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WELL, THAT'SINTERESTING, Uldir Lochett thought, asapair of femininelegs
in black tights came hurtling over hisleft shoulder. Abovethetightshe

was vaguely aware of adark yellow skirt and, even farther up, ayoung,
determined face framed in short dark hair. But it was the feet that held his

attention asthey hit square in the center of the table at which he and his
companions sat, shocking their drinksinto brief suborbits. Then the feet

were gone, propelling legs, yellow skirt, and al an estimated two meters up



and one out toward the balcony above them. Searing flashes of wegpon fire

hissed by, and Uldir found his hand groping at an empty holster.

'Stop her!" Someone behind Uldir shouted.

Two of histhree companions, Uldir saw, were aso reaching for wegpons that
werent there. The third, a human woman with startling platinum hair,

brushed afleck of Corellian whisky from thelong scar benegth her left eye.

'I need anew drink," she noted, as another volley of yellow streamers

seared by, striking the synthewood balcony the girl had managed to grab. The
patrons of the In the Red cantinawere diving away from the newly declared
war-zone, but the music from the band continued to blare cheerfully over the

sound of wegpon fire.

'l hatelocals," Leaft growled, thumping the curled fist of hisfoot on the

table and scowling as only a Dug can scowl.

A glance over his shoulder confirmed what Uldir dready suspected: The

girl's pursuers were Corporate Sector Authority law enforcement, the only
people on Bonadan alowed to carry weapons. From the color and intendity of
their beams, he figured they were using astun setting, and in any event

their target was definitely the girl, who was now significantly above them,
putting Uldir and his companionswell out of the line of fire. Herelaxed a

little, settling hisamber gaze on the girl as she heaved hersdf up,



wondering what she had done to provoke such a strong reaction from the local

constabulary.

'Very impolite,” Vook said, apparently agreeing with the Dug. Hisflat,
noseless Duro face was unreadable, but histone, as usua, was melanchaly,

asif eventhisput himin mind of hislost homeworld.

'| hate vacations,” Leaft said, thumping the table again.

It wasn't exactly avacation. A close scrape with a'Y uuzhan Vong interdictor
on theHydian Way had |eft the trangport the unlikely quartet shared with a
sputtering hyperdrive and no shields at al. They had managed to limp to the
Corporate Sector, arimward territory gill essentialy neutra inthe

conflict between what remained of the freeNewRepublic and the fierce
extragdactic Y uuzhan VVong, who were gobbling it up system by sysemin
their religious crusade of conquest. Left with nothing to do while repairs
were effected, Uldir figured they could dl use alittle time off, and
consequently the four soon found themselves on the galasol strip, acolorful

collection of overpriced cantinas and casinos near the spaceport.

The fleeing girl was dressed like the attendants Ul dir had seen earlier that
evening at the Blue-Shift Luck casino, but if shewasredly agame-girl,
shewas animble one. As hewatched, she flipped over the bacony, twisting
deftly between the severd lines of fire directed at her, and crouched

behind a now abandoned table. The CSA lawmen clustered below the balcony,

firing up.



"That's probably amistake,” remarked V ega Sepen, the platinum-crowned

woman.

Tacticaly unsound,” ook agreed, gravely.

'One unarmed short human against four corp-clowns,” Leaft sneered. 'Not

worth the price of admission.”

'Shel's not that short," Uldir corrected, crossing hisarms and lifting the

squaretip of hischin toward the bacony. 'She'sagirl.”

'Uh, oh," Vegamurmured.

'Don't discuss human gender,” the Dug growled. Thewholeideasickens me.
Urr. .. Captain." He added that last alittle sullenly, probably
remembering one of the many forma reprimands held gotten lately from

superiors.

About that time, the table the girl was hiding behind suddenly came over the
balcony rall. It hit three of the security men squarely and nicked the
fourth. With afierce grin, the girl turned and ran off across the upper

leve toward an exit.

'She's getting away," V ook noticed.



"Yeah," Uldir said. 'Maybe not."

Vegamust have seen the expression on Uldir'sface.

'Not our fight," she cautioned. 'We're rescue fliers, not bounty hunters.”

'Well, we can't fly without a ship, and I'm bored," Uldir said. 'Anyway,
she owes me for these drinks." With that, he pushed back his chair, closed

up hisflight jacket, and legped onto the table.

‘Thiswon' turn out well," he heard VVook mournfully predict.

Uldir followed the girl's example, launching himsdlf from thetable. He
caught the balcony, swiftly pulled himsdlf up and over and ran toward the

exit through which she had vanished.

The exit led to an upper story, open-air courtyard. There, beneath arusty
evening sky, hefound atrail of angry and confused patrons cursing after

his quarry as she clambered up the output cable of theion shield that

filtered Bonadan's polluted air into something approaching pleasant. Uldir's
opinion of the young woman's athletic prowess rose another notch, offset by
the growing suspicion that she was probably some sort of burglar or spy.
Maybe she had stolen something from the casino, or had been attempting to.

Whatever it was, he was determined to find oui.



He skipped to hisright to avoid tripping over afdlen Rodian, but that
brought him face-to-face with an immense Barabe mae gnashing aset of very

sharp teeth some half ameter above his own meter-and-a-haf frame.

‘Sorry," Uldir grunted at the scaled tower.

The Barabd's black reptilian face contorted. 'Y ou insult me?' He flexed
his claws, and it occurred to Uldir that the Bonadan police couldn't

confiscate natura wegpons.

The Barabel had teeth, claws, and sixty kiloson him. Uldir had hisfists
and the best unarmed combat training the Search and Rescue Corps could

provide.

So heran, dodging behind a sstumbling-drunk Togorian asthe Barabel took a
swipeat him. Thebig lizard tried to correct for Uldir's sudden movement

and instead hit the white-furred humanoid, who yowled and lurched to face
her antagonigt. Uldir thought he wouldn't mind seeing how that turned out,

under ordinary circumstances, but once again held lost sight of the thief.

He went up the cable hand-over-hand, pulling himself onto the rooftop. From
here he couldn't see the galasol strip, but he could hear it in ablare of

music -- Uldir and his companions had arrived during a sort of local

festival thrown by one of the new execs of the corporate sector. They'd had

to push their way through a parade dominated by floaters bearing likenesses



of the various leaders of the CSA, digtributing free gambling chitsfor
adults and trinkets for the kids. His vantage now overlooked the uglier sde
of Bonadan, the warehouse digtrict that lay behind the flashy facade of the

grip.

'How inthe. .. 7" Uldir began, then redized he was talking to himsdif,
something he considered abad sign. But how had she made that jump? It was

four metersto the air lane the bargestraveled in if it was a centimeter.

She was running toward the next barge up, which was separated fromits
companion by only ameter or so, and the line of bargeswent on asfar as

the eye could see.

‘Carbon flush,” he swore. If he could not make the jJump, he'd lost her, but

it sure wasn't worth seeing if he could make the jJump, so that was that.

He heard a hiss behind him and turned to see the Barabel coming up fast and
decided it was worth finding out after al. He took ten paces and leaped
with dl of hismight. At thelast instant, he had the sudden sinking

feding hewouldn't makeit, followed swiftly by the sinking feding of

gravity having ajoke on him. Hed jumped long enough, but not high enough.

He wouldn't even scrape the side of the barge going down.

He amogt didn't see the multi-sensor cable dangling in front of him, but at
he last instant he did, and he wrapped his hands around it, wincing & the

friction burn he produced killing his momentum. Swvearing aslent thanksto



whatever fates protected fools and sarpilots, he started pulling himself
up, ignoring the sihilant string of unintelligible cursesthe Barabe was

howling after him.

On top, hetook a moment to catch his breeth, and for an instant he stood
awestruck by the evening. Bonadan's primary was agiant red egg yolk smeared
againgt astark ebony horizon of eroding hillsand dag heaps. Inthe

melting glare of that light, the plexisted towers of the spaceport appeared

to be molded of living lava. Plumes of black smoke drifted up from distant
refineries, pancaking into clouds made luminous by the dying light of the

sun, stretching shadow fingers toward the horizon of night. In the deep of

the sky the actinic flares of ion drives winked here and there as ships

arrived and departed. The ore train he stood on stretched far away, like

some sort of magical path above the barren landscape.

There was nothing admirable about the ecological mess the Corporate Sector
Authority had made of aonce-lush planet, but there was beauty in

everything, even devastation. The Force was present even in awasteland.

The barges were gtrictly planetary, their anteriors opento the air. He

didn't recognize the ore -- he hoped it wasn't radioactive -- but it

certainly made for bad footing, so as he started after the girl, heran

along the raised metd lip of the barge. The narrowness of it didn't bother

him -- as aboy the spaceports on Coruscant and pretty much everywhere else

in the galaxy had been his playgrounds, and held spent many an hour doing



far more foolish things on far more precarious surfaces.

To hissatisfaction, hisquarry didn't seem to have noticed him yet. Shewas
taking her time, certain sheld lost her pursuers. He jumped the meter to the
next barge, and then the next, closing dl the while, confidant that the
steady hum of repulsorliftswould mask his approach. Besides, the girl had
stopped now, lifting up her dressto revea something taped to her leg. She

began working at the adhesive, tearing it off in strips.

_Ah-hah_, hethought. Now welll see what you've stolen.

When he came within five meters, however, the girl stopped what she was

doing and spun on her hedsto face him.

'Stay therel" she shouted over the thrum of the barges. 'l will defend

mysdf."

'Oh, I'm sure of that,” Uldir said. 'l saw what you did to law enforcement

back in the cantina."

Shelifted her chin, and he suddenly redlized she was kind of pretty, with
her dark eyes and short brown bangs. And young -- maybe younger than he. She
certainly did not look like the glamorousided of agdasol game-girl --

more like someone's kid sister playing dress-up.

'What businessisthat of yours?' she demanded, looking him over. That's



not aCSA uniform.”

'Y ou owe mefour drinks," he said. 'Besides, | just have this odd fegling

you're up to no good."

'Y ou're wrong there," the girl replied. 'Y ou have no idea how wrong."

'Explain my error, then. I'll be happy to listen.”

She amiled faintly. "Y ou don't need an explanation,” she said.

It occurred to Uldir that heredly didn't. Now that he had met her, she

seemed an honest sort. Whatever problem she had with the CSA was probably a

misunderstanding. He shrugged and was starting to walk away when he got it.

'Hey!" hesaid, turning.

A lump of ore thudded into his shoulder with enough force to knock him down.

He bounced back up, fast, but she was dready there. Now that he knew what

she was, he wasn't surprised.

Nor did he get achance for more conversation. Shewasin midair, aming a

kick at hissolar plexus.

Training took over. Flying kicks were good for taking opponents off of



speeders, or maybeif they were paralyzed, but they stunk against someone
standing with balance and allittle presence of mind. He spun aside and
chopped at the back of her neck as she hurled past -- except she didn't hurl
past. Instead, she touched down and pivoted, turning the kick into awhed!
that caught him on the same target held been aiming for on her. Herolled
with it, tumbling roughly over the ore, coming up to find her already on top

of him. In her haste she had gotten doppy, however, and he blocked her next
kick and drove dtiffened fingersinto her midriff. She wheezed and fell back

roughly onto the ore.

‘Listen -- " he began, but before he could get more out, she gestured with
her left hand, and another chunk of rock leapt up from about ameter avay

and popped him in the forehead. He sat down, hard.

'Ow," he said, rubbing hishead. "Y ou didn't haveto do that. I'm --*

He noticed it before she did, maybe because she was stunned from his punch
and maybe because she was concentrating on him. He dove toward her. She
jerked her hands up defensively, but he caught them and hauled her to her
feet just as severd white-hot flashes melted pits through the ore sheld

been lying on.

'Hierd" he shouted.

Sure enough, five atmospheric security fliers were descending toward them,

gpraying blagter fire. Uldir suddenly found himsdlf face-to-face with the



girl, il holding both of her hands. She seemed to sudy him for about a
nanosecond, then broke free and began running again. Uldir followed, blaster

firewarming hisheds.

Thegirl ran to the edge of the barge, followed it for afew seconds, and

then leaped out into space.

'Wait!" Uldir shouted. Too late. He came skidding to ahalt, peering over,
hoping sheld dropped onto sometal building, but there was nothing but a

sixty-meter plummet to the drab, one-story duraplast outskirts of the

spaceport.

A bolt came near enough to curl his eyebrows, and he gathered that he had
become a subgtitute target. Several more shots spanged around the barge's
edge, and with awordless curse he jerked back into motion, dropping back
into the barge so he could use the raised lip aslimited cover. Hishand

itched for his blaster, but that was till on hisship.

The pilots were smart. Four stayed back, laying down asort of perimeter of
firethat kept him boxed on the barge. Thefifth zoomed in lower, focusing
on hitting him. Hetried to clear hismind, fed the shots coming before

they did, but his Jedi training had been mostly wasted -- he had no natural
talent for the Force. Still, now and then, hisluck was unusua enough to

suggest that Master Skywa ker's academy had left him with something.



Thistime, he didn't think hewould be aslucky asusuad. When asixth flier

rose up from below the barge, scarcely two metersto hisright, he was sure

of it. He winced as blastersfired.

But the bolts seared over his head and struck theflier harassing him at

closerange, and hisfocus suddenly changed, centering on the

yellow-and-black-clad figure at the controls of the newly arrived vessd.

Thefigure was gesturing impetiently.

'Y ou don't haveto tel metwice," Uldir muttered. Still dodging the more

distant fire, heran toward theflier and jJumped in. Theinstant he was on

board, the girl punched the throttle, weaving through a net of white bolts.

Thanks," Uldir said.

'If thisisatrick, you'l regret it," the girl snapped. 'Why wereyou

chasing me?"

I didn't know you were Jedi."

The girl banked crazily and dropped low toward the landscape.

'l think you redlly want altitude, here," he added.

'Y eah? Y ou want to fly?'



'Um -- okay."

'Gregt." Shelet go of the contrals, leaving Uldir to dive for them before

theflier smacked into atransmisson tower. Meanwhile, she went back to

work on whatever was strapped to her leg.

‘Didn't know | was Jedi? That's why everyone dseis after me.”

'l thought you were athief,” Uldir explained, nosing up intimeto avoid a

seriousinsult from coherent light and charged particles. 'Why arethey

after you?'

'‘Because I'm Jedi. Areyou stim-pickled? Don't you know every planet in the

gaaxy is scrambling to turn us over to the Y uuzhan Vong?'

I'maware of that,” Uldir said, dryly. 'l nearly got turned in myself."

Shelaughed. "Y ou're no Jedi."

That stung more than Uldir cared to admit. 'Hey, be niceto me. | saved your

skinny . . . er, your skin."

'‘And | returned the favor,” she reminded him. 'We're even now. So. Why

would anyonetry to turn you in?"



Uldir flipped alock of hischestnut hair away from hiseyes. 'I'm arescue
flier," he said. 'An ex-partner of mine turned out to be Peace Brigade, and

he found out | once attended the Jedi academy. He arranged an ambush | was
lucky to get out of. That was right after the Y uuzhan V ong warmaster
announced that if all the Jedi were turned over to him, held stop conquering

the gdlaxy." He shook hishead. 'Asif anyone could redly believe that.”

'Y ou attended Master Skywalker's academy?' The girl asked, skeptically.

'|sthere another?"

‘No."

'I didn't have any aptitude for the Force, though,” Uldir added.

'So much isobvious," the girl said.

'Y egh, | think you mentioned that,” Uldir said, veering sharply to port,

wherethe policeflierswere trying to flank him and doing a pretty good

job. 'Hold on asecond,” he said. 'Well haveto fight alittle, here." He

glanced over his shoulder. 'My nameis Uldir, by the way."

'Klin-FaGi, a your service," shesaid grimly. Y ou dmost got mekilled,

Uldir. Don't doit again."

I'll try not to, Klin-Fa Gi. Stay down. Were going to take some hits."



‘Not if | have anything to say about it."

For the second time that night, she legped past him, landing with feline
grace on the prow of the speeder. She stood there, a perfect target for the
two fliersthey were barreling toward. Then asnap-hiss carried over the
wind, and adiver of yellow energy appeared in her left hand, cutting
quickly into afigure eight and sending apair of blaster bolts humming off

into the wastdlands.

_So that's what was taped to her leg_, Uldir concluded. Klin-Famust have

walked in front of one of the wespons sensors that Bonadan was lousy with.

'l guess| have shieds now," Uldir murmured, thumbing the blaster fire
controls on his stick and jinking starboard. His shot was dead on, frying
the opposing flier's stabilizer. It went spinning off. Uldir hoped the pilot

would get the flier under control beforeit hit the ground below.

_That'sone _, hethought, as Klin-Fa executed another crazy series of

parriesthat |eft their flier unscathed by enemy fire,

Ashed noticed before, the pilots weren't stupid. Contrary to the usual
tactics of agrid combat, they were now trying to get undernesth them, where
the Jedi's lightsaber wasn't. He let the flier drop, hoping that Klin-Fa

could keep her footing, afraid to do any redly tight turns.



Shadowed wasteland came up at them, endless hectares of chemical-blistered
ground cut into fracta patterns by violent erosion. Bonadan's primary was
now athin red lens on the horizon, and alittle north of that lightning
serpentined insde an anvil-shaped cloud. Thewind tasted of water, grit,

and unwholesome carbon compounds.

The storm gave him an idea, though, so he flattened his course toward the
thunderhead. Rain would stymie eyesight, and lightning would confuse
insruments. Maybe even the eye-in-the sky droids the patrol was undoubtedly
tapping into. If he and Klin-Fagot through that, maybe he could circle back
and find the_No Luck Required before the security fliers picked up the

trail. If the ship was repaired, then they might be able to get off-planet

before the port authority shut them down. If . . .

He grinned tightly, remembering what Vegawould say:_'If" isjust ashort

way of saying, ‘we're doomed.”

'Are those guys Peace Brigade?' Uldir shouted to the girl.

'Y ou mentioned them before," she shot back. ‘I never heard of them."

Uldir arched an eyebrow. That was surprising. They're acollaborationist

organization," hetold her. They figure we can't beat the Y uuzhan Vong, so

they might aswell join them, get in their good graceswhileit's il

possible. Sometimesthey infiltrate local law enforcement.”



Klin-Fa snorted. ‘Nobody in the Corporate Authority ever needed prompting
when therewas any potentid for profit, and the 'zecs don't dedl with
middle-men unlessthey haveto. TherésaY uuzhan Vong executor on this

planet even as we speak. I'm guessing the 'zecs cut their own dedl.”

'What? But that violates the neutrality pact.”

I'll ' bet it doesn't. CSA attorneys can find aloophole when thereisn't

even aloop.”

The cloud loomed, but the fliers were getting too close. He dipped lower,

dropping into one of the arroyosthat crawled downhill toward the spaceport.

'l guessyou can fly," Klin-Fa conceded reluctantly, legping over the

cockpit to land on their stern, now the most threstened portion of the ship.

'You don't say?" Uldir retorted. ‘Gosh, I'm glad you told me. I'd never

have known. Now I'm al beaming and confidant. | just know | can get us out

of this"

She ignored the sarcasm. 'Rescueflier, huh?' she mused. 'Who do you

rescue?"

‘Jedi, mostly."



Klin-Fablocked abolt aimed for ther rear sabilizer and shot hima

strange look. "What?' She asked. 'Who do you work for?"

"The paychit comes from the New Republic Search and Rescue Corps, but that's

sort of acover. The orders come from Master Skywalker, ultimately. He's

been organizing a network to move Jedi out of danger for months.”

‘| wouldn't know about that," she said. 'l've been . . . out of touch. |

didn't even know about the warmaster's ultimatum until yesterday.”

That explained why she didn't know about the Peace Brigade either. "Where

were you that you didn't hear about that?" Uldir asked.

Her eyes narrowed. "Y ou'll understand if | don't just volunteer that

informetion.”

'Hey, yourethe Jedi. Can't you tell if I'm lying, or athreat?"

She hesitated. 'I've been fooled before," she admitted. 'Just understand

this-- I'm on amission, also for Master Skywalker. I've discovered

something of utmost importance, adire threeat to theNewRepublic ."

‘But you won't tell mewhat it is?'

'‘No."



Uldir wasimpressed at how impassive she remained. Though his crazy course
through the canyons had them temporarily free of blagter fire, it couldn't
be easy for her to keep her footing, yet she hadn't even blinked. She had

liquid hliumin her veins, thisgirl.

"We're about to plow straight into astorm,” he said. 'Maybe you ought to

get back into the cockpit.”

'Storm? No. Maybe you ought to --_watch out! "

Uldir jerked on the stick, mentally tasking himsdlf for becoming distracted.
One of the security fliers had somehow worked itsway up aside canyon and
was now quite suddenly in front of him. Blaster fire scorched dong their
underbelly, and the craft jerked like a harpooned toukfin. The power system
whined, and dl of the indicators on the board went dead. Theflier dropped

as Uldir frantically jiggled at the re-route to emergency systems.

The power failure lasted only an ingtant, but it was a gut-plunging one, and
he was now on a collison course with the offending flier. He banked hard to
port, momentarily forgetting he had a passenger baanced on his prow.
Klin-Fadidn't seem to mind -- she deftly shifted to stand on the narrow

part of theflier now presented to the sky, crouched, and cut downward at
the other vehicle. Uldir saw ashear of sparks before the impact. It wasa

glancing blow, and their opponent went gyring avay missing agood chunk of



itsnose. Uldir was vaguely aware of the crunching sound it made asiit
plowed into acanyon wall, but most of his attention was focused on avoiding
the samefate. The repulsors sputtered again, and with asilent curse he

rose out of the arroyo, unable to trust his craft enough to maneuver there

anymore.

It wasthen, facing the black wall of the storm, that he redlized he didn't

see Klin-Fa. Hislast maneuvers must have didodged her.

He dug into asharp turn -- hoping to spot her and hoping as well that her
Jedi abilities had helped her survive thefdl -- when ashout from below
got hisatention. He saw the young Jedi clinging to the craft's magnetic

mooring lock by the fingers of one hand.

'Hang on!" Uldir locked the course for the storm and reached into the dash
compartment, coming out with an enforcement specid blaster. Then he climbed
out of the cockpit and onto the nose of the craft, waving hisarmsfor

baance.

Thethree remaining flierswere catching up quickly, and the air was brittle
with ionized death. Uldir dropped to his belly and reached over the brink,
grasping Klin-Faby the wrigt. She locked her own fingers around hiswrist
in turn and dangled in space, whirling her lightsaber to deflect ablaster
bolt that would have cut her in haf. Uldir stood, hauling her up, watching
in amazement as she continued to fend off attacks. With hisfree hand he

grimly fired at the lead police craft, which was coming in way too fast. He



grazed it twice, then hit the cockpit aglancing blow that must have hurt
the pilot, because the craft peeled off suddenly. Then two concussionsin a
row rocked hisflier so badly that Uldir nearly logt hisfooting. He swung
the Jedi back onto the bow just asthe first of the rain spattered around

them.

‘Back in the cockpit!" he shouted. The craft was beginning to list weirdly

toward starboard, indicating a probably fatal malfunction in one of the

dabilizers.

Another bolt hit them asthey made it to the crash seats, and then, asif

they had passed under acurtain, the rain was driving so hard Uldir couldn't

see anything. He flipped on the weather shidd, and the water began sheeting

off againg itsfield, but visbility didn't increasein the dightest.

An eighteen-headed dragon of lightning howled around them, and Ul dir's neck

hairs pricked to attention. The sound was like theimplosion of a planet.

‘Sithspit!" Klin-Fa shouted. 'What have you done to us?'

"Y ou don't see our friends anymore, do you?"

'No. They'd know better than to fly into a sweeper storm.”

‘A what?'



'‘Bonadan has weather control stationsall over it. You don't think thisis
natural, do you? They generate these on the outskirts when the air getstoo

caudtic for the miners. Therain and lightning preci pitates some of the crud

they put in the sky every day.”

'Oh. Your point?'

'My point is, it's more concentrated and violent than anormal storm,

jets-for-brains. The funnel around the eyeis designed to create maximum

ionization."

‘Maximum -- uh-oh."

It had been getting darker, but in the not-to-distance he saw sheets of

lighting dancing like nebulavells.

'So we don't want to go there, huh?" Uldir grunted, frantically pulling the
stick starboard. Nothing happened. The ship was carrying them nowhere but

the heart of the storm.

'No. So get usout of here dready,” Klin-Fa shouted. Even through the

windscreen, the sound of the storm was dmost deafening.

'I can't. | locked the controlswhen | went out to get you. They're il

locked."



‘Wel, unlock them, vac-brain!"

Uldir continued flipping switches. 'Not happening,” he said.

