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ONE

PyriaSystem

Jaina Solo banked her X-wing starfighter into astight aturn as she could

endure. The g-forces of her maneuver crushed her into her seet, but she cdled



upon the Force to protect her, to keep her centimeters away from the edge of
blackout.

She came out of the maneuver pointed back the way sheld come, directly
toward the Star Destroyer Rebel Dream and the partia squadron of Y uuzhan Vong
coral-skippers beyond the ship, and spared aglance to her sensor board. The
other members of her shield trio, Kyp Durron and Jag Fel, were right dlongside-
no problem for Jag and his Chiss clawcraft, far nimbler than the X-wings, but
the turn had to have been astaxing for Kyp asit was for Jaina. On the other
hand, Kyp was a Jedi Master, not just a Jedi Knight, not yet twenty years of
age.

Jainaand her shieldmates passed beneath Rebel Dream, her tremendous length
flashing overhead in an ingant. "All right, herésthe plan,” she said. "We go
inlooking like we're going to punch into the center of ther formation, but
instead we turn to starboard and skirt along its edge. As each target comes up,
we concentrate fireon it, just like those drillswe did. Ready?'

Kyp's voice was smooth, controlled: "Always ready, Goddess."

Jag merely clicked his comlink oncefor affirmative.

"Fireand bresk."

Asthe foremost of the oncoming cora skippers came within firing range, it
began unloading a stream of tiny red glowsin their direction. Each glow was a
couple of kilograms of superheated molten rock, plasma. In the coldness of
space, these projectiles would rapidly cool, but during the seconds they
remained heated they were deadly weapons capable of burning through sarfighter
armor asthough it were sheet ice.

Jainaset her lasersto dud fire and waited. A brief indant later, she

felt Kyp reach out to her through the Force, taking momentary control of her



hand on the pilot's yoke. She fdt hersdf am and fire on the digant
coralskipper. Kyp's lasers flashed at the same instant, Jag's a fraction of a
second later.

In the distance, Jaina's shot disappeared asatiny black sngularity, a
miniature black hole called avoid, gppeared at the bow of the cora skipper.
Kyp's vanished into an identical void ameter or so back. But Jag's shot, one
too many for the skip's voids to intercept, punched into the vehicd€s canopy.
Therewasabrief flash from within and the coral-skipper's flight became
baligtic instead of controlled.

Jaina, back in full control of her motions, banked and turned to starboard,
her wingmates keeping in tight, controlled formation; ahead of her was a second
coral-skipper, then athird. She reached out for Kyp, let him fire, regained
control, reoriented, reached for Kyp, let him fire-

In seconds two more cora skippers were flaming wrecksin space. She knew,
without consulting the sensor hoard, that the skips from the other side of thet
formation had to be angling in toward her from her port side; she stood her X-
wing onitstall, relativeto its previous course, and rose away from the
conflict zone, forcing those cora-skippersto give chase-away from Mon Mothma
and that ship'smission.

In the distance, Mon Mothma entered the zone of dovin basal mines. Her own
complement of fighters-E-wings, X-wings, and TIE interceptors-boiled out of her
fighter bays and streaked off into the darkness, toward the ship they had come

to escort, to protect.



Coruscant

Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master, walked point, meters ahead of therest of his
party.

He knew he'd never be recognized as Luke Skywalker, despite his fame. He
wore vonduun crab armor, the preferred defensive dress of Y uuzhan Vong warriors.
Hiswas artificid, made of lightweight materids carefully textured and colored
to resemble the living arthropod plates of the Y uuzhan VVong, but he actudly
preferred that; some of his companions, wearing the redl thing, had to ded with
the occasiona twitches and contractions made by living armor. Benegth the
armor, he wore abody stocking in pale gray with blue highlights that was a
close match for some Y uuzhan VVong skin tones. Except for his height, handspans
shorter than that of the average Y uuzhan VVong warrior, he was avisua match for
the enemy.

Not that he'd be easy to seein his current surroundings. He was ina
pedestrian traffic corridor, the sort that continued from building to building
viaenclosed, elevated wakways, a about the hundred-story level. This had once
been awell-to-do residentid building, with only a few well-gppointed suites
per floor. Every door into the corridor had been smashed in, but the state of
the chambers beyond-stripped of vauables, but with common machinery left
intact-suggested that it had been looters rather than Y uuzhan Vong at work here,

And the smdll of decay was everywhere. They'd sumbled across numerous
remains of Coruscant residents-some the obvious victims of violence, some whose
deaths had no clear cause, most in advanced stages of decomposition.

How much food had there been in these peopl€'s kitchens a the time of



Coruscant'sfall and the utter demolition of itsinfrastructure? How much weter
would they have been able to find? On aworld with no wilderness, no farmlands,
no means of obtaining food other than now impossible import and machinery thet
was vulnerable to destruction by the enemy, it was very possiblethat a smple
majority of the population of Coruscant was dready dead, with the proportion
growing every day.

In some places the stench of rot was greater, in some places lesser, but it
was everywhere. Luke and most of his companions now had patches of doth
saturated with amild perfume stuffed into their nogtrils. Face had supplied
them. Luke didn't want to know what experiences

Face had gone through to give him the foreknowledge to bring alarge supply
of that perfume.

AsLuke neared the edge of thisbuilding and the start of one of the
connecting walkways, he shut off hisglow rod, which itself was engineered to
resemblea’Y uuzhan VVong illumination cresture. Dim sunlight spilled in from the
opening to the walkway, indicating that the walkway was the sort with
trangparisted panels providing what had once been abreathtaking view of this
part of the world-city.

Hefdt, aswell asheard, Maracatch up to him. "You did the last one,
farmboy," shesaid.

He gave her alook. She, too, was dressed in Y uuzhan Vong combat armor and
an gppropriately colored body stocking. But for the shape of her chin and mouth
benesth the edge of her helmet, she was unrecognizable ashiswife. "Y ou did the
one before that."

"My turn." That was Garik "Face' Loran, onetime actor, longtime team leader



in New Republic Intelligence. About half hisusual team, designated the Wraiths,
were dong on thismisson. Hewastotaly unrecognizable; in addition to the
vonduun crab armor, he wore an ooglith masquer, atype of living mask employed
by the Y uuzhan Vong, that had been engineered by Wraith member Bajos Arnjak to
resembl e the branded, muitilated face of a 'Y uuzhan Vong warrior. He stopped
beside Mara "Kissfor luck?' He puckered the dien face's ditted, mangled

lips. She shook her head. "I don't know whether to mark that down as
‘exceptionaly daring' or 'unusudly stupid.' " Face chuckled. He shucked his

pack free and extracted a coil of cord fromit, then continued forward, tying

one end of the coil around hiswaist. He handed the other end and the coil

itself to Luke. "Kissfor luck?'

"Get out of here.”

They reached the large aperture providing access to the walkway. Like the
corridor itsdlf, it was wide enough for four large humans eeslly to walk
abreast, but it was lined on either Sde and above with trangparisted panels
reinforced by metd supports. Through the transparisted, Luke could see
surrounding buildings, most of them coated by green dgadlike scum or patches of
dien grasses. Many of the buildings seemed to bein an advanced condition of
decay, with crumbled roofs and rounded edges.

Face moved ahead on the walkway, each step tentative. Luke couldn't see the
far end of the walkway; it was bowed in the middle, higher therethan a ether
end, the better to support great weights, and was & leat fifty meters in
length, crossing over what had once been a broad boulevard.

When Face was ten meters away, Luke's hdmet comlink popped, then came
alive with Faceswhispered words. "No excess creaking. This one seems pretty

solid."



The other members of Luke's group moved up to the near end of the wakway.
All werein Y uuzhan VVong armor, either red like Face's or fakelike Luke's.

Thelargest "warrior,” with ditinctive black-and-silver tracery on his
meask and torso armor, was Kell Tainer, aWraith, fond of machinery and high
explosives, askilled hand-to-hand combatant.

Then there were the two "Domain Krad" sets of armor, colored in swirled
slver and cord-pink hues, taken from warriors who'd occupied the world of
Borleias before the splintering New Republic had regained it. The one with the
more pointed helmet was worn by Baljos Arnjak, the Wraiths expert on Yuuzhen
Vong society and organic technology; the other, whose broader helmet had larger
eyeholes, was worn by Bhindi Drayson, awoman with abroad range of intelligence
kills, including military tactics, computers, and robotics. Bhindi's face was
marred by hard-wearing makeup that, short of close inspection, madeit look like
her lips were cut to tatters and the remainder of her face was tattooed. Bajos
wore another of the ooglith masguers, hiswith apair of tusksjutting from the
lowest portion of the chin.

Next was Elassar Targon, a Devaronian, the Wraiths medic. He wore a gray-
and-green st of artificial armor; the thought of weering living armor had
aoparently filled him with supernaturd dread. Even now, as he kept his
attention fixed on Face's progress, hisright hand was engaged in meking a
series of gestures. Were they to keep the Y uuzhan VVong at bay, or to keep Face
safe? Luke didn't know, and Elassar did this sort of thing so habitualy that he
probably didn't redlize he was doing it.

Beside himwas Danni Quee, the New Republic scientist who had been

responsible for so many technologicd developments in the war againgt the



Y uuzhan Vong. Sheworethe dl-black armor, aliving set that had originaly
been dated for Elassar; it was atouch too large for Danni and she was awkward
moving init. With a moment of rest avallable to her, she dug a amdl
€lectromagnetic radiation sensor out of her bag and began sampling the loca
environment. Danni and Elassar dso wore makeup, though it was more effective on
histypically diabolical, red-skinned Devaronian face than on her even features.

Tahiri Velagtayed metersto therear of the party, guarding the approach
from that direction. She was the third Jedi in the group. Still ateenager, she
was officialy a Jedi gpprentice; in dl but officia recognition, however, she
was aJedi Knight because of the skills and experience sheld accumulated snce
the Y uuzhan VVong invasion began. Things changed so fast in these war years thet
testing hadn't kept up with the advancement of her generation of Jedi. Hers was
arust-colored set of armor, and the no-skid soles of her body-stockinged feet
were doubtless better, to her mind, than wearing shoes or boots, but not as good
as going barefoot, her habitua preference. She wore the lagt of the three
ooglith masquers, hers showing four sharp nail-like spikes protruding from each
cheek and deep, red crisscross scar patterns on her jaws and neck.

Lukelooked at her. He hardly needed the Force to sense the pain that
seemed to be her constant companion these days. Her best friend, Luke's nephew
Anakin Solo, had died not long ago-died during a successful but costlly misson
to destroy the source of the voxyn creatures that had proven so adept at hunting
and killing Jedi. Since then, Tahiri had, except for occasona moments, worn
slence and distance like a set of Jedi robes,

L uke had authorized that mission of the young Jedi, and many of them had
died. It was hard at timesto look Han and Leia, Anakin's parents, in the eye.

And now he wasleading yet another misson in which ayoung Jedi would be in



peril. He wondered sometimesif hewould ever be alowed to quit sending the
young off to suffer pain and desth.

Probably not, he thought. I'm not that lucky.

"I'm at the midpoint,” Face whispered. "Still no creaking. I'll jump up and
down at the far end to make sure the attachment there is still secure, and-wait
asecond. | see some movement..."

Then therewas anew voice, ashout in the Y uuzhan Vong language from well
beyond Face. Thetizowyrm-a 'Y uuzhan VVong organic trandator-ingtalled in Luke's
ear gave him thewordsin Basic: "Stop whereyou are! Tell me your name, domain,
and misson!"

Luke tossed the coil to Baljos. "Leave the packs here." He moved forward,
Maraand Kdl with him, and heard the running feet of Tahiri coming up from
behind. Thefour of them were the only oneswith much of a chance in direct
battle with fully trained Y uuzhan VVong warriors.

Both normdly and through hishelmet comlink, Luke heard Face's reply,
shouted in the Y uuzhan VVong language, with to what Luke sounded like proper
aggresson and inflection: "I am FakaRann. My mission is the destruction of
abominations and the training of my warriors. Do not hinder me."

AsLuke, Mara, Kdl, and Tahiri came closer to Face, they could see down
theindine on the other side, where a party of Yuuzhan VVong warriors
approached. Luke saw seven of them, most dready holding amphigaffs in thar
hands. The serpentlike amphigaffs were currently giff, m staff/spear
configuration. Face wasfiddling with the fake amphidaff wrapped around his
waist, but Luke could see that he was actudlly freeing the cord.

L uke came up beside Face and stood there, ams crossed, a stance of



defiance and arrogance. Mara came to astop beside him, Tahiri and Kell on the
other sde of Face. Kell unwrapped the false amphidaff from around his own
waist and triggered it, sngpping it into rigidity, an artful imitation of the

use of the genuine wegpons, though hiswould never stand up to the rigors of
combeat.

The oncoming unit of warriors halted ten meters away and their leader
looked at Luke and the others. "Thisis our designated zone," he said. "Who has
commanded you to hunt here?"

"No one has commanded us!" Face's tone was sharp and mocking, even through
the tizowyrm'strandation. "We are not on duty. We seek persona glory.”

"If you are not on duty, your mission is subordinate to ours. Make way."

Luke knew that no true Y uuzhan Vong warrior would respond well to such a
command, and he sighed inwardly. There was going to be a fight. He moved his
knee until he could fed hislightsaber whereit dangled from hisbelt under the
armor's skirt plates.

"If you are on duty,” Face said, "then your misson islessimportant then
ours, for you hunt only at your superiors orders, while we hurt because it
makes us great. Y ou make way."

The enemy leader stared at Face. Then the brief stalemate ended as it had
to; the leader charged, hiswarriorswith himintwo lines.

Face dropped back, alowing the more skilled combatantsto close the gap
where held been. The enemy leader hurtled toward him asif to shoot between Luke
and Kdl to reach him anyway, whirling his amphigtaff to dam Luke out of the
way, but Luke went up and over the chargein a somersault made only dightly
clumsy by hisfasedienarmor.

While he wasinverted, he saw Kell catch the leader and spin him back and



around, damming him powerfully into one of the transparisted panels on the
sde of thewakway. The panel held, but the metal restraints holding it failed;
warrior and panel punched free of the walkway. The warrior screamed, flailing,
as he dropped from view.

Luke landed and brought hislightsaber out from beneath the skirt plates
even as he heard the snap-hiss of Maras and Tdlin'sbladesigniting. His lit
jugtintimeto catch thethrust from an amphigtaff. He shoved the deadly
pointed tip of the weapon out of dignment, let it dide past him, and riposted.
Thewarrior he faced caught the lightsaber blade on the amphistaff's upper end
and the blade bounced away, leaving only the faintest of burn marks on the
amphigtaff neck.

His opponent screamed, "Jeedai!” The cry was picked up and repeated by the
other fivewarriors facing them - and then by other voices, farther back.

Luke parried athud bug hurled hisway by one of the warriorsin the second
rank, then made awild swing at the warrior in front of him. Thet fighter
ducked, but he was not the true target; Luke's blow continued onto the arm of
Tahiri's opponent to hisright, hitting it at the unprotected elbow, severing
it. That warrior roared, more, it seemed, in anger than in pain, ashisarm and
amphistaff dropped to thewakway floor. Tahiri took advantage of the moment to
kick him, propelling the warrior back into the second rank. Meanwhile, in Luke's
periphera vison, Maradeftly incinerated a razor bug hurled a her, then
parried a hard swing from afront-rank amphistaff and athrust from another in
the second row.

Then Luke could see them, more warriors running toward them from the

building opposite. He couldn't count them; he thought there were a leest



twenty, and more were emerging from that walkway opening every second. Most were
screaming, "Jeeda!”

Kl Taner turned and ran. Luke caught a glimpse of Tahiri's eyes,
startled and betrayed, through her helmet faceplate before she ducked benesath
the swing of her next opponent. Before she could straighten, aburst of blaster-
firefilled the ar above her. Most of it was absorbed or deflected by her
opponent's vonduun crab armor, but one shot caught the warrior in the throat. He
fell back, histhroat smoking, and L uke could see Face standing directly behind
Tahiri, blagter riflein hand. Even as Tahiri rose, Face let off the trigger and
took ahdf step left, out of Luke's periphera vison, walting for another
target.

L uke kicked the severed arm and its amphistaff up into the face of his
opponent, then followed with asimple thrust to the head. That warrior was too
canny or experienced for such aploy; unflinching, helet the arm bounce from
his helmet and deflected the thrust with his amphistaff.

Then the next wave of warriors reached them, and suddenly there were too
many amphigtaffs, thud bugs, razor bugs, and knifelike coufees to stand firm
againgt. Luke found himsalf forced backward step after step even as he parried a
blow, incinerated arazor bug, plunged hislightsaber blade into awarrior's
throat. "Fighting retreat!" he shouted.

Something arced between Luke and Marafrom behind. It looked like a flat
black box, about the size of human hand, with glowing letters or numberson one
sde. And Kdll was once again in Luke's peripherd vigon, this time with a
blaster, holding it high over the head of the Jedi, pouring fire down into the
Y uuzhan Vong. "Suggest we retreat fast™ he shouted. "Ten."

"What wasthat?' Luke asked. Instead of blocking the next amphigaff blow



to come hisway, he leaned forward before the blow began and whipped his
lightsaber across his new opponent's wrist, severing the holding hand.

"Y ou know whét it was. Seven. Six."

Luke began to back away fast. Maraand Tahiri kept pace with him, and Face
and Kdl kept up the blagterfire, joined by an occasona single-shot blast from
ther dliesbehind.

They'd dmost backed into the opening to the building when Kdl'sexplosive
charge detonated. Suddenly the walkway in the midst of the Y uuzhan Vong force
wasawadl of fire rushing toward them.

L uke exerted himsdlf, hurling himsdlf backward with use of the Force,
yanking Maraand Tahiri with him. They landed severd meters back in the
building corridor, still deflecting thrown thud bugs and razor bugs. Then the
fiery flash from the exploson roared across the intervening Y uuzhan Vong and
past the Jedi, momentarily blinding Luke, hammering him backward. Sure in his
sense of where the other Jedi and Wraiths were, he whirled hislightsaber ina
defensive motion he seldom used outside of practice, felt it hit something hard
and unyidding.

Then the heat and brightness were past. He found he was locked, lightsaber
againg amphigtaff, with awarrior whose back was smoking. Three other warriors
stood among him and his dlies, though two were now dancing in concentrated fire
from the Wraiths and Danni Quee. Thelagt, in the middle of a quite degant
snap-kick againgt Mara, was receiving her lightsaber thrust up and under his
skirt plates.

Luke kicked out, catching his opponent in the center of the torso, sending

him hurtling. The warrior staggered back to the wakway aperture... then dropped



out of sight with ashout of surprise.

The wakway was gone. Only smoke and the jagged edges where it had once
joined the building suggested it had ever been there. Even with hisearsringing
from the explosion, Luke could hear the smashing, grinding noise asits wreckage
descended three or four hundred meters to the boulevard below.

They stood panting for amoment, Jedi, Wraiths, and scientist, garing at
one another. Findly Luke said, "Anyone hurt?!

"] got grazed by athud bug,” Danni said. "Buit it hit the armor. It only
knocked me down.”

"Something of adisastrous encounter,” Luke decided. "But at least we don't
have any injuries”

"It was avery successful encounter,” Face said. "Very promising.”

Luke frowned. "How so? Now they know were here. That Jedi are here."

"No. Firg, | think they were al on thewakway. So no one dive knows
that Jedi are here."

"Uniil they find the bodies," Mara pointed out. "With diginctive
lightsaber burns on them.”

Face shrugged. "Y ou have me on that one. But second, more important, until
those lightsabers came out, they believed we wereVVong. The disguises, and my
extreordinary diligencein learning some conversationa Y uuzan Vong during the
last couple of years, are working. We can expect them to work again.”

"Good point.”

Face's tone became professionally worried. " So, does that count as my turn,
or do | have to check out the next walkway?'

Luke grinned. "It counts asyour turn.”

"Thenext one" Kell said, "will be twenty or thirty flights down. Wed



better get to it.”
Bhindi dapped the back of Kell'shelmet. "That oneisgoing to have been
hit by debrisfrom this one, Explosion Boy. Wego up.”

Histone subdued, Kdll said, "I knew that."

Borleias, Pyria System

Han Solo, upside down and up to hiswaist in machinery beneath the deck
plating of the Millennium Facon, heard and fdt footsteps approaching. They
were light, precise - Leia That meant there would be a second s, the
footsteps of Meewalh, Leias Noghri bodyguard, but Han had never actudly heard
them.

A desreto finish patching the coupling he was working on kept him
inverted and incurious-that, and the fact that he knew thét if Leia hed a
problem, her walking Pace wouldn't be normd. "Artoo, you want to hand me the
eectrica flow meter?' He extended ahand up into the air.

R2-D2, Luke's astromech droid, responded with a series of cheerful whistles
and blegats. Han heard the whine of amanipulator arm being extended, fdt the
meter being pressed into hishand. Then he heard hiswifesvoice: "Do you think
if I poked him, held bang his head into the flooring?"

R2-D2's blatted response sounded definitely affirmative.

"Y ou better hope she doesn't, Artoo,” Han said. "I can't take revenge on my

wife, 0 I'll haveto takeit on the nearest droid at hand.”



R2-D2 replied with adigtinctly sour set of notes, then Han heard the droid
whir away. "What did he say?' Han asked.

Lelalaughed. "I don't know. But if | were him, it would be, I'll go fetch
See-Threepio, then."

"Good point.” Han clipped the flow meter to the wireshed just ingdled.
"Y ou want to power up the holo-comm for me?”

"Are you down there with your head in the holocomm power cables?'

"es"

"No."

"l cant tell if the power flow isright if you don't.”

"Come on up out of there and |eave the meter where you can see the readout.

Han growled. He knew, deep in his heart, that nothing could go wrong, that
the Falcon would never hurt him while he wasworking on her. He knew thisin
Spite of innumerable minor abrasions, contusions, and eectrocutions hed
suffered over the years. But Leiaremained stubbornly unconvinced.

He a so knew, from long experience, that Leiawas not going to leave unil
she was sure he wasn't going to do something she considered foolish. He could
elther wait here upside down forever, or do it her way.

So he situated the meter where he could see the readout from above. He
shoved hisway up and out of the access and turned an atificdly chearful
smileon Lea "Happy?'

"Happy. You're very red.”

"That's what happens when you stay upside down for too long. Could | get
you some caf ? Something to read? For while you're here managing this repair

operation, that is." Ignoring sudden dizziness brought on by theflow of blood



back out of hishead, he stood.

Lelasmiled, not at al put off by hissnide comments. "Actudly, | just
came here to remind you that we need to see Tarc before we take off."

"Yeah, | know. | just hate good-byes. Never could figure out how to meke
them happy.”

Lelalowered her voice to awhisper. " Speaking of which, do you have any
advice on how were going to tell Mee-wah she can't come aong on this misson?
That hovering around me to do bodyguard duties will compromise any disguises
that wetry to use?’

Han matched her whisper for whisper. "How about persuading her to take a
vacation?'

"Hen."

"How about, just before takeoff, we send her out to pick up a bottle of
brandy, and then leave while she's running the errand?”

"Y ou're not helping.”

He smiled and pulled her to him. "Y ou're not fooling " anybody. You know
exactly what you're going to tell her. Y ou just want me to be there when you do
it. To hack 1 you up. Right?"

She offered him an expression of mock outrage. "No far peeking into my
mind likethat."

"Right?

Lelasighed and settled againgt him. "Right."

But her expression, though merry, wasn't entirdly without worry, and he
knew why. She couldn't be entirely free from concern with one of ther sons

recently lost to war, the other missing and presumed by most to be dead, and.



their only daughter esewherein the Pyria solar system on a misson with her

squadron. Han wondered if there would ever be atime when Leids expression was

com-pletely at peace.

PyriaSystem

Wl within the dovin basd minefield, Jainaand her Twin Suns Squadron
caught up with Mon Motbma, which was executing a turn back toward Borleias
while, in the distance, a Galofree cargo ship, as pudgy and unlovely asa Hutt
inthe middle of diving into apool, edged toward them. Tiny lights winking
around the freighter hinted at the battle that till went on, but they were few
in number-and ever fewer, as the sensor blips representing coral skippers
gradually disappeared from the screen.

"Twin Suns, thisis Rebe Dream. Sensors show more skip squadrons incoming,
but we think our payload will be out of the minefield and through with its last
micro-jump before they arrive. It's going to be close, though, so please stand
by.”

Jainagrinned at the please. Because of the game she was playing with the
Y uuzhan V ong, the deception in which sheincreasingly identified hersdf with
their Trickster goddess, Y un-Harla, she wasastep or two outsde Borleiass
command structure, and all commanders had been privately instructed to treat her
with the deference due aforeign dignitary. She sometimes wondered which of them
were amused at playing aong and which wereirritated. This controller's voice

held no evidence of annoyance. "Twin Suns Leader to Rebel Dream, copy.”



Jaina brought her squadron around to cruise dong* sde Rebel Dream and
waited. Asthe cargo vessd'slinesfindly cameinto sharp focus with the naked
eye, her name finally blipped onto her sensor board, Reckless Abandon, and she
could seethe nature of the starfighters protecting her-they were now organized
into escort wings, dl thefighting done. Most wore the white-and-dark-gray
color scheme of Rebel Dream support craft, but one squadron, mixed A-wings and
E-wings, was painted in glaring yellow with menacingly angular black stripes.

"What the Sith spawn are those?" Jaina asked.

"Twin Suns One, you have the Taanab Ydlow Aces, Ace-One spesking.” The
voice was male, amused. "We're hereto show the defenders of Borleias what
flyingisall about."

Jainawinced. Sheld forgotten that she had switched over to the general New
Republic military frequency to respond to Rebel Dream. But despite the fact that
the mistake was hers, she couldn't et ajibe like that go by. "So you'e the
medters at flying out of an engagement zone?!

"Ooh," Ace-Onesaid. "Don't say engagement. Unless you're volunteering,
that is"

"Ace-One, Reckless Abandon. Do you suppose you could confine your courtship
rituasto groundside?’

"Copy, Reckless. Twins Leader, look me up when we're on the ground. Ace-One
out."

Jaina switched back to send out only over squadron frequency. "Arrogant
little monkey-lizard."

"| agree." That was the mechanica voice of Piggy, Jainas Gamorrean pilot

and tectics expert. "1 know him."



Borleas

Crestures moved within Tam Elgrin'sfield of vison. He couldn't seem to
hold his eyes open enough for visud clarity, so most of the time they were mere
blobs of white or orange, walking back and forth before him, spesking in muted
tones.

He was content with that for awhile, even content to understand that he
wasn't thinking clearly, wasn't remembering, but eventudly curiogty got the
better of him and he forced his eyes open wider, forced himself to focus.

He could see now that the traffic was beyond the bed he lay on. A dean
sheet in a soothing blue covered hislarge, ungainly frame. Beyond hisfeet was
the metal footboard of abed, and beyond that was some sort of pedestrian
traffic lane; the blobs of color he had seen were people, humans and the
occasond Twi'lek or Rodian or Devaro-nian, most in medicd whites, some in
pilot jumpsuit orange, moving past hisfield of vison, paying him no mind.

Toather 9de of his bed were hung opague curtains of that same
offensvely inoffensive blue, so patently obvious ameasureto provide him with
privacy from two directions and suggest cam that he finally understood that he
wasinahospitd.

That realization was enough for now. He didn't need to know why he was
here. Thefact that his brain worked well enough to process informetion again
was sufficient.

But amoment later, afigureleft the traffic lane and moved into his



curtained cubicle. It wasaMon Caamari; Tarn'slong experience with nonhumans
suggested that it was afemale. She wore medica whites, and her skin was a
deep, appeding pink. "Y ou are awake," she said, her tone suggesting that it was
aminor achievement, something for which everyone should be a least dightly
pleased.

"Urn," he said. It was supposed to have been yes, but it came out um.

"Do you know what has happened? Where you are, and why?'

He shook hishead. "Um."

"Y ou've been rather badly used by the Y uuzhan V ong, conditioned by them to
do their bidding. But you resisted your conditioning and probably prevented a
tragedy. Resisting it did you a certain amount of physica harm, which iswhy
you're here now."

It was as though he had been facing a dam between him and his memories...
then the dam crumbled and memories washed down over him, hammering him, sweeping
him away. He remembered being on the world of Coruscant as it fel to the
Y uuzhan Vong, remembered hiding and running from them afterward, remembered
being captured by them. Then there were days-how many? Only two, though it
seemed like alifetime-of lying on atable that twitched, of listening while one
of the' Y uuzhan Vong told him to do things, of feding agonizing pain whenever he
worked up the nerve to refute their words, refuse their orders. The pain came
even when hisrefusa was degp in his heart, even when it was made without him
gpeaking or glaring or shaking his head to let them know of his rebellion. The
table dways knew, the table aways hurt him, until the words of the Y uuzhan
Vong came and he could no longer resist them, no longer offer even the mogt

secret of refusals.



Then he had been dlowed to "escape,” reunite with hisemployer, higorian
Wolam Tser, and escape Coruscant to Borleias, atemporary sronghold of the
reding New Republic military. There he had spied upon the New Republic
operations, the scientist Danni Quee and the pilot Jaina Solo.

Only when he knew that he would have to kidnap one of them and kill the
other had he found the strength to withstand the pain that came whenever he did
not legp to the bidding of the Y uuzhan Vong. And held falen, certain thet the
painwouldkill him.

"Areyou gill with us, Magter Elgrin?’

"Um," hesaid. "Yes" He opened his eyes, the Mon Ca femde was bending
over him, her mouth dightly open, her eyes moving independently as she looked
him over.

He knew from experiencethat her expression suggested dight distress,
though it would not have been obvious to someone who knew only humen
expressons. "It'snot 'Magter' Elgrin. Just... Elgrin. Or Tam."

“Tam, | am Cilghd. 1 will beworking with you to overcome the lingaring
effects of what was doneto you." She cocked her head, a human manneriam,
perhaps one she had learned from being among humans. "I am sad to have to tdl
you that your courage in resisting your conditioning was not acure for you. You
dtill suffer the effects of that conditioning. We will work together to erode
those effects, to return you to norma.”

"If I'm till-why isn't my head killing meright now?'

Cilghd took one of his handsin hers-a smooth, webbed hand much larger
than his, but not cold, as he'd expected-and moved his hand up to his brow.
There, hefelt the device, hemetlike, covering the top of his head. "This

gpparatus,” she said, "senses the onset of your headaches. It interferes



eectronicaly with your pain receptors, reducing or diminating the pain.
Later, we can fit you with an implant to do the same thing without being
noticeable. Theimplant will dso dlow you to reward yoursdf by initiating the
release of endorphins whenever you do something you know to be in defiance of
thewill of the Yuuzhen VVong. It will, we think, gradudly counter the
conditioning you have received.”

"But what's the point? I'm going to be tried. And executed. For treason.”

" think not. Thisbaseisunder military law, and Generd Wedge Antilles
has said that you are to be commended, not punished. There will benotrial for
you."

Tam fdt hiseyesburn, then tears came. Whether they' weretears of relief
or shame for the forgiveness held received but had not earned, he could not say.

Heturned away from Cilghal so she would not see them.

"1 will go now," shesaid. "Wewill tak later. And you will get better.”

Thetall man pounded on the black stonewall. Thewall stretched up as far
asthe eye could see-at least in these dimly lit reaches of the ruined undercity
- and was angled back, not truly vertical. The stone from which it was made was
glossy, with little gray stipple patterns throughout, lending it beauty and
complexity. Thewall did not seem to be made of blocks of the stone; the entire

wall seemed to be one sheet, unmarked by lines or creases.



The stone held up againgt blows from his fis. He found a block of
ferrocrete nearby and swung it with al his considerable strength at the wall.
Theferrocrete shattered.

He ignited hisweapon. It hummed with every move of hisarm and cast its
red glow on the sone. He drove it into the stone.

The stone did not warm, did not burn, did not welt away.

Hewithdrew his blade and touched the point where it bad rested. It was
warmer than the surrounding stone, but did not burn his flesh.

He shouted, the echoes of his anguish bouncing off the high celing and
nearby wals of this chamber.

He had to have what was beyond the wall. It was everything. He had never
seenit, never fdl it, hut he knew it was there, knew with a memory that had
been vivid long before he had become aware.

Thetall man felt something, apresence, nearby. Heraced to a mound of
rubble, collgpsed from mined celling, and swept a block of duracrete aside.

In the niche beyond huddled asmadl figure, ahuman mae.

Thetall man reached in and saized the other, yanking him forth. The
smaller man wore rags and stank of sweet, months of swest; his hair waslong and
ragged, and fear filled hisdark eyes.

Thetal man did not speak to him. He did not know words. Instead, he made
athought-an image of the black wall shattering, opening to reved the treasure
beyond-and shoved it into the mind of the other. The smaller man diffened and
dhrieked as the thought lodged in hismind, occupied it fully.

Then thetall man sent another thought, a ques-tion: How?

The amdler man trembled in his grip, and thoughts, hundreds of them, tiny

and scurrying like rodents, flashed through hismind.



Then there was animage. A machine, something man could hold in two hands,
from its nozzle came a blinding blaze, acutting fire. The smal man thought of
that fire piercing thewall, cutting adoor, alowing thetal man through.

Thetal man formed another thought. In it, the small man would go forth,
find that machine, and bring it here. Immediately. With ruthless srength, he
hammered that thought into the smal man's mind, heard his new shriek. Then he
dropped the small man.

His new dave, weeping, sobbing, ran off into the darkness.

Borldeas

Colond Tycho Cedchu, Wedge Antilless second-in-command, entered the
generd's office. He was grinning and could not seem to stop, unusud for the
reserved officer, who seldom betrayed emotions for more than a moment in any
officid dtuation. "Generd," hesad, "'l present you with the officer in
charge of the Taanab Ydlow Aces." He gestured like a magter of ceremonies
toward the door, which held left open behind him.

Into the office stepped a broad-shouldered man, handsome and dark-haired,
the sort on whom middle age settled like aset of rakish cothes. He wore a
jumpsuit of poisonous yelow accentuated by jagged lines of black, like a. mad
decorator's interpretation of abrain wave, and, instead of saluting, struck a
heroic pose. " Captain Wes Janson reporting. Uh, sir.”

Wedge rose to clasp Janson's hand, then dragged the man to minan



embrace. "Wes! They didn't tell me you were part of the incoming group.”

"l laid down some bribes. Couldn't have them spoil my big moment. Say,
what'sto drink?'

"Home-brewed poison, for the most part, except on rare occasions. Here,
sit." Wedge took his own seat, and, once Tycho had shut the door for privacy,
the other two followed suit.

Janson pulled adata card out of one of his jumpsuit's many pockets and
flipped it onto Wedge's desk. "I'm sure you've gotten the inventory from
Reckless Abandon aready, but here's my copy, just to make sure they're the
same. Foodstuffs, ammunition, munitions, spare star-fighter parts, severd
barrels of inadequately aged Taanab fruit brandies...”

"Wonderful." Wedge dipped the card into his data-pad, reviewing the words
that scrolled up on his screen. "How long will you beinsystem?”

"Oh, until | get killed, | guess."

Startled, Wedge glanced up at him. "How's that again?’

"The Taanab Ydlow Acesisan dl-volunteer unit. Financed by the same
fund-raising effort that went into purchasing and ddlivering dl those inventory
goods. Organized by me. When | resigned my commission, | told my superiors I'd
be back with apiece of Tsavong Lah in my pocket. | can't disappoint them.”

Wedge smiled. "Careto transfer into Rogue Squadron?”

"I'dloveto. But | can't. | brought a squad and a hdf of Taanab and
refugee pilots who sort of have the right to follow my lead.”

Tycho made atsk-tsk noise. "How very responsible of you, Wes."

Janson shrugged, rueful. "Sad  side effects of age, I'm afraid.” His
expression becameliveier. "Which you can hep me forget. Tdl me about a

female pilot, Twin Suns Leader. She hasanice voice. Does she have looks to



match?"

Wedge, struggling to keep from laughing, exchanged a glance with Tycho.
"Waéll, yes. She'snicelooking.”

"Married? Attached?'

"Attached, | think. Recently attached." To my nephew, Wedge added to
himsdlf, no matter how hard they try to keep others from noticing.

"So, who isshe?'

Wedge frowned as. if remembering. "Jay something. Isn't thet right?' He
turned to Tycho,

"] think 0."

"Jay, Jay..." Wedge let hisexpression clear. "That'sit. Jaina Solo.”

Janson'sface paed. "Jaina Solo.”

"I'm sure that's the name."

"Sith gpawn, | wasflirting with anine-year-old.”

"Nineteen,” Tycho corrected. "And she has more kills than the three of us
put together at the same age.”

Janson sighed, defeated. "1 guess 1'd better gpologize to her and then
throw myself on her lightsaber.”

Wedge shook hishead. "No, just ask Han to shoot you. It1l be more
merciful and it ishisright asafather.”

"Y ou're ill anasty commanding officer, you know."

Wedge merdly smiled.

Domain Hul Warldship, PyriaSystem



The Y uuzhan Vong warrior Czulkang Lah was old, far older than any who hed
been seen by the natives of this gdaxy; under the scars, tattoos, and
mutilationsthat rendered his face dmost black and his features amogt
unrecognizable were deep wrinkles of age. Thefrailty of hisform was conceded
by the augmented vonduun crab armor he wore, armor that added the strength of
itsown musclesto his.

He stood in his preferred control chamber of the Domain Hul worldship. The
wallswere thick with the stations of his various advisers and subordinate
officers, including his persond aide, the warrior Kasdakh Bhul. Most of the
sations were series of shelflike recessesin theyorik cord wadl, and upon
those recesses were villips, the preferred communications method of the Y uuzhen
Vong; some were in contracted form, festureless blobs, while some were everted
tolook like glossy, colorless Y uuzhan VVong heads whose lips moved and voices
emerged in perfect synchronization with distant officers and spies.

Above Czulkang Lah's seat was agreat membranous lens, in diameter three
timesthe length of atal warrior; it gave him an unpardleed view of the
space before Domain Hul, and could contract to magnify very distant objects.

Before the old warrior was a priest. He wastall, his leanness suggesting
self-deprivation, and he wore the ceremonial robes and head wrap of the order of
the Trickster goddess, Yun-Harla

"Wecome, Harrar," Czulkang Lah said.

"It ismy honor to come before you again." The priest offered the sort of
bow that equals exchange, then straightened. "And to find you engaged in work

benefiting the gods and befitting your status. | bring you ships and ground



reinforcementsto help you in your ams." Indeed, the reinforcements had made a
flyover to announcetheir presence to, and respect for, the old warrior,
commander of Y uuzhan Vong forcesin the Pyria system.

"l am directed by my son to offer you every assstance in capturing Jaina
Solo." The old warrior beckoned to amuch younger male who waited near the wall.
The younger warrior stepped forward and knelt. "Harrar, | bestow upon you Charat
Kraal. He has been in charge of specia operations where Jaina Solo and other
meatters are concerned. He leads an inventive and well-motivated unit made up of
Kraa and Hul pilots and knowledge harvesters. My burdens of command will be
lightened, rather than increased, if you smply take him off my hands and assume
direct control of those operations.”

Harrar addressed the younger warrior. "Do you fed you can readily transfer
your service?' The question was amatter of life and death; should Charat Kradl,
in honesty, say he could not, he would naturally be killed and amore agreegble
commander ingtaled.

Charat Kraal raised hishead to look into Harrar's face. The warrior's nose
was not just deformed, a mutilation common to Y uuzhen Vong warriors, but
entirdly missing, with ragged, reddened edges all around to suggest the violence
with which it had been removed. Hisforehead was high, more like ahuman's than
that of a'uuzhan Vong, and elaborately tattooed with perpendicular lines and
dripesthat drew the eye back aong it and made it seemed flatter. "My duty is
to the gods, our leaders, and Domain Krad," he said. "I will servegladly.”

"Good," Harrar said. "What are your most current operations?”

"We have recently lost our human spy within thelr great abomination-

building. So | have engineered a plan to introduce one or more new spies into



their camp. Wewill do this on the next occasion that an assault is made against
their camp.”
"Just likethat?' Harrar asked. "The infidels get no opportunity to refuse
our gift of agpy?'
Charat Krad offered awarrior's amile, broken teeth visble through
ditted lips. "They do not, grest priest.”
"When my audience with Czulkang Lah isdone, you will come with me and tell

me of your plan.”

Coruscant

Ashisgroup entered along gdlery that had once been, flanked by stores
and emporiums, Luke again fdt atwinge, some distant wrongness in the Force.
The sensation had come to him before and he had steered toward it, hoping that
it was the source of the unease, the visions that had brought him to Coruscant
onthismisson. But his fdlow Jedi had not dways seemed to share his
perceptions.

He glanced at them. Marawas dready looking his way, nodding. Tahiri
gared off into the distance, in the direction of the twinge, dert asahunting
beast.

Even Danni wasgazing in thet generd direction, a hint of confuson
evident even through her Y uuzhan VVong makeup. "Did any of you fed something?'
she asked.

"Yeah," Kell sad. "Hunger. Timeto break?'



Luke shook hishead. "Not in the open like this."
"Awww. Explosive charges are so much more vivid when they go off inthe
open.”

Tahiri stared up at him, scornful. "Do you only ever think about onething?

"Onething at atime, sure. Now it'smy stomach.”

Another feding intruded on Lukesfinely tuned senses, awhiff of danger,
far moreimmediate than the previous sensation. He whispered, "Trouble."

In amoment, the others moved to form acircle, Mara, Tahiri, Kell, and
Face on the outside, the others within. No one brought out a technologica
weapon, but Luke felt to make sure that his lightsaber was ill hanging &
hand, and Face and Kell snapped their false amphistaffs out into rigidity.

A great roar of voices sounded from ahead and above. Out of two storefronts
at thislevel, and one on either side on thefirgt balcony level above, came a
stream of beings, shouting, charging toward Luke and his party.

They were humans and humanoids, mae and femde, their clothes largdy
filthy and in tatters, carrying primitive spears and knives and crude swords in
their hands. In moments at least a score were charging Luke's position, and more
were pouring out of the doorways.

L uke bresthed asigh of relief. "Time to make contact,” he said. He reached
up for hishelmet.

"Run,” Bhindi said.

"What?"

"Run." Bhindi suited actionsto words by turning back theway they'd come

and racing away from the oncoming mob.



Lukelooked at Mara. Both shrugged, then turned to follow Bhindi, the rest
close fter them.

They charged out through the broad archway that had herdded the opening
into the shopping galery, quickly outdistancing their pursuers. They took a
right at the next broad cross-corridor, charged a considerable distance dong
it, and then Bhindi angled into adoorway that led to an emergency dairwell.
Sheled them up the stairstwo at atime until they'd climbed five flights; then
they could emerge into amuch darker, narrower corridor. There they stopped,
many of them panting.

Kell leaned over to put his hands on his knees as he struggled to bresthe.
"I'mtoo old for this."

Danni leaned againgt the wall, Sweat poured down her face but did not mar
her Y uuzhan V ong makeup. "Would you mind telling mewhy weran? | thought you
wanted to make contact with pockets of survivorsl Something about setting up
resstance cells?’

Bhindi offered her an unlovely amile. "Two reasons. Firgt, norma people
who want to stay aive don't charge Y uuzhan VVong warriorsthat way, even if they
outnumber them a hundred to one. Meaning that they probably had some way to kill
those supposed warriors, like retreating before us and leading us to a spot
wherefifty tons of scrap can drop on our heads."

Danni consdered that and her expression relented. " Good point.”

"Second,” Bhindi continued, "we don't have any reason to believe that any
of the Vong warriors who attacked us on the walkway are still dive. Some are
chopped up, some are blown up, some are flat as aroadway accident three hundred
meters down, and some are dl three. So our secret, the fact thet we're

wandering around in effective Y uuzhan VVong disguises, is probably intact. If we



let ahundred starving survivors know about it, inevitably onewill sdll us out
and the Vong will know, too."

"S0," Luke said, "adetachment of ustake off our disguisesand go to tak
to them as humans"

"While the rest wait here and bresthe," Kell said.

"Right." Luke looked over them. "It'll be me, Mara, Face, and Bhindi gaing
back. Therest stay here”

Instead of offering up anoise of complaint, Tahiri grimaced, a cynicaly
adult expression, and lowered her pack to the passageway floor.

Luke shrugged, offered her asmile. "We need at least one Jedi with each
group.”

"So I'm baby-ditting people twice, three times my age. Where'sthe funin
that?'

Kel snorted, then pitched his voice as an adolescent whine. "Aunt Tahiri,

tell meadory.”

Luke, now dressed in the dark garments he affected whenever making apublic
appearance in the guise of Jedi Master, stared at the woman on the other side of
the heeting e ement protruding from the gap in the floor panels. He, histhree
companions-aso in dark, inconspicuous civilian dress-and Sx men and women of
the Walkway Collective sat cross-legged on the floor, in aloose cirde around
the heeting element, while a pot of greenish soup rested atop the thing and
gradualy hested to bailing. "How have you survived?' Luke asked.

They werein aback room of what had once been a clothing emporium of the



Catier Walkway, the shopping gallery where Luke's party had so recently been
Stacked. The woman he addressed-once plump and blond, he thought, now leaner
from asubsistence diet, hair streaked with dirt, brown eyes hard from sacrifice
and suffering-was Tenga Javik, nomind leader of the Walkway Collective.

"Weve rigged photon collection screens and heat harvestersfor power,” she
said. Her voice was raspy; that, and the light scarf wound around her neck, a
curious affectation in thewarm, moist air of Coruscant's landscape of building
interiors, suggested that she had taken an injury to the throat in the not too
distant past. "One of usworked at a grayweave production plant. Have you ever
egten grayweave, Master Sky walker?!

"On occason.” Grayweave was the nickname for a sort of sngle-cdl-
organism-based food, manufactured for and sold to the poorest of the poor; in
texture, it looked like thick gray felt, but didn't taste anywhere near as good.
Itschief virtueswerethat it was very inexpensve and lasted along time
without preservation.

"We gtole the grayweave reactors and scattered them dl through our
territory,” Tengasad. "Wdl-hidden. We keep them supplied with power and
water, water we process through our own stills. We hide from the Vong most of
thetime, set trapsfor them when we're sure we can take them. We're gaing to
survive, Master Skywaker."

"How'stheair?' Bhindi asked.

Tengalooked into the soup asif unwilling to meet Bhindi's eyes. "Getting
worse," shesad. "Wereworking on that. Trying to put together a series of
blowersto bring in air from whereit's better." She didn't sound confident. " If
that doesn't work, we may have to relocate. Go degper.” She met Luke's eyes, her

expression suddenly fierce. "When will thefleet come, Master Skywalker? When



can we expect rdief?"

"Not soon," he admitted. "1 wish | could tell you differently, but you're
going to haveto rely on yourselves for sometimeto come.”

Severd of Tengasfelows sighed or made noisesof discontent, but they
didn't direct anger at Luke; hiswords did not seem to be entirely unexpected.

Tengareturned her attention to the soup. "We need the fleet,” she rasped,
her tone lower; she did not seem to be speaking to Luke. "We need the Jedi.”

"Thisisour first misson back," Luke said, projecting confidence with his
voice and through the Force. "And more will come. We're nat gaing to let
Coruscant remain in enemy hands. Y ou have to decide whether you're going to be
aivewhen theworld is liberated. Because the weariness and disliusonment
you'refeding can kill you as surdly asthe Y uuzhan VVong."

"You'vedonevery well here" Bhindi said. "l can show you how to do
better."

That got Tengas attention. "Better how?"

"Hide better, ambush and defeat V ong patrols better, repair and mantain
equipment better."

"I'mligening,” Tengasad.

"Hrg thingsfird,” Marainterrupted. "A little more informetion. Have
any of you seen or fdt anything unusud inthis region? | mean, unusud in
excess of dl the changes brought on by the Vong?'

Most of those present shook their heads, but one, in the second rank of the
circle, athin, middle-aged man with adark, suspiciouslook to his features,
sad, "Lord Nyax."

Some of his companions sighed; one or two offered up little groans.



L uke grinned before he could suppressit. "That'sachildren's story."

"He'sred," Yassat sad.

Mararased an eyebrow. "I haven't heard thisone."

"Inancient times," Luke said, "on Cordlia, Lord Nyax was what parents
threatened their children with if they didn't et their stewfruit or go to bed
on time. 'lIf you keep on being abad boy, Lord Nyax will comefor you.' Hewasa
monstrous pale ghost who took children away, and no one ever saw them again.”

"Atypicd folk tale" Marasaid.

"Yes" Luke sobered. "But awhile back, stories of Lord Nyax got alot more
common. Because during the Jedi purges, there was someone who camefor children
in the night-someone who came for Force-sengtive children.”

Marasreply was awhisper: "Darth VVader."

"That'sright, 1 think that some of Darth VVader's covert missionsto round
up Force-sengtive children became merged with the Lord Nyax legend, and spread
from Cordliadl over the gdaxy during the early Imperid years."

"Y assat hereisone of our far scouts,” Tengasaid. "Hetravels out beyond
our territories, exploring and scavenging.”

"And he seesthings," another said. That man tapped his temple with one
hand while jerking athumb at Y assat with the other, suggesting that Y assat was
not completely functiond inamenta sense.

"l do seethings," Yassat said. "But they're there.”

"Tdl mewhat you see" Luke said.

"l saw Lord Nyax for thefirst time about amonth after Coruscant fdl."

Y assat's voice lowered in tone and volume. "Thiswas over toward the old heart
of the government digtrict, where things are crazy now. | was on one side of the

main chamber of atextilefactory, hiding from aVong hunting party; they were



on the other side. | was dready scared, but | got alot more scared and didn't
know why. Then the screaming started. Where the warriors were, | could see
someone moving. A big man, ghostly white. Therewas aroar, and flashes of red

al around it, but no sound of blasters. | got away. Hours later, | came back, |
found the VVong warriors dead. Chopped to pieces, burned in places, some of them
eaten on.

"The second time was four daysago or s0." From a pocket, he pulled a
functiona chrono and checked local time. "Four days. | fdt thet fear again
while | was prowling through rooftops well below the skyline. It got worse and
worse, and | knew | was being stalked. | knew | was going to end up like those
Vong wariors.”

"How did you get awvay?' Maraasked. Y assat shook his head, not meeting her
gaze. "l just got away."

"That's not good enough,” Tengasaid. "No one'just gets away.' You get
away by getting captured and selling us out?"

"No." Y assat's voice became emphatic. He returned "is dtention to Mara.
"Therésaman, cdlshimsdf Skiffer. Part of agroup not part of the Wakway
Collective. They Prey on us. They'vekilled a couple of our scouts, found and
stole one of our grayweave reactors. Grayweave's not enough for them; I'm sure
some of them are canni-bals. 1 know wherether territory is. | led Lord Nyax
through the heart of ther territory, and when 1 heard Skiffer give hispeoplea
cal to action, | made abreak for it. | heard them screaming.” He met Tengas
eyes. "l didn't sdll usout, Tenga. | sold Skiffer out.”

Tenga clapped him on the shoulder. "Good work." Another man said, "Y ou were

being stalked by VVong, Yassat. Thereisno Lord Nyax. Just your imagination.”



Y assat glared, but didn't respond. "Where have you run into Lord Nyax?' Luke
asked. Y assat pointed northwest, precisaly in the direction where Luke and the
other Force-sengitives had felt the twinge. "That way. Near the old government
center. It'sthick with VVong compared to here, but full of interesting salvage.”

"We need to look at that," L uke said. He addressed Y assat: "Care to come
with us? To guide us?'

Tenga shook her head. "Not unless you leave us this one" she indicated
Bhindi, "intrade.

But Y assat shook his head. "Prowl around with abig, noisy party when there
are Vong hunters about? No. Kill me now, instead. 1t'd be less panful.” Luke
shrugged. "WEll be back, then." Y assat offered him alook of sympathy. "No, you

won't."

Borleas

Jainastood up, her bedsheet whirling away from her, and lurched to her
closet without knowing why. The sun Pyria was just now dimbing above the
horizon, so she had been in bed for perhaps three hours.

Theroaring in her earsresolved itsdf into an darm. Y uuzhan Vong were
coming. She heard the roar of thrust-ers from whichever squadrons were & the
ready-it would be Blackmoon at this hour.

Jag was waiting for her in the hallway-the specid, secured hdl of the
biotics building reserved for the pilots of Twin Suns Squadron. Other doorswere

diding open. Piggy saBinring, struggling to fasten the sedl of his pilot's suit



over hisexpansve Gamorrean ssomach, emerged.

"What's our objective?" Jainaasked. Jag held out adatapad for her to look
at, but her eyeswouldn't focus on it. Sheirritably waved it away.

"It looks like an assault on this location,” Jag synop-sized. "Hying
vehiclesonly, no sign of ground troops. L usankya's squadrons have some of the
enemy forces engaged in orbit. More will be here in moments.”

Therewas an explosion, not far away, asincoming fire hit the shieds that
protected the bioticsfacility. All the transparisted viewports on the west
face of the building rattled.

"Correction," Jag said. "They'll be here now."

"Let'smove." Janaled her half-dressed, half-awake squadron to their
turbolift.

Corran Horn, pilot and Jedi Knight, flying as Rogue Nine, activated his
repulsors and smoothly lifted off the terrocrete of Rogue Squadron's new docking
bay, up through a gap where, moments before, the calling had been; the
building's roof was till cantilevering out of theway. The dtitude gavehim a
better ook at the conflict - Y uuzhan Vong cord ships, the equivalent of light
cruisers, hovered in the distance both east and west, protected by screens of
coralskippers, and launched barrages of plasmaat the biotics building and its
outbuildings. So far, the base's shields, removed not thet long before from
fdtering New Republic capita ships, were holding up well againgt the assaullt.
"Comeon, Leth."

"Pick, pick, pick." Leth Liav's X-wing rose up beside Corran's. Leth, a
Sullustan female, had been afighter pilot before being shot down and captured

by the Y uuzhan Vong. Placed in an environment bubble and launched through space



toward Borleiass atmosphere in ashow of Y uuzhan Vong crudty, sheand severd
of her fellows had been saved by somefancy flying on the part of Twin Suns
Squadron. Corran doubted that, in better times, she would ever have qudified

for the famed Rogue Squadron, but here, with attrition high and options few,
she'd been welcomed.

"L eader to squad, less chatter, please.” Colonel Dark-lighter sounded as
businesslike as ever. "Indicate readiness. Leader isready. Two?'

"Two ready."

"Threg?'

Astheroll cal continued, the third member of Corran's shied trio,

Dakorse Teep, roseinto postion. "Rogue Seven, al green.”

Corran grimaced. In Tegp's case, green didn't just refer to the condition
of hisengines. Tegp was ateenager who should have been palling around on the
playground with Corran's son Valin, only afew years Tegp'sjunior. Corran heard
Leth announce "Eight, four lit and ready," then he sad, "Nine, optimum.”

Hewasthelast oneto cdl in readiness. Rogue Squadron was reduced to
nine members now, three shield trios. Other squadrons werein worse condition,
some of them reduced in numbers so fast that they had to be decommissioned or
temporarily merged with other depleted units until reinforcements could swel
them out into discrete squads again.

"We're on the cruiser to the east,” Gavin announced. "Senior members have
proton torps; everyone else, you'll have to make do with lasers. Sorry. Break by
shied trios... now." He suited action to words, and the three members of One
Flight lofted, rising above the protection of the facility's verticd shidds,
staying only afew dozen meters beneeth the horizonta shield overhead.

Corran waited a beat while Two Hight followed, then heled Leth and Teep



up. To her credit, Leth kept tucked in professonally close, but Teep lagged,
offering his shidld-mates no protection from his shidds, recaiving no
protection from theirs.

"Closeit up, Seven,” Corran said. "Sorry, Nine. Coming."

As Corran and Leth cleared the building's shidlds and dropped toward the
jungle on thefar side, a plasma barrage from the cruiser anadog they were
supposed to destroy arced toward them. If it had been dightly better aimed, it
might have did in between the top of the vertical shields and bottom of the
horizontal. Asit was, it angled in toward Teep, directly over Corran's head.
"Seven," he shouted, "break to port-"

Corran chose port over starboard only because it took half the timeto say,
giving Teep one more fraction of a second to comprehend and react. Teep did veer
to port, as much on repul sorlifts as thrusters, and the main bal of plasma
flashed harmlesdy past him.

Then it hit the building's vertical shieldsand exploded. The concusson
hammered Teep, Corran, and Leth. His cockpit swathed in flame, Corran watched
hisartificia horizon gauge spin. Relying on ingtinct more than hisgauges, he
leveled off and hit histhrusters. A moment later, the fire peded away from his
cockpit and he could see again.

Teep and Leth were both rolling asthey fdl, out of control, toward the
jungle below.

Leth came out of her rall, leveling off not far above the treetops, and
Corran heard her over the comm board, her voiceraised in a wordless shout of
both fear and exultation.

Teep didn't come out of hisroll. He punched through the treetops, and a



moment later afireball roiled up through the hole hed made.

Corran swore. Thiswar was gobbling up children like a starved wampa
"C'mon, Eight. Form up."

In histransport, far below the Lusankya conflict and asfar above the war
waging around the biotics building, Harrar stared into the viewing lens mounted
inthe trangport'sbelly. "Isthis operation yours, or Czulkang Lah's?" he
asked.

