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Asthe bestselling New Jedi Order series
approachesits epic climax, the secrets

of the Y uuzhan Vong - who they are,
where they came from, what terrible
forcesdrive them - are at last exposed.
But will thisknowledge aid the Jedii...

or doom them?

PROLOGUE

Three kilometers beneath the surface of Y uuzhan'tar-the world once known
as Coruscant-the sound of chanting drifted up a shaft nearly aswide asit was
deep, the melan-choly strains yearning toward the few distant stars that could
be seen from the bottom. In the pale blue light of lumen reeds, the faces of

the chanters appeared ravaged, their bodies misshapen.

These were the Shamed Ones of the Y uuzhan Vong, and they chanted to their
Prophet.

Nom Anor fdt hisbilerise a the sght. Even after all thistime asthe
"Prophet,” it was difficult to shake thelong years of contempt he had held

for them.

But they were his hope, now. They were hisarmy. Once, not long ago, he
had dared to dream that with them behind him he could pull Shimrra-Supreme
Overlord of the Y uu-zhan Vong-from his polyp throne, cast him into the pits,
and assume his place.

But there had been setbacks. His eyes and ears within Shimrra's palace

had been uncovered and killed. More of hisfollowers were discovered every
day, and fewer answered the call.

Their faith was wavering, and it wastimeto give it back to them.

"Hear me!" he called, hisvoice soaring above the Prayer of Redemption.
"Hear the voice of prophecy!”
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The chanting subsided, and an eager silence descended.

"I havefagted," he said. "'l have meditated. Last night | sat here,

beneath the stars, waiting for | knew not what. And in the darkest hours, a

great light fell about me, acleanang light, the light of redemption. |

looked up and there, where the stars gaze down upon us, was an orb-aworld, a
planet in the skies above us. Its beauty made me tremble, and its power

pressed down on me. | felt love and terror at once. And then those emotions
subsided, and | felt-belonging. | knew that the planet itself was dive, wel-



coming me. It isthe planet of the source, the planet of the Jeedai their

secret temple and fount of their knowledge and wisdom-and | saw us, the
Shamed, waking with the Jeeda upon its surface, one with them, one with the
planet.”

He dropped histone from singsong to anear growl.

"And inthe distance, | heard Shimrraswail of despair, for he knows

this planet-thisliving planet-is our salvation and his doom. And he knowsit

will comefor him, one day, becauseit will comefor us"

He lowered his hands, and for amoment the silence pre-vailed. Thena

great roar went up, keen and joyful, and Nom Anor heard what he most wanted to
hear-the sound of hope, the cry of the zealot-hisname on thelips of a
multitude. What matter that he had put the story together from afew
conversations and rumors he had collected from Shimrras palace before his
informant died? There was a planet, rumored to be divein some unusud way.
Shimrrawasterrified of it, and had had the commander who brought the news of
it daughtered out of hand, along with al hiscrew.

His story would give his people hope. It would encourage them to fight.

And when they were captured, and told the prophecy to their punishers, it
would get back to Shimrra, and bring his fear back home.

Better, Nom Anor had heard from old sourcesin the Gaactic Alliance that

the Jedi had mounted a search for just such a planet. What they wanted with it
he did not know, but it seemed the planet had repelled at least one Y uu-zhan
Vong battle group, so perhapsits people had potent weapons.

In any event, rumor would build on rumor, reinforcing the veracity of his

vision, strengthening the resolve of hisfollowers, knitting their sngle

srandsinto ropes and the ropes into cables until they were strong enough to
knot around Shimrrals neck and strangle him.

Strength swept through him as the sound of his adopted name built toward

the heavens. He looked out over them, and this time was much less offended by
their faces.

PART ONE
VISION

ONE

She was being followed.

She paused and wiped adamp wisp of yellow hair from her forehead,
touching in passing the scars that marked her asamember of Domain Kwaad. Her
green eyes scanned through the many-legged gnarltrees, but her stalkers
weren't yet showing themsalvesto the usud senses. They werewaiting for
something-reinforcements, probably.

She hissed amild shaper's curse under her bresth and started off again,
picking her way over moldering logs, through duggish mists and dense brakes
of hissing cane.

Theair wasawet fever, and the chirps and trills and bub-bling gulps

from canopy and marsh were oddly comforting.

She kept her pace the same-there was no reason to let them know she was
on to them, not yet. She did dter her path subtly-no point in going to the



cave until thiswas dedlt with.

Or | could lead them there,she mused,attack them while they deal with

their inner demons...

No.

That seemed somehow like sacrilege. Y oda had come here. Luke Skywalker
had, too, and so had Anakin. Now it was her turn. Tahiri'sturn.

Anakin's parents hadn't very much liked the idea of her coming to Dagobah
aone, but shed managed to convince them of the necessity. She believed that
the human and Y uu-zhan V ong personalities that had once shared her body had
become one seamless entity. It felt that way, felt right. But Anakin had seen
avison of her, ameding of Jedi and Y uu-zhan VVong, and it hadn't been a
pretty vison. Shed thought at firdt, after thejoining that had nearly

driven her mad, that she had avoided that outcome. But before she moved on,
before she put those she loved at risk, she had to con-sider the possibility

that thefusion of Tahiri Velawith Riinaof Domain Kwaad wasagepinthe
fulfillment of thet vison.

Anakin, after al, had known her better than anyone. And Anakin had been
very strong.

If the creature he had seen waslurking in her, thetime to face it was

now, not later.

So she'd come here, to Dagobah, where the Force was so strong it most
seemed to sing aloud. The cycle of life and desth and new birth was dl around
here, none of it twisted by Y uuzhan V ong biotechnology, none of it poisoned by
the machines, greed, and exploitation al too native to thisgalaxy. Shed
cometo vigt the cave to explore her inner salf and see what she wasredly
made of.

But she had dso come to Dagobah to meditate on the alternatives. What
Anakin had seen was all of theworst of Y uuzhan Vong and Jedi traits bundled
into one being. Avoiding becoming that was paramount, but she had agoa
beyond-to find the balance, to embody the best of her mixed heritage. Not just
for hersdlf, but because the reconciliation of her dua identity had |eft her

with one firm belief-that the Y uuzhan V ong and the peoples of the galaxy they
had invaded could learn alot from each other, and they could live in peace.
Shewas sure of it. The only question was how to make it happen.

The Y uuzhan VVong would never create industrid waste-landslike Duro,
Bonadan, or Eriadu. On the other hand, what they did to life-breaking it and
twiding it until it suited their needs, wiping it out entirely when it didn't
please-wasredlly no better. It wasn't that they loved life, but that they

hated machines.

There had to be some sort of common ground, some pivot point that could
open the eyes of both sides and end the ongoing terror and destruction of the
war. The Force was key to that understanding. The Y uuzhan VV ong were somehow
blind toit. If they could actudly fed the Force around them, if they could

fed thewrongness of their creations, they might find abetter path, oneless
bent on destruction. If the Jedi could fed the Y uuzhan VVong in the Force,

they might find-not better waysto fight them - but pathsto conciliation.

She needed more than that, though. It wasn't enough to know what was
wrong-she aso had to know how to make thingsright.

Tahiri had no delusons of grandeur. She was no savior, no prophet, no
super-Jedi. She wasthe result of a'Y uuzhan Vong experiment gone wrong. But
she did understand both sides of the problem, and if there was any chance she



could help Master Skywalker find the solution her galaxy so des-perately
needed-well, she had to take it. It was arole she accepted with humility and
great caution. Those trying to do good often committed the most atrocious
crimes. They were gaining on her, getting clumsier. Soon she would haveto do
something.

They must have followed her to Dagobah. How?

Or maybe they had known where she was going before she left. Maybe she
had been betrayed. But that meant Han and Leia

No. There was another answer. Paranoid reflexeswere asurviva trait
growing up in acreche, but even deeper in-gtinctstold her that her friends-
adopted parents, dmost-could never do such athing. Someone had been watching
her, someone she hadn't noticed. Peace Brigade maybe. Probably. They would
imagine they could curry alot of favor by turn-ing her over to Shimrra.

She twisted her way through amaze of gnarltrees and then clambered

quickly and silently up their cabldlike roots. They had once been legs, those
roots, as she'd learned when she came here less than a decade and more than a
lifetime ago. Theimmature form of the tree was a sort of spider that logt its
mobility in adulthood. Sheld been with Anakin, hereto face histrid, to
discover if having the name of his grandfather would bring him the same fate.

| missyou Anakin, she thought.

More now than ever.

About four meters off the ground, she secreted hersdlf in ahollow and

waited. If she could smply avoid them, shewould. At onelevd her ingincts
cried out for battle, but at adesper level she knew that her Y uuzhan Vong
fighting re-flexes had inevitable connections with fury, and she was here to
avoid becoming Anakin's vison, not embraceit.

Therewasapart of her plan that she hadn't told Han and Leia about-the

part where, if the cave confirmed her worst fears, she would cripple her X-
wing beyond repair and spend the rest of her life on the jungle planet.

Perhaps, like the spiders, she would sink her limbsinto the swamp and
become atree.

She reached out with the Force, to better assess her pursuit.

They weren't there. And she suddenly redlized that she hadn't felt them

in the Force, but with her Vongsense. It had come so naturally she hadn't even
questioned it. That could only mean her pursuers were Y uuzhan VVong, maybe six
of them, give or take one or two. Vongsense wasn't as precise as the Force.
She reached for her lightsaber, but didn't unhook it, and continued to

wait.

Soon she actualy heard them. Whoever they were, they weren't hunters-

they moved through the jungle clumsily, and though they pitched their voices
low enough that she couldn't actudly understand what they were saying, they
seemed to be gabbling amost congtantly. They must be very confident of their
SuUCCess.

A dark shadow glided soundlessy through the under-growth, and she
snapped her gaze up in time to see some-thing very large blot the fragments of
sky not occluded by the distant canopy.

Nativelife, or aYuuzhan Vong flier?

Pursing her lips, she waited. Soon the distant muttering became coherent.

As shed thought, the language was that of her creche.

"Areyou certain she camethisway?' araspy voice asked.

"She did. See? Theimpression in the moss?’



"Sheigeeda. Perhaps she left these Sgnsto confuse us.”

"But you think sheisnear?"

"Yes"

"And knowswe arefollowing her?'

"y es"

"Then why not smply cal out to her?'

And hope | answer the battle chalenge? Tahiri thought, grimly. So they

did have atracker with them. Could she dip around them, back to her X-wing?
Or mugt shefight them?

Moving very dowly, Tahiri shifted in the direction of thevoices. She

could make out severd figures through the under-story, but not distinctly.

"At some point we must, | suppose,” the tracker said.

"Else shewill think wewish her harm.”

What? Tahiri frowned, trying to fit that into her presuppositions. She

couldnt.

"Jeedai!" thetracker cdled. "I think you can hear us. We humbly request

an audience.”

No warrior would do that, Tahiri thought. No warrior would use such
honorlesstrickery. But a shaper... Y es, ashaper or apriest might, amember
of the deception sect. Still...

She leaned out for a better view, and found hersdf staring straight into

the yellow eyes of aY uuzhan Vong.

He was perhaps six meters avay. She gasped at the sight of him, and
revulsion jolted through her. His face was like an open wound.

A Shamed One, despised by the gods. He dared-her hand went to her
lightsaber.

Then the shadow was back, and suddenly something deeted through the
branches, shredding the leaves and vines around her. She snarled awar cry and
ignited her wegpon, swirling it up to send two thud bugs burning off through
thejungle

Above her, through the now open canopy, she saw a Y uu-zhan Vong tsk vai,
an atmospheric flier, huge and ray-shaped, and from it snaked long cables. To
each cable clung a'Y uuzhan VVong warrior. One passed |ess than two metersfrom
her, and she braced for the fight, but he went on past, obliviousto her
presence, griking the jungle floor and uncoiling his amphigaff in the same
mation.

A terrible wail went up from her pursuers. She could see them now, all
horribly disfigured, al Shamed Ones. They raised their short clubs and faced
thewarriors.

They didn't have a chance-she saw that immediately.

For an ingtant, the tracker held her eye, and she thought he would give

her away, but instead his expression went grim.

"Run!" he shouted. "We cannot win herel”

Tahiri hesitated only an instant longer, then made a series of steplike

legpsto the ground. Thefirst of the Shamed Ones had aready falen when her
feet touched the spongy soil.

A warrior caught her motion from the corner of his eye and turned to meet
her, snarling awar cry. Hisface transfig-ured in surprise when she answered
itin hisown language.

Hewhirled hisamphigtaff toward her, alatera strike aimed at her



scapula. She caught the blade and cut toward his knuckles, but he parried with
distance, pulled hiswespon free of the bind, and lunged deep with the
venomoustip. She caught it in ahigh sweep and stepped in, cut to his
shoulder where the vonduun crab armor shed itsfury in a shower of sparks,
then dodged past, reversing the weapon and plung-ing itsfiery point into the
vulnerable spot in the armpit. The warrior gasped and sank to his knees, and
she whipped the weapon around to decapitate him even as she launched hersdlf
at the next foe.

Combat was ablur, after that. Eight warriors had dropped from theflier.
Seven wereleft, and fully haf the Shamed Ones were bleeding on the ground.
She had an image of the tracker, his arms knotted in a neck-bresking hold. She
saw another Shamed One strike awarrior on the temple with his club only to be
run through from behind.

Mostly she saw the lightning-quick amphistaff strikes of the two warriors
trying to flank her. She cut at aknee, smelled the scorch of flesh asthe

blade severed through armor. An amphistaff whipped toward her back and she had
to roll be-nesth the blow.

Parry, thrust, and cut became her entire existence.

Spattered with Y uuzhan Vong blood and bleeding from severd cuts of her
own, she suddenly found hersalf back to back with the tracker. He was dl that
remained of the Sx who had initidly been following her, but there remained
only threewarriors.

For amoment, they stood like that. The warriors backed away abit. The
leader was massive. His earswere cut into fractal patterns; greet trenchlike
scars stood on his cheeks.

"I've heard of you, abomination," he snarled. "The one-who-was-shaped. Is

it true what they say? These pathetic maw luur excretions worship you?"

"I don't know anything about that,” Tahiri said. "But | know when| seea
dishonorable fight. They were not only outnumbered, but poorly armed. How can
you cal yourselveswarriors, to attack in such away?"

"They are Shamed Ones," the warrior sneered back.

"They are outside honor. They are worse than infidels; they are heretic

traitors, not to be fought but to be extermi-nated.”

"Youfear us" the tracker rasped. "Y ou fear us because we know the

truth. You lap at Shimrrasfest, yet Shimrraisthe true heretic. See how

this Jeedai haslaid you low. The godsfavor her, not you."

"If the godsfavor her, they do not favor you," the war-rior snapped.

"They are delaying us," the tracker told Tahiri. She no-ticed he had

blood on hislips. "They dday uswhile another tskvai arrives.”

"Quigt, heretic," thewar leader bellowed, "and you may yet liveto

snivel alittle longer. There are questions we would ask of you." His
expression softened. "Renounce your heresy. This Jeeda isagreat prize. Help
uswin her, and perhaps the gods will forgive you and grant you an honorable
desth.”

"No degth is more honorable than dying by the Sde of aJeeda" the

tracker answered. "V ua Rapuung proved that.”

"VuaRapuung," thewarrior al but spat. "That Sory isaheretic'slie.
VuaRapuung died in disgrace.”

For answer the Shamed One suddenly bolted forward, so quickly he took the
leader by surprise, bowling into him be-fore he could raise hisweapon. The
other two turned to help, but Tahiri danced forward, feinting at the knee and



then cutting high through the warrior's throat when he dropped his guard to
parry. She exchanged aflurry of blows with the second, though it ended the
same, with the warrior flopping lifelessto the ground.

She turned to find the tracker impaling the leader with hisown

amphistaff. For amoment they stared at each other, the Shamed One and she.
Then the Y uuzhan Vong suddenly dropped to his knees.

"| prayed it wasyou!" he said.

Tahiri opened her mouth, but heard the stir of treetops that could only

be another flier arriving.

"Comeon," shesad. "We can't say here"

The warrior nodded and bounded to his feet. Together they ran from the
clearing.

An hour or so later, Tahiri findly hated. Thefliers see med to have

lost them for the time being, and the tracker had been gradualy dropping
behind. Now he staggered againgt atree and did to the ground.

"A littlefarther,” shesad. "Just over here"

"My legswill no longer bear me," the tracker said. ™Y ou must leave me

for thetime being."

"Just under this shelf of stone," shesaid. "Please. It may hide usfrom
thefliersif they sweep here." He nodded wearily. She saw he was clutching
his side, and that blood covered hisflank.

They scooted up beneath the overhang.

"Let me seethat,” she said.

He shook hishead. "'l must spesk to you first,” he said.

"Wheat are you doing here? Did you follow me?!

Hiseyeswidened. "No!" he said, so vehemently that blood sputtered from
between hislips. Then, more quietly,

"No. Wethieved a ship from an intendant and came here to find the world

of prophecy. We saw you land-isthis the place, one-who-was-shaped? Isthis
the world the Prophet saw?’

"I'm sorry," Tahiri said. "I don't know what you mean. Thisis Dagobah. |
came herefor... persona reasons.”

"But it cannot be coincidence,” the tracker said. "It cannot.”

"Please" Tahiri said. "Let me see your wound. | know alittle about

hedling. Maybel can..."

"I am dead dready," the tracker gruffed. "I know this. But I must know

if | havefailed."

Tahiri shook her head helplesdly.

The tracker straightened abit, and his voice strength-ened. "'l am Hul

Qat, once ahunter. Or | was, until the gods seemed to reject me. | was
stripped of my title, my clan. | was Shamed. My implants festered and my scars
opened like wounds. | gave up hope and waited for dishonorable death. But then
| heard the word of the Prophet, and of the Jeedai Anakin..."

"Anakin," Tahiri whispered. The nametwisted abladein her.

"Y es, and you, whom Mezhan Kwaad shaped. And Vua Rapuung who fought-you
were there, were you not?'

A deep chill ran through Tahiri. She had been Riing, then, and Tahiri,

and she had nearly killed Anakin.

"l wasthere

"Then you know. Y ou know our redemption belongs with you. And now the
Prophet has seen aworld, aworld where there are no Shamed Ones because it



will redeem us, where the true way can be-" He coughed violently and dumped
again, and for an ingtant Tahiri thought he was d-ready dead. But then his
eyesturned toward her.

"My companions and | wanted to find the planet for our Prophet. One of

us, Kuhgo, had been a shaper. He used a genetic dicer to get accessto an
executor's gahsaand stedl its secrets. He found intelligence gathered about

the Jeedai, and evidence that there was some connection between you and this
world. Some of your greatest came here, yes? And now you. And so please, tell
me. Havel found it?'

He shuddered, and hiseyesrolled. "Have |?' he begged again, so weakly
thistime it might have been no more than a bregth.

Tahiri reached out and took hishand. "Yes," shelied, not even knowing
exactly what lie shewastelling. "Yes, youreright. You found it. Don't

worry about anything now." Hiseyesfilled with tears. Y ou must help me" he
sad. "l cannot take the news mysdlf. The Prophet must know where thisworld
Is"

"l will doit,” Tahiri said.

Thistime shewasnot lying.

Hul Qat closed hiseyes, and even without using the Force, Tahiri felt

him leave.

Tahiri glanced at the opening of the cave, so near, and she knew that was

not what she had come for at al. Thiswaswhy she had come. The Force had
brought her here, to meet this man, to make this promise.

Sherose. Theflierswould find her if she remained till for too long.

She hoped they hadn't discovered her ship yet, but figured the odds were
againg it, sncethey hadn't been looking for her and she had concedled it

pretty well. Even so, she might have alittle trouble getting out of the

system, depending on how many and what sort of ships were or-biting overhead.
It didn't matter, though. She had a promise to keep. Even if she could

figure out exactly what she had promised.

TWO

The port shidlds of Mon Mothma collgpsed and plasma punched through the
hull like afist through flimsiplast. At the point of impact, matter became

ions, and supersonic droplets of molten hull metal deeted through the next
four decks, arriving before the sound or vibration of impact, shredding the
fral life-formswithin before their nervous syssems had timeto register
anything amiss. Behind that came ashock wave of superheated air expanding
with such fury that blast shields bent and warped, and the wave-front swept
the decks end to end, searing everything in its path. Two hundred sentient
beingswinked out in an ingant, and a hundred morein margina areasfdl-
perforated, burned, or both.

Then, like a giant taking back its breath, space sucked everything out
through the gaping hole, leaving vacuum be-hind, and quiet.

At the helm of the Star Destroyer, it wasfar from quiet. Claxons blared

and panicked young officers stuttered through emergency procedures. Simulated
gravity vanished, and someone shrieked.

Wedge Antilles closed hiseyes astheillusion of weight faded and

reasserted itself.

I'm so tired of this,he thought.



He opened his eyesto abarrage of smdler plasmablasts aimed directly,

it seemed, at hisface as asquadron of Y uuzhan VVong cora skippers made arun
sraight at the bridge. Turbo-lasersflared three of them into debris. The

rest peded away a thelast ingant to avoid impacting the till-functioning
bridge shidds.

Wedge didn't even blink. The skipsweren't their problem right now. That
would be the Y uuzhan V ong Dreadnaught analog that had just popped into
existence and blasted aholein their side.

"Twenty degrees starboard and twelve above horizon,”" Wedge commanded.
"Now. Commencefiring."

He swung on the lieutenant &t tactical. "What €l se hasjoined our little

party?' he demanded.

"Four frigate andlogs, gr," thelieutenant told him.

"Coraskippers-we're not sure how many flights, yet. And of course, the
Dreadnaught. Sir, 1'd say the Y uuzhan V ong reinforcements have arrived.”
"Yes. Well wait abit to seeif there are any more. Tell Memory of Ithor

to watch our wounded flank. WEll haveto dug thisout.”

Hiswhole body itched at the prospect. In his heart and in the caves of

his reflexes, Wedge was a starfighter pilot. Sure, capita ships had

firepower, but they were so dow maneuvering. Hed fed alot better in an X-
wing. Held fed better without the weight of dead crew on his shoulders.
Losing awingmate was hard enough. Losing two hundred...

But he wasn't in an X-wing, and when hed come out of retirement asa
generd, hed known what he was getting himsdlf into. So he watched, lips
pursed, as the monstrous ovoid of a ship swung into view, asthe Mothma's
turbolasers razoring toward yorik cora returned blossoms of plasma. Most of
the lasers arrowed straight, then abruptly curved into sharp hooks and
vanished asthetiny sngularitiesthe Y uuzhan Vong vesse projected pulled
the light into them. About every third beam went through, however, scribbling
glowing red linesin the cord hull.

"Sir, the Memory is unable to cometo our aid. She's engaged with one of
the frigates, and she'staking quite abeating.”

"Well, get somebody there. We cantt let them hit usin that flank again.”

The controller looked up from hisstation. "'Sir, Duro Squadronis

requesting the honor of protecting our flank." Wedge hesitated

infinites maly. Duro Squadron was a bit; of awild card, acollection of
pilots-some with military experience, some without-dedicated to the liberation
of their home system.

Thefact that it was precisdy that system they werefighting in right

now could be a problem, for various reasons.

But it didn't look like he had any other choice.

"Tdl them yes, without our thanks," Wedge said.

"Three more shipsjust reverted, sir,” Lieutenant Cel in-formed him, a

catch in her voice that might be the start of panic.

"That'sit,” Wedge said. "Or it had better be. Get me Generd Bdl 1blis.”

A moment later, ahologram of the aging genera appeared.
"Thereinforcements are here," Wedge told him. "Listening posts have them
coming through the Cordllian Trade, Spine, so they're most likely our buddies.

"Isit too many to handle, Generd Antilles?' Bel Iblis asked.
"l hope not, Sir. Isyour force ready?'



"We're on our way. Good luck, Genera."

"Andtoyou."

Theimage vanished. Wedge set his mouth grimly, watch-ing the baitle
reports.

They had dready spent astandard day in heavy fighting, driving through

the outer defenses of the Duro system in amatter of hours. The inner system
had put up more of afight, but they'd been close to mopping up when Y uuzhan
Vong reinforcements arrived.

Wedge had been expecting the reinforcements-counting on them, really-but
they'd hit hard and fast. A reassess-ment of the Situation put the odds
margindly in favor of the' Y uuzhan Vong, which again was no surprise.

It was aso okay-they hadn't come here to win, but they couldn't leave

yet, either.

"Prepare interdiction,” Wedge said.

Four more Y uuzhan Vong frigates jumped into the Duro system, changing the
oddsyet again.

"G

"Interdict," he said.

The great ship's gravity-well generators came on-line, as did those of
Memory oflth or and Olovin.

Positioned as they were around the Y uuzhan V ong force, they would prevent
the Vong from leaving the system, at least until the interdiction perimeter

was reduced to dust.

Of course, none of the Galactic Alliance ships could leave, ather.

"Break off the attack and form up in containment posi-tions,” Wedge said
camly. "I don't want any of those ships reaching hyperspace.”

"What about Duro, sir?' Cel asked.

"Duroisno longer our concern, Lieutenant.”

"Yes, gr," Cd sad, clearly baffled.

Good. If his own people were confused, hopefully the VVong were more so.
The Alliance ships broke off their push toward the planet and retreated

into a broad hemisphere, putting the Y uu-zhan Vong fleet with the planet at
its back, handing them back the defensive advantage that Wedge's earlier push
had taken from them, but also trapping them more securdly in the system.
"Hold theline," Wedge commanded. "We stick here." Spreading the battle
group so thinly gave the Y uuzhan V ong an obvious advantage, but the VVong ships
seemed to hesitate, perhaps suspecting another of the traps they had been so
oftenledinto lady.

Stll, caution was not naturd to the Y uuzhan V ong, and they now clearly

had the advantage in numbers. Severa de-stroyers began forming up for an
assault on thewall the Gaactic Alliance had buiilt.

"Do they have any interdictors of their own?' Wedge asked.

"No, sr."

"Good."

"Yes, gr. Sr, Commander Y urf Col is requesting com-munication.”

Wedge repressed asigh. "Put him on.”

A moment later aholo of the Duros commander ap-peared. Hisflat face was
unreadable in terms of human expression, but \Wedge had enough experience with
Durosto know he was radiating acold fury.

"Commander," Wedge said, nodding.

The Duros came bluntly to the point.



"What in the space lanes are you up to, Generd Antilles?

I'velost good pilotstoday, and now it gppears you've given up our

target.”

"I'm sureyou are as aware of the Situation as| am, Com-mander,” Wedge
sad. "The reinforcements make further assaults untenable.”

"Then why are you interdicting? That makes no sense. | happen to know

that we have twice as many shipsin re-serve. Summon them, and let'sfinish
this"

Patience, Wedge thought.

"Perhaps you aren't aware that the Y uuzhan V ong have means of tapping our
communications” hesaid mildly.

"Perhgpsit hasn't occurred to you that you might have just passed on
important intelligenceto the enemy.”

"If we obliterate that enemy, what they learn will be of little

consequence. | don't know why you want to hold them here. They till don't
have a decisive advantage-we can win this, if we attack instead of-whatever
you're doing. And with afew reinforcements, we could certainly prevail.”
"Commander, | understand thisis your home system. | understand that for
you, thisfight ispersond. That is, in fact, one of the many reasons| amin
charge of this opera-tion and you are not. Y ou agreed to fight under my com-
mand, and you will do so. Do you understand?"

"l understand you have bungled this from the start. We could have won in
thefirat few hoursif you had followed my advice."

"That isyour opinion,” Wedge replied. "It isnot mine, and mineisthe
onethat counts right now." The Duross eyes narrowed. "When thisis over,
Antilles"

"| suggest you worry about the present, Commander. The Vong are trying to
punch through and open two fronts. If they succeed, this reduces our future
options consderably.”

"Y ou arethe one limiting our options. Two more frigates...”

Wedge cut him off. "Get used to thisidea, Commander," he said, "and get
used to it quickly-there are no reinforcements. Nor am | yet prepared to
abandon this system. Do your part, Commander, and everything will gowell.”
Col remained unconvinced. "1 warn you, Generd Antilles," he snapped, "if you
don't explain thisto me, | will force your hand.”

"Y ou will follow your orders, period,” Wedge replied.

"Generdl..." the Duros began, but Wedge waved the contact off and studied
the reports. The attack looked like afeint to draw his net tight in one place
whilethey hit it in another. But where?

The battle computers searched for the answer. By Wedge's reckoning,
unlessthe Y uuzhan Vong pulled off something amazing, he would be ableto hold
them off for five or sx hours without significant losses. That should be
enough. He studied the on-spec chart their sensors were building of the
system-after dl, the Y uuzhan Vong had occupied it for more than two standard
years now, which meant hisin-telligence of it was probably abit behind, to
say theleadt. At thispoint, an unfortunate surprise was the last thing that
interested him.

When the surprise came, it came not from some hidden Y uuzhan Vong trap,
but from within hisown ranks.

"Sir," control reported, "Dpso, Redheart, and Coriolis have broken
formation, ashasadl of Duro Squadron.”



"Havethey." Wedge took a deep breath. "Get me Y urf Col again,
immediatdy."

A few moments later, the Duross hologram reappeared.

"Commander," Wedge said, trying to keep histone even, "there must be a
glitchin our communications. Y ou seem to be forming an assault wedge when you
were ordered to hold position.”

"I have removed mysdlf from your command, Genera Antilles," Col replied.
"l will not have my people sitidlein their own system, not without agood
explanation. Y ou have refused to give me one. If you will not sustain there-
conquest of Duro, | am forced to do it mysdlf.”

"Y oure committing suicide and placing thisentire misson in jeopardy.”
"Notif youjoinme"

"l won't."

"Then our deathswill be on your head.”

"I'm not bluffing, Commander Cal."

"Youladthiscourse, Antilles.

" Commander..."

"Y ou cut me off earlier. | return the favor. Join usor not."

The connection ended, and Wedge watched hel plessly as the Duros ships
dropped out of the perimeter, formed up, and drove Straight for the largest
concentration of enemy ships.

"Sir," Cd sad, "the Duros ships are taking heavy fire."

"| can seethat,” Wedgetold her.

"Sir, what arethey doing?"

"They're trying to make me attack,” Wedge said.

"Thenitsabluff, 9r?'

A lightning storm was raging between the Duros ships and the Y uuzhan Vong
vanguard. "No," he said, "it'snot abluff.”

Heturned to control. "No one else breaks formation,” he said. "No one."
"Sir, they'll be daughtered.”

"Yes" Wedge sad, gruffly, "they will."

One by one, over the course of the next few hours, the Duros ships

vanished in bursts of plasma. Three hours after the last was gone, another
message came over the comm board. Wedge gave the order to cease interdiction,
and the Galactic Alliance shipsjumped, leaving Duro once again to the Y uuzhan

Vong.
THREE

A distorted grin diced Onimi's crooked head in asign of mock regard.

"Sweet Nen Yim," he croaked. "How de-lightful your presence.”

How disgusting yours, Nen Yim thought. She did not say it, and she did

not need to. The tendrils of her headdress writhed and curled in revulsion,

and her multifingered master's hand spasmed into aknot.

If the Supreme Overlord's jester noticed any of this, he made no sign,

but stood there grinning at her asif they were close creche-mates sharing a
joke. They weren't; she was the most important of al shapers, and hewas an
gppalling example of a Shamed One, a being upon whom the gods had placed a
permanent stamp of unreserved disapprovd. Why Shimrra, the chosen of the
gods-the Supreme Over-lord of her entire species-should choose him as emissary
was utterly beyond her comprehension. It was more than an affront, it wasa



misery to even bein his presence, especidly when she remembered-and she
could hardly forget-that those fingers had once touched her, when he had
disguised himsdlf asamaster shaper.

For that done, he deserved the most ignominious deeth imaginable. She

had plotted his murder even when she be-lieved him to be her superior, and
blessed by the gods. Now, when she had the means at her disposal and knew what
he redlly was, she did not dare.

But she could till dream.

Onimi smpered and smiled. "Y our thoughts croon toward me," he said.

"Y our tendrils ache for my touch. So much | can see of you, Nen Yim."

Well, he had noticed something, she reflected. He merely mistook her

passion.

"Have you come on some errand, Onimi, or merely to waste my timein
foolish conversaion?"

"Conversation is not foolish that begsthefool,” Onimi said, winking, as

if thet actualy meant something.

"Yes, asyouwish," shesad, sghing. "Do you bring word from the

Supreme Overlord?!

"l bring adainty,” Onimi said. "A glistering pustule from the gods, a

gift for my sweet little..."

"Addressmeasmager,” Nen Yim sad, stiffly. "1 am no 'littl€ anything

of yours. And come to the point. Whatever €l se the Supreme Overlord wants of
me, | doubt he wants much of my time taken up, not with so much that needs
doing."

From the corner of her eye she caught one of her assis-tants suppressing
agmile, and reminded hersdlf to repri-mand her later.

Onimi's eyes went wide, and then he set afinger to hislips, leaned

near, and whispered, " Fleeting time laps hours, devours days, months and
years, passesthem like gas." She said nothing. What other response was there?
But Onimi gestured, and with agreat ded of reluctance she fol-lowed him down
the mycoluminescent corridor of her central damutek, through the laboratories
where sheworked her heretical science to produce the miraclesthe Y uuzhan
Vong needed to teke their rightful placein agaaxy of infidels. When they
passed into a corridor secured even from her, she began to grow intrigued, and
more easily ignored the off-key singing of the jester, who was blasphemoudy
describing in ancient octameter certain activities of the goddess Y un-Harla of
which Nen Yim-thankfully-had never heard.

Of course that was spoiled now.

At last they arrived in adim space. Something irregular and large bulked
ahead. Light wasinit, afaint shifting radi-ance so ddlicate it could dmost

be the colors of the dark be-hind her eyes.

She walked nearer, her shaping fingers outstretched to fed and taste the
surface. It was smooth, almost dick. It tasted of long carbon chains, and
water, and slicates. It tasted quick and familiar.

"Thisisdive" shewhispered. "What isthis?' She ges-tured

impatiently. "l need morelight.”

"Eyes arethe senses gluttons,” Onimi chortled. "They awayswant more,

but they often tell usless™

But brighter lights came up, reveding thething. Seek, that wasthe

first impression. The glasdike surface curved into four long lozenges that
sharpened amost to needles on one end and ended rounded on the other. The



lobes were joined around a central axis, though she could not see how. Shewas
reminded of the tagphur, a sea crea-ture that existed now only asagenetic
blueprint in the memory gahsa of the shapers and in its biotechnol ogical
derivatives.

Damaged, that was the second impression. Thelife that hummed beneath her
fingersflickered in some places and was absent in others, where the hull-yes,
hull-had gone dark.

"Thisisaship,” Nen Yim murmured, moreto hersdlf than to the usdless
Onimi. "A living ship, but not Y uuzhan VVong. This came from one of theinfidel
peoples?”

"Folds the mystery, and folds again to crumple, our chart isdl torn.”

" Y ou mean you don't know?' Nen Yim asked, impatiently. For answer, Onimi
reached for her. Her tendrils prickled, bumps rose on her flesh, and her
nostrilsflared. But he did not touch her. He handed her something instead-a
small, portable gahsa.

"Secrets arelike knives," he said softly. " Of your tongue a secret make,

and your mouthiscut.”

Heleft, then, and she watched him go with disdain. Idiotic, to warn her

of secrets. Shewas a heretic, a heretic secretly kept by the Supreme
Overlord. Everything she did was done in obscurity.

"Magter NenYim?'

Nen Yim looked up from the gahsa. Her junior assistant Qelah Kwaad stood
afew feet away, alook of great concern on her face.

"Adept," Nen Yim acknowledged softly.

"l hopeit is not too impertinent, but my project...”

"I will examineyour progressinduetime” Nen Yimsad. "My time."

Qdah Kwaad'stendrilsretracted a bit. "Yes, Master Yim," shereplied.

"And, Adept?’

"Yes Mager Yim?'

"l understand you are not used to the presence of Onimi and the effect he

can have. But | will not have my subordinates laughing behind my back. Isthat
understood?’

The adept's eyes grew round with consternation.

"Magter Yim, you cannot believe..."

"Do not use the word can in reference to me, Adept, in ether the

affirmative or negative form. What | can and cannot do is entirely beyond your
control."

"Yes Magter."

Nen Yim sighed. "It is bad enough, Adept, that we have to bear the

presence of such an abomination. Itisworseto let him know he has caused

"I understand, Master Yim. But-why? Why must we bear his presence at dl?
HeisaShamed One, cursed by the gods.”

"Heis Supreme Overlord Shimrrasjester, and, when it pleaseshim, his
emissay."

"I don't understand. How can such athing be? A jester, yes, but to

entrugt him with secret information..."

"What secret information might that be, Adept?' Nen Yim asked sharply.

"Y our pardon, Master Yim, but the jester came, took you to the restricted
area, and you returned with a portable gahsa. It seems obviousthat he
revealed something to you." Nen Yim studied the adept appraisingly.



"Just 0," shesaid. "Y ou are correct. But perhaps you ought to

concentrate more on your work and less on my activities."

Again, the adept ooked abashed.

"Y ou have great promise, Qelah Kwaad," Nen Yim said.

"But inthis place, we mugt dl take care. We live outside the world of

our people, and this place has rules of itsown."

The adept Sraightened. "'l am proud of my service here, Magter. The
Supreme Overlord has vindicated what the other shapers see as heresy.”
"Hehasnot,” Nen Yim said. "Not publicly. Nor will he. Have you not
noticed the guards?'

"Of course we are guarded. Our work is of great impor-tance. If the
infidelslearn of us, they will surdly try to de-stroy us.”

"That istrue,”" Nen Yimtold her. "But awall that keeps something out

can aso keep something in. No warrior, no priest, no outside shaper will ever
learn what we do here.

Shimrravalues our heresy, yes-we produce new weapons and technology
badly needed for the war effort. But he will never dlow anyone beyond these
to know how that technology comesinto being.”

"But why?'

"You areintdligent, Adept. Figureit out for yoursdf-and then never,

never speak it aloud. Do you understand me?”

"I... 1 think s0."

"Good. Now leave me.”

Qelah Kwaad made the sign of obeisance and did as shewastold. Nen Yim
spared her asingle glance.

Because, Adept, Shimrramust maintain the fiction that our inventions are
giftsfrom the gods, and that he isthe intermediary through whom these things
flow. If thetruth is discovered, and the Supreme Overlord shown to bea
fraud...

Well, sufficeto say, Adept, none of uswill leavethis ser-vice dive.

Which was fine with Nen Yim. It was her pride and her duty to servethe

Y uuzhan Vong, and to die honorably for her people when the time came.
Putting the whole matter from her mind, she settled the gahsa before her

and interfaced withit.

As she began to understand, her excitement grew-and her trepidation.

No wonder Shimrrahad sent her histhing. It could change everything.

It could betheir doom.

FOUR

"Can't say much for the atmosphere,” Raf Othrem said, taking asip of his
Rylothan yurp and running his green-eyed gaze around the mostly bare metd
walls of the place that called itself atapcaf.

"What were you expecting, acasino from the Galsol strip?' Jaina Solo

asked. "Y esterday thiswasjust a piece of gpace junk the Y uuzhan Vong hadn't
got around to pulverizing.”

"And now they wont, thanksto ud" Raf said, raising hisglass. "To Twin

Suns Squadron, and our illustrious leader, Jaina Solo."

Jainanodded weearily asthey raised their drinks. Raf had dl of the

enthusiasm that came from having flown only one mission, and that asuccessful
one. Not only had the battle been won, but her squadron hadn't lost asingle



pilot.

Intime, Raf would lose that youthful exuberance. She double-checked that
thought and almost smiled when she remembered that Raf was actudly ayear her
senior. Let's not take our vast age and experience too serioudy, Jaina
thought.

Sheraised her own glass. "To the good fight,” she toasted, and thistime
she did amile as her wingmates cheered.

Putting on a cheerful appearance was good for the team.

"A brilliant fight," Jag said. "We have the best flight commander in the
galaxy.”

Jainaactualy felt ablush coming on-not from the words, but from the
depths of Jag's blue-eyed gaze.

"No argument there," Raf said. "But I'd say one moretoast isin order.”
"Jugt one?' Mynor Dae said. "'l can't imagine you shut-ting up for the

rest of the night.”

"No doubt," Alema Rar drily seconded. Raf sent the Twi'lek amock-glare,
thenraised hisglass.

"To Generd Wedge Antilles, and the plan that gave us back Fondor."

"I'll drink to that," Jainasaid.

But before the glass reached her lips, something fell onto the table. A
Rogue Squadron patch. She looked up into the round-eyed gaze of ayoung Duros.
A very unhappy-looking Duros.

"Lend?'

"Colond," he acknowledged, hisvoiceflat and clipped.

"Join the celebration, Lens," Raf said. "Not that we normaly mingle

with disreputable Rogues, but-"

"l have nothing to celebrate,” Lens said, hisgaze till focused on

Jaina. "And | will no longer fly with Rogue Squadron. My people were betrayed
today. Betrayed by Generd Antilles. Betrayed by Jaina Solo.”

Jag cameto hisfeet at that, followed closdly by agrowl-ing, towering
Lowbacca. Jag stared at Lens with deadly cam. If Lens wastroubled by
either Jag or the Wookiee, he didn't show it.

"Lowbacca, St down," Jainasaid. "Jag-please. Let him talk.”

The Wookiee rductantly followed orders, but Jag stood squared off with
the Duros for severa long seconds.

"Be careful what you say, Duros," hefindly said. "Where | come from,
there are pendtiesfor dander.”

"What's on your mind, Lens?" Jaina asked.

"Many of my peopledied in the attack on Duro."

"They didn't haveto,” Jainasad. "The attack on Duro was afent,

designed to draw reinforcements from here. The Duros commander of the mission
broke with the plan. He jeopardized both missions.”

"Hewas not told the attack was afeint,” Lens said.

"No onewad" Raf exploded. "Weweredl inthe dark."

"That'swhy it worked, Lens," Janasaid. "Y uuzhan Vong intdligenceis
good. Wedge had to make the buildup look like it was aimed at Duro, and he had
to make the at-tack there look convincing."

"Duro was the more lightly occupied,” Leng said. "We could have taken
Duro. We were promised this." Hisface tightened into an even flatter mask.
"Wewere used.”

"Suchiswar," Jag said. "Fondor was considered the more Strategic



target. Theliberation of Duro may come next, it may not." He nodded his head
around the crowded room. "Many of the pilots here have lost ahomeworld to the
Vong. You think you're done? 'Y ou think every one of them wouldn't prioritize
the liberation of their homeworld over every other, if they were given the
choice? War isn't fought on the basis of sentiment and desire. Battles must
ac-complish tectical gods.”

"Your 'tactica goas see many of my people dead today."

"Because they disobeyed orders,” Jag snapped. "They signed on under
Generd Antilles. If they had paid attention to him, most if not al of them
would gill bedive. If you want to know who betrayed your people to death,
look to the commander who broke ranks.”

"Wearen't children,” Lens persisted. "We should have been told.”

Jag started to speak again, but Jainacut in.

"Maybe," shesaid. "In hindsight, maybe. Or maybe we would al be dead
now." She softened her voice. "Y ou were agood wingmeate at Sernpidd. | know
you've done well with Rogue Squadron since | |eft. Werre going towinthis
war. Were going to win back Duro. But only if enough of us keep fighting."
She picked up the patch and tossed it to him. Reflexively, he caught it. "You
have to do what your con-science dictates.”

Lens hestated, looking at the patch. "Colond Solo,” he said, "I was

there, after Sernpidal, when you dapped Kyp Durron for lying to us. Y ou know
what it fedslike to be betrayed, to fight without knowing what you're redly
fighting for."

Sheraised her eyes and regarded him steadily. "1 know what |ots of

thingsfed like" shesad. "And you know what? I'm 4ill fighting. I'm going

to keep fighting until thereisn't asinglethreet Ieft inthisgdaxy. You

think you're the only person who haslost something in thiswar? Grow up,
Lend."

The Duros regarded her for another long moment.

"Did you know?" he asked.

"No. Butif | had, | wouldn't have told anyone. Generd Antillesdid the

right thing."

Lens nodded curtly, turned, and left. He still had thein-signiawith

him.

"Generd Antilles?'

Wedge stopped tapping his fingers on the Kashyyyk-wood conference table
and acknowledged the heavy-jowled Sullustan.

"Yes, Admird Sow?' hesad.

"What isyour opinion on the matter?"

"We should have told Col," Wedge said, bluntly. "I should have broken

orders and told him myself. He had aright to know exactly what he was getting
his peopleinto.”

"Under perfect circumstances, yes," Admird Krefey said. "But the
circumstances were far from perfect. Bothan intelligence had-has-information
that the Y uuzhan V ong have aspy placed high in the command structure of the
Duros government-in-exile. Indeed, it was through that lesk that the Y uuzhan
Vong 'discovered our plansto in-vade the Duro system-as we planned.”

"Col might have been brought in," Wedge replied. "He was a hothead, but

he could be trusted with a secret.”

"Perhaps," the white-furred Bothan replied, "perhaps not. Asitis, our

plan wasfulfilled."



"With more | osses than necessary.”

"Still fewer than projected,” Generad Garni Bel Iblissaid, from across
thetable. "The battle at Fondor was atota rout. We did them great damage,
and now we have a secure i position from which to strike at Coruscant.”
"Gentlemen,” Sien Sow said, "'I'm declaring the matter closed from a

military point of view. Certainly General An - | tillesisnot to blame. He
followed the orders this council gave him. | refuse to adlocate any resources
for an internd investigation, not at this point in our war againgt the Y uu-
zhanVVong."

"That tables the matter of the Duros protest,” Krefey said. "It'stime

we move on to what we do next."

Admird Sow nodded. "Generad Bd 1blis, how long be-fore the shipyards at
Fondor become productive again?’

"That will take sometime," the aging generd admitted.

"Two, three months before any facility can go on-line. Ships-six months
perhaps. Probably not sooner. But once construction actually begins, they will
be quite productive. They should position uswell for a push toward the Core.”
"Good," Sien Sow said. "'In the meantime we should continue the process of
isolating Coruscant from the rest of Y uuzhan VVong territory. Which bringsme
to this." Hetapped the table, and a hologram of the galaxy appeared.
"Yag'Dhul and Thyferraare secure, findly, and Fondor isours." Three

dars near the dense, glowing center of the galaxy winked green, indicating

the positions of the systems named.

"Coruscant, however, isstill well supplied.” Coruscant-or whatever it

was the Y uuzhan Vong had renamed it-lit up, on the other side of the Core from
the other three.

"It'stimeto threaten that."

A find der lit.

"Bilbringi," Wedge sad.

"Y es. Thereis some evidence that the shipyardsthere are partialy

intact. More, it gives us a base from which to harry both the Hydian Way and
the Perlemian Trade Route.”

"It'stoo closeto Coruscant,” Bdl Iblissaid. "And too far from our own

secure zone. We can never hold it." He shook his head. "We don't want another
Borleias. No offense, Genera Antilles”

"None taken. Our actions at Borleias served their in-tended purpose. We
never imagined wewould keep it." He turned to Sien Sow. "But hel'sright, the
Y uuzhan Vong can hardly ignore athresat that close to Coruscant. | don't think
we have the shipsto takeit if they have advance warning. If they don't, |
doubt we could hold it very long. Not and keep our own systems secure.”
"They have the same problem,” the Sullustan admira pointed out. "As

we've proven to them, they've taken more systems than they can hold. There's
not much in the Bil-bringi system, but there are no habitable planets. In any
event, | have atactical reason for choosing Bilbringi asatarget.”

Wedge raised an eyebrow and waited, as another sector of the galaxy lit

up, thisone Rimward.

"The lmperid Remnant,” he murmured.

"Indeed,” Sow said. "Admira Pellaeon has agreed to lend us his support
inthisenterprise, and Bilbringi lieswithin good gtriking distance of the

Empire. Between us, we can carve a corridor through the Rim, eventualy
cutting Coruscant off completely.”



Wedge hit back a protest. Hed spent most of hislife fighting the

Empire, and his opinion of Pellaeon was amixed one, the recent aliance
notwithstanding. But he de-cided to hear Sow out.

"It'strue Pellaeon can reach Bilbringi without passing through Y uuzhan

Vong territory,” Krefey sad. "The sameisnot true for us.”

"No. Wewill haveto fight our way through severa hy-perspace jumps.
Hereiswhat | propose.”

Lines began drawing themsalves across the gdaxy. "Our main fleet will

launch from Mon Cdamari, under Admira Krefey," he said. "Part of the fleet
at Fondor will move to meet them, under Generd Antilles. When they converge,
they will bejoined by adetachment from the Imperid fleet.”

"The Vong will suspect atrick,” Bdl Iblissad, "after what we did to

them at Fondor."

"Exactly,” Sow said. "But theonly trick in this caseis overwhelming

force. | expect them to hold back reinforce-ments, fearing it is another

feint, perhapsto draw defenses from Coruscant itsdlf.”

"Interesting,” Wedge alowed. "Though therewill beatrick inthe
coordination. The hyperspace routes are uncer-tain these days. If one of our
fleets arrivestoo early, or too late..."

"The HoloNet isfunctioning at high efficiency in those areas. We should

be able to coordinate down to the second.”

"What's the Empire getting out of this?' Bel Iblis asked.

"Exactly what | waswondering,”" Wedge replied. Sow shrugged. "Welong
made efforts to convince Pellaeon that we must work together to free the
galaxy from the Y uuzhan VVong threet. Our efforts have paid off, so far to our
gresat benefit."

"I'm aware of our diplomatic efforts,” Bel Iblissaid. "Aswdl asthe
Empire'srecent aid to us-in return for help we gave them, | might add. I'm
aso aware that they want some of our planetsin return.”

Sow's brows lowered. "They aren't ‘our' planets any-more, General Bel

Iblis. The planetsin question belong to the Y uuzhan Vong now. Most are not
even recognizable as the worlds they were afew years ago. I'm convinced we
need the Empire's help to win thiswar. If that means showing them alittle
goodwill afterward, | don't see the harm. In any case, they aren't making any
gpecific demands at thistime-thisis an effort to establish their good inten-
tions, nothing more.”

Good intentions that will place at least some of them as an occupation

force spitting distance from Coruscant, Wedge thought.

Unfortunately, despite that, he agreed with Sow.

"We can strike now," Wedge said, "press our advantage while we have one,
or we can wait-wait for the Vong to grow more ships, breed more warriors,
invent new bio-weapons. Right now, the y've bit off alittle more of this
galaxy than they can easily chew, asweve shown them in the last few months.
We haveto keep it that way." Helooked around. Everyone but Sow was nodding.
"Thereisanother solution,” the commander said.

"Y ou mean Alpha Red, the biologica agent developed by the Chiss?' Wedge
said. "Not asfar as|'m concerned. Genocide iswhat the Emperor did. It's
what the Y uuzhan VVong do. It'snot what we do. If itis, I'm fighting for the
wrong cause."

"Evenif it'sour only choicefor survival?" Sow asked.

"It'snot," Wedgereplied, flatly.



"The Y uuzhan VVong will not stop after one defeet, ten, ahundred. They
will fight until every last warrior isdead. Evenif they win, the cost that
will exact from our peoplewill be tremendous..."

"That question ismoot at present,” Krefey brokein, "and would seem a
waste of our vauabletimeto discussit.”

"Very well. | trust there are no other objectionsto pursuing the
offengve againgt the Y uuzhan Vong at present?’ the commander said.
Therewere not.

"Then let usdiscuss detals”

Knedling in the presence of Supreme Overlord Shimrra, Nen Yim believed in
the gods. It was impossible not to. At other times, she had her doubts. Her
late master, Mezhan Kwaad, had flatly denied their existence. In the clear
light of logic, Nen Yim herself saw no particular reason to give them
credence. Indeed, the fact that she hersalf created, with her own mind and
shaping hands, thingsthat dl but afew of her people believed to be gifts
from the gods suggested that all such evidence of their existence was
gmilarly tainted. But in the presence of Shimrra, her mind could not tolerate
doubt. It was crushed from her by a presence so powerful it could not have
morta origin. It pressed away the years of her learning, of studied cynicism,
of anything resembling logic, and left her an insgnificant insect, a

crechding terrified by the shadows of her elders and the terrible mystery
that wastheworld.

