STARWARS

The New Jedi Order

YLESA

Nom Anor suppressed a shiver at the sight of the Shamed One Onimi leering from the doorway.
Something in him shrank at the ppearance of the lank creature with his misshapen head and knowing
amile

Onimi’ sgrin widened.

Nom Anor, distaste prickling, pushed past the Shamed One and entered. The rounded resinous walls of
the chamber shone with afaint luminescence, and the air bore the metallic scent of blood. In thedim light
Nom Anor made out the magnificently scarred and mutilated form of Supreme Overlord Shimira,
reclining on adais of pulsing red hau polyps. Onimi, the Supreme On€e sfamiliar, sank into the shadows
at Shimrra sfeet. Nom Anor prosirated himself, al too aware of the scrutiny of Shimrra srainbow eyes.

The Supreme Overlord’ s deep voicerolled out of the darkness. “Y ou have news of the infidels?’

“I have, Supreme One.”

“Stand, Executor, and enlighten me.”

Nom Anor repressed ashiver of fear as heroseto hisfeet. Thiswas Shimrrd s private audience
chamber, not the great reception hal, and Nom Anor was absol utely alone here. He would much rather
be able to hide behind his superior Y oog Skell and awhole deputation of intendants.

Never think to lie to the Supreme One, Y oog Skell had warned.

Nom Anor would not. He probably could not. Fortunately he waswell prepared with the latest news of
theinfidds efforts againg the Y uuzhan VVong.

“The enemy continue their series of raids againgt our territory. They dare not confront our might directly,
and confine themsalvesto picking off isolated detachments or raiding our lines of communication. If a
substantia fleet opposes them, they flee without fighting.”

The Supreme Overlord' s head, the sum of itsfeatures barely discernable asaface with dl its scarsand
tattoos and dashings, loomed forward in the shadowy light. “ Have your agents been able to inform you
which of our conquests are being targeted?’

Nom Anor felt acold hand run up his spine. He had seen what happened to some of those who
disappointed the great Overlord Shimrra, and he knew his answer would be a disappointment.



“Unfortunately, Supreme One, it appears that the new adminigration is giving theloca commandersa
great ded of latitude. They’re choosing their own targets. Our agents on Mon Calamari have no way of
knowing what objectivestheindividua commanders may sdect.”

There wasamoment of silence. “ The new head of sate, thisinfide Ca Omas, permits his subordinates
such freedom?’

Nom Anor bowed. “ So it appears, Supreme One.”
“Then he has no true concept of leadership. Hisrule will not trouble us much longer.”

Nom Anor, who thought otherwise, chose not to dispute thisanalysis. “ The Supreme Oneiswise,” he
sadingtead.

“Y ou must redouble your effortsto infiltrate the military and provide uswith their objectives.”
“| shal obey, Supreme One.”
“What news of the Peace Brigade?’

“The newsis mixed.” The collaborationist Peace Brigade government had been established on Ylesig,
and had grown sufficiently large and diverse to have divided into squabbling factions, dl of which
competed ferocioudy in groveling to the Y uuzhan VVong. None of this cringing actudly aided the creation
of the Peace Brigade army and fleet, which, when built up to strength and trained, wereto act as
auxiliariesto the Y uuzhan VVong.

“Perhapsit should be admitted that infidels so disposed asto join an organization called the * Peace
Brigade' may not be temperamentally inclined toward war,” Nom Anor said.

“They need aleader to exact obedience,” Shimrra concluded.

“That role wasto be assigned to theinfidd Vigi Shesh, Supreme One,” Nom Anor said.

“Another leader shdl be assgned,” Shimrrasaid. His eyes shimmered from blueto green to ydlow. “We
should choose someone who has nothing to do with these factions. Someone from outside, who can
imposediscipline”

Nom Anor agreed, but when he searched his mind for candidates, no names occurred to him. “We are
having better luck with infidel mercenaries,” he said. “ They have made no true submission and possess no

loyalty, but they are convinced they have joined the winning side, and are content to obey so long aswe
pay them.”

“Contemptible creatures. No wonder a galaxy that spawned such as these was given by the godsto us.”
“Indeed, Supreme One.”

Shimrrashifted hishuge form on hisdais, and one of the polyps beneath him burst under the pressure,
goraying thewall with itsinsdes. An acid reek filled the room. The other polyps at once turned on the

injured creature and began to divide and devour it.

Shimrraignored the clacking and durping. “ Speak of our visitor from Corellia”



Nom Anor bowed. “Heiscaled Thrackan Sal-Solo.”
“Solo? Heisrelated to the twin Jeedal ?’
“Thetwo branches of the family are estranged, Supreme One.”

A thoughtful rumble camefrom thedais. “A pity. If otherwise, we could hold him hostage and demand
thetwinsin exchange.”

“That isindeed apity, Lord.”
Shimrrawaved one huge hand. “ Continue, Executor.”

“Sd-Solo istheleader of alarge politica faction on Cordlia, and has been e ected governor-generd of
the Corellian sector. He saysthat, with our support, he can assure that the Corellian sysem—five
planets—is detached from theinfidel government. Oncethisis done, he can assure its neutrdity, including
the neutrality of the Centerpoint wegpon that so devastated our force at Fondor. Then, as diktat, he will
sgn atreaty of friendship with us”

Shimrra shifted thoughtfully on the pulsing bed. The dismembered polyp twitched and fluttered asits
shlingsconsumed it.

“Isthisinfide trustworthy, Executor?’
“Of course not, Supreme One.” Nom Anor made adeprecatory gesture. “ But he may be useful. He
gave usthelocation of the Jedi academy, and that information was correct, and led to our colonization of

the Yavin system. Cordliaisamgjor industria center, where many weapons and enemy ships are built,
and itsneutraity isdesrable”

“What is our information on the Centerpoint wespon?’

“Sd-Solo did not come aone. He brought with him a supporter and companion, a human female called
Darjeda Swan. While interviewed Sal-Solo, we took his companion and interrogated her. According
to this person, the Centerpoint wegpon is not functiona, though efforts are being made by New Republic
military forcesto rehabilitateit.”

“So this Sal-Solo offersto trade us what he does not have.”

“True. And—also according to Darjedai Swan—it was Sa-Solo himsalf who fired the Centerpoint
weapon at our fleet a Fondor.”

Shimrra s hands—giant black taloned things, each implanted from adifferent carnivore—made massive
figts. “ And this cresture has the effrontery to bargain with me?’

“Indeed, Supreme One.”
Onimi piped up,

“Fetch him to our presence, Lord,



And bring usdl into concord.

| wish it known and made arule

That | am not the only fool.”

Shimrra svast frame heaved with what might have been laughter.

“Yes” hesad. “By al means. Let us meet the master of Cordlia”

Nom Anor bowed in response, then hesitated. “ Shal | bring his guards, aswell?”

Contempt rang in Shimrra sanswer. “1 am capable of defending mysdlf againgt anything thisinfidd
should attempt.”

“Asyou desire, Supreme One.”

Like most humans Thrackan Sa-Solo was athin, ill-muscled creature, with hair and beard growing
white with age. His eyes widened as he entered the chamber and perceived, in the darkness, Shimrral's
burning rainbow eyes. Nevertheless he summoned a degree of swagger, and gpproached the Supreme
Overlord on the pulsing polyp bed.

“Lord Shimrra,” he said, crossed hisarms, and gave an al-too-brief bow.

Nom Anor reacted without thought. One sweep of his booted foot knocked the human’ slegs out from
under him, and a precise shove dropped the startled Corellian onto hisface.

Onimi giggled.
“Grove beforeyour lord!” Nom Anor shouted. “ Grove for your lifel”
“1 comein peace, Lord Shimrral” Sal-Solo protested.

Nom Anor drove aboot into Sal-Solo'sribs. “ Silencel Y ou will wait for ingtruction!” Heturned to
Shimrraand trand ated the human’ swords.

“Theinfidel saysthat he comesin peace, Supreme One.”

“That iswell.” Shimrra contemplated the splayed human figure for amoment. “Tell theinfidd thet | have
considered his proposals and have decided to accept.”

Nom Anor trandated the overlord’ swordsinto Basic. Sal-Solo’ sface, pressed againgt the floor,
displayed what might have been atrace of asmile.

“Tell the Supreme Overlord that heiswise,” he said.
Nom Anor didn’t bother to trandate. “Y our opinions are of no interest to the Supreme Overlord.”

Sad-Solo licked hislips nervoudy. “The only way | can guarantee the success of the planisto begivena
freehandin Cordlia” hesad.



Nom Anor trandated this.

“Tdl theinfidel he misunderstands,” Shimrrasaid. “ Tell him that the only way the plan will succeedisif |
amgiven afreehandin Cordlia”

Sal-Solo looked gtartled asthiswas trand ated, and hislips began to frame a protest, but Shimrra
continued.

“Tel theinfide that we will give hisassociates in the Centerpoint Party al assstance necessary to gain
control of the Corellian system. He will direct them to cooperate with us. Once Centerpoint Station is
taken by his people and surrendered to our forces, the Centerpoint Party will rule Corelliain a state of
peace with the Y uuzhan VVong.”

Sal-Solo's eyes widened as he listened to Nom Anor’ s lengthy trandation. The executor did not bother
to sate thefact that, in the Y uuzhan V ong language, peace was the same word as submission.

SA-Solo would find that out in time.
Sa-Solo licked hislipsagain, and said, “May | stand, Executor?’

Nom Anor considered this. “Very wel,” he said. “But you must show complete submission to the
Supreme Overlord.”

Sd-Solo roseto hisfeet but didn’t straighten, instead maintaining a sort of half bow toward Shimrra. His
eyesticked back and forth, asif he were mentally reading a speech before giving it, and then he said,
“Supreme One, | beg permission to explain the situation on Corelliain more detail.”

Permission was given. Sa-Solo spoke about the complex politica relaions at Cordllia, the Centerpoint
Party’ sdesire to cast off the New Republic. As he spoke he seemed to grow in confidence, and he
paced back and forth, occasiondly raising his eyesto Shimrrato seeif the Supreme Overlord was
following hisargument.

Nom Anor trandated aswell as he could. Onimi, from his posture at Shimrra’ sfeet, watched with his
upper lip curled back and one misshapen fang exposed.

“I shal haveto return to Corelliaimmediately in order to undertake the Supreme One' splan,” Sa-Solo
sad. “And regretfully | must warn that it will be difficult to gain cooperation onceit isknown that the
Y uuzhan Vong plan to seize the Centerpoint weapon after we evict the New Republic military.”

“The answer to that difficulty isasmple one,” Shimrrasaid through Nom Anor. “Do not tell your
associates that the Y uuzhan Vong are destined to control the weapon.”

Sal-Solo hesitated only afraction of asecond before he bowed. “It shall be as the Supreme Overlord
desires” hesad.

Shimrra gave an appreciative growl, then turned to Nom Anor. “Istheinfide lying?’ he said.

“Of course, Supreme One,” Nom Anor said. “Hewill never voluntarily relinquish awesgpon as powerful
asthe Centerpoint device.”



“Thentdl theinfide this” Shimrrasaid. 1t will not be necessary for him to return to Cordlia—he will
samply inform uswhich of his Centerpoint Party associates we should contact in order to deliver his
ordersand our assstance. Tdll theinfidd that | have amuch more important duty for him to perform. Tell
him that | have just gppointed him President of Ylesiaand Commander in Chief of the Peace Brigade.”

Nom Anor was struck with admiration. Now that istruly inventive vengeance, he thought. Thrackan
Sal-Solo had destroyed thousands of Y uuzhan Vong warriors at Fondor, and now he would be publicly
linked with a'Y uuzhan Vong-dllied government. His reputation would be destroyed; he would be at the
mercy of those whose warriors he had killed.

Sd-Solo listened to the trandation in horrified sllence. His eyesticked back and forth again, and then he
said, “Please tdl the Supreme Overlord that | am deegply honored by an appointment to this position of
trust, but because thiswould makeit impossiblefor his plansfor Cordlliato beredized, | regret that |
must decline the gppointment. Perhaps the Supreme Overlord doesn't redlize that the Peace Brigade is
not admired by all Corellians, and that anyone identified as Peace Brigade wouldn’t be able to command
the respect necessary to win power in Cordlia. It is, furthermore, absolutely necessary that | bein
Cordliato coordinate the Centerpoint Party, and . . .”

Sal-Solo went on at some length, long enough so that Nom Anor began to feel toward him athorough
contempt. Sal-Solo, convinced of his powersto charm others, thought that once he could get in the same
room with Shimrra, he could talk to him, one palitician to another, and convince him of the rightness of
his schemes. Asif he could |obby the Supreme Overlord of the Y uuzhan Vong the same way ashe might
lobby some miserable Senator from his homeworld!

“Executor,” Shimrrasaid conversationaly, as Sal-Solo continued to speak, “is there a place where one
might strike ahuman in order to causeimmobilizing pan?’

Nom Anor considered the request. “ There are organs known as ‘kidneys,” Lord. One on either side of
the lower back, just abovethe hips. A strike there causes considerable anguish, often so severe that the
victimisunableto cry out. Or s0 | am given to understand.”

“Let usfind out,” Shimrrasaid. He made adight gesture, and Onimi rose from his place at the foot of
Shimrra sdais. In the dim light Nom Anor saw, coiled in the Shamed One' s hand, a baton of rank, the
officers versgon of the amphistaff. He was shocked to discover that Shimrrapermitted hisfamiliar to

carry weapons.

But who e se would be more trustworthy? Nom Anor thought. Onimi must know that if Shimrraiskilled,
his own death will surely follow.

Onimi stepped behind Sal-Solo and flung out hislank arm. The whiplike baton froze into its solid form,
now alean gtaff, and Onimi with asingle efficient swing dashed the wegpon into Sal-Solo’ s left kidney.

The human opened hismouth in asilent scream and fell like abundle of sticks, hands scrabbling at the
floor. Nom Anor stepped to the helpless man, bent, and seized him by the hair.

“Y our resignation isdeclined, infidel,” he said. “We shall see you are transported immediately to Ylesia,
where you may take your place as head of the government. In the meantime, you will give usthe names
of your associates on Cordlia, so they, too, may be given their indtructions.”

Sd-Solo’ sface was il distorted by an unvoiced shriek, and Nom Anor decided that hisinformation
regarding ahuman’ s vulnerable kidneyswastrue.



“Nod your head if you understand, infidel,” Nom Anor said.
Sal-Solo nodded.

Nom Anor turned to Shimrra. “ Does the Supreme One have any further ingtructions for his servants?” he
asked.

“Yes” Shimrrasad. “Indruct that human’s guards well.”
“| shal, Lord.”

Nom Anor prostrated himsalf beside Sal-Solo’ s shuddering body, and then he and Onimi carried
Thrackan Sa-Solo to his guards, who managed to stand the man upright.

“I believe | addressyou as‘President’ from thispoint,” Nom Anor said.
S4d-Solo’slips moved, but again he seemed unable to utter a sound.

“By theway, Y our Excdlency,” Nom Anor continued, “1 regret to say that your companion Darjeda
Swan died while furnishing the Y uuzhan V ong information. I s there anything you wish done with the

body?’

Sal-Solo again voiced no opinion, so Nom Anor ordered the body destroyed and went about his
business.

The paeform of the cruiser Ralroost floated in brilliant contrast to the green jungles of Kashyyyk below,
the immaculate white paint of its hull aproof that the assault cruiser served asthe flagship of afleet
admiral and was maintained to the standard that befitted his rank. Around the cruiser were grouped the
elements of an entire fleet—frigates, cruisers, Star Destroyers, tenders, hospita ships, support vessels,
and flights of garfighters on patrol—all formed and ready for their next excurson into Y uuzhan

V ong—controlled space.

Jacen Solo watched the swarming fleet e ements through the shuttle' sforward viewport. The outlines of
the warships seemed too hard somehow, too defined, alittle alien, lacking the softer outlines of the
organic life-forms he had grown accustomed to while a prisoner of the Y uuzhan VVong.

“Bets, anyone?’ came hissgter’ svoice. “Where sthe next raid?Hutt space? Duro?Y avin?’

“I"dliketo see Yavin again,” Jacen said.

“Not once you see what the Vong have doneto it.”

Heturned at the bitter tonein Jaind svoice. She stood dightly behind him, her intent gaze directed
toward Ralroost. A mgor’ sinsgniawas pinned to the collar of her dress uniform, and alightsaber hung
from her belt.

Y avin was our childhood, Jacen thought. And the Y uuzhan V ong had taken that childhood away, and

Yavinwithiit, and left Jainaagrown woman, hard and brittle and single-minded, with little patience for
anything but leading her squadron againgt the enemy.



Sword of the Jedi. That'swhat Uncle Luke had named her at the ceremony that had raised her to the
rank of Jedi Knight. A burning brand to your enemies, abrilliant fireto your friends. That'swhat Luke
had said.

“I think it will be Hutt space mysdlf,” Jainasaid. “In Hutt space the Y uuzhan Vong have had their own
way for too long.”

Yoursisarestlesslife, and never shal you know peace, though you shall be blessed for the peace that
you bring to others.

Luke had said that aswell. Jacen felt an urge to comfort his sister, and he put an arm around her
shoulders. Shedidn’t rgject the touch, but she didn’t accept it either: he felt asif hisarm were draped
around aform made of hardened durasted!.

It didn’t matter, Jacen thought, if she accepted or regjected his help. He would make hisaid available
whether shewanted it or not. Luke had offered him a choice of assignments, and he had chosen the one
that would place him near Jaina.

When Anakin had died, and Jacen had at the same time been made a prisoner of the Y uuzhan VVong,
Jaina had allowed hersdlf to be overcome by despair. The dark side had claimed her, and though she had
fought her way out of that abyss, she was till more fragile than Jacen would have liked. She had grown
fey, haunted by death, by the memories of Chewbacca and Anakin and Anni Capstan and al the many
thousands who had died. To his horror Jaina had told him that she didn’t expect to survive the war.

It wasn't despair, sheinssted; she' d beaten despair when she conquered the dark side. It wasjust a
redistic appraisa of the odds.

Jacen had wanted to protest that if you expect death, you won't fight for life. And so he volunteered for
duty with the fleet at Kashyyyk, determined that if Jainawouldn't fight her utmost to preserve her life, he
would fight thet battle on her behalf.

“I think Yavinisagood bet for the next strike,” another voice said. “We ve had squadrons clearing
Y uuzhan Vong raiders off the Hydian Way, asif they’ re preparing aroute for us. We might soon find
oursalves moving in that direction.”