‘Wdl, what, then?'

'Hang on, | guess.”

He pointed the blaster at the rear repul sor assembly and fired.

'Areyou insane?' Klin-Fa shrieked.

'I wasn't before | met you,” Uldir replied. ‘Now I'd need a professiona

opinion." Hefired again, and the flier seemed to sag againgt thewind. The

bow dropped nearly perpendicular to the ground.

‘Like | said," Uldir remarked, as another net of lightning crackled

completely around them, ‘hang on."

Hefdt atingle then that did not come from the lightning, and he
recognized it as amovement in the Force. He might not be sensitive enough
to actualy widld it, but he had been around the most powerful Jedi in the

gdaxy, and had learned to recognize its use.



Especidly now, when it felt somehow wrong. He looked at Klin-Faand found
her eyes shut and her face utterly composed. For some reason that was
momentarily terrifying. Then he didn't have any moretimeto think about it,
because they hit the ground, skipped, tumbled, and hit again. The screen

went down, and rain was suddenly smothering them. After that, darkness.

Uldir woke spitting water from his mouth and fedling the painful itch of it

in hislungs. One of theflier's running lights shone murkily from benesth

the surface. Other than that, the darkness was broken only by the terrible
white and red flares of lightning that grew more extreme with each second.
Therain was mixed with hail now, which struck painfully againg the bare
skin of hisface, and the thunder was an amost uninterrupted roar. The
torrents unleashed from the sky were continuing to sculpt the arroyo hed
crashed in asit had been doing since the natural vegetation of Bonadan had
given up itstenuous hold on existence. Theflier wasfetched up against

something and filling quickly with water.

Inthe dull light, he made out Klin-Fa Gi, dumped unconscious, her face

just out of the water. He fet for her pulse and, to hisrdlief, found it

strong. When he failed to wake her, he got her in aswim carry, holding her
from behind so her head would remain above the surface. Even ashedid this,
the level and speed of the flood rose, and swiftly. He had to get to higher
ground; that much was obvious. Not too high, though -- lightning had alofty

am, and Uldir dready fdt like he was on atarget range for atactical



ar-to-planet assault force.

The current took him, and it was far too strong to fight. He pointed his

feet downstream, using his boots to protect him from rocks and other
obstacles. Thiswas awkward, asit put Klin-Faon top of him, and his head
went under with regularity. Hed been trained for this sort of Situation,
however, as part of his preparation for rescue flying, and thelittle voice

of panic that threatened to become a shout kept relatively quiet. All he had

to do was keep hishead, hetold himsdf. And hisarms, and hislegs. . .

When he started to fed the shock of the lightning, that became more

difficult to do. Nightmare images of stone and turbid water strobed every
few seconds, so he had amost a continuous view of his surroundings now.
Kicking from a protruding rock, he aimed himsdlf a what looked like adope
that might take him above flood capacity. He nearly missed it, but he
managed to get a clawhold on arock and -- pulling againgt the immensely
strong current -- drag himsdlf and the Jedi onto the incline. He lay panting
there for amoment until abolt struck so close that he felt the hot spray

of gpalled stone on his cheek. With agrunt, he got Klin-Faon his shoulder

and made for what looked like asort of overhang.

Hisluck held; it wasindeed asmall cavein the sde of the canyon. It went
in deep enough to be dry. He hoped it was a so deep enough not to conduct a
lightning strike, and high enough that the flood wouldn't fill it, because

he didn't have ajoule of strength left. He lay in the darkness, trying not



to flinch at the barrage outside, promising himsdf that the next timea

girl upset hisdrink held just buy another one.

Outside, it seemed the planet was burning, the thunder become like the sound
of afusion drive blowing in atmosphere. He closed his eyes againgt the

glareand waited for it to pass.

It did, findly, and an eerie cam settled asthe eye went over. Then Uldir
was treated to another fireworks display, courtesy of Bonadan weather

control.

When thelightning finally receded, he began to redize he was cold. Wasit
winter here? Did Bonadan have awinter? He couldn't remember. Maybe when the

renewed search found them, they would find a couple of frozen corpses.

By thelight of aglowstick he had in one of his many pockets, he examined
Klin-Fawith the small medpack he dways carried. A nasty swelling on her
head indicated the cause of her continued unconsciousness, but otherwise she
seemed sound -- he couldn't find any evidence of broken bones or internal

bleeding.

He gave her abroad-spectrum anti-inflammatory and antibiotic, made her as

comfortable as he could, then turned to his remaining resources.

That consisted more-or-less of his comlink. He handled the smdl cylinder

thoughtfully for amoment, considering. It had been modified with a



trace-scrambler -- though any searchersin the areawould know hewas
transmitting, it would take a security decryption to alow themto

triangulate. The CSA probably had pretty decent technology in that area, but
he could probably transmit for thirty seconds or so before they had enough
datato either unscramble the message or pinpoint his position.

It was getting colder. It was worth the risk. He keyed it on.

Static roared, probably due to the nearby storm. Still, after asecond, he

made out adistorted version of Vega Sepen'svoice.

'Hey, boss-boy," she said. "Y ou really should follow my advice now and

then."

‘Listen, Vega," Uldir said. The girl wasa Jedi, turns out. We've uded

pursuit for the time being, but we're down in the outback, maybe fifteen

klicks southeast of town."

"Those aren't very good directions.”

‘Just look for wherever the police fliers are shooting," he said.

'With what? The ship's till in dock.”

'l trust you, Vega. You'll think of something. Gotta go, before they trace



this"

'‘Okay. Good luck, boss-boy."

'I hate it when you call methat."

'l know." The signa crackled out, and Uldir keyed off the comlink. He was

probably till safe, but the next time he used it they would find his

location in seconds.

Klin-Fastirred and moaned. He touched her forehead and found it cold. HEd

actudly garted shivering himsdlf, from thewet and thefdling

temperature. With asigh, he drew off hisjacket. He lay next to the young

Jedi, spooning against her, and covered them both with the jacket. It took a

long time before the contact began to fed warm.

He woke with dark eyes centimeters from hisown.

'Did you enjoy that?" Klin-Fa asked.

‘Huh?'

'Snuggling up againgt me? Isthat your ideaof agood time?"



'Hey, | wasjust trying to keep uswarm. Keep you warm."

She amost_smiled. 'Relax, jets-for-brains," she said. 'l know what you

were doing, and thanks. Just don't get any ideas.”

Uldir redized their bodies were il touching, and he felt suddenly and

completely uncomfortable. "'What? No, of course not.”

She tapped hisforehead with her finger. 'Right. | didn't think there was

that much danger of an idea popping out of there, but you never know."

'Hey, | was doing more thinking than you were last night."

'I_bet youwere™

"That's not what | meant." Hisface felt tingly.

She sat up. Harsh ydlow-white light glared through the entrance to the

cave. 'Where are we?"

‘Somewhere in the badlands south of town. Our flier went down, you may

remember.”

'l remember you flying into a sweeper sorm.”



'Hey, how was | to know? For that matter, how did you know?"

'I'm from here," she growled.

‘Bonadan?"

'No, this cave. Y es, Bonadan. | grew up on thismiserable hole."

'Hey, everyone has to grow up somewhere.”

'Y es, but they don't have to go back. | did, worse the luck.”

Why?

Y ou and your questions. Are you a pilot or areporter?'

‘A pilot,” Uldir said.

'‘And where's your ship?'

‘| -- ah, | don't know."

'Not much of apilot then, are you? Looks like its up to meto get us out of

here.

'Wdll, itisyour planet.”



'‘Don't remind me." She started toward the entrance, then froze.

'What?'

'‘Come here," she whispered. ‘Be quiet.”

He went with her to peek through the cave entrance. Beyond was the gully

that they'd both nearly drowned in the night before. It was dry now, slted

with fresh aluvium, and they could see about haf aklick down it. Near the

bend, up toward where theflier had gone down, he could see eight figureson

foot, moving down the arroyo in their direction.

'Search party,” he said.

'Yes," shereplied. 'See that one third from the left?’

‘I'm not blind."

'l am, where he's concerned,” Klin-Fareplied. 'l can't fed himinthe

Force. That can only mean one thing."

Uldir nodded. "Y uuzhan Vong," he said. 'Thingsjust got awhole lot

worse."



Asif to underscore the remark, he heard the whine of fliers overhead,

severd of them.

*|1: Dark Tidings*

'WHAT A NICE START to theday," Klin-FaGi commented, cutting her dark eyes

at Uldir. Her sarcasm wasn't lost.

‘At least were dive," he said. 'That was anything but agiven last

night.”

Klin-Fas mouth settled in athin line. Uldir wondered if he would ever see
the young Jedi smile. She was pale, her short brown hair matted and full of
slt from the flood they had survived the night before, and the bump on her
forehead had gone a shade of purple he'd heretofore seen only in certain

nebulae. Still, hefet if she amiled, shed be pretty.

Annoying, dmost insufferable, but pretty.

'Yes, weredive," she admitted. '‘Bravo. Terrific job. Now if you'l just
take care of that search patrol and the -- what? Eight enforcement fliers?
Maybe'll forget that if it weren't for you | wouldn't bein thismess at

al."

That was alittle too much. 'CSA was chasing you before | ever laid eyeson

you," Uldir said. 'Without me they'd have you by now."



‘Doubtful,” Klin-Faretorted. Then she sighed. ‘Also irrdlevant. Do you

have any weapons?

'No. | logt the blagter.” My hands were full saving you from drowning, he

slenty finished,

‘At least | fill have my lightsaber.”

'Y eah," Uldir said, eyeing the ever-nearing search party coming down the
arroyo toward the cave where Klin-Faand he were hiding. ‘L ook, I'll admit

you're pretty handy with that thing, but against these odds --

"The Force can prevail againgt any odds,” sheinssted firmly. ‘Anyway,
it'snot like we have achoice. They'll find us soon enough. Unlessyou have

aplan."

'| do, asamatter of fact. Sit tight until the rest of my ouitfit shows up.
They're bound to be here soon. If you want to use the Force, try to project

the thought that werrein adifferent direction.”

Klin-Fa's mouth twisted asif she'd just chewed a sour thom, but she eased
her head in areluctant half-nod. That might work -- even at this distance,
| might be able to project asuggestion. But it won't fool that Y uuzhan VVong

down there." Shelifted her chin toward one of the members of the search



party. Even from this distance, Uldir could make out the scars and tattoos
that marked him as amember of the extraga actic invaders bent on conquering

the galaxy -- and doing a more than competent job of it so far.

True," he admitted, 'But he doesn't know where we are. Hell have to trust

hislocal guides.”

Klin-Fagrunted what he guessed was agreement, took a deep breath and closed
her eyes. She reached out her arm, and the fingers of her right hand

fluttered dightly. Uldir fet the Force in motion, which had the affect of

deepening hisfrustration with the whole situation. He'd studied at the Jedi
academy but left it afailure, having no naturd aptitude for the Force. The

mogt histraining had left him with was adight ability to sense Jedi when

they worked with the Force, and what some would say was an uncommon sort of
luck. Still, the experience had taught him something important -- sometimes

it didn't matter how hard you wanted something, you weren't going to get it.

Y ou lived with what you did have and took pridein your rea assets, not the
ones you wished you possessed. He'd thought he was over useless
sdf-remondration at hisfailure, and he had been. Heredly had -- at

least until Klin-FaGi had bounced off the center of histablein aloca

cantina, pursued by law enforcement officias of the Corporate Sector

Authority. Her attitude had managed to wake the old resentment in him. Why

did someonelike_her_have such strong affinity with the Force, while he

could only hear it whisper?

It wasn't fair, which made him even angrier, because he knew the universe



want far.

But it ought to be balanced . That was what the Force was al about, right?
And there was something very unbal anced about Klin-FaGi. When she had used
the Force to cushion the crash of their amospheric flier, held aimost

thought he sensed something dark.

Her eyeswere il closed, and Uldir studied her. Shedidn't look evil, in

her tattered yellow skirt and black leggings. She looked young and intent.

Ah, what do | know? Uldir asked himsdf. | couldn't tdl a Sith from Master

Y odahimsdlf, not with my puny senses.

She'd said she was on a secret mission for Master Skywaker. Hed believe
her until proven wrong. Anyway, she was Jedi, and Uldir's job was to rescue
Jedi from the Y uuzhan Vong and their agents. He might not be able to usethe
Force, but no one had ever said he wasn't good at hisjob. There wasn't a

better rescue pilot in the business.

Of course, right about now it would be nice to have something to pilot.

The group of searcherswas pointing up the other side of the arroyo. He

heard shouting, and then they broke into atrot.

You_did _it," Uldir breathed.



'Yep," shesaid. 'lIt won't fool them for long." She started forward, out

of the cave mouth.

'Hang on,” Uldir said, waving vaguely upward. Therere dill thefliersto

consder.”

'Y ou consider them. Y ou'rethe pilot.”

'No. We should wait on my people, or make _some_kind of plan.”

She pushed astraggling lock of hair from her face. 'Hey, you had agood

ideq, jets. Don't spail it by thinking too much.”

'‘Now, listen -- hey!"

Too late. Sheld already sprinted from the cover of the cave and was starting

up the arroyo dopein the opposite direction in which she had sent the

search party.

'V aping Moffdl" Uldir snarled, and did the only thing he could do, the
thing held been doing from the start of thiswhole mess -- he started after

her.

He came over thelip of the ravinein time to see her vanish down into

another one. Bonadan had lost most of its naturd life formsto the brutal



industridization of the Corporate Sector, and without roots and rhizomesto
hold them in check, erosion had fast furrowed the highland soils outside of
the spaceport, peeled back their planetological history, and turned them

into abadlands.

Somewhere, Uldir heard the whir of fliers, but he didn't seethem. They were
probably conducting some sort of grid search. They likely had satdllite
intelligence, too. The broken nature of the terrain gave them a chance, but

only asmdl one.

He caught up to Klin-Fa Gi as she hit the bottom of the next ravine at a

dead run. 'Where do you think you're going?' He snapped, trying to keep his

voice down and match her pace at the sametime.

'‘Away," she said. '‘Away from the Vong."

Hegot it then. 'Y ou're scared of them. The Y uuzhan Vong."

‘Scared? No. I'm scared of nothing. But my Jedi powers are useless against

theVong. If | fight, | might lose, and | can't afford that. The galaxy

can't aford it. My misson cannot fail."

'Hey, I've dedlt with Y uuzhan VVong before," Uldir chuffed. They aren't

invincible"



It'sgreat you fed that way. Why don't you go hold 'em off for me?

'‘Maybe I'll just do that," Uldir snapped. 'It's better than -- down!" He

yanked her againg the wdll of theravine, just asthe shadow of aflier

moved acrosstheir feet. The steep angle protected them, mostly, but Uldir

il held his bregth.

The shadow moved on.

"That wastoo close," he said. 'Next pass we might not be so lucky."

'Fine," she said. 'What do you think we ought to do? Y our friends don't

seem to be showing."

'l can 9gnd them," he said, indicating his comlink.

'Y ou're just now thinking of that?"

'No," Uldir said rdluctantly. 'l called them last night."

‘Last night? They're taking their time."

'Our ship'sin dry-dock. It might have taken them all night to get it out.

Besides, it'snot like | had exact coordinates to give them."

'Maybe you would haveif you hadn't had the stupidity to fly into a sweeper



gorm," she reminded him.

'Me?" Uldir growled. 'l wasjust trying to make the best of abad

Stuation, and you were no help. Maybe if you weren't so closed-mouth about

what itisyoureupto..."

'Uh-uh," shesaid. 'l can't trust you."

'Not even now?"'

'NO_"

That'sjust great."

'Why don't you stop whining and call your shipmates?'

'l could do that, but those flierswould get afix on us. If my friends

aren't around, well only get caught faster.”

Klin-Fadowed to ahat and gave him aglance ashard as durasted. 'Fast
or dow, makes no difference," she said. 'Either your crew found some way
out here or not. Either well get caught or we won't. What, do you have a

cushy retirement planned?'

Uldir returned her glare, but she was right. He keyed on the comlink.



"Thisis catchhawk one," he said. 'Catchhawks, do you copy?"

Static drizzled for amoment, then the voice of his second-in-command, Vega

Sepen, answered him.

'l hear you boss-boy. You'reill dive, | guess.” There was nothing in

the tough Corellian woman's tone that suggested she'd been worried about

him.

'I'min abad spot, two, right between a supernova and a black hole. Did you

manage to find some legs?"

'‘Ah ... sort of," Vegareplied.

'‘Great. Got afix on me?"

'Sorry. Don't have that sort of equipment on board, I'm afraid.” There was

abackground gabble he couldn't quite make out -- Vegataking to someone

else -- and some sort of music. Then Vegas voice came back. 'V ook thinks he

can triangulate with our comlinks. Can you keep sending?'

‘Sure," Uldir said.'_Asyui-In_."

‘Understood. Well get you boss-boy, sit tight.”



‘What'sthat music?'

‘Nothing."

'What in the Force are you flying, two?'

Vegadidn't answer.

'If you keep sending, they'll be able to track us," Klin-Fa snapped.

'Shh." Helaid the comlink under anearby rock. 'l know that."

‘But your friends-- '

'My friends know that_asyui-In_means'not’' in Dug." Uldir replied.

"They'll ook in aradius around the signal. Now, come on."

'Wait," she said. In the next instant, she bounded up the side of the
ravine, just as Uldir noticed the sound of theflier returning. Klin-Fa
reached the lip of the chasm asthe patrol vessel came over. Blagter fire
kicked up dust around her feet, but she dodged lightly, and her lightsaber
was suddenly on. In the next ingtant it was awhirling disk of brilliance,
shearing through the nose of theflier. More blaster fire from somewhere
else made a spectra bridge over the arroyo top, but by then, Klin-Fa had

dropped back below the rim, the deadly lightsaber returning to her hand and



extinguished.

_Illugtration by Mike Huddleston _

‘Carbon flush!" Uldir breathed. Then she was rushing past him.

'Movel" She shouted.

They ran down the arroyo, cutting over alow riseinto the next, then

doubling back.

Right into a patrol, four humans with enforcement blastersand a'Y uuzhan

Vong. They were lessthan two meters away.

'Hey!" One of the humans shouted.

Uldir didn't think. He hurled himself low and hard at one of the humans,
fedling the heat of blaster fire scorch hisback. He hit the man in the

waist and they went down. Uldir hoped the others would be reluctant to shoot
for fear of hitting their comrade. The two men rolled, and then rolled some
more as Uldir suddenly redlized that his mad tackle had taken them down yet
another dope. Rocks dug angrily at his back as his opponent tried, with
moderate success, to club him with the butt of his blaster. Fortunately, the
blows were glancing, and by the time they fetched againgt astonelarge
enough to stop them, Uldir had managed to get one of hishandsfreefor a

sharp uppercut. He felt teeth snap together, and the officer went limp.



Blagter fire cracked the stone that had arrested them. Frantically, Uldir
dove away, a the same time searching for the officer's weapon. He found it
ameter away, rolled and caught it up, then trained it back up the dope.
Another shot dug into the sand centimeters from hisknee. Uldir fired,
missed, scrambled to hisfeet and ran up the dope shooting. Histhird shot

hit an officer in the sternum and kicked him back out of sight.

By thetime he reached Klin-Fa, she had taken out the remaining officersand
wasinaswirl of motion with the Y uuzhan Vong. Likedl of hiskind, the
warrior disdained the use of mechanical contrivances -- he fought with an
amphistaff, aliving weapon that resembled a snake, at turnsrigid and sharp
and flexible and whip-like. Klin-Fawas having ahard time countering the

furious, complex attack. Uldir raised his blaster to change the odds.

At the same moment, another flier came over theridge, blasters pumping.
Swearing an Ettian curse hed never quite understood but liked the sound of,
Uldir dodged into cover behind a shelf of rock and fired back. His bolt
ricocheted off of the sde of theflier, and the answering shots pulverized

his shelter. He could see the pilot grinning through the windscreen.

Snarling, he broke out at arun, firing as he went. He couldn't get a proper
bead, and his shots al either went wide or glanced off the tough meta of
theflier. The pilot was having no such trouble aiming -- hovering, his
front-mounted blasters followed Uldir like apair of fiery footsteps,

getting closer. One balt hit so closeit caused him to sumble, andina



strange moment the world seemed to go entirely ill. Uldir felt hisfinger
depressthetrigger afind time, and then the wespon went flying from his
hand as his face smacked againgt the ground. He spat out the taste of blood

and metalic dirt, waiting for theinevitable.

Theinevitable didn't come. Warily he glanced back up. Theflier was il
hovering, but the pilot wasn't smiling anymore -- he was dumped sdewaysin

his seat, and there was aneat hole in the windscreen.

'Wow," Uldir breathed. Sometimes his luck surprised even him. He picked up
the blaster and turned toward the sounds of combat, fearing what he would

See.

Klin-Fawasin hisline of fire, but as he watched, she ducked benesth the
whipping amphigtaff and swept her leg a the Y uuzhan VVong warrior's foot.
She clipped it, putting him dightly off-balance. He took along retreeat to
correct for it, but Klin-Faleapt high into the air, flipped over her

opponent's head, and struck down at the sametime. To his credit, the

warrior caught the blow in a behind-the-back parry and spun to riposte.
Klin-Fa, however, landed in asplit, and the blow whistled over her head as
she drew her blazing weapon through the VVong's midsection. He gaped and fell

in two cauterized halves.

He still took another swing at her, but the Jedi was back on her fest,

dancing out of range.



'For Y abeley," she snarled. Uldir wondered who or what Y abeley was.

The Y uuzhan Vong watched her go, black eyes glittering with haired.

' Jeedai_," hegrowled. Y our days are drawing to aclose.”

'Not as quickly asyours,” she said. Her voice was colder than night on the

dark side of an airless moon.

The Y uuzhan Vong spat blood. "Y our blow was killed," he said. 'l salute
you. But you will die. All of your kind will die. Even your own kind has

turned againgt you."

Klin-Fa gestured contemptuoudy at the downed officers. 'These cretinsare
not my kind," she said. 'l don't claim kinship with anyone foolish enough
to believe the Y uuzhan Vong will stop their conquest of our galaxy smply

because they turn Jedi over to you."

Thewarrior smiled strangely. ‘It isnot your galaxy,” he said. 'Y ou have
merely infested it for atime. We have cometo end theinfection, in the

name of glorious Y un-Y uuzhan."

" Our_galaxy," Klin-Farepesated, firmly. But the Y uuzhan VVong did not hear

her. His gaze had wandered beyond the stars.



Klin-Faextinguished her saber and clipped it to her belt.

'Hey," Uldir said. 'Nice moves. But were not out of thisyet. | hear more

flierscoming."

'Let them come,” Klin-Fasaid, grimly.

They did, three of them, and soon Klin-Fawas acting asaliving shield,
deflecting bolts as Ul dir tried to hit the fliers or their pilots at some

critical point. These pilots didn't hover, however, but began spreading out
to encircle them. When that was done, it would be dl over. Klin-Facouldn't

block fire from every direction.

A bolt sang through her defenses and scorched Uldir's ear. Klin-Fagasped as

asecond scored dong her thigh, and theflierstightened in for thekill.

Uldir and Klin-Fa stood back-to-back.

‘Thanksfor trying," Klin-Fasaid. It sounded asif shereally meant it.

'No problem," Uldir replied. 'It's my job." He wanted to say something

else, but what it was exactly eluded him. Hefired four shots at the nearest

flier instead.

‘Do you hear music?' Klin-Fa asked.

‘Now that you mention it, yesh. | thought | waslosing it." Two fliers had



him firmly in their sghts, now. He could try and dodge, but that would
leave the Jedi's back unguarded. He repressed the urge to close his eyes.
He'd watch death come for him, thank you, and stare it down until the last

second.

Except that theflier didn't fire. Instead, it wasforced toturn at a

barrage of smdl-armsfire szzling againg itshull. Infact, dl of the

flierswere under attack. One didn't turn fast enough to meet the new

threat, and logt its aft stabilizer and repulsorlifts within afew

heartbeats of one another. It wobbled and then dropped like a stone. One of
the others banked up and caught it in the belly, dropped low and limped away
smoking. Uldir fired after it, as something rather strange showed itsdlf

over the edge of the arroyo.

A pair of gigantic eyeswas staring down at them, set into ahead at least a
meter-and-a-haf wide. From its gaping mouth, music was blaring. Stranger
gill, afigure seemed to be dancing on the head, spinning out Streamers of

bright green light.

'What in -- ' he began, beforeit finally started making atwisted sense as
he noticed the light was not streaking off randomly but harassing the
remaining flier. The dancer was a Dug, balanced on one forepaw and firing

blasterswith his other three hand-fect.

