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PROLOGUE

Republic Commando covert insertion on Fest, Atrivis sector, Outer Rim, ten months after Geonos's

Privatejournad of RC-8015, "H"

Y ou haveto seethe funny side of thingsin thearmy. | think they have ared sense of humor in
Defense Procurement, too.

"So," | ask. "How long ago did you put in arequest for black stedlth armor?”

"Seven standard months,” says Darman, staring out the gunship's crew bay onto an unbroken
plain of snow. White snow. Thefreezing wind iswhipping flurries of it into the open bay. "When we got
back from Qiilura”



"And now they issueit to us? To do araid on Fest? The whole planet's covered in snow from
poleto pole."

| can hear the gunship pilot laughing over the comlink cir-cuit. He can't resst it. "Want to borrow
my armor? It's nice and white."

Y es, they've deployed usin black Katarn armor. It take adirect hit from laser cannon to put a
dent in us, but it would be nice to have the comfort of camouflage when we hit the ground.

Even Atin'slaughing. But Niner, who triesto take the place of Sergeant Ka and reassure usit's
al going to be okay, is not. HEsworried that we've run out of luck for thismission.

And so am I. Republic Commando lossesin thefirst year of the war are running at 50 percent.
Today we haveto infil-trate a Separatist factory developing some new supermetal called
phrik—whatever that is—and carry out alittle asset denid, known in the trade as blowing stuff up. It's
not acom-plicated mission: avoid droids, get in, lay chargesin the pro-cessing plant and the foundry,
avoid droids, get out. And then press the detonator.

One of Captain Ordo's Null ARC trooper brothers found this place: Clone Intelligence Units,
they cal them. | must write to thank the di'kut sometime.

So | try to keep the squad laughing, because it takes our minds off calculating the odds.

"Okay," | say. "What do we dl want most right now?"

"Roba steek," saysthe pilot.

"White-clad camo,” says Niner.

"A redly thick dice of uj cake," saysAtin.



Darman pausesfor amoment. "To seean old friend again.”

Me? I'd like to go back to Arca Company Barracks on Coruscant. | want to see Coruscant
before | die, and so far I've seen next to nothing of the place. Someone promised to buy me abeer there
once.

The pilot is skimming a couple of meters above the snow, taking us through anarrow passto
avoid detection. It'sal mountains and ravines now. And snow.

"I've got visud on thefactory,” the pilot says. "And you're not going to likeit."

"Why?" Niner asks.

"Because therere an awful lot of battle droids out there." " Are they made of phrik?"

"l don't think s0."

"No problem, then," says Niner. "Let's spoil their entire day.”

The gunship dows enough for usto jump clear, and we scramble through knee-deep snow to
take up aposition in the lee of an outcrop. There's nothing like aquick hello from ‘a Plex rocket launcher
to show droids who's boss. No, they're definitely not made from phrik.

| reload the Plex and keep turning the droids into shrapnel while Darman and Atin make their
way to higher ground to reach the factory.

Y eah, anice beer on Coruscant, on Triple Zero. Dreams like that keep you going.



Find Skirata. He's the only one who can talk these men down. And no, I'm not going to
obliterate awhole barracks block just to neutralize six ARCs. So get me Skiratar he can't have traveled

very far.

—Generd Iri Camas, Director of Special Forces, to Coruscant Security Force, from Siege
Incident Control, Special Operations Brigade HQ Barracks, Coruscant, five days after the Battle of
Geonos's

Tipoca City, Kamino, eight years before Geonosis

Ka Skirata had committed the biggest mistake of hislife, and hed made some pretty big onesin
histime.

Kamino was damp. And damp didn't help his shattered ankle one little bit. No, it was more than
damp: it was noth - ing but storm-whipped sea from pole to pole, and he wished that he/d worked that
out before he responded to Jango Fetes offer of alucrative long-term deployment in alocation that his
old comrade hadn't exactly specified.

But that wasthe least of hisworries now.

Theair smelled morelike a hospita than amilitary base. The place didn't look like barracks,
ether. Skirataleaned on the polished rail that was dl that separated him from aforty - meter fal into a
chamber large enough to swallow abattle cruiser and lose it.



Above him, the vaulted illuminated ceiling stretched as far asthe abyss did below. The prospect
of thefdl didn’'t worry him haf as much as not understanding what he was now seeing.

The cavern—aurgicaly clean, polished durasted and permaglass—wasfilled with structures that
seemed dmost like fractals. At first glance they looked like giant toroids stacked on pillars; then, ashe
dared, the toroids resolved into smaller rings of permaglass containers, with containers within them, and
inddethose

No, thiswasn't happening.

Inside the trangparent tubes there was fluid, and within it there was movement.

It took him severd minutes of staring and refocusing on one of the tubesto realizetherewasa
body in there, and it was dive. In fact, there was abody in every tube: row upon row of tiny bodies,
children's bodies. Babies.

"Ferfek," hesaid doud.

He thought hed come to this Force-forsaken hole to train commandos. Now he knew he'd
stepped into anightmare. He heard boots behind him on the walkway of the gantry and turned sharply to
see Jango coming dowly toward him, chin lowered asif in reproach.

"If you're thinking of leaving, Ka, you knew the dedl," said Jango, and leaned on therail besde
him.

"Y ou saic—"

"l said you'd be training specia forces troops, and you will be. They just happen to be growing
them'



"Clones

"How thefierfek did you ever get involved with that?"

"A graight five million and afew extras for donating my genes. And don't look shocked. Y ou'd
have done the same.”

The piecesfel into place for Skirataand he let himself be shocked anyway. War was one thing.
Weird science was an -other issue entirely.

"Well, I'm keeping my end of the deal?" Skirata adjusted the fifteen-centimeter, three-sided blade
that he always kept sheathed in hisjacket deeve. Two Kaminoan technicians walked serenely acrossthe
floor of thefacility beneath him.

Nobody had searched him and he felt better for having afew weapons located for easy use,
including the smal hold-outblaster tucked in the cuff of hisboot.

And dl thoselittlekidsintanks. . .

The Kaminoans disgppeared from sight. "What do thosethings want with an army anyway?"

"They don't. And you don't need to know dl thisright now." Jango beckoned him to follow.
"Besides, you're d-ready dead, remember?"

"Fedslikeit," said Skirata. HewastheCuy'va Dar—literdly, "those who no longer exist," a
hundred expertsoldiers with a dozen specidties who'd answered Jango's se-cret summonsin exchange
for alot of credits. . . aslong asthey were prepared to disappear from the galaxy completely.



Hetrailed Jango down corridors of unbroken white du-raplast, passing the occasiona Kaminoan
with itslong grayneck and snake-like head. He'd been here for four sandarddays now, staring out the
window of his quarters onto theendless ocean and catching an occasond glimpse of theaiwhas soaring
up out of the waves and flapping into the air. The thunder was totally silenced by the soundproofing, but
thelightning had become an annoyingly irregular pulsein thecorner of hiseye.

Skirata knew from day one that he wouldn't like Kami-noans.

Their cold yellow eyestroubled him, and he didn't care for their arrogance, either. They stared at
hislimping gait andasked if he minded being defective.

The window-lined corridor seemed to run the length of the city. Outside, it was hard to see
where the horizon ended and the rain clouds began.

Jango looked back to seeif he was keeping up. "Don'tworry, Kal. I'mtold it's clear weather in
the summer—for afew days:’

Right. The dreariest planet in the galaxy, and he was stuck on it. And his ankle was playing up.
Heredly should havein - vested in getting it fixed surgicaly. When—if—he got out of here, held have
the assets to get the best surgeon that creditscould buy.

Jango dowed down tactfully. " So, Ilippi threw you out?"

"Yeah." Hiswife wasn't Mandaorian. Hed hoped shewould embrace the culture, but she didn't:
she aways hatedseeing her old man go off to someone e seswar. The fightsbegan when he wanted to
take their two sonsinto battle withhim. They were eight years old, old enough to start learningtheir trade;
but she refused, and soon [lippi and the boys andhis daughter were no longer waiting when he returned
fromthe latest war. Ilippi divorced him the Mando way, same asthey'd married, on abrief, solemn,
private vow. A contractwas a contract, written or not. "Just aswell I've got anotherassignment to occupy
me"

"Y ou should have married aMando girl. Aruetiise don'tunderstand a mercenary'slife.” Jango
paused asif waitingfor argument, but Ka wasn't giving him one. "Don't yoursonstak to you any longer?!



"Not often."So | failled asafather. Don't rubit in. "Obvi-oudy they don't share the Mando
outlook on life any more than their mother does.”

"Well, they won't be speaking to you at all now. Not here Ever."

Nobody seemed to care if he had disappeared anyway. Y es, he was as good as dead. Jango
said nothing more, and theywaked in silence until they reached alarge circular lobbywith rooms leading
off it like the spokes of awhed.

"Ko Sa said something wasn't quite right with the first test batch of clones," said Jango, ushering
Skirataahead ofhim into another room. " They've tested them and they don'tthink these are going to make
the grade. | told Orun Wathatwed give him the benefit of our military experience and takealook.”

Skirata was used to eval uating fighting men—and women, come to that. He knew what it took to
make asoldier. He was good at it; soldiering was hislife, asit wasfor alMando'- ade, al sonsand
daughters of Mandalore. At least theréd besome familiarity to cling to in this ocean wilderness.

It wasjust amatter of staying asfar from the Kaminoansas he could.

"Gentlemen,” said Orun Wain his soothing monotone. He welcomed them into his officewith a
graceful tilt of the head, and Skirata noted that he had a prominent bony fin run ning acrossthetop of his
skull from front to back. Maybethat meant Orun Wawas older, or dominant, or something:he didn't look
like the other examples of aiwha-bait that Skirata had seen sofar. "'l dways bdieve in being honest
aboutsetbacksin a program. We vaue the Jedi Council as acus-tomer.”

"I have nothing to do with the Jedi,” said Jango. "I'm only aconsultant on military matters.”

Oh, Skiratathought. Jedi. Grest.

"I would still be happier if you confirmed that the firstbatch of unitsis below the acceptable
gandard.”



"Bring themin, then."

Skirata shoved his handsin his jacket pockets and won-dered what he was going to see: poor
marksmanship, poorendurance, lack of aggression? Not if these were Jango'sclones. He was curious to
see how the Kaminoans couldhave fouled up producing fighting men based onthat tem-plate.

The storm raged againgt the transparisted window, rainpounding in surges and then easing again.
Orun Wa stoodback with a graceful sweep of hisarmslike a dancer. And thedoors opened.

Six identicd little boys—four, maybe five years old—walked into the room.

Skiratawas not aman who esslly fdll prey to sentimenta-ity. But thisdid thejob just fine.

They were children: not soldiers, not droids, and not units. Just little kids. They had curly black
hair and were dl dressed in identical dark blue tunics and pants. He was expectinggrown men. And that
would have been bad enough.

He heard Jango inhde sharply.

The boys huddled together, and it ripped at Skirata's heart in away he wasn't expecting. Two of
the kids clutched each other, looking up at him with huge, dark, unblinking eyes.another moved dowly to
the front of the tight pack asif bar-ring Orun Wal's path and shielding the others.

Oh, hewas. He was defending his brothers. Skirata wasdevastated.

"These units are defective, and | admit that we perhapsmade an error in attempting to enhance
the genetic tem-plate,” Orun Wasaid, utterly unmoved by their vulnerability.

Skirata had worked out fast that Kaminoans despisedeverything that didn't fit their intolerant,



arrogant society'sided of perfection. So. . . they thought Jango's genomewasn't the perfect model for a
soldier without alittle adjust-ment, then. Maybe it was his solitary nature; hed make arotten infantry
soldier. Jango wasn't ateam player.

And maybe they didn't know that it was often imperfec - tion that gave humans an edge.

Thekids gaze darted between Skirata and Jango, and thedoorway, and al around the room, as
if they were checkingfor an escape or appealing for help.

"Chief Scientist Ko Sai gpologizes, asdo|," said Orun Wa. "Six unitsdid not survive incubation,
but these devel - oped normally and appeared to meet specifications, so theyhave undergone some
flash-ingruction and trids. Unfortu-nately, psychologica testing indicates that they are smplytoo
unreliable and fail to meet the persondity profile re-quired!”

"Whichis?" ssid Jango.

"That they can carry out orders.” Orun Wablinked rapidly: he seemed embarrassed by error. "
can assure youthat we will address these problemsin the current Alpha pro-duction run. These units will
be reconditioned, of course.ls there anything you wish to ask?'

"Yeah," said Skirata. "What do you mean byrecondi-tioned?"

"Inthis casgterminated.”

Therewas along silencein the bland, peaceful, white-walled room. Evil was supposed to be
black, jet black; and it wasn't supposed to be soft-spoken. Then Skirata registeredterminated and his
ingtinct reacted before hisbrain.

His clenched fist was pressed againgt Orun Wa's chest in a second and the vile unfeding thing
jerked his head back-ward.



"Y ou touch one of those kids, you gray freak, and I'll skin you aive and feed you to the
awhas—"

"Steady," Jango said. He grabbed Skiratals arm.

Orun Wastood blinking at Skirata with those awful reptil - ian yellow eyes. "Thisisuncalled for.
We care only about our customers satisfaction.”

Skirata could hear his pulse pounding in his head and al he could care about was ripping Orun
Waapart. Killingsomeone in combat was one thing, but there was no honor indestroying unarmed kids.
He yanked hisarm out of Jango'sgrip and stepped back in front of the children. They were ut-terly slent.
He dared not look at them. He fixed on Orun Wa.

Jango gripped his shoulder and squeezed hard enough tohurt. Don't. Leave thisto me. It washis
warning gesture. ButSkiratawas too angry and disgusted to fear Jango's wrath.

"We could do with afew wild cards," Jango said carefully, moving between Skirataand the
Kaminoan. "It's good to have some surprises up your deeve for the enemy. What arethese kidsredly
like? And how old are they?"

"Nearly two standard years growth. Highly intelligent,deviant, disturbed—and uncommandable.”

"Could beided for intel work." It was pure bluff: Skiratacould see thelittle twitch of musclein
Jango'sjaw. He wasshocked, too. The bounty hunter couldn't hidethat from hisold associate. "I say we
keep 'em?

Two? The boyslooked older. Skirata half turned to checkon them, and their gazes were locked
on him: it was amost anaccusation. He glanced away, but took a step backward andput his hand
discreetly behind him to place his pam on thehead of the boy defending hisbrothers, just asahelpless
ges-ture of comfort.

But asmadl hand closed tightly around his fingersinstead. Skirata siwalowed hard. Two years old.



"l cantrainthem," hesad. "What arethair names?'

"These units arenumbered. And | must emphasi ze thatthey're unresponsive to command.” Orun
Wa perssted asiftaking to aparticularly stupid Weequay. " Our quality control designated them Null
classand wishesto start—"

"Null? Asin no di'kutlause?'

Jango took adiscreet but audible breath. "L eave thisto me, Ka."

"No, they're not units." Thelittle hand was grasping hisfor dear life. He reached back with his
other hand and an-other boy pressed up againgt hisleg, clinging to him. It waspitiful. "Andl cantrain
them.”

"Unwise" said Orun Wa.

The Kaminoan took a gliding step forward. They were such graceful creatures, but they were
loathsome at alevelthat Skirata could Ssmply not comprehend.

And then thelittle lad grasping hisleg suddenly snatchedthe hold-out blaster from Skirata's boot.
Before he couldreact the kid had tossed it to the one who'd been clinging tohis hand in apparent terror.

The boy caught it cleanly and aimed it two-handed a Orun Wa's chest.

"Herfek." Jango sghed. "Put it down, kid."

But the lad wasn't about to stand down. He stood right infront of Skirata, utterly cam, blaster
raised at the perfectangle, fingers placed just so with the left hand steadying theright, totally focused. And
deadly serious.



Skiratafet hisjaw drop agood centimeter. Jango froze,then chuckled.

"| reckon that proves my point," he said, but he till had his eyesfixed on thetiny assassin.

Thekid clicked the safety catch. He seemed to be check-ing it was of f

"It's okay, son," Skirata said, as gently as he could. Hedidn't much careif the boy fried the
Kaminoan, but he caredabout the consequences for the kid. And he wasingtantly andtotaly proud of
him—of dl of them. ™Y ou don't need to shoot. I'm not going to let him touch any of you. Just give me
back the blaster.”

The child didn't budge; the blaster didn't waver. He should have been more concerned about
cuddly toysthan aclean shot at thisstage in hisyoung life. Skirata squatted down dowly behind him,
trying not to spook himinto firing.

But if the boy had hisback to him . . . then hetrusted him, didn't he?

"Comeon...jus put it down, therésagood lad. Now give methe blaster.” He kept hisvoice
as soft and leve as he could, when he was actudly torn between cheering and doing the job himsdlf.
"You'resdafe, | promiseyou.”

The boy paused, eyes and aim till both fixed on Orun Wa.. "Yessr." Then helowered the
weapon to hisside. Skirata put his hand on the boy's shoulder and pulled him back carefully.

"Good lad." Skiratatook the blaster from hislittle fingers and scooped him up in hisarms. He
dropped his voice to awhisper. "Nicely done, too."

The Kaminoan showed no anger whatsoever, smply blink -ing, yellow, detached
disgppointment. "If that does not demondtrate their ingtability, then—"



"They're coming with me."

"Thisisnot your decison.”

"No, it'smine," Jango interrupted. "And they've got the right stuff. Ka, get them out of here and
I'll settlethiswith OrunWa."

Skiratalimped toward the door, still making sure he was between the Kaminoan and the kids.
He was hafway down the corridor with his bizarre escort of tiny deviants before the boy he was carrying
wriggled uncomfortably inhisarms.

"I canwak, gr:' hesaid.

Hewas perfectly articulate, fluent—alittle soldier way be -yond hisyears.

"Okay, son."

Skiratalowered him to the floor and the kidsfdl in behind him, oddly quiet and disciplined. They
didn't strike him as dangerous or deviant, unless you counted stealing aweapon, pulling afeint, and
amogt shooting a Kaminoan as deviant. Skiratadidntt.

Thekidswerejust trying to survive, like any soldier had aduty to do.

And they looked four or five years old, but Orun Wahad definitely said they were two. Skirata
suddenly wanted to ask them how long they'd spent in those awful suffocating transparisted vats, cold
hard tanks that were nothing like the dark comfort of awomb. It must have been like drowning. Could
they see each other asthey floated? Had they under-stood what was happening to them?

Skiratareached the doors of his stark quarters and ushered them in, trying not to dwell on those



thoughts.

The boyslined up againgt the wall automatically, hands clasped behind their backs, and waited
without being told to.

| brought up two sons. How hard can it be to mind six kids for afew days?

Skiratawaited for them to react but they smply stared back at him asif expecting orders. He
had none. Rain lashed the window that ran the whole width of thewall. Lightning flared. They dl flinched.

But they Htill ood in silence.

"Tel youwhat," Skiratasaid, bewildered. He pointed to the couch. "Y ou sit down over there and
I'll get you some-thing to est. Okay?'

They paused and then scrambled onto the couch, huddling together again. He found them so
utterly disarming that he had to make arapid exit to the kitchen areato gather histhoughtswhile he
dapped uj cake onto a plate and diced it roughly into six pieces. If thiswas how it was going to be
for—for years. ...

Y ou're stuck, chum.

Y ou took the credits.

And thisisyour whole world for the foreseesble future... and maybe forever.

It never stopped raining. And he was holed up with a species he loathed on sight, and who
thought it was okay to dispose of unitswho happened to be living, talking, walking children. Heraked his
fingersthrough his hair and despaired, eyes closed, until he was suddenly aware of someone staring up at
him.



"Sir?' the boy sad. It wasthe courageous little marksman. He might have been identicd to his
brothers, but his manner-ismswere digtinctive. He had a habit of balling onefist at his sde while the other
hand was relaxed. "May we use the freshers?’

Skirata squatted down, face level with thekid's. " ‘Course you can.” It was quite pathetic: they
were nothing like hisown lively, boisterous sons had once been. "And I'm not Sir. I'm not an officer. I'ma
sergeant. Y ou can cal me Sergeant if you like, or you can cal meKal. Everyone el se does.”

"Yes...Kad."

"It's over there. Can you manage on your own?'

"Yes Ka."

"I know you don't have aname, but | redly think you should have one.”

"I'm Null Eleven. En-one-one."

"How'd you like to be called Ordo? He was a Manda orian warrior.”

"Arewe Manddorian warriors?'

"You bet." Thekid wasanaturd fighter. "In every sense of theword.”

"| likethat name." Little Ordo consdered the white-tiled floor for amoment, asif assessing it for
risk. "What's Man-dalorian?"



For some reason that hurt most of dl. If these kids didn't know their culture and what made
someone aMando, then they had no purpose, no pride, and nothing to hold them and their clan together
when home wasn't apiece of land. If you were anomad, your nation traveled in your heart. And with-out
the Mando heart, you had nothing—not even your soul—in whatever new conquest followed desth.
Skirata knew at that moment what he had to do. He had to stop these boys from being dar'manda,
eternd Dead Men, men without a Mando soul.

"I can seel need toteach you alot." Yes, thiswas hisduty. "I'm Mandalorian, too. We're
soldiers, nomads. Y ou know what those words mean?”

"Clever lad. Okay, you go and sort yoursalves out in the 'freshers, and | want you al Stting back
on the couch in ten minutes. Then well sort out names for everyone. Got it?"

"YS, Kd.”

So Ka Skirata—mercenary, assassin, and failed father—spent a stormy evening on Kamino
sharing uj cake with six dangeroudy clever smdl boyswho could dready handlefirearmsand talk like
adults, teaching them that they came from awarrior tradition, and that they had alanguage and aculture,
and much to be proud of.

And he explained that there was no Mandal orian word for "hero.” It was only not being one that
had its own word: Hut ‘uun.

Therewere an awful lot of hut'uune in the galaxy, and Skirata certainly counted the Kaminoans
among them.

The kids—now trying to get used to being Ordo, A'den, Kom'rk, Prudii, Meredl, and Jaing—sat
devouring both their newfound heritage and the sticky sweet cake, eyesfixed on Skirata as herecited
lists of Mandalorian words and they re-peated them back to him.

He worked through the most common words, struggling. He had no ideahow to teach a



language to kids who could a-ready spesk fluent Basic. So he smply listed everything he could recall
that seemed useful, and thelittle Null ARCs lis-tened, grim-faced, flinching in unison at every blaze of
light-ning. After an hour Skiratafdt that he was Ssmply confusing some very frightened, very londly
children. They just stared a him.

"Okay, timeto recap," he said, exhausted by abad day and the redlization that there was an
unknowable number of dayslike this stretching ahead. He pinched the bridge of hisnose_in an effort to
focus. "Can you count from oneto ten for me?"

Prudii—N-5—parted hislipsto take aquick breath and suddenly al six spoke at once.

"Solus, tad, ehn, cuir, rayshe'a, resal, €tad, sh'ehn, she'cu, taraysh.”

Skirata's gut flipped briefly and he sat sunned. These kids -absorbed information like a sponge. |
only counted out the numbers for them once. Just once! Their recall was perfect and absolute. He
decided to be careful what he said to them in the future.

"Now that's clever,” hesaid. "Y ou're very specid lads, aren't you?"

" Orun Wasaid we couldn't be measured,” Mered said, to-taly without pride, and perched on
the edge of the couch, swinging hislegsamost like anormd four-year-old. They might have dl looked
identica, but their individua charac-ters seemed distinct and . . . obvious. Skiratawasn't sure how he
managed it, but he could now ook at them and see that they were different, distinguished by small
vaiationsin fa-cid expressons, gestures, frowns, and even tone of voice. Appearance wasn't everything.

"Y ou mean you scored too high for him to count?”

Mered nodded gravely. Thunder dapped the platform city: Skiratafelt it without hearing it.
Mered drew up hislegs again and huddled tight up against his brothersin an in-stant.

No, Skirata didn't need a hut'uunla Kaminoan to tell him that these were extraordinary children.
They could already handle ablaster, learn everything he threw at them, and un-derstand the Kaminoans
intentions al too well: no wonder the aiwharbait was scared of them.



And they would be truly phenomenal soldiers—if only they could follow afew orders. HEd work
on that.

"Want somemore uj?" hesaid.

They al nodded enthusiagticdly in unison. It was ardlief. At least that gave him afew minutes
respite from their unre-lenting, Slent attention. They ate, till miniature adults. There was no chattering or
high spirits.

And they flinched at every balt of lightning.

"Areyou scared?" asked Skirata.

"Yes, Ka," said Ordo. "Isthat wrong?'

"No, son. Not at al." It was as good atime to teach them as any. No lesson would ever be
wasted on them. "Being afraid is okay. It's your body'sway of getting you ready to defend yoursdlf, and
al you haveto doisuseit and not let it use you. Do you understand that?"

"No," Ordo said.

"Okay, think about being scared. What'sit like?"

Ordo defocused dightly asif hewerelooking at some-thing on aHUD he didn't have. "Cold."

"Cdd?l



A'den and Kom'rk chimed in. "And spiky."

"Okay .. .okay." Skiratatried to imagine what they meant. Ah. They were describing the feding
of adrendineflooding their bodies. "That'sfine. Y ou just have to remember thet it's your darm system,
and you need to take notice of it." They were the same age as city kids on Coruscant who struggled to
scrawl crude letters on flims. And here he was, teaching them battle psychology. His mouth felt oddly
dry. "So you tell yourself, okay, | can handle this. My body's now ready to run faster and fight harder,
and I'll be seeing and hearing only the most important things | need to know to stay dive."

Ordo went from hiswide-eyed dark stare to dight defocus again for amoment and nodded.
Skirata glanced at the oth-ers. They had that same disturbing concentration. They had also stacked their
plates negtly on the low side table. He hadn't even noticed them doing it.

"Try thinking about your fear next timethereslightning,” Kd said. "Useit."

He went back to the kitchen area and rummaged through the cupboards for some other snack to
keep them going, be-cause they seemed ravenous. As he stepped back into the main room with awhite
tray of diced food-board that |ooked even less appetizing than the tray itself, someone buzzed at the
door.

The Nullsimmediately went into adefensive pattern. Ordo and Jaing flanked the door, backs
hard against the wall, and the other four took cover behind the sparse furniture.Skiratawondered for a
second what flash-learning programhad taught them that—or at least he hoped it was flash-taught. He
waved them away from the door. They hesitatedfor amoment until he took out his Verpine shatter gun;
thenthey appeared satisfied that he had the Situation under somesort of contral.

"You scareme,” Skiratasaid softly. "Now stand back. Ifanyone's after you, they've got to come
throughme firgt, andi'm not about to let that happen.”

Even s0, their reaction prompted him to stand to one sideas he hit the pandl to open the doors.
Jango Fett was standingin the corridor outside, asmall deepy child in hisarms. Theboy's curly head
rested on his shoulder. He looked youngerthan the Nulls, but it was the same face, the same hair,
thesame little hand clutching the fabric of Jango'stunic.



"Another one?' Skiratasaid.

Jango glanced at the Verp. "Y ou're getting edgy, aren'tyou?”

"Kaminoans don't improve my mood. Want meto takehim?"

He shoved the shatter gun in hisbelt and held out his armsto take the boy. Jango frowned
dightly.

"Thisismyson, Boba," he said. He pulled his head backto gaze fondly at the dozing child'sface.
Thiswasn't theJango that Skirataknew of old; he was pure paterna indul-gence now. "Just trying to
settle him down. Are you sortednow? I've told Orun Wato stay away from you.”

"Werefine" Skiratasaid. He wondered how he was going to ask the question, and decided
blurting it out was probably as good away as any. "Bobalooks just like them.”

"Hewould. He's been cloned from me, too."

"Oh. Oh."

"He was my price. Worth more to me than the credits."Boba stirred, and Jango carefully
adjusted hishold on thekid. "I'll be back in amonth. Orun Wasays helll have somecommando
candidates ready for usto take alook at aswell asthe rest of the Alpha batch. But he says he's made
them abit more. . . reliable.”

Skirata had more questions than seemed prudent under the circumstances. It was natural for
aMando 'ad to want anheir above al e se, and adoption was common, so cloningwas ... not that much
different. But he had to ask onething.

"Why do these kidslook older?’



Jango compressed hislipsinto athin line of disapprova." They accelerate the aging process.”

"Oh, fierfek ."

"Y ou'll have acompany of ahundred and four comman-dos eventudly, and they should beless
trouble than theNulls."

"Fine." Did he get help? Were there Kaminoan minders to tackle the routine jobs, like feeding
them? And how woul dthe non-Mandal orian training sergeants deal with them? Hisstomach churned. He
put on abraveface. "l can handle that.”

"Yeah, and I'll be doing my bit, too. | haveto train ahun-dred." Jango glanced at the Nulls, now
watching warily fromthe couch, and began walking away. "'l just hope they aren'tlike | was at that age.”

Skirata pushed the controls, and the door sighed shut."Okay, lads, bedtime," he said. He
dragged the cushions offthe couch and laid them out on the floor, covering them withan assortment of
blankets. The boys gave him a hand, with agrim sense of adult purpose that he knew would haunt himfor
therest of hisdays. "WEell get you sorted out with decentquarters tomorrow, okay? Real beds:'

He had the feeling they would have dept outside on therain-lashed landing pad if held asked them
to. They didn'tseem at al unmanageable. He sat down in the chair and puthisfeet up on astool. The
Kaminoans had done their best toprovide human-suitable furniture, something that struck himasarare
concession given their general xenophobic arro-gance. He left the lights on, dimmed, to soothe the
Nullsfears.

They settled down, pulling the blankets over their heads completely. Skiratawatched until they
appeared to be adeep, laid his Verpine on the shelf beside the chair, and then closed hiseyesto let the
dreams overwhelm him. He woke with an explosive jerk of muscles a couple of times, asure sign that he
was past the point of tiredness and into exhaustion, and then hefell into an unending black well.

He dept, or so he thought.



A warm weight pressed againgt him. His eyes jerked open and he remembered he was stranded
on aperpetually over-cast planet that didn't even seem to be on the star charts, where the local species
thought killing human kidswas merely qudity control.

Ordo's gtricken little face looked up into his.

"Kd...”

"Y ou scared, son?"

"Yan

"Come on, then." Skirata shifted position and Ordo scrambled up onto hislap, burying hisfacein
histunic asif he had never been held or comforted before. He hadn't, of course.

The storm was getting worse. "The lightning can't hurt you here.”

"I know, Kd." Ordo's voice was muffled. He wouldn't look up. "But it'sjust like the bombs going
off."

Skiratawas going to ask him what he meant, but he knew in an ingtant that it would make him
angry enough to do something stupid if he heard the answer. He hugged Ordo to him and felt the boy's
heart pounding in terror.

Ordo was doing pretty well for afour-year-old soldier.

They could learn to be heroes tomorrow. Tonight they needed to be children, reassured that the
storm was not a battlefield, and so was nothing to fear.



Thelightning illuminated the room in brief, fierce white light: Ordo flinched again. Skiratalad his
hand on the boy's head and ruffled his hair.

"It'sokay, Ordika," he said softly. "I'm here, son. I'm here."

Eight yearslater: Specia Forces SO Brigade HQ Barracks, Coruscant, five days after the Battle of
Geonos's

Skirata had been detained by Coruscant Security Force of-ficers and for oncein hislife he hadn't
put up afight.

Technicdly, hed been arrested. And now he was the most relieved man in the galaxy, aswell as
the happiest. Hejumped out of the police patrol speeder and winced at the sharp painin hisankle ashe
hit the ground. He'd get that sorted out sooner or later, but now wasn't the time.

"Wow, take alook at that," the pilot said. "They're hold-ing off specid ops squadsthere. You
suretherésonly six of 'em?’

"Yeah, sx isoverkill," Skirata said, discreetly patting his pockets and deevesto make sure the
assorted tools of histrade were in place and ready for use. It was just habit. "But they're probably
scared.”

"They're scared?"' The pilot snorted. "Hey, you know Fett's dead? Windu topped him."

"l know," Skiratasaid, fighting the urge to ask if he aso knew what had happened to little Boba
If thekid was il dive, he needed adad. "Let's hope the Jedi don't have aproblem with dl of us Mando
‘ade.”



The pilot closed the hatch, and Skirata limped across the barracks landing pad. Jedi generd Iri
Camas, hands on hips with his brown robes flapping in the breeze, watched in away that Skirata could
only describe as suspicious. Two clone troopers waited with him. Skirata thought the Jedi should get his
long white hair cut: it wasn't practica or be-coming for asoldier to wear his hair to his shoulders.

"Thank you for responding, Sergeant,” Camas said. "And | gpologize for the manner of your
return. | redlize your con-tract is completed now, so you owe us nothing.”

"Anytime," Skiratasaid.

He noted the blasterproof assault shields erected across the main entrance: four squads of
Republic Commandos stood behind them, DC-17 rifles ready. He glanced up at the roof, and there were
two commando sniper teams spread out along the parapet aswell. Yes, if abunch of Null-class
AdvanceRecon Commandos didn't want to cooperate, then it wouldtake alot of equaly hard men to
persuade them otherwise. And he knew that none of the commandos would be happyabout being
ordered in to do the persuading. They werebrothers, even if the ARCswere rather different men at heart.

Skirata shoved hishandsin his jacket pockets and focused on the doors. " So what started all
this, then?"

Camas shook his head. "They're scheduled to be chilleddown now that they're back from
Geonos's, because nobodycan command them.”

"l can.

"l know. Please, get them to stand down.”

"They're even more of ahandful than the regular Alpha-batch ARCs, aren't they?"

"I know that, Sergeant.”



"So you wanted the hardest troops you could buy to takeon the enemy, and then you got cold
feet when they turnedout tobe too hard.”

"Sergeant—"

"I'macivilian a the moment, actudly.”

Camastook aslent breath. "Can you get them to surren-der? They've shut down the whole
barracks!'

"lcan." Skiratawondered if the clone troopers were look-ing sideways at him, or in the direction
they appeared to befacing. Y ou could never tell with their helmetson. "But Iwon't."

"| redly don't want any casualties. Are you holding out for an increased fee?'

Skiratawas amercenary, but the suggestion insulted him. Camas couldn't be expected to know
how hefelt aout hismen, though. He made an effort not to be annoyed. "Enlismein the Grand Army of
the Republic and give me back mylads. Then welll see”

"What?'

"They'reterrified of chill-down, that'sall. Y ou have to un - derstand what happened to them as
kids." Camas gave himan odd look. "And don't eventhink about mind influence,Generd."

Skirata didn't give amott's backside about pay. Eight years spent on Kamino training specia
forcesfor the Repub-lic's clone army had made him wedlthy, and if they wanted topress more credits on
him, that was fine; he'd have a gooduse for them. But what he wanted most right then, and whathad made
him happy to return with the CSF officersinsteadof showing them just how handy he waswith a
fightingknife, was not being safe in asoft civilian life when his menwere fighting a desperate, bloody war.

And heneeded to be back with them. He hadn't even hadthe chance to say good-bye when they



suddenly shipped outto Geonosis. Hed lasted five miserable days without them,days without purpose,
dayswithout family.

"Very well," Camas said. "Specia adviser satus. | can au-thorize that, | suppose.”

Skirata couldn't see the commandos faces behind theirvisors, but he knew they'd be watching
him carefully. He rec-ognized some of the paint schemes on their Katarn armor:Jez from Aiwha-3 Squad,
and Stoker from Gamma, and Ramfrom Bravo up on the roof. Incomplete squads. high casua-tieson
Geonos's, then. His heart sank.

He began walking forward. He got to the blaster shidlds,and Jez touched his gloveto his helmet.
"Nice to see youback so soon, Sarge.”

"Couldn't stay away," Skiratasaid. "Y ou okay?"

"It'salaugh aminute, thisjob."

Camas called out, " Sergeant? Sergeant! What if they open fire—"

"Then they open fire!" Skirata reached the doors and turned his back on them for afew moments,
unafraid. "Do we have adea? Or do you want me holed up in there withthem? Because | won't be
coming out unless you guaranteethem no disciplinary action.”

It struck Skiratathat Camas might be the oneto fire on him right then. He wondered if his
commandos would obeythat order if it were given. He wouldn't have minded if theyhad. Hed taught them
to do their job, regardless of their own fedlings.

"Y ou have my word," Camas said. "Consider yoursdf in the Grand Army. Well discuss how
we're going to deploy you and your men later. But firgt let's get everyone back to normal, shall we,
please?'



"I'll hold you to every last word, Generd."

Hewaited at the doorsfor afew moments. The two sheets of reinforced durasteel parted dowly.
Hewalked in, relieved, and home again at last.

No, Camasredly needed to understand what had hap -pened to these men as young boys. He
had to, if he was going to cope with the war that had now been unleashed.

It wouldn't just be fought on someone else's planet. It would be fought in every corner of the
gaaxy, in every city, in every home. It wasawar not just of territories, but of ide-ologies.

And it was wholly outside Skirata's Manda orian philoso-phy: but it was hiswar regardless,
because his men were itsinstrument whether they liked it or not.

One day, he would give them back something the Kaminoans and the Republic had stolen from
them. He sworeit.

"Ordikal" he cdled. "Ordo? Y ou've been anaughty boy again, haven't you? Come here..."

Yes, | know | should be directing the battle from the ship. Yes, | know we could reduce the
surface of Dinlo to molten dag from orbit. But we can extract more than a thousand

men, and that'sworth doing. | asked for volunteersand | got the whole ship's crew and every manin
Improcco Company, and not from blind obedience. Let metry.

—General Tur-Mukan, inasgna to Generd Iri Camas, Battle Group Command, Coruscant,
copied to Generd Vaas Ga, Commanding Officer, Sarlacc Battaions,



Forty-firgt Elite Infantry, Dinlo

Republic assault ship Fearless, approaching Dinlo, Expansion—Bothan Border, 367 days after Geonosis

G enerd Etain Tur-Mukan watched the HNE news feed with mixed feglings. On one hand the
events at home saddened her: on the other, they reminded her what the war was about.

"Fifteen soldiers and twelve civilian support staff are re-ported dead after today's second bomb
blast, thistime at a GAR logistics base No group has yet claimed responsibility for the attack, but a
security forces spokesman said today that the proximity to tomorrow'sfirst anniversary of the Bat-tle of
Geonosiswas sgnificant. It bringsthe total number of deathsin apparent Separatit terror attacksthis
year to three thousand and forty. The Senate has pledged to smash their networks. . ."

Clone Commander Gett stood at her side, hands clasped behind his back asthey waited on the
repulsor platform that shunted ammo boxes from the magazine to the hangar deck.

"Noway todie" hesad.

Etain turned to look at the troops around them. "Neither isthis.”

They were st to go. Fearlesswas haf an hour out from Dinlo and the gunship pilotswere
making their way down the passage from the flight briefing to carry out their pre-sortie checks,
ydlow-trimmed hel mets tucked under one arm. They al held the helmets exactly the same way, no doubt
the result of thorough drill. Genera Etain Tur-Mukan noted that.

She stood back from the hatch to let them through and got a salute from each as he passed. One
glanced a the some-what unconventional weapon dung across her shoulder and grinned. He indicated
the huge L J-50 concussion rifle that dmost dwarfed her.



"Doesthat thing light up blue, Generd ?'

"Only if you're on the receiving end, trooper,” she said, and gave him her most reassuring smile.

She knew they were afraid, because a commando called Darman had taught her that only idiots
didn't fear combat. Fear was an asset, an incentive, atool. She knew how to useit now, even if she
didn't embraceit.

Today she needed to tell Improcco Company that. They knew it aready, but thiswas her first
mission with them, and she had learned that alittle openness with the troops went along way. And she
wanted them to know that she saw them for the human beings they were. Meeting Republic com-mandos
on Qiilurafor thefirst time had been apainful reve-lation for her.

"Areyou okay with that, Generd?' Gett seemed to be able to guess what she was thinking
amog dl thetime, and she wondered briefly if telepathy wasin their genetic mix. Then she reminded
hersdf that men who al looked the same learned to be very, very senstiveto tiny behaviora cues.
"Wevegot aDC-15if you prefer. Nice piece of kit."

The LJ-50 was exhaugtingly heavy. Sheld developed her arm musclesin the last year, but it il
took some handling. " Some very competent gentlemen taught meto useaconcrifle" shesad. "They
persuaded me to keep my lightsaber for close-combat. Besides, the LJs got afour-meter spread at a
thirty-meter range. I'm agreat bdiever in efficiency over style."

Gett smiled. He knew the stories about the Qiiluramis-sion. They dl did, it seemed. Gossp
traveled at light speed in a closed community, and it'd had months to make the rounds. "I understand
Omegaare okay and on TIOPS in the Outer Rim right now."

"It'skind of you to check for me, Commander." She had to ask. "What's TIOPS?'

"Captain Ordo makes apoint of giving your signas prior-ity." He lowered hisvoice. "Traffic
interdiction operations. Boarding the bad guys vessdls."



"Thank you. I've never met Ordo, but he does seem to take care of me very well."

"One of Kd Skirata's Null ARCs."

"Oh, Kd agan . ."

"Y ou've never met him, have you?'

"No, but | hopel do. | fed asif he's been walking behind me for along time." Shelooked
around the hangar and noted there was one platoon still missing. Sheld wait. She needed them dl to hear

this. "l envy hisability to inspire people.”

Gett said nothing. Tact, perhaps, or merely nothing to add; Etain feared that she till projected
her own doubts onto oth-ers. She was a Jedi Knight now. She had passed her trials on Qiilurawith
Madgter Arligan Zey, working under deep cover with him to mobilize the colonists againgt the remnants of
the Neimoidian and Trandoshan occupation. It was silent, grim, secret work, and even though a Republic
garrison had now been established on the planet, she till felt that the dwindling population of native
Gurlanins and the human farmers were set on acollison course. The Republic had promised the
Gurlaninsthat they would remove the human colony from their world.

So far, they hadntt.

It would have been a smple case of broken promises—Ilike many othersin the galaxy's
history—had the Gurlanins not been arace of shapeshifting predators, working as spies for the Republic.
Thiswastheir bargain: they would provide their unique espionage skillsif the farmers stopped driving
away the prey on which Gurlanins depended. Asfar as the Gurlanins were concerned, that meant the
removad of the human settlementson Qiilura.

Etain knew Gurlanins made bad enemies. They were more than capable of killing farmers, as
they'd proved when they exacted revenge on informers on Qiilura. But thewar camefirst, and diplomacy
had to take a backsest.

"All present and correct now, General," Geit said. Heflicked the controls of the repulsor



platform and it lifted them about ameter above the deck, so that the assembled company of 144 clone
troopers could see and hear her clearly. There was no noise gpart from the occasiona clack of armor
plates as one soldier brushed too close to another, or the quiet clearing of throats. They didn't chat.

Gt dtill defaulted to drill. "Company—a. . . ten .. . shun!™

The chunkkk of armor and rifles being dapped hard against chest plates was one synchronous
noise. Etain waited afew moments and concentrated on projecting her voice across the cavern of the
hangar. She hadn't been trained as an officer. It didn't come naturally.

They needed her to be one, though, just as Darman had when he had expected al Jedi to be
competent commanders. Sheinhaed dowly and fdt her voicelift from her somach through her chest.

"Stand easy,” she said. "And buckets off."

The clack and hiss of helmets being removed was alittle more ragged than the snap to attention.
They weren't expect-ing that. She stared down into identical faces, reaching out into the Force to get
some sense of who they might be and their state of mind, much as she had with Omega. It was a complex
tapestry, and yes, there was fear; there was an in-tense sense of belonging and focus, too. And there was
not atrace of the hopeful child that had once so confused her when shefelt Darman long before she saw
him for thefirst time.

Clonesgrew fast and learned even faster. A year at war—rea war, not just fataly realistic
training—had made them alot more worldly-wise and lessidedistic.

"We have two battalions pinned down on Dinlo," she said. "Y ou've seen the op order. We open
up that exit route for them by cutting through droid lines so they can reach the ex-traction point. Y ou'll
have ar support, but well be relying predominantly on your infantry skills." She paused. They lis-tened
politely. Whatever focus they had appeared to come not from her but from something insde them. "I'm
not going to shoot you any line about glory, because thisis about sur-vivd. That's my first rule asa Jedi,
you know that? Survive. And so should it be yours. | don't want any wild sacrifices. | want to come out
of thiswith as many of you and the Forty-first aive as possible—not because you're assets we need to
use again, but because | don't want you to die."

Shefdt the sllence change, not in quality but in the redli-zation that shivered dmost imperceptibly



through the Force. Thiswasn't how they were used to seeing themselves.

"We weren't exactly queuing up for it ourselves, malam," said a pilot, one boot on the step to his
cockpit. Therewas aripple of laughter, and Etain laughed, too.

"I'll try to keep my arc of fire under control, then,” said Etain, and patted the Stouker. She
glanced at Gett's forearm; hetilted it so that she could see his chrono readout. "Ramps down in
twenty-four minutes. Dismissed.”

The men broke up, replacing their hemets and faling into platoons and squads to make an
orderly path to their as-signed craft. The squadron of LAAT/c gunships had been stripped out to create
troop space on their cargo decks. Gett inspected theinterior of hishemet, holding it in both gloved
hands.

"Aren't you supposed to wish that the Force be with them, Genera ?*

Etain liked Gett. He didn't treat her as an omniscient mili-tary genius but asjust another being
stuck in ahard place without alot of choices. She could hear afaint sound com-ing from his hedmet's
audio feed; when she concentrated, she could hear singing, and so held out her hand for the helmet.
Shed tried on Atin's once and been stunned by the welter of datait flung at the wearer. Helmet held
closeto her head, she could make out strong male voices, achoir of them, singing an anthem she had
heard snatches of but rarely had the chanceto ligen to: "VVode An."

They were Singing, in the privacy of their own helmet comlinks, retreating into their world, like
Omega Squad did from time to time. She could hear nothing outside the hel-mets, of course, and shefelt
oddly excluded. But they were not her brothersall, however much she wished to be part of something
greater than hersdlf, even more than the Jedi Order. They were gearing up for battle.

Bal kote, darasuum kote, Jorso 'ran kando atome. . .

It sounded less martial and more of alament to her earsright then.

Sheld have to ask Genera Jusik for atrandation. He was very much the Mando "a speaker these



days.

She handed Gett his helmet back and gave him anod of thanks. "I1t's not just the Force we need
with ustoday, Com-mander,” she said. "It'sreliable kit and accurate intel."

"Alwaysis, Generd," hesad. "Alwaysis™"

He dipped his helmet back on and seded the collar.

She knew without asking that he had started singing, com -pletely slent to her, but one voice with
his brothers.

Specia Operations Brigade HQ, Coruscant, twenty minutes after the explosion at Depot Bravo Five,
367 days after Geonosi's

Captain Ordo needed Genera Bardan Jusik, and he needed him fast.

He wasn't answering his comlink. That irked Ordo be -cause an officer was supposed to be
contactable at dl times. And thiswas precisely the kind of emergency that proved the point.

Ordo settled the two-seater Aratech speeder bike outside the main doors—far enough to one
side not to obstruct them, as safety precautions dictated—and strode down the main passage that led to
the briefing and ops rooms.

"Location for Generd Jusik, please," he said to the admin droid that was operating the comlink
relaysin the lobby area.



"Mesting with Generd Arligan Zey and ARC Trooper Captain Mazein the CO's office, sir,
discussing the inconti-nent ordnance stuation—"

"Thank you," said Ordo. Just say bomb, will you?"That'swhy I'm here, too."

"YOLI (\a]lt_ll

But he could; and he did. "Noted."

Thered light above the office doorstold Ordo that the gen -erd didn't want to be interrupted. He
expected the Jedi's Force sengtivity to detect him coming and open those doors, but they remained
closed, so Ordo simply made use of thelist of five thousand security codes that he had memorized for an
eventudity likethis. He would never trust them to a datapad adone. Skirata had taught him that sometimes
you could only take your own brain and body into battle.

Ordo took off his helmet first, a courtesy Skirata had aso taught him, and tapped in the code on
the sde pand.

The doors parted and he walked up to the meeting table, apool of dark blue polished stone
where Zey, Jusik, and Zey'sfrankly surprised ARC captain sat staring at him.

"Morning, Sir," said Ordo. "My apologiesfor interrupting, but | need General Jusk now."

Jusk'sthin pale face with its straggly blond beard was the picture of horrified embarrassment.
Ordo thought all Jedi could sense him coming, but that never seemed to buffer their surprise when he
arrived on urgent business.

Jusik didn't move fast enough. Ordo made a gesture toward the door.

"Captain, it's not customary to interrupt emergency meet-ings," Zey said carefully. "Generd Jusk
isour ordnance spe-cidist and—"



"That'swhy | need him now, Sir. Sergeant Skirata sends his compliments, but he would like the
generd tojoin him at the incident scene, seeing as he's the explosives expert and his skillswould be best
spent on practical matters rather than discusson.”

"I think your sergeant should be leaving all that to Corus-cant Security,” said Captain Maze, who
clearly didn't under-stand the Situation well enough.

Typica ordinary ARC. Typica stubborn ARC.

"No," Ordo said. "Not possible. If | could hurry you alittle, Genera Jusik, | have a speeder right
outside. And please re-member to leave your comlink activein the future. Y ou must be contactable at dl
times"

Maze looked at Zey, and Zey shook his head discreetly. Ordo caught Jusik by his elbow and
hurried him down the passage.

"Sorry about reprimanding you in front of Zey, dir,” Ordo said, scattering droids and the
occasiona clonetrooper asthey hurried back up the passageway. "But Sergeant Skirataislivid.”

"I know, | should haveleft it on—"

"Liketo pilot, Sr?1 know you enjoy it."

"Yespleass—"

It was the rapid thud of boots behind him that made Ordo stop and turn just as Captain Maze
put his hand out to tap him on the shoulder. He deflected the ARC'S arm and brushed it aside.



Maze squared up. "Look, Null, I don't know who your sergeant thinks heis, but you obey a
generd when he—"

"I don't havetimefor this" Ordo brought hisfist up hard and without warning right under Maze's
chin, knocking him againgt thewall. The man swore and didn't go down, so Ordo hit him again, thistime
in the nose—aways demoralizing enough to stop someone dead, but nothing seriously damag-ing,
nothing to cause lasting pain. He would never harm abrother if he could helpit. "And | only take orders
from Kal Skirata"

Jusik and Ordo sprinted the rest of the way to the speeder to make up lost time.

"Ordo ."

"YS?I

"Ordo, you just flattened an ARC trooper.”

"Hewasddaying us."

"But you hit him. Twice"

"No permanent harm done,” Ordo said, lifting hiskamato dide over the pillion seat behind Jusik.
He seded hishelmet. "Y ou can't convince Alpha ARCs of anything by rationa ar-gument. They're every
bit as obtuse and impulsive as Fett, believe me.”

Jusik looked perplexed as he started up the drive. He took the speeder bike into a straight
verticd lift and spun it around at the top of the climb. His hair, tied back in a bunch, whipped across
Ordo'svisor on the dipstream, and the ARC brushed it aside in irritated silence. It was high time the boy
braided it or got it cut short.

"Whereto, Ordo?"



"Manara."

"Brief me" Jusk sad.

"CSF isgtruggling with this. If you get in right now and use the Force while the incident sceneis
fresh, we might get abreek.”

Jusik banked right to avoid adim spire and chewed hislower lip. He seemed to be ableto fly
without thinking. "I've been over the data Six or seventimesand | can't see any con-sistent pattern in any
of the devices. Not the materids, not the method of construction, nothing. Just that they're dl very
complex devices, and hard to set.”

Ordo blinked to switch his hemet audio to filter out the wind noise. Next time, he'd commandeer
an airspeeder with acanopy. "Always explosves.”

Sy an?

Ordo adjusted hisvolume. "'l said ways explosives.”

"Chemical and biologica ordnance has limited use on a planet with more than athousand
different species. Thingsthat go bang, though, are guaranteed to hurt every race.”

"I'd buy that if these devices were being used randomly. They're not. It'sal Grand Army targets.
Humans"

"Areyou sureit's me you need for this?' Jusik asked. "I'm not as adept with the living Force as
others"



"Y ou want to go back and have anice meeting?”

"No." Jusk looked back over his shoulder with abig grin. Ordo had learned not to tell him to
keep hiseyes straight ahead, but it was still unnerving to watch a Jedi navigate acraft by his
Force-senses done. "l've never seen anyonewalk over Zey like that.”

"I amply had to get the job done, sir. No offense.”

"Do you mind my asking you something, Ordo?"

"Go ahead."

"Why do you tolerate me? Y ou don't take the dightest no-tice of Zey. Or Camas. Or anyone
ese, for that matter.”

"Skiratarespectsyou. | trust hisjudgment.”

"Oh." Jusk didn't seem to be expecting that answer. "1—I have avery great regard for our
sergeant, too."

Ordo noted the word our. And that was what made Jusik different, asfar as Ka'buir, PapaKal,
was concerned: he had thrown in hislot with hismen. But, as Ka'buir said pri-vately, you could stick a
Weeguay officer in front of the clone army and they would il fight well. An army of three mil-lion men
with very few Jedi officers had to be sdlf-directing.

Ordo waswdll used to directing himsdlf.

Jusk never asked if Ordo thought of him as his command -ing officer, though. He probably
knew, and didn't need to be reminded that Ordo answered only to the one man who had stepped
physically between him and death once, twice, more times than was decent to count: Ka Skirata. And
while Ordo knew intellectualy that a detached, unsentimental officer was the kind who won wars and



saved the mogt lives, his heart said that a sergeant who was ready to die to protect his men got the very
last drop of sweat and blood from them, and given gladly.

"1 think you might redly bein trouble with Zey thistime, Ordo."

"And what do you think he's going to do about it?"

"Aren't you afraid?’

"Not snce Kamino."

If Jusk understood that, it didn't show. "Isit true that your brother Mered hijacked atransport to
Kamino?'

"It'sknown as hardening targets, Genera. Challenging se -curity to improveit. We do that."

It wasalie, but not entirely: the Nullstried not to remove GAR assats from the battlefied unless
it was absolutely nec-essary, but in this case Ka'buir had said it was. The Jedi command turned ablind
eyetotheirregularitiesif they de-tected them because the Null squad produced unparalleled results. No,
Zey wouldn't touch him. If he was foolish enough to try, he would learn ahard lesson.

"Genera, do you remember being taken from your par-ents?"

Jusik glanced to hisleft and afew moments later a CSF patrol appeared on their flank, dipped a
wing in acknowledg-ment, and dropped away below them again.

"They'rejust pinging usto be sure we are who they think we are," the Jedi said, evading the
guestion. "Can't trust any-thing to be what it seems these days.”



"Indeed.”

"I hope CSF aren't offended by our intervention.”

Ordo tightened his grip. "It'snot their fault they can't handlethis.”

"They're very competent.”

"They're competent at defense. They're not used to attack-ing. We can think like an enemy better
than they can." "You can. | fear | never will."

"| wastrained to kill and destroy by any means possible. | suspect you were trained to obey
somerules”

"I do actually.”

"What? Obey rules?'

"No, | remember being taken from my family. Just being taken. Not my family, though.”

"And what makes you so attached to us?' Ordo chose hiswords precisely, knowing what
attachment meant to a Jedi. He knew the answer anyway. "And doesn't that worry you?'

Jusik paused for amoment and then turned with an anx-ious smile. Jedi weren't supposed to fedl
powerful emotions like vengeance or love or hate. Ordo could now see that con-flict on the boy'sface
daly.

And Jusk was aboy: Ordo was the same physica age as the generd—twenty-two—but he felt
ageneration older, de-spite being born only eleven years ago. And the Jedi drew strength from the things



that tore up his heart, just as Kal Skiratadid.

He and Jusk were oppositesin so many ways and yet so very smilar in others.

"Y ou have such a passionate sense of belonging,” Jusk said at last. "And you never complain
about the way you're used.”

"Save your sympathy for the troopers,” Ordo said. "No-body uses us. And a clear sense of
purposeisadtrength.”

The southern side of the logistics depot was awasteland of shattered metal and rubble. From the
air, it looked like an abandoned congtruction site with abrightly colored perime-ter fence. As Jusk
dropped lower, the perimeter resolved into crowds held back by a CSF cordon. The GAR supplies base
was right on the boundary of acivilian area, separated only by astrip of landing platforms, with levels of
warehous-ing operated by droids below it.

It had obvioudy been abig device. Had the same bomb exploded in the civilian heart of
Coruscant, the casudties would have run to thousands.

"Whatever do they find to look at?' Jusik asked. He had trouble finding a space to set down and
had to land outside the security cordon. He was clearly offended by the sight-seers and didn't wait for
Ordo to clear apath through the crowd for him. For aquietly spoken man, Jusk could cer-tainly make
himsalf heard. " Citizens, unless you have contri-butions to make here, can | suggest you clear the areain
case there's a second device still set to detonate?”

Ordo was impressed at the speed with which most of the crowd melted away. The resistantly
curious hung around in smdl groups.

"Y ou don't want to seethis," Jusk said.

They paused, and then walked away. A CSF incident sup-port vessel skimmed across the strip
and hovered for amo-ment beside Jusik. The pilot leaned alittle way out of the hatch. "Never seen mind
influencein action before, Sr. Thank you."



"l wasn't using the Force," Jusk said.

Ordo found anew reason to like this Jedi every day. He took the war as personally as Kal 'buir
did.

A thicksaet man in gray tunic waved to them from the inner cordon, where alarge group of
civiliansand hovercamswaited. Captain Jailer Obrim wasn't wearing his Senate Guard finery any longer.
Ordo knew him well: since they'd worked together with Omega Squad on the spaceport siege, Obrim's
time had been increasingly taken up with counter-terrorism duties. He was seconded to CSF now, but
they till didn't seem able to persuade him to wear the blue uniform.

"Can you influence the mediato go away, Generd?' Ordo said. "Or shdl | do it manualy?”

The CSF forensicsinvestigation team was still picking adow and careful path through the debris
of the entrance to Bravo Eight when Ordo and Jusik reached the cordon. Set back ten metersfrom the
inner cordon was a screen of white plastoid sheet with the CSF badge repeated across its sur-face: the
worst debris had been screened from the cams and prying eyes.

It was grim work for civilian police. Ordo knew that they had neither the expertise nor the
numbers to handle what was happening lately. And how did they cope with the thingsthey saw if they
hadn't been trained to deal with them from child-hood, as he had? For amoment he fdlt pity.

But there was work to do. Ordo flicked on the voice pro-jection of his helmet with aquick eye
movement. "Mind your backs, please.”

An HNE crew and a dozen other media representatives—some wets, as Skirata caled organic
life-forms, sometinnies, or droids—formed a cautious audience for the gridy aftermath of the explosion.
They parted ingtantly, even be-fore they looked around and saw Ordo striding toward them. Then they
gave him an even wider berth. An ARC trooper cut animposing figure, and a captain—marked in the
bril-liant scarlet that subconscioudy said danger to many hu-manoid species—cleared abig path.

Obrim deactivated a section of the cordon to let Jusk and Ordo pass.



"Thisis General Bardan Jusik," Ordo said. "He's one of us. Can he wander around and assess
thegte?"'

Obrim looked Jusik up and down with the air of aman who believed morein hard datathan the
Force. "Of course he can. Mind the evidence markers, air."

"I'll be cautious,” Jusk said, meshing hisfingersin front of him to do that little Jedi bow that Ordo
found fascinating. Sometimes Jusik was one of the boys, and sometimes he was ancient, wisdly sober,
another cresture entirely. "l won't con-taminate evidence.”

Obrim waited for him to walk away and turned to Ordo. "Not that it'd matter. Theforensicis
getting us nowhere. Maybe we need the Mystic Mob to give us abreak. How are you, anyway?'

"Focused. Very focused.”

"Yes, your bossis pretty focused, too. He can curse the dime off a Huit, that man.”

"Hetakesdl casudties persondly, I'm afraid.”

"I know what you mean. I'm sorry about your boys, by the way. They catch it coming and going,
don't they?'

Skiratawas bent deep in conversation with a CSF officer, their heads dmost touching, talking in
low and agitated voices. He siwung around as Ordo approached. His face was gray with suppressed
anger.

"Fifteen dead." Skirataclearly didn't care about civilian casudties, traffic disruption, or structural
damage. He ges-tured toward alarge fragment of white leg armor in the rub-ble of what had been a
security post. "'I'm going to rip some chakaar's guts out for this."



"When wefind them, I'll make sureyourefirginling" Obrim said.

Therewasn't alot any of them could do at that moment except to alow the largely Sullustan
scenes-of-crime team to do their work. Skirata, chewing vigoroudy on that bitter-sweet ruik root that
he'd recently taken aliking to, stood with hisfistsin hisjacket pockets, watching Jusik stepping
deli-cately between chunks of debris. The Jedi occasiondly stopped to close his eyes and stand
completely motionless.

Skirata's expression was one of cold appraisa. "He'sagood kid."

Ordo nodded. "Do you want meto look after him?"

"Yes, but not at the expense of your own safety.”

After afew minutes Jusk made hisway back to the cordon, arms folded.

"You didn't pick up anything?" Skiratasaid, ‘asif he ex-pected Jusik to bay like ahunting gtrill
latching on to ascent.

"A great dedl.” Jusik shut hiseyesfor asecond. "I can till fed the disturbancein the Force. | can
sense the destruction and pain and fear. Like abattlefield, in fact.”

"It'swhat | can't sensethat bothers me."

"Whichis?'



"Madevolence. The enemy is absent. The enemy was never here, in fact.”

Republic Feet Protection Group traffic inderdiction vessd (T1V) Z590/1, standing off
Cordlian—Perlemian hyperspace intersection, 367 days after Geonosis

F redly didn't like zero-g ops.

Hetook off his helmet with dow care and put one hand on the webbing restraints that stopped
him from drifting away from the bulkhead of the anonymous utility vessdl that had been customized for
armed boarding parties. If he moved alittle too quickly, he drifted.

Drifting madehim . . . quessy.

Darman, Niner, and Atin didn't seem bothered by it at al; neither did the pilot, who, for reasons
F hadn't yet worked out, was called Sicko.

Sicko had shut down the drives. The unmilitary, un -marked, gpparently unimpressivelittle TIV—a
"plain wrap-per,” asthe pilotstagged it—hung with drivesidling near an exit point of the hyperspace
route, cockpit panelsflickering with adozen weapons displays.

Externdly, it looked like a battered utility shuttle. Under the rust, though, it was a compact assault
platform that could muscleits way onto any vessdl. Fi thought that traffic inter-diction operationswasa

lovely euphemiam for "heavy-duty military hijack."

"I do like anoncompliant boarding to sart the day,” Sicko said. "Y ou okay, Fi?"

"I'm sorted," Fi lied.



"Y ou're not going to throw up, areyou?1 just cleaned this crate.”

"If I can keep field rations down, | can handle anything.”

"Tel you what, chum, put your bucket back on and keep it to yoursdlf.”

"l canamdraight.”

F had learned the skills of maneuvering in zero-g late in life—just before he turned eight and
sixteen, not al that long before Geonosis—and it didn't come as naturally to him as those trooperstrained
specificaly for degp-space duties. He wondered why the others had come through the same train-ing
with more tolerance of it.

Niner, apparently impervious to every hardship except seeing his squad improperly dressed,
dared a the pam of hisglove asif willing the wrist-mounted hololink from HQ to activate.

The squad now wore the matte-black stealth version of the Katarn armor that made them even
more vigbly different from the rest of the Republic Commando squads. Niner said it was "sengble”’ even
if it made them pretty conspicuous targets on snow-covered Fest. Fi suspected he liked it better because
it d'so made them look serioudy menacing. Droids didn't care, but it certainly put the wind up
wets—organic targets—when they saw it.

If they saw it, of course. They usualy didn't get the chance.

An occasiond click of histeeth indicated Niner was an-noyed. It was Skirata's habit, too.

"Ordo'sawaysontime” Fi said, trying to take hismind off his churning somach. "Dont fret,
Sarge”



"Your buddy ... ," Darman teased.

"Rather have him for afriend than an enemy.”

"Ooh, helikes you. Hobnobbing with ARC officers from the Bonkers Squad, eh?"

"We have an understanding,” Fi said. "'l don't laugh at his skirt, and he doesn't rip my head off."

Y es, Ordo had taken ashineto him. Fi hadn't fully under-stood it until Skirata had taken him to
one sde and explained just what had happened to Ordo and his batch on Kamino askids. So when Fi
had thrown himself on agrenade during an anti-terrorist op to smother the detonation, Ordo had marked
him out as someone who'd take an awfully big risk to save comrades. Null ARCswere
psychotic—bonkers, as Skirata put it—but they were unshakably loya when the mood struck them.

And when the mood failed to strike them, they were in-stant death on legs.

F suspected that Ordo was bored out of hisbrain, stuck in HQ on Coruscant for most of the last
year with nothing to

So Fi gtared at Niner's glove, too, willing his stomach to stay put. At precisely 0900 hours Triple
Zero time, right on cue, Niner's palm burst into blue light.

"RC-one-three-zero-ninereceiving, Sr,” Niner said.

Theencrypted link was crysta clear. Ordo shimmered in a blue holoimage, apparently Sitting in
the cockpit of apolice vessdl, hemet beside him on the adjoining seat. But he didn't look bored. He was
clenching and unclenching onefig.

"Su'cuy, Omega. How'sit going?'



"Ready torall, gr."

"Sergeant, latest intel we haveisthat the suspect vessel left Cularin bound for Denon and is
headed for your position. The bad newsisthat it gppearsto be traveling with acouple of legit vessalsas
asmokescreen. Commercia freight is getting very edgy about piracy so they're forming up into convoys

"We can weed out the target,” said Niner.

"It would be very awkward if you decompressed a civilian freighter at the moment. It'll bethe
Gizer L-9x."

"Understood.”

"And we need the di'kute dlive. No dotting, no disintegra-tion, no accidents.”

"Not even agood dap?’ asked Fi.

"Usethe PEP laser and keep it nonlethd if you can. Somebody's very keen to have afrank chat
with them." Ordo paused, head tilted down for asecond. "Vau's back.”

F couldn't stop himself from glancing a Atin and noted that Darman had done the same. Atin
had his chin tucked into the padded rim of his chest plate and wasidly scratching the scar that ran from
just under hisright eye and across his mouth to the left Sde of hisjaw. It was athin white line now, afaint
memory of the raw red wdt it had been when Fi first saw him: and Fi suddenly redlized something he
hadn't worked out before.

| think | know how he got that.

Atin was from Sergeant Waon Vau's training company, not Skiratals. And over the months, as



casualties mounted and more partia squads were regrouped with men from other companies, they all
swapped sories. The Vau storiesdidn't get alaugh at all.

"Y ou okay, ner vod?'

"Fine" Atin said. He looked up, jaw set. "So how many bandits are we going to not dot,
disntegrate, or speak harshly to, then, Captain?'

"Five, best intel says," said Ordo.

"Well assumeten then," said Niner.

Ordo paused for amoment asif he thought Niner might be resorting to sarcasm. Fi could seeitin
the way his shoulders braced. He was a knife-edge kind of man, Ordo. But Niner wassmply in litera
mode, as he tended to be when things were getting intense. He always wanted to err on the side of
caution.

Ordo obvioudy knew that: he didn't bite. "By theway, Generd Tur-Mukan is operating around
the Bothan sector, and appears to be coping, according to Commander Gett," he said. "And she's ill
packing the conerifle, so your lesson wasn't wasted."”

"Beats swinging the shiny gtick,” F said, winking at Dar-man. "It'd be fun to see her again, eh,
Da?'

Darman smiled enigmaticaly. Atin was staring in dight defocus at the bulkheed, jaw clenched. Fi
thought it was high time the bad guys dropped out of hyperspace and took their minds off the individua
things that were troubling them, which included his somach.

"Ordo out," the blue holo said, and Niner's glove held nothing but air again.

Darman prepped his helmet, resetting the HUD with aprod of hisfinger. "Poor Ordika" He



caled him by the af-fectionate nickname Skirataused in private, akid's name, Little Ordo. In public, it
was grictly Captain and Sergeant. And you could call your brother vodikain the Mandal orian way, but
nobody e se could, and never in front of strangers.

"Who'd want to be doing the filing when the rest of your batch are off saving the galaxy?"

"Well, | hear Kom'rk isout at Utgpau, and Jaing's can-noned up and gone hiking with extreme
prejudicein the Bakura sector,” said Fi.

"Ferfek."

"Knowing him, hesdoing it for thefun of it. And asfor Mered--well, why has Kd sent him out
to Kamino?'

Niner clicked irritably again. "Anyone el se you want to discuss classified intd with, FH'?'

"Sorry, Sarge."

The cabin was silent once more. Fi did his helmet back on, sedled the collar, and concentrated
on the artificia hori-zon of his HUD to convince his somach which way wasup. The Mark 111 Katarn
armor now had more enhancements and was rated blaster-resistant up to light cannon rounds. Every op
wasfull of new surprises from GAR Procurement—Ilike a birthday, according to Skirata, dthough F, like
all hisbroth-ers, had never celebrated one.

Now they even had anonlethd pulsed energy projectile, or PEP, for the DC-17 that didn't
exactly kill the targets, but certainly made their eyes water. It was policeriot control kit, adeuterium
fluoride laser: it would probably just annoy aWookiee, but it sorted out humanoidsin short order.

F focused on theiconsin the frame of hisHUD and blinked one into action, sending chilled air
across hisface. That soothed his nausea. Then heisolated his audio chan-nel and accessed aarticularly
thumping piece of glimmik music.



Niner cut in on the comm channd override. "Now what are you listening to?"

"Mon Cd opera,” F sad. "I'm improving my mind."

"Liar. | can see you nodding to the beat."

Relax, Sarge. Please. "Want to ligenin?"

"I'm psyched up enough, thanks," Niner said.

Darman shook hishead. Atin looked up. "L ater, Fi."

Sicko glanced over his shoulder, excluded from the squad's conversation by their secure
helmet-to-helmet comlink. But he could obvioudy see the body language that indi-cated they were
chatting. Fi flicked to hisfrequency with acouple of blinks directed at the sensor insde hisvisor.

"How about you, ner vod? Want some music?"

"No thanks." Sicko had much the same neutra accent as most of the infantry trooper clones.
They'd learned Basic from flash-ingtruction and had rarely been exposed to out-siders with interesting
accents. "Buit it's decent of you to offer.”

Commandos owed their livesto the guts of these pilots—Omega had been extracted under
heavy fire by their aston-ishing skill anumber of times—and the T1V pilots were the most daring of the
lot. Any gulfs among clone trooper, spe-cidist, and the eite commando units had now been swept away
by shared hardship and they were an vode now—all brothers. Fi was happy to indulge them.

Hekilled the music feed and switched over to the open squad comlink again. The waiting was
eating a him now. If --



"Got trade," said Sicko. "They should be jumping out of hyperspace anytime now. Three
contacts." He flicked the tracking display from his console into a holoprojection so they could seethe
pulses of color that represented the ships—no outlines or shapes, just aflickering array of numbers and
codesto one side, awaiting aship to tag. "Intercept in two minutes. They should al belessthan aminute

apart.

"Bring usin starboard-side-to, please,” said Niner.

"Thereyou go. . . the L-sx iscoming out first." Sicko pressed a pad on the console and Fi heard
the grapple arms extend and retract like an athlete flexing muscles before an event. The display picked up
the ship, then another. "But the second profile lookslikean L-six, too . . ."

"Intel said—"

"Intel has occasionaly been known to be less than one hundred percent accurate, gpparently ..."

Atin sghed afift of contempt. "Y ou reckon?' Fi could seethat he was checking ships
configuration dataviahisHUD. "I'm glad I'm shockproofed.”

"But welikeintd," said Fi. No, not again. Let it beright thistime. " Sergeant Ka never read us
bedtime stories, o intdl satisfies our innate boyish need for heroic fantasy.”

"Isheawayslikethis?' Sicko asked.

"No, he's pretty quiet today." Darman clutched a magnetic frame charge to his chest plate—his
hatch persuader, as heliked to cdll it. "So are we going to jump thefirst crate or what?"

"Play it by ear,” said Niner, who always seemed to resort to Skiratals voice under pressure. He
hit the release on hisre-draints. "L et's see how it reacts when we approach. Pressure up helmets,
gentlemen, and we'rein business”



"Coming about,” said Sicko. "And if | can't disableits drive, blow the navigation power conduit.
The access ought to be outside the engineering compartment, but it's some-timesinside the port-side
bulkhead, three meters from the hatch. So knock the rotten thing out, will you? Or they'll bolt and drag us
acrossten star systems.”