Corran Horn stepped to the viewport. The Rogue Squadron commander wore a battered colond’s
uniform that dated from the wars against the Empire.

“Yavin,” hesad, “Bimmid, Dathomir . . . somewhere out there.”

A polite hissng signaded a disagreement. “We forget the enemy are behind uz,” hissed Saba Sebatyne.
“If wetake Bimmisaari and Kessdl the enemy will be cut intwo.”

“That would bring on amgor battle,” Corran said. “We don't have the strength to fight one.”
“Yet...” Jainasad, and through their twin bond Jacen felt the fierce power of her calculation. She had
probably reckoned to the day when the New Republic would have the power to shift to the offensive,

and could hardly wait.

The Sword of the Jedi wanted to strike to the enemy’ s heart.



The shuttle swept into Ralroost’ s docking bay and settled onto its landing gear. The droid pilot, ameta
head and torso wired onto the instrument console, opened the shuttle doors. Its head spun clean around
onits shouldersto face them.

“1 hope you enjoyed your ride, Masters. Please watch your step asyou exit.”
The four Jedi stepped out of the shuttle onto Admira Kre' fey’s pristine deck. Scores of people bustled
about, rode hovercarts, or worked on starfighters. Most were furred Bothans, but among them were a

fair number of humans and other species of the galaxy. Jacen was suddenly conscious that he wasthe
only person present without amilitary uniform.

They stepped toward the bulkhead, with its open blast doorsthat led forward to the ship’s command
center. Above the open doorswas asign:

how can i hurt the vong today?

Thiswaswhat Admira Kre fey called his Question Number One, which everyonein his command was
to ask her- or himsdlf every day.

In afew moments, Jacen thought, he’' d hear an answer to that question.

Jacen craned his head as he passed through the blast doors, and on the other side he saw Kre'fey’s
Question Number Two.

how cani help my own side grow stronger?
The answer to that question was going to be alittle harder to find.

The four Jedi reported to Snayd, Admiral Kre'fey’ saide, who took them to a conference room. Jacen
followed the othersinto the room, and in the dim light he first saw the Bothan admira Traest Kre fey,
who stood out by virtue of the unusud color of hisfur, the same brilliant white as Raroost’ spaint. As
Jacen’ s eyes adjusted to the room’ s darkness he saw other military officers, including Genera Farlander,
and another group of Jedi who were quartered on the cruiser.AlemaRar, Zekk, and Tahiri Vela Jacen
felt the welcoming presence of the others greeting him in the Force, and he sent his own warm reply.

“Greetings!” Kre' fey returned the salutes of the three military Jedi, and stepped forward to clasp Jacen’'s
hand. “Welcome to Ralroost, young Jedi.”

“Thank you, Admird.” Unlike other military commanders, Kre fey had been happy to work with Jedi in
the past, and had sent a specific request to Luke Skywalker for more Jedi warriors.

“I hopeyou'll be @bleto help usinthisnext misson,” theadmird said.
“That'swhy we' re here, air.”

“Fine! Fine.” Kre fey turned to the others. “ Please be seated. WE Il begin as soon as Master Durron
joinsus”

Jacen seated himsdlf in an armchair next to Tahiri Veila, the soft, smooth leather embracing his body.
Thelittle blond Jedi gave him ashy smile, her bare feet swinging clear of the carpet benesth her.



“How areyou faring?’ he asked.

Her wide eyes turned thoughtful as she considered the question. “I’ m better,” shesaid. “Themedis
helpingalot.”

Thefierce, impulsive Tahiri had loved Jacen’ s brother Anakin, and had been present at Myrkr when
Anakin had met his hero’ s death. Devastated by Anakin’s passing, her fiery character had come closeto
being snuffed out. She had withdrawn, and though she had continued to function asa Jedi, it was asif she
were only going through the motions. Her impetuous persondity had vanished into a subdued, ominoudy
quiet young woman.

It had been Saba Sebatyne, the reptilian |eader of the all-Jedi Wild Knights Squadron, who had
suggested that Tahiri should be sent to join Admira Kre'fey at Kashyyyk. Kre fey wanted as many Jedi
as possible under his command, to form a Jedi Force-meld in combet, dl the Jedi linked together through
the Force and acting as one. Sabainssted that the Force-meld would help awounded mind heal, by
drawing aJedi in pain toward light and hedling.

Apparently Saba had been right.

“I’'m glad to know you' re doing better,” Jacen said. His own experience with the meld, on Myrkr, had
been more ambiguous: if it amplified Jedi abilities, it dso enlarged any disharmony thet existed among
them.

Tahiri gave Jacen aquick smile and patted hisarm briefly. “1’m glad you' re here, Jacen.”
“Thank you. | wanted to be here. It seemed to be where | was needed.”
He wanted to experience the meld again. He thought it could teach him agreat dedl.

The doors did open, Kyp Durron entered, and at once the mood of the room seemed to shift. Some
people, Jacen thought, carried akind of aurawith them. If you met Cilghal, you knew at once you were
in the presence of acompassionate hedler, and Luke Skywalker radiated authority and wisdom.

When you looked at Kyp Durron, you knew you were seeing an enormoudly powerful wespon. If only
Jacen didn’t know how erratic that weapon had been.

The dark-haired, older Jedi wore aNew Republic—style uniform without any insignia, to show that he
led an dl-volunteer squadron that fought alongside the military forces but was not formally a part of them.

Kyp and hisunit, the Dozen, had aways gone their own way. They flew with Kre fey not because they
were under orders, but because they choseto.

Kyp and the admira exchanged salutes. “ Sorry I'm late, Admiral,” Kyp said. He showed the datapad
he carried in one hand. “| was getting the latest intelligence reports. And, uh—* He hesitated. “—some of
the datawere kind of interesting.”

“Very good, Master Durron.” Kre' fey turned to the others. “Master Durron has submitted a plan for
action againgt the enemy. Asit’sfully inlinewith our operationa gods as established by Admiras Sovv
and Ackbar, I've given it my tentative gpproval. | thought | would placeit before my senior commanders,
and you sguadron commanders, to seeif you might have anything to add.”



Jacen looked at Tahiri, Sartled. She was a squadron commander? Her feet would barely reach the foot
controlsin astarfighter cockpit.

And then, aswhat he' d heard struck home, he exchanged a quick glance with hissister. Kyp Durron’s
plans, in the past, had been aggressivein the extreme; at Sernpida he' d tricked Jaina.and the New
Republic military into destroying a Y uuzhan V ong shipwomb, thus stranding untold numbers of Y uuzhan
Vong in intergal actic space and dooming them to a cold, lingering death.

Kyp was sad to have changed in the months since then, and had been appointed to the High Council
that advised the Chief of State and oversaw Jedi activities. But Jacen was prepared to examine carefully
any plan put forward by Kyp Durron before he could bring himsdlf to approveit.

Kre'fey surrendered his place at the head of the room and seated himself on athrondike armchair. Kyp
nodded to the admira, then swept the others with his dark eyes. Jacen sensed Kyp' s firmness of
purpose, his conviction.

He aso thought that it was agood ideato be wary of Kyp's conviction.

“When the Vong struck at us,” Kyp said, “their way had been prepared for them. They had agents
aready in place, both disguised Y uuzhan Vong and traitorslike Vigi Shesh. And after our first encounters
with the Y uuzhan V ong, the enemy found there were tens of thousands of people who were willing to
collaborate with them in attacking and endaving their fellow gdactic citizens.”

Hegaveashrug. “I’m not willing to specul ate why the Peace Brigade and their ilk chose to work with
theinvaders. Maybe some are smply cowards, maybe some were bought, maybe some were given no
choice. | suppose most of them are opportunists who think they’ re on the winning side. But | know
this—up until now there' s been no rea pendty for being willing to betray the New Republic and work
with theinvaders.” The amber room lights glowed in Kyp'seyes. “1 propose we inflict apendty,” hesaid
firmly. “I propose that we Strike the Peace Brigade right in the center of their power. | say weraid
Ylesig, their capitd, destroy the collaborationist government, and show everyonein the galaxy that there
isapendlty for collaboration with the Y uuzhan VVong, and that the pendlty isadire one.”

There was amoment of silence, and Jacen again turned to Jaina. Y ou were right, he thought. Hutt space
after dl.

Corran Horn raised ahand. “What kind of opposition might we expect?’

Kyp pressed the datapad in his hand, and anumber of surreptitioudly taken holos were projected on the
wall behind him. “We have no permanent intelligence presence on Ylesia,” he admitted, “but Ylesa's
most profitable export is glitterstim spice, and anumber of New Republic agents have scouted the planet
while posing as crew from the merchant ships. They report few Y uuzhan Vong warriors—most of the
Vong on the ground seem to be members of the intendant class, who help the Peace Brigade run their
government.

“There haven't been any Y uuzhan VVong fleetsin orbit Snce the origind conquest, though sometimes
Vong fleet lements, mostly cordskippers and their transports, trangt the Y lesiasystem on their way to
somewhere dse. What we have instead is the Peace Brigade military itsef—the Y uuzhan VVong are trying
to build up the Brigaders as an ‘independent’ government, with their own fleet. They’redso using
glitterstim revenues to hire mercenaries. Here are the agents' estimates of what we might be up against.”



Morefiguresflashed on the screen. “Modtly starfighters, amixed bag,” Kyp continued. “Therearea
dozen or so capitd ships—Intelligence thinks they were probably in dry dock in placeslike Gyndine and
Obroa-skai when the VVong captured them. The V ong then completed the repairs with dave labor and
handed the shipsto their alies.”

“It lookseasy,” Tahiri said softly in Jacen’sear. “But | don't believe in easy anymore.”
Jacen nodded. He couldn’t bring himself to believe in easy, ether.

Kre fey rose from his chair. “Excelent, Master Durron!” he boomed. “1 will commit fleet resourcesto
this, including interdictor ships—enough to assure that this so-called fleet can't escapel Fifteen squadrons
of sarfighters! Three squadrons of capita ships—we' |l outnumber the enemy threeto onel” Heheld up a
white-furred hand and then drew the fingerstogether, asif capturing an enemy fleet in hisfist. “ And then
we |l St above the enemy and obliterate their capita from orbit.”

Jacen felt amental hesitation from every Jedi in the room. Even Kyp Durron’ s face reflected uncertainty.
Tahiri’ svoice piped up ingantly. “What about civilian casudties?”’

Kre fey made a deprecatory gesture. “ The population of Ylesaisvery scattered,” he said. “Thecivilians
were daves of the Hutts, working in glitterstim packing plants scattered over the countryside, and now
they’ re daves of the Vong—or of the Peace Brigade, it's hard to say which. The town the Peace
Brigaders are using as their capital used to be called Colony One, but now it’s Peace City, and there are
few davesthere. Mogt of the city’ sinhabitants are collaborators, and they’ re guilty by definition.”

Kyp Durron gave a solemn glance to his datapad. “ The latest reports have dave barracks all over
Colony One. They’re constructing palaces for the leaders of the Peace Brigade, and abuilding to house
their Senate.” He paused. “ And they were excavating one very large shelter, just in case someonetried
orbital bombardment.”

“Dedtruction would be awfully random,” Tahiri said.

Kre fey nodded, then stepped toward her and looked at her with what seemed to be great respect. “|
esteem the Jedi traditions of compassion for the innocent, and of precise persona combat with an
enemy,” he sad. “But my own people don't have your training. It would be too great adanger to send
them to the planet to sort out the innocent from the guilty, and | don’t want to lose good troopsin a
ground fight when | could accomplish the mission from orbit in safety.” Kre'fey turned to Kyp. “All that
shelter would require isincreased firepower, and then we get dl of themin onego.” Hiseyestraveled
from one Jedi to the next. “ Remember who we' re deding with. They destroyed entire worlds by seeding
dienlife-formsfrom orbit. Just think what they did to Ithor. What we' re doing ismerciful by
comparison.” He shook his head sadly. “ And those daves would be dead anyway, within ayear or two,
just from overwork.”

Jacen could seethelogic in Kre fey’ s argument—and he had to admire a powerful, important fleet
admiral who would bother to engage in a serious debate with a fifteen-year-old—but he could dso see
thereverse of Kre'fey’ sposition. Killing civilians was something the enemy did. Thefact that the civilians
were daves made their deaths even more unjust—the New Republic forces should be liberating the
daves, so that even if the Hutts returned they would have no workersfor their wretched factories. . .

“Let’s capture the government instead,” Jacen said, the idea occurring to him even as he spoke it aoud.



Kre'fey looked a himin surprise. “Jacen?’ he said.

Jacen turned hisface up to Kre' fey. “If we captured the Brigaders government, and put them on tria
and exiled them to some prison planet, wouldn't that be more of a propaganda coup than smply
bombing them?’ He forced asmile. “They’ll al bein one shdlter, right? Asyou say, that should make it

eaxsy.

“Jacen hasapoint,” Kyp said, from over Kre'fey’ s shoulder. “If we destroy Peace City, we make an
announcement and then it’ sforgotten. But if we put the traitors on trid, that would be on the HoloNet for
weeks. Anyone thinking of switching sides would have to think twice, and any collaborators would be
shaking intheir boots.”

“Not only that,” Jacen said, “but ateam could be landed in Peace City to become our permanent
intelligence presence in the enemy capital, and perhaps to organize the underground there.”

Kre fey’ slong head turned from Jacen to Kyp and back again. He tugged at hiswhite-furred chinin
thought. “ This requires amore e aborate missi on—perhaps you do not realize how much more elaborate.
With the origind plan there svery little that can go wrong. We trangit to the system, engage, win our
victory, and leave. If the enemy are too strong, we run without afight. But with Jacen’ sideawe d need
trangports, drop ships, ground forces. If things go wrong on the ground, we' Il take alot of casudtiesjust
getting our people away. If things go wrong above the planet, the forces on the ground may be stranded
there”

“Sr,” Janasad, “1 volunteer to lead the ground forces.”
The Sword of the Jedi, Jacen thought, thrusting straight to the heart.

Kyp turned to Jaina, his voice hesitant. “I, uh—" For oncein hislife Jacen was privileged to watch Kyp
Durron embarrassed. “| redlly don't think that would be agood idea, Sticks.”

Jaind s eyesflashed, but her voice was very controlled. “Y ou don’t have to be so protective of me,
Master Durron,” she said.

Surpriserose in Jacen. He sensed history here, something between Jaina and Kyp that he hadn’t known
exiged.

Now that’ sinteresting.

“Ah, that’snot it,” Kyp said hadtily. “It’'sjust that—" Helooked at his datapad. “ The latest news from
Ylesaindicates that you have a persond relationship with, ah, one of our potential captives.” And, as
Jaind sindignation increased, Kyp turned to Jacen as his embarrassment degpened. “ And Jacen, too, of
course.”

“Jacen, too?’ Jaina demanded, outraged.

Kyp looked at the datapad again and shrugged. “ The Peace Brigade just announced their new
President. He's, ah, your cousin Thrackan.”

Confusion swept Jaind sface. “ That doesn't make any sense,” Jacen said immediately.

“Sorry,” Kyp said, “I know he' samember of your family, but—*



“No,” Jacen said, “that’ s not it. I’'m not going to defend Thrackan Sal-Solo because he' sadistant

“A cousnwho'svicious asadashrat and dippery asan Umgullian blob,” Jaina added.

Jacen took a breath and continued, intent on making his point. “I was only going to point out,” he said,
“that it doesn’'t make any sense because Thrackan isahuman chauvinist. He' s aways wanted to run
Cordliaso he could throw the other species out. HE d never make aded if that meant he' d haveto

collaborate with an dien species.”

Kyp looked dubious. “1 suppose the story could befase,” he said, “but it sall over the HoloN€,
complete with pictures of your cousin taking his oath of office in front of the Peace Brigade Senate.”

Jacen saw Jaina sface harden. “Right,” she said, “now I’ ve got to be with the ground party.”
“Me, too, | guess,” Jacen said. “I1t'll be. . . enlightening . . . to see cousin Thrackan again.”
Traest Kre' fey looked from Jainato Jacen and back again.

“I must say,” he sad, “that the two of you belong to the most interesting family.”

Admira Krée fey continued his show of reluctance, but eventualy he set his saff to “exploring” the
possibility of alanding to capture the Peace Brigade leadership. By the time Jaina entered the shuittle that
would take her party back to their quarters on the old Dreadnaught Starsider, she was already calculating
her deployments for the battle—she’ d leave Tesar in command of Twin Suns Squadron and take

L owbacca onto the ground with her. She' d like Tesar with her, too, but a Jedi would have to stay with
the squadron and keep it connected to the meld . . . and keep her new pilots from doing anything foolish,
aswdl.

Before the operation she' d get her squadron as much practice as she could fit into their schedule. The
military had taken haf her veteran pilotsto use as a cadre around which to build new squadrons, filling
their dotswith rookies, inexperienced pilots who needed dl the drill Jaina could give them.

The New Republic’ sindustries were finaly on awar footing and pouring out war matériel by the millions
of tons. All the personnd losses the military had suffered in the war had been replaced—Dbut with raw
recruits. What had been lost was experience. Jainawasterrified of Twin Suns Squadron being committed
to amajor battle before her new pilots were ready.

That’ swhy shewas asupporter of Kre' fey’s current strategy of raiding the enemy only where the
Y uuzhan VVong were vulnerable. His raids were staged only against week targets, building morade and
experience against an enemy guaranteed to lose.

She could only hope the Y uuzhan Vong didn’t move againgt Kashyyyk, or Corelliaor Kuat or Mon
Cdamari—a place where the New Republic would have to fight. That would be a conflagration in which
Twin Suns Squadron would be lucky to survive. . .

“Odd to think of Tahiri as asquadron commander.”

Jacen’ s comment interrupted Jaina s thoughts.



“Tahir’sdoing dl right,” Jainasaid.

“She' snot acrack pilot, though.”

“She’ smore experienced that most of her pilots—amost dl of them are green—and she fought well at
Borleias. Kre'fey’ sgiven her agood executive officer to help her with organization and red tepe.” She
smiled. “Her pilots are very protective of her. They cal themsaves Barefoot Squadron.”

Jacen smiled a 0. “ That' sgood of them.”

Jainasighed. “The Barefoots' read problem isthe same one most of us have—too high a percentage of
rookie pilots.” Shelooked at Saba and Corran Horn. “ Some commanders get al the luck.”

Horn’ s mouth gave alittle quirk. “ Saba has the true elite force here. What | wouldn’t give for aroster
made up of Jedi . . .”