'It's Leaft!" he shouted.



A thicker series of boltsjoined the Dug'swild firefight with theflier,

and Uldir made out a platinum-haired woman standing beside the head, which
he could now see was mounted on some sort of hover-platform. That was Vega
and her blaster rifle.

‘Comeon!" Uldir told Klin-Fa.

"That's your crack team of rescue pilots?' She asked, skepticdly.

'You better believeit."

'Why are they riding on exec Lounhas head?'

'I'm sure they have agood explanation,” he replied.

The two ran through a decreasing volume of skyborn fire until they reached

the floater. Vega gave Uldir ahand up without looking at him, at the same

time stitching red burdts through the windscreen of the last flier il in

sght. It went down, leaving ablaze of flame acrossthe far wall of the

canyon.

That'sthree to your two," she called up to L esft.

‘Hurr. Human luck,” the Dug snarled down. ‘Next time -- '



Vegaignored her companion. 'V ook," she called into the gigantic head.

"We've got the boss. Now get us out of here."

'Doing!" The Duro cdlled.

At an excruciatingly dow speed, the floater began drifting back toward the

spaceport.

Thisisinsane," Klin-Fasad. 'Where are we going on thisthing?"

'Farther than you were going on foot,” Vegasaid, dryly. "Y ou okay, boss?'

I'mfine," Uldir replied. '‘But she has a point. One of the fliers got

away, and besides, they must be in contact with their heedquarters. We can't

fight off another half-dozen flierson thisthing, let done something

bigger."

'Hey, we did the best we could,” Vega said. Thiswasthe only thing we

could find on short notice."

Despite himsdf, Uldir cracked agrin. ‘A float from the parade? Y ou were

awaysgood at improvisng, Vega, I'll giveyou that."

'Y ou better believeit," Vegareplied. 'And I'm not done yet.”



‘What's that mean?'

'l got acdl from Uveeright before we picked you up. Hefindly got the

ship out of dry-dock. It's on the way."

'Uvee?' Klin-Faasked. 'Another one of your aces?"

'‘Our astromech," Uldir clarified.

'An asiromech flying aship? Alone?"

'He's not your ordinary droid,” Uldir replied.

'No," Klin-Fasaid. 'l don't expect he would be."

* % %

The No Luck Required _arrived about ten minutes later, flying alittle
erratically and landing with abump that set Uldir'steeth on edge. He
hadn't wanted to say so in front of the Jedi, but he'd had his own doubts
about whether he would ever see his ship again after Vegas casud
announcement -- though held modified the UV-002 droid to fly the shipin

emergencies, theredlity was pure theory until now.

Though the landing was allittle rough, the droid seemed to have done okay,

and it was good to see the rugged transport. They abandoned the floater and



crowded up the landing ramp. Uldir went straight to the controls, where the

readout was scrolling, Uveetalking to him from his mooring station.

_Hi boss-boy. How did | do?_the droid trandator read.

'Y ou did great, Uvee," Uldir said, making amenta note to keep Vegaaway

from the astromech in the future. He hated being called 'boss-boy."

'Perfect.”

_Shdl | takeusto orbit? That's okay," Uldir quickly replied. Takea

rest. I'll get usout.”

'Hiers, four clicks," Vook sad, from tactical.

That'sjust fine," Uldir said. They can chew our exhaust.” He punched in

the drive, turned the ship skyward, and left Bonadan in abloom of ions.

Only much later -- two jumps from Bonadan -- did he relax, and then not

much.

‘We il don't have shidds," he noticed.

'No," Vook said. 'And the hyperdriveis -- undependable. The repairswere

not completed.”



Uldir blew out abreath and nodded. 'Well, you take what you get," he said.

'At least we have some drive capability. Where can we set down to finish

repairs?’

'Well, there's Shdlter,” Vegasaid. 'That'sclose.”

'Y eah. And in the Maw. | won't try that run with atesty hyperdrive.”

'‘Good point. How about Mon Calamari?'

'Sounds prudent.”

'‘No!" Klin-Fainterrupted. 'We can't spare the time for that. Y ou haveto

plot acoursefor Wayland, immediately.”

'Wayland?' Uldir said. 'What in blazes are you talking about?"

'And just exactly who are you?' Vega asked, her gaze tracing uncharitably

up the Jedi'sfigure.

'And what in space makes you think you can tell uswhat to do?" L esft

added, edging close to her, histeeth barred.

Klin-Fatensed, but otherwise ignored the threatening Dug.

'| supposeintroductions are in order,” Uldir allowed. 'Everyone, meet



Klin-FaGi. ShelsaJedi, if you haven't figured that out dready. Klin-Fa,

thisismy crew -- Vega Sepen, Leaft, and Vook Gehu."

Veganodded her platinum tresses curtly. Leaft continued to growl, and V ook

turned hisflat face toward her and nodded absently. 'Pleased to meet you,"

the Duro said. He didn't sound pleased -- he sounded doleful. VVook always

sounded doleful.

Klin-Fawasn't distracted. 'l have to get to Wayland," she said.

'It'simportant.”

Uldir grinned sardonicdly. 'But you won't tell mewhy."

'I can't. I've explained that."

Y ou want me to space her, boss?' Leaft asked, in ahelpful tone.

'Yes," Uldir returned, 'but you'd better not. Klin-Fa, Waylandisin

Y uuzhan Vong occupied space, in case you haven't heard. I'm not taking a

ship in this condition there unless | have ample reason. Y ou've given me no

such reason.”

'I'monamission for Master Skywalker. That should be reason enough.”



‘Sure. If | believed you, but I'm not sure | do. Trust goes both ways. You

want meto take you to Wayland? Tell mewhy."

I can't.”

'Fine. Then were going to Mon Caamari. Meanwhile I'll try to contact

Master Skywalker and see what he hasto say about this.”

'Y ou're making amistake.”

'I've been making mistakes since the moment | first saw you. Why should

things be different now?"

'Because the fate of the galaxy depends on what we do now, that's why.

Theresno timeto lose."

'So you say," Uldir said, shrugging.

Klin-Fasface registered bardly concedled fury, and again Uldir felt
something alittle troubling in her presence. The feding faded as she
composed herself and vanished when she quirked alittle grin, thefirst he

had seen. He wasright -- it made her prettier.

'l guess| wouldn't believe me, either," she admitted, reluctantly. 'Fine.
When you contact Master Skywalker, hell confirm what 1've said. But you

ought to do it quickly."



Uldir raised his eyebrowsin surprise. That sounds amost too reasonable.”

She shrugged. 'What choice do you leave me? I'm a your mercy."

'Great,” Uldir said. He glanced at hisfilthy clothes. 'I'm glad that's

settled. We've got along hyperspace jump -- | for one, could usea

‘fresher. Y ou could probably do with the same.”

'l suppose,” she conceded.

'Y ou can go first. Vegawill find you achange of clothes.”

* % %

An hour |ater, feding considerably more human, Uldir met with Klin-Faagain
inthe ship'ssmall lounge. She looked smdller in one of Vega's black

jumpsuits, and younger, too.

'Maybe we got off on the wrong foot," Uldir said. He stuck out his hand.

'I'm Uldir Lochett. Pleased to meet you."

She grinned wryly and took his hand. 'Pleasure,” she said.

'Y ou'd better watch that," he said.



'What?'

‘That's twice now you've smiled. It might ruin your look."

'If you'd been through what | have . . ." she began, but trailed of, her

gaze going muddy, logt in apast that Uldir knew nothing abouit.

'Yeah," hesaid. 'Well, if you ever fed like talking about it, I'm agood

listener."

‘Right. The soul of concern.” She shifted. 'So thisisa Jedi rescue

ship.”

'Y ep. My little kingdom."

'Lookskind of beat up.”

'‘Well, we don't like to attract attention. But she can do the job, when

she'sin good condition.”

"You're proud of her," Klin-Fanoticed.

'Sure. And of my crew. Y ou won't find better."

'l don't deny the four of you seem to get through, somehow."



Uldir couldn't tell if that was acompliment or not. Helet it pass.

'Want alook around?' He asked.

'‘Well, you've seen one transport . . ."

'Nah. C'mon."

'Shouldn't you be trying to contact Master Skywalker?" She asked.

'Vegasworking on that. We have to bounce the signa around agood bit and

put it through severd layers of encryption. Takestime."

'Not too much, | hope."

'No. | expect an answer in an hour or s0."

She sighed. 'Fine. | guess!'ll take that tour.”

'‘Okay." he stood and started leading her around. "The chassisisan old

Cordlian medium transport,” he explained, 'but we've made afew changes.”

Hetook her up the shaft into the turbolaser turret.



'‘Nice," she said, when she saw the armaments.

Turbolaser is state-of -the-art,” he replied. 'Cesium vapor, and packs a

real mean punch. We can aso target proton torps from here, aswell asfrom

the centra pand. And theres an extralayer of plating.”

‘But just one turret?’

'Y ep. | sacrificed the other for something better.”

'What's that?"

"The best part. Come back up.”

Shefollowed him to an access hatch.

"This used to be the cargo hold," he explained, keying the hatch open.

‘Between that and the missing second turret, we made room for these.”

Hefindly had the pleasure of seeing her surprised.

‘Starfighters!™ She breathed.

_TheNo Luck Required, starship illugtration by Jeff Carlide

'Yep," Uldir said, gesturing at the deek little ships. There werefour of



them, nestled in arotating frame. 'We can only launch one at atime, but we

can dill get them dl out in under aminute, if we haveto."

'A-wings," she noted, sounding somehow disappointed.

'Y ou know your ships,” Uldir said. They came out of the shipyards as

A-wings. Now they're alittle something specid -- each hasroom for a

passenger and emergency medical equipment. Sometimes we have to get into

tighter placesthan the No Luck Required cango."

'Y ou use them to extract Jedi ?"

'‘And place them. We're not only in the rescue business -- sometimes we ferry

Jedi into Y uuzhan Vong space, when amission calsfor it."

'Interesting. Things have changed alittle snce I've been away."

'l guess s0."

'l see you sacrificed the escape pods, t0o," she mused. 'But | suppose the

A-wings can serve the same purpose.”

'Y eah. It's never cometo that, but that's part of the plan. Number one
there is even hyperspace capable, 0 if we have to split the misson or send

for help, we've got the extralegsto doit.”



'Fine" shesaid. Y ouveimpressed me." Asif to belie that, she yawned.
‘Now, with al of this, do you have aspare bunk? | haven't deptin --

well, | guessaweek. | think I'll taketherest of that hour to have a

nap."

'No problem,” Uldir said.

After showing her to her bunk, Uldir went back up to where Vega sat at the

controls.

‘Nice new friend you've got there," the Corellian commented.

Uldir nodded. 'Not bad with alightsaber."

'Fromwhat | saw, I'd say spectacular,” Vega corrected. 'Cute, too."

"That | hadn't noticed."

'No, of course not. You just instantly recognized her as Jedi in need of aid

and chased after her.”

'I thought shewas athief,” Uldir said, defensively. 'l thought I'd help

thelocal authorities catch her. | didn't know they were the bad guys.”

'Y eah," Vegasad. 'Speaking of which, | think we can mark the whole



Corporate Sector down as unfriendly now. | did some checking up on that new
exec, the one whose head we borrowed. From what | was ableto glean, I'm
guessing he's been in secret negotiations with the Y uuzhan Vong for two

weeks now."

'Given that there was aVVong in the search party, that's not surprisng. And

Klin-Fasaid there was an executor on Bonadan."

'Well, things just keep getting better and better don't they?"

"Just makes things more interesting,” Uldir said.

'Y ou can say that again. And you probably will. There's more hot systems

every day."

It turn around, eventudly," Uldir said. 'Now that Master Skywalker has

plansin motion.”

"Y ou put an awful lot of faithin him," Vegasad.

It'snot faith. Faith is something you accept without proof. Master

Skywaker and the Jedi have proven themselvestime and again. It'sthe

government of theNewRepublic that's gumming things up.”

'‘Don't betoo sure," Vegasaid. The Jedi are dl well and good, but they



aren'tinvincible." Her tone became somehow more cautious -- and more

leading. He knew Vega, and knew she was about to make a point of some sort,

probably an unpleasant one.

'What?' He said.

"The Jedi. If even one of them turnsto the dark side, we could have bigger

troubles than the Y uuzhan VVong."

That'strue, but | don't think it'slikely.” Hetilted hishead in

suspicion. 'Y ou have areason for bringing thisup?'

‘Sure. Just how much do you know about thisKlin-FaGi?*

He hesitated.

‘Well?'

It'sjust -- | got some disquieting feelings from her, back on Bonadan.”

'What do you mean?"

Uldir frowned. 'I'm not sure. Probably nothing.”

Vegatwisted her mouth. 'Look," she said, ‘I know you've got alittle of

thisForcething -- "Very little. What | haveisn't dependable.”



'‘Maybe not. But don't et a pretty face distract you from what it might be

teling you."

Heturned to her serioudy. 'What are you saying?”'

'Wll, | got afeeling from her, too. Not one of your mystical ones-- just

the sugpicion that something doesn't add up about her. And Wayland -- why

Wayland?| can think of only two possibilities, right off hand, to explain

why a Jedi would want to go to Wayland.”

I haven't had timeto think about it al," Uldir admitted. 'Fill mein."

"Wayland is where Emperor Palpatine's secret toy-box was. All kinds of nasty

dark sde things on Wayland.”

‘Not anymore," Uldir said.

"Wrong. I've read the reports. Some of the Emperor's devices are il there

-- buried, yes, but till there.”

‘Buried under a mountain_," Uldir corrected.

'Y es. But the Y uuzhan Vong are there now, and they have away of digging

things up, don't they?"



Uldir acknowledged that with atilt of hishead. 'But the Y uuzhan VVong don't
exist inthe Force," he pointed out. 'Even if they found some kind of dark

side weapon, they wouldn't be ableto useit.”

'Probably not -- but they might be able to learn something about the Jedi

that will be of useto them." she held up afinger. 'So that's one

possi bility -- they've studied the Emperor's old tech and are devel oping

some sort of anti-Jedi weapon. Our new friend learned of this somehow and is

off tofoil their evil plot.”

'Y ou mentioned two possibilities.”

Vegaunfolded a second finger. "The other possibility isthat they've found

something Klin-Fa Gi thinks she can use hersdlf.”

'Y ou're saying she's gone dark.”

'I'm saying she'sangry. Even | can seethat. And aren't you dwaystelling

me that anger is of the dark sde?'

' think shelost someone," Uldir said. 'She mentioned a name, when she

killed the Y uuzhan Vong warrior. And I'd be angry too, if my home planet was

doingitslevel best to turn me over for sacrifice.”

'Does the reason she'sangry redlly matter? So shefedsjusdtified in



whatever she's planning. Would that make it any better?”

‘But if Master Skywalker ordered her to Wayland --

"Well, that'sthe problem," Vega said. 'He didn't."

'What?'

Shetapped areadout. Thiscamein just before you did. Klin-Fa Gi was

killed on Gyndine, or presumed so, two months ago. And Master Skywalker

doesn't know anything about any mission to Wayland.”

'Oh. Carbon flush."

'Yeah. You see”

'What does Master Skywalker want usto do?"

'Bring her infor debriefing, as soon aspossble.”

Uldir nodded wearily. 'l| guessthat's what well do, then."

'Whereis she now?"

"Taking anap. Or at least -- ' he paused. 'Doesthe air smell funny to



you?'

Vegas eyeswidened, just as Uldir felt his ears pop.

Heturned quickly to hisinstruments. 'Vaping Moffs Werelosing air

pressure.”

At that moment, the ship shuddered asif struck, and the lights went ouit.

Cursing, Uldir brought emergency power online. 'We've dropped out of

hyperspace!" He said.

'Interdicted?"

'‘No. Thedrivefailed."

| bet it didn't just fal," Vegasaid.

'l bet you'reright," he agreed. 'V ega, get back there. Don't be afraid to

shoot."

‘It'stoo late," the Cordlian told him.

But Uldir saw that, too. A-wing onewasjust crossing their field of view,

under full acceleration. Aningtant later it vanished into hyperspace.

'Vook!" Uldir shouted. 'Get that vector!"



'Got it, boss," the Duro's voice replied. 'But we have our own troubles.”

Theair was getting redly thin now. 'She's opened usto space,” Uldir

growled. 'That little --*

'And sabotaged the hyperdrive," the Duro added. "We aren't going anywhere,

sir. We're stranded here”

‘Nearest planet on dower-than-light?* Uldir asked, grimly.

"Two years away, Sir. The stars are sparse out here.”

‘Likel said,” Vegadrawled. Thingsjust get better dl thetime."

*111: War on Wayland*

SPACE WAS ABOUT TOKILL Uldir Lochett and his crew in amost unpleasant

manner. Although it wasn't thefirgt time the void had tried to snuff him

out -- not by agigaparsec -- Uldir still had plenty of objections.

'We're losing atmosphere, fast," He muttered, combing his fingers through

the switches and indicators at the helm of histransport, the_ No Luck

Required . 'But where?' His voice aready sounded unnaturaly thin, and

his eardrums felt like they were going to explode. How soon before his blood



Started to boil ?

_Stop thinking about that. That's not helping._

"Where do you suppose?’ asked Vega Sepen, hisfirst officer, her eyes

flashing like corusca gems beneath her platinum bangs. 'It's not

complicated. Y our girlfriend jammed the starfighter bay open.”

'Well, sedl if off!" he snapped, returning the Corellian's glare. ‘And do

not cal her my girlfriend.”

"Touchy," Vegasaid. 'Y ou shouldn't let one little spat bust up agood

thing. 1 mean, she only sabotaged our hyperdrive, stole our only

hyperdrive-capable starfighter, and left us bleeding air.”

'Y eah? Y ou sound jealous to me, Sepen,” he snapped.

'Oh, yes, of course," Vega said, studying the system indicators. 'l've got

the big hurt for you, dl right. I'm going to make my move as soon asyou're

out of diapers.”

Her voice sounded weird. Thefaling pressure, probably.

‘Boss. . ." Vegawent on, in amore normal tone.

'What?'



‘It won't sedl.”

'Sithspawn!" Heraised hisvoice, trying to project it through the thinning

ar. 'Vac quits, everyone, now!" Heroseto hisfeet and found hislegs

wobbly. He suppressed a giggle as the Situation suddenly seemed amusing. Was
harder-than-corundum V ega Sepen actually jealous of the rogue Jedi? Vegawas

like atough older sster -- there had never been anything between them.

Nor was there anything between him and Klin-Fa Gi. She had been an
irritating mynock on his hull from the second they met, and that was before

she had tried to kill him and his crew.

Another funny thing, thisone ared side-splitter. He was pretty sure he
didn't have time to make it to the storage lockers before passing out. Why

hadn't he thought of the vac suitsfirst? Where was his brain?

_Oh, right. Starving for oxygen.

He couldn't help it. Helaughed at that one. The galaxy was the best

practical joker ever.

Hewas gtill chuckling when he tripped over Leaft. The Dug had collapsed in
apile, hislimbs sticking up at odd angles. Hisnormally ferocious face

actudly looked sort of cute with no surly consciousnessto animate it. And



he had brought some blanketsto curl up on, or wasit laundry?

_No, those are the vac quits, you idiot, some stubbornly rationa part of

Uldir snarled. Y ou forgot. Leaft didn't.

Hisvisonwasblurring. He didn't have long. He put the hedimet on first and
twisted the feed valve, then started shimmying into the suit. Thefresh air
smelled good, but hislungs couldn't get much of it -- not enough pressure,

without ased between suit and he met.

A bunch of black holes suddenly appeared in the bulkhead. Y uuzhan VVong

voids? Were they under attack, now, on top of everything else?

That'sit," he muttered. 'l give up.”

Hedid, too, asthe black holes devoured the ship, the light, and findly

Uldir Lochett.

He awoketo the hiss of air in his hemet. Theflat face of aDuro was
garing a him with concern. The Duro was wearing avac suit. It took him a
confused moment to understand that it was VV ook, the fourth member of his

crew. It took only another heartbeat to recdl hislast memories.

'Leaft, Vegal We haveto --'



'Already done, Boss-boy," Vegas voice sounded tinny in his helmet

transceiver. 'We're all okay. Leaft'salittle on the puny side--'

I'mfine," the Dug snarled. He sounded more groggy than convincing.

'‘Good work, Leaft, going for the suits,” Uldir said. ‘Next time, remember

to put yourson first. Always."

'Hrrm. Basic training. Wasn't thinking straight, though." Leaft sounded

chagrined, which was ararity. Thinking like ahuman,” he added. That was

more like Leaft. Uldir was rdieved.

"Vook wasthinking straight, at least,” Vega said.

V ook |ooked embarrassed, but said nothing.

'Okay," Uldir said, wobbling to hisfeet. ‘L et's see what's wrong and fix

it.”

'‘And then?" Leaft growled.

"Then we go get our starfighter back and make a certain Jedi experience a

great deal of remorse.”



Uldir waswith ook in the engine crawlway, puzzling over the defunct

hyperdrive, when Vegastuck her head down from above.

"We got the outer doors sealed,” she said.

‘And theinner?"

'Wdll, it's good news and bad news," Vega allowed. The bad newsis she cut
through the inner doors with her lightsaber, so we're going to have to patch
them. Leaft's on that. The good news -- | guess thisis good news -- she
didn't jam the outer doors on purpose. She banged the mechanism with the

A-wing when shetook off."

Then she didn't intend for usto die," Uldir mused.

"Think not? So you plot she hasn't gone over to the dark sde?'

'If sheweretruly rogue, she would hardly have any compunction about

killing us. She could have torped us, for that matter, to make sure of it."

'l think you're till woozy," Vegasaid. 'She stranded usin VVong space
without a hyperdrive, twenty light-years from anywhere. She cut the
hyperwave antenna, too, so we can't cal for help. That in itsdf isadeath

sentence. A dow, crud one. Very dark.”



'Maybe she figured we could fix one or the other."

'She knew we were already in bad shape, that we needed suppliesto effect
repairs.” Vega cocked her head. 'Don't forget, she's on her way to Wayland.
She must be after some of the Emperor's old toys. Even if she hasn't given

into the dark side, she must beright at the shatter zone."

"Yeah," Uldir assented. 'I'll give you that. We just have to hope she
hasn't gone over. At least the Jedi till have afew friendsleft. A Dark
Jedi could lose them what little support they have. It would be dl the
hard-linersin the Senate need to make the policy of turning Jedi over to

the Yuuzhan Vong legd "

"That could betheleast of it, if she finds any of the Emperor's weapons,”

Vegasad. "We know from experience how much damage asingle Dark Jedi can

do."

'Yes," Vook said softly, 'but if that damage were to the Y uuzhan Vong, it

isto bedesired."

Vook . .." Uldir throttled hisimmediate retort. The Duro had lost his

homeworld to the Vong. He was understandably upset.

I can't imagine how you must fed, Vook," Uldir said. '‘But the dark side



can never bethe answer. | didn't learn alot at the Jedi academy, but | did

learn that."

Vook blinked dowly and was silent for amoment.

'I canrepair the hyperdrive," he said, apparently dodging any debate.

"You can?'

'Y es. She cut through one of the motivator-engine linkages. That's easily
repaired. However, when we dropped from hyperspace, the resulting surge
spread out over the rest of the system and fried the remaining motivators. |

can realign the one good one to handle the engines, but only for two, maybe

three jumps. Then it burns out, too."

"That'sterrific,” Vegasaid. 'Can we make Mon Calamari?'

IY%_"

'No," Uldir said. "We're going to Wayland."

Vegafixed him with her stedly eyes. 'And just how will we leave, once we

get there? Don't forget, the Y uuzhan V ong have a base on Wayland, too."

'Well deal with it when the time comes," Uldir replied. ‘Asitis, my last

indructions from Master Skywalker wereto bring her in for debriefing.



That's what we're going to do."

'Y ou're not thinking with your head, boss," Vegasaid.

'And that's enough of that." Uldir said. ' It's not funny anymore.” He

turned to VVook. 'How long until it's done?'

"Three hours, maybe four."

'Fine. Get toit. Vega, you'll help me get us as battle-ready as possible.”
Heraised hisvoice. 'Legft, how are the repairs on the inner doors

coming?'

'Faster if you'd let mework in peace,” the Dug's voice came back over the

intercom.

Vegawas gill staring at him. Her eyes and the set of her frametold him
she was unhappy with hisdecison. Hedidn't like to resort to pulling rank,
if he could help it. It was aways better when your crew agreed with you.
But in this case he wasn't going to entertain any discussions. He would not,
could not be respongble for giving aDark Jedi even the dightest
opportunity to resurrect any of the Emperor's old technology. Not eveniif it

killed them dll.