Charat Krad kndt beside him at the edge of the lens. "It is the great
magter's. But it ismerely aprobe, away to test strength and evauate the
enemy's strengths, to deny him the opportunity to rest. | have attached my
mission to thisoperation.”

"When do your units enter the battle?'

"Soon. When the enemy is stretched thinnest.”

Twin Suns Squadron roared westward, toward the Y uu-zhan Vong cruiser analog
there. Tt and its protective squadrons were dready being harassed by Blackmoon
Squadron and a pair of TIE squadrons off Lusankya "Piggy, andyss”" Jana
called,

The mechanicd voice of her Gamorrean pilot boomed from the comm unit;
Jainawinced and did the volume control lower.

"They're not concentrating on the biotics building thistime," Piggy said.
"Probably to avoid adisaster like the last assault. They've learned their
lesson from orbital bombardment. And yet they're not sysemaicaly teking
Generd Antilless defensive structure to pieces. They should be concentrating
their efforts on removing Lusankyafrom the battlefield, so they can then move
againg thefacility with minimal oppostion. They arenot.”

Jainadidn't have to ask what that meant. The Y uu-zhan VVong didn't intend



to overrun the facility thistime. They had some other god, such as Saging
another attempt to capture Jaina. To the Y uuzhan Vong, twins were sacred, and
Jaina, asthe twin of Jacen, held specid fascination for them. "Keep your eyes
open for particular atention on us," Jainasaid. "Yes, Great One."

"Twin Suns, don't firetorps unless you have a dear shot you know the
voids can't stop,” she added. "Weveadl got aful load, but other squads
don't. So don't waste ashot unless you're just anxious to cause hard fedings.
Tilath, are you ready with your payload?'

"Yes, Great One." Tilath Keer, flying Twin Suns Eleven, sounded digtinctly
unhappy. On the underside of her X-wing was attached something that looked like
amissile, the newest experimental wegpon in the Twin Suns arsend, hut it was
longer than the X-wing's cockpit and heavy enough to turn her sarfighter into
something as maneuverable as aflying boulder.

"Don't worry, Tilath. No one hasto do the dishes every time" Jana hit

her thrusters and accel erated toward the enemy. "L et's do thisthing."

Charat Kraal and Harrar watched as the battle devel oped. The Yuuzhaen Vong
capita ships were being used as mohile atillery, kegping up a Steady
bombardment on the biotics building and the buildings around it to test, and
potentidly overwhelm, the infidds protective energy shidds. Ther
coralskipper squadrons were charged with protection of the capitd ships and
elimination of enemy garfighters. It wasasmple enough Stuation, and Harrar
grasped the detailsreadily as Charat Kraal explained them.

"Where are the Starlancer vehicles kept-the pipe-fighters?' Harrar asked.



He referred to the craft that had, not long before, set up acomplicated energy
matrix in spacein the Pyria system, then fired alaser attack-one that had been
somehow accel erated through hyperspace and had actualy struck the Y uuzhan Vong
worldship in orbit around Coruscant.

Charat Kraal indicated a square, flat building near the biotics building.

"That iswheretheir dites keep their vehicles. Jaina Solo's squadron is housed
there. It isnot atarget of today's exercise, snce most of the vehicles housed
there are now coming againgt our forces."

"And where arethey growing ther lambent crysd?’ The recent spying
efforts, involving acontrolled human male, had indicated thet the Starlancer
project required theimplementation of a gigantic crystd, one grown from
Y uuzhan Vong techniques and materid, to increase the long-distance laser enough
for it to do real harm to distant targets.

Charat Kraal pointed to the biotics building. "There, Our agent was ungble
to search every portion of that structure, but diminated many. Before he was
logt, he communicated to us that he thought the deepest levels of the building,
which are among those shut off from the common soldier, were the mogt likdy
location for the crystal-growing..." He had ahard time saying the next word, so
hateful wasit in this context. "... machines. Our next agent will find it and
arrangefor its destruction, if our bombardments do not destroy this fadlity
firg."

"Excellent. Now, let us discuss the capture of Jaina Solo.”

Jainalet off her trigger asthe coralskipper in front of her detonated.

Its piecesrained down on thejungle below. A quick check of her sensor board



reved ed that her wing-mates, Jagged Pel and Kyp Durron, were not far away and
were inbound toward her.

Ahead was the Y uuzhan VVong cruiser, hundreds of meters of yorik cora and
organic weaponry. "Let'sgiveits big guns something to think about,” Jana
said. She switched her lasers over to quad fire and began pouring coherent iight
blasts at the points where the cruiser's giant plasma cannons sprouted from its
hull. "What'syour gatus, Tifath?

"Lined up on find approach. I'm fifteen seconds from optimum firing range.
Fourteen.”

"Fire when ready, don't wait for my command.”

"Ten"

Jag and Kyp joined their laserfire with Jainas. The voids protecting the
cruiser andog had no difficulty moving into pogtion and swalowing the
destructive energy from their wegpons.

"One. Fring."

Themissledropped from the belly of Tilath's X-wing. It fdl a dozen
meters, thenitsrear ignited, driving it forward at missile speeds.

Jaina clicked her comm board over to operational frequency. "Execute ‘Low
Bounce.' Repest, 'Low Bounce.""

Inthevicinity of the target cruiser andog, New Republic garfighters
began gaining dtitude. They didn't fleg; they just rose until they were above
the cruiser andog's dtitude. They continued fighting on their way up,
continued fighting at their new dtitude.

At the same ingtant, Jaina, Kyp, and Piggy armed am fired proton torpedoes,

one each.



Haf akilometer short of the cruiser andog, Tilath's missle did what it
was supposed to.

It did not shatter and fly in all directions; it wastoo sturdily built for
that. Most of the missile was an extremely durable metal tube, open at one end.
The rear closed portion was packed with a plasma-based explosve charge. The
forward two-thirds, seded only by the fragile nose of the missile, was packed
with metal bal bearings the sSze of human heads.

The plasma charge detonated, superheating the ball bearings and firing them
toward the target.

They shot out, aspreading display of superheated projectiles.

Not one of the bal bearings would do sgnificant harm to the target when
they hit; the best-placed shotsthat actudly hit the yorik cora hul would
punch through and lodge within, while the rest would bounce harmlesdy away.

No, the danger they represented was not from hitting. Each ball, heated by
the plasma charge, was now identical, in specific gravity and temperature, to
the proton torpedoes catching up to them from behind.

The cruiser analog's dovin basal's sensed the incoming horde of missles.
They did not panic; fear was not part of their nature. But they knew they could
not project their voidsinto the path of even afraction of the incoming
missles. Instead, each prioritized, projecting its voids over the most
vulnerable portions of the vessd's flank, protecting the command crew

compartment, wegpons emplacements, and itsdlf.

Charat Kraa and Harrar watched as the Twin Suns launched four missles-

one, thelargest, ahead of the others. Thelargest one detonated short of its



target, showering the matalok with red-hot debris, but the others flashed

sraight into hit, one-two-three, againgt the mat-aok's sde. The infidd

weapons flashed impossibly bright, creating clouds of explosive force and debris
that had once been the side and interna organs of the matal ok.

The vessel hedled over, mortally wounded, and began to turn away from the
engagement. Plasma poured from itsinjury. It gained atitude for amoment, then
settled into a straight-line course. And now its dovin basals concentrated their
void protection only over the main wegpons emplacements.

Charat Kraal knew what that meant. The matalok would not make it back to
space, o its commander was ordering the weapons to build up tremendous charges
of plasmaenergy, charges that would destroy the vessel from within.

Charat Kraal sagged as energy and pride left him for amoment. He dammed
hisfist into the floor next to the viewing lens. "How did she do it?"he asked.

"How did she persuade the dovin basdsto let their missilesthrough?!

"1 do not know."

Charat Kraal met the priest'sgaze. "It isnot my placeto ask this You
may choose to order me to my death for asking. But | must know. Y ou are apriest
of Yun-Harla- surdly thetruth isin your mind. Is Jaina Solo an avatar of the
goddess? |s she the goddess?

"Of course not. Sheisan infidel who mocks our goddess. " But Harrar knew
that he was no longer able to pro-ject confidence when he said such words. He no
longer knew whether he wastdlling the truth.

Charat Krad, no new satisfaction or peace on his features, turned to a
villip that lay on the floor next to him. He spoke into the Y uuzhan Vong warrior

featuresit reveded. "Areyou in postion?'



"No, Commander. Itisearly yet."
"Begin your run anyway. We cannot wait for the best moment.”

"Understood, Commander."

Corran Horn saw the flight of three cora skippers ped off from the man
north-side engagement and loop around toward the west Sde of the biotics
building. "C'mon, Eight. Let'sded with these srays”" He banked, atight
maneuver to put him in the path of thetrio. Leth followed suit, her maneuver
not quite astight as the more experienced pilot's.

They were ableto get in position well before the cora-skippers lined up
for an agpproach. The skips turned again quite adistance out, beyond the kill
zone and over the jungle. Now they were amed in Sraight at the bictics
building. They dropped nearly to the deck and accelerated to something like
their full speed, not maneuvering even as Corran and Leth opened fire.

"It'sasuiciderun,” Leth said.

"] think you'reright." Corran looked around. If these three skips were
ableto hit the shields defending the bictics building, if they were adle to
crash through them and bring those shields down, there would be a moment when
the building was undefended againgt enemy attacks.

But no other Y uuzhan Vong ships stood ready to make use of this momentary
advantage. It didn't make sense.

Corran drifted to starboard, spraying fire against the skip on that sde
and in the center. Leth drifted to port and followed suit. Their combined fire
was too much for the center skip; some of Corran'slaserfire got past its voids,

and nearly dl of Leth'sdid. Thar coraskipper nose-dived, smashing into the



ground at the outer ranee of thekill zone. It did not explode; skips, not
loaded with fud, did not always detonate. It just came to pieces, scattering
chunksof itsdlf.

That gave each pilot one enemy to concentrate on. Corran kept the pressure
on, praying the oncoming skip with laserfire asif it were water from a hose,
and saw his attacks chewing away at the forward portions of the craft.

He could seein his peripherad vison that Leth was having less luck with
the other oncoming skip. But he couldn't deal with that, not with his target
Spraying plasmaat him.

Corran maneuvered his X-wing directly into the path of the oncoming skip.
If its pilot's objective redlly was the shidds, it would have to maneuver
around him. If not - well, held be taking that opponent out of the battle the
hard way.

But it maneuvered, bouncing down to fly under him, and his lasers punched
through the skip's canopy. The vehicle veered, losing control.

Thenit exploded, hurling piecesin dl directions. Corran veered, was
caught in the exploson for a moment, emerged out the other Sde with
diagnogtics complaning of no damage worse then a superheated externd
temperature sensor.

He came around and saw that Leth was adso looping. Her target had gotten
past her and was now headed in toward the shields.

The skip hit, and for an ingtant Corran could see the energy of the impact
asit madethe shield visible, madeit ripple like a pond surface suddenly
struck by a plummeting landspeeder.

The cora skipper went to pieces, shredded by the impact. Chunks of it



gprayed out acrossthekill zone directly in front of the biotics building. One
of thelarger chunks hit adirt hauler that had been pressed into surface as a
ground personnd carrier; that vehicle exploded, and flames splashed across
surrounding buildings and vehicles. Some chunks of the coralskipper bounced to
within meters of the front of the biotics building,

"I'm sorry." Leth's voice was pained, full of recognition of her failure.

Too full. Corran snorted, remembering the melodramathat tended to play in
new pilots minds. "Not much harm done," he said. "Don't worry about it. Come
on, back to work."

Corran and Leth whedled off together to rejoin the squadron.

Damage-control crews spilled out of the biotics building and its associated
docking bays, spraying fire-fighting foams on the burning portions of destroyed
coralskippers.

A crew chief, ablack-haired Cordlian woman whose build suggested that
there might be arancor or two in her ancestry, waved franticaly at the other
members of her unit. "1 have aman down here! Bring medics!” She bent and shoved
alarge piece of coraskipper shel off thevictim, atdl humen in adrab
mechanic'sjumpsuit.

Remarkably, he seemed unburned, and as the woman wrestled the shdl from
him his eyes opened. Though bland-featured, he had an expressive, intent stare,
and looked first at hisrescuer and then at his surroundings without confusion.
"No medic," hesad. "l am not hurt.”

She extended a hand down and helped haul him to hisfeet. "Y ou may be hurt
worse than you know."

"No. | am not hurt." He looked around. "Put me to work."



She jerked athumb toward the largest remaining portion of the
coralskipper, where more members of her unit were working. "Join them. Look for
aurvivorstike yoursdlf. And if you fed strange, if you fed anything wrong, go
talk to the medics.”

"l... yes" Without offering a thank-you, the tal man headed in the
direction the crew chief had indicated.

She motioned after him, agesture suggesting irritation. "He's in shock.

They'll wrestle him down when it gets obvious.” But as she continued her search
through pieces of skip debris, she caught sight of the man on severa occasions
as he helped her crew, carrying theinjured to ad sations, shoving debris
addeto look for other survivors.

With hdf its capita ship resources gone, the Y uuzhan Vong attack was
done. The remaining cruiser analog and two units of coraskippers took to the
skies, harassed by New Republic starfighters until Genera Antilles cdled off
the pursuit.

"How'stheleg, Tarc?' Han asked.

The boy on the hospital ward bed, brown-haired, blue-eyed, and impossbly
energetic, pulled aside the sheet to show hisright leg. Much of his cdf was
covered by atransparent bactabandage. The bandage was pink from the heding
material contained within it, but till clear enough to show the angry lines of
a crescent-shaped burn on the skin beneath. "Not bad,” the boy said. "I can't
run very fast, but | can walk. They just don't want meto.”

Han tried to say something, to offer some smart remark at the expense of
the medical gtaff, but it wouldn't come. Held been through this scene many

times, offering put-on-a-brave-face advice to his own son Anakin, and the smple



fact that this boy wasn't Anakin, despite his near-identical resemblanceto him,
was like avibroblade being shoved centimeter by centimeter into his chest.

Lelaseemed to sense Han's hesitation. "Well, you ligen to them," she
said. Her own voice seemed just atrifle hoarse, too. "If we get back from our
mission and hear that you've been pushing yoursdf too hard, were going to be
angry.”

"What if | bribe them not to tell you?'

Han swallowed againgt the lump in histhroat and managed to force hisvoice
into something likeitsnormd regider. "Bribe them with what? This isnt
exactly amoney-based economy, kid."

"I could put on ashow, and charge admission, but instead of taking money,
| could make everybody who came promise not to tell you that 1'd been running
around.”

Leiagave him acool palitician's amile "You forget about our spies.

They're everywhere, you know."

"What if | started my own spy network, and figured out which ones your
spieswere, and kept them from coming to my show?"

Lelareached out to ruffle the boy's hair. "We have to go. But well stop
in before we leave Borleias."

"l could go with you. | can be adiplomat.”

"Sorry, kid," Han said. "1 figure you'll betoo busy practicing for your

"l don't need to practice. I'll just makeit dl up asl goadong.”

Han and Leiashared alook, a glance of private amusement and long
experience. "Wdl," Lelasaid, "there's some merit in that gpproach, too. Good-

byefor now."



"Later, kid."
"Awww."

Asthey left theward, Lelasaid, "He's going to be bored while we're gone.

"We could leave Goldenrod to baby-at him. Tell him stories.”
"It's better that he be bored than horribly bored, Han."

"TrLe"

C-3PO stood near the Millennium Fal con's parking space on the kill zone and
stared up at the topside hull or the light freighter. Han Solo was up there, as
he often was between flights of the ancient vehicle. He wore goggles as he
performed arcane welding tasks on the hulll.

C-3PO did not watch Han; instead, his attention was on the sparks from the
torch. A stream of them legpt from the hull and drifted downward, extinguishing
themselves before they ever quite reached the char that covered the ground. C-
3PO watched one begin itsflight, reach the top of itsarc and turn downward.

He became aware that another droid had wandered into hisfield of vison.
Thisdroid was angular, armored, warlike of aspect, carrying one of the largest
and newest blaster rifles available to New Republic warriors. But he was not
gpproaching in aposture of menace. "Greetings," C-3PO said. "I an See-Threepio.

"YVH One-One-A," the other replied. "Assgned as soldier and bodyguard to
Lando Cdrissan, currently on miscellaneous duty, investigating anomalies. You

arean anomaly. What isa protocol droid doing monitoring the repair efforts of



Han Solo and hiscrew?"

"Oh, never, | am not monitoring repairs. | am not even paying attention to
therepairs. In an effort to improve my language skills, | am sruggling to
determine the best word to describe the descent and extinguishment of the sparks
from the repair process.”

"This should be no problem for a protocol droid.”

"It should not be, but it is, because the word that seems most apt is not
the onethat ismost logicd,"

"What word is most gpt?"

"Sad. *

1-1A's cams clicked over to watch the sparksfor afraction of a second,
then returned to C-3PO.

"Y ou are correct. That word is not appropriate.”

"It ismost appropriate. Each spark seems somehow symbalic. Of life
Glowing brightly asit traverses a course, then disgppearing. Does it leave
anything behind?'

"If it drikes aflammable substance, it will leave something behind.”

"Isit anomaousfor meto say that you are an insengtive block of armor
and aggression-based programming?'

Curioudy, 1-1A did not respond immediately, but clicked his cams over
toward the sparks for another fraction of asecond. Finaly, he said, "Do you
supposein the final nanoseconds, a spark feelsfear, knowing that its duration
isa an end?'

"l doubt it. | most sincerely doubt it. A spark is incapable of feding
fear, or indeed even of congdering its own mortality."

"That isaso said of droids, but in some casssitisnot true.”



Now it was C-3PO'sturn to hestate. "If | may say, that isa most
indghtful statement, coming from acombet droid.”

"| face extinguishment regularly. This has given me many opportunities for
reflection. | have recently been unableto ignore this consideration. | suspect
these cdlculations have even begun to affect my work."

"1, too, have had to face these thoughts recently. Most unsettling. And ny
counterpart, Artoo-Detoo, isno hdp a dl, philosophicaly. 'Everything
terminates,’ hetellsme. 'Face it bravely.' | suppose that's an adequate
philosophy for an astromech, but | find it wholly inadequate. | have wondered if
| were the only droid in existence capable of worrying as | do. It's most
refreshing to discover that | am not alone.”

YVH 1-IA's cams clicked back toward C-3PO's face. "If you come to any
conclusions, even unverifiable ones, will you communicate them to me?"

"1 should be delighted. Likewise, if you have any insghts, please transmit
them to me. Perhaps we can talk again.”

"Wes"

YVH 1-1A continued on his rounds.

The spark whose progress C-3PO had begun tracking just before he'd noticed
the combat droid finally disappeared, ameter above the ground, a ful two

seconds after it had legpt from the Falcon's hull.

THREE



The smal man had aname. It was Ryuk. He trembled in his need to discharge
his duty, and his trembling made his actions awkward, uncoordinated.

He stood, wearing protective lenses over his eyes, halding the cutting
device he had shown thetall man. Hame, concentrated into a point like a
needle, poured out of the device's nozzle, and Ryuk pressed it into the stone
wadl.

Thetdl man watched him. He waited with growing impatience for the device
to cut itshole so he could enter.

But minutes passed, and though the stone warmed to the point that it
glowed, it did not melt, did not retrest.

At lagt the cutting device made a noise like a cough and the flame
vanished. Ryuk, expression fearful, turned to the tall man and tried to express
athought.

It was a had thought. It meant that the device didn't work anymore. Even if
it worked forever, Ryuk seemed to he saying, it would not cut through this.

Bitter disgppointment filled the tall man's heart. He gestured, shoving,
and Ryuk dammed into the blaCR stone.

Thetall man heard Ryuk's hones bresk and, as Ryuk did down the surface of
the stone, saw blood trailing behind. Hefdt Ryuk's emotions go from fear to
quiet to nothingness.

The tall man needed another person, someone smarter, with better machines.

Heturned to leave. He would find such a person.

Vannix, Vankday Sysem



"We drop from hyperspace in ten seconds,” Leiacalled over her shoulder.

The Facon'stwo living passengers called out acknowledgments.

The system and its chief inhabited world popped into view right on
schedule-ardief, and something of an unusud event, considering the number of
times the Falcon had been yanked out of hyperspace by gravitic anomalies.

Vannix, fird planet of the Vankalay star system, not far from the mighty
industrial system of Kuat and traditiondly within thet world's sphere of
influence, was a Mottled green-and-blue sphere with patches of white a the
poles and streaks of brown above and below the equator. For Leia, for a momert,
it was almost heartbreaking just to see the planet. Lovely worlds sometimes
evoked that responsein her. Theimage of one in par-ticular, her homeworld
Alderaan, shattered by thein-credible might of the first Death Star, would be
with her throughout her life.

The comm board came dive, snapping Leiaout of her momentary distraction.
"Vannix System Control to in-coming vessd, please identify yoursdlf."

Han grinned & her. " Showtime."

"Hush." She switched over to send on the same frequency. "Vanix Sysem
Control, thisisthe Millennium Falcon, of Coruscant registry, currently out of
Borleias, Pyriasystem, Leia Organa Solo speaking.”

There was adelay even greater than speed-of-light tranamission limitations
could account for. Then: "Uh, copy, Millennium Falcon. Please state your
destination and objective.”

"Thisisadiplomatic misson to your capita, an officid envoy from New

Republic Fleet Group Threeto the Presider of Vannix. We have a crew of two and



two droids. We request adiplomatic visa."

"Understood, Millennium Facon.” There was another delay. "Pending
verification, your request is granted. Well put up a homing beacon for you, and
have an escort awaiting you at outer lunar orbit.”

"Thanks, Contral. If | may ask, did Senator Gadan return to Vannix?' Addath
Gadan, representative of thisworld to the New Republic Senate, had been on
Coruscant at the time of the Yuuzhen Vong invason; her fate snce the
penetration of Coruscant's defenses was unknown.

"Yes, Your Highness. If you wish, i can inform her office of your arriva.”

"I'd appreciate that, Control. Thank you."

"Control out."

Lelaleaned back. "So far, so good. No chalenges, no sign of Y uuzhan Vong
intruson.”

"l don't know," Han said. "It's always these little worlds that get you in
trouble. Like Tatooine. I'm il living that one down.”

Lelagave him an arch look. "Y ou're complaining?”

"No. Well...No."

She grinned, refusing to rise to the bait. "Y ou'd better be niceto me. |
know whereyou live."

"Il be nice" Heraised thetimbre of hisvoiceinto afar imitation of
the control officer Leiahad just been talking with. "Y es, Y our Highness. If you
wish, | can get you acup of caf."

Lelajust sghed and ignored him.

Han cdled over his shoulder, "Were going to pick up an escort ina
minute. Y ou guys should probably get in the pod now."

"Understood, General." That was the voice of one of their two passengers,



Han didn't know which. The two women were Intelligence operatives, Han and Lea
had met them just before the mission began and, once they set down on Vannix,
would probably never see or hear from them again. The operatives would be
Setting up aresistance cell. Though this was, by comparison with Kuat, a
backwater world, in the eyes of the resstance, every world should have
resistance cells, as many as the planet's resources and the danger it faced from
the Y uuzhan VVong warranted.

"The pod" was aunit ingaled where one of the Mil-lennium Falcon's five
escape pods had been. Outwardly, it looked exactly like an escape pod, though
more decrepit than mogt, the better to discourage people from trying to use it
inan actua emergency. But itsthruster and other systems had been yanked,
replaced by a sophisticated unit designed to thwart life-form sensors. Trying to
launch the pod would result in an authentic-loking SY STEM FAILURE message.
Concededinitsfloor was ahidden hatch that would permit access to the
Falcon's exterior. It was a convenient and reusable way to smuggle personnel
such astwo insurgents assigned with the task of setting up aresistance cell on
Vannix.

The Facon, of course, possessed shielded smuggling compartments adequate
insizeto hold thetwo Intelligence officersand alot of gear besides. But
Han, even after all these years, was reluctant to share that secret with anyone
hedidn't intimately trust. "If you're going to have to admit to carrying a
hold-out blaster,”" he had told Wedge, "carry two and admit to one." So Wedge had
arranged for the ingtallation of the false pod.

"Generd," Han said. "When are they going to stop caling me Generd?"

"When are they going to stop cdling me Princess?"



Han shook his head. "Maybe when you become queen. Hey, there's our escort.”

The escort, apair of Kuat Drive Yards licensed variations on the TIE
interceptor, slver with red stripsto distinguish them from the more somber and
ominous colors of the old Imperid starfighters, flanked the Millennium Falcon
al the way through the atmosphere and to ground levd inthe midd of a
sprawling city. Curioudy, the city's high-population residentid didtricts,
characterized by monoalithic housing blocksthat could have been trangplanted
whole from Coruscant, were at the city's perimeters. The buildings seemed to
form adefensvewall around the city.

The homing beacon drew the Falcon to adigrict of landing bays and
warehouses near the city's government center, and awelcoming party of military
officersand disanguished civilians. Asthey settled into their vistors bay,
Lelacould recognize the spare, clean, red-and-white uniforms of the officers,
the outrageoudy baldricked and epaul etted and bemedaed civilian dress of the
others.

Once all systemswere shut down, Han joined Leia, C-3PO, and R2-D2 & the
top of the main access ramp. Asthe four of them descended the ramp, the largest
of the humanswaiting for them-awoman sporting the most eaborately and gaudily
decorated of the civilian outfits, and with acolumn of gray hair adding haf a
meter to her height-drifted toward them with dl the Sately mgesy of a
Tatooine sall barge. "Leia" shecdled. "Lea, it's o grand to see you dive
andwel!"

"Addath." Leiastone was so warm as she embraced the larger woman that Han

couldn't tell whether her affection was genuine or not. "I was so happy to hear



that you survived."

"And [, you." Addath beamed down at the smaller woman.

Han decided that VVannix's Senator was a distinguished-looking woman. She
was not pretty, but she carried hersalf with grace and dignity. In contrast with
the overwheming gaudiness and complexity of her garments- Han was surprised
that there were no blinking lights or mechanica toys running about among the
crimson ruffles and pleets, golden bows and ribbons-her makeup was understated,
merdy illuminating and directing atention to her large, intelligent eyes.

"Addath, you never had the opportunity to meet my husband, Han Solo.”

"No, but | know him well-doesn't the entire New Republic? - from the
holodocumentaries and higtories, biographies, and holodramas based on his
exploits," Ad-dath's expression turned sober. "Allow meto offer my condolences
about young Anakin and Jacen. | suspect tha thar sacrifice means that
countless thousands of others will live, and that is how they will be
remembered.”

"Thank you." For once, Leiadid not offer up her conviction that Jacen was
aive somewhere. "Addath, | would not impose on your time, but our missonisan
important one. | don't have accessto all the Senatoria records, so | have to
rely on your help. We need an appointment with Presider Sakins as soon aswe can
arrange or connive one."

Addath's expression did not change, precisely, but Han saw something happen
toit, dl rea cheerfulness disappearing, leaving only ashell behind. Addath
took Leiaby the arm and gently guided her around toward the ceremonid, flag-
draped landspeeder waiting outside the visitors bay. As Han and the droids

turned to follow, the military and civilian escort dropped into step behind



them. "That will be difficult,” Addath said, her voice dripping with poisoned
sweetness. "A week after Corus-cant fell, Sakinslooted the capitd treasury,
taking gems and other valuables dating back thousands of years-a tremendous
fortune, and one easily transportable-and departed Vannix on the rickety but
very comfortable military corvette that served as his persond trangportation.
Hetook his Presider-Aide, his mistresses, his children, and a number of his
favorite financia supporterswith him. | doubt hell be back.”

"Oh, dear," Leiasaid. "Whoisin charge of planetary government?' She
boarded the oversized landspeeder ahead of Addath; Han followed the Senator
aboard and settled in beside her, separated from his wife by the Senator's
subgtantid girth.

"Well, that's not exactly clear,” Addath said. She turned her attention to
the landspeeder pilot. "Presider's residence, please.” Then she returned her
attention to Leia. "I'm more or lessin charge of civilian matters. A crusty and
not-too-bright naval officer named Apelben Werl heads up the military. Were now
campaigning for arunoff eection that will decide which of the two of us will
be the Presider. Y ou've arrived at agood time; the election isin amatter of a
few days. The famous Solos might be able to swing the e ection with afew well-
managed public appearances, afew kind words."

"Countonit," Lelasad.

Two hours later-or forty, if you asked Han how long he thought it had been
since they'd set down-they were left done in quarters in the Presider's
residence. Therooms were lavishly decorated in the Vannix style, thick with

ponderous cushioned couches and chairsin well-coordinated browns and golds,



every surface covered-ankle-brushing carpeting below, draped curtains on the
walls, tassels covering every centimeter of the ceiling and making it an ever-
moving, dmost organic overhead view.

But no viewports. Han settled down onto acouch beside Leig, felt a little
aarm as he continued to sink for nearly haf ameter. "Isthis going to support
meor swalow me?'

Lelasmiled. "Grope around under the cushions and see if you encounter any
digedivejuices.

"That's the most revolting thing you've said dl day.

And don't these people believe in fresh air? Maybe aba cony?*

"Surethey do. They believein other things, too. They're known for the
adeptness of their politicians and the skills of their snipers, characteristics
that help keep one another in check.”

"Good point. So let me ask you something important.”

"Sure. But firg-" Leiaturned to the droids. "Artoo, how about some music?
Something Coruscanti.”

R2-D2 whigtled obligingly. Then from hisinterior wafted music, an ancient
Coruscant chamber composition played mostly on strings.

Han, puzzled, opened his mouth to ask when sheld put amusic modulein the
astromech, but Leia placed a hand over his mouth, placed a finger to her own
lips.

Then Han heard his own voice coming from the droid, clear and as redidic
asif Han were standing there. " So when we decide to settle down again, where
would you likeit to be?' Ledsvoice was next; "I'm not sure. What if I'm

needed to help rebuild Coruscant?"



Thered Lea, her voice afaint whisper, said, "Now we can talk.”

Han matched hisvolumeto hers. "That's the conversation we had coming back
from dropping the Jedi kids off,"

Lelanodded. "I've been recording us from time to time for Stuations just
likethis. Each conversation is cued to adifferent piece of musc. It's much
smpler than hunting down and exterminating al the listening devices that are
likely to he planted here."

"Palitics..." Han shook hishead. "Not my strength.

Careto let me know what we're looking at here, so | have an idea of what
to shoot at?'

Leianodded and crooked afinger at C-3PO. The protocol droid moved up to
stand before the couch, and, when Leia beckoned again, leaned forward until his
golden head made the third point of atrianglewith theirs. "Y es, mistress?”

"Have you been sampling the loca information broadcasts?'

"I have"

"Can you synopsize the Presider's e ection and the candidate positions?”

"There are three candidates, but two are suffidently out ahead of the
third sofar in pre-dection polls that only their participation has any
meaning,” the droid said. "Addath Gadan is a twenty-year representative of
Vannix before the New Republic Senate, and Admird Apelben Werl heads the
planetary system's navy. Since the abdication of the previous Presider, each has
come to dominate, through political strategems, force of will, and cdling due
of persond markers, ever-greater portions of the planetary infrastructure. It
is expected that the upcoming dection will end the competition between them,
but it remains possible that the loser in the contest will choose not to accept

the election results and seize the government by force. Addath Gadan promotes an



agenda of cooperartion with and appeasement of the Y uuzhan VVong, while Admird
Werl favors military opposition. Asis customary in palitics, each supports the
notion that her election congtitutes a mandate of the masses related to these
pre-eminent campaigning issues rather than amatter of persona charisma.”

"Nicedly boiled down," Han whispered. "Can you do the history of the Sithin
thirty words or less?

"Only inthe mogt generd terms, i, and without including most pertinent
dates and persondity profiles"

"Han, stop that." Leiascowled a him.

"Sorry, easy target, | know." Han sghed. "All right. Welve actualy
accomplished our number one objective here. If they haven't dready, our two
secret passengers will soon drag their crates of comm gear, weapons, and trade
goods out of the Falcon and run off to begin setting up alocal resstance cell.
So we could leave tomorrow and consider this mission a success.”

"Wecould."

"Bur not with your conscience clean.”

"Or yoursether."

"My conscienceis dways clean. But we would be leaving the planet ina
Stuation whereit might elect an appeaser to rule the government, which means
the day after that the Y uuzhan Vong have another dly in their war on us."

"That'sright.”

"So | expect you'll want to stay for afew days."

"That'sright."

"And fireapalitical concusson missileright into the campaign plans of

your friend.”



Lelanodded, her expression regretful. "Addath isnot my friend. She'sjust
apolitician whose skills | respect. | don't owe her any ill will. But thisis
business, and it's obvious that our interests have gone thar separate ways..
probably forever. We can't let her win, Han. The only question iswhether we can
let this Admird Werl win, either.”

Han couldn't keep agrin from hisface. "Electionrigging is illegd, you
know. Not entirely suited to alaw-abiding politician from agood family."

Leias amile matched his. "I'm not a palitician anymore, Han. I'm just
pretending to be one. I've come over to the scoundrel side of the Force."

Han waited for abreak in the recorded didogue issuing from R2-D2, then
scowled at the droids. "Hey, you two. Go take awak. Give a couple of

scoundrels some privacy here."

Borleas

"Y ou're the nosebleed guy, aren't you?”

The voice came from the other sde of the blue sheet separating Tam's bed
from the next oneto hisleft. It was aboy'svoice.

"The 'nosebleed guy'?'

A smdl hand pulled the sheet partway aside and Tam could see the speaker,
aboy of perhapstwelve, brown-haired, blue-eyed, with acleanly chisded dimple
in hischin giving him asurprisngly adult look. "They say that the scarheads
did awful thingsto you and when you didn't do what they wanted, it made you

bleed so bad from your nose you dmost died.”



"Wdll, it'snot assmple asthat." Tam shrugged, surprised that he wasn't
annoyed by the boy's prying. "What they did to me makes my head hurt when |
refuse. My head hurts, my blood pressure goes as high as if my body were a
compression chamber. That can give meredly bad nosebleeds. But the painisthe
more dangerous part.”

"That'swhy you have to wear the stupid hemet?"

"That'swhy 1 have to wear the stupid helmet.” Tam extended hishand. "I'm
Tam."

Theboy took it. "I'm Tarc. It's not my red name. That's just what
everybody calsme. Nobody calls me Dab anymore.”

"What areyou in herefor, Tarc?'

"Y ou know the other day, when the scarheads made their big attack, and
L usankya bombarded their guts out?’

"l know about it. | fell unconsciousjust asit was sarting.”

"WEell, they got close enough to shoot at the main building, and some plasma
stuff burned through the shiedlds and thewall where | was, and some of it
splashed on me. My leg got burned.” Tarc whipped his sheet off, digplaying the
bandage on hisright caf. "But | get out today.” Histone suggested that he was
making abreak from prison rather than leaving a hospital.

"l get out-well, | guess| can leave whenever | want.

"Then what are you doing here?'

"No placeto go, | guess. No one trusts me. Anyone who does, shouldnt.”
Tam leaned back, grimacing a the painful redity of those words.

"But you fought back! Y ou won. That'swhat everyone says."

"l should have fought back from the start. | should have let it kill me



before| did anything bad.”

Tarc looked at him, wide-eyed, and then his expression turned to one of
scorn. "Does everybody just get stupid when they grow up?’

"What?"

"You heard me. That'sastupid thing to say.”

"Tarc, listen. I'm just some guy who was of no use to anybody, and then the
Y uuzhan Vong grabbed me, chewed me up, and spat me out in one of their plots.”

"Yeah, metoo."

Tam gave him acloser look. "Huh?!

"Me, too. The Y uuzhan Vong grabbed me, chewed me up, and spat me out, just
likeyou said." Tarc leaned hack, hisweary posture an imitation of Tam's. "
look just like Anakin Solo. You know, Han Solo's son. The dead one. On
Coruscant, thislady spy for the Y uuzhan Vong made me go with her to the Solos
so they'd be weird and distracted, so she could kidnap Ben Skywalker. Then |
guess | was supposed to die, but the Solos brought me here, even though it hurts
their fedingsto look at me." Helooked away and hisface became very ill. "l
don't know where my red family is. Maybe till on Coruscant.” He didn't haveto
add, Maybe dead.

"Therearen't alot of kidshere. Not alot of civilians of any sort. What
do you do when you're not recovering from burn wounds?*

Tarc grinned. "1 stay with Han and Leia Solo. 'Cept they're gone alat,
likenow. So | explore.” Helost hisamile; his expresson became mdancholy.
"And | haveto study."

"Not even having aworld knocked out from under your feet can change some
things, Tarc. How would you like to learn to be a holocam operator?*

"What's thet?"



"W, anytime you see a holocadt, the image is being recorded by a
holocam. The holocam isworked by aholocam operator. That'swhat | do.”

"That's... interesting.” Tarc sounded dubious.

"Giveit atry. | need to find Wolam Tser and seeif he needs my services.
Want to come dong?'

Tarc'seyesgot bigger. ™Y ou know Wolam Tser? My parents used to watch him.

Tam mocked histone. "Y ou know Han and Leia Solo? Sure, kid. I'm Wolam's
holocam operator.”

"Il comedong."

"Good." Tam leaned back and shrugged to himsdlf. Well, a least it would

give him something to do.

Y uuzhan Vong Worldship, Coruscant Orbit

The shaper, GhithraDal, looked upon Tsavong Lah's arm and hesitated.

The warmaster knew the news would be unfavorable. He could fed the
increased activity of the carrion-eatersin hisarm, could see and fed the
emergence of new spinesin the Y uuzhan Vong flesh abovethe join. "Speek,” he
said. "Y our words cannot anger me. Nor your conclusions. If they are presented
inaquick and correct fashion, you have nothing to fear from me."

The shaper bowed in gratitude. "It isgrowing worse, Warmaster. | fear for

your arm. All my shaper'sartsare not saving it."



"So | am doomed to become one of the Shamed Ones” Tsavong Lah leaned
forward on his chair, staring off into the distance, into the future, paying the
shaper no more mind. "No, that will never happen. When my armisat its worst,
but before | am truly among the Shamed, | will offer mysdf in sacrifice, or
throw mysdf againgt the enemy and die gppropriately. My only concern now is to
support anew warmaster who can lead the Y uuzhan Vong ably and well." He cupped
hischinin hisgood hand and considered. "1 think Gukandar Huath will serve
best, don't you?"'

It was aploy, onethat Tsavong Lah would have considered appropriately
cruel had he merely been offering it for his own amusement, but it had a
purpose. Gukandar Huath was afine warrior and war leader, but was wdl known
for the support he offered the priests of Yun-Yammkaand Yun-Harla, and for his
barely disguised indifference to the Creator god, Y un-Y uuzhan. If, in fact,
Ghithra Dal was part of some conspiracy with Y un-Y uuzhan's priests, hewould be
forced now to offer-

"If I may, Warmaster, | said that the shaper's craft wasinadequate to the
task... not that you were doomed,” GhithraDad said. ™Y ou may have one other
avenue left to you-and it is an avenue of attack, not an avenue of retreat.”

Tsavong Lah consdered the shaper asif held just been reminded that he was
dtill there. He did not alow any nopeto creep into his expression or tone.
" Speak, my servant.”

GhithraDd lowered histone asif to thwart eavesdroppers. "The shaper's
arts cannot help you, 1 am certain, because the one force in the universe more
powerful than those arts afflicts you. Thewill, the anger of the gods is what
you suffer.”

"No, GhithraDad. | bring victory to the twin gods, and they know that soon



I will have atwin sacrificefor them. Ther priests tdl me of the gods
pleasure with my successes.”

" Their priests, yes. Their priestsrejoice, and the priests of Yun-Yammka
anticipate your father'svictoriesin the Pyria system, so that they may occupy
therich world there. But though they are the gods whose names are most upon the
lips of our warriors and great leaders, they are not the only gods.”

Tsavong Lah settled back in his chair and alowed some doubt to become
evident in hisvoice. "Of course they are not. We have many gods. But what could
| have doneto offend any of them? | have offered no defiance to them, no
curses.

"Y ou have-l suspect you have-neglected some. Offering sacrifices not quite
in proportion to their greatness. The twin gods, blessed and mighty may their
names be, give us success, and you celebrate success. But another gaveyou life,
and you do not seem to celebrate that life.”

"Y un-Y uuzhan? But his myriad eyes do not focus upon us o closdly. So the
priestssay.”

"So some of the priests say. And if they are wrong, if following their
opinions has angered Y un-Y uuzhan, you might continue to follow their advice
until it truly does doom you.”

"Some of the priests. Do you know any who preach a different discipline?’

"l do. Heisyoung, perhaps not known to you. His nameis Takhaff Uul."

"l know of him." Tsavong Lah looked &t thejoin of hisarm and considered
it for along moment. "l will spesk with him. Y ou are dismissed.”

"But | must remain to see the effects of my latest trestment.”

"Y ou havejust said that the shaper's arts are not rdlevant here. Your



latest treatment will fail. So thereisno reason for you to stay and monitor
that failure." Tsavong Lah gestured toward the exit from the chamber.

With another bow, GhithraDa withdrew. The porta stretched open to permit
his departure. Before it had closed again, when GhithraDal could sill hear,
Tsavong Lah thundered, " Summon Takhaff Uul to me.”

Then it was closed. No one moved to do his bidding. Nor were his guards and
closest advisers supposed to. They had been carefully instructed in what to do,
how to act. Takhaff Uul would indeed be summoned... but only in afew minutes.

Another portal widened and Nen Yim entered at ahurried pace. Once a his
side, she pulled tool-creatures from her garments and headdress and began
scraping and prodding a hisarm, just at the join, teking flesh, cgpturing
flesh-eaters. At any other time, touching him without permission would have been
acrime punishable by the most ignoble of deaths, but he had instructed her to
do so, to waste no time with words.

Heignored her and turned to Denua Ku, who stood asif on guard duty among
his other bodyguards. "Wasit done?'

Denua Ku bowed hishead. "It was. | flung the tracer pineray onto his
back, and he did not react, did not acknowledge its presence. It will spawn
within minutes, and its spawn will spread.”

The warmaster nodded, satisfied.

It was not enough to take the heads of the traitors he dready knew and
suspected. He would have to tear this conspiracy out by the roots so thet it
could not grow again. The agony the conspirators felt in the last weeks of their
lives, the shame they and their families would bear, would become legendary

among the Y uuzhan VVong.



FOUR

Now acrew of men and women, most of the same species asthetal men but
some furrier or rounder, |abored at the black wall.

One of them used aflame device like Ryuk s to heet the wall. Then he
nodded and stepped back, and a woman stepped up and used her own device.
Whiteness sprayed from the hose she held, the hose attached to the tank on her
back, and the air got cold, very cold. The whiteness struck the heated stone.

The stone shrieked. The tall man liked the sound of that.

But only asmadl bit of the stone fell free. Thetal man picked it up. It
stung hisfingerswith lingering heet. It was heavy, far heavier then stone
should be.

The man and the woman looked over the tiny crack formed in the wall's
surface. They made noises at one another. Then the woman, apprehension on her
face, turned to the tal man, forming images. The tdl men reached out and
plucked them forth.

The hot-and-cold would succeed, shetold him. In along time.

Wheat isalong time? he asked. A light and adark?

Many lights and darks, she said. Many groundshakes would come and go, the
plants would make many more buildingsfdl, smdl things would grow and old
thingswould die.

The tall man growled, and the woman staggered back from the force of his

anger.



But she had another thought, and she forced her way forward to give it to
him. It was amachine with arms and knobs and treads, and she imagined it
ganding beforethewadl, using its own cutting flames and pounding knobs to
shatter the stone.

With contempt, he dismissed theidea. He imagined himsdf standing side by
sdewith themachine, riking thewal himsdlf, neither of them doing any harm
toitssurface.

She shook her head, asign hed come to understand, and changed his image.
Init, he became smdler and smdler, until he was nothing but atiny dot
standing beside one of the machine'streads.

He scowled &t her, not understanding.

She showed hersdlf beside him, asotiny, and drew himinto her eye$. He
saw through them as she looked up, and up, and up at the machine.

He understood, then. He hadn't shrunk. He'd misunderstood. The machine was
vadt, thewidth of agap between buildings, astdl asthis enormous chamber.

Thetal man laughed. Thewoman and al the other workers, suffused with
his humor, dso laughed. Weaker then he, they laughed until they coughed,
laughed until they fell over, while he watched them in good cheer. Only when
some of them began coughing out blood did he relent.

He stood over the woman with al the thoughts and made one of her own. In
it, she found one of those machines and brought it here.

She nodded, but, too weak to obey immediately, it was minutes before she

could rise and go about her new errand.

Borleas



Jag waswaiting for Jainawhen she emerged from her briefing with Generd
Antilles."A moment of your time, Great One?" he asked.

She cocked her head asif congdering the demands on her time, then nodded.
"A moment."

Heled her from the office and gestured down the hdl to alittle-used
conference room.

When they were within, and the door shut behind them, she wrapped her ams
around his neck, fdt his strength as he pulled her to him. She overbaanced
him, shoving him toward the wall beside the door, and kissed him. The boom of
Jag's shoulders hitting the wall startled her out of the kiss and she laughed.

"There goes discretion,” Jag sad. He amiled, the expresson
characterigtically subtle enough to be missed by most observers,

"Got carried away," shesaid. "I'd like to be carried away."

"l havethetimeif you do."

She shook her head, regretful. "I haveto find apilot to bring into Twin
Suns. Your uncleis giving me aB-wing, the same one Lando used to escape from
the Record Time mission, and 1 need apilot for it." She gave im awicked
gmile. "'l get to go to anyone | want and seeiif | can persuade himto leave his
sguadron. Another reason for dl the other squadron commandersto hate me."”

"They don't need any more reasons. Y ou're a better pilot than any of them.
And you're even prettier than Colonel Darklighter of the Rogues.”

She thumped his chest.

"All right, you're prettier than Captain Reth with the Blackmoons.”



She thumped him harder.

"Prettier than Wes Janson with the Y ellow Aces?!

"I'm going to break abone you'll need later.”

Hefindly grinned, pleased with her reaction to histeasing. "Do you have
any pilotsinmind?'

"l wasthinking of asking Zekk."

Jag frowned. "He's not that good.”

"Wdll, he's adequate, and | don't plan for the B-wing to be a mgor
contributor to our skirmishes. I'm going to haveit fitted asa control getion
for some of my goddess stunts. It'll be alittle mobile headquarters.”

"All the more reason to have atop-notch pilot init. If, it'snot going to
be an assault craft, it needsto be able to dodge and outfly pursuers.”

"Doyou haveapilot in mind?'

He considered, then nodded. " Shuittle pilot named Bedyath. Heflies rescue
missions picking up EV pilots. I've seen him do some pretty good tricks with his
shuttle and fly into enemy fireto pick up pilots. He was one of the ones who
helped us retrieve those g ected victims when the Y uuzhan Vong worldship came
into the system. And he'sMon Cdl. | know he has starfighter experience, which
makes me suspect he has B-wing experience.”

“I'll talk to him." She could fed her spiritssag just alittle, could
fed the smileleave her face. "I haveto go. Wejust can't seem to find much
time, canwe?'

"Do you have another sixty seconds?'

"es"

He leaned down for another kiss.



Y uuzhan VVong Worldship, Coruscant: Orbit

"Speak," Tsavong Lah sad.

Nen Yim straightened from her bow. "1 have subjected the samples | took
from your arm to analyss.”

"Ismy Stuation favorable?

"Itis, Warmaster. The cureto your Stuation is no more complicated then
refusing any further trestments at the hands of GhithraDa. Materid | found
upon your arm, materia that must have come from Ghithra Dd touching you,
inspires the radank leg to continue growing. It is absorbed into your skin and
carried into the depths of your arm by the carrion-eaters. Remove the maerid
and the condition should end.”

"Yetif | wereto discontinue trestment at the hands of Ghithra Dd, he
would know that | suspect him.”

Wisdy, Nen Yim chose not to reply. Whether she had an opinion on the
matter or not, she knew it was not her place to advise the warmaster on matters
of gtrategy; any recommendation she could make would not be well received.

"Can you shape amaterid that would negate the effects of Ghithra Dai's
doingswhile dlowing him to continue to trest me?"

"Perhaps, Warmaster. But the materid that coaxes your radank leg to grow
asit doesisvery subtle, very complex. It could be that GhithraDa has been
developing it for avery long time. Just having the samples | obtained, being

ableto observe their effects on other radank flesh, is not the same as knowing



exactly how it worksits effects, which isthe first step toward counteracting
it. It could take some considerable time to shape adefensve materid. Time, or
access to Ghithra Dai's shaping chambers.”

Tsavong Lah considered, then nodded. "1 will find away to give you one, if
not both. Withdraw."

When she was gone, he alowed himsdlf to revel in an dl-too-rare moment of
smple dation. Doom was not upon him. The gods did not punish him. He faced
nothing more serious than treachery... and treachery was something he well knew
how to dedl with.

Lessfamiliar to him wasthe notion of reward, especialy asit gpplied to
onewho was not Y uuzhan Vong, one who was not aloya warrior or adviser. "Send

inVigi Shesh," hesad.

Vigi entered the chamber, somewhat thrown off her rhythm by the fact that
her escort guards, instead or staying beside her as she passed through the
portal, remained behind. She hesitated just within the chamber, her quick glance
taking in the presence of Tsavong Lah on his sest of command, of his advisers
and servants staying well away dong thewalls.

"Cometo me, my servant,” the warmaster said.

Vigi Shesh offered aglowing, though entirely insincere, smile a Tsavong
Lah and stepped forward to bow before him. She sraightened and awaited his
words, but he offered none until, at his gesture, three Y uuzhan VVong in his
command chamber departed.

"l have summoned you,” the warmaster said, "to acknowledge that you do

indeed have worth. Y our analysis of the Situation with my arm was correct. | was



afflicted with treechery. | offer you my congratulations.”

Viqgi actualy felt her knees go week. It wasn't from relief at being proven
right. No, the story she'd concocted was supposed to be one that would buy her a
considerable amount of timeto find away to escape. But she'd been right, the
conspiracy had been rooted out, and her timewas at an end.

Blast the conspirators. Blast them for existing, for being clumsy enough to
be detected so early, for fouling up her plan.

Shedidn't let her smilewaver. "Thefact that | am of some service brings
joy to my heart,” shesaid. "'l hopethat | shall continue to be of worth to you.

"You shdl. And for your next assgnment, you will travel to Coruscant,
below us. Y uuzhan Vong warriors have died there, and the burnsthat killed them
suggest srongly that Jeedal arethe culprits. Y ou will go with Denua Ku and
join asearch unit there-a unit of warriors, and even our remaining voxyn. They
may be dying off, but they can till hunt Jeedai. Y ou will offer your inaghts
to the warriors, who will run the Jeedai to ground. You will have the
opportunity to distinguish yourself further in my service."

Words nearly failed her. On an expedition into the ruined world's depths,
sheld be watched at least as closely as she had been observed here. Sheld be
forced to travel with afast-moving pack of idiot warriors, running her into
exhaustion. Dirt and sweat would be her companions. And voxyn-the thought of
being within kilometers of the ferocious creatures was terrifying.

She offered the warmaster her most dluring amile and bowed again. The

gesture gave her timeto find her voice. "1 live to obey, Warmaster."



Vannix, Vankday Sysem

"Will you be offering your politica support to Senator Gadan?' The old
woman was stiff-backed, as dert as a hawk-bat on the lookout for prey, and the
downiness of her white hair, which should have softened her appearance, should
have made her grandmotherly, instead gave her the aspect of some mad Force-
wizard from ascary bedtime story. Too, the jagged scar 2gzagging across her
forehead, which hinted at afractured skull or even brain damagein some long-
ago battle, was hardly reassuring.

"Addath enjoys my every confidence...” Lelasaid, her voice smooth. Han
waited, though, because he could detect the unspoken hut a the end of her
Satement.

Admird Apelben Werl offered up afaint, exasperated sigh, and leaned back
in her chair. Her expression suggested that, though this meeting was not over,
no further part of it had any purpose.

"... persondly,” Leiaconcluded.

The admira gave her acloser look. "And professiondly? Politicaly?"

"Professondly, | favor the harshest possible resistance to the Yuuzhen
Vong."

"Redlly." Theadmira suddenly did not look as forbidding. "'l have no
talent for deception, so I'll ask straight out. What would it take to persuade
you to lend me your support in this campaign? To hep swing the population's
vote toward defense and away from appeasement?’

That was, in fact, exactly what Han and Leia had come to offer-a present of
public support from the famous Solos.

Leiaopened her mouth to make that statement, but Han cut her off. "Thet's



what i'd like to ask you. What would it take? What do you have?'

The admird smiled. It was the expression of an experienced bantha trader.
"Areyou looking for wegpons? Vehicles? | suspect that Borleiasis dready far
better supplied than | am.”

"We'relooking for surprises' Han said. "The Vong are going to hit us like
an ageroid bombardment. Ultimately they're going to take Borleias and then
begin swarming out in dl directions again. What can you give usto make ther
conquest of Borleias worse for them?What can you give us that they won't
expect?'

Lelakept her mouth shut. She gave Han asidelong look. He expected it to
be an angry one, but he was wrong; she was curious, evauating.

"How arethe Y uuzhan VVong fixed for nava warfare?" the admira asked.

Han frowned. " Space navy?'

"Weter navy."

"Umm, | know they have some aquetic creatures - transports. And creatures
that allow someone to breathe underwater. But we haven't been faced with any
sgnificant water-based assaults."

"Meaning they might not have any, or they might till have themin reserve.

" The admira leaned back. She rested her elbows on the ams of her padded

chair, placing her fingertips together before her asif to suggest a sharply

doped roof. "I've spent the better part of my military career upgrading our

armed forcesto ded with externa threats rather than internd ones. Meaning

that | have accessto alarge number of water navy vessdls, surface and
submersible, most of them currently decommissioned and crewed by droids. They're

antiques... but an antique exploding shell can dill kill an enemy if it's



placed correctly. | could give you several submersibles, large ones for oceans
and small onesfor rivers, if you can bring me atrangport to carry them. And
then you'd have weapons, however unlikdy, that the Y uuzhan Vong have not
encountered on Borleas”

"Arethey fully armed and operationd?' Lela asked.

"Fully armed and operationd.”

"How many?

"l can give you two of the larger submersibles. about the size of Carrack
cruisers, and four smaller units suited to river traffic.”

"Makeit four and four and you have aded,” Han said-

The admird's bantha-trader grin widened. "What ded? you havent offered
anything specific.”

"We're offering aguarantee,” Lelasaid. "We guarantee that you win the
election. You'll seethevote turn your way, and you'll be able to see our hand
in the turnaround.”

"Done," the admird said. "Theday after I'm ingtdled in the office of the
Presider, you receive your eight sub-mersibles.” She extended her hand, and Leia
and Han took it inturn.

Oncethey were out of the admird's office, and off the military base she
used as her headquarters, Lelaasked, "All right. So you got us something for
our help when we were expecting nothing. What, precisely, do we do with eight

submersibles we don't need? Which won't do us any good against the Y uuzhan Vong?

Han gave her his crookedest this-time-1've-got-you-my-dear smile. "Plenty."
"Let'shear it."

"Firgt, when we get the transport for the submersibles here, without



informing Admira Earnest back there, we leave one of the big submersibles and
one of the smdl ones behind, in the nearest large body of water."

"For what purpose?’

"Y ou've been thinking of the resstance cells as being set up in the mgor
cities, with vehicles and ordnance stored in caves, forgotten underground tanks,
whatever the operatives can find. But those submersibles, however antiquated,
can serve as preliminary resistance bases... and can be used to find caves that
can only be reached from underwater. They're not weapons to use on the Y uuzhen
Vong, Lea, they're mobile homesthat fire explosve shdls Enough for four
whole resstance cells”

"Ooh." She smiled and considered theidea.

"So how dowedoit?'

"Dowhat?'

"Rigthedection.”

"l have noidea. | wasfollowing your lead, rememher?I've never rigged an
eection.”

Han sighed. "Wel, you'd better figureit out fast. Or I'll have to take

your temporary scoundrel's license away."

Borleias

Jag sat propped up against the side of his clawcraft, engrossed in his

datapad. The specia operations docking bay was, for once, comparatively quiet,



only afew clank-ings and swear words floating in from the far corner to
indicate mechanics activities. He was not too engrossed, though, to see the
pair of booted feet appear before him.

He looked up, and up, into the blue features of Shawn-kyr Nuruodo. A Chiss
officer, shed been hiswingmate on hisfirgt trip into New Republic space &
the start of the Y uuzhan VVong criss, his sole partner during his recent return,
and his second-in-command when held founded VVanguard Squadron on Hapes. Now,
while he flew with Twin Suns Squadron, she led the Vanguards.

"Colond, may | gt?'

"Of course.”

Shelowered herself and sat cross-legged opposite him-

"l heard that Vanguard Squadron had been classified asfit for dite and
specia operations,” Jag said. "That you were going to be staioned groundside
with therest of us. Congratulations.”

"It's just a matter of training, motivaing, enforcing discipline”

Shawnkyr shrugged. "I cameto you because it would be ingppropriate for me to
regject their promotion, however well intended, without firg taking to you,
since you founded the squadron.”

"Why would you refuseit?’

"Because | don't intend to lead the squadron much longer. Nor should you
return to it. It'stimefor usto leave."

