with."

Kyp led the way to aside door, past a surprising number of guards and servants who appeared every bit
as disoriented as Jaina had expected.

Jainasindignation surged high, then ebbed just as quickly. She couldn't exactly fault the rogue Jedi for
doing what every other Jedi did without guilt or debate. Uncle Luke routingly used mind control to sway
peoplein small, day-to-day matters, as had hisfirst Master, Obi-Wan Kenobi. No one seemed to
question whether it was appropriate for a Jedi to use the Force to overpower other minds. In thisregard,
Kyp was no different from any of the more conservative Jedi. He just happened to be unusudly good at
thisparticular trick.

They passed through the grounds and to the outbuilding housing royad transport of variouskinds. Kyp
settled down on alandspeeder. Hislong fingers moved deftly over the controls, and the vehicle hummed
tolife

Jainasat down behind him. The landspeeder rose and skimmed quietly through the streets. They |eft the
roya city behind, passed through the docks and circled the edge of the vast refugee camp. Kyp headed
for the dense shadows of the public forest, and then eased the land-speeder through narrow paths that
wound up asteadily climbing dope.

Asthey sped up the mountain, the trees began to thin and then gave way to scrub. Twin moonsrose,
cadting their pae light on the strange rocky formations crowning the mountain. Gathered there, their
somber faces clearly visblein the light of ahundred torches, were her family and friends.

Kyp pulled up the landspeeder a respectful distance away. Jaina quickly scrambled off and strode
toward the gathering. It was bad enough to arrive with Kyp, worse

to come dressed dike. She would not complete theillusion of dutiful little apprentice by walking
repectfully a hisside,

Jainds gaze swept the smal crowd, starting with her parents and then skimming over asurprisingly large
group. All the survivors of the mission to Myrkr were there. Tend Kastood off to one side, still inthe
elaborate gown shed worn earlier that evening. Jag Fel was with her, and Jainanoticed severa others
whose festive garb stood in stark contrast to the somber gathering. Their presence eased Jainas
discomfort over her mode of arrival-obviousy Kyp had brought word to others at the palace aswell.
Then her unwilling gaze shifted to the center of the circle, and al other considerations diss pated.

They had brought Anakin here, and placed him on ahigh, flat stone. A ring of torches surrounded him, a
bright border separating him from those who bore witnessto his passage.

The shadows stirred, and Tahiri stepped into the circle of light. "Anakin saved my life," she said smply.
"The Y uuzhan Vong locked my body in acage and tried to do the same thing with my mind. Anakin
cameto Yavin Four, aone, and brought me out.”

Shefdl slent as she gazed into the torchlight. A yearning expression crossed her scarred face, asif the
impulseto follow Anakin one more time was too strong to ignore. Leia stepped forward and rested a



hand on the girl's shoulder. Jaina couldn't see her mother's face clearly, but something in it seemed to pull
Tahiri back. The girl's shouldersrose and fell in aprofound sigh, and she yielded her place to another.
"Anakin Solo saved my life," a soft, tentative voice repesated. A young refugee boy stepped into the
firdight, and Jainas heart Smply shattered.

He was a near-exact image of her brother at that age-

touded light brown hair, ice-blue eyes, even the dent in the center of hischin.

"I never met Anakin," the boy said. "Peopletell mel look like him. | don't know why the lady on
Coruscant wanted meto look like this. She promised that my mother and ssterswould be safeif | let
them change my face. | don't know why," he repeated. "All | know isthat looking like Anakin saved me.
Maybe it saved my family, too."

"Vigi Shesh," Kyp murmured, naming the devious senator Jaina had distrusted for quite sometime. "Han
told me about it."

Jainaglently added another nameto the list of scores asyet unsettled . Her eyes widened as her father
sepped into thefirdight.

"Anakin saved my life," he said softly. "Mine, and ashipload of people | would have let burn into
starfood. He made the hard decision at Sernpida, the right decision. | hope he knows that."

Jainas jaw dropped as Kyp Durron moved into the light. "1 knew Anakin mostly through reputation, but |
suspect that someday | will be able to stand before a solemn assembly and tell how this young Jedi
changed- even saved-my life. The deeds of heroes send ripples spreading through the Force. Anakin's
life continues to flow outward, touching and guiding those who have yet to hear hisname. Mogt of us
here use the Force-this young man embodied it."

Others came forward, but Jainadidn't hear their words. She'd aways known that Anakin was different,
specid. It seemed odd that Kyp Durron would be the one to find the words that eluded her.

At lagt the voicesfdl slent, the torches burned low. The risng moons converged, then began to sink
along their separate paths toward the jagged forest horizon. Luke picked up one of the torches and
moved forward.

This was the moment Jaina had dreaded most. Anakin was gone, and she understood that what was | eft
was little more than an empty shell. But she had fought so vicioudy to win him away from the Y uuzhan
Vong, and for what? To stand by and watch him destroyed now? It didn't seem right. Nothing about
Anakin's degth did.

Luke Skywalker approached the stone bier and lowered the torch. The flame spread, limning Anakin's
body in golden light.

Thefire disspated into thousands of dancing motes. These rose dowly into the sky, shimmering against
the darkness like newborn stars. Asthey dipped away into the night, it seemed to Jainathat the stars
shone alittle brighter.

Tearsfilled her eyes as she gazed at the empty bier. A glimmer of insght flickered on the far edges of her
perception-a glimpse, perhaps, of what Anakin might have known, might have become. Jaina blinked
away the tears and dammed shields around her emotions.

Zekk cametoward them. Jainatensed. If just one person put his arms around her, she would shatter like
overheated glass.

Kyp eased forward, subtly placing himself in the young Jedi's path. Zekk's gaze did from her to the Jedi
Master, and his dark brows drew together in afrown.

"We're returning to Eclipse tomorrow morning with Master Skywalker."

She folded her arms and nodded acknowledgement. " So thisis good-bye."

"Y ou're not coming?'

"Not for awhile”

He smply stood there, awaiting some word of explanation. Inspiration struck, and Jaina seized it at once.
"Kyp asked meto be his apprentice.” She swept both arms out wide, inviting ingpection of her borrowed
robes. "I'm thinking about maybetaking it for atest flight.”

Zekk regarded her slently. "Then you'reright-thisis good-bye."

He turned abruptly and strode away.



Jainadropped her armsto her sdes and managed awry smile. "Well, that was rude.”

"Get used toit,” Kyp said softly. "Once word of thislittle evasion of yours gets around-and that should
take about fifteen nanoseconds-you'l find thet rogue Jedi livein aworld of temperature extremes. Things
are either very hot or very cold.”

Theincredulous staresleveled in her direction put her back up. "Evasion? Are you so sure | wasn't
serious?'

"No, I'm not," he countered, "but then, neither are you. When you make up your mind, let meknow. In
the meanwhile, good luck with your friends," he said, nodding toward the severa young Jedi storming
toward them. "When they're finished with you, help yourself to the landspeeder. | won't be returning to
thecity.”

Then he, too, dipped away into the night, leaving Jaina aone to face the approaching firestorm.

The next morning Tenel Ka started her day with atwenty-kilometer run followed by an hour of weapons
training under the critical eye of her father's sword-master. The old man watched intently as she went
through her routines.

Findly he nodded. "The sword and javelin are as good as ever. The fet, better. Y ou will haveto avoid
battles that require you to use spear or staff.”

Tend Kaaccepted this advice with anod, even as she noted that it was of limited practical value. In
many ways, Hapeswas an archaic culture. The physica disciplines she had learned with traditiond
masters had kept

her in good trim, but they were of little usein fighting the sort of battlesthat lay before her.

Stll dadin alightweight leather garment fashioned from Dathomir lizard skin, Tend Kamade her way to
her mother's room, as she did each morning. Teneniel Djo often seemed cheered by thisreminder of her
homeworld.

As Tend Kaentered her mother's chamber, anticipation skittered over her like insects. She could never
know just what she would find.

Asusua, her mother sat at the window, staring out into the palace gardens. Her rich red-brown hair had
faded to adull and indeterminate shade, and she was far too thin. She looked disturbingly like a
winter-starved bird, too dazed by cold and wind to take flight. But she looked up as Tenel Ka entered,
and her brown eyesturned wistful at the sight of her daughter'slizard-skin garments.

"That was abright green once," she observed. "It isfaded, and wearing thin. When did you last have new
leathers made? A year, amost two," she mused, answering her own question. "The Y uuzhan Vong have
held Dathomir for &t least that long.”

Tend Kapulled achair up closeto her mother's. She seemed unusudly aert this morning; indeed, her
eyes studied her daughter's face with concern.

"Y ou aretroubled. The Y uuzhan Vong?'

"Nothing these daysis entirdly unrelated to theinvaders.”

"They will come, of course,” Teneniel Djo said matter-of-factly. ™Y ou must prepare.”

She suppressed asigh. "Mother-"

The queen reached over and patted her knee, cutting short the familiar protest. "1 know your heart. You
have never wanted to rule, and | would not wish it upon you. | chose aman, not acrown. Soon | will
have neither. Isolder will find my successor.”

"Y ou are getting stronger,” Tend Kasaid stouitly.

The queen smiled faintly. "1 do not expect to die anytime soon. But neither can | rule.”

She turned to the window and pointed out past the branches of atzimernut tree. "There, in the mists.
Hidden shipyards prepare, rebuilding the fleet lost a Fondor."

Tendl Kagtared at her mother, uncertain how to respond. The queen did alarge emerad ring from her
finger and passed it to her daughter. "That is not agem, but aholocube. The information is contained
within. Safeguard it, and see that my successor recelvesit when the need arises.”

Tend Kahestated, then dipped it onto her finger. "1 seldom wear such things. Perhaps| should, so that
thisoneisnot so obvious.”

Tenenid Djo'sfaded eyebrows rose, and she smiled approvingly. "A good thought.”



Her smilefaded, and her energy seemed to dissipate with it. A film settled over her eyes and she
suddenly looked smdler, older, and infinitely weary.

Tend Kakissed her mother's cheek and | et herself out of the room. One more disturbing interview
awaited her.

She made her way to the roya family's docking bay, avast structure near the palace. The Y uuzhan Vong
frigate had been moved into the city for fear of sabotage, and anumber of guards encircled the
parameters.

More guards than usud, Tend Kanoted. Severa among them wore the distinctive red uniform of the
palace guard. They snapped to attention as she passed, giving her the salute reserved for the royal family.
"Up here," an imperious voice announced.

Tend Kaglanced up at the walkway that surrounded the huge room. Her grandmother and father stood
together. Not quite together, she amended. The distance between them, and the set of her father's
shoulders, suggested yet another disagreement in process.

Apparently the morning promised not one unpleasant interview, but two. Tend Kasprinted up the stairs,
resigned to having this done and over with so she could turn her attention to Jaina.

She nodded to her father and kissed the cheek that Tala Chume presented. "Y ou have seen Jainathis
morning?"

Theformer queen scowled and nodded to the dien ship.

Before she could speak, the howl of an irritated Wookiee rent the air. The guards below parted to alow
Lowbaccato enter. Other than Tend Ka, he was the only member of the Jedi strike force who had
elected to remain on Hapes, and other than Jaina, the only civilian granted accessto this secured Site.
Tenel Kawatched Lowbaccawith deep concern. The Wookiee's friendship with Jaina, combined with
the volatile temper and loyal nature of his species, painted his perceptionsin broad and smpligtic strokes.
He seemed unaware of the changes occurring in hisfriend, and quite willing to go along with whatever
Janahad in mind.

The Wookiee lumbered toward the frigate with alarge crate of rocksin hisarms. He dropped it with a
heavy thud and began to feed the rocks, one at atime, into an opening that appeared in the ship's hull.
Findly he bent over to pick up the empty crate. The ship spat out a pale gray stone, hitting Lowbacca
squardly on the rump. The Wookiee|jolted upright and spun toward the ship, shaking hisfist and howling
inoutrage.

Jaina popped her head through the hatch. Her face was smudged, and her medium length brown hair
looked asif it had been styled in awind tunndl.

"Hey, it wasn't me! Can | helpitif thisthing isafussy ester?'

Thisremark coaxed awistful sgh from Tenel Ka. It was so like Jaina as she had been two years ago.

"Y ou seem troubled,” 1solder observed.

"Nogtdgic, perhaps,”" she admitted. "It is good to see Jainatinkering with a ship, even one such asthis."
"I'm sorry you think so," the former queen said tartly. " She has better thingsto do with her time. That
young woman isaborn leader. She should be pursuing her destiny, not acting the part of amechanic!”
"Perhaps she is doing exactly that. An understanding of the enemy ships could make an enormous
difference,” Isolder said. "Sheistaking an admirably single-minded gpproach to solving the puzzleit
presents.”

Tend Kashook her head. " She's not solving apuzzle. She's creating one.”

A speculative gleam lit Tla Chumé's eyes. "An interesting notion. Can you expand on that?'

The Jedi shrugged. "At thispoint, it'sjust afeding. Jainais extremely difficult to read through the Force."
The older woman nodded approvingly. "The ability to hide thoughts and shield emotionsisinvaluable, as
your mother'sillnessillustrates so poignantly. But surely something else prompted your observation, some
gpecific event.”

Tend Kasent acool glance at her grandmother, acknowledging the comment about her mother but not
rising to the bait. "' Jainaand L owbacca managed to block the frigate's tracking mechanism. At thetime,
thisaided our escape. | suspect sheis seeking another way to exploit this."

Isolder nodded. " Such knowledge could prove extremely vauable.”



"Fact. But because of who Jainais-a Jedi, and Jacen Solo's twin-she can't afford impulsive actions and
shouldn't take unnecessary risks. She's plotting something, and | cannot follow the path her mind is
teking."

"Perhaps | should spesk to her parents,” the prince mused.

"And what makes you think they'll have more influence on their daughter than you do on your own?' Taa
Chume snapped, sending afulminating look at Tend Ka. "If you must meddle, spesk with Jainadirectly.
Perhaps she will be wise enough to take advice."

The prince'slipsthinned at this criticism. Before he could respond, alight step on the walkway stairs
drew their attention.

Jag Fel climbed the stairs. He stopped when he noticed the Hapan royas and dipped into alow bow.

"Y our pardon. | came seeking Tenel Ka. The captain of the guard sent me here."

TdaChume's gaze took in his black flight suit, the helmet under hisarm. Shelooked to her
granddaughter. "'l suppose you've made arrangementsto fly off somewhere. Y ou seldom seefit to grace
Hapes with your presence for more than afew days."

"l was hoping, Your Mgesty, that Tend Kamight be ableto hep mefind Jaina. I'm recruiting pilotsto
help scout this sector.”

TaaChume pointed to the frigate. Braying yelps of Wookiee laughter wafted from the open vessd,
followed by afemae voiceraised in astring of imaginative curses.

"It'swell that you've had combat experience,” she said in adry tone. Sheraised onehandina
peremptory hail to catch the nearest guard's attention, then pointed first to Jag and then to the Y uuzhan
Vong ship. He snapped asdute, hisfist touching histemple.

"Good luck," shetold Jag. She made alittle gesture of dismissal, and the young pilot bowed again and left
promptly, aswas proper. But he clattered down the stairs to the docking bay with an aacrity that had
little to do with protocal.

The former queen watched his quick departure with aspeculative little smile. "He hasn't a chance of
recruiting Jainafor thisor anything ese," she pronounced. "Mark

me, any interest there will be fleeting at best. Jainawon't waste much time on amere pilot.”

"Her mother didn't think asyou do," Isolder pointed ot.

TdaChume turned a patronizing smile on her son. "Jainais not her mother, though I'm not surprised you
can't tell one pretty face from another.”

He blinked in astonishment as the old woman's meaning came clear. "I have never considered her in that
light!"

"Just aswell,” the queen said tartly. "While | would not shed tearsif you decided to seek anew queen, |
would prefer that you look el sawhere. Jaina Solo's breeding, training, and temperament would serve her
well, but sheis ayoung woman and would require much guidance. Unless you plan to rule Hapes
yourself, you would do well to seek amore seasoned consort.”

Isolder turned his gaze away. "No man can rule Hapes," he said in aflat tone.

"My point precisaly! The problem isthat someone must.” She arched an eyebrow. "Perhapsit istimefor
me to resumethe throne.”

"Never," theprincesaid. "That, | will not alow.”

"That, you cannot control!" she retorted. "'If your daughter will not rule, your wife mugt. If Teneniel Djo
cannot, then find awife who can. Becauseif you do not, then amember of my family will fill the void and
will no doubt kill the three of usin the process! Choose, and then act, or the choice will be taken from
you!"

She spun and stormed off. 1solder watched her for amoment, then turned and stalked off in the opposite
direction.

Left done, an enlightened Tendl Ka stared down at the dien ship and the determined young woman who
had become the fulcrum of yet another plot.

She redlized now why Taa Chume had not been nudging her toward the throne of Hapes. She had found
another young woman who suited her purposes even better.

The guards parted to alow Jag access to the ship. He walked up to the ramp, asimpleincline smilar in



design to that of most frigate-class ships. But there dl smilarity ended. The dien vessd looked morelike
an asteroid than like any ship held ever seen. He placed atentative hand on the hull. The surface was as
rough and irregular asthe cord reefsin the oceans on Rhigar 3, the near-tropical blue moon that circled
the Syndic Mitth'raw'nuruodo training academy.

Jag couldn't imagine how the Y uuzhan Vong had coaxed a colony of tiny cresturesinto forming a
space-going vessdl. It was said that these shipswere dive, dmost sentient. He cautioudy tapped on the
hull.

The response was immediate and vehement. Jaina Solo burst into view, her pretty face dark with
frustration. She stopped short when she saw him, and stood framed in the open portd, her hands braced
agang theddes.

For amoment al Jag could do was stare. She was liberaly daubed with pale green gdl, and severa
wispsof hair sood up in shining spikes.

"I'vecomeat abad time," hesaid at last.

"That depends,” sheretorted. "If you'reinterested in having ashower, you'rein luck. Therésoneonthis
ship and | just figured out how to sart it."

"Ah," he observed.

Her brown eyes raked over him. "On second thought, the last thing you need is more spit and polish.
Andwhen | say 'spit,' you have no ideahow literdly I'm speaking.”

A long-buried emotion stirred, one so unfamiliar that it took him amoment to find anamefor it. Chiss, as
arule, did not get angry, and Jag had learned to modd his

reactions accordingly. "And what isit, precisdly, that | do need?'

His cool tone had aparadoxica effect on the young woman. Jainas eyesflamed. "Y ou tell me. You're
the one who's barging in here and interrupting my work."

"l cameto offer you aship, and a place in the Vanguard Squadron.”

"Thanks" she said flatly, "but I've got aship. It just needs afew adjustments.”

His eyes skimmed over her, taking in her disheveled gppearance. Humor gtirred, and hisirritation
receded. "And how isthat going?"' heinquired politely.

Her chin came up. "Great. No problems.”

Fierce brown eyes dared him to contradict her. To his surprise, Jag wished he could linger and do
precisaly that. The prospect of fighting with Jaina Solo was surprisingly intriguing. His squadron,
however, would soon be expecting him.

"| should leave you to your work."

"Fine. Good. You do that."

Shelooked as eager for him to leave as Jag wasto linger. That stung. He inclined hishead in acurt
farewell, left at acrigp pace, and didn't look back.

Only onething kept Jainafrom scraping a handful of goo off herself and hurling it at the retreating pilot
her dignity had suffered enough for one day.

She shrugged and turned back to the ship. Lowbacca stood just inside the door, abroad grin on his
ginger-furred face.

"l don't seewhat's so amusing,” shetold him coldly.

He had the nerve to chuckle.

Onimpulse, shereached high and fisted both handsin the long fur on the Wookiee's head. Dragging his
head down to her level, she planted akiss on hisforehead and then plastered herself against himina
quick, hard hug.

She backed away, considerably cleaner than sheld been only a moment before.

Lowbaccalooked at her with puzzlement. A large gob of gd dripped from his chin and landed on the
duracrete floor with an audible splat. He looked down at his goo-matted fur and yel ped in outrage.
"Now that," Janatold him, "isfunny.”

The planet known as Hapes had rotated twice since Harrar's priestship emerged from darkspace. During
that time, the priest's commander and crew had worked without rest or pause to track the stolen ship.
When finaly Khaee Lah cameto the priest's chambers, Harrar suspected, quite correctly, that he had



cometo admit defest.

"We have lost scouting ships,”" the warrior concluded, "and anumber of the traitor-daves.”

"It surprises me that the Hapan infidels can still mount much of adefense,” Harrar mused. "They were
sacrificed a Fondor, yet they il fight and fight well. Our firgt duty isto retrieve Jana Solo, but it
appearsthat the Hapes Cluster might yet provide other worthy sacrifices.”

"It s;emsunlikely,” thewarrior said in adismissvetone. "Thefighters are survivors from Coruscant.
These might provide afew gifts for the gods, but not these Hapan cowards.”

"We received reports that severa shipswere destroyed by a species known asthe Chiss, areclusive
people who live on the edges of thisgalaxy.”

"There are countlessracesin thisgaaxy," Khaee Lah said. "These ships are too few to make the Chissa
seriousthrest.”

A surge of irritation coursed through the priest. Pride was afine thing, but a wise leader was never
blinded to the possibility of failure. Not for the first time, he wondered if perhaps Khalee Lah's presence
aboard Harrar's

priestship had more to do with penance than honor. " Perhaps these few are scouts?' he suggested.
Thewarrior consdered this. "It ispossible.”

"If afew fight so well, what of afull-scale assault? It may be advantageous to learn more of these Chiss
and why they've come."

Khaee Lah frowned. "Our first task isretrieving the Jedi twin. The Warmaster depends upon our
success.”

"And we will accomplish thistask,” Harrar said with as much patience as he could muster, "The
Warmaster o relies upon priests of Y un-Harlato gather information that will be useful to the Y uuzhan
Vong. Alert your warriorsto make every effort to capture one of these Chiss."