Afterward, she dwayswondered how he did it. Was it some modification of
yammosk technology? Something erased from the protocols entirdly? Or wasit an
invention of some heretica predecessor of hersalf?

He was shadow and dread, awvesome and unreachable.

She crouched at hisfeet and was nothing.

Onimi leered dmost gently at her as she rose, shaking, to speak to her
madter.

"Y ou have studied the thing?"

"l have, Dread One," Nen Yim replied. " Not exhaugtively, | asthere

hasn't been time, but-"

"Therewill bemoretime. Tell mewhat you have discov-ered thusfar.”
"Itisaship,” Nen Yimreplied. " Like our own ships, itis- aliving
organism.”

"Not at dl,” Shimrrainterrupted. "It has no dovin | basds. Itsengines
areliketheinfidd engines, dead metd."

"True," Nen Yim agreed. "And parts of itsstructure are | not dive. Buit.
"Thenitisaninfidd thing!" Shimrrathundered. "It is 1 nothing like

our ships.”

Nen Yim actudly reded at the force of the statement, and for amoment
she stood paralyzed, unable to think. To contradict Shimrra...

She drew her strength back to her core. "That isso, Dread | One," she
admitted. "Asitis, it isan abomination. And yet, & its heart the
biotechnology issimilar to our own. Thein- | fidel engines, for instance,



could be withdrawn and replaced | with dovin basas. The living structure of
one of our own | vessels could have such aship grown around it. Thisbio-
technology is competible with our own.”

"Compatible?" Shimrragrowled. "Are you saying that thisis one of our
ships, somehow trangfigured by the infidels?"

"No," Nen Yimreplied. "In outward form, thisthing is very different

from our vessals. The hull isnot yorik cora. | The architectures of our
shipswere derived from various | creatures of the homeworld, and those
sructures can il | be recognized intheir design. The dien technology is
different. It beginswith rdatively undifferentiated organismsthat
specidize asthe ship grows. | suspect that some sort of manipulationis
involved in the ontological processto guide thefina outcome. That iswhy
they used arigid frameto grow the ship around-developmentally, it had no
interna code to produce such astructure on its own."

"And yet you ill maintainitissmilar to our gods-given ships?”
"Atthemost basic level, yes. Cdlularly. Molecularly. And thet isthe

most unlikely level at which we should expect to find resemblance.”
"Again. Could theinfidels have stolen our technology and distorted it?"
"It's possible. But according to the gahsa, the planet of itsoriginis

itsdf aliving organiam-"

"Thatisalie Shimrrasad. "It isalie becauseitisimpos-gble.

Ekh'm Va was deluded. He was duped by theinfidels." Nen Yim hesitated at
that, but could not directly disputeit even if she wanted to.

Instead, she took another approach.

"I'mrelieved to hear this," she said. "'l thought the tale unlikely

mysdlf." She drew hersdf sraighter. "Still, thereisnothing in the

protocols that could account for aship likethis, nor do | think this
technology isaresult of the manipulation of our technology. It isboth dien
and smilar to our own."

Shimrrawas silent for amoment. Then hisvoice came again, leashed
terror.

"It isnot superior.”

"No, Dreed Lord. Just different.”

"Of course. And you can develop wegpons againgt it?"

"I can. Indeed, Lord, there are dready weagpons in the protocols that
would be most effective against technology of this sort. Oddly, they are
wegpons we have never built or had usefor.”

"Asif the gods anticipated this necessity.”

Nen Yim tried to keep her thoughts quiet.

"Yes," shereplied.

"Excellent. Y ou will assign ateam to devel op these wegponsimmediately.
And you will continue to study the ship.”

"It would be helpful, Grest Lord, if | had other examples of the
technology.”

"No such exigts. The planet was destroyed. Y ou have dl that remains.”
Then why do you want weapons againgt.., Nen Yim started to think, but
savagely cut hersdlf off.

"Y es, Supreme Overlord.”

With awave of hismassive hand, Shimrradismissed her.



A cycdlelater, Nen Yim settled onto asitting hummock in her private
hortium and regarded Ahsi Yim. The younger shaper was narrower in every
dimension than Nen Yim, and her blue-gray flesh had an opal escent sheen about
it. Her attentive eyes were arare shade of bronze.

Her master's hand was very new, but they were peers.

"What brought you to the heresy, Ahs Yim?' she asked softly.

The other master considered this quietly for amoment. Thefine slver
tendrils of lim trees groped feebly about the room in search of sustenance.
Pants from the homeworld with no obvious use, Nen Yim had resurrected them
from genetic patternsin the Qang gahsa. They pleased her.

"I worked on the changing of Duro,” shesaid at last.

"On the surface of things, on the record, we worked dtrictly, by the
protocols. And yet, often the protocols were not suit-able. They were not
aufficiently flexible for what needed to * be done. Some of us-did what was
necessary. Later | was assigned here, to Y uuzhan'tar, where so much went
wrong.

The strangeitching plague-well. The mastersthere were very orthodox. |
saw the shortcomings of that. At the sametime, | saw evidence of the
infidels ability to adapt, to change their abominable technology not just in
smal ways, but in large ones. | determined that in time, because of this,

they must ultimately triumph unlesswe did the same. So | practiced heresy.”
"And were discovered. Y ou would have been sacrificed to the godsif | had
not had you brought here."

"l servemy people,” Ahs Yim said. "The protocols do not. | would die

for that."

"Sowould1," NenYim said. "And so | risk both of our lives once more.

Do you understand?”

Ahs Yimdid not blink. "Yes"

"Y ou may have heard that the Supreme Overlord brought me something to
examine”

"Yes" Eagerness showed in Ahs Yim's eyes.

"Itisaship,” Nen Yim said, "aship based on abiotech-nology much like
ours. The phenotypeisradicaly different, but the genotypeissimilar. More
gmilar than anything in this galaxy thusfar. And the protocols havein them
certain wegpons that seem designed peculiarly well to deal withit.

Shimrra clams the gods must have anticipated our need. What do you
think?'

Again, that long moment of consderation, but thistime accompanied by an
excited writhing of tendrils on her headdress.

"| think that isnot true," Ahs said softly. " The protocols have not

changed in hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. They have not "anticipated
anything dsein thisgdaxy. Why should they anticipate this?'

"Perhaps nothing € se here required the intervention of the gods.”

Ahs made adismissve mation. "Thereis much here we could have used the
help of the godswith. The Jeedal, for instance. And yet thereisnothingin
the protocolsthat even hints of them.”

Nen Yim nodded. "I grant | believe as you do. Then what explanation do
you offer?"

"Our ancestors met thistechnology in the past. We bat-tled againgt it,

and the wesgpons from that battle remain in the Qang gahsa.”



"And yet no record of any such event exists.” Ahs Yim amiled faintly.
"Even the Qang gahsa can be made to forget. More recent events have been
elided. Have you ever tried to learn of Shimrra's ascension to Supreme
Overlord?’

"Yes" NenYimreplied.

"Therecord of that ssemsimplausbly thin."

Nen Yim shrugged. "I agree that records can be erased. But why erase
knowledge of athrest?"

"Y ou think this ship athreet?"

"Oh, yes. Shdl | tdl you atde?"

"l would be honored.”

"I have in my possession the persona gahsa of EKh'm Vd, the commander
who brought this ship to Lord Shimrra. He was sent years ago to explore the
gaaxy. He came across a planet named Zonama Sekot.”

Ahs Yim's eyes narrowed.

"What? This means something to you?'

"No," shesad. "But the name disurbs me."

Nen Yim nodded agreement. "Ekh'm Va said the planet itself was dive,
itslifeforms symbiotic, asif shaped to live together.”

"They shapelife aswe do?'

"They shapelife, yes. Not aswe do. And the sentient race thereis

nothing like Y uuzhan VVong-indeed, from the records, | think they must bea
race ndiveto this galaxy-Ferroans.”

"Then | retract my earlier statement. Our ancestors can hardly have met
thisworld before.”

"It seemsunlikely. And yet, a the sametime, it seemsthe only possible
answer to the puzzle.”

"What happened to Commander Va?'

"He was attacked and repelled, but he managed to capture the ship before
leaving the system.”

"And the planet?'

"Shimrraclamsit has been destroyed.”

"Y ou do not believe him?

"No. I've been asked to create weapons that might affect it. Why should |
do that if the danger has passed?!

"Perhaps he fears there are more such worlds.”

"Perhaps. Perhaps he merdly fears.”

"What?"

"If we have met this race before, and fought them - perhaps they remember
it better than we. If we have the key to attacking their biotechnology,
perhaps they have the key to oursaswell. EKh'm Va was defeated, after al.”
"A few shipsagaingt aworld."

Nen Yim smiled thinly. "Tell me-what sort of memory do you think our
glorious ancestors are more likely to have purged from the Qang gahsa? A
gloriousvictory or anigno-minious defeat?'

Ahs Yim pursed her lips. "Ah," shesaid. "And you think Shimrraknows
something we do not.”

"| think he knows many things we do not."

Ahs Yim'stendrils curled in agreement. Then sheleveled her liquid gaze
directly a Nen Yim. "Why areyou teling me this?'

"Because," Nen Yimreplied, "l think you know things/ do not. Have



connectionsthat | do not."

"What sort of things?' she asked, Hiffly.

"For one, | think you have heard of Ekh'm Va before.”

A long slence, thistime. "Are you asking something of me?' she said at
last.

"If this planet exigts, | must seeit for mysdlf. The ship doneis not
enough. | must know more."

"Why?"

"Because| think if | do not, our speciesis doomed.”

Ahs pursed her lips. Her tendrils knotted and waved. "I can promise
nothing,” she said, "but | will seewhat can be done.”

SIX

From the bridge of Yammka, Nas Choka surveyed theruins| of the
occupation forces from Fondor. They weren't much j to look at.

Heturned dowly to face Zhat Lah.

"How did this happen?' he asked. His voice was low, pitched only for the
commander.

"Duro was attacked, Warmagter, as our intelligence sug - | gested it

would be. The executor there requested reinforce - | ments. My men were hungry
for battle, and | complied.”

His eyes narrowed. "Then they came. | recaled the shipsj when |
understood the ploy, but they were prevented from leaving the Duro system by
their interdictors. Theinfidels| kept our forces pinned in the planet's

gravity wel and then | fled. They are cowardd"

"Areyou teling me cowards took the system you were entrusted with from
you?'Y ou were beaten by cowards?’

"Warmaster, we were outnumbered. We fought until there was no hope."
"No hope?' Nas Choka asked, in scathing tones. "Y ou were yet dive, and
had ships, and say there was no hope? Areyou Y uuzhan Vong?'

"l am Y uuzhan Vong," Zhat Lah growled.

"Then why did you not fight to the last? Might you not | have taken afew
more of their shipswith you to the gods?'

"A few, Warmadter."

"Then why did you flee? Whereisthe honor inthat?' Zhat Lah's split
lipstwitched. "If the warmaster wishesmy life, itishisto givetothe

gods"

"Of course. But | asked you for an explanation.”

"| thought our remaining ships might serve better than to be cut to

piecesin abattle we could not win."

"Did you?' Nas Choka asked. "Y ou had no thought for your own life?"

"My life belongsto the gods. They may takeit asthey will. | do not

flinch from death. If the warmaster wishes meto take my personal coral skipper
back to Fondor, | will diein battle. But given the numbers, the rest of my

ships would have been destiroyed with rdlatively little damage done to the
enemy. If thiswaswrong, the respongbility ismine. My men own none of it."
Nas Choka looked back out at the wreckage.

"Two frigates, dl but undamaged. A battle cruiser with only minimal
damage." Heturnedto Lah. "You did wel," he said.

The commander's eyes widened fractionaly with surprise.



"We have spread oursalves too much, over too many star systems,” Nas
Chokasaid. "We have lost too many ships because too many commanders have no
more sense of strategy than to fight to the death.”

He clasped his hand behind him and regarded Lah.

"We havethelate leader of your domain to thank for this Situation.”

"Warmaster Lah conquered most of thisgaaxy,” Zhat Lah protested. "He

gave usther capita, now our Yuuzhan'tar."

"Y es, and he spent warriors like so much vlekin doing so, and gavelittle

thought as to how we would hold such vast territories.” He waved his hand.
"Things are changing, Zhat Lah. Things must change. Theinfidels have adapted.
They have undermined many of our sirengths, but we have undermined ourselves
even more. The pride of our warriors weskens us."

"But the pride of our warriorsiswhat we are,”" Zhat Lah protested.

"Without our pride, without our honor, we are astheinfidels.”

"And yet you retreated because you thought it best.”

"Yes, Warlord," hereplied, histone finaly subdued. "But it was not...

easy. | takethe stain on mysdf, yet thereisastan.”

"Ligtento me," Nas Chokasaid. "We are the Y uuzhan VVong. We have been
entrusted with the true way, the true knowledge of the gods. Our duty isto

bring every infidd in this galaxy to hed and either send them screaming to

the gods or bring them to the true path. Thereisno middle ground, thereis

no faltering. And there can be no failure. Our misson ismore important than

you or me, Com-mander, and it is more important than your honor or mine. Lord
Shimrrahimsdf hassaid it. And o, feel no stain. To win thiswar, we must

set asde much we cherish. The gods ordain the sacrifice. We are blameless. We
are those who do what must be done. And so | tell you again-you did the right
thing."

Lah nodded, undergtanding lighting behind hiseyes.

"Now," Chokawent on, "these tactics-these feints and sudden withdrawals,
these strike-here-and-hide-there maneuvers-what enablesthis? Theinfidels

have no yammoaosk to coordinate their movements.”

"They have communications, Warlord. Their HoloNet dlowsthem to
communicate instantaneoudy over the breadth of the galaxy."

"Precisdly. But without their HoloNet, such precise coor-dination becomes
much moredifficult, yes?

Lah shrugged. "Of course" he said. "But destroying the communications
sysemisdifficult," hesaid. "There are many relay stations, not dways

placed so asto be easly found. When oneis destroyed, another may function,
and the infidels have managed to repair or replace many we have destroyed.”
"The destruction of the HoloNet has never been a pri-ority before,” Nas
Chokasaid. "Now it is. And the gods have given the shapers a new wegpon, one
that should per-fectly suit our needs.”

"That iswdll, Warlord."

"Itis" He paced amoment.

"I'm giving you anew battle group. Y ou will remain here, a Y uuzhan'tar,

on dert to Srike quickly. Theinfidels are growing confident; they will

attack again, soon. | can fed it. And when they do, we will have something

new to show them. Something quite new."

SEVEN



Benegth the black sky of Y uuzhan'tar, Nen Yim moved invisbly. The guards

at their postsdid not blink as she passed; the Singing ulubs stayed slent as

she moved lightly across the grounds of the Supreme Overlord's compound.
Damuteks glowed with faint luminescence, and ships coming and going were pae
viridian or blood-colored mists of light in the sky. Y uuzhan'tar had not

aways been dark at night. For millennia, it had been the brightest world in

the galaxy, never knowing true darkness. Unliving meta had pulsed with unholy
energies, hemorrhaging light and heet and noxious fumesto burn the womb of
night.

Now that unnatura work had been undone, and any brightness came from the
gars aone. Tonight, not even they troubled the closed eyedlids of the gods,

for atarp of cloud had been drawn overhead, blotting even the fierce beauty

of the Core. So long controlled by machines, the climate of Y uuzhan'tar was
dsofinding itsnaturd state. To Nen Yim, it seemed paradoxically unnaturd.
She had been born and raised on aworldship, nurtured by an or-ganism so larg e
that she had been likeamicrobeinits belly, kept warm and secure. The
vagaries of weather were only recently known to her, and though her mind
rationdly recognized that on some long-ago day the Y uuzhan VVong had lived on
aworld where seasons came and went, whererain fell when it wished or not at
al-that thiswas, indeed, the natural course of things- her ingtincts

rebelled at the capricious variability of it al. She was a shaper. She

preferred shaping to being shaped.

And she despised being cold. She was cloaked in a creature of her own
modification, avariant of the specia ooglith cloakersthat hunterswore. Its
billion tiny sensory nodes gazed at the night, heard it, tasted it-and made

her apart of it. For thefirgt time in many, many months she was free of her
guards, of her damutek. She did not fool hersdlf that the freedom wasred. If
she did not emerge from her sanctum in afew hours, questions would be asked,
and then a search would commence. Being invisible would not be enough, then.
But theillusion was heedy.

Though she had created the cloak for hersdf long before, there had never

been any reason great enough to risk using it. Now therewas. A cryptic
message, ameeting place, apossbility.

She passed from Shimrras fortress compound easily enough. Even ahunter
could not have managed that, but the cloak of Nuun she wore was better than
the usud sort. It hid her very thoughts, it disguised her mass as amovement

of ar.

She moved on rougher ground now, down a dope and then up to the platform
where ashrineto Y un-Harla, the Trickster goddess, overlooked avast pit that
had once been sky-reaching buildings. Dark watersfilled it now, and the
burring cries of p'hiili rasein shrill choruswith the bass cooing of large-

wattled ngom. Likethelim treein her hortium, they were re-created creatures
from the homeworld. A singlefigure awaited her in the shrine, benegsth a

gtatue of Y un-Y uuzhan that had been made from the skulls and long bones of the
conquered. It, too, carried amessage from Y uuzhan Vong history-like the
crestures of the poal, it proclaimed,

Thisworld isours now.

The onewaiting was male, lean, hishair knotted in a pat-terned scarf.

All but three fingers had been cut from each hand. Nen Yim stood watching him
for long moments. His eyes held a contained and fierce intelligence. Priest,

she thought.



What could you want with me?

She stood on the vuasa's spine. Death seemed near. She wasn't sure what
she had expected, but it wasn't apriest, done, in the dark.

She moved out of hissight and removed the cloak, then walked back to the
drine

Thistime his gaze found her ingtantly. His body remained till.

"Y ou've come at astrange time to perform your ablu-tions,” the priest

sad.

"l comewhen | am caled,” Nen Yim answered.

"Somust wedl," the priest answered. "'l am Harrar." Nen Yim's spine
prickled. She knew that name. So not just any priest. A very important one.
"l am called Nen Yim, Honored One," she replied.

"You are amagter. Our ranks are equivaent, so we may dispense with
honorifics. My timeis short, and | suspect yoursis shorter still."

Nen Yim nodded.

"There are rumors of you, shaper,” he said. "Y ou labor aone, under heavy
guard in the Supreme Overlord's compound. It is said you are most favored by
the gods, and yet so few know you exist at al. Even awhisper istoo loud a
toneto speak of you in. It issaid that some have died who could not keep
that whisper in."

"And yet you know of me."

"l know when and whom to whisper to." He smiled thinly. "Y ou, apparently,
do not."

"l don't know what you mean."

"I mean your atempts to contact the Quorealist under-ground have been
dumsy.”

"I do not even know who or what the Quoredigtisare,” Nen Yim asserted.
"Quoreal wasthe Supreme Overlord before Shimrra. Many do not think the
gods chose Shimrrato take his place, they believe that Shimrradishonorably
murdered him. Quored's old followers are understandably areticent group, but
they dill exig.”

"These are new factsto me, if factsthey are.”

The priest shrugged one shoulder. "1t does not matter who you thought you
weretrying to contact. The point isthat if you perast, Shimrrawill

discover you, and | doubt that anyoneis so favored by the gods asto survive
that." He clasped his hands behind his back. "What | wish to know isthis Why
isLord Shimrrals most favored shaper trying to contact the pitiful remnants
of hispolitica enemies?'

"I know nothing of these palitics,” Nen Yim replied.

"Shimrraisthe Supreme Overlord. | owe alegiance to none other. |

desire dlegianceto none other.”

Harrar cocked his head. "Come now. Why else contact us?"

"

Harrar'sfierce grin expanded abit. "Of course. Clumsy you may have

been, but you have succeeded. Shimrrahas enemies. Y ou have found them. What
do you want from us?'

"I'vejust told you, | seek no enemy of my Supreme Overlord.”

"But you movein secret, without his knowledge. What do you want?'
Again, Nen Yim heditated. "Thereis something | must see” she said.
"Something | believeto be of vitd impor-tance to the Y uuzhan Vong."

"How intriguing. Shimrrawill not let you seeit?!



"l cannot ask him.”

"Moreintriguing fill. What isthisthing?'

"Itisvery far from here” Nen Yim said. "I need help get-ting there. |

need hdpfindingit.”

"Y ou obfuscate.”

"l am cautious. Y ou tell me you are the enemy of my Lord Shimrra. In that
caseyou are my enemy, ultimately, and | will not betray information into your
hands." She paused.

"Suppose | merely lied to you, to test your loyaty?"

"Then | cannot trust anything you say," she said.

"Inthat case, our meeting would seem to be over." He paused again. "But

| warn you, you are not likely to get an-other chance. Y ou say thisthing is
of vital importanceto our future. How important?'

"It could be our doom.”

"And yet you fear Shimrrawill not addressit?"

"y es"

"Y ou think you know better what is best for the Y uuzhan Vong than our
Supreme Overlord?!

Nen Yim drew her shoulders back. "In thiscase, | do."

"Very well. My pretense of didoyaty was meant to draw a confession of
your own. | now bdlieveyou areloya to the order of things. | swear by the
very gods, | an adsoloyal to Lord Shimrra May they devour meif | lie”" He
paused, and lowered hisvoice. "But like you, | do not think hisjudgment is
infdlible. Tell me of thisthing you must see. Clearly you arewilling to

risk disgrace and degth. Thisis not thetime to balk."

Nen Yim clicked the nails of her master's hand together. Like her own
master, Mezhan Kwaad, she had deadly weapons concedled init. If she decided
the priest could not be trusted, the p'hiili would feed well this night.

"It beginswith acommander named EKh'm Vd," she sad, softly.

His eyeswidened at the name. "Ah," he said.

"You have heard of him?"

"Indeed. | begin to understand your caution. Please continue.”

Shetold him, in brief, what she knew, but she left much out. She made no
mention of her heresy, but couched her sudies of the ship in orthodox terms.
As she spoke, Harrar folded down into a cross-legged position and listened
like achild doesto the true-speaker in a creche. When she was done, a moment
of dlencedragged along tail.

"Agonishing," hesad, at lad.

"Y ou understand the implicetions, then?"

"Some of them. Otherswill come clear. And perhaps | understand some you
do not."

"I do not doubt that. The priesthood has its own knowl-edge, I'm sure.”
Harrar drew hislips back from histeeth. "How kind of you to think so,"

he said.

"l meant no offense.”

"Naturaly not." He gestured. "Sit with me."

She complied, resting on asmal polyp.

"Y ou swear to methat al you havetold meistrue?’

"l swear it, by thegods,” Nen Yim replied.

He nodded, then looked at her serioudy. "Y our master, Mezhan Kwaad, is
said to have claimed there were no gods.”



"Shewas, for al her virtues, perhgpsinsane,” Nen Yim pointed out.

"Y es, my concern exactly.”

"Y ou fear for my sanity?"

"I might, save for onething. Are you aware of the heresy?

Her blood went cold and heavy. "Heresy?"

"Among the Shamed Ones. The obscene belief that the Jeedai are somehow
the saviors of the Shamed.”

"Yes" Nen Yim replied, hoping her composure hadn't dipped. "'l was,

after dl, on Yavin Four when that heresy began.”

"You were, weren't you? Y ou're apart of the story, infact, at least in

some versons. In afew, you died glorioudy. In dl, you vanished.”

"l am not current on the folklore of the Shamed Ones, | fear,” Nen Yim

sad, Hiffly.

"No, | doubt that you are. This heresy now has aleader-a Prophet. Little
isknown of him, but heis gaining in power. Not long ago, he made a prophecy-
of anew world, ahomefor the Shamed Ones, a promise of redemp-tion. A living
world." He placed his hands on his knees and leaned forward. "Does this not
sound like your Zonama Sekot?'

"I know nothing of this Prophet or hisbabblings,” Nen Yim said.

"Again, | do not doubt you." His eyes narrowed. "Do you know where this
supposed world is?"

"No."

"So you would have me smuggle you from beneath Shimrra's nose, equip you
with aship-"

"I can supply my own ship,” Nen Yim interrupted.

His eyesturned appraising, but he resumed. "Very well. So | need only
smuggle you out, outfit you, and help you find this planet-which Shimrra
cdamsisdestroyed.”

"That iswhat | dedire, yes"

"l cannot do that," he said. "'l am too highly placed. I will be noticed.”

"Then | havecomeinvain,” Nen Yim said, preparing the wegpon in her
finger.

"Perhaps not,” the priest said. "Perhaps the Prophet of whom | spoke

could ad you?'

Nen Yim relaxed, margindly. ™Y ou counsel meto col-laborate with a
heretic?"

"If you are correct about the thresat this planet poses, then atemporary
dliance with a heretic could certainly be forgiven. Y ou wereright, by the
way, not to ask Shimrrato help you. Neither Ekh'm Va nor any of his crew
remains dive. The Supreme Overlord fearsthis secret. Thet initsdlf tellsme
itisvitaly important.”

"Onthat weagree," Nen Yim dlowed. " Still-what good could come of
contacting this'Prophet'? Even if he was so disposed, how could he help me?”
"How many Shamed Oneswork within the Supreme Overlord's compound?
"l do not know."

"How many of them can you name?'

She snorted. "One.”

Harrar showed histeeth again at the thinly velled reference.

"This heresy iswidespread and well organized. It, as much as your Zonama
Sekot, isathresat to the well-being of our people. | fed certain that if
this'Prophet’ can be con-vinced you are with his cause, hewill find away to



help you. Especidly if, asyou say, you have aship.”

"Yes" shesad. "It's getting the ship off the surface of Y uuzhan'tar

and out of this system that isthe problem.” A new suspicion struck her. "You
want to use me asbait.”

"Indeed. But | will not pounce on the Prophet when he comesto free you.

I will wait, until such time asyou deem your misson complete. If donein
exactly theright way, it might even be possible to convince Lord Shimrrathat
you were a hostage of the Shamed Ones, rather than the ingti-gator of the
expedition.”

"Y ou propose atrade in deceits.”

"Condder. Two gresat threats to the Y uuzhan V ong-your mysterious planet,

my Prophet. We can berid of them both. If all goeswell, you and | continue

to serve our people. If not, we go to the gods, who know our motives were
pure. Can you see a better path?'

"No," Nen Yim said. "I cannot. But | know little of this Prophet. | have

no way of contacting him."

"| cannot contact him directly, of course" Harrar said.

"But there are ways of bringing thingsto hisears. | can arrangethis.

Arewe agreed?”’

"Weare" NenYim said.

And though shefelt she had sedled her doom, she made the trip back

through the darkness with lighter feet, and the air felt dmost warm.

Harrar watched the shaper move out of sight, wondering again how she had
managed to meet him without an entou-rage of guards. Did she have some sort of
concealing cloaker, like the cloak of Nuun the hunters wore? Probably. She was
amaster shaper, after dl. That didn't matter.

What mattered was that he had committed himself to the proposition that
shedid not represent atrap laid for him by Shimrra or someone in the Supreme
Overlord's hierarchy who didiked him. Every naturd ingtinct warned him away,
but something very deep-perhaps something from the gods themselves-told him he
should trust the strange shaper. Rumors of the planet Zonama Sekot had
circulated very quietly among the Quoredists and some priestly sectsfor many
cycles, and he knew for afact that Ekh'm Val was not thefirst Y uuzhan Vong
to encounter the planet. Nor, in-deed, had EKh'm Va been sent by Shimrra,
though the com-mander himsalf hadn't known that.

If Zonama Sekot existed-and especidly if the shaper was right about

there being some hidden history between it and the Y uuzhan VVong-then it could
be very important. In any event, the priesthood was being kept in the dark
about something that it clearly should know about. He had lately begun to have
his suspicions about Shimrra. Not voiced ones, certainly, but suspicions
nonethe-less. And today-which had aready brought so many inter-esting new
thoughts-brought ancther.

Nen Yim did not know, perhaps, how much Harrar knew about shapers and
their protocols. He was the first to admit that he did not know everything.

But one thing was clear-Nen Yim operated outside the realm of norma shaping,
and the heresy of the Shamed Oneswas not the only heresy around. Mezhan
Kwaad, Nen Yim's late master, had been a heretic, and had died for it.

And herewas Nen Yim, dive, favored by the Supreme Overlord, and perhaps
practicing her own heresy in guarded secrecy.

If true, it could mean only one thing Shimrrahimsdlf wasaheretic. And
that-like everything esein this Stuation-had the potentia to change



everything.

If things went as planned, he might manageto kill three targetswith a
snglethud bug.

Herose, and smelled the air, and felt destiny in hisveins.

EIGHT

Nom Anor turned the message thisway and that in hismind, and saw it
sharpin every angle. It was hard to wrap his thoughts around it without

feding the cut, o pregnant with the possibility of betrayd it ssemed.

"Who sent you, Loiin Sool?" he asked the messenger, softly. The messenger
was a Shamed One, his shoulders and face amass of poorly healed scar tissue.
His eyes were con-ceded by a constricted uruun cloth, placed there before
he'd begun his descent into the dark, dank places of Nom Anor's domain. The
domain of the Prophet.

A wave of hishand, and Loiin Sool would never see any-thing again.

"I come on behdf of the shaper Nen Yim," Sool an-swered. "1 know little

more than that. | was taken from my work detail, given the message, and sent
to find you." Nom Anor nodded. Sool had been checked for implants, of course,
though no test short of thorough dissection was certain. Was someone looking
at him now, from some hid-den pore in the messenger's skin?

If so, they saw not Nom Anor but the Prophet Y u'shaa, his face hidden

behind a grotesque ooglith masguer that showed only one spectacularly Shamed,
eyesfestering with inflammation and lesions rendering the visage dmost un-
recognizable as Y uuzhan VVong in origin.

His surroundings would tell them little more. Y uu-zhan'tar wasawarren

of rusting holeslikethisone.

"Why does the shaper not come to me hersdf?"

"She may not leave Lord Shimrras compound, | am told. She takes great

risk even in sending this message.”

That was undoubtedly true. Whet little Nom Anor knew of Nen Yim suggested
that her role was one that Shimrrawas not eager to have widely known. He had
lent her for atimeto Tsavong Lah, but since her return from that liaison,

she had been little seen or heard from. Indeed, Nom Anor had wondered if she
had been quietly disposed of.

And perhaps she had. There was no knowing whether this message actudly
camefrom her. Since hed lost Ngaa uh, his spy in Shimrras court, much was
uncertain.

"Why does she seek me out?' Nom Anor asked.

"She heard of your prophecy of the new world. Her studies|ead her to
believeit isatrue one. She desiresto seethisworld for hersdlf.”

"So you have dready said. Why does she seek my aid?

"Who ese could giveit? Shimrraand his minions are cor-rupt. They have

done everything they can to deny the exis-tence of our redeemer. He and the
eitewill do much more, becausethey know that if the truth is known, they

will be seen asthefaseleadersthey are. And you, my lord, will be seen as

the true Prophet.”

"What does a shaper care for that?' Nom Anor won-dered aloud.

"Nen Yim seeksonly truth,” Sool said.

"Y ou've dready told me you do not know her,” Nom Anor pointed out. "How
can you speak for her or pretend to understand her motivations?'



"Thisisthe message, Prophet,” Sool answered. "I only repest it.”

A vague chanting had gone up among Nom Anor's acolytes. He began to wish
he had received Soal in private rather than in front of thirty or so

followers.

A firmvoice cut above the rest "Praised be the Prophet. He hasindeed
prophesied truly. The planet of our salvation, our deliverance, isnow in our
very grasp. And Lord Shimrra's own shaper knowsit istrue! Our destiny has
become aforce stronger than gravity.”

"Do not be hasty, Kunra," another voice said. "Thismay be nothing more

than atrap, a deception to lure the Prophet into their grasp.”

"If 0, they must fail," Kunrasaid. He turned to Nom Anor. "Y ou arethe
Prophet, are you not? Did you not see this, aswell? Did you not see yourself
walking through the forests of the new world, preparing it for us?'

"l saw it," Nom Anor agreed. He had little choice. He had added that

little embellishment afew days before. But what was Kunra up to? Kunra had
been with him since the beginning of thiswhole farce. He knew who Nom Anor
redly was-that the "prophet” and his planet were equaly fabulous.

"Then thetime has cometo rise againg Shimrra."

"No," Nom Anor dipped out. "Do not presume to inter-pret my prophecy
when | ill St hereamong you. Thetimeisnot yet come.”

"But we have found the planet,” Kunrasaid. "Let me go, Great One. | will
liberate the shaper from Shimrra. | will quest with her for the new world. If
thereisbetrayd, our cause will suffer little. If thisistruth-"

"Truth must be practica,” Nom Anor said. "Wewould haveto flow rivers

of Shamed blood to liberate this shaper, and still she does not know the
location of the planet.”

"l don't und erstand,” Kunra said. "Do you fear your own prophecy?*

"Quiet," Nom Anor said, hismind whirling furioudy. Zonama Sekot was,
indeed, important-if only because Shimrrafeared it so much. He knew, too,
that the shaper had been given what remained of the Sekotan ship to study, and
it would seem she had discovered something quite im-portant. This message
suggested one of two possihilities. Ei-ther she wastelling the truth, and she
needed help from outside the system to escape Shimrra and find the planet, or-
more likely-they thought Nom Anor knew where the planet was. They couldn't
know that he had learned of the planet by eavesdropping on Shimrraand Ekh'm
Vad, that what he had learned there was al he knew.

Wéll, not quitedl. He had heard rumorsthat the Jedi had found the

world.

Which struck him suddenly as avery fortuitous piece of information.

"The prophecy isindeed nearing fulfillment,” Nom Anor told his

followers. "But something remains. A pieceismissing. When | set foot upon
the new world, | shall not be done. Jeedal will be with me."

A collective gasp went up at that. Even Kunra seemed disconcerted.

"Great One..."

"Thetime hascome," Nom Anor said, solemnly. "AsVua Rapuung fought with
Anakin Solo, so shall | and the Jeedai freethis shaper and find our world.”
Cheers, of course.

Let the Jedi do the work and take therisk of freeing Nen Yim. If they

failed, they would be blamed, rather than him. If they succeeded-then perhaps
he would indeed bring his own prophecy to fruition. At the moment, he had
littleto lose.



NINE

Han Solo scowled and shook a crooked finger at Tahiri.
"Kid," hedrawled, "1 hope you aren't counting on another lucky break
your wholelife, because you've just used up whatever you may have had coming.

"Easy, Han," Leiainterposed. "Anyway, look who'stalking. They don't

cdl it Solo luck for nothing.”

"They' don't know what they're talking about,” Han replied. "I've never
needed |luck-I've dways depended on skill."

"Of courseyou have, dear,” Leiasaid, raising her eyebrows.

"Y eah, well, I-anyway, that's not theissue," Han grum-bled. "Theissue
isyou, young lady, flying off againgt good adviceto a planet that's dways
been trouble for thisfamily, aone, running past a'Y uuzhan Vong frigatein an
X-wing-"

"I didn't have achoice," Tahiri pointed out. "The frigate was sort of

between me and escape.”

"Sure you had achoice. From what you say, they probably didn't even know
you were there-they were after their own runaways. Y ou had awhole planet to
hide on. Y ou could have picked a better opportunity to leave-like after they
did. It'sared miraclethat you got out of the system, jumping on a half-
fried engine-it'samazing you didn't end up on Tatooine. And Ylesia. And
Bonadan. What was your blazing hurry?"

"I made apromise,” Tahiri said.

"A promise? To what, amarsh spider?'

"No. To a Shamed One."

"A Yuuzhan Vong?' Histone wasincredulous, but then his face registered
his mistake. Everyone was still getting used to exactly who she was now.
That didn't mean shewas going to let him off the hook.

"I made apromiseto aperson” she said. "Because it wastheright thing

to do."

Han closed his eyes and |ooked momentarily very, very tired. "If | could
name the times I've heard that right thing to do line... Tahiri, you'retoo
young for this. Y ou've been through alot. Can't you just-just-teake arest?!
"Good advice," Leiainterposed, taking Tahiri by the shoulders. "Cant

you see how tired sheis? Why don't we talk about this after she's been to the
‘fresher and caught anap? It can wait that long, can't it, Tahiri?"

"Yes, "Tahiri sad.

"But..." Han began, but Leiacut him off.

"My husband isjust trying to tell you he was worried about you and he's
glad you're home."

"I know," Tahiri said. "And | appreciateit.”

Han's face softened, and then set into lines of reluctant acceptance.

"Will, yegh. But | il think-"

"Why don't you get cleaned up, Tahiri, and well have abit of dinner. We
can tak morethen.”

"Itisgood to have you back, Mistress Tahiri," the golden droid assured

her as she made her way toward the refresher.

"Thanks, Threepio," shesaid. "It'sgood to be back.” She meant it. Sheld
grown up on Tatooine and in aY uu-zhan VVong creeche, she'd studied the ways of



the Jedi on Y avin 4, but more and more the Millennium Falcon felt like home.
It was afeding both comfortable and unsettling, but from what shed
gathered, that was alarge part of what home was al aboui.

"I hope you weren't injured in your travels,” C-3PO went on.

"No, I'mjust alittle banged up. And tired.”

"WEell, now you can rest. And, | must say, Onih K'leth mof'gey.”

That sent alittle shock through her.

"Don't..." shebegan, but cut hersdf off. Thiswas not an abomination-it

was 3PO.

C-3PO caught the sudden anger in her tone, however.

"I'm dreadfully sorry, Mistress Tahiri. | only wanted to-

"Make mefed welcome," she guessed, "both as ahuman and a 'Y uuzhan Vong.

"Yes migress.”

"It'sokay, Threepio. I'm ill working the bugs out of this. It'sjust,

hearing adroid speak that language-

"Oh, yes. | understand how the Y uuzhan VVong fed about droids. In the
future | shan't-"

"No. Likel said, it'sokay. These are exactly thethings| haveto face.

And hopel can.

"Very wdl," C-3PO said, with extravagant relief. "But, if | may ask, is

the integration of your former persondities... complete?’

Tahiri smiled. "It'scomplete. But it'slike-like being raised by parents

who taught you one set of vaues, and then learning adifferent set of values
in school. Whichisright? There are conflictsin what most people fed and
be-lieve. I'm no different in that respect, maybe just alittle more extreme.
Do you understand?”

"l believe s0."

"Part of me was raised to believe that machines-especidly thinking
machines-are abominations. But that's just something | learned. It's not part
of who | am. It'snot part of the Y uuzhan Vong on any intrinsc levd, either-
it'sjust what the leaders and priests teach us as crechelings. It's something
that can be unlearned, that must be unlearned, becauseit'swrong. Y ou're my
friend, Threepio, or at least | hope you are. And if, now and then, | have an
unthinking reaction to you, | truly hope you can understand and for-give me."
"Oh, very eadlly," C-3PO said. "Thank you for explaining it to me." His
voice shifted back to consternation.

"Oh, heavens, I'm holding you up when you should be resting. I'll go now.
"Wait, Threepio."

"Isthere something ds=?!

"Jugt this" And shethrew her arms around him and gave him ahug.

"Oh, my," C-3PO said. But he sounded pleased.

She woke, not knowing exactly where shewas. Shelay Hill inthe
darkness, |etting the world return to her, solidify about her, fearing
something but not knowing what.

The Millennium Falcon, she thought. Right. That'swhere | am.

She glanced at the table chrono and redlized she'd been adeep for dmost
agtandard day. Shaking off the dream-shroud, she pulled on her Jedi robes,
vigited the ‘fresher, and then went looking for Han and Leia



Shefound them in the lounge, discussing something in low and somewhat
heated tones. She coughed softly, not wanting to eavesdrop.

The two turned toward her.

"Finaly up, | see," Leiasaid. Her voice sounded abit odd.

"Yeah," Tahiri replied. "I guess| was more exhausted than | thought.”

"Y ou ought to be," Han grunted.

"I'm ready to talk now, if that's okay."

"Why not?' Han muttered. "Have aseat.”

Shedidinnext to Leiaand clasped her hands together in front of her,

trying to think how to start.

"Y ou said something about apromise,” Leia prompted.

"Right." Briefly, Tahiri laid out the events on Dagobah.

"The Shamed Ones were looking for a planet,” she said, when she was done
with the narrative. "A planet their Prophet thinks may bring them redemption.”
"Dagobah? Why Dagobah?"

"These Shamed Ones sort of worship the Jedi. They found out somehow that
Anakin and Luke had been there-that it had something to do with their
traning." Han raised an eyebrow. "That'sinteresting. How exactly would they
know that?"

"That's not hard,” Lelasaid. "The Y uuzhan V ong have been obsessed with
the Jedi from the very beginning. We know they have good intelligence. Anyway,
the story about Luke mesting Y oda there isn't exactly awell-kept secret.”
"But they were mistaken,” Tahiri said. "Dagobah isn't the world the

Shamed Ones are looking for."

Han had the same expression on his face he usualy wore playing sabacc.
"Oh? And what world do you think they are looking for?"

"The same one Master Skywalker was looking for. And found. Zonama Sekot.”
Han's eyes widened dightly. Then he puffed and raised hishandsina
gesture of frustration.

"Lea" hesad. "Youtdl her."

"Tel mewha?'

Lelapursed her lips. "Kenth Hamner contacted us while you were adeep,

on aheavily coded channel. He wantsto talk to you.”

Kenth Hamner.

"The liaison between the Jedi and military?" She couldn't quite picture

his face. She seemed to remember it waslong.

"Right."

"Did he say what it was about?"

"Not exactly," Leiasaid cautioudy. "But it involves Zonama Sekot-and a
dissdent movement within the Y uu-zhan Vong."

Han looked at her earnestly. " T ahiri, whatever it is, you don't haveto

doit."

"Of coursel do,” Tahiri said. "l promised the Shamed One..."

"Y ou promised him you would tell his Prophet about Dagobah,” Han
interrupted. "Y ou made no promises con-cerning Zonama Sekot."

Tahiri smiled dightly. "My promisewas one of iza, not one of drict

legdity.”

"What?"

"|zal isthe essence of a promise. The Shamed One thought he had found

the planet foretold. | promised him that | would take this news back to his
Prophet. But Dagobah isn't the planet foretold. Therefore, theizai - the



essence of my promise-requires meto carry the news that the planet of
prophecy has been found.”

Han pushed his pamsinto hisface. "Thisismaking my head hurt," he

sad.

"l think 1 need to speak to Kenth Hamner," Tahiri said firmly.

"We're dready on the way there,” Han grunted. "But | hope you know what
youredoing."

"l do."

"No," Han sad, alittle angrily, "you think you know what you're doing.
It'saconcelt born out of being young. Jaina thinks she knowswhat she's

doing. Anakin thought he knew what he was doing."

"Anakin did know what hewas doing,” Tahiri said, softly. " If he hadn't

doneit, there might not be asingle Jedi divetoday. | know | wouldn't be

here. Didn't you know what you were doing when you came back to save Master
Skywalker at the Death Star al those years ago?'

"l was older than you," Han said, risng from the table. He got up and

went toward the cockpit. But he stopped and turned, with one hand on the
hatch.

"And, to answer your question,” he said, "no, | didn't have the faintest

ideawhat | was doing.” He chuckled briefly, shook his head, and vanished into
the corridor. Kenth Hamner did indeed have along face. He also had afirm
handshake, and an office so spareit might have been a storeroom. The view was
interesting, though. His window |ooked down upon alandscape of bloodred and
black swirled together, laced over with silver coils and me-anders of tide

creeks and pools. Beyond that, jagged black mountains sawed at a sky the same
metallic color asthe water.

Land was scarce on Mon Caamari, but often dramatic.

"Sdts" Hamner said, noticing her interest. "When thisidand was

forming, therewasalot of volcanic activity-and geysersthe size of

volcanoes. Those deposits are mil-lions of yearsold.”

Tahiri nodded, preoccupied. What would the old Tahiri have thought of
thisview? Or Riina? She found it beautiful, but where did beauty come from?
Not from the Force, be-cause the Y uuzhan VVong didn't know the Force, and yet
had concepts of beautiful and ugly.

It occurred to Tahiri that she had seen many things she thought of as

beautiful sSnce her integration, but nothing she consdered truly ugly. Was

that strange? Probably. But maybe ugly was asmaller concept than beautiful,
and the overlapping tastes of her dud origin had virtualy canceled it out.

Kenth had turned his attention to Han and L eia, so she continued her

regard of the landscape.

"It'sgoing to beabig push,” Kenth was saying. "Exactly how big I'm not

a liberty tosay."

"So soon after Fondor?' Han asked.

"The Y uuzhan Vong are off balance. It'sagood time."

"Yeah," Han said doubtfully, "they're trying to defend too many worlds

with too few forces. | hope the Alliance isn't about to make the same mistake.

"Don't worry. Thisgod isdoable.”

"[t's not an attack on Coruscant itself?' Lelaasked.

"Nothing so ambitious," Kenth said.

Tahiri fdt Leidsrdief inthe Force, and Han's, too. An at-tack on



Y uuzhan'tar would exact a horrific cost in ships and personnd, and whatever
was going on at the moment, Twin Suns-and Jaina-were sureto bein the thick
of it. After her "vacation" from the military, Janahad inasted onre-

joining the fight. Tahiri had heard from her only once since she left, right

after the Battle of Fondor.

She missed Jaina. Han and Leidsrdief was her own.

"Well, looks like the rest of the gang ishere,” anew voice interposed.

Tahiri soun from thewindow. A shortish, neatly goateed man stood there,
"Corran!"

"Inthe aging flesh," he said. "It's nice to meet you, Tahiri."

The surge of joy sheld felt at seeing the former CorSec officer faded a

little at the odd turn of phrase. So he knew she had changed, of course-and he
had that guarded look in his eyes. That was Corran-suspicion was as natura a
part of him asit was her. Still, it felt bad. HEswondering if I'm friend or

foe, sheredized. That felt worse.

"I do remember you, Corran,” she said, trying not to let the hurt and

anger show in her voice. "I'm just happy you're dtill talking to me after the
mess| got you into at Eriadu.”" She hoped the shared reference would set him
more at ease.

"There was plenty of blameto go around,” Corran said.

"Anyway, | turned out okay. The Givin have written a po-etic theorem

about you, did you know that?'

"| shudder to think what that even means," Tahiri said. Hamner cleared
histhroat. "1 hate to break up the re-union, but-"

"Yeah," Han said. "What's this about, exactly?' Hamner set something on

the desk.

Tahiri recognized it immediatdy. "A Y uuzhan Vong gahsa," shesaid.

Hamner nodded, and stroked the cilia-covered knobs in the back. A face
suddenly extruded from the front, a'Y uu-zhan VVong visage in miniature. Though
the detail wasn't that of aholograph, it was il clear that the face was
hor-ribly disfigured-and not in the way the Y uuzhan Vong preferred.

"A Shamed One," she murmured.

"We got thisfrom a'Y uuzhan VVong courier two days ago,” he said.
"Intercepted?’ Corranasked.

"No," Hamner replied. "It was sent to us."

"Sent?' Han echoed. "What's the story? Another ultimatum?”

"No. It'snot from the official command structure. For some time now

weve known that there is an underground movement within the Y uuzhan Vong."
"It'sfrom the Prophet,” Tahiri said.

Kenth raised an eyebrow. "Y es. Weve heard of him, of course, but it's

been unclear exactly what hisgoasare. While any divison within the Y uuzhan
Vong weakens them, we've never known what the rebel attitude toward the
Galactic Allianceis. We know the Jedli figure into their creed, but little

more than that.”

"Anakin garted it,” Tahiri sad. "Or, inaway hedid. Heand Vua

Rapuung, when they rescued me on Y avin." Hamner nodded. "There were inchoate
movements after that, yes, but it's more recently-with therise of this

prophet, 'Y u'shaa-that the resistance has redlly taken on substance. He seems
to have unified the mal contents. There are even reports of sabotage and
nation, especidly on Coruscant." He folded his hands. "It's not the
origin of the cult that concerns usright now, but rather the motives of the



Prophet himsdlf. Until this’-he nodded at the gahsa-"we haven't had much to go
on."

"And now you do?' Leia asked.

"I'll let you decidefor yoursdlf." He touched the gahsaagain, and the

face animated, speaking in accented Basic.

"l greet you," theface said. "I am known as Y u'shaa, the Prophet. It may

be that you have heard of me, that | am the leader of the Shamed Ones, those
accursed by the gods. That istrue, so far asit goes. We are treated as

Shamed by our brethren-or by many of them. But we are not ac-cursed. Many of
us were once honored and commended by our people. Many of us made great
sacrificesfor Supreme Overlord Shimrra. Y et we are treated with contempt be-
cause our bodies rgect the modifications and implants the Y uuzhan VVong have
chosen as symbols of rank and pride.

"Before coming to this galaxy, we had little to hope for except

dishonorable death. We believed the lies our leaderstold us. But now the
membranes have been torn from our eyes. We see that we may be redeemed by
redeeming our people.

"The Jedi taught usthat. The Jedi show usthe way. They fight not to

show their strength, but to help the weak. Y ou may know that Anakin Solo
fought beside one of our own, Vua Rapuung, and restored his honor. Thanksto
the Jedi, we are not Shamed. Rather, it is Shimrraand the others who lead who
are accursed, who have set our people-and the people of this galaxy-on a
coursethat can bring only Shameto usdll.

"The Jedi have helped usin the past. They have shown usaglimpse of the

true path. | have seen in dreams and visons where that path leads. It leads

to aplanet, aplanet that can | heal and redeem us, that can bring the mighty
down and raise up the humble and end the terror we dl find ourselves enmeshed
in. It isthe planet of prophecy. It is Zonama Sekot.

"l have seen this planet, but the gods have not granted me the ability to

findit. | do not despair, because | believethej Jedi know whereitis.
"Hereiswhat | beg of you that you take me, and me aone, to the planet

of prophecy, sothat | may seeit for my-self, so | can know that my vison
wastrue. | wish also to | spesk with the Jedi, and seek their counsel and
wisdom.

"Unfortunatdly, | do not have the meansto comeand go as| please. |

live within the clenched fist of Shimrra's hand, and shall need help escaping.

On the planet you once caled Coruscant, | await your judgment. This gahsa
contains a schedule of times | might meet you in asecluded place. It aso
containswhat | have been able to gather about the planetary defenses of

Y uuzhan'tar. | givethis asagesture of good faith, but be war y-I am unsure
how completetheinformation is.

"I look to the stars, Jedi. | ook to you. All our worlds can be better,

| am certain. | have information that can be of benefit-which might end the
war-but | cannot useit unless| reach Zonama Sekot. | may not speak of it
here-if thisfdlsinto the wrong hands, the danger will be great, and | will

not betray others. Heed my humble cal, | beg you." With that the figure
seemed to lean forward, asif bowing, and then theimage froze.

"It'satrick," Han blurted into the following silence.

"You dl seethat, right?’

"It could be," Hamner said. "But the Prophet isredl. His opposition to
Shimrraisred. This could be agenuine* offer.”



"He's not offering anything,” Han replied. "He'sjust asking. HEs asking
usto fly right to the heart of the Y uu-zhan VVong empire and try to attempt
some kind of crazy rescue. It'sa setup. Couldn't be clearer.”

"It'snot asetup,” Tahiri said.

All eyesturned toward her.

"Tahiri..." Leiabegan.

Tahiri pushed ahead. "Hisfollowers are aready looking for Zonama Sekot.
| met some of them on Dagobah.”

"Means nothing,” Han replied. "How do we even know this guy on that thing
isactudly this'Prophet'? Shimrrahas a pretty good spy network with us. How
much better do you think it must be among his own people? Hefiguresthis
Prophet guy would intrigue us, and now he's baited the trap with him.”

"l don't think s0," Tahiri said. "l think that wasthered thing."

"Based onwhat?'

"A feding.

"A feding." Hanrolled hiseyes. "A feding."

"Kenth," Lelasaid, "what about the information on the gahsa? The data
about planetary defenses. Can we check it out?”

"l have, to acertain extent. It looks good. We were able to get adrone

in and out through some of the weak spots he described. And we have a secret
wegpon of our own-a captured Y uuzhan Vong ship.”

"You'reredly thinking about biting a this?' Han asked, increduloudly.
"Wethink the right team would have ashot.”

"Whatteam?' Leiaasked.

"He means Corran and me," Tahiri said.

"Correct.”

"Wait one vaping minute," Corran said, before even Han could object. "l
thought we'd agreed she would only advise beforehand.”