"Explainthat."

"Our plan was specific, Colonel. We came back to eva uate the threet the
Y uuzhan Vong posed to Chiss society. We've had time to make that evaluation. Now
we should report back with our findings.”

Jag regarded her levelly. HEd anticipated this confrontation for some



time. "And what would your report tel our high command?’

"That the Y uuzhan Vong are asignificant threat to us, to the Empire, to
any societd structure that does not resemble theirs. That the New Republic is
shattering on dl fronts, and that it is only a matter of time before the
Y uuzhan Vong mop up here and spread out to reach us."

"1 agree with your conclusions.”

"Thenlet'sgo.”

He shook hishead. "I've come to additional condusions that suggest we
should stay.”

"May | hear them?'

"1 believe that this engagement, here on Borleias, will be the surest test
of Y uuzhan Vong determination and character. Only in seeing how this campaign
plays out can we provide a definitive andyss of the enemy that our people will
someday face."

"Soitisyour plan to return to Chiss space immediately upon the fdl of
Borleias"

“No."

"Then | havefailed to understand you."

"] didn't describe al my conclusions. A second one, not related to the
firg, isthat my presence here may affect coming events, in asmal but perhaps
measurable way, and that to abandon this campaign now would not only do it harm,
but eventualy do harm to our people aswell. Any damage | do to the enemy here
is damage the enemy cannot do to uswhen they reach us.”

"Soyouwill not leaveat dl."

"l will leave... eventudly.”



Shawnkyr considered hiswords sllently. The distant swearing increased in
volume, to match a sudden spate of hammering that sounded like revenge rather
than repair, before fading to itsnormd levels. "May | spesk fredy? Rilat to
pilot?'

"Of course.”

" think that sentiment is clouding your judgment. | think that the notion
of not being here when Jaina Solo is endangered, or killed, iswhat is kegping
you from your duty. But your duty isto our people, and to no one else.”

"Isthat true?'

"Yes. Y ou have sworn an oath. An oath of loyalty and obedience.”

"What if the best observation of loydty leads on a course that diverges
from obedience?'

"It can't."

"] think you'rewrong. | am not loya to the Chiss because my parents were
accepted by them, or because 1 have grown up among them. I'm loyal because they
embody traits | admire and respect; they make those traits part of the very
fiber of our society. Traits such as strength in the face of aggression, such as
acknowledgment of duty before slf-interest. The Chiss, however, are not the
only peoplewith admirabletraits, not the only ones who deserveto survive the
Y uuzhan VVong, and not the only ones 1 identify with. Not anymore."

" S0 you think you are supporting agreater good by staying.”

"Y es. We can assemble areport and transmit it by holo-comm. We can explain
that more evauation isneeded... which isthe truth.”

"Asyou seeit."

"es"

Shawnkyr's expresson changed. It did not harden against him, which was one



possibility Jag had acknowledged hut did not welcome. Instead, a subtle sadness
suffused it. He doubted anyone not well acquainted with her would have detected
it.

"l will gay," shesad, "until Borleasfdls. Then | will return home.”

"Thank you."

"But if | die here, | want you to promiseto returnin my place. If | stay
here, \ am delaying the execution of my duty. If | die, you must carry out my
duty."

Jag thought about it. And to hisway of thinking, she had presented him
with an impenetrable argument. His only choicesredly wereto agree, or to bid
her farewell now. And the defenders of Borleias would be that much worse off

without her leadership and piloting skills. "1 agree,”" he said.

* % %

Tarc shook Wolam Tser'shand and said, "I thought you'd betall.”

Wolam-graying and diginguished, dder statesman of Coruscant
hol ojournalism-exchanged an amused look with Tam before returning his etention
to the child. "I amindeed taler than you."

"Yes, hut | thought you'd be two meters at least.”

"Anilluson, child. When you arein front of the holocam, you dominate the
image. Everything elseis secondary to you. So it becomes easy for watchers to
believe you are of extravagant proportions.”

"Oh." Tarc nodded sagely, as though Wolam's words made perfect sense to

him.



They stood in the lobby of the biotics building, meters from the door out
onto the kill zone. The lobby was now set up with desks and stations for junior
officers and enlisted personnd. Some directed traffic through the building,
others ensured physical and remote security, and still otherswere located here
rather than in locations more appropriate to their specific tasks because there
was no room in those locations for them.

But there was dtill alittle open space away from the main flow of traffic,
and that'swhere they stood, three generations of homdess avilian maes
surrounded by military operations.

"S0, what'sit to be today?' Tam fished around in his expansve bag. He
extracted a holocam, amodel small enough to be easily concedled in his large
hands, with a strap to fit around the back of one hand. This unit he handed to
Tarc. He showed the boy how to tighten the strap, where to peer into the holocam
in order to see what the holocam's lens saw.

"How the defenders live" Wolam said. "Bedchambers, meds, medicine,
refreshers, exhaugtion, stolen moments. Spot interviews as | decide. No setups,
no anadyss”

"Why record anything?' Tarc asked. "With Corus-cant conquered, aren't you
out of ajob?"

"Never," Wolam said. "'l am ahistorian. Unless nothing sapient survives in
al theuniverse, | haveajob, acdling. Someday people will be curious about
what happened here, and what we do, recording and analyzing, may be the only
surviving answversto their questions.”

"In other words," Tam said, "once you know what you are, nobody can ever
take your 'job’ from you. They can change your circumstances. They can make it

hard or impossiblefor you to get paid.” He shot Wolam a dy look, and Wolam



gratified him by giving him anindignant little scowl. "But your ‘job' is part
of you."

Tarcfdl slent, considering that.

Tam pulled out his main-duty holocam, a recently manufectured Crystal
MemoriesMode 17, lighter and possessing more standard memory then previous
models. He passed its strap over his head. The strap grazed againd the fresh
scar behind hisright ear, the surgica scar over his new implant, the implant
that was now his only defense againgt the deadly headaches brought on by his
conditioning. Changed circumstances, indeed.

"What should | record?’ Tarc asked. "Everything?'

"Atfirg, if youwant to,” Tam said. "What | dois to record everything
Wolam points &, until he givesmethekill sgn-"

Obligingly, Wolam made agesture like an abbreviated ax chop. His pae
hands againgt his black garments made the gesture especialy easy to see.

"-and aso anything | find interesting or unusud. Y ou do the same, and
when we review your recordings together I'll point out what 100ks interesting
from ahigtorica-record perspective.”

"Don't spend too much of your time on the girls" Wolam cautioned.

Tarc'sface twisted into an expression of disdain. "Y ou don't have to worry

about that."

Coruscant



"l hatethis" Luke said.

"Waiting?' Mara, eyes closed, adjusted her pose, trying to make hersdf
comfortable-as comfortable as one could be propped up against a deformed meta
wadll inahalway dripping with rainweater that had filtered through thirty or
forty stories of ruined skyscraper above, on a planet ruled and increesngly
ruined by dien enemies.

"Of course, waiting." Luke had returned haf an hour before from the latest
scattering run. Not everyone was back; afew meters down the halway, Danni was
catal oging plant samples, and Baljos and Elassar were playing sabacc underneath
aflickering glowlight. The otherswere till unaccounted for.

"Which pointsto agrest faling with the Jedi. The lightsabers™

Luke gave hiswifeasuspiciouslook. "A faling?'

She nodded. "Y ou can't sharpen them. Back when | was, well, in my previous
career, | could get through any boring stretch by sharpening my knives. It takes
just enough of your attention to keep boredom at bay, and keeps your tools at
their best. With vibroblades, even if they lose power, you dill have anice
sharp edge for whatever needs cutting.”

Elassar |ooked back over his shoulder at her. "Sometimes| think you can be
§pooky just Snging nursery songs.”

"That's easy." Mardsfacetook on an expression of motherly concern.

"Hush, child," she sang, "the night is mild, and dumber smilesupon you..." But

she sang the familiar tunein aminor key, making the words unstling rather

than soothing, evoking the mental image of an anthropomorphic Sumber that wasa
night-monster steding silently upto acrib.

But shefdl slent, and Luke could fed from her what hefet in himsdlf-a

wish, onethat could not be fulfilled now, that they could be where Ben was,



introducing himto dl thelittle surprises and ddlights that came with just
being dive. Instead they were here in this endless expanse of degath.
Then Maraopened her eyes and looked back down the hall.
Lukefdt it too-not danger, but some agitation expressed through the
Force. Herose and put his hand on hislightsaber hilt.
Up through a hole in the floor svung Tahiri. She landed and extended a hand
down, helping Face up to this level. She was somber. He looked dubious.
When she saw L uke, she gulped-not our of uncertainty or fear, Luke thought,

hut out of nausea. "l found something,” she said.

HVE

Now he had aname.

It had taken time, and frequent yanking of thoughts out of their heads, for
him to understand names. Sounds that belonged only to one being. Each of them
had aname, and when he understood that, it became vital for him to have one,
too.

He was more powerful, more important than any of them. It was not right for
them to have names and him not to.

So they called him Nyax. Lord Nyax. Nyax was his name, and no other might
haveit. Lord was athing that made his name bigger, better. Lord meant that he
was more important than anything.

Satisfied with that recognition of his status, he smiled up at the workers



crawling over the surface of thetal, tall machine,

They repaired it. They cleared rubble from around it. Soon it would go.
Soon it would knock down the black wall he hated.

Soon he, Lord Nyax, would have everything he wanted-which was everything.
All beingswould do his bidding. Except, perhaps, those whom his senses could
not detect; they were surprisingly resistant to pain. Them hewould kill, every

one.

Coruscant

"Y ou found atank of goo," said Mara.

They stood on ameta wakway high over a deep, vast chamber. They'd
descended through severa levels of ruined factory machinery to reach it. Now,
thelr comparatively tiny glowrodsilluminated tiny patches of the floor far
below.

Not that there was much detail to illuminate. The greater portion of the
floor was dominated by a gleaming white metal tank, dozens of meters wide and
long, but only ameter and ahdf tall, and filled nearly to its rim by some
reddish fluid.

Most of the otherslooked disinterested, or immediatdy cast about for
another place to Sit down and rest.

Not so the scientists. Baljos and Danni immediatdy pulled out sensor
devices and began sampling theloca environment.

"Definitely aliving thing,” Danni said. "A large quantity of monocellular



life-forms™

"Thischamber isunusudly highin oxygen, unusudly low in carbon dioxide
and world-shaping toxins." Baljos pulled off his helmet and tugged the perfumed
patches of cloth from his nose; he took several deep breaths, and a smile broke
out on hisface. "Clean air. Thought I'd never experienceit again.”

The othersfollowed suit. Luke took in several bresthsfree of the stench
of decay; hefdt hisspiritslift.

He checked himsdlf before congratulating Tahiri on finding such a ussful
resource. She hadn't been happy when she'd returned to the others, and she
wasn't happy now. She stared down into the red muck with an expresson
suggesting suspicion, even dreed.

L uke extended his own Force sensesin that direction.

He could immediately fed the lifeform in the tank. It was Smple,
undifferentiated. It was aso comparatively heathy, though he thought he felt
the dightest tinge of hunger toiit.

But there was something beyond the life-form, something below. It was a
twinge of dark side energy. No, not atwinge-though not strong, it was constant.

"Did you find away down from there?" L uke asked.

Tahiri shook her head. "I looked around for about an hour but couldn't find
the access."

"What access?' Danni asked.

There was no power in this chamber, but a surviving metd ladder gave them
an easy descent to the floor level. Up close, the tank was no more impressve;
it was arectangular pond of villainous-looking dime.

"I think," Luke said, "that thisisadevourer tank."



Mara nodded soberly. "Based on your extensive knowledge of factories and
city engineering.”

"Based on something Wedge Antilles said to me once." Luke gave hiswife an
expression of smulated sternness. "Therewas atime, afew years ago, when he
thought he wanted to give up thelife of afighting officer and turn his ills
to building things, fixing things. So he headed a military crew that was
deconstructing portions of Cor-uscant that were faling apart. So new portions
of Corus-cant could be built there and fall apart |ater. He described something
likethis. A hugefla areafilled with aliving meterid.”

"Oh, that'sright,” Face said. ™Y ou mentioned that the firg time | met
you."

"Yearsago," Luke said.

"es"

"But you ill can't tdl mewhen.”

Face shook his head. "Officid secrets. If you were to remember what |
looked like, who | wasthen, | still couldn't admit it to you.”

Lukesighed.

"What'sit for?' asked Danni. "Thetank."

"It'sone type of garbage disposal.” Luke held ahand just above the red
aurface. Inthelight from Maras glow rod, he saw the fluid swell, just
dightly, toward his hand. "Anything organic that gets thrown in here is
consumed. Every so often, they pump out the goo and scrape out the materia that
accumulates at the bottom of the tank.”

"Here's the pumping equipment.” Tahiri stood afew metersaway, looking a
awall console near tubesthat led from the tank and entered the wall, She pried

the cover off the console and peered within, "Why didn't the Y uuzhan Vong smash



the tank? Everything around here was smashed. We know they've been here.”

"Becauseit's organic rather than technologicd, | guess." Luke watched as
the redness under his hand rose amost to touch him; then he pulled his hand
away and it settled down again. "That'sinteresting. This Suff is obvioudy
able to sense food, and to cooperate to reach it,”

"Interesting isn't theword I'd usefor it." Face sat down next to the
wall, relaxing. "Bdjos, can't you fine-tune that sensor of yours to detect
intelligent, unattached | adies between the ages of twenty and forty?"

"If I could, do you think 1'd fill be working asascientist?”

"Good point."

Tahiri, now up to her waist in the holein the wall where the console cover
had been, suddenly shoved her way out. She straightened, a puzzled expression on
her face. "It'safake.”

"What's afake?' Luke asked.

"This console. The computer equipment looks red enough, but it's not
actualy hooked up to any pumping equipment.”

Luke and Maramoved over to look. Luke leaned into the hole and peered down
at thejumble of wiring and machinery within thewall. It did not seem to have
been damaged by Y uuzhan V ong depredations, but he could till trace the wiring
from the pumping controls amere meter to where it ended in asmall metallic box
instead of down the wall to where the pumping equipment had to be. "That is odd.
Bhindi, computers are your strength; you want to dig into this and see what you
cantel us?'

"Sure”

Face sghed. "If were going to be hereawhile-Kdl, mark exits out of



this chamber, and then welll set up awatch on the more likdy Y uuzhan Vong
approaches.”

"To hear isto obey, Great One."

"Appedling to my vanity will not get you out of sentry duty. Well, not this
time, anyway."

L uke returned to the tank, frowning. What wasthe use of having one of
these without having pumping equip, ment attached to it? Though it would take
years, the tank would eventudly fill up with waste residue that would displace
the red organism, might even betoxictoiit.

He opened himsdlf more to the Force and could immediatdy sense the red
suff again. He could fed its dimensions, could dmost sense the sharp lines of
itswidth and breadth and depth-but in one place toward the center of the tank,
that depth abruptly decreased, as though there were a protrusion of some sort
from the tank's surface. "' need to go out there.”

Mara, beside him, snickered. "That'll be aquick, painful swim."

"Maybe." Thiswasaliving thing, awake and aware in the Force. Perhaps...
Helowered hisleft hand toward it again, trying to reach the organisms through
the Force, uppermost in his thoughts and fedlingstheidea, | am not food. | am
not food.

His hand came down on the surface of the organisms. He tensed, ready to
snatch his hand back, but he could fedl the organism go quiet, docile benesth
hisflesh. He felt no sensation of burning or any sort of pain.

Hetook hishand away. His pam was clean; no trace of red showed onit.

Hurriedly, he stripped off hisfase vonduun crab amoi "I need an ar
mask," he said. "Completdly inorganic materid. Preferably with afaceplate.”

"l have you covered." Face dug around in his pack, came up with something



irregular and gleaming, no larger than Tahiri'sfis. "My backup. It's a hood
made of trangparisted foil with an oxygen caniger. It give you maybe five
minutes”

"Perfect.”

"Luke, | don't want to discourage your curiogity, but | have to remind you,
if something goeswrong, thisis an exceptionaly embarrassing way to die.”

Lukegrinned at Mara. "I'll trust you to improve the story. Luke Skywalker
goesout in ablaze of glory in battle with a hideous red devourer.” He handed
her hislightsaber.

Armor off and hood in place, Luke looked over the red pond awaiting him. |
am not food. 1 am not food. He swung over thelip of the tank and dropped into
the goo, felt it close around hislegs, riseto hiswaist.

But there was no pain. He moved forward. The quff was warm and heavy
enough to sgnificantly retard his progress-much like the thickest of the
dudge-ponds he'd struggled through on Dagobah, so many years ago.

In the Force, he could clearly fed the place where the red goo became more
shdlow, and in moments he stood next to that point. He turned on the oxygen
caniger, offered hiswife and Tahiri ajaunty wave, and went under the surface.

Darkness closed on him immediately. Not ajob for the claustrophobic, he
decided. / am not food. | am not food.

Reaching down, he groped around until he felt the object he was seeking. It
had a curved edge and was alittle larger than some circular steering controls..
.Ashefdt around it, he redized that it was a metd whed, solid of
construction, attached to a hub attached to the tank's surface.

It was, in fact, identicd to the sort of hatch-closing whed found on many



types of war vessdls.

It wouldn't spinin onedirection, but obligingly rotated aquarter-turnin
the other... and immediatdy Lukefelt avibrationin the metd whed, inthe
tank throughout the goo. He hurriedly rose. When he stood up in the middle of
the tank, the goo fell away from him, not clinging.

The chamber was changing.

From thefloor in front of the tank something was rising-arectangular plug
three meters wide by three meterslong.

Thetop portion of the plug was metal plating, haf ameter thick. Below it
was stone, and the stone portion kept rising, one meter, two, three, while Luke
dogged hisway over toward the Sde of the tank.

Then the stone gave way to machinery, another three meters of metd
construction, before the whole apparatus clanked to a stop.

Maraand the otherswere well back from the apparatus, covering it with
blasters. "What did you do?'

L uke pulled the breathing mask off. "I turned awhed. Something obvioudy
dtill has power."

He saw Face glancein hisdirection and grin. Tahiri, in the light from the
glowrods, looked at him, flushed red, and turned away, staring back at the plug.
Danni joined her in thisscrutiny.

Mara suppressed alaugh; it came out as acough. "L uke, before you step out
and join us, out of respect for those of usyou're not married to, you might
want to be sure that you're presentable.”

Luke glanced down. Historso was bare. He reached down into the goo. The
submerged portions of his garment were missing, too.

He reached the edge of the tank and stood closetoiit. "I guess| forgot to



tell the stuff, 'My clothes aren't food, ether.' "

"l guessyou did."

"Could you pass me my pack?'

The plug was aturbolift housing. Once Luke was out of the tank and dressed
in gpare clothes-his black cling-suit, which was morelikely to be visble in
thejoints and gaps of hisfalse vonduun crab armor-he could see the doors thet
gave access to the turbolift within. They opened readily enough when Luke neared
them, spilling bright artificid glow out onto thefloor.

He peeked within. The control pand had only three settings MAINTENANCE,
HOUSING, and RESEARCH.

"Research," Danni said.

Luke snorted. "1 knew you'd say that."

"Wedl did," Bhindi said. "But | have no objection.”

Face brought up hiscomlink. "Kéell, Elassar?"

"We hear you." ThevoicewasKdl's.

"We may be gonefor alittle while. Don't be surprised or darmed.”

"Aslong as Aunt Tahiri isgoing to be back intimefor my bedtime story,

I'l bedl right."

Tahiri Sghed. "He's sarting to get on my nerves. Doesn't he know that'sa
bad idea?"

Bajos snorted. "He knows. But he's ademolitions expert. He likes playing
with thingsthat blow up in hisface."

They entered the turbolift. Its doors shut them in. Luke hit the button
reading RESEARCH.

Theturbalift did not immediately move. An antiquated droid voice, coming



from an overhead speaker, addressed them: "State your name and Bluenek

authorization code. Y ou have ten seconds to comply... before you die.”

Vannix, Vankday Sysem

"We can probably manage twenty or more public appearancesin the next four
days," Lelasaid. She was whispering, her words nearly drowned out by her other
voice, the one emerging from R2-D2, who was replaying the recording of an
argument they'd had afew days ago about Cordllias Senators. "I'm not sure what
the anti-jedi sentiment ison Vannix; if there's any sgnificant amount, we
ought to downplay me and promote you. Han Solo, the Hero." She sat at one end of
the most comfortable of the chamber's couches.

Han lay stretched out on hisback on the couch, hishead in Lelas|ap. He
gared incurioudy at the ornate flord pattern on the caling of their
quarters. "Soundslike alot of work."

"Politicsis hard work, Han. Hasn't being married to me dl these years
taught you that?"

"Oh, yes. Whichisonereason I'm gtill not apalitician. And | have to
point out, we could do al that work and she could still win.”

"It'strue”

"Inwhich case the Y uuzhan Vong get another dlied world, and we don't get
our submersibles. And I've dready sent off for the transport for them, so Il
look likeanidiot."

"Also true. So?"



"So there are two reasons to play sabacc, Leia. For fun, or to make money.
If your main god isto have fun, losing alittle money isn't too bad. If you're
out to make money, and you do, not having fun isn't much of ahardship.”
Leialooked into her husband's eyes, suspicious, "l worry whenever anything
that sounds even vagudly like philosophy comes out of your mouth. What are you
getting a?'
Heflashed her atrust-me grin. "I'm getting a the fact that you're
talking about playing afair game. It's much better under these circumstances to

chesat at cards. Better, faster, and surer.”

Coruscant

Lukeignited hislightsaber and held the blade over his head, the better to
deflect any blaster damage raining down upon them. But he didn't know what sorts
of booby-traps had been set up on thisturbalift, didn't know if it would be
blaster damage or poison gas, blades, or acid, attacks from above or below.
"Mara, cut the door open,” he said.

Hiswife looked confused, eyesflickering back and forth, not focusng on
the door before them.

"Y ou have five seconds remaining,” said the droid voice.

"Tahiri," Luke said. "Thedoor."

Tahiri lit her lightsaber with a sngp-hiss and plunged its point into the

meta at the seam. The door began to glow and soften, but it was obviousthat it



would take far more than five seconds to cut an exit-sized holeinit.

"Authorization Bluenek two seven ithor four nine na-boo,” Marasad.

"Accepted,” said thedroid voice. "Welcome, Mara Jade."

The turboalift dropped. Tahiri, thrown off-baance, sumbled, her lightsaber
blade swinging around toward Bhindi. Luke caught and deflected the accidenta
blow, and Tahiri snapped her lightsaber off dmost ingtantly. "Sorry,” she said.

"Don't be." Luke shut his own wegpon off. He turned to Mara. "You knew
about this?"

The turbolift stopped and the doors snapped open, reveding ahalway, its
contents and walls made visible by light spilling in from doorways to ether
sde. The hall was strewn with wreckage, pieces of chairs, chunks of cdling,
fragments of droids.

Theair was cool, but strong with the smell of decay; it overpowered the
perfumein Luke's nogtrils. But there was, in Luke's ears, for thefirst timein
days, the hum of air-processing units and other powered equipment: the hum of
avilization.

There were, however, no voices. No distant noises suggesting broadcasts or
recordings being listened to.

Tahiri looked a black scorching on thewall nearest her. "Lightsaber hit,"
she said. Her voice was subdued, awhisper appropriate to this setting. "It
looks like some of the droids got if that way, too.”

Luke returned his attention to hiswife. "Mara?"

Recovering, Mara shook her head. "No, | didn't know about this. But there
was a chance-l used various access codes back when | was the Emperor's Hand.
Some gave me access to credit accounts, to wegpon caches, to military

cooperation. | had a Bluenek Section code | never had occasion to use. It's been



alongtime. | dmogt didn't remember it."

Baljosrose from apile of rubbish-a collapsed desk, atoppled cabinet, a
Spray pattern of body parts L uke thought were more droid components until he
took acloser look at them. "Fatdity here," Bajossaid, his voice unusudly
subdued. "Human femae, middle-aged, cut into about eight pieces. Lightsaber
damage again, | think." He turned away from the gridy spectacle. "Danni?*

Dami held one of her sensors in her hand. "Theres a lot of
eectromagnetica . From functioning equipment, | think. It'smasking any mgor
biologica energy, if thereisany.”

Luke closed his eyes and extended his perceptionsinto the Force.

Hedidn't find any signs of large living organisms. He couldn't. Assoon as
he began to extend his awareness, he became aware of it, the darkness hed
detected from above. Here, it was much closer, a suffusion of anger and vidlent
intent that threatened to make him sick to his stomach. He opened his eyes and

shook his head at the other Jedi. "We search the hard way," he said.

It was an expangve scientific complex. This floor had indeed been a
scientific research station... decadesin the past. Computer systems dating from
before Luke's birth lay under dust covers, and Danni identified one long-unused
laboratory as being devoted to cellular andysis.

Themost curious feature of the floor, however, was achamber to one Sde
of thelaboratories. It held nothing more than along apparatus that looked like
abedwithalid. "A hermetically sealed degping unit,” Bhindi suggested.

"An Imperid-era suspended animation unit," Bajos corrected. "Later



modified to be different from production units, Snce whatever was in it was
nearly three meterstall. Not human.”

Privately, Luke disagreed. The characteristic of the chamber that many of
the others couldn't detect wasthat it reeked of the dark side of the Force-it
was the source, or at least asource, of the disquiet he had fdt. And it
somehow suggested humanity to him, humanity at itswordt.

There was something familiar about this darkness, familiar and ghadtly.
"Canyoutell what it was?' Luke asked.

Baljoslooked at the unit. Thetrans part steel cover had been thrown aside
with such strength and violence that it was warped, the hinges dong one sde
and locking latch on the other broken. The machinery that would have surrounded
the deeper like insulation wastorn free from itshousing and lay in pieces
around the chamber. So did four medical droids-L uke thought it was four, gauging
from the number of droid headswithin sight, but he had to admit that ther
date of dismemberment made actud cdculations difficult. "Depends on whether
any memory survived in thismachinery," Bajos said. "More Bhindi's department
than mine. But if it did, and even if the memory doesn't adligingly say
'Ithorian’ or ‘wampa or something, | might be ableto figureit out based on
the settings and life-sign readingsit recorded.”

Mara stuck her head in through a darkened doorway at the corner of the
chamber. "Luke, thisshould interest you." She tossed something toward Luke's
fedt.

From the manner with which it twisted and curled asit flew, Luke suspected
that it was part of an amphigtaff, but when it landed at hisfeet, he saw that
he'd been wrong. This sinuous body was covered in fur and had legs ending in

needlelike claws. It had been dead for some days. "Y salamiri,” he said.



"Your friend and ming," Marasaid. "There are pieces of a cage and some
Myrkr treelimbsin here. And access halsto smilar chambers a the other
seven corners of the chginber. Dead ysdamiri there, too.”

"That actually makessense" Y sdamiri were reptilian creatures of the
planet Myrkr. Generally docile, content to live on thelir trees, they had atrait
that made them of considerable interest to Jedi and other Force-widlders. They
projected a sort of energy that repelled the Force, kept its energies at bay. An
ysaamiri's projections canceled the effects of the Force out to a distance of
ten meters. Those who knew thelir traits had used them to hide things from the
Jedi, even to capture the Jedi and temporarily strip them of their powers. "If
thishasbeen here dl these years, | should have fdt it before now while we
were living on Coruscant. But if this chamber was surrounded by ysalamiri, with
their anti-Force bubbles overlgpping, it would have masked the presence of
whatever was here.”

"Whatever itis," Face said. "Theway | read it, this thing woke up, busted
out, destroyed al the droids around it. With just its strength, you'll notice,
because there are no burn marks on the droids in here or on the suspended
animation unit. When it getsinto other parts of the complex, it getsits hands
on alightsaber and finishesthe job. Then it destroys the other droids and the
ysdamiri."

Luke nodded. "That could beit. But how did it get out of this complex?
With the ysdlamiri dead, weld fed it if it were fill here”

Minutes later, they had their answer.



Two levels above, on thefloor that had been marked MAINTENANCE, Tahiri
pointed upward into what had been amachinery-access niche. The meta panel that
had been the niche's celling was gone; the edges of the hole were burned. "This
leads to awater and atmosphere supply shaft,” she said. "It has pipesinit,
but aso plenty of open space. | climbed up a pretty good distance; it leads up
to aholein awal acouple of levels up from the chamber with the red goo.”

"Isthe hole easy to access?' Bhindi asked.

Tahiri shook her head. "Not for norma people. It's about five meters up on
aten-meter wall. But anybody with aladder could get up toiit,”

"Especidly obvious?'

"No, it'son one side of a storage house. Full of carpeting and wall
decorations. Redlly useful suff. No sign of people there. Why?"

"Because," Bhindi said, "in addition to this mystery of a three-meter-tall
whatever-it-is, we have here acomplex that still has power, a complex that's
hidden from sght.

It's big enough to be the headquarters of the fird resstance cdl |
organize."

"Not agood idea," Luke said, "That three-meter being knowswhereitis. He
or she may come back."

"So we close up its exit hole, hide it, maybe secure that approach againgt
intrusion.” Bhindi fixed Lukewith agrave look. "Besides, | suspect that you're
not going to let that thing keep walking around out there. Areyou?'

"l hopenot." Luke looked up the hole; only afew meters of the water and
atmosphere pipes werevisiblein the dim light from their glow rods. "It's very
strong, very evil. And | have no ideawhether we have enough resources here to

dopit.”



Vannix, Vankday Sysem
Thetal man wrapped in agray hooded cloak entered the shop. Hisface was
shadowed by the hood; under the cloak his garmentswere plain, dark trousers and
tunic of the sort that any |aborer might wear. Behind him rolled a blue and
white R2-class astromech.
The shop owner, an aged human man with afringe of white har and rheumy
blue eyes, sghed. He moved his hand inconspicuoudy under the counter to grip
the hilt of the blaser pistol bolstered there. He hated clients who preferred to
remain anonymous. So often they were on business that invited government
scrutiny, and those were the best cases-the worst were when they were here to
rob rather than employ. But thisone, at least, had brought a droid, which
suggested his businesswas actudly in the shop owner'sline.
"You repar droids?' the cloaked man asked. His accent was foraign.
Cordlian, perhaps.
"Wedo," the shop owner said. "We have cleverly conceded that information
on the sign outside, the blinking apparatus that reads NINGAL'S DROID REPAIR."
Apparently obliviousto irony, the visitor nodded. "1 want this one fixed."
"Certainly. What's the nature of his mafunction?”
The cloaked man sighed. "He has a partner, a protocol droid, and they
argue. The protocol droid apparently hacked into his speech trandators and now
al hedoesisinsult. Wewant that programming removed. We aso want his
recording memory wiped. Not his other programming-just the recording memory.”
"Eadly done"
"Y ou can wipeit in such away that what'son it can't ever be retrieved?

Not by anyone, no matter how good?



"Also easily done. | just have to overwrite every portion of his recording
memory with something ese - severd times, to make sure the mogt sengtive
retrieva equipment can't dig underneath the new materid.”
The cloaked man breathed asigh of relief. "Good."
The shop owner tapped the counter. "Plug in here, please.”
The astromech obligingly rolled forward. He extended his datgjack arm. and
plugged in; amoment later, atext screen lit up on the shop owner's countertop,
"What'syour name, littlefellow?" the shop owner asked.
Thewords THAT'S NONE OF Y OUR BUSINESS appeared on the screen. IN ANY CASE,

YOUR FACIAL FEATURE SET SUGGESTSTHAT YOU DO NOT HAVE THE
INTELLIGENCE TO RETAIN

MY NAME FOR MORE THAN A NANOSECOND. IT ISEVIDENT THAT YOU HAVE BEEN
TAUGHT TO

REPEAT SOUNDS YOU HAVE HEARD AND THAT YOU UNDERSTAND NEITHER THE
WORDS YOU HEAR

NOR THE ONES THAT EMERGE FROM YOUR MOUTH.

"l seewhat you mean,” the shop owner said. "Well, thisisa Imple task.
We should be through later this afternoon.”

"Good," the cloaked man said. He turned to leave.

"Wait amoment. How do | notify you when we're done?’

"Il just return.”

"And we haven't discussed my feeyet."

"That'sright. | don't have any local money."

"I'm afraid New Republic credits are no good here.”

"l have an extrapower cell for the Artoo. Fully charged.”

"If you have two, that would suffice.”

"For 'asmpletaskl you should be through with | ater this afternoon?



The shop owner smiled. "Isit anew power cdl?"

"Brand new. | bought it on Coruscant about amonth beforeit fell.” Theman
returned to the counter and produced a standard astromech power cdl from
beneath his cloak. Itsreflective surfaces gleamed in the shop owner's counter
light.

The shop owner picked it up, hefted it, looked at its charge indicator.
"Done" hesad. "I'll seeyou thisafternoon.”

"Thank you."

Two minutes after the cloaked man left, ayoung woman entered. She was no
customer, the shop owner knew. Despite her fair hair, she seemed somehow somber,
and she had the bearing of amilitary officer.

She displayed an identichip bearing the sed of Vannix

Intelligence and put it in the countertop reader for amoment. The display
took only amoment to read

CONFIRMED.

"What did that man want?" she asked.

The shop owner sighed. Sometimesit wasa curse, dways knowing when a

customer was going to cause trouble.

Senator Addath Gadan kept the smilefixed to her face. Sometimes that extra
effort kept her voice smilarly pleasant, smilarly light. Y ou can't make the
rdly a al?'

Leia Organa Solo's voice sounded from her desktop comlink, just as light,
just asatificid. "Not today's. I'm sorry, Addath. Hanisill and | just fed

| need to stay with him. But send me the schedule for tomorrow's events and |



should be able to make those."

“I'll do that. Please give him my best wishes."

"Of course.”

Addath sat and fumed. 111, indeed. Han Solo hadn't been too ill to snesk
out of the Presider'sresdence, euding two layers of her security before being
detected and followed by the third. Any smart operative could have penetrated
oneor two layersfrom the insde out, as he did, but Solo had managed it with
an R2 astromech in tow, a pretty good trick.

Not that, ultimately, it had done any good. She hit the desktop button
again, and once more the conversation, copied from the R2 unit's recording
memory before it had been wiped, replayed itsdlf.

First was Leidsvoice, awhisper: "So what's the total 7

Han's voice was dmilaly hushed. "Hes promising two squadrons of
gsarfighters, and alight carrier to serve astheir base ship.”

"l don't know, Han. That's selling onesdlf pretty chegply.”

"We need dl the military resources we can get, and he wouldn't commit to
any morethan that. So | said yes. And the timetable means taking ddivery soon.
We're going to haveto leave."

Lelasighed. "Thisisgoing to be abig blow to Addath.”

"1 know. But surviva is more important than friendship.”

Addath switched it off. Anger made her fed tight from head to foot.

It wasn't Leia turning againg her that angered her. That was just
politics. It wasthefact that it might have worked. If she hadn't had enough
layers of security for one of them to keep track of Han's movements, this dedl

between the Solos and the admira might have cometo pass, and sheld have missed



her chance-her opportunity to come up with amore formidable counterbribe.

They walked done on the lengthy bacony a the rear of the Presider's
residence. Addath had arranged for it to be cleared of dl vigtors, of dl
government employees, for this meeting. Now Leiawaked adong beside her, with
Han, wrapped up in his hooded cloak and anonymous as any bodyguard or servant, a
step behind them.

Truth betold, Addath preferred it that way. There should never be any
question that Han Solo, regardless of his comparative fame, ranked lower than
shedid.

"l have come to make you an offer,” Addath said-

" Something to help motivate your participation in my campaign.”

Leia hestated. "About that... Addath, | won't be adle to help.
Circumstances have changed. Han and | haveto return to Borleias immediately.
WEell beleaving tonight."

"Bear with me. | think what | have to offer will change your mind. | think
you'l want to stay."

"l..well, let'shear it."

"Six sguadrons of improved A-Nine Vigilance Interceptors and a Nebulon-B
frigate refitted to carry them dl-it'smore of alight carrier than itisa
frigate. Vessdslike it form the backbone of our new fleet.”

"Impressive. And you'd give medl thisjust to keep me here, campaigning
for you?'

"Yes. | think that highly of your influence.”

"But Addath, you aren't in possession of those vehicles. Admira Werl is™



"Until | winthiseection, that is. At whichtime | take control of the
military and can smply detach those units from the navy. We won't need them
anyway. Well be pursuing nonviolence pacts with the Y uuzhan VVong."

Lelasighed, "Listen, Addath, you might losethis dection even with my
participation. Or there might be another runoff. Or some enemy of your palitics
might arrange for you to be killed. There are athousand different things that
could pop up to keep you from providing us with those resources. | have to
refuse.”

"What if | obtained them for you now?"

"How?"

Addath dipped a data card from her deeve and held it up. It glinted in
the moonlight. "This card holds access and authorization codes, plus atemporary
military rank for the bearer. It will dlow you to enter Vangtar Military Base,
catch ashuttle to any of our new frigates, and assume command of it. For
whatever purpose you want. Send it Sraight to Borleias.”

"Addath, you're talking about taking control of military resources you
don't have legd control over."

"But | will. A little dteration of documentation, and the dates for the
transfer of ownership and control are moved up to one day after | assume the
Presder's office.”

"That's just wrong, Addath. | can't do that. 1 don't think | can support
youinthiscampagneat dl.”

Addath blinked at her. "Leia, you surprise me. | doubt your husband is so
dainty." She turned back to the cloaked figure. "What do you say, Han?"

"Han has nothing to say about this."



"Perhagps you should et him speek for himsdlf."

"l would if hewere here."

"What?' Addath felt ajolt of coldness spread through her. Shelooked again
at thetdl cloaked figure. "Who'sthis, then?Y our bodyguard?"

"Addath, | can't exactly introduce you to Fasald Ghem. | understand you
aready know her."

That coldness reached to every one of Addath's fingers and toes as the
cloaked figure threw back the cloak hood. The gesture revealed the face of a
tall, lean woman, dark-haired, dark-eyed. On her forehead was a device shaped
like acrown, but instead of featuring acentral gem, it carried a centra lens-
it was a head-mounted holocam favored by somefield recorders.

Addath had known her face for years. It belonged to one of the preeminent
investigative holojournaists on the world of Vannix, and she sared a Addath
without mercy. "Hdllo, Senator.”

Leiasad, "Fasdd, perhaps you could give usafew momentsaone.”

"Of course." The broadcaster gave Addath a perfunctory nod, then turned
avay.

Addath opened her mouth wide and drew in adeep bregth of ar, but Leia
placed afinger over Addath'slips. "Don't do it, Addath. Don't cdl for your
guards. Fasald has dready broadcast that entire recording to an editing
gtation. Y ou'd inconvenience her, you'd inconvenience me, but you wouldn't
prevent your arrest.”

Addath sghed out nearly the entire lungful. "Leia, why did you do this?"

"Dont play innocent with me. It's because I'm certain that your way of
dedling with the Y uuzhan Vong will result in more deaths, more tragedy than my

way. So |'ve stopped you."



"Y ou have aruthless streak | never appreciated in you."

"It came out when circumstances tarted killing my children.”

"S0. What options do you leave me with?"

"Y ou have two options. Y ou can stay on Vannix, and within the next three
hours Fasald will broadcast her report. Dealing with subsequent arrest and mobs
isup to you. Or you can flee the residence and find yourself passage offworld
by dawn. In which case Fasald will give you afull day to get to freedom, then
broadcast her report. Either way, she broadcasts. | couldn't persuade her
otherwise." Leia plucked the data card from Addath's fingers "Il get this
back to the admira.” Addath felt her amile grow bitter. "So you and your
husband sold your servicesto the admira for, what wasit, two squadronsand a
light carrier?"

A frown creased Leas brow. "No. We were going to help her from the moment
we arrived. The only thing she promised us was some antiquated sea navy
equipment, decomissioned vessdls.”

"Then what-"

"Oh, the squadrons were what General Antilles promised Han if hed come
back now and accept amilitary commission. Han had a holocomm conversation with
Wedge while he was running errands this afternoon. The whole conversaion is
recorded. | can let you watch it."

Addath nodded glumly. "1 see

"But | now suspect that Han will declinethe commission. Helikes being a
civilian. A scoundrd.”

"Of course. Quite an extensive setup.” Wearily, Addath turned away. "Il

be leaving. Perhaps the former Presider would like some additional company.”



"Therésaguest at the front gates of the residence. A member of Fasad's
gaff. Shelll be accompanying you until you board your ship offworld. Heping
you keep track of details.”

"| appreciate your thoroughness, Leia. Y ou think of everything.”

Left alone on the porch, Leiawatched Addath walk away and took stock of
her fedings.

She dmogt felt bad for Addath. Watching a person'swhole store of hopes
and dreams go up in flames wasn't pleasant.

But Addath was no fool. She could andlyze the Y uu-zhan VVong's rdationship
with "dlied" worlds aswell as anyone ese. Addath smply could not give up the
reins of power, and would hold them in clenched hands, whatever the cost. Since
amilitary opposition to the Y uuzhan Vong meant handing too much power to
others, shewaswilling to steer thisworld into eventua oblivion... just 0
long as shewasin control until that fina moment.

Whether it was by denying the truth even to hersdf or by cold-bloodedly
<ling the population of an entireworld into davery and degth, Addath had
made the wrong choice, and her influence had to be iminated.

Leladecided that she fdlt neither sadness nor joy-just satisfaction with a

job well done. She turned to rejoin her husband, who would understand.

Coruscant



It took only afew hours for Luke and his companions to search the
remainder of the scientific station, for Kell and Elassar to locate the other
end of the massive being's escape path and weld a heavy metal sheet across it,
for Bhindi to get some of the computers operating and extract information from
them.

Bhindi gathered them in an open area on the top level-an area, Kell pointed
out, that he had laborioudy cleaned and emptied of machinery partsuntil it was
fit for occupation-to give them her evaluation. It was now set up with chairs-
made of some antiquated plastic materid and curved in artidtic patterns that
L uke thought he'd once seen in amuseum display, combining coin-fort with dated
pretension-and one functiona medica droid that Bhindi had assembled from parts
of several damaged ones. The repairs had not been completely successtul; the
droid walked with awobble caused by the fact that itsright lower leg section
wasidenticd toitsleft, throwing it abit off-balance.

"What we have here," Bhindi said, "istwo different scientific stations put
together. Both of them operations of Imperid Intelligence, the firg of them
dating from abouit fifty years ago, though this complex has been here for
centuries. And this is CPD-One-Thirteen, who has been here snce the
commencement of this sation'sthird stage of operation. One-Thirteen?'

"Greetings," thedroid said. Its voice wasthin, cultured, with a distinct
Coruscant accent. "You aredl intruders. Prepareto die.” it turned to look
acrossdl itsvistors.

"Thisisthe part where the military droids jump out of their niches and
kill usdl,” Bhindi said. Shereached over and fiddled with the restraining

bolt plugged into the droid's chest. "One-Thirteen, our continued presence here



isproof that we are authorized personnd.”

"That is correct,” thedroid said. "1 am CPD One-Thirteen, medica droid,
optimized for suspended life process maintenance. You are dl intruders here.
Prepareto die.”

"What isthis complex?' Maraasked.

CPD 1-13 stood more upright, and his voice became cheerier. "Welcometo the
Pasarian Memorid Atmaospheric Reclamation Complex Project, Substation One,
formerly the Coruscant Atmospheric Reclamation-"

"Quiet," Bhindi interrupted. I'll synopsize.”

"If youmug."

Bhindi glared at 1-13 and he dumped. "The Complex," she continued, "dl
its various substations put together, isasort of worldwide air-scrubber. Quite
awhile back, once Coruscant's leaders built over the last forested regions, the
planet lacked sufficient natural resources to manage the atmospheric pollutants
produced by the world's industrialized species. The government had that covered,
though, in building aseries of very efficient facilitiesthat converted carbon
dioxide into oxygen, removed waste gases, that sort of thing. That ‘red goo'
severa stories up doesn't just act as adevourer tank. It'sa variant of the
devourer organism, especidly engineered for high-efficdency converson of
carbon dioxide to oxygen. It functions with the same effidency as severd
thousand sgquare kilometers of tract forest. And there are hundreds of smilar
subgtations al over Coruscant. Well, there were. Some may be damaged or
destroyed now, but most were built at bedrock level. Lots of them could have
survived sofar.”

"Wait, wait." Luke frowned. "They have to have some sort of active air-

pumping mechaniam.”



"That's correct-"

"You aredl intruders. Prepareto die.”

Grimacing, Bhindi did something to the droid'srestraining bolt. CPD 1-33
jerked asif electrocuted each time "Each gation,” Bhindi continued, "is
attached to an elaborate network of intake and output ducts. In with the bad
air, out with the good. And it's those ducts that are most likely to have failed
planetwide with the destruction Coruscant is experiencing. But the thing is
each one of those stations could serve as aresistance center-if | can get to it
andgetintoit."

Face gave her adisbelieving look. "Arethey al secret, like thisone?"

"Everyone”

"That was the second stage of the operation.” Bhindi stared forbiddingly at
1-13. "Think you can give them some higtory... without degath thrests?"

"1 have made no threats. Only announcements of impending doom." CPD 1-13
straightened. "The second state of this complex, according to the maintenance
droids that preceded me here, began with the gradud dimination, through
retirement and trandfer, of al living personnd who operated this station; they
were replaced by droids. Then, once the station had been operated entirdy by
droidsfor severd years, its reclamation organisms tank was disguised as a
devourer tank and the operation center was hidden away, accessble only by a
secure turobolift.”

"By whom, and for what purpose?’ Face asked.

"By order of the Imperia government, and for the purpose of being able to

exert control over this planetary environment intimes of crigs”



Luke raised an eyebrow over that. "Exert control. Y ou mean, in times of
revolution, held cut off theair?"

"That is correct. Should the Emperor need to regain control or merely cause
billionsto die, he could thresten to shut off the Complex and strangle
Coruscant in its own wastes."

"Merdly cause billionsto die” Luke shook his head over thet tumn of
phrase. "This doesn't conflict with your medica programming?'

"Oh, no, sir. Implementation of such an operation would be a the Emperor's
sole discretion and by hisown hand.”

Face managed amirthless smile. "No matter what, any time | learn something
more about Emperor Palpatine, | wish | hadn't.”

"So what wasthe third stage?' Luke asked. "Ingallation of the systemsand
organisms needed to maintain the Subject,” said CPD 1-13 "It was an operation
that had no significant relation to our primary purpose, but thislocation, the
substation closest to the Imperia government centers, was convenient.”

Luketried to wave the excess verbiage away. "What was the Subject?’

"A human mae. He and ahuman female came to occupy this complex thirteen
years ago. Later, another mde joined them for atime. They had proper
authorization, and controlled droids that could activate the turbo-Hft control
in the tank above. Months after their arrival, the second mde Ieft, and the
first male was operated on and ingtaled in the suspended-animation unit.”

"Human males don't grow to be three meterstall.”

"They do if subjected to specific growth hormones and cybernetic
gimulation for years sarting in childhood or adolescence.”

"So who isthis human mae?’

"Unknown, sir. Hisidentity was never provided to us, nor the nature of its



armor modifications." Before Luke could ask, the droid hurried on, "It hed
hypodlergenk: armor platesingtaled in itstorso, head, elbows, and knees. The
portions of its brain pertaining to human memory were largdy replaced by
computer apparatus. We of the maintenance staff concluded that it was to be a
war machine of some sort, but beyond that we knew nothing."

"Do you have any images of this? Either from before, or when it recently
emerged?’

1-13 shook its head. "No, sir. We were forbidden by our protocols from
recording the Subject in any way. Nor do | know what you mean by 'emerged.’ r

Curious, Luke glanced a Bhindi. She said, "It appears thet ther
programming on this point was pretty comprehensive. When the Subject came out of
his suspended animation tank, their programming kicked in and they couldn't even
detect him any longer. He cut them to pieces without them knowing what was
happening.”

"Wonderful," Luke said. "So our so-called Lord Nyax isathree-meter human
male, possibly a Jedi, certainly aForce user, wandering around in aworld where
it probably doesn't understand anything."

"That seemsto be about thesize of it,” Bhindi said. "Isnt the truth

liberating?"

SEVEN

Lord Nyax fdt the distant hunger. Something wanted him.



That wasdl right. He wanted it, too. Anything that was so anxiousfor him
deserved to he encountered. If it would serve him, he would command it. If it
would not serve him, hewould cut it into pieces.

Either solution wasjugt finewith him.

Coruscant

The hunting party moved through the depths of Cor-uscant's ruins. Four
hard-eyed warriors, the scars, implants, and tattoos on ther faces like a
starmap of pain, led the procession, and four more brought up the rear.

Behind those in front were two voxyn handlers and the leashed voxyn they
theoretically controlled. The massive reptilian beasts, low to the ground and
rippling with Muscle, moved their heads back and forth with every few steps, as
though they could see through the wreckage around them and view potentiad
victims hiding before them.

Viqi, walking alongside Denua Ku behind them, shuddered. The voxyn werethe
mogt ill-tempered and evil things she had ever encountered, Y uuzhan Vong
included. At least the VVong could reason, even if their logic was dien. The
voxyn had been cloned to sense the Force, to hunt and kill Force-wielders. Many
Jedi had fdlen to their fangs, their teeth, the corrosive somach acid they
could bring up a amoment's notice.

These voxyn didn't ook particularly healthy. In places their dark green
scdeswerefading to ayelow that reminded Vigi of plants withering from lack

of sunlight. Though they were dert and had lost none of ther intensity, ther



movements often seemed listless.

Not that Vigi would have dared to venture within reach of ther teeth or
claws. She suspected that either of them would bite her intwo just to hear the
clack of their teeth meeting in the middle.

The party neared the end of alengthy access corridor. Ahead, aholein the
building's exterior wall admitted dim sunlight and abreeze. Two Y uuzhan Vong
warriors, novices from the lack of decoration their faces carried, stood on
duty, oneto ether side of the gap.

Raglath Nur, the leader of the hunting party, addressed them. Vig didn't
bother to listen. She knew they'd address her if they needed her. She was
correct; after lessthan aminute, Raglath Nur beckoned her forward, to the very
lip of the hole; Vigi could lean out and see countless stories of crumbling
habitat beneath her, and a smple step forward would send her fdling to her
degth.

"Thiswarrior,” Raglath Nur sad, indicating the novice warrior on the
right sde, "saw the walkway fall; he was a great distance away. Fird it
erupted in flames as though from one of theinfidd torpedoes, then it fl.
Searching, he found bodies bel ow-burned, some of them in pieces.

Explan.”

"If hedidn't see agafighter fireamissle or torpedo, then it was
probably abomb,” Viqi sad, indifferent to his curiogty. "Something like a
torpedo, but carried by aman, put into position, and then persuaded to explode
afew seconds | ater-seconds in which the one who planted it runsto safety.”

"ANd?

"And what?'



Raglath Nur drew a hand back asif to drike her. Vig steded hersdf
againg the blow. But DenuaKu positioned his amphigaff between them. "He
means, what do you conclude?' Denua Ku said. "Y ou are here for your knowledge of
infiddls, thelr tactics.”

"Yes, yes" Viqi fumed, but thought about it. "The bomb didn't just blow a
holein thewakway. It took the whole thing down and singed both edges. |
conclude that it wasn't an improvised wesgpon. Either the peoplewho did it had
accessto military equipment, or they're proficient a building such things.

This suggeststhat they're not ordinary survivors-they're eites of some sort.”

"Jeedal 7' asked Raglath Nur.

Viqgi shook her head. "I don't know if Jedi are among them, but Jedi don't
normally use high explosives. So this was something different, or something
additiond.”

"What ese?"

"If | werein their Stuation and had to use an explosive device-something
sureto give away my position-1'd move away from here very fast, to dude any
Y uuzhan VVong partiesthat came to investigate. Meaning that if we can figure out
the route they took, we could search it thoroughly and see if they dropped
anything. If they dropped something, we might obtain more information.”

"How will we know the difference between an infidd object left here by the
planet-dwellers and one dropped by your 'eites?

Vigi shrugged. "I will know," shelied.

The party's searches turned up no objectsthat Vigi felt had been dropped

by their prey. But asthey reached the next building over in the direction the



trackersfelt theinfidels had traveled, the voxyn became more dert. They left
off the eterna, searching sweeps of their heads; instead, they both stared in
one direction, outward and downward, the muscles of their necks tense, while
their tails began to lash.

Raglath Nur dlowed the voxyn and their handlers to take the lead. The
voxyn led them at a quickened pace; Viqi had to struggle to keep up, and was
often prodded by Denua Ku when hefet her progresswas not sufficient. But the
voxyn did not understand the city's architecture, and it required the Y uuzhan
Vong, and sometimes Viqj, to guide them down garwdls, ramps, and even
turbolift shafts asthey rushed toward their prey.

Deeper and deeper they descended into the ruins, and when they had not run
down their prey within half an hour, Raglath Nur demanded, "Is our quarry
running? Can they be aware of us?'

Vigi shook her head and took a moment to breathe. She tamped back on her
resentment; a merchant-princess and Senator of Kuat should not have to exert
hersdlf in this unseemly fashion. "The voxyn detect the Force, correct? Perhaps
what they're detecting is very strong-and faraway."

Raglath Nur offered up anoise of vexation, but it was, for amember of the
Y uuzhan Vong warrior caste, sufficiently mild that Vigi suspected he had cometo
the same conclusion-that he had merdy hoped Vig would offer some more
satisfying answer.

Another haf-hour put them much farther down in the building levd. From
the genera atmosphere of antiquity and seediness, from the driprot thet
afflicted the dura-crete walls, from the stench of decay and increased incidence

of corrupting bodies, Vigi could tel that they were nearly at bedrock leve.



They passed aside-corridor that doped downward; it was mostly filled with
dark liquid and bodiesfloating atop it. Vigi skidded to ahat and turned back
to giveit asecond look, putting her hand over her nose and mouth as if to
reduce the stench. Denua Ku joined her, and other warriorsturned back to see
what had drawn her curiosity. She pointed at one of the bodies. "Get that one,”
shesad.

Denua Ku and one of the others splashed into the water. The body Vig head
pointed out raised its head. He was a mde human, young and frightened. He
scrambled around in the shallow water and tried to dive away, but Denua Ku
caught him by the ankle and yanked. He dragged the screaming, flaling youth
back up to the dry cross-corridor, then hauled him up by the collar of histunic
and held him against the corridor wall. "How did you know?' Raglath Nur asked.
Viqgi gave him asuperior smile. "He wasn't bloated tike the rest.”

"Question him," Denua Ku ordered.

Viqi sghed, then turned to their prisoner. The young men was obvioudy
terrified but knew better than to struggle now that he was surrounded by Y uuzhan
Vong warriors. He had long black hair; dark fluid from the pool they'd hauled
him from ran fromt, pouring from his garmentsto puddle on the floor. Vig
reflected that, in better circumstances, he would have been pretty enough to
serve her asatoy.

"Where arethe Jedi 7' she asked.

The young man shook hishead. "1 don't know about Jedi.”

Vigi gave him achill smile. "Thesewarriorswould like to kill you. In
fact, killing you fast isone of the nicest thingsthey're congdering doing to
you. So you'd better find some reason, any reason, to give me so | can persuade

them not to. Do you understand?”’



The young man nodded. "1 know something. I'm going to take something ouit.
Don't kill me." He reached into a pants pocket.

The voxyn roared and surged farther down the corridor, dragging their
handlers behind them, drawing the attention of the other Y uuzhan VVong warriors.

The young man held out hishand. Viqi reached for him, and he dropped
something into her outstretched padm. "It'sthe ugly-"

"Our prey isclose,” Raglath Nur said. "We don't need him."

Vigi turned toward him and crossed her arms, a gesture she hoped would hide
the object the prisoner had given her. "I'm not through.”

But Denua Ku exerted himsdlf, and Vigi heard the snap of the young man's
neck.

Denua Ku dropped the corpse back into the dark pool. "Now he will bloat."

Vigi glared & him.

Raglath Nur set thewarriorsinto mation, following the frantic voxyn.

"Wheat did the human want to show you?"

Vigi shrugged. "1 might have found out, if Denua Ku hadn't been so quick to
exterminate him." Shewaited until Raglath Nur's atention was on the voxyn
before she tucked the object out of sight under the neckline of her robeskin.
She got aglimpse of it before it was concedled; it seemed to be atiny remote,
onewith apair of buttons on one side, another button and a screen so small as
to be nearly usdless on the other.

Theugly what?



The handlers, dragged by the voxyn, werefirgt to pass through the ruined
metal doors, which were three times the height of a human and broad enough to

permit ten pedestrians walking side-by-side. The lettering above the door read:

ELEGAIC FABRICATIONS

THE COMFORT YOU DESERVE

Raglath Nur paused outside the doorway and stared with suspicion & the
darkness beyond. Hewhirled on Viqi. "What isthis?’

"A manufacturing plant,” she said. "They manufacture furmnishings. Very
expensve, very functiond furnishings”

"Such aswhat?"

"Such as chairsthat convert into extravagantly comfortable beds, chairs
that carry their owners about in the air, furnishings that massage those who st
inthem..."

"Massage?' Evidently that didn't trandate wdl through Raglath Nur's
tizowyrm. "Inflict pain?'

"Inflict plessure.

Thewarrior gave her arevolted look and led his fellowsinto the darkness.
Viqi, dongsde DenuaKu, followed.