* % %



The No Luck Required _dropped out of hyperspace with abone-jolting thud.
Theinertial compensators whined and g-force tried to suck Uldir's brain out

of hisright ear. A great green world filled most of hisview, far too near.

'Nice jump, boss," Vegasaid.

"What happened?’ Uldir demanded, of no onein particular. 'We're lucky we

didn't end up starfood, coming out this closeto asingularity.”

V ook answered. 'The motivator failed during the jump,” he said. 'We are no

longer hyperdrive capable.”

'Well, at least you got us here. Good work, Vook."

'Yesdir," Vook murmured, and added, 'We're doomed now, Sir."

'No werenot,” Uldir replied. 'l want you to start exploring options. See

if you can cannibalize enough partsto put together one jump, to anywhere.

Scan the system for any hulks we might be able to sdvage from. Anything.

Just get me one more jump, Vook."

The Duro's expression remained unreadable, but he shrugged. 'Okay," he

sad.

'Boss," Vegasaid, 'I've got three objects turning our way."



'Perfect,” Uldir said. 'What are they?'

'‘Coraskippers.”

Uldir toggled on the intercom. "L eaft, you hear that?"

'Yes," the Dug grunted. 'I'm in the turret aready."

Uldir flipped to long-range scanners. There were the kips, al right. Like

al Yuuzhan Vong tech, the skipswereliving crestures, modified by advanced

biotech into deadly killing vessals. Uldir had dedlt with enough of the

smal furiesto know that even one was a problem -- three made for avery

bad day indeed.

It could beworse," he sighed.

'I've got a corvette andog coming around the planetary horizon,” Vega

said. 'l estimate we have about eight minutes to handle the skips before

were haveit to ded with, aswell."

'Ah," Uldir said. 'So worse. Remind me not to say that again.”

'What would be the point in that?' VVega asked. "Y ou don't seem to be

handling advice dl that well these days, even your own."



'And you're plotting a course toward insubordination, fast,” Uldir snapped,

garting the ship on a series of evasive maneuvers. 'V ook, weve still got

full maneuverability?'

'In sublight, yes."

'Fine."

'Permission to speek, dr," Vegasaid iffly.

'Vega. . ." hesighed. 'What?'

'Y ou don't need me here -- you've got V ook for fire control and repair and

Leaft for theturret. Let metake out astarfighter. Even the odds a

little."

That'safineidea."

'‘Great." She reached for the buckles of her crash harness.

"Two minutes until maximum range," Vook said.

'Wait," Uldir said. 'l meant taking agtarfighter out isagood idea. But

I'mtaking it. Y ou assume command of the No Luck Required .



'Boss, that's --

‘Listen to me. We can't dug it out with every skip in the system. Try to

cover my exit with abarrage -- dump some garbage, too, and I'll go out cold

slent. Then | want you to get going -- hide someplace, on the planet, in

orbit running silent -- whatever. Once I'm clear of thefight, I'll find

Klin-Fa Gi, grab her, and bring her back."

‘Right.Grab aDark Jedi."

'I'mthe only one of uswith any Force sense at dl," Uldir said. 'So I'm

the only one who even stands a chance of even finding her." he paused.

'‘Anyway, | brought her on board. It was my decision to come after her. I'll

take the consequences.”

Vegalooked like some nasty insect had stung her inside her mouth.

‘| don't likeit," she said.

'Y ou don't haveto. I'll find you, don't worry."

'One minute," Vook said.

‘Rotate fighter two," Uldir said. With that, he left the helm and hurried

toward the starfighter bay.



A globular bolt of plasma greeted Uldir as his A-wing cleared the fighter
bay. Hejerked reflexively at the stick -- forgetting he was powered down --
but hewas till ingde of the No Luck's shields, which the blast spread
acrossin rainbow fluorescence. Gritting histeeth, helet thetiny ship

drift in the cloud of released garbage. He watched as a spread of proton
torpedoes from the Luck winked into silent fiery starlets, accompanied by a
fusllade of energy boltsfrom Leaft's postion in the turret. Hisfinger

itched on the power-up switch. Had the cora skippers seen his ship emerge
and targeted him specifically, or was the near-miss merely coincidence? He
would know in afew seconds. He had drifted clear of the shields, now, and
though the A-wing had many non-factory modifications, its shidlds were not
upgraded. A single solid hit and he wasn't merely out of the action, he was

dead.

But the skips were too busy to notice him, thanksto his crew. One was
dready carrying alivid wound where one of Leaft'slasers had snged dong
theyorik cora, heating it to incandescence. As he watched, another took
the fringe blast of proton torp. For amoment, he thought the fight would be

over quickly.

No such luck. He watched, drifting and fegling hel pless as the skips closed
to their most effective range and the tables turned. Leaft still needled at

them with deadly accuracy, but the shots stopped dead in space metersfrom



the organic sarfighters. The Y uuzhan Vong ships didn't have shidds as such
-- instead, the same dovin basals that furnished their gravitic drive opened
tiny sngularitieswhich swallowed anything they touched -- concussion
missiles, torps -- even the coherent light and particles of ablaster bolt
vanished into them without atrace. They had their limits of course, and
Republic pilots had learned atrick or two about dipping the occasiona

shot through those gravitic defenses, but it was no easy going. Meanwhile,
the skips bombarded the_No Luck Required _ with gobs of supercharged plasma,
fired from what look for al the world like miniature volcanoes set in the
rough surface of the coral skippers. Now they avoided the arc of the turret
gun, diving in close. Vega couldn't effectively fire missilesfrom that

range, both because she wasn't likely to hit and because the resulting

concussion would damage the transport aswell.

'Go, Vega, go!" He muttered. 'What are you waiting for?"

But thenthe Luck's drive kicked on and a stream of hot ions engulfed one
of the cora skippers, whose pilot had clearly forgotten that anion drive
made an effective if short-range wegpon initself. The voids couldn't

swalow al of that. The skip flared orange, yellow, blue -- and was gone.

That'sit!" Uldir muttered, watching the No Luck Required _dwindle with
astonishing speed. The remaining skips went after her, of course, though
they had little chance of catching her if shedidn't let them. Unlessthe

Vong fighters were hyperdrive capable, which he didn't think they were.



The corvette andog probably was, but it wouldn't go faster-than-light until

it was alittle farther from the planet. But if they spotted him . . .

Heresisted holding his breath asthe larger ship cruised by only eight
kilometers off hislower starboard. If it noticed him, it gave no

indication.

New light caught his eye, as some of the junk gected with him hit Wayland's
outer atmosphere and began to burn. One eye still on the passing cruiser, he
reached for hisstick. It wouldn't do for him to hit the atmosphere wrong.
Too shalow an angle and held skip off into space. Too steep and he'd be

incinerated. Timefor alittle course correction.

He didn't bring the ship to full power, instead firing maneuvering thrusters

from independent power sources. That steepened his approach. He reached for

the stick -- and gaped at what he saw on his sensors.

Threelittle blips, launched from the cruiser, all headed hisway.

So they had been watching the jettisoned junk, and he had reved ed himself.

No use cursing the void, his grandmother used to say. It'll get youinthe

end, and you might aswell be on good terms. He went to full power, dropped

his nose, and dove planetward. The skips accel erated after him.



That'sright felows," Uldir grunted. ‘Bring those flying rocksinto the

soup with me."

He bumped through high-dtitude clouds of ice crystalsthat shattered the
light from Wayland's primary into rainbow and diamond. He flattened his
descent alittle, noting that the less aerodynamic coral skippers were
dropping behind his speedier ship. Their wespons, effective enough in space,

lost range in atmosphere. He could probably outrun them easily enough.

Herolled into atight turn. He couldn't afford to take that chance -- he
could outdistance the skips, al right, but they could keep him spotted

until craft more gpt for atmosphere could vector in on him. Uldir had met a
few of ther fliers, and some were pretty nasty. If he didn't want to have

to ded with fighting the VVong the whole time he was searching for Klin-Fa

Gi, held better do something about this now.

He aimed his prow at the coralskippers as they hit the turbulence hed just
passed through. He opened up with laser cannons, not really thinking to do
much damage a thisrange, but hoping the brief opening and closing of their
voids would roughen the air around them and sap some of their energy
reserves. When he was in range, he gave them the present he/d been planning
on -- aconcussion missile. The wegpon was one of his own modification,

equipped with agravitometric sensor. As soon asit sensed avoid, it would

go.



It blew some ten meters from the lead skip. At such short range, in an
atmosphere, a.concussion missle had considerable authority, expanding air

in asupersonic sphere that dapped the lead cora skipper back the way it

had come. The other two had begun pedling away, but not far enough, and both
went tumbling. Uldir braced for the milder jolt when the wavefront reached

him and began using hislaser cannonsin earnest, singing one of the

tumbling skips. From his peripherd vision he noted the lead skip faling
planetward, apparently unchecked by its gravitic drive. Thethird skip he

could no longer see, but ingtinct told him he had afew seconds before it

picked up histail.

Y dlow plumes of vaporizing cora sent the skip ahead of him pitching and
yawing, making it more difficult to hit, but it didn't seem to beusing its
voidséat dl. Hedmost had asolid lock, but that's when the warning in his
head went off -- time was up. He yanked on the stick up and port -- and felt
blood rush to his head. Hed been right -- streamers of plasmaboiled by
where he'd been. He tightened into aloop. Both skips were below him, now.
He noticed with satisfaction that the fire from the one behind him had

struck its brother aglancing blow, and it was burning.

Almost laconicaly, Uldir drilled thefinal skip and then sprinted toward

theforest far, far below.

* % %

When he was afew meters above the treetops he leveled out and called up a



map of the planet. It waswdll detailed, but few features were actualy

named. One of them was a dot in the northern hemisphere on the big continent
labeled 'Mount Tantiss." Wayland had been the Emperor's secret for many
years, listed on no star chart dueto -- of all things -- an ancient

clerical error. Mount Tantiss had been his arcanum and storehouse. Grand
Admira Thrawn had tracked the planet and the mountain down after the
Emperor's demise, bent on finding wegpons that would help him reclaim what
the Empire had lost. Later, Master Skywalker and some of the other heroes of
the Rebellion had found it aswell and destroyed the mountain with aseilamic

explosion.

If Klin-FaGi wasredlly aDark Jedi, the ruins of Mount Tantiss were

probably where she was headed.

He brought up the trangponder overlay. Not surprisingly, it confirmed his
suspicions -- the A-wing seemed to be motionless on exactly that spot.
Grimly he changed his heading to take him there, keeping awary eyeon

long-range sensors.

Uldir found the A-wing abandoned and hidden by amakeshift covering of huge
leavesfalen from the canopy above. Hetook a deep breath, listening,
watching, and smdlling the jungle around him, trying to reach out with the

limited Force ability he commanded.



From above, Wayland had looked much like Y avin 4, where he had attended the
Jedi academy. Here, on the ground, the smilarities seemed superficid.
Although both Wayland and Y avin's moon had land masses covered mostly in
jungle, Wayland's rose higher and sratified into two canopies. Theair of

Y avin 4 had been spiced with the scent of blueleaf. Here the atmaosphere lay
heavily on the forest floor, musky and ripe with decay, whirring, buzzing,

and click-clackering with the sounds of unfamiliar fauna. He remembered how
dangerousthe jungles of Y avin 4 had been, and there he had known something
of what to expect. Thisworld he did not know at al. The sounds around him
might be harmlessinsects or the Wayland equivdent of Yavin's piranha
beetles, which could strip a person to the bone in the time it took a

Toydarian to beet itswings.

Still, he was pleased to discover that Klin-FaGi seemed even more out of
her element here -- her trail of scuffed leef litter and bent or broken
understory was easy enough for him to pick up. It led, as he suspected, up
through the foothills surrounding what had once been Mount Tantiss.
Somberly, he shouldered asurviva pack, his blaster, and afew concussion

grenades and set off after her.

At least, he hoped it was her.

It wasn't long before Ul dir found evidence that he was indeed following the

Jedi and not some strange and clumsy beast. Unfortunately, that evidence

camein the form of thefive corpses -- sentients, by the look of them, two



different species. Neither of the specieswere Y uuzhan Vong, which meant
they were probably locas. Whoever they were, they had been killed by a
lightsaber -- few wegpons |eft the same distinct, cauterized dashesasa

Jedi's signature weapon.

Grimly, he studied the scene for details. Three of the dead were of atall,
ectomorphic specieswith six limbs, of which four gpparently functioned as
arms. They had flexible snouts and their skin -- where bare of the hides and

bone ornaments they wore -- glistered like an insect's carapace.

The other two were squat, powerful in appearance, and naturally armored with
bony plates on their rounded backs. Like those they lay beside, they seemed

to have been basically bipedd.

Uldir had never seen either species before, not in the space lanes or among
davesthat the Y uuzhan VVong used as shock troops. That wasn't surprising --
there were plenty of beingsin the galaxy who weren't space-going, either
because they didn't have the technology or the inclination, and he
remembered from hisall-too brief scan of thefiles on this planet that it

was supposed to have severd intelligent species, dl at an essentialy

stone-age level of technology.

When he saw what they gripped in their dead hands, however, Uldir's blood
ran cold. Now he understood something about why they had died. At first

glance, their weapons resembled clubs, spatulate on one end and pointed on



the other, about thirty centimetersin length. Uldir had seen such weapons
before, but even if he hadn't he would have noted something strangein the
way that they dowly wriggled, flexing from sde to sSde like Hothan glacier

worms. They were dive, and unmistakably of Y uuzhan Vong biofacture.

He studied the bodies more carefully, searching for other sgns of the
Y uuzhan V ong, wondering if these creatures had been daves or willing
dlies. Hefound no sign of the cora implants the invaders used to control

unwilling subjects, which seemed to suggest they were dlies.

Stll, there were many means of control, and Y uuzhan Vong knew most of them.

As he reached to turn one of the short, armored sentients over to ingpect
his underside, he suddenly realized that something waswrong. The forest
sounds around him had changed, with most of the animd life having fdlen
slent. Hedrew hisblaster -- casudly, asif heredly only meant to brush

the side of histrousers.

'Lay down shame wegpon!" A piping voice commanded in heavily accented

Basic. 'Lay down shame weapon or breathe-not you, offworlder!"

To emphasize the point, aquivering shaft appeared asif by magicinthe
tree nearest him. Uldir hesitated -- he had seen arrows before. They had a
primitive but effective way of making holesin people. On the other hand, he
had a blaster, which made bigger, more efficient holes. But the voice was

behind him, and he didn't know how many therewere.. . .



Whoever it was could have killed him dready. He might aswell see what the
oddswere, and what they had to say. Heraised hisarms dowly, turning

toward the voice. He did not lay down the blaster.

The speaker was astripe of color in the underbrush, hard to see, but Uldir
could make out that it was one of the dender, six-limbed humanoids. Uldir
breathed dowly and deeply, his eyestracking through the strange leaves for

others.

‘Lay down shame weapon,” the creature said again.

Uldir kept the weapon above his head, pointed at the sky, but did not do as

demanded. He nodded his head at the corpses. 'l didn't kill your friends,”

he said. 'l found them likethis. I'm in pursuit of the onewho did this."

He heard faint rustlingsin the brush al around him, and his heart sank. He

had probably lost his opportunity to shoot hisway out of the Situation, if

he'd ever had one.

Looking at the dead, however, he found part of him was glad of that.

The creature made afaint trumpeting sound. 'If kill Cut-Up-Wish-to-bes, not

our enemy,” he stated. 'Lay down shame wespon. Not tell again.”



I won't be defensdless,” Uldir said. 'l know what the Y uuzhan Vong do to

their captives. | won't be taken captive.”

Another trumpeting sound, thisonetrilled. An answering cal came from

someplaceto hisleft.

'We not friends of the Cut-Up-People," the sentient said, emphatically.

‘Never we fodder them."

Uldir could see two more of them now, both of the stockier race. They bore
bows, arrows, and stone axes with wooden hafts, like the one who had been
gpeaking. None of them carried anything that looked like Y uuzhan VVong
biotech. Uldir's shoulders relaxed atick. Deliberately, he returned his

blaster to its holster and raised his hands, palm outwards.

"The Y uuzhan Vong are my enemies,” he said. 'If you are also their enemies,

we arefriends.”

Thethin figure swayed forward. ‘Outworlders not friends," he said. 'They

bear shame, and bear it upon us."

'l came here only to find the one who |eft thistrail,” Uldir said. 'When |

have her, | will leave. | mean you no harm." He indicated himsdf. 'My name

isUIdir Lochett."

The creature regarded him for amoment. 'Y ou offer name?’ He said at last.



'Yes. | offer my name."

The being seemed to consider that for amoment. 'l offer in return. | am

called Txer. | am |leader of the Free People.”

'Pleased to meet you, Txer."

Txer then said something in his native language, and severd of the others

-- Uldir now guessed about fifteen -- responded to him. It seemed to bea

debate, of sorts, and he suspected the point debated had something to do

with whether Uldir got to keep bresthing or not. Finally Txer chopped both

of hisupper hands, and silencefdl. He moved closer to Uldir, until they

stood only about two meters apart.

'Y ou follow the one who made thistrail. Sheisstrong.”

'Yes," Uldir said.

'We hear her battle with Cut-Up-Wish-to-bes. Come to see. Hear your

shame-thing land, watch you. Y ou come only for her? Istruth?"

'Yes," Uldir replied.

"Why follow her? If they who fight Cut-Up-People your friends, why not her?



Y our words have Offworld poison in them, maybe.”

It's complicated,” Uldir said. 'Y es, sheisenemy to the -- er,
Cut-Up-People. But | fear she seeks something here, something the Emperor

left. Do you know of the Emperor?'
Txer trilled loud and long, then babbled again in hisown language. A few of

the others responded, sharply, and all of the creatures Uldir could see

brandished their weapons. His hand itched toward his blaster.

'Dark man,” Txer said, findly. 'She seeksthe things of the Dark Man."

'Yes, | suppose so," Uldir replied.

'So do Cut-Up-People," Txer replied. They make holes, degp and long, in

cracked mountain."

'Yes," Uldir said. 'They look for his secrets. So doesthe one follow."

'Must not to allow,” Txer said, hisvoice athin wisp. 'Cut-Up- People bad.
Dark man worse. All things of shame, his. | remember.” His luminescent eyes

narrowed. 'Also remember some outworlders who broke mountain, buried his

things. Y ou cousin to them?'

‘Sort of," Uldir replied.



Txer tilted hislong head thoughtfully, then spoke some moreto his people.

'Wedso follow thistrail," he said, smply.

'I'll gppreciate your help,” Uldir replied.

'Not to help you,” Txer said. 'To watch.”

* % %

They traveled for the rest of the daylight through steadily steepening
terrain. Twice, for no reason Uldir could tell, they hid in thickets,
remaining utterly silent until some unspoken signd released them to walk
again. That night they camped in the cavernous shdlter of the gnarled roots

of afantadticaly hugetree.

"Why do you call my wegpon a shame wegpon?' Uldir asked Txer, asthelight

faded to nothing.

'Isshameto use. Not from life." He paused, searching for words.
'‘Machine," hesaid at last, asif theword bit him on the way out of his

moulth.

'Oh," Uldir replied. It made sense -- these were people who lived smply

off what the land provided. Given that the Empire had been here, most of



their experiences with technology had probably been of the negative sort.

'Isthat why some fight for the Cut-Up-Peopl€e? Because they dso hate
machines?' That was putting it mildly, of course. The Y uuzhan Vong
considered all ‘dead" technology to be an abomination, and those who used
it S0 unclean asto deserve extermination. Their conquest of the galaxy was
more of a holy war than onefor territory -- they had long since conquered

worlds enough for their peopleto live on.

'Wish-to-besthink likethis, yes,” Txer replied. They say Cut-Up-People
likeus. They arenot. Lifeisfor respect. They do not respect life. They
break it, twigt it, make it asthey want, makeit foul. They do sameto

us.

"You'reright about that,” Uldir told him. 'I've seen it happen, on world

after world. And in the end, those who help them suffer more than those who

resst them.”

'Offworld wisdom we do not need,” Txer said, stiffly. 'Free People seethis

for themselves. Need not your eyesto see.”

‘| understand that," Uldir said.

'Wefight them, like we fought Dark Man," Txer went on.

Stone weapons againgt the Vong? Uldir thought. That was an uneven fight.



Unless the equation changed, the Free People were doomed.

'l should go on aone, when the light comes,” Uldir said. 'l don't want to

put your peoplein danger.”

'Wefight them,” Txer said firmly. 'And if you lie, we fight you too. We
fight until offworldersdl gone, or until we dl die. Segp now. Tomorrow

we enter Cut-Up territory, and then no deep.”

Uldir spent arestless night trying not to worry about his crew, hoping they
were dill dive and had managed to find ahiding place. He did not think
Klin-FaGi would stop to deep, and hefelt her drawing ahead of him, and

that made him even more anxious.

When he did deep, his mind built dresms whose architecture was darker than

the night.

* % %

"The junglelooks sick,” Uldir remarked the next morning. The upper canopy
looked ragged and skeletdl, and the lower was covered with what looked like

afinemold or dust.

'Y es. Will get sicker," Txer assured him.



It did. Soon they were walking through only the memory of aforest; the
mighty trunks were il there, but no hint of green or color of blossoms

was anywhere in evidence -- only adrab, charcoa gray.

'What did this?' Uldir asked.

Txer rubbed his mouth. 'Not know. No one living has seen what doesit. No

one dead talks about it."

A kilometer later the trees became charred stumps, obvioudy scorched by
some high heat. The burned zone went off to hisleft and right for asfar as

he could see.

Two kilometers|ater, even the ssumps were gone, and they stood on a high

ridge looking across a shallow valley at what remained of Mount Tantiss.

Under force of the seismic disruption, the peak had shuddered and collapsed.
Thisside of the mountain had dumped and become arolling, churned dope of
talus. On thisvast jJumble of basdlt, at about the same level he now stood

on, grew the Y uuzhan Vong base.

Five of the living compounds |ooked to be star-shaped, or at least radially
symmetrica. Thissort of structure Uldir had seen before, in records taken
by an erstwhile smuggler named Talon Kaarde. Called damuteks, the Y uuzhan
Vong had grown some on the ruins of the Jedi academy when they'd captured

the Y avin system afew months earlier. Uldir's old friend Anakin Solo had



fought hisway through a damutek and had reported alot of useful

information about them.

'l think those are Shaper compounds,” Uldir told Txer.

‘Shapers?'

'Y es. The Y uuzhan Vong are divided into castes. The Shapers are the oneswho
make their biotech -- ah, who twist life into the shapes they want. Y ou

understand?"

'Y es. Have seen -- not as cut-up as those who fight. Have hair like nest of

brvol-snakes."

‘Shapers, right. Those compounds are their laboratories. But what's that
thing?' He indicated something that resembled a squet cylindrical tower,
abet acrooked one. It was huge, at least ahundred meters high and nearly
that in diameter. Like the damuteks, it looked asif it were made of cordl.
Unlike them, its upper surface seemed to be perforated with hundreds of

openings, each of which must be ameter or so in diameter.

Uldir lifted his macrobinoculars and examined the base of the thing more
closdly, but he couldn't tell much el se except -- yes, it seemed to be

dowly rotating, asif boring into or out of the ground.



‘It'sadrill," he muttered.

'Makes holes," Txer said. 'Wethink, anyway."

‘A big hole. That's some kind of giant worm, I'd guess, or was before their

Shapers got hold of it."

‘But one thing we never reckon,” Txer said. 'If digging, where puts-it

rock?"

Uldir looked at Txer, reminding himsdlf that primitive didn't mean stupid.

"That'sagood question,” hereplied. 'l guessit digeststhe rock,
somehow, breaks it down. He shrugged. 'Doesn't matter. But look, seethose

capillaries connecting the mine to the rayed compounds?'

IY%,"

"Those must be ways down into the minesthe wormis digging. If they find
anything, they'll bring them up through there. Which meansI'll find Klin-Fa
Gi ether inthe mines or in one of those compounds.” He sighed. 'In other

words, she could be aimost anywhere down there."

He moved the macrobinoculars down, and the multitudes of figures moving
amongst the compounds resolved into recognizably Y uuzhan V ong shapes, but

there were plenty of Myneyrshi -- thetall spindly race -- and Psadans, the



armored ones -- aswdll. There were also more than afew humans, of which
Txer's band aso included a number -- the descendants of along-lost colony,

if he understood their story correctly.

He focused on the nearest group, who seemed to be tending some sort of
plantsthat grew on dope, just above where the burned zone ended. They were

about a hundred meters away, and Uldir saw no Y uuzhan VVong guards.