Saba seyes gave areptilian glimmer, and her tail twitched. “A pity you humanz lack the advantage of
hetchmeatez.”

Horn raised an eyebrow. “Hatching Jedi. Now that’ s an interesting idea.”
Saba hissed amusement. “| can testify that it workz.”

“I hope you enjoyed your ride, Masters.” The head of the droid pilot spun on its neck. “ Please watch
your step asyou exit.”

A few minutes later, after they’ d separated from their companions and begun walking toward their
quarters dong one of Starsider’ s avenues, Jaina turned to Jacen.

“Kre'fey will give you asquadron,” she said. “I’' m surprised he hasn’t asked you adready.”
“I don’t want one.”

“Why not?’ Jaina asked, more snappishly than she intended. Jacen had always been on aquest for the

deeper meaning of things, and that meant that occasiondly he’ d give something up just to find out what it
meant. For awhile he' d given up being awarrior, and he' d given up use of the Force, and for dl intents
and purposes given up being aJedi . . . now hewas giving up being apilot?

The onething he hadn’t given up was being exasperating.
“I can pilot and fight well enough,” Jacen said, “but I' m rusty on military procedure and comm protocols
and tectics. I d rather fly for awhile as an ordinary pilot before I’ m given responsibility over even other

lives”

“Oh.” Jainawas abashed. “Y ou could fly with Tahiri, then. Another Jedi in her squadron would be a
boon to her.”

“But not thisnext misson,” Jacen said. “Not Ylesa. | want to fly with you, snce we re both going on the
landing party.”



Jainanodded. “ That makes sense,” shesaid. “We ll find adot for you.”

Jacen seemed uneasy. “What do you think about Kyp Durron’s plan?’ he asked. “ Do you see a secret
agenda here?’

“I think Kyp's past that sort of thing. It'syour plan that worriesme.”
Jacen was taken aback. “ To capture the Brigader |eadership? Why?’

“Kre fey was right when he said there was alot that could go wrong. We don't have enough dataon
Ylesato make certain the landings will go as planned.”

“But you agreed to join the ground party.”

Jainasighed. “Yes. But now | wonder if we oughtn’t leave Ylesiadone until we have amore seasoned
force and better intelligence.”

Jacen had no answer to this, so they plodded up the corridor without speaking, stepping carefully past a
droid polishing the deck. The scent of polish wafted after them. Then Jacen broke the silence.

“What' swith you and Kyp Durron? | sensed something alittle odd there.”
Janafdt hersdf flush. “Kyp'sbeenfeding alittle. . . sentimentd . . . toward melately.”

Jacen looked at her in solemn surprise. It wasthat solemnity, Jaina decided, that she didiked most about
him.

“He salittleold for you, don't you think?” Jacen asked. Solemnly.
Jainatried to throttle her annoyance at thisline of questioning. “I’ m grateful to Kyp for helping me come

back from the dark side,” she said. “But with me, it’sgratitude. With Kyp . . .” She hesitated. “I’d rather
not go into it. Anyway, it'sover now.”

Jacen nodded. Solemnly. Jaina came to her cabin door and put her hand on the latch.

“Good,” Jacen said. “ Because you' ve been conquering a bewildering number of heartswhile | was
away. First Baron Fel’ s son, and now the most unpredictable Jedi intheorder . . .”

Supremély irritated, Jaina opened the cabin door, stepped insde, and in the darkness of the cabin was
seized by apair of arms. Pressure was applied in an expert way to her elbow joints, and she was whirled
around. A familiar scent, aspicy aromafrom the Unknown Regions, filled her senses, and ahungry
mouth descended on hers.

A moment later—and the length of that moment was something she would not forgive herse f—it
occurred to her to resst. Her arms were securely pinned, so she summoned the Force and flung her
assallant across the room. There was acrash, and items tumbled off a shelf. Jainatook a step to the door
and waved on the lights.

Jagged Fel lay sprawled across her bed. He touched the back of his head gingerly.

“Couldn’'t you just have dapped me?’ he asked.



“What are you doing here?’
“Conducting an experiment.”
“A what?" Furious.

His pae green eyesrose to meet hers. | detected a degree of ambiguity in your last few messages,” he
sad. “I could no longer tell what your fedlings toward me might be, so | thought an experiment wasin
order. | decided to place you in astuation that wasn’t the least bit ambiguous, and see how you
reacted.” Aninsufferable smiletouched the corners of his mouth. “ And the experiment was a success.”

“Right. Y ou got thrown into thewall.”

“But before you remembered to be outraged, there was a moment that was worth al the pain.” His eyes
turned to the door. “Hello there, galactic hero. Y our mother told me you’ d escaped.”

“She mentioned she’ d met you.” Jacen, in the doorway, turned his owlish expression to Jaina. “ Sis, do
you need rescuing?’

“Get out of here,” Jainasaid.
“Right.” He turned back to Jagged Fel. “Nice seeing you again, Jag.”

“Give my regardsto thefolks,” Jag said, and sketched a salute near his scarred forehead. The door did
shut behind Jacen. Jag looked at Jaina and removed from his lap some of the objectsthat had fallen from
her shelf.

“May | stand up?’ he said. “ Or would you just knock me down again?’
“Try it and see”

Jag elected to remain seated. Jainafolded her arms and leaned against thewall asfar from Jag asthe
smdl cabin would permit.

“Lagt | heard you were clearing Vong off the Hydian Way,” she said.

He nodded. “ That’ swhere | met your parents. It'simportant work. If the routes from the Rim to what's
left of the Core are broken, the New Republic would be broken into—well—into even smaler fragments
thanitisnow.”

“Thanksfor thelecture. | never would have guessed any of that in amillion years.” She frowned down at
him. “ So you left thisimportant work in order to sneak into my cabin and conduct your experiment?’

“No, that was by way of abonus.” Jag swept ahand over his dark short-cropped hair. “We're here for
routine maintenance. Since my squadron flies Chiss clawcraft that aren’t in the New Republic inventory,
it’ sdifficult to find maintenance facilities geared to our requirements. Fortunately Admira Kre'fey’s Star
Destroyers have dl the equipment necessary to maintain Senar Fleet Systems TI E fighter command
pods, and their machine shops should be able to create anything we need for our Chisswing pylons.” He
smiled up at her. “ A lucky coincidence, don’t you think?’



Jainafdt hersdf softening. “I’ve got six rookie pilots,” she said. “And there' s an operation coming up.”

He gave her aninquiring look. “Y ou weren't planning on taking them out on an exercise at thisvery
moment, wereyou?’

“|I—" She hesitated. “No. Y ou've got methere. But there' saton of administrative work, and—"
“Jaina,” hesad. “Please allow meto observe, one officer to another, that it isnot necessary to do dl the

work yourself. Y ou absolutely must learn to delegate. Y ou have two capable, veteran lieutenantsin

Lowbaccaand Tesar Sebatyne, and not only will it aid you if you share the work with them, it will ad
their development as officers”

Jaina permitted hersdf athin smile. “So it’ sto the benefit of my officers and pilots to spend the evening
in my cabin donewith you?’

He nodded. “ Precisdy.”

“Do you play sabacc?’

Jag was surprised. “Yes. Of course.”

“Let’shave agame, then. There savery nice sabacc table in the wardroom.”

Helooked at her mutely. She broadened her smileand said, “I played your little game, herein the
darkened cabin. Now you can play mine.”

Jag sighed heavily, then rose and stood by the door. As she walked past him to open the door, he
clasped his hands behind his back.

“I should point out,” he said, “that if you chose to kiss me at this moment, | would be absolutely
powerlessto prevent you.”

She regarded him from close range, then pressed her lipsto his, dlowed them to linger warmly for the
space of three heartbeats. After which she opened the door and led him to the wardroom, where she
skinned him &t the sabacc table, leaving him with barely enough creditsto buy aglass of juri juice.

Her father, Jainathought, would have been proud.

Jag contemplated the ruin of hisfortuneswith adight frown. “It seems|’ve paid heavily for that solen
kiss” hesad.

“Yes. But you' ve dso paid in advance for others.”

Jag raised his scarred eyebrow. “ That' s agood thing to know. When might | collect?’
“As soon aswe can find asuitably private place.”

“Ah.” He seemed cheered. “Would it be precipitate to suggest that we go immediately?’

“Not at dl.” Sherosefrom thetable. “ Just onething.”



He gained hisfeet and straightened hisimpossibly neat black uniform. “What' sthat?’

“I think you' re right about my not doing al thework. | intend to delegate afair shareto you.”
Jag nodded. “Very good, Mgor.”

“I hopethiswill contribute to your development as an officer.”

“Oh.” Hefollowed her out of the wardroom. “I’m sure that it will.”

Thrackan Sal-Solo looked out his office viewport at the squalid mess that was Peace
City—half-completed congtruction covered with scaffolding, muck-filled holesin the ground, dave
barracks boiling with dien life—and he thought, And dl thisismineto command . . .

If, of course, he could avoid being murdered by one of hisloyal subjects. Which was the topic of the
present discussion.

He turned to the black-haired woman who sat before his desk and contemplated the suitcase he'd
opened on the desktop. The suitcase that contained akilogram of glitterstim.

“Y ou get one of these every week,” he said.

She looked a him with cobalt-blue predator’ s eyes and flashed her prominent white teeth. “ And how
many peopledo | haveto kill to earn it?’

“You don’'t haveto kill anyone. What you haveto do iskeep medive.”

“Ah. A chdlenge.” DaggaMarl stegpled her fingertips and looked thoughtful. Then she shrugged. “All
right. 1t'Il be more interesting work than al the boring assassi nations the Senate has been handing me.”

“If I ask you to kill anyone,” Thrackan said, “I’ll pay you extra.”
“Good to know,” Dagga said as she closed the case and stowed it neatly under her chair.

He stepped from the viewport to his desk, then grimaced at the gtitch in hisleft Sde. He massaged the
painful area, feeing under histhumb the scar from Onimi’ s nagty little baton. Thrackan sworethat if he
ever caught up with Onimi, that malignant lop-headed little dwarf was going to lose alot more than a

kidney.

Thefirst thing he'd done on Ylesawas be sworn in as President and Commander in Chief of the Peace
Brigade.

The second thing he' d done on Ylesiawas to meet with the chiefs of the Peace Brigade, an experience
that left him undecided whether to laugh, cry, or run in screaming terror.

The Peace Brigade had origindly owed its alegiance to something caled the Alliance of Twelve. Maybe
there had been twelve of them at one point, but there were around sixty of them now, and they called
themselves a Senate. One horrified look had shown Thrackan what they were: thieves, renegades,
criminds, davers, murderers, and dien scum. The people who had betrayed their galaxy to the terror that
wasthe Y uuzhan Vong—and it wasn't asif they’ d doneit out of conviction in the rightness of their cause.



They made the Hutts who had built the original colony look like a congregation of saints.

The Hutts were dead: the Y uuzhan V ong had made a clean sweep of the whole caste, then ingtalled the
Peace Brigade in their place without dtering any of the Hutts' other arrangements. The flayed skin of the
Hutt chief was ill on display in front of the Palace of Peace, where the Senate met, just in case anyone
was tempted to grow nostalgic about the old order.

Most of the population of the planet were daves, and most of these, oddly enough, were
volunteers—religious ecdtatics who worked themsalves to death in the glitterstim factoriesin exchange for
adally blast of blissdirected a them by the Hutts telepathic t'landa Til henchmen. Thet'landaTil were
gill very much apart of the picture, having exchanged one overlordship for another.

Thrackan didn’t like davery—at least for humans—but he supposed there was no dternative under the
circumstances. The Y uuzhan Vong wouldn't alow the use of droids, so someone had to dig the ditches,
build the grand new buildings of Peace City’ stown center, and process the addictive glitterstim that made
up the entirety of Ylesa sgross planetary product.

The son of Tiion Gama Sa had been raised on an estate, as a gentleman, with an army of droid servants.
In the place of droids, he needed someone to seeto his comforts.

Just as he needed someone to keep from him being murdered by the Senate and their cronies. They'd
been madly conspiring and committing quiet violence against one ancther over control of the glitterstim
operation, but now they’ d united againgt their new President.

Thrackan decided that he needed to find the most cold-blooded, ruthless, efficient killer among them,
and win that person to hisside. And onelook at DaggaMarl had convinced him that she was exactly
what hewaslooking for.

She was completely mercenary and completely without moras, something Thrackan thought wasto his
advantage. She made her living as a bounty hunter and an assassin. She' d killed people for the Peace
Brigade, and she' d killed Peace Brigade on behdf of other Peace Brigade. She seemed perfectly willing
to kill Peace Brigade on behalf of Thrackan, and that was all he asked.

The most important thing about Dagga was that she was smart enough to know when she was wdl| off.
Others might offer her alarge sum to kill Thrackan, but they weren't going to offer her akilo of spice per
week.

The spice wasthe only thing on Ylesathat passed for money. The Y uuzhan Vong intendantsin charge
of running his supposed economy hadn’t even seen aneed for money. Their chief economic principle was
that those who obeyed orders and did their work without question would be rewarded with shelter and
food. It hadn’t occurred to them that a person might want alittle more than organic glop to est, a
membranous cavern to live in, and an overgrown fungusto sit on. A person might prefer to livein marble
halls enjoying a bath with golden fixtures, and the latest-model atmosphere craft.

Daggalooked up a him. “Isthere anything you' d like me to do right now?’

Thrackan sat, fingers stroking the smooth polished surface of his desk. “ Evauate security herein my
office, and in my residence. If you can’t fix whatever’ swrong, tell meand I'll fix it.”

Sheflipped him acasud sdute. “Right, Chief.”



“And if you can recommend any reliable peopleto assst you. . .”

Shetilted her head in thought. “I’ll think about it. Rdliability isn't one of the more common Peace
Brigade virtues”

“Did | say Peace Brigade?’

Dagga seemed startled by the vehemence of Thrackan’ swords.

“I sadrediddle. I'll import someone if he' s good enough. Though,” he admitted, “I prefer them human.”
A white smile flashed across Dagga sfeatures. “Ill put together alittlelist,” she said.

There was aknock on the door. Dagga made a dight adjustment to her clothing to enhance her
homicidal capabilities, and Thrackan said, “Who isit?’

It was his chief of communications, an Etti named Mdimu. “Beg pardon, Sir,” he said, “but the advance
party for the joint maneuvers has entered the system.”

“When are they scheduled to arrive?’ Thrackan asked.
“They’ll be landing at the spaceport in approximately two hours.”

“Very good. Send the quednak to the spaceport now, and I'll follow in my landspeeder at the
appropriate time.”

“Ah—* Mdimu hestated. “Sir?'Y our Excdllency?’
HYS?I

“The Y uuzhan Vong—they don't like machinery, sir. If you arrive at the spaceport in alandspeeder they
may condder it aninsult.”

Thrackan sighed, then explained dowly and smply so that even an dien like Mdimu could understand.
“I'll arrive before the Vong and then send the landspeeder back to its docking bay. | will return with the
Vong on theriding beasts. But | will not ride those stupid six-legged flatulent herbivorous lumbering
ninnies to the spaceport when | don’t have to. Understand?’

Mdimu hesitated, then nodded. “ Yes, Sir.”

“And please tell the construction gangs to keep their machinery out of sght whiletheVVong arein town.”
“Yes. Of course, Your Excellency.”

Mdimu left the room. Dagga Marl and Thrackan exchanged looks.

“Of this| build anation,” he said.

The Y uuzhan Vong frigate anal og, which looked like alarge brownish green lump of vomit, arrived
escorted by two squadrons of coraskippers, which looked like rather uninteresting rocks. Thrackan’s



officia bodyguards—whom he would not have trusted to guard his body if it werethelast on Ylesia, and
who were most likely in the pay of variousfactions of the Senate anyway—shuffled into line and
presented their amphistaffs.

Amphigaffs. One of the Y uuzhan Vong' s most annoying and dangerous exports. Thrackan gave his
officia bodyguards awide berth, as experience had shown they weren't very good at controlling the
weapon their Y uuzhan Vong sponsors had so gracioudy given them. The previous week he' d lost two
guards, hitten during practice by their own weapons poisonous heads.

Followed by hisred bodyguard, Dagga Marl, Thrackan marched to the frigate analog and waited.
Eventudly apart of the hull withdrew somehow, and an object like a giant, wart-encrusted tongue
flopped down to touch the landing field. Down this ramp came adouble file of Y uuzhan Vong armored
warriors with amphistaffs—which these warriors looked asif they knew how to use. Once formed on the
pavement, they were followed by Supreme Commander Maal Lah, architect of the Y uuzhan Vong
capture of Coruscant.

Maa Lah's appearance was presentable, for a'Y uuzhan Vong. Unlike Nom Anor, with his brand-new
plaeryin bol implant—this eye replacement even larger and nastier than the one he had lost—or Shimrra,
who was so scarred and mutilated that hisface looked asif it had gone through athreshing machine,
Mad Lah'sregular features were still recognizable as features. HE d restrained the impulse to carve
himsalf up in honor of hisvicious gods, and for the most part settled for red and blue tattoos. Thrackan
could actudly look at him without wanting to lose hislunch. If helet hiseyesgo dightly out of focus, the
tattoos formed an abstract pattern that was dmost pleasing.

He made anoteto try to keep hiseyes dightly out of focus for the rest of the day.

“Greetings, Commander,” hesaid. “Welcometo Ylesa”

Mad Lah had fortunately brought atrandator aong, amember of theintendant caste who had cut off an
ear and replaced it with a glistening, semitrand ucent duglike creature the function of which Thrackan

preferred not to contemplate.

“Sdutations, President Sal-Solo,” Mad Lah said through histrandator. “I come to remind you of your
submission and to bring your fleet to its obedience.”

“Er—quite,” Thrackan said. A fine way with diplomacy these Vong have. “ Theintendantson Ylesa
have. .. grown...your damutek. Would you careto seeit?’

“Firgt 1 will ingpect your guard.”
Thrackan stayed on the far side of Maal Lah asthe warrior inspected the Presidential Guard, hoping that
if Mad Lah were accidentaly sprayed with poison, Thrackan himsalf might have arunning head start

before Y uuzhan V ong warriors began to massacre everyone present. Fortunately no fatalities occurred.

“A shabby lot of usdesswretches, totaly without spirit or discipling,” Maa Lah commented as he
walked with Thrackan to the riding beasts.

“I agree, Commander,” Thrackan said.

“Discipline and order should be beaten into them. What | wouldn’t give to see them in the hands of the
great Czulkang Lah.”