Lelaturned to the Cordlian. "Y ou were dready briefed on this, Corran?"'
"Yes," the pilot admitted. "Admira Sorr reassgned meto the mission,

but we didn't discussthis™

"I'mlaying it on the table now so we can talk about it,"” Kenth said.

"Tahiri speakstheir language and knows their ways. She'sflown shipslike
thisbefore. | doubt very much this mission could succeed without her."
"Wall, itsblinking well going to," Corran replied. "Or I'm out.”

"Il doit,” Tahiri said.

"No, you won't,"

Han exploded.

Tahiri sghed. "Y ou mean alot to me, Captain Solo. Both of you do. I've
never redly had parents-not human ones, anyway-and | respect you. But thisis
something | have to do. Jainaand Jacen do their part. Anakin did his part.”
"And look how that turned out." Han was trying to sound flip, but she

felt the stab of Han's pain & the mention of hisyoungest son.

"That's the chance we take," she said softly. "It's the chance you've

been taking dl your life. I know you don't want to lose anyone e se. | know
you worry about Jaina and Jacen, and you don't want to add worry for meto
that. But thiswar has gone on far too long. If things keep going likethey're
going, it will only end when one sideis extermi-nated. We haveto find
another way. That'swhy L uke and Jacen went to find Zonama Sekot.”
"Yes, about that," Lelasaid. "Hasn't it occurred to anyone that this

might be more than atrap for a Jedi or two? That it might be apreludeto



another attack on Zonama Sekot?"

"That'swhy I'm here," Corran said. "If | figurethis

'Prophet’ isn't operating in good faith, I'll do what's neces-sary to fix

"L uke should have something to say about this™

"| tried to contact him," Kenth said. "But there is some problem with the
HoloNet in that sector.”

"Wejust finished saving that relay,” Han said. "It should be working."
"Butitisn't," Kenth said. "We've sent ateam to check it out. In any

case, we can't talk to Luke."

"WEIl haveto use our own common sense, then,” Han said. "Y ou're walking
into thisplaying by Y uuzhan Vong rules, Corran.”

"Maybe. That'swhy | want to do it one."

"Maybe you don't trust me," Tahiri said.

Corran smiled. "I didn't trust you even when | knew who you were. Y our
impulsive actions nearly cost me my life on acouple of occasions, remember? |
know you meanwdll..."

So much for there being plenty of blame to go around, Tahiri thought.

"I've helped betray the Y uuzhan VVong once dready," she pointed out.

"Y ou helped betray amilitary commander to save your-sdf and your
friends. Tdl me-if we discovered the only way to win thiswar wasto kill
every Y uuzhan Vong, would you do it?"

"No. Neither would Luke or Jacen.”

Corran nodded and stroked his beard. "Don't dodge.

What if it redly came down to them or us?'

"Thereisno them or us, Corran. Do you redly think the Shamed Ones want
thiswar? Do you redly think that maiceisbuilt into the Y uuzhan Vong at
the hereditary level?

"It'sbuilt into their culture.”

"Exactly. And culture can change.”

"Sometimes,” hesaid." If peoplewant it to, and work at it."

"And that'swhat thismissonisal about, right? If we let this door

close, we may never see another one open.”

"Now walit," Han said. "Weve gotten alittle off track here. We never
seitled that Tahiri cando this”

"Yes, wedid," Leiasaid. Her voice was equal parts pride and sadness,
and it sent achill up Tahiri's spine. For anin-stant, looking at Han in his
frustration and Leiain her ac-ceptance, she felt alove for them so powerful
it nearly made her cry.

"Thank you," shesaid.

Han crossed hisarms and puffed out a bregth of air.

"Wdll, fine-then we're going, too."

"Wed rather have you here, in reserve, when we start the new action,”
Kenth said.

Han's brow wrinkled in consternation and Tahiri felt aj sudden new
ambivalence. Whatever was coming up, Jainawould probably be involved. Would
Han want to be away, in unfamiliar territory, protecting her, when hisown
daughter might need him?

But hewas Han, and heéd already started. "Hey," he said to Kenth. "Don't
gart thinking I'm regular military. If Corran won't go..."

"Oh, spaceit,” Corran said. "I'll go. Now, let's seethisi ship were



going to use."
PART TWO

"I've got blips on the horizon," Corran muttered.

"l seethem," Tahiri said, her heart sinking dightly. Everything had
gonefine, up until now. The holesin Y uuzhan'tar's planetary defenses had
been where they were supposed to be. They had come through the upper
atmosphere fine. Corran hadn't even complained about her flying. But now, just
when they were dmost there, trouble came hunting likeaghal.

"They haven't seen usyet," shetold him. "They're aamospheric fliers-

they don't have thelegswedo."

"Doesn't matter," Corran said. "The minute they figure out something is
bogus, thismissonisover. And you're coming in way too steep.”

"I know," Tahiri said. She could fed the yorik cord hull of the ship
beginning to blister. She straightened out infini-tesmaly, but that sent

them bouncing violently across atherma boundary.

"I thought you knew how to fly these things," Corran grunted.
"ldo,"shesaid, fedling her irritation grow. ™Y ou want to avoid our blip
friends, don't you? That means coming to ground fast, before they comein
range to scent usout.”

"They're going to see us,” Corran said. "Because were going to burn like
ameteor if you don't dow up.”

"All the better,” Tahiri said. "Y ou saw the system chart. There must have
been haf abillion satellitesin orbit around Coruscant. Without anyoneto
maintain them, they must fal by the dozensevery day."

"Good point," Corran conceded. "They won't notice us aswe disintegrate.”
"Right."

"Weé're only ten klicks from the ground now."

Tahiri nodded. "Hang on, and hope the dovin basalsin thisthing are
hedlthy.”

She nosed up ever so dightly, and now her goa came in sight-Coruscant's
sngle sea. It didn't look like the holos sheld seen. There, it had been a
sgpphirein aslver setting, an artificia bathing pool on aplanetary scade.
Now it was avast jade bezeled in alandscape of rust and verdigris. The
fliersweredmog in range.

"Thisisgoing to beredly, redly close," shetold Corran.

"Grest," Corran said, teeth gritted.

"From what I've heard, you've done crazier thingsthan this," Tahiri

sad.

"Yes. Me. I'mahighly trained pilot. Y ouve flown, what, three times?"
"The controls are yoursiif you want them."”

The controls, of course, consisted of a cognition hood that fit on

Tahiri's head. She guided the ship by becoming apart of it. A non-Y uuzhan
Vong could fly one-Jaina had proven that-but it hel ped to have the language
and theingdincts.

And her inginctstold her she couldn't wait any longer or Corran really
was going to have cause for complaint. She cut in the dovin basds, pushing
them away from the plangt, killing their velocity. She nudged the gpplied
force up quickly, so quickly that the living gravitic drives couldn't dso

fully compensate for the g'sthey were pulling. Shefelt her weight double,



then triple, and the blood in her brain started looking for away out of her
toes.

Hang on, she thought.

Hang on.

Blotches of darknessfilled her vision, and her chest felt like abantha

was gtting on it. She saw the blips coming into range, entering...

Then the lozenge-shaped craft hit the water and skipped like a stone.
Everything went crazy for amoment. She didn't quite black out, but the ship's
pain jammed through her own thoroughly confused senses. She growled, then
howled.

When it dl made sense again she saw green.

They weresnking.

"Well," Corran said. "That was-interesting. Are you okay?"'

"Yeah. Now let'sseeif it wasworth it.”

The blips-or, rather, the projected symbols that repre-sented the
approaching craft-continued to get closer. Something in the ship cresked as
they continued to sink.

"I wonder how deep it ishere," Corran mused.

"Not too deep, | hope," Tahiri said. "If | use the drive with them this

close, they'll notice. The hull should be able to take agood bit of pressure.

The blipswereright overhead, now, and they suddenly broke their

pattern.

"Not good," Corran said.

"Khapet,”

Tahiri snarled. Sheld screwed up. Now they would have to fight, run, and
hope to make it to a safe place to jump to hyperspace before they were
overwhelmed. Nice going, Tahiri. Proveto Corran you really are the stupid
little girl heremembers.

"They'regoing,” Corran breathed. "They must have just been investigating
the splash. Or the burn trail." He nodded. "Good cdl. | don't want to do it
again anytime soon, but..."

"That'stwo of us" Tahiri said, sighing and weatching the fliers continue

on their patrol.

Somewhere, something cracked. It sounded like ceramic breaking.
"Okay," shesaid. "Let'sjust ease usup alittle.”

"Do that," Corran said, "but don't surface-wait, how well can thisthing
work underwater?"

"Well enough. Unless| haveto usevoids.”

"Yes, let'snot do that,” Corran said. "Can you disable the function?”
"Sure. But why?'

Corran tapped his datapad and pulled up a chart.

"The Western Seaislike any searit'sfed by rivers. But because
Coruscant is Coruscant, theriversare artificia. Big pipes, to be exact. If
we take this on€'-he indicated a spot on the chart-"it will get us pretty
closeto where we're going.”

"Assauming the tubes are dill there,” Tahiri said. "Y uu-zhan' tar isnt
Coruscant.”

"Itsworth alook," Corran said. "Anything that will keep us below the
level of detection-and between what Jacen and our best intelligencetdlsus,
they don't have very secure control of alot of the old underground. That's



why our Prophet isthere, presumably.”

"It's not the way hetold usto come.”

"No, itisn't," Corran said. "Which givesit another mark, asfar asI'm
concerned.”

Tahiri nodded and changed her heading. "I hope we don't bump into
anything,” shesaid. "l can only see ten metersor s0."

"Just go dowly. We're not in ahurry anymore-the ren-dezvousis hours
away."

They found the river, amammoth tube whose diameter the ship's radar
analog suggested was a hundred meters or so. Tahiri kept them centered init,
and worked her way dowly up itslength.

"That'sfunny,” she said, after afew minutes.

"Funny ha-haor funny were about to diet.”

"Odd. What were these tubes made of ?*

"Duracrete, mostly. Why?'

"That's what the sensor signature was like when we started in. But it's
changed, now."

"Changed how?"

"Itsirregular.”

"Maybeit's decomposing,” Corran suggested.

"And not metal," she added.

"Let meguess. It'sdive”

"Probably."

Corran scratched hisbeard. "The Y uuzhan VVong must be replacing the
abiotic drainage systems with biotic ones. That would be typica.”

"y es"

"How far back was the boundary? How long have we been in this new part?’
"Wejust passed it. Were only afew tens of metersin.”

"Right," Corran said. "Back up. | want to think about thisfor amoment.”
Tahiri shrugged. "Y ourein charge.”

"Yes, | am. | waswondering if you knew that." It didn't quite sound like
hewas kidding.

Tahiri reversed direction until they were back in the old tunnd.

"What would they be using in place of the old pipe?' Corran asked. "Were
we about to swim up the gut of agiant worm?"

Tahiri congdered. "I'm not redlly sure,” she said. " The shaper darnuteks
have succession poolsin their centers. Waste goes into them to be purified,
and they have roots that go down into the planet to draw up water and
mineras." Corran nodded. " | remember hearing that Anakin crawled down
through one of those 'roots so he could hide in sub-terranean caveslong
enough to build anew lightsaber.”

"Yes, hedid."

"And you think the Y uuzhan Vong are converting the Western Seaiinto a
huge succession pool ?*

"Maybe. Or it might be more like aship'smaw luur. It'sthe sameidea-a
combination nutrient bank and sewage treatment plant-but the technology isa
little different be-cause a ship's maw luur isaclosed system. Here, I'm not
sure which they would use-but in alot of ways, Coruscant was morelikea
worldship than anormal planet, right? No natural ecosystem?’

"Yes. Infact, the Western Sea served something of the purpose you
describe anyway."



"Sure. So whilethey're still decongtructing the place, maybe their
interim design is based more on worldship than planet.”

"Makes sense. So if thisisabig maw luur, we're-" His eyeswidened.
"Get usout, now."

Tahiri gave the command, and the dovin basds quivered to life. They
began moving back toward the entrance.

"New plan," Corran said. "I've no intention of going up aworld-sized
digedtivetract.”

"| hateto say this," Tahiri said, "but that revelation-" Something
dammed into the ship, hard.

"-may have comealittlelate.

"What isit?"Corran said.

"Something big," Tahiri said. "Wereinsdeit."

"Wdl get usoutsdeit!"

"I'm trying, but it must have ten times our mass." Her skin suddenly
began burning. "Uh-oh," she mut-tered. "It can digest yorik cora, whatever it
is"

"Part of the maw luur?’

"There are symbiotic organismsin amaw luur that help bresk down larger
things. Nothing thisbig, though.”

"But thisisaredly big maw luur,” Corran said. "Digesting redlly big
things"

"True," Tahiri replied. "Anyway, if you've got any sug-gestions on what
to do here-"

"Fire the plasmacannon.”

"In an enclosed space?' Was Corran crazy? " That could be bad."

"So could being digested.”

"Right."

She bit back a shriek as plasma gected into the water and brought it
ingtantly to boiling, scalding and compressing her hull. The pressure and hest
mounted, peaked-and then they were tumbling free. When they findly
stabilized, the water in the eyelamps had gone dark blackish red, and nasty
chunks of pulverized mest floated al around them.

"Widll, that was disgusting,” Corran said.

"Yes" Tahiri informed him. "And thistubeis sucking."

"| agree. So let's get out of it."

"No," shesad, trying to remain cam. "I mean it'ssucking usup it-
capillary action, probably, like the roots of asuccession poal.”

"Surely not too hard to counteract with the dovin basals?!

"Not at al,” Tahiri replied. "If, that is, the dovin basdswere

working."

ELEVEN

"The dovin basal isdead?’ Corran asked.

"Not dead,” Tahiri said. "But it's badly damaged. I'm trying to coax
something out of it, but it's sort of in shock right now."

Of course, it could aso be dying, but she kept that thought to hersalf.
"Were going fagter," she said, instead. " Whatever's pulling at the

other end of thistubeisincreasng itsdraw.”

"How fast?" Corran asked. His voice was maddeningly calm now. Did he



think thiswas her fault?

"Only about sixty klicksaminute," shesad.

"That'sfast, when you don't have anything to damp inertia, which I'm
guessing we don't right now. If we hit something at this speed...”

"Like another predator?'

"I'm thinking more along the lines of afull stop,” Corran said, punching

at the datapad. "Thistunne isgoing to split eventudly, and again, and
agan-littleriversflowing into the big one, streamsinto therivers, sewers
into the streams-eventudly were going to hit tubestoo small to go through.”
"That was going to happen anyway," she pointed out.

"Y ou must have had some plan for usto exit thisthing in thefirst

place”

"That sort of assumed we were going to be under power," Corran sad
wryly.

"Wemay have some power. I'm gtarting to fed some-thing in the dovin
"It's coming back on-line?"

"It'saliving thing. It can't go on - and off-line."

"Fine. It'scoming around?'

"Somewhat. | might be able to nudge it into responding, but it won't be
ableto keepit up for long, so I'll need to pick my moment. Or moments-
think short bursts of power would be okay."

Corran frowned down at his chart. "Originaly, there was anexus up here
where sx smadler tubes branch off. It's probably coming up fast. If you can
take thethird from your left, doit.”

Almogt ashe said it, they burst into aflattened sphere full of water.
Something black with alot of tentacles went whip-ping by them, fu rioudy
fighting the current. Tahiri bit her lip, trying to interpret the ship's

failing senses through the murk.

"One, two, three-it might be four," she muttered.

"Theré's not time for a better count.”

She sent agentle command to the dovin basal, which quivered and then
reached out. It didn't take much-just enough to divert them into the right
Stream.

"I think | didit," she said.

"Good," Corran said, "now-"

"No!" Tahiri yelped. Therim of the tube loomed.

A sudden shock nearly tore them from their crash couches, and an unholy
shriek of impact filled the cabin. A series of lesser shocks followed asthe
ship rettled down the smaller tube, turning end over end.

Tahiri's ssomach churned, and her last meal made agood try at escaping
itsintended fate.

"Sorry about that," she managed.

"Can you get this tumble under control?* Corran asked.

"l could,” shesad, "but | redly liketumbling." Didn't hethink she

was trying? "What's our next turn?* she asked. "The next node, we take the
second from theright.”

Thedovin basa was garting to come out of itsfunk, though Tahiri could
tell it was very weak. They couldn't fight the current, but her control of
their forward motion improved. They made the next turn without clipping any-
thing, and the next. The tube had narrowed so much that they had only afew



meters clearance.

"Thisisamost it," Corran said. "The next intersection used to bea

cooling tower. We should be able to go up into the water jacket. We can park
the ship there and go the rest of the way on foot."

"Let'sjust hope they haven't replaced the cooling tower with, | don't

know, alorgh membrane," Tahiri said.

"Don't tell mewhat that is, okay?' Corran said. A few moments later, the

ship bobbed to the surface in alarge, open area. Tahiri made out aflat,
sturdy-looking sur-face atier above, and gently coaxed the ship up toit.

"Well done," Corran said.

"Thank you. Arewe where you thought we were?' Corran studied the chart.
"Y ep. From here, we can find access tunnels to the place we were supposed to
meet this Prophet. All we haveto do now isfind him, bring him back here, and
dodl thatinreverse”

Tahiri Sghed. "And find another ship. | don't think we can even make

orbit in this one, much less a hyperspace jump.”

Corran'sjaw clamped, then he shrugged. "Well, we've stolen ships before.
Wecan doit again." But she could tell he was worried. The quipping wasto
et her at ease, because he il thought she was akid.

"Fight what'sin front of you," she said. "L et's go find out more about

this Prophet.”

"Can't say the Vong have improved much on this," Corran remarked, asthey
wound their way through the dark cav-ernsthat had once been Coruscant's
underworld. Now it was amass of corroding metal, strange, pae growths, and
luminescent lichen. It looked asif it had been abandoned for centuries rather
than months. Despite the setbacks Jacen had engineered with the dhuryam-the
World Brain-the Y uuzhan V ong shapers seemed to be making headway.

"Of courseg, it was never exactly homey down here," he added.

"Yuuzhan VVong," Tahiri corrected. "Did people live here back inthe old
days?"

"Lots" Corran said. "The vast mgjority of people who lived on Coruscant
weren't what you would exactly cal comfortable.”

Tahiri shivered. "'l can'timagineliving likethis, below-ground,

surrounded by metd, no sky, no stars."

"Isthet Tahiri or Riinatalking?"

There was something subtly testing in hisvoice. "Neither one of them

would haveliked this," she said. "Tahiri grew up in the desert and in the
junglesof Yavin Four. Riinagrew up in aworldship. Both were surrounded by
life"

"Riinadidn't grow up anywhere," Corran said. "Riinawas created in a
|aboratory.”

"Y ou think that makes adifference?’ she asked, stung.

"How do you know al your memories arered? If you found out your
memories of Mirax were implanted, that there was no such person, would she be
any lessred to you?'

"Unh-unh," Corran said. "Not buying the sophomoric philosophy. Part of

you was once area person. Part of you was created, like a computer program.”
"Youthink Thregpio isnt red ?'

"Y ou know what | mean.”

"I know what you mean," Tahiri said. Sheld pretty much had enough of

this, because she didn't know whether to cry or hit him. "And I'll bet I've



thought about it alot more than you have. What | don't know iswhy you're
pushing this, here, now. I thought we covered this before leaving Mon
Cdamai.”

Corran stopped, regarded her in the light of their lamps.

"No, we didn't. Or, rather, none of my worrieswere really resolved. You
asked if | trusted you. It'snot that | don't trust you, Tahiri-1 don't know
who you are. | don't know what might be deeping in you, waiting to wake up
when the right stimulus comes aong. And | can't believe that you can be sure
about thet ether.”

That wasatu'q, asolid hit. "No, of course| can't,” shefindly

managed. "But I'm not part Tahiri and part Riina. There aren't two voicesin
my head. Those two fought, and joined, and | was born. They were sort of like
my parents. Nothing about either one of themis perfect in me. Evenif |
inherited something nasty from Riing, it will beflawed. I'll be ableto fight

it

"Unlessyou don't want to. Unlessit's something that would have appeded
to both Tahiri and Riina."

She conceded that with anod. "Y ou've dready taken therisk, Corran. Why
didn't we have this conversation days ago?'

"Because | wanted to see something of who you've become.”

"And who have | become?"

"Y ou're bright and talented and far too confident. I'm not sure you're

afraid of anything, and that's bad.”

"I'mafraid,” shesaid.

"Of what?'

"Fear. Anger."

"Thedark 9de."

"Anakin saw me asaDark Jedi with Y uuzhan VVong markings. He was strong
in the Force." She shook her head.

"It's not some hidden Y uuzhan VVong part of me that should worry you,
Corran. It'sthe Jedi part. Tahiri wastrained as a Jedi from childhood. I-the
person I've become-was not."

His eyebrows beetled up. "That's an interesting thing to say. | hadn't

thought of it that way."

"Most people havent.”

"Okay," Corran said. "WEell take this up later, when we aren't skulking."
"Arewe skulking now?'

"Y es, because were dmost at our destination. If there's anyone waiting

for us, I'd rather they didn't interrupt an in-teresting conversation.”

A few moments later they passed an immense shaft of some sort. Faint
daylight illuminated it, so she could guessthat it was perhaps two kilometers
in diameter. Looking up, she could see afaint circle of rose-colored light.
"How deep isthis shaft?' she wondered aoud.

"About three klicks."

"What in the gdaxy wasthis?"

"A garbage pit," he said. "They used to shoot dangerous garbage into

orbit from here, with magnetic accelerators.”

"That'salot of garbage," Tahiri sad. "Thisiswhere were meeting him?

"Y es. In about fifteen minutes, if heson time." While they waited,
Tahiri looked around abit. A lot of Y uuzhan Vong life had crept into the pit.



"What are those called?' Corran asked her. He was pointing at a plant

with thick, reedlike staksthat glowed avivid blue color.

"I'venoidea," she admitted. "I've never seen one before. Therearea

lot of thingslike that down here-things from the homeworld that weren't
needed or wanted on the world-ships. Or maybe they're new, engineered to live
on metal.” Shetouched the glowing cylinders. They were cool, and thefine
hairs on the back of her hand stood up.

Ten minutes|ater, they heard the faint echoes of footsteps. Tahiri put

her hand on the grip of her lightsaber. 1t might be the Prophet, but it might
be anything. A faint green luminescence gppeared, carried by atdl, wdl-
formed warrior.

"It'satrick!" Tahiri whispered. Sheignited her light-saber. Corran's

blazed on an ingtant | ater.

Thewarrior stopped, now fully illuminated.

"Jeeda!"

"Look at him," Tahiri said. "He's not maformed. He's not Shamed!"

But the warrior had dropped to his knees.

"Jeedal," hesaid in Basic. "Welcome. But you are not correct. | am

indeed Shamed.”

After theinitid shock, Tahiri had begun to notice other detalls-like

the fact that the warrior wore no armor, and that some of his scars and
tattoos were incomplete.

"Y ou speak Basic," Corran noticed.

"For your convenience | am equipped with atizowyrm."

"Areyou the Prophet?' Corran asked.

"I am not. | arrive before him, to make certain dl issafe. My nameis
Kunra"

"Andisit?' Corran asked. " Safe?"

"You are Jeeda. | have no choice but to trust you. My fear was that our
communi cations had somehow been in-tercepted, and that | would find warriors
here

Tahiri switched to Y uuzhan Vong. "Why were you Shamed?"' she asked.
The warrior's eyes widened. " One-who-was-shaped!” Then his eyes switched
back to Corran, and he returned to Basic. "The dayer of Shedao Shai! We
expected Jeedal, but not the most august of them.”

"Ah, there are dill afew higher on the ladder than us,” Corran said.

"Luke Skywalker, for instance.”

"But he does not figure in our sacred tales!”

Tahiri wasin no mood to let the warrior become dis-tracted. "1 asked you
aquestion,” she snapped. Thewarrior bowed hishead. "l wasacoward,” he
sad.

A cowardly warrior? Tahiri thought. No wonder.

"Y ou seem to have some courage,” Corran said. ™Y ou came down here, not
knowing if you would find us or an ambush.”

"l servethe Truth now. It gives me courage, though | am till unworthy.”
"And yet the most worthy of my disciples,” anew voice sad.

Tahiri glanced up. A tal figure had just come into the chamber. Hisface
was amass of unhesled scars and fes-tering sores, hisright ear missing. The
sacks below his eyes were distended, yellow, and...

No, something was wrong. She looked more closdly. It'snot redl, she
redized.



He's wearing a masguer.

"You'reYu'shaa?' Corran asked.

"l am. It ismy honor to meet the great Tahiri Veilaand Corran Horn."

Tahiri acknowledged that greeting with a curt nod.

The Prophet bowed. "Thisistruly ablessed day," he said.

"Right,” Corran said. "Though for ablessed day, we've had somefairly
unblessed setbacks. Including the fact that our ship was destroyed in coming
here"

"Y ou were discovered?" the Prophet asked, abit sharply.

"No. At least | don't think s0." Tahiri watched him care-fully while

Corran described what had happened.

The Prophet nodded when he finished. "Y ou are correct, Blessed One-it is
unlikely that you were discovered. | sus-pect your firing of the plasmaweapon
caused some sort of malfunction in the maw luur'sreflexes. Thereare
hundreds, if not thousands of such mafunctions every day, and | doubt this
onewill be closaly scrutinized. Asto the other, once more we see that the
universe favors our cause. The final member of our party clamsto have aship
a her disposa.”

"Find member of the party?* Corran made it sound like, Y ow want meto
kissagundark?

"Yes. A shaper who holds the secret to our redemption.”

" thought you..."

"I am the Prophet. | speak the truth and foretell what isto come. | am

not mysdlf the key to redemption-1 merely seeit.”

Corran glanced at Tahiri. "That'sinteresting,” he said, "but our

mission, as| understood it, was to come here and get you and take you to
Zonama Sekot. Now you want us to change the mission to include someone e se.
In my experi-ence, changesin the mission can lead to unpleasant results.”

"I am sorry," the Prophet said. "But asyou said, your misson has

changed aready-now we must have a ship. Asto the shaper-1 could not speak of
her on the gahsa. Sheis placed very closeto Shimrraiit is how she discovered
Zonama Sekot in thefirst place.”

Corran sighed. "Explain.”

"A commander named Ekh'm VVa went to Zonama Sekot,” Yu'shaasaid. "He
fought there and was defeated. But he re-turned with something of the planet,
which this shaper has studied. She discovered a certain inexplicable kinship
be-tween the biology of Sekot and our own biotechnology.”

"Again, interesting, but..."

"We are from another galaxy, Jedi Horn. We crossed the starless night for
age upon age. Our legends go deep, and yet nowhereis such athing hinted at,
at least not in any-thing | ever heard. And yet here, in thistime of

darkness, two things are given us. To me, avision of Zonama Sekot asasign
of our redemption. To the shaper, the revel ation that we have some prior
relationship to this planet-areationship that Shimrrafears. | do not know
what these things mean, but they can hardly be coincidence. But like me, this
shaper must see the world of salvation with her own eyes, to know the truth-to
know exactly what it dl means.”

"And how do you know sheisn't betraying you?' Corran asked. "Y ou say
she's part of Shimrrasinner circle? I'm sure he would like to get his hands
onyou at least as much as on the two of us."

"No doubt. But | believe her. Ekh'm VVa was murdered upon his return from



Zonama Sekot, dong with al his sur-viving warriors. Shimrrafears even the
rumor of this planet. The shaper isaready as good as dead, merdly for
knowing what she knows. Shimrrawould never alow her to leave his compound,
much lesstravel fredy to the very planet he fears.

"So you're saying we have to bregk her out of Shimrrals compound?’ Tahiri
blurted, incredulous.

"Yes. I'mafraid it'sthe only way."

"Yu'shag," Tahiri said, "why are you wearing a masquer?'

She felt Corran's reaction in the Force-a sudden height-ening of

suspicion. But he didn't say anything, and she was watching the Prophet for
hisreaction.

But the Prophet showed no surprise, nor should he have-any Y uuzhan VVong
would see the masquer for what it was an organism that presented afalse face
to theworld.

"Y ou know our ways," he said. "I wear this masguer for my people. | have
sworn not to remove it until our redemption has come. For you, | might tekeit
off, but | have adhered it with dhur qjirit. The remova processisvery
lengthy.”

So it was basically sutured to hisface. That made sense, sort of-severa

Y uuzhan Vong sectsin the past had habitu-ally worn masguers as a matter of
daly ritua. They hed, infact, origindly been developed for that rather

than asameans of disguise.

But here, in this context, Tahiri didn't likeit. Corran obvioudy

didnt, ether. "No offense, Yu'shaa," he said, "but Tahiri and | need a
moment to discussthisaone.”

"Of course."

They walked a comfortable distance.

"How doesthis smell to you?' Corran asked.

"l don't redly likeit," Tahiri said. "But part of that might bea

reflexive didike of Shamed Ones™

"Y ou think that affects your read of the Stuation?"

"I hope not. I'm trying to fight it. But theré's something about him |

dont like, that'sfor sure.”

"Wadll, that makestwo of us. But the question isn't whether we like him,

or even whether we trust him. The question is, Ishetelling usthe truth a

this moment, as he knowsit?*

"I can't say for sure" Tahiri said. "But thisal seems pretty daborate

for atrap.”

"My thought exactly. It doesn't make any sense-if they were going to do
something, why not here? No, thishasthe fed of area plan, dbeit a pretty
shoddy one. Infact, it's sort of reassuring.” He smiled. "Areyou still game?
"Of course. | thought you would be the one to object.”

"Werein pretty deep aready. Y ou've shown me you can handle yourself.
And Kenth was right to send you along-1 couldn't have made the call about the
masguer. Let's at least see what the planis™

"There are hidden waysinto Shimrras paace,” Y u'shaatold them. "Some
have been discovered, but thereisone 1 am il certain of. | have been
reluctant to useit, for oncel do so | cannot do so again. Once within, we
must make our way to the shaper compound.”

"If she hasaship, why can't shejust fly it out?' Tahiri asked.



"I don't know," the Prophet replied. "I know only that she requires
defense of asubstantia sort, or the escape will beimpossible.”

"That'snot dl thereistoit,” Corran grunted. "Shewantsit to ook

like akidnapping, doesn't she? So she can have deniability later.”

"That ssems possible," Y u'shaa agreed.

"Hmm. Do you have adiagram of this compound?'

"y es"

"How many warriorswill we haveto face?’

"My followerswill help, of course" Yu'shaasad. "They will crestea
nearby disturbance, which should draw war-riors to another part of the paace
compound. And you have friends inside the damutek, of course.”
"That'sal well and good," Corran said, "but how many warriorswill we
haveto face?'

"My guessisal | can giveyou, but | suspect no lessthan ten.""And as
many as?'

"If things go wrong? A few hundred.”

"Ah," Corran said. "Then your people, the ones creating the distraction..
"Will likely bekilled, yes. But they arewilling to die"

"But I'm not willing to let them die," Corran said. "Not forme.”

"They diefor their own redemption, Jedi Horn, not for you. Itisonly if
our mission fallsthat they will havediedinvan."

"Sill, I-hang on."

Tahiri felt something in the Force, then, aflash of ingght from Corran.

He was garing a the glowing plants they'd been discussing amoment ago.
"I think | have anidea,”" he said. Tahiri thought he sounded reluctant.

"It might buy usthe edge we need, and get fewer of your people hurt in the
process."

"The Jedi shdl lead theway," the Prophet said. "Tell meyour plan.”

"1 wish you wouldn't keep saying things likethat,” Corran said, "but
hereswhat I'm thinking..."

TWELVE

When they emerged from the darkened tunndls and into the light of Supreme
Overlord Shimrras paace, Tahiri's knees went momentarily wesk at the sight.
His command ship, an enormous winged sphere, was nested at the top of it, as
if the whole pal ace were a scepter, a symbol of might.

"Pretty impressive,” even Corran admitted. "Nowwhat?' Y u'shaa pointed a
finger toward a much more modest, star-shaped complex. "That is the shaper
damutek,” he said. "Wait here for afew moments. When our ruse begins, it will
bethere." He pointed to alarge, hexagond building rather low to the ground,
with aroof of gabled mica. "It isan amphistaff breeding gla The guardswill
think my people are raiding for weapons.”

Corran counted at least fifty warriors patrolling the vast plaza.

"Y our peoplewill be daughtered.”

"They will not fight for long. They will flee, and your brilliant plan

will make certain that most of them are not followed.”

Corran Sghed. "I'm not so sureit'sbrilliant.”

"They may escape,”" Y u'shaasaid. "Y ou have given them a better chance

than they had. If they do nat, they will die with honor, something more than



Shimrrawould ever dlow them. They will die knowing they have blazed the
trail to redemption.”

Corran |ooked back at the damutek. "And we just go in the front door?”
Tahiri was saring at the damutek aswell. The momen-tary reflex to
worship sheld had at the sight of Shimrrals palace was gone, replaced by a
cold fedling that lay on the borderlands of anger and fear. Bad things had
happened to her in such aplace.

"Yes" shesad. "Wejust go in through the front door."

"And wherewill we meet you?' Corran asked the Prophet.
"Thereisaghrineto Yun-Harlanearby. The shaper will know whereitis.

If I survive, | will seeyou there.”

"Y ou haven't seen whether you survive or not?' Corran asked.

The Prophet smiled. "I am confident that | will."

"Well, good luck anyway," Corran said.

"Y es. May the Force be with you."

Asthe sounds of the Prophet's footsteps faded, Corran opened his mouth
to say something, and then stopped. He looked at Tahiri.

"Yes," Tahiri assured him. "That wasweird for me, too."

Nom Anor continued grinning as he left the two Jedi. While nothing was
certain, he did expect to survive the coming battle, because he did not intend
to beinit. Hisfol-lowerswould fight, and they would die, and he would

leave by the way he had come in and make hisway to the shrine. If the Jedi
and the shaper died aswdll, then he would vanish back underground and try to
think of something new.

Hewasn't particularly happy that Corran Horn had been chosen to come.
Whileit looked good to hisfollowers, for him it would be acontinua danger.
Horn was not the sort to be lulled easily out of suspicion. If he discovered

the

"Prophet's’ true identity, Nom Anor suspected that the appearance of

present good intentions would not overshadow his actions againgt the Jedi in
the past.

Of course, Tahiri was aproblem, too. Her knowledge of Y uuzhan Vong ways
made her another potentia threat. She'd seemed |ess than entirely convinced
by hisexplana-tion for the masquer.

He paused in the darkened tunnel, considering. Perhaps he shouldn't go
through with this, after dl.

But, no, he had to. Since Ngaauh's death, Nom Anor's influence had begun

to wane. Shimrrawas now extremdly vigilant againgt spies at his court, even

at the highest levels. Sweeps of the lower levels had increased, and Shamed
Onesremoved farther from where they might do harm. Worse, while hisfollowing
hadn't dropped off, it hadn't grown, either, partly because too many of them
were getting killed without any gpparent movement toward the ultimate god of
"redemption.” The potentia for an uprising that might catapult Nom Anor to
power was farther away than it had ever been. He needed anew catayst, anew
source of strength. He needed, in short, new dlies.

Stll... He patted the pouch-creature fastened to the flesh benegth his

arm. It contained the one piece of his past as a respected executor. He wasn't



even surewhy held risked bringing it, but... if he wereto ddliver two Jedi,
arogue shaper, and the planet Zonama Sekot into Shimrra's hands, it might be
enough to...

No it wouldn't. Not if even asuspicion of hisrole as Y u'shaawere to

enter Shimrrals mind.

No, hewould have to work with what he had. It wasfar too late to

flinch. Nor could he panic at the prospect of thetrip he faced.

Hedid nat, like his superdtitious followers, believein an ordained
destiny-destiny was something created by sheer force of will, and that was
something he had in @undance. So he would play the role of compassionate holy
man for the Jedi. He would win them or they would die.

For Nom Anor, there could only be forward and upward, never back or down.
One moment nothing was happening; the next aye low-green exploson
blossomed from the side of the building across the square and the outer wall
collapsed in gicky shards, asif it had melted. Warriorsall acrossthe

sguare raced for the source of the explosion, but before they could reach it,
amob of Shamed Ones sprang from a pit near the buildings and fell upon the
warriors with coufees, am-phistaffs, batons, even pipes and rocks.
Thefighting was confused by distance, but Tahiri could tell they weren't

faring very wdl, though they fought with absolute conviction, someimpaing
themselves on the am-phigtaffs of the warriors, immobilizing the wegponslong
enough for their companionsto drag their foes down by sheer weight of
numbers. Thisdistraction wouldn't last long. She tensed to run.

"Hang on,” Corran said. "Wait until..."

Even as he spoke, new actors appeared, four figuresin brown cloaks

bearing long glowing tubes of light. And everywhere went up the cry of
"Jeedal," from warriors and Shamed Ones at once. But their tones were

quite different. The Shamed Ones were exulting, while the warriors were crying
out in challenge and fury-and perhaps alittle fear. There were few things

that could bring awarrior greater honor than bringing down a Jedi in combat-
the warriors didn't worship them as the Shamed Ones did, but they had learned
respect.

The"Jeeda" suddenly turned and ran, and guards went after them,

howling. Indeed, guards who had not aready |eft their posts now did so.
Corran had cdled that one pretty well. If there was anything that could make
awarrior forget every duty he had, thiswasit.

Of course, when it cameto their superiors attention that they had

abandoned their posts to chase Shamed Ones bearing the light-plants that grew
below their feet, thingswould not go well for any of them.

"Now," Corran said.

Tahiri was dready springing forward, now utterly focused on the single

guard who still remained at the front closure of the damutek.

To the guard's credit, he wasn't too distracted by the fighting to see

them coming. Unfortunatdly, hisatention did not do him much good againgt two
Jedli.

At thedoor, Tahiri put her hand against the membrane.

"Veka Kwaad."

The opening dilated.

"That was easy,” Corran sad.

"It should be," Tahiri answered. "This damutek belongsto my domain.”
"Master Yim," someone asked from the doorway.



She looked up from the series of kul embryos sheld been vivisecting. It

was Qelah Kwaad. "What isit?

"Theré's some sort of disturbance in the outer com-pound. They say itis
Shamed Ones.”

"Digturbance? What are they doing?'

"They've attacked the amphistaff nursery.”

"Trying to arm themselves, | suppose,” Nen Yim replied.

"o, secure the laboratories.”

"Yes, Magter Yim." The adept hurried off.

WEéll, she considered.

Thismug beit.

She gtraightened from her task and moved to the wall. From a pouch

adhered to her belly, she withdrew athorn-shaped cresture with athin, hard
shell, located anerve cluster in thewall, and thrust it in. It hissed softly

asit began injecting toxin into the damutek. 1t would pardyze theliving
structure's de-fenses, alowing whoever was coming after her to do so without
having to ded with corridor-sealing membranes and debilitating gas. Of
course, those defenses had not stopped the Jedi on Y avin, but this needed to
move quickly. The thorn tapiq would soon dissolve and leave no trace of itsalf
or itseffect.

She grabbed an enveloping cloth surrounding aset of se-lected shaper
bioware and agahsa and hurried up the cor-ridor toward the Sekotan ship. She
was amazed at how cam she felt. Of course, she still hadn't taken any
irrevocable steps. She could counteract the effects of the tapig, and she
probably had the means at her disposal to stop the Jedi. But no. Zonama Sekot
was amystery she could not let lie. The planet called to her. She would go,

if she survived the next few moments.

The ship was as she had seen it the day before, shimmering gently,

waiting for her. Excitement grew in her. She was step-ping forward, touching
it with her magter's hand, when sev-erd figures burst through the doorway
into the room.

Two humans, and, by their whipping, burning unlife brands, certainly

Jedi. They were engaged with eight war-riors. Both of the humans aready bore
severa bloody gashes, but as she watched, two more Y uuzhan Vong warriorsfell
from szzling, cauterized wounds.

One of the remaining guards turned to face her.

"Mader Yim, flee. Thereisdanger here."

She knew him-Bhasu Ruug, quiet for awarrior. She thought she'd caught

him giving her admiring glances before.

"My apologies,” she said. She extended her master's hand, and along,
whiplike sting no thicker than a straw snaked out and impaled him through the
eye. He died without a sound. She curled her hand, and the sting wrapped
around the neck of another warrior and bit through the arteries of his neck.
Shereleased it, recaled it, and shot it back out to kill athird.

The Jedi cut down the last of their stunned opponents and stood panting

over corpses, staring at her.

The gaze of the yellow-haired one struck Nen Yim likeal thud bug, and a
jolt of recognition ran through her. Every - j thing changed, suddenly, and
sheredized her only triumph was deeth.

"You," shesad. "You've cometo kill me."

Tahiri gave Nen Yim acold grin.



"You think s0?' she said. "Why would | do that? Merely because you
tortured me, turned my brain indgde out, tried to turn me againgt everything |
h ad ever known?'

"Y ou two know each other, then," Corran speculated. Tahiri nodded grimly.
"She's one of the shapers who experimented on me. Her nameisNen Yim." She
looked at the fallen warriors. "'l see you've got anew hand. Like Mezhan
Kwaad's."

"Mezhan Kwaad was a master. Now | am.”

"I should have known it wasyou,” Tahiri said. Rage was|j suddenly a
whirlwind in her. "Watch her hand, Corran. She has..."

"l saw what she did to thewarriors," Corran sad. "If shethinksit will

work on me, sheéswelcometo try.”

"She'smine, Corran,” Tahiri growled. She stepped for-ward, raising her
wespon to guard between them. Turning*' to the shaper, she continued, "Y ou
have no ideawhat you've put me through, Nen Yim. | nearly died. | nearly went
med."!

"But you did not.”

"I did not. Nor did | become what you were trying to! make of me."

"That wasfairly clear when you decapitated Mezhan Kwaad," the shaper
replied.

"Yes," Tahiri said. "That wasaquick end for her. My torture lasted a

lot longer.”

The rage was blackening in her, avuasanearing ariva'sj den. She
watched for the dightest twitch of the shaper's hand, the smallest excuseto.
.. Towhat? Kill her? She took a deep, dow breath, and lowered her weapon.
Her hand was trembling and her belly wastight. She willed the musclesto
relax.

"Weve come along way through alot of trouble for you,” shesaid. "I

don't intend to kill you, not now. Y ou're the reason we're here, aren't you?"
"l wish to see Zonama Sekot," the shaper said. "If you have cometo take
methere, then yes."

"We should talk about thislater,” Corran said.

"Wewill," Tahiri sad. "We certainly will. After weve gotten out of

here but long before we reach Zonama Sekot. Do you understand me?'

"l understand you," Nen Yim replied. "But for now, if we're to escape,
youmust doasl say."

"Timeswadting," Corran said. "What do we do?'

"Thewariors| killed. Use your wegpons on them." Corran grinned wryly.
"| thought s0." He did asin-structed, cutting through the wounds that were
aready there, erasing any sign that they had been killed by a shaper's hand.
Tahiri watched in disgust. A Y uuzhan V ong ought to own the violence she did.
"Next?"

"I need an opening in that wall, large enough for this ship to pass

through. I'm certain your infi-your wegpons can accomplishiit.”

Tahiri nodded at Corran, and together they moved to the cora wall
indicated and began carving chunksfrom it. While they were iill lessthan
half done, shouts went up be-hind them.

Before Corran could react, Tahiri spun and charged the new attackers.
There were three of them.

"Fnish!" shecried. "I'll takethese"

All three bore amphistaffs. She hurled hersdlf at them asif committed to



afull-on charge, but at the last instant stopped short. Asaresult, the
counterattack from the lead warrior was aso short. She picked up therigid
end of hisstaff in ahigh bind and cut down through the juncture of neck and
shoulder, sweeping her blade around to catch a second attacker in ahigh
parry. Then she dropped, ingtinc-tively ducking the dash from the third. Even
0, the second warrior recovered quickly and wrapped his suddenly flexible
staff around her ankle. Tahiri used the Forceto legp away, and the warrior
yanked her back, which waswhat she'd been planning. She went with the pull,
and both of her feet hit him in the face. He grunted and fell back, but didn't
re-lease the staff. As shefel, shereversed her weagpon and let the third
warrior impae himsaf through the armpit. Black | vapor exploded from the
wound and the scent of burning blood sang in her nogtrils,

Sherolled to get back to her feet, but the remaining war-rior kicked her

inthe sde of the head. The blow rang in her skull, and white lights

threatened to blot out her vision. She swung wildly, but failed to connect

with anything. Then everything went strange as something hard and sharp went
through her shoulder.

"Oh," shesaid. "Oh." Her arms were suddenly rubber.

Thewarrior grinned in triumph.

"No," shetold him. "No, absolutely not."

She grabbed the amphigtaff that had impaed her, but she bardly fdt it.
Shetried to focus beyond the pain, use the Force to throw hersdlf back, but
al she saw was the snarling face of the warrior who was about to kill her,

and dl shefdt was her body husking out, going light, fading...

She saw thewarrior look away, and then suddenly he was headless. His
body dropped away amost gently.

Corran stood above her. "Comeon," he said.

"Poison,” Tahiri mumbled. Shetried to stand, but her legs were dready
beyond answering her demands.

Shewas vagudly aware that Corran got her up on his shoulder and was
taking her toward the strange ship. After that, time condensed. She remembered
ydling, and concus-sons, and the ship shivering. New voices, then nothing.
Nen Yim settled in the pilot's couch and placed the cogni-tion hood on her
head. The ship hadn't come with one, but it had been an easy matter to implant
aYuuzhan Vong matrix gangliato the dien but rdaively straightforward
neura web. It ought to respond like any Y uuzhan VVong ship.

She hadn't been able to regenerate dl the ship's systems, and had

replaced them with specidly bioengineered equivarlents. She had ingtalled
dovin basalsin place of the abomi-nable machine drive; she wouldn't have
known how to repair that even if she had wanted to. The frame she could do
nothing about, and sheld left many of the other bits of infidd technology in
place because she either wasn't sure what they did or because it was unclear
whether the ship would function properly without them.

A flutter of tenson moved through her as she melded with the ship's

senses. The ship felt confused, uncertain, asif it was wondering-as she was-
whether the repairs and modifications would work. Her experiments suggested
they would, but of course she had never flowniit.

Well try thistogether, yes? she thought to the ship, and received a

tentative affirmation. Where were the Jedi?

She could not see them from the transparent cockpit, so she activated the
ship'sexterior optica sensors and quickly located them. They seemed to have



gotten into another fight, and the yellow-haired one was down, wounded. That
wasn't entirdly bad, Nen Yim considered. Things might go more smoothly if the
girl died.

A few moments|ater, the two were on board and Nen Yim dilated the inner
and outer locks.

"Tahiri'shurt,” themae Jedi cdled. "It's an amphigtaff wound.”

"Do what you can for her," shetold him. "I can't help a the moment. We
haveto leave."

Hoping once again that the inelegant mixture of Sekotan and Y uuzhan Vong
technology wouldn't fail her, shewilled the ship tofly.

Inablur they were through the opening, though shefelt it scrape dong

her skin on one sde. No damage, though-the hull could shed starstuff for a
time, so yorik coral was no real problem. She might even have been ableto
break through the wall with the nose of the ship, but the Jedi h ad, been

there with their swords, so why not use them?

"We're meeting the Prophet at the shrine of Y un-Harla," the Jedi told

her. Shedidn't like histone of voice. It sounded asif heimagined shewas
under hisorders.

"I'm aware of that," she said, trying to remain cab Jwhen al her

inginctstold her that she wasfar too high; above the ground, that she was
goingtofdl.

There was the shrine, the same one sheld met Harrar at | what seemed like
avery long time ago. The skieswere dlill! egrily quiet, asif Y uuzhan'tar

were adeep, asif they hadn'tj just fled from the compound of the Dread
Overlord himsdf.; Oddly, the quiet brought asense of doom that she hadn't
fet up until now.

She settled the ship down next to the shrine and opened the hatch.

Outside, abreeze was blowing, thick with the as-tringent scent of blister
flowers. She was glad they'd bloomed before she | eft-she'd wondered what they
would smell like. She noticed a movement from behind the shrine, and saw the
grotesgque figure of a Shamed One coming toward her.

"This, then, must be the Prophet,” she murmured. Hewastdl, and his

body looked well formed enough, save for, alump benegth hisleft arm that was
probably alimpin im-plant gone bad. He wore amasquer that bore every markot
the Shamed she could imagine, asif he had cataloged every possible
disfigurement before having it made, asif he was determined to carry the
burden of al the Shamed on his own neck.

It was both revolting and oddly intriguing. What sort of Y uuzhan Vong

would do such athing? And why?

"l am Yu'shaa," he said as he boarded. His gaze fastened on her, intense,
nearly anima. Thiswas no Smpering Shamed One, no. Thiswas an atogether
different breed of the creature. He carried his marks with impossible dignity.
"lanNenYim."

"I am honored, Magter," the Prophet replied. "Y ou undertake a grest task.

All went wdl?'

"Could have gone a bit more smoothly," Corran muttered.

"According to plan,” Nen Yim said.

"Tahiri being stabbed was not in the plan,” Corran said.

"The one-who-was-shaped isinjured!" the Prophet exclaimed.

"Arisk weadl take" Nen Yim pointed out.

"Shel'sdying!" Corran said. "lsn't there anything you can do?!



"1 will hedl her,” Nen Yim said, "when | have the chance."

"Youll hed her..."

He stoppe d when someone e se stepped into the ship. He yanked out his
infidel weapon and ignited it.

"No!" Nen Yim shouted. "ThisisHarrar, apriest. He'sgoing with us."
Themale Jedi crouched into afighting stance. "No, I..."

A blagt of plasmadammed into the ship-the skies were no longer quiet.
Cursing, Nen Yim realized she had disen-gaged from the long-range sensors. As
she reengaged now, she saw aflier above them and ten more within range. She
closed the hatch and jolted the dovin basdsto life. The ship jumped straight

up, damming into the aimosphericflier.

Theflier flipped over and smashed into the shrine, then did into the

water below, food for the p'hiili.

The other fliers quickly dwindled, but faster shipswere coming, from
everywhere. She turned toward what she perceived to be the most open space.
Far above, the rainbow bridge was afaint band in the sky, another legacy of
their con-quest of Y uuzhan'tar. They had shattered amoon to makeit. She saw
with somerelief that she was fagter than the pursuing ships, if only

marginally so. Mot Y uuzhan Vong space-craft had been designed primarily for
gpace, and were clumsy in atmospheres. The Sekotan ship was deeker,
sreamlined. Once they were in vacuum, it might be a different matter.
"Prepare for a darkspace jump,” she called back.

"Bloody..." the male Jedi sputtered. "No... Not this close to the planet.

Werre dill in the amospherel”

"That'sbad?' Nen Yim asked.

"Yes, that's bad. Have you even laid in ajump?"

"I'm not sure what you mean.”

"Youve never flown?'

"No."

"Weatch her," Corran told the Prophet, casting aglance at the priest as

he did so. Thisthing was going sourer every second. He moved quickly to stand
next to the shaper.

"Okay," hesaid, "let's-look, well make ashort jump firs-Borleias. Do

you have agar chart in there, anything like that?"

She shook her head. "No," she said. "Or maybe. I'm not attuned enough to
seeitif thereisone. But there are ships approaching.”

"Any way to show methe ships?"

"y es"

A nearby wall panel coruscated, revealing a surface that raised iconsto
represent ships and their movements.

"| can't tell how close they are, because | don't know the scale here,”

Corran said. "But | think you ought to bear aught-six-two-aught-aught-one."

"l don't know what that means."

"That way!" Corran pointed, feding an entirely appro-priate dgavu.

"Do not order me."

"Look, I'mapilot. You certainly aren't. Anyone knows a hyperspace jump
thisnear asngularity issuicide.”

Sheignored the comment. "There are ships that way, too," she reported.
"Yeah, | seethem. Doesthisthing have any guns?'

"Not that I'm aware of ."

"Wéll-fly fast. And figure out how to plot ajump.”



A cordskipper came up on their tail and Sarted to fire. Thefirst few

shots missed, but the next connected, and the ship shuddered dightly. It
amog seemed to cry faintly, asif remembering its earlier traumafrom such
weapons. That shook Corran abit-was the ship sentient? And if so, why did he
hear it when Nen Yim was the one under the cognition hood?

But then he understood. The ship existed in the Force.

He'd assumed from its obvious organic nature that thiswas anew model of
Y uuzhan Vong ship. Now he didn't know what it was.

The coraskipper unloaded again.

"Jnk!" Corran said. "Jink!"