Then the pilot punched the TIV into aninety-degree roll and the apparently fixed congtellations Fi
had been watching tilted before his eyes. He understood instantly why they called the man Sicko.

F grabbed aredraint indtictively and his backpack hit the bulkhead.

"Oh fierffek—"

"Whoaaal"

"Uhhh "

F could see through the cockpit screen as he steadied himsdlf dongside the hatch. A box-like
freighter—yes, aGizer L-6—loomed out of black nothing.

"Interdict that," Niner said.

Fi reached for hisjet-pack controls, hanging right besde Darman in freefall.

Sicko powered the TIV into adow head-on approach and corkscrewed dowly to lineit up and bring
the deckhead hatch against the port side of the freighter, landing lights on.

The freighter dowed, too. Darman stood ready, fingers flex-ing over the jet-pack controls on his
belt. HEd befirst out, blowing the hatch controls when the blastproof coaming sealed againgt the target's
hull, pulling asdeto let the others storm in. Asthe TV moved sedatdly along the freighter'sflank, the



landing lights picked out the bright orange livery of VOSHAN CONTAINERS.

"Oops," sad Sicko. "Lookslike the legit one."

"Back off, then," Niner said. "If the other ship seesthis, weve logt—"

A flash caught Fi'seye at the sametimeit did everyone elsg's. The second vessal was heading
their way.

"Another L-9x," Sicko sad. "Please don't et there be three of them."

Thefirst L-6 suddenly altered course with arapid burn. It had probably picked up the wrong
idea @bout ascruffy little ship in an area of space that was frequently populated by pi-rates. One of its
spars whedled ninety degrees dmost in-stantly, looming in the TIV's viewscreen on collison course.

"Abort abort abort!" Sicko yelled. "Brace brace brace—"

He was cut short by a screech of tearing aloy that shud-dered through the T1V, and suddenly it
wasn't the tight gut-exhilaration of aboarding but the desperate scramble to survive. Theimpact spun the
TIV off and thelast thing Fi saw as he somersaulted involuntarily was Sicko pulling on the yoke and
punching agtabilizing burn to stop the spin.

There was nothing Fi or the squad could do. It was dl down to the pilot. Fi hated that moment of
helplessrediza-tion every time. Thedisplay in hisHUD shuddered like a cheap bootleg holovid as he hit
the bulkhead harder than he thought possiblein zero-g.

"Incoming! Returning fire"

And then therewas light: brilliant blue-white light. Theinstant hot rain of fragments peppered and
pecked on the hull. Sicko had neutraized the incoming missile. The second L-6 powered up and
punched back into hyperspacein aflare of light.



"Chew on that,” Sicko said, and dapped hisfist hard on the console. "Foam deployed ... hull
breach secure.”

"What'sthat?' Fi said, suddenly ice-cold and focused, and not nauseous at all.

"BRB."

"What?'

"Big Red Button. Emergency hull sedl.”

Theremains of the freighter's missile cartwhedled dowly into the distance, trailing vapor. It was
the kind of saf-defense many freighters felt the need to carry these days. wars created useful opportunity
for the crimind community.

Niner sighed. "Oh, fierfek, everyone knowswe're herenow . . ."

"Anyone get hislicense number?' F said. "Maniac.”

"Y eah, and more maniacs adong shortly, too." Sicko turned his head toward the scanner readoui.
"Next one'sduein sixty seconds. . . and the next one two minutes|ater, | reckon. | hope he doesn't call
for assstance, or we're going to have to bang out of hereredly fagt.”

"Tdl methey're not going to notice thet little fracas.

"They're not going to notice thet little fracas."



"Vor'e, brother."

"Yourewelcome." The pilot didn't take his eyes off the scanner. "Happy to lie to acomrade
anytime, if it makes him fed better—thereyou go. . ."

The next freighter fell out of hyperspace fifteen hundred meters from their port bow, and its pilot
definitely noticed. Fi knew that because theimmediate bright arc of laser can-non shaved the dint mast
mounted on the TIV's nosejust as Sicko let loose a sustained volley into the freighter's under-dung drive.
It was il showering debris as Sicko brought the T1V about and swung back under the freighter to loop
over itscasing from its starboard quarter and bring the TIV, totally inverted, to rest hatch-to-hatch with
the target.

And there was nothing the crippled freighter could do about it. Sicko wastoo closein, too far
indde the minimum range of its cannon, and now riding avery angry Ralltiiri tiger.

"Thisiswhereyou get off." Scko'svoice wasjug alittle shaky. "End of theline."

"Stand to!" Niner said. The skirt of coaming shot out of the TIV's hatch housing and sedled tight
agang the freighter's hull while the grapple arms held it secure. The pressure equdization light flashed red
and the TIV's blastproof inner hatch opened, then the outer one. "Dar, tekeit!"

Dar dapped the frame charges on the freighter's hatch, the inner hatch snapped shut again, and a
muffled whump vi-brated through the T1V.

How Sicko had managed to bring the TIV aongside the port hatch without ramming the
vessel—or ripping the deck-head out of the TIV—Fi would never understand, but that was what trooper
pilotsdid, and hewasin awe of them. The inner hatch opened again. Darman bowled in two flash-bangs
blinding, deafening stun grenades—and Niner wasfirst through the hatch.

"Gogogo—"

Fi, buoyed up on awave of adrenaline, plunged through after him, DC-17 set to blaster mode.



The TIV and Sicko were swept from his mind from that moment astime dis-obeyed dl the rulesand he
was caught in an infinite, dow-motion split second while the squad burst through the hatch and the L-6's
artificid gravity smacked him down hard on the deck. Theimpact ran up through the soles of his boots.
He was running for seconds before his proprioception caught up with the gravity and hisbody said 1
remember this.

But there weren't many placesto run on an L-6 freighter. It was a cockpit and a couple of cabins
bolted to adurasted box of nothing. Atin moved ahead and smply opened up with the Deece's new PEP
laser, knocking two men flat in a massive shock wave of sound and light asthey came out of the
gtarboard cabin firing blasters.

Fi's anti-flash visor darkened ingtantly. Even with armor, he fdlt the shock of the PEP'S unleashed
energy. They dl did.

Fi ran on over Atin as he dropped to one knee to cuff and search the men, wriststo ankles, as
they lay struggling for breath, whimpering. A PEP round was like being flash- banged and hit in the chest
by severd plastoid rounds at once.

It wasusudly nonlethd. Usudly.

Two down, three—maybe—to go.

The cockpit doors didn't open when Niner stood back and hit the controls. Atin caught up with
F again and they stood catching their breath.

Niner motioned Darman into position at the cockpit doors. " Shame that PEP doesn't work through
bulkheads."

"Confirmed, three dtill ingde," Darman said, running the infrared sensor sweep in hisgauntlet up
and down the seam of the doors. "Nothing in the port cabin.”

Intel had it right for once: there were five bandits on board.



"Encourage them to step outside, Dar," Niner said, check-ing his Deece's PEP setting. He
peered at the power readout. "Thisthing actualy scaresme.”

Darman unrolled aribbon of adhesive thermal charge and pressed it around the doors weak
points. Then he pushed the det into the soft material and cocked hishead to one side asif caculating. "All
that fuss getting in and now we just walk over them. Anticlimactic, | think theword is. ."

Therewas adull echoing thud and screech of metd that vibrated through the deck. For a second
Fi thought the det had gone off prematurely and that it was dl atrick of his adrendine-distorted
perception, and that he was dead but didn't know it yet.

But it wasn't the det.

Fi looked at Niner, and Niner looked at Atin, and Fi saw in Darman's viewpoint icon that he was
garing at afragment of flims that whipped past him asif snatched by a sudden wind.

It was being carried on astream of air. Escaping air. Fi fdt it grab him and they al reached
ingtinctively for asecure point to anchor them.

" Hull breach," Fi said, armstight around astanchion. "Check suit sedls™”

They went into an automeatic and long-drilled check of their suit systems. Katarn armor was
vacuumproofed. Fi's glove sensor confirmed his suit was il airtight and the thumbs-up from the rest of
the squad indicated that their suit integrity was holding up too. The temporary gale of escaping air was
abating.

"Sicko, you recelving?' said Niner.

F had the same thought, and judging by the rapid breath-ing on the shared comlink, so had Atin
and Darman. The de-compression was viathe hatch. And that meant the seal formed by the TIV had
been breached.



Ontheir comlink there was only faint static and the sound of their own breathing and swallowing.

"Herfek," Atin said. "Whatever it is, hesgone.”

Niner motioned Darman to stay by the cockpit hatch and beckoned Fi to follow him. "Let's seeiif
itsfixable. Youtwo stay there"

"Wdll, we've probably lost two prisoners now,” Darman said. "Better make sure we haven't lost
therest."

Therewas no telling what had didodged the TIV and whether they were going to meet someone
boarding to deal with them. They made their way back up the passage to the entry hatch, DC-17sraised,
and there was no sign of the two prisonersthey'd left cuffed, nor anybody else.

And the hatch—about two meters by two—was wide open, star-speckled void visible beyond.

F gripped therail on one side of it and leaned out alittle. It was agood way to get your head
blown off but he decided that the urgency of the Situation warranted it.

Therewasno sign of the TIV. There was no sign of any-thing. He pulled himself back inboard.
At lesst the gravity was il functioning.

Niner checked the environment sensors on hisforearm plate. " Atmospheres fully vented now."

"They haveto have afoam sysemin thesethings.”

"Yeah, but if you had us running around your vesse, would you sedl the hull and help us out?”



"Isthe cockpit airtight?' Fi asked.

"Wewon't know for sure until they go cold and we can't pick them up intheinfrared.” Niner
switched on histactical spot-lamp and began searching the bulkhead for panels. "And by that time well
beice cubes oursdves.”

Katarn armor—even the Mark 111 vers on—was only good against vacuum for twenty minutes
without abackup air sup-ply. And they hadn't counted on being exposed that long.

For some reason Fi was distracted by Sicko'sfate. It was a strange thing to discover when you
were on borrowed time yourself. But Sicko had said the power conduits were routed via a pand three
metersfrom...

.. here.

Fi gected the vibroblade from his knuckle plate and pried open the pandl. Niner stood behind
him and directed his spot-lamp into the recessed mass of cabling, pipes, and wires.

"That one'slabded ISOLATION BULKHEAD," Niner said. "Y eah, but where does that come
down?"'

They looked up at the deckhead for shutter housings. There were at |east three back down the
passage that they could see.

"Let's play safe and withdraw to the one nearest the cock-pit," Niner said.

"We could blow thewhole panel here and shut everything down." Including the gravity. Lovely.
"Usudly triggers emer-gency containment.”



Niner put his gloveto the Sde of his helmet. It was anervous habit of his, just like theway he
grew increasingly irritable with F ashis stresslevels pesked. "Dar, are you get-ting this?!

"Hafway theredready,” said Darman'svoice.

Fi's chrono said they had fifteen minutes | eft to make thiswork. "Okay, if Dar blowsthis remotely
and it activates the emergency bulkhead, then well be stuck between that and the cockpit hatch.”

"And if there's atmosphere in there, we can open it and cozy up to the other three huruune.”

"Or," A said, "wefind it's hard vacuum, too, and then well be completely stuffed.”

"Stuffed if we don't,” said Darman, appearing at Fi's shoulder with aribbon of thermal detonator
tape. "Go on. Get back there and wait for mewhile | set the timer.”

"Weought to cdl inaRed Zero."

"Let'swait until we know if therell be anything left of usto make it worth rescuing,” Niner said,
trotting back down the passage. Fi watched him go, shrugged at Darman, and then patted the wide-open
cover of the control pand.

"Thanks, Sicko," hesaid.

MRU. Already committed.



—Much Regret Unable, signd relayed from CO, RAS Fearless, on receipt of request to withdraw
to Skuumaa and abort extraction of Sarlacc Battalions

Thewindchill factor in the open troop bay of aLAAT/c gun-ship flying at five hundred kph was
sobering, but then so was the deafening roar of air and the siwoops and dips of the flight path asthe pilot
jinked to stop ground-based AA fire from getting alock.

Etain redlized why the troopers sedled armor and body -suit was agood idea. She had only her
Jedi robes and the sensible precaution of upper-body armor plates, which did little to insulate on their
own. She summoned the Force to help her withstand the icy blast and made sure her safety line was
hooked securely to the bulkhead rail.

"Y ou're going to be in the dwang when you get back to HQ, Generd," the clone trooper sergeant
said with agrin. He dipped on hishelmet and sedled it. His nickname was Clanky. Sheld made a point of
asking.

"| redlly did not seethe sgnd,” she said carefully. "Or at least | looked at it alittletoo late."

His voice emerged now from the projection unit of the anonymous helmet. "It was very funny,
sgnding MRU."

"Funny?Oh. . ."

There was afrozen pause. "It's how you decline asocid invitation, an RPC. Request the Pleasure
of your Company? Much Regret Unable."

Y es, shewas in the dwang indeed, as he put it. She wasn't fully up to speed with the mass of
acronyms and dang that had erupted in the last year. She could hardly keep up with the clone troopers
inventiveness: their extraordinary capac-ity to appropriate language and habits and shape them to their



needs had spawned subcultures of clone identity every-where. She dmost felt she needed a protocol
droid.

But she knew what alarty was. Darman had said the LAAT/i—or in this case, the bigger cargo
variant—was the most beautiful vessel imaginable when you needed an urgent lift out of trouble. It
certanly fet likeit now.

MRU indeed. How could | be so stupid? So the troopers thought she was a smart-mouth like Fi,
flourishing alittle bravado. Instead, she was smply ignorant of the rapidly evolving and idiosyncratic
jargon and used it cardlesdy. "I'm sure they'll forgive meif you pull this off, Sergeant.”

Her voice was drowned by the roar, and falling note of V-19 Torrent drives astwo of the
fighters streaked past them and disappeared into the distance. They were heading off to soften the droid
positions that stood between the heavily forested terrain where both Sarlacc Battalions were pinned
down and there was a narrow ribbon of delta shoreline where pilots could land. Droids, as Darman had
once pointed out, were rubbish in dense forests.

Etain hoped s0.

The gunship dropped suddenly, now level with the tree canopy, and the stresked image of green
foliage showed her just how fast they were flying. Another larty came up on their port sSide. There were
thirty-four gunships somewhere near, strung out in aloose formation, heading for the extrac-tion zone.

"Three minutes, Generd," the pilot's cockpit intercom said. There was acrack and flare of
something exploding off to their tarboard sSde. " Getting some attention from the tin-nies triple-A, so
well drop alittle more. Hold tight.”

It hardly made her flinch now. She had reached the saturation level of adrendine where shewas
vividly aware of every hazard but running on some primeva automatic level of painless cold reason—too
scared to panic, as one of the clone troopers had described it.

Three minutes became three hours became three seconds.



Red blasterfire from droids it up the tree line as the larty banked to come around in aspira
descent. Etain didn't think, and she didn't fed, and she smply jumped the last ten meters from the open
deck over the fast-roping four-man squad of clone troopers and the green-trimmed sergeant. Force skills
camein very useful at the most unlikely times. Shelanded in front of the squad and brought the conc rifle
up level—one hand on the stock, the other on the barrel grip—to sweep the forest edge in front of her.

Shefdt other gunshipslanding al around them, whipping up soil and leaves, but she saw only
what was in front—about two platoons of Sarlacc men exchanging fire with super battle droids on the
edge of the clearing—and her squad to either sde of her.

A spread of ten EMP grenades from the squad and avol-ley from her conc brought haf the
super battle droidsto ahalt. It was at timeslike thisthat shelonged for the comlink convenience of a
helmet instead of one strapped to her arm in just the wrong place: the Force was short on specificslike
SBD strength one hundred units, closing up at green twenty. And there was so much chaosand painin
the Force right then that she couldn't harnessit to focus.

So she did what she had been drilled to do without think-ing since she was four yearsold. She
fought.

She ran, the squad matching her pace and firing ablue stream into the droid linein odd silence
until Clanky acti-vated his voice projector and she heard him say, "—they're closing up dl dong the
shoreline. Sorry, Generd! Big holesnow in thedroid lines”

"No link," she said, superfluous words stripped from her mind. The concussion rifle was getting
heavy and running out of charge: the power indicator was edging back down to zero. Two more volleys
knocked three SBDsflat and asmall tree with them. "How many more?"

"Forward Air Control saystwo hundred SBDs and tanks bearing twenty degrees with four
Torrentson their case--"

More V-19s screamed low overhead and ayellow-fringed ball of white fire backlit the forest,
suddenly throwing sil-houetted trees and running men into sharp contrast. Fear-lesssair group
commander certainly had agrip on the redity of the Situation. No wonder everybody loved pilots.

Clanky dropped flat and began firing prone at the stream of SBDsthat had turned toward the



gunship landing area. Etain followed him without thinking. He waslistening to dataiin his helmet, judging
by his occasiona emphatic nod.

"Sarlacc's bresking out al aong the shoreline, Generd, and Fearlessis directing the rest of the
larties north.”

"Any word on Generd Vaas Ga?'

Clanky went silent for amoment, to her at least. "Oneklick north with Commander Greg, cdling
inar drikes."

Two gunships moved in close enough to catch Etain's pe-ripherd vision and knots of men broke
from the trees, some carrying wounded comrades between them. Etain hoped the single IM-6 medical
droid on each larty could handle the triage of dozens of men at once. One gunship set down again at right
anglesto thetreelineg, its starboard hatch shut tight and taking droid fire that scattered sparkswhileit
trained composite beam lasers on the SBDs.

The starboard gunner—horribly exposed in the transpari-steel bubble set in the wing—was
hosing the droids at waist height. Etain saw movement and white-armored shapes race behind the vessdl
and disappear, presumably into the port side of the troop bay. The torrent of comp beam laser waslikea
freeze-framein its unbroken, Steady stream.

For adow-motion moment Etain reasoned: using the forward cannon and deploying the heavier
and nadtier armaments—radiation burst missiles—would cause heavy trooper casudtiesin this postion.
Her mouth was dry, her heart pounding so fast that she could hardly distinguish be tween begats, and yet
she could stop the chrono to think these odd things.

She resumed firing. She held her fingerstight on the trig-ger until the conc died in her hands.

"Whoa, tinnies bresking this way—"

Her focus narrowed. She no longer saw the five men around her except as white blurs and
vortices of raw energy in the Force. The lead battle droid overran their position and she smply swung the



dead riflein aForce-driven arc right up into the thing's chest, smashing the aloy and sending the droid's
sunken head assembly flying into the air.

She was suddenly aware of blue energy behind the next droid like a continuous backdrop,
athough it had to be inter-rupted bursts of DC-15 fire. Shelet the conerifle drop and drew her
lightsaber because she had nothing else lft.

The blade of blue light sprang into life and she didn't re-call touching the control at al. She swept
her arm around in aclean arc that brought the mountain of metal down without itslegs, tipping likea
felled treeto one sde of her, faling flat on itsfiring arm and shuddering asits own discharging weapon
toreit gpart. Hot shrapnel sizzled on her robes and skin but she felt nothing.

And shewas on her feet now, lightsaber gripped in both hands, point-blank with the next droid.
She saw two of her squad blasting away from a prone position while Clanky scrambled to one kneeto
fire agrenade into the advancing rank of adozen SBDs.

Droids kept advancing. So did clone troopers. And so did she.

We'redl the same. None of usisthinking. We're just react-ing.

Shefended off abarrage of red fire, whirling and flicking the lightsaber without conscious
decisgon. Each snazzz of colliding energy was thefirst and last: she went on, and on, and on, blocking
each shot asif it would never end. And the next droid was upon her. She dashed. Cables and alloy
frag-ments showered her. A white-gauntleted fist grabbed her shoulder and pulled her bodily out of the

way.

"Bang out, Generd, the larty'sready to lift" Clanky a -most had to drag her off the pile of



shattered droids and shove her into arun toward the gunship. "Weve done al we can here and the bay's
full. Go! Run!"

She grabbed the conerifle as she ran back, retracing their line of advance, blind on adrendline.
But at the gunship's platform she still stopped dead, one foot on the edge of the rail, to look back and
count men passing her. One—two----three—four troopers, and Clanky. All accounted for. She sprang
up just as an armored hand gripped hers and yanked her inboard. She had no ideawho the trooper was.
But he was one of hers now.

The gunship lifted in agtraight vertical so fast that her somach plummeted back to ground level.

Theforest and fertile delta plain of Dinlo shrank benegth the ship and grew dark. The bay
hatches did forward and dammed shut. Then she was standing in awarehouse of scorched, filthy armor
and the stench of blood and seared flesh. Her primeval survival mechanismsyielded to shaking
antidimax.

Clanky pulled off his helmet and their eyes met, an odd moment that wasamost aglanceina
mirror: she knew that the unblinking wide-eyed shock on hisface was exactly what he was seeing on
hers. Ingtinctively, they both reached out to clasp forearms and their grips locked for a second or two.
Clanky was aso shaking.

Then they parted and turned away. It was synchronous.

Y es, Etain thought. We're just the same, dl of us.

It was very, very quiet once she blocked out the thrum of the gunship's drive asit made 660
kph—off the dia—back to Fearless.

And no, the IM-6 droid could not deal with forty men crammed into amodified bay better suited
to thirty, not if aquarter of them wereinjured.

Then, when Etain listened more carefully and her adrena-line had ebbed, she redized the bay
wasn't as quiet as she had thought. There was ragged breathing and stifled yelps of pain and—the worg,



this—incoherent whimpering that peaked to a crescendo of asingle stifled scream and trailed off again.

She picked her way across the bay, stepping over men who were crouching or knedling.
Propped against the bulkhead, a clone trooper was being held in asitting position by abrother. His
helmet and chest plate were removed and Etain needed no med droid to provide a prognosis for achest
wound that was producing blood on hislips.

"Medic?" Shewhipped around. "Medic! Get this man some help, now!"

The med droid appeared asif from nowhere, jerking bolt upright from aknot of troopers where
it was obvioudy work-ing. Its twin photoreceptors trained on her.

"Gengd!"

"Why isthis man not being atended to?"

"Triage X," the droid said, dropping down into the unbro-ken carpet of troopers again to resume
itsfirst ad.

Etain should have known. Thered X symbol glowed on his shoulder. She hoped the man hadn't
heard, but he proba-bly knew anyway, because that was the unsentimental way the Kaminoans had
presented their training to the clones. Triage code X: too badly injured. Not expected to survive de-spite
intervention. Concentrate resources on code 3, then code 5.

Shetook a breath and reminded herself that she was a Jedi, and there was more to being a Jedi
than wielding alightsaber. She knelt down beside him and grabbed his hand. The grip he returned was
surprisingly strong for adying man.

"It'sokay," shesaid.

She reached out in the Force to get some sense of the in-jury, to shapeit in her mind, hoping to



dow the hemorrhage and hold shattered tissue together until the larty docked. But she knew as soon as
sheformed the scde of the damagein her mind that it wouldn't save him.

She had vowed never again to use mind influence on clones without their consent: she had eased
Atin'sgrief, and given Niner confidence when he most needed it, both unasked for, but since then she
had avoided it. Clones weren't weak-minded anyway, whatever people thought. But this man was dying,
and he needed help.

"I'm Etain," she said. She concentrated on his eyes, seeing behind them somehow into aswirl of
no color at al, and vi-suaized cam. She held out her hand to the trooper support-ing his shouldersand
mouthed medpacs a him. She knew they carried single-use syringes of powerful painkiller: Dar-man had
used them in front of her more than once. "Therés nothing to be afraid of. What's your nickname?”

"H," hesaid, and it shocked her briefly, but there were many men cdled Fi inan army with
numbers for names. His brother said no silently and held up spent syringes: they'd a-ready pumped him
full of wht littlethey had. "Thank you, maam."

If she could influence thought, she could influence endor-phin systems. She put every scrap of her
will intoit. "The pain'sgoing. The drug'sworking. Can you fed it?" If the Force had any vaidity, it had to
cometo her aid now. She studied hisface, and hisjaw muscles wererelaxing alittle. "How's that?"

"Better, thanks, malam.”

"Y ou hang on. Y ou might fed abit deepy.”

Hisgrip was il tight. She squeezed back. She wondered if he knew shewas lying and just
choseto believethe liefor hisown comfort. He didn't say anything else, but he didn't scream again, and
his face looked peaceful.

Sherested his head on her shoulder, one hand between his head and the bulkhead, the other il
clutching his, and held that position for ten minutes, concentrating on an image of acool palevoid. Then
he started a choking cough. His brother took his other hand, and Fi—a painful reminder of afriend she
hadn't seen for months and might never see again—said, "I'm fine." His grip went dack.



"Oh, maam," said his brother.

Etain was aware in adetached way of spending the next twenty minutes talking to every single
trooper in that bay, asking their names, asking who had been lost, and wondering why they stared first a
her chest and then at her face, ap-parently bewildered.

She put her hand to her cheek. It stung. She brushed it and afragment of aloy came away on her
hand with fresh, bright blood. She hadn't felt the shrapnd until then. She amed her-sdlf towards afamiliar
paich of green in theforest of grimy white armor.

"Clanky," she said, numb. "Clanky, | never asked. Where do we bury our men? Or do we
crematethem, like Jedi?"

"Neither, usudly, Generd," said Clanky. "Don't you worry about that now."

Shelooked down at her beige robe and noticed that it wasway beyond filthy: it was peppered
with burns, asif sheld been welding carelesdly, and there was aragged ova patch of deep red blood
from her right shoulder down to her belt, d-ready drying into tiff blackness.

"Master Camasisgoing to fry me,” shesaid.

"He can fry us, too, then," Clanky said.

Etain knew shed think about the deftly evaded answer to her question sometime, but right then
her mind was €l se-where. She thought of Darman, suddenly conscious that something was wrong: but
something was dways wrong for commandos on missions, and the Force was clear that Dar-man was
dill dive

But the other Fi—the trooper—wasn't. Etain felt ashamed of her persond fearsand went in
search of men she could il help.



Bravo Eight Depot crime scene, Manarai, Coruscant, 367 days after Geonosis

Skiratatook every clone casualty asapersond affront. His frustration wasn't amed at Obrim: the
two men re-spected each other in the way of time-served professionals, and Ordo knew that. He just
hoped Obrim knew that Ka'buir didn't dways mean the sharp thingshe said.

"'So when are your people going to get off their shebse and tell us how the device got in here?!
Skiratasaid.

"Soon," Obrim said. "The security holocam was taken out in the blast. Were waiting on a
backup image from the satel-lite. Won't be as clear, but at least we haveit.”

"Sorry, Jaler," Skiratasaid, sill chewing, eyesfixed on the rubble. "No offense.”

"1 know, comrade. None taken."

It was another reason why Ordo adored his sergeant: he was the archetypal Mando 'ad. A
Mandalorian man'sided wasto be the firm but loving father, the respectful son learn-ing from every hard
experience, the warrior loya to constant persona principles rather than ever-changing governments and

flags

He aso knew when to apologize.

And he looked exhausted. Ordo wondered when he would understand that nobody expected
him to keep up with young soldiers. ™Y ou could leave thisto me.”

"Youreagood lad, Ordika, but | haveto do this."



Ordo put one hand square on Skirata's back and one on Obrim'sto steer them both alittle
farther from the scene of destruction, anxious not to makeit obviousin front of the aruetiise—the
non-Manda orians, the foreigners, sometimes even the traitors—that his sergeant needed comforting.
Wait-ing was the worst thing for Ka'buir's mood.

Obrim's comlink chirped. "Herewe go," he said. "They're rdlaying theimage. Let's play it out to
Ordo'slink."

Theimages emerged asagrainy blue aerid holo rising from the pam of Ordo's gauntlet, and they
replayed it afew times. A delivery trangport came up to the barrier and was waved in to land on the
gtrip. Then the scene erupted in aball of light followed by billows of smoke and raining debris.

The explosion blew out the transparisted -and-granite walls of the Bravo Eight supply depot
fifteen times before Ordo had seen enough.

"Looks like the device camein on that ddlivery trans-port,” Obrim said. Some of the
recognizable debris scattered around the blast site confirmed that there had been atransport caught upin
the explosion. "Nobody running away. So the pilot wasinside, and . ." He stopped to look down at data
loading into his own "pad. "1'm getting confirmation that it was aroutine ddivery and the pilot was a
regular civilian driver. Nothing to suggest thet it was asuicide mission, though. Just aroutine run with
some extra unwanted sup-plies.”

"Can we go back over the recordings from previous days?' Ordo said. "Just to seeif anyone was
doing arecce of vessels and movementsin the run-up to this?*

"Archived for ten days. Won't be any better in terms of angle and clarity than this."

"I'll ill tekeit."

Ordo looked to Skirata, who was silent and visibly angry, but clearly thinking hard. Ordo knew
that calculating defo-cusall too well.



"Okay, the best lead we have right now isto track back the other way down the line—from
confirmed explosves supply chains,” Ka said.

"Omegason a TIOPS run checking that right now," Ordo said. "They might come back with
some suspects for Vau to work on."

"I'm turning ablind eyeto that, right?" said Obrim, aman who left theimpression hewould have
given alot to be back in the front line instead-of supervising others. ""Because suspects are my part of
shipto dedl with. But | do havethis an-noying eyesight problem latdly.”

"Long-term condition?' Skirataasked, moving Ordo out of hisway with a gentle pat on the
forearm.

"As permanent as you want it to be, Kd.

"Makeit incurablefor the time being, then.”

Skirata picked hisway past the forensics team, who were sill setting marker holotags at various
pointsin the rubble: red holos for body parts, blue for inorganic evidence. Ordo wondered if the civilians
who'd been gawking from behind the barrier would see anything about that on the HNE bul-Ietin.

Skirata paused and leaned over a Sullustan technician who was sensor-scanning the rubble on
hands and knees. "Can | have the armor tallies when you find them?”’

"Tdlies?' The Sullustan sat back on her heels and looked up at him with round black liquid eyes.
"Explan.

"Thelittle sensor tags that identify the soldier. On the chest plates.” Skirata held finger and thumb
alittle gpart to indicate the size. "Therell be fifteen around here some-where.”



"We can sort the admin for you, Ka," Obrim said. "Don't worry about adl that."

"No, it's not to account for them. | want a piece of their armor. To pay our respects, the Mando

way.

Ordo noted Obrim's puzzled expression. "Bodies are ir-relevant to us. Which isjust aswell,
redly.”

Obrim nodded gravely and ushered them behind another plastoid screen where the SOCO team
was assembling and logging fragments of dloy and other barely identifiable ma-teridson atrestie table.
"Y ou can take over dl thisif you want."

Skiratamotioned Ordo acrossto thetrestle. "It's Ordo's area, but I'm happy for your peopleto
processit. I've got faith in Sullustan diligence.”

Maybeit wasjust Skirataindulging in harmless hearts and-mindswork. But it seemed to do the
job for the SOCO personnd.

One of them looked up. "It's good to know that military intelligence respects CSF."

"I've never been called military intelligence before,” Skiratasaid, asif he hadn't redlized that was
what he had been doing every waking moment since five days after Geonosis.

Ordo held out one hand to the nearest scenes-of-crime officer and crooked a finger to gesture
for their datapad. ™Y ou'll need this," he said, and linked it to hisown 'pad. "Here's our latest IED data.”

Y es, the CSF's anti-terrorism unit and Skiratas tight-knit team had become very closeindeed in
the last year. Going through officid Republic security clearance channelsjust wasted time, and there was
awaysthe chanceits civil servants would behave like petty fools acrossthe gaaxy and mark dataastop
secret for their own dreary little career rea-sons. Ordo didn't have time for that.



He was checking that the data had transferred cleanly when the hololink on theinner side of his
forearm plate acti-vated again and his hand wasfilled with asmall scene of blue chaos.

For asplit second he thought it was animage in hisHUD, but it was external, and it was Omega

Squad.

"Omega—Red Zero, Red Zero, Red Zero, over."

The holoimage showed the four commandos pressed againgt a bulkhead with an occasiona
fragment of debrisfloating into view. They weredl dive, anyway.

Skiratawhipped around at the sound of Niner's voice and the code they al dreaded: Red Zero,
request for immediate extraction.

Ordo switched ingtantly and without conscious thought into emergency procedure, capturing
coordinates from the message and holding up his datapad so that Skirata could see the numbers and
open acomlink to Fleet. Their language changed: their voices became monotone and quiet, and they
dipped into minimd, direct speech. The SOCO team froze to watch.

"Sitrep, Omega.”

"Target's boarded. Unplanned decompression, and our pilot and the TIV are missing. No power,
but no squad casu-dties.”

"Fleet, Skirata here, we have a Red Zero. Fast extraction please—on these coordinates. Filot
down, too, no firm loca-tion."

"Stand by, Omega. We're scrambling Fleet assistance now. Timeto critical ?*

"Ten- minutes if we don't get the hatch on this sde of us open, maybe three hoursif we do."



Skirata stopped, comlink gtill held to his mouth. Obrim was staring at the little blue hologrammic
figures with the expression of aman redizing something terrible.

We could be watching them asthey die.

"Goon," Ordo said.

"Three suspects the other side of that hatch, and they can't open it now even if they wanted to.
Dar'sgot to blow it."

"In aconfined space?’

"Wevegot thearmor.”

Wi, that wastrue: Fi had withstood a contact blast from agrenadein Mark 11 armor. "You
don't have any choice, do you?'

"Weve had worse days," Fi said chearfully.

Ordo knew he meant it. He could fedl the other part of him, the Ord'ikawho wanted to cry for
his brothers, but he was very digtant, asif in another life: there was just absolute cold detachment in the
physical shdl where his mind was situated now.

"Doit," hesad.

"The Red Zero's been transmitted to adl GAR shipsin striking distance,” Skiratasaid. Ordo didn't
want him to watch the hololink in case things didn't go as planned, and turned his back to him. But
Skirataturned him around by hisarm and stepped into the holo pickup'sfield of view so the squad could
seehim. "I'm here, lads. Y ou're coming home, okay? Sit tight.”



There was a certainty about Skirata regardless of how im-possible that assurance sounded in
cold redlity. But Ordo could fed his utter helplessness, and shared it: Omegawas light-years from the
Coruscant system, far beyond the sergeant’s ability to step into the firing linein person. Thetwo soldiers
turned together to shield the holoimage, and then Obrim moved in close, diplomaticaly blocking the view
of hisown team.

"Your lad F," hesad, "—my boys gill want to buy him that drink.”

It was Obrim's men Fi had saved from the grenade. And that was probably as openly sentimental
as Jailer Obrim would ever be.

"Infive"" Darman said. "Four . ."

Like aHoloNet dramawhose budget hadn't run to a de-cent set, the image in Ordo's cupped
hand showed the squad curling themsalves againgt the far bulkhead, grasping con-duit to anchor
themsalvesin zero-g, heads tucked to their chests and hunkering down.

The image disgppeared as Niner—whose gauntlet obvi-oudy carried the holofeed—buried his
head, too.

"Three, two, go!"

The pictureflared into aball of bluelight and the silent ex -plosion looked even morelikea
poor-quaity holovid whose audio track had failed.

The holoimage dimmed for amoment and then the squad'sjet packsignited and they surged
forward infreefdl, riflesraised, and the video feed broke up into wildly random movement with two
more blinding flashes.

"Okay, three bandits down, not dotted, not fragmented, but not very happy ether,” said Fi's



voice, clearly relieved. "And oxygen.”

"Nice one, Omega." Skirata had his eyes shut for amo-ment. He pinched the bridge of hisnose
hard enough to leave atemporary white mark. "Now take it easy until we get to you, okay?"

Obrim'sface was ashen. "1 wish the public redlized what those boys do," he said. "I hate kriffing
Secrecy sometimes.”

"Shabu 'droten,”" Skirata muttered, and walked away. No, he didn't care much for the public at
dl.

"What's that mean?' Obrim asked.

"Y ou don't want to know," said Ordo, mulling over Jusik's tenuous andlysis of the Force around
the blast scene. The enemy was never here.

S0 .. . . maybe there was nobody watching.

There was nobody waiting for precisay the most damag-ing moment to detonate the device from
nearby.

Remote detonation of amoving device required one of two things: either avery good view of the
target, or, if the target wasn't visible, a precise timetable so the terrorist would know exactly where the
device might be at any giventime.

And that meant either avery good knowledge of GAR logigtics, or—if the terrorist wanted to see
the whole area, not just the immediate base—access to security holo networks.

Ordo felt asudden coal clarity settlein his stomach, a sat-isfying sense of having learned
something new and valuable.



"Gentlemen," hesaid. "l think we haveamole.

RAS Fearless: hangar deck

Clanky kept atight grip on Etain's upper arm until she felt the drag of deceleration and the thud
through the soles of her boots as the gunship docked in Fearlesss hangar.

By the time she teetered on the edge of the troop bay, somehow more wary of jumping down
one meter than ten, Gett was waiting, expresson carefully blank.

"The genera’s got ataste for making shrapnd," Clanky said gpprovingly. "Y oure ingtant droid
death, aren't you, maam?"

Hemet off, he lowered his voice as he bent his head close to Gett's, but she still heard him. She
heard the words rough time.

"Wed better get you cleaned up,” Gett said. "l fear it'sthe proverbid interview without caf when
we get back to Fleet."

Commander Gree limped past them with General Vaas Ga, both looking smoke-streaked and
exhaugted. "Oh, | don't think so," Vaas Ga said. "Well done. Thank you, Fear-less.”

"Let mewalk thisoff alittle, please, Commander." Etain looked around the hangar deck, now
crowded with gunships disgorging men. Medica teams moved in. The smell of burned paint and lube oil
digtracted her. " Anyone want to give me the numbers?"

Gett glanced down at the pand on his|eft forearm. "Improcco Company—four KIA, fifteen



wounded, tota returned—one hundred and forty out of one hundred and forty-four. Sarlacc A and B
Battalions, one thousand and fifty-eight extracted—ninety-four KIA, two hundred and fifteen injured. No
MIA. Twenty Torrents deployed and returned.

That's seven point five percent losses, and most of those were during the Dinlo engagement itself.
So I'd call that aresult, General .

It sounded like alot of deasthsto Etain. It was. But most had made it. She had to be content with
that.

"Back to Triple Zero, then." Sheld called it Zero Zero Zero originaly—the street dang—but the
troopers had told her that was confusing, and that over acomlink it wouldn't be clear if she meant
Coruscant or was smply using the stan-dard military triple repeat of important data. She decided she
liked Triple Zero better anyway. It made her fed part of their culture. "And not before time.”

"Very good, Generdl," Gett said. "Let me know when you want to refresh yourself and I'll call a
seward.”

Etain didn't want to be back in her cabin on her own, not right now. Therewas amirror on the
bulkhead above thetiny basin, and she didn't like the idea of looking hersdlf in the eye yet. She wandered
around the crowded hangar.

The bacta tanks were going to be fully occupied on the journey home.

And the clone troopers of the Forty-first Elite who were trying to find somewhere to get afew
hours deep seemed adifferent breed from the four almost-boys who had been her rough-and-ready
introduction to unwanted command on Qiilura.

Men changed in ayear, and these soldiers around her were men. Whatever naive purity of
purpose—thiskote, this glory—fueled them when they left Kamino for the last time, it had been
overwritten by bitter experience. They had seen, and they had lived, and they had lost brothers, and they
had talked and compared notes. And they were not the same any longer.



They joked, and gossiped, and evolved small subcultures, and mourned. But they would never
have alife beyond bat-tle. And that felt wrong.

Etain could fed it and taste it as she wandered across the hanger deck, looking for more troopers
she might be able to help. The sense of child that had so disoriented her when she first met Darman on
Qiilurawastotaly absent. There were two shades of existence that tinted the Force in that vast hangar:
resgnation, and an overwhelming simultaneous sense of both salf and community.

Etain fdt irrdevant. The clones didn't need her. They were confident of their own abilities, very
centered in whatever identity had evolved despite the Kaminoan belief that they were predictable and
standardized units, and they were bonded irrevocably with each other.

She could hear the quiet conversations. There was the oc-casiona word of Mando 'a, which few
ordinary troopers had ever been taught, but had somehow flowed through their ranks from sources like
Skirataand Vau. They clung to it. Knowing what she knew about Manda orians, it made per-fect sense.

It was the only rationae that could make sense when you were fighting for a cause in which you
had absolutely no stake. It was the self-respect of a mercenary; internal, unas-sailable, and based on skill
and comradeship.

But mercenaries got paid, and eventudly went home, wherever that might be.

Onetrooper waswaiting patiently for the medic. He had atriage flash stuck on his shoulder plate:
the number "'5," waking wounded. There was blood streaked across his armor from a shrapnel wound to
his head, and he was holding hishelmet in hislap, trying to clean it with a scrap of rag. Etain squatted
down and patted hisarm.

"Genegrd?' hesad.

She had so ceased to notice their appearance that it took her afew seconds to see Darman's
facein his. They wereidentical, of course, except for the thousand and onelittle details that made them
al utterly unique.



"Areyoudl right?'

"Yesmaam."

"What's your name, and not your number, okay?'

"Nye"

"Wdll, Nye, hereyou go." She handed him her water bottle. Apart from two lightsabers—her own
and her dead Master's—her concussion rifle, and her comlink, it wasthe only item shewas carrying. "'l
have nothing else | can giveyou. | can't pay you, | can't promoteyou, | can't give you afew days R and
R, and | can't even decorate you for vaor. I'm truly sorry that | can't. And I'm sorry that you're being
used likethisand | wish | could put an end to it and change your livesfor the better. But | can't. All | can
doisask your forgiveness."

Nye seemed stunned. He looked at the bottle and then took along swig fromit, his expression
suddenly one of blissful relief. "It's. . . okay, Generd. Thank you."

She was suddenly aware that the hangar deck had falen completdly silent—no mean feat given
the vast space and the numbers of men packed in it—and everyone was listening.

The unexpected audience actualy made her face burn, and then alittle ripple of applause went
through the ranks. Shewasn't sureif that meant they agreed, or that they were just being supportive of an
officer who—now that she had some embarrassing clarity of mind— ooked like awaking nightmare and
was clearly having trouble dealing with the aftermath of battle.

"Caf and achange of clothes, General," Gett said, looming over her from nowhere. "Y oull fed a
lot better after afew hours deep.”

Gett was agracious commander and a perfectly compe -tent nava officer. Heran the ship. He
was, to al intents and purposes, the commanding officer. She wasn't. And had he been born to afamily
on Coruscant or Cordliaor Alderaan, he would have had a glittering career. But held been hatched ina
tank on Kamino, and so his artificialy shortened life would be very different because of that.



When she got back, shewould seek out Ka Skirataand beg him to help her make sense of it all.
She would find Omega Squad and tell them face-to-face how much she cared about them before it was
too late. She would tell Dar-man that most of al. She never stopped thinking of him.

"Y ou meant what you said, Generd," Gett said, steering her back toward her cabin.

"Ohyes | did."

"I'm glad. However powerlessyou fed, solidarity meansagresat ded to us."

She suddenly wanted to see Gett go hometo ahouse full of family and friends, and wondered if
shewanted it for him or for hersdlf.

"l was once taught to see while blindfolded,” she said. "It was afar more important lesson than |
ever imagined. At thetime | thought it was just away of teaching meto strike with my lightsaber using the
Force done. Now I know what pur-pose the Force had. | look beyond faces."

"But you won't change anything by blaming yoursdf.”

"No. You'reright. But | won't change anything by pretend-ing | have no responsibility, either.”

At that point she knew as surely as she had ever known anything that the Force had lifted her
from one existence, turned her around, and dropped her on another path. She could change things. She
wouldn't change them immedi-ately, and she couldn't change them for any of the men here, but she would
somehow change the futurefor men likethis.

"If it'sany comfort, Generd, I'm not surewhat wed do if weweren't doing this" Geit said. "And
you do get to hear an awful lot of good jokes."



He touched hisfingersto his brow and left her a her cabin.

They actually found things to laugh about even sur -rounded by pain and death. Gett had that
undergtated, inven-tive, and irreverent humor, that seemed common to anyone in uniform: if you couldn't
take ajoke, apparently, you shouldn't have joined. She'd heard Omega quote that Skirata line more than
once. You had to be able to laugh or €l se the tears would ambush you.

Etain stared at the dried blood on her robes and, while the memory appalled her, she couldn't
bring hersdf to obliterate it by ringng it away. She shoved the garment under the mattress of her bunk,
shut her eyes, and then didn't even recdll lying down.

Shewoke with astart.

She woke, and then the ship changed course and picked up speed: shefdlt it. That hadn't woken
her. Some disturbance in the Force had.

Darman.

She could fed the very dight vibration that told her Fear-less's drives were straining flat out.

She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bunk, rubbing apainful cramp from her calves.
A clean set of robes was hanging on a peg behind the hatch door of her cabin. She had no ideawhere
the crew had acquired them, but she washed her facein the basin, and looked up at last a the small
mir-ror to see the scratched, ashen, rapidly aging face of astranger.

But at least she could meet her own eyes now.

She pulled on the clean robes and was pocketing both her own lightsaber and Master Kast
Fulier's—which she aways carried out of sheer sentimentality and pragmatic caution—when there was
the sound of boots padding down the pas-sage outside. Someone rapped on the hatch. She eased it
open using the Force. It was reassuring to know she wasn't too beaten to do that.



"Generd?' Gett said. He handed her amug of caf, reemarkably relaxed for aman whose ship
was clearly driven by new urgency. "Sorry to disturb you so soon.”

"That's very kind of you, Commander." She took the caf and saw her hands shaking. "l felt
something. What'swrong?'

"I took aliberty, Generd. | hope you won't be offended, but | overrode your orders.”

She couldn't imagine that ever bothering her. Sheld once ordered Darman to do that if he ever
felt she was screw-ing up. The clones knew their trade far better than she ever would.

"Gett, you know | trust you implicitly?

He had adisarming grin, not unlike Fi, but with less of asense of desperately trying to jolly
everyone dong. "I've di-verted the ship to the Tynna sector. We received aRed Zero cal and | thought
you'd redly want to respond. An extraday or so isn't going to make any difference to the survivd rate of
casudtiesnow."

Red Zero. An emergency command for al vessels to re-spond to adisaster of some kind,
something very seriousindeed. Even extracting the Forty-first hadn't been aRed Zero sgndl.

"I'd dways give aRed Zero top priority, too. Good call, Gett."

"Thought you might." He watched her drain the cup and held out his hand to takeit. "Especidly
because this one's from Omega Squad. They'rein very deep dwang, Genera."

Darman, she thought. The Force always made sure she got the most important intel after al. Dar



DELTA SQUAD TO FLEET OPS. RESPONDING TO RED ZERO. POSI -TION:
CHAYKIN SECTOR, ETA: 1 STANDARD HOUR 40. CAN AS-SIST: MEDICAL AND
OXYGEN. PLEASE NOTE: DEPLOYING IN REQUISITIONED NEIMOIDIAN VESSEL. NO
DEFENSIVE CAPACITY. REPEAT: NEGATIVE ARMAMENT. STRONGLY ADVISE ANY
GAR VESSELS TO PING TRANSPONDER BEFORE OPENING FIRE. BE AWARE THAT
SEPARATIST TRAFFIC IN SECTOR HASINCREASED IN LAST 20 MINUTES IN RESPONSE
TO FLEET MOVEMENTS. PREP FOR UNWANTED COMPANY.

—Signal received at Fleet Ops. Passed to MILINT N-11 Captain Ordo and acknowledged.
Vess s responding now: Fearless, Mg egtic, and impounded enemy shuttle. Advised to assume
extraction may be opposed.

367 days after Geonosis

It was cold and pitch-black in the cockpit, but it certainly best being dead.

F kept his suit temperature at the bare minimum to con-serve power. Heflicked on his
spot-lamp briefly and checked the trussed and shivering suspects who were lying againgt the deck: a
human, and—di sturbingly—two Nikto. Fi had only seen Nikto in obscure databases devoted to
identifying the best part of their anatomy to aim at to stop them dead. They were tough. Intel said they
could defeat Jedi. They were even rumored to have awespon that could deflect and destroy alightsaber
blade. Maybe Jedi needed to tool up with PEP lasers, then.

And al the prisoners had tested positive for explosives residue when Darman had run his sensor
over them. With theintel and the heavily encrypted data on their pads, the three looked like being dead
to rights, as Skiratawould say. But it was along way from being satisfied that they'd snatched theright
peopleto actudly extracting useful information from them.



F took histhermd plagtifoil survival blanket from his backpack and folded it carefully over the
human, who seemed to be more affected by cold than the Nikto. Losing a suspect to hypothermia after
going to all thistrouble to grab them wasn't an option. Wrapping abody wasn't an easy maneuver in
zero-g, but at least he'd stopped fedling sick.

The ultraight plagtifoil kept drilling away every time the man shuddered. F sighed and took out
his universa solution to any problem, aroll of thick adhesive tape, and hooked hisleg around a handrail
to stop himself floating while he tore off lengths. He taped the blanket to the suspect. Then he se-cured
the trussed suspects to the deck with more of the tape. It was amazing how handy tape could be.

"And don't ask meto tuck you in and read you astory." The human just stared balefully a him.
He had alovely black eye now from ressting Darman alittle too vigoroudy. "They never have happy
endings”

Theman's 1D said Farr Orjul but nobody took that too se-riously. He was about thirty: fine blond
hair, sharp features, very pae blue eyes. The Nikto claimed to be M'truli and Gysk, or &t least their
mining licenses did, because none of the suspects wastaking.

SOPs—standard operating procedures—said they had to stop prisoners from talking to each
other before processing. But SOPs hadn't allowed for the little complication of run-ning out of air before
an interrogator could be found.

Niner turned his head dightly to Orjul. ™Y ou can talk to us. Or you can wait until Sergeant Vau
stsyou down with anice cup of caf and asksyou to tel him your life story. Hesagood listener. And
you'll redlly want to talk to him."

There was no response. Apart from the brief curses and grunts of pain they'd emitted when
Omega stormed the cock-pit and subdued them—Fi loved military understatement— none of the
suspects had said asingle word, not even name, rank, or serial number. And, of course, the two who
were dry-frozen somewhere in the vacuum of space weren't going to provide many answers of their own
freewill, ether.

"Look, shal | try to get some information out of these gentlemen just in case the taxi doesn't get
here before our air runsout?' Fi asked.



"We're not trained to interrogate prisoners,” said Niner.

F maneuvered himsdlf above the human. He didn't know what Nikto felt or feared, and
suspected that it wasn't much, but he knew plenty about his own species vulnerabilities. "1 could
improvise"

"No, you'll bounce off the bulkheads, expend too much oxygen, and then wéell haveto dot them
to preserve the sup-ply for us. It can wait. Vau isn't going anywhere, and neither are they.”

Niner wasreclining in the pilot's chair, restraining belt buckled and staring straight ahead. The
blue-lit T of hisvisor wasreflected in the transparisted viewscreen, making him look wonderfully
droid-like. F wasn't sureif Niner was sm-ply saying coldly bruta thingsto intimidate the prisoners or
not. F wasn't entirely sure whether he was redly joking some of thetime.

War was nothing personal. But somehow Fi felt differ -ently about people who didn't carry arifle
and who didn't kill in honest combat. They were an invisible enemy. Fierfek, even droids stood up where
you could see them.

He put it out of his mind with a conscious effort, and not only becauise Ordo had insisted on
undamaged prisoners. He knew how to kill, and he knew how to resist pain, but he wasn't sure how to
inflict it deliberately.

But he was pretty surethat Vau did. Hed leave thejob to him.

Darman had positioned himself againgt the bulkhead with hislegs stretched out. He looked
adeep. Armsfolded, head lowered, his point-of-view icon in Fi's HUD showed only an image of hisbelt
and lap. Dar could deep anywhere, anytime. At one point he flinched, asif someone had said something
to him, but there was nothing audible on the comlink.

Atin, belted in to the copilot's seat, worked on the assort-ment of datapads, datasticks, and
sheets of flims that held taken from the suspects—dead and aive—and prodded probesinto dataports,
doing what he seemed to enjoy best: dicing, hacking, and generdly dismantling things. Niner
occasion-aly reached out to grab any of his prizesthat floated free.



Fi propelled himsdf forward with agentle push againgt the deck and offered hisroll of tape. Atin
managed a smile and trapped the wayward components on the sticky side, se-curing the other end on
Niner's|eft forearm plate.

"Hi, you know | don't mean it, don't you?' Niner said sud-denly. "When | get on your back about
Suff. I'm just venting steam.”

It took Fi aback. "Sarge, | think thefirst thing you ever did wasto tear me off a strip, and were
dtill brothers, aren't we? You'rejust like Sergeant Ka. He never meant any of it, e-ther.”

"Did you see the gate of him on the hololink?”

"He looked pretty exhausted.”

"Poor Buir He never sopsworrying.”

F paused. It wasthefirst time he'd ever heard Niner use the word buir openly: father. Fi
preferred to see everyone burying their fearsin wisecracks. Thiswasall too raw.

We could be dead in two hours. Wdll, we've been there afew times before .. .

He shrugged, desperately seeking the other part of him that always had the smart answer ready.
"I don't know about you, vode, but I'm planning on getting back to base because Obrim still owesme a
drink."

"And your freewarranuts." So Darman wasn't adeep, then. "Ferfek, | keep getting thisweird
feding like some-one's here next to me."

“It' sme, Dar. But don’'t ask me to hold you hand.”



“Di’kut.” He unfolded hisarms dowly and turned to Atin. “At’ika, if you can't decrypt that data,
why not just try to send the whole memory back down the hololink asis?’

“That’swhat I'm doing,” Atin said without looking up. The only light in the compartment now
wasthe blue glow from their helmets. F noted that Atin had his night-vison filter in place to see the small
ports on the datapads. “Y ou'reright. | can't crack the encryption here, but | can dump the data down
thelink now and let Ordo play withitif | can override the anti-tampering. Otherwiseit'll just delete
everything on here. Ten minutes, maybe? 1’ m not letting this beat me.”

Niner eased himself out of the seat and gave Atin apat on the shoulder as he floated past him.
“I’'m going to keep the hololink open. Time to update Fleet on our rate of drift anyway.”

They had nothing to say at the moment. And the link was a power drain that they might regret
later if things didn’t pan out quite as they were hoping.

But Fi understood. Ka Skiratawould be going crazy not being ableto keep aneyeonthem at a
timelikethis. It waswhat he aways, aways said when things got tough: I'm here, son. Hefdt he had to
be there for them. And he aways had been.

Buir was exactly the right word. Fi had no idea how he had managed to keep faith with more that
ahundred commandos.

Thelink flared into blue light again. Ordo appeared, in full armor and looking away form the cam.
He must have been at Fleet HQ, then, to be working with hishelmet on like that, and the holo unit must
have been placed in his desk.

“Omegahere,” Niner said. “Captain, mind if we keep the link open until further notice?”

Ordo looked around, and Skirata s voice cut in from outside the video pickup’ sfield: “1’d kick
your shebsif you didn’t, ad'ike. Y ou okay?’



“Bored, Sarge,” Said Fi.

"Wadl, you won't be bored much longer. Mgestic and Fearless are on their way, ETA under two
hours—"

"Good old maam," Niner said.

"—but you'll probably have help sooner, because Delta Squad arein transit.”

"Oh, welll never hear thelast of this. . ."

"Y ou haven't met them yet, son.”

"Heard enough.”

"Rough, rude boys," Fi said. "And rather full of them-sdves”

"Y es, but they have oxygen, afunctioning drive, and they're just gagging to get to you first. So play
nicely with them." Skiratamoved into the hololink's visua range and sat down on Ordo's desk, swinging
oneleg, hisinjured one. He looked the way he aways looked on training exercises. grim, focused, and
constantly chewing something. "'Oh, and don't open fire. They're driving a Sep ship.”

"How did they get hold of that? Not that the cannon on this crate is working now anyway."

"Wadl, | don't think the Sep pilot was keen to part with it, but maybe they promised that they'd
bring it back when they were finished.”

F cutinagan. "Anyonelooking for Sicko, Sarge? Our TIV pilot?!



"Yes. Well keep you posted.” Skirataglanced at Ordo asif held said something. "Atin, son, you
know Vau's back, don't you?'

Atin paused for asecond and then carried on tapping a probe on the entrails of adismantled
datapad. He nodded to himself. "Yes, Sarge. | noted that."

"Y ou're coming back to Brigade HQ when we get you out of there, but you steer clear of him,
okay? Y ou hear me?'

Fi wasriveted. Atin had never said aword about V au, other than that he was hard, but his
resctionswereteling.

Hedidn't even look toward the holoimage. "'l promise, Sarge. Don't worry."

"I'll be around to make sure, too."

Atininhaed audibly, asign that usudly meant hewas e ther exasperated or burying hisanger. Fi
thought better of asking which.

Niner detached the holo emitter and pickup from hisfore-arm plate, unlatched the smal disc
from insde the wrist sec-tion and stuck it on theflat shelf that ran dong the freighter's console with a
rolled-up piece of tape. The holoimage of Ordo and Skiratawas silent, aswas Omega. There was
noth-ing moreto discuss. Just having that visud link was enough to comfort everyone.

It was along, silent half hour. Maybe Darman dept and maybe he didn't, but Fi suspected he
was just thinking. Atin's ten-minute estimate had stretched somewhat but he plowed on, head down,
completely focused. Atin was exactly what he was. Not "stubborn," as Basic trandated theword, a
neg-ative refusa to change; but atin in the Mando 'a sense—courageoudy persistent, tenacious, the
halmark of aman who would never give up or givein.

Eventudly helet out abregth. " Sorted.” He leaned for-ward to connect the dataport to the



hololink. "Downloading now. Plus Dar's explosives profiling and some images of the prisoners. Sorry we
didn't get pictures of the dead ones, but they wouldn't look too cute now anyway. All yours, Captain.”

"That'smy boy," Skiratasaid.

Wadl, hewas now. He wasn't Vau's batch any longer. They al settled back and relaxed as best
they could. Fi could hear it in his helmet. They were breathing in unison now, dow and shalow.

Ordo disappeared from the holoimage, no doubt to take the prized data somewhere el seto
crack it. Skirata ssimply stayed where he was, occasiondly turning to check a screen behind him.

After an hour he spoke again. "Update position and in-tended movement, Omega. Fearlesson
dation in forty-three minutes, Mgegtic fifty-nine.. . . Ddtathirty-five."

"They're so competitive and macho,” F said. "Were going to have to teach them how to relax.”

Therewas abrief snort of amusement from Darman's audio and then everyone was silent again.
Thethree prisoners shifted from time to time: the human Farr Orjul was shuddering uncontrollably in the
cold despite being wrapped like aroasting joint of nerf in al four of the squad's emer-gency pladtifail
blankets. Condensation was forming on the bulkhead next to Fi and he ran his gloved fingertip acrossit,
making the moisture bead and run.

It was just aswell that the vessdl's eectrical power was down. It would be shorting out by now.

And just when things were going so well—all things con-sidered—Skirata jumped upright from
the desk and rushed out of camshot. When he came back seconds later it was clear something had gone
osK'la, as he aways put it—badly wrong.

"Omega, you've got company. Theré'sa Sep vessel on an intercept course with you, unidentified
but armed and going fast. Have you any power at al you can divert to cannon? Areyou certainit's
offling?"



Niner swalowed hard. The problem with ashared helmet comlink was that you heard your
brother's every reaction, even the ones you redlly didn't want to. It was one reason why they checked
each other's biosign readouts only when they had to.

"We blew al the power relaysto trigger the emergency bulkheads, Sarge. It's dead.”

Skirata paused for aheartbeat. "Their ETA at that speed isthirty-five minutes. Ad'ike, I'm
sorry—"

"It'sokay, Sarge," Niner said. He sounded flat cam now. "Just tell Deltanot to stop for cef,
okay?'

F's adrendine flooded his mouth with afamiliar tingling sensation, and agreat cold wash of ice
flowed into hisleg muscles.

Y ou couldn't defend yoursalf against cannon with aDC-17, not in asealed and crippled section
of adowly drifting ship. Fi hadn't found himsdf helplessfor along time. He knew he wasn't going to
handleit well.

Darman looked up suddenly. He hadn't reacted at dl to the grim news until then. He turned to
face Fi, just aghostly blue T-shaped light on the other side of the cockpit.

"I don't want to throw any more cold water on this party,” he said. "But has anyone thought
through the logical se-quence of this extraction? Because | bet Ddltahas. . ."

RAS Fearless, timeto target: twenty minutes

Commander Gett leaned over the ops room trooper, the one he called Peewo.



It had taken Etain awhileto redize that he called dl the men who took watches a that console
Peewo; it was smply an acronym for "principa weapons officer." The man's namewas actualy Tenn.

Tenn 'sface was blank with total concentration, thrown into sharp relief by the yelow light from
the screensin front of him.

"Thereitis" hesad.

The Separatist ship—appearing on the tracking screen asavisibly shifting red pulse—was now
within their scanning range. Omega's wasn't, dthough Tenn had programmed in ablue marker that
corresponded with their last position and projected drift

"How many minutes are we still behind them?' Etain asked.

If Tenn didn't like having acommander and agenerd breathing down his neck, he showed no
sgn of it. Etain ad-mired his ability to ignore distractions, even without alittle Force help from her. He
didn't seemto need it. "Five, maybefour if the velocities hold constant.”

"Now, what'sthat?' Gett said.

A smdller target had appeared on the screen, firgt red, then blue, then flashing red with a cursor
saying UNCONFIRMED.

"Sep drive profile, but the scan is probably detecting a GAR encrypted transponder,” Tenn said.
"| think we can guesswho'sin the driver's seet there."

"Wasn't Ddlta carrying out arummage of Prosecutor?' Gett asked.



"| gather they had expected vigitors.”

"Doesn't Ddtafilefull contact reports?’ Etain inter -rupted.

"No more detail than they haveto, | understand,” Gett said. "Silent ops. | think they get out of the
habit of talking to the regular forces sde of things. Perhaps Generd Jusk might have aword with them.”

Delta, like Omega, was part of Jusik's battalion, Zero Five Commando, which was one of tenin
the Special Operations Brigade commanded by Etain'sformer Master, Arligan Zey. A year before, there
had been two brigades; casudties had dashed their strength in half.

And like dl the commando squads, Deltawas utterly sdf-reliant and operated largely without
command, merely re-ceiving intelligence support and abroad objective. It was the kind of command that
wasided for avery smart but inexpe-rienced genera. And there was no other way for one Jedi to run
five hundred specid forces men: clonesled clones, asthey did in theregular GAR. So Ddltadid more or
less asthey pleased within the overdl battle plan. Fortunately, it seemed to please them to be blisteringly
efficient, aquality Etain noted and respected in every clone soldier she met.

"Get mealink to them, Commander,” shesaid. "I need to talk to them. Asdo you, | have no
ideahow they're going to play this."

Gett just raised his eyebrows and turned to the sgnals of -ficer to request asecurelink viaFest.
It took thirty seconds. They were eghteen minutesto target. Timewas running out. Tenn moved his seet
alittle so Gett could place the hololink transmitter on the console where they could see both the link and
the tracking screen.

"Ddta, thisis Genera Tur-Mukan, Fearless."

Theimage that shimmered before her showed one man in afamiliar suit of Katarn armor,
squatting with aDC-17 across histhighs. The blue light distorted natura color, but the dark patches on
his armor suggested red or orange iden-tity markings.

"RC-one-one-three-eight, Generd, receiving.”



It wastimefor names. "Y ou're Boss."

"Yes, Generd, Boss. Our ETA isfourteen to fifteen min-utes."

"Y ou don't have any armament, do you?"

"No, and were aware that there's another Sep ship right up our shebsthat does." Boss appeared
to check himsdlf. "Apologiesfor the language, Generd. But you're the ones carrying the cannon.”

"Boss, how do you plan to execute this?'

"Get therefirdt, get them out fast, and bug out even faster. That usualy works pretty well.”

She bristled, but she knew that wasn't fair to him. " Could you be more specific?'

"Okay, we get dongside, access the cockpit, sedl against vacuum, and extract personnel.”

"Access means abig bang, yes?'

"No. Scorch would usudly lovethat, but thisisacutting job if you want those prisonersdive
because that'll mean an ingant decompression. If you don't want them dive, then that's easier. Omega
has enough air, so their suits are still good for another twenty minutesin vacuum. In that case wejust
blow the cockpit viewscreen and haul them out.”

Boss had his helmet cocked dightly to one Sde asif he was asking her to make acommand
decision. Hewas.



It was the mission objective versus Omegas safety.

And that's what command isall about. Etain suspected thiswas where shefinally stopped playing
at being agenerdl.

Omegadidn't have to survive, but afew terrorists who might hold the key to awider terror
network did. Accessing the cockpit carefully with cutting equipment would take more time, time that
might mean the Sep ship arrived before Omega was safe and clear.

Her persona choice wasimmediate. But she wavered over the professional one. She was aware
of Gett glancing a her and then looking down a something of overwhelming inter-est on the deck.

Boss showed unusud diplomacy for asquad that had aname for being unsubtle. He wasn't blind.
He could see her aswell as she could see him, and he probably saw achild out of her depth.

"Generd, I've spoken to Niner," he said. "He'sclear. They'redl clear. Thisisasclose asweve
cometo grabbing some key playersfor along, long time, and it probably cost their pilot hislife aswell.
We have to make prisoner retrieva the priority. We al know the game by now. It'sarisk for us, too.
Wemight al get vaped.”

"I know you're correct,” Etain said. "But none of you is expendable asfar as1'm concerned. And
| know you'll do everything you can to get them out dive."

"Generd, isthat an order, and if so, what isit? Extract Omega and abandon the prisoners? Or
what?'

She felt her somach fal. It wasrelatively easy to be the commander who held atrooper ashe
was dying. It was much, much harder to stand there and say Y es, rescue three terrorists and let my
friends die—let Darman die—if that'swhat it takes.

Had they asked Skirata? What did he say?



Gett touched her arm and indicated the tracking screen. He held up three fingers. Three minutes
behind the Sep ves-sd now. They were gaining on them.

"Extract the prisoners,”" Etain said. It was out of her mouth before she could think further. "And
well beright behind you.”

Unnamed commercid freighter, drifting three thousand klicks Core-side of Perlemian node: Red Zero
first responder ETA six minutes

F studied his datapad and considered his brief and busy one-year career as an elite commando.

Hed fought at Geonosis. He'd taken out a Sep research base, nearly dotted his beloved
Sergeant Kal, and ended the careers of eighty-five assorted Seps and more droids than he bothered to
count. And held denied the CIS an awful ot of assets, from replenishment depotsto a capital shipand a
fighter squadron that didn't even have the chanceto fly itsfirst sortie.

Some of it had been fun, most of it had been agrim hard dog, and dl of it had been frightening.
And now the cheerful euphemism was over; he was probably going to die. And he didn't want Skiratato
witness that.

He looked up from the expired op orders on his datapad and saw that the holoimage of Skirata
was still much asit had been for the best part of two hours. Sergeant Ka waited. He wouldn't leave.

Niner continued to stare out the viewscreen.

Then he sat bolt upright, prevented from shooting forward by the restraining belt. Fi checked his
viewpoint icon and saw he had activated his dectrobinocular visor.



"Visud contact,” Niner said quietly. "Ferfek, it redly isa Sep crate. Neimoidian.”

The whole squad maneuvered so they could see what he was looking at.

"About time," Niner said. F lisgened in. "Delta, Niner here. Y ou been Sghtseeing?’

"Bossreceiving. Sorry, we had to stop and ask for direc-tions.” He had avoice very like Atin's
but with a stronger ac-cent. "My boys are now going to show you how to do an extraction properly, so
take notes because you might blink and missit. There's a Sep ship with missiles up the spout about three
minutes behind us"

"Can we bring some friends?'

"The more the merrier. Were going to align with your cockpit, dap an isolation sedl on the
viewport, and Scorch will cut through. Then you shift it fast, and we RV with Fear-lessfor caf, cakes,
and hero worship. Got it?'

"Copy that."

"l love emotiond reunions,” F said. "And hero worship.”

"Boss, that Sep's getting awfully close Another voice: Fi couldn't identify any of themyet. "This
might have to beet the gdactic record.”

"How close? Close enough to make me mad?"

"They could launch amisslein two minutes and it'd Snge your shebs overtaking us.”



"Okay. Close. Omega, you heard the man." Boss sounded unperturbed. " Powder your noses
and get ready to party.”

Ferfek, Fi thought. Herolled carefully to ped Orjul off the deck and haul him upright for a hasty
exit with jet-pack assist.

The human prisoner looked straight at him. And he spoke. "Y ou're really not very good at this,
aeyou?'

"Now you decide to get chatty."

"WEell dl be charcod in afew minutes, and that gives me some satisfaction.”

"Okay, I'm now really motivated to introduce you to Sergeant Vau."

"Whoa, cut it out,” Darman said. One of the Nikto tried to gore him with its short hornsashe
lifted it ready for escape. "Ungrateful di'kut." He brought his helmet hard down in itsface in a perfect
head-butt; only the pilot's seat stopped them from being catapulted by the inertia of the impact. Darman
looked around at the other Nikto. "Want some?"

"Udesi, boys, udesii." Niner raised his Deece. "Push comes to shove, we only need one of them
aive, so next oneto look like asafety risk isn't going home. Okay?"

Thesmal Nemoidian assault vessdl now filled their field of vison asit cameto nestle partly
acrossthe freighter's viewscreen. F watched, mesmerized. A hatch opened and something distressingly
reminiscent of awide mouthed worm emerged and sucked againgt the transparisted. A familiar bluelight
loomed from the darkness of its maw. Through the plate, Fi saw ahelmet very like hisand an
exaggerated thumbs-up gesture.

"Stand back and watch a pro a work," said a disembodied voice on the comlink.



For asecond Fi thought Scorch was attaching aframe charge. Y eah, that's. clever, | don't think.
But the large ring of aloy pipe sat snugly on the plate and began to glow white-hot. Scorch's thumbs-up
became ajerked move away ges-ture.

"Scorch, sooner rather than later, okay?' Bosssvoice said.

"One minute, tops.”

"We haven't got aminute—"

"What d'you want meto do, chew through it?"

The transparisted plate was digtorting as the hot frame burned through from the outside. Niner
gathered up the hololink and snapped it back on hisforearm plate. Atin shoved datapads and toolsin his
belt.

"Tdl you what, shdl wejust float here and panic incoher-ently whilewerewaiting?' F said.

"Good idea," Scorch said, unmoved.

"Very good idea, panicking,” Bosssaid. "Guesswhat | just eyeballed from the port-side screen.

RAS Fearless, opsroom, ETA to target: two minutes

The assault ship had to decelerate to drop from hyper -space and open fire. It cost critical time.
Etain watched while Tenn made rapid caculaionsto seeif they could find that sngle critica firing solution
that balanced losing speed with firing missiles and would not only make up those seconds, but also take



out the Sep ship before it had a chance to target Omega.

The ops room was crowded with white armor and yet ut-terly slent as Fearless's crew watched
the tracking screen re-peater on the bulkhead. 1t mirrored what Tenn , Gett, and Etain could seein
smadller format a the PWO's station.

Tenn didn't seem to have blinked in the last three minutes.

"Firing solution, Generd." His hand rested on the firing key, his gaze welded to the screen.
"Target acquired. Best so-lution we're going to get and our window is ten seconds or well take out
Omegaand Delta, too. Now, Generd ?*

Etain glanced at Gett, her mind partly sensing theripplesin the Force. And the Force agreed with
Tenn, to the very sec-ond.

"Takeit, Tenn. "

"Y es, maam." The key made asmall snipping noise as he depressed it. "Fire one, fire two.
Misslesaway—" Two hugetrails of savage energy sped away from the de-celerating assault ship and
into the void. Etain could fed too much imminent disaster in the Force: she didn't want to watch it aswell.
She cupped her hands over her nose and shut her eyes for a second, and then made herself look back at
the screen.

The tracking screen followed the missiles as steady white lines. They looked asif they had
overlapped the pulsing red point of light that was the Separatist fighter. All the traceswinked out of
exigence a the sametime.

"Splash one," said atrooper a another station. "Visua confirmation. Target destroyed.”

"And who dse?' Commander Gett asked.



"Whoaaaa .. I"

F wasn't certain if it was hisown cry of shock or Scorch'svoicein hiscomlink, but he saw the
ball of white-and-gold flame expanding toward them, silhouetting the section of Neimie ship that partly
obscured the shidld, and he ducked ingtinctively.

A hailstorm of debris rained on the screen. Something large and metallic skidded dong the casing
of the freighter with along dull screech. Fi straightened up as the hammer-ing faded to the occasiona
rettle, like stones being tossed onto aroof. Then it stopped completely.

