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Thelight freighterBargain Hunter moved through space, silver-gray agains the blackness, the
light of the distant starsreflecting from its hull. Its running lights were muted, its naviga-tiond beacons
quiet, its viewports for the most part as dark as the space around it.

Itsdrive gunning for dl it wasworth.
"Hang on!" Dubrak Qennto barked over the straining roar of the engines. "Here he comes again!”

Clenching histeeth firmly together to keep them from chat-tering, Jorj Car'das got agrip on his
sedt's armrest with one hand as he finished punching coordinatesinto the nav computer with the other.
Jugt intime; theBargain Hunter jinked hard to the left asapair of brilliant green blaster bolts burned past
the bridge canopy. "Car'das?' Qennto called. "Snap it up, kid."

"I'm snapping, I'm snapping,” Car'das caled back, ressting the urge to point out that the
outmoded nav equipment was Qennto's property, not his. Aswas the lack of diplomacy and common
sense that had gotten them into this messin thefirst place. "Can't we just talk to them?”

"Terrificidea," Qennto bit out. "Be sure to compliment Progga on hisfairness and sound business
sense. That dwaysworks on Hutts."

The last word was punctuated by another cluster of blaster shots, this group closer than the last.
"Rak, the engines can't hold this speed forever,” Maris Feras warned from the copilot's seet, her dark
hair flashing with green highlights every time ashot went past.

"Doesn't haveto beforever,” Qennto said with agrunt. "Just till we have some numbers.
Car'das?'

On Car'dass board alight winked on. "Ready," he caled, punching the numbers over to the
pilot's gation. "It's not avery long jump, though—"

Hewas cut off by a screech from somewhere aft, and the flashing blaster bolts were replaced by
flashing garlines astheBargain Hunter shot into hyperspace.

Car'dastook adeep breath, let it out sllently. "Thisisnot what | sgned up for," he muttered to
himsdf Barely six standard months after signing on with Qennto and Maris, this was dready the second
time they'd had to run for their lives from someone.

And thistimeit was aHultt they'd frizzled. Qennto, he thought darkly, had agenuine talent for
picking hisfights.

"Y ou okay, Jorj?"

Car'das looked up, blinking away adrop of swest that had somehow found itsway into hiseve.
Mariswas swiveled around in her chair, looking back at him with concern. "I'mfine" he said, wincing at

the quavering in hisvoice.

"Of course heis," Qennto assured Maris as he aso turned around to look at their junior crewer.
"Those shots never even got close.”

Car'das braced himsdlf. "Y ou know, Qennto, it may not be my placeto say this—"



"Itisn't; and don't,” Qennto said gruffly, turning back to his board.

"Proggathe Huit isnot the sort of person you want mad at you," Car'das said anyway. "1 mean,
firg there was that Rodian—"

"A word about shipboard etiquette, kid," Qennto cut in, turning just far enough to send asingle
eye'sworth of glower a Car'das. "Y ou don't argue with your captain. Not ever. Not un-less you want
thisto be your firstand last tour with us.”

"I'd settlefor it not being the last tour of my life," Car'das muttered.

"What wasthat?"

Car'das grimaced. "Nothing."

"Don't let Proggaworry you," Maris soothed. "He has arotten temper, but hell cool off "

"Before or after he racksthe three of us and takes all the furs?' Car'das countered, eyeing the
hyperdrive readings un-eesily. That mauvine nullifier instability was definitely getting worse,

"Oh, Proggawouldn't have racked us," Qennto scoffed. "He'd have leftthat to Drixo when we
had to tell her he'd snatched her cargo. Y oudo have that next jump ready, right?"

"Working onit,” Car'das said, checking the computer. "But the hyperdrive—"
"Heads up," Qennto interrupted. "Were coming out.”

The starlines collgpsed back into stars, and Car'das keyed for afull sensor scan.
And jerked as asalvo of blaster shots sizzled past the canopy.

Qennto barked ashort expletive. "What thefrizz? "

"Hefollowed us," Maris said, sounding stunned.

"And he's got the range,”" Qennto snarled as he threw theBargain Hunter into another series of
stomach-twisting evasve maneuvers. "Car'das, get usout of herel”

"Trying," Car'das cdled back, fighting to read the computer displays as they bounced and
wobbled in front of hiseyes. Therewas no way it was going to calculate the next jump before even
Qennto'sluck ran out and the fuming Hutt back there finally connected.

But if Car'das couldn't find a place for them to go, maybe he could find al the places for themnot
togo...

The sky directly ahead wasfull of stars, but there was plenty of empty black between them.
Picking the biggest of the gaps, he punched the vector into the computer. " Try thisone," he called, keying
it to Qennto.

"What do you meantry? " Maris asked.



The freighter rocked asa pair of shots caught it squarely on the aft deflector. “"Never mind,”
Qennto said before Car'das could answer. He punched the board, and once again the star-lines lanced
out and faded into the blotchy hyperspace sky.

Marisexhaed in ahuff. "That wastoo close."

"Okay, so maybe heis mad at us," Qennto conceded. "Now. Like Maris said, kid, what do you
mean,try thisone?"

"I didn't have timeto caculate aproper jump,” Car'das ex-plained. "So | just amed usinto an
empty spot with no stars.”

Qennto swiveled around. ™Y ou mean an empty spot with novisible sars?' he asked ominoudy.
"An empty spot with no col-lapsed stars, or pre-star dark masses, or something hidden behind dust
clouds?That kind of empty spot?' He waved a hand toward the canopy. " Andout toward the Unknown
Regionson top of it?"

"We don't have enough dataiin that direction for him to have done aproper caculation anyway,"
Maris said, coming unex-pectedly to Car'das's defense.

"That's not the point,” Qennto inssted.

"No, the point isthat he got us away from Progga," Maris said. "l think that deserves at least a
thank-you."

Qennto rolled hiseyes. " Thankyou," he said. " Such thanks to be rescinded if and when we run
through astar you didn't see, of course.”

"| think it'smore likely the hyperdrive will blow up first,”" Car'das warned. "Remember that
nullifier problem | told you about?1 think it's getting—"

He was cut off by awailing sound from benesth them, and with alurch theBargain Hunter legpt
forward like agiffaon ascent.

"Running hot!" Qennto shouted, spinning back to hisboard. "Maris, shut 'er down!"”

"Trying," Maris cdled back over the wailing as her fingers danced across her board. " Control
lines arelooping—can't get asignd through.”

With acurse, Qennto popped his straps and heaved his bulk out of his seat. He sprinted down
the narrow aide, his elbow barely missing the back of Car'das's head as he passed. Poking uselesdy at
his own controls, Car'das popped his own strap re-lease and started to follow.

"Car'das, get up here," Maris called, gesturing him forward.

"He might need me," Car'das said as he nevertheess re-versed direction and headed forward.

"Sit," she ordered, nodding sideways at Qennto's vacated pilot's seat. "Help me watch the
tracker—if we veer off this vec-tor before Rak figures out how to pull the plug, | need to know about it.”

"But Qennto—"



"Word of advice, friend," sheinterrupted, her eyes gill on her displays. "ThisisRak's ship. If
there are any tricky repairsto be made, he's the one who'll make them.”

"Evenif | happen to know more about a particular system than he does?'

"Especiallyif you happen to know more about it than he does," she said drily. "But in this case,
you don't. Trust me."

"Fing" Car'das said with asigh. " Such trust to be rescinded if and when we blow up, of course.”
"You'relearning," she said gpprovingly. "Now run a systems check on the scanners and seeif the

ingtability's bled over into them. Then do the same for the nav computer. Once we get through this, |
want to make sure we can find our way home again.”

It took Qennto over four hoursto find away to shut down the runaway hyperdrive without
dagging it. During that time Car'das offered his help three times, and Maris offered herstwice. All the
offerswere summarily refused.

Sometime during the first hour, as near as Car'das could fig-ure from the readings tumbling
acrossthe displays, they left the rdatively well-known territory of the Outer Rim, passing into ashalow
section of the far less well-known territory known as Wild Space. Sometime early in the fourth hour, they
|eft even that behind and crossed the hazy line into the Unknown Regions.

At which point, where they were or what exactly they were flying into was anyone's guess.

But at last the wailing faded away, and afew minutes later the hyperspace sky collgpsed into
garlinesand then into Sars. "Maris?' Qennto's voice caled from the comm pandl.

"We'reout," she confirmed. "Running alocation check now."

"I'll beright there," Qennto said.

"Wherever we are, werre along way from home," Car'das murmured, gazing out at asmal but
brilliant globular star clus-ter in the distance. "'I've never seen anything likethat from any of the Outer Rim
worlds I've beento.”

"Me, neither,” Maris agreed soberly. "Hopefully, the com-puter can sort it out.”

The computer was still Sfting data when Qennto regppeared on the bridge. Car'das had made
sureto be back at his own sta-tion by then. "Nice cluster,” the big man commented as he dropped into
his sedt. "Any systems nearby?"

"Closest oné's about a quarter light-year directly ahead,” Maris said, pointing.

Qennto grunted and punched at hisboard. "Let's seeif we can makeit," he said. "Backup
hyperdrive should gtill have enough juice for ajump that short.”

"Can't we work on the ship just aswell out here?" Car'das asked.



"I don't like interste lar space,” Qennto said distractedly as he set up the jump. "It's dark and cold
and lonely. Besides, that system up there might have a nice planet or two."

"Which means a possible source of supplies, in case we end up staying longer than we expect,”
Marisexplained.

"Or apossible place to settle down away from the noise and fluster of the Republic for awhile,”
Qennto added.

Car'dasfdt histhroat tighten. "Y ou don't mean—?"

"No, he doesnt,” Maris assured him. "Rak adwaystaks about getting away from it al whenever
he'sin trouble with someone.”

"He must talk that way alot,” Car'das muttered.
"What was that?' Qennto asked.
"Nothing."

"Didn't think so. Herewe go." There was a screech, more gented than the sound from the
Bargain Hunter 'smain hyper-drive, and the stars stretched out into starlines.

Silently, Car'das counted off the seconds to himsdlf, fully ex-pecting the backup hyperdriveto
crash at any time. But it didn't, and after afew tense minutes the starlines collapsed againto re-ved a
smadl ydlow sun directly ahead.

"Therewe go," Qennto said gpprovingly. "All the comforts of home. Y ou figure out yet wherewe
are, Maris?'

"Computer's till working onit," Marissaid. "But it looks like we're about two hundred fifty
light-yearsinto Unknown Space." Shelifted her eyebrowsat him. "I'm thinking we're going to have a
sack of late-delivery pendtieswhen wefindly get to Comra”

"Oh, you worry too much,” Qennto chided. "It won't take more than aday or two to fix the
hyperdrive. If we push it alit-tle, we shouldn't be more than aweek overdue.”

Car'das suppressed a grimace. Pushing the hyperdrive, if he recalled correctly, was what had
wrecked the thing to begin with.

There was atwitter from the comm. "We're being hailed," he reported, frowning as he keyed it
on. Hethrew alook at the visua displays, searching for their unknown caller

And felt hiswhole body gorigid. "Qennto!" he snapped. "It's—"

Hewas cut off by adeep rumbling chuckle from the comm. " So, Dubrak Qennto," an
al-too-familiar voice rumbled in Huttese. "Y ou think to escape me so easily?

"You cdl thateasy? " Qennto muttered as he keyed histrans-mitter. "Oh, hi, Progga," he said.
"Look, like told you before, | can't let you have these furs. I've dready contracted with Drixo—"



"Ignorethefurs," Proggacut in. " Show me your hidden treasure hoard."
Qennto frowned at Maris. "Mywhat? "
"Do not play thefool," Proggawarned, his voice going an octave deeper. "1 know your sort. You

do not amply runfrom something, but run ratherto something e se. Thisisthe lone star sysem aong this
vector; and behold, you are here. What could you have run to but a secret base and treasure hoard?”

Qennto muted the tranamitter. " Car'das, where is he?”

"A hundred kilometers off the starboard bow," Car'dastold him, his hands shaking asheran a
full scan on the distant Hutt ship. "And he's coming up fast.”

"Mais?'

"Whatever you did to shut down the hyperdrive, you did agreet job," she said tightly. "It's
completely locked. Weve still got the backup, but if wetry to run and he tracks us again—"

"And hewill," Qennto growled. Taking a deep breeth, he switched the transmitter back on. "It
wasnt likethat, Progga,” he said soothingly. "We were just trying to—"

"Enough!™ the Hutt bellowed. "L ead meto this base. Now."

"Thereisn't any base" Qennto insisted. "Thisisthe Un-known Regions. Why would | setup a
base outhere? "

A light flashed on Car'das's proximity sensor. "Incoming!" he snapped, his eyes darting back and
forth among the displays as he searched for the source of the attack.

"Where?' Qennto snapped back.

Car'das had it now, coming from directly beneath theBargain Hunter : along, dark missile
arrowing straight toward them. "There," he said, pointing afinger straight down as he sared at the

diglay.

It was only then that his brain caught up with the fact that thiswasn't the vector amissilewould
take from the approaching Huitt ship. He was opening his mouth to point that out when the missle burst
open, its nose gecting awad of some kind of mate-rial. The wad began to expand asit cleared the
shards of its con-tainer, opening like afast-blooming flower into afilmy wall stretching over akilometer
across.

"Power off!" Qennto snapped, lunging across his board to the row of master power switches.
"Hurmy!"

"What isit?" Car'das asked, grabbing for hisboard's own set of cutoffs.
"A Connor net, or something likeit," Qennto gritted out.

"Whét,that sze?' Car'das asked in disbelief.



"Jugtdo it," Qennto snarled. Status lights were winking red and going out now as the three of
them raced againgt theincom-ing net.

The net won. Car'das had made it through barely two-thirds of his switches when therippling
edges cameinto sight around the sides of the hull. They folded themsalvesinward, curling around toward
the bridge

"Closeyour eyes," Maris warned.

Car'das squeezed his eyes shut. Even through the lids he saw a hint of the brilliant flash asthe net
dumped its high-voltage current into and through the ship, sending a brief corond tin-gling across his skin.

And when he carefully opened hiseyes again, every light that had till been glowing acrossthe
bridge had gone dark. TheBargain Hunter was dead.

Through the canopy came aflicker of light from the direc-tion of the Hutt ship. "Lookslike they
got Progga, too," he said, his voice sounding unnaturaly loud in the sudden silence.

"I doubt it," Qennto rumbled. "His ship's big enough to have cap drains and other stuff to protect
him from trickslikethis"

"Tento one hell fight, too,” Marismurmured, her voicetight.

"Oh, hell fight, al right,” Qennto said heavily. "Hesway too stupid to realize that anyone who
can make a Connor net that big will have plenty of other tricks up hisdeeve.”

A multiple blaze of green blasterfire erupted from the direc-tion of the Huit ship. It was answered
by brilliant blue flashes vectoring in from three different directions, fired from shipstoo small or too dark
to see at theBargain Hunter 'srange. "Y ou think whoever thisis might get so busy with Progga that
they'll forget about us?" Maris asked hopefully.

"I don't think s0," Car'das said, gesturing out the canopy at the small gray spacecraft that had
taken up position with its nose pointed at the freighter's portside flank. It was about the size of ashuttle
or heavy fighter, built in acurved, flowing design of asort hed never seen before. "They'veleft usa
guard.”

"Figures," Qennto said, glancing once at the alien ship and then turning back to the green and blue
flashes. "Fifty says Proggalasts at least fifteen minutes and takes one of his attackers with him.”

Neither of the otherstook him up on the bet. Car'das watched the fight, wishing he had his
sensors back. He'd read alittle about space battle tactics in school, but the attackers methodology didn't
seem to fit with anything he could remem-ber. He was il trying to figure it out when, with afind savo of
bluelight, it was over.

"Six minutes," Qennto said, hisvoice grim. "Whoever these guys are, they're good.”
"Y ou don't recognize them, either?' Maris asked, looking out at their silent guard.
"I don't even recognize the design,” he grunted, popping hisrestraints and standing up. "Let'sgo

check on the damage, seeif we can at least get her ready for company. Car'das, you stay here and mind
the store.”



"Me?" Car'das asked, feding his somach tighten. "But what if they—you know—signd us?"

"What do you think?" Qennto grunted as he and Maris headed aft. "'Y ou answer them."

The victorstook ther time poking or prodding or gloating over whatever was | eft of the Hutt
ship. From the number of ma-neuvering drives Car'das could see winking on and off, he guessed there
were just the three shipsthat had been involved in the battle itself, plus the one il stlanding watchful
guard off their flank.

Connor nets, like ion cannons, were designed to disable and hold rather than destroy, and
Qennto and Maris had most of the systems back online by the time their keeper finaly madeits move.
"Qennto, hel's shifting position,” Car'das cdled into the comm, watching asthe gray ship drifted leisurely
past the canopy and settled into a new spot with his stern above and in front of theBargain Hunter 's
bow. "Lookslike he's setting up for usto follow him.”

"On our way," Qennto caled back. "Run the drive up to quarter power."

The gray ship was starting to pull awvay when he and Marisreturned. "Here we go," Qennto
muttered, dropping into his seat and easing them forward. "Any ideawhere we're going?'

"Therest of the group's still over by the Hutt ship,” Car'das said, squeezing carefully past Maris
as he headed back to his own station. "Maybe he's taking usthere.”

"Yeah, lookslikeit," Qennto agreed as he fed more power to the drive. "So far, they're not
shooting. That'susually agood sgn.”

There wereindeed three alien vessals hovering around the remains of Progga's ship when they
arrived. Two were duplicates of their fighter-sized escort, while the third was considerably larger. "Not
that much bigger than a Republic cruiser, though," Car'das pointed out. "Pretty smdl, consdering what it
just did."

"Lookslike they're opening adocking bay for us," Marissaid.

Car'das measured the opening port cover with hiseyes. "Not much room in there.”

"Our bow will fit,"” Qennto assured him. "We can use the forward service tube to get out.”

"We're going to go into their ship?' Maris asked, her voice shaking dightly.

"Unlessthey want to use the tube to comein hereingtead,” Qennto told her. "The guyswith the
guns get to make those de-cisons.” Helifted awarning finger. "The key isfor usto keep control of the

Stuation whilethey'redoing it.”

He hdf turned toward Car'das. "That meansl do al the talk-ing. Unlessthey ask you something
directly, in which case you give them exactly as much answer asthey have question. No more. Got it?"



Car'das swalowed. "Got it."

Their escort led them to the larger ship's Side, and two minutes later Qennto had theBargain
Hunter 'sbow snugged securdly inside the docking collar. A boarding tunnel began ex-tending itsalf
toward the service hatch as Qennto shifted the sys-temsto standby, and by the time the three of them
had made it down the ladder the exit sensorsindicated the tunnel wasin place and pressurized. "Here we
go," Qennto muttered, drawing him-sdf up to hisfull height and keying the release. "Remember, let me
do thetaking."

Two of the crew were waiting outside the hatch asit did open: blue-skinned humanoidswith
glowing red eyes and blue-black hair, dressed in identical black uniforms sporting green shoulder
patches. Each of them had asmdll but nasty-looking handgun belted at hiswaist. "Hello," Qennto greeted
them as he took astep into the tunndl. "I'm Dubrak Qennto, captain of theBargain Hunter "

The diensdidn't answer, but merely moved to either sde and gestured down the tunnd. "This
way?' Qennto asked, pointing with one hand as he took Mariss arm with the other. " Sure.”

He and Maris headed down the tunndl, the ribbed material of the floor bouncing like a swinging
bridge with each step. Car'das followed close behind them, studying the aliens out of the corner of his
eye as he passed between them. Aside from the unusua skin color and those glowing eyes, they were
remarkably human looking. Some offshoot of humanity's ancient expangon into the galaxy? Or werethey
their own people, with the resem-blance purdly coincidenta?

Two more diens were waiting just inside the ship proper, dressed and armed the same way as
thefirg pair except that their shoulder patches were yellow and blue instead of green. They turnedin
military precision asthe three humans arrived and led the way down a smoothly curved corridor made of
apearl-like materia with a soft, muted sheen. Car'dasran hisfingertips gen-tly along the wall asthey
walked, trying to decide whether it was metdl, ceramic, or some kind of composite.

Five meters down the corridor their guides came to a halt outside an open doorway and planted
themselves on either side. "In there, huh?' Qennto asked. " Sure." He squared his shoul-ders the way
Car'das had often seen him do just before a negoti-ating sesson. Then, till holding Marissarm, he
headed insde. Taking onelast look at the corridor walls, Car'das followed.

The room was small and smple, itsfurnishings conssting of atable and haf adozen chairs. A
conference room, Car'das ten-tatively identified it, or possibly aduty crew mea room. Another of the
blue-skinned alienswas seated on the far Sde of the table, his glowing eyes steady on hisvisitors. He
wore the same black astheir escorts, but with alarger burgundy patch on his shoulder and apair of
elaborately tooled silver bars on his collar. An offi-cer?"Hello," Qennto said cheerfully, coming to astop
at the edge of the table. "I'm Dubrak Qennto, captain of theBargain Hunter : | don't suppose you

happen to speek Basic?'

Thedien didn't reply, but Car'das thought he saw his eye-brow twitch dightly. "Maybe we
should try one of the Outer Rim trade languages,” he offered.

"Thanksfor that brilliant suggestion,” Qennto said with atouch of sarcasm. "Greetingsto you,
noblesr,” he continued, switching to Sy Bidti. "We're travelers and traders from afar world, who mean
no harm to you or your people.”

Again, therewas no response. "Y ou could try Taarja," Marissaid.



"l don't know Taarjavery well,” Qennto said, till in Sy Bisti. "How about you?" he added,
turning to look at the two guards who had followed them into the room. "Do any of you under-stand Sy
Bisti? How about Taarja? Meese Caulf?"

"Sy Bidti will do," the dien behind thetable said camly in that language.
Qennto turned back, blinking in surprise. "Did you just say—?"
"l said Sy Bidti will do,” the alien repeated. " Please; be seated.”

"Ah ... thank you," Qennto said, pulling out chairsfor him-saf and Marisand nodding to
Car'dasto do likewise. The chair backs were contoured a bit oddly for humans, Car'das noticed as he
sat down, but not uncomfortably so.

"I'm Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo of the Chiss Ascen-dance,” the alien continued. "Thisisthe
Soringhawk , Picket Force Two command vessdl of the Expansionary Defense Fleet."

Expansionary Fleet. Car'dasfdt ashiver run up hisback. Did the nameimply this Chiss
Ascendancy wasin the process of ex-panding outward?

He hoped not. The last thing the Republic needed right now was a threat from outside its
borders. Supreme Chancellor Palpa-tine was doing his best, but there was alot of resistance to changein
the old business-as-usud attitudes and casua corrup-tion of the Coruscant government. Even now, five
years after itslittle misadventure on Naboo, the Trade Federation had vet to be punished for its blatant
aggression, despite Papating's best ef-fortsto bring it to judgment. Resentment and frustration sm-mered
throughout the gaaxy, with rumors of new reform or on movements surfacing every other week.

Qennto loved it, of course. Government bureaucracies with their dozens of fees, service charges,

and flat-out prohibitions were an ided operating environment for small-scale smuggling operationslike
his. And Car'das had to admit that during histime aboard theBargain Hunter , their activities had earned

avery respectable profit.

What Qennto perhapsfailed to understand was that while alittle governmentd instability could be
useful, too much would be as bad for smugglers asit would be for anyone el se.

A full-scale war, needlessto say, would be as bad asit got. For everyone.
"Andyou are. .. 7" Mitth'raw'nuruodo asked, shifting his glowing red eyesto Car'das.

Car'das opened his mouth— "1'm Dubrak Qennto, Com-mander,” Qennto pill in before he could
gpeak. "Captain of the—"

"Andyou are. .. ?" Mitth'raw'nuruodo repeated, his eyes still on Car'das, adight but noticeable
emphasis on the pro-noun.

Car'das looked sideways at Qennto, got amicroscopic nod. "I'm Jorj Car'das,” he said. "Crewer
on thefreighterBargain Hunter "

"And these?' Mitth'raw'nuruodo asked, gesturing to the others.

Again, Car'das looked at Qennto. The other's expression had gone rather sour, but he



nevertheless gave hisjunior crewer an-other small nod. "Thisismy captain, Dubrak Qennto,” Car'das
told the commander. "And his—" Girlfriend? Copilot? Partner? "—his second in command, Maris
Feras.”
Mitth'raw'nuruodo nodded to each in turn, then turned back to Car'das. "Why are you here?”
"We're Cordlian traders, from one of the systemsin the Galactic Republic,” Car'das said.

"K'rel'n," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, asif trying out the word. "Traders, you say? Not explorers or
scouts?!

"No, not at al," Car'das assured him. "We hire out our ship to take cargo between star systems.”
"And the other vessd 7' Mitth'raw'nuruodo asked.

"Pirates of some sort," Qennto put in before Car'das could answer. "We were running from them
when we had some trouble with our hyperdrive, which is how we ended up here.”

"Did you know these pirates?' Mitth'raw'nuruodo asked.
"How could we possibly—?" Qennto began.

"Y es, welve had trouble with them before," Car'das inter-rupted. Thered been somethingin
Mitth'raw'nuruodo's voice as he asked that question . . . "I think they were gunning specifi-caly for us."

"Y ou must be carrying avauable cargo.”

"It's nothing fancy," Qennto said, shooting awarning look at Car'das. A shipment of fursand
exotic luxury garments. We're most grateful to you for coming to our aid.”

Car'dasfdt histhroat tighten. The bulk of their cargo wasindeed luxury clothing, but sewn into
thefiligree collar of one of the furs was an assortment of smuggled firegems. If Mit-th'raw'nuruodo
decided to search the shipment and found them, there was going to be avery unhappy Drixo the Hutt in
theBargain Hunter 'sfuture.

"Yourewelcome," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "I'd be curious to see what your people consider
luxury garments. Perhagps you'll show me your cargo before you leave.”

"I'd be delighted,” Qennto said. "Doesthat mean you're re-leasing us?"

"Soon," Mitth'raw'nuruodo assured him. "Firgt | need to examine your vessel and confirm that
you're indeed the innocent travelersyou clam.”

"Of course, of course,” Qennto said eadily. "WEll give you acomplete tour anytime you want."

"Thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "But that can wait until we reach my base. Until then,
resting quarters have been prepared for you. Perhaps later you'll permit me to show you Chiss

hospitality”

"Wewould be both grateful and honored, Commander,” Qennto said, inclining hishead inasmal
bow. "I'd just like to mention, though, that were on avery tight schedule, which our unexpected detour



has made that much tighter. We'd appreciateit if you could send us on our way as quickly as possible.”
"Of course" Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "The baseisn't far.”

"Isit inthissystem?" Qennto asked. He lifted a hand before the Chiss could answer. " Sorry,
sorry—none of my business.”

"True," Mitth'raw'nuruodo agreed. "However, it will do no harmtotdll you that it'sin adifferent
sysem entirdly.”

"Ah," Qennto said. "May | ask when well beleaving to go there?

"Weve dready |€eft,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said mildly. "We made the jump to hyperspace
gpproximately four stlandard min-utes ago."

Qennto frowned. "Redlly?| didn't hear or fed anything."

"Perhaps our hyperdrive systems are superior to yours," Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said, standing up.
"Now, if you'l follow me, I'll escort you to theresting area.”

Heled the way another five meters down the corridor to an-other door, where he touched a
striped panel on thewall. "I'll send word when | want you again,” he said asthe door did open.

"Well look forward to further conversation,” Qennto said, giving atruncated bow as he eased
Maris behind him through the doorway. " Thank you, Commander.”

The two of them disgppeared insde. Inclining his head to the commander, Car'das followed.

The room was compactly furnished, containing athree-tier bunk bed against onewall and a
fold-down table and bench seats on the other. Beside the bunk bed were three large drawers built into
thewall, whileto the right was adoor leading into what seemed to be a compact refresher sation.

"What do you think he's going to do with us?* Maris mur-mured, looking around.

"Hell let usgo," Qennto assured her, glancing into the refresher station and then Sitting down on
the lowest cot, hunch-ing forward to keep from bumping his head on the one aboveit. "The rea question
iswhether welll be taking the firegemswith us.”

Car'das cleared histhroat. " Should we be talking about this?* he asked, looking significantly
around the room.

"Relax," Qennto growled. "They don't speak aword of Basic." Hiseyes narrowed. "And aslong
aswe're on the subject of speaking, why thefrizz did you tell him we knew Progga?’

"There was something in his eves and voice just then," Car'das said. " Something that said he
aready knew al about it, and that wed better not get caught lying to him."

Qennto snorted. "That'sridiculous.”

"Maybe there were survivors from Proggas crew,” Maris suggested.



"Not achance," Qennto said firmly. "Y ou saw what the ship looked like. The thing'd been pedled
open likearation bar."

"I don't know how he knew," Car'dasinsisted. "All | know isthat hedid know."
"And you shouldnt lie to an honorable man anyway," Maris murmured.

"Who, him? Honorable?' Qennto scoffed. "Don't you be-lieveit. Military men are all dike, and
the smooth onesthe worst of thelot."

"I'veknown quite afew honorable soldiers,” Maris said stiffly. "Besides, I've dways had agood
fed for people. | think this Mitth'raw—I think the commander can be trusted.” Sheraised her eyebrows.
"I don't think trying to con him would be agood idea, either.”

"It'sonly abad ideaif you get caught,” Qennto said. ™Y ou get what you bargain for in this
universe, Maris. Nothing more."

"Y ou don't have enough faith in people.”

"I got dl thefaith | need, kiddo," Qennto said camly. "I just happen to know alittle more about
human nature than you do. Humanand nonhuman nature.”

" «ill think we need to play completely sraight with him," Marissaid.

"Playing sraight isthe last thing you want to do. Ever. It givesthe other guy al the advantages.”
Qennto nodded toward the closed door. "And this guy in particular sounds like the sort who'll ask
questions until we die of old ageif welet him."

"Still, it wouldn't hurt if he kept usaround for at least alit-tlewhile," Car'das suggested. "Progga's
people are going to be pretty mad when he doesn't come back.”

Qennto shook hishead. "They'll never pinit onus.”
"Yes, but—"

"L ook, kid, let me do the thinking, okay?' Qennto cut in. Swiveling hislegs up onto the bunk, he
lay back with hisarmsfolded behind his back. "Now everyone be quiet for awhile. I've got to figure out
how to play this."

Maris caught Car'dass eye, gave alittle shrug, then turned and climbed up onto the bunk above
Qennto. Stretching out, she folded her arms across her chest and gazed meditatively at the underside of
the bunk above her.

Crossing to the other side of the room, Car'das folded down the table and one of the bench seats
and sat down, wedging him-self more or less comfortably between the table and wall. Putting his elbow
on thetable and propping his head up on hishand, he closed his eyes and tried to relax.

Hedidn't redlize held dozed off until a sudden buzz startled him awake. He jJumped up asthe
door opened to revea asingle black-clad Chiss. "Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo's respects,” the dlien
said, the Sy Bisti words coming out thickly accented. "He requests your presencein Forward Visua
One"



"Wonderful," Qennto said, swinging hislegs onto the floor and standing up. Histone and
expression were the false cheerful-ness Car'das had heard him use time and again in bargaining ses-sons.

"Not you," the Chiss said. He gestured to Car'das. "Thisone only."

Qennto cameto an abrupt hdt. "What?'

"A refreshment isbeing prepared,” the Chisssaid. "Until it isready, thisone only will come.”
"Now, wait asecond,” Qennto growled. "We stick together or—"

"It'sokay," Car'dasinterrupted hastily. The Chiss standing in the doorway hadn't moved, but

Car'das had caught a subtle shift of light and shadow that indicated there were others wan-dering around
out there. "I'll befine."

"Car'das—"

"It'sokay," Car'das repeated, stepping to the doorway. The Chiss moved back, and he walked
out into the corridor.

There were indeed more Chisswaiting by the door, two of them on ether sde. "Follow,"” the
messenger said asthe door closed.

The group headed down the curved corridor, passing three cross-corridors and several other
doorways aong the way. Two of the doors were open, and Car'das couldn't resist afurtive glanceinside
each ashe passed. All he could see, though, was unrecognizable equipment and more black-clad Chiss.

He had expected Forward Visua to be a crowded, high-tech room. To his surprise, the door
opened into something that looked like acompact version of astarliner's observation gallery. A long,
curved couch sat in front of aconvex floor-to-ceiling viewport currently showing a spectacular view of
the glowing hyperspace sky asit flowed past the ship. The room's own lights were dimmed, making the
display that much moreimpressive.

"Welcome, Jorj Car'das."

Car'das |ooked around. Mitth'raw'nuruodo was seated alone at the far end of the couch,
slhouetted against the hyperspace sky. "Commander,” he greeted the other, glancing aquestion at his
guide. The other nodded, stepping back and closing the door on himself and the rest of the escort.

Feeling more than alittle uneasy, Car'das stepped around the near end of the couch and made hisway
acrossthe curve.

"Beautiful, isn't it?' Mitth'raw'nuruodo commented as Car'das arrived at hisside. "Please; be
Seated.”

"Thank you," Car'das said, easing himsdlf onto the couch a cautious meter away from the other.
"May | ask why you sent for me?"

"To sharethisview, of course,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said drily. "And to answer afew questions.”

Car'dasfdt his scomach tighten. So it was to be an interroga-tion. Down deep heldd known it



would be, but had hoped againgt hope that Mariss naively idedlistic assessment of their captor might
actudly beright. "A very niceview it is, too," he com-mented, not knowing what lseto say. "I'm alittle
surprised to find such aroom aboard awarship.”

"Oh, it'squite functiond," Mitth'raw'nuruodo assured him. "Itsfull nameis Forward Visua
Triangulation Site Number One. We place spotters here during combat to track enemy vessels and other
possible threats, and to coordinate some of our line-of sight weaponry.”

"Don't you have sensorsto handle that?"

"Of course,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "And usudly they're quite adequate. But I'm sure you know
there are ways of mis-leading or blinding electronic eyes. Sometimes the eyes of a Chissare more
reiable”

"l suppose,”" Car'das said, gazing at his host's own glowing eves. In the dim light, they were even
moreintimidating. "But isn't it hard to get theinformation to the gunnersfast enough?'

"Thereareways," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "What exactly isyour business, Jorj Car'das?’

"Captain Qennto's dready told you that,” Car'das said, fed-ing sweat breaking out on his
forehead. "Were merchants and traders.”

Mitth'raw'nuruodo shook his head. "Unfortunately for your captain's assertions, I'm familiar with
the economics of star travel. Y our vessdl isfar too smal for any standard cargo to cover even normal
operating expenses, let done emergency repair work. | therefore conclude that you have asiddine
occupation.

Y ou haven't the wegponry to be pirates or privateers, so you must be smugglers.”

Car'das hesitated. What exactly was he supposed to say? "l don't suppose it would do any good
to point out that our eco-nomics and yours might not scale the same?* he stalled.

"Isthat what you dam?"

Car'das hesitated, but Mitth'raw'nuruodo had that knowing look again. "No," he conceded. "We
are mostly just traders, as Captain Qennto said. But we sometimes do alittle smuggling on the side.”

"l see" Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "I appreciate your honesty, Jorj Car'das.”

"You canjust cal meCar'das," Car'dassaid. "In our culture, thefirst nameisreserved for use by
friends”

"Y ou don't consder meafriend?'
"Do you consderme one?" Car'das countered.

He regretted the words the ingtant they were out of his mouth. Sarcasm was hardly the option of
choicein aconfronta-tion likethis.

But Mitth'raw'nuruodo merely lifted an eyebrow. "No, not yet," he agreed calmly. "Perhaps
someday. Y ou intrigue me, Car'das. Here you Sit, captured by unfamiliar beings along way from home.



Y et instead of wrapping yourself within ablanket of fear or anger, you instead stretch outside yoursdlf
with curiogty.”

Car'dasfrowned. "Curiosity?'

"Y ou studied my warriors as you were brought aboard,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said. "I could seeit
inyour eyes and face as you observed and thought and evauated. Y ou did the same as you were taken
to your quarters, and again as you were brought here just now."

"I wasjust looking around," Car'das assured him, his heart beating alittle faster. Did spiesrank
above or below smugglers on Mitth'raw'nuruodo's list of undesirables? ™| didn't mean any-thing by it."

"Cdmyoursdf,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, some amusement cregping into hisvoice. "'I'm not
accusing you of spying. 1, too, havethe gift of curiogity, and therefore prizeit in others. Tell me, who isto
receive the hidden gemstones?”

Car'dasjerked. "You found—?1 mean. . . in that case, why did you ask me about it?"
"Asl sad, | gppreciate honesty,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Who isthe intended recipient?’

"A group of Hutts operating out of the Comrasystem,” Car'dastold him, giving up. "Rivasto the
ones you—the ones who were attacking us." He hesitated. "Y oudid know they weren't just random
pirates, didn't you? That they were hunting us specificaly?'

"We monitored your transmissions as we positioned our-sdvesto intervene,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo
sad. "Though the con-versation was of course unintdligibleto us, | remembered hearing the phonemes
Dubrak Qennto in the Hutt's speech when Captain Qennto later identified himself. The concluson was
ob-vious"

A shiver ran up Car'dass back. A conversation in an dien lan-guage, and yet Mitth'raw'nuruodo
had been able to memorize enough of it to extract Qennto's name from the gibberish. What kind of
crestureswer e these Chiss, anyway?

"Isthe possession of these gemsillegd, then?"

"No, but the customs fees areridiculoudy high," Car'das said, forcing his mind back to the
interrogation. "Smugglers are often used to avoid having to pay them." He hesitated. "Actu-dly,
cons dering the people we got this batch from, they may also have been stolen. But don't tell Maristhat.”

lld,.]?l

Car'das winced. There he was again, talking without think-ing. If Mitth'raw'nuruodo didn't kil
him before this was over, Qennto probably would. "Marisis something of anidedit,” he said reluctantly.
"She thinks thiswhole smuggling thing isjust away of making a statement againgt the greedy and stupid
Repub-lic bureaucracy.”

"Captain Qennto hasn't seen fit to enlighten her?”

"Captain Qennto likes her company,” Car'das said. "1 doubt shed stay with him if she knew the
wholetruth."



"He claimsto care about her, yet liesto her?'

"l don't know what he clams," Car'das said. "Though | sup-pose you could say that idedlists like
Marisdo alot of lying to themsdalves. Thetruth istherein front of her if shewanted to seeit." Hetook
another look at those glowing red eyes. "Though of course that doesn't excuse our part init," he added.

"No, it doesn't,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "What would be the consequencesiif you didn't deliver
the gemstones?

Car'dasfdt histhroat tighten. So much for the honorable Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo.

Firegems must be vauable out here, too. "They'd kill us," he said bluntly. "Probably in some hugely
entertaining way, like watching us get eaten by some combination of large animas.”

"Andif theddivery ismerdly late?'

Car'das frowned, trying to read the other's expression in the flickering hyperspace glow. "What
exactly do you want from me, Commander Mitthrawnuruodo?'

"Nothing too burdensome,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "I merely wish your company for atime.”

“Why?

"Partly to learn about your people,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "But primarily so that you may teach
me your language.”

Car'das blinked. "Ourlanguage? Y ou mean Basic?'
"Thetis the chief language of your Republic, isit not?"

"Yes, but . .." Car'das hesitated, wondering if there was a delicate way to ask aquestion like
this.

Mitth'raw'nuruodo might have been reading hismind. Or, more likely, hiseyesand face. "I'm not
planning aninvasion, if that'swhat concernsyou,” he said, smiling faintly. "Chissdon't invade the
territories of others. We don't make war against even potential enemies unless we're attacked first."

"W, you certainly don't have to worry about any attacksfromus ," Car'das said quickly "Weve
got too many interna troubles of our own right now to go bother anyone else.”

"Then we have nothing to fear from each other,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said. "It would be merely an
indulgence of my curiosity.”
"l see,”" Car'das said cautioudy. Qennto, he knew, would be into full-bore bargaining mode at

this point, pushing and prod-ding and squeezing to get everything he could out of the deal. Maybe that
was why Mitth'raw'nuruodo was making this pitch to the clearly less experienced Car'das instead.

Stll, he could try. "And what wouldwe get out of it?" he asked.

"For you, there would be an equa satisfaction of your own curiosity.” Mitth'raw'nuruodo lifted his
eyebrows. "Y oudo wish to know more about my people, don't you?'



"Very much," Car'das said. "But | can't seethat appealing to Captain Qennto.”

"Perhaps afew extra valuables added to his cargo, then," Mitth'raw'nuruodo suggested. " That
might also help mallify your dlients.”

"Yes, they'll definitely need somemoallifying,” Car'das agreed grimly. "A little extraloot would go
along way toward that."

"Thenit'sagreed,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, standing up.

"Onemorething,” Car'das said, scrambling to hisfeet. "I'll be happy to teach you Basic, but I'd
aso like some language lessons mysalf. Would you be willing in turn to teach me the Chiss language, or
to have one of your people do s0?"

"| can teach you to understand Cheunh," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully.
"But | doubt you'll ever be able to properly speak it. I've noticed you don't even pronounce my name
very wdl."

Car'dasfet hisfacewarm. "I'm sorry."

"No gpology needed,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo assured him. ™Y our voca mechanismiscloseto ours,
but there are clearly some differences. However, | believe | could teach you to spegk Minnisiat. It'sa
trade language widdly used in the regions around our territory."

"That would be wonderful," Car'das said. "Thank you, Commander Mitth—uh ... Commander.”

"As| said, Cheunh pronunciation is difficult for you," Mit-thraw'nuruodo noted drily. "Perhapsit
would be easier if you caled me by my core name, Thrawn."

Car'das frowned. "Isthat permissible?’

Mitth'raw'nuruodo—Thrawn—shrugged. "It's question-able," he conceded. "In generd, full
names are required for forma occasions, for strangers, and for those who are socialy inferior.”

"And I'm guessing we quaify on dl three counts”

"Yes" Thrawn said. "But | believe such rules may be broken when there are good and vdid
reasonsfor doing so. In this case, there are.”

"It will certainly makethingsessier,” Car'das agreed, bowing his head. "Thank you, Commander
Thrawn."

"Yourewelcome," Thrawn said. "And now, alight refresh-ment has been prepared for you and
the others. After that, the language lessons can begin.”

The receptionist set down her comlink and smiled up at the man and woman standing over her.
"The Supreme Chancellor will see you now, Master Cbaoth,” she said.



"Thankyou," Jedi Master Jorus C'baoth said, his voice cool and brooding.

Beside him, Lorana Jinzler winced to hersdlf. Her Magter was angry, and under the
circumstances she couldn't redlly blame him. But C'baoth's quarrel was with Papatine, not alowly
re-ceptionist who had no power or authority over the ordersthat is-sued from the Supreme Chancellor's
Office. There was no reason to vent his annoyance a her.

That wasn't the way C'baoth did things, however. With-out another word, he strode away from
the woman's desk and headed for the doorsto Papatinesinner office. Lingering half astep behind him,
Loranamade sureto catch the receptionist’s eye and give her an encouraging smile before following.

A pair of Brolfi came out the door as they approached, their yellow-and-green-patterned
hornskin quivering with emotion beneath their leather tunics. C'baoth didn't bresk stride, but continued
sraight ahead toward the two diens, forcing them to move hadtily to either sideto let him pass. Wincing
again, Lonnatook a couple of quick stepsto catch up with her Mas-ter, reaching him just as he passed
through the doorsinto the office.

Supreme Chancellor Palpatine was seated at his desk, an expansive view of Coruscant's skyline
vigible through the wide window behind him. A young man wearing atooled tunican and vest was
standing beside him, leaning over the desk with adata-pad and spesking in alow voice.

Pd patine looked up as C'baoth and L orana entered, his face breaking into one of hisfamous
amiles. "Ah, Magter C'baoth," he said, gesturing them forward. "And your young Padawan, of
course—L oranaJinzler, isn't it? Welcome to you both.”

"L et's digpense with the pleasantries, Chancellor,” Cbaoth said stiffly, pulling adatapad from his
belt pouch as he strode for-ward. "Thisisn't asocia vist."

The young man bes de Pd patine straightened up, his eyesflashing. Y ou will not spesk to the
Supreme Chancdlor in that tone" he said firmly.

"Mind your tongue, underling,” C'baoth growled. "Take your bureaucratic triviaand get out.”

Theyoung man didn't budge. "Y ou will not speek to the Supreme Chancdllor in that tone," he
repeated.

"It'sdl right, Kinman," Papatine said soothingly, holding out arestraining hand to the young man
as heroseto hisfeet. "I'm sure Master C'baoth doesn't mean any disrespect.”

For amoment C'baoth and Pal patine stared at each other across the wide expanse of the desk,
an dmost vishletension rippling the air between them. Then, to Loranasrdief, the Jedi Magter'slip
twitched. "No, of course not," he said in amargin-ally more courteous voice.

"Asl| sad," Papatine said, smiling fondly at the young man. "Y ou haven't met my new assstant
and adviser, have you, Master Cbaoth? Thisis Kinman Doriana.”

"Pleased and honored," C'baoth said, in atone that madeit clear that he was neither.

"Asam|, Master C'baoth," Dorianareplied. "It's dways a privilege to meet one of those who've
dedicated ther lives to safeguarding the Republic.”



"Asitisfor me, aswell," Pdpatine agreed. "What can | do for you, Master Cbaoth?"

"Y ou know very well what you can do for me," C'baoth growled. Without waiting for an
invitation, he seated himsdf in one of the chairs and set his datapad on the desk. "In aword: Outbound
Hight."

"Naturdly," Papatine said tiredly, gesturing Loranato the chair beside C'baoth as he reseated
himsdf in hisown chair. "What isit now?"

"This." Waving ahand, C'baoth used the Force to send the datapad diding acrossthe desk to
stop in front of the Supreme Chancellor. " The Senate A ppropriations Committee has cut my funding

again.

Palpatine sighed. "What do you want meto say, Master C'haoth? | can't dictate to the Senate
what it should do. | cer-tainly can't force a tiff-necked group like Appropriations to see things our way."

"Ourway?' C'baoth echoed. "It'sour way now, isit?| seem to remember atime not very long
ago when you weren't at al enthusiastic about thiswhole project.”

"Perhgps you should examine your memory more closdly,” Pdpatine said, adight edge creeping
into histone. "It's the Jedi Council, not me, that's been backing away from Outbound Fight for the past
few months. Infact, | was under the impres-sion Magter Y oda had even changed his mind about alowing
more than one or two Jedi to join the expedition.”

"I will dedl with Master Y odawhen the time comes," Cbaoth said firmly. "Meanwhile,you're the
one holding the proj-ect'sfate in your hands.”

"And I've done everything in my power to assist you," Pal-patine reminded him. "Y ou have your
ships—six brand-new Dreadnaughts, straight off the Rendili StarDrive assembly line. Y ou havethe
centra storage core you wanted, and the turbolift pylons ready to connect the whole thing together. Y ou
have the crews and passengersin training on Y aga Minor—"

"Ah!" Cbaoth interrupted, jabbing afinger a the datapad till Stting untouched in front of the
Supreme Chancdllor. "Infact, | donot have my passengers, not at al. Someidiot bureau-crat has
changed the population profileto consist of crews only, with no families or other potentia colonigts.”

Reluctantly, Loranathought, Papatine picked up the data-pad. "A cost-saving decision, most
likdy," he said, scralling through the data. "Having dl those extra people aboard would mean more
supplies and equipment.”

"What it would mean is a cancellation of the entire project,” Cbaoth countered. "What sense
does it make to send an expe-dition to another galaxy if theré's no chance of planting any colonies once
were there?'

"Perhaps that's the committee's point,” Palpatine suggested quietly. "The political Situation has
changed considerably since Y ou and the Council first proposed this project.”

"Which iswhat makes Outbound Hight al the more impor-tant,” C'baoth said. "We need to find
out what dangers or threats might be lurking out in the Unknown Regions, or poised to invade usfrom
another galaxy.”



"Dangers?' Papatine echoed, lifting his eyebrows. "1 was under theimpression that Outbound
Flight's purpose was to search for new life and potential Force-users outside our borders. Certainly that
wastherationde givenintheorigind proposd.”

"There'sno reason it can't do both," C'baoth said stub-bornly. "For that matter, | would think
adding a security angle to the mission would make itmore acceptabl e to the Senate, not less.”

Pdpatine shook his head, his gray-white hair glinting in the light from the window behind him.
Loranacould remember when that hair had been mostly brown, with only touches of gray at thetemples.
Now, after five years of carrying the Republic'sweight on his shoulders, the brown had al but vanished.
"I'm sorry, Master C'baoth,” the Chancellor said. "If you can per-suade the Senate to override
Appropriations cuts, I'll be more than happy to support you. But at the moment, there's nothing more
cando.”

"Unless" Dorianaput in, "Master Cbaoth is able to do something about the Barlok situation.”

"Theré's nothing more| can do," Pa patine repeated, throw-ing acautioning look at his assistant.
"At any rate, the Council's hardly going to send him out to Marcol sector when there are SO many
pressing matters to be attended to here.”

"Not so fagt,” C'baoth rumbled. "What exactly isthis prob-lem?’

"It'shardly even worth mentioning,” Palpatine said reluc-tantly. "A smal dispute between the
Corporate Alliance and one of Barlok's regiona governments over some mining rights. Those Brolfi who
|eft asyou camein werejust presenting their case and asking for assistance in negotiating a settlement.”

"And you didn't immediately think of me?* Cbaoth said drily. "1 think I've been insulted.”

"Please, Master Cbaoth,” Palpatine said with asmile. "1 have far too many enemieson
Coruscant aready. | don't wish to add you to their number."

"Then make abargain with me," Cbaoth offered. "If | can resolve this dispute for you, will you
ingtruct Appropriationsto restore Outbound Flight's full funding?!

Lorana stirred uncomfortably in her seat. Thiswas, it seemed to her, periloudy closeto the sort
of under-the-desk speeder swapping that was steadily corroding the whole concept of jus-ticein the
Republic's government. But she didn't dare suggest that to C'baoth, certainly not in the presence of
Pdpatine and hisaide.

"l can't make any promises,” Palpatine cautioned. "Certainly not where the Senate is concerned.
But | bdievein Outbound Hight, Master C'baoth, and I'll do everything in my power to make sure your
dreamisredlized.”

For along moment C'baoth didn't reply, and again Loranafelt the tenson between the two men.
Then, abruptly, the Jedi Master gave ashort nod. "Very well, Chancellor Palpatine," he said, rising to his
feet. "WEIIl be on our way to Barlok before the end of the day."

Heleveled afinger a Papatine. "Just make certain that when | come back | have my funding.
And my colonigs.”



"I'll do my best,” Papatine said, giving the other asmal smile. "Good day, Master Cbaoth;
Pedawan Jnzler."

Loranawaited until they had passed through the outer office and were striding down the wide
corridor before speaking. "What did you mean we'd be off to Barlok tonight?' she asked. "Doesn't the
Council have to approve any such trips?*

"Don't worry about the Council," C'baoth said brusquely. "Back there, on our way into
Pd patine's office, you broke stride for those two Brolfi."

Loranafdt her throat tighten. "I didn't want to just run them down.”

"Y ou wouldn't have," he countered. "I'd aready measured the gap between them. Neither would
have needed to move aside for us."

"Yet theydid move," Lorana pointed out.

"Because they wished to do 0, out of regpect,” he said. "Understand this, my young Padawan.
Someday you will be a Jedi, with al the power and respongibility that it entails. Never forget that we are
the oneswho hold this Republic together—not Palpatine, not the Senate, not the bureaucracy. Certainly
not the small-minded people who can't make it through the day without running to Coruscant for help.
They must learn to trust us—and before there can be trust, there must be respect. Do you under-stand?”

"l understand that we want them to respect us,” Loranasaid hesitantly. "But must they fear usas
wdl?'

"Respect and fear are merely two sides of the same coin,” C'baoth said. "L aw-obeying citizens
hold the coin one way; those who wallow in lawlessness hold it the other.” Helifted afinger. "But with
neither group can you appear weak or indeci-sve. Ever."

He lowered the raised finger, tapping it againgt the lightsaber tucked into her belt. "There are
timeswhen you'll wish your identity to remain unknown, and &t thosetimesyou' |l hide your lightsaber and
all traces of who and what you are. But when you travel openly as a Jedi, you mustbehave as a Jedi.
Always. Do you undersgtand?'

"Yes, Master Cbaoth,” Loranasaid, only hdf truthfully. Cer-tainly she understood the words,
but some of the attitude was still incomprehensible to her.

For amoment C'baoth continued to stare a her, asif sens-ing her partial duplicity. But to her
relief, he turned away with-out demanding any more. "Very well, then,” hesaid. "I'll go to the Temple and

speak with the Council. Y ou call the spaceport and arrange transport for usto the Barlok system. Once
you've done that, go and pack.”

"For how long?'

"For asmple minerd-rights dispute?' C'baoth scoffed. "Trave time both ways plusthree
gtandard days. I'll have this sorted out in no time."

"Yes, Madter," Loranamurmured.

"And then," C'baoth continued, haf to himself, "well seeto Magter Y odaand his shortsighted



fears." Picking up his pace, he strode off down the corridor.

Loranadowed to ahdt, watching as the messengers and bu-reaucrats walking aong on their
own business moved hadtily out of theway for thetall, white-haired Jedi Master. C'baoth, for his part,
never even dowed, asif he smply expected othersto make room for him.

When you travel as a Jedi, you must behave as a Jedi.

She dghed. It didn't ssemright to her, thisfirm belief in the inherent superiority of Jedi over all
others.

Still, Cbaoth had studied long and hard through many years, delving deeply into the mysteries
and subtleties of the Force as he grew in power. Lorana, in contrast, was a young Padawan learner,
barely started on her own path. She was hardly in aposition to chalenge him on any of thesethings.

In any event, her Master had given an order, and it was her task to obey him. Stepping to the
sde of the corridor, out of theway of the bustling pedestrians, she pulled out her comlink.

She was about to key for the Jedi Temple's transportation service when, across the corridor, an
al-too-familiar face caught her attention.

She froze, her breath catching in her throat, her eyes and mind and Jedi senses Stretching out
through the crowd of people between them. Sheld seen this man many times before in the past few years,
generdly in the public areas of the Senate chamber but occasiondly other places aswell. He was young,
probably ayear or two younger than her, of medium height and build with short-cropped dark hair and a
srangely bitter set to his mouth. She'd never gotten close enough to see what color his eyeswere, but
she assumed they were dark aswell.

And every time sheld seen him, sheld had the distinct sense that he was watching her.

He was doing so now, studying her out of the corner of his eye as he pretended to work with a
wiring panel held opened. She'd often seen him at wiring panels or fiddling with droid modules, but
whether he actualy knew hisway around circuit boxes or whether he just used them as a pretext to hang
around, sheld never figured out.

At the beginning, shed assumed it was al coincidence. Even now, she had no actud proof it was
anything ese. All she had wasthe fact that, as her Jedi skills had grown, she'd been able to stretch out
even through crowded corridorslike this one to sense hismind.

And as she did so now, she found the same s mmering resent-ment that shed awaysfelt before.
Resentment, and frustration, and anger.

Directed at her.

Someone sheld harmed or dighted in apast so distant she couldn't even recall theincident? But
she'd been in the Jedi Temple since she was an infant. One of the non-Jedi employeesat the Temple,
then? But surely her instructors would have taken action if they'd sensed any threat from him.

The man looked in her direction. Then, ddiberately, he turned his back on her and gave hisfull
atention to hiswir-ing pand. Loranawatched him work, fighting againgt her own flurry of discomfiting
emotions. Should she go over and try to find out what he had against her? Or should she go first to the



Senate records and seeif she could track down hisidentity, holding off on any confrontations until she
had more informa-tion?

Or should shelet it go entirely, and assume that the meetings were a coincidence and that his
anger was merely directed at Jedi in generd?

She was dtill trying to make a decision when he closed the panel, collected histoal kit, and
stalked away. He glanced back once as he reached the corner, then disappeared around it.

Thereis no emotion; thereis peace.Loranahad been taught that dictum from her earliest days
inthe Temple, and sheld tried her best to incorporateit into her life. But aslong asthe question of that
man remained unresolved, she knew somehow that she could never have complete peace.

She dso knew that now was not the time. Taking adeep breeth, lifting her comlink again, she
keyed for the spaceport.

The door closed behind the two Jedi, and for amoment Kinman Doriana gazed at the spot
where they'd exited, asour taste in hismouth. Asagenera rule, nearly al Jedi struck him as pompous
and arrogant and obscendy sure of themselves. But even with that head start Jorus C'baoth wasina
classby himsdf.

"You redly don't like him, do you?' Papatine asked mildly.

Setting his expression carefully back to neutra, Doriana shifted his attention back to the
Chancdlor. "I'm sorry, Sir," he said. And he meant it. Whatever his persond fedlings, it was bad policy to
let emotions of any sort rise to the surface. Especialy where Jedi were concerned. "I just think that with
al the other problems facing the Republic, a massive exploration and colo-nization project should be
relegated to the bottom third of the priority list. And for Master C'baoth to ingst that you personally do
something about it—"

"Patience, Kinman," Pa patine interrupted soothingly. "Y ou must learn to permit people their
passions. Outbound Flight is Master C'baoth's."”