"I've no ideawhat you mean by that,” Nen Yim said.

Corran fdt like strangling something-possibly himsdf, for letting such
ardatively smplemisson get so far out of control. "Why can't any of these
gtinking ships have norma controls?' he muttered.

"Y ou mean controls of metal and plasted ?* the shaper asked.

"Yes Yed"

"It does," shereplied. "Thisship isagrafting of machine and
biotechnology. The origina controlswere-l could not understand them."

A grafting of machine and bio - later. "Y ou took them out?"

"No, they're beneath that screen, covered by alamina. The sight of them
offended me."

"Oh, | see," Corran said, as he staggered toward the place she had
indicated. "Y ou're completely insane. Y ou've appointed yoursdf pilot, you've
no ideawhat you're doing, and you don't mention to the only qualified pilot
that there are controls..." He ripped off the lamina, revedling an entirely
familiar st of instruments.

"l canfly this" Corran grunted. "I can fly thisl Get back there and

help Tahiri!"

"l dont..."

"...know what you're doing," he repeated. "WEell al bekilled, here,

now, and you'll never see your mystery planet.”

"Very well," Nen Yim said. She removed the cognition hood and started
back toward Tahiri.

"If shedoesn't live," Corran called back to her, "the whole dedl is off.

"Then shewill live," Nen Yim shot back.

Corran threw the ship into ascissor-roll, dodging a fresh barrage of
plasmabursts. One scorched along the hull, and he felt the ship's cry of
pain.

Then hefdt thewound closg, itch, and hedl. Interesting.

The controls were on the ol d-fashioned side, but the ship itself handled
like nothing held ever flown. And despite what Nen Yim had said, he found
controlsfor lasers and-something e se.

Well, let's seeif they work.

He veered hard port and up, making the turn in half the time a ship this
Sze ought to, and camein above one of the pursuing skips. Hopefully, he
squeezed off afew shots.

The console said he had four forward lasers. Only onefired. The beam
scorched out-and was swallowed by the skip'svoid.

Corran wisped by the skip, feding rather than seeing the other two on
histail, and then pulled up, hard, and grinned when the fire from the two



pursuing skips struck the one he'd just shot at.

"I guessthey don't have their war coordinator on-lineyet," he said.

"It'sbeing jammed,” Nen Yim's voice floated up from the back. "I've seen
toit."

Useful, this shaper. Annoying and incredibly dangerous, but useful.

"How isTahiri?"

"| told you. Shewill live."

A wave of rdlief siwept through him, and he turned hisfull attention back

to the problem at hand.

Ships were everywhere now, and not just in the direction he wasleaving,

and not al just skips. He began working out ajump, but not knowing the
engine capabilities made that tricky-he'd haveto get it right, not dmost

right. There wasn't going to betime...

"Hdlo," Corran murmured to himsdlf. "What's that?"

The slhouette looked familiar, but he couldn't be sure. It might not

even gill be functioning, but at the moment it was his only hope. He changed
course toward the object. A skip whirled in from below starboard, and from
sheer curiosity, he tried the other weapon the ship seemed to have, but
nothing happened. The skip, on awrong vector to keep up with him, missed its
own shot and went on, banking to come after him but losing kilometersin the
process.

"Fine" he muttered. Obvioudy, whatever the wegpon was, it didn't work.
Six or seven skipswere going to have ashot at him in about aminute,

but the satellite he'd seen at long range was pretty close now. Basically a
five-meter-diameter sphere bristling with knoblike protrusions, it hung

quietly initsorbit.

AsTahiri had sad earlier, there must have been millions or billions of
satdllites around Coruscant when the Y uu-zhan Vong took it. The new tenants
had been working to clear them out, but that was a huge job. Some had falen
of their own accord, but some...

Hefired hissingle laser at the sphere, and whooped when the blue sheen

of ashield went up.

Laser light was suddenly everywhere as the sphere began i to whirl in
complex maneuvers, firing at every ship it saw. | Corran ignored those shots
directed a him and just punched i the drive as hard asit would go, which was
hard.

The skips| went wild, spinning around the satdllite, firing at it. Only

one or two recovered from the surprise quickly enough to follow hisnew
vector, and by the time they were even thinking about catching him heid laid
in his caculations and was watching the stars deet away.

"Whew," hesad, findly ableto relax.

"What was that, some sort of war machine?'

With agtart, Corran redlized the Prophet was standing just next to him.

"No," hesaid. "It'satraining device for star pilots. Oncefired on, it

goesinto offensive mode. Of course, the lasers are so weak they can't do any
damage, so most of the power goesto its shields. But with their voids
gobbling thefirgt few shots, the Y uuzhan VVong pilots would take awhile to
figurethat out.”

"Clever," the Prophet said.

"Thank you," Corran said. "Now | want to see Tahiri."

Tahiri cameto with Nen Yim bending over her.



"Shewill beweak," she wastelling someone. "Perhaps for sometime. The
arm might be usdless. It istoo soonto say.”

"Corran?" Tahiri mumbled. Sheturned to see him. But Nen Yim wasnt
talking to Corran. She wastalking to aY uuzhan VVong, athin man with a
headwrap. A priest! Tahiri reached for her lightsaber, but didn't find it

there.

"Corran!" she shouted.

"I'm here," the familiar voice said. "Cam down. We seem to be among
friends." He didn't sound convinced.

"Who areyou?"' Tahiri asked the priest.

"lamHarrar.”

"Anather of our merry band of pilgrims," Corran grunted.

"The shapers and the Shamed are not the only oneswith curiosity about
thisnew world,” the priest explained. "l arranged to meet Nen Yim & the same
place as the Prophet.”

"Then you embrace our heresy?' the Prophet asked.

"I embrace nothing," Harrar replied. "I rgject nothing. But Shimrrahas
goneto great lengthsto keep this planet from our knowledge. | want to know
"Where arewe?" Tahiri asked.

"Hyperspace," Corran replied. ™Y ou missed our exciting exit. Thisredly
issome ship.”

Tahiri wastaking intherest of their surroundings, now. LikeaY uuzhan
Vong vessd, Nen Yim'svessdl looked grown, organic. In no other way did it
resemble ayorik cora craft.

"What sort of shipisthis?" she asked.

"The ship isfrom Zonama Sekot," the Prophet re-plied. "It was badly
damaged. The shaper hedled it. It is good-we arrive at Zonama Sekot returning
oneof itsown."

Tahiri was about to ask more, but Corran spoke up.

"Oh, yes, that," he said. "We're not going to Zonama Sekot."

THIRTEEN

All eyesturned to Corran.

Y u'shaawas the firgt to speak. "Blessed One, what can you mean? After

al weve done? My followers died so that we might make this voyage. They put
ther fathinyou." "And | put my faith in your words, Y u'shaa-your promise

that this voyage would include you and you aone. Now we have a shaper and a
priest, and | don't know anything about either of them.”

"I explained about the shaper,” the prophet said. "1 knew nothing about

the priegt.”

"Congder," Harrar interposed. "Nen Yim and | risk far more than this-

Prophet. Heisdready hunted, already condemned. He hasllittleto risk on
thisjourney and every-thing to gain. I, on the other hand, am a powerful and
hon-ored priest. Not only have I consorted with Jeedai, but | also seek Zonama
Sekot, a planet absolutely taboo to us. If Shimrralearns of this, | will be
dispatched without honor."

Corran nodded. "Probably. Unless Shimrrahimsalf planned thiswhole

fiasco."

"| assure you, hewould never do such athing,” Harrar replied.



"But I've only your word for that, and we are, you know, on opposite
ddesof awar."

Not too diplomatic, Corran.

He started again. "L ook, you three aren't the only ones who think Zonama
Sekot isimportant. There are dready tea Jedi there, negotiating with it.

Y our people have attacked the planet at least once. Bringing one of you there-
especidly one seeking peace-that was one thing. Bringing three of youis
another matter."

"Contact these other Jeedai,” the Prophet urged. "Discussit with them.
Surely they will agreethat if peaceisto be achieved, the initiative must
come from both the Jeedai and the Y uuzhan Vong."

"Hesright,” Tahiri said.

Corran shot her ahard look. "1'd like to speak to Tahiri alone,” hetold

the others.

"Of course," Harrar said. The others didn't say anything, but they stayed
where they were as Corran escorted Tahiri to what was appeared to be some sort
of common area.

"Corran..." she began, but he cut her off.

"No," he snapped. "Listen. We're outnumbered here. | can't have you
disagreeing with mein front of them.”

"Then maybe you should stop making decisions without consulting me. We're
ateam, remember?"

"And I'm by far the senior member of the team. If you want to disagree
withme, fine. But doiit in private. We can't have them thinking you and | are
divided. Andintheend, | certainly hold the power of veto, because I'm the
only one who knows where Zonama Sekot is."

"Contact Kenth. See what hethinks. Or better yet, talk to Master
Skywaker."

"W, it seems Sekotan ships don't come equipped with HoloNet
transcaivers,” Corran replied. "If they did, | would do just that."

"We could go to Mon Caamari, get adecision from the council.”

Corran lowered hisvoice. "That'swhere I'm going to tell them we're
going."

"But we aren't? Where are we actudly going?'

"Zonama Sekot."

"What?But you sad..."

"I lied. | wanted to see what their reaction would be."

"And?

"I can't tell yet. Let'sgiveit afew days, see what shakes out."

"That's dangerous,” she said. "I'm pretty wesk. If it comesto afight...

"If it comesto that, I'll ded withit," Corran said, grimly.

"What doesthat mean?"

"Sorry. The old man hasto have some secrets. But if this goes sour, none
of uswill makeit to Zonama Sekot. Orders from headquarters. Do you
understand what I'm saying?"

"Yes," Tahiri replied. "l understand you perfectly.”

"Good. Now, did you notice anything aminute ago? Any reaction | might
have missed?"

"I doubt it. But | don't like the priest.”

"Why?"



"Nen Yim and the Prophet are both heretics. | can't imagine ahigh-

ranking priest cooperating with either of them.”

"If ahigh-ranking shaper can be aheretic, why not a priest?'

"l supposeit's possible,” she said. She sounded dubious.

"If you suspect him, why did you think we ought to continue the misson?"
"Becauseit'simportant. | think Nen Yim and the Prophet are on the

level. We have the priest outnumbered, and | don't think helll try anything
until we reach the planet-whatever € se he has planned, he wantsto reach
Zonama Sekot as much asthe rest of us"

"Could he have some sort of tracer on him?"

"Maybe. That would be bad.”

Corran consdered that for a moment.

"Rest," hesaid. "Keep your eyes and ears open. Weve got time to think
about this. It'salong trip.”

Tahiri found Nen Yim at the helm of the ship gazing out &t the Sars. She
stood there for amoment, trying to control her fedlings.

But she needed to talk to the shaper.

"Jeedal," the shaper sad, without turning.

"Mader Yim." Shesad it in Yuuzhan Vong.

"So some of our implants did take.”

Anger flared again, but Tahiri fought it down. "Yes" shesad. "l anno
longer human and | am not Y uuzhan VVong. Congratulations.”

"Congratul ate my late magter, not me."

"So you take no blamefor me?' "Blame? What blame is there? Mezhan Kwaad
was a shaper. She shaped you. Had | been in charge of the project, | would
fed no remorsefor what you've become.”

"Right," Tahiri said. "No remorse. No pain. No passon. There's nothing
inyou, isthere, Nen Yim? Except maybe curiogity and duty.”

"Duty?' Nen Yim murmured, till staring out at space.

"Do you know when thelast time | gazed on starslike thiswas?"

"Should | care?’

"It was on the worldship Baanu Miir, one of the older ones. Itsbrain was
failing, and an involuntary muscle spasm ripped one of the arms open. | stood
in the vacuum staring at the naked stars, and | swore that no matter what, |
would save that worldship and the people onit. | practiced heresy to do <o,
and il | failed. Even yet, the people might havelived, if your infidel

friends hadn't obliterated the new worldship we were meant to moveto."
Now shedid turn to Tahiri, and despite her calm tones, her eyes blazed.

"I haverisked my life, and | have taken life and shaped terrible things for
my people so that we never haveto live in the abyss between galaxies again. |
have risked even more to see the secrets encoded in this universe around us
and solve their riddles. Perhaps you do not call this passion. But hatred, |
think, might fairly be called that. Y ou, Jeedai, dew my mentor. Jeedai
destroyed the new worldship and doomed thousands to miserable, honorless
degths. | have hated Jeedai "

"And you hate them ill?"

"I have stepped back from my hate. My heresy requiresthat | seethings
asthey are, not as| wish them to be, not as| fear them to be. Theriddle of
Zonama Sekot may well be the central question of Y uuzhan V ong existence, and
the Jeedal seem to beinvolved. Since | must place the good of my people
before my own whimsy, | must remain opento dl possibilities, even the



possibility that the creed of this ridiculous Prophet has sdience.”

"And what about me persondly?'

"You?' She shrugged. "Mezhan Kwaad sedled her own doom. She practiced her
heresy too openly, aimost flaunted it. Worse, she ruined anoble warrior
merely because she feared hewould disclosetheir illicit affair. That brought
about her downfal. Y ou were the instrument of her desth, and that again was
rooted in her failure-had her shaping of you been competent, you could never
have turned on her. | hated you for atime. | find now | do not. Y ou hardly
knew what you were doing.”

"Oh, yes| did," Tahiri sad, recdling the crystdlized fury of that

moment. "1 remember it very well. | could have dis-abled her instead of

killing her. But after the pain she put me through, that you helped put me
through-"

"And s0 you hate me?"

That'sagood question,

Tahiri mused. "Inthe Jedi view," shetold the shaper, "hateisto be

avoided. If thereis hatred in me for you-and there may be yet-I do not want
it. The Y uuzhan Vong have taken much from me-my childhood, my identity,
someone | loved. But | am as much apart of you now as| am nativeto this
gaaxy. | have reconciled my different natures. Now | want to help see that
reconciliation between my parent peoples.

"Y ou seek an end to thewar?"

"Of course

Nen Yim nodded. "'l do not see the same honor in pointless daughter the
warriorsdo, | must admit. Pursuit of it has bred stupidity. We have taken far
more worlds than we need, and probably more than we can defend. Shimrra, |
sometimes think, ismad." She cocked her head, and the tendrils of her
headdress did an odd, squirming da nce and settled in anew arrangement. "How
are your wounds?'

"Better, thanksto you," Tahiri admitted.

"It was smple enough. Y ou responded well to the antitoxin.” Nen Yim

shifted her gaze back to the stars. ™Y ou must convince the other Jeedai to go
to Zonama Sekot. If what you said about your godsistrue, you must help me."
"I can't,” Tahiri said. "'l agreewith him. Evenif | could trust you, and

the Prophet, thereis aso the priest to con-sider. Why did he come?’

"I think his reasons are compound. Heisahighly placed member of his

caste. Heresy isagreat danger to that caste, and here he has the opportunity
to study not merely two heretics of two varieties, but aso the |eaders of

their respec-tive movements. He would understand hisenemy. Yet heisadso
jealous of the secret of Zonama Sekot, and perhapstruly angry at Shimrrafor
concealing the knowledge of it. When we know Zonama Sekot's secrets, however,
| cannot say what hewill do. Turn on usaswell as Shimrra, probably, and
reinforce the power of his priesthood. If Zonama Sekot istruly of consegquence
to our future, casteswill battle for control of it, both ideologicdly and in

fact.”

"All that to say you don't trust him."

"| think that no matter the outcome of this expedition, he plans our

desths.”

"Thenwhy did you bring him dong?' Tahiri exploded.

"Tolearn what | can from him. There are other factions among our people,
you know. Shimrra has detractorsin other quarters-the Quorealists, for



instance, who sup-ported the predecessor he dew to attain power. It may be
Harrar isone. Certainly he knows about them. Also, | want to keep him where|
can see him. Heisless dangerous to me that way."

"Well, we agree on that,” Tahiri said. "I don't trust him, either.”

"WEell keep an eye on him together, then."

It was atransparent ploy, but Tahiri felt a sudden, invol-untary

affinity for the sheper.

That's stupid. It'swhat she wants meto fed.

But they were of the same domain, and domain loyaltiesran deep, far

deeper than amplelike or didike. Wasthiswhy Corran didn't trust her? Move
on to something dse.

"Isthere any way of knowing if Harrar has atracer or villip implanted

inhim?'

"It would have to be avery unusua oneto beadanger tous,” Nen Yim

replied.

"Why?"

"Because | have rdeased avirusthat attacks and swiftly killsal known

variants of such organisms. If anyone on thisvessel has such an implant, we

can expect them to be briefly ill asthe waste products flush through their
sysem.”

"I'll wetch for that, then," Tahiri said, and left the helm, confused.

Anger brought certainty, and with it gone, she didn't know what she felt.

Nen Yim turned her eyes back toward the stars.

Perhaps that will persuade her, she thought. Perhaps now she can convince

the older Jeedai to resume the voyage to Zonama Sekot. After all, it wastrue.
She did not want Shimrrals minions following her to Zonama Sekot, and she had
taken measuresto prevent it.

But the older Jedi was suspicious of her, of al of them. Well he should

be. The Prophet's smple belief that Zonama Sekot was the salvation of the
Shamed Ones and thus the Y uuzhan VVong was not her own. Zonama Sekot wasthe
greatest singlethreat her people had ever faced, she was sure of it. If her
investigations bore that out, she would take mattersinto her own hands.
Despiteits organic origins, the Sekotan ship waslaid out dong lines

more smilar to the metd-and-plasted ships Tahiri had known than to Y uuzhan
Vong vessdls. Behind the cockpit was a crew cabin comfortably large enough for
Sx or seven people, and Six somewhat more cramped degp-ing cells. Behind
that was a spacious storage area that looked more Y uuzhan VVong in design-Nen
Yim had had room to spare when she took out the old hyperdrive. It wasfilled
with thingsthat Tahiri remembered from the shaper laboratory on Yavin 4. She
looked in only once.

Whatever the origind crew of the ship had eaten had been replaced by

muur, a'Y uuzhan Vong yeast-based staple. She and Corran settled down to a medl
of it around atable that extruded from the floor, sprouting like a mushroom
when adiscolored place on thewall was stroked.

None of the Y uuzhan Vong seemed to be in earshot-the Prophet was nowhere
to be seen, and Nen Yim was back in her makeshift laboratory, aswas Harrar.
"Four days, and no one has shown any symptoms,” Corran said. "Of course,
that could mean severa things. Ei-ther no one had implants, or the implants
weren't affected by the virus, or there never was any virus.”

"Wadll, that's what everything boils down to when you don't trust anyone,”

Tahiri pointed out. "Wejust don't know."



"You likethis stuff?" Corran grunted, reluctantly taking another

mouthful.

"No onelikesit," Tahiri said. ™Y uuzhan Vong don't eat for enjoyment.
Unlessit'sto make astatement, you know, eating the flesh of the vua'sayou
killed in ritua combet or whatever."

"Still not exactly pleasure. Relish maybe.”

"Right," she said, taking another bite. She knew he wastrying to make a
joke, but she didn't fedl like laughing. Corran was hard to read these days,
asif hewas making an effort not to let her seetoo much of himin the Force.
They both turned at a soft sound in the doorway. Harrar stood there.

"l hope I'm not intruding,” the priest said.

"Not at al," Corran said. "Can | help you?' The priest nodded. "It's

been four days. May | ask when we reach Mon Caamari?'

Tahiri shot Corran aglance.

Four days, she sent in the Force. No sign of betraya. He didn't answer

in the same way, but pursed hislips and nodded. "Where's the Prophet?' he
asked.

"Locked in his cabin-praying, presumably,” the priest replied.

"Okay," Corran said. "Let's get everyone together. [-And then the ship
screamed.

FOURTEEN

Qelah Kwaad abased hersdlf before the polyp throne as the rumble of
Shimrras voice washed over her. She cringed and was ashamed.

"Rise, Adept Kwaad," Shimrrasaid.

Knees shaking, she did so. "Dread Lord," she said. "How can | please you?

"Y ou dready have. The mabugat kan were of your shaping, were they not?’
"They were, Lord Shimrra," she said.

"Master Yim brought them to my attention. She said you were the brightest
of her pupils™

"Shedid?' Qelah was surprised. She had dwaysthought Master Yim was
jedlous of her.

"We have used them with great success. Theinfidels are now largely
without long-range communications. It has been an invaluable aid to our war
effort.”

"Thank you, Lord. | am pleased to have been of service"

"Of courseyou are," Shimrragrowled reproachfully, and his Shamed jester
capered glesfully.

She fdt like cowering back into a crouch, but the Dread Lord had bid her
stand, so she stood her ground.

"Thelossof Master Yim was agreat blow,” Shimrrawent on. "But her work
must continue. Y ou will be elevated to magter.”

Qelah hoped her fierce exultation did not show.

"l am not worthy of the honor, Grest Lord, but | will do my best to

excd." She knew she was babbling, but she couldn't stop. "I have developed a
new sort of ship, one that should counter many of the new Strategies of the
infi-dels. And asfor the Jeedai..."

"What of the Jeeda ?'

The words came out with such force that her tendrilsfelt asif they were



being swept back, but thistime she was not dismayed.

"| believe | have an answer to them," she said.

"Besides the mabugat kan, | have for some time been de-veloping a
powerful new suite of bioforms designed specifi-cally to counter the threat of
the Jeedal. | am not far from completion.”

"That has been promised before" Shimrrasaid. "But the promise has never
been fulfilled. Those who fal medo not find favor.”

She understood that lack of favor also meant lack of bregth, but she
plunged on. "I am certain you will be pleased, Dread Lord,” shetold him.
"Very wdl. You will ascend to master tomorrow. Y ou will work directly
benesth Ahg Yim."

Qelah took a deep breath. She had a chance a more. Could she flinch from
teking it?

No.

"Yes, Lord," shesaid. "A member of Nen Yim'sdomain.”

Shimrras moaaq(it eyesflared abrighter red. "What could you mean by

that, Qelah Kwaad? Do you imply something?”

"Nothing, Lord," shesad. "l spoke out of turn."

"I hear something in your words, Qelah Kwaad," Shimrrasaid, dangeroudly.
"Shall | rip open your mind and seewhét | find there?!

"Itisonly that things have been strange,” she said, inarush. "Master

Yim stayed apart from us, working alone,

She was totaly absorbed in some new project none of the rest of us knew
about. And then the Jeedai came, and took her away, and whatever it was, |
know not what, but Ahs Yim..." She broke off.

"Go on," Shimrra bregthed.

"Ahs Yim-did not seem surprised. And | heard her tell someone, They took
theship.”

Infact, Ahs Yim had seemed as surprised as anyone, and she had said no
such thing. It was actualy awarrior who had told her hed seen astrange
ship fly out from the damutek. By now, everyone knew it.

"Youthink Ahs Yim had some part in Nen Yim'skidnapping." Shelifted

her head and spoke more boldly. "If it was akidnapping, Lord Shimrra. The
damutek's defensesfailed. | do not see how infidels could accomplish this™
"The Shamed hereticswere dso involved,” the Supreme Overlord pointed
out.

"With respect, Lord-would they know how to disable a damutek's defenses
and leave no trace of how it was done? | could not do so. Was some shaper
greater than Nen Yim Shamed, that this knowledge would reside with the rabble?

Shimrra somehow seemed to tower even higher, filling the room, the world,
the universe.

"What do you know?" he thundered, and she suddenly redlized she had
somehow misstepped. "What do you know of the stop?”

A great invisble claw seemed to clamp about her head, itsgrip growing
swiftly tighter. Shefdt thejoints of her body twitching Strangely. Her

nerves turned to fire, and she sought something, anything to say, and anything
that would turn his gaze away from her. If he had asked her at that moment if
shewas lying, she would have admitted it, admitted that her words were
nothing more than thud bugs cast toward Ahs Yim, so that Qelah Kwaad might be
master shaper.



But he hadn't asked that. He'd asked about the ship.

"Nothing more than that it exigtsl" she moaned.

"Nen Yimtold you nothing of itsorigins or nature?"

"Nothing, Dread Lord," she gasped, swaying. "She stayed to hersdf! She
did not spesk of it!"

The pressure suddenly dropped away. The pain recoiled itself back into
her brain.

"Your ambitionisclear,” Shimrramurmured. "But you raise interesting
points. They bear investigation.” He glanced at Onimi. Then helooked off a
some unseen thing above her.

"Go," he commanded. "Return tomorrow and learn your fate.”

She left. When she returned the next day, she was again directed to take
up her master's hand, and she never saw Ahs Yim again.

FIFTEEN

The ship's scream was a distant thing somewhere in the back of Corran's
mind. The thudding jolt of sudden hyper-drive decantation was more immediately
tactile.

"What the..." Helegpt up and stumbled toward the helm.

"Arewe under attack?' Harrar asked.

By that time, Corran could see stars through the trans-parent canopy. "I
don't know," he said. "But given my luck so far on thistrip, | wouldn't doubt
it

"Thisregion isn't charted,” Tahiri said. "Maybe we hit agravitic

anomdy."

Corran bit back areprimand for telling that much, but decided to take

his own advice and not dress the young woman down in front of the Y uuzhan
Vong. "Werein charted space," he said, instead. Which wastrue, barely.
"Then what could it be?"

"Dovin basd interdictor mine, maybe. The Y uuzhan Vong have them sat up
al along the mgjor routesto pull ships out of hyperspace.”

"Right. Millennium Falcon got pulled out by one on the Cordllian Trade
Spine”

"Y ep. Let's hope we have an easier time of-oh, Sith spawn.” He'd been
rolling the ship to try to discover the cause of their sudden reverson. Now
he saw it.

It wasn't what he was expecting.

He was staring down the pointy end of awhite wedge larger than many
planetbound cities, and he suddenly felt much younger, not in agood way.
"That'san interdictor, dl right,” hesaid. "An Imperid interdictor.”

"| suppose there's something to be said for not jumping to hasty
conclusons,” Harrar put in, abit sarcagtically.

"No apologies,” Corran said. "It was till agood bet. This, on the other
hand..."

"But aren't they our friends now?" Tahiri asked.

Corran snorted. "Friends? No. Allies, yes." He pushed the engines and

went into a series of extemporaneous maneuvers as salvos of coherent green
light flashed around them.

"Either way, should they befiring at us?'

"No, and maybe they wouldn't be if we weren't in something much more like



a'Y uuzhan Vong ship than anything e se they've seen. Or if we could hail them
and tdl them who we are, but | don't see acomm in thisthing, unless our
shaper friend has hidden it like she did the rest of the con-trols. Asit s,
we'd better put alittle distance between us and that thing."

"What'sit doing way out here?'

"I'm not even sure where'her€' is," Corran grumbled, "but I've got a

good ideawhy they're here."

"Why?"

"Can't say. Top secret.”

Kenth might have told me abit more about the war plans. | should have
figured the push would bein this sector. Bil-bringi, maybe? That Interdictor
must be part of the Imperia force. But why isit done? Watching the back
door? Didn't matter. They couldn't talk to it and they sure couldn't fight it,
so0 their only choicewasto run like crazy.

"What iswrong?' Nen Yim appeared from &ft.

"Weve just been yanked out of hyperspace by the Impe-rids” Such a
familiar thing to say, he reflected. Almost comfortable. What aridiculous
thought. Was he actualy nostalgic for the war against the Empire?
"Thelmperiads?' Nen Yim said. "I'm no tactician, but aren't they.... ah.
They think thisisa 'Y uuzhan Vong ship.”

"The lady takesthe hand," Corran said. A laser seared along the vessdl's
sde, and he fought for control.

"Jump to hyperspace,” Nen Yim said. "'l see no nearby planets.”

"l can't. It'saninterdictor-it'll pull usright out again and probably

fry theenginesaswell."

"Not necessarily,” Nen Yim sad.

"No, interdictorswork just fine on Y uuzhan VVong hyper-drives. It's
smplephysics”

"Yes, but-" She suddenly stopped.

"What?" Corran shouted back over his shoulder. "1 seem to remember you
were going to jump from the bottom of agravity well. But if you've got
something, let meknow.”

"Y ou must give me your promise of secrecy,” the shaper said, her spooky
hair doing particularly spooky things.

"l can't dothat." Corran sighed. "Not if you've got something that can

be used againg us.”

"| certainly cannot divulge war secrets to you without your vow of
secrecy,” Nen Yim said.

"Why not? Aren't we trying to end thiswar? |an't that what thismisson
isabout?'

The ship shuddered and bucked as laser fire hammered its hull.

"Thewar isn't over yet," the shaper reminded him.

"Magter Yim," Harrar interjected. "If we die, and our missonfails...”
"What mission?' Nen Yim snapped. "He won't take us to Zonama Sekot. He's
taking usto Mon Caamari, probably to be imprisoned. | would rather die here,
especidly if it prevents placing yet another wegpon againg usin their
hands."

"We are going to Zonama Sekot," Corran shouted. "We're on our way there
right now. But it's going to be amighty short trip if something doesn't
change soon."

Nen Yim's brows lowered dangeroudy. "Isthistrue?"



Harrar gripped the shaper'sarm. "I do not fear death any more than you
do, Nen Yim. But if youwould seethisplanet..."

"Itisuntested,” she said. "A variant of ashaping one of my apprentices
developed. | created it to use againgt any Y uuzhan Vong shipsthat might
follow us, but now | seeit might be used againgt one of your interdictors.”
"Well, let'sfind out!" Corran said. "Because in about ten seconds...”

Nen Yim nodded and dipped on her cognition hood.

A moment later Corran felt something pass through the ship and then-
release.

"What did we just do?'

NenYim actudly smiled. "If thisworks, the atificid gravitic anomaly
should vanish in amoment. | suggest when the moment arrives, you take usinto
hyperspace.”

"Tahiri, lay inamicrojump,” Corran said.

The young woman nodded and bent to the task.

A laser tore through the cabin behind them, adirect hit that pierced

both hulls. Air screamed away into vacuum, and Corran felt asif he had a hot
wirethrough hisgut. He could only imagine what a pilot truly attuned to the
shipwould fed.

Then the wound healed, and the air stopped getting thinner. Neat trick,
that. But he wondered what the ship's hedling limits were.

And got an answer, of sorts, from the ship itself. Another hit like that
would be too much.

"Wereno longer being held,” Tahiri said.

"Lifeisgood," Corran replied, and punched them to where the stars
didn't shine.

"| don't suppose you're going to tell me what that thing was?' Corran
asked, as his pulse began to dow to some-thing approaching normal.

"l don't suppose s, no," Nen Yim replied. "But itsfield test seemsto
have gone quite well."

"Yes, congratulations,”" Corran said. How long before you use it against
us? Wdll, at least he knew it existed, whatever it was, and unless she was
lying it was a prototype, not likely being used & this very moment against
the Galactic Alliance.

"Thisismaking my head spin," he muttered.

"What?' Nen Yiminquired.

“Nothing."

"Not to interrupt,” Harrar said, "but I'm wondering if what you said

about our destination istrue?"

Corran turned and noticed that the Prophet had joined them.

"Yes," hesad. "It's been our destination from the very firgt."

"Y ou deceived us," Nen Yim accused. "Why?'

The Prophet drew himsdlf to hisfull height and crossed hisarms. "To see
how we would reect,” he said. "If we had tried to force the location of the
planet from him, then he would have known we were not to be trusted, and we
would never havefinished thetrip." He looked pointedly at Corran. "lan't
that correct, Jeedai Horn?"

"That about sumsit up,” Corran replied. "That's a pretty savvy andlysis
for aholy man."

"Undergtanding isthe essence of enlightenment.”

And aso the basis of espionage, Corran added to himsalf. wonder what



your job used to be before you were a Prophet.

Maybe Tahiri could tel from-something. He made a mental note to ask her
leter.

"How far, then, are we from our destinatio n?* Harrar asked.

"I'm not certain, because we have to proceed in smal jumps for atime.
Probably afew days.”

The next jump brought them to the fringes of an un-named star system. The
primary appeared asatiny blue | sphere, but around it sparkled avast ring
that shone asif it were made of afew hundred trillion coruscagems. Tahiri
watched in fascination. Sometimesit seemed cloudlike, some-times almost
liquid.

"Y ou must have seen many such wonders,” Nen Yim said. Tahiri had heard
the shaper's approach, but hadn't turned. "Doesn't matter,” she said. "Every
dar systemisunique. Every star system hasits own beauty.”

"Thisone certainly has. Isthat ice?'

"l would imagine" Tahiri said. "l wasn't trying to figureit out-1 was

just enjoying the Sght of it."

"Perhgpsthe system is poor in heavy elements. The origina torus of

matter condensed into ice balls, which were then torn apart by tidal forces.”
"Maybe awandering giant made it asawedding gift foranebula,” Tahiri
sad.

"Why should you assert such aridiculous explanation?' The shaper seemed
truly puzzled.

"Why must you pick everything gpart?’ Tahiri asked.

"Beddes, if you beieve Y un-Y uuzhan made the universe from his severed
body parts, you ought to be able to believe anything.”

Nen Yim was slent for amoment and Tahiri thought the conversation was
probably over.

"Belief isastrangething,” the shaper said at last. "It hasimmense

inertia. My master did not believeinthegodsat al.”

"Andyou?'

The shaper's headdress tendrils knotted thoughtfully.

"Religion, | think, is metgphor, away of reating to the uni-verse that

does not require reason. It's not very different from your gppreciation of
this star system for its mere ap-pearance. My joy comesin understanding.
You'reright-if | could take the universe apart and put it back together, |
would."

"And thus rob yoursdlf of haf the wonder," Tahiri said. Nen Yim snorted
disdainfully. "Wonder isyou making up stories about giants and wedding gifts,
" shesad. "Wonder ismy people attributing the crestion of the universeto
an act of dismemberment. It isavoiding true mystery through fantasy. And if
the universe refuses to conform to your fan-tasy, doesit ceaseto be
wonderful ? That isaconceit of the highest order.”

"Y our own explanation was no better than aguess.”

"True. But it isaguessthat can be investigated and tested. It isa

guess| will gladly rdinquish if proven wrong. It isaguessthat will serve
asatool to help mefind thetruth. For me, that isafar greater wonder than
anything teken on faith.”

"So you don't believein the gods?' Tahiri asked.

"I think there must be something behind them that isred. | do not think
they areredl in the orthodox sense.”



"That'sinteresting. What do you think they are?"

"I'venoidea. | don't have even aguessto use asastarting point.”
"How about this?' Tahiri mused. "Hereésaguessfor you. Your gods are
actualy amisunderstanding of the Force.”

"The energy field you Jeedai claim informs your powers?' She sounded
dubious.

"Y ou don't believein the Force?!

"In the sense that it's clear you draw on some sort of energy to perform
your tricks, as your machines draw on apower source, yes. That does not mean
itissomedl-pervasve mys-tica energy with awill of itsown, asyou
Jeedal seemto believe. Indeed, if it is, how can you explain the fact that
the Y uuzhan VVong do not exit in the Force?!

"Wdl, that'samystery,” Tahiri said. "But the Forceign't likea

battery. It'salot bigger than that.”

"So you bdieve. If so, perhaps your Force and our gods are both
misunderstandings of something that somehow encompassesusall.”
Tahiri fdt alittle chill. That waswhat Anakin had be-lieved, or very
near.

"You believethat?' she asked.

"Certainly not,” the shaper replied. "But... thank you.”

"For what?'

"At least | have aguessto proceed from, for now." She glanced about.
"Whereis Corran Horn?'

"He's taking a break before the next jump to hyperspace. What did you
need to see him about?"

"I don't want to raise any undue alarm, but | think some-thing iswrong
withthe ship."

"Wrong?'

"Y es. The space-folding function of the dovin basds seemed erraticin
the last jump. | checked them, and there may be a problem.”

"What sort of problem?’

"l think they aredying."
SIXTEEN

"Bilbringi system in ten minutes," Commander Raech of Mon Mothma
announced. "Prepare for iminent combat.”

Wedge clasped his hands behind his back, didn't like thefed of it, and
crossed hisarmsin front of him instead, staring into the nothing of
hyperspace, wondering what would greet them when they decanted.

"Y ou fought at Bilbringi before, didn't you sr?" Lieu-tenant Cel asked.
"Agang Thravn?'

Wedge gave her atight grin with little real humor behindit. "Areyou a
student of ancient higtory, Lieutenant?"

"No, gr-1 was ten during the blockade of Coruscant. | remember it very
wdl."

"Wel, yes, Lieutenant, | did fight here at Bilbringi-as an X-wing pilot.

| don't think | ever got anywhere near Thrawn."

"No, sr. You divided Thrawn'sfleet by attacking the shipyards, didn't
you?'

Wedge looked at her, puzzled. "Now you're just sucking up,” he said. "Who



would remember that?' he asked.

"They made abig ded of it onthevids" shesad, alittle abashed. "It

was agresat victory."

"It was nearly aterrible defeat,” Wedge said. "We got decanted early by
Imperid interdictors, too far from the shipyards. Thrawn wasn't even supposed
to bethere at al-wed st it up ten different waysto makeit ook like we

were going to hit Tangrene. But Thrawn was spooky that way. Absolutely
brilliant. If he hadn't been assassinated by his own body-guard during the
battle, there's no way we would have won."

"Y ou sound asif you admired him, ar."

"Admired him? Sure | did. He was adifferent sort of enemy.”

"Different from the Y uuzhan VVong, you mean, sr?'

"Different from the VVong, the Emperor, any other Grand Admira-from
anyone," Wedge replied.

Cel nodded asif she knew what he meant. "What do you suppose Thrawn
would make of the Y uuzhan Vong, Sr?’

"Ground Vong, probably-if he had afew examples of; their art.”

"Yes, gr," Cd said. She paused. "I've heard good thingsi about Admiral
Pdlaeon.”

Wedge nodded briefly. "He was here, too. Of course, he; waswith Thrawn,
fighting for the Empire. I'll have to ask him how he remembersthat whole
thing, oncethisisover.” It's like some weird reunion, he thought. Pash was
here then, aswdll, agtarfighter pilot like me. Now hewasthe generd in

charge of the flight group, Pash Cracken was the commander of Memory of Ithor,
and!

Pellaeon was on their Sde.

"The best thing about Pellaeon wasthat he knew hislimitations” Wedge

sad. "Don't get mewrong, he'savery good tactician and excdlent &t command
- but when Thrawn died, he didn't kid himself that he could salvage the

battle. That alone set him apart from most Imperia commanders, who more
usualy had inflated opinions of themselves. It'swhy! we were able to beat
them early on. TheVVong arealittlelikethat."

He said that |ast more to reassure the obvioudy nervous lieutenant than
because it was the absolute truth. True, alot of Y uuzhan Vong commanders
fought on when they ought to retrest, but it was from avery different

senshility than what had motivated, say, Grand Moff Tarkin. A more dangerous
snshility.

"Yes, gr," thelieutenant said. "L et's just hope we don't get surprised

a Bilbringi."

"Lieutenant,” he said, asthe reverson aarm began belling, "I can

promiseyou that if we are, I'm absolutely never coming to this syssem again.”
But real space brought no surprises. They decanted ex-actly as planned,

and in afew momentstactica displays began explaining, in their mechanical
way, the Stuation. Which was a so pretty much what they had expected.
Below them, toward Bilbringi's primary, were what had once been the
Bilbringi shipyards. Some of the shipyard structures were still there, though

the Golan |1 Battle Startions that had guarded them were conspicuoudy absent.
And in the agteroid belt near the shipyards, the Y uuzhan VVong had set up their
own shipyards. Of course, the Y uu-zhan VVong grew their ships, feeding them the
raw materias of the asteroids.

Finaly, there was asizableflotillaassembled. He counted two



interdictor cruisers-made obvious by their spicular configuration-and twelve
additiond capitd shipsranging in sze from about haf to nearly twicethe

sze of Mon Mothma. His battle group was lessthan athird aslarge, but then
again, he waslessthan athird of what wasredly in store for the Y uuzhan
Vong a Bilbringi.

"Orders, Generd?' Commander Raech asked.

"Start bringing usin," Wedge said. "Pellaeon and Krefey are under

orders not to rendezvous here until we've assessed the Stuation and given the
clear, and pinpointed their most Strategic positions. Let'sdo our job and
make sure we don't lead them into atrap.”

"Very good, Sr."

The battle group began to movein.

"Sir," the officer at control informed him, ""'message coming in from

Memory oflthor. For you, Sir."

"Thank you, Lieutenant, I'll takeit."

A moment later, Pash Cracken's voice came over the comm. "Well, Genera "
Pash sad, "seemslike old times.”

"Yes, | wasjust thinking that, too," Wedgereplied. "At least things are
darting smoother thistime."

"Y ou can say that again. Boy, they've redly redecorated, haven't they?"
"Yep. Maybe I'll hire them to do my place on Chan-drila," Wedge qui pped.
"Right. Early VVong deco. Whoops-looks like they're moving,” Pash said.

"I'll et you get back to the general thing. Don't forget I'm back here, okay?

"That's not likely. Good to have you on my wing, Pash.”

"Thanks, Wedge."

Wedge turned his attention back to the coming baitle. The Y uuzhan Vong
shipswerein motion, al right, forming quickly into two groups. Onewas
about the size of hisown, and included one of the interdictors. The other,
more mas-sive group began moving away from the shipyards.

"Steady," hesaid. "They're fill along way away. Let's seeif they do

what I'm hoping-hah."

The smdler battle group vanished from sight and screen.

"Microjump, gr," Cd reported excitedly. "They're be-hind us now."

"Sure. They're putting us between the two interdictors so we can't leave.
They've got al they need to crush us, and they know it." He studied the
chart. "So well have Pellaeon drop in herein sector six, and Krefey in
twelve"" Helooked it over one moretime. Was he missing anything?
"Control," he ordered, "send those coordinates to the re-spective flegts.

" Heturned to the commander. "Baittle sta-tions, but no hurry. Well engage
the smaller flegt, try to makeit look like we've bitten off more than we can
chew and are trying to take out the interdictor so we can run dong home. Our
reinforcements will be herelong before the second group catches us-they won't
be microjumping with those interdictors going.”

The voice of control came back. "Generd, we seem to have a problem.”
v

"We can't seem to contact either Betaor Gamma."

"Can't seem to or can't?' Wedge asked.

"Cant, ar."

"Contact central control and have them relay the coordi-nates, then.”

"Sir, we can't reach Mon Cdl, ether. Or anyplace dse. It'slikethe



entire comm network has gone down.”

Wedge looked back at the shaping battle. If he didn't call the other
commanders, they wouldn't show up. The battle plan was absolutely clear on
that point-better to lose one battle group to some unexpected Vong tactic or
invention than three. Without the other two flatillas, this could get pretty
nasty, and not for the Y uuzhan VVong.

"Yes, Lieutenant," he murmured. "I think I've just about had it with

Bilbringi."

SEVENTEEN

Han Solo gazed unhappily at one of the most beautiful sunsets he had ever
seen. And he had seen alot of sunsetson alot of different worlds, but as
Mon Calamari's primary hit the ocean horizon and threw its shadow acrossthe
waves, the sky went as subtle and iridescent as mother-of-pearl.

Gaudy sunsets were easy to come by, especialy on worlds with dense or
dusty atmospheres-understated beauty was more difficult, not only because it
was rare, but also be-cause it sometimestook alifetimeto learn to
appreciate it, Which waswhy it was too bad he couldn't redly enjoy it.

The problem wasn't with the sunset-it was that he was on Mon Caamari to
seeit.

"We can't fight every battlein thiswar," Leiapointed out.

"What?' Han grumped. "/ didn't say anything.”

"You didn't haveto. Y ou've been brooding ever snce Twin Suns pulled

out. Infact, snce Tahiri left.”

"We should've gone with her," he opined.

"Which one? Jainaor Tahiri?'

"Takeyour pick."

Leiashook her head. "Jainas a sarfighter pilot. It'swhat she wantsto

be. It'swhere she sees her duty. She's been flying with the Galactic Alliance
forcesfor months now. If wetried to horn our way into the Bilbringi push
somehow, she'd-well, shewouldn't likeit, to say theleast. And Tahiri-Corran
can take care of her. | know he can.” She crossed her arms. " But that's not
it, isit?"

"Whaddyamean?'

"Y ou're bored. Two weeks without someonetrying to kill us, and you're
bored out of your mind."

"I'm not bored,” Han replied. "1 just-there must be something we can be
doing besides sitting around looking at sunsets.”

Lelasighed and settled into one of the divans. She gave him one of those
looks. "Nothing's happened in, oh, days that needs you, Han. Sure, things are
happening, but they're things dmost any competent pilot could dedl with. But
when something comes along only Han Solo can handle...”

"All right, that's enough sarcasm for one night,” Han said. It wasa

mistake. A glimmer of hurt gppeared in her eyes.

"I'monly being dightly sarcagtic, Han," Lelasaid. "Maybenot at all.

In war, sometimes the most important thing-and the hardest-isto just Sit

dill."

He made aface. "Y ou redly know how to..."

She reached out and took his hand. "Stop right there," she said, "and |

may show you something esel know how to..." Shetrailed off suggestively.



"l dunno,” Han said. "It'san awfully nice sunset.”

Leiagestured to the place next to her on the divan and raised her
eyebrows.

Han shrugged. "Y ou've seen one sunset, you've seen‘em dl.”

Something pinging interrupted his deep. Han sat up and muzzily looked
around for the source, findly identifying it asthe comm unit in their room.
Easing out of bed, he sstum-bled toward it and opened the channdl.
"Yeah?' hemumbled. "Thishasto be good."

"I'm not sure good istheright word, Solo," adistorted voice said.

Han snorted. Hewasn't falling for that again.

"Cut it out, Droma, and tell me what's up. What's the Ryn network into
now?'

"I've no ideawhat you mean, Solo," the voice replied.

"But somethingisdefinitdy up.”

"L ook, it'slate-no, it'searly,” Han said, rubbing his eyes with palm of
hishand. "What isit?'

"The Vong have deployed something new, maybe..." - Dromasaid. "They
launched them afew days ago. Some kind of unpiloted drones, we think, unless
they've developed someredly smal pilots”

Han was wide awake now. "What kind of drones?*

"We don't know what they do, if that'swhat you mean. But it can't be
good. Figured I'd give you a heads-up. Y ou might mention it to the military,
too."

"Yeah, | might,” Han said. "Isthat al you can tell me?'

"At thistime, yes. Weretrying to track one of them, but they're

dippery.”

"Some kind of weagpon?'

"If I knew that | would tell you. But the VVong are excited about them.”
"Thanks," Han said. Then more heavily "And Droma, if thisisyou-l don't
appreciate the subterfuge. | mean, security is security, but | thought the two
of us"

But he was talking to adead comm.

"Who wasthat?' Leiaasked, from behind him. He hadn't heard her
approach, but he wasn't surprised, either.

"One of our palsinthe Ryn network, | think. Maybe Droma. Y ou heard?’
"y es"

He reached for the comm. "I'd better passthison.” But when hetried to
cal control, he got put on hold. ALL CIRCUITSRESERVED FOR MILITARY PURPOSES.
He frowned at the device, and then tarted for where held left his
trousers.

"I'm going down there,” he said.

"I'm right with you."

They arrived to atense but relatively quiet Stuation room. They were
greeted briefly by Sien Sow.

"Thefird waveisabout to goin,” the Sullustan said. "Under Antilles.

He should be coming out of hyperspacein five minutes.”

"Mind if we stay?' Han asked. "When you've got a spare minute | have
something to brief you on.”

"Of course you may stay. Y our daughter iswith Antilles, isn't she?'

"Last | heard. But that's not why | came down."

"Canit wait, then?'



"l think 0, "Han said.

He watched Sow return to control, feding itchy. He hadn't spent much
timein Situation rooms-he'd alway's been on the other end of things, mostly
ignoring everything he heard from control. Sure, battle computers were grest,
but they didn't fed anything. They didn't have ingtinct to help them ouit.
"Genera Sow!" someone shouted.

"Whdt isit?"

"Admira Pellaeon hasn't reported in, Sir. He was sup-posed to alert us
when he had reached position for the Bil-bringi jump.”

"What'sthe problem?"

"The HoloNet relay in that area seemsto be down.”

"Can you boost the signa from the next nearest?"

"l cantry." The comm technician frowned and fiddled with something.

"Sir, transmission coming through from HoloNet relay Ddlta-aught-six!"
"Putiton.”

An excited voice crackled over the comm. ... somekind of ships, very
small. They look VVong, but don't fit any of our profiles. We can't get them
al. Six of them have..." Loud Static replaced the voice.

Smdl ships?

The drones his unknown caler had warned him about?

"Welvejust lost touch with Gamma," another communications officer
reported. He punched wildly at his controls and then looked up, hisface very
pae. "Sir, the HoloNet'sdown. | cant find alive rdlay anywhere."
"Generd," Han sad, "'l think my newsjust became alot more important.”
"The HoloNet isdown,” General Sow confirmed twenty standard minutes
later, in ahastily convened meeting of thewar council. "The causeis
undetermined, though there is some evidence that it's due to anew Y uuzhan
V ong wegpon-some sort of drone.”

"Some evidence?' Han interrupted. Y ou heard the report from Tantiss
Sation.”

Sow conceded that with anod. "We assume the other stationswere
destroyed in the sameway," he said. "What-ever the details, it seems clear
that this was an extremely well-coordinated strike at the heart of our
communications network. Thetimingis... suspicious.”

"But not conclusive," Bd Iblissad. "They may have known we were
planning to strike-they probably did - but not where. By taking down the
entire HoloNet, they jeopardize our success whatever our target.”

"l tend to agree,” Sow said. "An examination of when the relays went off-
lineindicates that the first to go were not those nearest Bilbringi. In fact,
the process seems to have started some time ago, albeit in sectorswe aren't
for the most part in communication with anyway. Still, your whole point
remains valid. Without the HoloNet to coordinate the other two fleets, General
Antillesisvery much on hisown.

Jaing, Leiathought. But her daughter was till dive. She could fed

that much.

"Then dl that fighting we did a Esfandiawas for nothing?' she said.
"Wedon't know if ESfandiais <till up or not-all the re-layslinking it
Coreward are gone, though. We're as cut off as the fleets.”

"Generd Antillesisnofool,” Bel Iblissaid. "The other fleets have

orders not to make the jump to Bilbringi without his go-ahead. When he
redizes hé'slogt hislines of commu-nication, hell retreet, as per his



orders.

"If he can," Han said. "Buit if they were expecting the attack-or even if

they weren't, and they have interdictors-hell haveto fight hisway out.”
"Canhedothat?' Leiaasked.

"No," Sow replied. "Our intelligence tdlls usthat the Vong fleet at

Bilbringi istoo strong for Antillesto defeat without backup.”

"And the Vong haven't lost their communications,” Bel 1blis pointed out.
"They can call for backup anytime.”

"What will Pellaeon and Krefey do when they don't hear from Wedge?' Leia
asked.

"They will hold their positionsfor atime, but when they're sureno
communication isforthcoming-"

"Oh, it'sforthcoming,” Han said. "Which forceislarger?' "Beta-the
Imperias™

"Whereisit?' Han demanded.

"That's classfied, Captain Solo," Sow said.

"Classfied?" Han sputtered. " This whole thing has d-ready gone south,
Generd. | say we need to slvage what we can.”

"What do you propose, Solo?' Bel Iblis asked.

"We don't have the HoloNet. Hyperwave's not good enough for those
distances. The only thing we have fagter than light is ships, and the
Millennium Falconisthe fastest ship thereis”

"He'sright," Leiasaid. "We need to set up acourier service, and fast.

It'snot just this battle, either-the Y uuzhan VVong will certainly teke

advantage of this blackout to strike. We could lose whole star systems without
knowing about it."

"Y eah, but they are dready too thin to keep the systems | they have,"

Han said. "But our main concern right now-"

"...istheflegt," Sow replied. "Quiteright. Generd Solo, if you're

willing, I'm putting you in charge of acourier ser-viceto thefleet. Find

four other ships, military or otherwise, but people you trust. Reestablish the
lines of communication between Antilles, Pellaeon, and Krefey. I'll also teke
suggestions on someone to head up amore widespread emergency information
sarvice. Asit stands now, we arein avacuum, and everything we havewon is

in jeopardy.”

EIGHTEEN

"WeI?' Corran asked Nen Yim. "What can you tell me?"

They had made four more jumps since Nen Yim had given them the assessment
of the ship'sliving engines, and each had been rougher than thelast. The
vessdl's pain had gone from a pinprick to an aching throb, and Corran was
happy that most of the ships he flew hadn't had fedings.

