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They appeared without warning from beyond the edge of gaactic space: awarrior race cdled the

Y uuzhan Vong, armed with surprise, treachery, and abizarre organic technology that proved amatch—
too often more than amatch—for the New Republic and its dlies. Even the Jedi, under the leadership of
Luke Skywaker, found themsalves thrown on the defensive, deprived of their greatest strength. For
somehow, inexplicably, the Y uuzhan V ong seemed to be utterly devoid of the Force.

Despite aninitid victory, the New Republic forces|ost more than they won. Countless worlds were
devadtated, countless beings killed—among them the Wookiee Chewbacca, loya friend and partner of
Han Solo, and later Anakin Solo, Han and Leas younger son. The only ray of light in the darkness was
the birth of Luke and Mara's son, Ben Skywalker.

The New Republic unraveled alittle more with each setback. Even the Jedi began to splinter under the
grain, especidly asthe Y uuzhan Vong turned their attention to hunting down Jedi in paricular. Thefal of
the capital world of Coruscant, and the capture of Jacen Solo sent hopes plummeting—and sent Jacen's
twin sster Jaina spiraling downward into revenge and retribution.

Scattered after thefal of Coruscant, the panic-stricken surviving members of the New Republic
Advisory Council struggled to save themsalves, pausing only long enough to set up what was intended to
be amock defense on the planet Borlelas—an attempt to buy time that fooled no one, least of al the
Jedi. Under the command of Wedge Antilles and Luke Skywalker, the Borleias defense succeeded
againg al odds, avictory—if asmal one—at last for the New Republic.

Meanwhile, the missing Jacen Solo was undergoing the education of alifetime at the hands of Vergere, a
fascinating creature whose loyalties were a mystery and whose powers were beyond compare. In doing
30, he discovered the key both to sabotaging the efforts of the enemy to reshape Coruscant into the
image of their legendary homeworld, Y uuzhan'tar, and to finding the Y uuzhan VVong in the Force. Now,
at last, asthe tattered New Republic worksto build on its recent victory and readies itsdlf to strike back
at the Y uuzhan Vong, a changed Jacenison hisway home. . .

Chapter 1

Asshe sat in the chair that was hers by right of death, sheraised her eyesto the cold faraway Stars.
Checklists buzzed distantly in her mind and her hands moved over the contrals, but her thoughts flew
elsawhere, amid the chill infinitude. Searching . . .

Nothing.

Her gaze fell and there she saw, on the controls at the adjacent pilot's seat, her husband's hands. She
drew comfort from the sight, from the sureness and power she knew was there, in those strong hands.



Her heart legpt. Something, somewherein al those stars, had touched her.
She thought: Jacen!

Her husband's hands touched controls and the stars streamed away, turned to bleeding smears of light as
if seen through beaten rain, and the distant touch vanished.

"Jacen," she said, and then, at her husband's startled |ook, at the surprise and pain in his brown eyes,

"And youre sure?' Han Solo said. "Y ou're sure it was Jacen?"

"Y es. Reaching out to me. | felt him. It could have been no oneese."
"And hesdive"

v

LeiaOrgana Solo could read him so well. She knew that Han believed their son dead, but that hetried,
for her sake, to pretend otherwise. She knew that, fierce with grief and with guilt for having withdrawn
from hisfamily, hewould support her in anything now, even if he bdlieved it was ddusiond. And she
knew the strength it took for him to suppress his own pain and doult.

She could read dl that in him, in the flicker of hiseye, the twitch of his cheek. She could read him, read
the bravery and the uncertainty, and she loved him for both.

"It was Jacen," she said. She put as much confidencein her tone as she could, al her assurance. "He
was reaching out to me through the Force. | felt him. He wanted to tell me he was dive and with friends.”
She reached over and took his hand. "There's no doubt, now. Not at al."

Han's fingerstightened on hers, and she sensed the Strugglein him, desire for hope warring with hisown
bitter experience.

His brown eyes softened. "Yes," hesad. "Of course. | believeyou."

Therewas ahint of reserve there, of caution, but that was reflex, the result of along and uncertain life
that had taught him to believe nothing until held seen it with hisown eyes.

Leiareached for him, embraced him awkwardly from the copilot's seat. His arms went around her. She
felt the bristle of his cheek againgt hers, inhaled the scent of hisbody, hishair.

A bubble of happiness grew in her, burst into speech. "Yes, Han," shesaid. "Our sonisdive. And so
arewe. Bejoyful. Be at peace. Everything changes from now on.”

Theidyll lasted until Han and Leiawalked hand in hand into theMillennium Falcon's main hold.
Through the touch, Lelafdt the dight tension of Han's muscles as he camein sight of their guest—an
Imperid commander inimmaculate dressgrays.

Han, Lelaknew, had hoped that this mission would provide a chance for the two of them to be done.
Through the many months since the war with the Y uuzhan V ong had begun, they had either been gpart or



dedling with a bewildering succession of crises. Even though their current mission was no less urgent than
the others, they would have treasured thistime adone in hyperspace.

They had even left Leids Noghri bodyguards behind. Neither of them had wanted any passengersat dl,
let alone an Imperid officer. Thusfar Han had managed to be civil about it, but only just.

The commander rose politely to her feet. " An exceptionaly smooth transition into hyperspace, Captain
Solo,” she said. "For aship with such—suchheter ogeneous components, such atransition speskswell of
the ship's captain and his kills™

"Thanks," Han said.
"The Myomar shields are superb, are they not?' she said. "One of our finer desgns.”

The problem with Commander Vana Dorja, Leiathought, was that she was Ssmply too observant. She
was awoman of about thirty, the daughter of the captain of a Star Destroyer, with bobbed dark hair
tucked neatly into her uniform cap, and the bland, pleasant face of a professiona diplomat. She had been
on Coruscant during itsfdl, allegedly negotiating some kind of commercid treaty, purchasing Ulban droid
brainsfor usein Imperia hydroponics farms. The negotiations were complicated by the fact thet the droid
brainsin question could equally well be used for military purposes.

The negotiations regarding the brains end-use certificates had gone nowhere in particular, but perhaps
they had been intended to go nowhere. What Commander Dorjas extended stay on Coruscant had done
was to make her aclose observer in the Y uuzhan Vong assault that had resulted in the planet'sfall.

Vana Dorja had gotten off Coruscant somehow—L eia had no doubt that her escape had been planned
long in advance—and she had then turned up at Mon Calamari, the new provisiona capitd, blandly
asking for help in returning to Imperid space just at the moment at which Leiahad been assgned a
diplomatic misson to that selfsame Empire.

Of courseit wasn't acoincidence. Dorjawas clearly aspy operating under commercial cover. But what
could Leiado? The New Republic might need the help of the Empire, and the Empire might be offended
if itscommerciad representative were needlesdy delayed in her return.

What Leiacould do was establish some ground rules concerning where on theFalcon Commander
Dorjacould go, and where was gtrictly off limits. Dorja had agreed immediately to the restrictions, and
agreed aswell to be scanned for any technological or other secrets she might be smuggling ouit.

Nothing had turned up on the scan. Of course. If Vana Dorjawas carrying any vitd secretsto her
magtersin the Empire, she was carrying them locked in her dl-too-inquisitive brain.

"Please 5t down,” Leiasaid.

"Y our Highnessiskind," Dorjasaid, and lowered her stocky body into achair. Lela sat acrossthe table
from her, and observed the half-empty glass of juri juice set before the commander.

"Thregpio is providing sufficient refreshment?’ Leiaasked.
"Yes. Heisvery eficient, though atrifletakative.

Talkative?Leathought.What's Threepio been telling the woman'?



Blast it anyway. Dorjawas dl too skilled at creating these unsettling moments.

"Shall we dine?' Leiaasked.

Dorjanodded, bland asaways. "As Y our Highness wishes."

But then she proved useful in the galley, assisting Han and Lelaasthey transferred to plates the med that
had been cooking in theFalcon's automatic ovens. As Han sat down with his plates, C-3PO
contemplated the table.

"Sir," hesaid. "A Princess and former Chief of State takes precedence, of course, over both a captain
and an Imperiad commander. But acommander—forgive me—does not take precedence over aNew

Republicgeneral, even one on theinactive list. Generd Solo, if you would be so kind asto St above
Commander Dorja?"

Han gave C-3PO abaleful look. "I likeit finewhere | am," he said. Which was, of course, asfar away
from the Imperid commander asthe smdl table permitted.

C-3PO looked as distressed as it was possible for adroid with an immobile face to look. "But sr—the
rules of precedence—"

"l likeit wherel am," Han said, morefirmly.
"Butsar—"

Leladid into her accustomed role as Han's interpreter to theworld. "Well dineinformally, Threepio,”
shetold the droid.

C-3PO'stone alowed his disappointment to show. "Very wdl, Y our Highness," he said.

Poor 3PO, Leiathought. Here he was designed for working out rules of protocol for state banquets
involving dozens of species and hundreds of governments, interpreting and smoothing disputes, and
instead she persisted in getting him into situations where he kept getting shot at. And now the gaaxy was
being invaded by beings who had marked for extermination every droid in existence—and they were
winning. Whatever C-3PO had for nerves must be shot.

Lots of formal dinner parties when thisis over,Leadecided.Nice, soothing dinner parties, without
assassins, quarrels, or light-saberfights.

"| thank you again for your offer of trandt to the Empire," Dorjasaid later, after the soup course. "It was
fortunate that you have business there.”

"Very fortunate," Lelaagreed.

"Y our mission to the Empire must be critical,” Dorja probed, "to take you from the government a such a
crucid time"

"I'm doing what | do best.”

"But you were Chief of State—surely you must be consdering areturn to power."



Leiashook her head. "I served my term.”

"To voluntarily relinquish power—I confess| don't understand it." Dorja shook her head. "In the Empire,
we are taught not to decline respongbility onceit isgivento us™"

Leiasensed Han's head lifting as he prepared to speak. She knew him well enough to anticipate the
sense of any remarks.No, hewould say,Imperial leaders generally stay in their seats of power until
they're blasted out by laser cannons. Before Han could speak, she phrased a more diplomatic answer.

"Wisdom is knowing when you've given dl you can,” she said, and turned her attention to her dinner, a
fragrant breast of hibbas with a sauce of bofafruit. Dorja picked up her fork, held it over her plate. "But
surely—with the government in chaos, and driven into exile—astrong hand is needed.”

"We have congtitutional means for choosing anew leader,”" Leiareassured. And thought,Not that
they're working so far, with Pwoe proclaiming himself Chief of State with the Senate deadl ocked
on Mon Calamari.

"I wish you asmooth trangition,” Commander Dorjasaid. "Let's hope the hesitation and chaos with
which the New Republic has met its current criss was the fault of Borsk Fey'lyas government, and not
symptomatic of the New Republic asawhole.”

"I'll drink to that," Han proclaimed, and drained his glass.

"I can't help but wonder how the old Empire would have handled the crisis," Dorja continued. "I hope
you will forgive my partisan attitude, but it seemsto me that the Emperor would have mobilized hisentire
armament at thefirg threat, and dedlt with the Y uuzhan Vong in an efficient and expeditious manner,
through the use of overwhelming force. Certainly better than Borsk Fey'lyas policy—if | understood it
correctlyas a policy—of negotiating with theinvaders at the same time as he wasfighting them, sending
sgnals of weaknessto aruthless enemy who used negotiation only as a cover for further conquests.”

It was growing very hard, Leiathought, to maintain the diplomatic smile on her face. "The Emperor,” she
sad, "was aways aert to any threat to his power."

Leia sensed Han about to speak, and this time wastoo late to stop hiswords.

"That's not what the Empire would have done, Commander,” Han said. "What the Empire would have
done was build a super-colossa Y uuzhan Vong-killing battle machine. They would have called it the
Nova Colossus or the Galaxy Destructor or the Nostril of Palpatine or something equally grandiose.
They would have spent billions of credits, employed thousands of contractors and subcontractors, and
equipped it with the latest in death-dedling technology. And you know what would have happened?It
wouldn't have worked. They'd forget to bolt down ameta plate over an access hatch leading to the
main reactors, or some other mistake, and a hotshot enemy pilot would drop abomb down there and
blow the whole thing up. Nowthat's what the Empire would have done."

Leia, striving to contain her laughter, detected what might have been amusement in VVana Dorjas brown
eyes.

"Perhaps you'reright," Dorja conceded.

"You'reright I'm right, Commander,” Han said, and poured himsdlf aglass of water.



Hisbrief triumph was interrupted by a sudden shriek from theFal con's hyperdrive units. The ship
shuddered. Proximity darmswailed.

Leia, her heart beating in synchrony to the blaring darms, stared into Han's startled brown eyes. Han
turned to Commander Dorja.

"Sorry to interrupt dinner just asit was getting interesting.,” he said, "but I'm afraid we've got to blow
some bad guysinto smal pieces.”

Thefirgt thing Han Solo did when he scrambled into the pilot's seat was to shut off the blaring darmsthat
were rattling hisbrain around inside his skull. Then he looked out the cockpit windows. The stars, he
saw, had returned to their normal configuration—theMillennium Falcon had been yanked out of
hyperspace. And Han had a good idea why, an idea that a glance at the sensor displays served only to
confirm. Heturned to L eiaas she scrambled into the copilot's chair.

"Either ablack hole has materidized in this sector, or welve hit aY uuzhan Vong mine" A dovin basd to
be precise, an organic gravitic-anomaly generator that the Y uuzhan Vong used for both propelling their
vessals and warping space around them. The Y uuzhan V ong had been seeding dovin basa minesaong
New Republic trade routesin order to drag unsuspecting transports out of hyperspace and into an
ambush. But their mining efforts hadn't extended thisfar long the Hydian Way, at least not until now.

And there, Han saw in the displays, were the ambushers. Two nights of six coralskippers each, one
positioned on either side of the dovin basal in order to intercept any unsuspecting transport.

He reached for the controls, then hesitated, wondering if Leia should pilot while he ran for the turbolaser
turret. No, he thought, he knew theMillennium Falcon, her capabilities, and her crotchets better than
anyone, and good piloting was going to get them out of this trouble more than good shooting.

"I'd better fly thisone," he said. "Y ou take one of the quad lasers.” Regretting, as he spoke, that he
wouldn't get to blow things up, something aways good for taking hismind off histroubles.

Leiabent to give him aquick kiss on the cheek. "Good luck, Sick," she whispered, then squeezed his
shoulder and did sllently out of the cockpit.

"Good luck yoursdlf,” Han said. "And find out if our guest is qudified to take the other turret.”

His eyeswere aready scanning the displays as he automeatically donned the comlink headset that would
alow him to communicate with Leia at the laser cannon. Coral skippers weren't hyperspace capable, so
some larger craft had to have dropped them here. Was that ship still around, or had it moved on to lay
another mine somewhere e se?

It had gone, apparently. There was no sign of it on the displays.

The Y uuzhan Vong craft were just now beginning to react to his arriva—so much for the hope that the
Millennium Falcon's stedth capabilities would have kept her from being detected.

Butwhat, he considered, had the enemy seen? A Cordllian Engineering Y T-1300 freighter, Smilar to
hundreds of other small freighters they must have encountered. The Y uuzhan V ong wouldn't have seen
theFalcon's armament, her advanced shidlds, or the modifications to her sublight drivesthat could give



even the swift coralskippersarun for their money.

So theMillennium Falcon should continue, asfar asthe Y uuzhan V ong were concerned, to look like an
innocent freighter.

While he watched the Y uuzhan Vong maneuver, Han broadcast to the enemy a series of queriesand
demands for information of the sort that might come from anervous civilian pilot. He conducted a series
of basic maneuvers designed to keep the coral skippers at a distance, maneuvers as duggish and hesitant
asif hewere afat, nervous freighter loaded with cargo. The nearest flight of coralskippers set on abasic
intercept course, not even bothering to deploy into military formation. The farthest flight, on the other sde
of the dovin basa mine, began adow loop toward theFal con, to support the others.

Nowthat wasinteresting. In ashort while they would have the dovin basal sngularity between
themsdlves and theFFal con, with the mine's gravity-warping capabilitiesmaking it very difficult for them to
seetheFalcon or to detect any changesin her course.

"Captain Solo?" A voice on the comlink intruded on histhoughts. "Thisis Commander Dorja. I'm
readying the wegpons in the dorsdl turret.”

"Try not to blow off the sensor dish,"Han told her.

He looked at the displays, saw the far-sde squadron nearing eclipse behind the distorting gravity mine.
His hands closed on the controls, and he atered course directly for the dovin basa just as he gave full
power to the sublight drives.

The gravity mine was now between theMillennium Falcon and the far-side flight of cordskippers. The
gravity warp surrounding the dovin basal would make it nearly impossible to detect theFal con's change
of course.

"We have about three standard minutes to contact with the enemy,” he said into the comlink headset.
"Fire dead ahead, on my mark."

"Dead ahead?' came Dorjas bland voice. "How unorthodox . . . have you consideredmaneuver ?"

"Don't second-guessthe pilot!" Leias voice sngpped like awhip. "Keep this channd clear unlessyou
have something of vaueto say!"

"Apologies," Dorjamurmured.

Han bit back his own annoyance. He glanced at the empty copilot's chair—Chewbacca's place, now
Leias—and found himsdlf wishing that he was in the second laser cockpit, with Chewbaccain the pilot's
sedt. But Chewie was gone, thefirst of the deaths that had struck him to the heart. Chewbacca dead, his
younger son

Anakin killed, his older son Jacen missing, presumed dead by everyone except Leia. . . Death had been
haunting his footsteps, on the verge of claiming everyone around him. That was why he hadn't accepted
Waroo's offer to assume Chewbaccas life debt. He smply hadn't wanted to be responsible for the death
of another friend.

But now Lelabelieved that Jacen was dive. Thiswasn't avague hope based on amother'sdesireto see
her son again, as Han had earlier suspected, but a sending through the Force, amessageaimed a Leia



hersdlf.

Han had no direct experience of the Force himself, but he knew he could trust Leianot to misread it. His
sonwasdive.

So maybe Death wasn't following him so closdly after al. Or maybe Han had just outrun him.

Say alert,hetold himsdf.Say strong. You may nothave to die today.

Cold determination filled him.

Make the Yuuzhan Vong pay instead, he thought.

He made alast scan of the displays. The near-side flight had turned to pursue, dividing into two V
formations of three cora skippers each. They hadn't reacted very quickly to his abrupt change of course,

s0 Han figured he wasn't dedling with a genius commander here, which was good.

It wasimpossible to see the far-sde flight on the other sde of the gravity-distorting mine, but he had a
good read on their trgectory, and there hadn't been any reason for them to changeit.

The dovin basa swept closer. TheFalcon's spars moaned asthey felt the tug of its gravity-.

"Ten seconds," Han told Leiaand Dorja, and reached for the triggers to the concussion missile
launchers.

Anticipation drew ametallic stresk down histongue. He felt aprickle of sweat on his scap.

"Five." Hetriggered thefirgt pair of concussion missiles, knowing that, unlike the laser cannon, they did
not strike at the speed of light.

"Two." Han triggered another pair of missiles. TheMillennium Falcon's engines howled asthey fought
the pull of the dovin basal's gravity.

"Fire! The dovin basd swept past, and suddenly the display it with the Six approaching cora skippers.
The combined power of the eight lasersfired sraight at them.

The six cordskippers had also split into two Vs of three craft each, the formations on dightly diverging
courses, but both formations were running into theFal con and her armament at a combined velocity of
better than 90 percent of the speed of light. None of them had shifted their dovin basalsto warp space
defensively ahead of them, and the pilots had only an instant to perceive the doom staring them in the
face, and no timeto react. Thefirg formation ran right into thefirst pair of missiles and the turbolaser fire,
and dl three erupted in fire astheir cord hulls shattered into fragments.

The second formation, diverging, was not so suitably placed. One cora skipper was hit by amissileand
pinwheeled off into the darkness, trailing flame. Another ran into aburst of laser fire and exploded. The
third raced on, looping around the gravity mine where Han's detectors could no longer seeit.

Exultation sang through Han's heart. Four kills, one probable. Not a bad start at evening the odds.

TheMillennium Falcon shuddered to the gravitic pull of the dovin basal. Han frowned as he checked
the sublight engine readouts. He had hoped to whip around the space mine and exit with enough velocity



to escape the dovin basal's gravity' and get into hyperspace before the other flight of coral skippers could
overtake him. But the dovin basal was more powerful than held expected, or possibly the Y uuzhan VVong
commander was actudlyordering it to increase its gravitationa attraction—there was alot the Republic
didn't know about how the Y uuzhan V ong equipment worked, so that was at least possible.

In any case, theFalcon hadn't picked up enough speed to be sure of a getaway. Which meant he had to
think of something else brilliant to do.

The other flight of Six cordskippers was following him into the gravity well of the dovin basd, intent on
saying with him. The oneintact survivor of the second flight wasin the act of whipping around the dovin
basal, and wouldn't enter into his caculationsfor the present.

Wi, hethought, if it workedonce. . .

"Hang on, ladies," he cdled on the comlink. "We're going around again!*

Savage pleasurefilled him as he svungMillennium Falcon around for another dive toward the dovin
basd. Attack mygalaxy, will you? he.thought.

They had doubtless seen the beginnings of his maneuver, so he dtered histrgectory dightly to put the
gpace mine directly between himsalf and the oncoming fighters. Then he altered histrgectory a second
time, just to be safe. If the enemy commander had any sense, he'd be doing the same.

Both sides were now blind. The problem was that the Y uuzhan VVong were dert to histactics. They
wouldn't just run blindly toward him: they would have their dovin basa propulsor units shifted to repel
any attack, and they'd come in shooting.

"Bedert, people,” Han said. "We're not going to be so lucky thistime, and | can't tell precisely where
your targets are going to be. So be ready for them to be anywhere, right?”

"Right," Leasad.
"Understood,” Dorjasaid.

"Commander Dorja," Leiasaid. "Y ou'll seethat your four lasers are aimed so asto fire on dightly
diverging paths"

IIYSIH

"Don't readjust. Theré'sareason for it."

"I presumed s0. | won't change the settings.”

A pang of sorrow touched Han's heart. It was his son Anakin who had discovered that if hefired three
shotsinto a'Yuuzhan Vong vessd at dightly diverging courses, at least one shot would curve around the
gravity-warping dovin basa shields and hit the target. The quad lasers had been set to accomplish this
automatically, without Anakin's eye and fat reflexes.

Anakin, who died a Myrkr.

"Twenty seconds,” Han said, to cover both his own rising tension and the grief that flooded him.



Hetriggered another pair of missles at ten seconds, just in case he was lucky again and the enemy flight
appeared right in front of him. And then, because he had no choice but to trust hisluck, he fired another
pair five seconds later.

You are not keeping me from seeing Jacen again, hetold the enemy.

The next thing he knew plasma cannon projectiles of molten rock were cracking against theFalcon's
shields, and there was a blinding flash dead ahead asthefirst pair of concussion missiles found atarget.
Han's heart throbbed as coral debris pounded on the deflectors, bounded off like multicolored sparks.
Therewas aflicker on the displays as another coralskipper flashed past at a converging speed
somewhere closeto that of light, too fast for Han's eyeto track it.

If he hadn't blown up the first coralskipper, he might have actualy collided with it and been vaporized
aong with the enemy.

Han tried to cam his Sartled nerves as he kept his eyes on the displays, searching for more enemy craft
around and behind the dovin basdl. In amoment he understood the enemy'stactic. The two Vs of three
had split into three pairs and curved around the dovin basal on separate paths, in the apparent hope that
at least one pair would be in aposition to splash theFFalcon asthey flew past each other. It hadn't
worked, but by sheer chance one of them had almost taken out theMillennium Fal con through ramming.
What, Han wondered, were the odds on that?

The comm board began arhythmic bleating, and Han shut it off. From the display he gathered that the
Falcon had just lost her hyperspace comm antenna.

Oh wdl. They hadn't been planning to talk to anyone long distance, anyway.

Fedling cheered by the thought that held win the bettlein jig timeif he could go on killing at least one
coral skipper with each pass, he prepared to swing the ship around and dive toward the dovin basal yet
again. And then hisdisplayslit up at the gppearance of an enemy fighter, the oneintact survivor from the
flight of six he'd splashed with his opening savo. It was curving toward him, its plasma cannons spitting
out astream of molten projectiles.

It was placed just s0 asto keegp him from swinging around on the idedl trgjectory for passing the dovin
basa again. He suppressed the curses that were ringing around the inside of his skull and instead warned
histwo gunners.

"Enemy skip on the port sde, ladies.”

He maneuvered so asto put the target in the money lane, where the fields of fire of both sets of lasers
overlapped, and he heard the quads begin to chunder. Coherent light flashed around the enemy craft,
curving weirdly asthe dovin basal's singularity-curved space to safeguard the target. Enemy fire spattered
off theFalcon's shields. Then flame sprayed from the cora skipper as one of the laser lances struck home.
The craft seemed to stagger in its course. And then a second laser blast turned the cora skipper into a
gpray of flaming shardsthat shone briefly, like afalling firework, and was gone,

"Nice shooting, Commander!"

Leidsvoice, complimenting Dorjaon thekill. Han redlized to his pleasure that VVana Dorja apparently
was qudified on the quad lasers.



Six down, one damaged, fiveto go.

Han hauled theMillennium Falcon around for another pass at the dovin basal, but he knew that the last
coraskipper had delayed his maneuver to the point where it might be the enemy pouncing on theFalcon
thistime, not the other way around.

A glance at the displays showed the five intact cora skippers had swept around again, with each
two-skip unit—plus the singleton survivor of the third pair—on widely diverging courses. They would be
sweeping past the dovin basa a different times, gpproaching from different angles. This meant that no
matter what Han did, he wouldn't be able to place the gravity-distorting singularity between himsdlf and
al the enemy at once. Those who could see him could communicate his position to those who couldntt.

The advantage he/d made for himsdlf was gone. Someone on the other side must have had a brainstorm.

But, Han redlized, the fact that the enemy flights had separated meant he wouldn't have to fight more
than two at atime. That was something he could use.

He looped around toward the dovin basdl, letting its gravity draw himin.
"How arewedoing, Han?' Leiacdled.

"Plenty left in the old bag of tricks!" Han called back.

Butwhich trick? That wasapuzzler, dl right.

His mind sawed at the problem as he dived for the singularity. It was clear that thefirst pair of enemy
skipswould arrive a the singularity before he did, and the single fighter at about the sametime asthe
Falcon, with the other pair arriving afterward. The only way he'd be able to repeat the head-on attack
that had worked thefirst timewasif hedid it on the third group of Y uuzhan VVong, and that meant running
the gauntlet of the three other coraskippers. If he attacked thefirst pair, the otherswould arc around the
dovin basd and be on histail fast.

The Y uuzhan VVong were prepared for any eventudity. Unless, of course, he smply didn't do what they
expected. If hedidn't diveinto the dovin basal asther tactics clearly assumed . . .

Han cut power to the sublight engines and hit the braking thrusters. TheMillennium Falcon dowed asif
sheld hit a patch of mud.

" Skips crossing the bow port to starboard!" he called. A volley of plasma cannon projectiles preceded
thelead pair of fightersthat arced from behind the blind spot of the dovin basd, bright glowing projectiles
that curved strangely in the minesweird gravity well. The projectiles crossed theFalcon's bows at a
comfortable distance, followed an ingtant later by the fighters themsalves, both moving too fast to ater
their trgjectory once they saw theFalcon’s position. Laser fire pulsed around them, but Han didn't see
any hits. He was dready pouring power to the sublight engines, |etting the space mine's gravity well take
theFalcon into its embrace.

He nearly missed histiming: the plasmacannon volley that preceded the single fighter's appearance from
around the singularity dmost clipped histail. The fighter itself crossed his stern at ablistering pace. Han
wrenched the controls and atered course, heading not toward the dovin basal, but away fromiit.



He was now counting on the fact that the enemy were communicating, but there was dso an inevitable
lag between their perception of theFalcon's position, their transmission describing the position to
comrades rendered blind on the far side of the dovin basal, and their comrades ability to act on that
knowledge. He had dived for the dovin basa until thefirst pair of fighters were committed to their attack,
then braked: the fighters had crossed ahead of him. Then, once the single fighter had been told theFalcon
had dowed and dtered its own course to intercept, Han had accel erated, and the fighter passed astern.

Theat |eft the last two, who had been told that theMillennium Falcon had first dowed, then accelerated.
If they appeared where Han thought they would, they were dead mest.

"Fighters crossing starboard to port: lay down interdicting fire dead ahead,” Han ordered, sawing the
Falcon around again, toward the singularity. It was easier to aim his ship at the enemy than to describe to
his gunners where he thought the bad guys would appesr.

His heart gave aleap as the two cora skippers arced into sight right where he thought they'd be, between
theFalcon and the dovin basdl, the two fighters flying wingtip to wingtip and preceded by avolley of
molten projectilesthat curved in the mine's hyper-gravity. Thelaserslaid down abligering fireright in
their path and caught both ships broadside. One flamed and broke up, and the other soared off into the
night, trailingfire.

Seven down, two damaged! A nicetotal, and the day had hardly begun.

Adrenaline drew agrin across Han'sface. He dived for the singularity again, not because he knew what
he was going to do next but because he wanted to hide: the three remaining fighters were curving around
and about to drop onto histail. But thistime he didn't use the dovin basd to dingshot himsdlf around onto
anew trgjectory: instead he worked the controlsto go into orbit around the singularity, theFalcon's spars
moaning from gravitational stress as she crabbed sideways through the dovin basdl's gravity well.

Ahead, through space warped by gravity, he saw what might be an enemy fighter. "Open fire dead
ahead!" he cdled again, and he saw laserfire streak outward, the bolts curving in the singularity’'s gravity'
likeafiery ranbow.

"Kegpfiring!" he urged, and brought theFalcon's nose up just atouch. The curving laser blasts climbed
up the fighter'stail and blew it to shreds.

Therewaswild cheering from the gun turrets. even the restrained Commander Dorjawas yelling her
head off. "Fire dead aft!" Han shouted over the noise as he fed power to the sublight engines: with the
gravity wel's distortion affecting his perceptions, he had no idea where the remaining enemy were, and he
was afraid they were behind him, ready to wax histail just as held waxed the single enemy fighter.

Relief poured through him as scans showed his precautions were unnecessary: they'd pulled away from
the dovin basal on acompletdy different trgectory and were well out of range. Han held his course to
seeif the enemy had had enough—but no, they were coming around again, ready for more punishment.

And two morefighters were heading for him, the two hed wounded, each coming in on itsown
trgectory.

Han rolled theMillennium Fal con around, heading for one of the two single fighters, figuring he could
knock out one of the damaged craft before taking on the pair of uninjured craft.

And then proximity darms blared, and Han's display lit up with twenty-four fighters coming out of



hyperspaceright on histail.

Thwarted rage boiled through him. "We've got company!" he shouted, and pounded the instrument panel
with afig. "I've gotta say thisisreally unfair —!" Then he recognized the new ships configuration, and
he punched on the intership comm unit.

"Unknown freighter," came avoice on one of the New Republic channels, "ater course forty degreesto
port!"

Han obeyed, and a section of four craft came roaring in right past his cockpit. His nerves gave alegp as
he recognized the jagged silhouettes of Chiss clawcraft, Senar TIE ball cockpits and engines matched to
forward-jutting Chiss weapons pylons, the design the result of their fruitful collaboration with the Empire
under the Chiss Grand Admird Thrawn.

Once upon atime, Han thought, TIE fighters on histail would have been abad thing.

"Commander Dorja," Han said, "weve got some of your friends here." Another two sections of
clawcraft came roaring past, followed by three sections of New Republic E-wings. Directly in front of the
Millennium Fal con the formation came apart in a star-burst, one section of four heading for each of the
remaining cora-skippers while two others remained in reserve.

Han hit thetranamit button. "Thanks, you guys," he said, "but | was doing fine on my own."

"Unknown freighter, stand clear." The voice had adightly pompous ring, and Han thought he recognized
it. "Well handleit from here.”

"Whatever you say, sport,” Han replied, and then watched as four fighters ganged up on each of the
coralskippers. The enemy craft couldn't jump to hyperspace, and they couldn't flee the fighters because
they had been chasing theMillennium Falcon at near lightspeed and couldn't alter coursein time.

The newly arrived fighters took no chances, just professionaly hunted down each of the cora skippers
and blew it to smithereens, taking no casudtiesin return. Then the dlied squadron turned on the dovin
basa mine and very carefully destroyed it with a calculated barrage of torpedoes and laser bursts.

"Nicework, people," Han congratulated them.

"Please stay off this channdl, sir," the fighter commander said, "unlessyou have an urgent message.”

Han grinned. "Not so urgent, Colond Fel," he said. "I'd just like to invite you to a meeting here aboard
theMillennium Falcon, with Captain Solo, Princess Leia Organa Solo of the New Republic, and
Commander VanaDorjaof the Imperid Navy."

Therewasalong, londy slence on the comm.

"Yes, Captain Solo," Jagged Fdl said. "We would be honored,

I'm sure.”

"Comeright aboard,” Han said. "Well extend the docking arm.”

And then, over the comlink, he called C-3PO and told the droid there would be guests for dinner.



Chapter 2

Lelaknew Jagged Fd fairly well. He was a decorated fighter pilot, the son of an Imperia baron who
lived with the Chiss and who had on occasion aided the New Republic. Jag was alittle stuffy, but not a
bad sort once you got to know him. He had served with Jaina Solo in the defense of the Hapes Clugter,
and later, as part of Jaina's Twin Suns Squadron, fought at Borleias; and the two had the same sort of
complicated, antagonidtic relationship that Leiahad once shared with Han. Though Leia appreciated
Jainas having afriend who could take her out of her troubles, she rather hoped that Jainawould not
resolve this skirmishing in the same way that Leiahad resolved her fedings about Han: having an Imperid
baron in the family would create far too many complications. Having Darth Vader for afather was bad

enough.

Jag Fel came aboard in hisvac suit. With his helmet under one arm, he gave Lelaand Han asmart
sute. "I'm sorry, sr," hetold Han. "1 didn't recognizeFal con's prafile.”

"I wouldn't have made much of asmuggler if you knew my freighter from any other,” Han said. "But |
was offended that you didn't recognize my voice on the comm.”

"| was caculating enemy trgectories.” Stiffly. " Such thingstake onesfull attention.”
"Will you join usfor dinner?' Lelaasked.
"Perhaps | will take abite or two. But | don't want to have amed when my pilots are hungry."

C-3PO heped Jag remove his vac uit, reveding the red-piped black uniform of a Chissfighter pilot.
After Jag had been introduced to Vana Dorja, hejoined the others a the table.

"Aren't you part of Twin Suns Squadron?' Han asked. "lsn't Jainahere?’

Jag explained that after Borleias, many new pilots had arrived fresh from the training schools, and a
decision had been made to break up the old squadronsin order to build new sguadrons around the
experienced pilots. He and the Chiss had been pulled out of the Twin Suns Squadron in order to form a
new squadron, and Kyp Durron had been pulled out as well, to re-form Kyp's Dozen.

Experienced pilots were a a premium. The military had apparently decided that for each unit to have
some experienced pilots was preferable to throwing whole formations of rookie pilots at the enemy.

Jaina had been compensated for losing so many experienced pilots by a promotion. She was now Major
Solo—her mgjority up until now had been atemporary, or "brevet," rank, but now it wasredl.

Leadidn't likethat either. She knew that Jainawould now fed the necessity of proving she deserved her
promotion, doing so no doubt at therisk of her life.

"What's your squadron doing here?' Han asked.

"The 'Y uuzhan Vong have been mining this section of the Hydian Way, pulling ambushes on freighters
and refugee ships. Weve been sent in to clear the enemy out of the area. Earlier today we destroyed the
minelaying trangport that had been dropping mines and cora skippers dong this part of the Way, so any
more skipsthat we find will have been stranded here for awhile.”



"I was hoping you'd get some rest and refit after Borleias.™
"Sowasl."

For amoment both men looked weary. Thefight had gone on for so many months, and so badly despite
everything they had done. Both deserved arest, but neither would get one, not unlessit was the rest from
which they would not return.

A twinge of anxiety prompted Leias next question. "Have you seen Jaina?'
"No. My squadron was pulled away for this duty just after Borleias."

Jaina, Leiathought, deserved arest no less than Jag and Han. Leia had wanted to force her daughter to
take leave, and that was before the meat grinder that was Borleias, the rearguard action where the

Y uuzhan Vong had been forced to pay for their victory in rivers of blood. But Jainawas, perhaps, too
much like her mother, too committed to the cause of the New Republic, and the Jedi, ever to rest until
some kind of victory was assured.

Wisdom is knowing when you've given all you can.Neither she nor her daughter had truly learned that
|esson.

Jag turned inquiring eyestoward Leia. "And you, Highness?' Jag asked. "What are you doing here, so
far away from the centers of power?"

"A diplomatic misson tothe Empire,” Leiasad.
"Y ou're done? No escort?'

"There was no one with the authority to give usone, so we just went." No use explaining about her vain
hopes of spending some time adone with Han, a combination vacation and second honeymoon, while they
trangited to Bastion and back.

"l assume you'l attempt to convince the Empire to make greater efforts againgt the Y uuzhan Vong," Jag
sad. Histonewasinsufferably superior. " A pity that the logic of the Situation is so against you—it would
redlly make more sense in the short term for the Empireto join the Vong."

Lelasaw VanaDorjas sudden, intent interest, and dreaded it. "Could you explain your reasoning,
Colond Fel?' Dorjaasked.

Han, clearly furious, opened his mouth to interject acomment, but a alook from Leiasaid nothing.

"It'saquestion of what each side could offer the Empire,” Jag said. "The Empire's a beaten shadow of its
former sdf, strapped for resources. The New Republic isin no position to help the Empire, not when its
own resources are being appropriated by the invaders. But think what the Y uuzhan VVong could offer the
Empire—whole worlds! All the Empire would haveto do istake them from the New Republic while the
New Republic's forces are committed againgt the Vong. The Empire could double its Size, taking its
choice of worlds, and it would cost the Y uuzhan Vong nothing.”

VanaDorjas eyes narrowed with caculation. "That'savery interesting analyss, Colond," she said.



Han finaly couldn't contain himsdlf any longer, and lodged his protest. 'Y ou forget what happensnext™
he said. "The Vong can't be trusted—they haven't kept their word yet! If the Vong let the Empire grow,
it'sbecause they're only fattening it for daughter.”

Jag rubbed the long scar on hisforehead. "That'swhy | saidin the short term, Captain Solo," he said.
"Inthelong term, | don't believe the Empire would survive long in agaaxy dominated by the Y uuzhan

Vong."
VanaDorjaseyesglittered. "Could you explain, Colone Fel?"

The superior tone was back in Jag's voice. "L eaving aside any issues of perfidy—and it's perfectly true
that Y uuzhan V ong guarantees can't be trusted—there exist long-term issues of compatibility. TheVVong
and the Empire smply want different things. The Empire wants areturn to the power and respect it once
enjoyed.

The Y uuzhan Vong want not only the complete domination of the galaxy, but an ideologica and religious
domination as well—they want theirway of life to triumph. And while some aspects of Y uuzhan Vong life
are compatible with the Empire—the discipline, the unquestioning obedience to authority—other areas
are not. The Y uuzhan Vong are opposed toall forms of technology”

He held up ahand. "And where is the Empire without its technology? The Empire has dwaysrelied on a
technologicd solution to its problems. If it adopted Y uuzhan V ong biotechnology insteed, it would
concede whatever advantagesit has, and make itself dependent on the Vong."

He shook his head. "And even an Empire doubled in size would be unableto resist the Y uuzhan VVong
if—I should saywhen —the Vong move againgt them. The New Republic, if it somehow survived, would
not cometo the aid of an Empire that had aided its enemies. If the Empire dlieswith the Y uuzhan Vong,
it will beisolated, ripefruit for the VVong whenever they choose to pluck it. And even if the Y uuzhan
Vong keep their promises and do not invade, the Empire will be overwhelmed quite peacefully in
time—in agaaxy dominated by the Y uuzhan Vong, the Empire will have to become Vong-likein order
to survive. The Y uuzhan Vong triumph either way."

Bravo! Leiathought in admiration. Jagged Fel's analysis had stated her own position succinctly.

VanaDorja, listening, nodded but offered no opinion. Leiacould only hope she would include Jag's
andysisin her report.

Jag turned to Leia "We'reisolated here" he said. "I've heard very little information concerning what's
happening e sewherein the New Republic. Do you have any news| can giveto my pilots?"

Leiatook adeep breath. Only the sunny news, she thought: the Imperia spy waslistening. "The Senate
has established itsdf on Mon Cadamari,” she said. "They're in the process of reestablishing the regular
processes of government and electing aChief of State.”

Amusement quirked a corner of Jag's mouth. "'l thought Pwoe was Chief of State.”

"Pwoe seemsto be aminority of one at the moment." In the aftermath of thefal of Coruscant, Councilor
Pwoe had declared himsdlf in charge, and had begun issuing ordersto the government and the military.
He might have gotten away with it had the Borleias campaign gone differently—Pwoe had expected the
defendersto buy time with their own annihilation, but instead Wedge Antilles and his scratch force had
held out for much longer than expected, their example an inspiration to the remnants of the New



Republic. The holodocumentary Battle of Borleias, by the historian Wolam Tser, was doing sdllout
bus ness throughout the New Republic, and had shown the defenders of the planet as heroes battling
againg great odds. Wolam Tser'swork had done alot to change minds about the New Republic
Defense Force and its capabilities.

When the Senate had finally reconvened on Mon Caamari, they'd remembered that it was they who had
the right to elect the Chief of State, and they'd summoned Pwoe and his cohortsto join them. Even then
Pwoe might have managed his election as the New Republic's leader, but instead he overplayed his hand:
he ing sted that the Senate leave Mon Calamari to joinhim at Kuat. The Senate refused, declared the
office of Chief of State vacant, and sent out ingtructions that no organ of government should obey Pwoe's
orders.

"Pwoe's been made unwelcome at Kuat," Lelasaid. "Even Niuk Niuv won't follow him any longer. He's
left—for Sullugt, | hear. | doubt hell be welcomethere, ether.”

VanaDorjagave adight shake of her head. "Thisisthe sort of thing that can only happen when the
chain of command isnot clear,” shesad.

"It's clear enough,” Han pointed out. "Pwoe choseto disregard it, isal. And now he's paying the
pendty.”

"In the Empire he would be shot,” Dorjasaid.

Han gave asatisfied smile. "Were cruder than you are," he said to Dorjas surprise. "'Instead of killing
him, weregoing to let him linger for years as an object of contempt and ridicule.”

Jag, smiling aso, rose from thetable. "Duty cdls, I'm afraid,” he said. "Weve got to destroy any
remaining mines and coral-skippers before the Y uuzhan Vong get atrangport out to rescue them.”

The othersrose and said farewel| to their visitor. Jag snapped out asaute. "Good luck, Captain. Y our
Highness." He hesitated. "Would you like an escort aslong as your route takes you aong the Hydian

Way?'

"Thanks, but no," Han said. "Were not movingalong the Way, we'recrossing it. It's a coincidence that
werehereat al."

"Very well, then." Jag picked up hishelmet. "The best of luck on your journey. Good to meet you,
Commander," he added, with aflick of his eyestoward Dorja.

"Andyou, Colond."
"Good hunting,” Lelasaid.
Jag amiled. "'l think it willbe good hunting,”" he said, and moved toward the air lock.

A few minutes later the twenty-four fighter craft flashed into hyperspace, and the crew of theMillennium
Falcon continued aoneto ameeting with their old enemiesin the Empire.

Chapter 3



"I have afew minutes only,” Senator Fyor Rodan said. He sat—sank, rather—in an oversoft armchair
while hisaidesbustled in and out of his hotel suite. All of them seemed to have comlinks permanently
fixed to their mouths, and to be engaged in more than one conversation at the sametime.

"| gppreciate your taking the time to see me, Councilor,”" Luke Skywaker said. Therewas no placeto
St—every chair and table was covered with holopads, datapads, storage units, and even piles of
clothing. Luke stood before the Senator and made the best of the awkward situation.

"At least | have managed to get the Caamarian government to give the Senate a place to meset,” Rodan
sad. "l was afraid we'd have to go on using hotel facilities.” Ashe spoke, he punched numbersinto a
datapad, scowled at the result, and then punched the numbers again.

The Senate hadn't quite shrunk to the size where it could comfortably meet in ahotdl suite, but it was
certainly amuch dimmer body than it had been just afew months previoudy. Many Senators had
managed to find reasons not to be on the capital when the Y uuzhan V ong attacked. Others had been sent
away to establish areserve of politica leaders, so that they wouldn't be caught dl in one place. Y et
others had commandeered military unitsin the middle of the action and fled. Still more had died in the
fighting at Coruscant, been captured, or had gone missing.

And then of coursetherewas Vigi Shesh, who had gone over to the enemy.

Fyor Rodan had done none of these things. He had remained at his post until thefall of Coruscant, then
been evacuated by the military at the last moment. Held joined the luckless Pwoe in his attempt to form a
government, but then come to Mon Calamari when the Senate reconvened and summoned al Senators
to their places.

His behavior had been both courageous and principled. He had won the admiration of many, and was
now spoken of as acandidate to replace Borsk Fey'lyaas Chief of State.

Unfortunately, Fyor Rodan was aso a politica opponent of Luke and the rest of the Jedi. Luke had
asked for ameeting in the hope of swaying Rodan's position, or at least of understanding the man better.

Perhaps Rodan's animosity toward L uke and his friends dated from the time that an impatient
Chewbacca hung him from a coat hook just to get him out of the way. There were so rumors that
Rodan was connected in some way to smugglers—that he spoke againgt the Jedi because Kyp Durron
had once taken action againgt his smuggler associates.

But those were rumors, not facts. Besides, if anyone was to be condemned for having friends who were
smugglers, then Luke was damned adozen timesover . . .

"How may | help you, Skywaker?' Rodan asked. His eyesflicked briefly to Luke, then returned to the
datapad.

"Thismorning," Luke said, "you were quoted on broadcast media as saying that the Jedi were an
impediment to the resolution of thewar."

"| should say that is self-evidently true,” Rodan said. He kept his attention on the datapad screen as his
fingers touched one button after another. "At times this war has beenabout the Jedi. The Y uuzhan Vong
ing st that you must al be handed over to them. Thatis an impediment to the war's resol ution—unless of
course wedo hand you over."



"Would you do that?"

"If 1 thought that by doing S0, | could savethelives of billions of the New Republic's citizens, | would
certainly consder such an action.” He frowned dightly. "But there are more serious impediments to peace
now than the Jedi—such asthefact that the enemy are Sitting in the ruins of our capitd.” Hisface
hardened. "That and the fact that the Y uuzhan VVong will not stop until they have endaved or converted
every being in our galaxy. | personaly will not support even an attempt at peace with the Y uuzhan Vong
until such time asthey evacuate Coruscant and the other worlds they have seized." Hiseyesflicked to
Luke again. "Doesthat satisfy you that I'm not planning to sacrifice you and your cohorts, Skywalker?'

Though the man's words seemed reassuring, for some reason Luke didn't find them comforting. "I'm
pleased to know that you're not in favor of peace at any price," Luke said.

Rodan's eyes returned to his datapad. "Of course I'm only a Senator and a member of the late Chief of
State's Advisory Council," he said. "Once we have anew Chief of State, | will inevitably be forced to
support policieswith which | persondly disagree. That's how our government works. So you should seek
reassurances from our next Chief of State, not from mysdlf.”

"Thereistak that you maybe our next Chief of State.”

For thefirst time, Rodan's fingers hesitated on the keyboard of the datapad. "I would say that such talk
ispremature,” he said.

L uke wondered why the man was being so consistently rude. Normally a politician canvassing for
support wouldn't close the door on someone who could potentially help him to power, but Rodan had
awaysfollowed an anti-Jedi line even when there was no advantage to be gained, and that meant
something €l se was going on. Perhaps the rumors about smuggling made more sense now.

Luke queried again. "Whom do you support for the post?'

Rodan's fingers grew busy once more. "One question after another,” he said. "Y ou sound like apolitical
journaligt. If you want to continue along thisline, Skywalker, perhaps you could trouble yourself to
acquire press credentias.”

"I'm not planning to write any articles. I'm merely trying to understand the Situation.”

"Consult the Force," Rodan said. "That's what you people do, isn't it?

Luketook abreath. This conversation was like afencing bout, attack followed by parry as the two
circled each other around a common center. And that center was. . . what?

Fyor Rodan's intentions toward the Jedi.
"Senator Rodan," Luke said. "May | ask what role you envision for the Jedi in thiswar?"
"Two words, Skywalker," Rodan said, his eyes never leaving the datapad.” None whatsoever."

L uke calmed the anger that rose at Rodan's deliberate rudeness, at his provocative answvers. "The Jedi,"
he said, "are the guardians of the New Republic.”

"Oh?" Rodan pursed hislips, glanced again at Luke. "I thought we had the New Republic Defense



Force for that purpose.”
"Therewas no military in the Old Republic,” Luke said. "There were only the Jedi.”

A hdf smiletwitched on Rodan'sface. "That proved unfortunate when Darth Vader turned up, didn't it?’
hesaid. "And in any case, the handful of Jedi you command can scarcely do the work of the thousands of
Jedi Knights of the Old Republic." Rodan's glance grew sharper. "Ordo you command the Jedi? And if
not you, who? And to whom isthat commander responsible?’

"Each Jedi Knight isresponsible to the Jedi Code. Never to act for personal power, but to seek justice
and enlightenment.” Luke wondered whether to remind Rodan that the councilor had opposed Luke's
notion of refounding the Jedi Council in order to provide the Jedi with more direct guidance and authority
intheir actions. If the Jedi were disorganized, it was partly Rodan's doing, and it hardly seemed just for
Rodan to complain abot it.

"Noble words," Rodan said. "But what does it mean in practice? For justice, we have police and the
courts—but the Jedi take it uponthemsel ves to ddliver justice, and are congtantly interfering in police
meatters, often employing violence. For diplomacy, we have the highly skilled ambassadors and consuls of
the Ministry of State—but Jedi, some of them mere children | might add, take it uponthemsel ves to
conduct high-level negotiationsthat frequently seem to end in conflict and war. And though we have a
highly skilled military, the Jedi take it uponthemsel ves to commandeer military resources, to supplantour
own officers in command of military units, to make strategic military decisons.”

Such as to hunt smugglers?L uke wondered. He considered bringing up the issue of smuggling, but
decided againgt it—with Rodan in his present mood, L uke didn't want to remind him why he hated the
Jedi inthefirg place.

"It'san amateurish performance,”" Rodan continued. "At worst the Jedi are a hdf-trained group of
vigilantes. At best they smply makeit al up asthey go dong, and the result isal too often disagter. |
hardly think that the ability to do magic tricksis qualification for supplanting professond diplomats,
judges, and military officers"

"The gtuationiscritical,” Luke said. "We're being invaded. The Jedi on the spot—"
"Should leaveit to the professonds,” Rodan said. "That's what we pay the professionasfor.”

Rodan turned to his datapad, called up information. "I have your record here, Skywalker. Y ou joined
Rebd Allianceforces as agarfighter pilot. Though you fought with distinction at Y avin Four and at Hoth,
you shortly afterward left your unit,taking with you the starfighter that didn't belong to you, in
order—" He paused to insert virtua quotation marks around hiswords. "—to conduct 'spiritua
exercises on somejungle planet. And you did al thiswithout even asking permission of your
commander.

"Y ou afterward returned to the military, served bravely and with distinction, and rose to the rank of
generd. But you resgned your commission.,during wartime, again to devote yoursdf to spiritua
matters." Rodan shrugged. " Perhaps during the Rebellion such irregular practices were necessary, or a
any ratetolerated. But now that we have agovernment, | fail to see why we should continue turning over
state resources to agroup of amateurs who are dl too likely to follow their Master's example and
abandon their posts whenever the mood—or the Force—takes them.”

Luke stood very gill. "'l think you will find," he said, "that our 'spiritual exercises asyou cal them,



strengthen usin our role as protectors of the New Republic.”

"Possibly so," Rodan said. "It would be interesting to conduct a cost-benefit analysisto discover whether
the Jedi are in fact worth the resources the government has devoted to you. But my point isthis—" He
looked up at Luke again from the depths of his oversoft chair, and his eyeswere not soft at al. "Y ou call
yourselves protectors of the Republic; very well. But | have looked very carefully at the congtitution of
our government, and there is no Office of the Protectors of the Republic.”

Rodan's expression turned quizzicd. "What exactlyare you, Skywaker? Y ou aren't military—wehave a
military. Y ou aren't adiplomat—wehave diplomats. Y ou aren't a peace officer or ajudge—wehave
those. So why exactly do we need you?'

"Jedi Knights," Luke said, "have been fighting the Y uuzhan VVong from thefirst day of this

invas on—from thefirshour. Many Jedi have been killed—some sacrificed to the enemy by their fellow
citizens—but we continue our struggle on the New Republic's behaf. We are effective enough that the
Y uuzhan Vong have singled us out for persecution—they are afraid of us."

"I don't question your bravery or your dedication,” Rodan said. "But | do question your effectiveness. If
your people want to fight the Y uuzhan VVong, why not join the Defense Force? Train with the other
soldiers, accept promotion on the same basis as other soldiers, andaccept the same penalties for
derogation of duty asother soldiers. Asitis, the Jedi expect specid privileges, and the regular officers
have every right to resent them.”

"If you fed the Jedi are an undisciplined, uncontrolled force," Luke asked, "why do you oppose the
re-formation of the Jedi Council?'

"Because the Jedi Council would form an elite group within the government. Y ousay you do not seek
power or persona gain— and | will take you a your word—but other Jedi have shown less admirable
traits." Hiseyesflicked to Luke again, achill, flinty gaze. "Y our father, for one.

"If you want to fight the Y uuzhan VVong," Rodan continued, "advise your Jedi to join the military. Or any
other branch of the government that appealsto their interests and skills. They can, of course, continue to
practice their religion in private, as any other citizen, and not as a state-supported cullt.

"No, Skywaker." Rodan settled deeply into his chair and returned his attention to his datapad. "Until
you actudlyjoin this government you say that you defend, and join it on the same basis as any other
citizen, then | have every intention of regarding you as | would any other lobbyist for any other interest
group demanding specid privilegesfor its members. Now"—his voice became absiracted—"1 have many
other gppointments, Skywalker. | believe our interview isat an end.”

Why is he behaving this way?L uke wondered. And then he left.
"He kept calling me 'Skywaker,' " Luke said. "Because | don't have atide—I'm not a Senator, I'm not a
generd any longer, I'm not an ambassador. He used the word like an insult.”

"He could have called you 'Madter.' Like | do sometimes." Mara Jade's voice was asmoky purr in his
ear. Her ams dipped around Luke'swaist from behind.

Luke smiled. "I don't think it would be the same aswhenyou doit."



"It better not be ... Skywalker" Luke jumped as one of her hands gave his ssomach adap.

Luke had found Marawaiting for him as he returned to their roomsin the large hotel suite they shared
with Han and Leia. He had been calm, even andytical, when he was speaking with Rodan, but when he
related the substance of hisinterview to Mara, he found himsalf with less reason to maintain cam and
objectivity, and the resentment that he hadn't actualy felt in Rodan's presence now began to boil.

Mara, without comment, had begun to massage the growing tension out of his shoulders. The playful dap
on his sscomach had banished therest of it. Luke smiled.

Luketurned and let hisarms coil about hiswife. "Wevelost Coruscant,” he said, "we're fighting the
enemy every day, and the squabbling and rights for precedence never end. Rodan's not going to make it
easy for us. Hethinksthe Jedi are claming unjustified privileges and can evolve into amenaceto the
date." He hestated. "And the problemis™ he admitted, "I'm beginning to think that much of what he says
might betrue.

"Sounds like adepressing interview." She drew him closer, let her cheek rest on his shoulder as she
directed amischievous whisper to hisear. "Maybe | should cheer you up. Would you like meto cal you
‘Magter' agan?'

Luke couldn't help but laugh. With the successful ddlivery of their child, Marahad at last come out of the
shadow of the terrible disease that had afflicted her for so long. For years sheéd had to control herself
precisaly and ruthlesdy in order to either fight theillness or keep it in remission. The birth of Ben had
been akind of internd signal that it was possibleto fed joy again. Tofed theleast bit irresponsible. To

be spontaneous and impulsive. To laugh, to play, to take ddlight in life—despite the seemingly endless
war that raged around them.

And since Ben had been sent for his own safety to the Maw, Maras principa plaything had become
Luke.

"Say what you like," Luke said, "if the mood strikes.”
"Oh, it drikes. It definitely strikes.”

"Well," Lukesaid. "Let it drike, then.”

Sometimelater, Luke turned to Maraand said, " So how wasyour day?"

"Thirgty. | need aglass of water."

Luke reluctantly allowed her to dip out of hisembrace and into the kitchen.

Mon Caamari had been swarmed by refugees from worlds conquered or threatened by the Y uuzhan
Vong, and housing in the greet floating cities was expendve, particularly for thosewho inssted on
bresthing only air.

Mara brushed her red-gold hair back from her freckled shoulders and took along drink. She put the

glassdown, turned to Luke, and sighed. "It waswork, but | think Triebakk and | finally convinced Cal
Omasthat he needs to be our next Chief of State."



"Congratulationsto both of you," Luke said. In the past few weeks he/d grown accustomed to the way
their lives, and their conversation, veered sharply from the palitica to the persona and back again.

Ca Omas had fought with the Rebe Alliance, and had shown himsdf sympathetic to the Jedi. Certainly,
from the Jedi point of view, he was a better candidate for Chief of State than Fyor Rodan.

"Fyor Rodan wantsthe job, too," he said. "The possibility was the only thing that got areaction out of
him."

"There are two more candidates. Senator Cola Quis announced hisintention to run this morning, after
you left.”

Luke searched hismemory. "I never heard of him."

"A Twi'lek from Ryloth. Serves on the Commerce Council. | don't think he stands much of a chance, but
maybe he thinks he can forge an unbegatable lead if he starts now."

"And the fourth?"

"Talaam Ranth of the Justice Council. He's known to be canvassing for support.”

"Can hewin?'

"Triebakk thinks heisn'ttrying to win. Ranth istrying to build abloc of supportersin order to play a
decisverolein the outcome. At the last second he can swing his bloc to another candidate in return for

favors"

Luke shook hishead. "At least there are four Senators left who think the job isworth having. That
means they think they've afuturein the New Republic yet."

Or afuture in looting the New Republic before it goes down. The dark thought intruded before Luke
could quite prevent it.

Carefully, he pushed the thought away, and chose a different tack.
"Thequedtionis,” he said, "how much do weinvolve oursdvesin thiseection?"
"As Jedi? Or as privete citizens?'

Luke smiled. "That's a separate question.”

Maraconsidered this. "Would it benefit Cal to be known as the Jedi's choice?"
Lukesighed. "Wdll,that question's answered.”

Marawas surprised. "Y ou think it'sthat bad?"

"| think somebody's got to be blamed for the fall of Coruscant.”

"Borsk Fey'lyaseemsafair choice. Hewas Chief of State, and he made alot of mistakes."



"Fey'lyawas martyred during the battle. He died ahero. It'sgoing to be paliticaly impossible to assign
him blame."

Maranodded dowly. "So you think it's the Jedi who are going to be assigned responsibility.”

"I think we should take care that it'snot. The question is how.” He reached for Maras water glass and
took asip. "If were seen asinterfering in the sdection of the Chief of State, then well start hearing
complaints of 'Jedi interference’ and 'Jedi power grab’ and 'secret Jedi caba'—from Fyor Rodan, if no
oneds"

"So we act as private citizens."

"And we don't do anything Cal Omas doesn't want usto do. He's the professiond. He knows just how
far to push, and where."

He's the professional . Luke smiled a the irony. Rodan had wanted him to follow the professonals
advice, and here hewas doing it.

Marasmiled. "So—Iet's assume we win, and we get a government that will work with the Jedi ..."
"That'salot of assumptions.”

"What becomes of the Insiders?'

Luke paused. During the Battle of Borleias he and Mara, together with Han and Lelaand Wedge
Antilles and some others, had formed the conspiracy that wasthe Insders, agroup intended to form a
Rebd Alliancewithin the New Republic, dedicated to fighting the war with the Y uuzhan VVong.

"We don't go public with the Insders underany conditions," Luke said. "Wedon't tdl Cd, evenif he
wins. The Insdersare our reserve, the people we know we can trust. It remains our secret.”

And then suddenly, he thought, Jacen!

Thewater glassfdl from hisfingers and shattered on the floor. Mara stared at him.

Lukedidn't notice. A strange blisshad fallen on him.

Now everything changes, he thought.

"It'stheturning point." Thewordsfdl from hislipswithout volition. And even as he spoke, he cameto

the redization that he didn't know the place, amid dl the great stars of the universe, from whence the
words had come.

Chapter 4

Jaina Solo sat done at the controls of her ship, the tendrils of the alien hood fixed to her face. Her
attention was focused on the ship's displays, where she expected her quarry to appear.

Her quarry was Shimrra, Supreme Overlord of the Y uuzhan Vong.



Kill this one, she hoped, and the Y uuzhan Vong invaders might fal like ahouse of cards.

Word had flashed from New Republic Intelligence only three standard days earlier that the Supreme
Overlord was expected at the library world of Obroa-skai. Obroa-skai had been conquered, and the
contents of the library were now being trandated into the Y uuzhan V ong language. Y uuzhan Vong priests
had been placed in charge of the library; there were Y uuzhan Vong soldiers on the ground to protect
their interests. Y uuzhan V ong ships were common in the system, and the planet was home to ayammaosk
that would coordinate any dien pilotsin the area.

If anyone consulted the library any longer, it was the enemy. Possibly Shimrrahimsdf was coming to
view acritica piece of information that had just been trandated. Obroa-skai had become an enemy
asset.

And if Jainahad her way, it would become an enemy graveyard.

So Jaina hovered here, with the bulk of the gas giant Obroa-held masking her from any detectors on the
library planet, and waited to spring her trap.

Just this one last effort, shethought,and maybeit's all over. If Shimrrawerekilled, the Y uuzhan Vong
might collgpse. And even if the enemy didn't fal gpart, Shimrras deeth would serve asrevenge for thefall
of Coruscant, and give the New Republic amuch-needed breathing space.

Jaina badly wanted an end to the war. She had been on the front linesliterally sincethe first day. Then
she had been joyful, confident, certain of her abilities, of the power of the Force and the order of the
universe. Since then the war had taught her much. It had taught her doubt, terror, anxiety, fear, and
anger. She had learned the limits to the Force, and to Force mastery.. The war had shown her the
darkness that lay within her, and how easy it had been for the darkness to overcome her, to drive her to
fury, vengeance, and daughter.

Most of al, the war had taught her sorrow. Sorrow for her lost brothers Jacen and Anakin, for
Chewbacca, for her wingmate Anni Capstan, for the Hapan Queen Mother Teneniel Djo, for dl the
warriorswho had died fighting alongside her, for the Jedi ot to the Y uuzhan Vong's relentless program
of extermination, for the billions of nameless refugees who had been caught in the conflict and destroyed,
or dispossessed of all they had owned or known.

She had learned her own fragility. She had been blinded in battle and learned the frustration of the
invalid. She had been captured by the enemy. She had learned how easy it wasfor her to die, and how
eadlly the universe would permit such athing.

Jaina had learned too much, and in too short atime. She needed arest in order to try to understand it all,
to reconcile hersdlf to her new knowledge and to her new redlity.

But there was no time to rest. Her work was too critical, her expertise too necessary. She would have to
win the war first, and then work out whet it al meant.

If, of course, thewar didn't kill her first.
Therewas ahowl from Lowbacca on her comlink.

"The VVong have been late before, Streak.” Though not often enough, she thought.



[Y ou don't suppose that New Republic Intelligence has once again drop-kicked their brains and sent us
out here for nothing?|

"That wouldn't surprise me."

[In'which case we can return to base, take anice long rest, no?|
"Thatwould, surpriseme.”

"Huuuh."

"But if New Republic Inteligenceisright Jainasaid, moreto hersdlf than to her lieutenant, "then thisisit.
Thisislike the destruction of the second Degth Star, with the Emperor onit.”

"Hrr."[Then let the Supreme Overlordcome! |

Even as L owbaccagrowled hisimpatience, Jaina sensed adistant trembling through her connection with
the dien frigate, ashudder like agroundquake in the ether, her ship's dovin basas responding to the
gravity surge that marked the arrival of agreat many ships from hyperspace.

"Lowie" shesad, "l think you just got your wish."

She had not learned to love the captured Y uuzhan Vong frigate as she had her other ships. Jainahad
learned her shipsthrough her hands, by tearing them apart and putting them back together: she had
learned to love every component, every servo, every power cable, every rivet. The captured ship, on the
other hand,couldn't be taken gpart, not without killing it: it was asingle organic whole and had to be
gpproached as such. The interface through the cognition hood was difficult, the organic ship systems
were complex and frugtrating, the dovin basals used for propulson and defense were as baffling as they
were effective. Her other craft had been fighter craft: agile, fast, and responsive. The Y uuzhan Vong
frigateTrickster was huge, and though it was fast, maneuvering it was like maneuvering acity block.
Changing course seemed to take forever. And there was no way to dodge or evade enemy fire: she just
had to hope that the ship's defenses were strong enough to take the hits and survive.

But if she couldn't love the frigate, she had learned to respect it. She respected its toughness, the
wholeness of itsdesign, its ability to repair itsdlf, its stubborn refusa to die even when it had been shot to
piecesin combat againgt its own kind. In fighting around Hapes, the ship had been wounded amost to
the desth, but somehow, with the care of the Hapan scientists who were studying Y uuzhan Vong
life-forms, it had survived and repaired much of the damage, though not all. Y et despite the fact that
some of the ship's damage was beyond repair, despite the torn yorik coral and the dovin basasthat had
died, it was gill aswilling asever torisk itsdlf at Jainas behest.

JananameditTrickster. The name proclamed her amanifestation of Y un-Harla, the Cloaked One, the
Y uuzhan Vong Trickster goddess. As such the name was adap in the face to Y uuzhan Vong religious
orthodoxy. Though the guise had proved useful—at both Hapes and Borleas, it had given her aclear
tactical advantage—it also only added to the considerable number of enemy who wanted very badly to
kill her.

A thought at which she could only shrug. So what else was new?

"Let'sgo, Lowie"



Lowbacca, through his dien cognition hood, ordered Trickster to accelerate, siwveeping out from behind
the Obroa-held gas giant and into view of any enemy detectors. Directed gravitationa energy began to
throb from the dovin basa s built into the frigate, and even though some of the dovin basals had been
killed at Hapes, the huge living craft began aferocious, smooth acceleration that any New Republic
vessel would be hard put to equdl.

Jainafollowed this call with acoded message sent through the New Republic subspace communicator
that Lowbacca had implanted in the frigate. Target arrived. Let's start the party.

It was only then that Trickster's sensors got afull reading on the fleet that had just arrived in the
Obroa-skai system.

Jainafdt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle as shelooked at the display. Eight frigates the size of
her own. Two huge transport craft. More cora skippers and picket ships than she could count.

And one enormous ovoid vessd, glowing in the displays like aburning, unwinking eye. Not ashig asa
worldship, but larger than anything elsein the Obroa-skai system other than planets and moons.

The personal command ship of Supreme Overlord Shimrra, Jainathought. Oh yes. New Republic
Intelligence wasright.

Another wave of gravity pulsed over the ship. These were the commands of the yammosk, the Y uuzhan
Vong war coordinator that executed the will of the enemy commander. Lowbacca allowedTrickster to
obey the yammosk's commands to ater course for the enemy, but dowly, asif the frigate were damaged,
or unable clearly to undergand itsingtructions.

The yammosk no doubt verified that the frigatewas damaged, afact that would make itslack of
communication with the fleet more convincing.

And then the party started. Dropping out of hyperspace, asif they'd been followingTrickster, camethe
forces of the New Republic.

Nineflights of fighters. Four Corelian gunships. Three Kuat SystemsRepublic-class cruisers. A
refurbishedLancer-class frigate captured from the Empire during the Rebellion. And two MC80B Mon
Cadamari cruisers, both wildly different in gppearance but possessing aworld-shattering complement of
turbolasers, ion cannons, and their own ten squadrons of fighters, al of which now camebailing like
swarms of stinging insectsfrom their scalloped hulls. All under the command of Generd Keyan
Farlander, the Agamarian hero of the Rebellion, and al gppearing just behind Jaina, with the Obroa-held
gasgiant only partidly masking their gppearance.

This, Jainathought exultantly, isareal battle.

And they werefollowing her plan.Hers. For amoment her own fierce joy overcame al doubt, and she
basked in the glorious sensation of power.Shimrra, you better watch out.

The New Republic forces had been hovering just four light-hours, waiting for Jamas signal to make the
smallest possible hyperspace jump into the Obroa-skai system. They appeared dightly out of range of
Trickster, asif they'd migudged their return to normal space. It should ook to Supreme Overlord
Shimrralike a perfect chance to ambush the ambushers.



More commands came from the yammosk, too many and too complex for Jainato even attempt to
decode. Through the weird perceptions gained through her hood, she saw the enemy fleet deploying, the
heavy shipsrolling ponderoudy into position behind darting swarms of coralskippers thet flashed like
schools of fish againgt the blackness of space, al moving with the s multaneity and impossible precison
gained from coordination with the yammaosk's controlling intelligence.

But they were doing what Jaina had hoped they would do. Perhaps encouraged by their modest
advantage in firepower, they were maneuvering to engage the New Republic forces.

Jaina had feared that if the New Republic fleet had smply leapt into the system and attacked, the

Y uuzhan Vong would have clumped up around Shimrrals command ship, and the New Republic forces
would never have been able to get to the enemy leader. But instead the damagedTrickster's legping first
into the system made it seem asif the New Republic, not the Y uuzhan Vong, had been surprised, that
they had jumped into the system in pursuit of awounded frigate and found instead atask force.

The Y uuzhan Vong war psychology was based on attack, on the calcul ated ferocity of an al-out
offensive. Jainahad hoped to trigger that psychology, and she had succeeded.

For the moment there was nothing for her to do but follow the yammaosk's orders. She leaned back in
the huge command chair that had been configured for an armored Y uuzhan Vong warrior and tried to
relax her muscles, control her breathing. She let Force-awareness, dways on the edge of her
perceptions, flood her mind with its focused clarity.

She felt Lowbaccas nearby presence, under the hood that gave him command of the frigate's navigation.
Her other lieutenant, Tesar Sebatyne, had his efficient predator's mind focused on controlling the frigate's
wegpons systems. Farther afied Jaina sensed the grim, reliable Corran Horn leading Rogue Squadron,
and Kyp Durron flying at the head of hisre-formed Dozen. Kyp'sreflex, on sensng her through the
Force, wasto project concern, and she made a point of sending him warm reassurance. Since Jaina's
involvement with Jag Fel, Kyp had been anurturing presence, dmost parenta, and neither he nor Jaina
quite knew how to reconcile his new personawith his earlier smoldering identity as the angry young man
of the Jedi.

Then, lastly, Jainasensed aless familiar presence, the Anx Jedi Madurrin, who served on the bridge of
the Mon Cal cruiserMon Adapyne, ready to use her Force link with the other Jedi to aid the New
Republic.

Other friends, she knew, would soon be engaging the enemy, friends who weren't Jedi and whom she

couldn't fed through the Force. Friends in Blackmoon Squadron and Saber Squadron, not to mention the
hypersecret Wraiths, flying snoopshipsthat could outrun anything in the enemy inventory.

Jaina basked for amoment in the pleasure of those she had trained with, served with, those who had
shared her triumphs aswell asher despair ... At Myrkr she had learned the power of the Force-meld that
could come when anumber of Jedi united their minds and thoughts, becoming stronger than if each stood
aone, and for along moment sheregjoiced in their unity.

Jacen! she thought, his presence asong in her mind, and then she fought her way clear of
Force-awareness and of the sudden surges of contradictory emotion that streamed through her.

A Wookiee howl cameinto her comlink.

"l don't know what that was about!" She hesitated. "I must have lost it for asecond. Sorry.”



L owbacca grunted his reassurance.

"| opened to the Force, and | must have opened to—to something else aswell."

Tentatively, Jainareached out again to the Force, and felt nothing but the warm concern of her friends.
Everything's fine,shetried to send to them.

But she couldn't help but echo Lowbaccas question.What wasthat about? What had she opened to,
that caused the flood of memories and emotions connected with her dead twin?

Digtantly she perceived the orders of the enemy yammosk, saw the Y uuzhan Vong fleet ingtantly carry
them out. There was no hesitation in the enemy, no sense of indecision or fear.Wish we could say that
about ourselves,, Janathought.

Her own mind was gnawing a her situation, trying to deduce enemy intentions from their deployments.
The plan for the upcoming battle had been largely hers, and it was based on severd assumptions, none of
which Jaina could be sure till applied.

She could no longer have complete confidence in the assumption that the Y uuzhan Vong hadn't redized
that Trickster was no longer one of their own ships. Sheld already used the frigate for deception, and it
was perfectly possible that they would be wise to her by now.

Part of her plan was also based on the use of decoy dovin basals that could attach to enemy ships and
identify them as enemiesto their own side. This had been a spectacular successin the Hapes Cluster and
inthe Battle of Borleias, but sooner or later the Y uuzhan Vong would learn to ignore or counter thefalse
sgnds

The most crucia element of the plan were the yammosk jammers developed by Danni Quee. These
would override the signals of the Y uuzhan Vong war coordinator, preventing the eerie, single-minded,
ingtantaneous maneuvering that had been the hallmark of enemy victories.

If the Y uuzhan Vong had worked out away to counter the jammers, then Jainawas leading aNew
Republic fleet to certain destruction, with Supreme Overlord Shimrraas ahighly interested spectator in
yet another glorioustriumph for theVong. . .

Let it all work just one more time.

Both fleets were maneuvering now. They were no longer hurtling directly toward one another on
opposing tracks. both had atered course in order to avoid the Obroa-held gas giant and to approach at a
far more acute angle that would alow wide fields of fireto the capital ships broadside guns. Among the
enemy was aswarm of coralskippers that seemed dedicated to guarding the presumed flagship of
Overlord Shimrra, which itself hovered somewhat behind the action, screened by other fleet dements.
And the flagship itself guarded the large transports, which took station onitsfar sde.

And between the fleets, Jainas frigate—apparently ignored by both sides—fled across the gap, heading
toward the presumed safety of the Y uuzhan Vong squadrons.

More orders cametoTrickster courtesy of the enemy yammosk.



[WeTre being ordered to take station astern of the enemy flag,] Lowbacca said.

"Well," Jainajudged,"that's about perfect.”

[Shal I comply?]

"Y es. But act naturaly—you know, dow and clumsy.”

L owbacca answered with asnarl, but Jaina could hear the laughter init.

Jainarelaxed again into the Force, integrating the picture she received through the aien cognition hood.
Both sideswere nearing the point of no return, the point at which missiles and fighterswould start
swarming across the gap between the squadrons.

Jaina watched the ships move across space, tried to gauge the movement.

Now, she sent through the Force. She felt Madurrin receive the order, relay it verbaly to others on the
flagship.

On receipt of the signal, adevice on one of Wraith Squadron's snoopships began pulsing out gravity
wavesthat interfered directly with the sgnds of the enemy yammosk.

And then, when the enemy war coordinator was no longer able to communicate with the eements of its
fleet, the New Republic fleet undertook one more maneuver. Each fleet element atered courseto drive
directly for the largest enemy ship, Shimrras persona vessd.

Shimrrawas now the sole target of more than one hundred New Republic craft. If the Y uuzhan Vong
yammosk was jammed, the enemy would not be able to coordinate aresponse in time, and because of
the proximity of Obroa-held's gravity field, the enemy couldn't escape into hyperspace.

Jainasat, trapped in what seemed an eternal moment of suspense, while she waited to seeif the jammers
worked, if the enemy responded. She could dimly perceive the jammer through her connection to the
dovin basds of Trickster, the rhythm of itstransmissions overriding the sendings of the enemy yammosk.

And then shefdt another rhythm intrude on thefirst, and saw the enemy shipsrespond, swingingina
unified response to the New Republic's maneuver, every' single ship in the enemy armada atering course
a the sameingtant.

No! Jainathought, horrified.It can't be!

The jammer had failed—or rather it had worked for only afew moments, producing ahesitation in the
enemy countermaneuver.

At least the enemy maneuver had been delayed. Their position was no longer idedl.

Despair flooded over Jaina.Get out of here., she thought through the Force-meld.Get away from
Obroa-held and into hyperspace now! It wasn't actual words she sent, but afrantic tumble of images
and impulses and emotions that reflected her own anxiety.

No.Corran Horn's strong presence flooded Jaina's Force-awareness. His answer was a powerful
cocktail of fedings, impulses, words, and fierce reason. Think!



Jainawas frantic beyond thought. Her frigate was sweeping directly toward the enemy, and one enemy
sguadron, led by two frigates her own size, had adtered course so asto passright by her— headed not
forTrickster, she hoped, but for an element of the New Republic fleet.

Missiletracks began to fly through her displays. Again, noneamed at her.

Madurrin's presence floated into the Force-meld, aerting the othersthat Farlander was going to try
another maneuver at the last second.

Jainaordered her frigate to scatter weapons as the enemy squadron approached. Asif they were
shadow bombs, she used the Force to shove them toward the Y uuzhan V ong warships, but theseweren't
shadow bombs, nor would they cause damage to the enemy—at least not directly. Each contained a
dovin basdl that, when attached to an enemy vessd and triggered, would identify the ship carrying it asan
enemy of the Y uuzhan Vong. In the past she had used these devices to cause the enemy to fire on one
another, but now she had no confidence in thetactic: if the Y uuzhan V ong had worked out how to
counter the yammosk jammer, it wasn't very many steps from there to being able to counter every
wegpon in Jainds arsend.

The enemy squadron flashed past, severa of the decoy dovin basals attaching to each ship. Jainafelt a
surge in the Force as the order was given for the New Republic fleet's |ast-second maneuver. She held
her breath as Farlander's squadrons turned and accel erated, an attempt to cross the bows of the
oncoming Y uuzhan V ong squadrons, shifting their target back from Shimrras flagship to the enemy flegt
elements. And then Jaina's despair deepened as she felt, through her connection withTrickster's dovin
basds, another series of commands raining out from the distant yammosk. The enemy shipsal turned,
once again, to counter Keyan Farlander's maneuver.

The Y uuzhan Vong hadn't even beendelayed thistime. They had responded to the maneuver the instant
they detected it.

Jainas blood ran cold. The yammosk jammers had been countered. The single greatest contribution to
the war, the keystone of Jaina's plan for winning the battle—and it wasuseless.

Out of pure despair she triggered the dovin basal decoys she had fired at the enemy craft. Despite her
impulsiveness the timing was perfect: the decoys switched on just asthe enemy craft opened their main
attack on the New Republic squadron. All the missiles and bolts that would otherwise have poured into
the New Republic shipswerefired instead at the two frigates and afew other smdler craft, whichin their
turn furioudy fired at each other. Jainawatched as the eements of the Y uuzhan Vong sguadron began
maneuvering againg each other with the same uncanny precision they had aways shown under the
guidance of ayammosk.

Y uuzhan V ong pilots and gunners were shrouded by the living hood that fed diem information, and they
knew only what the hood told them. When it told them a ship was enemy, they fired at it.

"It worked," Jainasaid.
[Of course,] Lowbacca answered.
But why?The question floated to Jainafrom Corran Horn. Think. Something's. . .going on.

Fire spattered the flanks of the two enemy frigates as projectiles and missiles struck home. Their dovin



basal shields had been aimed to repd the attacks of the New Republic squadron, not their own fire, and
they were taking heavy damage. And then, once the enemy were fully engaged with one another, New
Republic concussion missiles and bolts from New Republic laser cannons arrived, followed by Kyp's
Dozen and two other flights of sarfighters. Smaler enemy shipswere vaporized. Thetwo frigates
staggered to repeated hits. Muffled by her hood, Jaina gave a cheer. Through the Force she could fed
Corran, Kyp, and Madurrin as they fought together, bringing separate eements of the fleet into a
synchronization Smilar to that granted to the Y uuzhan Vong by their yammosk.

But they flew only three ships, and led only three eements of the fleet, two of them fighter squadrons.
Therest of the New Republic fleet was forced to communicate through more conventional means. And
only one of the five enemy squadronswas in trouble, the squadron that Jaina had seeded with decoy
basals. The rest were engaged with New Republic forcesin afar more standard give-and-take, with the
Y uuzhan Vong gtill maneuvering with the eerie smultaneity given them by their war coordinetor.

The New Republic forces were presumably firing more decoy dovin basals at the enemy, but the missiles
would have to get through in order to have any effect, and so far none had.

Contrary to what intuition might suggest, fighter combat generdly grewless deadly, not more, as greater
numbers of fighterswereinvolved. When fights were large and confusing, pilots spent more time watching
their tails than hunting the enemy. The brains of the pilots smply couldn't keep track of al the craft
maneuvering againg them.

But that wasn't the case with the Y uuzhan VVong war coordinator. The yammosk kept track of every
craft in the sky and ordered those in jeopardy to maneuver while others were guided to rescue their
comrades. The New Republic sarfighter pilots, brave and well trained though they might be, were smply
outclassed by a dedicated intelligence that could process al the data from alarge béttle at once.

Jainas heart lifted when first one, then another enemy frigate blew to bits, both betrayed by the decoy
dovin basals sheld fired at them. But otherwise the Y uuzhan Vong were doing well. Flames poured from
one of the Corellian gunships, and the vessdl was staggering out of formation, out of control, its sublight
drives dagged. One of theRepublic-class cruiserswastaking alot of hits. And around every formation
winked svarms of littlefireflies, starfighters and cordskippersdying in bettle, ther livesflaring away in
brief, slent fire.

Only Jaina, who had flown unmolested clear through the enemy fleet, wasin aposition to observeit dl,
and despair. The enemy yammosk gave the Y uuzhan Vong too great an advantage. She could sense
Corran and Kyp asthey battled against an enemy whose maneuvers were smply without flaw.

Think! Jaina echoed Corran Horn's command. She led the only crew not engaged with the enemy; she
was the only person withtime to think. Why was the yammosk working even though it was jammed?
Why was the jammer not working while the decoy basas were functioning perfectly, even though they
were both based on the same principles?

ThroughTrickster's dovin basals, she could distantly sense the commands of the enemy yammosk, the
gravity-wave ingructions that commanded the Y uuzhan V ong formations. But she could also hear the
regular begts of the jammer, the jammer that should be overriding the enemy signd.

What was going on?

Think! She answered her question with acommand.



She submerged her awarenessinto the complex signals, tried to sense the pattern. The rhythms of the
densdly coded messages patterned through her mind, too fast for her to follow. There weretwo didtinct
patterns, she found, not one overlaid atop the other—the jammer and the yammosk seemed almost not
to have anything to do with each other. What was the problem?

And then, beneeth the jammer, Jaina began sensing something else, another pattern.

Her awareness dowed, tried to tune out the relentless beats of the jammer. There .. . . Surprise sang
along her nerves. What she detected seemed to be the signals of another yammosk.

Twoyammaosks?

The truth came in a sudden flash. Supreme Overlord Shimrra had brought his own war coordinator to
the battle, probably on his flagship. But there was a second yammosk in the system, one seeded by the
invaders on Obroa-skai, the yammosk that New Republic Intelligence had known about al aong.

Whatever yammosk was first in command had been jammed by the Wraiths. But then the second
yammosk, operating on adifferent part of the gravity-wave spectrum, had stepped in to take control.