"Herfek," Scorch said. "Now, if they'd only added a spot of maranium to the warhead, it would
have burned aredly pretty purple.”

"Fearless Fearless Fearless calling Delta. Are you clear, repest, are you clear, respond.”

A large rectangle of hot softened glass pedled dowly away from the screen, helped by Scorch's
figt, and drifted off serendly into aslent, dow-motion collision with the head-rest of the pilot's set.

"Delta here, Fearless. Just extracting Omegaand cargo now."

F fought to stop himself from sounding breathless and shaky. It would let the squad down. "I'm
glad the navy's here" he said. "Because if it had been down to you, Greased Lightning, we'd be an
agteroid belt by now."

Scorch's visor poked through the aperture at last, followed by hisarm, and he made an
unmistakable gesture of displea-sure.

F felt hismouth take over, fueled by shock. "My hero! Y ou findly madeit!"



"Y ou want to walk back to base?"

Niner lifted the plastifoil-wrapped Orjul with one hand and lined him up with the opening. "F's
going to give his mouth anice rest now and help me cross-deck the garbage.”

"Gift-wrapped? Aww, you shouldn't have." Scorch hauled himsdlf alittle farther down the access
tube and hung mo-tionless at 135 degrees, assessing the three bound prisoners. "Feet first, please. Then
if thedi'kut triesto kick out | can break hislegs. Don't want this tubing breached.”

It proved harder than expected. But by the time the second Nikto had been rammed up into the
connecting tube like atorpedo, the warm air from the hijacked Neimoidian vessel had worked its way
into the freighter cockpit and made Fi fed alot more comfortable. He stood back to let Atin then
Darman maketheir way up the tube.

Scorch hauled Darman inboard by hiswebbing. Fi waited for his bootsto disappear and then
rolled to peer up the aper-tureinto acircle of dim light.

"N@(t!"

Fi lined up and then pushed off with one boot. As he passed through the open hatch at the other
end, hefdt artifi-cid gravity seize him, and he rolled onto the deck with aclatter of armor plates. It took
him afew secondsto get to hisfeet. Niner collided with him from behind. It wasn't avery big ship.

Boss—hisarmor daubed with chipped and peding orange paint—dammed the hatch behind
Niner and seded it. Niner stared at him asif he wasn't sure what should happen next and then the two
men smply shook hands and dapped each other on the back.

"Likewhat weve done with the place?' Boss said, taking off his helmet. The flight deck looked
asif someone had been dismantling it the hard way: panels had been ripped out, wires hung from the
deckhead, and there were empty dotsin the console where units had either been removed or not
ingdled in thefirg place. "Okay, perhapsit'salittle basic, but we call it home.”



"Y ou nicked this?'

"No, they let ustakeit on atest drive.” Boss gestured at the rest of his brightly painted squad.
"Fixer, Sev, and you a-ready know Scorch. Say hello to the boysin boring black.”

"Thanks, vode," Fi said. He wondered why Atin wasn't joining in; he had turned away and
seemed to be taking atechnical interest in arun of conduit. "Any word on Sicko?"

"If that's your pilot, Mg estic's been diverted now. They picked up his beacon and that's all we
know." Boss looked down at the three prisoners, lined up on the deck like corpses. He gave each of
them anudge with hisboot. "Y ou'd better be worth everyone's effort.”

F eased off hishemet and inhaed almost fresh air. Ex-cept for Scorch, they had al taken of
their hdmets. Deltawas one of fewer than a dozen squads that had survived in-tact sSince decanting, a
true pod as the Kaminoans had called it, and they seemed to think that made them an elite within an dlite.
They had been raised and trained together, and they had never fought with anyone but their brothers. It
was alux-ury few sguads now enjoyed.

F suspected it meant they didn't play well with others. He remembered only too well how
ferocioudy comptitive and inward looking his own pod had been, and how badly his confidence had
been dented when he lost his brothers at Geonosis and was then dumped in Niner's care.

"Y ou do okay for amongrel squad,” Sev said, and Fi chose not to react. He knew he was on
autopilot now and that he should shut up. Niner's glance helped him decide. "1 don't suppose you did a
rummage on that ship, did you?'

"Not with arapid decompression on our hands, no," said Niner. "Word wasthat it was carrying
explogves”

"Okay, were going to be coated in Seps anytime now, so let's get this crate into Fearlesss
hangar and then they can blow the freighter. If theré's anything useful init, at least the Sepsdon't get it.”



Darman did down a bulkhead onto the deck, and Niner sat down beside him. They were nearly
back aboard Fearless, and that meant they were nearly home, and home meant Arca Company Barracks
and—at last—a good night's deep after two months on patrol. Fi never got enough. None of them ever
did. And fatigue could make you dangeroudy careless.

"So, Atin.. . . ," Sev said. He wandered up behind Atin and stood close enough to be annoying.
Atin didn't turn around. " Sargent VVau asked to see you again, vod ‘ika."

"I'm not your little brother,” Atin said quietly. He kept hisback to Sev. "I just work with you."

Ah, so there was some history between those two. Fi bris-tled: herallied to his adopted brother.
He could see that the prospect of actudly meeting VVau again was stoking some-thing insde that wasn't
typicaly Atin.

Sev didn't let up. "I don't forget, you know."

Thistime Atin did whed around, face-to-face with Sev, so close that Fi thought his placid
brother was actualy going to loseit for once. He prepared to intervene.

"It'smy business" Atin said. "Stay out of it."

Sev gared into hisface. "And disagreements stay inside the company.”

Atin hooked hisfingersin the neck of hisbodysuit and yanked it down to the left asfar asthe
edge of the armor, ex-posing his collarbone. He had alot of raised white scars. No-body took much
notice of them because injuriesin training and combat were so common that they rarely drew comment.
"Y ou got worse than that, did you? Y ou spent aweek in bacta, did you?'

Atin looked about to snap, and Fi stepped forward to inter -vene. Then Niner was across the
cabin in three strides and dammed in between the two men. He had to break them up by putting hisarms
between them and knocking them apart with hisarm plates. But Sev's unblinking gaze was till fixed on
Atin asif Niner weren't there.



"| think we al need to reach acomradely understanding,” Niner said, blocking Sev with his body.
"Back at the bar-racks, if that's okay with you, ner vod."

Sev looked murderous. His eyes were ill fixed on Atin's, "Anytime, vodika."

"Okay, you two can shut it now. And you, Fi. Stand down. Weve dl had abad day, so let's
throttle back on the testos-terone and play nicely.”

Sev held his hands away from his sdesin agesture of reluctant submission and went to Sit beside
Scorch in the cockpit. Boss didn't say aword, but Niner grabbed Fi and Atin by their shoulders and
shoved them farther away.

"You're going to tell mewhat that'sal about.”

"No, I'm not, Sarge. It's personal.”

"There's no persona where this squad is concerned. Later, okay? I'm not having you brawling like
apair of civvies. If theré's a needle match between you two, we al sort it together. Got it?"

"Yes, Sarge”

Niner emphasized hiswarning with aprod in Atin's chest and moved back to stand with Boss
while Scorch brought the vessel dongside Fearless and began negotiating with the flight deck controller
on how they might make space in the hangar for it. Fi waited with Atin in case he decided to re-sume his
little chat with Sev. He had never seen Atin flare up even under the most extreme pressure, but he
seemed ready to swing at anyone now. And even a brain-dead Weequay could have spotted that it had
something to do with Vau.

"Atika, you want to tell me about it sometime?"



"Not redly." Atin patted Fi on the shoulder. "I haveto ded with it myself sooner or later.”

F glanced at Sev and got ablank stare that wasn't even hostility, just an absence of anything
comradely. It wasn't going to be abundle of laughsif they ever had to work to-gether again.

Fi hadn't thought he would get on with Niner on first meeting, either. But there had never been
anything about Niner that had made F want to punch him in the face and get it over with, just to save
time.

It was going to happen, sooner or later. Fi knew it.

Hed never had adisagreement, |et done afight, with abrother before. It made him uneasy. He
distracted himsdlf with dreams of a hot shower, hot food, and the luxury of five hours unbroken deep.

To: Officer Commanding SO BCE, HQ Coruscant: CO Fleet Protection Group.

From: CO Mgjedtic, off Kelarea: 367 days after Geonosis.

| regret to inform you that we have recovered the wreckage of TV Z590/1 and the body of pilot
CT-1127/549. Perlemian Traffic Control reports that Republic civilian freighter Nova Crystal 1ogged that
it fired on avessd it described asa"pirate” attacking its convoy to dis-lodgeit from the hull. | o regret
that due to security restrictions, | am unableto tell PTC that-the freighter killed a specid forces pilot on
active service, and so PTC regard Nova Crystal 's skipper to be some-thing of a hero.



Fleet Ops HQ, Coruscant, 0600, 368 days after Geonosis. the first anniversary of the battle

Skiratawalked out of the Fleet Opslobby and into a cool, moist morning that he wasn't
expecting to welcome.

It was over, for the time being. Omega had survived, and they were coming home. They needed
abreak from continu-ous deployment in the badlands and he was certain they were needed here. CSF
couldn't handle abig terror operation in the capita system, not even with Obrim around.

The question was how to work that past Arligan Zey. The Jedi was reluctant to commit men to
what he saw as security work at atimelikethis.

But it was what Ordo and the Nullswereideally suited for—if they had afew commandosto
deploy aswdll.

Skiratastood on the steps for afew minutesinhaing fresh air, eyes stinging from fatigue, and
raked hisfingersthrough his crew cut. He could deep now. Omegawas safe; Ordo was here with him;
and hisfive brothers were accounted for, safe and well.

Mered was on Kamino. If Zey was heard to mutter that the Nullswere Skiratas private army,
hewasn't entirely wrong.

There were il ninety of the men Skirata had trained from small boys on active service, and he
worried about them, too. But Omega had become as much his closest fam+-ily now asthe Null ARCs. He
would move the gdaxy for them if he had to.

The gold-veined marble fountain in the center of the plaza beckoned to him. He stopped as he
walked past it and smply leaned over and plunged his head in theicy water, holding it therefor afew
painfully refreshing moments before jerking upright and shaking the water off like amott.

A couple of early-morning pedestrians stared at him and he returned the stare until they looked



away. It was rare for anyone to even notice him: he made ahabit of being incon-spicuous. But today he
didn't care. Did they have any ideawhat was going on around the galaxy on hundreds of battle-fields? He
resisted the urge to grab them, shake them, and make them listen to what was happening in their name.

It wasthefirst anniversary of Geonosis. Nobody seemed to be marking that.

Ordo waked up behind him. ™Y ou should get somerest, Ka 'buir"”

"I'll deep whenyou deep.”

"l have more good news."

"| could do with that."

"Darman's explosives profile. The reading from the pris-oners matches up with the manufacturing
characteristics of at least a quarter of the devices detonated so far. We got a break.”

"Good work. And good old Dar." He smiled at Ordo, re-minded again of how well his boys had
turned out. "Tell you what, Ord ‘ika, fancy some breskfast while the system gets on with unpacking that
data? They do adisgustingly greasy fry-up in the Kragget. It's not the Skysitter, but it sets you up for the
day."

Ordo shrugged and tilted his head in a conspicuoudy self-conscious glance down at his spotless
white armor. "1 don't think we're the Skysitter'stype of clientele, anyway.”

Skirata couldn't see the expression behind the visor, but he knew Ordo was amused. It was
good that aman who'd had an unimaginable nightmare of achildhood could find anything funny. "They
have napkins. And I'll try not to splash sauce over you. Dedl? Just to celebrate the fact that we're both
gill hereayear on."

Ordo started walking. "What were you doing ayear ago today?"



"Wondering where dl my boys had gone."

"Sorry, Kd'buir. It was a very rapid deployment. | should have woken you."

"You didfine. | should have shaped up and redlized you had ajob to do."

"We certainly accounted for anumber of enemy pos -tions,” Ordo said.

"I never said good-bye to the lads who didn't come back, that's all. | lost nine out of my batch.”

"But the last time you saw them, you left them fegling confident, respected, and loved. That's
enough for any buir to achieve."

"Thanks, son." How did he ever grow up this norma?"Let's enjoy oursavesfor achange, shal
we?'

For afew brief hours Skirataand Ordo did what normal civilians did and took an Easy Rideto
the city'slower levelsto have adangeroudy unheathy but comforting breskfast.

Skirata had never used public transport with Ordo in tow before, and the reactions of other
passengers fascinated him. They sneaked sideways glances. Ordo's custom holster with itstwin blasters
probably focused them somewhat. The ARC trooper armor was spectacular even in acity jaded by the
everyday presence of athousand exotic species.

Skirataregularly forgot how few of the capital’s civilians had ever seen aclone soldier
face-to-face. Apart from the heavily publicized display of massed GAR battalions board-ing assault ships
at the military staging areaayear ago, the vast mgority of Coruscanti had no contact with them
what-soever.



And never without ther hdmets.

"Ord'ika," he whispered. "Do me afavor. Take off your bucket, will you?'

Ordo paused for amoment and then popped the sed on his collar and lifted off his helmet.
Skirata kept an eye on the other passengers reactions. It was arevelation. Some looked blankly
surprised. Otherswent alittle farther.

"Oh no, they're human!" one man whispered. "And they're so young!"

Did anyone know how young? He hated using Ordo like this, but it had to be done. Skirata, tired
and permanently ir-ritable, bit back hisretort and became adiplomat for afew moments.

"No gr, thewar isn't droids fighting droids,” he said. "May | introduce Captain Ordo?"

Ordo nodded palitely at the man in the seat across the aide and extended his hand; Skirata had
taught hislittle Nullsto act like nice boys when they needed to. The man hesitated and then reached
across to shake Ordo's hand, surrendering soft pae civilian fingersto ablack gauntlet. Thelook on his
face said clearly that he hadn't expected to find flesh and blood insde the droid-like shell, or to retrieve
his hand un-crushed afterward.

"My pleasure, Sir," Ordo said.

It was unusudly quiet in the EasyRide after that. At least the redlity had registered on them.
Skirata nudged Ordo to get off when they reached the Kragget level, and the ARC re-placed his helmet.

"You liketo shock," said Ordo.

"I liketo educate," said Skirata. " Sorry, son."



Strolling around Coruscant with a. fully armored ARC captain was hardly blending in, but it got
him a good table in the Kragget, which meant one that the service droid actually wiped clean before they
sat down. A couple of CFS officers acknowledged them. Police and security officersliked egting here
because it was right on the edge of their "manor,” as some of them called the rough territory where they
plied their trade, handy for aquick responseto acall but far enough away to be a haven.

Ordo took his helmet off again to tuck into the plate of fried smoked nerf dices. The eggswere
from something Skirata couldn't identify and knew he didn't want to. He concen-trated on the seductively
unctuous sensation of hot fat and salty yolk in his mouth and washed it down with severa cupsof caf.

"We can't leave thisto the boysin blue any longer," Skirata said. They both knew what thiswas
without being spe-cific in apublic place. "They're hampered by having to do stuff by the book, and we
don't know if they're dl playing for our team anyway. Thisisonefor us. I'm going to make Zey see sense
about it. Once everyone's back in town, it'll be alot harder for him to say no."

"If the cryptography droid extracts some relevant data from Atin'slittle haul, it might be even
harder."

"Which remindsme. | haven't paid my respectsto Vau."

"Promise me you won't pull your knife on him again.”

"Il behave

The server droid seemed to have been replaced by afe-male Twi'lek waitress, who looked past
prime dancing age but who il distracted Skirata for a second or two. She put another plate of nerf
gripsin front of Ordo, who—like every clone soldier Skirata had ever known—would est anything and
everything put in front of him.

She smiled and lingered. Ordo froze and returned the smilein the nervous way of asmal boy,
then busied himself with his breskfast and the waitress moved away.



Skirata reflected on the careless power of youth and looks, and how incomplete ateacher he had
been of socid skills. " Somehow | don't think she's mistaken you for adroid.” Ordo looked
uncharacterigticaly flustered for amoment.

"Er . .. I've been assessing our requirements.” He cleared his plate again, and Skiratadid his
unwanted eggs onto the man's plate and watched them disappear. "Kit isan issue. We need to discuss
this before you see Zey. Thisis going to take some serious resources—vehicles, safe houses, specia
sur-veillance equipment, and ordnance?

Skirata had been doing the calculations at the same time Ordo had.

They'd need two squads, at least, and a couple of Nulls. But two squads of Republic
Commandosin their digtinc-tively bulky, bad-boy Katarn Mark 111 kit and Ordo and Mered in their
gpectacular red and blue would be noticeable as unusud activity.

They might need to wear that armor sooner or later, even if they could be deployed in civilian
clothing therest of thetime.

Skirata chewed the last overdone piece of smoked nerf - he saved the delectable crunchy bitsfor
last—and a solution blossomed as his jaw worked.

Hidein plangght.

Hewas good at that. He could become so mundane—unkempt hair, scruffy clothing—that he
was amost invis-ble. And so could hislads, by being the opposite.

All they had to do was be one of anumber of clone personnd wandering around Coruscant in full
armor. And if occasiondly they took off that armor and went about in fartigues, then who would redlly
recognizethem asindividuas?

They dl looked the same to most people, other than afew Jedi who cared about them as men,
and their own brothers.



Skirata consdered it avery productive working breakfast.

He opened his comlink and keyed ameeting request to Generd Zey. Then he leaned acrossthe
table, seized Ordo two-handed by his shoulder pauldron, and gave him anoisy and exaggerated paterna
kiss on the top of his head.

"Sorted!" hesad. "Plain sght!”

The Twi'lek waitress watched, fascinated. "Hey, can | try that, too?"

"He'sjust aboy,” Skiratasaid, and left her avery generoustip. Ordo got up to follow him,
pocketing a couple of meal-bread sticksfor later. "My son.”

RAS Fearless hangar deck

"Good grief, here comesthe armored division,” said Com -mander Gett. He strode toward the
Neimoidian vessd. Its casing was streaked and pocked with scorch marks. "RCs look like tanks, don't

they?"

Republic Commandos did look fearsomely bulky aong-side the clone troopers. Thefirst four to
clamber out of the seized Trade Federation craft were ariot of color, their battered armor daubed with
green, yellow, red, and orange markings.

The second squad was armored in matte black, utterly fea -tureless and grim. But Etain knew
ingtantly who they were and which man was which. She needed no baitle livery to distinguish them: their
formsin the Force were amost like trails of phosphorescencein atropica ocean, and they were instantly
familiar, ingantly old friends.



| was only with them for afew daysand | haven't seen or talked to them for months. But it's asif
we were never apart.

Fi—oh yes, sheknew it was Fi even before he spoke—sal uted, lifted his helmet, and winked.

"Maam, you look like the back end of abantha," he said sympathetically. " Are they looking after
you properly here?'

"Fi!l" She knew she was supposed to remain dignified and aoof, and she'd felt comradeship with
many clone troopersin the intervening months, but her first reluctant command with Omega had utterly
changed her. "Fi, I've redlly missed you. What happened to the gray armor?”

"Y ou know how much Dar griped about being too visble on Qiilura. Anyway, he's brought you a
present.” He gestured over his shoulder. Darman was hel ping agroup of troopers haul the prisoners out
of theNeimoidian landing craft while

Gett examined it. "They're dl in one piece, too. We've been redlly good boysthistime.”

Deta Squad had smply disappeared. When Etain looked around, she saw they had settled in a
tight knot in acorner of the hangar deck, helmets on, obvioudy taking intently. She knew the body
language now. They didn't fed like Omegain the Force at dl. They were aconcentrated well, a
bottomless pool of something unyielding, and totally enmeshed with each other. The generd impression
they made on the Force was one of triumphant high spirits.

Niner and Atin approached and clasped hands with her. It didn't fedl at al ingppropriate. They
looked tired and anx-ious, and she wanted very badly to make things right for them. They were her
friends

"| bet youd like something to eat," she said.

"Any chance of ahot shower and afew hours deep first, please, Generd?' Niner looked



gpologetic and shoved Fi gently in the back. "Mefirg. I'm pulling rank.”

"He's not redlly a sergeant, Generd," said Fi. "Hejust hel ps them out when they're busy.”

"Any newson our pilot?" Niner asked.

"Yes. I'mso sorry."

It was never easy. She tapped her datapad to bring up the copy of the signa that Mg estic had
sent to Fleet and handed the 'pad to him. Niner glanced at it, blinked, and passed it to Fi. Fi parted his
lipsbriefly asif to say something, and then hisdight frown amaost crumpled into grief. He composed
himsalf and just looked down at the deck.

"He'snot thefirgt," F said, suddenly grim, and Etain had never seen that aspect of him surface
visbly before. "And hewont bethelagt.”

Etain watched them disappear through a hatch on the aft bulkhead, trailing after atrooper.
Fearless shivered dightly under the soles of her boots, making top speed back to Cor-uscant, and she
waited while Darman spent what seemed like an interminabl e time fussing about with the prisoner
hand-over. She wondered if he was reluctant to talk after choosing not to remain on Qiilurawith her.
Perhaps he was just con-cerned that nothing el se went wrong.

She gave up waiting and walked carefully between the troopers still trying to catch some degp on
the hangar deck, curled up wherever they could find ardatively comfortable space.

"Wl done," she said, hoping that some were awake to hear her.

Darman had changed.

He bent his head to ease off his helmet, popping the seal, and then shook his hair and smoothed it
flat with one glove. And dthough he smiled, he wasn't the Darman she had been through hell with.



He looked older.

Clones aged faster than normal men. He was eeven going on twenty-two going on—fifty. When
she had first sensed him as achild in the Force, his square, high-cheekboned face had been both man
and boy, at the stage of life when—had she been able to manipulate time—the dightest push back-ward
would have reveded the child he had so recently been. But now he was aman, quite solidly, and with no
hint of the boy about him.

It wasn't smply that he had aged two yearsin one. Thelook in his eyes said he was much, much
older, asold asthe battle-field, maybe as old aswar itsalf. She had seeniit in the face of every clone
trooper and commando and ARC she had com-manded. She knew that she had that same |ook, too.

But Darman smiled anyway, and the smile broadened into a grin that made the rest of the
ship—even the gdaxy—uitterly irrdlevant to her.

"Y ou dwayscut it fine, don't you, maam?"

"It's good to see you, Dar. Whatever happened to Etain?'

"She turned into agenera and were on the hangar deck.” "Y ou'reright. I'm sorry."

"Isit definitely confirmed that we're going back to base?!

"Unless you want to argue with the officer of thewatch, | believe s0."

"Good. We need a break. Just aday or two, maybe."

He never did ask for much. None of them did: she won-dered if they didn't know what theworld



had to offer them or if they were just honed down to basic needs, too over-whelmed to think beyond
recovering enough to do the job over again the next day.

She patted his armored shoulder and held her hand there for afew seconds. He looked asif he
suddenly remembered something and was embarrassed by it in away he quite enjoyed.

"It must be nice to be able to reach out to someone through the Force," he said.

So hed felt it. Shewas glad.

"Get yoursdlf off to the freshers,” she said. "Come and find me afterward if you're not too tired,
and I'll show you over the ship."

"Have you met Sergeant Kd yet?'

"No." Ka was dwaysthere for Darman, somewhere, even at times like this when she wanted to
say so much to him. "When we dock, perhaps you could introduce me."

Darman beamed, clearly ddighted. "Oh, you'll like him, Generd. Youll redly like him."

Etain certainly hoped so. And if shedidn't, then sheld try, for Darman's sake.

SO Brigade HQ, Coruscant, 369 days after Geonos's

The smell hit Ordo long before he reached the meeting room. 1t was afamiliar blend of wet wool,
mold, and a pun-gent oily musk.



Skiratareacted visbly. He straightened hisright arm by his sde out of old, old habit and let the
blade dideinto hishand, fdl afraction until the handle touched his pam, and then snatched it.

"Ka 'buir, it would be better if | shot it," Ordo said. He put arestraining hand on Skiratasarm. "I
won't let it near you."

"I've often wondered if you're tel epathic, son."

"I can smdll the grill, you have your knife ready, and we're meeting Sergeant Vau. Telepathy isn't
required to work that one out."”

Ordo would have been quite content to shoot the strill without a second thought because it upset
Ka'buir. But it wasn't the grill's fault that it stank, or that it had a master who cherished crudlty, or that it
had become savage itsdlf. It had been selected by nature and then trained by people to hunt for pleasure
rather than for food, and nothing else had ever been allowed to crossits mind.

Hefdt some pity for it. But he would till kill it without amoment's hesitation.

The doors did back. Ordo placed his right hand discreetly on the grip of one of his repeating
blagters. His attention went ingtinctively to Vau, then to the grill lying on hislap, and then to the fact that
he had a clear shot at both. It took less than a second to process the information and then to subdue the
impulse

Behind Vau's head, the walls of Generd Zey's meeting room were a beautiful soothing shade of
aguamarine, but they weren't working. Skirata wasn't soothed.

And Captain Maze was Sitting at the table beside Zey, armsfolded across his chest and looking
none too im-pressed, either. There was an ugly purple bruise a the point of his chin, more discoloration
around one eye, and acut on the bridge of his nose.

| didn't think | hit him that hard, Ordo thought. Unfortu-nate.



Zey motioned Skiratato enter just after the man strode in of his own accord, and indicated chairs
at the lapiz-topped table. Bardan Jusik sat beside him, hands clasped on the tabletop in an attempt at
serenity.

"Wadl," Skiratasaid, and sat down. He ran his hand across the luxurious polished surface. "Thisis
nice. | hope | never hear anyone complaining about the GAR's expenditure on armor and weapons.”

"Kd," Vau sad palitey. "It'sgood to see you again.”

Vau was settled in one of the deeply upholstered hide chairs with the strill draped across hislap
onitshack, al sx of itslegsflopping in an undignified sprawl while he scratched its belly. Its huge fanged
mouth was dack, tonguelolling, and along skein of drool hung amost to the floor. Its body was ameter
long, lengthened by awhip of atail cov-ered in more loose skin.

The atrill was il prettier than V au, though. The man had along square jawed face that was dll
bone and frown lines, and graying dark hair cut brutally short. Facesrarely lied about the soul within.

"Walon," Skiratasaid, nodding.

Zey gestured to Ordo to st but he remained standing and smply removed hishelmet. He
transferred the bead-sized comlink connector to his ear, noting Zey's expression with-out looking directly
ahim.

Skiratalooked up. "Take a seat, Captain.”

Ordo obeyed only one man's orders, and that man was Kal'buir

Zey was visbly thrown—again. No doubt al other ARCs and commandos jumped when he said
50, but he should have known Ordo by now. Maze certainly did. He was staring at his brother ARC asif
one snap of Zey'sfingerswould give him permission to jump up and return that punch.



"Maze, perhapsyoud liketo go and have abreak;" Zey said. "Thisisjust going to be atedious
adminigrative mat-ter."

Maze paused for one beet, his eyes never leaving Ordo's. "Yes ar." He grabbed his helmet from
the table and | ft.

Zey waited for the doorsto close behind him. "Let's hear your plan, Sergeant.”

"I want to deploy Deltaand Omegaon Coruscant to iden-tify and neutralize the Sep network
here, because it ishere," said Skirata. "It hasto be in order to strike us so easily. And CSF doesn't have
the expertise or personnd to dedl with this, and there might even be someone ingde the CSF passing intel
to theterrorigts.”

Zey'seyeswerelocked on him. "Commandos are amili-tary asset. Not an intelligence one. Nor
police. We have the-aters of war across—"

"l wasn't planning to arrest anybody. Thisisashoot-to kill policy."

"] wasn't aware we had one."

"Y ou haven't, so you'd better get onefast.”

"I can't ask the Senate to authorize use of specid forces against Coruscant residents.”

"Don't ask them." Skirata became pureice at times like this: Ordo watched him carefully, anxious
to learn more nu-ances of the part of soldiering that required no weapons beyond nerve and psychology.
"Isthe Jedi Council squeamish about that sort of thing, too?"



"Then don't ask them, either. In fact, we never had this conversation. All you've doneistell me
you can't ask the Senate to giveits blessing to a change in the GAR'S terms of reference.”

"But | know what you're suggesting,” Zey said.

Skiratawas fidgeting with his blade. Ordo could seeit: it was atiny movement, but he could
detect the flex of hisfore-arm musclesthrough his jacket. Skirata had the point of the blade resting on his
curled middle finger and was pressing it ever so dightly up and down, a preparation for dropping and
catching the grip.

"The Jedi Council is pretty adept at turning blind eyes,”" Skiratasaid. "For an organization that
knew it was taking on an army with an assassination capability, you do send out conflicting signalsto
smplesoldierslikeme.

Vau was weatching the exchange like aman being mildly amused by aholovid. The grill yawned
with athin, high-pitched whine.

"The difference the Senate will see”" Zey sad, "isthat thisis Coruscant.”

"Generd, the days when wars were fought € sawhere while the home fires were kept burning are
long gone”

"I know. But there are armies, and there are.. . . bounty hunters and ns. And the Senate
will bewary of cross-ing that line on home ground.”

"Wl that's what tends to happen when you let abunch of . . . bounty hunters and assassinstrain
your army."

"Wedidn't know we even had an army until ayear ago.”



"Maybe, but the fact that you're Sitting here now with a general’s rank means you've accepted
respongbility for it. Y ou could have objected, collectively or individualy. Y ou could have asked
guestions. But no. Y ou picked up the blaster you found on the floor and you just fired it to defend
yoursdlf. Expedience ambushesyou intheend.”

"Y ou know what the dternative was."

"Look, Generd, | need to clarify afew things, being just asmple assassn and al that. Answer a
few questionsfor me."

Zey should have been furious that a mere sergeant was treating him asif he were an annoyingly
pedantic clerk rather than a battle-hardened generd. To his credit, he seemed more intent on asolution.
Ordo wondered where expedience ended and pragmatism began.

"Very wdl," said Zey.

"Do you want to stop attacks on vulnerable targets that are starting to compromise the ability of
the GAR to deploy and are destroying public confidence in the Senate's ability to defend the capital ?*

"Y$,"

"Do you think it'sagood ideafor some of our hard -pressed specia forces lads to have an
unprecedented break on Coruscant after monthsin the field?"

Zey paused, just abreath. "Yes"

"Do you need to ask anyone else to authorize that purely adminigtrative matter?”



"No. Generd Jusik isresponsiblefor personnel welfare.”

Ordo kept hisface utterly blank. Leave? There was never any leave for the GAR, or their Jedi
command in the front line. Nether would have known what to do with free time anyway.

Jusik looked pinned down. "I do believe some R and R would be agood ideg, actualy." Skirata
smiled at him with genuine warmth. Jusik was dl right, one of the boys, all des-perate courage and desire
to belong. It was hard to tell if he was now playing the game or just being adecent officer. "I'll look into
it

"And gr," Skiratasaid, "isit true that you knew al along that | was a complete chakaar who
could never follow or-ders, who kept you in the dark, who treated his squads like his own private army,
and was generally aMando lowlife just like Jango and the rest of that mongrel scum?”

Zey leaned back in his seat and pinched the end of his nose briefly, staring hard at the blue stone
table.

"l do believe | might redlize that at sometimein the fu-ture, Sergeant.” The corners of hiseyes
crinkled for the mer-est fraction of a second, but Ordo spotted it. "I have my suspicions. Proving themis
hard, though.”

Zey wasdl right, too, then.

Vau had been watching the exchange with mild interest, and Ordo had been watching him,
because he knew the man al too well.

"Sergeant Vau, do you have any view onthis. . . ah ... leave Stuation?' said Ordo.

"Ohno, I'mjugt acivilian now," Vau said. The grill rum-bled. Vau, apparently distracted,
fondled itsghastly, stinking heed, his dightly narrowed eyes reveding adoting affection that he never
seemed to spare for any other living creature. "I'm just hanging around. When those detainees are
re-leased, I'll offer them aroom for awhile, and I'll have a con-versation with them. Nothing to do with
the GAR or the Senate at al. Merdly aprivate citizen doing what he can to welcome visitorsto



Coruscant."”

Jusk was watching the exchange with an expression that suggested he was both excited and
aware that the stakes had just been raised. They were subverting democracy in one sense, but they were
aso saving their political masters from a decision they could never be seen to take, yet had to.

"That's the worgt thing about having chakaare like usaround,” Skiratasaid. "We just wander off,
find someplace that you don't know about, and hole up in it and get into al sorts of mischief that you aso
know nothing about. And then we bill you for it. Dreadful "

"Dreadful,” Zey echoed. "Isthisthe kind of thing that CSF might notice?

"Wereweto get alittle out of hand, | imagine very senior officersin CSF might need to be
reassured, but not by you.”

"Dreadful," Zey said. "Hypotheticdly, anyway."

Language was awonderful thing, Ordo thought. Skiratahad just told Zey that he was about to go
bandit, as he called it, running an unauthorized shoot-to-kill operation in aci-vilian location and smply
sending Zey the bill. Vau planned to interrogate the prisoners. CSF senior command would be placated
by Skiratashould anything go wrong, without any need for Zey to beinvolved. And yet Zey had
authorizedit dl.

And the subject had till not been discussed.

" wonder if anyone will notice our commandos on leave here" Jusik said, gpparently catching

"Probably," said Skirata. "And wouldn' it be nice if we aso extended that home deployment to
honest ordinary clone troopers, lots of them? That'd be good for morae.”



"And reassuring for the public to see soldiersin armor around the capita.”

"I wonder how | can persuade the Senate officersthat it'sagood idea?"

Zey cut in. "Have you met Mar Rugeyan, the Senate's head of public affairs? Just asking.”

Skiratanodded. "I do believe I've had some contact with him, yes.”

"Excdlent,” Zey said. "l know you two will get dong very well."

And the conversation that had never taken place was over.

Skirata stood to leave, and Vau gave the strill a gentle shove to persuadeit to drop to the floor.
It complained in agravelly rumble but settled at hisfeet, looking up at Skiratawith red-rimmed gold eyes.
Skiratas hand was still cupped, arm at his sde, in that way Ordo knew often preceded afight.

"Kad, | hear Atin'sreturning,” Vau said.

Skiratawalked out of the room, head down, Ordo right be -hind him. Jusik followed.

"You stay clear,” Skiratasaid quietly. "I'm meeting them al straight off Fearless. That includes
Ddta And they're not yoursto run anymore, remember? Y ou just it tight at the bar-racks and wait for
meto giveyou alocation.”

Ordo wasn't fooled by Vau'srestrained politeness. Seven years ago Vau had loomed over him
asafigure of authority in hisblack Mando armor for the first time, the strill at hisheds. Itsname was
Lord Mirdaan. Ordo, like dl the Nulls, had perfect recdl; he sometimes wished he hadn't. But at least it
gave him clarity, and he knew the source of dl hisfears and anxieties. Lord Mirdalan—Mird—had
lunged at him at VVau's command, snapping.



Ordo had drawn the little hold-out blaster that Skirata had let him keep and would have killed the
animal had Ka'buir not yelled, "Check!" and brought him to afrozen halt as his blaster am cameto rest
between Mird's eyes. Vau, Ordo re-caled, had laughed: he said that Ordo was ge ‘'verd—amost a
warrior. And Skirata had aimed akick at Mird to driveit off, saying therewas no "amogt” abot it.

Ordo watched the grill carefully. The creature trotted ahead of them, sniffing noisily in crevices
and leaving be-hind awaft of pungent scent and atrail of droal.

"If that thing's going to accompany you on jobs," said Ski rata, "you'd better keep it under
control, or find ause for agtrill pdt.”

He drew up hisarm and flicked hiswrist before even Ordo could react. The three-sided blade
shaved past Mird and thudded into the polished pleekwood floor a pace ahead of it. The knife vibrated
to agtanddtill.

Mird squealed, legping sideways. Ordo stepped between Vau and Skirata ready to defend
Kd'buir in yet another con-frontation with the man he loathed.

But Skiratajust turned to fix Vau with a stare that said he wasn't joking. Vau stared back, his
long hard face suddenly akiller'sagain.

"It'snot the gtrill'sfault,” Skirata said. He waked afew pacesforward and pulled the knife from
thefloor. The gtrill backed away from him, lip curled back to reved itsfangs.

"But you have your warning, both of you. We need to get thisjob done, and that's the only
reason | haven't gutted both of you aready. Understood?"

"I'vemoved on,” said Vau. "And it'stimeyou did, before | end up having to kill you."

Ordo redly didn't like that. He gected the custom vibro-blade in his gauntlet, a better weapon at
close quartersthan hisblasters.



Skirata gave him the palm-down gesture: Leaveit. "Stay useful, Waon." He beckoned Jusk and
Ordotofollow him. "And | hope that Atin's moved on too, because | won't sand in hisway now."

"How far istoo far, Ka? Can you answer that? How far did you go?' Vau cdled after him. "l
made that boy awar-rior. Without me, he wouldn't be alive today.”

With him, Ordo thought, Atin very nearly wasnt.

"Why didn't you mention to Zey that we might also have aleak within the Grand Army?* Ordo
asked.

"Because," Skiratasaid, "l can't assume | know who it isn't. The leak might not even know that
they're the one, e-ther. Until then, only the strike team will know we're look-ing.”

"What about Obrim?Hesan dly."

"l hope s0. But in the end, who are the only people we can redly trust?'

"Oursdlves, Kd'buir"

"So we make sure we know who's watching our back -kar ‘tayli ad meg hukaat'’kama."

It was good adviceto live by. Ordo knew who aways watched his.

RAS Fearless, inbound, to Coruscant Sector Control, 369 days after Geonosi's



"I redly should make aholo of this,” Commander Gett said. He reached into the assortment of
pouches clipped to his belt and took out asmall recorder. "It doesn't happen that often.”

Etain and the commander of the assault ship stood on the gantry that ran around the upper hangar
bulkhead and watched the extraordinary spectacle beneath them on the deck. She had heard of this
thing, but never seenit. It was the Dha Werda Verda—aManda orian ritua battle chant.

Men from the Forty-first Elite and some of the ship's company—about fifty inal, hemets
off—were learning to perform it with some instruction from Fi and Scorch. Sev- easy to spot by the
blood-red streaks daubed on his helmet, sat on an ammunition crate nearby, cleaning his sniper
attachment and looking asif hewasn't interested injoining in.

Hewas, of course. Etain could sense it, and she wasn't even properly attuned to Sev's presence
inthe Force.

The Dha Werdalooked fearsome. General Bardan Jusik- a young man who barely cameup to a
clone commando's shoulder—said he loved to seeit, and drew so much courage from it that he learned
to perform it with hismen. It was Ka Skirataslegacy; Jusk explained that the veteran sergeant wanted
his men to know their heritage and taught them the rite along with Mandal orian language and culture.

Taung—sa—rang—~bro-kal Je—tii—se-ka—"rtal

The commandos were layering rhythm upon rhythm, ham -mering first on their own armor and
then turning to beat the complex tempo on the plates of the man next to them. Timed precisdly, it was
spectacular: timed wrong, asoldier could break the next man'sjaw.

Dha—Wer-da—V er-da— aden —tratu! Cor—u—scan—to— kan —dosii—adul
Duum—mo—tir—ca— 'tra—nau—tracinyal Gra— 'tua—cuun—hett—su—dralshy' a

It wasirresstible, ancient, and hypnotic.



The chant rose from the hangar deck in one solid commu-nal voice. She recognized words like
Coruscantaand jetiise:

Coruscant, Jedi. That couldn't have been in the origind Man-daorian chant. Even their heritage
had been remolded to serve a state in which they had no stake. It was, Etain re-called, something to do
with being shadow warriors and forcing traitors to kned before them.

They were supremely fit warriors displaying their disci-pline and reflexes: any flesh-and-blood
enemy would have been adequately warned of the power of the forces that awaited them.

But droids didn't have the sense to be scared. That was apity, redly.

Etain winced. The blows looked redl. They were putting al their weight behind every one.

Astonishingly, none of the initiates had yet timed the movements badly enough to receive an
accidenta blow in theface. Fi and Scorch demonstrated another sequence. Armor clashed. Sev
abandoned hisfeigned disinterest, took off hishelmet and joined in. Then Darman appeared and they
formed aline of four in thefront.

It was strange to watch Darman actualy enjoying himsdlf, obliviousto his surroundings: she had
no ideathat he had' such a powerful voice or that he could—for want of a better word—dance.

"Jusk awaystaksabout this," said Etain.

"I've seen afew squadsdoiit,” Gett said. "It camevia Skirata, | hear."

"Yes." Etain waswondering how she would ever measure up to that man. Hafway would have
been enough. "He taught dl the commandosto live up to their Manda orian heritage. Y ou
know—customs, language, idedls." She was mesmerized by the unconscious precision of men who were
al exactly the same height. "It'svery weird. It'slike they have acompulsontodoit.”



"Yes, wedo," Gett sad. "It'svery irring.”

"I'm sorry. That was rude of me."

"No problem, Generd. It certainly wasn't part of our trooper training on Kamino. It gets passed
on from man to man now." Helooked restless. She knew what he was think-ing. " General—"

"Give methe recorder,”" she said, and smiled. "Go ahead."

Gett touched his glove to his brow and shot off down the lad -der to the deck, diding the last
three meters on the handrails. It was ddlightful to see the mix of armor—yellow-striped com-manders
and pilots, plain white troopers, and the motley mix of commando colors—drawn together in one ancient
Manda o-rian ritua, every face the same.

Etan fdt adrift, excluded.

She had never truly felt this degree of bond with her Jedi clan. The connection in the Force was
there, yes, but . . . no, thered strength here was attachment, passion, identity, meaning.

She thought of Master Fulier, the man who insisted she have a second chance as a Padawan and
not be consigned to build refugee camps because she lacked control. The man who was aso passionate
and prone to taking on causes: the Jedi who lost hislife because he couldn't stay out of afight when Ghez
Hokan's militiaroughed up the locals on Qiilura

Etain thought that wasn't such abad sort of Jedi to be. Not textbook, but centered on fair play
and justice. The clone sol-diers were worth that, too.

She was suddenly aware of Darman looking up at her, grinning, and if it hadn't been for hisarmor
and surround-ings he could have been any young man showing off his prowess to awoman. She smiled
back.



She dtill envied him hisfocus and discipline, especidly as he had somehow managed not to loseit
after being exposed to agaaxy that didn't quite resemble the ided he had proba-bly been taught about
on Kamino.

But Kal Skiratahad largely been respongiblefor histrain-ing. She didn't know Skiratayet, but
onething she was certain of wasthat he was—just like a Jedi—a pragmeatic man who dedlt in redlity.

The DhaWerdawent on for verse after repeated verse. Then the klaxon sounded and the pipe
came over the address system.

"Port duties men close up. Damage and fire control par-tiesto stations. Prepare to dock.”

Commander Gett broke out of the ranks and came bound-ing back up the ladder, wiping sweat
from hisface with aneetly folded piece of cloth.

"Generd, will you come to the bridge to see the ship dongside?’

"I won't be much help, but I'd like that, yes."

It was asif shewere leaving aship after along association, aretiring captain. Shewasonly a
temporary officer, but ill Gett treated her asif she actualy had some importance to the crew, and she
found that touching. She stood at the command console and watched as the docking grapnels and
platforms dipped past the viewscreen and the crew maneuvered Fear-less on instruments. Gett had the
con. " Stop reactor.”

" Stop reactor, Commander . . . reactor stopped.”

Fearless's secondary propulsion shivered into silence. The vessdl dipped gradudly into dock on
the power of tugs bringing her dongside port-side-to, as Etain had now learned to cdll it. She walked
dowly across the bridge to watch the dockside team getting abrow in place to disembark those
members of the crew being transferred and to alow mainte-nance and replenishment teams to board.



There was the dightest of jarring sensations as the ship came to rest against huge dock fenders.
Fearlesswas back safely in her home port—for the time being.

Etain held out her hand to Gett. "Gloves off, my friend."

He shrugged, smiling, and dipped off the entire gauntlet. They shook hands as equas. Then she
pressed a key on the console, opening the public address system that reached every cabin and flat and
hangar and mess deck in the huge warship.

"Gentlemen," she said. "It's been an honor."

In five millennia, the Manda orians fought with and againgt athousand armies on athousand
worlds. They learned to speak as many languages and absorbed weagpons technology and tactics from
every war: And yet, despite the overwheming influence of dien cultures, and the absence of atrue

homeworld and even species, their own language not only survived but changed little, their way of lifeand
their philosophy remained untouched, and their idedls and

sense of family of identity, of nation, were only strengthened. Armor does not make aMandalorian. The
armor issimply amanifestation of an impenetrable, unassallable heart.

—Mandaorians: Identity and Language, published by the Galactic Indtitute of Anthropology

RAS Fearless, upper dock, Fleet Support Depot, Coruscant, 370 days after Geonosis



The ramp went down, and for once the scene that greeted Fi wasn't hostile droid-infested
territory and red blasterfire.

But Coruscant—impossibly high towers and deep canyons of skylanes—was every bit asaien
as Geonosis. Fi had seen it once before, al too briefly, on the way to break a siege at the spaceport. It
had been an exatic, exciting lightscape at night, but in daylight it was breathtaking in atotaly different
way.

"Can we have arun ashore?"

Niner stood with his hands clasped behind him, with his Deece dung across his back. "Not my
cdl. I'm not the sergeant now."

Boss and therest of Delta had formed up behind Omegain anest line, presenting a more orderly
rank. They were on the same comlink. Niner said it was ungrateful to block them out, seeing asthey'd
ridden to the rescue. But Omegawould never hear the end of it, Fi was sure of that.

The Forty-firgt Elite were disembarked fird.

Scorch leaned alittle closer to F. He was right behind him. The nice thing about Katarn helmet
comlinks was that you could switch between circuits and have totdly private exchanges without any
externd sgn that you were talking—or even having a stand-up fight, cometo that. " So you want arun
ashore?'

"What'sthat?' Sev sad.

F enjoyed Skiratal's wide-ranging and often bizarre lan-guage. No other squads talked quite like
Sergeant Kd's. "A night out on the town. Dinner at afine restaurant, perhapstakein aMon Cal ballet

"Yegh. Right."



"Dont, FH," Niner said. "Y ou're just being crue to the Weequay team here.”

"Okay, deand warranuts. No ballet."

"And maybe alittle shopping with your spook squad buddy?' Scorch said. "New kama, maybe?!

Ah, newsdid travel, then. "Don't let Ordo hear you say that," Fi said. "Hell rip your leg off and
hit you with the soggy end.”

"Yeah? ARCsare dl mouth and kamas."

"Ooh, hard man, en?"

"I've seen Twi'lek dancing girlstougher than you," said Scorch. "How many times are we going to
have to save your shebs, then?”

"Probably as many times as we have to clean up your osik," said Niner. "Can't you two talk
about blowing stuff up and play nicdy?!

"Wherésthe generad?' Fi said.

Darman interrupted. " Saying good-bye to Gett." He seemed to be taking akeen interest in Etain's
whereabouts. "Can you see Sergeant Ka yet? She said he was meeting us.”

"S0. . . you've been ordered around by ageriatric and a child, have you?'

Darman's voice frosted over. "Scorch, do you like med-center food?"



"Touchy, touchy . ."

Therewas afaint click on the hdmet comlink.

"Ddtal Thisisthegeriatric. Get down and give me fifty, now!"

"Fierfek," Sev Sighed.

Omega parted ranksto give Dedtathe room to perform fifty press-upsin full armor, with
backpacks. Fi watched ap-preciatively. He didn't carefor Sev at dll.

But he was dso scanning the landing platform for Skirata, desperate to see hisreal sergeant
again: when Skirata was around, Niner ceased to play the senior NCO. Generds tended not to get much
of alook in, either. Skiratawas his own command chain.

"That wasforty, not fifty," Skirata said from somewhere behind them. "I hate innumeracy amost
asmuch as | hate cracks about my personal state of disrepair.”

Skiratajust had aknack for diding around unnoticed. There had been timeswhen F had
wondered if he was aForce-user, because only Jedi were supposed to be able to pull those kinds of
stunts. But Ka "buir was adamant that he was smply good at his job, because held been doing it since he
was seven years old.

That made him alate starter—by clone standards.

He appeared suddenly from between aknot of Forty-first men and ambled over to Omega, not
limping quite as badly as usua and looking rather dapper in asmart leather jacket. In rough working
clothes, he could disappear, but the jacket changed him utterly. Y et there was always something about
the man that inspired rdief and confidence. Fi felt ingtantly ready for anything, just as he had when Skirata
hed been the highest authority in hislimited world on Kamino.



Skirata paused for amoment in front of him. He didn't seem worried whether Delta had cranked
out the extraten press-ups or not. He just clutched Fi's arm, and hugged Dar-man, and dapped Niner
across the shoulders, and grabbed Atin's hand. He never seemed to have the dightest trouble now in
showing how much he cared about them. Over the years held changed from shielding his emotions behind
ave-neer of good-natured abuse to abandoning the pretense alto-gether.

Nobody had ever been fooled by it anyway.

"Don't scare melikethat again, adike." He turned to Delta, easing themsalves up from the floor.
"And you bunch of di'kute, too. I'd better keep atighter rein on you." He watched the last of the
Forty-first men disgppearing into transfer vessdl's, presumably for return to barracks, and some-thing
appeared to amuse him. " Scorch, if you're not agood boy then I'm going to make you wear akama.”

"Sorry, Sergeant. Isit true that Sergeant Vau's back?"

"He's back, but he's not a sergeant. I'm your sergeant now, 'Scorch.”

"And Genard Jusk?'

"He's not your sergeant, either.” Skiratalooked past Scorch and seemed suddenly startled. Fi
turned and saw what he was staring at: Etain Tur-Mukan walked across the huge landing platform hauling
the LJ-50 asif it were putting up afight. "That hasto be General Tur-Mukan, yes?'

"That's her,” Darman said. " She's very keen to meet you.”

F was digtracted by ablip of movement in hisHUD. A scruffy civilian air taxi had risen over the
parapet of the landing platform. And it shouldn't have been able to do that.

His unconscious brain said danger and reacted a split sec-ond before hisingrained training
reminded him that uniden-tified civvie vessels shouldn't penetrate the Fleet base cordon. He was on one



knee with his Deece charged and aimed before he even noticed from his HUD that Omegaand Deltahad
both formed up into asingle front contact formation.

Thetaxi stopped dead in midair.

"Check!" Skirata stepped in front of them. Fi froze but Deltaamed around the sergeant. " Stand
down!" Onefist held up clenched to hold off the squads, Skiratasignaled vig -oroudy to the taxi with his
other hand held flat, dapping down on theair. Drop.

Thetaxi settled dowly on the platform.

Omega stopped dead at the check command; Deltatook a second longer. Maybe it hadn't been
drilled into them asit had Skiratas batch. But al of them till had their riflestrained. Fi's heart pounded.
They were dl wound tight and still dert to any threst, dert enough to let hard-trained reac-tions take
over. It waswhat kept you dive. Y ou could never switch it off. Y our muscles learned to do things and
then stopped asking your brain's permission.

"I'm sorry, lads." Skirata spun around to face them. "Ude-sii, udesii . . . relax. It'sours.”

"I'm glad you pointed that out, Sarge,” Niner muttered. He lowered his Deece. Fi followed his
lead, and glanced be-hind him.

Etain was dtill lying prone with her concussion rifle amed in theright direction, no easy task with
awegpon that size, but her arc of fire left something to be desired. He hoped that her Jedi sense of right
place and right time would have stopped her from blowing them al to piecesif she had opened fire.

Fi gestured to her to stand down, and then gave up and just shook his head at her. No. She
gestured back, pam up, and jumped to her feet. He wondered if anyone had thought to teach her basic
hand sgnds.

Skiratawas dill apologizing. "'l should have warned you | had transport coming. That was s oppy
of me." Thetaxi's hatch opened and a Wookiee—not abig one, just over a cou-ple of meters
tall—unfolded itsdlf from the taxi and clam-bered out, throwing its head back and yawling in complaint.



"Okay, my fault,” Skirata said. He held both hands up in admission to the mountain of glossy
brown fur. "They'rejust jumpy, that'sal. Well load now."

"All of us, inthat?" Niner asked. It wasn't avery big taxi. "With the Wookiee, too?"

"No, the prisoners. Just load 'emin."

"Where arethey going?'

"That'sdl you need to know right now."

Niner paused, then shrugged and beckoned Boss, Fixer, and Atin to follow him back on board
Fearless.

Etain had moved forward by now and walked up to Skirata, rifle dung across her back; she was
so small that she looked more like a bolt-on accessory to the weapon. Darman reacted and stepped in to
get Skiratas attention. It wasn't that he needed to, of course. Skiratawas watching Etain, and he seemed
to have one eye on Fearlesss ramp, and he was pla-cating the clearly irritated Wookiee, somehow
juggling Stu-ations as skillfully as he had ever done.

"Generd," he said. He paused to nod formally to Etain, which—given Skiratals genera contempt
for anyone not in armor—seemed quite an encouraging start, Fi decided. "We've got a nice new job, and
thet includesyou.”

"Sergeant,” she said, and bowed her head. "Y ou're not what | expected.”

Skirata raised an eyebrow. "Nor are you, Generd." He shoved the Wookiee back afew meters,
apparently untrou-bled by the fact that the creature could have used him for a cleaning rag. He rounded
onit. "No, just put them on the back seat and drive. Let Vau do therest.”



The mention of Vau gave Fi ahint of what he couldn't grasp from the Shyriiwook words. So the
Wookiee was deliv-ering the prisonersto Walon Vau. It seemed to have volun-teered to do something
that Skirata preferred to leave to Old Psycho, then. The Wookiee obvioudy wasn't asking if they wanted
to stop for lunch.

"What's happening here?' Etain asked. "What's happen -ing to the prisoners?”

"Civilian matter, Genera," Skiratasaid, and stood back as Niner and Boss jogged past steering a
medbay repulsor with what looked like three large rolls of blanket on it. They bun-dled each into the
back of the taxi with alittle grunting and cursing, then dammed one hatch closed. "Don't you worry about
it"

"But | amworrying about it."

The Wookiee barked once and folded itself back into the taxi. The vessd lifted off and swung
back over the parapet, dropping below their view into one of the artificia canyons that seemed to reach
down into Coruscant's core. Fi fought the urge to peer after it, then lost and walked afew pacesto gaze
over the edge.

It was along, long way down. He was thrilled by the sheer scale and variety of it: polished stone,
gparkling glass, ablur of vessdsin the skylanes, hazy sunlight. Alien, utterly dien.

Skiratablew out a breath and rocked his head dightly asif easing tense neck muscles. "Generd,"
hesaid. "You and | need to talk. Omega, Delta—a trangport will be taking you back to barracks." He
paused to check his chrono. ™Y ou just relax until fifteen-hundred hours and then you report to the briefing
room at HQ Man Admin Building."

"Yes, Sarge," said Niner and Boss, absolutely synchro-nized.

But Etain wasn't giving up. Fi rather liked that about her, but she could be a pain in the shebs
when she persisted. She stepped alittle closer to Skirata.



"I don't like being left in the dark, Sergeant.”

"Then this galaxy is going to be a constant source of dis-gppointment to you, Generad.” For a
second Skirata had that edge in his voice that made Fi stiffen. But it softened as soon asit had hit its
target. "Things change. Y ou can say noto this, and I'm rather hoping you won't, but if you do, then
Omega, Delta, and my Null boyswill do it without you."

Etain |gpsed into slence. Skirata could motivate abrick if he put hismind to it. She wanted to
gtick with the squad and everyone knew it.

Shelooked at him asif she waslistening to other voices. "If Omegacan't say no, then neither can

"Good," said Skirata. He peded back the collar of hisjacket and muttered into atiny comlink. It
looked asif Gen-era Jusk gtill had ataste for supplying unusud kit. " Stand-ing by."

F peered back over the dock platform parapet, gripping the safety rail to lean out alittle more
and get a better look.

It wasthe kind of view the very wedlthy paid afortune to see from their window, but you could
get it for freein the Grand Army, aslong as you didn't mind getting your head shot off to qualify for the

privilege.

Skirataleaned againgt the parapet beside him.

"I'd like to fast-rope down there," Fi said. Hed aways en-joyed that in training on Kamino. He
preferred endless vistas to cramped spaces, as did many of his brothers. They said it wasthe legacy of
being gestated in glass vats, Ordo claimed he could even remember it. "How long have we got here,
Sarge? Can we see some of the city? Please?”’

"Yeah, | promised you dl anight out, didn't 1?7 How long ago?"



"Eight months." Fi remembered, dl right: Straight after the spaceport siege, the promise of adrink
from Captain Obrim for ajob well done—and then Ordo hauled them Straight off for another mission.
"I'd love to seeit once before |—" He paused. "I'd just like to explore a bit."

Skirata's brow creased briefly and he put his hand on Fi's back. "Don't talk like that, son. Y ou'll
see plenty of this, | promise.”

"Now?" Far below, something that might have been abird legpt suddenly into the yawning
crevasse of buildings and plummeted at high speed with wings folded back until Fi lost Sght of it. The
platform was at least five thousand meters high. "That'd be anice change.”

"So you like the new bettlefied, then.”

Fi dragged himsdlf away from the gpparently limitless view. "So we get agpdl in astone frigate?!

"Wha?'

"Just something | picked up from the lads on board Fear-less.” So held taught Sergeant Kal
some new dang: that was something. "A shore-based job. Filing flims and answering the comlinks. Lots
of caf breaks."

"Try threat resolution. Interdiction.”

"Welcometo the world of euphemism, F. We're going to befighting in the hardest terrain of all.
Right in the middle of billions of civies. Sotting bad guys on Coruscant.”

"Good," sad F. "'l hate commuting.”



Arca Company Barracks, SO Brigade HQ, Coruscant

Etain trailed Skirata down the long passage that ran from the main doors of the Arca barrack
wing and felt like she wasfollowing agdan.

Omega Squad's description had made her think of him asakindly old uncle, aveteran soldier
with afacade of tough talk who had sweated blood to give ageneration of boys the benefit of his
wisdom. But what she experienced in the Force was very different, just as his gppearance was unlike her
menta image of him.

Hewas awhirlpool of balanced conflict—truly cold black violence shot through with deep red
passionate loves and ha-treds. It marked him out as a complex man who had built awarrior dlite. If she
looked at him another way, though, he was very much the dark s de—everything she had been taught to
shun.

Y es, hereminded her of agdan, the nagty little carnivores that hunted in packs on Qiiluraand
would take on any prey; small by comparison with his strapping troops, but fero-cioudy, tenacioudy
aggressve.

And he wasn't quite the elderly man the squad had first described, either. To twenty-year-old
boys, he must have seemed ancient. But he was about sixty standard years—just middle-aged—and
obvioudy fit except for histendency to drag hisleft leg.

And he looked armored.

He was only wearing a civilian jacket—polished tan ban-thaleather with ahigh black
collar—and plain brown pants, but he had that same presence that all the commandos had. He was
ready for something. Given that he was ahead shorter than his squad, had a pronounced limp, and yet
il



looked like trouble, Etain decided he must have once been aformidable soldier. Sheredized he ill
was.

"In here, maam." He could make maam sound like girl somehow; he could do the same with
Generd. But asaJedi she had no right to fed affronted by lack of deference. She redlized that she smply
wished hewould like her. "Jugt alit-tle chat and then you can find Generd Jusik and catch up on events.”

Y es, Skirata gave the orders.

He ushered her into a side room that turned out to be a cabin with atable, achair, and narrow
bed with a hdf-packed carrydl sitting on it. There was aneet pile of clothing, military-grade fabric
equi pment cases with unidentifiable lumpy itemsin them, and aset of sand-gold, battle-scarred
Mandalorian armor.

The Forcetold her thiswas atidy room filled with the wretched chaos of broken lives, pain, and
misery. Shewon-dered if it was entirely his, but she stopped hersdlf from probing further in case he fet it
and reacted. He was a dan-geroudy perceptive man. She had no sense at all of any ani-mosity directed
a her.

"That'safine hemet," she said. It had detailed crimson and gold sgils, and the dloy section that
formed the eye-piece T of the visor was jet black. There were telltale scrapes and gouges asif some
huge creature had clawed at it. "Does Fi till have Hokan's armor?”

Skiratanodded. "Certainly has. Niner said he could haveit, and he kegpsit stashed in his
locker."

Etain thought of Ghez Hokan, and how she had first mis-taken Darman for Qiilura's bruta
enforcer smply because of that sinister helmet with its T-shaped dit. Fi had the helmet now. And that
was because Etain had taken Hokan's head off with her lightsaber, nearly ayear and alifetime ago when
shewas till not used to killing.



It was red armor with adigtinctive gray trim. Sherecdled that vividly.

Manda orian hdmets didn't look half so fearsome now. The shape was familiar: it waseven
welcome. But she had somehow forgotten that Skirata, and most of the training sergeants who had been
recruited to forge boyslike Darman into elite commandos, had been Manda orian mercenaries
handpicked by Jango Fett.

She wondered if she would have seen Skirata the same way nine months earlier, had he been her
enemy on Qiilura "Packing or unpacking?'

"Packing." Helifted the fabric bags carefully and they made ametallic clunk: wegpons. "We can't
operate out of here. Officidly were off duty and on indefinite leave." Helaid the armor platesin the bag
and layered the clothing between them, then did in the fabric-cased weapons. It oc-curred to her that this
was probably al he owned, the no-madic mercenary ready to move on to the next war. "Are you
gueamish, Genera? | mean ethically squeamish.”

"I'm a Jedli, Sergeant.”

"Wadll, that answersalot of questions| didn't ask."

"Ask me a specific question.”

"Do you know what black ops means?’

"Ohyes..."

"| thought you might. I had no idea you would be coming back with Omegaright now, but you
gpent four monthswith Zey on Qiiluraturning the localsinto guerrillasto fight the Seps, right? And before
that you survived when Master Fulier didn't. So | reckon you're pretty handy in ascrap.”

"l know my weaknesses."



Skirata paused and looked up from his packing. "Best knowledge of al.”

"Just tdl mewhat's at stake," Etain sad.

"Now, thereé's an interesting request from a Jedi.” He put his hand carefully in the sde of the
carryal and withdrew asmall cloth-wrapped package. When he unwrapped it and held it out in hispalm,
she could seeit held smal scan bars mounted on fragments of white plastoid aloy. "For me, stop-ping
more of these. For the Republic, stopping activity that limits the ability of the Grand Army to deploy. For
the Sen-ate, showing the Sepsthat they can't strike here at will. Take your pick!’

She knew what the objects were now: she'd seen them on hundreds of chest plates.-They were
armor tdlies, theidenti-fication devicesal clone soldierswore.

"I'll takethefirst option.” She thought of the other Fi, the one who was no longer diveto be
boyishly excited like his namesake at the prospect of seeing the Coruscant that lay be-yond the barracks.
"You believe I'll be of some use?'

"In urban operations, awoman isaways useful, Jedi or not. Another aid to invisibility—old
di'kute like me and fe-maleslike you."

Skirata smiled and rewrapped the armor tallies. Etain reached into her bag and redlized that she
had even fewer possessions than this nomad. "And Generd Jusik is part of this operation? What about
Magter Zey?"!

"Generd Zey isnot officidly aware of this."

"If we're not operating out of here, then where?"

"Oh, somewhere interesting. Give me a couple of days and then we can relocate. Besides, the
boys need somerest.”



So hewasn't going to tell her. Fine. "Deltaseem alittle .. . different from Omega. | takeit you
have confidencein them?'

"Oh, they're good lads." He fumbled in his jacket pockets and pulled out credit chips, scraps of
flims, and anasty-looking meta device crested with arow of short, savage spikes and that appeared to
have holesfor four fingers. She stared. He placed it on the table. "The hormone that makes them hard
fightersisthe same one that makes them abit of ahandful, too." The contents of Skirata's jacket
continued to pile up on thetable. A coil of thin wire, afifteen-centimeter knife with atapering three-sded
blade, a stubby custom blaster, and alength of heavy, sharp-edged chain joined the cache. "Not that the
poor adike are ever off duty, of course. But when you say the word, they're on the caselike that." He
snapped hisfingersto make the point of immediacy. Y es, shed seen that.

Skiratatook off hisjacket, reveding surprisingly broad shoulders and an underarm hol ster
holding what |ooked like a modified Verpine shatter gun. He hung the garment over the back of achair.
Etain estimated he was dtill exceptionaly fit in the wiry way of smal men and continued to revise her view
of him asaman who could only train othersto fight.

And she had never seen so many instruments devoted to injury and destruction in one man's
possession—not even a Republic commando. She indicated the weapons with a cocked head and
waited for ahint of why he was carrying them.

Skirata paused, one hand raking his short gray hair. "What?" he said, looking bemused.

"The. .. kit." Hewasawaking armory. "The wegpons."

"Oh, don't worry." He clearly didn't understand. "I don't carry many toolswhen I'min civilian
areas. Don't want to be too conspicuous. Ordo |ooks after the rest of it. We'l be properly cannoned up
when we deploy. Guesswhat? Got six Verpine sniper rifles. Custom-made and EM P-hardened.
Ex-quisite. Not redlly rifles, ‘costhey don't haverifled barrels, but . . ." He grinned suddenly, apparently
distracted by athought, and she had abrief and vivid vision of another man entirely. ™Y ou haven't met
Ordo yet, have you? He'safine lad. Pride of my heart, redly heis. Him and hisbrothers.”

Etain wastotdly disarmed by his candor, which seemed both incongruous and yet in keeping
with aman who had gone to such extraordinary lengths to equip hisyoung chargesto survive.



She knew hewas akiller. She knew his people had along history of killing Jedi, even fighting for
the Sith. She knew exactly what he was, but she couldn't help liking him and knowing that he would be
very, very important to her for the rest of her life.

Her certainty wasin the Force. And she knew what was coming in the days and months ahead
would take her beyond her limits, and would bring her no sense of peace or under-standing as a Jedi. But
the Force would show her what it in-tended her destiny to be.

| think it's Sgnificant that the casudty rate among commando squadstrained by Manddoriansis
lower than those trained by other races. Somehow, Mandaorians

imbue their charges with a sense of purpose, salf-confidence, and dmost obsessive sense of clan— of
fancily—that givesthem a genuine surviva advantage. Let us be thankful they're on our Sdethistime.

—Generd Magter Arligan Zey, Director of Specia Forces, officer commanding SO BDE,
addressing the Jedi Council

SO Brigade HQ Coruscant, briefing room 8, 1500 hours, 370 days after Geonosis

“I thought we'd have achat,” said Skirata. He turned a chair around and swung hislegs astrideit,
folding hisarms on the chair back and resting his chin on them. "Just us Mando boys. No aruetiise
present.”

Delta Squad had settled in seats on one side of the briefing room and Omega on the other, with



the table between them. Skirata could have diced through the atmosphere between Atin and Sev with a
vibroblade: how could they think he hadn't noticed? He knew how to read every nuance of cloned men
like abook, even if they weren't the ones he knew inti-mately. In fact, he could read most species now.
So they ei-ther thought he was stupid, or they were o at easein his company that they felt no need to
digguisether fedings.

And the Ddltaboys—like Omega—were painfully loyd to their sergeants. They sat around in
dark red fatigues, looking disturbingly young without their armor and wegpons.

"Y ou don't see Tur-Mukan or Jusik astraitors; do you?' Darman said.

"| wasusing aruetiise in the generd sense of non -Mandaorian.” Oh, Darman wasfond of Etain,
wasn't he? He'd have to keep an eye on that. "What I've got to say isjust squad business, not the
officers.” Skiratadropped his knife from his deeve and fidgeted with the blade, running hisfin-gertip
carefully along the honed edge. "I hopeyou'religen-ing to this, Delta”

"Yes, Sarge" Bosswaswatching him intently.

"Andyou, Sev."

Sev glanced at Atin for the merest fraction of a second, but enough to confirm Skiratal's hunch.
"Y es, Sergeant.”

"Okay, number one—any bad blood between me and Vau is our business, not yours. If any of
you want to fight about it, I'll persondly make you regret it. Saveit for the bad guys.”

The slence was dmogt solid. Atin stared ahead of him, unblinking; Sev compressed hislipsasif
choking back pro-test and flicked aglance at Niner. Darman and Fi smply looked baffled.

"No, Sev," Skiratasaid. "Niner didn't say aword to me, but I've got eyesin my backsdeand a
very good memory. Y ou do not have agrudge against Atin, do you understand me? If you want to argue
the toss about my little dtercation with VVau, then you haveit out with me.”



"Understood, Sergeant.”

"Good. Proveit."

"You two." Skiratamotioned to Atin and Sev with the point of his blade. "Get up and shake

Neither Atin nor Sev moved for amoment.

"| said get up and shake hands. Now."

Skiratawondered if he'd lost them, but then Atin stood just a heartbeat before Sev did. They
leaned across the table that separated them and shook hands as ordered.

"Now doit again and mean it," Skiratasaid quietly. "Y ou have to be one team now, one big
squad, and when | tell you what we're up againgt you'll understand why. Boss, | expect you to keep your

boysinline"

Boss leaned forward and shoved Sev in the back. "Y ou heard the sergeant.”

Atin held hishand out again. Sev took it and shrugged.

"Good," Skirata said. "Because we're off the charts now. What we're about to do has no official
authorization from the Senate or the generdls, so if we screw up, we're on our own.”



"Ah," said Scorch. "So Jusk and Tur-Mukan don't know about this."

"Oh yes, they do."

"Then who'swe?"

"Y ou, our young generds, Ordo, Vau, and me."

Scorch raised his eyebrows. Y ou're operational again?”

It wastimefor alittletheater. "Yes." Skirata hurled hisknife with the exquisite accuracy born of
decades of surviv-ing by it. It embedded itsdlf in the wooden panding behind Sev, half ameter to his
right. "Bet you can't do that with avibroblade, son.”

"Hecanif | pick him up and throw him," said F.

They dl laughed. Skiratawondered if they'd till belaugh -ing in afew minutes. Ordo was due
back soon. With any luck, he and VVau would have beaten some information out of Orjul; the Nikto were
probably too tough even for Vau to crack in that time.

In the end it might not matter. He had his team ready to deploy on Coruscant now—nhisteam, not
the Republic's—and they could do things that CSF either wouldn't or couldn't. Obrim had his handstied
by laws and procedures, and maybe he even had a mole among his own comrades.

But thisstrike team had no laws at dl: it didn't even exist. On Triple Zero, it was. . . zero.

Skirata hadn't asked Zey what would happen to them if they got it wrong. They could end up
dead, al of them. It was an academic detail.



Scorch got up, pulled the knife from the wall, and handed it back to Skiratawith agrin. Fixer
applauded.

"Remember dl that dirty black ops stuff that me and Vau taught you way back?' Skiratadid the
blade back up hisdeeve again. My dad 'sknife. All | have of him. | took it off hisbody. "Or did you file
it with the boring stuff on contingency orders and emergency procedures?’

"| think werecdl it, Sarge."

Skirataremembered it, and didn't want to. It wastraining that had to be done. It broke his heart,
but it was going to be al that stood between those boys and death sooner or later. They had to be able
to face the unimaginable, and—yes, there were even worse things than charging aline of droidswith your
comrades.

There were the things you might have to face done, in alocked room, with no hope of rescue.

Maybe Vau wasright. Perhaps trainees needed to be bru-talized beyond the point where they
were just brave, pushed into atate of existence where they became animasintent only on survival. That
was how Vau had nearly killed Atin. It waswhy Skirata had then gone after VVau and nearly killed him.

"I'm not proud of what | did to you," Skiratasaid.

"Y ou crawled through the nerf gutsfirst, Sarge. It looked like so much fun that we followed you
in." F roared with laughter and leaned back in his seet. "And then you threw up.”

The Sickener, they called it. One more endurance test to make sure they could face conditions
that would bresk and kill lesser men, crawling through aditch filled with rotting nerf guts.

But there were more tests to come. A night out in Fest-like temperatures; no deep for three
days, maybe more; scant water, afull Sixty-kilo pack, and blistering heet; and alot of pain. Pain, pitiless
verba abuse, and humiliation. A captured commando could expect brutd interrogation. They had to be
able to cope without breaking, and it took some imagination to test that to the limit.



How far istoo far, Ka?

Vau was much more detached about handing out dl that punishment than Skirata could ever be.
It was very hard to hurt your sons, even if it helped them survive the unsurvivable.

"Well," Skirata said, mortified that Fi could take it in such good spirits. “The nerf gutswere the
fun part. It dl goes downhill dter that."

Sev seemed quite animated. "Do we get to do nations?"

"If we do, they never happened. Y ou imagined them."

"Whoops. My trigger finger just dipped, Sarge. Honest."

"Y ou catch on fast about the fascinating world of politicsin which we now find ourselves, young

"Isit okay if | say politicians are gutless chakaare?' Scorch asked.