Though the manufacturing concern had seemed pitch-black from outside, once
her eyes began adjusting, Viqi discovered that it was not 0. There were light
sources everywhere, but dim ones, mogtly at floor level-emergency lighting, she
decided, probably running low on battery power. In the faint glows from the

light sources, she could see looming production-line machinery and immobile



fabricator droids, some of them huge.

She wondered if any samples of their stock were dill in existence. But
doubtless her Y uuzhan Vong companions would not |et her enjoy such achair, not
even for amoment.

She heard the voxyn's hisses go from excited to ferocious, heard thar
handlers call after them asthey yanked leashes free from the handlers grips.

"Jeedai!" called one of the warriors. "Now you diel”

Viqgi heard the distinctive snap-hiss of a Jedi lightsaber igniting. One
point on the far wal of the manufacturing chamber and the ceiling above it were
illuminated by red light-moving light. The claws of the voxyn scrabbled as they
charged for their prey.

Then there was another snap-hiss, and another, and another. The distant red
glow brightened. Viqgi saw the silhouette of a voxyn legping high, vaulting
intervening machinery, backlit by the glow-and then something roseto meet the
voxynin mic-flight.

It was not a Jedi, not alightsaber blade. A block of machinery two meters
on asdeflew up from below and crashed into the legping voxyn, griking with
such force that Vigi heard the creature's bones shatter. The impact smashed the
voxyn back through the air, awobbly caricature of a onceliving beast. The
voxyn's body crashed onto the factory's duracrete floor and the block of
machinery landed upon it, breaking more bones, and stuck there, not bouncing or
rolling forward asit should have. "Forward,” Denua Ku said. He whipped his
amphi-gaff freefrom his waist and charged after the other Yuuzhen Vong
warriors, who now howled in rage and anticipation.

Vigi took two stepsin Denua Ku's wake and then something crashed into her,



took her from her feet, dapped her to the duracrete.

It was not aphysicd thing. It was despair and hatred, loathing and
worthlessness, fear and howling rage. It was asthough Vigi had spent every one
of her years packing dl the hateful emotions an ordinary person fdt into a
storeroom-and suddenly al the pressure had burst through the door and swept her
away. She could only liethere, her arms and legs twitching outside her control,
her somach rebelling, her heart hammering insde her.

She heard the how! of the second voxyn, heard the ripping noise of the
creature vomiting its acid at its prey. Then there was the sound of lightsabers
swinging, hacking. Mest in greet quantities dapping down onto duracrete.

Vigi writhed in timewith thewar cries of the Y uuzhan

Vong and, one by one, she heard them die under the dmost musical tones of
the lightsabers.

Then there was only the sound of lightsabers cutting, and cutting, and
cutting.

The emotiond agony that had gripped Vigi lessened-only alittle She
managed to roll over onto her somach and dowly, painfully came upright.

She knew the beings on the other Sde of the chamber had judt killed
everything that had entered the chamber with her. She wanted nothing more than
to charge at them, to rip them to pieces with her bare hands.

But as she sood, some faint ingtinct of salf-preservation rose within her,
and one thought made up of words emerged: Run, or die.

She turned toward the doorway, and lurched out toward the light.

As she reached the doorway, she put her hand out to steady herself againgt
the metal door that had once protected the factory'sinterior. It fell away from

her grip, crashing down onto the duracrete with atremendous clang.



The lightsabersin the distance switched off. Viqi froze. She waited, ears
graining a the sudden silence.

Then she heard it, the padding of feet coming her way.

A noiselikea sob escaped her and she ran, her speed enhanced by

adrendine and fear.

L uke came awake and rose in asingle smooth motion. He didn't have to ask
if Marahad fdlt it, too. She was awake, gripping her lightsaber, ready to
igniteit.

L uke stepped out into the corridor. It was dimmed for deeping, but Danni,
too, was emerging, and Tahiri, who had been on guard in the corridor as the
othersdept, stared into onewall, through the wall, at something that was far
away and toward the ground. "It'sthere again,” she said, her voice faint.

Luke took afew deep breaths. He couldn’t remember what he had just been
dreaming-only that, for amoment, he had been filled, even saturated, with a
desretoriseand kill every living thing in hisvicinity. Absurdly, he ill
fdlt loathing and contempt for his companions, for hiswife, but ashismind and
memory struggled to assert themsalves, those emotions began to fade. "What did
you fed?" he asked.

Tahiri shook her head, and Luke could findly see the lone tear flowing
down her farther cheek. "Awfulness" shesaid. "More awful than when | was
coming out of my conditioning and started to figure out what I'd dmost become.
It was dl through me, through the Force. It amost had control of me. | think

maybe it could have had contral, if it had known | was here." The despair in her



voice was heartbreaking.

None of the Wraiths had emerged from their new quarters. That made sense.
Thiswas a Force sending, a Force problem, and the Wraiths, largely obliviousto
the Force, were not troubled.

Mara, dressed, moved down the corridor, rapping on doors. "Everyone up. Get

into your armor. It'stimeto hunt.”

Four stories up from the manufacturing chamber, Vigi came off a pedestrian
ramp at adead run. Her legs trembled from her flight hut she could not afford
to rest-sheld heard her pursuers crash through doors she'd dragged shut behind
her.

She rounded abend in the corridor and abruptly there was an arm in front
of her, stretched at just under neck height. She hit it at full speed, her legs
going out from under her, and suddenly shewas on her back, looking into two
human facesilluminated by dim glow rods, at two blaster pistols pointed at her
face.

It was aman and awoman. The man had an ill-trimmed beard. The woman's
eyeswere adartlingly pretty blue in eerie contrast to her unsympeathetic
expression. The two stank and seemed asthin as plasted support beams.

"Look at you," the man said.

"About fifty kilos, I'd guess," thewoman said. "Good egting, lookslike."

"How'd you stay so0 clean?"

"Never mind that. Just kill her."

There was adigtant noise, alow-pitched roar that raised the har on

Vigi'sarms and the nape of her neck. The man and woman hesitated, looking back



theway Vigi had come.

Then it washed across her again, the fedling of hatred and lownessthat had
brought her down in the manufacturing chamber. It had the same effect on the man
and woman; they paled and sank to thar knees, the woman gagging, perhaps
prevented from vomiting only by near-sarvation.

Vigi scrambled around on the floor, turned toward her origina direction of
flight, and crawled asfast as paralysis gripping her amsand legs would let
her. It occurred to her that it would be better to die than flee, better to face
her tormentors rather than have to continue running, but the rationd sde of
her mind, forcing itsway to the forefront, kept her moving.

Shemadeit afew meters, urtil the curve in the corridor mede it
impossible to see the man and woman.

She heard them scream, heard the snap-hiss of light-sabersigniting.

There was a maintenance pand ahead of her, sat inthe wal a ground
level. Shereached it and tugged at itshandle. It resisted, probably hed in
place by smple magnetic bolts or locks.

Sheput dl her dight frameinto it, yanking, and the pand came loose;
her effort sent the panel skittering acrossthe floor. Beyond the new holewasa
vertica shaft not more than ameter in diameter, stedd rungs making aladder of
thefar sde.

Vigi crawled into the shaft and dimbed. Her ams and legs trembled,
threatening every ingtant to fail her.

She heard the man and woman scream again, then heard the noise of
lightsabers chopping. As she ascended, the noise faded, but the fear and

|loathing diid not.



By Luke's chrono, it had taken them four hoursto find the first evidence
of thething or things they sought. They stood in the main manufacturing chamber
of afurnishing concern and looked down at the dismembered bodies of Y uuzhen
Vong warriors-and voxyn.

It was not evidence or deduction or luck that had led them here. Luke and
the other Jedi could fed lingering dark-side energy imbued in the wals, the
machines, the corpses. The sensation, S0 like what L uke had experienced within a
certain cave on Dagobah, caused the hair on the back of hisneck torise.

Mara dispassionately looked at the body of a'Y uuzhan Vong warrior who hed
been cut into at least eight pieces, The wounds were dl burned, cauterized.

"Our Dark Jedi again. Or whatever they are.”

"Dark Jedi might be able to impose their will on normd people,” Tahiri
said. She had her arms crossed, and L uke suspected her pose was an effort to
keep hersdf from trembling. "But not on fully trained Jedi. This was like
jumping into an ocean of the dark side of the Force. It waslike feding Anakin
die again. And wanting again to die with him." Moretears came, and she looked
away 0 that the others would not see them.

"l wonder," Luke said, "what it'sgoing to be like to confront them face-
to-face." He prodded a severed Y uuzhan Vong leg with histoe. He hadn't dways
donewell when faced with the dark sde. "The Y uuzhan Vong are invisibleto the
Force. They couldn't fed it. We aren't. Especidly the Jedi."

"l had athought on that." Face was on guard duty, blaster rifle in hand,
his attention on the entryway. "A tactic I've used from time to time in bad

gtuaions”



"What'sthat?"' Luke asked.
"Snipers. Set up acouple of kilometersaway inablind with alaser rifle

and someone who really knows how to useit, and when your enemy wanders by,

zep.
Luke amiled. "Not exactly fair."

"Who wantsto befair?'

Vigi woke up in absolute blackness and thought for amoment that she might
be dead. In apanic, she sat up, but before she came upright her head banged
into something, resulting in asharp pain to her forehead and a hollow metalic
noise.

Then she remembered. Sheld climbed and climbed, hearing the roars and the
lightsaber hums of her pursuit. Her pursuers had cut their way through durasted!
bulkheadsto follow her, but she'd found side channels from the access duct-
ventilation ducts that were smaller and smaller, adequate for adiminutive Kuat
woman but too congtricting for whatever followed her.

After along time of groping dong inthe dark, she hed let exhaudtion
overcome her.

Now she was alone, weaponless and friendless, surrounded by kilometers of
crumbling duracrete and meta in dl directions.

Not to mention thirsty, hungry, and blind. She forced hersdf to become
cam and went through aritua checklist thet helped her regain control of
whatever situation troubled her. Checklist, she began. One extravagantly capable

political strategist whose skillsare of no use here. One Y uuzhan VVong robeskin,



aliving garment whose solevirtueis that it's better than running around
naked, and matching footwraps. That's about it.

That wasn't quiteit. She'd been given something a million years ago,
shortly before starting her run. She dug around under the robeskin neckline and
held the object that pretty, doomed boy had handed her. It fit her palm so that
abutton fell under her thumb; there were two others on the reverse sde. She
pressed the first button. A tiny red screen lit up on the remote, illuminating
her surroundings-a sheet-metal duct, layered with dust, ameter wide by hdf a
meter high. The screen showed awireframe sphere with one bright red dot at its
center and another at one point on its circumference. She dowly rotated her
hand and saw the second dot move around, dways staying a the circumference,
aways pointed in the same cardind direction.

It was alocation finder of some sort. A digant object tranamitted a
regular signa, and this device always pointed in the direction of that object.

She pressed one of the buttons on the reverse side. The wire-frame image
disappeared, replaced by the words

OUT OF RANGE.

She pressed the last button. The device spoke with the voice of a woman:
"Remember, pick up anew charge for the speeder, and we're having dinner with
the Tussnstonight.”

Vigi supposed that the recording would have depressed someone of less
persond strength. She didn't even bother to wonder how dinner had gone. The
woman who'd recorded the message was gone, either crushed or vaporized or in
some davering idiot's stew-pot, and her sole virtue was that one of her
ppossessions was now going to benefit Vigi Shesh. Whatever it might lead to, it

was, for now, alight source.



Sheralled over onto her somach, shining thelight in front of her, and

began crawling.

Vigi stood at the center of what had once been alarge living chamber,
centerpiece of the gpartment of some wedthy business family. There were
numerous doors and hallways off this chamber, dl leading to bedchambers,
refreshers, recreation areas-all now wrecked by looters and invasive plant life.

To Vigi'sright, afew meters away, was ahuge hole in the wal that had
once been aviewport haf again the height of aman, and twice as broad as it
was high. Now creepers growing on the building's face hung over the gap, and
pieces of shattered transparisted littered what had once been hested flex-
carpet.

Fungus was everywhere, grayish mushroomlike growths that were larger toward
the hole. Sheld stepped on one of thetiny ones and it had detonated beneath her
foot, making her instep very sore and damaging the living footwrap she wore. She
was careful not to touch any more, and it was clear that much of the damage to
the chamber had come about because of the fungi-obvioudy, many of them had
exploded over the last saverd weeks. Perhaps vibrations in the crumbling
buildings set them off, perhaps they Imply detonated when they reached a
certangze.

Thewadl infront of Vigi wasferrocrete that had once been decorated, its
utilitarian strength disguised, by athick layer of flexible sheeting decorated
in agtarfield pattern. Attached to building power, the sheet's stars and nebula

would glow. Now the sheeting hung in strips. Sheéld torn mogt of it away and



could find nothing beyond but ferrocrete.

On the other dde of it was another cumbling skyscraper. In her
explorations, she'd managed to get onto the corresponding floor of that
building, but onitsfar sde; collgpsed halways and walls had prevented her
from getting closer.

Thetracking device had led her here, and this was the point that was
closest to whatever it indicated. On the little screen, the white dot
representing that object and the dot indicating her current position were dmost
one point.

She shrugged. So she hadn't been ableto find her way to the object. It
might just be amatter of ascending one floor, descending one, searching more
diligently to find the spot that gave her access.

Then she remembered the OUT OF RANGE message she'd received. She hdd up
the remote and depressed that button again.

Therewasanoise, a fant "ponk” of some mechanicd apparatus being
activated, from above her head. Shelooked up and then jumped asidejust intime
to avoid adescending ceiling panel. Its bottom edge came down to rest againgt
the floor. She moved around to look up.

It was a set of metd dtairs, narrow and without rals, leeding up into
darkness.

Breath catching in her throat, she hurried up the taircase. She found
hersdf in anarrow, low corridor that led for three meters straight to the wall
she had found so impassable-straight to a corresponding gap in that wall, a gap
that waslit from the other sde.

Before moving on, she looked around and found asmal button control by the

top of the hidden staircase. She pressed it and the stairs rose, locking into



place behind her.

The gap inthewall opened into acylindrical chamber afew meters across.
Occupying most of the chamber, resting on its stern, was a vehicle-about twelve
meterslong, squat at its stern and tapering toward the bow, dl in a uniform
deep matte blue that madeit difficult for Vigi to make out detals of itshull.
There were protrusions everywhere, plates and hemisphericd antennae and
maneuvering or braking flaps.

The floor of this chamber was some four metersbelow Viqi'sfeet. She stood
directly opposite a hatch that opened into the vehiclésinterior, one-third of
the distance from the stern.

The thing looked like some sort of oversized military landspeeder, enclosed
to protect its crew, but Sinceit rested on itstail-with no machinery evident
to dlow it to be lowered into ahorizonta position-Vigi suspected that it was
equipped for flight; she could not tell if it was an atmospheric vehide or
gpaceworthy. On the sde was stenciled the vehicleés name, Ugly Truth.

Shelooked up. Thecylindrical chamber continued upward another thirty
meters beyond the vehicleés nose, ending in ajumble of falen metal beams and
duracrete blocks. Viqgi could seefaint sunlight through that deadfal. Scarcely
able to believe her good fortune, she moved forward across a narrow span of
metal that gave her accessto the open hatch and clambered into the vehicle. As
the vehicle wasresting at a ninety-degree angleto its intended orientation,
when she stepped down from the hatch she stood on what was obvioudy meant to be
the main cabin'srear bulkhead. A crudely constructed ladder of spare metd
parts wired together alowed her to climb up to the pilot's sest at the bow.

Under her touch, the secondary power switch engaged without hestation or



resstance. The cabin lights came up; the vehides navigation computer went
through its power-up sequence.

Viqi felt adow, wondering smile spread across her face. Thiswas an
emergency evacuation vehicle, cunningly hidden away in the event of disaster...
but its owners had not been ableto get to it in time as Coruscant fell. Perhaps
they had died, perhaps they had been off-world aready.

Who was the youth who'd given her the locator? Son of the vehicle's owners?
A builder who'd known and kept the secret of this hidden chamber, and later
intended to use the vehicle when it became clear that its owners would be unable
to? He'd probably been prevented from escaping by the collgpse of the access
above him. Perhaps he'd been working al thistimeto dig hisway clear of that
obstacle. Now he was dead, and the vehicle was hers.

She wasfree of the Y uuzhan VVong and in possession of an escape from thar
world.

A thought hit Vigi and her handsfdl away from the controls. If this
vehicle was designed as alagt-ditch opportunity for surviva, perhaps it was
carying...

She scrambled down the makeship ladder to the vehicles stern. A hatch into
the stern compartment lay at her feet. She struggled with its locking bar and
then hauled the heavy hatch open.

Below was a storage compartment with restraining netsto either sdeand a
hatch at the far end. Doubtless the hatch gave access to the vehicdes
thrusters. Viqi didn't care. Her attention was riveted by what she saw in the
nets.

Retions. Military rations, carefully packed into individuat meds,

guaranteed to survive for years on the shelf. With amoan, she clambered down



into the compartment, grabbed the nearest med a hand, and tore into the

wrapping flimsy around it.

EIGHT

Aphran System, Aptiran IV

Aphran 1V was a heavily forested world whose green landmasses stood out in
stark contrast from her blue seas. She was awarm world, lacking polar ice, with
no moons to contribute tides. And she was a comparaively poor world whose
people were noted chiefly for mastery in woodworking, whose artistic inlays were
prized by collectors.

All this Han knew from a brief look at the star map recordsin the Falcon's
computer. The records suggested that Aphran would never survive even a weak
Y uuzhan Vong attack. Considering how close she wasto the Y uuzhan VVong zone of
contral, not far from Bilbringi, only her relaive unimportance had kept her
from being conquered by the enemy.

Han glanced at hiswife. Shelooked very different than usud: her hair was
long, black, and straight, her eyebrows broader and darker to match, and she
wore garments that Senator Leia Organa Solo would never have been caught dead
in.

They started with abodysuit that was black and glossy.



Though synthetic, it creaked like hide when she moved. Her boots, low-dung
blaster holster, and gloves were of asmilar materid, but mette rather then
glossy. In the spirit of the character she was to portray, she had her feet up,
crossed at the ankle, on the copilot control board before her. She fixed Han
with aforbidding stare. "What are you looking at, ground-pounder?’ Han shook
his head. "If your daughter could see you now..."

Leiabroke character for amoment and grinned. "I'll make sure Artoo getsa
holo for her. HEll haveto get you, too."

Han nodded. "1 am magnificent.” Hed spent enough time in front of the
mirror both to make sure that his disguise was adequate and to be certain that
his costume provided sufficient dash and drama.

He wore aclose-trimmed beard. Hisred hair and hisfasefacia har were
amatching, distinguished shade of slver-gray. But hewas not trying for the
look of an elder statesman; his uniform was adark gray, two shades more somber
than the old Imperid Navy uniform, and thick with accoutrements. a brand-new
pistol on hiship, twin vibroblades on the other hip, a brace of dternating
vibroblades and small backup blasters across his chest. The metd gauntlet on
his left hand looked like acommercia robotic replacement and contained enough
circuitry to read as a prosthetic to most scanners. The contact lens on hisleft
eye made the eyebdl silver-reflective; the fase puckering scar reaching upward
and downward from the eye suggested the violence that had caused the mechanicd
replacement to beingtalled.

C-3PO, in the passenger seat behind the pilot's chair, spoke up. "So that |
do not jeopardize your mission through misstatement or omission, Princess, may |
ask why the deception?”

"Aphranis something of an unknown quantity,” Leia said. "The smugglers



we're going to meet and try to persuade to act as our locd resstance
organizers say that thereve been alot of surreptitious comings and goingswith
government envoy ships. What doesthat suggest to you?"

"That matter israther outsde my fields of expertise,” the droid replied.

"But it would seem to me that the planetary government does not need to be
surreptitious when sending representatives to the New Republic. That would
suggest that they are sending their envoys to someone they wish the New Republic
to know nothing about.”

Leianodded. "Very good. To whom?"

" Since the most far-reaching government outside the New Republic isthat of
the Y uuzhan VVong, smple satidtics give the highest probakility of it being
them.”

"Correct. Or perhaps the Peace Brigade, acting as intermediaries for the
Y uuzhan Vong."

"Oh, | hope not, Princess. The Peace Brigade are, wel, very unpleasant.
Very difficult.” Thiswas something of an understatement; the Peace Brigade was
aloose dliance of mercenaries who cooperated with the Y uuzhan VVong. Bdieving
the Y uuzhan VVong claim that a galaxy without the Jedi would be a gdaxy a
peace, or just to earn profits, they had hunted the Jedi, capturing some and
turning them over to the enemy. Ddfinitdy "unpleasant”-except to those who
shared their ability to cast blame for the current war on anyone but the
aggressors-they were widely regarded astraitors to the New Republic.

Hansad, "And if they're taking to the Vong, the Solos can't be
recognized here."

Lelanodded. "If the Y uuzhan VVong learn that the Solos are here, they come



to get us. Evenif we use fdse names, if a Cordlian Y T-Thirteen-Hundred
freighter lands with adashing, vainglorious man at the controls, it doesn't
meatter what name he uses, people are going to think Han Solo."

Han shot her an offended look. "Vainglorious?'

"Vanglorious," Leaaffirmed. "Van plusglorious. Go ahead, deny it."

“Wall... | cant, reglly."

Instead of being directed to a berth on the planetary capita's commercid
digtrict, the Falcon followed her homing beacon to a government spaceport
ditrict some distance away from the capitd. The spaceport was an enormous
thing, kilometerslong, with landing bays and Warehousing domes on spars that
extended like the arms of some sort of mutant sea cresture from acentral hub.

Asthey followed the beacon in, Han spent alot of time at the comm board,
arguing first with one minor officid, then another. Findly, just before find
approach, he leaned back and sighed. "We can't land in the commercia zone," he
sad.

Leiafrowned. "Why not?'

"All cargo hasto be off-loaded and inventoried here. New regulations. Once
it'sdl off-loaded, we can decide where it's to be taken by their cargo
haulers. Back on the ship, for trangport elsewhere, or into one of the
warehouses up herefor evauation by buyers. Thething is, no matter where it's
loaded, it costs money to move it. and it costs moreto put it back on the ship
than to warehouseit.”

Lelanodded, aworld-weary smile on her lips. "Which is an inducement to

keep the cargo up here so that amore limited range of buyers can look & it.



Which helps keep prices and bribes where they want them.”

"And people cdled me dishonest,” Han muttered, "On the other hand, we
don't have to wait around for them to complete their inventory. We can take a
commercid landspeeder into their capitd. That'll givethem lotsmoretime to

sted expensive bits and piecesfrom our cargo, whichisredly what it's for

anyway."

A pair of Aphran men standing in front of arefuding station watched the
duo emerge from the landing bay that now housed the Cordllian Y T-1300 freighter.
"l seeaman and awoman | don't recognize,” said thefirst. Hewas a men
of middle height, his hair, beard, and mustache graying. With his reserved,
courteous manner and his colorful, comparatively expensve clothing, he looked
like afit merchant. But the hardness of his eyes, when he was nat trying to
cause someoneto like or trust him, suggested that he was not that peaceable a
man. "And while the man and the woman could be the Solos, they could aso be
billions of other people.”
"l didn't say they werethe Solos,” the second men said. His jumpsuit
meatched the lavender-with-black-pinstripes decor of the front of the refuding
gtation; he was as lean and tough looking as the banded artificia muscles found
incybernetic limbs. "1 said that it wasthe Millennium Falcon. | don't care
where they dap paint on her or how many new antennas they mount on her, | know
the look of her. I know the sound of her creaks when she comesin for alanding.

"Hmm. Wdll, until were sure, we play it safe”



"Theréslessmoney inplaying it safe.”

"Theréslonger to live and spend that money in playing it safe.”

"You'rethe boss."

The bearded man eyed his companion. In his experience, Y ou're the boss
aways meant, I'll shut up for now, then put avibroblade in your back when the
profit ishighest. He mentaly crossed his companion off his"useful” lig and
moved him to "expendable.”

"I'll get things started,” he said. "Thanksfor thetip.”

"Anytime"

The bearded man moved off toward his persona transport, a late-mode
landspeeder paid for by information he'd furnished to the Peace Brigade. If
these were the Solos, he might be able to afford a persona spacecraft now--even

factoring in the sum his companion’s imination would cos.

On the balcony of their rented quarters, Leiasat, her ankles crossed on
therailing before her, and entered notes.

Thingswere going wll... mosily. The Talon Karrde organization had aready
led her to apair of retired - semiretired-smugglerswho were trusted by Karrde
and Whose enthusiasm for hunkering down in anticipation of the Y uuzhan Vong
invasion matched hers. With their experience, they could find their own bases of
operations, could even help with the acquisition of some vehides and other
equipment. What Han and Leia had to do now was help them set up acommunications
systemn, acombination holocomm and comlink that could transmit and receive the
short, hard-to-track data packets that were the essence of resistance

communications.



But Lela set her notes asde for amoment, distracted by the view. Bdow
the balcony, asmall |ake stretched into the distance; itsfar shorewas a the
base of alow line of hills, and Aphran, the planet's sun, was now sgtting
beyond them. It was ared-gold orb, distorted by distance and atmosphere. The
hills cast shadows over the distant part of the lake, while sunbeamsilluminated
the nearer portions, turning the water from green-blue to a brilliant gold.

It was only asunset. Sheld seen lovely sunsets al over the gdaxy. But it
had been some time since she'd paid attention to one, appreciated one.

Thissunset meant nothing in theface of Y uuzhan VVong invasons, the deeth
of Anakin, the disappearance of Jacen, her long separations from the rest of her
family. But just for this moment, those sacrifices didn't dig pain into her, and
she could appreciate what she was seeing, its Ssmple beauty.

"Bottle that and sdll it, and we could make afortune.

Lelagtarted. Shelooked up to where Han stood behind her. The energy field
that kept the cooler air insde their quarters dso muffled sound, so it hadnt
been too difficult for him to sneak up on her. He stared into the distance,
watching the golden rays retregting as the sun continued its descent, and for
once there was no sdf-deprecating humor, no expression of suspicion or cynicism
on hisface. Just contemplation.

Leiareached up to take his hand. He settled into the chair next to hers.

"How were your errands?' she asked. "Pretty good. Theinventory is about hdaf
done, and the locals haven't found any irregularities™ His last words were
private code, agreed upon before the Falcon had set out on this series of
missions. Irregularities meant the smuggling compartments and the shieded

escape pod; those secrets remained intact. "And | was able to make some



purchases. Cabinets. | need to arrange for their delivery.” So held been ableto
find the comm gear he needed, but ddlivery to wait until the new resistance
leaderslocally had aplacefor it. "Y ou?"

"Oh, | may have made some new friends.”

"That's good. Y ou know what?'

"What?"

"l don't want to talk about work anymore today."

"Me, ether.”

Borleas

Tam and Wolam sat in the pilot's seats of Wolam's shuttle. Once a military
blastboat, it had been stolen from the Empire early in Wolam's career and
gradually converted to alightly armed mobile office. Now it sat in the Kill
zonein front of the biotics building, one of thetew vehiclesinterndly lit at
thisnighttime hour.

In the absence of true broadcaster fadlities Wolam did have aless
comprehensive set of tools built into the ship's computer, and now he and Tam
looked over their last couple of days recordings, annotating them, choosing
which to use and which to discard in Wolam's next historical documentary.

"Herés one." Wolam paused the image and then tapped the figure of one
mechanic working energetically on an X-wing engine.

"A mechanic,” Tam sad.

"A femade mechanic." Wolam dided theimage so that the woman expanded to



fill the screen. "Cordlian, unmarried. Good looking. | spoke with her for afew
minutes while you were showing Tarc the zoom functions.”

"Ah. | see. We now take a break from work so you can once again try to st
me up with awoman.”

"That's correct."

"And | should seek her out because she's good looking. Not that sheisn't..
.but am | that shalow?"

"At your age, you should be."

Tam sighed and took the recording off pause. It continued on, focusing for
afew more moments on that X-wing and its crew, before blanking. A moment later,
the image of the biotics building's main lobby snapped into focus.

"Moreimportant, now's not thetime," Tam said. "'l. have a few things to
get through first. Such asmy reputation asatraitor.”

"A reputation that exigts only in your own mind.”

"And thefact that all my savingswere on Coruscant. Thefact that dl my
possessionsfit in abag that | have no troublelifting.”

"S0 seek out awoman who isn't as shalow as | wish you were."

"What'sthis?' The image on the screen became jerky, blurring acrossa sea
of waists and belt buckles. Thenit rose, and Wolam's face appeared on the
screen, saturated with light, recorded from about waist height. The recorded
Wolam grimaced and tried to turn hisface out of the glare. "Oh, that's young
Tarc'srecording.”

"That'sright, our second tour of the building.”

"I think he was experimenting with the notion of using the holocam glow rod

asaweapon."



Tam snorted, then became serious again. "Wolam, he doesn't belong here.”

"True"

"And the Solos-well, | don't have any criticism of them, they have their
duties, but they're not exactly around here much. They're jus momentary
reassurancesfor him."

"Y es. They've accepted responsibility for him, despite their inghility to
be availableto him at al times, because he needs someone, and no one e is
that someone.”

"Pretty much the way you accepted respongbility for me, ten years ago.”
Wolam shook his head. "Not quite. Y ou were sixteen, more or lessan adult.”

"Judt like now."

Wolam amiled. "Tam, ligten. If you have a faling, it's thet you dontt
seizetheinitiative, don't grasp the opportunitiesthat are before you. Such as
going out and spending the occasiond rowdy evening with people your Own age-
there are plenty here, including that mechanic. Such asfinding out for yourself
that your worries about your reputation as atraitor are unfounded. But that
railing is not too great asin. Its consequenceseat & you, but don't hurt
anyone except you. Y ou don't hurt other people, you do anecessary job quiglly
and wdll, and when a hard task movesinto your path-such as sheking off the
domination of the Y uuzhan V ong-you accomplish that task."

"BEventudly.”

"I'm trying to say, as your friend rather than as your employer, that I'm
proud of you, and | wish you were proud of yourself."

Tam met Wolam's eyes, then |ooked away, concentrating on the screen again
rather than let Wolam seetearstrying to form. "Wolam, that hoy needs somebody.

When it comestimeto shove off Borleias, | want to take him aong with me. With



us, if you'l have him dong."

" See there? Another task accepted. A gigantic one compared to sheking off
Y uuzhan VVong brainwashing - accepting respongbility for awhole, entire child.
But have you asked him? Have you talked to the Solos?’

"No. | will. And if any of them say no, thenit's no. But | think Tarc
desarvesthe offer.”

" think you'reright. And of course, 1'd be happy for him to come aong.

If he can learn to stop spinning, he could be a useful backup holocam operator.”

Tam grinned.

On the screen, Tarc'slow-point-of-view recording continued, catching both
Tam and Wolam as they marched down one of the biotics building's basement
halways.

Something on awall over adoorway flashed with reflective light, just for
amoment, then disappeared as the holocam view progressed.

Tam sat upright. "Hold it." He paused the recording, then reversed it until
that door frame cameinto view again.

"What isit?'

"I'm not sure." Hewasn't sure, but if it was what he thought it was, it
was bad news.

He scrolled the screen view back and forth across thet one second of
recording. One moment, the wall above the door frame was blank, then there was
that reflection, then it was blank again.

"Areyou sure now?"'

"Let'sgolook."



It was alow-security halway, though there were higher-security doors on
it; they were protected by keypads and alarms, and around the corner from the
portion of the hallway where they stood, doors providing accessto the Twin Sun
Squadron's specid turbolift were guarded by security personndl.

But here there were two doorsimmediately across from one another. The one
on the left had a keypad access and was marked ENVIRONMENT. The one on the tight
led to awell-packed utility closet.

Tam reached up over that doorway and ran hisfinger dong thewall. After a
few centimeters of paint, hisfingertip encountered a smoother substance, though
no changein thewadl texture was visible to him. The smoothnessran for perhaps
ten centimeters, then turned to paint texture again.

"l saw that," Wolam said. "What wasit?'

"A Y uuzhan Vong toy. When they had control of me, | put one up on the wal
outside Danni Quee's laboratory. Watch this" Tam stroked the thing dong its
left edge, acombination he'd been taught during his brief, panful, life-
changing stay among the Y uuzhan VVong.

Vibrant colors suddenly appeared on the patch of materia. They showed the
keypad on the door opposite showed hands moving across the keys, tapping in an
access code.

Tam looked at Wolam. His expression was unhappy, He pulled a comlink out
from apocket. "Tam Hgrin to Comm Main Control, put me through to the
Intelligence office.”

"Thisis Comm Main, say again your name and authority."

"ThisisTam Elgrin. I'm one of the civilianson base.”

"Oh. Right. You'rethat civilian. Who did you want again?'



"The Intelligence office.”

"TheIntelligence office isn't staffed every hour of the day, and you
aren't authorized to demand the attention of the head of the department. I'm
amazed you're authorized to remain on Borlelas”

Tam covered over the microphone portion with his pam. He offered Wolam a
cynicd amile. "So my reputationisal in my imagination, huh?"

"Givemethat."

Tam handed the comlink over.

"Hello, thisisWolam Tser. I, too, want to speak to the director of
Intelligence, or the director of Security, and | mean immediately.”

Tam moved to the keypad and tapped at severd of its keys. There was an
audible click from the lock and the door did up and open. Beyond were floor-to-
celling hanks of mechanica and e ectronic equipment and anarrow, worker-sized
gap between them.

No, yourejust Tam Elgrin again, changing hisvoice, and if you continue
to broadcast on this frequency, I'm eoing to have you dragged through the kill
zone behind alandspeeder.”

"State your name and rank.”

"I'm Warrant Officer Urman Nakk, Security."

"Warrant Officer Urman Nakk, Security, are you widdly considered to be an
idiot?"

"What?"

"Becausein lessthan aday, | can guarantee that you will be. By your
fellow security officers. By your superiors. By your family and your pets. By

the officerswho court-martia you. And the taint will stay with you throughout



your life, because | am abrilliant historian and commentator and you are, a
best, amediocre desk pilot. This will happen despite your best efforts...
unless you hand me over to one of the officers| asked for, right now!"

Tam gave Wolam athumbs-up of approva. He took a step into the niche. Then
he backed out again and bent over, studying the floor of the electronics-access
clost. "I, ah, I, hold on."

Tam reached down to the seam where the metal floor of the closet met the
duracrete floor of the halway. He lifted, and the floor came up, reveding a
hole in the duracrete beneath. The hole was smooth-edged but irregular, lacking
the mathematically precise curve of something cut by machinery.

A noisefloated up out of the hole. It seemed to come from a great
distance, but it was recognizeble: awail of despair, of pain. Tam sat down at
itsedge, dangling hislegsinto the hole. "I'm going down."

"No, you're not,"

"I'm saizing theinitiative, Wolam."

"No, you're waiting for an officer to come on rhe comlink."

Tam pushed the portion of meta flooring over until it leaned againg a
pand of machinery and would not fal acrossthe hole. Then he did down into
the hole,

"Tam, blagt it, don't do what | say, do what | mean."

Nine

Thetunnd did not descend in astraight line. Tam didn't expect it to. It



was something of the Y uuzhan VVong, and they never did anything in Sraight
lines

But that, and the fact that it had been bored through duracrete, meant that
Tam could clamber down rather than drop to amessy, bone-breaking stop & the
bottom.

Another scream floated up at him, louder. A few meters down, the duraerete
gave way to bedrock, then became duraerete again; it looked as though there were
sub-basements below, levels that perhaps were not accessed by the public
turbolifts and emergency stairwells, and the Y uuzhan VVong intruder had found
them. Tam could see, even dig his fingers into smdler sde hales in this
tunnel; he supposed that whatever stone-egting organisms had meade the tunnds
had first dug around in dl directions and then conveyed images or other
knowledge to the Y uuzhan V ong spy who commanded them, alowing him or her to
choose which path the main tunnel would follow.

Hefound alarger niche, two meters deep and one high. Its bottom was lined
with some sort of mossy substance; hed seen it before, one type of deep
surface.

There were dso gddinlike bags he knew to contain bio-engineered
creatures that performed various functions when released from the jdly. Hed
possessed some of them when he served the Y uuzhan Vong.

There was another scream, and the sound of voices speaking. He dowed his
descent, tried to make it quieter.

A few more meters, and the hole opened up into a chamber. Lights flickered
red and blue down there, suggesting a computer termind screen rather than

overhead illumination.



And finaly Tam could understand one of the voices. It wasamade, and he
gpoke Basic with the halting accent and peculiar rhythm held come to associate
with amember of the Y uuzhan VVong trying not to reved histrue origins.

"Whereisthetrue crystd?' he asked.

There was no immediate response. Then there was another shriek. The next
speaker also sounded male, though hiswords were distorted by pain: "It's gone.
It's been taken to the pipefighter aready.”

"The pipefighter abominations are il in theflat building. They have not
fired upon us. They leave the lambent in that building when guards are more
numerous here?'

"Yes, yes" There was another scream. This one went on and on, ending only
as the second speaker ran out of wind.

Tam grimaced. He had to see what was going onin that chamber before he
could act. But although he could wait here at the tunnel end, hislegs braced at
the side, for some time, he couldn't turn upside down to peek outsde it. He
wasn't thet nimble.

Ah, but he had another set of eyes. Hurriedly, he took his light-duty
holocam from around his neck. He detached its neck cord, attached it so that the
unit could dangle, its lenses pointed to the Sde and its quick-review
viewscreen oriented up toward him. He adjusted the lenses to wide-angle viewing,
then lowered the unit to the very bottom of the tunnd and dightly beyond.

In the viewscreen, he could see the chamber below. It appeared that the
tunnel wasin the celling of one corner. The chamber itsdf was modly lined
with computer equipment, but in one corner was a doorway that probably led to a
halway or airs, and in the opposite corner was ason of stall. Thiswas about

the same size as arefresher's shower and, like a shower, was bounded by



trangparent walls; in the bottom of the stall wasamound of what looked like
broken transparisted shards.

Next to the stall wasachair. Init sat aBothan male, bound hand, arm,
and foot. Leaning over him was ahuman maein amechanic'sjumpsuit.

Tam thought for amoment that the Bothan was diseased. There wereirregular
bumps on hisface, on hisfur wherever his garments did not cover it. Then he
redlized that the bumps were moving, writhing.

Bugs of some sort. As Tam watched, the mechanic Brought his hand to the
Bothan's forehead. There was an audible crunching noise and the Bothan screamed
again. When the mechanic lowered his hand, the Bothan's forehead had one more
wiggling bump onit.

Wolam, where are you? But Tam redlized that he could neither wait for Wolam
to finish persuading the security forcesto come, nor speed that process dong.
The Bothan might die, adeath that truly would be on Tam's conscience. But what
could he do? He took stock of his possessions. One hand-sized holocam, various
data cards, acomlink, asmall vibroblade held always carried because it made
him fedl better, not because he knew how to useit well.

And hisbrain. A brain that didn't dwayswork in an admirably efficent
fashion.

He left the vibroblade switched off and put it between his teeth. He hed
other tools. The chamber below was dark, lit only by termina screens. Screams
would cover smal noises. And he was a strong man-though no fighter, he had size
and muscle massthat fighters had often admired.

On the ledge where the moss grew, he set the holocam. He advanced it

through its recording memory until he reached one recently recorded scene, then



st it to play back on a sixty-standard-second timer.

Hewaited until he heard another question, answer, and scream. As the
scream began, he lowered himsdf into the chamber below.

Now al the mechanic-a'Y uuzhan VVong operative, it was obvious, possbly a
warrior-had to do was turn his head to see Tam. One look, one attack, and Tam
would be dead.

But the mechanic didn't turn. He leaned in close to witness the Bothan's
agonies. Tam, at arm's extension, let go with one hand and swung, but the extra
reach brought histoeinto contact with the floor. A moment later, when with
wrist strength he stopped swaying, helet go and stood.

And knelt. And immediately crept to the Sde of the room, huddling in the
deep shadow beside abank of unlit terminals, He took the vibroblade from his
mouth, positioning it so that its switch was beneath his thumb.

He'd always been inconspicuous despite his size. Now he feared that, even
with his best efforts and wishes, he wouldn't be inconspicuous enough. "Now,
again. Whereisthe crystal-" A voice floated out of the tunnd Tam had just
left, awoman speaking with a Corellian drawl: ™Y es, we're going to pound the
\ong, pretty much.”

The mechanic sngpped upright, turning to stare at the hole. His expresson
displayed no emation, but his body language spoke doquently of darm,
confusion.

The voice continued, "It doesn't matter how hard they hit us We have
twenty thousand years of gdactic civilization to draw on. They can't ever
destroy that."

The mechanic ran to stand beneath the hole, then leapt up.

Tam charged forward, thumbing the vibroblade on. He could see the Bothan's



expression, darm and pain, through therivulets of blood that flowed down his
face. Tam dashed the man's bonds, one-two-three, and they fell away from the
Bothan. "Run,” Tam whispered.

There was a crunching noise from the tunne opening, hate-filled words in
the Y uuzhan V ong language, then a scraping noise as the mechanic descended.

And thereit was, amoment of decision, aninitiative to seize or abandon.
With it was fear, more fear than Tam had ever felt, even when he had been a
Y uuzhan Vong captive and certain that every moment would be hislast. Tam turned
and charged back toward the hole. As he lurched forward, he saw the mechanic's
legs descending, hedlstoward him, toes toward the corner.

The mechanic's feet hit the floor and he began to turn. Tam dammed into
himwith dl his consderable mass, hammering hm into the room's corner,
stabbing wildly with the vibroblade, kneeing and screaming and battering. He
fet blood on hisknife hand, felt fingers around hisleft wrist.

Then hiswrist was being twisted, mercilesdy, asif by amachine, and he
was facedown on the chamber floor. Therewas pain like an explosion in his left
arm and when he twisted his head he could seethat it was didocated, the bl
of hisarm levered out of its socket.

He hurt too much to move, aimost too much to hear, but he caught the
mechanicswords "Y ou fight like child."

Then there was the Szzling noise of ablaster shot, aroar of such noises
asarifle on full autofire opened up. Blood sprayed down onto Tam's back.

The mechanic fell atop Tam. The mechanic's hand, vibroblade ill hed in
it, hit the floor beside Tam's ear.

Tam dtrained to look up. The door into the chamber was open and uniformed



security operatives were flooding in. With them was a brunette woman held seen
around the base: lellaWessiri, head of Intelligence for this operation, Generd
Antillesswife.

She knelt before him and one of her men rolled the mechanic's body off.
"Tam?"' she asked. "Can you hear me?"

"I'm going to pass out now," he said.

And hedid.

Aphran System, Aptiran IV

They camefor Han and Leiain the quietest hour of the night, rushing into
their bedchamber and leveling blasters before the two of them could stagger out
of bed.

Han stared into the bright lights affixed to therifles.

"What's the meaning of this?' he asked. His voice was cdm, the words
perfunctory.

The leader of theintruders, only aslhouette behind the lights, answered,
"Han Solo, Leia Organa Solo, you are charged with fddfication of
identification, smuggling, entering Aphran space on false pretenses, and crimes
agang the sate.”

"Isthat dl?' Han offered them adismissve wave. "That's only a couple of
hours worth of crimes.”

"Get up. Get dressed.”

Han and Leia rose and began groping in the semi-darkness for their



piraticad garments.

R2-D2 whistled.

C-3PO, running through a self-diagnostic sequence in trickle-power mode,
heard the darm in his counterpart's musical tones and started up full-power
mode. In afraction of a second he regained use of his motivators and other
systems.

They were where they'd been when held performed his partia power-down, in
the now empty starboard cargo hold of the Millennium Falcon. "What's thet you
say? Performing a bypass of what?'

The ominous clanking noise from the exterior cargo hatch just meters away
made any answer unnecessary.

"Oh, dear, oh, dear." Surely there was some procedure in his memory for
coping with an intrusion, but the only thing that occurred to the protocol droid
was to run and hide.

The astromech whigtled again a him, dearly irritated with him for
dithering. R2-D2 leaned forward into wheel ed-transport mode and rolled out of
the bay into the circular corridor that provided accessto most of the Falcon's
compartments.

C-3PO trotted dong after his partner. "Could you dow down? Thisisan
undignified pace.

He followed the astromech into the stern compartment that provided access
to the Falcon escape pods. R2-D2 dreaedy stood & the portmost pod, his

manipulator arm activating its access button. The door did partway open and



then jammed. The data screen on the front reed MALFUNCTION. But the astromech
tapped on the button, arhythm C-3PO did not recognize, and the door did open
therest of theway.
That noise was drowned out by the groan of the starboard cargo hatch
opening, by shouts of "Commence search!” and "Movedl thisout of herel”
C-3PO trotted into the pod after R2-D2. "Thisis entirely inappropriate,”
he sad. "Master Han and Midtress Lelaare not doing anything illegd.”
The astromech whistled and tweetled a him as he activated the controls
insgdethe pod.
"Oh, they are? W, yes, 1 suppose illegd is defined by locd
authorities, so there would be variations causing an accidenta violaion of
local ordinances.” Tweetle. "What, on purpose?’

The escape pod hatch did closed.

In the hour before dawn, R2-D2 finally opened the pod door and glided out
again. The Millennium Falcon was quiet; sheltered from wegather by the bay walls,
shedid not even creak under pressure from wind gusts. "How very ominous,” C-3PO
sad.

Twedtle.

"No, | will not be quiet.”

Twestle.

"Well, yes, for the sake of safety, | will lower my volume, but | will not
cease speaking.”

C-3PO followed the astromech up into the cockpit. R2-D2's hemispherica

head turned around, a compl ete sweep, as he evauated the situation outside the



cockpit viewports.

There were no guards to be seen, but hismusicd trill alerted C-3PO to the
holocams placed so that they could observe the port and starboard hatches and
ramp, the upper hatch.

"Yes, Artoo, it gppearsthat we areto remain here."

Theastromech trilled a him again, inastently.

"WEéll, no, they would not have placed a holocam to monitor the secret hatch
out of the fal se escape pod.”

Twestle.

"Areyou mad?| can't go out there done! I'll be captured and scavenged
for parts,”

R2-D2's response was decidedly unmusical. It sounded like air being forced
through a Hutt's blubbery lips.

"Theresno cal for that. | recognize the danger Master Han and Mistress
Leaface. | just have no wish to be terminated.”

Twestle.

"Y es. Perhaps they face termination, too."

C-3PO struggled with the notion the astromech had handed him. His duty was
clear; though he had no skills pertinent to thistask, he did have to rescue Han
and Leia

But rescue meant exposing himself to physical danger.

Thiswas something held done many times over the decades usudly under
protest dictated by his salf-preservation programming, but now that programming
had become something more.

It had become an actua dread. The notion that he could be assaulted s0



vigoroudy that hismental process might be suspended forever filled him with an
eerie programming static that made it hard for him to move.

On the other hand, the notion that Han and Lela might experience a amilar
amount of damage was even worse, and alowed him to regain use of hislimbs
"What do | haveto do?’

Twestle.

"Oh, no."

The concedled hatch in the Falcon'slower hull did open. Shiny droid legs
lowered through it, waving fu-tilely asthey sought the bay floor meters below.
"Much farther, Artoo?"

The astromech whistled at him.

C-3PO'storso, then head emerged as he was lowered at a steady rate through
the hatch. He held on to agray cord that looked more like a power cable than
climbing gear. In fact, the knob under his hand was a dataport plug. C-3PO
looked around and then down at the dura-crete beneath him. "Oh, | can't look.
Pease makeit fast."

Moments later, hisfeet touched down. The cable continued lowering, piling
up inirregular coils on the bay floor.

R2 tweetled, impatient.

"Yes, yes, I'm going." C-3PO walked with exagger - ated care, like a snesk
thief in aholocomedy, to the wall nearest the Falcon's stern. Then he turned
and crept aong the wall to the corner, turned again, and crept toward the bay
doors providing access to the street beyond. He kept his photoreceptors dert

for other holocams, but saw none beyond those R2 had mentioned.



He plugged the cable into the dataport at the door. Now, in theory, R2-D2
would be able to work his magic on the computer handling accessinto and out of
thisbay.

The astromech offered amusicdl trill, anoise of victory.

"Excdllent, Artoo! And-what? | have to what?'

"What we must know," said the man on the other side of the table, "is why
you are here and what you are doing.” He was of average height, with a dark
little beard, adark little mustache.

Dak little beady eyes, Han decided.

The man wore the uniform of Aphran's military security forces, but his
accent was not of thisworld. He spoke Basic with the tones of someone from one
of the Corporate Sector worlds.

"We're here testing the effectiveness of a series of spacer costumes bang
produced on Commenor,” Han said. "And what | must know is how did you see
through them? Our sponsors will want to know, to make the costumes better next
time"

"Thisisnot funny,” theman said.

"What's your name, pa ?'

"l am Mudlath, Captain Mudlath, of Aphran Plane-taryExosecurity."

"Well, that's funny. See, you don't lack a sense of humor."

Lelagave her husband the eye. What he was doing wasn't likdy to meke
things much worse, hut there was no way his taunts would make the Stuation
better, either.

They sat around atablein aduracrete-lined room deep in the spaceport

base. Han and Leaa, thelr hands manacled behind their backs, their ankles bound



together by cutproof cords haf ameter long, sat on one Sde of the table;
Captain Mudlath sat opposite, with two of his men, unfriendly-looking ones,
flanking the one door out of the chamber.

"l am pleased that you're comfortable enough in your current circumstances
toremainjovia,” Mudlath said. "Now, you should admit it: you are here engaged
in somemilitary action directed againgt the Y uuzhan Vong, knowing ful wel
that any action you take could embrail the people of this peaceful world in your
destructive war."

Han considered. "Isan't destructive war kind of redundant? Uil | see a
congtructive war, or even agiggly war, | haveto think so."

Clearly exasperated, Mudlath turned his attention to Lela. "Surely you can
ease your Situation by being more cooperative than your husband.”

"Well, hesangry,” Leaexplained. "And rightly so. We employed costumes
precisely to save your people from any inconvenience. If the Y uuzhan Vong knew
we were here, they might come, but if they didn't, they wouldn't. We were
thinking of you, your needs and fedings, and you reward uswith hodility. He
should beangry.”

"Aninteresing notion,” Mudlath acknowledged. "But it dill doesn't
explain your mission here. | need the names of everyone you've spoken with Snce
your arrivd."

"Oh, dear." Lelathought about it. "W, there was the officer who
contacted usfirst. The one with the spaceport authority. | transmitted him our
documents and we got a homing beacon from him."

"That'sright." Han nodded. "He wasfriendly. Unlike you, Captain. Then
there was the baymaster who met us outside our bay. Rulacamp, wasn't it?

"Elderly woman,” Leiasaid. "Not very talketive."



"Then there was her aide, the one who liked my scar."

Sighing, Captain Mudlath cupped hischinin hishand. "Are you going to
make me resort to sterner measures?’

"Y ou mean torture?' Han perked up. "Well... if you haveto. But make it a
good one. One | haven't seen before. | wastortured by Darth Vader."

"Sowasl," Lelasaid. "That was before we met.”

"Y oull haveto go someto top him."

"Takethem out of here." Mudlath suddenly sounded weary. "Well get our

answerslater, and probably very unpleasantly.”

C-3PO moved away from the bay where the Millennium falcon was being held.
It was the hour before dawn, so he was dightly less conspicuous than agleaming
golden droid would be during the daylight, but he felt as obvious as atwo-meter
glow rod.

A pack hung around his neck; filled and then lowered to him by R2-D2, it
held items the astromech had thought he would need for histrip. He pulled out
one of these now, adatapad, and opened it up. He keyed its audio input. "Artoo?
Do you read me?'

The screenlit up: YES.

"Oh, I'm so rdlieved. So they are no longer jamming comlink frequencies?'

THEY ARE STILL JAMMING WITHIN THEBAY. BUT YOU PLUGGED ME INTO THE
DOOR

COMPUTER DIRECTLY, AND I'M TRANSMITTING THROUGH THAT TOA COMM UNIT
OUTSIDE THE

JAMMING FELD.



"| don't need the details. A smpleyes or no would have sufficed.”

INCORRECT. THE PROPER ANSWER WOULD HAVE BEEN NO, THEY ARE STILL
JAMMING

COMLINK FREQUENCIES, AND YOU WOULD THEN HAVE BEEN MY STIFIED ASTO
HOW | WAS

COMMUNICATING TO YOU.

"Y our infernd devotion to minutiae is beginning to overload my logic
circuits. Try asmple answer again. What do | do now?"

WHERE ARE YOU?

C-3PO looked around and read in information. Hewas & a corner of two
spacedock avenues, both now increasingly busy with pedestrian and landspeeder
traffic. He saw humans, nonhumans, droids, self-motivated loaders, air-speeders,
cargo speeders.

And avenue labels; they glowed atop posts. "1 appear to be at the corner of
Row Fourteen and Column Five!'

PROCEED TO THE SOUTHWEST CORNER OF ROW 25 AND COLUMN 10.

"How will I know which is the southwest corner?”

IF YOU MANAGE TO ARRIVE THERE WITHIN THE NEXT SEVEN STANDARD HOURS,
EAST

WILL BE THE DIRECTION WHERE THE SUN IS,

"Very funny. Ha-ha." Irritated to his cybernetic core, C-3PO st off toward

the indicated destination.

Han gave up on the door. He backed away to the cot attached to the wall and
sat there. "l can't get the access pand off," he complained. "It's built likea

prison.”



"Itisaprison,” Lelasad.

"That explainsit. Can you do anything? With the Force?'

"Sure, if | had my lightsaber." Leiastood a the center of the room,
studying the air vents, the dot in the door that doubtless wasintended for the
insertion of afood plate. "Which, youll recdl, | left behind with your
favorite blaster, sncethey are both sort of identifiable. But give me a
minute." She closed her eyes and tried to submerge hersdlf in the Force, to fed
whatever it wasthat it might choose to show her.

She could fed living things dl around her, hundreds, thousands, too many
to count, just asit wasin any highly populated area. There were no pockets of
dark side energy, no glowing beacons or other anomaliesto focus on.

There was the door, and though her telekinetic skillswere far inferior to
those of most Jedi she knew, she did possess some. She focused on the door,
tried to understand itsinterna structure as the Force showed it to her.

She could fed itsmetalic strength, fed little disconti-nuities that
suggested moving parts. Soon enough, she distinguished the verticd bars thet
rose and descended from the door to keep it from swinging open. Other bars, less
formidable, did in behind them to keep them from diding into their unlocked
position.

She plucked at the lower holding bar, fdt it twitch under her effort. By
concentrating further, shefelt it didefree, just for a moment, before some
other energy pulled it back into place.

Leiatried again with the upper bar. It, too, she could pry out of place
for amoment-'not long enough to dide the main locking bar out of position.

She sighed and opened her eyes. "Not achance,” she said. "Not without a

lot of practice. In maybe two, three days | might be able to handle one of the



locks. In afew weeks, maybe | could do both at the same time and get that thing

open.
"It'sdl right," hetold her. "WEélIl get out of here some other way."
"How?'

"I havenoidea."

TEN

R2-D2 had been manufactured along time ago, and those long years of
experience meant that he had a store of knowledge of tricks, techniques, and
drategies that made the programming of most other droids pae in comparison,
and he found that he needed every one of them here.

Because, frudtratingly enough, the prison computers of this spaceport were
just unwilling to set hisfriendsfree.

Oh, he was able to obtain some information about them readily enough. Han
and Lelashared acell in the prison's deepest level and were labeled ENEMIES OF
THE

STATE and HOLD FOR SPECIAL ENVOY PICKUP.

The prison computers could be persuaded to keep secret the fact that R2-D2
wastrying to get past them, Hed managed to forge hmsdf afdse ID asa
security Program testing defensive program efficiency. All he had to endure from
them wasllittle expressions of mockery each time hefailed to penetrate one of

their protocols. Which was often.



The prison computers could not be persuaded that the

Solo cdl was actudly unoccupied and ready for another occupant, which
would have unlocked the thing. They could not be convinced that the Solos had
military authority equivaent to the prison manager or head of security. They
could not be induced to deliver captured explosves now hdd in a security
division locker to that cell. They could not betricked into transferring the
Solosto aminimum-security level.

R2-D2 beeped in agitation. Prison computers, unlike humans, were never
digtracted or hungry. Their attention never flagged. This would take forever,
and therewas an indicator in the Solo file that they would be placed in the
hands of outsystem visitors within the next couple of hours.

Digtracted. Hungry. R2-D2 cdled up the computer protocols on prisoner
needs and reviewed them.

Satisfied, he made ahappy trilling noise and got back to work.

C-3PO got into the line of visitors and dowly, meter by meter, approached
the prison's service entrance. He spoke down into the bag around his neck,
whispering: "Artoo, | am three from the front of theline."

UNDERSTOOQOD.

The protocol droid looked ahead to the entrance. One human and a security
droid stood there. The security droid was bulky, with black armor that suggested
storm-trooper defenses, and anearly featureless face with red-glowing eyes, a
nightmare vision even for adroid. The human looked as though he were the
droid'sdistant cousin, with smilar armor and a Smilar build. He wore no

helmet, and his eyes seemed to gleam redly in the light of dawn.



C-3PO took another step forward. "I am now two from the front of the line."
GOOD. THE TIMING SHOULD WORK. "What timing?' There was no answer.