Khalee Lah still looked doubtful, so the priest added, " Soon the Jedi twin will be ours. Y ou will moveon
to new chalenges, new glories. If these Chiss prove to be worthy adversaries, who better to lead the
assault againgt their home worldsthan Khaee Lab?"

"On that, we arein accord." The warrior smiled, and the fringes on his scarred lips seemed to separate
into short, narrow fangs.

Harrar noted the birth of new ambition in Khaee Lah's eyes and was satisfied. If the young warrior
looked upon every infidel as an opportunity for glory and advancement, he was lesslikely to dismissthem
as "unworthy opponents.” They had made that mistake with Jaina Solo before. Harrar suspected that she
might be canny enough to explait this.

Perhaps, he mused, this ersatz trickster was exactly what she claimed to be-a being subtle and powerful
enough to warrant comparison with Y un-Harla. The thought both dismayed and intrigued him.

"Y ou look troubled, Eminence," Khalee Lah observed.

"Thoughtful," Harrar corrected. He smiled faintly, obscuring his heresy benesth amasguer of cynical
amusement. "War is often replete with irony. | wonder what the commander of these far-traveling infidels
might think if he knew that his every attack was not a deterrent to the Y uuzhan Vong, but aninvitation!”
EIGHTEEN

Early the next morning Prince I solder followed aguard into the refugee camp, trying to ignore the
sharp-eyed warriors following closely behind him. Bodyguards were a necessity for someonein his
position, and he could think of few times when he had been truly done on hishomeworld. But ashe
walked between rows of smple tents, he was keenly aware of how much these people had lost, and how
grating the pomp of Hapan royaty must be to them.

His guide stopped before atent no different from the others. Y ou may leave me here," 1solder
announced. His blue-eyed gaze swept over hisescort, including his bodyguardsin thisingruction. They
bowed and retreated.

He tapped on the support post and received anoncommittal grunt in response. Sweeping aside the
opening flap, he ducked into thefirst of two rooms.

Han and Lela Solo sat a asmdl folding table. They were both holding steaming mugs, and they looked
up a him with weary but keenly measuring eyes.



Isolder was struck by the smilarity between the two, something that went beyond any explanation of
common experiences and their recent shared losses.

Han Solo fit theimage of aging pirate down to the last centimeter. Stories gathered during years of
adventuring were written in his collection of lines and scars. Two

days worth of stubble roughened hisface. HEd gotten alittle thicker, alittle grayer, alittle
tougher-nothing surprising there.

The changein Leia, however, was startling. Her short hair had begun to grow out and she wore afitted
flight suit. She was thinner than Isolder remembered, and her face looked pale and small without
cosmetic enhancement. Despite her casua appearance, or perhaps because of it, she looked far younger
than her years. But gone were the artful coils of brown hair, the softly draping gowns, theregd
posture-everything that had caught his eye twenty years ago. She could have been any other tired warrior
preparing to face another day's battle.

Then her face changed. Her chin came up, her lips curved in awe coming smile, and the grief and
wearinessin her eyes receded behind awell-practiced mask. Princess and diplomat, sherose and circled
the table to greet him, both hands outstretched.

"Prince Isolder,” she said warmly. "Thank you for accepting us here. The people of the Hapes Cluster
have dready given so much.”

Hetook her hands and raised them to hislips. "Fondor was my mistake, Princess. Y ou tried to warn me
about sending the fleet. Let's have no misunderstanding on this matter, or any other."

"Sounds like you've got things on your mind," Han observed as he hauled himsdlf out of hischair.

"Stay, please," the prince told him. "What | have to say concerns you both."

Han shrugged and dragged a crate over to the table while Leiafound another mug. They settled down
and took sips of the thick, potent beverage. "How was your journey?' Leiaasked. "Informative, and aso
disturbing. | learned severd thingsthat might be of importance to your family. Among the Y uuzhan VVong,
twin birthsare considered a

portent. One twin battles the other, and the winner goes on to an important role in apivotal event.”

Han nudged Leia "Don't worry, Sweetheart. Y ou can take Luke. You'l just haveto fight dirty.”

She sent her husband a subtly quelling glance. He held up both handsin mock defense, and histeasing
grin brought a spark of mingled amusement and exasperation to her eyes. 1solder thought he much
preferred that response to the calm, practiced warmth she turned upon him.

"Please excuse the digression,” she murmured.

"Of course. Tsavong Lah has stated, publicly and unequivocdly, hisintentions for your son Jacen. Itis
likely that thisirewill now shift to Jacen'stwin sger.”

The warmth faded from Leids eyes. "Jacenisgill dive," she stated firmly.

| solder sent apuzzled glance a Han. "Y ou've probably been told otherwise," Han said. " So have we. But
Lelasaysno, and I'm putting my creditson her."

She shot him aquick, grateful look and then turned back to Isolder. ™Y our point is understood,
nonetheless. The Y uuzhan V ong seem obsessed with the notion of sacrifice. If twins have so much power
intheir eyes, they'd probably see atwin sacrifice as an especidly potent offering to their gods.”
"Thereismore," the prince said. "'l have spoken with Tendl Ka, and observed Jainaa work on the

Y uuzhan Vong ship. She has named this ship the Trickster, referring both to Yun-Harla, the Trickster
goddess, and to hersdf. Shedid thisto mock a 'Y uuzhan Vong priest in pursuit of her and the other
young Jedi. Immediately theresfter, she confounded their ability to track the stolen ship. It seemspossible
that sheislaying down achdlenge, perhaps even goading them on by taking on the role played by their
Trickster goddess.”

Han's eyebrows rose, and alopsided grin spread over his weathered face. "A goddess, huh?"

Lelasent him an incredulous stare, leaving no doubt that she didn't share his skewed pridein their
daughter's methods.

He quickly squelched hissmile. "Y ou can't say the kid lacks ambition.”

With asgh, Leiapushed back from thetable. "I'll talk to my daughter. Jaina has dways been impulsive.”
"Not to mention stubborn,” Han pointed out.



"I'm not going to argue with her. I'm going to encourage her to put her plans-whatever they are-on the
table. Then well discuss them, with the intention of focusing and refining her logic.”

Han turned awry look toward bolder. "Not going to argue,” he repeated. "Do me afavor-make sure this
‘discussion' takes place in an open pace, with no flammable materials around.”

"You're not coming?' Leiaasked.

"I've got some work to do on the Falcon. Y ou two go ahead.”

He spoke easily, with none of the competitive tone that had characterized his previous dedlingswith
Isolder. The prince was not surprised. The look that passed between the two suggested atie no former
suitor could threaten, much less sever. Han gave hiswife aquick kiss and then poured himself another
cup of dudge.

But as Isolder moved the flap aside for Leiato pass, he heard Han's softly spoken advice "Watch your
back, sweetheart."

The prince understood that Han was not referring to the dangersimplied by aformer suitor. And
knowing Taa Chume as he did, he found himsdf in complete agreement.

Leia Organa Solo understood that even during difficult times, certain protocols were inviolate. She could
not go anywhere in the palace complex without paying her respects to the reigning queen mother.

She gave her name a the gate and was quickly led to Tenenid Djo's domain. The uniformed guards took
her to adeeping chamber rather than an audience room. For amoment, Leiadidn't recognize the woman
who rose hatingly from achair to greet her.

When Teneniel Djo first came to Hapes as a young woman, she'd been something of an oddity a
forthright warrior among scheming patricians, amoderatdly attractive woman in aland whose people
were renowned for beauty. Her short, compact build set her gpart from the lithe Hapans, asdid her
ability to sense and use the Force. Leia sensed at once that this ability had weakened to amost nothing.
Tenenid Djo'sreddish brown hair was dull and thinning, and her skin had faded to an unhedthy sallow
hue. Shewasfar too thin. Her eyeswere deeply shadowed and so devoid of expression that she might
have been mistaken for ablind woman. The congtant intrigue of the Hapan court must have been asdow
poison to the Dathomiri warrior. Leia suspected that the defeat at Fondor and the loss of her unborn
child had been merdly thefind blows.

They exchanged acareful embrace. Tenenid Djo pushed Leaoff to arm's length and regarded her with
dull resgnation. "Y ou have been chosen?"

Leiaheditated, unsure how to answer, or what to ask. "I came to Hapes with the refugees,” she said,
consdering this path as safe asany. "Han and | plan to leave shortly."

None of thisinformation seemed to register in the qu een'seyes. "Tenel Kahasthering.”

"Of course," Lelaagreed.

The small woman turned away and resumed her sightless study of the garden. Leiatried severa timesto
engage Teneniel Djo in conversation, but nothing pierced the strange fog that surrounded her.

Finaly she abandoned the effort and waked quietly from the room. She shut the door behind her and
nodded to the two guards who stood watch. They returned her salute, but Leianoticed theirritated
expression in one man's eyes. She tracked his gaze over her shoulder.

A young man sauntered toward them, wearing the bright red color of the roya house and an expression
of extreme sdlf-satisfaction. He swept into an extravagant bow.

"An honor, Princess Leia. Tala Chume wishesto speak with you."

From the way he said this, Leiawasn't sure whether the honor was being expressed or conferred. "And
you are?'

"Trisdin Gheer, companion to TaaChume."

A mottled flush rosein the faces of the guards. Leiafelt both anger and embarrassment coming from them
and understood that she had just been insulted. Apparently sending a courtesan to fetch her was offensive
inthe extreme.

Thisleft Leiawith two choicesignore theinsult and gppear ignorant of Hapan custom, or acknowledge it
and gppear ungracious. Taa Chume, it would seem, wasin rare form today.

"Ambassador Gheer," she repegated pleasantly but pointedly. "I must apologize-your nameis unfamiliar to



me. | haven't seen it on the diplomatic rolls, or heard you speak in the senate. Perhaps you're new to Taa
Chumeé's sarvice?'

Hissmirk faded. "1 joined her household recently.”

"Well, I'm certain well see more of you in the near future. Tala Chume's diplomeatic envoys dways seem
to moveon quickly." Sheamiled. "Shdl we?'

The guards slent mirth followed them down the hdl. Trisdin set abrisk pace and made no further
attempt at conversation. He ddlivered her to a small audience room and then flounced off.
TalaChumeroseto greet L eig, offering no comment on Trisdin. "It was good of you to vist Tenenidl
Djo. A sad thing, isit not?"

"These aredifficult times" Leiapointed out.

"But there are others who bear greater burdens with grace, you yoursdlf among them.” The older woman
inclined her head. "Our condolencesfor the loss of your sons.”

"Anakinisgone" Leiasaid, her thoughtstouching briefly on the solemn funera rites she had attended the
night before, and the cleansing awe of fedling her son return to the Force. " Jacen isonly missing.”

"Of course," Tda Chume said smoothly and without conviction. ™Y ou must find great consolation in your
daughter. | wish Teneniel Djo had been ableto convey asimilar sense of duty to her own daughter, but
that is perhapsthe least of our queen's failures. But enough of Hapan woes. | assume you'd liketo see
Jaina" She began to walk down the corridor. Leiafdl into step.

"Have you any ideaof Jainas future plans?' Taa Chume asked.

Warning sensors hummed in the back of Leias mind. "In times such asthese, how far ahead can any of
usplan?' she responded. "Our best efforts need to focus on survival. Jainaisafighter pilot, an
exceptiona one. That requires her compl ete attention right now."

"Sheisasguadron leader, | assume?’

"No. She'sin Rogue Squadron, and fedls [ucky to be there. Most of the commanders are legends.”

"No doubt she's creating her own. Wars build legends, even if they accomplish littleelse.”

"Why this sudden interest in my daughter?”

The queen mother spread her hands. "1 lost my oldest son, and as you know, Isolder is deeply involved
inthisconflict. It isfar more difficult for usto see our children fight than it would be to go into danger
oursalves”

It stuck Leiaas odd that Taa Chume was speaking to her asif they were contemporaries. Beforethis,
she had dways endeavored to impress upon Leia her relaive youth and inferior status.

"Jainaisno longer achild," Leiaobserved. "Nether islsolder.”

Taa Chume's eyes crinkled in amusement. ™Y ou placed those commentsin proper order. Isolder has
many fine qudities, but the path to wisdom islonger for men. No woman finds an equal in aman her own
age”

"Aninteresting view."

"One you gpparently share. Han Solo is severd years older than you, | believe.”

"He hasarunning start on that path to wisdom," Leiaresponded dryly.

They emerged from the main palace building into bright sunshine. Tala Chume nodded toward an
enclosed landspeeder, alarger-than-usua vehicle piloted by awell-armed driver.

"Jainais no doubt working at the royal docking area. It isnot far to walk, but | would prefer that you
take this precaution.”" Her eyes clouded. "There was an attempt on Prince |solder just yesterday, within
the palace grounds.”

Leathanked the queen for her concern and climbed into the armored vehicle. It roseinto theair and
glided off toward the docks-far too dowly for Leids peace of mind. Although refugee camps could be
uncertain and even dangerous, she hoped to persuade her daughter to leave the paace and return to
camp with her.

Shefound Jainaingde the rocklike vessdl, poking experimentally at asmall, crenulated sphere.

"A familiar aght,” Lelacommented with asmile. ™Y ou tinkering with aship.”

Jaina pushed away thelittle globe. "Nothing worksthe way it should,” she complained. "No wires, no
circuits, no cables. What's on your mind?”



Leiaplaced her fingers on her templesto pantomime dizziness. "That was arather abrupt change of
topic.”

"Mom," Janasaid wearily. "Jugt spill it."

"All right. Prince Isolder cameto seeme." Sherdlated his concernsin afew terse words.
"The Y uuzhan Vong are trying to round up dl the Jedi,” Jainareminded her. "My Situation hasn't gotten
much worse than it was. Frankly, I'm more worried about you."

"Me?' Leialooked startled, then her face cleared. "I see. Y ou must have heard about my initial reaction
to Anakin'sdesath. | felt him go, and something in me shattered. Without your father, | might not have
found my way back. He has been arock.”

"Like you werefor him after Chewbaccadied. It soundslike the two of you are even.”

Lelasmiled faintly. "Depends who's counting. Let's get back to you."

"Not exactly the usud graceful segue, Mom."

"Y ou want blunt?' Leilademanded. "Then how about this| can't fed you through the Force. | can sense
when you're nearby, but not much more.”

Jainablew out asigh. "Don't takeit persondly. I'm shielding. A lot of things have happened recently that |
wouldn't share with anyone | liked, and half the people | despise.”

"That'salot to carry done,” she said, gentleinvitation in her tone.

The young woman shrugged.

Leiadarted to put ahand on her daughter's shoulder, then thought better of it. "So. Tell me about this
ship.”

Jainalooked relieved at the change of topic. "Werejust starting to figure out the Y uuzhan VVong
technology. I've been gathering dl the information | can get about the blocking device Danni Quee used
over Coruscant."

"As| understand it, the block isatransmitter of sortstheat effectively scramblesthe signas sent by their
yammosk."

"That's right. The yammosk communicates mind-to-mind. It's hard to block that. The scrambler isa
devicethat makesit difficult for the yammask to think. A small but extremely powerful comm unitis
affixed to a projectile wegpon and embedded into the hull of the ship containing the yammosk. | hear
Danni's team prepared scores of these to make sure that one of them got through the shielding
sngularities and managed to adhere. The comm units were designed to receive an extremedy
high-frequency signa, one that would set up avibration throughout the ship and prove impossiblefor the
yammosk to ignore.”

"And that's how you blocked the tracking capability of this ship?'

"No, there's an important difference," Jainasaid. "The Y uuzhan Vong ships communicate mind-to-mind
with their pilots, who in turn communicate with their commandersthrough villips. It'sthe yammosk that
coordinates everything. Although the yammosk communicates through menta projection, much of the
incoming information comesin other forms. The yammosk tracksindividud ships by their gravitic
sggnatures.” "Go on," Leiaurged.

"Gravitic Sgnatures,” Jainarepeated. "The Y uuzhan V ong space technology is based on their
manipulation of gravity. Small gravitic fluctuations provide motive force. The ships not only move through
the use of gravity, but shield and even navigate. It'sincredibly sophisticated, how a ship gathers
information about its surroundings.

And each Y uuzhan VVong ship can beidentified by other shipsthrough subtle variationsin its pattern of
gravitic fluctuations. | cal that the gravitic Sgnature. Sincethese shipsareliving things, | suspect that their
sgnaures are like fingerprints, with no two dike. | haven't had achanceto test thet yet, but | will."
"That sounds like adangerous project.”

"Sure, but think how useful that information would be! Right now we can block their yammosk signals-at
least, we can until the shapers figure out how to get around the high-frequency distraction. But consider
how much more we could do if we could not only block their sgnds, but send them misinformation?*
"Enter the Trickgter," Lelamurmured.

Janaseyesturned ferd. "Youvegot it."



She regarded her daughter thoughtfully. "How do you propose to do this?*

"I'm till working on that," Jainaadmitted. Her gaze strayed to Lowbacca, who was hunched over what
appeared to be an enormous villip.

"Then!'ll leaveyoutoit.”

She caught her mother's hand as she turned to go. "Thanks, Mom."

"For what?'

"Y ou didn't bring up Kyp Durron."

Leids smile took on asardonic edge. "I never thought you were serious about becoming his apprentice.
When your father mentioned in Kyp's hearing that you weren't planning to attend Anakin'sfunera, he
took af ter you with dl the subtlety of an avenging Gamorrean. |'d assumed the gpprentice comment was
meant asajab at him, prompted by his heavy-handedness.”

"Something likethat," she said absently. "Is Dad upset that | dmost didn't go to Anakin'sfunerd?"
"Since | nearly had to use astun baton on him to get

him to attend Chewbaccas memoridl, | think he understands. Just make sure that you do.” She started to
add something to that, then changed her mind. "I'd hoped to bring you back to the camp, but | can see
that's not going to happen. Y ou've got work to do here. Be careful.”

Jaina promised she would, and held on to her impatient sigh until the brisk click of Leias footsteps faded
away. She picked up the villip and resumed her attemptsto atuneit.

A tapping at the open portd distracted her. Muttering imprecations, she ssomped toward the door. She
was momentarily nonplused to learn that her visitor was Jag. "I came for an gpology,” he said without
preamble. Jainafolded her arms. "Fine, but makeit quick. I'm busy."

"Actudly, | came prepared to listen." Her eyebrows leapt up. "Then | hope your schedule is wide open,
because you're likely to be standing there for avery long time. | didn't do anything wrong.” "Y ou
deliberately tried to provoke an argument.” "Y eah? S0?'

He stared at her for amoment, shoved a hand through his short black hair. "How did an Alderaanian
princess end up with such adaughter?'

Jainas temper flared. "Do you want the short answer, or do you need someone to explain the detailsto
you with charts and diagrams?’

Spots of color appeared high on his cheeks. "That's not what | meant, as1'm sure you know."

His discomfiture was oddly satisfying. If this had been afencing match, Jainawould have awarded hersdlf
apoint. Scenting victory, she reached out with the Force and considered the emotions she perceived in
the young man's powerful presence. He was angry, more than alittle embarrassed, and not entirely
certain about his purpose in coming here.

Uncertainty, she decided. Of dl the emotions she sensed coming from Jag Fdl, that one would bother him
the most. So she envisioned athick fog, then sent it toward Jag like a psychic shove. His brow furrowed,
and he glanced around in puzzlement.

"Why are you here, Jag?"' she asked, just to twist the knife a bit.

He composed himsdlf quickly. "Tend Katold methat you will betraining with Kyp Durron. Since Kyp
flies under my command, may | assumethat you'l be joining the Vanguard Squadron 7'

"Tend Kawas misinformed. So areyou, if you think that Kyp does anything for anyone unlessit suits
hm."

He studied her for along moment. "Assuming you'reright, | get theimpression that Kyp is not the only
one playing some sort of game.”

"Andwinning," she added smugly.

"Since that perception gives you such apparent satisfaction, | hope the rules of engagement can be
modified for solitaire.” He executed a deep and extremely forma bow and strode off.

To her surprise, Jainaredized she was grinning like awell-fed Hutt. Baiting the Chiss commander was
thefirst truly enjoyable thing she had experienced in along time. Watching his retreat was satisfying, for
more reasons than one. Jag Fel was one of those people who looked good from every angle.

Shefelt Lowbaccas presence gpproaching. He came up beside her and grumbled a question.

"l don't have anything against Jag Fdl," she commented. "He can be alot of fun, whether he meansto be



or not."

L owbacca made a derisive comment about her idea of fun.

Her bright mood tarnished as she perceived the likely

source of Lowbaccas concern. "Stow it," she snapped. "1 am in no mood for more dark-side dithering."
She spun away into the ship. The Wookiee's furred forehead pulled down in puzzlement as he considered
hisfriend's outburst. After amoment he shrugged. His uncle Chewbacca had often warned him that
humans tended to make everything more difficult than it had to be.

From what he'd observed pass between Jaina Solo and the black-haired pilot, Lowbaccawas inclined to
agree.

NINETEEN

"l don't believe wefindly got this Sith-spawned monstrosity to Sit up and say hello," Jainamurmured,
gazing in fascination a the villip shed finaly managed to attune.

Her image stared back at her, twisted abit and looking as she might appesar if viewed through adense
fog and after severa shots of Corellian brandy. Thelips moved in sync with hers, and the voice, sounding
deeper and smoky and somehow menacing, spokein precise duet with her own. Jainalooked up a
Lowbaccaand grinned. The Y uuzhan Vong cregture twisted the gesture into something distinctly sinister.
Jainablinked, impressed by the transformation. "Wow. Let's hope the Y uuzhan VVong see me that way,"
she said to Lowbacca, nodding to her villip.

The Wookiee glanced from the reflection to the origina and tipped his head quizzicdly to onesde. He
shrugged, not seeing much of adifference.

Jainadidn't take offense, since Wookiee perceptions of individual humans were usudly expressedin
terms of scent. She smoothed ahand over her villip. When it inverted back into aformlessblob, she
pushed back from the table and stretched.