Sure, it handled well-when it wasn't Sick.

"The deterioration ismarked,” Nen Yim said. "The dovin hasalswere
damaged by the Imperid ship, and the gravitic strains of repeated jumps have
worsened their condition.”

"Why didn't you tell me this before the repeated jumps?' Corran asked.

"It took afew passes through darkspace before | could be certain. Also..

" She paused, and her tendrils writhed like snakes. "Also, | think my



coupling of aY uuzhan VVong drive with a ship designed for an unliving drive
may have been im-perfect and contributed to the deterioration. The wound only
hastened this. Each time we jump, micro gravitic anomalies gppear insde or
very near the dovin basas.”

"Eating them from within," Corran said. "Wonderful. Can this be repaired?

For thefirgt time since Corran had met her, Nen Yim actualy seemed
gpologetic. "No," she said. "Not with the resources available here. Also, it
isclear that my understanding of Sekotan biology isflawed, or thiswould not
be hap-pening. | need more samples.

"l don't think it'sbiology,” Tahiri said. "1 think it'sthe Force."

They both turned to her. "Explain,” Corran said.

"Thisship exigsin the Force," Tahiri explained. "You can [fed it,

can't you, Corran? And the nearer we get to Sekot-"

"The stronger the connection becomes,”" he agreed. "Y eah, I've fdt that."

It was asif the ship was eagerly returning to along-lost family.

"So maybe this ship isrgecting the engines, because they j don't exist

in the Force, and the closer we get to Zonama Sekot, the stronger that
rejection becomes."

"That seemsunlikely,” Nen Yim said. "The Force, what-1 ever it may be,
should not govern smple biologicd reac-tions. The links between the Sekotan
ship and our engines should work."

"Y et they don't, and you don't know why," Tahiri said, al littletoo

smugly for Corran'stastes. Still, he wasimpressed with her reasoning.
"Granted,” Nen Yim reluctantly acquiesced.

Tahiri leaned againgt the bulkhead and crossed her arms,

"Look, you said it yourself-you need aguessto start from, Y ou've been
asking why Y uuzhan Vong and Sekotan tech-nology are so smilar. Turn that
around-how are interferent! Because if Sekotan life-formsexist in the For.

Y uuzhan Vong life-forms don't, somewhere, somehow, there must be abig
difference”

Nen Yim'stentacles contracted, writhed briefly, and set-tled against her
head.

"It'saplaceto Sart," she admitted.

"That till doesn't help usnow,” Corran pointed out. "'If we're stranded

in space without any means of communication, that'sgoing to remain
speculation." Hefolded hisj arms across his chest. "Oh, and plus, well die.

"The engines can stand another jump, maybe two or three, if we do it
soon," Nen Yim offered.

Corran sighed, looking at his charts, which were easily as speculative as
the topic they were discussng. He suddenly, powerfully, missed Mirax, Vdin,
and Jysdla, and even that nasty father-in-law of his. Infact, it was

actudly kind of handy, having afather-in-law who might drop in with hisbig
red Star Destroyer to save the day.

Waant likely to happen thistime, though.

"It'srisky," he said, coming back to the moment, "but | believe | could

get usto the system in one more jump, as-suming there's not an uncharted
black holein our path. But if Tahiri isright, as soon aswe arrive, the
engineswill fall, if they don't fall during thejump.”

"But well bethere” Tahiri said. "And evenif we can't land, Master



Skywalker, Jacen, and Mara can help us."

"The dternativeisto stay here and wait for the do-vin basasto die-or

to attempt another destination,” Nen Yim said.

"Well, maybeif we're going away from Zonama Sekat..." Corran began.
Nen Yim shook her head, avery human gesture. Corran wondered if she had
learned the negative from being around Tahiri and him. "Even,” shesad, "if
we accept the young Jeedai's idea as aworking hypothesis, it would only
predict the rate of deterioration to dow if we go esewhere. The damage
dready donewill not hed.”

"Three jumps, then, best-case scenario?’

"I don't understand that phrase, but | would expect no more than three
jumps. Fewer would be better."

"Fing," Corran said. "We go ahead, then. Everybody to crash couches. This
could get rough.”

It got rough.

Even before reverson, something felt wrong, and the instant they hit

normal space the stars went out again as the ship somehow made an extra
microjump of itsown. In thejolting, Corran was reminded of a stone skipping
on water, and hoped it was a poor analogy and they didn't keep on jumping.
Existence rushed back, but there were no stars-instead, enormous bands of
roiling red and yellow filled their tum-bling view.

Tumbling... and faling down agravity well, Corran redized. They were
caught in the pull of atitanic planet, at least the size of Yavin 4, probably
larger. The controls and the ship's fedingstold him that one of the dovin
basa s was completely off-line-or in shock, or dead, or whatever-which meant
they weren't going to be doing any starhopping anytime soon. The other two
were working, though one was fading fadt.

"Come on, baby," Corran grunted, trying to get the wild spin under

control and establish astable orbit. But something was throwing everything
off, and the pull was so0 strong There was another pull, too. The ship fdt i,
felt Zonama Sekot, and it wanted to go home.

He managed to kill the tumble and roll, which madeit a | least possble

to get their bearings. His sensors were showing | another planet, thisone
roughly the size of Corédllia, about a hundred thousand klicks away. And there
was something els e, too, something in orbit around it. A moon? They were too
far away to tell.

"Weve got achance," he said. "'If we can get close enough to Zonama
Sekat, itsgravity well will have astronger pull on usthan the big planet.

If the engines quit now-well, were dl going to gain someweight.”

He pulled the drive levers back, and the ship throbbed in protest. The

ar suddenly smelled foul, like burning hair and fish ail.

"Not much more," he whispered to the ship. "But more." The second dovin
basal suddenly hummed awake-he could fed it like aheart near bresking,
sending pulses of agony through everything e se, but the ship suddenly surged
forward. Then the heart did break, and the indicators went dark. Only one
engine remained now.

"What now?" Tahiri whispered. "Did we makeit?'

"l don't know yet. We'reright at the break point."

"Maybe we should al go stand on the side of the ship nearest Zonama
Sekot," Tahiri said.

"Funny," Corran said, and without even thinking he reached over and



mussed her hair.

Shejerked away asif he had attacked her.

"Sorry," hesad.

"No, it'smy fault,” Tahiri said, going red. "It'sjust-"

She broke off helplesdy.

"Thehead,” Nen Yim explained. "In Domain Kwaad, we do not touch the
Corran regarded the snakelike coilson hers. "Yes, | guessnot,” he said.

| haveto let go, he thought.

Whatever sheis, Tahiri isn't Anakin'slittle friend anymore. Of course,
that happened even without Y uuzhan Vong interference. He wasn't even sure what
sort of music Valin liked these days, but it probably wasn't what he
remembered. Y es, when he got back from this he was going home, for along
time. Or, rather if he got back...

Helooked at the instruments. "Oh, yes," he said. "We madeit." He
pointed at Zonama Sekot. "We'refaling that way now."

"Youdidit," Tahiri sad.

"Theship didit,” Corran replied. "Of course..."

"What?"

Heflashed her agmile. "Of course, we are dlill faling, and whilethe

jolt at the end won't be quite as hard, it's till going to smart.”

"It'sadways going to be something with you, isn't it? Tahiri said.

"Y ou've got adovin basd left.”

"For how long? If we can't find Luke-"

"I'mtrying,” Tahiri informed him. "I've been trying Since we got here.

But dl | can senseisthat planet. It's so strong in the Force it drowns
everything dseout.”

"I'll try, too," Corran said. "1t may be our only hope. Shaper, if

there's anything you can do for that last dovin basd...."

"I will attendtoit,” Nen Yim replied. They watched the moon grow. Both
Jedi continued to j reach out through the Force, but if Jacen and the rest
were* there, Tahiri certainly couldn't sensethem. It waslikelis- j tening
for avoicein asandstorm.

"Perhapsit isn't theright planet,” Harrar suggested.

"Itisthe planet,” the Prophet averred. "The planet of [prophecy. Can't
youfed it?'

Harrar frowned. "'l fed-" He snapped his head sdeto side. "No, nothing.

"This ought to be the place," Corran replied. "The ship certainly thinks

itis"

He checked hislong-range sensors again. Whatever was orbiting the planet
had moved behind the horizon now. He wasn't sure, but the last read on it had
looked suspicioudy like an Imperid frigate.

Luke had been escorted by an Imperia frigate, or so Kenth had told him.

If he could somehow make orbit alink lower and faster than the ship, they
could eventudly catch it. j And maybe get blasted out of space. Unlesshe
could hang some sort of sign out declaring his peaceful intentions. The Imps
gl might shoot him down just for the fun of it. Looking at histrgectory,

he suddenly redlized that he didn't even have achoice.

"Ah, Sthspit," he grumbled.

"What isit?"Tahiri asked.



"Remind meto never fly aship that hasamind of itsown, especidly a
homesick one," Corran said. "It'sgot us on alanding vector."

"That iswhat we want, isit not?" the Prophet asked.

"Yes, but it would be nice to land near our friends,”

Corran replied, "especidly sncel've afeding we won't be taking off
agan-notinthisship.”

"l suggest surviva isour firg priority," Y u'shaa answered.

"Point. Okay, folks, we're about to say aclose hello to Zonama Sekot. |
suggest you dl strgp back in. The dow part of thistripisover.”

He hit the atmosphere too steeply, and had to apply a hard push from the
dovin basa to correct. The ship winced, but did itsjob, and they whistled
down through the upper atmosphere. He fdt the skin temperature climb, and
again cut theenginein, trying to stay above termind velocity. Burning up
would be no better than crashing.

Water and jungle whipped by beneath, and Corran had to agree with Harrar-
it looked like any of ahundred worlds. But it felt different. Tahiri was
right-the Force was strong here, but strange, and put up asort of white noise
he couldntt filter through. Now and then he thought he might fed Luke, but it
was never more than aglimpse or aglimmer.

He had more important things to worry about. The tree-tops were coming up
fast. It wastimeto brake for real. He engaged the dovin basal and felt it
fater amost im-mediately, and then kick back in. Their airgpeed dropped, but
not nearly quickly enough. He couldn't push the engine any harder even if he
wanted to, though. Hed diverted dl its ability to cancd inertiain the

cabin s0 he could useit to fly, and the g's were aready mounting to hisown
tolerance level, which was pretty high. He cut the angle harder, trav-eling
closer and closer to horizontal to the ground, wishing the Sekotan craft had
wings, S0 if the dovin basd failed en-tirdly hewould at least have a chance,
A hundred meters from the ground, he still wasn't levd,

Fifty, dmogt there...

They mowed a swath through treetops and the dovin basal went suddenly
off-line. Unpowered, the ship was ahollow rock thrown by agiant, and without
an inertiad compensator they were going to be pasted al over theinside of

it. Therésthe unity we're looking for, he thought grimly. Y uu-zhan Vong and
human, al mixed together in one nasty...

They hit something very hard, and then, desperately, he reached out

through the Force, felt Tahiri reaching out too, and then...

Then hefelt Sekot, immense, powerful, and indifferent,

But something happened, a connection, and they were sud-denly faling
likeafesther...

For just asecond. Then freefdl returned, and instants later they came

to ground, hard.

"Interesting landing, Jeedal Horn," Harrar remarked.

"How iseveryone?' Corran turned painfully in his seat to survey his
companions.

The return chorus assured him that everyone had madeit through.

Everyone but the ship, that is. The glow was going out of it, and the

little voice in his head was awhisper, fading. Sorry, he sent through the
Force.

But you got us here. Thank you. Then hefdt it go.

Helooked out through the viewport at aforested landscape,



"Wdll," hetold the others, "we seem to be here. | suggest we seeif the
hatch will open, and find out just what we came dl thisway for."

PART THREE
TRANSFIGURATION
NINETEEN

"No, not again," Han snapped as the Falcon dropped suddenly from
hyperspace. "Thisisredly sarting to get old." How many timeswas he going
to get pulled out by Y uuzhan Vong interdictor analogs? There weren't even
supposed to be any Vong here.

Hethrew the ship into a series of evasve maneuvers.

"Okay, where are you scar-faced clowns?' he growled.

"It'snot YuuzhanVong," Lelasaid. "Look."

He did look, and had to resist the temptation to rub his eyes. For there,
slhouetted againgt the bright stars of the Core, was an Imperid interdictor.
He noticed the comm was buzzing for attention. "Put 'em on," Han managed.
A moment later, aterse voicefiltered into the cockpit. "Unidentified

vessd, thisis Captain Mynar Devis of the Imperid cruiser Wrack. [dentify
yoursdf immediately.”

"Somethings don't change," Lelamurmured.

"Easy, honey. | think it'skind of romantic. Takes me back. Anyway, it

hasto be part of Pellaeon's bunch.” He keyed to answer. "Wrack, thisis
Millennium Falcon. Lookslikeyou're alittlelost. The Imperia Remnant is
about twenty parsecs from here. Do you mind telling me whose or-dersyou're
under?' There was agravid pause. Then the voice returned.

"Captain Solo, | presume. Y ou're every bit asinsolent as1'd heard.”

"Now, ligen..." Han began, but the captain cut him off.

"Andit'sagreat pleasure to meet you." Devis suddenly sounded very

young. "l thought | recognized Millennium Falcon from the holos, but |
couldn't be positive. How can | be of service?!

"Ah..." For arare moment, Han was speechless. "Wdll, nice to meset you,
t00," he said. Not exactly what held been expecting, even with the recent
dliance. He had afan in the Empire?"But | suppose | still need an answer to
my question before we continue thislittle love fest.”

"Of coursg, gir. I'm here under orders from Grand Ad-mira Pellaeon.”

"In connection with Operation Trinity?*

"Yes. I-ah-wasn't informed you wereinvolved, Sir.”

"| just got drafted. In fact, I'm on the way to meet with the Grand

Admird. What are you guys doing, watching the back door?'
"Excuseme?l-0 h, | see. Yes, sr. The Grand Admiral placed interdictors
on al the mgor routes |eading to the fleet's location.”

"Smart,"” Han said. " Someone comes dong and you yank them out of
hyperspace and send awarning to the fleet. Dan-gerous position. What happens
if awhole Y uuzhan Vong flatillajumpsin here?

"We'reto delay any forcesthat arrive here aslong as we can, then jump.
Unfortunately, our mission has been impacted by some sort of trouble with the
local HoloNet relay. We can't get a message through to Grand Admira Pellaeon.



"It'snot just thelocd relay,” Han informed him. "The wholething's

going down. Some sort of new Vong weapon, we think. Communication has been
lost between the fleets-that's why were here. Have you sent any couriers?’

"Y es, Captain Solo. We had an incident not long after we lost

communication. We sent acourier to report it and re-celve orders.”

"Incident? What sort of incident?'

"We pulled a ship out of hyperspace. We gave pursuit, but it launched

some sort of weapon that disabled our for-ward gravity-well generator.”
"Vong?'

"I don't know. What sensor readings we got made it as organic, but it

didn't match any known profilesof Y uuzhan Vong ships”

"That's no surprise,” Han said. "Every time you turn around, they've

grown something new."

"Their escape vector didn't put it going anywhere near the fleets, but it

must have reported us. The courier returned and told usto hold our position.”
"That'sgood," Han told Leia. "That means Pellaeon hasn't pulled out of
the whole thing. He's till waiting on word from Wedge."
"Whichwedon't have" Lelasaid.

"Right. To get that, wed haveto go to Bilbringi."

"Which isnot what our orderswere," Leiareminded him.

"True," Han said. "And I'm such astickler for orders..."

He opened the channel again. "Captain Devis, could you do me afavor and
send another courier?”

"Yes, of course”

"Thanks. Tdl the Grand Admira we're going to see what's going on with
Alpha. As soon as we know something, welll report back directly to him."
"Yes, gr. Captain Solo?"

v

"If Alphaisfighting without backup, things may be pretty hot there. May
| send an escort with you? | could spare afew TIE defenders.”

"l dont..."

"Han," Lelasad. "Hée'sright. And if we get stuck, one of the TIES might
be able to dip out with areport.”

Han nodded rdluctantly. "Aslong asthey don't get in my way," he said.
He opened the channd. "Thanks-the help is appreciated.”

"It'seadly given. I've been following your career since | wasfive
yearsold, gr."

"Well, let's hope there's plenty more for you to follow,” Han replied.

"Il seetoit,” Devissad.

A few momentsater, three TIE defenders came streaking their way.
"Hi, fdlows," Han told them. "I'm sending jump coordinates. Try to keep
up with us™

"WEell do our best, Sr," theflight leader replied. Han wrinkled his

brow. "Devis?'

"Yes dar?'

"Since when does the captain of an interdictor trade down for a
dafighter?'

"Sinceinterdiction duty isboring, sr. I'll sort it out with the Grand
Admird later. Easer to beg forgiveness than to ask permission, asthey say.'
"Okay," Han sad. "Looksliketheinterdiction field isdown. Let'sgo do
this"



TWENTY

A shock ran through Nen Yim as she stepped onto the leaf-littered soil of
Zonama Sekot. It went from her toes to the tips of her tendril headdress and
left her gaping. She remembered the first time she had set foot on ared

planet of stone and soil and biosphere-it had been the moon of Yavin 4, just
before her elevation to adept. She had been filled with wonder, fasci-nation,
and trepidation. To appearances, Zonama Sekot was not much different from
Y avin-vegetation towered in a high canopy above her, and strange sounds of
insects and animals created a steady drone. And yet-yet it was dif-ferent.

Y avin 4 had been utterly dien to everything she had ever known, and even

Y uuzhan'tar, now bioformed with plants and animas from the lost homeworld,
fet wrong,

But this place felt right, as even the worldship she had grown up on

never had. It was asif apiece of her had been cut off and, until it was
replaced, she hadn't even known to missit.

She redized her mouth was open and closed it. She glanced at her
companions, al of whom had come out of the ruined Sekotan ship by now. Harrar
and the Prophet |ooked stunned, as she must. The two Jeedai |ooked curious,
but the planet clearly hadn't had the impact on them that it had on her. Of
course, she found human faces difficult to read, despite their smilarity in
dructure.

Shetried to shake the fedling off so she could observe ob-jectively.

Could there be some sort of pollenin the air, some microbe that affected

Y uuzhan Vong but not humans? Possbly. Something that lulled the thinking mind
and created fedlings of belonging. Such drugs had been used on the worldships
in the deeps of gpace to keep the population from going mad in the long dark.
"I must beginimmediatdy,” shesad.

"Thisisthe place" the Prophet asserted. Oddly enough, he sounded
surprised. Harrar said nothing, but the look he shot the Prophet could only
have been described as respect. Suddenly annoyed, Nen Yim went back into the
ship to get some of her tools. After amoment, sheredized Y u'shaawas
following her.

"What do you want?" she asked.

"l would liketo assigt you."

"l need no assstance from-" She didn't finish.

The Prophet pulled himself up before her. "A Shamed One?’ he said. "Come,
Nen Yim. You are athinker, and, | think, a heretic of a sort. Can't you see
past my disfigure-ments and understand that you and | are here for the same
purpose?’

A hot, unfamiliar feding passed through her, and her ten-drilstwitched

in congernation.

"Very wdl," shesad. "Thisshipisno longer suitableto function asa
[aboratory. | wish to move my apparati out-side and contrive some sort of
shelter. Y ou may help with that, if youwish.”

"Y ou will not regret this, Master Yim."

She nodded, and continued toward the back of the ship. It bothered her,
speaking with a Shamed One, but she knew it should not.

Corran wiped the sweet from hisbrow. "After this" he said, "our next

priority isto find Luke." He diced hislightsaber through the base of



another sapling and added it to the pile. Nearby, Tahiri did the same.

"There. That ought to be enough for the frame."

"l don't know about you, but the planet is till interfering with my

senses. How do we find Master Skywalker without the Force?' Tahiri asked.
"It'sabig planet. We can't just start walking and hope to run into him."

"No, but this placeis supposed to be inhabited-by Fer-roans, if |

understand correctly, and they ought to be able to help us get in contact with
the others”

"| haven't seen any Sgnsof civilization,” Tahiri said.

"Nether havel," Corran admitted. "But tomorrow I'll start looking. Just

short searches, and maybe | can talk Harrar and the Prophet into going with
me"

"What about me?" Tahiri asked. "What do | do?'

"l want you to keep an eye on the shaper. Y ou know her better than | do.
What | don't want isany of them left to their own devices for too long."
"Okay," Tahiri replied.

Corran dung the poles over his shoulder and started back toward the
clearing near the ship where Nen Yim was de-positing avariety of weird biots.
"What have you done?' Harrar asked when he saw them. His tone was dense
with reproach.

"Nen Yim said she needed ashelter,” Corran explained.

"The ship is pretty twisted up and probably won't be very pleasant when

its organic components start to deteriorate, so that means building a hut.
Thesewill furnish theframe."

"You killed living thingsto build a shelter? Were to stay indeadlife?"

"Unless you brougjit the meansto grow your own, yes. | don't know abojit
yd*u, but I don't want to deep in the rain. Unlessyou have a better idea.”
"|...congder," the priest pleaded. "We cameto this place following the
legends of aliving planet, aplanet like no other. If these legends are true,

isit best we begin by killing things? What if the planet is angered?’

"I never thought | would hear a'Y uuzhan VVong say any-thing remotely like
that," Corran said. "Y ou guys started thiswar by wiping out not just afew
saplings but entire ecosystems. Remember Belkadan? Remember Ithor?”
"Yes" Harrar said, stonily. He seemed to want to say more, but he

didnt.

Corran glanced at the saplings. "Unfortunately,” he con-fessed, "you're

right, I wasn't thinking. Which means, | suppose, we need to find some sort of
natural shelter. A cave, maybe, or arock shdlter. There might be somein the
high ground to the east of here. Would you care to accom-pany me, Harrar?"
"l would," the priest said. "And-thank you for consd-ering my words.”

"What about you, Y u'shaa?' Corran asked, hopefully.

"I'm about to go on acollecting expedition,” Nen Yim said. "Hewill
accompany me."

"That sounds neat,” Tahiri said. "Can | go?" Aces, kid, Corran thought.

The shaper shrugged noncommittally.

Tahiri shared aquick mental smilewith Corran. He was amazed at how
quickly she had turned amisstep into an op-portunity, solving their immediate
problems rather negtly. He wished she could dedl with socia Stuations as
conveniently. Nom Anor watched Nen Yim move among candike plants, stroking
them with her shaper's hand and occasionaly recording cryptic entriesina
portable gahsa. The Jedi brat sat on alog some distance away, pretending not



to be interested, but she was watching them, nonetheless.

The shaper had been "collecting” for hours, but so far as Nom Anor could

see, she hadn't collected anything. She had examined trees, shrubs, moss,
fungi, and arthropods with singular intensity. She hadn't shared anything of
what she was thinking, though the expressionsthat flitted across her usualy
impassive face indicated that she found much to think about.

Onething had come clear, though-Shimrrawas right to fear this planet.

He had seen the faces of his 'Y uuzhan VVong companions, knew they felt the same
affinity for thisworld that he did. When hedd made his prophecy, held been
min-ing afew scraps of intelligence and some very old-and strongly forbidden-
legends. He hadn't believed it himsdlf, of course. HeEd been trying to give
hisfollowersaray of hopein otherwise dark times. Give them something
specific to fight for-ahomeworld, and redemption.

Now he had to revise al of that. Zonama Sekot wasred, and it seemed

not at al impossible that it could be the planet of legend.

Of course, in the legends it was taboo. The legends for-bade even

entering the gadlaxy where such aplanet was found. What did that mean? Had the
Y uuzhan Vong battled with Zonama Sekot in the past, and lost? Had Shimrra
known about the planet's presence here even before the in-vasion began? There
had been rumors that Quoreal had balked at invading. Then Quorea was dead,
and Shimrra ascended to the throne. Had the Supreme Overlord gone against
prophecy, againgt the gods themselves?

Or was the legend somehow wrong? Zonama Sekot certainly did not feel
taboo. It didn't matter. Thiswas his moment. With his prophecy proven true,
more and more Shamed Ones would flock to him. Hisarmy would grow,
unstoppable, until Shimrrafel, and Nom Anor rose...

Y es. Rose to govern not the glorious Y uuzhan Vong, but a state of Shamed
Ones.

Ah, well. Better than desth, and better than nothing.

A gasp from Nen Yim cut short hisreverie. Helooked and saw her bent

over yet another plant, one that consisted of long filamentlike fronds. Or
perhaps it wasn't aplant, for the fronds seemed to be moving of their own
accord.

"What isit?"he asked.

"A limtree" she murmured. Shelooked stunned. "Or avery close

reldive”

Nom Anor had never heard of alim tree. Before he could ask what one was,
and why she seemed so surprised, she turned to him, her eyes nearly ferocious.
"Do you truly believe thisisthe planet of your prophecy?'

"Of course," Nom Anor replied. "Why elsewould | risk the perilsinvolved
infindingit?'

"From whence came this prophecy?’ she demanded.

"Fromavison | had-of thisworld, shining like abeacon, like anew

dar inthe skiesof Y uuzhan'tar.”

"Inthe kiesof Yuuzhantar?'

"That wasmy vison," he said. "But prophecy isnot d-waysliterd. We
areinthe sky of Y uuzhan'tar, though at such avast distance that even the



gar thisplanet orbitsis probably unseen. | believe it meant that Zonama
Sekot was here, inthe gars, waiting only for usto find it and be worthy of

it. And so we have."

"And you believe it will redeem the Shamed Ones?’

"Yes. But not just the Shamed Ones. Once they are re-deemed, al of us
ae'

"But thisvison," she perssted. "Where did it come from?’

"I do not know the true source of my visons," Nom Anor said carefully.
"Only that they are dways true. Per-haps the gods send them. Perhapsthis
planet itself sent them. What doesit matter?’

"Becausethat isalimtreg” shesaid.

"l do not understand you."

"Thelim tree was a plant of the homeworld. It haslong been extinct

except asacodein the Qang gahsa. | grew one for mysdlf, to adorn my
gpartment a Shimrras court.”

"And now you find one here. Curious.”

"No, not curious, impossible.”

Hewaited for her to explain further.

"These other things," she said, "these plants and crea-tures around us,

they share much with our own biota at the cellular and molecular leve. That
isonething | came here to confirm-the Sekotan ship might have been afluke,
afasesmilarity that arose from smilar engineering. But thislife you see

all around us evolved naturdly, or at least most of it did. It does not bear
the mark of shaping. And though, as| said, thereisreason to believewe are
biologically related to dl of this-no other species| have seen here
corresponds on any one-to-one basis with the extinct life-forms of the
homeworld."

"And yet thislim treeis one of our species.”

"Y es. The differences between thistree and alim are smal enough that

they must have shared acommon an-cestor only afew millenniaago.”

"| ill don't understand the Significance.”

She gave him an exasperated stare. "Relationship at the molecular level
could be explained by acommon ancestor millions or even hillions of years
ago. Indl that time, it isnot so far-fetched to believe that somehow life
from our home galaxy was brought here-by along-extinct space-faring race, or
merely as spores, riding the faint push of light and currents of gravity. But
something as complex and specific asalim tree cannot be explained in that
way. It indi-cates more recent contact between thisworld and our own.
"Perhaps Commander Va |eft one behind.”

"When | accessed the Qang gahsafor my lim tree's ge-netic code, it had

not been accessed in athousand years. The plant is of no useto a spacefaring
race.

"How do you explain it, then?"

"| can't. Perhapsthere was an earlier ship-aworldship that |eft our

gdaxy long before the main fleet. Perhaps they came here-" She stopped. "No,
that can only be conjec-ture. I need more data before | begin to talk like
this" Nom Anor smiled. "But | must say it isenjoyableto hear you tak like
this. Y our passion isobvious. Y ou are acredit to our people, Nen Yim. You
will find theright path for us™" That got asmilefrom her. "I thought that
wasyour job."

"I hed the vision, but you arethe oneredizingit. | amlittle more



than a passenger on thistrip.”

"Y our ingght has been interesting, however."

"I wish | understood enough about your work to be of red aid.”

"You can be, if yourewilling to learn.”

"I'm eager to," he sad.

"Good. You carry the gahsaand record what | tell you. I'm going to

collect afew live specimens of the arthropods living in that rotten log over
there." And with that, she placed aworld of information into Nom Anor's hand.
He stared at it, fedling he had won avic-tory, not quite sure what to do with

it.

TWENTY-ONE

"Ah," Harrar said. "Success at last.”

"Lookslikeit," Corran said. " So long as somebody doesn't dready call

it home™

They werefacing up along, rocky ridge that showed a number of
pronounced overhangs. Corran tried to hide his disappointment-their search had
carried them less than akilometer from the downed ship, during which time
he'd seen no signswhatsoever of civilization. Of course, it was hard to

search thoroughly when you refused to take your eyes off your search partner.
Hewasavery long way from trusting Harrar. Or any of the Y uuzhan Vong, for
that matter, but es-pecialy apriest. A priestess of the deception sect had
very nearly succeeded in wiping out agood portion of the Jedi. He started up
the dope, keenly aware of the man be-side him, fighting reflexesthat told

him to draw hislight-saber now.

"Isyour homelikethis?' Harrar asked.

"My home?'

"Your planet of origin.”

"Oh. Not redly. | mean, it'sgot forests and fields, but for the most

part it's pretty civilized." He frowned.

"Itiscovered in cities?' Harrar asked.

"If you're thinking about Coruscant when you say thet, no."

Harrar made apeculiar face. "For us," he sad, "the world you called
Coruscant represented the ultimate abomination. A world entirely covered in
machines. It is because it repre-sented everything we despise that we chose it
for our capita, to remakeit in theimage of our lost homeworld."

"Yes, I'm aware of that,” Corran said curtly. " If you have* apoint to

make, makeit."

Harrar's eyes seemed to harden a bit. "I am searching for apoint, |

think," he said. "'l have had little opportunity to spesk with infidelswhen

they weren't being sacrificed or tortured.”

"Y ou're not scoring big with me right now, Harra™* Corran pointed out. He
let hishand drift toward hislightsaber.

Harrar cocked his head, and agrim smile played across his scarred

features. "Do not think | fear you, Jeedai. | do not doubt that you-the dayer
of Shedao Shai-could best me in combat. But you would remember the fight."
"|sthat what you want?" Corran asked. "To fight me?'

"Of coursenot.”

"Fine. Thenwewont."

They had reached the rock shelter now. It looked good-dry, protected, no



caves leading off to thelair of who-knew-what.

"But | would like to ask you something,” the priest said, settling cross-

legged upon astone.

"AK, then," Corran said.

"I mentioned Shedao Shai. When you dueled him, you risked your lifefor

the planet Ithor, correct? Those were the only stakes?!

"Yes," Corran said. "The Y uuzhan V ong were going to poison the planet.
Sheda o Shai agreed that if | won the dud, it wouldn't happen. If hewon, he
got the bones of his an-cestor back."

"And yet, from what | have been able to determine, Ithor had no red

drategic vaue, no vauable mineralsfor your machines. So why did you do it?
Corran frowned, wondering where Harrar could pos-sibly be going with

this. "Threereasons" he said. "Thefirst wasthat | couldn't stand asde and

let Ithor be de-stroyed if there was something | could do about it. And there
was-Shal had a vendetta against me. | was the only one around who could tempt
him with such adue with such stakes. The second reason wasthat | had
something of avendettaagaingt him, aswedl-he murdered my friend Elegos when
he tried to make peace with your people.”

"That last | can understand,” Harrar said. "Revengeisdesirable.”

"Not for aJedi,” Corran said. "It was foolish and dan-gerous of meto

fight Shal with thosefedingsin my heart. If | had been fighting primarily

for revenge, rather than for Ithor, it would have been wrong."

"l have heard it said that Jeedai avoid the strong emotions. | have never
understood it. Perhaps another time you can explain it to me.”

"l cantry."

"Good. But for present, | don't want to lose the scent of this hunt. |

gill don't understand your motives. And not just yours-many of your people
died defending Ithor. Y ou fought for it from the start. Were you protecting

the secret of the pollen that destroyed our troops? Surely you could have
replicated it esewhere.”

"Wewere never actudly ableto replicateit,” Corran said. "But no, we

fought for Ithor because it was one of the most beautiful planetsin the

gaaxy, and because the Itho-rians are a peaceful people who never harmed
anyone." He crossed hisarms. "And because it was one of our planets.”

"And yet you persondly suffered disgrace for defending it.”

Corran stiffened. ™Y ou know alot about me," he said.

"Itisafamous story,” Harrar said. " Shimrrawas delighted at your

treatment. It was then that he began to under-stand that the best way to
destroy the Jeedai was merely to turn your own people against you, something
that was re-markably easy to do.”

"Yes wasn'tit,” Corran said. "All Tsavong Lah had to. do was promise

not to wipe out any more entire planetsif we were handed to him for

sacrifice. Some people were frightened enough to do it.”

"There must be moreto it than that,” Harrar said. "Perhaps some are

jealous of you and resent your powers. Perhaps because some Jeedai may abuse
that power?'

Tricky, Corran thought. HE's trying to pump me for information on our
weaknesses.

"Think what you want. The reason for my disgrace after Ithor was because
alot of people hadn't quite figured you guys out. They didn't redlize that



you weren't planning to stop until every last one of uswas dead or endaved.
They couldn't imagine why anyone would poison an entire planet-a planet that,
asyou say, had no military or commercia value-just because they could. They
thought it must have been because the Jedi put up afight and angered you. A
lot of people figured that Ithor was destroyed because | killed Shai rather
than in spite of it." Herealized, suddenly, that his voice had been rising,

and that he had just ddlivered agenuine diatribe. He hadn't realized how much
bitternesslingered in him. But thiswasthefirgt time he had redlly

discussed the matter with one of them.

"Hereismy dilemma," Harrar said. "1 do not understand how a people who
placed such vaue on Ithor could also hold dear the abomination that was
Coruscant.” Corran snorted. "And | don't understand how a people who claim to
worship lifewould destroy a pristine planet,” hereplied.

"So you've said once dready. But since you sad it, I've been thinking

about it. Y ou may beright. There may be a contradiction there."

"May?

Corran studied the Y uuzhan VVong's face for signs of mockery. The near-
human visage suddenly seemed more dien than ever.

"Undergand,” Harrar said, "dl lifeends. Killingisinitsaf no

wrongdoing. Even here, in thisforest, plants are esten by animas, animas
devour one another, the dead form the food for the plants. My earlier concern
for the saplings you cut was that the planet might take it as an at-tack,
sincewe are from outside, not because | felt it waswrong on someintrinsic
leve for you to cut them. Inthe end, every living thing dies. Planetsdie.

But lifeitself should go on. Y our technology threstens that-ours does not.

A world like Coruscant provesthat aworld could exist without forests or

true seas. And if the living sentientsin its belly were replaced by the
machines-that-mock-life you cal droids, there could be completion. Machines
could spread without benefit of life. They could replaceit. That, my people
cannot-would never-alow. Wewould fight until al of uswere dead to prevent
it, even the Shamed who now rise againgt us."

"But..."

Harrar raised ahand. "Please. Allow meto finish an-swering your

question. When we destroy life-even an en-tire planet, aswith Ithor-we
replace it with new life"

"Y uuzhan Vong bioformed life"

"Yes, of course”

"So you think that makesit okay?' Corran asked.

"Yes" the priest answered.

Corran shrugged. "So if that's your view, whereisthe contradiction?"
"Becausein my heart," Harrar said, pronouncing each word carefully and
digtinctly, "I fed the destruction of I1thor waswrong."

Corran regarded the priest for along moment, wishing the Force could

help him decideif hewaslying or not. Of course, before held learned to know
the Force, natural sus-picion and CorSec training had served pretty well. To
those ears, Harrar sounded sincere.

"What do you want from me?' Corran asked, findly. Harrar steepled his
fingerstogether. "1've spoken of the contradiction in my people. | want to
understand the con-tradiction in yours."

"Oh. That's smple-we're not redly one people. There are thousands of
'peoples in this galaxy, and often we don't have awholelot in common. If



there's one thing you can say about 'us,' it'sthat were adiverselot. There
are some cultures that probably would have made Ithor like Coruscant or a
wagteland like Bonadan. There are beingsin this gaaxy who don't vauelife
at al, and others who worship it to the exclusion of al else. Most of us

fdl somewherein between. Believeit or not, technology and 'life redly can
coexig.”

"That iswhat I'm struggling with. Y ou believe that. My people do not.
Whatever Zonama Sekot represents, what-ever promise it holds for my people, |
do not know that it can ever bring peace between you and me. | do not think
the Y uuzhan Vong could ever make peace with machines, epe-cidly thinking
ones-or the people who use them."”

"That's an interesting thing to tell me," Corran said.

" Y ou mean that you and | may haveto fight after al”?'

"Not you and I-not unlessit is by your choice. But our peoples...”

Harrar shook hishead. "I see no end to the war here.”

"Well, weve only just arrived," Corran said. "Maybe there's something
neither of usisseeing.”

They sat in silence for amoment, Corran dipping into reverie of the

battle for Ithor and the terrible thing that the Y uuzhan V ong had doneto the
garden of the gdaxy.

What if Harrar was right? What if there was no way to make peace with the
Y uuzhan Vong?

He sighed, rose, and looked around the edge of the cave until he saw what
he was |ooking for-a dope that kept going up.

"Where are you going?' Harrar asked.

"I want to check out what's up above our happy-home-to-be," Corran said.
"Don't want any nasty mongters or giant bugs coming down to eat usin the
night.”

"Y ou've more experience with wild planetsthan 1.

"Doesn't seem too wild to me, this planet,” Corran said, not entirely

certain what he meant.

"Well. Natural planets then. Nonbioformed worlds."

"| think thisworld isbioformed,” Corran replied. "I think it bioformed

itsdf.”

"Then you believe the planet itsdlf isdive, sentient, as Y u'shaa

dams?'

"That's the rumor. That'swhat your shaper is hereto find out, right?"
"Among other things. I'm not entirely certain | under-stand Nen Yim's
interests”

Three different castes, three different agendas, Corran thought.

They reached the top of the ridge in afew moments, which gave them an
excdlent view of the valley below. Infact, Corran could see the wrecked
Sekotan ship, which was good. If anyone came looking from the air, that's what
they would spot, and they would be near should such a search come.

But not too near if the searcherswere unfriendly.

"What isthat?' Harrar asked.

Corran turned and looked the other way.

The priest wasn't pointing. He didn't have to. Rising from the forest
werethree gigantic identica metal vanes. They looked to be at least three
hundred meterstal. They were utterly familiar, but it still took himalong



moment to recognize them. When he did, he felt suddenly light-headed.
"I'm not sure," helied.

"Perhaps we should investigate." Did Harrar sound suspicious?

"Not today," Corran said. "It'll be dark in afew hours, and well want

to have the important suff moved up here by then.”

"Very wdl."

Hewasjust delaying the inevitable, he knew. But given Harrar'slittle
gpeech just now, when the Y uuzhan VVong did figure out what those vanes were,
they weren't going to be very happy. Not happy at al.

Hewanted alittle timeto prepare for that.

Wedge had a hurried conference via hyperwave transceiver with his
commanders, and then began transmitting battle plans. Their only hope now was
to do the very thing they had begun as afeint-knock out one of the
interdictors. If they tried to run, the shipswould just follow them.

"WEll line up for the outsystem interdictor,” he said.

"Spoke formation. Well cut afire lane and hope some of the Sarfighters
can get therein time. Pick your squadrons, commanders.”

"Wedge, do you seethat?' Pash Cracken asked excitedly. He had, and he
didn't believeit. More than half the ap-proaching insystem force was dropping
away from thefight. Theinterdictor was till there, and a hedlthy forceto
guard it, but now the fight was suddenly more or less even. What were the
Y uuzhan VVong up to?

"FHve minutes until maximum firing range, sir," Cel reported.

"Very good," hesad, ill staring at the monitor.

The retreating shipsincreased their speed and suddenly vanished into
hyperspace.

"What in the space lanes-?" he wondered.

Suddenly hefelt alittle smile carveitsdlf on hisface, and he vented a

brief laugh.

"Sir?"Cel asked.

"Thisworked better than we ever dreamed it would,” he explained.
"They're so convinced thisisafeint they've sent half their ships someplace
d"

"l wonder where?'

"Who cares? The odds are dmost even, now. Attack groups, lining up for
an insystem run. Ithor, you take the outside.”

The massive ships began turning their backs to the out-system forces,
which were now greater than those toward the shipyards.

"Accelerate hdf speed,” he said.

"New estimation for maximum firing range, two min-utes" Cd said.
"Thank you." The Y uuzhan Vong in the outer system seemed to be holding
their ground, perhaps suspecting he wanted them to abandon the interdictor.
That wasfine; he didn't want atwo-front battle.

He continued to study the tactical readouts, and saw something else
strange. Some of the coral skippers were breaking formation, streaming toward
the insystem interdictor, probably anticipating his push for it.

Then he saw that wasn't what they were doing at al. They were dropping
into itsartificia gravity well a steep angles.

"They're doing the Solo Singshot!" Lieutenant Cel | exclamed.

Even asshesad it, thefirgt of the skips dingshoted around the

massive spicule, whirling with terrific speed toward the Alliance bettle



group.
"Minimum range"

"Firewhen ready. Clear alaneto the lead capita ships.” Laserfire

stretched out between the two fleets, and plumes of plasmarushed to greet
them. The cora skippers, mean-while, were arcing in with unnatura speed on
parabolic vectorsthat did not cross the fire lanes being opened. That meant
the enemy darfighterswere going to bein the heart of theflegt injust a

few moments

"Tell the starfighters to drop formation as needed. | don't know what

they're doing, but it can't be good.”

"I'm never going to let Dad forget this," Jainagrumbled.

"Hetaught them anew trick!"

And not abad one. The skips were screaming down into the middle flegt,
and a twicetheir usual speed, speeds the sarfighters couldn't match, with
the possible exception of the A-wings. In the squadrons under her command,
that meant the Scimitar Squadron.

"Isthat some new sort of skip?* AlemaRar asked. " Some-thing looks
strange about them.”

"Look like plain old skipsto me," Jainareplied. Shewatched asaclump

of skipstore past Wraith Squad-ron, hammering them hard and zooming past them
before the Wraiths could get off more than a couple of shots. And now their
trgjectory was bringing them into Twin Sunsterritory, where they were
escorting Mon Mothma.

Shedid aquick caculation.

"Twin Suns, on my mark, turn to point oh-oh-seven-one and go full

throttle. Scimitar Leader, were only going to get afew shots at them asthey
go past. Then they'reyours, if you can catch them.”

"Turn our tailsto the enemy?' 1jix Haronaasked increduloudy.

"They'll overshoot you before you reach full accderation,” Jaina

explained. "Then youll be behind them at a-most matching speed.”

"Copy, Twin Leader," Haronareplied. "l understand. Shouldn't have asked.

"What about our tails?' Twin Two asked.

"On my mark, tendi maneuver. Three, you'rethefan."

"Copy."

"Copy," Jag said. "Wevegot it."

Now they were building toward full acceleration, flying dong the

projected flight path of the fast skips. She could almost fedl them coming up
behind. Three, two-

"Gol "shesad.

Three cut hisjets and flipped around, firing. Since she and Two were

till under acceleration, he was quickly positioned as ashield between them
and the approaching skips.

After the skips got past him, they had time for asingle quick shot at
Jainaand her wingmate. She, on the other hand, had built up speed approaching
two-thirds that of the skips, so she had the leisure for quite afew shots at
them once they were past her and before they were out of range.

She got onein her sights and used a proton torpedo whileit till made
sense, then needled it with laserfire until the torp got there and blew it

into molten dag.

Jainanarrowed her eyes. There was something strange. The vessel she had



just destroyed looked like every other she had ever put her sights on-except
that something wastrailing behind it.

"Twin One," Rar asked, "did you see what that was attached to it?' Her
tone very much said, "1 told you s0."

"Don't know," Jainareplied. "1 didn't redly seeit until the

detonation. Looked like atail.”

"Skipsdon't usudly havetails" Rar responded.

"It might have been a cofferdam.”

"Minesgot one, too," Jag said. "l thought | saw some-thing bleeding out

of it."

Stifling an uneasy fedling, Jaina used lasers as the skips pulled aheed,

and nailed oneright through the dovin basd. In theflare she saw that this
onehad atall aswdll. Or abig sack of some sort, now empty.

Severa more skipsflared as they approached the A-wings. Now the skips
had a choice. They could either retain their speed, but end up with A-wingson
their tails, or they could...

"They're dowing down," Jag said.

"Yep. Scimitars, break off. Y ou don't want them behind you now. Come back
to the party.”

"Copy, Sticks," Harona confirmed.

The A-wings pedled out of formation and scattered. Jainadropped in
behind a skip and started firing, lasers only. The skip juked and jinked, its
dovin-basa-generated voids absorbing her shots. So intent was she on getting
the skip firmly in her Sghtsthat shedmogt didn't seethethingintime.

Her reflexes did, though, yanking at the stick aswhat she thought was a half-
meter-wide chunk of rock was about to smash through her cockpit. Sherolled,
and it scraped centimeters from her screen.

It kicked asit went by.

Curang slently, she chinned her microphone. " Be advised, Mon Mothtna
control. The skips are dropping grutchins.”

Grutchinswere insectlike creatures the Y uuzhan V ong had devel oped that
could survivefor atimein vacuum. Their mandibles secreted a solvent that
could cut through hull metd.

"That explainsthe suicideruns”" Jag said. "There must be grutchins
everywhere, and the fleets haven't even en-gaged. They're probably going for
the Star Destroyers.”

"Advised," the voice of control said.

Jaina, meanwhile, had flown straight into one of the releasetrails. She

kept up asteady stream of laserfire, blazing any of the bugsthat got in

front of her. The remaining skips suddenly broke formation, curving up from
her operational horizon.

Something thumped against her hull, and Cappie, her astromech, reported a
grutchin on the hull. Snarling, Jaina pulled the stick, hard, and pushed the
drive to maximum, then rolled like crazy, trying to detach it beforeit could
dart making amed of her sarfighter.

Why couldn't the Y uuzhan Vong use normal weapons?

Concussion missiles, lasers. Why did it aways have to be miniature
volcanoes and giant bugs?

To her satisfaction, her particular bug-nemesis of the moment lost its

grip and fried on the way through her ion trail. In the meantime, of course,
one of the skips had taken the opportunity to latch onto her tail, so now it



wasvolcanotime...

"Weve got close to two hundred grutchins on the hull, gr," Cedl informed

him.

"Electrify it," Wedge sad.

"They've dready tried, Sr. It'snot working."

"Not working-great.” Y es, the' Y uuzhan VVong were adapting. Not good.

"Sedl off the outer sections and get peoplein vac suitswith blastersin

there”

Of course, that wouldn't stop them in the engine areas. The Y uuzhan VVong
capital ships had drawn up in adefensve formation and were no longer pushing
forward. Wedge had his ships nearly stationary aswell, and both sdeswere
keeping their garfighters close, the grutchin carriers aside. For the moment,

it was along-range game. That would probably change soon-the Y uuzhan VVong
were waiting to see how well their grutchin stunt had worked.

When they knew, they would renew their attack.

That meant his starfighterswould be free for ashort time.

"Have some garfighters make close runs on our capitd ships," hetold

control.

"Si r, with al due respect, the grutchins are attached to us. Some of the

pilots are bound to miss, and they could easily do as much damage as the bugs.

"| don't want them firing. | want them to singe the things off with their
exhaug."

The officer'seyeswidened. "That will take some pretty preciseflying.”
"Then pick the squadronswell. And fast, because soon well need them
agang skips"

"I have him, Twin Leader," Jag said. Even as he did so, glowing chunks of
yorik coral bloomed out into the void. Jaina breathed asigh of relief. That
pretty much did it for the fast-skip wave.

"Thanks, Four." She glanced down at the new baitle orders scralling.
"Uh, guys" shesaid. "You aren't going to believerthis, but..."

TWENTY-THREE

Nen Yim glanced a Y u'shaa. Hed been working quietly on the task she had
given him, entering the genetic sequences of various floraand faunainto her
gahsa. Now he seemed to be having trouble.

"What isit?"she asked.

"It ceased granting me admittance," he said. Somewhere in the distance,
something mewled, and another something chattered aresponse. The sky was
clear and theair till.

"Did you try to access data forbidden to you?' Nen Yim asked.

"Not too my knowledge, Magter Yim. | was merdly attempting to enter the
freman signatures you asked meto."

"Pheromone,” Nen Yim corrected. "It may be my security prohibitions were
too broad. Let me seeit.”

He handed her the bulbous living memory in compliance.

"No," shesaid. "Becauseit isnot keyed to you, after atimeit rgects

your entry." She examined abit further. She could reset histemporary access,
but would only be forced to perform the same task again in afew hours.



She could key him to the gahsa, but she hesitated to do so. She had

stored the protocol data on Sekotan biology init. In the wrong hands...

But the Prophet had proved himself useful, and only someone well versed
in the shaper's arts could understand what they found there, much less useiit.
By the pattern of hisrgected implants, she gathered that before being
Shamed, Y u'shaa had been an intendant.

Timewas of the essence. With Y u'shaa performing the smple tasks, she
was making great progress with the more complex analyses. "Come here," she
sad. "'l will makeyou familiar toit.”

That done, she was able to work for atimein peace.

Until Harrar came, standing rather imperioudy waiting for her attention.
Sherductantly gaveit to him. If he knew anything about shaping-and he
certainly did-then he d-ready knew shewas aheretic. If shewasto do her
work, there was no hiding it any longer.

"Yes?"shesad.

He gave her an uncomfortable little bow of recognition.

"I was wondering where your researches were leading you," he asked.
"Whether you've come to any new conclusons.”

Alwaysthat question. What did he think conclusonswere, fruit to be
pulled from atree?"It's premature to say anything definitive," she said.

"| understand thet," he replied softly. "But I'm hoping you will keep me
gpprised of new developments.”

She could tell this approach pained him a bit. Harrar was used to giving
orders, not cgjoling. After dl, short of Shimrra, the priests were the voice
of the gods.

"There have been afew developments,” she alowed, "though they are a
theleve of datarather than concluson.”

"Go on, please. Anything new must be worth hearing.”

"But thetelling costs me time, when | might be reaching those
conclusonsyou desire.”

Harrar's expression flattened.

"Jeedal Horn tellsmeit may be along while before anyonefinds us. |
shouldn't think the hurry is so great you can't spare afew words concerning
your progress. After dl, | did arrangethistrip.”

"Y es, I've been meaning to ask you something about that,” Nen Yim said.
"Perhapsif | answer your questions, you can answer mine," the priest

sad.

Nen Yim leaned away from her work, forcing her tendrilsto rdlax into a
neutral posture.

"When wefirst met, you said that you could not arrange my escape
yourself, for fear of being noticed.”

"That istrue. An escgpe engineered by mewould havefailed.”

"Y et here you are; you came along. Won't that be noticed?' Harrar seemed
suddenly to relax, asif he had expected another question, amore difficult
one.

"I am believed to be on the Outer Rim, meditating over our conquest where
it began. A subordinate of minetook my ship there. | should not be missed.
Y ou arranged to make your abduction appear as akidnapping aswell, yes? We
have both covered our trails.”

"I give my deception only asmall chance for success," Nen Yim replied.
"When | return to Y uuzhan Vong space,! fully expect | will be executed.”



"And yet you planto return.”

"Of course. Our people must know what has been dis-covered here.”

"What EKh'm Va discovered has been quite effectively repressed,” Harrar
pointed out. "What makes you think your discoverieswill fare any better?”

"l will find away," Nen Yim assured him.

Harrar crossed hisarms and looked at her with approval, |

"Y ou mean what you say. You seeno persona gaininthisat dl. |

believe you may be one of the most admirable people | have ever known."
"Please do not mock me."

"I do not mock you," he said, hisvoice suddenly abit angry. " | am

trying to express respect. If you rgject it, the re-spect remains al the

same. Each caste seeksto evateitsalf over another, each domain competes
with the others, indi-viduas betray and murder one another in ablind,

groping desirefor eevation. In the galactic deeps, it nearly tore us apart.

| hoped when we had areal enemy to face, we could turn that aggression
outward, and so we did, but now it comesto haunt us again. It has become more
than ahabit; it has become how welive."

"Arewe not taught that competition breedsfor strength?' Nen Yim asked.
"Of course," Harrar answered. "But only to apoint, if thereisnot also
cooperation.”