"Cadl 'emwhat you like, son. You gill haven't got avote." Skiratafelt the thud of boots striding
down the passage out-side. The vibration carried; their voices didn't. "Wars are legal violence. Everything
eseisjus crime. Fortunately we're Mandalorian, so we're alot less prissy about that fine distinction.”

"Just point us at the bad guys and say go."

"That's the awkward bit."



"What is?' Scorch asked.

"Youvegot to find them first."

"Well, wefound quiteafew sofar . ."

Deltalaughed like one man, even Sev, and Omegajoined in. The coded entry system blipped
and the doors did open. Ordo strode through them, probably aware of the kind of entrance he could
make.

Delta had never worked with aNull ARC before. Maybe they thought it would be no different
from working with Alphaor any of the other Jango-trained ARC troopers. Skiratawatched with interest.
Ordo would certainly break some moreice.

"Sir!" Detasaid sharply, dl at once. Niner and the rest of Omega just touched their brows
casudly.

"Sorry I'm late, Sergeant.” Ordo took off his helmet, tucked it under one arm, and handed Skirata
adatapad and arather heavy flimsi-wrapped package about the size of asmall blaster case. "Not much
information, but Vau is till working on the problem. And Generd Jusik sends his com-pliments.”

"Thanks, Captain." Skirata glanced at it and then un-wrapped the parcel. But it wasn't aweapon;
it was abox of candied vweliu nuts. Jusk was avery thoughtful officer in-deed. Skirata broke the sedl
and got up to placeit on the table within the reach of both squads. "Fill yer boots, lads.”

F had hisusud slly grin on hisface, thefaintest hint that he might be planning to do something at
Ordo's expense.

"Ooh, nice new skirt!" said Fi. ™Y ou went to dl that trou-ble just for us? What happened to the
old kama?Did it shrink in the wash?'



He got up and stood a pace or two in front of Ordo, still grinning and clearly expecting some
backd apping or some other show of delight at reunion after severad months.

" 'Scuse me, Sergeant,” Ordo said calmly, and smacked F down on the floor with a
none-too-playful body press. Fi yelped. Being hit by someonein armor when you weren't wearing your
own hurt.

Boss's expression was a study in shock. The Delta boysjerked upright in their seats and stared
asif they were debat-ing whether to step in and break it up. Ordo looked like cold death; even Skirata
had times when he wasn't quite sure which way Ordo would jump.

"Y our big mouth isgoing to get you into alot of trouble one day," the ARC hissed. Fi, eyes
locked on Ordo's, neck tensed, looked ready to fight back. "So you better hope I'm there when that
happens.” Then Ordo burst out laughing and got to hisfeet in one move. He hauled Fi upright by hisarm,
dapping his back enthusiagticdly. "The old firm back to-gether again, en? Good stuff!"

Bossglanced at Skirata, who smiled enigmaticaly, or so he hoped. Nulls were either your best
friend or your worst imaginable enemy. Fi, luckily, had adevoted friend. He still looked shaken by the
nature of the reunion, though.

"Okay, you can thin out now and well resume tomorrow morning with our little generalsfor afull
intel briefing a oh- eight-hundred,” Skiratasaid. "Now that we al understand each other.”

Ordo took a handful of candied nuts and stepped outside with Skirata. The two men stood in the
corridor, giving the squads a chance to chat now that Delta had been suitably un-nerved. And maybe
they thought he couldn't hear them, but Skiratawasn't as hard of hearing as they imagined, years of
exposure to deafening fire or not.

And it wasn't what he expected to hear.

"Ferfek, | remember thinking he was just bent over breethless, but he was actudly crying and
throwing up. And it wasn't the nerf guts.”



"He never liked knocking us around.”

"And he dways gpol ogized and made sure we were okay afterward."

"Top man." That was Niner talking. " Jatne 'buir.”

The best father. Wdll, that was ajoke. His own kids had formally disowned him and declared
him dar'buir instead—no longer afather. It was avery rare and shameful thing for aMando father to be
formaly shunned by hissons.

But he couldn't have left Kamino, or even told them where he was and that he hadn't completely
abandoned them. Not even Ordo knew about the declaration of dar'buir.

Y ou put your clonesfirst, before your own flesh and blood, didn't you?

"Areyoudl right?'

And | don't regret doing that, not asecond of it.

"I'm fine, Ordiika. Vau must be losing histouch, then. Nothing useful from our friends?!

"There might be nothing to get out of them, of course. But it's not aquick process, interrogating
experienced suspects without killing them.”

"What about getting one of our jetiise to help out? They're good at persuasion.”

"Possibly too squeamish. Jusik isaways anxious to please, though.”



"He's much more usein thefield. Brave lad, handy with tech, and agood pilot. But the girl's got
anedgeto her. Let'sseeif shell put pragmatism above principle.”

"Do you didike them, Ka'buir?"

"It'snot amatter of liking them or not. It'swhether they're rdiable. Look, Zey will waste you and
every last cdlone—and me—if hethinksit'll win thewar and save civilians. But Jusk hero-worships you.
And | don't know which of those two extremesis the more dangerous.”

"Thisisyour opportunity to help them become the sol -diers you made of us, then."

Ouch. "Why do | always get the feeling that you were more of aman at four yearsold than |
would ever be?' Ordo gave him aplayful shove. He was clearly in agood mood today. "L et me ask
Genera Tur-Mukan to interrogate the prisoners. If shefindsthat morally unacceptable, then her view of
you won't betainted by it."

Skirata had to bite hislip. Ordo often shamed him with unexpected compassion and diplomacy.
"Yeah, | reckon shelll find it easier to do the heroic infantry stuff than get dirty aong with us. But leave
her tome."

"Very well," Ordo said. "Have you decided where we need to base the operation?”

"I've got afew people who owe me favors. Where would you hide soldiers?!

"Hide hide or conced hide?' "Not-taking-much-notice-of-activity hide."

"Somewhere with abar. Somewhere you'd get alot of off -duty traffic.”

"Y ou don't drink. Never seen aclonedrink much at al." Skiratawas suddenly ambushed again
by Ordo's agile brain. For aman who knew little of life beyond warfare, his ability to learn and



extrapolate from the smalest scrap of informartion was breethtaking. "And you never get off duty.”

"You said, Kd'buir, that you might disguise the presence of some hulking big boysin armor by
having alot more of them around. Y ou were going to see Mar Rugeyan about a smokescreen.”

"Remember Mar Rugeyan? The man who can talk out of al three corners of hismouth at the
same time? The man you grabbed by the—"

Ka remembered, dl right. "Y eah, if I'd known then that 1'd need him I'd have been alittle more
caeful.”

"I think | can propose an idea he might find attractive.”

"Would that involve leaving bruises?'

"l wasn't planning to injure him. Just point out that if trooperswere actudly dlowed leavein
considerable num-bers; it would reassure the public, too. Eventualy we be-comeinvishble." Ordo
pondered, that tell talelittle frown creasing his brow. Sometimes his staggering intellect and perfect recdll
didn't help him processthe redl world one hit, at least not where Skirata was concerned. "Let metry,
Karbuir. | promise!'ll be more diplomatic.”

"It wasajoke, Ordika. | think you'd probably stand as much chance of charming him as | would
right now."

"Havel ever let you down?'

It wasn't arhetorical question. Skiratawas mortified. It was all too easy to swagger out of the
meeting full of aggres-ve confidence and forget that Ordo—muscular, lethd, the ultimate soldier—was
vulnerable to the approva of one per-son aone: him. It was asif Ordo became that literd, trusting child



again, the one who had decided that the only person in the galaxy who would ever look out for him and
his brothers was a down-on-his-luck mercenary who didn't much like Kaminoans.

"I didn't mean it literdly." Skiratareached up and ruffled hishair just like he/d done when Ordo
wasascared little kid, terrified by the lightning on Kamino, except he hadn't had to reach quite so far in
those days. "Y ou're my pride and joy. Y ou couldn't be smarter or better or braver, any of you.”

Ordo looked blank for amoment and then managed a amile, but it was the placatory gesture of a
child under threat. "I know | have gapsin my knowledge.”

"Oh, son. . . I'm going to changethat. For dl of you.”

"I know, Kd'buir" Histrust was transparent and absolute.

"Y ou're our protector and well aways serve you."

Skiratawinced. Faith was devastating if you weren't up to being agod.

But | don't regret it. No, not a second of it.

Logistics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 370 days after Geonosi's

"Y ou're not on the authorized personnd list for this cen-ter,” said the security droid at the doors.

Ordo reached past it and tapped a memorized code into the door panel. The sentry was asolid
block with four arms, a head shorter than he was. "Well done. Y ou'reright to cha-lenge me."
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Ordo reached into his belt and took out astylus probe. The droid was fagt, but not fast enough
to avoid the probe Ordo dipped slently into the command port in its chest. Therewasa
chack-chack-chack of memory drives and motors stalling for amoment, and then the droid seemed
placated.

"Y ou gppear to be on the authorized personnel ligt," it said. Y ou have accessto al areas
including those redtricted to staff officers, without on-site security tracking.”

"Excdlent," Ordo sad, waking through the doorsinto the polished white marble [obby. "I'm a
very private person.”

And it was easy to be private when you werein armor. No -body took much notice of aclone
insde the GAR complex, not even one wearing an ARC trooper captain'slivery.

It was Smply amatter of looking asif you had every right to be going about your business. And
the Null squad's proper business was anything Ka Skirata deemed it to be. Right now that meant
identifying amethod of inserting covert sur-veillance into Logigtics, the most likely place for amolewho
could relay very precise information on transport and con-tractor movements to the Separatists.

Ordo took out his datapad and consulted it frequently asif he were herefor aroutine visit.
Without the possibility of eye contact, none of the civilian staff seemed even to register his presence. The
white armor here was usualy clone troopers who were physicaly unfit for front-line service, Engineer
Corps, or ARC troopers carrying out occasional inspectionsfor their generals.

After driding into afew offices, startling the droids and getting an occasond glance from civilian
technicians, Ordo waked into the operations room at the heart of the logistics wing, and struck gold.

It was alarge circular room with wallsthat were covered in live holocharts of troop and materiel
movements. It danced with brilliant light and color, aHUD on agrand scale. At the room's heart was a
large multistation desk staffed by two droids, four humans, six Sullustans, three Nimbanese, and . . .



... one clone trooper, minus his helmet.

"Excdlent," Ordo said aloud.

The clone trooper jumped to hisfeet and saluted, even though it was technically apoor example
of protocol to do so without his helmet in place. Ordo returned the salute any-way.

"Problem with your helmet, trooper?’

The man lowered hisvoice. "It makesthe civilians edgy, sir. They prefer to see my eyes.”

Ordo brigtled. He would never defer to civilians whims. "'I'm carrying out aroutine survey for
Generd Camas." Hedidn't give the man his designation. Alpha ARCs rarely both-ered to identify
themsalvesto the lower ranks. He glanced at the civilians: one of the Nimbanese and ahuman femae
looked up at him. The pale reptilian Nimband wasinterest-ing as adetail, but the human femae was
enough to make him stop, stare, and note her as suspicious. She smiled a him. He il had hishelmet on,
but she smiled at him, and she was shockingly beautiful; both those facts were, worry ing in an
adminigtrative department. She looked down at her data.console, lost in her work again, and flicked long
pale blond hair over one shoulder.

"Trooper," Ordo said. He beckoned the man to him. "'1'd like you to brief me on the operation of
thisunit.”

They walked outside the main doors, and Ordo removed his helmet to look abrother inthe eye
and give him due respect. His glove'staly scanner told him the man was CT-5108/8843, an EOD
operative: abomb disposal expert, the kind of man who disarmed booby traps and UXBs so that other
troopers could advance, the kind of man who could do work that even droids could not.

The explosives connection wasn't lost on Ordo for one moment.

"What's your name?"



The trooper hesitated. "Corr, gr," he said quietly. "And what brings you here?

Corr paused and then pulled off his gauntlets.

He had no hands.

They had been replaced by two smple prosthetics, so basic that they didn't have asynthflesh
coating, just the bare dura-steel mechanism. Ordo didn't even have to ask how he had ac-quired them.
Somehow losing both hands was shocking in away that losing one was not. Hands defined humanity.

"Therés aparts shortage, Sr, what with there being so many men injured and needing
prosthetics," Corr said gpolo-geticdly. "And these aren't good enough for meto do my job in the front
line. As soon asthe parts come through, I'll be back, though.”

Ordo knew what Kaibuir would have said then, and he was moved to do the same, but this
wasn't thetime or the place. He held back. "Do they treat you properly here?!

Corr shrugged. "Fine. Actudly, sir, the civilians tend not to speak to me that much, except for
Supervisor Wennen. She's very kind to me indeed.”

Ordo could see it coming. "Wennen would be the blond woman, yes?'

Corr nodded, his expression noticeably softened. "Besany Wennen. She doesn't gpprove of the
fighting, Sir, but she doesn't let it affect her work and she'slooking after me very well.”

Poor naive trooper. "How wel?"

"We have lunch together and she'staken meto visit the Galactic Museum ."



Fascinating. Ordo had learned the wisdom of mistrust at avery early age. Glamorous woman,
EOD expert, logigtics hub: he could work it out. Not starting his observation here would have been
supid, but therewasllittle to be gained from crashing in yet.

"How many shifts?'

"Three per daly rogter, Sr.”

"I might need to ask you to do something for me, Corr."

"Certainly, Sir."

"But when | do, it will be classfied and you're to discussit with nobody, not even your
supervisor. It will be part of aroutine fraud audit, that's al, and that'swhy | need your S-lence.” Did it
matter if hetold him his name? Only the spe-cid forcesinner circle knew who he was anyway. "My name
iS. .. Ordo. Mention that to nobody."

"Yesdr. Understood.”

Ordo wanted to tell him that he understood hisloneliness among strangers and his need to be
back with his brothers at the front, doing real work. But he could tell him nothing. He ushered him back
into the operations room, noted the lovely and apparently genuine smile that Supervisor Wennen gave
him, and paused on hisway out to break into the automated comlink relay and place amonitoring device.

Poor Corr. Ordo patted the sentry droid on the head and strode to his parked speeder.



Yes, | know how the Kaminoansdid it. They used our genes againgt us, the ones that make us
bond with our brothers, make us loya, make us respect and obey our fathers—that's what they
manipulated to make us more likely to obey orders. They had to remove what made Jango a sdfish
loner, because that makes a bad infantry soldier, and you can tell from the Alpha ARCS that the
Kaminoans weren't wrong. But there's one thing | don't know yet—and that's how they controlled the
aging process. That'sthe key. They robbed us of afull life gpan. But we will not be defeated by time, ner
vod.

—ARC Trooper Lieutenant N-7—Mered—in an encrypted transmission to N-11, Ordo

Republic Adminigtration, Senate Head of Public Affairs Office, floor 391, Support Services Center, 370
days after Geonos's

M a Rugeyan's office was very near the top floor of the ad-ministration building and had aview
that some Senatorswould have killed for. Ordo wondered how Rugeyan did hiskilling—metaphorically,
anyway—because he had the air of aman who would terminate anyonein hisway without a sec-ond

thought.

It was along way down. Ordo tucked his helmet under hisarm and admired the steady stream of
gpeedersin the sky-lanes below.

"It'sbeen awhile," Rugeyan said, perfectly pleasant. "I never imagined | might bein apostion to
be any help to you."

The subtle threst wasn't lost on Skirata, a least if hisblink rate was anything to go by. "l
appreciated your assstance during the siege. Y ou remember my captain, don't you? Cap-tain Ordo? Sir,
can Mr. Rugeyan offer you anything to drink?"

"A glassof juice would be very welcome, thank you." Skiratawasindeed inferior in rank, but it



aways made Ordo uncomfortable to hear Karbuir cal him sr "We were won-dering if you might be able
to advise us”

Rugeyan betrayed no discomfort whatsoever at talking to a clone. "Happy to help, Captain.” He
tapped something on his desk. "Refreshments, please, Jayl. Juice and some cakes." He smiled. "But what
could | advise you upon?'Y ou seem to have your public image pretty well honed. Smart, ef-ficient, and
noble. Y ou can't buy animagelike that."

"Wefed that our troops should have alittle more comfort in life and we're aware how much
weight your advice carries with key members of the Defense Department,” said Ordo.

"Ah." Rugeyan's eyes narrowed ever so dightly. "Quite right, too. What do you want out of this,
then?'

"Leave"

"Moreof it?"'

"Any of it. They don't get leave. Any downtimeis spent in barracks or in training.”

"You didn't know that?'

"No, frankly, I didn't. | never asked." Rugeyan actually seemed surprised, or at least he was
feigning it very well. "But that's acommand decison. They won't bend easily to public servantslike me."

Ordo took aglass of brilliant emerald juice handed to him by Rugeyan's young femae assstant,
who smply stared, eyes scanning him. Kal'buir wasright: Civilians never saw clone soldiersface-to-face.



It amost threw him off track. "In strategic terms, the tem -porary withdrawal of afew thousand
troops from the front line makes very little difference,” he said. "But I'm sure you know that warfareisn't
all about big bangs. There's another front, and that's here." Ordo tapped histemple. "Vigble troops
around Coruscant. Good for public confidence right now, with the constant threet of terror attacks. And
good for our men.”

Rugeyan toyed with a cake studded with chunks of glis-tening red and purplefruit. "I admit that
the Senate would like some positive results on the terror attacks. It's making the administration look
helpless. Much as | respect our col-leaguesin the CSF, they're not making much progress, are they?!

Skiratacut in. "But if they did, it would be very timely, wouldn't it? And I'm sure that you'd be
told about it right away."

Thiswastheinteresting thing about Skirata. He could speak around corners. Hewas an
articulate self-educated man, and that always came as a surprise to outsiders. Jusik fell for the
rough-diamond act al too often, but Vau wasn't the only Mando with arazor-sharp mind and afineline
inrhetoric. Skirata could switch from Mando hard man to politician without avisible change of gear.

Ordo found every conversation an education.

"| dways appreciate information,” Rugeyan said. "Espe-cidly when | know it'll serve someredl
purpose.”

"So," Ordo said, and drained his glass. The assstant popped in again asif she'd been staking out
the office and re-filled it. "We have two battalions of the Forty-first Elite back in barracks and an assault
ship's crew waiting on arefit. If someone could come up with theidea of an extended leave with the men
alowed and encouraged to go off base, | think everyone would benefit. And maybe some creditsto
spend, because they don't get paid. A nicefedl good story for the media.”

Rugeyan's expression flickered briefly from professond neutrdity to surprise and then back
agan. "Never even thought of that, you know. Soisthisgoing to involve your men? The RCs?"

Rugeyan pronounced it Arr-Sees, like asoldier would. It wasinternd jargon and not for
outsiders. Skirata blinked for a second, and then shifted down a gear into Mando merce-nary again,



dbet it onein abetter mood than usual.

"They're not RCs. Arr-See sounds like adroid to the pub-lic. My boys are men. So please refer
to them as Republic Commandos, not just commandos, and the other forces astroopers, or by their
rank." He durped his caf enthusiagti-caly. "Words like RCs, cannon fodder, grunts, gropos, squad-dies,
pongoes, meet cans, white jobs, or even shiny boys create the wrong impression. Terminology is
everything, | find."

Rugeyan was actudly making notes on a sheet of flimg. Hetook no offense at dl, not visbly
anyway.

"Very ussful," hesad. "Leavethisto me"

"And I'm sure Captain Obrim has your comlink code at the very top of hislist, should there be
any good newsfor you."

Skirata smiled and looked asif he meant it. Ordo nursed hisglass, leaving alittlejuice at the
bottom to fend off more instant attention from Rugeyan's assstant.

"Aninevitablefact of lifeisthat some of usare doomed to do the dirty thanklesswork in the
shadows while someone el se gets the headlines,” Rugeyan said.

"Headlines can be overrated,” said Skirata. " The captain has another meeting to attend, but thank
you for your time."

It wasdl very civilized: another coded conversation where the ungpeakable had somehow been
spoken. And it wasdl afar cry from the sweaty, anxious hours at the Galactic City spaceport afew
months before, when Rugeyan had been no more than asevereirritant and Skirata had taken arather
physica didiketo him. Now the man seemed to have aclear and dmost uncanny grasp of exactly what
he was being asked to do, and athough he must have had questions, he never asked them. It amost
made him asoldier.

The descent in the turbolift felt like arapid insert via gun-ship asthey plunged down a hundred



levds

Skirata began laughing quietly and pinched the bridge of hisnose, eyes shut. "I wish I'd redlized
that Rugeyan would respond to asimple request. Then I'd never have—wadll, you know."

"If you hadn't captured his attention in such an assertive way at the siege, perhaps he wouldn't
have been so accom-modating today. That man might even make auseful member of an intelligence
bureau one day.”

"Hejust needed me to show some understanding of his own position. Sometimes | think people
want more from me than they actualy do. So where does thisleave us, Ordika?’

Ordo counted off on the fingers of hisglove. "Smoke-screen in progress. Team on standby, split
into watches. Ob-servation points and potential operationa houses collated and identified. Armory and
logigticsin place. Confirmed link between devices and prisoners.”

"BlJt?l

"All dressed up and nowhereto go. Still alarge gap intheintd.”

"What did the droid crack out of the download from Atin?' Skirata asked.

"A lot of datathat needs combing by hand when we have other intel to put dongsideit. It'sjust
lists of businesseslike any transport company would keep. Nothing leaps out. Sometimes | wish we had
to deal with Weequays. They'd label things TOP SECRET and give usaclue.”

"Why isthis proving so hard? Fierfek, son, Kom'rk and Jaing can track aflitnat across the galaxy
and we can't find agang in our own backyard."

"I'm sorry, Kd'buir." | should be ableto crack this. I'm letting him down. "Thisisadouble line of
aurveillance, I'm afraid—the terror network itself and whoever is providing their recce intelligence—and



that could be inside our own organization, or in the CSF, and the latter is going to be harder to identify.”

"I'm not blaming you. It'sjust an expresson.”

"And my brothers do know the identities of the flitnats they're looking for, of course.”

"Only one option |eft, then. Explore every line and dot, and hope for alucky bregk while were
doing it to speed things up.”

"UnlessVau getslucky.”

"Timeto break out the emergency Jedi, | think, son.”

"Oh-elght-hundred tomorrow," said Ordo.

"Still got time to do some more preparation, then. Let's go and see a Hutt who owes me one.
Wédll, alot more than one, actually. And let's pick up Sev and Scorch so they can see how it's done.”

There were things Skirata could do that not even acom-mando or an ARC could, and one of
those was to work his contacts.

Ordo committed it all to memory. Tonight would be highly educational.

Qibbu's Hut, entertainment district, Coruscant; Delta recce troop in attendance



Garish green light framed the pulsing orange sign above the entrance. Qibbu opened late: it was
aready dark, and Skiratathought it was high time the bar welcomed new cus-tomers.

"I'm only asmpletrained killer," Sev said, "but some-thing tells me never to est in arestaurant
with abad pun over the door."

"Y ou havent tried thefood yet," Skiratasaid. "That'll leave no room for doubt.”

"Or dessert," Scorch said. "And did | mention | fed naked?'

"About adozen times since we left HQ. Get used toit. Y ou can't wear armor dl thetime."

Ordo drew one blaster. Scorch raised his eyebrows. "I'm being low-key," Ordo said. "Or I'd
draw both."

"| redly didn't noticeyou inthat shiny whiterigat dl, ar.. ."

"Listen up, lads." Skiratadid one hand into his pocket to fed for areassuring meter of durasted
chain and held hisright arm Straight at his side. He hadn't seen the Huitt in along time, years before
Kamino, and it was bound to be a nasty shock for the old dug.

"Qibbu might be surprised to see me, especidly as he fill owesme afee. So no heroics. | can
handle him." Skirata ges-tured for the two commandos to stand back in the open lobby. "L ook casua
and read the menu. And don't throw up.”

The sprawling maze of rooms passed for arestaurant, bar, and hotel, but only if the Coruscant
food hygiene ingpectors were looking the other way. It was perfect in every way if you wanted not to be
bothered. There was a certain anonymity in the rough end of the entertainment district.

It was just the kind of place where an awful lot of clone soldiers could passin and out without
drawing comment, at least after the novelty wore off. Skirataleaned on the inter-com.



Qibbu the Hutt was a home. He just knew it. It was the skinny Duros suddenly standing in the
doorway with ablaster that gave the game away.

"We'reclosed," the Duros said.

"And I'm Kd Skirata"

The Duros gray fist closed on the blagter. "And | said we're closed.”

Ordo swung around the door and leveled his blaster in the Duros flat face. "No, | do believe
you're open, and wed like to see tonight's specid, please.”

The Duros paused long enough to gape, which was proba-bly what saved hislife. If held lifted
the blaster, Ordo would have killed him. Ordo grabbed hiswrist anyway and twisted it dmost asaside
effect of wresting the blaster from his grip, and there was the unmistakable snick of cracking bone. The
Duros squealed.

"| think that means comeright in," Skirata said, and made sure he had his blaster in his waistband.
Qibbu might have shelled out some credits for competent help after all. He wandered into the deserted
restaurant and noted that the car-pet didn't quite stick to his boots as much asit used to. He wandered
behind the bar, as much to check that nobody was lurking there to give him aVery Unhappy Hour asto
seeif the glasses were clean.

Ordo's blaster whirred faintly as he raised it. When Skiratalooked up, Sev and Scorch were
covering one door each. Good lads. They'd dl do fine out in the big bad world.

"Kaad ..." Qibbuinched out of the kitchens, awaft of exotic spice and burned fat escaping as
the Hutt eased him-sdif into the bar area. " So you come for your bounty at last. | thought you would
never come. And you have staff and anice jacket now . . . must be doing better business, yes?'



"Colleagues,” Skiratasaid. "I'll take hard currency, but if you haven't got that, we can negotiate.”

Qibbu was unattractive even by Hutt standards. Histongue flicked across his dit of amouth, and
he edged to the bar to dither onto his dais and pour a couple of drinks.

"Y our boys want de?' Qibbu indicated ajar of pickled gorg on the bar. " Snacks?'

"No thanks." Sev and Scorch were a chorus, eyesfixed on the jar of very dead amphibians.
"Couldn't manage another thing."

"Okay, you and | talk, then, Ka-a-a."

"| take it you haven't got ready currency?'

"Not that much. Give metime, and—"

"Let me makeit easy for both of us." Skirata pulled up astool and sat down to bring himself leve
with the Hutt'seyes. "I'm atourist. Can my boystake alook at your rooms? If we like what we see, well
day for awhile”

Skirata indicated the turbolift. Sev and Scorch drew their blasters and disappeared for arecce.
Ordo locked the main doors again and paced dowly around the bar, probably com-mitting the layout

and every detail to memory. A right little holorecorder, Ordo: another superb advantage of perfect
re-call.

"S0...you haveaproject in hand, Kaa-a ?"

"l might have."



"Doesit involve. . . dead people?’

"Not thistime. | just need a place where my colleaguesand | can relax and not be bothered for a
while”

Qibbu's yellow dit-pupiled eyes followed Ordo around the bar. Skirata could never see yelow
eyes now without think-ing of Kaminoans.

"Y our colleagues are soldiers.”

"Y es. They like to make the most of their leave. They don't get much.”

"Sothey dolittle. . . jobsfor you," Qibbu said.

"Y es, and none of those jobs need inconvenience you. Y ou won't' get any visitsfrom CSF,
because my boys behave themselves."

"You just want . . . peace and quiet for them to do those lit-tlejobs for you."

Y ou have no idea how much, Sug-Bregth. "Yes."

"In exchange, you write off that smal sum | owe you?'

"I might." 1t was five hundred thousand credits plusinter-est. He didn't need it now. Therewasa
time when he would have risked hislife and that of anyone who got in theway to pick up afeelikethat.
He'd been asuccessful debt enforcer for abrief time, but it wasn't proper soldiering. "I might also bring

some trade your way, because there could be alot of troopers in town who want to visit somewhere
rdaxing.”



"Y ou offer me morethan | owe you. Thereisacatch.”

"The catch,” Skiratasaid, feding the negotiation dipping avay from him, "isthat you'll guarantee
no trouble here. And my definition of troubleis quite exacting.”

"No unwanted attention.”

"And no nonsense from your usua low-life clientele. No taking advantage of my soldier boys. As
much food as they want—fresh and properly cooked, please—and clean rooms. They don't drink much
but they do tend to like alot of caf and sweet beverages.”

Qibbu blinked dowly, still apparently distracted by Ordo, who wastaking an interest in the
kitchen.

"Mindif | do afood hygieneinspection?' Ordo said, and disappeared into the kitchens without
waiting for areply.

Qibbu's gaze did toward the kitchen and then back to Skirata. "Y ou ask for alot for your shiny
boys™"

Skirata closed his hand around the end of the chain in his pocket. The dug needed to learn who
had the upper hand in this negotiation. " That's because they deserve alot, you owe mealot, and if you
mess me about you'll have alot more trouble than you could possibly imagine—"

Skirata's buildup to giving Qibbu a serious smacking was suddenly interrupted by astifled shriek
from the kitchens. A young Twi'lek femal e came rushing out the doors. He red-ized Ordo must have
dartled her. It might have been the twin blasters.

"And only respectable females allowed in the bar," Skirataadded. But the Twi'lek looked
terrified in away that said she was used to being that way, and he didn't like that at al. He knew Qibbu
only too well. "She doesn't look like your usud . . . kitchen staff."



Thegirl huddled against the far wall, staring at Ordo, who merely walked out and holstered his
blaster with an exagger-ated gesture. He didn't do reassuring very well at the best of times, et alone with
women. It wastime to teach him more socia graces when carrying firearms.

The Hutt gurgled alaugh. "Femdees. . . you know how they are—"

Enough. Skiratapulled his durasted chain out in one movement and whipped it around Qibbu's
neck, twisting it in hisfist as he wrenched the quivering bulk toward him. The metd cut into the creature's
soft fat, leaving awhite margin where the blood could no longer circulate,

"Ligen, shag," Skiratasad, feding hisanger tightening histhroat muscles. There was no worse
insult for aHutt than dave. "1 like Twi'lek females. Honest ones, the sort that don't thieve, or worse. So
no migtreating the staff or I might dis-cover what atrade union activist | can be. Just look after any of my
boyswho passthisway. Eniki?Y ou step out of line and therell be anew batch of fresh blubber products
at the mar-ket first thing in the morning." He twisted the chain alittle tighter. " Jhagwa nayoka, Fatboy.
No trouble."

Qibbu'sthird eydid flicked across hisreptilian eye like awindscreen wiper. "Y our pretty shiny
boys die anyway, sooner or later.”

That wasit. Skiratajerked the Hutt's head down and brought his knee up in Qibbu's face as hard
as he could with awet thwack. He didn't need thisthing to remind him of that and mock their sacrifice.
Qibbu spluttered ammonia-scented saliva, moaning.

"Arewegoing to get good service at your establishment?' Skiratasaid, ignoring thepainin his
kneecap. "Or would you prefer to pay me haf amillion creds plus nine years interest right now?"

"Tagwa, lorda."

"That'smorelikeit." Heloosened hischoke hold alittle. "A bit of customer focusis good for



Qibbu baked visbly. "I lose profit.”

"You'l losealot more than that if you mess around with me. I've dways wanted to seeif Hutts
really can regenerate body parts.” Skiratatightened the chain again. "Ke nu jurlcadir shaMando 'ade ."

Don't messwith Manda orians. It wasn't bad advice.

Qibbuwas no linguist but Skirata knew tone could convey agreat ded even to an anima, and
maybe even to aHutt. He hoped the lack of circulation in Qibbu's neck wastrandating for him.

"Tagwa. . . Sergeant,” Qibbu said, and let out along wet gasp as Skirata released the chain.

Sev and Scorch emerged from the turbolift again and gave Skirata the thumbs-up.

"Ided for arelaxing break, Sarge,” Scorch said. "Lovely clear views, platform to park a speeder
or sx, and lots of room to stretch our legs. A wholefloor of rooms at thetop, in fact.”

Good defensive vishility, easy access and escape, and the right layout for moving around and
storing kit and ordnance. Excellent.

"If it'sgood enough for my colleagues; it'll be good enough for me" Skiratasaid. ™Y ou want to
take alook just to make sure, Ordo?"

Ordo shook hishead, till seeming wary of the Twi'lek fe-mde. "I'll go with the mgjority."

"S0, long-stay rates?' Skirata asked.

"As. .. discussed,” Qibbu sad.



Skiratadid off the stool and wiped the chain clean of Qibbu's dime before coiling it and putting it
in his pocket again. He was concerned about the Twi'lek, though. Civil-ianswere hardly his prime
concern on this operation, but it didn't cost anything to be courteous.

Hewaked over to her. Shewas till cowering. He squatted down amost ingtinctively: he saw six
scared little boys walit-ing to be reconditioned. "I'm Kal, maam,” he said. "What's your name?"

She didn't meet his eyes. She had that way of 1ooking off dightly to one side that he thought he'd
seen too many times before. "Laseema”

"Well, Laseema, if your bossisn't treating you well, you let me know. And I'll have aword with
him." He smiled as best he could. "And none of my boyswill give you any prob-lems, either, okay?'

"Okay," she said shakily. Her lekku were moving dightly, but Skirata couldn't understand the
unspoken language they conveyed. She might just have been twitching out of fear. " Okay."

Skirata gave her as reassuring asmile as he could manage and moved to the doors. "WEell be
back tomorrow to move some stuff in. Have the top floor ready for us, will you? Nice and clean.”

"And fresh flowers," Scorch sad.

They ambled back to the speeder and set off for ArcaBar -racks, settling into an automated
skylane and merging into the stream of glittering taillights. Coruscant waslovely at night, just asFi said.
Skirata had never thought about it much before.

He nudged Sev. "Good operationa house, then.”

"Tailor-made. It'll take us aday to movethekit in discreet amounts, but we can access viathe
landing platform when it'sdark again.”



"Does our host get nervous about storing ordnance?’ Ordo said.

"He'saHuitt," said Skirata. "He's stored alot worse. And what he doesn't know won't keep him
awakea night.”

Scorch seemed impressed. "Y ou redlly were abit of abad boy in your past, weren't you,
Sarge?'

"What d'you mean, past?' Sev said.

And they laughed. They were perfect specid forcestroops, very bad boysin their own right, but
they had never dealt with the crimina underworld—and crime was an in-evitable partner of terrorism. It
was one reason why Skiratadidn't fee one scrap of misgiving about going bandit him-self.

Ferfek, hed impressed them. The Delta boys were emerg-ing from their closed, tight-knit
exclugivity and settling into the larger team. That was one problem solved.

Therewas till the operation itsdlf, of course.

And keeping an eye on Atin, Vau, and Sev.

And introducing Etain to an element of war that wasn't reemotely noble.

And making sure that everyone came out of it dive. Skiratareached over the back of the sesat
and gave Sev and Scorch aplayful swat, then nudged Ordo beside him.

"l promised you al anight out,” he said. "When we get this cleaned up, Zey'sgoing to get aredly
big messhill from the officers club.”



"Maybe we shouldn't wait until then," Scorch said. ™Y ou never know what's around the corner.”

No. You didn't. You never did.

When the enemy isadroid or awet with awegpon, then killing them iseasy. But in thisgame
you're operating among civvies, on your home ground. Y ou could be working

right next door to the enemy. They might even be people you know and like. But they're still the enemy
and you'll have to dot them just the same. There's no Manda orian word for "hero,” and that'sjust as
well, because however many livesyou savein black ops, you will never, ever be ahero. Ded withiit.

—Sergeant Kal Skirata, teaching counterterrorist tactics to Republic Commando companies Alpha
through Epsilon, Kamino, three years before Geonosis

Arca Company Barracks parade ground, 0730 hours, 371 days after Geonosis

The missle skimmed the top of Etain's head and bounced off the Force-shield she had
ingtinctively thrown up to pro-tect her face.

Jusik skidded to ahalt in front of her, swest dripping off the end of hisnose, aflattened dloy rod
clutched in one hand. There was asmear of blood across his cheek, and she wasn't sureif it washis.

"Sorry!" He looked elated. "L.ook, why don't you Sit over there? It's safer.”



Etain indicated the blood. "And why don't you use your Force powers?' shesaid. "Thisisa
dangerous sport.”

"That's cheating," Jusk said, lobbing the small plastoid sphere back into the knot of commandos.
They pounced on the object like a hunting pack and jostled each other fero-cioudy to whack the thing
with rods, trying to driveit hard against the barrack wall.

Etain had no ideawhat the game was cdled, if it had anameat al. Nor did it seem to have any
rules. the ball, such asit was, was being hit, kicked, and thrown as the whim took the players.

And the teams were Niner, Scorch, Fixer, and Darman againgt Fi, Atin, Sev, and Boss. Skirata
indgsted that they played in mixed teams.

Severd other commandos had paused while crossing the parade ground to watch. The battle
was conducted in grim si-lence except for the clash of rods, gasping bresth, and occa-siona approving
shouts of "Nar dralshy'al"—Put your back into it! —and "Kandosi!"—which, Jusik had explained, had
been appropriated colloquidly to mean "classy” rather than "noble.”

They had al become much more ferocioudy Mando since she had first met them. It wasa
phenomenon that made sense given the specific nature of their duties, but it il left her feding that they
were becoming strangers again. Working so closaly with Skirata appeared to have focused their minds
on a people who seemed to have the ultimate freedom.

Even Darman had fdlen happily into it. He was utterly en -grossed in the game,
shoulder-charging Boss out of the way and knocking Jusik flat. There was a shout of "Kandosi!" asthe
ball thudded against the wall, two meters above the ground.

Then Skirata emerged from the doorway. Etain didn't have to take any hintsfrom the Force asto
his state of mind.

'‘Armor!" heydled. Hisvoice could fill a parade ground. The commandos froze as one. He did
not look amused. "I said wear some armor! No injuries! Y ou hear me?"



He strode across to Jusik with surprising speed for a man with a damaged leg and cameto ahalt
with hisface centime-ters from the Jedi's. He dropped hisvoice, but not by much.

"Sir, | regret to haveto tell you that youreadik'ut.”

"Sorry, Sergeant.” Jusk was a contrite scrap of bloody robes and sweaty hair. "My fault. Won't
happen again.”

"No injuries. Not now. Okay, Sir?"

"Understood, Sergeant.”

Skirata nodded and then grinned, ruffling Jusik's hair just ashe did histroops. "Y ou're definitely
ori‘'din, Bardika. Just don't get yoursdlf killed."

Jusk beamed, clearly ddighted. Skirata had not only told him that he was exceptionaly tough,
but he had used the mogt affectionate form of his name: now hewas"Little Bar-dan," and thus one of
Skirata's clan. He jogged off after the commandos and disappeared insde the building.

Skirataambled acrossto Etain and sat down next to her on the bench. "He'sagutsy little di'kut,
int he?'

So it wasn't only aterm of abuse, then. "If there wasn't awar on, | suspect that Master Zey
would have had a serious word with him by now. Bardan's become very attached.”

"Being aloner might make awarrior, but it won't make asoldier.”

"Where were you educated?’



Skiratawas |ooking straight ahead rather than at her, and his eyes creased at the cornersfor a
brief moment. "On the street, on the battlefield, and by abunch of very smart little boys."

Etain smiled. "1 wasn't being rude. Just curious."

"Fair enough. | had to analyze and explain everything | taught my Nullsfor eight years. It wasn't
enough for meto show them the right way to fight. They wanted meto ratio-ndize it. They shredded me
with questions. Then they'd feed it al back to mein away 1'd never seen it before. Amazing.”

"Do we get to meet them al? Arethey dl like Ordo?"

"Maybe," Skiratasad. "They're deployed in variousloca-tions. It was his noncommittal answer:
Don't ask. "And they're dl of the same cdiber, yes."

"So out of agtrike team of twelve, you have eeven tough men—atin, yes?—and me. | can't help
feding I'm not going to be much use”

Skiratatook out achunk of something brown and woody and popped it into his mouth. He
chewed like agdan, asif he were gnawing off someonesarm. 'Atin‘ade," he corrected. "Oh, you'l be
plenty of use. | suspect you'll have the hard-est job of dl."

"Whatever it takes."

"I know."

"Sergeant, isthis going to become clear at the briefing?”

"It'snot asecret. | just want everyone to have the full pic ture at the sametime. Then we ship out
and disappear.”



"l hear you've done that before.”

"Cuy 'val Dar. Yes, I've been 'those who no longer exist' before. You get used to it. It hasits plus
points”

He got up and waked toward the barracks, Etain follow-ing. Hislimp wasfar less obvious
today.

"How did you hurt your leg?' she asked.

"I didn't follow orders. | ended up with aVerpine shatter gun round through my ankle.
Sometimes you need to learn the hard way."

"Never got it fixed?'

"I'll get around to it one day. Come on, breakfast before briefing. Some things sound better on a
full gomach.”

When the briefing started at 0800, Jusik looked freshly scrubbed, but he was developing afine
black eye. He also seemed ddighted. Etain envied him his cagpacity for finding joy in the most unlikely
places, just like Darman did. Omegaand Delta appeared to have broken up as squads completely. They
took their seats, lounging around in their black body-suits, but they no longer sat in their own tight
groups. Atin and Sev Htill exuded a sense of distance, but Skiratals crash coursein being buddies
appeared to be working.

Therewas aso the small matter of the Wookiee who had walked in. Skirata directed the
cregture to abigger chair and locked the doors. It was the one who'd piloted the taxi. "Ordo, have you
swept the room for bugs?*

"Y es, Sergeant.”



"Okay, ladies and gentlemen, thisis gtrictly for those in thisroom. If anyone wants out, now'sthe
timeto say."

"Observe the complete lack of movement, Sarge," Scorch said. "Nobody's passing on thisone.”

"I didn't think so. From now on, theré's no Generd or Sir or Sergeant or designation codes, and
no Jedi robes. Thereisno rank. Thereisno chain of command beyond me. If I'm otherwise engaged or
dead then you answer to Ordo. Got it?" The Wookiee threw him two bundles of clothing and he lobbed
one each to Etain and Jusik. She caught hers and stared at it, "Plainclothes, kids. You clonelads arejust
sol-dierson leave, and usmongrelsare. . . well, Etain can pass for my daughter and Bard ‘ikais a useful
deadbest | picked up on my travels. A go fer"

The Wookiee emitted along and contented trill. "Thisis Enacca, by the way." Skirataindicated
the Wookiee with a palite flourish. " She's our quartermaster and mobility troop—shéll secure supplies
and transport for us. Y ou ever worked with Wookiees?'

The commandos shook their heads, wide-eyed.

"Well, everything you've heard istrue." He gestured to Ordo, and a holoprojection streamed
from the ARC'S glove onto the wall. It was a chart with arrows and labels on it. " So heréswhat we have
so far. One, we have apoint of origin for the explosives. Two, we think we have someonein GAR
lo-gistics or support, or in the CSF, who isether passing infor-mation or being carelesswith it. Now,
what we don't haveisalink in the chain between the following terror cells. materi-alsto bomb
manufacture; bomb manufacture to placement cell; and placement cell to recce and surveillance cell—in
other words, the oneswho tell them where to place the de-vice and when to detonate it.”

Ordo had his projection arm resting on his chair. "And Vau istrying to extract at least onelink
from the cell Omegalifted.”

"But they might not even know what that link is" Skiratasaid. "It's common to use the equivalent
of adead letter drop to deliver stuff. The prisoners tested positive for explosives, so they might bethe
manufacturers, but 1'd assume the de-vices are made on Coruscant because it's smpler to ship bulk
explosives than complete bombs, given that you can't pretend bombs are for mining use, dthough neither
iseasy. So our best guessisthat they're the procurement cell that buys the raw material.”



Jusik had his head cocked on one side. "'l take it that if we don't know this after aday, then Vau
is not having much suc-cesswith hisinterrogation. May | volunteer to help him? Jedi have some
persuasive powers aswell asways of uncov-ering facts.”

"I know," Skiratasaid. "That'swhy Etain'sgoing to doiit. | need you out and about at the

Etain's somach somersaulted. Isthisatest? Jusk was watching her cautioudy: he could definitely
sense her dis-comfort. Perhaps he had tried to do the decent thing and save her from the duty. Or
perhaps he was so caught up in being one of the boysthat he really wanted to have acrack a a
pris-oner. Jusk had his own wary relationship with the dark sde, it seemed.

"Okay," Etain said. You'vekilled. Y ouve killed hand-to-hand, and you've killed by unleashing
missiles. On Qiilura, under deep cover, you stabbed and crushed and cut, and taught the loca guerrillas
to do the same. And now you worry about manipulating minds?"I'll do whatever | can."

"Good," Skiratasaid, and moved on asif she had smply volunteered to cook dinner. *Now, the
daaAtindicedisjust aligt of thirty-five thousand companies using the freight service that Vau's guests
were gpparently hitching aride with. That meansalot of physical checking we can't do ourselves. So
Obrim's running it through his database—his persond, speciad one—to seeif any of them haveformin
customsirregularities, shady dealings, or even aspeeding ticket. While he does that, we ship out. Jusik,
Enaccais going to turn you into the galaxy's scruffiest taxi pilot, and the rest of you can draw your extra
kit—by which | mean dis-creet body armor, plainclothesrig, and civilian weapons.”

"Aww, Sarge.. . "

"H, youll loveit. Y ou might even get to wear Hokan's hel-met.”

"Just for you, then, Sarge.”

"Good boy. Okay, we dl RV back here at twenty-one-hundred hours when it's nice and dark.”
Skiratagestured to Ordo to kill the holoprojection and then beckoned to Etain. "Genera, Ordo—with



Heled them into the passage and, instead of taking her into aquiet acove to discuss matters,
smply hurried her down the length of the corridor and out onto the parade ground, where yet another
battered speeder with darkened transparistedl windscreens was waiting.

"Areyou starting up a used-speeder dealership with Enacca?' Jokes always seemed to work for
i, but Etain found they offered her no comfort at al. "They don't draw attention, though, I'll admit that.”

"Get in. Timeto go to work."

Like the clone army, she had become very good at follow -ing orders. Ordo took the speeder at
asedate pace into the main skylanes and dropped it into agap in aroute heading south.

"Thisiswhereit getsdifficult, Etain," Skiratasaid.

Inaway, she knew what was coming. "Yes."

"Thisis harder than taking on acolumn of battle droids and playing the hero.”" Skiratawas il
chewing theruik. She could smdll it on his breath, sweet and flord. "I won't insult your intelligence. | want
you to torture aman. It'sthefirst in-telligence break we've had in months and we need to make the most
of it. Men died making sure we got those prison-ers.”

Shewasn't sureif it was atest of her loyalty or not. It was certainly something that Skirata knew
would be the ultimate linefor aJedi to cross. But Jedi crossed the lines of decency dl thetime, and it was
supposed to be fine aslong as you didn't commit violence out of anger, or dareto love.

Shewasfinding it harder to follow her path than ever be-fore, and yet she was now clearer about
her own convictions than she had ever beenin her life.

She was aware of Ordo, too.



He appeared perfectly calm in the pilot's seat, but the ed-dies and deep dark poolsin the Force
around him spoke of aman who was not at ease with himsalf or theworld. Great peaks of fear and pain
and helplesstrust and desolationand . . . and . . . sheer overwhelming speed and complexity hit Etain like
agpray of cold water. Hefelt asforeign asa Hutt or a\Weequay or a Twi'lek.

Hewasaman in frequent agony. Hismind wasracing &t full throttle, and it felt asif it never
stopped.

She must have been staring a him. "Areyou al right, malam?' he asked, still veneeredin cam.

"I'm fing," she said, swalowing hard. "What . . . what can | possibly do that Waon Vau can't?'

"Areyou ready to hear some unpleasant things?' Skiratasaid.

"l haveto be"

He rubbed hisforehead dowly. "Y ou can train people to resst interrogation. That's afancy
phrasefor torture, and | don't like using it. I know, because I've doneit, and hard-line terrorists get
trained much like soldiers do. But they don't get trained to resst Jedi. And that gives you apsychologica
advantage aswell asared one"

"Nikto are supposed to be tough.”

"Humans can be tough, too."

He seemed distressed. It was severe enough for her to fedl the Force around him become that
dark vortex again. "Ka, who's finding this more unplessant, you or me?"



"Me,"

"| thought s0."

"It comes back to you at timeslikethis.

"Sowho. .. traned Omega?' Shefdt thefaintest shim-mer of distressin Ordo now.

"Me" said Skirata

"Would you havelet anyoneesedoiit if you were me?"

"No." She knew immediatdly; she didn't even have to think about it. It would have been an act of
abandonment, let-ting someone else do the dirty work to salve your own conscience, with the same
outcome. "No, | wouldn't.”

"Well . .." He shut hiseyesfor amoment. "If | can train my boys, then you should have no
trouble doing what Vau can't.”

"Tdl mewhat'sat sake."

"For who? The Republic?' Kd asked. "l think it'smar-gind, to be honest. In real terms,
terrorism doesn't even dent it. Casudtiesin the thousands, that's all. It'sfear of it that does the damage.”

"Sowhy areyou in so deep?



"Who's getting hit hardest? Clone troopers.”

"But thousands of troops are dying in the front line every day. Numerically—"

"Yeah, | can't do much about thewar. | trained quite afew men to Say dive. But dl that's |eft for
meisto dowhat | can, wherel can.”

"Persond war, isn't it?' Etain said.

"You think s0?1 don't careif the Republic falls or not. I'm amercenary. Everyone's my potential
employer.”

"'So where does the anger come from? | know anger, you see. As Jedi we guard againgt it dl the
time"

"Y ou won't like the answer."

"l don't likealot of thingslately, but | till haveto deal with them.”

"Okay. Day by day, | get more bitter when | see Mandalo -rian men—and that'swhat they are,
whether you likeit or not—used and discarded in awar in which they have no stake.” Skirata,
sitting right behind Ordo, put his hand gently on the captain's armored shoulder. "But not on my watch.”

Etain had no answer to that. She hadn't articulated it in racia terms, and she knew that
Mandal orians weren't arace as such. But there hadn't been one day since she had parted from Omega
Squad on Qiiluranine months ago that she hadn't agonized over the use of soldierswho had no choice,
no rights, and no future in the Republic that they gave ther livesto defend.

It waswrong.



There was a point somewhere at which the means did not justify the ends, no matter what the
numbers argued. Like this violent, passionate little man beside her, Etain didn't refuse her rolein the war
out of principle, because that would have been no more than shutting her eyestoit.

Menwould ill die

And if the Jedi Council could accept the need to let that happen to save the Republic, then she
could sink to alevel she had never believed possible to save soldiers she knew as people.

"I'll try not to let you down," she said.

"You mean me?' said Skirata

And you, she thought.

Safe house, Brewery zone, Coruscant Quadrant J-47, 1000 hours, 371 days after Geonosis

Skirata had been expecting the safe house to be in another seedy part of the city where unusua
activity was part of the landscape.

But Enacca had surpassed hersdlf thistime. The property was asmal apartment in arefurbished
guarter known asthe Brewery; the congtruction droids were gtill working on some of the buildings, facing
them with tasteful durasted wrought-work. Zey was going to have afit when he saw the bill for thisone
land on his desk.

"I think that'swhat our brothers might call kandosii," Ordo said, bringing the speeder up to the
landing platform. It had adiscreet awning to shield it from view, athough Corus-cant was so



traffic-packed that enemy surveillance from tal buildings—Skiratas dread—was less of athreat than
usud here. Lines of sght were frequently obscured. "I'll be back later. Errandsto run, Kd'buir."

When the lobby doors closed behind them, the constant throb and hum of Coruscant was
completely silenced. Ah. Top-range soundproofing. Enaccawas a very smart Woo-kiee. Vau's job
could be noisy. There was no point upsetting the neighbors in cheaper parts of town that had less efficient
soundproofing.

And it wasthe last place Orjul's colleagues would come looking for him.

Etain had her arms folded tightly across her chest, her light brown wavy hair scraped back ina
braid except for the wiry bitsthat had escaped and sprung into coils. Even her new civilian clothes
aready looked asif she had dept in them. She had avell of freckles and an awkward gait; just a
schoolgirl armed with alightsaber, nothing more.

"You uptothis, ad'ika?' Little one: Skiratadipped acci-dentaly into being the reassuring father.
But he reserved judgment. Like him, she might just have made a point of looking alot lesstrouble than
sheactualy was. "If not, walk away now" And if she did, what would he have to do? She d-ready knew
dangerous numbers of people and places.

"No. I'm not backing out now."

He thought she might suddenly reved apowerful charismaor sweetnessthat would explain why
this scrap of skin, bone, and unkempt hair had so riveted Darman. But shewas just akid, a Jedi kid with
alot of respongbility that showed in her young face and old eyes.

Skirata pressed on the entry buzzer into the main apart-ment, and after amoment the doors
whispered gpart. The strong smell that hit him on the moist air reminded him of waking into abarn full of
frightened animas. It was so dis-tinctive that he dmost didn't notice the scent of the atrill. But Mird was
nowhere to be seen.

Vau, gtting &t the table, looked tired. He still seemed like a professor who wasn't very happy
with his class, but the physical effort showed in degper lines from nose to mouth and the way he was
drumming hisfingerson thetablein front of him. It was histrick for staying awake.



The man who had his head resting on the same tablein front of him didn't look awake at dl. Vau
leaned forward and lifted the man's head by his hair, peered into hisface, and set him down carefully

again.

"You'retherelief watch, then, Jedi?' Vau got up and stretched extravagantly, joints clicking, and
indicated the empty chair. "All yours."

Etain looked surprised. Skirata had expected her to regis-ter horror at the blood spatter on the
otherwise pristine cream walls, but she just looked at Vau asif she was expecting to see someone el se.

"Where are the other two?"' Skirata asked.

"Nikto number oneis M'truli, and he's secured in the small bedroom.” Vau was perfectly polite:
thiswasjust busi-ness after all, and even Skiratafelt too centered on the task at hand to resume their
feud whereit had lft off. "Nikto num-ber two is Gysk, and he'sin the study."

"Y our tunic could do with awash."

"It'sthelittle horns. Y ou can't punch aNikto. Had to use something else.”

Etain sat down in Vau's seat and placed her handsflat on the table, ftill looking puzzled. Skirata
leaned againgt the wall. Vau wandered into the 'fresher: water tinkled into abasin.

"Y ou want to tel mewhat you know," Etain said sooth-ingly. ™Y ou want to give me the names of
the people you op-erate with."

Orjul twitched. He raised his head from the table with some difficulty and stared into her face for
asecond. Then hespat iniit.



Etain jerked back, visibly shocked, and wiped away the pink-stained spittle with one hand. Then
she composed her-sdlf again.

"Keegp your stinking mind tricks to yoursdlf, Jedi,” Orjul hissed.

Skiratadidn't expect her to break at that point. And she didn't: she Smply sat there, dthough he
knew it wasn't blank inactivity. She had been trained from childhood just like the clone army, except the
first weapon she seized would be her control of the Force and her ability to read it like clamoring comlink
ggnds.

Darman had told him. She could tdll us apart right away by how wefelt and thought, Sarge.
Wouldn't that be a handy trick to have?

"Can | seethe Nikto?" she asked suddenly.

Vau came out of the ‘fresher, wiping hisface on afluffy whitetowd. "Help yoursdf." He gave
Skirataayou-know best look and unlocked the doors for her. "They're securely trussed. Y ou know we
keep them from talking to each other, don't you?”

"l worked that out," Etain said.

She disappeared into one room for aminute and then came out and went into the other. When
she emerged again, shewalked up to Skirataand Vau and lowered her head.

"I'm pretty sure those Nikto have no information, and know they don't haveit," she said quietly.

"People have useful information al the time and don't know it," Skiratasad. "We piecethe
gpparently usdless stuff together and come up with connections.”

"What | mean isthat they have thisdistinct sensethat they'rejust afraid of dying."



Vau shrugged. "So much for Nikto grit, en?’

"Every creature avoids death. The differenceisthat Orjul isafraid of bresking. It fed s different to
me. It'snot animal dread. It's not as deep in the Force." Etain had her fingers meshed in that Jedi way
that made her ook asif she were wringing her hands. "I might aswell concentrate on him. He has
information he's afraid to reved.”

They watched her walk the few meters back to the main room and settle down at the table
opposite Orjul again and stare at him.

Vau shrugged. "Oh well. At least | can have anap while she's minding the shop. Then | can get
back to work with more tangible methods.”

Therewas asharp gasp from Orjul and Vau looked around. Whatever Etain was doing, she
waan't even touching him. Just staring.

"Kal, those people scare me more than Orjul does;' Vau said. "I'm just going to get my head
down for acouple of hours. Wake meif she gets anywhere—or killshim, of course.”

It was about 1030 in the morning, when people were going about mundane businessin the city. It
felt like an odd time of day to be conducting an interrogation. Skirata some-how felt they were dways
carried out in some permanent night.

And Etain showed every sign of being up to the task.

From timeto time, she would lower her head asif to try to get a better view of Orjul's expression
while he sat facedown at the table, fingersknotted in his pae hair asif he had a blinding headache.
Skiratawanted to ask her what she was doing to him but he was worried it would break her
concentration.

And shewas fixed completely on the task in hand. Her blink rate had dowed so much that she



appeared to be frozen, except for the pulsein her throat. Orjul would occa-sionally pant and squed,
writhing asif he were attempting to crawl into the very surface of thetable.

Skiratawa ked away and went to stare a the Nikto for awhile. When he came back into the
room, Orjul was making little hiccupping sobs. Etain, face leve with his, wastaking quietly to him.

"Can you seeit, Orjul? Can you see what happens?' Skirata watched.

"Orjul ..."

The man whined exactly likeadtrill, athinanimd noise. "l can't. ."

"Fear of being wrong isworsethan pain, isn't it? It just eats you and you can't shut it off. Areyou
right? Or are you as bad as the Republic you hate? Are we redlly the enemy, or are you? Look at the
helpless pawvnsyou kill."

So that was what she was doing. Skirata had wondered if she was using her Force powersto
causered physical pain. But she had cut to the chase and re-created the stuff that pain did to you
anyway': it made you fear for your sanity long be-fore your life.

He had to hand it to her. It was nonlethal and not that far beyond the usual mind influence.
Maybe she was struggling to find an ethicd limit in her own mind. Maybe it was her own nightmare, the
worgt thing she could concelve.

She kept it up for an hour. He had no ideawhether she was suggesting terrible images and
consequencesin hismind, or if shewas smply flooding him with adrendine againgt hiswishes, but
whatever it was it was exhausting him and her with it. Eventualy Orjul broke down sobbing, and Etain
shuddered and looked disoriented as if coming out of atrance.

Skirata grabbed Vau's shoulder and shook him awake. "Get in there. She's broken him down
enough for you to fin-ish thejob.”



Vau looked at his chrono. "Not bad. What's up? Don't want to let her face thered
consequences?"

"Jugt doit, will you?'

Vau swung hislegs off the bed and stalked into the main room to usher Etain from the chair and
steer her and Skiratatoward the doors. "Go and have some fizzadc, Jedi." He turned to Orjul, who was
saring after Etain with wide-set eyes. " She's just stepping out for some refreshment. Shelll be back later.”

Skirata caught Etain's elbow. He wasn't used to grabbing small people: hisladswere solid
muscle, bigger and stronger than Etain. Hefelt asif he were clutching akid'sarm. He sat her down on the
little bench at the back of the landing plat-form and took out his comlink to call for transport.

"No, I'm going back in," said Etain.

"Only if Vau cdlsusback.”

"Kd ...”

"Only if heredly needsyou. Okay?"

They were till waiting for Ordo to collect them when Etain flinched and then looked back at the
lobby doors.

They opened and VVau wandered out, rubbing his eyes. There was adistinctive tang of ozone
clinging to him, like adischarged blaster.

"Retail zone, Quadrant B-Eighty-five," said Vau smply. He held out his datapad with
coordinates. "But he hasn't given me adate, if he knows one. He was supposed to drop the explosives
off in the warehouse, and someone would be aong to collect it. He never knew who."



Skirata sniffed the ozonic scent again and switched to Mando ‘g, athough he was sure Etain had
flinched because she had sensed what had happened.

"Gar ru kyrattut kaysh, di'kut: tion'tneh kaysh rujehaati?* Y ou killed him, you moron: what if he
waslying?

Vau made an irritated pfft sound. "Ni ru kyratnu Niktose. Meh Orjul jehagti, kaysh kar'tayli me
'ni yen kyrannt kaysh." | killed the Nikto. If Orjul'slying, he knows I'll kill him.

Orjul would be dead sooner or later anyway. No prisoners. not on this run. It was amazing how
many people overlooked the inevitable while hoping for away out.

Etain said nothing. She amost bolted for the speeder when Ordo settled it down on the platform.
Skirata settled beside her. She smply seemed subdued.

"Reault?' Ordo said camly, helmet on the seat beside him, eyes Sraight ahead.

"Potentia drop-off location,” said Skirata. " Someone might be expecting to collect a stash of
explosves. So wed better have something ready for them to collect.”

"Intel doesn't suggest they've noticed the loss of the con-sgnment yet."

"Wadll, if the cdlls are asisolated for security reasons as we think, then there's nobody to notice
for awhile, isthere?'

"There'sthe small matter of getting hold of a cache of ex-plosives, but we could make thiswork
forus"



"I can hear the cogsworking, son.” Skirata patted Etain's hand. "And you did fine, adika." Ordo
glanced over his shoulder and then appeared to redlize that Skirata meant Etain, not him, thistime. There
was no gender in Mando 'a. "It's never easy."

She accepted his touch without reaction, and then seized to his hand so tightly that he thought she
was going to burst into tears or protest. But she maintained the facade of calm, except for that desperate
grip on hishand. He had aways been a soft touch for a desperate child's grasp.

"Sowing doubt isavery corrosive thing when you're dedl-ing with people who believe in causes,”
sad Etain.

Skirata decided held have no trouble treating her as his daughter. He forgot hisred, estranged
daughter al too often.

Hed enjoyed returning to little Ruusaan's excited wel come, but each time he came home from a
war, wherever home happened to be, she was unrecognizably older and less ex-cited to see him, asif
shedidnt know him at l.

But | have sons.

"That'swhy | stick to causes nobody can take from me," Skirata said.

A Manddorian'sidentity and soul depended only on what lived within him. And herelied only on
his brother warriors—or his sons.

10

Clonetroopers are well disciplined. Even the Alpha-batch ARC troopers—surly though they
are—are predictable, in the sense that Fett gave them precise orders that they continue to obey. But the



commando batches are dmost as unpredictable as the Nulls, and the Nulls are as good as being Skirata
private army. That 'sthe problem with having intdligent clonestrained by aragbag of undisciplined
thugs—they've turned out at best idiosyncratic, at worst disobedient. But they'll probably win thewar for
us. Tolerate them.

—Assessment of Republic Commando cadre by Director of Specia Forces generd Arligan Zey,
explaining discrepanciesin stores and armory inventory to Generd Iri Camas

Qibbu's Hut, entertainment sector—strike team operational house—early evening, 371 days after
Geonos's

“Thisisplain unnatura,” Boss said. He stood in front of the mirror. "1 can't help noticing what this
body armor doesn't cover."

"It coversyour torso and thighs, and that's where your mgjor blood vesselsand organsare.” Atin
tugged at histunic. They had dl defaulted to GAR-issue fatigues, the stlandard red tunic and pants.
Outside the barracks, the casud rig made Fi fed ludicroudy naked. "That's al you need. See? Doesn't
show under fabric.”

"Y ou can livewithout an arm,” Fi said. "They can dwaysbolt on anew one."

“Whet about my head?"

"Like| said, they can dways replace nonessentid parts.”

Bossdidn't even look up from the ingpection of histunic. "I lovethisguy. Hell make such gresat
target practice.”

He had apoint: they were fighting without helmets. That was going to be tough. Everyone from



clone trooper to ARC captain lived by his bucket. The buy'ce was acommand and control center in
itsdlf.

Fi picked up acoil of razor-sharp wire and stretched it out between his hands. Skirata had taught
him to use this: agar-rote, flicked around the neck—if your target had aneck—and pulled tight to dice
or choke. Therewere dl kinds of interesting devices and techniques that Skiratarecommended. Other
ingtructors had their own favorites, according to their commando training batches, but Kars were clearly
close-range, persona ones. What was it he used to say? Y ou need to be able to fight if you're cornered
injust your underpants, son. Nature gave you teeth and fists.

Sergeant Ka sounded asif he knew exactly how that felt. He certainly knew histechniques.

Themain room at the top of the seedy hotel—hastily soundproofed with amicro-anechoic
coating over thewals and windows—wasfilling with jostling bodies. Jusik bounced in, clearly pleased
with himself, and laid out arow of small beads and devices on the scratched black duraplast table. Atin
wandered over and peered at the haul.

"Whered you get dl that, Bardan?'

Jusik trapped one of the beads on hisfingertip and held it out to Atin. Fi moved in. Whatever it
was, he wanted one, too. "ARC trooper aura stand-aone comlink. One each. No need for your
buy'cese or anything too obvious—just stick it in your ear. Plus. . ." The Jedi took out asmall
trangparent sac of what looked like powdered permaglass. " Tracking marker."

"Never seenit before™

"Brand new from the labs. It's called Dust. Microscopic transmitters. Scattered on a battlefield
for pretty much invis-ible monitoring. Y ou never know when you might need it."

"You liberated all that from stores?' asked Fi.

"And Procurement Development. It dl ended up in my pockets somehow.”



"Captain Maze isgoing to go spare.”

"That's okay. Ordo can explain the necessity to him later. He listensto Ordo."

"Where's Skirata?' Sev asked. "Maybe they're having trouble cracking the prisoners.”

"Not Vau." Fixer pocketed acomlink bead.

“Why did he need Etain, then?”

"Maybe to show her how it'sdone.”

F watched Darman bristle. He waited for his brother to say something, but Dar swallowed
whatever retort was form-ing and went on fussing with thefit of the armor plates under histunic. It wasn't
exactly a secret that he had a soft spot for Etain, but nobody teased him about it, either. It was one of
those aspects of life that Skirata had taught them about, but that none of them entertained much hope of

pursuing.

It was easy back on Kamino, where the real world had never intruded—not beyond the risk of
getting killed in training, of course. But the last nine months exposure to people outsde the tight fraternity
had made ordinary life fed much more dangerous than combat itself.

Because other peopl€'s liveswere not ordinary at al.

F went to the window, now obscured by afinefilm of anti -surveillance gauze, and watched the
promenade of tourists and locas d ong the walkways facing Qibbu's Hut. He didn't envy them their
day-to-day existence: Skirata had told his commando batch just how grim and dreary it could beto earn
aliving, and how much cleaner it wasto have aclear purposein life.



But he hadn't told them how it might fedl to watch couples and families of al species. Skirata
stuck to the basics. I've been kicked out by so many femaesthat | can't tell you any-thing useful about
relationships, so just avoid them if you can. Again, it struck the class as something he said and didn't
mean—Iike the way he caled them Wet Droids and said they were hereto fight, not socidize. It just
meant it was a painful topic for himto face.

He aso called them Dead Men. But they were not Dead Men any longer. They had learned to
be Mandalorian, and that, Ka said, meant they had a soul and a place in the Mando eternity. Fi thought
that was probably worth having.

The doors opened and al eight commandos spun around to train amotley collection of modified
civilian blasters on the opening. Security code or not, you could never be too careful. Skirata entered
with Ordo and Etain at his hedls. The squads lowered their weapons.

"Been shopping,” Skirata said cheerfully. And he meant it. F expected it to be hisusud
euphemism for acquiring illicit weapons—or worse—buit it seemed heredlly had been buy-ing things. He
tipped a bag of assorted fruit, candies, ices, nuts, and other ddlicaciesthat Fi couldn't identify onto the
table next to Jusk's haul. "Go on. Fill yer boots."

Detahung back. Omegadidn't. Then Delta appeared to remember that fill yer boots meant "eat
your fill." Fi peded bright green wrapping from something that smelled of sour fruitsand found it to be
frozen and covered in something ap-petizingly crunchy.

But Etain looked tired. Jusk waswatching her warily asif something ungpoken was going on
between them. Jedi could do that kind of thing, just like soldiers on hemet comlinks, silent to the outside
world. Then Etain muttered something about having ahot soak in the 'freshers and disappeared into the
next room.

"We have adrop location," Skiratasaid. "And afew thou-sand or so clone troopers on leave for
afew weeks thanksto our totaly unexpected friend Mar Rugeyan.”

"Mmm, crushed nuts" F said, identifying the topping on theice. "That was very helpful of him."

They dl stopped in midcrunch. F noted Jusk wasn't eat-ing, just watching the sergeant with a
rapt expression. The young genera had avery bad dose of the Skiratas. As dis-eases went, it was one of



the best to catch.

"So do we get to drop them, or do we have to do the bor-ing thing and let them stroll off?* Boss
asked. Niner gave him one of hisfunny looks, the kind that said he thought a bit of quiet contemplation
was caled for. Niner and Boss didn't see their newly reduced rolesin quite the same way: Niner liked to
lead by being certain, and Boss seemed to like being first. "Thisisatracking job, right?'

"Vau madeyou into very impatient boys," Skiratasaid. "Y es, thisiswhereit gets boring. And
you know what?Y ou won't be any lessdead if you get it wrong." He picked up some shuurafruits and
lobbed one each to the Deltateam. "And | really hope Vau schooled you well in this, because I'll be
pretty hacked off if you get trigger-happy and blow thisop.”

Bosslooked hurt. Fi didn't think Deltaran to such delicate emotions. "Were pros, Sarge. We
know how to do this."

"Whet did | tell you?"

"Sorry. Kd. It'sjust that we haven't even seen the enemy yet.”

"Welcome to anti-terror ops, hotshot. They aren't droids. They don't line up and march at you.
Didnt you lisen to any of my lectures?’

"Wel—"

"They can kill you and not even be on the planet when it happens. But you can track and kill
them the same way. Thisis about patience and attention to detall.”

"Deltasredly good at that, so | hear,” Fi said. Sev gave him that blank cold stare. It smply
provoked F dl the more. "That'swhy they do their op planning with finger paints.”

Skiratalobbed arolled-up ball of flims at Fi and it hit him in the eer—hard. "Okay, Ordois



going to score some credi-ble explosives over the next few days, because that's going to be handy if we
need to infiltrate the cells. And well start sur-veillance of the drop point now because we don't have a
time window when the explosives were due to be picked up. Four shifts—Fi and Sev as Red Watch,
relieved by Dar and Boss as Blue Watch, relieved by Niner and Scorch as Green Watch."

F noted Atin's process of elimination. Helooked asif held been doused in cold water. Fi
suspected held wanted to be paired with Sev, and for al the wrong reasons.

"That leaves you and Fixer as White Watch, so you stay focused,” Skiratasaid, giving Atina
friendly prod in the chest. HE'd spotted it, too. But then, Skirata spotted every-thing. "One watch on
observation, oneonintel collation, and two stood down."

"What about everyone ese?'

"Ordo's going undercover to find our mole, and Bardan and Etain will join the normd shift
rotations until we need to break into anew phase. If needed, Vau and Enaccawill turn to aswell, and
giveusahand.”

Jus k—Ilooking convincingly unsavory in ordinary cloth-ing and with his hair unbound—checked
hissnazzy S-5 blagter. Y es, Zey would go nuts when he saw the bill for this op. "Can we use the Force,
Kd?'

"'Course you can, Bardika. Aslong as nobody notices. Or aslong as you don't leave witnesses,
anyway. Same goes for lightsabers. No witnesses. Might ook abit obvious.”

"When do we start?' Boss asked.

Skiratalooked at his chrono. "Three hours. Timeto est, | think."

Sev ebowed Fi, alittle too hard to be friendly but not hard enough to start afight. "' So, you and
me. The brains and the mouth. Don't get mekilled.”



"I'm dumming it. | usudly work with ARC captains." Watching norma peopleleading normd
lives?I'd rather charge adroid line. What happened to my certainty? Do the othersfed like this?"But
theré'sawar on, so sacrifices have to be made.”

"Can you do the dumb-trooper act?"

"Y ou mean you're ot doing it now?"

"l hope you're as good as you talk, ner vod.”

"Count onit," F said, and noted that Darman had wan-dered off in the direction of Etain's exit.
"SometimesI'm not very funny at all.”

Etain felt she had held out pretty well, dl things consd-ered.

It was only when she closed the refresher door that she let hersalf vomit uncontrollably until tears
spilled down her face and into her mouth. She ran water into the basin to cover the sound, and choked
on her sobs.

Sheld been so convinced she could handleit. And she couldn't.