Now therewas just one personin line ahead of C-3PO. The human guard,
halfway into a brief interrogation of that person, scowled and held up a black-
enameled corn-link. He spoke for amoment into it, then exercised an even deeper
set of scowl muscles and turned to the droid. Y ou take over for a minute” he
said. "Payroll hasto ask me aquestion in person.”

The droid nodded. When the human guard had gone, it accepted the next
vigtor'sidentichip, ran it through itsown internd dot, returned it to the
man, then gave him a shove sufficient to throw the vistor down the airs.
"Refused,” thedroid said. "Next."

C-3PO moved up, irrationdly feding circuitry threeten to melt downin his
voca centers. "Good morning, Sir, | wish to enter these-"

"Shut up. Identification,”

C-3PO handed over the chip that had, until just minutes before, been
plugged into his datapad.

The security droid inserted it into the dot in its chest, then spat it out
again and returned it. "Tadening Food-takersis authorized to enter," it said.

"Thank you, sir." C-3PO tried to move forward through the doorway, but the
security droid's hand dapped into his chest, restraining him.

"Not so fast. Present possessions for search.” Reluctantly, C-3PO held his
bag up for ingpection and opened its top flgp. Clearly visble within the
compartment were Leds lightsaber, Han's modified DL-44 blagter pigtol,
vibroblades, adatapad, data cards. "Thisisthe, um, requested fast med for

the Solos before their departure.” The security droid peered a the items



"|dentify these."

"Um, well, the two large packages are Cordlian megat-lump. The one with the
trigger housing is spiced, of course, and the other not." Dismayed by the
ridiculousness of his description, C-3PO pointed at the vibroblades and forged
ahead. "Mealbread sticks." He indicated the other items. "Honey wafers for
dessart.”

"No vegetables?'

"No vegetables. I'm sure you know about Corelians” The security droid
reached through itswireless datalink to the base computer and brought up three-
dimensional representations of the types of food C-3PO had named. The database
offered recently updated visuas on those foods, which, in every particular,
including coloration, structure, and surface defects, matched the items in the
bag. "Pass," said the security droid. "Thank you, Sr."

Once past the service entrance, C-3PO followed data microtransmissions that
led him through a meze of service departments-laundry, dectronic prisoner
monitoring, vistor lanes. At the entranceto the kitchen he was met by a
rolling cart that did adot open for him.

"Youresurethisisthe meal dot for the Solos," C-3POsaid.

Theralling cart beeped irritably a him. "Do not fret, | was not
guestioning your competence. | was merely making conversation.” C-3PO dumped the
contents of hisbag out into the dot. Theralling cart did the dot closed and
banged itsway back through the doorsinto the kitchen, ill beeping in aless-
than-friendly manner.

"Government service units," C-3PO sniffed. "Now, let us seeif we can find
our way back out of here.”

But he was spesking only to himsdlf. Until he found another datapad or



comlink with astrong enough transmitter to connect directly with R2-D2, he was
aone. R2-D2 had told him he was to make his bresk for freedom now, to exit the
prison by the way he/d come and then move northward asfast as his golden legs
would carry him. The astromech had told him to be brave.

"Sothisiswhat bravery is," hetold himsdf. "How odd that it fedls like

petrification.”

Han and Leiaheard the service droid moving up theline of cdlls. At eech
one, it announced, "Breskfast" in an irritating mechanica whine. A series of
thumps and thuds followed.

"l can tdl," Han said, "that this will be an interesting dining
experience.”

The droid whined to ahalt outsde their door. "Last medl," it announced.

"Even better," Leasaid.

Then items poured through the dot in the door. Han's blaster. Leids
lightsaber. Other objects.

"Y ou have got to be kidding," Han said.

Leianodded. "Wéll, that makes thismy favorite prison ever.”

They scrambled to the door and sorted out their possessions. Leaa flipped
open the datapad, read the words,

R2-D2 STANDING BY. AUDIO OPEN. PRESS"ADVANCE" FOR ESCAPE ROUTE MAP
AND

"RETURN" FOR TEXT.
Leabrokeinto abrilliant smile. "Artoo?"

STANDING BY. SUGGEST YOU COMMENCE Y OUR ESCAPE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.



| AM

UNABLE TO PREVENT THE MONITOR DROIDS FROM OBSERVING YOUR CELL. AT
ANY MOMENT

THEY MAY BEGIN WONDERING WHY YOU ARE NOT EATING YOUR FOOD.

"Understood,” Leiasaid. She hit the ADVANCE button, taking aquick moment
to note thefirst few eements of their escape path. " Short hdlway, metal-bar
obstacle - no problem-cut through the floor into the maintenance machinery
section. Got it. Ready?" She handed the data-pad to Han.

"Ready." Han took up position beside the door, his blaster in hand.

Lealit her lightsaber. She drove the point of the gleaming red bar of
energy into the door at floor level, dragged it across the bottom of the door.
Shefelt heavy resistance that had to be the metal bars there. Once she was past
that, she repeated the process at the top of the door, her blade not quite
horizontal because she was not tall enough to hold the lightsaber that high.

Once she was past the heaviest resstance there, she retreated into a
defensive stance and nodded.

Han shoved. The door did hafway open. He snatched back his hand as two
guards on the other sidefired blasters through the opening.

Lela caught both shots with her blade, batting one to the side, the other
back through the opening. It struck a blue-clad guard there in the chest and he
went down, hisuniform flaming and smoking.

Han leaned out and fired twice through the opening, catching the other
guard in the sde and hurling him out of the way. He shoved at the door again,

and it opened the rest of theway.



Han and Leiarounded the corner to the barred exit from this cdl block.

Han waited behind and began firing back the way they had come while Leiawent to
work on the bars, cutting through three of them at head height and again &

ankle height. Incoming blagterfire flashed past Han's position, blackening the

wall behind him. "Got it?" he called.

"Got it. Come on.” She did through the gap and turned to face Han.

He raced to her, legpt through the gap. In those few seconds, prison guards
skidded into view past the corner hed vacated. They began firing; Leia swatted
the boltsfrom the air, reveling at being able to do something so smple, so
gratifying, so direct. Some of her deflections sailed back the way they'd come
and forced the guardsinto hiding.

This corridor was nothing but a duracrete tube angling gently upward. Han
raced up it, pacing off adistance. He consulted the datapad in his hand, then
fired hisblaster into the floor, marking one point. "That's our mark."

Lelaraced tojoin him and plunged her lightsaber into the floor there,
dragging it around in a crude circle. Han waited until he saw thefirst set of
feet gppear at the bottom of the ramp, then began firing on the pursuers. "How's
it coming?'

"Sow. | forgot at firgt to angle the cut outward instead of inward.”

"What difference-never mind." Cultting through the duracrete with the edges
angled inward as they descended created a plug that would have to be hauled up;
cutting it the other way would yield a plug that should just fall away.

Except that it didn't. Leiafinished her cut and stepped back, panting, and
the plug remained stubbornly in place.

Han continued firing. " Artoo!" he shouted. "How thick is the duracrete

here, anyway?' He stole a glance at the datapad screen.



LESSTHAN A METER.

"Thenwhy doesnt it fal?"

Aggravated, Leiastamped on the plug. It remained obgtinantly in place.
"Check themap again,” she said. "Maybe well have to cut through somewhere
d"

"Y ou check it!" Han tossed her the datapad and fired three times in quick
succession. Return fire bounced off the duracrete around them. "I'm obvioudy
not fit to read amap.”

"No, you'vegot it right."

"Fdl, blagt it! Fal!" Han ssomped on the plug, ft didn't vibrate. He
leapt clean upon it.

It fell.

R2-D2 sent the command through the cable that snaked out through the fase
escape pod to the landing bay door computer datgjack. Immediatdly, his audio
sensors picked up the grinding noise of the bay roof levering open.

He g ected the cable from his own datgjack and watched it snake down
through the hole to the bay floor below.

With alittle musical squed that betrayed his eagerness, the astromech
rolled out of the escape pod and up to the Falcon's bridge. He plugged into the
dataport there and began an abbreviated, computer-speed power-up sequence. It
wouldn't take long for the spaceport authority to redize that a supposedly
unoccupied bay was opening to release a supposedly impounded transport, and he

wanted to be out of here by then.



It wasn't every day R2-D2 got to fly the Millennium Falcon, after all.

Captain Mudlath wasin his office, cdculating just what he could purchase
with the Solo reward, when his comlink buzzed into life "Captain,” his
adminigrative aide told him, "the Solos have escaped.”

Mudlath actudly felt himsdlf grow dizzy for amoment asadrendine jolted
through him. "This had better be ajoke," he said. "And afunny enough joke that
| laugh until | forget about killing you."

"They'renot out of the prison," hisaide said. "They won't get out. But
they're out of their cdl.”

Mudlath lowered hisvoice to anear-whisper. "1 suggest you put them back
inther cel." Not waiting for areply, he switched the comlink off, then sat
back to try to Persuade his ssomach muscles to unclench.

If hedidn't get them back... well, his Peace Brigade superiors would not
only declineto reward him for the capture of the Solos, but they might choose
to take the news badly. And if things continued as they were, and the Peace
Brigade became the | egitimate government of this backwater planet, he might have
to leave. Quickly. Surreptitioudy.

Jarred back into activity, he reached into adesk drawer and pulled out a
handful of identichips taken from prisoners. Perhaps, with a little

modification, one of them would serveto get him off-world.

The duracrete under Han'sfeet fell into darkness, but only about three

meters, a deep enough drop for him to begin to worry that he was dropping into a



mine shaft, ashort enough drop that, with his experience, he was able to absorb
most of the shock of impact with bent knees, to roll forward off the plug and
across another hard floor to come up on his feet with aminimum of bruises.

A minimum. Not none. Hismiddle-aged back would fed that one in the
morning. Amazingly, he gill had hisblagter pistal in hand.

He wasin another duracrete tunnd, thisoneilluminated only by the hole
overhead. A holein which Leiasface suddenly appeared. "Areyou dl right?

"Get down herel"

Shelegpt in headfirg, rotating in midair to land on her feet atop the
plug. Her landing was so light compared to histhat he couldn't help but grin.
"You do that just like a Jedi."

"Hush. Where to now?" She handed him the datapad.

He checked the datapad screen and turned in the gpproximate direction
they'd been running whilein the tunnel above. "Therell beameta door there
giving us accessinto ametal scrap compactor. We take aleft and get out the
door at the end.”

"No, Han. Not another compactor. Oncein alifetimeisenough.”

The map on the screen suddenly blanked, replaced by words: | INITIATED A

POWER SHUTDOWN ON THE COMPACTOR. IT CANNOT BE ACTIVATED UNTIL IT
GOES THROUGH A

FULL START-UPPROCEDURE. IT WILL BE THREE HOURS AT LEAST.
"Well," Leiadlowed, "tha'sdl right, then."

More shapes blocked the hole above. Han and Laa ran before they could

beginfiring.



Seeing through the Falcon's holocam eyes and sensor screens, R2-D2 sent the
trangport up on repulsorlifts. The transport wobbled like a plate being balanced
atop agtick and he marvelled that humans, with their reflexesthat crawled in
relation to the speed of droid calculations, could learn to pilot vehides so
well.

He managed to get the Falcon clear of the bay before its cdling panels
began to swing down again. Histrill wasalittle like laughter-the spaceport
authorities had noticed just alittle too late. Now that he was above the bay,
he was clear of whatever comm-jamming equipment they had put in place; he could
once again detect and interact with Han and L eia's datapad.

Now he had to make sure he got the Falcon to the Prison. Not judt to the

prison, he reminded himsdlf, but to the prison and in one piece.

Furious, Han kicked at the pile of metal scrap leening againg the exit
door from the compacting chamber.
"Artoo, you didn't say anything about having to dig our way out!"

SORRY. THE COMPUTER SYSTEM DIDN'T MENTION THAT THE COMPACTOR WAS
HALF FULL.

THEY AREIN VIOLATION OF THEIR OWN REGULATIONS. THAT ISPROBABLY WHY
THEY DO NOT

HAVE THE LOAD LISTED.

"Leig, can you cut through this? Or through the wal |7

Leiabounced her lightsaber blade off the glossy bluewall of the chamber
and shook her head. "Magnetically sedled. | can cut through the pile. In afew

minutes." Then she heard the sound of mechanical voices from behind her. She



spun. "Which we don't have."

A security droid entered through the door Han and Leia had used just
moments before. The droid fired as soon as his barrel cleared the door and
continued to fire as he sprinted to the wall opposite the door, where he took up
position, laying down covering fire,

Leia batted the first blast out of the way as she and Han got behind cover.
The cover was good-heavy stedl scrap that easily absorbed the energy unloaded by
blaster rifle shots. But missed shots ricocheted off the walls, propelled by the
magnetic shieding, and inevitably one would bounce down into Han's or Leids
back.

Then asecond droid entered the chamber, and athird, and afourth, al of
them firing.

"Weresunk," Lelasaid.

"l don't think s0." Han glanced around, found amore protective niche in
the scrap, and sidestepped into it. He rose high enough to return fire for a
moment. "Six, seven, eight of them. The more, the better."

"The more, the better?' Leiadid into place beside him. ™Y eah, when we get
enough of them in here, we can't possibly lose."

"Now | know why you never want to be told the odds. Because you don't know
what they mean!"

Han grinned at her. "Nine, ten, eleven. That's good enough to start with.

Can you get me acouple of those blaster rifles?’

"Y ou planning on shoating our way out of here?"

"That'sright. Please, Leia. Tworifles” Leia hestated, caught off guard
by Han'srare use of the word please, then said, "Cover me. Go."

Han popped up and squeezed off severa quick shots. Leia stood from behind



cover amoment later, saw severd of the droidsaming to return fire. Some of
them had to hold off firing to avoid hitting more droids charging into the
chamber.

With the Force, Lelareached out toward one of the late arrivals, adroid
who hdld hisriflein aloose grip. She yanked toward her and the rifle came
sailing to her hand. Before it landed, she repested the trick on the next droid
entering the room, and hisrifle, too, legpt from his possession and into
Leds.

She ducked down with Han. "Now what?"

"Battleship tactics." He hauled on the heaviest plate of scrap metd in
their vidinity, toppling it so thet it covered the two of them amost
completely. Their improvised fort was now lit only by thered glow from Leas
wegpon. Han indicated two spots on the plate. "Holes here and here. Fist-sized."

Leiacomplied, burning two aperturesin the metd.

Theair now stank with the odor of superheated dura-stedl. "You won't be
abletoseetoam.”

"Who needsto aim?' Han picked up oneriflein each hand, switched each to
full autofire, inserted the barrelsin the holes, angled them up more toward the
celling, and began firing.

Lela switched off her lightsaber and crowded back as far away from the
rifles as she could, holding her hands over her ears. Theroar in this confined
space was deafening. Han rocked the wegpons back and forth, dowly changing his
angle of fireleft to right, up and down.

The meta plate shuddered asit began sustaining hits. Han turned to Leia

and flashed her amanic grin, then closed his eyes and kept firing.



First one of hisrifles clicked down to zero and stopped firing, then the
other. But the sound of ricochets continued as shots bounded from one end of the
compactor chamber to the other, bouncing again and again untl they hit
something not protected by the chamber's magnetic sedl.

Such as scrap metal. Such asdroids. Such as droids being transformed into
scrap metd.

When there were no more blasts or impacts to be heard, Han maneuvered the
metd plate aside and peeked. Leiaaso leaned around the plate to look.

The droids weren't completely destroyed. She saw one walking back and forth
with haf hishead gone, clicking thetrigger of ariflethat was mising its
middle section. Another droid spun around, his upper haf turning one direction
and hislower haf the other, causing himto roll erraticaly acrossthe floor.
But most were down, motionless.

"I'll watch the other door,” Han said, "if you'l cut through the pile here
and get usout.”

"Loveto."

The exercise yard guards looked up as the Millennium Falcon awkwardly
maneuvered into position above the yard.

The guardsraised their blaster rifles and opened fire R2-D2 saw thar
assault through his link with the transport's holocams, and fdt a momentary
thrill of dismay and an anticipation of damage before his probability
caculationsindicated that their shoulder armswould not be able to harm the
ship. He brought the Falcon down severa meters until the ked was just above

the ground, and hovered there.



Han and Lelaemerged from aside door in one of the walls bounding the
exerciseyard. They drew the guard-droid fire from the Falcon, hut Han fired
with his blaster in one direction, keeping droids harried and defensve there,
while Leia deflected each and every blaster bolt aimed at them from the other
direction. R2-D2 lowered the starboard boarding ramp, and in moments, Han and
Leiarushed up to the cockpit. R2 raised the ramp.

Lelagave R2-D2 apat on the dome before settling into the copilot's chair.
"Wél| done, Artoo."

Hewhestled at her, sent one last message through the dataport, then
unjacked himself.

Han pedled off hispiratica tunic and scrubbed at the false scar over his
eye as helooked over the control boards. "Threepio's on foot north of here. Get
into the topside laser turret. Wel scoop Threepio up and then Punch out of
here

"To space, | assume,” Lelasaid.

"Totheforest." Han flashed her alopsided grin. "Trust me onthis.”

The spaceport was protected by a quartet of aging Z-95 Headhunters,
venerable predecessors of the X-wing. While they made cautious runs in the
distance, unwilling to strafe a transport so close to the ground, Leia helped
keep them at bay with judicious use of the Falcon'stop turret,

Han guided the Falcon north over the base, swooping down once, just long
enough to lower the boarding ramp and give C-3PO time to hurry aboard. Then Han

kicked the thrusters in and headed northwest, the direction with the nearest



heavy stand of forest. As he neared the leading edge of old-growth trees, some
of which reached to the height of twenty-story buildings, he rotated the Falcon
until the ship was perpendicular. The Falcon did into the forest like a
vibroknifeinto biue butter. The pursuing Headhunters broke off pursuit,
scattering, climbing above the treetops to ook for the Falcon from an dtitude.
After afew hundred more meters of nerve-jangling maneuvering through the trees,
Han tilted the transport back onto her belly and settled down in a shadowy

glade.

"If I may ask, sir," said C-3PO as he desperately clung to the restraining
straps on his sedt, "why do we not just go into space?”

"Because someone was aboard the Falcon,” Han snapped. "And do you know what
happens every time someone | don't like comes aboard?”

"No, gr."

"They sabotage something! Usudly the shidlds, or especidly the hyperdrive
motivator. | hate that. Leia, take over at the controlswhile T see what they
did"

"Y es, Captain. Right away, Captain.” Leiatrotted into the cockpit, took
the pilot's seat as Han vacated it, gave him akiss asthey made the trandfer.

"Y ou know we're only going to have afew minutes here before they find us and
bring in the heavy guns.”

"Then let's hope I'm as good as mechanic as | know lam.”

"Anything | can do whilewerewaiting?'

"Get on the comm board and seeif you can find their comm traffic. That may
give usan ideaof how much timeweredly have."

"I'm aso going to put in acal to our smuggler contacts. Let them know we

havetoleaveinahurry.”



"Very polite of you. Very proper.”

"Oh, shut up.”

Han didn't take long to find it. The hyperdrive motivator had indeed been
sabotaged. Someone had ingtalled a smple fuse that would hold up to a sysem
check but Would blow thefirst time red power surged through the system. Inthe
hyperdrive motivator compartment, the saboteur had aso wired atracking device.
Han rerouted the hyperdrive power the way it was supposed to be, then threw the
tracking device out an airlock.

He returned at arun to the cockpit and did into the Rilot's char as
Lea, still in her comm unit privacy head-set, vacated it and took her own sest.

They watched as, in the distance ahead and to port, along-nosed flying
vehicle edged through the trees. "What isthat?' Han asked. "Vong, or loca
make?'

"Can't makeit out," Lelasad.

"Well, let'sjust outfly it and identify it later." Han powered up the
repulsorlifts and stood the Millennium Falcon on her stern. He heard noises of
unhappiness from C-3PO and awild squed of dismay from R2-D2. As he accelerated
up through the treetops, he grinned over at Leia. "Forgot to tell them we were
taking off."

"Uh-huh."

"Leig, you haveto admit, that wasfun."

"Fun. Getting kidnapped, jailed, threatened with torture, shot at-fun.”

"That'sright.”



Leiafdt her facetwist into asmile she had no control over. "All right,
al right. Despite everything, it wasfun.”

"Welcome back, Princess.”

ELEVEN

Borldas

Tam awoke in ahospital ward bed.

Agan.

He didn't like doing that. It was happening too often.

Thistime, hisleft shoulder ached, and he remembered how it got that way.
Thefirst time amember of the medical staff walked past the foot of his bed, he
motioned the man over and said, "Can | get a message to someone?”

"Let me get someonefor you first," the man said.

Minutes later, visitors appeared from beyond the blue curtainsto one side.
Tarc barged right up to stand beside Tam. Wolam was content to stand at the foot
of thebed, smiling. And Intelligence head Idla Wessiri positioned hersdf
between them.

"Which arm hurts?' Tarc asked.

"No, no, no, Tarc. Protocol.” Tam gave hm alitle mock-glare. "The
visitor who ismost socidly important, or who hasthe greatest demands on his

time, getsto talk first. Which oneisthat?'



"Me" Tarc said.

"“Try agan."

"Well, her, | guess.”

"That's better."

Iellasmiled at the boy. "l wasavailable, so | thought 1'd stop by in
person to give you some news. Y ou did avery important thing lagt night. You
prevented a Y uu-zhan Vong oy from getting away with some, well, very
ggnificant information.”

"Information you didn't want them to have. Unlike the stuff | gave them.”

Iellanodded, not contrite.

"What information?'

"l shouldn't say. Y ou shouldn't ask.”

"l think | can guess." When ill under Y uuzhan VVong control, hed stolen
records of a project being devel oped at this base, something about a superwespon
involving laser wegpons focused through a giant-sized lambent crystd, a living
crystd normally bioengineered only by the Y uuzhan VVong. The spy's torture of
the Bothan, asking about such acrysta, suggested that the Botban's chamber was
where it was being kept or monitored. But there had been no giant lambent
crystal there-only the wreckage of some sort of mock-up.

Therewas no giant crystd. It was afake. The whole Starlancer project had
to be afake. Inamoment of clarity, he understood that the Starlancer project
was nothing more than a ring in the nose of the Y uuzhan VVong commander,
something to tug him in one direction or another.

"What'syour guess?' lellaasked.

"l shouldn't say. Y ou shouldn't ask."



"Good man."

"How'sthe Bothan?'

"Alive. Which he probably wouldn't have been, without your intervention.
He's afew beds down; you can talk to him if the doctors say it's dl right.
Anyway, | just wanted to stop by and say thanks."

"Happy to help. Except for the pain part.”

When sheld gone, Tarc said, "They're talking about you."

"What arethey saying?'

"That you're crazy asa monkey-lizard, jumping a Vong warrior dl by
yoursdf."

"What do you say?"

"Wel... I've never seen amonkey-lizard."

Tam nodded. "Good answer."

"Come on, boy." Wolarn motioned Tarc over, "We need to give the monkey-
lizard here some moretimeto rest. Y ou can be my holocam operator until he
drags himsdlf out of bed."

"Good," Tarc said. "I'll make the recordings he's scared to."

"Just don't record me." Tam pulled the sheet up over his head.

He heard Tarc snicker, and then he drifted away into slegp once more.

Coruscant

Luke woke in darkness, disoriented for amoment by the lack of familiar

sightsand smells, but comforted by the knowledge that Marawas beside him. In



fact, it was her settling into the broad cot with him that reminded him where
and when hewas. "Just coming off watch?' he murmured.

"That'sright.” Sherested her chin on his shoulder making him her pillow.
"Go back to deep.”

"l ought to get up.”

"Y ou don't want to do that. All the newsis bad.”

"What news?'

"Ask the scientigs.”

"Weve spent so much time downintheruins” Danni explained, "that we
haven't had much of an opportunity to take dl the readings we needed to."

Before she could continue, she yawned, then looked embarrassed at the way her
exhaustion had betrayed her.

They werein the Complex's control chamber, Luke and Danni and Baljos. Both
scientists looked tired, but now, at least, there was sufficient fresh water to
bathe and wash clothes, so they dl looked better than they had in some days.

"What readings?’ Luke asked. "Every timel look at you two, you're taking
readings.”

"Weve been taking biologica readings, modly,” Bdjos sad.
"Electromagnetic energy flow readings. Chemical tests of water and food sources.
That sort of thing. But not until afew hours ago, when Kdl and Face went
topside and set up some holocams and other monitoring equipment, have we been
ableto do any astronomical recordings.”

Luke shrugged. " So what have you found out?’



"Gravitationd readings suggest that we're closer to Coruscant's sun now,”
Danni said. "The planetary orbit has changed.”

"The atmospheric temperature is severd degrees higher than it should be at
thistime of year," Bajossaid. "That wastheimpression | got with our hand
units, but there was no way to tell before now whether it was just a seasond
fluke. No, thereé's alot more moisture in the atmosphere than there should be.
Conggtently. Laser-based spectroscopic analysis gives Smilar readings out to a
considerable distance. Master Skywalker, | think the polar iceismelting.”

"Luke. It's just Luke" Luke sat back, frowning. “Is this their
worldshaping?'

Danni nodded. "More like'Vongforming.' It'salot faster, more brutdly
efficient than our equivaent techniques.”

"Isthere any good news?"

"A little" Danni pointed at thefirst of three computer screens.

This one showed a holocam view of a building roof. It seemed to be
shedding; fragments of some leaflike materid were being tossed around by winds.
"We'rewitnessing adie-off of some of the Vongforming plants. The grasses and
explosive fungi they used to begin the breakdown of the building surfaces are
garting to die. We don't know whether it meansthey're not adgpting wel to
thisenvironment, or just thet they're the firg step of the Vongforming
process, with more steps to come. Doctor Arnjak suspectsthe latter.”

"That's'Science Boy' to you," Bajos said.

"So that may or may not be good news," Luke said.

Bajos nodded. "Correct. Here's some news that's alittle less ambiguous™
He indicated the other two screens, onefull of graphica chartsand text, the

other broken down into eight holocam images-till images of Y uu-zhan Vong



warriors digging through rubble, engaged in training exercises, lined up ina
disciplined row.

L uke peered at the screens. The information on the firs one seemed to
relate to proportions of gasesin the atmosphere. "What's it mean?”

"The proportion of toxic gases in the atmosphere has pretty much
sahilized. Oh, they'reworse a some specific dtitudes than others, but
they're not increasing in proportion. | think they relate to the biologicd
actions of the Vongforming plantsthat are bresking down the dura-crete and
metas. Meaning that the Vong aren't trying to make the atmosphere poi sonous to
us. Thisincreasesthe chances of surviva of, well, the people who are ill
divedown here"

"That's something, | guess." Luke looked at the scientists. "And the other
one?'

Danni said, ™Y ou remember that we brought along somelittle stedlth droids.
Shaped like fungi, mosses, that sort of thing. Weve been taking them out and
depositing them in areasthe Vong seem to patrol heavily. They're falowing
those paths, very dowly, and transmitting imagesin very short, hard-to-track
comm bursts. These are our first sets of images. They don't tell us much yet,
but we hope they will someday.”

"S0, what do you get from the atmospheric data?’

Danni and Baljos exchanged alook, and L uke could read al sorts of things
into it. They'd dready come to some conclusons. They were just trying to
decide which onesto present him, and in which order.

"Wevekind of been giving the survivors the impresson that the New

Republic forces are going to come back and seize Coruscant,” Danni said.



Luke nodded. "That's the objective.

"l don't think there's going to be a Coruscant to come back to. How long
will it take? A year? Five years? Ten? By thetime our forces get here, it's
going to be something else. A Y uuzhan VVong world."

"That won't give the survivors much hope.”

"S0," Baljos said, "we think we should take a different approach to what we
were doing. We teach the survivors how to survive on this world-this dien
world. Not necessarily so they can come out fighting when the big push comes.
Just 0 they can survive. Maybe escape. We andyze dl the new life-formswerun
across, the onesintroduced by the Y uuzhan Vong, and teach our people which ones
are good to eat. Teach them how to find safe water."

"Maybe how to wdl off whole complexes," Danni said, "o the Vong just
never come down into them."

"If wedo dl that..." Luke consdered the matter for long seconds. "Were
admitting that wevelog."

"That welve logt Coruscant, anyway," Danni said. "Not thewar."

"l can't accept this." A flash of anger ignited within Luke, but he camed
himsdlf, willed it away. " Y ou're suggesting thet this entire misson isa
failurel”

"Not afalure." Danni carefully considered her words. "The mission didnt
match the redity we found. It'slike any scientific investigation. Y ou observe
evidence, you come up with atheory to explain the evidence, you put the theory
to thetedt... and in most cases, the theory hasto be revised. We arive a
truths onefatering sep a atime."

"Judt like Jedi training.”

"Thet'sright."”



Luke sghed. "I haveto think about this."

Luke was still thinking about it two days later when he went on another
vehicle hunt with Face and Bhindi.

They weren't dwaystraveling in Y uuzhan VVong armor anymore; now that they
had a base of operations and less need to travel in alarge group through
unknown territories, Luke and the others often made do with dvilian dothing.

It was lighter and far more comfortable than the Y uuzhan VVong armor, especidly
in theincreasingly steamy atmosphere of Coruscant'slower levels. Kell and Face
were the exceptions-quite taken with just how horribly dashing they werein the
armor, they indsted on wearing it during al missons, evidently a competition

to see which one would give up and admit discomfort first.

Withinitia objectives achieved-the team had abase of operationsand its
memberswere interacting with theloca non-Y uuzhan Vong population-they could
begin implementing the plan for their eventual escape from Coruscarnt.

Thelr insertion method had not included a getaway vehicle, for they knew
that, given how many millions of vehides dill remained here, in varying
conditions of preservation, they would be able to find, salvage, or ded a
working vehicle-or, with Tahiri's help, perhaps even a'Y uuzhan Vong vessd.

Logic dictated that there had to be thousands if not millions of vehides
in the wreckage that was Coruscant. Thetrick wasin finding them, snce dl
vehiclesvisblefrom the air had been strafed and destroyed by coral skippers.
Only those that had been hidden or buried had a chance to be intact.

And so far, though they'd found hundreds of vehiclesin their searches, not



onewas even remotely likely as an escape vehicdle. They'd found scores of
artaxis, numerous crashed sarfighters, the remains of ahangar with atroop
trangport-and troops-crushed beneath incal culable tonnage of collapsed building.
L uke thought that, with amonth to work on it, he could cobble together enough
parts from various destroyed starfighters to make one working mode!... which
would get one of them off-planet when the time came.

That wasjust one more failure to weigh upon him. He sat in afiftieth-
story viewport of what had once been a Starfighter Command recruiting office,
staring out into the cavernous street beneath, while Face and Bhindi struggled
to get the office's computer operational, and he wondered why held bothered with
thismisson.

His son Ben was light-years away, hidden out of sight - out of Y uuzhan Vong
sight, but also out of hissight-in asecret Jedi basein the Maw, a region of
space surrounded and concealed by black holes. Mara had to be question-ing his
competence. The Jedi, whom he had hoped to inspire and unite in this bold
mission into the territory most strongly held by the Y uuzhan VVong, would lose
fathinhim.

Something attracted his attention, just the merest sensation thet there
were eyes upon him, and he looked up from the rubble-strewn depths held been
regarding.

Across the avenue, at about the same dtitude, some-One stood in a viewport
garing a him. At thisdistance, about ahundred meters, Luke could not be
sure, but he thought it wasa men. A very pade man. Luke pulled out his
macrobinoculars and trained them on that person.

He stared into aface that was half-strange, half-familiar.

Thisman was palid, with curly dark hair, sea-blue eyes, and a prominent



nose that suggested old aristocracy. He was young, barely twenty, if thet old.
Hewore apaekiltlike wrap around his midsection and shiny items & various
points on his body-fingerless gloves, elbow covers, knee covers; though thick
and metallic, these looked like avery inadequate set of armor. His head was
held at an angle as though held beenttilting it one way and another as he
watched Luke.

Luke knew hisface, but couldn't placeit, couldn't cal up that memory. In
fact, it was easier not to think right now.

When Luke's eyes met his, the man smiled. It was the amile of a child
suddenly captivated with the wonders of pulling legs off insects.

Luke found he could sense the man in the Force - could do so without even
reaching out for him. The man was aglowing light in the Force, abeacon in the
midst of darkness. A beacon of darkness... but that suddenly didn't matter much.

Lukefdt his breath go out of him. It was as though the roof had dowly
collapsed and deposited two tons of dura-crete on historso while he was
distracted.

He glanced over at Face and Bhindi. They had the termind running; the glow
from its screen colored their faces blue. Bhindi removed a datacard from its
dotinthetermina and made anoise of satisfaction. They were both utterly
unaware of what Luke was seeing, feding.

Luke knew that, when he turned his attention back to the distant viewport,
the pale man would be gone; it was among the oldest toolsin the bag of tricks
of the makers of supernatural holodramas. But when he looked through the
meacrobinoculars again, the man was till there, motionless.

Luke unlatched the viewport'slocks. All he had to do was step out on the



walkway that now stretched between this building and the other. He could walk
right up to this man and begin asking questions. But some fant dirring of
dam-hispilot's ability to glimpse and memorize topographica details-shook
him out of the fog that had overcome histhinking.

There was no walkway before him. One step through this viewport and held
plummet to his death.

The man'sgrin grew wider. Then he sidestepped and disappeared from sight.

Luke fet the great weight lift from him. He could bresthe again. "Are you
two done here?" he asked.

Face looked up, frowning. "Luke, areyou al right?’

"No. Trouble's coming. Let'sgo.”

Bhindi rose. "If troubl€'s coming, were done here.”

Luke, Face, and Bhindi crouched in acrater that had been one corner of a
skyscraper-the same skyscraper in which, minutes before, the pale man had stood.
They Were about twenty stories above the window the figure had occupied, and all
three had macrobinoculars trained on the viewport Luke had, minutes before,
tried to open.

The room beyond the viewport wasfilled with people. They wore tatters.

Some wore nothing but dried mud and blood. Therewas alight in their eyes that
suggested they were on stimulants and had been for days or weeks. They rampaged
through the Starfighter Command office, destroying every piece of furniture,
smashing every wall, ariot whose violence was directed a everything and

nothing.

"What are they?' Bhindi asked. "They're not your run-of-the-mill survivors.



"Some of Yassat's cannibals, | expect,” Face said. "Y ou felt them coming,
Luke?'

"Something likethat," Luke said. "C'mon, let's go down."

They found the chamber in which Luke had seen the pale men. It had once
been the main chamber of a hotd suite, and possbly not occupied snce
Coruscant fell. The beds were still made. Floor-to-ceiling viewports offered a
good view of Coruscant's sky-if one looked high enough, anyway.

Luke could fed it here, atwingein the Force, the same one heldd been
pursuing ever since he cameto Coruscant. But that was not what held his
attention.

It was the viewports. He was sure from their dimensionsthat one of these
was the viewport in front of which the pale man had been standing.

Hed filled it, from floor to thetop of the viewport frame. And these

viewports were three meterstall.

"You'retired," Marasaid. "And this makes you more susceptible to Force
powers. He meddled with you, certainly... but once you get some deep you'll be
morefit toface him."

Maraknew little, other than from observation and studies in psychology,
about comforting those who were hurt. Most of what she knew she had learned

since Ben had been born. Luke so seldom needed comforting-his wisdom and his



humor had dways provided him with a durable armor againd lifés cuts and

blows. But sometimes events got past that armor-Ben's kidnapping, Anakin Solo's
death. Now it was this eerie vigtation by someone who'd come within a
centimeter of tricking himinto taking afatal plunge. And a such times Mara

could do little but stay close, act as an anchor for him to hold onto.

"l don't think so," Luke said. "I'm certain being tired made it easier for
him to tranamit dl that despair and the mentd compulsion through the Force,
yes. But | dso have asensethat he's powerful. And | know I've seen his face
somewhere. I-" Luke's next words were cut off as he yawned.

Maragave him astern look.

"l know, | know. | need deep. I'mtired.” He stretched out on the cot.
"Tired, and | haveto admit it, scared of something that could sneak up on me
and plant a Force-based suggestion in my mind. As though | were some spice
addict with no resstance, no training.”

"Tired and wounded in pride."

He grinned. "Well, maybe."

"Get some steep, farmboy. You'l fed better-and think better-once your
power cells are recharged.”

"True"

In minutes, Luke was adeep, his breathing regular. But Maralay awakelong
after that, her own Force senses extended in an alert screen, attuned to detect
any flicker of hatred or despair that might drift their way from the thing thet

wanted to take her hushand's life.

Borleas



The sun named Pyriawasjust atiny bright dot in the forward viewport, no
more adraw to the naked eye than one well-illuminated planet usudly is from
the surface of another. It certainly was not sufficient to distract Han and Leia
from their tasks.

"Got it, thanks." Leialeaned back from the comm board. "Borleias Control
has given usthe map of known locations of dovin basa mines. They're not too
confident about the extent of their knowledge.”

Han looked at her and cracked his knuckles. " So, they think there's a far
chance welll be dragged out of hyper-space before we quite reach Borleiass mass
shadow. Wdll, you tell 'em that it's not going to happen.”

"And it's not going to happen because...?"

"Because I'm going to fly around them. What did you think?!

"| think we'd better have wegpons on-line and ready.” Leatrotted aft and
climbed into the topside |aser turret while Han activated the concusson missile
launcher. Once she had her comlink activated, she heard her husband's complaint,
"Y ou haveno faithin my abilities™

"Of course | havefaithinyour abilities™ She took the turret for a
practice spin and began the self-test of its computer targeting system. "'l dso
have experience with theirs."

Space twisted before them and then dmost ingtantly snapped back to normal.
But Borleias did not dominate the viewport as it should have. The sun was
somewhat larger, abright globe.

Then they werein aloop, centrifugd force crushing Leia down into her



gunner's chair before she could shout to Han about the coralskippers she saw
closing on the Falcon from astern. She watched the universe to ether Sde
rotate as they went upside-down to ther origind ariva orientation, and
overhead she could see the two distant gleams of the oncoming skips.

Lelabegan firing the topside lasers asfast asthey could charge, and the
skips sent streams of plasmaaat the Falcon. They gained relative eevation in
what was probably origindly an attempt to follow the Falcon's loop, but the
maneuver ended up putting them on a collision course with the Falcon.

Han'swords came over the comm, muffled as if uttered through clenched
teeth: "Going starboard.”

Leiachose astarboard target and concentrated al her laser fire on that
skip. Itsvoidsdid well againgt her barrage, intercepting every bolt, but her
concentration of fire on the area of the pilot's canopy doomed the coral skipper-
Han's concussion missile, fired amoment later, detonated againg the skip's
hull, vaporizing the smdler craft.

Han sent the Falcon into amad spin dong itslong axis. A shower of plasma
projectilesflashed harmlesdy by-mostly harmlesdy; a dank and the sudden
sound of damage darmswas proof that at least one of them had managed a graze.

Then the second coral skipper was past, behind them, and beginning a long
loop around.

Han did not follow; he turned back toward Borleias and put on a burst of
speed.

Leafet her jaw drop in surprise. She keyed the corn-link. "Hey, you,"
shesad. "What have you done with my husband? The one who laughsin the face of
desth, then takes it out for drinks and dinner?’

Han sounded pained. "That pilot isjust trying to lure us back to hispas.



Do look that dumb?"

She frowned, considering.

"Am | that dumb?" he asked.

"Weéll, no, certainly not.”

Grinning, Leiareturned her attention to the sensors. They showed the
remaining coral skipper tightening itsturn asits pilot redized that the Falcon
was not pursuing; it would be coming up behind them soon. Digortions in the
wire-frameimage showed the locations of dovin basa mines the gravitic
organisms capable of yanking ships out of hyperspace.

That wire-frame was continuing to update, continuing to digtort, and she
frowned at it, trying to comprehend what she was seeing. "Straight down,” she
shouted, "relative to our current orientation. Moveit, flyboy!"

He moved it, pointing the Falcon's nose straight "down." The hard maneuver
hauled Lela up out of her seat, and she could hear the restraining straps
cresking againgt her dight mass.

"All right, were pointed down,” Han said. "You are one crabby, grumpy
wife. What'sthat dl about? Why not straight for Borlelas?'

"More minesthat way. And we're being followed by one,"

"Followed by amine?' Han spared a glance for the sensor board, for the
distortion Leia had seen, the digortion that was dosng on the Falcon's
position. "Not fair. Leia, how's our pursuer?'

"Rotate, please, he'scoming in under us.”

Han obligingly spun the Falcon again on its long axis, and Leia began
firing on the second cora skipper.

Now that the Falcon was no longer maneuvering, except for the juking and



jinking Han performed to keep enemy projectilesfrom hitting it, the transport
was outdi stancing the dovin basa mine pursuing it. And they were coming up on
the outer fringes of the gravitic effects of the closest dovin basa mines.
Lelasprayed the skip with fire and noted that its protective void tended
to recenter itself over the pilot's compartment each time the craft maneuvered
to match one of the Falcon's twitches. She concentrated her fire there, waited
until the Falcon made another sdedip, then jerked her am toward the
coraskipper's bow. The audio interpreters built into the Falcon's sensor system
gave out the sound of an explosion and the coral skipper's blip disappeared from
the screen.
"Good shot," Han said over the comlink. "How about coming back up here and
plotting us a course back to Borleias?!

"Give me asecond. Y ou are one crabby, grumpy husband.”

Wedge frowned throughout Han's and Leds account of their return to
Borleias. "I don't like this notion of dovin basal minesthat pursue you.”

"Me, ether,” Han said. "I'm going to draft a strongly worded |etter to the
Y uuzhan Vong high commander and ingst he $op using them.”

Tycho, on the other side of the conference table, offered up arare amile
Leiamerdly gave her husband an arch look.

"Actudly, we know hisname now,” Wedge said. "Ther locad commander.
Czulkang Lah. We got the information from some of the reptoids that were
involved in their big push on us, after we freed them from their control seeds.”

"Lah," Leiasad. "From the same domain as Tsavong Lah?"

Tycho nodded. "Even better. He's Tsavong Lah's father. An old, fierce,



terrifying warrior and teacher of warriors. He'slike the Garm bel 1blisof the
Y uuzhan Vong."

"And if we can beat him,” Wedge said, "redlly beat him, it may suggest to
the VVong that their gods aren't redlly as anxious for them to win as they
supposed.”

"Back to the mobile mines,” Tycho said. "It does beg the quetion of how
long they've had them, and why thisisthefirst instiance we've run into of them
being used.”

"Right." Wedge conddered. "Han, Leia, when you were making the insartion
into Hapes afew weeks ago, you became convinced thet the dovin basal mines
didn't just drag things out of hyperspace. Y ou said you thought they registered
every ship's unique mass characteristics and communicated that informetion to
theVong leaders. Let them build up a sort of Vong database of our ship
movements.”

Leianodded. "That'sright. And Jainaused their reliance on those mass
characteristics againg the Y uuzhan VVong while she wasthere.”

"My guess," Wedge sad, "isthat thismobile dovin basad mine came after
you because it recognized you, specificaly the Millennium Falcon. Another ship,
they might devote fewer resourcesto capturing or destroying, but loss of the
Fa con and the Solos would be abig morale hit for our sde.”

Han and Leiaexchanged a glance. Han's expression was cocky, but Lela could
see that he recognized the danger if Wedge's theory was correct.

"Meaning," Lelasad, "that any ship belonging to one of our side's, well,
celebrities might be detected as such at any time, wherever it goes."

"Something to keep in mind." Wedge turned to Tycho. "Cal Cilghd infor a



mesting later today or tomorrow. And Jaina and her psychologicad warfare
advisers. Maybe we can use thisto our advantage.”

"Arewe done here?' Han asked. "We have some important thingsto do. Like
running down Jaina before you monopolize her. Wed sort of like to spend some
time with her. It'swhy we keep coming back here. Not to look at your face.”

Wedge gave him atoothy grin. "Watch that insolence. | might just have to

cal you up to active service, General Solo.”

Lelalay in her bed. Yes, it wastoo hard, too lumpy, and light-years away
from the quartersthat had been her home for years, but thiswas her bed, and
just knowing thet it was a place she could return to again and again gave her
pleasure out of proportion to its characteristics. Sheld flopped onto it, fully
dressed, luxuriating in possession if not in comfort, the instant they'd entered
their quarters.

Someone knocked on the door. Lelalifted her head and looked at Han on the
other side. He tared at her expectant.

"Your turn," shesaid.

"Why mine?'

"Because| sadit first."

"Can't argue with that logic." Han rolled to his feet and pressed the
access panel beside the door. The door did aside, revealing a tal, avkward-
looking man; the man'sleft aam wasin ading.

"Ah, helo," ther vistor sad. "I'm Tam Elgrin."

"l know who you are." Han shook his hand. "Y ou spied around for awhile,

and then decided to quit. Headaches ever since.”



"Something like that."

"Comeonin.

Lelarose. The quarters she shared with Han were not large or well-
furnished, but the two of them could make apretense at civilization. "Can | get
you something to drink, Tam?"

"No, I'mfine. I'm, uh, hereto talk to you about Tarc.”

"We saw himjust afew minutesago,” Lelasaid. "He modly talked about
you."

Han waved him toward achair. "So talk."

A rap a hisdoor awakened Kyp. Still clothed-he'd settled in only to rest,
and was surprised to find that held nodded off-the Jedi Master rose and
activated the door. It did out of theway to revea Piggy. The Gamorrean pilot
leaned againgt the door frame, arms crossed, a tough-guy posture,

"It'sthe Great One," Piggy said.

Kyp rubbed deep out of hiseyes. "What about her?"

" She wantsto see you."

"Now?"

"Now."

"Where?'

"On theroof."

Kyp gave the Gamorrean a closer look. Piggy wasn't normaly so taciturn. In
fact, he sounded more like abar bouncer than himself. Kyp reached out with a

whisper of his control over the Force and reassured himself that he could sense



the pilot, thet thisPiggy wasn't a Y uuzhan Vong warrior in an unusudly

distinctive ooglith masquer disguise. "I'm on my way up.”

Kyp emerged onto the biotics facility's roof, an uneven surface of externa
equipment housings and rough textures. It was now dark, a glow in the west
attesting to how recently the sun had set.

"Over here" That was Jainas voice, and when Kyp turned he could see both
her and Jag Fel sSitting atop a condenser-unit housing. He could barely identify
them by sight; they were nothing but slhouettes. There were more, smdler,
silhouettes where they sat-something that looked like a basket, something thet
looked like abottle. Kyp snorted. "Y ou're having apicnic?’

"That'sright." There was amusement in Jainas voice. And the Goddess
commands you to atend.”

"Y ou're getting strange, Goddess." Kyp sprang up to the unit housing top,
landing directly into across-legged sitting position to match Jag's. Jaina was
stretched out of her side, facing the two of them.

"It'snot just apicnic.” Jainatook the bottle and poured some of its
contentsinto aglass, one of three mismatched glasses beside the basket. She
handed the glassto Kyp. "We need to talk. The three of us." She poured two more
glasses and handed oneto Jag.

Kyp sniffed dubioudy at hisglass. "Paint thinner?"

"We're not that lucky," Jag said. "While we've been waiting, I've been
determining its effects on local insects. One hundred percent deedly.”

"Hush," Janasad. "Thisisthefinest example of the Borleasdidtiller's

art. Itsderdiction of duty to be drinking it when another VVong barrage might



dart a any minute. That meansit'sgoing to taste wonderful." She took an
experimentd sp.

To her credit, she did keep her reactions from her face. But through the
Force Kyp could fed her physiologica reaction as nerve endingsin her throat
protested the intrusion of the homemade brew.

Though blind to the Force, Jag had to be familiar enough with Jaina to
sense what she was experiencing. His shoulders shook with silent laughter.

"Anyway," Jana said. Her voice sounded as though sheld suddenly
transformed into an ederly mechanic. "Weve got aproblem, Kyp. Y ou and me and
Jeg.”

"l wasn't aware of any problems.”

"Then why do you yank yourself out of our Force connection theingtant it's
not absolutely vital to our current task? It's like dancing with a partner who
jumps back past arm's length and brushes himself off at the end of every dance.”

"That's... an interesting comparison.” Kyp glanced at Jag, but the younger
man hadn't reacted to Jaina's phrasing, and Kyp couldn't see his face. "Maybe
you and | should talk about this sometime. Privatdy."

"And maybe not. Jag's part of this situation. He was the one who suggested
thistalk."

Kyp felt himsdlf grow annoyed, and became even more annoyed with himsdif
for indulging in such a predictable reaction. "He did, huh? Direct
confrontation. That isthe Fel family approach, isn't it?"

Jag took a sip of the homebrew and made anoise that suggested hed just
been punched. After amoment, he said, "1 come from more than one family ling,

Kyp. Some of them are sneakier than others.”



"What doesthat mean?'

"That means... that whatever you expect this meeting to be, it probably
isnt."

"A nice enigmatic reply.” Kyp sipped from his glass. Whatever the fluid
was, it seemed to be part acohol, part pepper, part rotted fruit. His eyes
watered. "Wait asecond. Y ou two took the antidote before | came up here, didn't
you?"

Jainasnorted. "Would you mind if | cut straight to the power cable?!

"Go right ahead.”

"A while back, you manipulated me. | didn't likeit. On Hapes, | dragged
you into some Stuationsyou didn't carefor. | gave you plenty of trouble. We
both lied to each other about what we intended and what we meant. Well, |
thought, when you decided you wanted to join my squadron, that it meant you'd
forgiven me. When | accepted, it meant I'd forgiven you. Did it meen thet, or
didn'tit?"

"It did."

"So are we partners, or aren't we?"

"Well, we are. At least s0 long as Twin Suns Squadron holds out.”

"No, don't do that." Jainalet some exasperation creep into her voice.

"Every timewe link through the Force, | can fed you preparing yoursdf for the
day you haveto cut loose and run. Believe me, | understand that. | was doing

the same thing until just afew weeks back. For reasons equally as dumb. And you
break thelink fast so that | won't know what you're doing, not that it's done

you any good. | want you to quit doing that. | want you to quit thinking about
going off and being by yourself. I know your brother's dead, your family's deed,

your last squadron is dead, and I'm sorry. But you don't have to leave, and you



don't haveto be aone."

"Uhh..." Kyp struggled to come up with an answer, theright answer. "1 dso
don't want to be in the way. In your way. Between you and, you know."

Jag extended a hand. "Colond Jagged Fel. Glad to meet you."

"Shut up, you. Jaing, it's uncomfortable."

"Yeah, | know. Jag and | are partners, too, and something more besides, and
you're here, and you were sort of chasing after mefor awhile, and it'sgot to
be confusing. It isto me aswell. Isit going to make you leave?'

"It should."

"Then you should leave now and stop wavering.”

Kyp stood. "Youreright. I'm sorry |-"

"Sit down!"

Surprised at the strength in her voice, Kyp sat before heredized it. He
gaped at her.

"That's better," Jainasaid. "Jag, why are males so stupid?’

"Biologica predispostion. Here's an example." Jag took another sip. Even
in the darkness, the ripple of anguish that moved from his neck to hisfeet was
clearly visble.

Jainasat up, her poseamirror of Jag's. "Kyp, it's uncomfortable because
partnerships are uncomfortable. Families are uncomfortable. | know mineis. You
have to put up with the discomfort because the only dternative isto lose
everything.

"Once upon atime, you were kind of akid brother to rny father. | don't
care about that. That rdationship didnt make you my unde. You have a

relationship with me. It'snot boyfriend-girifriend. It's no longer Master-



apprentice. | think we both know that neither of theseisright. It's partners,
whatever that means. Whatever we figure out for it to mean. If were partners,
it's something that lasts until one or the other of usisdead. And whether that
pains Jag or not, he's keeping it to himsealf, because he's smart enough to know
that he can't control my relationshipsfor me.

" So-once again-are we partners, or do you go off to die aone?’

Kyp sighed. "l seeyou inherited your father's considerable powers of
negotiation.”

Sheignored the jibe at Han's style, so very different from her famous
mother's.

"That'sright. So?'

"So we're partners.”

"Good." She hoigted her glass. "Drink to it.”

"Do we haveto?'

"Wehaveto."

Jag chuckled. "It'sadrink that makes death-duels with Vong pilots pdein

comparison.”

TWELVE

Borleas

Commander Eldo Davip, captain of the Lusankya, the grestest New Republic



ship engaged in the defense of Borleas, took the turbolift down to the Beltway.

The Beltway was acentra corridor running the length of the Super Star
Destroyer, from stern to prow. It was not a corridor for pedestrian traffic; the
octagonal shaft featured atracked hauler at the top, alowing it to be used for
trangportation of heavy equipment. It was wide enough that skilled pilots could
have flown paired X-wingswing-to-wing aong its length.

Asthe turbolift dowed to ahalt, he pulled on apair of darkened goggles.
When the lift doors opened, the precaution proved to be an appropriate one;
directly infront of him, mechanics were wdding another section onto the
apparatus that now filled the forward portions or the Beltway, blocking dl
movement forward of this Point.

The outer shell of the apparatus was rolled metd meters thick. Each
section of the shell was ahundred meterslong, open at ether end, with the
prow end dightly narrower than the stern, alowing the sectionsto heingtalled
in an overlgpping fashion. The mechanics welded them together &t the overlaps.

Ingdethe shell were metd cablesdrawn in intricate weaveike patterns
through hardy metd rings on the interior surface of the shells. The pattern of
the cahles, their carefully monitored tensons, was not only to keep the shdl
straight and durable aong itslength; as soon asthey werein place, cargo-box-
Szed containers were Situated among them, tied off by more cables, indrument
packages attached and carefully attuned.

The apparatus now stretched athird of Lusankyaslength, hidden away in
this access shaft. None of the VVong's extraordinary visual sensors could detect
itsfabrication; none of their strategists could anticipate its use.

Davip sghed. Its use would mark the end of hismost prestigious command.



But prestige wouldn't mean atthing if the Y uuzhan VVong won, so he watched the

continued manufacture of the apparatus, and wished it well.

On the planet below, on the second floor of the biotics building, Captain
Y akown Reth set hisdinner tray down at atable, alowing it to clatter, and sat
heavily on the bench beforeit. He didn't bother to keep his disgruntle-ment
from hisface,

Opposite, Lieutenant Diss Ti'wyn, who flew in Reth's squadron as Blackmoon
Two, smoothed down fur that had suddenly risen on his neck. A brown-and-gold-
furred Bothan, Disswas unusudly attractive by both Bothan and human standards,
and received an enviable amount of attention in social Stuations. "What crawled
down your flight suit and stung your butt?' he asked.

Reth snorted, amused despite himsdf. "We're in red trouble here on
Borleias”

Ti'wyn gaped a him. "Redly?| thought we werewinning."

"Stop kidding. | mean, in trouble worse than being outnumbered, besieged,
and doomed."

"Oh." Ti'wyn speared a cooked dice of hardy local tinfruit and popped it
into hismouth. " So vent aready."

"Don't talk with your mouth full. No, Diss, thisisno joke." He lowered
his voice so hiswords would not carry to the next table. "I think we'rein red
trouble at the command level."

"Genera Antilles? He has agreset reputation.”

"Bear with me. Y ou know who's commanding L usankya."

"Eldo Davip."



"A firg-ratefoulup if ever therewasone.

"Granted... but he did do dl right during the big Y uuzhan Vong push a few
weeks back."

"A fluke, I'm sure. Anyway, Ninora Birt escorted a shuttle out to
Lusankyas repair sation. She said that repairs weren't going well. Whole banks
of turbolasers and ion cannon batterieswere ill out of commission. | didn't
think Lusankyagot that badly hammered in the last engagement. Did you?”

"Not redlly."

"Which pointsto colossa mismanagement on Corn-Zander Davip's part, which
Generd Antilles either doesn't know about, or hasn't corrected, which doesn't
spesk well of hisskills™

Ti'wyn shrugged, noncommittal, but he no longer looked as cheerful.

"That'sjust the gart. Y ou remember when the Advisory Council visted?'

"Very hush-hush. They had ameeting with Antillesand his generd s&ff,
then rushed off."

"A mechanic who's just been transferred to Black-moon Sgquadron was in the
hallway when they left. He says Counsdlor Pwoe was furious. Pwoe was saying that
Antilles had refused command of Borleias, and only relented after making demands
to the Council."

"What demands?"

"I don't know. What demands would you make?'

"Pleasure yacht, alifetime passto the Errant Venture...”

Reth eyed the diced sausage swimming in spice sauce on hisplate. That, as
much asthistalk, was going to cost him his appetite. "Stop kidding around. And

then therésthis Jaina Solo thing."



Ti'wyn nodded in agreement. "If we have to circle one more time just
because her squadron aways getsfirst clearance to land-"

"Sheand her pilots are getting oecid treatment in every category there
is. First accessto spare parts, first access to bacta, full proton torpedo
loads, first repairsto starfighters and astromechs... Have you ever seen one of
them esting here?' Reth gestured around at the rest of the mess hall, crammed
with tables, ringing with noise.

“No."

"They havether own lounge, and rumor saysthey havetheir own chef off
Rebd Dream.”

"Her mother'sold ship.”

"Her mother's old ship. Twins Suns hasn't done anything Blackmoon Squadron
hasn't, and can't do anything we can't, except show off names of important
mommies and daddies.”