He looked across the office toward the door. "Besides, even if they find nothing of red value out
there, it may bethat just the news of their expedition will spark the imaginations of people acrossthe
Republic.”

"If they everdo actudly announceit,” Dorianasaid. "Thelast | heard, the Jedi Council still had the
whole project wrapped in secrecy.”

Pd patine shrugged. "I'm sure they have their reasons.”

"Perhgps” Doriana hesitated. "But I'd like to gpologize to you, Sir, for speaking out of turn during
the medting.”

"Don't concern yoursdlf about it," Palpatine assured him. "Actudly, it was an ingpired suggestion.
Master C'baoth is quite good at the sort of mediation the Barlok situation so sorely needs. | should have

thought of it mysaif."



He snorted under hisbreath. "And to be perfectly honest, I'll be just as happy to have him off
Coruscant for acouple of weeks. It'll give me achance to consider how I'm going to persuade the
Appropriations Committee to restore Outbound Hight's funding.”

"Aswell asfind away to persuade the Council to give Mas-ter Cbaoth al the Jedi he wants?'

"That one | can do nothing about,” Palpatine said. "If C'baoth wants more Jedi, he'sthe one
who'll have to persuade Y oda and Windu."

"Yes, gr," Dorianamurmured. "Wel . . . maybe helll succeed so well at Barlok that they'll have
no choice but to givein.”

"Or dsethey'll givein amply to get him off their backs," Papatine said drily. "He's as persstent
with them as heiswith me. At any rate, that part isin C'baoth's hands now. Speaking of mattersin hand,
when are you leaving for your own trip?"

"Tonight,” Dorianasaid. "I have aship reserved, and dl the necessary files and documents are
prepared and packed. | just need to stop by my apartment after work to pack my personad itemsand I'll

be ready to go."

"Excellent,” Pdpatine said. "Then you might aswell go now. There's nothing more | need from
you for therest of the day.”

"Thank you, Sr," Dorianasaid. "I'll keep you informed on what happens at the various mestings.”

"Yes, dothat." Palpatine raised his eyebrows. "And be sure you deliver those data cardsto
Governor Caulfmar personaly.”

"Yes, | read thereports,” Dorianasaid, nodding. "Actualy, if the timing works out | may take an
extraday to poke around and seeif | can identify’ the traitor in hisinner circle. With your per-mission, of
course.”

"Granted,” Papatine said. "But be careful. There are rumors of growing dissatisfaction in that
sector.”

"There are rumors of that sort everywhere," Dorianasaid. "I'll bedl right.”
"| trust 0," Papatine said. "Buit till be careful. And hurry back.”

It was atwenty-minute air taxi ride to Doriana's home in the Third Ring Apartment Towers
northeast of the Senate complex. He split the time between datapad and comlink, checking on histravel
plans and smoothing out the inevitable lag-minute details. Thetaxi let him out on the 248th-floor landing
pad, and he rode the turbalift ten stories down to his apartment. Unlocking the door, he went in, locking
and privacy-seding it behind him.

He had told Palpatine that he still had to pack his bags. In ac-tud fact, they were already packed
and ditting in aneat row just inside the conversation room. Passing them by, he went to the desk in the
corner and sat down. From behind the fal se back in the bottom right-hand drawer he took a
holoprojector and plugged it into the computer. The access/security code was asmple matter of twelve
|etters and elghteen digits; punching them in, he picked up his datapad again and settled back to wait.



Asusud, thewait wasn't very long. Barely three minutes after he sent the call, the hooded face of
Darth Sidious shim-mered into view above the holoprojector. "Report,” the other ordered in agravely
voice.

"Jedi Master C'baoth ison hisway to Barlok, my lord," Do-rianasaid. " Depending on what kind
of transport he was able to get, he should be there in three to six days.”

"Excdlent,” Sidioussaid. "Youll have no trouble arriving ahead of him?"

"None, my lord," Dorianaassured him. "My courier isfaster than anything the Jedi can provide.
Hell aso haveto stop off at the Temple and persuade the Council to give him officid permis-son, while
I'm ready to go right now. And al the groundwork has been laid.”

"Then he should arrive to awarm reception indeed,” Sidious said, hislipscurving in asatisfied
smile. "What about Chancellor Papatine? Y ou're certain he won't notice thislittle sdetrip?”

"I've built the necessary dack into my schedule,” Dorianaas-sured him. "I can spend up to three
days on Barlok without filling behind. If it ends up taking longer, there are a couple of items on my
agenda | should be able to resolve viaHoloNet con-ference. | can do that from Barlok or anywhere else
aong theway, without having to actudly travel to those systems.”

"Again, excdlent,” Sidioussaid. "l have many servants, Do-riana, but few as clever and as subtle
asyou."

"Thank you, my lord," Dorianasaid, awarm glow flowing through him. Darth Sidious, Dark Lord
of the Sith, was not aman who was generous with his compliments.

"It will beadigtinct pleasure to get Jorus C'baoth out of our way," Sidiouswent on. "All indeed
goes according to my plan.”

"Yes, my lord," Dorianasaid. "I'll report as soon as weve achieved our victory."

"Just make certain wehave that victory," Sidious said, the note of warning in histone sending a
chill through the lingering warmth of his earlier compliment. "'Proceed with your work, my friend."

"Yes my lord."

The image vanished. Shutting off the holoprojector, Doriana disconnected it from the computer
and returned it to its hid-ing place. Then, pocketing his datapad, he retraced his stepsto where his
packed bags waited. Y es, the punishment for failing the Sith Lord would undoubtedly be severe. Nearly
as severe, he had no doubt, as that which would descend upon him if Chancellor Palpatine ever learned
that he had atraitor in hisinner office.

But if the price of failure was great, SO were the rewards of success. Dorianas agpartment, his
position, and hisquiet but far-ranging authority were proof of that. It was, in his estimation, agamble well
worth taking.

Besides which, he did so enjoy the game.

Pulling out his comlink, he keyed for ataxi to take him to the spaceport. Then, gathering his bags
together, he headed for the turbolift.



The door to the Jedi Council Chamber did open. "Come," Jedi Master Mace Windu called.

Squaring his shoulders, wondering what thiswas dl about, Obi-Wan Kenobi stepped inside.

And stopped, feding hisforehead wrinkling in surprise. A person summoned to the Jedi Council
Chamber naturdly ex-pected to find the entire Council waiting for him. But aside from Windu, standing
over by the windows gazing out at the city, the room was deserted. "No, you haven't misunderstood
where you were supposed to go,” Windu said, half turning to give Obi-Wan afaint smile. "I need totalk
toyou."

"Certainly, Master Windu," Obi-Wan said, still frowning as he crossed to where Windu stood.
"Isthisabout Anakin again?'

"No," Windu said, raisng his eyebrows questioningly. "Why, what's young Skywalker done
now?"'

"Nothing," Obi-Wan assured him hadtily. "At least, nothing in particular. But you know what
fourteen-year-old Padawan learners are like.”

"Strong, cocky, and amazing naive," Windu said, smiling again. "l wish you luck with him."
Obi-Wan shrugged. "If thereis such athing asluck.”

"Y ou know what | mean." Windu turned back to look out the window. "Tell me, have you ever
heard of aproject called Outbound Hight?*

Obi-Wan searched hismemory. "I don't think so."
"It was proposed as agrand exploration and colonization misson,” Windu said. "Six
Dreadnaught warships were to be linked to each other around a central equipment and supply stor-age

core, the whole thing to be sent out into the Unknown Re-gions and from there to another gaaxy™

Obi-Wan blinked. To anothergalaxy? "No, | haven't heard anything at al about this. What'sthe
proposed time frame?"

"Actudly, it'smostly ready now,” Windu said. " Just the final assembly and some disagreements
about the passenger list."

"Who'sin charge of it? The Senate?’

"Nominally, it was the Council's plan,” Windu said. "In practice, it's been Master C'baoth who's
been the chief driving force behind it.”

"Jorus C'baoth, master of the designated interview?' Obi-Wan asked drily. "And yet the project
hasn't made HoloNet newscasts? Incredible.”

"Y ou shouldn't talk about a Jedi Magter that way,” Windu re-proved him mildly.



"Am | wrong?'

Windu shrugged, adight lift of hisshoulders. "Thefact is, everyone connected with Outbound
Flight has had their reasons for keeping the project out of the public eye," he said. "Chancellor Papatine
has been concerned that spending time and money thisway in the face of the Republic's other problems
might not go over very well. Ditto for the Senate, which provided the Dreadnaughts they'll be using.”

He pursed hislips. "Asfor the Council, we had reasons of our own."

"Let meguess," Obi-Wan said. "Cbaoth is hoping Out-bound Flight can find out what happened
to Vergere"

Windu looked at himin mild surprise. "Y ouare growing in Jedi ingght, aren't you?"

"I'd liketo think s0," Obi-Wan said. "But this doesn't redlly qudify. Anakinand | never did get
the whole story on her disap-pearance; more to the point, we weren't able to find her on our last trip out
that direction. Never mind what C'baoth wants; | want to know what happened to her.”

"Careful, Obi-Wan," Windu warned. "Y ou mustn't dlow your emotionsto intrude on this.”
Obi-Wan bowed his head. "My apologies.”

"Emotion isthe enemy,” Windu went on. "Emotion of dl sorts. Y oursand Master C'baoth's."
Obi-Wan frowned. "Y ou think Master C'baoth is getting too close to this project?”

"To be honest, | don't knowwhat's happening with him,” Windu admitted rdluctantly. "Heingsts
that we need to send a strong force out into the Unknown Regionsto find Vergere and bring her back,
whichisal well and good. But at the same time he talks about how the Republic isteetering on the brink
and how it might be good to transfer some of the best Jedi out of the Republic entirely, settling themin
new coloniesin the Unknown Regions where Coruscant politics can't touch them."

"You're not redlly considering doing that, are you?" Obi-Wan asked. "We're spread thin enough
asitis”

"Mogt of the Council would agree with you," Windu said. "Unfortunately, the mgjority aso think
that by now Vergerestrail isso cold it will probably be impossible to follow. Mogt of those who till hold
out hope think asmaller probe would still be worthwhile, something larger than your attempt but far
bel ow the scale C'baoth wants." He grimaced. " The bottom lineisthat C'baoth is about the only one till
pushing for the full Outbound Hight."

" Are you suggesting he might defy the Council if you try to cancd it?"
"Why not?" Windu countered.

Obi-Wan turned back to face the window, and for amoment the room was silent. " So what
exactly doesthe Council want meto do?' Obi-Van asked at last.

"At this moment, Master C'baoth and his Padawan, Lorana Jinzler, are on their way to the
spaceport,” Windu said. " Appar-ently, Chancellor Pal patine mentioned some bogged-down ne-gotiations
on Barlok, and C'baoth persuaded the Council to send him there to mediate.”



"It this something mgor?'

"Magor enough,” Windu said. "The Corporate Alliance ver-susthe loca government. And you
know how anything involving any of the big corporate players makes headlines these days.”

"Yes," Obi-Wan murmured. Center-stage negotiations, so of course C'baoth would be headed in
that direction. "Again, what do you want me to do?"

A muscle in Windu's cheek tightened. "We want you to go to Barlok and keep an eye on him."
Obi-Wan fdt his mouth drop open. *Me?"

"I know,” Windu agreed soberly. "But you're here, and you're available. Besides, Skywalker
seemed to get dong well enough with him the one time they met. Maybe you can frame the whole thing
asadesreto show your Padawan how Jedi ne-gotiations are done.”

Obi-Wan snorted. "Y ou redly think C'baoth will buy that?!

"Probably not," Windu conceded. "But if you don't go, it'll haveto be either Y odaor me. You
think helll belessexplosveif one of us shows up?'

"You haveapoint,” Obi-Wan said with asigh. "Fine. We're between assignments anyway. And
you'reright; Anakinwas rather impressed by that take-charge single-mindedness of his. Maybealittle
youthful hero worship will kegp him cam.”

"Maybe," Windu said. "At any rate, ther€ll be a ship waiting by the time you and Skywalker get
to the spaceport.”

"Any ingructions other than to just watch him?"

"Not redly,” Windu said. He pursed hislips, and his gaze seemed to stretch out toward infinity.
"There's something € se going on, though. Something deep insde the man that | haven't been ableto get a
grip on. Some private thoughts, or agenda, or . . . | don't know. Something."

"Right," Obi-Wan said. "I'll be sureto watch for that." Windu gave him the sort of wryly patient
look Jedi Masters seemed to do so well. "And keep in touch," he said.

Thrawn had told Car'das that his base wasn't far from the spot where histask force had run into
theBargain Hunter : What he hadn't mentioned was that the trip would take nearly three standard days.

"About time," Qennto muttered under his breath as the three humans stood together at the back
of theSpringhawk 's bridge and watched as the handful of shipsflew in formation acrossasmdl asteroid
field. "I'm about to go ir crazy.”

"Y ou could dwaysjoin Maris and mefor the language lessons," Car'das offered. " Commander
Thrawn redlly is decent company.”



"No thanks," Qennto grunted. "Y ou two want to aid and abet apotentia enemy, be my guests.
Not me."

"These people arenot potentid enemies” Marissad firmly. "Asyou'd redizeif you'd made any
effort to get to know them. They're very polite and extremdly civilized."

"Y eah, wdll, the Huns have a civilization, too, or so they say,” Qennto retorted. "Sorry, but it'll
take more than good mannersto convinceme the Chiss are harmless.”

Mentally, Car'das shook his head. Ever since that first night aboard when he'd been frozen out of
the negotiations, Qennto had been nursing a grudge againgt the Chissin genera and Thrawn in particular.
Car'das and Maris had both tried to talk some sense back into him, but Qennto was more interested in
brooding than in reason, and after afew attempts Car'das had given up. Maybe Maris had, too.

Thrawn had been across the bridge, standing beside the crewer a what Car'das had tentatively
identified as the navigartion station. Now the commander stepped back and circled to where the humans
waited. "There" he said, pointing ahead out the wide viewport. "The large asteroid with the dow rotation.
That's our base."

Car'das frowned at it. The asteroid wasn't rotating so much asit was doing asow wobble,
nearly but not quite end over end. Not for pseudogravitational purposes, obvioudy; theSpringhawk
showed that the Chiss had artificid gravity. So why pick arotating asteroid?

Maris was obvioudy wondering the same thing. " That wob-ble must make it hard to dock with,"
she commented.

"Itdoes require a certain degree of kill," Thrawn agreed, lift-ing his eyebrows dightly likea
teacher trying to draw an answer from agroup of students.

Car'das |ooked back at the asteroid. Could Thrawn have set up adeliberately tricky docking
procedure as atraining exercise for new recruits? But he could do that more easily and safdly with a
Separate practice station.

Unlessthis asteroid was merdly atraining facility and not hismain base at al. Therewere
certainly no lights or indications of construction showing anywhere that he could see. Wasthat the
conclusion Thrawn expected them to come to?

And then, suddenly, he had it. "Y ou've got a passive sensor array at oneend,” he said. "The
waobble lets it sweep the whole sky instead of just one spot.”

"But why spin the whole asteroid?’ Maris asked, sounding puzzled. " Couldn't you just rotate the
aray?'

"Sure he could,” Qennto growled. "But then theré'd be something moving on the surface an
enemy might spot. Thisway everything'sal nice and quiet and peaceful, right up to the minute when he
blowstheir ships out from under them.”

"Essentidly correct,” Thrawn said. "Though were not ex-pecting enemiesto actualy come
cdling. Still, it'swiseto take precautions.”



"And they didn't blowour ship out from under us,” Maris said, tapping afinger on Qennto's chest
for emphagis.

Qennto turned a glower toward her. Car'das spoke up quickly: "So we're in Chiss space now?”

"Yesand no," Thrawn said. "Currently, there are only some survey and observation teams here,
soit'shardly representative of a proper Chiss system. However, the second planet is quite habitable and
within afew yearswill probably be opened up to full colonization. At thet point, it will come officidly
under the protection and control of the Nine Ruling Families."

"l hope you're not expecting usto stay for opening cere-monies,” Qennto muttered.

"Of course not,” Thrawn assured him. "1 tell you this smply because you might wish to return
someday and see what we've made of the Crustai system.”

"You've named it dready?' Maris asked.

"Theinitia survey team dways hasthat honor," Thrawn said. "In this case, the name Crudta isan
acronym for—"

"Crahsystor Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” a Chiss called from acrossthe bridge. "Risficar tli claristae su
fariml'sroca.”

"Sa cras mi soot shisfla, " Thrawn replied sharply, striding back to his command chair in the
center of the bridge and sitting down. "Hos mich falliare.”

"What did he say?' Qennto demanded, grabbing at anearby chair back for balance asthe
Soringhawk veered sharply portside and began to pick up speed. "What's going on?"

"I'm not sure,” Car'das said, mentaly replaying the Cheunh words and trying to sort out the
various prefixes and suffixes. The Chiss grammar waslogicd and rdatively easy to learn, but after only

three days of lessons he didn't have much vocabulary to work with. "The only word roots | caught were
the onesfor “stranger' and 'run." "

"Stranger. Run.” Qennto hissed between histeeth asthe starsin the viewport stretched into
garlines. "They're after someone.”

"Someone not too far away, ether,” Maris murmured. "lsn'tstae aword root for 'near'?”
"Yes, | think you'reright,” Car'das agreed. "I wonder if we ought to go back to our quarters.”

"We gtay right here" Qennto said firmly. "We dready saw how they treated one ship that
wandered in too close. | want to see what they do with another.”

"They only took out Progga because he fired first," Maris pointed out.
"Yegh," Qennto said. "Maybe."
For the next few minutes the bridge crew worked busily at their sations, the silence punctuated

only by an occasona com-mand or comment. Car'das found himself staring at the back of Thrawn's
head as the commander sat motionlesdy in his chair, wondering if he dared sidle up behind the other and



ask for an explanation asto what was going on.

A few secondslater he was glad he hadn't. Less than aminute after entering hyperspace, they
suddenly dropped back out again. "Already?' Qennto muttered, sounding stunned.

"Hedid amicrojump ," Car'das said, hardly believing it him-saf
"Ridiculous” Qennto ingsted. ™Y ou can't hit the side of the Senate Building with a—"
Abruptly, the deck jerked beneath them, nearly knocking them off their feet. Reflexively, Car'das

grabbed Mariss upper arm with one hand and a nearby conduit with the other, keeping both of them on
their feet.

Just asapair of smal shipsroared past the viewport, spitting laserfire and missiles at the
Soringhawk .

"I'd say he did alittle better than hit the sde of the Senate Building," Car'das managed asthe
deck again shook beneath them. "L ooks like he's right where he wantsto be."

"Terrific,” Qennto bit out. "I'm gladhe wants to be here."

The shaking subsided as the attackers flew out of optimum firing range, and Car'das focused on
thevisud displays. There were just three shipsindicated: the two fighters now coming around for another
pass, plus onelarger ship considerably farther away. Unlike the fighters, the larger vessel seemed to be
trying to move away from the battle zone instead of intoit.

"Here they come,” Qennto said.

Car'daslooked back at the viewport. TheSoringhawk had swiveled to face its attackers, and in
the distance he could see the glow as the fighters kicked their drivesto full power. "Grab onto
something," he warned, resettling hisfingers around the con-duit as Maris got agrip beside his. The
fighters split formation as they approached, veering toward opposite sdes of their target, their lasers
opening up again. TheSpringhawk 's weapons re-turned fire.

And both attackers exploded.

"Whoa!" Qennto said. "What in the—?"

"They blew up," Marisbreathed. "A single shot, and they just blewup ."

"Don't start cheering just yet," Car'das warned. TheSpringhawk was swinging avay from the
expanding clouds of debrisand picking up speed. "Therés ill the big one left.”

The dizzying sweep of stars settled down asthey finished their turn, and in the distance he could
seethe drive glow of the larger ship. "I don't suppose we could be lucky enough for it to be unarmed,”
Qennto said.

"Thrawn wouldn't attack an unarmed ship,” Maristold him firmly.

"Why not?' Qennto growled back. " Iwould. Those fighters attacked first. That makesthewhole
bunch of them fair game.”



"And probably dead meat," Car'das muttered.
Maris shivered but said nothing.

The other ship saw them coming, of course. Even astheSpringhawk closed to firing range, it
swung partway around, and a handful of missiles streaked out. The Chiss lasersflashed in reply, and the
missiles vaporized in midflight. The enemy re-sponded by rolling ninety degrees over and launching a
second salvo. Thisgroup, too, was dedt with at a safe distance. A third missile group followed, then a
fourth, dl destroyed en route. "Why don't they jump to lightspeed?' Maris murmured.

"I don't think they can," Car'dastold her, pointing to one of the tacticd displays. "Looksto me
like someone took out their hyperdrive.”

"When?' Qennto asked, frowning. "I don't remember hear-ing any firing before the fighters
attacked."

"Someone had to be hereto cal in the news," Car'das re-minded him. "Maybe he got in alucky

Whatever the reason, the other ship was definitely not getting away. TheSpringhawk continued
to close the gap, and asthey neared it, Car'das noticed for the first time that its hull was covered in what
looked like ovoid bubbles, each roughly two meters across and three long. "What are those things?' he
asked. "Qennto?"

"No ideg," the other said, craning his neck. "They look kind of like tiny observation blisters. Part
of the navigation system, maybe?'

"Or cabin viewports," Maris said, her voice suddenly tight. "Could it be a passenger liner?'
"What, with four clusters of missile launchers?' Qennto countered. "Not achance.”

The Chiss he msman moved theSpringhawk dongside the alien vessdl, compensating dmost
casudly for its duggish attempts to veer away, and nestled up against the other's hull. There wasaquick
stutter of dull thuds as maglocks were engaged, and Thrawn tapped a key on his command board. "
Ch'tra,” hecaled.

"'Go, " Car'dastrandated. "L ooks like we're boarding.”

The commander rose from his chair and turned around. "My agpologies,”" he said, switching to Sy
Bidti as he crossed to the three humans. "1 hadn't intended to take you into danger thisway. But the
opportunity presented itself, and | needed to takeit.”

"That'sal right, Commander,” Car'das assured him. "And it didn't look like we were inthat much
danger.”

"Asit turned out,” Thrawn said. Stepping to abank of lock-ers along one wall, he opened one
and pulled out an armored vac suit. Y our quarters are too close to the boarding areafor safety, so I'll
ask you to remain here until wereturn.”

"You'regoing in persondly?’ Maris asked, frowning.



"I command thesewarriors," Thrawn said, climbing into the vac suit with sure, practiced
movements. "Part of my duty isto sharein their danger.”

Maris glanced at Qennto. "Be careful,”" she said, sounding al-most embarrassed.

Thrawn gave her asmdl smile. "Don't worry," he said. Sgp-ping thefind sed closed, hepulled a
helmet and large handgun from the locker. "The vessdl ismost likely severely undercrewed, and Chiss
warriors are the best there are. I'll return soon.”

Car'das had wondered &t first why none of the rest of the bridge crew had joined with Thrawn in
the boarding party, the sounds of which they could occasionally hear wafting along the corridors and
through the open door. It was soon clear, though, that they weren't just Sitting around waiting, but were
actively engaged in some project of their own.

It was only as the melee was winding down that he was able to piece together afew recognizable
snatches of conversation and figure out what that project had been. Using theSpringhawk s sensors,
they'd been asssting the boarders in tracking down enemy combatants, whether hiding or gathering
together for an ambush. Even charging pirate-style onto an enemy vessel, Commander Thrawn made use
of al available resources.

It took less than an hour for the Chiss to secure the enemy vessdl. Another two hours went by,
though, before one of the warriors came to the bridge with ingtructions to bring the hu-mans aboard.

Car'das hadn't traveled very much before hooking up with Qennto and Maris. But most of his
recent travel had been to the seedier parts of the Republic, and as he stepped into the board-ing tunnel
he was confident he could handle anything they found at the other end.

He waswrong.

The vess itself was bad enough. Dank and dirty, itsentire interior showed sgns of multiple
repairs done in ahasty and careless manner, and the mixture of odors swirling through its corridors made
his nose itch. Worse than that were the dozens of blast points and scorch marks on the walls and cellings,
mute re-minders of the short but vicious battle that had just taken place.

Worst of dl werethe bodies.

Car'das had seen bodies before, but only the serene and neatly laid-out ones held encountered at
funerals. Never before had he seen bodies haphazardly stretched out wherever the Chiss weapons had
thrown them, twisted into whatever grotesque contortions their own degth throes had scul pted for them.
Hewinced as the Chisswarrior led them through various clumps of the dead, not wanting to look at them
but forced to do so if he didn't want to step on them, hoping desperately that he didn't completely shame
himsdf by getting Sck.

"Relax, kid," Qennto's voice muttered at his Side asthey reached yet another scattering of
corpses. "They'rejust bodies. They can't hurt you."

"I know that," Car'das growled, throwing asurreptitious ook at Maris. Even she, with al her
gented upbringing and ide-digtic sengitivity, was doing better with thisthan hewas.



Ahead, adoor opened, and Thrawn stepped into the corri-dor. He was still wearing his vac suit,
but the helmet now hung on afastener on hisleft hip. "Come," he caled, beckoning. "I want to show you
something.”

Nearly there. Taking adeep breath, focusing his attention on Thrawn's glowing eyes, Car'das
managed to make it the rest of the way.

"What are your thoughts?* Thrawn asked as they reached him, gesturing to the corridor around
them

"| think they were probably very poor,” Maris said, her tone mostly calm but with an edge of
disapproval. "Y ou can see where they've had to patch and repatch just to keep everything operat-ing.
Thisisnt amilitary ship, certainly not one that could have been athreat to the Chiss.”

"l agree," Thrawn agreed, turning his glowing eyes on her. " So; poor people, you think.
Nomeads?'

"Or refugees,” she said, the disapproving edge growing alit-tle sharper.
"And themissles?'
"They didn't do the passengers much good, did they?"

"No, but it wasn't from lack of trying." Thrawn turned to Qennto. "And you, Captain? What's
your reeding of this?'

"I don't know," Qennto said camly. "And | don't especidly care. They fired firgt, right?"

Thrawn shrugged microscopicaly. "Not entirely true," he said. "One of the sentries| hed
stationed here happened to be close enough as they came through to disable their hyperdrive. Car'das?
Y our opinion?"

Car'daslooked around at the faded and motley walls. He might not have had alot of schooling
before running off to space, but he'd had enough to know when ateacher was still 1ooking for an answer
he hadn't yet gotten from anyone else.

But whatwas the answver? Mariswas right; the ship did in-deed look like it was falling apart. But
Thrawn was right about the missiles, too. Would refugees have weapons like that?

And then, suddenly, it struck him. He looked behind him, locating the nearest dien body and
doing aquick estimate of its height and reach. Ancther look at the wal, and he turned back to Thrawn.
"These aren't the oneswho did therepairs, are they?"

"Very good," Thrawn said, smiling faintly. "No, they aren't.”
"What do you mean?' Qennto asked, frowning.
"Thesediensaretoo tdl,"” Car'das explained, pointing to thewall. " See here, where the sedlant

pattern changes texture? That's where whoever was dopping it on had to go get aladder or floatpad to
finishthejob."



"And whoever that worker was, he was consderably shorter than the masters of thisvessd.”
Thrawn turned back to Maris. "Asyou deduced, the vessal hasindeed been repaired many times. But
not by itsowners."

Marisslips compressed into ahard, thin line, her eyes sud-denly cold as she looked back at the
dead bodies. "They were davers.”

"Indeed,” Thrawn said. "Areyou dill angry a mefor killing them?'
Marissfaceturned pink. "I'm sorry."

"l understand.” Thrawn's eyebrows lifted dightly ™Y ou of the Republic don't condone davery
yourselves, do you?'

"No, of course not," Marisassured him hagtily.
"We have droids to handle most menia chores," Car'das added.
"What are droids?"

"Mechanica workersthat can think and act on their own,” Car'das explained. Y ou must have
something of the sort your-selves."”

"Actudly, wedon't," Thrawn said, eyeing Car'das thought-fully. "Nor do any of the dien cultures
weve met. Can you show me one?"

Besde Maris, Qennto rumbled warningly in histhroat. "We didn't bring any on thistrip,” Car'das
said, ignoring his captain's thunderous expression. Qennto had warned him repeatedly not to discussthe
Republic's technology level with the Chiss. But in Car'dass opinion this hardly qudified. Besides, Thrawn
had surely aready examined theBargain Hunter 's records, which must show a dozen different types of
droidsin action.

"A pity," Thrawn said. "Still, if the Republic has no davery, how isit you understand the
concept?'

Car'das grimaced. "We do know afew cultureswhereit ex-ists," he admitted reluctantly
"And your people permit this?"

"The Republic hasn't got much pull with systemsthat aren't members” Qennto put in impatiently.
"L ook, are we done here yet?

"Not quite," Thrawn said, gesturing toward the door held just come through. *Come and look.”

More bodies? Steding himself, determined not to go all woozy again even if the whole place was
piled high with them, Car'das stepped past the commander and through the doorway.

And stopped short, his mouth dropping open in amazement. The room was unexpectedly large,
with ahigh ceiling that must have stretched up at least two of the ship's decks.



But it wasn't piled high with bodies. It was piled high with treasure.

Treasure of dl kinds, too. There were piles of metal ingots of various colors and sheens, neetly
stacked inside accel eration web-bing. There were rows of bins, somefilled with coins or multi-colored
gems, others stocked with rectangular packages that might have been food or spices or ectronics.
Severa heavy-looking cabinets againgt one wal probably held items that would have been too tempting
to leave within easy reach of the daves or perhaps even the crew itsdlf.

There was dso agood deal of artwork: flats, sculpts, tresses, and other forms and styles Car'das
couldn't even categorize. Most of it was stacked together, but he could see afew pieces scattered
around throughout the room, asif some of the loaders either hadn't recognized them as art or else hadn't
much cared where they put them.

There was asharp intake of air and adightly strangled gasp as Qennto and Maris camein behind
him. "Whet in theworlds? " Maris breathed.

"A treasure vessd, carrying the plunder of many worlds,” Thrawn said, dipping into the room
behind them. "They were not only davers, but pirates and raiders aswell.”

With an effort, Car'das pulled his eyes away from the treasure trove and focused on Thrawn.
"Y ou sound like you dready know these people.”

"Only by reputation,” Thrawn said, hisamost gentle tone in sharp contrast to the tightnessin his
face as he gazed across the room. "At least, up until now."

"Y ou've been hunting them?"

A dight frown creased Thrawn's forehead. " Of course not," he said. "The Vagaari have made no
move againgt the Chiss As-cendancy. We therefore have no reason to hunt them.”

"But you know their name," Qennto murmured.

"Asl sad, | know their reputation,” Thrawn said. "They've been moving through thisregion of
spacefor at least the past ten years, preying mostly on the weak and the technologicaly primi-tive.”

"What about their daves?' Maris asked. "Do you know any-thing about them?”

Thrawn shook his head. "We haven't found any aboard thisvessdl. From that, and from this
room, | presume they were en route to their main base.”

"And they off-loaded the daves to kegp them from finding out where that baseis?' Car'das
suggested.

"Exactly,” Thrawn said. "The crew complement is smaller than one would expect for avessd of
thissze, aswdll. That indi-cates they weren't expecting trouble, but instead intended to go straight
home."

"Y es, you mentioned back on the bridge that they were undercrewed,” Car'das said. "How did
you know that?'

"| deduced it from the fact that their defense was duggish and mostly ineffectua,” Thrawn said.



"They did little but launch missiles, dl running The same countermeasures we'd dready seen. A fully
crewed vessel would have had laser gunnersin place and would have shifted the defense patterns of their
missiles. Clearly, they were expecting their escort to do any fighting that became necessary.”

"And boy, were they wrong," Qennto muttered. "Y ou had them outclassed from the start.”

"Hardly outclassed,” Thrawn told him. "I merely noticed that in both of their attacks alaser savo
preceded their missilesin adistinct and predictable pattern. When they launched therr third attack, | was
ableto fire back just asthe tubes protec-tive doors opened, detonating the missiles before they could be
launched. Fightersthat Sze never have sufficient armor to with-stand that sort of internd blast.”

"You see?' Car'das said drily. "Nothing to it.”

Qennto'slip twisted. "Yeeh," he said. "Right.”

"So what happens now?' Maris asked.

"I'll have the vessdl towed back to Crugtai for further study,” Thrawn said, giving the room one
last ook before turning back to the door.

"Question,” Qennto put in. "Y ou told Car'das you'd be giving us some extra stuff as payment for
teaching you Basic, right?"

"That wasn't precisaly theway | sated it,” Thrawn said.

"But that's essentidly correct.”

"And the longer we stay, the more extras we get?"

Thrawn smiled faintly. "That may be possible. | thought you werein arush to return home."

"No, no, thereés no hurry," Qennto assured him, giving the treasure room aleisurely sweep of his
eves. His earlier impatience, Car'das noted, seemed to have vanished without atrace. "No hurry at al."

Come, Padawan," Cbaoth said tartly, haf turning to throw aglare behind him. " Stop lagging.”

"Yes, Magter C'haoth,” Loranasaid, picking up her pace and hoping fervently that at her
increased speed sheld be able to get through the early-morning marketplace crowds without running
down any of the shoppers. Up to now the browsing Brolfi had been able to get out of Cbaoth'sway as
he strode through their midst, but she suspected part of that was the fact that he was as hard to miss as
an gpproaching thunderstorm. She, unfortunately, didn't have nearly the same commanding presence, and
there had been some near misses dready.

Thefrugtrating part was that there was no need for them to walk thisfast in the first place—they
gl had plenty of time before the day's negotiations began. No, Cbaoth was smply angry: angry & the
stubborn Brolf negotiators, angry at the equaly stubborn Corporate Alliance representatives, angrier il
at the cardless drafters of the original minera-rights contract who had left matters open to multiple



interpretationsin thefirst place.
And the angrier C'baoth got, the faster he walked.

Fortunately, the Force was with Lorana, and she made it to the end of their particular market
segment without bowling any-one over and crossed onto one of the wide promenades that di-vided up
the marketplace. One more segment to go and they would climb the steps to the wide western door of
the city admin-istration center where the negotiations would soon resume.

Unfortunately, C'baoth responded to the open area by pick-ing up his pace dl the more.
Grimacing, Lorana sped up as much as she could without breaking into atrot, which she knew would
bring an ingtant rebuke as being undignified and unbecoming of aJedi.

And then, without warning, C'baoth braked to an abrupt halt.

"What isit?"' Loranaasked, stretching out with the Force as she came to astop beside him. She
could detect no danger or threat nearby, only C'baoth's own suddenly heightened annoy-ance. "Master
Cbaoth?'

"Typica," hegrowled, his hair and beard rustling against hisrobe as he turned his head. "Nervous
and distrusting, the wholelot of them. Come, Padawan."

He strode of f toward the market square to their right. Lo-rana craned her neck to look as she
followed, trying to figure out what he was talking abot.

And then she saw two men coming toward them through the crowd: a Jedi and his Padawan,
both of them familiar looking, striding confidently through the ordinary peoplelike lightsamid aswirl of
deed leaves.

She frowned, the menta image suddenly catching her con-scious attention. A swirl of dead
leaves.. .

When in the worlds had she started to think of non-Jedi that way? Surely that wasn't how sheld
been brought up to think of the people she had dedicated her life to serve. Could it be an at-titude sheld
picked up from some of the people she'd traveled among since becoming C'baoth's Padawan? Certainly
many of them had seemed to consider themsalvesinferior to those who carried the lightsaber,

Or had she picked it up from C'baoth himself? Was that how he thought about people?

C'baoth stopped afew meters from the edge of the square and waited, and as the two figures
threaded their way around the final group of shoppers and continued toward them Loranafi-naly
matched their faces with their names. "Master Cbaoth,” Obi-Wan Kenobi said, nodding in greeting as he
and his Pada-wan, Anakin Skywalker, walked up.

"Magter Kenobi," C'baoth greeted them in turn, his voice and manner polite but with an edge of
intimidation beneath the words. "Thisisasurprise. Have you come dl the way from Cor-uscant just to
shop for prisht fruits?'

"It issaid that Barlok horticultura techniques produce the best specimens,” Obi-Wan replied
camly. "Andyou?'



"Y ou know perfectly well why we're here," Cbaoth said. "Tell me, howis Master Windu?*
Kenobi'slip twitched dightly. "Heswell."

"That's good to hear." Cbaoth shifted his attention to the young teen standing at Kenobi's side,
and adight smilefindly touched the corners of hislips. "Master Skywalker, isnt it?' hesaidinafriendlier
tone.

"Yes, Magter Cbaoth,” Anakin said, and Lorana couldn't help but smile hersdlf at the earnest
gravity inthe boy'svoice. "It's an honor to seeyou again.”

"Asit islikewise an honor for me to meet once more with such apromising Padawan,” C'baoth
replied. "Tel me, how goesyour training?"

Anakin glanced at Kenobi. "There'saways moreto learn, of course," he said. "'l can only hope
my progressis satisfactory.”

"His progress is more than satisfactory,” Kenobi put in. "At thisrate, helll be afull Jedi before
he'stwenty."

Loranawinced. She hersdf was dready twenty-two, and C'baoth had made no mention of
recommending her for Jedi Knighthood anytime soon. Was Anakin that much stronger in the Force than
shewas?

"And yet he began histraining so much later than usua,” C'baoth pointed out, smiling dmost
fondly at the boy. "That makes his development even moreimpressve.”

"Indeed,” Kenobi said. "In hindsight, | think it's clear that the Council made the right decisonin
permitting meto train him."

Therewas just the dightest emphasis on the wordme , and for half a second adark cloud
seemed to hover at the edge of C'baoth's face. Then the darkness faded and he smiled again. "This has
been a pleasant meeting,” he said. "But the negotia-tors are assembling, and | have work to do. | trust
you'll excuse meif | go and ded with legitimate Council busness”

"Certainly,” Kenobi said, his cheek tightening dightly at the implication that he and his Padawan
were not, in fact, on legiti-mate Council business themsealves.

"But | forget my manners," Chaoth continued. "Thisisafull and rich city, and you and Master
Skywa ker will undoubtedly wish to sample its amusements while you're here." He gestured to Lorana
"My Padawan, Lorana Jinzler, would be honored to escort you on your explorations.”

"Thank you, but that won't be necessary,” Kenobi said, throwing Loranaameasuring |0ok.
"Well befine."

"l ingg," Cbaoth said, and there was no mistaking the com-mand in histone. "I wouldn't want
you getting in theway of thetalks, or accidentaly running afoul of any of the negotiators.” He looked a
Anakin. "Besdes, | imagine Master Skywaker would enjoy the company of another Padawan for a
while"

Again, Anakin looked a histeacher. "Wdll . . ."



"And I'd takeit asapersond favor, aswell,” C'baoth added, looking back at Kenobi. "There's
really nothing for Loranato do in the negotiations, and thus no real reason for me to keep her there. I'm
sure sheld prefer to be out and about, and 1'd fedl better knowing she was touring the city with someone
reiable”

Kenobi's lip twitched. Hewasn't at dl happy about this- Lorana could see that even without the
Force. But he'd been outmaneuvered, and he knew it. "Asyou wish, Master Cbaoth," he said. "We'd be
honored to have your Padawan's company for the present.”

"For aslong asyou wish," Cbaoth said. "Now | must go. Farewell.” Turning, he strode away.

Loranawatched him go, her throat tightening. She'd been perfectly content to sit behind C'baoth
during the negotiations, and up to now he'd seemed equally content to have her there. Had she done
something to displease him?

Still, whatever the reason, she had her orders, even if they'd been largely unspoken. Bracing
hersdlf, she turned back around.

Tofind Kenobi and Anakin gazing expectantly back at her. "Wdl," she said, wincing & the
inanity of the word. A Padawan of Jorus C'baoth's should be more urbane and e oquent than that. "I've
only been inthe city for aday, but | did pick up aguide card for visitors at the spaceport.”

"Sodidwe," Kenobi said, lifting hiseyebrows dightly. Clearly, he wasn't going to make this easy
on her. "Master Kenobi—"

"Y ou know anyplace to get good tarsh maxers?* Anakin spoke up hopefully. "I'm hungry.”

Kenobi smiled at his Padawan, and when he looked back at L orana she could fed thetension
between them fading away. "Actudly, that sounds good to me, too," he agreed. "L et's hunt down a
diner.”

Seated on the balcony of hishotel room, Doriana watched as the three of them headed of
toward one of the city's more mid-scae restaurant digtricts, scowling as he followed their leisurely
progress through his macrobinoculars. So the Jedi Council had pulled afast one on him, sending
Obi-Wan Kenobi and his up-start Padawan to keep an eye on C'baoth. That hadn't been part of
Sidioussplan.

But then, these two seemed to be making a career of that sort of thing. He remembered vividly
Sidiouss anger after the Naboo incident and the unexpected defeat of his Trade Federation d-lies. Their
army should have been able to occupy the planet for months or years, creating aturmoil and pardysisin
the Senate that Sidious and Doriana could have used to devastating effect.

But al that had been logt, thanks to Skywalker and his dumb luck in taking out the Trade
Federation's Droid Control Ship. Darth Maul's degth at the hands of Kenobi and Qui-Gon Jinn had been
equally devastating, short-circuiting aquiet reign of terror that would have distracted the Jedi even asit
pruned the edges of their close-knit group.

And now herethey were on Barlok, threatening to interfere with Sidiouss plan to diminate Jorus



C'baoth.

He st hislipsfirmly together. No—not thistime. Not if Kinman Doriana had anything to say
about it.

Inside his pocket, his specia comlink beeped. Still watching Kenobi and his companions, he
fished out the device and flicked it on. "Y es?"

"Defender?' ahoarse Brolf voice asked.

"Yes, itisl, Patriot,” Dorianasaid. "1 have returned as | promised to help you in your time of

"You arelate," the other growled. "The negotiations have a-ready begun.”

"But nothing isyet decided,” Dorianasaid. "Theres till time to send amessage that the Brolf
peoplewill not be cheated. Has everything been prepared according to my instructions?”

"Almog," Patriot said. "The fina components should be on the way. The question iswhether
you've brought the contribu-tion you promised.”

"I haveit right here" Dorianaassured him.
"Then bring it," Patriot said. "Third North from Chessle and Scriv Streets. Two hours.”
"I'll bethere.

There was aping as the connection was broken. Putting away his comlink, Doriana glanced at his
chrono. Excdllent. The ad-dress wasn't more than half an hour'swalk away, which would give him time
for aleisurdy stroll and acareful survey of the neighborhood before he arrived.

But first, he would see what he could do to keep Kenobi on the sidelines where he belonged.

Fortunately, that shouldn't be a problem. Whatever his pur-pose here, chances were he wouldn't
make any serious moves without first consulting the Jedi Council. A little twesking of the city's HoloNet
computer access system, and there would be nothing coming into or going out of Barlok for the next day
or two. Plenty of time for him and his Brolf dliesto finish thejob.

Stepping over to the desk, he opened his computer and set to work.

The cantinathey found didn't have the most promising decor Obi-Wan had ever seen. But like
Dex's Diner on Corus-cant, appearances could be deceiving, particularly where food wasinvolved. The
hearty aroma of roast tarsh was definitely in the air, maxers were the headliners on the menu, and
Loranas guide card gave the place atriple-porken rating. All in all, it looked like a pretty good bet.

A WA-2 droid scuttled up asthey chose a booth overlooking the street and sat down.
"Welcometo Panky's," it said, its elec-tronic voice somehow managing to convey both courtesy and the
fact that it was being severely and unfairly overworked. "What may | provide for you?"



"l want atarsh maxer and bribb juice,” Anakin said eagerly.

Obi-Wan suppressed a smile. Anakin had discovered bribb juice on hisfirst trip as a Padawan,
and ever since then held or-dered it every chance he got, whether it really went with the rest of the meal
or not. "Same maxer for me, but make my drink a Cordlian noale," hetold the droid.

"I'll take the bribb juice, but with aprisht-fruit salad,” Lo-rana said. She gave Obi-Wan a hesitant
amile. "After dl, Barlokdoes produce the best specimens.”

"So I've heard,” Obi-Wan said, studying her. She was about medium height, with dark hair and
griking gray eyes. She had an intelligent face, anice smile, and that sense of global avarenessthat came
from knowledge of the Force. To all appearances, she seemed well on her way to becoming atypical
Jedi.

And yet, there was something about her that felt odd to him, something that didn't quitering true.
Her air of dignity and con-fidence felt strained, like an accessory she put on every morning instead of
something that wastruly apart of her innermost being. Her smile had asimilarly tentative edgeto it, asif
shewas afraid it would get her into trouble.

On the surface, she had everything down just right. Beneath it dl, she was till a Padawan learner
with alot of work yet to do.

"I don't think I've ever met anyone before who was trained by Master C'baoth,” he commented
asthedroid bustled away. "What's he like to study with?"

The corners of Loranas mouth compressed, just noticeably. "It's been avauable learning
experience,” she said diplomati-cally. "Master C'baoth has a depth and strength in the Force that | can
only hope I'll someday be able to approach.”

"Ah." Obi-Wan nodded, his mind flicking back to hislast conversation with Master Windu. She
might beright, or it might also be that C'baoth wasn't nearly as deep into the Force as she thought.
Possibly even not as deep as C'baoth himsalf thought.

But discussing a Jedi with his Padawan was considered poor form, particularly in front of
another, younger Padawan like Anakin. "I'm sure you'll makeit," hetold her. "In my experi-ence, a Jedi
can gain as much depth in the Force as he or she wants.”

"Within hisor her limitations, of course" Loranasaid rue-fully. "I don't know yet where thet line
liesfor me

"No one does until thelineisreached and tested,” Obi-Wan pointed out. "Personally, | don't
believe thereare any such limits"

Another droid bustled up with their drinks balanced precari-oudy on atray. Obi-Wan leaned
back, ready to reach out with the Force to rescue the glasses if it became necessary, but the droid set
them down without spilling adrop and bustled away. Picking up his drink, Obi-Wan sent asdow look
around the room.

Small, unassuming placeslikethis, he knew, were usualy passed over by casud visitorslooking
for flash and sparkle. Sure enough, most of the patrons were locas. hornskinned Bralfi in varying shades
of yellow and green, plus a counterpoint sprin-kling of the more delicate arbored Karfsfrom the vast



tisvollt forests that edged the city on two Sides.

But there were dso afew other species represented, includ-ing three more humans. Perhapsthe
guide card recommenda-tion was actudly having some influence on the visitor trade. Hisleisurely gaze
drifted to the genuine duskwood bar at the far end, where a skinny, mostly yellow-skinned Brolf was
sarving drinks.

Hefrowned. "Lorana, that human over there—black vest, gray shirt, talking to the bartender.
Have you ever seen him be-fore?!

Sheturned to look. "Y es, he was in the group waiting outside the negotiating chamber when the
talks ended yesterday. | don't know his name."

"You know him, Master?' Anakin asked.

"Unless I'm mistaken, that's Jery Riske," Obi-Wan said. "Former bounty hunter; currently top
enforcer for the magis-trate's office of the Corporate Alliance.”

"What does an enforcer do?' Anakin asked.

"Pretty much anything Passel Argentetellshim to,” Obi-Wan said. "Bodyguard, investigator, and
probably extramuscleif there are bad debts to be collected. | wonder which of those roles he's
performing here.”

"Probably the bodyguard one," Lorana said. "Magidtrate Ar-gente'sleading the Alliance's
negotiating team.”

An unpleasant sensation crept up Obi-Wan's back. The head of a powerful, galaxy-spanning
organization such asthe Corpo-rate Alliance hardly had the time to dedl persondly with aminor contract
disoutelikethis.

Unlessthe Barlok dispute wasn't as minor as everyone seemed to think.

Helooked back at Riske. The man was till talking with the bartender, both of them leaning
dightly over their respective Sdes of the bar, their heads close together. " Anakin, you see that dish of
guartered nuts on the bar near Enforcer Riske?" he asked, setting down hisdrink. "Go and grab afew of
them.”

"Sure," Anakin said. Sliding out of his seat, he Sarted threading his way between the rows of
tables.

"What are you doing?"' Loranaasked.

"Giving mysdlf an excuseto go over there," Obi-Wan said, watching Anakin's progress across
the room and judging histim-ing. One moretable. . . now. "Wait here,”" he added, standing up and
heading off after his Padawan. Focusing his attention on the conversation at the bar, he ran through his
Jedi sensory enhance-ment techniques.

He got within eavesdropping distance just as Anakin reached the bar, squeezed himself in
between an Aquadish and a Rodian, and started hel ping himsdlf to the nuts. "—centered in Patameene
Didtrict,” the bartender was saying in alow voice. "But that's just arumor, mind.”



"Thanks," Riske said. His hand brushed over the bar-tender's, and Obi-Wan caught aglint of
metd asthe bartender straightened up, his closed fist dropping casualy behind the bar. The Brolf's eyes
shifted to Obi-Wan, the hornskin puckering alittle as he frowned. Riske caught the change in expression
and turned, hisright hand dropping casudly to hisbelt, the fingertips dipping insde the edge of hisvest.

"That's enough, Anakin," Obi-Wan said, keeping hisvoicelight but firm as he came up behind
Anakin and took casud hold of the boy's shoulder, carefully keeping his eyes away from Riske and the
bartender.

"Just one more?" Anakin asked, turning and holding up alarge tashru.

"All right, but forafter your lunch,” Obi-Wan said firmly. Out of the corner of hiseye he saw
Riske's hand drop the rest of the way to his side and sensed both his and the bartender's sus-picions
fading. "Y ou don't want to spoil your appetite.”

The boy sghed theatricdly. "Okay," he said. Closing hisfist around the nut, he started to turn
around.

And as he did 0, his shoulder bumped the Aqudish's back just asthe burly dien waslifting his
drink to his mouth, sending asmall wave of bright red liquid doshing over therim and down the dien's
meassive hand.

Obi-Wan winced. It wasaminor accident, as such things went, with equally minor damages. But
such subtletieswere lost on the typica Aquaish mind and temper.

And thisone was very definitely typicd. "Y ou—child human troublemaker—" he grunted in his
native tongue, spinning around fast enough to dosh alittle more of hisdrink over the edge. "What do you
do to bother me?"

"It was an accident,” Obi-Wan said quickly, pulling Anakin back to just in front of him. "I
apologizefor his cardessness.”

"Heisno babein leafwrap that you must clean up hismesses,” the Aqudish retorted, glaring at
Obi-Wan with his huge eyes. He looked back at Anakin, his hand dropping to the blaster belted at his
was. "He must learn manners and sdlf-discipline.”

Obi-Wan tightened his grip on Anakin's shoulder as he sensed the boy's flash of anger.
Sdf-discipline was one of Ana-kin's biggest problem areas, something Obi-Wan had to call him on
probably twice aweek. The last thing the boy wanted to hear was the same lecture coming from a
grumpy dien. "Easy, Anakin," Obi-Wan warned, aware that every eyein the cantinawas on the
confrontation. Hislittle playacting had dleviated Riske's first suspicions about the would-be
eavesdropper, but those suspicions would be back with avengeance if Obi-Wan was forced to revesl
himsdf asa Jedi. "Come, friend,” he said sooth-ingly to the Aqualish. " Surely you have more worthwhile
waysto spend your energy. Let me get you another drink, and well be on our way."

For along moment the Aqudish glared a him, his hand now openly gripping the butt of his
blaster. Obi-Wan stood motion-less, hismind dipping into combat mode, his hand ready to dart beneath
histunic and snatch his lightsaber if and when it became necessary.

And then something seemed to flicker inthe Aquaish'sanger. "A Likstro," hesad, lifting hishand



off hisblaster and pointing at hishdf-filled glass. "A large one.”

"Certainly,” Obi-Wan said. The other's glass was nowhere near large size, but thiswasn't thetime
or placeto quibble over details. Senses il aert for alast-minute sneek attack, he turned and caught the
bartender'seye. "A large Likstro," he said, ges-turing to the Aqudish.

The bartender nodded and busied himself with histap. A minute later the drink wasin the dien's
hand, the payment was in the bartender's, and Obi-Wan and Anakin were heading back toward their
booth.

"That wasn't alarge drink he had,” Anakin muttered as they maneuvered between the tables.

Obi-Wan nodded. "1 know."

"That means he stiffed you," Anakin said, an accusing edge cregping into hisvoice. "Probably
what he had inmind al dong."

"Possbly," Obi-Wan acknowledged. "What if he did?"
"But werreJedi ," Anakin growled. "We shouldn't have to put up with that kind of shakedown."

"Y ou haveto learn to see the bigger view, my young Pada-wan," Obi-Wan reminded him,
glancing around. "All we redly wanted to accomplish here—"

He broke off. Riske was gone.

So was Lorana

It was apparently her lot in life, Loranathought as she wove her way through the crowds on the
wakway, to be forever trying to keep up with someone. Earlier it had been C'baoth; now, shewas
struggling just as hard to keep Riskein sght.

She had to admit, though, that it was an interesting study in contrasts. C'baoth's technique was
the Straightforward one of in-timidating others out of hisway. Riske gained the same result by taking
advantage of every opening or opportunity for advance-ment, seldom disturbing any of the other
pedestrians, dipping through the crowd like anight animal through the trees of aforest.

Master Kenobi had said that the man used to be a bounty hunter. He'd probably been avery
good one.

Unfortunately, she hadn't thought to get Obi-Wan's com-link frequency before they split up.
C'baoth might haveit, but she knew better than to interrupt him during the negotiations for anything short
of animminent catastrophe.

But the Jedi Temple on Coruscant surely had the listing. Dodging around astrolling Ithorian, she
pulled out her comlink and keyed for the city communications center and aHoloNet relay.



"Vadt gpologies, citizen," amechanica voice said from the comlink. "All connections offworld are
unavallable. Pleasetry again a afuturetime.”

So much for that approach. Lorana shut off the comlink and returned it to her belt, sdestepping
asapair of large Brolfi sud-denly loomed in her path. They passed her by and she Sarted for-ward
again, craning her neck to sec over the crowd.

To find that Riske had vanished.

She hurried forward, scanning the street and stretching out to the Force. But there was no sign of
him.

Calm yourself Padawan, C'baoth's oft-repeated admonition whispered through her mind. Riske
couldn't have gotten very far in the brief time held been out of her sight. He must have ether goneinto
one of the dozens of little shopsthat lined the street or €l se ducked down one of the pair of narrow
aleyways branching off to the left and right just ahead.

Briefly, sheweighed the options. The shopswould be con-gtricting, dragticaly limiting his
freedom of movement. A man like Riske, she decided, would morelikely go for one of the aleys.

She reached them and |ooked both directions. No one was visible. When sheld last seen Riske,
he'd been closer to the left dleyway, which made that one the more obvious choice. But he didn't strike
her as an obvious sort of person. Weaving around an-other pair of pedestrians, she stepped into the dley
totheright.

The passageway wasfairly narrow, about one and a haf land-speeders wide, with one side
stacked with tall but nest piles of garbage containers awaiting pickup. Halfway aong itslength, another
dley cut acrossit a right angles, dividing this particular block into quarters. If Riske had gonethisway,
he would have had two additiona directions to choose from once he reached the center. Slipping her
hand inside her tunic, she got agrip on her lightsaber and headed in.

She reached the centra intersection without incident and looked in al directions. Riske,
unfortunately, wasn't visblein any of them.

For amoment she stood there, looking back and forth down the cross-alley, the sour taste of
defeat in her mouth. Nothing to do now but retrace her steps and hope Kenobi wouldn't be angry enough
a her fallure to report her to C'baoth.

A flicker from the Force was her only warning, but she re-acted to it instantly. Taking aleaping
step to the Sde, she spun around, drawing her lightsaber from her sash and ignitingit.

The spinning disk gliding in through the aleyway behind her caught the sunlight asit tilted dightly,
dtering itsdirection toward her new position. Getting a two-handed grip on her lightsaber, she watched it
come, wondering why anyone would bother with such ardatively dow wegpon.

Half asecond later she got her answer asthe disk split into thirds, the top and bottom sections
becoming duplicates of the origina and swinging wide to approach her from different an-gles.

So it had become three against one. Still not a problem. She took a step backward, mentally
mapping out the sequence she would use againgt them. They hummed their way into range; and with a
quick one-two-three she dashed the glowing blade out-ward, dicing dl three disksin half.



And asthe sections of the last one clattered to the dley floor, an arm snaked around her shoulder
from behind to wrap firmly around her neck.

Sheinhded sharply in chagrin. So that was the reason for the smplicity of the attack. It had been
nothing but adiversion, driving her into the tunnel vision of combat while Riske dipped out of
concealment from one of the garbage stacks and sneaked up behind her. She shifted her grip on her
lightsaber, wondering if she would have time to stab backward with it before he got an-other wespon
into pogtion.

"Easy, girl," amild voice said as something hard pressed against her neck benesth her right eer.
"Closeit down and put it away. | just want to talk.”

" About what?' she demanded.

"Put it away and I'll tdll you," he said. "Come on, girl—thisisn't worth getting your head blown off

over.
"I'maJedi,” she warned. "We don't respond well to thrests.”