'Maybe | can passfor one of them," Uldir speculated. 'If they've caught
Klin-Fa, there ought to be talk about it. If they haven', there might be

talk about that too."

But looking up at the complex, he didn't fed much hope. He didn't have the
leisure time to ingnuate himsdlf into the Y uuzhan V ong camp the way Anakin
Solo had done on Yavin 4 -- Vega and the rest were out there, possibly
fighting for their lives, waiting for him to finish hismisson hereand get

back into space. Every second he spent here was arisk not just to hisown
life but to his crew's, and for that matter to everyone he and his crew

might have rescued if they weren't here chasing one rogue Jedi.

‘Jedi," he murmured, and Txer narrowed his eyes.

'‘What Jedi?' He asked, suspicioudy. "Y ou Jedi?'

‘No, I'm not. Theone| chase."



Uldir closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to ignore his body, his

thoughts, hisimmediate surroundings, to fed through theliving Force

around him. To search for Klin-Fa Gi. She was probably the only living Jedi

on Wayland, and the Y uuzhan VVong did not appear in the Force a all. Klin-Fa
ought to stand out like aWookiee a a Tintinnawedding, evento his

|ess-than attuned senses.

The sounds around him faded thin and were forgotten. In the outward-reaching
eye of hismind, he was a sphere, expanding, not so much taking in al that

he touched, but reminding himsdlf that he was dready apart of it.

Hefdt the bt of sickly life behind him, growing stronger asit marched
away from the Y uuzhan Vong settlement. He felt the verge of death and pain
he stood on, and the odd blankness of the Y uuzhan VVong themsalves. He felt

the fractured stones of Mount Tantisss.

Part of him was excited. HEd never commanded this sort of clarity inthe

Force, even on hisbest day at the academy.

And yes, better ill, there, aflicker, hefet Klin-FaGi, and it seemed
shewas near. Hefdlt her heart pounding, sensed danger, agoal reached,

something desired found . . .

Then ablack spike of anger and despair struck him between the eyes, and a

shriek of hatred that was somehow more the taste of salt and bitter Jiqui



pedlsthan a sound.

His tenuous hold on the Force snapped, replaced by another sensation, a sort

of burring in hisbones.

It took him amoment to understand the fedling was coming from beneath him,
up through hisfest, that it was the ground trembling. And it was growing
stronger. He opened hiseyes, gazing at the ruined mountain, &t theterrible

Vong-thing growing into it.

Something was different, but it took him amoment to placeit. Then he saw,

but till didn't understand. The tower was larger, puffy, bloated ooking.

Txer," hesaid, 'Run. Now." He bolted down the hill, across the blasted

|andscape toward the Y uuzhan V ong settlement.

'Why?' Txer shouted from behind him.

‘Just doit!" He didn't have time to explain that he wasn't quite sure why,

but that if he waited to think it through they would &l be dead.

A glance behind him showed Txer and his Free People dtill hesitating. ‘Come

on!" he howled.

Txer sarted forward. After that, Uldir kept dl of his attention on the



rocky path and the rumbling in the planet that grew stronger with each
footfall. He ran, hoping the Free People followed -- hoping hisluck hadn't

betrayed him at last.

He'd reached the bottom of the foothill they'd stood upon and just Sarted
up the dope toward the damuteks when he heard shouts from the sentients
behind him. The Psadan, who were basicaly armored spheres, were mostly
rolling down the hill. The Myneyrshi were having abit more trouble with
their delicate looking legs. Asthey started uphill, however, their
positionswere reversed. The Myneyrshi pulled themsalves gracefully up the
dope with their sx limbs, while the Psadan began to lag behind. It was
Txer who first shouted and exclaimed, and Uldir followed the direction the
fellow indicated with hisgaze. The vibration in the ground wasrattling his

teeth, now.

The tower bristled. From each of the hundreds of openings on its upper
surface, a snaky tube emerged and lengthened, arcing in unison out over the
valey and toward thefoothillsin what looked like dow moation, but which,
given the distances involved, was probably quite fast. Each of the tubeswas
headed for adightly different destination. Many of them seemed to be

coming straight toward Uldir.

Uldir quickened his pace.

'What is?" Txer asked.



‘We have to makeit out of the burned zone!" Uldir shouted. 'To thefirst

of the Y uuzhan VVong gardens.”

He glanced up, and could see the dark mouths of the tubes facing down now,
like cave worms coming to take abite out of him. How low did they haveto
get? The sky wasfull of the arcing shafts now, some aimed far beyond the
ridge. It might have been curioudy pretty if he didn't remember the

perimeter of destruction, if the burned zone didn't fit so well with the

geometry of what he was seeing.

They were abouit to find out what the drilling-worm digested rock into, and

he didn't think they were going to enjoy the enlightenment.

The end of the scorch-zone was just ahead, but the Psadans weren't doing so
well. One stumbled, and Txer supported him. Another dipped back near Uldir.
Hebit hislip. If he paused to help the Psadan, he might die, which was one
thing, but then he would fail his misson, which was dtogether another. He

couldn't. ..

No. Whatever else hismisson was, first and foremost it wasto help his

fellow being in need.

He put a shoulder under the Psadan's stout arm, and together they struggled
toward the strip of green ahead. They had maybe thirty metersto go -- some

of the Myneyrshi had dready reached it.



The sky was avault of black cords now, and an opening wide enough to
swdlow Uldir was dropping swiftly toward him. He didn't think it would

swdlow him, though. He wondered, in fact, if hewould fed much of

anything.

The smdler rocks on the hillside were actudly rattling now, from the

pressure building below them. Any moment now . . .

Uldir'sfoot struck arock wrong, and he dipped down, his ankle twisting
painfully asthe Pssdan'sweight fell disproportiondly on him. Grunting

gpologeticaly, the Psadan tried to lift himinto acarry.

Too late," Uldir muttered.

Hedidn't see the yelow-and-black clad figure until she was beside him,
until her strength had flowed into him and he and the Psadan were
practicaly carried forward to the edge of the Y uuzhan VVong fields by the

power of the Force.

You'reanidiot, Uldir Lochett," Klin-Fa-Gi informed him.

The Free People shouted as one, as out and across the valey the hundreds of
tubes coughed out a fluorescent orange haze. The smell was lightning against
stone, hot copper hitting water. The haze collected in low spots, cooling to

blood red and then nearly black, rolling over the hillsin an expanding



torus which left the Y uuzhan V ong base and gardens -- and thankfully, Uldir

L ochett -- untouched in the center.

'What isit?" Txer asked, waving at the terrifying sight.

'Mining vents," Klin-FaGi said, briskly. The Chom-Vrone chews up rocks and
digestsinto a gtate of semi-plasmain aprocessalot like the wespons
their skipsuse. When it hasafull load, it spewsit in aperimeter around

thelr settlement, as you see. Kegpsthings clear and undesirables out.”

'Y eah," Uldir grunted. 'Or dmost al of them, anyway." He noticed that
she had afew new wounds, though none of them looked serious. She aso had
something strapped to her back, something wrapped in layers of what seemed

to beliving tissue,

'What's that you've got?'

‘Never mind that now," Klin Fasaid. 'We've other troubles.” She pointed.

Coming down in awave from the settlement above were dozens of Y uuzhan Vong

warriors. Behind Uldir, the curtain of superheated rock vapor was still

spreading. They could facethewarriorsor fry.

'‘Well," Uldir grunted. 'At least we have our backsto awall."

To Be Continued in Insider #62. . .



Greg Keyesisthe author of Star Wars: The New Jedi Order -- Edge of Victory

I: Conquest and Star Wars: The New Jedi Order -- Edge of Victory II:

Rebirth.

*1V: Relic of Ruin*

*V/: A Perilous Plan*

ASTHE_NO LUCK REQUIRED TUMBLEDIlaconicaly though the void, Vook Gehu

watched the stars drift across his view, remembering a Duro maxim older than

SOMe SPeECi€es.

_If astar should but blink, it would missal of our history.

The stars did not care who won thiswar. They did not care if Vook was

freeze-dried in vacuum or blasted into vapor. That he would die without

companions did not trouble them.

V ook found an odd comfort in that.

He checked to make sure the emergency transponder was working properly. It

was, pulsing asteady distress call. He hoped it would be answered soon, or

thiswould al be moot.

He needn't have worried. Five minutes later, aresponse came, and Vook's



blood seemed to drop to the temperature of surrounding space. He searched
the stars afew more moments before he found the newcomer-an irregular

darkness that was not a distant nebula, but something much nearer.

Something that-unlike the stars-did indeed take an interest in what happened

to Vook.

Inthis, hetook no comfort at al. His mind wandered back to the
conversation-only an hour or so before-that had crashed him into this

Stuation, and he Sghed.

He answered the hail.

"Thisis Vook Gehu of the No Luck Required._ | need help. Therest of the

crew isdead, and | am injured. My sensor grid isdown and my shipis badly

damaged. | amin great need of assstance.”

The comm unit sputtered and clucked, then spoketo himin aharsh, nasa

baritone.

'Y ou have found your assistance, infidd," the reply came. 'l am Vintul Cat

of the Y uuzhan VVong. Shut down al of your auxiliary sysemsand prepareto

be boarded."

Vook vented another sgh and keyed the return. "Hdllo, Y uuzhan VVong," he



said. 'So runsmy luck-1 hoped to attract afriendly ship, but | see my

gamble hasfailed.”

‘Thereisno luck," Qat replied. 'There are only the gods and what they

will."

'Y es? Then you may tell your gods | will not be boarded, Vintul Qat, not by

you or any other of your despicablekind. | shall die before surrendering.”

'By your own admission you have no sensors,” Qat replied. 'Y our shipis

losng amosphere.”

'My wegpons are till on line," Vook replied. ‘And my reactor is damaged,

yes. Indeed, inits condition it might well make a better weapon than a

power source. Consder that, and come for me at your peril."

'My shipisfull of captives," the Y uuzhan Vong said. ‘'Some of your own

kind. Should you manageto destroy it, you will kill many moreinfidesthan

glorious Y uuzhan Vong."

‘Better they die than receive the fate you offer them," Vook said.

'In any event, itismoot,” Qat snapped. "We are out of your range.”

'For thetime being,” V ook replied. "Try and board me."



'l can be patient,” Qat replied. 'In ashort time, your reactor will either
go criticd or fall. If it overloads, I'll watch you die. If it doesnat, |

will take you then."

'Delude yoursdf if you wish," Vook muttered. ‘It makes no differenceto
me. Y ou destroyed my planet and scattered my people. Do not think you will

find me easy prey, no matter the condition of my ship.”

Vintul Qat's only answer was a harsh laugh.

Vook closed his eyes, wishing it were an hour ago, when the boss was il

withhim.

Redl space was somehow away's a surprise after the nothingness of hyperspace.
Thereativigic universe was never quite as Uldir remembered it, asif his
mind protected itsdlf from the absurdity of faster-than-light travel by

distancing itsdlf from the redlity it had been formed to comprehend.

Wheatever the cause, reversion was one of Uldir's grestest pleasures, even if

the view was-from any other perspective-unimpressive.

But sometimes the show was better than al expectations, and for the crew

and single passenger of the No__ L uck Required,_ thiswas one of those times.

From their entry above the system's dliptic plane, the primary was a



blue-white jewel, apark of eectricity captured and made constant. But
something had reached into the star and tugged out a streamer of glowing
plasma, pulleditin an arc haf alight year long beforetwisting itinto a
spira that wound tighter and tighter before vanish-ing. Intersecting the
spira and girdling the blue pinprick was avadt, faintly glowing indigo

torus.

Hisingruments and chartstold him that the cause of the phe-nomenon wasa
black hole, sucking matter into the nowhere of its event horizon, the gresat
wregththestray hydrogen atomsthat had escaped to orbit in the sngularity's
path, but the cause didn't matter. For amoment, beauty swept everything
from Uldir' smind, including the absurdly dangerous businessthat had

brought him and his com-panions to this unpopulated system aong the Hydian

Way.

‘They aren't here,' Vega Sepen pronounced in that terribly certain way that

meant 'l told you so."

Uldir glanced at the platinum-haired Cordlian, wondering if shefelt

anything beneath that tough exterior, if the wonder of the uni-verse

penetrated through those steely eyesto the person beneath.

Maybe. He thought he caught aglimpse_of _bluefireinthem, not a

reflection from without but alight from within,

At least that's what he imagined he perceived for about a nanosec-ond. In



that ingant, he saw Vegain avery different way. The angular plainsof her
face seemed softer-younger, though she hadn't yet seen her thirtieth
standard year. He realized with astart that she was pretty, in aquirky

way. Hadn't he ever noticed that before?

Then the moment was gone asif it was a quantum phenomenon, destroyed by

obsarvation.

'‘Boss?' Vegds voice became more ing stent.

'What?'

'Where areyou? | said they're not here. No sign of any Y uuzhan Vong vessels

inthe system.”

'Our sensors aren't that good,” Uldir said.

'Wdll, no, not if they're hiding. But this sector of spaceis com-pletely

under Y uuzhan Vong control, and they have nil reason to expect company. What
with that black hole down there, and dl of the attendant gravitational

hooplain this system, there are only afew placesit makes senseto drop

out and plot the next jJump. Thisis one of them-I've checked the others.

Nothing."

"They'll be here," another feminine voice said.



Vegaraised her eyebrowsin the same way Uldir had once seen her do when
she'd discovered a Barraken weed-scorpion stalking her. Then, the small
forehead twitch had been quickly followed by ablaster rifle discharge.

Uldir tensed, involuntarily.

The new speaker, Klin-Fa Gi, tensed too, her Jedi senses doubtless warning

her of danger. Klin-Fawas small, with dark eyes and black hair hangingin

bangs. Her eyes narrowed asiif challenging Vega.

"Yeah?' Vegas voice was soft, but it was myynsilk wrapped around

durasted!. 'How do you know they haven't already been here and gone?'

'I' would know," Klin-Fareplied.

'Ah, theinfalible, inscrutable Jedi," Vega scoffed. '‘But | thought you

couldnt fed the Y uuzhan VVong in the Force?'

| can't,” Klin-Fasaid. 'l feel Bey."

Uldir never liked it when the Klin-Fasaid that name. He'd never met the

fellow but was developing the opinion that he wasn't going to like himiif he

ever did.

'‘Good," Vegasaid. 'Just find him on the sensors now, and you can

contribute something ussful.”



‘They'll be here. | fed it."

'Grest," Vegasaid. Sherolled her eyes.

Klin-Fapressed her lipsin atight lineand didn't reply. Uldir felt a

momentary desire to defend the young Jedi. She'd changed out of theliving

Y uuzhan Vong cloaker she'd worn when she came aboard and was now dressed in
apair of Vook'sred coverdls. They weretoo big for her, making her seem

smdl and vulnerable.

Y eah, right, he reminded himself. Small and vulnerable enoughto cut a

Y uuzhan Vong warrior in half at thewaist. HEd seen her do exactly that.
Not to mention the grief sheld put his crew, his ship, and himself
through-stranding them in the middle of nowhere, for instance. Shewasbig
troublein asmal package. Vegawas right-he was crazy to trust her after

al shed done.

Sl ...

'Move out of the safe point,” he told Vega, ‘and power down. | don't want

them seeing us when they get here.”

'When?' Vega asked skeptically.



'If," Uldir conceded. "And ook, you and Uvee run diagnogtics on the
wespons systems and shields again. It was aminor miracle you managed to
patch our girl up in thetimeyou did-if we have abreather, | want to use

it to bring our combat readiness to maximum."

'Wdll, that makes sense at least,” Vegaadlowed. 'How'sthis? We go find a
Star Destroyer and come back. That should improve our chances alittle. This

isn't awarship we have here.”

"We're not exactly defenseless, Vega,” Uldir pointed out.

'‘And our target isn't awarship either,” Klin-Fa added.

'Every Vong shipisawarship,” Vegacountered. 'And it'll come escorted:”

Klin-Farolled her eyes. "Weretalking about a Y uuzhan Vong dave transport
traveling through secure VVong territory. The Y uuzhan Vong are proud-escort
will be minimal, because they won't want to seem like cowards. Besides, when
| infiltrated their data systems | noticed something interesting-one out of

every three warships on duty in this sector has been rel ocated. It happened

amogt overnight.”

Vegafrowned. That soundslike they're starting a new offensive. Now that's
something worth knowing. Shouldn't we be reporting that instead of trying to

rescue some old lover-boy of yours?'



Klin-Facolored dightly. That isn't what thisis about. It's not about
Bey, or me. Jedi fight, Jedi die. We know therisks. Bey knew the risks-but
the secret he carriesis crucid. And it's more important than any

conventiond Y uuzhan Vong offensve.”

'Despite the fact that you don't know exactly what this hypothet-ical new

weapon of theirsis," Vegasaid.

Klin-Facrossed her arms and |eaned againgt the bulkhead. ‘I know they

believeit will dl but end the New Republic's resstanceto their

invason."

'Well, yes, that'swhat you say," Vegareplied. That and two hydrogen

atomswill get you hdiumif you squeeze hard enough.”

"That's enough,” Uldir cut in. 'This debate isover."

Vegalooked surprised at histone, and he realized he had been

uncharecterigticaly harsh.

But Klin-Fahad blushed when Vegareferred to Bey as her 'lover-boy.' Uldir

liked the missing Jedi less every second.

‘Just-' he stopped, sighed. 'Vega, | may be crazy, but | believe her. And

I'm the captain, last | heard. We're doing this. | need your support now,



not your dissent.”

Vegas eyes widened. 'Boss, just because | don't agree with you doesn't mean

I'm not a hundred percent there for you. | am with you.”

'‘Glad to hear it."

'I mean, even if wereto think this were a bone-headed, irresponsg-ble,

absurdly dangerous gambit to salvage the remaining shreds of your

masculinity-'

'Point taken, Vega. Y ou're with me. Now shut up.”

'Yes, gr. Always eager to shut up.”

'I'mwith you too, captain,” V ook's voice came over theintercom. 'And

well beready to fight, | promise you." He sounded confident, for a

change. Vook never sounded that way.

Veganoticed it too. 'Isthat realy Vook?' She asked softly.

'l don't know," Uldir replied, muting the comm unit. 'After that outburst

of hisyesterday-I'd better have atalk with him."

Hefound V ook in the turret, working at the turbolaser. He didn't look up as

Uldir camein. Hisflat Duro face registered no emotion Uldir recognized.



'V ook, isthere a problem?”

'No, gr. I'm adjusting the phase modulation for more efficient fire."

"That's great, but | wasn't talking about the turbolaser. | wastak-ing

about my mechanic.”

I'mfine, gr," Vook said, stiffly. 'l can do my job."

'I'd never question your ability to do your job, Vook. I'm worried about

your anger.”

"The Y uuzhan Vong destroyed my homeworld,” Vook said bluntly. '"My people
flew among the stars when most speciesin this galaxy were il subsisting

on the fruits and bugs of their native forests. To be destroyed by the

Y uuzhan Vong, by barbarians who don't even have brains to comprehend what

they've done-" he broke off.

'No one expects you to have any love for the Y uuzhan VVong, Vook. No one

expects you not to mourn your homeworld-"

'Yes. Mourniswhat | do. Don't you think | know what you dl think of me?
V ook the mournful. VVook the always sad. Poor old VVook. Well, I'm tired of

it. If my choiceisto be between misery and anger, I'll take the anger,



gr. It feds better.”

"Those aren't the only two options,” Uldir pointed out.

'Sir, with al due respect, you have no homeworld to lose. Y ou wouldn't

understand.”

Uldir was slent for amoment.

"There was an arboretum on Bburru. Did you know it?"

Vook's brow wrinkled oddly. 'Y es."

'l spent my fifth and my eeventh birthdaysthere. There wasonetreein

particular, abig olop, and if you sang near it, it would chime an

accompaniment-"

'I remember thetreg," Vook said. 'It was anative of the home-world, the

last of itskind. They were trying to clone it when the Vong destroyed the

city. Now it'slost forever."

"Yeah," Uldir said. 'I'll missit."

'Not as | will," the Duro replied.

'Probably not. That's not my point. | spent my fourth birthday on Coruscant.



| spent my fifteenth on Y avin Four. Y ou'reright, Vook, | have no homeworld.
My parents were traders and freighter pilots, and | grew up in the space
lanes. Thisgaaxy ismy homeworld. Look what the Y uuzhan VVong have doneto

itll

Vook dropped his head and nodded dightly. 'l understand.”

I know you do. | don't hurt more than you do V ook-that's a com-petition |
can livewithout. But you can't turn inward and imagine that not al of us
havelost something. And you can't givein to your anger. My Jedi training
may have been abust, but | know that much. Anger isn't good for anyone,

Jedi or no. It just fedsthat way."

Vook sghed. Thereislogicin what you say. Logic ought to be comforting.

Itisnot."

Uldir cocked hishead quizzicdly. 'Why now, Vook? Why, after dl thistime

are your emotions just now getting the better of you?'

Vook turned back to the turbolaser. 'It's this Jedi woman. She's made me

undergtand how little | actudly do:"

'She said something to you?'

'No. But she acts. She takes the fight to the Vong. So do you."



'‘No | don't," Uldir averred. 'I'm arescue pilot. | became arescue pilot
because | didn't have what it took to be a Jedi, but | wanted to be like

them-to help people in trouble. Jedi don't liveto kill, VVook, not the good

ones. They avoid it when they can. Sometimesthey avoid it at the cost of

their own lives. | passed up offers from haf-a--dozen fighter squadrons
because | like doing what | do. We've been in alot of scrapes the past week

or so, but never because | wanted to attack the Y uuzhan VVong. Never because
| wanted to kill one. I'm just trying to do my job-ajob that would be

impossible without you, by the way. We could never have escaped Wayland
without your expertise, Vook. Who e se could have fixed our hyperdrive with

century-old junk?Why do you think | requested you for my crew?"

'Y ou requested me?" The Duro sounded genuinely surprised.

'Of course. What did you think?'

'l thought-I mean no oned<e..."

"V ook, you're the best mechanic the service has. And | like you."

V ook dropped his gaze to the deck, and then lifted it to meet Uldir's.

Thank you, Sir."

'Now-"



'Hey, boys," Vegas voice came over the intercom.

'What isit?"

"Weve got company.”

'Looks like your sweetheart wasright after dl,” Vegasaid, as Uldir

entered the cockpit. 'It'slate, but that's definitely a'Y uuzhan Vong

transport.”

'Big," Leaft-the fourth member of the crew-grunted. The Dug scratched

behind his ear with one of hisfoot-hands.

Uldir slently agreed. Irregular but vaguely |ozenge-shaped, the transport

looked to be haf akilometer long. Likeal Y uuzhan Vong vessdls, it gave

Uldir theimpression of some sort of thousand-legged sea cresture, though it

had no limbsin evidence.

'Minima crew, though," Klin-Fasaid. 'l wason onejust likeit. Most of

the space isreserved for captives.”

‘Escort?' Uldir asked.

'Four skips," Vegaanswered. 'Nothing we can't handle.”



I don't likeit,” Uldir said. "It seemstoo easy."

'Easy?' Vegasaid. 'Maybeif our goa wasto blow it out of the sky. But

werre aming to capture that thing, remember? Without killing this Bey

Gandan fellow or any of the other captives.”

"Yeah," Uldir agreed."That isthe tricky part. But Klin-Fahasan idea."

"‘Why doesn't that surprise me?" Vegawondered.

'Follow her plan?" Leaft snarled. 'I'd sooner milk arancor.”

'l don't think rancors produce milk," Vook commented over the intercom.

‘Just listen to her," Uldir said. 'Klin-Fa?"

The Jedi nodded, made a point of meeting L eaft's angry gaze, then cleared

her throat.

"When | was on Wayland, | managed access to one of the Y uuzhan VVong
data-storage modules, what they cdl a gahsa._ That'show | dis-covered
which ship Bey would be on and whereit was going. | also had alook at the
structura design of the ship. The outer hull doesn't have nerve endings,

but the inner hull does. Breech it, and darms go off everywhere."

'Okay," Vegasaid. 'We knew that."



'Here's something you may not know. Near the dovin basd, the inner hull

nerves are compromised.”

'‘Compromised?’ Uldir said.

'Y es. The dovin basals are creaturesin their own right-they don't grow asa
part of the ship but are nursed separately and then grafted on. But it's not
aperfect symbiossthe gravitic distortion of the dovin basal desengitizes

the nerve clustersimmediately adjacent to it. In war-ships or on any vessdl
whereit'simportant to have a complete tactile net, the VVong compensate by
implanting specia nerve biots around the dovin basals that aren't confused
by the gravitic anomaly. In trangportslike this, such asmal vulnerability

isn't worth the effort of amending.”