For amoment Jainas hands twitched in her command gloves, on the verge of ordering the jammer in
Trickster to commence operations, but then she hesitated. If the enemy detected the origin of the
jamming, then they'd know Trickster was a decoy vessdl. Instead she yanked oft" her cognition hood and
reached for the comm.

"Twin Suns Leader to Wraith Leader. There's a second yammosk! Y ou'll have to tune another jammer
toit."

Face Loran'stone failed to revea whatever surprise he might be feding. "Thisis Wraith Leader.
Message understood, Mgor."

There was adight delay before Jaina detected the second jammer begin its hammering beat, and another
few seconds before it found the correct signal and began jamming it. Anxioudly Jaina scanned the battle
scene laid out behind her.

It was working. The eerie synchrony of the enemy ships was breaking up. Cora skippers hesitated in
their movements, waiting for ingtructionsin al the deadly chaos, and the New Republic craft took instant
advantage.

Momentum was with the New Republic now. They wereused to operating with less-than-perfect
communications and coordination, but the Y uuzhan V ong pilots were bewildered once deprived of the
commands of the yammosk.

Got one! Kyp'striumph floated through the force.

Get another, Corran Horn sent—hadtime to send, now that he was no longer so hard-pressed. Jaina
could have wept with relief.

She relaxed into the Force again. She couldn't affect the battle directly, but she could help her friends,
could send strength, love, and support through their Force-link. She sensed their growing strength, their
growing triumph. Cora skippers blazed in front of their guns.



Through the combined Force awareness and the knowledge gained throughTrickster's sensors, she
watched the progress of the battle. When the two enemy frigates had destroyed each other, the capita
shipsfighting them had found themsalves free and had moved to assist a second New Republic squadron,
sandwiching a'Y uuzhan V ong squadron between them. Elsawhere, another of the enemy'sfrigates had
been hit with one of the decoy dovin basd's, and was being pounded by another Y uuzhan VVong frigate
and swarms of Coral skippers under theimpression that it was an enemy. The ride had definitely turned,
and Jainaquietly exulted.

My plan. It wasworking after al.

[Jaina] Lowbaccas voice.

"y e

[1 thought you'd like to know I'vejust laidTrickster right astern of the enemy flagship.]

Jaina snapped dert and pulled the dien cognition hood over her head. At once she detected the rounded
aft section of Shimrra's ship dead ahead, studded with plasma cannon barrdls, launch tubes, and rounded
fairings that doubtless heldsomething probably dovin basals used for propulsion or defense.

And theyorderedus to come here! shethought in delight.

"Right," she said, thistime through the comlink that connected her to everyonein her squadron. "'l want
every cannon and projectile tube on that ship's stern targeted. And those fairings, too, whatever'sin
them.”

Acknowledgments crackled over the comlink, and Jainabusied hersdf in following her own orders.
Most of her squadron members were dispersed over the frigate, hooded and gloved as shewas, in
charge of weapons or defense stations. Though she could command the ship with fewer than twelve
crew, the efficiency was greater if there were more sentients onstation.

And her rookie pilots—exactly haf of her squadron of twelve— were alot safer here than piloting their
darfighters against an experienced enemy.

All stations reported readiness. Jama's gloved hands hovered in the air. Through the Force, she sent the
message that they were ready to open fire on the flagship.

After amoment came Generd Farlander's reply, relayed through Madurrin.Carry on.

Carry on. Right.

"All weapons ready?Open fire!"

Trickster'sbow blazed as ahost of missiles and projectiles sped for the undefended enemy stern. Fire
blossomed over the dark silhouette of the enemy ship, patterns of pinpoint flares marking dozens of hits.
Jainamade certain that amid the volley were two of her decoy dovin basal missiles—one primary, one
reserve—and as soon asthe first volley was over, shetriggered the primary, informing every Y uuzhan
Vong in the areathat their own flagship was now an enemy.

This encouraged the sixty nearby cordskippersto do their bit, plunging toward their flagship, fireraking
adongitsflanks. The smdl craft probably couldn't do very critica damage to anything as huge astheir



target, but every little bit helped.

There was a pause between the first volley and the second only because the gunners were checking their
targets and retargeting those that hadn't been destroyed. And thenTrickster's bow blazed again, and this

time the blaze didn't stop.
Jainawas going to keep firing until every gun barrel and every missile tube on her ship was empty.
The flagship was surprisingly dow to respond. Dovin basal energy was directed aft, sucking incoming

projectilesinto their black-hole singularities, but the dovin basds were seemingly unableto cover dl the

gtern, so some of the attacking volley struck home anyway, and other bolts from theTrickster arced
through dovin basal-warped space over the stern of the enemy ship, only to plunge down somewhere

amidships.

After Jainasfirg strike the enemy smply had no weapons remaining thet fired dead aft, so missileswere
fired out of the broadside batteries. These had to loop toward Trickster on along arc, however, which
made them easy to spot, andTrickster's own dovin basals warped space to pick them off.

"Werein their shadow!" Jainacried, and kept firing.

Through her Force-awareness, she sensed Kyp's satisfaction as he nailed a pair of cora skippers,
Corran'sgrim pleasure in leading hisflight onto the tails of agroup of enemy skips, and Madurrin's ave

as two more enemy frigates were destroyed.

The gtern of the enemy flagship wasglowing now, an eerie orange-red as repeated impacts broiled the
target.

Janakept firing.

"The enemy's bresking off, Twin Leader." The flagship's voice came over her comm.

"Good news, flag.”
"Not so good for you. They're pulling back to help their leader.”

That meant four enemy frigates would soon be engaging her. No,three enemy frigates—she saw one
break up asit tried to maneuver away from the fight.

"Better cdl on the—"

"Already taken care of, Twin Leader.”

Already taken care of. Through her dovin basals Janafdt the surge of gravity waves astwo more
sguadrons of starships entered real space.

Two Battle Dragons, threeNova- classbattle cruisers, and accompanying fighters, al courtesy of the
Hapan Navy, and led in person by Jaina's former classmate, Queen Mother Tene Ka, ruler of the
sxty-three inhabited planets of the Hapes Consortium.

Greetings! Tend Ka sent. Her strong personality flooded Jaina's Force awareness. The presence of a
single additiona Jedi had gresatly increased the power of the Force-meld.



Welcome to Obroa-skai, Majesty, Jainatried to send.We've saved the flagship for you. She couldn't
tell whether such a complex thought got through, but she could sense that Tend Kaunderstood at least
the substance of it.

The Hapan flest, like the New Republic ships, had been hovering only afew light-hoursfrom
Obroa-skai, ready for the call. Previous Hapan experiencein fighting dongside the New Republic, at
Fondor, had been nothing short of a catastrophe, and Tenel Ka had taken apolitical risk in bringing her
shipsherea al. Both Jainaand Genera Farlander wanted to be careful in using their aly, and so it had
been agreed that the Hapans were to be used either to complete avictory or, if necessary, to cover a
withdrawdl.

What the Hapans managed instead was to compl ete a massacre. Hapan tactics had always cons sted of
adirect charge that launched amassed energy wall, al weagpons blasting at once at asingletarget, a
tactic that proved idedl for this Situation. The Battle Dragons, on their way to the flagship, first took out
the enemy transports, their concentrated wall of fire shattering the shipsto fragments.

Jainawatched in awe asthe three battle cruisers, acting as one, dashed at the enemy flagshipinasingle
pass, their batteries blazing. Much of the fire got through, and Jainasaw towering explosons and geysers
of debris erupt from the enemy hull.

Hapan energy wegpons had once taken a notorioudy long time to recharge, but after Fondor the New
Republic had given the Hapans quick-charge turbolasers, so the battle cruisers stayed in the fight and
kept hammering, now joined by the Battle Dragons. The flagship quaked to impacts, flame pouring from
gaping holesinitssdes.

At this point the rest of the Y uuzhan V ong apparently conceded their flagship lost, abandoned the battle,
and fled in dl directionswith dlied squadronsin pursuit. Jainawas surprised—she'd assumed they'd
defend their Supreme Commander to the last warrior.

One dien frigate, surrounded by enemies, jumped into hyper-space too soon and was dragged back into
real space by Obroa-held's gravity. Theinertiazdamping dovin basalsfailed at the shock, and every
individua on the ship was flung into the nearest bulkhead a nearly six-tenths speed of light. The result
was a superheated plasmathat ruptured the enemy hull asit blasted outward. Another frigate was blown
to shreds by New Republic cruisers. Of the capita ships, only one frigate escaped into hyper-space,
along with however many of the coralskippers it had managed to recover.

The Hapan ships blew up the flagship on their next pass. The starfighters began to hunt down the
stranded coral skippers.

All that remained was for the surviving dlied capital shipsto move to Obroa-skai, destroy the planet's
yammosk with awell-placed shot, and then plaster any Y uuzhan Vong barracks or ingtdlations until they
glowed, taking care not to harm what remained of the library.

Jainawatched the end game play itsdlf, her mind ringing with awe.1t worked. Her plan.It worked.

She had just killed Shimrra, Supreme Overlord of the Y uuzhan Vong. If she hadn't just won thewar, she
might have provided its decisve moment.

A Wookiee howl came over the comlink.



"Yed" Tesar said. "Congratulationd™

Cheers and congratulations erupted over the comlink. Jaina's squadron, the comrades sheéld led into
danger, cheering her success. An unaccustomed joy filled Jaina.

"Thank you," she babbled. "Thank you dl."

More congratul ations came through her Force-awareness. And then, from the flagship, "Stand by. The
generd's sending amessage.”

Keyan Farlander's voice, when it came over the comm, sounded bemused.

"I'vejust received a subspace communication from Intelligence advising me not to make the attack, or to
bresk off if I'vebegun,” he said.

Jainalaughed. In the heady triumph of the victory, New Republic Intelligence seemed even more behind
thetimesthanusud.

"l don't suppose they mentioned why?" Jainaresponded.

"Wadl," Farlander said, "it ssemstheresaproblem. It looks asif Supreme Overlord Shimrrawasn't in
theflagship after al.”

Chapter 5

"Can you tell me what's going on here?"

Generd Keyan Farlander stood on the bridge of Man Adapyne, bent in conference with one of his
captains, a gpike-headed Elomin named Kartha. He turned briefly toward Jaina, agrim expresson on his
face, and sad, "Just aminute, Jaina. Thisisimportant.”

Jaina had a hard time imagining anything more important than whether or not Supreme Overlord Shimrra
had just been turned into a chunk of charred space debris, but she bit back her reply and crossed the
bridge to where Madurrin waited. The Anx Jedi stood more than four meterstall, with athick tail that
balanced her massive body and pointed head. She had volunteered for the war against the Y uuzhan
Vong but could hardly be crammed into the cockpit of a starfighter; the bridge of Mon Adapyne wasfar
better suited to her.

"What happened?’ Jainademanded. "What's going on?" "I don't know any more than you do." Madurrin
sent reassurance to Jainathrough the Force. "It'sdl right. We did extremely well. Wewon. We took the
offengve and we won—for thefirg time."

Jainatook abreath and tried to cam her outraged nerves. "Thanks. But what about Shimrra?”!

"You saved alot of livestoday,” Madurrin reminded her. "Y ou saved us when you redized the Y uuzhan
Vong were using asecond yammosk." Sheinclined her long, pointed head toward the Elomin officer
speaking to Farlander. "Y ou saved Karthaslife, for one. He was captain of thePulsar. "

"Was?' Pulsar was one of the Corellian gunships. Was that the one she'd seen out of control ?



"Pulsar'scompletely disabled. WEIl have to scuttle her. The generd's making arrangements for bringing
off the crew and getting medica attention to the wounded.”

The wounded . . .Jaina had been so completely focused on combat that she had forgotten about the
price of the battle. The bloody toll of even avictoriousfight.

She straightened. She didn't want to think about the dead and wounded now. Her service had to beto
theliving, and her focus on victory.

"Thekill ratioswere very much in our favor," Janasad.
"Yes," Madurrinsad. "They were."

Jaina scanned the bridge as she waited for Kartha and Farlander to conclude their conference. Though
there were many different species aboard the cruiser, from the human Keyan Farlander on down, the
bridge crew was made up entirely of Mon Gals. The brilliant display monitors, with their strange
distortions, were configured for Mon Caamari eyes, and the chairs and instrument panels were adapted
to their amphibious physiology. The bridge architecture, with its shell-like, scalloped design, suggested a
peaceful subaquatic grotto. So different, Jainathought, from the hard, geometric shapes of star-fighter
controls, let done the strange, melting organic patterns of her captured Y uuzhan Vong frigeate.

Other captains entered while Farlander spoke with Kartha. Last of al came Queen Mother Tend Ka,
sweeping onto the bridge with her femal e Hapan captains echel oned behind her, and dressed ina
magnificent sky-blue admird's uniform covered with gold insggniaand braid, her red-brown hair tied back
by aglittering roya diadem.

Jainalooked at her old classmate in surprise. She was more used to seeing Tend's lithe, muscular body
clad in the reptile-skin tunic of a Dathomirian Witch-warrior. This deek ook was something new.

Theruler of sixty-three planets clearly outranked a Jedi Knight, because General Farlander broke off his
conference with Captain Kartha, approached Tend Ka, and gave abow.

"Your Mgesy," hesad, "your fleet'sarrival waswel timed.”
"Thetiming wasyours,” Tend replied. Sheturned her gray eyesto Kartha "And the casudties, too."

"Hapes has taken many casuaties on behaf of the New Republic,” Farlander said. "We hoped to spare
youmore."

"Y ou've spared us political embarrassment aswell." Tenel Kagave Farlander afrank look. "We can
present thisto our people as anearly bloodless victory," she continued. "Thiswill aid our dliance. Fact.
Wearc profoundly grateful.”

That was the royal we, Jainathought. Tend Kawasfitting with surprising caseinto her new role as
queen.

"We should return to the Hapes Cluster before our loyal subjects learn we're not, aswe claimed, on a
routine fleet exercise,” Tend went on. "Buit fird, I'd like to know—was that Shimrra we killed or not?"

Thel had been adip, Jainathought, indicating just how much Tene had invested in the answer.



Farlander quirked an eyebrow. "I think | can guess how New Republic Intelligence made the mistake,”
he sad. "They know that Supreme Overlord Shimrrais moving from the Rim to his new capita of
Coruscant. They received areport that a'Y uuzhan VVong big shot commanding afleet wasduein the
Obroa-skai system to consult the library. They put two and two together and came up with seventeen.”
He shrugged. "Res stance units on the ground on Obroa-skai just confirmed that the enemy commander
was someone named Supreme Commander Komm Karsh."

"Supreme Commander.” Tend'slook was thoughtful. "A rank second only to warmaster. Still anotable
victory."

"Yes Maedy," Generd Farlander said. Therewasrdlief in hiseyes. "I'm relieved aswell. | put this
operation together in the absence of any ingructions from my superiors—" His eyesflicked to Jaina.
"—and at the urging of one of my officers. Who—even if sheis 3. goddess—is till rather junior.”

Tend Kagave Jainaan gppraising look.

"Goddess?' shesaid.

"You can cal me'Great One,' " Jainasaid. "Most people do.”

Partly as a propaganda exercise, and partly because it suited the role she had played in the war so far,
the New Republic military had gone out of itsway to behave toward Jainaasif she were an emanation of
the Y uuzhan Vong Trickster goddess, Y un-Harla. They hoped to take advantage of Y uuzhan Vong
supertition about twins, or to outrage the orthodox and drive them into an ill-judged frenzy.

Jaina couldn't say whether thiswas working or not, but she had found the goddess routineamusing . . .
for at least the first ten minutes. After that it had become adrudgery.

Tend Kaswords were thoughtful. "Does amere morta queen dare to hug a goddess?”’
"Y ou have our permission,” Jainasad.

Tend crossed the deck between them and embraced Jainawith her single arm, hard enough so that
Jamals breath went out of her.

Generd Farlander tactfully cleared histhroat.

"Magesty, Great One, I'd like to proceed with the conference if we may," he said. "Komm Karsh may
have called for reinforcements before his death, and 1'd like to get out of this system while I'm ahead.”

"Sengble” Tend Kasad.

Tend bade farewel to Madurrin, and then she and the captains retired to the cruiser's conference room,
aseashd |-shaped room with subdued, shimmering bluelighting that presented theillusion of being
underwater. The room's centra table was a gleaming work of art, subtly curved, gleaming like
mother-of-pearl beneath the hushed lights.

Tend Ka, walking with easy dignity, took her place before the seet of honor. At her nod, everyone took
their seats.

The captainsfirst presented damage and casuaty reports—Jainawas pleased to report that her unit had



suffered no losses, and her ship only minor harm—and then there was discussion of what to do withFur
Thunder, aRepublic-class cruiser that had suffered Sgnificant damage, including dameagetoits
hyperspace drives. Farlander was inclined to abandon and scuttle the ship, butFar Thunder's Captain
Hannser argued forcefully that he could repair his ship given time, and Farlander finaly gave his assent.
Far Thunder would be evacuated except for command, drive, and damage control crews, then make a
microjump out of the Obroa-skal system under escort by theLancer- classfrigate. A tender would be
sent with the necessary spare partsto rendezvous withFar Thunder, and—uwith any luck—preserve the
Kuat Systems cruiser for future encounters with the Y uuzhan VVong.

"Well hopeto seeyou a Kashyyyk," Farlander told Hannser.
"Kashyyyk?' Tend Kawas surprised. "Why Kashyyyk?'

"We're shifting our base there, Mgesty," Farlander said. "We want to be able to defend that section of
the Mid Rim yet ill be close enough to offer you assistance at Hapesif you should come again under
attack."

Tend nodded. "Y our long-term plans?

Farlander looked uncertain. "Thefact isthat weve received no ingtructions from headquarters since the
fdl of Borleias. I'm making everything up asI'm going dong.”

Tend frowned. "Who isyour immediate superior?"'

"Admird Traest Krefey. But heisardative of Borsk Fey'lya, and was compelled to return to Bothawui
for the period of officid mourning.”

Jainalifted one eyebrow but otherwise remained silent. She couldn't bring herself to mourn the late Chief
of State, but she supposedsomeone had to.

Keyan Farlander clagped his hands and |eaned forward across the conference table. "Please understand,
Maesty," hesaid. "l hope that we may once more operate together against our common enemy. | will
cooperate with you to the utmost of my power, and if the Hapes Cluster is again attacked, | hope you
will fed freeto cdl for my assstance. But | can't speak for my superiors, and | may be superceded at

any time"
"Understood,” Tend said.

Uncertainty dogged them all, Jainathought. She had hoped, with a strike at the enemy leader, to bring
thingsinto focus. But her target had been a phantom, and even though avictory had been won, it was
hard to say, in thefog of doubt, just what even such avictory redly meant.

Chapter 6

Jacen rose gently from the embrace of the Force like aman risng dowly and reluctantly from the warmth
and buoyancy of aminerd spring. He paused before risng fully to the mundane world and basked for a
moment in the luxurious, shining unity of dl living things, and then, like agarment, he donned his ego—put
himsdf into himself, asit were—and he opened hiseyes.

"Y ou were successful?' Vergere asked.



The strange being's feathery whiskers floated in an dien breeze, awind heavy with warmth and the thick
gpoor of organics. They had escaped Coruscant in a'Y uuzhan Vong cord craft., avesse with aresnous
interior that looked like half-melted ice cream and ventilation that smelled like old socks.

"I think | found them," Jacen said. "I touched my mother, and | know she recognized me. But we were
cut off suddenly—I don't know why. And | think | may have reached my uncle—my Master— L uke.
And | touched my sigter, briefly." He frowned as the harmonious sensation brought by his connection
with the Force was disturbed by the unsettling memory. "But she wasinvolved in aconfrontation—a
battle, | think, with the Y uuzhan VVong. | broke the connection before | could turninto afata digtraction
for her."

Anxiety for Jainagnawed at hismind. "Maybe | shouldn't have. Maybe | should have stayed with her,
tried to send her calm and strength.”

"Y ou made the choice, and it was uncoerced,” Vergere said. "For you to question such achoiceis not
samply useless, but harmful. Such doubtswill chain the mind to an endless circle of pointless speculation
and sdf-recrimination. Y ou should prepare yoursdf to live with the consequences of your decisons,
whatever they may be."

"It's different when the consequences are going to happen to your sister,” Jacen said.

The diminutive Vergere hunkered down, the knobs of her reverse-articulated kneesrising strangely
behind her. "Therise or fal of acivilization can depend on the decision made in afragment of asecond.
There are many secondsin aday. How many seconds can you regret? How many choices?!

"Only the bad ones," Jacen said.

"And if you don't know immediately whether the decision was good or bad? What if you don't find out
the answer for fifty years?'

Jacen looked at her. "Fifty years" he said. "I'm not even twenty. | can't imaginefifty years."

Her tilted eyes shimmered like waves over cold, deegp water. There was unconquerable sadnessin her
voice. "Fifty years ago, young Jedi, | made adecison,” she said. "The consequences of that decision
echo down the years until today. And | till do not know whether the decison | made was the right one.”

"What decison wasthat?' Jacen asked.

"The decision that brought about thiswar." Vergere'sfeathersrippled. "I am responsible, you see, for al

the fighting, dl the suffering, al the death. All because of adecison | madefifty years ago, on Zonama
Sekot."

Chapter 7

Zonama Sekot! (cried Vergere) The Green Land. Tdler than the talest tree arc the boras, with
balloon-shaped leavesin rainbow colors, and limbswith iron tipsthat call down the lightning. Deep
valeysfrom which the morning mist risesin waves like ocean rollers breaking on the shore. A northern
hemisphere of sun and bright green, and a southern hemisphere hidden in a perpetua cloud that forever
cloaksitsmyseries.



Zonama, Sekot! Where mobile seeds attach themsalvesto living clientsin their eagernessto be shaped.
Where airships bob gently amid the mountain peaks. Where the vines and creepers carve out terraces
over which the bright blossoms spill like living waterfalls. Black-haired Ferroan colonistis who live among
the generouslifein akind of symbioss. Dwdlingswherethewals, theroof, even the furnitureisdive.
Factory valeyswhere boras seeds are forged into living ships, the fastest ever to fly between the sars.

Zonama Sekot! Wheretheair itsdf intoxicates. Where transforming lightning igniteslife rather than
destroysit. A world covered with abenevolent organism in the form of its own vegetation. An entire
world that sngswith billions of voices agreat and continual hymn to the Force.

| had become o besotted with the place that | had dmost forgotten my mission. How hard it isto
concentrate when the harmonies of Zonama Sekot sing in your earsl How blissful is deep when an entire
world shareswith you its dreamsd!

But | knew that | must remain aert. Even before my arriva | sensed that a greet terror lurked nearby.
The Jedi Council had learned of an intrusion of astrange enemy and sent meto find them, and aso, if |
could, to locate the fabled Zonama Sekot. | found the second before | found thefirst, but from the
behavior of the Ferroan natives | guessed that the intruders were near: the Ferroans were too nervous,
too reticent. Zonama Sekot was overripe with secrets and about to explode.

| had come, | told the natives, to buy a ship—and thiswastrue, for the Jedi Council wished to know of
theliving ships that were bred in this distant world, and were willing to pay for the knowledge. |
surrendered my ingots of aurodium in payment, and | went through their ritua. | was chosen by three
seed-partners, Spiky creatures who clung to my garment and sang to me of the great ship they would
become once transformed by the lightning and the fire. This caused a sensation—no one had been
chosen by three before. The seed-partners were intrigued by my connection to the Force.

So for two nights the seed-partners clung to me, and | lived in ajoyoustrance that | shared with them,
their dream of becoming. When | had my living ship, | planned tofly it in asearch for intruders.

And then camethefirst strike of the Far Outsiders.

Those whose worlds have been subdued by the Y uuzhan VVong will recognize the pattern. It has been
seen a Belkadan, at Sern-pidal, a Tynna, Duro, Nar Shaddaa. At first thereisan invasion of ahostile
life-form, aliving wind of change that sweeps across the world like aconsuming plague, scores of native
speciesdying astheinvading life takesits hold. Suddenly entire regions become friendly to the Y uuzhan
Vong, hogtileto the world's own native life.

So it became with Zonama Sekot. The Far Outsiders—the Y uuzhan V ong—seeded the southern
hemisphere with their own devouring forms of life. Two complete ecosystems engaged in pitched battle.
The beautiful, towering boras died, writhing in their death agonies asthey cdled the lightning to blast the
dien parastesthat devoured their flesh.

Through the Force | felt the planet shudder. From my dwelling near the factory valey, | saw the boras
tossing their leaves and limbsin horror at the battle that was being logt in the other hemisphere. The
Ferroans ran about in confusion and growing panic. Even the clouds reacted, flying through the sky in
fright and terror. Theforging of my ship was postponed as the entire planet mobilized to ded with the
emergency.

Atthispoint | revealed mysdlf as Jedi. The reaction of the Ferroans was strangely ambival ent—not



hostile, precisely, but warier than | expected. | later learned that they had been taught a version of Jedi
doctrine, though far from an orthodox one. They were believersin the Potentium, the doctrine that the
Forceislight only and that evil and the dark sde areakind of illuson. They were afraid | had cometo
persecute them for heresy. By thetime | appeased their fears, the ecologica ondaught had grown to
embrace much of the southern hemisphere.

| was brought to meet their leader, their Magister—by that time his mountain palace was besieged by the
world-plague. Here, in asymbiosis with the planet that was his home, he directed hisworld's defenses.
And he succeeded! Theliving world of Zonama Sekot possesses more resources than the Y uuzhan Vong
had imagined. In the war of ecosystems, Zonama Sekot began to push the enemy back. Theinvading
organismsbeganto die.

It was then that the Y uuzhan V ong attacked with conventiona forces. Frigates bombarded the world
from orbit; coral skippers descended into the atmosphere to bomb and strafe. But Zonama Sekot again
had hidden resources, fighters and other planetary defenses, and the Y uuzhan Vong were driven off. This
was not, you see, an invasion such as the one you know, but merely areconnaissancein force, the
Y uuzhan V ong scouting our defenses.

| tried to protect the Magister, but intheend | failed him. A Y uuzhan V ong squadron attacked his
paace, and that brave, inventive man waskilled. Hisbelief that evil wasan illuson did not save him.

But scarcely did | have a chance to mourn the greatness of the man. His death brought forth amiracle! |
fdt, sirring in the living Force, a powerful Presence—agreat mind uncoiling and fedling its power for the
first time. A new being caught in the firgt, astonishing moment of self-awareness.

That being was Zonama- Sekot! For three generations the Magisters, with their unconventiona doctrine
of the Force, had communed with the living world that they believed was their mythica Potentium, their
al-benevolent Force. Unknowing, they had taught the harmony that was Zonama Sekot to redize itself as
anindividual. What had been an egoless perfection now became a self-conscious, self-aware being, with
al the confusion and uncertainty of anew, fragile cresture dropped suddenly into a hostile universe.

| needed to give the planet time. | offered to negotiate with the enemy on its behalf, in the hope of either
turning away the atack or delaying the next assault. Sekot assumed the personality of its dead Magister
and communicated to the Y uuzhan Vong itswish to parley. The Y uuzhan Vong consented, fedling that
they might gain through intimidation what they had failed to gain through violence.

The Ferroans gave me a shuttle and a brave pilot, and | went to speak to the Far Outsiders. They were
led by Supreme Commander Zho Krazhmir—he died in his deep years ago, you would not have heard
of him.

Imagine the scene. The air lock dilating like aliving membrane. The air that reeked of organics. The
chamber with its curves and haf-melted resnous walls. The mass of Y uuzhan V ong, the commander with
his staff, his priests, hisintendant. In armor, bearing weapons. All in an angry group, acrowd massed to
intimidate. A group designed by Zho Krazhmir to shock an envoy into submission.

| did not face them quite alone. My seed-partners, the embryos of my future ship, were with me, clinging
to the robesthat | had worn since the ceremony.

But you can imagine what truly shocked me. All I had seen to that point was nothing compared to the
redlization, as| summoned the Force to my assstance, that | had brought the Force into a place that was
diento the Forceitsdlf.



| could not touch them with the Force. They were blank—they werewor se than blank, they werean
abyssinto which the Force could drain forever, drain until it was dl gone, until al existence, dl life, had
drained away . . .

At first | thought that they were all Force masters; that they had devised ways of shielding themselves
from me. But as| tried again and again to pierce their defenses, | realized what the Y uuzhan Vong truly
were.

A sacrilege. Everything aJedi knows is based on the belief—on the absol ute, unquestioned
knowledge—that all lifeisapart of the Force, that the Forceislife. But here were beings whose very
existence denied this sacred truth. From the depths of my heart | hated them all, | wished them blotted
out. A ragerosein me, an anger so completethat | dmost attacked them then and there in the hope thet |
could obliterate them al from the face of the universe. Never had | been so close to surrendering to
darkness.

My anger was not the only anger in that room. The Supreme Commander was furious because his attack
had failed and he had lost face before hisintendant. The priests were angry because | had flown to them
in amachine they considered a blasphemy. The intendants were outraged because of the loss of scarce
materiel, which they would have to judtify to their own superiors. The Far Outsiders were eons avay
from their home, and Zonama Sekot had damaged their ability to survive here.

But one creature there was not angry. The mascot of the priestess Falung, afeathery birdlike thing, only
semi-intelligent, long-legged, and orange-yellow.

That being wasthe key. For | could touch it with the Force! | could fed itsmind, benign, witlessasa
child, too mindlessto fed the anger that surged abouit it.

And it was discovering that cresture that caused my rage to ebb. Perhaps the realization that the Far
Outsiders kept pets made me redlize they were not so far removed from ourselves. | redlized that within
hours | had just encountered the two extremes of the Force. Zonama Sekot was aliving embodiment of
the Force, of its harmony and potential. The Far Outsiders, on the other hand, were creatures completely
outside the Force, whom the Force could not touch. One was a contradiction of the other!

| wondered if it were possible for me to bring these two forcesinto baance.

But first | had to dedl with the rage of the Y uuzhan VVong. Such wastheir fury that it was possible that
these mad beings would obliterate me on the spot, parley or no parley.

Again the priestess's mascot was the key. Using the Force to influence its smple mind, | coaxed it
forward. At my urging it warbled. It crooned. It fell upon me asif | were along-lost cousin, and put
around me its many-jointed wings.

The Y uuzhan Vong stared.

We danced together, the mascot and I. In unison we stamped and thumped and caroled. The Y uuzhan
Vong, | saw, had forgotten to be angry. They began to be amused. Some even swayed back and forth, if
only dightly, to the tempo of our dance.

And then | made them stare. With a push of my mind, | sent the dien mascot into the air. Singing, it
spiraled toward the Y uuzhan V ong and orbited the commander. Singing, | joined it. The two of us



continued our dance, sailing in agtately spird about Supreme Commander Zho Krazhmir. The Y uuzhan
Vong stared in utter wonder.

The Far Outsiders were capable of anger, of violence, of amusement, of ave. Were they then so very
different from us? Wasther very existence ablasphemy? | needed to know.

Before their wonder began to fade, | brought the dance to an end. Zho Krazhmir grew suspicious. He
demanded to know what trick | had just played.

No trick, | replied. What you have seen isthe power of Zonama Sekot.

| told them | was not from Zonama Sekot; that | was ateacher who had come to the planet in order to
learn of itswonders. | described what | could of the world, that it was aglory, covered with asingle
grest organism that formed asingle intelligent mind.

Then the Supreme Commander grew excited.

| did not know then that the Y uuzhan Vong, in their own way, revere life. Not as a Jedi revereslife,
cherishing each individual as acomponent of the Force that is both life and greeter than life, but in their
own perverse way, the reverence for life mixed with their own ideas of pain and deeth. The Y uuzhan
Vong reverelifein the abstract but sacrifice their own lives without thought. Their veneration of lifeisas
extreme astheir other beliefs, so extreme that they believe nonliving tilings—droids, starships, even
smple machines— are a blagphemy and an insult to Y un-Y uuzhan, their Cresator.

The Supreme Commander had been tasked to | ocate habitable worlds for the increasing and increasingly
discontented inhabitants of the rapidly deteriorating Y uuzhan Vong worldships. To find aliving world was
beyond hiswildest dreams.

Then the intendant pointed out that the Y uuzhan V ong lacked the resources to launch another strike. If
the Supreme Commander attacked and was defeated, then the Y uuzhan V ong would be without
sufficient meansto return to the great worldships that moved between the galaxies. If they conquered the
planet but took losses, they would be stuck on the planet without the resources to defend it.

The Supreme Commander reluctantly submitted. He would return to the worldship convoy and inform
the Supreme Overlord of his discovery. He gave the order to withdraw.

It wasthen that | had to make my decision. | had bought at least atemporary peace for Zonama Sekot,
but the mystery of the origin and nature of the Far Outsiders had yet to be resolved. They wereclearly a
menace to the galaxy, to the Jedi, and perhapsto the Force itsdlf. Y et they did not seem beyond
understanding, and reacted in many ways as other sentients do. These beings were so extraordinary that
my mind was dizzied with their strangeness.

Though | could now return to Zonama Sekot with much of my mission accomplished, | knew | could not
leave the Y uuzhan VVong before | had answered my many questions. | gpproached the priestess Falling
and asked whether | might stay on the ship with my "cousin"—»by this| meant her pet—and she
conceded. Perhaps Falung would be kind enough to instruct me on her doctrine. In return, | would tell
her as much as she wished to know of our own galaxy.

The priestess agreed, and without reference to the Supreme Commander. | saw that she was powerful
enough in her own right to make these decisions.



So | was committed to remain. | returned briefly to my shuttle, and contacted the spirit of Sekot, who
was gill assuming the form of the planet's dead Magidter. | told the planet that it was safe for now, but
that it should prepare for another, stronger assault in the future.

And then—and thiswas very hard—I had to bid farewell to my seed-partners. They had dreamed with
me of the great ship that would flash between the starslike the lightning that the boras drew from the
skies, but thiswas not to be. | told the seed-partners that they had to return to the planet. | told them that
aJedi would be coming to Zonama—for | was certain that Jedi would follow in my footstepswhen | did
not return—and that they must hold themsalvesin readiness. | impressed upon them a message that was
to be ddivered to that Jedi, saying that an invading force was poised to overrun the galaxy, that the Force
was usdlessin fighting these cresatures.

If aJedi came, | know not. If the message was delivered, | cannot tell. | did what seemed best, but in
this| may have failed somehow.

Following this came the hardest task of all. | destroyed my lightsaber, the outward symbol of everything
to which | had dedicated myself. | knew that the Y uuzhan V ong would not permit me to retain anything
of atechnologica nature. My comlink and my few other metdl objects | gave to the shuttle pilot who had
brought me.

And s0 | bade farewdl to everything | had known. | returned to the Y uuzhan Vong and the priestess
Faung, and Zho Krazhmir's forces returned to that limitless space between the stars where the Y uuzhan
Vong worldshipstraveled.

From timeto time, the Y uuzhan V ong asked to see me dance with the priestesss mascot. The mascot
and | danced, and flew— but we flew less and less, the farther we traveled from Zonama Sekot. When
we |eft the galaxy, | told Falung that we were at such adistance that the power of Sekot could no longer
reach us, and from that point on we no longer danced.

| did not want the Y uuzhan V ong to know that it wasmy power, not Sekot's, that had created the aeria
dance. | did nor want the Y uuzhan Vong even to consider the possibility that | had any power of my
own.

For his action in discovering Zonama Sekot, Supreme Commander Zho Krazhmir was granted anew
leg implant as areward. He did not make agood recovery, and was dead in afew years.

Faung, priestess of Y un-Harla, instructed mein the religion of the Y uuzhan VVong and in particular the
mythology of Y un-Harlahersdf.

Y un-Harlathe Trickster is never visible. Her body is made of borrowed parts, and cloaked in borrowed
skin. Over the borrowed skin are garments designed to deceive and deflect. Yun-Harlahersdlf isnever
seen. Only her spirit isto be found working in the world, laying traps and deceiving the unwary.

AsYun-Harlais, so | became. | became cloaked, asit were, in borrowed garments, in my assumed
identity asasmple teacher eager to learn the True Way. My weapons were those | could borrow or
adapt from my opponents, those and my own cunning. My Force abilities| learned to keep hidden, even
from telepathic creatures such as yammoaosks. | meditated upon Y un-Harlaevery day— every day for fifty
years.

| turned my true salf completely inward. It required little effort to maintain my identity asthe familiar of
Falung the priestess, in part because the Y uuzhan Vong expect o little from afamiliar. Butinmy mind |



built my home. There, | could consider the matter of the Y uuzhan V ong, and contemplate the Force. In
my mind | learned true freedom.

In my conversationswith Falung | tried to suggest the key Jedi principle of the unity of life, and
somewhat to my surprise she agreed with me. All life, she explained, was a part of Y un-Y uuzhan, who
created it through his own sacrifice, tearing himsdlf into bits and flinging himself through the universeto
spawn dl existence.

Though the reverence for lifewasred, it was not possible to separateit from the Y uuzhan VVong
obsession with pain and death.

Othersthan Falung questioned me, but not about philosophical matters—as far asthey were concerned
weweredl infidds, and our beliefswere of no possible interest. The information that truly interested
them was of amilitary and politica nature.

| agonized over what | would tell them. Should | tell them the Republic was unprepared, in the hope that
the Y uuzhan Vong would attack prematurely, carelesdy, and with overconfidence? Or should | suggest
that the Republic's defenses were invincible, and force the Y uuzhan Vong to make e aborate, thorough
preparationsthat | hoped other Jedi, following in my footsteps and warned by my message, would
detect?

Intheend | dared not lieto them. | knew not what other sources of information were available to them.
But | could feign ignorance—I had assured them | was asimple teacher, no authority on the defenses of
the Republic.

| was not in aposition to influence the Y uuzhan Vong for good or ill. Falung died, and | becamethe
property of her junior, Elan, who was not in a position to affect policy.

And so thewar began, and it began the way it did because of the decisons| made fifty years ago, at
Zonama Sekot. Because | danced in the air, and proclaimed my power the power of aworld.

Was | wrong to do so? Right? And if it waswrong, should | have spent the last fifty yearsin sadnessand
recrimination, fearing to act in the event that | made another mistake?

| chose. | acted. And then | resolved to face the consequences. Tell me then, young Jedi—was | wrong?

Chapter 8

Jacen heard Vergere's story in silence as he squatted on his hegls on the resinous floor of the cora ship.
He did not answer her question, but instead asked a question of hisown.

"Whereis Zonama Sekot? I've never heard of aliving planet.”
Vergere shrugged her narrow shoulders. "It left,” she said smply.
Jacen stared at her.

"| felt Sekot's good-bye. | had saved it once, but | sensed it was under anew threat. The planet had
hyperdrive engines—it was capable of going into hyperspace. Soit fled.”



Jacen blinked. "Where did it go?'
"l remind you that | have been away for anumber of years. | will not venture to guess.”

Jacen rubbed his chin. "One hears Sories of planetsthat move. But usudly in the same tapcafs, and from
the same people, who tell you of the Cursed Paace of Zabba Two, or old Admiral Fancy's ghost ship
that pliesthe Daragon Trall."

Vergere gave asniff. "I do not venture into tapcafs. | would not hear such stories.”
Jacen gave aquiet smile. "No. Y ou venture into more dangerous places than bars.”

Vergere's crest feathersrippled. Y ou did not answer my question. Did | do wrong on Zonama Sekot?
Ordid | not?'

"What | think," Jacen said, "isthat I'm still worried about my sster.” He knew perfectly well that Vergere
had told her story at this moment partly in order to distract him from hisanxiety over Jaina

Vergere made a sound somewhere between a snort and a sneeze. She straightened her legs and reared
to her full height of dightly over ameter. ™Y ou haven't been paying attention!"

"l have. I'm 4till thinking about it. But I'm also still concerned about Jaina.™
Vergere made the noise again. Jacen's thoughts returned to the mystery of the vanished planet.

"I've never heard of Zonama Sekot by that name. And if your warning ever reached the Jedi Council, |
haven't heard of it—but thenit'snot likely | would have. We haven't had aJedi Council in morethan a

generation.”

"What became of it, then?" Vergere paced back and forth before Jacen, the patchy feathers on her
framefluffing and then smoothing again. "' Perhaps you can tel me what has happened to the Republicin
my absence. Tell me why the thousands of Jedi Knights| expected to contact on my return no longer
exig, why there are only afew score hdf-trained young Jedi in their place, and what al of thishasto do
with this Sith Lord you mentioned on Coruscant, thisVader, your grandfather, whom | remember as that
turbulent little Padawan, Anakin Skywaker."

Crouching, Jacen watched Vergere's agitated pacing. He shook his head and gave alaugh. "Wel," he
said, "you'd better sit down again, because thisisavery long story."

Thistime Vergere sat in slence while Jacen spoke. When he was done with his bare narrative, she
asked questions, and Jacen replied as completely as he could. At the end, they were both silent for a

long, long moment.

Findly Jacen broke the sllence. "May | worry about Jainanow?"
"No, you may not."

"Why not?"

Vergere straightened and approached the cora ship'slittle control station. "Best to worry for



ourselves,"she said. "We're about to fal out of hyperspace. When we arrive in real space, well be near a
well-defended world of the New Republic, guarded by fighters very jumpy after thefal of Coruscant.
Wearein aYuuzhan Vong vessdl, with no means of contacting these trigger-happy defenders, and we
have no defenses and no weapons.”

Jacen looked at her. "What do you suggest we do?'

Vergerésfesathery crest gave alittle flutter. "Foolish question,” she said. "Naturdly, we trust the Force."

Chapter 9

Surrounded by rainbows, the great shadow descended in majesty from the sky. Like thewings of a
butterfly just emerged from its cocoon, enormous wings dowly unfolded from the greet craft. Rainbow
colors pulsed and swam.

"Do-ro'ik vong pratte!" The roar came from ten thousand throats. The perfect rectangular formation of
warriors, in their vonduun crab armor, raised their amphistaffs and roared their battle cry as the shadow
of the craft passed over them.

" Taan Yun-forgana zhoi! " Ten thousand priests, in red cloaks emblazoned with the symbol of
Y un-Y uuzhan, crossed their armsin salute and roared their devotion as the vessdl's shadow enveloped
them.

"Fy'y Roog! Fy'y Roog!" Ten thousand members of the shaper class, dressed in stainless white, howled
their pride, fear, and obedience asthe belly of the great craft passed over them.

Beyond the three giant formations of priests, warriors, and shapers, massed workers cried nothing, but
samply flung themselves onto their faces, groveling in submission to the great shadow asit passed before
the sun.

Shamed Ones, mutilated and crippled and barred from the ceremony, hid in their barracks or
workhouses and shivered in fear.

The smallest group, the twelve hundred members of the intendant class, ssood motionlessin threelong
linesin front of the threelarger formations of Y uuzhan Vong, each member in hislong green cloak. They
did not shout, but stood in perfectly disciplined silence, arms crossed over their chests, asthe massive
craft moved slently overhead.

If wehad abattle cry, thought Nom Anor from the second rank, it would probably beHave you
triple-checked this order with your superiors? For it was the intendants who administered the new
empire of the Y uuzhan Vong, and tried to balance the competing clams for resources among the other
castes. A task that grew harder, it seemed, even as victory followed victory and more resources became
avaladle.

For years now, since before the time he had poisoned Imperid Interim Ruling Council membersin the
cause of Xande Carivus, Nom Anor had been living among the enemy as a spy and saboteur. In the
service of the Y uuzhan VVong, he had spun histreachery and left atrail of bodies across haf the galaxy.

It had dmost been enough to forget that the normal job of an intendant was a bureaucratic one.



Rainbows spiraled off the craft's great unfolded wings, dovin basalswith their space-warping capabilities
tuned to the spectrum of light. The great shadow hovered over the massive cradle that had been built for
it, then dowly, mgesticaly, descended.

Another grest cry roared up from the triumphant multitude as the huge craft settled into itscradle like a
monarch dowly stting on histhrone. Dazzling, spinning rainbows reached into the heavens, cat brilliant
light onto the plazawhere the Y uuzhan V ong masses waited. Benegth the ship, hidden from view, the
living craft and the living cradle joined, linking power and communications and resource systems so that
the craft now drew its nourishment from the planet, and the Supreme Overlord wasin direct contact with
the World Brain, the dhuryam that controlled the remaking of Y uuzhan'tar, formerly known as Coruscant,
capital of both the New and Old Republics.

The Supreme Overlord's craft, ship and palace in one, was now joined with its cradle, just asthe
spaceborn Y uuzhan Vong had settled onto the conquered worlds that their gods had promised diem. The
craft would remain here permanently, its rainbow-edged wings outstretched over thisworld the Y uuzhan
Vong had conquered. The conquered world would be altered from the bedrock up to re-creste the
legendary homeworld of the Y uuzhan VVong, lost long ago in another gaaxy.

At the moment the shout went up, Nom Anor began to fedl an itching at the base of histoes. Heresisted
the impulse to bend and scratch, or to scrape one boot over the other. The Y uuzhan VVong did not regard
bodily discomfort as significant. Only those who had most successfully embraced pain and muitilation
were promoted to the highest degrees. Surely an itch could be overcome.

Asif to dispute thisclaim, theitch increased its fury. Nom Anor found that it was al he could do to keep
his mind on the ceremony, on theritua steps and obeisances that prepared the way for the appearance of
the Supreme Overlord.

He panted with the effort to ignore the itch. He dternately stretched and clenched histoesinsde his
boots, hoping the effort might relieve historment. It didn'.

Another roar went up from the crowd. Through his single, rainbow-dazzled eye, Nom Anor saw two
figures on the summit of the great building.

Shimrras persona quarters arched up above the plaza like ahead on the end of along neck. At the
apex was acircular walkway surrounded by arail that glittered like mother-of-pearl in the artificial
rainbows. Standing amid the brilliance was Supreme Overlord Shimrra, unquestioned leader of the
Y uuzhan Vong, sanctioned by the godsto bring al these new worlds under hishedl. Norn Anor'seye
was S0 dazzled by rainbows that he could see nothing of Shimrrabut a silhouette—agiant slhouette,
towering over the bent, ungainly figure next to him. Onimi, apparently, amember of the Shamed Ones
whom the Supreme Overlord had adopted as hisfamiliar.

As Shimrrasloyd subjects bellowed their triumph, severd mon duuls waddled out from the shadow of
the building. Giant, placid beings weighing four metric tons or more, the creatures had been implanted
with specialized, dedicated villips by the shapers who had crafted them, villips that enabled them to
recelve communications from amaster villip employed by the Supreme Overlord. Each mon duul, on
receiving amessage, could then broadcast it to othersin its vicinity through the use of a giant two-meter
tympanum of skin that stretched over itsbelly.

The mon duuls spread out over the plaza, then sat back on their haunches, their tympani directed toward
the formations of Y uuzhan VVong. Nom Anor could hear joints cracking asthe nearest of the massive
creatures settled itsdlf into an upright posture.



The Supreme Overlord's voice, amplified by the tympani in the mon duuls, echoed and reechoed over
the plaza, and for amoment Nom Anor forgot his aggravating itch.

"Yuuzhan Vong, conquerors, blessed of the gods! " Shimrra.roared.cc\We have come to the turning
point!"

Luke found out the next afternoon why Fyor Rodan had behaved in such an extraordinary way &t their
meeting. Rodan hadn't been having a conversation; held been rehearsing a speech.

"Helad it dl out before the Senate thismorning,” Ca Omas said. "Hiswhole program—the Jedi
shouldn't be a privileged group within the state, we should stop spending money on Jedi concerns, anew
Jedi Council would be athrest. . ."

"Jedi should just get jobslike every other working stiff,” Maraadded. Ca laughed.
"How was the speech received?' Luke asked.

Ca Omas clagped hislanky arms behind hishead. "I imagine it went down well with the working stiffs.
Asfor the Senators, some agreed, some didn't, some saw it only in politica terms. Since Fyor made no
motion, just stood up in the Senate and gave his speech and made sure there were plenty of reporters
there to cover it, there wasn't a head count one way or another.”

"So why did he makethe speech at dl?"

Triebakk, the Wookiee who served with both Omas and Rodan on the Advisory Council, gave along
series of roars, al trandated by the elderly protocol droid that Cal used for a secretary. "He spokein
order to make the Jedi an issue in the upcoming e ection. Now that he has made his speech, Cal and the
other candidates arc forced to respond.”

"Whether they want to or not," Luke said.
"Precisdly,” Cd sad. "Fyor's started up atune, and the rest of uswill haveto dancetoiit.”

Ca Omeas's gpartment was cramped and underwater, though built with the usua Mon Calamari atention
to elegant design, which madeit seem larger than it actualy was. A transparent wall looked out onto the
floodlit inverted cityscape of Heurkea Foating City, showing Mon Cals and Quarren swimming past or
jetting by in their vehicles. Unfortunately, the transparent wall sweated heavily, the air was dank and
tasted of brine, the carpet was soggy, and the small sofathat L uke and Mara shared gave off adistinct
smell of mildew. Therewas no security. Cal's protocol droid was beginning to show rust stains. Still,
Cal's place was better than most refugees quarters, and atestimony to his character—he had refused to
pull rank and demand better quartersfor himsdif.

Such were the circumstances of the man whom L uke hoped would be the next Chief of State of the
New Republic. Even Fyor Rodan's cramped, overflowing hotel suite was more impressve than this.

"1 made aresponse to Fyor's speech,” Cal went on. "I said that anyone who had fought alongside the
Jedi in thewar againgt Palpatine would never believe that they were athreet to the rest of us, and that it
was unfortunate that Rodan lacked the experience.”



Triebakk gave ahowl of gppreciation.

"Clever,” Marasaid. "Good to point out that while you were fighting for the freedom of the galaxy,
Rodan was off sdling protocol droidsto Lurrians, or whatever."

"That didn't end it, though,” Ca said. "CZ-Twelve-R here," nodding at his protocol droid, "has been
swamped with messages from reporters wanting to know the details of my 'Jedi program.' "

"And of course," Luke said, "we don't know what thet isyet."

"I'm afraid not." Cal leaned hislong body forward in hischair and looked at Luke. "I'd like to reestablish
the Jedi Council, of course, but | don't know if it'sagood ideato say s0."

"When dl dsefals" Maraadvised, "fdl back onthetruth.”

Cd Omas gave alook of mock horror. "No! I'm apolitician! | can't tell the truth!”
"Serioudy, Cd," Marasad, "whatcan you say?'

Ca Omas hesitated.

"Suppose,” Luke offered, "you say that you will bring the Jedi firmly under the control of the government.
Y ou don't have to specify how."

"Il haveto givesome details" Cd said. "Otherwiseitll ssem asif | don't redly haveaplan at dl, and
that would be uncomfortably closeto the truth, which"—with an amused glancea Mara— "asa
politician | absolutely cannot speek.”

Hefrowned. "Luke, can you tell me how the Jedi Council was set up in the past? If we know how it
used to work, maybe we can make it work again.”

"The Jedi Council was a dozen or so respected Masters,”" Luke said, "who oversaw the other Jedi and
their training, and who reported to the Supreme Chancdllor. If the Chancellor saw a problem that
required Jedi abilities, he would inform the Council, who would send Jedi to ded with it. Usudly not
many, because it was well known that behind thefirst Jedi were afew thousand more. And | imagine that
information went both ways—that the Jedi themsdalves would dert the Supreme Chancdllor if their own
network of contacts pointed to a problem somewhere."

"A few thousand Jedi," Ca mused, "to cover an entire galaxy.”

Maragave asmug smile. "Weregood" she said.

"But there are somewhat less than afew thousand of you now," Ca said. "Which iswhy we now have a
military and a diplomeatic service and so on. So how do | counter Fyor's contention that you're

redundant?"

"Wel," Marasaid, "what happensif you need a diplomat who can aso practice philosophy, fight with a
lightsaber, and levitate smal objects? Who else arc you going to cdl but us?'

Triebakk gave asnarl of amusement. Luke felt akind of bliss sing through his heart at the fact that Mara
could joke again, and he put an affectionate arm around her, after which he decided to ignore the scent of



mildew that rose from the pillows.

"Marahasapoint,” he sad. "We provide a specidized service— dl-arounders, if you like."

"The Council of All-Arounders” Cd Omasdghed. "I don't think we're getting anywhere.”

"Not the Council of All-Arounders,” Luke said. "The Chief of State's Specid Investigative Service. Y our
eyes, ears, and sword arm throughout the galaxy. When you need more muscle than a diplomat, and less
than a battle cruiser, you send us.”

Cd'seyeshbrightened. "I think you're getting somewhere," he said. "But there are sill problemswith that
scenario. Either they're going to say that you're secretly controlling me and I'm your puppet, or they're
going to claim you're abunch of superpowered clandestine agents whom I'm going to use to subvert the
condtitution. Probably Fyor will manage to say both things at once." He sighed. "Unfortunately, we're
snick with acondtitutiona, representative, multibranched government, heavily scrutinized by a
sf-interested media. We're inefficient, divided, and prey to conflicting and contradictory interests—
even, and perhaps especidly, in moments of criss.”

Triebakk gave alow moan.

Luke gave Triebakk asharp look. "No," he said. "Never even think of sympathizing with Papatine.”
Triebakk conceded with agraceful bow of his shaggy head.

But even as he spoke to Triebakk, Cal's words seemed to echo for along moment in Luke's mind.
Constitutional, representative, multibranched ... As opposed to what? he wondered. Elite,
clandestine, autocratic, threat to the constitution.

The old Jedi had personified the rule of order and the will of the state. But they were also secretive, and
removed from the people and their representatives. Ther link to the outside was through the Supreme
Chancellor, and once amaevolent figure like Pa patine became Chancellor, with his disciple among the
Jedi, the Jedi were cut off by the secret enemy, isolated, and destroyed.

The Jedi should never be so isolated again.

He became aware that the others were staring at him.

"Another message from the beyond?’ Mara asked.

Luke smiled. "No. At least | don't think s0."

"What, then?"

"| think I've worked out how to reestablish the Jedi Council in away that will disarm Fyor Rodan.”

Cd leaned forward. "Tdll," hesad.

"I had anagging feding when | waslistening to Fyor Rodan yesterday,” Luke began. "The nagging
feding | had,” he continued, "wasthat Rodan wasright, in away. Weare doing the jobs that other

people are being paid to do. Weare asking the government for privileges, and we're asking agreat ded
of peopleto believe that we ask in al humility and mean no harm—yet al they haveto do isremember



Darth VVader, and they'll suspect the contrary.”

"And your solution?" Cd looked deeply intrigued.

" Suppose the council isn't composed entirely of Jedi,” Luke said. "We can have one member from each
of the government branches that might fedl threatened by us. Say we have a Senator chosen by the
Senate. Someone from the Defense Force. Another representative from the Ministry of State, and
another from the Justice Council to make certain we stay within the law. Rodan would have ahard time
convincing peoplethatall those representatives were Jedi puppets. Especidly if the Chief of State himsdlf
was on the council aswell."

"The Chief of State or his ambassador,” Ca said. "The Chief of State isabusy person.”

"Conceded.”

Ca frowned as he consdered the matter. "Y ou've just given me quite alist. That's five non-Jedi on the
Jedi Council.”

"Six," Luke corrected, on second thought. "We'd aso need someone from the Intelligence divison.”

"And how many Jedi?' Cd asked. "If we make the council too large, well sart having the same
problems as the Senate—it'll be too big to be effective.”

"Six Jedi," Luke said. "That will bring the government representatives into balance with the Jedi.”

Cdl'slong face grew abstract as he consdered the implications of the new idea. "That's giving up alot of
thetraditiona Jedi power," he said.

"It's power weve dready logt," Luke said. "Welost it when the old Jedi fell.”

Gd's eyes focused, searching Luke'sface. "Y ou're sure? Y ou're sure that you're comfortable departing
thisfar from Jedi tradition?"

Luke felt an utter certainty in hisanswer. "On Ithor, | surrendered the guardianship of the Jedi tradition.
I'm content with the idea.”

Triebakk gave atriumphant roar.

"And you'd be welcome asthe first Senatoria representative,” Luke replied. "But the Senate would till
have to vote on your nomination.”

"And there would have to be security and background checks and so on." Ca continued to think out
loud.

Triebakk snarled areferenceto the late Vigi Shesh.
"|—" Luke began. And then hefdt atouch on hismind, and again he thought, Jacen!
Jacen's presence sang in his head.

"| think we've got another brainstorm here," Marasaid. Her voice seemed to be coming from a distant



place, somewhere outside the universe.

"| thought | had sent you to your degth,” Luke said. Dimly he was aware of the shock and sudden
concern of the othersin the room as they reacted to the words he'd spoken out loud—but not to them.

It was Jacen dl right—L uke recognized the ingenuousness, the dry earnestness. But Jacen wasn't adl that
L uke sensed. Hovering remotely in the Force, Luke perceived another presence, one who seemed
entirdy unfamiliar.

"Issomeone e sethere?' Luke asked.
Vergere.It wasn't aname that floated to him, but a thought, an image, apresence.

Luketook abreath at thisdirect, surprising confirmation. He had never met the alien persondly, but hed
been briefed about her, and had aso heard from Han about the defection she'd once staged from the
Y uuzhan Vong, dong with her redefection in the opposite direction.

He had every reason to be suspicious of Vergere. But on the other hand, Vergere, through her tears,
had hesled Mara of the disease that had threatened her life. It was Vergere who was responsible for
Marareturning from the serious, focused, dmaost grim person she had become to the laughing,
spontaneous woman she had once been, and now was again.

What Luke hadn't known was that V ergere was strong in the Force. He could fedl her power, restrained
at the moment but perfectly genuine. And it was strangely cloaked—even though they werein telepathic
contact, Luke could detect nothing of Vergere's personaity or purpose. That bespoke training—Vergere
was no mere Force-sendtive with atalent for telepathy; she had been carefully educated.

But where had she received such training? Not at his Jedi academy. And that left anumber of dark
aternatives—Pd patine, Vader, the Shadow Academy. But why would a Dark Jedi bring Jacen to Luke?

More impressions came from Jacen. A Y uuzhan Vong craft, with its organic scent and resinouswalls.
Alarm. New Republic shipsmoving in swvarms.

L uke broke contact and turned to histhree friends, al of whom were gazing a him with degp concern.

"The short version,” he prefaced. " Jacen Solo just contacted me through the Force. He'sin the Mon Cdl
systemin a'Y uuzhan Vong escape pod, and we've got to stop the military from blowing him up.”

Cdl'sresponse wasimmediate. He turned to his protocol droid and said, "Call Fleet Command—priority
urgent and immediate. Place another urgent and immediate cal to Supreme Commander Sien Sow."

"Yes, Councilor,” thedroid said.
Cal turned back to Luke. "Don't worry," he said. "Well get him back.”
But Luke was aready reaching into the Force, his mind stretching out into the great void beyond.

Alongside him hefdt the spirit of hiswife, her strength supporting his, striving through the darkness of
gpace for hislost apprentice.

Chapter 10



Nom Anor forgot hisitch as hefiled into the Hall of Confluence behind his superior, High Prefect Y oog
Skell. The hall was magnificent, broad at the four pa pating doors by which high-ranking members of the
four ruling castes entered, then narrowing asit approached the far end. The room was atrompe I'oell,
designed so thet al eyeswere drawn toward an artificia vanishing point, a which point was the seet of
the Supreme Overlord.

The wals were chitin marbled black and white; pillars of white bone supported the roof, and cora
spread pae lace over the arches of the celling. Though the planes of the room wereflat, the dovin basas
that provided the room's artificial gravity were tweaked dightly so asto provide the sense of walking
uphill as one gpproached the Supreme Overlord; it felt asif he sat at a summit, and dl otherstoiled
upward toward him.

At thefocus of dl eyeswasthelargest Y uuzhan VVong that Nom Anor had ever seen, agiant even
among the most massive warriors. Shimrrasat in silence on abloodred throne of yorik cora that thrust
spines and spikes from its central mass, asif warding an enemy from the Overlord's presence. His
ceremonia robes were somber, black and gray—the gray was leather, the carefully preserved flesh of
Steng, who in the distant past had lost the Cremlevian War to Y o'gand, the first Supreme Overlord of the
Y uuzhan Vong. Shimrral's massve head was so covered with scars, dashes, tattoos, and the marks of
branding that he could barely be said to have aface at dl, just atorn collection of barely healed wounds.
But fierce, discerning intelligence could be seen behind the glowing mgaaqit implantsin his eye sockets,
which shifted through the spectrum as he watched the dignitaries enter.

Crouched at the feet of Shimrrawas alanky figure dressed in rags that hung in shreds on his flabby skin,
hislip curled back over histeeth to show one ydlow fang. His skull was misshapen, with onelobe
swollen. Shimrrasfamiliar, Onimi.

The dignitaries plodded—"uphill"—toward Shimrraand took their places, each of the four castes
equidistant from the throne. Shimrraloomed over them, and for once thiswas not atrick of the
gravity—the Supreme Overlord wasenormous. All prostrated themselves, and then in mighty voice
chanted their salutation.

" Ai' tanna Shimrra khotte Yun'o!" Long lifeto Shimrra, beloved of the gods!

A deep rumble came from the throne. Norn Anor could barely see Shimrra's lips move as he spoke.

"Let the Great Council be seated.”

The leading membersrose to their feet and took their seats, which had been adjusted so asto
compensate for the room's peculiar gravity.

Nom Anor rose and then remained on hisfeet. He did not rate achair in the Supreme Overlord's
presence.

Standing across the room Nom Anor saw the priest Harrar, with whom he had shared several serious
migudgments.

Harrar gave no sgn of knowing him.Good, Nom Anor thought. Let al that be forgotten.

He shifted on hisfeet, propping himsdf againgt the gravity that made him lean to hisright. The movement
triggered theitching again, and Nom Anor clenched histeeth againgt the blaze of sensation. Theitching



had spread across his belly and under one armpit, and it felt asif half his skin were aflame. Hisringers
twitched with the urge to scratch, and he forced them straight.

The Shamed One, Onimi, roseto hisfeet."Great lords all,” he began,

"—whose plans profound

Have put our feet on solid ground.

I hope you will not think it crime

If for thisday | speek inrhyme."

Onimi paused for an answer, mismatched eyes scanning the crowd. Asif anyone would object.
Shimrras status as Supreme Overlord was unquestioned, and areflection of his power was that he had
actualy adopted a Shamed One as hisfamiliar, agrotesque, twisted being who had been regjected by the
gods. Shimrrapermitted hisfamiliar extraordinary liberties, and to al appearances enjoyed the creature's
grotesgue capers aswell asthe discomfort they caused among onlookers.

After the pause, Onimi raised his arms and performed alurching pirouette, spinning to display theragshe
wore.

"Permit meto recite an ode
To rament new, thislatest mode.
For likemy lord, | glory in

My garments made of foemen'sskin.”

Surprise flashed through Nom Anor as he redlized that Onimi's rags were the remnants of New Republic
uniforms taken from those who had falen at Coruscant.

Therewereintakes of breath around the chamber as othersredlized thisaswdll.

Onimi capered on, shambling near High Priest Jakan, who hissed and drew back so that none of the
whirling rags could contaminate him. Shamed Ones had been rgected by the gods themselves, damned
to dl the contempt and hatred they surely deserved.

"Enough." The single word came from Shimrra, and was sufficient for Onimi to fal silent, aglimmer of
fear inhiseyes.

"Back to your place, creature,” Shimrragrowled. "Our meeting will be long enough without having to
endure your capers.”

The Overlord'sfamiliar cringed in gpology, then dragged himself back to the throne and dropped like a
sack of bones at his master'sfeet. Shimrrals head turned left and right, viewing dl the delegatesin turn.



Then he turned his massive body toward Tsavong Lan. "I should like to discuss the prosecution of the
war. What do you have to say, Warmaster?'

Tsavong Lah's hand formed afist, which he brought down with a crash on thearm of hischair. "'l have
but one word to say, and that word isVictory!" His delegation growled in agreement. "The enemy capita
isours," thewarmaster continued, "and you have taken forma possession of it! We followed the capture
of Yuuzhan'tar with our victory a Borleiasl Supreme Commander Nas Choka's fleet doeswell in Huit
space. With the exception of the unfortunate Komm Karsh, our forces have been victorious everywhere.”

Onimi, at the overlord'sfeet, gave alittle giggle that echoed strangely in the room's cavernous spaces.

The warmaster bared histeeth. Shimrragave arumble of warning to Onimi a hisimpudence, and then
his gaze settled on Tsavong Lah.

"Onimi may spawn wretched doggerel,” he said, "but he has apoint. Y our attempt to capture Jaina Solo
at Hapeswas acompletefailure.”

Having no choice but to acknowledge his defeat, Tsavong Lah bowed his head. "I confessit.”

"And the casualties we took for the capture of Y uuzhan'tar were enormous. Thefirst two waveswere
wiped out, and the third wave, though victorious, was decimated. After that, Borlelaswas avery
expensve victory—more, in my judgment, than the planet was worth. Y our own father died. Plus Komm
Karsh's defeat was expengivein both lives and materiel. | am not as lenient as my predecessor.”

A fanatic gleam entered Tsavong Lah'seyes. "Wewould give these livesagain, and more!" hesad. "Life
islessthan nothing! What isawarrior's life compared to the glory of the Y uuzhan Vong?'

Shimrras answer was sharp. "l do not dispute your warriors glory, or their willingnessto die! That isnot
whatisat issue”

"I beg the Supreme Overlord's pardon,” Tsavong Lah said. "I did not understand—"

"Do not assumethat | an afool!" Shimrrabarked. He pointed at Tsavong Lah. "Y ou have won your
victories by sending your troops over arampart of our own dead! How do you intend to replace these
casudties?'

Nom Anor gloated at the sight of Shimrrataking the warmaster to task for hisfailings. He and Tsavong
L ah had butted heads often enough, and it did his heart good to see the warrior taken down afew steps
infront of hisrivas.

"My lord—I—" Thewarmaster was at aloss. "I havefulfilled al our primary objectives—| have given
you the capitd—"

"We maygrow more warships, but warriors must bebred" Shimrrasaid. "1t will take ageneration or
more before our formations stand again at full strength, and we now have many worldsto defend.”

"1 will give you morevictories" Tsavong Lah cried. "Theinfidesarerouted! If | follow up our victories,
they will bresk!"

Thewarmaster was interrupted by yet another giggle from Onimi. "The warmaster isnot listening! He



needs anew pair of ears—or perhapsinstead the organ that lies between them.”
A hiss of fury escaped histhroat as Tsavong Lah glowered a Onimi.
"Silence." Again theword came from Shimrra. Though the Overlord's tone was soft, the room's

admirable acoustics made theword sing inthe air. A hush followed, though Tsavong Lah seemed visibly
to be choking on his words as he again bowed before his superior.

The Supreme Overlord spoke on. ™Y ou ask to follow the enemy. | have read our strength reports. We
do not have sufficient forces both to maintain the offensive and to hold what we have aready taken."

"My Lord." Tsavong Lah kept his head bowed. "With all respect—we pursue a broken foe. We may
expect nothing but a glorious daughter that adds great glory to your name."

Shimrrasvoicewasicy. "The enemy that wiped out Komm Karsh was hardly broken. And may |
remind the warmaster that Komm Karsh's fleet was our sole strategic reserve? From this point, moving
any warrior to strengthen one force will weaken another.”

Tsavong Lah had no answer. His eyes stayed fixed on the ground.

"Our forces will bresk off offensive operationsfor the present,” Shimrrasaid. "We may resumethe
offensive once we conclude areorganization that brings morewarriorsinto thefield.”

"Asthe Supreme One wishes." Tsavong Lah's voice was abarely audible hiss.

"l wishit." Shimrras glowing gaze rose from the warmaster and swept over the room. "Many of our
warriors are tied down in garrison and pacification duties far from the front. | wish to liberate them for
combat againgt theinfidels." His eyes sought out the delegation of shapers, who had until this point
remained Slent.

"| require you to create more warriors,”" he said.

Ch'Gang Hool, master of Domain Hool, a shaper clan, responded quickly. "The Supreme Overlord
refersto surge-cora implants?’

"Y es. Captives will be given implants enabling them to receive the commands of ayammosk. They will
then be placed under the command of warriors.” Shimrraturned again to Tsavong Lah. "Thuswill you
have larger forcesto bring againgt theinfidels.”

"l am grateful, God-Chosen.”

Nom Anor couldn't help but observe that gratitude did not seem foremost in the warmaster's mind.

"If thewarriors are notwasted" Shimrrasaid pointedly, "these measures should serveto correct the
problem for the short term. In order to make up our lossesin the long term, | command the following:

"All warriorswill now be ordered to breed at the age of sixteen, if they have not dready. If no mate
chooses agiven warrior, hisor her commander will award a suitable mate from the warriors available.
Afterward, awards and incentives will be devised to reward those who produce children.”

Tsavong Lah bowed again. "1t shal be as you wish, Supreme One."



"Nothingshdl beas| wish if we continueto lose battles" Shimrrareminded. "The enemy have
developed new tactics that enable them to gain victories. | command afull report.”

Tsavong Lah at last raised his head. "The infidels have discovered away to use a... machine to override
the signal sent to our units by the yammaosks. Our units arc thus forced to operate on their own, without
drategic guidance.”

"And the remedy?" Shimrra's question was prompt.
The warmaster hesitated. "We have not developed one as yet,

Supreme One. We are—we have discussed the problem—" He hesitated again. "Thefact is, Supreme
One, that this development is unprecedented in our history, and—"

"You are baffled," Shimrrasaid.

Agan thewarmaster bowed. Nom Anor felt asurge of gloating pleasure.

"l confessit,” Tsavong Lah sad. "My lifein payment.”

Shimrraturned again to the shapers. "Has the shaper caste any suggestions?”

Thistime Ch'Gang Hool's answer was not as swift as before. "We could attempt to create yammosks
that could function despite these evil machines influence. But it would be more useful if we had a better
understanding of the technica dimensions of the problem. Have any of these—" He hesitated evento
gpesk the foul word, "—thesemachines been captured?’

"No," Tsavong Lah said. "We do not capture machines, we destroy them.”

"And they have anothertype of new machine, do they not?' the Supreme Overlord asked. " One that
causes our vesselsto fire on one another?”

"It isthe cause of much misfortune,” Tsavong Lah said. "Theinfidels have devel oped machines that
adhereto our ships, like grutchinsto afoe, and broadcast asigna identifying them as an enemy. Our own
loyd ships, perceiving an enemy, then open fire" His expression grew wooden. "The enemy insults us by
placing on these machines the device of Y un-Harla, the Trickgter.”

"They insult not us, but the gods!" shouted the high priest, Jakan. "Blasphemerd! Infideld Let us capture
those responsible, and their agony shdl be undying!”

The Supreme Overlord gestured toward the priest. "Not now, Lord Priest.” Jakan fell slent. Shimrra
leaned toward Tsavong Lah. "These deceptive devices are able to penetrate our ships defenses?”

"No more than any other missile. But the infidels have also used treachery and surprise. They have
captured one of our frigates. Thisvesse maintains a pretense of being friendly until suchtime asit
launches missiles againgt usthat turn our vessels againgt each other. The captured frigate then escapesin
the confuson.”

Shimrrawas slent for along moment. Then he said, ™Y ou have been fooledhow many times by this
trickery?'



"Once, Supreme One. At Hapes, thefirst time the tactic was used. And Komm Karsh was tricked
fatally a Obroa-skai, but he was encountering the tactic for the first time.”

"The solution seems dementary. Y ou will develop recognition signasfor friendly frigates. If any frigate
faillsto makethe correct sgnd, dl dementsin thefleet should be instructed to regard it as an enemy.”

"| have aready begun to implement thisreform,” the war-master said.
"Let it beyour greatest priority,” Shimrrasaid. "We must restore the superiority of our forces."
"It shall be done, Supreme One."

Shimrraturned to Y oog Skell. "L et the high prefect inform us of the disposition, strength, and intentions
of theinfidds"

Y oog Skell bowed to the Supreme Overlord and presented adigest of the latest information procured
from sources within the New Republic. Unfortunately, the digest was not as complete as once it would
have been: saverd of themost useful Y uuzhan V ong agents among the enemy had been killed or
neutraized. Thelate Senator Vigi Shesh was particularly missed.

The enemy government, Y oog Skell reported, had moved to Mon Calamari in the Outer Rim, though it
was not clear whether it would remain there. The government had not as yet chosen anew head, though
ahuman named Fyor Rodan was a possible candidate. There was a so a Quarren named Pwoe who had
declared himsdlf Chief of State shortly after Coruscant, but it appeared that fewer and fewer of the New
Republic werewilling to follow hisorders.

The New Republic military appeared to be in agtate of disarray sincethefal of their capitd. They had
undertaken no coordinated operations since Borleias, and showed no sign of doing so.

Deegates from severa worlds had come to the Y uuzhan V ong offering surrender or neutrdity. It was
difficult in the current conditions to determine whether or not their credentials were genuine, so it wasnt
often clear whether they had been sent officidly or not.

Leaders of the Peace Brigade, infidels who were collaborating with the Y uuzhan V ong, had established
their capitd on Ylesia. They had the beginnings of their own fleet, though their equipment was drawn
from avariety of sources and was hardly uniform. Y uuzhan VVong cadres were doing their best to train
them.

While Y oog Skell made hisreport, Norn Anor tried his best to remain rigidly cam. Theitch had turned
hisskin to fire. Desperately he willed himsdlf to be ill.

He noticed, as he sood in silence behind his chief, that Y oog Skell's hand was surreptitioudy scratching
hisleg under cover of hisdesk. So Y oog Skell had the itch aswell, and the stress of hisreport had made
him surrender to the wesakness of scratching.

Nom Anor wishedhe dared surrender to such aweakness.

After Yoog Skdl'sreport, there was amoment of silence before Shimrraresponded. " This Fyor Rodan,’
"hesad. "This'Cad Omas.' Isit known whether they will favor submisson or war?'



"Supreme One, | will defer in this matter to my junior colleague Nom Anor," Yoog Skell sad. "Heisa
specidigt on the subject of theinfidds, having lived among them for many years."

Shimrras baeful rainbow gaze lifted to Norn Anor, and again Nom Anor felt the chill of fear. He could
fed Shimrraspresence,

the gods-given power he possessed, and it sat on Nom Anor's heart like agreat weight.

At least heforgot al about hisitch.

"Supreme One," he began, and was thankful he hadn't sammered, "according to the analysis provided
by our agent Vigi Shesh, Fyor Rodan was a supporter of Borsk Fey'lya, though he occasionally showed
signs of independence. His only consstent position was on the matter of the Jedi, whom he dways
opposed. Asfar aswe know, he hasn't expressed an opinion on the matter of peace or war. Neither has
Ca Omas—who has, however, condgstently supported the Jedi.”

Nom Anor wished, asthe word left hislips, that he hadn't mentioned the Jedi, which might remind the
Supreme One of too many mistakes that Nom Anor had committed in thefield. But Shimrra, to the
intendant'srelief, pursued adifferent tack.

"This Fey'lya punished Rodan and Omasfor their independence?”’

"Not asfar as| know, Supreme One."

"Fey'lyawas awesk creature,”" Shimrramused. "He scarcely deserved the honorable desth we gave
him"

"Supreme One," Nom Anor said, "the citizens of the New Republic lack aproper understanding of
hierarchies and the duties due to one's superior. They believe that a certain amount of independence of
mind is permissible. Borsk Fey'lyas attitude was not unusua among their leaders.”

Shimrraabsorbed this, then nodded. "One of our great missions, then, shall be to teach these creatures
the proper meaning of submisson.”

Nom Anor bowed. "Undoubtedly, Supreme One."
"I wish this Cd Omaskilled. Have your agents carry out an assassination.”
Nom Anor hesitated. "Few of my agentsarein place on Mon Cadamari,” he said. "We—"

Shimrras eyes glittered dangeroudy. Nom Anor crossed hisarms obediently. "It shall be asyou desire,
Supreme One."

The Supreme Overlord's next question was so soft-spoken that it caught Nom Anor by surprise. "We
shdl teach the New Republic the glory of the gods. And what shall we teach theJeedai? More
importantly, what have they taughtus?”

At the mention of the Jedi, fear paralyzed Nom Anor'stongue, but after a brief internd struggle he
managed to wrench asatisfactory answer from his half-numbed mind.

"We shdl teach them how to increase the glory of the Y uuzhan Vong through their extermination! And



what they have taught usisthat their treachery isboundless, and must be answered with death and
blood."

He heard agrowl of agreement from the warriors, and also from members of the intendant delegation.

Shimrra, however, was sllent. Nom Anor felt the Overlord's eyes on him, and felt again thepresence of
Shimrras mind pressing on hisown. It was asif hisvery thoughts had become transparent, completely
exposed to the Overlord'sinquiring mind. Again fear shimmered up Nom Anor's spine.

"And whosefault,” Shimrraasked in avoice dl the more ominousfor its quiet tone, "wasthefiasco inthe
Wl of the World Brain?'

Nom Anor fought hisway to the surface through a current of blind panic. "My Lord," he said, "though |
am not blameless, | beg you to remember that | operated under the authority of Warmaster Tsavong
Lan"

The warmaster stood tall, not deigning to respond.

Nom Anor battled terror as he redlized the others were perfectly willing to sacrifice him. "Weal
underestimated the treachery of the Jedi, Supreme One," he said. "We were mided by the creature
Vergere—| no more or lessthan others.”

Shimrrafixed Nom Anor again with hisbaeful look. "Thousands witnessed this disagter,” he said. "One
of theJeedai, they weretold, had been converted through the Embrace of Pain to the True Path, and
would willingly sacrifice one of his peersin the Well, and offer his deeth to the gods. And instead what do
they see? The great doors dammed in their faces as our tameJeedai escaped, while the supposed
sacrificid victim held off an army with the specid Jeedai weapon that was supposed to have been taken
fromhim."

"The World Brain was endangered!" Ch'gang Hool cried. "TheJeedai could have destroyed our last
dhuryam, just as he destroyed al the others!”

"This catastrophe has led to heresy!" spoke the priest, Jakan. "Thousands were led to doubt the wisdom
of their superiors and the redlity of the gods!"

Shimrras eyes once again settled on Nom Anor. "Heresy. Doubt. Danger to the dhuryam on which dl
our plansfor our new homeworld depend. Proof of the heroism of theJeedai fighting in our own capitd,
before the eyes of thousands. And, Executor, you will have us believe that thiswas entirely the workings
of onelittleavian, this Vergere?'

Nom Anor'svision began to darken. Hefdt asif his soul were being squeezed by aruthless velvet hand.
He gasped in air and tried to speak in his defense.

"Supreme One," he managed, "none of ustrusted her completely. All her meetings with the captive Jedi
were monitored. Nothing seditious passed between them. Her explanations for her behavior were
plausible. She proved her loyaty more than once—she led Jacen Solo into captivity on three separate
occasions. When the Jedi was tortured, his physical responses were monitored, and truly indicated that
he was |learning the Embrace of Pain—he was accepting the pain asif he were Y uuzhan Vong! When he
announced hiswillingnessto proclaim the True Doctrine and sacrifice the other Jedi whom he himself had
captured, no one doubted him."



"And the importance of the twin sacrifice?' Shimrrainquired. "The ideathat this Jacen Solo should not
bekilled immediately, but held until he could be sacrificed dong with his sster? Whose notion wasthat?!

"Vergere's," Norn Anor said. He felt thepresence of the Supreme Overlord begin to squeeze hismind
again, blotting out histhoughts. He could see only Shimrrasruthless, glowing eyes. It islike the Embrace
of Pain, he thought, mental torture at the hands of ayammosk. Through the horrible pressure he held to
oneword. "Vergerel" hecried. "Vergere! It wasal Vergere!™

"Supreme One," another voice said. Through the blur of oppression and terror, Nom Anor recognized
the priest Harrar. Another betrayer, he thought, another one come to crush me with some burden of
blame.

"| was present, Supreme One," Harrar said. "The idea of the twin sacrifice was partly my own, partly
Khalee Lah's, partly Vergere's. | confessthat | was duped. The truth isthat Vergere fooled us because
none of her actions seemed capable of atreacherous interpretation. Why did she lead Jacen Solo into
captivity not once, but thrice? She had numerous opportunities to help him escape, but did not do so.
Why did she participate in his torture? \Why did she manipulate him—or seem to manipul ate him—on our
behdf?

"I have concluded,” Harrar finished, "that if Vergereisnot loyd to us, neither issheloya to theinfides.”

Nom Anor sobbed for breath as the mental pressure was released. Through his dimmed eye he could
make out Harrar standing in the delegation of High Priest Jakan. The high priest did not seem pleased to
hear his subordinate's confession—thus far the college of priests had escaped any blame for the
catastrophe, and now Harrar was likely to bring unwel come attention to his caste.

Nom Anor's blood sang with gratitude for Harrar. The priest had saved him.
The warmaster, on the other hand, looked at Nom Anor asif he were on the verge of throttling him.

While Nom Anor struggled to recover his presence of mind, Shimrrainterrogated Harrar and the
warmaster. In the end, the Supreme Overlord leaned back on histhrone, disappearing into its spiky
interior.

"Interesting," he said. "For fifty yearsthisVergere haslived among us, and none of us knew her true
nature. For fifty years she studied us, and learned our ways, and was able to plan her treachery.” He
leaned forward and turned to Jakan. "Priest!" he said. "Isthis creature not the true incarnation of

Y un-Harlathe Trickster?!

Outrage quivered in the priest'sjowls, but when he spoke his voice wasfirm. "Never!" he said. " Say
rather that Vergereisthe embodiment of evil!"

"Isshea Jeedai ?" someone queried.

"She can't be," Harrar said. "TheJeedai derivether abilities from something called the 'Force," and their
use of it can be detected by ayammosk. If Vergere wereJeedai, she would have been unmasked.”

Shimrra's deep voice was reflective." Jeedai or not, | wonder about her. 1sn't such adeception, over
such along period, akind of masterpiece?' He looked down at his cresture, Onimi. "Is she not worthy of
admiration, to deceive so many for so long?' he asked, and gave Onimi akick. Onimi, startled, looked
up and began to warble.



"Out of theWorld-Wdll, andinto thin air,

That devioustrickster, thetraitor Vergere."

And then, with afawning glance at his master, Onimi added dyly:

"But somelittle pets are more suitably loyd,

I'll ill beyour friend, and share your throneroyd."

Shimrraburgt into laughter at this, and shoved Onimi with hisfoot, pushing him another step lower. "You
may share my throne fromthere, Onimi!" he said.

Onimi shaded his eyes with ahand and peered out at the assembled delegations. "I till have a better
view of thingsthan any ofthese, Supreme One," he noted, thankfully forgetting to speak in rhyme.

"That wouldn't be hard," Shimrrasaid, dmost as an aside.

Unessy laughter rolled around the great chamber. Nom Anor, still dizzied from hisinterrogation, sensed
the anxiety and fear that lay beneath the laughter. Would the Supreme Overlord choose another oneto
humiliate?

Shimrrafaced hisaudience. "Thelesson of dl thisissmple” hesaid. "Let dl follow my example, and
permit no pet to inhabit apogtion of trust.”

The delegates chorused agreement. Nom Anor couldn't help but think, however, that Onimi wastrusted
at least to the extent of being permitted to attend meetings where important matters were discussed. If
Onimi were aspy, he could give his secret masters much useful informetion.

But if Onimi were aspy, surely Shimrra, through his powerful presence that saw into souls, would
discover thefact?

But Vergere, too, should have been discovered, should she not?

"High Priegt," Shimrrasaid, turning his head toward Jakan. "My gpologiesfor delaying thisvital
discussion until now. | wished usdl to giveit our full atention. Please bring to everyone's attention this
meatter of heresy.”