"Maybe Jedi don't,” Riske agreed, an dmost amused edge to hisvoice. "But you're no Jedi—you
got suckered way too easily for that.” The arm around her throat tightened dightly. "Come on. Cool
down and let'stalk."

Loranaglared at the dley wall. Still, derison aside, if hed wanted to kill her he probably could
have done s0 long before now. "Fine," she said, closing down her lightsaber and diding it back into her
sash.

"There, now, that wasn't so hard, wasit?' he said soothingly ashelet go of her neck.

"I'm glad you're happy,” Lorana said, taking a step forward and turning around to face him.
"What do you want to talk about?'

"Let'sstart with you," Riske suggested, tucking asmall hold-out blaster back into concealment in
histunic. "Why is Cbaoth having you follow me?'

"Master C'baoth has nothing to do with this" she told him, stretching out to the Force and trying
to get afed for the man. He was cool and unemotiond, with the aert detachment sheld often seeniin
professiona bodyguards. But beneath the calm she could sense acertain honor, or at least awillingness
to stand by hisword.

And thefact that held put his blaster away implied he ex-pected a certain degree of honor from
her in return. That alone dictated that she at least hear him out.

"Wasit the other Jedli, then?" Riske asked. "The one with you in the cantina?'

There are times when you'll wish your identity to remain un-known, C'baoth had reminded
her back on Coruscant. Clearly, it hadn't worked with Riske. "He was interested in you, yes, but
following youwasmy ideg," shetold him. "He was mostly sur-prised that a person of Magistrate
Argente's stature would be handling these negotiations persondly.”



"I could say the same about Jedi Master C'baoth,” Riske said. "Magistrate Argente was rather
aurprised himsdf when he showed up.” He gestured in the direction of the cantina. "And now we have
another Jedi in the game, this one trying to eavesdrop on private conversations. What exactly isthe
Council playing a?'

"Asfar as| know, the Council isn't playing at anything,” Lo-ranasaid. "We're not supposed to
take 9desin thesethings.”

Riske snorted. "Like you didn't take sides on Naboo?' he said pointedly. "1 noticed your
high-minded neutrdity was sur-prisingly helpful to Queen Amidalaand her government.”

"I don't know anything about that,” Loranasaid. "Asyou've dready guessed, I'm only a
Padawan. But | can tell you that the Council didn't send us here. It was Master Cbaoth'sidea, and the
Council only reluctantly gave him permisson.”

Riske frowned. " So he came up with thisal on hisown?"

"Widl, actudly, he was responding to something Supreme Chancellor Papatine said,” Lorana
amended. "But it still wasn't the Council'sidea”

"Pdpating" Riske muttered, rubbing his cheek thoughtfully. "Interesting.”

"My turn now," Loranasaid. "What areyou doing wandering around the city?*

"Trying to keep Magidrate Argente dive, of course” Riske said, histone suddenly dark. "Nice
talking with you, Padawan. Try and stay out of my way, al right?' With that he turned and strode away
downthedley.

Loranawatched him until he disgppeared out the other end into the city's pedestrian traffic. Then,

with asigh, she turned and headed back the way she'd come. Master Kenobi, she knew, was not going
to be happy about this.

With no easy way to locate Lorana, and with every reason to expect they would most likely
chase each other in circlesif hetried, Obi-Wan had opted to wait for her on abench in asmall park
across the street from the cantina.

Anakin wasjus finishing histarsh maxer when shefindly re-turned.

"Interesting,” Obi-Wan said when sheld finished her story. " So Magidtrate Argenté'sin danger, is
rel?l

"Or at least Riskethinks heis," Loranasaid, her eves holding the wary look of someone bracing
hersdf for areprimand.

In fact, as Obi-Wan gazed into those eyes, it occurred to him that they seemed to fall into that
mode far too naturally. Apparently, C'baoth's teaching style was as domineering astherest of the man's
personality. "But he didn't seem to think the danger was coming from you or Master C'baoth?”

"No, though he did ask what the Council wasupto,”" Loranasaid. "But it seemed almost a



perfunctory comment, asif it was just natura to assume that the Council was playing palitics. | don't think
he would have been so open with meif held redlly thought we were plotting against Argente.”

"You cdlthat being open?' Anakin demanded scornfully. "Hints and threats?!

"Tdling her to stay out of hisway wasn't necessarily athreat,” Obi-Wan told him. "Professiona
bodyguards like Riske aways worry about bystanders or well-meaning but amateurish helpers getting in
theway."

"Hethinkswe'reamateurs? "

"In certain aspects of that job, we are,” Obi-Wan told him bluntly, turning back to Lorana. "So
what doyou think?Is Ar-gentein danger?’

A flicker of surprise crossed her face. C'baoth, he reflected, probably didn't ask her opinion very
often. "'l don't know," she said. "But fedingsare running high about the Corporate Al-liance's effortsto
take full possesson of the mines.”

"l canimagine," Obi-Wan said. "Do you know which hotdl Argenteis staying &?'
"The Starbright," Loranasaid. "It's about a kilometer east of the city center.”

"Which isn't the direction Riske was going,” Obi-Wan pointed out. "Buit itis the direction to
Patameene Didtrict.”

"Patameene Didrict?' Anakin asked.

"I heard the bartender mention it to him," Obi-Wan said. "It's one of the city's biggest
subdivisions, straddling both some very rich and very poor aress. If we're going to nose around, that
would probably be agood placeto gtart.”

"Were going tohelp him?' Anakin objected. "I thought the Corporate Alliance wastrying to stedl
the minerd rightsfrom the Brolfi."

"That's what the negotiations are supposed to determine,” Obi-Wan reminded him. "At any rate,
that's not our concern. Our job as Jedi isto protect and preserve life across the Re-public.”

"l don't know," Loranasaid hesitantly. "Master C'baoth wasn't very happy to find you two here.
He might not like usin-terfering in mattersthisway. Riske and his people seem to be on top of
things—shouldn't we let them handleit?!

"Who'sinterfering with anything?' Obi-Wan asked blandly as he stood up. "Weregoing ona
tour of the city, just as Master C'baoth suggested. If we happen to run into some trouble, that's hardly
our fault.”

It was aten-minute walk to the nearest edge of Patameene District. Obi-Wan kept his eyes
moving as they walked, hoping to spot Riske in the crowd. But having been caught once, the bodyguard

was apparently too cagey to let it happen again.



"This should be the edge of the didtrict,” he said asthey reached alow decorative stonewall and
passed through a pedes-trian archway. " Anakin, remember that we're just here to look around.”

"Sure," Anakin said, his eyes dready sweeping the area, his sensethat of a hunting darokil
draining a itsleash. "Okay if | go ahead alittle?"

"All right, but not too far,” Obi-Wan said. "I don't want you getting logt.”
"l won't." Slipping between apair of Karfs, the boy ducked into the crowd.
"You sure hell bedl right?' Lorana asked.

"Hell befine," Obi-Wan assured her. "He's alittle reckless, but he's strong in the Force and
generdly behaveshimsdf.”

"Y ou must have great confidencein him," Lorana mur-mured.

Obi-Wan gave her asdeways|ook. Thered been an odd wistfulnessin her tone just then.
"C'baoth doesn't have as much confidencein you, | takeit?"

"Master C'baoth has had severa Padawansin hislifetime of serviceto the Jedi Order,” she said,
her voice going carefully neutrd. "He knowswhat he's doing.”

"Yes, of course," Obi-Wan said. "He does have arather over-powering persondlity, though,
doesn't he?'

"Hisreputation iswell earned,” she said, again clearly pick-ing her words carefully. "He's skilled
and knowledgeable and inteligent. I've learned agreet ded from him."

"Though he's adso perhaps alittle too demanding?
"I wouldn't characterize him that way," she said, her voice going alittle cooler.

"Of course you would," Obi-Wan said, giving her areassur-ing smile. "'l thought that aboutmy
Master at times. And I know Anakin thinksthat about me.”

For amoment she hesitated. Then, dmost reluctantly, she smiled back. "Sometimes | wonder if
I'll ever be able to please him," she admitted.

"I know thefedling," Obi-Wan said. "Just remember that this, too, will pass. And onceyou'rea
Jedi Knight, your job will no longer be amatter of pleasing asingle Master or even agroup of them.
Y our job will beto dowhat isright.”
"That's the part that seems s0 hard,” she confessed. "How do you ever know what istruly right?”
Obi-Wan shrugged. "When you're a peace," he said. "When you're truly attuned to the Force."

"If | ever am.”

Obi-Wan grimaced. On one hand was Anakin, pushing ahead so eagerly that he was forever
overstepping hislimits, though he had to admit the boy succeeded more often than he failed. On the other



hand was L orana, so awed by C'baoth's presence and reputation that she was afraid to even stretch
herself beyond any-thing she dready knew.

Somewhere, there had to be a middle ground.

For another few minutes they walked together in Sllence, weaving their way through the other
pedestrians and shoppers. Obi-Wan kept his eyes moving, watching for signs of Riskc or of the trouble
he apparently expected to find here and making sure to keep Anakin's bobbing head within sight.

Ahead, off to the left, was alandspeeder repair shop, with adisplay of shiny partsin the open-air
front room and half-seen figures working in the darker repair arealin back. Several Brolfi were browsing
around the front room displays, most of them adults but one a teenager about Anakin's age. Obi-Wan
eyed him, noting his reddish brown craftsman's vest with its multiple pockets. Most Brolfi seemed to
make do without nearly that much carrying capacity; apparently, this boy was the sort who liked carrying
al hislittle tressureswith him.

He smiled to himsdlf. Jedi, forever wandering the galaxy with most of their possessions on their
backs or belts, were hardly in a position to point fingers on that one. Throwing onefina look at the boy,
he Started to turn away.

But to his surprise, something drew his eves back again.
Something about the youngster's posture, perhaps, or the way he was looking around him.

Or perhapsit was the subtle prompting of the Force. Frown-ing, he kept his attention on the boy
as he and Lorana continued to weave their way through the milling crowds.

And as he watched, the young Brolf stepped closeto arack of burst thrusters, a set of cutters
appearing magicaly in his hand. With aglance at the workersin the back room, he deftly snipped the
anchor lines of two of the thrusters, catching each in turn and dipping them out of Sight insde hisvest.
The cutters followed the thrusters, and a second later the boy wandered ca-sudly out of the shop.
Turning his back to the gpproaching Jedi, he melted into the crowd.

Obi-Wan grabbed Lorana's upper arm. "Brolf teenager in ared-brown vest," hesaidin alow
voice, pointing at the spot where the youth had disappeared. "Get Anakin, find him, and follow him.”

"What?' Loranaasked, saring at him in bewilderment.

"Find him and follow him," Obi-Wan repeated, glancing around. To their right was anarrow
aleyway cutting a path be-tween a pair of ten-story buildings. "Go."

Stll clearly puzzled, Lorana nevertheless nodded and hurried ahead. Obi-Wan caught aglimpse
of her grabbing Anakin'sarm; and then hewasin the aley, dodging the garbage containers as he headed
to the center. It was probably thirty metersto the tops of the buildings flanking him, and even with Jedi
strength en-hancement alegp like that waswell beyond his capabilities.

But there were other ways. Glancing both directions down the aley to make sure no one was
watching, he stretched out to the Force and legpt.

His boots hit the right-hand wall about four meters above the ground. Bending hiskneesto
absorb theimpact, he shoved off again before he could start faling back down, pushing himself upward



and toward the wall on the |eft-hand side. That jump gained him another two meters, and he pushed off
again toward theright, frog-hopping hisway upward.

He reached the top with only minor twingesin hisknees and leg musclesto mark the strain.
Running to the edge of the roof, he dropped flat onto his stomach and looked down.

The streetslooked just as crowded from up here as they did from down below. Pulling out his
comlink, he keyed for Anakin. " Skywaker," Anakin's voice came promptly. "What'sthisabout akidina
brown vest?"

"He goleapair of burst thrusters from that shop back there,” Obi-Wan explained, shading his
eyes from the sun with one hand as he searched the crowd below for the young thief

"Y ou mean like you use in Podracers and swoops?"
"Right,” Obi-Wan said. "They're dso the drive system of choice for homemade missiles.”

There was agentle hissfrom the comlink. "Got it," Anakin said, hisvoice suddenly grim. "Did you
seewhich way he went?"

"Heleft the shop going west," Obi-Wan said. "But he could easily have changed—wait aminute.”
Heleaned alittle farther over the edge of the roof as aflicker of red-brown caught his eye before it
passed out of sight beneath an awning. He watched the other side, and moment later it emerged. "There
heis," hetold Anakin. "He's headed north now."

"What stregt?"

"Not aclue," Obi-Wan admitted. "Where are you two?"

"Just passing abuilding with abig blue-and-gold sign talking about medicines,” Anakin said.
"Acrossthe street is agreen hanging banner—"

"Right—I've got you," Obi-Wan cut in as he spotted them. "Take the next street to your right,
and you'll see him about ablock ahead.”

He watched Anakin and Loranalong enough to see them pick up their pace, then shifted his
attention back to the thief, wishing he'd thought to bring along some macrobinoculars. Anakin had a set,
but that wasn't going to do Obi-Wan any good.

"Obi-Wan?'

Obi-Wan lifted hiscomlink again. "Go."

"Weve turned north," Anakin reported. "1 think | see him ahead.”

"Stay whereyou are,” Obi-Wan ordered. A somewhat chunky Brolf had stepped from one of
the storefronts and was moving to intercept the thief. "I think he's about to pass off hisill-gotten gain. Put

Loranaon."

Therewas amoment of slence. "Yes?' Lorands clear voice came.



"Moveforward alittle from where you are,” Obi-Wan told her. "The thief's rendezvousing with
someone—dightly over-weight Brolf with adark blue sash over alighter bluetunic.”

"l seehim," Lorana confirmed. "Hesmovinginclose.. . lookslikethey'retaking . . ."
"Isthe boy giving him the thrusters?' Obi-Wan asked. "The adult's blocking my line of sight.”
"He'sin mine, too," Loranasaid tightly. "'l can't—there they go.

"Blast," Obi-Wan muttered under his breath as the two Brolfi separated, the teen continuing north
while the adult turned west. "Did he give him the thrusters?*

"l couldn't tell," Loranasaid. "I'm sorry."

Obi-Wan scowled as he watched the two Brolfi heading their separate ways. The adult had
certainly had the time and the op-portunity to take the thrusters. Problem was, hed aso had thetimeto
merely confirm that the grab had been made, to check for followers, or to give the boy new ingtructions.

And no matter which way the rendezvous had gone, the whole thing might smply be abit of
Barlok'snorma criminal ac-tivity. It might have nothing to do with Passel Argente and Riske's paranoia.

But Riske had been looking for trouble out thisway. Obi-Wan had found some. It was definitely
worth checking out.

And here he was, stuck on arooftop ablock away.

"Then | guesswell haveto follow both of them," he de-cided, looking around the nearby
rooftops. If he could leap to the next one over, then the one next to that, then find astairway or turbolift
to get back to street levd .. .

But no. In broad daylight, in the middie of a crowded city, there was an even chance someone
would spot his acrobatics and recognize him for what he was. The minute any potentia attack-ers
realized there was a Jedi on their trail, they would go to ground so fast and so deep that even a
professond like Riske would have trouble rooting them out.

"l agree," Loranasaid. "I'll take the adult.”
Obi-Wan hesitated. Loranawas the older of the two Pada-wans, and thus theoreticaly the more
capable. But he knew Anakin's capabilities and experience, and knew the boy could deal with any

trouble he might run into.

Stll, if there was one thing Loranalacked in abundance, it was confidence. It wouldn't help to
send her after ateenager, es-pecidly not with Anakin listening.

And after dl, shewould only be following the Bralf, not confronting or fighting him. That should
be safe enough.

"Fine," hetold her. "Take Anakin's comlink—it'slinked di-rectly to mine—and give him yours.
What's your frequency?"

She gave him the number. "We're splitting up,” she added. "I'll contact you when the adult comes



toroost."

"Right,” Obi-Wan said. "Tdl Anakin I'll catch up with him assoonas| can.”

Switching off the comlink, Obi-Wan pushed himsalf back to hisfeet. He took onefind look over
the edge of the roof, then turned and hurried toward the stairs. Y es, his Padawan could dedl with any

trouble he might run into.

Probably.

For awonder, Anakin didn’t get himsdlf into any mischief in thetimeit took Obi-Wan to reach
the street and catch up with him. The young Bralf, for his part, continued on hisway, appar-ently
obliviousto the fact he was being followed.

Obi-Wan had noted earlier that Patameene Didirict included rich neighborhoods aswell as
poorer, working-class ones. The teen led them into one of the latter, finally entering one of the unitsina
dightly dilapidated housering.

The house ring was astandard Brolfi urban structure, con-sisting of acircle of houses or
gpartment buildings built around a central courtyard. The courtyard was designed to be acommon
recreation areafor thering, but through a gap where one of the houses had collapsed Obi-Wan saw that
this particular courtyard had been turned into something that more closdly resembled ajunkyard.

"Lookslike Watto's back area,” Anakin murmured, ducking his head to peer inside. "They've got
at least three projects going onin there.”

"Any of them look like something that would use burn thrusters?* Obi-Wan asked.

"Hard totel,” Anakin said. "The one on theleft—"

"Hold that thought,” Obi-Wan cut him off quietly. There had been aflicker inthe Force....

"Canwe hdp you?" asuspicious voice asked from behind them.

Keeping his hands visible, Obi-Wan turned around. There were three adult Brolfi coming toward
them, their smple tunicsworn but neat and clean. "No thank you," he said politely. "Wewere just
noticing al the congtruction work in there and wonder-ing what they were building.”

"Why would you care?" the spokesman asked.

"My young friend here used to build Podracers,”" Obi-Wan explained. "He's always been
fascinated with thet sort of thing."

"Redly," one of the other Brolfi said, looking Anakin up and down. "Y ou know anything about
Flit-X air intakes?"

"Never used them mysdlf,” Anakin said. "But | caningal them or fix them if therésaproblem.”



"Redly." The Bradlf filled hislungs. "Duefgrin!”

Therewas adight pause; then the teen they'd been following appeared at the gap in thering.
"Yes, Uncle?' hecalled.

"Couple of humans here who say they know split-X systems,” the Brolf said. "Y ou il having
trouble with yours?'

"I don't know," the teen said, eyeing Obi-Wan and Anakin doubtfully. "I just picked up anew
compression controller. Maybe that'll help.”

Obi-Wan suppressed a grimace. So that was what he and the adult had been doing back in the
marketplace. The boy had handed over the stolen burst thrusters and gotten the controller in exchange.

Either that, or hed stolen the controller earlier in the day. In that case, he might still have the
thrusters.

"Only if the split-X doesn't have aback stability problem," Anakin said. "What kind of coupling
you have onit? Binary or tertiary?"

"Binary," Duefgrinsaid. "'l couldn't afford atertiary.”

"Let metakealook," Anakin offered, starting toward him. "If that's okay?" he added, looking at
Obi-Wan.

Obi-Wan looked questioningly at the three Brolf adults. "Sure, go ahead,” Duefgrin'suncle said,
waving ahand. "The sooner he getsthat junk heap working and out of the yard, the sooner the neighbors
will quit complaining about it."

"Thanks," Obi-Wan said, mentaly crossing the three adults off his suspects ligt. If they were
willing to let strangers wander fredly through the area, they probably weren't hiding any plots. "Okay,
Anakin, but makeit quick.”

"Sure," Anakin called back over his shoulder. Already, Obi-Wan noted, he and Duefgrin were
deep into technicd tak. "I'll be ready to leave when you are.”

"I've heardthat before," Obi-Wan said under his breath as he followed them into the courtyard.
Stll, Duefgrin himsdlf could be involved with agroup of plotterswithout his uncles knowledge. It
wouldn't hurt for Obi-Wan to take aleisurdly turn or two around the house ring while the teenagers
worked, stretching out with the Force for any signs of violent intent.

And after that, he would pry Anakin away from whatever it was Duefgrin was building and they
would see what kind of luck Loranawas having.

Theyoung Brolf thief, Lorana had noticed, had left the ren-dezvous at a casuad walk, without any
indication that he sus-pected he might be followed or, indeed, any indication that he even cared whether
he was or not.



The adult Brolf was another kettle of Giju entirely. He was about as blatantly nervous and
suspicious as it was possible to be without actualy carrying asign to that effect. Every dozen stepshe
threw a quick look over his shoulder, and he crossed and recrossed the street at least once a block.
Every block or two he changed directions, sometimes pausing at one of the open-air shopslining the
dtreet and pretending to examine the merchan-dise while actualy studying the pedestrians behind him.

It was o ludicrous that it was amost funny. But Loranafelt no urgeto laugh. Riskewasa
professional, with aprofessional’s bearing and subtlety. This Brolf wasjust the opposite: an amateur
conspirator, with an amateur'slack of finesse or ability. And it was the amateur-uncal culating, unthinking,
unpredictable—who was often the more dangerous opponent.

Fortunately, it was a so the amateur who was the easier to deceive. Loranahad picked up afew
tricks about tailing people during her years of Jedi training, and over the next hour she ended up using
every one of them. She varied her distance from the Brolf, ducked through aleys and side Streetsto get
ahead of him, and periodically dtered her appearance by putting her robe's hood up or down or using a
cord to tie her hair back instead of letting it hang free.

Eventudly, the Brolf's paranoia seemed to ease, and his con-voluted path straightened out as he
turned northwest. Lorana stayed as far back as she could, watching the ornamentation and value of the
homes and shops around her steadily diminishing as they moved farther and farther into one of the poorer
aress of the district. Whereasthe richer neighborhoods had waist-high walls or fencesto ddineste the
property lines, here the bound-aries were marked off by low, tightly woven hedges or smple rows of
digtinctive flowering plants. A fair sprinkling of the pedestrians she passed wore tunics with Mining Guild
markings, she noted, and many of them paused in their activities to scruti-nize her as she passed through
their mids.

More than once she thought about calling Obi-Wan and ask-ing for advice or assstance. More
often than that she considered smply turning around and heading back to the safe familiarity of the city
center, leaving whatever plots and counterplots to be dedt with by those with more wisdom and
experiencein such matters.

But each time she took a calming bregth, stretched out to the Force, and continued on. A Jedi
should never turn away from a path merely because it seems hard or dangerous.

Shewasjust passing one of thelow" hedges when she felt awarning flicker from the Force.

She kept waking, resisting the impul se to break step. The vague sense of threat was till too
diffuse, and coming to a sud-den halt would only tip off her unknown foes that she was aware of them. A
few more steps, alittle carelessness on their part, and she should be able to switch the tables when they
made their move.

Her patience was rewarded. A few meters dong the sense came into sudden focus. two Brolfi,
coming up quickly but silently behind her, both of them smmering with suspicion. She caught the whisper
of meta rubbing againg cloth

She stopped abruptly, the deeve of her robe catching briefly on the hedge beside her as she spun
around to facethem. "Y es?' she asked mildly.

The Brolfi twitched with surprise, coming to adightly sham-bling halt a couple of meters away
from her. The shorter of the two, Loranasaw, had an antique blaster tucked tightly againgt hisside, asif
pressing it againg hisleg would actualy hideit from her. Thelarger had aless sophigticated but equaly



nasty wegpon: aminer's quarter-pick ax. "What are you doing here?' the shorter demanded.
"Isthisnot apublic street?' Lorana asked.

"Y ou don't belong here," the larger growled, taking a step toward her and fingering hisax
restlessy. "What are you looking for?"

"What could be here that anyone would look for?" she coun-tered, fedling her heartbeat starting
to pick up. Thiswasit. Somehow, though she wasn't sure exactly how, she knew beyond a doubt that
sheld found the threat that Riske had been trying to locate.

The question now was what she should do about it. Because these two Brolfi—or even these
two plus the one sheld been following—were merely the edge of the grove. Whipping out her lightsaber
would put her no closer to learning the details of the plot or who ultimately was behind it. What sheredly
needed was for them to take her to the actual leaders.

And for them to do' that, they would have to think she was harmless.

"Never mind," she said, taking as a step backward, staying close to the hedge beside her. "If you
want metogo, I'll go."

"Not so fast," the smaler Brolf said, apparently emboldened by her sudden apparent
nervousness. "What's your hurry?

"No hurry,” Loranasaid. She took another step backward, hoping she wasn't getting too close to
the end of this particular section of hedge. "I'm just ready to leave, that'sdl." She threw aglanceto the
sde, wishing she knew which of the dilapidated house rings around them the two Brolfi had come out of.

Apparently, her glance was close enough. "Get her, Vissfil," the shorter Brolf sngpped, swinging
up hisblaster and pointing it nervoudy. " She knows."

"l don't know anything," Lorana protested, taking afina step back as Vissfil strode toward her,
hisax held high. "Please—don't hurt me." Shelifted her handstoward the ax asif to ward off an
expected blow.

And with Visdfil'sfull attention on her uplifted hands, and his body blocking his companion's
view, she gretched out with the Force, diding her lightsaber from ingde her tunic and shoving it into
conced ment ing de the hedge beside her.

"Get her comlink," the smaler Brolf ordered as Visdfil shifted hisax to one hand and pulled her
robe partialy open with the other.

"Yeah, yeah, | know," Vissfil growled. For dl hissize and gruffness, hewas clearly
uncomfortable as he ran his hand gin-gerly over her body. He found her comlink and stuffed it inside his
own tunic; then, almost as an afterthought, he relieved her of her belt with its attached food and
equipment pouches. "No weapons,” he announced, taking a step back from her. "What do we do with
her?"

"Take her to Defender, | guess,” the other said. He gestured her toward the ring house shed
glanced toward earlier. "HEll know what to do. Thisway, human."



They were crossing the street when Lorana heard a soft tone from behind her, and glanced back
to seethe smdler Brolf draw acomlink from histunic. "What?' he muttered.

She couldn't hear the voice coming from the comlink, but it was impossible to miss the sudden
gikeinthe Brolf'stenson level. "Right," he muttered, then put the instrument away. " Change of plans”
he announced, stepping close to Loranaand pressing the muzzle of his blaster against her back. "We're
going to that house over there." He pointed to a blue house to their |eft.

Loranafdt her throat tighten. The indicated house had the look of a place that had been
abandoned for years. The only rea-son to take her there would be for a seriousinterrogation, or to shut
her up permanently.

On the other hand, they didn't know who they had here. She could play along and wait for her
opportunity, watching for the warning signsthat the game was nearly over

With the Brolf'sintent masked by hisoverdl anxiety, the stun blast that rippled across her back
came as acomplete sur-prise. Before she could even begin to run through the counter-measures sheld
been trained in, the nerve-deadening wave swept over her, plunging her into darkness.

"Wel?' the Brolf who called himsdf Patriot growled.

Dorianadidn't bother to answer. Standing at the window, he watched as Vissfil and his brother
worked their way up the un-even walkway toward the dilapidated blue house, carrying the unconscious
form of Padawan Lorana Jnzler between them.

And the two idiots had nearly brought her here. If Doriana hadn't been watching out the window
and seen them coming .. .

He waited until the group had disappeared insde. Then, dowly and deliberately, he turned to
face Patriot. "If thisis an ex-ample of your security,” he said, measuring out each word, "it's awonder
you're not dl pinioned to shame posts by now."

"Thereisno problem,” Patriot ingsted. "It's only asingle human, who had no timeto dert any
friends she might have.”

"Any weapons?"'
"None," Patriot said.
Dorianafrowned. "None?"

"We are not children, Defender,” Patriot growled. "We know how to search someone for
wegpons.”

"Of courseyou do," Dorianasaid, feding his skin prick-ling. Jnzler must have left her lightsaber
with Kenobi and Sky-walker, knowing it would be a dead giveaway asto who sheredly was. Did that
mean the other two were aready nearby, waiting an opportune moment to movein?

Regardless, it waswell past time to wrap thisup. "Do you have the final two burst thrusters?' he



asked.

"Jhompfi just arrived with them," Petriot said. "He's passed them to Migress, who's aready on his
way to wherethe missileis being prepared. They'll beingtaled within the hour."

"Jhompfi being the one the human femaewasfollowing, | presume?’

Patriot's eyes narrowed. "1've already said she can do us no damage. Well be leaving this house
ring as soon as you fulfill your part of the bargain. All iswdl.”

"Of course," Dorianasaid. All waswell; except that Jinzler could identify Jhompfi by face, and
had obvioudy seen him with the thrusters... .

Hetook another calming breath, keeping histirade to him-sdif. Yes, Patriot and hisfellow
conspirators wereidiots. But then, hed known that going in.

" till don't understand why so many thrusters are needed,” Patriot said, ahint of suspicion
cregping into hisvoice. "A norma misslewould require only two."

"A norma missilewould arc high over the marketplace, where Argente's security forces could
dedtroy it at their leisure,”

Doriana pointed out. " The wegpon I've designed for you isknown as adinker: a projectile that
will fly a waist height directly through the archway of the administration building, find itsway aong the
corridorsto the conference room, and there explode, destroying the traitors and would-be traitors dike.”

"Soyou claim,” Patriot said, histone still suspicious. "'I've never heard of awesgpon that was able
to find itsway through a building without afull droid control system.”

"That's because no wegpon you've heard of has had my spe-cial guidance system,” Dorianasaid,
pulling adata card from his pocket. "It will locate the outer archway and seek out its targets, wherever
they hide"

"Without its sensor emissions being detected?' Patriot asked, taking the card carefully.

"Neither detected nor jammed," Doriana assured him. "It doesn't rely on sensor frequenciesthe
security forceswill be monitoring.”

In actud fact, of course, the card didn't rely on sensorsat dl. It was nothing more than a
geographicaly programmed course director that would take the missile on the precise path Doriana
himsdf had systematicaly paced out on hislast trip to Barlok. And far from seeking out the negotiators, if
C'baoth suddenly decided to hold the meeting in adifferent room tomorrow morning, the missilewould
find itsdlf going to the wrong place entirely. That would be embarrassing, not to mention disastrous.

But that was as unlikely as Patriot and his smple-minded conspirators redlizing how thoroughly
the flopbrim was being pulled over their eyes. Nothing impressed people more than the perception that
they were being entrusted with exotic technology.

"Then our victory isassured,” Patriot said, fingering the data card dmost reverently.

"Itisindeed,” Dorianasaid. "Onefina matter, then. Were you planning to return to your homes



when you leave herethis evening?'
"Of course," Patriot said, frowning. "Well need agood meal, and degp—"

"And you'l get them asfar from your homes asyou can travel,” Dorianainterrupted. "From this
time onward, you must say gtrictly away from your familiesand your other friends.”

Petriot'swhole body jerked in stages, from hisfeet up to alit-tle whiplash jerk of hishead. "What
areyou saying?'

"I'm saying that by noon tomorrow, with Magistrate Ar-gente and Guildmagter Gilfromelying
dead, the authorities will descend upon the homes of every member of your guild,” Dori-anasaid coldly.
"Y ou and your friends must not be there, nor can anyone know where you've gone."

"But for how long?"

"Aslong as necessary,” Dorianasaid. "Make no mistake, Pa-triot. From now on you and the
otherswill be fugitives, running and hiding from the very people whose lives and prosperity you will have
risked your livesto protect.” He lifted his eyebrows. "'If you aren't strong enough to pay that price, now is
the time to re-nounce your oath.”

Patriot straightened up, the resolvein hisface visibly harden-ing. "We do what is necessary for
our guild and our people,” hesaid firmly. "Wewill pay the pricefor al.”

"Then you are aBrolf of high honor indeed,” Dorianasaid gravely. For some people the prospect
of life on the run would be grounds to take a second, harder look at what they were doing. But for
Patriot and hisfriends, such a potentialy bleak future merely added to the perceived nobility and glamour
of their in-sane plot.

Which waswhy Doriana had recruited them for thismission in thefirst place. Stupid, angry, and
malleable, they'd been the perfect pawnsfor his plan. The deed would be done, and Dori-ana himself
long gone, before any of them realized what had ac-tualy happened. If indeed they ever did. "Then here
and now we stand together on the path to glory and destiny,” he continued. "By tomorrow noon these
traitorous negotiationswill lie crum-bled in the dust of history, and the precious minerds of Barlok will be
forever hddin Brolf hands”

"And those who would betray uswill know the cost of such betraya,” Patriot intoned solemnly.
"The Brolf people arc deeply in your debt, Defender. Someday, | swear, this debtwill be repaid.”

"And | swear inturnthat | will return to collect that pay-ment,” Doriana said, though offhand he
couldn't imagine any-thing he waslesslikely to do. "I have one more smal adjustment to maketo the
missle after the burst thrusters are in place, and then will leave to prepare my own part in this redemption
of the Brolf people. Be certain you place the missile at precisaly the spot we agreed on. Only there will it
be inside the sensor shadow that guarantees it will not be spotted.” And only from there, he added to
himsdlf, would the pre-programmed path take it where it had to go.

"I will," Patriot promised. "Then to our victory, Defender.”

Dorianasmiled. "Yes," hesaid softly. "To our victory."



Car'das had noted on thelr first gpproach to Thrawn's aster-oid that the base itself seemed
remarkably well hidden. It was only as they approached now for the second time that he found out how
the commander had pulled off that particular trick.

Instead of being built on the surface, the base wasinside.

Insde, infact, down along, twisting tunndl, a path theSpringhawk 's helmsman took at afar
better clip than was actudly necessary. "Impressive place,” Car'das said adoud, trying to cover his
nervousness as he watched the rocky walls shooting past. "Isthistypical Chiss construction?”

"Not at adl," Thrawn said, his voice sounding odd as he gazed out the bridge viewport. "Most
bases are on the surface. | wanted this one to be more difficult for potentia enemiesto penetrate.”

"Hardly an origind idea," Qennto put in. His voice was ca-sud, but Car'das could seealittle
tightness around his eyes as he paid close attention to the helmsman's maneuvering. 'Y ou make the
approach tricky so an attacker hasto come at you dowly. 'Course, that makesit just as hard to get your
own ships out, but that's the price you pay."

"Thereare ways of minimizing that particular problem,” Thrawn told him. "At the moment, the
Chiss Defense Fleet isworking with this same concept with another base, on amuch larger and more
sophisticated scale than this. Interesting.”

"What?' Car'das asked.

"That pattern of colored lights woven between the approach markers,”" Thrawn said, pointing to
thewal| just ahead. "It indi-cates the presence of vistors.”

"Isthat good or bad?' Maris asked.
Thrawn shrugged. "That depends on who the vistors are.”

Three minutes later they came around afina curve and the tunndl opened up into alarge cavern.
At thefar 9de, the rock face was dive with the glinting lights of ranging markers and viewports, with eight
ships nestled up against various docking stations. Five were the Chissfighters Car'das had aready seen
in action, two were smdll transport-style shuttles, and the eighth was a cruiser about the size of the
Soringhawk . Unlike the smoothly contoured military ships, though, thisonewas dl planesand cor-ners
and sharply defined angles. "Ah,"” Thrawn said. "Our guests are from the Fifth Ruling Family.”

"How canyou tell?' Maris asked.

"By the design and markings of the spacecraft,” Thrawn said. "l can aso tell that the vigitor is of
direct but peripherd family lineage.”

"Soisthat good or bad?' Car'das asked.
"Mogly neutrd,” Thrawn said. "The Fifth Family hasinter-estsin thisregion, so thisismost likely
aroutine survey. Cer-tainly someone of higher rank, and from the First or Eighth Families, would have

cometo deliver areprimand.”

Car'das frowned sdeways at Maris. A reprimand?



"Youll dl be my guests at the welcoming ceremony, of course,”" Thrawn continued asthe
Sporinghawk made itsway toward an empty docking station. ™Y ou may find it interesting.”

Interesting, in Car'das's opinion, was far too mild aword.

To begin with, there was the welcoming chamber itself. At firdt it gppeared to be nothing more
than an empty, unadorned gray room just off the docking station. But at a touch of a hid-den button al
that changed. Colorful pandsfolded out from thewalls, reversing and seitling themselvesflat again. A
handful of draperies descended from hidden pandsin the ceiling, along with wavy stdactite-like
formations that reminded Car'das of frozen pieces of aurora boredis skyfire. Thefloor tilesdidn't flip or
reconfigure, but intricate patterns of colored lights gppeared through a transparent outer surface, some of
them remaining Sationary or dowly pulsing while others ran sequencesthat gave theilluson of flowing
rivers. Every color of the spectrum was represented, but yellow was definitely favored.

It was an impressive display, and the Chisswho stepped through the portal aminute later was no
lessimpressive. He strode in flanked by apair of young Chisswearing dark yellow uniforms and belted
handguns, his own outfit congsting of an elaborately layered gray robe with aydlow collar and generous
ydlow highlights. Though not much older than Thrawn, there was an air aout him of nobility and pride,
the bearing of someone born to rule. The movements of his escort were crisp and polished, and Car'das
had the impression that they and the four black-clad warriors Thrawn had brought along were having a
subtle contest as to which group could look the most professiond.

Thrawn's greeting and the visitor's response were in Cheunh, of course, and once again Car'das
was only ableto catch occa-siona words. But the tone and flow of the speeches, dlong with the equally
formalized gestures and movements, had a sense of ancient ritual that he found fascinating.

It was an dititude, unfortunately, that his fellow travelers didn't seem to share. Maris, with her
philosophica disdain for the Republic's structured corruption, clearly had little patience with officid ritua
of any sort, and watched the proceedings with a sort of polite detachment. Qennto, for his part, merely
looked bored.

The ceremony ended, the two yellow-clad Chiss moved back to flank the doorway to the ship,
and with agesture Thrawn led hisvisitor to where the three humanswaited. "May | present Aristocra
Chaf'orm'bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family," he said, switching from Cheunhto Sy Bidti. "These are
K'rdl'n traders, vistorsfrom afar world."

Chaf'orm’bintrano said something, histone rather sharp. "In Sy Bidti, Aristocra, if you please,”
Thrawn said. "They do not understand Cheunh.”

Chaf'orm’bintrano snorted, again in Cheunh, and the corners of Thrawn's mouth tightened briefly.
"Arigtocra Chaf'orm'bintrano is not interested in communicating with you at present,” he trandated. "One
of my warriorswill show you to your quarters.” His eyesflicked to Car'das. "My gpologies.”

"No gpologies needed, Commander,” Car'das assured him, feding atightnessin histhroat as he
gave Chaf'orm'bintrano an abbreviated bow. "None at al."



The rooms Thrawn had ordered for them were built along the same lines as their quarters aboard
theSoringhawk , though somewhat larger. There were d so two deeping rooms thistime instead of one,
with acommon refresher station set between them. Qennto and Maris were shown to one of the rooms,
while Car'das was taken to the other. Exploring his new quarters, Car'das discovered to his mild surprise
that his clothing and per-sond effects had aready been brought from his cabin on theBargain Hunter
and arranged nestly in the various storage draw-ers. Apparently, Thrawn was planning an extended stay
for them.

He paced the floor for awhile, trying not to think about Chaf'orm’bintrano and his unconcealed
disapprovd of their presencein Chissterritory. An hour later aslent warrior arrived a his door with a
meal on atray. Car'das briefly considered checking on Qennto and Maris, decided they could comefind
him if they wanted his company, and ate hismed aone.

Afterward, he sat down at the computer station and tried the procedure Thrawn had taught them
aboard theSpringhawk for ng the Cheunh vocabulary lists. The procedure worked on this
compuiter, too, and he settled down to study.

It wasfive hours later, and he was dozing at the computer station, when another Chissfindly
cameto fetch him.

He was taken to a darkened room that was a close double of theSpringhawk 's Forward Visud
Triangulation Site. In this case the wide viewport looked out into the docking cavern outside, and
Car'das could see the distant glow of drive engines as avessel madeitsway toward the exit tunnel.
"Good evening, Car'das,” Thrawn said from one of the seatsto the side of the room. "I trust you had a
productive day."

"Reasonably productive, yes," Car'das said, going over and Sitting down beside him. "I worked
ahead alittle on my language lessons.™

"Yes, | know,” Thrawn said. "l wanted to apologize to you for Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano's lack
of courtesy."

"I'm sorry hetook adidiketo us" Car'das said, trying to be diplomatic. "I enjoyed the
welcoming ceremony, and was look-ing forward to seeing more of how the Chiss do things."

"It was nothing persond,” Thrawn assured him. " Aristocra Chaf'‘orm'bintrano considers your
presence here athreat to the Ascendancy.”

"May | ask why?'
Thrawn shrugged fractionally. "To some people, the un-known aways represents athreat.”

"Sometimes they'reright,” Car'das conceded. "On the other hand, you Chiss seem quite capable
of teking care of yourselvesin afight.”

"Perhaps,”" Thrawn said. "There are timeswhen | wonder.

Tel me, do you understand the concept of neutrdizing a poten-tia enemy before that enemy can
launch an attack againgt you?'

"Y ou mean like a preemptive strike?" Car'das asked. "Cer-tainly."



"It's widespread among your people, then?”'

"I'm not surewidespread istheright word,” Car'das hedged. "I know there are people who
condder itimmord."

"Doyou?’

Car'das grimaced. He was twenty-three years old, and he worked for a smuggler who liked to
tweak Hutts. What did he know about the universe?"'| think that if you're going to do something like that,
you need to make very surethey're agenu-inethreet,” he said dowly. "I mean, you need to have
evidence that they were actualy planning to attack you."

"What about someone who may not plan to attack you per-sondly, but is constantly attacking
others?'

It was pretty obvious where thiswas going. ™Y ou mean like the Vagaari?* Car'das asked.

"Exactly,"” Thrawn confirmed. "As| told you, they have not yet attacked Chissterritory, and
military doctrine dictates they must therefore be ignored. Do the beings they prey on have any clam on
our military strength, or must we simply stand aside and watch asthey are daughtered or endaved?’

Car'das shook hishead. "Y ou're asking questions that have been argued since civilization began.”
He stole alook at the com-mander's profile. "'l take it you and Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano disagree on
thispoint?"

"| and the entire Chiss species disagree on this point,” Thrawn said, anote of sadnessin his
voice. "Or so it often seems. I'm relieved to hear that the question isn't as clear-cut for othersasit isfor

our Ruling Families"

"Did you tell the Aristocra about the Vagaari ship?' Car'das asked. "There seemed to be plunder
intherefrom alot of differ-ent species.”

"| did, and he wasn't particularly impressed,” Thrawn said. "For him, the defensive-only doctrine
admitsto no exceptions.”

"What if some of those victims were species you know?' Car'das suggested. "Friends, or even
just trading partners? Would that make a difference?’

"I doubt it," Thrawn said thoughtfully. "We do little trading outside our borders. Still, it might be
useful to examinethetrea-surein detail.” He cocked hishead. "Would you be interested in assisting?”

"Of course," Car'das said. "Though | don't know what help | would be."

"Y ou might recognize some of the artifacts" Thrawn said, stlanding up. "If they dso prey on
worlds of your Republic, you may have additiona datathat would be useful .

"In that case, you should aso invite Maris and Qennto dong,” Car'das said, standing up aswell.
"They'vetraveled alot morethan | have."

"A good suggestion,” Thrawn said as he led the way toward the exit. "That will aso give Captain



Qennto a chance to choose which of the items helll wish to keep for himself* He smiled dightly. "Which
will in turn hep establish the rdative vdues of theitems.

"Yourenot cynical a al, are you, Commander?' Car'das said.

"I merely understand how othersthink and react,” Thrawn said, hissmilefading. "Perhapsthat's
why | have so much diffi-culty with a philosophy of waiting instead of acting.”

"Perhaps,” Car'das said. "For whatever it'sworth, | doubt the people you'd be taking action to
help would see any mord problemswithiit."

"True," Thrawn agreed. "Though their gratitude might be short-lived."

"Sometimes," Car'das conceded. "Not aways."

With asigh, Obi-Wan shut off hiscomlink and dipped it back into hisbdt. "Still nothing?* Anakin
asked.

"No," Obi-Wan said, throwing alook at the darkening sky. The stars were starting to appear,
and al around them house lights were coming on asfamilies settled in for the evening.

Anakin muttered something under hisbreath. "We should havetried caling her earlier.”

"Wedid try cdling her earlier,” Obi-Wan told him. "Y ou were just too busy playing with
Duefgrin's swoop to notice.”

"Excuse me, Magter, but | wasworking , not playing,” Anakin said iffly. "The Brolf were
looking for is named Jhompfi, helivesin the Covered Brush housering, and he's supposedly using the
burst thrusters on a speeder bike he uses to smuggle risse sticks out to the Karts."

Obi-Wan stared at his Padawan. "When did you get dl that?"

"When you were wandering around the neighborhood looking for clues,” Anakin said. It was
hard to sound hurt and smug at the same time, but the boy managed to pull it off "Those were the only
times held tak to me." Hewrinkled hisrose. "I don't think he trusts grown-ups very much."”

"Y ou should have said something the minute you had that information,” Obi-Wan said tartly,
dipping the guide card into his datapad and keying for ahouse ring search. "Or hadn't it occurred to you
that Loranamight bein trouble?’

"No, but it occurred to methat if we left too suddenly, Duefgrin might have cdled Jhompfi and
warned him," Anakin re-torted.

"Mind your place, Padawan," Obi-Wan warned the boy. It was awarning he seemed to be
delivering more and more often these days.

Anakin gave athestrica sigh. "My apologies, Mader."



A map appeared on the datapad's display, showing the way to the Covered Brush house ring.
"Thereitis," Obi-Wan said, an-gling the datapad so that Anakin could see.

"That's not the direction he was going when he left Duef-grin," Anakin pointed out uneesily.

"I know," Obi-Wan said grimly. "But right now, it'sal weve got. Let's go teke alook.”

The neighborhood where the Covered Brush house ring was located was smilar to many
Obi-Wan had seen in hisjourneys around the Republic. It was poor but clean, a place where the people
worked hard for whet little they had but nevertheless worked equally hard to maintain their pride and

dignity.

Some Jedi, he knew, treated such places and people with dis-dain or condescension. For his
own part, hefar preferred them to Coruscant's upper-level inhabitants with their immensely greater
wed th but shifting-sand ethics. Most of the people in these places were friendlier and more forthright,
without hidden politi-cal agendas or the lust for position and power.

At thevery leadt, if someone here wanted to stabh someone, he used aknife and not a deceltful
amile

"Where do we start?' Anakin murmured as they stopped be-side one of the hedges across the
dreet from the building.

"Y ou could start by staying out of my way," avoice mur-mured from somewhere behind them.

Obi-Wan spun around, his hand darting beneath histunic to hislightsaber as aface rose from
concealment behind a section of hedge they'd just passed.

Onelook wasdl he needed. "Hello, Riske," he said, rdleas-ing his grip on hislightsaber. "Imagine
meeting you here."

"l could say the samething,” Riske said sourly, jerking his head toward his sde of the hedge.
"Y ou want to step into my of-fice aminute?*

Obi-Wan glanced around. There were only afew Brolfi still out in the gathering dusk, and none
of them waslooking in their direction. Tapping Anakin on the arm, he did aquick backward leap over
the hedge. He landed in a crouch, Anakin right beside him.

"You're persstent, I'll give you that,” Riske said as he wad-dled over to join them, keeping his
head down. "What are you doing here?’

"We're looking for aBrolf named Jhompfi," Obi-Wan told him. "He had someone stedl apair of
burst thrugtersfor him this afternoon. We were hoping to ask him why."

"Whileyou're a it, you could a so ask about the explosives that disgppeared from amining Site
one of hisclose friendswasworking a," Riske said darkly. "Or about the stabilization system another
friend apparently borrowed from his boss's hobby swoop, or the dloy packing cylindersthat were lifted
from an-other work site. Y ou seeing a pattern here?!



Obi-Wan grimaced. " Someone's building ahomemade mis-sile.”

"Or two or three of them," Riske said. "And it doesn't look like either of uswill be ableto ask
Jhompfi about it, snce he and Al hisfriends seem to have disappeared.”

"Wonderful," Obi-Wan said, peering over the hedge.
"Y eah, that'sthe wordl wasthinking," Riske said. "So what's your interest in him?”

"QOur friend—the Padawan you ran into earlie—wasfollow-ing him," Obi-Wan said. " She's
disappeared, and | can't raise her on the comlink.”

"Too bad,” Riske said. "Nicekid, but not much combat savvy."

"We're not ready to give up on her quite yet," Obi-Wan growled. "Y ou have any ideawhere
Jhompfi might have goneto ground?’

"If I did, I wouldn't be hanging around here," Riske coun-tered. "I've got people checking out the
Mining Guild centers, but if Jhompfi's not coming home | doubt he'd be stupid enough to go to any of
them.”

"So what do we do?" Anakin asked.

"Whatl'm going to do is head back to the hotel and make sure we've got our security set up,”
Riskesad. "I'mfiguring it'll come tonight—the duracrete dugs dways disappear just before they drop the
house onyou."

"Or they might try for the city administration center tomor-row," Obi-Wan suggested.

"Unlikdly," Riske said. "Jhompfi's hardly going to atack aplace where his own guildmagter is
busy negotiating for him. No, it's got to be the hotel, or maybe the route to the admin center in the

morning."

Unfortunately, Riske's analysis made sense. "Okay," Obi-Wan said. "Y ou tie down that end, and
well keep looking for Lo-rana”

"Good luck." Riske shook hishead. "Y ou know, | amost planted atracker on her earlier, just so
| could make sure she was staying out of my way. | wish now | had."

"I wish you had, too,” Obi-Wan said. "WEell just have to manage on our own."

"Jedi are supposed to be good at such things," Riske said, pulling out adata card and handing it
over. "Thisll give you adi-rect connection to my comlink, running it through one of our encryptions. Cdll
meif you hear anything, okay?'

"I will," Obi-Wan promised, diding the card into his com-link pouch.

Riske nodded and moved away. He reached the far end of the hedge, glanced over it, then
dipped back around and headed off at abrisk walk. "Now what?' Anakin asked.



"Wed better let Master C'haoth know what happened,” Obi-Wan said reluctantly. "He and
Loranamay be close enough for him to be able to detect her Force-signature.”

"Maybe," Anakin said doubtfully asthey returned to the end of the hedge and back onto the
walkway. "Y ou know, maybe we dl should carry trackers.

Obi-Wan looked sideways at him. "1 can think of at least one person who ought to have one," he
muttered under his breath. "What was that?'

Obi-Wan shook hishead. "Never mind."

C'baoth, when they finally raised him on the comlink, wasn't at al happy about being disturbed.
He was even less happy when he heard their story "For the moment well pass over the fact that you
involved yoursdlf with the Barlok situation against my direct order,” the Jedi Master rumbled, and
Ohbi-Wan could imagine his eyes flashing from benegth his bushy eyebrows. "The impor-tant point right
now isthat you've put my Padawan at risk."

"l understand your anger, Master C'baoth—" Obi-Wan began.

"Anger?' Cbaoth cut him off. "Thereis no anger, Master Kenobi. Not for a Jedi."

"My apologies,” Obi-Wan said, trying hard to suppress some annoyance of hisown. A Situation
likethis, and dl the man could do was recite Jedi canon?" It was an improper choice of words.”

"Better,” Cbaoth rumbled. "What about you, Padawan Skywaker? Have you any thoughts?”

Obi-Wan angled the comlink toward the boy. "Not redly, Master Cbaoth," Anakin said.
"Mostly, I'm concerned about Loranas safety. I'm worried that she may have been killed."

For amoment C'baoth didn't answer. "No, she's not dead," he said at last. "I would have fdt
such adisturbancein the Force."

"Then you can locate her?' Anakin asked hopefully.

"The one does not necessarily follow from the other," Cbaoth told him. "Unfortunatdly, | can't
pick up her Force-signature a the moment. Master Kenobi, you said you'd spoken to the boy who
obtained the boogters. He might know where Jhompfi's favorite hiding spots are.”

"I don't think so," Anakin said. "He doesn't seem to be a part of the actua conspiracy.”

"Y et he knows Jhompfi, and may have seen something in the past that will point the way."

"| doubt hed be willing to discussit,” Obi-Wan said. "At least not with strangers.”

"Didlask if hewould bewilling?'

Obi-Wan fdt histhroat tighten. "Are you suggesting | force hismind?”

"No, of course not," C'baoth assured him. But the words, Obi-Wan knew, werefor Anakin's



benefit. That was, in fact, ex-actly what C'baoth had been suggesting. "We're the protectors of the weak,
not their oppressors. At the same time, a crime has been perpetrated against a Jedi. Such athing cannot
be alowed to go unchallenged. Even if Padawan Jinzler chose not to fight in her own defense,” he added
darkly.

Obi-Wan frowned. "What do you mean?"’

"There have been no reports of lightsabers being seen in the city, Master Kenobi," C'baoth said
patiently. "Nor has news of multiple severed limbs reached my ears. Lorana Jinzler is only a Padawan,
but | have certainly instructed her in combat better thanthat .

"Of course," Obi-Wan said, asudden ideastriking him. 1f C'baoth was right about Lorana going
quietly with her kidnap-pers. . . "Thank you for your time, Master C'baoth.”

"I will expect my Padawan to be at my side when | meet Iviagistrate Argente and Guildmaster
Gilfromein the morning,” Cbaoth warned.

"Understood,” Obi-Wan said. Breaking the connection, he did the comlink back into his belt.
"So how are we going to find her?" Anakin asked.

"Magter Cbaoth gave usthe hint himsdlf," Obi-Wan told him. "He's right: if Lorana had fought
againg her attackers, we certainly would have heard of it. Therefore, she didn't.”

"Okay," Anakin said. "And that meanswhat?'

"It meansthat she must have decided that surrendering qui-etly would gain her more than
fighting," Obi-Wan said. " She probably hoped sheld be taken into the center of the conspiracy where she
could meet the peoplein charge.But. "

Helet the word hang expectantly in the air, hoping Anakin would pick up thetrain of logic. "But
they'd be crazy to bring a Jedi to their leaders,” the boy said dowly. "Even a Padawan.”

"Exactly,” Obi-Wan sad. "And what'sthe fastest way to tdll if someonelike LoranaisaJedi?'

"If you catch her carrying alightsaber,” Anakin said, hisvoice suddenly picking up on Obi-Wan's
own cautious hope. " So she had to get rid of it!"

"Right," Obi-Wan confirmed. "And she probably got rid of it on the spur of the moment,
someplace near where she was kid-napped.”

"'Someplace close enough for usto be adleto senseits llum crystd,” Anakin finished excitedly.
"But well till haveto get pretty close, won't we?!

"True, but at least out in the street welll beable to get that close,” Obi-Wan pointed out. "If she
and her lightsaber were both inside a house, we probably wouldn't be able to spot the crystdl, at least not
from outside." He gestured down the street, darkened now except for the faint glow of streetlights. "Well
gart herein the Covered Brush area. Jhompfi was smart enough to stay away from his own house, but he
may have been stupid enough to go to anearby friend's. If we don't find anything, well start going
through the poorer neighborhoods of Patameene Digtrict.”



"Because that's the sort of neighborhood Jhompfi's used to?!

"No, because that's where they use hedgesinstead of wallsto mark the land boundaries,”
Obi-Wan said. "Y ou're not going to bury alightsaber insde a stone wall without somebody notic-ing. If
we don't find her there, well move on to the wedlthier areas, then move on to other districts.”

Anakin took adeep breath. "All right. I'm gameif you are."

"Good," Obi-Wan said. "Then clear your mind, my young Padawan. It'slikely to be along night."

They'd been tramping the streets for hours when Obi-Wan findlly fdlt the tingle he'd been waiting
for.

Thellum crystd in Loranas lightsaber was close a hand.

Helooked sdeways at Anakin, waiting for the boy to senseit aswel. Eveninthemiddle of a
serious Situation, training exer-cises were part of a Padawan'slife.

They got three more steps before Anakin's steady footsteps suddenly faltered. "There," the boy
sad. "Just ahead, on the left.”

"Very good," Obi-Wan said approvingly, letting his eyes drift around the neighborhood. It was
gtill agood two hourstill dawn, and the houses around them were dark and silent, their in-habitants fast

adeep.

Or at least, most of them were. The particular inhabitants they were interested in would be very
much awake. "No, don't gotoit," hetold Anakin, catching the boy's arm as he sarted toward the hedge
where Loranas lightsaber lay hidden. "Here, around on the other sde—quickly, now."

Together they moved around the end of the hedge and ducked down out of sight. "Is someone
watching us?* Anakin murmured as Obi-Wan led them in acrouch to within afew me-ters of the
lightsaber.

"WEell find out in amoment,” Obi-Wan said. "Tell me, what would you do if you were guarding a
prisoner in the middle of the night and suddenly something strange happened outside your window?'

"I don't know," Anakin said, frowning in thought. "I sup-poseit would depend on how strange it

was.

"Let'sfind out." Stretching out to the Force, Obi-Wan reached his mind across the distance and
triggered L oranas lightsaber.

With amutedsnap-hiss the green blade lanced out, startlingly bright in the nighttime darkness. A
few smadll leaves showered down where they'd been cut loose from their branches, but the handle was
wedged solidly in place and stayed where it was. "Now, let's see who in the neighborhood is till awake,"
he com-mented.

They didn't havelong to wait. Lessthan aminute later adoor in one of the houses acrossthe
street opened, and alone Brolf peered anxioudy out, his eyes darting around. Seeing no one, he



lumbered across the Street to the blazing lightsaber.