Leaft switched his scratching to his chin. 'So thereé's adead spot where we

can breach the hull without them noticing. Greet. What's that mean?”

It means the boss redlly has gone out of hism-" VVega began, then caught

Uldir'sglare. -gone out of hisway to really think this plan through,”

shefinished.

'So | have," Uldir said. 'Hereswhat | have in mind. Vook? Areyou

listening? Y ou're important to this"

V ook watched the Y uuzhan VVong vessdl edging nearer. He keyed on the comlink.



' warned you!" He snapped. ‘Come no closer."

"The holy and terrible Y un Y uuzhan and al the gods know you will never be

inaposition to command me," Vintul Qat informed him.

Something hitthe No__ L uck Required, then,_hard. VVook cursed in Duro.

'Perhaps without your sensor grid you did not notice our escort,” The

Y uuzhan Vong commander said.

Vook alowed himsdf athin amile. 'Perhgpsin your arrogance you did not

notice that my ship isfully functiond."

Heflipped on the shields, launched a spread of concussion mis-siles, and

kicked in theion drive. 'Uveg" hetold the astromech droid, where it was

patched into turbolaser, 'Destroy those cora skippers. | will handle the

transport.”

_Affirmative , the droid'sreply scrolled acrossthe trandator.

‘Thisisfoolish,” Vintul Cat warned. "What can you hope to accom-plish?’

"‘Wouldn't you like to know," V ook said, under his breath. But over the

comlink he shouted, 'For Duro! Degth to the Y uuzhan Vong!"

It'sstarted,” Uldir said, pointing to the sudden flashes of light across



theintergelar night. 'Klin-Ferif you please, before they art
maneuvering. We don't want to be standing next to the dovin basal when they

turniton."

'Got it." The Jedi's yellow blade strobed into existence and she began
quickly hacking at the yorik cora hull they had tethered them-sdvesto.

Leaft pulled at the chunks as she cut them loose, sending them drifting off

into space.

It took only minutes before Uldir felt the gentle pressure of atmos-phere
blowing out of the hole. A moment later it was large enough for them to

enter.

Uldir stuck hishead in.

Likethe outside of the ship, theinsde had the grown, organic look that
came from actudly being grown and organic. Thewalsglowed apae
ydlowish green, though even as he watched the light began to fade asthe

absolute chill of space killed whatever cregture created the luminescence,

Uldir pulled himsdf quickly through. "Hurry," he said. They might not

notice the hull breech, but pretty soon they'll figure out they're losing

ar."

They'll put it down to alaser strike," Klin-Fasaid.



'l hope we aren't counting on that," Vega grumbled.

Pseudo-gravity pulled Uldir to the deck, which-though biotic--was aready
frozen harder than most metals. He saw that they stood in along corridor
that followed the curve of the outer hull. In elther direction, membranes

were dilating to close off the breached section.

He picked the nearest sedl, only about three meters away, but before he

could reach it, it had completed its job.

'What now?" Leaft grunted.

| can cut it," Klin-Fasad.

‘Right," Vegadrawled. 'Then the next section decompresses and sedl s off,

we cut through that, and the next section decompresses-no, they'll never

guess we're coming.”

'Watch and learn," the Jedi said. With thetip of her weapon, she cut a

narrow horizontal line through the emergency bulkhead. Then she stepped

forward and pushed through the flexible membrane.

‘Hurry," she said.

Uldir went through last, and found it difficult, for the dit was now only



haf the Sze aswhen Klin-Facut it.

It'salive, remember?' She said. 'It heals quickly. No more
decom-pression. They won't know we're here until we're nearly to our
desti-nations. Maybe not even then, if they'reredly distracted by the

bat-tle outside.”

Uldir noticed the barometer on hiswrist array registered breath-able
pressure. He pushed up the visor on his pressure suit mask. The othersdid

the same.

'Which way, Klin-Fa?'

She gestured up the corridor. Thisway."

Now that they had opened their visors, Uldir could smell the ship. It wasn't
unpleasant, exactly-afaint musk with hints of iodine and sul-fur compounds.
The bioluminescent whateverswere dtill alivein this section, and though it
provided them enough light to navigate, the dimness was unsettling. Too many
shadows, and in every one Uldir imagined a'Y uuzhan VVong warrior bristling
with wegpons. But none of the shadows moved, and the corridor was silent
savefor thefaint swish of clothing and shush of breath. Even their
footfallswere slent, for the deck here-also till dive-flexed faintly

benesth their feet.



Klin-Fa passed severa smal corridors, and then stopped at alarger one.

‘Thisleadsto the auxiliary passage,” she said. 'Follow it until you reach

alarge, straight corridor. Y ou can follow that up to their bridge."

"Which way when we get there?'

‘Right. | think."

'You think?' Uldir said.

'Hey, I've gotten usthisfar."

‘Right," he sighed. 'Okay. Vega, you go with her to find the prisoners.”

'Seg, thisis another part of the plan | don't like," Vegasaid. 'The whole

splitting-up part where | have to trust my back to our oh-so--dependable

Jedi pal here. Why don't we just al take the bridge and then worry about

the prisoners?'

‘Because the guards will kill them once they know they ship has been taken,

that'swhy," Klin-Fa shot back. '‘Besides, the prisoners can help usfight.

Especidly Bey-he'sa Jedi too, remember?”

'Yes," Uldir said, '"An unarmed one, fighting enemieswho don't exist in the

Force."



'‘Boss-boy, you for this plan or not?' Vega asked. 'l take orders from you,

not from her."

'No, she'sright. They will probably execute the captives once weve taken

the bridge-if not before."

'If wetakeit, as opposed to standing here al day wagging mandibles,”

Leaft said.

‘Right,” Uldir said. 'Come on, Leaft. Good luck, you two."

'‘Wait amoment,” Klin-Fasaid. ‘A word done with you, captain?'

Uldir noticed Vegaraisng an eyebrow.

'What about?' He asked.

‘Alone?"

Y ou can trust everyone here," Uldir replied. 'l do. Just say what-ever it

isyou wanted to say."

Klin-Fa sighed and stepped closer. 'Okay. If that's the way you want it. |

just wanted to thank you for trusting me, that's al. Whatever happens.”



Shewas very near. All he could see were her eyes. He could feel her breath

on hisface, and something went funny in his chest.

And then she kissed him. It wasjust abrush on thelips, but it nearly

knocked him off hisfest.

Then she spun on her hed and started down the corridor.

‘Brother," Vegasad, her voice registering amixture of impatience and

disgust. She followed the Jedi, shaking her head.

'Hey..." Uldir began, but the two women had turned and were out of sight.

"That's one of the single most sickening things I've ever wit-nessed,”

Leaft said. Thanksfor ruining the rest of my day." He shud-dered.

'Humans."

'Hey, | didn't do anything!" Uldir protested.

‘Right. Y ou just stood there and took it."

Uldir scratched hishead. "Yeah. | did, didn't 1?7

'‘Comeon,” Leaft growled. 'Now | redlly want to kill something.”



This corridor was as empty and slent asthe last, save for the occasiond
distant thud that testified that VVook and Uvee were till out there

shooting. He hoped the Duro was okay; he and Uvee should be able to handle
four coralskippers, and the transport's defenses were probably too dow to

nall him. Still, so many things could go wrong...

The corridor took ahard turn to the l€eft, just asKlin-Fahad said it

would. Thelack of guards and personnd wereredly starting to make Uldir
nervous-he kept reminding himsdlf that thiswas just atrans-port, and like
hisfather'sfreighter, didn't need alarge crew. Besides, the Y uuzhan Vong
had spread themselves pretty thin in the last few months. Though they were
technically at peace with the New Republic, they still had to control the
planets they had taken-and they had taken alot of planets. And if Klin-Fa
was right, and they were gearing up for amilitary strike-shoot, maybe there

weren't any war-riorson thisvessd at all.

Hewasjust thinking that as he emerged into the auxiliary corridor and saw
a'Yuuzhan Vong. He never even got a chance to see what caste he-or she-was;
Leaft snapped off shotsfrom dl three of hisblasters nearly

smultaneoudy, and the VVong went down, smoking.

"That might not have been awarrior, Leaft,” Uldir said.

The Dug looked at him asif he had just suggested anudist colony on Heth.

'‘Boss-| don't care," Leaft said. 'It'sfour of usagainst awhole ship. We



stop to ask questions, welll be dight meal for one of their ugly gods.”

True," Uldir said. 'Still-"

Hewasinterrupted by the whirr of thudbugs. Two Y uuzhan VVong--clearly
warriors by their tattoos and facid mutilations-had just stepped from
somewherein front of them and rel eased the deadly insect-weapons. Uldir
turned sideways and fired his blaster. Legft joined him, filling the

corridor with aweb of coherent light. One of the thud bugs struck Uldir a
blow in the shoulder, but it was aready car-bonized and didn't hurt to
speak of. The warriors rushed forward, rais-ing amphistaffs. Blaster bolts
sparked and ricocheted from Vonduun crab armor, but the warriors weren't
wearing masks. Uldir walked his blasts up the front of the lead VVong until
he cameto the face. Leaft hit both kneejoints of the other, sending him
sumbling. Hedidn't fal, though, but kept coming, jerking his amphistaff

up in an arc, then swinging down in ablow that would crush even L esft's
hard skull. Leaft coolly fired a point-blank range into the armpit thus
exposed. Experience had taught that that was the most vulnerable point in
such armor, and experience did not let the Dug down. The warrior collapsed,
his weapon clattering awvay harmlesdy. Leaft hopped up on the falen body

and whirled the blaster around hisfinger.

'Nice shooting,” Uldir said.

"Theré€'s plenty more where that came from," the Dug said.



"That's good, because there's plenty more of them," Uldir noticed, firing

down the corridor at another five warriors charging toward them.

'‘Good!" The Dug roared, and was suddenly off, holstering the blaster in his
foot-hand and firing with the other two as he propelled himself along. Uldir
followed more dowly, picking his shots, wishing the Dug had just alittle

more common sense and discipline.

A thudbug was suddenly right in hisface. He jerked to dodge, and dmost

did, but it grazed his forehead. Blood exploded from the wound, and he
cursed, his shots going awild as blood blinded his|eft eye and his depth
perception was suddenly grossy impaired. Ahead, L eaft and the warriorswere
in hand-to-hand range; the Dug was bouncing in and around three of them. As
Uldir watched, he legped high over an arcing amphigtaff and the head of its
wielder, sending ablaster bolt straight down through the crown of the

Y uuzhan Vong's skull, whooping asif completely mad.

The other two were gill coming for Uldir. Trying to wipe blood from his

eye, he nailed onein the head, but the other threw athud-bug. Uldir tried
to shoot it but managed only to interpose the gun between the insect and

himsdlf. It struck the blaster and sent it skit-tering down the corridor.

Howling in satisfaction, the warrior fol-lowed up, amphigtaff held at the

ready.

Uldir blinked once at the heavily armored warrior, then ran asfast ashe



could after hisweapon.

The amphistaff relaxed, whipped out, wrapped around one of hisankles, and
yanked Uldir off hisfeet. He went down, face and belly dapping into the
deck. Stunned, he clawed at the organic surface, but aviselike grip closed
on hisneck and lifted him off of thefloor, turning him. He kicked fegbly

a theair asthe Y uuzhan Vong warrior's face cameinto view.

'Pray to your infidel Force," the warrior growled.

Over the warrior's shoulder, Uldir saw Leaft was il busy. Blaster bolts
were flying, and the Dug was asmall cyclone, but there he ill had two

enemies|eft. No hep was coming from that quarter.

'Put me down, now, and you might walk away from thisdive," Uldir advised.

The warrior's eyes widened. He laughed harshly, and then began to close the
gpace between hisfingers. The only thing stopping him was Ul dir's neck,
which didn't seem to be much of an impediment. Uldir wrenched at the Y uuzhan

Vong's massive hands, to no avall.

Or so0 hethought. But as the universe faded to black, the pressure suddenly
let up. Thewarrior set him amost gently back on hisfeet, and then dowly
toppled over. Uldir fal with him, noticing dmost absently that the Y uuzhan

Vong no longer had a head.



L eaft was bouncing down the corridor toward him, his remaining opponents

prone and gtill. Uldir shook hishead and stood groggily.

"Y ou okay, Boss?' Leaft asked.

'Y eah. Thanksfor theassist."

The Dug cocked his head. "'What? What do you mean?'

"That one dmost had me," he explained, gesturing at the head-lesswarrior.

'Looks like you took pretty good care of him," Leaft observed.

Uldir frowned. 'Y ou didn't shoot?"

'Urr? Negative, captain.”

That's when Uldir noticed the holein the celling, and a correspon-ding

charred area.on the deck. A moment before the Y uuzhan VVong's head would have

been on the line drawn between those points. L eaft followed his gaze.

'Vook must have gotten a shot through the hull,” Uldir murmured. 'He wasn't

supposed to fire at the transport.”

You'rekidding," Leaft said.



'It'sthe only thing | can think of "

'No." Leaft said. 'Not in my universe. That'sthe craziest thing | ever
heard of, even with your luck. | mean, | know he was the enemy, but that's

just not fair.”

'Wdll, it'snot like | had anything to do with it," Uldir grunted,

retrieving hisblaster. Even ashe said it, he had an uneasy, prickling

fedling. Hisluck had aways been strange and was frequently unlikely. Most
people figured it had some thing to do with his Jedi training, but Uldir

knew that couldn't be the case-he hadn't ever been abletolift evena

pebble with the Force.

Stll, he had to admit Leaft was right-thiswasridiculous.

And not something he had the leisure to ponder, anymore than he had the

sparetime to think about Klin-Faslipson his, and those eyes, so near his

own. ..

No pondering.

'‘Comeon," he said, 'We've got work to do. That must be com-mand and

control up ahead.”

V ook flinched as the blast he had intended for a cora skipper went wide,



bending at asharp angle asit passed near one of the smdl sin-gularities
the vessels generated to protect themselves, and punched through the
trangport's outer hull. Hed been trying to avoid actudly damaging the
vitals of the trangport, since the others were aboard it. He took comfort in
the atistical knowledge that the odds against one stray bolt hitting one

of hisfriends were about the same as the blue-white star below him going

novain the next two minutes.

But he didn't have too long to dwell on the improbable. Hed sent one of the
four cora skippers whirling off to the Cenotaph of Joor, but the other three

weredtill coming strong.

So was he, though. The controlsfelt good beneath his hands, and he redized
he hadn't flown enough latdly. Flying made him fed good, yet he had been
deferring that duty to others, wrapping him-sdf in hisrole of ship's

mechanic.

Why?

He rolled the ship and hit reverse thrusters. One of the coraskip-pers
trailing him came s0 close to his hull that it sang with magnetic resonance.
He pulled some distance, fired aconcussion missile, and cut in the forward
lasers. VVoids appeared, sucking the light into noth-ingness-then the dower
missile caught up. A void appeared to gob-bleit, too-and the warhead

promptly exploded, asit was pro-grammed to do. The coraskipper made a



dramatic and involuntary course change when the shockwave dapped it, and
V ook fired the laser again. Thistime one of the beams diced through, o
that for amoment theirregular craft looked likeagrilled urt_ona

charspit.

"That'sfor my uncleTyro," he muttered. He swung the ship around. ‘Come on,

you two," hesaid. 'l have plenty of dead relatives|eft.”

The 'door” to the bridge was dilated shut, but Leaft diced it with his
vibrodagger and hurled himself through the opening, blasting. They found two
warriors on the other side-one sat beneath a cognition hood, obviousy
piloting the ship. The other was waiting for them by the door. He dashed a
Leaft asthe Dug rolled by, saw Uldir, and tried to hit him with the reverse
end of the gtaff. Uldir shot him twice in the armpit. The Vong staggered

back, looking offended, then started toward Uldir again.

Four bolts hit him a once, and he crashed, snarling, into the bulkhead.

The second warrior-the pilot-ripped off the hood and reached for his staff.

Hefound himsdlf confronting L eaft. The Dug was ba-anced on one foot-hand

and had three blasters aimed at him.

'Doit," Ledft said. 'Please."”

Thewarrior jerked up the staff and whirled it over his head, dicing

through the cognition hood as he stabbed the sharp-headed end toward L eaft.



Leaft's blasterswhined in unison.

'L eaft, watch the door,” Uldir said, after checking to make certain neither

warrior would ever rise again.

'Got it, boss."

He keyed on his comlink. 'Vega? What's happening?'

'No problem, boss-boy," the Corellian's tinny voice assured him. 'Not a

scratch on the prisoners. Well, none dead anyway-you know how the Y uuzhan

Vong treat their guests.”

"That other Jed i there? Bey?'

‘Our favorite girl islooking for him. No luck, so far."

"That's not good:'

'No, I'd say not. But I'm sure you're hopeful. | assume you've taken the

bridge?'

'I'm magter of all | survey,” Uldir replied. 'Keep looking. And keep your

eyesopen. | think we got all the warriors up here, but this ship may hold a



few surprisesyet.”

‘No doubt."

He changed frequencies and hailed the No__ L uck Required._ 'V ook?"

'Yes, ar."

'Are you busy?'

'No, gr. | finished off the last of the coralskippers afew moments ago. |

assume you command the enemy vessd, asit has ceased fire.”

'Y ep, we've got the bridge. Good work, Vook. | knew you could do it"

"Thank you gir. It was apleasure.” Therewas adight pause. 'Sir?"

IY%?I

"Thank you. For the opportunity-and the advice."

‘Any time, Vook."

‘And Sr?"

IY%?I



'I'm sure you've noticed this and are working to correct-"

'What isit, Vook?'

"Y ou might want to change your course. The transport is accel er-ating toward

the black hole. Y ou have plenty of time-15.02 min-utes-but the sooner the

better."

'Oh, that's-thanks, VVook."

'Did | hear something about a black hole?' Leaft asked, from the doorway.

Uldir stepped over the body of the pilot. 'Y es. The pilot must have aimed us

at it. Leaft, what do you know about flying Y uuzhan Vong ships?'

'No more than you, probably. They link to their shipsteepathi-caly, with

those hoods."

'Isthere any back-up system that you know of ? Manual controls?'

'If thereis, I've never heard about it. Why?'

Uldir lifted the remains of the hood the pilot had been wearing. It was

sheared more or lessin haf, and the cable-or nerve cord, he supposed-had



been cut aswdl. Y dlowish ooze leaked from both ends of the severed

connection.

‘Because if thereisn't, we may bein abit of agtuation.”

'Nah. Let it fall-oneless Vong ship isagood thing. Well go back to

the No Luck."_

Uldir tapped his comlink on. 'Vega, you there?'

'Of course | am. It'sa party down here. We found the Jedi, too. HE'SIin

some sort of coma.”

"That's good. That you found him, | mean. | don't mean I'm glad hé'sina

coma-"

'‘Boss-boy, you sound like an idiot. What's the matter? Y ou think thisguy is

competition for your suave good looks and smooth talking?'

"Vega, get serious for a second and tell me how many captives you have

there."

'Looks like around two hundred. Why?'

"That's about a hundred and eighty more than we can get aboard the No Luck

Required.”_



'Yes, surprisingly, | knew that," Vegareplied. 'l thought our plan wasto

capture this ship and useit to get the captives to safe space.”

‘Right. It was." He rubbed his forehead. "Why can nothing ever be smple?’

'l think you're pretty smple sometimes, boss," Vegasaid, sweetly. 'What's

the trouble?'

'Nothing much. We'rejust faling into ablack hole."

'‘We're what-"

Uldir cut her off, switched back to VVook.

"Vook?We have asmal problem. We cantt fly thisthing. | need you to

figure out if the No Luck _hasthe power to tow us. And | need you to figure

thisout quickly.”

'Yes, gr. | think we-oh, no."

'V ook?"'

'Sir, | may have aproblemtoo. A Y uuzhan VVong ship just arrived.” There

was amoment of slence.



'Yes," Vook sad afterthe pause. 'Definitely aproblem. It'sfiring on

me."

Tsaa Qau dlowed himsdlf agrimace of pleasure as he turned hisweapons on

the transport. He had hunted often since entering the infiddl galaxy, but

never had there been ahunt like this. It was clear Y un Harlafavored him.

Theinfidd began returning fire. That was even better, for helpless prey

brought no glory.

And this hunt would bring him much glory, if it continued to go ashe

anticipated.

His amile vanished. Kills were counted after the battle, not before. A

confident hunter was astupid one, and Tsaa Qalu was not stupid.

*VI: Emissary of the Void*

' ALWAYSFHGURED | WOULD SEE whet killed me," Lesft said, scratching

behind one ear with hisright foot-hand.

'‘Well," Uldir said, absently, 'you can seewhereit_isn't. "

L eaft snorted. 'Human word games,” he said. 'We not only won't see

anything, we won't fed anything. No way for awarrior to go. My mother



aways said | would cometo abad end, hanging around with humans."

'Well, nobody twisted your leg. Anyway, you were already destined for a bad
end, no matter what company you kept." Uldir shrugged. 'If it'sany
consolation, nobody knows exactly what you fedl when you crossthe
sngularity of ablack hale. It might be extremely painful when every atom
inyour body collgpsesinto neutrons. And since time virtualy stops, it

could last aredly long time."

'Y ou're trying to cheer me up.”

'No, what I'm doing istrying to think of away to keep it form happening at
all, Leaft. There are over two hundred people on this ship. Maybe you should

stop worrying about whether thisisaworthy death for you and start-"

Heturned a a sound behind him, raising his blagter. After dl, they were

on an enemy vessal. He thought they had accounted for dl of the crew, but
with the Y uuzhan Vong you never knew. The ship, likedl of their tools, was
aliving organism. It probably had weird pockets and chambers everywhere

that they hadn't noticed.

But the woman shrugging through the shredded biolock of the dave
trangport's bridge was not Y uuzhan Vong; she was ashort Corellian with

platinum hair, adiamond-cutting gaze, and a blagter rifle.



'Hi, Vega," Uldir said. 'Good work down there.”

'‘Good work yourself. Explain to me again how we'refaling into ablack

hole?'

"The pilot aimed us @t it, then attacked L egft. Leaft had to kill him." He
gestured at one of the three mutilated bodies on the floor. The scarsand
muitilations were old ones - the Y uuzhan Vong cut themsalves up asasign of
rank. What had killed the pilot were the three blaster bolts the Dug had put

inhim.

'So un-aimit," VVega recommended. 'Change course."

Someone e se was coming through the ruined porta behind VVega- ayoung
woman with dark hair with bangs. Half-supported on her shoulder was atal
human male with a shock of red hair and emerald eyes. Uldir knew the woman -
shewas a Jedi, Klin-FaGi, and she was directly responsible for the misson

that had led them to their present Situation. He didn't know the man, but

from the way he and Klin-Fawere so chummy, hefigured it was the Jedi they

had come here to rescue.

"The pilot destroyed the cognition hood, too," he explained, trying to

ignore the sudden sinking feding in hisbelly.

Vegasbrow folded. 'There aren't any manua controls?'



'‘Nonethat | know of. If you see any, be sure and let me know, though." He
turned to a Jedi. Klin-Fa, you've had alittle more experience with VVong

ships. What do you think?'

"The Y uuzhan Vong aren't much for back-up systems," she said.

'Probably think it's cowardly thinking, or some such idiocy,” Vega snorted.

'How about we get atow? Vook's fill out there with the No Luck Required._

He should have enough power to divert us from this suicide course.”

'Y es, dthough with the gravity well that thing has, that window israpidly

closing. Unfortunately, it's not an option now - he's under attack."

'l thought he took care of al the coralskippers,” Vegasaid.

Uldir shrugged. 'Something else showed up. I'm not sure what, he didn't

redly havetimeto tak. But unless he beats them in the next ten minutes,

Wwe're on our own."

Tsaa Qalu snarled with satisfaction as he put hisship into aroll and

prodded the plasma nacelles to disgorge. Red gobbets legpt out toward the

infidel ship,_No Luck Required.

‘Thispilot is quite good," he said. 'He knows our ways."



'Heisaninfidd, dr," his subordinate reminded him.

"Y ou deny his piloting sKkills, Laph Rapuun?' Tsaa Qau grunted, asthedim
was suddenly banded by viridian laser fire. That was no worry, the Throat
Slasher _ defensive voids should stop them all, but something didn't smell

right.

A hunter lived by ingtinct. He yawed hard to upper port.

The cognition hood through which heflew the Throat Sasher made the ship
seem as his own body, so when he changed direction violently hefelt
something akin to atwisted ankle. At the sametime, he felt the surge of
g-forces asthe dovin basal taxed itself, unableto canced al of the

momentum from such an abrupt shift.