The better to make his presentation, Jakan rose to hisfeet, hisforma robes brushing thefloor. His
daughter, the priestess Elan, had adopted the treacherous Vergere as a pet, and then died on amission to
assassnate the Jedi. The loss of his daughter had hardened Jakan in his religious orthodoxy, and

hardened him in his determination to implement the will of the gods.

"|, too, bring word of infiltration," he said. He gave a ponderous pause, his head turning left to right to
view each delegation in turn. Asthe priest's eyes crossed with his, Nom Anor felt athrill of fear. Wasthe
high priest about to accuse someone here?



"Not by dangerous spies," Jakan went on at last, "but by dangerousideas. Priestsfrom asfar away as
Dubrillion have reported that they have discovered unauthorized, clandestine meetings among the lower
orders—meetingsthat claim to be religious ceremonies. Megtingsin private quarters or empty
countryside. Meetings where our own True Way is denied, and where treasonous, heretical concepts are
spread to the people.”

Again the priest paused solemnly, asif to emphasize the gravity of hiswords. Shimrraspokeinto the
Slence.

"Heresy isnothing new. Why isthis of such grest import? What sort of people take part in these
ceremonies?’

" Shamed Ones.," Jakan said in afierce whisper, asif the words themsel ves were obscene. " Shamed
Ones, and workers. Precisely those castes needing the greatest guidance in matters of belief.
Sometimes'—again his voice dropped into a dramatic whisper— "workers and Shamed Ones are found
at the heretica ceremoniestogether.”

Nom Anor's single eye was drawn irresistibly to the Shamed One Onimi, condemned by the gods
through the failure of hisimplants. For once Onimi seemed inclined to remain silent, though his lanky body
haf reclined in a pose of insolence. His upper lip was again curled to reved one long, ydlow tooth.

"And the nature of these heretical ceremonies?’ Shimrra prodded.

"They venerate theJeedai” Jakan said, and thistime there was amurmur of outrage and surprise from
the crowd. "The power of theJeedai has brought into question that the gods favor the Y uuzhan Vong.
They believe that Y un-Harlaand Y un-Y ammka are aigned with the twins Jaina and Jacen Solo. And
some of the heretics, here on Y uuzhan'tar, have in the last weeks begun to revere abeing they cdl the
Gunner. Gamier, of course, was the name of theJeedai who gave hislife at the battle of the
World-Wdl."

Shimrrafingered his chin. "Where do the lower orders acquire these heresies?”

"The contamination was probably begun by daves from the New Republic who labor alongside the
workers and Shamed Ones," Jakan explained. "Saves who admired theJeedai and their philosophy.”

Jakan clenched hisfist and shook it. " At the moment the heretics are not organized, they haveno red
leaders, and their doctrineisajumble of contradictory ideas. Stop themnow —root them out, before
they grow into aforce that weakens us from within!"

Again the priest offered adramatic moment of silence, and then he turned and bowed toward Shimrra.
"Such ismy report, Supreme One."

Nom Anor heard asigh from his own superior, Y oog Skell, but he was unable to work out what the Sigh
meant. Theitching was atormenting blast that scared Nom Anor'sflesh.

"Have you any specific recommendations concerning this criss?* the Supreme Overlord inquired. "Kill
the hereticsisfina, but lacks detail.”

Jakan bowed again. " Supreme One, my recommendations would demand absol ute segregation of the
davesfrom our own people so asto prevent the spread of ingppropriate ideas. Public sacrifice of the



heretics. Rewards for those who renounce their false paths and turn in their fellows."

Y oog Skell sighed again, more loudly thistime, morewearily. " Supreme One," hesaid, "whilel am
certainly no friend to heresy, | must beg for less drastic methods. We are engaged in awar that may
continue for klekkets or even longer. The combined labors of workers and Shamed Ones and davesarc
necessary to advance our objectives. We have settlements to grow, food cropsto raise in half-wrecked
ecosystems, ships and weapons and other vital itemsto ripen and harvest, and Y uuzhan'tar itsalf to
transform from amachine-poisoned, artificial landscape into our perfect ancestral paradise.”

Jakan bowed toward Y oog Skell. "Our paradise can scarcely be perfect if it contains heresy.”

"I concede the high priest's point,” Y oog Skell said. "But aninquiry into al our workerswould be
disruptive. Segregation of the workersfrom the davesisimpossible at this stage—they are dl engaged in
vita work. Going amid them with bribes aimed at getting them to turn on one another—imagine the
disruption! Imagine the situation if the workers start accusing overseersin the hope of seeing them
brought down! Imagine how many fa se accusations we should have to weed out from the true!”

"That would be the task of the priests," Jakan said. ™Y our own people need not concern themsalves.”
"But if the workers should accuse warriors? Or shapers? Or even loya priests?!

Nom Anor redlized that Y oog Skell was pointing out to the shapers and warriors that Jakan's plan put
them at risk aswell asthe workers, whom no one cared about.

Y oog Skell spoke on. "Besides, who cares what the Shamed Ones think? The gods hate them anyway.
And whosefault isit that the workers lapse into heresy? Haven't the priestsalready faledin tharr duty?'

Jakan, bloated with injured dignity, was about to make a furious rebuttal when Shimrraheld up ahand
for slence. All eyesrespectfully turned to him—all except that of Norn Anor, who was blind to
everything but asudden blaze of his own itching torment. The itch wasspreading. Now his back was on
fire, where he couldn't scratch even if he wanted to!

"The gods have placed me upon thisthrone astheir instrument,” Shimrrasaid, "and | agree with the high
priest that heresy may not be tolerated.”

A satisfied look inflated Jakan's face, asatisfaction that died away at the Overlord's next words. "But the
high prefect has aworthy point. When we arc at war, it isfoolish to disorder one's own forces. | don't
want disruption among the workers at such atime, particularly since the workers are uneducated and
may have adopted these beliefs without knowing their dangerous nature. Therefore—"

Heturned to the high priest. "Priest Jakan, | direct that the priestsinform the people of the danger of this
heresy. Tdl them fromme, from their Supreme Overlord, that theJeedai are not emanations of the gods.
Tell them that such beliefs are unsound and forbidden. Those workerswho are properly obedient to their
superiorswill then know to avoid any such contamination in the future.”

"And"—the priest bowed—"if they persstintheir error?"

"Y ou may kill any heretics you come across, as publicly asyou like" Shimrrasaid. "But | wish no
large-scale investigation of the masses of workers, no rewards for accusations. When we win the
war"—he nodded at Jakan—"then we may have a more thorough inquiry. But for the present, | want the
Y uuzhan Vong focused on defeating our enemies, not interrogating each other.”



Jakan's face had fallen, but he bowed and acceded with grace. "It shall be as you wish, Supreme One."
"Y ou may return to your scat, High Priest Jakan."

With greet dignity, the priest returned to his desk. Behind him, Onimi sneered and scratched himself
agan.

Fury raged in Norn Anor as he watched the misshapen figure scratch. How he would love to have those
fingers benegth his boot!

An agreeable expression crossed Shimrras face. "The Shamed One reminds me," he said, “that | should
ask the shapers how their work progresses? How goes the worldshaping of Y uuzhan'tar?"

"Supreme One," Ch'Gang Hool said, "it goeswell."

"Thisnewsispleasing,” Shimrrasaid. "May we inquire of the master whether there have been any
problems?’

A look of caution crossed the master shaper'sface. He spoke quickly. "Some difficultiesare inevitable,
Supreme One. We are dedling with an aien environment that we have largely destroyed, and some of the
native life-forms—microscopic ones, mostly—are proving persistent. Perhaps,” he admitted, " some of
you have experienced some. . . minor discomforts ... astheresult of afungal infection. We are
attempting to, ah—"

"And thenature of this minor discomfort?' the Supreme Overlord asked swestly.

Ch'Gang Hool hesitated. " Ah—itching, Supreme One— persistent itching.”

Nom Anor's nerves flamed at the very mention of the worditch. Anger began to Smmer in hisblood.
Ch'Gang Hool gave what was probably intended to be a confident growl. "A mereitch, Supreme One.
Nothing that any member of the higher castes cannot overcome with the discipline demongtrated in the
course of earning rank and honor."

"And you are, of course, adisciplined member of the highest caste,” Shimrrasaid.

Ch'Gang Hool roseto hisfest, lordly in his ceremonia robes. "I have earned that distinction, Supreme
Ore"

Shimrrajumped to hisfeet, both fists smashing the arms of histhrone, and roared at the top of hislungs.
"Then why have | watched your surreptitious scratching through this whole meeting?"

Ch'Gang Hooal froze. In the sudden ominous silence Onimi jumped to hisfeet, rags of uniforms swirling
around him, and scratched himself with abandon. Then he sat down with abroad grin on hisface.

The Supreme Overlord pointed one long-clawed, implanted finger at the master shaper. "The
worldshaping of our new home-world is being botched. Do you think | don't know thet this plague has
spread among our entire population here? Evenl wasinfected within hours of landing on Y uuzhan'tar!”

Anger erupted in Nom Anor's mind. Thiswasn't just about his own persond torture by this demonic itch.



What was thiswhole warabout, if not to re-create the perfection of the long-lost homeworld? What a
catastrophe it would be if the worldshaping failed!

"Supreme One," Ch'Gang Hool said, "this complete reconstruction of an entire ecosystem isacomplex
matter, and though perfect successiswithin reach, it may take longer than our earlier estimates—"

Shimrragave ascornful laugh. "1t's not smply the fungus, though, isit, master shaper? Do you think |
haven't heard of the grashalsintended for worker barracks that melted down into a mass of
undifferentiated protein? Or the crop of villipsthat grew imprinted on someloca anima, and could only
transmit the beast's screech of amating call? The blorash jdlly that attempted to devour the shaperswho
tended it?"

"Supreme One, |I—" Ch'Gang Hool attempted again to protest, then sagged in defest. "1 confessthe
fault," hesad.

"Death!" someone roared in Nom Anor's ear.

The Supreme Overlord himself growled hisrage. "The world-shaping shal be placed in more competent
hands than yours," he said, and then he turned to the group of warriors behind Tsavong Lan.
"Commander! Subalterns! Take thisimposter of amaster shaper and carry him from this chamber.
Execute him as soon as you get him out of our sight! Make him pay for hisincompetence!

Chapter 11

Dif Scaur, the head of New Republic Intelligence, was donein his office when his secure comm chimed.
Thiswas acomm unit that was used for one purpose only, and he tried to control the sudden lurch of his
heart as reached for the comm with one long, pae hand.

The display brightened, and he saw the cdler. The caller with flame-colored eyes.

"Yes?' Scaur said. Anticipation hummed in his nerves.

"The experiment was a success."

Scaur took abreath. "Very well," hesad.

"l believe | can now guarantee the success of the project.”

Scaur gave asingle, ddiberate nod. "Then | will make the necessary arrangements.”

"Wewill need alarger facility. And we will aso need the silence of certain individuals.”

"That has dready been arranged.” Scaur hesitated. "We should meet in person.”

"Very wel." The caler seemed satisfied. "I will await your arrival.”

Transmission ceased. Scaur reached out a hand to turn off the comm unit, and when he drew it back in,
heredized it wastrembling.

Now everything has changed, he thought. Now! am the Sayer.



The shipyards of Mon Cdamari glittered in thelight of its sun, structures as graceful and strong asthe
shipsthey produced. Luke could seethree cruisers partially completed, each in the MC80 class, each
different in appearance from the others. Half adozen smdler craft were aso in various stages of
completion. One aways wished the Mon Caswould develop a sense of urgency, at least in wartime, but
their desire to customize and perfect each vessel never abated, and each waslovingly crafted and
beautified and refined until it became both awork of art and the deadliest force in the New Republic

asend.

Beneath atransparent dome, L uke and Mara stood on agraceful mezzanine thrust out over themain
concourse of the Fleet Command annex. Both gazed upward at the glittering silver shipyards afloat over
the brilliant blue of the planet, both set off by the depthless velvet night of space and its spray of gars.
The scene, the emptiness and beauty and the blue jewd of life set within it, settled around Lukelikea

cloak, avison of peace and perfection. "It'sthe turning point,” he said.
Maragave him aquizzica look. "Do you know what made you say that yesterday?' she asked.

After that strange moment, when held been touched by something that reminded him of Jacen, held gone
into deep meditation and a Force trance in the hope of regaining the fleeting contact, but he'd been unable
to find the answersto any of hisquestions.

Now that he'd made contact with Jacen a second time, he had begun to suspect he knew what had
spoken to him.

"It may have come from the Forceitsdlf,” he said.

Distant starsreflected in her jade-colored eyes as Mara considered this. " The Force can offer usaview
of what isto come,” shesaid. "But usudly it's.... abit less spontaneous.”

"I'm more sure than ever that Jacen has a specia destiny.” He turned to Mara and squeezed her hand.

Maras eyes widened. "Do you think Jacen himsalf knows his destiny?"

"l don't know. And I don't know if he would accept it if he did—he's aways questioned his purpose as
aJedi, and even the meaning of the Force. | can't imagine himnot questioning any fate thet lay in store for
him." Histhoughts darkened, and he looked at Mara soberly. "And aspecia destiny isnot always
something joyous, or easy to bear. My father had a specid destiny, and see whereit took him."

Maraslook turned grave. "We must help him," she said.

"If hell let us. He hasn't dway's been cooperative that way."

Lukeraised his head to gaze out the great dome, and to the dome of star-spangled blackness beyond,
where Jacen's cord craft, caught in the tractor beams of one of the fleet's MC80A cruisers, was being
carried to anearby docking bay. Though the craft itself wastoo distant for Luke to seeit, Luke thought
he saw the Mon Cd cruiser, adistant wink of light swooping gracefully toward the annex.

"Hey!" called aloud voice from the concourse below. "It's Senator Sneakaway! And Senator
Scramblefreel” Thiswasfollowed by booming laughter, and then. "Yed You! I'm talking toyou!™

Wordlessly Luke and Maradrifted to the mezzaninerail and looked down onto the concourse. Below,



the tallest Phindian Luke had ever seen, her long armsthrusting out of the deeves of her Defense Force
uniform, lunged toward a human and a Sul-lustan who had just emerged from a consular ship docked at
the annex. Luke recognized both the newcomers as members of the Senate.

The Phindian stepped into the path of the two Senators, then regled. Luke redlized that the Phindian was
drunk; she had probably just stormed out of the officers club benegth the mezzanine.

The Phindian thrust out her tiny little chin. "Do you know how many friends| lost at Coruscant?' she
asked. "Do you?'

The two Senators remained silent, their lips pressed closely together. They tried moving around the
Phindian, but her long, long arms blocked their way.

"Ten thousand?"' the Phindian boomed, extending one finger from addlicate-looking fist. " Twenty
thousand? Thirty thousand comradeslost?' Two more fingersthrust out. "F-forty?' The Phindian tried to
hold out afourth finger, but then seemed alittle late to redlize there were only three fingers on her hand.

"Weadl lost friends on Coruscant,” the human Senator said grimly, and tried to push one of the
Phindian's enveloping arms out of hisway. The Phindian blocked him again. Her yellow eyestried to
focuson hisface.

"Too bad you didn't think about your friends when you ran away, Senator Sneakaway!" shesaid. "Too
bad that when you commandeeredAlamania, you left your friendsto die!™

Lukefdt Maras hand on hisarm. "Should weintervene?' sheasked in alow voice.

"Not unlessit turnsviolent,” Luke said. "And | don't think it'sgoing to." He glanced directly below the
mezzaninerail a agroup of officers who were quietly watching the confrontation from the officers club.
"Look there."

Maraturned her gaze to the group of officers. "They're not intervening, ether.”
"No," Luke said sgnificantly. "They're not."

"Please stand aside, Captain,” the Sullustan Senator said to the Phindian. "We have important business
here on Mon Cdamari.”

"Important business!” the Phindian said. "Isthat anything like theimportant business that required you to
order Green Squadron to escort you and your shuttle into hyperspace? Green Squadron, which was
covering myPride of Honor? My poor Pride, which got hammered by the Y uuzhan Vong and suffered
two hundred and forty-one dead? My poorPride, which barely madeit to Mon Caamari and isgoing to
have to be scrapped, because it smply isn't worth the expense it would take to patch it back together?
What business was so important that it was worth two hundred and forty-one lives Senator
Scramblefree?* One spindly hand prodded the Sullustan in the chest. "Eh?" the Phindian asked. " Senator
Hyaway? Senator Cowardheart? Senator Curdleguts? Eh?”

"Take care, Captain,” the human Senator said. "'Y ou're endangering your commission.”
"Y ou've dready taken away my ship!" the Phindian said. "Y ou've aready killed haf my crew! You've

aready cost usthe capitd!" She hooted with laughter. "Do you think | care about mycommission? Do
you think there's anything you could do to me that's worse than what you've aready done? Do you think



| care about thesolemn oath | swore to protect craven little bootlickers like you? Do you thinkany of us
cae?'

The Phindian waved one long arm in the direction of the officers on the threshold of the club. Thetwo
Senators turned and saw the solemn group who watched this confrontation in sillence.

The Senators stared. The officers stared back. And for the first time, the Senators seemed nervous.

The Phindian till stood with her long arm extended, pointing to the officers club, and the human ducked
benesth it and waked briskly for the exit. When the drunken Phindian sivung around after the human, the
Sulhistan dodged around her and scuttled after his human colleague.

But even if her armswere longer than her legs, the Phindian wasfast in pursuit. She caught the two and
draped her arms around their shoulders asif they were old friends,

"Tdl youwhat," the Phindian said. "There's nothing you can doto me, but there's something you can do
for me. Therésafleet gppropriationsbill coming up in the new sesson—it will beinyour committee,
Senator Decamp—and you're going to votefor it. Becauseif youdon't, we won't be ableto go on
protecting cowards and thieves and politicians from the Y uuzhan VVong, will we? And besides; if you
don'tgive usthe money—" The Senators stopped dead in their tracks as the Phindian caught their heads
in her elbow joints, haf strangling them. Her yellow eyes glittered. "If you don'tgive usthe money,” the
Phindian said drunkenly, importantly, "welltake it. After dl, we've got the guns, and we aready know
how brave you are around guns, don't we?"

She released her two captives, and the Senators hastened for the exit. The Phindian raised her tiny chin
and cdled after them. "One more thing, Senators! Don't ever expect to run from the enemy on afleet ship
ever again! Becauseif you ever try to commandeer one more fleet vessdl, we're going to pack you into
an escape pod and fire you straight at the Y uuzhan Vong. Andthat's a solemn oath, and weve dl sworn
it!"

The Senators were gone. The Phindian stared after them for amoment, her long arms dangling past her
knees, then wheedled and returned to her friends.

The group of officers burst into gpplause. There were cheers. They put their arms around the Phindian
and half carried her into the club for a celebration.

Luke and Marastood on the mezzanine in the sudden weighty silence and thought about what they had
just seen.

"Naturd high spirits?' Mara suggested.

"Y ou know that's not what it was."
"Mutiny?'

"Not mutiny. Notyet. Luke looked at the blank doors through which the two Senators had fled. "But it's
close. The military haven't had anything but defeatsin thiswar, and they know it's not their fault. They
know the leadership has been corrupt and stupid and cowardly and inept. They know that Coruscant
might have fallen because of paliticianslike those two.” He paused as he heard a muffled cheer from the
officersbelow. "I'd fed better,” he sad, "if one of those cheering weren't wearing the insignia of afleet
commander.”



"Me, too," Marasad. She gave anervous glance over her shoulder. "Wed better get agovernment the
fleet can repect, and soon. If the military break free of the civilian government and start grabbing
resources at blasterpoint, they're no more than pirates.”

"Extremely well-armed pirates,” Luke added.
It's the turning point.,he reminded himsdf. And hoped it wasn't turning the wrong way.

He glanced overhead again, out the great dome., and thistime he could see Jacen's cord craft with the
naked eye, suspended by tractor beams below the great scalloped hull of the MC80A cruiser. Thedlien
origin of the pod was clear: the corad hull and its bulbous organic form were unlike anything elsein the
sky. Thegraceful Mon Cd structures, with their fluid curvesimitated nature; but the Y uuzhan VVong pod
was nature, and extragaactic nature a that.

Doors did open behind Luke, and afile of soldierstrotted onto the mezzanine, al armed and armored
for combat, their faces masked to keep out aien poisons. They were followed by acombat droid that
brandished haf a dozen wegpons on the ends of its brazen arms.

The military was clearly taking no chances with a'Y uuzhan VVong pod docking in vital New Republic
gpace. Not only was an armed escort meeting the vessel, but the vessel was being docked not to Fleet
Command, but to its annex, which could be completely seded off from the headquartersitsaf and, if
necessary, jettisoned into space by firing explosive balts.

The young officer commanding the soldiers approached Luke and Maraand saluted.

"Magters Skywalker," he said to both of them. "Admira Sow's compliments, and after Jacen Solo and
his companion are brought on board, he would be honored if you would al join him for refreshment.”

Poor Sien Sow, L uke thought. As Supreme Commander of the Defense Force, hed been held
respons ble for the multiple catastrophes that had befallen the military. Last Luke had heard, Sow had
been wandering Mon Caamari trying to find someone to submit hisresignation to—but without a Chief
of State, no onewasin aposition to taket.

"1 would be delighted to see the admiral,” Luke answered, "provided, of course, that my nephew doesn't
require medica atention.”

"Of course, sir. Understood.”

Luke and Marafollowed the soldiers to the docking port. The soldierstook positions left and right of the
hatch, and the droid directly in front of it, multiple weaponry directed forward. Luke looked & Mara.

She wasfocused inward, her eyeshaf closed.

"l don't sense anything wrong,” Marasaid.

"I don't, either.”

Without aword, Luke and Mara stepped between the battle droid and the docking bay hatch. Luke felt
his nape hairs prickle at the thought of al that firepower directed at his back.

"Sr—" the officer began.



Luke made agentle gesture. "WEell befine, Lieutenant," he said.
"Youll befine. Yes, gr."

There was agentle tremor as tractor beams brought the pod to the hatch, and a hiss as the lock
pressurized. Then lights blinked on the inner hatch and it siwung open. Jacen stood in the open hatch.

Hewas dressed in akind of colorless poncho, clearly of Y uuzhan VVong origin, tied a the waist with
what looked like avine. He had lost weight, and hisropy muscles flexed plainly under pae, sickly skin
that didn't seem to hold an ounce of fat. Scars, hedled but till vivid, striped his bare arms and legs.

It was Jacen's face, however, that showed the most change.

Beneath an untrimmed mane of hair and ashort, equaly scruffy beard was a sharp, chisded face, any
remains of baby fat burned away, with brown eyesthat showed an adult, restless, penetrating intelligence.

When Jacen had left for Myrkr, he had been on the cusp of adulthood. It was clear that whatever else
he may have |eft there his boyhood was gone.

The relentless eyes turned toward L uke and Mara and blossomed at once with warmth and recognition.
Lukefdt his heart surge with joy. He and Mara each took an involuntary step forward, and Jacen sped
from the hatch, and his arms swept out to embrace them both. Laughter burst from al three at the joyous
reunion.

Tears stung Luke's eyes. The turning point, hethought. Yes. From this point, we turn from sorrow
toward joy.

"My boy!" Thewords spilled from Luke. "My boy!"

It was Marawho broke the embrace. She took a half step back, her hand gently placed on Jacen's
chest asif to touch the heart of him. "Y ou've been injured.”

"Yes" Theword was smple, accepting. Whatever had happened to him, Jacen seemed at peace withit.

"Areyou dl right?' Maracontinued. "Do you need a heder?'

"No, I'mfine. Vergere heded me."

It was then that Maraand L uke turned to Jacen's companion. The piebad little alien had taken afew
stepsinto the station, and was looking at the ranks of armed soldiers with what seemed to be both
skepticism and humor.

"l owe Vergere thanks of my own, it seems," Marasaid.

Vergereturned her wide, danting eyestoward Mara. "My tears served you?' she asked.

"Yes. I'm cured, apparently.”

"Many years ago, Nom Anor poisoned you with acoomb spore. Did you know that?' Vergere'swords
were precise, alittle fussy.



"Yes, | know." She hestated. "But—hedingtears? How did you—how isit done?’

Vergeresfeathery whiskersrippled in what may have been adight smile. "It isalong story. Perhaps
someday | will tell you."

Luke faced Jacen again and found the young man grinning at him. Luke grinned back. And then an idea
struck him.

"Wevegot to tell your parentsyouredive," hesad. "And your Sster.”

Jacen's grin faded dightly. "Yes. | tried to contact them through the Force. But—yes—they should have
officid word, aswell."

"Sir." It was the lieutenant commanding the military detachment. "Magter Skywalker, | haveto take
possession of the escape pod. If you'll wait for afew minutes on the mezzanine, I'll escort you to the
communications center where you can send your message, and then on to Admiral Sow."

"Certainly," Luke said. Anirresstible urgeto grin struck him again, and he ruffled Jacen's hair with his
hand.

With the young man between them, their arms around Jacen's shoulders and waist, Luke and Mara
walked past the battle droid to the mezzaninerail. Vergere followed in silence.

Below, travelers moved back and forth from docking ports, al too busy to look up and see the strange
reunion taking place on the ba cony above them.

"Welcome back,” Luke said. "Welcome back, young Jedi."
"I'm not the only one you should welcome back," Jacen said, with anod toward Vergere.

Luketurned to Vergere. "Welcome, of course,” he said politely. "But | don't know where you'refrom,
s0 | can't be sure whether you'reback or not.”

"That isaparadox without an easy answer," Vergere said.

Jacen laughed. "That's true. Haven't you guessed?' And when Luke and Maraturned to him, Jacen
laughed again.

"VergereisaJedi. A Jedi of the Old Republic. She's been living among the Y uuzhan V ong for more than
fifty years

Luke stared at Vergere in astonishment.
"Andyouredillalive!" Marablurted.

Vergere looked down at hersdlf, and patted herself asif demongtrating her own existence. " Apparently
30, young Magters," shesaid.

"How—" Marabegan. How had she lived among the Y uuzhan V ong without having her Jedi powers
unmasked by ayammaosk?



"Another long tory," Vergere said, "perhaps for another time."
"Y ou keep your secrets, Vergere," Luke observed.

"I didn't survive by offering my secrets to anyone who might beinterested,” Vergere said. "My secrets
shall remain mine done, unless| see areason to set them free” She didn't speak defiantly, butina
matter-of-fact tone, asif describing the color of the carpet.

"We don't want to pump you for information unnecessarily,” Luke said, "but | do hope well be ableto
talk sooner or later."

Vergeré's feathers ruffled a bit, then smoothed. Perhapsit was her version of ashrug. "We may spesk,
certainly. But pleaserecall what | told you earlier—I am not a partisan of your New Republic.”

"Whatdoes hold your alegiance?’ Luke asked.
"The Jedi Code. And what you would call the'Old' Republic.”

"Thereisno Old Republic.” Luketried to spesk gently.

"But thereis." Her eyeslifted to his, and he felt ashimmer of Vergere's power and conviction, like a
vibration in hisbones.

"Aslong as| draw breath," she said, "the Old Republic lives."
There was amoment of silence, and then Luke spoke. "Long may it live, Vergere," he said.

Vergere bobbed her head. "1 thank you, young Master." And then shefell silent and turned to ook out
over the concourse, her eyes sweeping left and right, gazing at the busy people and droids moving swiftly
about their business, the ships, the cargo moving back and forth.

It was aworld, Luke thought, that VVergere had abandoned fifty years ago. She had lived among a
people immeasurably strange, and Luke wondered how dien Vergere's own native galaxy seemed to her

now, with itsmany races, its bustle, and its humming, clicking, chattering machines,

Sadness sifted through Luke's veins. He had wel comed Jacen back to his home, but no such welcome
was possible for Vergere— everything she had known was gone.

The reunion did not end with the regppearance of Jacen.

When Luke and his party were brought into Admiral Sow's suite, Luke found that Sow wasn't aone.
Sitting on the long curved cream-colored sofa behind their Sullustan host were two familiar figures posed
like apainterly study in white, awhite-uniformed Mon Caamari and awhite-haired human.

"Admird Ackbar! Winter!"

Thejoy of reunion with hisold friends died, however, as he saw Ackbar struggle to rise from the sofa,
and he had to force the smile to remain on hisface.



Ackbar leaned heavily on Winter's arm as he stood. The amphibian's shiny pink skin had turned grayish
and dull. When he spoke, hiswords were ligped out of adack mouth that gasped for air.

"Master Skywalker. Friends. | regret to say that living out of water is aburden for me these days."
"Please don't stand, then,” Luke said.

Hewent to Ackbar's side, and with Winter's hel p eased the admira again onto the sofa. "Have you been
il1?" he asked the admird, but his eyeswent to Winter.

The white-haired woman looked at L uke and gave abrief nod, a quiet confirmation.

"lI1?7" Ackbar said. "Not exactly. What | anisold" He gaveasgh from hisdack lips. "Perhaps Fey'lya
was right when he refused to let me return to the service.”

"Morelikely he remembered the times you'd humiliated him in Council,” Marasaid.

Winter gpproached Jacen and wrapped him in along, thorough, and powerful embrace. "Welcome
back, Jacen," she said smply. Winter had looked after the Solo children through much of the early days
of the New Republic, when Han and Leia had been driven by the war from one end of the galaxy to the
other, and over the years she had probably spent as much time with Jacen as his mother had.

"Have you heard from Tycho?" Luke asked. While Winter's husband, Tycho Celchu, was away with the
military, Winter had returned to Ackbar's Sde as his aide and companion, serving him asloyally asshed
once served Leia

"He's hdping Wedge Antilles organize the defense of Kuat and the establishment of resstance cdlls. And
heswell."

"I'm glad to hear it."

Ackbar lifted hislarge head toward Mara. "I understand that | should offer congratulations. Did you
receivemy gift?'

"Wedid, thank you. Thetoy holoprojector will do wondersfor Ben'svison and coordination.”
"Thechildiswdl?'

"Ben'sfine" A shadow crossed Marasface. "He's been sent to safety for aslong aswe're in danger,
which may beawhile"

"The Solos did the same thing with their children,” Winter reminded them. She sent an affectionate |ook
toward Jacen. "They turned out dl right.”

"Will you al please make yoursalves comfortable?' Sien Sow said in hisnasd voice. "Shal | send for
refreshment?’

Luke turned to Sow and felt mild embarrassment at having ignored the Supreme Commander of the
New Republic Defense Forcefor solong. "I beg your pardon, Admira," he said. "I should—"

The Sullustan made adismissive gesture. "Since | asked you here to meet old friends, | can hardly object



if you let them take precedence over me." Hisblack plate eyesturned to Admiral Ackbar. "For that
meatter, | wish the admira would take precedence over me during thiswar."

He wasn't donein that wish, Luke knew. It couldn't have been easy for Sien Sow to be the successor to
alegend like Ackbar, and Sow's modesty and hard work were hardly the sort of giftstofill the void left
by Ackbar's genius and charisma. Sow might have done better if histerm had been blessed by peace,
since his adminigrative talents were genuine and he could have kept the service running at high efficiency,
but he'd been unlucky in being forced to fight the wrong war against an enemy for whom the New
Republic had been completely unprepared.

Unlucky. It was the worst thing you could say about amilitary commander. Soldierstrusted a
commander's luck much more than they trusted a commander'sintelligence.

'l do not believe," Sow said gently, "that | have met dl your party'?’

L uke apologized again, and introduced Jacen and Vergere. Sow complimented them both on their
survivd ills

"And young Solo," he added. "1 am pleased to report that your sister is not only well, but has taken part
inamgor victory a Obroa-skai."

Apparently comfortable with hisragged, half-clothed appearance, Jacen had perched on achair near
Vergere. Honest relief broke across hisface at the news.

"l wasworried,” hesaid. "l sensed shewasin a—adgtudtion.”
"An entire Y uuzhan Vong fleet was attacked by our fleet combined with a squadron of Hapans. General
Farlander was quite explicit in his praise of Jaina. It appears she was responsible for much of the

operationd plan.”

Jacen listened to Sien Sow with interest, then responded cautioudy. " Jaina planned this offensive?' he
asked.

"Not dl the details, of course, but yes, the attack was her ingpiration. Two Y uuzhan Vong troopships
were destroyed, with tens of thousands of warriors. Our first completely successful offensive battle."”

Jacen nodded. "A good plan, then." Hislips smiled, but therewas no smilein hiseyes.

A light began pulsing on Sow's comm unit, and he put asmal listener to his ear for a private message.
"Y our pardon,” he said, "but | derted FHeet Intelligence once | understood that Jacen and a—a defector
were on their way. They would like to debrief the both of you." His plate eyes turned to Jacen. "If you're
physicaly strong enough, of course.”

Luke couldn't help but notice that VVergere, unlike Jacen, was not being given a choice.

"I'mwilling." Jacen rose from his chair, then turned to hisavian companion. "Vergere?'

"Certainly." The feathered Jedi wore the same wry, skeptica expression she had worn when shed first
stepped out of the air lock and seen the soldiers with weapons at the ready.



"I supposethiswill go onfor awhile," Jacen said to Luke. "Since | don't know where I'll be staying, may
| have your comm code?’

L uke assured Jacen that he was welcome to stay with him and Mara, and gave Jacen his code. Then,
turning to Vergere, he repeated the offer.

"Vergere may be detained alittle longer than Jacen, unfortunately,” Sow said, which only increased the
cynical look in Vergeréseye.

Vergere padded ahead of Jacen as the two made their way out. Through the briefly open door Luke
caught aglimpse of Ayddar Nylykerka, the Tammarian director of Fleet Intelligence, at the head of a
group of guards, and then the door closed. He turned to Sien Sow.

"Y ou'retaking every precaution,” he said.

"Yuuzhan Vong use of defectors and infiltratorsis very effective,” the Sullustan said. "Before| free her to
go where she wishes, | want to make surethat Vergereiswhat she claimsto be."

"l know what she claimsto be," Luke said. "I just wonder how she can be expected to proveit.”

Chapter 12

Now remember,” Leiasaid,"we cal it the Remnant, but to these peopleit's sill the Empire.”
"An Empire without an Emperor,” Han commented.

She patted his hand. "For which we may be thankful, my dear." She sighed as adarker thought intruded.
"And the New Republic is something of aremnant these days, aswell.”

TheMillennium Falcon had finally completed its long, dangerous crossing of enemy-dominated spaceto
the Imperid capita of Bastion. A squadron of Imperial Star Destroyersflew escort close dongside, ther
long, wide hullsamost walling off the stars. Their destination wasn't the planet at al but a Super Star
Destroyer that stretched afull four kilometers left and right from the docking port, and which carried a
crew larger than the population of cities. In the docking bay, amilitary escort met Leia, officers quivering
a the sdute. Behind them was amilitary band that drummed and thumped them the fifty or so metersto
their shuttle, adeluxeLambda- classvehicle that featured a passenger compartment with fixtures of solid
gold and a soft-gpoken military aide who offered drinks and refreshments to fortify Lelaand Han for the
ten-standard-minute trip to the world's surface.

"The Empire hasn't changed its style much,” Han said. Hetugged at the collar of his generd's uniform.
Lelahad made him wear full dress on the theory that Imperials were conditioned to defer automatically to
anyone wearing a uniform with sufficient badges of rank. Leiahersdf had chosen for the occasion agown
that was as uniformlike as possible, with ahigh collar and adouble row of jeweed buttons down the
front.

"Did you notice when Vana Dorjaleft us?' Leiaasked.
Han gave agtartled look over one shoulder. The only person to share the compartment with them was

the aide, who had perched on achair atactful distance away, far enough to permit them to speak in
lowered voices without being overheard.



"No," Han answered.
"I'll lay you awager that Grand Admira Pellaeon islistening to her report right now,” Leiasaid.
"] don't take sucker bets."

TheLambda-class shuttle dropped close to the planet's surface and sailed low down along avenue, past
formations of thousands of stormtroopers and uniformed fleet personnd, al bracing into asdute asthe
shuttle drifted past. The late-afternoon sun stretched the soldiers long shadows across the pavement,
producing theillusion that each ranked formation was followed by adark legion of ghosts.

"Quiteawedcome" Han sad.

"They're trying to show uswhat vauable dliesthey'd make. Troops gaore, a Super Star Destroyer,
precious metds plating the furniture. . ."

"And what do they expect usto givethem inreturnfor dl this?'
Lelagave her husband asignificant look. "They'll tdl us, I'm sure.”

The shuttle began to float upward asit approached Imperia Headquarters, a stupendous monoalith of
polished black marble, gleaming bronze, and dark reflective windows, with shield generators and
turbolaser ingtallations perched on a series of stepped-back ledges from which emerged afind, dim
pinnacle that stretched upward to abright crystaline Starburst at the very top. It was asif agiant black
fist had raised asingle finger to indicate that the gadlaxy could have only one law, one government, and
one absolute ruler.

It was toward the starburst that the shuttle rose. It lined up on one of thelong crystal rays of the
garburst, then brought its docking arm to itstip and hovered there effortlesdy on its repul sorlifts.

The aide rose from his seat and stepped to the hatch. "I hope you enjoyed your flight,” he said, and at a
touch of hisfingersthe hatch hissed open. The crystd ray, fragile-seeming from the ground, was actually
aquite sturdy docking arm, transparent crystal supported by astrong silver-aloy skeleton.

Lelathanked the aide, Straightened her shoulders, and marched down the tube, with Han one pace
behind and off her right shoulder. After about Sixty meters the docking arm ended in alarge glittering
room roofed with faceted crystal. To Leids surprise sheredlized it was an arboretum, filled with
thousands of bright exotic blossoms spilling out of their neat rows. Their fragrance perfumed the air. The
Seiting sun set their petals aflame.

Asif in deliberate contrast to the brilliant color that rose in profusion behind him, Gilad Pellaeon dressed
in the plain white uniform of an Imperial Grand Admira. He had put on ten kilos since Leiahad last seen
him, and his hair and bristling mustaches were white. But dert inteligence il shonein hisdark eyes, and
his pace was brisk and his clasp firm as he walked to the docking port to take Leias hand.

"Princess." Pellaeon gave her a courtly bow.

" Supreme Commander.”

Pellaeon greeted Han aswell, but did not bow over his hand. He stepped back and turned againto Leia.



"I received an urgent message for you from New Republic Fleet Command,” he said. "They failed to
contact you and wished meto relay the message to you."

Leatook an involuntary step back as her heart gave alurch.Jaina! During the Borleias campaign Leia
had seen for hersdlf the relentless way Jainawas driving hersdlf, both againgt the Y uuzhan VVong and
againg the darkness that threatened to claim her soul. Jainawas far too young to cope with the constant
tragedy and loss that had been hers since the beginning of the war, her friends and comradeskilled in
action, her teacherslogt, her brother Ana-kin killed before her eyes, and Jacen goneto ... to wherever
Jacen had gone. In response Jaina had grown hard, but to grow hard was aso to risk growing brittle.
Jainahad been riding with desth sharing her cockpit for far too long, and it was only her ferocious
willpower that was keeping her from toppling over the brink.

Her willpower, which must one day fail, dong with her luck. Whichbad faled. Leiaknew it.
Han's strong hands caught Leias shoulders and buoyed her up.

A smiledrew itsdlf across Pellacon's face. "Good news, Princess” he said. "Y our son Jacen has
escaped the Y uuzhan Vong. Hes arrived at Mon Caamari in good hedlth.”

Lelafdt her knees weaken, and willed hersdf to remain upright. Without Han's support she might not
have succeeded. Whatever minor doubts she might have had about Jacen's surviva had been erased
days ago when sheld received his Force message, but till she should have known an officia transmission
would follow.

It wasn't bout Jaina after dl. It wasn't about more death, more sorrow, more grief.

"Yes!" Han hissed in her ear. "Did you hear that, Leia? Jacen'sdivel™

Hisarmswrapped her from behind, and she felt the ferociousjoy of hisembrace. Dizzily sheredized
that he hadn't entirely believed her last assurance about Jacen's surviva. He loved her, and so had
conscioudydecided to believe her, an act of will, but still apart of him doubted, and that part wanted
officid word.

With effort Leia summoned speech.

"Thank you, Supreme Commander,” shesaid. "Y ou've—"

Still wrapping Leiain hisarms, Han gave an unrestrained whoop of pleasure that nearly deafened her.
"Y ou've made us very happy," she finished, more understated than she would have liked.

"If you would like to use our channelsto send your son amessage, you are welcome,” Pellagon offered.

"Certainly. Thank you."

Han's message—way to go, sprout! —was composed quickly enough, but Leia's was more measured
and took longer.

"Once again, Jacen," shedictated into Admira Pellaeon's comm, "you have answered amother's
prayers.”



"An degant sentiment,” Pellaeon judged. A wry smile formed beneath his white mustache. " Jacen seems
to have inherited his parents gift for escaping capture.”

"Aswdl asour gift for getting captured in thefirst place,” Han said.

Pdllaeon gestured toward the garden and its profusion of bright blossoms. "Shal | show you my
garden?' he asked. "We can speak privately about your embassy.”

Leiahesitated. "Won't | need to speak to others aswell?'

"The Empireisnot run by committee, Princess," Pellaeon reminded. "If | find that the Moff Council
needs to know the substance of your message, then I'll be the one who tellsthem.”

Pdllaeon drew Leiaand Han dong the rows of blossoms, pointing with obvious pride to his hybrid native
orchids, to rainbow-colored fungi from Bakura, to lofty yellow Pydyrian blossomsthat so strangely
resembled the moon'stal, aoof sentients. Contentment rosein Leiaat the sight and scent of the flowers,
a Pellaeon's pleasurein them.

"I had no ideayou were agardener, Admira," Lelasaid.

"Every ruler should have agarden,” Pellaeon said. "It's dways useful to draw lessons from nature.”

"True." Leiacupped avast pink blossom and lifted it to her face, inhaled its scent.

"From agarden onelearnsto cull the weak and unfit," Pellaeon continued, "and to encourage the strong
and vigorous." He held up histhumb and forefinger. "Aninferior bud soon feds the strength of my pinch!™

Lelasghed and straightened, letting the blossom fall from her fingers. She supposed it was too much to
hope that she could stay for long on Bastion without being reminded what the Empire was redlly abot.

Han gave Pdllaeon's pinching hand an gppraising look. "And you make your plantsgrow inrows," he
sad.

"Each receivesits proper alotment of space and sunlight, and no more,” Pellaeon said. "That'sfair, don't
you think?'

"But plantsdon't naturaly grow in rows," Han pointed out. "Thisisonly possble—" He gave adeliberate
glance a the glass arboretum overhead. "—in ahighly artificia environment.”

Bravo! Leiathought a her husband. 7swear FU make a diplomat of you yet!

Pellaeon gave ajudicious smile. "Y ou prefer the State of nature, then?1 think you will find that in astate
of nature, the weak are culled hi afar more merciless fashion than you find here.”

Leiatook her hushand'sarm. "Let's say that | prefer abaance,” she said. "There should be enough
nature so that the plants can thrive by followingtheir natures, if you seewhat | mean.”

"That notion of balanceis derived from Jedi philosophy, if I'm not mistaken,” Pellaeon said. "But such
hybrid beauty as you see here'—he indicated the blossom Leiahad just cupped in her hands—"is not a
matter of balance, or nature, but a contest of wills. Thewill of the gardener, and the will of the plant he



must coerce into surrendering her treasure.”
Leladropped Han'sarm and sighed again. "'l see we're doomed to talk about politics.,” she said.
Pellaeon gave her one of his courtly bows. "I fear so, Princess."

"The New Republic," Leiasaid, "would like to request that the Empire furnish usits maps of routes
through the Deep Core."

"Those," Pellaeon said, "are among our most closaly held secrets.”

During the Rebellion, the Empire had held out for yearsin the gdaxy's Degp Core. The Imperids
knowledge of the narrow, twisting paths among the closely packed star masses was unmatched; though
the Rebelshad finally cleared their enemies out of the Core, it had been grinding work, and probably a
good many of the Empire's routes lay undiscovered.

"There are no more Imperia basesin the Deep Core," Lelasaid, "so the information has no vaueto you.
On the other hand, you're aware of how useful such bases would be to the New Republic now that
Coruscant isgone. And," she added, seeing the skeptica ook on Pellaeon'sface, "you know that the
longer wetie up the Y uuzhan Vong in mopping-up operations around the Deep Core, the lesslikely they
aretolook at Bastion astheir next conquest.”

"I have no fear for the safety of my capital,” Pellaeon said.

Then you haven't been paying attention, Leiathought. But she knew that Pellaeon didn't mean thisin
al truth; it was probably just one of those things that Supreme Commanders of totalitarian regimeswere
expected to say.

"Once," Lelasaid, "l had no fear for the safety of Coruscant.”

Which wasn't exactly true, either.

"Perhaps you would like some refreshment,” Pellaeon said. Hetook Leias arm and escorted her down
the row of blossoms that seemed to get more extravagant and colorful the farther they traveled. Han

followed, pretending interest in the flowers.

"l hope you can offer me something in exchangefor thisinformation,” he said. "The Moff Council won't
want these secrets given up.”

Lelagmiled. "Didn't you just say that you'd tell them what you wanted them to know?"

"I will. But unfortunatdy,” he added, "their busy little minds are capable of drawing their own
conclusions, and it would be useful for them to know that something of equal valuewasgivenin

exchange."

Lelahad anticipated this. Offer, counteroffer, outright payment, blackmail—all the arsend of palitics.
"The New Republic would be pleased to offer in exchange everything we know about the Y uuzhan
Vong. Weapons, tactics, communicetions, internal organization, the whole package.”

"Communications?' Pellaeon pounced on the word. "Y ou've discovered that secret?



"Wehave" Lelasad. Thank you, Danni Quee.

"Obsolete Core routes in exchange for the greatest secret of the Y uuzhan Vong," Pellaeon mused. "I
predict no trouble with the Moff Council.”

Lelawas pleased to hear this, but if necessary she had been perfectly prepared to give the information to
Pdllaeon free of charge. Asfar as she was concerned, anything that weakened the Y uuzhan Vong relative
to everyone else was a positive good.

They cameto the end of the row of plants, and Leia discovered acircular space surrounded by the
trunks of Gamorrean coolsap trees, with their dense canopy providing an arbor overhead. Beneath the
foliage agrand buffet had been laid out on ahollow, circular table, along array of slver chafing dishes
along with great bowls of salads, fruit, and a selection of desserts and pastry. One entire table was
covered with aglittering selection of choiceliquors. In the center of the circle was a crystal-topped table
st for three, the plates arranged around a bouquet of the most exquisite blossoms the arboretum had to
offer.

"Pleaseforgive theinformdity and help yourselves" Pdllaeon said.

Han eyed the banquet skepticaly. "Were sharing this med withwhich regiment?' he asked.

Pellaeon smiled beneath hiswhite mustache. "Our previous meetings redly hadn't given me an idea of
your tastes. So | ordered alittle of everything."

"Must begood to be on top of thefood chain,” Han commented.
Leathanked Pellaeon and thought,Now | know how you gained those extra ten kil os.

Leiaand Pellaeon talked through the med, but of matters of no importance. Talking of matters of no
importance was an important political skill. Later, over cups of nans-bud tea, Leiaresumed.

"After you've had the opportunity to review the information we've gathered on the Y uuzhan Vong," she
began, "1 hope the Empire will accept our offer of dliance againg the enemy.”

Pellaeon raised hiswhite eyebrows. "'l expected you to raise the matter earlier,” he said.
"Dinner firg," Leasad. "War later.”
Pdlaeon laughed. "Very civilized."

"The main forces of the Y uuzhan VVong are facing the New Republic now," Leiasaid. ™Y ou could cut
ther supply linefrom the Rimwith very little effort.”

Pellaeon gave her adubious look. "1 can present your offer to the Moff Council,” he said, "but | know
what they'd say."

IIY$?I
"They would ask how the Empire would benefit from thisaction.”

"Surely the Empire would benefit by helping to rid the galaxy of amenace likethe Y uuzhan VVong."



Pellaeon congdered this, then shook hishead. "I would rather not go to the Moff Council with this
offer,” hesad. "They won't approveit.”

Jag Ed'svoice whispered in Leias memory. It would really make more sense in the short term for

the Empire to join the Vong ... Lelafound amuscle behind one knee trembling, and she dilled it. "Why
not?' she asked.

"Because, quite frankly, the New Republicislosing itswar,” Pellaeon said. "Y our forcesare
undisciplined, your government isin disarray, your capitad islost, and your Chief of State was tortured to
desth in his own office. Why should the Empire join such adebacle?'

Leiadlently cursed Vana Dorjaand the report Pellaeon had doubtless heard before this mesting.

But maybe that wasn't fair, she thought; Pellaeon didn't need Vana Dorjafor this.

"If wejoin with you now, you'll only drag us down with you," Pellaeon continued. He hesitated. "That's
what the Moff Council would say."

That's whatyousay, Leatrandated.

"Now, if you start to win somered victories," Pellaeon went on, "then the Moffs position would be
atered. But you'd have to convince usyou're not dragging usinto adisaster.” His dark eyes|ooked quite
solemnly into hers. "And that, Princess, isthe truth.”

"Waell," Leasad, "that'sthat.”

Something shifted in Pellaeon’'s face. "On the other hand,” he said, "if you could offer something to the
Moff Council. Something concrete..."

"Such as?' Lelaqueried.

"The Moff Council isimpressed byreal things" Pellaeon said.” Solid things. For ingtance, if the Empire
could retain any worlds we took from the Y uuzhan VVong, it would impress the M offs considerably. Not™
he added, at the protest in Leids face, "any worlds that till have your population on them. Only those the
Y uuzhan Vong have remade for themsalves." He nodded confidingly. "I think the Moff Council ismost
impressed byworlds, Princess.”

The Empire could double its size, taking its choice of worlds, and it would cost the Yuuzhan Vong
nothing . . .Again Jag's voice whispered in Leiasmind.

Leiamanaged to seize control of her whirling thoughts. "'I— | have no authority to make such a
concession,” shesaid. "And in any case, there are millions of refugees who want their worlds back.”

"They would be welcomein the Empire," Pellaeon said. "l think we could support them better than could
your own oversirained resources.”

Then you can prune and cull to your heart's content.Lela saw the cynica remark in Han's brown
eyes, but fortunately Han didn't speak it out loud.

"Asl sad," Leilamanaged, "1 have no authority to make such a concession.”



"But you will take my words back to your government?
Lelanodded. "Certainly."

If wehavea, government when | get back, shethought.

It wasn't until long after Shimrra had dismissed them dl that Norn Anor thought to question what had
happened, and then it was' Y oog Skell who spoke the words that made him stop and think. The
delegation had walked in procession to the Damutek of the Intendants and broken up, and Nom Anor's
path lay dongsde that of his master, walking aong the coiled corridors of the damutek, breathing in the
hedlthy organic stench of the building as young intendants dodged respectfully to the side.

"S0," Yoog Skell said, "you have seen the power of the Supreme Overlord.”
"Indeed, High Prefect.”
"You fet hismind on yours, | know, when heinterrogated you."

Nom Anor recoiled inwardly at the memory of the mental pressure that had squeezed himdry. "Yes," he
sad.

"Never think to lie to the Supreme One. He will know."
"Never," Nom Anor agreed. "I'll never think it."

Y oog Skell gave him asidelong glance. "Did you fed the Supreme One again when heincited us againgt
Ch'Gang Hool ?*

Nom Anor dmost ssumbled as he walked alongside hisleader. "High Prefect?"he said.

"Ohyes" Yoog Skell said, "unlessyou think it'snormal for high-caste Y uuzhan Vong to scream and rant
and droal in that way."

The breath went out of Nom Anor in along, awed hiss. The Supreme Overlord hadcreated that?
Turned his closest subordinates into amob of murderous fiendsrgoicing a thefal of one of thelr
number?

"Ohyes" Yoog Skell said, "the gods have given him that power, among others." His voice turned
reflective. "Not that Ch'Gang Hool is such aloss. His ambitions ways exceeded histaents. | remember
an Escdatier Ceremony that he performed for one of my most taented advisers, young Fa Tivvik. A
fairly basic procedure, | recdl, but—as our high priest would say—'the gods discovered aflaw' in the
poor girl, and she joined the Shamed Ones. | have mysdlf always wondered whether the flaw might
instead have beenin Ch'Gang Hool "

Nom Anor gave his superior asharp glance—the high prefect's words flirted with heresy. But Y oog
Skdl wasin areflective mood, and he continued.

"Perhaps you remember Fazak Tsun, another of Ch'Gang Hool's unfortunates," he said. He paused as
he came before the door to his chamber, and turned to face Nom Anor. He dropped a heavy hand on his



subordinate's shoulder.

"Y ou have made mistakes, Executor,” he said, "and now you see what happens when too many mistakes
come to the attention of the Supreme Overlord.”

"Y es, High Prefect.” Nom Anor's mind ran so fast he could dmost hear the whedls spinning. "How do
you suggest | avoid Ch'Gang Hool's fate?!

"Don't make any more mistakes," Y 0oog Skell said blandly. The door behind him quivered open, and he
stepped throughit.

"And my particular advice, Executor,” Y oog Skell added, "isthat whatever you do, don't give the
Supreme Overlord an itch, particularly one he can't scratch in public.”

The door shimmered shut behind him and Ieft Nom Anor done in the corridor. He was thinking hard.

The stars streamed aft, and Han sat back in the pilot's seat and gave Leiaagrim smile. "Well," he said.
"That'sthat. Next stop, Mon Cdamari."

The day after their meeting in the arboretum, Leiaand Han had returned Grand Admird Pellaeon’s
hospitality by having him to dinner on board theMillennium Falcon. Pellaeon and Leiaexchanged disks:
he had given her the charts of the Deegp Core hyper-space routes, and she gave him everything the New
Republic knew about the Y uuzhan VVong. Then forma toasts had begun, with Leiatoagting the
Empire—it had been getting easier with repetition— then Pellaeon toasting the New Republic, and, very
kindly, the success and surviva of Jacen Solo.

Then Pellaeon had presented Han with anew hyperspace comm antenna to replace the one shot off in
the fight with the Y uuzhan Vong. If there were any more bulletins about Jacen or any other friends or
family, Han and Leiawould be able to receive them without Pellaeon acting asarelay.

Han eased himsdlf out of the pilot's seet. | want to get that antennaingtalled a our next jump point,” he
said, "and get your message and a copy of that Deep Core map off to the capital. And I'm going to send
acopy of the map to Wedge Antilles, too, just in case no onein the capital knows what to do with it.”

"Good idea” Anideastruck Leia "1 wonder if Pellaeon's antenna has been tampered with. Maybe
anything we send will be transmitted to Imperia Headquarters.”

"It won't matter,” Han said. "The Empire dready has the information they gave us”

"True"

"I'll replace the antenna again, with one of our own, when we get back to Mon Cadamari."
Leiafollowed Han to the galley. He looked at her. " So were those Core charts worth thistrip?”
"Y es. We can keep fightersin the Corefor years, raiding the Y uuzhan VVong."

"Even though the Empireisn't about to attack.”

"Not without preconditions, anyway."



Han looked grim. "He had alot of nerve asking for our planets” he said.

"They'renotour planets anymore, which | suppose was his point. But | think that wasjust atest. If I'd
agreed to hisides, it would have told him how desperate we arc.”

Han's tone turned thoughtful . "Would that have brought him into the war, or scared him off?"

"Good question." Lela considered the matter. "I think I've come to the conclusion that we don't want the
Empireinthiswar.”

Han was startled. ™Y ou sure? All those Star Destroyers? Those troops?”

"That'sright,” Lelasaid. "Pellaeon said held join usif we started winning victories. But once we Start
winning,we don't need the Empire any longer. What Pellaeon really wants are concessions ahead of
time, and then to be at the peace table when it's over. He wants a peace that serves the Empire's
interests”

Han began dicing up charbote root. "And here | was garting to think that Pellaeon was agood guy."”

Leiamade an equivoca motion of her hand. "I'm not saying heisnt., at least by Imperid standards. But
hel's ahead of state, and he hasto look out for that state's benefit. He didn't persuade the Empireto end
the war with the New Republic on the grounds that it was themoral thing to do, he did it by persuading
the Moristhat it wasin the Empirésbest interests. Right now the Remnant has barely recovered from the
last war—why should Pellaeon get into another life-and-death struggle unlessit'sto his advantage?’

"l guess," Hansaid.

"Nottoo much charbote root, Han," Leiasaid.

"I'm aCordlian. I like charbote root.” But he stopped cutting, and instead gathered the root dices and
dropped them into the saucepan. Then he turned to her.

"Do you know," he said. "I'm not sure | need any food right now."
"Redly?' She frowned down &t the stove. "Normally you're ravenous at thistime of day."

"What | just remembered,” Han said, "isthat we had hoped to be adone together on thisvoyage. And
that now that Grand Admirals and Imperia spiesare off the ship, weare done”

"Oh." Sheblinked at him. "Oh my." Thelook in his eyes made her skin flush with warmth.

Hetook her inhisarms. "I think we deserve alittle time together," he said, "don't you?'

Chapter 13

"Pray to the Pardoner Y un-Shuno,” the Shamed One said. "Pray that her promiseswill soon be fulfilled.
Pray that theJeedai soon liberate us from those who oppress us with terror and violence.”

"So we pray!" thetiny group echoed. Some of them, even asthey chanted the response, did not cease
from scratching at the fungus that tormented them. Beneeth the sound of the ceremony was the constant



whisper of fingersagaing inflamed skin.

"Sowe pray!" Nom Anor echoed the words with the others. Wearing an ooglith masguer that disguised
him as acommon worker, he had infiltrated the tiny heretical sect. Thiswas his second meeting.

Infiltration was one of hisskills, and he had fooled more suspiciousfolk than these fools.
But no mor e, he thought as he scratched idly a one leg. These people are doomed.

There were fewer than adozen in thelittle group, which met in the shadowy lower levels of aminor
office of the intendants, a place normally empty at night. The group wasled by a Shamed One, aformer
member of the intendant caste whose arm implant had gone spectacularly wrong, and still dripped atrail
of dime wherever he went. Even workers should have had better taste than to listen to anything said by
thispitiful cregture.

It was plain curiosity that had driven Nom Anor to infiltrate the sect. Was this group such amighty threat
to orthodoxy as High Priest Jakan had said? Was the message of redemption by Jedi so powerful that it
congtituted a danger to the Y uuzhan Vong and al they stood for?

When the meeting was over, Nom Anor made hisway out of the structure through a door used only by
workers.

The night of Y uuzhan'tar was cool and refreshingly free of the scent of the Shamed Ones rotting flesh. A
night breeze soothed Nom Anor's flaming skin. Phosphorescent lichen shone on bits of undigested
rubble, relics of the planet's old civilization that were gradualy being broken down into more useful, basic
elements. By the phosphorescent light Nom Anor wandered away from the center of the new Y uuzhan
Vong city into an area of wreckage and half-dissolved rubble that had not yet been cleared for
settlement. He wanted to be free of distraction so that he could think.

The workers heresy was an incoherent muddle, he thought. And yet, if the heretics had aleader, a
prophet—no, a Prophet— someone who knew how to adapt this doctrine into a weapon, then they
would become something to reckon with.

Obedience, yes, but not obedience to the ruling castes; obedience to the Prophet. Outward passivity
and humility to those they considered their oppressors, but inside the keenest resentment and hatred, and
an arrogance that demanded a galaxy. Someone—yes, someone like Nom Anor who had spread a
religious doctrine on Rhommamool that had caused the inhabitants to destroy themsalvesin an
interplanetary war—someone like Nom Anor could make out of these heretics something very
dangerous. All that was necessary wasto create atipping point, apoint at which the arrogance and
hatred could be brought to overwhelm passivity and caution, and then the heretics would become an

amy.
Yes, it was lucky these heretics were being suppressed.

Scratching himsdf on the ebows, Norn Anor turned back toward the city, and in the sky saw the
gpiraling rainbows created by the dovin basals on the great hovering paace that housed Shimrra. Now
thereis power, he thought.But what rainbows have these here-tics cast?

Hewalked back toward the settled area, and to his surprise found himself walking aong aclearly
defined road. He hadn't redlized that the shapers had grown roads out thisfar.



And then he saw something coming toward him aong the road, ariding quednak with someone astride
it. Nom Anor stepped to the side of the road, and—in his character as a smple worker— bowed in
servitude with hisarms crossed. It was only asthe scaled, six-legged creature thumped by that Nom
Anor thought he recognized the silhouette of the rider.

Onimi. That bulbous, misshapen head was unmistakable.

What was the Supreme Overlord'sfamiliar doing here, so far from the palace and any of the centers of
government?

Nom Anor thought for along moment as the beast thudded into the distance, and then followed.

Kashyyyk was abrilliant green crescent in the glittering darkness of space, and around it Jainacould see
the silver gleam of the New Republic capita shipsthat had turned the planet into one of the New
Republic'sforward bases.

Shewasin command of Trickster, tensed under the cognition hood in case enemy were present as they
jumped out of hyperspace. Instead a message of jubilant welcome came from the eements of the New
Republic fleet that had remained behind &t their new base, and she and the rest of the fleet had stood
down from their dert.

Lowbaccagrowled cheerfully.

"I'd lovetojoin your family on Kashyyyk," Janasaid. "A furlough in the green treeswould be idedl." Just
what she needed to ease the tension shefelt in her shoulders and arms, the dirge of grief and sorrow that
played in her mind, the sadness that flooded her heart.

Lights flashed on the comm system that L owbacca had jacked into the Y uuzhan Vong ship, and the unit
tweedled. [Message from the flagship,] Lowie said.

"What doesthe generd want?' Jainawondered.

[It'snot Farlander,] the Wookiee said- [ The messageisfrom Admira Krefey. He wants you and
General Farlander to report on boardRalroost —"at your earliest convenience,” he says|

And now we pay for our success, Jainathought.

"O great warrior, isthis the damutek of the noble intendant Hooley Krekk?!

Tattoos on the warrior's face creased as she scowled at Nom Anor. She waved her amphistaff in the
direction of the city.

"Y ou are not permitted here! Get your miserable carcass back to your barracks!™

Nom Anor, ill in hisworker guise, bobbed in feigned humility. "With dl respect, O Commander, if this
isthe damutek of Hooley Krekk, then am permitted here.”

The warrior was not appeased by Nom Anor's casually promoting her two degrees. "Thisisnot the
damutek of Hooley Krekk! Now begone!”



It was not the damutek of Hooley Krekk, whom Nom Anor had just invented on the spot, but itwas the
heavily guarded damutek to which the Shamed One Onimi had traveled, afact proven by Onimi'sriding
beast seen standing before the building and quietly licking afungus-covered rock. The damutek wasa
large, bulbous, three-lobed structure that radiated afaint pinkish light. There was at least a platoon of
warriors either on guard or camped in the vicinity, so whatever the function of the building might be, it
was of some importance.

And standing in the entrance to the damutek, apair of Y uu-zhan VVong were in conversation, their
digtinctive living headdresses marking them as shapers.

"Oh, woe! Oh, misery! Oh, unhappiness!” Sapping himsaf on the head repeatedly, Nom Anor pranced
about inalittlecircle.

Thiswas enough to attract two more warriors, one of them a subatern, unusualy short, with stringy hair.

"What isthe meaning of this?' the subaltern demanded. The warrior explained, and the subaltern turned
to Nom Anor.

"Thereisno Hooley Krekk herel Now get back to where you belong!”

"But | belong a the damutek of Hooley Krekk!" Nom Anor wailed. "l was given very explicit
directions—eft at the Square of Hierarchy, then south to the Boulevard of the Crushing of the Infidels,
then right at the Temple of the Mode er, then on down the long road to the end."He began dapping
himsdf again. "Oh woel My supervisor will punish mel”

"I’llpunish you if you don't get out of here!" the subatern said. He cocked his amphistaff over his
shoulder.

Nom Anor fell on hisface and groveled before the others. "May | beg the officer's pardon? May | ask
where| went wrong?'

"Tow went wrong when you were born," one of the warriors joked, and the other laughed.

"Whereis this damutek?' Nom Anor asked. "What isthe name of this place, so that | can explain to my
master Hooley Krekk how | cameto be here?!

"Thisdamutek isfor shapersonly!" the subdtern said. His amphigtaff dashed down like awhip, and fire
burned along Nom Anor's back. "Now clear out before they stickyou in their blasted cortex!™

Nom Anor scuttled away sideways like agreat crustacean, then rose to his feet and scurried down the
road. Inwardly, despite the pain that flamed down his back, he gave asmile of satisfaction.Warriorsare
so predictable, hethought.

Cortexwas a shaper term for some kind of shaping protocol or technique, which meant that thiswasa
shaper project secret enough to move some distance out of the capital, where its business could go on
unobserved, and important enough to station warriors as its permanent guard. The two shapers seenin
the entrance only confirmed this.

And Onimi was apart of it somehow.

Nom Anor ssumbled on afault in theroad, and &t the jar fresh pain shot aong his back. That warrior



hadn't held back when held dashed down with the amphistaff. Nom Anor's teeth ground as he thought of
the arrogant little pipsqueak with awegpon longer than he was, and he cast an angry glance over his
shoulder at the sawed-off subatern with histwo warriors.I'll remember this, he thought.

And then he thought of the heretics at their meeting, the anger and hatred that they couldn't acknowledge
even to themselves, and he thought: Yes. Thisis how it starts.

Jainacombed her hair and changed out of her coveralsto walking-out dress, which was as smart as she
could get for the admird, since her full-dress uniform hadn't caught up to her as shed moved through her
last severd postings. Walking-out dress, however, was still sufficiently formal that she felt uncomfortable,
and kept tugging at her collar as she sat with Farlander in the shuttle that carried her to the admiral’s
Bothan Assault Cruiser.

One of Krefey's Bothan aides met Jainaand Farlander at the lock, and escorted them to the admira's
suite. The cruiser'sair had aspicy alien scent.

When they reached Kreffey's quarters, they were kept waiting a quarter of an hour by a secretary until
they were called in to meet the admira. Krefey was donein aforma briefing room, standing at the head
of along, empty table. Farlander and Jaina approached the admiral and sal uted.

"Generd Farlander and Mg or Solo reporting as ordered, Admira."
Krefey's milk-white fur rippled as he returned the salute. "Y ou have your report?'

"Yes, gr." Farlander handed the admira adisk. Krefey dropped it in areader and glanced at the
information. "One capital ship logt, ancther disabled,” he said. "Nearly ahundred sarfighterslogt, with
only forty percent of the crews rescued—all in an unauthorized action to chase an enemy Supreme
Commander who wasn't even there, and following an operational plan devised by ajunior lieutenant.”

"Yes, dr," Farlander admitted.

"And astunning victory," Krefey continued, still reading. " Seven enemy capita ships destroyed, apair of
trangports holding thousands of warriors, and a Supreme Commander killed dong with hisflagship." His
eyeslifted firg to Jaing, then to Farlander.

"My warmest congratulations to the both of you," he said. "1 wish my other subordinates demonstrated
thiskind of initiative." He shook Farlander's hand. "Brilliant work! | will put you bothin for
commendations.”

Jainaflushed at the warmth of the admird's response. She felt the tenson in her wire-strung muscles
ease. "Thank you, gir," she murmured, and then was surprised to see Kreffey step before her, then pause
for along moment with his gold-flecked violet eyesfixed on her.

"l wished to sec you in comparative privacy in order that | might give you some news of your family."
Jainastared at him in rising horror and felt hersdlf bracefor it, her parents dead or captured, or perhaps
little Ben Skywaker ambushed in the Maw and killed.

"Y our brother Jacen has escaped the enemy and has arrived safely on Mon Calamari,” Krefey said.
"When you have achance to catch up with your personal messages, no doubt you'll hear the story in
more detal.”



Janagared a Krefey in cold astonishment. "Areyou sure, Sr?' shesaid. "l saw him, and the Y uuzhan
Vong—I| wasthere —"

"Of courseit'strue," Krefey said. "Y our brother's been on the holonews—he's very much dive.”
Jainacould only gape at him.Why didn't | know? It had been Jainawho had insisted on the redlity of
Jacen's degth in the face of her mother'sbelief in hissurviva.Why didn't he reach me through our twin
bond? she demanded of herself. And then an answer cameto her.

Because | cut him off. She had been driven into a near-mad frenzy by Anakin's desth and Jacen's
capture; she had embraced the dark and turned her life to vengeance. She had cut off al contact with
those she loved. Including Jacen, who must have needed her dreadfully.

She pictured Jacen caling to her over and over, and receiving no answer.He must have thought Iwas
dead. What kind of despair had she brought him?

Shetasted bitter failure on her tongue.

"Would you like to sit down, Jaina?' Farlander's voice floated toward her from beyond the shadowy
wall that cloaked her mind.

"Yes," sheanswered. "If | may."

She groped her way to achair, and as she lowered hersdlf into it, she managed to remember the niceties.
Shelooked up a Traest Krefey. "Thank you, Admird," she said. "'l appreciate your telling me thisway."

"It wastheleast | could do for our new hero,” Krefey said as he took the seat at the head of the table.

"You and Generd Farlander have given usagreat victory, and | would like you to give me an informa
briefing now, before | arrange afull saff conference tomorrow.”

"Very good, Sr," Farlander said. Even as he answered Krefey, his concerned eyes till rested on Jaina.
"Y our tacticsinvolving the Jedi?* Krefey asked. " Creating akind of meld? Were they successful?!
"They worked, but we had too few units with Jedi in them," Jainasaid. "We need more Jedi in order to
makeit redly useful. And even then it doesn't dwayswork." Her thoughts darkened as she remembered
Myrkr. "If the Jedi aren't in agreement among themselves, the meld can fall gpart.”

Krefey brushed aside all doubt. "I'll put in arequest for as many Jedi pilots as they can send us. Who
knows what the high command will make of it?"

"Who blows?" Jainarepeated. The New Republic had never quite decided what to do with Jedi in this
war, but then the honors were even—the Jedi hadn't been quite sure what to do with themselves.

"I'd like to share some other news," Krefey said. "I've just returned from Bothawui, where the mourning
for my cousin Borsk Fey'lya has now ended. While | was there, | managed to meet with agood many
important Bothans, and I'm pleased to report that | achieved some success.”

"That's very good, Sr," Farlander said.



"Asyou may know, intrigueis common among Bothans," Krefey said. " The periods when we arc united

asaspeciesarerare, and usudly occur only when we are facing acommon danger, aswe did during the
Empire. But now, asaresult of Chief of State Fey'lyas death, the Bothan Council has decided to declare
that the highest state of war now exists between Bothawui and the Y uuzhan Vong."

Something in Krefey's phrasing caused Jainato ook up.
"Higheststate of war?' she repeated. "But you're at war dready, aren't you?”'

Krefey looked solemn. "Weve been in what you could describe as an 'ordinary' state of war," he said.
"The highest state of war—it is called ar'krai—was not declared even in the days of Papatine. Ar'krai
has been declared only twicein our past, and was declared only when our survival as a species seemed
to be at stake. It meansthat we will declare total war against our enemy, and not cease until he has been
completely destroyed.”

"You've. .. destroyed species?' Generd Farlander asked.

"Inthe distant past,” Kreffey said. "We did not cease our ar'krai until our enemies were destroyed to the
last individua, their names written out of the histories, and their planets reduced to dust floating on the
gdlar wind." He placed his hands on the tabletop, hiswhite fur reflecting perfectly inits dark polished
surface. " So shdl we do with the Yuuzhan Vong," he said. "They shal become dust, or we shal become
dust oursalves."

Jainalooked at Krefey's determined face, and achill ran up her spine at the quiet certainty that lay
behind hiswords.

Nen Yim couldn't quite suppress a shudder as she reached toward the Shamed One, if only to hand him
abladder-flask. Nor could she suppress her darm as he opened the flask immediately and began
gplashing the balm on his misshapen body. The tendrils on her headdresswaved in agitation.

"Thisisfor the Supreme Overlord!" she said.

"I'll save enough for Shimrra," Onimi said.

"There must be enough for, for the other shapers,” Nen Yim said. "They must be able to create tons
d_ll

"I know, master heretic shaper,” Onimi said. "I'll leave enough for the shapers.”
He dathered the pale green lotion over hisgrayish, inflamed flesh and sighed. "It works" he said.

"Of courseit works!" Nen Yim snapped. Even if Onimi was her only conduit to the Supreme Overlord,
his impudence was often more than she could bear.

Onimi seemed obliviousto the shaper'sloathing. "Think of dl the hours of labor you've saved us,” he
sad. "All that scratching.”

The bam had certainly saved Nen Yim's own sanity. Since she had returned from Tsavong Lah's
command to work on Y uuzhan'tar directly tinder Shimrra, she had been one of the worst affected of the
itching plague's victims. She had barely been able to focus her mind to the point that she could puzzle out



an antidote.

She and Onimi faced each other in aroom screened off by membranous partitions that pulsed with bright
oxygenated blood. Phosphorescent lichen filled the air with areddish light that was useful when dedling
with photosenstive tissues. The tang of the lotion contrasted with the organic odors that normally filled
the air, the coppery scent of blood or the loamy scent of undifferentiated protoplasm, the tissue on which
Nen Yim performed her grafts, forced mutations, and other experiments.

Performed herheresy. The eighth cortex was known to the Y uuzhan Vong as the ultimate grade of
shaper knowledge, the most refined and perfect of the procedures given by the godsin ancient times,
known only to the Supreme Overlord and the few master shapers with whom he shared the knowledge.

Only the handful who had seen the eighth cortex knew that it was afraud. It was, in fact, practicaly
empty. It contained only afew advanced techniques, most of which Shimrrahad dready givento his

people.

Y uuzhan Vong knowledge had reached its end. And so Shimrra had found Nen Yim, a shaper dready
convicted of the heresy of not merely repeeting the procedures given the Y uuzhan Vong in ancient times,
but actualy seeking new knowledge. It was now the task of Nen Yim and her adeptstocreate theeghth
cortex, to provide the new knowledge and new procedures that would enable the Y uuzhan VVong to win
the war and exist successfully in their new homeland.

Nen Yim had firgt cdl on any Y uuzhan Vong resources. Her research took first priority in any dispute,
even over urgent war ams. Her team was housed in its own damutek, isolated and guarded. Her only
visitor was Onimi, her direct conduit to the Supreme Overlord.

But the guards, she knew, were not Smply to prevent an enemy from interfering—they were to prevent
Nen Yim and her own people from escaping to contaminate other Y uuzhan Vong with their heretica
ideas. The Y uuzhan Vong chosen for the eighth cortex project were insulated from the rest of their own
race-Insulated like aplague.

Nen Yim more than half suspected that after the project's completion, after the eighth cortex wasfilled
with a thousand and one useful shaping protocols, she and her coworkers and Onimi would be quietly
liquidated, and all record of their existence erased.

But should that happen, Nen Yim was prepared to accept it. She had accepted death more than oncein

her life dready. All life, after dl, was preparation for desth, and once the eighth cortex wasfilled she
would have contributed her whole life's adventure to the defest of the infidels, and the greatness of her

people.

Onimi finished applying the lotion and straightened to the full height of hisgangling limbs. "Thiscureis
limited, | understand?'

"Yes. It will kill any infection on contact, but you can always be reinfected.”
Onimi's unsettling eyes, one lower than the other, focused on her. "And wewill be reinfected, yes?'
"I'm afraid so. The spore is everywhere."

"Can the World Brain be ingtructed to produce an organism that will kill the spore? Some kind of virus
or bacterium that can devour the plague?’



Nen Yim hestated. "l fear," she dared to say, "that the World Brain may be the problem.”

The room's ruddy light shone eerily on Onimi's eyes, now suddenly aert. Histilted dash of amouth
twitched. "How can this be, master shaper?' he asked.

"I have examined the organism that causes the itching plague most carefully. Though further examination
would be necessary to confirm this, | believe that the spore and the fungusit causes are of Y uuzhan VVong
origin, not nativeto Y uuzhan'tar.”

A hiss escaped Onimi'slips. "Ch'Gang Hool. That imbecile! He has contaminated the World Brain!" He
paused for amoment's thought. " Can you instruct the World Brain to cease production of the spore?

"Perhaps. I'd have to put aside my other work."

"Dont, then. A new clan has been put in charge of the world-shaping project and the World Brain—Ilet
thework betheirs" His expression grew thoughtful. "The gods can speak to Shimrraon the matter, and
he can then advise the new shapers.”

Digtaste flooded Nen Yim. She might be a heretic, but even she had more respect for the gods than to
clam her knowledge was of divine origin.

"The Supreme Overlord wants you to concentrate on the yammosk project,” Onimi went on. "We must
develop awar coordinator that isfree from theinfidels attempts to manipulate the gravity spectrum. To
thisend, the Supreme Overlord has granted you absolution in advance for investigating any of the
enemy's machines and weapons.”

Nen Yim feigned surprise. "'If we knew how the infidels were producing the interference,” she said, "the
work would be easier.”

"It isknown that the infidels have gravity-manipul ation devices cdled 'repul sorlifts. Not asflexible or as
useful asour dovin basals, but perhaps operating on the same principles. They might have modified these
to interfere with the yammaosks."

Nen Yim consdered. "Would it be possible to bring me one of these repulsorlifts?

Onimi gaveamirthlessamile. "l shdl have one ddivered, dong with atrandation of its specifications.”

"Please see they are protected from our metal-destroying bacteria."

"Yes. Of course.” Hislopsided eyes glimmered. " Shimrra prays daily for asolution to this problem. May
| say the godswill provide an answer soon?"

"The gods should firgt provide arepul sorlift.”

Onimi gave abow and a cross-armed sdl ute, but his head wastilted at an ironic angle. "May your efforts
prosper, master shaper,” he said.

"And yours, Onimi."

The deformed figure made hisway out of the chamber. Nen Yim watched him leave, her lipstwitching



with digaste.

"Whatever they may be, creature,” she repeated, "whatever they may be."

Chapter 14

Cd Omas announced his"Jedi plan,” and hisofficid candidacy, & midmorning before an army of
holojourndigts, in the lobby of the building that the Mon Cdamari had donated for the Senate's use. Luke
stood quietly behind Cal amid agroup of friends and supporters, not wanting to attract attention, but
when Cd caled for questions, at least half were directed to Luke, and Cal findly caled Luketo hisside.

"Areyou and the Jedi supporting Councilor Omass candidacy?' he was asked.

"l hope to be able to work with any Chief of State," Luke said, "but I'm supporting Councilor Omass
plan for restoring the Jedi Council.”

The holojournalist was skeptical. " So you're saying you could work with Fyor Rodan if hewinsthe
dection?'

"1 will work with Councilor Rodan if hewill work with me." Luke smiled. "My impression, though, isthat
hed rather not.”

Laughter trickled lightly through the crowd.
"Rodan saysthe Jedi Council isyour means of seizing power," someone else caled.

Cal stepped to thefront. "May | answer that one?' he said. "L et me point out that if Luke Skywalker
was after power, he wouldn't have needed to work with politicianslike me or Fyor Rodan. He wouldn't
have needed to destroy the Death Star, or fight Emperor P patine hand to hand, or help his sister found
the New Republic. All Master Skywalker would have needed to do would have been to join hisfather,
Darth VVader, at the right hand of the Emperor, and in that case his power would be unlimited, and you
and | and everyone here would either be dead or endaved.”

Ca scowled at the crowd, and there was atouch of anger in hisvoice. "Thisisn't some little jumped-up
lobbyist or politician were talking about, thisisLuke Skywalker. Thereisn't asingle personin the New
Republic who doesn't owe him a profound debt of gratitude. So if anyone suggeststhat L uke Skywalker
isinvolved in some kind of shabby power play, I'd suggest that person not only can't reed history, but is
incgpable of reading human character.”

There was actudly applause at that, and not just from Cal's supporters.

"I'd like to thank you for your words on my behaf," Luke said later, after the meeting had broken up.
Cd grinned. "Did you likethe hint of anger? | thought | judged that pretty well."

Lukewas surprised. "Y ou were faking that?'

"Ohno, it wasred enough,” Ca said. "l just let it show enough to get the top spot in tonight's holonews.”
He rubbed hischin. "Thequestion s, did | let it showenough."”



Lukeleft Ca Omas pondering this and other political questions and shuttled up to the New Republic
Heet Command annex, where Vergere was still undergoing interrogation. Jacen had been released after a
few hours debriefing, but the fleet showed every inclination to keep Vergere indefinitely.

Luke didn't necessarily think that was a bad thing.

"She's given usreams of materid," said Intelligence Director Nylykerka. "It'll take us hundreds of hours
to processit dl. None of it contradicts what we aready know—but then, if she were abogus defector
controlled by the enemy, it wouldn't, would it?" Nylykerka seemed amused. " She's a so eaten about
twice her welght—I've never seen such an gppetite.”

"If you had to cat Y uuzhan V ong cooking for fifty years, you'd be hungry for our food, too." Luke asked
the Tammarian if he could speek to Vergere himself, and Nylykerkawas agreeable. "Any information
you can get out of her . . ." he said with awave of hishand.

Hefound Vergerein her cdl, squatting on astool and watching aholo transmission from the planet—a
news program that featured Luke and Cal Omas. ". . . incapable of reading human character,” Ca was
saying. Vergere waved the holo to silence as L uke entered.

"Inmy time," she said, "a Jedi Magter would not have intervened so with tile Senate and an eection.”

"Inyour time," Luke said, "it wouldn't have been necessary.”

Vergere accepted thiswith agraceful bob of her unlikely head. Luke gathered up his robe and sat
cross-legged on the chair before her.

He camed himsdf. Hewastrying not to didike Vergere, though he had very, very good reason to.
Out with it,he thought.

"I've spoken to Jacen about his captivity,” he said.

"Y our apprentice boreit well," Vergere said. "Y ou are to be congratul ated.”

Anger swirled in Luke's heart. Exhaling addiberate dow bresth, he banished it.

"Perhaps Jacen didn't haveto bear it at al," he said. "He said that you led him into captivity no lessthan
threetimes.”

Vergere's head bobbed. "1 did," she confirmed.

"Hewastortured,” Luke said. "Tortured to the point of death. Andyou led himto it. Y ou could have
escaped with him earlier than you did.”

"es"
"Why?" he asked.

Vergere hdd hersdf 4ill, asif listening intently to avoice that Luke couldn't hear. "It was necessary that
your gpprentice learn certain lessons,” she said.



"Lessonsin betraya?" Luke tried to keep the anger out of hisvoice. "Torture? Helplessness? Savery?
Degradation? Pain?"

"Those, naturally,” Vergere said blandly. "But chiefly he had to be brought to the edge of despair, and
then over it." Her tilted eyes gave Luke an intense, searching gaze. Y ou taught him well, but it was
necessary for him to forget every lesson you gave him, by showing that none of the gifts you gave him
could hdp him."

"Necessary?" Luke's outrage findly broke through hisreserve. "Necessary for what? Or for who?"
Vergeretilted her head and looked at him. "Necessary for my plans, of course,” she said.
"Who gave you—"L uke suppressed hisanger. "Who gave you theright?"

"A right that isgiven isas usdess asavirtue that isgiven" Vergere said. "Rights areused, or they have no
vaue, just asvirtues must beperformed. Itook theright to lie to your apprentice, to betray him, to
torment him and endave him." Her piebald feathers fluffed, then smoothed again: ashrug. "l dso take
upon myself the consequences. If you, as hisMaster, wish to punish me, so beit.”

"Wasthere apoint to this?' Luke gazed at her. "Other than exercising your rights, | mean?"

Vergere nodded. "Of course, young Master,” she said. "Jacen Solo had to be bereft of friends, of
relatives, of teachers and knowledge and the Force and everything that could help him. He had to be
reduced tonothing— or rather, to himsalf only. And then he had toact —to actpurely out of himself,
out of hisown inner being. In that State of complete disinterest, everything ese having failed him, he had
no choice but to be himsdlf, to choose and to act.”