For amoment he stared at it uncertainly. Then, gingerly, he reached into the mesh of branches
and pulled the wegpon free. Holding it at arm'slength, he turned it carefully in hishand, clearly trying to
figure out how to shut it off.

"Allow me," Obi-Wan spoke up, rising to hisfull height be-hind the hedge. Reaching out with the
Force, he closed down the lightsaber.

The Brolf wasfadt, dl right. Almost before the blade had van-ished he legpt into action, jumping
sdeways and hurling the lightsaber straight at Obi-Wan's face as he hauled a blaster out of histunic.

Fast, but stupid. Obi-Wan was a Jedi, with Jedi reflexes, and he had his own lightsaber ready in
his hand before the Brolf even started hislegp. Reaching up with hisfree hand, he caught Lo-ranas
weapon and then ignited his own, casudly catching the Brolf's shot on his blade and sending it ricocheting
off into the night ky.

Stubbornly, the Brolf kept at it, firing again and again with the single-minded foolhardiness of a
battle droid. Obi-Wan set-tled into battle mode, his attention focused inward as he let the Force guide his
hands, deflecting the shots as he strode toward his attacker.

And then, through histunnd vision, he dimly sensed some-thing hgppening acrossthe street. The
Brolf heard or saw it, too, and for asplit second his attention wavered as his eyes darted that direction.

It was al the opening Obi-Wan needed. Taking an extra-long step forward, he gave ashort,
controlled dash that diced the Brolf'sblaster negtly in half.

The Brolf had been quick to attack. Now, with equal speed, he dropped the remaining half of his
blaster and took off down the Street asfast as his stubby legs could carry him. Obi-Wan considered
chasing him down, decided againgt it, and turned toward the house the other had emerged from.

It was only then that he realized Anakin was no longer with him.

"Blagt!" hebit out under hisbreath, bregking into arun. There was adiffuse blue light flickering
from somewhere inside the house, and as he headed up the walkway to the open door he heard the
familiar hum of his Padawan's lightsaber. Picking up his pace, he charged inside.

Hefound Anakin in one of theinner rooms, sanding over Loranaslimp form, hislightsaber held
in guard position toward apair of Brolfi cowering in the corner. A third Brolf lay motion-lesdy on the
floor, the remains of ablaster beside him. "Magter,” Anakin said, clearly trying to sound casud but not
entirely suc-ceeding. "'l found her."

"So| see" Obi-Wan said, closing down hislightsaber and knedling down beside the young
woman. Her breathing and pulse were dow but steady. "What did you use on her?" he de-manded,
turning toward the Brolfi in the corner.

Neither answered. "1 didn't see anything when | camein,” Anakin offered.

"Then they must have it on them,” Obi-Wan said. Stepping past Anakin, heignited hislightsaber
and started ddliberately toward them.



Aswith the Brolf held dedlt with outside, neither of these two was interested in being a hero.
"He'sgot it," one of them spoke up hadtily, digging athumb into his partner'sside.

"Yeah, hereitis" the other agreed, digging ahypo fromin-side histunic and lobbing it at
Obi-Wan'sfest.

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said politely. "Let's add your comlinksto the pile, shal we? And any
weapons, of course.”

A moment later two comlinks and apair of long knives had joined the hypo. "What do we do
with them?' Anakin asked.

"That depends on what they've been dosing her with," Obi-Wan said ominoudy, closing down his
lightsaber again and pick-ing up the hypo. It was unlabeled, of course. Running through his Jedi sensory
enhancement techniques, he squirted asmall drop of theliquid onto his deeve and held it up to his nose.

One sniff wasdl it took. "It'sokay," he assured Anakin as he let the enhancement fade away.
"It'sastrong sedative, not a poi-son. Shell bedl right onceit wears off."

He gestured toward the two Bralfi. "Which means they won't be facing any murder charges.” He
cocked hishead. "At least, not until their homemade missile goes off."

Both of the prisonersjerked noticeably at the wordmissile . "We had nothing to do with that,"
oneof theminssted. "It wasdl Filvian'sidea. His, and the human's.”

Obi-Wan frowned. There was ahuman mixed up in this? "What human?' he demanded. "What's
hisname?'

"He cdlshimsdf Defender," the Brolf said. "That'sdl | know."
"What does helook like?"

The Brolf looked helplessly at his companion. "Like ahuman,” the second Brolf said, waving a
hand vagudly.

"Do they need more persuasion, Master?* Anakin asked, |et-ting his voice harden.

Obi-Wan suppressed a smile. In his experience, threats from fourteen-year-olds were seldom
very convincing.

His eyes dropped to the dead Brolf on the floor. On second thought, in this case maybe they
were. "Don't bother," hetold Anakin. "They probably redlydon't know how to describe him."

"I'll bet Riske could get something out of them," Anakin suggested.

For along moment Obi-Wan was tempted. After dl, the as-sassnation plotwas directed against
Magigtrate Argente. It would be only fitting for them to be turned over to Argente's people for
interrogation.

But that wasn't the way Jedi were supposed to do things. "Well turn them over to the city
police" hetold Anakin, pulling Out hiscomlink. "Then | guesswéll just haveto wait for Loranato wake



up. Maybe she can tel usmore.”
"We going to wait here?' Anakin asked, frowning.

"Of course" Obi-Wan said, amiling tightly. "After dl, Jhompfi or Filvian or Defender might drop
by

"Right," Anakin murmured understandingly. "If werelucky."

The Vagaari ship had been anchored to the outside of the Crustai asteroid base a quarter of the
circumference around from the entrance tunnel. With a Chisswarrior at the controls, Thrawn and the
three humans took one of the transports out from the base and docked with it.

To Car'dass private dismay, the alien bodies were ill there, lying crumpled right where they'd
fdlen.

Qennto was gpparently not thrilled by that fact, either. "Y ou are planning to clean up this place
eventudly, aren't you?' he asked distastefully asthey picked their way through the corridor toward the
treasure room.

"Eventually,” Thrawn assured him. "First we need to learn what we can of the enemy's srategy
and tactics, and for that we need to know where each combatant was and how he was posi-tioned when
hedied."

"Shouldn't you have put the ship somewhere out of Sight?* Maris asked. Shewas 'clinging tightly
to Qennto's arm as they walked, Car'das noted, apparently not doing nearly aswell thistime around as
she had on their last vigit. It made him fed better, somehow.

"Eventudly, well moveitinsdethebase,” Thrawn said. "But we need to first establish that there
are no dangerous ingta-hilitiesin its engines or wegponry.”

Thetreasure room, like the corridors, looked exactly the same asit had just after the ship's
capture, except that now there were apair of Chiss moving aong the stacks, apparently making sensor
records of the variousitems. " Spread out,” Thrawn or-dered the humans. " Seeif you can find anything of
afamiliar gyle"

"Y ou mean like different kinds of money?' Qennto asked as he looked around the room.

"Or are you talking about the gemstones?' Maris added.

"l was spesking mainly of the artwork," Thrawn said. "We can learn more from that than we can
from currency or gems.”

Qennto snorted. "Y ou expecting there to be sales receipts?’
"l was thinking more of the art'sorigins." Thrawn gestured toward a set of nested tressles.

"Those, for instance, were proba-bly created by beings with an extrajoint between wrist and elbow, who
seelargdy in the blue-ultraviolet part of the spec-trum.”



Qennto and Maris exchanged looks. "The Frunchies, you think?' Maris suggested.

"Yeah, right,” Qennto said with agrunt. He eyed Thrawn suspicioudy, then unhooked Mariss
arm from hisand strode over to the tresdes.

"What are Frunchies?' Car'das asked.

"The Frunchettan-sai,” Maris explained. "They have a cou-ple of colony worldsin the Outer Rim.
Rak callsthem Frunchies because—"

"I'll be broggled," Qennto said, cutting her off as he leaned over the tresses with his head cocked
tothesde.

"What?' Marissaid.

"He'sright," Qennto said, sounding stunned. "It's signed with formal Frunchv script." He turned
back to Thrawn, a strange expression on hisface. "I thought you said you hadn't made it to Republic

space.

"To the best of my knowledge, we haven't,” Thrawn said. "But the artist’'s physical characterigtics
are obvious smply from looking at hiswork."

"Maybetoyou it's obvious," Qennto growled, looking back at the tresdes. "It sureisnt to me."
"Or me" Maris seconded.
Thrawn raised his eyebrows at Car'das. " Car'das?’

Car'das peered at the artwork, trying to spot whatever these subtle cues were that Thrawn had
seen. But he couldntt.

llwry.ll

"Maybeit wasjust luck," Qennto said, abandoning the tresdes and knedling down beside an
elaborate blue-and-white sculpt. "L et me see here ... yeah, | thought s0." He looked over his shoulder at
Thrawn. "How aboutthis one?'

For amoment Thrawn studied the sculpt in silence, his eyes occasiondly flicking around the rest
of theroom asif seeking in-spiration. "The artist ishumanoid,” he said at last. " Propor-tioned differently
from humans and Chiss, with either awider torso or longer ams." Hiseyes narrowed dightly. "There's
something of adistance to hisemotiona state, too. | would say his people are both drawn to and yet
repulsed by or fearful of the physica objectsthey liveamong.”

Qennto's breath went out in ahuff. "I don't believethis," he said. "That's the Pashvi, dl right.”

"I don't think | know them,” Marissaid.

"They've got a system on the edge of Wild Space," Qennto said. "I've been there afew
times—therésasmall but stable mar-ket for their art, mostly in the Corporate Sector.”

"What did Commander Thrawn mean about fear of physical objects?' Car'das asked.



"Their world is sprinkled with thousands of rock pillars," Qennto said. "Most of the best food
plants grow on the tops. Unfortunately, so does anasty predator avian. It makes for—well, for pretty
much just what he said.”

"And you got dl that from asingle sculpt?' Maris asked, gaz-ing a Thrawn with a strange ook
on her face.

"Actualy, no," the Chiss assured her. "There are—let me see—twelve more examples of their
artwork." He pointed to two other areas of the room.

"You sure?' Car'das asked, frowning at the indicated sculpts and flats. "They don't ook at all
diketome."

"They were created by different artists," Thrawn said. "But the speciesisthe same.”
"Thisisredly weird,"” Qennto said, shaking his head. "Like some crazy Jedi thing."
"Jedi?" Thrawn asked.

"They'rethe guardians of the peace in the Republic,” Maristold him. "Probably the only reason
we've held together aslong aswe have. They're very powerful, very noble people.”

Qennto caught Car'dass eye, his nose wrinkling dightly. His opinion of Jedi, Car'das knew, was
congderably lower than hisgirlfriend's.

"They sound intriguing.” Thrawn nodded toward the sculpt. "I presume these Pashvi won't have
put up much resistance to Vagaari raids?'

"Hardly," Qennto confirmed grimly. "They're a pretty agree-able people. Lousy at fighting.”
"And your Republic and these Jedi don't protect them?”

"The Jedi are spread way too thin," Car'das said. "Anyway, Wild Space isn't actudly part of the
Republic.”

"Evenif it were, the government istoo busy with its own in-trigues to bother with little things like
life-and-degth Stuations,” Marls said, abitter edge to her voice.

"l see" Thrawn said. "Well. Let us continue our survey, and pleaseinform meif you find anything
elsefrom your region of space.”

Helooked at Marls. "And aswe search, perhaps you'l tell me more about these Jedi.”

Guildmagter Gilfromeshere" Anakin's voice said softly from Obi-Wan's comlink. "just coming
up the steps to the east door."



"Magigrate Argente's here, too,” Obi-Wan told him, gazing down from the administration
building's west door as Argente climbed up the stairs on that Side, his people pressed protectively around
him. "And | see Master C'baoth and L orana approaching through the marketplace.”

"So that'sit?' Anakin asked.

Obi-Wan scratched his check thoughtfully. The expected attack on Magistrate Argente hadn't
come during the night, nor had it been launched on the trip here to the conference room.

Now, with the miners representative on the scene, the conspirators last chance was gone, at
least until the negotiators broke for lunch. "It isfor now, anyway," hetold Anakin. "But Stay dert.”

Argente and his peopl e reached the top of the stairs, and Obi-Wan bowed in greeting. The group
brushed past without a single acknowledging glance and disappeared insde. Suppressing aflicker of
annoyance, Obi-Wan turned his attention to C'baoth and L orana as they started up the Sairs. Lorana, he
noted, was abit pale, her stepsalittle tentative. But her expression was deter-mined, and asthey
reached the top of the steps she smiled abit avkwardly a him. "Master Kenobi," she said, nodding. "I
never had a chance to properly thank you for what you and Anakin did for me yesterday."

"And thisisaso not thetime," C'baoth put in. Nevertheless, there was aflicker of approvd in his
eyes asthetwo Jedi ex-changed nods. "Thereis ill danger, both to the negotiators and the negotiations
themsalves. Stay here with Master Kenobi and watch the crowd for familiar faces.”

"Yes, Master C'baoth," Loranasaid.

With another nod at Obi-Wan, C'baoth strode past through the doorway, leaving the two of
them aone. "How do you fed 7" Obi-Wan asked.

"Much better, thank you," Loranasaid. "I redly don't know how much good | can do here,
though,” she added, turning toward the marketplace spread out before them at the bottom of the steps. "
only saw three of the conspirators.”

"That's three more than the rest of ushave," Obi-Wan pointed out. "Not counting the ones
aready in custody, of course.”

"Maybetheir arrest scared off the others.”

"It may have scared them away from amissile attack, but they're not going to just give up and go
away," Obi-Wan said. "They seem obsessed with what they see asthe Corporate Al-liance's attempt to
gteal their planet's wedlth, and once a person's obsessed he or she doesn't listen to logic anymore. Sheer
mo-mentum will carry them the rest of the way through this.”

Loranashook her head. "I'm afraid | don't understand that kind of thinking."

"Y ou need to learn to understand it,” Obi-Wan told her. "Obsession is something that can happen
to even the strongest person, and for the best of motives.” He gestured. " Still, with you and me ét this
door, Anakin and Riske at the other, and the police and the Corporate Alliance's security watching the
sky, we should be able to stop whatever they throw at us."

"I hopeyou'reright,” Loranamurmured. "If not, Master C'baoth will never let us hear the end of
it"



Seated on his hotel room bal cony, Doriana smiled down at the scene below him. The players had
assembled, and it wastime for the performance to begin.

Picking up his comlink, he keyed it on and punched in the proper activation code. Then, setting
the comlink aside, he settled down to watch.

Even dretched out to the Force, Loranas only warning was aburst of commotion at the leftmost
edge of the market-place, a sudden movement of shoppers as they scattered away from one of the
booths. " Something's happening,” she warned, pointing.

The wordswere barely out of her mouth when the booth erupted in aflash of light and aburst of
smoke. "Watch out!" Obi-Wan barked, thesnap-hiss of hislightsaber sounding behind her.

Loranayanked out her own lightsaber, igniting it as she tried to pierce the expanding smoke
cloud. Asfar as she could tdll, nothing €l se seemed to be happening. "To the right!" Obi-Wan warned.

Loranaturned; and to her horror she saw asilvery cylinder streak out of another of the booths,
flying abare meter above the ground.

Coming straight toward them.

"lI'vegot it," she sad, jumping into its path and lifting her lightsaber into attack-3 position.
Defense againgt incoming re-motes was an exercise C'baoth had drilled her infor hour after wearying
hour. Behind her, she sensed Obi-Wan moving back and to her right into backstop position. She settled
her bresth-ing, watching the missile approach, trying not to think about what would happen if her attack
detonated the warhead . . .

It was nearly to her when, without warning, the front of the nose cone erupted into acloud of
sparkling smoke, and a cone of roiling black liquid sprayed out at her.

She squeezed her eyestightly shut, ingtinctively flinching to the side as she did so. She sensed the
missile start to pass, and swung her lightsaber as hard as she could in that direction.

But her sidestep had put her off balance, and even as her blade diced through the air she knew
shewastoo late. Behind her, she heard the pitch of Obi-Wan'slightsaber change as he took his own shot
at it. But the misslesroar changed as fresh thrusters kicked in, and asthe heat of the missile's exhaust
sweypt across her she could tell that he, too, had missed.

"Comeon!" he shouted. A hand grabbed her arm, and sud-denly they were running through the
heat and disspating smoke in the missileswake. She blinked her eves open, ignoring the sting asthe
black liquid dribbled into them, to see the missile jinking back and forth down the wide centra corridor
like adroid seeking atarget. Acrossthe building at the far door she saw Anakin and Riske charging in
from the other door, Anakin'slightsaber blazing in his hand, Riske's blaster firing usdlesdy. L et-ting go of
Loranas arm, Obi-Wan locked hislightsaber on and hurled it a the missile.

But even as the spinning green blade closed on it, the mis-sile's nose dipped and it made ahard



turn to the left. She could sense Obi-Wan stretching to the Force, trying to bring his lightsaber back on
target. But she could aso sensethat he wouldn't bein time.

Which left only one thing they could do. Closing her eyes, she stretched out to the Force, turning
her thoughts to her Master.Master C'baoth , she sent urgently toward the room be-yond the archway.
Danger. Danger. Danger. The missile dis-appeared through the archway, and she joined with the others
in racing down the corridor after it. She caught up with Obi-Wan just as he reached the opening, and
turned the corner with him.

And found herself confronted by an extraordinary sight.

Seated at opposite ends of the table, the mining and Corpo-rate Alliance representatives had
turned in their chairsto stare with amixture of surprise, fascination, and terror a the missile that had
intruded into their solemn proceedings. Between them, haf risen from his own chair, C'baoth was holding
ahand pdm~outward toward the missile, hiseyesblazing.

But the missle was no longer moving. It was frozen in midair, halfway between the archway and
thetable, itsthrusters spitting fire uselesdy asthey tried to drive it forward againgt C'baoth's Force grip.

"Don't be concerned,” the Jedi Master intoned, his voice resonating with power and authority.
"So certain parties believe that they know best what isright and just for Barlok, do they? That killing us
will bring them their desire? That the influence of violence supersedes the authority of justice?”

Thethrustersgave afina sputter and fell silent, and still the missile hung in midair. "Thank you,
Master Cbaoth—" Obi-Wan said, garting toward the missile.

"Stand fast, Master Kenobi," C'baoth ordered sharply. " Thatis what our attackers believe,
Magidrate Argente; Guild-master Gilfrome," he said, sending ahard look at each end of thetable. "Do
you believeit, aswe|?'

Argente found hisvoicefirst. "No, of course not," he said, hisvoice quavering, his eyeslocked
on the missile that had nearly brought asudden and violent death to them all.

"Then why do you persst in eroding the legitimate rights of the people of Barlok?' C'baoth
demanded. "Andyou ," he added, turning back to Gilfrome's end of the table. "Why doyou persstin
denying the time and expense the Corporate Alliance has spent in devel oping resources that would
otherwise have forever lain usdesdy beneath the soil of your world?"

Gilfrome bristled. "Now, see here, Master C'baoth—"

"No,you see," Cbaoth cut in, looking again at Argente. " Bothof you see. | have listened to your
arguments and your po-sitions and your sdlfish pettiness. It ends here.”

Ddliberately, he closed his outstretched hand. With araucous crackling of stressed metd, the
body of the missle crumpled in onitsdf. "The people of Barlok demand afair and just decision," he said,
more quietly now as he gestured Obi-Wan forward. "1 will tell you what that decision isgoing to be."

The room was silent as Obi-Wan stepped to the mutilated wegpon, stretching out his hand to
take itsweight from Cbaoth. Holding it in aForce grip in front of him, he turned and headed back
toward the archway. Loranalooked a question at C'baoth, got a microscopic nod in return, and turned
to go with Obi-Wan.



It was only then that she noticed Anakin standing beneath the archway, his eyesfilled with
admiration as he gazed across the room a Cbaoth. "That'stelling them,”" he murmured as she and
Obi-Wan reached him.

"Come on," Obi-Wan said, hisforehead wrinkling dightly as he looked at the boy. "L et's get this
thing to the police disposa team.”

"Report,” the gravelly voice of Darth Sidious ordered, his hooded face hovering above the
holoprojector.

"The Barlok operation has been a complete success, my lord,” Dorianatold him. "Both sides of
the negotiations were so shaken by the attack that C'baoth was able to force them into an agreement.”

"Andisof coursetaking full credit for it?'

"Knowing C'baoth, there was never any doubt on that score,” Dorianasaid. "Fortunately, the
whole planet seems quite happy to let him have it. Another day or two, and helll be the hero of the entire
sector. Give him aweek, and helll probably be organizing his own victory parade through midlevel
Coruscant.”

"Y ou have donewell," Sidious said. "And what of the unan-ticipated interference from Kenobi
and Skywaker?'

"Negligible," Doriana said, wondering again at the speed and breadith of the Sith Lord's
knowledge. He hadn't even men-tioned Kenobi's unwelcome arrival on Barlok, yet Sidious ap-parently
knew al about it. Clearly, he had excellent sources of information. "All | had to do wasadd a
shroud-liquid sprayer to the missile to make sure they wouldn't be able to stop it until it reached the
conference chamber where C'baoth could make his dramatic grandstand play.”

"And neither he nor Kenobi suspect your manipulation of the events?'

"Not at dl, my lord," Dorianasaid. "My sourcestell me the police analysts could tell the sprayer
was alast-minute add-on, but they've concluded that it was added in response to C'baoth's appearance
on the scene, not Kenobi's."

"I don't want Kenobi taking any of the credit,” Sidiouswarned. "He cannot be permitted to blunt
Cbaoth'striumph and prestige.”

"Hewon't," Dorianaassured him. "Kenobi isn't the type to seek public recognition. C'baoth
certainly isn't the typeto offer him ashare.”

"Then al continuesto go according to my plan," Sidious concluded with satisfaction. "Opposition
in the Senate and the Jedi Council to C'baoth's pet project will melt away now before the fire of his
newly enhanced Sature.”

"Andif not, | have other contingency plansfor raising it even higher,” Dorianasaid. "Theright
word in Papatinesear isdl it will take."



"Yes," Sidioussaid. "Speaking of Papatine, you'd best leave Barlok and return to your officia
business. | aso want you to find away to make yoursdlf the Supreme Chancellor's persond li-aison to
Outbound Hight'sfina preparations.”

"Eadly done, my lord," Dorianaassured him. "Papatine is so tied up with other mattersthat hell
wel come the chance to pass this one onto my shoulders.”

"Excdlent,” Sidioussaid. "Y ou have done wdll, my friend. Contact me when you return to
Coruscant, and well discussthefina details™

Theimage vanished, and Dorianakeyed off the connection. A smpler man, hereflected, even a
measter of the Dark Side like Lord Tyranus, might have tried to diminate C'baoth directly through a
genuine assass nation, utilizing amore potent attack from more competent conspirators.

But as Sidious himsdlf had pointed out, Dorianawas more subtle than that. After dl, why smply
dispose of a powerful troublemaker like Jorus C'baoth when you could dispose of himand as many other
Jedi as he could talk into accompanying him on Outbound Hight?

Smiling to himself, Doriana began to disassemble his holo-projector. Jorus C'baoth, Jedi Master
and potentia threat to Darth Sidious's plan for the Republic, was dead.

Hejust didn't know it yet.

It had been along, frustrating day at the Preparation Center, one more of an endless series of
them stretching back to the be-ginning of time, and as Chas Uliar keyed open his apartment door he
wondered yet againif al of thiswas ever going to beworthiit.

He'd been fresh out of school when held been approached by Outbound Flight's recruiters, and
in the excitement and opti-mism of youth had ingtantly signed up to go along. But now, after two years of
ever-dowing preparations and ever-lengthening de-lays, the shine had begun to fade. Thelatest rumor
was that the Senate Appropriations Committee had decided to scratch all the families off the voyage,
which would essentidly turn Outbound Hight into little more than an extended military reconnaissance
misson.

Which would, of course, take away the one thing which had made this whole project unique. But
then, what did the corrupt bureaucrats of Coruscant care about anything astrivid as history or glory or
even avision for the Republic's future?

The glowplatesin the common room were off, but as he switched them on he spotted adiver of
light coming from be-neath the doors of both deeping rooms. At least two of histhree roommates were
home, then. The planners had deliberately packed the recruitstightly together thisway to smulate the
close quartersthat would exist aboard the six Dreadnaughts once Out-bound Fight set off onitsmission.
Some people, mostly those from the more sparsaly settled Mid Rim worlds, hadn't been able to handle
the lack of privacy and had dropped out, but Uliar himsalf hadn't had any problems.

Thoughif al the families were tossed out like the Senate wanted, he thought sourly, he would
probably get asuitethissizedl to himself.

He was | ooking through the pantry, trying to decide what to have for dinner, when one of the



doors opened behind him. "Hey, Chas," Brace Tarkosa called from behind him. ™Y ou hear the news?’

Uliar shook his head. "1've been on D-Five dl day trying to run down afud line problem,” he
said, turning around. "L et me guess. the Senate's decided to close us down completely?"

"You'vegot it backward,” Tarkosasaid, grinning. He was a strongly built man, two years older
than Uliar, and dlegedly one of the first hundred people to have signed up with the project. "Not only are
they not closing us down, they've restored full fundingand authorized the fina assembly of the
Dreadnaughtsand reversed themsdves on dropping the families.”

Uliar stared at him. "Y ou're kidding," he said. "Did someone on Coruscant have spoiled shellfish
for lunch and start hearing voices?'

Tarkosa shook his head. "Rumor hasit that it'sall Jedi Master C'baoth's doing. He came roaring
back from some nego-tiation session two days ago with enough momentum to crush-roll thiswhole thing
graight through committee” Helifted afinger. " Andit looks like we're going to get some more Jedi, too."

"How many?'
"Don't know," Tarkosasaid. "As many as Cbaoth wants, ap-parently.”

"Wouldn' that be nice," Uliar murmured, afaint wisp of hope tugging at him. Rumors around here
were as cheap as hard-ware problems, and he certainly wasn't ready to take any of this at face value.
But if the Jedihad genuinely signed on to the proj-ect, maybe things would finaly start to turn around.
After dl, asolar wind drove adl wisp-sails, and everyone knew that Jedi al-ways got the best of
everything. "So when isthisal supposed to happen?'

"Any day now," Tarkosaassured him. He grinned lopsidedly. "Hey, have alittle faith. Come
on—let'sgo get Kedy, and hit the tapcaf for dinner.”

"You go ahead," Uliar told him, turning back to the pantry and pulling out a packaged ship's
ration. "I'll save my celebrating until the Jedi are actudly here.”

"Six of them?" Obi-Wan repeated disbdievingly.

"Including Cbaoth himsdlf, yes,” Windu confirmed, hisback rigid as he stared out the Council
Chamber window at the evening Coruscant skyline. "And eeven Jedi Knights have signed onto go
aong, aswdl."

Obi-Wan grimaced. Six Jedi Magters, plus deven Jedi Knights, was not an inggnificant number
intheseincreasngly dark days. "I thought you and Master Y odatold him he could have no more than
two other Jedi."

"That was before Barlok," Windu said ruefully, turning to face him. " After Barlok . . . well, let's
just say that not even the Council is completely immuneto pressure.”

"Yes, | heard someof it," Obi-Wan said, nodding. "He was pushing his arguments to anyone
who would ligen."



"And he can be highly persuasive when he wantsto be,” Windu said. "1 just wasn't expecting so
many to get caught up in hisexcitement.”

Obi-Wan felt afrown crease his forehead. Jedi Master Mace Windu, as closdly attuned with the
Force asany Jedi inthe Re-public . . . and yet he hadn't foreseen something this dramatic? " Couldn't you
refuse them permisson?’

"Of course we could,” Windu said. "But I'm afraid that at the moment that would just cause more
dissenson. We can't af-ford that, not in these times of turmoil. And to be honest, thereare good
argumentsto have astrong Jedi presence aboard Out-bound Flight." He paused, studying Obi-Wan's
face. "Tdl me, did theinvestigators on Barlok ever locate or identify the human whom the Brolf
conspirators claimed had helped with their mis-lle attack?"

"Not as of when Anakinand | left,” Obi-Wan said. "I haven't heard anything since then, ether.

Why?

"It just bothers me somehow,” Windu said. "We have ahuman help to launch amissile, which is
then stopped in the nick of time by another human. Coincidence?’

Obi-Wan felt his eyebrows cregping up his forehead. " Are you suggesting C'baoth might have set
the whole thing uphimself? "

"No, of course not,” Windu said. But he didn't sound en-tirely certain. "Only a Jedi who'd turned
to the dark side would be capable of such cold-blooded manipulation. | can't believe heé'd do that, not
even for something he believesin thisstrongly.”

"On the other hand, we suspect there may be a Sith out there somewhere," Obi-Wan pointed
out. "Maybe. .. no. No, | can't believeit, either.”

"Still, we can't afford to take chances," Windu said. "That'swhy | asked you here tonight. | want
you and Anakin to find C'baoth and ask to go along with him. Not al the way to the next gaaxy," he
hastened to add as Obi-Wan fdlt his jaw drop. "Just through the Unknown Regions part of the
exploration.”

"That could take months,” Obi-Wan protested. "I have work to do on Sulorine.”

"Sometimes a Jedi's most important duty isto stland and wait,” Windu countered mildly. "l
presume you've mentioned that to Anakin on occason?”

Obi-Wan grimaced. "Not more than twice aday,” he con-ceded. "Did you have any suggestions
on how to convince C'baoth to turn around when we reach the edge of the galaxy and take us back?*

"That would be an interesting conversation to it in on,” Windu said drily. "But no, my thought
was to put a Delta-Twelve Skysprite aboard one of the Dreadnaughts for you. It'sabigger, two-seat
verson of the Delta-Seven Aethersprite you've been training on, only with the weapons packs stripped
off. Kuat Systemsis hoping to put them on the civilian market sometime in the next few months.”

"No internd hyperdrive, | takeit?"

Windu shook hishead. "It usesthe same TransGalMeg hyper-drive ring asthe Aethersprite.”



"I don't know," Obi-Wan said doubtfully, running the num-bersin his head. "Weretaking an
awful lot of distance for something that size. Especidly with two people aboard.”

"It would be tight, but doable," Windu assured him. "Espe-cidly since both you and Anakin can
use Jedi hibernation to stretch out the supplies of air and food."

Obi-Wan spread his hands. "If that's what the Council wishes, Anakin and | stand ready to obey.
If Cbaoth will have us, that is"

"Just find away aboard,” Windu said, his eyes darkening. "However you haveto doit.”

10
What isyour professon?' Thrawn asked in Cheunh.

"I am amerchant trader,” Car'das said carefully in the same language, forcing the odd sounds
through unwilling tongue and lips.

Thrawn lifted his eyebrows politely. "Y ou are afishing boat?' he asked, switching to Basic.
Car'das|ooked a Maris. "That'swhat you said," she con-firmed, an amused smile on her face.

Helifted hishand dightly, let it fal back into hislap. "I am amerchant trader,” he said, giving up
and switching over to the Minnigat trade language.

"Ah," Thrawn said in the same language. "'Y ou're amerchant trader?"

"Yes" Car'das shook hishead. "l redly said | was afishing boat?"

"Pohskapforian; Pohskapforian,” Thrawn pronounced. "Can you hear the difference?’
Car'das nodded. He could hear the difference between the aspirated and unaspiratedp soundsin

the second syllable, dl right. He just couldn't make the difference with his own mouth. "And | practiced
that dl evening, too," he grumbled.

"I warned you Cheunh would most likely be beyond your physical capabilities,” Thrawn
reminded him. "Still, your increase in comprehension level has been quite amazing, especidly after only
five weeks. And your progress with Minnisiat over the same period has been nothing lessthan
remarkable. I'm impressed.” His glowing eyes shifted to Maris. "With both of you," he added.

"Thank you, Commander,” Car'das said. "To have im-pressed you is high praise indeed.”

"Now you flatter me," Thrawn warned with asmile. "Isthat the correct word?Flatter? "

"Theword is correct,” Car'das confirmed. Whatever progress he and Maris might have made
with their studies, Thrawn's own work on Basic had far surpassed them, afeat ren-dered al the more

remarkable given how much lesstime held had to devote to language studies. "But | would argue with the
usage," he added. " Flatteryimplies exaggeration or even fase-hood. My statement was the truth.”



Thrawn inclined his head. "Then | accept the tribute as given." He turned to Maris. "And now,
Ferad, I'm ready with your specia request.”

Car'das frowned. " Specid request?’

"Feras asked meto creste adescription of one of the art-works aboard the VVagaari pirate
vess," Thrawn told him.

Car'daslooked at her. "Oh?"

"I wanted some extra practice with abstract terms and adjec-tives," she said, meeting his eyes
coally.

"Okay, sure," Car'das said hadtily. "I wasjust wondering.”

She hdld hisgaze afraction of a second longer, then turned back to Thrawn. "May | ask which
piece you've chosen?"

"Certainly not," he admonished her with asmile. "Y ou'll have to deduce that from my
description.”

"Oh," she said, sounding momentarily nonplussed. She glanced at Car'das, then set her jaw
firmly. "All right. I'm ready.”

Thrawn's eyes seemed to defocus as he gazed across the room. " The changing of colorsislikea
ranbow's edge melding into asunlit waterfal . . ."

Car'daslistened to the mel odious flow of Cheunh words, struggling to keep up as he studied
Marisout of the corner of hiseye. She was struggling alittle, too, he could see, her lips occa-sionaly
moving as she worked through some of the more com-plex terms. But behind the concentration he
thought he could sec something elsein her eyes as shelooked a Thrawn.

Only it wasn't the kind of look alanguage student should be giving her teacher. It most certainly
wasn't alook a captive should be giving her captor.

An unpleasant sensation began to drift into hisgut. She couldn't actualy befdling for Thrawn,
could she? Surely shewouldn't et herself be drawn in by hisintelligence and courtesy and sophistication.

Because she wasn't just Qennto's partner and copilot, after al. And while Car'das had never
seen Qennto in afit of jealousy, he was pretty sure he didn't want to.

.. with adeep sense of disconnection and strife between the artist and his people.”

"Beautiful," Maris murmured, her eyes shining even more as she gazed a Thrawn. "That wasthe
flat with the carved edging, wasn't it? The landscape with the darkness growing upward from the lower
corner?'

"Correct," Thrawn confirmed. Helooked at Car'das. "Were you also able to identify it?

"l—no," Car'das admitted. "1 was mostly concentrating on understanding the words.”



"One can concentrate so closely on the words of a sentence that one thereby missesthe
meaning," Thrawn pointed out. "As can happen in any area of life. Y ou must never lose focus on the
larger landscape.” He looked over at a series of lights on the wall above the door and stood up. "Today's
lessonisover. | must seeto my guest.”

"Guest?' Maris asked as she and Car'das &l so stood up.

"An admird of the Chiss Defense Fleet ison her way to take possession of the Vagaari vessd,”
Thrawn said asthey dl headed to the door. "Nothing you need concern yourselves with."

"May we observe the wel coming ceremony with you?' Car'das asked. "Thistime we should be
able to understand what's being said.”

"I believethat will be permissble” Thrawn said. "Admird Ar'dani will certainly have heard of
your presence from Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano and will want to see you for hersdlf.”

"Arethey both from the same family?' Maris asked.

Thrawn shook his head. " Senior officers of the Defense Fleet belong to no family,” he said.
"They're stripped of family name and privilege and made part of the Defense Hierarchy in order that they
may serve al Chisswithout deference or prgjudice.”

"So military command is merit-based, and not something that comes from Family connections?”
Maris asked.

"Exactly," Thrawn confirmed. " Officers are taken into the Hierarchy once they've proven
themselves, just asthe Ruling Families themsalves sdlect merit adoptives.”

"What are merit adoptives?' Car'das asked.

"Chiss brought in from outside a Family's bloodlinesto en-rich or diversify or invigorate," Thrawvn
told him. "All warriors are made merit adoptives when they're accepted into elther the Defense Fleet or
the Expansionary Fleet." He tapped the bur-gundy patch on his shoulder. "That'swhy every warrior
wearsthe color of one of the Families”

"Which oneisyours?' Maris asked.

"The Eighth,” Thrawn said. "My postionisactudly differ-ent from that of most warriors, asl've
been named a Tria-born of thefamily. Most warriors positions automaticaly cease when they leave the
military, but mine carries the possibility that | will be deemed worthy and matched permanently to the
Family. | may even be granted the position of ranking distant, which will tie my descendants and
bloodlineinto thet of the Family.”

"Sounds complicated," Car'das commented.

"Sounds smart,” Maris countered. "The Republic could use alot more of that, instead of aways
going with straight blood-lines, or the highest bidder."

"Mm," Car'das said noncommittally. Thiswas not the timeto get into a discussion about Republic
politics. "And you sad there are nine of these Ruling Families?'



"Therearenine a present,” Thrawn said. " The number fluctuates with events and politica
fortunes. At varioustimes over the centuries there have been as many astwelve and asfew asthree.”

They reached the welcoming chamber to find it had aready been configured for the new arrival.
Thewall and celling hang-ings were totaly different from those festured for Aristocra Chaf'orm’bintrano's
arrivd, and to Car'das’s eye the arrangement seemed |ess elaborate. Perhaps even a senior military
officer didn't rank as highly asadigtant reltive of one of the Ruling Families.

"The ceremony will be congderably shorter and lessformd than the last one you witnessed,”
Thrawn said as he gestured them into positions flanking him but two paces back. ™Y ou should be able to
follow." He seemed to consider, then favored them with asmall smile. "The admird's gppearance may
surpriseyou ahbit, aswell," he added. "I'll look forward to hearing your thoughts later.”

He turned toward the door and nodded to one of the war-riors. With amelodious chiming that
reminded Car'das of awater carillon, the door did open and four black-clad Chisswar-riors came
through, taking up flanking positions on ether sde. Wondering what Thrawn had meant by their guest's
gppearance, Car'das straightened into his best approximation of military a-tention asatall femae Chiss
stepped into view.

Only instead of the normal black uniform, she was dressed from collar to bootsin dazzling white.

Car'das blinked in surprise as she strode past her escort into the welcoming chamber. Every
Chisswarrior hedd seen up to now had invariably worn black, except for the clearly family-based guards
who had accompanied Chaf'orm’bintrano. Wasit because she was connected to the Defense Fleet
instead of the Expansionary Heet?

The admiral stepped to the center of the room and stopped. "In the name of &l who servethe
Chiss, | greet you, Admird Ar'dani,” Thrawn intoned, taking a step toward her.

"| accept your greeting, and greet you in return, Comman-der Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” the admiral
responded. Her words were to Thrawn, but Car'das could tell that her eyes were on the two humans
gtanding behind him. "Do you guarantee my safety, and the safety of my crew?”

"| guarantee your safety with my life and the lives of those of my command,” Thrawn said,
bowing his head low. "Enter in peace, and with trust.”

Ar'dani bowed in return. "Who are these who stand behind you?' she asked, her tone subtly
changed.

And with that, apparently, the ceremony was over. "Vistorsfrom adistant world," Thrawn told
her, haf turning to ges-ture them forward. "' Car'das and Ferasi, may | present Admira Ar'aani.”

"We are honored, Admira," Car'das said in Cheunh, trying to duplicate the bow he'd just seen
Thrawn make.

Ar'dani seemed to draw back. " Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano didn't tell me they spoke Cheunh,”
she said, an unpleasant edge to her tone.

"Aristocra Chaf'orm’bintrano didn't know,” Thrawn coun-tered politely. "He spent little time here,
and showed no interest in learning about my guests.”



Ar'aani's eyesflicked to him, came back to Car'das. "The re-port said there were three of them.’
"Thethirdis otherwise occupied,” Thrawn said. "l can sum-mon himif you wish."

Ar'dani lifted her eyebrows. "Heisdlowed to roam fredly through an ingalation of the Chiss
Expansonary Hegt?'

Thrawn shook hishead. "All three are under constant sur-veillance.
"Y ou are sudying them, then?'
"Of coursg," Thrawn said, asif that was obvious.

Car'das suppressed a grimace. Hed known from the start that this was one of Thrawn's reasons
for keeping him and the others around. But it was nevertheless allittle discomfiting to hear it stated aloud.

"And what have you learned?" Ar'adani asked.
"A great ded,” Thrawn assured her. "But thisis neither the time nor the place to discussit.”

Ardani'seyesflicked to Thrawn'swarriors, il standing at attention against the welcoming
chamber walls. "Agreed,” she said.

"l presume you'll wish to tour the captured vessel before you takeit in tow,” Thrawn went on. "'l
have ashuttle waiting.”

"Good," Ar'dani said, reaching to her belt and touching the smoothly curved shape of a Chiss
comlink fastened there. "Let me summon my passenger, and well go.”

Thrawn's eves narrowed, and for the first time Car'das sensed aflicker of surprisein hisface.
"No passengers were men-tioned.”

"His presenceis not officialy sanctioned by the Defense Heet," Ardani said. "I brought him here
asafavor to the Eighth Ruling Family." Behind her, ayoung Chiss male stepped into view, his short robe
and tall boots composed of a patchwork pat-tern of gray and burgundy, adight smile on hisface.

Thrawn stiffened. "Thrass!" he breathed. He stepped toward the other as he entered the
chamber, meeting him hafway. Reaching out hisright hand, he grasped the other's right arm &t the elbow
asthe other gripped hisin return. "Welcome," he said, smiling. "Thisisasurprise indeed.”

"An achievement | haverardly achieved,” the other said, in-clining hishead. Hewas ill smiling,
but Car'das could see hints of tension lines around his eyes as his gaze shifted over Thrawn's shoulder.

Thrawn obvioudy noticed the shift. "My guests” he said, re-leasing the other's arm and gesturing
at the humans. "Car'das and Feras, K'rell'n traders from the Galactic Republic.”

"Arigtocra Chaf'orm'bintrano's description didn't do them justice,”" Thrass commented, looking
them up and down. "Par-ticularly the clothing.”

"Ther regular shipments of style-design from Csllamust have been ddayed,” Thrawn sad drily.
"Car'dasand Feras: thisis Syndici'Vlitthrassafis of the Eighth Ruling Family." He smiled alittlewider.



"My brother."
"Yourbrother? " Maris bresthed.
"Andthey speak Cheunh?' Mitthrassafis said, histone darkening alittle.

"After afashion,” Thrawn said. "Admira Ar'dani and | were on our way to visit the captured
pirate vessdl. Would you care to accompany us?"

"That'sthemain reason I'm here" Mitth'rassafis said.
"Themain reason?’ Thrawn asked.
The other'slip twitched. "There are others.”

"l s8e" Thrawn said. "But well spesk of them later. If you'll come thisway, Admird?’

For the most part, the trip around the side of the asteroid was made in silence. Thrawn
occas ondly mentioned something technica in the pirate ship's design as they approached, but nei-ther
the admira nor Mitth'rassafis seemed interested enough to respond with anything more than grunted
monosyllabic com-ments or an occasiond question. The admira's escort, as befit proper warriors, said
nothing a dl.

Once or twice dong the way Car'das noticed Mitth'rassafis frowning at him and Maris, asif
wondering why Thrawn had brought non-Chiss along for the ride. But he never asked for an explanation,
and Thrawn never offered one.

The dien bodies had long since been removed from the ship, but there were many other details
and deductions that Thrawn was able to point out as the group passed down the corridors, everything
from the probable physical characterigtics of no fewer than three different species of Vagaari davesall
the way to the equipment their masters had probably permitted them to use.

Car'das hadn't heard any of thisandyss, and listened in fas-cination to the commander's
monologue. Again, Ar'dani and Mitthrassafis absorbed the information in silence.

Until, that is, they reached the treasure room.

"Ah—thereyou are," Qennto’ s deep voice boomed from one of the back corners, waving with
one hand as he clutched what looked like an ancient decorated battle shield with the other.

"What'sthisalien doing here?' Ar'dani demanded.

"He's helping catalog the items for me," Thrawn replied. " Some of the systems plundered by the
Vagaari arein Republic territory, and he has some knowledge of their origin and vaue.”

"What did he say?" Qennto caled, looking at Maris.

Shelooked questioningly a Thrawn. "In Sy Bidti, if you please,” the commander said, switching
to that language. "We don't want to leave the admiral and syndic out of the conversa-tion.”



"Y es, Commander.” She turned back to Qennto and trans-lated Thrawn's last comment.

"Oh, I'm helping catalog, dl right,” Qennto said, eyeing the newcomers suspicioudy. "I'm aso
picking out theitems I'll be taking home with me."

"What items are these?' Ar'adani asked in Cheunh, her glow-ing eyes narrowing. "Commander?'
"In Sy Bidli, if you please, Admird," Thrawn reminded her.

"Thisisnot an interspecies conversation circle,” Ar'dani countered tartly, ignoring the request.
"What exactly have you promised these diens?"

"They're merchants and traders,” Thrawn reminded her, hisown voice going alittle ftiff. "I've
offered them some of the items as compensation for their weeks of service."

"What service?' Ar'dani demanded, shifting her glare to Car'das and Maris and then to Qennto.
"Y ou've provided them with food and living quarters, taught them Cheunh—and for thisthey deserve

compensation?'
"We're as0 teaching the commander our language," Maris offered.
"Y ou will not speak to an admird of the Chissunlessfirst spoken to,” Ar'aani told her brusquely.
Maris reddened. "My apologies.”

"Theré's plenty herefor both our visitors and the Ascen-dancy,” Thrawn said. "If you'll comethis
way, there are some de-tails of the engine room I'd like to show you." He took a step toward the door

"A moment,” Araani said, her eves back on Qennto and the shield he was till defiantly gripping.
"Who will decide which itemsyour humanswill be permitted to take?"

"My intent was to leave that decision largely to Captain Qennto,” Thrawn said. "He's been
working on thisinventory for some weeks now and has an extensive knowledge of the contents. | can
provide you with acopy of the complete listing before you leave.”

"A liging of what'sin here now?" Ar'dani asked. "Or alist-ing of what was herebefore he
removed his chosen items?’

"Both listswill be available," Thrawn assured her, taking an-other step toward the door. "And my
spot checks have shown the lists and descriptions are accurate enough. At any rate, you'll have time on
the voyage home to examine both the lists and the treasures themsalves.™

"Or | could examine them right now," Ar'aani said, gestur-ing to one of her two warriors.
"Y ou—qget theligting. | think, Commander, that I'd prefer to take my own inventory.”

"Asyou wish, Admird," Thrawn said. "Unfortunately, I'll be unableto assst you in that task.
There are adminigtrative matters that require my attention.”

"I can make do without your assistance," Ar'dani said. From the tone of her voice, Car'das had
the fedling that shewould just as soonnot have him looking over her shoulder. "Make sure | havea



shuttle with which to return to my ship when I'm fin-ished.” Her eyesflicked to Thrawn'sbrother. "And |
think it would bewiseif Syndic Mitth'rassafis remained with me. With the syndic's permission, of
course.”

"I have no objections," Mitth'rassafis assured her. To Car'dass eye, hisface looked a bit
troubled.

"Then I'll look forward to conversing again with you a your convenience,” Thrawn said. Catching
Car'dass eye, he nodded toward the door.

They were twenty meters down the corridor before Car'das dared to speak. "Y ou don't really
have any adminigtrative work to ded with, do you?" he asked Thrawn, keeping hisvoicelow. "Y ou just
wanted to get away from the admird for awhile"

"A harsh accusation,” Thrawn said mildly. ™Y oull tarnish Feras's high opinion of me."

Feras's—?Car'das |ooked behind him, to discover that Maris had indeed followed them out of
thetreasureroom. "Oh. Hi," he said lamdly.

"| think you missed the point, Jorj," she said. "Commander Thrawn didn't duck out on the
admira. He maneuvered her into deciding on her own to stay behind.”

"What leads you to that conclusion?' Thrawn asked.

"Thefact that thisisthefirst I've heard about Rak spending weeks taking inventory of the
treasure,”" she said. "Hewould cer-tainly have mentioned something like that to me."

"Yet hedidn't deny it,” Thrawn pointed out.

"Because that part of the conversation wasin Cheunh,” Car'das said, finaly catching on. "Which
he doesn't under-stand."”

"Excdlent,” Thrawn said, nodding. "Both of you."
"So what exactly isgoing on?" Maris asked.

They rounded a corner, and Thrawn abruptly picked up his pace. "I've had areport of another
Vagaari attack, thisone dill in progress” he said. "I'm going to teke alook.”

"How far away isit?' Car'das asked. "I mean, the treasure room's not going to hold their
atentionthat long."

"It's gpproximately sSix standard hours away,” Thrawn said. "And | fully expect Admira Ar'dani
to deliver a severe repri-mand when | return, assuming she delays her departure until then. For now,
though, dl I needisfor her to be distracted long enough for usto dip avay."

Car'dass somach tightened. ™Y ou're not just going there to observe, are you?"
"The purpose of thetrip isto evauate the situation,” Thrawn said evenly. "But if | judgetherésa

reasonable chance of eiminating thisthreat to the Chiss Ascendancy . . ." Heleft the sentence unfinished,
but there was no doubt asto hisintentions. He was going to attack.



And from the way held pulled Car'das out of the treasure room, it was clear he expected his
language tutor to come dong for theride.

Car'dastook a deep breath. HE'd already been through more space battles than he liked, and
going up againg afully armed Vagaari raiding party wasnot something he redlly wanted to do. But maybe
there was till a chance of gracefully backing out. "I'm sure you'll do whatever isright,” he said
diplomaticdly. "Good luck, and—"

"May | gowith you?' Marisinterrupted him.

Car'dasthrew her agtartled look. Her eyesflicked to his, a hard-edged warning in her
expression. "It might be good to have awitnessaong,” she continued. "Especialy someone who hasno
connection to any of the Ruling Families™

"| agree,” Thrawn said. "That'swhy I'm taking Car'das.”

Car'das winced. So much for agraceful exit. "Commander, | appreciate the offer—"

"Two witnesses would be better," Marissaid.

"Actudly, Qennto would be a better choice than either Marisor me," Car'dastried again. "He's
the one—"

"Intheory, yes" Thrawn agreed, his eyes on Maris. "But no matter how carefully planned or
executed, abattle dways entailsrisks."

"He'sthe onewho redly likesthiskind of excitement—"
"So does flying with Rak," Maris countered. "I'm willing to take my chances.”
"l could go get him out of the treasure room—"

"I'm not surel am," Thrawn countered in the same tone. " Should you beinjured or killed, |
wouldn't want to be the one to bring that newsto your captain.”

"If were on the bridge together, you won't have to,” Maris pointed out. "If | die, you probably
will, too, and someone e se would get stuck with that job.” She jerked athumb at Car'das. "It soundslike
Jorj would rather stay behind anyway. Hecandoiit."

"Forget it," Car'das said firmly, his mind suddenly made up for him. Hed seen Thrawn's combat
abilities, and held seen Qennto's temper, and he knew which one sounded safer. "'If Maris goes, we both

go.”

"I'm honored by your trust,” Thrawn said asthey reached the shuttle bay "Come then. May
warriors fortune smile on our efforts.”
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One minute to breskout,” the helmsman called.

"Acknowledged,” Thrawn replied. "Warriors, stand ready."

Standing behind the commander's chair, Car'das stole alook a Maris. Her face looked alittle
pale above thewide collar of her vac suit, but her eyeswere clear and her jaw firmly set. Probably

looking forward to Thrawn being al noble and honorable, he thought sourly. Waiting for him to bolster
her aready stratospheric opinion of him. Women.

So what in blazes washe doing here?

"If the reports are accurate, well arrive in a safe areaa short way beyond the outer edge of the
battle zone," Thrawn said, his eyes dropping to the helmets gripped in their hands. " Still, it would be wise
for you to have your helmets dready in place.”

"We can get them on fast enough if we need to," Maris as-sured him.

Thrawn hestated, then nodded. "Very well. Then stand ready.”

He swiveled back to face forward. Car'das watched the countdown timer, his mouth feeling
uncomfortably dry; and asit hit zero the starlines appeared out of the hyperspace sky and col-lgpsed into
dars.

And through the canopy he found himself staring at the most horrific sight held ever witnessed.

It wasn't the smple pirate attack he'd expected, with three or four Vagaari marauders preying on
afreighter or Sarliner. Stretched out before them, writhing against the backdrop of acloud-flecked
blue-green world, were a least two hundred ships of various sizeslocked in battle, linked together in
twos or threes or groups by savage exchanges of laser- and missilefire. In the distance, on the far side of

the planet, he could see the glittering points of a hundred more ships, sllently waiting their turn.

And through the swirling combat drifted the debris and bod-ies and dead hulks of perhaps
twenty more ships.

Thiswasn't apirate attack. Thiswasawar.

"Interesting,” Thrawn murmured. "I seem to have miscacu-lated.”

"No kidding," Car'das said, the words coming out like an amphibian's croak. He wanted to tear
his eyes away from the car-nage but found himself unable to do so. "L et's get out of here before someone
seesus.”

"No, you misunderstand,” Thrawn said. "I knew the battle would be of thisscale. What | hadn't
realized was the Vagaari's true nature." He pointed through the canopy at the distant clus-ter of ships.

"Y ou see those other vessels?!
"Theoneswaiting ther turn to fight?"
"They're not hereto fight,” Thrawn corrected him. "Those arethe civilians.”

"Civilians?" Car'das peered out at the distant points of light. "How can you tell?*



"By the way they're grouped in defensive posture, with true war vessels set in screening positions
around them," Thrawn said. "The error | spoke of was that the Vagaari aren't smply astrong,
well-organized pirate force. They're acompletely no-madic species.”

"Isthat aproblem?' Maris asked. She was gazing camly at the panorama, Car'das noted with a
touch of resentment, amost as camly as she'd faced the piles of bodies aboard the VVagaari treasure ship.

"Very much s0," Thrawn told her, hisvoice grim. "Because it impliesin turnthat al their
congruction, support, and main-tenance facilities are completely mobile.

"S0?" Car'das asked.

"Soit will do usno good to capture one of the attackers and useits navigational system to locate
their homeworld," Thrawn said patiently. "Thereisno homeworld." He gestured out at the battle. "Unless
we can destroy dl of their war vessas at once, they will smply melt away into the vastness of interstellar

space and regroup.”

Car'daslooked at Maris, feding afresh wave of tension rip-ple through him. A bare handful of
shipsat hisdisposal, and he was taking about destroying an entire alien war machine? " Uh, Commander

"Cadm yoursdlf, Car'das," Thrawn said soothingly. "I don't propose to destroy them here and
now. Interesting.” He pointed out into the melee. "Those two damaged defenders, the onestrying to
escape. You seethem?”

"No," Car'das said, looking around. Asfar as he could tell, no part of the battle arealooked any
different from any other part.

"Over there," Maris said. Pulling him close to her, she stretched out her arm for him to sight
aong. "Those two ships heading to starboard with atriangle of fighters behind them.”

"Okay, right," Car'das said as he finally spotted them. "What about them?"

"Why haven't they jumped to hypergpace?' Thrawn asked. "Their engines and hyperdrives
appear intact.”

"Maybethey fed it would be dishonorable to abandon their world,” Maris suggested.

"Thenwhy run at dl?' Car'das said, frowning at the sce-nario. The fighterswererapidly closing,
and the escapers were a-ready far enough outside the planet's gravitationd field to make the jump to
lightspeed. There was no reason he could see how further delay would gain them anything.

"Car'dasiscorrect,” Thrawn said. "l wonder . . . therel”

Abruptly, with aflicker of pseudomotion, the lead ship had made the jump to safety. A moment
later, the second a so flick-ered and vanished.

"l don't get it,” Car'das said, frowning as the pursuing fight-ers broke off and curved back toward
the main part of the battle. "What were they waiting for? Clearance?"



"Inasense, yes," Thrawn said. "Clearance from the laws of physics.”
"But they were already clear of the planet's gravity field.”
"Fromtheplanet's fidd, yes" Thrawn said. "But not from the Vagaari's."

Helooked up at them again, aglitter in hisglowing eyes. "It appearsthe Vagaari have learned
how to create a pseudogravfield.”

Car'dasfet hisjaw drop. "I didn't even know that was pos-sible.”

"The theory's been around for years,” Maris said, her voice suddenly thoughtful. "We used to talk
about it at school. But it's dways required too much energy and too big a generator con-figuration to be
practica.”

"It would seem the Vagaari have solved both problems” Thrawn said.

Car'das gave him asdeways|ook. There was something in the commander's voice and
expression that he didn't carefor at dl. "And thismeanswhat to us?' he asked cautioudy.

Thrawn gestured at the canopy. "The Vagaari are obvioudy using it to keep their prey from
escaping until they can be oblit-erated. | think perhaps | could find more interesting usesfor such a
device"

Car'dasfdt his ssomach tighten. "No. Oh, no. Y ouwouldn't ."

"Why not?" Thrawn countered, his eves sweeping methodi-caly across the battle scene. "Their
main attention is clearly e sawhere, and whatever defenses they have around their gravity projectorswill
be arrayed againgt a possble sortie from their vic-tims."

"You asume.”

"I saw how they defended their treasure ship,” Thrawn re-minded him. "1 believe | have agood
sensefor their tactics."

Which, trandated, meant that Car'das had zero chance of talking him out of thislunatic scheme.
"Mais?'

"Don't look a me," she said. "Besides, he'sright. If we want to grab aprojector, thisisthetime
todoit."