Now that might be fun, Thrackan thought, though without knowing who or what Czulkang Lah might be.
Thrackan aways enjoyed agood thrashing, provided he was't the one on the receiving end.

“I'll dismisstheir commander,” he said. Their commander was a Duros, and therefore expendable. He d
replace the Duros with ahuman, provided he could find one who might conceivably beloyal.

“I trust the Peace Brigade fleet isready?’ Madl Lah said.

“Admira Capo assures methat they are fully trained and dert, and eager to serve dongside their galant
adlies, the Yuuzhan Vong.” Actually Thrackan had no great hope for the motley force that was the Peace
Brigade fleet. In fact he rather hoped that Maal Lah would be so disgusted as to execute the Rodian
Admird Capo, thus providing another vacancy Thrackan could fill with ahuman.

Again, if he could find oneto trust. Here that lways seemed to be the problem.

Reflecting that he was alittle old for this sort of thing, Thrackan followed Maal Lah up the vine ladder to
the purple-green resinous tower atop the six-legged form of a'Y uuzhan VVong riding beast. The

quednak’ s moss-covered scales reeked of something that needed flushing down the nearest sawer. At
the urging of itsintendant handler, the beast lurched to its feet and set off for Peace City at adow walk.
Thrackan hoped the motion wouldn't make himill.

A pair of swoop and ogs—open-cockpit flierswith a crew of two and sped along by dovin
basals—rose to take position on either side of the riding beast. Mad Lah wasn't trusting hislife entirely
to guards who moved on foot.

Thrackan cast aglance at the doublefile of Y uuzhan Vong warriorstrotting along in the big reptoid' s
wake. By the time they traveled the twenty-two kilometers to Peace City, perhaps even the fabled
Y uuzhan Vong would betired of the pace.

“Now that we have more of your people on the planet,” Thrackan ventured, “I wonder if we might
better provide for their spiritua needs”

Maa Lah'sanswer wasdry. “How would you do that, Excellency?’
“There are no temples to your gods here. Perhaps we could provide one for your people.”

“That isagenerous thought, Excellency. Of coursg, it iswe who would have to provide the template for
the structure, and, of course, the priest.”

“We could donate the ground, at least.”

“Soyou could.” Maa Lah considered for amoment. “ Aswith many of my clan, | have dways been a
devotee of Yun-Yammka, the Slayer. It would be an act of devotion to foster hisworship on anew
world. Of course, the worship requires sacrifice. . .”

“Plenty of davesfor that purpose,” Thrackan said, as heartily as he could manage.

Maa Lah bowed his head. “Very good. So long asyou are willing to donate one from time to time.”

Thrackan waved ahand dismissively. “ Anything we can do for our brothers.” At least he could make



sure none of the victims were human. “I have apiece of land dready in mind,” he added.

He certainly did. Theland in question was adjacent to the Altar of Promises, wherethet’ landaTil
adminigtered to the davestheir daily dose of telepathic euphoria. Thet'landa Til were said to have
powers over dl humanoid species, and Thrackan was inclined to wonder if that included the Y uuzhan

Vong.

Thesght of the Y uuzhan Vong rolling about in ecstatic blisswould certainly be apleasing one. The sight
would be even more pleasing if he could get the mighty warriors addicted to their daily blast of cosmic
communion, aswere the daves.

It ssemed worth sacrificing afew adiensto have awhole regiment of Y uuzhan Vong addicts willing to do
anything Thrackan suggested in return for adaily ecstatic thunderbolt from their god.

Thrackan chuckled to himself. And Shimrrathought he was an expert on the taking of vengeance.
So agreeable did Thrackan find thisvison that he dmost missed Mad Lah's next statement.
“Y ou should prepare yoursdlf and the Senate for aspecid vigtor in the next few days.”

It took Thrackan afew secondsto redlize theimport of this. All his pleasing fantasies vanished like vapor
before the wind.

“Shimrra's coming here?’ he gasped.

Mad Lah snarled a him. “The Supreme Overlord,” he corrected savagdy, “will remainin his new
capital until the godstel him otherwise. No, it's another who will soon be paying you an officid vist.
With thisone you will Sgn atreaty of peace, mutua aid, and nonaggression.” A smile snarled itsway
acrossthe warrior’ sface. “ Prepare yoursdlf to meet the Chief of State of the New Republic.”

The streaming stars flashed and nailed themselves to the heavens, and the Ylesia system legpt into lifeon
Jacen’ sdisplays. Alarms bleeped at the redization that the shipsin orbit around the planet were enemy.
Jacen closed up on Jaina, the formation leader, his X-wing tucked in neatly behind his sster’ sfighter.

“Twin Suns Squadron, check in!” Jaina s voice on the comm.
“Twin Two,” said Jaina’ s Neimoidian wingmate, Ve, “in rea space with al systems normétive.”
“Twin Three” another pilot said. “In realspace. All sysems normétive.”

The pilotsdl checked in, dl the way to Jacen, who had been added to Jaina sflight as Twin Thirteen.
He made his report, the Force filling hismind, and through it he felt the Jedi: fierce, loya Lowbaccaand
the exhilarated Tesar near at hand; Corran Horn distracted by hisown pilots' checklist; the cold-blooded
exhilaration of Saba Sebatyne and her Wild Knights. And, more distantly, with other elements of the
fleet, the concentration of Tahiri, the melancholy determination of Alema Rar, the confidence of Zekk,

and the sheer power of Kyp Durron, a power very much akin to rage.

And, most clearly of dl, Jacen felt the presence of Jaina, her mind ablaze with machinelike calculation.

The Jedi meld filled Jacen’smind, a psychic feedback mechanism between himself and the other Jedi.



He was impressed by the meld’ s power, and by how it had grown since he' d last experienced it on
Myrkr. There, it had been amixed blessing, but then the Jedi war party at Myrkr had been divided
among themselves. Here, they were united in asingle purpose.

Jacen’ s sengtivity to the Force had grown within the meld, and he was aware of the other lives around
him, the non-Jedi pilots of Twin Suns Squadron, and others nearby, particularly the disciplined minds of
Jagged Fel’ s Chiss squadron, which flew to port and dightly behind them. Jag had volunteered his
squadron for thisfight, even though they weren't technicaly a part of Kre fey’scommand. Once Kre fey
had been reminded that Jag’' s veterans had originaly been apart of Twin Suns Squadron before being

split off, he' d accepted Jag' s offer.

“Listen up, people.” Jaind s voice came again on the comm. “1 know we outnumber the enemy, but that
doesn’'t make the ordnance they’ Il shoot at usany lessred. Thisisn't adrill, and you can get killed if
you're not careful. | want everyoneto stick with their wingmate and keep an eye open for an enemy
maneuvering to get behind you. Streak,” she said to Lowbacca, “1 want your flight to our right, acouple
of klicks behind. Tesar, you' re flying above and behind.”

Above was ameaninglessterm in space, but it was easier than saying “ninety degrees from my and
Lowbacca saxis,” and Tesar knew what she meant, anyway.

“Copy,” Tesar said, and Lowbacca gave an answering roar.
“Remember that Jag Fel’ sto our left. Understood?’

There was a chorus of acknowledgments.

“Right then,” Jainasaid. “Let’ steach these traitors athing or two.”

Jacen was impressed. He hadn'’t redlized Jaina had become such an effective leader. Her performance
was even more impressive because, through the Jedi meld, he could aso sense her scanning her displays
while she was taking, minding her comm channels, and worrying about her inexperienced pilotswhile
trying to work out tactics that would keep them from killing themselves.

Jacen kept hisfighter tucked into formation behind Jaind' s, an extrawingmeate for Twin Leader. Hiseyes
scanned the displays and saw that Kre' fey’ s entire armada had by now entered real space, three task
forces grouped as close to Ylesia as the planet’ s mass shadow would permit. Each of the three groups
was the equal of the entire Peace Brigade fleet, and they had the enemy force trapped between them.
The only hope for the enemy commander was to leave orbit instantly and attack one of Kre' fey’ stask
forces, hoping to smash through it before the others arrived to overwhelm him.

Momentsticked by, and the enemy commander made no move. Hisonly rea hope was dipping through
hisfingers

And then the enemy fleet moved, choosing asitstarget Twin Suns Squadron, and the task force behind
it.

The Chief of State of the New Republic wasin the middle of his addressto the Ylesian Senate when one
of Thrackan’'s aides—the human one, fortunatel y—came scuttling down the aide of the Senate building
and began to whisper in Thrackan's ear. Mad Lah, who was watching the speech from another seat
nearby, suddenly became very preoccupied with talking into one of the villips he wore on the shoulders



of hisarmor.

Thrackan listened to the aide’ s agitated whisper, then nodded and rose. “I regret the necessity of
interrupting,” he began, and saw the Senate' s maevolent gazeimmediately turn in hisdirection. “A flet
from the New Republic has appeared in Ylesian space.” He watched the august Senatoria headsturn to
one another in growing panic as abuzzing filled the hall. Thrackan turned to the Chief of State of the New
Republic.

“You didn’t tell anyone you were coming, did you?" he asked.

If it weren't adire emergency in which he might be killed, Thrackan might amost enjoy this.

“Thesearerebeldl” the New Republic Chief of State proclamed. “Rebels againgt rightful authority! They
wouldn’t dare fire on their leader!”

“Perhaps,” Thrackan suggested, “you’ d care to get on the comm and order them to stop.”

The Chief of State hesitated, then came down from the podium. “Thisis the sort of misunderstanding that
can only be cleared up later. Perhaps we should, umm, seek shelter firs.”

“Anexcelent idea,” Thrackan said, and turned again to the Senate. “1 suggest that the honorable
members proceed to the shelter.” Asafew bolted at top speed for the exit, he added, “1n an orderly
manner!”—asif it would do any good. His words only seemed to accelerate their flight, desks
overturning as the founders of the noble Y lesian Republic jammed shoulder to shoulder in the doors.

Thrackan turned to Maal Lah and suppressed a shrug. These people hadn’t betrayed their own galaxy
out of an excess of courage, and he couldn’t say he was surprised by their behavior.

The Y uuzhan Vong commander was barking into hislittle shoulder villip. Histrandator Sdled up to
Thrackan.

“Commander Lah isordering the forces that were already in trangit for the joint maneuversto come at
once.”

“Very good. Will the commander be going to hiscommand ship?’

“The distance to the spaceport istoo great.”

Especidly if you' retraveling at the pace of afat ugly Hutt-szed reptoid, Thrackan thought.
“| can offer the commander room in our shelter,” Thrackan said.

“The commander has no need of the shelter,” the trandator said. “He will instead take charge of the
troops herein the capital.”

“Excdlent! I'm surewe rein good hands.”

Mad Lah finished his one-sided conversation and stalked toward Thrackan, hisfingers curled around his
baton of rank. “1 will need to take command of your Presidentid Guard and your paramilitaries.”

“Of course,” Thrackan said. “Bemy guest.” Hefeigned thought, and added, “ It sa pity the Y uuzhan



Vong gods are so opposed to technology. If they weren’t, we' d have installed planetary shields and be
perfectly safe”

Mad Lah gave him amurderous glare, and for amoment Thrackan’ skidney tingled at the thought that
he' d gone too far.

“Will you lead your forcesinto bettle, Excellency?’ Lah demanded. “Or will you seek shelter with the
others?”

Thrackan raised hishands. “1 regret that | have no warrior training, Commander. I'll leave dl that to the
professonas.” Heturned to Dagga, who had been waiting politely behind him al thistime. “Come,
Marl.”

Heleft theroom at arapid but dignified pace, Daggafdling into step by his side and haf a pace back.
“Will you be going to the shelter, Sir?” she asked.

Thrackan gave her asidelong amile. “1 know better than to hide in ahole with no back door,” he said.
Her cold grin answered hisown. “Very good, sr,” she said.

“I’m going to the docking bay in back of the Presidential palace and take my landspeeder on the fastest
route out of town.”

Dagga s smile broadened. “Yes, ar.”

“Canyou drivefast, Marl?’

Shenodded. “I can, sr. Very fast.”

“Why don't you drive, then? While | make use of the razor I’ ve stored in the backsest, and change into
the fresh clothes| stored there.”

“Shadow bomb away.” Jaina s voice came over Jacen’s headphones. “ Altering course, thirty degrees.”

“Copy that, Twin Leader,” Jacen said.

Jacen remained tucked in behind Jaina s X-wing as the fighter lifted out of the way of the enemy flest,
which was set to come rampaging through this part of space in about ten seconds, and he used the Force
to help Jaina push the shadow bomb on ahead, toward its target, a Republic-class cruiser that was
spearheading the Peace Brigade escape attempt.

“Enemy fighters ahead. Accderating . . .”

Jacen had already felt the enemy pilotsin the Force. He opened fire at where he knew they would be,
and was rewarded with aflash that meant an enemy pilot hadn’t powered hisor her shieldsin time. Jacen
shifted to another target and fired, another deflection shot, but the bolts dammed into shields and flashed
away. Thetarget formation burst gpart like afirework, each two-fighter eement weaving away from

Twin Suns' attack.

At that moment Jaina s shadow bomb hit the enemy cruiser, and its bow blossomed in ablaze of fire.



Jacen wasfollowing Jainaafter the corkscrewing enemy fighters—E-wings—and the Jedi meld rosein
his perceptions. He felt Corran Horn making adashing run a an enemy frigate, the Wild Knights
methodically destroying aflight of B-wings, but the knowledge wasn't intrusive—it didn’t demand
attention, or take away from hispiloting, it wasjust there, in the back of hismind.

“Stay close, Vde,” Jacen told Jaina s wandering wingmate.
“Oh! Sorry!”
“No chatter on thischannd,” Jainaadmonished. “I’'m bregking right . . . now.”

Vaewandered even farther from her assigned position during this maneuver, and through the Force
Jacen sensed the intense concentration of an E-wing pilot trying to get her into hissights. Jacen
ddiberately wove out of hisassigned placein an S-curve, and as he did so he was aware through the
Force-meld that Jaina knew exactly what he was doing, and why.

“Turning left thirty degrees,” Jaina said, which sivung her fighter and Va€ sinto what the enemy pilot
certainly thought was a perfect setup . . .

Except that it led the enemy right into Jacen’ s Sights. He touched off afull quad burst of laserfire and saw
the E-wing’ s shields collapse under the concentrated barrage. Jacen fired again, and the E-wing
disntegrated.

Jacen’ s heart gave aleap asthe E-wing's wingmate chanced a deflection shot and scored atriple laser
burst on Jacen’ s shields—which held—and then Jacen wove away, the E-wing in pursuit, until Jand's
own fighter swirled through agraceful, unhurried series of arcs, and she and Vae blew the Brigader and
his craft to atoms. As she overtook Jacen he could see Jaina s grim satisfaction through the cockpit, and
shewaggled her wings a him as he did once more into postion.

Then he sensed her mood shift, and he knew she was receiving orders on the command channdl.
“Twin Suns,” she said. “Regroup. Re-form on me. WEe re going to cover the landing party.”

Jacen knew she was reluctant to leave the combat once it had begun, but he also knew that the fight was
going well for the New Republic. The forceswere evenly matched in numbers, but the Peace Brigade
personne Smply weren't up to the mark. Some mercenary pilotsin starfighters were giving agood
account of themselves, but the capital shipsweren’t fighting very well, and some of them were shedding
escape pods even though they hadn’t taken critical damage. A pair of enemy starfighter squadrons was
fleeing the battle asfast asthey could, with A-wingsin pursuit. Kre fey’ s two additional task forces
would soon be on the scene, decisively tilting the odds even farther toward the New Republic, and at that
point Jacen wouldn't be surprised to see some of the Peace Brigade ships surrendey.

It was good to fed the enemy in the Force again, Jacen thought. The Y uuzhan Vong were an emptiness
inthe Force, ablack hole into which the light of the Force disappeared. These Peace Brigaders at least
registered asa part of the living universe, and because he could fed them in the Force, Jacen could
anticipate their actions. Compared to the Y uuzhan VV ong, these people were easy.

Easy to destroy. He tasted awhiff of sadness at the necessity—these targets shouldn’t be targets; they
should befighting on behdf of the gadlaxy against the invaders. Instead they had chosen to betray their
own, and Kyp Durron and Traest Kre fey were determined they pay the penalty.



Twin Suns Squadron re-formed, and Jag Fdl’ s Chiss squadron fell into place on their flank. The
blue-and-white sphere of Ylesagrew closer. Jacen saw the landing force separating itsdlf from the
closest of Kre' fey’ stask forces.

“WE re going to take out the spaceport,” Jainasaid. And aso to draw fire, Jacen knew, so they could
learn where the defenses were and knock them out before the ground forces, in their lightly armored
landing craft, attempted their assault.

“Configure your foilsfor atmosphere,” Janasad.

The X-wings took on an I-shape asthe foils drew together to become wings. The blue planet rolled
beneath them . . . and then they saw apatch of green, one of the smal continents coming up, and Jaina
tipped her fighter toward it, with Jacen and the others after.

Jacen’ s craft rocked to the buffets of the atmosphere. Flame licked at hisforward shields. If helooked
over his shoulder he could see sonic shock waves ralling over hisfailslike spiderwebs. The green land
drew closer.

Then new symbolsflashed onto his displays, and his own voice echoed Jaina scry. “ Skipd!
Cora skippers, dead ahead!”

The enemy fighters were rising from the spaceport, two squadrons worth, their dovin basas yanking
them clear of the planet’ sgravity. And in their wake came amuch larger target, afrigate analog. The

Y uuzhan Vong were clearly aming for the landing force, which was swinging above the planet in high
orbit, guarded by apair of frigates and the Screamers, arookie squadron of X-wings under a
twenty-three-year-old captain. The escort could probably handle the attackers—eventua ly—but in the
meantime the Y uuzhan V ong could cut up the landing force badly.

“Accderating! Maximum thrust!” Jainacaled, and Twin Suns poured power to their engines. They were
in agood position to bounce the enemy asthe Y uuzhan Vong clawed their way up through the
atmosphere. Jacen looked at his displays and calculated angles, trgectories. . .

“I’ve got a shadow bomb, Twin Leader,” hesaid. “Let metakearun at the frigate.”

Through the Jedi meld he felt Jaina duplicating his own caculation. “Twin Thirteen,” she decided, “take
your shot.”

Jacen dipped his nose and aimed for the patch of air he thought the frigate would pass through in another
twenty standard seconds or so. The moment of rel ease was difficult to judge—he couldn’t find the frigate
analog in the Force, and Jacen would have to make a guess based on how it appeared on his displays.