Nen Yim twisted her tendrilsinto an ironic mode. "And thereisthe

lesson of Zonama Sekot,” she said. "The lesson you and | both seem to agree
our people must learn." Harrar relaxed again.

"Takeaseat," Nen Yimsaid. "l will explainwhat | see here asbest |

can.
Harrar settled into hisusua cross-legged position and waited.

"The diverdty of specieshereisquitelow," she began.

"Much lower than one would expect in anatural ecosystem.”

"What could cause such athing?' Harrar asked.

"Mass extinction, for one. Some catastrophe or series of catastrophes

that served to wipe out many of the species.”

"That's an interesting fact, but-"

"No, it'smorethan an interesting fact," she averred.

"The ecosystem functions asif it werefully diverse. Species havefilled
rolesthey were not designed for."

"I'm not sure | entirely understand.”

" After any mass extinction, many ecologica niches are opened, and
species take advantage of these empty niches, adapting through natural
sdection tofill them and benefit from them. Eventudly, after millennia, a
ravaged ecosystem becomes hedlthy again, and as diverse as the one that was
impacted.”

"lsn't that what you said is occurring here?' Harar asked.

"No. Not at al. For one thing, the extinctions here are very recent.

There hasn't been enough time for the sort of adaptation | speak of to take
place. For another, species here are not adapting to fill ecological niches-
they remain adapted to their own niches, the onesthey evolved tofill, and
yet they also perform the environmental tasks of ex-tinct species-for no
benefit to themsaves." Shewaited amoment to let him absorb that, enjoying
the sudden breeze and the smdll it brought, a sort of dusty golden scent.
"Perhgps an examplewill help," shebegan again, "Thereis, for ingtance,
aplant with akind of tubular blossom. The only possible way for it to



reproduce isfor an arthropod or other small creature to enter the tube of one
plant, and then enter that of another, carrying with it the sticky secretions

of thefirst. The plant entices thisinsect with an ediblefluid, nourishing

to theinsect-and, | suspect from certain clues, important to that insect's
lifecyde”

"That makes sense,” Harrar said.

"Y es, except that | can find no insect that feeds on thefluid. Yet |

have seen them pollinated, by another insect whose primary rolein the
ecosystem is feeding on carrion. Itslife cycle, from egg to nymph to adult
revolves entirdy around carrion. Y et they make time to enter these flower
tubes with enough frequency to pollinate them, a no benefit to themsalves.”
"Perhaps you have not yet discovered the benefit."

"If thiswere the only example of such behavior, | might agree with you.
However, | find more than haf the animas| have examined play rolesin this
lifeweb that are plainly unrelated to their life cycles and physica design.
Morein-teresting yet, | have discovered that each species practices some form
of reproduction control. When a particular sort of moss becomes scarce due to
its consumption by akind of beetle, the beetles begin disposing of their eggs
without fer-tilizing them. In other words, the ecosystem of thisplanet is
homeostatic-it seeksto remain in absolute balance. It manages to do so even
after enormous extinction events."

"That sounds reasonable.”

"For aworldship, yes, because each life-form isengi-neered to play a
certain role and the system is guided by intelligence-by arikyam at one

level, and by shapers at the next. Mutations are eliminated, asis undesirable
behavior. But in the natura ecosystems I've studied from data collected in
thisgaaxy, that's not how things normally work. Each in-dividua organism
fightsto maximize the number and surviv-ahility of its own offspring.

M utations come dong that have advantages and are perpetuated. Such systems
arein acongant state of flux; they are not-cooperative. The evidenceis

that thisworld was once like that-like awild planet-but it isno longer."
Harrar pursed hislips. "Y ou're saying that this planet has something

like adhuryam, someintelligence that links dl these organisms together and
prompts them to perform harmonioudy.”

"| can think of no other explanation.”

Y u'shaa, who had remained absolutely silent, suddenly spoke up. "Asl|
prophesied,” he said, "and asthe Jeedal said. Thisisaliving planet, one
large organism, more than the sum of its parts. Like aworldship that made
itsdlf. Don't you see what this planet can teach us? Harrar, you were just
decrying the competition that destroys us. It isthat blind fight to ascend

that leads usto treat SO many of our people as Shamed.”

"Canthisbe?' Harrar asked Nen Yim. He seemed to be ignoring the
Prophet.

"Weareseeing it,” Nen Yim replied. "However, | can find no cluesasto

the mechanism that binds theindividua life-formsto one another. Thereare
no chemica exchangesthat might explain it. The floraand fauna here are not
equipped with communications organslike our villip, or anything even remotely
amilar.”

"It'sthe Force," Tahiri interrupted. "I can fed theties, fed asort

of congtant chatter among-well, everything." Nen Yim focused on the young
Jedi. "I have heard that you Jeedal possesstelepathy like our villips," she



sad. "But the ones I've taken ap-examined showed no signs of specidized
organs, either.”

"No, of course not,” Tahiri said, her voice suddenly dark. "The Force

binds everything together. Some creatures communicate throughit. | can fed
what Corran isthink-ing, sometimes. With Anakin it was even stronger, like...
" Shetrailed off. "Never mind. Y oulll have to take my word for it."
"And-using this Force-you can impress your will upon others, yes?!
Yu'shaasad.

"Y es, on the weak-minded,” Tahiri replied. "But | get no sense that

anything here on Zonama Sekot is being coerced into anything. It'slike every
living thing just agreesto do thingsthisway."

"| cannot seethis Force, measureit, or testit,” Nen Yim said. "l

cannot credit it with the effect you assert.”

A stone suddenly rose from the ground, floated toward Nen Yim, and fell
near her feet.

"Y ou may not know what itis" Tahiri said, "you might not be ableto see

it or fed it, but you can seethe results.” Nen Yim conceded that with a

smdl nod. Then athought struck her with the force of abaton. "Assuming you
are correct,” she said, "yow are connected to this Force-as no Y uuzhan Vong
is. And yet, in part, you are Y uuzhan Vong. What does your Forcetell you this
placeis? Tous?'

"I've been thinking about that alot,” the young woman replied. "I've

never been ableto quite put it into words until just now."

"And?"Harrar asked.

Tahiri took adeep breath. "Thisiswherewe are from,” shereplied.

That got even Nom Anor's atention. While the three were absorbed in the
conversation, held been exploring Nen Yim's gahsa, and had run across some
very interesting things. Hed made hislittle speech so as not to break char-
acter, not because he was interested. But now he stared at the young Jedi just
asHarrar and Nen Yim did.

"That's not possible,” Nen Yim said.

"You asked mewhat | fdt," thegirl said. "That'sit. But didn't you say

that only afew thousand years a& most separate the life of this planet from

Y uuzhen Vong life?"

"In the case of one plant only,” Nen Yim replied. "And severa thousand
years ago we were very far from here. Moreover, the Qang gahsa contains
abundant data regarding the homeworld, and thisisnot it."

"Wasthe homeworld likethisone? Living, like an organism?"

"There are some legends-" Harrar began.

"Whatever thelegends may say," Nen Yim pronounced, "the facts are that
the homeworld was an ecosystem of unchecked competition and predation. Would a
cresture like the vua'sa have evolved on aworld were dl of naturewasin
cooperation? No. The vuasawas avicious predator that at times multiplied so
quickly, it left deserts behind it. This competition among ourselves you speak
of isthelegacy of the homeworld.”

"But perhaps that was after we lost the grace of the gods,” Harrar said.

Nen Yim blinked at him, and Nom Anor saw what he was certain was barely
concedled disgust in the shaper's expression.

"In any event,” the shaper said, gpparently dismissng Harrar's

suggestion, "this conversation will not bear the fruit that further work will.

We speak of things we do not have the data to support.”



"Y ou asked the question,” Tahiri said.

"Yes, and now I'm sorry that | did. If you will al please allow meto go

back to my work..."

Nom Anor expected Harrar to snap back, but instead the priest nodded and
looked thoughtful.

What in the world was going on here? Were they actudly starting to

believe his prophecy? Was he?

No, because he knew the source, and the source was alie. Y es, the planet
was acuriogty, but many planetsin this gaaxy were curiosities. And
everything the others saw here was informed by his creche-tde of a planet of
redemption. Thet filter was causing them to seethingsin avery strange

light.

Would they turn againgt Shimrra? They might. If Harrar did, he might be
able to muster agreat deal of support from the priesthood, and with this
shaper...

But no. If Harrar turned against Shimrra, it would be to put not the

Prophet of the Shamed Ones on the polyp throne, but himself. And hewasina
better position to do it than Y u'shaa.

Especidly if Y u'shaanever |eft Zonama Sekot.

And there was a so the chance that Harrar already knew Nom Anor'strue
identity. He had caught more than one suspicious look from the priest.
"Yushaa?' Nen Yim said. "What are you doing?'

"I am sorry, Master," he said. "It isjust that today's revelations-|

must ponder them."

"Y ou've been of enough help today,” Nen Yim told him.

"Infact, | would rather be donefor atime.”

"Inthat case, | will meditatein the splendor of thisworld.”

Heleft the clearing and began wandering vaguely uphill. There were other
thingsto consder. From what he had seen in her gahsa, Nen Yim had come here
infear of Zonama Sekot, prepared to destroy it if necessary. She had
protocols that might be useful in that, though they were ob-vioudy untried.
They werein the shorthand and symbolism of the shapers, so she probably
thought he couldn't under-stand them.

What she didn't know was that he had done quite abit of shaping himsdlf.
As she was no ordinary shaper, he was no ordinary executor. He was certain he
could understand and use the information if he had to. Though why he would
want to destroy the planet, he couldn't say, except that it would please
Shimrra,

That stopped him in histracks.

It would please Shimrraalot.

If into that bargain wasincluded the deaths of Corran Horn, who had so
embarrassed the Y uuzhan VVong at Ithor, and Tahiri Veila, who had used her dual
nature to betray them more than once, and arogue priest and master shaper
even now plotting againgt not only Shimrrabut the very nature of everything
Y uuzhan Vong...

Shimrramight be so pleased he wouldn't have the one who delivered him
these things executed, no matter what he was wanted for. So pleased that such
aone might actually be elevated to a higher station than he had held before
hisdisgrace.

Musing on that, he continued up the hill. Harrar had mentioned something
strange on the horizon.



He stopped when he reached the summit, staring at the enormous made-
objects climbing into the sky, and was sud-denly shaken to hisvery core.
Harrar had not spent enough time with the infidels, un-like Nom Anor, who
had flown on their lifeless shipsand lived in their lifeless Sations. Harrar
would naturally not understand what he was seeing.

But Nom Anor knew hyperdrive field guides when he saw them, even if they
were athousand times larger than they should be.

But then, they would have to be, to move a planet. Something clicked into
place for Nom Anor. He sat on astone, listening to the sounds of the strange
world for amoment. Hewas done, for thefirst time since they had crashed.
With asigh, he released his face from the grotesque masguer that hid it. His
contention that it was difficult to remove had been, of course, alie.

He reached into the living pouch beneath his arm and re-moved the thing

he had brought with him. He must have known, somehow, in the back of hismind,
that it must a-ways cometo this.

He stared at it, turning it over in his hands. It was a dedi-cated

villip, linked to one other, far away. He had not used it in avery long time,
snce before the disaster that had led to hisexile.

He gtroked it to life,

After amoment, the face of an intendant appeared on its surface, one of

his former subordinates.

Even through the medium of the villip, Nom Anor could seethe surprise.

"Y ou were assumed dead,” the man said.

"l greet you aswell, Phaa Anor," hetold his creche cousin.

"Y ou might aswell be dead,” Phaa Anor told him.

"Shimrrahas called for your skin. | will haveto report this

conversation, of course.”

"Of course. | want you to. Infact, | want you to see that your villip

comes before Shimrrahimsef.”

"Before Shimrra?' Phaa sounded incredulous.

"Y es. Send him the message that you have heard from me. Tl him | amon
Zonama Sekot, and that | have found hismissing shaper. Hewill lisgento you
then. When you gain an audience, present him with your villip."

"Why should | do thisfor you?' Phaa asked.

"Congder. | have information so important that | believe | can redeem
myself in the Supreme Overlord's eyes. Not only thet, | believe | will be
elevated for my efforts. Do you not think you will benefit aswel, hewho
brings these tidings?' Phaa Anor seemed to consider that for amoment.

"l will doit,” hesaid a last.

"Do it quickly, and tell no one anything | have said save those whom you
must convince to grant you an audience with Shimrra.”

"Yes, yes" Phaareplied. Then thevillip returned to its naturd state.

He had probably just doomed Phaa Anor, he knew.

Shimrrawould have him killed smply for knowing the planet existed and
wasinthisgdaxy.

Sacrifices had to be made, however, for the good of al. And for the good
of Nom Anor.

He sedled the villip back into dormancy and itsairtight container,

returned it to its resting place benegath his arm, and went back down the hill.

TWENTY-FOUR



Jaina throttled down and made another run on Man Mothma, dropping to
within ameter of the Star Destroyer's skin. Suddenly she seemed to be
skimming above avag, white, dightly curving plane. Anirregular dark lump
appeared ahead, and she angled toward it. At the last instant she hit her
repulsors and nosed up, washing her exhaust over the grutchin, which released
its hold. Its charred body drifted off to join the other twenty or so she had
flashed.

"Thisisactudly kind of fun," she said. She would haveto ask Uncle

Lukeif going after womp rats was anything likethis.

"Speak for yoursdf,” Twin Two said. "l just banged astabilizer.”

"Just watch yoursdlf. If you plow into the hull, you'll do more damage

than any grutchin."

"Don't make me weepy with your concern for my wel-fare,” Two replied.
"Hey, I've got abig heart... Okay, | think were amost through here.”

"Jugt intimefor thered fun,” Rar said.

"| seethat.”

The big shipswere closing again, and space was dive with light asthey
pummeled each other. And now the rest of the skipswere arriving, not coming
in asfast asthe advance guard, but twice as hot. Jaina checked the new
orders.

"All right,” she said. "L et's vape some skips."

"They redlly don't want usto get away," Wedge mut-tered. HEd thought
about making ahard push for one of the interdictors so they could clear out,
but the Y uuzhan V ong were keeping them far away and under heavy watch.
That was good, in away-it gave him near parity in the actual combat.

Even though they had ships behind him, they weren't using them for anything
but to prevent him running that way. Nor did they have enough shipsto try an
encirclement. Still, dugging things out nose to nose was an iffy propos-tion
when numbers were this even. He hadn't come here for afair fight-the Alliance
couldn't grow new shipslike the Y uuzhan Vong could.

But arun for one of the interdictorswould be suicide at this point.

"Sir," Lieutenant Cd said. "'l think I've found one of the Golans.”

Wedge raised his eyebrows in surprise. He'd asked her to hunt for any of

the battle stations the Empire had once sta-tioned here-or anything else that
was operationd-but he hadn't really expected her to find anything. The
shipyards were virtualy gone, food for agrowing Y uuzhan VVong fleet, and the
stations had al been around the shipyards.

"Whereisit?'

"Way off itsorbit, if it's one of the oneswe had on the charts. And its

present orbit is eccentric.”

Wedge glanced at the display. "That isout there," he said.

"It may have been drifting al thistime, or maybe the ship-yards put it

there for some reason. Still, it's odd the VVong missed something thet size."

"I don't know, but we missed it on thefirst pass, too. Asyou said, Sir,
itsway out there.”

"Isthe power core dill active?'

"Yes gr."

"Then it might il have guns. Wed better check it out-we might need

it

"Arewetaking thefight out there, Sr?"



"Not unless | know it'sworking. Are the Twin Suns done with their clean-
up duty?" he asked.

"Yes, dr. They're on their way to cruiser-designate

"Get me Colond Solo."

"Yes gr."

Jaina's comm chirped. Much to her surprise, it was Gen-erd Antilles, on
aclosed and heavily coded channel.

"Gy

"I've got atask you might find alittle more exciting than bug burning,”
Wedge said.

"I'm about to have my handsfull, Generd. What do you need?'

"I need you to find Admird Krefey for me"

"Admiral Krefey, Generd?' What was Wedge talking about?
"Something'swrong with the HoloNet," he explained.

"We were the advance for two more fleets. We can't contact them, so they
haven't shown. | need you to find him, fast, and bring him here. Have him send
someoneto find Pellaeon.”

"Sir, won't they come when they redize it'sthe HoloNet and not
something gonewrong here? " Jaina asked.

"They're not supposed to. For al they know - for al | know - the
downing of the HoloNet is cover for an attack on Mon Cal or the Imps, and this
battle group is dready starfood. | need you to let him know we're sill
kicking."

"Generd, you want meto leave the battle?' What was her squadron turning
into, an odd-job unit? There was red fighting to do.

"A few garfighters can get out of the interdiction cones. Our capita

ships can't. Still, I doubt they're going to makeit easy for you, so |
wouldn't worry about lack of action. Anyway, there's another part to this
ded, if you redlly don't fancy leaving the Bilbringi system. Our long-range
sensorsindicate that one of the Golan Two Battle Stations may ill be
operationd. If things go badly here, we might be ableto useit asaraly
point, but | need it working. If it'snot, and can't be madeto, | need to
know that aswell. Send one of your flightsto find Krefey and secure the
dtation with the other two."

"Yes gr."

"Wereal counting on you, Colond.”

Areyou sureyou aren't just trying to get me out of the ac-tion? she
wondered. The numberslooked pretty even to her, since the massjump afew
minutes before. What was Wedge so worried about?

That wasn't her concern, she decided. She had her orders. It wasn't the
first time she hadn't liked them; it wouldn't be the last.

She changed frequencies. "Twins, we just got new orders. Scimitars,
you're on your own. Good luck."

"Copy, Twin One."

"Twins, follow my lead." Sheled the squadron straight up from the plane
of the ecliptic and then made a hard break for open space.

"We're running, Colond ?* Jag asked, the surprise more than evident in
hisusualy reserved voice.

"Not exactly,” shesaid, though it flt that way.

"Weve got ahead start,” Eight reported. "Weve got pursuers, but

they're pretty far behind.”



He should have sent Scimitar, she thought. A-wings are faster.

"They'll catch up, Eight," shesaid. " Before they do, | want some
distance from the fleets. We're splitting up. Jag, as soon aswe're out of
range of that interdictor, you're taking Five and Six to the coordinatesI'm
sending you. Well cover you until you've made the jump.”

"Jump, Colond?'

"Yes. | don't know how secure this channd is, and I'm sure somebody's
paying alot of attention to usjust now. Make the jJump and contact your
superior there. Tell himit'sal go. Do you understand?!

"Copy. What about you?"

"Weve got another job to do.”

"Understood,” Jag said.

They were nearly clear to jump when thefirst of the skips closed to

firing distance.

"Okay," she said. "Let's give them the distance to jump. Good luck, Four.

"Copy." Jag didn't sound happy. She sighed and switched to a private
channd.

"Jag, | need someone| can rely on, someone with command experience. Can
you do this, or not?!

"l don' likeit. | don't like leaving you behind."

"Then go do your job and hurry back, okay?"

"Yes, Colond.”

Plasma bursts started whipping past her. "No moretimeto talk," she

sad. "Go."

Sherolled to port and came around. Two skips were fol-lowing close on
Three. She dropped in behind one and started firing, meanwhile jinking to
confuse her own pursuer. She hit one of her targets with atorp and flew
straight into the ex-panding mass of plasmaand cord. When she couldn't see
anything, she pulled on the stick, arcing up and back...

And dropped in behind her tail. Grimly shegot himin her sights. She

dipped afew shots through his void defenses, but gpparently none hit
anything important, because he continued on after Jag and hiswingmates,
firing constantly. She had picked up two more on her tail, and her wing-mates
were busy e sawhere. The X-wing rocked asits shieldstook a heavy hit, and
for amoment she lost the skip in her sights. Cappie squealed.

The skip was going to catch Jag before he jumped.

Shefired her last torpedo and escorted it in with Sutter-fire. A void

appeared and the torp exploded before being sucked in, asit was programmed to
do. Her lasarfire riddled the skip, which erupted into an expanding ring of
ions. Two more were coming up from the sde. She wasn't going to be ableto
hold them al back.

Then Jag and hiswing were gone.

Take care, Jag, she thought.

She cut hard starboard and under horizon, now more concerned about the
skips behind her than any in front. She nearly ran into one she hadn't seen.
Hewasright in her Sghts, and shelet him haveit. The skip didn't explode,
but it rolled off, obvioudy injured.

"I've got you, Twin Leader,” Eight said.

Two explosons behind her, and she was suddenly clear again. The odds
were starting to even.



"Form up,” she said. "We have to stay together, or they'll pick us off.”

Nine, in particular, was along way from the fight. "Nine, that meansyou,

too."

"Sorry, Colonel. Can't do anything about it. I've logt an engine and my
Sabilizersare shot."

"Hang on, then, were coming for you.”

But it was only afew seconds later when his X-wing flashed out, struck

by fire from three coral skippers. She watched, feding hollow and numb. Then
she shook it off-they were even more outnumbered now than before, and she
realized Wedge had been right. She saw on the long-range scannersthat even
more skips were coming her way, these dingshoting around the interdictor.
WEII belucky if any of ussurvives.

She no longer felt so bad about leaving the main battle. She could see

the Golan now. It was till along way away, near the edge of Bilbringi'swide
adteroid bdlt.

"Let'stake 'em through the rocks, people.”

Moments later, they were dodging asteroids from the size of pebblesto
genuine mongters. They forged in deep, and dingshotted skips changed course
to follow. Most had the common sense to dow down when they saw where they
were going. A few didn't, and Jaina had the satisfaction of seeing them
pulverized againgt oversized rocks. Strangely, Jainabegan to relax-thiswas
what Twin Suns did best, fighter-to-fighter combat in dodgy circumstances. The
yammosks handling the big fight had clearly cut these fellowslooseto battle
on their own. Bad for them.

Another advantage was that X-wing shields repelled the small asteroids.

Y uuzhan VVong voids actudly attracted them. It wasn't ahuge problem for the
Y uuzhan Vong, be-cause any space rock small enough to be attracted by the
pinpoint singularities could aso be eaten, but if they hit abig one, the
gngularities sometimes stuck them to it. So the Twinsflew tight, dodging in
and out, letting the skips elimi-nate themsalves.

Jainas optimism grew stronger, but she knew the victory was more

illuson than anything else. They 4till had to reach the Golan station and

bring it on-line-if they could outrun the twenty skips il after them, which
didn't seem likely, even with them dowing down to get through the asteroids.
If they redlly pushed it, they might get there with afew sec-ondsto spare,
which wouldnt give them time to do much of anything with the Sation,
assuming the antique still worked. It was nowhere near the shipyard, so it
probably hadn't been used since the days of the Empire. The guns and every-
thing e se useful had likely been scavenged while shewas il in digpers.

She clicked her comm. "Okay, Twins, heréswhat we're going to do. Our
primary objectiveswereto seeif the station is operational and to bring it
on-lineif itwas. | don't think Generd Antillesfigured on haf thefleet
following us out here, though. Were going to get there afew seconds ahead of
them. Therest of you will cover mewhile | enter the docking bay, then you're
going to punch to the outer system.”

"Areyou saying were supposed to leave you, Sticks?"

"With any luck, they won't see me drop in. They'll think | jumped with

therest of you."

"With al due respect, Colond, that's crazy,” Two said. "Generd

Antilles needs to know the status of this station, and he needs to know soon.
If any of you can think of abetter plan, tell me now."



"Same plan, but one of us stays behind,” Three said. "It doesn't make

senseit being you, Colond."

It makes plenty of sense, Jainathought. | won't send any of you on

what's probably a suicide misson. Shedidn't say that, though.

"It'stheway it's hgppening,” Jainasaid. "Thelast thing | need right

now isan argument.”

"Yes, Colond. Understood.”

She had it about right-the skips were just catching up when they reached

the station. The othersfell into com-bat formations. She pretended to, and
even squeezed off acouple of shots before making her run for the docking bay.
Sheld picked up acouple of friends by then, however. Three wasright behind
them, but there were four skips on her. Jaina's heart sank. It wasn't going to
work. Even if she made the docking bay, they were going to notice. She was
grimly reaching to turn when her cockpit strobed in aflash of green light,

and another.

In her headpiece, Twins Eight and Nine were cheering. Jainamade her turn
and saw why. Gigantic beams of coherent light were pumping from the station's
turrets, dag-ging skips asif they were practice targets.

Better yet, she saw the sudden blue sheen of shields. "Colond," Three

sad, "it'sjust ahunch, but I'd say you can tell Generd Antillesthe

dation isoperationd.”

TWENTY-FHVE

In the night, Nom Anor fdt the villip move againg his chest, Sgnding

an incoming communication. Helay qui-etly, wondering if he could leavethe
rock shelter unob-served. The Jedi dept lightly, and so did Harrar-besides,
despite the fact that they hadn't seen any animas more dan-gerousthan a
dhillith, the older Jedi inssted on keeping watches, and Tahiri was on watch
at the moment. His own shift would beginin afew hours-why couldn't the
sgnd have comethen?

Cursing slently, helay there until the villip ceased quiv-ering, but

did not deep again. Shimrradid not like to be ig-nored or delayed, and
excusesrarely got one far with the Supreme Overlord. Hefelt hislast, best
chance a recon-ciliaion dipping from him.

If he could kill Tahiri without waking the others... Yes andif awish

was a dhaeh, the maw luur would all be choked. So he stayed there, trying to
keep his muscles from twitching.

When at last hiswatch arrived and he took Tahiri's place on the outjut
above the cave, he ill dared not reply to the other end of the connection
until enough time had passed that he could be rdatively certain shewas
adeep. Finally, more than an hour after he took the post, he climbed alittle
higher up the hill to be sure he was out of earshot of anyone who might be
awake, and once again un-sealed the bag and stroked the creatureto life.
For long moments, nothing happened, but then aface ap-peared, ahideous,
distorted face.

With afaint shock heredlized it was Shimrrasjester, Onimi.

"Nom Anor," the jester burbled. "Nom Anor, Nom Anor, your reputation we
deplore, the bumbling failed executor...”

"l must spesk with Shimrra," Nom Anor whispered fiercdly. "Quickly,



before our enemies discover us.”

"Our enemies?’ Onimi burbled. "What fortresswill we ever sand in
together, ever, whether, sever again?'

"Tdl himit concerns Zonama Sekot. Tdl him-" The face suddenly melted,
and anew, infinitely more terrifying one took its place. Nom Anor shivered,
and for an instant he wanted to crush the villip, throw it in adeep pooal, and
return to hisrole as Prophet.

He thought about his disciples, his diseased, pathetic, gullible...

"Nom Anor," the villip growled, unable to actualy convey the profound,
bone-shivering bass of Shimrrasvoice but suggesting it well enough. "Most
unworthy and perverse of my servants. What could you possibly want?'
"Only to serveyou, Lord.”

"Y ou would have served me best to have given yoursdf over to sacrifice
after the disaster you caused on Ebag Nine."

"I could not, Great Lord," he said. "'l was captured, cap-tured by the
Jeeda. | have been their captive sncethat time.”

"Indeed. It was very considerate of them to alow you the use of a

villip."

"| secreted it upon my person. It went undiscovered.”

"Then why did you not useit earlier?’ the Supreme Overlord rumbled.

"I was observed, always observed. But | have won their confidence now."
"Enough,” Shimrrasnapped. "Y ou mention Zonama Sekot. That world has been
destroyed.”

"It has not, Dread Lord. | am upon it, dlong with the shaper Nen Yim and
the priest Harrar. They have dlied with the Jeedai, Lord Shimrra. Against
you. Agang us."

"Harrar? Y ou would have me take your word that Harrar isatraitor?'
"Summon him, my lord. Y ou will find him absent from Y uuzhanttar, and
indeed from Y uuzhan Vong space. AsisNen Yim."

For an interminable period, Shimrrasaid nothing.

"Goon," hefindly said.

"With me are a so two Jeedai - Corran Horn, who dew Shedao Shai, and
Tahiri, the one-who-was-shaped.” He took a deep breath. "Lord, Luke Skywalker
isaso here, the chief of them dl, and Mara Jade Skywaker."

"On Zonama Sekot." The Supreme Overlord's tone car-ried an amost
unimaginabletinge of fear.

It dmost stopped Nom Anor from g oing on. But he tight-ened hisresolve
and plunged ahead. "Y es, Dread Lord. They have come to persuade the planet to
jointhem againg us"

"So. So." Shimrras voice rumbled away. It returned amoment later. " You
know how to reach this planet?’

"My villip can be made to serve asatracer. Y ou may use Phaa Anor's
villip to find me. A shaper can make the neces-sary modifications.”

"Lead meto Zonama Sekot, Nom Anor, and you will find the gods smile on
you again. 7 will amileonyou agan.”

"That ismy only wish, Dread Lord. To serveyou as| once did.”

"| should hope you will serve me better." Shimrra paused.

"Basad on our past experiences, it will require overwhelming forceto
destroy this cursed planet. Much of our fleet is pres-ently engaged. Indeed, |
condder it possible, Nom Anoi;; that you may yet be atraitor trying to lure
my fleet there o * theinfidds can take Y uuzhan'tar.”



"No fleet isnecessary, Dread Lord. Thereisan Imperid frigate above

this planet, and doubtless Skywalker has & ship. Send one ship to dedl with
them, and alanding craftto find me. That isal that isrequired.”

"Fool," Shimrragrunted. "The problem isnot with in-fidd ships, but

with the planet itsdlf."

"The planet will not present a problem, Lord Shimrra. 1 have the meansto
sabotageit. By the time your ships arrive here, it shall be occupied with its
own desth."

TWENTY-SX

Jainas comm registered ahail, not on the battle frequen-cies. She
switched over.

"Thereyou are,”" avoice on the other end said.

"Yes," Janareplied. "Thanksfor the assigt just now. But if you don't
mind my asking, who in the galaxy isthis?'

"My nameisErli Prann,” hereplied. "I'min charge of this bettle

dation."

"Y ou redize you'rein Y uuzhan Vong-held space, and have been for along
time"

"Yes. It'salong story. What's going on out there?!

"Just what it lookslike. We're retaking Bilbringi. But things havent

gone exactly according to plan, and the gen-erd sent me out to seeif this
gationisdill operationd. Lookslikeitis."

"It'sin pretty good shape," Prann said proudly. "Wed be glad to be of
any assistance we can. If you want to come aboard, I'll show you what we've
got"

"That'sgreat,” Jainasad. "Just assgn me aberth.”

"What about the rest of your pilots?’

"Thereare dill Vong out there. | expect they'll be headed thisway

after that display you just put on. | think I'll keep them out there to help
with the defense”

"Copy," Prann said. "Come on in. Berth Seven-you'll see the beacon.”

Jainadipped her X-wing into the docking bay without amishap. She

waited as the doors closed and the area outside was pressurized, then unsedled
her cockpit and stepped out onto the deck. The bay was massive, but her ship
was the only one she saw. It looked alittle lonely in al that space. On the

far end she noticed alot of carbon scoring on thewalls, asif there had been
anexploson of fire.

"Welcome aboard!"

Jainalooked over to see her reception committee-two humans and a Rodian,
al wearing the uniform of the old Bilbringi defense force-dark blue dacks

and military-style blue jackets over gold-colored shirts.

The male human, afellow she guessed to be about as old as her father,

with hair that might have once been red but had faded to auburn and silver,
came forward with hishand out.

"I'm Lieutenant Prann,” he said as he shook her hand.



"We spoke amoment ago. These are my associates, Zam Ghanol and Hiksri
Jth."

Ghanol was the other human, an older wiry woman with gray hair and a
crooked nose. Jith was the Rodian. Both shook her hand.

Prann flashed her abig smile. "I redly can't say how glad we are to see

you..." Heglanced a her inggnia.

"...Colond?..."

"Solo," shereplied.

"Solo? Not the one from the holos? Jaina Solo?

"'Fraid s0," shereplied. "And | hate to be rude, but could we cut

gtraight to the Situation? | need to assess this station and report to Generdl
Antillesas soon aspossble.”

"Of course," Prann said. "It's just such a surprise and such an honor. If

youll follow me, please?'

"If you don't mind me asking, Lieutenant Prann, what in blazes are you

people doing here?'

He uttered a short chuckle. " | suppose that does require alittle

explanation, doesn't it? We were part of acrew sent out here to overhaul the
dation." He paused as the turbolift came and they stepped into it. ™Y ou might
have noticed it'sway out here."

"Yes" Janasad. "l waswondering about that."

"Infact, we didn't know it was here for years. It was cloaked, you see.”
"Clogked?'

"Y ep. Thetheory isthat Grand Admira Thrawn cloaked it for some reason,
back when he cloaked dl of those aster-oids to blockade Coruscant. It showed
up missing in thelater inventory, but nobody could find it. When a'Y uuzhan
Vong invasion looked imminent, however, we wanted every advantage we could
Oet, of course. One of the brass guessed it might be cloaked and sent us out
here with an old crystal grav-trap to find it. Asyou can see, we did, but-our
bad luck-the invasion started while we were out here. We had taken the cloak
down, but didn't have the shieldsworking. A flight of skips came out here and
pretty much fried our transport-you may have noticed the damage to the docking
bay."

Jainanodded. The lift opened, and Prann gestured for her to step out

into thefire control area, where severd other sentients waited-two more
humans, a Twi'lek, aBarabel, and a Toydarian. Over banks of contrals, through
abroad viewport, she could see the distant battle as a series of tiny winking
lights. The seeming smalness of it didn't fool her-alot of people were dying
back there. It made her itchy to be so far away.

"Anyway," Prann went on, "we managed to get one of the turbolasers on-

line and the shields up. We gunned down the skips and put the cloak back on-it
was the only thing we could think of to do. There was awhole fleet out there.
The Vong apparently thought we'd gone to hyperspace-seems they don't know
Golans don't usualy come equipped for that.”

"But that was more than ayear ago,” Jainasad.

"Youretdling me. Wevejust been waiting, tinkering with the station.
Everything worksfine, by now, at least those things we had the partsto fix.
Thisthing has aterrific power core-had to, to run the shield for so long. We
floated asmdl probe out on an insulated cable so we could see what was going
on, which asyou've probably guessed wasn't much that was hel pful to our
Stuation-just the VVong setting up shop.”



His grin broadened. " This morning, though, we swept and saw your fledt.

We dropped the field, hoping you would spot us. Weve got limited sublight
communications, but no hyper-wave or HoloNet." He grinned again. "And here you
are." It was about then that Jaina understood something waswrong. Thefedling
in the Force that shetook asrelief at the end of along, dangerousisolation

was there, but seething beneath it was something hungry.

She was reaching for her lightsaber when something hit her, hard. Her

hand, midway to her wespon, suddenly re-fused to obey her commands, and the
room spun dizzily. Shetried to focus and use the Force, but the dizziness got
worse, and shewas vaguely aware that her legs weren't holding her up anymore.
Shedidn't fed the deck when she hit it, but she had astrange view of boots
and legs moving her way. She heard faraway sounds that resembled thunder, but
which she understood to be speech. Then-Then she woke, strapped down to a
table with some sort of webbing, her head pounding, and everything till

doing adow spin.

"Sorry about that," she heard Prann say. "Sonicsleave |l you with a

terrible hangover without the benefit of ever having the fun.”

He was standing ameter away. The Toydarian sood acrossthe room with a
blaster trained on her.

"I hear Toydarians are more resistant than most speciesto Jedi mind

tricks,”" Prann said. "'l hope we don't haveto test that. I'd like to see dll

of uswalk out of this hedthy."

"Prann, what's going on?" she managed. "Who are you redly?"

"Oh, that name's as good as any."

"What are you, Peace Brigade?"

His eyebrows squinted together. "Colone Solo,” he said, "now you're

hurting my feglings. That pathetic bunch of collaborationists? Hardly. I'm a
liberator.”

"Of what?'

"Technology, actudly."

"Ah," Jainasad. "Youreathief and asmuggler.” Prann shrugged his

shoulders. "What | do ismore like emergency salvage. | haven't taken anything
the VVong wouldn't have destroyed anyway. Remember Duro? We got some good stuff
there, in hit-and-run raids after New Re-public forces pulled out. If we

hadn't it would have been wasted. The VVong sure weren't going to useit.”

Her head was starting to clear. " So you came here after the VVong took
Bilbringi?"

"Nope, thisjob was alittle different. Most of my story was true-except

that it was Ve, here, who discovered the missing station in the shipyard
databanks. I'd heard a story that one of the Golans disappeared right before
the New Re-public forcesinvaded. A few of usgot jobsin the shipyards, and
Ve managed to diceinto the old Imperid records." He beamed. "One of the
best dicersin the business.”

"Ah, just average," the Toydarian replied. He didn't take his gaze of f

Jana

"He's very modest," Prann added. " Anyhow, he found an old encryption that
suggeste d the station had been cloaked-apparently Thrawn was keeping itin
reserve asalittle surprise, but when Thrawn died the station was o,

because he obvioudy didn't share the information with his command structure.
We were able to reckon agenera sector and caculate for drift and then we
sort of-urn-borrowed a crystal grav-trap detector from the Bilbringi dry docks



tofind it. After that, the story ismore or lessthe one | ready told you."

"So what do you want with me?* Jainaasked. "Why did you stun me?"
"Wall, frankly, Colond Solo, | don't want anything from you, especialy
trouble. But | need to borrow some parts from your X-wing."

"You can't adl escapein asngle X-wing."

"No, we can't. We're going to escape in the station itsdlf.”

"Comeagan?' Janasad. "l thought you said it isn't equipped with
hyperdrive

"No, | said Golansaren't usually equipped with hyperdrive. Thisone

wasnt, either. But how do you think we were planning on salvaging a space
dation without the Bilbringi authorities noticing?”

"Y ou brought your own drive," Jainaredized.

"Yes. Weamost had it installed when the VVong showed up and torched our
trangport. Unfortunately, the motivator was till on the transport. No
motivator, no hyperdrive." He held his pams out. " So-weve been waiting.”
"Y ou can't use an X-wing motivator to jump astation thissize," Jana
pointed out.

"No, but we can cobble one together from seven.”

Jainajerked at the webbing. "L eave my squadron alone!”

"Hey, cdmdown,” Prann said. "They'redl okay. We hit them withion
beams, hauled them in with tractor beams, and stunned them with sonics. And
that wasn't easy-not with the Wookiee and that crazy Twi'lek. Look, I'm not
trying to make any enemies, here."

Jainacould only stare at him in the face of such an absurd statement.

"We were hoping you would al dock," he continued, "and make the whole
thing easer, but we've been working out contingencies for awhile now. Not a
lot elseto do here, you know."

"Look, Prann," Jainasaid, "Generd Antilles needsthis bettle Sation.”

Prann laughed. "I'm sorry, Colond, but weve dl invested alittle too

much in this baby to just hand it over to be destroyed. Do you know how much |
can get for the cloaker done? No, forget it. In afew hourswell be ready to
jump. Meanwhile, we've put the cloak back on."

"And what about me?"

"You'reahit of aproblem. | know enough about you to know that the
longer | keep you around, the better the chance you'll be able to use those
Jedi powers of yoursto-wdll, | don't know, do I, and that's the problem. On
the other hand, | don't want to kill Han Solo's daughter. | mean, | respect
the guy, and | know he's already been through alot.”

"You'rejust afraid hewould hunt you down and kill you," Jainasaid.

"Y eah, that, too. Look, I'm abusinessman-thisis business. Once we've

got the hyperdrive working and jump out of here, well put you dl off
someplace safe - with your starfighters. Okay?

"No," Jainasaid, "not okay. Who are you going to sall your cloaker to,
Prann? The VVong? Because they're going to be the only ones around to buy it if
you don't help ushere"

"That'salittle dramatic, don't you think?' Prann said.

"I mean, therés dill plenty of market for this sort of thing inthe

Corporate Sector-heck, in lots of places. A smdl planetary government iswhat
I'm looking for, one afraid they'll soon need negotiating power. If this

battle here goes sour, it'll only make the market that much better."

"Until thereisno market," Jainasnapped. "Until the Vong have



everything, because Huttoads like you are dtill trying to make a profit rather
than doing what they canto hep uswin."

Prann’'s smile vanished. "We sat out herefor ayear surrounded by Vong,"

he said angrily, "in congtant fear that they would find us. Sure, they can't

see us when we have the cloak on, but we can't see them either. Every single
time we pushed out the probe we al got the shakes. And who knew what the VVong
have that might detect us at any second? Do you know what it'sliketo be
surrounded by that kind of pressure every day for ayear and not be able to do
asinglething about it?" His face was getting redder, and his voice was

risng. "After what we've been through-sister, you can keep your platitudes.
I'm taking this station, I'm salling it, and I'm going to take my share and

retire to some little backwater so far away the Vong won't reach it in my
life-time and sip cool drinks on ahot beach.”

"Therésno place that far away," Jainasaid.

"I'mwilling to look," Prann replied.

Jainafocused the Force on the Toydarian. "He's crazy," shetold the
Toydarian. " Stun him and help me out of this"

The Toydarian blinked, looked briefly confused, and then laughed.

Prann smiled, too, histirade apparently over. "So it'strue, then. Good.

Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to help get those motivators coupled
together. Vd, I've changed my mind. Take her to fire control and watch her
there. | can't gpare you just to be aguard during this. Just-keep an eye on
things, and don't et her talk to anyone.”

"l want to seemy pilots," Janasaid.

"After we've made the jump,” Prann told her. "Not before.”

With that he |ft the room.

TWENTY-SEVEN

"Nothing," Corran grumbled, folding down to rest on alog. "1 must have
looked for ten kilometersin every direction, and thereé's no sign of natives."
"Maybe there aren't that many," Tahiri said, reaching up to pick an

oblong fruit with a serrated corona of leaf at the top. They had dubbed it a
pingpear, and it was one of the eight fruitsthat Nen Yim had identified as
edible and nutritious. Since their food stores were limited, Corran had
ingsted that they eat native food when possible. The gathering expeditions
a0 gave them an opportunity to talk away from the Y uuzhan V ong without
leaving them too long unobserved.

"Or maybe we had the misfortune to crash in the one uninhabited region
they have left,” Corran said. "It doesn't matter-we can't stay here forever.
I've been trying to think of away to attract the attention of that Imperia
frigate, if nothingdse"

"Any thoughts on how to go about that?'

Henodded. "Yes. I'll have to go to the one place I've been avoiding.”

"Oh. The giant hyperdrive"

"Right."

"Which you don't want the Y uuzhan Vong to know isagiant hyperdrive
becauseyou're afrad it will disllus on them somehow.”

"Y ou get two marks," Corran said. " But it'sthe only sign of

civilization around. There might be someonetending it. Faling that, there
might be other things-a hyperwave, for instance, or even a subspace



transceiver. And Harrar's been after me to check it out, anyway."

"How do you think hell react when hefinds out what it is?"

"Youtdl me”

She thought about that for amoment, trying to recal how she had felt
when sheld gone to the top of the ridge afew days before.

She held up the pingpear. "It's like discovering a perfect piece of fruit

has a nasty worm in it-after you've aready taken afew bites."

Corran nodded. "That'swhat | figured. Still, we have to do something,
and | can'timagine he'd let me go without him, not as curious as he's been
about it."

"How far away do you think it is?"

"l eyebd| it at about twenty klicks."

"Yeah, that'swhat | figured, too," Tahiri said. "So when do we start?'
"Wedon't," Corran replied. "Harrar will go with me. | need you to stay
and look after the other two."

"Agan?1'm sick of baby-gtting. Don't you trust them yet? They're
completely moon-eyed over this place, both of them. Harrar is the one we ought
to worry about.”

"I do worry about Harrar. That's why 1'm keeping an eye on him. But the
other two-they're till the enemy, Tahiri. No matter how well we seemto be
getting dong with them asindividuds, we can't lose Sght of the fact that
our gods might be quite different.”

"l understand that. It'sjust that Nen Yim and the Prophet are boring.

All they do is poke a bugs and twigsal day. Why don't you let me go and you
gtay here, if you think someone hasto?"

"Becausethisishow | want it, that's why. Brush up on your meditation
technique and practice your lightsaber footwork."

"That'sall I've been doing for the past week."

"Wadll, lifeishard," Corran said, more sarcastically than he needed to.
"Sometimes you actudly have to spend aweek without going into battle. I'm
sureyou can handleit.”

"Yes, gr," Tahiri replied, unenthusiasticaly. Shefdt aknot of hurt

and resentment in her belly. Why was Corran treating her thisway? Couldn't he
seeit hurt?

"So Harrar and | will start in themorning,” he went on.

"It shouldn't take us more than aday or aday and ahalf of walking, but

| can't say how long it will be before| figure out if theré's anything useful
there-maybe an hour, maybe days. | need you to Say adert here.”

"For what? Viciousfruit?'

Corran looked up, hiseyes sharp. "l don't know," he said. "But the
longer were here, theitchier | fed.”

"Maybe you're bored, too."

"It'smore than that. I've got abad fedling about thiswhole dedl. But
theré's nothing | can do about it until | have some way to contact Luke.”
"If hesdill here”

"| think heis. | get occasond glimpses.”

"Sodol," Tahiri said, "especiadly of Jacen. But the F orce doesn't care
how far away they are. They could be back on MonCaamari."

"That's not how it feds," Corran said. ™Y ou're going to have to trust

I've learned athing or two over the years." The angry tone startled her.
"Corran, | know you're amore experienced Jedi than | am.”



"Not theimpression you give."

"I'm sorry if 1-" The knot, growing since she had first seen him again,
exploded. Shefelt warmth on her face and redlized to her utter shamethat she
was crying.

"Sometimes | don't express mysdf very wdll, | think," shesaid. "'l mean,
I'vejust integrated two persondlities. | don't have thisall worked out yet.”
"Hey, easy,” Corran murmured. "I misunderstood you, that's al."

"No, no-Corran, you're my hero. Ever since that time when you and Anakin
and I-1 thought we were friends, and then-" She stopped. Shewas just sounding
Supid.

"Look, Tahiri..."

"l need moretraining," she blurted out. " Specid training. Can't you see

that? Why haven't you ever offered - | mean you know so much morethan| do...
" Shetrailed off, both horrified and relieved that she had findly said it.
Hejust stared at her for asecond. "I never imagined you wanted anything
likethat fromme."

"Wédll..." How could someone so smart be so stupid?

"Why wouldn't 1?7 | need some sort of guidance, Corran. | might seem like

| know what I'm doing, but | don't."

"I'm not aMagter, Tahiri," Corran said gently. "There are Masterswho
would be happy to train you."

"Y ou have haf achance of understanding me," Tahiri said. "They don't.”

"| think you're sdling them short.”

"Maybe." Shethrust her chin out defiantly. "Does that mean you don't

want me?*

"No," Corran said. "But it's not that smple. Wed have to ask Master
Skywalker. And at the least it means you'll stop talking back and do what |
say. Do you understand that?*

"Y ou mean youll take me on?"

"Provisondly, sncethere are no Magters around, and until | get Luke's

yes or no on the matter-if you agree to those conditions.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "I agree, then.”

"Good. Then you stay here with Nen Yim and the Prophet. Theend.”
"Okay."

Nen Yim examined the thing she had grown. It was, to all appearances, a
gahsa. The differences between it and the usua item wereinvisbleto the
naked eye. Shereached for it, but the faint sound of approaching footsteps
gave her pause.

It was the shaped Jedi, of course. She was never far from Nen Yim, dways
watching. It had been a source of irrita-tion, at first, but now it seemed
somehow less of abother. The young human'sinsights had proven vauable, and
had even prompted this experiment.

"Hello," the shaper said.

"You seem inagood mood,” Tahiri replied. The corners of Nen Yim's mouth
turned up. "That may changein amoment. I'm about to try something new. It
will probably fal."

"Isit dangerous?'

"l don't see how it could be, but anything ispossble.”

"Maybe you should wait until Corran and Harrar get back,” Tahiri

suggested.

"They only left afew hoursago,” Nen Yim said. "They could be gone



indefinitely. | think this should be safe.” Tahiri turned a curious eye toward

the experiment. "What isit, exactly? It lookslike agahsa™

"Itis, sofar asit goes. But | grew it with modifications.” The Jedi

sat cross-legged near her. "What sort of modifications?!

"Y our talk of the Force binding the life of thisworld and serving asits

means of intercommunication interested me. And yet, Snce Y uuzhan Vong life
does not appear in the Force, | could think of no way to test that

possbility. How-ever, it occurred to methat if the ecosystem of thisworld
istruly self-regulating, it must have some sort of memory-it needsto know
what happened yesterday and last cycle to plan for tomorrow. Furthermore, that
memory must be shared somehow by al of its congtituents.”
"I'mwithyousofar.”

Nen Yim indicated a ten-legged arthropod she had en-closed in anurturing
membrane. "Even if the memory were stored at amolecular level, acreature
this Sze could not possibly carry enough to be useful, so | reason the

planet's centra memory core lies dsawhere, but that any living thing-even a
cell-must be able to contact it, perhaps through this Force of yours.”
"Interesting. And you've found away to test that?"

"] think s0." She glanced up at the young Jedi. "To ex-plain, | may have

to peak of thingsthat will upset you." Tahiri'seyes narrowed. "This

concerns my own shaping, doesn't it?"

"y es"

"Goon"

"Thereisa protocol-the protocol of Qah-which isused to integrate
manufactured or borrowed memoriesinto the brain tissue of Y uuzhan Vong life.
We useit often, mostly for rather mundane purposes-teaching shipsto fly, for
in-stance. But we also useit at times to enhance our own memao-ries, to gain
skills or knowledge without having to learn them. In the past, onrare
occasions, we've used the protocol to re-place entire persondities.”
"Whichiswhat you tried to do to me."

"Exactly. But the protocol of Qah did not work on your human tissues,
naturaly-Y uuzhan Vong and human tissue are not sufficiently compatible for
that. So instead we used your own brain cellsto create a sort of human Qah
cdl, but filled with Y uuzhan Vong information. It was ahybrid cell.”

"And that worked," Tahiri said.

"Correct,” Nen Yim said. "In terms of your brain tissue, you are quite

literdly haf Y uuzhan VVong. We did not im-plant merely memories, but dso the
cdlsthat carried them.” Tahiri's eyes narrowed. Nen Yim had learned that was
asign of danger.

"Do you want meto stop?"' she asked.

"No. | mean, yes, but it'slike picking ascab. Infact, there's

something I've been meaning to ask you."

"| attend,” Nen Yim said, cautioudly.

"l need to know-wasthere ared Riina?'

Nen Yim blinked. What an interesting question-but of course she would be
curious about that. "I'm sure there must have been,” she said. "The name was
probably changed-names are easy to change-but the details of your child-hood
undoubtedly came from areal person. Such memories might be generated, |
suppose, but there would be no reason to when they could be donated by any
living Y uu-zhan VVong."

"|sshe-dead?’



"I've no idea. Mezhan Kwaad supplied the memory data. Only she could know
who the donor was-and of course, she'sin no position to tell you." Her

tendrils curled with cu-riogity. "Did it truly work?Y ou remember beingina
creche, and so on?’

Tahiri nodded. "Somethingslike crystd, others muddier. | remember

once, my creche-mates-Ploh and Zhul-we took one of the scrubbing korsks and
put it in the com-munal food area. It..."

"Ated| thei'fii," Nen Yimfinished, feding astrange twistingin her.

"Yes," Tahiri said. Shefrowned. "How did you know?'

"Do you remember an incident involving adamaged fighting namiq?’

"I.... wait. Y ou mean those lizard-bird things the warriors used to fight

againgt each other?1... | found one once. One of the warriors had abandoned
itin the grand vivarium because it wouldn't fight. It wasinjured and |

nursed it back to health. Then one of my creche-matestook it and fought it...

| got thereintimeto seeit die. It wastorn to shreds. | thought it kept

looking at me, pleading for help.”

The chill degpened.

"What'swrong?' Tahiri asked.

Nen Yim sghed. "Those are my memories”

Tahiri stared at her for along moment without speaking, asif trying to

see through her skin. Nen Yim was glad for that, because she had to collect

her own thoughts. Median Kwoad, she thought, may the gods devour you twice a
day.

Tahiri finally dropped her lids over her green eyes. She seemed to be

trying to compose hersdif.

Or perhaps she was about to kill Nen Yim. The thought of her onetime
tormentor sharing the same childhood memories might well be too much for her.
But when Tahiri looked back up, her gaze held only curi-osity. "Whatever
happened to Ploh?" she asked.