But it was agood move. Distracted by the laser barrage, he hadn't noticed
the concussion missilefaling in along parabolafrom another quadrant. The
infide must have rdeased it much earlier inthe battle, ingtructing it in

this delayed maneuver. Even with his sudden course change, the detonation
was amogt too close. The blow briefly stunned the Slasher, sending it off
inafla spin. Sicesof enemy light followed him, nipping off cubic meters

of yorik cora hull before he regained control.

'Well, Rapuung?' he sneered. 'Only the ingtincts given me by the gods saved

usfrom that. Still you question his skill?*



It ishismachine, Sr, not him."

'Bah. Their machines are lifeless and vulgar. Do you truly suggest that
a machine_nearly killed us? Y ouwould prefer_that_ explanation to the

smple acceptance that someinfidd pilots have superior skill?!

‘That is heresy, Sir.”

Itis not, " TsaaQaluroared. It istruth. Truthisessentia to a

hunter, Rapuung. If you underestimate the prey because you lieto yoursdf,
you will become prey yoursdlf. Theinfidels are corrupt, yes, and most are
weak. But some are worthy, asthey have proventimeand time again. It is

utterly foolish to say otherwise.”

‘But the priests-"

The priests. " Tsaa Qalu spat the word out asif it were poison.

He had the No Luck Required _ benesth histalons again. He gnashed histeeth

and fired. Thistime ared flare of evaporating metd told him he had

pierced the enemy shidds.

'He may be agood pilot," Laph Rapuung conceded. 'But he cannot match

you.



'Of course not. | am ahunter, chosen by the god for the cloak of the_nuun._

'And now you will destroy him."

'Soon."

Thevillip before him chose that moment to configure into the face of Viith

Y adu, the master Shaper on Wayland, the planet where this hunt had begun.

"Tsaa Qalul" The Shaper demanded, asthe villip tried to imitate the

writhing tendrils of his headdress and thus convey the Magter's agjtation.

'Y es, Master Shaper.”

'If you are not alone, send your subordinates away. | have something to

discusswith you." There was something deeply grudging in hisvoice.

‘I aminthe middle of battle."

‘Break off immediately, in that case. | must speak toyou now. "

'Very well," Qalu said, trying to keep his own rancor from showing. He

changed the vector to take him farther from theinfidd, firing afew

parting shots. The ship did not follow but instead moved back toward the

doomed dave trangport.



‘Leave us, Laph Rapuung,” he said.

Uldir watched waxing nothingness with agrowing sense of helplessness.

'Any ideas, people?' He asked. 'Speak up.”

‘Thereisapossbility,” the red-haired croaked. They werethe first words

he had spoken.

I'm sorry,” Uldir said. 'You are...?"

Knowing full well whom it must be, the way he and Klin-Fawere playing cozy.

'‘Bey Gandan. A Jedi, likeKlin-Fa."

_Right._"Y"ou know someway to fly thisship?"

'l think s0." He said. He winced and closed his eyes for amoment.

'Well, don't keep usin suspense,” Vega said.

'He'shurt,” Klin-Fasnapped. 'Can't you see that? Give him aminute.”

_Nope,_Uldir thought,_| do not likethisguy. Helooked frankly at Bey. 'No



offense, but | thought you werein acoma,” he said.

'Hewas," Klin-Faexplained. 'l snapped him out of it with the Force. Do

you want to survive, Uldir?"

'Please,” Bey said. 'Don't argue. | may passout again, and | haveto tell

you thiswhile I'm till coherent.”

‘Let himtalk, Boss," Vegasaid. ‘It can't hurt at this point.”

'‘Go on," Uldir said, vaguely ashamed of hisattitude. But this guy had been

rubbin him thewrong way _before they met, and now...

"The cora skippers aso have cognition hoods," Bey said. 'They're linked,
networked with the centra control of this ship. If thereés till a skip on
board, you ought to be able to pilot the transport from there-remotely, so

to speak.”

That's stupid,” Leaft snapped. 'Any cora skipper pilot can take over the

ship any time?'

Bey shook hishead. 'No, not if someone isunder the central hood. But if

it'sout of commission, thenyes, | believe 0."

‘Urr." Leaft bared histeeth. '"And how isit you know so much about

piloting VVong ships?"



'I've been their captive for awhile” Bey said, mildly. '‘And I'm il

only guessing. But | think it's the best shot that you've got.”

It'sworth atry," Uldir had to admit.

'Where are the “skipper bays?' Vegaasked. 'I'll do it."

"They should be along the outer hull access corridor,” Klin-Fasaid. '‘Go

back to the axial corridor and take any mgjor artery away from the center."

'Fine" Vegasaid. 'Wish meluck.” Sheturned to leave.

‘No," Leaft growled. ' I'll_try it. And if it doesn't work..."

'If it doesn't work, you'll think uncharitable thoughts for afew seconds,

a best," Klin-Fasaid.

'Don't tempt me, Jedi,” Leaft returned, glaring.

Klin-Fareturned the angry stare dispassionately.

'Go, Lesft, if youregoing," Uldir said. '"And may the Force be with you."

L edft rolled his eyes and without another word loped out of the chamber.



'Areyou sureit'swise to entrust him with this?* Klin-Faasked, once the

Dug was out of earshot.

Uldir studied the young Jedi. He noticed she was gripping Bey, dmost asif

shewas afraid he might leave her again.

'Y ou think you can fly better than Leaft?" He asked.

'No. But | think you can. And his anger-"

"The Y uuzhan VVong are pretty angry,” Uldir said. 'l don't think that will

confusethis ship any."

'Six minutes, boss-boy," Vegasaid. Then it doesn't matter_who_isflyin

the ship-well betoo deep in the gravity well to ever climb ou."

Uldir nodded and returned his gaze to the transparency. Leaft had been
right-hey couldn't see the black hole and they never would. But as he'd
said, you could see where it wasn't-a corona of luminescent gas and iron
particles surrounded it in abluish nimbus. It looked like the pupil of a

giant large enough to swallow a star system.

He noticed Vegahad edged alittle closer. 'Y ou think he can do it?" she

whispered.



It sounded weird, coming from Vega. Veganever flinched. He had never
imagined she even gave death asecond thought. But then-like L eaft-she was
used to facing down danger with ablaster. It was different to faling
helplesdy into nothingness. It waswhy held let Leaft be the one to make

the attempt-another few seconds and the Dug would have made his own.

Lesft snarled and spat to himsalf as he ran through the living corridors of
theY uuzhan Vong ship. Hisanger best in him like one of theold_Y'sd_drums
of the thorp dders, like an ancient Gran-killing song. Like sonic boom

after sonic boom.

The boss had gone mad; there was no doubt about that. Asrevolting asthe
human fema e was, she had still managed to drive him mad-whether the cause
was pheromones or the so-called Force, he did not know. And Vega, shewas
acting stupid too, like someone had taken her wilf-skimmer. If she wanted

the boss, why didn't she just puff out her skin and_take him? Shewas

strong enough.

Not that Leaft ever, ever wanted to see ahuman femae _or_ male puff out

their kin.

Of course, they didn't do that, did they? No inflating for them. No decent,
straightforward announcement of adesire to mate. Instead, they drove each
other crazy wit words and then pulled idiotic stunts to impress one another.

It was asif nature had turned on humans, favoring procrestion of the



foolish over sdection of thefittes.

And, yes, maybe there was some sort of threet to the galaxy, or whatever.

Did that justify thiskind of behavior?

Even if he managed to pull them out of this-like he had back at Wayland,
when held thought to go out and hook up the fuel line to that old ship-even
if hedid that, in under a standard hour they'd been deep in some_other
sarlacc pit, because every human on the ship was swept up inthis mating

frenzy.

He stopped, whipping around. Where were the stupid coral-skippers? He
thought he wasin the right corridor. They were on the outside of the ship,

but there had to be some way in to them from here, some docking mechanism.

He started pounding on the walls. How much time did he have left anyway?

Maybe it wasn't the boss who was stupid. Maybe _he was. Maybe he should have

gotten better ingtructions.

"Where are you?' He howled. He bounced farther down the corridor. Nothing.

In sheer frugtration, he yanked out his blasters and started firing. Shreds

of mycoluminescent bulkheed filled the air, dong with asmdll like burning

meat and seaweed.



Panting, he sank onto his hands. They'd had it.

And then, quite silently, holes opened in thewalls, each about ameter

wide.

‘Don't know what I'm about, eh?' Leaft snarled. 'I'll show them.”

The holes were the mouths of tubes. Most didn't go very far and ended in
opacity-after dl, the transport had launched most of its skipsto fight

the No Luck Required. But after afrantic footfall of seconds, he found one
that went back into alittle grotto. He hastened down it and found something
like a cross between theinsde of a starfighter and the rotting carcass of
arancor. There was a seat, though, and he hopped in. The cognition hood
dangled above him, and he grabbed it and pushed it down over hisearsand

head.

And it started talking to him. In Y uuzhan VVong.

Hefdt his earsflatten back. He wanted to yank the thing off, get those

voices out of his head, but he had to do this, to prove-

Prove nothing. He was L eaft, a Dug, awarrior. He had nothing to prove. He

just had to_do_this, save the boss, save Vega.

Heremembered hearing it was alot easer to fly one of thesethings



iIf you knew the language, but it had been done before without that

knowledge, and by ahuman. For him it should be no trouble at al. He closed

hiseyes.

'Hy!" he said. 'Reverse engines!”

Nothing happened, except hislegsfdt funny and the voice was

growing louder in his head. 'Hy, you stupid thing!"

Nothing.

Frustrated, he stamped hisfoot.

G-forces smashed him back into the couch, and suddenly he saw stars- and the

trangport, receding.

That was agtart. The wrong start.

'‘No!" Heyelled at the hood. 'Not the 'skip, the transport!”

Hefought down panic. The circle of nothingnesswas very near.

But then he understood. The "skip wasn't obeying histhoughts-it couldn't



undergtand them. But it understood his body, his voluntary nerve impulses.

He closed hiseyes again, flexed his manipulating digits, and the 'skip went
into aspin. He grunted happily. He could control the 'skip. But how to take

control of the transport?

'Well," he mused aoud, 'If the 'skip islike my body, what's the transport

to me?"

_Anocther__body? Right. And that voice. The onetrying to talk to him-that

would be the coordinating device or whatever they caled it.

He focused on the voice, and began talking to it, reaching for it,

dretching .. .

He touched something, but it dipped away. Biting back another yow! of

frudtration, he reached again

And got it. Suddenly his body seemed bigger, and he could fed himsdlf

pushing, pushing toward the black hole, because the last pilot had |ft the

driveon.

S0 L eaft needed to push away.

So he did, and agony tore at him. The momentum wastoo great to Smply



check, even with the Y uuzhan Vong gravity drive. It would tear him-the

transport-apart.

Of course, he was a pilot-he ought to know he couldn't just reverse hisway
out of ablack hole. So he had to angle, keep going toward the hole but
angle, just keep above the event horizon, stay away from where space curved

into aperfect circle.

Hewas panting. At thisrange, even asmall course change was hard. But it

was happening, it was happening, but fast enough? He wasn't sure.

The sick thing was, he was starting to enjoy flying the thing. Controls
couldn't move aship like this, couldn't make it respond they way your very
muscleswould. He felt like he was running down afunnel, dready so fast
that if hetried to sop hewould fal over himself and plunge to where the
deepening dope of the funnel became a sheer drop. He had to run so his
momentum carried him dong thewall of the funnel, not down it. That would

be an orbit.

He managed it, his muscles screaming, but it wasn't enough to smply orbit.
He had to get away, to go back up to the rim, and over itwithout al of his

limbstearing from their sockets.

Gravity clenched at him, and he heard the dovin basal's sillent scream of

protest asthey dowed, dowed



And sped up again.

L eaft howled with pain and joy. He howled at the dead star that could not

beat him. He howled to live.

And because he had doneit.

Herelaxed, and hisbody felt smal again. For along moment he sat there,

blinking and confused, because the black hole was il there, larger than

ever. The trangport wasn't there any more, though. Well, no, there it was,

accelerating away ...

'Oh, flupp," Leaft groaned.

His mother had been right, after all.

'Hedid it!" Vegashouted."We're out! We're clear!”

Uldir redlized he was shouting, too, and that hisfingers had goneto deep

they'd been clenched so tight. He dapped Vega on the back, and in awoozy

ingtant redlized it had somehow turned into a hug.

Vegarealized it too, and she stepped back, her eyes avoided his. 'Let's not

get carried away, huh?'



'Yeah." He cast aglance a Klin-Faand Bey. Hewas sitting down, now, in

one of the chair-things, and Klin-Fastood by hersdlf, her face flushed,

relieved-and something else. Again, Uldir felt movement in the Force,

something so big even hisdiminished senses could senseit.

Something_wrong_ .

'What was that?' He asked, before he thought better of it.

'What was what?'

‘Something in the Force."

'l didn't fed anything.”

Uldir stared at her for amoment. 'l guess | waswrong,” he mur-mured.

'Must just have been the relief."

'l thought the ship would pull apart for awhile there," Bey said. 'But |

have to admit, your guy did it."

'He couldn't have managed it off without your help,” Uldir said.

"Thank you."

The Jedi smiled faintly. 'l hoped it would work. | fdt it would.”



‘Beforethislove fest goesto far, we ought to check on Vook," Vega

reminded them.

| Oh, right," Uldir pulled out his comlink.

'V ook, you there?"

'Here, captain,” Vook promptly replied.

'How'syour stuation?'

‘Not bad. The enemy craft retreated afew moments ago. We've taken only

minor damage. | see you got the transport working."

'Y ep. Leaft'sflying it. Can you meset us?’

'Yes, gr, | have you on scope. Distance-555,892 kilometers.”

I'll have Legft dter course to meet you."

‘Very good, sr."

‘Ledft, you copy that?"



But from the Dug's comlink, there was no signa whatever.

'Boss, giveit up,” Vegasad, her voice as soft asit ever got.

Uldir blinked hiseyes a the stars. ‘It's only been afew hours. He could

be anywhere."

‘It looks like the coral skipper hewasin launched. Boss-Uldir- no way a

'skip had the power to escape the gravity well at that range.”

Uldir felt hisjaw lock. 'l should have doneit."

That's stupid, and you know it. He got the job done. The same would have

probably have happened with any of us, except that if you had doneit, it

would have left mein charge. That wouldn't be any good at al."

'Y ou did fine when you were in charge back in the Wayland system.”

'‘Maybe, but | hated it. | don't like command.”

‘Redly?' Uldir said, feding very cold. 'Well, neither do 1. | like

flying. I like the job. But being responsible ..." He gasped, fighting the

tears back. 'l anresponsible, Vega. | haveto be. I'min charge. | brought

us here."

'Leaft was responsible too. He knew that. We all know it. Come on, Boss. Is



thisredly thefirst crewmember you've lost? Thefirdt friend?'

'No. No. Not by along shot. | even had to kill one once-at least | thought

hewas my friend. But that was his choice. Leaft died because of my

choices" He swung on her. 'And they've dl been wrong, haven't they? Every

decision I've made since meeting Klin-Fa Gi has been wrong.”

'‘No."

'What? 'Y ou've disagreed with me every step of the way."

'Y eah. But you wereright, | waswrong. Y ou've been so torn up about L esft

you haven't looked at what the Jedi found on Wayland. It's bad, and we have

to stop it. We might not be ableto asit is, but if we spend another hour

looking for Leaft, that's an hour less we have to do what we can. Y ou want

Lesft's death to have meaning? Then quit moping and get us moving."

"Towhere?'

Thyferra. They've found away to destroy bacta-and worse."

Uldir gtiffened. 'Right," he said, wearily. 'Let'sgo. But when thisis

over-"

‘Save that for whenit isover, Boss," Vegasaid.



‘Sure." He glanced back at the stellar panorama, where their rota-tion was

bringing the black hole back into view.

I hopeit hurt," he whispered.

'What?'

'Hedidnt like the thought of going out without fedingit"

She nodded. That's L eaft.”

Heturned to go, and noticed that V ega's eyes were catching the light from

the control pand. They glistened.

Relieved to be back aboard the No Luck Required, Uldirfound Bey and Klin-Fa

hunched over something that |ooked like asphere with short, ssumpy

tentacles. The tentacles writhed, dightly. On the sur-face of the sphere

itself, odd symbolsformed and diss pated.

Klin-Falooked up. 'Hi," she said, softly. "Are you okay?"

I'mfine" Uldir brusquely replied. 'lI'velaid in acoursefor Thyferra

Now tell mewhy exactly.”

"Thedave ship?'



"Vook'sflying it. He had the same problem Leaft must have had, but he
figured out how to correct for it. When wefinally raise someone, well have

them taken off our hands. Now, what have you got there?'

Bey spoke up. 'What the Y uuzhan V ong found on Wayland was a biochemical
sequencing of Bacta. At some point the Emperor must have been considering
neutraizing it, but his sci-entists never got that far. The Y uuzhan Vong

did." He pointed to the screen. 'They've devel oped an agent, something like

avirus. It attacksthe adazhi plant bactais made from."

tkillsit?'

'No, something much more subtle. The virus mimicsthe active chemicasand
bacteriain dazhi and then goes quiescent. Absolutely undetectable, unless
you know exactly what to ook for. It stays there when it's brewed with
kavam to produce bacta. But when the bactaisintroduced into aliving
subject, it activates at alow levd. It'sasort of time bomb. A few weeks
after bacta trestment, the subject drops dead in afew hours. They've tested
it on awide sampling of speciesaready. There's no cure, and no reversing
the process. Once infected, the dazhi plantswill passthe viruson

geneticdly. Y ou see what this means?'

Uldir nodded. 'Everyone uses Bacta. We've been using it so long, it's

replaced most conventional medicine.”



'Exactly. If they had gotten away with this without anyone know-ing, imagine
the number of injured who would have been infected.” 'Millions, maybe, if
therésanew Y uuzhan Vong offensive," Uldir said. 'Which the evidence

pointsto,” Vega added.

'Y eah, thisisnt good," Uldir dlowed. 'How isthisvirusbeing

dlivered?'

That'salittlefuzzy,” Klin-Faadmitted. '‘But from what we've got here,
my best guesswould be an operative. The virus spreads very quickly. If it
was introduced to one of the mgjor aazhi plantations, it would infect the

whole planet in days."

"They might have dready doneit,” Vega observed.

"They might have," Klin-Fa conceded, 'but | don't think so. There'ss

timetable here. It looks like we have about forty hours.”

'We can make Thyferrain thirty," Uldir said. ‘But then we still have o
find the agent carrying the virus. Considering the Y uuzhan Vong ahility to

disguise themsdves-it soundsimpossible”

'We gart with the largest, most centrally located plantations,” Bey said.
"The only good thing about not being able to sensethe Y uuzhan Vong in the

Forceisthat it makesit easier to pick them out when they're disguised.



It'slikethey're not there."

It'sworth atry*,"™* Uldir said. '"Meanwhile, we get theword out. If wel,

at least they'll know not to use bactafrom now on."

"Theloss of bactais going to be ahard blow to recover from, especidly in

wartime," Vega observed.

True," Uldir said. 'So we don't et it happen. We stop them. Keep on the

hyperwave and HoloNet. L et somebody know what's going on. We need help on

this, and if something happensto us, this secret can't diewith us.”

‘Will do, Boss," Vegareplied.

'Are you busy?'

Uldir turned from the controls and saw Klin-Fa standing in the entrance to

the bridge. Shewas just brushing her dark bangs from her eyes, and

something went odd in his chest.

'‘Wherée'syour friend?' He asked.

‘Sleeping. Hes il not in very good shape”

"What happened to him?"



'He's not sure. Something that hurt alot, that's al he remembers.”

'Wdll, those are the Y uuzhan VVong we al know and love. "Lifeispan.”

Sometimes | think they'reright.”

'Lifeisalot of things" Klin-Fasaid. 'Painis certainly one of them,

but it's not the sum of it." Her voice lowered. 'I'm sorry about the Dug."

'His name was Legft,” Uldir said, more harshly than he meant to. 'And yeah,

soaml:”

It wasn't for nothing.”

Thanks, but that doesn't redlly help.”

I know. | lost afriend, too." she paused. There were three of us,

originaly. Bey, me, and Yabdey."

'l heard you say that name back on Bonadan. When you killed the Y uuzhan VVong

warrior."

|Y$.|l

Y ou were angry."



'Hewas my friend. He..." Her gaze flicked off, asif seeking advice from
someonein the corner. 'He was more than afriend, realy. The Y uuzhan VVong
killed him not long after we were captured. They tor-tured him to death. |

fdthimdie"

Uldir felt his cheeks grow warm with shame. 'I'm sorry. | knew

something..."

'l know what you think. Back on Wayland, you made it clear you thought | had

gone over to the dark side.”

Uldir nodded. He had studied at Master Skywalker's Jedi academy but had
shown no red tdent for the Force. Still, he sometimes ha some sengtivity
to the Force, and he had an odd sort of luck it was difficult to put down to

mere chance.

'l sensed something dark on Wayland," he said. 'And on Bonadan. | thought

it wasyou."

'Wayland's seen alot of the dark side. | felt shadows there too.
Bonadan-wdll, | think | came close, Uldir. | felt it-the power of the dark
Sde, theatraction of it. | wanted to kill them all. But | stepped away

fromit."

'I'm glad to hear that."



'Y ou helped.”

'l don't see how."

'Y ou're adecent guy. Y ou may not be strong in the Force, but there are more
important things than that. Y ou've got alot of them. | was startingto go a
little crazy. Everywhere | went, everyone | turner ended up being stupid or
corrupt or an enemy. Y ou didn'. I-ah-I guess you renewed my faith, or

something.”

' wish that had trandated into trust alittle earlier on," Uldir said.

'I'm trying to thank you."

I know. | appreciatethat. | just-" he pursed hislipsangrily. 'Why did

you kissme?'

Her eyes widened, and then she chuckled. 'That sure came from ahidden
vector." Shefolded her arms across her chest. 'l kissed you because |

wanted to."

'‘Because I'm a decent guy.”

'Sure."



He stood up and took a step toward her. She seemed to hug hersalf harder.

'‘And what if | kissed you?'

She looked away. That's not such agood idea, right now. Bey-"

‘Right," Uldir murmured, turning away.

'If you'l let meexplain-"

"Werereverting to rea space,” Uldir said. 'It'll haveto wait. And you

don't owe me any explanations anyway."

She was garting to say something else when the stars came back--the stars

and more.

'Sithgpit!" Klin-Fa gasped.

Uldir didn't say anything-he just punched the ion drive to maxi-mum and put
the ship into aspin to avoid the Y uuzhan V ong frigate he was about to smash
into. He managed it, barely, but space was thick with ships, laser fire, and

plasmatrails.

'What's going on?" Vega came rushing in from the back.

'We dropped into the middle of abattle, lookslike," Uldir grunted,



unnecessaily.

'Where are we?"

"The Y ag'Dhul system,” hereplied, as the ship shuddered under the impact

of aplasmaprojectile. 'l was staging our last jump from here. Lookslike

the ceasefire has been broken. We're at war with the Vong again.”

'I'd say s0," Vegasaid, dryly. She shot Klin-Faa nasty look. 'Move over,

sweetness. | need the copilot's seat.”

Klin-Famoved slently away.

'Work out the last jump, before we get fried,” Uldir said.

I'mworking," Vegasaid. Y ag'Dhul isacomplex system. All those moons.

At least we don't have the transport to worry about any more.”

True." They'd |eft the trangport and the refugees on it in what Uldir

hoped was neutral space, fearing they might run into asituation like this.

Wéll, not like_this._ What he'd feared was an interdictor or something, not

awholevaping flest.

Uldir opened up with the forward guns and keyed on the intercom.

'Leaft-"then he stopped cold.



It'sokay boss," Vegasaid, without looking up. ‘| was wondering why he

waan't in the turret too."

But then the turret did begin firing. Not with Leaft's dead-sure accuracy,

but a cora skipper exploded in incandescence.

'Who's down there?' Uldir asked.

That would be me," Klin-Fa's voice came back.

'‘Good going. Keep it up. Uvee, how are things?'

_Systems deteriorating,_the astromech droid's trandator screen read.

'Wdl, what eseisnew?' Uldir muttered, just asa 'Y uuzhan VVong ship svung

into view.Upwards of fifty cora skippers detached and started their way.

'Vega?'

'‘Almost there," she said, distractedly.

The skipsfdl into severa wedges. Uldir began to wonder who the Y uuzhan

Vong were fighting exactly-at the moment he didn't see any shipsthat

weren't enemies.