Suddenly hefelt the power of the Force swell in hisbody, asif he'd just filled hislungswith pure
universa power. Cdculations stormed through his mind, faster than he’ d thought possible. And distantly,
he found he could detect the enemy ship—not as a presence in the Force, but as an absence, acold
emptinessin the universe of life.

There were Jedi nearby that hadn't yet engaged the enemy—Tahiri, Kyp Durron, Zekk, and AlemaRar.
Since they hadn’t been distracted by combat, they had just loaned him their power through the Jedi meld,
sending him strength and aiding his calculation.



Hefdt the cold meta of the bomb-release mechanismin hisfist, and he pulled it. “ Shadow bomb away.”
And then, as he pulled back the stick and fed power to the engines, hefired apair of concusson missiles.

The shadow bomb was amissile without propellant, packed instead from heed to tail with explosive, and
would either drift toward itstarget or be pushed with alittle help from the Force. Thelack of apropellant
flare made the bomb hard for the Y uuzhan Vong to detect, and the extraexplosive gave it tremendous
punch whenit hit.

The two concussion missiles were intended as adistraction for the Y uuzhan Vong—if the enemy were
paying attention to the two missiles, coming in on adifferent trgectory, then they’ d be lesslikely to see
the shadow bomb dropping toward them.

Thanks, Jacen sent into the meld. And then he felt the others fade from his perceptions asfirst Kyp, then
the others, entered combeat.

The three parts of Kre'fey’ sfleet had just united, Jacen thought, with the Peace Brigade forces trapped
between them. The Brigaders were about to lose their whole fleet.

The nose of Jacen’s X-wing pointed higher, toward the distant glowing exhaust ports of Jaina's
squadron. This put the frigate below in a perfect position to shoot at him, the fire heading practically up
histail. He saw the plasma cannon projectiles and missiles coming, and he jinked wildly for afew
seconds, until his shadow bomb hit the Y uuzhan Vong ship and blew its nose off. Along with the nose
went the dovin basals that were being used for defense, so even the two concussion missiles dammed
home.

What doomed the Y uuzhan V ong frigate wasn't the damage, but the aerodynamics. If the frigate had
been in the vacuum of space it probably would have survived, but itsfate was sealed by Ylesa's
atmosphere. The frigate began to weave through the air like an out-of-control skyrocket as the wind
seized hold of itstorn bow section. Partstore off and flew away, spinning downward; and then the frigate
lost control completely and began a death spiral toward the planet below.

Jacen'’ s attention was already on the combat above him. Jainaand Jag Fel had bounced the
coraskippers and had killed at least three of them, their wrecked hulls plunging downward in the
amosphere with tails of flame, but now the battle had become amelee. Again aerodynamics worked to
the advantage of the New Republic: acoralskipper had dl the aerodynamics of abrick, but the X-wings,
with their foils closed, made decent, maneuverable atmosphere craft. Still, Jacen sensed Jaina stension
through the Jedi meld: haf Twin Suns Squadron were still rookies, easy meet for an experienced enemy;
and the Y uuzhan VVong wereflying like veterans.

An X-wing trailing fire plunged past Jacen as he climbed, and he saw aflash asthe pilot gected.
Fragments of burning yorik cord crashed onto Jacen’ s shields as he climbed: that meant another
coraskipper accounted for.

Hewould be at too much of adisadvantageif he climbed straight into the fight, so he avoided the battle
and got abovethe furbal beforerolling his craft into adive. Hefdt control surfacesbiting air asthe
X-wing accelerated, and found atarget ahead, a coralskipper maneuvering onto thetail of an X-wing that
seemed to be wandering around randomly, like a dewback looking for its herd—doubtless one of Jaina's
rookies. Jacen chanced the deflection shot, quadded his lasers, and opened fire, and only when he saw
the cora skipper explode behind him did the rookie panic, flinging hisfighter al over the sky to avoid a
menace that Jacen had already destroyed.



Jacen flew on, saw a coraskipper being chased by a Chiss clawcraft, the Y uuzhan Vong' s dovin basal
snatching the pursuer’ s boltsfrom the air as he flew. It was another chancy deflection shot, but Jacen
carefully pulled the fighter after the enemy, asmooth curve. . . then found that he wasfaling short, the
enemy dancing just ahead of his shots. Frustration sang in his nerves, and he was on the verge of ordering
his astromech to check his controls when heredized it was dl the fault of the air—the atmosphere had
dowed thefighter too much. He triggered a concussion missile then, and was rewarded by seeing it dam
home on the Y uuzhan Vong' sflank. The tough cora skipper kept on flying, but its dovin basd was
digtracted and the Chiss pilot’ s next shot flamed it.

Jacen’ s heart legpt as he redlized he was in danger, and he jerked his stick to the right as shotsflared
past his canopy. He' d spent too long lining up hislast target and an enemy had jumped him. He
corkscrewed through the sprawl of swirling fighter craft and managed to lose his pursuer, and when he
stopped his dodging there was an enemy right in front of him, flying right into hissghtswhilelining upona
clawcraft. Jacen blew him gpart with aquad laser burst.

He was through the furball now, and pulled back the stick to climb and repest his maneuver. The others
had dowed down to maneuver, and were easy targets for anyone diving in from above. He doubted that
he could manage three hits on every pass, but there was no reason not to try.

Jacen made alazy |oop while he scanned the fight through his cockpit, then he haf rolled upright and fed
power to the engines. A sudden cry came over the comm. “I’vejust lost rear shields! Anyone! Thisis
Twin Two—I’vejust lost an engine! Help!”

Twin Two was Vae, Jaina s rookie wingmate—probably lost, and without cover. Hefelt Jaina srising
tension through the Force-meld as she searched for Twin Two, and he scanned the mass of weaving
fighters as he gpproached, seeing one madly dancing X-wing with atail of flame, apair of skipsweaving
after her.

“Bresk left, Twin Two,” hecdled. “I’ve got you.”
“Bresking left!” Panic and reief warred in Vae sreply.

Jacen hit the atmosphere brakes and the X-wing dowed asif it had hit alake of mercury, and then he
crabbed hisjouncing fighter around into ashot on the lead coralskipper. His laser bolts blew the canopy
away and sent the craft in an end-over-end spin for the planet below. The second enemy dodged his
lasers, and Jacen yanked hisfighter into an even tighter turn, the atmosphere jolting the craft, dropping its
gpeed. The enemy swallowed his concusson missileinto the singularity of itsdovin basa and caught the
laser bolts as wdll, but Jacen saw Vale dart away into safety while her pursuer was preoccupied. And
then enemy rounds were hammering on Jacen’ s shields, and he rel eased the atmosphere brakes and tried
to roll away, punching the throttle.

He' d dowed down too much, losing speed and maneuverability and choice. An enemy had found him
and was hovering off histail, hurling round after round after him while he tried desperately to regain speed
and the ability to maneuver . . .

Jacen’ s astromech droid chittered as the aft shields died. And then there was a crash that Jacen felt
through his spine, and the tick kicked againgt his gloved hand. The X-wing dewed abruptly to the l€eft. It
dowed so much that the pursuing cora skipper overshot, passing within meters of Jacen’s canopy, and
his head swiveled on his neck as helooked franticaly in al directions, trying to spot any additiond threets



And thereit was. On the end of Jacen’ sleft fails, its claws dug into the paired laser cannons, wasa
grutchin, one of the winged, insectoid, metal-eating creatures that the Y uuzhan V ong sometimes rel eased
with their missiles. A grutchin whose malevolent black-eyed gaze stared back at Jacen, beforeit turned
to itswork and took aleisurely chomp out of the upper I€ft foil.

Jacen dived to gain speed, working the controls frantically to keep the X-wing balanced asthe weight
and drag of the grutchin threatened to destabilize it. As speed built he was rewarded by the grutchin
digging itsdaws morefirmly into the foil, hunching againg the baitering it was receiving from the
atmosphere. Jacen fdt hislips draw back in aharsh smile. He' d hoped the wind would strip the grutchin
away, but thiswas the next best thing: the creature couldn’t eat his ship aslong asit was spending dl its
strength just to hang on.

Then Jacen pulled back on the stick and fed power to the engines. The only way to get rid of the
grutchin was to open the canopy and shoot the thing off hiswing, but he couldn’t open the canopy and
stand up aslong ashewasin Ylesa s aamosphere—the wind would tear him right out of the craft and
send him tumbling toward the planet below with half the bonesin his body broken.

An interesting dilemma, he thought. The grutchin couldn’t et his craft aslong as Jacen wasflying at
speed through the atmosphere, but he couldn’t get rid of the grutchin until he got out of the atmosphere
atogether. Thiswould cal for fine judgment.

“Thisis Twin Thirteen,” he said into the comm. “I’ ve got agrutchin on my wing. I'll be back after | ded
withit.”

“Copy,” came Jaina s voice. He could hear the strain of combat in the terse expression, and fed her
stressin the Force.

Jacen kept his eyes on the grutchin and histhrottles al the way forward. He kept the nose tipped asfar
as he could without losing speed, and dowly the buffeting of the atmosphere eased asthe air thinned.
When the grutchin was able to lift its head and take another bite of the upper port laser cannon, Jacen
stood the X-wing onitstail and fled straight up into space. The grutchin shifted its grip and took another
bite, and the laser cannon tore free and spun away into the darkening sky. Jacen reached for his blaster
and loosened it inits holster. The whisper of wind on the canopy was almost gone. The second laser
tumbled into the sky, and the grutchin turned, its claws clamped firmly on meta, and walked methodicaly
aong the two united foils, heading for the engine.

Jacen extended the foilsinto the X-position, hoping to shake it free or dow it down, but without success.
Instead hefdlt, rather than heard, a crash asthe grutchin’ shead drove like ametal punch into hisengine
cowling.

Better do something, he thought. He threw the cockpit latch; as the cockpit depressurized, forcefields
snagpped into place around him, preserving hisair. The sound of flight vanished, though he could till fed
the vibration of his craft sounding up his spine. Red lights were flashing on his engine displays. He nudged
the controls to the cockpit servos, lifting it dightly open. When he fdlt no turbulence he opened the
cockpit dl theway.

He summoned the Force to guide the fighter’ s controls as he stood in the cockpit and pulled his blaster
fromitsholster. Asheleaned out of the cockpit he saw the upper Ieft foil fly away spinning, eaten away
at theroot. There was aflash of firein the engineand it died.

Surely, he thought, the flameout was enough to cook the grutchin. He leaned farther out, bracing one



arm on the cockpit coaming, and thrust out the blaster.

The grutchin’ s beady eyes stared back at him with malevolent purpose. And then the creature’ swings
extended, and Jacen’ s heart gave alurch as he redlized the grutchin was going to legp straight for his
face.

He fired while mentdly rehearsing the move necessary to snatch hislightsaber with hisfree hand in case
the blaster didn’t do the job.

Hefired again, and again. The grutchin reared, its clawed forelegs pawing the airless space between
them, and Jacen fired twice more.

The grutchin’s head tumbled away into the emptiness. The rest of the grutchin then followed.
Blasters work, Jacen reminded himself as he eased back into the cockpit and sealed the canopy.

His astromech droid had aready prepared adamage report. Rear shields down, both port lasers gone
along with the port upper Soil; the other port foil damaged, and one engine destroyed.

Jacen thumped afrustrated fist on the cockpit coaming. The X-wing's aerodynamics had been
wrecked—if he went into the atmosphere to aid Jainanow, his craft would go into aspin that would end
only when he hit the ground.

He had come here to aid Jaina, to make certain that she would never be without his support. Now he
was leaving her in adesperate fight with the enemy.

But once he had timeto listen on Twin Suns' comm channd, it appeared that Jainano longer needed his
aid. She was ordering her squadron to regroup.

“Twin Leader, thisis Twin Thirteen,” he said. “The grutchin’s dedlt with.”
Janawasdl business “Twin Thirteen, what' syour status?’
“I’m going to need to get anew fighter before | can rgjoin. What' s your condition?’

“Thefight's over. Kyp and Sabacameto help us. We re regrouping to hit the spaceport and cover the
landing.”

“And the Brigaders flegt?”’

“Surrendered. That's how Kyp and Sabawerefreeto join us.” There was apause. “Twin Thirteen,
Twin Two haslogt an engine. | need you to escort her to rgoin the fleet.”

“Understood,” Jacen said, “though considering the sate of my fighter, Vae may end up escorting me.”

He heard snickers over the comm. Through the meld Jacen felt his sister bearing the humor with
patience.

“Just get her there, Twin Thirteen,” shesaid findly.

“Understood,” Jacen said, and rolled hisfighter so that he could spot Vae approaching from the planet



beow.

“Inertial compensators,” Thrackan said as he contemplated the wreck of hislandspeeder. “What agood
idea”

It had taken Thrackan and Dagga Marl longer to escape Peace City than he' d expected, largely because
S0 many otherswere fleeing on foot and had gotten in the way. Barely had they emerged from Peace
City’ sramshackle limits than a colossal spirding chunk of yorik cora had come tumbling down out of the
sky like a grayish green lump and impacted on the road just ahead of them.

The explosion had thrown the landspeeder off the road and spinning into a patch of trees, where,
between tree trunks and flying chunks of yorik cord, it had been comprehensively destroyed. But the
deluxe landspeeder—built originaly for ayoung Huit, to judge by the fittings—had been equipped with
inertial compensators, and these had failed only after the vehicle had come to acomplete halt. Thrackan
and Dagga emerged from the wreck unscathed.

Thrackan turned to look at the shattered Y uuzhan VVong frigate lying in fragments beneath athick cloud
of smoke and dust.

“I don't think Maal Lah' sforcesare doing very well,” Thrackan said. Therewas ahorrific smel of
burning organics, and he remembered that the frigate had actually been aive, that something akin to
blood had pulsed through its hull.

Heturned to Dagga. Y ou wouldn't have private means of getting us off the planet, do you?’

“No, | don't.”

“Or knowledge of alandspeeder anywhere nearby?’

Dagga shook her head. Thrackan shrugged.

“That'sdl right. Onewill come adong in aminute, stop to work out how to get around the
wreckage—and thenwe' |l gedl it.”

Daggaflashed him her shark’ sgrin. “Boss, | like theway you think.”

They crouched for some time in the trees by the road, but no landspeeder came. The explosion, with its
cloud of smoke, had discouraged anyone from fleeing in this direction.

Thrackan shrugged. “| guesswe walk.”
“Where are we walking to?’

“Away from the city that’ s about to be pounded into gravel.” Thrackan began picking hisway through
the debrisfied. There wasrdatively little left to burn—most of the frigate had been rock—and the
smoke was disspating.

He and Dagga fled back into the cover of the trees asaflight of fighter craft howled out of the sky and
shrieked aong the road toward Peace City. The fighters were distinctive, with bal cockpits and weird
jagged pylons on either side. Thrackan was annoyed.



“TIE fighters? W€ re being attacked by the Empire now?’ He glared. “I call thisexcessivel” He shook
hisfinger a the sky. “I call thisoverkill on the part of Fatel”

He waited afew minutes, then rose from his crouch among the bushes and scanned the sky carefully. “I
guessthey’re gone. But let’s stay in the treesand—"

Dagga cocked an ear to the sky. “Listen, boss.”

Thrackan listened, then ducked into the bushes again. “Thisis outrageous,” he muttered. “Haven't these
people anything better to do?’

Another squadron of fighters—X-wings this time—blasted along the road, their wakes sending the last
of the debris smoke swirling out to the sdesin huge corkscrew whirls. Then out of the smoke came a
phalanx of whining white landing craft that settled onto the huge scar created by thefaling frigate. The last
wisps of smoke were flattened by the repulsorlift fields as the landers neared the ground, and then the
great forward hatches swung open and whole companies of armored soldiers floated out on military
landspeedersthat bristled with armament.

“Right,” Thrackan said as he and Daggatried to dig themsdvesinto the turf. “We wait till they’ ve gone
on to the city, and then we stedl one of the transports and head for home.”

Dagga gave him alook. “Home had better be pretty close. Those transports won't have hyperspace
cgpability.”

Thrackan ground histeeth. Thiswas not working out.

The soldiers briskly secured a perimeter, and more craft whined to alanding. It looked asif the soldiers
had landed in at least regimenta strength.

“I think we' reintrouble,” Dagga said.

The soldiers perimeter had expanded as new craft landed, and troopers were now quite close. An
officer with a scanner had spotted the two life-formsin the trees, and at his command apair of
landspeeders swung toward the wooded areawhere Thrackan and Dagga were hiding.

“Right,” Thrackan said. “We give oursalves up. First chance you get, you break me out and we sted a
ship and head for freedom.”

“I'mwith you there,” Dagga said, “right up to the point where | take you with me. | don’t think you're
going to have accessto aweekly kilo of spice after this.”

“I"'ve got more than spice,” Thrackan said. “Get meto Corellia, and you'll find I’ m stinking rich and
willing to share—"

Hiswordswereinterrupted by an officer’ samplified order.
“Thetwo of you in the woods. Come out dowly, and with your hands up.”

Thrackan saw Dagga s cold eyes harden as she calculated her chances, and his nerves legpt at the
thought of being caught in acrossfire. He decided he' d better make up her mind for her. “Darling!” he



shouted. “We're saved!” And then, as he scrambled to hisfeet, he whispered, “ L eave your weagpons
rHe_”

He pasted asilly grinto hisface and came out of the trees, his hands held high. “ Y ou’ re from the New
Republic, right? Bless you for coming!” The officer gpproached and scanned him for wegpons. “We saw
those TIE fighters and we thought maybe the Emperor was back. Again. That’ swhy we were hiding.”

“Your name, Sr?’

“Fazum,” Thrackan said promptly. “Ludus Fazum. We were part of arefugee convoy from Faleen, got
captured by the Peace Brigade and endaved.” He turned to Dagga, who was walking carefully out of the
treeswith her handsraised. “Thisismy fiancée Dagga, ah—* He coughed, redlizing Daggamight have a
warrant out for her. “—Farglblag.” He gave her agrin. “Whaddyathink, darling?’ he asked. “We're
rescued!”

Shemanaged asmile. “You bet!” shesaid. “Thisisgreat!”

Daggawas scanned and came up clean. The officer gave them a searching look from under the brim of
hishelmet. “Y ou look pretty well fed for daves,” hesaid.

“Wewere housedaved” Thrackan said. “Wejust did, ah. . .” Hisinvention failed him. “House things.”

The officer turned to look over his shoulder. “ Corpora!”