Ripping into Orjul's soul had been even harder than out-right physical violence. She had stolen his
conviction from him, which was no great evil until set in the context of the fact that he would, she knew,
die very soon without even the comfort of hisbeliefs, broken and abandoned and aone.

Why am | doing this? Because men are dying.



When do the ends cease to judtify the means?

She vomited until shewas convulsed by dry heaves. Then shefilled the basin with cold water and
plunged her head into it. When she straightened up and her vision cleared, she looked into aface she
recognized. But it wasn't hers: it was the hard, long face of Walon Vau.

Everything I've been taught iswrong.

Vauwasal brutality and expedience, as clear an example of the dark side for a Jedi asany she
could imagine. And yet there was atota absence of conscious maicein him. She should have sensed
anger and murderous intent, but Vau wasjust filled with . . . nothing. No, not nothing: he was actudly
cam and benign. He thought he was doing good work. And she saw her supposed Jedi idedl in
him—motivated not by anger or fear, but by what she thought was right. She now questioned everything
she'd been taught.

Dark and light are smply the perpetrator's. perception. How can that beright?

How can Vau 's passionless expedience be moraly supe-rior to Ski rata's anger and love?

Etain had struggled for years with her own anger and re-sentment. The choiceswereto bea
good Jedi or afalled Jedi, with the assumption—sometimes ungpoken, sometimes not—that failure meant
the dark side awaited.

But there was athird path: to leave the Order.

She wiped her face on the towel and faced a hard rediza-tion. She remained a Jedi because she
knew no other life. She pitied Orjul not because she had tortured him, but be-cause he had been robbed
of the one thing that held him to-gether, his convictions, without which he had no direction. The truth was
that she pitied herself—devoid of direction—and projected it onto her victim by way of denidl.

The only sdflessthing 1 have ever done that was not cen-tered on my own need to be a good,
passionless, detached Jedi was to care about these cloned men and ask what we're doing to them.



And that was her direction.

It was S0 very clear; but she was till raw and aching within. Revelation didn't hedl. She sat on the
edge of the tub with her head resting on her knees.

"Maam, what'swrong?' It was Darman's voice. It should have been the same as every other
clone's, but it wasn't. They dl had their distinct nuancesin accent, pitch, and tone. And he was Dar

She could sense Darman across star systems now. She'd wanted to reach out to him in the Force
many times, but feared it might distract him from his duty and endanger him, o—if he knew it was her
and didn't welcome it—annoy him.

After dl, held had the choice of staying on Qiilurawith her. And he had opted to stay with his
squad. What shefelt for him now, the longing that had developed only after they parted, might not be
mutud.

He called out again. "Areyou okay?"

She opened the doors, and Darman peered in.

"| don't want to be maam right now, Dar."

"Sorry, | didn't mean to interrupt—"

llDonlt gO_"

He moved a couple of stepsinto the room asif it were booby-trapped. She had been here
before; she had been ut-terly dependent on his military skillswhen her life was at stake. He had been so



focused, S0 reassuring, so competent. Where she had doubts, he had certainties.

"So you sill don't find it any easier, then,” said Darman.

"What?'

"Giving into anger. Y ou know. Violence"

"Oh, any Jedi Master would have been proud of me. | did it al without anger. Anger makesit the
dark Sde. Being serene makesit okay."

"I know it must have been hard. I know how Sergeant Kal reacted when he had to—"

"No. | was harming a stranger. No persond dilemmaat al."

"It doesn't make you abad person. It hasto be done. Is that what's upsetting you?'

"That, maybe. And having doubts."

She didn't want to be alone with al that in her head. She could have meditated. She had the
strength of will and the ancient skillsto pass through this turmoil and do what Jedi had done for
millennia—detach from the moment. But she didn't want to.

Shewanted to risk living with those terrible fedings. The danger suddenly seemedtoliein
denying them, just as she tried unsuccessfully to deny what she felt for Darman.

"Dar, do you ever have doubts? Y ou always said you were certain of your role. | dwaysfelt you
were."



"Y ou redly want to know?"'

"Yes

"l have doubts dl thetime."

"What kind?'

"Before we left Kamino, | was so surewhat | had to do. Now . . . well, the more | see of the
gdaxy ... themore | see of other people, the more | wonder, why me? How did | end up here, and not
like the people | see around mein Corus-cant? When we win the war, what will happen to me and my
brothers?’

They weren't gupid. They were highly intelligent: bred for it, in fact, and if you bred people to be
intelligent and re-sourceful and resilient and aggressive, then sooner or later they would notice that their
world wasn't fair, and begin to resent it.

"| ask thet, too," Etain said.

"It makesmefed didoyd."

"It'snot didoyd to question things."

"It's dangerous, though,” Darman said.

"For the status quo?"'



"Sometimes you can't argue with everything. Like orders. Y ou don't have thefull picture of the
battle, and the order you ignore might just be the one that should have saved your life”

"Well, I'm glad you have doubts. And I'm glad | do, too." Darman leaned againsgt thewall, all
concern. "Do you want something to eat? Were going to risk Qibbu's nerf in glockaw sauce. Scorch
reckonsit's probably armored rat."

"I'm not sure | can face crowds right now.”

"Y ou might be overestimating the popularity of Qibbu's cuisne." He shrugged. "1 could probably
get the cook to stun the thing with my Deece and send it up by room service."

That was Darman dl over: he had ardentlesdy positive nature. It was her job to inspire him, but
he'd been the one on Qiilurawho had made her get up and fight time after time. He'd changed her
forever. She wondered if he had any ideahow much he was still changing her life now.

"Okay," shesad. "But only if you kegp me company.”

"Y eah, egting armored rat doneis probably asking for trouble.”" He grinned suddenly, and shefelt
illuminated by it. "Y ou might need first aid."

Niner's voice interrupted from down the passage. "Dar, you coming with us or what? FH and Sev
are supposed to be on watch.”

"No, I'll get something sent up. They can head on down with you. WEll do the duty.” Darman
cocked hishead asif to listen for some rebuke. "That okay?"

Thistimeit was Skirata's voice. "Two steaks?"



"Not something safe, like eggs?!

"Steaks. Wefear nothing.”

Suddenly Etain felt an urgeto laugh. F might have been the comedian, but Dar was genuinely
uplifting. He wasn't trying to suppress pain.

She dso found him distractingly handsome, even though he looked identical to his brothers. She
adored them asfriends, but they were not Darman, and somehow they didn't even look like him.
Nobody else ever would be that preciousto her, she knew that.

"Wel, what shal we do now?' he asked.

"Not lightsaber training, for agtart.”

"Y ou redlly whacked me with that branch.”

"Youtold mel hadto."

"So you take orders from clones, do you, General ?'

"You kept medive”

"Ah, you'd have donefine without me.

"Actudly, no," said Etain. "Actudly, | wouldn't have donefineat dl."



Shelooked himin the eye for afew moments, hoping that Darman the man would reect to her,
but he smply stared back, abewildered boy again. "I'd never been that close to ahuman female before.
Did you know that?

"l guessed asmuch?

"] waan't even sureif Jedi were. . . red flesh and blood."

"] wonder sometimes, too."

"l wasn't scared of dying." He put his handsto his head for amoment and then raked hisfingers
through his hair, that gesture sheld seenin Skirata. "1 was afraid because | didn't know what | wasfedling
and—"

The sarvice droid buzzed to belet in.

"Ferfek." Darman's shoulders sagged alittle. He got up and took the tray from the droid, looking
pink-faced and an-noyed. He pedled back the lids and inspected the contents asif they were unstable
explosives, and she felt the moment was now lost.

"Isit dead?' Etain asked.

"If itisnt, it'snot getting up again anytime soon.”

She chewed atest-mouthful thoughtfully. "Could be worse."

"Ration cubes . "



"Oh, that brings back memories.”

"Now you know why well egt anything."

"I remember the bread, too. Ugh."

He prodded something in the container with hisfork, looking concerned. "Y ou did reach out to
meinthe Force, didn't you? | wasn't imagining that."

"Yes | did"

Why?

"lan'tit obvious?"!

"How would | know?I'm not sureif | know that much about you."

"| think you do, Dar."

Darman suddenly took exceptiond interest in the remains of the steak, which might have been
nerf after dl. "1 don't think anyone believed females would matter to us, given our life expectancy. And it
wasn't relevant to combat.”

That was freshly agonizing. Of dl theinjustices piled on these clones who had never been given
choices, that wasthe worst: the denid of any individua future, of hopeitsalf. If they beat the odds of
battle, they were till doomed to lose the war againgt time. Darman would probably be dead in thirty
years, and she wouldn't even be halfway through her life by then.



"l bet Ka thought it was important.”

Darman chewed hislip and averted his gaze. She wasn't sureif he was embarrassed or if he
amply didn't know what she was redlly asking.

"He never mentioned what to do about generds,” he said quietly.

"My Master never specificaly mentioned soldiers, either.”

"I hear you ignore orders anyway."

"| was afraid I'd never see you again, Dar. But you're here now, and that's all that matters.”

She hdld her hand out to him. He hesitated for amoment and then reached across the table and
took it.

"We could be dead tomorrow, both of us," she said. "Or the next day, or next week. That's
war." Shethought of the other Fi, whose life had ebbed away in her arms. "And | don't want to die
without telling you that | missed you every day sinceyou left, and that | love you, and that | don't believe
what | was taught about attachment any more than you should believe that you were bred only to diefor
the Repub-lic.”

Thiswas breaking dl therules.

But the war had broken al the rules of peacekeeping Jedi and acivilized Republic anyway. The
Force wouldn't be thrown into turmoail if amediocre Jedi and a cloned soldier who had no rights broke
just one more.

"I never stopped thinking about you, either,” said Darman. "Not for amoment.”



"S0. .. how long doesit take two squadsto finish their medlsin the bar?’

"Long enough, | think," said Darman.

11

I’d rather havelittle Jedi like Barden and Etain working with usthan the likes of Zey. They're
sharp, no preconceptions, no agenda. And they're more concerned with pulling their weight in the team
than dl this philosophica osk about the dark side. Zey might be a seasoned man, but he seemsto want
respect from me just because he can open jars of caf with hismind.

--Kd Skirata, having aquiet drink with Captain Jailer Obrim, well away from prying eyes

Retail sector, Quadrant B-85, nine days later, observation vehicle in position overlooking warehouse
space, 1145 hours, 380 days after Geonosis

Jusk wasenjoying himsf.

"So," he said, and | et the trendy dark visor dide down hisnose so he could look over the top.
"Dol look like alow-lifetaxi pilot?'

"Pretty convincing,".F said. He wonderedif Jusik everhad the senseto be scared. "Do | look like
afare?'



Sev, ditting beside Jusik in the taxi's front seat, had a de-tached DC-17 scope balanced on the
vessdl's console andpatched into a datapad by athin yellow wire. He was ping-ing, as Skirata called it.
Each time adelivery transport orother craft passed through the dead-end canyon of ware-housesthat lay
benesth the retail levels above, Sev checkedthe registration transponder against CSF's database. He
alsochecked the cargo with the scope's sensor scan.

F was impressed by the ease with which Fixer and Atin had set up the remote link without CSF
spotting it. They hadn't even had to cal in Ordo to sort it out. Ordo had melted intothe city again two
days ago, no mean feat for an ARC troopercaptain.

Fi tried not to wonder where he might be. It was bad enough thinking about Sicko.

"Okay, that one was routine. Garment delivery.” Sev made alow rumblein histhroat, dmost like
an animd. "What do welook like from the outside now?"

"At the moment, one Rodian taxi driver reading aholozinewnhile he's parked and waiting.”

Fi could see out, but nobody could see in—or at least they could see something that wasn't
actudly in the taxi, thanksto the thin film of photoactive micro-emitters coating theinte - rior. "Clever
Suff, thisgauze.”

"Thank you," Jusk said. "It took me along time to work out how to program moving imagesinto
it"

"Areyou bored?' Sev said, looking around at Fi. He stillseemed wary of directing any of his
comments at Jedi, evenif dl rank had been swept asde."'Cosl'm not. And yourconstant yakking is getting
to me somewhat,ner vod.”

Jusk cut in. "Sorry, Sev. My fault.”

Sev looked embarrassed for amoment. "If you're inter - ested, fifty-one of the seventy crates
I've clocked on thiswatch show up on the CSF database tagged as crimina. Theft isabigger industry
than legit busnesshere.”



Jusik raised an eyebrow. "lan't that the sort of thing Obrim's people might like to know?"

"lan't it the sort of stuff that would bring the boysin bluecrashing in here and blowing our op?’

"Point taken."

"No offense. . . Bardan."

Detahadn't worked with Jedi much, at least not the juniorones. Fi savored amoment of delight
at seeing Sev's stone-cold pretense reduced to embarrassed deference. All Jediwere supposed to be
humble, but Jusik actualy was. Heseemed to see himsdlf as nothing specid, just aman with some
accidenta skillsthat didn't make him any more impor-tant than the next person, only different.

So they waited.

And that was alot harder than it looked.

"Whoa," Sev said. "Look at thisone. ." Fi and Jusik fol-lowed the angle of Sev's scope. "CSF
database has thistagged as RESTRICTED."

"Could meanit'sof interest to us, or could mean orga-nized crime.”

Jusik'svisor had dipped to the end of hisnose. "Or both."

It was amedium-sized delivery transport with dull green livery caked with dust. The identity
trangponder was evi-dently fake, because when the crate aligned itself with the platform at the doorsto
Warehouse 58, and the hatches sprang open, there were just afew boxes insde. The ware-house doors
eased open far enough to let arepulsor cart edge out, and two droids began |oading the small containers



onto the repulsor's flatbed.

"Small but heavy load by thelook of it,” Fi said.

"And weve got company.” Sev realigned the scope, and the datapad hummed into recording
mode. " Second trans-port backing up to it."

Another delivery vehicle hovered, edging astern until it was level with the other sde of the landing
platform. The boxes were transferred to it. They didn't go into the ware-house at dll.

"That'sirregular,” Sev said. "And we don't likeirregular, do we? 1D transponder saysalegit
rental vessd."

A femae human in coverdls—white skin, wavy ginger hair to the shoulders, medium build,
short—stepped out of the green transport onto the platform to be met by a mae Falleen who'd jumped
out of the rentd. Hewas young, asfar as F could tdl, with light green skin, and his mundane pilot'srig
wasalittletoo longin theleg for him. All details were worth noting.

The two turned their backs to the skylane and appeared to be talking.

"Well, that'sarare sight, and | bet he's not on the CSF database," Sev said, checking the 'pad.
Images flicked across the screen at a blinding speed while the system sought a match from the image the
scope had grabbed. After afew moments the screen read: NO MATCH. "Faleen don't venture offworld
very often, and he certainly isn't here to check out the tourist sghts. Let'stry the woman.”

F watched. There was amatch indeed, and one that came up rapidly.

"Ferfek," Sev said. "Her namésVinna Jiss. And she's agovernment employee.”

"I'm not going to likethis, am 17?*



"Not when you hear sheworksin GAR logigtics, no."

"Chakaar," Fi said. "She could be on legit business, of course, but then I'm such atrusting soul.”

"Faleen maleand GAR clerk? Hello? Do | have to draw you apicture?' Sev sghed to himsdlf.
"They certainly put those Falleen pheromonesto good use. | bet she'd do him any favor he asked.
Getting security information out of her would be even easier.”

The two transports closed their hatches, leaving the woman and the Falleen on the platform, and
lifted back into the skylane. It looked like any other delivery—except that it was atransfer of cargo,
which was not usud, and the two waiting on the platform oozed bad guys from every pore and scale.

The two targetslooked at their datapads just like ware-house staff checking aconsgnment. Then
the Falleen turned and began walking up a pedestrian ramp to theretail level, and Vinna Jiss hung
around.

"I'm naturdly curious," Sev said. "Fi, you up for adis-creet trail of those two?"

F's heart was pounding. Training and ingtinct took over. He was back on Kamino again, saking
an a'med target in the smulated urban training terrain in Tipoca City . It wasjust the town that was
gmulated: the ammunition wasred, deadly red. "Reedy.”

"Bardan, back up behind that pillar, will you?'

"We can't abandon this position until the next watch arrives, Sev. Let me cal for backup. What if
they've pinged us and it's a decoy?"

"Okay, you let usout on foot, and call in Niner and Scorch to relieve you. Then you stand by via
the comlink just in case.”



"That's not standard operating procedure.”

"Thisisn't standard operating terrain, either.” Sev dmost said Sir Fi heard the beginning of a
hissed s. Delta's sdlf-gppointed hard man poked hisfinger hard in hisright ear asif he was afraid the
bead-sized link would fdl out. "There goes Jiss. Up the ramp, too. Come on, F. Moveit."

They dipped out of the taxi's twin hatches and activated Fi's holochart of the sector to check
where the ramp led and where the exits were. They stared at the meshed blue and red lines on the
holochart, courtesy of the fire department's data-base. Fi hoped it was up to date.

"That takesthem gtraight up to the retail plaza.”

F'simmediate thoughts were of civilians, obstructed arcs of fire, and hisown limited sensesbeing
apoor subgtitute for his Katarn helmet's gadgetry. But I'm more than my armor. Sergeant Kal said so.

He edged along the wall, staying out of sight. Can't deploy tracking remotes, not here, not in
public. "I might do alittle shopping mysdf."

"Just keep that dumb-grunt expression on your face, Mon -grel Boy. It suitsyou.”

Sev took out his datapad and switched the screen to reflec -tive mode, turning his back and
holding the device alittle out to hisright. " She'sjust going over the top of theramp .. . yeah, she's peded
off onthefirst level. She'sfollowing Lounge Lizard so far. Come on. Let's go around the bridge route
and pick them up here."

"Y ou have as bad an attitude toward ethnic diversity asyou have toward the regular army,” Fi
sad quietly, rlaxing his shoulderswith every intention of just being asoldier onleavein hisdark red
fatigues—with ablaster on hisbdlt, like any sensible Coruscanti.

The next hour was unplanned, unexpected, but not un-trained for



F hoped held make it through dive.

Coruscant Security Force Staff and Socia Club, 1300 hours, private booth, senior officers bar

Ka Skirata had his peripherd vison and half an ear trained on the generd murmur at the bar. He
felt bad about applying caution to these men: they had much the same thankless task as his boys. But
there was a possibility that the leak was within their ranks. He couldn't let comradeship cloud his
judgment.

He hoped Obrim wasn't offended by the distortion field held set up. Thelittle emitter sat
discreetly on the table be-tween the glasses like arolled-up pellet of flimg, ready to bounce any bugging
sgnds

"If it'sone of mine, I'll persondly put around through him," Obrim said.

Skiratadidn't doubt it. Y ou could put afake lure in the system and see who goesfor it."

"But even if it'sone of us, then they'd still need data from the GAR to complete the loop. It'sone
thing having the holo-cam images of military targets and movements. It's another knowing where they'll be
to gart with."

"Okay, then. | have to put someoneinside GAR logigtics.” Therewas only one choice: Ordo. "If
wefind alink to your people, though, | haveto cut you loose. I'm sorry."

"I'm not exactly being kept in the loop on dl thisanyway, an 17"

"If I told you where my squads were operating, and they happened to get into abit of trouble that
attracted the atten-tion of your people, you might have to cal them off. Then everyone would know we



had a strike team deployed.”

"I know. I'm just worried that your personnd will attract the attention of some of my overzealous
colleagues, and one of uswill be sending wresthsto next of kin."

"My boys don't have next of kin. Only me."

"Kd ..

"I can't. | just can't. Thishasto be deniable." Heliked Obrim. He was akindred spirit, a
pragmatic man who didn't trust easily. "But if something lookslikeit's going to get out of hand, and | can
warnyou off, | will."

Obrim swirled the dregs of hisaein the glass. "Okay. Sure you don't want one of these?"

"l only have one at night to help me deep. Habit from Kamino. Sleep got pretty hard to come
by

"You'll haveto tell me about that one day. | bet they didn't have any crimein Tipoca City ."

"Oh, therewas crime, dl right." Thewors kind: if he ever met another Kaminoan, he knew what
he'd do. "Nothing you could have arrested anyone for, though.”

"When's your boy Fi going to stop by for adrink? We owe him one from the Sege. Brave kid."

"Y eah. Hethrows himsdf indtinctively on agrenade, and he'sahero. If hefiresinginctively and
dotsacivilian, though, hésamonger.”

"And don't we know it, pal. Happensto us, too."



"Anyway, Fi'son aroutine patrol at the moment." Skirata checked his chrono. Green Watch was
dueto relieve Red in two hours. "I'll bring him down here, don't worry. He's probably bored out of his
skull a the moment. Anti-terror ops can be tedious.”

"Sitting around, more Sitting around, even more Stting around, then scramble, sheer panic, and

beng’

"Yeah, | think that sumsit up." Skiratadrained hisglass of juice. "l just hope we get to the bang
patintime”

Level 4 retail plaza, Quadrant B-85, Coruscant, 1310 hours; Red Watch observing targets on foot

They should have called it in and let one of the other teams pick it up. But sometimes you had to
runwithit.

F was now on autopilot, reacting to training he hadn't re-alized he'd absorbed so thoroughly, and
Sev was matching him pace for pace.

The shopping plazawas amass of color, random people, and even more bewildering smellsand
sounds. Thiswaslifein the fild without ahelmet, and Fi didn't likeit. Just ahead, Vinna Jiss wandered
casudly, moving aong one diagond line then another, and then pausing to stare into trangparisted
windowsfull of things Fi had no ideathat people bought—or wore.

Sev glanced a him. He didn't even haveto say it.

Shelooksin an awful lot of shop windows. She doesn't follow astraight path. She thinks she
knows how to avoid atail, but she'slearned it from the holovids. Amateur Wesk link.



"Bardan...," Sev sad quietly.

The Jedi's voice was awhisper in Fi'sear. "I know where you are. Don't worry."

"Not worried." Sev glanced away from the target and Fi turned around casualy toward her,
looking past her but keeping her in his periphera vison. "Can't seethe Faleennow . . ."

"Movingon," F sad.

They let Jsswak on until shewasamost logt in the crowd, and then started moving again. A
well-planned sur-veillance operation would have positioned mobile and fixed teamsin the areato Smply
watch and hand off the target to the next team along the route. But they were on their own. And they had
never planned to follow a suspect.

"Thisiswhat Ka said we should never do," said Fi.

"You got abetter idea?"

"Reckon she's seen us?"

"If she has, she hasn't reacted.”

"Why would she? If she'swhat wethink sheis, then were just targets to her”

The plazawas busy. There was arestaurant on the left-hand side with tables and chairsin the
openair. Jss sat down. Sev and Fi walked on past her, and if Fi looked like an overwhelmed clone
who'd spent hislife cloistered in military environments, then he waan't acting. Even Qibbu's Hut felt more
familiar thanthis



It waan't the urban environment. It was the sheer mass of civilians.

They had no choice. They walked on farther.

"Ferfek," Sev said. "Shell have doubled back or disap-peared by the time we can turn around
sady.”

Fi was looking straight ahead. He could see splashes of dark red between the multicolored
shoulders of the dozens of species strolling around the plaza.

"Here comesthe Forty-first," he said. Y ou can dwaysrely on theinfantry . . ."

A dozen or so brothers were ambling aong, gazing around them and being gazed at by shoppers
who had clearly never seen clones before. No matter how many times Fi saw that reaction, he dways
found himsdlf wondering what they found so strange about it, and then had to see his own world asthe
rest of the gdaxy saw it.

The Forty-first were level with them now.

F amiled fraternally and got a bewildered nod or two in return. They don't recognize me! That
fet strange. All his commando brothers knew him. And he could tel infantry from ship's crew by the way
they walked. He walked be-tween the men of the Forty-first with Sev like amarching band merging, and
spun around at the back of the group to walk back toward the target.

Shewas dill Sitting there. But she wasooking the other way.

She was gtaring at another group of clone troopers head-ing toward her from the other direction.

"I love being afamiliar face" F said. Hisanxiety gave way to a sense of heightened awareness,



thethrill of the hunt. The woman's spine straightened asif she was going to jump up, but she sat tense for
afew seconds until the clones drew level with her and met the group coming from the other di-rection.
They stopped to chat. Fi and Sev melted into the group at the rear.

"I'm heading around the back of the plaza," said Jusk'svoicein their ears. "Niner's on Sation
now. I'll give you some aerid recon.”

"Gotcha," F sad quietly.

It'sbad personal security to cluster like this. But that didn't matter right then. The woman
dithered, trying not to look at the group and failing miserably: F, like any clone, was exceptiondly
attuned to small gestures. Then she got up to walk briskly into the nearest shop.

"Maybe she owed Jango credits.” Fi shrugged and noted with a sinking heart that the shop
looked to be exclusvely for femaes. The garments on display were truly bizarre. " Or we're just not her

type”

"So, smart-mouth, you going to follow her in there?"

"l could."

"What, tell them you'relooking for a present for your girl -friend?’

"Don't push your luck. Isthere aback way out?"

Sev stepped into a doorway and shielded Fi while he took aquick ook at the holochart and
snapped off theimage quickly.

"No, but therés alanding platform for deliveries.”



Sev dropped to awhisper. "Bardan, you with usyet?'

Jusk'svoicewasamost achuckle. "Fascinating,” he said. "I'm waiting at the ddivery platform. A
taxi isjust what she needs right now." Sev and Fi looked at each other. They could hear Jusik, but the
taxi wasn't visible even when they stood back and glanced up discreetly at the roofline. Then they heard
hisvoice, utterly level, utterly calm—utterly wor-rying. "Yeah? Yeah, | am, lady . . . where d'you want to
go?I've got abooking, but . . ."

"Sev, tel me heisn't doing what | think heis.”

"Hesdoing it."

"He'snuts."

Sev lowered hisvoice to awhisper in the comlink. "Bar-dan, if welift her now, well blow this
op. Don't overplay it."

"Okay, lady, but the spaceport isn't my regular run, so that'll be extra.”

There was the sound of someone getting into the taxi and awoman'svoice. "Yes, just drop me
off a the domestic ter-mind, please."”

F wondered for amoment if ordinary people had shared thoughts like the one he knew Sev was
sharing with him. They'd been trained to think the same way, the soldier'sway. Where was Jusik going
with this? If he dropped her off like anormal taxi, they'd lose her in the termind anyway. He couldn't
follow her in there and check where she went with-out blowing his cover. And if he didn't drop her off . .

Sev was staring past Fi. "Lizard on your six," he said qui-etly.



F turned very, very dowly and stopped when he caught the Falleen maein his peripherd vision
at the point where the plazafunneled into aspiral ramp down to another level. He was searching. So the
woman hadn't caught up with him when he expected, and he was looking for her. And that meant she had
no comlink, or she'd have used it.

"Now he's going to be bad news. He's carrying some seri-ous cannon. Look &t the line of his
jacket."

Jusik'svoice was aquiet descant to Fi's pulse pounding in his head. "Oh, fierfek. That's grest.
Being rerouted again . . . thisisgoing to cog,, lady . . . another detour . ."

"He'sway too smart for hisown good." Sev looked exas-perated. "Bardan, are you doing what |
think you're doing? Are you heading back our way?'

"I pay good license money not to have to use automated lanes," said Jusk'svoicein their ears.
Heredly didn't sound at dl like anice Jedi Temple boy now. And then | il get di-verted. What do we
pay our taxesfor?'

"I'll take that asayes."

The Falleen moved off, pausing occasionaly to look around, and ambled dowly down the ramp.
F and Sev leaned on the edge of the parapet like any tourist might to take in the view below.

Fi dropped hisvoice. "He's caling someone.” The Falleen had the back of hishand raised to his
mouth. Oh, for ahel-met comlink. Fi might have been ableto pick up the fre-quency. "Isit her? Or
backup?'

"We could cdl thisin and get Niner and Scorch to pick him up.”

"And then we drag another team off station. No, let's see thisthrough.”



Sev sat down on abench, looking suitably disoriented. "Bardan, where are you?"

"Let metry thisshortcut, lady . . . hey, who you caling?Y ou making acomplaint about fares
dready?'

"l bet she'scdling Lounge Lizard. Greset."

"Y eah, and now that our driver's got avery dodgy passen-ger, has he thought what we're going
to do with her'?"

"Same as we did with Orjul and the Nikto," Sev said, get-ting up to walk acrossto the taxi
platform at the end of the plaza. They had to get in fast when Jusik appeared and opened that hatch. Fi
had visons of the potentia grief that would be unleashed if a passenger was screaming her head off when
thetaxi hatch opened in avery public place.

"Land at ninety degrees, Bardan. Sev will access viathe port hatch and I'll go in the other, and
well pin her down.”

"Yeah, | think Fi can manage to subdue acivilian," Sev said.

"Remind me to show you my unfunny sidelater, ner vod."

"Skiratas going to kill usfor this—"

"Better get it right then," F said.

"Herehecomes. ."

"Steady, Bardan."



"Toofadt."

"He'saJedi. There's no such thing astoo fast.”

The battered taxi, its anti-surveillance gauze now showing ahuman driver that wasn't Jusik,
dropped onto the platform scattering dust and grit. The two commandos ran to their respective Sdes.

Jusik'svoicefilled their heads now. "Hatchesinthree.. . two. .. ond"

They threw themselvesin. The hatches snapped shut so fast that F felt his pant leg snag in the
sedl but he wasflat on top of asquedling, struggling woman and then she went quiet because Sev
clamped his hand over her mouth.

"Youwaiting for atip?' sad F.

Thetaxi lifted in agtraight vertical and nearly shaved the paintwork off another cab trying to drop
off passengers. It was just aswell that Enacca had done something creative about the identity
transponder.

"H, | don't suppose you brought any restraints?"

"No, but this usudly works." Fi freed hisright arm and put hisblaster to Jisss head. "Maam, shut
up and stop strug-gling. | have no problem shooting women."

No, he didn't. Enemies were enemies. Females were soldiers, too.

Jusik took thetaxi high into what appeared to be a com-muter lane and shot off in acomplex
loop that first took them away from Qibbu's and relative safety, and then dropped down between lanes



wherethe layers of traffic overhead gave some protection againgt visua surveillance.

"Weve been tagged,” Jusik said. He shut hiseyes, far too long for Fi's comfort. It wasthe first
time he'd seen the Jedi fly with his eyes closed, and the fact that the good ones could do that didn't
reassure the smple anima part of him that said it shouldn't be possible. "Y es, werre being followed.”

F wanted to ask how he knew but Jiss had no reason to know Jusik was a Jedi, and the less she
knew, the easier it would be to process her, as Skirata put it.

"Y ou can evade them, right?'

"About aswdll as anyone can.”

"Any ideawho they are?'

"None, other than they're very persistent, and if it's CSF, it'san unmarked vessd."

"You can sense dl that information?’

He opened hiseyes again. "Y es, because they're only two or three speeders behind usand | can
seetheminthemirror.”

Sev looked at Fi with the unspoken count of one, two, three. Sev released hisgrip on JissasFi
clamped hisarm tight around her neck, blaster pressed so hard into her temple that the muzzle was ringed
with alittle patch of white blood-less skin. He could feel her heart pounding through her back against his
chest even through the thin sheet of body armor

under histunic. Hewondered for amoment if it was his own frantic heartbest.



Sev reached under the rear sest for his DC-17 and took out the grenade attachment. "Okay, it
lacks finesse, but we'relate for lunch. And if they track us, werefinished.”

"Here? In daylight, intraffic?' Jusk said.

"Not yet." Sev tried to aim his Deece and snapped on the grenade launcher. "Open the rear
screen acrack. Can you hold steady?'

"Y ou wanted me to outrun them—"

"Can't. We've got to drop them.”

Jusik looked inthe rearview. "In askylane? Y ou haven't got a clear shot and the debris will—"

"Me sniper, you pilot. Understand the difference?’

Jusik's grip on the steering vane tightened. "Too many vessal's and too much debris. Let's head
for somewhere less crowded."

"Maybe Qiilura?' F said.

"Hold ontight."

Jusk dropped thetaxi like a stone and plummeted ten, then fifteen, then twenty levelsto the
lower skylanes, dip-ping in between two transports and then jumping between horizontd lanes.

"Still therg," said Sev. "Three vehiclesbehind.”



"Havethey derted anyone?"

"l can't sense anything." Jusik kept shaking hishead asif trying to clear it. "They might not want
to risk usng comlinks™"

"Who thefierfek are they?'

"I don't know! I'm not amind-reader and if you'd just shut up because I'm trying to concentrate
on flying and ligtening and—" Hisvoicetraled off. "Jus am."

F pressed hisblaster harder into the woman's head. She flinched and shut her eyestight. He
could fedl no emotion whatsoever, just the cold clarity of hislife and his comrades againgt her existence,
and it seemed an easy equation.

"Move and you're dead, maam, okay?' Move? Even Fi wasn't sure he could make an escape
from a speeder moving

"They'renot ours. . .," Sev said. "And they'rein pursuit. So they're atarget.”

F dug the blaster into the woman's skin. "Are they your people, maam?'

"l don't know! | don't know!"

"If they are, it'stoo bad," Sev said. "We can't let them track us back.”

Jusik speeded up. "Stand by."



F noticed that he had his eyes shut again.

"Ferfek."

"FHrel" Jusk sad, and the taxi suddenly flipped up ninety degrees and climbed in an agonizing
vertical. Fi braced for impact.

They had to be dead.

But thetaxi wasdtll dimbing.

They werein averticad shaft and abal of blue-white flame roared benesth them. Fi wasthrown
againg Sev but he locked hisarm tight around the woman's neck, and al three of them hit the partly open
rear screen as the sound of rico-cheting debris faded behind them in the service duct.

Thelight dimmed fast beneath them and suddenly disap-peared as Jusik dammed the taxi into
another right angle and they were flying horizontally long achannd again.

"Target down." Sev shut hiseyes.

"That better not be CSF," Fi said. "That's going to be very messy."

Suddenly they were bathed in hazy sunlight. Jusk brought them out into passenger traffic and
dipped into the auto-mated lanes of private speeders again.

"What do we look like from the outside now?" Sev asked.

Jusik wiped hisforehead with his palm and |ooked as breathless and battered as he ever had



after performing the DhaWerda. Fi could have sworn he looked just as €l ated, too.

"Family of Gargian touristiswith aGran driver,” the Jedi said. "Now let'stry to explain thisto
you-know-who without getting our heads ripped off.” He opened his comlink. "Re-turning with a
prisoner, Kd ."

Sev grumbled in histhroat. "Never userea names.”

"Least of our worries now," Fi said.

So Jusik was scared of Skirata, too. It was supposed to be aquiet ohsjob, ashe'd put it,
observation duty; it had turned into kidnapping and blowing up unidentified vessals. Scared wasn't the
right word, though.

HEll be disappointed with us. Welet him down.

FH, like anyonewho came into Skiratas circle, desperately wanted Ka'buir to be proud of him. It
was more effective motivation than fear any day.

"Remember he even shoves Wookiees around,” said F. He adjusted his grip on the woman's
neck to stop thetingling in hisfingers. "And they takeit."

Thetaxi was silent except for the occasiona whimpering gulp from Jss and the rumble of the
vessd's hard-pressed drive. Eventually Jusk came to a shuddering hat on the plat-form at the top level
of Qibbu'sHut. Sev cdled on hiscomlink for ahand with the woman, and Atin came running out with
Fixer.

"What have you been playing at? Skiratas going nutsin there." Atin did into thetaxi and put cuffs
on Jiss. "Get out and well take her to the safe house. Y ou've got some ex-plaining to do.”

Safe house for them, maybe. Safe for her? No. But then she had picked thewrong side. She



waan't ahelplessvictim.

So much for whining that we never get to see the enemy.

Thetaxi lifted off, leaving F, Sev, and Jusik standing on the platform, exhausted by adrendine.

"Thank you for flying Jedi Air." Jusk grinned, and shook their hands. "Have anice afternoon.”

"You'reall insane" said Sev, and stalked off.

12

Definitely not one of our speeders, Kal. Look, | know why you think | don't need to know what
your boys are getting up to. But someone's going to notice you blew up their

people. And s0 is CSE What do you want meto tell them?

—Captain Jailer Obrim, to Kd Skirata

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 1600 hours, 380 days after Geonosis

Y ou're sure nobody followed you?' Skiratasaid quietly.



The gtrike team, minus. Ordo, was assembled in the main room, sitting where they could. For a
moment Skiratawas distracted by the way Darman and Etain were positioned. It told him something, but
he had more pressing issues right now.

Hed camed down, too. Red Watch was back safely. Jusik, predictably, wastaking his roasting
likeaman.

"I'msaure, Kdl. | fdtit."

"Don't go mystic on me. Did you go through the proce-dures? Give metangibles.”

"I didn't return viaadirect route. | looped back on mysdf severa times. Nothing."

Therewas no point yelling at them. Skirata knew he prob -ably would have done the same. It
wasal very well to talk about painstaking surveillance and meticulous planning be-fore resolving athrest,
but when atruly ripetarget walked in front of your scope—no, he would have done the same.

And hewas smply rdlieved that they'd made it back in one piece.

"Okay, survelllanceis off for the day. We change vehicles again, and welll sart defense watches,
just in case the Force has deceived Bard 'ika and we've got aload of bad guys on our case now. Enacca
isidentifying a second location we can pull back to if this place is compromised.”

Jusik looked crushed. "I'm sorry, Kal."

"Y ou weren't in command. | should have made sure you were ready for this." Skirataturned to Fi
and Sev. Fi looked crestfalen; Sev was complete blank insolence. "And what have you two got to say
for yoursdves?'

"It won't happen again, Kal." Fi looked at Jusik. "And it was me and Sev who decided to go for
it. If Bardan hadn't done some clever flying, weld dl be dead now and the op would be over."



"Andyou, Sev?'

Sev turned his head with dow ddiberation. "What he said.”

"Son, | know you think you're a hard case because you survived Waon Vau, and you probably
are. But anti-terrorist ops are more about this." Skiratawaked over to him and rapped his head so hard
with his knucklesthat the thunk of bone was audible. Sev blinked but didn't move amuscle. "If you'd
thought about it for two minutes, you could have re-layed that identification back here and we could have
planned some intelligent surveillance. But now we've got another prisoner plus abunch of dead guys, and
we have to explain why a GAR employeeisn't going back to the office anytime soon. Because if she
wasn't working aone, then some di'kut is going to notice she's absent. Have | missed anything?”

Niner, amsfolded, looked up. "Y es, who's helping VVau now? He must have hishandsfull.”

"Enacca. Wookiees are good at looking like acrowd."

Boss had been remarkably quiet for the last ten days. He'd worked his watches without
complaint and had shown none of the swaggering confidence that the Delta boys were known for. Now
he was pacing up and down the length of the window, dow and ddliberate, and glancing occasondly at
Niner. Skiratawondered if it was the digplacement from the sergeant role that was getting to him.

Might aswell lance the bail. "Y ou want to say something, Boss?'

"With respect, Ka, we have different approaches, don't we?"

"Spitit out.”

"Deltadoes rapid neutralization. Omega does the more considered stuff. Why not split our
tasking that way?"



For once, rock-solid Niner took the bait. "Y eah, you blow up everything without checking and
wethink firgt. | certainly agree with your andysis, ner vod."

"And we have the unbroken track record of successful missons.”

"Likewedon't."

"Yousadit."

Skiratawasn't quite fast enough crossing the room and Niner had dammed Boss hard against the
wall without amo-ment'swarning. If Skirata hadn't yelled "Check!" Niner would have smashed his
drawn-back fist into Bosss face. The two men stood amost nose-to-nose, locked in afrozen standoff.

"This stopsright now," Skirata barked. "Y ou hear me? Stand down!™

He'd never seen Niner react like that. Soldiers got into scraps dl thetime; it was an inevitable
part of being encour-aged to fight. Sometimes they took aswing at each other, but it was rarely serious,
no more than abit of bravado. But not his boys—and certainly not Niner.

There was a switch in al men somewhere, no matter how deeply buried, that could be thrown.

"Y ou have never lost brothers.” Niner took one grudging step back from Boss. "Never. You
havenoidea.

"Ever wondered why?' said Boss.

"Enough.” Skirata put an arm between them. "Next one to open his mouth gets athump from me,
okay?'



Thiswas the brief moment where the fight would erupt or vanish, and Skirata was secretly
uncertain if he had what it took to separate two bigger, younger, fitter men. But Niner muttered, "Yes,
Sarge," and sat down in achair on the far side of the room, face white with anger. Boss paused, then
followed him to hold out a placatory hand.

"Apologies, ner vod."

Niner just looked up at him, unblinking. Then he took Boss's hand and shook it, but his mind was
clearly e se-where, and Skirata knew exactly where. Some things didn't go away with time. Niner had
lost another Sev, plus DD and O-Four, a Geonosis; and during training held lost Two-Eight, Republic
Commandos never forgot the brothers they grew up with in that tight pod from the time they were
de-canted.

But Ddtatill had their pod intact. The world was differ-ent for them. They thought they were
invincible; death only happened to others.

"| think we need to take a step back,” Skirata said, bleed-ing for Niner. He'd thought the squad
was as close asatrue pod, but they still nursed their loss. "Délta, you break off and get amed
downstairs and report back at nineteen-hundred. Omega, you break when they get back. Maybe well al
fed better on afull somach.”

There was no point turning thisinto a contest between the squads. But mixing them hadn't helped
that much. Skiratawatched Deltatroop out toward the turbolift. It was going to take more than food to
digtract them, dthough it usudly did thetrick.

"Arewed| okay?'

Atin looked up from a datapad he was cannibalizing. Dis-mantling things seemed to keep him
happy. "We're okay, Sarge. Sorry. | just don't feel happy calling you Ka Except in public, of course.”

"That's okay, son."



Skiratamade a point of sitting down where he could see Darman and make adiscreet
assessment. There was some-thing about the way he was turned dightly toward Etain in his seet, and she
made alot more eye contact with him than she had earlier. Skirata wondered why he hadn't spotted it
earlier, and aso when it had happened.

If hewasright .. .

It was bad for disciplineto let an officer and an enlisted man have ardationship. But Etain wasn't
an officer, and Darman had never chosen to enlist. Therisk lay more in how Darman would handleit, and
how |eft behind his brothers might fedl now that they were out in aworld where everyone who wasn't
wesaring armor was freeto love.

Skirata stood up and limped across to Etain. "Come and explain some Jedi stuff to me," he said
quietly. "I'd ask Dard'ika, but he's till in disgrace at the moment.” He winked at Jusik to indicate he was
joking: thekid took hisribbing far too serioudy sometimes. "Outsde.”

It wasn't subtle, but Darman obvioudy didn't think anyone e se had noticed what was going on
between them. He proba-bly thought Skirata wanted to discuss the unsavory side of interrogation with
her.

Skirata sat down next to Etain on the rickety bench againgt the landing platform wall. It waslate
afternoon and the air smelled of hot speeder drives and the powdery sweet scent of a solitary maylavine
that had taken root in a crack in the per-macrete. Etain folded her handsin the lap of her pae bluetunic.
Without the dull brown robes she didn't look like a Jedi &t all.

"You and Darman,” Skiratasaid carefully.

She closed her eyesfor asecond. "Hetold you, then. | suppose hetellsyou everything.”

"Not aword. But I'm not stupid.” It was amazing how eas-ily people told you things when you
didn't even ask aques-tion. Perhaps she actua ly wanted people to know. But it seemed Darman didn't,
and he had aright to keep what little privacy he had. "I heard the squad's comments after Qiilura.”



"Areyoutdling meto sop?'

"No, I'm asking wherethisis heading.”

"Areyou going to tdl him to stop?'

"Not if you make him happy." Skiratatrod carefully, but he knew where he drew the line and
whoseinterests he would put first, war or not. "See, | know that much about Jedi. Y ou can't love."

"We're not supposed to. But we sometimes do. | do.”

"Y ou're serious about him, then."

"I never stopped thinking about him after Qiilura”

"Have you redly worked this out?'

"That I'll outlive him?Women outlive their men dl thetime. That | might be thrown out of the Jedi
Order? As prices go, that's worth paying.”

"Etain, he's more vulnerable than you think. HE's agrown man and hel's akilling machine, but he's
akid, too. Crying over girlfriends can be dangeroudy distracting for him and the whole squad.”

"l know that."

"I'd hate to see him used. If you're going to carry on with this, you'd better meanit." He paused
to make sure she un-derstood what he was saying. "Y ou know I'll protect him come what may, don't
you?"



Etain'slips parted dightly and her cheekslooked suddenly pink. Her gaze flickered dightly. "I
want him to be happy, Kd. I'd never usshim.”

"I'm glad we agree,”" he said.

Threatening a Jedi general was probably a court-martia offense. Skiratadidn't care. Darman and
his last remaining sons came before everything, before the needs of alikable young Jedi, before even his
own life—and certainly before the interests of the Republic's palitics.

It was amatter of honor, and love.

But Etain would give Darman alittle comfort and tender-nessin hislife that would tide him
through the dark and in-evitable days ahead, daysthat for him and his brothers were aready destined to
be limited.

Skiratawould just have to keep an eye on the Situation. "Make him happy, then, ad'ika," he said.
"Just make him happy.”

Qibbu's Hut, 2100

The sign above the 'freshers reead PATRONS PLEASE OBSERVE THE NO WEAPONS
RULE. But dthough it waswritten in five languages as well as Basic, most of the patrons appeared not to
understand it.

Ordo dipped among the motley assortment of drinkers and gamblers, now diluted considerably
by aseaof dark red GAR fatigues, and hoped none of the species here were scent-followers. That was
the trouble with some explosives. They had aditinctive smdl. HEd scrubbed himself as thoroughly as he
could and changed into the ubiquitous red fatigues as well.



Laseema, the Twi'lek femae who had fled from the kitchens when he found her cowering behind a
table, smiled nervoudy at him acrossthe bar. By the time he reached it, she had hisfavorite mujajuice
waiting for him without the prompt of hisdigtinctive armor.

"How do you know I'm me?" he said, puzzled. "I could be any clone."

"Theway you hold yoursdf." She had avery soft voice, and he had to strain to hear her inthe
noisy bar. "Y ou stand asif you're till wearing that skirt."

" Kama," he said patiently. "Belt-gpat. It's based on atradi -tional Manda orian hunting kama. It
was designed to protect your legs." Y es, the pauldron and kama did tend to make him stand more
upright out of habit, hisback alittle arched. Hed have to watch that if he wanted to passfor an ordinary
clone trooper. "But it'sjust for show now."

"Ah," shesad. "It'scertainly very showy."

Ordo was getting used to the attention of Twi'lek females, and he rather liked it. "Is Qibbu
treating you properly?"

"Yes. Thank you." Laseema sounded asif sheredly was grateful. Sheleaned forward alittle. He
was gtill taken aback by the vivid blue of her skin, but he was willing to get used to it. She had alittle scar
on the point of her chin that was turquoise and more decorative than disfiguring. "Isyour friend a

cgptain?'

She glanced sideways and Ordo followed her gaze to Omega Squad and Skirata, who were
esting something unidentifiable and occasondly lifting alump of it on afork to ingpect it communaly with
worried frowns. "The one with the scar. HEs nice.”

"That's Atin," Ordo said, crushed. Oh. "H€'s. . . not acap-tain. Hes aprivate." The vast
majority of the army was made up of privates:. it wasn't restricted information. Atin glanced up with that
unerring soldier's sense of knowing when some-one was targeting you. He managed ashy smile. "Yes,
hesvery rdiable”



"He'sgot alot of scars. Has he been in many battles?”

Oh, sheredlly had been studying Atin carefully: apart from the thin diagonal scar across hisface,
the rest were harder to spot, just a couple on his hands and one telltale line that was visible above the
neckline of hisred tunic.

"Yes," Ordo sad. "They'vedl beenin quite afew battles."

"Poor Atin," she said, looking smitten. "I'll bring your med over inamoment.”

Heforced asmile as Ka'buir had taught him, picked up his glass, and went to join Omega's
table.

"What d'you reckon thisis, Ordo?' Darman said. He held hisfork so that Ordo could ingpect the
object skewered onit. "A tube of some sort.”

"That'swhat we were afraid of ."

"It'sdl protein.” Ordo stared at Atin. "Laseema has taken afancy to you, ner vod."

There was no jeering or barracking as Ordo had seen ordi -nary males do at the mention of
femaes. The squad smply sat in silence for amoment and then resumed their debate on the anatomical
content of Qibbu's dish of the day. Skirata got up and moved aong the bench to Sit next to him.

"Successtul shopping trip?*

"I have everything on thelist now. Sorry for thedelay. And | have afew extras.”



"How extra?'

"Surprisgng extras. Very noisy, too."

Laseema glided up to the table and placed adish in front of Ordo. She smiled at Atin before
making her way back to the bar. Ordo picked up hisfork to eat, and the squad studied his plate intently.

"But that'sall vegetables" Niner said accusingly.

"Of courseitis"” Ordo said. "My intelligence scoreis at least thirty-five percent higher than
yours."

It happened to be true. Skiratalaughed. Ordo cleared his plate as fast as he could and then
indicated the turbolift. Skirata followed him up to their rooms, where Delta Squad sat cleaning their
DC-17s.

"Just dugting,” Fixer said, subtle as abantha.

"Dust away," Skiratasaid. "They'll see action soon enough. So, Ordo, what did you get?'

"A hundred kilos of thermd plastoid plusfive thousand detonators.”

Even Scorch looked up from his dismantled rifle at the mention of that. "That'salot of ordnance
to make disgppear without anyone noticing, let done storeit.”

"| liberated it in stages from different sources.”



Skirata tapped him on the arm. "Now explain the extra surprise.”

"The delay was because | enriched it dl—minus apack or two."

"How?'

"A little chemicd refinement that'll makeit ungtable if anyone attemptsto useit in devices."

"How ungtable, exactly?" Skirata asked.

"If they don't work a stabilizer compound into the plas-toid, it'll blow their workshop into orbit
as soon asthey at-tach adet to it."

Scorch sniggered gppreciaively.

"Just aprecaution,” Ordo said. "'If we end up using it for asting operation and by some chanceit
goeswrong, then welll at least remove afew huruunein the process.”

"And hdf of Galactic City ." Sev grunted to himsaf and peered through his scopeto cdibrate it
againg the view from the window. "Y ou spook boys overdo it sometimes.”

Skirata patted Ordo's arm. "Nice job, son. Now tell me where you've stored it."

"Half at the safe house and haf under Fixer'sbed.” Scorch guffawed. Boss smacked hisear but it
didn't op him from laughing. "'I'm sharing Fixer'sroom, di'kut.” "Wdl, you won't even wake up if that
blows."

Ordo accepted it was arisk, but risks were relative. And Skirata hadn't expressed interest at his
advanced ordnance skills, so he could still keep Mered'sreturn asa surprise.



He was going to be pleased with Mered's news on Ko Sai, too.

"So dl we have to do now iswork out how we get them to take the bait,” said Skirata. "Maybe
Vau is getting some-where with our GAR colleague.”

Bosslooked up. "Y ou more interested in using the stuff to kill them, track them, or make them
think everything'sgoing fine on the terror front?"

"Il takedl three"

"Doesit usudly take thislong to get anywhere?"

Skiratalaughed. "Long? Son, it normaly takes yearsto shut down anetwork. Thisislightning
speed. It might till take years, and it'sjust afraction of the trouble out there.”

"Makes you wonder why we bother."

"Because we can't not bother," Skiratasaid. "And becauseit'sfor us." He sat back in the chair in
the corner and put his boots up on the low table, shutting his eyes and folding hisarmson his chest.
"Vau'scdlingin shortly. If | don't hear the comlink, somebody wake me up.”

Ordo had rarely known Skirata to deep before his men did. And he had seldom seen himusea
bed. He dways dept in achair if he had the choice, and while it might have been amercenary's need to
be ready to wake and fight immedi-ately, Ordo suspected it had alot to do with that first night on
Kamino. Hisnorma life had ceased, and would remain sus-pended until that €lusive normaity had been
achieved for histroops. He always seemed to be waiting for the Kaminoans to come through the door.

His breathing changed to the shallow, dow rhythm of aman adeep.



Scorch gtarted whistling, distracted by histask. Ordo waked up behind him and clamped his
hand hard over his mouth. Quiet. Quiet for Kd'buir.

Scorch took the hint.

Ordo waited, memorizing Mered's download from his datapad with asingle glance at each
screen.

Then Skirata'swrist comlink chirped. He opened his eyes and lifted his hand nearer his mouth.

"Wdon..."

"Try Jaller," aweary voice said.

Skirata sat bolt upright. Delta Squad froze.

"Whereareyou?' said Skirata.

"Sweeping up apile of dead guyswith colleagues from the Organized Crime Unit."

"I think your boysjust kicked off agang war. Can | bor-row a Jedi, please?’



13

Ten members of acrimind gang have been killed in what's thought to be agang feud in the lower
levels. Sources close Coruscant Security Force suggest the crimelords battle broke out in arow over
gun-running territories.

—HNE laebulletin

Forensics Unit morgue, CSF Divisiona HQ, Quadrant A-89, 2345 hours, 380 days after Geonosis

Theresyour lizard," Obrim said, pulling back the sheet. "Paxaz 1zhiq."

Fi and Skiratalooked &t the elegant green-scaled face, or at least the half that was still intact.
Blagterfire was cleaner than balistic damage but it still did nothing for your looks.

"Not very attractive to the ladies now, ishe?' said F.

The morgue was cool and quiet. Fi had never seen one be-fore and he was both fascinated and
disturbed, not because it was full of dead things but becauise he now wondered what would happen to his

own body.

Left on abattlefidd. Does it matter? Manda orians don't care about remains. We have our soul.
My brothers can re-trieve some of my armor; and that'll he enough.

The pae green room with its polished durasted doors aso had an antiseptic smdll that reminded
him of Kamino. He wasn't comfortable here.



"Y ou okay?" Obrim said.

"Just interested.” F stared. "Y es, that's him. Y ou can match him with the images Sev grabbed,
too. Isheimpor-tant?’

"Not on our files, but Falleen don't visit Coruscant to get nicejobsin the clerica service. Best
guessis Black Sun or an offshoot.”

"So," Skiratasaid. "Purely hypotheticdly, if we picked up awoman friend of hiswho had access
to GAR weapons ship-ments. ."

"Purdy hypothetically, because you don't exist . . . imag-ine she's diverting afew weaponsfor his
business, but you snatch her and so he refuses to compl ete the deal because he thinksyou're the
customer trying to intimidate him."” Fi lis-tened, riveted. Obrim's mental gymnastics were hard to fol-low.
"But thereal customer thinks the Falleen just made an excuse to run out on their agreement. So they
come after you, thinking you're his foot soldiers. And you waste them. So their buddies come back to
settle afew scores with young Scale-Face's colleagues.” Obrim took onefinal look at the Falleen'sface
and covered it up again. "And if they were dl waiting on a shipment of explosves anyway—the oneyou
intercepted—then you have avery jumpy assortment of bad guys around town."

"Y ou're going to have to spell out why thisisgood news," Skiratasaid.

"Well, werre minus some criminal scum, and we've found more we didn't even know about. Plus
we now have some good forensics. The SOCO team has been dl over his apart-ment like arash.”

"Arﬂ?'

"Solid gold for the Organized Crime Unit."

"Whoopee for them, but was he or was he not handling explosives?' Skiratawas getting agitated,
chewing that ruik root again. "I'm not interested in gangsters stealing Republic wegpons for their own
purposes. Ishisgang supplying ex-plosvesto anyone?’



"Y es, we found traces everywhere. Y our Jedi colleagues seem to be finding the disturbance in
the Force useful—whatever that means.”

"Does this mean that your Organized Crime Unit isgoing to be getting in our way now?"

"Share operationa details with me and they won't.”

"Y ou know the rules of thisgame.”

"Ka, your boys are coming awfully closeto being tar -geted by CSF themselves. It could easily
have been you and them in a shooting match. | don't want any friendly-fire inci-dentsif we can avoid
them.”

F watched Ka’ s jaw musclesworking as he chewed. Thiswasn't warfare. It had crossed over
into armed politics. Skirataand Obrim seemed to be conducting a private war by their own rules, and Fi
didn't envy them.

"Y ou know that were not taking prisoners,” Skiratasaid. "And | can't see your peopleturning a
blind eyeto that once they know what were up to.”

"But I've got something you need,” Obrim said.

Skirata switched instantly from lovable rogue to a creature of pureice. "Dont ever, ever try to
bargain with me about this"

"Are we on the same side or not?"

Skiratawas ashen. "WElIl go it donethen." Fi had rarely seen him truly angry, but when he had
been pushed too far he went white and quiet and dangerous. "Come on, son. We've got work to do.”



Hetook Fi's elbow and steered him to the doors. It didn't bode well. Fi looked back over his
shoulder a Obrim—aman equally white, equally tense—and the captain shook his head.

"Okay, Kd, I'll giveit to you anyway, but may the Force save your sorry backside if this goes
wrong."

Skirataturned. He seemed genuinely surprised: he hadn't been bluffing. He really had been
storming off and cutting Obrim out of the loop. "What happensif it does go wrong, Jailer? Y ou get into
trouble with your bosses. But my boysdie."

"Y eah, and so might mineif they get in theway by acci-dent.”

"Then don't get intheway."

"Okay, what time did your people grab the woman?' Obrim asked.

"Midafternoon."

"Well, there was someone trying to get hold of our irre-sigtible friend here viaa government
comlink shortly before CSF went to his home an hour ago.”

"Y ou mean theré's someone e se in the GAR working with him?"

"Yes, and if we could pin down the transmission source, I'd have given it to you."

Skirata's shoulders sagged. "Thank you, my friend.”



"Don't mention it. Just try to give me awarning before you start another war here, okay?'

"That was a nice smokescreen line to the media, by theway. Gang war indeed.”

"It'svery nearly true. But thank your oily friend Mar Rugeyan for that. Y ou'll owe him one, I'm
aure”

Skiratarolled hiseyes. Fi continued to be surprised by the machinations of politicd lifein
Coruscant. He was grateful—and not for the first time—that all he had to do was shoot or be shot. There
was no timeto worry or plan: either you did a better, faster job than the enemy at that particular moment
or you died.

"Rugeyan wants good news," Skiratasaid. "Let's seeif we can find somefor him."

Obrim smiled ruefully at Fi and made agesture of tipping back aglassof de. "Don't forget that
drink, will you?"

They left Obrim in the morgue and took the service turbo-lift to disgppear into the late-night
crowds around the CSF complex and emerge a ataxi platform to wait for Jusik to collect them. Skirata
smply glanced at three innocent Cor-uscanti citizens waiting there, too, and they decided they had urgent
business dsawhere. Ka'buir could look anything but paternd when hefédt likeit.

F pulled hiscollar up, gtill feding horribly exposed with-out hisarmor. Skiratarummaged in his
pocket, took out abar of candied fruit, and brokeit in two. He handed Fi the bigger piece.

"What now?' A said.

"It'sthe only solid lead weve got," Skiratasaid. "And it'samess, but I'm reluctant to let it go and
Sart over."



"I bet the Seps are looking for another source of supply for their explosives now. If thiswere
Qiiluraor any other mining planet, they could do it easily. On an urban world likethis. . . well, scoring a
few blastersis easy, but shopping for explo-sivesis going to attract attention. Maybe thisiswhere we use
Ordo'slittle cache of stuff that goes bang.”

Skirata stopped chewing. "I'm never sureif we have the same ideas because they're common
sense, or because | trained you and now you're as crazy as| am, son.”

"Well, they know their origind consgnment didn't arrive, so now you might aswell use the stuff
ashait."

"And theres Qibbu."

"Now, that's dangerous.”

"No, that's when Hutts comein useful. They're like one big scum want-ad service. Seeing ashe
thinkswe're doing abit of private business without the GAR'S consent anyway, why disgppoint him? He
can put the word out that Kal has something to sell.”

"But then we've pinpointed our operationa base for them.”

"Y ou think Qibbu will want to advertise that we're in his precious hotel, with the possibility of
unpleasantness and lots of damage following him home, too? He won't discuss locations. He likes being
dive"

"But you're going to tell Obrim, right?’

"Only the location when we have adelivery set up with our new customers,” Skiratasaid. "And
then only to warn off CSF."

He lapsed into slence. Around them—Kkeeping a sensible distance, because Skiratalooked



remarkably gangsterish himsdlf right then—ordinary citizens and tourists from dozens of specieswere
making their way in and out of brightly lit clubs, restaurants, and shops. They were dressed in exatic,
colorful clothes, chattering and enjoying them-salves: they were arm in arm with friends, or holding hands
with lovers, or accompanied by gaping children who had never seen acity-planet likethis at night.

F knew how those kidsfelt. It was ill as much a specta-cle of miraculous ddight to him asit
had been when hefirst saw it from the crew bay of apolice cruiser. But it was aso now something alien
to him, something he had no stakein and could never fully understand.

Theciviliansaround him could have no idea of what was hgppening right in the middle of their
safedally lives. A few meters from them, amercenary and a soldier who had no of-ficid orderswere
planning to unload enough explosives on the black market to destroy whole quadrants.

But it was afair trade. Because Fi had no idea of what their lives were about, either.

Welivein pardld worlds. We can see each other, but we never mest.

At least Darman seemed to have found a bridge to anor-mad life, if you could cal a Jedi normadl.
F wondered if his brother redlized that everyone knew what was going on with him and the generd.

If hewere Darman, hewouldn't care.

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 0056 hours, 381 days after Geonosis

Ordo placed the tight-wrapped packs of five-hundred grade therma plastoid explosive on the
table and stacked them in piles of ten. Darman picked one up and fondled it with the fascinated
expression of aconnoisseur of explo-sves.

It was interesting, Etain thought, to note what made Dar-man fedl rel axed and confident, because



gtting on fifty kilos of ultrahigh explosvesdidn't reassure her a dll.

"Dar, cut it out,” Niner said. "Wed like the hotdl to <till be here when Vau arrives. Reckon you
can avoid blowing the place up for the next hour?"

"Thisstuff is perfectly safe unlessyou stick something metdlicinit and trigger an eectrolytic
reaction,” Darman said. He smiled at Etain before lobbing a hand-sized pack at Niner. "Udesi, ner vod."

Niner caught it and swore. Then hethrew it back.

Etain could hear the shower running in the 'fresher. She could also see Atin wandering around,
eyesfixed in defocus on the grubby carpet asif he was rehearsing a gpeech in hishead, and he was
trailing adisturbance in the Force that felt like the aftermath of abattle. Sheld felt Atin'sraw grief on
Qiilura, the pain a losing hisorigina brothers at Geonos's, and she could taste the dark depthsin him al
too eadly.

Fi, even without the ability to use the Force, seemed to be able to do the same. From time to
time he got up and gripped his brother by his upper arm, talking very quietly and earnestly to him.

Much of the conversation wasin Manda orian, which she didn't understand well enough, but she
certainly picked up one word that needed no trandation: Vau.

Boss, Jusik, and Scorch had gone back down to the bar. Sev and Fixer were out on the landing
platform—now look-ing like anormal hotel roof covered with assorted transport from speeder bikesand
airspeedersto a couple of taxis—providing a discreet perimeter defense in case someone had tracked
the strike team back to Qibbu's. The whole place smmered with tension and—yes, it was there, very
subtly, but it was there—fear.

"If Vau'sbringing the rest of the therma, who's minding the prisoners?' Darman said.

"I don't imaginethey'll take much minding now," Ordo said. "But Enaccas around.”



"So who'sgoing to hep him haul fifty kilos of dead-weight?'

Ordo looked faintly irriteted. He il felt to Etain like adigointed turmoil of emotionsheldin
place by aferocioudy intdligent logic. She had classified him as dangerous with-out redlly knowing why.

"Vau," hesad carefully, "isgill afit man. A soldier snce childhood, just like you and like Ka'buir
He can carry fifty kilos on hisown amost aswell asyou can." Ordo adjusted the pile of seded packs so
they lined up perfectly, asif that mattered very much to him. "And if Enacca doesn't need to guard
prisoners, shell help him carry the ordnance. Either way, stop worrying.”

"Yeah, that'smy job," Niner said.

Etain had avery good ideawhat doesn't need to guard prisoners meant. If they had ceased to be
useful, then they were aliability here, just asthey were on Qiilura. And they would be shot.

Darman killed Separatists when he couldn't take them prisoner. Sheld watched him doit: clean,
quick, passionless. And—wasthisthe dark sdefinaly pulling her over the edge?—even if shewould
hestate to do it hersdlf, she was no longer gppalled that he or his comrades did.

He looked up from the packets and gave her abroad smile. There was never even ahint of
darknessin him.

"It's perfectly safe," he said. Sherealized she was frown-ing at him and that he had taken it to be
acomment on the pile of ingtant destruction on the table. "Don't you trust me?"

She amiled back ingtinctively. "Of coursel trust you." Yes, | do: youre my friend, my lover:

Skirataemerged from the 'fresher toweling his hair and wearing a change of clotheswith his
Verpineinitslight gray holster. He leaned over Niner to look at the holozine he was reading.



"Don't you ever watch the holonews?" he asked, pointing at the darkened screen onthewall.

"Too much to takein." Niner resumed reading. " Other people's complicated lives."

Atin had settled in the corner with his DC-17 on hislap. They dl kept therifle closeto them
when they weren't in public. It was too obvioudy acommando wegpon in the street, and had to be
replaced by adiscreet blaster. But back here, they lavished affection on the Deece again. It wasthe
weapon they had been raised with and now lived by.

F had hisdung over his shoulder, and he was looking out the window onto the catwalk opposite,
the onethat linked another level of seedy bars with the concourse below. Hewasinvisbleto the
Coruscant beyond the transparisted, but clearly it was painfully visbleto him. Etain could fed hislonging.

F had changed since Qiilura. Etain had first sensed him in the Force as good-natured and calm.
A year later hisfacade was as unfailingly cheerful, but the undertow was darker, more desperate. HEd
seen too much of the war. And he had glimpsed something even more painful and guaranteed to trouble
him: ordinary people on Coruscant, leading normal lives of the kind he would never have.

She didn't need the Force to help her taste that. She could see the constant question on hisface
when he glanced at cou-ples and families, of al species. Why not me? Why isthislife not for me?

It was what Darman had asked.

Family and clan—family and fatherhood—seemed of overwheming importance to Mandaorian
men. They cer-tainly drove Skirata.

Then Etain knew exactly what the Force had in mind for her, and it was not the path of a Jedi any
longer. It wasto en-sure that at least one cloned man was given back the future that had been taken
away from him at birth, or whatever cold distant process served for birth in those Kaminoan
laborato-ries.

Etain would make him afather one day. She would give Darman ason.



But neither of them had the luxury of anormdl lifeinthiswar. Her dream would bea
secret—even from him for the time being.

Then Etain put the thought from her mind and closed her eyes to meditate, unsafconscious
because she was among true friends.

Shedrifted in formless calm, hearing only the dowed pace of her own heartbest, until the door
buzzed.

She snapped dert again. So did Omega and Skirata.

Etain saw the squad individually as clearly as she did any other beings, and not just because the
Force tinted them with their unique shades of character. She had ceased to see their identical facesor
their armor, and experienced instead only their distinct persondities and habits.

And yet when they moved—when they switched to their soldier state of being—they werelikea
single perfect preda-tor.

The buzz made them dl look up together, not like ordi-nary men responding by staggered
milliseconds one after the other, but in one movement, absolutely synchronized, and their expressonsand
the angle of their heads and their frozen aertness were one. Then, with another perfect single movement,
they split like afist opening into fingers and sngpped to positions around the room, riflestrained on the
door.

Not aword: not one hand signa from Niner. They hadn't even had time to put on their helmets
and activate the shared comlink. Whatever told them to move there, do this, watch that, was so
thoroughly ingrained in them from drilling that they seemed amost to be operating on ingtinct.

Their dark, high-cheekboned, exotic faces were expres-sionless. Except for the rapid blinking,
they were completely and utterly sill. Etain suddenly saw them asthat single ex-quisite predator again,
and it scared her.



Their DC-17 rifles dl blipped once in unison as each wegpon charged up to fire.

"Vau'snot dueyet. And Deltas on perimeter.” Skirata had his Verpine shatter gun trained this
time, not hissmall blaster—an indication of how much higher he felt the stakes were. "Etain, you fed

anything?”

"Nothing." She was certain she would have perceived athreat by now. She was suddenly aware
that she had drawn her lightsaber. She hadn't even felt hersalf move. "Nothing at dl.”

"Okay ...onthree...one...two...th—"

And the door opened. Etain flinched involuntarily, grasp-ing her lightsaber two-handed. A scent
hit her, afoul damp musk.

"FHerfek," Skiratasaid. "Y ou di'kut. We could have blown your head off."

Niner, Ordo, Darman, and Fi made annoyed clicks and sighs and |owered their Deeces. Atin
didnt.

Vau waked in with two straining carryalls and a six -legged, loose-skinned shambles of pale gold
short fur am-bling behind him. So that was the strill. And the absence of maice and tenson had been . . .
ice-cold, cam, utterly de-tached Waon Vau.

"At'ika, lower your Deece," Skiratasaid softly.

"If you say S0, Sarge." And dthough Atin obeyed, his steady stare a Vau was an eloquent
loaded weapon.

"Comeonin," sad F. "Ain't nobody here but us clones."



"You could have cdlled ahead," Skiratasaid.

Vau lowered the carryallsto the floor, and Ordo pounced on them. " Just chdlenging your
security, likel ought to."

"Well, either Deltaand Jusik got instantly stupid or they |et pass someone they knew, so don't get
too cocky. Anything you want to tell us?'

"I've shut down the safe house and Enacca has cleaned up.”

Etain listened intently to the language, spoken in the code of euphemism out of long habit.
Cleaning up certainly meant removing bloodstains, because she'd seen them, but she had thefeding it
was more than that.

"No further business with our two friends?' Skiratasaid.

"That's the trouble with Coruscant,” Vau said. "High bal-conies are safety risks. At least that
confirms our two guests weren't Jedi, eh?' Vau found a sest, and the strill scrambled onto hislap: it took
Etain amoment to work out what he meant, and the realization shocked her. "The other fortunatething is
that | wasableto talk to VinnaJsss supervisor a GAR logisticsas her . . . landlord and complain that
she had skipped owing me rent. The supervisor was sympathetic and said she was an unrdligble

employee”

"S0?" said Skirata. Omega had disappeared back to the rooms that led off the main one. Except
Atin: Atin waited, ablock of black hatred, and Ordo stacked the explosives.

"So at least we don't have to worry about her being missed too badly.” Vau glanced at Atin,
amost asif hewas seeking agreeting, but got no reaction. "And she confirmed that there was one other
person in logigtics that she had to leave information for in an agreed place, adead |etter drop insdethe
GAR complex, whenever she could manageit. In alocker inthefemale' freshers™



"What?Y oure kidding me."

"I know. We spend millions on the latest ships but we're stuffed by asimple security legk that
wouldn't baffle aKi-tonak grocer.”

Etain fet Skirata generate alittle dark vortex of rage. Hisface drained of color. "Why arethey so
shablacludess?

"Because they're abureaucracy, and they're not the onesin the front line. Anyway, none of the
traffic information isimpossibleto dig out by other routes. It'sjust quick and easy—all wrapped up in
one chip. Worth having because it savesthem alot of time, which meansthey don't have many personnel.
Small and opportunistic network, | reckon.”

Skiratawas rubbing hisface dowly with both hands, ex-asperated and weary. "So she didn't
know who collected the data, other than that they could use the fema e 'freshers with-out attracting
attention? Or wheat their schedule was?'

"If she had known, | can guarantee she would havetold me."

"I'l bet."

"So we need someone in there to flush that person out.”

"That'sme," Ordo said, and went on making the therma plastoid into neet piles. Etain had
counted two hundred small rectangular packets so far. "All | haveto do iswithdraw the trooper who's
seconded to the transport divison and step in.”

"And what happensto him?' Vau said.

"He stays here until I'm finished," Ordo said. "Y ou can make acommando of himinthe
meantime, Ka'buir"



"Well, thisisgoing to be very cozy." Vau rubbed the ill's back, and it shuddered with visible
ddight. "Because you haveto find room for me, too."

"Then the &trill degps on thelanding platform,” Skiratasaid.

"Then | do, too," said Vau.

F emerged from the room he shared with Atin and stared at the animal. "We could dways leave
it downgtairsin the bar asan air freshener.”

"One day, RC-eight-oh-one-five," Vau said, smiling with unusud sincerity, "you might be very
glad of Mird's naturd talents.”