Her voice turned thoughtful. "I regret the means, of course, but | used what | had a hand. The same
inner state could have been reached more gently, given time and opportunity, but neither were at hand. |
tricked the Y uuzhan VVong into preserving hislife and inflicting the Embrace of Pain. | madethe Y uuzhan
Vong my ingrument." She gave alittle dry cough, or perhapsit was alaugh. "Perhaps that was my
greatest accomplishment.”

Vergereswords resonated in Luke's mind, and as he followed their reasoning he found his anger
abating, if only by virtue of hisabgtraction. "And the point ofthis 7' he asked.

The danted eyes closed and Vergere's body relaxed, asif she were entering meditation. "Surely you
know the answer, young Magter, if you know Jacen Solo at dl.”

"Humor me" Lukesaid. "Spdl it out.”

The avian's eyes remained closed. Her voice seemed to come from far away. "Once, or so the story that
Jacen told me suggests, you had your own props similarly knocked away. Deprived of help, of hope, of
weapons, blasted by the Emperor's Force lightning— what did you have then?'Y ou had only your sdif.

Y ou were made to choose between the Emperor's path and your own.”

"l had no choice," Luke said.
"Exactly. Y ou had no choice, and even with annihilation staring you in the face, you chose to remain true

to yoursdlf." A hint of satisfaction entered Vergerestone. "Likewisg, it was necessary to reduce Jacen to
himsdlf, in order that, with every other door closed to him, he might embrace his destiny.”



Destiny. For the second time in two days the word rose in connection with Jacen. And degpin his
bones, in complete inner certainty, Luke knew that VVergere wasright, that somewhere in the complex
weavings of fate, Jacen had aspecia place.

The previous evening, over dinner in the small apartment, Luke and Mara had asked Jacen about his
experience at the hands of the Y uuzhan VVong. At firgt Jacen had been reluctant to spesk at dl, saying it
was alarge subject; but after the first few questions he spoke matter-of-factly of hisimprisonment, the
way Vergere had repeatedly betrayed him into the hands of the enemy after somehow taking away his
connection to the Force. Maraand L uke had glanced at each other in growing horror.

But Jacen had shown no resentment of Vergere; in fact, he had spoken of her with profound respect and
admiration. Luke hadn't understood this until later that evening, when he and Marawere done, and Mara
quietly reminded him how hostages sometimes grew strangely attached to their captors. Sometimes
captives even grew to love their warders, particularly if the warder was skilled enough in manipulating
people. Vergere—old and experienced and serving her own agenda—had been able to manipulate
young Jacen's growing psyche.

And 0 Luke, angry, certain he knew what had happened, had traveled to Vergere's cell to confront her
with her actions. But somehow it hadn't quite come out the way held anticipated.

"And what do you know of Jacen'sdestiny?" Luke asked.

Vergere pondered a moment before answering. "1 believe that Jacen isintimately connected with the fate
of the Yuuzhan Vong," she answered.

Of dl things, Luke had not expected that. "He can destroy them?' he asked.

"Destroy them. Save them. Transform them." Thetilted eyes opened, gazed expressionlessy into Luke's.
"Perhgpsadl three”

"Can he open them to the Force?' Luke asked.

"I don't know if that's possible.”

Lukefdt bitterness poison his heart. " Then the Y uuzhan Vong will remain . . . outsde.”
Vergere'shead tilted. "That bothersyou?!

Lukeblinked. "Yes. Of course. The Forceislife. All lifeisthe Force. But the Y uuzhan Vong are outside
the Force. So are they outside life aswell?!

"What do you think?"

"I think it was easier dealing with enemiesfrom the dark sde.” Luke looked narrowly at Vergere. "l dso
think you're very good at interrogation. This conversation started withme asking the questions.”

"If you didn't want meto ask questions," Vergere said, "you should have explained that at the beginning.”
Her piebald body stirred on her stoal. "I've been answering question after question ever sincel arrived,
and I'mtired of it. Soif you ing st that the only questionsin thisroom must come from you, then | decline
to answer them.”



"Very wdl." Lukeroseto hisfeet. Her head craned after him onits odd little neck.
"But | will ask one more question before you leave," she said. "Y ou may answer it or not, asyou like."
"Ask," Lukesaid.

Her eyesblinked dowly. "If the Forceislife" shesaid, "and the Y uuzhan Vong are aive, and you cannot
see them in the Force—then is the problem with the Y uuzhan VVong, or isit with your perceptions?’

Luke, choosing not to answer, nodded politely and | ft.

"Tricky, isn't she?' Ayddar Nylykerka asked afew moments|ater.

"You heard?' Luke asked.

"Of course. Everything in that room isrecorded.” The Tammarian inclined his head. "What do you

suggest we do with her?' "Hold her here" Luke said, "and keep asking her questions.” Nylykerka smiled.
"Just what | planned, Master Skywalker."

Mon Caamari, goggle eyes gleaming in the floodlights, swam easily past Ca Omasswindow. The scent
of mildew in the room was greater than ever. Maralooked up as Luke entered.
"Vergere?' shesad.

"It'scomplicated,” Lukesaid. "I'll explain later." Helooked at Cal Omas, who was sharing a hasty mesl
with Mara. "What news from the Senate?*

Ca swallowed the mouthful he'd been chewing, and said, "The Senate had a vote this afternoon. | got
twenty-eight percent.”

"And Rodan?'

"Thirty-five"

"And Cola Quis got ten percent,” Mara added, "and Talaam Ranth eighteen. Pwoe got three votes
total—though he sent a message saying that the vote wasillega and that he was still Chief of State. The
rest of the votes were abstentions, or scattered among haf adozen others.”

Luke and Mara had decided that, of the two of them, Marawould be one who would work more
openly with Cd and his campaign. Luke had other business, with Jacen and Vergere and the Jedi, and

Mara could move more openly among the politicians and |obbyists than he could.

Luke joined the others a the table, and Cal amiably pushed abowl of giju stew in hisdirection.
"Where's Triebakk?" Luke asked.

"Taking to ColaQuis," Cd said. "By now it must be clear to Colathat he can't win, so we need to find
out what it would take for him to drop out of the race and endorse me.”

"I'm sure Rodan's asking him the same thing,” Marasaid.



"And then we ask the same thing of Talaam Ranth," Ca continued, "though | don't suppose Talaamis
ready to answer yet, Helll want afew morefloor votesfirg, just to show what avauable dly he could
mll

"What's helikdy to want?'

"A place on the Advisory Council, certainly,” Cd said. "Plus helll want placesin the government for his
friends—he's dways been very serious about controlling patronage.”

Lukefinished his bite of stew and spoke. "In order to control patronage, there has to be a government
for himto control patronagein. If the government fals gpart in the meantime...."

Ca shrugged. "Talaam wants what he wants. If we start giving him speeches about patriotism and duty,
hell think weretrying to put something over on him. He's the sort who thinks that patronage isthe whole
point of government.”

"Inthat case," Luke said, sighing, "you may aswdl point out that if the war goes on, his peoplewill gain
accessto alot of military contracts.”

Cd grinned. "Well make apalitician of you yet."

"l hopenot," Luke said.

Cal reached across the table for adatapad. "It's Fyor's supporters that worry me." He tapped the
display. "I've been looking at the people who voted for him, and if | wereto makeamentd list of the
members of the Senate who would want atruce with the Y uuzhan VVong, or even asurrender, I'd find
quite anumber of them among Fyor's supporters.”

"Senator Sneskaway," Luke said, with asignificant look at Mara. " Senator Scrambl efree.”

Cal frowned at the datapad. "I count at least adozen Senators who either ran away from Coruscant
during thefighting or found reason to flee before the fighting started. And some of them areinfluentid.”

"Rodan told me that he didn't trust the Y uuzhan VVong to keep atruce,” Luke said.
"Herepeated it publicly, this afternoon,” Marasaid.

"But can he hold out againgt his own supporters?* Cd said. "When the people he depends on for his
position tell him they want peace with the Y uuzhan Vong, how can heress?'

"I don't understand,” Marasaid. "Rodan was brave during the fight, maybe even heroic. How can he
associate with these people?’

""'Some people don't question the folks who give them what they want,” Cd said, and then hislong face
creased inady smile. "I haven't exactly made my own supportersfill out aquestionnaire, either.”

Lukefinished his stew. "We need agovernment soon,” he said. "And one the military can respect.
Because the military won't hold still for asurrender or atruce. And then well have amilitary government
that won't hold any legitimacy other than what they acquire at blasterpoint.”



Cal looked serious. "Maratold me what you saw this afternoon. | agree we need a government soon. A
parliamentary system like oursisinefficient in certain ways, but it'swhat we're stuck with."

"Thequestionis," Marasaid, "doesthe military understand that?"

It was a question to which none of them had the answer.

Luke and Marafound Jacen in the suite when they returned. Jacen sat on the floor in ameditation pose,
and Luke could fed the Force surrounding him, swirling in great eddies through the boy's body,
cleansing, hedling, strengthening, and restoring. Jacen's eyes opened as soon as L uke and Mara stepped
into the apartment, and he amiled.

"The Intelligence people are done with me, for the present,” Jacen said. "'l think they'll be awhile with
Vergere, though."

"| spoke with her mysdlf," Luke said.
Jacen's amile broadened. "What did you think?"
"I think she'snot smple.”

Mara had scowled at Jacen's pleased reaction to the mention of Vergere, but she put the frown away
and sat next to Jacen. "l have to wonder about her loyalties,” she said.

"They're not Smple, ether," Jacen said. " She's very harsh sometimes.”

Mara's mouth twisted, and L uke knew why, because his own insides were queasing at the thought of
torture. He swallowed back a bitter surge of ssomach acid and dropped cross-legged to the floor in front
of Jacen.

Jacen looked at him. "I'm till your apprentice, Master Sky-walker," he said. "Do you have any
assgnmentsfor me?"

Harsh, L uke thought. Whatever he was going to be, hewasn't going to be Vergere. He amiled. "A very
difficult assgnment, Jacen,” he said. "Y ou're to take avacation.”

Jacen was surprised. "Whatkind of vacation?' he asked.

Luke amost laughed. "Whatever kind you like," he said. Y ou've been through alot, and | want you to
take the timeto think about it. Many of your friends are here—I want you to reconnect with them.
Meditate, as you were doing. Try to discern what it isthat the Force wantsfor you, if anything, and
whether it'swhat you want for yoursdlf."

Jacen tilted hishead in curiosity. "Y oud give me that option?”
"You of dl people,”" Luke said, "should know that you'vealways had that option.” He looked into

Jacen's solemn eyes. "'l want you to getbeyond what | want for you, beyond what V ergere wants,
beyondany of us. | want you donewith Force. A dialogue, with just the two of you, aone.”



"Harsh," Marasaid. Luke could fed her musclestense. "Days and days of torture.Harsh"

They were donein bed, lying nested like spoons, Marain the curve of Luke's body. Jacen was
presumably adeep in the next room, and they conversed in low tones so as not to be overheard.

"She claims she had good reasons for what she did,” Luke said. "And they sounded plausible, if—well—
harsh"

Maralooked thoughtful. " She hel ped heal me with her tears.”

"Perhaps a gesture of compassion, perhaps a coldhearted calculation to pave her way to a
defection—or should | say are-re -defection, to our sde.”

" She tortured Jacen, but she brought him back.”

"And she collaborated in the deaths of hundreds of billions of citizens of the New Republic,” Luke said.
"The reasons she gives are, perhaps, adequate. Or perhaps sheis simply abeing with absolutely no
conscience and an agenda of her own."

Maras eyesturned hard. "Weve got to get Jacen out from under her influence.”

"That'swhy | told Jacen to take time off and to reconnect with hisfriends,” Luke said. "I can't order him
not to feel aconnection to Vergere, but | can tell him to connect to al the parts of hislifethataren't
Vergere"

Maranodded. "Good idea."

"Whatever may have happened to Jacen while he was gone, he's more mature than he was. More
balanced. And more centered than ever in the force.”

Marabit her lip. "1 agree. Not everything that happened to him was negative."

"After Jacen's gotten his bearings back, I'll send him on amission. After hel's had a chanceto think and
regain hisbaance, hell need to reconnect with hisjob."

"Yes" Sheheditated. "That may be hard, but it's necessary.” "'l spoke this morning of Jacen's having a
specid dedtiny," Luke sad. "Vergere thinks he has one aswell."

Maralooked at him over her shoulder. "Maybe you'd better tell me what she said.”

Chapter 15

Because he needed to know, he returned.

He needed to know whether or not he was doomed, and along with him the revived Jedi Order he had
Created.

Vergere peered up at Luke from her perch on the stoal. "Come to ask more questions?' sheinquired. "I
should warn you I've dready spent my day answering questions from Fleet Intelligence, and I'm tired of
it"



"I'll tradeyou," Luke said. "One of my questionsfor one of yours."

Her whiskersrippled. "Y ou didn't answer my lagt. If you can't detect the Y uuzhan Vong in the Force, is
the fault with the Y uuzhan VVong or with your perceptions?’

L uke settled onto the chair opposite Vergere. "Y ou left out athird possibility. The fault may bein the
Force."

Vergeresfeathery crest rosein surprise. "Isthis your answer?”

"No. | don'thave an answer," Luke admitted. Helooked at VVergere. "Do you?'
Vergere smoothed her crest with one hand. "Isthat your first question?”

“Itis"

Vergere paused for along moment, asif mentaly rehearsng an answer. "Before | can answer, | need to
know whether Jacen told you what happened to me on Zonama Sekot.”

"Hedid," Lukesaid.
"So you know that | chose to accompany the Y uuzhan VVong in order to discover their true nature.”

"Y ou spent fifty yearswith them. And so if anyone should have an answer to the question of whether the
Y uuzhan VVong are outside the Force, it should be you."

"Yes" There was along pause while Luke waited for Vergere to continue. Then she said, "That was
your answer."

Luke smiled. "The answer to my firgt questionis'yes!™

"Correct."

"And I'll haveto ask another question if | want further information.”

"Also correct.”

"Isnt thisalittlebit childish?"

Her feathersfluffed, then smoothed. "It's your game, not mine. And | believeit'smy turn.”

He shrugged. "Go ahead.”

Shefixed him with her tilted eyes. "If the Y uuzhan VVong arc completely outside the Force, what does
that imply for the Jedi and our beliefs?'

Luke heditated. Thiswasn't just aquestion, thiswas the Question of Questions, the issue he had been
wrestling since the invasion began. When he spoke, he spoke carefully.

"It impliesthat our knowledge of the Forceisin error, or incomplete. Or it impliesthat theVVong are ...



an aberration. A profanation of the Force. A thing that should not be." He hesitated again, but the
implacablelogic of histrain of thought forced him to continue. "To life we owe our compassion and our
duty. But | must wonder what we owe to something completely outside our definition of life, to something
that isakind of living death. | must wonder if we owe them anything but areal death?!

"Y ou shrink from thisthought.” It was a statement, not a question.

"Any being of conscience must," Luke said. He could fed tensonin his clenched jaw muscles. "But il it
ismy duty to the Jedi not to fear wherethisleads." He centered himsdlf, and tried to send the tension into
thefar digance. "My turn,” he said.

Vergere nodded. "Proceed.”

Hetook abreath, and forced himself to ask the question that he suspected would doom him."" Are the
Y uuzhan Vong outside the Force?"

"I have only what amountsto an opinion.”

"But it'sthe opinion of a Jedi Knight, experienced in the Force, who has spent fifty years among the
Y uuzhan Vong."

"Yes. And my opinionisthis by definition the Forceisal life, and dl lifeisthe Force. So therefore the
Y uuzhan VVong, who are living beings, are within the Force, even though we can't see them there.”

L uke felt months-long tenson draining from hislimbs, and a heavy stone fly weightless from his heart.
"Thank you," he murmured.

She looked at him and spoke with quiet intengity. "Y ou owe to the Y uuzhan V ong the same measure of
compassion you oweto dl life. No war of exterminationisjustified. Y ou will not haveto eradicate this
profanation from the heart of existence.”

L uke bowed his head. "Thank you," he repeated.

"Why were you afraid of my answver?'

"Becauseif the enemy were not life, if they did not deserve compassion, then leading awar againgt them
would have furnished ameans of |etting the dark side enter not only myself, but al the Jedi | havetrained

aswdl."

"My understanding of your position, then, isthat such traitsas anger and aggression are to be avoided,
because they may lead to domination of the mind and spirit by the dark side of the Force."

Lukelooked at her. "Was that your second question?' ™Y oung Master," Vergere said, "it was phrased
very carefully so asnot to be aquestion. | was merely attempting a clarification of your postion.”

Luke smiled. "Y es, your understanding is correct.”

"Then my next question isthis: do you believe that nature would have given ustraits such as anger and
aggresson if they were not useful ?'



"Useful forwhat ?'Luke countered. "They are useful to the dark side. What use does a Jedi have for
anger and aggresson? The Jedi Codeis specific: we act not from passion, but from serenity.”

Vergere settled onto her stoal. "1 understand now," she said. "Our difference concernswherethis
serenity originates. Y ou believe serenity isan absence of passion, but | believeit is a consequence of
knowledge, and sdlf-knowledge most of dl.”

"If passion is not opposed to serenity,” Luke said, "why are they paired in the Jedi Code?!

"Because theconsequences of these two states of mind are opposed to one another. An unchecked
passion produces actionsthat are hasty, ill considered, and often destructive. Serenity, on the other hand,
may well result in no action at all—and when it does, serenity produces actions that proceed from
knowledge and deliberation, if not from wisdom." Her wide mouth suggested asmile. "My turn.”

"I haven't asked my question yet."

"l beg your pardon, but you asked a question about the Jedi Code. | answered.”
Luke sighed. "Very well. Though it seemsto methat I'm conceding agrest dedl "
"Onthe contrary. Y ou are acting from serene sdlf-knowledge."

Lukelaughed. "If youings."

"l do." Vergere stroked her delicate whiskers and considered her next question. "It was my observation
that on your last visgit, you were angry with me. Y ou believed that | had ddliberately harmed your
apprentice—which was accurate—though your anger was moderated somewhat when | explained my
motivations™

"That'strue" Luke admitted.

"Now my question is, was that anger dark? Wasit an evil passion that possessed you, such that the dark
sde might have taken you as a consequence?”’

L uke chose histhoughts carefully. "Itcould have been. If | had used that anger to Strike out at you, or
harm you, particularly through the Force, then it would have been adark passion.”

"Y oung Madter, it ismy contention that the anger you experienced was natural and useful. | caused
deliberate harm —pain and anguish and suffering, over a period of weeks—to ayoung man for whom
you had accepted responsibility and for whom you felt ameasure of love.Naturally you felt anger.
Naturally you wanted to break my thin little neck. It is absolutely natural, when you discover that a
person hasinflicted deliberate pain on ahelplessvictim, to fed angry with that person. Itisequaly as
natural an emotion asto fed compassion for the victim.”

Vergerefd| slent, and Luke let the silence build.

After amoment, Vergere bobbed her head. "Very well, young Master. Y ou are correct when you said
that if you had entered my cell and struck out at me with the Force, that such an action would have been
dark. But you didn't. Instead your anger prompted you to speak to me and find out the reasons for my
actions. To that extent, your anger was not only natura butuseful. It led to understanding on both our

parts”



She paused. "I'm about to ask arhetoricad question. Y ou need not answer."
"Thank you for the warning."

"My rhetorica question iswhy wasn't your anger dark? And my answer is.because you under stood
it. You understood the cause of the emotion, and therefore it did not seize power over you."

L uke thought for amoment. "It isyour contention, then," he said, "that to understand an emotion isto
prevent its being dark.”

"Unreasoning passion isthe province of darkness,”" Vergere said. "But an understood emotion is not
unreasoning. That iswhy the route to mastery isthrough self-knowledge." Her tilted eyes widened. "It's
not possibleto suppressdl emotion, nor isit desirable. An emotionless person isno morethan a
machine. But to understand the origin and nature of one'sfedings, thatis possble.”

"When Darth VVader and the Emperor held me prisoner,” Luke said, "they kept urging me to surrender to
"Y our anger was anatural response to your captivity, and they wished to make use of it. They wished to
fan your anger into aburning rage that would alow the darkness to enter. Butany unreasoning passion
would do. When anger becomes rage, fear becomes terror, love becomes obsession, self-esteem

becomes vainglory, then anatura and ussful emotion becomes an unreasoning compulsion and the
darknessis"

"I let thedark sdetakeme," Luke said. "I cut off my father's hand.”

"Ahhh." Vergere nodded. "Now | understand much." "When my ragetook contral, | felt invincible. | felt
complete. | felt free”

Vergere nodded again. "When you arein the grip of an irresstible compulsion, it isthen that you fed
most like yoursdlf. But in redlity it wasyou who were passive then. Y ou let the feding control you."

"My turn for aquestion,” Luke said, and at that point acomm unit chimed.

"Master Skywalker." Nylykerkasvoice. "A fleet hasjust arrived out of hyperspace, and they wish to
contact you."

Vergereblinked a him. "Next time," she said.

Lukerose. "Next time" he said.

Outsde, Nylykerkamet him with abow. "Sixteen shipsjust arrived, mostly freighters or modified
freighters, but including a Star Destroyer, Errant Venture. There are messagesto you from Captain
Karrde, and aso from Lando Carissan, who commands one of the ships.”

"“Thank you."

Nylykerkawaked with him to the nearest comm unit. "I'm running out of questionsto ask her," the
Tammarian said. "And I'm running out of reasonsto hold her."



"Keep her until | can talk to her onemoretime,” Luke said. "I'm still not convinced that she's benign.”
The Tammarian'sair sac pulsed meditatively. "Then why would she rescue Jacen?!

"To gain accessto the Jedi, perhaps so she can destroy us.”

Air whigtled from Nylykerkas sac. "No wonder you want her held.”

The problem, Luke thought, wasthat if VVergere was as powerful as he thought, shewouldn't bein
Nylykerkas cell any longer than she wanted to be there.

L uke stepped aboardWild Karrde to a sdute from a double row of skull-headed, glowing-eyed droids
with massive physiques and doping foreheads. The ship smelled of machine oil. Luke returned the salute
and marched down the line to be embraced by Lando Calrissian and to have his hand pumped by Talon
Karrde.

"I seeyour droid factory isthriving," Luketold Lando.
"Everything you see" Lando said with agrin, "isfor sale to the government for avery reasonable price.”

Lukefrowned at hisfriend's flippant remark. "That strongly depends on whether weget agovernment,”
hesad.

Karrde looked serious and tugged his small goatee. "Y ou'd better tell us about that,” he said.

Karrde took Luketo his cabin, and Luke told Lando and Karrde of the latest developmentsin the
Senate. "There have always been rumors about Fyor Rodan,” he said findly. "Rumorsthat he's
connected with smuggling operations on the Rim. If ether of you know any of the details, perhgpsyou
canhelpus..."

"Discredit Rodan by associating him withus' Karrde said, and laughed.
"No offense" Luke said.

"Nonetaken," Karrde said. "But I'm afraid | can't help you. It's not Fyor Rodan who's the smuggler, it's
his older brother Tormak."

"Tormak Rodan used to fly out of Nar Shaddaa for Jabbathe Hutt," Lando said. "After Jabba had his,
ah, accident, Tormak went independent and set up on the Rim.”

"He and his brotherhate each other,” Karrde added. "Tormak was into anything shady, and little brother
Fyor grew up as strait-laced as they come, probably in reaction to how big brother Tormak behaved. If
Fyor's sensitive on the subject of smuggling, | guessthat'swhy. Still," he added, stroking his goatee. "
think Lando and | can help your candidate dong."

Alarmtingled dong Luke's nerves. "How?" he asked.

Karrde gave aprivate little smile. "It's best you don't know."

"l don't want Ca Omas discredited,” Luke said quickly. "If you get caught in something shady, no one



will believe that Cal wasn't behind it.”
Lando put areassuring hand on Luke'sarm. "Not getting caught at something shady is our specidty.”
"Therédsdwaysafirg time."

"Luke," Lando said, "were just businessmen. Were trying to get government contracts. We have a
perfectly legitimate reason for talking to anyone who could help us.”

"And we have sixteen shipsfull of suppliesthat we're donating to the refugees on Mon Cdamari,”
Karrde added. "All courtesy of the Smugglers Alliance. So we're going to bevery, very popular for a
while, and politicians will want to be seen with us.”

"I'm not sure | likewhat I'm hearing,” Luke said.

"Then welll change the subject,” Karrde said smoothly. He opened alocker and took out a metal
container, which he thumped down onto the table and opened. "Likeit?"

Luke saw aboxy, whedled droid, and gave alittle shiver of distaste. "It looks like amouse droid,” he
sad. Millions of mouse droids were in existence, chittering and squeaking and running their obscure
errands beneath the feet of annoyed citizens. Why anyone had chosen to model adroid on
disease-carrying vermin was beyond him.

"It'samouse droid chassis," Lando said. "We get them cheap—people practicaly pay usto take them
away. But this mouse droid now contains the sensor unit of one of our Y uuzhan Vong Hunter droids.”

"Ah," Luke said, understanding.

"The Y uuzhan VVong Hunter units are better at sensaing Y uuzhan Vong than they are at sensng humans,”
Karrde said. "But theyare aggressive, and, well—"

"Murderous," Lando said.

Karrde gave him a sharp look. " Conspicuous was the word | was looking for." He tapped the mouse
droid. "One of our YVH-M units can sniff out Y uuzhan Vong infiltrators and, unlike one of our Hunters,
won't be tempted to immediately blow him to smithereens. Instead, it can be programmed to follow the
infiltrator, record his movements, and take note of anyonethat the infiltrator talksto."

"Who ever notices amouse droid?' Lando said. "Most people do their best toavoid noticing diem.”

"Our next modd will feature asmdl repulsorlift.Flying Y uuzhan Vong Hunters—just think about it!"

L uke had been making some quiet cal culations while the others were involved with their sdles pitch. "l
don't think you should talk about your YVH-M modésto just anybody,” he said. "We want these to be
asurprise, especidly to the Y uuzhan Vong."

Lando smiled and nodded. " Can you suggest who weshould tak to?"

"Dif Scaur and Ayddar Nylykerka, for two."

"The head of New Republic Intdligence, and hismilitary equivaent. That's very good.”



L uke reached out and gave the smooth plastic surface of the mouse droid apat. "I have afeding,” he
sad, "thislittle critter isgoing to be very, very useful.”

Trickster was parked in orbit around Kashyyyk, and agroup of Wookiee technicians descended onit,
supervised by Lowbacca. Quarters for the Twin Suns Squadron and docking bay space for their
X-wings had been found on the old Rendili DreadnaughtStarsider, which had been converted to atender
and supply depot for other ships. Jainafound her new cabin and threw herself down on a mattress that
till smelled of the previous occupant's unwashed body.

Thefirgt tiling she checked were the holomessages that had piled up waiting for her while shed been on
the Obroa-skai mission.

Yes. There was a holomessage from Jacen. Her ringers trembled as she pressed the buttons that would
play the recording.

"Hi," Jacen said. "'I'm back from the dead." And he looked it—he was ten or twelve kilos underweight,
and thelong hair and scraggly beard gave him the appearance of a hermit just rescued from along period
of fagting in the desert.

He briefly explained that he'd been held prisoner by the Y uuzhan Vong, and rescued by a Jedi named
Vergere, aJedi of the Old Republic.

"I'm sorry | didn't try to contact you through our twin bond," he said. ™Y ou were in my thoughtsthe
wholetime. But | knew that the Y uuzhan V ongwanted you to try to rescue me—they were ready for it.
They wanted to sacrifice us both in aspecid ceremony. So my greatest chance of staying dive wasto
keep you asfar away from me as possible.

"They tdl me you've played abig part in avictory.” Hisbrown eyes gazed mildly out of the holo. "I hope
that means you've been dl right while I've been away. It must have been bad enough knowing that An
akin was dead without thinking that | was gone aswell." He hesitated. "I know you're too sensibleto get
into anything redlly hurtful, but I hope yourewell, and | hope well be ableto talk soon. Tell Logic and
everyone hi. Takecare. | loveyou."

The holographic image fizzled out. Jamas thoughts whirled. It seemed she was forgiven for not trying to
contact Jacen through the twin bond they shared, but on the other hand Jacen seemed to have sensed, or
perhaps heard about, her mad, angry brush with the dark side, her surrender to the fury that was her
legacy through the blood of Vader.

What could shetell Jacen? It had been bad enough confessing her actionsto her mother.

The next message was from Jagged Fdl, reporting that he'd encountered her mother and father on the
Hydian Way, and that Leiahad told him Jacen had escaped the Y uuzhan VVong.

Dideveryoneknow before | did? shethought.

"I'vemissed you," Jag said. "'l wish | waswith you. | wish | could see your reaction when you find out
that Jacen isdive. | want to kissyou in celebration.”

Even though she wanted to bask in misery at this moment, Jag's words brightened her spirit. The



memory of hisarmsaround her, and the phantom taste of hislips on hers, whispered like awarm summer
wind through her memory.

Sheredly couldnt, shethought. Being in love a atime like this was madness. Not when death reached
out to her at every moment, when another person to love meant only another person to mourn when the
timecame,

But Jacen had come back . . . perhaps that meant that things had changed.
Her mind whirled. But one thing was clear: soon death would comefor her.

The fewer people to mourn then, the better.

Jainafound Kyp Durron in the pilots mess, chewing without enthusiasm on a recondtituted, freeze-dried
iagoin stesk that may have been in astorage locker since the days of Empress Teta. "Great One," he
said, looking up, "please exercise your godly powers and summon red food. Were orbiting six hundred
kilometers above the greenest planet in the New Republic, and the mess can't seem to find any fresh
vegetables." He paused, then looked at her in surprise. "What's wrong, Sticks?”

"Jacen'sdive" shesad. "He'son Mon Cdamari with Uncle Luke and Mara."

Kyp's expression cleared. "Wonderful!" he said. " Get yoursdlf aplate of rehydrated sathia bean paste,
and well have afeast and celebratel”

Jaina sat heavily on the seat oppodite him. "What do | tell him I've been up to since he was captured?’
she asked.

Comprehension dawned. "l sec,” Kyp said. "Well." He looked down at his plate and pushed theiagoin
away with distaste, then looked at Jainaagain. "Y ou may aswell tel him the truth.”

"Therédsmoretoit than that," Jainasaid. "During his capture he made no attempt to contact me through
the Force, for fear that I'd try to rescue him and run into atrap. So what do | tell him— that because he
didn't contact me | ran amok? What's that going to do tohim?"

Kyp listened carefully and nodded. "1 understand your concern,” he said, "but | think Jacen can take
care of himsdlf. He dways has. And besides, Anakin's deeth had as much to do with your going to the
dark as Jacen's capture did.”

"Maybe s0. But it's hard to know how he's going to take things. What if it sends him into another spird
of—of whatever it wasthat pardyzed himin thefirg place?"

"Y ou saw the hologram,” Kyp said. "Did helook paradyzed?’

Jainafound hersalf smiling. "No. Helooked like held been through alot., but—he looked dl right. And
he was right enough to be concerned about me."

Kyp nodded &t her solemnly. "Then | think—when you sec him—you'll know what to say."

Jainalooked at her hands. "'l hope s0."



Kyp grinned. "Isthere anythingel se that's going to keep you from celebrating?!

Jainasmiled, but sobered quickly. "Admira Krefey," she said. "He and the Bothans have gone
mad—they've dl decided they're going to wipe out the Y uuzhan Vong to the last germ cell. So now we
have acommander who's bent on destroying awhole species.” Shelooked a him. "Isthat an invitation to

thedark sde, or what?'

Kyp wasimpressed. "Even / never went that far,” he said. He leaned across the table toward Jaina: "I
think that the dark side can only take command when you're feding certain emotions,” hesaid. "In my
caeit wasanger. In yoursit wasthe desire for vengeance.”

"On behdf of abrother who turned out not to be dead,” Jaina added bitterly.

"Aswell asthe one who was. Y es. That was wrong, and we're agreed on that. But | think we should try
to make severd didinctions here.”

"All right,” Jainasaid, though she felt cautious at the idea of too many shadings and distinctions between
light and dark.

"Theres aggression for its own sake. Which isbad.”

”YS,"

"Therés defensve war, fighting againgt invaders on behalf of your own worlds or people or government.
Which, if not necessarilygood, isat least judtified.”

Jainanodded. "I'm following you."
" And then there's a counterattack in an otherwise defensive war. Which was Obroa-skai."
"Andit'swhat?' Jainaasked. "Good? Bad? Justified?"

"Judtified,” Kyp said. "I've been thinking hard about this, and | think justified.” Then he saw Jainds
dubiouslook, and said, "L et me give you an andogy."

"All right.”

"Say you have afriend who has something valuable, like aring. And athief attacks your friend and stedls
the ring, and for some reason you can't prevent it."

"I'mfollowing you."

"And later, you meet the thief, and you see the thief wearing thering. So isit aggression to bring the thief
to justice, and return thering to itsrightful owner?

"Soyouresaying,” Janasad, "that thethief islike the Y uuzhan Vong, who have been steding our
worlds, and that it's not aggression to want our worlds back and the Y uuzhan Vong out of our hair?'

"I'm not saying that there isn't adegree of aggresson. But I'm saying it's justified.”

"But if your aggresson letsin the dark?'



"Thenit'snot justified,” Kyp said. He Sighed. "Look. Y ou can go after the thief because you're angry at
him and you want to give him agood pounding, or you can go after the thief because you want to see
judtice done. Theresadifference. Anger isdark, but thelove of justiceislight.”

"And perfect justiceisimpossible” Jaina countered.

"Perfect justice isn't theissue. Y ou're setting too high a standard. We haven't sworn oathsto be perfect.”
He considered for amoment. "L ook, it'slike when Luke was fighting Darth \VVader, and the Emperor
stood by urging him to strike out of anger. Fighting Darth Vaderwasn't the wrong thing to do! But
fighting him out of angerwas."

Jainalooked at him for along while. "No offense, Kyp, but | wish it was Uncle L uke who was making
this argument, not the greatest living expert on the dark side of the Force.”

Kyp looked at her soberly. "Sodo |, Jaina. Sodo I."

When Winter opened the door, there was adight hiss of changing pressure. She saw Luke, Mara, and
Jacen, and stepped away from the door to let them inside.

"Please. Comein."

Admira Ackbar's apartment was deep below sealeve in Heurkea FHoating City, and wasfilled with the
scent of the ocean. The rooms were rounded and dimly lit, and echoed to the music of falling water.
There were degp seawater poolsin every room, connected by submerged tunnels or by channels
gpanned by smdll arched bridges. Thewalls and ceilings shimmered with golden light reflected by the
waves, and the floors werettiled in colors that reflected the moods of the sea, green, blue, turquoise, and
aguamarine.

The door hissed shut behind them.

Winter wore along white gown and a necklace of sea-green jade. She greeted L uke and Marawith an
embrace, and kissed Jacen on each cheek.

"How isthe admird?' Luke asked. He pitched hisvoice low in the hope that these artificid caverns
wouldn't amplify hisvoice and carry it through the house.

"Hisbody isfalling him," Winter said. Her calm voice was matter-of-fact, but Luke could see the lines of
sadness radiating from the corners of her eyes.

"Can anything be done?' Mara asked.

"Ashetold you the other day, thereés no singletiling wrong,” Winter said. "Therea problemisage, and
the way he drove himsdf during the Rebellion. He wasn't young even then, you know."

"l suppose not,” Luke said. "It never occurred to me to wonder how old he was. He seemed as young
as—as he needed to be, | guess.”

"Youll find hismind isas supple asever,” Winter said. "He can sill work for ten hoursat astretch if he
takes care of hisbody."



"Work?' Maraasked. "At what?'

"I'll let Ackbar tell you that." Luke, Mara, and Jacen followed the tall, white-haired woman over asmall
bridge and across stepping-stones—actudly the tops of tall pillars—set in aquiet pool. They cameto a
comfortable drawing room with a central pool set amid comfortable furniture. There Ackbar waited,
bobbing in the pool. He waved one huge hand.

"Luke!" hecdled. "Mara Y oung Jacen! Welcometo my home!™ His voice showed no sign of the
durred diction it had shown in Admira Sow's office, and boomed out as vigoroudy asif he were shouting
orderson the bridge of hisflagship.

"Thank you, Sr," Luke said.

"Please seat yoursalves. Forgive mefor not joining you—I'm much more comfortable these daysif | say
inwater."

"Your homeislovely," Marasad.
"It suitsme," Ackbar said amply.

Winter efficiently served refreshments while Ackbar and his guests chatted. Then Ackbar floated toward
Jacen, and looked up a him with hisgoggle eyes.

"Can you tel me of the Y uuzhan VVong, young Jacen?'
"I'mwilling," Jacen said. "But it'salargetopic.”
"Y ou're the only person | know who has any exposure to them. Tell me what you can.”

Jacen spoke for along time, of the Y uuzhan VVong and their castes, their leadership, their religion, the
way they interacted with each other and their captives. He touched on his own experience only lightly.
Luke was surprised and impressed that Jacen, in pain and in davery and alone, had observed his captors
s0 acutely, and was able to organize his materia so well.

Winter listened in silence, and after awhile sat on the edge of the pool, pulled up her gown, and dangled
her legsin the water. Ackbar floated next to her, and she rested an affectionate hand on hissoping
glabrous shoulder.

L uke watched them and thought of the many tragedies contained in Winter's mind. The white-haired
woman possessed a holographic memory that recorded her entirelife in perfect detail but would not
permit her to forget. The grief she must have felt at the destruction of her homeworld of Alderaan, with
her family and friends, was as fresh in her mind now asit had been twenty-seven years ago. The battles
of the Rebdllion, the struggles againgt Furgan and Joruus C'baoth, the kidnapping of the infant Anakin
Solo . .. Winter could relive al these with the same intensity with which sheld first experienced them.
Likewise, the years she had spent with Jacen when he was a child were as vivid as her experience of the
adult Jacen himsdlf, Stting near her.

Winter'smindwas a hologram, L uke redlized: it contained a complete template of her life. Birth, death,
joy, tragedy, violence, triumph, despair. Seen that way, it wasn't surprising that she'd joined Ackbar in his
retirement: perhaps her mind contained more than enough severe experience by now, and she needed



tranquil memoriesto place dongsde those that were not in the least tranquil.

But now, as Ackbar declined, Winter was going to acquire even more long, sad memoriesthat she
would never be ableto forget.

Ackbar listened to Jacen's story, and then he and Winter asked a series of questions. Finally Ackbar
sighed, and settled peacefully in the weter.

"Very good,” hesaid. "I know how to beat them now." Luke looked at the admira in surprise. "So that's
what you've been working on."

"Ohyes." Ackbar looked up a Winter and gave her knee apat. "With Winter as my memory and my
invauable assstant, 1've been working very hard on astrategic plan for the war, and now Jacen has
confirmed my ideas of the Y uuzhan Vong character. | think victory isnow conceivable.”

"Areyou planning to come out of retirement?’ Luke asked. Ackbar gave aburbling sigh. "I don't know if
that's possible, Admira Sow iswilling to take my counsel on this matter—but will anyone listen to poor
Admird Sow?'

"They'll ligentoyou" Lukesad. "I can'timagine anyone not listening.”

"Borsk Fey'lyawouldn't listen,” Ackbar said. "And Borsk Fey'lya had many friends.” He shook his huge
head. "1 truly miss Mon Mothma. We understood one another—our skillswere so entirely
complementary. She and | were a perfect team, she the great orator and politician, and | her sword. She
was able to sec the trapsthat | was blind to, and | saw the dangers that she could not see. Her wisdom
saw the Rebellion to its conclusion and created the New Republic. And with my fleets| helped bring
about the defeat of the Empire." Again he shook his head. " She spoiled me!" he said. " She understood
my methods, and | understood hers. Since her passing, I've had to deal with others who were not so
understanding, and | lacked the skill for it—I had never needed it before." He sighed, and for the first
time he durred hiswords, as he had the other day. "Mon Mothma. Perhaps | shouldn't have outlived
her."

Whiter looked at Ackbar in concern. "Never say that."
"No," Lukesaid. "You still have much to contribute. Y our plan will prove that."

Ackbar 9ghed again. "But who will seethis plan? It requires not only the cooperation of the military, but
of the highest levels of government. And our governmenthas no highest levels.”

Ackbar was obvioudy tired, and the visitors didn't stay long after that. As Winter saw them out, she
paused and put a hand on Jacen's shoulder. "I was so sorry to hear about Anakin,” she said.

Jacen nodded dowly. "He was dways grateful to you," he said. "He knew how you fought for him on
Anoth.” Histwo hands took Winter's between them. "If it weren't for you, he wouldn't have had the last
fourteen years of hislife. And it'snot just Anakin who was grateful for that, it's Janaand | and everyone
who knew him." He kissed Winter'shand, and let it fall.

Maraand Luke embraced Winter, and |eft the apartment. Perhaps, L uke thought, Winter's holographic
memory was not aways a cause for sorrow. She would remember Anakin as an infant, asagrowing
boy, and those brilliant, undying memories might well be brighter than the more distant knowledge of his
desth.



Somewhere at least memories of Anakin were preserved perfectly, Anakin ashewas, dive and vitd,
unscarred by the tragedy that was his end.

Luketook great comfort in the thought.

Chapter 16

In the end Jaina decided to put aside any other considerations, and concentrate once again on being a
good leader to the Twin Suns Squadron. Half her squadron had no combat experience beyond operating
battle stationsonTrickster, and that was hardly their norma line of work. They were starfighter pilots,
and Jainaknew too well that even experienced pilots had a very short life expectancy when going up
againg the Y uuzhan VVong. She planned an ambitioustraining schedule, putting the pilotsin their cockpits
amost every day, battling against formations of A-wings, whose speed and combat characteristics most
resembled the Y uuzhan V ong cora skippers. On the days when the squadrons weren't in their X-wings,
they would do classroom work on tactical theory and practice.

Jainas ambitious schedule fell gpart on the second day. Twin Suns Squadron was practicing hyperlight
maneuvers, pursuing asquadron of A-wingsunder Colond ljix Harona. Haronaand his Scimitar
Squadron made repeated short hyperspace jumps while Twin Suns Squadron tried to both follow them
through hyperspace and end their jumpsin an advantageous tactica position relativeto their quarry. The
two squadrons were evenly matched: both were composed haf of experienced pilots and haf of rookies.

The two squadrons had completed their second pursuit—amodest success, Jaina thought—when a
distress sgnd flashed across their hyperspace comm units.

"ThisisNew Republic cruiserFar Thunder. We and the frigateWhip Hand are under attack by
approximately sixty enemy cora skippers. Our hyperdrive engines are disabled. Coordinatesfollow. We
request assistance from all nearby New Republic forces. | repedt...”

Jainas blood ran chill.Far Thunder was the cruiser that had been disabled at Obroa-skai, and had been
left under escort by the ex-Imperia Lancer-class frigateWhip Hand. Most of Far Thunder's personnel
had been evacuated, and there weren't enough remaining to make up afighting crew. Jaina thumbed the
intership comm and sgnaled Mgor Harona.

"Scimitar One, did you copy the distress message?’

"I copy, Twin One." Harona's voice was dightly distracted. "Ask them for details. I'm going to query
Heet Command.”

"Understood, Scimitar One." Jainatriggered the hyperspace comm."Far Thunder, thisisTwin Suns
Squadron. Can you give me an idea of your Situation?”

"Mgor Solo?' A new voice came on-line, and JainarecognizedFar Thunder's, Captain Hannser. "We
have only damage control and bridge crew aboard. Weve daved the weapon systemsto droid brains,
but it's not as effective asared fighting crew. We'velost our tender. We've lost alot of our shieldsand
were getting hammered. Whip Hand is holding her own but istoo hard-pressed to protect us.” Jaina
heard quiet despair in the voice. "I just want to buy some time to evacuate my crew and scuttle the ship.
That'sdl | ask."



Her heart went out to him. Hannser had argued so forcefully against Farlander, who had wanted to
scuttle the cruiser, and finally won hispoint . . . only to cometo this.

"Understood, Far Thunder,"" Jainasaid. "Stand by."

She switched to intership comm. " Scimitar One,Far Thunder reports—"

"l heard," Harona said shortly, and then added, "Fleet Command is concerned that it's an ambush.”

"The messages aren't faked," Jainasaid. "'l recognize the captain's voice."

"Stand by, Twin One." Jainawaited along moment while Haronasignaded heedquarters. Then hisvoice
returned. "Feet Command has |eft the decison to me," Haronareported. "If we don't go, they'll order
Whip Hand to save hersdf and abandon the fight,”

Jainabit her lip. It would take a considerable effort for coral-skippers to destroy even adisabled capital
ship, but they could do it in time. The two reinforcing squadrons would go along way toward evening the
odds, but half the starfighter pilots were rookies who couldn't be expected to hold their own againgt the
Y uuzhan Vong, and the experienced pilots would be distracted by having to look after them.

Plus, the Y uuzhan VVong themselves may have sent for reinforcements.

She thought of shiddsfalling, the hull being breached, death and d ow-marching obliteration asFar
Thunder was destroyed piece by piece, compartment by compartment.

Jainathumbed her comm button. "I'd risk it, Colond," she said. "If it'stoo hairy, we can jump out.”

There was along silence before Harona's voice returned. "Agreed, Twin One," he said. "Well usethe
A-wing dash, so that putsyou in the lead.”

"Understood, Scimitar One." Jaina spoke through clenched teeth—Harona's plan would commit Jainas
squadron first, and keep his own A-wings out of the battle until after the fight got nasty.

Not that Haronas plan didn't make sense. The A-wingswere little more than apair of giant Novaldex
engines with weapons and a pilot strapped on—they couldn't take punishment like an X-wing, and were
best a hit-and-run fighting.

" Stand by to receive jump coordinates. Prepare to jump on my mark."

"l copy, Scimitar One."

Jaina switched to the channel she used for communication with her squadron. "We havereceived a
distress cdl from two capita shipsunder attack,” she said. "We're going in to help them. Thisis no drill."
She paused amoment to let that Sink in. "I want wingmates to stick closeto their leaders. Y ou arenot to
go off onaVong hunt on your own. Each flight isto form single file with two kilometers between ships.
Twin Five, | want your flight twenty kilometers astern of my flight and to right.” Lowie howled an
acknowledgment. "Twin Nine, your flight will fly cover twenty kilometers astern of Twin Five."
"Acknowledged,” Tesar said.

Shewanted her squadron in single file because it was easier for the rookies to keep up. They had dl



been assigned as wingmates to more experienced pilots, so al they had to do was follow the ship ahead
of them and shoot at any enemy that got in the way. If the wingmates themsalves got bounced, they'd
have a veteran pilot behind them who might be able to keep their tails from being waxed.

Jainawatched the displays as her squadron settled into the assigned formation. Not awhole lot of
bumping and weaving, which was good.

"Wewon't know the full picture until we get in," she said, "so be prepared to maneuver the second we
get into realspace. Any questions?"

No questions. Everyonein her squadron, she thought, was either very smart or very stupid. Jainaknew
which way she wanted to bet.

"Extend your foils. Arm and test weaponsnow!" Laser bolts flew past Jaina's cockpit as weapons were
tested. At least her rookies hadn't blown her tail off, which under these conditions had to count asa
SUCCESS.

Her navigationa computer lit as ljix Haronafed her coordinates. " Jump on the colond's mark,” Jaina
said, and switched to the "al ships’ frequency to hear Haronas voice.

"Onmy mark," he repeated. "Five. Four. Three. Two. Mark." The starlight streamed away around the
cockpit, and Twin Suns Squadron was on itsway.

It was atwenty-minute hyperspace jump, which gave Jainafar too much time to think about what was
going to happen. Plans and contingencies svarmed through her mind. Most of them ended with the New
Republic forces getting spl attered.

She thought of plasma cannon projectiles shredding her rookies. Or Lowbacca. Or herself. She knew
that if the war went on, it was only amatter of time before it happened. Sooner or later the desth |ottery
would call her number, just asit had called so many others.

With an act of resolute will she banished the dead from her mind. She had to think of waysto survive,
not brood on the long ligt of the lost. Her menta armor datted into place around her. Shewould
concentrate only on the outcome, on a successful resolution of thefight.

It was not until her nav computer gave her the two-minute warning that she thought to call on the Force.
She had been neglecting her daily Force exercises and meditations, and not just because she was busy.
Opening to the Force meant opening to the totdity of life, and that included the emotions she was denying
hersalf—qgyief, terror, panic, horror. It meant being vulnerable, and she couldn't afford vulnerability right
now. She had to keep focused on the outcome, and anything that didn't lead directly to the surviva of her
squadron wasirrelevant.

Nevertheless she called on the Force, calling only on its strength to refresh her, its vigor to keep her
mind dert. She knew she could do that, for short periods at least, and not be distracted by al the other
things to which the Force connected.

Distantly, in her Force awareness, she could sense Lowbacca and Tesar, and they sent her aburst of
fierce warrior joy. She absorbed it, felt its keen anticipation of the coming combat, and tried to useit to
give hersdf strength. She wished she had other Jedi here, Jedi who could form the linked Force-meld
they had called into being at Obroa-skai, but she and Lowie and Tesar were the only three present, and



three redlly weren't enough.

The X-wing nav computer gave its chiming warning, and suddenly the stars hurled themsalves againgt the
black backdrop of space and stuck there. Jaina scanned her displays and saw at once the two New
Republic capitd ships, big vessals surrounded by swarms of swift-flying gnats. Energies flashed on the
displays: it was clear that the two big shipswere dtill fighting. Far in the distance, slanding off, were apair
of tender anal ogues, unarmed cord craft that had brought the coral skippersto the battle.

They were in deep space. No suns, no planets, no moons, no asteroids, N0 COMets.

"Twin Squadron,” she ordered, "dter course Sixty degreesto left, in succession. Once you hit my mark,
accd erate to ninety-five percent maximum thrust. Thisis Twin One, turningnow”

The controls responded smoothly in her hands as she swung the ship on its new trgjectory and punched
the engine controls. Behind her each X-wing followed in turn, the line of ships, dmogt fifty kilometers
long, turning toward the fight. Tesar and Lowbaccawere adistant, reinforcing presencein the Force.

ljix Haronaand his A-wings stayed behind, but Harona's ships had enough acceleration, Jainaknew, to
catch her any time he wanted.

"Thisis Twin Suns Squadron and Scimitar Squadron,” JainatoldFar Thunder andWhip Hand. "Where
do you want us?"

Whip Handreplied first. "Were holding our own," Jainawastold. "Y our priority isto hepFar Thunder”

"Copy that,Whip Hand.!" Whip Hand was alL.ancer- classfrigate, devel oped by the Empireto guard
convoys againgt attacks by Rebel starfighters. It was a ship dedicated to battling swarms of smdll craft,
and wasidedl for holding oft" groups of cordskippers. If Far Thunder hadn't suffered so much damage
and evacuated so many of its crew, the two of them together could have done more than hold their own,
but asit was,Whip Hand was severdly handicapped by having to guard its crippled consort.

Jainastudied the displays and redlized to her relief that the enemy were not moving with the eerie
synchrony that meant ayammosk guided their attacks. That was good, because she didn't have any of
her yammosk-jamming devices with her—there had been no point in taking one on what was supposed
to beatraining flight.

The relationships of the two big ships, she saw, were interesting. They were flying abreast, withWhip
Hand making big rolls around the cruiser to wherever the threat seemed grestest. At the moment, Whip
Hand wasrolling toward Jaina and her approaching squadron, amost eclipsing her view of the damaged
Cruiser.

"Whip Hand," Jainatranamitted, "can you roll another fifteen degrees and then hold your position
relativetoFar Thunder | might be able to do you some good."

There was amoment's hesitation. "Very good, Twin One."
Whip Handponderoudy rolled into place, completely eclipsingFar Thunder.
"Heads up, people,” Jainatold her squadron. "We're going to strip off some of the furball aroundWhip

Hand before we get tangled up inFar Thunder's trouble. Pair leaders, pick your own targets.
Wingmates, stick to your leaders—remember, you're just there to keep their tails clear. Once you're



clear of the skips aroundWhip Hand) look forme and hang on to my tail if you can, because things are
going to get hairy fadt. If you have any questions, talk now."

No questions. Sheld made her ingtructions very clear for the rookies—just follow the guy in front. The
veterans, on the other hand, probably understood what she was up to.

Whip Handwas getting very close. The enemy cord skippers had been fully committed to their attack
runs and were only now beginning to react to Jainas presence. Too late. Jaina picked one coral skipper
that was only now finishing arun onWhip Hand's aft engine assembly. The skip wasarcing in preparation
for turning and making another run, and its dovin basa shield was probably deployed aft in order to keep
the frigatés defensvefire from climbing up itstail.

Perfect. Jainawas closing so fast, the target probably didn't even know she was within ten kilometers.

It was a deflection shot, but Jainas reflexes synched perfectly with the controls of her X-wing, and she
turned the nose just dightly into the enemy's turn and quadded the laser cannon. The coral skipper
shattered into fragments as the X-wing whipped past. Then the big frigate, surrounded by streams of
coherent light from its turbolasers, flashed benegth the belly of Jainasfighter.

"Railing to right, Twin Two." Jainawanted to rall in order to clear her tail of any enemy who might be
bouncing her, but she didn't want to lose her rookie wingmeate as she shook the enemy free.

"l copy, Twin One."

On her displays Jaina could see her wingmate matching her maneuver. Twin Two was afemale Duro
named Vae, who had thus far shown herself areasonably capable pilot for someone just out of flight
school.

Jainalooked ahead and sawFar Thunder in bad shape. Parts of the big cruiser were shattered, other
aress were blackened asif by flame. But at least two-thirds of her turbolasers were still pumping out fire
at theforty or so coraskippersthat hovered around her, and defensive missiles were still being launched.
Space around the cruiser wasfilled with brilliant fire.

Again Jaina chose atarget, the hindmost of aflight of four cordskippersthat had just made arun onFar
Thunder's bridge. Shelifted the X-wing's nose, matched trgjectories, and blew the skip apart with the
second shot. Then she pulled the stick hard, her fire climbing to the second cora skipper, and watched
flame erupt from its stony hull as her laser bolts stitched its surface.

The remaining two skips dodged left and right, and Jaina was unable to follow. In seconds she had left
Far Thunder far behind and began to pull on the stick in order to loop around and make a second pass.
Suddenly laser bolts were dashing past her cockpit. Something crashed on her aftermost shields.

"Skip on your tail, Major!" Vaes shriek dinned in her ears, and Jainas heart jolted against her ribs.

"Breaking left!" Jainasaid, and yanked the controls. The laser bolts did off to the right, and she caught a
glimpse of acoraskipper asit flashed padt, bright projectiles till flaming from its plasma cannons. She
doubled back onto the coral skipper and launched amissile at it, but its dovin basal sucked the missile
into oblivion and the cora skipper shot away, accelerating fast.

"Thanks, Twin Two," Jainasaid. Her heart was till hammering, and she could only hopethat Vaes
frantic laser barrage had frightened the enemy pilot as much asit had terrified her.



She spent the next few frantic seconds sorting out her command, getting Twin Suns Squadron organized
after itsfighting pass and in a position to make another run at the enemy. Seven cora skippers had been
killed, with no casudties among the X-wings, but the Y uuzhan V ong were ready for them now, two
battle group-sized formations having separated themsel ves from the main body, ready to bounce the
X-wings when they next gpproached.

"Lowie, you follow me" Janasaid. "Tesar, your job isto fly cover and keep those guys off our tails."
"I copy,” Tesar said.
"The A-wings should help you," Jainasaid.We hope.

Sheamed her flight for thefurbal surroundingFar Thunder and punched the throttles. An attacker's
chief advantage was speed: once she had to dow down in order to maneuver against the enemy, sheld be
easy meet for those two battle groups hovering out of the action, waiting for just such an opportunity.

So, if she could help it, she wouldn't dow down. The A-wings weren't the only starfightersthat could
make adashing attack.

The problem was those two battle groups hovering on either sdeof Far Thunder, just waiting for her to
do exactly what she was doing.

"Rolling to left," she announced. That would putFar Thunder between her squadron and one of the
enemy battle groups, which would mean that the enemy would have to run the cruiser's gauntlet of fire
beforeit could reach her. Maybeit wouldn't try. She could only hope.

"L eaders, choose your targets,” Jainasaid. "Wingmates stick close.” She dready had a cora skipper
picked out, onejust beginning its passonFar Thunder. Shefollowed it into itsrun, lined it up, fired lasers
... only to seethe bright bolts of light curl and shift blue and vanish beneath the event horizon of the
dovin basd. Shefired again, to the same result.

And then one of Far Thunder's turbol asers punched right through the craft like aknife thrust through a
bar of soap, turning it to bright rainbow fragments that spattered on Jainas shields. The skip's dovin basa
hadn't been able to guard against Jainaand the cruiser both.

She breathed thanks to whatever droid brain had fired the luck)' shot, then rolled away fromFar
Thunder and punched the throttle to escape the danger zone.

"Twin Leader, you're being bounced!" Tesar'svoice. "Watch your six!"

"Ralling left," Jainasaid again. That would put her in the overlgpping fidds of fire from bothFar Thunder
andWhip Hand, which she hoped might intimidate the Vong. Her cockpit brightened to streams of
turbolaser fire, the blue and red and green light strobing on her control switchesand dials.

Then plasma cannon projectiles flamed past her extended right foils, and she jerked her X-wing left
again, then rolled back onto thetail of the skip asit raced past. She could see the dovin basd singularity
deployed aft, but she lined up the target anyway. Why not? Shooting at it might keep it honest.

"Sip on my six!"Vaesfrantic voicejolted Jainas heart again.”|I'm breaking right!" Behind Vaes
words she could hear the dam of plasma cannon projectiles on the X-wing's shields.



Jaina abandoned her quarry and broke left, then right, an S curve that she hoped would et her line up on
the cora skipper that was hunting VVae. It flashed across her sights and she fired, but the deflection shot
missed. Cursing, Jaina hauled the X-wing after the enemy.

"I've lost shields!" Theenemy's dovin basal had jumped forward and eaten Vae's shidds. At least that
meant the Singularity wasn't deployed &ft.

"Twin Two, break |eft!" Vae overreacted to Jainas command, hauling the stick around so hard that her
maneuvering thrusters killed her own speed and made her craft a perfect target, but the skip swam across
Jaina's nose and she launched amissile. The enemy craft shattered like an egg, and for amoment Jaina
mistook the buffeting on her shields for debris until abright scarlet plasmacannon projectile dammed her
canopy like agiant hammer ringing abell. Sherolled her ship to right but the cannon rounds followed,
damming her again and again.

"Vde, your sixisclear!" she shouted. "But I've got askip on my tail! I'm bresking to right!"

Her astromech droid R2-B3 gave asquedl of chittering anger asadovin basa overloaded one of her
rear shields. She spun the ship in awild corkscrew spira as plasmarounds blazed past her cockpit.

Jainalicked swesat from her upper lip." Vale, get me out of this!™ FrstFar Thunder, thenWhip Hand
whirled through her vison.

"I can't find you, Major!" her wingmate wailed. One of the enemy rounds darted through the broken
shield and took off achunk of Jainas upper I€eft foil. Sheled the enemy pilot on amad dance through the
void, but the skip hung on, its plasma cannons hammering.

"Breaking left!" Jainacaled, and hopedsomeone wasin a position to hear and act on the knowledge.
Turbolaser firefromWhip Hand traced surreal patterns across her vision. She could feel swesat benegth
her arms and across her forehead, and felt her shoulderstense asif awaiting the shot that would blow her

away.

"Twin One, roll right!" Tesar's voice. Jainaheard the command through the Force before she heard
Tesar'swords, and she yanked the X-wing around. Laserfire streamed past her canopy, and then actinic
light flared off her cockpit instruments as the pursuing cora skipper was blown to fragments.

"Thanks, Twin Nine." Jainablinked swesat from her eyes. Tesar's third flight had done exactly what Jaina
hed intended them to do: hang out of the fight until one of the hovering enemy squadrons bounced Jaina,
and then bounce the attackers.

It wasn't over, though, by along shot. Jainas squadron was il tangled up with aswarm of
coraskippers, and they were dl moving very fast. By now they had overshot the cruiser and frigate, and
were engaged in afighter-to-fighter duel outside the zone of the capital ships protective fire. They were
al onther own, and the numberswerefairly even.

A burning X-wing crossed Jainas path, and shefelt asted fist clamp on her insdes and twist. Thetwo
skipsthat had flamed the X-wing flashed past too quickly for her to get a shot at them.

"Twin Two, get on my tail!" Thelog aft shidld was preying on Jainas mind, and she very much wanted
Vaebehind her helping to cover the gap.



"I still can't find you, Twin Leader!" Vae€'s bewildered cry nearly shattered Jainas eardrums.

"Never mind,” Jainasad. "Just day dive. I'll findyou." Jaina pushed her Force-sense outward, tried to
locate Vdein dl the confusion.

"Twin Tenand | will stick with you, Jaina," Tesar said.

"Thanksagain." And then she had to dodge a Y uuzhan VVong missile that wastrying to find the holein
her shields. Sheyelled a her astromech droid to get the shield up again and took a snap shot—and
missed—at a cora skipper that flashed past. Shefound Vaein her heads-up display and chased her
down just in time to shoot a cora skipper off her wingmaté'stail. "Right behind you, Twin Two," Jaina
said asthe burning cora skipper flamed off into the darkness.

"Ohthank you!" Vae's exclamation was heartfelt.
"Twin Nine," Jainatold Tesar. "Vaeand | both have damaged shieds aft. Can you stick with us?'
"Affirmative”

Therefollowed severd minutes of burning, tearing, confused combat that aternated with bewildered
moments in which Jaina couldn't seem to find anyone to shoot at. She took shots at severa cora skippers
and launched apair of missiles but had no ideawhether sheld succeeded in hitting anything. And then she
heard Lowi€sroaring cry.

More cora skippers were arriving—at least ten of them!

Thiswas the second enemy battle group that had been hovering out of the combat, waiting to jump Jaina
when she made her attack. Thanks to her maneuvering, they'd been forced to fight their way past the
capital shipsin order to reach Jainaand had lost apair of skipsin doing so, but now they had arrived.
Now the odds against Twin Suns Squadron turned fatal.

Jainas next few moments were frantic with evasive action as she danced and weaved and fled across the
face of the void. In the course of her frantic maneuvers shelost track of Vae, Tesar, and Twin Ten; she
lost a sense of everything except her own terror. Through the Force she could only sense desperation
and terror, and she closed down her extended Force-sense, not wanting the other pilotsemotionsto
distract her. She saw an X-wing explode in ashower of orange light, and she fired at skipsthat crossed
her path without knowing whether she hit them or not. Theintership comm filled with shouts, warning,
and screams of frustration, fear, and anger. Jainawas nearly blind with the swest that poured into her
eyes. Findly shed had enough. Thiswasafight that it wasimpossibleto win.

"Twin Suns Squadron!™ she shouted. "Prepare for hyperflight— return to originl On my mark!"

"Return to origin” called for a hyperspace legp to the jump point previous to this one, meaning the place
in empty space where Jainahad first heardFar Thunder's distress call. There was no problem jumping
from here—they were in deep space, where every point was ajump point.

"Negative, Twin Leader!" cameavoice. "Negative! Do not jump!™

Only now Jainaremembered ljix Haronaand hisflight of A-wings.

"Where are you?" she demanded. She pulled her X-wing hard to the right to evade the bright fire of a



plasma cannon. Another cannon jolted her front shields as a cora skipper tried adeflection shot.
Colond Harona's voice was maddeningly cam. "Wereright here.”
And suddenly the dark night of space lit with the fires of burning coral skippers.

Seven enemy craft were destroyed in two seconds as Haronas twel ve A-wings punched through Jainas
fight. Jaina's squadron had become so entangled with the enemy that both she and the cora skippers had
dowed in order to maneuver, leaving the Y uuzhan V ong easy, duggish targets for the A-wings blazing
gormof fire.

Jainagave ashriek of relief and joy. "Cancd that hyperspace jump!” she cdled. "Were back in

There was more desperate fighting for Jainawhile Harona and his A-wings turned for another pass, but
this time the odds were more even. She splashed one enemy, and scared another off thetail of one of her
rookie pilots. Then Haronaand the A-wings came dashing through again. The Y uuzhan Vong thistime
were more prepared and the A-wings nailed only four, but that tilted the odds more decisively in Jainas
favor, and now it was the enemy desperately evading across space while the X-wings pursued.

Before the A-wings could make athird pass, the Y uuzhan Vong broke contact and ran, heading for the
tender anal ogues that had carried them here. Not just those engaged with Jaina, but all the rest aswell, all
those harassngFar Thunder.

"Good work, Twin Suns," Harona congratul ated. "A fine day.”

A fine day for you, Jainathought. Her jumpsuit was soaked with sweet, and the air in her cockpit fairly
smoked with the tang of adrendine.

"Form your squadron astern of Far Thunder” Harona ordered.

Jaina's squadron had logt three craft and two pilots, both rookies. Jainahad barely had timeto learn the
names of the two pilots before the war tore away their lives. Her own wingmate Vae had survived. The
rookie pilot who had succeeded in gecting from his damaged craft was picked up by one of Far
Thunder's shuttles that carried its evacuating crew toWhip Hand.

Oncethe crippled cruiser was evacuated, WWhip Hand maneuvered to within point-blank range of Far
Thunder and opened fire. The unresisting cruiser blew to bitsin afurious explosion, leaving nothing
behind for the Y uuzhan Vong. Jaina pictured the unlucky Captain Hannser on the bridge of Whip Hand
as he watched the destruction of the ship for which he had fought so hard.

Jainaknew just how hefdt.

The Y uuzhan Vong had lost a couple of dozen cora skippersin exchange for the destruction of a
Republic- classcruiser. Even though they'd fled the battle, the Y uuzhan Vong had every reasonto cdll it a

victory.

The two tarfighter squadrons formed onWhip Hand and legpt together into hyperspace, heading for
Kashyyyk. Once there, Jaina knew, Twin Suns Squadron would bind its wounds, acquire two new
replacements, and set out on its ambitious training schedule— until, of course, they were again cdled
upon to face the Y uuzhan Vong, and theroll of death's dice in the void.



Chapter 17

Nom Anor |eft the temple square in athoughtful mood. The templ€'s head priest, sanding before the
altar, had just ddlivered the message that High Priest Jakan had written on the subject of heresy, a
message that all priests were ordered to repest to dl Y uuzhan Vong over the course of the next few
days. Reverence of the Jedi was explicitly condemned.

The congregation had been attentive—much more attentive than they would have afew days earlier,
before the shapers had produced the antifungal balm that had relieved their itching.

Norn Anor, hisskin no longer aflame, had listened to the message with gpproval, at least until the
message ended and the crowd began to disperse. It was then that he redlized that the priests message
had been, perhaps, alittletoo detailed.

What Jakan had done, the executor suddenly redlized, wasto explain to any potentia heretics exactly
how to behave. Thelittle band of heretics that Norn Anor had infiltrated possessed a confused, inchoate
doctrine, the elements of which they barely understood. But now it had al been explained to them. They
had now been told that heretics believed that the Solo twins were emanations of the gods; that the power
of the Jedi was athreat to the gods. Jakan had just defined heretical doctrine for the heretics themselves!

If Nom Anor should ever attend another meeting of the heretical congregation, he suspected they would
have amuch better idea of what they were doing.

Nom Anor rose from histhoughtful trance and discovered that he was leaving the temple alongside a
young shaper, one who had—judging from the freshness of the scars—only recently acquired the
shaper's specialized hand. Nom Anor remembered the guarded damutek on the fringes of the new city,
the one where he'd observed Onimi, and he approached the shaper.

"Pardon me, friend shaper,” Nom Anor said. "'l wonder if | may have amoment of your time."

"Honored thir?" the shaper said in surprise. He had knocked out severa of his own teeth and replaced
them with somekind of cora implants, presumably onesthat aided him in his shaping duties. Nom Anor
didn't really want to know what shaper protocol required modifiedteeth, and he regretted the young
shaper'slisp extremely.

"My nameisHooley Krekk, from the Damutek of the Intendants,” Nom Anor said. "Were from the
Emergency Resources department, and we've recently received arequisition from the officeof- —well, |
shouldn't give the name, saveto say that he'samaster shaper. Unfortunately the requisition is couched in
rather technical language, and neither | nor my superior quite understand the purpose of the requisition.
Hesays it isimportant work to do with the war, but we can't quite understand what the Shaper Lord
intendsto do, and my superior isunwilling to release the resources until it can be made clearer.”

Nom Anor now had the shaper'sfull attention. Yes, Nom Anor thought a him,thisis all about making
yourcaste richer.

"How may | athitht you, thir?" the shaper asked.

"Therequisition hasto do with supplies necessary in order to 'fulfill the directives of—" Hefeigned
hesitation, "—of something caled a'cortex,’ | believe."



"A cortecth isabody of shaper knowledge," the helpful shaper lisped. "Each cortecth wath ddlivered in
the Before-Time by the godth themsalvth to the Thupreme Overlord or to mathter shaperth.”

"l see" theintendant said. "And how many cortexes are there, exactly?'
"Eight."
"The eighth would be the highest, then?!

"Y eth, Lord Intendant. The eighth cortecth isthe thupreme body of knowledge of the shaper'th art.
Motht of it wath ddlivered by the godth to the Dread One Shimrra himthelf, and he hath not yet theen fit
to deliver the knowledge even to mathter shaperth.”

Nom Anor fet achill run up his spine We're doomed, he thought. Who would have thought that
extinction would be heralded by such an absurd, lisping voice?

He barely managed to ssammer out his thanks to the shaper, and quickly tore himself away in order to
contemplate in private what he had just learned. He knew how governments worked— how else could
he subvert them?—and that knowledge enabled him to draw conclusions from a sprinkling of facts.

The eighth cortex, the supreme knowledge possessed only by Shimrraand the gods,did not exist. The
cortex project, headquartered just beyond the city and guarded by a corps of warriors, was intended to
create the knowledge, which Shimrrawould then deliver to his people.

The Yuuzhan Vong werein awar of indefinite length, and they had run out of the knowledge that would
enablethem towin it. If the New Republic continued to learn and innovate while the eighth cortex of the
Y uuzhan Vong remained empty, then the Y uuzhan V ong were finished. Doomed. About to be wiped
from higtory.

His mind whirled. Nom Anor put ahand against awall in order to steady himself.And if the gods, he
thought in terror,have not Delivered the knowledge to Shimrra, then Shinrra. isa fraud, and so are
the gods.

Nom Anor wanted to laugh and shriek and wail dl at the sametime. The greatest pillars of faith,
obedience, and hierarchy, the pillarsthat held up the great edifice that wasthe Y uuzhan Vong, were
nothing but a swindle. Nom Anor had aways suspected this—but he had never expected to have it
proved!

Otherswere staring at him, he realized. He managed to pull himsdlf upright and put onefoot in front of
the other as he marched to his office.

The Y uuzhan VVong needed to win the war fast, he thought. Before the lack of an eighth cortex could
make a difference. Nom Anor would demand more information from his agents and would sift their
reports with the greatest care and diligence. He would find the enemy weaknesses and devise waysto
take advantage of diem. He would help the Y uuzhan VVong hammer the enemy until the enemy
surrendered, or was no more.

And hewould aso try to work out away to use the knowledge for his own advantage. Because he was,
after al, Nom Anor.



A holo blared in the smdl room, and tiny three-dimensiond figures swung ther fists: heroesfighting evil in
the days of the Sith.

"You'vereturned," Vergere said.
"l have," Lukesaid. "And | brought you something.”

He offered a package of sweets, candies made from aMon Calamari seaweed drizzled with a sauce of
jewd-fruit.

"Welcome, young Master!" Vergere cried, and took the package.

"I'm afraid you won't find afile or aconceded vibroblade," Luke said.

Vergere, chewing candy with an expression of bliss, did not immediately reply. When she managed to
peak, she sad, "My debriefers seem to have run out of questions. This meansthat they're busy
cataloging al my answers so they can ask the questions dl again, and try to catch mein contradiction.”
Therewas atrace of amusement in her tone. "If | contradict myself, they prove I'm aspy because | can't

keep my story straight; wheressif 1don't contradict mysdlf, they prove I'm aspy because I'm too well
briefed.”

Luke laughed to himself, imagining Ayddar Nylykerka cursing as he heard this. He had just shown Luke
the transcripts of Vergeresinterviews, al annotated for the reinterrogation; he'd now learned that
Vergere had anticipated his every move.

Vergere waved off the holo as Luke settled onto hischair. "Theresthis comfort a least,” she said, "the
holos are aswitlessas| remember.”

"That must be aconsolation."
She peered at him. "Y ou've cometo ask a question.”
"Y ou owe me an answer from last time."

Vergere settled comfortably onto her stool and popped another candy into her mouth. "Begin, then,” she
mumbled.

"How did you prevent the Y uuzhan V ong from finding out about your abilities? We know that
yammosks can detect Force-users.”

"It iseasier to demongtrate than to explain.” Shefaced him directly. "Please attack me through the force.”
Helooked at her in surprise. "Attack you how?"

"Mentaly." Her whiskersrippled. "If it helps, you may use acomponent of that anger you first brought to
thisroom. I'll trust that you're a gentleman and won't make it lethal .

Giveinto your anger.The Emperor's seductive voice echoed in hismind. Was Vergeretrying to
provoke him to anger, bring him to the dark sde?

If S0, that attempt was doomed. He had withstood Vader and Pal patine when he was barely more than



aboy; now that hewas a Jedi Masgter in the prime of life hewould hardly fal victim to such atrick.

Luke turned his chair to face her and crossed hislegs. The Forcewdled into hismind like water risng in
an artesian spring. Force awareness expanded in al directions. he was aware of Ayddar Nylykerka
outside the room, the two techs who monitored the equipment, a prisoner in another cell, otherswho
worked in an office just above them. He could sense the glow of their livesin the Force, hear the throb of
their hearts, and time their whispering breaths. He knew that one of the techs was concentrating on a
technical problem, and that his friend was daydreaming of her fiance, who had four arms and bright blue
fur and who sent her flowers and reams of bad poetry . . .

But what Luke could not detect was Vergere. She seemed to have vanished completely from his
Force-awareness, even though he could plainly see her stting on her stool acrassfrom him.

Herefined his awareness and finally detected her, akind of fitful uncertain presence, her lifeforce afaint
cool phosphorescence compared to the bright candle flames of the others.

Luketried to refine his sense of Vergereto agreater degree, but she was remarkably evasive: she kept
diding away from his perceptions, like adippery melon seed squeezed between the fingers. The difficulty
of keeping Vergerein focus produced in Luke asense of frustration, which he used ddliberately to fuel an
attack at the elusve target, afast snakelike strike configured as acommand smply to remain ill. The
mental bolt fired but failed to find itstarget.

He built a strike more deliberately, drawing more of the Force to power the attack, not ajab thistime
but a battering ram.reved yoursdlf, he commanded, and launched the strike. Again Vergere uded him.

Hisfrustration rose, and he used it to power another fast strike, like areflex backhand blow. Nothing.

Luke began to vary his attacks between massive, deliberate cannonades and swift, intuitive reflex strikes,
hoping that one or the other would catch Vergere by surprise. Nothing worked.

Vergere continued to sit on her stoal, her re verse-articulated knees poking up above her head like
knobby horns, her eyes gazing mildly into Luke's. /can seewhere sheiis, Lukeredized. He didn't haveto
search for her in the Force.

S0 he built aForce wall around her, an iron box to keep her mind from dipping away, and he made up
the wdlls of the box with the commandreved yoursdf. After this he shrank the box, forced it smaller
around Vergereés smdl body, molding it until it fit her form exactly, aprison to contain her spirit. And
then he called more of the Force to him, building avast menta cannonball that would obliterate anything
inits path, again with the commandrevea yoursdf, and he amed the cannonbdll at thetiny figure that hed
trapped insde the iron box.

" Reveal yoursdlf," he commanded again, and he launched the cannonball.

He knew it entered the box. He knew Vergere's spirit was trapped there, boxed in, unable to move. But
somehow thetiny target e uded him and the cannonball did away on a curving trgectory, through the
wall, into the next cell, and Luke was suddenly and startlingly aware of the prisoner there, who jumped
from his cot and screamed, " Yes! | confess! | stole the captain's shoes while he was drunk! "

Reveding himsdif.

Luke laughed and |et the Force-awareness ebb to itsnorma leve. "I'm going to get tired if | keep this



up,” hesad.

"That last one dmost worked," Vergere said from around a piece of candy.

"I hope you can teach thistechnique,” Luke said.

"Thereis more than one technique involved. | managed to evade that last strike with akind of menta
parry, asin fencing. Y ou know how athrust can be parried not by opposing it, but by redirecting it
dightly sothat it missesitsgod?"

"Of course"

"I did something Smilar. | added just enough menta energy to your strike to causeit to divert. Thetiming
was very difficult to judge, and there was no small measure of luck involved in my success”

"And your other techniques?’
"Do you know the definition of ameaster of defense?”
"Tdl me"

"A master of defenseisone who is never in the place that is attacked. One can move the attack, as|
just did with my parry, but one can aso smplynot be there!"”

"Not so smply," Luke murmured.

"I cdl itmaking myself small. | narrow my focus bit by bit until it becomes, well, microscopic. Tiny. My
mind and Force-awareness | shrank to an infinitesma size. An enemy has the same chance of finding me
as his chance of finding one molecule amid billions of others.”

"Your tears," Luke said. "That's how you make your tears."

"Very good, young Magter,” Vergere said. "Yes. In that sate | can rearrange molecules, take them
apart, and build new ones bit by hit. | use my tears because they are convenient, but | can accomplish the
samething with other materid."

"I know aJedi heder, Cilghd, who would ddight in thistechnique.”

"I'll try to teach her, if you and she arewilling. If I'm ever permitted to leave this place.”

"Y ou can teach without leaving thisroom,” Luke reminded her.

A dy smiledrifted across Vergeresface. "'l can—but will 17

Vergere gave one of her wheezing laughs, and popped a candy into her wide mouth.

"If the military releases you from here" Luke said, "will you aid usin thefight againg the Y uuzhan
Vong?'

Vergererolled the sticky candy into her cheek as she spoke. "Insofar asit coincideswith my goals, |
will. Though I am much more ateacher than awarrior, and | believe my greatest objectiveisto help



Jacen to hisdestiny." Her eyes narrowed. "I understand that heis your apprentice, not mine, and that you
may have other intentionsfor him."

"I'm glad that you appreciate that." Luke had no clear ideawhether he wanted to let Vergere near Jacen
ever agan.

" think | have much to teach him."

"l don't want him to become dependent on you," Luke hedged.

"Nordol."

There was amoment of slence. Then Vergere said, "Correct meif I'm wrong in my understanding. But
Jacen gives me to understand that you've put restrictions on the Jedi during the course of thiswar,
forbidding aggressve actions,”

"I'vetried to do s0," Luke said, and then laughed. "My success has been modest.”

"But my understanding isthat you, yourself, undertook offensive warfare againgt the forces of the late
Emperor. For instance, you were part of aparty that attacked the first Death Star. Y ou led the
destruction of the crimind organization of the Hutt called Jabba 'Y ou accepted military rank and
participated in numerous offengve actions againgt the forces of the Empire and other enemies. Y ou didn't
confine yoursdlf to spying missions and aiding refugees.”

"All true™

"So my question iswhat has changed?"

L uke paused and consdered how best to marshd hisarguments. "The Y uuzhan Vong are adifferent
enemy, for onething,” he began. "Our specid taents are ineffective againgt them. And—as | expressed

yesterday—I didn't know what we owed a species so far outside life aswe knew it."

Vergere nodded her understanding. Y ou have heard my opinion that the Y uuzhan Vong are not outside
the Force. | wonder if this has changed anything.”

Luke hesitated. "I don't think so. The Jedi Codeis clear in its statements against aggression. | know
much more about the dark side than | did when | was twenty. | know how easily the dark can enter, how
the dark can infiltrate the heart even when it'smost certain of its own actions, and | know that many of
my students aren't ready to faceit."

"Y ou cut off your father's hand."

IIYSIII

"Y ou want to prevent your students from making the same mistakes that you have made.”

"Of course."

A disdainful look crossed Vergerésface. "That is egotism spesking.”

Resentment prickled along Luke's nerves. "Y ou don't know my students. Y ou don't know how impulsive



and recklessthey are. Don't judge them al by Jacen." He hesitated. "Kyp Durron killedmillions”
"And thiswas your respongbility.”

Agan Luke hestated. "The Stuation was complex. | was paralyzed, and Kyp was under the control
d_ll

"Y ou mean to say that it wasnot your responsibility,” Vergere interrupted, her tone harsh.
"I could have been more aware of the Situation,” Luke inssted. " There's so much | could have done—"
"Soitis your responghility.” Interrupting again.

"The next time it will be!" Lukeingsted. "Thenext time one of my studentsis swept avay on adark
whirlwind and catastrophe results, itwill bemy fault!"

Vergeresfeathery crest rose. She smoothed it with her fingers. " Of course it would not be your fault,”
shesaid. "You areaJedi Master, not anursemaid!”

"| trained them,”" Luke said. "If their training fails—"

"When you cut off your father's hand, wasit the fault of your teachers?' Vergere demanded. "Did Y oda
fail to instruct you what dark passion could do?

"No, |I—" Frustration throbbed in Luke's heart. "That's different. [—"

"1," Vergeremocked. "I, I, I. Upon you liesthe spiritua hedlth of yoursdlf and al those whom you
taught. Isthat not ego speaking?'

Lukelooked at her asredlization struck. "Y ou're trying to make me angry,” he said.
"Yes," shesad smply. "Did | succeed?'

"Youdid." Lukefound hisanger easing as he redized that Vergere had been manipulating him—though it
didn't fade entirely, it still hummed, subdued, in his nerves.

"| preyed upon your weakness," Vergere said. "'l preyed upon your lack of self-knowledge, your
uncertainty about where your responsbility liesfor the behavior of those who have been your students.”
Her piebad feathersrippled. "Was your anger dark?"

"It was getting there," Luke said.

"So where was the darkness? In me, in you, or in the Force?"

"| think you've been asking too many questions.”

Vergere sat back on her haunches. "1 wondered when you were going to notice. If you have a question,
akit."

"Y ou've been saying that dark passions are caused by lack of salf-knowledge. But Emperor Palpatine
was dark, and | can hardly imagine that he lacked salf-knowledge. He seemed perfectly comfortable



within hisevil. How do you reconcile thiswith your theory?!

Vergere paused, assembling her argument. "Darknessenter s through the dark passions” she said finaly.
"But sometimesit remainsthroughinvitation. Papatine, knowing himself thoroughly, may smply have
decided to become dark, or to let the dark part of his own nature dominate.”

"Y ou're saying he may havechosen evil. Coldly, not out of ahot passion.”

"Sometimes people make such choices.” Vergere'stone was amused. "Usudly these people aretrivia or
dlly. Swearing amidnight oath, solemnly intoning, | choose evil!'— what aridiculous picture! But
sometimes there may be a genius who chooses to free the dark side within him. Perhaps Pal patine was
one such—I cannot say, | knew him only distantly, asapoalitician. But | can say this—the dark may enter
through meditation aswell asthrough anger.”

Luke considered this. Certainly Papatine and V ader's methods hadn't been to urge him to evil through
meditation, but then—if he had joined them as their disciple—perhaps that would have come,

"Have | answered completely?' Vergere said. Luke nodded. "If s0," Vergere went on, "I would ask
another question. Do you think the Forcecares what shade your thoughts may be?!

"The Forceisdl life. It embracesal options. Butl care.”
Vergere nodded. "A good answer, young Master. Because the shades, the dark and the light and all the
colors of the rainbow—" She leaned forward and tapped L uke on the breast with one hand. "—they are

here. Light and dark are not some gresat abstractsin the sky, but apart of you, and the Force reflects
what it findsin you."