"Well get back to thistomorrow. I've got some arrangements to make before we can take the next
Seps.”

Lowbaccatipped his head to one sde again and

grumbled aquestion.

"I'll tell you dl about it inthe morning,” shesaid as

sherose. "Why don't you get some deep, pack your gear. If dl goeswdl, well beleaving early. Ona
completdly artificia ship,” she added, knowing what the \Wookiee's next question was likely to be.
"Complete with metal and ceramics and computers and dl those other lovely abominations.”

The Wookiee whuffed contentedly and picked up the inverted villip. Jaina patted his shoulder
affectionatdly, then hurried from the docking bay to her room in the palace. She could hardly approach
the former queen of Hapes seeking afavor wearing a patched mechanic'sjumpsuit. Taa Chume had
made a point of commenting on Jainas appearance, and the way Jaina saw it, showing that she took the
older woman's advice to heart might |ubricate the negotiations.

Later, scrubbed and brushed and cinched into a borrowed Hapan gown, Jainaset out to find Taa
Chume. Gaining audience was far easier than sheld anticipated- the first pal ace servants she ran into took
her directly to the former queen's residence.

As Jainafollowed the servants through gleaming marble hals, she considered the probable significance of
their reponse. Tala Chume might not be the reigning queen, but surely there were many demands on her
time. The-servantswould not take Jainadirectly to their mistress unless they'd been instructed to do so.

Y es, Tda Chume was definitely up to something.

A little smile of anticipation touched Jainas face, and afedling not unlike the surge she experienced when
powering up her X-wing for amisson.

That analogy didn't fade when she entered Taia Chume's chamber. Jainaknew acommand post when
shesaw

one, despite the silks and glitter and art that decorated this one.

The older woman reclined gracefully on a settee, surrounded by perhaps a dozen people. Some wore the
uniforms of the royd guard; others scribbled notes onto small datapads. Servants moved quietly about
the room, bringing what was needed before they were asked. One of them dipped the cape from Jainas



shoulders and indicated with anod that she should approach.

Jainatilted her chin up and moved into the room. Tala Chume noticed her and glanced at adignified
servant.

Apparently that was some sort of signal well known to the retainers, for al bowed deeply and Ieft the
room at once. All but one-an extremely handsome, fair-haired young man Jainaremembered seeing at
the pal ace dinner two nights past, never far from the former queen's elbow. He sent her along, dow
smile and strode over to aside table for a bottle of wine and three goblets.

TaaChume removed her scarlet veil and smiled up at Jaina. "Y ou look lovely, my dear, as| knew you
would. Not many young people are willing to take advice. And you came at an excdllent time, as| was
about to pause for refreshment. Y ou will join me, of course?"

Jainatook the indicated seat and accepted a glass of what appeared to beliquid gold. Smdll, shining
flecks swirled through the effervescent wine. She took atentative sip.

"Not like that," the young man objected with asmile. "Let me show you." He sat down beside Jainaand
enfolded her hand and the goblet she held with both of his. ™Y ou swirl it around, like so," he said, moving
their enjoined handsin adow circle. "The art isto awaken it gently and coax warmth into it. Only thenis
the sweetness revealed.”

Jainastared at histoo-close, too-handsome face for a

gartled moment. Her first impulse was to burst out laughing-sheld seen more subtle and convincing
performances from Mos Eidey sreet performers. A glance at Taa Chume convinced her that this
wouldn't be wise. The older woman was watching with afaint smile and sharp, measuring eyes.

So Jaina guided the cup down to the table and tugged her hand free. "Thanks, but | never developed a
taste for this sort of thing.”

A quick, wry lift to Tda Chume's lips suggested that the vaguely dismissive comment had hit the right
note. "Y ou were introduced to Trisdin?'

"Not him specificaly,” Janasad. She gave the young man asweet and blatantly insincere smile. "But |
certanly fed asif weve met before.”

Tala Chume chuckled. "'l suspect he has much the samefeding. Thank you, Trisdin. That will bedl for
NOW.
The courtier rose, his handsome face blandly smiling and showing no sign of insult taken or even
perceived. But as heleft, Jaina caught awhiff of dark emotion-not quite rage, but a deep frusiration.

She dug abit deeper, and sensed a native cunning that went far beyond anything hi svapid persona
suggested. For thefirst time, shefdt aflicker of interest in the young man, and with speculative eyes she
watched him glide from the room.

"Trisdin is decorative enough, but he does not warrant your interest,” Taa Chume said in mildly accusing
tones. "A moment ago, you made that admirably clear.”

Jaina's gaze snapped back to the queen'sface. "Do you have him watched?"

"Naturdly. Why do you ask?"

"There's more to him than he wants anyone to see.” She shook her head. "I can't sense anything more
gpecific than that.”

"Interesting,” Tala Chume observed. She put her own

goblet beside Jainas. "Now, what have you come to discuss?’

"It's about the pirates who were brought to Hapesfor trial," she began. "I'm wondering if it might be
possible for me to question one or two of them. Privately.”

The queen lifted one auburn brow. "To what purpose?’

"That would take abit of explaining,”" Jainahedged.

"Asit hgppens, my afternoon isfree”

She nodded and dived in. "Months ago, when Jacen and my uncle Luke were traveling together, they
came across a Y uuzhan Vong encampment worked by daves from many species. The Vong had
implanted these daves with asmall cord-like creature, some sort of mind-control device that ate away a
their persondities. Jacen got himsalf captured and implanted. Fortunately Uncle L uke cut the creature out
beforeit could do any real damage, other than leave alittle scar right here." Jaina paused and touched her



face just below the cheekbone.

"I have heard of these implants. Go on."

"On Y avin Four, the daves had lessinvasve implants. Maybe the Y uuzhan Vong found that mindless
daveswere not as efficient as those who retain some vestige of their persondities. On Gargj, the daves
wereforced to fight. Asfar as| cantell, dl theseimplants are variations on atheme.”

TdaChume nodded thoughtfully. "And if the Y uuzhan Vong can modify these creaturesto various
purposes, why not you?"

"That'smy thinking," Jainaagreed. "If the captured pirates have been given implants-and I'm betting they
have-1'd like to have the implants removed and altered.”

"An excdlent notion, asfar asit goes. Y ou've no doubt considered the obvious problem If these
creaturesform amenta link between the daves and their Y uuzhan

Vong magters, won't the Y uuzhan Vong be able to perceive any changes?'

"Hard to tell. The Y uuzhan Vong can impose mentally transmitted orders on their daves, but they don't
seem ableto pick up what the daves arethinking. If they could, Anakin wouldn't have been ableto
infiltrate their base on Y avin Four.

"On the other hand,” she continued, "there are variations among these implants, and it's hard to know
what they can and can't do. I'll just have to make sure that there's no information to transmit.” ™Y ou fed
confident that you can accomplish this?' Jaina gave the queen adow, cool smile. Then she picked up her
glass and glanced at the door. She reached out with the Force, sending a powerful compulsion to the
presence she sensed lurking there.

Trisdin entered dmost immediately, making it apparent that he'd been listening at the door. Taa Chume's
eyesturned glacid.

The courtier came over to Sit beside Jaina and cupped her hand and the glassin it with both of his.

"Not likethat," he advised her, smiling warmly. "Let me show you how. Y ou swirl it around, like so. You
must awaken it gently and coax warmth into it. Only then-" "Isthe sweetnessreveded,” Taa Chume
brokein coldly. "Thank you, Trisdin. Once was rather more than enough. Leave the door dightly gar
behind you asyou leave. | want to hear the sound of your fading footsteps. Rapidly fading,” she added
pointedly.

He sent the queen a puzzled ook and rose to do as he was bid. For amoment the two women listened
to the courtier's departure. Tala Chume turned to Jaina, eyeing her with open respect-and agood deal of
speculation. "Y our point iswell made.”

"Toowdl," Janasaid dryly. "I tried to strip from his memory everything held heard metell you, but
appar-

ently | rewound him abit too far. As you observed, that wine glasstrick wasn't worth repesating.”

"Even S0, thisismost impressive,” Taa Chume mused. "What such skillswould be worth to a queen!™
Animage of Taa Chume asaJedi flashed into Jainas mind. She banished it as quickly aspossible. "I
need to know what those V ong communication devices can do. | promise you, the pirateswill remember
nothing of the process.”

"Why should it métter, if they arein prison?"

"It wouldn't-if they wereimprisoned.”

"l see" TaaChume smiled faintly, gpprovingly. "Asameans of creating spies or saboteurs, this has
promise

"I'm not trying to change the pirates dlegiance. What | want isaviewport into the Y uuzhan Vong
technology. We don't understand much about them, and our lack of knowledge is the best wegpon they
have. The Republic scientists have been working on finding answers, and they've been making some
progress. Theseimplants could be another key to unlock the puzzle of communication.”

The queen considered this. "But you lack the expertise,” she concluded, once again getting to the heart of
the matter.

Jainagrimaced and nodded. "1 can fly just about anything that works and fix just about anything that
doesn't-aslong aswe're talking about conventiona vehicles. The Vong technology makes no senseto
me. | waswondering if someone on Gallinore could be persuaded to help me.”



"Gdlinore," TaaChume mused. "Y es, that might work."

"I've read that many of Galinore's unique creatures were bioengineered,” Jaina continued. "It seemsto
me that the Gallinore scientists might be closer in procedure and purpose to the Y uuzhan V ong shapers
than mogt of the New Republic scientigts.”

"| agree," TaaChume sad. "And they have the further benefit of not being New Republic scientigts.
What they discover, you can share with the Republic, in your own time, and after your own purposes
have been met- or not at all.”

Jainahdld the queen's gaze for along moment, letting the silence confirm this observetion.

The older woman smiled. "1 will provide the shipsand

suppliesyou will need for thetrip, aswell as certain letters

of introduction. Will Colond Fel be accompanying you?'

Jaina shook her head before she had time to consider

it. It just didn't fed right, involving Jag inthis.

"Tend Kawill go, of course. Sheisan excdlent guide.” The Jedi grimaced. "1 doubt she'd gpprove of
ether the misson or my methods."

"She doesn't need to know. But | can see the difficulty you might face if forced to carry out your plansin
secrecy and without assistance. |'s there someone else whom you can trust, someone more pragmatic
than my granddaughter?'

Animage flashed ingantly into Jaina's mind-alean face surrounded by waves of slver-shot black hair,
and green eyesthat laughed and compelled and deceived.

"I know someone," she said shortly. "I'm just not surethat | can trust him.”

Three men dumped in the prison cdll, awaiting Hapan judtice in glum sllence. They were still wearing the
red garments they'd had on the day they brought that she-rancor princess aboard their ship. An
assortment of bruises and bumps gave painful testament to the Jedi woman's unexpectedly strong
resstance.

Soft footfalls echoed down the corridor. The men sat up and exchanged wary glances. It wastimeto put
their whispered plansinto action. Escaping was risky and uncertain,

but the dternative was afast trid and adow execution. They were unlikely to get a better chance.

Their leader rose and moved into position beside the door with aswagger that belied his churning
stomach. Not long ago, Crimpler been apromising Corellian kick-boxer-never yet defeated, with a
growing reputation for Szing up his opponents. Then came word of the Y uu-zhan VVong invasion, and
he'd been drafted into the Hapan navy and sent into amatch that, in his opinion, couldn't be won. The
Fondor disaster had merely confirmed what he already knew.

S0 held deserted and turned to pirating, where his knack for finding and exploiting vulnerability could be
put to profitable use. HEd underestimated Tend Ka, and that till grated. For thefirst time, he truly
understood the anti-Jedi sentiments of the Ni'K orish fanatics among them. The way Crimpler saw it, if
you couldn't read your opponent, you couldn't win the fight. And that, in his opinion, waswhy the

Y uuzhan Vong were taking over the galaxy.

The man who entered the cell was dressed in the colors of the palace guard, but not the uniform.
Crimpler szed him up in one quick glance-tall and strongly built, but no redl threst. Muscles built through
enhancements and prissy exercise routines were easy to spot, and usually worsethan usdless. At a
distance, he might be taken for aguard, and he was probably counting on that. An n, probably. It
wouldn't bethefirst time theroya family had decided to forgo thetria and move straight to the
execution.

Crimpler snapped a high kick, aiming for the man's nose. To his surprise, the man managed to fling up a
forearm and block the attack.

He pushed into the cell and stepped away from the open door, holding up both handsin aplacating
gediure.

"Not theface," heingsted. "Y ou'll have to make it look redl, unfortunately, but leave the face aone.”
Obligingly, Crimpler ddivered aside kick that caught the guard just under the ribs and folded him in half.
The man went to his knees, wheezing, and held up ahand to indicate that the effort would suffice.



The pirate didn't see thingsthat way. He seized ahandful of glossy blond hair and jerked the man's head
back. "What isthis about? What are you setting us up for?"

Hisvictim'slips worked soundlessly for amoment as he struggled to gather breath. ™Y ou're to escape,”
he managed at last. "Take the transport docked by the guards post outside the prison. Access and
launch codes." He patted a small pocket on histunic.

Crimpler yanked on the man'shair. "Why?' "Y oure Ni'Korish,” the man said smply, asif that explained
al.

Andinaway, it did. With war on the horizon and an ailing queen mother on the throne, Hapeswas a
hive of paliticd intrigue. The anti-Jedi movement was as good aralying point as any for an ambitious
woman on her path to power, and Hapes had no shortage of such women. Crimpler wondered, briefly,
which one of them owned this particular pawn.

His curiosity was short-lived, and so was the guard. Crimpler tossed the man's body aside and patted it
down. The promised codes were there, and severd knives and asmall stun baton had been tucked into
his boots and deeves.

Crimpler quickly passed out the weapons and then squinted at the barred transparisted! window placed
high on thewadl of their cell.

"Thisonewas an idiot, but someone's planning isright on the money,” he mused. "It's nearly time for the
eve-

ning meal. Most of the guards should be doing rounds. Let'sgo.”

He stepped over the body and sent aglance up and down the hall. The three men hurried down the quiet
corridor. Asthey cameto aturn, the laughter of apair of approaching guards gave sudden warning. They
flattened themsalves againgt awall and waited for the moment to Strike.

Crimpler legpt out to meet the guards, both feet snapping out high and damming into the men'sthroats.
He kicked off, bending his body back and landing lightly on hishands. A quick push changed his
momentum into agraceful back flip. He landed on hisfeet, bounced once, and then charged forward.
But the guards were down, silenced by the firgt attack and finished by the other pirates, who put to good
use the knivesthe Ni'Korish traitor had thoughtfully left them.

The two pirates quickly stripped off the guards uniforms and donned them. Crimpler walked between
them, playing therole of prisoner asthey hurried to the guard house.

Six guards sat around a sabacc table. With aquick kick, Crimpler upended the table and pinned down
three of them. The rest of the battle went nearly as quickly. Stepping over bodies, the pirates made their
way out to the landing.

"Three ships," one of the men muttered. " Seemsto methisisabit too neat and tidy."

The same thing had occurred to Crimpler, but there was no turning back. "Saveit for your memoirs. Go!"
The men scrambled to the ships. Crimpler hoisted himsdlf into a battered E-wing and began to power up.
But hismovementsfelt oddly dowed, asif he were moving through water, or caught in the throes of a
nightmare.

With growing dread, he watched the other pirates take

off, unopposed. His own fingers had stopped asiif they'd been stuck to the controls with the Y uuzhan
Vong'shio-rashjdly.

The E-wing hatch opened, and Crimpler stared into the face of alean, green-eyed man.

"This the one you wanted?"' the man asked someone beyond Crimpler's limited field of vision.

Smdll fingers probed his neck, and found the tiny lump where the Y uuzhan Vong had placed the bit of
cora- the thing that marked him like a prize bantha and identified him as atrusted collaborator.

"Hell do."

The voice was young and femae, and Crimpler caught aglimpse of a pretty face with large
brandy-brown eyes peering out from under afringe of shiny brown hair. There was nothing in that face,
those eyes, to explain the shiver of dread that passed through Crimpler'simmobile bodly.

Then the pain came, and darkness began to squeeze at hismind like ahuge and pitilessfigt.

Hisreaction, oddly enough, wasone of relief. At least thistime, hisingtincts had not betrayed him! The
girl wastrouble, that was plain enough. Crimpler could still size up an opponent with the best of them. He



savored that thought, and took it into the darkness with him.

Taa Chume dropped the report into a carafe of deep purple wine and watched as the ddlicate flimsiplast
dissolved into a sodden mess. It was unlikely that anyone could decipher the message, which was written
asif from an admirer, syled into ahighly formaized poem filled with high-flown language and e aborate
code.

To the former queen, the message was unmistakable. Jaina had been right about Trisdin. A closer
examination into Trisdin's affairs reveded him to be aspy of Alyssia, one of Tda Chuméesnieces. A
well-placed rumor con-

vinced him that the pirates who'd attacked Tenel Kawerein fact ns capable of doing away with
the current queen mother and her Jedi helr, if only they could escape custody to try again. According to
the dissolving message, Trisdin's body had been found in the pirates empty cell.

And so Trisdin had died asthe traitor he truly was. The best way to handle men, in Tda Chume's
observation, wasto dlow them to follow their naturd inclinations.

Manipulating him into "liberating” the pirates was amost convenient way of disposing of the young man-
while advancing the purposes of Taa Chume's new protegee.

With Jainasafely away from Hapes, it wastimeto act. Tala Chume reached for athin sheet of flimsy and
began an equally cryptic response. It was time to send another ambassador to solve another problem-a
problem Tala Chume had faced before, and one of her few and bitterly regretted failures.

Twenty years ago, Han Solo had refused to relinquish his princess to the Hapan royd family. Thistime,
Taa Chume intended to ensure that he made avery different choice.

TWENTY

Jag Fel's borrowed |andspeeder skimmed aong the streets of the Hapan city. Another time, he might
have found the ornate buildings and their tropica gardensinteresting, but today he wastoo deep in
thought to care overmuch about his surroundings.

For most of histwenty years, Jag had devoted himsdf to learning military tactics, first from hisfamily and
then at the Chiss military academy. He'd devoted nearly as much timeto developing logic and
problem-solving skills as hed spent learning to fly. But when it cameto Jaina Solo, dl this hard-won
expertise abandoned him.

Jaina Solo was an excdllent pilot, but her skillswere no match for hisown. In smulated flight, he'd shot
her out of the sky nearly every time. For that matter, he could name several Chisswho'd flown under his
command who matched her skill, and afew who were even better. Jainawas a Jedi, which was
interesting but basicdly irrdevant.

Hed gone looking for Jainaagain this morning, hoping to mend the incomprehensible quarrel between
them, only to learn that she'd just |eft for another world in the far-flung Hapes Cluster. And sheld taken
one of Jag's best pilots with her, without any request, forma or otherwise. It bothered him that she hadn't
requested aleave of

absence for Kyp Durron. Even a Rogue Squadron pilot should have had more regard for protocol than
thet!

But she had not, and now she and Kyp were gone.

And Jag was on hisway to the refugee camp, which made |ess sense to him than anything Jaina had
done.

But if Jag was honest with himself-which he invariably was, even though he often found it ahighly
uncomfortable habit-he had to admit that hisrea purpose was adesire to meet the infamous Han Solo.
Princess Leiahad disdained suitable persond and palitical dliancesin favor of arogue-adisgraced
Imperid officer who'd found his niche asasmuggler. If any logic had guided her choice, Jag intended to
findit. And if there was none, perhaps the aliance that had created Jaina Solo would serve as
enlightenment-or perhaps as deterrent.

Almost before he redlized it, Jag had | eft the city behind. The vast landing docks were crowded with
ships and bustling with refugees, most of whom seemed determined to get off world. Temperswere high,
and the white uniform of the Hapan militiawas much in evidence.

Beyond the landing docks lay vast open areas- parklands and lakes and deep forests that provided



hunting and recreetion for the citizens of the royd city. This had been given over to the refugees. As Jag
approached, he struggled to see something of the land's reputed beauty.

The sheer sprawl of the refugee camp staggered him. Rows of tents stretched across what had once been
apark like vistaand disappeared into a distant forest. Jag showed his credentia s to the perimeter guard
and made hisway down seemingly endless rows of tents.

A refugee camp was an incredibly noisy, pungent place. The displaced people of Coruscant crowded
closdly together, and thousands of voices mingled in aloud and discordant symphony. The narrow aides
teemed with beings

of many species. Most brushed past Jag with averted eyes, encircled by the intense, artificia privacy that
overcrowded conditions tended to foster.

The only unifying factor that Jag could perceive was the foreboding that hung over the encampment, as
pal pable as morning mist. No doubt al the residents knew the pattern of Y uuzhan Vong aggression. The
presence of refugees was apotent lure to theinvaders. He had the fedling that afamiliar red button had
been pushed, and everyone awaited the coming detonation.

Jag counted off the tents until he came to the one that had been assigned to the Solo family. While hewas
gtill severd paces away, he heard muffled thuds and grunts coming from the enclosure. The sudden flare
of acooking firein the small space between thistent and the next sent severa silhouettes legping onto the
durasilk-an unmistakabl e tableau depicting an uneven battle.

Jag drew his one-handed charrik from his weagpons belt and kicked into arun. He tore open the flap and
charged in, leading with the smal Chissblagter.

A fist flashed up over hisguard and into hisface. Jag's head snapped back, and he staggered back a
couple of paces as he shook off the blow.

It took Jag only a second or two to regroup, but by then his assailant had aready turned his attention to
another foe, atal man in Hapan uniform. The brawler ddivered a punch that spun the Hapan around and
sent him crashing facedown onto afolding table.

A familiar, lopsided | eer lifted the corner of the man's split lip, and he hurled himself at aburly warrior
who was crouched in guard position. The two of them went down with acrash, taking amakeshift shelf
and severd pieces of battered crockery down with them.

This, then, was Han Solo, and Jainas father.