Etain suspected they were not dissmilar to its master's,

Qibbu's private rooms, Qibbu's Hut, 1150 hours, 381 days after Geonosis

"So thisiswhy you write off my debt," Qibbu said. He swallowed a pickled gorg whole and
sghed. "Y ou use my fine establishment as a base so that trouble does not follow you home."

Too right, Skirata thought.

"My little girl needsto start up her own business," he said, beaming convincingly at Etain. "So she
can look after her old dad in his dotage.”



Etain looked suitably sullen. She continued to surprise him with her capacity to do whatever was
needed. She could act brave, and she could act calm, and now she could act the wayward and spoiled
daughter of an overprotective merce-nary.

"Sheistoo skinny to make aliving as abounty hunter,” Qibbu said, and shook with laughter.
"Mando femaes are supposed to be big and tough.”

"Her mother, the chakaar, was a Cordlian and she left meto bring the girl up,” said Skirata.
"What Etain lacksin mus-cle she makes up for in business acumen.”

"Ah, | thought your fondnessfor the Republic's army would prove to have afinancia motive.
Y ou care nothing for your ... boys."

Ka bit theinside of hischeek. "No. Y ou ever met aMan-do ‘ad who cared about the
Republic?'

"No. Sowhat isfor sale?'

"Something armies have agresat ded of.”

"Ah...youfodlow the newsclosdy.”

Skirata made aslent vow to be very, very kind to Mar Rugeyan in future. That turf war cover
story had worked al too well and the man probably didn't even know it. "There does seemto bea
sudden gap in the arms market, yes."

"Y ou made that gap, yes?"

His somach somersaulted. He managed agrin. "I'm not that big a player.”



Qibbu swalowed the hint whole like agorg. " So what can you obtain?”

"Blagters, assault rifles, therma plastoid, ammunition. Anything larger than thet I'll treat asa
gpecid order and it might take longer. Don't ask for any warships, though.”

Qibbu laughed. "1 put out the word and we seeif it attracts customers.”

"I'm surel canrely on your discretion. You like this place, don't you?!

"I want no trouble finding itsway back here. But | will ex -pect . . . commission. Twenty

"That'smy dowry," Etain said sourly. "Papa, are you going to let this chakaar sted from me?”’

Ferfek, shewas getting good, thiskid. " 'Course not, adika" Skirata leaned toward Qibbu and
jangled hislength of chainin his pocket asalittle reminder. "Five percent, and I'll seethat your lovely
edtablishment here remainsin one piece and unvisited by theriffraff of thisworld."

Qibbu gurgled. "If this partnership is successful, we rene-gotiate terms |l ater.”

"Y ou get the business and well see”

Skirata stood up as calmly as he could and led Etain out onto the walkway to get somefresh air.
The amdl of frying, sdede, and grill was getting to him.

"| thought chakaar was anice touch,” he said.



"| pick up the odd word."

"Y ou okay?'

"Actudly, that was hard. | envy your nerve."

"Y ou reckon?' Skirata held out his hand, fingers spread, pam down. It was shaking. She needed
to know that in case she thought he was invincible, and her misplaced faith got her killed. "I'mjust a
soldier. A commando, you'd call it. I'm groping my way through al this."

"But Qibbu's scared of you."

"I don't have any problemswith killing people. That'sdl." Theredity of his Situation had become
garkly clear now: edging farther and farther out on that limb, either to safety or to plummet into the
torrent rushing benegath, with a breath between one extreme and the other. And no way of stepping back
onto the riverbank. "1 anything happensto me, | need to know someonewill look out for my boys."

"Youreasking me?'

"Therésonly you and Bard'ikato ask."

"Nothing is going to happen to you."

"The Forceistelling you that, isit?'

IIYSIII

"What else doesthe Forcetdl you?'



"What | haveto do."

"If and when we meet these scum face-to-face, are you up for it? Can't have my boysvisible.
Too obvious."

"Not Bardan?"

"l don't haveto ask Bard'ika. Hell want to be there any-way. I'm asking you."

"I'll do whatever you command. Y ou have seniority here" Skiratawas hoping for an expresson
of confidence rather than obedience.

But it would haveto do.
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Word from our undercover team and their informantsisthat someoneis offering explosves and
armson the black market. It's amazing how fast this scum flowsintofill the ggps. Timefor usto movein.
And only one warning before you open fire, okay? Let's see how much we can clean up once and for al.

—Organized Crime Unit squad briefing, CSF HQ, 383 days after Geonos's

Logistics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 1000 hours, 383 days after



Geonoss

O rdo waked through the center's doors unchallenged thistime.

"Good morning, Sir,” the sentry droid said.

Ordo shoved his stylus probe in the droid's dataport again and downloaded its latest
recognized-personnd file. "Carry on," he said.

Before he reached the operations room of the logistics wing, he stepped into the male fresher and
ran the down-loaded images of dl the center's organic staff through his helmet's HUD to memorize every
face. About 5 percent had changed since hislast visit. Civilian staff moved on. Super-visor Wennen, he
noted, was il there.

Then he copied al the data stored in his helmet to his datapad and wiped the HUD's memory.
His armor was com-pletely clean now, with no trace of who or what he was other than a classfied ARC
trooper taly ID. His sole connection to the specia forces world would be thetiny bead comlink in his
ear. Hisfinal task wasto dide awide-angle strip cam into the ventilation grille that passed between the
male ‘freshers and the female ones.

Then he replaced his helmet and walked into the opera-tions room. There was no sign of Besany
Wennen; the third-shift supervisor, a Nimbanel, was on duty.

" 'Morning, gr," Corr said.

"Just observing today, trooper,” Ordo said. He stood back asif watching the array of livetraffic
holochartsthat covered the circular wall of the opsroom, making it fed likethein-sde of anilluminated
drum. Infact, his gaze was on Corr as he worked and occasionally moved around the room. Ordo was
taking a crash course in how the trooper moved so that he could mimic him. He dready had the measure
of hisvoicewith itsfaint flash-learned accent.

And the civilians dways seemed to think he was|ooking in the direction that his helmet was
facing. The basic trooper helmet's specification was available to anyone working in lo-gistics, but they



seemed to be unaware of its visual range. Who cared what atrooper could and could not see?

They ignore so much data, these civilians,

"Corr, | need you to show me something,” Ordo said. The civilians a so seemed to ignore
conversations between clones. "Come with me."

Corr picked up his helmet, put the security code lock on hisworkstation with his gauntlet
tally—good man, follows the regulations—and followed Ordo out of the room. They walked back down
the corridor and Ordo gestured him into the ‘freshers, marching him into the far end where the lock-ers
were.

"Thisiswhere you haveto follow my ordersto the letter,” Ordo said.

Corr looked suddenly wary. "Yessr."

"Armor off. Were swapping suits.”

llgrl?l

"Remove your armor. | need it."

Corr began unfastening the gription panelswithout argu ment and stacked the plates on the floor.
Ordo did the same. They both stood there in black bodysuits, suddenly without visible rank, and Ordo
was reminded of the price Corr had paid. He looked at the trooper's artificia hands.

"Wasit very painful?* asked Ordo, who had never been that badly injured.

"I don't remember athing, Sir, but it hurt when | woke up in the bactatank.” He pushed back his



deeves: he had lost both arms from just above the elbow. "1 manage okay.”

Ordo had no ideawhat to say. "Y ou should be invaided out. Y ou shouldn't be going back to the
front."”

"What about my brothers? What am | without them?”

He had no answer to that, either. He snapped Corr's plates onto his own suit. It was atight fit: he
had aways known that the experimental genotype that had so disappointed Kami-noan quality control
had made the Nulls dightly heavier in build than the clone trooper and clone commando baiches. His
armor would be alittle loose on Corr.

"At least you get to play captain, then. Enjoy it."

Corr attached the plates and had some trouble snapping the kamainto place. Ordo adjusted it
and put the pauldron on his shoulders, then handed him the helmet.

"Wow, thisfedsdifferent,” Corr said, looking down at himself. The ARC trooper armor was
built to ahigher spec. "It's heavier than | thought.”

"Get those shoulders back abit farther and let the kamaand the holsters hang like that." Ordo
placed the helmet on Corr's head and was suddenly surprised to be staring back at himsdlf: so that was
how helooked to the world. "Take this datapad and walk out of the front doors. Y ou'll be met by ataxi
piloted by a Wookiee. Do not stop and do not talk to any-one. Just walk out asif you were me, and
you'l be taken to aplace where you'll be among brothers.”

"Very good, Sr. How long?'

Ordo tried on Corr'shemet. It felt foreign. It smelled of astranger: different food, different soap.
"l don't know. Just savor the bresk and I'll see you later. What do you cdl the civilians?'



"| addressthem by their last name, except for the supervi-sors, whom | call maam or sir*

"Bven Wennen?'

Corr paused. "We usefirst nameswhen not in the center itsdlf.”

Ordo tucked Corr's helmet under hisarm. "Good. Off you go."

They left the freshers afew seconds apart, and Ordo watched Corr disappear up the corridor.
The weight of the kama and blasters gave him an authentic swagger. Ordo found it quite touching and
turned back to the operations room to get used to being a smple mesat can, aclone trooper that
nobody—except the enemy, of course—dreaded or feared or avoided.

He had at |east one shift to settle in before the biggest risk to his cover turned up. Besany
Wennen seemed to be the one taking the most interest in Corr. He would have to be careful to get past
her scrutiny. But he had afew hoursto practice.

He unlocked the workstation and became compliant, con-scientious CT-51 08/8843, invisible to
theworld. Thejob of checking that supplies had reached the correct battalion in the field and that
contractors schedules hadn't dipped was asmple one, and he occupied himsdlf thinking of waysto
make the system more efficient. He resisted the urge to up-grade the system there and then.

And he watched those around him.

"Sorry I'm late," said awoman's voice behind him, alevel, mellow voice with an undertone of
warmth that sounded asif she were permanently smiling, the higher frequencies betraying a shortened
vocd tract. "I'll work an extrahour for you tomorrow. Thanksfor holding the fort.”

Ordo had no time to perfect his smple-trooper act. He glanced over his shoulder as he imagined
Corr might, and gave Besany Wennen adight nod that felt likeit camealit-tletoo easily to him.



She smiled back. Ordo suspected she too was a consum-mate actor. But something in him
greatly enjoyed that amile.

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 2015 hours, 383 days after Geonosis

"Name your time for adiscussion about the goods,” the stranger's voice said over the comlink.
"And well namethe place.”

Skiratadidn't like the sound of that. Nor did VVau, evi-dently. He was listening to the comlink,
too, scanner in one hand, and shaking his head dowly, tapping out arandom pat-tern inthe air with a
forefinger. Can't trace the transmission point. Multiplerelay. Just like us.

Ordo grabbed his gauntlet from the table and activated a holochart, holding it where Skirata
could seeit. Thewhole strike team was waiting on the conversation, including the clone trooper called
Corr whose life had suddenly taken aturn for the bizarre that day.

"I'm going to need alittle more reassurance than that," Skirata said.

"I'm an intermediary,” the voice said. Coruscanti accent. No clue at al. "What reassurance would
you like?"

"A very public place. If we both like what we see, and we trust each other, we meet somewhere
more privateto iron things out.”

"And you bringasample”

"Assault rifles? In public?' Thiswasthe test question, the one that would sort the gangsters from
the Separatists. Weapons were instantly useful to criminals: raw explosives weren't, not unlessyou
wanted to resdll them. "Don't takisme, di'kut. My father didn't raise astupid son.”



"My clients suggested you could obtain military-grade explosives.”

"l can. So you want asample of that?'

Silence. Vau listened, head cocked.

"We do. What are you offering?"

"Top military-spec five-hundred-grade thermd plastoid.” Pause. 1 think that fitsthe bill."

Therewas aforest of enthusiastically raised thumbs in the hushed room. For some reason Skirata
found himself fo cused on the anxious face of clone trooper Corr, perched on the edge of a chair with
one of Dar's custom dets dismantled in his prosthetic hands.

"Noon tomorrow," Skiratasaid. Hewinked a Jusik. "And I'll have my nephew with me, justin
cae."

"On the south side of the Bank of the Core Plaza ."

"Y oull spot me easily enough. | have adrill.”

Vau'sface was astudy in shock, but—like the professional soldier he was—he said nothing.

"What's astrill?' the disembodied voice said.

"A disgustingly ugly, smelly Mandaorian hunting anima. Y ou can't misteke it for any other



species, not even in thismenagerie of acity.”

"Noon, then."

Thelink went dead.

"Nobody but Seps would want five-hundred-grade ther-md," Vau said. "Too exotic for the
average crimind. They certainly bit on the bait fast. Should that worry us?*

"They'velost their usua supplier, and thisisfar better stuff." Skiratawatched Delta descend on
the holochart and begin planning sniper positions around the banking plaza. "Thisis purdy surveillance
unlessthey gart shooting, okay, lads? Killing them there won't help ustrace their nests. Least of dl in
broad daylight."

"Understood, Sarge."

Sev managed asmile. "Aslong aswe get to use lethal rounds later. We like dead. Dead isvery
LEIll

"I added some Dust to the unenriched thermal,” Jusik said. ™Y ou want some madeinto Verpine
projectiles, so you can tag anyone you spot and track them, too?" Jusk was afe-rocioudy clever lad and
Skirata prized intelligence very much, as much asloyaty and courage. "I thought I'd make sure we didn't
have to follow a suspect the hard way again. Am | forgiven for my lapse of judgment the other day?

"Bardika, if you ever want afather, then you have onein me" Skiratasaid.

It was the highest compliment he could pay him: he wasfit to be his son. Jusik might not have
fully understood Mandal orian culture yet, but he certainly grasped the sentiment if his embarrassed glance
down at the floor and the broad grin were any guide.

Boss gave Skirata a cautious glance. "Does that mean we get to use your Verp rifles?



"Y ou're such a pushover for fancy kit," Skiratasaid.

"They'rethe business, Sarge.. . . kandosi!"

"But you bend them, and I'll bend you. They cost me afor-tune, and they do not bounce.”

"How you going to get the caliber of those marker pelletsright, though, Bardan?' Sev said.

"Multicaliber magazine and bore," Skiratasaid. "Y ou could load these Verps with stonesiif you
needed to. That'swhat cost the money. That and the full-spectrum range of fil-ters, variable velocity, and
anti-reflective device."

"Kandodii," Sev said, dmost sghing. " Shame you didn't pay abit extrato make them more
robug.”

"Cheeky di'kut . okay, | reckon you're good enough to use them. Take alook.”

Skiratawent to the cupboard and did out one of the pre-ciousrifles, disassembled into three
discrete parts: thirty-centimeter barrels, matte drab green, silent, horribly accurate, and Jaing's weagpon of
choicefor going hiking with extreme prgjudice, as he described it. Sheer ballistic beauty. An as-sassin's
tool: acraftsman'stool.

He hadn't seen Jaing in months. He missed him. He missed dl the Nulls badly when they were on
long, distant missons.

Boss and Sev fondled therifles and beamed. Even Fixer looked happy. The Deltaboys didn't
respond to food treats and pats on the head, then, but they loved new toys and praise. Skirata noted
that.



"I need accurate ranges from your recce," Jusk said. "I've got to pack the Dust into amedium
that'll stay together until it'sright at the target, or the stuff will digperse too soon. Thishasto splatter them
closeto theface so they inhaeit, or it'll just Sit on their clothing. If they dump their jackets, well lose
them.”

"Fun,” Sev said, and obvioudy meant it.

Vau got up and wandered out toward the landing platform, no doubt to fuss over Lord Mirdalan
before the dobbering thing did ared job for onceinitslife. When hewas out of earshot, Boss turned to
Skirata.

"Sargeant Vau lovesthat animd. Don't et anything hap-pentoit. Please”

"I wont. It knows| carry aknife."

Corr, who had been the subject of much fussing and atten -tion since Jusik had brought him back
to Qibbu's, watched cautioudy. Skirataruffled hishair. He flinched. " Sorry about al this, son. Learning a
lot?"

"Y es, Sargeant."

"Want to be useful?1 mean even more useful than you are now?"

"Yes. Please”

Poor little di'kut. Skirata fought the urge to collect another damaged young boy, another stray in
need of belonging, and lost immediately. He had been that orphan, and asoldier had rescued him.

"Dar, give him acrash coursein usng aDC-17, will you?'



Boss and Sev did the discreet body armor plates under their tunics and checked their hand
blasters. "Just off for arecce of the location, then,” Boss said. "Back in two hours, and then | suggest we
insert as soon as possible so we're there before the bad guys.”

"What makes you think they won't be doing the sameright now?" Etain said.

"Becauseit lookslike avery hard location to lay up in for any length of time, and we're pros, and
they're not,” said Boss. "So they'll probably go in closer to the rendezvoustime.”

Skiratamade a point of looking around the group so that he could see the reaction of the two
Jedi. Both of them were very capable warriors but nation—killing someone who was not about to
kill you—was psychologicaly very different from using alightsaber or blaster in combat.

The slent excitement that had gripped the room was pal-pable.

"Gentlemen—maam—thisis a shoot-to-kill operation,” he said. "Not arrest. We want as many
hut'uune identified, located, and dead by any means possible a the end of this deployment. Nothing else.
We're cutting out abig chunk of this network in one dice. Arewe dl clear that'swhat we're doing?!

"YesSargel”

It was one voice. And Jusik and Etain were part of it. That was good. Anyone who hesitated
would get the rest of the strike team killed, or worse.

"Okay, recce team, move out," Skiratasaid. "And don't you dare drop my Verps."
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Mandd orians are surprisingly unconcerned with biologica lineage. Their definition of offspring
or parent ismore by relationship than birth: adoption is extremely common, and it's not unusua for
soldiersto take war orphans astheir sons or daughtersif they impress them with their aggression and
tenacity They dso seem tolerant of maritd infiddity during long separations, aslong as any child resulting
fromit israised by them. Manda orians define themselves by culture and behavior done. It isan affinity
with key expressions of this culture—loyaty strong self identity, emphasis on physical endurance and
discipline-- that causes some ethnic groups such as those of Concord Dawn in particular to gravitate
toward Mandal orian communities, thereby reinforcing acommon set of genes derived from awide range
of populations. Theingtinct to be a protective parent is especialy dominant. They have accidentaly bred
afamily-oriented warrior population, and continue to reinforce it by absorbing

like-minded individuals and groups.

—Mandaorians: Identity and Its Influence on Genome, published by the Galactic Indtitute of
Anthropology

Logistics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 0815 hours, 384 days after
Geonos's

T hiswas no place for afighting man to be when his brotherswere out in the field, but Ordo
reasoned that the faster he identified and neutraized the informant, the sooner he could leave this office
job.

"Clone," the Nimbanel voice said. The creature was riding him today. It was abad
idea—normally. "Clone! Have you input the overnight batch of datayet?"

| know at least ten waysto kill you without aweapon, lizard. I'd liketo try them al.

"Yes, Gurus," Ordo said, being nice, compliant Corr. "l have."



"Then you should have told meimmediately.”

Ordo heard Skirata's constant admonishment in his head and kepthistemper: Udesii, udesii, ad
'ika—easy, easy, son. Thisclerk wasn't fit to clean Corr's boots. He certainly wasn't fit to clean his.

"My apologies,”" Ordo said, acting the cdm man that he definitely wasn't right then. "It won't
happen again.”

Besany Wennen raised her head from her screen very dowly. Shewas distressingly pretty. The
symmetry of her features made him uncomfortable because he wanted to stare, and hismaleingtinct said
pursue, but his brain said suspect.

"Gurus, if you have aconcern about data management, may | suggest you raiseit with mefirst?”
Thewarmth in her voice had disappeared completely. The frequency dropped as her lips compressed.
Ordo could see her in his peripherd vi-son: she had away of switching off that vivid smile and just
freezing for afew moments. Thiswas someone used to obe-dience in those around her. "Trooper Corr is
doing what | asked of him."

Ordo had no ideaif that wastrue or if she was saving him embarrassment. He managed a
placatory smile anyway. Watching Corr last night had honed his act alittle more.

As heworked, inputting vessel pennant codes and supply routesinto the program that fed the
wall display, he pondered on the one solid piece of information he had. The advance schedule for
movements of men and materiel was stripped out to provide confirmation messages. Oneinterna stream
went to GAR logistics battalions and Fleet Ops, and one ex-ternal stream was relayed to the thousands
of civilian contractors who provided supplies and transport. The two sets of datawere different.

So this had to be the data that was | eft on a chip at the drop point within the complex—the one
that Vinna Jiss had hel p-fully described to VVau whether she wanted to or not. The bomb attacks had
been spread throughout the contractor and military supply networks, whoever executed the attacks had
both sets of data

And copying data showed no audit trail. Relaying data from the system did. And that was what
routine security watched. Old tech beat Sate-of-the-art with depressing fre-quency.



All Ordo had to do now was watch the surveillance im-ages of the drop point at thefemae
freshers. So far it had picked up nothing. He had no idea how frequently the Sepa-ratist contact—and
he had to assume it was one—checked the locker, but nobody had shown up. Maybe they hadn't missed
Jssyet.

It was nearly noon when Supervisor Wennen got up and |eft the operations room. On awhim,
Ordo laid hishemet on its Side on the desk next to him &t an angle where he could discreetly view the
feed from the 'freshers playing out on hisHUD.

Wennen was not the kind of woman who belonged here. Some uneasiness told him so. Ka'buir
had told him that astrong hunch was usually based on subconscious observartion of hard facts, and was
to be treated with respect.

The grainy blue image showed Wennen entering the ‘freshers. She didn't glance around. She
paused at the lock-ers, scanned adong them with her head moving visibly, tucked astrand of pae hair
behind one ear, and bent to open severa unlocked doors until she appeared to tire of it and |eft again.
She regppeared in the ops room aminute later and gave him aregretful smilethat appeared utterly
sincere.

Something hed irked her.

Anh, Ordo thought, disappointed.

Then he wondered why he fdlt that disgppointment, and realized it was due to impulses
unconnected to the businessin hand. And business, of course, had just taken aturn for the better.

His shift finished when hersdid, at 1600.

Hewould spend the next few hours working out exactly how to remove her without derting any
other Separatist con-tactsthat might bein her cell. Hewanted them al.



1100 hours, 384 days after Geonos's, commercia zone, Quadrant N-09: agreed meeting point to open
negotiations with interested parties

"Lazy chakaare," Fi sad, glancing at his chrono. "What time do they call this?'

"Wdll, if they got here before us and we can't see'em . . . we're probably dead meset.”

Darman was somewhere on the opposite side of the Bank of the Core Plaza, three floors above
the pedestrian arealin a storeroom he had infiltrated. Fi couldn't see him, but hisvoice was clearly audible
in his head: the bead comlink was so sendtive that it picked up subvocalization viathe eustachian tube.

They'd been here since 2330 last night. They had observed and noted every cleaning droid,
automated walkway sweeper, late worker, early-morning commuter, shopper, drunk, CSF foot patrol,
ddivery repulsor, unlicensed caf vendor, and tru-ant schoolkid that had passed in and out of the plaza
from any direction. They had aso swept the cliff walls of office buildings and—to Fi's great
interest—noted that some em-ployees did not catch up with thefiling after hoursif they had colleagues of
the opposite sex with them.

And every couple of hours, Etain Tur-Mukan had walked briskly acrossthe plazaasif she had
business somewhere, sweeping the areawith whatever extra sense Jedi had that en-abled them to detect
conced ed people. Etain was said to be good at that. She could place the squad to within ameter. Each
time she passed, Fi heard Darman move or swallow, and he wasn't sure if it was because he could see
her or be-cause she was reaching out to him in the Force.

F suddenly wanted the uncomplicated focus of atotaly military life on Kamino.

Y ou're getting distracted. Think of the job in hand. Maybe they'd let him keep the bead comlink
after thisop. They'd never missafew back a HQ. Surely

"I want my HUD back," Darman said. "1 want my en -hanced view."



"But you get to wear face camo instead. Makes you fed wild and dangerous.”

"I'mwild," Sev'svoice said. Sev was behind aroof balustrade under a pile of discarded plastoid
sheeting. "And then | get dangerous. Shut up.”

"Copy that," Fi said cheerfully, and clicked his back teeth twice to exit Sev's open comlink
channdl. It wasfar too noisy an environment for their quiet conversation to be heard any-way. "Miserable
di'kut."

"Don't mind him." Scorch was a wakway levd about fifty meterswest of the meeting point, lying
pronein adis-used horizontal access shaft. "Hell be fine once he'skilled something.”

Darman had aVerpinerifle with live rounds, as did Sev. Fi and Scorch had the nonletha tracking
projectiles, twelve rounds each. The Verp wastruly lovely. Fi had dwayswon-dered just how many
credits Sergeant Ka had made over the years. His growing collection of expensive, exotic weapons and
the modest extravagance of his banthajacket werethe only visble signsthat it might have been alot.

"Da—ll

"Possible contact, first wakway level, my left of the bank entrance. . ."

F adjusted his scope and tracked right. It was aboy he'd seen before: human, very short
scrubby light hair, gangly. He was gtill hanging around the plaza. If he was a Sep, he was adisgracefully
amateurish one. They watched for afew min-utes, and then ayoung girl in abright yellow tunic raced up
to the boy and flung her arms around him. They kissed en-thusiastically, drawing glances from passersby.

"I think he knows her," Fi said. He felt hisface burn. It bothered him and he looked away.

"Well, that'sjust you and Niner |eft on the shelf now that your brothers are spoken for," Scorch
sad.



There was a pause. Darman cut in. ™Y ou got a point to make, ner vod?'

"I think it'skind of encouraging.” Scorch chuckled. "Atin getsacute Twi'lek, Dar getshisvery
own generd—"

"—and Scorch getsathick ear if he doesn't shut it right now"

The comlink was suddenly silent except for the occasional sound of swallowing. Darman wasn't
in ajoking mood when it came to Etain. He never had been, not even on Qiilura, when there hadn't been
anything going on between them.

Why isthis hurting so much?Why do | fed I've been cheated?

Kd'buir, why didn't you prepare me for this?

It wastoo digtracting. Fi shut his eyesfor afew moments and went into the sequence he had
learned to center himself when the battlefield pressed in on him: controlled breething, concentrating on
nothing except the next inhalation, ignor-ing everything that wasn't of the next moment. It took awhile.
He shut out the world.

Then he found that he had his eyes open without even re-dizing and he was smply following
movement on the plaza below through the breathtakingly accurate scope of the Ver-pinerifle,

"Now, do we get the best kit or what?" he said, becoming the confident man he wanted to be
again. "Name me another army where you get handcrafted Verpsto play with."

"TheVerpinearmy," Scorch said.

"Dothey havean amy?'



"Do they need one?'

Silence descended again. At 1150 Sev cut into the comlink circuit. "Stand by. Ka's moving into
position." Skiratawandered into the plaza from the direction of the Senate with Jusk one on sideand an
excited Lord Mirdaan straining on aleash on the other. He was doing a credible job of looking asif the
grill were his constant companion. The animal seemed remarkably content with him, given the num-ber of
times Skirata had driven it off or thrown hisknife at it over the years. Maybe theriot of strange new
scents had thrilled the strill enough that it didn't much care that the man who usualy shouted &t it was
holding the leash. F watched as they took up a position near the door, sitting down on an ornate
durasted seat shaped like a bow.

Skirata's voice came over the comlink circuit.

"How's my boys?'

"Cramp, Sarge," Darman said. "And Fi's dribbling over your Verpine."

"He can clean it, then. Ready?"

“Reedly."

At 1159 ahuman maein hisforties—green casud tunic, brown pants, collar-length brown hair,
beard, tal, lean build—walked toward Skirataand Jusik in apurposeful line. Fi tracked him.

"Got him, F," Darman said. If anything went wrong, the man would be dead in afraction of a
second from asilent high-kinetic round in his back.

"Escort," Sev said. "Lookslikethree. . . no, four. Threemae, onefemae, all human. . . one
male twenty meters south of Darman. Spread out but al moving toward Skirata."



"Gothim."

"Got thefemae," Scorch said.

"Y ou sure they're with the Beard?'

"Y eah, check their eydline, F. They're watching him, nothing else. They're pretty cool about it but
they're obvi-oudy not professonas. They shouldn't even be looking hisway."

Etain'svoice cut in. "There's another femal e approaching dowly on the Senate side of the bench.
I'm moving in behind her so you can spot her."

Sev cutin. "Any more?’

"l can only sensefour others plus the man gpproaching Kd."

"Aww, look. They've taken up positionsto block the main pedestrian routes off the plaza. Thank
you! | loveatarget that identifiesitsdf.”

"I hope this doesn't turn into a shooting match,” Scorch said. "Too many civvies.”

"I can get aclear shot," Sev said. "And | can take a |east three out from here. Relax. You just
worry about tagging ‘em.”

Tagging. Would they fed it?

F dropped inan EM filter with atouch on the optics hous -ing. He focused the scope on the



woman now standing al-most under Darman's position by the walkway heading toward Quadrant N-10:
shoulder-length red hair, blue business suit, tan leather document bag. Thefilter detected
electromag-netic emissons, which madeit not only handy for locating someone operating acomlink but
aso just perfect for seeing if Dust had hit itstarget. It cast a pinkish brown tinge across the image.

He checked for indications of wind speed. Thewoman's hair was moving dightly in the breeze: a
flims cup discarded near the caf vendor rolled alittle way aong the paving. Fi adjusted his scope and
checked the air temperature, which had crept up afraction in the last twenty minutes. He ad-justed the
Verp's settings again and settled the weapon on hisforearm.

Relax. Power coil set to medium. Don't want her to fed the projectile hit her. Don't want to spray
the Dust over the whole plaza, either .. .

The crosshairs settled.

"Sothat'sadrill." The man'svoice wasalittle fuzzy but Fi could hear the accent, even if hedidn't
recognizeit. "Charming. Cal me Perrive”

"Andyou cancdl meKad."

F closed hiseyesfor asecond and dowed his breathing. When he opened them, the aim was il
dead center of the woman's chest.

"So let's see the goods.”

F exhded dowly and held his breath.

"Here. Takeit and haveit tested.”

F'sfinger tightened on the end of the trigger. The Verp was so findy constructed that al hefelt
was asudden lack of resistance under hisfinger and therifle fired—silent and without recoil.



"How much suff indl?'

"Hundred kilos. Moreif you need it."

A smoke-like white puff billowed in Fi'sfilter. The projec-tile had burst on contact, showering
the woman with micro-scopic tracking powder, each tiny fragment capable of relaying its location back
to the base receiver at Qibbu's—or even to aHUD. She glanced down asif an insect had landed on her
and then simply brushed the end of her nose asif sheldd in-haed pollen.

"Five hundred grade?'

"All of it," said Kdl.

"Dets?!

"How many?'

"Three or four thousand."

"Five-hundred-grade--1 have it. Dets—just amatter of acquiring them discreetly. A day maybe."

"Confirm—femaletarget in blue, marked." Fi tracked therifle ninety degreesto his|éft.
"Targeting the mae farthest from Ka. Black jacket.”

Breathe easy. Relax. He aimed and adjusted the scope again, held his breath at the comfortable
point of exhaation, and fired for a second time. Again, the man reacted and looked for something on his
chest, then carried on watching Skirata asif nothing had happened.



"Mae, black jacket—target marked. So they can fed it strike, then.”

"Don't hog them dl," Scorch said. "l want ago.”

"All yours, ner vod."

"Targeting the maeright of Skirata, gray robe. ."

Fi lined up hisEM scope on Scorch's target to observe.

Scorch's breathing paused, and then Fi saw a puff of white smoke bloom on the gray robe. He
didn't react at all.

"Now the other male, red ves, left of Skirata by the caf vendor . . . no, keep till, you di'kut ...
that's better." Scorch was slent again. F watched through the EM filter. The pro-jectile burst neatly on
the man's shoulder and he brushed his nose without noticing, just like thefirst woman. Maybeit wasa
combination of seeing absolutely nothing as 'the pel-let's binding agent vaporized, and being hyped up on
adrena-line during amission. They weren't tuned in to much beyond seeing and not being seen.

"Okay, who'staking Beard Guy? Perrive."

"Me" F said. "If | makeit threefor three, do | get to keep him?'Y'know, stuffed and mounted?’

"Held make anice stand for your Hokan armor.”

Perrive—Beard Guy—stood at adight angle, moving alittle as he spoke to Skirata. He held the
small pack of ther-md plastoid in his hand, about a hundred grams of it, and was squeezing it between his
fingerswhile glancing a the wrapping. It looked for dl theworld like a spice ded, and Fi wondered for a
moment if they were dl blind to how obvious that might appesar.



Worry about that later. Tag him.

"Turn around, chakaar. | don't want to hit your back."

F had settled into arhythm now. He watched through the scope as Perrive dipped the plastoid
into his pocket and stood with one hand on his blt, turning idly back and forth, presenting agood
expanse of back and then anarrow angle of shoulder.

F relaxed, amed and went for the shoulder, anticipating the turn.

Whuff.

Thetracker projectile struck home and got no reaction.

"Okay welll take alook at thisand get back to you tomor-row at noon,” Perrive said. "If welike
it, we meet somewhere private. If we don't, you never hear from me again.”

"Suitsme," said Skirata.

"What about the second woman?' F said. "Etain, where are you?"

" About three metersto her left.”

"Can you edge her clear of the civvies?"

"Okay . ."



Fi listened. Skirata could hear al this on his comlink bead, too. It took some skill to carry on
talking with someone hav-ing afive-way conversation in your esr.

"Excuseme,” Etain said. "I'm hopelesdy lost. Can you show me how | get to Quadrant N-Ten?"

F watched as the woman smply paused, looked at Etain with surprise, and then began pointing
out the connecting walkway. Etain moved. The woman stepped out farther, pointing again.

"Thank you," Etain said, and walked on.

Whuff. The projectile plumed light on the woman's shoul-der. And she brushed her nose.

"All sx tagged," Fi said. He changed channel swith an ex -aggerated click of hismolars. "Niner,
you receiving?'

"Got 'em dl," said Niner'svoice, severa quadrants away in Qibbu's. "Nice vivid traces on the
holochart.”

"Okay." Fi let hishead drop to ease his neck muscles. ™Y ou can wind up now, Sarge.”

"Theold di'kut'sgood at it, isn't he?" Scorch betrayed a grudging fondness. Skirata could hear
the conversation and Scorch knew it. "1'd love to know where he learned to do al that."

Skirata's face didn't even twitch. Nor did Jusk's. Jusik was just looking around as agangster's
errand boy was sup-posed to, appearing aert but not too bright.

"My intermediary saysyou havelots of army friends," Perrive said.



"Contacts," Skiratasaid. "Not friends."

"Dont like our army, then?"

"Just useful. Just clones”

"Not worried what happens to them?"

"Y ou're not some di‘kutlaliberd, trying to recruit me, are you, son? No, | don't give amott's
backside about clones. I'm in thisfor me and my family.”

"Just curious. Well beintouch, if welike the goods.”

Skiratasmply sat with his handsthrust into his pockets, apparently watching the strill, which had
stretched out in an ungainly pile of loose skin with its head under the bench, trailing drool. Jusk chewed
vacantly, also staring ahead. Fi and the sniper team watched Perrive and the five targets dis-perse into
walkways and down-ramps.

They waited.

"Anyone e se spot a Jabiimi accent there?' Jusk asked.

Skirataleaned over and appeared to be about to pat Mird. "I reckon s0." Fi waited for it to Sink
itsteeth in him, but he stopped short of touching it and the animal smply rolled over to watch his hand
with maevolently curious eyes.

F remembered the grill from Kamino. It seemed smdler now that he was a grown man. Once, it
was bigger than he was.



Eventually therewasalong sigh of rdief. "I sensethey'redl gone" Jusk sad. "Niner, arethey
clear of the plaza area?’

Niner grunted. "Confirmed. Y ou can move now."

"Stand down, lads," Skiratasaid at last. "Well done."

"Nicejob, Etain," said Darman'svoice.

"Y eah, okay, well done the Mystic Maob, too." Skiratatugged on Mird's |eash; the pile of fur
scrambled onto al six legs and shook itself. "Let's thin out carefully, and don't for-get to wipe off the face
camo before you move. Well RV back at Qibbu's by thirteen-fifteen. Then get somerest.”

"Sounds good," Fi said. It was only when the tension had passed that he redlized how iff his
jointsfelt and how much parts of him hurt from twelve hours and more lying prone on the makeshift
padding of hisjacket. "Hot bath, hot meal, and deep,”

Skiratacut in. Y ou know | didn't mean that, don't you?"

"Wha?'

"About clones. Qibbu obvioudy mentioned you to his scum associates.”

"Of course we know, Sarge," Scorch said. "Y ou said you were in thisfor your family, didn't
you?'



Logigtics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 1615 hours, 384 days after
Geonos's

Ordo listened to his concealed comlink with a practiced expression of blank disinterest while he
keyed in traffic movements. The holochart that covered every centimeter of wall space shifted and pulsed
as consgnments turned from red to green—now laden, cross-checked, and en route—and requests for
replenishment stacked up in apand of blue hor-izontd bars.

The holochart gave no numbers of troops, but alittle com -mon sense would have told anyone
who wanted to spend the time thinking through the obvious that they were thinly stretched. There were,
Ordo knew, at least amillion troops now in the field spread over hundreds of worlds: smal forceson
some, multiple battalions on others. It meant long supply chains, and those were inherently vulnerable. So
... why didn't the Separatist terror networks target them offworld? No ability. No suitable vessels or
skills. Or . . . maybe the point was to intimidate the seet of galactic government after all.

Motive mattered. Motive gave you the capacity to think like the enemy, want what they wanted,
and then snatch it from them.

And killing clone troopers—mainly troopers, if you didn't count the unfortunate civilianswho
were also in the way—made the point that the Seps could come and go asthey pleased.

Ordo took it persondly. He drew on the memory of sharp, cold fear and focused hatred that he
had learned on Kamino before atota stranger had stepped in front of him and saved hislife.

We can trust nobody but our brothers and Ka'buir.

Over the comlink, he could still hear Niner's exclamations of satisfaction. The Six men and
women tagged by Fi and Sev were dispersing dl over Gaactic City, leaving routes and stopping points
that Niner and Boss were logging on aholo-chart that showed every skylane, quadrant, and building on
Coruscant. Judging by their occasiond descent into the rich Mandd orian invective that Ka "buir
considered an important part of their continuing education, they were learning more than anyone had
bargained for.

Ordo would evaluateit all when he returned, but the num -ber of locations that the tagging had



registered had now reached twenty; it was growing into something larger than afourteen-man team might
be ableto handle,

Ordo wanted to tell them to concentrate on the clusters, the areas of most traffic, but it would
have to wait. The strip cam had yielded nothing, except the fact that femaes of al speciesemployed in
the center seemed to spend alot of timein the 'freshers rearranging their appearance. Whoever had been
used to collecting the data probably knew Vinna Jiss was gone now and was no doubt trying another
route. He kept acareful eye on Supervisor Wennen because she seemed to be getting increasingly
agitated asthe day wore on. He could hear it in her voice. She didn't like Guris. She was checking
something: when he went to the freshers, she was gtill on the same screen when he returned, scrolling up
and down an inventory.

She was checking rifle shipments going back two or three months. If it'syou, Wennen, what is
your motive?

He didn't have to stop to read the screen over her shoulder. He could smply glance at it, focus,
and walk back to his workstation to close his eyes discreetly and recall what he had seen.

Whatever errors the Kaminoans had made in their attempt to improve Jango Fett's genome, the
efforts had not been wasted.

Wennen looked up toward the doors. Her fine-boned face, while still aesthetically pleasing,
suddenly froze into genu-ine anger and lost its prettiness.

"Jss," shesad sourly. "Y ou'd better have agood excusethistime.”

Ordo fought every ingtinct to jerk around and stare. He smply turned his head casudly to focus
on asheet of flimg to hisright, and there shewas. Vinna Jiss.

Y ou're dead.

"I've been unwdll, Supervisor.”



But you're dead. So who are you?

"Heard of comlinks?1 even had your landlord calling me, complaining you'd skipped without
paying rent.”

| know you're dead because you fell afew thousand meters from abacony after achat with
Waon Vau.

"Sorry, Supervisor.”

Wennen wasal acid, lips compressed. " See mefirst thing in the morning. I'm off shift now."

She shut down her workstation, grabbed her jacket, and made a move toward the doors. Then
she paused and turned to Ordo.

"Corr, it's Sixteen-thirty,” she said. "Come on. Timeto go. Nobody will thank you for Stting there
al night. Want meto drop you off at the barracks?"

Jss, either you're dead or you're an imposter. So who did Vau kill?

"Thank you, Supervisor." Ordo logged off and replaced his helmet, suddenly glad of the chance
to hide behind an anonymous white plastoid visor and stare horrified at the face of adead woman who
seemed to be doing pretty well for acorpse. "I'm.. . . I'm going to meet some comrades from the
Forty-first. Could you drop me off at thefirst taxi platform in the entertainment sector, please?’

"I'm glad you're taking the opportunity to relax, Corr." She seemed genuindy pleased. "You
deserveit.”

Ordo took one last ook at the woman who appeared to be Jiss, memorizing every pore and line,



and followed Wennen outside to the speeder bays. He did into the passenger's seat with a hundred
questionsthat had, for oncein hislife, yidlded no fast answers.

Wennen powered up her speeder and sat till for amo-ment, staring at the console.

"Honestly," she snorted, dl exasperation. " That'sthe most unreliable employee | have ever
known. Sometimes| could just kill that woman.”

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 1630 hours, 384 days after Geonosis

"Therethey go...," Niner said.

Beads of red light were now dotted throughout the blue holochart of grids and lines that had
expanded to fill aspace ameter high and two meterslong. The tracking Dust was tranamitting the
movements of the Six Separatists they had tagged afew hours earlier.

Etain walked around the 3-D chart, sudying tracks that were strung like necklaces with
occasiond solitary beads placed at intervals. The virtua representation of a section of Galactic City
spanned the table. Some of the threads crossed and merged. Niner and Boss were still taking datafrom
it and listing each location while Vau watched with Jusik.

"They do get around,” Vau sad. "Jusik, my boy, has any-one ever told you you're agenius?'

Jusik shrugged. "And my friends are excellent shots. Good team, aren't we?"

Friends was an unusua way for a Jedi to describe clone troops who were technically histo
command and use as he thought fit. But Jusik smply didn't see the world that way. Etain found it deeply
touching.



"Yes, excdlent team,” Vau said. Boss glanced up, evi-dently pleased. "It'swonderful to watch a
job donewdll."

That wasn't quite the Walon Vau that Etain had sensed and found to be sheer passionless
brutaity. He was no less com-plex and contradictory than Skirata. Atin, reading from his datapad,
ignored him completely; Vau sometimes glanced at hisformer trainee but got no reaction.

Atin loathes him. He wants revenge of some kind. Etain found it hard to reconcile that with the
methodical, consder-ate, and courageous man she knew, the one who had felt he had no right to survive
Geonosis when his brothers had died.

While the locations were collated, another frustrating hiatus had forced the squadsinto rest and
recovery. They seemed to need to be busy fighting, especidly Ddta. Etain could taste their collective
impatience. Maybe it was youth; but maybe it was that they didn't enjoy having time to think.

F, Sev, Fixer, and Scorch had gone down to the restaurant to eat with Corr, but Darman was
adeep in hisroom. Etain went to check on him and watched him for awhile. Helay on his scomach, head
turned to one side, cheek resting on folded arms, and twitched occasiondly asif dreaming.

They grabbed every smal moment together that they could find. And it wasn't enough. Etain
kissed histemple and left him to deep. Skirata, wandering around with his hands deep in his pockets,
gave her acongpiratoria wink.

"Looks like weve got three clustersin resdential areas,” Boss said. "And now about twenty-five
other placesthey've at least stopped for awhile, including shops.”

Skirata stood looking at the mesh of colored light. "We can't cover them dl,” hesaid. "The
clustersare the priority.”

"Probably their safe houses or bomb factories." Bossindi-cated a tatic point of red light that
hadn't moved in an hour. "I think that's our marked pack of therma plastoid.”



"Could wdll be. Got alist now?"

"It getslonger by the hour. How long did you say that Dust can transmit?”

Jusik cocked his head, calculating. "Four, perhaps five weeks."

"Well, | say we recce the cluster points for aday or so, confirm the activity, and then decide
which are the priority targets and leave the rest to CSF." Niner jabbed his finger into the holochart again
to indicate another thread growing as the tagged suspect moved to anew location. "Thistar-get istrailing
the other. No ideawhy. Maybe providing tail cover.”

"Okay, you draw up asurveillance roster for the next twenty-four hours and be prepared to pull
people off it if | get the call from Perrive, or whatever hisred nameis.”

"Okay, Sarge."

Siratafindly alowed himsdf alittle satisfied grin, which put Etain morein mind of agdan than
ever. He gave both Boss and Niner ferocious pats on the back; Boss flinched while Niner turned and
amiled, pleased with life. "Nicejob. Y ou two go and get something to eat.”

Etain fought an urge to walk acrossto Skirataand hug him. She had finally worked out what was
happening. Omega—and Ordo—were clearly used to genuine affection from him: they touched dl the
time, from roughhousing and crushing hugsto hair ruffling. Deltadidn't. They were uncomfortablewith it.
Whatever relationship they had with VVau was much more distant, more competitive, more a desperate
quest for his approva. Skirata played the good father even now, dis-pensing treats, unashamedly pleased
and proud of every-thing his boys achieved. Vau looked asif he played the master, and being judged
good enough wasrare.

It made her wonder more than ever about Atin. She would have seized the moment and taken
him aside to ask, becauseiit troubled her, but she was interrupted by the return of Fi and Sev. Fi strode
up to Atin and grabbed the datapad from his hand.



"A strange blue woman with no taste in men wantsto seeyou," he said. "Go on. Laseemas
complaining you haven't said hdllo to her today."

F had aknack for teetering on the edge of offense. He also did avery good job of pretending
that Atin's good for-tune with Laseemadidn't bother him one bit. The aching lit-tle void at the core of
him, so plainly detectablein the Force, said otherwise.

Jusik caught Etain's eye: he spotted it, too. Then he looked past her toward the doors, and she
felt something as well—anxiety and didtress, very clearly emanating from a presence that could only be
Ordo.

He strode into the room and began unfastening hisarmor, jaw clenched. Skiratajust waited.

"So, did you have agood day at the office, dear?" said Fi.

"She's not dead,”" Ordo said. "Vinna Jissisnot dead.”

"Start again, son,” Skiratasaid.

"A woman my supervisor identified as Vinna Jsswaked back into the logistics center at
sxteen-fifteen today." He stacked the plates and sat down on the edge of achair, completely cam
except for the telltale gesture of onefist clenched on hisknee. Helooked up a Vau. "And it was her, or
at least shelooked theimage of the woman Jusik picked up. In one piece. Are you sure you killed her?"

Vau raised an eyebrow. "Oddly enough, yes. Humans don't bounce. | would have spotted that, |
think."

"Then who wasthat at work today?"

"Y ou couldn't be mistaken?"



Ordo didn't even blink. "I remember everything | seein complete detail. | have eidetic memory.
What | saw was the identical image of the woman we detained and who you took for interrogation. Of
that much | am absolutely certain.”

"Herfek," Skiratasad. "Options?'

"One, she'satwin or aclone." Ordo counted off on hisfin -gers. "Two, she's some kind of droid
designed to mimic her. Three? A Clawdite. Shapeshifting isauseful skill for aterror group to recruit. But
why would they want to mimic adead colleague?’

"How about that supervisor?'

"I'velogged her going into the ' freshers and searching lockers, but now | have no idealif she's
working aone or with this Jsswoman. She was genuingly angry when she saw her, though.”

"Because the other Jissfouled up, maybe."

"We need to do some surveillance on this resurrected Jiss. She's supposed to be on the evening
shift, so I'm going back to the center just before midnight and I'll follow her when she leaves.™

Jusik'slips parted but Etain was faster off the mark. "I'll comewith you,” shesaid. "I'll be ableto
tell you whether shelsadroid, at least.”

"] can do that with sensors," said Ordo.

"Il comewith you anyway."

Ordo turned to Skirata. "I don't like mysteries." He was clearly embarrassed. "I'm sorry, Ka'
bait: I'm not resolving thisasfast as| should.”



"Son, thisis never afast game. Were making good progress. Takeit easy.”

But Ordo wasn't the typeto take it easy. He joined the con -templation of the holochart and
picked up Niner's datapad. "I'll take aclip of those Dust rounds, please, Bardika," hesaid. "Just in
cae."

Skirata drew his stubby Verpine handgun from his holster. "Better use this, then. More compact
then therifle

"Thank you."

Etain stood with VVau, watching the erratic progress of the markers around the chart. A hard
decison lay withinit: at what stage would Skiratafed it was safe to bring CSF in on the surveillance?
When would he share information with them? Etain understood his anxiety, but the smple mathe-matics
of the situation was that CSF would be needed sooner or later.

Ordo began logging more locations into the datapad. Hisjaw muscleswereworking visibly. It
must have been hard for aman used to being smarter than anyone el se except hisfive brothersto handle
the ordinary mortas world of being dumbfounded alot of thetime.

"Oh," Vau said suddenly.

"Tdl mewhat thisbuildingis™

Jusik interrogated the database in the holochart emitter. "CSF Divisonad Headquarters.”
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"Well, well," said Vau. "How illuminating. Why isone of our tagged bad guys going in there?"

Mhi solustome

Mhi solus dar'totne

Mhi medinui an

Mhi bguri verde

We are one when together.

We are one when parted.

Wewill sharedl.

Wewill rasewariors.

—Traditiona Manda orian marriage contract and ceremony, in its entirety



Logistics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 2340 hours, 384 days after
Geonos's

T herewasalot to be said for having a matte-black army-issue bodysuit.

It provided a reasonable amount of protection againstblaster and projectile weapons, and it was
low vishility atnight, unlike ARC trooper armor. Ordo fdlt in the pockets ofthe knee-length dark gray
jacket that VVau had lent him andfelt compelled to inhale the unfamiliar scent of its wearer: antiseptic soap,
wegpon-lubricating oil, and amaeness that was not his. But it disguised the skintight suit. That wasall it
had to do.

It also disguised the Verpine shatter gun in his holster. "What makes you think shesgoing to
gtick to her shift hours?' Etain said, looking dightly past him, head dmost touching his. They satinthe
closed cockpit of a gpeeder parked a hundred meters from the logi stics center, where they could watch
the doors. To anyone watching, they were just ayoung couplein a parked speeder late a night, likea
thousand others at that moment.

"The fact she bothered to return to work at al. That meansshe wants her pattern to appear
normd agan.”

Etain just nodded. She seemed to befinding it hard to keepup a conversation. Ordo could
smell Darman on her, whichfascinated him: Darman seemed able to step beyond thecommunity of
brothers and not fed adrift, just as his Nullbrothers could. But Ordo found it distressing, and F seemedto
aswdl.

Ordo wasn't sureif he would ever trust afemale, not af-ter Chief Scientist Ko Sai first towered
above him, gray and cold and unfeding. He wondered if having a human mother would have made it
esser.

Etain shut her eyes again. She shuddered.



"It'snot cold," Ordo said.

"Arethere Jedi working here?"

"Of course. Jedi make grest clerks.”

"I'll takethat asano."

"It'sadefinite no. Why do you ask?'

"| felt someonein the Force, very faintly."

Ferfek. Zey? Jusk being hepful 7" Close?"

"Gone now."

She went back to silent contemplation of something be-yond him.

"Isyour PEP |aser fully charged?!

"Yes, Ordo."

"Very noisy and visble. Last resort.”

"AsisaVerpineround.”



" have the chamber loaded two and ong," Ordo said. "What?"

"Two marker projectiles between each live round, and ondlive round alreadyup the spout,
asKa'buir o gptly putsit.""And you can—"

"Count?1 do bdieve 0."

"l seem to offend you without meaning to. | realize you have an astonishing intellect.”

It wasn't that his mind was so remarkabl e that seemed worth comment, but that hers and others
were not. He felt the need to explain.

"In an emergency, it's better that I'm able to fire akilling shot without needing to discharge two
nonletha roundsfirst." He stared into her eyes: they were light green, flecked with amber. Except for
Skiratas, the only eyes so unlike his own that he had ever studied &t that range were alien, and shortly
before he killed their owner. "Anyway, | can execute atriple tap with aVerpine. So it's academic:’

"Tripletap?'ve heard Dar talk about double—"

"Three rounds in quick succession. Some species need alittle more stopping power."

"The PEP lasar will sun most humanoids.”

"Andif it doen't?"



Ordo smply tapped the Verpine under hisjacket.

They waited. Maybe they redlly did look like a couple having a private moment. Randomly
crested people did strange things.

Staff in groups, ones, and twos began entering the build-ing for the night shift.

Soon. ..

Movement behind the transparisteel doors made him focus and check his chrono: 1155. Staff
doping off early. "Stand by," he said quietly.

Etain turned very dowly away from him in her seet, ready to open the speeder’'s hatch and dide
out.

Ten or eleven workers emerged. Ordo and Etain dipped from the speeder and feigned ambling
around in conversa-tion. There was still frequent pedestrian traffic around the center.

By 0005 thetrickle of staff in and out had dowed, and therewas till no sign of Vinna Jiss.

"She hasto come out that entrance.”

"Y ou're sure—oh, okay, Ordo."

They waited. He wondered how long the two of them would look inconspicuous.

And then he spotted the ginger wavy hair and the beige tunic hed seen earlier. Jiss. He watched
her turn aong the path and walk down the ramp toward the walkways that con-nected the complex to
the business didtrict around it; then he made hismove.



Etain walked briskly at his side and grabbed his hand. "For goodness sake, Ordo, try to look
likeacouple."

Ordo didn't much like that, but the mission camefirg.

They kept twenty meters behind Jiss, hampered by the lack of crowds of office workersto hide
among & thistime of night. Maybe they should have waited until daylight. But nobody knew how much
time they might have to act. It was a case of now

Etain did that Sde-to-sde head movement asif she was straining to hear something. "Okay ...
people behind us, but they seem to have their minds on matters other than us. . ."

"How do you know that?"

"No fedling of focus on me, or you."

"Handy," Ordo said, but he hitched back hisjacket and hooked his thumb in his belt to be ready
to grab the Verp.

They had followed Jssfor about half aklick dong the shrub-lined office walkways when the few
pedestrians be-came none and they had no cover between her and them. Jissturned right into asde dley
and Ordo picked up speed, drawing his weapon and holding it as discreetly as he could against his chest.

"Where's she gone?'

"Thedley," Ordo hissed. "Areyou blind?'

"No, | mean shé'sgone. Gone. | can't feel anybody there."



Ordo cocked the Verp and checked the statusindicator. He might need that live round after all.
He dowed at the corner and froze for a second before stepping into the opening with the gun raised,
two-handed.

Hewaslooking at aman's back about fifty meters ahead. No sign of Jiss. Maybethat redlly isa
Clawdite.

"Ohmy...," Etansad.

Ordo was about to discharge the lethal round into the con -tainers of shrubbery and try for atag
pellet but the man ap-peared to crouch into alow run. There was areflection, a split-second gleam that
sad meta, alloy—weapon.

Hefired ingtinctively.

The sllent shot hit something with awet sssputt and who-ever or whatever he had hit rolled,
stumbled, and raced off to the left down another passage. Ordo broke into a sprint, Etain pounding after
him. He reached the point of impact and saw fluid—dark, oily—before discharging both tag pel-letsinto
the shrubs and lining up the next letha round. This had gone wrong. He had got it wrong. But he couldn't
turn back now: this had to be resolved. He swung | eft and there was someone lying on the paving,
writhing, and heamed the Verpine:

"Check!" Etainyelled. "Check!"

And in thefraction of a second that he froze on the safety command she had heard Skiratause, a
shock wave of air and heet flared past him and hit the figure on the ground in ablinding, deafening flash.
Without his visor he was stunned for a second, too. But he dropped on the body, holding the Verp clear,
and grabbed an arm.

Itslimb melted away in hisgrip.



That second became endless, alayered image.

I'm going to throttle that Jedi.

What the fierfek have | grabbed?

It'saClawdite.

He looked up at Etain but she raised her blaster again and spun around. There was a second
desfening, blinding crack of a PEP laser discharging.

Ordo had atight grip of something very heavy and black and deekly furred that had stopped
moving. And that was an odd thing for awounded Clawdite—a humanoid when not shapeshifting—to
become.

A few metersfrom Etain, ahuman femalelay crumpled on the paving, gasping for breath. 1t was
Supervisor Wennen, not Jiss. Ordo defaulted to training and opened his comlink.

"Bardika? We need extraction urgently. Two prisoners, both injured. Now!"

Hisingtinct told him to find some cover fast. The PEP laser would bring someone running before
long. He dragged whatever creature he had shot into an acove and motioned furioudy at Etain to do the
same with Wennen. It was amaz-ing how heavy aweight alittle Jedi could haul.

But he wanted to hit her, and hard.

"You di'kut,” he hissed. "I could have been killed. Never use that command. Do you hear me?
Never! If youtry that again, I'll shoot you."



Etain'swide-eyed stare was either fury or shock. He didn't care.

"| thought you were going to finish it off!" She knelt over the black cresture a his sde and put her
handsonit. "It'saive. | haveto keepit dive. Y ou shouldn't havefired."

"That'smy cdl to make."

"Y ou shot a Gurlanin—"

There aren't any Gurlanins currently on Coruscant, so Zey says. "Spare me your hindsight
lecture.” Gurlanin. Shape-shifter. Qiiluran. Spy. Never seen one before. "Jusik, can you hear me? Can
Vau handle shapeshifter firs aid?"

Jusik's voice was breathless. "With you in ten minutes, Ordo, hang on. Where's your speeder?’

"Not here. Just moveit, please.

Etain had her fingers spread on the creature's black coat, her eyes shut tight. "I can use the Force
to control the bleed-ing."

"Okay, you do that, Jedi." He squatted over Wennen and checked her breathing with the Verp
held to her head. " So, Supervisor, why were you following us?'

Wennen looked in bad shape. Her eyes were streaming and she curled up into aball, clutching
her chest. Etain had fired the PEP laser a close range. "Republic . . . Audit . . . you shoot me, chum . . .
andyoureinbigtrouble. . ."

"What?'



"Treasury officer?

"Show me, or you're the onein trouble, maiam.”

Shelet out an anguished gasp and fumbled for her pocket. Ordo decided to play safe and extract
the contentsfor her. Yes, it was an identichip: Republic Treasury Audit Division.

"You've nearly fouled up a GAR operation,” he said.

"l wasfollowing Jss"

Why?

"Supplies going missing. So did she. Who are you?" She pulled back her head alittle to focuson
his bare hand grip-ping the Verp. "Wéll, that tells me you're not Trooper Corr."

"Obvioudy.”

"Are you the cagptain who came in the other day? Because you certainly recognize me.

So much for deniability: thiswould be dl over the Trea-sury in hoursif he let her get up and walk
away—not that she seemed ableto. "We need to have alittle chat.”

"And what'sthat?' Wennen tilted her head to ook at the Gurlanin, lying inert while Etain
Struggled to sabilize its wound.

Etain opened her eyesalittle.



"This," shesaid, "used to be one of our dlies"

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 0045 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Skirata assembled a makeshift deployment tote board from three large sheets of flims and stuck
them to thewall.

It was old technology, real words on red flimg, not shift-ing lights and code. He needed its solid
reassurance right now. Thingswere turning osikla

Corr—assigned to the team on Skiratals whim—stood be-side him, dutifully listing target
locations by numbers of vis-its and tagged suspects on one sheet while Skiratakept atally of which
commando was deployed, and where they al were for the next twelve standard hours. Without hisarmor
and bodysuit, Corr was just avery young man with durasteed mechanisms where he should have had redl
hands, and it broke Skirata's heart.

Droid. They're making you into what they aways thought you were, son.

Skirata shook himself out of it and concentrated on the flims. He hated holocharts. He liked solid
thingsthat he could grab hold of, even if they had their limitations. It aso kept his hands occupied when
he was reaching the limits of his confidence. He had to stand firm. His men needed to see himin control,
resssuring, believing in them.

Bdieving in them was easy. He had doubts about himself. He glanced over his shoulder. "Isthat
thing dead yet?'

"Ka'buir, I'm sorry | got thiswrong," Ordo said. Some-where, no matter how much reassurance
Skiratagave him, he still seemed to fear that not being good enough meant a death sentence. Skirata
hated Kaminoans with renewed pas-sion. "I should have known what the creasture was. | knew they



exiged."

"Son, none of us knew any of them were on Coruscant.” But they were. And that changed
everything.

Etain and Jusik were knedling on ether sde of the Gurlanin, handsflat onitsflanksin somekind of
Jedi hedl-ing process. Vau watched with interest. He was the anatomy expert, although he was more
skilled a taking bodies apart than repairing them. Darman and Niner seemed unwilling to go back to
deep and joined the audience.

They'd become close to aGurlanin on Qiilura. It must have been very hard to think of them now
as possible agentsfor the Separatists.

It was ablack-furred carnivore about a meter high at the shoulder, with long legs, four
double-tipped fangs, and hard, unforgiving orange eyes. It now looked exactly what it was. a
shapeshifting predator.

"It'srecovering,” Jusk sad.

"Good," Vau said. "Because wewant achat with it."

Etain looked up with that pinched expression she tended to adopt when shewas angry in her
rather righteous kind of way. "I lived alongside them. We promised we'd give them back their planet and
so far al weve doneismove in agarrison and train the human coloniststo look after them-selves.”

Vau gtared dightly past her, straight-faced. "I believe that was you persondly, Generd. Y ou and
Zey. And you were only following orders. That'sit, isn't it? Following orders.”

"Knock it off," Skirata said. He didn't want Darman pitch -ing in to defend Etain. Everyone's
nerveswere raw: tired, stressed people were dangerous, and they needed to be dangerous to the enemy,
not each other. "Ordo, what are we going to do with Supervisor Wennen?"



Besany Wennen was propped in achair, amsfolded gin-gerly across what must have been a
very painful bruise to her whole chest. She was lucky that Etain's close-range PEP round hadn't killed
her, but now the woman was just an extra complication they didn't need. Ordo waslooking her over asif
shewas anew species.

And she was. There was a comfortable zone of attractive-nessin femaes, and then therewasa
point beyond which it became too much. The very beautiful were intimidating and unwelcome. Wennen
had passed that threshold, and Skirata was ambushed by his own unexpected hogtility toward her.

"Y ou've probably guessed what we're doing, maam," Ordo said.

"Anti-terrorist operations?”

"Correct."

"I'm sorry. | had noidea.” But there was no screaming outrage or threats that her bosswould rip
the guts out of their boss, the usual response of bureaucrats. She just indicated the unconscious Gurlanin
with ashaky hand. "Where doesthe Gurlanin fit into dl this?'

"Other than mimicking Jiss, we have no idea."

Wennen seemed to be taking refuge in investigation, con-tinuing to do her job even though she
knew shewasin a se-rious Situation. Skirata respected that. "So if you two are Jedi, why didn't you spot
the cresture?’

"Gurlanins can hide in the Force and shut usout,” Etain said. "When | first encountered them |
even thought they were Jedi. They're telepathic, we can't detect them, we don’t know how many there
are, and they gppear to be able to mimic any species up to tall humanoid size.”

"Perfect spies,” Jusk said. "And perfect predators.”



"And we didn't honor our pledge to help them, so | suspect they've run out of patience.”

"L ook, no disrespect to our Treasury colleague, boys and girls, but can we refrain from
discussing classfied intelli-gence in front of Agent Wennen?' Skiratasaid. "I need to talk to CSF. Corr,
you cal up the recce teams and see how far they've got on the main locations.”

Skiratawandered out onto the landing platform and breathed in cool night air. The gtrill was curled
up under the bench where, true to hisword, Vau had dept each night. He probably thought it proved the
point that he was a hard case, but there was no doubt that he worshiped that stinking ani-mal and it loved
him.

Atin'sgoing to take aknife to him when thisisover. | know it. Well, worry about that when it
happens...

Heraised hiswrigt comlink to hislips. " Jailer?"

There was a pause and the sound of awoman grumbling and sheets rustling. Of course: Obrim
had awife and kids. Skirata often forgot that other people had lives beyond their jobs. "Y ou know what
timeitis, Kad?'

"To the second. Look, which of your people was on sur-veillance in the Bank of the Core
Paza?'

There was along, deepy, irritable pause. "What, today? None of my people, | guaranteeit.”

"Organized Crime Unit?"

"I could ask, but they play these things closeto their chests. . . getting to be an epidemic, this
secrecy, isntit?"



"Tdl youwhat," Skiratasaid, dropping hisvoice. "Pay your OCU buddiesavist and tell them
that anyone we seein our scopes who isn't us gets dotted as amatter of course, okay? Y ou think they'll
understand that?'

"l canbut try."

"Try hard, then. | don't want them crashing in like the di‘kutla Treasury did tonight.”

"Redlly?"

"Y eah. An audit officer was sent in to monitor GAR staff gphoning off supplies. But that isn't my
biggest problem right now." Don't mention the shapeshifter yet. "Okay, herés my offer. | now have
forty-three individua locationsthat we bdlieve the Separatists are using or visting in Gaactic City. We
have to concentrate on the high-val ue targets, and you redlly don't want to know what we'll be doing
there, so what if we giveyou aligt of the othersto pick off asyou seefit?"

"When?'

"When weve recced the high-value ones and have an op order planned out—you know, precise
timings. That way we don't fal over each other.”

Obrim had gonerather quiet. "I can authorize that. But 1've got no control over the OCU."

"Then find someone who does. | meanit, Jailer. We're not playing by rules of evidence."

"Y ou'veredly gone bandit, haven't you?'

"Do you realy want to hear the answer to that?'



"Ferfek ... my eyesight problem has now affected my hearing, too."

"| thought it might. I'm waiting on ameeting right now and after that, I'll have alist for you, a
reliable one. Just reemember that if theré's any talk of explosives sdesbeing of interest to CSF, tell them
to steer clear until further notice?

"I'll just say military intelligence and leave it & that.”

"Good."

"You go careful, friend. And those rather hasty boys of yours. Especidly F."

Skirata closed the link and went back into the main room. The Gurlanin was breathing more
steadily, athough its eyes were till closed and the two Jedi were dtill leaning over it. It wasjust aswell
they could stop the bleeding. There wasn't amedic on Coruscant who knew a thing about the physiology
of ashgpeshifter likethisone.

And Wennen was watching the whole scene suspicioudy. Okay, so she had a Treasury
identichip. Skiratadidn't trust anybody, because thisleak of information was still very much aninside job.
Until he knew otherwise, everyone ex-cept his assortment of clone soldiers—and the two Jedi, he
conceded—was apotential risk.

"Mdam," hesaid. "l hear you don't approve of thewar." Civilians did odd thingsin the name of
peace. "How much don't you approve of it? And why?'

Wennen chewed over the question visibly, and both Jusk and Etain flinched at something Skirata
couldn't see. Wennen's expression changed to anguish. She stood up with some difficulty, and Skirata
noted that Ordo's hand went un-conscioudy to his blaster.

"This" shesaid quietly, "iswhy | don't like thewar." She went up to Corr, who was il
conscientioudy collating dataand writing it on the flims with an expression of intense frowning
concentration. "Corr, show me your hands. Please?’



The trooper put his stylus aside and held them out, metal-lic palms up. Corrplaced her hands
underneath so that his rested on hersfor amoment and looked him straight in the eye. Single prosthetic
hands—efficient, unnoticeable—were common; but to lose both hands seemed to pass beyond a
threshold of what was flesh and blood.

"It'snot right," she said. "It's not right that Corr and men like him should end up like this. I'm
wondering what kind of government I'm working for. One with adave army, that'swhat. Y ou know how
that makes me fed? Disgusted. Be-trayed. Angry."

Skirata knew that feeling only too well. He just hadn't ex-pected to hear it from someone who
did an office job and could switch off HNE with its heroic and sanitized images of the war anytime she
liked. Jusik caught his eye and nodded discreetly: Sheredly meansit, she's upset.

Skirata acknowledged Jusk with adow blink. "You said it, malam.” Got her. We havean dly.
Shell comein useful oneday. "Believe mewhen | say that what we're doing hereisaimed at stopping
things like that happening to more ladslike Corr."

Wennen seemed satisfied, if someone that upset could reach that state of mind. She made her
waly back to the chair and handed Skirata her datapad. "Go on."

"What?'

"I don't know what data might be of useto you, and you're not going to discuss detail with me.
So take the datapad and copy what you like."

"You're very trusting. Y ou're sure were who we say we are?"

Wennen laughed and stopped abruptly. That had to hurt her ribs. "Look, I know what I'm seeing.
Now, if I'm out of contact for more than forty-eight hours, the Treasury will no-tice. So think about what
you're going to do with me."



Skirata hefted the little 'pad in his hands. Treasury data, codes, encryption agorithms. Oh, my
Null boyswill lovedicing this. "And who e seis going to notice you're gone?"

"Nobody. Absolutely nobody.”

Skirata pondered on that revelation for awhile as he watched the unconscious Gurlanin. Jusik
and Etain knelt back on their hedlsand looked asif they'd run avery tiring race.

"It'll be regaining consciousness soon,” Etain said. "And | fill have no ideahow you restrain a

shapeshifter.”

Ordo picked up one of the Verpinerifles, checked the charge level, and stood over the inert
black body.

"Thisdoesthejob," he sad.

Recce team observation point, residentia area, business zone 6, 0110 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

"l wish | hadn't eaten that hot sauce," Sev said.

"Told you s0." Fi held out his hand for the infrared scope.

“My turn.”

They had found a spot to hide between two top-floor apartments facing the building they were
watching, asix-floor tower of ahouse with closed blinds at every window. A climate-conditioning access
space nearly at the top of their vantage point gave them an uninterrupted view below of avery quiet, very



private group of homes away from the sky-lanesin adead end.

The upper floors arched into afashionable overhang only seven meters from the facing building.
No passng traffic could enter from the front to bother them here, not even ataxi, and the rear access
was nonexistent, which |eft only the roof for access by asmall green speeder. It was private and agood
place to defend—or get trapped. Fi rather liked the idea of the latter.

The access spacefdt like being in adrawer. They could just about crawl through it on al fours.
F knew he wouldn't have enjoyed serving in atank company at al.

"Roll onyour back for awhile," F said helpfully.

Sev hesitated then surrendered to the suggestion with agroan. "How many?'

Fi tracked from right to |eft with the scope. "Well, | think weve got ten bodiesin there, judging
by the GPR image, and they've been in there for an hour now, and they're not moving around much. | cal
that an operational base. Agreed?'

"Okay. Let's set up the remote holocam and get out of here.”

"Given thelayout of that place, it'sgoing to be abit busy dotting them dl whenwegoin.”

"l likebusy," Sev sad.

"Have Scorch and Fixer reported in yet?'

Sev held his datapad level with hiseyes. "Now, that sounds like fun.”

"What does?'



"Scorch says they've confirmed the third cluster isasmal commercia docking area. CoruFresh
fruit and vegetable dis-tributors. Loads of spacegoing vesselsof dl szes™

"Y es, that'smy ideaof fun, too.”

"If we could get them al to meet up for aniceride. . ."

"Dream on. But we could certainly stop them from leav-ing in ahurry.”

F backed out of the space, pushing himsalf on his elbowswith his DC-17 crooked in both arms,
collecting more dust and dead insects on his bodysuit. He turned sideways on to anarrow shaft that
opened into the building's plant maintenance room and dropped his|eft leg into the gap, searching for a
foothold with his boot before finding the ledge and scrambling down to thefloor. Sev simply rolled off
and landed with athud beside him.

"Okay, where next?'

Fi cocked hishead. "Want to wander over and take acloser look at the roof ? Evaluateit for
rapid entry?"

"Y ou know how to engage my enthusiasm.”

Fi projected the fire safety holoplans of the building, which had proved to be Ordo's best illicit
datadice of the misson. There was no point asking the fire department to provide them; it just invited
awkward questions about why lads in white armor wanted detailed floor plans of most of the planet's
buildings. "I hope they update these. Okay, go left dong the passage; the roof accessisthe set of doors
a theend.”

"I love the fire department.”



"They're s0 helpful. Nice uniforms, too."

They crawled across the flat roof dong the side of the climate-conditioning machinery room, over
lengths of dura-steel ladder laid flat on the waterproofing. Some buildings till had them to provide access
to maintenance spaces. There were a so the remains of abarbecue. They flattened them-selves behind
the parapet to peer through the breaks in the punched durasted at the roof opposite.

"Ooh, aFlash speeder:’ Fi whispered.

"Don't even think about it."

"I meant that we could bolt on afew surprises, not wander off with it."