"Keep it cam, Yak. There have got to be palitical reasons behind this
With palitics, nothing runsright... but without palitics, nothing runs.”

Reth nodded grudging agreement. "It just keeps piling up, and | have to
question Antilless competence.”

"Keegp it down, will you? Y ou're garting to sound like a mutineer in
training.”

Reth flashed his second-in-command abroad grin. "Nothing like that. I'm
just trying to figure out whether | should put in for atransfer, try to get in
with asquadron in one of the other fleet groups. I'm not sure what to do yet.
If you hear anything dong the lines of what I've been saying... wel, youll
just keep your ears open, won't you?"

Ti'wyn waggled his pointed, overszed Bothan ears. "Always do."



Transport Ship Fu'ulanh, Coruscant Orbit

Wrapped in the concedling folds of her cloakskin, willing her shaper's
headdress to remain still so as not to give away her caste to observers, the
Shaper Nen Yim followed the Warmaster Tsavong Lah out onto the gana-dote tongue.
Ganadotes wereimmobile creatures. Born asaflat, long shel about five
paces long and wide and a pace high, they werelittle more than a mouth, an
anus, alarge cana connecting them as wel as opening into Sde somach
chambers, and atongue.
But when grown to maturity and trained in their masters wishes, they made
magnificent entryways and vie wing-boxes. Kept fed by servants bringing dip
beetle shellsand other nutritious waste and dropping those foods sraight
through their ssomach valves, shaped by hormones to change tharr dimensions,
ganadotes could be transformed into domed or spherical vestibules. The tissues
that lined their intesting tracts were beautifully iridescent, and a proper
diet kept excretion to arare event.
But it was the tongue that made the ganadote such a charming architectura
feature. Onetrained inits use could step out onto it and, by leening or toe
pressure, cause it to extend, lower, raise, podtion itstip anywhere in
relation to the creature's body.
And that was what Tsavong Lah did. Once Nen Yim wasin place, he coaxed the

ganadote tongue out over the large chamber at the heart of this living ship,



over the crowd, short of the fibrous |eavesthat blocked off the far exit from
the chamber.

Tsavong Lah threw up his hands, tossing his cloak back over his shoulders.
"Priests and shapers, devotees of the Great God Y un+-Y uuzhan, | sdute and
welcome you. Soon, you will be taken from this place to nearby Borleias, where
my sre, Czulkang Lah, drivestheinfidesinto dgection and defest.”

The ligteners, perhapsthirty, castes evenly divided between shapers and
priests of Yun-Yuuzhen, raised ther voices innoises of celebration,
appreciation.

Nen Yim could make out the faces of many, including the shaper GhithraDd,
whom she had accused, and Takhaff Uul, the priest who had been in Ghithra Da's
constant, if surreptitious, company these last many weeks.

"Asyou know," Tsavong Lah said, "you travel thereto take possession of
Borleiasonceit fdls. That green, rich world, dmost free of the touch of the
infiddl, will be your reward for service to the gods, service to the Y uu-zhan
Vong. Haf will bethe domain of the priests, haf of the shapers, dl united in
the worship of Yun-Y uuzhan. All you needto doto clamitisraise your mighty
temples, your glorioudy crafted domains upon her.

"Sadly, you will fail to do this™"

And there it was, the sart of the warmaster's revenge, expressed ina
handful of camly expressed words.

The crowd quieted, with many of its members turning to one another,
muttering questions.

"I look forward to waking each day without being assailed by the amdl of
sickness, the odor of the decay of my own arm. | look forward to risng each

morning in the sure knowledge that | have not displeased the gods-only a few



rogue priests and shapers who dared to misappropriate the god's will." Tsavong
Lah'svoice turned thunderous, and Nen Yim saw hisbroad back shake with the
emotion of hiswords. "I look forward to knowing that those who remain behind
areunited in ther hatred of theinfiddls, not in their greed for what they may
obtain at the expense of others. | rgoiceto think that you will soon be gone.”

"No, Warmadgter." That was the voice of the priest, Takhaff Uul, young for
his posting, ambitious beyond hisyears. "There has been no such treachery. You
must not think it. Only in the true service to Y un-Y uuzhan can' you save your
arm, save yoursdf from the company of the Shamed Ones."

"There are somewho say that trust is a matter of fath," Tsavong Lah
replied. "l say that trust isamatter of knowledge, of observation. Find one
who istrustworthy, and thereistrust. Find one who is not, and thereis none.
But | will giveyou achanceat life. Takhaff Uul, do you trust our gods?'

Theyouthful priest cried up to him, "I do, Warmagter."

"Dothey trust yow?"

"What?| don't understand.”

"If they trust you, trust that your motives have been true, trust that you
have thought only of their honor and not your own, | am certain they will save
you. From this." Heraised hisradank claw arm, pointing its pincer a the
enormous leaves covering the chamber'sfar entryway.

That was Nen Yim's cue. Beneath her robe, she stroked atiny kin to that
enormous plant, coaxing it to act. It did; it curled into atube.

So did the onesin the distance, reveding adark gap in the wal beyond;
the gap was four timesthe height of a'Y uuzhan Vong warrior, four timesaswide.

A snuffling noise emerged from the gap, then something like alow, muted



roar. Then something emerged.

Like aYuuzhan Vong, it had two arms, two legs. But its stance was low,
crouching, animdigtic. It had tremendous muscles, hard and corded enough to
support its tremendous weight, for it was astall asthe gap through which it
emerged. Itsface was tusked, itsteeth were huge, and its head swiveled as it
spotted the Y uuzhan

Vong on the chamber floor. Its eyesfollowed these small creastureswith the
avidity of ahungry beast.

"Thisisarancor,” Tsavong Lah said. "A beast of thisgalaxy. Y ou do not
deserve honorable death at the hands of one of our own living weapons. When you
die here, it will not be as fighters, but as food to sate the creature's
appetite.”

"What if wekill it?" That wasthe voice of GhithraDadl, filled with spite.

"Thenyou livefor awhilelonger,” said the warmagter. "A short while."

Through the gap emerged another rancor, then athird, and a fourth. They
spread out from the gap, moving aong the walls of the chamber, drding thar
tiny prey.

Tsavong Lah leaned back, and the tongue retracted, carrying him and Nen Yim
into the ganadote mouth. Asthefirst screams began, asthefirst roars echoed
from the chamber walls, they turned away from the feasting scene below and the
warmaster led the shaper out through the back way.

"Warmaster, may | ask two questions?’

"Youmay." They emerged from the ganadote into alarge, blood-blue
corridor, and were joined by Tsavong Lah's persona guards, who marched a
respectful distance ahead of and behind them.

"Firgt, will there be no outcry from the priesthood of Y un-Y uuzhan, from



the shapers?'

"An outcry? Of course therewill be. A cry for blood. When word returns to
usthat their transport was attacked by pilots of Borleias, dl its passengers
daughtered, therewill be agreet cry for revenge.”

"Ah." Nen Yim waked dong in slence for amoment, knowing that his reply
had spelled her doom, too. "Should | not go with them? Or ismy death to be a
different one?"

"I can't kill you. Y ou're on loan from Overlord Shimmra Besides, | have no
reason to wish you harm." They entered the ssomach compartment that now housed
Tsavong Lah's private trangport. The eyelidlike wal on the far side was closed
now, keeping the chamber's atmosphere intact. They waked to the transport's
ramplike protrusion and climbed into the cresture's passenger somach. "l am
pleased with you, Nen Yim. Do you plan to tdl this story? To rouse hatred
agang me?'

"No."

"If you did, what would happen?'

She thought about that as she settled into her seet. Its fleshy surface
flowed around her waist, her torso, holding her in place againg the
acceleration to come. "The only reason to do so would be to harm you. In which
case it becomes the story of a discredited shaper against that of the warmaster.
And | would die before | could present proof.”

"And such awaste. Y our cleverness, used in our service, more than makes up
for theloss of GhithraDa and his conspirators. Will you use it in our
srvice?'

"l will." Shedid not hesitate. Tsavong Lah said our service. To her, that



meant the Y uuzhan VVong, not him persondly, and she could swear to that with a
whole heart.

"Some day soon, the seedship will returnto this world and complete its
transformation. | wish you to return to Lord Shimmraand study the World-Brain.
| wish you to do nothing to displease the gods... but to find that knowledge
which the gods do not mind usknowing.”

"1 will, Warmadter."

"Then speak no more of your deeth. It will come when the time is

appropriate. It is not appropriate now."

Coruscant

Bajos Arnjak was beginning to look like he, too, was being Vongformed. His
beard and mustache were growing in; shaggy and in colorsthat ranged from light
brown to black, his beard seemed like ariotous life-form not netive to this
world. The orange jumpsuit he wore when not traveling in Y uuzhan Vong armor
seemed to have many more stains on it now, and some of them might have been
living patches of mold or lichen. But these changes and the group's
circumstances seemed to be sitting well with him; his eyes were bright, his
manner animated. "Comein, comein,” he said, waving the Jedi and Danni into the
Lord Nyax suspended animation chamber. Bhindi was aready there, perched on a
goal.

"Tel meyou have someinformation,” Luke said.

Baljos beamed. "I have someinformation. There, that was painless, wasn't



it?Youcandl gonow."

"Don't taunt the Jedi,” Bhindi said. "And don't take credit you don't
deserve. I'm the one who dug most of the information out of the wrecked guts of
those maintenance machines."

"True enough, Circuitry Girl. Not that you could have interpreted-" Bdjos
doubtless saw the impatience in someone's face, probably Tahiri's, for he broke
off that line of talk. "We're prepared to tell you whatever you need to know
about Lord Nyax. Anything Bhindi didn't find in the machine memory, well just
make up.”

Luke leaned against awrecked computer console and crossed his ams as
though to put up adefense againgt whatever information wasto come. "So, who is
he? What was he modified for?"

Baljos nodded as though that was the first pair of questions held expected.
"Heis-or used to be-aDark Jedi. His name was Irek |smaren.”

L uke frowned, then shook his head. "No, that's not possible.”

"Who's Irek Ismaren?’ Tahiri asked.

Luke dug his datapad out of abelt pouch. "Like Baljos said. Hewas a Dark
Jedi intraining. A son either of the Emperor or of one Sarcev Quest by a woman
named Ro-ganda |smaren. She was a crazy woman who modified her son with computer
implants. My sister Lelaran into him on Belsavis, oh, about fifteen years ago.”

He opened the datapad and began scrolling through entries. Though nowhere
near as comprehensive as the database he kept in whatever hidden ste might
serve asthe Jedi headquarters, this datapad included an abbreviated listing on
every Jedi, Sith, Force-sengitive, or Force-related person or site he had ever

encountered in hislong searches for knowledge of the Jedi Order.



Within moments, he found thefile he wanted. A face resolved into darity
on the datapad screen: arigtocretic, handsome, somehow unfinished in a teenaged
way, framed by curly dark hair.

It was the face of ayounger Lord Nyax.

Suddenly Lukefelt as pale asLord Nyax. He showed the image to Mara.

She nodded. She noted some of the details that appeared on the screen under
Irek'sname, " So he should be about thirty now."

"Yes. And of norma height.”

"Except," Bdjosinterrupted, "he spent most of the intervening years in
that suspended animation chamber, so he's physcdly younger then his
chronological age. Hisvital processes were dowed. He was subjected to the
medica treatments| mentioned earlier, treatments that kept his bones growing
long past the point they should have sedled, that gave him lots more musde
mass. As ababy, he'd had acomputer apparatusimplanted in his brain by his
mother; it helped give him enough focus - monomaniamay be a better word for it-
to learn to control the Force far out of proportion to his age. When he was
here, that apparatus was augmented to make his control even grester. It
gpparently stimulateswhat'sleft of his brain in ways beneficd to Force
control. He was equipped with lightsaber weapons, their use part of the hard
coding inhisbrainimplant-" Luke snapped the datapad shut. "How did this
happen?' Bhindi said, "It appearsthat after leaving Belsavis, he and his mother
came to Coruscant and hid here... and by 'here’ | mean in this very fadlity.
Hismother carefully Monitored his progressin the Force, training him so that
he'd be the mogt powerful Dark Jedi in existence, and Save hm medicd
trestments to make him much bigger, more imposing, more physicaly powerful. She

aso arranged to bring in the ysdamiri to keep him hidden as his Presence in



the Force grew stronger.”

"Then something happened,” Bajos said. "The notes are not exactly clear,
but it seemslike they found and | took on a partner, another Dark Jedi, and at
some point Irek and the new partner got in adispute and dueled. The partner was
killed, and Irek took a Hghtsaber thrust right through the skull. He died.”

"Died," Luke said.

"Technicaly died," Bdjosadded. "Brain activity ceased. Hefell down and
didn't move anymore. But his mother and the attendant medica droids were able
to maintain his autonomic functions and keep hisbody dive. Her journd, not
surprisngly, getsabit harder to understand at this point, and becomes
increasingly demented over the years, but it becomes obviousthat she kept his
body in suspended animation and had the medica droids insart incressngly
sophigticated components into the computer apparatusin his skull."

L uke grimaced. "With what purpose?’

"l think," Baljossaid, "that shewastrying to make hm into her son
again-an unlikely prospect, snce mogt of the portions of the brain that
pertained to memory and the less violent emotions were charred into carbon - and
also to make him into anew leader for the Empire. She wasjust crazy enough to
imagine he could be Emperor Irek, loving son, Dark Jedi, and unconquerable
tyrant."

Luke exchanged alook with Mara. Shedidn't let any of her emations reach
her face, but he could fed them through the Force, arevulsion for awoman med
enough to keep her own son on the butcher's block like that for so many years.
"What happened to Roganda Ismaren?"' he asked.

"She wasthe female corpse we found here. We ran cell samples againgt her



recordsin thefiles. Therésno mistake.”

Luke gave him adisbelieving look. "Irek killed her?!

"He's not Irek anymore. Lord Nyax killed her. He didn't recognize her. She
was just another moving shape in the way when he broke out of hisholding tank.”
Bajos shook hishead. "Very nasty business. It gives even mad science a bad
name”

"Does he have any weaknesses?' Mara asked.

"Oh, yes." Bdjos gestured at the suspended animation unit. "He's not ripe.

"Ripe," Luke repested.

"It appears that a groundguake caused some ceiling rubble to drop onto one
or more of the ysdamiri, killing them and damaging the unit. He woke up, burst
out, went on arampage, and fled. But he wasn't due to come out for another
couple of years." Baljos pointed at one of the computer consoles. "All his
operationa programming was there, plusthe refabricated 'Irek’ memories Roganda
planned to implant in him, and they weren't transferred over. He has his
indincts, he has some combat programming, and he has some deep-leve
motivations - such asto seek out Jedi and kill them, to seek out hot-points of
the Force and control them, to conquer the universg, little things like that.

But he lacks memories, tactica skills... even language, | think. | doubt he's
evenverbd."

"So we can't even talk to him." Tahiri looked down-cast. "Maybe that's a
weakness, but it doesn't make things easier on us. He can't be reasoned with."

"] guessthat leaves me with only one more question.” Luke returned the
datapad to hisbelt pouch and prepared himself for what he expected to be more

bad news. "Isthere any way to save him? To befriend him, teach hm about the



light Sde?'

Bdjosfinaly became serious. "1 don't think so. He's had dmogt dl
humanity burned out of hisbrain. He'sjust a predator whose only god isto
dominete."

"Great," Luke sad.

Vigi spent dmost her every hour in the chamber that concedled the Udly
Truth. Though not technically proficient, she knew enough about machinery-and
could glean more from the ship's computer memory-to have a good sense of the
resources available to her here.

Udly Truth was definitdy capable of spaceflight, and her inboard
diagnogticsindicated that every ship's system was undamaged, operationd. The
ship wasfully fueled, and battery power, for garting up systems and even
providing her with some discretionary lights and occasond cool ar, was
adequate to last for weeks more.

The problem was the exit chute. It had collapsed during Coruscant'sfal or
subsequent bombardment. Small chunks of duracrete and ferrocrete had falen,
then metal beams had twisted and more rubble had fdlen onto the beams, the
whole mass crushing into an impenetrable plug.

Floors above the hidden hangar, sheld found ahole providing access into
the exit chute above the plug. Here there were Sgns that someone had been

working, digging away at the plug from above, hauling blocks of duracrete into



an office chamber at that level. She supposed that the worker had been the
pretty boy who'd given her the locator.

Shed evert found the boy's name. In the ship's computer records was
information about the family that had owned the Ugly Truth. Hasville and Adray
Terson had been the founders of Terson Comfort Carriers, an artaxi company;
Vigi had seen the ubiquitous vehicles of their flest, even ridden within them
during her secret activities ading the Yuuzhen VVong. The ship's records
included aholo of their son, Hasray, the boy with the remote.

Another little sad story, she decided. She pondered that for a while She
couldn't fed the sadness of it-far fromit, she was eated thet the boy's
sacrifice meant her salvation.

Vigi spent most of her time studying the ship's controls and diagrams,
digging into the ship's stores of food, regaining her strength. Occasiondly she
had to venture forth-very quietly, very carefully-to work on unplugging the exit
chute or to find the chamber, down the hall on thisfloor, she had chosen for a
refresher.

Thisday, she emerged from the refresher and peered up and down the
corridor with her customary caution. There was no sound, no sSgn of movement.
Sowly, carefully she headed back toward the Terson family quarters.

Something wrapped around her neck from behind, jerked her off her feet. She
landed on her back, choking, and stared up... into the features of DenuaKu. The
warrior held hisamphistaff in one hand; the other end of the wespon was coiled
around Viqi's neck.

She gaped up at him. He was dead, she knew he was dead, he'd died back in
the furniture manufacturer's. But now he stared down at her, hdmet off, eyes

neither angry nor solicitous. "Get up,” he said.



She struggled to her feet, assuming control over her expression, her
manner, her breathing. As sherose, the amphigtaff'stail did from around her.
"DenuaKu," shesaid. "I'd thought you had died.”

"l ran." Thewarrior'svoice sounded hitter. "My duty dictated thet |
return to my commander and describe what 1'd seen-the giant Jeedai. Now that my
superiorsareinformed, | can return to confront the monstrous thing... and kill
it, or bekilled by it. Why did you not seek out the Y uuzhan VVong and tell them
what had happened?’

She let some scorn creep into her tone. A human, done, wandering about
the rooftops, waving down coral-skippers? Do you know what happens to them? |
do. | was shot at twice." That wasalie; sheld never ventured to the rooftops.
But sheld seen the skips on patrol, seen how they fired at anything thet might
be an inhabitant of the planet caught above-ground.

"So you came here? Why?"

"1 knew the people who lived here." Thislie came smoathly to her, too.
"Hasville and Adray Terson, and their boy Hasray. They were wedthy. | knew
their quarters would have preserved food hidden in them, and | wasright. | knew
that would give metimeto figure out how to return to the worldship without
getting mysdf killed. How did you find me?

He reached under hisarmor at the armpit and pulled forth a creature-an
insect about the size of one of Viqgi'sfingernails. It looked like some sort of
beetle, but was the red color of arteria blood. Though its wings were folded
aong its back, perfectly shaped to its carapace, they vibrated, causng the
little creature to buzz constantly.

"Thisisanisba,” the warrior said. "When it isnear ay of its



hatchmates, it makesthisnoise, increasing in volume asit gets closer.”

"o

"So one of its hatchmatesiswithin you."

Viqi couldn't keep her eyesfrom widening. " Something that Size isinsde
me"

"No. It wasimplanted in you when it was fresh-hatched. It cannot grow. It
cannot even vibrate. But it can befdt by itsfdlows.

"l am... grateful toit. That it has dlowed you to find me."

"Hmmm." Denua Ku's acknowledgment sounded neither accepting nor dubious.
"Now you will be ableto return to the worldship.”

"l am delighted.”

"After wefind and kill the giant Jeedai."

Vigi's heart sank. She kept it from her face. "Shall | hold him down while
youkill him?'

DenuaKu'slipstwitched upinasmile. "Amusing. Isthat asfunny in Basic
asitisin our tongue?'

"If our two cultures share anything, it isirony.”

Thewarrior held up ahand. From other doorways in the corridor emerged
more warriors-a party of two dozen or more, Viqi calculated.

And with them was another voxyn. This one wasworse off than the previous
one, it wasasckly yellow amost everywhere, and in places, its scales were
flaking off completely. Itshead hung listlesdy, and it did not even bother to
snap at thewarrior nearest it.

"Ah." Viq forced asmile. "Even better."

"Comedong." DermaKu led the way toward the nearest emergency stairwell.

Viqi followed, her smilefixed, her mind racing.



Shewould find away to elude them. She would pry the nisbat from her body,
wherever it was hidden. She il had her locator tucked away, and the stairwell
to the Ugly Truth was closed, hidden; she would be adle to return here. She
would clear that exit chute and blast off to safety.

And if it were humanly possible, she would see Denua Ku dead firg, dead
for daring to force her back into his planswhen her plans were so much more
important.

She kept her back straight and her manner haughty. No maiter whom she

aded, no matter what she wore, she was of the royd lines of Kuat.

THIRTEEN

Coruscant

In adeep tunndl, amaintenance causeway seded off from the surrounding
habitat areas, a passage constantly dripping with nearly opaque seepage from the
levels above, the voxyn became more dert. It raised its head and began the
familiar 9de-to-sde sweeping gestures. The Y uuzhan Vong warriors became
agitated and alowed the voxyn and its handler up to the front.

"Warriors, flank it," DenuaKu ordered. "We cannot lose thisone. They are
too rare now."

Two warriors moved up, one on either Side of the voxyn. They stayed out of



reach of its claws, even when rt meant doshing through black pools of liquid on
the floor, but nothing would protect them from itsacid if it Decided to unleash
somein ther direction.

Two hundred paces farther on, the voxyn stopped. It stared upward and to
theleft.

"Find an access," Denua Ku ordered.

Two warriorsran up the passage, and in moments found starwells leeding
upward. The voxyn had to be dragged from its position, closest to the target it
felt, to the stairway, but once hauled into that shaft it bounded up the Sairs

with an energy Vigi had not seen it display before.

Maracrept dong the metd girder forty meters above the floor. The light
from the lamps, dying glowrods, and torches below barely reached her; with her
dark garments and skill a movement, she doubted very much that she would be
seen.

Thefloor below wasirregular, partidly buckled, the result of one of the
quakesthat Danni said had plagued Coruscant since the Y uuzhan VVong had begun to
shift itsorbit. It was covered in black materia, gummy and sticky, the sort of
material Mara had seen on countless roofs of buildings on other worlds. Its use
here meant that this surface was not intended as awork or habitation area - but
now it wasfull of beings, acongtant stream of haggard maesand femdes of a
variety of species emerging from and descending into gairs a the chamber's
four corners. Wearing tatters, not interacting, barely blinking, they carried

duracrete blocks and rubbish and portions of bodies, hauling these things out



through aside tunnel and returning unencumbered.

Clearly they were excavating something in the chamber or chambers below
that black floor, and doing so at the bidding of another. But where, and what,
was that being? There was no sign of the Y uuzhan VVong, no sign of Lord Nyax.

From the end of ameta beam that bobbed occasionaly under the combination
of her weight and the stray breeze that moved through the chamber, Mara could
look straight down at the center of thefloor. It sagged, suggesting that there
was asingle large chamber benegth. She pulled out her comlink, "Luke" she
whispered.

“I'm here"

She knew that; she could fed him, dozens of meters away, toward one of
this chamber's four upper corners, at the hole Elassar had found. He was with
Tahiri, Face, and Kell. Any of them could have been the oneto crawl out on this
metal beam, but it had been Marasturn.

"l sugpect it would be child's play to join one of the work gangs” Mara
said. "l don't think they'd react if awampain awar helmet and adancing skirt
garted working with them."

Face's voice came back: "Give meaminute, | can work up that disguise.”

"How about you just keep your current outfit and go see what they're
digging up?'

"Spoilgport. Give me about ten minutesto get down there."

"Will do." She gtiffened. "Wait a second. Something's changing.”

The line of workers stopped in place, every one of the dozens of blank-eyed
Coruscant survivorsturning toward afar corner of the chamber. Marastrained to

see, then gave up and brought out her macrobinoculars.



In that corner, aflap of sheet meta was pulled aside by something on the
other side... and Lord Nyax stepped through.

Marafelt ahiss try to escape her. She dilled it, an unnecessary
precaution, as at this distance no living creature could have heard her. But the
contrast between the malevolent Force presence she could fed from that man and
his cheerful looks atop that monstroudy tall body was sartling.

She amost dropped the macrobinoculars. "Luke, did you fed that?

"l did. Maybe you should get back here."

"Maybe| shouldn't." She returned her attention to the man in the distance.
"But keep talking to me."

"Will do. What are you seeing?"

"Lord Nyax. He's come through the wall and he's waking toward the work
crews. He'saone."

"How's hisexpresson?'

"Happy. Childish-happy." For amoment, she could see into Lord Nyax's
thoughts deeper than mere visua evidence should dlow her. "He's pleased with
their progress. They've got it ready to go.”

"Got what ready?'

"What they told him about."” Marashook her head again asif tryingto fling
the dlien thoughts from her skull by centrifugd force. "I can't seem to close
myself off, Luke. | can't seemto block it."

"Meg, ether. Or Tahiri. I'm coming out there."

Maralooked back. In the distance behind her, she saw adark shape emerge
fromaceling-high holeinthewall and come trotting across intact meta
beams, more nimble than any acrobat.

She felt another sensation in the Force, ahunger that seemed decidedly out



of character for Lord Nyax. She returned her attention to him.

The thing with Irek |smaren's face stopped just short of the nearest work
crew and was now |looking toward the corner of the chamber immediatdy benesth
Luke's entry point. There were shrieks from the stairwell there.

Figures burst up from the stairwell-armed and armored Y uuzhan Vong warriors
emerged, moving fast, and the fifth one out of the stairwell was being dragged
by aleashed voxyn. That was the hunger, the desperate craving of the voxyn to
find and destroy al Force-users.

The voxyn's head turned as its gaze swept the room. Marasaw its attention
flash across Luke, across her - she felt its awareness of her like a physicd
touch-and then cometo rest on Lord Nyax. It lunged in his direction, its
handler unable to hold it back despite the leash. A second warrior grabbed the
leash, added his strength to that of the first, and they managed to drag the
voxyn to ahdlt.

Lord Nyax smiled asthewarriors, twenty of them now, spread out ina
semicircle. They approached him, amphigaffs ready, some of them handling
thudbugs or razorbugs. They moved through the crowd of workers, contemptuoudy
shoving those beings aside, hurling them off their fedt.

The beam Mara was on bobbed more deeply as L uke arrived. He stretched out
behind her and pulled out his own macrobinoculars.

Marafelt asudden surge of hatred-not for Luke, not for Lord Nyax, hut for
the Y uuzhan Vong. She knew it to be a sentiment from outside her, and that kept
it from being quite as compelling asit could have been.

And in that same ingtant, the workers screamed in rage of their own and

swarmed the Y uuzhan VVong warriors.



The warriors swung and stabbed. Mara saw workers Pierced through heart and
gut and brain. When those attacks were not indantly mortad, they continued
running and leaping at the Y uuzhan Vong, crashing into them bearing them to the
floor by weight of numbers.

The voxyn handlers went down. The voxyn leaped free and charged Lord Nyax,
itsgrowl of rage rumbling through the chamber.

A lightsaber, ared one, ignited in Lord Nyax's hand. Then Mara took
another look. Thiswasn't anormd lightsaber; the energy blade emerged from the
back of hismetallic glove. It pivoted as he flexed his right hand. Ancther
emerged from hisleft glove.

The voxyn, canny and old, charged to within three meters of Lord Nyax and
then arched its back. It made a noise like a bedchamber's worth of carpet being
suddenly ripped in two, and agout of dark, smoking liquid sprayed from its
mouth.

A portion of flooring between the voxyn and Lord Nyax tore free, lifting
into the fluid's path. The voxyn's acid splashed across it, dmog indantly
burning through it, but its momentum was arrested. It and the flooring fell, the
sound of the chemical reaction of the acid audible even at this distance.

Fallen Y uuzhan Vong warriors were risng now, having torn themsdves free
of the masses of people bearing upon them. Marasaw limbs being severed from
torsos by expert amphistaff blows, saw trails of blood, some of it jets of
arterid blood gouting high into the air, from the frenzied but ineffective
workers asthey were cut down.

More red lightsaber blades sprang forth from Lord Nyax's body. Mara saw
blades emerge downward from his elbows, upward from his knees.

"Wehaveto hdp,” Luke said.



Maraturned. L uke was wrapping the cord of his beltgrapnel, long abandoned
but definitely auseful tool for the exploration of Coruscant's lower reaches,
around the metal beam.

"Help who?'

"Help the Vong. Yeah, | know, | know, it's something you've never heard
anyone say before." Luke rolled off the beam and fdll, his descent arrested by
his hand on the cord; more cord deployed from his belt as he descended. "I'm not
worried about the fate of the Y uuzhan Vong," hetold her. "But we desperately
need any resources we can use againgt Lord Nyax."

Marahissed in vexation. She tucked her macrobinocu-lars away, grabbed
Luke's cord, and swung out over open space, then did down after her husband.
In the corner of her eye, she saw the voxyn charge Lord Nyax. He dodged
under the beast's legp and flexed an arm. His elbow-blade sheared through the

voxyn'sgut, dicing the beast cleanly in two. It landed in pieces behind him.

Then, as Maraswung around on the rope during her descent, she saw the
woman.

The woman was dark-haired, attractive, sanding at the top of the Saircase
by which the Y uuzhan VVong had arrived. Unlike the workers, she was dert,
watching the fight with an expression of detached interest.

ShewasViqgi Shesh.

Marafet coldness sweep over her. The woman who had helped betray
Coruscant to the Y uuzhan Vong, the woman who had stolen Mara's son, Ben, was
here, palling around with her Y uuzhan VVong masters while the world crumbled
around them.

She opened hersdf to L uke through the Force, some-thing she preferred not



to do while cold thoughts of murder were strong in her, and let him see Vig
through her eyes. " Viqi fird," shesad.

"Lord Nyax first," he answered. At ten meters above the floor, he detached
the cord spool from his belt and let go with hishand, dropping the remaining
distance. Helanded in atuck and roll and came up in afull-speed run draight
at Lord Nyax.

Maraspared onelast ook at Vigi, aglance that, had it become a physca
manifestation of her anger, would have diced through the woman as cleanly asan
amphi-staff point, and dropped. She came up in aroll and followed her husband.

Ahead, thefirst pair of Y uuzhan Vong warriors had reached Lord Nyax.

Viqgi watched the huge pale man daughter Y uuzhan Vong warriors.

The firgt two warriors stopped a dozen steps from the thing and hurled
thudbugs. The pale man twitched and the lightsaber blades from one forearm and
one kneerose, incinerating the living wegpons.

Two more warriors raced up and, under cover of more thrown thudbugs,
charged, whipping their amphistaffs around, one lashing out with the tal and
the other with fangs.

The pale man stepped in close to the second warrior. The firgt warrior's
fang attack missed by ameter. The pale man's|eft forearm blade lashed out &
the second warrior, who blocked the attack by catching the blade in an
amphigtaff coil. Then the pale man'sleft ebow blade raked acrossthe warrior's
throat, separating it from his body. Meanwhile, the pade man'sright-arm, right-
elbow, right-knee blades rose, darted, swayed, and wherever they wert,

incandescences flared-sign of thudbugs being vaporized.



The pde man flipped the dead warrior's amphigaff toward the firs
warrior. The warrior contemptuoudy swept it out of the way, overcorrected as
his own staff came back to block alightsaber thrust-and could nat block the
other lightsaber blade asit smultaneoudy thrust into his helmet's eye socket.
Hefél, smoke pouring from the mask ashe died.

More warriors arrived-two still threw thudbugs, four more skidded to a stop
beside them and waited for a bare second to calculate their strategy.

A pieceof celing stled whirled down like aspinning sawblade from above.
It flashed acrossthe warriors position a knee height, and just for afraction
of asecond Vigi thought that it had missed. Then those six warriors collgpsed,
legs severed at the knees, blood gouting from the sumps and limbs.

Seconds had passed. Eight Y uuzhan VVong warriors and their voxyn were dead.
Seventeen more remained.

These warriors approached more cautioudy. Directed by Denua Ku, they
circled around the smiling, confident pale man who towered over them.

Thewhirling stedd panel came around for another Pass, but thistime, a
chunk of machinery, an air-cooling unit ameter on aside, fired off from the
floor asthough it were aguided missile and hurtled into the sheet's path. The
sheet wrapped around it with aferocious, aimost shriek of metd bending, and
both fell to thefloor.

The pale man looked off to Viqi's left. She followed its gaze. There,
advancing on the pale man, lightsabers it were Luke Skywaker and Mara Jade.

Vigi'seyes grew wide. What were they doing here?

The Y uuzhan Vong, too, seemed caught off-guard. Denua Ku had no more love

of the Jeedal than any warrior, but he was smart; Vigi saw him wave hiswarriors



back, waiting for the intentions of the Jedi to be reveded.

It was time to go. No matter who the victor was, Vigi would either end up
dead or pressed once more into the service of the Yuuzhan Vong. She oun to
sprint to the stairwell.

Shetripped over an outstretched leg. It was clad in vonduun crab armor.

Shelooked up, confused. All the Y uuzhan Vong warriors had been ahead of
her. Where had this one come from? He was the talest she'd seen, and wore
unusud black-and-silver armor. So did the shorter warrior next to him, the one
with the digtinctive branding marks on hisface.

That one said, "What do we have here, Exploson Boy?' His voice was
cultured, hisBasic perfect.

Thetdl onesaid, "Dunno.” He, too, spoke Basic. He reached down, seized
one of Vigi'sankles, and straightened. He held her upside-down a arm's length.
"Runt of thelitter, I'd say."

Disoriented, Viqgi could only wetch as a lithe femde Jedi, lightsaber
blazing, ran past the three of them, paying these Y uuzhan Vong warriors no
attention.

A clang over her head startled her. Shelooked up - down, at the floor-and
saw her locator lying there.

She reached for it, but the tall warrior swung her to one side. "Grab that,
would you, Poster Boy?"

"Got it The one addressed as Poster Boy seized the device and
sraightened. "Ah, amilitary-spec vehicle locator. Uulshos makes these. Hey,
itslive”

Viqi findly found her voice. "Tha'smine."

"Not anymore, Senator."



Luke and Mara approached Lord Nyax and his Yuuzhen VVong attackers. They
kept their guards up, their senses-both physical and Force-dert.

L uke searched the facein front of him. He looked for some trace of
humanity. He saw only smiling mockery, and he could fed the thing through the
Force, its gppreciation at having daughtered warriors, its appreciation at the
thought of daughtering Luke and Mara.

There was no recognition in its emotion, no acknowledgement of kinship of
any sort.

"l don't know if you can understand me," Luke said. "But whatever you're
doing, whatever your plansare, | have to stop you."

Lord Nyax's smile grew broader. It seemed to recognize Luke's intent, even
if it could not grasp hiswords.

Then it answered-not in words, but inimages. Luke saw the power of its
will, expressed through the Force, rdling over the remaining people of
Coruscant like water roaring down a canyon through a burst dam. He saw them
sweeping across Coruscant, killing and egting everything in their way-the
Y uuzhan V ong, the disobedient, the Force-blind. He saw the workers here boarding
the machine benegth their feet, crashing it through kilometers of buildings
until they came to some place, asource for more power to fud this glorious,
delirioudy happy destructive impulse.

Inthat ingtant, Luke joined in the plan. He longed to daughter the
outsiders, those who did not understand or join. He longed to taste their flesh,

Heturned to Mara, beckoning her to join. She was facing the Yuuzhan Vong



warriors, preventing them from surprising Luke with an attack, but her gaze was
yanked to Luke. Her eyes widened, and he could fed her leaning toward him,
leaning toward acceptance of thiscrucia duty.

But the Sight of her brought memories. Luke saw worlds of beauty. He saw
his son, composed of Luke and Mara and years to come. Around the edges of Lord
Nyax's command hefelt the Force, its other natures, the life from which it
flowed.

He turned back toward Lord Nyax and struggled to find the words to express
histhought. "I... gand... in... your... way."

It was the Jedi way. Jedi did not attack. But to position onesdf in the
path of aviolent aggressor who would not yield achieved the same result.

All he could ever do as leader of the wartime Jedi was lead them into the
path of the enemy. That was, Luke redlized, perhaps his greatest limitation, and
in struggling againgt it without understanding it, he may have hampered the Jedi
effectiveness againg the enemy.

But once recognized and accepted, it was dso perhaps his grestest
strength. Whether by accident or design, by hisown will or by the permutations
of the Force, he had dways found hisway into the path of the great enemies of
dl thingsliving.

And here hewas again. "'l stand in your way," Luke repeated, and was
pleased that he had regained control over hisvoice. "What you see, you will not
achieve"

The expresson on Lord Nyax's face turned from mocking amusament to
seriousness... even sadness, for abrief moment, as though the thing had at last
recognized some kinship and discovered that it did not bridge the guif between

the two of them.



Then it charged.

Kel finished binding Vigi's hands behind her back and looked up intimeto
see Lord Nyax lunge toward Luke.

Luke raised hislightsaber, caught the downward sweep of Lord Nyax'sright-
hand forearm weapon. He spun clockwise, narrowing his profile as the left-hand
forearm blade thrust toward him, and kept hisguard up in timeto intercept the
right-hand elbow blade. Maraleapt forward, unleashing two fast blows thet the
thing's left-elbow blade caught, then folded over nearly double as she leaped
back from agtrike from itsleft knee.

The Y uuzhan Vong warriors unloaded handfuls of thudbugs and razorbugs,
heedless of which of the targets they might hit, but the two Jedi and Lord Nyax
flicked the wegpons out of the air or dodged them entirely.

Two Jedi? Three. Suddenly Tahiri wasin their midst, coming up on Luke's
|eft, blocking afollow-up blow from the elbow blade on that side.

"Bad,"Kéll sad.

Face nodded. "Bad bad." He pulled his blaster rifle from the wrappings on
his back. "But who to shoot first?"

"We're no good here" Kell gestured toward the stairwell. "Let's see what
they're doing down below. If it'simportant, | can blow it up.”

"Thet'sour Kdl."

Kell sat Vigi on her feet, then hauled her up over his shoulder. Following

Face, he descended the stairwell.



Denua Ku watched the palgeedal, and for amoment admiration almost drowned
out the revulson hefelt at the notion of having abomination-machines like
light-sabers touching one's own flesh.

The pae thing fought with a savagery and speed unlike those of any warrior
he had ever seen. And it was untrained. With his experienced warrior's eye, he
could seethat its movements were indtinctive, afact reveded in the creature's
failure to throw effective combinations of blows, itsinability to gauge which
way its enemieswould legp when it attacked them.

If it had been born Y uuzhan Vong, if hed been abletotrainit for ayear,
even haf ayear, he could have turned this thing into the grestest warrior who
was not himself agod. Asit was, hed haveto kill thisthing.

Even if the Jeedai, too, wanted it deed, it was still an @omination. And
it wasthe grester threat. It had to diefirst. He threw hislast razorbug, then
lunged forward into hand-to-hand range, probing at the pale thing's back with
thetail-tip of hisamphigtaff.

The pae thing spun, sending its knee blade toward Denua Ku's guts. He
blocked the sweep with his amphistaff, but the impact was tremendous; it threw
him back off hisfeet. Herolled backward and came upright, saw one of his
warriors perform asimilar probing assault... and thiswarrior took a forearm
blade through the throat.

Nine Y uuzhan VVong warriors down. Sixteen to go. The numbers were becoming
WOrse.

A tremendous mechanical roar shook the chamber. It lowered dightly in

volume but became steadly, filling the air.



FOURTEEN

"It'saddaying tactic!" Marashouted over theroar.

"l know!" Luke shouted back. "It'sworking! I'm being delayed!" He stopped
aforearm-swing and was driven back a step, stopped the follow-up ebow swing
and was driven back a step, jumped back to avoid the knee-strike and discovered
it wasonly afeint; Lord Nyax'sleg snapped back and caught a Y uuzhan Vong
warrior in the crotch, collapsing the warrior despiteitsarmor.

Every step took the Jedi and the warriors toward the center of the chamber.
Thefloor vibrated benesth their feet.

"What?' Marasaid.

"] didn't say anything!"

"Not you! Speak up, Face!"

Luke waved Mara back. She jumped up and backward in a somersault, taking
her out of Lord Nyax's range, and took out her comlink, holding it up to her
ear. Tahiri took her place, swinging her lightsaber defensively, eyes wide as

she andyzed her attacker's motions and patterns.

* % %

"l said, it'sabig machine," Face shouted. Here, & the source of the
vibration, the noise was much worse.

He, Kdl, and their struggling cargo were on a catwak two levels down from



the floor where the Jedi and Y uuzhan V ong fought, one level down from the side-
passageway's by which the Vong must have arrived. And the catwalk itsdf was the
top level of adeep, degp chamber-a chamber that housed asingle vehicle.

Had that machine been set up on any world but Cor-uscant, it would have
been considered a skyscraper. It was hundreds of meterstal. At its base were
treaded appendages that could ral like tank treads or lift and move
independently like feet. All dong its surface were hydraulic ams, some ended
in what looked like plasma cutters, others in huge bdl-like weapons, 4ill
othersin manipulator hands.

At the top was a sensor station surrounded by trans-paristeel panels, and
packed into that station were living beings. Many of the workers who had not
been on the floor above at the onset of the Y uuzhan V ong attack were here, and
more were shoving their way way aong a catwalk extension that led to adoor in
that station.

Down below were more beings, tirdesdy carrying hunks of debrisaway from
the machine's base.

Thewholething roared like afleet of antiquated Pod-racers. The vibration
cut into Face's skin wherever the vonduun crab armor did not cover it.

"Tdl her it'sacongruction droid,” Kdl shouted. "It looks completdy
functiond.”

Face shouted that information into his comlink.

"Did she hear you?'

"l don't know."

"“Tel her itsmoving."

Far below, the treads spun into action. The construction droid's machinery

whined asthe gigantic machine Jlurched into action... and then crashed into



the dura-crete wal beforeit.

Unableto hear, Marabit off acurse. She tucked her comlink away and
jumped back into the fight, deflected apair of thudbugs, took aswipe a Lord
Nyax's hand; itsarm rotated and it caught the attack on its lightsaber blade.

Lukeflipped over the pae thing, driking as he went; his blow was
blocked.

Tahiri, in front, lunged forward... and sumbled, right into the path of a
knee blade. Marareached out, an effort to shove with the Force, knowing thet
shewastoo late, knowing that the knee-blade would emergein a fraction of a
second from the back of Tahiri's skull-but Tahiri whipped to the Side, ill in
control, ftill in balance, even as L uke crashed feetfirst into Lord Nyax's neck,
forcing its head down toward its own knee-blade.

The blade turned itself off. Lord Nyax's head passed through empty space.
Luke, backflipping to hisfeet, offered up an expresson of bafflement and
frudtration.

Marasighed. It had been a feint, an effort to trick the thing into
spearing itsdlf with its own weapons. But its designers had been too thorough.
There werefail-safes.

Thefloor rocked under their feet. Marafelt the crash from below as much
assheheard it.

Lord Nyax legpt upward a half-dozen meters and then, impossibly, just hung
there in space, smiling down at the Jedi and the Y uuzhan Vong.

Mararedized, afraction of asecond too late, that it had merely grabbed



the same cord by which she and L uke had descended. Then the floor went out from

under her.

The congruction droid plowed into the wall beforeit, smashing sted and
duracrete out, alowing blue-white sunlight to spilt in. It lurched and wobbled
asit continued, interna ba ance compensators having a hard time keeping up
with theirregularity of the surface it moved across.

The catwak under Face'sfest rippled. "C'mon!" He turned back toward the
sairsthey'd descended, but the catwalk mounting on the corner nearest the
droid's exit hole snapped and dropped, snapping the next mounting toward him and
the next mounting after that. The catwalk fell al aong one wall, except for
the mounting behind Face and Kell, turning their footing into a steep ramp.

Face managed to get his hands on the catwalk railing. Ashisfeet went out
from under him, he held on. He looked up, could see Kdl holding on above him,
could seethe celling of this chamber split and collgpse as one of its
supporting walls gave way under the droid's destructive exit.

Bodies began spilling through the split in the ceiling. Some were bodies of
workers. Others were Y uuzhan VVong warriors.

Then there were the bodies of his Jedi friends.

Ashefdt hisfooting give way, Luke sprang, with the last bit of traction
the flooring gave him, toward Maraand Tahiri. He hit them like an overly
aggressive balplayer, catching onein each arm.

The patch of floor they were heading toward opened, giving him nothing to



land on. With the Force, he shoved at his own back, propelling him through the
rent, toward the metal wall he saw before him, the wall and the catwalk there...

He saw that their arc was going to missthe catwak. They would hit the
wall and plummet. But in that ingtant, the left end of the catwalk broke free of
its moorings and dropped, bringing it beneath their balligic arc. A moment
later, they hit the swaying thing, bending it down il farther, but Mara and
Tahiri grabbed itstrailing end and held on with their considerable strength.

Gasping for bresth, Luke looked around. He and both of the others had
switched off their lightsabers midlegp. "Good ingincts," he said.

"Good teacher,” Tahiri said. Shelooked up, past Luke. "Hey, Face, is that
you?"

"Hold on, hold on, I'll get aline down to you."

Facetied off the cord he'd once used to safeguard his passage across an
elevated wakway. He dropped the other end down the swaying catwalk toward the
Jedi. In moments, Luke, Mara, and Tahiri swarmed up to join them. The
congtruction droid was only just pulling out onto the avenue beyond the
building.

"Didyou see Vigi Shesh?' Mara asked.

Kdl jerked athumb up toward the stairwell behind them. "Shewas till a
the bottom of the steps when the big boom hit. She took off."

Mara clambered up to the base of the stairs. "'I'm going after her.”

"Mara, no." Lukesvoicedid not carry aplea; histone conveyed smple

truth. "Lord Nyax is moreimportant. | canfed hm moving up there. Moving



away. We haveto go after him, bring him down.”

Marasighed, shut her eyes. After amoment, she nodded.

"l logt her, I'll go after her," Kdll said.

Face pressed the locator into hishand. "No. Y ou go &fter this, Mechanic
Boy. It could be our ticket out of here.”

"Y ou go after her, then.”

Face gestured toward the construction droid, which leaned a an darming
angle toward the next building over asit turned rightward onto the avenue. "I'm
going after that. Nyax sent it off for a purpose. We need to know what thet
purposeis.”

Mara pounded her fist on the bottom step, then stood. "Let'sgo," she said.

Up on the half-collapsed floor above, Denua Ku hung, ungble to dimb,
unable to descend.

A three-meter length of rebar emerged from hisgut. It was dick with his
blood. He knew that hislung had been punctured.

The pain was extraordinary. He did not mind pain, did not feer it, but it
was beginning to fadein away that suggested imminent deeth rather then
recovery.

Inthe slenceleft by the infidd machings departure, he heard feet
padding softly across the remaimng floor. He looked up. Vigi Shesh, most of the
way around the chamber toward the hole by which the pade monger had entered,
her hands tied behind her back, paused and looked at him.

"Tell them | died well," DenuaKu said.

"I'll tell them,” she said. "I'll tell them you died whining, that you died



begging for infidd medicines, anything to dleviatethe pan.”

Denua Ku snarled. He reached for his pouch, for his lagt remaining
razorbugs.

Vigi laughed a him. Before he could bring out the wegpons, she reached the

corner and ducked through the hole there.

Lord Nyax led the three Jedi on a high-speed run through the ruins of
Coruscant. He could travel faster than they could, because from time to time
hedd smply leap from one building to the next one over, usudly alegp too
great for them to match. Y et they could alwaysfed himin the distance, sense
his movements, sense afedling of expectation and even anxiety from him.

Oncethey caught up very close. The bodies of five lightly scarred Y uuzhen
Vong warriors, young ones, lay in abrightly lit corridor, their wounds dill
smoking. In the distance, the Jedi could hear the footsteps of Lord Nyax
fleaing.

"Where'she going?' Mara asked.

L uke thought about where they started thisfight, where they'd been since
then. "It'sabig arc. Maybe part of abig circle.”

"Why?" Tahiri asked. She bresthed more easily than Luke or Mara, the energy
and resilience of youth standing her in good stead.

"He'snot fleeing,” Luke said. "He could have left us behind sometime ago.
So hewants usto follow him. Into atrap?’ He shook his head. "He would have
gone straight. No, he'sjust leading us on achase. A diversion.”

"So where does he want us not to go?' Tahiri asked.



Maraturned abruptly, headed back the way they'd come. "To wherever it sent
that construction droid.” She pulled out her comlink. "Marato Face. Come in,

Face."

Face ducked behind a pillar between two smashed-in panels of
transparisted. He got out of gght judt in time. Outside, a wingpair of
coralskippersflew by at his exact dtitude-the same dtitude asthe top leve
of the combat droid. "Face here. | hear you."

"Areyou ill with the congtruction droid?!

"Wdl, yesand no." Heleaned out of the shattered viewport next to him. In
the distance, he could see the cord skippers hovering outside the mound of
rubble the construction droid made when it plowed into the Sde of a giant
ziggurat of buildings. "It'sahead of me. It's digging through construction.
Moving alot faster than those things are rated to move, I'll bet. I'm cut off
from it for the moment. I'm going to have to track it from floors above and hope
they don't fall out from under me.”

"Leave atracking sgna open. We need to find you."

"Done. Face out." He sat there for afew more moments, gasping in the warm,

moig, cloying air of Coruscant, then rose again. "'l hate thisjob."

The Jedi circled around the growing accumulation of coral skippers hovering
outside the collapsed hole the congtruction droid had bored into the ziggurat's
sde. On an upper floor haf akilometer from the gathering, they met up with

Face and peered at the ziggurat. "Interesting,” Luke said.



"What?' said Tahiri.

"Thisisone of the monoalithic blocksthat served the Old Republic as a
government center,” Luke said. "A lot of it belonged to secondary bureaus, to
embassies and legations from non-Republic worlds, and to businesses and
organizations more or less alied with the Old Republic.”

Tahiri gave him askeptica look. "How do you know that?'

"Because, youngder, the few surviving databases and filemaps that
mentioned the old Jedi Templeindicated that it was" Luke pointed. "-somewhere
there. I've been dl through it, kilometers and kilometers of it. By thetime |
got tolook at it, of course, Emperor Pdpatine had long destroyed every
remaining trace of the Jedi.”

"Maybe not every trace," Marasaid. "Why do you suppose Lord Nyax is
digging there?'

"Because..." Luke considered. "Because he has some kind of implanted
memories or ingtincts? Perhaps he wants to destroy any remnant of the Temple
because of lingering emotions. Or maybe he knows about some portion of it thet
was never on the public databases.”

"Either way," Marasad, "we haveto find out."

Luke smiled. "One of the advantages about having been dl through thet

regionisthat | know quite afew waysin and out. Cmon, let's bypass these

Kips."

Deep inthe guts of the ziggurat, the construction droid leaned against the

doping black wall, driving its plasma cutters into the smooth surface,



hammering the glossy wall with its mechanica limbs. Chunks of dense stone fell
away from the impact points, but the wal yielded only very dowly.

Luke and his companions peered at the action through a crack in aduracrete
wall acouple of stories up. Much of the congtruction that should have been
beneath them had collapsed as soon as the construction droid had plowed its way
to this point, meaning that the creaking and sagging of the floor benesth them
heralded afurther collgpse that was probably imminent. "What's beyond thet
wall, farmboy?" Luke shook hishead. "I don't know. | didn't know this area was
here. I'm not sure there were any visible accessesinto it before. Hey, we have
Y uuzhan VVong coming.”

Despite the danger that her extraweight might present, Maraleaned in over
her husband's shoulder to look. Y uuzhan Vong warriors were scrambling over the
rubble and rushing toward the construction droid.

Coruscant survivors rushed out of the construction droid's base to mest
them. Unarmed, ill-fed, they still had atremendous edge in numbers over the
warriors, and Luke saw severd of the Y uuzhan Vong go down under struggling
masses of bodies. The stronger survivors picked up chunks of stone and brained
the troops. More Y uuzhan Vong entered. More survivors swarmed in, now coming
from surrounding areas of rubble instead of just from the droid's base.

Luke looked back at the others. "He's near. He's cdlling to them. Cdling
for hep.”

Face pulled his hdmet off, touched hisforehead. He looked troubled. "
know. | can fed him. In my head. | Want to go down there." He looked up into
their worried expressions, offered them awan amile. "Well, mostly | don't. But
| can fed thedraw.”

"You'restrong,” Tahiri said. "Well fed. Y ou have hope still. HEd have to



exert himself moreto control you. But | suspect he can. I'm not sure he can't
control us."

"Kdl to Face." The voice, smdl and tinny, floated up from Face's helmet.

TheWraith leader pulled his hemet up beside hisfeatures. "Face here"

"I've found the source of the locator sgnd. We're in luck. It's a
gpaceworthy transport. It's our passage back to Borleias.”

"What kind of conditionisitin?'

"It'sready to go. Oh, it's blocked in by severd tons of rubble.”

"Canyou handlethat?'

"What's my bag full of ?*

"That'swhat | thought.”

Lukelooked again at the battle raging below, a battle where his only
opponent of consequence was the creature they cdled Lord Nyax. "Face, our
missionisover. | want you to round up the others, get to that transport, and
prepare to leave Coruscant.”

Face grinned a him as though he were waiting for apunch line. "And what
about you Slly Jedi types?’

"We're going down there." Luke closed hiseyes, just for amoment, as the
weight of that decision pressed upon him. He was about to lead his wife and a
teenager into a Situation he wasn't sure he could handle, aSituation that was
likely to get them dl killed. Helooked at Face again. "If we die here, the
other Jedi need to know about Lord Nyax. Y ou're going to tell them.”

Face thought about it, his smile disappearing. "I normaly try to argue
agang suicide missons.”

"But you know what Lord Nyax can do.”



"Yes. Sodl | candoiswishyou luck."

Face |eft.

Luke took a couple of deep breaths, turned to the others. "Ready?
"Ready," Tahiri said.

Mara just nodded.

Lukeignited hislightsaber and diced into the ggp held been peering

through, widening it.

Lord Nyax watched as hisworkers swvarmed toward the warriors he could not
sense. Hedid not like the fact that he could not fed them, but he did enjoy
seeing hisworkerskill them-though it was usudly at acost of twenty or thirty
workers per warrior.

But he was summoning more workersfrom al around. No matter how well they
hid in the ruined undercity, his cal reached them and forced many, mog, to
climb free of their hiding holes, to sumble and then wak and then race toward
the scene of this conflict.

And he could fed thewall weakening. Soon it would give way completely.
The woman who had told him of thiswonderful machine-he thought she was up a
its summit, making it move-had been right.

Then he sensed something and looked up. A bar of en-ergy flashed, and three
peoplefdl out of aholeinthe celing.

They drifted laterdly to the top of the dope of the black wall, riding it
down, using their power to dow their descent, keep thar balance, increasing
the friction between the clothes on their feet and the wall's surface.

Lord Nyax moved to be benesth them. Heignited hisblades, dl of them. He



knew they'd be here, knew it from the moment they stopped chasing him. He wished
they'd go away instead of tiring him.

The foremost of them, the male, did down until he was not far above Lord
Nyax's reach, then legpt free, somersaulting to land somewhere behind him. Lord
Nyax reached out as the male came down; he did a sharp-edged piece of sone
toward the male€'s landing area, timing it so that the stone would shear through
the maleslegs. But the male dowed his descent and rotation, landing atop the
stone instead of in front of it, and bounded off, toward Lord Nyax. Meanwhile,
the women legpt clear of the stone, spinning down toward him, igniting thair
weapons asthey came.

Lord Nyax legpt free of the center of their formation, bounding up over the
head of the red-haired femae. He hit the stone wall feetfirst, shoved off, and
rotated to alanding many steps away from the three pests.

Then he made athought and drove it into their heads.

It hit Lukelike arazorbug fired draight through his forehead. Luke
staggered under the pain. His back hit the irregular floor. He waved his
lightsaber up and in front of him, adefensive form, but there was no follow-up
blow for him to counter.

There was, however, anew priority. He was to switch off hislightsaber and
then go attack the Y uuzhan VVong. Helegpt to his feet and turned his weapon off.
He could see Maraand Tahiri doing the same.

But that would mean dying-and, worse, failing.

No, it'swhat he had to do.



No, he couldn't do that.

He stood, frozen by the dilemma, straining againgt the thought that filled
his mind, the thought that was dowly driving out every other consideration.

So he did what he had to whenever he was confused. He reached out, touching
Marain the Force. He didn't have to open his mind to her; hismind was as open
asit could be, held open by Lord Nyax's thought. He just had to reach for her,
and she was there, locked in as much confusion and pain as he.

She had no answer for him. He reached for Tahiri and found her to be
identically immobile.

Hefdt Lord Nyax grow impatient, then angry, and Lord Nyax expressed his
anger through pain. Luke fdt hisfingers and toes, handsand fet, shins and
forearms explode. Hefdl, writhing, then stared in amazement as he redized
that hislimbswere dtill atached-the pain wasred, but no injury had caused
it. He could fed Maraspain, fed Tahiri's.

There was something different about Tahiri's. Helooked over to where she
lay.