Thrackan and Dagga were marched to an open area under the guard of the corporal. The area, gouged
dirt scattered with hot, crumbling yorik cora, had been reserved for captured civilians, but Dagga and
Thrackan were, for the moment, its only two occupants.

“Farglblag?’ she grated.

1] &)rry.”

“How do you spdll it?”’

Thrackan shrugged. He looked at the troopersin their white armor, ready for an advance on Peace City,
and wondered what they were waiting for.

The answer camein theform of apair of X-wingsthat hovered to astop right over their heads, not
knowing the large open space had been reserved for civilians. Thrackan and Dagga were forced to move
to one sde asthe two craft settled onto their repulsorlifts. Thrackan spoke under cover of the engine
whine.

“Y ou've got ahold-out, right?’

“Sure. | dways carry aweapon that’ |l get past ascanner.”

The engineswhined to a halt, and the cockpits lifted. A ginger-haired Wookiee stood in the cockpit of
the nearest and lowered himself to the ground. “Good,” Thrackan said, lowering hisvoice. “It'sa

Wookiee. They’re not very bright, you know. What happens now isthat you clip the Wookiee, then we
both hop in the fighter and rocket out of here.”



Daggaraised an eyebrow. “ Y ou can fly an X-wing?’
“| can fly anything Incom makes.”
“Won'tit bealittle crowded?’

“It'll be uncomfortable, yes. But it won't be nearly as uncomfort able as prison.” He gave her a
ggnificant look. “Y ou can take my word on thet |ast part.”

And if the cockpit seemed to be too small for them both, Thrackan thought, he'd just leave Dagga
behind. No problem.

Dagga gave the matter some thought, then nodded. “It' sworth atry.”

She turned to examine the situation more closdly just as the second pilot stepped around the Wookieg' s
craft. Thrackan saw the dim, dark-haired form and felt dl the color drain from hisface. He turned away
abruptly, but it wastoo late.

“Hi, Cousin Thrackan,” Jaina Solo caled. “However did you know we ve been looking for you?’

“I wonder if you can remember when you held me prisoner,” Jainasaid cheerfully.
Thrackan Sal-Solo tried to fashion asmile. “ That was dl amisunderstanding. And long ago.”

“Youknow . ..” Jainacocked her head and pretended to study him. “I think you look younger without
the beard.”

Generd Tigran Jamiro, the commander of the landing force, whirred up in hiscommand vehicle, rose
from his seet, and gave Thrackan a careful look. “Y ou say thisisthe Peace Brigade President?” he
asked.

“That's Thrackan dl right.” Jainalooked at the black-haired woman who had been with Thrackan. “I
don’'t know who thisis. Hisgirlfriend, maybe.”

Thrackan seemed alittle indignant. “ Thisis the stenographer the government assigned me.”

Jainalooked at the woman and her cold eyes and bright white teeth, and thought that clerica assstants
were certainly looking carnivorous these days.

Thrackan approached the general and adopted a pained tone. “Y ou know, there' safamily vendetta
going on here” He pointed at Jaina. “ She' sgot it in for me over something that happened years ago.”

Generd Jamiro gave Thrackan a cold look. “ So you aren’t the Peace Brigade President?”’

Thrackan threw out hishands. “1 didn’t volunteer for the job! | was kidnapped! The Vong were getting
even with mefor killing so many of them a Fondor!”

Lowbacca, who had been listening, gave acomplex series of moans and howls, and Jainatrand ated.
“Hesays, ‘ They got revenge by making you President? If you killed more of them, they’ d make you
emperor? ”



“They'rediabolical,” Thrackan said. “I1t' savery eaborate piece of revenge!” Hejabbed afinger toward
the smdl of hisback. “They destroyed my kidney! It s <till bruised—you want to see?” He began pulling
up hisshirt.

Jainaturned to the commander. “Generd,” shesaid, “I’d put Thrackan on thefirst landspeeder into
town. He can guide usto our objectives.” Sheturned to her cousin and winked. “Y ou’ I want to help us,
right? Since you' re not Peace Brigade after dl.”

“I’'madcitizen of Cordlial” Thrackaningsted. “I demand protection from my government!”

“Actudly you're not acitizen anymore,” Jainasaid. “When the Centerpoint Party heard you' d defected,
they expelled you and sentenced you in absentiaand confiscated your property and—*

“But | didn't defect! 1—"
“Right,” Generd Jamiro said. “ On thefirst landspeeder he goes.”
Helooked at Thrackan’s companion. “What do we do with the woman?’

Jainalooked at her again, cogitated for amoment, and moved. In a couple of seconds she had the
woman’ swrist locked and had relieved her of her holdout blaster.

“I"d put stun cuffs on her,” Jaina said, and handed the blaster to General Jamiro.
“How did you know she was armed?’

Jainalooked at DaggaMarl and thought about why she’ d made her decision. “Because she was
standing like awoman who had ablaster on her,” she decided.

Dagga, her wrist locked and her elbow hoisted above her head, snarled at Jainafrom under her arm.
Troopers cameto cuff her and put her under guard.

“Let’'sget moving,” Jamiro said.

Jainamarched Thrackan to the first landspeeder and sat him in front, next to the driver. She hersdlf
folded down ajump seat and sat directly behind him.

The operation was going better than she’ d expected. Jamiro had landed most of hisforce here, to drive
on Peace City, but he' d stationed blocking forces on dl routes from the capita to catch any Brigaders
trying to flee. Thefight in the atmosphere had delayed things a bit, but it had aso wiped out the only
Y uuzhan Vong shipsin the system. Still, awary aertness prickled dong Jaina s nerves. There was plenty
that could yet go wrong.

Sheturned to Thrackan. “Now, you be sure and let us know where your Sde sfirst ambush isgoing to
be” shesaid.

Thrackan didn’t bother turning to face her. “Right. Like they'd tell me.”

Thefirst ambush took place on the outskirts of the city center, Peace Brigade soldiersfiring from atop
flat-roofed buildings on the landspeeders below. Blaster bolts and shoul der-fired rockets sparked off the



landspeeders’ shidds, and the soldiers aboard returned fire from their heavy vehicle-mounted weapons.

Jaina, crouched behind the bulwark in case something got through the shields, looked at her cousin, who
was crouched likewise, and said, “Want to order them to surrender, President”?’

“Oh shut up.”

Jainaignited her lightsaber and sprinted to the nearest building, atwo-story block of offices. Lowbacca
was on her hedls. Rather than burgt in through a door, which was what defenders might expect, Jaina
diced open the shuttered viewport and hurled hersdlf through the gap.

There were no Peace Brigaders, but there was amine set up to blast anyone coming in through the door.
Jainadisarmed it with the press of abutton, then cut the wire connecting it to the door for good measure.

Lowbaccawas dready roaring up the stairs, hislightsaber abrilliant flash in the dark stairwell. Jaina
followed him to the roof exit, which he smashed open with one huge furry shoulder.

Whatever the dozen or so defenders on the roof might have expected, it wasn't a Jedi Wookiee. They
fired afew boltsat him, which he deflected with hislightsaber, then before Jaina even emerged they fled,
dropping their weapons and crowding for the wooden scaffolding that supported a part of the building
that was being reinforced. Lowbacca and Jaina charged them and were rewarded by the sight of severa
of the enemy smply diving off the building in their haste to escgpe. When Jainaand L owbacca reached
the scaffolding, with the eight or nine soldiers till dinging to it and lowering themsdlvesto the Street, Jaina
looked at Lowbacca and grinned, and knew from his grinning response that he shared her idea.

Swiftly the two diced the lashings that held the scaffold to the building, and then—with Lowbacca s
Wookiee muscles and an assist from the Force—they shoved the scaffolding over. The Brigaders spilled
to the ground in asplintering crash of wood and were swiftly rounded up by more of Jamiro’ stroopers,
who had sped around the ambush to outflank it.

Jainalooked up. Enemy on the next roof were dtill firing at the landspeeders below, unaware their
comrades had been captured.

She and L owbacca had worked together so long they didn’t need to speak. They trotted ten paces
back from the edge, turned, and sprinted for the parapet. Jaina put afoot on the edge and leapt, the
Force asssting her to a soundless landing on the roof.

The squad of Brigaders were turned away, firing into the street below. Jaina grabbed one by the ankles
and tipped him over the edge, and Lowbacca smply kicked another over the parapet. Jainaturned to the
nearest as he wasreacting, diced hisblagter riflein half with her lightsaber, then punched him in theface
with the hilt of her weapon. He sprawled over the parapet unconscious. Lowbacca deflected a bolt
amed for Jaing, then caught therifle with thetip of hislightsaber and flung it into the air. Jainaused the
Forceto guide the flying rifle to a collison with the nose of another Brigader, which gave Lowbaccatime
to heave his disarmed enemy into the street below.

That took the fight out of them, and the rest surrendered. Jainaand L owbacca chucked the captured
weapons to the street, then turned them over to a squad of New Republic troopers who came storming
up thedairs.

The shooting was over. Jainalooked ahead to see the large, new buildings of the city center. She saw no
reason to return to the landspeeder—she could guide the military to their objective from her vantage



point on the rooftops. She leaned over the parapet and gestured to General Jamiro that she would go
ahead over the roofs. He nodded his understanding.

Jainaand Lowbaccatook another run and leapt to the next roof, checking the building on al sdesto
make certain that no ambush lurked in its shadows. They then sprang onto the next building, and the next.

Acrossfrom thislast was what was probably intended to be awide, impressive boulevard, but which
conssted at the moment of amuddy excavation haf filled with water. The air smelled like a stagnant
pond. Beyond were some large buildings that would be very grand when finished. Jainaknew from her
briefingsthat alarge shelter had been dug behind the largest building, the Senate house, and subsequently
covered over by the plantings of what was supposed to be a park.

The whole expanse was deserted. Smoke rose from severa areas on the horizon. Jaina called the Force
into her mind and probed ahead. The othersin the Force-meld, sensing her purpose, sent her strength
and aided her perception.

The distant warmth of other lives glowed in Jaina s mind. There were indeed defendersin the Senate
building, though they were kegping out of sight.

Sending thanks to the othersin the Force-meld, Jaina clipped her lightsaber to her belt, hurled hersdlf off
the building, and alowed the Force to cushion her fal to the duracrete below. Lowbacca followed. They
trotted back to General Jamiro’s command speeder. There they found the general conferring with what
appeared to be agroup of civilians. Only on gpproaching did Jainarecognize Lilla Dade, aveteran of
Page' s Commandos who had volunteered to lead asmall infiltration party into Ylesiain the aftermath of
the battle and set up an underground cell in the enemy capitd.

“Thisisyour chance,” Jamiro told her.
“Very good, sr.” She saluted and flashed Jainaagrin as she led her team into the nearly deserted city.

Jamiro turned to Jaina, who saluted. “ There are defendersin the Senate building, sir,” shetold him. “A
couple hundred, | think.”

“1 have enough firepower to blow the Palace of Peace down around them,” Jamiro said, “but I’ d rather
not. Y ou might seeif you can get your cousin to talk them into surrendering.”

“I'll dothat, Sir.” Jaina saluted and trotted back to the lead |andspeeder. “ The generd’ sgot ajob for
you, Cousin Thrackan,” she said.

Thrackan gave her asour look. “I'll give diplomacy my best shot,” he said, “but | don’t think Shimrra's
going to give Coruscant back.”

“Haha,” Jainasaid, and jumped into the landspeeder.

Jamiro’ s forces advanced on the government center on a broad front, repul sorlifts carrying them over the
boggy, torn ground, their heavy weapons trained on the haf-finished buildings. Starfighters split the sky
overhead.

The landspeeders hated two hundred meters from the building. Jainalooked a what she' d thought was
atarpaulin stretched over some construction work, and then redlized it wasthe flayed skin of avery large
Hutt. She nudged Thrackan.



“Friend of yours?’

“Never met him,” Thrackan said shortly. At Jaind sinstruction, he sood and picked up the microphone
handed him by the landspeeder’ s commander.

“Thisis Presdent Sal-Solo,” he said. “Hodtilities have ceased. Put down your weapons and leave the
building with your handsin plain sight.”

Therewas along silence. Thrackan turned to Jainaand spread his hands. “What did you expect?’

And then there was a sudden commotion from the Senate building, aseries of yellsand crashes. Jaina
sensed the soldiers around her tightening their grip on their wegpons. “ Repest the message,” shetold
Thrackan.

Thrackan shrugged and began again. Before he was haf finished the doors burst open and a swvarm of
armored warriorsran out. Jainastarted as she recognized Y uuzhan Vong. Then she saw that the warriors
had raised their handsin surrender, and that they weren’t VVong, just Peace Brigade wearing laminate
imitations of vonduun crab armor. In their lead was a Duros officer, who ran up to Thrackan and saluted.

“Sorry that took solong, Sir,” he said. “ There were some Y uuzhan Vong in there, intendants, who
thought we should fight.”

“Right,” Thrackan said, and ordered the warriors into the hands of the landing force. He turned to Jaina,
hislook dour. “My loya bodyguard,” he explained. “Y ou seewhy | decided to head out on my own.”

“Why arethey dressed in fake armor?’ Jaina asked.
“Therea armor kept biting them,” Thrackan said acidly, and sat down again.

“We need you to lead usto the bunker where your Senators are hiding,” Jainasaid. “ And to the secret
exit they’ll usefor their escape.”

Thrackan favored Jainawith another bitter glare. “If there was an escape hatch from that bunker,” he
asked, “do you think I'd be here?’

The bunker turned out to have a huge blastproof door, like avault. Thrackan, using the speciad comm
relay outside the bunker to talk with thoseinsde, failed to persuade them to come out.

Genera Jamiro was undeterred, sending for his engineer company to come down from orbit and blast
the door off the bunker.

Janafdt time dipping avay. None of the delays so far had been critica, but they were al beginning to
add up.

Mad Lah restrained the ingtinct to duck as another flight of enemy starfighters roared overhead. The
villip in his hands retained the snarling image of the dead executor he’ d used to try to command President
Sal-Solo's useless bodyguard, and whom the Presidential Guard had killed rather than obey.

The cowards would be thrown in a pit and crushed by riding beasts, he promised himself.



The damutek grown on the outskirts of the capital to house his troops had been destroyed early inthe
attack, fortunately after he' d gotten hiswarriors out. But since then they’ d been forced to remainin
cover, pinned down by the accursed starfightersthat patrolled at low atitude overhead. Fighter cover
had been so heavy that Maal Lah had been unable to move even afew of hiswarriors toward the city
center to guard the Peace Brigade government.

He gathered that the Peace Brigade fleet had surrendered—more candidates for the pit and theriding
beasts, Mad Lah thought. His own small force of spacecraft had at least gone down fighting. And now,
he suspected, Ylesa s government was about to fal into the hands of the enemy.

But even consdering these developments, Mad Lah found himself content. He knew that the New
Republic forces were about to suffer asurprise, and that the surprise should draw the heavy fighter cover

avay.

And once he could safely move hiswarriors, there would be more surprisesin store for the raiders of the
New Republic.

And many blood sacrifices for the gods of the Y uuzhan VVong.

Jacen and Vae brought their limping X-wings aboard Kre fey’ sflagship Ralroost. By the time Jacen
powered the fighter down he knew that the Peace Brigade forces had folded like a house of cards, both
in space and on the ground, and that the New Republic forces were digging the last of the leadership out
of their bunker.

Those who had nothing in common but treason, he thought, had no reason to trust one another or fight
on one another’ s behalf. There was no unifying ideology other than greed and opportunism. Neither was
likely to creste solidarity.

He dropped to the deck, breathing gratitude that the raid was a success. It had been hisideato capture
the heads of the Y lesian government, and hisfault that Jaina had volunteered to go in with the ground
forces. If the mission had gone wrong he would have been doubly responsible.

Jacen first checked out Vae to make certain shewasal right, then ingpected their X-wings. Both would
require time in amaintenance bay before they would fly again.

“Jacen Solo?” A Bothan officer, very much junior, approached and saluted. “ Admird Kre fey requests
your presence on the bridge.”

Jacen looked at Vale, then back at the officer. “Certainly,” he said. “May Lieutenant Vaejoin us?’
The Bothan considered the question, but VVale was quick to give her own answer.

“That isn't necessary,” she sad. “ Admirals make me nervous.”

Jacen nodded, then followed the Bothan out of the docking bay toward the forepart of the ship.

And then he felt the universe dow down asif timeitself had been atered. He was aware of how long a
timeit seemed to take for hisfoot to reach the floor, aware of the long space between his heartbesats.



Something had just changed. Jacen | et the Jedi meld that had been sitting quietly in some back room of
his mind cometo the fore, and he felt surprise and congternation in the minds of the other Jedi, a
confusion that was soon replaced with grim resolve and frantic calculation.

Jacen’ sfoot touched the deck. He took a breath. He was aware that a'Y uuzhan Vong fleet had just
entered the system, and that his plan for the Battle of Ylesiahad just goneterribly wrong.

“I think we' d better hurry,” hetold the startled Bothan lieutenant, and began to run.

The huge cutting beams of the engineers’ lasers were chopping the vault door into scrap. Jainashrank
away from the bright light and heat. She could sense panic through the vault doors, panic and flashes of
desperate readiness from those preparing themselves for hopeless resistance. A few blaster bolts came
spanging out of the torn vault, but the lasers were shielded and the blasters did no damage.

Jainalooked at the troopers preparing to storm the Senate bunker, and she thought that was alot of
firepower to subdue a group who might be no more prepared to resist capture than their army or fleet.
She found General Jamiro and saluted.

“Sr, I'd liketo befirst into the vault. | think | can get them to surrender.”

Jamiro took barely a second to consider the request. “1’m not going to tell a Jedi she can't bethefirst
into atight spot,” he said. “I’ ve seen what you people can do.” He nodded. “ Just be sure you cdl for
hdpif you need it.”

“l will, ar.”

She snapped the genera a salute and trotted back to the vault door. The cutting was almost done.
Melted duralloy had frozen on the floor of the anteroom in the shape of awaterfdl. Jainastood next to
Lowbacca, who gave her asignificant look as he unclipped his lightsaber. Jainagrinned. Without aword
he’ d shown he understood her plan, and approved.

Jainaignited her own lightsaber asthe laser finished itsfina cut. With a shove of the Force she pushed
thefina chunk of the vault door into theinterior, where it rang on the floor. Blaster bolts flashed out of
the hole, and someone inside shouted, *Y ou people keep out!”

Jainaleapt through the door headfirg, tucked into a somersault, came out on her feet. The blasterfire
szzled after her, dlowing Lowbaccato follow through the hole without being targeted.