Later, when Luke spoke with Ayddar Nylykerka, he said, "Y ou might aswell let Vergere go. Y ou're not
going to get anything out of her that she doesn't want to give you.”
Nylykerkawas surprised. "Y ou're no longer worried she might be adanger?'

"It «till concernsme," Luke said, "but if Vergereis an enemy, wewon' find out by keeping her here.
Well find out by watching what she does once she's been released.”

The Tammarian looked thoughtful. "I'll give your recommendations serious thought, Master Skywalker."

"If you decideto release her," Luke said, "1'd be obliged if you'd let me know first. And you could let her
know my address and comm code, in case she wants to spesk with me.”

"I'll dothat."

Luke bowed. "Thank you, Commander Nylykerka."

"Atyour service, Sr.”

Luke made hisway to the planet's surface, Vergere's words spinning through his mind.

What has changed?



Perhaps everything.
"We know that there must be many refugees from Vortex on Mon Caamari,” Lando Carissian said.
"And werre sure that they're in touch with your office.”

"A great many of them, yes" said Fyg Boras, the Senator from Vortex. He and Lando were seated
comfortably, with drinks, in the hotel suite Lando had rented.

"We sympathize," Lando said. "And asyou know, we've brought sixteen ships worth of relief supplies
to Mon Caamari to help settle the refugees here.”

Icetinkled in Borassdrink. The discreet scent of his minty cologne wafted through the air. "I'm grateful
on my condtituents behalf.”

"We have a problem, though, and perhaps you can help.”
"How may | asss you?"

"We have the supplies, but no way to distribute them. What we thought we'd do is present you with
twenty-five metric tons of supplies. Y ou can distribute them to your congtituents as you think best."

Borasseyesgrew wide. "That's certainly . . . very generous,”" he managed. " Twenty-five tons?' Hewas
amog visibly calculating how much twenty-five tons of relief supplieswasworth in the current market,
with the planet's few surface areas swarming with refugees from dozens of worlds, al desperate for the
most basic necessities. Boras no longer had ahomeworld to return to, and without ahomeworld to vote
him in he was obvioudy never going to be returned to the Senate: he had to think about hisfuture.

"Twenty-fivetons," Lando repeated. "Though thereis a catch.”

Borasswide eyes narrowed to dits. "And what might the catch be?!

"We hopeto be ableto sdll our YVH droidsto the military,” Lando said. "If you can use your best
effortsto vote an amendment onto the upcoming military appropriaionshill, you'll find us extremely
aopreciative.”

Boras spped hisdrink carefully. ™Y ou'd best tell me about these droids.”

"I have afull array of literature," Lando said, "and of course ademongtration holo ..."

After Boras|eft with an armful of datapadsto distribute to his peers, Taon Karrde stepped from the
next room. "It'sall recorded,” he said.

"Borass bribe weighs twenty-fivetons.” Lando smiled. "It'sgoing to be hard for him to claim it doesn't
exig."

Unlike the distinguished Senator from Bilbringi, who, on being offered the relief supplies, smply
demanded thair equivaent in cash. That holo was particularly entertaining.

"Who's our next guest?' Lando asked.



Karrde glanced at his datapad. " Chau Feswin, from the Elrood sector.”

"The Elrood sector isn't threatened by the Y uuzhan VVong. Do you think held have any usefor relief
upplies?!

"Makethe offer,” Karrde shrugged. "We can dwaysturn it into cash later.” He looked up. "We've dso
got some cals from other Senators who must have heard about us from, ah, our other clients. They're
very interested in the military acquiring our droids. Practically begging usto bribe them.”

Lando looked a him with agrowing smile. "'l think we should oblige."

Karrde shrugged. "I can't think of any reason not to." He looked thoughtful. "But | wonder—if these
people are onour payroll, whoelse's payroll arethey on?"

"That answer would be interesting, wouldn't it?* Lando said. "By the way, have you heard how Maras

daing?’

"Not yet. But | hope to hear from her soon.”

Marawasin fact doing well. She had taken YVH-M-1 out for its maiden Y uuzhan VVong hunt,
wandering government buildings and large public concourses. She lunched at akiosk set up in ashopping
concourse and then sat down to digest and to watch the passersby. Shetold the droid to search on its
own.

Shewas digtracted by the Sght of apair of children, children Ben's age, taking their first hesitant stepsin
the open-air creche the concourse provided as a convenience to its customers. Sadnessrosein Mara
and took her by the throat. For amoment she missed Ben so much that it was almost aphysical pain.

And then the mouse droid signaled her portable comm. Maralooked up from the creche, startled. The
mouse droid Sgnaled again.

The droid had located a Y uuzhan Vong infiltrator—or at least someone the mouse droidclaimed was a
Y uuzhan Vong. Mara asked the droid for ahoming signd, and followed it until she saw the personin
question: atall, rather broad female human, inconspicuoudy dressed,, who wandered seemingly at
random aong the shopping galeries. Mara caled the Force into her mind, letting thelives of dl the
thousands of living beingsin the concourse flood into her awareness.

All the beings save one. Her target was acold void in the Force, an emptiness that Mara had learned to
associate with the Y uuzhan Vong.

"Good work, mousie,* Marasaid.

Marawas plainly dressed, in worn robes such as arefugee might wear, with ahood that she could wear
over her overly conspicuousred hair. She dternated the hood with afloppy-brimmed hat in order to
change her silhouette, and she carried adatapad through which she could issue commands to the mouse
droid, and also view what the droid was seeing.

She following the target at a distance and let the droid do most of the spying for her. The target
wandered through the shopping concourse for twenty minutes or so, and then sat on abench asif to take
arest. At this point Maramanaged to get the droid close and behind the bench, just in time to observe



the target reach beneath the seat and ped off something that had been stuck there.
Ahal Marathought delightedly. Thiswas better than getting an idiot's array at sabacc.

Thetarget lumbered to her feet and strolled down the concourse. Mara drifted after. The target paused
amoment by avending machine, then continued on. When Mara purchased a snack from the machine
and looked behind it, she saw something stuck there with an adhesive. It was just the size of abundle of
credits.

Maradecided to let the mouse droid follow the Y uuzhan VVong and to wait near the vending machine for
whoever was scheduled to pick up his payment. She perched on astore windowsill and ate her snack,
which was some kind of fried, salted seaweed that tasted of iodine and was obvioudy intended for a
Mon Cdamari paate. Within an hour the money was picked up by a Sullustan male, who used part of
the cash immediately on aflashy new jacket purchased in one of the most exclusive boutiquesin the
arcade. The Sullustan then returned to work, which turned out to be in the building the Senate had
requisitioned for its offices. Mara discovered that the Sullustan worked in the office of Senator Krall
Praget, amember of the Security and Intelligence Council.

Mostinteresting, Marathought.

She then caught up with the mouse droid, which had followed the suspected Y uuzhan Vong infiltrator to
an gpartment building. Maramade anote of the address, and then called Ayddar Nylykerka on her
comm, and told him to buy as many of the mouse droids as Lando and Talon Karrde had available.

YVH-M-1 had proved itsworth on itsvery first day.

ColaQuis dropped out of the race for Chief of State following aringing endorsement for Cal Omas,
who had quietly promised him chairmanship of the Commerce Council, midlevel minigtry jobsto severd
of hisfriends, and a branch office of the Kellmer Indtitute for Ryloth. On the next vote, Ca added enough
votesto raise his percentage to 35. Not al of Quiss supportersfollowed hislead, however, and Fyor
Rodan picked up another couple of percentage points and stayed in the lead, with 37. Pwoe held steady
with three votestotal. Td'aam Ranth added enough to histotd to raise his percentage to 22, which meant
that the soft-spoken, exquigtely polite Gotd chairman of the Justice Council now controlled enough votes
in the Senate to deliver the eection ether to Cal Omas or to Fyor Rodan.

Ranth was now being courted in earnest.

Tons of refugee supplies were shipped to the planet's surface from the smuggler fleet overhead. The new
military appropriations bill, with riders attached involving the purchase of thousands of YVH droids,
passed out of the Defense Council and onto the Senate floor. The Senate, urged by al three candidates
to act quickly, passed the bill with only afew token attempts at adding amendments to earmark funds for
aparticularly worthy planet or cause or brother-in-law.

Marafound asecond Y uuzhan Vong infiltrator. She and a squad of mouse droids and Nylykerkas
agents began mapping the two infiltrators contacts and associates. Primary residences and safe houses
were located, and eavesdropping devices quietly inserted.

Congdering the darming implications of everything she was discovering, Marawas having astrangely
pleasant time.



"Every morning, | want every person in my command to ask himsdlf the same question. And that
guestionis:how can | hurt the Yuuzhan Vong today?"

Admird Traest Krefey was vigting every ship in hiscommand, first to conduct an ingpection and then to
address ship personnel .He was spesking from the enlisted mess of Sarsider, aroom large enough to
contain al the fleet personnel who were stationed or passing through or barracked on the old
Dreadnaught. Jaina, flanked by Kyp and Lowbacca, sat at atable on one edge of the room, watching the
white-furred Bothan bound up and down on his speaker's platform.

Krefey wasin good spirits today, and his body language showed it. He bounced on the balls of hisfeet
as he repeatedly punched the air to emphasize his points, and his fur continualy peaked and smoothed
with surges of emation.

"Andif youcan't find away to hurt the Vong," the admira continued, "I want you to ask yourselfthis
question:how can | help my own side grow stronger ?"

"At least it'sleadership,” Kyp said, his murmur pitched to carry only to the ears of hisfdlow Jedi. "It's
not likeweve seen alot of leadership in thiswar.”

"Maybeit'salittle more leadership than we need,” Jainamurmured in answer.

Lowie knew better than to say anything himsaf—histrandator droid lacked discretion, and would
probably shout the trandation out &t full volume—but he alowed himsalf asmal moan of agreement.

"We're going to win the war of production!" Krefey proclaimed. " Our factories are building more
garfighters, more capital ships, and more wegpons than ever before! Our schools are turning out more
pilots and other personnd! Within months well have replaced dl the terrible losses weve suffered so far
inthiswar!"

Jainathought of Anakin and Chewbacca, and Anni Capstan and others, the millionswho'd lived on
Sernpida and Ithor. Unique, individua beings, alive and responsive to the other lives around them.
Replaced? No one could replace any of them.

"That trip to Bothawui has changed the admira,” Kyp said. "He used to be alot lessbouncy.”

"The Bothans declared ar'’kral and removed any necessity for mora responghility,” Janasaid. "l imagine
that could cheer aperson up.”

"Weé're going tosmash the Vong!" Krefey proclaimed. "We're going tosmash them every day! Were
going to smash themuntil there are no more Yuuzhan Vong!"

Theroom erupted in gpplause. Jainaand the other Jedi remained silent.

After Kreffey's speech had worked itsway to arousing conclusion, Jainawas stopped at the exit by one
of theadmird'saides.

"Mgor Solo?" hesaid. "The admira would like to seeyou.”

Krefey met Jainain an office loaned him for the purpose by Starsider's captain. Krefey was il clearly
exhilarated from his speech, still bouncing energeticaly on the bals of hisfeet. Hisvicinity smelled very



strongly of excited Bothan.
"l saw you in the audience and | thought I'd have Snayd pull you in for achat.”

"Very good, gr." Which seemed a proper sort of thing for abewildered officer to say. Chatswith
admiraswere ararity in her experience.

Krefey'swhiskered face beamed. "Did you like the speech?”’

Jainaanswered truthfully. "1 thought it was the strongest speech I've heard inthiswar, ar." At leest it said
most of theright things

Krefey wasimpressed. "Coming from Lela Organds daughter, I'll take that asavery specia
compliment indeed.”

"My mother hasn't had many chances to make speecheslately, sir,” Jainasaid.

"Regrettably true." Krefey paused, hisfurred hand brushing the polished tabletop. "1 thought,” he began,
"that | would send you to see your brother.”

"Sir?" Janawas dmost speechlesswith ddight. She could see Jacen! Touch him! Feel hismind
floating toward her in the twin bond ...

"Colonel Darklighter tells me that you've been in continuous action against the enemy for many months.
Y ou deserve arest, but the war hasn't been able to spare you. But things have grown quiet with both
Sidesreorganizing after Coruscant, and we can spare younow. So I'm going to send you on afurlough to
Mon Calamari, for two weeks. . ." He drawled out the last words, then raised afinger and pointed at
Jaina. "But you're going on aspecid misson for me, undersand?’

Jainatried her best not to stare at him. "No, Sr," she said. "ldon't understand.”

"Y ou said that you needed more Jedi for your experiment in Force-meld to work. | want you to talk to
your mother, to your uncle Luke, and | want youto get me those Jedi. | want to put those Jedi in my
ships and have them link through the Force in combat." He grinned. "What do you think?"

"I'll do my best, Sr. But—" Protests rose reluctantly into her mind. "My squadron's been completely
reorganized in the last month, Sir. | have two brand-new pilots fresh out of flight school. Another four
who have only been with us afew weeks. We haven't flown together long enough to—I need time,
sr—I'm afraid my squadron can't spare me.”

"Y our number two can take over for afew weeks," Krefey said. "He's another Jedi, isn't he? The
Wookiee?'

"Y es, but he's busy with histeam investigatingTrickster."

"Histeam can do without him for afew hours every day. | want you on Mon Caamari finding Jedi for
me." He smiled kindly. "And getting some rest, of course. Y ou've been working too hard, like dl of us."

Herose, and Jaina realized the audience was over. She stood and saluted.

"I'll have Snayd draw up your orders,” Krefey said. "Y ou're to leave tomorrow.”



"Very good, gr." Soon she couldsee Jacen!

The next day, as she set out in her X-wing for Mon Calamari, Twin Suns Squadron soared past her,
brilliant in the light of Kashyyyk's sun, and tipped their wingsin salute before cutting in their enginesand
flashing away, out of Sght.

Shefdt likeatraitor for leaving them behind. The rookies needed much more training before they'd have
achance of surviving againg the Y uuzhan Vong, and she wouldn't be there to superviseit. What if one of
them died because of something she hadn't been present to teach them? What if the whole squadron was
led to disaster because of something she could have prevented?

Jainahad every faith that Lowie would do agood job as squadron commander. But it wasn't Lowi€e's
sguadron, it washers. Whatever happened to it, it was she who was responsible,

Jainasighed, settled into her molded seat, and began plotting the first of the long series of jumpsthat
were calculated to avoid the dangerous parts of the wide Y uuzhan V ong-occupied swath of worlds
between Kashyyyk and Mon Caamari.

She thought about seeing Jacen again, and al her doubts faded.

"Welcome, Senator.” Lando, smiling broadly, shook Fyg Boras's hand and escorted him to an armchair.
"I'd like to express my admiration on the rapidity with which your committee dealt with the YVH

"A surprisng number of my colleagueswerein favor of the amendment,” Borassaid. "An unsubtle
number, perhaps.”

"Thesedays," Lando said, "aperson with tons of relief supplies can't help but make alot of friends.”

"Y ou're giving away enough. The price of basic commodities has dropped enormoudy in the last few
days”

"But surdly that'sagood thing, Senator!” Lando said.

"No doubt," Boras gloomed. Lando and Karrde had so flooded the market with relief supplies that the
Senator'sillicit profits were barely keeping ahead of the costs of warehousing everything he was secretly
offering for de.

Cheaters never prosper,Lando thought virtuoudly.

"| thought we might discuss the future of our relationship,” Lando said, and seated himsdlf adjacent to the
Senator.

"l hope you're not going to offer me morerelief supplies.”

Lando steepled hisfingertips and tried to ignore Borass nose-tickling minty cologne. "What | hoped,” he
said, "wasto discussthe next Chief of State.”

"I'm committed to Fyor Rodan, as you know."



"I was hoping to change your mind."
"That's not possible,” Boras said shortly. "I've made a definite commitment.”
"| regret that extremely. Because it's then possible that people may see thisholovid.”

He touched the control of the room's holoprojector, and Boras watched with increasing petulance at the
sght of himsdf in hisfirst meeting with Lando.

"You can't rleasethat!" he snapped findly. "If I'm guilty of taking abribe—which I'm not—then you're
guilty of offering one! To releasethat holo would be to put your own head into the noose!"

"l wouldnever clamthat | bribed you," Lando said with indignation. "I've never bribed anyonein my
lifel”

"Then what's dl this about?' Boras snarled.

"| gave you the suppliesto be given freeto refugees” Lando said. "That's very clear inthe holo. If it
could be demonstrated that you weresdlling the supplies, instead of giving them away, then that would
be—why it would beillegal) wouldn't it?"

Boras stared at Lando with burning hatred in his eyes.
"Now," Lando said with a perfect white smile, "about the next Chief of State.”

The next three days saw an extraordinary number of defections from the camp of Fyor Rodan. Not just
those who had alowed themselves to be bribed, but others whose activities had been revealed by alittle
of Taon Karrde's research. Those who stole fleet elementsin order to make their escape from
Coruscant, or who called for the fleet to escort them to safety while other nava units, deprived of
support, stayed and died. There were those who had sprung criminals from custody on condition that the
criminals help them escape the Y uuzhan Vong. Others had taken massive bribesin order to take
world-class criminals offplanet. There was one Senator who had left hiswhole family behind in order to
provide transport to awell-fed Coruscant plutocrat and his harem of mistresses.

Some of these—the supporters Fyor Rodan most counted on— were persuaded to announce publicly
that they had changed their minds and intended to vote for Ca Omas.

Thefollowing morning Mara—now operating with apair of YVH-M mouse droids—picked up a

Y uuzhan Vong infiltrator at her place of residence and followed her through refugee-packed streets
toward the edge of Heurkea Foating City, where gracefully curved seawalls kept the green ocean rollers
from sweeping right up the sireets. The Y uuzhan Vong wasn't interested in the view, but walked aong the
base of the seawall to a bubble-topped structure that projected out over the water.

When the target entered, Mararemained outside and sent one of the mouse droids through the broad,
open doorway. The structure proved to be a private marina, with boats and submersibles of various sizes
moored in long rows of dips. The Y uuzhan Vong spoke to a Quarren who sat behind a desk near the
entrance, and the Quarren handed her what might have been a set of keys. Theinfiltrator then walked out
onto one of thejetties.



Maraleft her second droid near the entrance and entered the marina herself. The sat-and-iodine scent
of the seawas strong in the confined space. The Y uuzhan VVong, she saw, was ingpecting asubmersible.
Drawing the hood of her robe forward to partly mask her face from the VVong, Mara approached the
Quarren.

"Do you rent submersibles here?' she asked.
"No," the Quarren said. "We rent berthsto private vehiclesonly.” One of itsfacid tentacles pointed

politely toward the door. "If you want to rent submersibles, you can turn right at the entrance, then walk
aong the seawdl to—"

Maras comm unit chittered at her. "Excuse me," she said, and stepped away from the desk just asa
large human male waked into the building. The new arriva blinked as his eyes adjusted to the relative
darknessinsde the covered marina, and during that time Mararead the information that her mouse droid
wastryingto tel her.

The new arriva was another Y uuzhan VVong. Maras heart legpt. She turned her head away from the
new arrival and tried to shrug into her hood—it wasn't asif Mara Jade Skywaker wasn't someone an
enemy infiltrator might recognize at close range. But theinfiltrator wasn't interested in her, or inthe
Quarren. Without looking left or right, the Y uuzhan V ong marched into the building, walked down the
long jetty, and joined the first Vong.

Frantically Mara considered her options. For years she had been the Emperor's Hand. She had lived as
aspy, infiltrator, and assassin, and she understood spy work well. Two Y uuzhan Vong infiltrators
mesting faceto face violatedevery single principle of tradecraft—if the two needed to speak, they could
do so by villip with complete privacy; if villips weren't available, they could use dead-letter drops or, with
precautions, Smple comm units.

There were three possible reasons why the two Y uuzhan VVong were mesting face to face.

They could be stupid.

They could be overconfident.

Or, third, something was happening that was of such overwhelming importance that the Y uuzhan Vong
were forced to throw al caution to the winds and conduct the operation together.

Maraknew which way she wanted to bet.

The Y uuzhan VVong had opened the cockpit of their submersible and were descending into it. Mara
returned to the Quarren at the desk.

"Areyousure you don't have any submersiblesfor rent?' she asked, and made a gesture with one hand.
"Yes," the Quarren said. "We have submersiblesfor rent,”

"l want afast one, and | need it immediately."

The Quarren reached beneath the desk and produced a set of keys. "Berth Five-B, maam,” it said.

"Thanks" Marasaid, snatching the keys.



The face-tentacles waved good-bye. "Have anice voyage.”

The Y uuzhan Vong were swinging their cockpit closed. Maratried to avoid adead run as she headed
for Berth 5B.

Her submersible was a dim sport model whose deek lines showed the customary Mon Calamari
attention to elegant design. The transparent cockpit seated two passengers, one behind the other, and the
deep green paint job featured a scalloped pattern that suggested fish scales.

Maracast off the two mooring lines, then put afoot on the submersible and felt it bob under her. She
keyed the lock, and the bubble canopy rolled aside with ahydraulic hiss. Maravaulted easly into the
pilot's seat and found the main power switch. She pressed it and the instrument panel cameto life.

The instrument panel was smple compared to that found in a starfighter. Mara pulled away a drape of
her cloak that had caught on the cockpit coaming, then closed the canopy. Canopy |ocks clamped down
to make the sub watertight. Ventilators whirred as they automatically switched on. Maraengaged the
engine, and water jets hissed as Mara backed out of the dip.

The Y uuzhan Vong craft, she saw, was dready moving through the seaward entrance of the marinaand
into the open sea. Marakicked the rudder over and accel erated, shaving the stern of the nearest vessdl
by millimeters as she set out in pursit.

She zigzagged around the piers and dashed through the exit to see the first ocean wave break over the
Vong's canopy asit began to descend. Marasteered after the vanishing craft and looked for the ballast
tank controls. Air sputtered from vents as she began her descent.

Piloting the submersible, she found, was like flying astarfighter, but in dow motion. It rolled and banked
like any atmosphere craft, and like any atmosphere craft it flew better when it wasin trim, the ballast
tanksfilled equally tore and aft, which meant she didn't have to be congtantly fighting the dive planesto
keep the boat at the right depth.

Vishility was quite good, but "good" visihility in the water only extended a hundred meters or so.
fortunately, her displays kept her informed of other craft in the water.

Radio-based detection systems were usdess in the water, so submersibles featured a system based on
sound. Rather than having every underwater craft pinging away al the time and confusing each other's
sensorswith overlgpping noise, Heurkea FHoating City itself issued regular low-frequency sonar pulses
that highlighted every craft in the vicinity for thirty kilometers or more. In order to detect the vessels
around them, all the submersibles had to do was set their own sonar setsto passively receive the city's
pulses.

Marahad no troublefollowing her target and doing it without calling attention to hersdlf, though she did
speed up at one point in order to make certain that the craft she was following was the right one. She
crept up onitstall until she recognized the configuration of the cabin, then alowed her boat to drift back.
Compared to her own, the Y uuzhan Vong boat was a squat, broad, roomy vessdl, with itstwo
passengers sitting abreast of one another, and she reckoned her own tube-shaped craft was much
speedier. Thisand the usefulness of Heurked's city sonar allowed her to keep her distance from the
Y uuzhan Vong vessd, even to join other traffic patternsin order to make it less obviousto the Vong they
were being followed.



Thetarget vessel plodded on at a ddliberate speed, descending to thirty-five meters and circling the
floating city until it was dmost directly opposite the marinafrom which it had started. At this depth dl
color faded away to blue or gray, except for the occasiond silver flash of apredator fish darting at the
smaller fish attracted by the brightly lit windows of the residentia areas. Below, the seawas a profound
deep blue that seemed to stretch down forever, an azure vastness that seemed as limitless as empty
space.

The Y uuzhan Vong boat checked its speed and began to hover. Mara s owed her own vessdl, uncertain
what she could do without giving herself away. If she began to hover hersdf, it might make the Y uuzhan
Vong suspicious, but so might tracking back and forthin their vicinity.

Instead, she decided to pass within visua range of the target and see if she could make any sense of its
actions. She dipped the dive planes to pass under the VVong craft, and set the throttle to adow rate of
speed to give hersdlf asmuch timein visud range as possible. Then she dmost jumped out of her skin as
she passed in front of one of the city's sonar emitters and felt the deep low-frequency rumble asit
shivered aong her bones and caused her boat's smal metd fittingsto rattle.

The squat form of the target submersible loomed up, slhouetted againgt the bright blue and silver of the
ocean surface thirty-five meters above. The Vong boat had its stern to the open ocean, its bow toward
the floating city, and it was Smply hovering in place. Mara peered up at the boat, unable to see much of
anything along its dark underside—but then through the perfect acoustic medium of the water she heard
the hum of an eectric motor, and with it abrief scraping. The sounds repeeted themselves.

Thistime, as she gazed up at the Y uuzhan Vong vessd, she caught abrief movement from the bows, a
kind of dimple that appeared on its port bow, to match an identical dimple on the starboard side. And
then her blood froze with horror at the realization of what she had just seen.

The Vong boat had opened a pair of torpedo tubes. It was about to open fire on Heurkea Floating City.

But why? shethought. Heurkeawascolossal: apair of torpedoes couldn't possibly sink it. Mara's head
cranked to port, staring in congternation at the face of the city, at the series of clear windowsthat gave
out onto the ocean deep, and there, Silhouetted, she saw her answer: thetall, shaggy form of a\Wookiee.

Triebakk.

Triebakk, gazing out of the swesating transparisted wal of Ca Omas's gpartment. Cal, the Chief of State
candidate most likely to carry on the war against the Y uuzhan VVong. And Triebakk was soon joined by
another, lanky figure that Mararecognized a once.

Ca Omeas.

Cal and Triebakk continued to stand by the viewport. Mararedized they were holding drinks. Perhaps
they had something to celebrate.

The Y uuzhan VVong boat swam into view dead ahead. Maras boat had no weapons, no torpedoes of
her own, but on the other hand her craftwas aweapon. It weighed a metric ton or more, and it was
moving fast, and if she couldn't Snk her enemy by ramming, she might be able to dissbleit. Mararolled
her sub more or less upright and fed power to the water jets as she aimed her vessdl at the enemy
canopy, descending on the Y uuzhan Vong craft from above its starboard quarter. If she could smashin
the canopy, the enemy would probably be killed outright, and at any rate would drown.



"Pull up! Pull up! Collision alert! Pull up!" Maras nervesjumped as aroaring voice filled the cockpit,
and her vessdl's passive sonar went active with a series of high-pitched warning screechesamed at
aerting her target to its danger. The controls bucked in her hands as an autopilot seized control of the
vessel. Grimly shefought the controls as shetried to keep her craft aimed at the enemy, while her eyes
scanned the controls for aswitch to turn off the autopilot.

"Pull up! Collision alert! Pull up!"

Things happened too fast for Marato locate the autopilot override. There was an impact, then a
scraping sound as her submersiblerolled over the enemy craft. Her boat dewed violently to port as her
aft port dive plane caught on the Vong's dorsal rudder. L ocked together, the two subswhirled around
each other, then parted with agrinding shudder. Maralooked over her shoulder to sec the Vong sub
inverted and pitched nose-down, cavitation bubbles spraying fromitsjets asit tried to right itself. One of
the Y uuzhan Vong, thrown against the canopy by theimpact, glared at her with hisfa se human face
distorted by afuriousrage.

Mara sensed that Cal Omas and Triebakk weren't running away; they were peering out the viewport
trying to make out what had just happened in the deep, distant blue of the water. Then the enemy faded
into the darkness as Mara's boat sped away.

Marafought the controlsto pull her boat around for another pass. Her port dive plane had deformed
with the impact; she could hear the hiss and squelch of water asit passed roughly over the distorted
surface, and fed the sideways dewing motion that the distortion imparted to her craft.

Then suddenly she heard awhoosh and afrantic pinging, and her nerves keened with the knowledge that
the Vong had just fired atorpedo. Her Force-sense told her that it was aimed ather, not at Ca
Omas—she could sense the mass of the torpedo asit neared, and hear theincreasingly fast,
Doppler-shifted chirps of its active sonar asit sped closer.

Marayanked the craft to port, hoping that the drag of the distorted port dive plane would assist her in
making atight turn. At the same time she pushed out with the Force, trying to shove a stream of water a
the torpedo to push it off to the right.

The torpedo sizzled past Maraless than two meters beyond the sub's starboard dive plane, and Mara
felt hersalf brace againgt the power of the explosion that would come with the detonation of a proximity
fuse. But the torpedo must have had a contact fuse that ignited only on impact, because the underwater
missile sped on, its frantic sonar pings Dopplering lower in pitch asit raced away.

Maragazed at her displays and discovered the Vong craft lumbering in aturn, trying to bring its second
and last weapon to bear on Cal Omas. Marafought the damaged dive plane, lifted the sub's nose, and
straightened once she'd gained five meters of dtitude above the enemy boat. She could see no way to
disable the autopilot that would try to interfere with her ramming maneuver— either it wasn't possible, or
it required codes she didn't have. She would have to anticipate the autopilot's taking over thistime, and
take itsinterference into account as she held her course against the enemy.

As she pushed the throttles forward she redlized that the fast pinging behind her had shifted, then began
to pitch higher in volume. The torpedo had turned around and was coming & her again.

The Vong craft loomed ahead, il turning to bring itstorpedo to bear on thefloating city. The pings
behind Mara grew more frequent and higher in pitch. She pushed her throttle to maximum speed and
dived down onto the enemy boat, water hissing through her jets.



"Divel Collision alert! Dive! Collison alert!" Thistime the autopilot wastrying to pitch her downward
to let her craft dip below the enemy. She fought the controls, trying to keep her machine on target.

"Divel Divel"

The pinging from astern beat faster than Mards heart. Marafelt her sub shudder at the contradictory
commands given the control surfaces, sensed the mass and speed of the torpedo approaching. And then
shetook her hands off the controls and |et the autopilot take over.

The damaged dive plane screwed the sub around to port asit dived benegth the swollen shadow of the
enemy craft. Mara saw the looming shadow of the Y uuzhan VVong sub's rudder dead ahead, cutting
toward her cockpit like a huge knife, but the drag from the damaged dive plane pulled her out of the way
with millimetersto spare. The torpedo was so close that Mara could hear its hiss asit shot through the
water.

And then the torpedo hit the Y uuzhan Vong craft dead astern as Maras boat did beneath, and agreat
watery hand took Maras sub and flung it spinning through the sea. Her hands and feet worked the
controls as shetried to Stabilize her craft, as shetried to gain her bearingsin the giant white boil of the
explosion.

Maramanaged finally to bring her craft to ahover. She was hanging upside down in the cockpit, one of
her legs clamped hard on her seat and the other braced under the instrument panel. With careful squirts
of her maneuvering jets, she managed to roll her sub upright.

To one sde, she could see the wreckage of the shattered Y uuzhan Vong craft spin downward into the
blue depths below. The great mass of the floating city, on her other side, seemed intact. Triebakk and
Ca were gone from the viewport, and through the roiling sea she could barely make out the apartment’s
front door, gar—the two had fled.

Finally figured out what those fast pings meant., eh?she thought.

Wedl. Better late than never.

Luke, aerted once Maragot to the surface, stlashed Cal Omasin their own apartment, which, with
Jacen Hill there, was getting alittle crowded, but was at least above water and in apart of the city with
better security. Lando shipped down apair of YVH droidsfor safety's sake—and, out of the presumed
goodness of his heart, offered security droidsto the other candidates aswell.

Ayddar Nylykerka managed to get Mara out of the trouble she was in for stealing asubmersible and
getting it damaged during the course of an underwater dogfight.

Maraarrived at her apartment late in the evening to discover why Ca Omas and Triebakk had been
celebrating. On avote held earlier that day, Cd had jumped into the lead with 46 percent, followed by
Fyor Rodan with 24 and Talaam Ranth with 20. Pwoe had actualy gained avote, for atotal of four.

"Suddenly Talaam's twenty percent isn't worth as much to him," Ca told Mara. "'l don't have to promise
him much, because his supporters are going to defect in drovesin the hopethat I'll be grateful later.” He
looked puzzled. "What | can't work out is how Fyor's supporters turned out so wobbly." He glanced at
Luke. "You didn't somehow arrangethis, did you?'



"No," Lukesad.

Cd grinned. "1 didn'tthink Jedi mind control worked as well asthat. | guess Fyor's supporters found out
something about him that might be embarrassing if it got out, and decided to jump ship while they could.”

"I didn't arrangeit,” Luke said, "but | think | know who did." Maragave him asharp look.l'm not the
only one who's been having adventures, shethought.

Cdl'sgrin faded. "Should | know about this?' he asked.

"Absolutdy not,” Luke said. "But | wouldn't count on Fyor's defectors for anything more than getting you
into office. My guessisthey're good for one vote only. If | wereyou, I'd court Tallaam Ranth and as
many of his people asyou can, because you're going to need them later.”

Cal rubbed his chin. "I'm not going to ask any more questions.”

"Youreanintdligent man," Lukesaid. "Y ou'll work it out withoutmy help.”

By that point Mara had worked it out hersdlf.

The next day Talaam Ranth released hisfollowersto vote for Cal Omas, and Ca was el ected with
amost 85 percent of the vote. Fyor Rodan and afew diehards refused to make the vote unanimous, and
threeloydists ill voted for Pwoe. Ca moved off Maras sofaand to the suite reserved for the new Chief
of State at Heurkeals poshest hotel, where he was ably guarded by a platoon of YVH droids.

He began working on the acceptance speech he would have to give the Senate the next day. But before
he began, he sgned the order creating the new Jedi Council, with Luke &t its head.

Chapter 18

Y our candidate has been elected,” Vergere said over breskfast.
"Yes" Luke answered.
"Congratulations.”

L uke looked toward Mara, who was busy with the gpartment's comm unit. "It was more Maras doing
than mine. She kept Cd divelong enough to give his acceptance speech.”

"Sill," Vergere said, "you played apublic rolein hiscampaign”

"True"

"Y ou redizethat you and the Jedi will haveto pay later for this politica involvement.”
Luke nodded. "1 know."

"Just S0 you are prepared.”



Luketasted hisglass of blue milk with awistful yearning for the fresh, morerichly flavored variety held
enjoyed on hisuncle Owen Larss moisture farm. Mararose from the comm unit, came to the table, and
laid out severa holosthat had been transmitted from the hidden Jedi ingtallation in the Maw.

"New images of Ben!"

Luke gazed at the holoswith hisusua mixture of ddight and longing. Infants developed so rapidly at
Ben'sagethat Luke could plainly see how the boy had grown and changed in the short time since held
been sent to safety in the Maw. He was walking now, with greater and greater confidence. He was
speaking, too, though at the moment his vocabulary seemed to consst mainly of the wordknee.

At such moments Luke's misery at Ben's absence outweighed his thankfulnessthat Ben wasin a place of
safety.

Luke and Mara showed the holosto Vergere, who looked at them with quizzica eyes. "A handsome
human child,” she said. "Asbest as| understand these things.”

"And grong in the Force" Marasaid. "That's been clear from the beginning.”
Vergere's crest deeked back. "Perhaps that is misfortune,” she said.
Luke gtared a her in surprise. "Vergere?' he said.

"Y ou permit Jedi to many," Vergere said. "And permit not only marriage, but children. Byyour example,
Luke Skywaker."

Luketried to contain hissurprise. "In your day," he said, " Jedi were chosen asinfants. They were raised
knowing they wouldn't marry. But | had to recruit Jedi who were aready grown—who had already
established relationships.”

"Itisvery dangerous," Vergere said. "Wheat if Jedi were forced to choose between their duty and their
family?'

L uke had made that choice more than once and was comfortable with the necessity. "Family makesa
Jedi more of awhole person,” he said.

"It makesthem lessthan Jedi!" Vergere said. Her head swung toward Maraon the end of itslong neck.
"And your child is strong in the Force—that isworse!”

Mara's green eyes glittered dangeroudy. "And how isthat, Vergere?' she asked.

"Y our Benis heir to more than your husband's name—he is Darth Vader's grandchild,” Vergere said.
"Three generations now of Skywakers, dl strong in the Force! ThisisaJedi dynasty!"

Vergere's head swung back toward Luke. "Can't you see how governments will view this as athreat?
Onceitispossible for Jedi toleave their power to their children, the balance that exists between
government and Jedi fdls."

Luke held up one of the holos of Ben. "Thisisathreat? In auniverse with the Yuuzhan Vong init?'



Vergere's crest deeked back again, and she made ahissing noise that raised the hairs on the back of
Luke's neck. He dmost wanted to snatch the holo of Ben from the danger.

The door chime sounded. Through a gentle Force projection coming from the other side L uke knew that
the visitor was Cilghal, cometo collect Vergere for another heding tutorid. When Vergere wasn't being
debriefed by Fleet Intelligence—a process ill ongoing—she had been perfectly amenable to spending
timewith Cilghd, teaching the Mon Cadamari heder the art of making herself small. Perhaps Cilghd,
too, would learn to heal with her tears, and then the two could pass the knowledge on to others.

At the sound of the chime, Vergere gazed stonily at L uke for amoment, then hopped off her chair. "I
must go," she said. "But | beg you, young Magter, to think of this."

She padded to the door and let herself out.
Luke looked at Mara. "Whatdo we think?' he asked.

Marareached for aknife. She began cutting up dried bofa fruit and adding it to adried, crunchy form of
Mon Caamari seaweed eaten by thelocals.

"Maybe she's embittered over fifty years of longliness” Marasaid, "but | cal that an overreaction.”
IIYSIH

"Vergereistoo smart. Too perceptive. Too enigmatic.” Her green eyesflashed. "Too willing to torture
young humansto get what she wants. | don't want her ever to get near Ben."

"Agreed," Luke said. "I've checked the Jedi Holocron. Therewas a Jedi named Vergerefifty years ago,
aformer apprentice of aMaster Thracia Cho Leem.”

Maras knife made nest little paring motions. "Therewould be, wouldn't there? If she was an infiltrator.”
"It'sawfully roundabout to infiltrate the Jedi by way of the Y uuzhan VVong."

Maraput down her knife. "Maybe shewas aJedi. The questionis, after fifty yearswith the Vong, what is
shewon??'

Luke had no answer. "She doesn't fedl dark," he said.

"She doesn't fed anything. She's practicaly invisble. We only sense what she wants usto sense.”
"Areyou going to play spy today?'

"Nylykerka can handle the enemy networks on his own today if you have another idea. Do you?"

"I have aJedi Council to put together,” Luke said. "1 thought you might help me."

Marasmiled. "We get to spend the day gossiping about our colleagues and cdling it work? I'm willing."

He leaned over and kissed her cheek. "I knew | could count on you," he said.



Ruined. Ruined.

Warmaster Tsavong Lah gazed in revulsion over the Square of Sacrifice, where the great formations of

Y uuzhan Vong, each in formal robes, had been assembled to witness the painful, extended death of more
than ahundred captives, dl for the glory of Y un-Y uuzhan, whose great temple was being dedicated on
thisday.

Many of the captiveswere of high rank, military officers or Senators captured in the battle for

Y uuzhan'tar. Their lives had been carefully preserved just for this moment. They had been strapped to
their execution beds, and the priests stood by with their flesh-egting beetles, and their flaying knives. The
symphony of the captives screamswould have risen for many hoursto the delighted ears of the god.

But instead it was ruined. While Supreme Overlord Shimrra stood on the steps of the temple, the high
priest of Y un-Y uuzhan had goneinto his extended blessing, hands raised over the thousands assembled
to watch the work. And then a pestilentia odor swept over the assembly, and the squares of formed
Y uuzhan Vong began to eddy as something crept among them.

The square was being flooded by anoxious liquid, something spewed up from beneath ground level. The
muck spread through the crowd, but the Y uuzhan V ong were disciplined, and remained in their ranks,
plucking up the hems of their cloaksto keep them out of the ooze.

Therank fluid was composed of every kind of waste. Below ground level lived the maw luur who

digested the sewage produced by the growing city, but apparently something had upset their omnivorous
stomachs, and they were regurgitating onto the square.

The high priest's voice hesitated, resumed, hesitated again. He wheezed as agust of wind brought a
wave of stench to hisnodtrils. The high priest managed to renew his prayers, but Shimrrals booming voice
cut him short.

"The sacrificeis gpoiled! Dismissthe onlookers, and kill the captives!™

The high priest turned to face the Supreme Overlord. "Are you certain, Dread One?’

Shimrragave asavage laugh. "Unless you think that sewage is degp enough to drown our victimsin."

The high priest looked out over the flooded square. "I don't believe so, Supreme One.”

"Then order your peopleto kill the captives." Shimrraturned on his hedl to enter the temple. "The rest of
you, follow me."

Tsavong Lah followed his Overlord into the shadowed green-and-purple depths of the temple, where
the air smdled properly of heavy organics. Shimrra seemed more thoughtful than angry, which Tsavong
L ah thought was not a good sign—it might mean the rage would burst out later, and in an unpredictable
direction. At least the Dread One wasn't accompanied today by his shadow Onimi, as the presence of a
Shamed One at a sacrifice this grand would have been an insult to the gods.

"Another falure," Shimrragrowled. "Anotherpublic failure, witnessedagain by thousands of our
people—and by our chief god.”

"Treachery, Supreme One!" someone called. " Sabotage by this so-called underground!™



"Or by hereticd" said apriest, loyad to hisleader Jakan,

"l have Sx remaining voxyn, Dread Lord," Tsavong Lah said. "Let metake one or two out, and if there
areJeedai involved in thisbusiness, the voxyn will find them and tear them!™

Shimrralooked left and right. His burning eyesturned yellow, then red as they settled on Nom Anor.
"Y ou have received no reports of underground activity?* he demanded.

Tsavong Lah rgoiced at Shimrraturning to Nom Anor with this question. After Nom Anor's attempt to
brand him with the catastrophe of Vergere, any discomfort in Nom Anor could only beto Tsavong Lah's
adight.

"No reports, Supreme One," Nom Anor said.

Nom Anor dmogt wilted benegath the fierce glare of Shimrrals mgaaqit implants. But Shimrraagain
choseto withhold hisanger, and his savage |ook again turned thoughtful.

"We know the World Brain has been contaminated by that fool Ch'Gang Hool," Shimrrasaid. "Could
this be another manifestation of the shapers incompetence?!

No one dared to elther confirm or deny this supposition. "It'samost asif the World Brain has developed
anasy sense of humor,”

Shimrrasaid thoughtfully. "Onimi won't care for that—he much prefers being the only one permitted to
make jokes."

No one commented on that, either.
The Supreme Overlord turned to one of hisassstants. "Find a shaper to diefor this."
"l will, Supreme One."

Nom Anor seemed to sag with relief once he realized that the shaper class was going to get the blame
for the botched sacrifice. Tsavong Lah snarled a him.Next time, filth, he thought.

Shimrras glowing, restless eyes swept again over the company, then settled on Tsavong Lah. The
warmaster straightened, then bowed from the waist, keeping his back rigid.

"Dread Lord?' he said.

"Y our forces eliminated an enemy cruiser at small cost to themselves. Vengeance for Komm Karsh,
thoughasmdl one."

Tsavong Lah took agrip on his courage. "With your permission, Supreme One, | will exact vengeancein
full. Give me permission to take the fleet and—"

"No, Warmaster."

"Give me adecisive battle, Supreme One! Let theinfidels blood fill the spaces between the tard” The
words sprayed from the warmaster's dashed lips.



"Besdlent!"
Tsavong Lah threw himsalf to the ground before the Supreme Overlord'sfeet. 'l obey," he said.
There was amoment of awful emptinessin which Tsavong Lah contemplated his own immediate degth.

Then the silence was broken by an unexpected voice. "With respect, Supreme One," Nom Anor said, "l
agree that a decisve battle must be fought, and soon.”

Astonishment filled Tsavong Lah's soul, followed immediately by suspicion. Nom Anor couldn't be
agreeing with Tsavong Lah out of sympathy for his position. This had to be some plot, some devious
scheme by the executor to discredit him.

To Tsavong Lah's surprise, Shimrrarestrained hisanger. "Y our reasons, Executor?' he asked.

"We aren't growing any stronger, Supreme One," Nom Anor said. "Assoon asour auxiliariesarein
place and thefleet isat full strength, we must seek to bring about a decisive engagement that will win the
war."

Mockery entered Shimrrastones. "'l thought the Battle of Y uuzhan'tar was supposed to be 'the decisive
engagement that would win thewar.' "

Nom Anor hesitated. "The infidels have proved more adaptabl e than we suspected.”

Tsavong Lah stepped in. "We shouldn't waste our strength on an offensive for its own sake. If we
choose the right moment, however, the right target ... if we can catch their forces at a disadvantage, then

we can smash them beyond recovery.”
The mockery continued. "How can we choose such atime, such atarget?'
"We must depend on accurate intelligence of the enemy, Supreme One," Nom Anor said.

Shimrralaughed. "Onyou, then. All hail Nom Anor! Thisvictory depends onyou, who hasjust lost apair
of vauable agentsin abungled assassination.”

Nom Anor wisely chose not to rise to the mocker)'. " Assassination is dways arisky business, Supreme
One. Agents may be risked in thisway, but no chances should be taken with the fleet.”

"Very wdl then." Shimrra hestated. "Rise, Warmaster."

Tsavong Lah got to hisfeet, his clawed vuasafoot scrabbling for traction on the chitinous templefloor.
Helooked at Nom Anor and tried to mask his resentment.

Shimrralooked from oneto the other. "Warmaster, you will have your decisive battle, after thefleet is
ready. But you will not launch the battle blindly; you will wait for Norn Anor's spiesto report that the
timeisripe. And my own permission will berequired. Do you understand?’

"Completdy, Supreme One." Tsavong Lah bowed in submission.

A smiletwisted across Shimrrasfeatures. "It seemsthat the two of you are bound together once again.
Thefate of onewill depend entirely on the fate of the other. If success comesto one, it will cometo both.



Butif onefals. . ." Heleft the thought unfinished.

Tsavong Lah straightened and looked at the executor, who he found looking back at him. Tsavong Lah
let asmile spread across hisdashed lips.

At least if | fall,hethought a him,Imay rejoice in the thought that you will not long survive me.

Though it was not comfortable to think that Nom Anor was probably thinking the very samething.

"l want Cilghdl," Luke said. "'l want ahedler. The fact that she's an ambassador is abonus.”

He and Marawere in their gpartment, trying to choose five Jedi to serve with Luke on the new Jedi

Council. In the background, alive holo of Ca Omaswas giving his acceptance speech before the
Senate.

"With sorrow for our countless dead, but with hope for the future,” Cal was saying. "With sadness for
the many who have fdlen, but with confidence in the many who have taken their place ..."

"Cilghd," Marasaid. "Very well."
Lukelooked at her. "Who | redly want," he said, "isyou.”
Mard's green eyes sparkled. "I'm aways flattered to hear that."

"For the council, | mean," Luke said, "as of coursein every other way. But aJedi Master can't gppoint
hiswife to government jobs without people disapproving.”

"You'll get my advice anyway," Marasaid. "Y ou won't be ableto avoidit." Shelooked at thelist they'd
compiled. "Who's next?'

"How about Kenth Hamner? He has the contacts, and the knowledge.”

Maranodded, and entered the name on her datapad. "Hamner'sin, then." She looked up. "Kam
Solusar? Or Tionne? It would be good to have someone representing the Jedi academy.”

"Put them down as maybes. If we weren't a war, I'd put one of them on the council for certain, but right
now we may need a council oriented more toward action.”

"Thenwhy Cilghd?'
Lukelooked at her. "Heding isimportant.”

Mara held his gaze, then nodded. "Of course.”

" Saba Sebatyne. She commands an all-Jedi squadron, and brings al the Barabels on board. She's
proved hersdf many times over, and it'stime she had ahigher profile.”

Saba hadn't been trained at the Jedi academy, but on Barab | by the Jedi Master Eelysa. Sabain turn

had recruited and trained awhole pack of her fellow Barabels, most of whom formed her Wild Knights
Squadron.



"Y ou've thought about this pretty thoroughly, haven't you?' Marasaid.

"l do my best."

Shegaveady smile. "Maybe Cd isright—youare turning into apolitician.”

Luke affected horror and made awarding gesture.

Maralaughed. "My only objectionisthat SabaisaKnight," shesaid, "not aMagter."
"Knights should have some representation on the council,, too."

Maralooked at her datapad. " Saba's representing alot of people—Knights, Barabels, and an all-Jedi
squadron.”

"Thenit'sal the more important that she have aseat.”

"With compassion for the millions of our dispossessed,” Cd's holo was saying, "with firmnessin the
rightness of our cause. . ."

Mara shrugged and made a mark by Sabas name. "Streen?" she suggested.
"A maybe. TresnaLobi?'
"She'd be good.”

From the holo came Cd's voice. ... | accept the Senate's nomination to be Chief of State of the New
Republic." Roarsfollowed, and applause.

"That was agood speech,” Marasaid.

"It was" Luke glanced thoughtfully at the holo Cdl listening respectfully to the Senate's gpplause. 'Y ou
know, I'm beginning to have alot of sympathy for Ca. Hesgot to fill seatsnot only on the Jedi Council,
but in al the government departments aswell.”

"He has more practice a this sort of thing than we do.”

"Let'shope s0." Luke glanced at Maras datapad and the list of names. "L et's add one more. My most
controversa nominee."

Maraturned her eyesto himin rising horror. "Not Kyp Durron!”

Luke returned her gaze, then gave adeliberate nod. "For what it'sworth," he said, "I think that Kyp's
actions at Hapes and Borleias show that he's amuch more stable person than he was. He seemsto have
made peace with himsdf. Remember, he renounced pride on Ithor, and since then he voluntarily put
himsdf under Jaina's command. He's always supported the idea of a Jedi Council.”

"Y ou're setting yourself up for alot of grief.”

"Wouldn't it be more grievous to have aKyp running around loose, where the council can't control him?”



Luke said. "Remember, he'sonly onevote. If he takes an independent line, hell be outvoted by the rest,
and then helll be obliged to support the mgority."

"I think you have avery generousidea of Kyp's sense of obligation. Plus," Mara considered, "how do
you know hélll be outvoted? There are going to be six non-Jedi on the council now. What if Kyp's
arguments make sense to them?”

"If Kyp's arguments make sense to half a dozen political gppointees, then 1'd better pay more attention
to those arguments than | have been.”

Maragave him askeptica look. "I think you're going to regret this."

Luke shrugged. "I may. | probably will. But if a person in authority talks only to those who agree with
him, he soon finds himsdlfout of authority.”

Marasighed. "Y ouare apalitician,” shesad.

L uke presented Ms nominees for the Jedi Council to Cal Omas the next morning. Ca leaned back in his
office chair—the office smelled of fresh paint and newly laid carpet—l ooked at thelist, and gave Luke a
skeptical look.

"Kyp Durron?" he said.

"Kyp has changed,” Luke said.

"He hasn't blown up any planetsin afew years, that'strue.”

"That wasn't precisely Kyp who did that,” Luke said. "He was possessed by the spirit of along-dead
Sith Lord named Exar Kun."

Cal shook his head, and when he spoke hisvoice had amournful air. "That'sexactly the sort of tiling |
hopenever to haveto explain to a Senatorial committee,” he said.

Lukelooked at Cal in concern. "Should | withdraw the nomination? | don't want to wreck our chances
of reestablishing the Jedi Council.”

Cal consdered, then shook hishead. "No," he said. "I understand why you did it. It's best to have the
opposition insde the tent, where you can keep an eye on them. That'swhy I'm putting some of Fey'lyas
old faction on the Advisory Council. And Fyor Rodan, if helll agree.” He looked at Luke. "And you."

Surpriserosein Luke. "Areyou sure?' he asked. "Don't you think Leiawould be better?!

"Maybe. But Leia hasn't returned from Bastion, and you're here.”

Luke smiled. "Y ou're going to keep me so busy running to meetings that I'm not going to have time for
anythingdse"

"Would that be abad thing?' Ca asked. "Docs the head of the Jedi orderneed to be blowing up Death
Stars and engaging in lightsaber fights athis age?"

Luke smiled. "I haven't blown up aDesth Star in ages.”



"That'swhat your young folksarefor,” Cd sad. "If you put me back in agtarfighter, I'd fed like an
idiot,"

"| doubt that very much," Luke said.

"Maybe| exaggerate." Cd smiled. "I'm gppointing mysdlf to the Jedi Council, by the way."

"I had hoped you would."

"And Triebakk, as Senatorid representative—the Senate will need to confirm that, but | don't think well
have any trouble. Dif Scaur, the chief of Intelligence. Someone from the Justice Council— | havent
worked out just who as yet. Releqy A'Kla, who will dso head the Ministry of State."

"Her unclewas a Jedi."

"l know."

"Y ou don't have any of Fey'lyas people. Or Fyor Rodan's.”

"l know." Ca smiled. "They'll have to be satisfied with seats on the Advisory Council, won't they?"

"Y ou haven't mentioned the sixth."

"Sien Sow, as head of the military.” Helooked troubled. "If | decideto retain him. He offered me his
resignation practically the second | finished my acceptance speech.”

Luke gave Cd aserious|ook. "You need to call on Ackbar."

Cal looked curious. "To be Supreme Commander?’

"No, but you need to talk to him. He has a plan to dedl with the Y uuzhan Vong."
"'l talk to him."

"Very soon, Ca," Lukewarned. "Y ou know how good heis."

Ca nodded again. "Fine. Soon."

The voice of Cd's comm droid came from the speakers on his desk. "Senator Rodan is herefor his
gopointment.”

Cd rose. "'l shouldn't keep Fyor waiting."
He escorted L uke to the door, allowing the Jedi Master to precede him into the outer office.

Fyor Rodan stood there, wearing a stainless gray suit and a cold demeanor. Luke gave him a polite nod,
but Rodan only returned aglare.

"I see you have the compliant Chief of State required by your plans," he said.



"I don't believe you ever asked memy plans,”" Luke said. Y ou only assumed you knew them.”
"You interfered,” Rodan said. ™Y ou and your wife did some-tiling to my supporters.”

"Wedid nothing of the sort," Luke said.

"Then it wasyour pirate friends. Do you deny that?'

"I deny that | have pirate friends,” Luke said mildly. "And | have no ideawhat my other friends may have
done, if anything.”

"Jedi virtue!" Rodan said. "Y ou remain gtainless, while your friends do the dirty work. | couldn't help but
notice that your friends droids are guarding the Chief of State whom they created.”

"The YVH droidsin the corridor belong to the government,” Cal Omas said. "Y ou voted for the
appropriaion yoursdf, Fyor."

Fyor Rodan turned his scornful eye toward Cal. "I thought you had more pride than to sdll yoursdlf to a
bunch of renegades and their witch-doctor accomplices!” he said. "I refuse to have anything to do with
supporting theillusion that your government is anything but illegitimate. I'll thank you to keep my name off

any list of gppointees.”
He turned, tiff-spined, and marched out. Luke and Cal looked at each other.

"Stickier than | thought,” Ca said.

Chapter 19

Jacen spent hisfirgt day of freedom in the gpartment, marveling at its strange solidity. The scratch of the
carpet againgt hisbarefeet, ar that didn't taste like arich stew of organics, wallsthat were vertical and a
ceiling that was aflat plane above his head. Holos on shelves. Popular music that bounced its rhythms
from hidden speakers. A kitchen full of wondrous, gleaming appliances. A refrigeration unit full of food
designed for the human palate.

Furniture. The Y uuzhan Vong didn't have furniture the same way that people did. It wasn't crafted or
assembled, it wassprouted. And their sense of scale was different, the way they placed it in one of their
rooms with its resnous floors and walls of cora or stabilized protein.

Jacen had said farewd | to furniture, to holos and kitchen equipment and refrigeration unitsand to
everything e se that was human. Finding it again was arediscovery.

M essages appeared on the comm unit. WAY TO GO SPROUT. And ONCE AGAIN, JACEN, YOU
HAVE ANSWERED A MOTHER'SPRAY ERS. The messages gave him asinging joy that stayed with
him for the rest of the day.

That evening hisaunt Maratactfully hinted that he might buy some clothes, so the next morning he set off
to do some shopping. He borrowed some of Uncle Luke's clothes and threw a cloak over everything,
but people recognized him anyway. His face had been everywhere in the holocasts. Many werefriendly,
many curious, and only afew turned away with angry glares or muttered asides. The Jedi, it seemed,
were more popular than they had been.



He bought clothing from a Quarren tailor who assured him that the drape was perfect and in the mode,
at least for humans. Afterward he wandered the city, enjoying the el egant architecture beneath the vivid
blue sky, and tried to ignore the fact that wherever he went he was the center of attention.

Later, from the gpartment, he tried to contact Vergere, but was told she wasn't allowed cals. He spoke
to Luke about it, but Luke only said, "Y ou're on vacation. And that includes being on vacation from

Vergere
Then Lukeinvited Jacen to sit by him. "I'd like to hear your ideas on the Y uuzhan VVong," he said.
"Vergere would be the one to ask,” Jacen said.

"Ihave asked her. But I'd like to ask you. Their immunity to the Force aside, arc the Y uuzhan Vong so
very different from us?'

Jacen consdered. "No. They have atyrannica government, and their religion is absolute poison. But
they're no better or worse than humanswould be if wewereraised in their system.”

Lukelooked a him. "Do you hate them?" he asked.
"No." Jacen's answer was swift and very certain.
"Why not?"

Thistime Jacen had to think. "Because," he said findly, "it would be like hating a child for being raised
badly. It's not the child'sfault, it'sthe parents. | could hate the leaders who made the Y uuzhan Vong

what they are, but they're long dead, so why waste energy in hatred?"
Lukerose and put a hand on Jacen's shoulder. "Thank you, Jacen," he said.

"l ... understand them,"” Jacen said.

L uke seemed gtartled, hismind inward. "Y ou do not hate, because you understand,” he murmured.

II&rryl?l

L uke's attention snapped back to Jacen. "No. Go on."

"I wasimplanted with a dave seed, remember, and it interfaced with my nervous system. It was
supposed to be aone-way communication link, to endave me and give me my orders, but | discovered

that it worked the other way. It's produced akind of ... telepathy. | can extend my mind into the Y uuzhan
Vong and into their creatures, and sometimes | can influence them.”

Lukelooked a himin surprise. "Y ou can touch the Y uuzhan V ong with the Force?!
"No. It'sdifferent. | can't use the Force and my—my 'Vongsense' at the sametime.”
Luke's eyes narrowed in thought. " Can you teach this?*

Jacen had been wondering thishimself. "I don't know," he said. "I don't think so. | think perhaps you



need to be implanted with adave seed, or some other form of Y uuzhan Vong control that can interface
with your nervous system.” A thought struck him. "I might be able to teach Tahiri. After what they put her
through, it's possiblethat she . . . might still be attuned enough to the Y uuzhan Vongto learnto do asI've
done."

Lukefrowned. "Tahiri found her experience at the hands of the Vong to be highly traumatic. And
she's—had some traumatic experiences since. | wouldn't want to force her to revisit an experience that
damaged her."

"Nor would 1."

Jacen didn't tell Luke about one of the consequences of what held just called his "V ongsense"™—the fact
that he was till in occasiond mental contact with the entity whom the Y uuzhan VVong called the World
Brain, the dhuryam who controlled the environment of Coruscant. He and the dhuryam were conspiring
againg the planet's worl dshaping, sabotaging it in minor but annoying ways: through the creation of an
itching plague, for instance. Jacen had just inspired the World Brain to cause ascknessin the maw luur,
the creatures who recycled Y uuzhan Vong waste, during what the dhuryam sensed was an important
occasion or ceremony.

Though Jacen could theoreticaly inspire the World Brain to more deadly action, from poisoning

Y uuzhan Vong food to causing an ecologicd catastrophe, he had refrained. His empathy with the
Y uuzhan Vong had grown aong with hisVongsense: he would not be amass murderer, not even of a

deadly enemy.

In part, that waswhy he hadn't told Luke of this particular ability. He didn't want his ability known for
fear that someone would want him to use it as aweapon. Though he redlized that L uke would never ask
such athing of him, he felt that the more private he kept this secret, the better.

The conversation with L uke was interrupted when a holojournaist commed, asking for an interview.
Jacen told the comm unit to refuse anyone it didn't already know was afriend.

The following morning Jacen felt delicate, ate a bland breskfast, and returned to hisbed. Luke |eft to do
politica things, and Marawent off to play counterspy with her mouse droids. He was awakened by acall
on the comm, which meant that the comm's artificia intelligence recognized the cdller asfamily or afriend.
He answered and stared into a pair of green eyesframed by curling blond hair. Danni Quee.

"Hdlo, Danni."

"Jacen. | hopeit'sdl right to call."

"I'm not Sick or in quarantine or anything. I'm allowed to tak to people.”

"That's good. Would you like to see a bit of the city? Or are you being besieged by friends?’

"I'm not besieged by friends," Jacen said, "I guess because they're astactful asyou are. But I'd just as
soon not go anywhere public, because | seem to attract crowds.”

She grinned, teeth white against her tanned face. "I saw you on the holonews yesterday. Was that cloak
supposed to be adisguise?”’



"Not exactly."

"If you're not ready to face your public, then, why don't | get a hovercraft and take you out to Mester
Reef?'

"Sure"

Twenty minutes later, Jacen met Danni at apublic pier. "Nice clothes," she remarked, and gavehima
hug. Soon they were on a craft racing west on its repul sorlifts ten meters above the water. Danni had
provided diving equipment for two, aswdl asalight lunch.

"Fast work," Jacen said.

"l was going to go anyway. If | hadn't reached you, | would have gone with another friend.”
Helooked at her. "Anyonel know?'

"Thespar Trode. She's another unemployed astrophysicist.”

"Y ou're not employed these days?

Danni gave awry grin. "Well talk about that ater.”

Mester Reef wasin such tropical waters that no insulation suits were necessary, but Jacen and Danni
wore them anyway to minimize abrasions. The air supply wasalight unit worn on the back that slently
extracted air from the water and fed it to the diver, and was limited only by its power supply, which was
good for about fifty years. There was avest that could be inflated or deflated to adjust for buoyancy,
with pockets for weights to make sure the diver didn't pop back to the surface.

Danni held up apair of swim fins. "Old-fashioned transportation,” she said. "I could have brought some
drive unitsto speed us dong under the water, but | think they're adistraction—it's better if it'sjust you
and the reef and the ocean.”

"Finewith me," Jacen said. "It's not like we'rein ahurry to go anywhere."

The water was like awarm sdt bath. Adjusting to the breathing apparatus felt natural and was easier
than usng a pressure suit. Theinflatable vest was alittle more difficult, and Jacen found himself snking or
bobbing toward the surface until he managed to equalize his buoyancy properly. Once he adjusted to the
experience, he found he couldthink himsdf higher or lower—and he didn't need the Force for it ether,
just akind of relaxation.

A current ran dong the reef here, and he and Danni Smply drifted dong. The water that |eaked past the
mouthpiece tasted of sdt and iodine and athousand living things. Above was the rippled sunlight of the
ocean surface; to one side the vivid colors of the reef; on the other side the boundless ocean; and below
the profound blue of the ocean deeps, clear and seeming to go down forever.

They didn't dive below twenty meters or s, because below that depth the light faded away badly, and
they wanted to see the brightness of the coral. The coral formations, the anemones, and the sponges
were ablaze with brilliant color, and the fish and other animals were as incandescent as the cord through
which they swvam.



There were hierarchies here. The coral rose like great ramparts of a castle, occasionally breaking toward
the surfacein towers. Living things attached themsdavesto the cord, or sheltered ingdeits convolutions,
or imitated the cora with its colors, its sseming quiescence, and its stinging spines. Reef fish hunted these,
searching among the cord for their dinners and sometimes being engulfed and digested by a cunningly
camouflaged predator, while torpedo-shaped pelagic fish from the degp water ate the reef fish, darting in
from the open ocean to strike, kill, and devour, coming from a place far beyond the comprehension of
the reef fish, like pirates from another world.

And everything on the reef was alive! The coral, the sponges, the fish, the crustaceans, and
anemones—d|l wereliving things. Even the seemingly empty ocean wasfilled with microscopic life. That
was the true wonder of it. Jacen summoned his Force-sense and | et the song of the reef enter him, al the
tiny creatures living together in acomplex, interconnected pattern, basking for amoment in the sheer

glory of it.

Thiswas such aglorious change from the Y uuzhan V ong environment. There everything lived aswell,
but all wasdien, strange, and full of gnister purpose. It waslikelivingin avoid. Here, thereef anditslife
practicaly shouted at him through the Force.

Jacen extended his Force-sense toward Danni. She was Force-sensitive, but her training had been
unsystematic, scattered into spare moments between battles and obsessive research. He sensed her
dartled surprise at the first touch of hismind, but she then relaxed, and he et the reefs existence flow into
her, the greet vitd accumulation of dl thetiny lives, and the two floated along the reef in Slent
communion, absorbed in the reefs complexity and abundance.

Eventudly they grew chilled even through their insulation suits, so he and Danni rose to the surface, and
Danni triggered the transponder that would bring her hovercraft flying toward them. It settled into the
water five meters away and lowered its ladders so they could climb aboard. They took off their dive suits
and let the sun warm them asthey aetheir lunch. And then, while digesting, they smply relaxed,
stretched out side by side on the foredeck.

"Y ou said you weren't working?' Jacen asked.

"No. | wasworking for the Jedi until my unit began to achieve results, and then we were co-opted by
the government. And then, after we reached a certain stage, we were—waell, we weren't disbanded, but
some of my team was taken away. I'm taking sometraining in communications and infiltration, so that |
can help set up Resistance cells, and then I'll get back inthewar."

Jacen rolled on hissdeto look at her. "But you've done such crucial work!" he said. ™Y ou discovered
how to jam the yammosk signal. That'sthe single critical discovery that's enabled our shipsto survive
battle with the Y uuzhan Vong. Why would they disband your group now?"

Sheturned her green eyesto his. "Astrophysicists aren't important for war work," she said. "I madethe
initia discovery about how yammosks communicate, yes. But now that the discovery's been made, itisn't
atheoretica problem anymore, it's an engineering one. Now it's up to the engineersto build jammers and
spoofers and try to work out more and more ingenious ways to foul up enemy communications. All the
theoretical work has been quietly shunted asde.” She sighed. "1 was working so hard and for so
long—nothing has ever been so thoroughly studied in such a short time asthe Y uuzhan Vong. What
Cilghd and | did aone could have won us half adozen mgjor scientific prizes. But our work is secret, so
the prize committees will never find out, and astar as anyone knows, I'm just a twenty-three-year-old
stargazer without ajob and with no hope of finding one." She stretched languidly and looked at the
brilliant sky.



A strange look came onto her face, and she sat up, crossing her legs and leaning toward Jacen. "Notall
the theoretica work has been pushed aside. Did | mention thet? There's some still going on, and it'skind
of grange.”

Jacen blinked up at her. "Tdl me."

"We had some peoplein our group who were working on the details of Y uuzhan VVong bioscience. They
made adiscovery, and right away were pulled away into anew unit in the Intelligence divison. They're
working directly under agroup of Chiss, who report directly to Dif Scaur."

"Scaur'sworking with Chiss?" Jacen was surprised.

"They'real offplanet now. None of my messagesto my friends get through, | just get messages saying
they're temporarily oft" the HoloNet."

"All at the proverbia secret laboratory off in deep space,” Jacen muttered.

"And why theChiss?"

"And you say they're working on Y uuzhan Vong bioscience." Jacen pondered for amoment, then shook
his head. "The problemis, we don't know enough about the Chiss to know why they'd be valuable. We
don't even know where their home planet is. Maybe their bioscience is ahead of ours. Maybe they know
something about the Y uuzhan Vong that we don't. Maybe their own weird metabolism givesthem an
ingght into whet the Y uuzhan VVong can do.”

"Weird metabolian?'

"They'reblue. That'saclueright there.”

Danni laughed.

Jacen looked at her. "Do you know the nature of the discovery the bioscientists made?”

She nodded. "It had to do with Y uuzhan V ong genetics— which are generally like ours, by the way."
Jacen blinked. "That's pretty odd, considering they're from another galaxy.”

"Theresone hit of their geneticsthatisn't likeus," Danni said. "There's a sequence that seems completely
unique, and itscommon to dl Y uuzhan Vong life. Y orik cora, yammosks, plant life, the Y uuzhan VVong
themsdves All of it."

"Isthat what makes us unable to see diem in the Force?"

Danni shrugged. "Maybe. The geneticists didn't know—or anyway they didn't when | last saw them.”

Silencefdl. Jacen gave areuctant grin. "We probably shouldn't even betalking likethis," he said.
"Whatever Scaur's doing with the Chiss, it's probably so deeply secret and oft” the map that our
speculations are going to both be wrong and get usin trouble.”

"Even speculatinghere?”



"It wouldn't surprise meif I'm under some kind of casua observation,” Jacen said. "'l just came back
from weeks of imprisonment at the hands of the Y uuzhan VVong. Intelligence can't be sure | haven't
switched sides." Helooked up at the sky and gave awave. "Say hi to the satellites!”

Danni laughed and waved at any invisible observers, then turned back to Jacen. "That's enough danger
for today,” shesaid. "l think | fed safer underwater.”

"Me, too."

Danni and Jacen flew in their craft afew kilometersfarther down the reef and put on their equipment
again. As soon as they descended to the reef Jacen drew again on his Force-awareness and let the life of
the reef fill his spirit. He reached out again to Danni, and the two shared the swarming, intricate existence
of the reef until it wastimeto return to Heurkea.

The next day Jacen went to the reef again with Danni, thistime with her friend Thespar Trode, afemde
Ishi Tib, whose dive gear had been adapted to her giant head and eyes that thrust out on stalks. The two
adirophysicists conversation tended to be technical, but Jacen didn't mind: he enjoyed the display of agile
intelligence even though he didn't understand it, and while he listened he | et his Force-sense descend to
the reef and fill hismind with living glory.

After the dive he invited Thespar and Danni to the apartment for snacks, but when he opened the door
he saw Jaina standing in the front room, still in her pilot's coverals, her military duffel partly opened on
thefloor. He and Jaina stared at each other for along moment of exquisitely painful joy, and then their
twin bond flared with a thousand shared emotions and memories, the rich harvest of lives shared since
their first day in their mother's womb, and they rushed into an embrace. They pounded each other on the
back and laughed until the tears came.

Family was another tiling that Jacen had surrendered to the Y uuzhan VVong. The sensation of finding his
twin again took his breath away.

When he found it he looked at theinsggniaon Jainas coverdls. "Y ou're amagor now?"'

"1'm better than that, I'm aholovid star. Not to mention agoddess.” Her eyes shifted to the two visitors
standing near the door. She knew Danni Quee, of course, but had to be introduced to Danni's friend

Thespar.

"l have to change now, and run,” Jainasaid. "I've got dispatches to deliver to headquarters.” She gave
Jacen alook. "And I've got a persona message from Admiral Krefey to Uncle Luke. He wants Jedi."

Jacen was pleasantly surprised. "At leastsomeone wants us.”

Shetook amoreforma uniform out of her duffel, disappeared into abedroom to change, and then
returned only to head for the door.

"Well tak later, right?' she said as she paused on the threshold. "I want to hear everything." And then
shewas gone.

Jacen gazed at the closing door in surprise as his mind tingled with the sensation of the fading twin bond.
He had expected more from hisfirst meeting with his sster, much more.



She wasn't avoiding him, Jacen thought. Not exactly. But she definitely needed sometimeto get her
thoughts together before she could face him.

He thought he knew why.

Jacen shared with his guests some jewd -fruit he found in the refrigeration unit, and then thetwo
astrophysicists said their good-byes.

Luke and Marareturned before Jainadid. When Jainafindly arrived, she was taut and high-strung, her
neck and shoulder musclesrigid with tension. First she delivered Krefey's request for more Jedi pilotsto
Luke, who was pleased to hear that someone in the military was willing to take Jedi. He asked about
Jainas action at Obroa-skai, and from there gently drew her into adiscussion of her activitiessincethe
fal of Coruscant. Particularly the battles at Hapes, and the way shed used the Y uuzhan Vong's own
dovin basd's againgt them, to sow confusion and destroy the invaders.

And her state of mind at the time. The obsession. The fury. The darkness.

Jainalooked at Jacen with bleak eyesand said, "'l thought you were dead. Y ou and Anakin both. It
didn't matter to me how many others were sent to join you. | wasready to go mysdlf.”

It was easier, Jacen thought, for Jainato speak to Luke and Marathan it would have been to speak to
him aone. Luke had known that.

"More than through anger or lust for power,” Luke said, "the dark enters through despair. Through the
belief that, in the end, there is nothing but pain and sorrow and death, and that nothing we do truly
matters.” He gave Jainaalook. "I'm hereto tdll you that wedo matter. And that despair isanilluson that
the dark casts before our eyes.”

Jainalowered her eyes. "Thank you, Uncle Luke," she said.

Jainaand her duffel moved in to share Jacen's room. He wanted to talk to her before deep, but she said
she was exhausted from her long journey from Kashyyyk; shed tak to him in the morning.

Jacen fell adeep at once and dreamed of the cora reef. He was awakened two hours before dawn, with
the arrival of his parents. Half awake, he stood in the door while hisfather howled his happinesslikea
Wookiee, picked Jacen off the floor, and whirled him around as if he were atwo-year-old.

Leias emotion was less demondtrative but no less powerful, and Jacen felt it through the Force even as
his father twirled him through the air. When Jacen found his feet again he embraced his mother, and he
sensed the force of Leids profound thankfulness.

It was she whose faith had never fatered, he knew. Her husband had deserted her and returned a
changed man; the New Republic she had created had betrayed itsalf; one of her three children had been
killed, another torn away into captivity, and she had watched the third dide toward the dark side.

Leaadone hdd firm. Leaaoneindgsted that Jacen was dive. And now Jacen stood within the circle of
his mother's arms, and let her know that her faith had not beenin vain.

The hoursthat followed were exuberant and very emotiond. Han was dmost bouncing off thewdlsin
hisjoy, at least when he wasn't trying to concedl atear in hiseye.



C-3PO moved Han and Leids belongings into their bedroom, and Jainaand Jacen's gear out. The twins
sacked out on the floor of the front room. C-3PO, with nowhere to go, propped himself against awall
and shut himsalf down. No sooner had Jacen closed his eyes than he heard arespectful tap at the
door—L eids Noghri bodyguards, who hadn't been taken to Bastion, were now reporting for duty.

They were placed outside in the corridor, and an hour later knocked again, this time because Vergere
had been released from detention and had nowhere else to go.

Jacen was delighted to see her, but clearly the apartment was too crowded, even after Jaina volunteered
to shift to bachelor officers quarters. But fortunately Jacen had a mother who was a Princess and had
connections.

The Solo family, with C-3PO, moved to another apartment dong with the Noghri. Jacen hoped Vergere
might come dong, but Luke rather firmly stated that she would remain as his guest.

It was probably agood idea, Jacen reflected later. When his parents found out what Vergere had
actudly doneto him when he was a prisoner, they wouldn't have looked at the little dlien kindly. Jacen
would hate to have to get between Vergere and Han's blaster.

The move took much of the day, and as soon as it was over Jaina had to report to Fleet Command to
seeif any decision had been made about Krefey's request for Jedi. She wasn't back until very late.

The next morning, Jacen rose, seated himsdlf at the foot of his bed, and began to do his Jedi meditations
and exercises. Calling the Force, using it to help modify hisbodily state, dowing or speeding his
heartbesat; shifting blood flow to hismuscles, asif for combat; to hisinternal organs, asif wounded or
short on air; or to his skin, to help radiate excess heat and cool the body.

He sensed Jainawaking as the Force radiated from him, and likewise sensed her resentment. With a
sgh, she climbed out of the bed, joined him on the floor, and merged her meditations with his.

They synchronized breathing and heartbest, lifted small objects, and then engaged in amental lightsaber
fight, sharing amutua mental image of themselvesin battle with one another, visudizing every move,
every parry, the shuffle of their feet on the ground, thethrumm of the lightsabers, the impact as the blades
grated againgt each other. Jainas fight was methodical and cool, utilizing minimal energy, content to back
away until she saw an opening for an absolutely ruthless riposte. Jacen permitted himsalf more freedom,
making wild attacks and lunges, spinning in and out of range, striving to do the unexpected. Asaresult he
got nailed more often than not, and in the moment of his"death,” he sensed hissster's stedly resolve.

Afterward, asacaming exercise, Jacen sent his Force-sense radiating outward, sensing hisdesping
parentsin their bed, the two Noghri (one on guard, the other adeep), the sparks of life in the adjacent
gpartments. Seeking the wondrous, dynamic complexity held found on the reef, Jacen sent his
Force-sense floating even farther,

down into the deegps surrounding Heurkea FH oating City, sensing the masses of microscopic life, the
swarms offish that had adopted the city astheir home, the deepwater pelagic fish that darted into the
city's shadow to prey onthe smdler fish. ..

Jainapulled away. Jacen opened his eyesin surprise and saw her getting to her feet.

"Sorry," shesaid. "l can't go thereright now."



Heblinked at her. "Why not?"

She reached into the closet and took out her uniform. "I've got to stay focused on my job. | can't let my
mind go floating around in the ocean, I've got to stick with what | can use."

"It'slife, Jaina" Jacen said. "The Forceislife

Jainalooked down at him. Anger smoldered in her eyes. "Lifeisn't what 1do anymore,” shesaid. "What |
do isdeath. | kill, and | try not to get killed mysdlf. Anything else—" Shewaved her hand, "-—isa

luxury.”
"Jaina—" Jacen began.

"Every second | spend floating around the ocean,” Jainasaid, "1'm getting weaker and the Vong are
getting stronger. So what I'm going to do—" She opened the door. "—istake a shower, get into my
uniform, and go to headquartersto seeif Admiral Sow has amessage for me. And if he doesn't, I'm
going to find some pilots and talk tactics, so that maybe | can learn atrick or two that will keep my
squadron dive through another fight. I'll see you later, maybe."

"It'sdl about balance, Jaina," Jacen said, but she was gone, and the refresher door shut behind her.

Jacen rose and sadly began to change into his clothes. Later, after breakfast, he told his mother what
Jainahad said. Lelasighed.

"Jainaand | dready had thisargument at Hapes," she said. "l begged her to get some leave, get away,
get some perspective. But shewouldn't, and | know how far I'd get if | repested my arguments now."

"Uncle Luke said that despair was access for the dark," Jacen said.

Leiashook her head. " Jainas |earned about the dark now," she said. "She's been there, and | can't
believe shed go again. What | fear now isthat shelll set herself" oneimpossible task after another until
she bregks."

Jacen looked a hismother. "No onein the family'slikethat, I'm sure.”

Shelaughed. "Of al the things Jaina could have inherited from me, she had to pick my work ethic." She
reached out and took Jacen's hand. " Jainas tough, you know. Shelll get through this— and it will help
that she has one less brother to mourn.”

Jacen tried to amile. "At least I've given her that," he said.

Four daysinto histerm of office, Cal Omas summoned Admira Ackbar and Winter to the former resort
hotdl that now housed the executive branch of government. The meeting was small; the only other guests
were Luke, Ayddar Nylykerka of Fleet Intelligence, New Republic Intelligence chief Dif Scaur, and
Supreme Commander Sien Sow.

Y VH droids patrolled the corridor outside. Scaur's people had thoroughly swept the room for listening
devices, and so had Nylykerkas, who sneaked in later without Scaur's knowledge. The room was small,
with no viewports, asmall white marble table, scalloped like a seashell, held indentations for each of the
guests. On onewall, alittle fountain tinkled and chimed, emitting amild scent of brine.



Ackbar wore hisold uniform. His skin was gray and his hands trembled, and Winter had to help himto
his feet as Cdl entered the room. But hisvoice wasfirm as he congratulated Cal on his appointment, with
none of the durring that L uke had heard before.

"I would like to thank you al for agreeing to meet with me," Ackbar said. "I know that youreal very
busy trying to put the new government together.”

"WEe're never too busy to meet with one of the greatest heroes of the Rebellion,” Cal Omassaid. "You
were my commander for many years, so please don't think I'm going to start pulling rank on you now."

"It was Borsk Fey'lyawho insisted on your retirement,” Sien Sow said. "Please understand that no one
in the Defense Force wished you to go—and least of al mysdlf.”

"That'svery kind," Ackbar said. Histrembling hands keyed a datapad on the table before him. "Though
the retirement was welcomein one sense. | now possess agreat deal of timeto think. And | have been
thinking agreat dedl about the Y uuzhan Vong, the greatest menace to the security of the galaxy since
Papatine." He splayed his huge hands on the marble table. "My speculations aren't completely
uninformed because | have. . . friends. . . within the government who have provided data." He looked
up at the others. "Nothing secret has come my way, but some anayses have found their way to me.”

Luke glanced into the polished tabletop and viewed the reflections of Nylykerkaand Dif Scaur, both of
whom were being careful to maintain innocent expressions. Admira Sow's jowled face was likewise
bland.

"And of course I've been in the service agreat many years, dl at the highest leve," Ackbar continued.
"And | understand how the service works. Even the service under Borsk Fey'lya"”" He nodded hishuge
head. " So | et's open the survey with our military.

"We are growing stronger,” he began. "When the war started, contracts were awarded in order to
increase in our force strength. More capitd ships, more fighters, more transports, larger ground forces.
The shipyards at Kuat, Talaan, Corellia, and here at Mon Calamari have been disrupted by the war but
not fataly injured, and now they are ddivering new capita ships, while many contractors dispersed
throughout friendly space are ddivering large numbers of smdler craft.”

It took awhile, Luke knew, Firgt you built droids. And then the droids built afactory—not for warships,
but for more droids. Then the first set of droids, plusthe new droids built by the factory, builtanother
factory, and that built ships, whilethefirst factory continued to build new droidsto build new factoriesto
build new droidsto build new factoriesto build ships. Y ou could keep going forever building new
factories, new droids, and new ships, provided supplies weren't interrupted and someone was willing to
pay for it al. Once the cascade started, it just kept growing, and the only way to stop it wasto destroyall
the factories, ships, and droids, becauseif just one droid survived, that droid could start the cascade al
over again, by building another droid.

What this meant was that new ships were coming into service, and they'dkeep coming, in geometricaly
increasing numbers asthe largely droid workforce brought new factories on-line.

"We aso have many new recruits,” Ackbar went on. "Despite the efforts of the Peace Brigade and
others favoring surrender to the Y uuzhan Vong, many idedistic citizens have volunteered for the military.
Many of these have been drawn from refugee populations who prefer the hazards of battle to the tedium
of refugee camps— and the refugees, who have seen their homeworlds destroyed or occupied, provide a



highly motivated brand of recruit, who wish to win back their homes and take vengeance on the enemy.
The bottleneck in making use of their volunteers hasn't so much been their numbers, but the necessity of
building training campsin safe areas and staffing diem with qudified ingtructors. But this has now been
done."

Luke knew that building training camps and training recruits ran along the same lines as building ships
and droids, except that military instructors couldn't be built as easily as droids, or turned out hi afactory.
Stll, in addition to the instructors the military possessed &t the beginning of the war, there were agresat
many veterans of the Rebellion who had returned to the colors, and were busy training the next
generation in every tactic they knew.

"The drawback to so many new ships and personnd isthat they are untried,” Ackbar continued.
"Successful actions againgt the Y uuzhan VVong have been few, so thereis no standard fleet doctrine based
on consistent successin battle. Now that New Republic research groups have succeeded in -at least
temporarily canceling the advantages given the Y uuzhan VVong by their—" He glanced at the datapad.
"—thair 'yammosks,' " his pink-whiskered lips working delicately at the dien word, "we may take greater
riskswith our new forces, but sill we will be putting raw recruits up againgt seasoned enemy veterans,
and inthe norma course of events may expect to take heavy casudties.