Shewasralling to her ssomach, forcing her way to her feet. Off-balance,
weaving as she stood, she nevertheless managed to pick up her lightsaber and
igniteit. Shelooked at Nyax, anger blazing in her eyes. "'l know something
about pain you dont," she said. "Pain drowns other people. | just swimin it."
Shetook a step toward her tormenter.

Luke could fed Nyax's anger, hismoment of confusion. And though Luke
couldn't move, he could act. He reached out through the Force and grabbed the
stone that Nyax had tried to use against hm moments earlier. He jerked it
toward hisenemy.

And though he was weakened by pain, by digraction, it flew those few



meters and dammed into Nyax's back, driving him forward, damming him off his
feet.

Tahiri legpt forward, bringing her lightsaber down in an dl-out attack.
Nyax managed to get one of hisarm-blades up to intercept it, then kicked ot,
shoving off againgt apile of rubble. He did away from Tahiri, and the dide
continued well past the point that it should, carrying him clear of her... but
heleft skin and blood behind on rubble he crossed.

Luke felt Nyax's astonishment, his outrage at having been wounded, however
trividly. Then Nyax drove another thought into Luke's brain: Kill Tahiri.

Thistime, Luke was ready for it. Hed had amoment to center his thoughts
and, most important, emotions. He was ready with hismemories of Tahiri, dl the
time's he'd been delighted as shed made another gain in her study of the Force,
all the hopes held had for her future and happiness. He could hold up like a
shiedd hismemory of her lovefor hisnephew Anakin Solo. All those memories
blunted Nyax's attack, shattered its speartip.

Luke reached for Maraagain and found her amilaly armored, but with
logic, not emotion. Running through her mind wasacold cdculaion of dlies
and opponents, actions and consequences. Uppermost in it was aredlization that
Nyax could rule any individua, and out of individuals whole gaaxies were made.

But deep beneath the analysis was a stream of emotion, an awareness of
their son Ben, of what he would beif Nyax could find him and shape him.

L uke came up on shaky legs, felt Mara doing the same. And though Nyax was
not |etting up on the pain-energy, it affected Luke less now. He could fed
Tahiri's part in that, the way she opened hersdlf to the pain, was not daunted

by it, was not shut down by it.



They faced Nyax asasingle creature. The part of them that was Mara
rejected the false truths Nyax tried to impose upon them. The part of them thet
was L uke regjected the false hatreds, the lying enmities. The part that was
Tahiri made the pain part of what they were, afud for their strength.

Nyax looked between them, and aflicker of distress, achildlike expresson
of fear, crossed his features.

Then dl four of them felt thewall break. Whatever was beyond it roared

forth to sweep them away.

Elsawhere

Above Borleias, on aroutine surveillance sweep in her X-wing, Jana Solo
wasjolted out of her detachment by asurge in the Force. She could fed Luke
and Marain the surge. She knew they were in danger. And she could see Kyp's X-
wing wobble as he, too, was hit by the sensation.

Thousands of light-years away from Borlelas, Ganner Rhysode, Jedi Knight,
kept afirm hand on the controls of hisrickety transport as he closed the last
few metersto dock with the space station ahead. But his arms spasmed as the
Force seemed to howl at him. Histransport jerked forward, hitting the docking
bay at agreater velocity than he intended. As he shook hishead to clear it, he
heard the dockmeaster over hiscomlink: "ldiot."

In an artificid environment dome, part of an evergrowing station hidden
away inthe Maw, Vain Horn,

Jedi apprentice, jerked awake so violently that he fdl from his narrow



couch. He sat up, trying to remember what nightmare had caused this reaction,
but he couldn't. Then he heard the wailing of the infant Ben Skywaker from two
compartments down, the voice of an adult trying to soothe him, the voices of

other Jedi trainees asthey compared details of what they'd just felt.

Coruscant

Rushing up aflight of emergency dairs, Bhind ahead of her, Elassar
behind, Danni sumbled asthe sensation hit her. She crashed down atop the
steps, bruising shin and ribs, and lay there gasping.

Elassar knelt beside her. "Don't move. Let melook."

"I'm not hurt." Sheignored the Devaronian and heaved hersdf upright. She
knew she had to look asrattled as she fdt. "Something happened. Something

just...got loose."

FIFTEEN

Luke swam out of asea of-not pain, not shock, but something between
exultation and complete confusion. His back was against amound of rubble, and
hiswife and the girl were beside him. He couldn't remember their names, or his

own.



Red fluid dripped down upon his shoulder. He craned his neck to look up and
saw abody on the mound above him, that of a human man. Its right am was
missing and blood poured down the rubble below, one stream of it pooling and
then dripping onto L uke.

Luke. That wasit, Luke. And Maraand Tahiri. And the Y uuzhan Vong, and
Nyax. Luke rose, saw hislightsaber afew meters away, and yanked it to him with
acasud display of the Force. It struck his pam with far more energy than he'd
intended, and he dropped it again.

Then he saw Nyax, standing benegath the holein the black wall. The hole,
one of the construction droid's wrecking claws ill within it, was twenty
meters up. Nyax danced on the pile of rubble beneath it. His was the
uncoordinated, artless, dance of achild. It was adance of joy.

Mararose beside him. Luke had known she was unhurt.

"Force energy,” she whispered.

Thismust have been awelspring of it, he thought. The old Jedi Temple
must have been built above because it was here. They were guarding it. And
guarding the planet fromit.

Nyax finished dancing. He turned to look at the Jedi. His expression was so
full of uncomplicated happinessthat it seemed impossible that he would ever try
to hurt them.

Nor did he attack them now. He smply raised ahand.

Above him, aportion of the ceiling, aplug someten meters across, shot
straight up and out of sight. Debris rained down, but drifted to one side before
it could hit Nyax. Tremendous crashing noises emerged from the hole above, and
thewalsal around them began to shake.

Tahiri joined Luke and Mara, tucking something away in her backpack. "We're



introuble" shesad.

One of the advantages of running around in alawless, ruined dty severd
kilometers deep, Face reflected, was there was dways gear to find.

Such asthisairtaxi. It had been perhaps the thirtieth one he/d seen since
leaving the Jedi, the fourth undamaged one held come across-and the first oneto
start up with asingle press of the controls. Now he roared dong the tumbled
canyons of Coruscant, following a comm beacon, keeping wel below rooftop
dtitude.

It was a necessary precaution. He saw alot of coral-skippers. All seemed
to be heading toward one |location.. the same location he'd recently fled.

He reached the vicinity of the beacon, gained until the 9gnd was its
strongest. That put him directly opposite the collapsed corner of abuilding. He
could see something shining slver there-a smple antenna, attached so recently
that nothing had had time to grow on it; no dust or soot had darkened it. "'Face
toKdl," hesaid. "l seeyour antenna."

"Drop six storiesand drift over to the next building. Come in the firg
big window," Kell answered. "The accessto wherel am is in the man chamber
there.”

"Onmy way." Facelost dtitude and sdedipped. He peered in through the
shattered viewport of what had once been a luxury gpartment, could see the
garwel reaching from the celling. He gunned histhruster and crashed through
the framework around the viewport, then cut power. Hisairtaxi dropped hdf a

meter to the floor.



Seconds later, he squeezed in through the access hatch of the vehicle named
Ugly Truth.

Kell was above himin the pilot's seat. He didn't turn around. "Did you
fed something a couple of minutes ago?' Kl asked.

"No."

"Good. Me either, then."

Face looked up through the cockpit viewport a the jumble of rubble
overhead. "Do you redly have enough explosivesto blast through that?*

"Approximately... but that's not what we're going to do.”

"Ah"

"A detonation like that might damagethisfrail little flower of an escape
ship." Kel pointed down toward hisfeet. "But the building wall on that sde
isn't asupport fed their confusion, too. Nyax, his objective accomplished, had
released them. Astheir valition returned, their physca exertions, ther
outrage at the way they had been violated for so long, overwhelmed them. "I have
to get up there," Luke said. " Persuade them to drive that thing out of here
before the building comes down.”

"No, you don't," Marasaid.

Helooked at her, surprised a such a merciless, unnecessrily crud
statement. But then he sensed her amusement at hismistake.

"Jugt tell them," shesaid.

L uke reached up and found minds-dozens of them, al receptive to the Force.
In the wash of Force energy emerging from the crack in the wdl, he found he
could reach any of them, dl of them.

He projected a strong demand for silence, a sense of calm, and could fed

them quiet. Then he formed a picturein hishead: the building collgpsing, the



congtruction droid driving in reverse to get away. He projected that image with
all the strength he could muster, bolstered by the Force wellspring.

He felt them react-shock... and then belief. In moments he heard the metd
tower's engines roar again, and could fed their intention to crash tharr way
back out through the rubble pile behind them.

L uke thumbed hislightsaber into incandescence and marched toward the
creature with Irek Ismaren'sface. Let'sfinishthis.

But Nyax, ignoring him, lifted Straight up into the ar and floated up
through the hole his Force powers had made. In amoment he was out of Sght.
wall. Support comes from the building's metd skeleton. So I've planted shaped
chargesto blow that wall out.”

"And then what?"

"And then | hit the topside nose repulsors. We tilt forward, | hit the
thrusters, we punch free, and we rotate for a while, everybody screaming and
vomiting, until | regain control.”

"Kdl, sometimes| hate you."

"Y eah, but I'm ill the best pilot you ever saw."

"Where are the others?'

"En route. | got acomm message to them.”

"How? There are kilometers of rubble between usand them! A comm messege
couldn't possibly penetrate.”

Exasperated, Kdl finaly did look down at his leader. "Do you remember
something about us putting a sensor package up at rooftop, then running adirect
cable down so Danni and Baljos could get a constant sensor feed?”

"Oh, that'sright."



"| broadcast to that sensor package-"
"Never mind, never mind, | get you now. I'll set up for the others getting

here"

The hole above Nyax's head widened. No more rubble poured down upon him.
Instead, sunlight did. First it was atiny shaft; then it broadened into ablue-
white column of brilliance. He bathed in the light, held out both hands to
captureit, rubbed it into his cheeks.

Luke could fed Tahiri's sense of shock; it matched hisown. "Did he drive
aholedl theway to the surface?' she asked.

"] think s0," Luke said. Heturned his dtention to the beings a the
summit of the construction droid. He could

Danni, Elassar, and Bhindi scrambled in through the access hatch.

"Take the seats forward,” Face ordered. "These rear ones are for the Jedi;
we don't want people climbing over each other when they board. Copilot's seet is
mine. Where's Bajos?'

"He'sstaying," Bhindi said. "Ingtead of me."

Face sghed. Onceit became likely that resistance cells would be of little
use here, he'd told Bhindi to pack up for areturn to Borleias. He hadn't
anticipated Baljos being so resstant to having his studies cut short. Baljoss
choice here might prove to be a scientific boon someday... or it might be a
uselessway to commit suicide.

But it was Bdjos's choice.

Face dogged the hatch shut, then struggled up the makeshift ladder and into

the copilot's seat. He strapped himsdlf in, "Ready when you are.”



"Boom," Kell said. He thumbed a hand remote.

The Ugly Truth rocked asthe wall beneath its kel blew out into the Street
beyond.

Kell didn't wait to evaluate the situation, the size of the hole. He shoved
his control yoke and the transport lurched forward. Face's ssomach roseinto his
throat as the transport leaned out into the open ar above the avenue, then

leapt free of the building to plummet nose-down toward the ground.

The congtruction droid'sinternal turbolift opened and the Jedi stepped out
into the machine's topside control chamber.

The scores of people packed into the chamber didn't notice them. Thar
atention was riveted on the forward viewports. Beyond them, mounds of rubble
werefdling away.. - and beyond hovered acloud of coraskippers.

Even asthe congtruction droid burst out into sunlight, the cora skippers
opened fire, pouring plasmaburstsinto the machinesfront face. Shocks from
impact points dozens of stories down rocked the control chamber. Diagnogtics
screenslit up; darms blared. Tatterdemalion workers who had, minutes ago, been
mind-controlled daves now shrieked, possessed again of enough intdligence to
realize that their doom was at hand.

"Weve got to get them out,” Tahiri said. "The wegpons-"

Luke shook his head. "This droid's weapons won't do much agangt
coralskippers. We have to use other weapons.”

"What wegpons?'

Marasad, "Us"



Luke raised hisvoice, drawing on the Force to srengthen it. "Everyone
out! Down the emergency stairs. Don't take the turbolift; it'sevil." He added
the menta image of the turbolift snapping open and shut like the mouth of a
malevolent carnivore.

The Coruscant survivors continued shrieking, but crushed forward toward the
two opposite stairwdll exits, leaving the Jedi some room in the middle. The
parting of the sea of flesh aso gave them aclearer view of the cora-skipper
formation and the incoming plasmafire.

"That fountain of Force energy iswhat made Nyax stronger,” Luke said.

"It's pure power... and we can use it, too." To demonstrate, he raised a hand
like an orchestra conductor... and a mound of rubble againg a building a
hundred meters ahead rose into the air. Luke clenched hisfig and drew it
toward him, and the rubble swept toward the construction droid.

The coralskippersto the rear of the formation had no chance. Chunks of
duracrete, stone, and ferrocrete plowed into them from behind. Dovin basd
singularities sngpped into position to swalow some of the improvised missiles
but even that was not enough. Luke's missiles smashed into yorik coral, sweeping
coralskippers out of the way.

Eyeswide, Tahiri mimicked Luke's gestures, but with the face of abuilding
to their left, to the right of the cord skippers. Chunks of facing blew forth
from the building, hurtling and falling among the cora skippers.

Mara continued to add her voice and her Force presence to the orders Luke
had given, spurring the workersto flee more quickly, but most of her attention
was on the chamber's controls, itswalls and ceiling features. She found what
she wanted and reached up to undo ahatch in the celling. Bright light spilled

in from above and ametal ladder lowered. She went up topside.



Cordskippersrose from the formation in sudden flight, attempting to get
away from the stream of crude projectiles, but those who rose fird ran into
another stream, this one moving much faster; chunks of rock and duracrete
pounded into the yorik coral, eroding it like a super-powered sandblaster,
destroying those vehicles.

At firgt Luke thought that Mara hed initiated that attack, adding her
srength to hisand Tahiri's, but he redlized after only amoment thet it fdt
wrong. He leapt up through the hatch Mara had opened, landing beside her on the
congtruction droid's roof. Tahiri was only a second behind him.

From here, they had a clearer view of the sky full of coralskippersand of
the ziggurat behind them.

From the ziggurat emerged acolumn of rubble. Asit rosg, it parted, arcing
away fromitspoint of emergencein al directions like awater spray. But this
gpray was being flung kilometersin every direction, chewing through building
tops and coralskippers asit landed.

And above its center, where the rubble no longer rose, floated Nyax. Giant
boulders danced in and out through the rubble spray, weaving alovdy spird
through theair.

"Another Jedi academy graduate,” Tahiri breathed. "He can lift redly big
rocks."

"Very funny," Luke said. He gauged the legp from the congtruction droid's
roof to the nearest solid surface on the ziggurat, decided they could make it.

"Lals gO_"



Vigi heard anoisein the distance, aroar as if some dam hed findly
opened itsvalvesto let countlesstons of water through. The floor rumbled
under her feet.

Sheignored it. Sheignored the painin her wrigts, pain caused by her
struggles againg her bindings; those struggles had gone on until shed found a
jagged piece of meta protruding from awall, and now shewasfree again.

She reached the Terson's gpartment building and the floor of their
chambers. She was trembling with exhaustion and dripping with sweet by the time
she sumbled into the living chamber... and then she froze, dmost dl remaining
hope draining from her.

The secret access stairs were down, and, of dl things, an artaxi rested
in the middle of the chamber.

Shetook the stairs up asfast as she could and stared in anguish a the
holein thewal through which the Ugly Truth had left. All her work was undone.
She would have to sart again, searching, hiding, surviving, until she could
find or repair another functiona spacecraft.

Well, it waslikely thet the airtaxi wasfunctiond. That was a Sarting
point. She descended to give it alook.

On the front seat was a pile of preserved food from the Ugly Truth, and a
note:

Senator Shesh:

We thought you would probably need these more than we do. Don't eat them
dl inoneplace.

Love,

The Wraiths

Only then did Viqi sink down to the carpet. Only then did she beginto cry.



The ziggurat was a series of high, broad steps. The Jedi leapt up to the
next step, ran its width, and then legpt up to the one above, again and again,
until they reached the roof.

From herethey could see the hole in the ziggurat root widening. With every
moment that passed, more tons of rubble poured up and out of the hole and flew
out to pour onto surrounding kilometers of buildings. Some streams diverted to
hose cord skippers out of the air. Thelines of giant boulders 4ill danced
their merry circlesaround Nyax.

Luke led the others off at an angle, to where each of the bouldersin turn
dipped down to within meters of the zig-gurat's surface. Asthe next one swept
low, they legped, propdling themselvesfarther with use of the Force, and
landed atop the irregular duracrete surface.

Luke could fed it as Nyax detected them. The pale giant rotated inthe air
to face them, his smile changing from one of Smple pleasure to one of mdice.
"Thisisgoing to be bad," Luke sad.

Maranodded. Thewind at this dtitude whipped her hair into alife of its
own, making it look like acandle flamein asirong breeze. "Any idess?'

"l have one." Tahiti kndlt to improve her balance while she stared ahead.

In the distance, this stream of boulderstook a sharp turn, then moved to within
afew meters of Nyax's position and beyond. "Just past that point. Distract him.
[l finishhim."

L uke cocked an eyebrow at her. "Youll finish him. How?"

There was something in Tahiri's eyesthat sent achill down Luke's spine.



"He could fight the Jedi just by feding us in the Force," she said. "He

couldn't fed the Y uuzhan Vong, so he had to watch. Well, I'm both." She rose
and turned away from Luke and Mara, then took the long leap to the next flying
boulder back in line. Sheraced its length, then legped again to the third

boulder down.

"What do you say we take her at her word?' Marasaid.

"I'm too tired to argue.”

Their boulder reached the end of its straightaway course and turned. It
turned more violently than its predecessors had, but Luke and Mara could fed
Nyax'sintentionsin the Force; they kept their feet planted and did not budge.

Asther vehicle came closer to Nyax, Luke stretched forth his hand. He
snatched a portion of the rubble stream from beneath them, bent its course, sent
it hurtling toward Nyax.

Nyax reacted without moving, regaining control of the stream, hurling it at
Luke.

Luke leaned over backward, rotating his boulder with him. The oncoming
stones crashed into its side and bottom as the rotation continued.

Upside down, clinging by virtue of her enhanced Force strength, Mara
ignited her lightsaber and hurled it. It twirled under the flow of boulders,
amogt invisible through the denserain of duracrete; then, as it came within
meters of Nyax, it twirled up and at him.

His expression changed to one of startlement. With none of his own blades
active to protect him, he dipped sdeways, out of the lightsaber's path, then
turned to watch it as Maradirected itsflight. She sent it around in a long
loop, preparing it for another approach.

Maraand Luke came upright astheir boulder completed its rotation, and



Luke could fed Nyax's attention on him, too, waiting for his attack. L uke made
it, shoving in the Force, trying to hurl Nyax off balance and onto Maras blade.
The attack was a success, but Nyax activated al his blades as he was shoved,

and with contemptuous ease he swatted Maras lightsaber away.

Power flowed through Nyax, such power as no being dive had ever fdt. He
could reach down into thisworld, reach through the fase crust beneath him,
through the natural stone crust benesth that, al the way to where stone turned
to duggish fluid and through to where superheated metalsran like river water.
He could crack thisworld in two, could force the meaningless worker-things to
convey him to another, and crack that one, too.

And he wastired of these creatures. They were weaker than he, but so
stubborn. Even inventive.

Nyax raised his hands. He would crack the stone they rode on and send it
and them hurtling down into theruins.

Something dammed into hisback, just below the point where his interna
armor plate protected him. His eyes snapped wide. He had not felt it coming. He
used his power to overcome the pain.

A second thing struck him. He fdt bones in his lower hack shétter.
Numbness flowed across his legs. He exerted grester control over himsdf,
desperately trying to force sensation into those limbs, as he turned.

Histhird antagonist, the smdler femae with the ydlow hair, rode another



boulder, lying upon it and gripping it with one hand. She looked a him with
alien merciless-lessin her eyes. She barely registered in his specia senses -
she must have closed hersdf off to the power, reducing his aallity to detect
her, his ability to anticipate her moves.

Something was wrong. He had the pain under control. He was ful of the
power. He should be able to make anything happen, anytime.

He did not understand, for he had not been trained in the ways and use of
the Force, that the catastrophic failure of the body's functions could interfere
with use of the Force. All he did understand was that his control over the
boulders, over the debris flow from the ever-widening hole benesth him, was
fdtering.

Theydlow-haired femae held up athird missile. It had legsthat writhed
asshehddit.

Nyax gaped at her. It was one of the alien crestures, one of the types
flung by the warriors he could not fedl. Her type was not supposed to use this.
Only the flat-nosed dienswere.

It was unfair. She had cheated.

Before she could throw it, Nyax lost control. Hefdll, screaming, into the

pit he had created.

All at once, the boulders came crashing down onto,. and often through, the
ziggurat roof. Luke and Maralegpt free, usng their augmented power to soften
their landing, and rolled up to their fet, looking among the rain of multi-ton
missilesfor ahead of blond hair.

"There" Marasaid, and sprinted. The distance of abalplaying field away,



Tahiri lay atop asmdl dome. But as Luke watched, as a boulder arced down
toward her, the young Jedi legpt free. The boulder crashed through the dome and
was gone.

"Faceto Mara, Faceto Mara, do you read me?' Luke skidded to a hdt and
pulled out hiscomlink as his wife reached and embraced the younger Jedi.
"Mardsalittle busy right now, Face." He leapt to one Sde and a mass of
ferrocrete the Sze of a'Y-wing smashed into the roof beside him. "For thet
matter, soam|. What isit?'

"Tdl methat the whole mess with the fountain of rock wasyou."

"It wes"

"We'reinbound. So are acouple of Vong capitd ships. Y ou want alift?"

"Wedo."

"WEell bethereintwo."

The three Jedi legpt from the ziggurat roof edge to the stubby wing of the
Ugly Truth. They squeezed in through the open hatch. Before they were buckled
into their restraint couches, Kl had hedled over in a somach-churning dive
into the avenue below. Luke had aglimpse of the congtruction droid, thought
they were going to plow right into it, and then they were levd again and
accelerating along the avenue.

"S0," Face said, histone conversationad. "Is property damage on a massve
scale normdl for Jedi?’

"That'sjust if yourefriendswith them,” Kdl said. "Wait urtil you're

married to one."



"We need to go back," Luke said. "Nyax isn't dead."

Face and Kd| exchanged aglance. "Arewe saving him or killing him?"
Lukesghed. "Just getting in hisway."

Kl shook his head and gained dtitude. As soon as he reached rooftop

level, helooped around again, back toward the ziggurat.

Nyax lay in pain a the bottom of the pit.

He'd never known what pain was before he met those three with the power.
Now there was nothing but pain.

He would find them, and he would kill them. He must do so soon because he
could fed his strength ebbing. No matter how much strength he drew from what
lay behind the black wall, he could fed himsdlf failing. Soon he would deep.

He extended himsdif, finding the minds of every living thing his power
could detect. Where amind was strong and complex enough to hear him, to obey,
he looked through that creature's eyes.

In thefirgt few moments, he could see only ablur of superimposed images.
Then helearned to subtract some, overlgp others, remap the imege into a
coherent onein three dimensions.

The power-wielders who had hurt him were not visble. But two chunks of
cora he could not fed with his own power, big ones, were gpproaching him from
two different directions.

His enemies had to be aboard them, hidden by whatever power they possessed
to block his senses. Since they never gave up, they must be coming back after
him. They had to be aboard because he would not deep until they were dead.

He roared out his pain and sent ton after ton of rubble into the sky.



Kell logt dtitude and did to alanding on arooftop four kilometers from
the ziggurat. From here, they could see the two Vong mataloks, cruiser anaogs,
gpproaching from north and south.

Two sprays of rubble legpt from the hole in the ziggurat, each going after
one of the mataloks. Nyax's aim was getting worse; in thefirst few seconds of
the attack, neither Vong ship took ahit.

And both fired, raining plasma projectiles as numerous as raindrops into
theziggurat.

Lukejerked ashefdt hisflesh burn. He looked a his arm, but no
blackness appeared there, no seared flesh. It was Nyax, his pain being
transmitted to al close enough to fed it, and he could see that pain reflected
in thefaces of Mara, Tahiri, Danni, even Kell.

Then the rubble streams hit the matal oks. They poured across the vessdls,
some small portions of them being swallowed by voids, the mgority esting away
a the yorik cord as though it were sugar. The mataoks sdedipped,
desperately trying to avoid the streams of destruction, but the rubble blasts
tracked them, followed them, wore them down.

A constriction in Luke's chest, one he had been unaware of until now,
suddenly loosened, vanished. "He's dead.”

"Lord Nyax?" Face frowned back at him. "1 don't think so. Look, more rubble
than ever isflying out of there."

"Lukeisright,” Marasaid. Her voice had adistant quality as shetried to

interpret what she felt through the Force. "Nyax isgone. But he's imbued his



surroundings with some of his hatred. Some of hislast intent.”

The matal oks rose above the rubble-stream, launching anew volley of plasma
before the blasts tracked them, tore into them again. In the distance, more
Y uuzhan Vong capital ships raced toward the disturbance.

"It'sgoing to continue," Luke said, "aslong as some Part of himisthere.
Aslong as some part of him can exert hiswill on his surroundings, and that
wdlspring of the Force dlowsit to happen. But he's gone”" He took a deep
breath. "L et's go home."

"Not quiteyet," Kdl said. "Y ou hear this?' He diaed up the comm board,
and suddenly everyone could hear anoise-sniffing. No, sniffling. Weeping. "This
isfrom an open comlink Face left behind for stragglers. Back where the Ugly
Truth was. So someon€'s there.”

"And | bet | know who," Face said.

Viqi, leaning againg the sde of the airtaxi for support, findly heard
the hum when its volume rase higher than the sounds of her own digtress. It
sounded like repulsors, and the noise floated in through the shattered viewport.
She moved up to it to look.

The Ugly Truth drifted up into her view, hovering mere meters away.

Her heart lifted, then as swiftly sank. Through the ship's viewport by its
access hatch she could see Mara Jade Skywalker garing a her. The woman's
features were expressionless, but icy hatred of Vigi Shesh showed in her gem-
green eyes, and that hatred froze Viqi in her place.

Can | even ask her for mercy? Viqi asked hersdlf. Can | stoop that low?

The answer wassimple.



Of course | can. And once | am free again, once | escape, | will make her
auffer for that indignity, Vigi composed herself and began rehearsing the words
shewould say. Pleasfor her life.

"Vigi. | knew you werelying. | knew you would return here.”

Unbdieving, Vigi turned.

DenuaKu, hisfront a solid smear of blue-black blood, stood leaning
againgt the doorway into the apartment. He coughed, a racking, panful sound,
and blood dribbled from his mouth. His head hung low.

But it did not matter. He was still more than amatch for her, and he held
hisamphigaff in his hands.

"1 will now kill you, Vigi." Hetook afatering step toward her. He was
aready amost within reach with his amphigtaff.

Vigi could hear the sound of the Ugly Truth's Sde hatch powering up to
open. She knew it could not open in time. Cold resolve flooded her, knowledge
that she could inflict hurt in her own inimitable style onelagt time.

"No, youwont," shesaid. "Y uuzhan VVong can't kill me. Noghri can't. Jedi
can't. You'redl benegeth me. Therésonly onething in the universe that can
kill Vigi Shesh."

She turned and stepped out through the shattered viewport.

Luke and Marawatched her fall. Luke even fdt it when she died, afant
diminishment in the Force.
"How about that,” Marasaid. "l get my wish."

The Y uuzhan VVong warrior who had confronted Vig raised a handful of



razorbugsto hurl a the Ugly Truth, then fell over on his back. His chest
heaved once. Then hewas till.

Shaken, Luke settled back in his seat and strapped in. "Now we can go."

Tahiri gave him alook that suggested he had taken leave of his senses.
"Before, you said 'go home." | thought thiswas your home. Coruscant.”

'No." Luke put an arm around her shoulders, his other arm around Maras. "'l
thought it was, but | waswrong. No matter what color the sunis, no matter what
the furnitureislike, homeiswhere my family is™"

Tahiri nodded, considering that. She settled againgt him, face againg his
shoulder, and closed her eyesasif to deep.

And for thefirgt time since they'd made landfal on Coruscant, she smiled.

Face said, "Ready for arun to space, Explosion Boy?"

"Always ready, Poster Boy. Hold on to your awards." Kell lifted off, turned

away from the ziggurat, and accel erated to full atmospheric speed.

SIXTEEN

Borleas

Luke's expedition returned to a Borleias that was changed-at least in the
vicinity of the bictics building and the other areas hdd by New Republic
forces,

On the surface, everything looked worse. Luke and Kell had to pilot the



Ugly Truth through layered defenses - dovin basa minefidds and cora skipper
patrols-that surely would have led to the destruction of avehicle controlled by
lesser pilots. Outlying buildings around the biotics building had been smashed
by frequent capita ship bombardments. Round-the-chrono coraskipper squadron
sorties againgt the shipsin orbit had reduced the Lu-sankyato aflying wreck,
had battered the other cruisers and Star Destroyers. Blackmoon Squadron, one of
the dite units quartered out of the biotics building complex, nad logt three
pilots only today, including its commander and second-in-command. The pilots,
soldiers, and crews ran on caf and stubbornness, some barely able to gay on
their feet asthey came on duty.

But in hisfirst hours home, Luke was able to peer benegath the surface.

Kyp Durron welcomed L uke back with an unambiguous smile and handshake; when
he'd heard the tdle of Lord Nyax, he offered no criticism of Luke's handling of
the matter.

Han and Leia seemed a ease with one another, no lingeing tendon
flavoring words they exchanged. They told Luke that, with the likelihood very
high of an dl-out push by the Y uuzhan VVong in the Pyria system, they were
postponing their next resistance run in order to give Jaina whatever support
they could.

Jainawas different, too, somehow at ease. She did not burn any less
brightly for theloss of her brothers, she did not fight any less fiercdy
againg the Y uuzhan Vong, but shewasin baance, no longer leaning toward the
dark side. She smiled easily and often.

Hisfamily, recently torn gpart and flung in dl directions, not yet

reassembled, was hedling.



It was the biotics building's mess hdl, but was not being used for thet
purpose now, and would never be used for that purpose again. Itstableswere dl
arrayed with chairs only on one side so they could face the head of the room,
the seats occupied by General Wedge Antilles, Colonel Tycho Celchu, and Luke
Skywalker. Now those tables were filled with divisond heads, squadron
commanders, ship captains, spies, Jedi.

"The Starlancer project,” Wedge said, "is alaser-based superweapon roughly
anaogousto a Death Star main gun, with two important differences. The firs
differenceisthat it distorts space and time to accelerate its destructive
force through hyperspace, dlowing it to be used as a firg-strike wegpon
agang enemy star systems light-years away." Muttering from those who were not
in on the Starlancer secret filled the air, but could not compete with distant
detonations-the Y uuzhan V ong bombardment was now nearly continuous, the New
Republic forces not numerous or rested enough to beat it back asin weeks pagt.
Even now, squadrons of tired pilots were defending the biotics faality from
that pounding, but could not defend it completely.

Wedge pointed to an area of empty air and ahologram image filled it. It
wasatrifling bit of deight of hand, Tycho sanding by to activete the
holoprojector at the right moment, but there was, Wedge thought, a certain
amount of dash toit. And he could seeldllaat the back of the room, smiling a
hisdisplay.

The hologram showed star-filled space. Then four irregular vehicles zoomed
into view. Three wereidentical; they looked like Y -wing cockpits merged to the

join of sixty-degree angles made of wide pipe, with athird pipe plitting the



angleinto two thirty-degree angles. The fourth vehicle was amilar, but hed
three pipesradiating from acentral hub at the cockpit's stern. A fourth pipe
emerged from the hub a a ninety-degree angle to the plane they suggested.

In theimage, the three identical vehicles separated to form the points of
animaginary triangle. The fourth took up postion & the center of the
formation.

"Thisisnot to scae” Wedge continued. "It's an ani-niation. These
vehicles separate to distances of severa light-seconds. Then they go through
their activation sequence.” Inthe display, light flared from the outer two
Pipeson each of theidentica vehicles. The light beams streaked from one
vehicleto the next, joining them together asatriangle of light. Then, from
each of the three vehicles, the centrd pipe fired, its light hitting the
centrd vehicle. Findly, the fourth pipe of the centrd vehide fired. Its
laser beam, brighter than dl the others, legpt forth into space... and
disappeared.

"The Starlancer weapon uses a giant lambent crystd, a 'Y uuzhen Vong-
engineered living crystd, to focusthis power and perform the hyperacceleration
1 spoke of. And now it's ready for itsfinal use.

"Oh, the second point of difference between this weapon and the Desth Star
main gunisthis the Starlancer beam doesn't work. It'safake.”

The murmursrose. Wedge saw Lukegrin.

Wedgeraised his voiceto carry over the babble, to quiet it. "The purpose
of the Starlancer project isto dictate exactly when the Y uuzhan Vong in this
system begintheir dl-out push againgt us. They 'know' thet the weapon

threatens them; they have the example of Anakin Solo's lambent-based lightsaber



to compareit to, and to be offended by. They 'know' that we've appropriated
their technology, and this galsthem. They 'know' that onceit's ready to fly,
we can destroy their worldship in orbit around Coruscant; we faked up alow-
power demonstration of thisby positioning one of our capital ships outside the
Coruscant system and firing off alaser battery attack a that worldship to
coincide with the firing of our fake weapon array. So they 'know' that as soon
aswefloat the fully operationa verson, they haveto hit us with everything
they've got.

"Andthis, ultimately, will distract them enough to dlow usto initiate a
complete evacuation of thisfacility... and to take thisfina battle in this
system to them in ways they haven't anticipated.”

There were many words and expressions of rdlief after that statement. Wedge
saw hisofficers exchanging glances. "That'sright. Thisdefenseis, ultimately,
not a suicide mission, despite anything you may have heard.” That was something
of adeception. The New Republic Advisory Council and sdf-appointed Chief of
State Pwoe had demanded that it be precisely that, a suicide mission. But Wedge
had chosen to interpret his orders aftrifle differently. "The wounded and
nonessentia personnel have, over the last few days, been transported-very
uncomfortably, I'm afraid, in the guise of cargo and other such deceptions-to
our freighters and cargo vessels upgtairs. Tycho?”

Tycho rose and hit a button on the datapad in his hand. ™Y our revised
orders have just been tranamitted to you. Y ou have an hour before things get
under way. | suggest that if you have anything remaining here dirtsde that you
want to keep, you'd better gather it up now."

"If you have any questions,” Wedge said, "address them to your controllers,

We have no time remaining here. Dismissed.”



The officersrose and crowded to the exits. For afew moments, until amost
all had departed, their voices amost did drown out the sound of distant
conflict.

"How's your new squadron?' Wedge asked L uke.

"Not bad. My predecessor was a champion of discipline over talent, but the
pilots| inherited are pretty determined. WEIl get dong fine."

Wedge called to an officer just reaching the door out. Eldo. A moment?'

The bulky captain of Lusankya returned, pushing hiii way through the
scattered chairs. His face was much harder to read than it had been weeks ago,
when held arrived insystem, but that suited Wedge; then, the only thingsto read
had been confusion and distress. "Genera 7'

" just wanted to say I'm sorry for knocking your command out from under
you. I'll make sure it doesn't reflect badly on your record.”

The commander gave him awan smile. "Badly? Generd, I'm ahout to pilot the
largest, most terrifying single-pilot sarfighter the universe has ever seen.

Liveor die, I'm going to go downin history."

"That'sagood way to look at it." Wedge extended his hand. "Good luck."

L uke settled into his X-wing cockpit with anoise of satisfaction. In the
weeks since held left, Wedge had been usng the snubfighter as a persond
transport, and had had the vehicle maintained with the sort of monomania-cd
thoroughness that another fighter pilot could appreciate. "How're you doing,
Artoo?'

His astromech beeped at him, smilarly cheery, happy to be back in action



once more.

"Blackmoon Leader to squad,” Luke said. "Black-moon Leader isready. Report
readiness by number.”

"Blackmoon Two, ready." That was Mara, in the E-wing that had belonged to
the squadron’'s former commander. He hadn't been lost in combat; bettle stress
had findly reduced him to a shrieking paranoid, leaving him unableto pilot a
child's recreationa landspeeder, much less awespon of war.

"Blackmoon Threg, ready."

"Blackmoon Four, anxiousto driveit in degp and break it off."

L uke watched asthe Starlancer pilots brought their ungainly craft out of
the specid operations bay on repulsor-lifts. The three corner vehides looked
the same as ever, but the fourth, the centra unit, had anew addition: inits
astromech bay, behind the cockpit, rode afaceted jewe the size of ahuman. It
stuck out of the astromech housing by ameter and ahdf, glistening in the sun.

It wasidentical to the crysta that had been shattered by a'Y uuzhan Vong spy in
one of the biotics building's sub-basements - and was just asfake.

Somewhere out in the jungle beyond the kill zone, Y uuzhan Vong observers
would be seeing this, reaching in darm for their villip communicators, spesking
inrapid, agitated language to their commanders.

One after another, the dite squadrons, those that had been gtationed out
of the biotics complex al these weeks to reinforce the notion that thiswasthe
mogt critica point of Borleias's defense, announced readiness and lined up:

Gavin Darklighter's Rogue Squadron. Jaina Solo's Twin Suns. Saba Sebatyne's Wild
Knights. Luke's Blackmoons. Wes Janson's Taanab Y ellow Aces. Shawnkyr Nuruodo's
Vanguard Squadron. The Millennium Falcon. Less than two kilometers away,

squadrons of f Lusankya dueled with coralskipper squadrons and capitd ships



moving in on the facility, but the eiteswouldn't be reinforcing them, Couldn't
be confronting the planet-leve attackers; they'd be lying to the enemy instead.
At Generd Antilless command, the Rogues, Twin Suns, and Blackmoonslifted
off. The Starlancer pipefighterslifted off in their wake. Then the other lites
rose. It was aconvoy of sarfighters, blastboats, and onelight freighter, and
in somewaysit was among the deadliest armadas the New Republic had ever

launched.

On the holocam screen, Wedge watched the squadrons, of the last Starlancer
sortietake off. "Alert Lusankya* hetold Tycho. "As soon asthe pursuit is on,
he'sto initiate Operation Emperor's Spear."

"Done," Tycho sad.

"This" Czulkang Lah informed Harrar, "isit. Ther dl-out attack to
destroy my son.”

"How will it play out?" the priest asked.

"All their best pilots protect the lambent vehicles. They expect usto send
overwhelming hordes of cora skippers against that fleet. Once our fighters are
poised to attack, they will initiate whatever meansthey have to confuse our
yammosks, to destroy communication among our forces." Czulkang Lah offered up a
nearly liplessamile. "But it will not happen so. Moments after our forces
engage, mobile dovin basal mineswill enter the area and begin stripping the

enemy shidds. All the fighters assigned to that engagement have been carefully



drilledinindividud pilot initiative. A disruption of yammaosk control will not
inconveniencethem in theleast. Their most famous fighterswill be overwhelmed
and destroyed. The menace the crystal representswill be ended. And with the
ground-based fighters weakened by exhaustion and loss, the ground facility will
fal withinan hour."

Harrar nodded. The old warmaster's confidence was welcome in these
uncertaintimes. "All theseindividud-initiative fighters... they know not to
harm Jaina Solo?

"They do."

"The gods smile upon you, Czulkang Lah."

"May it be s0. Now, | must turn my attention to the battle to come.”

Harrar bowed and withdrew. He gave no sign of it, but he was most pleased.

At lagt, the Y uuzhan Vong godsin the Pyriasystem were within their grasp.

Danni Quee switched over the Wild Knights blast-boat comm board to unit
frequency. "Thisis Wild One. Gravities suggest alarge formetion of
coralskippers moving our way. It looks like a minimum of one hundred skips.
Edtimated time of interception, ten minutes.”

"Wild One, Ace-One. That's enough for the Y ellow Aces, but what are the
rest of you going to do?"

"Ace-One, Rogue Leader. Pipe down."

"Caorrection, sensors are bumping those numbers up. One hundred and fifty
minimum.”

"Ah, that's getting better."



"Now?" Tycho asked.

Wedge considered, still focused on the sensor display correlating dl the
data from the various squadrons. He nodded.

"Lusankya, commence Operation Emperor's Spear.” Tycho ligened to the
response, then lowered the earpiece. " Lusankyas away."

"Start evacuation of thisfacility.”

Tycho returned to his comlink. "Commence Piranha-Beetle. Repest, commence
Firanha-Besetle."

"Get on up to Mon Mothma, Tycho. If at any time you lose contact with me,
whether it'swhileI'min trangt or for any other reason, you take command of
the operation.”

"Done”

"And make sure my shuttleis standing by. | don't want to come trotting out
of thisbuilding to find only anote of gpology waiting for me.”

Tycho grinned and extended his hand. "May the Force be with you, Wedge."

Wedge shook it. "If it was, how would | ever know?"

Kasdakh Bhul said, "Litsankya is leaving orbit. We have reports thet
fightersareleaving her bely and escorting her.”

Czulkang Lah frowned. "Did you not tell me earlier that dl her fighters
were at ground level, defending theinfidel base?"

"Yes, Czulkang Lah."

"Wdl?'



"It was our Peace Brigade advisers who told us this, based on their
listening to the talk between their fighters and their triangle ships.”

" Sotherewaslying inthat talk.”

"“That ismy opinion.”

"Have those advisers stand by on one of our ships. Kill one of them for
thismistake. Every timeanew migtake of this sort costs us lives kil
another."

"It shal be done." Kasdakh Bhul returned to studying the blaze bug niche
and ligening to the villips on the wal. He then turned back to the commander.
"Thered triangle ship is now bresking from orbit."

"Good. That will be easy prey; she carries few wegpons." Czulkang Lah
gestured to get the attention of his fleet commander. " Dispatch two matal oks to
eliminatethat atrocity.”

"It shdl bedone”

Lusankya turned with adow awkwardnessthat no Star Destroyer commander
would have tolerated from achief pilot. Her maneuver wastoo gredt, in fact,
and once her gradual port-side turn was completed, her nose drifted afew
degrees back to starboard before the mammoth vessel was correctly lined up.
Then her thrusters engaged and she began a ponderous acceleration sraight

toward the Domain Hul worldship.

"Confirmed count, two hundred and ten coralskippers,”" Danni said. "A couple

of those gravitic anomdiesin their wake. Timeto interception, three minutes.”



Luke said, "All squadrons, al squadrons, reverse course. Head back toward
our pursuit and initiate Stage Two on a one-minute countdown.” He put his X-wing
into atight loop. "Beginning countdown..." Hisfinger hovered over the transmit

button. "Now."

The two Y uuzhan Vong cruiser analogs approached the Errant Venture from
opposite angles.

The Errant Venture, built as an Imperid Star Destroyer, captured by
smuggler Boogter Terrik, and converted into his own private gambling parlor and
mobile hotel, was, unlike other ships of her class, painted a screaming red from
bow to stern. The color was dleviated only by lingering Sgns of battle damage
and running lights. Recently the home of the Jedi children, she wasknown to be
an easy mark; the Y uuzhan Vong had not bothered with her much because she posed
them no threst, spent much of her recent time running missons out of the Pyria
system, and wasin generd afar less Sgnificant target than the biotics base
or the other New Republic capita ships.

But now her time had come, and as the matal oks closed on her, the pitifully
few defensve batteries she had opened up, peppering the enemy vessels with
inggnificant spikes of pain.

The Y uuzhan VVong commanders returned fire, but paced their plasma cannons,
waiting for adistance that would dlow them to unlessh true pain on the
offengvered triangle. Then, in the moment before they reached the optimum
distance, Errant Venture's other weapons opened up. As the Imperid Star

Dedtroyer rotated to bring each matalok within Sght of the greatest possible



number of weapons, thirty turbolaser batteriesfired at each target, turning the
hull of each cruiser anaog into asuperhested, explosveruin.

In amatter of seconds, the two matal oks were gone, an expanding doud of
gas and rubble the only sign they had ever been there. Their commanders would
never know the deception performed againgt them-how, as Lusankya suffered more
and more battle damage, many of her undamaged turbolasers and ion cannons were
transferred to the other capital shipsin the fleet, making Lusankya a little-
armed shell of aDestroyer, keeping the others at full destructive power.

Errant Venture continued on her course until the gravity well of Borleias
no longer gripped her with any sgnificant strength; then the Imperid Star

Destroyer leapt to hyperspace.

Charat Kraal, commanding one of the squadrons racing toward the
pipefighters and their heretical crystd, bresthed asigh of satifaction. All
they had to do was keep the enemy fightersin this region of space long enough
for the support mines to reach this area, and the mines assigned to Jaina Solo's
X-wing would grab her, bring her into Charat Krad's grasp.

Her garfighter was among the cloud of oncoming craft. The specidly
engineered auxiliary dovin basa on his coraskipper could sense that craft's
specific gravitic Sgnature, and it communicated its excitement to Charat Kraal
as a continuous buzz through his cognition hood.

The oncoming starfighters had divided into squadron units and were mere
moments from reaching maximum firing distance. Charat Kradl selected a target
within Jainas squadron, the craft with the claw-shaped extensons. Then dl the

oncoming craft vanished. Charat Kraa blinked, then focused his attention on his



second dovin basal. The question he asked it was wordless, but understood: Where
isthe vehicle? But the dovin basdl didn't know. The four vehides thet the
infidels caled pipefighterswere till ahead in the distance, however. Shaken
and confused, Charat Kraal oriented toward them and kept up the pursuit, as did
the others of hismighty cord-skipper force.

Soon, they pulled within firing range of the flying blas-phemies. Charat
Kraal's contempt grew asthe foremost coralskippers of his formation began
firing. The pipe-fighters did not bother to maneuver. Perhgpstheir pilots were
too inexperienced, too frightened.

Charat Kraal willed that thought away. It made no sense. Even the most
inexperienced pilot could try to maneuver out of the line of fire, and these
didn't. One by one, the four vehicles detonated under the plasma cannons of
their pursuers, the crystal-bearing vehicle last.

The thought came hard to Charat Kraal: Were they even occupied by the

living? Or could they have been abominations controlled by other abominations?

Kasdakh Bhul looked inconvenienced at having to bring incomprehensible news
to Czulkang Lah. "The cora skippers pursuing the lambent fighters report thet
al theinfidels protective fighters have disappeared.”

"Disappeared. Fled?'

"No, it seemed to be an orderly jump into darkspace. And thereismore.”

"Tel me"

"The mata oks sent to destroy the red triangle ship are gone, asisthered

triangleship.”



"All destroyed? It put up an impressive battle for something o ll
equipped.”

"Unknown. The matalok commanders did not report their target putting up a
fiercegtruggle.”

Czulkang Lah scowled, but turned hisanger away from Kasdakh Bhul. The
warrior did not have much intelligence to offer, but it did require courage to
ddiver unhappy newsto asenior officer.

And thiswas unhappy news. Mysteries were piling up-

Hedidn't like mysteries. They meant that he had not correctly interpreted

every varigble. And that was one way to lose an engagement.

Oncefreeof Borleassgravity well, Lusankyafired off her hyperdrive, a
microjump that |eft her escort screen of sarfighters behind. The jump took her
halfway acrossthe solar system before a dovin basal mine dragged her back into
real space.

Thiswasn't an unexpected turn of events. Her crew knew it would happen,
though not precisely where. In terms of stellar distances, shewas not far now
from the Domain Hul worldship commanded by Czulkang Lah, but it was not likdy
that she would be able to make another jump to get closer; the space between
this point and that was doubtless thick with dovin basal mines.

Her crew immediately transmitted asigna on the fleet frequency. It said,
in effect, I'm here.

Though she'd been built to carry acrew of more than aquarter million, not
including ground troops, things had changed. There were no weapon batteries to

operate. Life-support systems were shut down over most of the ship.



Communications were restricted to afew comm channels. Shieldsand a few other
critical sysemswerelargely governed now by droids taken gpart and then
reassembled draight into sysem rday points. No one monitored fud
expenditure, thruster heat conditions, stores, supplies.

She now carried acrew of one.

A minute later, the squadronsthat had just abandoned the pipefighters
appeared in her wake, yanked out of hyperspace by the same dovin basd mine
They turned, moving up and around Lusankya, a protective screen. And

cora skipper squadrons began moving againgt them.

TheMillennium Falcon was not among the vehides protecting Lusankya.
Instead, the transport dropped out of hyperspace at the edge of one of the
thickest of the dovin basa minefields, the one on the primary arriva vector
from Coruscant space.

"l don't read any coralskippers,”" Leiasaid.

"Good! Anyonefor sabacc?!

Lelagave him alook.

"Y ou know I'm kidding. Ready the grav decoys.”

Leiaflipped the series of switches on the weapons board before her. 1t had
been a single concussion missile power-up sequence switch, but it had, in the
last few days, been temporarily replaced. "Fivelive" she said.

"Fireone."

Shereturned thefirst switch to its down position. The Falcon raitled

dightly asamissilelaunched from the concussion missletube,



Leiawatched it on the sensor board. It roared into the middle of the
minefield, then dowly turned toward the distant engagement zone. It moved far
more dowly than amissile should.

On the board, the wire-frame images indicating points in space where
gravity was distorted remained constant. except in one area. The wire frame
wrinkled there, and the distortion moved, at fird dowly and then with
increasing speed, in the missiléswake.

She amiled. "It'staking the bait.”

The bait was an instrument package that used the Jaina

Solo-devel oped technique of gravitic Sgnature Smulaion. The missle
sheld fired carried with it the exact gravitic Sgnature of the Millennium
Facon asdid the other four missilesthe Falcon held ready.

"Firetwo."

"Y ou redly like sounding military, don't you?'

Han grinned. "Only when I'm giving orders."

"Second missleisaway."

SEVENTEEN

Wedge watched on the monitors as Lusankyas star-fighters screamed back
down into the atmosphere, then began escorting the last personne transports up.
With the trangports was asmdll, private yacht, a converted blastboat thet
carried Wolam Tser, Tam Elgrin, and aboy named Tarc. Wedge wished them success

in staying away from the Y uuzhan Vong-now, and forever.



Iellastood by the door, waiting. Other than Wedge, she wasthe last person
in the biotics building's operations center. "You can't do much more here,
Wedge. Timeto go.”

"Not quite yet. Aslong asthere's a chance their Peace Brigade friends are
trying to crack our comm traffic, them knowing thet I'm ill here could il
cause them to wonder why." He gave her aconciliatory look. "I'll be dong. |
have ashuttle standing by."

"Comeon."

"Y ou go. Now. Don't force me to make an order of it."

Married long enough to know where duty absolutely defined Wedge's actions,
lellagave an exasperated shake of her head. She came over for one ladt kiss.
"Don't get hurt.”

"You, either.”

"l want you to be ableto retire again.”

"You, too."

"l loveyou."

Hekissed her asecond time. "I love you, too. And | plan to proveit over
and over again." He amiled againgt the sick feding that suddenly roiled within
him, the fear that there would be no over and over again, that thiswasthe last
time shewould see him. "Now go."

Shewent.

He returned to the sensor board and forced the conversation, the sensation
out of hismind. Whether it wasavaid premonition or just ordinary fear, he
had ajob to do.

He watched asthe hiotics complex's darfighter defenses continued to



crumble, as Y uuzhan VVong air and ground forces continued their approach.

Charat Krad led his squadron around toward Domain Hul. Hisvillip had just
told him that Lusankyawas coming... and that Jaina Solo's squadron was among
those escorting her.

He was confused. He didn't like being confused. No Y uuzhan VVong warrior
ever endured being confused.

The only gppropriate response was to kill something.

The dite squadrons guarding Lusankya fought with tremendous skill.
Czulkang Lah made sure that the patterns flown by the blaze bugs, showing the
development of that conflict, would be seared into the memory of the worldship's
brain. He knew he would enjoy watching it again and again.

Coraskipper squadrons entering that combat zone emerged depleted,
tattered... when they emerged at all.

Reports of his sensor advisersindicated that the cora-skipper assaults
weretaking their roll. New Republic pilotswere faling. And Lusankyawas being
taken to pieces. Despite the fact that an unusual amount of power was being
directed into her shidds, the ship's wegpons batteries were silent, and greet
chunks of metal were said to be tearing free of the superstructure under the
constant pounding from cora skippers and capitd ships that ventured close

enough to strike.



Wedge charged out of the operations center. The bi-otics building shook
with the pounding it received from distant plasma cannons, impacts so loud thet
he couldn't hear his own boots on the duracrete floor. Chunks of the caling
rained down; he threw hisarms over his head for protection, catching ablow on
hisright wrist from descending debris.

He made it up the staircase to the ground level without seeing any other
personnd. That gave him agrim satisfaction. No one had managed to outstubborn
him, to defy hisordersin order to make sure that Wedge had company on his
ecape. It wasalittle comforting, but the thought that he might be the last
member of the New Republic standing on Borleias was oddly unsettling.

Through the transparisted in the doors at the end of the main hdll he
could see distant flashes, narrow red streaks heading oneway at the speed of
light, more wobbly orange-red streaks headed the other, clear evidence that
Wedge'slast forces were dlill fighting their delaying action. Then he dammed
through the doors, emerging onto the kill zone, and could see that the
engagement was continuing at every degree of the compass. Thekill zone itsdf
wasfull of craters and destroyed vehicles. Everything that had been fit to fly
was up in space now; the vehicles too wrecked to lift off had been destroyed by
Wedge's engineers, standard operating procedure, though the Y uuzhan VVong were
not in the habit of studying captured technology. Some of them had been
additiondly hit by distant plasmacannon fireaimed at the bictics building.

There were no functional vehiclesto be seen.

No functiona vehicles. Where was his shuttle? Then he recognized it, a

heap of burning metal whose shape suggested it had once been a Lambda-class

shuttle. Wedge grimaced. A pilot had died waiting for him. It was another taly



mark for the list-the list he'd once hoped held retired; the one he carried in
his heart.

He shoved the thought to one sde. Hed join that list in a minute if he
didn't act. Punctuating histhought, a plasma cannon projectile hit the biotics
building far over his head, plowing through ferrocrete and transparisted,
sending sharp, letha chunks down toward him.

Wedge sprinted away from the building's face. There was no purposein going
into the main docking bay, except perhaps to hide; it was open, and he could see
from here that nothing more useful than asmall cargo lifter was|eft withinit.

The speciad operations docking bay was amost intact, though, and ill
closed. Wedge hoped they hadn't booby-trapped it. He reached the man door,
tapped his authorization code into the keypad, and then flinched as he heard the
biotics building take a hit from something big.

The force of the explosion, though weakened by distance, pushed hm into
the door. He spun to look and watched as the building folded over like afighter
punched once too often in the midsection; the top portion at the center tumbled
down onto the kill zone where held been standing just seconds before.

The docking bay door ground open. He backed in and spun, eyes trying to
pierce the darkness of the interior even asthe overhead lights began to flicker
on.

The specia operations crew had |eft behind aland-speeder that looked as
though it had been dow-roasted for the egting pleasure of some dien giant.
Nearby was ahdf-finished pipefighter, one they'd been assembling in case any
of the othersfailed during their bogus tests. And then Wedge's heart soared-off
to theright, near the gill-opening door, where the lights were last to come to

full brightness, was an X-wing, Therewas no asiromech waiting beside it or



tucked in place behind the cockpit, but otherwise it looked intact, its cockpit
rased asif in greeting.

The vehicle's surface was scratched and burned everywhere, but there were a
dozen shiny patchesin place on the hull, not yet painted to metch the
snubfighter's color scheme, and the canopy was gleaming, unmarred, obvioudy
brand-new.

Wedge raced to it and climbed up into the cockpit, adrendine letting him
move like aman haf his age. Hed commenced the emergency power-start procedure
before gravity had quite settled him into the pilot's couch, and brought up the
vehicles assgnment and diagnostics before lowering the canopy and buckling in.

Thetext board on his control panel swam into letters before it was even at

full brightness:

INCOM T65-J"X-WING" IDENTIFIER NUMBER 103430

CURRENT PILOT: FLIGHT OFFICER KORIL BEKAM CURRENT DESIGNATION:
BLACKMOON 11

CURRENT ASTROMECH: R2-Z13"PLUG"

"Too bad you're not dong for theride, Plug.” Without an astromech, Wedge
would be ableto perform only the most basic insystem navigation; he wouldn't be
ableto plot any interstellar routes. But if he could get up to hisforces in
this vehicle, accept abroadcast nav course or land aboard one of the capita
ships, held befine.

He triggered a command on his datapad, sending an authorization code to the

X-wing.



CODE NOT RECOGNIZED. AUTHORIZATION FAILED.

The diagnostics board was now up. Power, shidd, weapon, and thruster
systems seemed to befine, but the board showed unrepaired damage to the
snubfighter's computer and communications systems. Wedge swore. The time
pressures that had forced the mechanics to abandon this vehicle before it was
quite repaired might have doomed him. That point was accentuated by a new sound-
the whumbf somelarge craft making an awkward landing near the specia ops
docking bay. No, it was adjacent to the docking bay-Wedge saw the back wal of
the building, hardy sheet metal, bow in from the displaced air.