The skips approached firing range.

'Got it, boss. Go."

Hewent.

Their next reversion was entirely uneventful. They appeared afew hundred

thousand clicksfrom Thyferra-right on the dot in gdactic terms.

"Theres «ill no word from Skywaker or anyone else," Vegatold him.

'Small wonder. Therésawar going on.”

Vegashook her head. 'It's more than that. | did manageto get anews

summary from the HoloNet. Master Skywalker was ordered arrested. He fled

Coruscant and went into hiding."

Uldir whistled. 'l knew Borsk Fey'lyawas stupid, but that's really stupid.

How does he think the New Republic can possibly win thiswar without the

Jedi 7!

"The Y uuzhan VVong promised that if dl of the Jedi were ddivered to them

the war would end, remember?"

'Y eah, right. That'swhy they're taking Y ag'Dhul even aswe speak.”



A light blipped on the console. "The Thyferrans are asking what our business

inthar sygemis’

Uldir sghed. Tel them. Give them our highest priority clearance code. If
that doesn't work, we go in without them. Therés no timeto lose. The

operativeis probably aready here.”

An hour later they were planetside, in an old building that recalled

Imperia architecture. The office they stood in had been opened to the air
on two sides, furnished with potted plants and trailing vines and wickerwork
furniture not designed for humanoid frames, but the harsh, industrid lines

of the structure still peeked through.

'It'squiteimpossible,” Xeshen Krawas saying, clicking the three fingers

of one hand and touching Uldir's shoulder with another. His skin had changed
from alight gray to mauve since Uldir'sarriva, and while he remembered

that Sgnified ashift in emotion, he had no ideawhat particular emotion

mauve sgnified.

'Our intelligence was tolen directly from the Y uuzhan Vong," Klin-Fa

pointed out. ‘They plan to destroy bacta-dl of it-and they will if you

don't take us serioudy.”

The Xeshen Kradidn't blink-he couldn't, for therewere no lidson his



bulbous black eyes-but Uldir got that impression, nevertheless.

'And yet how could this scheme be carried out?' Kraasked,mildly. 'We
screen off-worlders carefully, and | do not think a'Y uuzhan VVong could

masquerade as one of us, no matter how clever the disguise.”

True," Uldir agreed. Their host was a Vratix. His body washook-shaped, his
insect-like head set on along dender neck on the long end of the hook He
looked down at Uldir from aheight of nearly two meters. Histwo back limbs
were enormoudy muscular and bent the wrong way-twice. The spiked fordimbs

were a so twice jointed. '‘But Y uuzhan V ong biotechnol ogy-"

_'Might_be ableto produce our form, though that is highly doubtful. But we

also communicate by scent and touch, and by the mind-to-mind. Could al of

this be convincingly duplicated? We would know. Our bacta production is not

without security precautions. Saboteurs have come here before."

"They might be using aVratix," Vega pointed out. They could have captured

one of your people and brainwashed him."

'Even lesslikely that we would not notice such athing. Hisintentwould be

known by the mind-to-mind."”

‘But you do have humanoid employees, don't you?" Uldir persisted.

'Not many. Since we expelled the off-world cartels many yearsago, we have



employed mostly our own people.”

"That might actudly makeit easier,” Bey put in. 'Y ou'reright, theY uuzhan
Vong agent isalmost certainly disguised asahumanoid. If there aren't many
humanoids working in Bacta production, it makes our job of checking them

much smpler.”

The Vratix considered that for amoment, continuing to paw Uldir'sarm.

Very wel," hesaid a last. 'l fill doubt thisthreat, but it will do

little harm to do as you propose.”

'Good," Uldir said. 'Where should we start?"

Xeshen Kraturned to her assistant, who had a portable database.

'We should check the most recent arrivasfirst," Vegasaid. 'Anyone who

wasjust hired or has recently returned from off-planet.”

The assstant consulted the pad for amoment, then looked up.

‘Thedazhi fieldsat Vrenid are nearby. They arevast, and therearea
number of humanoid techniciansthere. Two have begun work there in the past
week." He released Uldir'sarm. 'We can take my flier,” he added. During

the flight, Uldir distractedly watched the alternation of jungle and field.



Vegamoved near. 'What'swrong?' She asked.

I don't know. Something seems wrong about this." 'Such as?'

'If our hypothetica saboteur isaready here, hiswork isdready done-the

bactaisinfected."

‘Right, but maybe not dl of it. They can burn the infected fields." "True.

It'sjust ..." He shrugged. 'Just afeding.”

Thefiddsat Vrelnid wereindeed vadt, though Uldir wouldn't have redlly
cdled them fidds, just alower sort of jungle, rambling off from the base

of asmall mountain range. The processing plant was mod-est, afew buildings
outsde of aring-walled Vrétix village. Hesaw that the humanoid workers

were dready assembled near

the landing pad.

"This bio-weapon," Xeshen Kra asked, asthey circled in. 'Doyou know the

mode of delivery?'

'Not the primary mode, no," Klin-Fasaid. 'It might be in somesort of

aerosol container. Once introduced, the plants themselvesbegin producing it

in the form of spores. The spores are not only

arborne but dso salf-motivated. They'll seek out the chemica sg-nature



of dazhi plants.”

It would spread very quickly, then?' The Vratix asked.

Very," Bey sad. That'swhy we need to catch the agent beforehe can begin

theintroduction.”

Theflier touched down and itslanding ramp extended. The fourhumans and two

Vratixdescended to the packed brown earth. Three humans, a Twi'lek, and a

Neimoidian watched themapproach with puzzled expressions.

'‘What's thisal about?' One of the humans-a small woman withblond hair

asked.

'Yes," the Neimoidian said. 'Why is our time being wasted?'

'‘And why the security troops?'A second human-a sandy-haired man-said. 'We

aren't criminas.”

'We apologize for the inconvenience,” Uldir said, 'but it's neces-sary. And

it won't take long. Klin-Fa? Bey?'

The two Jedi nodded and stepped forward.

'Redlly," the Neimoidian said. 'Aren't we even due an explanation?’



Xeshen Krawaved his hands. 'These Jedi believe thereis athreat tothe

bacta. All will beexplainedintime.”

'He's not there," Klin-Fasaid, pointing at the man who had just spoken.

Before thewords left her mouth, the fellow was dready in motion,lesping
graight for Uldir'sthroat, shouting something in the dl-toorecognizable

Y uuzhan Vong language.

Hewasfast. Vegawasfaster. Her blaster rifle came up and whined.Uldir's
attacker snarled and staggered as a bolt struck him in the ster-num, but he
did not stop. Uldir raised his hands to defend himsdlf andtired to step

back, but he bumped into Xeshen Kra A fist dammed intohis guard and
through it, catching him hard on the side of the jaw. Thenthe hands were on
his head, and he felt his neck twist. He vaguely heardthe snap-hiss of a
lightsaber, and was suddenly free as the hands-andthe arms they were
attached to-fell away. Klin-Fa stood there, her yel-low lightsaber held at
guard. The man-Y uuzhan Vong, rather-fell tohis knees, gaping at the sumps

of hisarms.

'Infidels," he snarled. 'Y ou are too late. The hinges of thisfortress

aredready wesk. Our fleet sweepsthroughit like flame."

'Heet?' Uldir said. Thefleet we saw back at Y ag'Dhul? It's staging foran

attack on Thyferra?' He frowned at Klin-Fa."Then why would they sendsomeone



to poison the bacta?’

"The bacta plague is a Shaper initiative," Klin-Fa said. 'Maybe they

didn'tknow about the military invasion-the warriors would plan that. Or

maybeit's aback up, in casethefleet is defeated atY ag'Dhul.”

Thekneding Y uuzhan Vong collgpsed, findly overcome by shock.

'Wait," Uldir said."T hat meansthisguy isn't-"

'‘Where did Bey go?' Vega asked.

'What?" Uldir swung his head around, looking.

'Oh, no," Klin-Fasaid. 'Oh, no."

"Vaping Moffs," Uldir said. 'lt's Bey, isn't it? HeEs the agent.”

'I-the Vong must have done something to him."

"Y ou suspected this?' Vega snarled.

'No-I mean, | knew there was something wrong with him. He keptclosed to me.

But sometimes| fdt-"



‘Something dark," Uldir finished. It was him, not you."

She closed her eyes. 'it must be true.”

'Question?' Vegaasked. 'Why are we till discussing this?”

"You'reright. We haveto find him, and fast."

‘Thefidds," Klin-Fasaid. 'He can't have gone far.”

'Split up," Uldir commanded.

Klin-Fahad dready started off at adead run. Uldir chose anotherdirection,

but Vegatugged at hisdeeve. 'Y ou il trust her?' sheasked. 'What if

she'sjust going to help him?"

"Then we'rein very deep trouble,” Uldir replied. ‘'Now go. And becareful.

If heiswhat | think heis-"

'Yeah." Vega darted off, too.

Leaft woke in afoul mood. His head hurt, his nose itched-and,oh, yes-his

imbswere glued to awal with somekind of goo.

Bloorashjelly, hefigured, because that's what the Y uuzhan V ongused to hold

captives, and hewas clearly ill onthe' Y uuzhan Vong ship.



What had happened to the Boss and the others? Had they beencaptured? Had
they left him here? He yanked a the jelly until hidimbs started to spasm,

and then tried to quiet himsdif. It wasn'teasy, but he had to think.

Hed been in acoraskipper. Hed been falling into ablack hole,and then

something hadgrabbed the 'skip, a counter-forcepulling it back-then nothing.

But he didn't think thiswas the dave transport either. It wasanother ship;

maybe the one ook had been fighting.

"Where are you cowards?' He shouted at the top of hislungs.

'Where are you, you brave Y uuzhan VVong? I've killed a thousandof your kind
and never seen one's face yet-" he took wind for more air, -because you're

aways running the other way!"

Then hegjerked at the jelly some more.

A few momentslater, someone came into the room. He wasY uuzhan Vong, of
course. A black web tattoo covered his face, centered on the two holes that
passed for anose. His ears had been diced into three lobes, and he had

three holes in each cheek. He was rangy, dmost wiry for a'Y uuzhan Vong, and

tal.



'Pray," hesaid, in Basic.

'I'mnot religious," Leaft informed him. 'But you ought to take your own
advice and ask your mangy, mother-beating coward-gods to have pity on you,

because once I'm free of this stuff-"

The Y uuzhan Vong smiled and raised some sort of staff. It spat at Leaft's
wrigt and ankles, and the stuff holding him suddenly dissolved. With ayowl,

Lesft legpt at the Y uuzhan Vong, swinging up for apowerful kick.

But when his hand-feet got there, the enemy wasn't. Hed moved aside,
blindingly fast. Or, no, hewasn't there at al. Leaft turned thisway and

that, snarling.

Then thewall punched himin the head so hard that for an instant he thought
that his eyes had been pushed together. He sumbled, and the Y uuzhan VVong
wasthere again, swinging, hitting himin hisdorsa digphragm so he

suddenly had hard vacuum in hislungs. A find kick sent him into thewall,

were al sorts of things seemed to snap.

Wheezing, Legft tried feebly to rise.

" Prey , not pray, infiddl," the Yuuzhan Vong said. 'You aremy_prey,

nothing more. | honored you by giving you the opportunity to attack me. It

was clearly more honor than you deserved:”



Ledft tried to retort, but he was il failing to breathe.

'l am Tsaa Qdlu, ahunter,” the Y uuzhan VVong went on. ‘Do you understand? |

have tracked you from Wayland. | am still tracking the rest of your pack.”

'Why?' Leaft managed to cough out.

'Get up. | will show you."

I can't. Y ou've broken one of my arms.”

'Ah. Isthat s0?' He took a step closer and pointed. "'This one?'

'Yes.

Hekicked it, hard. Leaft screamed what he thought was a suitably loud

scream. It wasn't that difficult, Snceit really was broken.

'Embrace the pain, infide, for you will never draw breath again without

it."

'Eat mynock dung,” Leaft suggested.

'‘Come." The Y uuzhan Vong grasped him by his good arm and yanked him up as

if he were made of pfith-thistle. He dragged him from the cell and into a



corridor, hustled him past a couple of coralskipper docks, though adilating
membrane and into another hall. They passed one more door and entered what
L esft recognized as abridge. Another Y uuzhan Vong sat with a cognition hood

on his head.

Through atransparency, Leaft could see the curve of alarge green-and-blue

planet.

'Y our nestmates are down there," Tsaa Qalu said. 'They have with them one

who has seen the wisdom and rightness of our ways."

‘A traitor? The girl ?*

The Y uuzhan Vong dismissed the question with the back of his hand against

Lesft'sface. It sung, but next to his other pains, it was nothing.

'l am speaking, infidel. He has embraced the Truth. The Shapers sent him
here to do athing, athing that will hasten our victory. | do not know

what. | do not care." He snarled and clutched his hands behind his back.
"The Shapers did not bother to inform me of thisthing. Two of you invaded
our territory on Wayland. | followed, sensing agood hunt. Only when | had
your shipinmy clawsdid the Shaperstdl metheir plan, knowing that |
would spoil it by killing you dl." He grimaced. 'Shapers. They know
nothing of honor. They should have given thistask to meto carry out, but
they prefer to work in secret, to keep things from the other castes and even

other Shaper sects so they do not have to share the spoils of battle. Many



are heretics, aswel." He shrugged. 'But no matter, the hunt was begun. |
merely dtered the time of thekill. | had to stop you from plunging the

dave-ship into the singularity so that the Shaper agent would not die.”

'What are you talking about?' L eaft muttered. 'l saved the trans-port.”

Hisarm was redlly hurting now. He was starting to worry he might black ot.

‘A near miracle,” TsaaQdu said. 'l gave you the knowledge. The Shaper's
agent hasasmdl villipimplanted in hisskull. Throughit, | told him what

to do. And yet till you amogt failed:”

The planet below was growing larger. 'So what now?" Leaft asked, wearily.

"The agent'stask is complete,” Tsaa Qalu said. 'But he has been

dis-covered. So, I will now kill everyone who has learned of the Shaper

plan. According to the agent, most such are dl in one place. It should not

be difficult to track those who remain. Wewill be therein afew moments.”

'Hah. Y ou and this guy are going to beat the boss? Think again.”

'I won't fight them hand-to-hand, though that would be glorious. No, | must

be efficient and certain. | have weaponsthat can easily neutrdize any

sentient inthe area. It will be no trouble at all."

'Y ou forgot onething,” Leaft sad.



'What's that?"

'Y ou haveto kill mefirst:"

And ignoring the pain, Leaft gathered histhree functioning limbsand

sprang.

Uldir felt something in the Force: A shadow, but afamiliar one. Hewas
certain it was the same dark presence he had sensed severa times before. He
imagined if he had redl Jedi potentia it wouldn't be so intangible but like
agiant laser display pointing theway. Asit was, it gave him only the

vaguest sense of direction. Bey could be ameter away, hiddenin the

undergrowth, or half akilometer away.

Wasit Bey he sensed? The Jedi hadn't been on Bonadan, had he? Well, maybe

he had. How long ago had the Y uuzhan V ong broken him?

But the only Jedi he knew for sure had been on Bonodan was Klin-Fa. What if

Vegawasright? What if they had both gone dark? It made a certain amount of

senseif the Yuuzhan Vong

could break one of them, they could break both.

He heard something up ahead and moved even more cautioudly.



The sound was gone, now, though. So was his sense of adark presence.

Then he heard the hum of alightsaber igniting, only afew footsteps away.
Hewhirled and saw Klin-Fa, her face set in grim lines. Her blade cut toward
him. With ayelp he dropped and rolled. She flew past, her blade shearing

through undergrowth. He came up on one knee, brought his blaster to bear-

-and saw her redl target as her amber blade met Bey's crimson one in a shear

of sparks. Bey must have been hidden lessthan an arm's length from Ul dir.

He pulled out his comlink with one hand and tried to draw abead with his

blaster with the other.

'Vega, | found him. Hurry!"

Klin-Fawas awhirlwind. Bitsof dazhi plantsflew everywhere, and her

blade was an arcing blur. Bey seemed unconcerned, parrying easily and
returning blows that missed Klin-Fa by quantum increments. He was clear for
amoment, and Uldir snapped off ashot. The Jedi parried it without even

glancing hisway, sending the bolt burning off through the underbrush.

It'stoo late," Bey informed them. 'It's already done. The sporeswerein

me. They were released from my pores. It'sdl around you, now."

Klin-Fadrew back to aguard position. Uldir could see tears streaming down



her face.

'What did they do to you, Bey? How did they turn you into-this?'

The redheaded Jedi laughed. 'Y ou think the Y uuzhan Vong did thisto me?’

'Y ou were their captive for-"

He grinned. 'l was never their captive. Y ou were."

'What do you mean? We escaped, and then-"

'All part of the plan,” he said. 'Everything that's happened up until now,

al planned.”

'| don't understand.”

'Well, | didn't understand you and Y abaey. What did you seein him?1 was

aways stronger, smarter. He didn't deserve you."

I loved him."

'And not me. And in my wholelife, that'sal | ever redlly wanted. And I'll
never haveit, will 1?7 So I'll settle. I'll settle for helping the Y uuzhan

Vong burn thisdl down, and then maybe I'll kill them too. Or maybe I'll

rulethem."



'Wow," Uldir said. 'Y ou have the most amazing menta image of yourself. Too

bad it has nothing to do with redlity.”

'You're an insect”" Bey sighed. He flipped his hand casudly, and asearing

pain struck Uldir between the eyes.

'No!" he heard Klin-Fa shout. She legpt at Bey, blade cutting down. Through
afog of pain, Uldir saw Bey parry, and then somehow Klin-Fa's weapon was
flipping end-over end through the air. She gasped in pain and clutched at
her right hand, which seemed to be missing severd fin-gers. Bey had his

wespon cocked for thefina cut. Klin-Fadrew her shoul-ders back and |ooked

himintheeye.

I admired you once, Bey," she said. 'l thought you were the best of us.”

'I_am_the best of you," he sneered. 'Goodbye, Klin-Fa."

Uldir clutched for his blaster, but it wasn't near his hand.

The blade whipped out, and Uldir choked back a scream of frustration, but
thered blade went up in aparry, not an attack, and several blaster bolts

went searing off at odd angles.

Vega



Taking advantage of the distraction, Klin-Faspun to kick Bey. She
connected, and he staggered, turned, and clubbed her in the temple with the
butt of his saber. She dropped. Uldir grunted, stood, looking for the

blaster, but it was nowhere to be seen.

But afew meters away, smoke was rising.

Klin-Faslightsaber. He ran toward it.

He picked it up and turned in time to see Vega go down in arain of stones

and branches propelled by the Force. The bushes were on fire, and he got a

lungful of smoke that dizzied him, but he saw that Bey was once morelifting

hiswespon over thefdlen Klin-Fa

Hewould never makeit intime. He did the only thing he could--he threw the

lightsaber.

He watched asif flipped end-over-end toward Bey. Bey held up hishand, and

it made a sudden drastic course change, veering high and to theright. Bey

garted hisswing.

‘No!" Uldir shouted.

The lightsaber hit atree by the pomme, bounced weirdly, and sheered

through Bey from shoulder to hip. Heturned to stare a Uldir in utter



dishdief for an instant before his body did apart.

Uldir stood there for twenty seconds, trying to absorb what had just

happened. Then heran to see how badly Klin-Faand Vegawere hurt.

Overhead he heard thunder, and looked up. It was a Y uuzhan VVong war vessd,

descending like a meteor.

L eaft would have howled with satisfaction if he hadn't been howling in pain.
Tsaa Qalu braced to meet his attack, almost casudly, knowing what the
outcomewould be. But Lesft knew that too. Everyone thought Dugs were

stupid, headstrong, emotional-that they couldn't learn.

But held learned pretty fast. Hislegp carried him not toward the Y uuzhan
Vong hunter, but to the pilot, and with asingle brutal yank he ripped the
cognition hood free of itstether and then just ran, back through the door

he had comein by. Tsaa Qau wasright behind him, of course, and gaining,
when the ship suddenly flipped upside down. The Y uuzhan VVong, with his
grotesquely high center of gravity and silly upper limbs landed badly.

L eaft, even with alimb broken, still managed to land better. Of courseit
hurt, and he nearly blacked out again, but he was up before Qau, and asthe
ship continued bucking and jerking about, L eaft'slow-built scramble gained

him even more ground.

Enough to get into one of the coralskippers, sedl it with an order through



the cognition hood, and watch Tsaa Qau pound on the hull in terrific and

entertaining frustration.

Which he should not have done. If Tsaa Qalu had spent that time getting into
the other cora skipper, he doubtless would have been better able to seize
control of asystem which-after al-was built for hischemistry and

physiology, not aDug's.

But before Qalu could think of that, Leaft's borrowed cora skipper shot from
the docking nacdllewith ajolt. Thistime held launched the 'skip on

pUrpose.

The Dug wasted little time taking control of the Throat Sasher_ while
deering his craft away from the larger ship. A mentd image of thefast
approaching landscape from the Throat Slasher's  point of view codesced in
hismind's eye, and the Dug alowed himsdlf a victorious smirk. He watched
from his vantage point afew hundred meters away as Qau's ship left anice

red smear on the Sde of amountain.

'It's good to hear your voice, Master Skywalker," Uldir said.

‘Congratulations on the birth of your son.”

"Thank you, Uldir," Master Skywalker replied. 'How are things there?"

"The Vratix can move really fast when they need to. They torched the field

and aerosoled the surrounding areawith fliers. They're till doing it, even



though worst-case scenario had the virus spreading only half akilometer
during that time. They got asample of the plague so they can test for it,

and it looks like the danger was contained.”

'‘Good. That was good work, Uldir. I'm proud of you and your team. Y ou redly

went above and beyond the call of duty. And the Force was with you.”

'Master, about the Force. | know my training was sort of a bust-"

"The Forceiswith you, Uldir,” Skywaker said. 'Y ou just have a peculiar
relationship with it. I missed that, back when you were a the academy,
though I think Master Ikrit understood. Recent . . ._debates within the

Jedi, and the things you'vetold me lately have forced meto reevaduate.”

‘| don't understand.”

'Y ou don't command the Force, no. You don't useit asatool. You aren't

built that way, somehow. But you are apart of the living Forcein away

which few Jedi ever manageto be."

'I don't think there's anything so specid about me," Uldir said.

"Y ou thought so when | first met you," Skywalker said. "Y ou thought the

universe of yourself, and mostly _about _yoursdf. But you changed.” He

smiled. 'And that's when your luck started, isn't it? When you let go. When



you .released your desires and found your true path.”

'l guess. Magter |krit did say something like that, right before | left the

academy.”

'Hewaswise," Skywalker said. Take that crew of yours and have rest, will

you? There are still afew free worlds where you can relax.”

I'll do that," Uldir replied.

'May the Force be with you, Uldir."

'‘And with you, Magter."

He keyed off the hyperwave transmitter and went back to the common room,

where the others waited.

He grinned when he saw Leaft with abig air splint on hisarm.

The Dug's eyes narrowed. 'Y ou aren't going to kiss me again, are you?"

'l ought to. Not only are you still dive, but you saved usal.”

I'll vomit thistime," Leaft warned. 'Do | need to tell you what | just

ae?



'No." Heturned to Vega. 'Set us a course for someplace relaxing. Master

Skywalker's orders.”

'Right, boss-boy."

Vook cleared histhroat. 'The abandoned Hxil launch platform in the Sluis

Van system would be nice. It has the most beautiful pre-- Republic

accelerator towers-"

'An airless piece of spacejunk?' Leaft snarled. 'What kind of avacation

isthat? | say we hit the casnosin Cloud City. That'sagood time.”

'‘Boss-boy?' Vega asked.

'You stleit, Vega," he said. 'Y ou're temporarily in charge.”

'‘Boss-"

'Sorry Vega. | need arest, too."

Hefound Klin-Fagtting in the gun turret, staring out into space. Her

bandaged hand rested on her knee.

It wasn't your fault," he said.



It was, it wasn't,” shesaid. 'l know | haveto let it go. But they were

my friends. Both of them. And now-"

I know." He put his hand on her arm. To his surprise, she took it.

'What | wastrying to tell you before," she said. 'Before | knew Bey had

turned dark."

'l know you had fedingsfor him," Uldir said.

'Y es. Friendly ones. But | knew my fedlingsfor Yabaey had hurt him. |

didn't know how badly, but | knew it. | didn't want to hurt him again so

soon."

'What do you mean?'

She stood and stared into hiseyes. ‘Areyou redlly that big afool, Uldir

L ochet?'

‘Well .."

'Hush." She covered his mouth with her hand, and then with her lipsThey

stayed that way for along time.
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