Fedling strangely enlightened, Jag took quick stock of

the battlefield. Han Solo and the man held just taken down had struggled to their feet. They lurched about
the tent, sometimes grappling for adisabling hold, then the next moment hauling back afist to ddiver a
short-arm jab.

The uniformed Hapan was pushing himsalf away from the shattered table and onto his hands and knees.
He lifted one hand to his belt and fumbled for hisblagter.

Jag fired ashort stun bolt that sent the man pitching forward, then swung his weagpon toward the next
assailant-a burly Hapan woman who'd snatched up achair and hoisted it doft with both hands. Thisshe
brought down, hard, in the genera direction of the two struggling men.

Jag quickly fired astun charge, but this only served to send the woman hurtling forward, adding
momentum to her dready impressive swing. The three combatants went down in atangle of limbs.
Striding forward, Jag hoisted the uniformed man-the only person still moving-and tossed him off the aging
Rebe hero. The Hapan dived for the tent wall and scuttled under the durasilk. Jag briefly considered
pursuit, then knelt beside the too-till man.

Han Solo had fallen heavily, facedown, into the broken crockery. There was alarge lump on histemple
where the chair had struck him. Jag eased him over, and winced at the sight of the deep gash that rose
from one cheekbone in asharp angle, and then up deep into the hairline. The graying hair was dark and
wet with blood.

Jag rose quickly and strode out of the tent. He seized the arm of a passing Bothan, amale wearing some
sort of military uniform.

Feline eyes narrowed in menace, and the Bothan jerked hisfurry arm free of Jag's grip.

"Summon the guard, and get amedica droid at once," Jag snapped out. "Han Solo requires medical



atention.”

As Jag expected, the Bothan's eyeswidened. "At once," he agreed. "I'll dert othersto search for Lela
Solo."

He hurried off and Jag ducked back into the tent. The short-term stun charge had aready worn off, and
the assailants had disappeared. He looked around for something to stanch Han Solo's cut, and noticed
for thefirg timethe shining pile heaped against onewall of the tent. Jag got afleeting impression of smdll
sculptures, ropes of azure pearls, ornate metal caskets hegped with gems. This, however, was a puzzle
for another time. He kicked aside a painted vase and snatched up what appeared to be asmall linen shirt.
This he wadded up, preparing to pressit againgt the wound.

"Wait," afemae voice demanded. An older, grimmer version of Jaina pushed past him and dropped to
her knees beside Han Solo. Her fingers gently did into the matted hair and inquired about for amoment.
She grimaced and drew out asharp fragment.

"Good. It wasn't in very deep," she murmured, and held out one hand. Jag placed the wadded shirt init.
She gently held it in place with one hand. The other she splayed over her husband's chest. Her eyes
drifted shut, and an intense listening expression fell over her face. A medica droid rolled into the tent and
gently nudged Lela aside. Jag extended a hand, which she accepted with instinctive grace. She rose and
watched as the medical droid tended the wounded man.

"Therésathin crack in the skull,” the droid announced. "Han's skull. How isthat possible?' she marveled
in adistracted tone.

Shetook along, steadying breath. By the time she turned to Jag, she wasthe camly controlled diplomat
he had first glimpsed at the diplomatic reception over Ithor.

"I hear that you stopped the fight and called for assistance. Thank you. 1'd appreciate anything you can
tell me about the attack.”

He described the scene hed stumbled into, gave abrief description of the assailants, and then drew
Leds attention to the pile of treasuresin the corner of the tent. She caught her breath in aquick, startled
gas.

"| takeit thiswas not an attempt at theft,” he concluded.

"Thosethingsarent mine," Lelasaid in atightly controlled voice, "and they never will be.”

"I'm not sure | understand,” Jag ventured.

Lelaglanced up at him. "The giving of adowry isaHapan custom. Twenty years ago, Prince Isolder sent
ambassadors to Coruscant and presented me with a pile somewhat larger than this." She paused for a
brief, humorless smile. "Obvioudy, I've depreciated over time."

"More likely Hapes's resources have been sorely strained by thewar.”

Thistime the woman's smile held genuine amusement. "When thiswar is over, Colone Fd, you would do
very well in the diplomatic service. For the moment, though, afew questions more. Y ou said that some of
the lantswore uniforms. What kind?'

"Hapan royal guards, | believe. The uniformswere of one piece, like aflight suit. Quitefitted, deep red.”
"Not even Taia Chume would be bold enough to send uniformed assassins,” Leiamused. "They must
have come to speak to me, and found Han instead. He would not be amused by their offer.”

The droid spun to face them. "The patient is stabilized. He can be moved for trestment. Proper medical
trangport awaits just outside the camp. Permission to arrange interim transport.”

Leianodded her thanks and the droid rolled out. She knelt beside her husband, and aflicker of
indecison touched her face.

"Y ou are gpprehendgve about sending him to a Hapan medica facility,” Jag surmised. "Forgive me, but
I'm not unfamiliar with Generd Solo's early reputation. No doubt I'm not alonein thisknowledge. Isit
possiblethat this attack was an assassnation attempt carried out in plain sight?”

She considered this, and then nodded. " That's an astute observation. It wouldn't be the first time Han was
provoked into afight. Once thefirst punch isthrown, how does one prove whether any resulting degth
was an accident or an nation?’

"That was my thinking, yes. | understand the tactics, but not the motivation.”

"The former queen mother does not approve of the reigning queen, and she has made it plain more than



oncethat she consders me a possible replacement. It'sentirely likely that she views Han asan
‘inconvenience," a problem that needed to be resolved.”

Jag shook his head in astonishment. " Surely even aformer queen is constrained by laws.”

"Of course, but Tda Chumeis devious and vengeful. | can't evoke Hapan law without risking
repercussions againg the refugees, and she knows | understand her well enough to redize this" She blew
out asigh. "Thisisaddicate Stuation. Maybe Janawould have abetter read on things. She's been living
inthe pdace.

"Unfortunately, she left Hapes very early thismorning for Galinore. | cameto bring you word," he added
hastily, seeing the faint touch of sadness, or perhaps regret, that touched the woman's eyes. Though this
was as closeto alie as he ever intended to come, he hoped that Leiawould assume her daughter had
sent him to bring word of her departure.

Leiadidn't offer comment oneway or another. "In that case, perhaps | should take Han off world. The
refugees are scattering, most of the Jedi have left, and thereislittle more for meto do here. Will you bein
contact with Jaina?"

"Of course™

The words came out before he considered their implication. Something flickered in Leids
eyes-gpeculation, and then, to his surprise, amoment of profound relief.

The medicd transport had arrived, and Jag tucked away the questions he could not ask and hel ped the
droids shift the wounded man onto arepulsorded.

Asthey left thetent, Leiaturned to him. ™Y ou've done so much aready, but may | ask you for one more
thing? Go to the docking bays and ask for the Millennium Falcon. Y ou'll find ayoung Jedi named Zekk
working onit. Helooks abit like ayoung Kyp Durron-dark hair and green eyes, smilar height..." She
trailed off and she studied Jag appraisingly.

For amoment Jag thought she might comment on the fact that this description could just aswell have
been applied to him. In his opinion, there were far too many dark-haired, green-eyed men in Jaina Solo's
orhit.

"Would you tell him to get the Falcon ready to fly? Tell him to round up any of the other Jedi who haven't
yet found transport.”

Jag promised to do as she asked, then walked with her beside the ded to the gate of the camp. Asthey
prepared to part, he asked, "What shdl | tell Jaina?"

"Tell her about her father. She should know about that. Tell her we've goneto join her uncle Luke. Shell
know where." Leia hestated, and again that far-seeing expression fell over her face. "Tdl her-and thisis
important-that | trust her to find her way back.”

Jag frowned, uncertain that he'd decoded these

seemingly contradictory ingtructions. "I'm not sure that | understand.”

"Neither will she," Lelasaid as she moved off. "At leadt, not for awhile.”

TWENTY-ONE

The Hapan light freighter glided smoothly into the darkness of hyperspace, and the four Jedi settled down
for thetrip to Galinore. Although thisfact-finding misson wastaken a Jaindsingigation, Kyp Durron
had the pilot's seat.

This puzzled him, for in his observation, it wasn't in Jainas nature to defer. She seemed content enough
with the copilot's chair, and had spent much of thetrip so far tossing cheerful comments back over her
shoulder to Lowbaccaand Tend Ka. Try though he might, Kyp couldn't get past the shieldsjust under
Jainas bright facade-afact that intrigued him greatly. Few Jedi were his match for sheer force of will, yet
thiseigh teen-year-old girl managed to keep him out.

Since the Force was of little assistance in breaking through Jainas shields, Kyp turned to other methods.
"Y ou cleared thistrip with Colond Fd, | assume.”

For thefirst time, hefelt aripplein Jainas composure. "l don't need his permisson.”

"Maybe not, but technicaly speaking, | do.”

"Why?' sheretorted. " Since when have you answered to anyone but yourself?"

He sent her asidelong glance. "Don't hold back, Jaina. One of these days you've got to learn to speak



your mind."

I

Her response was aderisive sniff. "Jag Fel isan independent scout loosdly affiliated with the Chiss. He
needs pilots, and you agreed to fly with him. That'sdl. Why should you answer to him?'Y ou're a Jedi
Master and the leader of an independent squadron.” "All of whom aredead,” he said flatly. Jainaféll
dlent. After afew moments, shesaid, "Y ou redlly know how to siop someonein midrant.”

"It'salearned ill," he responded. "When you irritate enough people over a sufficient period of time, you
become the recipient of many arant. Every now and then, it comesin handy to be able to shut them off."
"Isthis one of the skills you wanted to teach me?' Kyp turned in his seet to face the young Jedi. She
regarded him steedily, her brown eyes unreadable. " Are you considering my offer? Would you redly
become my apprentice?'

"Maybe. Isthe job till open? Or wasit ever?' He glanced back into the small passenger cabin.
Lowbaccawas busly tinkering with asmall mechanicd device, and Tenel Ka seemed deeply engrossed
in the information on alarge data card. Whatever she was reading made her face appear even more
somber than usud. Their other "passenger” wasin no condition to listen in, even if he hadn't been hidden
away in the hold like so much baggage.

"When | made the offer, it was mostly to throw you off stride," he admitted. ™Y ou'd heard all the stories
about me, and you've heard several of my debates with Master Skywalker. Y ou were predisposed to be
suspicious of me. It's much harder to dismiss someone when you're considering him, evenona
subconscious leve, as a possible mentor.”

She nodded, not offended by his blunt words. "That'swhat | thought. | till don't appreciate being
manipulated likethat, but I'll admit it was agood sirategy. When

you told me that the unfinished VVong worl dship was a superwegpon, | sifted your claim through the same
filters1'd usefor the words of any other Jedi Master. Without that, | might have seen past the smoke to
your redl purpose.”

For some reason, the admiration in her voice put Kyp on guard. "And knowing this, you could trust me
asyour Master?

In response, she glanced toward the hold, where their unwilling passenger was hidden. "1 trusted you last
night.”

"Yes," hesad dryly. "We il need to have atalk about that little venture.”

"Wewill," she responded. "Right now, though, it's better if you keep abit of distance from this. My family
name and my connection to Rogue Squadron helped you pull off that attack on the VVong shipyards of
Sernpida. No offense, but your name and reputation would not have, shall we say, quite the same impact
onmy current project.”

This pronouncement surprised arueful chuckle from Kyp, but it lso stung enough to prompt areturn
shot. "Then why didn't you take afile from my data banks? Jag Fdl's Serling reputation might have added
some glossto this mysterious enterprise.”

Thedightly mocking light in Jainas eyes died, but her smile remained in place. "Maybe held prefer not to
aully that reputation through association with a scruffy 'Rebe’ mechanic,” she said lightly.

Kyp felt the undercurrent of truth beneath her words, and his own perception of Jainashifted sgnificantly.
Hed always viewed the oldest Solo child asa Jedi princess-not precisdy spoiled, and certainly no
stranger to hard work and persond trauma, but the fortunate recipient of aloving family, enormous taent,
good training, and acomfortable life. Despite dl this, Jaina assumed

Baron Fdl's son perceived her to be afaintly disreputable character. The strange thing was, she was
probably right.

Even dtranger, asfar as Kyp was concerned, was his dawning suspicion that Jag Fel was not far wrong.
Though Kyp hadn't considered this before, there might be agood explanation for hisinability to pierce
Jainas mental shields. The dark side was extremely difficult to perceive-as he had reason to know. He
and Jaina, despite the differencesin their heritages and early lives, might be more dike than hewould
have thought possible. Most Jedi were willing to risk their lives. He and Jainawere prepared to risk far
more.



Jainaleaned toward him and waved one hand in front of hiseyes. "Copilot, hailing Kyp Durron. Comein,
Rogue Jedi."

He snapped his attention back to the moment and gave her what he hoped was areassuring smile. "'l
wouldn't concern myself with Colonel Fel's opinion. He's an excdllent pilot, and hel's doing what he can to
fight thiswar. But as I've been saying to anyone wholll listen and dozens who won't, the Jedi need to do
more."

"| agree. Onething | learned long ago isthat you can't fix aship without getting your hands dirty,” Jaina
sad softly.

For amoment they regarded each other, in complete accord.

A small voicein the back of Kyp's mind warned him that thiswas Han Solo's daughter, reminded him of
the enormous debt he owed his old friend, and what he owed to Luke Skywalker. What he had in mind
for Jainawould be regarded as yet another betrayal, and there would be no forgivenessfor him thistime.
Kyp understood full well the dangers of the path he was walking, and he knew that Jaina's capitulation
ought to bother him. Buit if truth be told, he welcomed her dide from conventiona Jedi thought.

Anakin Solo was dead, and gone with him was Kyp's best hope for anew and moreinclusive
understanding of the Force. Perhaps Jainawould be the one to have the larger vison. Hed seen the way
she automatically took charge, the way other young Jedi followed her confident lead. Maybe she had
both the power and the credibility to stir the Jedi out of their complacency.

And if not, at least there would be two Jedi who had the satisfaction of knowing they'd given everything
they had, used every resource at their disposal, without stopping to count the persona cost.

In Kyp's opinion, no true guardian could do any less.

Gallinore, famousfor its rainbow gems, was averdant world with sunningly diverse plant and animd life.
The rainbow gems, living creatures that took thousands of yearsto mature, were only one of the many
marvelsto be found in thefields and forests. And many of these living things had been created or dtered
in the labs of the planet's sole city.

While Tend Kawent to dedl with the city officids and Kyp kept watch over the "baggage,” Janaand

L owbacca headed to the sprawling research digtrict.

TdaChumésletter of introduction earned them full cooperation and unquestioned accessto the facility.
Within moments, Lowbaccawas seated before atermind, hisfurry digitsflying as he sifted through
compuiterized records of the Gallinore research, looking for anything that might provide alink between a
technology that he and Jaina could understand and the secrets of the Trickster, their stolen Y uuzhan
Vong ship.

Jainaturned to the technician who hovered at the Wookiee's shoulder. "1 need to speak with Sinsor
Khd. Can you show mewherel might find him?"

A peculiar expression crossed the young woman's face, but she pulled out acomlink and relayed Jaina's
request.

In moments an armed escort arrived and guided her through amaze of pristine white hdls. They left her
before alarge door, nodded toward a palm reader mounted beside the door, and left at a much faster
pace than that which had brought them.

Jaina shrugged, then placed her hand against the device. The door irised open. It snapped shut behind
her with aclang like that of a prison door.

She stepped into alarge room, one crowded with so much equipment, dl of it in such disarray, that for a
moment Jaina suspected she was viewing the result of a head-on collision between two large ships.

Jaina crept through the room, surveying it as she might a battlefield. When she knew al she needed, she
dipped out the way she came, retraced her steps through the corridors, and made her way back to their
ship.

She quickly described the Situation to Kyp. He listened intently, his expression inscrutable. Hiseyes
flickered, once, when she concluded her proposal by noting, "Y ou asked me to be your apprentice.
Heréswhereit arts.”

"Sothisisyour price," he observed. "Y ou have a high opinion of your vaue.

Jaina spread both hands. "I'm the last of the Solos. That's got to be worth something. Do you want me or



not?"

For along moment the two Jedi locked stares. "Y ou know we could never spesk of this" Kyp said.
"Who would | tell?" sheretorted. "Uncle Luke?’

Helowered hishead in adow nod, holding her gaze. "All right, then. Let's get thisdone.”

Two hours|ater, Jaina stood behind Lowbacca, much as she had when they last parted. The Wookiee
shook his head asif to clear it, then began to study the termina asif he were just getting acquainted with
the sysem. The

time he'd spent carefully erasing al evidence of Jaina's passing was forgotten.

She turned to the technician who stood behind them. "1 need to speak with Sinsor Khal. Can you show
mewhere | might find him?"

The woman responded to this request with the same bemused expression that had characterized her first
reaction. Thanksto Kyp, she had no recollection of any previous conversation.

She gave orders through a comlink, and several armed guards came to escort Jainato the scientist'slair.
They set adower pace than they had the first time, however. Jaina suspected they'd be puzzled by the
bruis esthey'd discover come morning.

Again they left her before the door. For the third time that day, Jainalet hersdlf into the scientist'slair.

A tall, sandy-bearded man in ared lab coat strode forward to meet her, beaming in welcome.
"Lieutenant Solo! The subject isready. Come along. Well get started at once.”

Shefollowed Sinsor Kha through a seemingly random maze of tables and computer consolesto a
gleaming expanse of meta, alarge table surrounded by a narrow ditch that led into adrain. The captured
pirate had aready been strapped to the table, facedown.

Jainafiercely willed hersdlf not to think about the transfer, or what it had cost. As Kyp had observed, this
was something of which they could never speak.

"I can't tll you how delighted | am to finally get my hands on this new biotechnology. Let's see what we
have here"

He moved quickly to the pirate and picked up asmall laser tool. With a deft flick, he removed the cord
device and dropped it into asmall vidl.

"WEell run tests on the creature itsdlf, and aso on the

subject. Blood tests, tissue samples, brain waves-you'll haveit dl in short order.”

The scientist started work at once, apparently having forgotten her presence. Jainastood by, watching
without protest as Sinsor gathered samples and downloaded the information to his central computer.
"Interesting,” he mused, staring at the screen. "Mogt interesting.”

Jaina came up behind him. The computer showed severa columns of numbers and amoving image that
resembled a swarm of Dagobian frog tadpoles within an ovoid enclosure.

"Thisisasingle cell, taken from the adrena gland. See these smdll, mobile black dots? They are
geneticdly related to the cora creature.” "It spawns?’

"In amanner of gpeaking. Cord reefs are communities of living organiams. The Y uuzhan Vong have
refined these communities, organizing them into something that functions asasingle cregture. Apparently
the coral can reproduce, sending microscopic offspring through the bloodstream and into every cell.”
"But how does the implant communicate with these offspring?"

The scientist tapped the screen. The image disappeared, and astream of symbolsflowed. "Thisisthe
genetic sequence of the spawn found in the bloodstream. I'll compare it to spawn taken from other parts
of the subject's body. If my assumptions prove correct, these creatures will be subtly different, depending
upon their chosen location-blood, neurons, spleen, and so forth. Y et they are dl part of the same
organism, even when scattered. And | suspect that as they spread, they incorporate their host into what
might be termed a compound organism. Any impulse sent to the centra cora unit is communicated
throughout the host subject. At this

point, where one organism ends and the other picks up islargely amaiter of philosophy.”

Jainanodded dowly as shetook thisin. "If you wanted to ater one of these implants, how would you go
about it?'

"WEelIl examine the genetic code of these spawn, and then determine which eements occur naturaly, and



which gppear to be implanted. These new additions or changes provide the most fertile soil for
adaptation.”

Jainagrimaced. "And how many yearswill that take?"

Sinsor looked mildly offended. ™Y ou might be surprised how obvious these little splices can be to the
trained eye. Our computers are advanced, and much faster than anything the Republic's so-caled
scentigs havein therr arsend.”

"Y ou think you can dter one of these crestures?”

"I'm confident of it. Come back in the morning, and we should be ready to play around with the next
generation.”

Jaina nodded and wove through the crowded workroom to the door. The pam reader on thisside did
not immediately open the door, but relayed her request to the central control. A metallic voice assured
her that her escort would arrive shortly, and she settled down to wait.

It was obviousthat Sinsor Kha was under confinement. After having watched himin action, Jaina
guessed that his disregard for his subjects well-being had gotten him in trouble more than once. On the
other hand, this semi-imprisonment aso provided a perfect forum for unsanctioned experimentation.
She wondered what the next morning would bring. No doubt there would be some way to impress her
will upon the dtered creature-and upon any future recipients.

That raised an interesting question the Y uuzhan

Vong's creatures were not affected by the Force, yet some of them-the lambent crystal in Anakin's
lightsaber, for example-communicated by some sort of mind-to-mind ability, sometimeswith individuas
who were Force-sendtive. That defied logic, and negated everything Jaina knew about the nature of the
Force.

Jaina sensed that she was near to a new understanding- she could fed it, like a shadow perceived only at
the corner of her peripherd vison.

She closed her eyes and dlowed impressions to cometo her. The teeming life of Galinore swept over
her like aslent surf. The bright green music of the forest filled her senses, and answers she could not
quite decipher mingled with the rasp of insects and the music of birdsong.

A smile dowly crept over her face. If the answersto her questions were out in the wilds of Gallinore,
Jainaknew just the person who waslikdly to find them.

The path was anarrow, rocky ledge that clung tightly to the steep dope. Tend Kamoved confidently up
thetrail, her muscled limbs coiling and stretching with agrace and joy that reminded Jainaof abirdin
flight. Tend Kahad put aside her Jedi robes for the short, lizard-skin costume she preferred, and her
red-gold hair had been tightly plaited into asingle thick braid. Her arms swung lightly as she strode along,
and from the back her missing forearm was not at al apparent.