Relief spread down Nen Yim's backbone. " She was as-signed to Belkadan,
and killed there," shereplied.

"And Zhul?' "Zhul is an adept on the worldship Baanu Ghezk, and so far as

| know iswell."

"And the young warrior who watched our dormitoriesin primary shaping?”

We, Nen Yim noted. She said we, asif...

"Killed taking Y uuzhan'tar. They say he died bravely, crashing into an

infidel ship even ashisown disntegrated.”

Tahiri rubbed her forehead. "Hewasnice," she said.

"Yes, if such can be said of awarrior.”

"Asif | wasn't confused enough,” Tahiri murmured.

Now | find out | have friends on both sides of the war who died. Maybe |
even killed one of them.”

Nen Yim didn't have aresponse to that.

"l have alot of questionsto ask you," Tahiri said. "But now isn't the

time. | need-1 need to absorb this."

"Asdo I'll knew no more than you."

Tahiri looked up. "'l forgave you, you know. Even before| knew this."

"| didn't ask for that."

"l know."

"But I'mglad."



For another stretched moment, they sat together. Tahiri wasthefirst to
Speak.

"Uh... you were telling me about the gahsa”

Nen Yim nodded, happy to return to a subject she could get agrip on. "l
extracted nerve cdls from Sekotan life and modified them as your cellswere
modified. It was an eadier task, because Sekotan lifeisgeneticaly smilar

to our own. | hope, through them, to gain access to the memories of this
world, as| might accessagahsa.”

"But if those memories are transmitted through the Force, and Y uuzhan
Vong lifeis outsde the Force-"

"Condder, Tahiri. Your brain contains Y uuzhan Vong implants. Y et you

gtill sense and use the Force.”

"Yed" Tahiri sad. "And when my personditieswere in-tegrating, Riina
used alightsaber, like a Jedi." She peered at the gahsa. " So this could work.

"It could. If one of the many assumptions |'ve made doesn't turn out to
befdse But | suppose now | shal see”

"May | watch?"

"l would be honored.”

Nen Yim hesitated no longer, but reached for the gahsa and joined with

it.

For an ingtant, there was nothing, and then the world seemed to shatter.
Images and data roared through her mind, stars and vacuum, the fedl of lifeon
her skin, the tear of wind across her polar regions. Fedlings-fear, pain,
despair, joy, dl on ascalethat dwarfed thetiny Y uuzhan Vong brain trying

to interpret it. Theimages came fagter, running together burning in her,
cadting light into every corner of her brain. Please, dow down, thiswill

kill me, and | will mm understand.

It was something like trying to access the eighth cortex, but both less

painful and, she understood, more dangerous. Her thoughts were disintegrating
under the ondaught. Nen Yim was vanishing. Something €l se was hollowing her
out. A god was egting her from theinside.

Nen Yim clasped the gahsa and alook of vast surprise twisted her

features. Then her body jerked strangdly and shefell over, convulsing, the
gahsa dtill gripped between her fingers.

"Nen Yim!" Tahiri cried, sarting forward. She reached to help her, to

pull the thing from her hands, but stopped. She didn't know what was
happening. Anything she did might makeit worse.

Of courseif shedid nothing, Nen Yim might die, she thought, asthe

shaper's convulsions grew more and more violent.

Carefully, shereached out in the Force. Nen Yim hersaf was ablank

date, asusud, but in the gahsa, something was happening. It was buzzing and
humming with power...

Tahiri could fed theflow of it from al around her, amillion voices

speaking at once.

Black blood began to dribble from Nen Yim's nogtrils.

Okay, Tahiri thought. | have to do something. Breaking Nen Yim's bond
with the gahsa couldn't make things worse-it was dready killing her.

She reached for the gahsa, hoping the Force would guide her.

When she touched it, aworld struck her down.

Suddenly, the stream of sight and smell and tactile datadowed and



digtilled. The noise dropped away, and Nen Yim found hersdlf in the middie of
aquiet moment, atotality rather than a sequence.

Shefound hersdlf understanding.

And she knew the secret of Zonama Sekot.

Shefdt likelaughing and crying at once.

When Tahiri cameto, Nen Yim was daubing her forehead with some sort of
damp tissue. It smdled minty.

"What happened?’ she mumbled through atongue that felt like a bloated
grysh-worm. Her head hurt. Her whole body hurt.

"I'm not certain,” the shaper admitted. "When | ceased contact with...

when it was over, | found you unconscious.”

"I wastrying to help you. | touched the gahsa, and there wasthislight-
that'sdl | remember." Her eyesheld concern. "Are you okay?'

Nen Yim nodded. "As| have never been.”

"So you made contact with Zonama Sekot?"

Tahiri'swords seemed dow, after what Nen Yim had just been through. The
whole world seemed dow, and wonderful. "Not with the living consciousness,
no," shesaid. "l think you are correct-one must have some connection to the
Forcefor that. But the memories-the memories aone nearly overwhemed me.”
She stood. "I must beg your indulgence. | must meditate now. But | think-I
believe | havethe solution.”

"Towhat?'

Nen Yim fdt her mouth pull in an unaccustomed smile.

Shedill fet asif in adream. "Everything that concernsus," she said.

TWENTY-EIGHT

Nom Anor drew himself quietly deeper into the forest above the cave.
Neither of the femaes had noticed him. From his angle he couldn't see them,
but he/d heard most of their conversation. If only he'd understood more of it.
What did Nen Yim mean when she said that she had |earned the secret of
Zonama Sekot?

As hewatched, the shaper walked into view, carrying her gahsa, and then
out of view again, into the deep boles of the bottomland.

Tahiri did not appear, gpparently respecting Nen Yim's desirefor

solitude,

After amoment, Nom Anor dipped up theridge, traveled fifty metersor

50 in the direction he believed Nen Yim had gone, and then descended the hill
after her. Nen Yim gazed at the trees around her, immersed herself inthe
ligping of wind through their leaves and the ingstent purr of insects and

chatter of animas. Shefdt something tight in her relax, release her

inhibitions and prejudices, and saw the living world, at last, asdive.

Findly shefet hersdf asdive.

For so many years, she had been the quintessential ob-server. Even her
actions-even the extreme actions that had brought her to this place-had merdly
been in the service of observation. And yet she had never thought of herself
as part of what she observed, as apiece of the great mystery that wasthe
world. She was adways outside-outside her people, her caste, her companions.
But now shefdt in the center, as everything wasits own center, and she

was... happy.
"It'swhat we adways should have been,” she murmured to hersdlf. "Zonama



Sekot is..."

"Am | interrupting you?'

She shook herself from her reverie, and then smiled. It was the Prophet.
"You knew dl dong," she said. "Somehow, you knew dl dong.”

"Y ou have discovered something,” the Prophet said.

"Something wonderful,” Nen Yim replied. "I'm eager to shareit with al

of you."

"Isit about our redemption?" he asked. To her surprise, she thought he
sounded mildly sarcadtic.

"Itis" sheassured him. "And not merely for the Shamed Ones, but for

al of us. Butit will not beeasy. Shimrrawill resst thetruth.”

"Y ou're beginning to sound like me," the Prophet said.

"l suppose| am,” shereplied. "But when you know the truth...”

"Truthisan entirely relative thing,” the Prophet said, stepping a

little closer. "And sometimes not even that." He reached toward hisface.
"Why are you removing your masquer?'

"If thisisthe day of revelation, let usal stand before Zonama Sekot
aswetruly are. But you'veinterrupted me. | was spesking of truth. My
truths, for instance, were dl carefully crafted lies”

His voice had harshened as the masguer unpeded from hisface. "What?"
she asked. But then the masquer dropped away to reved, not the face of a
Shamed One, but the perfectly normal face of an executor, except that one of
his eyes-She gasped, and flung up her shaper's hand. In an ingtant, the whip-
gting hissed from her finger toward the face, but he was faster, much fagter,
bringing hisarm up o that the sting drilled through it. He gasped, snarled,
and quickly ro-tated hisarm, wrapping the whip-sting around it so she could
not withdraw for another strike.

Then he set hisfeet and yanked her toward him. She saw the pupil of his
eyedilateimpossbly wide, and then it spit at her.

Paeryin bol,she had time to think, before the poison struck her.

Her muscles contracted ingtantly, and she felt her heart-best roaring in

her ears as she thudded to the ground in what seemed like dow motion. The
sounds of the forest seemed, conversealy, to risein pitch, and she saw
everything as through adistorted sheet of mica. Her body flopped until she
was on her back, and she found the executor stand-ing over her. She could no
longer make out the features of hisface.

"Know you..." she managed.

"I'm flattered,” hereplied. "We met only once, | think."

"Why?" Her lips were numb, the words torture to form, but she knew if she
could keep him talking, the reagent im-plantsin her body would manufacture an
antidote to the toxin. She noticed he had released the sting from hisarm.
"Why?" he repeated, moving away, apparently searching for something on the
ground. "Y ou don't have long enough for meto explainit, my dear.”

"But Zonama Sekoat. |... the answer."

"I redly couldn't careless," the false Prophet said.

"Y ou've gone mad, you and Harrar. Whatever future you would launch from
here, | don't think it would be one | care for. Thereisonly so much apeople
can change before they lose themsalves.”

"Already... los." She needed to make him understand. The Y uuzhan VVong
had logt their way long before coming to this galaxy.

"| redlly don't think that's your judgment to make,” the Prophet said



diffidently. She remembered hisred name, suddenly. Nom Anor. "After I'm done
with you," he con-tinued, "Zonama Sekot won't be far behind. Y ou see, you gave
me access to your gahsa, and contrary to what you probably think, | am well
able to understand its contents.”

"No. Youremad." Shewasfeding alittle stronger. Sen-sation was

returning to her extremities. She felt her whip-gting, trailing on the ground,
unretracted.

He reached down for something and picked it up. A rock.

"You'l haveto excuse meif I'm humble enough to doubt that a poison of

my manufacture will kill you, Nen Yim. You truly areagenius. You aea
terriblelossto our people.” He came toward her, hefting the rock in one

hand. Her heartbeat blurred into asteady vibration aswith every bit of

strength she had |eft she thrust her sting a him. He siwung the rock down, and
something thundered, and one sde of her head felt huge.

The second blow seemed softer. She saw again the rush of images that
Zonama Sekot had shown her, the beauty of aworld in harmony, aharmony so
sublime that the Y uuzhan V ong had no word for it-though once they must have.
She saw the back of her own hand, the normal one, the one she had been born
with. She was suddenly very young, back in the creche, noticing it for the

firgt time, fascinated that she could make thelittle things on it move.

Does Tahiri remember this, too? she wondered. She wiggled the fingers,

trying to guess how they worked. She could not seem to move them very much.
Nom Anor gasped asthe sting ran him through, but used the pain to drive
therock into Nen Yim's head a second time. The forest floor was ready black
with blood, and he was spattered with it. He could taste it, somehow, though |
he hadn't remembered opening his mouith.

He hit her athird time and fdll back, pulling a thething in him,

wondering if she had managed to kill him, too. He'd been stupid-he should have
killed her more quickly. He was lucky the plaeryin bol venom worked at al,
upon re-flection. He was never more grateful that he had chosen to replace his
logt implant.

Hewasrelieved to discover the sting had gone through the meet of his

sde. She had missed any organs, and he didn't think the sting was poi soned.
Stll, it hurt, as did the hole she had madein hisarm. Held been lucky-if he
hadn't surprised her, things might well have gone very differently. Ignoring

his 00zing wounds, he reached down and picked up the gahsa, examining it with
acritica eye. Wasthisher original gahsa, or the thing she had used to

contact the memories of Zonama Sekot? He fervently hoped it was the former,
and that she had brought it along to record her new discovery. If it wasthe
other one, he would have to go back to the cave and face Tahiri. That wasa
very risky proposition-he would have to take her from behind. He had only a
partly depleted plaeryin bol and arock, no match for her Jedi powersand a
lightsaber. She could take hisrock from him and club him to death with it

from ten meters away.

To hisrdidf, it was the gahsa he sought-the one Nen Yim had keyed him

to. Hetook it and left the clearing, quickly climbing back up the ridge. Over
thelast few days, he had stolen the other components he needed to carry out
his plan-the only thing lacking was the protocol itsdlf, which wastoo
complicated to memorize. Now he had it. He faced out toward the gigantic
hyperdrive guides. He still had chalenges ahead. There were ill Corran and
Harrar to dedl with, and Tahiri would surely come after him. And he hed little



time. In lessthan a day-cycle, the ships sent by Shimrrawould be here. By
that time, Zonama Sekot had to be dead, or at the very least crippled. He
intended to see it done.

When sundown drew near and Nen Yim hadn't returned, Tahiri went looking
for her. She hadn't seen the Prophet in awhile, either, and suddenly worried
that Nen Yim's perfor-mance had been just that-a ruse to create an opportunity
for their departure.

Shewent in the genera direction the shaper had taken. Above her, clouds
were gathering, and the tall boras creaked in aquickening wind. Leaves
whirled and danced, and a scent like eectricity and resin crackled in the
humid air. Shefound Nen Yiminasmdl clearing. A trail of blood showed that
sheld crawled afew meters before collapsing. As Tahiri knelt beside her, she
saw the shaper's head was amessy ruin. Her one remaining eye was still open,
however, if unfocused. Her bresth came in faint wheezes.

"NenYim," Tahiri said gently. "Who did this?'

"Prophet. HE's not-" She quivered at the effort of saying thewords. "...

Nom Anor."

"Nom Anor?" Tahiri looked quickly around, her hand grasping for her
lightsaber. Nom Anor, the one who had tried to kill them at Y ag'Dhul, had been
right under her nose? A sick chill ran through her.

Nen Yim shivered and gasped.

"I.... | have amedpac back at the camp,” Tahiri said.

"Just hang on, and I'll be back."

"No... I've stayed too long already. | can't-He thought | was dead. He's
going to kill Sekot. Y ou haveto stop him."

"Kill Sekot?!

"Has my gahsa. | brought protocols, in case Sekot was a danger to us.”
"Wheré€'s he gone?'

"He will seek-drive mechanism. The center that controlsit can be

sabotaged to make the drivefail cataclysmicaly. Probably made-thing drive,
if the shipisan example. Stop him."

"Of course| will. But you haveto help me."

"No." Nen Yim's hand came up. "L eave me here. Let me become apart of
this"

Tearswere blurring Tahiri's vison. She wiped them away with the back of
her hand.

"You areapart of this" shesaid.,

"So are you. And part of me. Don't forget." Nen Yim gasped and her body
seized. "Wanted to tell you about Sekot. It'swhat..." But that wasthe last
thing she said. Her mouth kept working for atime, but no words came out. A
few moments later, her pulse was gone.

Tahiri stood grimly, anger and grief coursing through her. Jacen had said

you could draw power from anger without turning to the dark side. That evil
was praxis, not the emo-tionsthat droveit.

But there had to be atrick in that. Because what she wanted most to do

at that moment was cut the Prophet's heart out-and not too quickly.

He would be headed to where Corran and Harrar had gone. Was Harrar in on
this?

Then therewould be two heartsto carve.

TWEIVTY-IXINIVIE

Corran stood gazing up at theimmense metal vanes, trying to imagine the



engineering job that had produced them. Now that they were near, he could see
more of the engines-three vast pits that must be the exhaust vents of ion or
evenfusondrives.

It smacked of the Empire, when everything camein deluxe sizes. Wasthis
whole planet some sort of super-weapon? It had destroyed the better part of a
Y uuzhan Vong flegt, after al, not the easiest thing to do.

"Y ou know what these are, don't you?' Harrar said in an accusatory tone.
"They look like made-things." Might aswell get it over with, Corran thought.
"Yes

These are part of ahyperdrive engine."

"A hyper-the planet can be moved?'

"It has been moved. It took the Jedi quite sometimeto find it because

it had |eft the system where it was last recorded.”

"l see now why you avoided bringing me here," Harrar said. "No, don't
deny it-it was clear that you wished to keep thisfrom mefor aslong as
posshble”

"l don't deny that," Corran said. "I thought it might-cloud the issue of
Zonama Sekot."

"Y ou underestimate my ability to reason,” Harrar said.

"Do you think al Y uuzhan Vong react without considera-tion? Y ou insult
me"

"I'm sorry," Corran said. "No insult was intended.” Harrar shrugged. ™Y ou
should have told me sooner, but you did not. Now | know. Theissueis moot-
unlessyou are till holding information back.” He looked out over the nearest
pit. "We move planets,”" he said. "But we use dovin basdls. Thereis no-how
would you say it? Push-back?"

"Counterreaction,” Corran said.

"Y es. How can aplanet stand the stress of the sort of engines you use?"
"Not without cogt, | would thigk." A sudden thought oc-curred to him.

"Nen Yim mentioned recent mass extinc-tions. Using this engine may have been
the cause of them.”

"The danger they were fleeing must have been grest,” Harrar said.

Corran laughed. Harrar gave him a puzzled |ook.

"Wethink they werefleeing you," Corran explained.

"The Y uuzhan Vong."

The priest seemed to absorb that. " Shimrrafears Zonama Sekot,” he said.
"Zonama Sekot fearsthe Y uuzhan VVong. What can be the explanation?”
"I'venoidea”

"Nor do | understand how this planet's consciousness, if it indeed has

one, can countenance this... thing.... driven into its very surface.” "' Perhaps
Sekot believesthat life and technology can co-exist peacefully,” Corran
suggested.

"Perhaps," Harrar said dubioudly. "Or perhaps the infi-the sentientswho
dwell here have endaved the planet and imposed this technology uponit.”
"That'sdso aposshbility,” Corran admitted. "But as Nen Yim might say,
were not going to find the truth by merdly speculating.”

"What was your reason for coming to this place, if you aready knew what
thiswas?'

"I'm looking for acommunications device, so | can con-tact the Ferroans

or the ship in orbit. Otherwise, we could be stuck here for avery long time."
"Y ou could have told methat, too,” Harrar said. "Did you think | would



object?

"Tofdling into the hands of the enemy? Maybe."

"l placed mysdif inyour hands" Harrar reminded him.

"| trust you have enough honor to make certain we are not made prisoners,
but will be paroled to return to our people.”

"l promiseto do thebest | can,” Corran said, "but the matter might be

taken out of my hands. Anyway, are you sure you want to go back? | doubt that
Shimrrawill be very pleased with you."

"That risk ismine," Harrar said, "and that of the othersif they choose
totakeit. | fed that you would do the same in my place, Corran Horn."
"Probably."

Harrar searched about with his gaze. "Where do we look for this
communications device of yours?'

"l don't know. | figure ther e must be some sort of mainte-nance accessto

the hyperdrive core. I'm hoping well find something-or someone-there. If not,
I'm fresh out of idess."

"Where should we look? Down one of those pits?' Corran chuckled wryly.
"Climb down the exhaust vent of an engine big enough to move a planet? No,
thanks. It should be someplace obvious, say at the base of one of these vanes.
They found that accesswith relatively little trouble-alarge metdlic

domewas half buried in rock about twenty meters from the northernmost tower.
Corran could see that the top was built to open so that large parts and
equipment could be shuttled in and out. A more modest ground-level entrance
wouldn't open for them, but Corran was able to solve that little problem after
afew minutes with his light-saber. He hoped the Ferroans would go easy on
vanddls, if they had good cause.

Within, they found an enormous shaft plunging straight down toward the
planet's core. Faint track lights illumi-nated the floor asthey entered.

"The maintenance areawill be down there," Corran said, gesturing down

the shaft. "This could takeawhile, if it'sasbig asit looks.”

"l suggest we begin, inthat case," Harrar said. Nom Anor watched the
entrance to the huge hyperdrive for along while before starting down. It was
clear that the Jedi and Harrar had gained entrance using the Jedi's wespon.
What wasn't clear was where they were exactly, and what they were doing.
Still, it was convenient for him that they had opened the way.

He entered and listened carefully, but heard only the wretched hum of
machinery. Perhaps they were not within, after all, but had moved on, or were
returning to camp by adifferent route. Darknesswasfdling, and astorm
coming. He could not wait forever.

He'd replaced the masquer on hisface. If he met them, he would smply

say he had followed out of curiosity. So determined, he entered the building
and began search-ing for away down, wherelogic dictated he might find what
he sought.

Hefound aseries of lifts not very different from those he had

encountered on adozen infidel worlds. He stepped in, found the control that
would send it down, and reached for it.

At that moment, he heard another lift arrive, coming up from below. He

froze, wishing he had acloak of Nuunto make himinvishble.

The door to hislift closed just as the other opened, and he heard the
voices of Harrar and Corran. He quickly stabbed hisfinger at the control to
pause his descent.



"I might be able to piece something together with this stuff," Corran was
saying. "But it will takeawhile”

"Perhaps we should firethe engines,” Harrar said. "That should get their
atention.”

A chill went up Nom Anor's spine. From histone, Harrar was clearly

joking, but that was insane for two reasons. The first wasthat Harrar never
joked. The second was that no Y uuzhan V ong would casually jest about using
machine technology. There was no possible humor in that. Which meant that what
he'd told Nen Yim was true - the planet was driving Harrar mad. No wonder
Shimrrafearedit.

When the voices had faded beyond hearing, he touched the descent control
and thelift began to whir down its shaft. It took what seemed along time, so
long that the air actu-ally seemed to get thicker. He was beginning to wonder
if hewould smply continue on to the other side of the planet when the car
findly arrived in an immense room. Banks of machines and control panels
oleamed in thefaint light from the floor.

He cdled dl thelifts down, wedged them open with some crates he found
stacked nearby, and began his search. He had very little technica knowledge
concerning hyperdrive cores, but he didn't really need any. What he was
looking for was an interface, something where the biosphere of Sekot met the
cold metd of theinfidel machines.

He sat cross-legged on a console and took out Nen Yim's gahsa, searching
through it for the data on the Sekotan ship. There was along entry on the
engine moorings, the andog of which was certainly what he was looking for.
The ship had been grown around asort of neura net. The hyperdrive was
probably connected to something smilat So where would that be?

He suspected he had along search ahead of him. Halfway back to the camp,
Corran heard arugtling in the underbrush and saw Tahiri, moving at afast
trot. She had her lightsaber in her hand, and he could sense her anger likea
torchinthe highwind.

"Tahiri," he cdled.

Shewhirled at the sound 'of her name. Her eyes|ooked wild.

"What's happened?' he asked.

"NenYimisdead," shesad, her voice as heavy and flat as a sheet of
duracrete. "The Prophet killed her."

"The Prophet?' Harrar asked. "Areyou certain?'

Sheturned on Harrar dmost asif she meant to attack him. "She told me

s0 herself, before she died,” she snapped.

"Shed just made some sort of discovery about Sekot, some-thing

important. She told me she wanted to be alone and think. She was gonefor a
long time, so | went looking for her. | found her. HEd done a pretty good job
on her head with arock. But she managed to tell me that he's planning on
killing Sekot."

"Killing?..." Corran began, then put his hands on her shoulders. "Okay.

Sow down. Tel me everything shetold you. And start with this discovery of
hers™

Helistened carefully as Tahiri went through the story. Tdling it again

did not seem to cam her down.

"But the Prophet believesthis planet isthe salvation of hisfollowers,”

Corran said. "Why would he want to de-stroy it?"

"Because heisn't the Prophet,” Tahiri replied. "He's Nom Anor.”



"Nom Anor?' Corran and Harrar repeated in unison. Harrar closed hiseyes
and ground hisknucklesinto hisforehead. "Nom Anor," he muttered. " Of
course.”

Corran certainly knew who Nom Anor was, and not just by reputation. The
executor had very nearly killed him-and Tahiri and Anakin-inthe Y ag'Dhul
sysem.

"What do you mean, of coursel" he asked.

"Don't you see?' Harrar said. "Nom Anor isthe Prophet.”

"l don't seeat dl," Corran replied. "Nom Anor was the agent behind haf
the Y uuzhan VVong invasionsin this gdaxy. Why would he be a Prophet of the
Shamed Ones?"

"Because hefailed too often,” Harrar replied. "After the disaster at

Ebaq Nine, Shimrracdled for his sacrifice-after which he vanished.”

"And became the Prophet of the Shamed Ones, maybein abid to take the
throne by revolution,” Tahiri guessed.

"What doesit matter? We haveto find him."

"No, wait," Corran said. "Harrar, you acted asif you should have guessed
hisidentity.”

"l didn't know, if that's what you mean,” Harrar replied.

"But-he did not act like a Shamed One. | could tell he had once been an
intendant, and suspected he wore the masguer for fear Nen Yim and | would
recognize him from hisformer life. And he seemed, a times, familiar. | cant
believe he made such afool of me."

"Hefooled usdl," Corran said. "The question iswhy would he want to
destroy Sekot?"

"Towin back Shimrrasgood graces," Harrar snarled.

"But helll be stuck here, with therest of us," Corran said, then

immediately felt supid. "No," he said. "They're coming after him, aren't
they?'

"The lump under hisarm,” Harrar said. "If that was Nom Anor, it was no
disfigurement. It must have been avillip.”

"But Nen Yim released avirusto destroy anything like that," Tahiri

pointed out.

"Shedid?' Harrar said. "l shouldn't be surprised. She was resourceful,

that one. But if it was sealed in aget-a sort of living bag for preserving
other organisms-it may have survived.”

"Which meanswe haveto find him fagt” Tahiri said. "So what arewe
waiting for?"

"For you to cam down, for one thing,” Corran said.

"I'm not having an apprentice of mine run into bettlein your sate.”

"I'm okay," Tahiri said, defensively.

"No, you're angry. Remember our dedl. Especidly the part where you have
todowhat | say."

She nodded, then took a deep breath. "I'll try. It'shard.”

"The Y uuzhan Vong bdief in revengeisvery srong,” Harrar said.

"I'm aware of that,” Tahiri said. "Sometimesit doesn't fed right to

fightit."

"Anger dways makesyou fed good at thetime," Corran said. "Makesyou
fed bigger than yoursdf, makesyou fed that everything you doisjudtified.
Butit'satrap.”

She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, she looked calmer. "Thank



you," shesad.

"Good." He scratched hisbeard. It was no longer neatly trimmed, but
gorawling al over hisface. "We didn't seethe Prophet or anyone se at the
hyperdrive assembly."

"Hemight have easily dipped past us" Harrar sad.

"While we were searching for acommunications device."

"You'reright. We'd better go back."

It was beginning to rain asthey swept the areaaround the vanes, and

then entered the repair complex, lightsabers ready. They didn't find anyone at
the entry level. But they did find the turbolifts jammed.

"He's down there," Corran said.

"Well, we can't wait for him to come back up,” Tahiri said. "By then,

itll betoo late.

"Do you have any ideawhat he intendsto do?' Corran asked.

"None" Tahiri sad.

"Nen Yim once spoke of protocols already in the posses-sion of shapers
that seemed intended for use againgt the bi-ology of this planet,” Harrar
said. "I've no doubt she developed weapons of her own, aswell."

"Areyou saying Nen Yim planned to destroy Sekot?' Corran asked.

"I think sheinitidly believed, like Shimrra, that Zonama Sekot wasa

threat to our people,” the priest said. "Asdid |. But | believe that both of

us cameto adifferent concluson.” He sighed. "I wish | could have spoken to
her about her new discovery.”

"She said she had the solution to dl our problems;” Tahiri said.

Corran noticed her eyes were damp. "Maybe she thought that solution was
killing Sekot," he ventured. Tahiri shook her head. "I don't think so, Master.

"Right, well, therés only oneway to redly find out, isn't there?"

Corran peered down the shaft. "There ought to be amanua way down, in case
the power cuts out, but | don't see anything.”

"They probably use some sort of flitter or hoverlift,” Tahiri pointed

out. "That'stoo far down to go by ladder."

"Yes, itis" Corran said, eyestill searching. "But | think | do seea

way. It'sjust not onel like."

To Nom Anor's ddight, the search was not nearly aslong as hefeared it
would be. In fact, the object of his search was so large and obviousthat he
overlooked it at first. In the center of the chamber was aknob about twice as
tall ashewas, and about the same in diameter. At first glance, it seemed to

be wrapped in some sort of rough fabric, but a closer ingpection showed that
it was heavily i wound in very fine threads. At the base of the thing, the
threads spread out like fine roots and dug into the damp, exposed stone of the
floor.

He'd found it, as easily asthat. The threads were pre-cisdly likethe

filaments of the neura net on the ship. There were just more of them-many
more.

He quickly unpacked the incubator, awet, fleshy device | about the size

of hishand. He linked it to the gahsa and ac-cessed a protocol that was both
agenetic and develop-1 menta blueprint. A stream of chemica and telepathic
datamoved from the gahsa to the incubator. The latter quivered j and began to
vibrate ever so dightly. Nom Anor dlowed himsdf asmile. Theincubator was
dready transforming genetic blueprintsinto living organisms. The result



would be asoldier virusthat would invade the neurd integuments and corrupt
their ability to carry data. The result should bt afeedback explosoninthe
core. That would not only render the planet unable to travel, but sear athird
of the biosphere away, aswell. If that did not kill Sekot, it should at least
digtract it long enough for him to get away. Shimrra could send asmall number
of shipsto finish the job. He had only to hide the incubator and leave.

He pushed experimentdly at the filaments. They wete too tough to break,
but they pushed readily aside, so that he was able to bury the organism deep
within. When he was finished, the filaments dowly returned to their places,
leav-ing no Sgn of what he had done. Even if the Jedi were fol-lowing him,
they would have to not only know what he had done-and he couldn't imagine how
they could-but aso find the incubator, atask that might take hours. By then
it would be too late-the microbes would be leaking out and invading the
drands. Ten hours after that, things would start going very wrong for Zonama
Sekot. But by then, Nom Anor would no longer be on the planet. He removed his
disguise, produced hisvillip, and stroked it. A moment later, thefierce
visage of awarrior appeared.

"I am Ushk Choka," the villip informed him. "Y ou are the one | have come
for?'

"Yes," Nom Anor replied. "What is your present position?”

"In high orbit around the planet your sgna emanates from. We seemto be
undetected.”

"Send alander for me" Nom Anor said. "Y ou may follow the villip's

ggnd.”

"Yes, | have your postion,” Choka confirmed. "All you have promised
Shimrraisdone?’' He sounded skepticdl.

"Y es, Commander.”

"Nothing seemsto have changed. The planet isthere, and very much
coveredinlife

"Thingswill change soon,” Nom Anor said, "but | as-sure you we do not
want to be here when they do."

"l risk much, to send alander now," Choka grunted. "I have been informed
of the planet's defensive potentid. Y ou promised it would be negated.”

"And it will be" Nom Anor ingsted. "It will not be able to prevent our
escape.”

"But it might prevent the landing.”

"By thetime the lander arrives,” Nom Anor said, "the planet will be
thoroughly preoccupied.” Or so he hoped.

But he had been unable to concoct another scheme that would both destroy
Zonama Sekot and allow him to escape with hislife. The window would be
narrow, but it should be there.

"Inany event," he continued, "what isrisk to the mighty Ushk Choka?

Only achance to show your bravery.”

Thewarrior grunted angrily, and Nom Anor knew he had hit the right

nerve.

"Of course," Chokasaid. "The lander will be therein seven hours.”

"Y ou'relooking at that superconducting cable, aren't you?' Tahiri asked.
"Yes." The cable was smooth and just small enough that his hands could
fitaround it. It looked likeit went dl the way down, and hung ten
centimeters away fromthewall.

"I'mgame,” Tahiri said.



Corran shook hishead. "No. If Anor hears me coming down, hell just come
back up on aturbalift. Y ou have to be here in case he does that. Harrar
doesn't have any wegpons.” And maybe Harrar wouldn't stop him if he could. The
two of them might gtill bein on thistogether.

Which meant he could beleaving Tahiri in abad pogtion. Therewas

nothing he could do about that, though. Thiswastoo important.

Hetook hisjacket off. Outside, a steady pounding began astherain

came. Thunder crashed nearby. He reached out and touched the cable
experimentally, then wrapped the jacket around it, getting afirm grip. He
swung himsdlf over the guardrail and reaffirmed the grip.

"Thisshould befun," hesaid.

"It lookslikefun,” Tahiri said. "Be careful. I'd hate to haveto

explain to Mirax what happened to you."

"Just watch those lifts" Corran reminded her.

Then helet hisbody dide out into the air.

For thefirst few seconds, hewasin true freefdl, acceler-ating toward

the bottom of the shaft at the exponential speed of gravity. Then he began to
tighten his grip, creating friction agang the cable. Hisrate of fall

dowed, but his arms complained, and the jacket warmed quickly. Here-laxed
again, clamped down again, dternating.

Above him, the top of the shaft had dready diminishedto acircleso

gmadl that Tahiri'sface was barely visble. Below him, thelight stripson

the walls till met together in apoint. He had along way to go, and
proceeding like this he wasn't going to make it. Hisarmswould wear out long
be-fore he reached the bottom, or more likely the jacket would burn through.
He'd known that from the start, but had needed to experiment with the cable
for what he was about to do.

He dosed hiseyes, feding the air rush pagt, feding theliving Force

around him, the great pulsing life of Sekot, the unseen floor, his own body,

al oneintheForce...

And relaxed. He kept his hands |oosely around the cable, but put no
pressureonit. Hewasredly faling now, hisbody tending horizonta asthe
atmosphere pushed againgt it. Fear tried to rise up and take him, but he
batted it away. There was nothing to be afraid of-he knew he could do this. Of
course, hed dways had alittle trouble with levitation...

He had to get the moment exactly right, and he had to trust the Force to

let him know when it was.

It came. He clamped down on the jacket, and hisarmsfdt like they were
coming out of their sockets. The smdll of scorched synthleather filled his
nostrils, and he felt the floor coming up, sill too fast. He pushed, pushed

in the Force-and dammed into the ground. He let his knees buckle, released
the jacket, and rolled.

"Ouch," he murmured.

Nom Anor heard something strike the floor, not too far away, and without
even having to look, he knew the Jedi had somehow found away to come down the
shaft after him. He cursed under his breath and ran for the lift. They

couldn't catch him now-he would either have to help them reverse his sabotage
or die dong with them, neither of which figured very prominently in his

plans. He was still unarmed, except for the plaeryin bol.

Thelift camein sght, but he heard running footfals be-hind him. He

lurched to astop in front of the car, pushed out the crate that was blocking



it, and punched at the ascent contral.

Only then did he look up to see how close his pursuer was. Corran Horn
wasjust rounding a bank of equipment, hislightsaber blazing. He was coming
fast, but not fast enough.

"Nom Anor!" he shouted. "Fight me!"

Nom Anor actualy laughed &t that. "I wouldn't fight the Solo brat at
YagDhul," he shouted, asthe door closed. "Why in the gdaxy would | fight
you?’

Thelift sarted up.

Now he had afew secondsto think. Horn would unjamalift and follow him,
but he hadn't seen Tahiri. She was probably still & the top, waiting for the
lift door to open. Maybe Harrar was with her. Could he take them both?
He had to, obvioudy, or dl of thiswould be for naught. They aready

knew hisidentity. The shaper must not have been as dead as he thought she
was.

He spent the next few seconds marshaling his strength, knowing thiswould
ether be hismoment of triumph, or another failure.

The door opened.

THIRTY

Thunder seemed to rumble through Mon Mothma as the ship turned
ponderously broadside to bring her gunsto bear on thelead Y uuzhan VVong
destroyer andog. The de-gtroyer, dready in apostionto fire, held its

ground and un-loaded, pounding the deflectors mercilesdy. Wedge could dmost
hear the Y uuzhan VVong commander's triumphant gloat-by the time the Mothmals
main batterieswerein postion to strike at him, its shieldswould have

failed. Which waswhy it was good that that was not really what Wedge had in
mind, after all.

"Now," he said quietly. "Engage the tractor beam." The entire ship jolted

and hummed asits structure tried to compensate for suddenly being attached to
another mass of even greater size. Both ships suddenly began to pivot in
ponderous dow motion.

"They've broken thelock, gr,” Cd informed him.

"That was plenty," Wedge replied, repressing agrin. They had managed to

roll the destroyer right into the path of a'Y uuzhan Vong Dreadnaught,

effectively blocking firefrom it to either the Mothma or the heavy Mon Cd
cruiser Vortex Wind that was coming up behind. The Y uuzhan VVong ship not only
was serving as ashield for them, but was now exposed to fire from both
Alliance ships, aswell. Wedge watched in satisfaction as huge chunks of the
vessdl went white, fading through blue to red, then black. A seam of interna
explosions ran down the spiny length of the destroyer, ripping it apart.
Cheerswent up from the bridge crew.

That put them ahead of the game, in terms of numbers. "Continue as

planned,” Wedge said.

The Vortex Wind nosed over the dying hulk of the destroyer, swinging
broadside as she did so, and caught the next ship hard with its batteries as

it came from behind the eclipse. Wedge took Mon Mothma to starboard and down,
relaiveto the Vortex Wind, joining Memory of Ithor in abombardment of a
smaller frigate-sized ship. Hed been working hisway through the Y uuzhan Vong
formation with a series of these bait-and-switches, usng one ship to draw the
attackersinto the line of another. It was almost too easy, but they had



clearly expected him to make ahard, sraight push for theinterdictor.
Instead, he was plowing around the flank farthest from the huge dovin basa
vessd, shredding it pretty effectively. They'd findly analyzed his plan and
were bringing around the largest ship in the cento; but they were dow, and
he'd dready managed to take out three of their capita shipswithout losing
any of hisown, though the Ranger was in pretty bad shape.

The starboard flank was theirs, now. He had the shipsform aline and
began laying down a corridor of fire that opened alane to the gpproaching
Dreadnaught, amonstrous kilometer-long cone of bone-white yorik cora. Maybe
ahundred cordskippersflared out in the first few furious seconds, and
Alliance garfightersrushed in tofill the gap, pouring toward the hulking

Y uuzhan Vong vessls.

"Come and get us," Wedge said. "Come on, bethe Vong | know and love."
Because now what remained of the Y uuzhan Vong flatillal wasat a
pronounced disadvantage. To continue the fight, they would haveto fly
draight into the combined firepower of Six Alliance capita vessals.

Which, predictably, they began to do.

Thiswaswhere the heavy dugging would begin.

"Sir, we report some activity from the Golan Two. It opened fire on the
skips pursuing Twin Suns.”

"Redly?' That was good news. He hadn't redlly expected the battle
platform to be functiona after al thistime. How had Jainacommandeered it
S0 quickly?

"Yes gr."

"Seeif you can raise Colond Solo."

The Dreadnaughts were closing, and beginning to fire a extreme range.
Wedge could aready see them taking hits from the starfighters.

"Target dovin basals until they'rein degp range," he said.

"Lasersonly, a your pleasure.”

The Mothmaand its ssters commenced firing.

"Sir?' Cd sounded distressed.

"Yes?' heasked mildly.

"We can't raise Colonel Solo. And there's something else.”

"Wdl?'

"The Golan Two has disappeared.”

"Disappeared? Destroyed?"

"It'shard to say at thisrange, Sir, with this much interfer-ence, but

there's no obvious sign of explosion or debris. It'smorelikeit just dropped
out of existence." Gone, then here, then gone...

"Thrawn," he murmured. "Did you leave us a present?"

"G

"It's cloaked, Lieutenant. Keep an eye on that sector, and let me know

the ingtant anyone hears anything from Colond Solo.”

Heturned his attention back to theimmediate beattle. The Golan was il
very much awild card-he would have to work with what he had.

The lead Dreadnaught was taking terrific damage, but it must have been
mostly hull in the forward sections, because it was till coming. Wedge paced
up to the viewport.

"Die, you ugly brute," he muttered. But on it came, aimed at Spritespray,
amedium cruiser.

At this point, even if they managed to kill the dovin basd drivethe



ship would keep coming with enough momentum to wreck the cruiser and open a
holein hisline. If the Dreadnaught retained any firepower, it would then be
behind hisline, forcing him to atwo-front bettle.

" Spritespray, let her through. Vortex Wind, Justice-at-cute rumble.”

The three ships acknowledged. Wedge watched the Dread-naught roar past,
with far too much momentum to stop as Spritespray scooted aside and the VVortex
Wind and Justice rolled above and below the gap. As the Dreadnaught went
through the hole, they et the ship have it from both sdes. The Dreadnaught
passed through the line with no drive and massive damagein dl areas. Without
power it con-tinued onitslast vector, out toward the systiem's rim. Other

ships were making for the gap, though. Wedge shifted hislineto bresk and

form on either side of the dready damaged vessdls.

"Sn”

From Gd'sfrantic tone, he knew it would be bad. Ships were decanting

near the interdictor-Y uuzhan VVong ships. A thin chill lifted the hair of his

neck.

"They'vefigured out we weren't afeint,” Wedge said.

"They're back."

That meant he had awhole new battle on his hands.

THIRTY-DIXIE

The door opened, and Nom Anor stepped out, smiling, his hands extended
with open pams.

"Stop right there," Tahiri commanded.

"If I don't, will you cut me down?' Nom Anor asked. "I have no wegpons.”
"Y ou wouldn't use them if you had them," Tahiri snapped.

"Coward. Y ou wouldn't fight Anakin at Y ag'Dhul."

Nom Anor shrugged. "True enough. How is the young Solo brat? No-didn't |
hear he died? Y es, that's right, he did. And you two were close, were you not?
What apity.”

"Shut up,” Tahiri said. The hatred waswelling up in her, urging her to

do exactly as he had suggested, cut him down and dash that murderous smug
leer from hisface.

"You'reangry," Nom Anor said. "l thought you Jedi weren't supposed to
getangry.”

"I make an exception for you," Tahiri said.

"How flattering,” the executor purred. ™Y ou would turn to the dark sde
just for me?"

"Y ou have no ideawhat you're talking about,” Tahiri said.

"Wrong," Nom Anor replied, taking astep out of the turbolift. " | have
studied your ways, Jedi. | know that if you strike me down in anger you will
have committed the mogt terrible sin your kind can commit.”

"Y ou won't care about that," Tahiri said. "You'll be dead.”

"Will 17" He took another step.

"Stop,”

Tahiri commanded.

"Very wdll. | will do asyou ask." He stopped, lessthan a meter away,
garing a her. Shefet her hands shaking-not with fear, but with the effort
to control her passions.

"Kill him," Harrar said.

"He'snot armed,” Tahiri said. "1 won't murder him.”



"No!" Harrar said, leaping forward.

It distracted Tahiri for an ingtant and she looked away, noticing even as

she did that one of Anor's pupilswas growing...

Memory clicked-something Leia had said about that eye. She legpt aside as
the glob of venom spurted toward her, but she hadn't taken the guardrail into
account. She hit it with her hip and agonizing pain jolted up her sde. She

tried to turn and managed to just in time to see Nom Anor side-step the priest
and kick vicioudy at her. The kick connected, flipping her back. She dropped
her lightsaber, grabbing wildly for therailing.

She missed and then shewasfdling.

Part of Nom Anor was amazed it had been so easy to deal with Tahiri. He
turned on Harrar, and found the priest coming for him again, asnarl on his
face.

Nom Anor hit him with aqurh kick, then spun and snapped hisfist

againgt the back of the priest's head. Harrar faded with the blow, however,
dropping and sweeping. He caught one of Nom Anor's feet, putting him off
ba ance long enough to launch apowerful thrusting punch.

More by luck than from any design on Nom Anor's part, the punch missed.
Nom Anor brought hisfist up under Harrar's jaw with such force that the
priest left the ground. Bits of shattered teeth sprinkled the floor as Harrar
thudded to it, did up to thewall, and lay ill.

Nom Anor took quick stock of his Stuation and saw that his day was

getting even better. The Jedi had dropped her weapon. Quickly he picked it up.
He had experimented with them before, and so found it easy to ignite. Then,
re-membering Horn, he severed the power conduitsto thelifts, starting with
the onein motion. He heard it drag to a stop someplace not far below.
Knowing that this might not be good enough-for al he knew Horn might cut
holein the wdl and fly up-heleft the building and struck off through the
driving sheets of rain toward ahigh, flat spot he'd picked out some time be-
fore, shoving the now quiescent wegpon under his sash. Tahiri nailed in space,
reaching desperately to grab something, anything, but nothing wasin reach.
From the corner of her vision she caught sight of the cable Corran had did
down, lessthan ameter away-which was still half ameter too far.

The Force, idiot, she thought. She reached out, tugging at the cable with

the Force, changing her vector so she angled toward it.

She wrapped her bare pams around it, gasping as her hands burned. Her
fingerstried to open reflexively, but she couldn't let them, or shewould

fall. Nom Anor would escape, Sekot would die-and she would let Corran down. If
the older Jedi was Htill dive.

She embraced the pain and focused beyond it, using the Force to further

dow her descent. Findly, every musclein her body shrieking in choruswith
her palms, she came to astop.

Shelooked up, and discovered she had fallen almost ahundred meters.

The anger was back, but now she needed it-not to fight, but to wrap her

legs around the cable and pull hersdlf up, though every centimeter gained
brought aworld of agony. Shefelt blisters rupturing on her hands.

At least it makes them stickier, she reflected. Her hands conformed to

the cable now, asif they were made of tal gum. Nom Anor went carefully up the
narrow path, choosing his stepsin the freeze-frame momentsthat the lightning
created asit limned the world white and blue, then left it again in darkness.
Therain was a steady drum, and the wind gusted like the laughter of aninsane



god. Hisroute was a broken spine of stone with yawning pits of darknesson
either sde. He cameto particularly narrow footing and stopped for a moment,
redizing that he was actudly afraid. It was asif the planet itself was

trying to do what the Jedi had been unableto.

Asperhapsit was. If Nen Yim was correct, and the planet was sentient,
perhapsit had witnessed his act of sabotage. Perhaps it sought revenge.

"Do your worgt," he snarled into thewind. "I am Nom Anor. Know my name,
for | havekilled you."

Ashesadit, hefinaly knew with absolute conviction that he had done
theright thing. Zonama Sekot was like atonqu flower-attracting insects with
its sweet scent, tempt-ing them to dight upon it-where they found themselves
cloyed, watching the long petd roll up. Part living, part ma-chine, and
somehow part Jedi, it was an abomination - more so than Coruscant, more so
than anything in the galaxy of abominations.

Quored had been right. They should never have come here. But Nom Anor
had set that to rights.

He crossed the narrow area, stepped over agap in the next lightning

flash, and saw that the way widened a bit ahead.

But from the corner of hiseye...

Someone crashed into him, chopping vicioudy at the Side of hisneck. The
force of the blow knocked him sprawling, and his chin grated against stone.
With aroar he kicked back and rolled. A foot caught him under his savaged
chin, but he managed to catch it and twist. His attacker fell heavily. Nom
Anor scrambled back, trying to regain hisfooting, but found himsdlf teetering
on the edge of adliff. Lighting ripped the sky, and he saw a silhouette

risng againg it. Another flash came, this one behind him, and he made out
Harrar'sface, terrifying, asif the very gods had put their light of

vengeancein him,

"Nom Anor," the priest shouted through therain. "Pre-pareto dig,
perfidiousone”

"This planet has driven you mad, Harrar,” Nom Anor snapped. " You side
with Jedi againg me?"

"| sdewith Zonama Sekot," Harrar said. "And you-you are accursed by
Shimrra, you honorless gorih. | would have killed you anyway."

"Zonama Sekot isalie, you fool-atae| told my fol-lowers so that they
would obey me."

"Y ou know nothing," Harrar said. ™Y ou know less than nothing. Do you
think you know the secrets of the priest-hood? Do you think we share al we
know? It is Shimrrawho haslied to us. Zonama Sekot isthe truth. If you
would be of serviceto your people, you will tell me what you have done."
Nom Anor felt the lightsaber in his hand. Harrar was ad-vancing, and a
single kick would be enough to send Nom Anor plunging to his degth. He dared
not use the plaeryin bol-eveniif it till contained poison, the rain would a

best deflect it, at worst wash in onto him. The Jedi wegpon was hisonly
chance.

"Tdling you will do no good," he sneered a Harrar.

"Nothing can reverse the damage now."

"l believeyou," Harrar said, hisface twisting as he took a quick step

toward Nom Anor.

Nom Anor pressed the stud on the lightsaber and the cut-ting beam blazed
out, hissng and trailing steam in the downpour. It felt strange, awesgpon



with no weight other than its grip. He cut at the priest'sknee, but his

position and the unfamiliar blade made the cut awkward. At the gppear-ance of
the blade, however, Harrar tried to stop hisforward motion and jerked hisleg
away from the attack; he dipped on the wet rocks and stumbled, falling past
Nom Anor and over the dliff.

His howl of rage and frustration was quickly cut short. Panting, Nom Anor
rose, extinguished the lightsaber, and continued on hisway. The gods were
with him again, it seemed. Certainly they were no longer with Harrar.

When the turbolift jarred to ahalt, Corran ignited hislight-saber and

cut through the roof of the car, stepping aside asthe circle of metal clanged

to thefloor. After waiting afew secondsfor the plating to cool, he leapt up
and caught the edge of the hole, then drew himself up into the shaft. Inthe

dim emergency lighting, he could see the door some ten meters above. Thelift
was magnetic, so thewalls were glassy smooth, and the power cables were
buried in them. There were no rungs and nothing to give purchase. He could cut
handholds for himself and climb, but that would take along time.

He dropped back down into the car and examined the control panel. He
didn't know the language. The up and down icons were obvious, but the others
would tekealittlefiguring out.

Nom Anor must have cut the power from above somehow, but the car hadn't
falen-presumably there was an emergency battery system to prevent that
happening. But would the emergency system be able to finish the ascent, or was
it doing its best just to kegp him from faling?

He pushed ared button with two vertica linesand atriangle, with no

result. Hetried afew of the others, again with no result. Frustrated, he

tapped the up key.

The car started moving, though much more dowly than before. Hefelt like
pounding his head againgt the wall the emergency system was separate from the
normal one-he needed only to tell the car where he wanted to go.

A few minuteslater, he emerged from the lift, ready to fight-but there

was no oneto fight. The room was empty. There were light spatters of black
blood on the floor, but other than that, no clues asto exactly what had
happened. He was about to go outside when he heard afaint noise behind him,
in the maintenance shaft. Peering over, he saw Tahiri pulling hersdf up the
superconductor cable, about twenty meters below.

"Areyou okay?" he shouted.

"I'm fine," she called back up, her voice shaking. She seemed to be

having trouble climbing. "Nom Anor got away," she added. "Y ou have to sop
him-I'll joinyouwhen | can.”

"And leave you dangling? No. | don't think so. Y ou just hang on there."

He went back to the lifts. Someone had indeed cut through the power
couplings-with alightsaber, it appeared. He reached cautioudy insde and
grabbed arope-sized fiber-optic conduit and began to pull it out. When he
thought he had enough, he cut it with hiswegpon and then tied aloop in the
end.

Tahiri hadn't made much progressin the intervening time. He threw the

loop end down to her.,

"Put your foot in that," he said, "and hang on with your hands. I'll pull

you up.”

She nodded wearily and did asinstructed. Bracing his end of the rope

over the safety rail, Corran hauled her up. When she had pulled hersaf over



therail, he saw her hands.

"Let meseethose” hesaid.

"They'redl right,” she protested.

"Let meseethem.”

They were badly friction-burned, but it looked asif her tendons were
undamaged, which was good. The scar on her old amphistaff wound had torn abit
and was leaking blood, but not too much.

"Well, at least you got to dide down the cable," he said.

"Wasit asfun asyou imagined it would be?!

"That and loads more," Tahiri said.

"What happened here?"

"I let my guard down,” she said. "Nom Anor has some-thing in one of his
eyesthat shoots poison.”

"Did he hit you withit?"

"No. But when | dodged, | hit therail, and then he knocked me over it."
"And Harrar?'

"I don't know. He attacked Nom Anor, | think. Maybe he's gone after him.
Which iswhat we ought to do." Corran peered outside at the dark and therain.
"| agree. But how to track them in this, without the Force?!

"I have my Vongsense," Tahiri said. "If he hasn't gonefar, | might be
ableto sensehim.”

Corran produced asmall glow rod, and in its light they found muddy,
water-filled footprints leading back toward the heights. They followed the
prints until they c ameto anarrow ridge of stone.

"At least there's only oneway to go," Corran said. Asthey ascended, the
lightning reached a crescendo, strik-ing in the valley where they had been
staying every few sec-onds or so. The roar was so steady they couldn't hear
each other speak. Then-rather abruptly-it was over. The rain dacked off, and
then ended, and the wind subsided to a clean, wet breeze.