The room was bare duracrete, with no furniture and few fixtures: the Peace Brigade Senators were
huddled in corners, shrinking away from those who were determined to fight for their freedom. Blaster
bolts came at Jainathick and fast. She legpt for the nearest shooter, parrying blasterfire with her
lightsaber. Boltsricocheted off the hard walls and celling, and someone cried out as he was hit. The
shooter was abig Jenet, and snarled at Jaina as she came for him.

She diced the blaster gpart with her lightsaber, then kicked the Jenet in the teeth with an inside crescent
kick. Shefollowed through with a hedl hook that dropped the Jenet to the floor.

She saw Lowbacca grab acouple of other shooters, apair of fighting Ganks, and bang their heads
together. Peace Brigade Senators scuttled and huddled for cover. Another blaster went off, and Jaina
parried the bolt back into the shooter’ s knee. The Force powered ajump that took her the six metersto



the Ishi Tib shooter, where she kicked the blaster out of her hand; and then the Force seized the blaster

and smashed it into the face of another shooter. His own bolt went wild into the crowd of Senators, and
there was a scream. Lowbacca legpt on him from behind and smashed him in the head with one massive
furry hand.

There was silence, except for the sobs of one of the wounded. The room stank from the ozone
discharge of weapons. Armored New Republic troopers began to enter the room, weapons directed at
the Brigaders.

Jaina brandished her lightsaber over the cowering group, its loud thrummm echoing in the smal room,
and cdled, “ Surrender! In the name of the New Republic!”

“Onthe contrary,” acommanding voice said. “In the name of the New Republic, | cal onyou to
surrender.”

Jainalooked in surprise a the tall, cloaked figure that rose from ahuddled group of Brigaders, at the
arrow-shaped head and writhing face-tentacles.

“Senator Pwoe?” shesaid in surprise.

“Chief of State Pwoe,” the Quarren corrected. “Head of the New Republic. | am present on Ylesiain
order to negotiate atreaty of friendship and mutua aid with the Ylesian Republic. | call upon New
Republic forces to cease these acts of aggression againgt afriendly alied regime.”

Jainawas so taken aback that she barked out a surprised laugh. Pwoe, an avowed foe of the Jedi, had
been amember of Borsk Fey’lya s Advisory Council. When Fey’lyadied in the ruin of Coruscant, Pwoe
had declared himsdlf Chief of State and began to issue orders to the New Republic government and

military.

He might have gotten away with it if he hadn’t overplayed his hand. When the Senate reconvened on
Mon Caamari—ironicdly, Pwoe s homeworld—they’ d issued an order calling on Pwoe and al other
Senatorsto join them. Instead of obeying, Pwoe had issued an order to the Senate calling for them to
join him on Kuat.

The Senate had been offended, formally deprived Pwoe of any powers, and conducted their own
eection for Chief of State. Eventua ly—and after afull measure of the usuad skulduggery—the pro-Jedi
Ca Omaswas elected. Since then, Pwoe had been traveling from one part of the galaxy to another,
trying to raly hisever-diminishing number of supporters.

“This peacetregty isvital to the interests of the New Republic,” Pwoe went on. “Thistypica Jedi
violenceison the verge of spailing everything.”

Jaina s grin broadened. Apparently Pwoe had grown so desperate that he' d decided that he could only
regain his prestige and following if he cameto Mon Caamari waving a peace agreement.

“I’'m very sorry to disturb any important treaties,” she said. “Perhaps you would care to step outside and
speak to Generd Jamiro?’

“That will not be necessary. | call upon the general and the rest of you to leave Ylesaat once.”

Thelshi Tib, lying at Jaina sfeet, began agradua movement aimed at freeing awegpon concedled



somewhere within her robes. Jaina stepped on her hand. The movement ceased.

“I think you should speak to the generd,” she said, and turned to the dozen soldiers who had been
quietly entering the room during the course of this discussion. “ Please escort Senator Pwoeto the
general.” Two armored troopers marched to either side of Pwoe, seized his arms, and began carrying
him toward the vault door.

“Take your hands off me!” he boomed. “I’m your Chief of State!”

Jainawatched as Pwoe was carried away. Then she bent to relieve the Ishi Tib of her hidden blaster,
and straightened to address the rest of the Brigaders.

“And therest of you”—sheraised her voice—" should file out of the room one by one, with your hands
inplansght.”

Soldiers searched and scanned the Brigaders, then cuffed them, before they were alowed out of the
vault. Engineers entered and began preparing explosivesto destroy the bunker once it had been
evacuated. Jaina and Lowbaccawaited in the bare room asthe Brigaders dowly |eft.

They were aware of the change in the Jedi meld at the same time, the sudden vast surprise at the
appearance of anew enemy.

Here swhereit al goeswrong. The thought sang at the back of Jaina’smind.

Shelooked at Lowbacca, and knew that the Wookiee shared the knowledge that their time on the
ground had run out.

Mad Lah gavearoar of triumph asthe patrolling starfighters suddenly throttled up their engines and
pointed their nosesto the sky. The arriva of a'Y uuzhan Vong fleet had given the infidels better thingsto
do than cruise the air above Peace City.

It was time to meet the enemy, but Maal Lah knew that the battle was|ost at the city center. Therewas
no point in reinforcing the Peace Brigade sfailure.

Another course recommended itself. The commander also knew where the New Republic forceswere
at the present. He knew that eventualy they would haveto retreat to their [anding zones outside of town.

Between these two places he would make hiskilling ground. And conveniently, the quednak stables
happened to be nearby.

He cdled into the shoulder villip that communicated with hiswarriors. “Our hour hasarrived!” he said.
“Wewill advance to meet the enemy!”

Jacen arrived breathless on Raroost’ s bridge to find Admiral Kre fey aready making his opening
moves. An enemy fleet had legpt out of hyperspace, and Kre fey was placing his own ships between the
Y uuzhan Vong and the ground forceson Ylesa

“Welcome, Jacen,” the white-furred Bothan said, his eyes il fixed on the holographic display that
showed the relative positions of the fleets. “1 see you understand there' s been anew complication.”



“How many?’ Jacen said.

“Their forces are roughly equal to ours. But so many of our personnd are inexperienced, | would prefer
not to engage.” Heraised his eyes from the display. “Fortunately my opposite seemsin no hurry to begin
afight”

Indeed thiswas the case. The Y uuzhan Vong weren’t moving to attack, but were instead hovering just
outside Ylesia s mass shadow.

“Canyou give me astarfighter?’ Jacen asked.

“I’'m afraid not. Our fighter bays were packed with operationd craft only, plustheir pilots—we carry no
pares.”

Frustration snarled in Jacen as Kre fey’ s attention snapped back to the display. “Ah,” the admira said.
“My oppodteismoving.”

The Y uuzhan Vong had detached apart of their force and were extending it to one flank, perhaps
intending apartid envelopment.

“Eadly countered,” Kre fey said, and ordered one of hisown divisonsto extend his own flank, matching
the enemy movement precisdly.

Jacen stalked around the room in abrief circle, angry at his own usel essness. He considered returning to
his X-wing and flying to Ylesato Jaina said, and then redlized that his wounded craft wouldn't be an
asset, but aliability—she' d have to detach pilotsto look after him, pilots who would have many better
uses in an engagement than escorting a crippled ship.

Hefindly surrendered to the fact he was going to spend the rest of the battle aboard Ralroost.

Jacen found a corner of the bridge out of everyone’ sway and let the Jedi meld float to the surface of his
mind. If he couldn’t be of any direct use in the upcoming battle, he could at least send strength and
support to his comrades.

Jainaand Lowbacca, he sensed, were in motion, speeding toward their fighters. The other Jedi were
waiting in their cockpits, waiting for the battle to begin. Jacen could sense them in relation to one another,

an array of intent minds focused on the enemy.

Through the meld, he sensed the Y uuzhan V ong fleet make another move, another division shifting out
onto the flank, extending it farther into space. Only half aminute later did he hear Kre fey’ s staff
announce the move, followed by the Bothan admird’ s counter.

The Y uuzhan Vong kept moving to the flank. And Jacen began to wonder why.

Pwoe and Thrackan Sal-Solo, cuffed, were keeping each other company in the back of the
landspeeder. Neither of theillusory Presidents seemed to have much to say to the other, or to anyone
else, at least not since Thrackan’ s muttered, “Do | redly have to sit with the Squid Head?” as Pwoe was

directed into the vehicle.



Asit turned out there was no room for Thrackan or anyone eseto sit. The landspeeders were standing
room only, packed with soldiers, prisoners, and refugees.

The vehiclesmoved asfast as possible toward the landing zone, though they were being dowed by
crowds of refugees, daves, and other unwilling workers begging for transport offplanet. Asmany as
could fit into the landspeeders were pulled aboard. In their withdrawal to the landing zone the speeders
hadn’t gotten onto the roadsin any particular order, and the speeder that Jaina shared with Lowbacca,
Thrackan, and Pwoe was more or lessin the middle of the column.

The column had reached the outskirts of the city, which at this point conssted of astrip of buildingson
ether sdeof themain road, dl surrounded by wild country, unaltered terrain.

Jainaturned at the sound of an explosion behind her, a concussion followed by a shock wave that she
could fed in her insdes. Smoke and debris jetted high over the surrounding buildings. The engineers had
just destroyed the Brigaders' bunker, aswedll as the Palace of Peace and other public buildings.

Jainaturned to face forward just asagiant, lichen-colored beast stepped from behind a building into the
road in front of the column. Jaind s heart thundered as the lead landspeeder crashed into the animal,
enraging the beast even though the inertial dampeners on the machine saved the crew and passengers.
Another speeder smashed into the first from behind, preventing it from reversing. The beast reared onto
itshind legs, and Jainasaw Y uuzhan VVong warriors clinging for dear life to their basket on the beast’s
back. Shields sparked and failed as the quednak’ sfirst four feet dropped massively onto the speeder.
Jaina could hear the screams of the passengers asthey died.

Jainareached for her lightsaber, then her blaster, then hesitated.
None of her wegpons could kill thisanimdl.

Vehicle-mounted weapons split the air as they opened fire on the riding beast. The quednak screamed
and charged forward, crushing the forepart of a second landspeeder and brushing aside athird. One of
itsriderswas hurled from his seat and flew, aamswindmilling, into the Sde of anearby building.

“Back! Back! Take aside street out of here!” The officer in command of the landspeeder barked orders
to the driver. And then Jainafelt a shadow fall over her, and she turned.

Another riding beast was being driven out into the road behind Jaina’' s speeder. Her lightsaber legpt into
her hand and she took three long jumps to the back of the landspeeder and launched hersdlf for the riders
on the quednak’ s back.

The Force seemed to catch her by the spine and fling her onto the creature’ s back, and she gave silent
thanks to Lowbaccafor the assist as she landed on the broad, flat haunches. She was poised atop the
middle pair of legs, her baance uneasy with the creature’ slurching, swaying motion. Thetwo riderssat in
ashell-shaped box forward. Jainaignited her lightsaber and charged, her boot driving for traction on the
moss-covered surface of the beast’ s scales.

One of the Y uuzhan VVong in the box legpt out to face her while the other continued to guide the beest.
The air reeked of the quednak’ s stench. Landspeeders dodged from beneath its clawed feet. Panicked
gunnersat thetail of the column were opening fire, scorching the cresture’ s massive sdes, but the
guednak remained under the control of itsdriver.

Jaina s opponent thrust out his amphistaff, its head spitting poison. Jainadapped the poison out of the air



with a Force-generated wind and sprang forward to engage, thrusting right for the Y uuzhan Vong's
tattooed face. Hiscircular parry dmost tore the lightsaber from her fingers, but she managed to disengage
intime, and now she made alessimpulsive attack.

Jaina sviolet blade struck again and again, but the Y uuzhan VVong parried them dl, an intent look visble
under the brim of the vonduun crab helmet. He was concentrating solely on defense, on keeping her off
the driver until he could trample the maximum number of landspeeders under the beast’ s claws.
Frustration built in her as she redoubled her attack, the violet blade building into a pattern that would
result in the amphistaff being drawn out of line and opening the Y uuzhan VVong for afinishing thrug.

Unexpectedly Jainathrew hersdlf flat on the quednak’ s back. A bright red-orange bolt from a blaster
cannon ripped the air where she’ d been half asecond before. The Y uuzhan Vong hesitated, blinking,
dazzled by the flash, and then Jainarose on one hand only and lashed afoot forward, sweeping the
warrior’ sfeet. He gave acry of pure rage as he tumbled off the creature’ s Sdes.

Jainahurled hersdlf toward the driver in his box, but another cannon opened fire, and the box
disappeared in aflash of flame, the heat scorching her face. Frantically she looked for away to control
the creature. The quednak gave a cry of absolute fury and began to back, trying to turn to get at the
source of the blaster bolts that were tormenting it.

A volley of boltsdammed into the beast and blew Jaina off the creature’ s back. She tumbled free,
caling the Force to cushion her landing on the duracrete. Even so the impact knocked the bresth from
her lungs, her teeth clacking together on impact. From the position on the ground she saw Lowie
dragging wounded civilians from awrecked landspeeder, other intact speeders milling amid aswarm of
confused refugees and stunned prisoners, and the death agonies of the other quednak, which had finally
succumbed to heavy wegpon fire.

Then the second beast, the one she' d ridden, took a cannon bolt to the head, and reared as it began to
die. Jainasaw the dab-sded wall flank beginitsfal, and she scuttled like acrab out of the way asthe
creature came down in awave of stench and blood. An agonized thrash of itstail threw a pair of
landspeeders againgt awall, and then the giant reptoid was dead.

Dead riding beasts now blocked the road at either end, trapping the column between rows of buildings.
Overhead came apair of swift flyers, swoop andogs, that dived over the street, plasma cannons
stuttering. Jainarolled away from fire and flying splinters as superheated plasmaripped the duracrete near
her.

The worst threat from the swoop ana ogs wasn't their cannons, however. Each had a dovin basa
propulsion unit in its nose, and these living singularities legpt out to snatch at the landspeeders shidlds,
overloading them and causing them to fail in aflash of frusirated energy.

Jainaroseto her feet, her head swimming with the magnitude of the disaster. There was nothing she
could do againgt the aircraft without her X-wing, so she staggered across the duracrete to aid L owbacca
in helping injured civilians. With the Force she lifted rubble from awounded Rodian.

Concentrated fire from the soldiers blew one of the swoop analogs apart. The other, trailing fire, was
ddiberately crashed by its pilot into alandspeeder, and both craft were destroyed in an eruption of flame.

It was than that Jaina heard the sudden ominous humming, and her nervestingled to the danger as she
swung to face the sound, her lightsaber on guard.



A buzzing swarm of thud and razor bugs sped through the air, racing for their targets—and then Y uuzhan
Vong warriors swarmed out of the office buildings on the south sde of the street, while from either end of
the street they came pouring like awave over the bodies of the dead riding beasts. From five hundred
throats came the chorused battle cry, “Do-ro’ik vong pratte!”

There were screams as scores went down before the flying wave of deadly insects. Jaina dapped a thud
bug out of the sky with her lightsaber, and neatly skewered arazor bug that was making arun for

Lowi€ shead. The Y uuzhan Vong warriors dammed with an audible impact into the stunned, milling
crowd in the street. The New Republic soldiers were so hampered by the swarms of noncombatants that
they were barely ableto firein their own defense. The Y uuzhan Vong legpt right aboard the landspeeders
that had suffered the loss of their shields, dashing through screaming civilians and prisonersin order to
reach soldiers so tightly packed they couldn’t raise aweapon.

Jaina parried away an amphistaff that was swung at her head, and let Lowie, thrusting over her shoulder,
dispose of the warrior who wielded it. The next warrior went down before a pair of lightsabers, one
swvung high, onethrust low. Jainareadied a cut at afigure that lurched toward her, then realized it was
one of Thrackan’ s bodyguardsin his preposterous fake armor. A shrieking human femae, bloody from a
razor bug dash and heplesswith her hands cuffed, sumbled into Jaina sarms, and died from the lunge of
the snarling Y uuzhan Vong warrior who was willing to run her through in order to reach Jaina. Jaina
shuffled away from the thrust in time, and then, before the warrior could clear hiswegpon from hisvictim,
her point took him in the throat.

Thetwo haves of arazor bug, diced neetly in haf by Lowi€ slightsaber, fell on either sde of Jaina. She
and Lowbaccawere able to protect themsalves against the buzzing horror, and the troopers were at least
armored, but the civilians had no defense and were being torn to shreds. The handcuffed prisoners were
even more helpless. “We ve got to get these people into the buildings where we can protect them!” Jaina
shouted to anyone who could hear. “ Get them moving!”

With shouts and gestures, Jaina and Lowie rounded up a group of soldierswho helped to herd the
civiliansinto the buildings on the north side of the Street. This gave other soldiers, and thefew
landspeeders that were till in operation, aclearer field of fire, and the Y uuzhan V ong began to take more
casudties.

In the midst of the confusion Jainasaw Genera Jamiro staggering backward with agroup of histroopers
around him. All of them seemed wounded; asquad of Y uuzhan Vong werein pursuit, their amphigtaffs
risng and faling in adeadly, urgent rhythm.

“Lowié It'sthe genera!” The Jedi charged, lightsabers swinging. Jainahamstrung one enemy warrior,
then ducked the lunge of another to drive her lightsaber up through the armpit, the one part unprotected
by armor. A third Y uuzhan VVong was knocked to his knees by a Force-aided double kick, after which
one of Jamiro’ stroopers shot him with a point-blank blaster bolt.

Two of the soldiers grabbed Jamiro under the arms and hustled him to one of the buildings on the north
side of the street, arestaurant with booths by the viewports and a bar against the back wall. There, other
soldiersfiring from the viewports had clear fields of fire and were able to score hits on any pursuers.
Lowie and Jaina covered the retrest, blocking one shot after another with their lightsabers before rolling
backward through the viewports.

The room wasfilled with stunned people, most of them civilians dumped at the tables. Jainarecognized
Pwoe standing tall among them, hisface bloody, one tentacle diced negtly off by arazor bug.



The Y uuzhan Vong were dtill fighting, trying to get into the buildings. Jainaand Lowbacca each chosea
viewport, cutting and parrying through the opening while the soldiersfired continuoudy at the attackers.