Theway broadened into asmall, flat landing that overlooked a deeply forested valley and the mountains
beyond. The Dathomiri woman hated and waited for the other Jedi to catch up. Jaina hauled hersdf up
the last few steps and flopped down onto alarge rock.

"Grest view," shetold Tend Ka "I really needed this."

Her friend nodded. "Asdid we al. We spend far too much time in sedentary pursuits. It isdifficult to
maintain the conditioning level we reached as sudents.”

Lowbacca struggled up in time to hear this comment, and he yowled atesty disclaimer.

"Y ou can get back to the computer in the morning,” Jainatold him.

Tend Ka's searching gaze settled on anearby mountain, and her eyeslit up. She pointed acrossthe
divide toward arocky dope. "If you look carefully, you can see the opening of a cave. Seethe colored
lightsflashing?'

Jaina shielded her eyes with one hand and squinted. "What isthat?'

"We cdl them firedrakes. They are very large flying insects that can emit colored light, aswell as heat and
sparks of energy. At night, the patterns can be quite impressive and beautiful. It's nearly sunset. They'll
emerge from their hiding places soon.”

L owbacca glanced at the setting sun and grumbled.

"| don't seewhy we can't stay," Jainaargued. "Sure, the path is steep, but it's the same going down asit



was on theway up.”

"I've walked this path many times. It isnot difficult to follow, and the Sght isworth seeing,” Tend Ka
said. "When | was a child, there was some attempit to bring the firedrakes to Hapes, but they do not
adapt to other worlds than this."

Her smiletook on asharp edge. "My grandmother will not brook defiance, not even from natureitslf. |
remember seeing fedtivd lights, artificia displaysthat duplicated by mechanical and chemica meansthe
lights of thefiredrakes. It was not the same.”

"Well stay," Jainasaid, glancing at the Wookiee. Lowbacca grumbled agreement and the three of them
ettled down to watch.

Night fell swiftly over the mountain, and the fire-drakes began to emerge from their caves. Soon aswvarm
of them gathered, whedling about in swift, graceful

flight. Their multicolored lights traced ribbons againgt the degpening shadows.

The Jedi watched the display in fascination. A certain wistful contentment crept over Tenel Kasface.
"We should return before full dark,” she said reluctantly as sheroseto her feet.

They began the trek down the path, glancing from time to time toward the valey and the firedrakes
continued flight. The crestures had spread out, and their lights came in short, rapid blinks.

"They are hunting,” Tenel Kaexplained. "The short flashes seem to beasignd to summon the others.™
Jainaturned to watch. She ssumbled over aloose stone, and would have fallen had not L owbacca seized
her arm. He admonished her with asharp woof.

" waswatching," sheretorted. "But not with the Force, so | guessyou've got apoint..."

Her voicetrailed off as she reached out with her senses. Danger was sweeping in.

She reached for her lightsaber and spun back toward the mountain peak. Several enormous creatures
glided toward them on silent wings. Jainagot the impression of adark wind and a stabbing flash of
verdant lightning.

Her lightsaber streamed up to meet the attack. She spun to add force to the parry, and the violet blade
sheered through the descending bolt.

This changed the momentum of the cresture's attack, and the enormousinsect rolled in the air and
crashed into the path, tumbling down toward Tend Ka Thewarrior legpt over it, igniting her turquoise
lightsaber before touching down.

Ingtinctively Jaina ducked and dashed out high. An enormous gossamer wing enfolded her likeavell, and
the creature that had just lost it dammed into the mountain wall. It bounced off, rolled across the narrow
path,

and then crashed down the incline. Showers of colored light erupted from it like sparks from a severed
wire,

Jainathrew off the wing and dropped into guard position. She reached out with her senses, for therewas
nothing to see but atube of faintly strobing light-the "lightning bolt" sheld perceived in theinitid attack
was nothing but afiredrake's severed proboscis. The creatures resembled the bloodsucking insects shed
seen in the swamplands of a dozen worlds, but at asize sheld never imagined possible.

Tend Kaswitched off her lightsaber. "Darkness," she advised. "Thelights may draw others.”

The Wookiee padded up and growled a Tendl Ka. "'l have never heard of such behavior. They hunt in
packs, and are said to be clever.”

"They'd haveto be, to plan adigtraction,” Janasaid. She glanced out over the valey. The rapid flashing
of hunting insects il lit the sky.

Tend Kagazed out a the flashing lights. "I never would have thought them capable of ambush.”
Enlightenment came to Jainain aquick, bright flood, and a plan began to take shape in her mind. Tend
Kasent her aquestioning look.

"l wasjust thinking about battle tactics" Jainasaid by way of explanation. "Underestimating the enemy is
acommon mistake. Jedi don't expect to be outwitted by bugs.”

"Fact,” Tend Kaagreed ruefully.

And neither do the Y uuzhan V ong expect to be outwitted by "infidds," Jainaadded slently. Shewould
givethe Y uuzhan Vong precisaly what they expected to see, and then, like the hunting firedrakes, she



would come at them from the darkness.

TWENTY-TWO

Lelahad seen sunsets on a hundred worlds, strolled through the incomparable art galleries of Alderaan,
marveled at the treasure rooms of countless palaces and museums. Seldom, however, had she seen any
gght to riva theimage of Han and hisinfant nephew, faces afew centimeters gpart, regarding each other
with identica expressions of dubious curiosity.

Ben Skywaker, who sat enthroned on his mother'slap, formed an opinion first. The baby crowed with
delighted laughter and flailed histiny fists. A random swing caught Han on the nose and sent him regling
back, clutching hisdready bruised face. "They grow fagt,” he managed. L uke cleared histhroat and
Marahid asmirk behind one hand. Her brother-in-law sent her amock glare. "Kid takes after his
mother.”

"l wasaware of that risk," Luke said lightly. "We could happily talk about Ben al night, but perhaps you
should fill usin on the Hapan Stuation. Y ou might start by explaining why you look like someone who
went severa bad rounds with aWampa."

"That's probably closeto the truth-or as close asI'm likely to come," Han said, rubbing at his bruised
jaw.

"He doesn't remember many of the particulars” Lelaput in.

In afew words, she described the eventsthat had precipitated their departure from Hapes. " Judging from
the dowry gifts, it seemslikdy that Tala Chumeisreturning to the notion of finding an ‘appropriate’ wife
for holder. Han, obvioudy, would be a deterrent. Jag Fel, the young man who stopped the fight, wonders
if perhapsthey goaded Han into fighting in lieu of aconventional assassnation attempt.”

"That would work," Luke agreed. "' don't need the Force to tell me who threw the first punch.”

Han pantomimed alook of wounded innocence and touched the fingers of one hand to his chest. The
expression wavered, and his eyestook on the unfocused look of someonein deep thought.

"Han?' Lelaasked.

"Just thinking about what Luke said." He glanced at his bruised knuckles. "I remember throwing the first
punch, and maybe one or two after that. A few bits and pieces are coming back. There's something else,
too, something important. | can't quite grab hold of it."

"It'll come," Lelasad firmly. "Don't rushit. Y ou've got severa days of recovery time ahead, and the
inectivity will be bad enough without you making yourself- and those around you-crazy.”

"Yeah." Han rubbed hisjaw again, let out afrustrated sigh. "I hate not remembering what | did. | aways
remember, even after along night in abad tavern.”

Maraturned to her husband. "How about it, Sky-waker? Will you till fight for me after we've been
married for twenty-odd years?' Shelifted one red-gold brow.

Luke met her gaze, and her teasing challenge. "What do you mean by 'still"? Y ou do your own fighting. If
| forget that, I'm not very likely to survive until our twentieth anniversary.”

The Jedi warrior shifted the squirming baby to her shoulder and smiled contentedly. "It's such acomfort
to be understood.”

Jainareturned from Hapes two days later, armed with Sinsor Khal's discoveries and several data cards
of related information. She and Lowbacca hurried back to the Trickster, eager to get back to work on
the Y uuzhan VVong ship.

She and Lowbacca dragged the escape pod into asmall enclosure and set to work. Jainatook one of
severd dtered implants sheld brought back in flasks of aminera-rich, rapid-growth medium Sinsor had
devised. The cord creatures were gill much smaller than the one they'd reimplanted in the pirate, but
Jainathought they might serve.

Shetook atiny welding tool from one of her pockets and sheared off adice of the pod's miniature dovin
basd. Shefitted an implant into an irregularity of the rocklike structure and then pressed the small piece
back into place.

"It should be ableto hed itsdlf," Janasad. "And if I'm right, this should ater the gravitic Sgnature.”
Lowbaccalet out astring of yelpsand growls.

"I know they can't trace usright now, and yes, | want to keep things that way. But the only thing better



than no information ismisinformation,” Jainareplied. "We want them to be able to track down and
destroy one of their ships-just not this particular one.”

Lowbaccawas slent for along moment, then he whuffed sharply.

"Of courseit will work," she said stoutly. "The next step isfinding addivery method to implant other
Vong ships. For that well need ships and pilots willing to go head-to-head with our galaxy's uninvited
gueds”

The Wookieg's eyes widened in enlightenment. "That's right,” she agreed. "That's why we need Kyp
Durron."

Kyp settled down on the duracrete bench and regarded his prisoner. The Hapan pirate floated in a bacta
tank, and would likely be there for quite some time. When he was hedled of everything but hislost
memory, Kyp would turn him loose.

That knowledge bothered him lessthan it ordinarily would. Freedom to pillage the skies seemed asmall
recompense for what the man had endured.

Kyp slently listed the laws he and Jaina had broken, and the lines they'd crossed. Hel ping prisoners
escape from the Hapan officias, holding one of them and transporting him to another world, submitting
him for scientific testing. He didn't even want to think about the transfer of the pirate from their ship to the
scientist'slab. But he couldn't ignore this particular disaster, or the conclusion it left with him.
Janawasintrouble.

As he'd expected, she had proven to be atalented student. She'd very quickly followed Kyp'slead, and
had wiped inconvenient knowledge from the minds and memories of Galinore scientists-including
Lowbacca, a Jedi and probably her closest friend.

Kyp could have lived with that. He could not have stood by and watched while this man was "tested” into
anear-death state. But Jaina had.

His apprentice had adopted his argument that the end result was more important than the path that led to
it. She had pushed this philosophy to itsfar edges, forcing Kyp to consider whether there might, after al,
be boundaries.

Kyp supposed there was a certain cosmic justice to this.

"So what next?' he muttered. Kyp wanted to defeat the Y uuzhan VVong. So did Jaina. Any energy he put
into curtailing her efforts diminished the energy both of them could direct against the invaders. But how
far could helet her go?

And more important, if and when the time came to stop her, would he be able to?

Jainasmoothed the skirt of her gown and settled down in the chair Tala Chume offered. Thetight Hapan
garments still pinched, but she was growing accustomed to them. "I heard about Trisdin.”

"And you've cometo offer condolences?' the former queen said archly as she reached for her wine
goblet.

"Actualy, | cameto get an eyeful of his successor,” Jainaresponded in kind.

Tda Chume sputtered on the Sip sheld just taken, and set the goblet aside. ™Y ou were right about him.
Hisloyalties were uncertain. A rumor reached him that the imprisoned pirates could serve hisinterests,
and those of the woman he wanted to see on my throne.”

Jainaquickly got alock on the queen'starget. "So you didn't send him there to free them.”

"Not directly, no."

"And if he hadn't been killed by the prisoners, he would have been caught and tried for treason.”
"According to Hapan law." Tala Chume lifted an inquiring brow. "Y ou don't approve?’

"Actudly, | do. No matter what happened, it doesn't reflect back on you. | assume histiesto thisaspiring
gueen can be traced.”

"Naturdly. Her name, by theway, isAlyssa. Thislatest scanda might be enough to neutraize her. If not,
| may require your assistance.”

Jaina nodded, accepting this. She set down the goblet

of gold wine sheld been sipping. "Tell me about Sinsor Khal.”

"He was once arespected Hapan scientist with precisely the expertise you required. Unfortunately, this
expertise was achieved at the cost of horrendous-and highly illegal-experimentation. But | suspect you've



dready cometothisconcluson.”

Jainanodded. "Arethere otherslike him?'

Thewoman regarded her for along moment. "How many do you need?’ She sniffed at Jainas
incredulous laugh. "Progress of any sort is not easily won. There are bound to be faillures dong the way,
and if society deems these mistakes crimina today, tomorrow it will embrace the achievements that
spring from their work. Men and women with intellectua curiosity should be funded and encouraged,
away from the judgmenta eyes of those who possess more righteousness than foresight.”

"S0 you shut them up, hid them away,” Jainaclarified.

TadaChumewaved thisaside. "Mogt of them hardly notice. A well-funded |ab and the freedom to work
isadream to these scientists, not a punishment. The Y uuzhan Vong are aredlity, my dear, and they must
be dedlt with. What do you propose?”’

Jainaquickly described the next phase of her plan. The former queen listened carefully and made severa
Suggestions.

"Thisisexcdlent,” she said when at |last Jaina had finished. "Y our brothers will be avenged, and the
defense of Hapes greatly strengthened. I'll see that you have everything you need.” She extended a
dender, jeweed hand.

Jainatook the offered hand without hesitation, but not without a certain doubt. For days now, she had
been living in the paace, accepting the older woman's advice and hospitaity. Today, however, anew line
had been

crossed. Kyp Durron might consider her his apprentice, but in truth, Jainawondered if her red education
was taking place at the hands of Hapess former queen.

Sherose abruptly. "I'd better get toit.”

"Of course," Taa Chume agreed.

Jaina spun and walked out of the queen's residence, inexplicably eager to put some distance between her
and Tada Chume. She rounded a corner quickly, and had to pull up short to keep from plowing into Tenel
Ka

The Dathomiri warrior's one hand flashed out to catch and steady Jaina. "I often leave my grandmother's
presence at such apace.”

Jainasmiled before sherealized that Tend Ka seldom resorted to humor.

"Y ou have visited Taa Chume frequently,” the Jedi observed.

"Sheinvited meto stay at the pdace," Jainasaid, and shrugged. "I can't exactly ignore her."

"Fact. But the time you spend with her exceeds the demands of propriety.”

"I haven't been keeping alog. Isthisa problem for you?'

Tend Kaignored the truculent challenge. Y ou are a Jedi. Y ou should be able to sense that nothing good
can come from my grandmother's hand.”

"She's concerned about Hapes," Jainaretorted. " Someone should be."

"l don't know anyone who is not. If the battle comesto Hapes, we will fight."

"And lose! The Y uuzhan Vong can't be fought with traditiona Jedi methods. Their warriors and their
living weapons are beyond the Force. To ded with them, we have to understand them. We have to beat
them & their own game.”

Tenel Kasface furrowed into aconcerned frown.

"Be careful, my friend. Thereisdanger in making too diligent an attempt to understand the enemy. It's
impossible to sudy something for long without being changed by it."

Jainasniffed. "If | sart feding the urgeto tattoo my face, I'll be sureto let you know."

"Thisisnot what | mean," she said quickly. "My concernisfor things of far more-"

"That wasajoke," Jainabrokeinimpatiently. "And asfor changes, my feding isthat by the time thiswar
isover, none of uswill be the same, even the Jedi. Maybe especidly the Jedi."

Tend Kawas slent for along moment. Her direct gray-eyed gaze softened, asif misted over by future
possibilities. When she regained her focus, she looked troubled.

"Y ou might beright," she agreed softly.

The priestship glided through the sky like amaevolent gem, its many polished Sdesgleaminginthe



reflected starlight. In the control room deep in the heart of the ship, the priest Harrar stood by the
yammosk poal, hisfierce gaze shifting from the many-tentacled creature to the tattooed warrior at his
gde

"Y ou have not been able to reestablish contact?' he demanded of Khalee Lah.

Thewarrior inclined his scarred head. "No, Eminence," he admitted. " The shaper continuesto study the
problem.”

Harrar began to pace. "The warmaster depends upon the Jedi sacrifice. Demandsit!”

"Severa of the Peace Brigade collaborators have reported. They have recovered two of the humans
taken by the jeedal we seek.”

Harrar's scarred brows met in a sudden scowl.

"What motive might she have in sending them back?" he mused.

"They claim to have escaped.”

"And the priestess Elan claimed to be a defector. This Jeedai was able to block the yammosk-a most
unexpected development. What more might she have done?"

Thewarrior snorted derisively. "Forgive my presumption, Eminence, but it ssemsto meyou givethis
infide far too much credit.”

The clatter of boots announced the humans approach. Khalee dismissed the escort with an absent wave
and rounded on the pirates.

"Tdl us" he demanded.

The pirates gave a meandering and salf-serving version of astory Harrar had already heard. He cut them
off when he could bear no more. "' So after your warriors were bested by a one-armed female, you
surrendered your ship and submitted to captivity."

"But we escaped, and we returned,” one of the men dared to say. "That's got to mean something.”

"I'm sureit does," Harrar agreed. "What, precisely, remainsto be seen.”

He nodded to Khaee Lah. The warrior spun forward, his hands moving in ablur. Severa quick, precise
jabs sent the men staggering back, clutching at their throats and gasping like beached fish. Harrar took a
gmadl cord shard from hisdeeve and cut the daves implants free. He examined them carefully.

"They seem unchanged. Release these men.”

Khaee Lah drove one of hisfigsinto each man's somach. They fell to their knees, dragging in ragged
gulpsof air.

"Sacrifice them," Harrar ingtructed, "and then set course for the Hapes Clugter.”

Thewarrior bowed deeply. ™Y our Eminence, we lack the forces for an effective attack on a planet of that
Sze"

"We need not attack the planet,” the priest said grimly. "Just the Jeedai. And unless| am very mistaken,
shewill cometo us™

Jag Fel made hisway to the Trickster's docking bay on thefirst day after Jainas return. She glanced up
from her work and scowled.

"Yes, | took one of your pilots. But Kyp isback and in reasonable working order. If you have any
complaints, take them up with him." She jerked athumb in Lowbaccas direction. The Wookiee
obligingly rose, folded hismassve arms, and fixed Jag with achalenging sare.

The pilot's gaze flicked over the Wookiee and then returned to Jaina. "I came with amessage from your
mother.”

He quickly told the story of the attack on Han, and Leids decision to leave Hapes.

"Where did they go?'

"She said they would rgjoin Luke Skywaker, and that you would know the location.”

"Makes sense," Jainasaid absently. "How badly was my father hurt?"

He described the injuries and repeated the medical droid's assurances.

"My mother must have been surprised,” Jainamurmured. " She dways said Dad's skull wasthicker than a
Star Dedtroyer'shull.”

Jag'slipstwitched. " Sheintimated something dong thet line"



Jainashook her head and blew out along sigh. "Knowing my father, this might have started with some
sort of misunderstanding. I'll talk to Tala Chume about it."

"Perhaps you should reconsider that," Jag said carefully.

Jainasire returned. She propped her fists on her hips. "Oh? And why'sthat?*

"l don't trust the former queen mother. Frankly, I'm rather surprised that you do."

A sharp clatter drew their eyesto the walkway overhead. Tenel Ka stood there, her face inscrutable.
After atense and silent moment, she turned and strode out without aword.

Jag scowled. "That was unforgivably tactless of me."

"I wouldn't worry about it. People who eavesdrop deserve whatever they hear,” Jaina observed.
Perhaps, but | should spesk to her."

He nodded to Jaina and hurried after the Hapan princess. "Y our Highness, aword," he called after her.
She stopped and turned toward him. "My nameis Tend Ka," she reminded him.

"Of course. | wanted to apologize for theinsult to your family. It was not my intention to gossip or
offend."

The Jedi stared at him for amoment, and then turned away. "Walk with me," she called back. Jag
matched his pace to her stride. Y ou followed me from the docking bay, which is precisely what | hoped
you would do. | observed you and Jainatogether at the diplomatic dinner. It seemslikely that she would
assgn more vaueto your opinion than to mine.”

Hissmile held consderableirony. "I haven't noticed that. Perhaps Jaina Solo's regard is one of those
mysteriesthat only Jedi can perceive.”

"Of late Jainahas been .. . difficult,” Tend Kaadmitted. She related her recent argument with Jaina, and
her concerns about Taa Chume'sinfluence on her.

In lean words, she told Jag the stories that continued to circulate about Tala Chume she was probably
behind the death of her first son's betrothed, and possibly behind the subsequent degth of her son.

"My grandmother might be an old woman," she concluded, "but do not take TaaChumellightly. Thereis
aways more than what you see. What concerns meisthat thereis probably much moreto her current
plansthan even Jainaredizes"

"l see," he said dowly. "The attack on Han Solo puzzled me. Though | know Prince Isolder once courted
Leia | don't see why Tala Chume would go to such extremes on her son's behaf.”

Tend Kastood for amoment asif in indecision. Then she bobbed her head in a curt nod and motioned
for Jag to continue to follow her.

They took alandspeeder to the palace and then made their way to the opulent chambers of the queen
mother. "Thisis my mother'sfavorite room,"” Tend Kasaid, and pushed open amassive door.

For amoment Jag assumed the room was empty. There was no sound, no sense of any living presence.
"There" the Jedi said softly, indicating achair nearly hidden in acurtained alcove. A smadl, till figure
dumped there, eyes staring straight ahead.

Tenel Kaled the way into the room and stooped over the chair. "We have avigitor, Mother," she said
oftly.

The woman's brown eyes flicked up to Jag and then returned to the window. She took no further notice
of them, though Tenel Ka spoke about the plight of the refugees, the Consortium's worries about a

Y uuzhan Vong attack, and the attempts to rebuild the fleet. None of these concerns pierced the deep
torpor surrounding Hapess reigning queen.

At last Tenel Kafdl slent. She leaned forward and touched her forehead to her mother's, asif doing so
could lend the older woman some of her determination, her clarity of thought. She quickly kissed her
mother's cheek and rose, striding out without glancing back at Jag.

Hefollowed her to the door. When it closed behind them, she leaned against it and alowed her
pain-filled eyesto drift closed.