"QOur problems have been compounded by failuresin intelligence,” Ackbar continued. The two
intelligence directors, Luke saw, received this judgment without surprise. "We were invaded by an
unknown enemy of unknown force, of aspecies unknown to us, and impelled by unknown motives. We
could not infiltrate them, we could not scout their homeworlds, we could not even speak their language.
Even the famous and highly regarded Bothan secret services were able to accomplish nothing. Small
wonder that we could not predict their actions. That lack has, to a degree, been remedied, with better
knowledge of the enemy and with agents now in place on enemy worlds.

"So much for our capabilities." Ackbar paused, and one large hand loosened his collar. "I should liketo
continue with an andlysis of the enemy.”

He paused, perhaps waiting for aquestion, then went on. "The Y uuzhan VVong invasion of our galaxy has
ardigiousjudtification,” he said. "Perhaps the leadership cynicaly usesreligion to camouflage other, less
noble reasons for the assault, but there is no doubt that most Y uuzhan Vong sincerely believe that their
gods have given our worlds to them. Because they have no doubts on this score, they form ahighly
motivated, dedicated, tenacious, and ideologicaly unified corps of invaders. While the experience of
Jacen and Anakin Solo suggeststhat the Y uuzhan Vong have divisions among themselves, and
disagreements among their leadership, they nevertheless present a united front to al outsiders. Our
attemptsto divide or corrupt diem have been fruitless. Asfar as| know—and my knowledge on this
scoreis necessarily incomplete—we have been unable to turn asingle Y uuzhan Vong into an informer or
y. Whileit ispossible that Y uuzhan VVong rdligious faith and ideology may weaken as aresult of contact
with us, with occasiond defeats, and with a galaxy more complex than their ideas can sustain, we can't
count on being able to divide one group of Y uuzhan Vong from another asameansto our victory."

While Ackbar spoke, Winter quietly rose from her place, walked to the tinkling fountain set in thewall,
and soaked a handkerchief in seawater. She returned to Ackbar and efficiently swept moisture onto
Ackbar's graying skin.

Dif Scaur gave aferocious sneeze. Ackbar paused for amoment, then continued. "The enemy's greatest
successes have been in the realm of intelligence. The galaxy was thoroughly scouted before thefirst
attack. Spies and informers were placed or recruited throughout al target areas. Our government was
penetrated at its highest levels. Agents such as Nom Anor had stirred civil conflict that distracted usfrom



the real threat of invasion. Enemy agents, puppets, and collaborators were able to keep us thoroughly off
balance throughout the critica early months of the assault. Even now we have no certain knowledge that
our most closely guarded secrets are not in the possession of the enemy. The knowledge that the

Y uuzhan Vong may be fully aware of our movements has paralyzed our leadership, and tended to make
them overly cautious."

Luke glanced at Sien Sow. His heavy-jowled face was expressionless, but L uke sensed no resentment
of thisandyssinthe Sullustan.

"Materid losses areirrdevant to the Y uuzhan Vong," Ackbar continued. "Apparently their shipsare
grown and harvested like interstellar fruit. They can have as many warships asthey can find VVong, and
Vong collaborators, to crew them.

"And asfor crews" Ackbar said, "l have on my datapad some estimates of initid Y uuzhan Vong
srength, and their casudtiesthusfar in the war. These are gpproximations, since we redly don't know
the strength of any extragaactic reserves, nor do we have anything but estimates of Y uuzhan VVong
casudties, and these may be exaggerated.” He cleared histhroat. "They often are. Y ou may view these
figures, if you like, on your own datgpads—I am prepared to send them to you."

Luketook out his datapad and set it to receive. Figures shimmered acrossits screens. Estimated total
population, percentage of population estimated to consst of the warrior caste, an estimate of the number
of casudtiesinflicted by New Republic forces—amost al members of the warrior caste—casudties
reflected as percentage of total warrior caste.

Lukelooked at Ackbar in astonishment. "We've killed dmost athird of their warriors?' he asked.

"So these figuresimply,” Ackbar said.

"They're very gpproximate,” Ca Omas pointed out.

"They're the best we have," Ackbar said. "1 don't think they're far wrong."

"Our figuresa New Republic Intdligence imply much the sametiling,” Dif Scaur said. Luke was dways
surprised that someone as pa e and thin as Scaur had such astrong voice.

"The Vong lost an entire battle group at Obroa-skai,” Nylykerka put in. "They failed at Hapes. And
Y uuzhan Vong casudties at Fondor and Coruscant were heavy, even though both were victoriesfor the

Vong."
"They cannot afford many more such victories," Scaur said.

"Ifthesefiguresare correct,” Cd sad. "l don't want to throw our fleets at the enemy on the basis of
guesswork."

"There are ways of testing whether the figures are correct,” Ackbar said. "If the Y uuzhan Vong stage
another large offensive against amgor target in the next two months, well know that they have warriors
to spare. If ingtead they consolidate their gains, well know that their osses have taught them caution.”

Ayddar Nylykerkaand Sien Sow looked at each other uneasily. The thought of amassive attack on
Cordlia, Mon Cadamari, or other important targets was never far from their thoughts.



"The Y uuzhan Vong warriors arc brave," Ackbar went on. "They are aggressive, they obey orders
without hesitation, fight to the death, retreeat reluctantly or never, and never surrender.” He drew along
breath, and sghed it out. "Considering their other advantages, it islucky for usthat they possessthese
wesknesses."

Luke stared at Ackbar.Of course. Why hadn't he redlized this before?
"Weaknesses!" Scaur's astonished cry filled theair. "Y ou call theseweaknesses?"

"Of course," Ackbar said smply. "We cancount on the enemy to have these traits. That meansthey are
predictable. And while each of these traits may be admirable in itself, together they add up tomassive
and systematic weaknesses!"

He held up one giant hand. "Consider,” he said. "Bravery and aggression result in foolhardy courage, and
inany case are useful only with adequate direction. Unthinking obedience meansalack of flexibility. To
fight to the death, and never to surrender, isto deny onesalf useful dternatives. Together, we can use
these Y uuzhan Vong traits to draw the enemy into atrgp from which he will never escape.”

Ackbar extended asinglefinger asfar asthe hand's webbing would permit. "Foolhardy courage will
bring the Y uuzhan VVong into the trap.” He held out a second ringer. " Unthinking obedience means that
Vong subordinates won't dare to question their superiors even if they have doubts." A third finger.
"Unthinking obedience dso meansthat warriors can't exercise initiative and will continue to follow their
superiorsplans even after afluid combat situation has made them irrdlevant. They won't change their
planswithout their superiors permission, evenif their superiorsare out of touch or have an unredlistic
ideaof the gtuation.”

Ackbar held up afourth finger. "Because the Y uuzhan VVong consider desth inevitable and never seek to
prolong their lives, they will continue to fight on even in ahopeless cause. Their superiors courage and
belief in their cause will make them reluctant to order aretreet until it'stoo late. These factstogether, my
friends, form aweapon with which wewilldestroy the Vong!" He closed hishand into afist and
smashed it on the table. Cal Omas jumped.

"Atrap," Luke said, "impliesbait.”

Ackbar gasped agreement as Winter moistened hisforehead. "And the bait must bered. It must be
something for which the Y uuzhan Vong will commit dl their available strength.”

"And what isthat?' Cal asked.

"Us, | suppose,” Dif Scaur said, looking about the table. "The government.” Hiseyes, in their hollow
sockets, turned to Ackbar. "What sort of timing are you considering? When should thistrap be set?*

"At the moment we have a great advantage,” Ackbar said. "We can defeat their—their 'yammosks; we
can confuse their communications and cause them to fire at one another. We don't know if these
advantages will last for long, so we should seek adecisive battle very soon.”

"But most of our forces are inexperienced,” Sien Sow said quickly. "Y ou have said thisyourself. Dare
we fight a decigve battle with so many raw troops?’

"No," Ackbar said. "We daren't. Our forces must be seasoned in battle before we attempt a magjor

engagement.”



"How do we season themwithout amgor engagement?' Dif Scaur asked.

"Through manysmall engagements,” Ackbar said. "The Y uuzhan VVong now have the same disadvantage
that we had at the beginning—they have too many worlds to defend. Too many trade lanes. Too many
resources. We should let the fleet |oose on these targets—onall of them.” He held up ahand. "But we
should never attack where we know the Y uuzhan Vong to be strong. Never engage where we do not
possess an advantage. Our military must be seasoned, but seasoned only in victory. Through one success
after another, they will learn to trust their commanders, and will grow in confidence to the point where
they expectonly victory." His huge pop eyesturned toward Admira Sow. "Y ou must give your
commandersagrest ded of initiative in choosing ther targets. Y ou must give them permission to take
risks, and occasondly to fail. Raid, skirmish, pounce on isolated detachments. Disrupt lines of
communication, isolate enemy worlds from one another, establish hidden bases from which you can
mount raids. But you must never engage the enemy where heis strong. Only where heisweek."

"The Rebellion al over again,” Cd Omassaid. "That's how we fought the Empire for thefirst years.”

"That's correct.”

"But when we fought the Empire," Ca continued, "we didn't have so many placesto defend. Our
government was smd| and able to moveto placeslike Y avin or Hoth. We didn't have millions of refugees
to feed and resettle, or hundreds of Senators demanding special protection for their worlds.”

"We must defend only those placesthat are vital to thewar," Ackbar said. "They must be defended, as
we defended Coruscant and Borleias, to the point where even avictory would cost the enemy too

"And what places are those?' Cal asked.

"Places where the new fleet e ements are coming into being. Mon Caamari. Kuat. Cordllia” Ackbar
sghed again. "That'sdl."

"That'sall? " Cdl said.

"Anything € sg'—Ackbar waved a hand—"give away when the enemy attacks. It will stretch Y uuzhan
Vong resources and make diem weaker everywhere else.”

"And therefugees?’ L uke asked. "Those huge convoys that we've tried to protect? Those millions of
people weve had to resettle?"

Ackbar turned to Luke. His eyeswere cold. "We must not defend these huge targets. Tying our forces
to them only makes uswesk."

Lukefdt achill settleinto his spine. "I've sworn to defend the weak," he said.
"Who isweak?" Ackbar asked. "We are weak. The government. The military. Whilewe are weak, the
enemy thrives and the refugees are doomed no matter what we do. Oncewe are strong, the enemy will

have more important things to do than to attack convoys."

Luketurned away. "l understand,” he said, but dl hisingtincts warred against Ackbar's bitter logic.



Dif Scaur put histhin, knobby-jointed hands on the table. His skin was so pa e that the hands seemed to
fadeinto the white marble.

"| ask again for your timetable," he said. "Y ou propose to put our untried forcesinto akind of live-fire
exercise againg ared enemy in order to season them. How long before you think the fleet will be ready
for amagor action, or for this decisve battle your plan callsfor?"

Ackbar's response was swift. "Three months," he said. "Three months of continuous low-level
engagement with the enemy should give us a battle-tested force able to hold their own against the
Y uuzhan Vong."

"Threemonths..." A cold smile played about Scaur's cadaverousface. "Thetiming is expedient.”

Thetiming forwhat Luke wondered. There was something highly significant about that three months, but
Luke and Ackbar were two, at least, who weren't meant to know what it was.

Ackbar dumped into his chair. Presenting the plan had exhausted him, and now that he was finished he
permitted himsdlf to show that exhaustion. Winter stroked more brine onto his head. "1 only regret that
my health doesn't permit meto serve the New Republic in amore active way," Ackbar said.

"Y our contribution has always been fundamentd,” Cd said. "'l can only wish mysdf and these othersas
useful aretirement as yours has been.” Heturned to Sien Sow. "Admiral, do you have any comments on
Admira Ackbar'splan?’

"Other than to admireit, no," Sow said. "I'm ready to put the plan into action immediately, or | can
resgninfavor of Admira Ackbar and he can carry out his proposals without any interference from me."

Ackbar waved aweary hand. "No, my friend. I'm not in condition to command the Defense Force, and
everyone here knowsit."

Ca gave Ackbar athoughtful look. ""Can you take a consultative role?' he asked. "We can invent atitle
for you—'Fleet Director of Strategy' or some such.”

The glabrous head nodded. "I'm willing to perform this task to the best of my powers.”

"His powers are very limited at present,” Winter said. These were thefirst words she'd spoken since the
meeting had begun, and they were in tones of quiet admonishment, like agoverness bringing her charge
under control. Shelooked at Cal Omas. "It won't be possible for the admiral to be kept on aschedule,
running to meetings and ingpecting fleet units.”

Ackbar waved a hand in protest, but Winter was firm. "No. None of that. And no parades of visitors
asking for advice or campaigning for promotion, either.” She looked at Admird Sow. "Some reliable staff
officerswould be useful, to do the paperwork and take care of communications. But we can't have
meetingslikethisdl thetime"

"Wewon't." Cd'svoicewasfirm. "If | need to speak to the admird again, I'll call for an gppointment,
and I'll vist him mysdf." Helooked & Sow. "Y ou'll make the other arrangements?”

The Sullustan nodded. "1 will."

Cal turned to Luke. "Isthere any way the Jedi can aid this plan?’



Luke hesitated. "I'd like to suggest that we place the matter on the agenda of thefirst Jedi Council
medting.”

"Very wel." Ca looked at the two intelligence directors, Scaur in hiscivilian suit and Nylykerkain his
military uniform. "Any other comments?"

"l work for Admira Sow," Nylykerkasaid. "At hisdirection, we can assst in formulating assessments of
enemy strength and suggest possible targets.”

Dif Scaur nodded hislong head at Cal. "We can do much the same, of course, at the direction of the
Chief of State.”

L uke detected the very dightest degree of condescension in Scaur'stone, asif he were humoring the
othersin the room with a show of cooperation, and again he wondered what it was that Scaur knew that
he didn't. It was dmost as though Scaur thought that Ackbar's plan wasirrelevant somehow, but he was
willing to pretend it mattered. He had been very careful to question Ackbar concerning exactly when his
plan for trapping and destroying the Y uuzhan V ong would become operationa, and had been satisfied
when held learned it would take three months.

What was going to happen within three months that would change Ackbar's plans? Did Scaur have
some other plan that would win the war? Or—a chill wafted up Luke's neck'—did Scaur know that the
enemy would render Ackbar's plan ineffective, perhaps by staging a unstoppable offensive within the
three-month period?

Luke would haveto watch Dif Scaur very carefully, he thought. Perhaps, very quietly, Marashould

watch him, too.

Two hours after the end of the mesting, the signal ackbar is BACK was broadcast to al New Republic
military units.

In some of the larger ships, the cheering went on for an hour.

Chapter 20

| would like to welcome everyone,” Luke said, "to thisfirst meeting of the—" He hesitated, then looked
to Cd Omas. "What isit, anyway? We're not the Jedi Council, with half of us not being Jedi.”

Cal heditated, too. "Let'sjust cadl it the High Council, for now," he said.

It wasn't the most auspicious of beginnings. The hotel room that had been given to the council was oddly
shaped and, like many of the rooms requisitioned by the hastily formed government, smelled of fresh
paint. The oval table, shiny mother-of-pearl from ahuge seashell, wastoo large for the room, and there
was crowding at either end of the table.

At the tablesthick waist, Luke faced Cal Omas. It would have seemed too suggestive of division to
have dl the Jedi at one side of the table facing the non-Jedi, dmost asif he were asking the council to
gplit into two partiesright from the beginning, so he'd alternated Jedi with others aong the table's
circumference.



To Lukéesright was the Wookiee Senator Triebakk, large and hairy and snarling with vigor. To theright
of Triebakk sat the Jedi healer Cilghal, her protuberant Mon Caamari eyes able to scan the entire room.
At the end of the table was Intelligence Director Dif Scaur, whose thin human frame withstood the
crowding at the table better than mogt.

To Scaur'sright sat Kenth Hamner, ahuman Jedi retired from the military, who sat rigidly upright and
wore hiswell-tailored civilian suit asif it were auniform. To Hamner's right was the soft-gpoken Tallaam
Ranth, the Gota Senator whose support had given Ca his mgjority in the Senate, and who had
demanded a seat on the council asareward for hisloyalty.

To Talaam'sright was Cal, and to Cal'sright was Kyp Durron. At the moment Kyp looked
uncomfortable: he and his squadron had been ordered to Mon Cadamari onvery short notice, and no
sooner had he arrived than held been told held become a council member and taken to the first meeting.
He had been on the planet for less than three hours, and his disorientation showed.

To Kyp'sright was the golden-furred Minister of State, Releqy A'Kla, daughter of the late Elegos
A'Klg, the Caamas Senator who had been ritudly sacrificed by the Y uuzhan VVong on Dubrillion. Releqy
had absorbed many of her father's memories through the Caamasi memnii and possessed the knowledge,
demeanor, and politica skill of someone years older than her chronologica age.

To Releqgy'sright, a the cramped far end of the table, sat the erect figure of Saba Sebatyne, who
regarded the otherswith bright, intent reptilian eyes. She was used to hunting Y uuzhan VVong with packs
of other Barabels, and Luke hoped she would come to regard the Jedi Council as apack of adifferent
order.

To Sabas right was Sien Sow, the Supreme Commander, and between Sow and L uke bulked the
wrinkled gray frame of the Chev Jedi Knight Tresina Lobi, whose long snout was partly unrolled on the
surface of the table.

To these was added C-3PO, whom L uke had borrowed from Leiain order to act as secretary,
transcriber of the minutes, and (if necessary) trandator. The droid stood out of the way in the corner and
regarded the meeting with his glowing gold eyes.

L uke looked at the datapad and the notes he'd made to himsalf about the meeting. "I'd like to start the
mesting by finding out if any committee members have anything to bring before the council

Ca Omas cleared histhroat. "Thisis amomentous occasion, Master Skywalker, And you're not going
to make a speech?”’

"I hadn't been planning one," Luke said. "Buit if | know Jedi, | think | can promise you speechesin plenty
asthe meeting goes on.” And then helooked at Cal and said, "Wouldyou like to make a gpeech?’

"My throat's a bit tired from the speeches | have been making," Cal said. "But | can give you some of the
applause lines from my acceptance speech—some of them wererea corkers.”

"l think we dl heard that speech thefirgt time." Luke smiled.
"I'd liketo think so," Cdl said. He waved a hand. "Never mind, then—sorry for the interruption.”

L uke looked at the others. "Does anyone wish to offer areport?”



"Master Skywalker." Kyp raised ahand.

"Magter Durron?"

Kyp's discomfort showed plainly on hisface. "Can you explain to mewhy I'm here?"
Saba Sebatyne gave abrief hiss of amusement.

"What do you mean?' Luke replied.

Kyp twisted in his seat. "I'm not sure that | belong on the council. Not redly. I've been alot of trouble to
you, and | hardly think I've earned a place here."

"While that may betrue," Luke said, "that doesn't mean you haven't earned a seat. Y ou're one of our
most experienced Jedi, particularly in fighting the Y uuzhan VVong. No one questions your dedication or
your talent or your mastery of the Force. Y ou've dways supported the formation of a Jedi Council.”

"| surrendered pride on Ithor," Kyp said. "And while | haven't dways lived up to that vow, I'vetried my
best. | dishanded the Dozen and placed mysdlf under Jaina Solo's command, and though | ended up
re-forming the Dozen at Admiral Kreffey'srequest, 1've been trying to keep my head down and do my
job and keep out of thekind of trouble | seem to get into. And now—" He struggled for words. "—now
you've put me on the governing body of the Jedi. That's atemptation to the pride I've renounced. | think |
might be happier flying at the head of my squadron.”

"The happiness of oneiz not theissue," Saba hissed. "The issue iz where one may best zerve."

"| think your voice on the council is necessary, and welcome," Luketold Kyp. "Though | won't keep you
hereif youinsgt onresigning.”

Kyp was exasperated. | don't want to go againgt your wishes yetagain, Master Skywalker."
"Inthat case, Say."

"Besides," Ca Omassad, "if you're worried about your overweening pride, | think everyone here can
work out waysto keep you humble.”

Even Kyp laughed at this. He waved ahand. "As you wish, Master Skywalker. Rut | hope | won't make
you regret this."

So do we all, Luke thought.

"Since you asked for news," Kyp went on, "I have information from Kashyyyk, from Lowbacca and the
team of Wookieeswho arc investigating Y uuzhan V ong biotechnology.”

"Go ahead," Luke said, and was aware of Triebakk, on hisright, leaning forward with great interest.

"They've been working with the dovin basals from the captured frigateTrickster,” Kyp said. "They're
now able to use our own interdiction technology to duplicate the effects of dovin basa space mines.
Since the war began, the VVong have used their minesto yank our ships out of hyperspace and ambush
them with fighter craft, and now it looks asif well be ableto do the sameto them.”



"Wonderful!" C-3PO sad, trandating for Triebakk. "Well done!"
Sien Sow was pleased. " Splendid. That will fit in well with Admird Ackbar'splan.”
"Perhagps Admira Sow should explain Ackbar's plan for those of uswho haven't heard it,” Cd said.

"Perhaps only thefimpart,” Dif Scaur cautioned. "The plan's. . . ultimate objective ... is perhaps beyond
the scope of thismesting.”

In other words,Luke thought,let's not tell too many people that Ackbar hopes to lure the Yuuzhan
Vong into atrap. If only a few people knew, maybe the Vong could actually be surprised.

Luke had been watching Dif Scaur with care, through the Force aswell asvisually. He ill wasn't certain
how much he trusted Scaur. In this case, however, he sensed only a genuine concern for kegping
Ackbar's ultimate goals secret.

Sow obliged Scaur by explaining Ackbar's plan to season the Republic's raw recruits through a series of
skirmishes and smdl engagements rather than risking alarge battle. "Admird Krefey," hefinished, "has
requested as many Jedi pilots as possible. He hopes to merge many eements of hisfleet into what he
calsthe 'Jedi meld,’ so that all may maneuver together as one. He reportsthat he's had limited success
with thistactic at Obroa-skai, but needs more Jedi to make it more effective.”

"I've ds0 received amessage from Krefey requesting Jedi," Luke said. "I have no objection to sending
any whowishtogo. "

"I hope the council can seeitsway to heping Krefey," Ca said. "The military'sreding and needs dl the
help we can give.

They're on their hedswith one defeat after another, they rightly blame the political leadership, and some
are on theverge of mutiny. I'd redly hate to haveto give an order to Garm Bd |blisright now—who
knowswhat kind of answer I'd get? If the Defense Forces don't think we're going to stand behind them,
I'd hate to think what might happen.”

Kyp cleared histhroat and half-heartedly raised ahand. "Yes?' Luke said.

"I'm sorry to have to say this after everything the president hasjust said, but we may have a potentia
problem with Admira Krefey. He'sagood commander, | guess. But the Bothan clans have—well,
they've declared genocide against the Vong, and Krefey'staken it to heart. It'scaled ar'krai. | don't
think | want the council to declare its support for mass murder, even the mass murder of Y uuzhan Vong."

Luketurned to Ca Omas. "Cal, have you heard of this?'

Ca shook hishead. "If the Bothan government has made any such declaration, they certainly haven't
informedme.”

"Speak to Admira Krefey," Kyp said. "He's ahappy warrior these days—Fin sure held be glad to
explanittoyou.”

Dif Scaur'spde, skdetd fingersfingered hisjaw. Cold intelligence worked behind his deep-set eyes,
and Luke sensed that he found this development highly intriguing. "Bothans are rather secretive,” he said.



"It's possible that they consider thisa private decison.”

"A private decision with galactic consequences,” Ca said. He seemed unsettled and angry. "It's not the
Bothans decision, anyway, blagt it.”

"What do we do with Admird Krefey'srequest?' Kenth Hamner asked.

"He dready has Jedi serving under him," TresinaLobi said. "Including Master Durron. What ishis
opinion?'

Kyp hesitated, then shrugged. "He's an effective commander—not ageniuslike Ackbar or amaster of
tactics like Wedge Antilles, but a problem solver and dedicated to victory. Arkrai isanew policy. | don't
know what he plansto do, but | know that I'm worried.”

From the Gotal Senator Talaam Ranth, Luke sensed awave of wry amusement. Gotals were thought
unemotiona and hyperlogica by those who could not detect the emotions radiating from the twin cones
on their heads. Though L uke wasn't as good at reading Talaam as another Gotal would be, he
nevertheless received an indication of the Senator's digposition through the Force.

"Krefey may wish to diminatethe Vong," Talaam said. "1 may wish to diminate the Vong. Most of the
peoplein this galaxy doubtlesswish to diminate the Vong. But may | remind the council that neither
Krefey nor anyone else can do it. We arelosing the war. The issue isn't whether we destroy the Y uuzhan
Vong, theissueiswhetherthey destroyus.” His scarlet eyes glimmered in their deep sockets. "Moral
conundrums make an entertaining mental exercise, but | suggest we keep this discussion within therealm
of the possble”

"| agree," Scaur said. He had been watching Talaam narrowly, and Luke sensed that he was agreeing,
not because he cared about the Senator's position, but for secret reasons of his own.

L uke wished he knew what these reasons were.
Relegy nodded her golden head in agreement with Scaur and Talaam. "Perhapsthat isbest,” she said.
"Very wdl," Luke sad. "Theissue is whether we should send Jedi to Admird Krefey."

Saba Sebatyne put an degant, scaled hand onto the table. "1 and my kindred are highly experienced in
the kind of Force-melding that Admira Krefey desrez for hiz Jedi. Perhgps| should point out something
that otherz may not have redlized. If Kreffey succeedz in building thismeld in hisforcez, it will not be
Krefey who commands hisflegt, it will beussss.”

The last shilant hiss floated down the table to Saba's startled audience. Triebakk, vastly amused, gave
an untrandatableroar.

"The fleet will be conditioned to obey the orderz of the Jedi,” Sabawent on. "They will fight at our
direction and under our leadership. Should Krefey attempt any sort of—shdl we call themillega
actionz?>—he will need both our permission and cooperation. It would be within our power to withhold
them.”

The others watched the Barabel for along, silent moment. Then Luke said, "I think we should send
Jedi."



Kyp raised ahand in hafhearted protest, then dropped it. "Very well. But they should be warned about
the Bothans declaring ar'kral.”

"Agreed. And while training with thismeld, they should consider what to do if the meld is ever misused.”

"Master Skywaker," Cilghd said. "Y ou have throughout the war warned us of the dangers of
aggression. But now you send Jedi to war under acommander who will use them aggressively. Have you
changed your mind?"

Cilghd had been watching him with those bulging eyes, Luke thought, and had sensed his mind within the
Force. She was never lessthan acute. "1 have changed my policy, yes," he answered.

At once he had Kyp Durron'sfull attention. "How?' Kyp asked.

"I'mwilling to give my blessing to those Jedi who wish to act offensively againg the Y uuzhan VVong,
provided that they confine their objectives to military ones."

Kyp's eyesflashed. "Y ou could have saved us both alot of grief if you'd told usthat a couple of years
ago!" Hewaved hisarms. "Foryears you've been warning me about aggression leading to the dark side!

| didn't listen, and over and over and over againreality whacked me on the side of the head! Findly |
decided you wereright! | watched someone else go to the dark and it waswor se than | could have
imagined!" He pointed afinger a Luke. "Y ou findly convinced me! I've been agood little Jedi for—for
months now! I've been telling everyone who would listen that Master Skywalker's been right al dong!
And now you tell methat you'vechanged your mind'?"

Nowthis was the Kyp that Luke knew.
"How dare you?" Kypdemanded."How da-re you?"
It wasdl Luke could do to keep from laughing out loud.

"At the beginning of thewar | didn't have the same information that | have now," Luke said. "Perhaps
you did, however."

"Whatinformation?' Kyp crossed hisarmsand glared at L uke with grudging patience.

"At the beginning | was deeply disturbed by the fact the Y uuzhan Vong couldn't be found in the Force. It
seemed to me that they might be amocker)' of the Force, a ddliberate profanation of life, and that |
would be destined to lead adark crusade againgt them." He looked along the table, meeting every pair of
eyes. "It would have been adreadful thing," he said. " So many Jedi would have turned againgt thelight in
awar likethat. | might not have been able to resist the darkness mysdif.”

"What changed your mind?' Kyp's gaze waswary.

"New information." Luke looked up. "From Jacen Solo, and from Vergere. It's now possibleto
understand that the Y uuzhan VVong aren't some exception to the rules of creation. If we can't seethemin
the Force, it's our fault, not theirs. We can fight them without wanting to wipe them from existence. We
can fight them without hate, and without darkness."

Luke looked acrossthetable at Kyp. "If you knew thistwo years ago, | apologize for doubting you. But
in the meantime I'm not sorry that | was cautious.”



"I couldn't have known any of that," Kyp said. "Y ouknow | couldn't have known it."

"There was so much at stake. | didn't want anyone to turn to the dark side because | misread the
gtuaion.”

"You . . ."Kyp accused, pointing. " You . . ." He banged his hand on the table in frustration and looked at

the others. "Am | the only one here who smply wantsto punch Master Skywalker in the nose?’

Again Luke concedled laughter, and he sensed that he wasn't the only one. Ca Omas looked from Luke
to Kyp and grinned. "l won't throw any punches," he said, "but I'm willing to be entertained.”

Kyp threw up hishandsin frustration. "1 think Skywalker doesthisfor his own entertainment!"

"If you want the practica argument, Kyp," Luke said, "the Chief of State has now given ushisfull
support and made a place for the Jedi in the government. It ssems only polite to support the government
that is supporting us.”

"That'sal very wdl," Kyp said. "But your warnings about aggresson weren't without foundation. It's il
possible for the darkness to take our people. | know. I've been there." He looked at Luke, painin his
eyes. "And very recently I've watched it happen to someone dse.”

Now you know what it's like, Luke thought. He had watched Kyp fdl into darkness without being able
to stop him. Now Kyp understood, when Jaina let the dark take her, what it wasto fed that
helplessness.

"The Jedi Codeis made confusing by the fact thataggression isnever defined,” Luke said. "So I'm going
to defineit right now. Aggression is making an unprovoked attack, or taking something that doesn't
belong to you, or aiding someone el sein doing one of these things."”

Kyp nodded thoughtfully. "That definition could have prevented alot of misunderstanding between the
two of us"

"It could have," Luke said. "I'm sorry for that.”

"The dangersare il very red," Kyp said. "They'll become even more real when we start sending our
people into combat.”

Luke shook his head. "We have to trust them. They're Jedi. We trained them.”

Let them fill go, hethought. Vergere had shown him what he knew: he needed to trust that histraining
and hisexamplewould bring the Jedi through thiscrisis.Let them all go.

"Thereiz no great danger with the meld,” Saba said. The others were startled by her complete certainty.
"All Jedi together, and of one mind? Should one fal into darknessss, otherswould draw her back to the

light"

Luke hoped thiswastrue. "We have to trust the Jedi and their training,” he said. "Weve given dl the
warningswe can. The meld is another tool we cantry to use."”

"What about the Greeat River?' Cilgha asked. She seemed in genuine distress. "We have painfully set up



this conduit for refugees, agents, and information. Are we dl to engage in warfare now, and let the Gresat
River dry up at its source?'

"Of course not,” Luke said. "Each Jedi must decide how he or she wishesto help defeat the Y uuzhan
Vong. And unless there's some pressing need, | intend mysalf to continue my work with the Great River."

Cilghal seemed reassured. Luke turned to Cal. "Have you had enough speeches for today ?!

"It's been enlightening.” Cal looked around the table. " Somehow | expected that Jedi would have more
certainty and lessdiscusson.”

"| dways hopefor that,” Luke said. "I hardly ever getit.”

Other members of the council made reports concerning the Gresat River or other projects. Dif Scaur
made abrief presentation concerning what he understood of current Y uuzhan Vong gods, and Triebakk
gpoke about the Senate, which seemed alarmed with itsalf &t its boldnessin eecting Gal as Chief of
State, but was otherwise fairly quiet.

"Isthat dl, then?' Luke asked.

Tresinarolled up her snout to dlow hersdf to speak without being muffled. "1'd like to ask about the Jedi
gpprentices just arrived, with arefugee convoy, here on Mon Calamari,” she said. "They have no
Masters or current duties. What arc we to do with them? Send them to—" She hesitated, on the verge of
letting a secret dip. "—to join the other gpprentices at the hidden academy?'

"Who are we talking about?" asked Cilghdl.

"Zekk and Tahiti Veila"

"All werewith my son Tesar on the strike at Myrkr," Sabasaid.
All watched Anakin die, Luke thought.

"They're being looked after by AlemaRar,” Tresnasaid. "But Alemadoesn't fed ready to take an
apprentice, let done two of them, so she's asked me to query the council .”

Alemawas right, Luke thought. Alemahad lost her sster Jedi Knight horribly to avoxyn, and was very
vulnerable even before the Myrkr strike, probably too vulnerable to spend her days looking after
apprentices who had problems of their own.

"They'red| warriors, then,"” Kenth Hamner said. "Veterans. They'll al be needed.” Heturned to Luke.
"Perhaps we should promote them to Jedi Knight? Then they can decide for themselveswhere they'll be
most us=ful.”

L uke hesitated, then spoke. "Tahiri isvery young, not even sixteen. And shewasa... specid friend ... to
Anakin. | don't know if she's gotten over hisdeath." He shook his head. "Knighting her and sending her
againg the Y uuzhan Vong might be sending her straight to the dark side.”

"Send them to Kashyyyk," Sabasaid. " Send them to Tesar, and to the meld. Send Alema Rar az well.
The Force-med will save them from the dark sde." Her yellow eyesflicked over the group. "Just az
melding with the Barabel z saved me, when Tesar's hatch-matez Krasov and Belawere logt.”



Sabas sincerity was convincing. Luke nodded. "Very wel."

"There are other gpprentices who were with Anakin's strike force," Kenth reminded. " Jaina, Jacen, and
Lowbacca, and of course Cilghd's gpprentice Tekli. Shouldn't we promote them aswell?

Luke felt embarrassment that he hadn't redized this himsdf. "Of course."
"Don't forget Tend Ka," Kyp added.

Gd'seyeslit up. "They'll bethefirst Jedi Knights of the new order,” he said. "Shouldn't you do
something specia when you knight them? A ceremony, or—7?"

"The Jedi have never engaged much in ceremony,” Kyp said. "Jedido. Jedi don't playact.”

Luke laughed. "Do you want to make a speech so badly, Ca? There's never been any ceremony in the

Cd flushed alittle, but said, "Why not have one? They're heroes, and people should know it. Bring them
al hereand I'll pin medas on them and talk until their earsturn blue.”

"Tesar and Lowbacca are on Kashyyyk," Tresinareminded.

"They'rein the military, aren't they?' Cdl said. "Jainas squadron? Reassign the squadron to Mon
Cdamai.”

"Sir." Sien Sow spoke tactfully. "Admird Krefey will hardly appreciate losing three Jedi just when he's
asked usto send more.”

"Thentell him hell get morel” Cd said. "Tel him that helll send us apprentices, but hell get Jedi Knights
inreturn!™

"Tend Kahasalready been promoted,” Releqy pointed out. "To Queen Mother, infact. | don't know if
we can persuade the Hapansto let her go just because we want to hold a ceremony.”

Cd's enthusiasm was undimmed. "Why should the Hapans object if we want to honor their queen?
Besides, I'm sure shelll want to be present when her friends are knighted.”

Luke found himself grinning at Ca's zedl. Perhgps a ceremonywas in order, just to show everyone—the
Jedi not least of all—that things had changed. That the Jedi now had a place in the galaxy, and werein
the forefront of the struggle againg the Y uuzhan Vong.

Champions again of the New Republic, and of the billions of livesfor which it fought.

". .. thebrilliant leedership of Anakin Solo." Ca'svoice, unusualy forma and ringing and solemn, filled
the darkened auditorium. "Aswe honor these young warriors, let us never forget the others who shared
their mission but never returned. UlahaKore. Eryl Besa. Jovan Drark. Raynar Thul. Belaand Krasov

Hara. Gan-ner Rhysode, who returned from Myrkr only to die later, in defense of acomrade ..."

As each name was called, an image of each Jedi was projected above the stage, floating as akind of



ghostly presence. In the orchestra pit before the stage, drums thudded out dowly, like aheart begting its
lest.

"...andtheir leader, Anakin Solo."

Anakin'simage appeared. Luke, standing at stage right with the rest of the High Council, looked up at
the grinning, boyish face and felt alump risng in histhrodt.

It had been Ca who had planned the whole knighting ceremony. L uke had objected to its theatrics but
had been overruled. "Most people will never see a Jedi Knight in their wholelives," Ca had said. "l want
them to see Jedi Knightsnow, and | want them to see the Jedi Knights doing somethingmeaningful.”

Ca had been right. The dow invocation of the dead was affective and moving.
Cal turned toward Luke. "Master Skywaker will now take the podium.”

Cdl |eft the podium and rejoined the High Council a stage right, hisfeet fdling into the solemn rhythm of
the drums. Luke, dressed smply in his Jedi robes, marched in the opposite direction and passed Ca
along theway. Myrkr's dead floated overhead like starsin alost constellation.

Luke reached the podium. The drumsfel slent. Luke could sense the crowd before him—the
auditorium was filled—Dbut he couldn't hear them. The silence was profound.

Then alone trumpet sounded three rising notes, the last held just an ingtant longer than the others. The
notes were played again, in adifferent order, again thelast held for the dightest bit longer than the others.
And then the three notes repeated, again in adifferent order, again with the last drawn out. The sound
was heart-breakingly pure, and somehow heartbreakingly sad.

The drums rattled once, then stilled. The trumpet repeated the three basic notes in varying order, then
built on them and took flight, rising high and swooping low, but overadl climbing higher and higher until the
ingrument finally sang out one last, high note that rang high and perfect and seemed to sing in the mind
forever.

The images of the dead faded with the last echo of the trumpet.

Luke looked at the invisible audience. He wanted to be anonymous. He didn't want to be Luke
Skywaker, hero and Jedi Magter. He wanted it to seem asif any Jedi could be speaking these words.

"Theroll cal of the Jedi goes back for many millennia," he said.

L uke spoke of thefirst who had realized the existence of the Force, and who had discovered and used
itsvitdity, and who— redlizing their power and its dangers—had devised a code for itsuse. Thefirst Jedi
Knights, sworn to serve, not to rule. He spoke of those who had driven the menace of the Sith from the
gaaxy, and then guarded the Republic againgt dl dangers until betrayed from within. He spoke of those
new Jedi who had risen with the New Republic, and who even now were standing againgt the invading
Y uuzhan VVong, athin bright line of fiery lightsabers directed againgt the enemy.

"We are here to welcome nine new membersinto the order,” Luke said. "Each hasfelt the Force grow
within him or her. Bach hasfdt the sting of combat and the pain of acomrade's loss. Each has searched
hisor her heart, and now stands ready to make the commitment to serve the New Republic for aslong as
lifelagts™



L uke turned to the apprentices standing in their line at stage |eft. Each was dressed smply in ajacket,
trousers, and boots.

"Asl| nameyou," Luke said, "may you step forward and be garbed in the robes of a Jedi Knight.
"Tenet Ka!"

The Queen of sixty-three Worlds, for good or ill, took formal precedence over the others. Asthe drums
began a solemn march, she stepped from the line of apprentices and came to stand by the podium.

"Remove your lightsaber, please,” Luke said. Two Jedi Masters, Kenth Hamner and Kyp Durron,
stepped forward from the group of the Jedi Council carrying Tenel's new robe. They pulled the robe
around her, then buckled her lightsaber over it.

L uke stepped away from the microphone. He hadn't told Cal that he was going to do this, but he wanted
apart of the ceremony to be a private thing, for the Jedi done.

He put hishands on Tend's shoulders and looked at her closdly.

"Yoursis perhaps the mogt difficult task of dl," he said. "The path of aqueen isdifferent from that of a
Jedi. Y our duty as queen of Hapeswill inevitably come into conflict with the smpler vaues of the Jedi.”

He looked into her shadowed gray eyes. "l don't tell you to choose one path over another. | only hope
that you choose with your heart, and choose wisdly.”

Luke reached over Tend's shoulders, took her cowl, and drew it over her head. Tend Kareturned to
her place. Luke stepped back to the podium.

"Tesar Sebatyne!”

The Barabd came forward, and it was his mother, Saba, assisted by Kenth Hamner, who clothed himin
his robes.

L uke once again stepped away from the microphone. To Tesar he said, "The flame of awarrior burns
bright in you, Tesar. Y ou have shown that you will never fater or abandon a stricken comrade. May the
Force guideyou in dl you do." Tesar, yellow eyes burning with pride, returned to his placein theline.

"Alema Rare!" Alema stepped from the rank of her comrades. Through the Force Luke could perceive
her aura of sadness. While she was garbed by Tresinaand Kyp, Luke considered the Twi'lek, what he
knew of her savage childhood in theryll densand of the Sister who had died in her arms, her flesh &fire
with the acid of avoxyn. Alemahad dso loved Anakin, and suffered at hisloss. Luke touched her gently,
careful not to contact the sensitive head-tails.

"Fate robbed you of your childhood, and your only family," he said. "Though the Jedi can't replace
either, | hope you will 1ook to usfor the love and friendship we can give you, and the strength we can
lend you in times of need. Now go to Kashyyyk, join your mind with the others, and hed ."

Asheraised Alemas cowl over her head, he saw tears glimmer in the Twi'lek's eyes.

"Lowbacca!"



The ginger-haired Wookiee towered over Luke and looked down at him with atanged grin. Luke
couldn't help but grin back.

"You're the one I've never doubted,” he said. "Y our path has never veered from the right, and you've
shown that it never will."

Lowbacca had to bow deeply in order for Luke to reach high enough to draw the cowl over hishead. A
murmur of laughter ran through the audience.

" Jacen Solo!"

Jacen stepped out in silence, and L uke could sense his readiness in the Force. He took Jacen by the
shoulders. The young man looked at him from his startlingly bearded face—he had trimmed the whiskers
that had grown in captivity, but not gotten rid of them entirely. Luke could sense his utter openness. His
honesty. All the Jedi virtues he had maintained despite the tridls and terrors of the last few years.

"Jacen," Luke said. "Never stop asking questions.”

Jacen seemed stunned. "1 never thought 1'd hear you say that!"

"I never thought I'd say it, either,” Luke said, and hugged him.

Jacen returned to the line, radiating bemusement.

"Zekk!"

Zekk wasrobed by Kyp and by Luke himsdlf. All were Jedi who knew darkness firsthand.

"Zekk," Luke said. "Y ou are a Jedi who created himsdlf in theimage of* the Jedi Knight you wanted to
be. Once the Shadow Academy called you its Darkest Knight, but al the forces of darkness couldn't
keep you from seeking the light. Now that you have found it, may you live dwaysin itsradiance.”

Zekk returned to the line, hispride a brilliant firein the Force.

"Tahiri Veila!"

On barefeet thelittle blond girl stepped forward, brave and pale in the darkness. She was another
orphan whose childhood had been cut short. Another who had been captured and ill treated by the
Y uuzhan Vong. Another who loved Anakin, and who had been loved in turn by him.

Cilghd and Sabarobed her. Luke looked down into the smal serious face, and touched her thin
shoulderslightly.

"Life hastorn much from you that you loved," he said, "but your courage has been equd to everything.
Never forget that the Jedi will always be here for you. Never forget that the Force begetslife aswell as
death." He touched her check. "And never forget that here you are loved. Go to Kashyyyk, join your
mind to that of others, and hed."

Tahiri's chin trembled, and she swallowed tears as L uke drew the hood over her bright hair.



Tekli!"

Cilghal and Tresinarobed her. Luke thought it wastoo ridiculousfor him to tower over the
one-meter-high Chandra-Fan as he spoke, so he hitched up hisrobes and sat cross-legged on the
ground in front of her.

"Y our mastery of the Force is not as strong as some of us," Luke said, "but your devotion is second to
none. Y ou've taken upon yoursdlf therole of heder. While others may garner more fame and glory,
remember that yoursisthe noblest art, and that the preservation of lifeisthe greatest gift a Jedi can
bestow upon another.”

Luke drew the hood over her snouted face and rose easily to hisfeet from his cross-legged position.
Without, he was pleased to note, using either the Force or his hands.

"Jaina- Solo!"

Jaina stepped forward, and L uke could fedl her cool presence in the Force, the precise way her
footsteps matched the drumbest that still thudded up from the orchestra pit. She wore her military
uniform—Cal Omas had asked her to, in order to show her commitment to the New Republic. Kyp and
Kenth Hamner, the two pilots, robed her.

Luke put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her dark eyes, and a chill suddenly seized him,
flooding his nerveswith cold fire,

"1 name you the Sword of the Jedi," he said. "Y ou are like tempered sted!, purposeful and razor-keen.
Alwaysyou shal bein the front rank, aburning brand to your enemies, abrilliant fire to your friends.
Yoursisarestlesslife, and never shal you know peace, though you shall be blessed for the peace that
you bring to others. Take comfort in the fact that, though you stand tall and done, otherstake shelter in
the shadow that you cast.”

Lukefdl slent, and for along horrified moment he stared into Jaina's wide-eyed face.

He hadn't meant to say that. He hadn't meant to say anything likeit. Y et the words had poured forth

from him like the ringing sound of agiant bell, abell that was being tolled, not by Luke, but by someone
dse

He sensed the other Jedi staring at him. Had he actualy spoken loudly enough for them to hear?

Luke's hands trembled as he drew the cowl over Jaina's head. When he returned to the podium he had
to fumble for the microphone switch.

"Draw your lightsabers" he said, "for thefirst time as Jedi Knights!"

Theclick-swoosh of nineigniting lightsabers hissed through the air. He turned to the newly minted Jedi
Knights and drew his own lightsaber, asthe Jedi members of the council drew theirs.

"We salute you for thefirgt time as colleagues,” he said, and he and the council members performed a
ritud sdlutewith their lightsabers.

"Facefront,” he said, turning toward the audience, "and recite with me the Jedi Code."



"Thereis no emotion; there is peace," they dl said." There is no ignorance; there is knowledge.
Thereisno passion; thereis serenity. Thereisno death; thereisthe Force."

Asthey chanted the words, the lone trumpet rose again, the three rising notes calling them to their
destiny. Illuminated by their lightsabers, the Jedi Knights stood erect and silent in the darkness.

The trumpet rose again to its last, high note and died. Asits echo faded, the lights died away.

The audience burst into gpplause. But when the lights came up again, the stlage was empty.

Chapter 21

Technicaly spesking,” Jacen said, "I'm till on vacation.”
"For how long?' Zekk asked.

"For aslong as Master Skywalkertells me I'm on vacation.”
Zekk shrugged. "Enjoy it whileit lasts"”

"I planto. | just fed alittle. . . odd, seeing the rest of you shipping out to Kashyyyk while I'm getting
bronzed out on the reef."

"You've earned your leave," Zekk said. "Y ou earned your leave inways| don't even want tothink
about. Don't worry about it."

Jacen, Zekk, and the other newly made Jedi Knights were at the reception thrown in their honor by Cal
Omas. Theroom was huge and marble-lined and featured apair of tinkling fountains ornamented by
frolicking bronze fish. Thefreshly minted Jedi Knights till woretheir Jedi robes, and lightsabers, and

carried drinksin their hands. Older Jedi and politicians and military' stood about and made polite
conversation.

Zekk looked around the gathering. "Thisisredly strange,” he said. "What are al these peopledoing
here?'

Jacen amiled. "'l wasthe son of the Chief of State," he said. "For me, thisisan ordinary night at home."
Zekk shook his head. " Diplomacy wasn't something the Shadow Academy cared much about.”
"l guessnot."

Han loomed up at Jacen's shoulder, abroad grin spread across his face. He put an arm around Jacen's
shoulders. "Now let metdl you aboutmy graduation night. . ." he began.

"It waslovdy," Lelasad. "l had tearsin my eyes.”

"The ceremony was mostly Ca'swork," Luke said. "He's got aflair for dramaticsthat | didn't know
exiged."



"My children," Leiasighed. "All grown up. And the Jedi have them now.”
Luke looked at her. "Does that bother you?"

"A little. Sometimes | wish they'd grown up to be something other than Jedi. Something safe. But—" She
sghed again. "—that's not going to happen inour family, isit?'

Luketried to picture Ben grown up, Sitting at adesk cluttered with actuaria tables. "'l guess not.”

Leialooked a him narrowly. "What happened when you talked to Jaina? | could fed it in the Force, but
| don't know what it was| felt.”

Luke heditated. "I'd rather not say. It'sfor Jainato tell you."

"Hm." Leialooked at him suspicioudy, then decided not to pursueit. She gave asidelong glance toward
Lando Calrissan, who stood nearby chatting with Triebakk. She leaned close to L uke and lowered her
voice. "How did Lando and Taon Karrde get Cal elected?' she asked. "Do you know?"

"I don't. But we can make a highly educated guess.”

Leiabit her lip. "I hateto justask. But we should know. We're going to haveto try to protect Ca when
ital comesout.”

"You think it become public knowledge?"

"Iknow it will." Her eyes hardened. "Right now weve got smugglers controlling aswing vote in the
Senate. That'snot agood thing, and the New Republic isgoing to pay for it."

Luke looked at Lando appraisngly. "We should have atdk with Captain Cdrissan.”

Lelanodded. "Y es. And soon."

Jacen patiently listened to his father's reminiscences until Han was approached by Kenth Hamner, who
wanted to find out about what fighter pilots were aready caling the "Solo Slingshot,” the dive toward a
dovin basal that could be used to loop acombat craft in an unexpected direction to take the enemy by
surprise. While Han was describing his encounter with the Y uuzhan V ong beattle group, Jacen—who had
aready heard the story—dlipped away to find hissgter.

Jaina stood with her back against one of the room's side columns, a plate of food held out in front of her
like ashield. She gave Jacen adark ook as he approached.

"If thisis about what Uncle Luke said, | don't want to talk about it."

"Then let'snot." Hetook afruit-filled pastry from her plate. "I thought we should congratulate each
other."

She gave askepticdl tilt to her head. "Congratulations.”

"Congratulations, 9s." Jacen popped the pastry into his mouth. Thefilling oozed onto his tongue as he bit
down. It tasted like the product of an extractive industry specidizing in fossilized hydrocarbons, and he



coughed.

Jainagrinned as she pounded him on the back. "Vile, aren't they? | think the caterer must bea Vratix."
"He'sin the pay of the Y uuzhan VVong," Jacen coughed. "He'strying to poison dl the Jedi along with the
high command.” He took aswig of Gizer aeto wash the foul-tasting pastry down. "That's better.” He
looked at her again. Theinadvertent comedy had broken the tension between them. "Can we do this
congratulationsthing again?' he asked. "I have afeding we wrong-footed it thefirst time.”

Sheamiled. "Sure. My fault." She put the tray on anearby table, then embraced him and kissed his
cheek. "Congratulations.”

"Congratulations." He hdd Jainaagaing him for amoment, fedling in the Force the twin bond that united
them, and then stepped back. ™Y ou've aways been my best friend, you know.”

"And you've been mine." Shelooked over his shoulder at someonein the crowd. "'l see Danni Queeis
here. Have you talked to her yet tonight?"

"Not yet."

Shegavealittiesmile. "Areyou and Danni seeing each other?”’

Heblinked in surprise. "No, not that way. Or anyway, | don't think so."

Jainalaughed. "Y ou don'tthink so. Don't you think you'd know?"

"We don't see each other that way. | don't think. | mean, she'sfive yearsolder than | am.”
"Dad's older than Mom. What does that matter?”

"And Danni's so accomplished. She's brilliant. She's got dl these science degrees. | don't see why sheld
beinterested in me— al | know how to doisbeaJedi.”

Jainafound this hilarious. Shetried to strangle her laughter, but al that did wasturn her red and send
tears popping from her eyes.

" 'She's so accomplished!" 'I'm just a Jedi!" " Laughter choked the words. "And fromJacen Solo—!"
Jacen tried to gather the shreds of hisdignity. "I don't see what's so funny.”

She patted him on the shoulder and wiped the tears from her eyes. "That'sfine, brother. I'm hardly the
oneto advise anybody on romance.”

Suddenly Jacen was very interested. "Oh yes? And what docsthat mean?"

She looked at him in the dawning knowledge that sheéd just made amistake. "It meanswhat it means,”
shesaid.

"Who does it mean?" Jacen asked.

She looked away, then sighed. "Jagged Fdl," she said.



Jacen was astonished. "'Y ou must be joking. That stuck-up fighter pilot?!
Jainascowled. ™Y ou don't know anything about him. Hes not re dly like that.”

"If you say 0." There wasamoment of silence. Jacen thought it might be an gpt time to move off this
topic. "What are you doing tomorrow?" he asked. "I don't know how much of this planet you've seen,
but we could go—"

She shook her head. "'I'm shipping out with the rest. Back to Kashyyyk."
Helooked a her in surprise. "Why arc you leaving now?"

Her defiant look was back. "1 was on a specia misson from Krefey. It'sover. I'm bringing his Jedi
back, and I'm going back with them."

"Y ou're on atwo-week furlough. I've seen the datapads. They're on the table in the room we're sharing.”

Jainasighed. "I've learned some new tactics since I've been here—one of them Dad's dingshot
maneuver. Weve got abunch of new Jedi to integrate into the command system. I'm needed back on
Kashyyyk, drilling al thisnew materid into theflegt.”

"Every moment you're here, the Y uuzhan Vong are getting stronger,” Jacen half quoted.
"That'sright. Besides," she added, "you heard Uncle Luke.
I'm the Sword of the Jedi. I'm aways hi the front rank. Peaceisnot my job."

Jacen tried to navigate through the thorns he sensed springing up around hissister. "The Y uuzhan Vong
may be getting stronger while you're here. But if you don't get sometimeto relax, | don't seeyou getting
gronger at dl."

"It'snot just me. I've got eleven other pilotsin my squadron to look after, and half of them are rookies,
and if | don't beat them to piecesin training, the Vong arc going to blow them to piecesin combat.” She
shook her head, then looked at him. "It'sal right, you know," she said. "I've accepted my own degth.”

Jacen looked at her in surprise and horror. "Y ou haven't—" he sammered. "Y ou haven't felt your death
inthe Force?'

"No." Her eyeswere strangely without animation, asif these were words she'd spoken athousand times
before. "But | can count. | can count the enemy, and | can count the number of friends who have been
killed, and | can count the number of battles before we can hope to end the warand the number of shots
that are going to befired in my direction in those battles. | don't have to do anythingwrong to bekilled. |
don't have to make amistake. All that | need to do isbe there long enough, and it'll happen.”" Shelooked
a him, and with ahaf-smile reached out to touch his shoulder. "But it'sdl right. It'swhat I've sworn to
do. All that will happenisthat I'll join the Force, and I'm part of the Force already, so with luck I'll hardly
even notice the change.”

"All lifeisprecious" Jacen urged. "All lifeisunique. Y ou shouldn't just throw yours away."

"Anni Capstan was precious and unique,” Jainasaid. " So was UlahaKore. So was Anakin. Uniqueness



isn't aprotection.” Shelooked a him. "And I'm not throwinganything away. I'm just looking at the odds,
and I'm not arrogant enough to believe that I'm an exception when so many of our friends aren't.” She
looked & him."' Thereis nodeath, there is the force. Didnt we dl just say that? I'm not just sayingit, I'm
livingit."

"Don't cut us off from you," Jacen said. "We need you, too."

Jainas ook softened. "When you need me, I'll do my best to be there. That'sapromise. That'sbeing a
Jedi, t00."

She waked away quickly, leaving Jacen looking after her. Then he turned and gazed blindly into the
crowd. It was only then that he saw, amid taler figures, the smdl figure of Vergere,

At any other time he would have been delighted to see her, but now hefdt too troubled to talk to
anyone. But she saw him and came toward him, and hetried to put a smile on his face as she arrived.

"You arenow aJedi Knight," shesaid. "Fdicitations.”

"Did you seethe ceremony?"

"I did not." Her wide mouth drew down in disgpproval. " The ceremony was a piece of politica thester.
Jedi should have nothing to do with such things. When | was made a Jedi Knight, it was Smple— * A Jedi
Knight you are,"Y oda said, and that was that. What more should we need?’

"But you're here." Jacen looked at the assembled dignitaries. "This gathering is politica aswell."

"| camefor persona reasons—to see you and wish you well."

Jacen looked at her. "Thank you."

"I wonder, now that you are a Jedi Knight, if you have made any plans.”

Jacen shrugged. "'I'm on vacation until Uncle Luke says|'m not. And then, unless Uncle L uke has other
idess, I'll jointhefleet liketherest."

Vergere made achrr- ingnoise. "Why?Y our nature is not that of amilitary man.”

Jacen nodded. "No, it's not. But the Y uuzhan VVong have to be defeated, and | can help. And I'll be with
my friends™

"And your sgter.” Vergere's eyes were amost accusing.

"And my sister.” Jacen nodded.

Her expression grew severe. "A Jedi Knight must not decide as a child decides.”
Jacen looked at the avian in surprise. "Areyou trying to tell me something?'

"l cannot speak to those whose cars arc blocked!™

Jacen took asip of hisdrink and glanced around the room. " Then let'stalk about the wegther.”



"Sunny. Light clouds. Small chance of rain.”" Vergeréstone was acid.

Jacen amiled. "Soundslike agood day to vist the reef.”

Vergere huffed again.

Jacen glanced again over the room and saw Luke talking serioudy to Cal Omas and Releqy A'Kla

"You can't tell methat in the old days, your Jedi Masters didn't consult with politicians. Y ou served the
Supreme Chancdllor, after dl.”

"Chancellors came and went," Vergere said. "We served theRepublic”
"Master Skywalker," Jacen said, "ison hisfourth Chief of State."
"That isasit should be." For once, Jacen sensed grudging respect in Vergere'swords.

Jacen's eyes traveled the room, and he saw the gaunt figure of Dif Scaur spesking with Cilghd. He
remembered Danni'stelling him about Scaur's project, the oneinvolving Y uuzhan Vong bioscience.

"Some of our biogeneticists may have found the genesthat keep the Y uuzhan VVong isolated from the
Force" hesaid.

He could sense Vergere's hypera ertness through the Force. "Tell me," she said.

Jacen told thelittle avian about the Y uuzhan VVongs genetics, which had proven to be largely compatible
with the human, the exception being aunique strand that seemed common to al Vong-formed life.

"| suppose that could be responsible for the Y uuzhan Vong not being discernible in the Force," Jacen
said, but hefell silent when he became aware that V ergere had ceased to pay attention. Her crest had

fluffed forward, as had her antennae, and she radiated intense concentration. When shefinaly spoke, it
was asif shewas speaking to hersdlf.

"Itisas| feared," she said. Urgency rang in Vergeresvoice. "Who e se knowsthis? Who?'

"It's been kept very secret,” Jacen said. "You and | and Danni know. And the scientists themselves, but
they've been placed in seclusion.”

"Who hasthem?'
Jacen nodded his head toward Dif Scaur. "New Republic Inteligence,” he said.

Vergerelooked at Scaur's cadaverousfigure. Jacen could fed the intensity of Vergere's gaze through the
Force, and was glad she wasn't turning this scrutiny on him. Vergere's crest swept back, and shegave a
little, ominous hiss.

"l can imagine what happens next,” shejudged. "And thereisanother evil."

"What?' Jacen was bewildered. "What evil ?'



Vergere swung back to him. ™Y ou cannot guess, young Jedi?* she asked. She gave adry little laugh.
"Despited| your adventures, | fear that you possess insufficient experience of depravity.”

Chapter 22

Jainacame out of her roll right onto thetail of an enemy TIE fighter. Shelaunched amissile by pure
reflex, and the fighter blossomed into a brief, scarlet flower. In another two seconds sheld vaped the first
TIE'swingmate, and the rest of her squadron accounted for three more.

Through the Force she could sense enemy pilots engaged with Kyp's Dozen and completely unaware of
her existence.

"Starboard sixty degrees, Twin Squadron,” she said. "Three, two, mark."

Her threefour-fighter flights rolled over and through one another in a perfect crossover turn.
"Acceerating now," Jainawarned, and pushed the throttles forward. She had aready marked out a
target, and she pushed her mind into the Force-meld to tell Kyp she was coming.

Kyp sent aseries of thoughts and impressions that trandated to something like, You're welcome to a-
piece of this sorry bunch if you want one. The Force-meld was powerful here, with o many Jedi
present: it was almost like being a party to alarge, private conversation. Though Kyp's squadron was
tangled up with superior numbers, he didn't seem terribly threatened.

It was strangeto fed the enemy in the Force again. The Y uuzhan V ong were defending their convoys
and rear areasin part with mercenary and Peace Brigade forces. These enemy pilots defending Duro
were gtill present in the Force, and often Jainaknew what the enemy pilots were going to do before they
knew themsdlves.

Jaina hadn't felt the enemy in the Force since the fleet had raided Y lesia, afew weeks before. The Peace
Brigade headquarters had aso been defended by natives of the galaxy, which made them easy to fight,
but the raid had gone wrong for other reasons. Bad intelligence, inadequate operationa plan, bad luck.

Thisraid was going to go right, if Jainahad anything to do with it.

Jainas targets were Howlrunners, which partly explained Kyp's lack of urgency. Jainatold each of her
pilotsto pick atarget, dam it, then rendezvous on the other side of the furball in order to regroup for
another dash.

Her attack |eft aHowlrunner trailing flame and the panic of its pilot adistant shriek in the Force. Her
other pilots succeeded in damaging or destroying their targets, and as Jainatold her fightersto regroup,
she heard Kyp's laconic voice in the Force suggesting that she go find someone el se to shoot at.

At that instant Jacen's presence blossomed in the Force, and somehow Jainaknew exactly where he
wanted her to go, and that he wanted her to use her shadow bombs.

"Onmy way," Janasad.

Jacen was on the bridge of Admira Krefey's flagship, the Bothan Assault CruiserRalroost. Hisvacation
on Mon Caamari had lasted three weeks—after that, Luke had told him he had the choice of working



with the Great River or of joining Jainaand the fleet at Kashyyyk.
Perhaps L uke had been alittle surprised by Jacen's choice.

Heléft hislife on Mon Caamari with smal regret. He had enjoyed his brief respite from the war,
enjoyed the company of his parents, of Luke and Maraand Danni Quee, but he aswell as L uke knew
that it wastimeto move on.

Once held joined Krefey, Jacen's experience with the Jedi meld on Myrkr had hel ped him rise above
the weeks of training that he'd missed. And in timeit had become obviousthat histaentswere less
tactical than spatid and holistic. Through the Force, and through the combined minds and perceptions of
the Jedi, he seemed to gain a sense of the entire battlefield. He could sense where to move tactica
elements and when to press an attack and when to hold back or withdraw. With the other Jedi as his
eyesand ears, hefet the necessity of moving asquadronhere, of pulling back the main bodythere, of
maintaining a hovering threatel sawhere. He couldn't have said why he knew this, he only knew that he
knew.

If he narrowed hisfocusto the individuals who made up the meld, he could sense their distinct
persondities: Corran Horn with his stubborn resolve; Kyp Durron flying with controlled fury; Janawith
her machindiketactics, brain abuzz with calculation.

Everything was cal culation with Jaina these days. She had fashioned hersdlf into awespon—the Sword
of the Jedi—and there was room for nothing ese. If hetried to talk to her about anything but her job,
anything but the daily necessities of fighting and survival, she smply would not respond. It was asif much
of her persondity had smply ceased to exigt.

It was painful to watch. Jacen might have been hurt by Jainas attitude if he weren't so concerned over
the damage that she must be doing to her own spirit.

Now. He amost heard the Force speaking in his car, and he ordered Saba Sebatyne and the Wild
Knightsinto adashing run on an enemy cruiser.

Two months of constant raids and skirmishing had demondtrated that Jacen's chief value wasn't in the
cockpit of agtarfighter, but on the bridge of aflagship, where he could help direct an entire armada.
Krefey had happily taken him aboard theRalroost.

And now, asturbolasers flared and missiles erupted against shields, he sensed a place for Jainaand her
squadron.

And then, in the whirling movement of the squadrons that blazed in the night, Jacen sensed something
€lse hovering in the darkness, weapons reedy.

"Scimitar Squadron,” he said in response to this sudden knowledge. "Please stand by."

"Twin Squadron,” Jainasaid, "turn toward Duro on my mark. Three, two, mark."

Twin Suns Squadron performed another perfect crossover turn, placing the disk of Duro directly ahead.
It wasthefirg time Jainahad seen the planet sinceitslossto the enemy. She had been in afied hospital
here after being wounded—she'd been blind, dependent on others, embroiled in conspiracy, and with a
major VVong offensivein the offing. Her memories of the planet weren't happy ones.



But Duro was now adifferent world. She remembered Duro as a gray-brown waste of desert and dag,
but the disk was green now, bright with vegetation. The Y uuzhan VVong had converted the poisoned
planet to their own purposes, but in so doing so had taken a near-dead world and made it thrive.

As Jainaneared Duro, she could see thefires of deadly energiesflashing across the green disk of the
planet. Three Y uuzhan Vong cruisers were fighting to hold Krefey's main body from acluster of huge
trangport craft, and though outnumbered two to one the enemy cruiserswere fighting hard. Their
garfighter pilots weren't Peace Brigade drafteesin motley craft, either, but firg-rank Y uuzhan Vong
warriorsin cora skippers. That was obvious enough from the way they fought, using a high degree of
tacticd intelligence even though their yammosk had been jammed.

As Jainawatched, one of the enemy cruisers broke gpart in flame and ruin, and she sensed the
satisfaction of Saba Sebatyne with the part her Wild Knights had played in the attack.Go for the next
cruiser, Jacen sent, and Jaina pulsed asilent acknowledgment.

"Fird flight goesin now," she said. " Second flight follows. Third flight watches our tails until were cleer,
and then you can make your run.”

L owbacca and Tesar acknowledged.

"Dropping shadow bombs now," Jainasaid. The missiles, packed with explosivesinstead of propellent,
dropped from her X-wing's racks. With the Force Jaina shoved them on ahead, braking her own X-wing
dightly so asto increase their separation. She set them on atrgjectory’ for the aftmost enemy cruiser, then
concentrated on leading her flight's run with standard missiles and laserfire, bringing them to thetarget a a
dightly different angle so asto fool the enemy dovin basals, which might snatch her concusson missiles
without noticing the less visible shadow bombs as they approached.

Space lit up ahead, abrilliant display of turbolaser fire, plasmacannon projectiles, magmamissiles,
concussion missiles, and burning craft. Thiswas the most dangerous part of her approach, Jainaknew,
flying in between the big capitd ships pounding each other at point-blank range. She could be flamed by
her own side without their even noticing her presence.

Y et she knew, somehow, that she wasin no red danger. More tangible than the missile and turbol aser
fire she could sense the Force, and thistime the Force wouldn't let her fail.

Her laserfire raked the enemy hull. Dovin basals sucked down her concussion missiles and one of the
shadow bombs, but she saw ageyser of brilliant fire as the two other shadow bombs struck the enemy,
and she pulled up and away as more bombs dropped into the inferno.

Lowbacca's second flight, six seconds behind, scored another series of hits. Though the cruiser wasn't
destroyed, it was no longer able to defend itsdlf effectively, and the New Republic cruisers began to
strike home with one attack after another. The Y uuzhan V ong ship was doomed.

"Hirgt flight! Second flight! Skipson your tail!" Tesar's voice caled, not through the Force, but over
Jainas headphones.

"Scissors, Lowiel" Jainacdled. "I'll bregk right!" Oneflight would go right, the other left, and then they
would interweave to shoot the enemy off each other'stails.

"Negative, Twin Onel" another stern voice called. It was avoice that Jainahad learned to trust.



Behind her burning cordskipperslit the night. "Thank you, Colonel Harona," she called as Scimitar
Squadron flashed past her cockpit, their colossal ion engines speeding them past.

"Don't thank me," Harona said. " Jacen told us you might need help about now."
Sometimes, Jainathought, her brother was positively eerie.

The second enemy cruiser was aburning wreck, unableto fire and unable to defend itself, leaving only
onefunctiona enemy cruiser againgt Sx of Krefey's. Three concentrated on the lone enemy whilethe
others and most of the smaller ships dived after the transports. About athird of the transportstried to
land on Duro, but were blown out of the atmosphere before they could put down. The rest scattered and
were picked off one by one by the New Republic forces.

After the transports and the single cruiser were destroyed, Krefey's cruisers settled into low orbit over
Duro and pounded anything on the ground that looked like awarrior damutek, warehouse, command
center, factory, or spaceport.

Jainadidn't know if sheliked the idea of bombardment from orbit, and she could sense Jacen's stern
disapprova through the Force. Though she could understand the advantage of hitting an enemy from a
position of safety, a bombardment was contrary to her Jedi ingtincts and training, which focused on
actions that were more precise and far lessrandom.

Despite the Jedi's attitude, bombardment of the enemy was part of Admiral Krefey's standard orders.
Krefey's Question Number One,How can | hurt the Vong today?, was best answered by blowing up

things

"Remember," Krefey had said, "they destroyed entire worlds by seeding dien life-formsfrom orbit. Just
think what they did to Ithor. What we're doing is merciful by comparison.”

True, Jainasupposed. Asfar asit went.
"Regroup, Twin Squadron,” she caled. "Prepare for recal.”

Her fighters dotted neetly into their assgned formations. Through the Force she could fed their pride,
their sense of accomplishment. Her relentlessing stence on drills and practice sessions had paid off. Inthe
nearly three months since her visit to Mon Caamari, monthsfilled with raids and skirmishesand dlarms,
she hadn't lost asingle pilot. Three X-wings had been destroyed or so badly damaged they were
scrapped, but the pilots had always gected before their craft were wrecked and were recovered
afterward.

Her six rookies were now proud veterans, al with killsto their credit. A few weeks ago Jainahad
astonished her Neimoidian wing-mate, Vae, by stting with her at the breskfast table and engagingina
conversation that had nothing to do with tactics or with Vaes deficienciesas apilot.

Vaeand the other rookies had proved themselves. They were worth knowing.

But though Jainawas friendlier than she'dd been, she was careful to avoid actud friendship. Her
determination hadn't lessened over the months. She knew that the raids on Y uuzhan Vong territory had
been carefully planned to take advantage of temporary enemy weaknesses. The attacks had been made
only against outnumbered or ambushed forces, and were aborted if the enemy proved stronger than



anticipated. Often the enemy were second-rate troops, Peace Brigade or mercenaries or Y uuzhan Vong
workerswith scant warrior training who fel gpart into a confused muddle once their yammosks were
jammed. Jaina's own rookies had been blooded, but they'd been blooded in battles where great pains
had been taken to assure only victory.

Jainaknew that Twin Suns Squadron couldn't expect battle on such favorable terms forever. Sooner or
later the enemy would launch another offensive, and then her squadron would be up againgt firgt-line
Vong warriors atacking from aposition of overwhelming strength. It would make every fight her new
pilots had experienced ook like a playground skirmish between children.

The knowledge that the enemy offensive would inevitably come kept Jaina on edge. Just because things
had been going well was no reason to relax. In fact, she had to be harder than ever in order to keep her
pilots from dacking off due to overconfidence.

Fortunately, afew things kept Jaina from exploding with tenson. Kyp's powerful and strangely stabilizing
presence. Jacen's otherworldly calm. Regular messages from her parents, from Luke and Mara. . . and
from Jag Fel.

His squadron was il hunting Y uuzhan Vong on the Hydian Way, and with her he shared the frugtrations
of aveteran pilot training alarge number of rookies.

She was confused about what she should alow Jag to mean to her. She feared he was a distraction; that
if shelet himinto her life, shed lose her edge. But then moments would come in which she yearned for his
embrace, ft the press of his phantom lipson hers. . .

It was lucky they were apart, she decided. If they were together, the turmoil of her own thoughts and
desres might overwhelm her.

But apart of her very much wanted to be overwhelmed.

Her heart lurched as her cockpit displays flashed. A Y uuzhan VVong task force had just 1eft hyperspace.
Seven capitd ships of varying sizes, dl of them now venting squadrons of coraskippers. The Y uuzhan
Vong defending Duro had caled for help, but it had arrived too late.

For amoment Jainawaited in suspense. The two forces were nearly evenly matched. Krefey's cruisers
had taken little damage in their lopsided fight, and few fighters had been lost. The Jedi Force-meld was
an advantage the enemy couldn't match. A nearly bloodless victory had been won, and the New
Republic forces were exultant. Morale was as high asit was ever going to get. If Krefey gave the word,
histask force would fling itself on the enemy in absol ute confidence of victory.

Krefey couldwin this, win two battlesin asingle day. He had to know that.

"Cruisersregroup,” came the order on the command channd. " Starfighters stand by for recovery and
trangit to hyperspace.”

Jainasfelt the tenson drain out of her, and the exultation, too. Krefey was playing it safe.
He was probably right, she thought. This might not be the only enemy force on itsway to help Duro.

But Jainafelt disappointment. She knew the Force was with her today, and might not be on the day of
the next battle.



"| believe I've found the trap I've been looking for," Ackbar said. "The trap that will spell doom for the
Y uuzhan Vong." Hefloated in hispool a home, with Luke, Cd Omas, and Admird Sow ditting in plush
chairson therim. The room smelled pleasantly of the sea. Winter stood by with a holoprojector.

She switched on the projector, and astar map floated in the air over Ackbar's head. Luke knew from
the star dengity that it had to be somewhere in the Core, but otherwise the configurations of the stars
wereunfamiliar to him.

"Thisis Treks One-Fifteen-W," Ackbar said, as one of the stars blinked against the background. "It'san
old main-sequence star on the outermost fringe of the Deegp Core, completely unexceptionable. Asyou
can see from the overlay of our officia hyper-space route charts'—anarrow golden ribbon appeared on
the display, a hyperspace route leading to the blinking star—"Treskov isadead end. But if we add the
secret Imperial Core routes that Princess Leia brought back from Bastion . . ." Four other routes
appeared on the display, marked in red and radiating from Treskov. "Y ou see that unmarked routes from
Treskov lead farther into the Core. One of thesg’—another blinking light—"leadsto an Imperia star base
code-named Tarkin's Fang. The base was sedled and evacuated at the end of the Galactic Civil War, but
otherwise remainsintact and usable. Thereisalso alarge cache of supplies stored at Tarkin's Fang that
the Empire intended to usein the event of renewed hodtilities.”

"Even Tarkin's Fang isadead end,” Admira Sow pointed out. "If we put forces there, they could be
blockaded by any enemy who scaled the route to Treskov."

"l agree,” Ackbar said. "And | intend the enemy to agree aswell."

Persgpective shifted on the holo, the display zooming to display Treskov and its system. Thefifth planet
out, agas giant striped in white and severa shades of green, began to wink.

"Thisis Ebag, agas giant with eleven moons. Of these, Ebag Nine was once exploited by the Deep
Core Mining Corporation for its deposits of bronzium. The moon was opened up shortly after the rise of
Palpatine. During the war years the Empire maintained an observation post there, and used Ebag Nine as
an emergency resupply point, but the moon is now empty."

Ackbar ducked his head benegth the weter, refreshing himsalf, then shook stray drops from his massive
head. "I propose we reoccupy the moon and useit asbait in atrap. We must makeit an irresistible target
for the Y uuzhan Vong. And then, once the enemy begin their assault, we sedl off the end and turn the
Treskov system into akilling ground in which the enemy forces are hunted down and destroyed.”

Ackbar turned to Sen Sow. "Admird, it isyou who must commit the forces necessary to destroy the
Y uuzhenVong."

And then Ackbar turned to Luke, and Luke felt achill run down hisspine. "Master Skywalker,” the
admira sad, "itisfor you and the Jedi to provide the bait.”

"I'm calling this meeting of the High Council for two reasons," Ca Omas said. "Firgt, we must discuss
Admiral Ackbar's plan for arenewed attack againgt the Y uuzhan VVong. Second, Intelligence Director Dif
Scaur has an announcement of critical importance.”

Cd looked abnormally grim. He was usudly relaxed at meetings, joking as he douched hislanky body



into its scat. Today he was erect and businesdike. Clearly something important was at hand.

The council membersweren't as crowded as they had been &t their first meeting, even though they met in
the same room, with the same overlarge table. The crowding had eased because fewer were present:
Kyp Durron and Saba Sebatyne were at Kashyyyk, fighting with their squadrons, and had given their
proxy votesto Cilgha and to Luke, respectively.

"I have no intention of communicating the details of Admira Ackbar'splan tothiscouncil,” Cd sad. "lts
usefulness depends on secrecy, and in any caseit'sirrelevant to the case | wish to put. Ackhar's plan
requires detaching large forces from their current deployments and using them againgt the Y uuzhan Vong.
Thiswill mean that many of our squadrons now engaged in the defense of our worldswon't be available
in case the Y uuzhan Vong choose to attack.”

[If our fleets are on the offensive,] Triebakk proclaimed, [the VVong will have more urgent thingsto do
than to than to attack our planets. ]

"Sir, our briefings have indicated that many more shipswill be availablein six standard months or so,"
sad the soft voice of Talaam Ranth. "Would it not be possible to delay our offensive until we can both
defend our planets and attack the enemy?’

"My Gotd colleague hasapoint,” Releqy A'Klasaid. "It may be possibleto delay any offensive until we
have greater numbers.”

"Therésatimelimit ontheadmird'splan,” Luke said. "We currently have atechnologica advantage
over the enemy. We don't know how long this advantage will last, so the admira wantsto move now."

"Deaying sx months," Sien Sow said, "means the war goes on six monthslonger than it would
otherwise. Six more months of killing and uncertainty and expense.”" Helooked a Talaam Ranth.
"Thousands of worlds are under threat. The fleet can't defend them al, even with sx months worth of
reinforcements.”

"My colleague's argumentsare logica,” the Gotal said. "I concede that an attack islogica.”

"If I may interrupt,” Dif Scaur said, "1'd like to bring my own business before the council. It may have a
direct bearing on whether the New Republic wishesto go on the offensive or not.”

Luke looked at the thin man with care. When Ackbar had first presented his plan, Scaur had been
meticul ous about discovering Ackbar'stiming. This had made Luke suspicious, and Luke's suspicions
had been confirmed a Council meetings. Scaur clearly had an agenda of hisown, and it was an agenda
with atimetable.

Scaur looked from one council member to the next. "'l am now ableto reved the existence of a secret
unit in New Republic Intelligence caled 'AlphaRed.'It is headed by Oji Eicroth, axenobiologist formerly
belonging to Alpha Blue, another secret unit charged with Y uuzhan Vong affairs. Since the beginning of
thewar, Alpha Red has undertaken covert research on Y uuzhan Vong biology with the assstance of a
team of scientists supplied by the Chiss”

Hereit is,Luke thought. Something big, something very quiet that had gone on for at least two years
without a breath of it getting out. In agovernment as porous as Borsk Fey'lyas, that was a mgor
accomplishment.



Unless Fey'lya himself didn't know, Luke thought.
"Why Chiss?' Sien Sow asked, bewildered.

"The Chiss come from a hidden, remote section of the galaxy far from the Y uuzhan VVong invasion
routes,” Scaur said. "1t was highly unlikely that the enemy would haveinfiltrated them.”

Which means, Luke thought,that Scaur's had contact with the Chiss for some time. He knew in
advance that he could count on themto deliver.

"Our xenobiologists and geneticists have investigated Y uuzhan Vong genetics,” Scaur continued. He
placed his pale, thin hands on the table before him. "They have located a unique genetic signaturein

Y uuzhan Vong DNA, something common to al Y uuzhan V ong species—the plants, the living buildings
and ships, theanimass, the Vong themselves. This genetic sgnatureis unknown in any plant, anima,
bacterid, or vird life within our own gdaxy."

"Y ou've developed aweapon,” Talaam Ranth said. Luke could fed surprise among the other council
members, followed by apprehension and dread.

"Yes" Cd'sface was grim. "We have awegpon.”

"A biologica wegpon,” Dif Scaur said. "An airborne weapon that will attack only those plants or animals
that possess the genetic signature of the extragaactic Vong. If the weapon is dispersed efficiently on
enemy worlds, we ca culate that the menace of the Y uuzhan VVong will be ended within four weeks a the
maost—probably three.”

"What do you mean,ended?" asked Cilghdl.

"1 mean the Vong will be dead,” Scaur said. "And everything the Y uuzhan V ong brought with them—all
the plants, al the buildings, al the ships." He shrugged. "There may be some survivorsin remote aress.
But they'll beinfected if they travel to VVong worlds, and if they don't, they can be hunted down." He
glanced briefly at each of the council members.

"Biologica weapons are notorioudy capricious,” he continued. "Normally | would never recommend
their use on adispersed population like the VVong, but this weapon will be so effectivethat | consider it an
exception to my usud rule. The Vong can't escapeit. It will attach to their genetics. Thereisalatency
period of four or five daysin which they will fed no effects, but will be infectious and contaminate
everyone and everything they contact. After that they will begin to break down on the cdllular level—their
living tissuewill dissolveinto afluid, and even that fluid will beinfectious. They will beinfected by their
ships. Their wegpons. Their armor. Theirhomes. Therfood. Everything in their environment will carry the
disease. Once the breakdown starts, the VVong will be dead within three or four days.”

Luke let the horror sink in. The horror was followed by ange—anger is aussfulemotion, he
remembered Vergeretelling him—and he turned to Ca Omas.

"How long have you known about this?" he asked.
"Sincel wasswornin,” Ca sad.

"Almost three months.”



Cal turned hisown eyesto Luke. "Master Skywaker, I'm extremely sorry. But you understand that the
secrecy of this project was paramount.”

"| understand your reasoning,” Luke said.And | disagree, hethought coldly.Becauseif I'd known in
advance, | could have prepared arguments against this. Asit is, | can only make the arguments
that occur to me, and hope the Force will be with me.

Helooked at Dif Scaur. "Y ou want to use the Great River to distribute this weapon, don't you?' he said.
Scaur nodded. "That would be convenient.”
Luke shook his head. "Jedi won't touch this. | ask you not to requireit of us."

Scaur seemed unsurprised. "The Greet River isn't vita to the project. Our own intelligence networks
now extend into Vong space. The fleet can ddliver the wegpon on missilesto enemy fleet targets, to
gpacefacilities, or to planets. And the Bothans made Alpha Red much more convenient when they
declared ar'krai on the Vong—the Bothan spynet isfamoudy efficient, and Alpha Red will settle al their
godsfor thiswar." He shrugged histhin shoulders. "The Y uuzhan Vong themsaves will do most of the
distribution on our behdf, asther infected personnel and shipstravel from world to world.”

Talaam Ranth turned hisred eyesto Luke. "Master Skywalker obvioudy objectsto thisplan,” he said.
"l wish hed explain his protests.”

Lukelooked at the others. "The Jedi exist to preserve life. This daughter of entire species runs contrary
to our principles." He took abreath and summoned the Force and hoped that it would make his
arguments as brilliant as they needed to be.

"L et me point out that the Y uuzhan VVong are not so completely unlike us" hesaid. "They areintdligent
and educable. If you took one of their young and raised it, the child wouldn't be unlike one of ours—their
evil isnt innate to the species. It'stheir government and their religion that have made them aggressive, and
it should be our task to defeat that government and religion, not to wipe out the common people who
have had no choice but to follow their leaders,”

"The Y uuzhan Vong have donethistoour worlds," Ayddar Nylykerka pointed out. " They've sown our
worldswith life-formsthat have killed everyone on the planet.”

"Which issmply another point againgt the use of thiswegpon.” Talaam Ranth's declaration surprised
everyone a thetable. "If we unleash this wegpon againgt them, they could retaiate against us. We could
loseworldsto Vong biologicas."