Something cold settled into the pit of Car'das's somach.We? Was Maris sarting to actudly
identify hersdlf with these diens?

"There," Thrawn said abruptly, pointing. "That large spheri-cd gridwork.”

"l seeit,” Car'das said with asigh of resignation. The sphere was near the Chiss edge of the
battle, where they could get to it without haying to charge halfway through the fighting. There were three
large warships hovering protectively between it and the main combeat area, but only a handful of V agaari
fighters ac-tudly within combat range of it.



A tempting, practically undefended target. Of course Thrawn was going to go for it. "I'd just like
to remind everyone that dl we have istheSpringhawk and six heavy fighters" he pointed out.

"AndCommander Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” Maris murmured.

Thrawn inclined his head to her, then swiveled around toward the port side of the bridge.
"Tectica andyss?'

"Weve |ocated five more of the projectors, Commander,” the Chiss at the sensor Station
reported. "All are at the edges of the battle area, dl more or less equaly well defended.”

"Anaysis of the projector layout and the jump pattern of the escaped vessdalsindicates the gravity
shadow isroughly cone-shaped,” another added.

"Arethe three defending war vesselswithin the cone?' Thrawn asked.

"Yes, ar." The Chisstouched akey and an overlay appeared on the canopy, showing awide,
pale blue cone stretching out-ward from the gridwork sphere into the battle zone.

"Asyou see, the three main defenders are inside the cone, which limitstheir options,” Thrawn
pointed out to Car'das and Maris. "And dl three vessels are positioned with their main drives pointing
toward the projector. Y ears of success with this tech-nique has apparently made them overconfident.”

"Though those close-in fighters are dipping in and out of the cone," Car'das pointed out.

"They won't be a problem," Thrawn said. "Does the projec-tor itsdf appear collapsble?!

"Unable to obtain design detail s at this distance without using active sensors,” the Chiss a the
Sensor station reported.

"Then well need acloser look," Thrawn concluded. "Signd the fightersto prepare for combat;
hyperspace course setting of zero-zero-four by zero-five-seven.”

"Hyper spacesetting?' Car'das echoed, frowning. Back at their first tangle with the Vagaari,
Thrawn had successtully pulled off afractiona-minute microjump. But their target sohere was way too
closefor that trick to work now.

And then, besde him, he heard Mariss sudden chuckle. "Brilliant," she murmured.
"What's brilliant?' Car'das demanded.

"The course stting," she said, pointing. "He's sending them to the edge of the gravity cone, the
edge right by the pro-jector.”

"Ah," Car'das said, grimacing. Of course there was no need for an impaossibly short microjump
here. Thefighters could head into hyperspace asif they intended to make it their permanent home, relying
on thefied itself to sngp them out again a pre-cisdy the spot where Thrawn wanted them.

"Oncein place, they'reto clear out the enemy fighters and create a defensive perimeter between
the projector and the war vessdls," Thrawn continued. " TheSpringhawk will follow and a-tempt to
retrieve the sphere.”



Car'das squeezed hishandsinto figts. Very straightforward ... unless they missed the edge of the
cone they were aiming for and got pulled out somewhere in the middle of the battle instead. Or unless
such ashort jump fried dl their hyperdrives, which would lead to the same result.

"Assault Teams One and Two areto prepare for out-hull op-eration,” Thrawn said. "There will
most likely be an operationd crew aboard the projector; they're to locate and neutralize with minimal
damage to the projector itself. They'll bejoined by Chief Engineer Y al'avi’kema and three of hiscrew,
who will ei-ther find away to collapse the projector to a size we can take aboard or else attach it asisto
our hull for trangport. All groups areto sgna when ready.”

The minutes crept by. Car'das watched the battle, wincing at each defender that flared and died
under the merciless assault and wondering how long Thrawn's own luck would hold out. Certainly the
Chiss ships had proved their exceptiona stealth ca-pabilities back when they'd snesked up on both the
Bargain Hunter and Proggas ship. But even so, sooner or later someone on the Vagaari side was
bound to notice them Sitting quietly out here.

Fortunately, Thrawn's crew also recognized the need for haste. Three minutes later, the fighters
and assault teeams had dll sgnded their readiness.

"Stand by, fighters," Thrawn said, his eyes on the battle. "Fighters attack . . .now ." Inthe
distance there was aflicker of pseudomotion, and the six Chissfighters appeared in aloose line just off
the projector's starboard side. "Helm: prepare to follow."

Thrawn had caled the enemy's defense setup overconfident, but there was nothing doppy about
their response to this unex-pected threat. Even asthe Chissfighters swung into their attack the Vagaari
ships began to spread out, trying to deprive the in-truders of clustered targets as they returned fire with
lasersand missiles.

Unfortunatdly for them, their attackers commander had a-ready seen Vagaari fighter tacticsin
action. The enemy ships got off perhaps two shots each before the Chiss settled into their own
counterattack and the Vagaari fighters began exploding. Less than aminute after their sudden arrivd, the
Chisshdd thefidd done.

Alone, but not unnoticed. In the near distance, the three larger warships were beginning to
respond, their aft batteries opening fire as they began ponderoudy turning around.

"Fighters. take defensive positions,” Thrawn ordered. "Hem: go.”

Car'das st histeeth. The stars began their usua stretch into starlines; then with a
horrible-sounding thud from somewhere &ft, the stars were back.

"Assault Oneto projector's starboard side," Thrawn called. "Assault Two to port. Chief
Y d'avi'kema, you have five min-utes.”

"Quedtion is, do we have five minutes?' Car'das muttered, eyeing the shots starting to Sizzle past
theSpringhawk 's canopy.

"| think s0," Thrawn said. "They'll need to be much closer before they can attack in earnest.
Otherwise, they risk overshoot-ing us and destroying their own projector.”



"S0?7" Car'das countered. "1sn't that what they probably thinkwe're trying to do to it?"

"Actudly, | suspect they're rather confused about our inten-tions at the moment,” Thrawn said.
"An attacker whose sole pur-pose was destruction would hardly have had to movein thisclose" He
gestured toward the battle. "But whatever they per-ceive our plan to be, they still must dlow the
projector to remain functiond aslong as possible. Once the gravity shadow vanishes, the defenders
insdeits conewill be free to escape and possibly regroup. They thus cannot risk overshooting us and
must comein closer.”

Car'das grimaced. Certainly the logic made sense. But that was no guarantee the V agaari
wouldn't do something stupid or panicky instead.

The enemy warships had made it halfway around now, allow-ing them to bring their flank laser
batteriesinto play. Still, so far they did seem to be concentrating most of their fire on the Chissfighters
arrayed againgt them.

And then, asthe light of the distant sun played across the warships sides, Car'das spotted
something he hadn't noticed be-fore. "Hey, look," he said, pointing. "They have the same bub-bles al
over their hullsthat we saw on the treasure ship.”

"Get meaclose-up,” Thrawn ordered, his eyes narrowing. On the main monitor display the
running series of tactica data vanished and was replaced by a hazy telescopic view of the bub-ble

pattern.

Car'dasfdt histhroat suddenly tighten as, beside him, he heard Mariss sharp intake of bregth.
"Oh, no," she whispered.

The bubbles weren't observation ports, as Qennto had once speculated. Nor were they
navigationd sensors.

They were prisons. Each one contained aliving aien being, dl of them of the same species asthe
mangled bodies Car'das could see floating among the battle debris. Some of the hostages were cowering
againg thewalls of their cells, while others had curled up with their backsto the plagtic, while till others
gazed out at the battle with the dull resignation of those who have a-ready given up hope.

Even asthey watched, astray missile exploded a glancing blow at the edge of the telescope
display's view. When the flash and debris cleared away, Car'das saw that three of the bubbles had been
shattered, their inhabitants blown into space or turned into unrecognizable shreds of torn flesh. The meta
behind the broken bubbles, clearly the main hull, was dented in places but appeared to be intact.

"Living shields,” Thrawn murmured, hisvoice as cold and as deadly as Car'das had ever heard it.

"Can your fighters use their Connor nets?' Car'das asked ur-gently. Y ou know—those things
you used on us?'

"They're il too far awvay,” Thrawn said. "At any rate, shock netswould be of little use against
the el ectronic compartmental-ization of war vessalsthat sze.”

"Can't they shootbetween the bubbles?' Maris asked, her voice starting to shake. "There'sroom
there. Can't they blast the hull without hitting the prisoners?”



"Again, not at their distance,” Thrawn said. "'I'm sorry.”

"Then you haveto cdl them back,” Marisinasted. "If they keep firing, they'll bekilling innocent
people.”

"Those people are dready dead,” Thrawn replied, hisvoice suddenly harsh.
Marisflinched back from his unexpected anger. "But—"

"Please," Thrawn said, holding up ahand. His voice was calm again, but therewas till an
undercurrent of anger Smmer-ing benesth it. "Understand the redlity of the Stuation. The Va-gaari have
killed them, dl of them, if not in this battle then in battles to come. There's nothing we can do to help
them. All we can do isfocus our resources toward the VVagaari's ultimate de-struction, so that others may
live"

Car'dastook a deep breath. "He'sright, Maris," hetold her, taking her arm.

Angrily, she shook it off and turned away. Car'das|ooked a Thrawn, but the other's attention
was dready back on the ap-proaching warships and the six Chissfighters stlanding in their path.

"Assault One reports Vagaari crew has been eiminated,” one of the crewers caled. " Chief
Y d'avi'’kema reports that they've lo-cated the projector's collapse points and are folding it for trans-port.
Assault Twoisassing.”

"Order Assault Oneto asss, aswell,” Thrawn said. "I thought there would be some sort of
quick-set arrangement,” he added to Car'das. "The Vagaari wouldn't want to hold position for hours as
they assembled their gravity projectorsin full view of their intended victims." He looked back at the
Vagaari warships, their turns now nearly completed, and his mouth briefly tight-ened. " Stand ready to fire
on thewar vesdls"

Car'das |ooked at Maris, but her back wasto him, her shoul-ders hunched rigidly beneath her vac suit.

"Weapons ready.”

"Frefull missle bursts on my command,” Thrawn said. Hiseyesflicked to Maris— "And ingtruct
thefightersto fire shock nets at the war vessels bridge and command sections a the mo-ment of
minimumvishility.”

"Acknowledged.”

"Fremissles" Thrawn ordered. "Chief Y d'avi'kema, you now have two minutes.”

"Chief Ird'avi’kemaacknowledges, and estimates the projec-tor will be collapsed on schedule.”
Across by the distant warships, there were multiple flashes of light as the Chiss missiles struck

"Hdmets!" someone barked.

Car'das reacted ingtantly, snatching up his helmet and throw-ing it over hishead, peripherdly
aware that everyone on the bridge was doing the same. He had locked the helmet onto its collar and was
looking for the source of the threat when there was a sudden burst of light and fire and the portside
section of the canopy disintegrated.



Through the deck hefdlt the thud of airtight doors damming shut, and for afraction of asecond
he heard the wail of warning aarms before the sudden decompress on robbed them of any conducting
medium. Blinking againgt the dark purple afterimage of the flash, he peered through the till swirling debris
at theim-pact point.

It was as bad as he'd feared. The three Chiss who'd been closest to the blast were lying twisted
and crumpled on the deck. Other Chiss had aso been thrown from their chairs, though most of them
appeared to still be dive. Here and there he could see crewers struggling with torn suits or cracked
helmets asthey or fellow crewers fastened emergency patchesin place. The con-trol boardsin the area
of the blast had been turned into mangled, sharp-edged twistings of metal and tangled wiring, while
else-where the rest of the panels appeared dead.

He was il assessing the damage when Maris suddenly shoved past him, nearly knocking him off
hisfeet, and dropped to her knees beside the command chair.

It was only then that he saw that Thrawn, too, was lying on the deck, his glowing eyesclosed, a
violently fluttering tear in the chest of hisvac suit leeking away hisar.

"Commander!" he snapped, dropping to the deck beside Maris and fumbling in his suit pocket
for asedant patch. "Medic!”

"I've got one," Maris said, apatch aready in hand. Ripping off the protective backing, she
dapped it againgt the torn fabric. For amoment it bulged with the remaining air pressure from in-sdethe
auit; and then, to Car'das's horror, one edge began to come loose. "It won't bond to this materia,” Maris
bit out, glancing around her. "Hep me find something to hold it."

Franticaly, Car'das|ooked around. But there was nothing. He looked up at thewalls, knowing
the Chiss must surely have medpacs scattered around their warships. But he couldn't focus enough of his
mind on the Cheunh |ettering to read the mark-ings.

"Never mind,"” Maris gritted. She pushed down the edges of the patch again; and then, with just a
second of hesitation, she leaned over to lie chest-to-chest across historso, pressing her somach against
thewound. "Go get help," she ordered, wrap-ping her aamstightly around Thrawn's back to hold herself
in place. "Come on—this can't be doing hisinjuries any good.”

Breaking free of hisparalyss, Car'das turned toward the door.

And once again was nearly bowled over astwo Chiss pushed past him, dropping to their knees
on either side of thelr uncon-scious commander and the human lying across him. " Prepare to move," one
of them snapped, alarge patch gripped between hishands. . . .move ."

Marisrolled away. Almost before she had cleared the wound areathe Chiss had hispatch in
place, completely covering the one Maris had tried to use. She pushed hersdf completely away, and
Car'das saw thin tendrils of smoke drift up from the edges of the new patch. "Seal good," the Chiss
confirmed.

The second crewer was ready, jabbing the hose of ahand-sized air tank into avalve built into the
helmet collar. "Pressure sabilizing," he reported, peering at arow of indicator lights be-side the vave.

"Canwe hdp?' Maris asked.



"You'vedready done s0," thefirst Chisssaid. "Well handleit from here."

They had lifted Thrawn between them and were heading for the airtight door when the stars
outsde the canopy abruptly flashed into starlines.

For thefirst two hours the medics worked behind sedled doors, with no news coming out and
only fresh supplies and more injured going in. Car'das hung around the medbay area, trying to stay out of
the way, occasiondly being pressed into ser-vice to run errands for the staff. He didn't know at first what
had happened to Maris, but from bits of overheard conversation he eventually learned she was helping
clear debrisfrom the bridge.

They were il four hours from home when the two of them were finaly summoned into medbay.

They found Thrawn haf lying, half sitting on anarrow bed indde a set of biosensor rings that
wrapped around him from neck to kneeslike theribs of agiant snake. "Car'das, Feras," he greeted
them. Hisface was drawn, but his voice was clear and cam. "I'mtold | owe you my life. Thank you."

"It was mostly Maris, actually,” Car'das said, not wanting to accept credit he didn't deserve.
"Shelsfagter in emergency Stuationsthan | am.”

"Comes of spending timewith Rak ontheBargain Hunter ;" Marissaid, trying asmilethat didn't
reach al theway to her eyes. "How are you feding?'

"Not well, but apparently out of danger,” Thrawn said, studying her face. "I'm dso told you've
been assisting with the task of clearing the bridge.”

She shrugged sdlf-conscioudy. "1 wanted to help.”
"Even after | launched missles againg the Vagaari'sliving shid ds?’

Shelowered her eyes. "I'm sorry | ...well, that | complained about that," shesaid. "l redize you
didn't have any choice."

"Which doesn't necessarily make it eesier to accept,” Thrawn said. "It is, unfortunately, the sort of
decison dl warriors must make."

"Did we get the gravity projector, by theway?' Car'das asked. "I never heard one way or the
other.”

Thrawn nodded. "1t was collapsed and spark-welded to the outside of the hull just before we
made our jump. All six of thefighters escaped, aswell.”

Car'das shook his head. "Wewere lucky."

"We had agood leader," Maris corrected. "The Vagaari are going to be very unhappy about
this”

"Good," Thrawn said evenly. "Perhapsthey’ll be angry enough to make an overt move againgt the



Chiss Ascendancy.”
Car'dasfrowned. "Are you saving you weretrying to goad them into an attack?'

"l wastrying to obtain agravity projector,” Thrawn said. "Other consequences will be dedlt with
if and when they occur.”

Car'das |ooked sideways at the medics and assi stants working on the other casualties. " Of
course" he murmured.

"Meanwhile, our focus must be to return to Crustal with dl possible speed,” Thrawn continued.
"We need more complete medica assstance for our wounded, and to begin repairsto our vessels.”

"And in the meantime, you probably need some morerest,” Maris added, touching Car'dassarm
and nodding toward the door. "WEell see you later, Commander.”

"Yes," Thrawn said, hiseyesturning to glowing red dits be-hind sagging eydlids. "And I'm sure
you wereright, Car'das. | imagine Qennto will be sorry he missed dl the excitement.”

They arrived at the base to discover that Qennto had far more pressing matters on hismind than
missed adventures.

"I'll kill her," the big man promised blackly as he glared at Maris and Car'das through the dotted
plastic door of hiscdll. "l ever get her done, | swear 'l kill her."

"Just calm down,” Maris soothed, her tone a mixture of pa-tience and understanding. It wasa
combination she seemed to use alot with Qennto. "Tell uswhat happened.”

"Shetried to rob me—that'swhat happened,” Qennto bit out. ™Y ou were both there. Thrawn
specifically told uswe could pick some of theloot from the pirate ship in payment for lan-guage lessons.
Right?'

"Moreor less" Marisagreed cautioudy. "Unfortunately, Ad-miral Ar'aani outranks him.”

"l don't careif she'stheloca deity," Qennto shot back. "That stuff | picked out wasours . She
had no businesstrying to take it away."

"And of course, you told her so," Car'das murmured.

"I'd watch my mouth if | wereyou, kid," Qennto warned, glaring a him. "Y ou may be teacher's
pethere , but it'salong way back to civilization.”

"So what happened to your collection?' Maris asked.

"Shewas going to take dl of it with her," Qennto said, let-ting his glare linger on Car'das acouple
of secondslonger before turning back to Maris. "L uckily for me, that other Chiss—that Syndic
Mitth-whatever—"

"Thrawn's brother,” Marisinterjected.



Qennto's eyes widened. "No kidding? Anyway, he decided he needed to hear Thrawn'sversion
first, so he made her leaveit behind. But thenshe inssted it be put under prescribed sedl, whatever the
fizz that means.”

"So bottom lineis. . . 7' Car'das asked.

"Bottom lineisthat it'slocked awvay somewhere," Qennto growled. "And according to Syndic
Mitth-whatever, even Thrawn can't get it out.”

"WEell check with him," Maris promised. "Incidentdly, itsnotSyndic Mitth-whatever . It's
Syndic Mitthrassefis™

"Yeah, sure,” Qennto said. "So go talk to Thrawn, aready. Whileyou're at it, seeif you can get
me out of here.”

"Sure," Marissaid. "Come on, Jorj. Let's seeif the comman-der's accepting company.”

At firgt the guard outside Thrawn's quarters was rel uctant to even inquire asto whether the
commander would seethem. But Maris eventualy persuaded him to ask, and a minute later they were
sanding at hisbedside.

"Yes, | saw Thrasssreport,” he said when Maris had out-lined the situation. He till looked
weak, but definitely stronger than he had back aboard theSpringhawk . "' Captain Qennto needsto learn
how to contral histemper.”

"Captain Qennto needsto learn how to control morethat thet,” Maris said ruefully. "But being
locked up has never done him any good before, and it's not likely to do anything now. Can you get him
released?!

"Yes, if you'll warn him about disrespecting Chiss command officers,”" Thrawn said. " Perhapswe
should smply lock him up whenever oneison the base."

"Wouldn't be abad ideg,” Maris agreed. "Thank you."

"What about the items your brother had sedled away?*

Car'das asked. " Qennto will beimpossibleto live with until he getsthem back.”

"Then it'stime he began developing patience,” Thrawn said. "A syndic of the Eighth Ruling Family
has declared it sealed against acommand officer's claim of possession. It cannot be un-sealed until
Admird Ar'dani returnsto present her arguments.”

"When will that be?" Car'das asked.

"Whenever she so chooses, but probably not until the Va-gaari treasure ship has been examined
and its systems and equip-ment andyzed. Shelll want to be present for that."

"But that could take months," Car'das protested. "We can't stay here that long.”

"And we can't go back without the extra goods to placate our clients,” Maris added.



"l undergand,” Thrawn said. "But it truly is out of my hands."
Behind Car'das, the door did open. He turned, expecting to see one of the medics

"Sowarriors fortune hasfinaly failed you," Syndic Mit-thrassafis said as he srodeinto the
room.

"Welcome," Thrawn said, beckoning himin. "Please; comein.”

"We need to speak, Thrawn," Mitth'rassafis said, eyeing Car'das and Maris as he stepped to the
other side of hisbrother'sbed. "Alone."

"Y ou need not fear their presence,” Thrawn assured him. "Nothing said will be repeated outside
thisroom."

"That's not the point,” Mitth'rassafis said. "We have Chiss business to discuss, which is none of
their concern.”

"Perhaps not now," Thrawn said. "But in the future, who knows?'

Mitth'rassafis eyes narrowed. "Meaning . . . 7"

Thrawn shook his head. "Y ou're gifted in many ways, my brother,” he said. "But you have yet to
develop the farsghted-ness you will need to survive the intrigues and conflicts of politi-cd life" He
gestured toward Car'das and Maris. "We have been granted arare opportunity: the chance to meet and
interact with members of avast but hitherto unknown palitica entity, people with insghts and thoughts

different from our own."

"Isthat why you ingst on bringing them adong even when giving an admira an officia tour?”
Mitth'rassafis asked, eyeing Car'das doubtfully. ™Y ou think their thoughts will be of vaue?!

"All thoughts are worth listening to, whether later judged to be of value or not,” Thrawn said. "But
equdly important are the socid and intellectua bonds we are building between us. Some-day, our
Ascendancy and their Republic will make contact, and the friends and potentia alies we create now may
well define what direction that contact will take."

Helooked at Car'das and Marisin turn. "1 imagine both of them have dready cometo that same
conclusion, though of course from their own point of view."

Car'das|ooked at Maris. Her dightly twisted lip was dl the answer he needed. "Y es, actudly, we
have" he admitted.

"You see?' Thrawn said. "Already we understand each other, at least to asmall extent.”
"Maybe," Mitth'rassafis said doubtfully.

"But you came here with specific businessto discuss,” Thrawn reminded him. "May my guests
cal you Thrass, by theway?"

"Absolutely not," Mitthrassafis said stiffly. Helooked at Maris, and his expression softened a



little. "Though | understand you saved my brother'slife,” he added reluctantly.
"l wasglad | could help, Syndic Mitthrassafis" Marissaid in Cheunh.

Mitth'rassafis snorted and looked a Thrawn, and the hint of awry smilefinaly touched hislips.
"They redlyaren't very good &t it, are they?"

"Y ou could try Minnidiat,” Thrawn offered. "They speak that better than they do Cheunh. Or you
could use Sy Bidti, which | believe you aso know."

"Yes," Mitthrassafis said, switching to an oddly accented Sy Bidti. "If that would be easier.”

"Actualy, wed prefer you stick with Cheunh, if you don't mind," Car'das said in that language.
"We could use the prac-tice.”

"That you could," Mitth'rassafis said. He hesitated, then in-clined his head. "And since you were
both instrumenta in saving my brother'slife. . . | supposeit would be dl right for you to call me Thrass.”

Maris bowed her head. "Thank you. We're honored by your acceptance.”

"l just don't want to keep hearing my name mispronounced.” Thrass turned back to Thrawn.
"Now," he said, histone harden-ing again. "What exactly do you think you're doing?"

"Thejob for which | was commissioned,” Thrawn replied. "I'm protecting the Ascendancy from
itsenemies”

"ltsenemies ," Thrass said, leaning on the word. "Notpoten-tial enemies. Do you hear the
difference?'

"Yes" Thrawn said. "And no."

Thrasslifted ahand, let it dap againgt histhigh. "Let me be honest, Thrawn,” he said. "The Eighth
Ruling Family is nat happy with you.”

"They sent you dl theway hereto tdl methat?'

"Thisisn't ajoking matter,” Thrass bit out. "That pirate treasure ship was bad enough. But thislast
escapade was far and away over dl the lines. And right under an admiral’s nose, too."

"TheVagaari aren't pirates, Thrass," Thrawn said, hisvoice low and earnest. "They'rea
completely nomadic species—hundreds of thousands of them, perhaps millions. And sooner or later, they
will reach the Ascendancy's borders.”

"Fine" Thrasssaid. "When they do, well destroy them."”

"But why wait until then?' Thrawn pressed. "Why leave our backs turned while millions of other
beings are forced to suffer?”

"The philosophica answer isthatwe don't force anyone to suffer,” Thrass countered. "The
practical answer isthat we can't defend the entire galaxy."”



"I'm not asking to defend the entire galaxy.”

"Redly? And where would you have us stop?' Thrass ges-tured toward thewall. "Ten light-years
beyond our borders? A hundred? A thousand?"

"| agree we can't protect the entire galaxy,” Thrawn said. "But it'sfoolhardy to aways permit our
enemiesto choose thetime and place of battle.”

Thrasssighed. "Thrawn, you can't continue to push thelinesthisway,”" he said. " Peaceful
watchfulnessisthe Chissway, and the Nine Ruling Familieswon't stand by forever while you ig-nore
basic military doctrine. More to the point, the Eighth Fam-ily has made it clear that they'll release you
before they permit your actionsto damage their standing.”

"We were both born as commoners™ Thrawn reminded him. "I can livethat way again if | have
to." Hislipstightened briefly. "But I'll do what | can to assure that the Eighth Family doesn't release or
rematch you on my account.”

"I'm not worried about my own pogition,” Thrass said Hiffly.

"I'm trying to keep my brother from throwing away afine and honorable career for nothing.”

Thrawn's eyestook on adistant look. "If | do throw it away,” he said quietly, "I guarantee that it
won't befor nothing."

For along moment the two brothers gazed at each other in silence. Then Thrasssighed. "I don't
understand you, Thrawn," hesaid. "I'm not sure | ever have."

"Thenjust trust me," Thrawn suggested.

Thrass shook hishead. "I can trust you only asfar asthe Nine Ruling Familiesdo,” hesaid. "And
that trust is strained to the breaking point. Thislatest incident . . ." He shook hishead again.

"Do you haveto tell them?' Maris spoke up.

"With four warriors dead?" Thrass countered, turning his glowing eyes on her. "How do | keep
that a secret?"

"It was a reconnai ssance mission that got out of hand,” Maris said. "Commander Thrawn didn't
go there with any inten-tion of fighting."

"Any misson to that region would have been pushing thelines," Thrasstold her heavily. "Still, |
cantry to frameitinthoseterms." He looked back a Thrawn. "But it may be that nothing | say will make
any difference. Action was taken, and deaths en-sued. That may be dl the Ruling Familieswill care
about."

"I know you'll do whét you can,” Thrawn said
"Butiswhat | can do the same aswhat | should do?' Thrass asked. "It would seem that

protecting you from the conse-quences of sdalf-destructive decisions merely gives you freedom to make
more of them. Isthat realy the best way to serve my brother and my family?



"I know whatmy answer would be," Thrawn said. "But you must find the answer for yoursdlf.”

"Perhaps someday," Thrasssaid. "In the meantime, | have areport to prepare.” He gave Thrawn
aresigned look. "And a brother to protect.”

"Y ou must do what you fed right,” Thrawn said. "But you don't know these Vagaari. | do. And |
will defeat them, no mat-ter what the cost.”

Thrass shook his head and went back to the door. There he stopped, his hand over the control
"Hasit ever occurred to you," he said, not turning around, "that attacks like yours might actualyprovoke
beingslikethe VVagaari to move againgt us? That if we smply left them aone, they might never become
any threat to the Ascendancy at al?!

"No, I've never had any such thoughts,” Thrawn replied evenly.

Thrasssghed. "I didn't think so. Good night, Thrawn." Tapping the control to open the door, he
|eft the room.

12

There," Cbaoth said, pointing through the viewport as their transport came around the curve of
YagaMinor. "You seeit?’

"Yes" Loranasaid as she gazed at the massive object hang-ing in low orbit over the planet. Six
of the brand-new Dread-naught warships, arranged in a hexagon pattern around a central storage core,
the whole thing tied together by a series of massive turbolift pylons. "It's quiteimpressve.”

"It'smorethan just impressive," Cbaoth said gravely. "Therein liesthe future of the galaxy.”

Loranastole afurtive glance at him. For the past three weeks, ever Snce her officid eevation
from Padawan to full Jedi Knight, C'baoth had been showing a marked change in attitude. He spoke with
her more often and at greater length, asking her opinion on politics and other matters, opening up to her
asif toafull equdl.

It was gretifying, even flattering. But at the sametime, it stirred some uncomfortable fedings. Just
as held expected so much of her as his Padawan, it seemed that he now expected her to suddenly have
all the wisdom, experience, and power of a sea-soned, experienced Jedi.

Thistrip to YagaMinor was just one more example. Out of the clear and cloudless sky hed
invited her to come aong with him to observe the find stages of preparation. It would have been more
fitting, in her opinion, for him to invite Master Y oda or one of the other Council membersto see him off
on hishis-toric journey.

But instead he'd chosen her.
"The crew and families are dready aboard, stowing their gear and making final preparations,”

C'baoth continued. "So are most of the Jedi who'll be accompanying us, though two or three are till on
their way. Y ou'll want to meet them al before we leave, of course."



"Of course," Loranasaid automatically, feding her muscles tense as a horrible thought suddenly
occurred to her. "When you say we, Master C'baoth, who exactly—I mean—"

"Don't flounder, Jedi Jinzler,” C'baoth reproved her mildly. "A Jedi'swords, like a Jedi's
thoughts, must dways be clear and confident. If you have aquestion, ask it."

"Yes, Magter Cbaoth." Loranabraced hersdf. "When you say,we . . . are you expecting meto
comewith you on Outbound Fight?"

"Of course," hesad, frowning at her. "Why else do you think | recommended your eevation to
Jedi Knighthood so soon?”

A familiar tightness wrapped itself around Loranas chest. "'l thought it was because | was ready.”

"Obvioudy, you were," Cbaoth said. "But you till have much to learn. Here, aboard Outbound
Hight, I'll have the nec-essary time to teach you."

"But | can't go," Lorana protested, her brain skittering around desperately for something to say.
She didn't want to leave the Republic and the galaxy. Certainly not with so much work here to be done.
"I haven't made any preparations, | haven't asked permission from the Jedi Council—"

"The Council has granted me whatever | need,” Cbaoth cut in tartly. "Asfor preparations, what
sort of preparations does a Jedi need?’

Loranaclamped her teeth firmly together. How could he have made such a decision without even
consulting her?"Master C'baoth, | appreciate your offer. But I'm not sure—"

"It'snot an offer, Jedi Jinzler," C'baoth interrupted. ™Y ou're a Jedi now. Y ou go wherever the
Council choosesto send you."

"Anywherein the Republic, yes," Loranasad. "But thisisdifferent.”

"Only different in your mind,” Cbaoth said firmly. "But you're young. Y ou'll grow.” He pointed at
the approaching col-lection of ships. "Once you see what we've done and meet the other Jedi you'll be
more enthusiastic about the destiny that awaits us.”

"What about this one?' Tarkosa asked, tapping his fingers on arack of negative couplings.
"Chas?'

"Just asecond, just asecond,” Uliar growled, scanning the racks dready in place ashe slently
cursed the crowd of tech ass s-tants the Supreme Chancellor's Office had sent from Coruscant to help
with the loading. For the most part, they'd proven them-salves completely useless: dropping delicate
components, sorting othersinto the wrong storage areas, and more often than not doubling up on one
rack of spareswhile the proper set was | eft buried somewhere in the bowels of the storage core far
beneath them. "It goesthere," hetold Tarkosa, pointing to a spot next to arack of cooling-pump parts.

"What inthewor|ds? " adeep voice said from behind him.

Uliar turned to see a balding middie-age man in aplain tan robe standing in the doorway. "Who



areyou?' he demanded.

"Jedi Master Justyn MaNing," the other said, hisforehead creasing as he surveyed the chaosin
the room. "This equipment should have been stowed two days ago.”

"ltwas" Uliar said. "Very badly. Weretrying to fix it."

"Ah," MaNing said, awryly knowing look on hisface. Ap-parently, he'd met the Coruscant tech
assigtants, too. "Better speed it up. Master C'baoth is arriving today, and he won't be happy if he sees
thingsthisway." With anod, he turned and headed off down the corridor.

"Like Jedi happinessisour problem,” Uliar muttered under his bregth at the empty doorway. He
turned back to the storage racks; and as he did so, arepester diagnostic display suddenly flickered on.

"That got it?" avoice caled, and ayoung man popped his head into view through an open floor
access pandl.

"Hang on." Uliar stepped to the display and ran through its optionslist. "Looks perfect,” he
confirmed. Coruscant's tech as-sstants might be worthless, but the few actua techs who'd come with
them were another story completely "Thanks."

"No problem,” the other said, setting histoolbox on the floor beside the panel and pulling himsalf
out. Y ou gtill having trouble with the repegter in the aft reactor bay?"

"Unlesswhat you just did fixed that one, too," Tarkosasaid.

"Probably not," the young man said as he maneuvered the access panel back into place. "These
things are hooked pardld, but | doubt the circuit extendsthat far. I'll try to get to it when | get back from
D-Ore."

"Why not do it now?" Uliar suggested. "D-One's al the way over on the far sde of the hexagon.
Why go dl the way there and then have to come al the way back?'

"Because D-One's dso the command ship,” the tech reminded him. "Mon Gals might look like
pushovers, but when Captain Pakmillu says he want something fixed, he meansnow ."

Tarkosa snorted. "What's he going to do, bust al of usto civilian?"

"Don't know what he/d do toyou ," thetech said drily, "butl'd il liketo have ajob once you fly
off into thewild black. It won't takelong, | promise.”

"WEell hold you to that,” Uliar said. "Y ou sure we can't per-suade you to come dong? Y ou're
light-years ahead of most of our regular techs.”

A muscle twitched in the other's cheek. "I doubt that, but thanks anyway," he said. "I'm not ready
toleavecivilization just yet."

"Y ou'd better hope civilization doesn't leaveyou ," Tarkosawarned. "The way things are going on
Coruscant, | wouldn't bet oniit."

"Maybe," the tech said, picking up histoolbox. "Seeyou later.”



"Okay," Uliar said. "Thanks again."
The other smiled and |eft the room. "Good man,” Tarkosacommented. "Y ou ever get hisname?’

Uliar shook his head. "Dean something, | think. Doesn't matter—it's not like well ever seehim
again after tomorrow.

Okay, that rack of shock capacitors goes next to the negative cou-plings.”

"The entire system can be run from here," Captain Pakmillu said, waving aflippered hand around
the vast Combined Op-erations Center. "That meansthat if there's an emergency or disaster on any of
the ships, countermeasures can be ingtituted immediately without the need to physically send peopleto
those Sites”

"Impressive," Obi-Wan said, looking around. Situated just aft of the crass-corridor behind the
bridge/monitor room com-plex, the ComOps Center stretched probably thirty meters aft and filled the
entire space between the Dreadnaught's two main bow corridors. It was currently ahive of activity, with
dozens of humans and diens bustling around and haf the access panels and consoles open for last-minute
checks or adjustment.

"What's that thing?' Anakin asked, pointing to alow console two rows over from where they
were standing. "It looks like a Podracer control and monitor system.”

"Y ou have sharp eyes, young one," Pakmillu said, his own large eyesrolling toward the boy.
"Yes, itis. Weuseit to control our fleet of speeders and swoops.”

"You'rejoking," Obi-Wan said, frowning at the console. ™Y ou runswoops through these
corridors?'

"Outbound Hight isahuge place, Master Kenobi," Pakmillu reminded him. "While each
Dreadnaught islinked by the pylon turboliftsto its neighbors and the core, there's still agreat ded of
travel involved where the turbolifts do not go. Speeders are vital for moving crewers back and forth in
both emergency and non-emergency Situations.”

"Y es, butswoops? " Obi-Wan persisted. "Wouldn't amore ex-tensive turbolift system have been
safer and more efficient?”

"Certainly,” Pakmillu rumbled. "Unfortunately, it would aso have been more expensive. The
origina Dreadnaughts did not include such asystem, and the Senate did not wish to pay the costs of
retrofitting.”

"These control systemsredly are pretty good, though," Anakin assured him. " Some of the
Podracers on Tatooine use them when they're trying out anew course.”

"There aren't fifty thousand people wandering in and out of a Podracing course where they could
be run over," Obi-Wan pointed out.

"But thereare plenty of animason the courses," Anakin countered, alittletoo tartly. "Y ou know,



like dewbacks and ban-thas?"
"Anakin—" Obi-Wan began warningly.

"We have dready tried the system, Master Kenobi," Pakmillu put in quickly. "As Padawan
Skywalker said, it works quite well."

"I'll take your word for it,"” Obi-Wan said, eyeing Anakin darkly. The boy had developed abad
habit of disrespect lately, es-pecially in public where he perhaps thought that his master would be
reluctant to reprimand him. It was partly his age, Obi-Wan knew, but even so it was unacceptable.

But Anakin also knew just how far he could push it. In re-sponse to Obi-Wan's reproving ook,
he dropped his gaze, his expression indicating at least outward contrition.

And with that, this particular incident was apparently over. Making amenta note to have yet
another talk with the boy the next time they were aone, Obi-Wan turned back to Pakmillu. "I understand
you'll be making ashort tour through Republic space before you enter the Unknown Regions.”

"A sort of shakedown cruise, yes," Pakmillu said. "We must confirm that our equipment is
functioning properly before we go beyond reach of repair facilities.”

He stepped to anearby navigationa console and touched akey, and aholo of the gaaxy
appeared overhead. ""From here we go to Lonnaw in Dromasector,” he said, pointing. "After that, well
cut through the edge of Glythe sector to Argal in Haldeen sector. Then welll travel through Kokash and
Mondress sectors, with afind stop possible in Albanin sector if it seems necessary.”

"That'salot of stops,” Obi-Wan said.

"Most will just beflybys" Pakmillu assured him. "Wewon' actudly stop unlessthere are
problems.”

"What happensthen?' Anakin asked.

"If dl goeswell, three weeks from now well formaly enter Unknown Space,” Pakmillu said. "At
apoint gpproximately two hundred thirty light-years from the edge of Wild Space well stop for afind
navigationa calibration”"—his mouth tendrilswiggled as he shut down the holo—"and well then begin our
journey in earnest. Through the Unknown Regions, and to the next galaxy."

Anakin whigtled softly. "How long before you'll get back?"

"Severd yearsat least,” Pakmillu told him. "But the storage core has supplies enough for ten
years, and we expect to be able to supplement its stores of foodstuffs and water dlong theway. In
addition, our numbers may wdl diminish if wefind hospitable worldsto colonize.”

"Y ou're not just going to leave people behind in the Un-known Regions, are you?' Anakin asked,
frowning.

"If wedo, it will bewith enough food and equipment to get settled,” Pakmillu assured him. "We
would aso leave one of the Dreadnaughts behind for defense and transport. Asyou can see from
Outbound Fight'sdesign, it will berdatively easy to detach asingle ship from the rest of the complex.”



Anakin shook hishead. "Still sounds dangerous.”

"Wearewd| prepared,” Pakmillu reminded him. "And of course, we have eighteen Jedi aboard.
It will be safe”

"Or at least as safe as one can be anywherein these times,” Obi-Wan murmured.

"And it will be aglorious adventure, aswell," Pakmillu con-tinued, eyeing Anakin. " A pity you
will not bejoining us."

"Thereare dill alot of things| want to do here," Anakin said, an unexpected flicker of emotion
coloring hisvoice and sense. He looked sideways at Obi-Wan, and the emotion van-ished beneath a
more proper Jedi composure. "Besides, | can't leave my master until my training is complete.”

"With six Jedi Masters aboard you would have severa choices of ateacher,” Pakmillu pointed
out.

"That's not redly how it works," Obi-Wan told him. It amazed him sometimes how people who
had no ideawhatsoever of the inner workings of Jedi methodology nevertheless had equaly few quams
about expressing that ignorance. ™Y ou said Master C'baoth will be arriving soon?”

"Heisin fact here," C'baoth's voice boomed from across the room.

Obi-Wan turned. There, just entering the room, were C'baoth and Lorana Jinzler. "Thisisa
surprise, Master Kenobi," C'baoth continued as he strode casually through the bustle of ac-tivity. No one
actualy had to moveto let him pass, Obi-Wan no-ticed, but there were quite afew near misses.
Fortunately, most of the techs were too preoccupied to even notice his passage. Lo-rana picked her way
through the crowd more carefully, looking distinctly uncomfortable. "I thought you'd be on your way
back to Sulorine by now."

"l wasredlieved of that assgnment,” Obi-Wan said. "There's something | need to discuss with
you, Master C'baoth.”

C'baoth nodded. "Certainly. Go ahead.”

Obi-Wan braced himself. Between Cbaoth and Anakin, thiswaslikely to be unpleasant.
"Anakin and | would like to join the expedition.”

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw Anakin turn to him in as-tonishment. "Wewould? " the boy
asked.

"Wewould," Obi-Wan sad firmly. "At least to the edge of the galaxy."
Cbaoth'slip quirked. "So Master Y oda finaly concedesthat | might indeed find Vergere?'
"Who's Vergere?' Loranaasked.

"A missing Jedi," Cbaoth said, hiseyes ill on Obi-Wan'sface. "Master Kenobi tried onceto
find her and falled."

"There was nothing in the voyage mandate about a search and rescue mission,” Pakmillu said, his



voice suddenly wary.

"That's because it's Jedi business, Captain, and none of your concern,” C'baoth told him. "Don't
worry, it won't interfere with our schedule.” He lifted. his eyebrows toward Obi-Wan. "1 hope you didn't
ask to come dong in the hope of assuaging any fedingsof guilt.”

"| didntask to comeat dl," Obi-Wan said. "1 smply do asthe Council directsme."

"Asdowedl," Chaoth said, an edge of irony in hisvoice as he shifted his eyesto Anakin. "What
about you, young Sky-walker?'Y ou seem unhappy with this change in your plans.”

Ohbi-Wan held his breath. There were severd reasons he hadn't told Anakin in advance about
Windu's mandate, not the least of them being the fact that the boy till obvioudy held Cbaoth in high
esteem. If held told Anakin they were coming to Y aga Minor to keep an eye on the man, he would have
pressed for further explanation. It wouldn't have doneto disiliusion him with Windu's concerns about
C'baoth's possible involvement with the Barlok incident.

Fortunately, it was quickly evident that the decision to keep the boy in the dark had been the
right one. "I'm not unhappy &t al, Master Cbaoth,” Anakin said with aclear voice and sense of complete
honesty. "1 wasjust surprised. Master Obi-Wan hadn't told me about it."

"But youdo want to come see the Unknown Regions with me?”

Anakin hesitated. "I don't want to leave the Republic for-ever,” he said. "But | wasimpressed by
how you handled things on Barlok, ending the deadlock and dl. | think I'd learn alot just by watching
youinyour daly activities™

C'baoth smiled wryly at Obi-Wan. "Onething &t least you've given thelad, Master Kenobi: a
smooth tongue.”

"I would hope I've given him more than that," Obi-Wan said evenly. "Still, he'sright about how
much he could learn from you." He nodded to Lorana. "As I'm sure Padawan Jinzler would agree.”

"Indeed," Cbaoth said. "And it'sJedi Jinzler now. Shewas devated to Jedi Knighthood three
weeks ago."

"Redlly," Obi-Wan said, carefully hiding his surprise. From the way she'd been talking on Barlok,
he would have guessed that event to be yearsin the future. "My apologies, Jedi Jnzler, and my
congratulations. Do | takeit you'll also be traveling aboard Outbound Flight with Master Cbaoth?”

"Of course shewill," Cbaoth said before Lorana could an-swer. " She's one of the chosen, one of
the few among even the Jedi whom | trust completely.”

"Y ou don't trust even Jedi?" Anakin asked, sounding sur-prised.

"l sad | trust hercompletely " Cbaoth told him gravely. "Certainly there are others| trust. But
only to adegree.”

"Oh," Anakin said, clearly taken aback.

"Fortunately, you and your instructor are among that some-what larger group,” Cbaoth said, a



small smiletouching hislips. "Very well, Master Kenobi. Y ou and your Padawan may ac-company meto
the edge of the galaxy, provided you make your own arrangements for returning to the Republic.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said. "The Ddta-Twelve Skysprite well be using for our returnison the
surface, ready to be brought up and loaded aboard.”

"Good," Cbaoth said. "Y ou'll stay here aboard Dreadnaught-One. Captain, you'll arrange
quartersfor them.”

"Yes, Master Cbaoth,” Pakmillu rumbled. "I'll have the quartermaster—"

"Youwill arrange quartersfor them," C'baoth repeated, a subtle but unmistakable emphasis on the
first word. "These are Jedi. They will betreated accordingly.”

Pakmillu's mouth tendrils twitched. "Y es, Magter C'baoth." He stepped to one of the consoles
and tapped at the keyswith hisflippered hands. "And Jedi Jinzler?"

"I've dready reserved her quarters near my own," C'baoth told him. "Deck Three, Suite
A-Four."

"Very wdl," Pakmillu said, peering at the display. "Master Kenobi, you and Master Skywalker
will have Suite A-Eight on Deck Five. | trust that will be acceptable.”

"It will," C'baoth said before Obi-Wan could answer. ™Y ou may now assign someone to escort
them to their quarters.”

From behind them came a sudden crinkling sound of tear-ing metal. Obi-Wan spun around to
seethat alarge sheet of secondary conductive grid had come loose from the wall and was hanging
precariously over abank of control consoles. He stretched out with the Force-

C'baoth got therefirst, catching the sheet in a Force grip even asit cametherest of the way
loose. "Jedi Jnzler: assist them,” he ordered.

"Yes, Master Cbaoth,” Loranasaid, hurrying off

"Captain Pakmillu, you were going to find an escort for our new passengers?' C'baoth continued
in aconversaiond tone, even as he continued to hold the grid floating in midair.

"That won't be necessary,” Obi-Wan said. "I studied Dread-naught deck plans on thetrip here.
We can find our own way."

C'baoth frowned dightly, and for a second Obi-Wan thought he was going to insgst on an escort
anyway, as befit proper Jedi treatment. But then the wrinkles smoothed and he nodded. "Very well,” he
sad. "Captain Pakmillu ishogting aFirst Night dinner in the senior officers wardroom at seven. My
fellow Jedi Masterswill bethere. You'l atend, aswell.”

"WEell be honored," Obi-Wan said.
"And you'll need to stop by the Dreadnaught-One medcen-ter,” Pakmillu added. " The Supreme

Chancdlor's representative has ingructed that al personnel be given acomplete examina-tion, including
the taking of analysis-grade blood and tissue samplesfor shipment to Coruscant. Apparently, there's



some concern about hive viruses or potentia epidemics.”
"WEeIl get oursalves checked out,” Obi-Wan promised. "Until tonight, then.”

He nudged Anakin, and together they made their way across the room. "Master C'baoth
certainly seemsto know what he wants, doesn't he?' he commented.

"Nothing wrong with that,” Anakin said firmly. "If Master Y odaor Master Windu talked that way
to the Chancellor and Senate once in awhile, maybe more things would get done.”

"Yes," Obi-Wan murmured. "Maybe."

The grid was heavy, and flexible enough to be difficult to get agrip on. Fortunately, that wasn't a
problem for a Jedi. Stretching out with the Force, Loranalifted it back into posi-tion, holding it in place
while the techs hurriedly worked &t its fastenings.

"Thanks," the overseer puffed when it wasfindly secured. "Those thingsare ared mean, they're
ared pain when they get looselikethat.”

"No problem," Loranaassured him. "l wasglad | could help.”
"Me, too," he grunted. "Did | hear someone say your namewas Jnzler?'
"Yes" sheconfirmed. "Why?'

" 'Cause weve got aJinzler on our work team," he said, fumbling out acomlink and punchingina
code. "Guy named Dean. Rdlative of yours?'

"I don't know," Loranasaid. "1 was only ten months old when | entered the Jedi Temple. | don't
know anything about my family."

"What, they never cameto seeyou?'

"Familiesaren't dlowed to vist," Loranatold him.

"Oh," the other said, sounding surprised. A tone sounded, and he lifted the comlink to hislips.
"Jnzler? Brooks. Whereareyou?. . . Okay, find astopping place and hop on over to the messroom . . .

‘Cause | want to see you, that'swhy."

He keyed off and returned the comlink to hisbdt. "Thisway, Jedi Jnzler," he said, gesturing
toward one of the ComOps Cen-ter's starboard doors.

"But | dready said | don't know him," Lorana protested as she followed.

"Y eah, but maybe helll know you," Brooks said. They stepped through the door into the corridor
and he turned toward the nearest turbolift. "Worth checking out anyway, isn't it?'

Loranafdt her throat tighten. "l suppose.”



They took the turbolift three levels down from the command deck and along anarrow corridor to
alarge table-filled room with afull-length serving counter stretching across one end. A dozen humansand
alienswere scattered in twos and threes around the various tables, conversing in low tones over
multi-colored liquids, while three serving droids busied themsdlves be-hind the counter. "There heis,"
Brooks said, pointing at atable aong the back wall. A lone, dark-haired man sat there, his back to the
rest of the room, cradling a steaming mug between his hands. "Come on, I'll introduce you."

He st off across the room, exchanging nods and greetings with some of the others as he passed.
Loranafollowed, her quiet misgivings growing steadily stronger . . . and asthey got within three meters of
the man he haf turned, and she got her first ook at hisprofile.

It was the man sheld seen so many times back on Coruscant.

She stopped short, her whole body going taut. Brooks didn't notice, but continued the rest of the
way to thetable. "Hey, Jnz-ler," he said, gesturing toward her. "Want to introduce you to someone."

The young man turned the rest of the way around in hischair. "No need," he said, hisvoice
steady but edged with an un-pleasant mixture of tension and bitterness. "Jedi Lorana Jinzler, | presume.”

With an effort, Loranafound her voice. "Yes," she said. The word came out calmer than she had
expected it to. "Dean Jnz-ler, | presume.”

"Y ou two know each other?' Brooks asked, frowning back and forth between them.
"Hardly," Jnzler sad. "Shesonly my siger.”

"Y our—7?" Brooks stared at him, then at Lorana. "But | thought—"

"Thank you," Loranasaid, catching his eye and nodding mi-croscopically toward the door.

"Uh ... yeah." Still saring at them in confusion, Brooks backed away between the tables, his
hands groping behind him for obstacles. He reached the door and escaped from the room.

"| suppose you're going to want to it down,” Jinzler said, an edge of chdlengein hisvoice.

Loranaturned her atention back to him. Hewas gazing up at her with the same bitterness shed
noted at their other near en-counters. His eyes, contrary to her expectations, weren't dark but were
instead the same odd shade of gray ashers. "Yes," shesaid, circling to achair at the far Sde of thetable.
Gathering her robes around her, she eased down into it.

"l suppose | should congratulate you on passing thetrials," Jnzler said. "You'reared Jedi now."

"Thank you," Loranasaid, searching hisface. Therewas afamily resemblance there, she could
see. Strange that sheld never noticed it before. ™Y ou keep up on such things?*

"My parentsdo." His mouth tightened. " Our parents do,” he corrected himself.
"Yes," shemurmured. "I'm afraid | don't know anything about them. Or about you."

"No, of coursenot," he said. "Butl know everything aboutyou .Everything , from your youngling
training, to your gppren-ticeship to Jorus C'baoth, to your first lightsaber, to your eevartion to Jedi



Knighthood."
"I'mimpressed,” Loranasaid, trying ahesitant smile.

"Don't be," he said, not returning the amile. "1 only know because my parents had a friend who
gl worked ingde the Tem-ple. They rammed your every accomplishment down my throat. They loved
you, you know." He snorted gently. "No. Of course you don't. Y ou never bothered to find out.”

He dropped his eyes from her face and took asip from hismug. Loranagazed at him, wincing at
the anger and bitterness flowing toward her like the steam from his drink. What had she done to make
him so angry?"We weren't dlowed as Padawans to know anything about our families,” she said into the
dlence. "Even now that I'm a Jedl, it's il frowned on.”

"Yeah," hesad. "Sure”

"And there are good reasonsfor it," she continued doggedly. "There are many worldsin the
Republic where family con-nections and position are the most important parts of their cul-ture. A Jedi
who knew which family shed come from might find it impossible to ded impartialy in any of her peopl€'s

disputes™

"Doesn't gop thefamily from findingyou , though, doesit?" he shot back. "Because mine sure
did. Even after your precious Jedi got them fired, they still managed to keep tabs on you—"

"Wait aminute," Loranainterrupted him. "What do you mean, they got them fired? Who got them
fired?'

"Y ou Jedi have hearing problems?" he demanded. "I aready told you: one of your high and
mighty Jedi. Mom and Dad were civilian workers a the Temple, handling € ectronics maintenance and
repair in the public areas. They were good at it, too. Only after you were taken, they got fired. Y our Jedi
didn't want them even in the same building with you, | guess.”

Loranafelt her somach tighten. She wasn't familiar with this particular incident, though there had
been others she'd heard of . But it was clear that it would do no good to give her brother the rationale
behind the Templés gtrict isolation policy. "Were they ableto find other jobs?"

"No, we al starved to death," he retorted. " Of course they found other jobs. Lower-paying jobs,
of course, jobs where they had to scramble to get us packed and moved becauise no one had even
bothered to tell them they couldn't stay on at the Tem-ple once you were there. But that's not the point.”

"Thenwhatis the point?'

For along minute he just stared at her, histurmoil surging like the ocean's edgein awinter storm.
"You Jedi think you're perfect,” he said at last. "Y ou think you know what's right for everyone and
everything. Wdll, you're not, and you don't.”

Loranafdt her throat tighten. "What happened to you, Dean?" she asked gently.

"Oh, so now it'sDean , isit?" he said scornfully. " Nowyou want to pretend you're my loving big
sster? Y ou think you can wave your hand or your precious lightsaber and makeit al up to me?”

"Makewhat up to you?' Lorana perssted. "Please. | want to know."



"I thought you Jedi knew everything."

Loranasighed. "No, of course not.”

"Well, you'd never know that by listening to our parents,” he bit out. "Y ou were the perfect one,
the one dl the rest of us were measured againgt. Loranawould have done this, Loranawould have done
that; Loranawould have said this, Loranawouldnever had said thet. It waslikeliving with aminor deity.
And so com-pletely absurd—they couldn't possibly have the dightest ideawhat you might actualy do or
say in some Stuation. Y ou could bardly evenwalk when they sent you away."

His eyes hardened even further. "But of course, youwere away, weren't you? That's what made
the whole thing work. Y ou were never around to make mistakes or lose your temper or drop dinner all
over thefloor. They could set up their little shrine to you without ever having to see anything that might
burst the bubble of perfection they'd built around you."

He scooped up hismug, but set it down again without drinking. "Butl know," he growled, staring
intoit. "I've been watching you. Y ou're not perfect. Y ou're not even close to per-fect.”

L oranathought back across the wearying years of her train-ing, and C'baoth's constant criticism.
"No," she murmured. "I'm not."

"Y ou're not very observant, either." He gestured at her. "L et me see that fancy weapon of yours."
"My lightsaber?' Frowning, shedid it out of her belt and set it on thetable,
"Y eah, that'sthe one," he said, making no moveto touch it. "That's an amethy<, right?"

"Yes" shesad, focusng on the activation stud. "It was a gift from some people Master C'baoth
and | helped in one of Corus-cant's midlevels."

Jnzler shook hishead. "No, it was a gift from your parents. They knew the people, and asked
themto giveit to you." Hismouth twisted. "And you couldn't even figure that out, could you?"

"No, of coursenot,” Loranasaid, her frustration with this man and his anger threatening to bubble
over into anger of her own. "How could |7

"Because you're aJedi,” he shot back. "Y ou're supposed to know everything. I'll bet your
Master C'baoth knew where it came from."

Loranatook acareful breath. "What do you want from me, Dean?”

"Hey,you're the one who came looking for mejust now, not the other way around,” he
countered. "What doyou want?'

For amoment she gazed into his eyes. Whatdid she want from him? "1 want you to accept what
is" shetold him. "The past isgone. Neither of us can changeit.”

"Y ou want metonot changethe past?' he said scornfully. ™Y eah, okay, | think | can handle that.”

"I want you to accept that, whatever your feglings about your—about our—parents, your value



isn't defined by their opinions or judgments,” she continued, ignoring the sarcasm.
He snorted. " Sorry, but you aready said not to change the past,” he said. "Anything else?"

Shelooked him straight in the eye. "'l want you to stop hat-ing,” she said quietly. "To stop hating
yoursdlf . . . and to stop hating me."

She saw the muscleswork briefly in hisneck. "I don't hate," he said, hisvoice steady. "Hateisan
emotion, and Jedi don't have emotions. Right?"

"You'renot aJedi."
"And that'sthereal problem, isntit?' he sad bitterly.

"That'swhat Mom and Dad wanted: Jedi. And I'm not one, am |? But don't worry, | can il play
the game. There is no emotion; there is peace. Jedi serve othersrather than ruling over them, for
the good of the galaxy. Jedi respect all life, in any form . See?'