"This," shesad grimly, "isthe woman who will command the defense of Hapes. Do you understand why
my grandmother wishesto replace her?"

"Princess Lelawill never accept such arole”

Tend Kaseyesflew open. "Isthat what you think is happening?’



"Whet other interpretation isthere?"

"I know my grandmother. She will never fully relinquish the throne. Perhgps she envisonsruling a second
time, through someone younger and more tractable than either my mother or PrincessLeia”

Her meaning dowly cameto Jag. To Tend Kas surprise and hisown, he broke out laughing. "Uptoa
certain point, logic suggests you're describing Jaina Solo. But only up to apoint! Tractableisnot aword
that comes readily to mind when her nameis mentioned.”

"Fact," the Jedi agreed. "Still, it is something to consider.”

Jag tried to envison Jainaas aruling monarch and swiftly abandoned the attempt. "L et's assume that she
agreed to this. How would she go about gaining the throne?"

"Since no daughters were born to Taa Chume, Prince Isolder isthelegal heir to the throne. Hiswife
rules”

After amoment, it occurred to Jag that he was gaping like aMon Calamari. He shut his mouth so
abruptly that histeeth clicked. "Prince | solder would agreeto this?'

"He may not have achoke," Tend Kasaid grimly. "If she decidesthat thisisagood path to power, she
will find away to tekeit."

"Tala Chume has that much power?' The Jedi regarded him somberly. "I was not spesking of my
grandmother.”

Jaina faced down the stubborn Wookiee. "1 don't see what else we can do.”

Lowbaccaglanced at the ready ship and grumbled an argument.

"Hapes doesn't have the sort of people we need. Thisis experimentd technology, and it'svital that we get
it right. There are no better techs anywhere than on Kashyyyk," she said, naming the Wookiee
homeworld.

Lowbacca harrumphed and folded his arms. Jainas patience began to fray. "All right, let me put it this
way. Your family owesmy father alife debt. He doesn't seem willing to claim it himsdlf, so I'm doing S0
inhisname." Lowbaccagrowled in puzzlement. The choice Jaina put before him was an avkward one,
and she knew it. Her friend was caught between honoring alife debt and bringing some of his peopleinto
the path of a'Y uuzhan Vong attack. Knowing the warrior culture of the Wookiee, Jainawas confident
about the outcome.

With another heartfelt groan, Lowbacca hoisted himself into the waiting Hapan ship, and set off to bring
some of his clan's best techniciansinto grave danger.

Kyp's X-wing drifted quietly in space, controls darkened and only enough power flowing to supply the
life-support systems. Even Zero-One, his astromech droid and woul d-be conscience, remained switched
off.

He watched as two small Hapan ships darted past, headed toward the coordinates of a short hyperspace
jump. Kyp waited until they had disappeared, then powered up and urged his ship to follow.

His X-wing emerged into aviciousfirestorm. Severa Y uuzhan Vong cora skippers surrounded the
Hapan

ships. Plasmabolts tore at the blackness like bloody claws.

"Two ships," Kyp muttered. "Only two, againgt thisl"

Hejinked hard to port to avoid an incoming bolt, then wheeled around in atight circleand closed in on
one of the skips. Two of the enemy ships veered off into wild, erratic flight.

"Lookslike therésalittle too much confusion on that implant, Jaing," Kyp said as he switched on the
comm to Zero-One. "Lock down target.”

ACKNOWLEDGED.

Bright blueiconslegpt onto his control screen and narrowed down into tight focus. A warning sensor
hummed, and the single light flashed for a one-two-three countdown. Kyp hit the button at two.

A proton torpedo dropped into the sky and hurtled toward one of the confused skips. Bluelight flared
past astream of plasma, turning the golden bolt into an eerie green. Kyp threw hisship into asiderall,
spinning it away from the enemy barrage.

His weapon struck dead center, and the coral skipper exploded into shards of dark cora. Kyp veered
away from the blooming cluster of shrapnel and chose his next target. In moments another bright



explosion blossomed againgt the sky.

His comm unit crackled. "Vanguard Threeg, isthat you?'

Kyp recognized the voice of one of Jag Fel's best Hapan recruits. " Seth! What in the blue blazes are you
doing out here?"

"You don't know?"

At that moment, Kyp did know. These weren't scouts, sent up in pairs by Colonel Fel. These two men
were sacrifices.

"Fal back. I'll cover you."

"Cover us, but try not to blow up every skip. | sure don't want to do thisagain.”

A quick, syncopated cluster of plasma bolts erupted from two of the skips, converging on the Hapan
fighter. The small vessel disgppeared in aburst of whitefire.

Kyp muttered an oath and swung away to protect the fina ship. Despite Seth's request, he took out three
more of the Y uuzhan Vong skips before following the battered Hapan fighter back to its base,

In the docking bay, Kyp swung out of the X-wing and sent afurious mental summonsfor his
"gpprentice.”

"Y ou don't have to shout,” a.cam femal e voice announced.

Jainagrode into the docking bay. Bypassing Kyp, she went up to the surviving pilot. "Did you get any?"
The man glanced at Kyp. "One. Maybe."

She nodded and turned away. Kyp seized her arm, and the two Jedi locked angry stares. "They're
gathering data," she said at last. "Important data.”

"How many pilots have you sent up? How many returned?”

"Most likely ahigher percentage than those from your command,” she shot back.

"Peoplediein war. | accept that, and so do the pilotswho fly with me. But | never ddiberately threw
their livesaway. How good isyour tracking data?"

"Getting better.”

"So you had agood idea of how many skips were patrolling that sector. And you sent up two men."
"We don't have enough of the implantsyet, or the ddlivery weapons, to justify sending up more," Jaina
argued. "Y ou would have made the same decison.”

"Which brings usto the next issue. These pilots gpparently think | ordered thismisson.”

Jainamerely shrugged. ™Y ou used my name and influence when it suited you. Fm here to learn from the
meder.”

A tdll, dender woman moved toward them, and anod from her brought guards hurrying to disperse the
small crowd of pilots and mechanicsthat had gathered on the perimeter.

"Difficult timescdl for hard decisons, young man,” TdaChume said sternly. "Sdecting aleader isa
difficult thing, and should never be done lightly. Once done, however, a constant second-guessing of a
leader isworse than having none et al.”

Kyp blinked and then turned to Jaina. "Who isthis?'

"The former queen of Hapes," she said curtly. "Taa Chume, thisis Kyp Durron, Jedi Master. He's
traningme.

For some reason the woman found thisamusing. "If you have anything worthwhile to impart, | suggest
you stop whining and get to it.”

TdaChumeturned to Jaina. "l will be off world for aday or so. We will speak again upon my return.”
She glided off, and Kyp drew Jainaaside. "Y ou said you were hereto learn. Listen carefully, and seeif
you can wragp your mind around this from now on, anything you do will be cleared through me. Y ou will
not assume that my actions, past or present, justify yours."

"Oh, please," Jainascoffed. "Next thing | know you'll betelling me, ‘Do as| say, and not as| do." "
"That'sthe generd idea."

Her sneer faded. "Y ou're serious.”

"Asatherma detonator. Start filling mein."

Jainanodded. "A quick recap. A yammosk communicates with smaler shipsthrough some sort of
telepathy. The daughter ships move, shidd, and navigate through gravitic fluctuations. These are both



created and received by the dovin basal. Each of these creatures has a genetic imprint, adistinct and
unique voice that's formed by its gravitic Sgnds. When the dovin basd picks up information, they know
what ship originated it. Y ou with me so far?’

Kyp nodded. "Go on."

"Danni Quee discovered how to jam ayammosk signa we took that one step farther.” She described the
process L owbacca had used to isolate and define the pattern of the captured ship's signature.

"The patternisvery subtle. Right now we can disrupt it, using the cora implants.”

"Yes, | just saw that demonstrated,” Kyp noted.

"Weve learned alot from the skips we've managed to mess up. What were doing now istrying to get
the skip so confused that it loses contact with the yammosk altogether.”

"I'd say you'rethere."

"Next gtep, then. All skips seem to fly and shield in pretty much the same way. It's the navigation that
depends upon unique information. Lowbacca has been working on asmall mechanica device, arepulsor,
that could mimic the Trickster's gravitic code. Thiswould overlay another ship's‘voice,' letting us create
decoysthat will lure the Vong into traps. The Y uuzhan VVong are looking for the Trickster. Were going to
make sure they find and destroy her-not once, but severd times.”

He stared at her for amoment, then let out along, dow whigtle. "It'sgood. I'min."

Her answering smile reminded him of a predatory tusk-cat. "L ead on, Master Durron."
TWENTY-FOUR

Isolder walked down arow of Wookiees, dl intent upon the jumble of smal metad parts on the tables
before them. The furred technicians hardly seemed to notice his passing.

Heturned to hismother. "What isit, precisely, that you wanted me to see?"

The fo rmer queen picked up asmall device and handed it to him.

His eyes narrowed as he noticed a strange mark etched into the metal. "I have seen this before, on the
dossier of a'Yuuzhan Vong spy, apriestess Elan. Thisisthe symbol for Y un-Harla, the Y uuzhan Vong
Trickster goddess!”

"Who, it would seem, has been reincarnated here on Hapes," Tala Chume said. She swept one hand
wide in agesture that encompassed the vast workroom. "Thisis Jaina Solo's doing.”

Isolder regarded the object in hishand. "What isthis?'

"It'saminiature repulsor, and its effect on aship is hardly noticeable by most measures. But it dtersthe
unique gravity patterns of a'Y uuzhan Vong ship just enough to change how other ships perceiveit.”

"I'm not sure | understand the importance of this."

TadaChume hissed out asigh. "Y our daughter and her Jedi friends stole a'Y uuzhan VVong ship. The
enemy israther keen to get it back, not to mention the young

Jedi-and in particular Jaina Solo. They are no doubt looking for the ship, and in time they will cometo
Hapes. Thiswill confound them, at least for atime. It's atemporary measure.”

"But it has promise,” | solder mused. "In conjunction with the Hapan fleet, we might be ableto set up an
The queen smiled faintly. "An excellent suggestion. That's precisely what is needed-experience, mature
guidance. Jainahasanatura flair for leadership and strategy, but she lacks the authority to move her
plans ahead. Asdo you," she added. "I've been doing what | can to support her efforts, but my roleis
aso limited. The queen mother isthe only one with full authority to authorize such an attack."”

Isolder frowned. "Tenenid Djoisunlikely to do this™

"Then replace her. Y ou wanted Leia once, or thought you did. Her daughter would make twice the
queen.”

"Jaina? Sheis of an age with my own daughter!" he protested.

"A bit younger, actualy. But she has amilitary background, combat experience, and the senseto listen to
suggestions. She has been raised by adiplomat, knows how to act in public, and is highly presentable.
Y ou could do worse."

The prince started to object. He shut his mouth abruptly and glanced at the object in his hand.

Not long ago, he had taken the fate of the Hapes Consortium into his hands. His error of judgment had



cost hundreds of ships, thousands of lives. Taa Chume was offering him another chanceto aid his
homeworld, a chance to redeem his mistake-aregency of sorts, overseeing the reign of a capable but
inexperienced queen. He doubted any such opportunity would come again.

"l will consder it,” hesad at last.

Lowbaccawas not in the tech hall. Jainaasked around and received only furry shrugs and cold stares
from the Wookiee techs. Finaly she headed off to the Trickster's docking bay.

Her friend was there, but not in the ship. He was perched on the rail of the upper walkway. That
provided Janawith aclueto his state of mind. During their days at the academy, L owbacca often went
off doneto meditate in the treetops of Yavin 4'sjungles. Here, in Hapessroyd city, thiswasascloseto
the canopies of hishome-world ashewaslikely to find.

Jainaquietly climbed the stairs and leaned onto the rail beside him. "How many did you lose?"
Lowbaccalet out aterse yap, anumber high enough to make Jainawince. "If I'd known the Wookiee
ships were going to meet with that much resistance, | would have sent an escort.”

Her friend looked at her for thefirst time, and there was no mistaking the rebuke there.

"I know where Harrar's priestship is, and the little fleet connected to his yammosk," Jaina snapped. "I
don't know thelocation of every Sith-spawned hunk of rock in thisgaaxy! Yet."

Lowbacca's dark eyes searched her face, and he conceded thiswith anod. Still, he looked troubled.
"What were doing isworthwhile. Important. I'm sorry that some of your friends died, but we've got to
move forward. The Y uuzhan VVong shapers are fast. They'll figure out what we know and then they'll do
something ese. Our window isvery smal.”

Sheleaned toward him. "Are you with me?'

He climbed off therall.

Anger, like apowerful wind, swept into the docking bay. Jainasighed. "That would be Kyp."

The Jedi Master stormed into the building and up the

gairs. The guards who moved to stop him flew aside, untouched by any visible hand or wegpon.

The Wookiee stepped forward, and Kyp aimed a psychic blast that sent the two-and-a-half-meter,
ginger-furred Jedi staggering back.

He saized Jainawith the same dark energy and spun her to face him. ™Y ou've been holding out on me
again. Y ou've been sending up pilots, Hapan pilots, in shipsthat give off the Trickster'ssignd. That'sfirst
cousintoasuicide misson!”

"We need moretime," Jainaretorted. "We're close to finding away to lure the Vong into atrap. Inthe
meanwhile, thislittle diverson iskeeping them busy. They'refinding my ship dl over thisquadrant.”
Kyp shoved a hand through his hair. " There's aline between dedication and fanaticism. | think you
passed it afew kilometers back."

"That'srich, coming from you!" she scoffed. "The VVong are off chasing ghost ships, rather than focusing
their energy on attacking Hapes. Fighter pilots know the risks, and they know they're saving thousands of
noncombatants.”

"Results are not enough,” he countered. "Not for you."

She sent him alook of pure disbelief. "I heard what you didn't say," she marveled. "Y ou said, 'Not for
you." What you thought was, Not for Darth Vader's granddaughter.”

"Y ou're my responsibility now," Kyp perdsted.

Jainalaughed. "I wish Uncle Luke could hear thisl Paralysis and inactivity, not the dark side, will
overcome the Jedi. Haven't you said that a hundred times?"

Heblew out along sigh. "When is another pilot dueto go out?!

"'She's powering up now," Jainaadmitted.

The older Jedi spun toward the door. Jaina pulled her lightsaber.

Kyp stopped dead at the click and hum unique to the traditional Jedi weapon. He dowly turned to face
her, handsraised in a placating gesture. "1 don't want to fight you."

Her violet blade rose toward histhroat. "Y ou'd change your mind if the stakes were high enough.”
"Don't beridiculous. Y ou wouldn't kill me evenif you could!"

"Theideaisn't without a certain gppedl, but it'snot what | had in mind. If | win, you fly therest of this



battle under my command. If you win, I'm yours. No more holding out, no more games. I'll keep the
channels open, act like ared apprentice.”

He considered her for along moment. "Done.”

Hislightsaber legpt from his bdlt, flipped in midair, and dapped down into his hand. The glowing blade
hissed toward her. Jaina vaulted above the flamboyant attack and flipped over Kyp's head. Herolled
asideto avoid a possible dashing counter and came up in a crouch.

Jaina backed down the stairs, her wegpon at high guard. He advanced, then darted forward with a quick
fantinglunge.

She anticipated his move and leaned away from it, then quickly changed directions and lunged for him,
sweeping her arm up into arising parry that threw hislightsaber out wide. Her wrist twisted deftly to
disengage the shining blades, and then she legpt straight up.

Kyp somersaulted down the stairs, turned, and came up with hislightsaber held high and ready. The
younger Jedi dropped to the floor beside him and delivered two quick, testing jabs. He parried both.
They drew gpart and circled, taking each other's measure, exchanging blows that became less tentative
with each strike.

Jaina's confident smile began to fater. "I'm not going to let you stop this next flight.”

She whirled away from Kyp's high, dashing attack and caught hisweapon in an overhead parry. A quick
twist brought her around to face him. He disengaged and stepped back. "Who said | wanted to stop the
misson?| want tofly it."

Jainablinked. "Y ou do?'

"If the missonisthat important, I'll go mysdf.”

"Forget it. The Jedi aretoo few and too valuableto risk.”

"I know," he agreed, "and that's precisely why | need to go."

She stepped back, still in guard position, and eyed him warily.

"Let'sjust say I'm taking my respongbilities serioudy. | don't want my apprentice to make some of the
same mistakes | made.”

Jainas lightsaber flashed forward, forcing him to parry. "What gpprentice? Y ou haven't beaten meyet."
"I will," he said with acocky smile. "And we both know it. We aso know how difficult expectations can
be. Y ou've got to live up to your famous parents, which in someways is even more difficult than living
down amonumentd fallure

"Y ou can't compare our Situations.”

"We both logt brothers.”

"And maybe hitting the Y uuzhan VVong hard will give some meaning to my brothers degths.”

"| tried to avenge my brother,” Kyp reminded her, "and | ended up killing him. Y our mother thinks
Jacen'sdill dive. What if shesright?'

Jainalowered her lightsaber, and her face was astudy of stunned fury. The older Jedi shifted hisweight
to the bdls of hisfeet, gaining balance in preparation for the coming attack.

But Jaina switched off her wegpon. ™Y ou want the mission?

Takeit. But you'd better surviveit. Were not finished here. Not by along shot.”

She stormed out of the docking bay, leaving Kyp staring thoughtfully after her.

Jag Fel cameinto the docking bay in timeto catch part of the battle, and some of the conversation. He

began to understand Tenel Kas concern for Jaina, and on impulse he sprinted over, catching her by the
back exit.

He skidded to a stop and suddenly redlized that he had no ideawhat to say. Jainaeyed him warily.

"| cameto thank you for your help," he said.

"What are you talking about?"

By now held fdlen into more of arhythm. "Word hasit that you've been recruiting Hapan pilots, getting
them back into the skies. | don't have enough scouts to cover thisarea. Every set of ey eshelps. And



when the time comestto fight, there will be more pilots prepared and aware.”

Some of theice around Jaina's heart seemed to melt just abit. For some reason, Jag's comment took
some of the sting out of her recent encounter with Kyp. "Wedl do what we can.”

"Y ou and your family have given more than most," he observed. "Forgive me, but | heard what Kyp
Durron said to you. | know how difficult these times can be. 1, too, lost two siblingsin battle.”
Jainabristled. "So what are you saying? That my lossis no greater than anyone else's? Anakin and Jacen
no more important than any other casudty?'

Too late, Jag realized that thiswas not the sort of truth that agrieving person could absorb. "That's not
what | intended to portray.”

Her irefaded quickly. "Forget it." She blew her bangs avay from her eyes, asmall gesture that seemed
incredibly

weary. "Sowhy did you come? Y ou're not usudly onefor Smalltalk.”

And that, Jag noted, was the dilemma. He couldn't exactly blurt out, "Don't marry Prince Isolder.”

"Y ou have anaturd gift for leadership,” he continued. "People will follow you, whether you want them to
or not. Rank is not important to someone like you."

Jainasfacewent vary dill. "Thisisal very interesting, but whereisit going?'

"l just wanted to express an opinion,” he said, feding incredibly avkward. " The rank you were born with
auitsyou very well. Anything more would be redundant.”

"l seg," shesadin aflat tone. "Coming from the son of Baron Fel-ajumped-up Corellian dirt
farmer-that's worth about as much as Ithorian currency.”

Jag began to fed his own temper rise. "Why must you teke offense at every turn?”

"Why must you answer questions that no one bothered to ask?' she returned heatedly.

To Jag's astonishment, she turned and fled. He watched her go, wondering what meaning she might have
heard in hiswords that he had never intended to place there.

Jainadowed to awak as soon as she left the docking bay behind, but her heart held pace, hammering in
her ears.

What was Jag Fel's problem? Sure, maybe sheld flirted with him alittle at the diplomatic dinner, but had
she ever given him reason to warn her off?

Keep to her rank. Y eah, right. Keep out of his, most likely!

For some reason the notion of a Baroness Jainamust have crawled up his exhaust and nested, and,
honorable and forthright guy that he was, he just had to let her know that this wasn't in the sabacc cards.
Well, thanks for the clarification, but who asked?

Jainatook along, steadying breath and tried to banish Jag Fel from her thoughts. He was adistraction,
and that was the last thing she needed right now. Sheld been surprised by Jag's visit, but she wasn't even
sureif she cared enough to be angry about it.

But she kicked at a parked repulsorded, just in case shewas.

TWENTY-FIVE

Harrar's priestship and its military escort gpproached the Hapes Cluster, following the reports of sightings
of their stolen frigate.

"There" Khalee Lah said, stabbing at the living map with ataloned finger.

Tiny, luminous crestures moved dowly across the screen, marking the place where the yammosk had
discerned the Sgnature of the stolen ship. There was a definite pattern. The thief was venturing farther out
of Hapan space each time. The next foray would take her directly into the priestship's path.

Thewarrior glanced a Harrar, his split lips stretched in aleer of anticipation. " The warmaster will have
his Jeedai sacrifice. We hunt," he sngpped at the crew. " Summon every ship within communication range
that has engaged this would-be Trickster. She has hidden long enough in the shadow of Y un-Harla. Soon
those who whisper words of heresy will seethisinfide for the pitiful creature sheidl"

Asthe crew hurried to do Khalee Lah's bidding, Harrar settled down in an observation seat and
prepared to watch the battle. A now familiar prickle edged down his spine as he prepared to confront the
Jeedal.

Khaee Lah took the command chair. Hislong, knobby finger caressed the nodes as he gathered



information. "The Ksstarr is gpproaching.”

The priest glanced toward his commander. "Alone?' "With an escort.” The warrior's sneer wasvisble
benegth the hood. "One smdl ship.”

A strange wave of disappointment swept through Harrar. He had expected better from Jaina Solo.
"Capture them both."