"AlphaRed isadefenseagainst such an attack,” Scaur said. "Alpha Red would destroy any biological
assault the Vong could launch.”

Triebakk gave aroar that brought silenceto thetable. [I know something of science)] he said findly
through trandation. [I know the wordblowback. ]He glanced at the others. [For those who don't know
thisterm, it describes aweapon's unanticipated side effects turning on the user. | Helooked at Dif Scaur.
['Y ou're planning to digtribute Alpha Red throughout V ong space. Billions upon billions upon billions of
live bacteria—or viruses, or whatever Alpha Red is—cast |0ose on viable ecosystems.,] He shook his
shaggy head. [Y ou can't tell methat Alpha Red won't mutate, not in al those replications. And you can't
assure me that one of those mutations won't be harmful tous. Blowback couldkill all of us, ]



"The Chissassure methisishighly unlikely," Scaur said.
"Unlikely," Luke said. "Not impossble”

Scaur shrugged. "If thisisaworry, we could quarantine Vong worlds until we can assure they're safe.
Refugees will be upset at not being able to move homeimmediately, but once victory is achieved, we
should be able to pacify them."

Scaur had anticipated every argument. Hed had monthsto prepare this. Luke had only this moment.
"Y ou haven't spoken of Y uuzhan VVong biologica capabilities” Luke said.
Scaur raised an eyebrow. "'l don't understand, Master Skywalker."

"The Y uuzhan VVong have formidable biologicad knowledge," Luke said. "They doeverything through
biotech. Can you tell me they haven't anticipated thisform of attack? How do you know they aren't
ready for it? How do you know that once they sec we're ready to commit genocide and ecocide both,
they won't retdiate in kind?"

for thefirst time, Scaur seemed at aloss. "We see no sign of it.”

[Y ou don't understand everything about the Vong,] Triebakk said. [My guessisthat you have at best a
cursory knowledge of their immune sysems.What if they're ready for you?

Scaur hesitated. A corner of his eye twitched. "We have no evidence to show anything of the sort.”
"Have you looked?' L uke asked.

Scaur seemed nettled. "Of course. We've captured and examined shaper facilities. We have a decent
knowledge of the weapons they've used against us. We've captured their ships and examined them.”

"Our knowledge of the enemy isdeficient,” Talaam Ranth said. His double-horned head turned dowly
left and right, scanning the table. "Clearly it would beillogica to proceed with this plan.”

Dif Scaur's face tautened, only increasing the death-mask effect. "The wegpon isfully tested,” he said.
"And that includes on live subjects." Heraised ahand to cut off Luke's explosion of protest. "Warrior
prisoners,” he said. "We have to keep the warriors unconscious after we capture them, because the
second they wake they try to commit suicide. Weinfected asmall number of these with the weapon. The
weapon . . ." Hetook a breath. " The weapon works. | regretted extremely the necessity of having to do
this, but atest was required, and their desths were as painless and humane as we could make them." He
put his hands on the table before him. "1 assure everyone here that Alpha Red will work, and will do
everything that is promised.”

"Thisisunconscionable,” Luke said. Never had he felt such cold rage. "Thisis something Papatine might
have done."

Dif Scaur gave him afurious glance. "No, thisisnot what Pal patine would have done," he said.
"Palpatine would have tested the weapon on the population of an entire world, and used it as aterror
weapon to keep other worlds in subjugation. | ask Master Sky-walker to avoid such odious
comparisons.”



There was along moment of silence, broken by Cd.
"Perhaps we should vote, then,” Ca said. "Thosein favor?
Dif Scaur's hand went up first. Then Nylykerkas. Then, with hesitation, the hand of Sien Sow.

Luke kept his hands on the table. So did dl the Jedi. "I cast Saba Sebatyne's proxy againgt the motion,”
hesad.

"And | cast Kyp Durron's" Cilgha echoed.
"Themotionfals" Releqy A'Klasad.

Then Cal Omasturned to Luke. There wasregret in hiseyes. 'I'm sorry, Luke," he said, "but in awar
that werelosing, we can't afford to throw away any weapons. Particularly one that will end so much
suffering and heartache for our people.” Heturned to Dif Scaur. "This council isadvisory, not legidative.
As Chief of State, | order Dif Scaur to continue the Alpha Red project.”

Luke sat stunned. Dif Scaur looked at his handsin order to hide the cold triumphiin hiseyes.

Sorrow dug deep furrowsinto Cal'sbrows. "Thisisatragedy in every way," he said. "But our only
choiceis between one tragedy and another, and | prefer to make the Vong's story atragedy and not
ours." Helooked at Dif Scaur. "When can you have your weagpon ready?"

"Thereisonly asmal sample of the materid a present,” Scaur said. "Well need to produce much
more—tons at least. The secure AlphaRed facility isunsuited for producing such quantities.” He turned
to Cdl. "Theres an old Nebulon-B frigate in orbit above Mon Caamari, used as a hospita ship. If we
could shift the patients to the surface, Alpha Red could take advantage of the ship'sisolation and sterile
environment. Once we get there, | anticipate enough product can be made to begin distribution within
two weeks."

Cal turned to the others. "In that case," he said, "well postpone implementation of Admira Ackbar's
offensve plans. We may aswell stay on the defensive until Alpha Red winsthewar.” Helooked at the
others. "Of course, no oneisto speak of this matter until the end of the war. If then.”

He brought the council meeting to a swift end. He cast one regretful glance at L uke, then stood and
made hisrapid way out, followed with equal rapidity by Dif Scaur.

Fedling ahundred years old, Luke rose dowly from the table. Triebakk and the Jedi came to stand
besdehim.

"What can we do?' Cilgha asked.

Lukeforced acasua shrug. "Try to change Ca's mind. We have acouple of weeks at least.”
[If thereismorethat you wishto do . . .] Triebakk |eft the thought unfinished.

Luke shook hishead. "Thank you for the offer, but no."

If Luke did anything, hewould do it himsdf, and take the responsibility on himsdf done.



But he knew that if he did, he would throw away everything held worked for in the course of hislong,
exacting life.

Luke returned home after the meeting of the High Council with dread and anger warring in hismind.
Nothing could be done aslong as hewasin this state, so he sat on the floor and began to apply relaxing
techniques to get histhoughts and emotions under contral.

Hefelt Marain the Force before she entered the apartment. She paused for amoment in the doorway,
her own force-awareness gently enfolding him, and then she closed the door, put down the briefcase she
was carrying, and joined him on the floor. She sat behind him, her hands on his shoulders, and began
working at the taut shoulder and neck muscles. Luke surrendered to the touch, et her fingersturn his
musclesto liquid. Hisbreath tell into rhythm with hers. Maraworked herself closer until she was pressed
againg hisback. Her arms went around him, and she rested her chin on his shoulder.

"What's the bad news?' she said.

L uke hesitated, but he knew Mara could be trusted, and besides the horror was too vast to keep to
himsdlf. Hetold her about Alpha Red.

Maradrew back dightly as she considered the problem. "What can we do?"
"Try to change Ca'smind."

Her chin dropped onto his shoulder again. Her voice was a breath on hisear. "And if hismind doesn't

chenge?

Luketook along breath. "I don't know. We could try to wreck the project, but unless we killed the
scientists they'd be able to duplicate their work. And even if wekilled the scientists, or managed to
kidnap them and hold them somewhere, other scientists would be able to duplicate the project. The
problem isthat once thisweapon is known to be possible, anyone with the proper facilities can createit.”

He shook his head. "I've worked al my life to rebuild the Jedi. Now we have agovernment that'swilling
to work with us, that we've helped into office, that's reestablished the council, and which we've sworn to
uphold. How can | turn on the New Republic at thevery first crisis?’ Hetook Maras hand in his own.
"That would finish the Jedi. Wed be outlaws. Wed be everything that people like Fyor Rodan said we
were."

She looked at him with sad concern. "What you're saying isthat werealy can't stop Alpha Red; at best
we can only delay. But can we redlly stand by and let this thing happen?”’

"We can protest. We can refuse to have anything to do with it. That'sal | can think of."
"Protest, yes. But how publicly?’

Again Luke shook hishead. "Too public and the Y uuzhan Vong find out. Then they could hit uswith
bioweaponsfirst, and it would be catastrophe.”

"Y ou say that Triebakk knows. And that Talaam Ranth voted with you."

”YS,"



"Y ou need to contact them. Seeif they can change the minds of others on the High Council.”

Luke nodded. " A quiet lobbying campaign, then. Dif Scaur caught me by surprise, and | didn't have my
argumentsin order." He nodded, and kissed Mara's cheek. "Thank you."

"Yourewelcome." Sheroseto her feet and helped him to rise. "Kam Solusar sent new holos of Ben.
Would you liketo see them?'

"Of course.”

Seeing Ben speeding over the carpet on hands and knees gave L uke the usua mixture of sadnessand
joy, but served to shift hismood. He walked to the back of the apartment to change and wash before
helping with dinner, and then froze as he saw abundle of fegthersin the spare room.

Vergere. She had been in the gpartment all dong. She was crouched in ameditation posture, her knees
high, her head tucked in.

Horrified, Luke returned to Mara. "Vergerésin her room. | didn't sense her when | camein.”
Maras green eyeswidened. "l didn't either. She was making hersdlf invisble again.”
"Do you think she heard us?"

Maraconsidered. "It isn't asif we were shouting. We were centimeters from each other, practically
whispering. How could she have heard?!

"l wouldn't put anything past her."
Maras ook hardened. "Neither would I."

"We're going to have to watch her carefully. Unless—do you think we should have Nylykerka put her in
detention again?'

"And give her achance to stage a spectacular escape? And what if she doesn't want to go—do wefight
her?'

"Watch, then,” Luke decided. "And watch very carefully.”

Chapter 23

Vergere was amodel of innocence for the next eight days, during which time Luke and Marakept track
of her when she wasn't with Cilghd or other Jedi. During that time Luke's|obbying efforts were nothing
but frugtration. Cdl listened palitdly to hisarguments, but didn't change hismind.

On the morning of the ninth day, New Republic security burst down the door and swept through the
gpartment. Dif Scaur had comein person, flinty eyes hard in his gaunt face. "The Chief of State wantsto
seeyou,” hetold Luke. Hiseyesflicked to Mara. "And Maramay come aswell.”

Cad Omaswasin his office. He was unshaven and disheveled and had clearly just risen from bed. AsDif



Scaur marched Luke and Marainto the office, Ca stared for amoment at afragrant fruit-filled pastry
that had been provided for his breakfast, and then with alook of disgust swept it from hisdesk. He
looked at L uke with eyes of stone.

"WheresVergere?'

"We saw her tonight, in her room," Luke said. "Just before bed.”

"She's not in her room now," Cal said. "We don't know where sheis.”

Luke took adeep breath. "What has she done?’

"Asif you didn't know," Dif Scaur breathed from behind Luke's shoulder.

"Vergere has sabotaged AlphaRed," Ca said.

Luke's mouth wentdry. " Sabotaged it how?"

"The AlphaRed team wasin the process of moving to the Nebulon-B cruiser in orbit. Somehow
Vergere got on board in the confusion. She's wiped the records, and somehow she's. , . dtered . . . the

wegpon.”

"Altered?" Luke echoed.

"Rendered it ineffective. We don't know how."

Through her tears,Luke thought. She could modify the wegpon at the molecular level.
"And she's rendered three of my security guards unconscious," Dif Scaur added.
Maraturned to him. "They'redl right?"

"They will be"

Cd'seyeshbored into Luke. "So where is she?'

"l don't know." Truthfully.

"Wherewould sherun to?"

"Back to the Vong, of course," Dif Scaur said. " She's been working for them al adong.”
"l—I don't think 0," Luke said. "'l think Vergereis entirely on her own.”

" She doesn't owe the Y uuzhan VVong her alegiance any more than we do,” Maraadded. " She's a servant
of the Old Republic, not the New."

"So tell uswhy the Old Republic wants the Y uuzhan Vong to win thewar!™ Dif Scaur shouted.

"Shedoesnt," Luke said. " Shejust doesn't want an atrocity like Alpha Red to be unleashed.”



"And who told her about the atrocity, then?' Cal's voice was cold. "Who broke security?"
Luke gathered himsdlf for the admission, but Maraforestalled him.
"Wedidnt tel her," shesad. "If shefound out, she found out on her own."

True enough, Luke decided.

"But how?" Scaur demanded. "Y ou had no documents to take home, no recordings. . . unless,” his
voiceturned suspicious, "you surreptitioudymade one”

"l didn't," Luke said.

Cd looked at him for along moment, then looked down at his desk. "That'swhat Vergere hersalf
confirmed." He scratched his bristly chin. "Sheleft anote saying that something ascientist said made her
suspicious and that she followed up her suspicions. She specifically exonerated you."

"But then shewould," Scaur said. "Especidly if shedid thisunder your orders.”

"I gave no orders," Luke said. He felt helpless under thiskind of suspicion; there was no way to prove
himsdlf innocent. Helooked a Cdl. "1 hadn't given up trying to talk you out of it."

"Sir." Dif Scaur spoketo Cal. "If she goes back to the Vong with Alpha Red, then the New Republicis
in jeopardy. The enemy will know our capabilities, and they'll have to do whatever they can to destroy us
before we can revive the Alpha Red project.”

"The Skywalkersthink shewon't go to the Y uuzhan Vong," Cd said.
"They've been wrong up until now," Scaur said. "And in any case we can't afford to take the chance.”

"True." Ca'seyes moved restlesdy over hisdesk. "All right then." He looked at Scaur. ™Y ou need to
reestablish AlphaRed at... asafer location . . . and have the team duplicate their origina work. That will

take how long?'
"At least three months. Probably four.”

Ca nodded. He turned to Luke. "WEell move on Ackbar's plan immediately. If the VVong are responding
to Ackbar's moves, then maybe they won't have timeto kill the rest of us.”

"Yes, dr," Luke sad. Hismind buzzed with calculation.
It would be three or four months before Alpha Red was unleashed.
That meant Luke had three monthsto win the war.

If the enemy were on the edge of defest, then perhaps Ca wouldn't fedl it necessary to wipethe
Y uuzhan Vong from existence.

The Jedi were his eyes and ears. Formations hovered in Jacen's mind: lumbering transports,
wegpon-studded capital ships, racing squadrons of starfighters.



It was afleet exercise, featuring aforce aided by the Jedi meld against a superior force unaided by the
Jedi. The Force glowed in Jacen like aflame, and he maneuvered the friendly squadronslike eementsin
agigantic puzzle, trying to sense what would happen many movesin advance. . .

The opposing fleet made its move. Asthe fleets clashed, powered-down lasers flashing as computers
launched smulated missiles, the picture in Jacen's head seemed to expand, information arriving in larger
and larger bundles until he strained to keep up with it al. Hefelt sweat trickle down the bridge of his
nose. The picture deteriorated into frantic, busy hash, punctuated only rarely by moments of clarity.

The med dways broke down when the Situation grew too complex. Jacen could contain and control a
large number of Jedi, like those engaged on theraid at Duro, but beyond that his abilities faded. Thiswas
frustrating, because he always sensed that comprehension was possible, if just beyond hisreach. If only
there were more Jedi in thelink. If only he were more clever.

Stll, his preliminary maneuvering had put the fleet in good shape, and as the battle went on he was able
to achieve some flashes of insght that made sense out of the chaos. When the exercise ended, the

opposition's advantage in numbers had been annulled, and the exchange of smulated "casudties’ had
favored Jacen'sforce.

"Try not to get mekilled next time, Solo." Corran Horn, whose commitment to the fight had been
mistimed, sent adour message over the comlink.

Jacen sent an apology. He had to get better at this. Next time the missileswouldn't be smulated.

" Splendid work, Jacen!" Out of the Force and onRalroost's tactical command center, Admira Krefey's
cream-colored body bounced on the balls of itsfeet. "Next battle, were going to hammer diem!” The
Bothan punched his pam by way of emphass.

"l hope s0," Jacen said.

He had to get better at this. Too many people were counting on him.

It had become a custom for the Jedi to dine together after the exercise. They reviewed the maneuvers,
the way the meld had worked or failed to work, and suggested improvements. After the group broke up,
Jacen sought out Tahiri Veila
"Y ou'redoing well?' he asked.

Shefrowned. "I'm working hard."

It was the truth. Since Anakin's death she had grown serious, aimost grim in the way that she pursued
her godls, a consderable change from the impetuous, fiery girl Jacen remembered from the Jedi
academy.

"I wonder if I might ask you aquestion,” Jacen said.

"Of course™

"I wonder if—since you came back from capture—whether you've ever fdt the ability to, ah. sensethe
Y uuzhan Vong."



Tahiri was startled. "No. Why do you ask?' She brushed the blond hair from her face.

Jacen explained about his own capture, and how the implanted dave seed had given him the ability to
connect telepathically with the Y uuzhan Vong.

Tahiri shivered. "No, I've never experienced that, and I'm glad. That must beawful."

"It's... dl right. It's helped me understand them.” He looked at her. "And it can be useful in detecting the
enemy, and in controlling their biowegpons." Jacen heditated. "Thetruthiis, | waswondering if it might be
possible to teach the Vongsense to someone dse.”

Tahiri took astep back, her eyeswidening. "And you want to seeif | can contact the Y uuzhan Vong
through the Force?'

"No,not through the Force. It'sadifferent sort of bond."
"Through their—" Her face twigted. "—dave implants™
IIYall

"You know that | hate them." Her eyes burned fiercdly into Jacen's. "I hate them. | know I'm a Jedi and
I'm not supposed to hate anyone, but | can't help it. Not after what they've done."

Jacen nodded. "I understand. | don't want to put you through anything that will make you uncomfortable,
or that will bring back bad memories.”

"All right, then." She nodded. "'I'm sorry, Jacen.”
"That'sfine"
Tahiri began to walk away, and then she hesitated, and turned. "Isit important?’ she asked.

"l can't say," Jacen said. "But it will help you understand the Y uuzhan Vong. And perhaps when you
understand them you won't hate them so much.”

"lwant to hate them." Her lips pressed together in afirm, defiant line.

"It takesalot of energy to hate," Jacen said. ™Y ou might have other usesfor that energy, Tahiri."

Agan she hestated. "All right," she sad findly. "I'll giveit atry."

They went to Jacen's smdll cabin, sat in meditation posture on the floor, and touched hands. He sensed
Talin's expanding Force-awareness, and he said, "No, not the Force. This power comes from
somewheredse”

Tahiri'smouth curled in annoyance. "What do | do, then?"

"Try to look into—into an empty place where the daveimplantswere. I'll try to guide you.”

Jacen could find the empty place himsdlf, and he could fed, at the edge of his awareness, the World



Brain he had left behind on Coruscant. He tried to build a bridge between Tahiri and the dhuryam, but he
couldn't seem to bring the two closer together, and he could sense Tahiri's growing frustration.

The problem was that there weren't any Y uuzhan Vong nearby. If there were, perhaps Tahiri wouldn't
have such ahard time.

"I'm sort of glad it didn't work," Tahiri said afterward.
"Would you mind trying again later?"
She grimaced. "I suppose we could try. But I'm not looking forward to it."

After sheld left, Jacen had begun to record aholovid letter to his parents when he realized he wasn't
aone. Not evenin hisown mind.

Vergere?he probed.

In return Jacen received impressions, pictures of agreen treetop landscape that he recognized as
Kashyyyk, and astrong, nonverbal command to come to the planet.

And thiswasfollowed by an equaly powerful compulsion to silence.
A secret meeting?Jacen sent. Therewas no reply.

Jacen received permission to leaveRalroost from the officer of the deck and took his X-wing to the
surface, homing on Vergere's presencein the Force.

She had chosen asmdl, remote idand for the meeting place. No Wookiees lived there, but the lower
depths of the wroshyr forest wasfilled with the usud deadly native life-forms.

The meeting place was marked by an old four-passenger Trilon shuttle perched at adangerous anglein
the uppermost branches of one of the wroshyr trees. Jacen floated the X-wing toward it on his
repulsorlifts and carefully dropped the starfighter onto an interwoven net of branches. As he shut off the
repulsorlifts and let the branches take the fighter's weight, he was surprised by the Sight of a
four-meter-long, many-toothed serpent flying past his canopy.

"Their ingtinct isto eat birds," Vergere explained as Jacen climbed out of the cockpit and lowered
himsdlf to one of the massive wroshyr limbs. "I try to discourage them, but they are unintelligent and thus
persgtent.”

AsVergere spoke, another, larger snake wastorn free, in ashower of green foliage, from an
overhanging limb and went whipping through the air and over the green horizon. "If | throw them into the
seq," Vergeresad, "it delaysther return, but theydo come back.”

The branch swayed under Jacen'sfeet. It waswide as ahighway, but the motion was unsettling. "Can't
you make yourself smal?' he asked.

"They don't detect mein the Force. | think they smdl me."

"I'm good with animals. Let metry." He expanded his awareness of the Force to include the fauna of the
treetops and detected the primitive, purposeful minds of severd of the snakes, dl of them stalking through



thefoliage toward Vergere. Jacen tried turning off the ingtinct to hunt, but the compulsion was hardwired
into them, and hefalled. Then he suggested to them that better, more gppetizing food was to be found
elsewhere, and they turned away in search of it.

"Nicely done," Vergeresaid. "And it isatactic that can be applied to species other than snakes.”

Jacen looked at her. "Why are you here?!

Vergeré€'s feathery antennae crooked forward and back, asif scanning the air for invaders. "'l sense no
other presence,” shesaid.

"Did you run awvay? Is Nylykerka after you?"

"Nylykerkaand many others. Y our Master Skywalker among them, | think."

Jacen took adeep breath. He squatted on his heels on the wide branch, and said, "Y ou'd better tell me."
Vergeretold her story. Jacen was horrified. Not smply because Alpha Red was awegpon for mass
murder, but because, thanks to the dave seed tendrils coiled about his nerves, he now possessed an
empathy for the Y uuzhan VVong. It was not only the human part of hismind that quailed at thisreveation,
but the part that understood the enemy.

Vergerelooked a him. "I have given the Jedi only afew months to respond to this horror," she said.
"They can rebuild the wegpon?'

"Of course"

He shrugged helplessy. "What should | do?"

"| can't adviseyou.”

"Should | tell people? We could put pressure on the government, but that would tell the Y uuzhan Vong,
and—" He shrank before the consequences of that decision, the Y uuzhan VVong redizing that they werein

awar of extinction rather than awar of conquest.

Her dark, tilted eyes gazed into his. "Since| first met you, | have had an intuition that you were in some
way bound up with thefate of the Y uuzhan Vong. Perhagpsthisis the moment I've been anticipating.”

Jacen looked at her in surprise. "Thefate of the Y uuzhan VVong? Is that why you've taken such an
interestin me?"

Her eyes narrowed. "Beyond any other interest | would have taken in aJedi in distress, yes."

Heroseto hisfeet. The huge branch swayed beneath him as a breeze ruffled the leaves. "What arc you
going to do?" he asked.

Her wide mouth twisted in thought. "There isn't ageneral search for me, or you'd have heard. That
meansthat only the Intelligence people will belooking for me, which will make it easier to evadethem.”
She craned her long neck to look at her shuttle. "My craft came to Mon Calamari with afamily of
refugeeswho sold it to buy food. Sooner or later the desler to whom they sold it will notice that it's



missing from its orbit, and then ther€lll be a search, but that won't matter—the hyperdrive enginesare
ready to give up the ghost, and I'll be lucky to get out of the Kashyyyk system.” She turned to Jacen.
"Canyou givemearideinyour fighter?'

"Certainly. But to where?
"To your ship, perhgps?’
Heblinked at her. "It's an assault cruiser,” he said. "It's got over athousand crew."”

"It's easy to pass as one among thousands, yes?' Vergere smiled. "And | would be less conspicuousin a
uniform, no?"

"No!" Jacen said. He decided to pass over the unlikely chance that held find a uniform that would fit
Vergere. "Most of the crew are Bothans. The starfighter pilots are from all over, but there aren't that
many of them, and—"

"No doubt there are supply vessals coming on and off the ship dl thetime," Vergere said. "Cargo
coming on and off, and being placed in storage. And dispatch boats, and shuttles to other ships.
Hundreds of escape pods. With dl that confusion, surely one singleindividua could find away off the
ship and to safety.” Shesmiled. 'l am very good at being invisble"

Jacen sghed. He sensed an inevitability in the offing. "L et's hope there aren't any big snakes aboard,” he
sad.

"I'm glad to know that creepy little birdisgone," Han said. "It wasal | could do not to wring her neck
for what she did to Jacen." He looked around. "Where did Vergere go to, anyway?'

"I'm not sure," Luke said. He quelled the uneasinessin his mind and asked Han and Leiato sit. The pair
took the seats offered and then the drinks that Mara brought into the room. Maratook her own drink

and sat on the sofa next to Luke. He put hisarm around her.

"I wanted to tell you that I'll be leaving for awhile" Luke said. "I'm going across the galaxy to Fondor,
and I'm not sure when I'll be back."

Lelalooked at him. "Isit something you can talk about?'

"I'm going to Garm Bel Iblis" Luke said. "He commands at Fondor, and sincethe fall of Coruscant he's
been operating independently of Sien Sow and the military."

"Judt like he did in the Rebellion,” Han said. "Bd Iblislikes running his own show."

"When he was given orders, at first he responded that the Situation in his sector was different than the
Supreme Commander thought, and therefore he declined to carry them out. Lately he hasn't been
responding to ordersat al.”

"Y ou brought him into the fold once before," Lelasaid. "1 guess Cd thinksyou cando it again.”

"It hasn't been important until now,” Luke said. "Bel Iblis has been doing more or lesswhat he should
have been doing anyway, defending his sector and harassing the enemy. But now Ackbar hasaplan to



win thewar, and we need to know whether Bdl Ibliswill bein at thefinish."

Leiaconsidered the question. "Hell be in. He's headstrong and independent, but helll be on theright sde
when it counts.”

"l hope s0," Marasaid. "I'd harefor Luke to make that long trip for nothing.”

Leiagave Lukeacuriouslook. "Thismissonistaking you away from the Jedi—I mean, the High
Council. Can you be absent for such along time?"

"I'll givemy proxy to Cilghal," Luke said. "Shelll spesk and vote for me, and for Saba, who gave me her
proxy when shejoined.”

The strain between Luke and Ca hadn't affected the running of the High Council. Cal seemed perfectly
friendly, if abit reserved. But he no longer shared confidentid information with Luke—if there were

military or political secretsthat Luke wasn't dready a part of, then they were never mentioned in Luke's
presence.

Thetrust was gone. Luke didn't know whether he would ever win it back.
Luke, for his part, still had hopes of convincing Ca not to use AlphaRed at dll.
But if necessary, Luke would poll the other Jedi members privately. Theinfluence of the council asa

whole might tip the balance againgt Dif Scaur and his plan. Together, they might be ableto tekea
principled stand againgt the use of the weapon.

But that was for the future. For now, L uke was dedicated to making sure that Ackbar's plan was carried

out. If the Y uuzhan V ong were defeated, then the arguments against Alpha Red would bear dl that much
more weght.

Luke turned to Han. " Speaking of Ackbar," he said, "he asked meif you'd do him afavor.”
Icerang in Han'sglassashedrained it. "Anything," he said.
"Hed like you to resume your military rank and take command of a squadron.”

Han placed hisglassfirmly on the table next to his seet. ™Y ou know, | never did take to the military,” he
said. "And the military never took to me. If Ackbar just wants to make both meand the fleet miserable

"Hed like you to take command of the squadron contributed by the Smugglers Alliance,” Luke said.
"Tdon Karrde, Booster Terrik, and theErrant Venture. . . They're ahard bunch, anarchic and
rebellious and undisciplined. The ships are a heterogeneous jumble, and any tacticswould have to be
improvised by the squadron commander.”

Leia alittle grim, turned to her husband. "I'd use the wordnever if | wereyou.”
"Lando's part of it, too," Luke added. "Y ou know held make mincemeat out of aregular fleet officer.

Anyone who could control that bunch would have to be as rough asthey are, and as experienced. The
commander would have to be able to fly the pants off any of them, and—"



"And whipfifty timeshisweight in angry krayt dragons,” Leiafinished. Shelooked at Han. "Y ou see
what my brother'strying to do, don't you?' she said. "He'stryingto flatter you into taking thisjob. He's
trying to tell you thatonly Han Solo couldpossibly be tough enough for this assgnment.”

Han smiled. "He'sright of course" he said. "But the wordnever is gtill onthetip of my tongue.”
Lukesighed. "You're going to force meto fight dirty,” he said. "I redly didn't want to do this."

Han laughed. "Hit mewith your best shot.”

L uke made an apol ogetic gesture. " During the upcoming operation, the Smugglers Alliance squadron
will bein support of Admira Krefey'sfleet. Which includes your children. Sorry.”

Han looked stricken. Lela narrowed her eyes and glared at her brother. "That is really underhanded,
Luke" shesad.

"I know," Luke said.

"We had both gotten out. We were going to have time together. We were going to behappy""

Ilwry.ll
"And now . . ." She clenched her figts. "Now it'sdl up tousagain, isn't it?"

Luke smiled. "Thefate of the gdlaxy may well rest inyour hands. Yes. It'sunfair, but that'stheway it is."

Lelaraised afigt. "Whenthisisover,” shesaid, "remind meto hit you."

Luke raised his hands peaceably. "Kyp'sfirginling" he said, "but when thisis over, take al the shots
you want."

Jacen was returning from Kashyyyk to theRalroost when he was commed by Kyp Durron.

"l need dl Jedi onMan Adapyne for amesting. It'surgent.”

"Can | wash and change first?" Jacen asked. "I've been down on Kashyyyk, and I'm kind of amess."

"l ssidurgent? Kyp snapped. "We need you now."

Jacen congdered the smdll figure of VVergere, who was crammed into the cockpit on hislap.better make
yourself very small, he thought.

"Acknowledged," he said.

Vergere managed to avoid discovery when Jacen landed his X-wing in the cruiser's capacious docking
bays. She remained in the cockpit, ducking down out of sight as he dropped to the deck and went in

search of hisfdlow Jedi.

Kyp, seated at the end of one of the mess tables, had assembled the other Jedi in a corner of the
officers mess. Jacen entered cautiously and saw Corran Horn along with Jaina, Tesar, Lowbacca, and



the other newly made Jedi. As he entered, Saba and her squadron of Wild Knights turned to Stare at him
with glittering reptilian eyes. Jacen tried to cam the panic that fluttered in hisrib cage, and said, "What's
going on’?"

Kyp looked a him. "'l have an urgent message from Master Skywalker. He said that Vergere hasrun

away from Mon Calamari, and if we see her were to detain her and take her to Mon Calamari or to
New Republic Intdligence.”

Even though he'd known approximately what the message would contain, still Jacen felt an unpleasant
surge of emotion at Kyp'swords.

Inthelast few months, Jacen had become an expert at deception. He'd lied to the Y uuzhan Vong, and
he'd lied to Ganner Rhysode in order to capture him for the enemy. Rut lying to an entire room of
Jedi—Jedi dongside of whom held been fighting for the last months—was anew ordedl.

"Vergere?' he said, cdming himsdf. "What's she done?’

"Master Skywaker didn't say. But it has to be important, because Vergere is now our number one
priority. If we haveany notion where she might be, we're to drop everything and go in search of her. But
we're not to search done—Vergere is to be considered dangerous and should be apprehended by Jedi
working asteams.”

Saba Sebatyne raised a hand. "We are not to break into packz and search the galaxy now, are we?"

"No. Wereto stay with the fleet until we hear from Vergere or until we hear of her. And then wereto
get her secured and back where she belongs.” He turned his eyes to Jacen, and Jacen felt acold hand
brush hisspine.

"You're closer to her than anyone here," Kyp said. "Master Skywa ker thought she might try to contact
you."

"Sheld have to be out of her mind to come to Kashyyyk," Jacen said, with perfect truth. "There are too
many Jedi here.”

"Right,” Kyp said, though Jacen gtill sensed his suspicion. Kyp rose from the table. "It'sunlikdly that well
see her—we're dl moving out, anyway."

Jacen stood quietly motionless on the deck. "Moving out?’

"Right, brother,” Jainasaid. "Were on continua aert. Something big's happening—the whole fleet's
Qgetting ready to move."

"Rumor saysit'sthe Core," Corran Horn said. "But we know how accurate rumor's been in thiswar."

Jaina, on her way out of the meeting, dapped Jacen on the shoulder. " See you when we get there," she
sad.

Wherever thereis, Jacen thought.

And wondered, now that the whole fleet was on dert, how he was going to get Vergere off his ship.




Chapter 24

We'reingdling blastproof doors here," the engineer said. "Once you get your people insde, you can
drop the doors and be perfectly safefor, oh, severd hours at least.”

"Severd hoursat least,” Jainarepeated. Inthefrigid air, her breath misted out in front of her as she
spoke. Shelooked at the busy droids, which were lifting huge, clattering pneumatic hammersto widen
the old mineshaft.

What no one had yet explained to her waswhy she would have to seek safety from the enemy inthe
tunnels of Ebag 9, which seemed to be a perfectly useless moonlet at the end of atwisty hyperspace
passage into the Deep Core.

But that seemed a part of the plan. Whatever the plan was.

Ebaq 9 was abuzz with military engineers, modifying the docking bays that once held mining shuttles,
ingtaling shields and amodern communications system, bringing the old life-support and artificid gravity
systems up to current specs. The engineers were protected by areinforced squadron under Genera
Farlander, forty capita shipsinadl, far larger than the force held led at Obroa-skai.

Farlander, with Jaina under his command, was supposed to defend this useless moon. But the moon was
a0 being turned into a giant bunker, and Jainaand the others were being given ingtruction in how to hide
there.

Why hide? Why defend Ebag 9 in the first place? The plan didn't make any sense.

Nor did Jainaknow where the rest of Traest Krefey's fleet had gone. Krefey, Jacen, and most of the
other Jedi hadn't come to Ebag 9 with Jainaand Farlander; they were off on some other mission. Jaina
didn't know where.

All she knew were the drills. Maneuvers amed at readying Farlander's squadron for defending the
mined-out moon, then more maneuvers aimed at breaking off combat, landing on the moon, and hiding
deep underground.

"Well have power packs, lifesuits, blasters, and ammunition stored here,” the engineer went on. "Well
aso have dried rations and water.”

"Blasters," Jainarepeated. "Ammunition.” She shivered in her heavy jacket, and the movement amost
lifted her from the deck in the moonlet's light gravity. Her inner ear trembled on the edge of vertigo.

According to rumor, this plan was Ackbar's work.

Jaina hoped not. Because that meant that Ackbar, aswell as his plan, wasinsane.

"Timeto givethem their first hint," Marasaid. "Thefirgt hint of thefina redoubt in the Deep Core."
Nylykerkas eyes brightened. "How much should wetell them?”

"Just givethem ahint at first," Maraadvised. "We don't want to hand them the wholetiling. If they put



the piecestogether themselves, they'll believe even more in what they're learning.”
"Very wdl," Nylykerkasaid.

"Perhaps the office of Senator Krall Praget could hear about an emergency appropriation for abasein
the Degp Core. And you could combine that with aleak concerning an evacuation drill for the Chief of
State and the Advisory Council.”

Nylykerkasar sac throbbed thoughtfully. "Yes" hesaid. "Yes, | think that might do the job.”

Stars blossomed around Jacen asRalroost fell out of hyper-space. He sat in front of Admira Krefey on
the assault cruiser's bridge, with tactical displayslaid out around him.

They were as deep in the Degp Core as held ever ventured, the stars packed so tightly around them that
it was never quite night.

"Ebag Nine," Krefey said meditatively, as the moon and its giant primary appeared on the navigation
arrays. He turned to the communications officer. " Send my complimentsto Generd Farlander, and
request that he report aboard at his earliest convenience.” He turned to Jacen. "If you wish to see your
sder,” hesad, "you have my permisson.”

"Thank you, Sr.”

Jacen rose from his seat and withdrew fromRalroosts bridge. Kreffey'sfleet had reached the end of their
long, erratic journey.

While Farlander's squadron had flown directly to Ebag, Rat-roost and the rest of Kreffey'sfleet had
been engaged in a series of raids against the enemy. On every occasion the Jedi wove their Force-meld
to coordinate the attacking forces. Wayland, Bimmisaari, Gyndine, and even Na Hutta had been hit.
Gyndine had been defended by alarger force than Krefey wanted to tackle, but esewhere the
defenders, fighting bravely but at hopeless odds, had been destroyed.

Diversonary raids, Krefey had explained after they were over. They were designed to show the enemy
that Kreffey and his fleet were anywhere but where they were going—Ebaq 9, and the Deep Core.

Being continudly in action meant that Jacen had been unable to smuggle Vergere off the flagship. After
two days of hiding her in the cockpit of his X-wing, hed managed to smuggle her to hisquarters. There,
she'd taken up residence in the storage area under his bunk. He'd told the droid that cleaned his quarters
to keep out.

Fortunately, he wasin officers quarters and had aroom to himself. The worst part was getting food to
her, especially as she had amore-than-hedthy appetite.

Another problem concerned Tahiri, who gamely continued with Jacen to try to find out if she could
discover in hersalf aVVongsense. Jacen couldn't have her in his cabin while Vergere was there, and
produced various excuses why their practice had to be somewhere el se less convenient. Not al of the
excuses were convincing, but Tahiri seemed to accept them.

They faled in their attempt to develop any Vongsensein Tahiri, though Jacen privately thought this might
be because there were no Y uuzhan Vong in the vicinity. And if therewere Y uuzhan Vong around, the
Jedi would be fighting them and have no time for meditations.



The only compensation for the perilous Stuation was that he and Vergere, in the privacy of hiscabin,
were able to share their meditations.

LeavingRalroost, Jacen took his X-wing to the moonlet and met Jainain the docking bay that had been
modified to fly and arm military craft. Twin Suns Squadron's X-wings were negtly parked there, ready to
launch on amoment's notice,

Jainalooked tired. Her skin was pasty, her hair limp, and she looked asif she hadn't been out of her
jumpsuit in days. Jacen didn't need the Force to sense her discouragement.

"l don't know what we'redoing here.," she said, after giving him aweary embrace. "Half thetimewere
drilling on launching to defend the system, and the rest of the exercises have us running for bunkers."

"Weve got dozens of capita shipshere" Jacen said. "We have dl the Jedi we need to form ameld. We
can start joint exercises.”

"Youall can't run for bunkers" Jainasaid. She shook her head. "Thisisworse than anything I've ever
seen. | hate this—I'm justnailed to thisrock. It'slike we have a huge target sign pasted on us. I'm best if
I'm given freedom of action—freedom to be the Trickster. That's the role that works for me.”

The Trickster, Jacen thought.

I must inform you that you possess insufficient experience of depravity.Vergere's words floated to
the front of Jacen'smind. He stared at Jainain horror.

" just redlized what's hgppening,” he said.
Jainalooked at him, and apprehension dawned in her brown eyes.

"You'rethe bait," Jacen told her. "Y ou're the bait that will bring the Y uuzhan VVong here." He paused,
and then nodded as he followed the thought to itsinevitable concluson. "And I'm the bait, too."

"The bait must bered," Ackbar said. "And the bait must be seen by the enemy.”

"If necessary," Marasaid, "welll have one of our Senators ask whether it's true that the Chief of State
has hidden himsdlf in aredoubt aong with histwin Jedi bodyguards. But | think we can do it more subtly
than that.”

Thetinkling of fountains and the scent of brinefilled the air. Maraand Winter sat by the edge of
Ackbar's pool, swirling their legsin the water. Ayddar Nylykerka had unbent to the point of taking off his
boots and dipping hishairy toes.

Marareviewed her menta checklist. "The plansfor the Find Redoubt,” she said. "Who'sgoing to
glimpsethem?'

"Weve dready used the Sullustan in Senator Praget's office,” Nylykerka said. "' Perhapsthistime we
should try the Peace Brigade contractor working in the shipyards. He can be given amoment aonewith
the plansin his supervisor's office."



"We know the Vong gave him aholocam.”

Mara, Nylykerka, and the mouse droids had located athird Y uuzhan VVong spy network operating in the
new capital. She and Fleet Intelligence were keeping al three happy by feeding them information that was
perfectly accurate, but either out of date, irrelevant, or usdless. The Y uuzhan Vong wouldn't suspect a
py who ddivered no faseinformation, evenif the information wasn't completely useful.

"The government needs to disappear,” Winter said.

"Cd will say he'son atour of military facilities with the heads of the Senate councils,” Marasaid. "And
then no onewill hear from him for awhile.”

"And the Solo twins need to disappear aswell.”

"Perhaps Senator Praget can be indignant about it," Nylykerka suggested. "He was an opponent of Leia
Organa Solo—ther€'s no reason why he can't didike her children aswell.”

Maralaughed. "That's right! He can complain that Jacen and Jaina are hiding in some secret fortressjust
when the New Republic needs diem most!”

"Bait," Ackbar said. Helifted one hand and |et a stream of sea-water pour from his pam into the pool.
"The bait must bered. And it must be seento bered.”

The Sword of the Jedi, Janathought.A sword that's about to be beaten into iron filings between the
hammer of the Vong and the anvil of Ebag.

"Twin Sgquadron, prepare to withdraw on my mark. Three, two, mark.”

Jainarotated her fighter's nose and triggered the ion engines. Deegp in her gut she absorbed the tug of
shifting momentum.

Now that she understood Ackbar's plan better, she had to admit it made sense. Lure the enemy into an
attack on asupposedly hidden base guarded by Jedi elites, trap them in astarry dead end, annihilate
them.

The problem was, the Y uuzhan VVong would have every chance to annihilate Jainaand her squadron
fird.

"Request ashield drop on Sector Seventeen,” Jainacalled to Ebag Control.
"Shidds dropping in five seconds. Four. Three. . ."

The shields dropped as Twin Suns Squadron raced through the gap. Jainatriggered the sarfighter's
repulsorlifts and maneuvered into the docking bay space.

"Twin Suns Squadron, abandon fighters and rendezvous at the entrance to Tunnd Twelve-C."
Jaina popped the canopy before the X-wing quite touched down, cleared her webbing, and used the

Forceto lift herself clear of the cockpit and drop onto the docking bay deck. She led the squadronin
gprinting for the head of the giant main shaft that ran clean through the moonlet.



As sheran she kept thinking how tired she was. Tired of the war, of the constant drills, tired of having so
many others who depended on her.

Shewaslosing her edge.

"I'mworried,” Jacen told Vergere. " She's exhausted, she has too many responsibilities. She'son the
edge”

"Of darkness?' Vergere asked.

Jacen shook his head. "No. Of despair." He hesitated, then spoke. " She doesn't think shelll survive the
wa."

They spoke in hushed tonesin Jacen's cabin, Jacen on his bunk, Vergere perched on hisdesk chair.

Most of the warship's crews were adeep. After two days of joint exercises,Ralroost and most of
Krefey'sfleet hung motionless around the old Imperid star base called Tarkin's Fang, just afew minutes

hyperspace jump from Ebag 9.

"To despair of lifeisto despair of the Force," Vergere said.
"How do | hep her?!

Vergere's head thrust forward on its angular neck, peculiarly insstent. The chair cresked at the shiftin
weight. "Y ou are responsible for your own chokesdone."

"But if Ichoose to hep my sster?”

" She rgjects your help, does she not?!

"Maybe | haven't gone about it right. If | can find the right way to get to her ..."

"From here you can do nothing." Vergere'stone was unusudly harsh. "Think of your own choicesonly.”
Jacen looked a her asawarning sang in his nerves. "What do you know?" he asked.

Vergere's eyes were opague. " Of your sister? Nothing.”

"And of me?'

"I know, young Jedii, that you must choose wisdly." Sheturned away from him, toward thewal. "'l will
meditate now."

"Y ou're hiding something.”
She looked at him over her shoulder. "Always," she sad.

And that was al he got out of her.



The door shivered open, and Nom Anor's heart [urched at the sight of agrotesque face grinning a him
like some demon's parody of a'Y uuzhan Vong. He controlled himself as heredized it was only Onimi,
who broke into adash-mouthed grin and ushered him into the room with abow. The Shamed One st in
the shadows before Shimrra's feet and declaimed.

"What one-eyed lurker skulks outside my door?

Behold the furtive agent, Nom Anor."

Nom Anor imagined kicking Onimi out of hisway as he stepped into the shadowed room. In the dim
light he made out the huge form of Supreme Overlord Shimrrareclining on adais of pulsing red hau
polyps. Nom Anor prostrated himsdlf, al too aware of the relentless scrutiny of Shimrras rainbow eyes.

Hetried not to think of what he knew about the eighth cortex project, about Shimrras cynical
manipulation of religion, about the dreadful hollowness of dl the Supreme Overlord stood for.

The Overlord's deep voicerolled out of the darkness. ™Y ou have news of the infidels?!

"I have, Supreme One." Heroseto hisfeet and tried to control the excitement in hisvoice. "'l believe that
| have the information that will bring about the decisive baitle.”

The battle thatyou need, he thought. Thevictor)' that will give the eighth cortex project time to succeed.

Shimrras voice was deadly calm. "Very well, Executor. We shall await the warmagter.”

"Asyou wish, Dread One."

Nom Anor repressed a shiver of fear as he stood alone before the Supreme Overlord. Thiswas
Shimrras private audience chamber, not the great reception hall, and Nom Anor was without support
here, unable to hide behind Y oog Skell and a deputation of intendants. He remembered the way the
Supreme Overlord's mind had overborne his own, the way his thoughts had been squeezed asif between
two giant ringers.

Onimi opened the door before Tsavong Lah could touch its membrane.

"Behold the great soldier, commander of corps,

Great Tsavong Lah, the master of war.”

Tsavong Lah padded ba efully into the room on his clawed vuasafoot, his eyes glaring hatred at Nom
Anor. The warmaster lowered himself to the floor before the Supreme Overlord.

"At your command, Supreme One."

"Stand, Warmaster."

Tsavong Lah rose heavily to hisfeet, the vuasa claws scrabbling for traction. Even though hewaslarge



for a'Y uuzhan Vong, the massive form of Shimrraoutweighed him by at least half.
"May | congratul ate the warmaster on his mating?' Nom Anor said.
"You may," Tsavong Lah said, looking a Nom Anor with more than his usud suspicion.

Tsavong Lah, in obedience to Shimrras order that al warriors mate, had been seen with asubdtern. A
beauity, too, known for the sublime blue of the pouches beneath her eyes.

"I hope that Domain Lah will soon have another addition to itsranks,” Nom Anor said.
"That," Tsavong Lah said, "is none of your business.”
Shimrravented abasso chuckle. "To business,” he said. "Report, Warmagter."

"The fleets are ready, Dread Lord. Our auxiliaries have been trained and stand ready to guard our
conquests. We continue to recruit mercenaries.”

"None of these dements have distinguished themselvesthusfar,” Shimrra pointed out.

"Theenemy raid us, that istrue," Tsavong Lah said. "But they flee whenever we face them with anything
gpproaching equal numbers. And in any casetheraidswill cease once we resumethe offensive.” He
formed afist on the end of the radank leg he had in place of an arm. "We are ready for conquest,
Supreme One! With your permission, | am ready to take Cordllia—five planetsin the system, Lord,
shipyards and the Centerpoint weapon! They areisolated, and | believe | can take them at smdll cost.
They will try to defend dl five planets, but that will stretch them too thin, and | will defeet them in detall.”
Eagerness contorted his scarred face. "May | have your permission to advance, Supreme One?"

A giggle escgped Onimi's dash of amouth. "'l believe Nom Anor has another suggestion.”

Nom Anor felt the warmagter's anger as Tsavong Lah glowered at him. " Thisone?' the warmaster said.
"I have followed his advice before—to my cos.”

The Supreme Overlord's eyes shimmered from a bloody red to a sulfurous yellow. The hau polyps,
shifting benesth his weight, gave a squelching sound and an acid stench. " Speak, Executor,” Shimrrasaid.

Nom Anor ignored Tsavong Lah and turned to face Shimrra. "My spiesinform me that the New
Republic government hasfled Mon Calamari and is hiding in the Deep Core. The warmaster and his
forces may trap them there and crush them. Without a centra government, the enemy will fal apart." He
deigned to glance a Tsavong Lah. "The warmaster may then be able to take Corelliawithout fighting.”

Tsavong Lah's expression hesitated between triumph and scorn. "What spies?' he demanded findly.
"What evidence? How do we know thisisn't atrap?’

Nom Anor turned once again to Shimrra "'l have correlated the evidence from different independent
networks operating on Mon Caamari. The plansfor what the enemy calsthe 'Final Redoubt' came from
one source. Its location came from another agent. News of an emergency appropriation to pay for it
came from athird. The government's albbsence from Mon Caameari is public knowledge, thoughitis
presented as akind of tour of the military.” He smiled. "And the fact that the Fina Redoubt is guarded by
Jedi—in fact by the Solo twins—came from my most reliable agent.”



He sensed Tsavong Lah straightening at the mention of the Solo twins. Nom Anor swept one hand
triumphantly across his chest. " After this one battle, the warmaster may sacrifice Ca Omas,

the heads of the Senate councils, the Solo twins, and many other Jedi. My lifein payment if | am wrong,
Supreme One."

"Asyou say, Executor,” Shimrrarumbled. "If you are wrong, itshall be your lifein payment.”

Nom Anor heard the words without fear. He knew that he wasright, that the victory was within their
grasp.

Shimrraleaned forward on the trembling bed of polyps. “Now let us examine this evidence, and make
our plans. . ."

Chapter 25

Alarmsblasted Jainafrom deep. She dept in her pilot's coveralls because it was warmer that way—the
techs had never quite got the heating system to work in the pilots quarters, though strangely enough the
engineers own heaters seemed to work perfectly well. So frequent had been the drills that she drew on
her boots and grabbed her pilot's helmet without even opening her eyes.

She managed to pry open her gummed lids as she sprinted down the corridor that led to the docking
bays. Five strides | ater the artificid gravity snapped off as the moonlet's defense shields went on—power
supply problems had been continuous, and judging by present evidence were unresolved. There had
been arumor that someone had dropped adecimal point in arequisition, and that Ebag 9's power supply
was one-tenth the size it was supposed to be.

Jainaused the Force to push hersdlf forward, snagging Vae on the way as her wingmate floundered in
the reduced gravity, unable to get traction for her boots. In the docking bay, Jainaflung Vaetoward her
gtar-fighter, then jumped for her own X-wing. R2-B3, which had never |eft the bay, was dready in the
second seet and had the e ectronics switched on, the repul sorlifts glowing, and the quad ion engines
waming.

The astromech tweedled a greeting as Jaina buckled herself into her seat and watched the last of her
squadron's pilots race, float, or flop their way through the reduced gravity to their craft. When the last
one had checked in over the comlink, Jaina opened achannel to Ebag Control.

"Thisis Twin One. Twin Suns Squadron reedy for launch.”
"Launch immediately, Twin One! The shidd in Sector Twelveisdown for you!"

Ebaq Control seemed alittle overexcited this morning. " Acknowledged.” She switched to her intership
channd. "We have clearance, people. Let'sgo."

Jainas X-wing swung aoft on its repulsorlifts and floated toward the docking bay doors. Asthe massve
doors parted for her, shetriggered the ion engines and launched hersdf into the star-strewn half night

beyond.

In space, as she waited for the othersto launch and form on her starfighter, shelooked at her displays
and saw Farlander's capitad ships hovering eight light-minutes out, dl of them launching sarfighters. And



beyond Farlander, bright starbursts blossomed onto the displays, squadrons of enemy shipsin their
hundreds and thousands.

Sudden dectricity snarled through her nerves, and the deep that clung to her was burned away.
Thiswasnot adrill. Thiswas aforce of asize that hadn't been seen since the attack on Coruscant.

And then Jainafdt asurge throughthe Force, a sense that a powerful mind had just focused on her, like
asearchlight on ahelplessinsect. Horror shivered through her bones as she recognized the sensation.

Voxyn . ..

The howls of the voxyn rose around Tsavong Lah, and hefdt triumph risein him like agloriouswind. He
raised hisarms, hands clawed asif to tear the Sky asunder.

Jeedai. TheJeedai were here. That skulking coward, Nom Anor, had been right.

Above him, blaze bugs roseinto the air, hovering in place to form athree-dimensiona representation of
the battle, the pitch of their wings and the flashing of their scarlet abdomens identifying the Size and status
of dl shipsinthe areg, friend and enemy dike.

The voxyn howled again. Wild joy rosein Tsavong Lah. "By Y un-Y uuzhan!" he shouted. "The stinking
intendant wasright!"

The New Republic forces were completely outnumbered. No doubt if it were possibleto flee, the enemy
would be doing so. But Ebaq was in adead end, and no retreat was possible. Theyhad to fight.

And should theJeedai attempt to hide on Ebag 9 or any other body in this system, Tsavong Lah had the
voxyn. Six of the Jedi-hunting beasts had been off Myrkr when the rest of their species was destroyed.
The voxyn had very short life spans, and these were near the end of theirs, their green scales yellowed,
their eyesfilmed and weary. But as soon as they'd sensed Jedi in the system they'd thrown off their
lethargy, and their tailslashed eagerly back and forth.

The embracing tendrils of the cognition throne writhed atop his head, feeding him tactical detaand
keeping him in contact withBlood Sacrifice's yammosk, which wordlesdy directed the thousands of
ships, coraskippers, and trangports at the warmaster's command. In acircle around the cognition throne
were agroup of subaterns, apprentices, and readers, the former with villips that kept Tsavong Lahin
touch with his squadrons.

Tsavong Lah felt sudden confusion from the yammosk. The enemy were jamming itssignas.

This hardly mattered, the odds were so great. Tsavong Lah called out orders that would be transmitted
by the subaterns around him with their villips. "The Battle Group of Y un-Y ammkawill advance and
engage the enemy! The Battle Groups of Y un-Txiin and Y un-Q'aah will advance on the flanks of the
enemy and envelop him. The Battle Groups of Y un-Y uuzhan and Y un-Harlawill remainin reserve.”

The battle group named for the Sayer would engage the enemy. And then the battle groups named for
the Loverswould converge on the enemy, in atrue lovers embrace, and destroy diem.

Two more battle groups would remain in reserve, including the warmaster's own, to follow the enemy



through hyperspace should they manage to escape. Though it was unlikely that the infidels would manage
an escape, pinned asthey were againg the gravity well of ahuge gas giant.

Acknowledgments poured in from the commanders of the different battle groups. The blaze bugs
overhead swarmed and flashed as dispositions shifted.

The enemy were maneuvering cautioudy, trying to keep between the advancing Battle Group of
Y un-Y ammka and Ebag 9. This suited the warmaster perfectly—the defenders were adow, easy target
againg which he could hurl his overwheming strength.

Tsavong Lah's satisfaction grew as he watched the enemy plod toward destruction. The Battle Group of
Y un-Y ammka began to maneuver into extended order to lay itsdf dongside the enemy, two capitd ships
to the enemy's one. And then Tsavong Lah sensed ashift in the infidels dispositions—the blaze bugs
began to move, their whirrs and patterns swinging subtly to anew configuration.

The warmaster watched in growing unease as the enemy squadron shifted swiftly from along, extended
lineinto acompact, pointed blade, a spearhead pointed into the Y uuzhan Vong battle group. In aflare of
intensefire, the New Republic squadron pierced the Y uuzhan Vong extended line, shettering the
invaders formation. Eight of the largest Y uuzhan Vong ships, hit by the combined power of the entire
enemy squadron, were | eft disabled or dead.

The claws of the vu'asaat the end of Tsavong Lah'sleg clutched at the frame of histhronein anger. But
hiswords, as he gave his next order, were cam. "The Battle Group of Yun-Yammkawill engage the
infidels as closely as possible.” The Y uuzhan Vong would take more | osses as the dispersed ships closed
with the compact enemy, but then superior numbers would begin to tell, and so would the Battle Groups
of Yun-Txiin and Y un-Q'aah, which would soon bein apostion to envelop the enemy and finish them
off.

The battlewas till his. It would take alittle more time, that was all.

And time the warmaster had in plenty.

In aroom that smelled of protein and blood deep within the Damutek of the Intendants, Nom Anor
stood before his superior Yoog Skell, avillip in hishands. The villip had formed into the face of an
executor on Tsavong Lah's flagship, one of the few members of the intendant class on the expeditionary

force.

"The enemy ismaneuvering well," the executor said. "But gtill we will crush him. Our numbersare
overwhdming.”

Y oog Skell growled as he paced back and forth.

"Weve been surprised,” he muttered. "I don't like surprises. And neither does Supreme Overlord
Shimrra”

When the call came, Marawas donein the Skywa ker apartment looking at holos of Ben. She went to

the comm, and saw Winter gazing calmly back at her.

"It'sbegun,” Winter said. "Ackbar and | are going up to Fleet Command. Y ou may join usif you wish."



Marafdt asudden drynessin her mouth. "Of course,” she said. "I'll beright there."

It's not working. The faint thought floated toward Jainafrom Madurrin, in position on Generd
Farlander's bridge.

What's not working?

The Trickster jammers. The onesthat would identify enemy ships as belonging to the wrong side and
causetheir friends to shoot at them.

Another piece of bad luck, but Jainawas too frantic to fee badly about it now. Her own target was
corning up.

" Shadow bomb away." Jaina shoved the dumb weapon ahead with a push of the Force and drew back
on the gtick to bring her X-wing to adightly different trgectory. Ahead, the target enemy cruiser lay ina
blaze of fire as Keyan Farlander's entire squadron swept past it, turbolasers churning out fire while
missiles corkscrewed through the void between ships.

"Bomb away," came Tesar'shissng voice, followed by Lowbaccas howl as he, too, flung a shadow
bomb &t the enemy.

Genera Farlander hadn't been content to punch through the enemy formation only once—he had spun
his entire squadron around and done it a second time, before the enemy could concentrate against him.

Jainafdt Tesar and Lowie through the Force, aswell as the dumb shadow bombsthey were dl shoving
at the enemy, while Madurrin was a presence from her place on Genera Farlander's flagship. Asthe only
Jedi in the system they were too few to create aproper Force-meld, but the three Jedi who led the flights
of Twin Suns Squadron were so close, and by now so experienced in their work, that the meld was

hardly necessary.
"Skipsat point two, Mgor." Vaesvoice was cam. " Getting set to bounce us.”

"Turntoengage. . .now." Jainarotated and fired the X-wing's quad engines. Engaging the enemy
head-on was alot safer than | etting them jump on Twin Suns tails.

Ahead, flashes marked oncoming enemy fire., a steady pulse of projectiles.

"L egpfrog, even and odd,” Jainasaid, and extended her forward shields as she was aware of Twin
Three pulling up even with her, the overlgpping shields of the two X-wings covering her entire four-fighter
flight. She began duttering laserfire a the enemy, though she doubted it would have much effect.
Doubitless the enemy would have their dovin basals deployed forward against her fire.

Enemy fire began to hammer her shields. Flying by ingtinct and the Force, she blinked against the brilliant
flashes and tried to read her instruments to know when the shields power Situation grew critical.

In the event, it was R2-B3 who cluttered the warning at her.

"Legpfrognow" she cdled, and throttled back.



Twins One and Threefell back while Twins Two and Four surged into their place, their fresh shields
covering the entire flight. It was a precison maneuver, dl four sarfighters maneuvering within atolerance
of mere centimeters.

Thanksto endlessdrills and practice in battle, Twin Suns Squadron had come along way since the
battle overFar Thunder, when al Jainacould do was arrange them in along line and have them play
follow the leader.

The coral skippers flashed by, no more than blurs on their converging course. Normaly she'd cdl for the
sguadron to split and drop on them, but maneuvering and combat took too much time. She needed to
stick with Farlander and his compact group, not get caught away from support.

"Turning left Sixty degrees,” Jainasaid, a course that would bring them toward Farlander and the main

body.

Asher flight performed a perfect crossover turn, the maneuver turned her cockpit toward the enemy
cruiser just in timeto see the brilliant explosions of three shadow bombs planting themsaves dong its
flank. She could sec the ship tremble with each hit.

Over her comm she could hear the hissing of Barabel amusement. Shewas glad Tesar could find
something funny indl this.

Then Tesar's tone turned serious. " Skips astern, Twin Leader.”
"Maximum acceleration,” Jainasaid, and punched throttles.

Her displays showed more enemy than she could properly comprehend, but her sense of the battle
suggested the enemy werefindly coordinating aresponse to Genera Farlander's maneuver. He had cut
twice through the enemy squadron, wrecking ships both times, but it was clear the Y uuzhan Vong weren't
going to let him do it again. Those ships nearby were keeping their distance, while those farther away
were scrambling to catch up. Swarms of cora-skippers were pouring in from dl directions. Soon
Farlander would find himsalf swamped by superior numbers and held in place for destruction, likea
bantamweight fighter grappled by a 160-kilo wrestler.

Not to mention the two huge squadrons looming on hisflanks. Or the other two squadrons hanging in the
rear.

Enemy fire boomed on Jainas aft shields as shefled, asurprising number of shots. The pursuing
coralskippers were throwing everything they had. Jainadid alittle jinking, but it didn't seemto help. The
sheer volume of firewas disturbing.

The pursuers broke off when Jaina's squadron entered the overlapping fields of fire of Farlander's capita
ships, but by that point it hardly seemed to matter. So much fire was coming from so many directions that
Jainatill found her shields getting dammed, even though it didn't seem asif anyone wastaking the
troubleto aim specificaly at her.

"Friendly cruiser on our left," she said. "Let'stake some of the pressure off it." Sheled Twin Sunson a
high-speed dash againgt the coral skippers that had just made their attack runs on the cruiser and were
now perfect targets as they maneuvered in preparation for another attack. One burst into flame at the
touch of her quad lasers, and she thought she killed another with amissile.



"Rolling right,” she began to cdl, and then there was a brilliant flash on her canopy matched by awail in
the Force, amentd keen that brought tearsto Jaina's dazzled eyes.

"What wasthat?" she demanded.

"Twin Two," said Twin Three. "She'sgone.”

"What do you mean,gone 7" Jaina demanded.

"Shedidn't get out." Twin Three sounded stunned. "A huge projectile hit her fighter—it was vaporized.”

"Who hit her?" Jaina's hands suddenly got busy on the controls, ready to jink if the squadron was under
attack.

"No one. Just random fire. There'salot of it out here."
"No kidding," someone said.

Vale, Jainathought. Another wingmate had gone, like Anni Capstan. Thefirst casudty since the battle
overFar Thunder, thefirg since shed built Twin Suns Squadron into its highly drilled, perfected form.

Thefirst casuaty, she thought with asick certainty, but not thelast.

She fought away the tears and the grief. She had to be in control now. "Twin Three, Twin Four, keep
cosetome” shesad. "Ralling right.”

Therolling maneuver put her in an inverted position with regard to the New Republic squadron, ableto
view thefight through her canopy. She saw aRepublic-class cruiser hit with alance of fire, saw
compartments venting ice crystals that had once been air. The space between the heavy ships was thick
with fighters, both friendly and enemy.

A furbal, she saw, was now forming around the damagedRepublic-class cruiser, ahorde of arriving
coraskippers tangling with a couple of squadrons of E-wings. " Starfighter battle at zero-three-zero,” she
sad. "Each flight form echelon. Each pilot pick your target. Re-form on the other side, look for your
wingmate first and then for me. Understood?”

They understood. She had drilled them well.

"Thisisfor Vae," she said, and had to blink back tears again as she punched the throttle. Shefdt Lowie,
Tesar, and Madurrin sending her strength through the Force, and she radiated her thanks.

For her first target she picked a cord skipper that was lining up for ashot at an E-wing. Herswas a
deflection shot, but she synced perfectly with her ship, dewed the nose of the X-wing around just dightly,
and touched the quad triggers. The cora skipper blew with the second shot and then she whipped past
the debris, triggering amissile onto thetail of another skip that presented itsalf. She had the satisfaction of
seaing the coral skipper shatter before she was through the furbal and pulling into the clear.

Clear being ardative term. The void was il filled with beams and missiles and cannonades, dl of it
once amed atsomething but now possessed by a dreadful randomness.

"Re-form on mel" Jainacdled, franticaly scanning her displays.



Tesar's hissing voice came over the comm. "We're being bounced, Twin Leader! This one requestz
assdancel"

""You got it!" She cast aglance at her displays, saw Tesar's blip behind her. "Twins Three and Four,
with me! Stresk, take your flight and—" A roar from Lowbacca confirmed Jainas order before she
finished givingit.

Jainahauled back on the stick, hoping she wouldn't get smacked out of space while her maneuvering
killed her velocity. She half rolled through the turn to keep hersdlf out of enemy sights.
When she'd completed her maneuver the sight took her breath away.

An enemy frigate had laid itself dong theRepublic- classcruiser, the space between them ablaze of
furious energies as the two huge vessals dammed each other at point-blank range. Around both capital
shipswere at least two hundred smaller craft, darting and weaving and blasting each other. She could see
at least adozen craft onfire,

Most of the smdller craft were Y uuzhan VVong. More enemy were appearing every second. General
Farlander was getting swamped by the enemy.

"Stay with me, Three and Four," shetold her remaining flight. "Now let'sgo.”

As she shoved the throttles forward she felt Tesar's predatory presence through the Force, and she sent
him aburst of strength. And then she sent, through the Force, asimple message to Madurrin.

We need help!

Madurrin sent breeze of cam through the Force, and with it the knowledge of help aready on the way.
The sending was followed immediately by bright splashes on Jama's cockpit displays as more ships
appeared out of hyperspace. Jainas heart legpt as she felt her menta horizons expand. Persondities
crowded into her mind: Kyp Durron, Saba and the Wild Knights, Zekk, Corran Horn, AlemaRare, and
Jacen. Jacen, in his place on the bridge of the Bothan Assault CruiserRalroost.

We're herel The Force message was a massed shout.

Glad to hear it,Jainasent as she got a cora skipper in her sights, but right now she had to get some
Vong off Tesar'stall.

Shetriggered her lasers.
A new howl chorused from the voxyn, and Tsavong Lah watched in amazement and risng anger as
more blaze bugs rose from the floor to form anew enemy squadron in the overhead display. A large

force, he saw, amatch for any of hisfive.

Perhaps not so large. He saw now that a number of the enemy ships were big transports, which
promptly vanished into hyper-space, leaving the rest behind to fight.

Apparently the new enemy were a supply convoy and its escort. It wasn't so inexplicable they should be
here, then.



The new arrivals had appeared just as he was about to order the Battle Groups of Yun-Txiin and

Y un-Q'aah to complete their envelopment of the enemy, the lovers embrace that would destroy the
infidels. But the new enemy force hung off to one flank, near the Battle Group of Y un-Txiin, and if he
ordered the envel oping movement now, the new arrivas could pounce on Yun-Txiin'srear.

"The Battle Group of Yun-Txiin will engage the newcomers," he said. "The Battle Group of Yun-Harla
will move to support, but will not engage without my command. The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah will
reinforce the Battle Group of Y un-Y ammkaand destroy the original defenders.”

That |eft hisown Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan sill in reserve againg any further surprises. With his
group were the troopshi ps that would be used to secure Ebaq 9 once the enemy fleet was dedlt with.

He ill had overwhelming numbers.
And since the voxyn had howled again, there were more Jedi among the newcomers.
More sacrifices for the gods, he thought with satisfaction, and sat back in the cognition throne to watch

hisforces complete hisvictory.

Through the Jedi Force-meld Jacen could fed Jainain her cockpit—fed her determination, her cool
anaysis, and the edges of panic that sometimes broke through her composure. " Skip on my six! Breaking
right..."

"Thisone hasdestroyed it." Thisfrom Tesar.

‘Thanks! They weren't words, redlly, these bursts of image and intensity from the Force, but that's how
they trandated.

Jaina, Twin Suns, and al of Farlander's force were heavily engaged at great odds. His own new arrivals,
with most of the fleet's Jedi, were moving against one of the huge battle groups that loomed like an
overhanging dliff on Farlander'sflank.

The Jedi meld was skating on the edge of Jacen's ability to comprehend. There were too many shipsin
the picture for him to absorb. Fortunately, three-fifths of the enemy were unengaged, and he could safely
leave them out of hismentd picture.

He called out coordinates, maneuvering Krefey's force so asto provide maximum effectiveness a the
moment of collison.

"Fredovin missle!" Admira Krefey ordered. He wastoo excited to St in the grand chair reserved for a
full admird, and instead paced back and forth just behind Jacen. Jacen was going to find thisannoying if
Krefey kept it up for long.

"Dovinmisslefired, gr."

"Transmit coordinates of the space mineto Genera Farlander.”

"Coordinates transmitted, Admird."



"Wonderful! Jacen heard Krefey clgp hishands. "Thisisworking well, don't you think?"

But Jacen's mind redlly wasn't on what was occurring on the admira's bridge. Instead he kept hisfocus
on Twin Suns Squadron and the desperate battle Jainawas fighting.

Missed!
Lowie, look out!

Jacen conddered summoning hisVongsense, his ability to empathize with and sometimesinfluence the
enemy. But that would mean losing the Force, and the ability to help his comrades. He decided that
remaining in the meld was his best option.

"I'velogt my rear shieldd"

"That wasmy last misslel"

Gowith the Force, Jacen sent. He closed his eyes and pushed out as much care, strength, and support
as he could.

And behind him, dimin the force, he felt another presence, powerful but cloaked, that radiated strength,
but to Jacen done.

Vergere.

Thirty light-years from the battle, at anarrow point of the long hyperspace route that led to Ebag and its
moons, asmall New Republic task force dropped out of hyperspace. Most of the ships were unarmed.
Thiswas not afighting force, but even soitsmisson was vitd.

The squadron commander firgt fired asingle missile, one containing an interdictor, modeled after a
Y uuzhan Vong dovin basdl. Theinterdictor would serve as a space mine.

Once the mine had been set in the center of the hyperspace lane, the other ships began to drop more
conventional mines, mineswith detection gear, explosve cores, and maneuvering thrusters. The mines
immediately took up station around the dovin basa mine.

The unarmed ships continued to lay mines. Dozens of mines.

Hundreds.

Thousands.

Tens of thousands.

"Got it!" Twin Six shouted. She'd just shot askip off Lowi€estail, and the Wookiee gave aroar of
thanks.

Jainablinked sweeat from her eyes and hauled her X-wing right, away from a stream of plasma cannon
fire. That enabled her to get a deflection shot at a coralskipper speeding by, but the VVong's dovin basal



sucked the laser bolts and suddenly Jaina was dancing away from more fire coming at her from her
sarboard quarter. It wasfriendly fire, laser bolts from aB-wing, but it was deadly for dl that and Jaina
didn't want any part of it.

"All ships," came an announcement on the command comm, "thisis Genera Farlander. All shipsto dter
course smultaneoudy on the following coordinates. . ."

Jainatried to absorb the coordinates and failed. Sheld haveto just get avisud and follow, that isif she
could ever get free of thisfurball composed of friendly and enemy craft, debris, and random deadly fire.

"What wasthat coordinate?' From Twin Nine.

"| didn't get it either.” Twin Four.

"Course change on my mark," Farlander continued. "Five. Four. Three. Two. Mark."

Jainasaw the capital shipsaround her suddenly swing massively to anew heading and ignite their
engines. The Y uuzhan Vong took amoment to respond, but soon they, too, were matching Farlander's

maneuver.

Except for the shipsthat couldn't. Trailing behind were the casualties, the dead ships, the wounded, and
the out-of-control, both friendly and enemy.

And Jaina, who was too tangled up with the Y uuzhan Vong to follow. If she straightened her courseto
pursue Farlander, she'd be blasted by a dozen enemy.

"Squadron to forminto singleline ahead,” came the order from Farlander.

"Sagged him!" From Twin Three.

Enemy fire banged on Jainas rear shields, and she jerked the fighter into aroll as her astromech
chittered angrily at the attackers. "Ralling left," she said, asif anyone were keeping track of her
movements. Asfar as she could tell the members of Twin Suns Squadron were al on their own, so
separated in the melee they could no longer guard one another's backs.

Therewas aflash. Debristhundered on Jainas shidds.

"Who wasthat?' Twin Seven'svoice.

"Twin Nine." Tesar's voice was cam, but Jaina could fed hisanger in the Force.

"Did she get out?'

"Negative."

Anger ripped into Jaina. She'd lost another pilot, and she hadn't even known Twin Ninewasin danger.

Timeto kill someVong, she decided. It was what she was herefor.

Shelooked for a coraskipper, and put it in her Sghts.



Tsavong Lah watched with pleasure as Farlander's squadron fled the battle. The sudden maneuver had
caught the Y uuzhan VVong by surprise, but the Battle Group of Y un-Y ammka had corrected quickly and
were now hanging tenacioudy on to the enemy. The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah had dtered courseto
intercept and would soon join thefight and finish the infiddls.

The warmaster's pleasure was increased as the Battle Group of Y un-Txiin dammed into the newly
arrived squadron with proper headlong Y uuzhan Vong spirit. The blaze bugs overhead began to
moderate their pitch as missiles and projectile wegpons began to inflict damage.

A sudden whine from the blaze bugs caught his attention, and his eyeswidened in surprise.

Farlander's squadron was in the process of another course change, aradica onethistime. Tsavong Lah
couldn't believe how rapidly the New Republic capital shipswere turning—they were whipping around a
full 270 degrees, and without losing velocity!

It was aclear impossibility. Y et they were doing it, and leaving the Battle Group of Yun-Yammka
behind.

And then his nervesturned chill as heredlized that the infidels new course was sending them straight into
the battle between the Battle Group of Y un-Txiin and the newly arrived force. The Battle Group of
Y un-Txiin would be caught between the two forces and hammered.

"The Battle Group of Yun-Harlawill engage the enemy immediately,” he ordered. That would reinforce
the Battle Group of Yun-Txiin and repair some of the damage the enemy maneuver had creeted. "The
Battle Group of Y un-Yammkawill regroup and prepare to reenter combat. The Battle Group of
Y un-Qash will—"

He paused as more blaze bugs began to whine, awhole host of them rising from the floor to hover inthe
ar and form something new.

What now?hethought.

Jacen watched as Keyan Farlander's entire squadron of capital ships performed the Solo Slingshot
around the dovin basal space mine analog, the modified interdictor missile that Krefey'sRal-roost had
fired onitsariva onthefield of battle. The enemy fighting them continued on their previous course,
unableto claw their way after Farlander without performing a conventiona turn and losing most of their
speed. A few of the enemy, by guesswork or luck, managed to work out what was happening and make
the turn along with Farlander, but these were outnumbered and quickly blasted out of existence.

The rest would be out of the battle for some time asthe capita shipslumbered into their turnsand tried
to maneuver into some kind of appropriate formation.

Nice work.,Jacen sent to Madurrin.
Thanks.

Ralroostshuddered to a hit, and Jacen was reminded that a Bothan Assault Cruiser was so named
because it concentrated most of its power on attack, not to shields or defense.



"Breach between frames M and N," someone said. "Frame seals arc holding. Damage control is
responding.”

"Hammer them! Hammer them!" Admird Krefey, shouting svung hisfists dangeroudy inthe air over
Jacen's head.

Krefey's ships were engaged in afurious close-range action with the enemy. Jacen could fed Kyp and
his Dozen, Corran Horn and Rogue Squadron, and the all-Jedi Wild Knights flying in frantic combat. The
Knightsin particular were tearing through the enemy, their predatory reflexesin perfect synchronization
with the Force. An dl-Jedi squadron was aterribletiling indeed.

Then Jacen felt another surge in the Force, and he felt anew mind enter the Jedi meld, amind uncertain
and only hdf trained.

Hello, Mom., he sent.

Thefull power of the Force-meld took Leiaby surprise. She wasin the copilot's chair of theMillennium
Falcon, which was echeloned with the rest of the Smugglers Alliance ships around the bright red Star
DestroyerErrant Venture. No sooner had she fallen out of hyperspace than the meld reached for her,
and part of her mind was viewing aburning enemy frigate with Corran Horn, fighting ajaw-clenching
combat with Kyp Durron, or engaging in vicious, efficient pack behavior with the Barabd Wild Knights.
Theintensty of it took her breasth away.

Hello, Mom.Jacen's presence was clear in the Force.

Hello, Jacen.,she sent uncertainly. Unlike the othersin the fight, her Force training had been haphazard,
and she hadn't had the opportunity to practice the meld with others. But the power of the meld was so
strong that she felt her uncertainty fade as soon as she received her first order from Jacen.

She received another message from Jacen, felt the coordinates burning in her mind. She looked at the
Falcon's navigation displays and saw the point indicated. She trandated the coordinates and keyed them

in.
"Han, Jacen wants ushere.”
"What Jacen wants, Jacen gets," Han said, and switched his comm unit to the command channel.

Han—Captain Solo, again, with hisinsignia pinned to his otherwise civilian vest—commanded the
Smugglers Alliance squadron from theMillennium Falcon. "I'm happier inasmaller ship,” he said when
Boogter Terrik offeredErrant Venture. "And besides, a Star Destroyer istoo big atarget.”

Themotley Smugglers Alliance squadron began its change of course.

Leias Noghri bodyguards, in the turbolaser turrets, chuckled in their whispery voices and fired practice
shotsinto the void.

And then Leiafelt ashard of terror clear through the Force-meld, and she knew Jainawasin trouble.

"Thisisthe criticad moment,” Ackbar said. He, Winter, and Marasat in agallery above the Fleet



Command operations room, where Sien Sow stood amid a bustle of aides, screens, and congtantly
flowing data. A holo of the battle at Ebaq 9 floated in the air above the busy room. The Smugglers
Alliance squadron under Han Solo had just gppeared in the display, the ships picked out in brilliant
orange.

It was amassive contrast to the last time Mara had watched Sien Sow in action. Then the Supreme
Commander had been forced to conduct his defense of Coruscant in front of a Rill session of the Senate,
with the Senators shouting advice and hurling threats, and Chief of State Borsk Fey'lya countermanding

Sow's orders from the speaker's podium.

The Supreme Commander seemed alot more comfortable in his current Situation. And no wonder.

"It isat this point that the enemy might begin to suspect atrap,” Ackbar said. He dumped in hischair,
and hisvoice was durred with weariness. Being on dry land again wastaking itstoll.

"Alasthat we needed to send this squadron to prevent Farlander and Kreffey from being overwhelmed .
.. fortunately it issmal and innocuous. . ." He sighed heavily. "Perhapsthey will not take aarm. Perhaps

rDt_"

"Ralling left!" Jaina shouted. But astream of plasma cannon projectiles met her as sherolled, one
stunning impact after another on her shields, and she knew there was a second enemy behind her. If she

brokeright shed run into the first enemy.
Fortunately, space isthree-dimensiona. She wentup.

An enemy missile shot past her canopy, and then she was free. Sherolled again and went after her
pursuers.

She found one and was on the verge of attempting a deflection shot when R2-B3 chittered awarning
and shejerked the stick away from the flaming projectiles that soared past her.

"Twin Three and Four, I'm in acrossfire here—where are you?' she demanded.
"Threg's hit!" Four'svoice. "l saw him gect!"
"Where areyou?" Jainademanded.

"I don't know!"

Jainajinked away from aline of fire only to have her shields dammed by amissile. Her astromech droid
squeded a the Sate of the shields, which were near collapse. Jaina blinked sweat from her eyesand

jinked again, and by chance found a cora skipper floating across her sights. She fired the quad lasers and
fdt satisfaction a the Sight of" fire burning dong the enemy hull. If she hadn't killed it, shedd at least hurt it.

A howl came over the comm, and Jaina's Force-impel led reflexes jerked at the controls.

The howl wasfollowed by another, this one of satisfaction, as Lowie scragged the cora skipper that had
been on Jainastail. Between the two of them, Jainaand Lowie hunted down and blew apart athird
coraskipper, and then she found amoment to raise her faceplate and mop swest from her facewith a
gloved hand. They were on the edge of thefurball that had originally surrounded Farlander's squadron,



but which had now become a separate fight, starfighters and coral skippers circling and hunting each other
inaremarkably smal area.

Shefet Tesar's urgency through the Force. "This one haslosst shieldz and an engine!™ he called.
The Forcetold her where Tesar was before her displays did.
"Streak,” shetold Lowie, "stay on my wing!"

And she dived back into the fight.

Tsavong Lan gazed in furious concentration at the small squadron that had gppeared on the flank of the
Battle Group of Yun-Q'aah. It was built around asingle very large wedge-shaped ship, with amodest
number of medium-sized vesselsand alot of small ones. By itsdlf it wasn't very menacing, except thet it
could attack the rear of the Y un-Q'aah battle group if he committed it to battle.

Better to squash thissmall group first, he decided. Even though thislittle squadron wasn't large enough to
turn the tide of battle, it was better to be safe than not.

"The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah isto engage the small squadron onitsflank and destroy it."

A subdtern relayed the order. There was amoment in which the subatern communed with hisvillip,
after which he turned and saluted with crossed arms. "Commander Droog'an begs to ask whether we
have been led into an ambush, Warmaster."

For amoment Tsavong Lah'slip curled at the insolence of Droog'an, but then he stopped to consider the
question. Had dl the information of the Finad Redoubt been nothing but an attempt to lure him hereinto
the Deegp Core? Had that schemer Nom Anor been outschemed?

The appearance of two enemy squadronswas suspicious. But one of them seemed to be a convoy
escort, and the other was understrength and composed of such a heterogeneous array of vesselsthat it
was bardy military a al.

If he, Tsavong Lah, had planned an ambush, he would have used overwhelming force and pounced from
al directions. He wouldn't have fed in two squadrons piecemed, neither of them large enough to do
anything more than delay the outcome.

No, it had to be a coincidence that a convoy arrived at just this moment. The second squadron was
probably a scratch force summoned by adistresscal.

"Tel Commander Droog'an thereis no ambush,” Tsavong Lah said. "Order him to engage immediatdy.”
"At once, Warmaster!"

Leiacould see that Han was impressed by the size and strength of the enemy battle group that suddenly
swerved to engage him. He blew along breath, then cast aglance over hisshoulder a Lelaand sad, "'l

don't suppose the United Jedi Cluster-Mind has any suggestions about how to handle this one?’

"I'm afraid not," Leiasaid. The meld knew an engagement had to occur, but itstactical advice wasalittle



unclesar.

"Well then," Han breethed. He looked at the displays again, then flicked on the comm. "Thisis Captain
Solo," hetold the squadron. "We can't hope to match the enemy with numbers or firepower, so well
have to make use of speed, flexibility, and—" Hisbrow creased in worry. "—tacticd brilliance," he

finished hopefully.

Lelareached out and squeezed his shoulder. "Go get 'cm, Slick,” she said.

Ralroostshuddered to another hit, but Jacen's mind wasin the Force, seeing through the eyes of the Jedi
meld. Hismind strained to keep up with al the information flowing through the force. Through Leids eyes
he saw Han's dashing attack on the larger enemy battle group, a hit-and-run assault that the enemy was
too large and dow to counter. Through Madurrin's perceptions he felt Farlander's battered squadron
daminto the enemy, taking Krefey's enemiesin the rear and inflicting damage beyond their numbers.
Through the eyes of Kyp and Corran and Saba he saw the flash of fire, coral skippers burning, enemy
frigates and cruiserstrembling to the force of shadow bombs.

And he felt Jaina's desperation and Lowbaccas ferocity asthey aided Tesar's grim fight for survival.
Jacen's fingers twitched with the impulse to run toRalroost's fighter bays, to jump into his X-wing and fly
to Jainas assstance. But he knew he served the cause better onRalroost, where he was able to keep the
other Jedi focused, help them sense each other's locations and coordinate their actions with one another.

Jacen jJumped as Krefey's white-furred hand dropped onto his shoulder. "Now, Jacen!” the admiral
sad. "Our minefield is complete! Now you'll see the destruction of the enemy!™

Krefey gave an order on the comm.