Abruptly, Loranahad had enough. "I'm sorry, Dean,” she said, standing up. "I'm sorry for your
pain, which | can't heal. I'm sorry for your perceived loss, which | can't give back to you." Sheforced
hersdlf to lock gazeswith him. "And I'm sorry you're on your way to wasting your life, adecison that
only you can change.”

"Nice," hesaid. "The onething no one can top Jedi at is making speeches. Especially farewell
speeches” Heraised his eyebrows. "Thatwas afarewell speech, wasnt it?!

Loranaglanced around the room, belatedly remembering where shewas. Outbound Hight . . . "l
haven't made up my mind."

He lifted hiseyebrows. "Y ou actudly have amind? " he said. "1 thought the Jedi Council made dl
your decisonsfor you."

"I hope you'l find your way, Dean,” Lorana said, picking up her lightsaber and diding it back into
her belt. "1 hope you'l find your heding."

"W, you can spend the next few years worrying about it," he said. "Hurry back. We have so
much moreto talk about. Sister.” Picking up his mug, he shifted around in his seet to put hisback to her.

Loranastared at the back of hishead, the acid taste of defeat in her mouth. "I'll talk to you later,”
shesad. "My... . brother."

Hedidn't reply. Blinking back tears, Loranafled from the room.

For along time she wandered the maze of corridors, maneu-vering mechanicaly around the techs
and droids as she tried to work through the pain darkening her eyes and mind. It was therefore with a
certain sense of distant shock that her eyes cleared to show she was back in the Dreadnaught's ComOps
Center.

C'baoth and Pakmillu were till there, holding adiscussion over one of the navigation consoles.
"Ah—Jedi Jnzler," Cbaoth said, gesturing her over. "'l trust your quarters are satisfactory?'



"Actudly, | haven't seen them yet," Lorana admitted.

"But youwill bejoining us, will you not?' Pakmillu added in hisgravely voice. "I understand there
issome confusion on this point.”

"Therésno confusion,” Cbaoth inssted. " Sheis coming with us.”

Pakmillu'slarge eyes were steedy on her. "Jedi Jnzler?' heinvited.

Loranatook a deep breath, her brother's face floating in front of her. The face that from this point
on would forever hover at the edges of her life. "Master Cbaoth is correct,” shetold the captain. "I'll be
honored to travel with you aboard Out-bound Flight."

And, she added bitterly to herself, the sooner they were gone, the better.
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...And thefinal crew and passenger ligt," Captain Pakmillu said, handing over the last data card.

"Thank you," Doriana said, accepting the card and tucking the entire stack away inside his coat.
"And there's nothing € se you need?!

"Nothing that | or fifty thousand other people have been able to think of," Pakmillu said with
typicaly dry Mon Ca humor. "I believe Outbound Hight isready tofly."

"Excdlent,” Dorianasaid. " Supreme Chancellor Palpatine will be pleased to hear it."

"We couldn't have done it without hishelp," Pakmillu said gravely. "Please extend our gratitude
onefind timeto himfor al hisefforts on our behdf."

"I certainly will," Dorianapromised. A find timeit would be, too. "Then that'sthat. I'll seeyou
in—what? Fveyears? Ten?'

"However long it takes," Pakmillu said, looking around his Dreadnaught-1 command bridge. "But
wewill be back."

"I'll look forward to your return,” Dorianasaid with dl the false sincerity he could conjure up. "In
the meantime, asafe voy-age to you. And don't forget, if youdo discover anything €lse you need, the
Supreme Chancellor's Office stands ready to assist. Y ou till have three weeks before you leave
Republic space—plenty of time for emergency supplies or equipment to be assembled and transported to
you."

"l will remember," Pakmillu said, bowing hishead. "May | escort you back to your transport?'

"No need," Dorianaassured him. "I know you must have a hundred matters yet to deal with
before you leave Y agaMinor. Fly safely, and may the Force he with you.”

"With nineteen Jedi aboard, I'm sureit will," Pakmillu as-sured him. "Rather, nineteen and ahdf."



"Mogt definitely,” Doriana agreed, keeping his smilein place as he frowned behind it. Nineteen
Jedi? And ahalf ?"Good-bye, Captain.”

He waited until the pilot had maneuvered the trangport out of Dreadnaught- I's forward hangar
bay and had them skimming smoothly across the outer fringes of Y agaMinor's atmosphere before he
pulled out Pakmillu's passenger list and plugged it into
his datapad. The last Jedi numbers he'd heard had put the totd at seventeen, not nineteen. Had there
been a sudden change in plans? And what in blazes was half a Jedi, anyway? The rumors about how
Darth Maul had died flashed unpleasantly tomind .. .

He pulled up the Jedi list and ran his eye down it. The names were very familiar, most of them
potentia troublemakers whom he himsdlf had subtly nudged C'baoth into inviting aboard his grand
expedition. Thefirgt addition to thelist, Lorana Jinzler, wasn't redly asurprise; Doriana had dways
thought it likely that C'baoth's former Padawan would decide to stay with him awhile longer. The other
two were Obi-Wan Kenobi and his Padawan, Anakin Skywalker.

Dorianasmiled to himself. So Skywalker was Pakmillu's half Jedi. Cute; and an unexpected
bonusfor al hishard work, aswell. Ever since Kenobi and the boy had nearly scuttled the Bar-lok
operation, hed had an uncomfortable fegling about the pair. Their deaths aboard Outbound Hight would
be nicely conve-nient.

Outbound FHight had disentangled itself from the last of its docking and support equipment now
and was making its pon-derous way out of Y agaMinor's gravity well toward deep space. A minute later,
as Doriana continued to watch through the trans-port's canopy, it flickered and vanished into hyperspace.

He looked back down at his datapad. Still, bonus or not, he'd better check with Sidious and let
him know that Kenobi and Skywalker were aboard, just to make surethat fit in with the Sith Lord's
plans.

And he'd better checkbefore Outbound Hight meandered itsway out of the Republic. Forever.

The shuttle took him to the Y awvvitiri Spaceport, afew kilo-meters from the Preparation Center
where al the preliminary work on Outbound FHight had taken place. Palpatine and the Senate had tried to
keep alow profile on the project, perhaps fearing abacklash about al the money they were spending,
and for the most part they'd succeeded. In hisvarious officid and un-official travels over the past six
weeks, Doriana had found virtu-aly no one who had even heard of it.

Stll, here & the very center of the project, it could hardly have been ignored. But to hismild
surprise, he didn't hear a single word about Outbound Hight's departure as he walked through the
spaceport's corridors. True, the work had for the most part moved up to the Dreadnaughts themselves
four weeks ago, taking the project out of the public's day-to-day view. But he still would have expected
someone to have raised his head out of the mud long enough to take note of such ahistoric event.

Perhapsin these days of growing politica and socid tur-moil, he mused, even historic events
were soon forgotten. In this particular case, it was just aswell.

Hed left his own ship berthed on the far side of the space-port, in the restricted zone reserved
for diplomats and high gov-ernmentd officids. Passing through security, he headed through the maze of
corridorsto hisdocking bay. He keyed open the hatch and went inside, locking it again behind him, then



made hisway to the cockpit. Seating himsdf in the pilot's seet, he punched for the tower. "Thisis Kinman
Dorianaof Supreme Chancellor Papatine's Office," heidentified himsalf when the controller answered.
"Requegting alift dot in thirty minutes.”

"Acknowledged, Doriana," the other said. "Thirty-minute lift dot confirmed.”

"Thank you." Shutting off the corm, Doriana keyed for full-ship start-up, watching the displays
closdly asthe systems began coming online,

"You arelate, Commander Stratis.”
Doriana gave the displays one more leisurdly look. Then, just asleisurely, he turned around.

The Neimoidian waswedged half hidden in the holo acove off the cockpit's aft bulkheed,
glowering at him from beneath his short, five-cornered hat. "Vicdord Siv Kav," Doriana greeted him.
"May | say how very uncomfortable you look."

"Very amusing,” Kav growled. Working his shoulders back and forth, he managed to extricate
himsalf and his elaborately layered robes from the alcove. ™Y ou should have been here an hour ago.”

"Why?' Doriana countered camly. "lsn't your fleet ready?"
"Of courseitis”

"And Outbound Flight only just now left,” Dorianasaid. "Plenty of timeto set up our ambush.”
He cocked his head dightly. " Or are you smply annoyed that | made you hide therein your little hole
longer than you expected?”

"l wasnot hiding," the Neimoidian ingsted tiffly. "1 smply did not wish to be seen if someone
from the Spaceport Author-ity camein unexpectedly.”

"Y ou could have accomplished that by waiting in the guest cabin as1'd ingtructed,” Doriana
pointed out. "But of course, in there you wouldn't have been able to eavesdrop on my clearance request
to thetower. Tell me: was the knowledge of my true name and position worth the wait?'

Kav'slarge eyes studied hisface. "We were betrayed once by your Master,” he said, hisvoice
darkening. "Darth Sidious promised that Naboo would be ours, that we would have the foothold we
needed there. But the battle turned, and he aban-doned us.”

"Thereversa of battle was not hisfault,” Dorianacountered. "Y ou want to blame someone,
blame Amidala. And you have hardly been abandoned.”

"IsNaboo ours, then?' Kav said sarcagticdly. "'l must have missed that fact.”

"Naboo isnothing,” Dorianasaid. " The continued existence and functioning of your Trade
Federation isinfinitely more vau-able. Or did you aso missthe fact that it has yet to be punished for its
exceses?'

"Thelack of punishment isnot Sidioussdoing,” Kav in-sisted. "That isthe doing of the judiciary,
at the cost of far too many expensive legd representatives.”



Dorianasmiled thinly. "Do you redly think the judiciary wouldn't have bowed to Senate pressure
by now without someone operating behind the scenes on your beha f?!

A hint of uncertainty crossed Kav'sface. "You?' he sug-gested.
Dorianashrugged. "Lord Sidious has many servants.”

"Y et this particular servant residesin the Supreme Chancel-lor's Office," Kav said, gesturing
toward him. "That must be very useful for him.”

Dorianalet hisface harden. "Yes, itis," he said softly. "And from this point on you will forget
you've ever heard that name and that position. Forever. Isthat clear?’

Kav started to sniff in contempt, took another look at Dori-anasface. "It is clear, Master
Stretis," he said instead.

"Good." Doriana gestured toward the cockpit door. "Then if you'll return to your cabin, | havea
ship tofly. Y ou have thefleet's coordinates for me?"

"Yes" Kav'slong fingers dipped into arecess of hisrobe and emerged with adatacard. "It will
take no more than two days to reach them."

"Good," Dorianasaid. "That should give ustimeto finalize our attack strategy.”
"lam the onetrained in battle tactics,” the other said iffly. "The atack strategy will be mine.”

"Of course," Dorianasaid, suppressng asigh. "I meant only that I'd be available to assist you.
Now if you'l return to your cabin, well be on our way."

The Neimoidian drew himsalf up and, with his pride a |east momentarily appeased, strode from
the room.

Shaking his head, Doriana crossed to the holo alcove.Nei-moidians . If they didn't control one of
the best collections of military hardware in the Republic, he would have recommended dumping the
whole species down the refresher long ago. He just hoped Sidious was working on finding someone
more compe-tent to replace them.

Positioning himsdf in the acove, he keyed for aHoloNet relay. The lightswinked on, and he
sgnaded for hisMadter.

The wait was|longer than usua, and more than once he con-sidered taking a quick trip forward
to check again on the status boards. But each time he resisted the temptation. If Sidious came on and had
to wait, he would not be happy.

At last the familiar hooded figure appeared. "Report.”

"Outbound Hight isonitsway, Lord Sidious," Dorianasaid. "I have Vicdord Kav aboard, and
will be heading for the ren-dezvous within the hour.”

"Excdlent,” Sdioussaid. "And you know precisdly where in the Unknown Regions Outbound
Hight will be sopping?’



"Yes, my lord," Dorianasaid. " Captain Pakmillu has two separate navigationa checks planned
for thefirst eight hundred light-years beyond Republic space. | have the coordinates of both."

"Besureyou take thefirst one," Sidiouswarned. "It may be that C'baoth in hisimpatience will
order the second to be can-celed.”

"That isindeed my plan, my lord," Dorianaconfirmed. "Onefina matter. | have Pakmillu'sfina
passenger listing, and three more Jedi have been added.”

"One of them being Lorana Jinzler, no doubt,” Sidious said. "C'baoth had earlier informed the
Senate she would be accom-panying him." The drooping corners of his mouth turned briefly upwardin a
sardonic smile. "Though | don't believe he had mentioned it to the woman hersglf.”

"Yes, she's one of them," Doriana confirmed. " The others are Obi-Wan Kenobi and his
Padawan, Anakin Skywalker."

Sdioussamilevanished. " Skywalker ?" he hissed. "Who au-thorized this?*

"I don't know, my lord," Dorianasaid, feding his heart sart-ing to thud in his chest. Thelast time
he'd seen Sidious like this, someone had died. Violently. "It must have been C'baoth—"

"He cannot go on that ship,” Sidious cut in sharply. "He must remain here. Y ou will seetoit.”
"Understood, my lord,” Dorianasaid quickly. "Don't worry, I'll get him off *

He reached for the cutoff switch, hismind whirling as he tried to sort through the options. Outbound
Flight'sfirst sched-uled stop was at Lonnaw system. If he headed there immediately

But he couldn't, not with Vicelord Kav aboard. Too much risk that someone would seethe
Neimoidian and make a connec-tion they couldn't afford. He would first have to drop Kav with the
attack force, then go after Outbound Hight. That meant the Lonnaw connection wouldn't work, which
meant he would haveto try for their next stop, Argal, al theway over in Haldeen sec-tor. If he missed
themthere

"Wait."

Doriana paused, his hand hovering over the control. Sidi-ousslips had tightened, and Doriana
had the sense that the Sith Lord was running through the same logic chain he himself had just been
working out.

And apparently had come to the same conclusion. "No, you continue with the plan,” he said, his
voicecadm again. " lwill reemove Skywalker from Outbound Hight."

"Yes, my lord," Dorianasaid, wilting alittle with relief. He didn't have the foggiest ideahow
Sidious was going to pull that one off, especialy with Cbaoth and five other Jedi Masters on hand to
oppose him. But that was the Sith Lord's problem. Do-rianawas off the hook, and that was the
important thing. "I'll contact you again when the misson has been accomplished.”

"Dothat, Doriana," Sidious said. His eyes, as dways, were hidden by hishood; just the same,
Doriana could dmost see them burning a hole through the long light-years separating the two men before



the image flickered and vanished.

For afew seconds Dorianaremained where he was, taking deep bresths as he worked out the
tension gill quivering through hisbody. Once again, the game had nearly proved fatal. Once again, he had
made it through unscathed.

One of these times, perhaps, he wouldn't.

But that future was along way away. Right now he had afleet to find, and an ambush to prepare.

And eighteen Jedi to kill.

Shutting down the holoprojector, he went back to the pilot's chair and plugged Kav's datacard
into the reader dot. Timeto find out exactly where they were going.
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The pylon turbolift car door opened into yet another spaciouslobby area. "Okay,” Anakin said,
leaning out for alook. "And this oneis'—he threw anot quite surreptitious ook at the mark-ing on the
Sde—"Dreadnaught-Four?"

"Correct,” Cbaoth said, putting a hand on the boy's shoul-der and pressing him forward out of
the car. "Were now at the farthest side of Outbound Hight from the command ship, Dreadnaught- One.”

"Rather like Tatooine in that respect,” Obi-Wan added drily.
"Right,” Anakin said. "Only cooler and lesssandy."
""Tatooine?' C'baoth asked.

"A smdl planet where Anakin grew up,”" Obi-Wan explained. "Thelocdsliketo say that it'sthe
farthest point from the cen-ter of the universe, like Dreadnaught-Four's the farthest from
Dreadnaught-One's command aress.”

C'baoth nodded. "Ah."

Dreadnaught-Four's architecture and equipment, Obi-Wan noted, were identical to those of the
other shipsthey'd visited on C'baoth's tour. Not redlly surprising, considering how the expe-dition had
been put together. Also asin the other Dreadnaughts, the people passing through the corridors around
them al seemed to be moving with abrisk, busness-like step, their expressions cheerful, confident, and
determined.

Small wonder. Againgt steep odds their grand adventure had finally begun, and the warm glow of
that accomplishment was dtill with them.

"Jedi Master Justyn MaNing isin charge of this particular Dreadnaught,” C'baoth said asthey
headed aft. "I believe you spoke with him at the First Night dinner.”

"Y es, we chatted for afew minutes,” Obi-Wan said. "I thought Commander Omano wasin



charge of Dreadnaught-Four."

"l meant that Master MaNing oversees Jedi operations and activities," C'baoth said. "He should
be back in Conference Room Five with histwo Jedi Knights and a select group of fami-lies. Let'sgo see
how they're doing."

"What were these families sdected for?' Obi-Wan asked.

"The highest honor possible,” C'baoth said. "Over the next few days, one of each family's
children will be garting Jedi train-ing."

Obi-Wan stared at him. " Jedi training?'

"Indeed,” C'baoth confirmed. "Y ou see, dong with their basic technica skills, prospective
colonists were a so screened for the presence of Force-sengitive children. Those families with the most
promise were given preferentia status, though of course we kept that a secret up until now. We have
eleven candidatesin dl, including the three here in Dreadnaught-Four."

"How old are these children?' Obi-Wan asked.

"They range in age from four to ten," C'baoth said. He cocked an eyebrow at Anakin. "Whichis,
| believe, the same age Master Skywal ker was when you took him as your Padawan.”

"Itis," Obi-Wan confirmed, fedling hislip twist. For centuries standard Temple policy had been
to accept only infantsinto Jedi training, and C'baoth knew it. Unfortunately, Anakin was aglar-ing

exception to that rule, an exception C'baoth clearly intended to use as hisjustification for this. "What
about their parents?’

"Whet gbout them?'
"They'vedl giventheir permisson for thistraining?'

"They will," Cbaoth assured him. "As| said, giving achild to the Jedi isthe highest honor
possble”

"So you haven't actually asked them yet?!

"Of course not,” C'baoth said, an edge of puzzlement cregp-ing into histone. "What parent
wouldn't be proud to have a Jedi son or daughter?”

Obi-Wan braced himsdlf. "But if for some reason they don't seeit that way—"

"Later," Cbaoth interrupted, gesturing to adoor to their right. "We're here.”

The conference room was one of many midsize meeting areas scattered around atypica
Dreadnaught. At the far end, standing beside a podium, was Jedi Master MaNing, listening intently to a
guestion from awoman in the front row. Flanking him, dressed in Jedi robes, were apair of Duros.

And seated in the rows of chairsin front of them, nearly packing the available space, were

perhaps forty men, women, and children. Far more than the three families C'baoth had implied would be
here.



C'baoth was clearly surprised, too. "What inthe. . . 7' he rumbled under hisbreath, his eyes
flashing as he looked around.

"Maybe they brought their friends?' Anakin suggested hes-tantly.

"Friends were not invited," Cbaoth growled. He started to move forward, then seemed to think
better of it. Instead, he gave an impatient gesture to hisright. Turning that direction, Obi-Wan saw
Lorana Jinzler detach herself from the back wall where she'd been standing and walk over to them.

She nodded in greeting as she reached them. "Master Cbaoth,” she said quietly. "Master
MaNing said you might dropinon us."

"And it'sfortunate that | did,” C'baoth said. His voice waslow, but Obi-Wan could see afew of
the peoplein the back row starting to look around to see what was going on. "What are al these people
doing here?'

"Magter MaNing invited dl the secondaries and their fami-lies, aswdl," Loranatold him.

" Secondaries?’ Obi-Wan asked.

"Thosewith asmall amount of latent Force sengitivity, too smdl for them to ever become Jedi,”
C'baoth said, glowering across the room at MaNing. "What aboutyou , Jedi Jnzler? Why aren't you
attending to your duties on Dreadnaught-One?”

"Master MaNing asked meto come," she said, her voice alittle strained.

C'baoth rumbled deep in histhroat. "l see" he said darkly.

They waited in silence as MaNing answered the question held been asked—something about
ration redistribution for those whose children would be undergoing the training—and caled for more
questions. There were none, and with afina word of thanks he called the meeting to aclose.

And as the audience began to gather themsalves together, C'baoth strode down the aide toward
the front. Obi-Wan fol-lowed, Anakin and Loranaat his sides. As near as Obi-Wan could tell from the
snatches of conversation he could hear, most of the people did indeed seem pleased or even excited by
the fact that they had future Jedi in their families.

Most of them. But not all.

MaNing nodded in greeting as the group approached. "Master Cbaoth,” he said. "Master
Kenobi; Y oung Sky—"

"What do you mean by bringing the secondaries to this meeting?' C'baoth demanded.

"| thought it would be useful to let everyone know a once why they'd been selected to fly on
Outbound Hight," MaNing said. His voice was cam, but Obi-Wan could seetension lines at the corners
of hiseyes. " Since the secondaries are the ones most likely to produce Jedi offspring in the future, |
thought they should know wheat to expect.”

"That could have been dedlt with if and when it happened,”



C'baoth growled. "Thisis not how it should have been."

"Noneof it isasit should be," MaNing countered. " Children this age—andtaking them from their
familiesby force—"

"By force?" Obi-Wan put in.

"I don't expect force to be necessary,” C'baoth ingisted, glar-ing at Obi-Wan and MaNing in
turn. "The few parents who have doubts will undoubtedly come around. Certainly the chil-dren
themsdveswill bethrilled to begintheir traning.”

"The question remainswhy we're even doing this," MaNing said.

"We're doing this because we're setting off on along and dangeroustrip,” Cbaoth told him.
"WEell need all the Jedi we can get, far more than Master Y odawould permit meto invite.

Very wdl; so wewill raise them up by oursalves. And please don't quote me that learned
nonsense about how young a Jedi candi-date hasto be, because that'sdl it is: nonsense.”

"Magter Y odawould disagree with you,” MaNing said.

"Then Magter Y odawould be wrong," C'baoth said flatly. "We don't train children or adults
because we choose not to. That's theonly reason.” He gestured at Anakin. "Padawan Sky-walker is
proof that older children aretrainable.”

MaNing'slip twitched. "Perhaps," he conceded. "Buit there are other reasons for accepting only
infants”

"What other reasons?' C'baoth asked. "Tradition? Politics? Ther€'s certainly nothing in the Code
itsdlf that specificaly speaksto theissue.”

"Actualy, that's not true,” Obi-Wan put in. "Thewritings of Master Simikarty are very clear on
the subject.”

"Master Simikarty'swritings are hisinterpretations of the Code, not part of the Code itsdlf,"
Cbaoth said. "More tradi-tion, under adifferent name.”

"Y ou do not approve of tradition?' one of the Duros asked.
"I don't gpprove of smply and blindly accepting it astruth,” C'baoth told him. "Nor can we afford
to do so. Thelists of Jedi are shrinking al across the Republic. If were to continue our role asthe

guardians of peace and justice, wemust find waysto increase our numbers.”

"By forcibly taking trainees from their parents?' MaNing asked. "Especidly consdering the fact
that none of these parents had wanted their children to become Jedi in thefirst place?”

"What makes you think that?' C'baoth asked.

"Thefact that if they had, they'd have taken them for testing when they were infants,” MaNing
sad.



"Perhaps there were other reasons,” C'baoth rumbled. "But dl right, yes, the parents have dways
made the decision whether or not their children would be trained. More tradition. But what about the
child'swishes? Wouldn't it be more ethical to alow him or her to make that decison?"

"But as Master MaNing says, thereare good reasons for ac-cepting only infants,”" Obi-Wan said.

"Most of which don't apply here," C'baoth said firmly. "There are no degp-rooted family
hierarchies aboard Outbound Flight to ded with. Nor will the children be going hundreds or thousands of
light-years away to the Temple on Coruscant where their familieswill never seethem again.” Beside
Cbaoth, Loranastirred but remained silent. "No, here they'll be merely aturbo-lift ride avay in the

gtorage core," Chaoth continued. " After someinitid training, we might even consder alowing them
oc-casond eveningswith their families”

"Y ou're putting them in thestorage core? " MaNing asked, frowning.

"I want the training center asfar awvay from noise and men-tal confusion as possible,” Cbaoth
told him. "Therée's plenty of room down there."

MaNing shook hishead. "I still don't like this, Master C'baoth.”

"New ideas are dways discomfiting, as are new ways of doing things," C'baoth said, looking at
each of the othersinturn. "'In many waysal of Outbound Flight isagrand experiment. And re-member
that if were successful, we may return to the Republic with the key to acomplete reinvigoration of the
entire Jedi Order.”

"Andif wedon't succeed?’ Obi-Wan asked.

"Then wefail," Cbaoth sad iffly. "But wewon't." Obi-Wan looked at MaNing. The other till
didn't look happy, but it was clear he didn't have any fresh argumentsto offer.

Besides, C'baoth was right. Something new had to be tried if the Jedi Order was going to
urvive.

And once upon atime, according to the histories, the Jedi had been willing to takerisks.

"All right,” MaNing said at last. "WEell try this grand exper-iment of yours. But move carefully,
Master Cbaoth. Move very carefully.”

"Of course," Cbaoth said, asif there were no doubt. "Then all that remainsisto prepare the
training center." Heturned to Lorana. "Since you're here, Jedi Jnzler, you will seeto that.”

Lorana bowed her head. "Y es, Master C'baoth.”

"And inthefuture" Cbaoth added, looking back at MaNing, "you'll check with me before you
take any of my Jedi from their assgned duties.”

MaNing'slip twisted dightly, but he, too, bowed his head. "Asyou wish, Master Cbaoth.”

C'baoth held his eves amoment longer, then turned to Obi-Wan and Anakin. "And now, well
continue our tour," he said, gesturing toward the door.



He strode down the aide toward the rear, ignoring the smal clusters of crewers till conversing
quietly among themselves, and out into the corridor. "Y ou mentioned Jedi duties,” Obi-Wan said asthey
turned aft. "What exactly will you be wanting usto do?

"At the moment, the sorts of things you've dways done," C'baoth said. "Petrolling Outbound
Flight and assisting where you're needed. Later, I'll want you to assist with the training of our prospective
Jedi. And, of course, well be needed to maintain order aboard the ships.”

"I hadn't noticed agreat ded of disorder,” Obi-Wan pointed out.

"Therewill be" Cbaoth said grimly. "This many people can't live this closdy together without
friction. Even before we leave the Unknown Regions, | fully expect well be regularly cdled upon to
resolve disputes among passengers, aswell as or-ganizing proper rules of conduct.”

Rules of conduct?"Wouldn't that sort of thing be Captain Pakmillu's respongbility?' Obi-Wan
asked carefully.

"Captain Pakmillu will have hishandsfull with the physica requirements of running Outbound
Flight,” C'baoth said. "Be-sides, we're the best qualified for such tasks."

"Aslong aswe remember that our roleisto advise and mediate,”" Obi-Wan cautioned. " Jedi
serve others rather than ruling over them, for the good of the gdaxy." "

"| said nothing about ruling over anyone.”

"But if we take over Captain Pakmillu's job of keeping order, isn't that essentidly what we're
doing?' Obi-Wan asked. "Media-tion offered with the underlying threat of compulsion hardly qualifiesas
mediaion.”

"Asl| threatened the two sides on Barlok?' C'baoth asked pointedly.

Obi-Wan hesitated. He remembered fegling uncomfortable with the tone C'baoth had used to the
two sdesin the aftermath of the abortive missile attack.Had he in fact overstepped his bounds by forcing
them to accept histerms? Or had the compul-sion merely come from the attack itself, coupled with their
sud-den and sobering recognition that the negotiations were no longer purely matters of charts and
abstract numbers?

And what was Cbaoth's connection, if any, to that attack? That was a question he was ill no
closer to answering.

"Theydid need someoneto tell them what to do," Anakin offered into histhoughts. "And we're
supposed to have wisdom and ingght that non-Jedi don't have.”

" Sometimes wisdom requires us to stand by and do noth-ing,” Obi-Wan said, Windu's words
back at the Temple echoing through hismind. Still, if the Council had reprimanded C'baoth for his
actions, Windu hadn't mentioned it. " Otherwise people might never learn how to handle problems by
themsdlves"

" And such wisdom comes only through a close understand-ing of the Force," C'baoth said, his
tone indicating the discus-son was over. "Asyou will learn, young Skywalker." He gestured ahead.



"Now, down here we have the central weapons and shield clugter . . ."

C'baoth and the others disappeared through the conference room door. Loranawatched them
go, sighing with tiredness and frudtration.

Why had MaNing asked her here, anyway? Because she pre-sumably knew C'baoth better than
anyone e se aboard? If s0, she certainly hadn't been of much use during the discussion. Was she
supposed to have joined the othersin objecting to his Jedi train-ing plan, then? Well, shed failed on that
account, too.

"Ishe dwaysthis overbearing?'

Loranaturned back around. The two Duros had wandered away and were talking quietly
together, but MaNing was ill sanding there, eyeing her thoughtfully. "He didn't seem particu-larly
overbearing to me," she said, automaticaly rising to her Master's defense.

"Perhapsit'sjust his personality,” MaNing said. But there was a knowing look on hisface.
Maybe he'd seen other Jedi come to C'baoth's defense before, for the same reasons L orana had.
Whatever those reasonswere. "Tell me, what do you think of this scheme of his?'

"Y ou mean the training of older children?' She shrugged helplesdy. "I don't know. It'sdl new to

"He hasn't taked about this before?’
"No," shesad. "At least, not to me."

"Mm," MaNing said, pursing hislips. "It's an interesting concept, certainly. And he'sright: there
have been exceptionsin the past, most of whom have worked out fine."

"Like Angkin?'

"Perhaps,” MaNing said cautioudy. "Though until a Padawan actualy achieves Jedi Knighthood,
theré's dways the danger he or she might fall away. I'm not expecting that of Skywalker, of course.”

"No," Loranaagreed. "If you'll excuse me, Master MaNing, | need to find some crewersto help
me Sart organizing the new training center."

"Certainly,” MaNing said, nodding. "I'll speak with you later.”

He stepped over to the two Duros, joining in their conversa-tion. Three Jedi, holding aprivate
discussion among themselves.

With Loranaon the outsde. Asif shewere dill just a Padawan.

Stll, shehad said she wasleaving. Maybe that was dl it was. Taking adeep bregth, putting such
thoughts from her mind, she headed down the aide toward the door.

She was nearly there when aman stepped partway into her path. Y our pardon, Jedi," he said



tentatively. "A word, if | may?'

"Certainly," Loranasaid, focusing on him for thefirst time. Hewas atypical crewer, young and
bright-eyed, with short dark hair and ahint of greasy dirt on the collar of his jumpsuit. Sum-moned
directly from his shift to MaNing's meeting, probably. Behind him stood a young woman with adeeping
infant in one arm and a boy of five or Sx standing close beside her. Her free hand was resting on the
boy's shoulder. "How can | help you?"

"My namé's Dillian Pressor,” the man said, gesturing back to the others. "My son, Jorad, hasa
question.”

"All right," Lorana said, stepping over to the boy, noting that as she approached the woman
seemed to tighten her grip on her son's shoulder. "Hello, Jorad,” she said cheerfully, dropping to one
kneeinfront of him.

He gazed at her, hisexpression amix of uncertainty and awe. "Areyou redly aJedi?' he asked.

"Yes, indeed," sheassured him. "I'm Jedi Jinzler. Can you say that?'

He pursed hislipsuncertainly. " Jedi Jsser?!

"Jnzler," hisfather sad. "Jinder .

"Jedi Jsder," the boy tried again.

"Or we could just makeit Jedi Lorana," Lorana suggested. Y ou have aquestion for me?"

The boy threw an uncertain ook up at his mother'sface. Then, stedling himself, he looked back
a Lorana. "Master MaNing said only the people he called were going to be Jedi," he said. "I wanted to
know if | could be one, too."

Loranaglanced up at the woman, noting thetight linesin her face. "I'm afraid it's not something
any of ushasasay in," she said. "If you aren't born with Force sengitivity, we can't train you to be a Jedi.

I'm sorry."

"Wdl, what if | got better?' Jorad persisted. "He said the rest of uswere close, and it'sbeen a
long time since they tested us. Maybe | got better.”

"Maybeyou did," Loranasaid. In theory, of course, he couldn't. Force sensitivity could be
nurtured, but not created.

On the other hand, C'baothhad said these were the familieswho had low but non-negligible
sengitivity. It was a least theo-reticaly possible that the boy's testing had been inaccurate. "1 tell you
what," shesaid. "I'll talk to Master MaNing about hav-ing you tested again, dl right? If you've gotten
better, well seeif we can get you into the program.”

Jorad's eyeslit up. "Okay," hesaid. "When can | doit?'

"I'll talk to Master MaNing," she repeated, wondering if she'd aready promised more than she
could ddiver. "Hell set it up with your father."



"Jorad?' the boy's mother prompted.
"Thank you," Jorad said dutifully.

"Yourewecome," Loranasaid, standing up and looking at the baby in her mother'sarm. "Isthis
your sster?"

"Yes, that'sKatarin," Jorad said. "She mostly just criesalot.”

"That'swhat babies do best," Lorana agreed, looking at the mother and then Dillian. "Thank you
al for coming."

"No problem,” Dillian said, taking his son's hand and step-ping to the door. It opened, and he
ushered the boy out into the corridor. "Thank you again, Jedi Jnzler."

"Jedi Lorang,”" Jorad corrected him.

Almost unwillingly, Dillian smiled. "Jedi Lorana," he amended. Holding out ahand to hiswife, he
led her out behind Jorad-

"Thereyou are," anirritated voice caled down the corridor.

L orana stepped out into the corridor behind the others. Striding toward them was a young man
with dirtwater-colored hair, hismouth set in athin line as he glared at Dillian. "What the brix are you
doing here, Pressor?’

"It was aspecia meseting,” Dillian said, gesturing toward Lo-rana. "Thisis Jedi Lorana Jinzler—"

"Since when do you skip out in the middle of aduty shift for ameeting?' theman cut in. "'In case
you've forgotten, it'salit-tle difficult to do a hyperdrive reactor communication deep-check without the
hyperdrive man actudly being there.

"l know," Pressor said, giving Jorad's hand to his mother. " Sorry—I thought we'd be done
sooner than this”

"Well, you weren't." The man shifted hisglareto Lorana. "Isthis going to be aregular occurrence
around here, Jedi Jnzler?'

"What doyoumean,ah...?

"ChasUliar," the man said shortly. "1 mean you Jedi coming in and messing with our work
schedules”

"I'm not sure what you mean,” Loranasaid.

"Two days ago Master MaNing pulled everyone off systems control for a coolant-leak drill,”
Uliar said. "Never mind that we've aready done five of them in the past month. Now you're caling
gpecia bounce-of-the-moment meetings that pull people off important duty stations. What's on linefor
tomorrow? Es-cape pod practice?’

"Isthereaproblem, Uliar?' MaNing's voice came from be-hind them.



Loranaturned as MaNing stepped out into the corridor. "1 just want to get my day's work done
in peace so that | can deep the deep of the virtuous,” Uliar said with ahint of sarcasm. "Or do | need to
make aforma requisition for that?"

"Not at dl,” MaNing assured him. "Pressor, you're free to return to your station.”

"Thank you," Pressor said.

"And in the future well try to be more consderate of the variouswork schedules,” MaNing
added to Uliar.

"Fing" Uliar said, alittle lesstruculently. "Come on, Pres-sor. Let'stry to get this done before the
next shift comeson.”

He headed back down the corridor at afast walk. "Seeyou later,” Pressor said, touching his
wifesarm and then hurrying after him.

"Good-bye, Jedi Lorana," Jorad said gravely, looking up &t her. "'l hope well see you again.”

"I'msure you will, Jorad," Loranasaid, smiling a the boy. ™Y ou take good care of your little
Sder, okay?'

"l will." Holding his mother's hand tightly, he headed the other direction down the corridor.
"Soundslike anirritable sort," Lorana commented to MaNing.

"Who, Uliar?' The Master shrugged. "A bit. Still, he'sgot a point about us changing things around
with no notice. Y ou might want to speak to Master C'baoth about that.”

"| thought he saidyou'd called for the coolant-leak drill."

"Under Magter C'haoth's orders.” MaNing smiled wryly. "And he's right—wedo have an escape
pod drill scheduled for later thisweek."

Lorananodded. "I'll talk to him," she promised.

They were six standard days out of Y agaMinor and had stopped for aroutine navigational
check in Lonnaw system when the trouble started.

A crowd had dready gathered in the Dreadnaught-2 aft pas-senger section when Obi-Wan
arrived. "L et methrough, please” he said, starting to ease hisway through the mass of people.

"L ook—there's another one," a Rodian voice muttered.
"Another onewhat?" Obi-Wan asked, turning in that direc-tion.

"Another Jedi," the Rodian said, looking him squarein the face.



"Easy, Feeven," aman nearby cautioned. "Don't sart point-ing blame.”
"Can you tell me what happened?’ Obi-Wan asked.
"What happened isthievesin the night," the Rodian bit out. "Thieves with robes and lightsabers."”

"Feeven, shutup ," the man said. Helooked at Obi-Wan, lowered hiseyes. "They came for
someone'skid, that'sall.”

"Inthe middle of the night," Feeven indsted.
"What night?* the man scoffed. "Thisis space. It'sdways night here.”
"Thefamily was deeping,” Feaven countered. "That makesit night.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said, easing away from them and continuing on through the crowd.
Middle of ship's night or not, perhaps he ought to give Cbaoth acall.

There was no need. He reached the open areain the center of the crowd to find that C'baoth
was aready there. "Master C'baoth,” he said, taking in the rest of the scene with aglance. Standing in the
doorway to one of the rooms was a hulking figure of aman, his hands gripping the sides of the doorway
asif daring anyoneto pass. Behind him in the room was afrantic-eyed woman knedling on the floor
clutching ayoung boy tightly to her. The child himsdlf looked frightened but aso oddly intent.

C'baoth half turned to frown at him. "What are you doing here?' he demanded. ™Y ou should be
desping.”

"l heard there was some commotion,” Obi-Wan said, cross-ing to the doorway. "Hello," he said
to the man.

"You're not taking him," the other said flatly. "I don't care how many of you there are, you're not
tekinghim."

"Y ou have no choice," Cbaoth said flatly. "As Jedi Master Evrios explained to you nearly a
week ago. Y our son isapoten-tial Jedi, and he's agreed to enter training. That means he comeswith us.”

"Sayswho?"' the man retorted. " Ship's law says decisions about children are made by their
parents. | looked it up.”

"Ship'slaw wasn't written to cover thissituation,” C'baoth said. "It therefore doesn't apply.”
"So now you just throw out the law when it doesn't suit you?"

"Of course we don't throw it out,” Cbaoth said. "We merely rewriteit."

"Who does?' the man demanded. ™Y ou Jedi ?'

"Captain Pakmillu isthefind legd authority aboard Out-bound Hight," Obi-Wan put in. "Well
cdl him and ask—"

"Hemay bethefind legd authority,” C'baoth said, cutting him off with awarning glare. "That



remainsto be seen.”
Obi-Wan felt an uncomfortable tingling across his skin. "What do you mean?'

"Outbound Fight isfirst and foremost a Jedi project,” Cbaoth reminded him. " Jedi requirements
therefore supersede al other authority.”

Obi-Wan took a careful breath, suddenly aware of the people silently pressing around them.
"May | seeyou for amoment, Master Cbaoth? In private?'

"Later," Cbaoth said, craning his neck over the crowd. " Captain Pakmillu has arrived.”

Obi-Wan turned to see the crowd opening up to let Pakmillu through. Even dragged out of bed
as he must have been, the Mon Cal's uniform was till immaculate. "Master Cbaoth,” he said, hisvoice
even more gravelly than usud. "Master Kenobi. What isthe problem?”

"They want to take my son away from me," the man in the door bit out.

"The boy isto enter Jedi training,” Cbaoth said calmly. "Hisfather seeksto deny him that right.”

"What right?" the man snapped. "Hisright? Our right?Y our right?'

"The Jedi are the guardians of peace," Cbaoth reminded him. "As such—"

"Maybein theRepublic you are," the man cut in. "But that's why we're leaving the Republic, isn't
it? To get away from arbi-trary rules and capricious justice and—"

"Perhaps we should wait until morning to discussthis," Obi-Wan interrupted. "I think well dl be
calmer and clearer of mind then."

"There'sno need for that," Cbaoth insisted.

"Master Kenobi speakswisdom,” Pakmillu said. "Well meet tomorrow after morning medl in
Dreadnaught-Two's forward command conference room." His eyesrolled to first the man and then
C'baoth. "There you'll both have an opportunity to present your arguments, aswell asrelevant articles of
Republiclaw.”

C'baoth exhaled loudly. "Very wdl, Captain,” he said. "Until tomorrow.” With afinal look at the
man and boy, he strode off, the crowd opening up even faster for him than it had for Pak-millu. Obi-Wan
followed, making it through the gap before it closed again.

For the first hundred metersthey waked in sllence. Obi-Wan was starting to wonder if C'baoth
even knew he had tagged a ong when the other finaly spoke. "Y ou shouldn't have done that, Master
Kenaobi," Cbaoth rumbled. "Jedi should never arguein public.”

"l was unaware that trying to clarify astuation qudified asarguing,” Obi-Wan said, stretching to
the Force for patience. "Though if it comesto that, a Jedi should never deliberately antagonize the people
he's supposed to be serving, either.”

"Taking achildinto Jedi training is not antagonism.”



"Doing so inthe middle of the night is," Obi-Wan coun-tered. "There's no reason that couldn't
have waited until morn-ing." He paused. "Unless, of course, you were deliberately trying to force the
issue of control.”

He'd hoped the other would instantly and hotly deny it. But C'baoth merely looked Sideways at
him. "And why would | do that?"

"I don't know," Obi-Wan said. "Particularly since the Code specificdly forbids Jedi to rule over
others.”

"Doesit? Doesit redly?’

Obi-Wan fdlt atingling at the back of hisneck. "Weve d-ready had thisdiscusson,” he
reminded the other.

"And my position remainsthe same asit was then," Cbaoth said. "The Jedi Order has
accumulated many rules over the cen-turiesthat are clearly erroneous. Why should this not be one of
them?'

"Because Jedi aren't equipped to rule,” Obi-Wan said. "Be-cause seeking power isthe dark
Sde”

"How do you know?' C'baoth demanded. "When was the |ast time we were ever given the
opportunity to try?'

"I know because the Code says s0," Obi-Wan said flatly. "We're here to guide, not become
dictators."

"And what isthe purpose of rules and regulationsiif not to guide people into the behavior that will
best serve them and their society?' C'baoth countered.

"Now you're playing with semantics.”

"No, I'm speaking of intent," C'baoth corrected. "Ruleis of the dark side because it seeks
personal gain and the satisfaction of one's own desires over the rights and desires of others. Guidance, in
any form, seeksthe other person's best interests.”

"Isthat truly what you're seeking here?'

"That'swhat al of us seek,” C'baoth said. "Come now, Mas-ter Kenobi. Can you truly say that
Magter Y odaand Master Windu couldn't run the Republic with more wisdom and effi-ciency than
Pdl patine and the government bureaucrats?”

"If they could resist the pull of the dark side, yes," Obi-Wan said. "Buit that pull would always be
there”

"Asitisin whatever we do," Cbaoth said. "That's why we seek the guidance of the Force for
oursalves aswell asfor thosewe serve."

Obi-Wan shook his head. "It's adangerous course, Master C'baoth," he warned. "Y ou risk
bringing chaos and confusion.”



"The confusion will beminimal, and it will end," Cbaoth promised. "Whatever authority were
granted, rest assured that it will be with the support of the people.” He lifted afinger. "But never forget
why most of them are herein thefirgt place. Y ou heard that man: they joined Outbound Flight to escape
the cor-ruption of the worlds we're leaving behind. Whyshouldn't we offer something better?”

"Becausethisis skirting periloudy closeto the edge," Obi-Wan said. "'l can't believe that the
Code could be aswrong as you seem to believe.”

"Not wrong, but merdly misinterpreted,” C'baoth said. "Perhaps you should focus your
meditation on this question. Asof course| will mysdlf," he added. "Together, I'm sure welll ob-tain the
ingght to find the proper path.”

"Perhaps," Obi-Wan sad. "I'd like to come to the meeting tomorrow morning.”

"No need,” Cbaoth said. "Jedi Master Evrios and | will han-dle things. Besides, | believe you're
scheduled to help with the shielding of Dreadnaught-One's new auxiliary navigation room at that time.”

"I'm surethat could wait."

"And now you'll want to return to your rest,” C'baoth said asthey reached the pylon turbolift
lobby. "Y ou have abusy day tomorrow."

"Asdoweadl," Obi-Wan said with asigh. "And you?'

C'baoth gazed thoughtfully down the corridor. "'l believe I'll wait for Captain Pakmillu," he said.
"Sleep well, Master Kenobi. I'll see you tomorrow."

At the meeting the next morning, after dl the various argu-ments had been presented and the
discussion had wound down, Captain Pakmillu sded with C'baoth.

"They took the boy away three hourslater,” Uliar said, scowling acrossthetable at hisfriends.

"What do you expect?' Tarkosa asked reasonably from acrossthe table. "Jedi are asrare as
dewback feathers. | can understand why they wouldn't want anyone with the talent to dip through their

fingers”

"But before it was dwaysjust infants,” Jobe Kedly reminded him, his face puckered with
uncertainty. "Kidswho don't even know they're alive yet, much less knowing who Mom and Dad are.
Thesekids have dl been much older.”

"But they've al been willing to go, haven't they?' Tarkosa countered. " Even the boy this morning.
He was scared, sure, but he was a so pretty excited. Faceit, Jobe: most kids think it would beredly cool
tobeaJdedi."

"Myquestion iswhat they're going to do with dl of them,” Uliar put in. "They going to throw
everyone off one of the Dreadnaughts and build their own little Jedi Temple there?!

"I'm sure C'baoth has someidess,” Tarkosasaid firmly. " Seemsto me he's pretty much on top of



"Yegh," Uliar grunted. "Right.”

For afew minutes none of them spoke. Uliar et his eyes drift around the number three
messroom, as sterile and military look-ing as everything el se aboard Outbound Hight. The people eating
their dinnerslooked sterile and military, too, in their jumpsuits and other operationa garb.

What the place needed was some character, he decided. Maybe he should get some people
together and seeif Comman-der Omano would let them redecorate the messrooms with dif-ferent
themes. Maybe anice upscae Coruscant dinner club for one, aMidRim tapcaf for another, something
really deazy look-ing for athird, with people encouraged to dress the parts when they went to cat or
drink

"What do you know?' Kedly said into histhoughts, nodding behind Uliar. "There's one now."

Uliar turned. Sure enough, there was that Jinzler woman who'd dragged Dillian Pressor to a
meeting when the man was supposed to be working. She was standing just inside the mess-room
doorway, her head moving dowly as she scanned the occu-pants. A couple of the diners|ooked up at
her, but most didn't even seem to notice she was there. "Trolling for more Jedi?* he suggested.

"Don't seem to be many kids here," Keely pointed out, look-ing around. "Y ou suppose they're
going to go after the adults next?'

"Maybe Cbaoth's given them aquotato fill," Uliar said. ™Y ou know, like CorSec and traffic
tickets."

"CorSec patrollersdon't have quotas,” Tarkosasaid scorn-fully. "That'samyth.”

"Well, if she'sgot one, she'snot going tofill it tonight,” Keely commented as Jnzler turned and
|eft the room. "' C'baoth's not going to be happy withher "

"If you ask me, | don't think C'baoth's ever happy with any-thing,” Uliar said, picking up his mug.
"I've never met anyone <o full of himsdlf."

"I had an ingructor at the indtitute just like him," Tarkosa said. " One night some of the students
sneaked into his office, disassembled his desk, and reassembled it in the refresher station down the hal. |
thought he was going to pop every blood vessdl in hisface when he saw it.”

"But I'll bet it didn't solve anything,” Keely commented. "People like that never learn.” He turned
to Uliar. " Speaking of solving things, Chas, did you ever figure out that line fluctuation problem you were
having yesterday? We had to shut down the whole portside turbolaser system.”

"Oh, yeah, we got it sorted it out,” Uliar told him, dragging his mind away from Jedi and dull
dining rooms. "Thisl! kill you. Y ou know b'Crevnis, that big terminally cheerful Pho Ph'eghian who's
supposed to bein charge of fluid-flow maintenance? It seems he managed to midabel one of hisown
gauges..."

It took until the fourth D-4 messroom she visited, but Lo-ranafinaly found the Pressor family.



"Helo," she said, smiling as shewaked up to their table. "How are you dl doing tonight?*
"Werrefine" Pressor said, his eyes suddenly wary as he looked up at her. "Is anything wrong?'

"That depends on how you look at it," Loranasaid, knedling down between Jorad and his
mother. "I wanted to tell you, Jorad, that your retest again came up negative. I'm sorry."

The boy made aface. "That's okay," he said, clearly disgp-pointed. "Mom and Dad said it
probably wouldn't change.”

"Moms and dads are smart that way," Loranasaid. "1 hope you're not too disappointed.”

"I'm sure helll get over it," the boy's mother said, anote of relief in her voice. "There are lots of
other things he can do with hislife"

"Yes," Loranamurmured, her brother's face flickering across her memory "We all have to accept
our strengths and talents, and go on from there.”

"Though sometimeswith alittle push,” Pressor said grimly. "I hear you Jedi had some sort of
standoff over on D-Two yes-terday."

"l heard something about that,” Lorana confirmed. "l wasn't there, so | can't say whether it wasa
standoff or not. | under-stand it was resolved peaceably, though."”

"I heard the boy was hustled off to Jedi schoal,” Pressor countered.

"Yetif that's hisbirthright, how can anyone deny it to him?' Loranaasked. "Thelife of aJedi can
be hard—and, yes, it re-quires sacrifice, from the parents aswell as from the child. But anything that's
worthwhile does"

"l suppose,” Pressor said, clearly not convinced.

"Wel, I'll let you get back to your meal now," Loranasaid, getting to her feet again. "Thank you
for your time"

"Thank you for stopping by," Pressor said.

"Good-bye, Jedi Lorana," Jorad added. For amoment his eyes seemed to linger on her
lightsaber before he returned to hismed.

Loranamade her way back through the messroom, trying to get a sense of the people around
her. Most of those dong her path looked up casudly as she passed, then turned back to their food and
conversations without any detectable change in their mood. Most of the ones seated farther away didn't
even notice her. Everyone seemed more or |ess content, aside from the in-evitable few working through
annoyances from their shift work. If there was any growing resentment toward the Jedi, she couldn't
detect it.

So perhaps her fearswere for nothing. After al, they would al be aboard Outbound Hight for a
long time yet, and even those who were upset at the way the children had been taken would eventualy
redlize that more Jedi trandated into a smoother and safer voyage.



But for now, it wastime to get back to work. Some of the last-minute equipment that had been
packed into the storage core needed to be shifted around to other areas. The crewers had enough hands
and liftersfor the job, but there was aways the chance that one of the stacks of crates would shift
unexpectedly, and it would be safer if a Jedi was present to keep that from hap-pening. There would
undoubtedly be injuries and degths dong the way, but Lorana had no intention of |etting such incidents
begin this soon. Not if she could hdpiit.

Stepping out into the corridor, she headed toward the aft pylon turbolift. One of these days, she

promised hersdlf, she would see about getting ahold of one of those swoops Captain Pakmillu had said
were aboard.

15
.. ./And thisisthe engine compartment,” Thrawn said, stlep-ping asideto let Thrass|ook through
the access hatchway into theBargain Hunter 'sengineroom. ™Y oull noticeit hasaradi-cdly differently
layout from those of Chissvesselsthissze."

"Yes" Thrass said. He peered inside amoment, then turned to Car'das. "What's the vessel's
sublight range?'

"I'm not sure," Car'das said, looking over at Qennto. The other was standing off to one side with
Maris, who was whisper-ing arunning trandation to him. "Rak?" heinvited in Basic.

"Why?' Qennto growled. "Ishe looking to take it for atest run or something?'
"Comeon, Rak," Car'das cgoled, carefully avoiding Thrawn' s eyes. Qennto hadn't been happy
about letting Thrawn give his brother this private tour of his ship, and he'd been wear-ing that annoyance

on hisdeave ever sncethey'd arrived.

The problem wasthat either he didn't remember that Thrawn could now understand Basic, or
esehejust didn't care.

So far the commander hadn't responded to Qennto's snide com-ments, but that restraint was
bound to have alimit. If he got tired enough of this and tossed Qennto back in the brig, even Maris might
not be able to sweet-talk him out again.

Qennto rolled his eyes. "We can do six hundred hours of sublight before refuding,” he said
grudgingly. "Six fifty if we're careful with our accderation.”

"Thank you." Switching back to Minnisat, Car'das trans-lated for Thrass.

"Impressive,” the syndic said, taking another look at the engine compartment. "Their fuel
efficency must be dightly better than ours.”

"Yes, but their hyperdrives appear to be morefragile," Thrawn said. "Our shock net attacks
disabled both theirs and their attackers without difficulty.”

“Wegponry?’



"Simple but adequate,” Thrawn told him. "The equipment is difficult to get to, but my experts
have studied it a length. Their energy wegpons and missiles are less sophisticated than ours, and they
don't carry any shock nets or other disabling equipment. On the other hand, bear in mind that thisis
merdy asmdl private freighter.”

"True." Thrasslooked a Car'das. "Y our peopledo have war vessdls, | presume?”

"The Republic hasno army of itsown," Car'das said, choos-ing hiswords carefully. Peaceful
watchfulness might be the Chissway, but he ill didn't want to make these people nervous. "Of course,
most of our member systems have their own defense forces.”

"Which can aso be used for attack?"

"That does happen sometimes,” Car'das conceded. "But the Supreme Chancellor can cal on
member systems to help stop an aggressor, and that usually ends things pretty quickly. Media-tion by the
Jedi can sometimes stop trouble before it getsthat far.”

"Jedi ?"

"A dassof beings unknown to us,” Thrawn told him. "Feras has been trying to explainthemto

Car'das|ooked at Marisin surprise. He hadn't realized she'd been having private chats with the
commander. Her eyes met his, ducked guiltily away, and for the first time since the session began her
running trandation fatered.

Qennto didn't missany of it. His eyes narrowed, flicking to Maris, then Car'das, then back to
Maris, and findly to the two Chiss.

"They appear able to access some unknown energy field,” Thrawn continued to hisbrother. If
he'd caught the interplay, he didn't show it. "It can be used for sensory enhancement, insight into others
motivations and thoughts, or as adirect wegpon."

"But only for defense," Marisput in. "Jedi never attack first."

"Y ou talking about Jedi?" Qennto put in. "Car'das? Did she say Jedi? "

"She'strying to describe the Jedi for him," Car'das said. "The Chiss apparently don't have
anything likethem."

"Good," Qennto grunted. "At least we top them in some-thing. So what's she saying?'

"They werejust talking about Jedi powers," Car'das said, looking at the two Chiss. Thrawn's
face was expressionless, while Thrass was clearly annoyed with this Sde conversation in alan-guage he
didn't understand. "But we can talk about thislater," he added.

"Yeah," Qennto said. "Sure."

They finished the rest of the tour and returned to the base. Car'das till couldn't tell what Thrass

thought of it al, but he found himsdf wilting with relief as he and the others were re-leased to go back to
their quarters. Hed haf expected the syndic to order them dl into the brig.



Therelief was premature. Even as he started to pass Qennto and Mariss quarters and head
toward his own, Qennto took hisarm and hauled him bodily through the door. "What—7?"

"Shut up," Qennto said, pulling him the rest of the way through and |etting the door close behind
him. Giving him ashove toward Maris, he put his back to the door and folded his arms defiantly across
hischest. "Okay," hesad. "Let's hear it."

"Let's hear what?' Car'das asked, his heartbeat starting to pound again.

"The story about you and Marisand Thrawn," Qennto said coldly. " Specificdly, these private
chats he and Maris have been having."

Car'das caught his breath, and instantly cursed himself for hisreaction. If Qennto had requested a
guilty reaction in writing, he could hardly have delivered him a better one. "What do you mean?' he
asked, stdling for time.

"Don't you mean, how do | know?" Qennto snorted. "What, you think that just because | don't
cometo your little language schoal I've just been sitting around staring at the walls?' He nodded at the
computer across the room. "Mariswas kind enough to let me watch her set up the pathway to the
vo-cabulary ligs™"

Car'dasfdt his stomach tighten. " So you understand Cheunh?”

"I understand enough of it." Qennto looked a Maris. "I also know how to read women.”

"Y ou don't understand,” Maris said, her voice low and soothing.

"Fne'" hesad. "Explanittome”

She took adeep breath. "I admire Commander Thrawn," she said. Her voice was still soothing,
but Car'das could hear cracks starting to form in it. She knew Qennto's temper even better than he did.

"Hesintdligent and noble, with an artistic sengtivity | haven't seen sincel left schoal.”

Qennto snorted. ™Y ou mean since you | eft those shalow needle-headed idiots you used to hang
out with?'

"Y es, most of themwere idiots" she agreed without embar-rassment. "Comes of being young, |
suppose.”