It was flanking fire that eventually drove the attackers away. The Y uuzhan V ong had ambushed only the
first haf of the returning convoy. The rear part of the column was largely intact, though unableto
maneuver its speeders over the dead riding beast that blocked the road. Instead Colondl Tosh, in
command of the rear guard, pulled his soldiers off the landspeeders and sent them climbing up the
massive flank of the dead quednak. From its summit the troopers commenced massed volley fireon the
street below, afire intense enough to cause the Y uuzhan Vong to fal back to the buildings on the
southern side of the Street.

Jaina extinguished her lightsaber and gasped for air. It was amazing how fast things had gone wrong.
Timewas running out. And with t, lives.

Generd Jamiro stood gasping for bresth, one arm propping him against awall while he talked into his
comm unit. Blood stained hiswhite body armor. He looked up. “What’ s behind us?” he said. “Can we
pull back to the north, then rendezvous with the landspeeders?’

One of the soldiers made a quick check, then returned. “ It s uncleared forest, sir,” hereported. “ The
landspeeders couldn’t get through it, but we could move through on foot.”

“Negative.” Jamiro shook hishead. “We d lose dl cohesion in the woods and the VVong would hunt us

to desth.” He turned to look out the shattered front viewport. “We' ve got to get back to the
landspeeders somehow, then take another route around the roadblock.”

Helooked grim, and pressed a hand to awound on histhigh. “ Tell Colond Tosh he'sgot to give us
covering fire aswe break out. But we' re ftill going to lose alot of people once everyone getsinto the
Street.”

Jaina became aware that her comlink was bleeping at her. She answered. “Thisis Solo.”

“Thisis Colonel Fel. Areyou in difficulty? The other Jedi seemed to think so.”

Rdief sang through Jaina at the sound of Jag' s voice, though the relief was followed immediately by
embarrassment at itsintensgity. She struggled to keep her voice calm and military as she answered. “The
column’ srun into an ambush and has been pinned down,” she said. “What’ syour location?’

“I’'m with Twin Suns Squadron in orbit. W€ re on standby, waiting for you and Lowbaccato rejoin us.

An enemy fleet has appeared and the Situation has grown urgent. It simperative that the landing force
return to orbit as soon as possible.”

“Youdon't say,” Jainasnapped, her relief fading before annoyance at Jag’ s pompous tone.
“Stand by,” Jag said. “I'll lead the squadrons on abombing and strafing run and blast you out of there.”

“Negative,” Jainasaid. “ The Vong areright acrossthe street, too close. Y ou' d hit us, and we ve got
avilianshere”

“I fill may beableto help. Stand by.”



“Jag,” Jainasaid, “you’ ve got too many rookies! They’ll never be ableto stay on target! They’re going
to splatter ahundred civilians, not to mention the rest of ug!”

“Stand by, Twin Leader,” Jag said, insistent.

Annoyance findly won over relief. Jainalooked at General Jamiro in exasperation. “Did you hear that,
ar?’

Jamiro nodded. “Even if he can’t do agtrafing run, starfighters might keep the Vong' s heads down.
Well wait.”

“Generd!” Pwoe' s commanding voice rang from the back of the room. “Thisis absolute folly! | demand
that you alow meto negotiate a surrender for these people before those fire-happy pilotsblow usdl to
pieces!”

The Quarren stalked forward. Jamiro faced him, straightening, and winced as he put weight onto his
wounded leg.

“Senator,” he said. *'Y ou will oblige me by remaining silent. Y ou are not in charge here.”

“Neither areyou, it gppears,” Pwoe said. “Y our only hope, and the hope of al under your
command”—uwith his cuffed hands he made a gesture that encompassed the soldiers, the civilians, and the
prisoners—"isto surrender at discretion. | shdl undertake the negotiations entirely a my own risk.”

“Surrender at discretion.” Jainawas surprised by Thrackan’s sarcastic voice coming from the back of
the room. Her cousin rose from the chair he' d occupied and limped forward. She could see that the long
muscles of hisback had aso been diced open by arazor bug.

“Up until now I’ d thought the Jedi were the most pompous, annoying gasbagsin creation,” Thrackan
said. “But that was before | met you. Y ou take the prize for the most preposterous, self-important, prolix
fiasco | have ever seen. And on top of that—" He stared at close range into Pwoe' sindignant eyes. “On
top of that, Sir, you are afish! So St down and shut up, before | take a harpoon to you!”

Pwoe drew himsdlf up. “Y our display of rank pregudiceis—*

Thrackan waved ahand. “Can it, Chief. Nobody’ s listening to your speeches now. Or will ever again, |
guess”

Pwoe returned Thrackan’ s glare for along moment, and then his gaze fell, and he retreated. Then
Thrackan turned his scowl on the others—Jaina, Jamiro, and therest. “I’'m not aVong collaborator, no
matter what the rest of you think. And I’ m not abouit to let a subaguatic imbecile sell us out to the

With an air of painful triumph, Thrackan dragged himsdlf to his seet.

From above came the peculiar creaking roar of a claw fighter, passing dowly overhead. Jainacould
imagine Jag in the pilot’ s seet, flying the clawcraft inverted to give himsdf abetter view of the scene
below. When Jag' s voice returned, it was thoughtful .

“Qur forces are on the north sde?’



“Yes, but—"

“The Y uuzhan VVong are regrouping—they’ Il be launching another assault in afew minutes. I'll
commence a bomb run with our two squadronsto break up the attack. Tell your people to stay under
cover, and be ready to run.”

“No!” Jainasaid. “1 know my rookie pilots! They don’t have the experience!”
“Stand by, Twin Leader. And tell those soldiers standing on the dead animal to take cover.”

Jainaalmost dashed the comlink to the ground in frustration. Instead she gave a despairing look to
Genera Jamiro, who was looking at her with afurrowed, thoughtful expression. Jamiro raised hisown
comlink to hislips.

“Fighters are about to make arun. Everyoneisto get under secure cover, and prepare to run for the
landspeeders on my command. Tosh, get your people off that creature and under the speeders shields

agan.”

And then, with weary, sllent dignity, General Jamiro took shelter benegth atable. The othersin the room
did their best to follow suit.

Theroar of sarfightersfloated through the broken viewports. Jaina, remaining on her feet, stepped to
the viewport and took a quick look out.

Black againgt the western sky was the Chiss squadron, the craft flying nearly wingtip to wingtip,
echeloned back from the leader in akind of half wedge.

Of course, Jainathought in admiration. Jag Fel would bein thelead, flying dong an invisbleline down
the battlefield between the Y uuzhan VVong and the New Republic troops. The others were echeloned
onto the Vong side of the line—aslong asthey maintained their ignment on the leeder, their fire couldn’t
hit friendly forces.

Laser cannons began to flash on the Chissleader, then on the others. Boltsfell on the street and on the
roofs of the buildings opposite, aclatter of high-energy rain. Jainadived under the nearest table and
found Lowie aready taking up most of the room.

“You know,” shesad, “sometimes Jag isredly—*

Her thought was | eft unfinished. Thefirgt wave seemed to suck the air from Jaina s lungs, then transform
itinto light and hest that Jainacould fed in her long bones, her liver and spleen and bowe.

Twenty-one more detonations followed the firgt as the Chiss unloaded. Whatever was | eft of the
restaurant viewports exploded inward. Storms of dust blasted in from the street, and bits of debris. And
then there was a silence broken only by theringing in Jaina sears.

Sowly she became aware that her comlink wastalking a her. Sheraised it to her lips.

"Say agan?

“Hold your positions,” camethefant voice. “Twin Sunsisnext.”



Tesar would be in the lead position, with the rest echeloned in the same formation Jag had used. Jaina
had no fear that any of the firewould go astray.

“Hold your pogitions!” Jainacalled. “ Another strike coming!”

There were Sixteen runsthistime, two from each of the X-wings remaining. Jaina coughed as wave after
wave of dust blew in the viewports.

Again therewas silence, broken only by the sound of diding rubble from the buildings opposite. Asshe
blinked dust from her lashes Jaina could see Genera Jamiro rise painfully from his position under one of
the tables, then raise his comlink to hislips.

“Soldiers, take up positionsto cover the civilians! All noncombatants to the speeders—and then the rest

of usfollow!”

Hands tore the rubble off him, and Maal Lah saw the sky where he had thought he would never seethe
free sky again. He wheezed as he coughed dust out of hislungs. “It’ sthe commander!” someone called,
and ahost of handsjoined to rip the debris away, then lift Maa Lah free of the wreckage.

Maa Lah gave agasp at a sudden, nauseating wave of pain, but he clenched his teeth and said,
“Subatern! Report!”

“Theinfidels made their escape after the bombing, Supreme Commander. But they’ ve left hundreds of
dead behind.” The subdtern hesitated. “Many of them our Peace Brigade dlies.”

Pain made Mad Lah snarl, but he turned the snarl into one of triumph. “ The treacherousinfides
deserved their fate! They should have died fighting, but instead they surrendered and lft it to usto give
them honorable death!” He managed to turn another grimace of pain into alaugh. “Theinvadersfeared
us, subaltern! They fled Ylesaoncethey had felt our sting!”

“The Supreme Commander iswise,” the subaltern said. Dust stresked the subaltern’ stattoos, and his
armor was battered. His eyestraveled dong Maal Lah'sbody. “I regret to say, Supreme Commander,”
he said dowly, “that your leg isdestroyed. I'm afraid you' regoing to loseit.”

Mad Lah snarled again. Asif he needed ayoung infant of asubatern to tell him such athing. He had
seen the duralloy beam come down like aknife, and he had felt the agony in the long minutessince. . .

“The shaperswill give me abetter leg, if the godswill it,” Mad Lah said.
Heturned hishead at a series of sonic booms: theinfidel landersleaping skyward from their landing field.
“They think they’ ve escaped, subaltern,” Mad Lah said. “But | know they have not.”

Before the enemy fire blew the building down on him he had been in contact with his commandersin
space, and devised a strategy that would give the enemy another surprise.

Weasit possible to die of surprise? he wondered.

Asatactician, heknew that it was.



Jacen stood in silence and held the Jedi meld in hismind. Thelast of the landing party wasleaving Ylesa,
with Jainaand Lowbacca, and the enemy commander till had not made his move. Instead he continued
to extend hisflank, shifting a congtant trickle of shipsinto the void. Admira Kre fey matched each enemy
deployment with one of his own. Both lines were now attenuated, too drawn out to be useful asared
battleline.

But why? Why had the enemy commander handicapped himsalf in thisway, drawing out hisforces until
they were no longer ableto fight cohesively? He had smilarly handicapped Kre fey, that wastrue, but he
wasn't in apogtion to take advantage of it. What he should have done was attack immediately and try to
trap the ground forceson Ylesa

In Jacen’ smind he could fed the Jedi pilotsin their patrolling craft, scattered up and down the
thinned-out enemy line. He felt their perceptions layered onto his, so he knew aswell the positions of
most of the fleet. And through their unified concentration on their own displays, he understood where
they werein relationship to the enemy.

Why?Why was the Y uuzhan V ong commander maneuvering thisway? It wasdmost asif therewerea
piece missing.

A missing piece. The piecefel into place with a snap that Jacen felt shuddering in his nerves. With some
rel uctance he banished the Force and the comforts of the meld from hismind, and he called up his
Vongsense, the strange telepathy he had developed with Y uuzhan Vong life-forms during his captivity.
Animmeasurably dien sense of being filled histhoughts. He could fed the enemy fleet extending itswing
out into space, the implacable hodtility of its every being, from the living shipsto the breathing Y uuzhan
Vong to the grutchins that waited packed into Y uuzhan Vong missiles. . .

Jacen fought to extend his mind, extend his senses degp into space, into the void that surrounded the
Ylesasystem.

And there he found what he sought, an alien microcosm filled with barbarous purpose.

He opened hiseyes and stared at Kre fey, who was standing amid his slent staff, studying the displays.
“Admird!” Jacen said. “There' sanother Vong fleet on itsway!” He strode forward among the staff
officersand thrust apointing finger into the holographic display. “1t' s coming right here. Right behind our
extended wing, where they can hammer us againgt the other Y uuzhan Vong force.”

Kre'fey stared at Jacen from his gold-flecked violet eyes. “ Areyou certain?’

Jacen returned Kre' fey’ s sare. “ Absolutely, Admira. We ve got to get our people out of there.”

Kre fey looked again at the display, at the shimmering interference patterns that ran over Jacen’s
pointing finger. “Yes” hesad. “ Yes, that hasto be the explanation.” He turned to his taff. “ Order the

extended wingtorgoin.”

A host of communications specidists got very busy with their microphones. Kre fey continued staring at
Jacen'’ s pointing finger, and then he nodded to himself.

“The extended wing isto fireamissile barrage here,” Kre fey said, and gave the coordinates indicated



by Jacen’ sfinger.

The capital ships on the detached wing belched out a gigantic missile barrage, seemingly amed into
empty space, and scurried back to the safety of the main body. When the Y uuzhan V ong reinforcements
shimmered into red space the missiles were dready amid them, and the new arrivals hadn’t yet configured
their shipsfor defense, or launched asingle coralskipper.

In the displays Jacen watched at the havoc the missileswrought on the startled enemy. Almost al the
shipswere hit, and severd broke up.

Kre fey snarled. “How can | hurt the VVong today? We' ve answered that question, haven't we?’

One of his gtaff officers gave atriumphant smile. “ Troopships report the landing party has been
recovered, Admird.”

“About timeg,” someone muittered.

Since the wing was contracting inward anyway, Kre fey got the whole fleet moving in the same direction.
The newly arrived Y uuzhan V ong were too disorganized, and too out of position, to make an effective
pursuit. Thefirg arrivals charged after Kre'fey, but they were strung out while Kre' fey’ sforceswere
concentrating, and their intervention had no hope of being decisive.

But even though Kre fey had assured the escape of hisforce, the battle was far from over. The Y uuzhan
Vong commander was angry and hiswarriors still possessed the suicida bravery that marked their caste.
Shipswere hard hit, and arfighters vaporized, and hulls broken up to tumble through the cold emptiness
of Ylesan space, before the fleet exited the traitor capital’ s mass shadow and made the hyperspace jump
to Kashyyyk.

“I don’t want to do anything likethat again,” Jainasaid. Shewasin the officers lounge of Starsder,
sitting on achair with acup of teain her hand, her boots off, and her stockinged feet in Jag Fel’ slap.

“Ylesawaslike hitting your head again and again on abrick wall,” she went on. “Onetactica problem
after another, and the solution to each one was a traightforward assault right at the enemy, or
graightforward flight with the enemy in pursuit.” She sghed as Jag’ sfingers massaged a particularly
sengtive area of her right foot. “I’'m better when | can be Yun-Harlathe Trickster,” she said. “Not when
I’m playing the enemy’ s game, but when | can make the enemy play mine.”

“You refer to sabace, | takeit,” Jag said, abit sourly.

Jainalooked at Jacen, Sitting opposite her and sipping on aglass of Gizer de. “ Are you going to take
Kre fey up on hisoffer of asquadron command?’

Jacen inhaled the musky scent of the e as he considered hisanswer. “1 think | may serve better on the
bridge of Raroost,” he said findly, and thought of hisfinger floating in Kre fey’ sholo display, pointing at
the enemy fleet that was't there,

“Ylesa,” he continued, “ showed that my talents seem to be more spatia and, uh, coordinative. Is
coordinative aword?’

“I hope not,” Jag said.



Jacen flt regret a the thought of leaving starfighters entirely. He had joined Kre fey’ sfleet in order to
guard hissigter’ s back, and perhaps that was best done by flying longside her in an X-wing. But he
suspected that he' d be able to offer ahigher order of assistanceif he stayed out of a starfighter cockpit,
instead using the Jedi meld to shape the way the others fought.

“Look,” Jag pointed out, “ Jaina sgot it wrong. Y lesiawasn't adefeat. Jaina s downed pilots were
rescued, and so were mine. We hurt the enemy alot more than they hurt us, thanksin part to Spooky
Mind-Meld Man, here.” He nodded toward Jacen. “We destroyed a collaborationist fleet and captured

enough of the Peace Brigade' s upper echelon to provide dozens of splashy trids. The mediawill be
occupied for months.”

“Itdidn’'t fed likeavictory,” Janasad. “It fdt like we barely escaped with our necks.”
“That' s only because you don't have a sufficiently detached perspective,” Jag said serioudly.

Mention of the Peace Brigade had set Jacen’ s mind thinking along other channels. He looked at Jaina.
“Doyou think Thrackan’ sredly innocent?’

Jainawas gartled. “Innocent of what?’

“Of collaboration. Do you think the story he told about being forced into the Presidency could possibly
have been true?’

Janagave adisbdieving laugh. “Too ludicrous”

No, redly. He' sa complete human chauvinist. | know he' sabad guy and he held us prisoner and wants
to rule Cordliaas diktat, but he hates diens so much | can't believe hel d work with the Y uuzhan Vong
voluntarily.”

Jainatilted her head in thought. Jag’ sfoot massage had put a blissful expression on her face. “Wdll, he
did cal Pwoe a Squid Head. That'sapoint in hisfavor.”

“If Sdl-Solo wishesto prove hisinnocence,” Jag said, * he need only volunteer for interrogation under
truth drugs. If his collaboration was involuntary, the drugswould reved it.” Grim amusement passed
across his scarred features. “But | think he' safraid that such an interrogation would reveal how he came
to bein the hands of the Y uuzhan Vong in thefirst place. That’ swhat would truly condemn him.”

“Ahh,” Jainasaid. Jacen couldn't tell if shewas enlightened or, in light of the foot rub, experiencing a
form of ecstacy.

Jacen, Spping his ale, decided that whatever the truth of the matter, it wasn't any of hisbusiness.

Thrackan Sal-Solo paced across the durasted-walled prison exercise yard, his mind busy with plans.

Tomorrow, he’ d been told, he would be transferred to Corellia, where he would undergo trial for
treason againgt hishome planet.

He' d accept the transfer peacefully, and behave asamodd prisoner for most of the way home. But that
wasonly to lull hisguards.



He d catch them at a disadvantage, and bash them over the head with an improvised weapon—he didn’t
know what exactly, he'd work that out later. Then he' d take command of the ship—he hoped it was an
Incom modd, he could fly anything Incom made. He' d crash the ship into aremote area of Cordliaand
makeit appear hedied in the flames.

Then he' d make contact with some of the people on Corellia he could till trust. HE d reorganize the
Centerpoint Party, strike, and seize power. He would rule the world! No, five worlds.

It was his destiny, and nothing could stop him. Thrackan Sal-Solo wasn't meant to be condemned to a
miserablelife on a prison planet.

Wall. Not more than once, anyway.
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