And then, mere minutes | ater, as the squadrons legpt from their hiding placesin the Deep Core
hyperspace lanes, more New Republic ships began to appear, one squadron after another. A host of Jedi
minds roseinto the meld: Tahiti, Zekk, Alema, and the burning power of Luke Skywalker.

All here a thefinish.

The voxyn cried again asthey detected one new Jedi after another, their weary howls now more akin to
whimpers. The blaze bugs that flew into the air to mark the new infidel squadrons provided astrange
dissonancein Tsavong Lah, for the picture that rose to Tsavong Lah's brain, fed by the tendrils of the
cognition throne, showed the enemy in even grester numbers, vast numbers of infidels dl around him.

It took amoment for him to realize why he was receiving two different impressions. So many werethe
infidels that the warmaster had run out of blaze bugsto represent them in the display.

Fury possessed him. What did it matter that he was now outnumbered? That his forces had been drawn
out of position and were about to be engulfed? The Y uuzhan V ong were conquerors! The gods had
promised them victor)'!

Swiftly hereordered hisforces. The Battle Groups of Yun-Harlaand Y un-Txiin were heavily engaged
againg the origind enemy squadron and the first set of reinforcements. They had loca superiority in
numbers, though both sides had lost dl formation and the battle had dissolved into agenerd melee.
Tsavong Lah ordered these forces to redouble their efforts and destroy their foes before more infidel



battle groups could intervene.

The Battle Group of Y un-Y ammka, which had opened the baitle and been left on its own since the
original enemy squadron had made its unexpected turning maneuver, had regrouped. Tsavong Lah
decided to sacrificeit. He ordered the battle group to hurl itself against the enemy reinforcementsin order
to keep them occupied while he tried to win the fight with his other forces.

"Do-ro'ik vong pratte!" the group commander replied when he heard the order, the battle cry of the
warrior caste. Tsavong Lah swelled with pride at the unquestioning spirit of the doomed commander. He
knew he, his ships, and hiswarriors were going to their degths, but till he gladly accepted the clash of
battle.

The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah, which had been in pursuit of the small, agile force that had appeared as
the second group of reinforcements, was ordered to break off its pursuit and maneuver against severd of
theinfidel squadrons. If Commander Droog'an maneuvered cleverly enough, he could occupy alarge
group of the enemy without committing himself against overwhelming numbers, thus buying timefor the
rest.

That |eft the reserve Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan, under Tsavong Lah's personal command. It wasthe
only force that hadn't been engaged with the enemy, that hadn't suffered casudties, and that till had
complete freedom of maneuver.

Tsavong Lah hesitated for amoment, then decided to take his battle group straight into battle alongside
the Battle Groups of Y un-Harlaand Y un-Txiin. If he could force avictory there, it might create other
opportunities.

He gave the orders, and his forces screamed toward the battle.

Tsavong Lah had been led into atrap—by Nom Anor'sinformation.
"Y ou have betrayed us," Y oog Skl said. "'Y ou must pay with your life.”
Nom Anor calmly reached into his pocket for the blorash jely that he then flung at Y oog Skell's feet.

The high prefect waved hisarms, trying not to topple, asthejelly pinned hisfeet to the floor. He gave
Nom Anor awild look."What arc you doing, Executor? "he demanded.

"Giving Shimrraanitch." Nom Anor surprised himsdf with how camly he was behaving.

He dashed hisamphistaff down on Y oog Skell's head. The high prefect folded into unconsciousness, his
feet fill pinned by the semisentient jely tendrils.

Nom Anor looked at the sprawled body of his superior and hoped he wasn't dead. He'd aways rather
liked Y oog Skell.

Nom Anor knew, of course, what had happened. His spies had been identified and fed faseinformation
designed to lead the Y uuzhan VVong fleet into thistrap. Whoever had done this had been brilliant, setting
out aseries of cluesand letting Nom Anor himself draw the conclusions.

But there would be little use explaining to his superiors how brilliantly he had been played by the



enemy—not in thewake of amilitary disaster of this magnitude. They would want Nom Anor's head, not
hisexplanations.

It wastimefor Nom Anor to vanish, to don an ooglith masquer to disguise his appearance and then to
disappear among the anonymous worker caste. After the search died down, he could cregte further
identities and credentia s that would get him off the planet.

But where would he go? He would be hunted throughout Y uuzhan V ong-controlled territory. And if he
escaped into the New Republic, he would haveto live forever in disguise, an object of suspicion
wherever he went.

He decided to think about all that |ater.

Right now, he needed to concentrate on escape.

Twin Suns Squadron was down to eight star-fighters, and of these only Lowbaccas wasintact. Tesar
had lost an engine and half hisshidds. Jainahad lost her rear shidlds and her upper right foil dong with its
laser, and her cockpit smelled of fear and sour sweat. Others suffered light to heavy damage. They had
expended dl their missilesand bombs.

Fortunately, they were no longer engaged with the enemy. The larger battles had passed them by, and
the fighter-versus-fighter battle seemed to be over. The coral skippers had either been killed or gone
somewhere else, and only scattered B- and E-wings were near diem.

Through the Jedi meld Jainacould till fed others experiencing the shock of combat. Wearily she turned

the nose of her craft toward the huge battle nearby, where Jacen and Kyp and the Wild Knights were
engaged, but from Jacen she felt acool touch of the mind, followed by hisvoice on comm.

"Don'. You're too shot up.”
"| canfed the othersfighting. | can't stand by."
"Y ou must. The otherswould only endanger themselves protecting you."

The meld wasin agreement with Jacen. She fdlt their unanimity, but still shefdt the urge not to abandon
her friends.

"Y ou have acquitted yourself honorably, Jaina Solo." Thiswas Sabasvoice. "It isnow your task to
preserve your own life”

"Twin Suns has permission to withdraw to Ebag Nine." This came from Ebag 9, from her own
controller.

Janafdt her tenson drain away.Preserve your own life. How long had it been since anyonetold her to
do that? Her battle was over, and the annihilation that she had feared—that she had expected— had not
come.

"Acknowledged,” shetold the flag, and then spoke to her pilots. " Streak, | want you to cover Tesar. The
rest of you, formon me."



Wearily, Jainaturned her craft toward safety.

Jaina, Tesar, and Lowbacca had landed on Ebag 9. L uke could sense their weariness in the Force, but
gl hefelt them trying to send strength and clarity to the othersin the Jedi meld.

Luke sat on the bridge of the Mon Cdamari cruiserHarbinger, flagship of Garm Bd Iblis, and played a
game of holochessin his mind with the enemy commander. Luké's mission to the old hero of the
Rebdlion had succeeded: Bel Iblis had brought into the Deep Core half the fleet with which he had been
guarding Taaan, divided into three battle groups.

Maneuvering againg that fleet was asingle Y uuzhan Vong squadron, the one that had earlier been
pursuing Han's squadron of Smugglers Alliance ships. I1ts commander was clever and had managed to
keep dl three of Bd I1bliss battle groups occupied without quite engaging any of them.

But it was an unfair contest. The Y uuzhan Vong had only asingle piece on the holo board, the New
Republic three—four, if Han's small squadron counted. Luke, maneuvering with the aid of the Jedi meld,
dowly reduced the enemy's options to two: fight and die, or flee.

And he knew the Y uuzhan VVong did not run away.

He ordered the three battle groups to converge.

No good, Tsavong Lah redlized. His plan wasn't working.

He clenched histeeth in rage.May Norn Anor's flayed skin be trampled by rakamats.

The Battle Groups of Yun-Harlaand Y un-Txiin werefighting bravely but being overwhelmed by the
enemy. Two new enemy battle groups had joined the fight, fresh and formed and well organized, while
the Y uuzhan V ong were scattered and locked in combat with their old enemies.

The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah was in the process of being trapped by three enemy battle groups.

The Battle Group of Yum-Y ammka, asingructed, wasimmolating itsdf against the enemy, but such
bravery was useless because nothing €l se was going well.

Only the Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan, under Tsavong Lah himsdlf, till had options. He had planned to
jointhe Battle Groups of Yun-Harlaand Y un-Txiin and help them win at least alocd victory, but he saw
now that this plan, too, would fail, that al he could do was reinforce a battle that was aready log,
offering himsdlf to the enemy like asacrifice upon the dtar.

Likeasacrifice. . .

Despair gripped hisheart iniron talons. He should die in battle. After adefeat of this magnitude, Shimrra
could scarcely be expected to let him live. Tsavong Lah would be lucky not to be cut down like an
anima, like Ch'Gang Hool, and instead die a sacrifice to the gods.

Sacrifice. . .

Tsavong Lah jerked bolt upright on the cognition throne. A smile drew hisdashed lipsright.



A sacrifice. Of course.

"Alter course a oncefor Ebag Nine!" he commanded. "Order the Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah to head
for the moon at maximum acceleration!™

Jeedai, he thought. The voxyn had howled when he had firgt brought his fleet to the system. There had
beenJeedai in the system then. Some of them were probably with the fleet, but Tsavong Lah believed
some, at least, would be on the ninth moon of Ebag,.

A sacrifice.

Luke watched in surprise as the enemy battle group, the one he had been carefully maneuvering againgt,
suddenly bolted, its formations dissolving, every ship for itsdf". The Y uuzhan VVong had never beforefled
from afight in such disorder, and the New Republic battle groups were unprepared for what looked like
apanicked withdrawa . There was alittle skirmish across the front of one of the battle groups—afew
shipsflared in the night, and died—and then the enemy were away, with the entire fleet in pursuit.

Luke didn't understand where the enemy intended to go. They weren't running directly away from him; it
wasadmog asif” they were runningtoward something.

And then, with adreadful certainty, he knew where they were headed.
And he thought, Jaina.

"I did not foresee thisl" Ackbar beat with one huge hand on the arm of his chair. "What afool | have
been!"

Countless shipswhirled in Jacen's mind. He struggled madly with his expanded sensesto understand
what the new enemy maneuver meant, and suddenly he understood. At hisredization an eectric shock
rang through the Jedi meld.

He struggled to find an answer.Calm. He sensed Vergere's thoughtsin hismind.Calm. The Force will
tell you what to do.

Suddenly Jacen understood, and he was shouting ordersto Admiral Krefey while he sent an urgent
message through the Force..

"Mom! Y ou've got to intercept that squadron! Use everything you've got!”
That would keep one of the enemy squadrons away from Ebaq, at least for awhile.

It was only after hed sent hisingtructions that he realized he might have just sent his parentsto their
deaths.

Jacen rose from his chair and turned to Admira Krefey. "I need my X-wing now!" he shouted, and
without waiting for permission ran for the turbolift.



"Jacen?' Krefey seemed more astonished than anything ese. "We need you on the flagship!™

The turbolift wasn't parked at thisleve. In an agony of frustration Jacen dammed the control buttons.
"Y ou've dready won the battle!" he said. "Now | haveto save Jainal”

Krefey'swhite fur rippled as he stared at Jacen. Distant rumbles echoed through the room asRalroosts
inadequate shielding absorbed hits.

"Very wdl," Krefey sad, waving ahand. "Very well."

And Krefey turned back to hammering the enemy.

"Han, we need to stop them.”

Han cast abewildered look over his shoulder. " Stopwho?"

Leiajabbed an urgent finger at the displays. " The enemy squadron!™

Han shrugged. "They're fleeing, but they till outnumber us. Let ‘'em go.”

Anger flared in Leids voice. "They're not running! They're heading straight for Jainal”

There was amoment of stunned comprehension, and then thelinesin Han'sface turned grim. "Right.” He
faced front and snapped on the comm. "Thisis Solo,” he said. "It's up to usto hold the Vong until our
people can catch up and finish them off. Everyone pick your targets carefully—this will not be fun.”

Heralled theMillennium Fal con toward the enemy and throttled up.

The enemy ships—hundreds of them—got nearer and nearer.

"Keep an eye on the displays, sweetheart,” Han told Lela. "When this gets hairy, | don't want anyone
snesking up on us.”

Han brought the Smugglers Alliance squadron right across the front of the Y uuzhan VVong formation,
which meant that every wegpon on his squadron bore on the enemy, while the enemy could only reply
with bow weapons. Han was either going to blow the Vong noses off or force them from their course.

TheVong didn't turn.

Errant Venturefired first, its enormous turbolasers hurling neon-col ored destruction a the enemy, and

then one by one the rest of the squadron opened fire. Lela could hear the rhythmic crashing of the Noghri
firing theFal con's turbol asers.

And then return fire began smashing a the shidds.

Jainafelt cold sweat breaking out on her nape. "Back to the fighters!" she told her squadron. "Well
launch and get out of the enemy’'ssight.”

"That'sanegative, Twin Leader." It was Generd Farlander himsdlf on the comm, which spoke to the



importance of the message. In the background she could hear the shouts, murmurs, and crashes of abig
ship in combat.

"Just get into the mineshafts and dam the blast doors behind you,” Farlander said. "Stick to the plan.
Y ou can hold out for hoursin there, and welll come get you before you know it."

"The generd izwise, Jaina," Tesar hissed. Hisheavy tal lashed left and right. "Our starfighterz aretoo
damaged to make a clean escape. Severa of uswould be losst.”

Jaina hesitated as she looked at the expectant pilots around her, then nodded.Lost. Tesar wasright.
"Understood, Generd," she said.

Around her, Ebag 9's command center braced itself for the oncoming blow. Two huge Y uuzhan VVong
sguadrons were headed their way.

Stick to the plan, Farlander had said, but thiswasn't the plan. The plan assumed that when the New
Republic flegts arrived the Y uuzhan VV ong would redize they were ambushed, and either run or fight to
the death. The plan never consdered that the Y uuzhan VVong would continue their assault on Ebag's ninth
moon, which had no red military valueat dl.

"Right," Jainasad. "Thisway."

Theweary pilotslimped out of the command center. The gravity was still erratic: sometimes they walked
normaly, and sometimes an ordinary step would catapult them to the celling. They took a hovercar down
the great central shaft that drove through the moonlet's core, from here mineshafts branched off into the
old diggings. Severd of these had been equipped with the massive durasted blast doors designed to
keep the enemy out for hours.

Jaina stopped the car by the bunker that had been converted to an armory. "I'm going to assume that
evaythingelseis going to go wrong," she said.

"Voxyn," Lowbaccahowled. "How can thingsgoright? " Jainanodded. "That'swhy | want everyone
here to have blasters, body armor, grenades, grenade launchers, and command-detonated mines. And
vac suits—we're pressurized here, but what can be pressurized can be depressurized.” Tesar gave ahiss
of Barabdl amusement. "The mgor speakz wisdom,”" he said.

The turbolift seemed to take an eternity in its glide toward the fighter docking bays. Jacen used his
private comm to cdll his astromech droid and have the fighter ready for him.

The Jedi meld sang in hismind. He was aware of his own anxiety eddying out to the others, reflecting
back toward him. He remembered how the Force-meld had kept dissolving on Myrkr, as Jedi were hurt
or died, or fought one another over strategy, and he tried to keep his worries from feeding out into the
others.

The turbalift jolted to astop. It had come to a bulkhead, and dl bulkheads were sedled during combat.

Jacen flung the lift doors open with the Force and sprinted for one of the internd air locks that
communicated between bulkheads. There was another eternity while the lock recycled, and then a
narrow, spiral stair—Jacen used the Force to fly down it—and then another bulkhead that communicated



to the docking bay deck.
He wasn't surprised to find Vergere waiting for him. She held up ahand.
"Wherearc you going?'
Jacen didn't bresk stride. "To help Jaina."

"Y ou cannot help. Ebaq isbeing attacked by a squadron of capitd ships. Y our single starfighter will
make no difference.”

"I haveto try." Jacen sprinted on. His X-wing was done in the docking bay next to apartialy dismantled
A-wing, its weapons and sensor system scavenged to repair other star-fighters.

"Stop. Thisisnot your destiny."
"Maybe not, but it'sray family."

Vergerefollowed Jacen, flying on pulses of the Force to match Jacen's running pace. "What can you
hope to accomplish besides your own destruction?’ she demanded.

Anger flamed through his mind. Jacen turned to the little dien and put ahand on his lightsaber. "Areyou
proposing to stop me?' he demanded.

Vergere settled onto the deck and dowly, sadly bowed her head. "1 will not stop you, Jacen Solo. You
have chosen your destiny." Her eyes glittered. "It is the consequences you must ded with now."

Jacen turned and vaulted into the cockpit. He closed the canopy and put on his helmet.
Through the Force, he could fedl the cold fear that ran through Jaina's nerves.

He opened the comm and askedRalroosts docking control for permission to launch.

TheMillennium Falcon skimmed aong the hull of the enemy cruiser, quad lasers pumping shotsinto the
hull aswell astoward the cora skippers that danced astern. The coralskipper pilots were having a
problem trying to nail the agileFal con without hitting their own ship, and Han wastrying to make the
solution to that problem as difficult as he could. The Y uuzhan Vong had already put several shotsinto
their own vessdl, and Han didn't want them to stop now.

The problem was thatMillennium Falcon hadn't been built as a bomber. Proton torpedoes and shadow
bombs had the punch to knock out a capita ship, butFalcon didn't carry either. Neither did Lando's
Lady Luck nor Taon Karrde'sWild Karrde —they'd been built with the intention of keeping patrol craft
off their backs, not with having to knock out large targets.

They dl had to improvise. Han figured the best way to splatter abig Y uuzhan Vong ship wasto trick the
Vong into doing it for him.

And that's just what happened. One of the pursuing Y uuzhan Vong tried to duck closer to the cruiser
thanFalcon, in order to shootup a Han without danger of hitting hisown vessd, but unfortunately he
forgot about Leias bodyguard Meewah in the belly turret. Meewah gave ayow! of pleasure a the



appearance of the target and hurled an array of laser bolts at the Vong. The enemy pilot was either hit or
dazzled by the flares, because the cora skipper splashed into the enemy cruiser, its store of weapons
erupting infire asit dashed abrilliant flaming scar acrossthe giant hull.

Han shot off the bow of the cruiser and performed another frantic series of evasve maneuvers before the
skipson histail were dispersed or discouraged. Behind, the cruiser shivered as secondary explosions
blasted outward through its coral skin. The cruiser arced into awide turn as dovin basals used for
propulsion along one sde were destroyed, while those on the other side continued to drive the ship
forward, like arowboat with one oar pulling while the other trailed in the water.

Another ship turned away from Jaina.He could leaveit to Bel Iblissfleet to finish the cruiser off.
He cast aglance a Lela, who was sitting white-knuckled in the copilot's seat. "How are we doing?”

She shook her head. "B Iblis has caught up to the rearmost enemy. But we're ill the only force
between the Y uuzhan Vong and Ebag Nine."

"Better find us another target, then," Han said.

The Smugglers Alliance squadron was doing alot of brilliant flying, but it was outnumbered and many of
itsships, likeMillennium Falcon, were unsuited for fleet combat. Fortunately the enemy seemed largely
at alossasto how to cope with the attack—the Alliance had no uniform ships, therefore no uniform
tactics, and that meant that both sides were improvising, and the smugglers had alot more experience at
improvisng than the Y uuzhan VVong.

"Look out!" At theyelp from Lela, Han jerked at the sweet-dick controls and managed to avoid being
swatted by the hugeErrant Venture, the only real capita ship under hiscommand. The Star Destroyer
was pumping firein al directions, from every wegpon on the ship, and asthe largest New Republic target
wasrecelving alot of atention in return. Booster Terrik was driving straight a one enemy ship after
another, trying to force them away from their course—atactic fraught with hazard, but thusfar he
seemed to be doing well enough. Perhaps the VVong remembered the way Lusan-kya had rammed their
worldship a Borleias.

Han found apair of smuggler shipsin the melee, and these had proton missile launchers. "Follow me" he
told them, "I'll carve apath for you."

And heled them in another dash at the Y uuzhan VVong.

And later, after more dashes than he could remember, he saw the enemy battle group turn away fromits
objective.

Tsavong Lah howled in triumph asthe Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan, completely unmolested, drew near

to Ebag 9. He had caught the infidels utterly by surprise.

"Open fireon the shiedsl" he commanded." Kusurrun, you will dive onto the shield over the enemy
command center a maximum thrust! Victory Section, you will followKusurrun to the shilds and try to
destroy them.”

Asthe other ships hammered away at the defenders, Kusurrun made its death-dive toward the moon.
The frigate made a colossal impact on the shields, debrisrisng amid arail of brilliant plasmajets. Other



shipsdived close, their dovin basa s reaching out to snaich at the shilds, trying to overload them.

No success, but the warmaster wasn't distressed. He had plenty of time before the nearest enemy could
reech him.

Tsavong Lah ordered another frigate to immolateitself, and then paused to consider the rest of the
battle. Blaze bugs, their lights and voi ces extinguished, represented the hundreds of craft that had been
destroyed. His forces were being overwhelmed, even the Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah that he'd ordered
tojoin him. Thelittle motley squadron that stood in its way was, it appeared, too troublesome.

"Attention al other battle groups!” he commanded. "Once our troops arc down on Ebaqg, you arc
commanded to withdraw into hyperspace and make your way Y uuzhan'tar. This battleislogt, but you are
ordered to preserve your lives and shipsfor the victorious battles that will follow.

"The Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan will cover your withdrawal." He drew his dashed lipsback for his
find message, which he shouted in atone of angry defiance that filled the huge room. "Praise to the godd!
Long live Shimrra, the Supreme One! Do-ra'ik vong pratte! ™

The group commanders—those who till lived—returned the warrior salute.

Ebag 9's shields shuddered as another frigate thundered down.

Tsavong Lah sat back in his chair and ordered another capital ship to its death. " Prepare the oggzil," he
said, and as one of his subalterns attached the grasping appendages of the creature to one of the villips
used for communication, Tsavong Lah detached himsdlf from the cognition throne and lumbered from the
dais.

He wanted to deliver this particular message himsdif.

Theoggzil had enfolded the villip by the time he arrived, itslong antennartail dangling. Tsavong Lah took
the creature in one hand, gazed at it, and forced hisface into asmile.

Knowing that the oggzil was broadcasting hiswords and hisimage on New Republic frequencies, he
sadinhiscrude Badsic, "ThisisWarmaster Tsavong Lah. We arc having aJeedai hunt on Ebag Nine!
Although anyone e se coming near will be destroyed, al Jeedai are welcometo participate!”

Chapter 26

The commander's voice hissed with interference as he spoke, through the comm, from his armored
communications center in the old mine heedquarters. " They've brought down our shields. Were
evacuating into the bunkers.”

"Thanksfor letting usknow," Jainasaid. She shivered from cold as she signed to Lowbaccato sed the
blast doors.

"Weé're setting the mines" the commander said. "We're going to nail alot of them asthey comein.”

"Good luck," Jainasaid, but hydraulics began hissing and the doors boomed shut, and she doubted the
sgnd ever reached the commander in his communications center just below the surface of the moonlet.



Jainaturned off the comm and looked at her group of pilots. "Put on your vac suits. And our body armor
over the vac suits"

At that moment the artificia gravity switched off. And so did thelights.

How many Y uuzhan Vong warriors to capture amoon? Tsavong Lan wondered. He had twenty
thousand in the troopships under his command, but surely that was excessive.

Ten thousand, then. The rest could escape to fight another day.

Nor did he need the entirety of the Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan. One-third should be sufficient to repel
the New Republic forceslong enough to assure the success of his sacrifice.

"Come,Jeedai!" he shouted to the oggzil. "Cometo the hunt! Whereisyour courage?"

Then, turning to the subalterns around the cognition throne, he told them to order the other battle groups
to withdraw from the fight. He ordered two of the three divisions of his own squadron to flee aswell, and

half the troopships.
"But not those containing grutchynal" he called. "These we shdl need once we land on the moon!”

The rock-eating grutchynawould be a surprise, he thought. TheJeedai would be forced to move through
the tunndlsthat aready existed, but the grutchyna could dig their own.

But before the grutchynalanded, the soldiers would have to secure the area. He ordered the first
transports to the surface, covered by the fire of the ships above.

"Warmagter!" camethe call from one of hissubdterns. " A report from the Battle Group of Yun-Harla.
They succeeded in withdrawing into hyperspace, but their jump hasfailed. They reportmines. . "

Mines. . .

The Battle Group of Y un-Harlaand the Battle Group of Y un-Txiin legpt into hyperspace together,
racing to safety down the narrow corridor that snaked through the Deep Core. But both were yanked
out of hyperspace by the interdiktor mine that had been set up in the lan€'s choke point, and al then
found themselvesin the middle of the enormous minefield that had been laid clean acrossthe narrow
corridor.

Every second the enemy remained in the minefield, thousands of mines detected the intruders, swung
toward their new targets, and fired themsalves a the Y uuzhan VVong.

Many of the Y uuzhan Vong ships were damaged and unable to defend themsalves properly.
Overwhemed by the mines, many of these were destroyed in ablizzard of explosons. The few with
undamaged defenses fared better, though few escaped without any damage at al.

The Battle Group of Y un-Q'aah, which had been engaged by the fleet of Garm Bdl Iblisand the smal
Smugglers Alliance squadron, managed a clean jump into hyperspace and arrived in the minefield more
or lesstogether. Fewer of their ships had suffered critica damage, and most were able to fight their way
out.



The two-thirds of Tsavong Lah's Battle Group of Y un-Y uuzhan were warned of the minefield's existence
before they jumped, prepared themsalves beforehand, and fared best of all. But the lightly armed troop
transports were unable to defend themsd ves effectively, and within afew minutesin the minefieldsten
thousand Y uuzhan Vong warriors met their deaths.

Asfor the Battle Group of Y un-Yammka, it wastoo far into Ebag's gravity field to jump, pinned by
overwhelming New Republic forces, and wiped out.

More than athird of the Y uuzhan Vong fleet had been destroyed, and that did not count the remainder
of Tsavong Lah's battle group, gathered about Ebaqg 9 to defend their commander and his ground forces.

There, thefirgt Y uuzhan VVong warriors to charge into the New Republic command centers were met by
automatic mines that shredded them through their vonduun crab armor. The warriors charged over their
own dead and encountered even more mines.

"You arealready dead!" Tsavong Lah told them by villip. "The only question iswhether you will die
honorably as Y uuzhan VVong, or as a cowardly disgrace to the gods who made you!"

None of the warriors were cowards. More than athousand gave their lives to the mines, and the rest
trampled their dead brethren and found only an abandoned facility. There, they wrecked enough of the
equipment to finish off the power supply and drop dl of Ebag's shidds.

"BringBlood Sacrifice to the surfacel” Tsavong Lah commanded. "We will rel ease the gnitchyna—and
the voxyn!"

The huge flagship was brought to the moon's surface. Before Tsavong Lah left for the moon, he seized
the oggzil again and shouted again in Basic.

"Areyou not coming,Jeedai? Won't you join the hunt? Where isyour courage?’
To hissurprise, the answering voice was one he recognized.

"Thisis Jacen Solo," thevillip reported. "I'll play your game, Warmaster."

Tsavong Lah's answer wasfilled with grim satisfaction. "Welcome, traitor! | shal look forward to seeing
youagain.”

"And | you, Warmagter."

Menace rang in the warmaster'swords. "Once | swore to sacrifice you, Jacen Solo. Perhaps we shdll
have the sacrifice after all.”

"PerhapsI'll manageto delay it again,” Jacen said. "Will you let meland, Warmaster?”
"AnyJeedai may land. | will soingtruct thefleet."
"That's very courteous of you, Warmaster."

"Not at al. Would you cometo Ebaq if | order the fleet to blast you out of existence the second you



arived?'
Jacen would, but there was no point in telling the warmaster that.
"I'll see you soon, Warmaster," Jacen said, and keyed off.

His astromech droid bleated a him to let him know he had another incoming call. Jacen switched
frequencies.

"Jacen," Luke said. "What are you doing?"

"Helping my sigter." Jacen couldn't quite keep defiance out of hisvoice. Jacen fdt asurge of Luke's
presence through the Jedi meld, aforceful effort by Luke to contact him emotionally aswell as by words.

"Y ou can't help her by sacrificing yoursdlf,” Luke said.
"I'm not planning on getting sacrificed.”

"Jainaand the others are in ahardened bunker. All she hasto do iswait there until the fleet comesto get
her. And weare coming, dl of us. Krefey, Farlander, Bdl Iblis. And your parents.”

Jacen felt the Force-meld urging him to listen to L uke, to surrender to hisreasonable argument. He
fought the compulsion and tried to sound as calm and reasonable as he coul d.

"I don't trust Tsavong Lah to do what people expect him to,” he said. "I feltyour surprise when he
moved on Ebag Nine."

Luke didn't have an answer for that.

"I have aplan,” Jacen continued. "I'm not going to run right into hisarms, I'm going to distract him and
keep him off Jainas neck."

A dab of fear ran through the Jedi meld, and the taste of it was Jainas.

"Jainas being hunted,” Jacen said. "I've got to go now."

He snapped off the comm. Luke and others continued to try to contact him through the meld, but Jacen
withdrew, and tried instead to concentrate on hisVVongsense. He was out of practice— there had been
no Y uuzhan Vong to practiceon —but as he dowed his respiration and entered ameditative sate, hefelt

the enemy out ahead of him, grim determined flecks of consciousness, al ready to sacrifice themsdves
for their leaders.

Y uuzhan VVong bravery and determination weren't surprisng. What did surprise him was thenumbers.
On Ebaq aone, there must have beenthousands.
Jainawaited in the dark. The Jedi were perfectly at homein the dark, strengthened by the Force and

able to sense the walls around them, but she felt anxiety grow in her non-Jedi companions, so she had
them al switch on helmet lightsand bt lights.



Through the Jedi meld she felt the growing certainty of victory, and then the growing triumph asone

Y uuzhan V ong squadron after another fled the battle. She sensed that Jacen was doingsomething
completely out of the box, but she didn't know what, and she sensed the others trying to do something
about it. Digtresstrickled into her at this knowledge, but she didn't have acomm unit that could reach
Jacen, and she couldn't talk to him. She had made up her mind to try to reach him through the meld when
something else drew her attention.

Or perhaps, somethingnot else.

Through the enhanced perceptions of the Force-med she felt an emptiness, avoid. Something that was
not in the Force.

TheY uuzhan Vong.

And then she felt asurge through the Force, a purposeful sensation as maevolent and certain asthe
sound of ablaster being cocked next to her ear. Voxyn.

Voxyn huntingher .

Lowbacca snarled.

"Remind meto tell the high command how much | hate thelr battle plan,” Jainasaid. There were
hundreds of mineshaftsin the old diggings, and adozen or so that had been shielded by blast doorsto
delay the enemy. Some had been booby-trapped to make the VVong cautious. The battle plan assumed
that the odds of the Y uuzhan VVong findingher particular blast doors and committing their forcesto
breaking through were very low.

The battle plan hadn't assumed the presence of voxyn that could sense any Force-user and lead the
enemy straight to Jaina, whether she was anonymous behind blast doors or not.

"Too bad we don't have any of those YVH droids,” one of her pilots said.

"There aren't enough of them," Jainasaid. " The ones they've got are guarding the government.” She
congdered. "Stand well away from the doors," Jainadecided. "I don't know what they're going to use to
bring them down, but | know | don't want to be anywhere near the blast.”

"Perhgpsit iz timeto deploy the minez," Tesar said. Hisvac-suited tail lashed |eft and right.

"Y es. But away from the entrance. | don't want our mines wrecked by whatever they use to knock the
door down."

And then, on cue, they felt aswell asheard a crash. Thefloor trembled, and the fill air of the shaft
reverberated to the sudden thunder that came from the other side of the blast door.

The eight pilots of Twin Suns Squadron fell back down the tunndl without aword. They busied
themsealvesin the dark setting up antipersonnd mineswhile the crash repested itsdlf again and again.

It was through the Force as much as by eyesight that Jaina sensed part of thewall cracking, parts of it
flaking off and coming down.

"They're not coming through the door!" she said. "They're comingaround it!"



Something e se the plan had not foreseen.

The Y uuzhan Vong filled the long tunne that ran the length of the moon, athousand in the advance guard
followed by baying voxyn and apair of massve grutchyna, surprisngly light and agilein thelow gravity.
Then came the main body, with Tsavong Lah and haf the communications staff from theBlood Sacrifice.

Explosonsripped the air ahead, and two score of the advance guard went down in their own
blood—another tragp laid by the cowardly infiddls, who would not fight hand to hand but instead with
these machine snares. The rest marched over them, past one set of durasteel blast doors after another.

The Y uuzhan VVong would not hat until the voxyn did.

The voxyn, their sensory bristles erect, sopped before ablast door indistinguishable from the others.
One of them was so closeto desth that it could bardly drag itself along, evenin thelow gravity. They
tasted the door with their forked tongues, and then their howling filled the huge tunnel and sang like a

melody in Tsavong Lah's nerves.
"Voxyn back!" Tsavong Lah told the trainers. "'Bring the grutchynaforward!"

The grutchynawere deek black armor-plated beasts six meterslong, much larger cousins of the
metal-eating grutchinsthat Y uuzhan Vong fighter craft used as wegpons. The grutchynalacked the
grutchins flight capability, but dso their mindlessness: these were trainable and semi-intelligent, and
Tsavong Lah had brought them on this expedition knowing he might have to dig the infidels out of their

hiding places.
The huge beasts snarled forward, steel-sharp mandibles deployed. Tsavong Lah looked for amoment at
the blast doors, then shouted at the trainers.

"Have them dig through the tunnel wallsl Thewalls are softer, and the doors may be mined!"

The tunnd shivered asthe grutchyna hurled themsdlves at the rock walls. Tsavong Lah, thinking of
mines, prudently retreated into the main body. He had no fear of desth—and in any case he knew he
would die today—but dying foolishly asthe victim of aminewould beto trividize his own end.

"Blood Sacrificereports that Jacen Solo haslanded,” one of his subaterns reported.

"Very good," Tsavong Lah sad. "DidBlood Sacrifice say where?!

The subatern communed with hisvillip for amoment. "Not a the main entrance. Somewhere on thefar
sde"

Tsavong Lah drew hisdashed lipsinto asmile. "We shdl find him soon enough.” He turned to the voxyn
handlers. "Two voxyn to join the advance guard!" he ordered. "All of them to find Jacen Solo!"

"At your command, Warmaster!"

"Capture him for sacrificeif possible. But if not, cal the godsto witness and kill him where he stands!™

Tsavong Lah had to shout over the noise the grutchyna made disassembling the tunnel wall. Two of the



voxyn snorted on to the head of the advance guard, and the whole body of athousand set off at a
purposeful trot.

Jacen Solo. At the thought of Jacen the warmaster's vuasafoot clenched, the claws scoring the stone
floor. Jacen had thwarted him at their every encounter—had smashed hisfoot in personal combat,
requiring its replacement, and when captured had humiliated him with his sham defection. Now Jacen
dared to thwart him again.

It was only now that he wondered why. Why would Jacen Solo fly aoneto Ebag 9 so that he could be
hunted by Tsavong Lah and ten thousand Y uuzhan Vong warriors?

At once the answer cameto him. The twin sister!

Jaina Solo—she who mocked Y un-Harla the Trickster with her devious ploys—must be among the Jedi
trapped on Ebaq 9.

Joy raged in Tsavong Lah's breast. The twin sacrifice! Once he had planned to sacrifice the Solo twins,
an ambition that had been thwarted by the treasons of Jacen and Vergere. But now the sacrifice would
cometo pass! And once the two were dead, Tsavong Lah himself could go to hisgods with asmileon
hisdashed lips

The tunnel wall crashed in asthe grutchyna broke through to the mineshaft beyond. "Onward, soldierd™
Tsavong Lah cried. "TheJeedai are to be sacrificed! Forward!"

Jaina heard the tunnel wal come down, and then she heard the massed baying of Y uuzhan Vong
warriors from the corridor beyond. It sounded likethousands of them. "Back!" she said. "Fall back to
the next intersection.”

They |eft antipersonnel mines behind, set to go off' when they detected the body heet of the enemy. The
mine galleries branched here, and Jaina consulted the map of the diggings she'd stored on her datapad
and chose the branch that gave her the most options. They moved down the tunnel, and the Jedi used the
Force to keep everyone from bumping into each other in the low gravity.

Then came a shriek, a screech with an ultrasonic component that froze Jaina's blood and raised the hairs
on the back of her neck.

"What wasthat?" one of her pilots demanded.

"Voxyn," Tesar sad. "They hunt uss

"Wecan kill them, right?" Anxioudy.

She heard one mine go off, followed by ashriek and aroar of anger from ahundred warrior throats.
"l hopewejust did,” Jainasaid.

Jacen sped down the corridor, flying easily with the Force in the moonlet'slight gravity, hisflashlight

picking out the details of the tunnels ahead of him. He, too, had amap of Ebag 9 on his datapad, and he
figured the Y uuzhan V ong were in occupation of the command areas and the central corridor. He



planned to materiaizein the central corridor, strike the Y uuzhan Vong, then retreat. He would do his best
to sow confusion and lead the enemy away from Jaina

At least he could lead the voxyn on achase, and with any luck trap them in the narrow passages and kill
them.

His expanded V ongsense filled the moon. The sheer number of enemy warriors wasintimidating, but he
gtill hoped that, with luck, his plan would succeed.

Unfortunately his equipment was sparse. He had just hislightsaber, plusthe blaster pistol and the two
grenades that werein the X-wing'ssurviva kit. But he could fight with Y uuzhan Vong weaponsif he
needed to, and if he got the jump on some enemy warriors he could equip himsalf with their gear.

And then hefdt the mental surge of avoxyn looking for him, and he pushed out with hisVongsense,
tried to convince the voxyn not to see him. But he wasn't expert enough—there was amentd click of the
voxyn locking on to him, and he heard a distant howl that echoed down the shaft, followed by a surge of
glee and determination from hundreds of Y uuzhan Vong warriors, and he knew he was being hunted.

He reversed direction—there was no possibility now of catching the' Y uuzhan VVong by surprise. It was
timeto find one of those narrow corridors he'dd been thinking about.

Jacen found aright-angle bend in the corridor and decided to make a stand while he still had optionsfor
retreat. He stationed himself behind acurvein the tunnd and ignited hislightsaber, then primed one of his
two grenades and held it in hisleft hand. Objectively he considered the use of the VVongsensein
combat—he could influence some of the enemy weapons, render them useless—but decided againdt it.
There were amply too many enemy coming for him. He could convince afew of their amphistaffsto bite
their owners or go limp, he could convince afew thud bugsto go off prematurely—but he couldn't
influencethemall.

The Force was better for this situation. He let hisVongsense ebb and caled the force to him.

He heard the enemy rush toward him, shouts and the rush of feet. A horde packed into the corridor,
skimming aong under the light gravity.

The ultrasonic screech of the voxyn caught Jacen by surprise and amost paralyzed him—he had
forgotten how numbing and terrifying the sound was. He wrenched himself free of the shock and hurled
the grenade around the corner, exposing his head just enough to use the Force to guide the grenade
down the open mouth of the voxyn. The voxyn, initsturn, was spitting toxic dudge a Jacen, but Jacen
used the Force to catch the acid stuff and flung it back in the direction of the enemy warriors.

What shocked him was the number of those same warriors. It was one thing to sense diem coming; it
was another to actudly see them, and at close range. They seemed to go on forever down the tunndl.
Therewerehundreds. . .

He ducked back around the corner as the grenade took off most of the voxyn's head. Jacen knew that
even thiswas unlikely to kill the cresture, so he drew his blaster pistol with hisleft hand and began firing
around the corner again, a the voxyn and a any enemy warriors behind it.

The voxyn, blinded or mad with pain, thrashed in the corridor with amazing energy and incredible speed.
Itsflogging tail had aready brought down anumber of warriors, but as Jacen began firing, again exposing
only his hand and head, the Y uuzhan V ong gave a shout and surged forward, right over the thrashing



voxyn, some even shoving the creature ahead of them as they impaled themsalves on its poisoned spikes.
From the warriors hands came arain of thud bugs.

Jacen legpt back from the corner, parrying wildly with his lightsaber as the thud bugs soared toward him,
ether making the sharp turn or bouncing off awal and then coming on. One bug hit him on the thigh and
spun him around, and he used the Force to maintain the spin, hislightsaber agreen blur as he batted the
missiles away. He made a complete turn and then used the Force to hurl himself backward down the
tunnel while he parried with hislightsaber and fired the pistol |eft-handed to discourage the VVong from
rounding the corner.

He didn't discourage them. Thefirst half dozen went down in asprawl aongside the wounded voxyn,
but then the rest came on, along column of them, shouting their battlecry.

"Do-ro'ik vong pratte!”
From behind them somewhere came the cry of another voxyn.

Jacen fired round after round from the blaster, though he knew it would do no good. And somewherein
the Force, hefdt Jainas anguish.

"Bring theroof down,” Jainasad. "Right here.”
"How?' one of her pilots asked. "Weve got mines, not explosives.”

Jainareached out with the Force and sought out cracks and flaws in the structure of the stone overhead.
Tesar and Lowbacca joined their power to hers.

"Stand back," Jainasaid. A half-ton overhead boulder came down with asudden crash, followed by
debris and rubble. She widened the hole overhead, gouging at the rock, bringing more of it down.

Then ashriek seemed to stedl the bresath from her throat, and avoxyn was there, somehow managing to
writhe through the storm of faling rock and legp into the midst of Jaina's party. She had forgotten how
fast they were.

She managed to get aForce shidd up in time to deflect ahail of toxic spit, and leapt over thefirst lash of
thetail while she drew her lightsaber and ignited the violet blade. There was athud and a cry behind her.
Blasters flamed in the dark, confined space, and concussions dapped her ears. Lowbacca was dashing
at thething's head, the brilliance of hislightsaber reflecting off the voxyn's glittering eyes.

Thetunnel reeked of the voxyn's acid spit. Thetall lashed a second time and Jainaleapt again, then came
down dashing at thetail. Thetail parted near itsroot, and acrid blood spattered Jainas vac suiit.

And then the three Jedi were fighting side by side, lightsabers swinging in afrenzy of close combat
againg teeth and claws and poison and sheer single-minded viciousness. Whenever one of the other
pilots could get aclear shot helet fly with ablaster. Blood and acid spattered and hissed on the tunndl
wdls.

Thevoxyn didn't stop fighting until it wasliterdly cut to pieces, and the fight left Jaina exhausted, gasping
for breath and leaning againgt the wall of the shaft. She had taken only afew breaths when she heard the
howl of Vong warriors, and looked up to sec them filling the tunnel just beyond her rock barrier.



A barrage of thud bugs came over the obstruction, followed by a mob of warriors scrabbling over the
falen stone. Jainafired her blaster rifle left-handed at point-blank range while using her light-saber to dice
the thud bugsthat came at her.

"Theroof!" she gasped. "L et's get the roof down!™

She and Tesar and Lowbacca united their Force talents once more and clawed at the roof, bringing
down rubble and stones at firgt, then boulders. Blaster bolts ricocheted among the rocks, reflecting in al
directions—Jaina parried one with her violet blade. And then the roof was down with the sound of
thunder, abillowing cloud wall of dugt rolling down the mineshaft toward Jaina. She had seen &t least half
adozen Y uuzhan VVong warriors buried.

"That won't hold them long," one of her pilots said. "Those rocks won't weigh much in this gravity. And
look how they got around the blast doors."

Maybe it'll hold them long enough for me to get another idea.., Janathought.

"Pull back," she gasped. She wiped dust and swest from her face and felt afaint surprise that she had
any swedt |eft.

It was only then that she found she had casualties. Her stomach queased as she saw Twin Four
sprawled againgt the wall where the voxyn'stail had thrown him, hisvac suit punctured by a score of
poison spines. Twin Seven had been hit in the chest by athud bug and knocked sprawling. He claimed
he'd just had the wind knocked out of him, but Jainadidn't like the way his face shivered with pain when
the others stood him on hisfest.

Two carried Twin Four's body to the rear, and another two supported Twin Seven. The Jedi stayed
behind asrear guard until they reached a three-way intersection. The pilots ahead hated, and one of
them looked over his shoulder.

"Whichway, Mgor?'

Jainapulled her datapad from the pocket on her deeve and looked at it. The map seemed to swirl
before her eyes. She wastoo tired to think properly, she realized. She forced her mind to work on the
problem.

"You go left,” shesaid. "Streak and Tesar and | are going straight ahead.”

"Wait aminute!" Twin Ten, with Twin Seven'sarm around his shoulders, was indignant. "What do you
mean by splitting usup?'

"The Vong are hunting Jedi,” Jainasaid. "Y ou'll be safe if you take adetour. And well be safer if we
don't have to worry about protecting you."

And you won't die with us, shethought.
"We canfight, Mgor!" Twin Teningsted. "We can help you!"

"| appreciateit, but—"



"We haven't come thisfar with you just to let you go off and fight the Vong on your own. You made usa
team, and we're sticking together."

Jainafought back the tearsthat suddenly stung her eyes. Thiswasthefighting spirit thatshe had created,
created with the drills and painstaking labor and blood. But al this admirable resolution could do right
now was get the otherskilled unnecessarily.

She straightened and took a breath and looked a Twin Ten. "Do | have to make thisan order,
Lieutenant?' she asked.

Anger and frustration twitched across Twin Ten'sface. Then he shook hishead. "I guess not, Mgor," he
sad.

"Then get moving. I'll sec you when thisisover.”

Jainawatched for amoment as her weary pilots limped away, then dragged herself down the tunnel
shed chosen. Her mind swam with weariness.

"Gather strength from the Force," Tesar said. It was more an order than a suggestion.

Jainawastoo tired to agree verbally; shejust expanded her Force awareness and let its power drain into
her. There was alimit asto how long she could keep this up—ultimately there was no subgtitute for
nutrition and bedrest—but as the Force swam through her body, flushing every cell with energy, she
found hersdf stlanding straighter. Her step was more firm, her bresthing lesslabored. She consulted the
map in her datapad and made adecision.

"Weturn here”

Tesar and Lowie looked at the blank tunnel wallsin surprise. Lowie growled aquestion.

In answer, Jaina pointed above their heads.

An air shaft went up, connecting the tunnel to another gallery above their heads. The other two used the
Forceto help Jainarise into the shaft, and then by bracing her arms and feet against the rough sides of the
shaft she was able to chimney up six or seven metersto the g lery above, where she turned and aided

the others. The maneuver was made very easy by the light gravity. Even Lowbaccadidn't weigh any
more than fifteen kilos.

Tesar turned on hisbelt light and looked each way down the corridor. Frost glittered on the rough stone
walls. "Where now?" he asked.

"Wewait right here. We can hold this shaft forever, or at least until they find another way into this
gdlery. And then when they come, we run the other way."

Tesar seemed to find this plan acceptable and switched off hisbelt light. The three stood in thefrigid
tunnel and waited, knowing they wouldn't wait long.

Jaina closed her eyes and opened hersdlf to the Jedi meld.Uncle Luke., she sent,where are you?

L uke was wondering how to retake the moon when the New Republic didn't have any troops on hand.



They hadn't anticipated ground combat, so the only forces available were the lightly armed military police
on thelarge capita ships.

These, and the Jedi. Whom Warmaster Tsavong Lahhoped would land on thelittle moonlet. Whom he
hedinvited to land.

The New Republic forces were on the verge of engaging the small squadron the Y uuzhan Vong had left
behind to guard their ground forces. The Y uuzhan V ong would fight bravely but wouldn't last long against
the New Republic's numbers.

Luke wondered how long it had been since the odds were on hisside. It was then that he felt the query
from Jana

Thereply he sent was nonverbd, just abasic mental impression that meant,\Where are you?
Jamals response was equally nonverbd, pictures aswel as anything el se. Tunnel. Voxyn. Troops.
How many troops?Picturing numeras and enemy warriors.

Lots. Coming soon. With mentd pictures of VVong packed shoulder to shoulder in the narrow
mineshefts.

Luke verbaized his next sending.Can you get to the surface from where you are?
Negative.

He clenched histeeth. His next message was complicated, and it took him amoment to arrange his
thoughts.Would it be possible to get a starfighter down Ebag's central shaft?

In Jainasreply, Luke sensed aweary amusement at the sheer audacity of theidea, flying an X-wing
down the shaft and blagting hosts of Y uuzhan V ong from their perches.

In response was a picture of the shaft, which showed it wide enough; but then Jaina sent another picture
of the shaft head, with its heavy ore-hoisting equipment that would have to be gotten out of the way.

Stll, it was the best plan Luke had come up with.
We're coming for you, he sent. Just wait.

Again Luke sensed amusement, tinged thistime with bitterness. Asif Jainahad said,Like | have a
choice.

Through the meld, Luke told the other Jedi to prepare for alanding on Ebag 9, and afight against
overwhelming numbers.

Thefirst voxyn that Tsavong Lah sent up the verticd shaft came down in pieces, and was followed by a
grenade. A dozen brave warriors who tried to chimney up the shaft were killed by blaster fire before they
got more than afew meters, and another grenade dropped down and killed adozen more.

Thiswould delay things only alittle. "Send for the grutchyna,”" the warmaster ordered.



Hewouldn't send any more brave warriors up that sheft. Instead held dig away the floor from beneath
theinfidels feet.

"Blood Sacrificereports they have engaged the enemy,” one of his subdterns reported. "They will delay
theinfidels arrival aslong aspossible”

"Tell thefleet that the gods will sdlutetheir courage.” He turned to another subaltern. "How isthe search
for Jacen Solo?!

"No change, Warmaster. He flees, but our forces are keeping him in sght. He—-"

"Warmadter!" The subatern with the oggzil interrupted. "A communication for you!™

Tsavong Lah took the oggzil from the subaltern. *Who wishes to speak to me?* he demanded.

"Can you not guess, Warmaster?'

At the sound of the voice Tsavong Lah's heart began to rage within hischest. "Vergerel” hesaidiin
surprise, and then he forced amusement into hisvoice. "Have you called to beg for the lives of the Solo
twins?'

"No. | have cometo join your Jedi hunt, if you'l let me."

The warmaster laughed. ™Y ou're amiserable traitor, and very clever, but you are not aJeedai”

"But lam a Jedi. Areal Jedi, not one of these imitations you've been fighting. Haven't you worked that
out by now?" Smug pleasure oozed from Vergeréswords. "I lived dlongside you for fifty years without
detection, and then | betrayed you. I'm surprised the Supreme Overlord alowed you to live after | made

you look soridiculous.”

Fury gripped Tsavong Lah by the throat. "Come to Ebag Nine!" he shouted. "Come to the sacrifice of
the Solo twind"

"If youll let me"

"I'll ingtruct the shipsto let you by." He threw the oggzil back to his subordinate. "Seetoiit!"
"Immediatdy, Warmagter."

The packed warriors surged aside asthe first of the two grutchyna arrived, haf floating in the low

gravity. "Ah," he said to the trainers, and pointed at the roof. "Begin there!" Then he turned to the nearest
group of Yuuzhan VVong. "Up the shaft, warriors!" he ordered. "Keep theJeedai busy whilewedig.”

Thethree Jedi stood in the dark, illuminated only by their light-sabers. Jaina had just begun to think that
the Y uuzhan V ong had been too inactive for too long, when the floor reverberated to an impact, and
from below there was a crash of faling rock.

"Vong! " Tesar said, and leaned out to fire into the shaft as warriors began to scramble up. Razor bugs
shot up in auseless attempt at providing a covering attack, and Lowbaccaand Jainadiced them



effortlessy with ther lightsabers.
Thefloor rocked to another shattering blow. Jaina could hear rock cracking.
Drop agrenade, she thought, and run.

Run until they caught her. And then fight until she couldn't fight any longer.

Jacen had decided he might aswell make his stand. The mine-shafts branched and narrowed, branched
and narrowed, and when the roof got less than two meters high he realized he was out of choices. When
the tunnels were so small he could only crouch, then the voxyn would have too great an advantage.

He made aturn into a branding tunndl and readied hislightsaber and blaster. Hed save hislast grenade
for the next voxyn.

The enemy warriors hurled themsalves down the tunnel and Jacen fired on them. Thud bugs and blorash
jely flew at him; he ducked some and cut at others. He was strangely calm.

Thiswasnt thefirg time he had made amistake. And dying was nothing new, either.

It was the thought of Jainathat brought despair. He had failed to help her; and through the Force and
their twin bond he felt her own hopelessness.

The Y uuzhan Vong kept coming, dozens of them lunging, charging, hurling thud bugs., spitting poison
from the heads of their amphistaffs. Jacen's blaster was running out of charges. Hislightsaber wasa
brilliant green blur asit parried and dashed. Pace by pace., he stepped back into the narrowing shaft.

Jacen felt rage building in him, ared fury that was his response to his own despair. The blaster hummed
empty and he threw it at the warrior. And then he remembered the power he could call upon, the power
fueled by the kind of despair and anger he felt now and had felt before, and he hurled it a the warrior,
the brilliant emerad fire that |anced from hisfingertips.

The Forcelightning threw thefirst rank of Y uuzhan Vong back into their comrades, and in the confusion
Jacen launched another blaze of fire. He hadn't killed them—the murderous form of lightning was adark
s de weagpon—but they wouldn't be waking for along time.

"Young Jedi."

Jacen looked around, and somehow wasn't surprised to find Vergere standing there. "Hello," he said,
and fired another Szzling blast a the Y uuzhan VVong.

Vergere looked up at him, her tilted eyes glittering and wise. "Y ou're about to lose your air,” she said.

"Vergere" the subatern cried, his voice ringing high above the sound of the grutchyna bringing down
stone.

Tsavong Lah swung at the subaltern. "What of her?" Impatiently. "lsn't she coming?!

"She comes! But she isn't slowing down!"



The A-wing that Vergere stole fromRalroosts fighter bays impacted Ebag 9's main shaft head traveling
at thirty-five thousand kilometers per hour. The starfighter's wegpons had been scavenged for use
elsawhere, but weapons were scarcely necessary. The impact vaporized the heavy girders and machinery
at the shaft head, and the sarfighter's power plant and the two huge Novaldex enginesturned into a
fast-moving bdl of plasmathat swept the length of Ebag 9's centra shaft and blew out the other Side, a
brilliant volcanic eruption that blinded any holocams that happened to be turned in that direction.

Asthe superheated ion storm rampaged through the moonlet it flashed into any open side corridors, and
to alesser degree any corridors branching off these, but Jaina and Jacen were too deep into the galleries
to be directly affected.

What happened in their galleries was an enormous, eardrum-punishing buffet of pressure and hest,
followed by afurious dust and windstorm that lasted mere seconds—after which the air was smply gone.
Thehurtling ball of plasma pushed ahuge pressure wave ahead of it, and carried an underpressure
behind, drawing air out of all the gdleries. In addition, the storm of heat and pressure had set the moon
on fire. Even metd will burnif it's hot enough and there's enough oxygen to keep the firesgoing. Thefires
st by the A-wing'sion fury were hot enough and powerful enough to suck every bit of oxygen out of the
tunnelswithin seconds.

The Y uuzhan Vong had come prepared for decompression—it was an obvious defense strategy, after
al. All of them carried ooglith cloakers that would enable them to survive without air.

But they had expected more warning. Even if the New Republic engineers had blown the shaft head and
exposed it to the vacuum of space, it would have taken many minutesfor al the great volume of air to
evacuate the tunndls, and the warriors would have had dl that time from the first decompression warning
to safely don their cloakers.

Those who survived the great wave of heat and radiation experienced at first the brutal overpressure of
the impact, followed by adusty, disorienting, hurricandike wind asthe air was sucked behind the racing
plasmabal and into thefires of the centra core.

The oxygen was gone within two or three seconds of the impact. Thefew Y uuzhan VVong who redlized
what had just happened were caught in a pack of their cohorts, disoriented and unable to communicatein
the sudden absence of air. Many experienced syncope and passed out at once. Any who tried to hold
their breath died of embolism astheir lungs frothed and exploded. In order to survive, any individua
warrior would have had to claw his cloaker free and don it amid ascrambling, staggering, faling crowd
of hisfdlows, many of whom would have tried to snatch the cloaker from himin order to don it
themsdves

The three surviving voxyns and the grutchyna had no ooglith cloakersto wear, and they panicked inthe
absence of air and thrashed madly. Many Y uuzhan VVong were crushed or poisoned, dashed or bitten by
the dying animds, including their handlers.

Within twenty seconds, dl the' Y uuzhan Vong had passed out. Within minutes, they were dead.

Asdegthsin battle go, these were comparatively merciful.

Thefirst blast of heat and pressure knocked Jaina from the shaft, staggered with vertigo from the double



dap to her ears. "Depressurization!” she caled, her mind whirling.

With one quick movement she dapped her faceplate closed. The air around her howled, ascreaming

hurricane that threatened to drag her into the shaft, but within three seconds thiswas diminished to
nothing.

By the time she had fully secured her pressure helmet the air was gone.

About time, she thought. She could have done with engineers blowing the shaft head alot earlier.
Tesar sood closest to the shaft, able to use histall to brace himsalf againgt the shaft walls and avoid
being knocked about by the storm. Jaina gestured at him to take a glance down the shaft and seeiif the
enemy were moving.

Tesar looked, then stepped back, one hand gesturing at Jainato stay where she was.
Jainaunderstood. Whatever was happening in the lower galery, it was something she didn't want to
watch.

Jacen watched the Y uuzhan VVong die. He had no helmet, but thanksto Vergere's warning he was able

to preservetheair in hisimmediate area with the Force, forming a sedl across the tunnel opening ahead of
him.

The Y uuzhan Vong fdl in graceful silence, one by one, drop-

ping dowly inthelight gravity like the petals of some absurdly menacing flower.

"I wish | could help them," Jacen said.

"Thereis nothing more usdless than an impossible wish." Vergere was severe.

Heturned to her. "You did this, didn't you?'

Vergere'swhiskers twitched with distaste. "It was necessary that you be liberated from your choices.”
Jacen sighed. "My choices weren't very good, were they?”

"Y ou chose with your heart. And you achieved your object, did you not? Y our sgter lives." She looked
at him solemnly. "And | achieved my object aswell. Y ou are free to pursue your destiny."

Truth struck Jacen. He looked at VVergere in shock.
"l just redlized," he said. "Y ou're dead, aren't you?"

TheBlood Sacrifice blew at the same moment the fireball blossomed from Ebag's far side, and Luke
was staggered by the double explosion.

He sought the Force-meld, searching for the Jedi trapped on the moon, but it was some time before their
presence returned to the meld. They had been very busy.



What happened?he demanded.

Depressurization. A picture of wind whirling out of the tunnd, followed by another picture of enemy
dead.

Jaina? Tesar?Sending pictures.

Lukereceived picturesin return—Jainaand Tesar, hale and well, beneath the blue skies of some green
planet.

And Jacen'?

Jaind's excited presence interrupted. Jacen? He's here?

Yes.Jacen's presence in the meld was calm.With Vergere. She's saved us.

Vergere,thought Luke. His reaction was strong enough to send his complex fedingsinto the
Force-meld, and he felt the others react. L uke quickly dampened his contact with the meld. There were
secrets he didn't want al Jedi to know.

Was Vergere with the Yuuzhan Vong?The complex ideatook sometimefor Luketo formulate. If the
answer to his question was yes, the Y uuzhan Vong knew of the Alpha Red weapon and thiswhole
victory might be pointless.

No.Vergere's astringent persondity flowed into the meld from wherever she had been conceding hersdf,
and spoke with extraordinary clarity. /have been hiding among the New Republic forces. | stole a
fighter and dived it into the moon to destroy the enemy.

Luke absorbed the implications of this.You gave your life to save the others.

Vergere's response was the answer she had given all dong.It was necessary.

Luke hestated. Battle was ill raging, and people were dtill dying.

Hold on,hetried to send.We'll get you out as soon as we can. And to the rest of the Jedi, he sent an
strong suggestion not to mention Vergere to anyone. There are reasons.

He shifted his mind to the battle. The Y uuzhan V ong had fought with their usual tremendous courage, but
such courage hadn't served them well—it had become atrap, as Ackbar had foreseen. Their formation
was broken, their ships &fire, their crews dying. The New Republic forces were finishing them off.

Lukelooked at Garm Bd 1blis, saw the man's knifdike profile gazing intently at the baitle display.

"Can we cdl on them to surrender?’ he asked.

Bd Ibliswas surprised. "Why? They'll fight on. They dwaysdo.”

"Becauseit will make usfed better to know that we offered. That we did al we could to preservelife.”

Bd Iblis congdered thisfor amoment as he tugged hislong white mustache, then nodded. "Very well,"



hesad.
The offer to accept the enemy's surrender was made repestedly from that moment.

The Y uuzhan VVong did not answer, and died.

Jacen gtood in the narrow mine gallery so that he wouldn't lose body heat by sitting or leaning on the
cold stone. He was practicing Tapas, the art of keeping warm in acold environment, but he wasfinding it
difficult to concentrate on this and on maintaining the Force shidd that retained hisair, and so hewas
beginning to shiver.

"l got you killed," hesaid.

Vergeretilted her chin. "Dying wasmy decision, young Jedi. Not yours.”

"But," Jacen reasoned, "I created the Situation that led to your making that decision.”

"In that case, you may rejoice in the fact that your Sster isdive." Vergere shook her head. "Both of us
could not live. The situation would not permit that. The choice was between the young and promising, as
againg the wise and superannuated. And given that choice'—she sghed—"nature dways chooses the
young." She sighed again. "'l choseto bow to the will of nature. My time ended forty years ago. Now at
lagt | will join my Master, and my old comrades.”

Tears stung Jacen's eyes. "'l wish it had worked out differently.”

Again Vergerelooked severe. "What did | say about impossible wishes?

Jacen hugged himsdlf, and rubbed his upper armsfor warmth. His teeth chattered.

"Can you hep me stay warm?' he asked.

Amusement glittered in Vergerés eyes. "My abilitiesin this state are necessarily limited. | suggest you

cal uponyour other friends."

Marafelt the tension go out of her as Sen Sow ddivered hisreport from Bel Iblissflagship. "Master
Skywalker reportsthat al the Jedi trapped on the moon have survived. In fact, no Jedi casudties have
been reported at dl."

Sow looked as pleased as his heavy-jowled face permitted. His step was lighter, and his button eyes
glittered. He turned to Ackbar.

"Your plan was brilliant, gr," he said. "1t worked perfectly.”
Ackbar made an agitated movement of his hands. "I should have foreseen the occupation of Ebag.” His
wordswere durred, and his skin had turned gray. "'l should have inssted on ground troops defending that

maoon.

The Supreme Commander wasn't about to let second thoughts spoil hisvictory. "It dl worked out for
the best!" Sow said. He gestured at the holo representation of Ebag's system. "L ook, sir! No surviving



enemy craft—the board's nothing but blue!™
Ackbar'swhiskered chin fell on hischest. "I should haveforeseenit,” he mumbled.
Winter looked a Mara. "We should get Ackbar home. Will you help me?’

Mara and Winter each took one of Ackbar's arms and helped him rise. Asthey made their way out of
the command center, Ayddar Nylykerkaran up to Mara.

"Now we can roll up their spy networks!" he said. "The Vong will never believe any of these networks

"I've been thinking about that," Marasaid. "Maybe we should let one of them stay in place.”
Nylykerka cocked his head. "Redly?" he said. "Can you explain your reasoning?'

"If weroll up two of the networks and leave the third done, that will give the third more credence.”
"Hmm. Very intriguing.”

Mara and Nylykerka debated the matter al the way to the shuttle gate.

Luke was eager to mount arescue mission immediately, but the central shaft of Ebag 9 wastoo hot and
too radioactive for living beingsto enter. Droids were sent instead, bringing food, water, heaters,
bedding, and vacuumproof tentsin which the survivors could live while waiting for the moon to cool
down. Cybot load-lifters were used, on the theory that their unsophisticated brains would be less subject
to being scrambled by radiation. MD-series medica droids were sent in aswell. One of them froze
partway in, dagged by radiation, but the others got through intact.

Jacen was found keeping warm with energy sent to him by the Jedi meld. He set up the tent, ballooned it
with air, set up the heater, and consumed several warm drinks. The medica droid pronounced him well.

Theloadliftersfound Jainaas well, but were unable to ascend the vertica shaft to her hiding place. She,
Tesar, and Lowbacca dropped easly through the shaft, and for the first time, in the load-lifters powerful
lights, Jainasaw the piles of Y uuzhan Vong corpses that choked the tunnel. She turned away and hoped
shewouldn't be sick in her vac suit.

The MD droid's voice came through the headset of Jainas vac suit. "1 would like to examine you. And
your companions.”

"Wereadl right,” Jainaanswered.If | don't throw up. "I have awounded pilot whom you should see
first. Walk back the way you came, and take thefirst |eft facing out. Keep hailing on these frequencies
and they should answer.”

"Veywdl."

"Take one of the loadlifterswith you. They'll need suppliesaswell. And there's abody that will haveto
be taken out.” Maybe thousands of bodies.

The MD droid turned to go.



Then Jainawas surprised to see the droid's head fly off and strike the mineshaft wall.

Tsavong Lah passed out seconds after the tunnel was depressurized, and had survived only because his
aidesfought off the other Y uuzhan V ong who would have trampled him just long enough for one of them
to deploy the gnullith that fed him air, and the ooglith cloaker that masked him against vacuum and cold.

When the warmaster woke, with the gnullith's tube down his throat, he was buried under an insulating
pile of Y uuzhan Vong dead, mostly hisown subalterns. At first despair consumed him, the knowledge
that he had failed utterly, that hisfleet had been broken and forced to flee, and even his personal revenge
againg the Jedi twins had come to nothing. He considered tearing the gnullith from hisface and dying
along with the brave warriors he had led to destruction.

But then he recalled that Jainaand her comrades were near. If they had moved while he was
unconscious, then hisrevenge would still be thwarted, but there had been noreason for them to move—
Jainawas till probably at the head of the vertical shaft just overhead. Animated by sudden hope, he
clutched his baton of rank and worked hisway to the top of the pile of corpses, where he gathered a
stock of wegpons. His baton and the amphistaffswere dll dead, but had frozen into useful positions. Thud
and razor bugs were no more than rocks. But the blorash jelly was in suspended animation and would
livelong enough when triggered to do what he intended. When Tsavong Lah had prepared hisarsend, he
returned to the corpses, draping enough arms and legs over himsdlf to remain inconspicuous.

It was apity that it wouldn't be Jacen Solo he confronted at the end. But he comforted himsdlf with the
thought that to kill Jainawould be to hurt Jacen—to give him alifelong sorrow that might be more
damaging than if Jacen himsdf werekilled.

Cold triumph sang through his nerves as he began to detect the powerful lights of the loadlifters
approaching down the tunnd. He narrowed his eyes, keegping hisfocus on the vertical shaft just afew
meters over hishead.

Soon he would strike, and take his vengeance.

Jainatwisted as she drew her lightsaber, intending to spin away from any attacker, but her feet had
somehow gotten stuck to the mineshaft floor, and instead of spinning she sprawled to one side— luckily,
because at that moment Tsavong Lah hurled his baton of rank like a spear.

The baton missed Jaina entirely and impaed Lowbacca, piercing him clean through the shoulder. The
Wookiee roared and wobbled—like Jaina, blorash jelly had pinned him to the floor— and hefdll into
Tesar, who wasin the act of drawing his blaster.

Littlejetsof air began to spurt from Lowbacca's wounds, crystallizing immediately in the vacuum and
drifting to the floor as glittering snow.

Haf deafened by the Wookiee roar she heard over her headset, Jaina hauled hersalf upright, aided by
muscle and low gravity, her lightsaber glowing a soft violet off the cavern walls. Tsavong Lah seized an
amphistaff from the weapons he'd strewn nearby and dashed the weapon at Jaina's head.

Jainawas frozen to the floor by blorash jdly, and Tsavong Lah was behind her. Her helmet cut oft” her
periphera vison, and the only way she knew she was being attacked was that she saw Tsavong Lah's



madly dancing shadow cast by the powerful lights of the load-lifters. She dropped the point of her
lightsaber behind her back to guard against Tsavong Lah's swing, and the impact amost wrenched her
arm out of its socket.

Her heart thundered in her cars. Shetwisted asfar to her right as possible in order to see her attacker
and managed to parry the next furious series of strikes. Tsavong Lah shifted to her left, and Jainatwisted
toward him and swung her lightsaber in asweeping parry from high to low to catch any possible strike.
Again the impact was massive, and nearly tore the wegpon from her grasp. The warrior kept chopping at
her, the amphistaff held in both hands, and she parried furioudy. She had no chance to counterattack,
and the impacts were numbing her arm. I1f something didn't happen soon, her weapon would be knocked
from her hand.

Thefight in the vacuum was in utter sllence. Jainacould hear only her own rasping breath and the
throbbing of her heart, and then the silence was broken, over the comm, by Lowbaccas bellow as Tesar
yanked the baton out of his shoulder.

"Itz Tsavong Lah!" Jainawas startled by Tesar's words coming through her helmet phones. The
warmaster's face was well known in the New Republic.

"Shoot him!" Jaina said. She didn't much care who he was; she only wanted him dead and her friends
safe.

Tesar obliged by firing a the warmaster, the brilliant blaster bolts glancing off the rock walls, but the
Y uuzhan Vong danced to Jainas right again to put Jaina between himsdlf and Tesar's blaster.

"Thisone must patch up Lowiel” Tesar said. "Hezlosng air! Y ou've got to hold off the Vong!"

"Thanks," Jainamuttered. She twisted to the right again, turning the movement into a cut. She chopped a
chunk oat of the frozen amphistaff, and Tsavong Lah stepped out of range to pick up another weapon.
When he came on again he lunged rather than dashed, and Jainawas ableto dide her blade into a
circular parry and bind. But in her twisted position she lacked the leverage of wrist and arm to force the
disarm that followed the bind; instead her blade grated on the amphistaff and locked.

Only ameter away she could see Tsavong Lah's sllent snarl of triumph. He kicked and drove his hed
into Jainasthigh.

An overwheming jolt of pain shot through her thigh and knee. With acry shelost her grip on her
lightsaber and pitched forward.

In front of her Lowbacca crouched before Tesar, both nailed to the ground by blorash jelly. Lowie's
hand pressed on his shoulder, trying to hold in hisair, while Tesar worked frantically to apply a patch to
the wound on the Wookiee's back.

Jainasnatched Lowi€'s lightsaber from hisbelt and triggered it as she pulled herself to her feet. Tsavong
Lah had cleared Jaina's lightsaber from his weapon and lunged forward again, and his eyeswidened in
surprise as Jaina dashed two clawed toes from the radank leg he had implanted asan arm.

The warmaster stepped back as dark blood oozed from the wound and fell with agraceful lack of haste
to thefloor. Jainakept the lightsaber on guard, pointed at hisface. He glared at her, red murder glowing
inhiseyes.



"How's Streak?" she asked.
"He'z passed out. This one has patched the exit wound, but the wound at the front iz still venting.”
Jainawatched Tsavong Lah take agrip on hisweapon and dig hisfeet into the ground.
"Hurry," shesaid, "I think | just made him mad.”
Tsavong Lah charged, the amphigtaff ablur. He attacked to Jainasright side, drawing her lightsaber out
of line, then shifted to avicious overhead cut coming in from the left. Jainamanaged to block in time, but
theimpact bent her far over, the air going from her lungsin awhuff. Her head low, she could sec the soft
violet radiance of her own lightsaber lying on the floor past the war-master's legs.

She diced madly a the amphigtaff as she straightened again, engaging the furious warrior in along series
of attacks and parries.

And then Jaina reached out with the force, picked up her lightsaber from the ground behind Tsavong
Lah, and drove the violet blade point-first through his throat.

The warmaster fell. Jaina didn't spare him another glance, but turned to Tesar and Lowbacca. Tesar was
just finishing the patch on the front of Lowi€'s vac suit. She could see the suit begin to reinflate, the
Wookieg's muzzle snarling open as he drew in abreath.

Tesar looked up a her. "The suit is patched. But the shoulder isnot.”

"Force-meld," Jainagasped. "Tdl Uncle L uke we need another MD droid. And blood to replace what
Lowieslog."

"That iswise"

Tesar sraightened, then looked down at hisfeet. He tried to move one foot, and the blorash jelly
shattered likefine glass.

Apparently it didn't ded with vacuum well.

"*Nowwe can move," Jainasad. "Greet timing, asusud.”

Chapter 27

Five days after the Battle of Ebaq, Luke Skywalker met with Gal Omas. Cal had spent the weeks prior
to the battle in isolation on the Super Star Destroyer Guardian, cruising safely between the stars. Now
Guardian had joined Krefey's fleet at Kashyyyk.

"My heart wasin my mouth,” Ca said. "l was Sitting there watching the battle and—I wanted todo
something. | wanted to give an order!”

"Thank you for your restraint.” Luke smiled. "That's been one of our problems—too many voices giving
orders.

"Dont | know it." Gd frowned. "Will you sit?"



The Star Destroyer possessed an admird'slounge that seemed half the sSize of ahoverball fidd, filled
with tasteful furniture and scented by the blossoms the ship's gardener cultivated and set in beautiful
Vases.

Cad and Luke sat in plush armchairs, and Gal rang for asteward to bring drinks.

"I've been thinking about the government and how to fix it," Cal said. "The war's sense of urgency has
resulted in unity right now, but once the Senate decides we're going to win, they're going to want to figure
out how to get their hands on the spails.”

Luke nodded. "What's your solution?"

" Persuade the worlds to elect more responsible Senators?' Cal suggested weekly, and then laughed at
his own absurdity.

"Y ou've got other ideas.”

Ca nodded. "Confine the Senate to its proper sphere, for one thing. 1t should legidate and supervise, not
try to run the adminigtration from day to day. A truly independent judiciary would curb their more
ambitious maneuvers. A new federaism that properly defines the boundaries between the Senate and the
regimes on the various planets.”

"You'retaking anew conditution."

Cd gave atight-lipped little smile. "I'm even thinking of names. federd Gaactic Republic. Gaactic
Federation of Free Alliances." Hefrowned. "Do you think it's possble?"

"I think aChief of State who'sjust won awar againgt an implacable enemy might have alot of currency
with the Senate and the people.”

Cd'ssmilefaded. "Guess|'d better get busy and winit, then.”

Which brought them to the point of the meeting. Luke looked a Cd and said, "Win it with AlphaRed?’

Cd'slook turned grim. "No," he said. "Not now. It'salast resort only."

Luke nodded. "Thank you, Sir."

L uke was able to assure Jacen that Alpha Red had been put on hold as soon as he and his nephew
could find time to be alone. Jacen had been rescued mere hours after the end of the battle, but he had
spent the intervening time with his parents, and Luke had been too busy to question him.

Now Jacen had returned to his quarters onRalroost, aship filled with the sound of clattering pneumatic
cutters and hissing welders, al busy repairing battle damage. Jacen seemed rested and fit—he had put on
weight since his escape from the Y uuzhan VVong, and his eyes were bright and his short beard neetly
trimmed.

"But AlphaRed will till exigt," Jacen said. He had courteoudy given Luke hisonly chair and sat
cross-legged on his narrow bunk.



"We can't put the knowledge back initsbox," Luke said.

Jacen shook hishead, frowned down at the floor. "I nsufficient experience of depravity,” he murmured.
"Beg pardon?"

Jacen glanced up. "Something Vergere once said. Implying that | had much to learn.”

"Vergere" Luke sad, "thought knowledge was the answer to everything.”

"Was shewrong?'

Luke considered the question. "1 value compassion over knowledge,” he said. "But | hope never to have
to choose between the two.”

"I chose compassion aswell," Jacen said. "Compassion for Jaina over the knowledge that my attempt to
rescue her was amost certainly usdess”

Luke listened carefully to Jacen'stone for ahint of bitterness. He didn't hear it. Jacen seemed to have
accepted what had happened, accepted it somehow and dedlt withiit.

He reflected that Jacen was remarkable in his capacity for acceptance.

"And then Vergere chose compassion aswell," Jacen went on. "Compassion for me. And she gave her
lifefor mine"

" She thought your life wasworth saving,” Lukesaid. "And sodoI."

Jacen looked up sharply. "1 hope you won't have to sacrifice yourself for me," he said.
Luke smiled. "Let'sjust say that'sanother choice | hope never to have to make."
Jacen looked away. "Vergere said the old must give way to the new."

"Y ou're the future of the Jedi order,” Luke said. ™Y ou and Jainaand Tahiri and the others. Inmy time, |
must make way for you aswell."

Jacen looked thoughtful. "In your time. . ." he said. He scratched his brown beard, then looked in
annoyance at his hand and returned it to hislap. He looked at Luke. "Do you think it's possible that the
issues of thiswar are completely different from— fromyour war, from thewar againgt the Empire?”

"How do you mean?"

A repair crew of droids clattered by outside the door, and Jacen waited for their sound to fade before
continuing. ™Y our war was about light and dark. Y ou and my mom versusVader and the Emperor. But
this war—" He hesitated. "For al the evil they do, the enemy aren't dark, exactly—the enemy are
outside the Force entirely. So to fight them we need to ... tomake the Force bigger. Bigger thanlight
and dark, bigger than human and Y uuzhan VVong . . ." He shook his head, then gave alaugh. "I'm talking
nonsense, aren't ’Make the Force bigger. The Forceisalready dl living things"



"Perhapsit's not the Force that needsto be bigger,” Luke said. "Maybe what needs to be bigger are our
ideas about the Force."

Jacen made asif to laugh again, then stopped. His face turned serious. "Bigger ideas about the Force.
How do we manage that?"

Luke rose from the chair, and on hisway out of the cabin put his hand on Jacen's shoulder. "If anyone
candoit, Jacen," hesad, "it would be you."

Jainaleft Ebaq 9 eight days after the battle. The interior of the moon was till hot, but she was saved
from theradiation by being carried by aloadlifter in alead-lined container box.

Sheinssted on being the last one out. She had reunited after the battle with the pilots she'd sent avay
down the side passage, and they'd spent the week in their oxygen tents.

In the tents there had been nothing to do but talk, play sabacc, and deep. Occasiondly the MD droid
changed L owbacca's bacta patches. Jainarebelled at first against this unstructured life—she was used to
long days of drill, study, and instruction. She wanted todo something.

But no meaningful work was possible, and eventualy the tension began to ebb and she began to relax.
Shejoined the other Jedi in meditation, at first to help Lowie hedl, and then because it became her only
connection to the universe that lay beyond the tents. Through the Force and the Jedi meld, she bade
farewell to her friends asthey left Ebag's sysem—Krefey's fleet had been recalled to the defense of
Kashyyyk, and Bd Iblisreturned to Fondor. Soon the only friendly force remaining in the system wasthe
Smugglers Alliance squadron led by her father, the squadron that had lost half its ships turning the enemy
squadron from her.

From her. So many had died to keep her safe. Her father's friends, Vae and three other Twin Suns
pilots, Vergere. . . Shedidn't know how to think about them now.

And so0 she meditated, and dowly relaxed, and opened herself to the universe. Toitsgloriesand
pleasures, and its griefs and sorrows as well. Sometimes, when she was laughing with the others, shefelt
awave of heartache strike her, and she had to turn away, gulping tears.

There were so many to mourn. A whole war'sworth.

Thefind indignity came when shewas carried out in the lead-lined box, like a package to be ddivered
to her friends. When she emerged, she was in theMillennium Falcon's cargo bay, and the room was
filled with applause.

Thelight dazzled her eyes. She stepped out of the box and wrestled the vac suit helmet off her head.
Standing before her were her parents, Jacen, the eight surviving Twin Suns pilots, Kyp Durron, and old
friendslike Talon Karrde, Booster Terrik, and Lando Calrissian.

They dl seemed inexpressibly dear to her. Jainawent along the room and embraced them one by one.
As she touched Jacen she felt the twin bond roaring in her head, the memories and comradeship and love
al anging in her heart like achorus of concern.

Her father, himself blinking back tears, reached into a pocket and held out apair of gleaming inagnia
"Admira Krefey's decided to promote you," he said. "Congratulations, Lieutenant Colond!"



"Thank you." She focused on theinggniaHan wore on hiscivilian vest, and snapped him asdute.
"Thank you, Generd!"

Han returned the sal ute with a shamefaced grin. Then Jainaturned to her mother, who stood by Han's
sde with her arms open, and Jainathrew hersdlf at Leiaand buried her face in her mother's neck.

Thisisgoing to be really bad for discipline,shethought.
Leiastroked her hair. "Will you take avacationnow? she demanded.

Jainalaughed, but the tears burned in her eyes. ™Y ou know what?' she mumbled. *Being the Sword of
the Jedi redly stinks”

His body twitched to remembered pain. Images of needles and knifelike claws floated through his mind.
He remembered the shriek of severed nerves, the grind of bone against bone, the way blood oozed
dowly from awound.

He shivered. Why had this happened? Why? He had never harmed anyone.

He opened his eyes at a sound, and there before him was the withered one, a sneer drawn across his
crooked dash of amouith.

"Y our guests have arrived, Supreme One.”

At the words Shimrrafelt his power flow into him, his mgesty and command and presence. He sat on
his spiked throne in the Hall of Confluence with itswhite bone pillars, and his subjects waited outside the
huge doors—he coulddetect them there, fed the subdued fluttering of their busy minds.

Shimrralooked at the disfigured being before him.Onimi. "L et the doors open,” he said.

The four doors trembled open, and the four castes and their leaders entered and filed in silence to their
places. Onimi sat on the lowest step of Shimrras dais and adopted a sullen expression.

Shimrra could sense the deep foreboding in hisinferiors, the sense that the great defeat at Ebaq had
been adisagter from which the Y uuzhan Vong might not recover. Cowar ds, he thought. These fools must
be strengthened.

He rose massively from histhrone, stood before them in the flayed skin of Steng. He sent his presence
out among hislisteners and began to work on their emotions, to drive them into afrenzy.

"The godstest their servantsl™ he shouted. "They have permitted enemy treachery’ to betray one of our
flegtd"

One of thewarriorsflung himsdf to the ground. " Command us, Supreme Onel™
"We must thank the gods for this chance to test our purity and resolvel™ Shimrraroared. "L et the

sacrifices be doubled! Let heretics be sought and punished! Let prayersrise to the gods from every
temple”



"So shdl it be!"™ High Priest Jakan was on hisfeet, shaking afis.

"L et thewarriors redouble their vigilance! Any step backward isabetrayd! Let the commanders plan
new offensives and new victories! Let them spill the blood of theinfideld™

Thewarriors bayed their gpprovd, raising their amphistaffs.

"Thetraitor Nom Anor must be found!" Shimrraproclaimed. "Let him be daughtered and his bones
ground to powder!"

Afterward, after hisaudiencefiled out, Shimrracollapsed onto histhrone. Onimi rose from his crouch
and gave asneering look at the far end of the hall.

"Fools," hesaid. "But what choiceisthere but to use them?”’
Shimrramade no reply. His eyeswere closed.

Onimi's voice was thoughtful. "We began thiswar, and now we must fight on and hope for the best." He
gavealittle shiver. "Y ou've betrayed and used the gods—perhaps they now betray you in return.”

Shimrrasaid nothing.

"Yet Nen Yim may yet fill the eighth cortex,” Onimi mused. " She needstime. Perhaps her resources
should beincreased.”

Shimrraremained slent, historn nogtrils flaring with each massive breeth. Onimi cocked hisswallen,
misshapen head. "Do you not find it amusing, Supreme One?' he said. "We gambled and lost. And now
we must double the stakes and gamble again, with the odds against us even greater than before. Isthat
not cause for laughter, Lord Shimrra?"'

Onimi threw his head back and laughed, afull-throated shriek of amusement that rang from the room's
high caling.

Shimrradrew in air and laughed, a huge deep booming that rattled histhrone's coral spikes.

Their laughter redoubled, treble and bass, twining among the chitin walls, the bone pillars, the arching
roof. Theroom built like the mouth of agreat carnivorous beast, a beast that devoursal who enter.
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