Wedge scrolled down in his datapad to personne records, cdled up the
details of Flight Officer Koril Bekam, and transmitted his authorization code.

AUTHORIZATION ACCEPTED. Power-up of the remainder of vehide systems
commenced.

The docking bay door was now fully open, spilling sunlight across Wedge and
the X-wing. Wedge saw a detachment of 'Y uuzhan Vong warriors, twenty or more of
them, pass by the bay, headed toward the biotics building.

The data board indicated that two engines were up, three, four, then
thrusters and repulsors reported ready. Lasers came online, and the bar
indicating shield readiness struggled to become a solid green.

A Y uuzhan Vong warrior skidded around the corner of the specia ops docking
bay and hdted, facing the X-wing, his posture suggesting surprise. A moment
later, nine or ten more raced up behind him and turned toward Wedge.

Wedge gave them asmile-humorless, ferd. Heflicked hislasers over to
stutterfire and sprayed the crowd of enemy warriors, saw some of them dive back

theway they'd come, saw others caught in the beams.



Even set on stutterfire, where each beam wasfired & the lowest ussful
intengity available to an X-wing weapon, the lasers were meant for vehicles, not
individuds. Striking the Y uuzhan V ong, the beams superheated flesh past the
point of cooking, past the point of boiling, sraight to the state of gas or
even plasma. Wariors hit by the beams smply exploded, torsos reduced to
nothingness, limbshurled in al directions.

Wedge grimaced, then fired up hisrepulsors and thrusters. In a smooth
motion, his X-wing lifted, sdedipped out from under the docking bay roof, and
turned the direction opposite that from which the warriors had come. He kicked
histhrusters over to full and raced a maximum acceleration away from the
docking bay and crumbling biotics building. Over his shoulder, he could see the
Y uuzhan Vong troop carrier, an egg-shaped thing, towering over the docking hay,
sguadron after squadron of warriors emerging from it at adead run. The troop
carrier opened up on his X-wing, sending glowing plasma bals after him, but
Wedge twitched the vehicle to port and the flood of burning materid fdl into
the jungle beneath him.

There wouldn't be time for a checklist, even an abbreviated one. He had to
get up into space and rgjoin hisforces. He switched his X-wing comm unit over
to command frequency. "Blackmoon Eleven to Mon Motbma, Rlackmoon Eleven to Mow
Mothmacomein.”

The unit came dive with comm traffic. Wedge recognized the voice of Tycho,
directing starfighter squadrons, of Jainaiissuing commands to the Twin Suns, of
many other officers under his command. But no one responded. He put on a litlle
atitude, preparatory to making the run to space. "'Blackmoon Eleven to anyone.
Please respond.” Nothing.

He growled. Hed haveto rely on his own sensors and ingincts to choose



the best course offworld, and could easily blunder into squadrons of incoming
coralskippers. Well, those were the breaks. He could either complain or prepare.
He pulled back on his yoke-and then flashed past asmall Corellian freighter, a
scarred sky-blue Y T-2400. He knew the ship, which was far newer than the smilar
Millennium Falcon, but till arickety thing held together by wire and meanness.
In the glimpse he had of it before leaving it behind, he thought thet it
looked mostly intact, despite smoke pouring out of one of the engine housings,
and believed he'd seen people outside it, moving. He began to loop around.
"Blackmoon Eleven, thisis Ammuud Swooper. Comein, please.”
Wedge frowned. How did they know his designation? Then it made sense. He
couldn't broadcast voice, but his transponder must still be working, must ill
be sending out this X-wing's identifier code for friend-or-foe sensor
recognition. "Ammuud Swooper, you have Blackmoon Eleven. Go."
"Blackmoon Eleven, comein. Thisis Ammuud Swooper. Pleasereply.”
Wedge passed over the downed freighter again, this time a reduced
velocity. He could see men and women atop the freighter, illuminated by the
sparks and glow of welding torches.
At thisrange-he pulled his comlink out of his breast pocket and thumbed it
on. "Ammuud Swooper, thisis Blackmoon Eleven. Are you receiving me now?"
"Barely, but we have you. We were downed by plasma cannon fire but weve
amost got a patch ready on our engines. We can lift in acouple of minutes...
but the unit that shot us down is pretty close, north-northwest. Can you hold
them back for us?’
"I'll give you your two minutes. Maybe more. My comm board isshot, so if |

don't respond to further communications, don't take it persondly. Blackmoon



Eleven out.”

"Thanks, Eleven. Ammuud Swooper out.”

Wedge reduced his speed till further, then looped around to pass over the
freighter on anorth-northwest course. In seconds he saw the enemy unit Ammuud
Swooper had spoken of, approaching through a patch of thick grasses surrounded
by jungle; there were adozen Y uuzhan VVong infantry, two dozen reptoid dave-
warriors, one coralskipper, and what appeared to be an unwounded rakamat, this
onetal and lean rather than mountainous, and with only haf the armament of a
full-szed verson, but ill plenty againg alightly armed freighter.

Or an X-wing, for that matter.

Even as he cd culated their numbers, Wedge switched over to stutterfire and
sprayed lasers across their position. Warriors and reptoids went down and grass
ignited in front of the rakamat as he fired. Then he flashed over ther
position, plasmafire from the rakamat following, and saw on his sensor board as
the coralskipper rosein pursuit. He put al discretionary vehicdle power into
his rear shields for amoment, heard thumps over his audio as his sensors
informed him that plasma g ecta had hit the shields and been stopped.

It had taken six X-wings and a hidden cache of explosivesto kill the last
rakamat they'd fought against. Thisone might be only haf as powerful as the
last, but Wedge was a third as powerful asthe previous force. The odds were
bad.

On the other hand, Han Solo had made a generation of people think that
Cordliansignored the odds, no matter how long, and Wedge was as Cordlian as
Solo was.

Then theideahit him, and Wedge managed another humorless grin.

The coralskipper hot on histall, Wedge looped around uniil he was



gpproaching the rakamat and its covering troops from a cross-angle to its path.
Hefired again, spraying lasersindiscriminately into the grassesto the left of

the rakamat, scattering the Y uuzhan VVong warriors and reptoids there. From here,
he could see therakamat's legs asit moved stolidly toward the freighter, could
timethem in their steady, docile maotions.

Plasmarained toward him from the rakamat, from the coraiskipper behind.
Wedge sidedipped and continued to fire into the grasses, setting them ablaze,
kicking up gouts of dirt and steam. Now his vision was usdless, but his sensors
till showed the huge mass of the rakameat, distorted by the heat from thefire.

Wedge dropped to grasstop level, heard scrapes and thumps as hislower hull
was grazed by foliage-perhaps even by irregularitiesin the terrain. Ahead, he
could see the very top of the rakamat, asits plasma cannons el evated, preparing
to catch his underside as he popped up over them.

He flipped an overhead switch and his Soails closed from the X-shaped
firing position to cruise position. And as he entered the zone where the grasses
were blazing, he twitched his yoke down, then up.

He had the barest flash of rakamat legsto hisleft and right, alooming

shadow over him, and then hewas

For abare moment, no plasma came streaking after him. In going under the
rakamat, in emerging low from thewrong side, held thrown the creature into
confusion. He switched his S-foils back into firing position as he climbed.

In that moment, the pursuing coralskipper roared through the fire and saw

the rakamat immediately beforeit. The pilot mus have panicked. Over his



shoulder, Wedge saw the bow of the coral skipper wobble as the pilot was torn
between following Wedge under or bouncing over, and that moment of hesitation
doomed him. The skip's bow rose and, at several hundred kilometers per hour, the
skip plowed into the flank of the rakamat.

Therewas no flash of light, no noise of theimpact - Wedge was racing avay
too fast for the sound to catch him. There was only the gridy image of the
coraskipper tearing through the creature, emerging in a different, narrower
shape, the rakamat being flung in two pieces away from the point of impact, the
remains of the coralskipper arching up in abdlistic course and then gradudly
down toward the ground.

Wedge looped around to mop up. There was unaccustomed tenson in hisam,
and he redlized that he was gripping the yoke too hard.

"I'm not going to say it," hetold himsdlf. "I'm not.”

I'm getting too old for this.

Lusankyawas visible to the naked eye now, atiny needle pointed sraight
for Domain Hul.

Cazulkang Lah squinted up & it, irritable, his diminished eyesght
insufficient to provide him with any details of what he was seeing. He gestured
at an aide, who correctly interpreted the nonspecific mation and stroked the
enormous circular lensin the center of the command chamber's caling. It
distorted, stretching details at its periphery into blurriness, magnifying the
enemy ship'simage until it dominated the scene.

The ship had dready sustained tremendous damage. The deckplating

everywhere was torn, rough, like aroad that had once been smooth and then had



been traveled over by herds of rakamats with spike weapons on their feet. Hame
jetted out from itshull in dozens of places. Its guns were modly Slert;

Czulkang Lah saw only two batteries that were ill active, and they seemed to

be firing at random. They posed little threst to his cora skippcers.

But there were till squadronsof enemy garfighters out there, modly
concentrated at L usankya's stern, maintaining a savage defense over that area of
the ship.

Kasdakh Bhul moved to stand beside him. "Our pilots report thet the
Lusankyaabomination isamost destroyed. Lack of responsiveness indicates that
most of her crew must be dead and most of her weapons eliminated. She will not
be able to send her lasers and bolts against us.”

Czulkang Lah carefully positioned hisfeet so that the blow would not cause
him to lose hisbdance; that would be unseemly. Then he smung his arm. His
vonduun crab armor correctly interpreted his haste and snapped hisarm forward.
His armored forearm cracked across the back of Kasdakh BhuPs helmet, sending his
second-in-command staggering forward.

Kasdakh Bhul regained his baance and spun. Czulkang Lah could see the
younger officer's features graduate from an expresson of anger to one of
urprise.

"Y ou see, but you do not understand,” Czulkang Lah said. "They never
intended to use their weapons upon us."

"Oh." The younger officer's voice became unreasonably reasonable, atype of
mockery useful in that it could be persuasively denied afterward. " So this was
amply aninfidel sacrifice? An apology? They are saying, We are sorry for being

bad; here, have our greatest weapon?"



Czulkang Lah offered him asmile nearly devoid of teeth. "You persst in
being anidiot. | am proud to say | did not train you; you would have been my
most repellent failure. Did you not notice? They never protected their wegpons.
They only protected their engines. What doesthet tell you?”

The younger officer scowled. "That they wanted the thing to get here
quickly?'

"That their engines are their wegpons. Are you sure you are not an ooglith
masguer with nothing actudly indde?!

Kasdakh Bhul ignored the undisguised insult. "Then ther intention-is to
ram us?'

"Wisdom. At last. So, even an ooglith masguer can learn alitle when
submerged in knowledge."

"Then we must make sure the abomination isincapable of reaching us. Of
maneuvering adequately to ram us.”

"Very good. Issue the orders, Ooglith Masguer.”

Three coraskippers, dl that remained of the latest wave, turned and sped
avay.

Doubtless they'd regroup with reinforcementsin aminute and return. Luke
checked his sensor and status boards. He was now two pilots down, and the
remainder of hisunits were battered; he had some plasma scoring on his
starboard top S-wing and engine. "Blackmoon Leader to squadron,” he sad. "We
have amoment. Anyone with stripped shields, now's the time to commence a power
restart.” He goosed his thruster to come up behind and below Lusankyas port-

sdethruster banks; he kept well to port of them. This position gave him agood



view of the Y uuzhan VVong worldship ahead. "Anything | should know?!

"We have Blackmoon Eleven back on the status board." That was the voice of
Lieutenant Ninora Birt, Black-moon Ten, the squad's new communications
speciaist. A fredance smuggler, sheld loaned her expertise and her freighter,
Record Time, to the cause of this operation. Her freighter had been hdlf
destroyed during the taking of Borleias, and the job had been completed above
Cor-uscant weeks later; now, with anew military officer'scommission, she was
gl fighting the good fight.

Luke glanced at his status board. It did indeed indicate that Blackmoon
Eleven was active. Distance and direction suggested that the X-wing was on
Borleias.

"Noway." That was Blackmoon Five. "Koril'sin bactasomewhere. | saw the
medicshaul him off."

"Doesn't matter,” Luke said. "Concentrate on what's at hand.”

"Blackmoon Leader, thisis Twin Suns Leader.”

"Go, Goddess."

"Sharr is detecting skips regrouping in abunch of different units. All a
auniform distance away from Lusankya."

"WEIl set up for anew wave, then. Thanks, Exated One.”

Finally Jaina could see theincoming squadrons on her sensors. Therewerea
lot of them, eight groupings at least, and the three squadrons a Lusankyas
stern were losing strength. " Time for a Goddess chase, don't you think, Sharr?”

"Ooh, your wordsthrill me, Great One,"



"Don' be so thrilled that you screw up.”

"Ooh, your supportivenessthrills me-"

"Get back to business, Sharr."

"Right." Sharr was slent for along moment, during which the units of
coraskippersgot closer, moving infrom dl directions. Then: "Nearest dovin
basal minefield is ahead and to port. The Goddess should aim for that. Piggy,
when do theincoming units get close enough to recognize us by sght?'

"Forty seconds, but if the Goddess goes off straight toward that minefield,
shelll pass close enough for them to see her.”

"Ooh, right. Adjusting course... Twin Suns Leader, prepare yoursdlf for the
chase. Three, two, one... chase."

A missileroared away from Twin Suns Ten, stresking off to port at nearly a
ninety-degree angle to their current course, aming toward the largest gap
between any of the inbound squadrons. Jaina activated her gravitic signature and
transponder switches. Abruptly her designation on the sensor board went to Twin
Suns Nine, while the ourbound missile, just asingantaneoudy, became Twin Suns
Ore.

There was amomentary wobblein the movements of skip squadrons to port.
Then four of the squadsin that direction changed course, converging on the
missle

"Wl done, Sharr," Jaina said. When sheldd switched to the Twin Suns Nine
identity, her comm system should have activated a program to dter her vocd
characteristics, making her sound like an older woman, one with a deeper voice.

"Thanks, Nine. And nice to have Leader gone. She's so bossy.”

Kyp cut into the conversation: "Heads up. We still have incoming contacts

to starboard. Prepare to repel boarders. Break by shield trios on my command...



three, two, one, break."

While Bedyath held position within the Twin Suns Ten-Eleven-Twelve shidd
trio, Sharr kept his attention on his specid sensor and comm boards. The
distant missile code-named Goddess, and now, courtesy of Cilgha's biotechnica
magic, characterized by the precise gravitic signature of Jainas X-wing, had
onboard computers and logic programsthat alowed it to executeits misson on
itsown, but Sharr could still feed it priority updates.

He switched to awire-frame view of local space asthe Goddess missile and
the coralskippers pursuing it entered the dovin basal minefield. The green wire
frame superimposed on the scene showed the spatia distortions caused by the
mines and thalr gravitic influence on their surroundings.

Sharr kept the missile's speed down to that of an X-wing's standard cruise
rate, alowing the pursuing skipsto gain onit. So far, they were dill far
enough in its wake that the pilots could not seeit with their naked eyes, could
not reglize that it wasn't the true Jaina Solo.

The Y uuzhan Vong pursuers were good. They were ganing faster than he
expected on the missile. With his sensors, superior to the missle's, Sharr drew
acourserevison on his screen, sending the missile on apath that would take
it past mine after mine, while giving more and more pursuers the chance to
approach it. He executed and sent the course revision, then lost sght of his
sensor board as Bedlyath sent the B-wing into aveering turn that crushed Sharr
into hisrestraints and caused hisvison to blur, al despite the starfighter's

inertid compensators.



"Comfortable?' Bedyath croaked.

"Huh?" Sharr grunted. "Sorry, | was desping.”

EIGHTEEN

Though he could not see the distant X-wing, Charat Kraal's cognition hood
created aglow in in the distance, aglow he knew actudly existed only in his
mind, showing the enemy vehicle's position.

And his opponent was good, as he knew Jaina Solo to be, but this day she
was flying with more skillful reckless abandon than he had ever before seen,
leading the coral-skippers deep into the dovin basa minefield, doubtless hoping
to eude them by passing through such adifficult and dangerous area & high
speed.

For amoment, doubt flickered in Charat Kraal's mind. Why would she have
|eft the relative safety of numbers, of her persond squadron, to leaed the
Y uuzhan Vong here by herself? There seemed to be only one possible answer: 0
she could attempt to kill them al without any of her fellow pilotsto sharethe
glory.

Was she that overconfident? Was she that mad?

Could her confidence be warranted?

The pilot to Charat Krad's port side opened fire with his plasma cannon,
sending astream of red glows oft toward the distant target.

Charat Kraa cursed to himsdf. Of dl the traits of the infidds

darfighters, the one hetruly envied wasthe ahility they gavether pilots to



talk to one another, voice to voice. The yammosk war coordinator kept this
flight of pursuers coordinated and pointed in the right direction, but could not
prevent apilot with arogue strek from firing on an enemy they were supposed
to capture dive.

Charat Kraa dropped back afew lengths and did in behind the errant
pilot. From this close distance, he could see that the yorik cord of the
coraskipper ahead was marked with the symbols of Domain Hul. Making no effort
to disguise hisaction, he carefully aimed &t thet cora skipper's sern and
fired asngle plasmacannon shot straight at it. As he expected, avoid from
the other coral skipper appeared in the path of the plasma projectile and
swallowed it.

That pilot ignored the warning. He continued firing & the distant Jaina
Solo and now sidedipped to starboard, distancing himsdf from Charat Krad,
indicating in no uncertain terms his intent to continue following his own
warrior spirit, even if it meant disobeying direct orders.

Charat Kraal growled to himsdlf and followed. Hefired again, this time a
continuous stream of plasma, intending to kill rather than to warn. The HU
pilot banked away more sharply, hisvoidsintercepting theincoming plasma, and
then rolled into a maneuver designed to swing him around behind Charat Kraal.

Finaly, Charat Krad grinned. In amoment, he would have ancther kill,
this one a disobedient pilot from another domain, and would have reinforced his
reputation for order and ruthlessnessin his own unit.

The other cora skippers of the unit continued on their origind course,
closing on Jaina Solo.

Czulkang Lah made anoise of dipleasure. The pattern of blaze bugsin the



darkened sensor niche told the whole story of Charat Krad's pursuit. He did not
blame Charat Krad for this momentary diversion, but was not happy at the lack
of discipline shown by the other pilot. It would be best when that warrior was
dead, bet if he died painfully and ignobly enough to discourage other warriors
from smilar acts of sdf-glorifying disobedience.

"What iswrong?' Harrar asked. "Thisisthe Jaina Solo pursuit?”

"Itis" Czulkang Lah pointed into the mass of blaze bugs, though he
doubted that the priest, unused to the complexity of battlefield images, would
be able to interpret what he saw. "The pursuers are not acting in concert. It
appearsthat one wishesto kill Jaina Solo. If we are lucky, this notion will
not spread to the others.”

"We cannot have that. We must capture her. Must extract from her the truth
about her trickery, the truth that she has nothing to do with our gods." Harrar
turned to another of the command chamber's officers. "Have my ship derted and
readied. | will enter the minefield and join the pursuit.”

At Czulkang Lah'sreinforcing nod, the officer did asinstructed.

Then something changed in the blaze bug image, and for a moment Czulkang
Lah thought that perhaps he, too, was misinterpreting what he was seeing. Two of
the coral skippers closest to Jaina Solo, though too far away for her infidd
lasersto have hit them, had disappeared, Smply winked out. Even with his
enfeebled eyes, Czulkang Lah could see the blaze bugs that had represented them,
now darkened, flying to the darkened back of the display niche, ready to reenter
asanew contact when needed.

What had happened?



Sharr Latt was getting the hang of it now, the method of cdculating the
gravitic pull of adovin basa mine on one of the Goddess missile's passes, then
coming near it again and using its own gravitic atraction to whip the missle
around and dingshot it in anew direction.

The missle, modly solid-state, not disadvantaged by the physicd
limitations of aliving pilot, could survive much tighter turns and more
strenuous g-forces than the pursuing coraskippers. On the last passthe missile
made past one specific mine, the two closest pursuers had followed the missle's
path exactly, had been caught by the mine's gravity, had been torn to pieces by
their own daring.

Plasma projectiles flashed past the bubble viewport of the B-wing's crew
compartment. Fascinated with his deadly toy, Sharr ignored them, rdying on

Bedyath tokegp him dive.

The squadrons protecting Lusankya broke toward different incoming
squadrons. Jaina, still masguerading as Twin Suns Nine, kept her silence as Kyp
Durron scattered Her shield triosin the path of incoming cora skippers.

Asthe digant skips came within maximum |aser-effective range, she reached
for Kyp in the Force, found nim there, found him waiting for a better shot. She
reached for Jag aswell, detected him, could even faintly fed theintendty of
hisfocus, his sate of aert relaxation. But she could not interact with him as
she could with Kyp, could not afford to be distracted, so she withdrew from that
contact.

Then Kyp wasfiring and her hand was automaticaly squeezing her lasers



trigger, firing aquad-linked blast a oneincoming skip. Both her shot and
Kyp'swere intercepted by voids, but Jag's, afraction of a second later, plowed
into the enemy star fighter's nose, destroying the dovin basdl there, depriving
the craft of its capabilities of flight and defense. Kyp and Jaina each poured
another salvo of laser energy into the craft; it burst, exploding asthe lasers
superheated interna moisture to the state of gas, and vented atmosphere into
space.

"OneHight, Twin SunsFive." That was Piggy. "Suggest you come to zero-
one-zero edliptic, hald that course for ten seconds, take targets of
opportunity.”

"Twin Suns Two, copy.” Kyp led Jag and Jaina around in the indicated
direction. Ahead, Jaina could see where Four Hight-Bedyath and Tilath-hed
gotten on the tails of two skips and were chasing them directly across One
Hight's path. Jaina gauged Bedlyath's and Tilath'sfiring patterns, timed them,
felt Kyp doing the same.. and, as the enemy skips crossed before them, as
Bedyath and Tilath sent stutterfire laser againgt the sterns of the skips one
last time, Kyp, Jaina, and Jag fired from the skips port quarter, therr quad-
linked lasers hitting yorik cord instead of voids. Both skips detonated,
sending acloud of gases and yorik cora chunks hurtling dong their course.

But now the wingmate of thefirgt skip they'd hit was behind them, closing,
firing. Jainadidn't listen to the good-shooting congratul ations coming across
the comm board; she followed Kyp as he made atight loop up and to starboard,
trying to dude their pursuit.

Jag looped tighter, forcing the pursuer to divide his attention between his
clawcraft and the two X-wings, and managed to come around behind the

coraskipper even asit managed to maintain its position behind the X-wings. He



poured laserfire into its stern and top hull, but dl of it was dragged into the
skip'sdefensive voids.

Jainafdt asort of menta shrug from Kyp. "Bregk," she said, doud and
through the Force but not over the comm frequencies, and she broke to port as
Kyp broke to starboard.

She gritted her teeth againgt the g-forces her tight turn exerted on her,
but got oriented around toward that skip - just in time to see an X-wing flagh
over and past it at a right angle to its course, in time to see plasma
projectiles tracking that X-wing strike the cora skipper instead. They chewed
through its hull and the skip suddenly turned away, no longer anxiousto fight.

Figgy's distinctive, mechanica laugh sounded over the comm board. Jaina

grinned. "Nicefleaing, Piggy."

Wedge's X-wing reached low Borleias orbit asthe Am-muud Swooper lumbered
along behind. Hetried to remind himsdlf that the Corellian freighter "lumbered”
only in comparison with agtarfighter, of course; the freighter was nearly as
fast and nimble asthe Millennium Falcon.
He dropped back to give his persona comlink a better chanceto reach the
ship. "Blackmoon Eleven to Swooper, do you have an exit path?’
"Wedo, Eleven. Can you receiveit?'
"I've been patching my comlink and datapad into what's |eft of the computer

on this battered baby. Just transmit me the directional and I'll escort you out.

"Will do, Eleven. Many thanks."



Wedge waited until the numbers appeared on his data-pad screen, then
reoriented to Ammuud Swooper's outbound course. He could only estimate, based on
what he remembered of Borlelass current pogtion in orbit around the star
Pyria, but he believed that the course would take Ammuud Swooper in the generd
direction of the Degp Core worlds. Doubtlessthe freighter would only teke a
short hyperspace jump, afew light-years, and then correct to take them toward
the rendezvous point.
The starfighter's sensor board beeped with a new contact. Wedge took in the
new information and bit back acurse. A squadron of cora skippers was headed
their way, and would intercept Wedge and the freighter long before they were

clear of Borleiass mass shadow.

Charat Kraa poured plasma cannon fire into his opponent, saw some of it
flitting around the edges of histarget's void and chewing into its hull.

Ashed suspected, the only kind of pilot foolish enough to disobey orders
like that, to seek persona glory at the expense of duty, was agreen pilot, one
fresh from teaching. He might have glorioudy fast reflexes, but he didn't have
the experience or will to defeat someonelike Charat Krad.

Histarget waggled sde to sde, Sgnding that he was quitting an
exercise, the only way he had to communicate that he was surrending. He brought
hisvoids around from his stern to hisbow> symbalicaly baring his ssomach,
further Sgn that he was giving up thisfight.

Charat Kraal fired again, pouring damage into histarget's stern, and, as
he gained dtitude relative to the other cora skipper, into its canopy. He saw

the canopy crack and then explode outward from the atmospheric pressure within,



saw one of his plasma projectiles hit and burn entirely through the torso of the
pilot. That cora-skipper continued in sraight-line flight, aflight that might
never end.

"Disobedienceisdeath,” Charat Krad said adoud, as though the soirit of
his enemy might hear him. "Unless you win. And you cannot win by surrendering.”
He looped back around toward the portion of the minefield where his pilots and
Jaina Solo were.

And he frowned. The cognition hood showed him the locations of dl those
fighters, but there were four fewer cord skipper glowsthan there should have
been, even counting the pilot hed just killed.

Jaina Solo was whittling down the numbers of her pursuers. Charat Kraal

shook his head and acce erated toward the action.

Luke's X-wing blasted through a cloud of flame and vapor spilling out of a
dying hlasthoat analog. He tensed againgt the impacts that would come if there
was s0lid niatter in the cloud, but emerged on the far sde without hitting
anything. Hefired the instant he was free of the cloud, his quad-linked lasers
barely missng Maras oncoming E-wing and ripping into the nose of the coral-
skipper chasing her. His shot missed the dovin basal housing at the bow but tore
into the yorik cora beneath it before avoid moved into place to intercept the
rest of the damage.

The coralskipper, its pilot doubtless spooked by Luke's magicd ariva
from within acloud of flames, banked away from Mara, breaking off pursuit. Luke

looped around to roar up in hiswifeswake. "Oh, thereyou are.



Her voice, across the comm board, sounded amused. "Afraid | was running out
onyou?'

"Y ou know what ajedous, possessve man | am.”

"Sarfighter Command to Blackmoon Squadron, Y dlow Aces"" The voice was
Tycho's. "Were seeing increased defense at the worldship. Bresk off sern
defense and move up to escort. We also need our spotter in place.”

"Blackmoon Leader copies." Luke checked his sensor and comm boards. The
Blackmoons werein pretty bad shape, down to about half strength, though most of
his losses were from damage to and withdrawal of Sarfighters rather than their
destruction. He dso read that the mysterious Blackmoon Eleven was off Borleias
and engaged with what |ooked like an entire squad of coral skippers.

He couldn't |et that be his problem right now. "I'm your spotter,” he said.

"Two, assume control of the squadron.”

Marasad, "Negative on that. I'm your wing."

He sighed, but knew better than to waste time by arguing. " Correction,
Blackmoon Ten, take command.”

"Ten copies”

"Leader'saway." Lukekicked in histhrustersand roared sraight toward
the Y uuzhan V ong worldship, avay from his reinforcements, away from everyone but

Mara

Charat Kraa sped dong in Jaina Solo's wake, leaving his other pilots
behind through sheer piloting skill. Kilometer by kilometer he gained on her and
knew, at last, that he was a better pilot than thisinfidel.

All he had to do was get in range, disable her abomination-craft, and wait



for acapture shipto assist him.

Thetiny gleam he could only see in his cognition hood, the one that
indicated Jaina Solo's position, grew to asizeindicating that he should be
able to make out some details of the X-wing. But he could not; he could only see
thruster emission from oneengine. Yet it could not be moving so fast with
three-quarters of its power gone.

His coraskipper's gravitic sensors crested the illusion that space itsdf
was rippling in the distance ahead of Jaina Solo, the visua image of a dovin
basad mine. She seemed to be amed almost directly at it.

Charat Kraa smiled. Her intention was clear-take a close pass by the mine,
using its gravitationd attraction to ding her around and accelerate her beyond
Charat Krad's ability to overtake.

But it would not work that way. The mine would detect her specific
graviationa signature, recognize her as a most-wanted target, and reach out to
grip her shidlds, perhaps annihilating her enginesin the process.

He had her. He had won.

Her vehicle whipped around the dovin basd mine and came straight back at
him. The turn was so abrupt that no living thing could have survived it, so
unexpected that Charat Kraal sat stunned for along, deadly moment.

His surprise communicated itself to the cora skipper, which waited for
instructions-dodge? Defend with voids? Open fire?

And when Charat Krad findly saw histarget, madeit out for what it was-a
missile, unarmed, faster than any starfighter or coral skipper when it chose to

be-he was only two-tenths of a second from impact.



Harrar's pilot turned to the priest. "Jaina Solo is destroyed. It appears
that Charat Kraal rammed her."

Harrar shook his head. "Y ou must be mistaken.”

" think not. I witnessed the two images merge. Therewas energy released.
Bothimages are gone." The pilot pulled his cognition hood back on... and then
dtiffened.

"Wdl?'

"Y ou... were correct. Jaina Solo is not where | thought she was. Not in the
mingfidd a dl. Sheisinthevicinity of the worldship.”

"And Charat Kraal ?'

"Still dead.”

Eldo Davip sat done at the control console of Lusankya, sweet dripping
from his face despite the efforts of the chamber's cooling system to keep him
comfortable.

Hewasn't on the Super Star Destroyer's bridge. That chamber, once
brilliantly clean and huge enough for snub-fightersto land in, was destroyed,
he'd seen the holocam image of a dying coraskipper corkscrewing its way into
the front viewports, crashing through, annihilating everything there.

But no one had been there, no officers, no droids. It had been left lit as
bait, though no ship's controls operated there.

All ship's controls were routed here, to an auxiliary bridge deep in the
vess's stern, aplace where the command crew could operateif the stern were

gone or the vessel somehow captured. Even this small chamber seemed empty and



strange now; Davip was the only person |eft. Everywhere else, computer gear was
patched into the ship's controls.

Every few moments, another shudder racked Lusankya and the lights
momentarily dimmed. Red showed on the screens of every diagnostics termindl,
indicating that the systems they monitored were destroyed or nonfunctional. The
only exceptions were the sysems Davip's own termind controlled: man
thrusters, gravitic sensors, localized life support, localized power.

He spared aglance for the door at the back of the chamber. Newly
ingtaled, it was acrude plate of armor that would lift out of the way-once-and
give him accessto the sarfighter that lay beyond. The starfighter was aready
pointed aong the shaft that led to Lu-sankyas stern. It was away out for him.

.. assuming that the damage the Star Destroyer was taking didn't collapse the
shaft, didn't ruin the starfighter. If it did, he was dead.

Wéll, deed or dive, hewas going to finish this fight with a bang. He
returned his attention to the sensors, to the large signal that indicated the
Y uuzhan Vong world-ship ahead.

Wedge accderated away from the Ammuud Swooper and toward the oncoming
sguadron of coralskippers. His sensors showed two eager skip pilots moving out
in front of the others, the better to engage him firs. He expected Ammuud
Swooper to turn tail, dive hack into the atmosphere, and try to find a safer
exit vector, but the freighter came stolidly on in hiswake. The reason why was
soon evident: cora skippers from the vicinity of the biotics building Site were
now climbing after them.

There was nowhereto run.

In moments, the lead skips came into visua range. They separated and began



launching plasmahisway - dl hut daring him to fly between them, to try to
persuade them to fire on one another by accident.

Wedge smiled mirthlessy. A novice pilot might try that very thing, but
would find his shields stripped by a deft use of the coraskippers voids.

Without shields, his X-wing would be easy pickingsfor the skips. Instead, he
veered to starboard, passing on the outward side of the skip in that direction,
firing stuttering lasers at that craft until hisweapons could no longer depress
to hit it. He saw hisshieldsflare as a bit of plasma hit them and was
deflected, but his diagnostics didn't indicate adirect hit.

Then he was past the two lead coralskippers. They turned to follow. The
oncoming ten aso vectored asif to head him off, but they weren't meking the
kind of speed the lead coralskippers were,

Ammuud Swooper maintained her origind course, and none of the
coralskippers remained directly in her path. Wedge frowned at the sensor board.
Why?

Heincreased the angle of his starboard turn. The two cora skippers
continued to accelerate in hiswake. The other ten turned so that their course
pardleed his, pacing himinstead of intercepting him.

That wasit. At least one of the lead skips had to be the squadron
commander. He wanted adud. His pilots wanted to watch. They figured the
commander could finish Wedge off, then they could catch up to Ammuud Swooper
before the freighter could get free of Borleias's mass shadow.

Wi, it wasn't going to work that way.

Wedge veered toward the pacing coral skippers, maneuvering o unexpectedly
that the skipson histail took an extra moment to turn after him. The maneuver

was harsh enough to cause Wedge's sight to gray out just alittle-he could see



hisvisgon contract, asthough he were flying into atunnd, but he shook his
head as he straightened out his course and hisvision returned to normd. He
began firing into the midst of the ten skips, and, as he/d hoped, there was no
immediate return fire: the squadron leader had doubtless instructed his pilots
not to interfere, that WWedge was hisaoneto kill.

Wedge sprayed his dutterfire over the flank of one skip, then, as he
gauged the speed with which its void intercepted the laser, switched to quad
link for aharder punch. His shot, beautifully placed, dropped between the
defendve voids and hulled the skip. It detonated into the small, gridy cloud
characterigtic of adying coral-skipper. Wedge roared past the cloud, missing it
by mere meters, hearing the ping of small chunks of yorik cord driking his
shidds.

As soon as he was past, he looped around, opposite the direction the skips
were heading. He was rewarded by the sight of the skips dowing, tuming back
toward him as he circled. Thelead skips punched through the same hole in the
formation held just been through and turned after him, gaining ground.

In amoment-tunnd vison returning as he performed aturn too hard for his
body to quite withstand-he was lined up on the formation again. The nine
remaining witness skips had done an impressive about-face and were now reaching
the cloud of gases and coral chunks that had once been one of their own number.

Wedge armed and fired a proton torpedo, then switched back to sutterfire
lasers and began spattering red beams among those targets. Their voids came up
and effortlesdy caught the energy.

Then historpedo hit. It didn't reach any of the functiond targets, but

hit the largest remaining chunk of the destroyed cord skipper, deep in the midst



of the formation of skips asthey passed around it.

It detonated in abright flash, its energy hurled outward in dl directions
smultaneoudy, damming into every cora-skipper within its explosive diameter.
The skips voids could intercept only afraction of the released energy.

Wedge |looped up and around the expanding gas cloud, pouring on speed to
gain alittle ground on his pursuers while he waited for the sensor board to
Clear.

When it did, the numberswere like a lifeday present. Sx of the ten
coralskippersin that formation were gone or smashed into smdler pieces. Two
more were on ballistic courses toward Borleiass atmosphere. Thelast two were
turning to join up with the squadron leader and his wingmeate, but even they
seemed to be moving duggighly.

Impossible odds had just been turned into one-third impossible. And in the

distance, Ammuud Swooper continued plodding her way toward her hyperspace launch

point.

Czulkang Lah evaluated the data and varigbles. He did not like the
conclusions he was reaching. There was dtogether too much attention being paid
to the Domain Hul worldship, too many missng infidd resources, too much
unexplained behavior from the gigantic triangle ship now mere minutes from
reaching him.

"Prepareto disengage,”" he commanded. " Select a Rim-ward withdrawa course
and execute it on my order.”

He could fed the eyes of his officers on him. Some would be conceding

anger a what they interpreted as an act of cowardice. Some, knowing how bad his



eyes were, wouldn't bother to conced it.

He understood their anger. Hefdt it himsdf. But he knew, too, that he
did not serve the Y uuzhan Vong cause by needlessy sacrificing a resource as
great as a hedthy worldship, not when he could withdraw now and assault again
later with victory more likely. So he ignored them, ignored their stares.

Oneof hisofficers said, "Subsurface dovin basd clugters are being
maneuvered into the correct position.”

Then Kasdakh Bhul stood beside him once more. He stared up through the
command chamber'sviewing lens. "Thereis something wrong with the oncoming
triangle ship.”

"| should hope s0, considering the damage that has been inflicted upon her.

"I mean, sheisnot what | expected. 1 have been forced to learn something
of theinfidel vessdls, and thisoneis not dying the way she should. Her
skeleton iswrong.”

Czulkang Lah squinted up through the viewing lens, but al he could make
out of the gpproaching vessel were her outline and the flashes of light,
exchanges between starfighters and coral skippers, al around her.

He moved to the blaze bug niche, reached into it until he pointed straight
at the glowing crestures representing the triangle ship, then irritably waved
toward himsdlf. Blaze bugs from the back of the niche swarmed to the center,
joined with the image of the triangle ship, and caused it to grow in gpparent
sze and detail. Czulkang Lah kept waving until the triangle ship dominated the
niche, surrounded by blaze bugs engaged in dogfights.

Thetriangle ship had suffered tremendous damage. The topside extenson



where her commanders were said to remain was dmost gone. No sputters of light
leapt from her flanks or belly-al her weapons were dead. And her nose was
destroyed, the front one-quarter of the vessal worn away by the constant attacks
by cordskippersand Y uuzhan Vong capita ships.

But something protruded from the vessel's bow, like an enormous needle,
reaching from where the ruin began to where the vessdl's arigind prow would
have been.

"That iswhat | mean," Kasdakh Bhul said. "It islike a ginger. Thar
vesselsdon't have stingers, just compartments.”

Czulkang Lah felt something like dread cregp through his chest. "Are we
ready to withdraw?' he asked, hisvoice curioudy cam.

"Not yet," one of his officers answered.

Individual coralskippers, separated from squadrons or the last survivors of
their squadrons, broke out of the worldship's orbit and moved to intercept Luke
and Mara. Thetwo Jedi did not ow to engage. They juked and jinked to avoid
plasmacannon fire, they responded with laser-fire, and they roared past,
heading rdentlesdy on toward the worldship whiletheir enemies turned after
them.

Then they were just above the worldship, on a diving course toward its
surface. They vectored to enter orbit and whipped around the worldship's
equator, heading toward itsfar Side, the side faced away from the star Pyria.
They crossed the terminator and were suddenly plunged into darkness.

In moments, sensors showed an intact squadron ahead of them, an equa



number of miscellaneous skips arriving over the horizon from behind, and enough
empty space around the two Jedi to give them afew seconds of breathing space.

"Thiswould be asgood atimeasany, Luke," Marasaid.

"No argument here." Luke switched on the apparatus they'd wired into his
comm unit, and the comm units of severd of the prestige pilots of Lusankyas
guardian squadrons, just prior to the launch of this misson. "Broadcagting
location,” he said. "'I'm going to stay on the straight and narrow aslong as |
can stand to."

There was atouch of laughter to Marasvoice: "Y ou know, I've said that in

the past.”

"Very funny.”

Luke'sforward shidd flared into incandescence as something hit it-not a
plasmaball, for he would have seen that coming, but something that had not been
illuminated until it hit. Probably agrutchin. He tightened, clenching his jaw
asthough hardening his body could harden his X-wing againgt incoming fire. He
was agitting duck until histask was do'ne.

Maramoved up before him, drifting back and forth, making hersdf the man
target of the oncoming skips but never moving so far that her shidds did not
offer protection to Luke.

Luke could fed her reaching for himin the Force. It wasn't a gesture
seeking reassurance, not redlly; he could fed her confidence, her focus on her
task.

It took him amoment to understand. She wanted to be there, with him, in
case something happened, in case one or the other of them suddenly winked out of

existence. It was suddenly hard for him to swallow.



Then his sensor board yowled as something huge materiaized in space behind
him, no more than two hundred metersin hiswake.

It was Mon Mothma, dropping out of hyperspace. The greet Interdictor
immediately began drifting to Luke's port, away from the worldship's surface;
she had to have been on adightly different course before entering hyperspace.

A moment later, acloud erupted from Mow Mothmas underside-her complement
of starfighters, squadron after squadron streaking away from the launching bays,
someto guard the Destroyer, some to head off incoming coral-skippers from ahead
and behind.

The crude gravitic sensor that was part of the X-wing's new indrument
package lit up. Mon Mothma had activated her gravity-wel generators. If the
plan was going according to schedule, she'd be activating her yammaosk jamming,
too.

"Lagt act, Mara™

"Let's catch our breath before wejoin the other players, farm boy."

"Let'sdo that."

NINETEEN

The worldship's navigation crew did not have to betold to maneuver awvay
from the Interdictor. But once they did set anew course, anoise akin to dismay
wafted from their area.

Czulkang Lah merely looked & Kasdakh Bhul. The warrior moved to the

navigators, spoke briefly with them, and returned.



In pained tones, he said, "Thereis confusion. Five dovin basa mines have
just chased five Millennium Falconsinto our immediate space. Their attempts to
saizetheinfide shipsareinterfering with the worldship'sdovin basds.”

"FveMillennium Falcons”

"es"

"And even oneis enough to cause us grief."

A few kilometers away, another New Republic ship winked into existence-
Errant Venture. It immediately opened up with dl guns, directing damage againgt
the worldship's surface, againgt the nearest Y uuzhan VVong capital ships.

"I've breathed,” Luke said. "Let'sget 'em.”

With four coralskippers closing on histail, Wedge hurtled away from Ammuud
Swooper's course. The freighter was less than aminute from being able to enter
hyperspace. A minute... surely Wedge could hold the skips here that long. Even

a the cost of hislife.

Czulkang Lah watched as hisflet became uncoordinated. Suddenly
coralskippers swarmed like awkward trainees. Villips everted as the commanders
of hiscapital ships stopped receiving gravitic orders. The spike at the nose of
Lusankyawas now visible through the viewing lens above; more of the ship hed

eroded, revedling even more spike. The gravitic interdiction of one of the



triangle shipsin orhbit above the worldship was keeping his dovin basas from
maneuvering Domain Hul out of Lu-sankyals path.

Heignored hiscommanders. "Activate my son's villip," he told Kasdakh
Bhul.

A moment later, thevilHp ingaled in the most prominent niche everted and
took on the features of Tsavong Lah. "What news, my father?' the warmaster
asked. "Has Borleiasfalen?'

"Borleashasfdlen," said Czulkang Lah, hisvoice weary.

"And haveyou dain dl theinfidels? Or do some of their forcesremain to
flee?"

"Some forcesremain.”

"But ill, agreet victory."

"No, son. Limited facts can point at victory when in fact there is only
defest to taste.”

Thevillip frowned. "Defeat? Y ou have achieved the conditions of victory.

Y ou have once more brought glory to Domain Lah."

"Inaminute | will be dead. Too many clever minds, however heretica they
may be, have undone me."

"BUL"

"Be quiet, my son, and know that my last words were reserved for you. Fare
well, and may the gods smile upon you, as they once did upon me." Czulkang Lah
reached up to stroke the villip. It inverted, carrying Tsavong Lah's expresson
of bafflement withit.

Kasdakh Bhul stepped before him. "We are on the verge of victory, old one.
Pull onelast strategy out of your mind. Give usthat last success.”

Czulkang Lah stared into the face of awarrior too stupid even to know



regret. The old warmaster held his silence. Hed promised that his words to
Tsavong Lah would be hislast. He would not diminish their vaue by bresking
that promise.

One of hisofficers, hisvoice quaking in fear or anger - or both-asked,
"Shdl | givethe order to abandon Domain Hul?*

Czulkang Lah nodded.

Suddenly space was swarming with New Republic reinforcements. Gavin let off
his thruster and watched, bemused, as four TIE Interceptors off Mon Mothma
strafed the cora skipper duo he and Nevil had been dueling, shredding them by
virtue of fresh pilots and fresh lasers.

"Rogue Squadron, regroup on me,” Gavin said. "Let's let the latecomers
escort Lusankyain. Blackmoons, how are you doing?"

"Rogue Leader, thisis Blackmoon Ten. We're, ah, not doing too wel. Four
actives remain, not counting Black-moon One and Two, who are detached.”

"Recommend you St back and watch for aminute, then."

"Can't do it, Rogue Leader. One of our own appearsto bein afurball back
a Borleias. Were going back after him."

"Well comewith you."

Wedge finished his loop and headed back toward his four pursuers. They were
firing long before he was digned, but two of them, the survivors of Wedge's

proton torpedo. attack, were not firing accuratdy; their undersides were



charred, and Wedge suspected that those two coral skippers were damaged. Injured,
andinpan.

Not that two hedlthy ones couldn't kill him. Wedge sidedipped, rotated to
change his profile, juked and jinked to keep incoming plasmaand grutchin fire
off him.

As he approached the coraskipper formation, he drifted to port and
sueezed off some stutterfire laser at the hedlthy skip on that Sde. He fired
for only afraction of asecond, letting the short series of beams drift forward
from the target's cockpit, watching as the skip's voids moved with the streams
of coherent light and swallowed them; then he switched the wegpon over to quad-
linked fire, flicked histargeting reticle back toward the cockpit, and fired,
al inonequick mation.

The voids continued forward for a brief, deadly fraction of a second.
Wedge's lasers dammed in behind them, punching through the pilot's canopy,
punching through the pilot.

Wedge's X-wing shook as plasma, not completely deflected by his shidds,
seared through his starboard lower S-foil. His diagnostics lit up with ther
report. Structura damage, but no interruption of engine power. The S-foil might
collapseif flown into atmosphere, especidly in firing position, but should
hold up to dl but the most rigorous of maneuversin space.

Thelast hedlthy coraskipper and itstwo injured wing-mates were on his
tall, pouring plasma after him; he heard impact after impact asthe superheated
projectiles hit hisrear shieds, watched the darming drop of his shield power.

His sensor board beeped, derting hm to an object in his path, on
collision course, less than a second away. He began to twitch the X-wing yoke,

to sdedip him around the obstacle, but instead switched weapons controls back



to proton torpedo and fired on it. Only then did he shove the yoke down.

He saw the brilliant flash of the torpedo detonating above him, felt his X-
wing rock as the shock wave from the explosion hammered him, but he switched
back to lasers and hauled back on the yoke even as he was being battered. He was
through the detonation zone in an ingtant-and there, meters above him, was the
last hedlthy sKkip, its pilot ill recovering from the unexpected detonation.
Wedge fired and saw hislaserstear into the skip's underbdly.

There was another explosion, thisone far less severe, asthe skip vented
gasesthrough the crater Wedge's lasers punched in the yorik cora. The skip
suddenly ceased maneuvering.

A shrill darm had been wailing in Wedge's ear since the explosion. Findly
he could spare an ingtant's attention to his diagnostics board.

He cursed. His shidlds were down. Whether they had failed from the proton
torpedo explosion or been stripped as alast act of the coral skipper's voids, he
did not know, but he suspected the latter; it would explain why his lagt shot
againgt the skip's underbelly was not blocked.

Without shields, he was nearly as good as dead. He spared aglancefor the
two injured skips. They would be closing on him now, predators coming after
injured.prey.

Instead, they were moving away & high speed.

Wedge laughed. Seeing the last intact skip of the squadron destroyed hed
caused their nerveto fail; they probably hadn't even detected that he had logt
hisshields. He wondered what they thought he was-another supposed godly
meanifestation, likejaina?

Then he stopped laughing. His sensors showed the cora skipper squadron from



planetside had |eft the atmaosphere and was racing up in the wake of Ammuud
Swooper. They might intercept her before she reached a point from which she
could launch into hyperspace.

Unless he maneuvered himsdf in the way. Unless he persuaded a second
squadron to duel with him.

But if hedid that, his X-wing shieldless and damaged, he would die. He
would die aone, and he would die anonymous, flying another pilot's X-wing with
no record left behind of his having been here. Idla and his children would
never know what had become of him.

He swung around on an intercept course and hit histhrusters.

Turning his back on the Ammuud Swooper, leaving her to be destroyed by the
Y uuzhan Vong when she was S0 close to escape, would not dlow him to live It
would just give him timeto tidy up his affairs before guilt-the crushing weight
of respong bility abandoned-caused him to find some other way to die,

Coming in at an oblique angle to the new coraskippers course, Wedgefired
at maximum possible distance. On his sensor board, he saw no indication that his
lascrfire had done any damage.

But after amoment the squadron of skips vectored, angling toward him.

He could have cheered. They, too, wanted a chdlenging kill rather then
some defensdess freighter. Had their decison not guaranteed his degth, he
would have cheered.

Wedge kept up hisfire, jerking his X-wing back and forth in abone-jarring
evasve pattern, seeing plasmafire stregk above, to port, to starboard. His
sustained lasersfired sraight down the voids of the foremost skip, only
occasiondly drifting far and fast enough to one sideto hit yorik cord.

He fdt atremendous impact and the starfield was suddenly rotating outside



his canopy. The X-wing no longer responded to his control of the yoke. Systems

faluredarms dhrilled in his ears, and he knew he was dead.

Eldo Davip locked down the auxiliary bridge controls, then dapped the
button for the new door & the chamber's rear. It did open indantly,
undamaged, revealing the Y -wing beyond.

A Y-wing. He shook his head as he ran to the cockpit and clambered within.
The starfighter was as old as he was, if not older; he suspected it was one of
the assembly of "spare parts' vehicles that had been used to fabricate the pipe
fighters. As he closed the canopy, the door into the auxiliary bridge snapped
shut and another bulkhead did open, meters ahead of him, alowing him aview of
space flanked by the emissions of Lusankya's powerful thrusters.

He started up the starfighter's engines but couldn't yet launch. A jury-
rigged screen and set of controls went live, and once again Davip could see
through Lusankya's remaining forward holocams, could see instrument readouts.

The dying Super Star Destroyer was drifting to star-hoard. This probably
wasn't navigationa failure. Instead, some dovin basa on the surface of the
worldship had to be exerting its gravitationa power againgt Lu-sankya, trying
to turn the vessel aside.

It might work, too. No dovin basal was going to be able to entirely deflect
the millions of tons of Lusankya, to counteract the tremendous kinetic energy
built up during the ship's constant accel eration toward the world-ship. But a
dovin basal might be able to turn her protruding spearhead aside, to reduce the

penetration of impact.



Davip wouldn't have that. He resumed direct control of Lusankya and
increased thrust output from her starboard engines, redlining them, bringing tbe
spearpoint back inline.

Hed just stay here and make sure everything went according to plan.

Czulkang Lah watched asthe sharp prow of Lusankya grew in the sky,
approaching with ameticulous precison that he could, with agrowing sense of
detachment, appreciate.

Up close, the crudeness of the protruding spike became evident. He could
see scarlike welds suggesting that the thing had been assembled in sections
within thetriangle ship. Still, its Smplicity, and the fact that it had
succeeded in serving itsintended purpose, was admirable.

It entered the worldship's atmosphere and, a moment later, struck the
viewing lensimmediately above.

And Czulkang Lah was gone.

The prow of Lusankya hit the worldship.

Eight kilometers up, before the shock of that impact had even been

transmitted along L usankyas body, Eldo Davip fired histhrusters and shot out



of the vessd's stern.

He passed between two of the vessel'sthrusters and saw his diagnosgtics
light up asthey anticipated possible life-support failure, but then the yellows
faded to asafe green.

But gill hewasfeding vibration. Had he sustained damage that the
diagnostics didn't detect?

It took him amoment to redlize that the vibration wasn't from his Y-wing.
It wasfrom him.

As he set a courseto take him to aformation of dlied sarfighters, he
tried to stop shaking.

But he couldn't.

Coming around the far side of the worldship, Luke and Mara saw Lusankya
dive into the worldship's sur - face. It seemed to Luke that aripple spread out
from the point of impact, either ashock wave or an animal contraction of pain.

The Super Star Destroyer, her kinetic energy scarcely dowed by the impact,
continued to plow into the world-ship. Hundred-meter-long remnants of the ship's
superstructure sheared off from the solid core, but that core plunged inexorably
deeper into the worldship.

In moments, asthe orbit of the two Jedi brought them closer to the impact
zone, Lusankya's core was swallowed by the worldship, her superstructure scraped
off and left behind, mountain-high, on the worldship's surface.

Then the surface of the worldship shuddered. Luke knew what that meant.

Eight or more kilometers below the surface, the spearpoint of the core hed



exploded. Then the next hundred-meter section behind it would detonate, then the
one behind that, achain of destruction reaching all theway back to what had
once been Lusankyas stern.

Asthey passed over the Super Star Destroyer's wreckage, the mountain of
scrap leapt skyward, propelled by a volcandlike eruption from benesth the
surface asthe last of Lusankya's core sections detonated. The flash from the
explosion was brilliant and the force of the exploson jetted into the sky,
looking for one brief moment like ared-orange lightsaber blade kilometers in
length.

The surface of the worldship heaved. Greet jagged cracks flowving with a
red-black substance L uke did not care to contemplate spread out, from Lusankya's
impact point as the worldship beganto die. * * *

His ship protected by theremains of Charat Krad's specid operations
group, Harrar watched the crash and detonation. He could fedl blood drain from
hisface, could fed the strength of hislegs begintofall. He sat heavily in
the captain's seat, wordless.

"Theinfidels gppear to be grouping again,” hispilot said. "Shdl we join
these coralskippersin a counterattack?'

"What's the point?* Harrar whispered. "Take us back to Coruscant. Take us

back where we can look on victory ingtead of disaster.”

On his next spin, Wedge saw the squadron of skips turn back toward him. He
amed and fired after them, afind, defiant gesture, but hiswegpon failed to
discharge.

On hisnext spin, he could see the incoming skips but, beyond them,



witnessed the brilliant flash of light that herdded Lusankyas demise. "'I'm not
exactly going tomissyou," hesaid.

Theincoming coraskippers opened fire. At this range, only one of the
plasma projectiles hit; Wedge fdt it crash into and through the X-wing's stern,
and suddenly he was spinning even fagter, watching the stars rotate by a
bewildering speed.

Then things became more complicated. Unable to quite resolve the picture
outsde his canopy into acomprehensible one, growing dizzier by the minute,
Wedge thought he saw red lasers flashing among the orange-red plasma bdls. He
was certain he saw one coral skipper detonate, then two.

There were E-wings and X-wings near him, the latter painted in the standard
New Republic colors, and his comlink crackled to life-awoman'svoice, fading in
and out: "Blackmoon Ten... Eleven. Are... with us?"

He activated hisjury-rigged comm board. "Black-moon Ten, thisis Blackmoon
Eleven. That'sacopy. Still here, but about to throw up.”

"Hold on... shuttle. It'l be here... minutes.”

Then therewas a new voice, sronger because the broadcasting X-wing
hovered only fifty meters away. Wedge recognized the voice as Gavin Dark
lighter's. "Blackmoon Eleven, what did you think you were doing going after an
entire squadron?”

"My job."

"That's'My job, sr.™

Wedge grinned. "My job, Sir.""

"Son, if you develop piloting skillsin proportion to your nerve, someday

they'll cal you the greatest pilot of dl time."



Gavin, baffled, stared down at his comm board. "'Black-moon Eleven? Are you
dill there?'

But Blackmoon Eleven didn't respond-at least, not with words. The only
thing emerging from Gavin's comm board was laughter. Laughter that was somehow

familiar.

The New Republic forces staged mop-up and withdrawa operations.
Starfighter squadrons collected themsalves, escorted rescue shuttles, defended
their capital shipsfrom the uncoordinated attacks of the Y uuzhan Vong.

But it would not be long before anew yammaosk was brought into the system,
not long before more Y uuzhan V ong reinforcements made the system untenable. One
after another, the divisons of Borlelass defenders launched into hyperspace to
travel to their first rendezvous point.

Theworld they left behind was, for now, Y uuzhan Vong property. The stand
here had served itsintended purpose. The Advisory Council’and its supporters
had enjoyed monthsin which to plot ther next moves-defenses, surrenders,
tricks. But the Advisory Council might never know what el se had been done during
those months: what plans had been made, what foundations had been lad for a

res stance that would not depend on them.

EPILOGUE



Tsavong Lah sat aone on hissest in his command chamber. He could not
speak.

The gods must love him. They had restored hisarm to him. They had alowed
him to root out treachery that had threatened to topple him. They had given hm
Bor-leias, whose defenders had, at last, fled.

The gods must bate him. They had taken hisfather from him. Not only his
father, but the fabled warmaster, Czulkang Lah, whose methods of teaching, whose
drategic innovations, though introduced decades before the war on this gdaxy
was launched, had made these conquests possible. The Y uuzhan VVong would be
struck like a coufee m the guts by news of Czulkang Lah's death and the utter
destruction of Domain Hul.

Which wasit? Had he earned the hatred or the affection of the gods?

He sat back, hollow with the loss he had just expericed, uncertain withina

universe that had just grown darker and strange.