"But Thrawn isdifferent?"

"Thrawn isagrown-up version,” shesaid. "His artistic senseis coupled with maturity and
wisdom. | enjoy spending timetak-ing with him." Her eyesflashed. " Justtaking with him, if that matters

"Not redly,” Qennto growled. But as Car'das watched some of the tension go out of him, he
could tdll that it did. "So if these meetings are so innocent, why have you been hiding them?"

A musclein Mariss cheek twitched. "Because | knew you'd react exactly like this."

"And this secrecy wasdl your idea, huh?"



She hesitated. "Actudly, | beieve Thrawn suggested it.”
Qennto grunted. "Thought s0."
"And what'sthat supposed to mean?' Maris asked, her eyes narrowing ominoudly.

"It means he's playing you for afoal," Qennto said bluntly. "1 may not be cultured or artistic, but
I've been around alittle. | know histype, and he's not what he seems. They never are.”

"Maybe he's the exception.”

"Y ou can believethat if you want," Qennto said. "I'm just telling you that somewhere dong the
linethislittle pyra-mid of cardsyou've build around himisgoing to fal gpart. Bet onit.”

"l will," she said, her eyes blazing openly now. "Y ou be sure to point it out when it happens.”
Turning her back on him, she stalked over to the computer and dropped into the chair.

Qennto watched her go, then turned to Car'das. ™Y ou have anything to say?" he chalenged.
"No," Car'das sad quickly. "Nothing."

"Then get out,” Qennto said, moving away from the door. "And remember what | said. Don't you
trust him, ather.”

"Sure." Sidling carefully past him, Car'das escaped out into the corridor and back to his quarters.

Through the row of viewports on the bridge of the Trade Federation battleshipDar kvenge the
garlines faded once again into sars. "We have arrived," Vicdord Kav announced from histhrone-like
command chair.

"Mm," Dorianamurmured noncommittally from his seat on the observers couch curving out
beside the other. In genera, the Neimoidians had excellent navigationd systems. But systemswere only
as good asther operators, and in theDarkvenge 's case that was open to question. Sidious had insisted
the crews of dl the task force's ships be kept to abare minimum, retaining only those who could be
trusted to keep their mouths closed and bringing in droids to take up the dack.

More than once, Doriana had wondered whether Sidious's ultimate plan wasto kill any survivors
of the mission to make doubly sure that none of this ever leaked out. If so, the low crew numbers would
certainly makethat easer.

"Y our concerns are needless,”" Kav said haughtily, completely missing the direction Doriana's
thoughts had taken. ""We are double-checking the location now."

"Thank you," Dorianasaid, inclining his head politely. The skeleton crew would not, of course,
affect their attack capabili-tiesto any great degree. That would be handled by droid star-fighters, and
that system was largdly automated.

He looked around the bridge at the Neimoidians and droids working busily in the various sunken



control pits, then turned his attention to the tactica board. The task force was arranging itsdlf into a
typica Neimoidian defense structure: the two huge Trade Federation split-ring battleshipsin the center
where they would be best protected, the six armed Techno UnionHardcell -class trangportsforming a
pyramid-point defensive shell around them, and the seven Trade Federation escort cruisersarrayed ina
patrol cloud beyond that.

It was an awesome collection of firepower, possibly the largest assembled in one place sincethe
fiasco at Naboo. Against even the wegponry of sx brand-new Dreadnaughts, they should have no
trouble carrying the day.

Assuming, of course, that Kav's navigators had indeed brought them to the right part of theright
system. If they missed Outbound Hight here, they would have to hurry another six hundred light-years
ahead in order to catch it at its second navi-gationa stop.

"Our postionisconfirmed,” Kav said with satisfaction. His nictitating membranes blinked at
Doriana. " Ifthe coordinates you have brought us are correct.”

"They are," Dorianasaid. "If Outbound Fight ison sched-ule, they'll arrivein alittle over leven
days. Until then, wéelll run training exercises to make sure your people and equipment will be ready.”

"They are more than ready,” Kav indsted stiffly. "The com-bat programsfor the droid starfighters
are the very best, and between our two battleships we have nearly three thousand of them. No matter
how strong Outbound Hight's defenses, no matter how skilled their gunners, we will destroy them with
ese."

That's what you said at Naboo. With an effort, Doriana kept the comment to himsdf. "I'm sure
youreright,” he sadingtead. "Well still spend the next few days running my drills.”

Kav made anoise deep in hischest. "Asyou wish," he said with strained patience. "But the extra
expenditure of fuel and en-ergy will be upon your responsbility. When do you wish to begin?”

Dorianalooked out at the stars. "There's no time like the present,” he said. "We launch
gafightersinten minutes”

"Andthis" Cbaoth said as he led the way into the unusudly low-cellinged room, "isthe control
room for Weapons Blister Number One. Y ou'll notice the ceiling islow, to make extraroom for the
turbolaser charging equipment above us."

"Lucky we don't have any Gungans aboard,” Obi-Wan com-mented, ducking hishead alittle as
he stepped in. The room was equipped with alarge wraparound control board in the center, with
auxiliary and support consoles aong the walls. From the number of chairs arranged at the various
gations, it looked like the norma complement would be fifteen people, including the three actua gunners.

"Gungans wouldn't have been allowed anywhere near these stations even if there were any
aboard," Cbaoth said flatly. "Weapons specidists need far more sophitication and intelli-gence than
thet."

"In my experience, those two don't necessarily go together,” Obi-Wan commented. "And there
arefour of these blisters on each Dreadnaught?"



"Correct,” Cbaoth said, crossing to the main firing console and resting his hand on the headrest
of one of the chairs. "Come and sit down, Master Skywalker."

Anakin glanced at Obi-Wan, then waked over and lowered himsdlf gingerly into the seat.
"Looks complicated,” he com-mented.

"Not redlly," C'baoth said, pointing over his shoulder at the various sections of the board. "Here
arethe actua firing con-trols. Note that you can aim and fire both the forward and aft turbolasersfrom
here aswdll asyour own starboard-side weaponry. Over here is the sensor-lock monitor; thisisthe
sec-ondary fire control; thisis the weapons status board; thisis the comm; thisisthe tactical display
system. All quite straight-forward.”

"Still pretty complicated,” Anakin said. "I'll bet | could de-sign a better layout.”
"I'm sure you could,” C'baoth said, throwing Obi-Wan an amused smile. "Unfortunately, Rendili
StarDrive didn't think to consult any Jedi during production. Still, you'll learn it quickly enough. Well start

with an overal tutorid and then asmple smulation. Y ou access both over here—"

"Wait aminute," Obi-Wan said, frowning as he stepped to Anakin's other side. "What are you
doing?'

"I'm teaching Master Skywalker how to handle Dreadnaught-One's weaponry, of course,”
C'baoth said.

"Doesn't Captain Pakmillu dready have experienced crewersfor that job?

"Experienceis not aways the most important aspect of combet,” C'baoth pointed out. " Timing
and coordination are aso key, and no amount of experience can give ordinary gunners the edge that we
aready possess. Tell me, Master Skywalker, has Master Kenobi ever spoken to you of the Jedi meld?”

"I don't think so," Anakin said. "What doesit do?'

"It permits agroup of Jedi to connect their minds so closely asto act asasingle person,” Cbaoth
told him.

"It can aso be very dangerous,” Obi-Wan warned. "It takes a Jedi Master of great power and
depth in the Force to create such a state without killing or destroying the minds of everyone involved.”

"A Jedi Master such asmysdf," C'baoth said calmly. "I've successfully performed such ameld on
four separate occasions.”

Obi-Wan gtared at him. " Four?"

"Three were training exercises, of course," C'baoth con-ceded. "But the fourth was under serious
field conditions, with five other Jedi in the meld. Asyou can see, we came through it successfully.”

"That was with six of you," Obi-Wan pointed out. "There are nineteen of us aboard Outbound
Hight."

"Twenty, including Master Skywalker," C'baoth corrected, laying ahand on Anakin's shoulder.



"Certainly well need to pro-ceed with caution. I'll be discussing the procedure with each of my Jedi, and
well be carrying out a number of practice sessons before we leave Republic space. Still, once weredl
comfortable with the technique, welll become an awvesome fighting force in-deed. With Jedi working as
one at the wegpons systems of al six Dreadnaughts, Outbound Flight will be virtualy unbeatable.”

Obi-Wan looked down at Anakin. The boy wastaking in dl of this eagerly, with gpparently no
gualmswhatsoever. "I don't know, Master C'baoth. Weapons control, large-scale combat—that's not
the Jedi way."

"It will be," Cbaoth said grimly, hiseyestaking on afaraway look. "Thetimeiscoming when dl
Jedi will be forced to take up arms against a grest threet to the Republic. | have foreseen it.”

Obi-Wan fdt ashiver tingle his spine. C'baoth dways seemed so proud and confident, often to
the point of arrogance. But there was something dark and uncertain in the other's sense now, something
amodt fearful. "Have you told Magter Y oda about this?* he asked.

C'baoth's eyes came back to focus and he snorted. "Master Y oda keeps his own counsdl, and
ligensto no other," he said with atouch of scorn. "But why do you think | worked so hard to bring
Outbound Flight to fruition? Why do you think | was so ingstent that as many Jedi as possible should
accompany us?' He shook his head. "Dark days are coming, Master Kenobi. It may be that we of
Outbound Fight will be dl who will be left to breathe life back into the ashes of the universe we once
knew."

"Perhaps," Obi-Wan said. "But the future is never certain, and each of us has the power to affect
what isto be." Helooked a Anakin again. " Sometimes without even knowing what it iswe do.”

"| agree," Cbaoth said. "Outbound Flight ismy way of af-fecting the future. And now, young
Skywaker—"

He broke off asthe comlink at hisbelt gave an ingstent twit-ter. "One moment,” he said, pulling it
free and clicking it on. "Jedi Master C'baoth.”

The voice on the other end was too faint for Obi-Wan to make out the words, but he could hear
the urgency in the tone. He could also see the exasperation settling into C'baoth's face. "Keegp them both
there," he ordered. "I'm on my way."

Shutting off the comlink, he reached over and tapped a pair of switches on the board. "Here'sthe
tutorid,” hetold Anakin. "Start learning where everything is and how it works." He threw Obi-Wan a
hard look. " Stay here, Master Kenobi. I'll be back shortly."

With hisrobes billowing behind him, he left the room. "Master?' Anakin asked tentatively.

"Y es, go ahead,” Obi-Wan confirmed. Setting hisjaw, he headed after C'baoth.

The other had dready made good progress down the corri-dor, striding along with hisusua
indifference toward those who had to scramble to get out of hisway. Obi-Wan followed at adis-creet
distance, trying not to run over anyone himsdf.

A few minutes later, they arrived a aknot of people gathered in the middle of the corridor.
"Moveasde," C'baoth ordered.



The crowd opened, and Obi-Wan saw aman hdf lying, half sitting againgt the corridor wall, his
face twisted with silent pain as he gripped hisright shoulder. A few paces avay a second man stood
beside one of Dreadnaught-1's single-seat speeders, his hands working nervoudy at hissides. "What
happened?' Cbaoth demanded, knedling beside the injured man.

"Heranright into me," the man said, hisface twisting even more with the effort of talking.
"Rammed right into my shoul-der."

"He jumped in front of me," the man by the speeder protested. "1 couldn't stop in time.”
"If you hadn't been riding sofast —"

"Enough." Cbaoth ran his hands gently acrossthe other'sinjured shoulder. "It'smerdly a
didocation.” His hand twitched as he stretched out to the Force-

"Aaahhh!" the man gasped, hiswhole body surging violently before sagging back againg thewall.
"Aahh," he breathed more quietly.

C'baoth straightened up and picked two people out of the crowd with hiseyes. "Y ou and you:
accompany him to the mid-line medcenter.”

"Yes, Master C'baoth,” one of them said. Crouching beside the injured man, they helped himto
hisfeet.

"Asfor you," Chaoth continued, turning toward the speeder's driver asthe others made their
way out of the crowd, "you were clearly driving recklesdy."

"But | wasn't,” the other protested. "It's not my fault. These things are set at way too high a

"Redly?' Chaoth said coally. "Then how do you explain that in twelve days, among nearly two
hundred speeders and swoops aboard six Dreadnaughts, thisisthe first accident that's happened? I've
ridden them four times myself without any problems.”

"You'reaJedi," the man said sourly. "Y ou never have prob-lemslike that."

"That isasit may be," Cbaoth said. "Nevertheess, for your rolein this accident, you are hereby
docked one day's pay.”

The man'seyeswidened. "I'mwhat? But that's—"

"Y ou are dso forbidden to use Outbound Hight's speeder system for one week," C'baoth
interrupted.

"Now, wait afrizzing minute," the man said, consternation starting to edge into his shock. "You
can't do that."

"l just did," C'baoth said camly. He looked around the crowd, asif daring anyone to argue the
point, then brought his eyesto rest on a Rodian in amaintenance jumpsuit. "Y ou: take this speeder back
to its parking area. The rest of you, return to your jobs."



Reluctantly, Obi-Wan thought, the crowd began to disperse. C'baoth waited long enough to see
the Rodian ride away with the speeder, then turned and headed back the way hed come, his mouth
twitching as he spotted Obi-Wan. "I told you to remain with Padawan Skywaker," he said ashe
approached.

"I know." Obi-Wan gestured toward the dissipating crowd. ""What exactly was that?"
"It wasjustice," C'baoth said, passing Obi-Wan without breaking stride.

"Without ahearing?' Obi-Wan asked, hurrying to catch up with him. "Without even an
investigation?'

"Of coursetherewas an investigation,” C'baoth said. "Y ou were there; you heard it."

"A couple of questionsto the participants hardly quaifies as an investigation,” Obi-Wan said
iffly. "What about acal for witnesses, or an examination of the speeder itsalf?”

"What about the Force?' C'baoth countered. "Don't we as Jedi have an indght that permitsusto
make these decisions more quickly than others?’

"In theory, perhaps," Obi-Wan said. "But that doesn't mean we should ignore the other resources
avalabletous."

"And what would you do with these resources?’ C'baoth asked. "Impanel acommittee and
spend hoursin interviews and examinations? Do you think expending dl that time and effort would lead
to adifferent outcome?"'

"Probably not," Obi-Wan had to admit. "But you passed judgment without even consulting the
captain or ship'slaw.”

"Bah," Chaoth snorted, waving ahand in dismissd. "A pit-tance of money in punishment, plusa
temporary and perfectly reasonable restriction on his movements. Would you redly have mewaste
Captain Pakmillu'stime—and my own—with some-thing so trivia ?'

"The captain ill needsto beinformed.”

"Hewill be," Cbaoth promised, eyeing him thoughtfully. ™Y our attitude surprises me, Master
Kenaobi. Isn't this sort of me-diation and conflict resolution precisay the sort of thing Jedi throughout the
Republic do every day?'

Obi-Wan glared at the corridor ahead. "Usudly one party or the other specifically asksfor Jedi
assistance. Here, neither of them did."

"Y et isnot a Jedi who sees such a problem honor-bound to lend hisaid?' Cbaoth pointed ouit.

"But now to more important things. Y our Padawan should have finished with the tutoria by now. Let us
see how quickly he takesto thisform of combat.”

16



Car'das sarted awaketo find apair of glowing red eyes hovering above him in the darkness.
"Whoisit?' he asked anx-ioudy.

"Thrawn," the commander's voice came back. " Get dressed.”

"What's happened?’ Car'das asked as he pushed off the blan-ket and swung hislegs over the
edge of the bed.

"One of my scouts has reported a group of unidentified ves-selsinthe area,” Thrawn said.
"Quickly, now—we leavein thirty minutes."

Forty-five minutes | ater, theSpringhawk cleared the asteroid tunnel and made the jump to
lightspeed.

And not just theSpringhawk . Before they made the jump Car'das counted no fewer than eleven
other shipsforming up around and behind them, including two moreSpringhawk -size cruisers. "Isthis
more Vagaari?' he asked as the starlines melted into the hyperspace sky.

"It doesn't appear to be," Thrawn said. "The ship designs are entirely different. | wanted you
aboard to seeif you can iden-tify them.”

"Y ou might have done better to bring Qennto instead,” Car'daswarned. "He'salot more
knowledgeabl e about those thingsthan | am.”

"| thought it best to leave both him and Feras behind,” Thrawn said. "I've sensed certain . . .
problemsthere.

Car'daswinced. "You'reright,” he had to admit. "So where exactly are these invaders?'
"Why do you cdl them invaders?'

"Wdll, |—" Car'dasfloundered. "I just assumed they were in Chiss space, after that talk you had
with your brother." Hefrowned. "Theyare in Chiss space, aren't they?

"The charter of the Expansionary Defense Fleet isto observe and explore the region around the
Chiss Ascendancy,” Thrawn said. "That'sal we intend to do today."

Which was pretty much exactly what held said about the Vagaari attack. Terrific. "How long until
we get there?"

"Approximately four hours," Thrawn said. "In the mean-time, I've had acombat suit prepared for
you, one with more ar-moring and self-sedlant capabilities than your suit from theBargain Hunter Go
below and put it on. The armorer will assist you."

It took Car'das and the armorer most of the first three hoursto get the suit fitted correctly, with
the fourth hour spent in checking him out on its features. Once that wasfinished, though, he found the suit
quite comfortable to wear, though noticeably heavier than the smple vac suits he was used to.

He returned to the bridge to find that in his absence Thrawn and the rest of the bridge crew had
as0 donned their combatsuits. "Welcome back," the commander greeted him, running an eye over his
auit. "Were nearly there”



Car'das nodded and moved to hisusua place beside the other's command chair. Listening to the
clipped comments of the bridge crew, helet his eyes roam the displays and status boards and waited.
The time count went to zero, and they were once again back among the gars.

"Where arethey?' he asked, peering through the viewports at the stars and avery distant sun.

"There,” Thrawn said, pointing afew degrees off the star-board bow. " Sensors: magnify.” The
main display rippled and steadied .. .

Car'das caught his breath, his chest suddenly squeezing tightly againgt his heart. In the center of
the display was ahorri-ble, terrifying, impossible sght: apair of Trade Federation battle-ships.

"Y ou recognize them?'

For amoment Thrawn's question didn't register. Car'das continued to stare at theimage, his eyes
tracing aong the curved split-ring configuration of the ships and up the antenna towers that distinguished
Trade Federation battleships from smplefreighters. Then hisbrain seemed to catch, and hetore his
eyesaway from the sight.

To find the commander gazing up at him, ahard and know-ing expression on hisface. . . and
once again, Car'das knew it would befatal tolie. "Yes, | do," he said, marveling at how cam hisvoice
sounded. "They're battleships from a group called the Trade Federation.”

"Members of your Republic?'

Car'das hesitated. "Technicaly speaking, yes," he said. "But these daysthey seem to be largely
ignoring our laws and direc-tives." He forced himself to meet Thrawn's gaze. "But you a-ready knew
where they were from, didn't you?'

"The hull markings follow asimilar pattern to those on theBargain Hunter ," Thrawn said. "'l
thought there was a reason-able chance they were from your Republic.”

"But they don't represent the Republic itsdf," Car'das added hadtily. "The Republic doesn't have
any army of itsown.”

"So you'vetold me" Thrawn said, hisvoice suddenly cold. "Y ou a o told me the Republic
doesn't condone davery.”

"That'sright, we don't,” Car'das agreed cautioudly.

"Thenwhy did | find evidence of davery aboard the ship that was pursuing you?'

The rings of tension around Car'das's chest tightened afew more turns. He'd forgotten al about
Progga. "l aso told you there were some culturesin our areathatdo keep daves" hesad, fighting to
keep hisvoice steady. "The Hutts are one of them.”

"And the Trade Federation?'

"No," Car'dassaid. "Wdll, not that I've ever heard, anyway. They're so heavily into droids they
probably wouldn't know what to do with davesif they had them." Car'das nodded toward the display.



"Which could be aserious problem for us right now. Each of those battleships carries over a thousand
droid star-fighters, not to mention afew thousand battle droids and the landers and carriers to move them
around.”

"Thenthisisaninvason force?"

Car'daswinced. "I don't know," he said. "I don't think so, not with only two of them."

"But theycould be here to attack us.”

"l don't know why they're here," Car'dasinssted, swest gathering around his collar. It was one
thing to listen to Thrawn talk about preemptive strikes againgt vicious conquerors like the Vagaari. It was
something else entirdly to stand here and see him mentally lumping the Trade Federation or even the
entire Re-public into that same category. "Why don't you ask them?"

A faint smile creased Thrawn'sface. Y es. Why don't we?"

He swiveled around. "Communications: identify their main command frequency and creste a
channd," he ordered. "These people spesk Basic, | presume?’

"Yes," Car'das said, frowning. Surdly the commander wasn't going to try something this
potentialy tricky in alanguage held bardly learned, was he?"But they'll aso have protocol droids aboard
that can trandate Sy Bidti."

"Thank you, but I'd prefer to see their reaction when they're hailed in the language of the
Republic,” Thrawn said. "Ready, Commander," the comm officer caled.

Thrawn tapped akey on hisboard. "Thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo of the Chiss
Expansonary Defense Fleet," he said. "Please identify yoursdves and state your intentions.”

Dorianawas gtill fumbling with histunic belt as he hurried through the open blast doors onto the
bridge. "What's this about an attack?' he asked as he crossed the walkways to where Kav stood in front
of hiscommand chair.

"Soothe yourself, Commander Stratis," Kav said. "It is not as serious as wasfirst thought.”

"Thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo of the Chiss Ex-pansonary Defense Hlegt," avoice said
from the comm spesker besde the vicelord's chair. "Please identify, yourselves and state your intentions.”

"He has been repesting that message for ten minutes,” Kav said contemptuoudly. "But then, what
elsecan hedo?’

"Explain," Dorianagrowled. After being hauled out of bed, he wasin no mood to put up with
Nemoidian smugness. "Y ou can gart by teling mewho heis."

"How should | know?' Kav said scornfully. "But heisabrag-gart beyond anything | have yet

seen.

He seated himself in his chair and touched a control, and atactica overlay appeared on themain



display. "Behold," he said, waving hislong fingers. "He daresto threaten us with three smdl cruisersand
ninefighters. Most likely they are pirateswith a sense of bluff aslargeasaDug'spride.”

The message repeated. "' hear no threat in that message, Viceord," Doriana pointed out, trying
to suppress his growing annoyance. He'd been dragged out of bed forthis? "All | hear isalocal asking
what were doing in histerritory.”

"Thethrest isimplied, Commander Stratis," Kav countered. "It isbuilt into all warships, as much
apart of them asweaponsand shields.”

Dorianalooked at the tactical, then at the corresponding tel escope display. Even knowing where
the shipswere, it wasincredibly hard to pick them out of the starfield behind them. Superb stedlthing,
which meant that Kav wasright. They were warships, al right. "Maybe he's got more firepower hanging
back in reserve”

"No," Kav assured him. "We have done a complete sensor scan of the entire area. Those twelve
shipsareal thereare.”

"Thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo—"

"Shall we consider thisan unscheduled drill?' Kav added as the message continued to play in the
background.

"Let'stry talking first,” Doriana suggested, sitting down on the couch beside the other. The fact
that this Mitth'raw'nuruodo spoke Basic might very well mean he was apirate with some fa-miliarity with
some of the outer reaches of the Republic.

But it could also mean thiswas atrick by person or persons unknown to smoke out the truth
about theDarkvenge 'smission. "Open ahailing channd," he ordered.

llom].ll

Dorianareached over to Kav's station and keyed the control. "I greet you, Commander
Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” he said, ssum-bling abit over the unusud glottals a the section bregks. "Thisis
Stratis, commanding Specid Task Force One."

"My greetingsin return, Commander Stratis," Mit-th'raw'nuruodo’s voice came back. "Please
explain to me the purpose of your task force.”

"Weintend no harm to you or your people,”" Dorianasaid. "But I'm afraid the details of our
misson must remain confiden-tid."

"I'm afraid in turn that your reassurances are insufficient,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said.

Besde Doriana, Kav muttered something. "I'm sorry, Com-mander,” Dorianasaid, throwing a
warning look at the Neimoid-ian. "Unfortunately, I'm under orders.”

"Why do you waste time thisway?" Kav demanded.

Curang under his breath, Dorianalunged for the mute contral. "With dl due respect, Viceord,
what do you think you're doing?"'



"What do you thinkyou are doing?' Kav countered. "They are no more than aparaste fly
fluttering against awindow. Let us destroy them and be done withiit."

"If you don't mind, I'd first like to find out who they are and where they come from,” Doriana
said, summoning every bit of patience he could musgter.

"We can learn that from their charred remains,” Kav said, drawing himself up to hisfill height.
"Andyou are not in com-mand of thisfleet, Stratis.] am.”

"Yes, of course," Doriana said, shifting quickly to amore soothing tone.

But it wastoo late. The vicelord had decided to take offense at the unintentional dight, and had
aso concluded thiswas aquick and easy victory ripefor the plucking. With aNeimoidian, that wasa
bad combination. "Thetime for talk isover," Kav announced. With adecisivejab of hisfinger, he cut off
the comm channdl. "Order theKeeper to launch haf itsdroid starfighters,” he called acrossthe bridge,
gesturing toward the second Trade Federation battleship. “Three groups will attack the intruders, the rest
forming adefense screen around the task force. And order atransfer of command; | will control all the
darfightersfrom here”

"Yes, Vicdord," one of the Neimoidians said. "Do we launch our sarfighters, aswell?"

"Wewill hold themin reserve."” Kav looked at Doriana. "'In case they have reinforcements on the
way," he added dmost grudgingly.

Dorianasghed slently to himsdlf. Hewould have liked to find out more about this
Mitth'raw'nuruodo and his Chiss before they were daughtered. He could only hope there would be
enough wreckage | eft to examine.

"Herethey come," Car'das said, pointing at the display. "Droid starfighters—you see them?”

"Yes, of course,” Thrawn said calmly. "All vessds, pull back. Car'das, you said droids can think
and act on their own. Do these droid starfighters aso have that capability?”

"I don't think s0," Car'das said, trying to unfreeze his mind and think as theSpringhawk began
moving backward. The sSght of this many incoming Trade Federation starfighters was enough to réttle
anyone. "No, I'm sure they don't. They're remotely controlled in groups from one of the battleships.”

"Comm?" Thrawn called. "Have you located and identified their control frequencies?"

"Y es, Commander,” the comm officer reported. "The con-trol appearsto be secured with a
rolling encryption system. | es-timate maximum range to be ten thousandvisvia ."

"Pull us back to eleven thousand,” Thrawn ordered, turning back to Car'das. "Ten thousand
visvia is approximatdy sixteen thousand of your kilometers. Doesthat sound like the correct operating

range?'

Car'das spread his hands helplesdy. "I'm sorry, but | don't know."



"No gpologies needed,” Thrawn assured him. "At any rate, well know soon enough.”
"Enemy fighters still gpproaching,” one of the crewerswarned. "Main group is holding back."

"Interesting,” Thrawn said thoughtfully. "The main body appearsto be forming adefensve screen
around the larger vessdl's. Congdering his numerica advantage, this Commander Stratis seems unusudly
cautious"

"That'stypica of the Neimoidianswho build and run thesethings" Car'dastold him, feding a
frown creasing hisfore-head. Now that he thought about it, though, Stratis's voice had sounded human,
not Neimoidian. Could the Trade Federation have started selling or leasing their battleships?

"Attackers pulling back," the sensor officer called. "Re-forming into an outer screen between us
andthefleet.”

"Apparently, we were correct about the ten-thousand-visviarange,” Thrawn concluded.
"Excdlent.”

"So what do we do now?" Car'das asked, eyeing the svarm-ing starfighters uneasily.

For amoment Thrawn sat Slently, his eyes narrowed as he gazed at the displays. "Wetry an
experiment,” hesaid at last. "Whirlwind: move to deployment position. Fighter Four: probe attack,
course one-one-five by three-eight-one.”

There were two acknowledgments, and Car'das watched as one of the other twoSpringhawk
- ze ships broke away from the group, heading to starboard, while one of the nine fighters headed off the
oppositedirection. "What kind of experiment?' he asked.

"With so many fightersto control, | suspect the system de-sgners didn't have room to be overly
clever,” Thrawn said. "Let's seejust how clever they were.”

"Incoming!" one of the Neimoidiansin the control pits called sharply. "Single fighter, vector
zero-four-two by zero eight-eight.”

"Thefool," Kav said with asnort. "Does he think usinatten-tive? Outer group: intercept and
destroy.”

Doriana watched the displays as the three groups of droid starfighters re-formed from their outer
picket screen and swung to intercept the lone dien fighter. But they had barely settled into their attack
vector when the intruder broke off, swinging around in atight curve and hurrying back to the safety of
distance. "Return them to patrol,” Kav ordered. "Does this Mitthrawdo not redlize how badly heis
outmatched?"

"Maybe dl hewantsisto St back there out of range and watch us," Doriana pointed out. "I don't
need to remind you that we can't afford to have witnesses around when Outbound Flight gets here.”

"Do you suggest they are Senate spies?’

"Or they might be from the Jedli, or from Papatine, or from someone dse,” Dorianasaid. "All |



know isthat no one thisfar from the Republic should be spesking Basic.”

"He comesat usagan, Vicdord," the Neimoidian at the sensors called. "Same fighter, same
vector."

"Same response, then," Kav called back, leaning forward to study the displays. "Perhapsheis
trying to judge exactly how far our control extends.”

"Becareful,” Dorianawarned. "If they figure out how to jam the sgnd, those starfighterswill go
dormant.”

"And will self-destruct afew minutes later,” Kav said impartiently. " Thank you, Commander
Stratis; | am familiar with my own weaponry. See—again he pulls back, no wiser than he was before.”

"Unlesshe'sadecoy,” Dorianasaid, searching the other dis-plays. "Don't forget the cruiser that
detached itsdf from the group the same time the fighter did.”

"I have not forgotten,” Kav assured him. "But that one has merely traveled adong our flank, and
has made no attempt to at-tack or move closer.”

Doriana shook his head. "He's up to something, Viceord."

"Whatever itis, it will gain him nothing," Kav said. "Out-bound Hight isnot due for another nine
days. That is more than enough time to choose how we will deal with thisannoyance." On the display the
retreating fighter suddenly flipped over and again charged in. "Vicdord—" aNeimoidian began.

"Same response,” Kav cut in. But thistime there was anote of satisfaction in hisvoice. "l see
now his plan, Commander Stratis. He hopesto drain the sarfighters of their fue and then drivein
unopposed. What he does not redizeisthat | still have al theDarkvenge 's garfightersin reserve, plus
half of theSeeker 's"

"Maybe," Dorianamurmured, his vague sense of uneasiness deepening as he watched the same
scenario play itsdf out for athird time. Surely Mitth'raw'nuruodo could come up with some-thing better
than to just run the same smple-minded attack over and over.

And aways on exactly the same vector. Was hetrying to find awesaknessin the droid
garfighters attack formation?

Once again the garfighters chased the intruder away. Once again, the alien ship flew out of range
and flipped over for an-other run. The show repeated twice more, and Dorianawas just checking the
chrono to see how close the starfighters were to their twenty-five-minute fuel timelimit when Kav
abruptly dammed hisfist onthearm of hischair. "l weary of thisgame," he said. "'Y ou—order theKeeper
to movetoward the diens.”

"Careful, Vicdord," Doriana cautioned as the comet opera-tor turned to hisboard. "Let's not be
too quick to split up the fleet.”

"I have been more than patient,” Kav countered. "It istimeto end this. Signal theKeeper to
advance, and to launch therest of its sarfightersinto shield configuration—"

"Holdit," Dorianacut in. Suddenly the scenario had changed. The fighter was again retresting



with starfightersin pursuit, but thistime the rest of the alien force had legpt for-ward, driving hard toward
the gap that had opened up between them and the main task force.

"And so they maketheir find mistake," Kav said with satis-faction. "Signd the sarfightersto
attack." The Neimoidian ac-knowledged and tapped at his board.

But to Dorianas dishdlief the droids didn't respond. Instead, they continued in pursuit of the
retresting fighter.

"Order them to attack!" Kav snapped again. "What are you doing? Call them to the attack!"

"They do not respond,” the other Neimoidian caled back. "Impossible” Kav ingsted. "They
cannot possibly bejam-ming our sgnd.”

"They'renat,” Dorianasaid grimly. "If the sarfightersweren't getting asignd,, they'd have shut
down and gone dor-mant. But they're il flying at full power.”

"But they areflyingaway from us. How can thisbe?' Kav de-manded in clear bewilderment.

"Never mind thehow ," Doriana spat. "Here they come.”

"l don't believeit," Car'das murmured as he watched the droid starfightersignore theincoming
Chiss ships completely asthey headed mindlesdy toward deep space. "How did you get them to do
that? "

"The command signd usesarolling encryption,” Thrawn explained astheSpringhawk shot
forward past the now vanished outer defense screen. "But with so many fightersrequiring sig-ndls, |
knew the rotation would have to be alimited one. It turns out that there are only three separate
encryption patternsfor this group. | smply recorded the version the droids would be expect-ing next,
then broadcast it to them with enough power to over-ride whatever their mastersin the battleship were
trying to send.”

"But how could you figure out—oh," Car'dasinterrupted himsdf asit findly clicked. "With your
fighter dways going in on the same vector, and the droids command aways the same come-out-of -
this-formati on-and-attack-the-enemy-on- this-vector code, the only part that ever changed wasthe
encryption pattern itsalf.”

"Which alowed usto isolate the command we wanted and duplicateit,” Thrawn confirmed. "The
secret to successful analy-sis, Car'das: whenever possible, reduce mattersto asingle vari-able.”

Ahead, the nearest sarfightersin the inner screen were starting to shift positions, moving from
their generd defense pat-tern onto intercept vectors. "1 don't think that's going to work on the rest of
them, though," Car'das warned. "They're coming from different initial formations, and there are probably
entirely different codes and encryptionsfor them.”

"That doesn't matter,” Thrawn assured him. "All | needed wasto get past the outer group and
into closer range." He tapped akey on hisboard. "All vessdls. attack patternd’'moporai ."



"Herethey come," Dorianamuttered, hisfingers digging tensdy into the couch cushion beside
him. On theface of it, there was fill no way Mitth'raw'nuruodo's pitiful collection of patrol ships could do
anything against the combined might of the Trade Federation task force. Noway at al.

But the dien commander had just gotten past three groups of droid starfighters without firing a
shot, and that was supposed to be impossible, too. Whatever Mitth'raw'nuruodo had in mind for his next
trick, Doriana had a strong suspicion he wasn't going to likeit.

Y et even through his gpprehension, asmall detached part of him was|ooking forward to seeing
what that trick would be. He didn't have long to wait. The incoming aienswere widening their formation
now, sacrificing the protection of over-lapping shiedsto gain extramaneuvering room. Swarms of
garfighters from the nearer parts of the defense screen were breaking their own formation in response,
sweeping in over awide, three-dimensiona wavefront toward the intruders. The two groups were nearly
within laser range of each other ...

And then each of the dien fighterslaunched asingle missile.

Therewas asubtleflicker in the indicator lights of theDarkvenge 's computer command board as
the starfighters sensor in-formation was collected, compiled, and analyzed, and the proper response
formulated. The response was trandated into a hundred updated commands, which were then sorted,
encrypted, and transmitted back to the primitive droid brainsriding in their ar-mored casings. A diver of
asecond later the sarfighters re-sponded to those commands with arain of concentrated laserfire that
blew al nine missilesinto shrapnd. "A foolish waste of ef-fort,” Kav commented. "The range was clearly
too great for—"

"Holdit," Dorianasaid, frowning at the displays. There was something still moving dong the
shattered missiles lines of flight, filmy spots of nearly invisible haze that seemed to be growing larger as
they sped toward the incoming starfighters. " Call them back," hetold Kav urgently.

But it wastoo late. Even asthe dien atack formation abruptly came apart, with al eeven ships
shooting off in dl dif-ferent directions, the hazy spotsintersected their target starfighter groups. There
were multiple flashes of subdued light

"They do not respond!" one of the Neimoidians called from the computer board. ""Nine groups of
droidshave goneslent!”

"Connor nets," Doriana snarled, digging hisfingers even harder into the cushion. Nine groups of
garfighters, neetly and efficiently knocked out of action.

Out of action, but not out of the fight. Their momentum was till carrying them onward . . . and as
he watched in helpless fas-cination, they dammed squardly into other groups that had shifted their own
vectorsto chase the digpersing diens. There were more multiple flashes, this cluster much brighter than
thelast.

And suddenly the gaping hole in the task force's defensive screen no longer had any starfighters
left tofill it. "Thisisimpos-sible" Kav said, hisfive-cornered hat bobbing as he siwung his head back and
forth around the bridge. "How can hedo this?"

"Get therest of the garfightersinto space,”" Dorianaground out. " Now."



Kav didn't need any prompting. "OrderKeeper to activate dl remaining droid sarfighters,” he
cdled. "They will launch when ready. And move dl those already launched to intercept.”

"Wait aminute," Dorianaobjected. "Y ou can't leave our other flanks unguarded.”

"Agang what?' Kav retorted. " Thisis the battlefront. If we do not defend it, there will be no
other flanks I €eft to guard.” He gestured across the bridge. "Obey my order."

"Herethey come," Car'das murmured, wondering if Thrawn had finaly diced off morethan he
could serve. The Chiss had digpatched those first few groups of droid sarfighterswith relative ease, but
trickslike that only worked once againgt a given opponent.

And now al the rest of those hundreds of starfighters were sweeping around the flanks of the
Trade Federation fleet, head-ing straight toward them.

Unlessthat was exactly what Thrawn had been waiting for. Car'das shifted his eyes acrossthe
displays, looking for the cruiser that had dipped away from them just before the fighting Started. If the
main Chissforce was merely adiverson ...

But theWhirlwind wasn't charging in from the side for a sucker-punch attack. It was ill Sitting
quietly in space, appar-ently being held in reserve.

He looked back at the incoming starfighters. "I hope you've got one Gresat Father of a shock net
up your deeve," hewarned.

"WEll certainly haveto consider creating such adeviceif we begin facing opponentslikethisona
regular basis" Thrawn said drily. "Tell me, what happensto these droidsif their communica-tion Sgnas
are cut off?"

"If the—? Are you talking aboutjamming? "
"Y ou dispprove?’

"No, of course not,” Car'das said. "But Trade Federation command signals are supposed to be
unjammable. They can change frequencies and command patterns ingtantly—the minute you block of
one part of the spectrum they just shift to an-other.”

"And if you block the entire spectrum at once?'

Car'das ared at him. The man was serious. "Y ou can't blan-ket the whole area, Commander,”
he ground out between clenched teeth. "1t'stoo big. The minute you start, they'll know what you're doing
and send a set of contingency ordersto every-thing outside your jamming. Those droid starfighters may
not be smart, but they're certainly capable of downloading enough gen-erd commands to keep them
functioning until they've pounded usto dust.”

"Only if there are any sarfighters till outsde thejamming,” Thrawn pointed out. "But it seems our
opponent has taken care of that problem for us." He pointed. "Even aswe close the distance, heis
converging dl hisstarfightersinto thisone smdl area”



Car'das stared at the displays. Thrawn was right—the Trade Federation commander had
abandoned the rest of hispicket areato bring dl his sarfightersto the attack. Didn't heredize the
possibleimplications of what he was doing?"What about your own communications?' he asked. "If you
jam the whole spec-trum, you'll be out of touch with your people, too.”

"Fortunately, my warriors are capable of more than smply downloading generad commands,”
Thrawn said. "Let's see which side's battle philosophy proves the more versatile." Leaning for-ward, he
took adeep breath. "Full-spectrum jamming: now."

For along, horrifying second theDar kvenge ’ s bridge wasfilled with a screech like something
from the restless undead of ancient Coruscant legend. Then the Neimoidian a the comm dapped at the
switch, cutting off thewail and leaving only adis-tant ringing in Doriands ears. "What in the name of —?"

"Vicdord—we are being jammed!" the Neimoidian called, staring at his board in obvious
dishdlief. "All sarfighters have gone dormant!”

Doriana stared out the viewports, his scomach tightening into a hard knot. The starfighters had
indeed locked down, each of them now flying mindlesdy in whatever direction it had last been pointed.

And swerving with ease through the drifting obstacle course, blasting avay at the helpless
garfighters as they went, Mit-th'raw'nuruodo’s alien ships were headed straight for them, thefightersin
screening formation ahead of the two cruisers. "Get our starfighters back online," Kav ordered tautly,
jabbing a hand toward the Neimoidians a the command board. "Get themback ."

"Wearetrying," one of them called. "We have opened laser communications to as many aswe

But those comm lasers were line of sght, Doriana knew, and with asinking fegling heredized
that thislimitation was growing ever tighter as expanding clouds of dust and debris from the shattered
garfighters began to block even thislast-gasp communication method. A few of the starfighters were
coming back to life, but they were targeted and destroyed by the diens before they could organizeinto
an effective fighting force. "What about the other ships?' he demanded. "Why aren't they attacking?'

"Therel" someone called, and Doriana saw an arm point up-ward from one of the pits. "The
Hardcdls have launched their missiles™

"About time," Dorianamuttered, feding a cautious hope ris-ing within him asfive clusters of three
missiles each shot toward the attackers.

The attackers reacted ingtantly, five of the fighters abandon-ing their thrust toward the battleships
and curving toward the outsde of the Trade Federation formation. The missiles, locking in onthe
movement, followed. "Good," Kav said with satisfac-tion. "The next salvo will draw the rest of the
fightersaway and leave the cruisers undefended. Then our own quad laser batteries can destroy them
with ease”

"Maybe," Dorianasaid cautioudy, following the fleeing dien craft with hiseyes. They were cutting
in and out through the masses of drifting sarfighters, clearly trying to throw off the pur-suing missiles
homing locks.



But to no avail. Techno Union hardware was among the best in the Republic, and the missiles
maneuvered their own way through the clutter with case as they continued to close the gap. The diens
reached the edge of the starfighter cloud and curved tightly back into it again, driving inward toward the
main ships. Again, the missles matched the maneuver. The fighters straight-ened out; and then, in near
unison, each dropped a small object aft toward its pursuers.

And Doriana gtiffened as awell-remembered hazy cloud erupted from each of them, unfolding
directly in the path of theincoming missle clusters. "More Connor netsl" he snapped.

But there was nothing the onlookers could do. The nets en-veloped the missile clusters and
flashed their killing jolts of high-voltage current, destroying homing eectronics and drive sysems dike
and leaving the missiles as dead as the drifting Sarfighters around them.

Only once again, Mitth'raw'nuruodo hadn't been content to merely protect his own shipsfrom
attack. Even as Doriana's hands curled into hel plessfigts, their inertia sent the missilesdamming into the
Techno Union ships. There were multiple blasts as sections of hull meta shattered outward into space

And then, like aminor sun going off at close range, one of the ships exploded completely.

"What—7?' Kav gasped. "No! Not from asingle missile clus-ter. Thisisimpossblel™

"Everything Mitthraw'nuruododoes isimpossible,” Dorianaretorted bitterly. "The missiles must
have hit aweak spot.”

"What kind? Where could it be?’

Doriana snorted. "Just watch his ships. They'll be targeting the same spot on dl the rest of them.”

Hewasright. Within minutesthe dien fighters and cruisers had successfully dodged the desperate
flurry of missilesthe Techno Union shipswere now throwing at them and had effi-ciently destroyed every
one of them. The spot, Doriana noted with morbid fascination, was the line junction to the massive
ex-ternd fud cdls.

"We must escape,” Kav said, hisvoice shaking. "Helm—prepare to jump to lightspeed.”

"Wait aminute," Doriana protested, grabbing at his arm. The specter of defeat loomed before
him, dong with thefate of dl those who failed Darth Sidious. "Y ou can't just abandon the fleet.”

"What fleet?' Kav snarled. "Look around you, Stratis.What flet?'

Dorianafet histhroat tighten. He wasright, of course. All six of the Techno Union Hardcells
were gone, half of them de-stroyed by their own missiles. The seven escort cruisers, never intended to
operate againgt such enemieswithout capita ship support, were being systematically hunted down and
eliminated. Only the two Trade Federation battleships were ill in any con-dition to fight or run.

But with their communications still blocked, there was no way to order agenerd retredt. If the
Darkvenge l€ft, it would be leaving done.

"Jump calculated,” the hedmsman called.

"Makethejump," Kav ordered, glaring a Dorianaasif dar-ing him to argue. "Do you hear me?



Now ."

"The hyperdrive does not respond!” the helmsman said, his voice bubbling with sudden panic. "It
clamswe aretoo closeto aplanetary mass.”

Dorianatwisted around to look at the row of status boards. That was what the readings said, dl
right.

But there were no planetary masses nearby, or even any siz-able asteroids. "Mafunction?'
"No mafunction,” Kav murmured, hisvoice dull and fatais-tic. "Merdy more Chisswizardry."

A fresh flicker of light caught Doriana's eve, and he looked back out the viewports. Acrossthe
field of carnage, droid starfighters were starting to explode as too many minutes with-out communication
passed and they began to activate their salf-destruct mechanisms. Through the scattered bursts of fire,
Doriana saw theKeeper suddenly lurch asthe upper surface of its starboard ring half eruptedina
hundred small explosions. "Viceord!" someone called.

"I know," Kav said with atired sigh. "The starfighters | or-dered prepped are exploding.”

Doriana nodded, his own bitterness|ong since faded into a degp sense of theinevitable. The
reinforcements would have been flying through the hangar bays when Mitth'raw'nuruodo's jamming began
and they went dormant. Tumbling helplesdy at high speed down a curved corridor, they would have
dammed into bulkheads or storage racks or other equipment. There they'd lain, tangled and broken,
while they waited for their own sdf-destruct chronosto run down.

"Thenitisover," Kav said quietly. Lifting his hands, he care-fully removed hisfive-cornered hat
and st it with equa care on thefloor in front of him. "We aredl dead.”

"It would seem s0," Doriana agreed mechanicaly, feding hisforehead creasing asa strange fact
suddenly struck him.

With dl the death and debris and charred hulks of shipsfloat-ing al around them, theDarkvenge
itself had yet to be so much as scratched.

Hetook another, longer look at the status boards. Except for the inexplicably dormant
hyperdrive, everything € se seemed perfectly functiond. "Or maybe not,” he added. "I think
Mit-th'raw'nuruodo has something esein mind for us."

Kav snorted derisvely. "And what precisaly gave you that im-presson?”’
Puzzled, Dorianaturned back

To find that one of the alien cruisers had suddenly appeared outside the viewports. It was
hovering bare meters away from the transparisted, its missile racks pointing in to the bridge in silent
warning and clear command. "' Close down the midline quad laser batteries, Vicdord," Dorianasad
quietly. "Then sedl the main hangar exits and shut down al the droid sarfighters.” He took a careful
breath. "And then," he said, "prepare for company.”
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Thefinal turbolift door did open, and twenty meters down the corridor Car'das saw at last the
open blast doors of the battle-ship's bridge.

Twenty meters of corridor lined on both sideswith armed, tense-looking battle droids.

Thrawn didn't even hesitate. He strode forward calmly, histwo warriors equally sedate asthey
walked a his sides. Swalow-ing hard, not wanting to walk that gauntlet but even lesswilling to cower in
the turbalift car al done, Car'dasforced himsdf to follow.

There were dozens of droids on duty on the bridge, most of them service and monitor units
segted or plugged into the vari-ous stations in the control pits. Standing in the center of the quiet activity
were just two actua beings, waiting together beside the vacant hdm chair: atall Neimoidian in elaborate
robes, and amore sedately dressed human mae. Again, Thrawn didn't pause, but headed down the
walkway toward them. He stopped three meters away, and for amoment seemed to size them up. Then,
deliberately, he swiveled to face the human. "Commander Stratis,”" he said, nodding his head in greeting.
"l am Comman-der Mitth'raw'nuruodo.”

"Stratis does not command thisvessd," the Neimoidian said stiffly before Stratis could answer. "l
am Vicelord Kav of the Trade Federation. Andyou , Commander Mitthrawdo, have com-mitted an act
of war."

"Vicdord, please," Stratis said. His voice was cam, but there was awarning edgeto it.
"Recriminationswill serve no useful purpose.”

"Do not think you have gained anything with your audac-ity," Kav continued, ignoring him. "Even
now, | could destroy you where you stand.”

He gestured, and from behind them came a sudden metal-lic racket. Car'das spun around, his
heart freezing asapair of droideka destroyer droidsrolled into view and cameto ahat just insdethe
bridge blast doors. They unfolded into their tripod stance, and a second later Car'das found himself
staring down the barrels of four pairs of high-energy blasters.

"Vicdord, youfool ," Stratishbit out urgently. "What do you think—?"

"Cam yoursdlf, Commander," Thrawn soothed him. "We'rein no danger.”

Carefully, hardly daring to breathe, Car'das turned his head. Stratiss eyes had gone wide, his
throat musclestight as he gripped the Neimoidian'sarm. But Thrawn merdly stood quietly, hisface
expressionless as he studied the droidekas. The Chisswar-riors had their hands on their weapons, but
following their com-mander'slead hadn't drawn them. "Interesting design,” Thrawn went on. "That
shimmering sphere—asmdl force shidd?'

"Uh...yes" Stratissaid cautioudy. "l assure you, Commander—"

"Thank you for the demongtration, Vicdord," Thrawn inter-rupted, turning his glowing red eyes
back to Kav. "But now you will send them away."

For along, terrible moment Car'das thought the Neimoid-ian was going to defy Thrawn's order
the way held ignored Stratiss rebuke. The Chiss and. Neimoidian locked eyes, and for half adozen



heartbeats the bridge was silent.

And then Kav's entire body seemed to wilt, his eyes dropping away from Thrawn's tareashe
half lifted ahand toward the droidekas. Looking back over his shoulder, Car'das watched in relief asthe
destroyersfolded up again and rolled their way off the bridge.

"Thank you," Thrawn said. "Now. As| asked you before: please state your intentions and those
of your task force."

"A task forcethat no longer exigts," Kav put in, hisvoice hovering between anger and deection.

"That losswas your doing,” Thrawn countered. "All | wished wasacivilized answer." Heturned
to Car'das. "Isthat correct?Civilized? "

"Or judgtcivil ," Car'dastold him, feding hisface warming at being suddenly dragged into the
middle of the conversation. "Orpolite ."

"Civil," Thrawn sad, asif testing the word against some un-known set of guiddines. "Yes. All |
wished, Commander, was acivil answer."

"Yes, | know," Stratissaid, hiseyeson Car'das. "May | ask your companion's name and origin?”

"I'm just avisitor," Car'das said quickly. The last thing he wanted was for these people to know
hisname. "That'sdl."

“"Not quite," Thrawn corrected. " Car'daswas simply avisi-tor. Now he'smy trandator.” His
expression hardened. "And my prisoner.”

Car'dasfdt hismouth drop open, and for the second time in two minutes felt his heart freeze.
"I'mwhat? "

"Y ou arrived uninvited in Chiss space," Thrawn reminded him darkly. "Now, lessthan three
months later, an invasion fleet from your people has appeared. Coincidence?’

"l had nothing to do with this," Car'das protested.
"And we're not an invasion fleet,” Stratis added.
"Makemebdievethat,” Thrawn said, hisvoice darkening even further. "Both of you."

Car'das|ooked at Stratis. Suddenly, in the wink of an eye, thiswhole side trip had taken on a
very bad taste. "Commander?' he entreated.

Stratiss eyesflicked to him, then back to Thrawn, athought-ful expression suddenly appearing
on hisface. "Very wel," he said, gesturing toward the sde of the bridge. "Ther€'s an office back there
wherewell have more privacy"

Thrawn inclined hishead dightly. "Lead theway."



Dorianaled them to Kav's command office, his skin prickling with anticipation and the stirrings of
fresh hope. An hour ago it had been dl over, the misson afailure, Doriana himsdf among the waking
dead. Evenif their attackers allowed them to return to the Republic, he knew the payment Darth Sidious
would de-mand for hisfailure.

But now, suddenly, al that had changed. Maybe.

"Please make yoursaves comfortable," Dorianainvited, ges-turing his gueststo seatsfacing the
desk as he circled around the massive carved-wood structure and sat down in Kav's equally elaborate
chair. Out of the corner of hiseye he saw the vicdlord glowering at him, but he had no time now for petty
Nemoidian pride. "May | offer you some refreshment?’

"No thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said as he and Car'das sat down. The two Chiss guards, as
Doriana had expected, re-mained standing in the doorway where they could watch every-onein the
room aswell as keep an eve on what might be happening on the bridge proper.

"All right," Dorianasaid, focusing hisfull intellect on thetask at hand. Thiswasit. "Let metdl you
about aproject called Outbound Hight."

He started at the beginning, describing the project's origin and its mission and making sureto
emphasi ze the Dreadnaughts size and weaponry. "Interesting,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said when held
finished. "What does this have to do with us?’

"The fact that Outbound Hight isadanger to both the Re-public and your own people,” Doriana
told him. ™Y ou remember my mentioning agroup aboard called the Jedi”? These are beings of great
power, but who are aso dangerous troublemakers.”

"Inwhat way?'

"They have very rigid ideas of how people should act and what they should think and do,”
Doriana said, watching Car'das out of the corner of his eve. Thiswould have been easier without the
presence of someone who actualy knew something about Jedi, but Mitth'raw'nuruodo would have been
ingtantly suspi-ciousif Doriana had asked that the young man be left out of the conversation. Now he
was going to have to walk anarrow line between making the Jedi look dangerousto Mitth'raw'nuruodo
and a the same time not saying anything Car'das would know was an outright lie.

And Car'das did indeed seem a bit surprised by Dorianas as-sertions. But at the same time, he
could also see agrowing un-certainty in the young man's face. The Jedi's arrogance, coupled with their
inability to do anything about the growing chaos and stagnation, had people al across the Republic
wondering if per-hapstheir aleged guardians of the peace were more noise and bluster than genuine
effectiveness. "They fed they have dl the answers," he continued, "and that everyone e se should submit
to their concept of justice.”

"Y et you say they aretraveling to another galaxy,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo reminded him. "Again,
how then does this af-fect the Chiss?'

"Because before they leave they intend to explore some of the unknown parts of our own
gdaxy," Dorianasaid, wishing the Chiss were as easy to read as Car'das. So far, he didn't have aclue as
to what kind of impression thiswas making on him. "If they arrive in Chiss space, they'll certainly attempt
toimpaose their will upon your people.”



"Attemptisthe correct word,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, hisface hardening. "The Chiss do not
samply accept dlien concepts without careful consderation. Wecertainly do not submit to domination. By

anyone."

"Of coursenot,” Dorianasaid, his cautious hope glowing alittle brighter. So speciesand
professond pride were the hooksinto Mitth'rawv'nuruodo's heart. Excdllent. "But | warn you not to
underestimate them. The Jedi are ruthless and subtle, and | daresay their power is beyond anything
you've ever encoun-tered.”

"Y ou may be surprised at what we've encountered,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said, hisvoice grim.
Abruptly, he stood up. "But we will discuss such matterslater. Right now, thereis other busi-ness that
requires my attention.”

"Of course," Dorianasaid, rising to hisfeet aswell. "What do you wish usto do in your
absence?'

"For the present, you will both remain on thisbridge,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said. "I will send for
you when | wish to see you again. In the meantime | will send aboard ateam to examine your vessel and

its equipment.”
"Never!" Kav snapped. "This ship isthe property of the Trade Federation—"

"Quiet," Dorianacut him off, glaring & him. Didn't the fool understandanything? "Wewill, of
course, render any and all as-gstance they may require.”

"Thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "They will have new ordersfor you when they are finished.
Y ou will obey those or-ders.”

Doriananodded. "Asyou wish."

Mitth'raw'nuruodo looked at Kav, and Doriana could sense the tension between them. But the
Neimoidian remained s-lent, and after amoment Mitth'raw'nuruodo turned to Car'das. "Come."

They left the room, the Chiss guards fdling into step behind them. Doriana watched until they had
disappeared through the bridge blast doors, then turned to Kav. "With al due respect, Vicelord, what in
the name of your grub mother do you think you're doing?'

"That ismy question foryou ," Kav countered. "Do you sm-ply turn your back downward and
give over our lives and prop-erty to this primitive backworld dien?!

"Look around you, Vicdord," Dorianasaid grimly. "This primitive dien just wrecked our entire
task force. And unless| missed it, he didn't lose asingle ship of hisown in the process."

"And you wish to make him even stronger by offering him access to Trade Federation secrets?!

Dorianatook adeep breath. "Listen to me," he said, enunci-ating hiswords carefully. It was asiif
he were back on Barlok, try-ing to wak thoseidiot Brolfi through asmple nation scheme. "Weve
failed our misson. Even if Mitth'raw'nuruodo turned tail right now and left usin pesce, therésno way in
the universe our single battleship could take on Outbound Fight's six Dreadnaughts. We would have no
choice but to return to the Republic and face Darth Sidioussanger . . . and | can assure you that you
would wish you had died today, torn gpart in agony by the Chissfighters.” He lifted afinger. "Unless."



Helet theword hang in the air. "Unless?' Kav asked, his voice subdued.