When Kyp emerged from hyperspace, his controlsimmediately began to flash warnings. The
programmed hyperspace jump had brought him directly between two flanks of Y uuzhan Vong ships.
Immediately all the lights began to converge on hislocation. Soon they'd bein visua range, and they
would know that he wasn't flying the stolen Y uuzhan Vong frigate. More, they'd know that there was no
Trickster-except for the one who'd sent an X-wing up to project the stolen ship'sunique signdl.
"Planned thisabit tight, didn't you, Jaina?' he murmured. A sharp jolt hit Kyp'sfighter, and sensorsflared
out alow-shield warning signa. One of the shipswas using its dovin basal to strip off hisshields.

Kyp boosted up theinertid compensator, expanding the protection this system gave to ship and pilot
severd meters and moving it out beyond the ship'snorma shields-atrick invented by Gavin Darklighter
early inthewar. Even ashe did, he redized that thiswas no solution. Gavin had not been flying aone.
Two coraskippers closed in, and again Kyp fdt the tug and pull of the gravity beams. He didled down
theinertiad compensator. Too much stress, and it could pull the ship gpart from theinside.

A second X-wing exploded out of the darkness of space. A blue flash burst from it, and the big ship
dissolved in abright flare. The coraskippers released their hold on Kyp's fighter and circled around to
dedl with this new threet. His comm crackled.

"Get out of there, Kyp," Jainawarned.

"And leave you done? | don't think s0."

"Turn off the gravitic transmitter-lower |eft console, yellow dia. Find a ship about the Trickster'ssize.
Strefeit. I'll beright behind you."

A faint smile curved Kyp'slips. He glanced at the screen and selected atarget, then relayed its
coordinatesto Jaina.

The two X-wings swept toward the frigate analog. Kyp leaned on the splinter-shot trigger. Hundreds of
underpowered bolts sprayed the cora ship. A smal black hole swallowed most of them, but many of the
gmadl lasersfound amark.

So, t00o, did some of the smal concussion missiles Jainafired.

"The seed's been planted,” Jainasaid. "Let'sgo."

Kyp turned his X-wing into arolling turn and then shot off toward the mists. The stars siretched into lines,
echoing the smile that soread over hisface.

The seed had been planted, dl right.

K halee Lah removed the cognition hood and nodded to his secondary pilot. He turned to Harrar and
brought himself up at sharp, military attention.

" Eminence. The Ksstarr has been secured.”

The priest rose and followed the warrior to the large bay that filled the entire lower level of the priestship.
Warriors ringed the captured ship.

"Openit," the commander ordered.

Before anyone could respond, the hatch irised open and asmall ramp lowered. The heavy tread of a
warrior in vonduun crab armor thudded down the ramp.

"What isthe meaning of this?* he thundered. Hisirefaded into dack astonishment as he found himsalf
face-to-face with Khalee Lah.

He did not seem to notice that the commander was

equdly astonished. Thewarrior pilot fell to one knee, fists thumping his shoulders. "Command me. My
lifeisyours"

Harrar moved forward. ™Y ou will report to the coral-skipper bay. A ship will be given you. Thisone
requires the attention of the shapers.”

The pilot rose, saluted again, and strode away. Harrar dismissed the warriors with asingle curt gesture.
The priest turned to Khalee Lah, suppressing an unholy impulseto gloat. "Thisis not the Ksstarr," he said



with what he thought to be admirable restraint. "' Perhaps none of the ships we encountered was.”

"One of themwill be," the warrior snarled. He snapped his gaze up to Harrar's. "We need more ships.
Jaina Solo will befound, and she will be sacrificed. This| swear, by the goddess she blasphemes!™
Jaina adjusted the cognition hood and picked up the standard comm device Lowbaccahad ingtalled in
the Trickster.

"Get ready," shewarned the pilotsflying with her. "I'm sensing asmall fleet coming out of hyperspace.
They should bewithin firing range soon."

"Too vapin' soon," another pilot retorted.

A faint, nervous chuckle wafted through the open comm, dying quickly asthe Y uuzhan Vong fleet
streaked out of the blackness of hyperspace.

Coraskippers veered swiftly away from larger corvette and frigate analogs, scattering into
well-disciplined ranks. Behind them were three oddly shaped vesselsthat defied classfication. Starlight
gleamed off the polished black facets of alarge, gemlike ship.

Jaind's eyes narrowed. She remembered that ship from Myrkr. It had arrived just as she and the other
Jedi escaped. Thiswould be the priestship. Wdll, it wasin for afew surprises.

"Judt likein practice" Kyp'svoice put in.

A metallic beep and whir came over the comm. "M ore advice from Zero-One?' one of the pilots
guessed.

"Y ou might say that. He observed that we can proceed aswe did in practice-at least, until the inevitable
variables occur.”

"l can livewith that," the pilot shot back. "One droid's variable is another person'sluck.”

Jainasmiled faintly. In Rogue Squadron, prebattle chatter was strictly discouraged. Kyp maintained that it
kept the pilots loose and ready to react. At any rate, it kept them from dwelling too darkly on the battle
ahead.

"Why do you call your astromech droid Zero-One?' alow-pitched female voice asked.

The smilefel off Janasface as she recognized Shawnkyr, the Chissfemae who flew with Jag. The Chiss
woman had maintained her distance, flying every mission and keeping to hersalf. But her strange red eyes
seemed to follow Jaina, echoing and even magnifying Jag Fel's dubious opinion of the "scruffy Rebel
pilot."

"It'sabad joke based in old technology,” Kyp explained. "The droid belonged to aMon Caamari
philosopher who was some sort of expert in ancient cultures and technology. Apparently therewasa
computer system based on binary code, and the Mon Cat was fond of saying, 'Simplicity can be
achieved; lifeisal just zerosand ones." "

"Binary code. That explainsafew things about your droid," Jaina quipped, and was rewarded with a
rude, metdlic buzz.

A flare of plasma scorched the sky, falling short of the Hapan fleet.

"Hrst phaseisyours, Colone Fd," shesaid.

Jag acknowledged with adouble click. The two Chiss clawcraft vectored sharply away, and ten Hapan
fightersfollowed them. They broke up into tight formations of

four, each of which singled out a coraskipper for attack. They sent out a coordinated barrage of
laserfire-as well as other, smaller projectiles that dipped between the dovin basal's shielding bursts and
embedded deep in the rough cora hull.

"Your turn, Kyp," she prodded.

The rogue Jedi took three X-wings and pedled away, leaving Jainas frigate d one and apparently
unprotected. L owbacca moaned anxioudly.

They watched as the cora skippers advanced, battling their way through Jag's disciplined squadron.
"Most of them should have the repul sors by now. Get ready,” she said dowly, "and... now!"

The Wookiee broadcast asignal to the repul sor devices, and suddenly two-thirds of the attacking
cordskippers whirled away, responding to the gravitic messages informing them that the Trickster was
now behind them.



"Heréswhereit getsinteresting,” Jainamurmured.

She ordered the frigate to advance a maximum speed. Asthey soared into the midst of the Y uuzhan
Vong fleet, Lowbacca prepared to activate the smal repulsor units attached to the skips.

Streaks of disabling plasmaflared toward Jaina-dl of them aimed at the underside of her ship. By now
she understood the Trickster well enough to follow this strategy. Nom Anor's ship was heavily armored,
with an extremely thick lower hull. Attacksto this section activated the dovin basal, allowing other ships
to generate gravitic tractor beamsto pull Jainain.

But Jainadidn't dlow them to distract her dovin basdl. She wove the frigate through the battle, twisting
and dipping in the wildest and most recklessflight of her life, daring the enemy to follow and fire upon
her.

In the confusion that followed, the Y uuzhan V ong ships relied upon their sensors-which in turn directed
their fire to whatever ship was currently broadcasting the

Trickster'ssigna. Not every ship was aswell armored as Jainas. Two coraskippers went up in bright,
brief flames.

Suddenly Lowbaccahowled in darm.

"A glitch?" Jainaydled back. "No glitches! Y ou can't broadcast the sgnal to more than one ship at one
time!”

Even as she spoke, the Wookiee's mistake led to a happy accident-the three Y uuzhan Vong skips
receiving the sgnal converged on one another. A smultaneous eruption of plasmaexploded from al three
ships, followed by a secondary explosion that reduced them to amassive spray of coral shards.
"Glitches can be good," Jaina conceded.

Asthe battle devolved from onelevel of chaosto another, Harrar's growing superstition moved toward
terrified belief.

The Jeedai twin was performing seemingly impossible feats of movement, strategy, and destruction. With
one ship, she evaded their best pilots, destroying some of their swiftest skips. She was nowhere, and
everywhere.

All around him, the crew members begin to murmur the name Y un-Harlain amixture of awe and dread.
The priest could not bring himsdf to chastise them for this heresy.

Khalee Lah strode into the control room, his scarred face grim. "How do you wish to proceed,
Eminence?"

The priest considered only for amoment. This decison might end his career, but it wasthe only
reasonable option.

"Order the retrest."

The survivors returned to the Hapan dock, spilling out of their shipswith cheers and hoots of laughter,
falling into back-thumping embraces. Jainasmiled faintly as she strode down the Trickster'sramp. The
task shehad in

mind was far from finished, but they'd made a good gtart.

Shewaslifted off her feet and spun around in an exuberant circle. Kyp set her down, beaming.
Jainafelt Jag Fel's approach. Her exuberance dimmed as she turned to face the young colondl.

"That was astonishing. If you ever fed in need of atitle, you should consider ‘commander.’ I'd be happy
to consder you inthat light."

"Geg, agirl can't hear that too often,” Jainasaid dryly.

A flicker of puzzlement entered Jag's eyes. Before he could ask, atall, blue-skinned femae strode over.
"No Chisswould fly under thiswoman's command,” the Chiss said sternly. "I am surprised, Colone Fd,
to hear you use words such as commander with such imprecison.”

In Jainas current mood of dark exhilaration, it was easy to shrug off the Chisss comments. It wouldn't be
the firgt time the Chiss femae-not to mention her human commander-had reveded a deeply inbred
arrogance. So she didn't think much of it when Shawnkyr pulled Jag aside to give him a private earful.
Later that night, the pilots were celebrated as heroesin the vast city square. Jag Fel did not attend the
ceremony. Jaina smiled and danced, but dl the while she wondered what the Chiss pilot had said-and
why she cared about any of it.



Far away, in the Skywaker quarters on the hidden Jedi base, L uke settled his deeping son carefully into
his cot. He stood for along moment, gazing into thetiny face.

A nameless dread seized him, afear for this child that went beyond any concern held ever had over his
own life. Luke searched his feding through the Force, and found that his Jedi ingtincts on this matter were
amost neutrd.

Ben wasin no immediate danger, and the aura of the future did not hang over Luke's sudden fear. The
surge was something different, something that any parent, and perhaps every parent, might experience.
Han and Leiaentered the room. Luke's Sster came up beside him and wrapped her arm around his
shoulders. "Parenting isthe most terrifying thing | can imagine, even under the best of circumstances” she
sad softly. "When you bring a child into dangeroustimes, it'seven worse."

Lukefelt the grief and guilt lurking benesth her calm tones. No response came to him-what words could
mend the loss of two children? So he merely returned her embrace, trusting his brother-in-law to find a
way to lighten the moment.

Han cleared histhroat and manufactured awry grin. "1 don't know what you're worried about, L uke,
Anything that wantsto get near Ben hasto go through Mara."

"Me?' Mararetorted inkind. "l can just imagine how you'd react if someone intruded on Jaina's space.”
Man's face suddenly went blank. Hiswife pushed away from Luke and rushed over. "What isit? What's
wrong?'

"l remember starting that fight," he said dowly, "and | remember why. Taa Chume's ambassadors made
an offer of marriage on I solder's behaf-not for you, Leia, but for Jaina."

Ledseyesflew into rounded moons. "Well, that would certainly explain the mess you made of your
knuckles! What did they offer?’

"A trade. We don' try to talk Jaina out of marrying Isolder, they don't hand over the refugees.”
"That'sridiculous,” Maraput in. "Jainawould never agreeto atrade.”

Now that thefirst jolt of surprise had passed, Lelawasn't so sure. "'l dmost did.”

"What about Teneniel Djo?" Han demanded.

Thethree Jedi exchanged a concerned look. Marafielded the question. "Unless her left hook isalot
better than yours, I'd say she'sin trouble.”

TWENTY-SX

After the ceremony, Tala Chume called Jaina aside for a private mesting.

"Y ou've done extremely well, but the Y uuzhan VVong will be back. It'stime that you knew my mind. |
want Tenenie Djo off the throne, and holder to marry aqueen capable of ruling during war."
Jainashrugged. "Unless you want meto help Tenenid Djo pack, | have no ideawhy you'reteling me
this"

The old queen sent her an arch, sdelong look. "I've often thought of how frustrating it must have been to
aways labor in the shadow of afamous mother.”

"A torpedo islaunched, but no target isin sight,” Jaina observed.

"Thetarget isvery obvious. Thisisacommon concern for young women in your position.”

"It'sthe sort of thing that crosses your mind, sure, but war has away of making adolescent angst seem
"But pettiness does not end with adolescence," Taa Chume went on. "No doubt you've noticed Tend
Kas recent hogtility toward you."

"Weve had our differences. Therésalot of that going around among the Jedi."

"When did my granddaughter become concerned with philosophy? No, Tend Kais prompted by afear
of being displaced by someone more worthy."

Jainamassaged her templeswith both hands, feding a

bit dazed by this surrea conversation. "Someone like my mother, | suppose. Isthat what you're
preparing mefor? If so, | don't follow thelogic. Instead of Princess Lelas daughter, 1'd be Queen Leias
heir. Not exactly coming out of the shadows, if that's what you're concerned about.”

The queen smiled like a sabacc player about to place awinning hand on the table. ™Y ou misunderstand,
my dear. In these brutal times, Hapes needs awarrior queen-not Tenenid, not Tend Ka, not Princess



Leia. A queen who seeksto understand the enemy, and attack boldly."

Her meaning hit Jainalike a'Y uuzhan Vong thud bug. Unaccountably, she beganto giggle. "l canjust
picture my father'sreaction to thisidea. We're talking about Han Solo here-I'm surprised your
ambassadors didn't haveto kill him in self-defensel™

"Thisisquite serious," Taa Chumeinssted.

With difficulty, Jainacomposed her expression. "I can seethat. | didn't mean to offend-redlly, even the
suggestion is an enormous honor. But I'm just not interested.”

"Why not?'

"Why not?" she echoed. "For garters, I'm too young."

"Nonsense. Y ou're elghteen, about the age your mother was when she set her heart on an older man.”
"Speaking of my father, how many days did your ambassadors spend in abactatank?' she said
pointedly.

"I'm sure helll come around to the idea. Heis areasonable man.”

"He's never been accused of that before,” Jainaretorted. "But that's neither here nor there. | don't know
about Hapan customs, but no one tells me who to marry. Not my parents, not my friends."

"And not me," TaaChume concluded with afaint smile. "At least consider it."

Jaina promised she would and went to look for Jag Fdl, intending to question him about the fight he'd
interrupted.

Her initid certainty had faded. She hoped that her father had just been acting predictably, but her danger
senses prickled. What if he did not "respond reasonably”? What if Teneniel Djo did not step aside? How
far would Tada Chume go to get her way?

Since landing on Hapes, Jaina had been convinced that Tala Chume had aplan in mind for her. She didn't
want to believe this of Taa Chume, despite al she knew and sensed of the older woman.

She couldn't find Jag anywhere, though she eventualy tracked his ship to an extremely inconspicuous
corner of the city docks. Nor could she find anyone who had seen him recently.

She conddered, briefly, reaching out with the Force to find him. Jacen had gone into deep meditation to
find Corran Horn after the attack on Yavin 4, but this had never been her strong suit, and even those Jedi
gifted with perception had difficulty finding specific people- unless, of course, they had some deep
connection.

She decided instead to seek answersin a Jedi trance, and made her way to the quiet of her palace room.
As she sank deep into thought and out into the current of the Force, an image began to emerge asif from
adark mist. Janasaw asmdl, dimgirl in abrown flight suit. The girl's shoulders were hunched in tense
anticipation, and she clasped an unfamiliar lightsaber in both hands.

Jainas heart jolted as she recognized hersdf, and understood the context of thisvision. And then she was
swept deeper, leaving the detachment of the spectator behind as she entered fully into the Force-inspired
memoary.

A tal, black-clad figure strode toward her, hisred lightsaber ready for attack.

Theimage of Darth VVader did not inspire the fear her

infamous grandfather had earned, but a very different sort of terror.

Once again sherdived the moment of horrified redlization that she'd fought Jacen, cloaked ina
holographic disguise.

"Jacen?' she whispered.

The specter advanced. She roseto her feet, reluctantly, and switched on the blade the Shadow Academy
Masters had given her. The battle swept over her on dark wings, fierce and fast and desperate. Jaina
threw al her ill into parrying the blows and landing none. The nascent skill Jacen had possessed from
an early age made thisadifficult task.

Inthisvision, however, she was not atrained Jedi Knight, but ayoung girl torn from her home by agroup
of Dark Jedi, forced to fight untrained. Jainafought not as she now was, but as she had been. In the end,
she struck without intending to.

The Dark Lord staggered and went down, his gloved hands grasping at the smoking line Jainas lightsaber
had seared across his throat.



She dropped her weapon and hurried to her opponent, tugging at hishelm, praying that she would see
Darth Vader's face beneath, or even her own.

The holographic disguise faded away, and Jainas heart smply shattered. A lanky boy sprawled on the
ground, hisbrown hair touded and his sightless eyes |ooking faintly puzzled.

Jaina pushed hersdlf to her feet and stumbled back. She hadn't killed her brother. She had not.

Her own disguise did not fade away, so she wrenched off the helmet. The visor opened of itsown
accord. Startled, she dropped the helmet and watched it roll dowly toward Jacen. It stopped, and Kyp
Durron'sface gazed out at her. Hislips moved, but she could not hear hiswords.

Jainaawakened from the vison with astart, breathing as hard asif sheld just run atwenty-kilometer
sprint with Tendl Ka. Slowly she became aware of an urgent voice, and turned dazedly to faceit. She
recoiled at the sght of Kyp Durron's concerned face.

"Y ou brought me out of thetrance," she repested. "Why?"

He rocked back on his heels and placed ahand on her shoulder. "Maybe | have some sense of what you
were going through.”

She shook him off, but she couldn't dismissthe vision or its obvious symbolism. And there was something
compelling in Kyp'swatchful green eyesthat, for once, had nothing to do with the Force.

"I never had the problems that Jacen and Anakin had with the Force," she said dowly. "They debated its
true nature, and struggled to understand what it meansto be a Jedi. | just did what needed to be done.
Up to now, that has aways been enough. Now I'm being forced to question, and to choose.”

Shetold Kyp about Taa Chume's offer. "I'm not considering it, but it made me think. The queen mother
operates behind aline I'm not willing to cross.”

"Which begsthe question of what your parametersare.”

"Exactly. And | redlized that I've unwittingly crossed anumber of lineswithout paying attention.”

"I've crosed afew mysdf," Kyp agreed. "It's hard not to-the vapin' things keep moving."

She smiled faintly. "Thisisadecision point | can back out now, or | can move forward and push this
offendve asfar asit will takeme."

Kyp studied her. ™Y ou're going to continue, whatever it costsyou.”

"l don't see any other way," she said with ahelpless shrug. Theway she saw it, a Jedi would willingly
sacrifice her lifein service againg evil. Faced with the

Y uuzhan Vong threat, how could she turn away from this darker, greater sacrifice?

"Did you find the answers you sought?' Kip asked.

Jainagtarted to say no, but abrief, vivid vison enveloped her-an image of atiny Jag imprisoned in the
tangle of an X-wing'scircuitry. The menta picture faded as quickly asit came, leaving Jainawith two
dartling redizationsfirg, the outer edges of the "maze" actudly followed the pattern of the lower levels of
the palace. But even more startling, Jainareslized that she could fed Jag's presence through the Force.
That should have been impossible, given her particular talents. She couldn't even connect to her own twin
brother. Sheld had to fedl Jacen's death through the collective pain of severd Jedi. Whereas Tend Ka-
Redlization dammed into her. She could sense Jag Fel's presence for the same reason that Tenel Kahad
been so open to Jacen. The connection had grown unobserved. Or perhapsit had always been there.
Kyp took Jaina by both shoulders. "What now?" he demanded, giving her alittle shake.

Without responding, she pulled away and raced off in the direction her vison had indicated.
TWENTY-SEVEN

Jainaand Kyp found Jag exactly where Jaina had envisioned him-in asmal room hidden deepina
labyrinthine maze.

Kyp felt her bright anticipation, the excitement that came with her sudden redlization. Without redizing it,
she was expecting Jag to experience asmilar moment of epiphany.

That dream shattered the moment Jag Fel looked up at hisrescuers. He glanced at Jaina, and a
shuttered, disnterested expression fell over hisface. Kyp fdt the young woman's surge of pain, and her
conviction that Jag Fel might admire her courage and talent, but he regarded her as a scruffy and
undisciplined rogue.

The"Jedi princess' quickly swallowed her shock and reached into her pocket for asmal multitool. With



afew deft flicks she picked the complicated locks-a skill she had no doubt learned from her "scoundrel”
fether.

The sound of footsteps echoed through the halls. Kyp and Jaina glanced at each other, then looked to the
ceiling. A tangle of pipes crossed it, some five meters overhead. They both leapt, catching hold of the
pipes and waiting.

Jag had the presence of mind to push the door shut. One of the locks clicked, and he settled down.

His guardstook severa momentsto figure out the

locks. When they entered, dropped from their perch.

grumbling, the two Jedi

Jaina stepped over adowned guard and into the corridor. "How did you get yourself down here?' she
demanded.

Jag sent her aquick glance. "After the battle, Shawnkyr took me aside and warned me that in implying
that 1'd honor you as acommander, | was putting my pilotsin the service of Hapes future queen. That |
was taking Sdesin acoming coup.”

Jainalooked dismayed. "Y our Chissfriend must have overheard some of Tala Chume's peopletalking
about it."