Theridge continued until it joined alarger one, ascending the whole

time

"He's going for high ground,” Corran said. " Can you sense your

lightsaber?'

"No," shesad. "There's something interfering-more than usud."

"| fed it, too," Corran said. "It's Zonama Sekot. Some-thing's wrong."
"Wefailed," Tahiri said. "Whatever Nom Anor was going to do, he's
dready doneit, I'm sure of it."

"There may ill betimeto stop him,” Corran replied. "Concentrate. Use
your Vongsense"

She closed her eyes, and he felt her relax, reaching out to someplace he
couldn't go.

"| fed him," shesaid at last. "Up ahead.”

By the time the east was gray with dawn, they had reached a broad, upland
plateau that showed signs of recent convul-sion. The stone benesth the soil
had split in places, rearing up to reved its strata. The soil was black and
ashy, and the vegetation was low when there was any at dl, though the charred
trunks of larger boras ill stood here and there, like the columns of ruined
temples.

"I'velost him," Tahiri said, atinge of despair in her voice.

"He could be anywhere up here."C orran agreed. Where there was sail,, it
was spongy with adark green web of grass that resisted tracks.



"WEéIl keep going in the same generd direction,” Corran said, "unless...

Far above, they heard afaint report, like very distant and brief

lightning.

"Sonic boom," he murmured, searching the skieswith hisgaze. The clouds
hed cleared away, leaving only afew thin onesvery far up.

"There," Tahiri said. She pointed to a swiftly moving spot, high above.
"Good eyes," Corrantold her. "I'll give you one guesswherethat's
going."

"Wherever Nom Anor is."

The dot was descending rapidly toward the plateau. Corran peered along
its projected path and caught a hint of motion near a copse of low trees.
"Comeon," Corran said. "If werun, we might get therein time."
"Wewill," Tahiri swore,

Nom Anor was watching the ship approach when the ground beneath hisfeet
suddenly shuddered. It lasted for only an instant, but he knew it was only the
beginning. He looked off toward the till-visble field guides and saw awhite
plume curling up toward the sky. He curled hislip-if he had timed thiswrong,
if hedied in the explosion he had caused, how the gods would laugh.

The grass off to hisleft rustled, and from the corner of hiseye, Nom

Anor glimpsed unnatura color. Turning asif in adream, he beheld Corran Horn
sepping into the clearing, hiseyesfull of deeth.

Nom Anor glanced up at the gpproaching ship. It was only moments away,
but that was longer than it would take for the Jedi to kill him. He touched

his hand to the stolen lightsaber...

And ran, into the low-sprawling copse of trees behind him. He need only

buy enough time for Chokal's ship to land and dispatch warriors.

Corran Horn shouted and ran after him. Nom Anor dodged through the trees,
leaping an old fis-sure, then bore to hisleft, hoping to circle back to the
clearing. The ground trembled again, not enough to upset hisfooting, but
amost. He glanced back over his shoulder, saw Horn gaining on him, turned to
redouble his pace. Just in time to see the blade of afoot, leve with his

eyes. Behind the foot was an airborne Tahiri, her body horizonta to the
ground.

Thekick caught him above the nogtrils, snapping his head back and

knocking him completely off hisfeet. He crashed into the trunk of atree, and
half of thewind blew out of him. He clawed for the Jedi weapon held thrust in
hissash, but it was missing.

Infact, it wasin Tahiri's hands, the energy blade aready on.

"Thisisming" shesad.

Corran had come up behind her. "Don't kill him," the older Jedi said.

"I wont," Tahiri replied, but Nom Anor heard thetonein her voice. It

was not a human tone at al-although she was spesking Basic, every nuance of
her speech was Y uuzhan VVong. There was no mercy in it, but promises aplenty.
"I'm going to cut off hisfeet, though,” she continued, stepping nearer.

"And then his hands. Unless hetells us how to stop what he's done to Sekot.”
"Do what you will," Nom Anor said, forcing as much contempt into his
voice as he could. "It has dready begun. Y ou cannot stop it.”

"Wheré's Harrar?' Corran asked.



"He'sdead,” Nom Anor replied. "'l killed him." He watched thetip of
Tahiri's blade dip toward hisfoot, and then winced as she traced a shdlow
burn acrossthe ankle.

"Tahiri, no," Corran commanded.

Her eyes narrowed further, then she withdrew the blade.

"Yes, Mager," she said.

"Get up, Anor."

Nom Anor began coming dowly to hisfedt.

"The ship'slanding, Corran,” Tahiri said.

"But hésnot going onit,” Corran said. "Y ou have avillip, don't you,

Nom Anor?Y oull call them off, now, or I'll cut your head off mysdlf. And
that, my friend, is absolutely not a bluff.”

"They will not obey me," Nom Anor said.

"Maybe they won't,” Corran told him, "but you'd sure better try to make
them.”

Nom Anor stared into the man's eyes and knew he was not lying.

He reached for the villip beneath hisarm, thinking furioudy.

Then Zonama Sekot tried to throw them al into space. The ground bucked
beneath them and an anguished cry exploded in the Force, filling Tahiri's head
with such agony that she hardly noticed when she thudded back to the ground.
Desperately shetried to shut out the world's pain and regain her feet, but
thewill behind it wastoo strong. Shefdt asif atrillion needleswere
growing from her heart, pushing through her heart and lungs and bone. She
clutched a her head, screaming with Zonama Sekot's voice. Through her blurred
vison, she saw Nom Anor running off through the crazily tilted trees.

No. Sekot, he'sthe one doing thisto you!

Shewas never sureif Sekot somehow heard her, or if that gave her the
extra strength she needed to push away the sick pain, but she levered herself
to her feet. Corran was up, leaning heavily againgt atree.

"Corran..."

"Just asecond,” hesaid. "1-okay. | think I've got it under control now.

The two Jedi stumbled through the newly broken terrain. The ship wason

the ground, and Nom Anor was running toward it. Tahiri ran as she never had
before, drawing on the turbulent Force around them. Corran was just ahead of
her. They were gaining on the executor. If they could reach him before the
warriors on the ship could debark, they might yet be able to save Sekot. She
clung to that hope, asthe breath ripped at her lungs and her heart stuttered
unevenly.

Without warning, Corran lashed out at her, sending her sorawling. Even
before a sense of betraya could register, she saw he was going down, too.
Lessthan a heartbest |ater, a swarm of thud bugs whirred through the space
wherethey'd just been.

She suddenly understood that she and Corran must have been occupied with
Sekot's pain for longer than she'd thought. The warriors had aready come out
of the ship and hidden themsdlves around the clearing. Corran and she were
completely surrounded.

THIRTY-TWO
"Okay, folks" Han said as the reverson warning began sounding. "Hang
on. If Wedgeistill here, it's probably be-cause the Vong have interdictors



to keep him from leaving, which meansweéll probably get pulled out early.
Agan."

"l hope heisn't here" C-3PO said. "1 so didike un-planned reversions.
They cause an unpleasant resonance in my circuits.”

"That'sgreat,” Han said. "All | need now is ahypochon-driac droid.”

"Sir, itisquiteimpossiblefor adroid to be a hypochondriac.”

"If you say s0, Goldenrod. Okay, here goes." Han pulled back on the
levers, and the Falcon decanted as effortlessly as she ever had-in fact, more
smoothly than usual. "Well, whaddya know," he said. "We came out normally.
Guessthat means..."

"..that weretoo far from theinterdictor,” Leiafinished, "Just

bardy."

Lelawasright. Hisinstruments showed the gravitic profile of not one

dovin basd interdictor, but two. Thefacon

had flashed into existence margindly outside the field of effect of the
nearest. If he'd been set to revert just alittle farther in, he would have

made good on his prediction. "Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. "It looks asif Genera
Antillesis here. And not doing very wd|!"

"Yeah," Han agreed. "Y ou can say that again." He looked sharply at the
droid. "But don't.”

The system was swarming with Y uuzhan Vong ships. The nearest was one of
the interdictors, hanging in space like asword with two blades and no grip.
Beyond it was a stationary mass of skips and afew cruisers, apparently
guarding the interdictor againgt attack. Farther insystem was the main béttle,
where ten Y uuzhan Vong capita ships-two of which were behemoths-were engaged
with what was |eft of Wedge's battle group.

Which wasn't much-Han counted four Alliance ships of frigate sze or

larger. They were clustered together, trying to avoid being encircled, but-as
C-3PO had pointed out-it didn't seem to be going so well.

Beyond dl of that was another interdictor. It, like the one near the

Fdcon, was keeping its distance, moving only to keep the Alliance shipsfrom
going to hyperspace.

"Ouch," Han said. "He needs reinforcements, and he needs them now."
"It'sadisagter,” Lelamurmured. Then she Sraightened and got that Jedi
look in her eye.

"What?"

"It'sJana”

He waited for her to continue, his heart frozen in his chest.

"Shelsdive" Leiasad, "and | don't think she'sinjured. But
something'swrong.”

"If she'sdown there, | guess s0," Han said, swallowing.

"There must be something we can do!" C-3PO walled.

"Thereis," Leatold him.

"Yeah," Han said, looking a the interdictor. "Thereis."

"Whatever-dir, you're not going to attack the interdictor? We barely
survived thelast time!”

"They haven't noticed we're hereyet," Han said. "They don't even have

any shipson thisside. We've got agood clean shot at them. With alittle
surprise on our side, alittle know-how-sure, why not?"

"But our wegpons aren't sufficient to incapacitate aship of that size,"

the droid pointed out.



Leialeaned over and kissed Han on the cheek. "That's never stopped him
before.”

Han felt thelump in histhroat swell, but he forced asmile. "Thisis

just more of the usua, Thregpio. Don't worry yoursdlf.”

He opened achannd to the TIEs.

"Captain Devis, can | trust you to advise Grand Admira Pellaeon of this
gtudionimmediately?'

"| thought you were going to do that, Sir,” Devisreplied.

"Pellason might not arrive in time. He might even decide not to come at

al, given the dtuation. Heck, he might have troubles of hisown. Were going
to stay and take out that interdictor.”

"That could be quite atask," Devissaid.

"All inaday'swork," Han replied. "Just hurry up and bring usalittle

relief, will you?'

"I'll send awingmate," Devissad, "but I'm staying to help.”

"l..." Han looked back at the battle, remembering that Jainawas down
there, somewhere. "'| would appreciate the help, Captain Devis. Thank you.”
Helaced hisfingerstogether and cracked them. "All right,” he said,

"let's get this show on theroad." He turned to Leia. " Sweetheart, could you
get to one of the turbolasers? Our Noghri friends are picking it up pretty
fast, but in thissituation, 1'd rather have you-" He stopped, amost unable
to continue, and most of the swagger went out of hisvoice. "I'd rather have
you here, next to me," hefinished. "But | need you in the upper turret.”

She gave hishand asgueeze. "I know. I'll put Meewadhin the other.”

She stood to go, but before she could leave the cockpit, he pulled her
down for akiss. "Be careful up there, hun?' he said.

"l dwaysam."

He watched her go, wishing suddenly that they could just leave, go find
Pellaeon, go watch a sunset... But Jainawas here, and despite the fact that
the odds were...

"Oh, great,” he murmured. "I'm turning into Threegpio.”

"What was that, sir?' C-3PO asked.

"l sad, I'm glad you're up here, Threepio."

"Why-thank you, gr. I'm redlly quite touched.”

"Right," Han said. He opened the channel again.

"Okay, TIEs, were going in-just hang back until they start throwing
skipsat us"

Theinterdictor was two spicular coneswith their bases touching, and it
was nearly the size of a Star Destroyer. Usu-aly they were covered with
skips, but this time the skips were el sewhere-either in battle or between the
interdictor and the battle, guarding againgt apush in itsdirection. Han

dived the Fa con toward the thickest part of the vessal, knowing he would get
only one good run before they were aware of his presence and "set about a
thousand skips on him. The TIEs dropped into formation on his port and
starboard.

"Waich the gravity well, flows" he warned them. "We want to mess up
their paint job, but not by splatting al over 'em.”

"l hear you," Devisreplied. "Correcting.”

Han tilted the ship to put the seam where the two cones met in the Money
Lane and tarted in with the quad lasers. An ingtant | ater, the turret guns
joined him. VVoids appeared in spidery clusters, sucking the blastsinto



nothingness. Han launched a concussion missileto ether sde of thefire

lane, and had the satisfaction of seeing both plow into the craggy yorik cord
surface, rupturing it and sending shock waves crawling out toward the thin
ends of the ship.

Then he was curving around the interdictor, his course bent by gravity.

But ingtead of using the forceto ding him away, he settled into atight

orhit, firing congtantly, trying lo dig atrench into the thing degp enough to

do real damage. Theinterdictor's plasma cannons began to fire, but one reason
Han had picked the centerline as histarget was that the ship angled away from
itinevery direction, making it tough tofireat him at dl and impossbleto

put him in acrossfire. Nevertheless, anear missroared by the cockpit, an
eight-meter-wide explosion of superheated matter that grazed his shields and
sent anion jolt through the ship's protective circuitry.

Meanwhile, lessthan onein ten of hislaser shotswere getting through,

and he had only afew concussion missiles|eft. Histrench wasn't getting deep
very fast.

"Skipscomingin,” Devisreported. "Six in thefirs wave.

"Can you keep them off usfor another pass or so?' Han asked.

"Copy that, Captain Solo."

Han fired another pair of concussion missiles-one got through, the other
exploded when it was about to be sucked in by avoid. That happened near
enough to the Falcon that the shock wave bounced him from his orbit and sent
him away from the centerline. Suddenly he was no longer outside the
interdictor'sline of direct fire, but squarely init. He stood the Falcon on

her thin Sde rdative to the interdictot to minimize histarget surface,

weaving through withering fire, dropping lower to keep the blastsfrom
converging on him. When he was practicaly skating on the ship's surface, he
turned abruptly up and out. "Wow," he heard Devis say. Han'sjaw nearly
dropped - the two TIEs had stayed with him the whole way. Behind them were
only three skips of the original six. Han didn't have to wonder what had
happened to the other three-not with pilots like that.

Even as he watched, the TI1Es broke and came around, putting the skips
between them and the big guns of the cruiser, and proceeded to take them
apart.

"That's some pretty fancy flying," Han commented.

"Good thing there weren't more like you when we were fighting the Empire.

"Thank you, gir," Devis said. "But we've got more company. A lot more.”
Han glanced at the monitor. "We can make one more pass,” he said. "After
that it's going to be way too hot here.”

Infact, he knew, this pass was going to be more than alittle warm
itsdlf-probably fataly so.

"Wow," Prann said, gazing out through the Golan I Ps viewport. "L ook at
that. And you wanted usto help them.”

"What?"Jainasad.

"Come here," Prann said.

She got up and made her dow way to the viewport. They kd traded out the
webhbing they had bound her with for stun cuffs on her hands and feet and a



dave collar around her neck. Moreover, the Toydarian was il sticking close
to her. Prann didn't seem too worried that she would try anything.

She reached the viewport, and to her dismay saw what Prann was talking
about.

"Therest of the Vong fleet came back,” she said dully.

"Yep. Inafew hoursyour fleet's going to be scrap metd, and even if we
were inclined to lend ahand, | don't think we could do much good against that
"Dont try to justify your cowardiceto me," Jainasaid.

"They'redl going to die, and you're just going to watch."

"Watch?' Prann said. "No, I'm going to run. The hyper-driveisready to

go, thanks to your spare parts. Why do you think | dropped the cloak? But it
looks like they've for-gotten us out here, so we're going to finish running
com-puter smulations. Our cobbled-together driveisalittle quirky, and we
dontwanttoendupinadar.”

"Please" Janasad. "If youll just listen to me-

"Solo, | said no. Hey, look at it thisway you're going to liveto tell

the uppity-ups what happened here, which no one dseislikey to be ableto
do. You're going to live, Colonel-and it's not even your fault.”

"What's that supposed to mean?' Jaina asked.

"It means" Prann said, leaning over her, "I've donealittlefighting

mysdlf, in my time, and | know your type. Getting dead isyour god in life,
and you'll keep throwing yoursdf into the fray until it happens. Inthe
meantime, you live in congtant disgppointment.”

" You don't know me," Jainasaid. "Don't pretend you do.”

"Whatever, kid. I'm not going to make an argument out of it. It's not
worthit."

"Takethis station into battle, now!" Jainasaid, asdrasmaticaly as

possible. Prann blinked at her. Shefelt the Toydarian tense.

"Waell," Prann said. "Nicetry."

Jainalet her face sag in defeet, but inwardly, she conjured awicked

little smile. Shed only lightly nudged Prann with the Force, just enough to
let him know she wasthere. Because, in the middle of their little discussion,
she had found a plan. She wasn't sureit would work, but it had a better
chance of succeeding now than it had amoment ago.

"Pash?"Wedge said.

"Get me Genera Cracken!" Held just seen Memory of Ithor takeaserieso f
hard hits, and sensors said its core was going critical.

"Here, Wedge," the generd'stired voice said amoment later. " Sorry,
we're not going to much help to you from here on out.”

"Just get out of there," Wedge said.

"We're evacuating now," Pash said. "WEell have to take our chancesin
escape pods-we've got none here. | tried to aim her at one of the
interdictors, but she's not going to makeit, I'm afraid.”

"Just take care of yourself, Pash. Thisisn't over yet."

"Good luck, Wedge. Cracken out.”

A few moments later, the Memory flashed out of existence. Wedge hoped
Pash made it out, but he didn't have timeto dwell on it. The Mothmawas



limping itsdf, and it wouldn't be long before he was sharing hisold friend's
fate. Unless something changed, and quickly, they were dl going down.
Millennium Falcon and her escort had picked up twenty skips by the time they
cameinto firing range again. The TIEswere staying behind them, drawing fire
in an effort to keep them from hitting the Falcon, but plenty of shotswere
getting through, making it an awfully rough ride.

"Captain Solo," C-3PO moaned from the copilot's seat, "I'm afraid our
rear deflector isbeginning to fall.”

"Seeif you can reroute the power," Han said, wishing Lelawerein that
sedt, despite what held said earlier.

"Can't keep them off," Devissaid. "I'velost my shidds"

"Thanksfor the hdp,” Han told him. "I can handleit from here. Y ou just
get clear.” Hefired off thelast of his concusson missiles, blowing another
gouge in the inter-dictor, and focused his quad lasers on the hole. Y orik
cora churned and evaporated. He dropped even lower, hoping avoid didn't get
him, and continued to strafe. An enormous explosion rocked the ship.
"What wasthat?' he asked of everyone and no onein particular.

"My wingmate," Devisreplied. Hisvoice had arattling qudity toit. "He
took adirect hit."

"You'redtill back there?' Han snapped. "Get out! Make sure Pellaeonis
coming!"

"A littlelate for thet, I'm afraid,” Devissaid. "But maybe | can il

be of service. It was agreat honor flying with you, Captain Solo. Tell...
tell Admira Pellaeon | did what 1 thought was best.”

"Devis, what areyou..."

But then the TIE came screaming by on his starboard. It was spinning as
if it had lost astabilizer, but somehow the kid had still managed to amiit.
It smacked into the interdictor like ameteor, blasting off achunk of yorik
coral dmost the size of the Falcon and leaving an incandescent hole.
Atmosphere blew out into the void, along with afew figuresthat could only be
Y uuzhan Vong.

Han pulled up, pulling afew skipsthrough the explosion as he did so.
"Threepio?' he demanded.

"I'm sorry, ar," thedroid said. "Theinterdictor is<till functioning.”

Which meansit wasdl for nothing, kid, Han thought. He redlized he
didn't even know what Devis had looked like.

"Han, what's happening?' Lelds voice drifted up.

"Nothing," he said. "We've lost the TIEs and the interdictor is still on-

line. If we make another pass, they'll bring us down for sure.”

"If wedont..."

"Yeah, | know," Han said. "Evenif Pellaeon comes, it'll betoo little,

too late. So we make another pass, right?’

"Right."

"Right." He sounthe shipin aviciousroll that brought the interdictor

back into view. "l love you, sweetheart,” he said.

"l loveyou too, you old pirate.”

"Okay," Prann said, "lookslike were ready, guys. I'm laying in the
find cdculations”
Thisisit,



Jainathought. She reached out through the Force, subtly, not taking
control, but instead subgtituting her own coordinates for the ones Prann
thought he was entering. She didn't have much skill controlling minds through
the Force, and like Jacen she didn't think much of the practice.

But thistime there was no choice.

One-one-two, not aught-aught-two, she thought at Prann. Aught-nine-one,
not one-one-nine. Everything eseisright, it's perfect, the best jump ever
calculated, and then you'll be borne, rich, safe from the VVong forever.

She couldn't change the jJump much, or he would notice. But shedidn't
need to.

"Hey," the Toydarian said. He must have noticed her look of

concentration. "What are you doing? Stop it, or | shoot your hand off."
"I'm not doing anything,” Jainasaid, desperatdly trying to keep up her
monologue through the Force. "What could | be doing?’

"Doesn't matter anyway," Prann said. "Here we go." He pulled back on the
jump lever, and they went.

"What inthe..." Han yanked back on the stick, pulling the falcon out of

her dive and just whispering by the huge object that had appeared in his path.
"Just when you think things can't get worse..."”

"Sir! Sir" C-3PO shouted. "It'sa Golan Two Battle Station. Wherein the
gaaxy could that have come from?'

"A Golan?..."

"Were saved!"

"What-what happened?’ Prann shrieked.

"Y ou tried to jump through an interdictor,” Jainareplied.

"It didn't work."

"l did not! | set the jump in exactly the opposite direction.”

"Yes, wel, obvioudy you didn't."

Prann legpt up, pulling hisblaster.

"Y ou did this. Somehow you got in my head..."

"Listen to me, Prann," Jainasnapped. "Y oureinterdicted. They havea
solid read on you by now, so if you put the cloak up you'll not only bea
stting target, you'll be ablind Sitting target. Y ou've got just one choice
now-take out that interdictor, or die. What'sit going to be?"

Prann kept the blaster on her, hisface contorted with fury.

"She'sright, Erli," Ghanol said. "We haveto fight our way out now."
Prann'sfinger twitched on the blaster contact-then he dammed it back
into hisholster.

"To the guns, then. But so help me, Jedi, you're going to pay for this."

Han cut hard in next to the station as the shields went on. The next
ingtant, heavy laserfire began pounding the interdictor. Now hisonly worry
was the dozen or o skips dtill on histail, hisown failing shields, and



twenty other things that were going wrong in hisship.

"Hang on, everybody,” hesaid. "Thisisgoing to betight.”

"Han," Leiacdled up.

"Little busy right now, honey," hesaid.

"Janasin that station.”

"Redlly? There ought to be agood story behind this one-but hey, that's
our girl."

"l don't think-Han, she's till in trouble.”

"Oh, yeah?' He yawed and straightened, leading a skip through cannon
fire. "Well, welll see about that."

"Sir" Cel shouted. "The Golan Two just appeared right next to the
Interdictor. It'sredly giving it apounding!”

Wedge looked at the display, not believing what he was seeing.

"How did they moveit?' he wondered.

It didn't matter. " Change heading. When that field goes down, | want to

be out of range of the other one. Well take up the rear.”

Ponderoudly and under heavy fire, what remained of histattered fleet
turned to obey. All except Mon Mothma. The ships between them and the
interdictor had redligned to dedl with the battle station. His battle group
had aclear run at it, but someone had to prevent that other interdictor from
keeping pace with them. And since thiswas hisfiasco, it looked like he was
€lected.

THIRTY-THREE

"Remember, you're supposed to be training me,” Tahiri commented as she
and Corran moved to stand back to back. "What doesthe wise Jedi doina
gtuation likethis?' The warriors were advancing toward them in atightening
circle. Inthe distance, near where the tops of the field guides could be

seen, the sky was amass of white vapor.

"Thewise Jedi avoids situationslikethis" Corran said.

"Oh," Tahiri said. "l don't guess| know any wise Jedi, then. Very
disllusoning.

She counted thirty warriors.

"Right," Corran said. "And that's your |esson for the day-don't hang on
toyour illusons”

"I was hoping more for a crash coursein ‘how to kick butt when you're
outnumbered thirty to two.™

"Well, if you're going to be picky about what | teach..."

"Quickly! Nom Anor shouted, from near the ship.

"Thereislittletime.”

The circle contracted more rgpidly. The ground trembled again, and pain
pulsed through the Force. Pain and some-thing ese-something familiar.

She hadn't had time to sort it out when atrack of green laserfire ran

through the warriors on their right flank, then their eft, and suddenly a
gleaming spacecraft comeinto view. It dropped to hover afew meters off the
ground.



"Jade Shadow!"

Corran whooped. "It's Maraand Luke!"

Even ashe sad it, the landing ramp dropped down, and L uke Skywalker and
Jacen Solo legpt out, followed by the hulking reptilian figure of Saba
Sebatyne. Three new lightsabersflared to life. Then the Shadow leapt back up,
turned, and began raining fire on the Y uuzhan Vong craft. Theremaining
warriors shook off their stupor and charged, but Tahiri ignored them, tearing
through one of the gaps cut by the Shadow.

Nom Anor wasn't watching her-instead he was dodging laserfire, trying to
reach the landing ramp of the Y uuzhan Vong ship. He madeit there only afew
meters ahead of her, but as soon ashewasonit, it began to retract.

With awar cry, she hurled hersdlf through the air, land-ing on the ramp,
sweeping her lightsaber toward the executor's head.

Nom Anor ducked at the last instant and her lightsaber cut into the c oral
hull. He scrambled away from her, and she started to follow, but the ship
suddenly bounded up from the ground, twisting asit went. Tahiri lost her
footing and fell. She grasped at the edge of the retracting ramp and missed,
but caught the edge of a plasma cannon with her left hand. Furioudy, she cut
at the hull with her lightsaber. It resisted the blow, and her weight suddenly
tripled asthe ship went into drive. She lost her grip and went whirling back
to the ground, landing so hard dl of the wind went out of her. Shelay there,
trying to recover, watching helplessy astheyorik cora vessd bored up
through the atmaosphere with Jade Shadow in hot pursuit.

Anather wrenching wave of pain from the planet lashed at her, and again

the ground shifted. Wheezing, she forced hersef to her feet.

Corran, Luke, and Jacen were trotting toward her. Sabawas standing at
the edge of the clearing, staring out & the towers. The Y uuzhan Vong warriors
all appeared to be dead.

"Tahiri," Jacen asked. "Are you okay?"'

"Nothing broken, | think," she said.

Hewrapped her up in an embrace that hurt dmost as much asit felt good.
Tearsthreatened again.

"l let him get away,” she murmured. "After dl that, | let him get away.

And now Sekot will die

"Die?" Master Skywalker said. "Do you two understand what's going on
here? What's wrong with Sekot?

Over Jacen's shoulder, Tahiri saw ashaft of blue light suddenly leap

from ground to sky, appearing from somewhere near the hyperdrive. It lasted
only asecond.

"Down!" Corran shouted. "Cover your ears.”

A heartbest |ater, the shock wave came, followed by awind so hot it
scorched her back.

"What was that?" Jacen asked.

"The ship'sdrive," Corran explained. "Nom Anor must have sabotaged it
somehow."”

"Nom Anor?' Master Skywalker said. "What...?"

"That'salong ory," Corran said, "onethat | would liketotell. But |

don't think I'm going to get the chance if we don't get out of thisarea, and
quickly."

"Marasdready on her way back," Master Skywaker said.

By the time the Shadow dropped back low enough to pick them up, the



surface of Zonama Sekot was vibrating like aplucked string, and in the Force,
Tahiri could fed something building, something out of control. She followed
the others aboard.

"I came back when | saw the plasmaburst,” Marasaid.

"Isit awegpon?'

"No," Luke said. "Get us out of here, Mara-fast.”

"Sounds good to me."

"What about Nom Anor?' Tahiri asked.

"| derted Widowmaker,"

Marasaid. "They should have enough firepower to ded with the Vong ship.

The ground was dwindling, and the gigantic vanes of the hyperdrive were
coming into view. The entire valley they stood in was black, and as she
watched, three brilliant blue beamslike the one they had seen amoment ago
tore up through the atmosphere.

The shock wave hit, and the Shadow went into acrazy yaw, which Mara
fought, cursing, into contral.

"| appreciate the save," Corran told Master Skywalker asthe ship leveled
out. "But how isit you just happened by?'

"Wedidn't know it wasyou," Luke said. "Sekot wasin pain-we came here
to find out what was wrong, and saw the Y uuzhan Vong ship." Heraised an
eyebrow. "We were pretty surprised to find you here.”

"Right," Corran said. "That explanation | promised you..."

Through the upward-angled cockpit view, Tahiri saw stars appearing as
they left the atmosphere behind. Then, abruptly, they streaked away.

Nom Anor was standing on the bridge of the transport vessel Red Qurang,
watching the planet recede with agrim smile of satisfaction. Jade Shadow had
broken off her pursuit.

"A largeinfidd ship isgpproaching,” one of the suba-terns growled.

"It'sthe Imperid frigate | mentioned to Shimrra," Nom Anor said. "You

were supposed to occupy it with your other ships.”

"There are no other ships,” Ushk Choka growled. "Lord Shimrra had need of
them elsawhere.” He grimaced at the sight of the gpproaching ship. "It'stoo
largeto engage,” he said. "Can we outrun it?"

"Wewill haveto bear itsfirgt assault,” the subdtern said. "After that

we can outrun. ltsmasswill prevent it changing its vector quickly enough to
catch us before we burrow into darkspace.”

"Can we withstand?' Ushk Choka asked.

"Possibly,” the subdtern said dubioudy.

"Maneuver evasvey, then."

Nom Anor was gill watching the planet, feeling oddly calm, despite the
danger hewasin. He could still see where the hyperwave guides were by jthe
boiling cloud, and as he watched, a brilliant blue cone suddenly appeared,
then just as quickly vanished.

Something was wrong. The core was supposed to ex-plode, not firethe
engines. Had he failed? Was there some-thing about Nen Yim's protocol he
hadn't understood, or had he underestimated Sekot? Perhaps Skywalker and the
other Jedi had managed to somehow reverse the damage he had caused.
Theview swung away from the planet and was replaced by the night of



space and awhite wedge of abomination. It seemed Chokameant to run right
into the warship's for-ward batteries.

"Keep our present course,” Choka said. " Secure for bombardment.”

"Entering range,”" the subatern muttered.

The ship began rocking from the frigate's guns, but Nom Anor ignored them
and stumbled hisway back to the mica-like rear viewport analog, where Zonama
Sekot was Hill visble.

Behind him, Chokaand the pilot snarled at each other. Something

exploded, and ahaze of acrid smoke filled the air. Nom Anor dug hisfingers
into the spongy edge of the bulkhead, still unable to look away from the

planet below. The planet of his prophecy.

Not one, but three blue cones stabbed up through the at-mosphere. It was
abeautiful Sght.

An earsplitting detonation snapped hisface againgt the mica. He tumbled

to the deck, black spots swimming before his eyes, but with grim persistence
he dragged himsdlf back up, noticing as he did that everything had gone eerily
slent, though the ship gtill shivered benegth the Imperid frigate's attack.

For afoolish instant he thought perhaps the ship had lost its atmosphere and

he was in vacuum, but then he would be dead, wouldn't he?

He wiped blood from his eyes, redizing hisforehead was cut, and gazed

back out the viewport, just in time to see that they had made their run past

the Imperid ship. Its drive sec-tion wasjust coming into view. It eclipsed
hisview of the planet asit began a ponderous turn, trying to come after

them. It was dtill firing at them from its rear tower. Nom Anor noticed that

Red Qurang wastrailing acloud of vaporized coral.

"We can stand no more of this" the subaltern said. " An-other strike,

and..."

Suddenly al the starsfell toward Zonama Sekot. The frigate quivered and
twisted, stretched into astreak of light, and vanished with the stars. Nom

Anor snarled, braced himsdif...

And the stars were back. In the distance, the orange gas giant rotated as
always. Where Zonama Sekot had been was only empty space.

Not what | expected, Nom Anor thought as his body went light from relief.
Not what | expected, but it will serve.

Still, for long moments he gazed at where the planet had been, blinking

away the blood even though there was nothing to see.

Hewilled hismusclesto relax. Thetruly dangerous part of hisjourney

was yet to come, Ushk Chokaand his men were surely doomed. Shimrrawould
probably execute them the ingtant they landed. Nom Anor would live longer, a
least until he had told the Supreme Overlord everything he knew. Then thetrue
test of hisgamble would come. Would he join Chokaand his crew in feeding the
gods, or would he be forgiven and perhaps even elevated?

Only timewould tell. But therisk was worth it. Oneway or another, he

was at last going back where he belonged.

THIRTY-FOUR

The hull-breach claxon blared as Mon Mothma closed with the pursuing

Y uuzhan Vong fledt.

"Deck Twenty-four, sir," Cd reported. "Contained. The damageis minimal.

"Get those deflectors back up," Wedge ordered. "Divert power from
starboard, if necessary.”



Mon Mothmaran port broadside to the approaching vessdls, lasersand ion
cannonsthrumming in asteady rhythm, missilesand minesgecting asrapidly
as the ship's wegpons systems allowed. Wedge knew he couldn't keep that up for
long, but he wasn't worried about depleting the power core or running out of
ammunition-they would be overwhelmed by the enemy long before that happened.
In the meantime, however, his desperate maneuver was causing the lead capita
shipsto either dow or veer onto lengthier vectors-not so much from fear of

the Mothmasfirepower asto avoid collison. That wasn't true of the entire
advancing line, of course-the ships on the wings had smply gone around him.
Those weren't the ones he was worried about; his central preoccupation was
with tying up the cluster of the four shipsflying point, becauseif they were
dowed sig-nificantly, the second I nterdictor would have to set aparabolic

and hence longer, dower courseto reach the rest of the Alliance ships. That
would give the battle station that much more timeto incapacitate the

outsystem gravity-well generator and his fleet that much more of an
opportunity to jump out of thisthoroughly botched affair. And, to his

surprise, it wasworking.

The Y uuzhan Vong had been strange throughout this whole battle-tentative.
The sudden appearance of t he Golan |1 seemed to have made them more so. Even
approaching hislone Star Destroyer, the VVong seemed almost cautious. It was
amost laughable-Ebag Nine must have redly shaken them up if they thought the
gtring of mishapsthat condtituted the Bilbringi offensve might actudly be

the setup for some ingenioustrap.

Cometo think of it, that might be why they weretry-ing to stay

relatively clear of Mon Mothma. Maybe they expected...

He blinked. It might work.

"Commander Raech,” he said.

"Generd," Mon Mothma's commander said.

"Evacuate the sectors adjacent to the power core and reduce the core
shidding efficiency by two percent every thirty seconds.”

"Reducethe efficiency, Generd ?'

"That's correct,” Wedge replied.

"Vey wdl," Raech sad.

"Give mereportson that asit develops, Lieutenant Cel."

"Yes, gr," thelieutenant said, clearly as puzzled as the commander.

Wedge turned his attention back to the battle. The largest of the ships

had rolled up above his horizon and was pound-ing their upper shieldsfrom
medium range, while asmaller frigate analog was coming in from below.
Wedge ordered a change in heading. Groaning, the ship turned its nose

toward the Dreadnaught and the three cruisers behind it.

Mon Mothmawas now under fire from an entire hemisphere.

"Forward deflectorsfaling, Sir."

"Steady,” Wedge said. "Hold this course.”

The pockmarked surface of the Dreadnaught grew nearer, resembling abadly
scarred moon. The lights on the bridge went out, suddenly, and stayed out.
"Power core shieding down fifteen percent, sir,” Cd said. "Sir, the
surrounding decks are reporting contamination.”

"Continue as ordered,” Wedge said.

And hope the Y uuzhan VVong don't revert suddenly to form.



Theinterdictor cracked at its central seam and bled plasmain awhite-

hot fountain of lead. Spinning from the reaction, it rolled like some bizarre
child'sfirework and then Salit, light flashing indgdeit likelightning ina

dark thunderhead.

Jaing, fill bound in stun cuffs, felt like cheering. So did some of

Prann's people, apparently, because they actualy did.

Prann wasn't one of them. " Status?" he snapped.

The Barabel at system ops looked over. "Weve sustained mgor damage to
the southwestern deflector grid. Other than that, were in pretty good shape.”
"Good."

Helooked over his shoulder at Jaina, his eyes smoldering, then finished

the turn and took afew stepstoward her.

"Well, Jedi," hesaid. "Y ou got your wish. Now | get mine." He pulled the
blaster out and pointed it a her head.

"Hey, wait, Prann," one of the humans said. "None of us signed on for
murder, especidly the murder of aJedi. The gation istill in good shape,
we're no longer interdicted-let's just blast jets out of here, stick to the
origind plan."

"Unh-unh,” Prann snarled. "Nobody getsinsde my mind likethat. It ain't
right. And if wetry to jump, shell just do it again, drop us by the other
interdictor. Once she's dead, then we jump.”

"Just let me stun her,” Ve said. " She can't do anything then.”

"No, not until she wakes up. Then who knows what kind of mind tricks
ghell pull ? Better thisway."

Jainawatched the muzzle of the wegpon camly. "Right now you guyslook
like heroes," she said. "Nobody knows you weren't planning to help. Nobody has
to. Kill me, and al that changes."

"Hey, she'sright,” the Rodian-Jith-said.

"No, don't beafool," Prann said. "We've got al those other pilotson

board. Somebody will talk.”

"Good point,” Jainasad. "Areyou going to kill them, too?"

"Prann, comeon,” Ve pleaded.

"I'd take hisadvice," an infinitdly morefamiliar voice said, from

behind her.

Prann jerked the gun up and fired as Jainawhipped her head around. She
wasintimeto seealarge, furry massintersect the bolt with ablazing

bronze lightsaber and send it whining into the bulkhead, missing itsintended
target-her father.

L owbaccathe furry mass-growled and legpt toward

Prann, followed closdly by Alema Rar, whose lightsaber was aso blazing.
Then the air was suddenly full of blaster fire. Lowbacca dashed through
Prann's wegpon and then knocked him to the ground with an elbow strike; Rar
legpt straight at the bridge crew. Her mother and father were suddenly in
front of her, Lelablocking any shots coming their way and Han taking careful
am so as not to damage the consoles.

It didn't take long for Prann's people to give up in the face of the

furious and unexpected atack. Within afew momentsthey were dl disarmed.
Jainalet her breath out in along sigh. "Hi, Dad, hi Mom. | was



wondering how long you were going to take."

Prann was picking himsdf up off thefloor, rubbing hisjaw.

"We stopped to pick up reinforcements,” Han told her, indicating Alema
Rar and the rest of Twin Suns.

Leiamoved to stand next to her. "Areyou okay?"' she asked, putting her
hand on Jaina's shoulder.

"Never better," Jainasad.

Her dad was staring Prann down.

"Look, Solo,"” Prann said, most of hisbluster suddenly gone. "I don't
want any trouble from you."

"Y ou were holding a blaster on my daughter. What do you expect from me, a
kissand flowers?'

"Oh-yeah." Prann muttered, dmogt asif to himsdf. "l wasjust-angry,
you know. | wouldn't have redlly done anything.”

"Therest of you," Han shouted. "I want you back at your posts, because
thiscrateisn't going anywhere until every last Alliance ship has madeiit
out, understand?’

The crew complied immediately, and the Twins went around collecting the
discarded weapons.

"Thisisour gation,” Prann said. "We earned it."

"Hey," Han sad, "what's your name?'

"Erli Prann."

"Erli Prann. Can't say as|'ve ever heard of you. But Prann?’

"Yesh?'

Her father'sfist suddenly lashed out, cracking the butt of his blaster
againgt the side of Prann's head. Prann dropped asif Han had used the
business end of the weapon.

"If you ever touch my daughter again, I'll kill you," he said.

When he looked up, Prann's crew was staring at him.

"Wel?" he thundered. "Don't you dl have something to do?!

They jumped back to their tasks asif they'd been working for Han Solo
al their lives. The lasers and ion cannons started firing once more, covering
the Alliance fleet asit gathered speed for hyperspace.

"And somebody get me the code to these stun cuffsl" he demanded.

The Dreadnaught was suddenly receding instead of getting closer. So were
the other capital ships.

"Well, look at that," Wedge said. "It worked."

"They think we're overloading our core, don't they, Sir?" Cel asked.

"Yes, Lieutenant, exactly,” Wedge replied. "But they won't buy it for

long."

Heturned to the pilots. "Hard about. Point ustoward that space

platform. And get the shielding efficiency back up in the power core."

"Sir, theinterdictor isdown,” Cel noted.

"Brilliant. Control, order dl shipsto lightspeed.” The Y uuzhan Vong

shook off their uncertainty pretty quickly when they saw the Mothmas drive
turn their way. They gave chase like apack of voxyn.

Up ahead of him, he had the satisfaction of seeing the rest of his ships
vanishinto garlight.



"We can ramp up to lightspeed oursdves, Generd," the Mothma's commander
sad. "Shdl | givethe order?’

Wedge'slips pinched in. Jainaand everyone el se on the battle station

were doomed if they left now. Not agood re-ward for what they had done, but
if he attempted an evacuation, the crew of Mon Mothmamight join them.
Hesghed. "Prepare...”

"Sir, I've got an incoming message-priority one, from Millennium Facon.”
"Putiton.”

A few seconds later, Leia Organa Solo spoke over the channdl.

"Wedge," she sad, "can the Mothma make the jump?”

"Yes. Whereareyou?'

"In the docking bay of the Golan Two. Wedge, I'll ex-plain later, but

we're okay here. Well cover you on your way out.”

"That's good enough for me," he said. "Commander, take us out of here.”

So long, Bilbringi, hethought. If | never seeyou again, that'll ill

be two times too many.

"It was easy enough dipping into a berth, after welost the skips,” Han
explained. "What with dl the shooting going on, | guess nobody was watching
the dock."

Jaina, her mother and father, and Wedge Antilleswere Sitting around a

table in the refectory of the Alliance-commandeered Golan |1 Battle Station,
currently occupying an orbit in an uninhabited system with what remained of
Wedge's shipsand Admird Gilad Pellaeon'sfleet. A few Y uuzhan Vong ships had
followed their vector on the jJump, and had paid dearly for it.

Now they were awaiting orders on how and where to disperse to. Prann's
people werein custody, waiting to be charged, and the near-system lookouts
hadn't spotted any-thing that looked like an imminent Y uuzhan Vong attack. The
combined fleet remained on high dert, but there wastimefor alittle
relaxation.

Wedge poured another round of Corellian brandy.

"If thisstation had lips," Wedge said, "I'd kissit. Since it doesn't-

Colond Solo, I'll drink your hedlth instead.”

"Hear, hear,” Lelasaid, and they al raised glasses.

"Weredly have Prann and his peopleto thank, inaway," Janasaid,

after thetoast was over. "I mean, it'snot like they intended to help, but if

it weren't for them..."

"Yes, if it weren't for them wewould have dl died,” Wedge said. "Even
asitis, welost way too much here. Pash Cracken, Judder Page..." He shook
his head. "Old friends, young people | never knew."

Helooked up at them, and to Jaina he seemed suddenly old. "Y ou'd think |
would beused to it by now."

"You don't get used toit," Han said.

From the corner of her eye, Jaina saw aflash of uniform, then an aging
human face with an iron-gray mustache. She came quickly to attention.
"Grand Admira Pdllaeon, dr," she said, saluting. The others at the

table cameto their feet more dowly, Han dowest of dl.



"Please" Pellaeon said. "At ease, Colond Solo. After what you've been
through, you deserve arest.”

Heturned to Wedge and sduted siffly. "Generd Antilles, I've cometo
offer my apologies. Captain Deviss man found us, but we hadn't had timeto
prepare the fleet for lightspeed before you arrived here. | should have joined
you regard-less, but when our communicationsfailed...”

"You did exactly as | would have done, Grand Admiral," Wedge said. "The
battle plan was explicit. It smply didn't take into account that &l our
communications might fail.”

"That'svery generous of you, Generd Antilles. | hopeif | werein your
gtuation | could be asforgiving."

"Has anyone heard from Admira Krefey?' Wedge asked.

Pellaeon nodded. " The couriers Captain Solo dispatched established
communications between us, abit belatedly. It seems, Generd, that the ships
that initialy jumped from Bilbringi when you arrived there encountered
Krefey'sfleet. They engaged briefly.”

Jag? Jainathought. Had she sent him into afirefight?

"Admird," sheasked, "do you know if Colonel Fel reached Admira
Krefey?'

"I do not, Colond Solo, but | shal makeinquiries.”

"I'msurehesfing” Leiasad. "Well find him." Wedge cleared his

throat.

"Grand Admira," he began, "I wonder if you would caretojoin usfor a
drink. I believe the brandy isfrom your home province."

Pedllaeon hesitated. "I would very much enjoy that, Gen-erd Antilles, but

a the moment, duty cdls. I-I waswon-dering if | could make aninquiry of my
own. Captain Devis hasn't returned to his command. Do you know hiswhere-
abouts?'

Han shuffled abit. "I'm sorry, Admird, he, ah-didn't makeit. Hedied
helping to take down the interdictor.” A strange expression passed over
Pdlaeon'sfacelike acloud, and like acloud it was quickly gone. But Jaina
caught something in the Force, something unmistakable.

"l see" Pellaeon said.

"He said to tdll you he did what he thought was right.” Pellaeon clasped

his hands behind his back and looked at the floor. "Wdll, yes, that sounds
like him," he said. He glanced at Han. "Hewas agreat admirer of yours, |
believe, Captain Solo, despite the fact that in Imperia holos you are most
often portrayed as something of avillain. Or perhaps that's why he admired
you."

Heclicked hishedstogether. "Ladies, gentlemen-until | havetime for

that drink."

He sduted and left-dmogt in ahurry, it seemed.

"Villain?' Han muttered. "Maybe | need to see some of these holos”

"That was alittle odd, don't you think?" Leia asked.

"Yeah," Han drawled. "Deviswas agood guy, sure, but..."

"Isthe Grand Admird married?" Jainainquired.

"No," Leiareplied. "They say he's never madetimefor it. Why do you
ak?'

"Because," Jainasad, remembering what sheéd just felt in the Force, "I
think Deviswashisson."

They weredl slent for amoment, until Han raised hisglass.



"Todl of our sonsand al of our daughters," he said, "be they with us

or beyond."

EPILOGUE

Han was gitting on a shingle of abeach on Mon Cdamari, slently
enjoying the sunset with Leia, when Lando Ca-rissan came cdling.
"They said I'd find you down here" Lando said. "I didn't believeit.”
"Wel, you know," Han said. "The wifelikesthis sort of thing."

"Isthat Jaina?' Lando asked.

Han glanced off in the distance, where Jainaand Jag were exploring the
tide pools below an ancient reef uplift in rolled-up trousers and
windbreakers. Jag had shown up with Kreffey afew days before, and Jainaand
he had been annoyingly inseparable since then.

"Yep. | convinced her to take alittle leave," he said.

"What's going on? Still charging military pricesfor your courier

srvice?'

"Hey, I'm just doing my part,” Lando said. "I only charge enough to keep
me from looking foolish. Anyway, my businesseswon't run without
communications, either. And there's plenty of competition-the Smugglers
Alliance lovesthis sort of work. Appealsto the romantic in them.”

"Did you just come down hereto fill mein on your good deeds, or is
something up?'

"No, I'm just stopping in to say hello and good-bye be-fore | head back
out. But | thought you'd like to know some of my people caught one of the
things that made such awreck of the HoloNet."

"Redly,” Leiasad. "What wasit, exactly?'

"A dovin basd, basicdly, grafted onto some sort of liv-ing guidance
system. They follow HoloNet signasto their source and then collapsethe
relaysinto sngularities. The Vong must have rdleased amillion of them-
they're every-where. Some of my people think they're even multiplying.”
"Wonderful," Leiasaid. "So even if we rebuild the relays, as soon aswe
use them one of these thingswill catch the scent, and good-byerelay.”
"That's about the Sze of it. I've been building some com-pact new

relays, though, and mounting them on retrofitted corvettes. If they're mobile,
it'll be harder to find them."

"Sounds expensive,” Han said.

"Y eah, but think how useful one of those would have been at Bilbringi.”
"Good point. | guessthe military will give you agood price for those,
too."

Cdrissan amiled. "Eventudly. I'm going to give them thefirst few as
samples. | haveto think about the future, after al. Wdll, I'll leave you two
aone, now. Placesto be, and dll that.”

"Thanksfor stopping by." Lelasaid. "It'sadways good to see you."

"I'm sure it won't be long before we see each other again,” Lando
replied.

They had finished watching the sunset and were walking back to the
gpartment when Lela suddenly stumbled. Han caught her.

"Hey," he said, "you know you don't haveto act dl clumsy to get my
attention." But then he felt how tense shewas. "What's wrong?'

"It's Jacen, and Luke-and Tahiri, they..."

"Arethey dl right?"

"l don't know," she said. "It's not like my contact with them has been



all that strong, but | felt them, especialy Luke and Jacen. Now it'slike-
they'regone."

Han suddenly felt very cold.

"Y ou mean dead?'

"No, not likethat. | would know it if they died-I know | would."

"Then I'm surethey'refineg," Han said, uncertain whether he believed
that or not.

"Yes" Lelaechoed. "I'm surethey are.”

Tahiri looked up at the heavens and shivered straight to her bones.

No world should have hyperspace for a sky. After the jJump, Jade Shadow's
instruments had gone strange, and Mara had settled the ship in a protected
ravine until they could sort things out. No telling what would happen to the
atmosphere when they reverted.

If they reverted.

She drew her attention back to the conversation.

"Jacen and | had both sensed you for sometime,” Master Skywalker was
saying. "But fitfully, and we couldn't get a sense of where. Sekot sensed
something, too, but couldn't find your ship-it was hidden somehow."

"We camein a Sekotan ship,” Tahiri said.

"With afew Y uuzhan Vong spare parts,” Corran put in.

"That might explainit,”" Luke said.

"It certainly explainsit,” anew voice said.

They dl turned, and Tahiri gasped. Nen Yim was standing there, whole,
dive

"NenYim! "shesad.

Nen Yim shook her head sadly. "No. This one has passed on. | found her
attached to my memory-her, and much in-formation concerning her technology-and
the ship that brought you here. The modifications she made to the ship are-
interesting. | may experiment with the design, should we survive this
"Tahiri," Jacen said, "thisis Sekat, the living intelligence of the

planet.”

"l..." What did one say to aworld?"I'm pleased to meet you."

"And | you, Tahiri," Sekot said gravely.

"Should we survive?' Luke asked. "What happened, exactly?'

"l wasinfected with avirus designed to corrupt the information-transfer
system that links my consciousness to the hyperdrive. | believe the intended
result was a core explosion. | managed to prevent that, but was unable to stop
our jump to hyperspace. | have excised the virus and am regaining control as
we spesk, but it isdifficult.”

"Do you have any idea of our destination?”"

"None," Sekot said. "The jump was blind. Eventualy wewill pass close
enough to agravity well to be pulled out.”

"Our friendsin orbit," Luke asked. "Do you know what happened to them?'
"They did not make the jump with us" shereplied.

"Whether they were destroyed, |eft behind, or pulled off onto another

vector, | cannot say."

"I'm sorry," Tahiri Sghed.

"Sorry?' Luke asked.



"Yes. | brought him here. | argued for it, and now every-thing's ruined.”

"Tahiri, you weren't the only one who thought it was agood ideg," Corran

sad. "Everything aways|ooks clearer in hindsight." He put his hand on her
shoulder. " Y ou came herefor dl the right reasons-to end the war, to somehow
find common ground between us and the Y uuzhan VVong. | thought we could handle
the Stuation. | waswrong.”

Thefigurethat resembled Nen Yim smiled ruefully. "1 will not say | am

happy to find mysalf sabotaged and in danger of destruction, and yet what you
brought with you-the shaper and her knowledge-are of great impor-tance. | do
not entirely understand, and will not speak of it now, but | suspect the
questions raised are the most impor-tant questions | shall ever have to ask
myself. Now-if you will excuse me, | must return my full atentionsto pre-
serving usdl through what isto come. | suggest you find sturdy shelter in

the caves”

"Thank you," Luketold her, "and may the Force be with you."

"Morethan ever," Sekot said, "l believethat itis."

And on that enigmatic note, theimage of Nen Yim vanished.

Soon &fter, the stars returned, spangled on anight sky.

Thewind began.