"Look, what does the word recce mean, ner vod?"

"It dmost sounds like wreck .

"You scareme,” Sev said. "And that's saying something."

"It's an opportunity we might not get again.”

"So you fly, do you? Going to do a Jango?'

"Youvegot no style” Fi genuindly wanted to place ather -mal detonator on the speeder. It could
be set off remotely, giving them ardatively easy extraoption for striking at the Seps that they might need
soon. But hewas aso itching to smack Sev down alittle. The man thought he was the gaaxy's gift to
adventure. So if he wanted adventure, Fi would show it to him, Omega-style.



It also just happened to be the safest way to cross the six-meter gap to the other roof—safer
than asking the Seps acrossthe way if they minded two commandos taking alook at their roof, anyway.

F edged backward and began placing the sections of ladder end-to-end. They dotted together
negtly. Then he crawled back to the parapet and gave the chasm an apprais-ing glance.

He peered across, then down six floors. "That'll reach.”

"l reckon.” Sev leaned over next to him. "So you're going to crawl across.”

Fi took the end of the ladder and began to moveit care-fully to avoid loud scraping sounds. Sev
took the other end and they baanced it lengthways on the parapet.

"No, I'm going to run.”

"H, they say someone spiked my vat. But | reckon some-one redlly spiked yours."

"Logt your nerve?!

"Dikut.”

"If I plummet heroically to my doom, then you can crawl across. Ded ?'

"l hate it when you try to provoke meinto showing you how it'sdone.”

"Likethis?'



Fi had seconds. They needed to be across the gap and gone before anyone spotted them. He
leaned down hard on one end of the ladder, lifting it enough to swing it out horizon-tally and drop the
other end on the facing parapet.

Thirty meters below, death waited. And if it wasn't deeth, it was paralysis.

He stepped up on the parapet, tested the first rung with his boot, and then focused straight ahead
on the other side. Then he sprinted.

He still had no idea how hisbody calculated the gaps but he hit every rung and landed on the far
sde, dropping flat. When he knelt upright, Sev was staring at him.

Fi beckoned. Come on.

Sev ranfor it. Fi broke hislanding as he jumped off the parapet. He noted Sev's clenched jaw
with satisfaction. "Easy,” F mouthed.

Sev gave him ahand signa, one of his especialy eogquent gestures of disapprovd.

The roof had afew steps down to doors that the holoplans showed as access to the top floor of
theliving area and the turbolift shaft. They didn't look that substantial in the flesh, but the plans appeared
to be accurate: they didn't dways get up-dated after renovations. A quick application of thermal tape on
the doors and it would be easy to lob afew grenades down the hole to soften up the residents before
going in. Fi gave Sev athumbs-up and took a magnetic det out of hisbdlt. It did into placein the
Speeder'sair intake with afaint thack.

Back, Fi gestured.

He teetered on the parapet and then ran across the dura-stedl rungs again, fedling them flex and
spring back under his boots. When he looked back, Sev was lining up for the sprint, too. Fi beckoned
encouragingly. Sev went for it.



He was two-thirds of the way across when he dipped. He grabbed for arung and hung
motionless from hisright hand. Fi's gut somersaulted.

If anyone looks up here now

Most people screamed when they fell. Sev, to his credit, was utterly silent. But hiseyeswere
wide and scared. He tried to reach up with hisleft arm but for some reason didn't seem abletodoit. F
scrambled across the ladder on his belly and reached down to grab Sev'sarm and haul him up. It wasa
potentialy letha maneuver on anarrow ladder, but Fi man-aged to get agrip on Sev's belt and pull him
across the lad-der crosswise.

Sev was using hisright arm. 1t was only when Fi gripped hisleft shoulder to pull himin linewith
the ladder that he heard his sharp gasp and understood why he wasn't using that arm, and why he hadn't
been ableto lunge up to get agrip with his other hand. Hed hurt himself badly.

"Udesii," F whispered. "Takeit easy."

There was pain, and there was whatever had happened to Sev. Fi dragged him back acrossthe
ladder afew centimeters at atime and rolled him onto the safety of the roof before hauling the ladder
back in. When he dropped flat again, Sev waskneding in abadl, clutching hisleft shoulder.

Ferfek, thisismy fault for goading him.

"Canyouwak?' Fi whispered.

"'Course | canwalk, you di'kut. It'smy arm.”

"I'll let you drop next time, you ungrateful chakaar" Fi hauled him upright and decided to risk
taking the service tur-bolift down to the ground level. By the time they reached the end of the walkway it
was clear that Sev had didocated his shoulder and had to hold the arm againgt his chest to tolerate the
pain a al. He said nothing but it had made his eyeswater. Fi had long used that phraseto indicate



extreme pain but it was the first time held seen it up close, and it wasn't funny.

"If I missthismission, I'm going to show you aredly in-teresting trick with avibroblade.”

"Sev, tekeit easy.” Fi aways kept his medpac on his belt. He fumbled for the single-use sharp of
painkiller and stabbed it into Sev'striceps. "Well dap some bactaon it back at base."

"Y eah, and maybe that'll work when I rip your head off, too."

"It was an accident.”

"It was astupid stunt. | never had accidentswith Delta”

"Wadl, youre just Vau's perfect little soldier boys, then, aren't you? We screw up. And then we
get upand goon.”

"l haveto completethismission?

"Not if you'realiability you don't. Look, injuries happen. Stay at base and monitor the comlinks."

"You don't understand.”

"Redlly?' F racked hisbrainsfor firg-aid training.

"Funny, | thought we did the same job. Look, get in here and et me have alook.”

They dipped into the sheltered lobby of an office block and hid behind apillar. Fi detached Sev's



bodysuit deeve from the shoulder seam and took alook in the dim security lights.

Theline of the shoulder looked unnaturdly square where the bal of the humerus had shifted out
of the socket and was pushing the deltoid muscle up and out of shape. Thiswas going to hurt.

"Okay, on the count of four:' Fi said. Hetook Sev'swrigt in hisright hand, stretching out the arm,
and braced hisleft hand against the man's chest. Then he paused and looked him in the eyein hismost
reassuring I-know-what-1'm-doing way. " See, when you get adidocation like this, you have to do what
they cdl reducing it by—four’

Sev yelped. The joint made awet shhhlick sound asit dipped back into the socket.

"Sorry, ner vod." F folded Sev's arm back againgt his chest and held it there while he struggled
to get the deeve section reattached. He could almost fed the torn ligaments and muscle fibers screaming.
Sev'sface was white, his lips compressed. "Nothing worse than bracing for it, though."

"For amoron, you're not a bad medic!”

"Ka said that if we could take abody apart, we ought to learn abit more about putting it back
together again if we needed to."

"H, | haveto befit tofight.”

"Okay, okay. Bactaand ice packs. Right asraininnotime.”

"Vaull kill me"

"Look, what isthisthing with Vau?' Fi pulled Sev out into the walkway again, and they jogged
back to the speeder they'd left ablock away. "I know he had areputation for beat-ing the stuffing out of
trainees, but why are you ready to gut Atin?"



"Atin'sswvorn hell kill Vau."

F amogt stopped dead. "Atin? Old
don't-interrupt-me--I'm-working-on-a-redly-interesting-circuit? Our Atika?"

"Serioudy?" Sev asked.

"Y eah, sometimes| get serious. It happens?

"Okay. Atin's pod was the only one that ever lost men!”

"Geonoss. Ruined VVau's clean record?’

"It'snot that smple. Atin was doing that survivor guilt thing when he got back, and Vau just
focused him abit.”

Odd: Skirata hadn't been around when Fi returned from Geonosis. But he'd worry about that
later. "That explains the scar on hisface."

"You got t."

"Doen't explain the rest of the scars he was showing you.”

"Y ou ask him about thet."

Sev was as near to scared as Fi had seen him. He couldn't imagine being afraid of Skirata. The
man might have sworn himself to a standstill when he was angry, but nobody in Skiratals company ever



felt they had to fear him. He was Kd'buir: he lavished ferocious care on his commandaosto the exclu-sion
of dl d=e.

But Sev didn't want Vau to know that he'd injured himsalf doing something reckless. Whatever
the reason, Fi owed his brother some support.

"Okay, we don't mention the shoulder? Fi started up the speeder. "Well get it sorted ourselves.
Bardikacando that Force healing if the bacta doesn't do the trick. But Vau needn't know?

For thefirst time since held met the man, Sev softened visibly.

"Thanks, ner vod," hesaid. "l oweyou."
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So you want aknife, anice sharp knife. Y ou hone that blade to itslimits. It even cutsthrough
stone when you warnt it to. It savesyour life. And then you're outraged when it cuts you accidentally. You
see, knives don't switch off And neither do people, not when you hone them to afine edge.

—Sergeant Ka Skiratato Genera Arligan Zey, on the nature of training

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 0115 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

The Gurlanin opened its eyes, panting.



Etain couldn't tell one Gurlanin from another unlessthey alowed her to. They could shut out her
Force-sensesjust as easily asthey could reach out to her. She could detect noth-ing from the creature:
no sense of identity, no emotion, and no purpose.

And then the air around her cameto life with a shuddering sense of past, of long memory, and of
betrayd.

"Girl," it said in afamiliar liquid voice. "Can you do noth-ing right?"

"I...1 know you," Etain said.

"Severa of you know me." The creature lifted its head and tried to rise, but sank back down
again. "Darman, isAtinwell?"

"Ferfek." Darman edged forward and knelt down by the head of someone who had carried out
vita intelligence work for the squad on Qiilura. Etain could seethe pain on hisface.

Niner caught her eye and Smply looked resigned, asif he ex -pected everyone to betray themin
theend. "Jnart?"

"Yes. | expect wedl look the sameto clones.”

Darman amost grinned but appeared to stop himself. "Atin'sfine.”

Ordo cut in. " Just explain why you think killing my broth-ersis going to help Qiilura”

Jnart focused wild orange eyes on Etain and struggled into aitting position, flanks heaving. Etain
could sense her fully now, bitter and determined, calling out to the void with her mind: she was probably
reaching telepathically to her consort Vaagil, once General Zey's agent both on Coruscant and Qiilura



Skirata had hisright arm across his body, amost but not completely casud, clearly ready to reach for his
Ver-pine and take ashot if Jnart moved.

"Youthink I am giving the Separdigtsinformation.”

Ordo stepped in and Darman got out of hisway. "I'min-clined to think that anyone who bothers
to shgpeshift into Vinna Jss might do that, yes."

" She disgppeared, like she often did. | smply adopted her form to move around unnoticed.”

"I noticed. Wed aready executed her.”

"Then | made an error in taking her form.”

"Too right you did. Now, what's your problem with the Grand Army? Why not target politicians?
Y ou could walk in anywhere—even the Senate chamber itsdlf.”

"Y ou assume too much. Are you one of the renegade clones that Zey so dreads?”

"That'sme," Ordo said.

"l am not the one leaking information to the Separatists. And | am not targeting anyone.”

"Areyou gtill working for General Zey?' Etain asked. "No. My people no longer serve the
Republic—if we ever served you at dl. We had an agreement. Y ou brokeit."

"But—"



"We had an agreement, Jedi. Y ou said you would give us back our world and stop the farmers
from destroying us.”

"Inthe middle of awar?"

"We served you in the middle of awar! When my people were dying of starvation, when our
prey was being driven away by the colonists, we kept our bargain. And all you did—you, Jedi, you and
Zey—was make them better able to fight and hold their [and.”

Etain didn't look a Darman. She didn't want to provoke him into defending her o—more
probably—catch ahint that he might agree with Jinart.

She thought that al she had done wasto ensure the farm-erswere aguerrrillaforce ableto resst
the Separatigts, but the native Gurlanins didn't seeit that way.

"Well root out the informants sooner or later,” Ordo said. "Y ou can cooperate or not, but | might
aswell execute you now if you're not going to be useful. We can't handle any more prisoners.”

It was dways hard to tdll if Ordo was playing the interro-gation game or smply stating his
intentions. Judging by Skiratal's quick glance at him, it wasthe latter. He motioned Etain to stand clear
and charged up the Verpine.

"l can identify theinformantsfor you,” Jnart said camly.

Ordo ssimply held the muzzle to Jinart's head. Etain looked to Jusik, and then to Darman and
Niner and Vau, but they were dl smply watching impassively. Corr was engrossed in the holochart, il
logging movements. Wennen sat in the chair, her hand to her brow asif shielding her eyes, but no-body
was making any attempt to intervene. Etain'sgut said it was wrong.

But shedid nothing.



"Yourebargaining,” Ordo sad. "I'll kill you anyway."

"Y ou're the one who needsto bargain. Thisisn't about my life.”

"Gamesover." Ordo held the Verpine steady. Etain waited, torn by indecison. She could stop
Ordo for afraction of asecond

"Remove your forces and the colonists from my world and | will identify the Separatists for you.

Ordo—unblinking, passionless—Ilined the muzzle up about level where anorma anima's ear
might be. Y ou haven't told me why you were mimicking Jiss. That actudly interestss me more.”

"Ordo, I'll dedl," Skiratasaid. "Stand down."

Ordo smply raised the Verp and held it back againgt his shoulder without hesitation. Etain
imagined he would need to be coaxed into withdrawing: shed seen the potentia vio-lence swirling within
him congtantly. But he obeyed Skiratawithout murmur.

The sergeant prodded Jinart with hisboot. "Y ou tell me, then, shapeshifer.”

"| observe,” Jinart said. "'l watch to see when you move troops to and from Qiiluraand how
much you send to the farmers by way of aid to keep them loyd. All the thingsyou never tell us, but that
show your trueintentions. | spy onyou.”

"Let meexplain something,” Skiratasaid. "1'm not the Republic. Thework | do for themis
actualy for my own people—these lads here. So if you're not helping me keep my people dive, I'll make
certain that Qiiluragets reduced to molten dag. And that'sapromise. I'm not a Jedi and I'm not a
politician, so | can do pretty well what | like. Y our whole speciesis expendable. Understand?”

Jnart managed to get to her feet, or at least raise herself on her front legs.



"I will identify the people you want. But the Republic must agree to withdraw from Qiiluraand
remove the colonistswithin ayear.”

"Okay, let's get hold of Zey now," Skiratasaid. "If he doesn't agree, we move on and I'm not
letting you melt back into the city."

"Do you know how many of usthere are, or where we are?’

"| don't care. Zey might."

"My people are here, on Coruscant itself. Y ou'll never track us down and we can be far more
damaging than bombs."

"L ook, the logigtics leaks are a Sdeshow right now. Saveit for Zey." Skirata opened his comlink.
If the genera was deegping, then someone could go and wake him. War didn't keep office hours.
"Supervisor Wennen, why don't you make us dl some caf ?*

He expected some complaint, but none came. She stood up, still clutching her ribs, and made her
way unsteadily to the kitchen area.

"It'sBesany, Sergeant,” she said.

Yes, shé'son our Sde. Result. "Okay, I'm Kd."

"Who likesit swestened?"

"All of us" Skiratasaid. "Two big spoonfuls. It'sgoing to be along night.”



Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 0200 hours. 385 days after Geonosis

Darman sat cross-legged on the floor next to Jnart, hands clasped in hislap, asif hewas
watching her. Jinart watched him in return, orange eyes closing occasionadly, her legs tucked under her.

Etain sometimes had to ook closdly to seeif Darman wasjust thinking or actually adeep,
because the impression he was making in the Force was so ambiguous. When she kndlt beside him to
check, though, his eyeswere closed. For a brief moment she wondered if Jinart could make telepathic
con-tact with him.

His eyes opened. He glanced behind Etain and then brushed hislips againgt her cheek.

"No word from Zey yet?'

Etain shook her head. There was nothing to hide any longer and she rested her forehead against
his, not caring what anyone e se thought: it wasimpossible to hide their relaionship in atight-knit group of
soldiersliving in one another's pockets. "He's got to consult people. Even Zey can't make those decisions
on hisown."

"Y ou should have been ahealer, you know. Youregood at it."

"Wdl, let'sseeif I'm any good a hedling rifts. | need to clear something up with Ka."

"Problem?’

"Nothing to worry about.”



Etain knelt back on her heels and stood up in one move-ment. Skiratawas talking to Niner and
Ordo by the flimg sheetson thewall, cleaning hisbeloved Verpine gun with dow care whilethey
discussed the concentration of Separratistsin variouslocations on the brightly colored 3-D grid of the
holochart.

She caught Skirata's eye and beckoned him to follow her. Heinclined his head in mute agreement
and laid the disman-tled Verpine parts on the table beside him, where they sat wrapped in distorted lines
of colored light from the holo-chart projection.

They waked onto the landing platform. The strill was adeep onits tomach, al six legs soread
out like an ill-shaped furry insect.

"| did something very foolish," Etain said.

"Again?'

"Ordo."

Skiratalooked stunned then balanced on the brink of anger. "Ordo?"

"No, nothing likethat . . . | used acommand that | heard you use. It upset him. | called check to
gtop him from killing Jnart outright. He told mewhy | should never useit.”

Skiratablew out along breath. "And you understand now?"

"Yes. I'msorry. He. . . he said held shoot meif | ever did it again.”

"Hewould. Don't ever doubt it."



"l blieveyou!"

"I never taught the Nullsthat Jedi were their betters, you see, and | never taught them to obey the
Republic, and no Kaminoan engineered them to be more cooperative than Jango. But they obey mefor
some reason, and even then | encourage them to question everything.”

"Is he programmed?"'

Skiratalooked at her with sudden disgust. Then he smply swung hisfist at her without warning, a
savage punch, a street brawler's punch. She leapt back and drew her light-saber in one movement, but
hisfist went past her head. De-liberately. She could see the calculation on hisface. She held her bregth,
waiting for him to lash out again.

"So areyou programmed?' he said.

The blue blade of energy thrummed as she brought the Lightsaber down from araised position
and then thumbed it off, feeling stupid and ashamed.

She was aso shocked at Skirata's reflexes: he could have landed that punch, and he clearly
wasn't afraid of her light-saber skills. She would never take him for granted again.

"No. I'm sorry?

"Y ou should know better than anyone. Y ou've been drilled in wegpons handling from the same
age that those boys were. Do you think? Or are you so well trained that your body just reacts'—he
snapped hisfingers—"like that?*

She had reacted dl right. Her muscles remembered years of light-saber practice. Her Masters
taught her to rely on in-stinct, on the Force, and not to think.



"l sad I'm sorry."

"And s0 you should be. | taught all my boysthat command from the very start. | drilled them over
and over and over until they'd stop whatever they were doing ingtantly. And | did it for them, for times
when it was needed to save them from something.”

"l swear I'll never doiit again.”

"Ordo will never trust you now."

"But it only stopped him for a—"

"—afraction of asecond that could get him killed. Y ou just used him. Like dl the aruetiise do.”

Skiratawas furious. even in the dim light on the platform she could see that the skin of his neck
was flushed, that telltale Sgn of strong reaction. In the last few weeks Etain sometimes felt that he saw her
asthe personification of the Republic, using his men for their own agenda, and that she was a handy
target on which to vent his spleen. He didn't seem to view Jusik the same way, though.

Exploitation was araw nervein Skirata. Etain desperately wanted him to like her and make her
fed likefamily, theway hedid everyone dse.

"I'll gpologizeto Ordo."

"Yeah, it redly ishim you need to make your peace with." She wondered why she hadn't redized
that to start with. Do | redly seethem asmen? Do | regret angering Ordo, or do | just want to be
Skirataslittle girl? She turned on her hedl and decided to confront it.

Ordo was having a tense conversation via his bead comlink, forefinger pressed to hisear. Jusk
fiddled with some piece of circuitry, glancing up a him from timeto time. The side of the conversation



that Etain could hear suggested that someone on Zey's staff wasn't moving as fast as Ordo wished.

Jusk mouthed Captain Maze at her.

She waited. Ordo grunted. "I'll stand by." He shook his head and turned to her. "What's wrong?"

"Ordo, | owe you an apology. | waswrong to use the check command and you're right to be
angry withme"

Hejust nodded. It till surprised her that aman who was physicaly identica to Darman could
somehow |ook so dif-ferent.

"| realize you had abad dedl, Ordo."

"On Kamino?'

"BEven now, | think."

Ordo blinked acouple of times asif she wasn't making sense. She had no ideawhere hismind
ranged in those plit seconds other than that he felt like aflurry of activity in the Force.

"I didn't have amother or afather, but a stranger willingly chose meto be hisson. You had a
mother and father, and they let Strangers take you. No, General, don't pity me. Y ou're the one who's had
theworse ded.”

It was shocking and it was true. The extraordinary clarity of hisassessment hit her so hard that
sheamost gasped. It told her things she didn't want to know about herself. None of them changed her
intentions. But she knew her motives better now, uncomfortable asthey were.



She wondered if her real parents ever thought of her.

Shewould never know.
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Withdraw from Qiilura? If that'swhét it takesto keep the Gurlaninsfrom turning on us, it'sa
price we were going to pay anyway. Weretoo thinly stretched to maintain the garrison, and the Senate
has no interest on continuing to support amere two hundred thousand farmers on abackworld. Let me
talk to Jinart and reassure her. The damage her people can do is enormous— far beyond the scope of
one anti-terror operation. And we need them on our side.

—Generd Arligan Zey, to Generd Iri Camas and the chair of the Senate Committee on Refugees

The Kragget al-day restaurant, lower levels, Coruscant, 0755 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Jnartthe Gurlanin had kept her word and provided the in-formation she had promised—and no
more. Zey appeared to have kept his. The deek black predator had dipped out into the Coruscant night
and vanished.

But Skiratawould dwaysfed that she was standing right next to him in some guise or another.
Like the Jedi, her hypernaturd abilities—especialy telepathy—made him wary and suspicious.

But she could only sense the thoughts of her own kind, they said. Like that's some kind of
comfort.



Skiratafinished his eggs, rubbed his hand across his chin, and redlized he needed to shave again.
But things that had seemed crushingly impossiblein the early hours of the morning looked alot more
encouraging on afull somach in broad daylight.

"Gurlanins on the loose?" Jailer Obrim's voice was almost agroan. "That's al we need.”

"Y eah, that'll be one of the best-kept secrets of thewar, | reckon.”

"You bdievethem?'

"That they might be everywhere? Y ou haveto, Jailer. And | can't lose any deep over afew
Qiiluranfameas”

They sat Sde by sde, looking out toward the walkway through the Kragget's grimy transparisteel
front. Neither of them were men who wanted to it with their backs to any door. Obrim leaned in alittle
toward him.

"So do you want usto pick up the suspects the Gurlanin identified?"

"No thanks."

"Isthiswhere my eyesight and hearing fall again?'

"Right now, you can't even see me, let done hear me" said Skirata.

"Okay. Organized Crime Unit isn't happy, but they under-stand the words armed specia forces
redly wel."



"It was OCU in the plaza, then?'

"| gather s0."

"How did they end up there?’

"Y our friend Qibbu uses well-worn channels of communi -cationsin the scum Strata of society.
OCU isn't stupid and it isn't deaf "

"Ah." Thereisno monopoly of information. Skiratas hap-pily full somach chilled alittle. Obrim
showed no signs of being smug. But he was dmost certainly aware that Skiratawas planning asting
operation involving explosives. " So they knew who the Seps were and didn't bother to—"

"No. That waan't the route."

"What, then?"

"They were carrying out survelllance on aknown crimina and that crimina happened to meet up
with one of the group that you were watching. Message boy, one chance encounter.” Obrim picked a
chunk of smoked nerf from Skiratas plate and crunched on it thoughtfully "Y ou just be careful. | hate
finding friends on thedab in the morgue.”

Apart from Jusik, Obrim was one of the few nonclones Skiratafelt he might be able to trust
completely one day. He was still undecided on Etain. While he didn't doubt her sin-cerity, shehad an
emotiond, impulsive stresk of the kind that got people killed.

Likeyou. Youreafine oneto talk.

"Y our boys okay?'



"Tired, edgy, but giving it al they've got. One of 'em has sworn to gut Vau, another ishaving a
love affair with awoman he shouldn't even look at, I'm collecting waifs and strayslike an anima shelter,
and we nearly killed a Treasury agent. But if | told you the redly bad stuff, you'd think | had problems.”

Obrim laughed raucoudly. "And people think they're good little droids “

"Discipline gpart, they're il lads."

The Twi'lek waitress topped up their caf and smiled dlur-ingly "Where's your son today?'

"At the office, sweetheart," Skiratasaid. "Won't | do in-stead?"

Her lekku coiled ever so dightly but he didn't have a clue what it meant. She glided away,
glancing back to smile again. Obrim sniggered. "I see Ordo made an impression.”

"They dl havethis naive stresk about them. It'sfataly charming, apparently. Y outh, muscle,
heavy weapons, and atrusting expresson. Maybe | should try it."

"Forty yearstoo late."

"Yesh"

And then Skiratals communicator chirped. He lifted hiswrist as close to his mouth as he could.
Evenin arestaurant full of police officers, he took few chances.

"Welike what we see," said avoice with a Jabiimi accent.

It was interesting how accents were more noticeable over acomlink. Skirata, still 1ooking toward



the walkway, scanned hisfield of view without moving his head. He was sure he hadn't been
followed—but this was a bad place to be spotted if he had. "It's not noon yet."

"I know, Kal. We're keen."

"Whet next?'

"Can you get to the bank plazaagainin haf an hour?1 can't locate your comlink signa. But then |
can understand why you're avery cautious man."

Too right, you chakaar. Bard'ikawent to alot of trouble to make meinvisble. Skiratawas ten
minutes by speeder bike from the plaza. "I can just about makeit if | hurry.”

"Thisisjust for aconversation. Be there, and don't bring anyone dse.”

The comlink went dead. Obrim chewed, slent, but hislook said it all.

Skirata reached in his pocket and put some credits on the table to cover the bill. "Y ou're desf
and blind, remember?"

Obrim pushed the credits back at him. ™Y ou pick up the tab next timer'

It was his good-luck ritua. Obrim seemed to hope that by saying it, hed ensure there was a next
time

Skirata had every intention of making sure there would be.



Lower level, skylane 348, 0820 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Skirata kept the speeder at a steady pace and looped back on himself a couple of times. There
was no reason to expect anyone to be following him, but he assumed it anyway. The maneuver also
padded out the ten-minute journey to acredi-ble half hour.

No point being too early.

His ankle was agony today.

"Bardika, how are you doing?'

Jusik'svoice came over the comlink. "Weve tracked atarget moving to the plaza from the house
that Fi and Sev recced. | think that confirmsit's Perrive.”

"But hewon't come aone."

"So that means helll probably have minders nearby that we haven't tagged. New ones.”

IIFirEII

"Vau'son hisway," Jusk said. "They won't recognize him."

"And you?

"I'm dready there."



"Ferfek. He knows you. Wait for orders—"

"Trust me, hewon't s;emeat al."

"Stand down. Get out of there."

"Okay."

"I meanit. And I'm going off the comlink now, unless| hit red problems.”

He shut the link, exasperated. But it was his own fault. Y ou couldn't delegate that much to akid
and then expect him to read your mind and work out when he was supposed to wait for specific orders

again.

And he was a Jedl, after all. He could take care of himsdlf. Skirata pushed abead comlink into
his ear and brought the speeder down in the public parking area. Enacca said she was fed up collecting
abandoned speeders from around the city, and wanted to know why they couldn't bring their ves-sels
and vehicles back with them every time. The logistics of operationslike this depended on alot of grim
drudgery. He'd have to sweeten her up somehow when al thiswas over.

Out in the plaza, by the bench where he had awaited the Separatists the day before, stood
Perrive,

Hewas busy looking like an executive waiting for a col-league: suit, document case, polished
shoes. Skiratawalked up to the man as briskly as he could with acomplaining ankle.

"Okay, what's the deal ?* Skirata said. He tried to focus on Perrive and not look over his
shoulder for possible thrests or—to be preciss—Walon Vau. "'l can get you the dets in twenty-four
hours.”



"Let's discuss this somewhere less crowded."

Those were often the worst words to hear at timeslike this. "Where?"

"Follow me"

Fierfek. He hoped Vau was watching him or Jusk was monitoring the conversation carefully. If
Perrive moved too far out of the comlink’slimited mike range, he'd have to make stupidly obvious
commentsto cluethemin. Perrive didn't strike him as quite that naive, even if his surveillance team was
someway short of professional.

If Vau was here, Skirata.couldn't see him.

But that was the point, and Vau was a very skilled opera-tor.

Skirata followed Perrive across the plaza and back to the speeder parking area, afew moments
that made him glad that he had alimp. It gave Vau, he hoped, alittle more time to work out what was
happening. Perrive stood looking around, and a shiny new green speeder with a closed cabin rose from
below thelevel of the parking platform and ma-neuvered sidewaysto set down.

Ahwell, Skiratathought. I’ d have done the same. But Perrives lungs are coated with marker
Dugt, and Jusik can track thiscrate al the way.

"Off you go:' Perrive said.

"Y ou're not coming, too?" Oh no, no, no. Why didn't | dose myself with some of that di'kutla
Dust?"Forgive meif | get nervous about the quality of your associates driving.”

"Don't worry. All they'll do isblindfold you. Keep what-ever weapons I'm sure you're carrying.
I'll seeyou at our destination.”



Skirata had no choice but to get in. Two human males—both about thirty, one shaven-headed,
one with thin blond hair scraped back in atail, neither of them the hired hel p they had tagged
yesterday—sat in the front seat, and the bald one leaned over to place ablack fabric bag over hishead in
total slence. Skiratafolded hisarmsto fed the comfort of his as-sorted hardware in his deeve, holgter,
and bdlt.

"Wel, thisisfun," he said, hoping for adisplay of verba stupidity that might help Jusik locate him.

But neither man responded. He didn't expect them to. Concentrate on the movement. Work out
the direction.

Skiratatried to count the number of timesthey seemed to swing right or left to get someidea of
the route. They were in an automated skylane, so he could count the seconds and try to calculate the
distance between turns, but it was amassive task. Ordo, with his faultless memory, would have had the
skylane network memorized and calculated the times and distances at the same time. But Skiratawas not
aNull ARC trooper, just asmart and experienced soldier whose naturd intelligence had been sharpened

by having to copewith sx hyperinteligent smdl boys.

He had no ideawhere he was. The speeder continued toward either a nerve-racking dedl that
would take them a step closer to striking at the heart of this Separatist network, or alondy death.

Service tunnel beneath skylane 348, 0855 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

"Bard 'ika, you'll never need to shave again when Kal caichesyou,” Fi said.

"Y ou serioudy think I'm not going to follow him?* Jusik raced Ordo's Aratech speeder bike
along the service tunnd that ran paralle to the skylane serving the southern edge of the plaza. Fi decided
that Ordo had no sense of danger if he was happy to ride pillion with the Jedi at speeds approaching five
hundred kph. But then the man was nuts anyway. Fi held on to the handgrip behind him for grim death.
"Vau, canyou dill hear me?'



The comlink was breaking up, but audible. "I'm afew ve-hicles behind Perrive. HeE's tranamitting
like aFleet beacon.” "Wher€'s he heading?'

"Looks like Quadrant N-Oh-Nine."

"What's there besides offices and resdentid 7"

"That's about it. Stand by."

Jusk made an irritated grunt that he seemed to have picked up from Sev and accelerated. At times
likethis Fi had passed beyond thefirst flush of adrendline and into acold and rational world where
everything made senseto hisbody if not to hisbrain. He found an ingtinctive sense of effortless balance
as Jusk wove through the ducts, clearing some of the transverse durasted joists by a breath. Speed no
longer fdt like consciousfun, asit had in training, but he was be-yond fear for himsdf a that moment.

All he could think of was Sergeant Kdl.

"He can take care of himsdlf," Jusik said. "He's packing more wegpons than the Galactic
Marines"

"Areyou telepathic?' The thought disturbed Fi, be-cause his mind was the only private retreat he
had. "l wasjust—"

"If you're not asworried for him as| am, then I'veread you al wrong, my friend."

"Bardika."

"Yes?Too fast? L ook—"



"Evenif you didn't have your Force powers, you'd still be aterrific soldier. And agood man.”

F couldn't see the Jedi's expression. For once, Jusik didn't scare the living daylights out of Fi and
look back over his shoulder with asilly grin when they were hurtling toward awall, only to bank sharply
at the last moment. Jusik dropped his head for a second and then raised it again. His dip-streamed hair
dapped Fi intheface.

"Il try toliveup to that."

"Y eah, but you ill need to get your shablahair cut." Jusk didn't laugh. F wasn't sureif hewas
moved or of-fended. And it seemed impossible to offend Jusik.

"Hangon."

Whatever dement of the Force was guiding the Jedi, it was completely ingtinctive. He could find
Skirata.

The speeder swung hard |eft and Fi feared for the Verpinerifle under hisjacket, its folded stock
wedged in hisarmpit. He was used to wearing the scruffy assortment of dull ci-vilian clothing that Enacca
had sent over with Vau. He won-dered how he'd cope with his al-encompassing Katarn armor after
being out of it for two weeks.

Jusk's head jerked around asif someone had summoned him. "He's heading for business zone
ax."

"Been there. Recced that place last night. Stuck aremote holocam opposite the house, in fact.”

"Maybethe Forceisgiving usabreak.”



"That's got to be their hub."

"Let'stry that." Jusik banked right to shoot up avertica channd. Fi decided zero-g had its
apped. "At least well be ableto see Kd if that's where they're heading. | bet that's reassuring.”

"It would be."

nBtht?l

"But if they're using the speeder that was parked in their roof space last night, | clamped aremote
thermd detonator initsair intake."

"Just remote? Not timed?"

"Y@,"

"That's okay then."

If—when—they got Skirataback in one piece, Fi would tell him. He had a sense of humor.

"There's somebody following him," Jusik said.

"Yeah. You, me, Vau ."

"No, not us."



"Escort for the speeder?”

"No, nothing likethat at all. Someone dse. | don't get any sense of malice. But it's not the strike
team.”

"What'sthet fed like?'

"Like someone standing behind me." He took one hand off the steering and tapped the back of
his head behind his ear. The speeder swerved. "Right there."

"Both hands, Bard'ika. . ."

"Sorry. Whoever it is, they're focused on Kd."

"Should we beworried?"

"No."

Jusik twisted the handlebars and the speeder accelerated asif it had been fired from aVerpine.
Fi bit hislip and couldn't stop his knees from pressing harder into the speeder bike's fusdage.

If he dropped the precious sniper rifle, Skiratawould be heartbroken.

"That'sdl right, then,” F said. "l won't worry at dl.”



Residentia area, business zone 6, 0930 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

The airspeeder settled, hot aloy clicking asits drive cooled, and someone pulled the black hood
off Skirata's head.

"Thisway," said the shaven-headed man. "Mind the steps!’

Skiratawalked down from arooftop parking area through doors to atastefully decorated room
with alarge, grainless pale wood table and thick deep gray carpet. They weren't short of credits, then.
Some terrorism was the war of the dis-possessed, and some was the handiwork of the rich who felt
secondhand outrage. Either way, it was an expensive sport.

He was amercenary. He knew the price of everything.

He sat down in the chair offered, elbows braced on the table, and tried to take in as much useful
detail of his surroundings as he could. Two visible escape mutes: back out those doors, or down the
turbolift. After ten minutes, amiddle-aged human male entered with awoman of Smilar age: therewas
nothing remarkable about either of them. They smply nodded to Skirataand sat down facing him. Four
more men followed, one of them about Jusik's age, and Skirata found himsalf surrounded at the table by

SX people.

Then Perrivewdked in.

"You'll excuse usfor not introducing oursaves, Kd," hesaid. "1 know you and you know me,
and that's probably al you need to know?

"Apart from the bank details, yes"

Perrive stood by the chair opposite Skirataand glanced pointedly at the man sitting in it, who
then moved to another chair. Y ou're definitely the boss, then. And the others around the table—who
were obvioudy ng him asasupplier didn't look like junior minions. Thiswas either the terror
cabinet or arare gathering of cell leaders. It had to be. Perrive handed the man next to him the small
sample pack that Skirata had supplied the day before, and he examined it care-fully before passing it



around thetable.

Yes, they’ |1 be the ones distributing this. | should blow this place now. But that's not sensible.
Jugt satisfying.

"Wed like dl hundred kilos of your goods and four thou-sand detonators?

Skiratadid aquick calculation. About twenty-five grams of five-hundred-grade thermal per
device, then: aBravo Eight Depot incident took the equivaent of two of those. Enough bomb-making kit
for that level of carnage every day for five years, or alower body count and muitilation for more than ten.
A very economica war.

"How much?"

"Two million credits?

Skiratadidn't even pauseto think. "Five."

"Two."

"Hve"

"Threg"

"Five, or | need to go and talk to my other customers.”

"Y ou don't have any otherswho want thiskind of explo-sive.”



"If you think that, then you're new in this gadlaxy, son."

"Three million credits. Takeit or leaveit."

Skiratagot up and redlly did intend to walk. He had to ook asif he meant it. He skirted the table
asfar as Parrive and then the man turned and put his hand on Skiratas right arm. Skiratajerked it back,
and he wasn't acting the jumpy mercenary. It was hisknife arm. Perrive noticed, eyebrowsraised for a
fraction of asecond.

"Four million," Perrive said.

Skirata paused and chewed the inside of his cheek. "Four, credits to be deposited and confirmed
asbeing in my account before | release the goods, and | want the deal done in the next forty-eight hours.”

"Thet requirestrust.”

"If I don't have any other customers, then why would | want ahundred kilos of explosives
hanging around my premises until Mustafar freezes over?'

Perrive paused and then amost smiled. "Agreed.”

Skiratareached in his pocket and handed him a datachip, stripped of al information except a
numbered account that would exist only from noon for forty-eight hours. He had a constant stream of
accounts like that. All the Nulls could dice like top pros, but Jaing was an artist among data de-ceivers.
My clever lad. "Time and place, then."

"All inoneddivery.”

"Okay. But it stays wrapped in quarter-kilo packs bagged in tens, because I'm not going to
unwrap every di'kutlabar and get covered in forensic evidence." He paused, trying to look asif hewas



thinking of another reason. "And that's two and a half kilos abag, which isgoing to be easier for you to
move."

"What makes you think were going to moveit?"

Smart, en?"If you're keeping that dl in one place, you'reinsane. I'm used to handling the tuff
and even | don't likeit around me. Y ou do know what five-hundred-grade does, don't you?”

"Of coursel do," Perrive said. "It'smy business. Let's say midnight tomorrow. Here."

"If I knew where herewas, | might agree.”

"WEell let you walk out and then you'll see.”

"I can land speeders on your roof, can 1?"

"Up to Metrocab size."

"I'll probably bring two small speeders. I'll cal you haf an hour before.”

"I haven't given you my number.”

"Better do that, then, or you won't get your goods. | don't want any further contact until
then—and | don't want anyone following mewhen | leave here. Okay?'

Perrive nodded. "Agreed.”



And it wasthat smple. It never ceased to amaze Skirata how much smpler it wasto buy and sdll
death than it was to pay taxes. " Show meto the front door, then."

Shaven-Head took him down in the polished durasted turbolift—it aways reminded him of
Kamino, that brutaly clinica finish—and waked him through a ground floor that was just one square
room with no rear exit and one door at the front.

Easer to defend—if you were confident you could escape viathe roof.

The doors parted. Ka Skirata stepped out onto a secluded walkway and found himsdlf in
affluent Coruscanti suburbia. He checked the position of the sun and began walking in the direction of the
main skylanes. If he kept walking east, he'd come to the office sector sooner or later. Besides, the
holo-cam that Fi and Sev placed afew hours earlier was watching him right now from the building

opposite.

Therewere alot of pedestrians about.

Skirata clicked his back teeth and opened the comlink channel. He didn't like the bead comlink
any better than he liked wearing a hearing enhancer.

"Listen up, ad 'ike," he said as quietly as he could. "Game on. Game on!”

Logistics center, Grand Army of the Republic, Coruscant Command HQ, 0940 hours, 385 days after
Geonos's

"Do | look asif I've been flattened by a. . . PIPlaser?' Besany Wennen asked.

"PEPlaser." Ordo, posing as Corr again, hemet tucked under hisleft arm, let her passthrough
the logistics center's doors ahead of him as Kal'buir had told him. It was the po-lite thing to do. "And no.



Youjust look tired."

"I can't say it'sbeen atypical day'sduty for me."

"I repect your willingness to accept this without wanting to complain to your superiors.”

"If 1 did, I'd compromise your mission, wouldn't 17?*

"Possibly.”

"Thenit'sjust abad bruise and an interesting evening. No more.”

Shewasastal ashewas and looked him straight in the eye: her dark eyes made her light blond
hair seem exotic in contrast. She's different. She's special. He made a conscious effort to concentrate.

"I'll make sure you have acceptable records for your bosses to show that the investigation was
completed,” Ordo said.

"And that the suspects. . . let's say that | learned they were of interest to military intelligence, ol
withdrew from fur-ther involvement?

"Well, | can guarantee they won't be troubling you any longer.”

Ordo was till waiting for her to ask exactly what Vau had doneto thered Vinna Jiss, and what
Ordo was going to do to the employees|eaking information—Jinart had identified two—and athousand
other questions. He would have wanted to know everything, but Wennen just stuck to what she needed
to know to close down her part of the surveillance. He didn't understand that reaction at all.

"What happensto you now?" he asked.



"I go back to my own department in the morning and pick up the next file. Probably corporate
tax evason." She dowed him down with acareful hand on hisarm. He let that touch thrill him now. He
was still uneasy, but he was less disturbed by the attraction. "What about you?”'

"Reducing payroll numbers. F suggested we call it saff turnover, in the spirit of military
euphemism.”

It seemed to take her a couple of momentsto work out what he meant. She frowned dightly.
"Won't whoever they're reporting to notice they're missng?'

"Jnart saysthey only cal in every four or five days. That gives usatime window to work within:'

"Aren't you ever afraid?’

"When the shooting gtarts, frequently.” It struck him that she probably found the idea of
assass nation uncomfortable, but she didn't say so. "But not as afraid as| would beiif | were operating
without wegpons. Y our superiorsrealy should arm you."

They reached the doors to the operations room. She stopped dead.

"I know this has nothing to do with me any longer, but will you do something for me?"

"If | can.”

"I want to know when you make it through this." She seemed to |ose some composure. "And
your brothers, and your ferocious little sergeant, of course. | rather like him. Will you call me?1 don't
need details. Just aword to let me 'know that it went okay, whatever it is.”



"| think we can manage that,” Ordo said.

Thiswas where he turned left to go to Accounts, to find Hela Madiry, awoman clerk nearing
retirement age—just an ordinary woman who happened to have distant cousins on Jabiim. Then he
would pay avist to Transport Maintenance, and look up ayoung man who had no family alegiance or
ideology in thiswar but who liked the credits that the Sepa-ratists paid him. Their motives made no
difference: they would both die very soon.

"Becareful . .. Trooper Corr," Besany said.

Ordo touched gloved fingersto hisforehead in an infor-ma salute.

"Y ou too, maam. Y ou too."

Business zone 6, walkway 10 at the junction of skylane 348, 0950 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Fi braced for averba barrage as Jusik brought the speeder to a stop at the end of the walkway
and settled it on the edge of the taxi platform. Skiratawaked up to them straight-faced through the
scattering of pedestrians and stood with his hands thrust in the pockets of his leather jacket.

"You'releading Fi astray, Bardika."

"I'm sorry, but you told me that you should never enter an enemy stronghold without backup if
you could helpit.”

"| hate it when people take notice of me. Fi, what'swrong?'



F was gtill looking around, trying to cover three dimen-sions that might concedl athreat. Jusk
had said that whoever was following Skirata had no maliciousintention, but Fi rea-soned that not
everyone who was going to kill you had a sense of mdice. He'd killed plenty of people without any il
feding whatsoever. While the Force was fascinating, Fi liked to see things through the scope of his
Deece, preferably with the red target acquisition icon pulsing.

He put hishand under hisjacket to dide therifle from under hisarm. Thiswas when the unusualy
short barrel and folding stock came into their own. Y ou could still use the wegpon at short range.
"Bardikathinkstheré's someone fol-lowing you."

"I normdly noticel"

"But you're deef."

"Partidly, you cheeky dilcut." Skirataresorted to hisre-flex of sraightening hisright arm to have
hisknifeready. "Well, maybe we'd better move on before they catch up?

"Nobody withill intent,” Jusk said. He did his hand to the opening of hisjacket, suddenly edgy.
Fi took his cue and swung off the speeder to stand in front of Skirata. "And they're very, very close.”

"Steady, son. Public place, people around. No lightsaber, okay?*

"Very close" Jusk looked past Skirata.

A young man with short white-blond hair was striding toward them through the sparse crowd,
arms hdd alittle avay from hissdes, alarge bag over one shoulder. His knee-length dark blue coat was
wide open. But that didn't mean he wasn't carrying an armory under there somewhere. Fi un-folded the
Verp's stock one-handed under his jacket and pre-pared to draw it and fire.

The man then held both hands up a shoulder level and grinned.



"Ferfek," Skirata breathed. "Udesi, lads. It's okay."

The blond man—Fi'sheight, very athletic—walked straight up to Skirataand crushed himin an
enthusagtic hug.

"Su'cuy, Buir!"

Father. Fi knew thevoice.

"Suc'uy, adika Tionvaii gar rucuyi?'

"N'oyakari gihaal, Buir" The man looked amost tear -ful: his pale blue eyeswere brimming. He
wiped them with the hed of hishand. "If I'm not careful I'll wash out thisirisdye."

"That hair doesn't suit you, either.”

"| can changethat, too. I've got lots of different colors. Did you likewhat | added to the
five-hundred-grade ther-ma?"

"Ah. | did wonder."

"I'm il abetter chemist than Ordika, Kd'buir"

Fi findly saw thefacein front of him as a negative image, and suddenly imagined dark hair and
eyes, and redlized why the man was familiar. He wasn't one of Skirata's own sons. Hewas aclone, just
likeF: or, to be precise, just like Ordo. It was astonishing how much difference pigmentation aone made
to someone's gppearance; asimple but effective dis-guise, for casud use anyway.

Skirata beamed at him with evident pride. "Lads, thisis ARC Trooper Lieutenant N-7," he said.



"My boy Mered."

So thiswas Mered. And even though Fi's Mando'awasn't perfect, he understood that Skirata
had asked him where he'd been, and that the ARC trooper had said that he'd been hunt-ing fish-medl.

F wasfascinated. But he kept hisfascination to himsdf.

19

| had no mother and no father. | was four years old when they first put awesgpon in my hands. |
was taught to suppress my fedings, and to respect and obey my Masters. | was encouraged to be
obsessve about perfection. It wasn't thelife | would have chosen, but the one ordained because

of my genes—just like the men I'm expected to command. But now | have something wonderful,

something | have chosen. And | will never let anyone take the child I'm carrying.

—Generd Etain Tur-Mukan, private journd

GAR logistics center, 1230 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

| t waslunchtime.

The biggest decision most people made at that time of day in the logistics center was whether to
eat in the cafeteria or find aspot in the public courtyard nearby to enjoy an open-air snack.



Ordo's decision was whether to use the Verpine, or walk up to the traitor HelaMadiry,
maneuver her into a shadowy acove, and then garrote her or cut her throat.

Verpine. Best choice. Fast and silent, aslong as the projec -tile didn't pass through her and hit
something that made anoise.

Madiry sat in the shadow of a planter filled with vivid ye -low shrubs, eating amedbread stick
and reading aholozine, obliviousto her life expectancy. Ordo sat in the shade of a manicured tree with
his datapad on hislap, caculating her remaining lifein minutes,

There was nobody within ten meters of her, but there was a security holocam.

A man sat down on the bench beside him. "Waéll, our young friend in Trangport Maintenance just
had an unfortu-nate accident with arepulsorlift platform. Thanks for the use of your security codes.”

"And hedidn't turninto aGurlanin, | hope."

Mered looked utterly dien with light hair and eyes. Even his skin wastinted two shades paer. It
didn't suit him. "No, vod ‘ika, he turned into a dead human. Skulls and repul sor-lifts don't mix. Trust me."

"Jugt checking.”

"Y ou haven't told Kd'huir about Ko Sai yet, have you?' Mered asked.

"| thought he might be less distracted if wewait until thismissoniscompleted.”

"He'satrue verd, awarrior. He's never distracted when the shooting starts.”



"Theresno rush," Ordo said.

Mered shrugged. Out of armor and kama, he douched in aconvincingly civilian manner. "' So,
shdl | wander off?'

Ordo was watching the security holocam that covered the area between the woman and the
public refreshers twenty meters beyond. "Can you disrupt that holocam circuit for me on my mark?'

Mered fdtin his coat for something and pulled out adim stylus. It was an EMP disruptor. "1 can
do it without leaving my segt, ner vod.”

"Okay, I'll give you areminder to kill the cam when I'm five metersfrom her."

Mered tapped hisear. "Comlink on."

Ordo took afew dows breaths. He had removed the fold-ing stock from the Verpinerifle; it was
now short enough to conced under adocument holder. He looked like any other anonymous, helmeted,
convaescing clonetrooper playing office boy and carting archived flims around.

"Go," Ordo said, and stood up.

He walked toward the refreshers, which took him on a path past the Madiry woman.

"Mered, kill thecam."

He had afew moments now before a security console spotted the outtage and tried to fix it. He
took five fagt strides and bent over Madiry asif to ask her aquestion.

Shelooked up asif an old friend had startled her. "Hello, trooper.”



"Hello, aruetii,” Ordo said. He drew the Verp and put two rounds point-blank through her
forehead and athird down at an angle through her upper chest. One round thudded through into the
planter of soil behind her. Ordo had no ideawhere the other two went, but the informant was now dead
and she smply dumped, head down asif gill reading, apool of her bright blood on the holozine's screen.

Ordo dipped the Verp back under the document folder and walked away. It had taken less than
ten seconds from cuing Mered to walking away.

Nobody even looked at him as he strode calmly toward the GAR complex, passed it, and met
Mered on the other side of the speeder parking bays. They disappeared into the sea of vehiclesand
mounted the Aratech speeder bike to head back to base.

Ka'buir had dwaystold the Nulls they were instant death on legs. Ordo liked to live up to that
assessment. His thoughts were on Besany Wennen as he rode off, and how it was good that he hadn't
had to kill her, too.

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 1330 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

The more the tagged targets moved around Coruscant, the clearer the strike team's task became.

"That," F said admiringly, "gets better every timel look at it, Bardilca"

Jusk stared at the Coruscant holochart with abig grin and basked in the gpprova. Thetelltae
red traces of the marked ter -rorists as they moved around the city were forming a pattern that firsthand
surveillance would have struggled to build up.

"It was obvious, redly,” hesad. "Y ou'd have come up with it yourselves sooner or later."



Vau put down abowl of milk in front of the strill. It Iapped noisily, showering droplets acrossthe
carpet. "l vote that Dust-tagging becomes standard surveillance procedure. It's amatter for your
sergeant, of course.”

The police interloper's trace had been removed. Jailer Obrim had given her apainlessand
unnoticeable EMP sweep to kill transmissions from the marker powder she had inhaed. Now just five
marked targets moved around the grids of blue light, building an accurate picture of where they went and
where they stayed. The division between the two was now very much easier to see. Four locations—the
house in banking sector 9, the landing strip used by the fresh farm produce importers, and two
gpartmentsin the retail secto—were clearly the most visited.

"But we probably only tagged Perriveshired help,” Fi said. "We want the bigger guys.”

"Thebigger guys,” Vau said, "need the hired help by their side. All thisactivity is connected to the
fact that they're about to receive explosives they badly need. Now, we know they used dead | etter
drops, for want of a better phrase, to avoid direct contact between the various terror cellsin the
network. It's how they ensure there's no way of tracing them back. So what doesthistell you?"

F studied the hypnotic blue and red light in front of him. "They're moving back and forth between
locations over and over.”

"And therefore?'

"Therefore. . . they're either onecell . . . or they're severa cells who have abandoned security
precautions and are mak-ing direct contact with each other."

"Wel done, H."

Fi didn't carefor Vau but he enjoyed praise. He savored the moment. " So what do you think
we've got here?’



"Given that this centered on the explosives, | think werelooking a the manufacturing cell—the
people who make the bombs. Possibly aso the ones who place them. Setting acomplex devicein a
location or on avessd can be afiddly business, and | reckon thislot would do it themselves. They need
to be mobile to get to different target locations, too, hence the need for a busy landing strip—nobody
notices more traffic movement there. Now, Fi, that's a group of peo-ple worth taking out. Those are hard
skillstoreplacein ahurry.”

Jusk gave Fi aplayful punch on the shoulder, dated. "Re-sult!" He seemed to seeit asabig
puzzleto be taken apart. If Fi hadn't seen Jusik use alightsaber, he would have taken him for aboy who
just liked playing with complicated kit. "Time to make their eyeswater, eh, F?'

"You got t."

"Delta has recced the landing strip. Y ou've reeced the house in the banking sector. That just
leaves the two gpartments, and Ordo and Mered have stopped off to recce those now."

The gtrill had finished its milk, most of which had ended up on the carpet. Vau—a sergeant who
believed in thrashing courage into his men, asergeant who had scarred Atin badly—grabbed a cloth from
the kitchen area and mopped up the damp patches. Then he took a clean rag, soaked it, and wiped the
grill's mouth and jowls asif it were ababy. The anima accepted the indignity and rumbled with
happiness.

F wasn't sure he would ever know what went on in the heads of nonclones.

Deltaand Omega assembled in the main room, finding seats where they could, and spent the next
hour planning three house assaults and araid on an airgtrip. They were basic maneuversthey had drilled
for time and again on Kamino; they'd doneit for real more than once, too. They had fairly recent plans of
the buildings—not to be relied upon absolutdly, of course—and covert holocam surveil-lance. Apart
from the fact that the squads were used to op-erating alone, it was as hear adone deal as an operation
could be.

Panning. It wasdl about planning.

But there was dways asurprise, dways one more factor you hadn't alowed for or didn't see.



F planned for that, too. They al did, deep down.

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 1530 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Etain knew.

She had known it would happen in time, but it had hap-pened now, intwo brief, wonderful
weeks. The Force land-scape that surrounded her had changed subtly and she felt strangeness and
purpose within her, purpose that was some-one else's.

It was said that Force-sensitive females could often detect the moment that they conceived. And
it wastrue.

Etain stood on the landing platform for awhile, searching for the fear she dwaysimagined might
come with taking that irrevocable step and not knowing its full consequences. But there was no fear.
There was Smply a pleasant sensation of certainty, almost like hands pressing on her shoulders.

And aclear vison, in the part of her brain that saw the uni -verse without images, showed anew
path through trails of webbed, colored light. In her prosaic way, it reminded her of aholochart, but it was
lesssolid, itsthreads and lines shift-ing.

The new path that was marked through the tangle of col-ored threads was pae, silver, and thick,
and from it sprouted slver tendrils that snaked into the tangles of therest of theimage. Thisnew life she
carried would be significant, and it would touch many others. The Force was clear if you listened
caefully toit: and thistimeit sad Thisis not wrong.

On Qiilura, I envied Jnart her certainty. | envied Master Fuller that quality, too. And now | have
itatlast.



It was dmost blissful. She savored the warm sun on her face, eyes closed for afew moments,
and then walked back into the main room. It seemed oddly empty: Deltaand Omega were catching up
on deep, doors shut. Ordo had dis-appeared with Mered, and Corr had |eft a datapad running to log
movements of suspects on the holochart while he went for amed.

Vau dretched out in one chair with the gtrill on hislap while Skirata sat opposite him, boots up
on thelow table, eyes closed, hands clasped on his chest. Etain watched him, knowing that she might
need to tell him even before she told Darman: she would need Skiratas help, hislist of contacts and

places to disappear.

Darman would be overwhelmed by it al when he needed to keep his mind on fighting. But
Skiratawas a man of the world, never fazed by anything; he would understand what she was giving
Darman, and want to help.

Not yet, though.

While she watched Skirata, Niner wandered out of hisroom in hisred fatigues, scratching his
head with both hands. He poured a glass of water and walked across the room in dow silence to stand
contemplating the deeping Skiratawith adight frown. Then he went back to hisroom. He emerged afew
moments later with ablanket and eased it over his sergeant, tucking it around him carefully. For oncethe
mean didn't dir.

Niner siood over him for awhile, smply looking down at hisface, lost in thought.

"He'sokay," Etain whispered.

"Just checking,” Niner said quietly, and returned to hisroom.

Etain defocused for afew moments and sought Darman in the Force: as ever, hewasawdl| of
cam and certainty, even while deeping. When she focused on the room again, she redlized Skirata had
opened his eyes.



"You okay, ad'ika?' hesad. "Wasthat Niner just now?"

"I'mfine.” He wasin a better mood now. Perhaps he re-garded the matter between her and
Ordo as closed. "Y es. He was checking on you."

"He'sagood lad. But he ought to be getting some deep.” Heraked hishair with hisfingers,
yawning. "Fatigue affects your judgment.”

"But not yours" Vau said quietly.

Skiratawas dert in a heartbeat and swung his legs off the table onto the floor. VVau could wind
him up as surely asame-chanica toy. "If | don't move fast enough when the shooting starts, that's my
problem. I'm usedtoit.”

"Yes, wedl know." Vau turned to Etain. "Thisis normaly where he sartslecturing me on his
ghastly childhood as a starving war orphan living feral on some bomb site, and how | just ran away to
become amercenary because | was bored with my idle, rich family.”

"Well, that saved me sometime," Skiratasad irritably. "What he said.”

"Y ou have afamily, Vau?' Etain was suddenly mesmer-ized by people who had lives and
parents. "Areyou in con-tact with them?'

"No. They cut me off when | declined to choose the career they wanted for me.”

"Wife? Children?'

"Dear girl, were Cuy'va Dar. People who have to disap-pear for eight years or more aren't the
family kind. Except Kd, of course. But your family didn't wait for you, did they? That'sdl right, though.
Y ou've got alot more sons now."



If Etain had known nothing of Skirata, or even Vau, it wasthe kind of jibe guaranteed to start a
fight. Skirata was ab-solutely and instantly white with anger. One thing she knew about Manddorians
was that clan was amatter of honor. Skiratawalked up to Vau very dowly and the strill woke, whin-ing.

Etain checked that Skiratasjacket with itslethd array of blades was till hanging over the back
of thechar.

Skirata shook his head, dow and ddliberate. Vau was much taller and afew kilos heavier but
Skirata never seemed to worry about that kind of detail.

"But that's the good thing about being Mando. If you don't get the family you want, you can go
and choose one yoursdlf." Helooked suddenly older and very sad, smdll, crushed by time. "Y ou going to
tell her? Okay, Etain, my sons disowned me. In Mandalorian law, children can legaly disown a parent
who's shamed them, but it'srare. My sons|eft with their mother when we split up, and when |
disap-peared to Kamino and they couldn't locate me, they declared me dar. 'buir. No longer afather.”

"Oh my. Oh, I'm sorry." Etain knew how serious that would be for aMando 'ad. ™Y ou found that
out when you left Kamino?'

"No. Jango brought the news back that they were looking for me about . . . oh, four yearsin?
Three maybe? | forget. Two sons and a daughter. Tor, |jaat, and Ruusaan.”

"Why were they looking for you?'

"My ex-wife died. They wanted meto know."

"Oh.."

"Ya'],"



"But you could have told them where you were at the time. Jango could have talked to them."”

"Am?.

"Y ou could have made your peace with them.”

"Am?.

"Ka, you could have explained to them somehow and stopped it.”

"And reved we had an army in training? And compromise my lads safety? Never. And not a
word to any of the boys, you hear? It'sthe only thing | ever kept from them.”

He'd sacrificed his good name and the last possibility of hisfamily'slove and forgivenessfor the
men hewastraining. It hit Etain hard in the chest like ablow.

Sheturned to Vau. "Do you see your men as your sons?"

"Of coursel do. | have no others. It'swhy | made them into survivors. Don't think | don't love
them just because | don't spoil them like kids."

"Herewe go," Skiratasaid, al contempt. "He's going to tell you that hisfather beet the osik out
of him and it made aman of him. Never did him any harm, nosr.”

"I'velogt just three men out of my batch, Ka. That tellsmealot about my methods.”

"So | lost fourteen. Y ou making apoint?'



"Y ou made yours soft. They don't havethat killer edge.”

"No, | didn't brutalize mine like you did yours, you hut ‘uun.”

Etain stepped between them, arms held out, pieces of old conversationsfaling into place with
awful clarity. The grill began rumbling initsthroat and dropped to the floor to pace protectively in front
of Vau.

It was just as well the bedroom doors were shut.

"Please, sop this. We don't want the men to hear you fighting right now, do we? Like Niner
says—saveit for theenemy.”

Skirataturned his head with that sudden total focusthat |eft Etain tasting aripplein the Force.
But it wasn't the angry reaction of aman who had been stung by painful observation. It was genuine
anguish. He glanced down a Mird asif consdering giving it agood kick, then limped off to thelanding
platform.

"Don't do thisto him," shesad to Vau. "Please. Don't."

Vau smply shrugged and picked up the huge girill in hisarms asif it were apup. It licked hisface
adoringly. ™Y ou can fight ice-cold or you can fight red-hot. Ka fights hot. It's hisweakness."

"You sound just like an old Master of mine," Etain said, and went out to the platform after
Skirata

Coruscant's Skylanes stretched above and below them, giving anillusion of infinity. Etain leaned
on the safety rail with her head level with Skirata's asthey gazed down. She searched hisface.



"Kad, if you'd like me to do something about Vau--"

He shook his head quickly, eyes still downcast. "Thanks, ad ‘ika, but | can handle that hegp of
osk."

"Never let abully manipulate you."

Skirata'sjaw worked slently. "I'm to blame."

"For what?'

"Sending boysto their deaths.”

"Kad, don't do thisto yoursdlf."

"| took the credits, didn't 1? Jango whistled and | came running. | trained them from boys. Little
boys. Eight, nine years of nothing but training and fighting. No past, no child-hood, no future.

"Kd ..

"They don't go out. They don't get drunk. They don't chase women. We drill them and medicate
them and shunt them from battle to battle without a day off, no rest, no fun, and then we scrape them off
the battlefield and send what's | eft standing back to the front.”

"And you dongsde them. Y ou gave them a heritage, and afamily.”

"I'masbad asVau."



"If you hadn't been there, your place would have been taken by another like him. Y ou gave your
men respect and af-fection.”

Skiratalet out along breath and folded his hands, elbows still braced on therail of the balcony.
A speeder horn blared far below them. ™Y ou know something? Live-fire exercises. They darted five
yearsinto their development. That means | sent ten-year-old boysto die. And deven, and twelve, and
right on up to the time they weremen. | lost four of my batch in training accidents, and—some of those
were even down to me, my rifle, my realism. Think about that.”

"l hear that happensin any amy."

"So ask me the question, then. Why didn't | ever say, Whoa, enough? I've had some unkind
thoughts about you, adika, why your kind never refused to lead an army of daves. And then | thought,
Kd, you hut 'tam, you're just the same as her. Y ou never stood up against it.”

"Y our soldiersworship you."

Skirata closed his eyesthen screwed them tight shut for amoment. ™Y ou think that makes me fed!
better? That stinking trill lovesVau. Mongters get loved irrationdly al thetime.”

Etain wondered whether to soothe him by judicioudy in-fluencing his mind that he would not fedl
guilty. But Skiratawas his own man, tough-minded enough to spot her mind in-fluence and shrug her
manipulation aside. If she asked him for his cooperation . . . no, Skiratawould never take the easy path.
She had no comfort to offer him that wouldn't make mattersworse.

That was part of his unique and appeding courage. Her first impression wasthat he would be a
man whose bluff exterior was Ssmply embarrassed machismo. But Skiratawasn't embarrassed about his
emotionsat al. He had the guts to wear his heart on hisdeeve. It was probably what made him even
more effective at killing: he could love as hard as he could punch.

Force, stop reminding me. Dudlity. | know 1 know you can't have light without dark.



Her spiritud struggles wereirrdevant now. She was car-rying Darman's child. Shelonged to tell
him and knew she had to wait.

"You lovethem, Kd, and loveis never wrong."

"Yes, | do." Hishard, lined face was an icon of passonate sincerity. "All of them. | started with
one hundred and four trainees, plusmy Null lads, and now I've got ninety com-mandos left. They say
parents should never haveto outlivether kid. But I'm outliving them dl, and | suppose that pun-ishment
servesmeright. | wasarotten father.”

llBlJt_ll

"No." He held up hishand to stop her, and she paused. Skiratawas benign but absolute
authority. "It's not what you think. I'm not using these lads to salve my conscience. They deserve better
than that. I'm just using what I've learned—for them."

"Doesit matter, aslong asthey're loved?!

"Yes, it does. | haveto know that | care about them for who they are, or I've consigned them to
being things again. Were Mandaorian. A Manddorian isn't just awarrior, you see. He's afather, and
hel's a son, and your family matters. Those boys deserve afather. They deserve sons and daugh-ters, too,
but that isn't going to happen. But they can be sons, and the two things you have a duty to teach your
sons are s f-reliance, and that you'd give your life for them." Skirataleaned on folded arms and gazed
down into the hazy abyssagain. "And | would, Etain. | would. And | should have had that degree of
conviction when | started this sorry mess back on Kamino."

"And waked out? And left them to it? Because it wouldn't have shifted the clone program one
bit, eveniif it made you fed like you'd teken a brave stand.”

"|sthat how you fed?"

"That stalking out and refusing to lead them ismore for my comfort than theirs?"



Helowered his head on hisfolded armsfor amoment. "Well, that answers my question.”

AsaJdedi, Etain had never known ared father any more than aclone had, but in that moment she
knew exactly who she wanted him to be. She moved closer to Skiratato let her arm drape on his
shoulder and rested her head againgt his. A tear welled up in the wrinkled corner of his eye then spilled
down his cheek, and she wiped it away with her deeve. He managed a smile even though he kept his
gaze fixed on thetraffic far below.

"Y ou're agood man and agood father," she said. "Y ou should never doubt that for a moment.
Y our men don't, and neither do ."

"Widl, | wasn't agood father until they made one out of me."

But now he would aso be a grandfather, too; and she knew it would delight him. She had given
Darman back hisfuture. She closed her eyes and savored the new life within her, strong and strange and
wonderful.

Qibbu's Hut, main bar, 1800 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Ordo shouldered a space for himsdlf at the bar table be-tween Niner and Boss and helped
himsdlf to the container of juice.

Corr was showing Scorch adangerous trick with avibro-blade that required lightning reflexesto
withdraw his hand before the blade thudded into the surface of the table. Scorch seemed wary.

"But your hand's metd, you cheeting di'kut,” hesaid. "I bleed.”



"Y aaah, jedoud" Corr jeered. His blade shaved Scorch's finger and went thunnkk in the table to
cheersfrom Jusk and Darman. "Y ou shiny boys dways did envy us mesat cans."

The two squads seemed in good spirits, good enough to be telling long and elaborate jokes
without the usua competi-tive edge of bravado between Sev and Fi. They had atask to completein
thirty hours and it seemed to have focused them completely, erasing al squad boundaries. It was what
Ordo had expected. They were professionals;, professionals put the job first. Anything less got you killed.

But now they were having fun. Ordo suspected it wasthe first time they'd ever let their hair down
in an environment likethis, because it was certainly afirg for him. Skiratalooked as happy as he had
ever s2en him. And Jusik sat among them, wearing of al things achest plate of Manda o-rian armor
under his jacket.

"We presented it to Bard 'ika as a souvenir,” Skiratasaid, rapping his knuckles on the plate. "In
case we don't manage to have that fancy dinner.”

In case some of us are dead by the end of tomorrow.

That was what he meant, and everyone knew it. They lived with it. It just seemed the more
poignant now for knowing that a rare bond had been formed between unlikely com-rades. two Jedi who
openly admitted they struggled with the disciplines of attachment—and Ordo was sure now that he
understood that—and a very mixed bag of clone soldiers from captain to trooper who had abandoned
rank to answer to a sergeant who didn't answer to anyone.

F, with his uncanny talent for spotting amood, raised hisglass. "Heresto Sicko.”

The mention of the pilot's name brought instant reverence to the noisy table.

"To Sicko," they chorused.

Therewas no point grieving: settling a score with Sepa-ratists was afar more productive use of
their energy. Jusk winked at Ordo, clearly happy in away that reached beyond noisy laughter in a



crowded bar. Whatever moat of serenity and separateness surrounded men like Zey, Jusik's had
vanished—if he had ever had it. He was daring to fed part of atight-knit group of men. Whatever
brotherhood was like within the Jedi Order, it didn't appear to belikethis.

Mered, hishair rinsed clean to its natura black, was now holding court and reciting an
agtonishing list of obscenitiesin forty different languages. So far he hadn't repeated him-self once. F was
bent double over the table, roaring with laughter.

Even Niner was enjoying it, contributing the odd word of Huttese. "It's nice to know that your
advanced linguidtic skills were devoted to something useful

"Urpghurit,” Mered said, deadpan.

"Digguding,” said F.

"Baay fat’

"What does that mean?"

Mered whispered atrandation in Fi'sear and hisfacefell dightly. Mered frowned. "Don't tell me
you've never heard that one."

"We were raised to be polite boys," Fi said, clearly aghast. " Can Hutts redlly do that?"

"You better bdieveit."

"I'm not surel like civilian society,” F said. "l think | felt safer under fire."

Coming from Fi, it would usudly have been ajoke. But like dl hisjokes, bitter redlity lay not far



beneath. Fi hadn't adjusted gracefully to the outside world. There was amo-ment of silence asredlity
intruded on dl of them.

"I'll shoot you and cheer you up, then,” Sev said suddenly.

Everyone laughed again. Darman drained his glass and got up to go. Scorch flicked awarranut
at him with impres-gve accuracy, and it bounced off his head. "Where you going, Dar?'

"I'm off to cdibrate my Deece."

There was more raucous laughter. Darman didn't look amused. He shrugged and walked off in
the direction of the turbolift through a crowd of men from the Forty-first Elite who were shipping outina
few days. At least they'd had some-thing few troopers ever would: two weeks without fighting. They
didn't appear to be enjoying it, though. Ka 'buir said that was what happened when you let someone out
of prison after along sentence. They didn't fit in and they didn't know how to live outside acell or without
afamiliar routine.

1 know, though. And Fi wantsto know

"Don't wind him up about Etain, son,” said Skirata. Scorch looked wary. "He's not bresking any
regulation, ishe?'

"] don't think s0, but sheis."

The best thing was not to think.

"What happens to us when the war's over?' Corr asked.

Mered smiled. "Y ou'll have the thanks of agrateful Re-public. Now, who can guesswhat this
Ubese word means?"



Ordo glanced at Skirata, who raised his glass. Atin came to take Darman's place at the table with
the Twi'lek Laseema on hisarm: the man obvioudy wasn't as shy as he seemed. Except for Vau and
Etain, the entire strike team had gathered here, and there was some sense of an important bond having
been accomplished. It dso felt very findl.

"You and Mered are up to something," Skiratasaid. "l cantdl.”

"He has news, Kd'buir," Ordo said.

Should hetel him now? Hed thought it might distract him too much. But he didn't need to
provide detail. It would give Ka'buir heart for what wasto come.

"He's traced where our mutual friend fled immediately after the bettle.”

There was no need to say that the friend was Kaminoan scientist Ko Sai, the head of the cloning
program, or that she had gone missing after the Battle of Kamino. The hunt—and it was a private matter,
not Republic business, athough the Grand Army footed the bill—was often reduced to just two words:
Any news?

And if any of hisother brothers—Prudii, A'den, Kom'rk, Jaing—found anything aswdll, Skirata
would betold. They might have been carrying out intelligence missions for the Republic, but their true
focus was finding eements of Kaminoan cloning technology that only Ko Sai had ac-cessto.

Skiratas face became luminous. It seemed to erase every crease and scar for afew moments.

"Thisiswhat | want to hear," he said softly. "Y ou will have afuture, dl of you. | swear it."



Jusik waswatching him with interest. There was no point trying to conced anything of an
emotiona nature from Jedi as sengtiveto the living Force as Jusik and Etain, but it was unlikely that
Skirata had shared that secret with him. He hadn't even told his commando squads. It wastoo fragilea
mission; it was safer for them dl not to know for the time being.

Jusk raised hisglass. It wasjust juice. Nobody would drink beforeamission if they had any
sense. Alcohol had proved not to be amajor preoccupation with commandos anyway: and, whatever
had been rumored, Ka'buir's only concession to acohol was one glass of fiery colorlesstihaar at night to
try to get to deep. He found deep increasingly elusive asthe years of training progressed on Kamino and
his conscience tore him apart piece by piece.