"That's right. Congratulations, Lieutenant. Or would Y our Mgjesty' be more appropriate?’

"These days she prefers Trickgter,' " Kyp offered. "What's a queen, next to a Y uuzhan Vong goddess?
Jainashot aquick glarein Kyp'sdirection. "Don't help me. This queen businessisridiculous. It wasn't my
idea"

"The queen's retainers were of the impression that you were another Tala Chume, an ambitious woman
who would gladly seize this opportunity. They also spoke of diminating obstacles, ajob they were hired
to do.”

Jainastopped and seized hisarm. "Doesthis have anything to do with my father?"

"That was my assumption, too. | sought out Han's 'assailants’; ambassadors who went to negotiate a
marriage aliance between Prince holder and Jaina. | fed certain that Han was not attacked so much as
subdued.”

"I know dl this," Jainainterrupted, "but | don't understand why you were detained.”

Hislipsfirmedinto agrimline. "l was sopped on my way to find and warn Tend Ka. Y ou're of legal age
and don't require your par ents permission. If you wish to marry bolder, no one can stop you. Logically
speeking,

what would this obstacle be but Queen Mother Tenenid Djo?!

Harrar watched as Khalee Lah paced the command center of the priestship. "Our fears have cometo
pass the warriors under this command are beginning to voice questions and doubts. Thisisamore
ingdious danger than defeet in baitle.”

"Some even question your fitness to command,” one of the guards observed. "Y un-Harlamocks us
through her new chosen ore...."

Thewarrior whirled toward the challenger, hisface twisted in fury. "Challenge accepted,” he grated ouit.
The priest began to intervene, then decided againgt it. Khalee Lah required an outlet for hisfervor. Better
to send awarrior into battle than azed ot.

"You and you," KhadeeLah sad, pointing to two of the largest warriors. "The challenge will bethree
againg one. We will seewho hasthefavor of the godds!”

Mere moments later, Khalee Lah stood over the bodies of his challengers. He glanced up at the clanking
footfal of the priet's bodyguard.

Thefemde strodein, dutifully ignoring the bodies of the dain warriors. "We recovered some debrisfrom
one of the ruined ships, Eminence. | thought you would wish to seethis.”

Harrar claimed the small meta device with an expression of extreme distagte. "Thisis Y un-Harlas mark!
What blagphemy isthis?’

"It was found affixed to a hull fragment-one of the ships sacrificed in the battle against the Trickster.”
"One of the shipswe accidentaly destroyed,” Khalee Lah corrected testily, "and perhapsthis
abomination will show uswhy."



Hetook the device from the priest and twisted it asif hewould crack the metd in half. Suddenly he went
flying

upward, damming into the ceiling of the chamber asif he'd been thrown there by unseen hands.
"Brilliant," Harrar murmured as he gazed at the furious, floating warrior. "The device defies gravity, asdo
our dovin basals. When &ffixed to aship, it might override the ship's gravitic voice. Any ship so marked
might appear to our sensorsto be adifferent ship, even the stolen frigate. Since you are considerably
lighter than aship, the effect was far more dragtic and pronounced.”

Thewarrior managed to switch off the device. Hefdll to thefloor, rolled twice, and came up on hisfest.
Gathering his composure, he showed the device to the surviving guards.

"Look on this, and understand your heresy. Go tell the othersthat this Jeedai is nothing but aninfidel, one
who will dieasessly asany other. Go!"

The guards went, and Khalee Lah hurled the device to the floor. "In my anger, | have touched a
blagphemous device. | am unclean, and will lay that crime at the femaesfeet aswel!”

Hewhirled toward Harrar. " Alert the warmaster, Eminence, and request that al shipsin this sector
converge. Wewill find this Jeedai if we haveto leave dl the worlds of Hapesin smoking ashed!"
"Tenenid Djo," Jainarepeated, staring at Jag Fel's grim face. Though she was stunned by his conclusion,
she could not refuteit.

They raced through the hdls and into the roya apartments. Guards moved to stop them; Force lightning
caught them and threw them aside.

They found Tend Kain her mother's room, sitting beside the window. She held her mother's hand in both
of hers. Jainaknew at aglance that they al had been too late.

"Poison,” Tend Kamurmured. "They did not even give her the dignity of afind bettle.”

Jainaplaced ahand on her friend's shoulder. "WEell find whoever did this."

The Jedi lifted burning eyesto Jainasface. "l will not have my mother'slife dishonored by your
vengeance."

Shefdl back astep. "Isthat what you think thisis about? Do you think I'm dishonoring Anakin? Jacen?'
An darm sounded, rising in pitch and volume asit sang out theinvasion aert. Tend Kagently released
her mother's hand and stood. She held out one hand, fingers spread to display the large emerad ring.
Then she abruptly clenched her fist, and a hologram legpt into the air between them.

A nebulous swirl of darkness and migtsfilled the air. The mists parted to reved five large starships, and
amdler vessds silling from them.

"Hapessfleet, and my mother'slegacy,” Tenel Kasaid curtly. "Colonel Jag Fd, | place these ships under
your command.”

TWENTY-EIGHT

The council chamber of the Hapan court filled with frantically shouting figures. They fdl slent, out of
mingled fear and habit, as a dender, red-robed woman rose to spesk.

"'Someone must take command until anew queen mother is enthroned,” TaaChume said. Sowly,
ddiberately, shelifted a ddlicate jewe ed crown and placed it on her own head.

"The Witch of Dathomir isdead!" someone shouted. "No more Jedi queens.”

Murmurs of agreement swirled through the room, for it waswiddy known that the former queen
despised her daughter-in-law. But Taa Chume sent adow, glacia stare toward her woul d-be supporter.
A profound silencefdl over the hal. Shelet it reign for severad moments before speaking.

"Y es, Queen Mother Teneniel Djoisdead,” Taa Chume agreed, "and the Ni'Korish are responsible.
Whatever failings Tenenid Djo might have had, Hapan law demands deeth to any who raise ahand
againg theroyd family. The Ni'Korish have gone too far. Even now, guards are gathering these traitors.
Before nightfdl, they will be no more.”

She lifted one hand, and guards stepped forward to take the man who'd shouted. For several moments
the only soundsin the hall were his muffled protests, and the

sound of hisboots scraping across the polished floor asthey dragged him away.

"What of the refugees?’ someone asked in more subdued tones.

"Expendable," TadaChume stated flatly. "They may purchase us needed time." She glanced pointedly



toward Isolder. "A new queen will be named very soon.”

Another faint murmur rippled through the hdl, rising in volume as two young women strode forward. The
crowd fell back to let them pass.

Jainanoticed that Taa Chume's eyesflickered from her to Tenel Ka, lingering on neither. The queen
removed the crown she'd just donned and handed it to the prince. Through the Force, Jainafelt the
woman'sfant, feline satisfaction.

Suddenly she understood. If Isolder offered Jainathe crown now, at atime of crisis and before aroomful
of people, she could hardly refuseit. Taia Chume fully expected Jainato eagerly seize the power. With
stunning clarity, Jaina glimpsed hersdf through Taa Chume's eyes. When the queen |ooked upon the Jedi
pilot, she saw ayounger version of herself.

But for al of Taa Chume's machinations, it was not Jainawho ultimately would hold the throne. No
doubt Jainawould soon have met the same fate as Teneniel Djo. Sooner or later, Tend Kawould have
had little choice but to assume the throne. She would not stand and see othersdiein her place.

They stopped at the front of the audience chamber. Tend Katurned to face Jaina. "There are timeswhen
persond inclinations must be put aside,”" she said softly. "1 will take up my mother's crown, and | will
defendit if | must. But for now, we have acommon foe."

The Jedi women regarded each other for along, silent moment.

"Let'sgo,” Janasad.

A faint smile touched Tend Kaslips. She strode over to her father and dropped to one knee. Without
hesitation he placed the crown on her head.

Thunderous ovation swept through the room. The newly crowned queen rose and whirled toward the
crowd, cutting off their gpplause with a swift, impatient gesture.

"l am awarrior, adaughter of warrior women. Teneniel Djo foresaw the Y uuzhan Vong threat and
prepared. Shipyards hidden in the Trangtory Mists have rebuilt much of the fleet lost a Fondor. These
shipsare on their way. Go, and fight, and know that Hapesis strong.”

She strode back toward Jaina, her pace quickening as she went. Jainafell into step, and together the two
Jedi women ran toward battle. The applause began again, with afervor that swept them dong likea
gathering storm.

Jainanoted afamiliar group of pilots at the back of the room, a disparate group-Hapans, Chiss,
Republic, and rogue-who all choseto fly under Jag Fel's command. She nodded to Jag and Kyp as she
passed. " See you up there."

Jag gave her aformal bow and then glanced to Shawnkyr. The Chiss pilots set off for the docking bay at
arun, and Kyp fel into pace beside them.

Impulse struck, and Kyp acted on it at once. "Jaina never intended to marry the prince.”

Jag looked politely interested. "I see. Heisnot a Jedi.”

"True, but that's not the issue,” Kyp said. "I'm guessing that the only man Jainawould ever take serioudy
isonewho can out fly her."

Jag ran dong for several moments before answering. " There are not many who fit that description,” he
observed neutraly.

"Yeah, I've noticed that," Kyp responded in kind.

They skidded to astop beside their docked ships. Jag extended his hand to Kyp. They clasped hands
briefly.

"Watch her back," the Chiss commander said softly, and then he swung up into his clawcraft.

Kyp took his promise very serioudy. He stormed over to the Y uuzhan Vong frigate and raced up the
deck.

"Whatever you're planning, forget it,” he said bluntly.

Jainapulled off the cognition hood and stared at him.

"| get thefedling you're about to toss your life away, sacrificing it as Anakin did. Not long ago, you told
me that Anakin might have had the answers. We can't | et them just disappear into mist along with you.”
"Don't put that on me," Jainasaid dowly. "Y ou redly think that I'm on ajourney to discover what the Jedi
should be?'



"It makes sense,” Kyp said. "Y ou've got the talent, the heritage. Maybe there's something to all thistalk
of dedtiny.”

Jainapicked up the hood again. "Get out."

"Not until you tell mewhat you've got inmind."

She rose suddenly, in afluid blur, one hand thrown toward the older Jedi. D ark lightning crackled from
her fingers and surrounded him in ashining nimbus. He flew back and stiruck thewall hard. His eyes
narrowed, and the deadly aura disappeared. Jainas eyes widened in surprise.

"If I can summoniit, | can dispd it," hetold her. ™Y ou're not the only one who took that path.”

Jainadrew her lightsaber. "Outside," she snarled.

Kyp gave her amockingly courtly bow and motioned for her to go first. She shook her head. He
shrugged and walked down the ramp, Jaina close behind him. As hisfeet touched the dock, she legpt
into a backward flip and landed in the doorway. She shut off her lightsaber and took a step back. The
living portal dammed shut behind her.

"Stang,” Kyp muttered as he watched the dien ship rise swiftly into the air.

Jainareached up to touch the cognition hood. Information flowed from every part of the ship, asit had
from the first time she donned the hood. Before, she had dways listened to the ship with detachment and
distaste, as she might endure the necessary but loathsome companionship of aHutt informer. Before,
sheld had other Jedi aboard helping her interact with the ship. Without Tahiri's hard-won connection to
the Y uuzhan Vong, without Lowbacca's skill with the organic navicomputer, Jainacould not afford the
luxury of detachment. For thefirgt time she opened hersdlf fully to the living ship.

A grangdly familiar sensation swept through her asthe link between ship and pilot deepened. Shed
experienced something like this twice before-once when sheld built her lightsaber and learned to useit as
an extension of hersaf and her powers, and once again when she attuned the young villips L owbacca had
found in the ship's hydroponic vats. Now that Jaina considered it, the two experiences had morein
common than she would have thought possible.

She glanced at the two villips resting on the Trickster's console. She reached for the villip that she had
paingtakingly attuned and stroked it to life. After amoment, the scarred face of Warmaster Tsavong Lah
appeared. He recoiled in astonishment at the face hisvillip reveded.

"Greetings, Warmadter," Jainasaid in mocking tones. "Remember me? Jacen Solo'stwin sster?’

"Y ou will be sacrificed to the gods," the warmaster gritted out, "and then | will tear out your heart with
my own hands."

"If you still have your own hands, you're probably not asfar up the ladder as you wanted usto think. Put
someone else on-someone with rea authority and afew more replacement parts.”

Tsavong Lah growled in fury. "With those words, you have earned yoursdf much pain.”

"| takeit the Vong don't get promoted for their conversational skills" shesaid. "Let's seeif the priest's
commander can do better."

She awakened the second villip, that which formed alink between this ship and the priest's villip. When a
second scarred face came into view, Jaina brushed back her bangsto reveal the mark she'd drawn
there-the symbol of Yun-Harla.

Two voiceslifted in outraged howls. "1 will bring you in, human,” the younger warrior said, snarling. "This
| swear, by dl the gods, by my domain and my sacred honor."

Jaina passed ahand over the villips. Both inverted at once.

A Y uuzhan Vong fighter streamed toward her, and al others moved asideto let it pass.

Jainareached for the energy that she had found within, that which hurled the dark lightning. She dlowed it
to flood her and direct her battle.

She sank deeper into the consciousness of the dlien ship, losing hersdf in flight as she had always done.
For what seemed like hours she and her challenger darted and spun, trading bolts of plasma, dodging and
blocking like swordmasters. Jainadid not think-she acted.

For awhilethis seemed to be an effective strategy, but her identification with the living ship wastoo
powerful. A plasmabolt dipped back the dovin basd shields and scorched aong the side of the ship.
Jainajolted, screaming, as an unexpected searing pain raced down her left arm. She was surprised to see



no physica damagethere.

Bardly conscious, she began to dide completely into

the darkness. Again shefell back intime, into the terrifying dud at the Shadow Academy. Again she
fought Darth Vader, but thistime she could not prevail.

Her opponent stepped back and ripped off the black helmet, revealing Kyp Durron's face. Light seemed
tofill him asthey continued to fight, pushing aside the remnants of his dark disguise and then tentetively
reaching out to her.

Janafdt the mingled joy and pain of Kyp'slong, dow redemption, theisolation of hislong years of
restitution. She felt hisregret for sdfishly endangering the one person who could become dl that he
himself would never achieve.

And with absolute certainty, she knew that Kyp was wrong-she was not the one. The path to a different
understanding of the Force was not her journey to take.

Another truth cameto her, and she could no longer deny the nature of the path she had taken. It seemed
strange, ironic, that Kyp Durron would be the oneto try to save her.

An answer cameto her, dong with the image of Kyp'swry smile. Did you ever think that you might be
the one who's saving me? Come on back. Well figure this out together.

Slowly, she began to battle her way back toward the light. Kyp faded away, and her opponent took on
Khaee Lah'sface and form. Jainafought fiercely, but every blow she landed took atoll on her own
body.

Gradualy she became aware of an array of lights taking focus before her. An insistent voice droned
through her comm, dragging her into awareness. The ship's console blinked franticaly asluminous
creastureswarned of massve sysem failure.

"Jaing, fal back. I've got you. I've got you."

The voice, and the power it held, jolted her back to consciousness. Jainas hands were ill on the
controls,

dill firing the weapons-her connection with the ship remained. After astartled moment, sheredized that
Kyp had been talking to her through the comm system Lowbacca had installed.

Or perhaps he had been speaking through her vision.

Jainaglanced at the warrior's ship, which was circling around for another attack. The Trickster jolted as
her opponent's dovin basa got alock on her ship.

An X-wing streaked between them, sending a steady barrage at the Y uuzhan V ong fighter-and heading
directly into the gravitic pull.

Suddenly freed, Jaina swept around to back up her rescuer. But the X-wing had taken ahit. It spirded
off, acomet followed by atail of burning fudl. The ship exploded in asharp whiteflare.

She reached out and felt the familiar presence-Kyp had gone EV in time. She whedled around, leaving
her vengeance unfinished, her questions unanswered.

She set course for her Jedi Master, and the shared path before them.

EPILOGUE

The night skies over Hapessroyal city till bled and strobed as Jaina set the Trickster down on the
docks. Shelooked up, feeling no regret at being forced out of the battle before its conclusion.

Thiswas not her fight, her path. Tenenid Djo'slegacy had arrived, and under the command of Jag Fdl it
was swiftly pushing back the Y uuzhan Vong. Jaina had seen that much as she maneuvered the wounded
Jedi Master aboard her ship.

She saw Kyp safely off the ship and arranged for medicd treatment. Then she turned to face what she
had become.

TdaChumewasin the palace, under house arrest pending investigation into Tenenidl Djo's degth. She
rose quickly as Jaina entered the room, and her eyes sept the girl'sflight suit.

"The battle?"

"Werewinning."

"Y ou should be commanding it."

Jainashrugged. "Colond Fel isdoing just fine. Queen Mother Tend Kaknows how to pick people.”



TdaChume received thisnewsin slence. "With my help, you could have been agreat queen.”
Jainasniffed and folded her arms. "1 can't tell you how much that meansto me."

"What about your vows of vengeance?'

"I'm not adding you to thelig, if that's your concern. It'sover,” she stated. "All of it. | know what | am-a
fighter, the sster and the daughter of heroes."

Something changed in the former queen'sface. "I am saldom mistaken, but now | seethat you areafool,
like your mother before you."

She continued in thisvein, and was ranting still when Jainaleft the palace.

Tend Kaawaited her outside the secured rooms. "They say that anger is of the dark side," she said
somberly. " "They,' of course, have never met Tada Chume.”

Jainaamiled faintly, and then noted the tentative humor in her friend's eyes. Onimpulse, shefolded her
friend in an embrace. Tend Kas strong arm came up to encircle her.

"It won't be easy," the new queen said. "Not for me, not for you. | suspect that your road may be more
difficult than mine. At least you will not bedone.”

Janapulled awvay. "Neither will you."

Tend Kasonly response was afaint smile. Shelifted her hand, asomber, regal gesture, and then walked
away. Her bearing was proud and her step quick. Her determination came through the Force, and with it,
asense of desolation so intense that it brought tearsto Jainas eyes.

Jainaswiftly pulled her emotions back under contral. It wasthis very thing-her empathy for her friends
and brothers-that had gotten her into trouble in thefirst place. The way she saw it, she had along road
back from what she'd become, and she couldn't afford any detours.

And as she strode back to her ship, she considered the road ahead. She'd have to face dl the friends
who had warned her, the family who had worried. At every turn, people would question her. She would
have to make people beieve that the dark side had no part in her actions, her decisons. The most
difficult person to convince, she suspected, would be hersdlf.

Kyp Durron was aready at the docks, loading suppliesinto aHapan light freighter. A bacta patch
covered hisforehead.

"Never thought you'd get here," he said. "It'samost timeto go.”

"Go?" Jainaechoed.

"We're taking some suppliesto the Jedi base. Y our mother asked meto bring you.”

A pang touched Jainas heart as she thought of what news of her dide would do to Lela. "Mom aready
lost two of her kids."

"I'll get you back.”

Sheturned her eyesto Kyp's somber green gaze. With grest effort, she lowered the shields that had kept
her locked away. Perhaps there was one person who could understand, one person she wouldn't have to
lock out.

After amoment, he tossed her abox of rations. She tucked it into the hold and turned for another. They
worked together, falling into an easy rhythm. Soon the ship was|oaded, and the Jedi Master and his
apprentice strapped into their seats.

"So what's next?' she asked asthey settled down.

"What do you want to do?'

Jaina consdered this. She had dways been confident- impulsive, even cocky. That was tempered now
by deep humility in the power of the Force. "I'll keep flying, of course, but I'm not sure the Rogues will
have me."

"Then why not continue the path you've started? There's a place for atrickster in the resstance. You're
quick with aplan, you have aknack for strategy.”

Shetried theideaon, and thefit felt about right. "Not bad,” she admitted. "And you?"

Kyp gave her adightly sheepish smile. "I'm going to work toward the establishment of aJedi Council, to
building consensusinstead of discord.”

She burgt out laughing. "'I've seen my mother struggle

with such things. Trust me, thismight prove to be your biggest chalenge yet!”



He shrugged. "Neither of us need thingsto be easy. And on that note, | hear that Jag Fel has arranged a
meeting with your uncle Luke. If theré'sa Jedi offensive on the horizon, | wouldn't be at al surprised if
he's at the heart of it."

A quick, glad surge lifted Jainas heart. Wistfully, she wondered if someday she could merit the friendship
of someone like Jag, someone whose gaze, like Lelas, never seemed to swerve from a hero's path.

If Kyp picked up on Jainas thoughts, he was tactful enough not to let on. ™Y ou ready?’

She responded with afirm nod, and then turned her eyesto the challenges ahead.

Khalee Lah strode into Harrar's chamber and dropped to one knee.

"The battlewas afailure,” he said bluntly. "The jeeda escaped. It would seem that | was infected with the
heresy, or the gods would have dlowed meto diein glorious battle. My failure can only serveto tarnish
my domain. The name of the warmaster, whom you name friend.”

The priest absorbed thisin silence. Thisrequest went far past hinting. In response, he reached for the
mechanical abomination and handed it to the warrior.

"I will report to Tsavong Lah that hiskinsman died in battle, through the trickery of the jeedai, sacrificed
by his own men. Put this upon your ship, and it will be so."

Khalee Lah bowed his head and accepted the device. He rose and strode from the room.

Left alone, Harrar took hisvillip and reported to Tsavong Lah what he had promised to say. "Jaina Solo
proved to be afar more worthy foe than anticipated,” he

concluded, "and it may be some time before the twin sacrifice can go forward.”

"The godswilled it s0," Tsavong Lah said. " Continue pursuit, and we will speak of this matter again.”
Thevillip inverted abruptly, leaving Harrar deep in speculation. Hisfailure was not dedlt with as harshly
as he expected, and the priest of deception wondered if perhaps he was not the only one who had failed.
Wasit possible, he wondered, that Jacen Solo might not have survived, after al?