Hed deep well without it tonight, eveniif it wasin achair.

"Thisisvery, very good news," Skirata said, achanged man for the moment. "I'd dareto say it
bodeswell."

They drank and joked and argued about Hutt curses. And then Skirata's comlink chirped, and he
answered it discreetly, head lowered. Ordo smply heard him say, "Now? Are you serious?’

"What isit?' Ordo said. Mered paused in midcurse, too, and thetablefell silent.

"It'sour customer," Skiratasaid, jaw tense again. "They've hit asmall snag. They need to move
tonight. There's no preparation, ad'ike—we haveto roll in three hours.”

20

Y ou know that thing that sergeants are aways supposed to yell at new recruits?"| am your
mother! | am your father!" Well, what do you do when that's actudly true? Ka Skirata

was dl they had. And the troopers didn't have anyone. How can you expect those boysto grow up
normal?



—Captain Jailer Obrim, to hiswife over dinner

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hut, 1935 hours, 385 days after Geonosis. whole strike team ready to
deploy

"So what's your shabla problem, then, Perrive?" Skirata conducted the conversation with his
wrist comlink propped on the table while he strapped on his Mando armor. Ordo stood out of range of
the comlink’'s mike, holding Obrim on the line viahisown link. "Cold feet? Can't get the finance in place?
What, exactly?"

Skiratadidn't need to act angry. Hewas. Everyonein the team was used to working on thefly,
but al the planning—the careful positioning to take out the maximum number of bodies—now teetered
on the brink of disaster. Around him, Deltaand Omegawere armoring up in full fighting order: Katarnrig
with DC-17s, grenades, rappelling lines, rapid entry ordnance, and a Plex rocket launcher per squad.

For amoment he was unsettled to see Omega and Vau both in black armor. But they're mine.
They're my squad. He re-newed his concentration on Perrive's voice.

"One of our colleagues has been picked up by the police.”

Perrive's Jabiimi accent was very noticeable now. It was an indication of stress. And that was
encouraging at an animal level for amercenary. Skirata gestured frantically to Ordo but his head was
aready lowered, chin tucked into his chest as he reayed the information to Obrim. "We need to move
our operation.”

"And you want meto drop by with the groceries when you've got CSF crawling al over you? I'm
gtill wanted for seven contract killingsin town.”



Ordo gave astanding by signd: hand at shoulder level, fingers spread.

Perrive sivalowed audibly. "They're not crawling dl over us, asyou put it. One man was
arrested. He might be awesk link."

Cross-check thiswith Obrim. "Where? This better not bein my backyard.”

"Industrid sector, pulled over for anillegal cannon up-grade to his speeder.”

Ordo nodded once and then gave athumbs-up. Confirmed. Skiratafelt his shoulders relax
immediately. "Cdl me suspi-cious, but last time somebody did thisto me they didn't plan on paying.
Y ou're not sticking to our timetable.”

"I'm afraid it'sjust agood old-fashioned screwup.”

"I'll be a your location at twenty-two-hundred hours, then. But you won't mind if | bring acouple
of my colleaguesjust to be on the safe side.™

"Not there. We have transport issues.”

"What does that mean?"

"I mean we need to move our vessels somewhere safe. Bring the consignment to us at our landing
drip and load it straight on."

Scorch stepped in front of Skiratawith as near to an ex-pression of boyish delight asthe man
was ever going to man-age. He mouthed CoruFresh at him. Any good mercenary could lip-read,
because if he wasn't aready deafened by long exposure to gunfire, he couldn't hear aword in battle

anyway.



"l need alocation.”

"We have afew vessdslaid up in the commercia sector in Quadrant F-Seventy-six.”

Skiratawatched Scorch clench both fists and pull his €-bows hard into his sdesin agesture of
slent, tota triumph. They were heading for at least one Site at which they'd done athorough recce.

"I need coordinates and | need to know exactly what | can expect to see when | show up—so |
know I'm not walking into a CSF wel coming committee.”

"You redly do have arecord, don't you?' said Perrive.

"lan't that why you're doing business with me?"

"Very well. Six speeder trucks with CoruFresh livery and four passenger airspeeders—two
Koros, two custom J-twelves."

"For ahundred kilos of therma? 1 can carry that with my nephew in two shopping bags, chakaar

"Y ou're not our only supplier of equipment, Mando. And | have personnd to move. | know youll
spit on this, but were soldiers, and we have a code of honor. We want the goods for the price we
agreed. No trap.”

Skirata paused for effect. "So I'll meet you there.”

"No, it'll be my deputy. The woman you saw at our meet-ing earlier. I'm moving viaanother
route."



"Transmit the coordinates now and well start packing our bags.”

"Your creditswill bein the account you specified at twenty-one-fifty."

"Pleasure doing business. But the minute | see CSFissue blasters or even ahint of blue uniform,
we're banging out.”

Skirata closed the link and for amoment there was ab-solute silence in aroom full of fifteen hot,
anxious, adrendine-laden bodies. Then therewas aloud collective whoop of satisfaction. Even Etain
joined in, and Skirata hadn't reck-oned her for wild displays of enthusiasm.

"Sodl wasnot logt after dl, vode,” Vau said. Lord Mirdalan was frantic, bouncing on itsfront legs
while the other four scrabbled for purchase on the tattered carpet.

Adrendine excited gtrills and made them eager to hunt. "Plan B. Disable the vesselsand dot the
occupants.”

"Disable... " Scorch sad.

"Minimum force required to do the job. Werein acity, re-member."

"Holochart,” Ordo said. "I've till got Obrim on thislink. Quick sitrep, people.”

They clustered around Corr, who was collating the mov-ing red lines and points of light with quiet
enthusiasm. Me-thodical, calm lad. He'd need to be that in bomb disposal. "They've been going all
shades of crazy here and here." He zoomed into the holoimage and indicated two tangled masses of red
lineslike loose bals of thread, both in the re-tail sector of Quadrant B-85, where Fi had carried out the
surveillance of Vinna Jiss. It suggested that tagged suspects had done an awful lot of repested movement.
"I'd say they're shifting kit by hand. Plenty of it, in two locations. But the two apartments Captain Ordo
recced have been totaly dead for hours. They've | eft.”



Skirata knew what he/d do in their position. Hed assemble what kit he had, move it discreetly to
acentral point, and then ship out. He wouldn't send a big, conspicuous repulsor truck to pick up from a
dozen locetions.

"It'sal going out viathe crates on that landing strip,” he said.

"Agreed.” Ordo and Meredl nodded.

Scorch just grinned.

A red point of light suddenly moved from the location of the house in the banking sector where
Skirata had met Perrive. They watched it moving fast: someone had |eft the house in a speeder.
"Holocam," Skiratasaid.

Ordo played out the remote image from his glove emitter. A speeder had taken off from the roof.

"I'd bet that was Perrive leaving," said Vau.

Skirata knew they'd lose some of the key players, but this was about making asbig adent in the
Sep terror ranks as possible. "Pity. Maybe we can catch up with him later."

F held out his palm with aremote detonator on it. "If he'sflying that green speeder .

"The one they took mein?"
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"Y ou can blow it anytime you like, Sarge." The comman-dos had dipped back into calling him
Sarge. It seemed to happen when they put their armor on again. "l suck anice big surprisein hisair
intakelagt night.”

"l wasin that speeder.”

"] know. Clever, waan't it?"

Skiratatook the det and checked that it was disabled be-fore dipping it in his pocket.

"Ordika, let metak to Jaler." He held his hand out for the comlink to Obrim. "Can your people
cover thelocationswe gave you?"

Obrim's voice wastight with tenson. "Weére pulling peo -ple back off shifts now. Were
synchronizing thisfor twenty- two-hundred, are we?'

"Correct. I'll patch you into my comlink for the duration, but don't talk to me unlessit'scriticd.
Other than that, stay away from the area coordinates we're going to transmit to you, and pretend we
never existed.”

"Sorry about the arrest—not my team. A routine firearms control stop, I'm afraid.”

"At least it made them bolt. They're vulnerable when they bolt."

"I'll talk to you in twelve hoursif al goes smoothly, then. Next breskfast's on you, remember?’

"Y ou take care, too, friend."



Thetangle of possibilitiesand risksin Skirata's mind had become crystd clear. Two key parts of
the operation were now as pinned down asthey could be: the synchronized raid on the lower-priority
terrorist targets by CSF, and the inter-ception of an unspecified number of key players at theland-ing
grip, dong with their vessdls.

"Remember, vode. No prisoners.” Skiratatook out his medpac and prepared a one-use
painkiller syringe. Then he rolled down the soft leather of hisleft boot and stabbed the needle degp into
his ankle. The pain made his muscles shake but he clenched histeeth and let it pass. Thiswas not the
night to be dowed down by alimp. " Shoot to kill."

Fourteen men and one woman to kill maybe twenty terror-ists. Very expensive use of manpower
compared to droid kill rates. But worthiit.

There were afew more targets till wandering around out there, ones they hadn't even tagged.
But when it came to de-stroying asmall organization like agroup of terror cells, tak-ing out acell likethis
one would have enormous impact. It dowed them down. It set them back while they recruited and
reorganized and retrained.

Even afew months made dl the differencein thiswar. "Walon," he said. "Take one of my
Verpineriflestonight. Might comein handy.”

"I'm grateful, Kd."

"Okay, vode. Thisis now Captain Ordo's command as ranking officer—even if we have no
ranks right now.”

Skirata swung his arms through the full range of move-ment to check thefit of hisarmor, the
sand-gold suit that his adoptive father Munin had given him. He put his knife—the knife he had retrieved
from hisred father's dead body—up hisright deeve, handle uppermost. He could barely remem-ber his
parents or even hisorigind name, but Munin Skiratawas as vivid aslife and still with him every day, one
of the precious departed whose names he recited each night.

He hit his gauntlets againgt his chest plate to snagp himsdlf out of memories. Both squads jumped.



Lord Mirddan, jowlsflapping, threw its head back and let out along, low, moaning howl. The
preparations had worked the gtrill into ahunting frenzy. It could seeits master in full Mandaorian armor,
and it smelled and heard men who were tense and reedy to fight. All itsingtincts and training said hunt,
hunt, hunt.

And Vau held hisgloved hand out to Atin. Astonishingly, Atin took it. There was nothing but the
battlein mind now. They weredl saving it for the enemy.

Skiratafelt the viscerd thrill tighten histhroat and stom-ach. It had been many years since hed
put on thisarmor to fight.

"Buy'eese!” he said. Helmets on!

It was, he knew, asight few would believe—Waon Vau and a Jedi Knight both in full
Mandal orian armor, and Re-public Commandos, ARC troopers, and a clone trooper in fighting order so
closdly modded on that armor he wore himself that they looked like one united army. He pulled on his
own helmet before anyone noticed the tearsin his eyes.

"| ought to get aholo of this," Corr said.

Etain sood among them, incongruoudy fragile.

"I could have lent you my Hokan armor, Generd," Fi said. "Only one careless owner."

Etain lifted her tunic to reved plates of body armor. "I'm not stupid.” Then she pulled out two
lightsabers. Skiratawinced. "Mine, and Master Fuller's. HeEd have rdished afight like this."

She was not hersdf tonight, if her usual salf was that wor -ried, awkward, but tenacious soul who
found it so hard to be a Jedi. She was utterly aive. Darman seemed to be able to strike sparks off her.
Skirata hoped she did the samefor him.



Vau flung out hisarm to sgnd the gtrill to race ahead. "Oyal Oyal" Let'sgo hunting! "Oya,
Mird!"

The girill bayed at the top of its voice and shot out the doors to the landing platform.

Ordo turned to the strike team. "Oyal Oya, vode!"”

It was electric. It had never happened before, and it would probably never happen again.

And they went hunting.
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Buy'cegd, buy'cetd

Vebor'ad ures diit

A pint of ae, apint of blood



Buys men without aname

We never care who winsthe war

So you can keep your fame

—Popular drinking chant of Mandal orian mercenaries—approximate trandation, edited for
grong language

Landing area, CoruFresh Farm Produce distribution division, Quadrant F-76, 2035 hours, 385 days
after Geonosis

The produce distribution depot was as familiar as Arca Bar-racks now. Everything was asthe
hol ochart and holocam im-ages had modeled it, athough some of the vessals had been moved in the last
hour. Ordo took asmall risk and flew the airgpeeder over the CoruFresh landing strip at a cautious height
just for reassurance. The depot was alake of harsh white light dotted with loader droids, trucks, and an
assort-ment of speeders. There were more vessals parked there than Perrive had said. They were
probably legitimate trangports shipping nothing more deedly than fruit.

"| think CoruFresh might be annoyed about the damage to their fleet in the morning,” Ordo said.

"That's their problem for not being too choosy about the company they keep." Sev secured one
of the Verpineriflesto hiswebbing. He seemed to take Skiratas warning about bending anyone who
bent hiskit quite literdly. "They must be bankrolled by crime gangsthemsdaves™

"Well be doing CSF afavor, then."

It was dways achdlengeto insert teamsinto abusy loca-tion. Air traffic data said the strip
clocked an average of 120 trucks and cargo lifters passing through the strip every twenty-four hours;



2000 to 2300 hours seemed to be the pe-riod when it amost shut down completely. That was proba-bly
why the Separatists had picked the 2200 time dot for Skiratato deliver the explosives. They'd be |oaded
and gone by the time the overnight ddliveries started again at 2300.

If the teams had gonein early, they would have needed to avoid an awful lot of people and
droids.

"Y ou ever carried out an assault on an urban objective be -fore?" Sev said.

"Yes. N'dian. Heard of it?"

Sev paused to check his HUD database. Ordo could see theicon flash up on hisown HUD over
the shared link. He heard Sev swallow.

"I meant one where you had to leave the place pretty well intact, Sir.”

"In that case, Sev, no. It'll beafirs."

n M e, tOO."

"Glad we could share this moment, then."

Ordo parked the airspeeder next to the small substation that routed utilitiesto theindustria area
where the CoruFresh depot was located. A meter-wide conduit carrying pipes and cables stretched out
twenty meters from the substation to span agap that was five hundred meters deep. That wastheir route
in.

"All tooled up?' Ordo shouldered two Plex missile launchers againgt his pauldron, one on each
sde



"Yesar."

" Shoulder okay?"

"H hasabig mouth.”

"H knowsthat | need to know if any of my team is com-promised by injury.”

"I'mfing ar."

Ordo nudged him. "Oya, ner vod.”

Ordo led the way across the conduit, checking Sev's progressin hisHUD. A man who'd nearly
falen to his death could get alittle nervous at heightslike this. But Sev ad-vanced asif he were on solid
ground, and they dipped into the cover of crates and containers at the rear wall of the ware-house.

"Omega, areyou in postion?’

Niner's voice crackled dightly in Ordo's comlink. "We're one hundred fifty metersfrom the
perimeter, sir. Southeast of the strip at the waste, processing depot.”

"Any activity in the vessals parked on the eastern edge of the strip?”

"All quiet except for maintenance droids. Dar sent up a surveillance remote and al the wets are
clustered at the warehouse entrance moving boxes. They've backed up two of the trucks againgt the

loading bay."

"We're going to position ourselves on the roof, then.”



The warehouse was a single-story building with an unfor-giving flat roof that meant anyonein the
two repul sor trucks on the far side of the landing areawould notice troops mov-ing around. It wasthe
only high vantage point overlooking the floodlit landing areato direct fire aswell as pick off afew targets
for themsdlves. Ordo had decided it was asking for trouble to take up a position in the residentia towers
nearly athousand meters away. If they wound up on the receiving end of returned fire, there would be a
lot of dead civiliansto ex-plain.

"Up you go," said Ordo.

Sev fired hisrappelling line over the roof and tugged on it to ensure it was secure. The small
winchin hisbdt took most of hisweight but he pushed off with hisboots, looking d-most asif he were
walking up the vertical surface. Ordo waited as Sev rolled flat over the edge of theroof, Verpineriflein
hisright hand.

"Roof clear, Sr."

Ordo fired hisown line and let the winch lift him until he could reach the roof with hishand. He
handed Sev the Plex launchers and hauled himsdlf over the top to crawl flat on el-bows and knees until
he was near the front edge of the roof.

They both flipped down the scopesin their visors at the same time. Ordo saw the sameimage
repested in Sev's view-point icon on the margin of hisHUD.

"Inanided world, we could have left atimed charge on that utility conduit and pardyzed this
whole sector before wewent in,” Sev said.

"And that just advertisesthe fact that the Grand Army was here. We don't exi<t, remember?
Weve gone bandit.”

"Jud fantasizing."



The textbook gpproach was to knock out the two illumigrids and then movein. But timing was
critical. Skirataand Jusik needed to make the ddlivery of explosives and then get clear before the party
started.

"Omega, we'rein pogtion.”

"Copy that." Thistimeit was Mered'svoice.

"On my mark, welll knock out both lights and then pro-vide covering fire while you advance from
the south side. Ddlta, what's your location?”

"Boss here, sr. Well bein position behind the warehouse in two minutes. Atin and Fixer will
enter from the front. Scorch and | will cover the north side of the strip.”

Atin seemed to have dipped easily into the temporary gap left by Sev. There wasn't the dightest
hint in their voices that their former brother wasn't welcome. Ordo supposed that once you were one of
Vau'strainees, you could merge back into the batch without comment when there was a job to be done.

"Okay, vode. Now we watch and wait."

Mered, Fi, Niner, Darman, and Corr crouched in the cover of aconveyor belt of bins outside
the waste depot, where droids collected the contents for compaction and dis-posal.

F sniffed dubioudly. There was the distinct sulfurous tang of rotting vegetables: harmless, or his
helmet'sfilter would never have let the aroma through, but nauseating none-theless. On Niner'ssignd,

they sprinted from the bins and dropped down by apillar at the end of the walkway that led acrossto the
CoruFresn depot.



"You're very shiny, you two," Niner said, jerking histhumb at Corr and Mered, who were
amost glowing in the light from the red flashing sign of aseedy caf bar. "Why don't you just write
SHOOT ME HERE On that di'kutlawhite armor?”

"You rely on that black stuff way too much,” Mered said. "It'sall about astedthy approach, you
see,” He heaved amassive Merr-Sonn Reciprocating Quad Blaster onto his hip and powered up the
microrepul sorlift to take some of itsweight. Four huge double-barreled blaster muzzles|oomed from the
wegpon's body. It was close on eighty centimeterslong and looked more like acruiser's close-in defense
can-non. "Stedlth, and anice big Cip-Quad, of course.”

Fi patted Corr's conspicuoudy white shoulder. "His men will follow him anywhere, ner vod. But
only out of curiosty?,

"Okay, get curious, then." Mered indicated the direction of the landing strip. "They've moved
some of the vessals, so we're going to have to cover alittle extra open ground. At least most of the
cockpits are facing the same way so we might have a blind spot to take advantage of .

Darman, Verpinerifle dung across his back, was ftill ex-amining the other impressiveitem of
Merr-Sonn firepower excess that was balanced across histhighs, the Z-6 Rotary Blaster. It was dmost
as big asthe Cip-Quad. He looked wary of it and passed it to Corr. "Weredly did say no pris-oners,
didntwe, Sr?'

"Not exactly a sniper wegpon, | know."

"Etan would likethat," F said. "Bit classer than her Trannie LJ-50."

Mered snorted. "The genera can get her own rotary. That's my baby."

"Beats a bunch of flowers, Dar . ."

"Hasshecdled inyet, by theway?'



Ordo'svoice cut in. Therewas no privacy on thisfre-quency. "She and Vau followed Perrive's
trace to an gpart-ment in zone three, Quadrant A-Four. They're watching him now."

"lan't that adiplomatic quarter?' asked Mered, whose capacity for memorizing data seemed as
unlimited as hisbrother's.

" 'Fraid s0," said Ordo. "That could get interesting. If we go in there, we'reinto awhole new level
of denigbility.”

F watched Darman's head drop for amoment, but there wasn't so much as a bregath or aclick of
teeth. He snapped back to hisdert position. Fi wasn't sure if he was afraid for Etain's safety or of what
she might do, and he didn't plan to ask. "V au doesn't need that strill when he's got a Jedi with him."

"He takes Mird everywhere,", Mered said. "Like Mando fathers take their sonsinto battle.”

"If I didn't know Old Psycho was a head case, I'd say that was cute. What isit going to do?"

"Y ou've never seen adtrill hunt, have you?'

Mered didn't say another word. He signaled advance to Niner with a sweep of his hand and the
squad sprinted for the perimeter of the landing strip.

Diplomatic sector, Quadrant A-4, 2145 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

Etain stood on the ledge of a soaring office tower facing the e egant apartment block and realized
exactly what black opstruly meant.



Vau stood beside her. The ledge was about 150 centime-ters wide, and the breeze at this height
was noticeable even on climate-controlled Coruscant.

"What'sthe matter?' Vau said, his parade-ground voice dightly softened by his Mando helmet.
"Didn't know how dirty politics could be? That diplomats aren't al nice honest people? That they keep
unpleasant company?'

"I think | worked that out dready.” Shefdt the strill brush past her legs, padding impatiently up
and down the narrow ledge. It had no fear of heights, it seemed. "But the consegquences of pursuing
Perriveinto that building reach far be-yond assassinating aterrorist.”

"WEélIl have to get him to come out, then.”

"He could lielow there for weeks."

"If heshiding, yes."

"| find you hard to follow sometimes, Vau."

"He might be collecting something or somebody. Hewasin amad rush to leave.”

"l sensehe'saone. Heisn't picking up acolleague.”

Vau leveled the scope of the Verpine, angled down about thirty degrees. The gtrill teetered on
the edge of the ledge.

"l can see Perrive. Yes, he'saone. He'sin front of the doors to the balcony—now that's
arrogant, my friend. Think nobody can see you, eh? Etain, want to take alook?"



Vau handed her the Verpine. Shetook it nervoudy, hearing Skirata's constant admonition to take
care of the weapon, and was surprised how light and harmlessit felt. She peered down the scope and felt
Vau reach out and flick something on the optic. A different image appeared in the eyepiece, dightly
pink-tinted, of aman rummaging through a desk and sticking datachipsinto his 'pad, activating them, and
then extracting and discarding them. A paeblob of light shimmered from his chest and then from his back
asheturned.

"Whét can you see?"

"He'sloading data," Etain said.

"He's shredding someonesfiles. Told you s0."

"What'sthe white light? The EM emissions from the Dugt?"

"Correct."

Etain handed back therifle. "That datapad is going to con -tain some interesting material. How
do we get hold of it?"

"The old-fashioned way." Vau sounded asif held smiled. It was hard to tell under the helmet.
"Let'sget him to cometo the balcony.”

"I'm not surel can influence hismind at thisrange. .. ora al.”

"No need, my dear." Vau folded a cloth one-handed and placed it under the stock of the Verpine
at the point where it touched his armored shoulder. "1 hate a standing shot with-out something to lean
againgt, but I'm not as sure-footed as Mird so I'm not going to attempt to knedl.” He leaned back dightly
agang thewall a hisback. "But this Verpineis beautiful." He rested hisfiring hand on hisraised forearm.
"It'sdmogt ahandgun.”



"Just tell mewhat you'regoing to do."

"Make anoise on his balcony so he steps outside.”

"What if he doesn't?"

"Then well haveto go in and get him the hard way."

"Butif you—"

"Let'sget him outside if we can." Vau paused to let an air-speeder pass. The narrow skylane was
amost deserted. "Mogt armies | ended up serving had no notion of advance planning. | got to be very
good at unorthodox solutions.”

Etain couldn't help but fed the patternsin the Force right then. Being pregnant seemed to have
enhanced her sengtiv-ity to the living Force by an order of magnitude. Vau felt like apool of utter cold
cam, dmogt aJedi Magter's footprint in the Force. The grill fdlt . . . dien. It had an unfathomable
glittering intelligence and awild, joyful heart swirling withinit. Had it not been for Vau'srifle and thekrill's
savage teeth, the pair might have fdlt like apeaceful man and his happy child.

Shefelt something else, as she did congtantly now: the vivid, complex pattern of her unborn child.

It'saboy.

I'm standing on aledge with thousands of meters of noth-ing below me. And | am not afraid.

She stopped hersdf from reaching out to Darman in the Force. It might distract him at a critical
moment. She smply fet that he was safe and confident, and that was enough.



"Could you choke him using the Force?' Vau said quigtly.

"Judt asking. Very handy."

"] was never trained to do that."

"Fity. All those fine combat skillswasted.”

Vau exhaded audibly and paused. There wasthe dightest of movementsin her periphera vision as
he squeezed the trigger, and asmall snakkk echoed as a puff of vaporized stone billowed briefly off the
corner of the gpartment wall.

"Ahh ... " Vau said. Therifle's scope was ill pressed to the eye dit in hisblack helmet. He
looked like the very image of death. Much as Etain had grown to find that armor reassuring, it madeit no
lessintimidating. "Now, thisis not aman used to avoiding professond assassins. Watch care-fully and
tell mewhat you fed."

Perrive paused at the transparistedl doors leading onto the balcony and shoved the datapad
insde histunic. Then hetook out his blaster. He opened the doors by a meter, no more, and stood
looking around, blaster raised, onefoot still insde the apartment, one on the balcony itsalf.

Etain heard VVau exha e and then Perrive's head jerked backward with abrief plume of dark
blood asif he had been punched by an invisblefist. Hefel, aamsthrown wide.

Dead. Gone. Whatever had been Perrive was now gone from the Force: no pain, no surprise,
and suddenly not there.

Mird the gtrill was staring up at its magter, unblinking, tail thrashing the ledge in enthusiaam. It



began making little whimpering noises degp initsthroat.

"I must treat mysdlf to one of these," Vau said, dill dl complete calm and satifaction, gazing at
the Verpinerifle. "Outstanding craftspeople, those little insectoids.”

"He'sdead.”

"I should think so. The hydrogtatic shock generated by aVerpine projectileis substantial. A clean
head shot isingtan-taneous kyr'am.”

"But the datapad istill in histunic.”

"Good!" Heturned to the gtrill and put hisfinger to hislips. "Udesii, Mird. . . sllencel K'uur!"

The gtrill stared up into hisface, gold eyesfixed on his, head drawn back alittle into its cowl-like
folds of loose skin. Its whimpering stopped abruptly. Vau crouched down and held out hisarm as if
pointing, and closed hisfingersinto afist. "Oya. . . ," hewhispered. "Find the aruetii! Find thetraitor!”

Mird spun around and stabbed its clawsinto the stonework. Etain watched, stunned, asit
climbed the wall and made itsway to the next ledge above. The gtrill appeared to under-stand what was
said toit, even hand signals. But she had no ideawhat it was doing.

"Oya, Mird!"

The gtrill balanced on itsfour rear legs and then sprang into the abyss.

nol,] rT]y_"

And then Etain suddenly redlized why the strill looked so bizarre. It spread al six legs, and the



loose, ugly skin that made it gppear such a shambling mess was stretched taut by the air pressure benesth
it. It glided effortlesdy down in a perfect stoop onto the balcony opposite.

Vau took off his helmet and wiped his brow. His face was a study in complete admiration and ...
yes, love.

"Clever Mird," he murmured. "Clever baby!"

"It'saglider!"

"Extraordinary animdls, grills,”

"It'sgoing to fetch the .datapad?'

Vau paused. Etain could see asmileforming on hislips. "Yes."

"Isit mdeor femde?"!

"Both," Vau said. "Mird has been with me since | joined the Manda orians. Strillslive far longer
than humans. Whol'l carefor it when I'm dead?"

"I'm sure someonewill vaueit grestly."

"] want it to be cared for, not valued."

Vau replaced hishemet. They waited. Etain strained to see when the animal emerged from the
gpartment with, she imagined, the datapad clamped in itsteeth. Or maybe it had more surprisesin store,
like apouch, as Jinart the Gurlanin had.



She stared, aghast.

Mird had dragged Perrive's body out onto the balcony and was worrying at it. She believed the
anima wastrying to tear out the datapad right up to the moment that it got agood grip with itsmassve
jaws on the corpse's shoulder and hauled it up onto the safety rail.

"What'sit doing?"

Vau laughed. Mird balanced the body on theralil like asack of stones, wobbled alittle, and then
launched itsdf into the air. Etain was stunned by its ability to move aman weigh-ing at least eighty kilos,
but not half as stunned as when she saw itsfreefal turninto avertica climb asit struck out and its
parachute of skin became wing membranes.

Mird soared like araptor, carrying its prey.

Mird flew

"Ferfek ... " Etain said. There was no other word for it.

"Language!" Vau said, clearly amused. Mird thudded onto the ledge and hauled Perrive up
behind it. Vau crouched as best he could on the narrow strip of stone and felt insgde the tunic for the
datapad. "Got it. Let'sgo. Good Mird! Clever Mird! MirdaaMird 'ikal" He opened his comlink. "Kal,
Per-rive's no longer a problem, and we have a useful datapad. See you shortly.”

Mird was ecstatic, whimpering and dobbering in delight as VVau rubbed its head. Asretrievers
went, it could have no equd.

"What about the body?' Etain said, till stunned. "Arewe just leaving it here? On an office
window ledge?"



"It'll give CSF'sforensicsteam afascinating project to keep them occupied,” Vau sad. "And we
didn't even have to enter adiplomatic compound, did we?"

Etain, now used to death and nation, couldn't help herself. She reached over and rubbed
the till's head, too, a-though it stank and could probably kill her inasingle vast hite. It was till
miraculous.

"Clever Mird!" shesad. "Clever!"

Somewhere near CoruFresh Farm Produce distribution division, Quadrant F-76, 2150 hours, 385 days
after Geonos's

"That armor suitsyou, Bard 'ika."

Skirata sat astride the speeder’s pillion seat, datapad and chrono at the ready. The operation was
under way. Perrive was dead. Now it was time for Skiratato check that the credit transfer had been
made.

He watched the screen that showed the status of the tem-porary bank account that would vanish
without trace or audit trail in just over aday.

"I suspect the Jedi Council wouldn't agree.”" Jusik adjusted the bags on the bike's cargo straps.
"Not even if Generd Kenobi himsdlf wearsarmor.”

"Y ou don't worry much about that,” said Skirata. "I haven't thought that far ahead.”

"A Mando mercenary hasto plan for the future these days, son, even if there turns out to be no
futureat dl. And so should you."



Jusik laughed. "I thought you Mando 'ade lived only for the day. Y ou even have trouble using
anything but the present tense.”

Skiratas eyes never |eft the datapad's screen. Then it re-loaded, and suddenly an anonymous
numbered account in abank on Aargau was four million creditsin the black. Skirata hit VERIFY and the
creditswere there.

Y es, thiswasredl. He had the credits.

Hefdt one tenson evaporate from his chest and another —familiar, comfortable, an old
friend—take its place. He was ready to fight. He opened the comlink to the whole strike team.

"Stand by, vode, stand by. The credits have cleared. We're moving in to make the drop now."

"Ordo here, copy that."

"Deltahere, copy that."

"Mered here, copy that."

"Do we get ten percent?' F muttered.

Jusik powered up the speeder bike. ™Y ou'd be amazedwhat you might get out of this, Fi." The
speeder shot up into the air and spun ninety degrees before Jusik aimed it at the CoruFresh depot.
"Preferably not a broken neck, though.”

"Sorry, Ka," said Jusik.



Skirata checked his chrono: 2155.

A good rousing chant of DhaWerdamight have psyched him up better, but this was a different
batlefied.

"Bard 'ika, those explosive packs are well wrapped, aren't they?

"Thoroughly. They'reredly affecting the handling of this speeder, too."

"Weve got afew minutes. Takeit easy."

"Ude di ." Jusk grinned. "If things get alittle hairy out there, | can use my Force powers, can't

"No witnesses. Go ahead."

Jusik took the speeder high over the landing strip, and Skirata noted Ordo and Sev flat on the
roof of the warehouse as they spirded down to land. The two soldiers didn't move. Omega and Delta
were nowhere to be seen. That reassured him enormoudly. It had been ajoy to train commandos who
became better soldiers than he could ever be.

Tonight would test them, though. There were enough ex-plosivesin the areanow to take out a
quadrant and well be-yond. Fine on a battlefield—but not in acity.

Careful. Go careful.

The speeder settled and hung at rest just above the ground. A group of five men and the
middle-aged woman held seen at the meeting earlier were the welcoming committee, and they dl had
blasters visible on belts or held loosdly at their sides. They directed Jusik to a spot between two trucks,



shel-tered from anyone who might pass by.

Skirataand Jusik got off the speeder bike and stood with their ams at their sides, cdm and
business-like. Skiratare-moved his helmet. Jusik kept his buy'ce on.

"The creditscleared fine," Skiratasaid.

The woman ingpected the speeder, which was|aden like a Tatooine bantha with anonymous bags
of rough sacking. "Thisisdl thefive-hundred-grade?"

"Four hundred quarter-kilo packs, bagged in tens. | sug-gest you split the load for safety.”

The woman shrugged. "We know how to handle explo-sives." She reached out to unfasten one
bag and squatted down to dide the ten bundled packets onto the ground. She squinted at the thick
packaging and took out aknife from her pocket..

Skiratadidn't need to see Jusik's face to know that the blood had drained from it.

Dont gtick anything metdlic into it. The eectrolytic reac-tion will set it off

Mered'slittle chemica enhancement to thwart the bomb makersin the event of their getting away
with any of the ex-plosives was about to kill them all.

"Whoal" Skiratasighed irritably and hoped to the Force that he didn't sound the terrified man he
was right then. "Don't shove aknife in that, woman! Unwrap it properly. Here, let medo it. Areyou sure
you know what you're doing?"

Therewas a collective involuntary gasp in his comlink ear -piece, avery restrained one. He heard
Ordo mutter, "Osk ."



"Y ou insolent little Mandalorian thug," she sneered, but she stood back to let him take over. And
she held her blaster to hishead.

Skirataripped the bundle open with nervous hands and broke out one packet, tearing the
flexiwrap with histeeth to expose the soft light brown contents. It tasted .. . oddly Swest.

"Here. Bdieveme?'

The woman scowled at him and squeezed the explosive between her fingers. "'I'm checking that
thisisn't just dyed detonite.”

"Tdl youwhat," Skiratasaid, wondering if Jusk might try aspot of mind influence right then,
"pick as many packs asyou like a random and I'll unwrap them, and then you can prove to yourself that
they're not booby-trapped, either.”

He heard Ordo'svoicein hisear. "Ka'buil; yourescaring us. . ."

"Okay." The woman pointed to another bag on the speeder bike. "That one. Empty it in front of

Skirata obeyed. He unwrapped the bundle and waited for her to choose a pack at random. He
toreit open and let her inspect it. She repeated the processthree times.

Skirata stood up, hands on hips, and sighed theetricaly. "I've got dl night, sweetheart. Have
you?"

Thewoman looked into hisface asif sheliked theideaof killing him anyway. "Bag it up and get
out of here."

He glanced at his chrono: 2220. Obrim would be getting jumpy now, with squads of CSF



officers waiting throughout Gaactic City to raid the long list of suspect addresses held given them.

"Y ou heard thelady." He shoved Jusik in the back. "Get on withiit."

The last few seconds before a hasty exit were dways the most terrifying. A hairbreadth lay
between victory and de-fedt, life and death. Jusk secured the last of the bags and dumped the rest from
the speeder in a pile between the trucks.

"Now get logt," shesaid.

"l takeit | can't count you as arepeat customer, then?”

She raised the blaster eloquently. Skiratareplaced hishel -met and swung onto the speeder bike
behind Jusik. They lifted into the air and climbed above the warehouse.

"Ferfek," said Darman'svoicein hisear. "'l hateit when you improvise, Sarge.”

"Likeyou don't."

"Sanding by."

Ordo cut in. "The woman'sloading al the explosives except asingle bag into one truck. The one
with the green livery nearest the loading bay. | repesat, negative the green truck. Do not target the green
truck or it'sgood-bye to half of Coruscant.”

"Femaes never ligento athing | say, thankfully,” Skiratasaid. He knew shed react like that. " So
that meansthere's only one vessel we can't blow up.”

"Priority isto isolate the green truck and ground it before engaging other targets.”



"Copy that, gr," achorus said.

Jusik set the speeder down three hundred meters behind the warehouse in a cluster of shuttered
wholesders units. Skirata sat breathing deeply for amoment to steedy himsdlf before opening his
comlink again with adouble click of hisback teeth.

"Obrim, thisis Skirata."

"Got you, Kd."

"Y ou canroll now, my friend. Tak to you later.”

"Copy that." Obrim's channel snapped into silence. "Omega, Ddta, dl units, thisisKa. Were
clear. All yours, Captain.”

"Copy that, Sargeant." Ordo began counting down. "Five; four, three, two . . . go go go! Oyal"

A bitter little war with far-reaching conseguences was un-leashed in downtown Galactic City.

22

Wewill watch you, | promise. Y ou will not see usor hear us or even know we stand beside you.
How does that feel, Jedi? How doesit fed to be at the mercy of a species with powers even you don't
have? Now you know how others regard you. Keep your promises, Genera, or you will see how hard a
andl, invisbleamy can drike.



—Jinart the Gurlanin, to Genera Arligan Zey, on the pledge to relocate dl human colonistsfrom
Qiilurawithin eighteen months

CoruFresh depot, 2225—H Hour

At 2225 hours Triple Zero time, Fi and Mered broke from behind the low wall at the southern
edge of the landing strip and positioned themsel ves between the parked repulsor trucks a the far side
facing the warehouse.

F focused theinfrared scope of his DC-17 on the green truck and saw abright patch of heat on
the fusdage. Hetilted up and saw the dim patchwork indicating the varying tem-peratures of a human's

upper body, a pilot waiting to depart.

"I've got atarget in the pilot's seat of the green truck, and his drive's showing up warm on the
infrared scope. Isthe explosive loaded? Can anyone confirm?'

"| can seetherear of the truck. They've closed the hatch with two targetsinsde aswell asthe
pilot." Ordo paused. "The green truck is now confirmed asladen. We have to keep that vessal grounded,
vode. We can't detonate it, not here.”

"Dar, you got aclear shot at the pilot?"

Therewas the sound of fast breathing and a grunt as some -one dropped next to him. Fi looked
left and saw Darman kneeling on one leg with hisVerpinerifle raised, elbow braced on hisknee. A Verp
dug was guaranteed to punch aholein the truck's viewscreen and kill the pilot without triggering the
five-hundred-grade. "Got him lined up. Standing by."

Fi swung his Deece to locate Ordo on the roof. He couldn't see Sev, but Ordo's helmet range
finder wasjugt visible as he turned his head.



"Ddta," Ordo said, "stand by to take the rear of the green truck when wekill the illumigrids.
Omega, target dl walking targets on the landing strip.”

Kd'svoicecut in. "Ord 'ika—we're at the rear of the ware-house blocking the back doors.
Forceis estimating twenty-four livetargetsindl, I'mtold.”

Fi refocused his scope on the interior of the warehouse. He could see at least nine men and
women scurrying around inside, and two more visble viainfrared, ripping open crates and bundling small
boxes and blagtersinto bags. "1've got aminimum of eleven contacts around and inside the ware-house
and it looks like they've got asmall arsend in there. Good newsisthat it'sjust one big empty space with
parti-tioned offices down onewal."

"Oncethelights go out, they'll batten down .. ."

Sev cut in. "I've got two loading what looks like DC-15 rifle casesinto the small red airgpeeder
on the northern perimeter fence."

"Six of thetruckslook warm and ticking over in my in-frared,” Mered said. "Can't seeany
activity inthe rest of the speeders. There ought to be four ready to fly."

"Hit them dl, then, just to be certain,” Ordo said. "Hit everything except the green truck.

"I'm on night vision now," Darman said. "Ready when you are, Captain Ordo."

Corr sprinted into position to Fi'sright, diding behind atruck, with the rotary blaster braced
againg hisbelt and hisleft hand tight on the top grip. From his stance he looked like a man who felt
pretty good about his chances. He wasn't even meant to be acommando; he'd just risen to the

chd-lenge.

Fi hoped Skiratawould find away of permanently absorb -ing him into Arca Company. He



switched to his night scope and aigned the target icon on aman and awoman carrying aflat crate
between them toward one of the trucks.

Fi'sfinger rested on the trigger.

"Lights" Ordo hissed.

He and Sev fired their Plex rocket launchers, and both il-lumigrids were swalowed
smultaneoudy by two balsof ydlow flame.

Theroar killed any chances of him hearing the shattering transparisted viewscreen of the green
truck. But he heard Darman an ingtant later.

"Truck pilot, clear!"

"Wevelos onel" Jusk said.

Sy agn’?

"Onetarget'smade arunfor it, over in the northeast cor-ner. | felt him go.”

Therewas a gplit second of frozen time before blue blasterfire sprayed from F's position, cutting
down the two people moving acrate. Two of the trucks exploded in bals of fire, accounting for six more
targets. Thelanding strip was now adark void lit by the dying flames of two smashed trucks and
sporadic bolts of Deecefire. From the far end of the depot the digtinctive blue staccato attack of the
rotary blaster hosed every vehicle on that sde of the strip. Corr was definitely getting stuck in, as Ka'buir

put it. He sprinted to Ordo's | eft, firing as he ran, taking out the last gray-and-silver airgpeeder inabdl of
whitelight.



"Jusk?' Ordo debated whether to worry about the one es-capee. "Jusik, get Vau and Etain onto
the one who's bolted.”

Benesth Ordo, Boss, Fixer, and Scorch raced to the rear of the green truck, Atin coming in from
the other Sde. Bossfired a stream of bolts from his Deece at a shdlow angle, dicing off half the truck's
repulsor drive housing. It dropped flat on the ground with amassive crash of crumpling dloy. It definitely
wasn't going anywhere now.

Scorch concentrated his fireinto the warehouse. Ordo swung over the edge of the roof to rappel
down into the meleg, firing one of histwin blasters as he dropped. The shots sparked and smoked off
closing doors. There were probably nine or ten terrorists now shut inside with agood supply of weagpons.
And right now they weren't Ordo's worst problem.

Sev thudded to the ground beside him and rewound hisrappelling line. "Two Verp kills. That's
dl"

"Two dill diveingdethetruck,” Bosssaid. "If you had ahundred kilos of thermal explosive, alot
of dets, and no es-cape, what would you do?!

"Take as many of the enemy out with me as| could,” Ordo said. "Storm that dik'utlatruck now
before they put usinto orbit.”

Two minutesinto the engagement felt like seconds. Fi sprinted down to the green truck on
Mered's hedswith Corr, Darman, and Niner close behind.

"I makeit ten bodies on the landing strip,” Niner said.

"One dead pilot and two live targetsin thistruck." Ordo motioned Niner and Scorch to the front
of thetruck. "Y ou stand by to distract them when Fixer and Bossgo in the rear hatch.”



Ordo stood back with both blasters drawn as Fixer and Boss stacked either side of the hatch.
Hefired at the frame mountings and it buckled and burst open. There was aloud pee-eww pee-eww of
ricocheting fragments from the front of the vessel and Fixer and Boss burst in with their gauntlet
vibroblades drawn.

White lightsflared and hissed: hand blasters. Ordo had a split second of thinking Thisisit, it's
going to blow, we're dead, it's over—and then silence fell again. Battles seemed to him amass of
deafening noise interspersed with brief, dead slence.

"Ferfek, they didn't even get the detslined up,” Scorch said. "Amateurs.” He scrambled out of
the shattered truck, hisarmor blackened by blasterfire. Bossjumped out behind him and shook blood of f
his vibroblade before sheething it again.

Ordo took abreath. "Kal 'buir?"

"Werre dill at therear doors. It'sgonealittle quiet in there. Bardikasays eleven inside.”

"Confirmed eleven on the infrared scope, too,” said Niner, who always needed to be certain.

"They've locked themsalvesin. We're just clearing the ex-plosives out of the truck.” Ordo
motioned to Corr, Niner, and Bossto go. "Mered and | are going in the front doors. Dar and Fi, open
up aholein the south-sdewall."

"Want usto go in from the back, son?" Skiratasaid. "I'm pumping adrendineand I'd liketo get in
on some action. For old times sake."

"Remember you don't have Katarn armor,” Ordo said, in-stantly more worried for Ka'buir than
anyonedive.

Skirata snorted. "Remember you're not wearing Mandao-rian iron.”



Ordo gestured to Mered. His brother brushed adusting of debris off hisblue lieutenant's
pauldron and reached over his shoulders with both hands to draw the massive Cip-Quad blaster
strapped across his back.

"Inthree...," Ordo sad.

"What happened toin five?'

"l just ran out of patience."

Skiratahdd up hisVerpinein hisleft hand, knifein hisright, listening as Jusk drew hislightsaber,
aJedi Knight in aMando helmet.

Bardika, I'll take that imageto my grave.

He checked the infrared targeting beam, more out of ner-vous habit than anything, and hoped the
hut ‘uune didn't have night vision.

The deafening double trip-hammer of Mered's quad blaster shattered the brief calm and the rear
doors were blown open. There was an explosion and a pounding rain of debrisfrom the side of the
warehouse. For amoment Skirata thought the doors had been blown out by the blast but Jusik punched
theair asif it wasarather clever touch.

Fierfek. So that'sthe Force, isit?

Therewas no light spilling out of the doorway. Then someone ingde the warehouse ran for the



doorsand agrainy figure shot through his night vison display.

Skiratareacted ingantly, without thinking, charging a him and smashing into hisface with an
armored elbow, then bringing his knife up hard under hisribs before he could even fall backward. It was
only when he aimed the Verp in his next bresth and concentrated on the face in his HUD for a second,
that he redlized it was the woman who had caled him aManda orian thug. He fired the gun before he had
even thought of asuitable retort. War waslike that. Y ou rarely thought of something satisfying to say until
dayslater, if you had anything to say at dl.

"Tenontheinfrared," Niner said.

Infrared told you who was still warm. Infrared couldn't tell you who was dive. Skirata preferred
to track movement alone.

"Grenade! Cover!" Atinydled.

The shock wave lifted Skirataand left his ears ringing. He was sure he was outsi de the doors but
he was now inside, and Jusik hauled him cleanly to his feet with one arm. He couldn't hear the comlink
clearly now.

The rapid hammering of arotary blaster started up and then stopped abruptly. For aman trained
inthe delicate art of bomb disposal, Corr had seized on the crude technique of spraying Six barrelswith
some enthusiasm.

"Grenade—"

Another explosion shook the warehouse. "Man down!™ Someone was cursng—Sev?
Scorch?—and Ordo ydled, "Pull back! Clear the building!”

Skirata sprinted after Jusik, following the green glow of hislightsaber. Asthey cleared the doors,
amassive wh00Omp punched Skirata s multaneoudy under the soles of hisfeet and in hisback. He
amogt logt hisbaance.



Silence descended. Skirata strained to listen.

"Lotsof scattered patches of infrared.” That sounded like Niner. "And no ideawhat's dive and
what'sjust . . . warm."

"Scorch, you okay?"

"Yeah. Yeah. Redly. Just shook me up.”

"That'sit," Jusik said. "I'm coming back in, Ordo." He spun around and ran back into the
warehouse. Skiratafol-lowed him. "1 can find the live ones. Leaveit to me."

The warehouse was now almost in darkness and silent except for the ticking, creaking, and
crumbling sounds of settling debris and cooling dloy. Theair stank of ozone from discharged blasters and
from the animal scent of shattered bodies. Nothing moved.

Thiswastaking hours, Skiratawas sure. No, thiswas min-utes. His brain had dipped into the
unredl time frame of combat.

Jusik's green lightsaber left an eerietrall. He didn't seem afraid of drawing fire: held just bat it
away like an annoying insect, Skiratawas sure. "'l can fed threelives”

Wéll, they’ Il know the Jedi are on the case now.

Skirataimagined lying on that floor in the dark silent chaos, probably deafened, certainly injured,
catching glimpses of movement as soldiers stalked the room. The commandos had killed their visor lights,
and Fi, Atin, and Darman were nearly invisblein their black armor even to him.

It must have been terrifying. Held hidden from soldiers, six years old and scared enough to wet



his pants.

Now you know what it'slike, hut'uune.

Someone made asound, alittle half word, and it sounded like please. Skirataswung hisVerpine
in the direction of the noise. He saw a man knedling with hands raised: fierfek, he didn't want to take
prisoners. That was the last thing they needed. He heard Jusik swallow hard.

"Get over by thewall," Jusik hissed. He was gesturing at the person who seemed to be
surrendering. Could the hut'uun even seethe Jedi ?"" Get over by thewal!"

Then Darman'svoicecut in. "Sarge! Down! Fame—"

Skirata swung around and dropped to hisknees just as Jusik ducked a sheet of white-hot,
roaring liquid flamethat lit up the shattered warehouse and overwhelmed his night vison for asplit
second. It pumped out in shalow arcs and Darman took it full on. Commandos and troopers |egped
back ingtinctively and Skiratafelt the heat even through alayer of ancient Manda orian iron. Darman was
illuminated like ajet black Satue, rifle till raised, enveloped in blazing liquid. He didn't even scream.

"Dar!" Skiratafound his body responding without inter-vention from his brain as he pumped
Verpine rounds in the direction of the flamethrower. Someone fell. The stream of fire stopped. The thunk
of apower cdl being dapped onto a blaster diverted him from the terrible spectacle of Darman burning
like atorch as someone—Fi? Niner2—rushed to roll their brother on the ground in abid to smother the
flames. Skirata caught the faint light of achargeindicator in his pe-riphera vison and swung the Verpine
initsdirection, but Jusk waded in ingantly, swinging hislightsaber in ablur of light. Skirata could now
see that the knedling man—the ap-parently surrendering man—had drawn ablaster. It was till clutched
in hislimp hand. For some reason that feint angered Skirata more than anything.

"All clear!” Jusik yelled. "Dar!" He looked up & the cell-ing. "Hang on, Dar."

Katarn armor could withstand high temperatures but the burning chemica had coated Darman's
plates. It was resst-ing attempts by Niner and Sev to smother it with bundles of sacking they had
grabbed. Skiratawent to throw hisjacket over him. Suddenly afine sticky rainfilled the air.



Thefire control system had kicked in.

"I'm glad that worked,” Jusk muttered.

A white cloud of hissing gas enveloped Darman and the warehouse plunged back into darkness.
The blaze was out; fire retardant rained from the ceiling.

Skirata squatted over Darman, edging Niner and Ordo out of the way. His armor was still
radiating hest.

"Son! Areyou okay?'

"%ge—"

"Areyou hurt?'

"Not redly . . . made me blink abit, though. That liquid's nasty stuff" Darman's plates were
hissing audibly asthey cooled. Hisvoice was shaky. "Thanks."

"Isthisyour handiwork, Bard 'ika?" Skirata helped Dar-man to hisfeet. His plates were hot to
the touch. "Did you. activate the fire system?”

"I'm not just good for blowing stuff up.” Jusik picked hisway through the rubble and shattered
durasted, boots crunching, then stopped dead. "That'sit," he said quietly. "Definitely nobody left dive."

The kid seemed remarkably calm about it, or at least hisvoice was under control. Darman
dusted himself down and Ordo handed him his Deece. Eight helmet spotlamps flared into life and swept
theinterior, highlighting a scene of smok-ing wallboard and things Skirata had seen far too much of on
too many battlefields. One beam jerked up toward the roof.



"We blew the shablaroof hdf off,” Bosssad.

"Lagttimel rely oninfrared . ."

"Kandosii, Bard 'ikal He's better than a scope any day."

"Isthisit?' That was Fixer'svoice. "All that, and still we don't get to seethem? At least you can
see droids. They come at you. These scum—"

"Y ou want to look, ner vod?'

"They'rejust s0. . . ordinary."

"And now they're so dead,” said Sev.

Ordo cut in. "We're done here, vode. Timeto go." He put his gloved hand on Skiratas shoulder.
"Nine minutes, Ka'buir. Could have been fagter, but it'sdone. Let'sgo.”

Skirata caught Darman's arm and followed Jusik. | can il fight: I'm till pretty good. But he
wasn't as good as young men at the peak of their abilities, and he needed to do something about that if he
wasn't going to be aliability to them one day.

He'd worry about that later, like hisankle. Now they had to wait on Vati and Etain, who were
dill out hunting.



Quadrant F-76, somewhere north of the CoruFresh depot, 2305 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

The gtrill wasalittle bright light of pure joy asit raced aong the walkway ahead of Etain and
Vau. There were still afew pedestrians around, leaving factories and workshopsfor the night, and Vau
had taken off hishemet. A dull black ar-mored chest plate didn't attract attention, it seemed, but this
wasn't a neighborhood where a distinctive Mandal orian visor would pass unnoticed.

The gtrill had the man's scent. He had a head start on them but Mird was not to be shaken off,
and Etain could follow thetrail of panic and fear dmost aswell asthe animd could. She could locate the
area. Mird could track by scent once she had narrowed down a search zonefor it.

Thisisastrange thing for a pregnant woman to be doing. Can my son sense whats happening
around himyet?| hope not.

Vau kept close behind her, jogging at a steady pace.

"I'm very impressed,” he panted. "Y ou and the strill work very well together. | do wish Ka could
sethis”

Etain imagined thiswas how Vau hunted with Mird, sllent and persstent, covering the ground
hour after hour until they had cornered their prey or run it down. The man who had managed to flee the
attack on the landing strip had led them into a maze of run-down gpartment towers on the edge of the
indugtrid zone.

After awhile Etain caught up with Mird and found it crouched impeatiently by a set of doors
leading into ashabby residentia building. A couple of unpleasant-looking youthslounging on the corner
of the walkway began ambling toward her, leering, but then Mird opened its huge maw and let out a
warning rumble. Vau appeared around the corner, the Ver-pinerifle raised in one hand.

Theyouthsfled.

"And they say young peopletoday have nointdligence," Vau said. Hetook ahand disrupter out
of hisbelt and thrust it into the door pandl. The doors parted. "In you go."



Mird raced ahead and skidded to ahalt at the turbalift, turning its head to gaze pleadingly at its
magter. Vau put afinger to hislipsand pointed up. They got in the turbolift and the strill pressed its nose
to the smal gap between the doors as the car ascended. Asthey passed the 134th and 135th floors, it
grew frantic and itstail thrashed the floor, but it didn't make a sound. Vau stopped the lift at the 136th
floor and they got out. There was an emergency staircase between floors. Etain broke the sedl with a
Force-assisted push and started down the stairs.

"Oya, Mird! Hunt!"

Mird shot past her. She could fed the disturbance in the Force, and their respective instincts took
them both to the 134th floor. Mird snuffled aong the passage and came to ahat outside an apartment
door, settled on its haunches, and stared intently at the door pandl.

Vau put arestraining hand on her arm. "I know aMan-dd orian regards afemae warrior ashis
equal, my desar, but | fedl | should offer to do thisjob mysdif.”

"Il doit," shesaid. She had to.

Vau disrupted the lock. The trill ran into the hallway, a-most flat to the floor, and Etain followed
it, drawing both lightsabers.

It occurred to her that she might have stumbled upon afamily here, and then been presented with
adilemma aJedi with two drawn lightsabers, aroom full of witnesses, and acowering terrorist. What
would | do? What will I do? But she sensed that would not be the case. It was just another fear of how
far she might be prepared to go.

She burst open each door with the Force, moving a adight crouch, looking insde.

A stream of blasterfire spat out of one door and caught the strill on its quarters. Etain heard Vau
gasp. Mird shrieked and spun around, one leg dragging, and then made to go in after its assailant, but she
held out one arm and it stopped dead.



"Leave, Mird!" she whispered.

Etain took a breath then stepped into the room to meet an-other hail of blasterfire. She crossed
the blue blades of en-ergy and batted the bolts aside with a parting motion of her arms. | didn't know |
could do that. It was pure ingtinct, drawn from deep within her and many yearsin the past.

She lunged forward for the kill. Asaways, she saw little and felt nothing tangible, no shock up
her arms, no resis-tance as she swept the blades, but she felt the Force change. A brief light blazed and
died.

She thumbed off Magter Fuller's lightsaber and did it into her tunic one-handed while keeping her
own drawn just in case. She sensed nobody else. Mird limped into the room after her and she knew it
was looking up into her face even though there was only the scattered light through the window from a
city that was never completely dark.

"Oya," she whispered, not knowing quite what the com-mand might mean in this case.

But Mird rumbled quietly and sprang onto the body of the man she had killed. She shut down her
lightsaber and walked out of the gpartment, and Mird limped out afew moments later, crunching happily.
Shedidn't look too closdly at what it had initsjaws. It swallowed noisily.

"Poor Mird." Vau sighed. "Here, baby, come here." He scooped the gtrill up in both arms and
carried it to the turbo-lift. One of itslegs had been seared raw by the blaster.

Etain opened her comlink. "Kal, everyoneis accounted for."

"Good work," Kars voice said. He sounded tired. "See you at the RV point.”

Mird let Etain place her hands onitsleg to hed it asthelift madeitsway down to the ground
floor. Vau carried it dl the way back to the speeder. It was abig, heavy animal, but herefused to let it
walk. Etain took it on her lap and eased its pain as Vau started the speeder and they headed for the RV



point.

There seemed to be nothing Vau wouldn't do for Mird. He loved that animdl.

RV point, two kilometers from CoruFresh depot, 2320 hours, 385 days after Geonosis

The strike team rendezvoused at a droid-operated con-struction site to the north of the depot.
The droids needed no light to work by and the presence of afew strangely dressed humanoidsin the
near darknesswould draw no attention.

Skirata counted the six speeders back in, gut churning until the last of the speeders arrived with
Mered and Corr astride. Corr was clutching the rotary blaster like along-lost friend.

Good lad. I'll shift Coruscant and dl its rotten moonsto hang on to him, Zey. We can aways
train more troopers as commandos. Just watch me.

"All thermd plastoid accounted for?”

"Yes, Sarge." Bossleaned against the bodywork of a speeder. "Want to check?”

"| trust you to count. Ordo can dip that back into storesto -morrow after it's been neutralized.”

"What'sthefina score?' F said.

Niner eased off hishemet. Even with the environment control inside his sedled suit, he looked as
if he'd swesated out an ocean. He rubbed hisface dowly with the pam of hisglove. "Er . . . | think we
took out twenty-six bad guys."



"Twenty-four at the ste," Mered said. "We swept the site and did ataly. It was abit hard to tell
in some places but we logged the blasters that had been fired by their EM traces. So | say twenty-four."

"Plus Perrive and our friend in the gpartment block," Etain said.

"Definitely twenty-gx." Jusk was subdued. "l felt them.”

"Okay, Shiny Boystwenty-six, Hut'uune nil," Corr said. He was picking up Mando' afast. "1 cdll
that ahomewin."

Jusik stood garing into the insde of hishedmet ashe held it in his hands. "No witnesses | eft
gtanding. Just anasty ar-gument between crime gangs.”

"Youll never get any public praisefor this" Skiratasaid. "But let metdll you now that every last
one of you made me aproud man." He looked down at the &trill, limping on one of itssix legs asit circled
Vau, grumbling deep initsthroat. "Even you, Mird, you stinking hegp of drool.”

The gtrill looked up at Etain and made amusicd warbling sound. Sheld wrapped one arm around
Darman'swa €, head resting on his chest plate with her eyes closed, but she opened them and watched
Mird.

"Mirdlikesyou,” Vau said. "Y ou took care of it and let it haveitskill."

F gave Darman aweary dap on the back. " She has away with dumb animals, ner vod.”

An exhausted silence settled on the team. The droidsla-bored around them, carrying girders,
stacking duraplast sheets, oblivious. If anyone thought wild celebrations fol-lowed operationslike this,
they werewrong. Theingtant eation of seeing avessd go up in flames or an enemy drop from a
wdll-placed shot was very short-lived. The hyperadertness of adrendine lingered for awhile, and then
was swallowed up quickly by fatigue and asense of . . . of void, of odd pur-posel essness, of |ooking for



the next task.

The adrendine had to drain away. They'd be back to nor-mal after somerest. Skiratawas
determined they'd get some.

"Let'sget back to base," he said. "We can clear out of Qibbu'sin the morning.”

He got no response.

"Anyone hungry? Maybe an de or two?"

"Freshers," Niner said. " Shower."

"Who's on watch roster tonight?"

"Me," Vau said before Skirata could open his mouth. "Go on, Bardan. Y ou head back with Etain
and Mird. I'll takeKal."

Skirata hauled himself onto Vau's speeder. The painkiller was wearing off and the ache had
gtarted gnawing his ankle again. He opened his comlink and called Jailer Obrim.

"Kd here. How'sit going?"

Obrim sounded asif hewasin the middle of ariot. There wasalot of shouting in the background
and then aloud muf-fled whump. Commandos weren't the only oneswho laid charges for a spot of rapid
entry, then.

"Busy," said the CSF captain. "Weve pulled in around sixty suspects so far. Pretty low on the
food chain, but they lead to al kinds of other people CSF has an interest in, and they're off the streets for



awhile." He paused as another loud whuntp interrupted. "I don't know where we're going to put them dll,
though. Thelockupisfilling fagt."

"Never had that problem. Our targets don't get out on pa-role, either.”

"I'll bet. You dl okay?'

"No seriousinjury. Everyoneswalking. Quite amessfor you to clear up, though.”

"My pleasure. CSF Staff and Socid Club, dl of you. End of the week. | will not take no for an
answer and neither will CSF. Bethere”

"Count onit."

Skirata closed the link and let his head drop so that his chin rested on his chest plate.

Vau squeezed into the seat in front of him and powered up the speeder. He reached behind him
and passed Skirata a datapad. " Perrive's pad. Enjoy its contents at your leisure, net. vod. So, adrink or
afight? What'sit to be?"

"Wadon, you're very lucky I'm too tired." Skirata pocketed the datapad, another little treasure
trovefor hisNull boysto play with. "I'd just dap you."

"I need to make my peace with Atin."

"Hell 4ill kill you after hé'shad agood night'sdeep.”

"The brief unity of triumph, and then back to the fray. Crushing, isn't it? The victories seem so
inggnificant com-pared with the sze of thewar.”



"Doesn't mean we shouldn't try,” Skiratasaid. "It's only what individuals do that adds up to
higory."

"Weve written ours, then."

It was one of the few timesthat Skiratafound himself star -ing at Vau's back without fedling the
urgeto reach for hisknife. "Tdl you what," he said. He took out the disabled re-mote det from his
pocket. "Why don't we swing by the diplo-matic quarter and pick up that nice green speeder? Perrive's
not going to need it now. Can you still hotwire aspeeder?”

"You bet," said Vau.

23

When you can no longer know what your nation or your government standsfor, or even
whereit is, you need aset of bdiefsyou can carry with you and cling to. Y ou need acore in your heart
that will never change. | think that'swhy | fed more at homein the barracksthan | do in the Jedi Temple.

—Generd Bardan Jusik, Jedi Knight

Operationa house, Qibbu's Hutt, 0015 hours, 386 days after Geonosis

The suite of rooms on the top floor of Qibbu's hotel looked like inventory day in the GAR
equipment stores.



F stepped over stacked piles of armor and packs of five hundred-grade plastoid explosive and
flopped into thefirst chair he found.

"Y ou going to deep in that bucket?' Mered sad.

Fi took the hint and popped his helmet sedl, inhaing warm air scented with swest, Stale carpet,
caf, and girill. There were times when the buy'ce was a comfort and aquiet haven, insulaing him from the
world, and hefédt in need of that now for reasons he didn't understand or want to think about.

Mered sat at the scratched, battered table unwrapping packs of therma plastoid and working a
colorlessliquid into them. Fi wanted to get up and look but he was smply too tired. He could see Meredl
pressing a hollow into the cakes of brown plastoid with histhumb, pouring in afew drops of theliquid
fromasmdl bottle, and then kneading it in with a steady folding motion.

"Ah," A sad, remembering.

"ot to add the stabilizer compound before we put it back into stores or elsethisisgoing to kill a
lot more vode than the bad guys ever could.”

"Want ahand?"

"No. Get some deep.”

"Where's Sergeant Ka?' Fi had quite enjoyed calling him Kd'buir. But he donned old habits
aong with hisarmor. "I hope he hasn't knifed Vau.”

"They're liberating a speeder on behalf of the Skirata Re-tirement Fund.”



"Comeon, hell never retire”

"He still wants the speeder. Merc habitsdie hard.”

F found it hard to think of his sergeant as having any in-terest in alife beyond the army. He spent
awhile wondering what the man might realy want, and gpart from awifeto look after him, F had
problemsimagining what that might be. It was the same problem he had with his own dreams. They were
intrusive and ins stent—but they were limited. He only knew there was something missing, and when he
looked at Darman and Etain, he knew what it was; he also wondered how it could work out even if he
got it. Hewasn't stupid. He could count and calculate odds of survival.

"Good night, ner vod." Heleft Mered to histask and wan-dered around, unclipping hisarmor
plates as he went and stacking them in apile by the bedroom door. Black bodysuits and briefs hung
drying on every peg and rail. However ex-hausted they were, the squads still washed their kit
conscien-tioudy.

F glanced into some of the roomsto check who might be awake and willing to chat, but the
Ddtaboysweredl out cold, not even snoring. Niner and Corr dumped in chairsin one of the alcoves
with aplate of half-esten cookies sitting on the small table between them. Darman was stretched out on
his bed in the room he shared with Fi, apparently none the worse for his ordeal, and Ordo was curled up
in the next room with ablanket pulled over his head. Odd: he always seemed to do that, asif he wanted
total darkness.

Therewasno sign of Jusik or Etain. Farther dong the pas-sage, F struck lucky. Atin was sitting
inthe char in hisroom, cleaning hisarmor.

"I'm on watch until Skirata gets back,” he said, without waiting for Fi's question.

"What'swrong?"

"Nothing."

"I'm sure Laseemawill wait for you."



"It's not about Laseema”

"So it'ssomething.”

"Y ou never give up, do you?" Atin had aways been the private type, even though he'd settled
into avery different squad culture from the one he'd been raised in. There was d-ways something new to
learn about a brother who'd been trained in another batch. " Okay, now that the job's done, I've got
matters to address with Sergeant Vau."

"He's not asergeant any longer.”

"I'mdill goingtokill him."

It wasjust talk. Men said things like that. Fi closed the doors and sat down on the bed opposite.

"I'm supposed to be on watch,” Atin said.

"I made Sev tell me how you got the wound to your face.”

"So now you know. Vau gave me agood hiding for being whiny about surviving Geonosswhen
my brothersdidnt.”

"It'seven more than that. Y ou know it. Y ou wouldn't be the first commando to get in afistfight
with his sergeant.”

"Y ou know, | like you better when you're being mindless and funny.”



"We need to know."

"Usen'ye." It wasthe crudest way to tell someoneto go away in Mando ‘a. "It's none of your

"Itisif you pick afight with Vau, and he kills you and we have to get areplacement.”

Atinlaid the back plate he was cleaning on the floor and rubbed his eyes. "Y ou want to know?
Redlly?Look." He hooked hisfingersinside the neck of hisbodysuit and jerked down the front pandl.
The gription seamsyielded. It was nothing Fi hadn't seen before in the refreshers: Atin's shoulders and
armswere laced with long white streaks of scar tissue. It was common in the GAR. Men got injured in
training and in the field, armor or not. But Atin seemed to have acquired more spectacular onesthan
average.

Scars happened, especidly if you didn't get bacta on awound fast enough.

"Vau gave you those, too, didn't he?"

"Vau nearly killed me, sowhen | findly got out of the bactatank, | said I'd kill him oneday. Fair
enough, yes?'

No wonder Corr said he found commandos alittle "re-laxed." They must have seemed
dangeroudy chaotic to a clone trooper raised and trained by sober Kaminoan flash-instruction and
smulation.

"Kill isabit strong,” Fi said. "Bresk hisnose, maybe."

"Skirata did that dready. Look, if Vau felt you lacked the killer edge, he'd crank it up alittle.
He'd make you fight your brother. We had a choice. We could fight each other until one was too badly
hurt to stand up, or we could fight him."



Fi thought of Kal Skirata, as hard and ruthless as anyone he had ever known, making sure his
squads were fed and well rested, finding illicit trests for them, teaching them, encouraging them, telling
them how proud they made him. It seemed to work pretty well.

"And?' sad .

"| opted to take on Vau. He had areal Mando iron saber, and | was unarmed. | just went at him.
| never wanted to kill so badly in my life and he just cut me up. And Skirata beet the osik out of Vau
when he found out. They never did get on, those two."

"S0. . . thething with Sev. You told Skirata."

"No, Skiratajust found out. | didn't even know he knew me until we met at the spaceport sege.”
Atin picked up his plate and sarted cleaning it again. "So now you know."

Fi thought that a quick swing at Vau might purge Atin's ha-tred. Then it occurred to him that his
brother was absolutely literd.

"Atika, ever thought what's going to happen to you if you do kill him?"

"I'vekilled people outside my legitimate rules of engage-ment tonight. One more won't make a
difference. And I'll die soon enough anyway."

"Y eah, but there's Laseema”

Atin paused, cloth gripped in one hand. "Y es, there is"

"And how are you going to kill Vau anyway?"



"With ablade." He picked up hisright gauntlet and g ected the blade with aloud shunk. "The
Mando way."

Thisisn't bravado. Fi struggled for amoment, wondering what the right thing to do might be. He's
redly goingtodoit.

Fi decided hed wait near the doorsto the landing plat-form, ready for the moment that Vau
walked through them.

Etain found deep impossible. She sat out on the landing platform With Jusik, meditating. For all
the violence of the day she had put behind her, she found a serene core within her that had never been
there before, theinner cdm she had sought so many years through study and struggle.

All'l had to do was have alife beside my own to carefor. That isthe true detachment we ought
to seek, putting another person above oursal ves—not denying our emotions. The at-tachment to seif is
the path to the dark side.

Theintricate slver threads of her child in the Force were more complex now, more
interconnected. She sensed pur-pose and clarity and passion. He would be an extraordinary person. She
could hardly wait to get to know him.

And when it wastheright time, she would explain what she sensed to Darman. Sheimagined the
joy on hisface.

She brought hersdlf out of the trance and Jusik was stand-ing afew meters away, looking out
over theravine of towersin the direction of the Senate.

"Bardan, | have aquestion | can only ask of you."



Heturned and smiled. "I'll answer if | can."

"How do | tell Darman in Manddorian that | love him?* She waited for Jusik to express some
shock or disap-prova. He blinked afew times, focusing on a nonexistent spot afew meters ahead. "'l
don't think he's completely fluent in Mando 'a. The Nulls are, though.”

"I don't want to declare my love for Ordo, thanks."

"Okay. Try ... ni kar'tayli gar darasuum.”

She repeated it under her breath afew times. "Got it."

"It'sthe same word as 'to know,' "to hold in the heart,' kar'taylir. But you add darasuum, forever,
and it becomes something rather different.”

"Thet tellsme agreat deal about the Manda orian view of relaionships.”

"They believe that complete knowledge of someoneisthe key to loving them. They don't like
surprises and hidden facets. Warriors tend not to."

"Pragmatic people.”

"A pity we Jedi weren't better friends with them, then. We could enjoy being pragmatic together."

"Y ou haven't lectured me on attachment. Thank you.”

Jusik turned to her with abroad smile that could only have come from being at complete peace
with himsdlf. Heindi-cated hisbody with aflourish of hishands: dull green Man-dadorian armor in the



form of body plates and greaves. The matching helmet with its sinister T-shaped dit in the visor stood on
the floor besde him.

"Youthink," hesad, "that I'll be walking back into the Jedi Temple wearing this?'Y ou think this
isn't atachment?'

Heredly did find it funny. He laughed. The two of them were everything the Jedi Order wouldn't
gpprove of. "Zey would throw afit."

"Kenobi wears trooper armor.”

"Generd Kenobi does not spesk Mandalorian." She found Jusik's laughter infectious, and tinged
with the exhaustion and frightened relief that was often so evident in F. "And his soldiers don't address
him asLittle Obi-Wan."

Jusik became sober again. "Our code was written when we were peacekeepers. Weve never
fought awar, not like this, not using others. And that changes everything. So | shdl remain attached,
because my heart tdlsmeit'sright. If remaining a Jedi meansthet isincompatible, then | know the choice
I'll make."

"Youvemadeit," Etain sad.

"And s0 have you." He made avague gesture in the direc-tion of her belly. "I can sense as much.
| know you too well now."

"Dont."

"Thisisgoing to be very difficult for both of you, Etain.”

"Darman doesn't know yet. Y ou're not to mention it to anyone. Promise me."



"Of course | won't. | owe Darman agrest dedl. All of the men, in fact.”

"You're going to kill yoursdf trying to live up to them."