"Unless," Dorianasaid, "we can persuade Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo to destroy Outbound Flight for

For along minute the roomwas silent. "'l see" Kav said at last. "Do you think you can do that?
Andif you can, do you thinkhe can achieve that victory?'

"I don't know," Doriana had to admit. "He's no fool, and he surely knows my description of
Outbound Hight and the Jedi was horribly danted. Odds are he cut off the talks so he could go off and
get Car'dasstake on the whole thing."

"But why would he listen to ahuman he believesto be a spy?' Kav objected.

"He doesn't," Dorianasaid, smiling tightly. "If hedid, he certainly wouldn't have said soright in
front of the man. | think he just wants usto believe that so that we won't think hell listen to Car'das
advice"

Kav shook hishead. "Thisistoo complicated for me."

"Yes, | know," Dorianasaid. "That'swhy you have to leave everything to me.Everything ."

Kav rumbled something under his bregth. "Very well," he growled. "For now. But Iwill be
watching you."

"Y ou do that," Dorianasaid. "Just keep in mind that your lifeisworth alot more than your pride.”

"Perhaps," Kav said. "But you say Mitthrawdo does not be-lieve your warnings about the Jedi.
How then will you convince him to destroy Outbound Hight?*

"l have morein my persuasive arsend than just lies about the Jedi," Dorianasaid. "Trust me.”

"Very well." Kav inclined hishead. "For now'."

Car'das had been gitting aone at the computer desk in hisSpringhawk quartersfor three hours,
struggling through pages and pages of technical Cheunh text and scans, when Thrawn fi-nally arrived.

"My apologiesfor my long absence,”" the commander said asthe door did shut behind him. "I
trust you've kept yoursdlf oc-cupied?”

"I've been studying the tech teams reports as you re-quested,” Car'das said stiffly, turning back
to the compuiter. It was rude, he knew, but he wasn't in avery hospitable mood right now.

llArﬂ?l
"And what?'

"Y our assessment of the Trade Federation's capabilities?' Thrawn asked patiently.



Car'das sghed, feding like aship with amisfiring gyro. Right before the battle Thrawn had
accused him of lying about wide-spread Republic davery; and then, rightafter the battle, he'd ac-cused
him of being aspy for the Federation. Now he wanted amilitary assessment from him?"Those droid
starfighters are top-line weapons," he growled. "I read areport afew months ago speculating that the
only reason they didn't completely wipe out their attackers at Naboo was that having to control &l those
ground troops at the same time overloaded the computer systems and made the starfighter control more
duggish than it should have been. Here, they weren't running any ground troops. In my humble civilian's
opinion, if you hadn't knocked out their com-munications the way you did, they'd have cut usto ribbons.”

"Agreed," Thrawn said. "Fortunately, Expansonary Fleet vessas are equipped with more
powerful transmitters than those of the regular Defense Fleet forces, since we seldom have anor-mal
colony system's network of boosters and repeaters to draw on. What about Vicelord Kav and
Commander Stratis personaly?’

"Why are you even asking me this?' Car'das demanded, giv-ing up and swiveling around to face
him. "I thought you didn't trust me."

Thrawn shook hishead. "Not at dl,” he said. "If you and your companions were spies, you'd
have used your access to the base's computer to study our technology and learn the locations of our
worlds. Instead, you've merely worked on improving your language skills. May | St down?”

"Yes, of course," Car'das said, scrambling out of his chair and extending ahand. Preoccupied
with his own uncertainty and bruised pride, he hadn't even noticed the utter wearinessin Thrawn'sface
and podture. "Areyou dl right?"

"I'm fine," Thrawn assured him, waving off the proffered hand as he stepped over to the bunk
and sank down onto it. "It'sssmply been avery long day.”

"Y ou look morethan just tired,” Car'das commented, peer-ing a him closdy. "Is something
wrong?'

"Nothing serious,” Thrawn said. "l just received word that Admira Ar'aani ison her way back."

Car'dasfrowned. It had been barely five weeks since Ar'dani had taken the captured freighter
away with her. "They'refinished studying the Vagaari ship dready?’

"l believe she's cut short her role in the examination,” Thrawn said. "That was why | made apoint
of accusing you of espionagein front of my warriors. After today's events she will undoubtedly be
questioning them, and | wished to have a plau-sible reason on record asto why you and the others were
gtill in Chiss space. My gpologiesfor any distress that may have caused you.”

"Don't worry about it," Car'das said, frowning. "Y ou think Ar'dani's suspicious of you?'

"I have no doubt,” Thrawn said. "Particularly given the re-ports she's been receiving from
Cruda."

"But who at your base would have—" Car'das broke off as a horrible thought struck him. "
Thrass?Y ourbrother? "

"Who else would have fdt it necessary to keep her in-formed?’



"Areyou saying your ownbrother istrying to Snk you?' Car'das demanded, sill not believingit.

"My brother cares degply about hisblood family, including me,” Thrawn said, hisvoice tinged
with sadness. "But he's dis-turbed by what he sees as my salf-destructive behavior . . . and asasyndic of
the Eighth Ruling Family, hisduty isto protect that family's honor and position.”

"So he calsanadmiral down onyou?'

"If Admira Ar'dani ishereto reverse my orders, I'll be un-able to do anything that will lead to
further trouble,” Thrawn pointed out. " Or s0 he reasons. With a single course of action he thus protects
both me and the Eighth Family.”

Car'das thought about the Vagaari attack they'd witnessed, and the people pinned helplesdy
under firein their hull bubbles. "And meanwhile, people like the Vagaari will befreeto go their way."

"Indeed.”" Thrawn pressed the palm of hishand againgt hisforehead. "Still, until the admiral
arrives, command remains mine. What's your impression of Vicelord Kav and Commander Stratis?’

With an effort, Car'das dragged his mind away from the im-ages of the Vagaari'sliving shields.
"For sarters, | don't think Stratisisreally in command. | just can't see the Neimoidians handing their own
ships over to ahuman that way."

"Unless the human is somehow higher in authority than they are,” Thrawn pointed out. "Or if the
human is an agent for such aperson.Stratis itsdf isof course an assumed name.”

"Could be," Car'das agreed. "I do think that they're teling the truth about not being an invasion
force, though. Even if their storage rings are packed to the shock webbing with battle droids, they can't
possibly have enough for a planetary occupation.”

"Then you conclude their mission isindeed to ambush this Outbound Flight?*

"I might, if I knew what Outbound Fight was," Car'das said. "But I've never heard of it, and |
don't necessarily trust Stratiss opinions.”

Thrawn nodded. " Perhaps Qennto or Feras will have more information.”
"Maybe," Car'das said. "We're heading back to Crugtai, then?"

"I need to be there to welcome Admird Ar'dani,” Thrawn reminded him. "My people here can
finish the examination with-out us™"

"What if Kav and Stratis decide to kill al of them and make arunfor it?'

"They won't,” Thrawn assured him. "Firg of dl, they can't smply jump to hyperspace, no matter
how much the vicdord might like to. Not with theWhirlwind pinning them in place.”

"Ah-ha," Car'das said, hisface warming with embarrass-ment. With everything ese that had
happened, hed completely forgotten the cruiser Thrawn had sent off to the side before the battle began.
Apparently, the Chisstechs had figured out away to tuck the Vagaari gray projector indde aship's hull.



"But even if they could escape, | don't think they would,” Thrawn continued. " Stratis very much
wants me to destroy Out-bound FHight for him."

Car'dasfét hiseyeswiden. "Isthat wherethisisgoing?

"What did you think al that talk of weaponry and dangerous Jedi was dl about?* Thrawn
countered.

"l just—I mean, | thought he wastrying to get you to let them go,” Car'das said, sumbling over
hisown tongue. "Y ou aren't thinking—?"

"I will do whatever necessary to protect those who depend on me,” Thrawn said, hisvoice
carefully precise. "No more. But no less.”

He stood up. "But that isn't your concern,” he said. "Once again, | thank you for your assstance.”

"No problem,” Car'das said, standing up aswell. Wasit hisimagination, or had the commander
staggered dightly as he got back to hisfeet?"Y ou'd better get somerest. It won't be fun for anyone if
you collapse from exhaustion before Ar'dani even has a chance to throw you in the brig.”

"Thank you for your concern,” Thrawn said drily. "I'll try not to disappoint her."

"Onelast question, if | may," Car'das added as the comman-der stepped to the door. "How
were you so sure that those droidekas wouldn't gun us down?"

"Those—? Oh, theroalling droid fighters,” Thrawn said. "It wasn't difficult. Everything about the
bridge design spoke of a people who would never willingly put themselves at morerisk than absolutely

necessary."
"That'sNeimoidians, al right,” Car'das agreed. "Y ou could get that just from the bridge design?’
"Architectureis merely another form of art,” Thrawn re-minded him. "But even without those
indications, the triple blast doors we passed through would have told me these Nei-moidians are not

wariors.”

"Which iswhy they have bettle droidsto fight for them,” Car'das said. "But isn't gunning us down
exactly what cowards like that would do?"

Thrawn shook hishead. "Vicdaord Kav wastoo close to the line of fire. He would never have
ordered the droidekas to at-tack."

Car'das grimaced. "A bluff."

"Or he was making apoint,” Thrawn said. "These combat droids are anew concept to me, but
oneworth careful thought." He grimaced. "l sncerely hope the Vagaari haven't visted aworld where
they might have picked up such wegpons.”

"Probably not," Car'das said. "The Neimoidians keep them pretty close to home."

"We shall see" Thrawn touched the control, and the door did open. "Sleep well, Car'das.”



For afew minutes Car'das gazed at the closed door. So Thrawn had now assured him that he
didn't redly suspect him of spying. That wasreassuring . . . except that he'd stated exactly the oppositein
front of witnesses, and with exactly the same de-gree of gpparent sincerity.

So whatwasthe truth? Were he and Qennto and Marls just pawnsin some sort of political game?
And if so, what was the game?

Maris, Car'das knew, trusted Thrawn's honor. Qennto just as strongly distrusted his dienness
and the fact that he was amili-tary officer. Car'das himsdlf no longer knew what to think.

But one thing he knew. Things were hesting up out here, and he had the uncomfortable feding
that theBargain Hunter 's crew had overstayed their welcome. Somehow they had to find away out.

And they had to find it soon.

Thefirgt Uliar knew of the trouble was when he rounded the corner to find the other two
members of hiswatch shift slanding outside the monitor room door. "What's going on?" he asked ashe
came up to them.

"Got agpecid tour going on,” Sivv, the senior officer, told him. "MaNing and some sprouts.”

"Somewhat? "

"Some of hisjunior Jedi," Algrann said scornfully. "They swept in ten minutes before Grasding's
shift ended and threw everyone out.”

"And were not dlowed in?' Uliar asked, not believing it.

Siv shrugged. "Hetold Grasding held let him know when they could come back in," hesaid. "'l
haven't actudly asked my-sdif."

Uliar glowered a the door. Jedi. Again. "Mind if | try?"

Sivwv waved ahand. "Help yoursdf.”

Stepping to the door, Uliar dapped the release. It did open, and he stepped inside.

Jedi Master MaNing was standing to the side of the main board, in the middle of adiscussion
about how the monitors and control systemsworked. His eyes turned questioningly to Uliar as he came
in, but he didn't missabeat of hislecture. Seated at the board itself were four children, the two shortest
having to knedl on the seatsin order to see.

It was like a scene out of asecond-tier classroom, except that this wasn't a scribble board or
even atraining mock-up. Thiswasthered, actual control system for one of the reactors that kept power
flowing to Dreadnaught-4.

MaNing finished the sentence hed been on and lifted his eyebrows toward Uliar. "Yes, Uliar?'
he asked.



"No offense, Master MaNing," Uliar said, coming closer to the others, "but what in blazes are
you doing?’

Thelines around MaNing's eyes might have tightened alit-tle. "I'm ingtructing the young
Padawansin the basics of reactor operation.”

Uliar took another ook at the children. Agesfiveto eight, he guessed, al of them with the bright
eyes and bouncy curiogity of children everywhere,

But there was something more there, he saw now. An under-lying layer of seriousness that was
definitdynot characteristic of children that age. Some Jedi thing?"Much as | appreciate their desireto
learn, thisisno placefor children,” he said. "And if | may say 0, you're hardly the one to be instructing
anyonein the subtleties of reactor operation.”

"I'm smply giving them an overview," MaNing assured him.

"Y ou shouldn't be giving themanything ," Uliar countered. "Where high-energy equipment is
concerned, alittle knowledge is worse than useless, and dangerous on top of it. Whose stupid ideawas
this, anyway?"

MaNing's lipstightened dightly. "Master C'baoth has de-cided al Jedi and Padawans need to
learn how to control Out-bound FHight's critical systems.”

Uliar stared a him. "Y ou'rejoking."
"Not at dl," MaNing assured him. "Don't worry, well be out of your way in another haf hour."

"You'll be out of our way alot sooner than that,” Uliar growled, reaching between two of the
children to the comm control. "Bridge; Reactor Control Three. Commander Omano, please.”

"One moment.”

Uliar looked over at MaNing, wondering if the other would try to stop this. But the Jedi wasjust
standing there, hiseyeslow-ered in asort of half-meditation look.

"Commander Omano."

"Reector Tech Four Uliar, Commander,” Uliar identified himsdf "There are unauthorized
personnel in our control room who refuseto leave."

Omano'ssigh wasataint hissin the comm speaker. " Jedi ?"

Uliar had the sudden sense of the floor preparing to drop out from beneeth him. "One of themis
aJedi, yes" hesad carefully. "They're ill not authorized to—"

"Unfortunately, they are,” Omano cut him off "Master C'baoth has requested that his people be
given full accessto al areas and systems aboard Outbound Flight."

Even though he'd suspected what was coming, the words were still like a cold-water dap across
theface. "With dl due re-spect, Commander, that's both absurdand dangerous,” Uliar said. "Having
childreninthe—"



"Y ou have your orders, Tech Uliar,” Omano again cut him off. "If you dont likeit, you're
welcometo take it up with Mas-ter Cbaoth. Omano out." There was a click, and the comm went dead.

Uliar looked up to find MaNing'seyeson him. "Fine," he said, meeting the Jedi's gaze head-on.
If they thought he was going to bow and scrape just because they wore those affected peasant robes and
carried lightsabers, they had an extra bonus think coming. "Where do | find Master Cbaoth?"

"He's down in the Jedi training center,” MaNing said. " Storage core, section one twenty-four."
Uliar stared at him. ™Y our school'sin thestorage core? What's wrong with the Dreadnaughts?”

MaNing'slip twitched. "Master C'baoth thought it would be best if we were asfar away from
distractions as possible.”

Digractionslike parents and family and norma people? Probably. Deep ingde him, Uliar's
annoyance was starting to turn into agenuine Smmering anger. "Fine" he said. "I'll be back.”

"Well?" Algrann asked when he emerged into the corridor.

"Omano's knuckled under,” Uliar told him tartly. "I'm going to go talk to the Big Clouf himsdlf and
seeif | cantak some senseinto him.”

"Captain Pekmillu?"

"Pakmillu doesn't seem to be running the show anymore,” Uliar growled. "I'm going to see
Cbaoth. Either of you want to come along?”’

They exchanged glances, and Uliar could dmost see them shrinking back behind their faces.
"Wed better stay here,” Sivv answered. "Whenever MaNing finishes, weare supposed to be on duty.”

"Sure" Uliar sad, feding hislip twist with contempt. Why did everyone go ingtantly spindess
whenever jedi wereinvolved? " Seeyou later.”

Hetook aturbolift down to Dreadnaught-4'slowest level, then made hisway forward until he
reached one of the massive pylons that attached the Dreadnaughts to the storage core be-neath them.
Four of the six turbolift cars that ran through the pylon were off somewhere else, but the other two were
waiting, and afew minuteslater he arrived in the storage core.

The core was arranged in a series of large rooms, each nearly filled with stacks of cratesheld in
place by multiple wrappings of crash webbing. A relaively narrow section at the front of each room was
empty, providing awakway and work areafor sorting the crates. At each end of the wakway werea
pair of doors lead-ing into the rooms forward and aft of it: one of the doors person-sized, the other the
much larger access panel required for transfer carts.

The turbolift Iet him out in section 120, Uliar saw from the small plague attached to the crash
webbing. MaNing had said the Jedi school wasin 124, and he headed aft.

Neither of the doorsinto 124 was marked with any special notice of its new classroom status.
Steding himsdlf, trying not to think about al the legends about Jedi power, he waked up to the smaller
door and touched the control.



Nothing happened. Hetried again; till nothing. He moved to the larger cargo door, only to find
that it, too, was sealed. Stepping back to the smaler door, he curled hisright hand into afist and
pounded gently on the metd.

There was no answer. He knocked again, graduadly increas-ing the volume level. Were theyall
out making nuisances of themselves?

"What do you want?"

He jumped, turning to acomm digplay that had been set up to hisleft just inside the cargo netting.
C'baoth's face was framed there, glowering a him. "I need to talk to you about your stu-dents and their
teachers,” Uliar said, feding hisresolve starting to erode benesth that intimidating gaze. "They'reina
reactor control and monitor room where they have no busness—"

"Thank you for your interest,” C'baoth interrupted. "But there's no need for concern.”

"Excuse me, Master C'baoth, but there's every need for con-cern,” Uliar ingsted. " Some of those
systems are very ddlicate. It took me fouryears to learn how to handle them properly.”

"Y our ways are not the Jedi ways," Cbaoth pointed out.

"That'sanice dogan," Uliar growled. His anger, which had faded somewhat during the trip down
here, was starting to bub-ble again. "But devotion to platitudesis no substitute for tech school "

Cbaoth's dark look went alittle darker. Y our lack of faith is both thoughtless and insulting,” he
sad. "You will go now, and you will not return.”

"Not until those children are out of my reactor room," Uliar said doggedly.

"l saidgo ," C'baoth repeated.

And suddenly an invisible hand was pressing againg Uliar's chest, pushing him inexorably away
from the locked door and back toward the other end of the section. "Wait!" Uliar protested, batting
uselesdy at the pressure againgt his chest. Hedd never redlized Jedi could do this through acomm display,
without actudly being therein person. "What about the chil-dren?”

C'baoth didn't answer, hisimage following Uliar with hiseves until he was nearly to the far door.
Then, smultaneoudy, the display image and the pressure on Uliar's chest vanished.

For along minute Uliar stood where he was, his heart pounding with tension and dissipating
adrendine, trying to de-cide whether he should go back across the room and try again. But there was
obvioudy no point in doing so0. Taking a deep bregth, he turned and made hisway back up to
Dreadnaught-4 and the reactor room.

MaNing and the children were gone when he arrived, and Sivv and Algrann were at their
gations. "Wdl?' Sivv asked as Uliar silently took his scat.

"Hetold meto go away and mind my own business,” Uliar told him.

"Thisis our business."



"Donttdlme," Uliar said tartly. "Go tdlhim ."
"Maybe we should talk to Pakmillu," Algrann suggested hesi-tantly.
"What for?" Uliar growled. "Looksto me likethe Jedi are the ones running the show now."

Algrann cursed under his bregth. "Terrific. We leave atyranny run by bureaucrats and corrupt
paliticians, only to end up in one run by Jedi.”

"It'snot atyranny,” Sivv disagreed.

"No," Algrann said tightly. "Not yet."

18

Outbound Hight," Qennto repeated, frowning off into space as he dowly shook his head. "Nope.
Never heard of it."

"Me, neither,” Maris seconded. "And you say this Kav and Stratis want todestroy it?"
"Kav and whoever," Car'das said. "Thrawn thinksStratis isan dias.”
"Fine; Kav and Master No One," Qennto said impatiently. " So why do they want to destroy it?"

Car'das shrugged. " Stratis spun a big loop pastry about how dangerous the Jedi are and how
they want to take over and make everyone to do thingstheir way. But that hasto be alie."

"Not necessarily,” Qennto said. "A lot of people out there are starting to wonder about the Jedi."

"They're certainly helping to prop up the Coruscant bureau-cracy,” Maris pointed out. "Anyone
who wants genuine govern-ment reform will have to persuade the Jedi to change Sdes.”

"Or dsekill them," Qennto said.
Marisshivered. "l can't beieveit would ever cometo that."

"Well, Stratis sure wasn't talking about persuasion,” Car'das said. "What about these
Dreadnaughts? Y ou ever hear of them?'

"Y eah, they're Rendili StarDrive's latest gift to the militarily obsessed,” Qennto said. "'Six hundred
meterslong, with heavy shields and awhole bunch of upgraded turbolaser cannons, most of them
clustered in four midline bubbles where they can deliver aterrific broadside volley. Norma crew runs
around sixteen thou-sand, with room for another two or three thousand troops. | hear the Corporate
Sector's been buying them up like Trandand Day souvenirs, and some of the bigger Core Worlds aren't
far behind."

"Has Coruscant been doing any of the buying?' Maris asked.



Qennto shrugged. "Therés been talk lately about the Re-public findly getting itsown army and a
genuine battle fleet. But they've been talking that way for years, and nothing's ever come of it."

"So with six Dreadnaughts, we're talking up to a hundred thousand people aboard Outbound
Flight?' Car'das asked.

"Probably no more than haf that," Qennto said. "A lot of the standard jobs would be duplicated
among the ships. Be-sidesthat, you want to build in extra elbow room on along-term colony ship.”

"That'sgill alot of peopleto kill if dl they want isto get a afew Jedi," Maris pointed out.

"Don't worry, I'm sure your noble-minded Commander Thrawn won't fal for it,” Qennto said
sourly.

"But even if Thrawn doesn't cooperate, Stratis still has an in-tact Trade Federation battleship on
hand,” Car'das reminded them. "That's alot of firepower, and they might have more of them on the way."

"So what do we do?' Maris asked.
"Wedo nothing,” Qennto said firmly. "It'snotour job to look out for this Outbound Flight."

"But we can't just Sit here and do nothing,” Maris protested. "No, we can run like scalded
hawk-bats," Qennto retorted.

"And I'm thinking thiswould be ared good timeto do just that.” "But—"

"Maris," Qennto said, cutting her off with an uplifted hand. "It's not our problem. Y ou hear me?
It'snot our problem . If the Jedi are going to go flying off into the Unknown Regions, it's up tothem to
figure out how to protect themsalves. It's up tous to figure out how to get oursalves out of here. That is, if
you think you can drag yoursdlf away from dl thisnohility and culture.”

"That'snot fair,” Maris protested, her eyes hard even as atouch of pink colored her cheeks.

"Whatever." Qennto turned back to Car'das. "Y ou're his confidant these days, kid. Y ou think
you can swest-tak him into letting us have that Vagaari |oot his brother locked awvay?' Hejerked a
thumb at Maris. "Or should | ask Maristo do it?*

"Rak—" Maris began.

"l don't think sweet talk isgoing to betheissue," Car'das said hatily. The tension between
Qennto and Mariswas starting to drift into the red zone again. "He can't giveit to us unless his brother
and Admird Ar'dani both let him."

"So how do we get Ar'alani back here?' Maris asked.

"Wedon't haveto,” Car'das said grimly, glancing a his chrono. "Asamatter of fact, Thrawn's
probably welcoming her onto the base right now."

"Great," Qennto said, brightening. "Let's get our hearing, get our loot, and get out of here.”

"] don't think s0," Car'das said. "She's here to see whether or not Thrawn should be relieved of



There was amoment of stunned silence. "That'sinsane,” Mavissaid a last. "He'sagood
commander. He'sagoodman ."

"And when did either of those ever matter?' Qennto mut-tered. "Oh, boy. And she was aready
dead set againg giving usthe Vagaari suff. Thisisnot good.”

"Can't you for one minute forget about your loot?' Maris asked crosdy. "Thisis Thrawvn's career
and lifeweretalking about.”

"No, Ican't forget about the loot,” Qennto countered. "In case you've forgotten, sweetheart,
we're dready two and ahdf months late getting Drixo her furs and firegems. Theonly thing that's going to
keep usdive when wefindly show up isif we have something extrato cam her down with.”

Marisgrimaced. "l know," she murmured.
"So what do we do?' Car'das asked.

"Whatyou're going to do is convince them to hand it over,” Qennto said. "And don't ask how,"
he added as Car'das opened his mouth. "Beg, cgole, bribe—whatever it takes."

"Y ou're the only onewho candoit," Maris agreed soberly. "Anytime Rak or | even step outside
our quarters, we have an es-cort following us around.”

Car'dassghed. "I'll dowhat | can."

"And don't forget thisisalimited-time window,” Qennto warned. "Right now, we have at least
haf andly in Thrawn. If he gets the boot, we won't have even that much.”

Briefly, Car'das wondered what they would say if he told them Thrawn had publicly accused dl
three of them of espio-nage. But there was no point in worrying them any more than they were aready.
"I'll dowhat | can," he said again, getting to hisfeet. "Seeyou later."

Heleft their quarters and started down the corridor. Ar'alani's welcoming ceremony was
probably over, but she and Thrawn were most likely il together. Probably talking about Thrass's
accusations; Ar'dani hadn't struck him as the sort who would waste any more time with ceremonia
niceties than neces-sary. Maybe he could leave word with one of Thrawn's officers that he wanted to see
the commander at his earliest convenience.

"So youdo have free run of the base.”
Car'das turned. Thrass was coming up behind him, his ex-pression giving no hint asto what was
going on behind those glowing eyes. " Syndic Mittlfrassafis,”" Car'das greeted him, fighting to get hisbrain

onlineagain. "Forgive my surprise; | as-sumed you'd be with your brother and the admird.”

Thrassinclined his head. "Come with me, please." He turned and strode off down the corridor.
With his pulse pound-ing uncomfortably in histhroat, Car'das followed.

Thrass led the way to the upper level of the base, where Thrawn and the senior officers had their
quarters. They passed afew warriors dong the way, none of whom gave either the syndic or the human



so much asacurious glance, and findly arrived at a door marked with Cheunh symbols that Car'das
couldn't quite decipher. "In here" Thrass said, opening the door and gesturing insde. Bracing himself,
Car'das stepped past him into the room.

Hefound himsdlf in asmall conference room with haf adozen computer-equipped chairs
arranged in acircle around a central hologrammic display. Seated on thefar Sde of thecircle,
resplendent in her white uniform, was Admiral Ar'aani. "Be seated, Car'das,” she said in Cheunh as
Thrass stepped into the room behind him.

"Thank you, Admira," Car'das said in the same language as he took the seat directly acrossfrom
her. "Welcome back." She nodded acknowledgment, studying him thoughtfully as Thrass sat down in the
chair to her right. Y our proficiency in Cheunh hasimproved,” she commented. "My compliments.”

"Thank you," Car'das said again. "It'sabeautiful languageto listen to. | only regret that I'll never
peak it aswell asaChiss.”

"No, you won't,” Ar'dani agreed. "l understand you were with Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo
onthislatest military venture. Tell uswhat happened.”

Car'das glanced at Thrass, back at Ar'dani. "Forgive my im-pertinence, but shouldn't you ask
Commander Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo about thisinstead of me?'

"Wewill," Ardani assured him darkly "Right now, we're askingyou . Tell us about thislatest act
of aggresson.”

Car'dastook adeep breath. "Firgt of dl, it wasn't really an act of aggression,” he said, picking his

words carefully "It was an expedition to investigate unknown warships that had been reported in the
aea.”

"Vessdlsthat wouldn't have been reported at dl if Mit-th'raw'nuruodo wasn't dready inclined to
premature military ac-tion,” Ar'dani pointed out.

Beside her, Thrass tirred in his seat. "The Expansionary Fleet's charter does require observation
and exploration in the regions around the Chiss Ascendancy,” he said.

"Observation and exploration,” Ar'aani countered. "Not unprovoked military action." Shelifted
her eyebrows. "Or do you deny military action was taken and Chiss casudties sus-tained?”

Car'das frowned. Thrawn hadn't mentioned anything about casudties. | was unaware that any
Chisswarriors had been logt."

"TheWhirlwind did not return from the battle," Ar'dani said.

"Oh," Car'das said, breathing alittle easier. Of course; the missing cruiser was till at the battle
scene, keeping theDar kvenge pinned down with the Vagaari gray projector. But he obvi-oudy couldn't
tell Ardani that. "I ill maintain that Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo fought only in salf-defense.”

"Did the unknown enemy firefirg?'

"Thefiring of wegponsisn't dwaysthefirst act of aggres-son," Car'das hedged, once again
feding asif he were walking anarrow board over apit of gundarks. "The Trade Federation battleships



launched amassive force of droid starfighters. I've read reports of battlesin which these wegpons were
used, and if Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo hadn't acted to neutraize them, hisforce would quickly have
been overwhelmed.”

"Perhaps," Ar'dani said. "Well know better once you've shown us around the battle zone."
Car'dasfedt hismouth go suddenly dry "Around the. .. 7'
"Y ou object?" Ar'dani demanded.

"Well, for darters, | don't even know whereitis," Car'das said, stdling for time as he thought
furioudy. If Ardani found theDarkvenge stting out there

"Thelocation isn't aproblem,” Ar'aani assured him, hold-ing up adender cylinder tapered at
both ends. "I have the last two months worth of theSpringhawk ‘s navigationa deata.”

Car'dasfought back agrimace. Terrific. "All right,” he said. "But shouldn't we check first with
Commander Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo?'

"We're going now precisely because | don't want Comman-der Mitth'raw'nuruodo to know
about it," Ar'dani said. "I've sent him on a security sweep of the nearby systems, which should give us
time to examine the battle zone and return.” Her eyes glittered. "And onlythen will we ask for hisverson
of the battle."

"Preparing for first target,” C'baoth said, his deep voice sounding strained as it resonated from
the low celling of the weapons blister. "Firing now" His hands moved in an dmost dream-like way over
the controls, and there was aflicker of indi-cator lights as one of Dreadnaught-1's sets of turbolasers
ddiv-ered amassive broadside blast.

Standing near the blister's doorway, Obi-Wan stretched out to the Force. On the other side of

the Dreadnaught, he could sense Lorana Jinzler aso firing her turbolasers, while al the way on the far
side of Outbound Flight on Dreadnaught-4 MaNing and the two Duros Jedi did the same.

"Whoa," Anakin muttered at hisside. "That's. . . intense.”

"Yes," Obi-Wan agreed, eyeing C'baoth closdly. Thiswasthe Jedi Master's third meld today,
and the strain of the procedure had to be getting to him. But if it was, Obi-Wan couldn't detect it in the
other'sface or sense.

He'd dways assumed that at least part of C'baoth's unshak-able confidence in himsdlf was either
an act or ese avast overes-timation of hisactud abilities. Now, for the first time, he began to wonder if
the man might actuadly be as strong in the Force as he claimed.

"Spotter control: dl test-one volleys on target,” avoice re-ported from the comm panel.

"Pretty good,” Anakin muttered.

"Verygood, you mean," Obi-Wan said. "Can you sense any of Magter C'baoth's commands, or
just the presence of the meld itsdf?



"I don't know," Anakin said, and Obi-Wan could sense the boy tightening his concentration.

"Preparing for second target,” C'baoth announced. " Spotter control ready.”

"Firing now," Cbaoth said.

Again, theindicatorsflickered. "Target two hit," the spotter reported. "Oneflier.”

"What'saflier?' Anakin asked.

"It means one of the shots missed thetarget,” Obi-Wan told him, frowning.  Thereld been
something odd on that last shot, something he couldn't quite put hisfinger on. Stretching out again to the

Force, thistime focusing on the edges of the meld instead of on its center, hetried to track it down.

"Preparing for third target,” C'baoth said. "Firing now." And thistime, asthe indicators once
again flickered, Obi-Wan saw it.

C'baoth had set up atota of six targetsin thisexercise. Obi-Wan forced himsdlf to wait until al
six had been destroyed, the last four with asimpressive an accuracy quotient asthe first two.

The spotter ddlivered hisfind report, and with a shaking jerk of his head C'baoth broke the
meld. For afew seconds he just sat there, blinking rapidly asthe last tendrils of connection between him
and hisfellow Jedi dissolved completely away. Then, taking adeep breeth, he exhded along sigh and
turned to Obi-Wan and Anakin. "What did you think, Y oung Skywaker?"

"Very intense" Anakin said. "I've ever seen anything likeit before. When can | try it?”

"Not until after you've completed your training,” C'baoth said. "Thisisn't something Padawans
should befooling around with."

"But | could handleit,” Anakininssted. "I'm very strong in the Force—you can ask Obi-Wan—"

"Whenyou'reaJedi," Cbaoth said firmly, hisforehead wrin-kling dightly as he shifted hiseyesto
Obi-Wan. "Y ou have aquestion, Master Kenobi?"

"If you have amoment, yes," Obi-Wan said, trying to keep hisvoice casud. "Anakin, why don't
you head back to Reactor Two and seeif they're ready for usto help with that cooling-rod bundle yet.
I'll betherein afew minutes.”

"Okay," Anakin said, hisforehead wrinkling briefly as heleft the room.

"Well?' Cbaoth asked, making theword achalenge.

"Y ou had D-Four's Padawans in the weapons blisters with Master MaNing just now, didn't
you?" Obi-Wan asked.

"Yes, | did," Cbaoth said evenly. "Isthere a problem with that?"

"Y ou just finished teling Anakin that thiswas way beyond a Padawan's abilities.



C'baoth smiled thinly. "Cam yourself, Master Kenohbi," he said. "Of course they weren't actudly
participatinginthemdd.”

"Then why werethey therea al?"

"For the same reason your Padawan was here," C'baoth said, an edge of impatience cregping
into hisvoice. "So that they could get an ideaof what a Jedi meldislike."

"What kind of ideacould they get?' Obi-Wan asked. "They've barely even begun their training.
They could hardly see any more than any other non-Jedi could.”

"Again, isthat a problem?' C'baoth asked.

Obi-Wan took acareful bregth. "It isif the lure of such ad-vanced techniques goads them into
pressing ahead too quickly and too impatiently.”

C'baoth's eyes narrowed. " Speak carefully, Master Kenobi," he warned. " Such impatienceisthe
mark of the dark side. | will not have you accuse me of walking that path, nor of guiding oth-ersdong it.”

"l don't accuse you of anything,” Obi-Wan said giffly. "Ex-cept perhaps of having overly high
expectations of those under your tutelage.”

C'baoth snorted. "Better expectations too high for Padawans to ever quite reach than ones so
low they never need to stretch beyond what is dready known.”

"Better fill high but redistic godsthat dlow for the satisfac-tion and confidence of achievement,”
Obi-Wan countered.

Abruptly, Cbaoth stood up. "'l will not have my teaching philosophy dissected asif it werean
interesting biologica speci-men," he growled. "Particularly not by one asyoung asyou.”

"Ageisn't necessarily the best indicator of knowledgein the Force," Obi-Wan pointed out,
struggling for cam.

"No, but experienceis ," C'baoth shot back. "When you've trained as many Jedi as| have, welll
discussthisfurther. Until then, | believe your Padawan iswaiting for you in Reactor Two."

Obi-Wan took acareful breath. "Very well, Master Cbaoth,” he said. "Until later.”

He stalked out into the corridor, drawing on the Force for calm. He hadn't really wanted to come
aboard Outbound Flight, despite his and Windu's concerns about C'baoth. Not even with the possibility
of finding Vergere asextraincentive.

Now, though, hewas glad held come. In fact, when they reached the Roxuli system in four days,
their final stop in Repub-lic space, he might consider contacting Windu to ask permission for him and
Anakin to stay aboard Outbound Hight for the en-tire duration of its mission.

Because one of the other reasonsfor taking only infantsinto the Temple wasto catch them
before they could develop preconceived ideas of what a Jedi's life was like and how quickly they could
achievethat god. If dl of C'baoth's Padawans had been cautious typeslike Lorana Jinzler, that was an
issue held proba-bly never even had to consider.



But inexperienced though Obi-Wan might be at training fu-ture Jedi, thiswas one problem he
knew dal about.

And if the eagerness hed sensed in the children watching the meld was any indication, Outbound
Hight's Jedi were going to have their handsfull keeping their new Padawans from impatiently pushing
their boundaries, possibly right over the lineinto the dark side.

Somehow, whether C'baoth wanted to hear it or not, he had to get that message through to him.
Beforeit wastoo late.

The starlines cleared away, and asmall and distant red sun ap-peared in theDarkvenge 's bridge
viewports. "So?" Kav growled.

"Patience, Vicdord," Dorianaadvised, watching the blue-skinned dien standing beside the helm
peering a the smdl devicein his hand. Mitth'raw'nuruodo had left the technician behind to guide them to
the location the Chiss commander had specified. A moment later the tech gave asmall nod and
mur-mured afew wordsto the silvery TC-18 trandator droid at hisside. "He says, 'We're here,’
Vicedord Kav," the droid reported in itsmelodic voice.

Kav sniffed. "Whereverhereis”

"Hereiswherever Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo wants usto be," Dorianasaid, not bothering to
conced hisdisgust with the other. Kav had had plenty of time to cometo grips with histask force's
destruction, but he was just as angry and irritable as ever.

And if he didn't watch histongue and histemper, he was going to get the rest of them killed, too.

"Then whereis he?' Kav demanded.

"Two incoming vessels," the Neimoidian at the sensors called. " One Chiss cruiser, one smaller
vesH."

The Chisstech spoke again in the Sy Bidti trade language. " 'They are theSpringhawk and a
long-range shuttle,' " the TC droid announced primly. " ‘Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo will wish to
board immediately.' "

"Tel the commander his usua docking port has been pre-pared for him," Doriana said.

A few minutes later, Mitth'raw'nuruodo strode through the blast doors onto the bridge, apair of
Chisswarriorstrailing be-hind him. "Wel come aboard, Commander,” Dorianasaid, risng from the

couch.

"Thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, his eyesflicking briefly to Kav's stiff face and posture. "'l
appreciae your swift compliance with my ingructions.

"Asl| told you earlier, we wish to be fully cooperative,” Do-rianareminded him.

"Excdlent,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "'l wish you to begin unloading your droid starfighters.”



Kav jerked like he'd been kicked. "What do you say?' he breathed, his eyes bugging even more
than usud.

"Your droid starfighters are to be transported to that aster-oid." Mitth'raw'nuruodo pointed out
the viewportsat asmal, irregularly shaped crescent of faint light againgt the Sars. "After thet, | will
require the services of those who program their com-bat movements.”

Kav gurgled under his breath, and for once Doriana could sympathize with him. Themain
grength of a Trade Federation battleship lay inits starfighters, the retrofitted quad laser batter-iesaong
the split-ring midline more of an afterthought than se-rious defengve armament. Removing its garfighters
would leave theDar kvenge as helpless asthe freighter it had once been. "Thisis outrageous,” the
Nemoidian protested. "I will not consent to—"

"Bedlent," Dorianacut in, his eyes on Mitth'raw'nuruodo. Either he wanted theDarkvenge to be
helpless, o— "Y ou have a plan for dedling with Outbound Hight, don't you?"

"I haveaplan,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo confirmed. "Whether or not | activate it depends on whether
or not you're ready to tell me the truth.”

An uncomfortable lump formed in Doriandsthroat. "Ex-plain, please.”

"Your nameisnot Stratis," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Y ou're not your own master, but answer to
another. And the social threat posed by these Jedi is not the true reason you seek Out-bound Hight's
destruction.” He lifted his eyebrows. "If, indeed, you genuinelydo seek its destruction.”

"What other reason would we have to be here?' Doriana asked.

"Perhaps your intent was to rendezvous with them," Mit-th'raw'nuruodo suggested. "If Outbound
Flight isfilled with warriorsinstead of colonists, together your combined forces would have had both the
firepower and the personnd necessary to launch an effective bridgehead invasion.”

"I've dready told you we're not here for conquest.”

"I know what you told me," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, hisface expressionless. "Now you must
persuade meto believeit.”

"Of course," Doriana said. Thiswas going to berisky, he knew, but he'd suspected from the
beginning that Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo would eventually cometo this conclusion. It wastimeto give him the
rest of thetruth. "I believel can answer al of your questionstogether. If you'll comewith me, I'd liketo
introduce you to my superior.” Deliberately, helooked at Kav. "Y ou, Vicdord, will remain here.”

Hedidn't wait for Kav'sinevitable protest, but set off across the bridge, leading
Mitth'raw'nuruodo back to the office where they'd first conferred two days earlier. He ushered the Chiss
in-sde and sedled the door, noting with no redl surprise that Mitth'raw'nuruodo had aso left hiswarrior
escort behind. The commander was supremely confident in his abilities, and had clearly deduced that
Doriana himsdlf was no threat to him.

At leadt, not yet.

Dorianas specid holoprojector was aready hooked into theDarkvenge 's comm system.



Punching in the access code, he ges-tured Mitth'raw'nuruodo to the desk chair. "Y our first point is
absolutely correct,” he began, mentaly crossing hisfingersthat the battleship's huge transmitter would be
ableto punch asignd back to the Republic's HoloNet system. "My true nameis KinmanDoriana, an
identity I've taken care to keep secret from Vicedord Kav's crew and other associates.”

"Y ou play mutualy opposing roles, then?'
Doriana stared. "How did you know that?"
"It was obvious," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Who are your two masters?’

"My officid, public master is Supreme Chancellor Pal patine, the head of the Republic
government,” Doriana said, the words echoing strangely in his ears. He hardly dared even think such
thingsin the privacy of hisown mind. To be saying them doud, and to an unknown aien, was virtualy
unthinkable. "My true Magter isa Sith Lord named Darth Sidious."

"A SthLordis...?
"A being who stands against the Jedi and their control over the Republic,” Doriana explained.
"Ah," Mitthraw'nuruodo said, afaint smile touching the corners of hismouth. "A power struggle.”

"Inaway," Doriana conceded. "But on aplanefar different from the one where beings like you
and | exist. What'simportant right now isthat Lord Sidious has access to information sources that the
Jedi don't have."

"And what do these sourcestal him?'

Dorianabraced himsdf. "Therésan invason coming,” he said. "A massve assault force of dark
ships, shadowy figures, and weapons of grest power, based on organic technology of asort we've never
seen before. We bdlieve these Far Outsiders, aswe cal them, already have afoothold at the far edge of
the galaxy, and even now have scouting parties seeking information on worlds and peoples to conquer.”

"Stories of mysteriousinvaders are both convenient and dif-ficult to disprove,”" Mitth'raw'nuruodo
pointed out. "Why do you only now tell methis?'

Doriana nodded toward the door. "Because Vicel ord Kav and his associates don't know," he
said. "Neither does anyone e sein the Republic. Not yet."

"Whenwill Darth Sdioustel them?'

"When he's turned the Republic's chaosinto order,” Dori-anasaid. "When we've built an army
and afleet capable of deal-ing with the threat. To announce it before then would do nothing but create
panic and leave us open to disaster.”

"How does Outbound Hight fit into dl this?

"As| sad, we bdieve the Far Outsiders are currently still gathering information,” Dorianasaid.
"So far, theré's no indication that they even know about the Republic.” He felt histhroat tighten.
"Actudly, that's not entirely true," he corrected himself rdluctantly. "One of the Jedi, abeing named
Vergere, disgp-peared in that region sometime ago. That's one of Outbound Flight's private agendas, in



fact: to try to learn what happened to her."

"l see" Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, nodding dowly. "And while asingle prisoner can give only hints
of hisor her origin, an entire shipful of them can provide dl that would be needed for a successful
invagon.”

"Exactly,” Dorianasaid. "Not to mention dl the datafiles and technology they would be ableto
examine. If Outbound Hight blundersinto their bridgehead, we could find ourselves facing an attack long
before were ready.”

"And the Jedi do not understand this?"

"The Jedi think of themselves asthe magters of the galaxy,” Dorianasaid hitterly. "Especidly the
chief Jedi Master aboard Outbound Flight, Jorus C'baoth. Even if he knew about the Far Outsiders, |
doubt it would make any differenceto him."

Above the holoprojector, the familiar hooded figure shim-mered into view. The hologram wasa
bit more ragged than usual, Doriana noted, but the connection itsalf seemed more solid than held feared it
would be. Sidious was evidently some-where much closer than his usua haunts on Coruscant. "Re-port,”
the Sith Lord ordered. His unseen eyes seemed to catch sight of Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and the drooping
corners of hismouth drooped alittle farther. "Who isthis?' he demanded.

"Thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo of the Chiss Expansionary Defense FHeet, Lord Sidious,”
Dorianasaid, stepping behind Mitth'raw'nuruodo where hewould bein view. "I'm afraid we've had a
dight setback in our misson.”

"I don't wish to hear about setbacks, Master Doriana," the Sith Lord said, hisgravelly voice
taking on amenacing edge.

"Yes, my lord," Dorianasaid, trying to stay calm. Even hun-dreds of light-years away, lie could
practicaly fed Sidiouss Force grip resting againg histhroat. "Let me explain.”

He gave Sidious asummary of the one-sided battle with the Chiss. Somewhere during the
explanation, Sidiouss face turned from staring a him to staring a Mitth'raw'nuruodo. "Impres-sive," he
said when Dorianafinished. "And only one of your ships survives?'

Doriananodded. "And only because Commander Mit-th'raw'nuruodo choseto leaveit intact.”

"Mogt impressive," Sidious said. "Tell me, Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo, are you typicd of
your species?’

"I have no way of answering that question, Lord Sidious," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said camly. "I can
only point out that I'm the youngest of my people to ever hold the position of Force Commander.”

"l can seewhy," Sidioussad, adight smilefindly lightening some of hisbrooding darkness. "'|

take it from your presence here that Doriana has explained the need to stop Outbound Hight before it
passes beyond ‘our territory?

"He has," Mitth'raw'nuruodo confirmed. "Have you proof of thisimpending aien threet?"

"l havereports,” Sidious sad. If he wasinsulted that Mit-th'raw'nuruodo would dare to question



hisword, hedidn't show it. "Dorianawill detail them for you if you wish. Assuming you're convinced,
what will be your reponse?"

Mitthrraw'nuruodo's eyes flicked to Doriana. " Assuming I'm convinced, I'll agreeto Dorianas
reguest to intercept and stop Outbound Flight.”

"Excdlent,” Sidious said. "But be warned. The Jedi will not accept defeet lightly, and they have
the power to reach across greeat distances to touch and manipulate the minds of others. Y ou cannot alow
them knowledge of your attack beforeit islaunched.”

"l understand,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Tell me: doesthis ability to touch others mindsaso
work the oppositedirection?If I, for example, am impressed enough with the need for them to return
home, would my urgency influence their thoughts and decisons?'

"They will indeed sense your urgency,” Sidious said, the cor-ners of his mouth drooping again.
"But don't expect them to act on it. Master C'baoth will not under any circumstances return to the
Republic. To even offer him that possibility would rob you of your only chance for a surprise attack.”

"Perhaps," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Though to those who can touch others minds the concept of
surprise may belimited a best.”

"Which iswhy Doriana proposed to use droid starfighters as the main thrust of his attack,”
Sidious pointed out. "Still, with al power comes a corresponding weakness. Amid the clutter of the
thousands of minds aboard Outbound Fight, even Jedi sensi-tivity will be blunted. And once those same
thousands of people begin to diein battle—" Hislip twitched. "—that handicap will increase dl the
more."

"l undergtand,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said again. "Thank you for your time, Lord Sidious."

"I look forward to hearing the report of your victory,” Sidious said, inclining hishead. Hesent a
find look a Doriana, and with aflicker theimage was gone.

For along moment Mitth'raw'nuruodo sat without spesk-ing, his glowing eyes glittering with
thought. "I'll need afull technical readout on Outbound Flight and its component Dreadnaughts,”" he said
at last. "l trust you have current infor-mation?"

"Up to and including even the final passenger listings," Do-rianaassured him. "Now that you
know about Jedi power against living gunners, shal | cancel your order to remove our droid starfighters?”

"Of course not,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, sounding mildly surprised. "And I'll expect the
off-loading to he completed by the end of the day. I'll dso need two of your droidekas and four of your
battle droids to be packed and |oaded aboard my long-range shuittle for transport to my base. | presume
that Sx droids can be controlled by something more portable than this vessd's computer?”

"Y es, there are locdized datapad systems that can handle up to two hundred droids each,”
Dorianasaid, suppressing agri-mace. Kav was upsat enough at him for smply handing over his
garfightersfor the Chissto pick apart. He wasn't going to be any happier about losing his combat droids.
"I'll pack onein with the droidekas.

"Good," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "I take it only the droidekas come with those built-in force
shidds?'



"Correct,” Dorianasaid. "But if you're thinking about adapting the shields for use by your
warriors, I'd advise againgt it. Therésafairly denseradiation quotient involved, plus high-twist magnetic
fieldsthat turn out to befairly nasty for living beings.”

"Thank you for your concern,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, inclining hishead dightly. "Asit happens,
we're somewhat familiar with such devices, though they were generdly used with reversed polarity.”

"Reversed polarity?' Dorianafrowned. "Y ou mean with the deflection fidd facinginward? "

"They were used asintruder traps,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo ex-plained. "Many an unwary robber
incinerated himself as hetried to shoot aguard or homeowner from theinsde.”

Dorianawinced. "Ah."

"But asyou say, they proved too dangerous to bystanders and innocents who were accidental ly
caught,” the commander went on. "Their use was discontinued many decades ago.” He stood up. "I must
leave now. I'll return later to confirm that my orders have been carried out."”

19

Fourteen vessals™" Admird Ar'aani declared, her glowing eyes sweeping thefield of debris
stretched out before them. "Possibly thirteen, if the two sections of wreckage to theright belonged to a
singlevessd that broke apart before exploding.”

"Isthat the correct number, Car'das?’ Thrass asked.

"Y es, that's sounds about right," Car'das agreed, his muscleswilting alittle with rdief. The
fifteenth ship, the intact Trade Federation battleship, was nowhere to be seen. He just hoped that it was
Thrawn who'd moved it, and that it hadn't managed to skip out onitsown. "Of course, | wasjust an
observer," here-minded them. "I didn't have accessto the sensor information.”

"Plus there were a considerable number of those," Ar'aani continued, pointing at the charred
sections of two droid star-fighters floating past the bridge canopy. "Too smal to be staffed.”

"They're mechanica devices called droids,” Car'das said. "Thesein particular are called droid
dafighters™

Thrassgrunted. "If thefield of battleisany indication of their combat abilities, | would say they're
misnamed.”

"Don't be mided by your brother's kill a warfare, Syndic Mitth'rassafis,” Ar'dani warned. "If
these droids were as useless as you imply, no one would take the time and effort to build them."

"I've seen reports of them in combat,” Car'das confirmed. "Against most opponents, they're quite
formidable”

"Yet | dill see no evidence that these weapons or their mas-ters attacked first," Ar'aani pointed
out.



"I can only repeat what | said earlier, Admird," Car'dastold her. "The mere act of launching the
garfighterswas an overt act of aggression. Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo responded in the only way he
could to protect hisforces.”

"Perhaps,” Ardani said. "That will befor amilitary tribund to decide.”

Car'dasfdt his scomach tighten. ™Y ou're bringing him up on charges?"

"That will also befor the tribund to decide," Thrasssaid. "But welll first need to examinethe
records of the battle and interview the warriors who were present.”

"At thisbattle aswell asthe earlier raid against the Vagaari,” Ar'dani added.

"l understand,” Car'das said, his heart starting to beat alit-tle faster. Here was the opening hed
been looking for. " Speak-ing of the Vagaari, my colleagues and | were hoping we could settle the
guestion soon about the treasure we were promised, so that we could be on our way."

Ar'aani's eyebrows arched. "Now, suddenly, you'rein ahurry to return home?”'

"We're merchants,” Car'das reminded her. "This has been an interesting and productive sidetrip,
but the cargo in our hold isway overduefor delivery.”

"A cargo you would very much like to supplement with stolen pirate plunder.”

"Yes, but only because our customerswill demand late-ddivery pendties," Car'das explained.
"Theré's no way for usto pay those without the items Captain Qennto has requested.”

"Y ou should have thought about that before deciding to stay,” Thrasssaid. "At any rate, the
matter of the treasure will have to wait until the tribunal has made its decision. If my brother isfound to
have violated Chiss military doctrine, helll have no standing to argue your side of the question.”

"l understand,” Car'das said heavily. "How long isthis hear-ing likely to take?"

"That depends on how quickly | can collect the details of the two battles,” Ar'dani said. "Once
I've done o, I'll request that atribuna be seated.”

Weeks, in other words. Possibly even months. "And what will Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo's
datus be until then?'

"I'll be supervising his operations and overseeing al of hisorders,”" Ardani said. She nodded
fractiondly at Thrass. "At Syndic Mitthrassafiss request.”

Car'das looked at Thrass, a prickling sensation on the back of his neck. Once again, Thrawvn's
analysis had proved right on the mark. "Y ou'd do thisto your own brother?

The musclesin Thrasss cheekstightened; but it was Ar'dani who answered. "Neither Syndic
Mitth'rassafis nor | isunsympa-thetic toward Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” she said evenly. "We
wish only to protect him from his own excesses of zed and ability."

"From hisexcess of ability? " Car'das snorted. " That'sanew one.”



"He'sagifted tactician and commander,” Ar'dani said. "But without proper restraint hell
eventudly go too far and end hisdaysin exile. What good will those gifts do anyone then?"

"And meanwhile, the Vagaari are freeto destroy and kill?'

Ar'aani looked away. "Thelives of other beings are not oursto interfere with, for good or for ill,"
she sad. "We cannot and will not trust in whatever fedlings of sympathy we might have for the victims of

tyranny”

"Then trust in Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” Car'das urged. "Y ou both agree hel's a gifted tactician; andhe's
convinced that the Va-gaari are athreat you'll eventudly have to face. Thelonger you wait—the more
aien technology and weaponry you let them sted—the stronger they'll be.”

"Then that iswhat well face," Thrasssaid firmly. "And asasyndic of the Eighth Ruling Family |
cannot listen to any more of this." He jabbed afinger at the carnage outside the viewport. "Now.
Describe thisbattlefor us.”

It was half an hour past the shift change, and D-4's number three messroom was crowded as
Loranacamein. Taking along step to the side out of the doorway and the people moving in and out, she
scanned the crowd for Jedi Master MaNing.

But he was nowhere to be found. Giving the room onefina sweep, she started to turn toward the
door.

"Hey!" achild'svoice cdled over the hum of background conversation. "Hey! Jedi Loranal™

It was Jorad Pressor, waving hisfork over his head to get her attention. His parents, in contrast,
had their eyesfirmly fixed on their plates asthey continued to eet. Deliberately ignoring her and it wasn't
hard to guesswhy. Two days ago Master MaNing had briefly taken over Pressor's hyperdrive
mai ntenance bay to show to some of the young Jedi candidates, and one of the chil-dren had managed to
dump acontainer of inverse couplingsal over the floor. Pressor had had words with MaNing about that,
to the point where C'baoth had intervened and docked Pressor two days pay.

Bedt if sheleft them done until they got over it, Loranadecided. Waving and smiling back a
Jorad, sheturned to leave.

And nearly ran into Chas Uliar as he came into the mess-room. "Summing, arewe?" he asked,
making no attempt to hide his own coolness.

"I'm looking for Master MaNing," she said, determined not to respond in kind to his open
unfriendliness. C'baoth had wanted Uliar thrown in D-4's brig for his attempt to push hisway into the Jedi
school afew days ago, and it was only with the greatest of tact and diplomacy that Captain Pakmillu had
man-aged to talk him out of it. "Have you seen him?"

"Oh, he never comeshere ," Uliar said. "The officers and other important people et in one of the
nicer messrooms.”

Lorands eyesflicked back into the messroom, focusing thistime on the decor. It looked fineto



her.

"Oh, I'm sureit'sjust like the ones you have over on D-One," Uliar went on. "Buit it could have
been alot morein-teresting if you Jedi had a cubic centimeter of style and crestivity among you."

"What does our style or cregtivity have to do with this?' Lo-rana asked.

For amoment Uliar's eyes searched her face asif looking for alie. Then hislip twitched. "I guess
youredlydon't know," he said grudgingly. "We wanted to decorate this room like one of the Coruscant
underlevels—you know, kind of deazy in an over the-top sort of way. The folks stationed forward have
aready done up their messroomsin theme styles.”

llArﬂ?l

"And your giff-as-permacrete Master MaNing wouldn't let us," Uliar said acidly. "Some
nonsense about alow-culture look promoting rebellious attitudes.”

Loranawinced. Now that he mentioned it, shehad heard about this debate. It hadn't made much
senseto her, ether. "Let metak to him," she offered. "Maybe | can get him to change hismind. Any idea
where he might be?"

"Y ou might try the senior officers conference room,” Uliar said, and she thought she could sense
asmall crack in hisani-mosity. "I hear he spendsalot of timein there when it's not being used.”

"Thank you," Loranasaid. "I'll get back to you on the deco-rating.”

She found MaNing aonein the conference room, seated in one of the chairs as he gazed out the
small viewport a the hyperspace sky flowing past. "Master MaNing?' she caled tentatively as the door
did shut behind her.

"Jedi Jnzler," he said without turning around. "What brings you to D-Four?"

"Y ou weren't answering your comlink,” she said. "Master C'baoth asked me to comefind you.”

"l was meditating,” he explained. "I dwaysturn off my comlink at such times”

"l see" Loranasaid, sudying him closdly as she stepped to his sde. Hisface and manner seemed
oddly tense. "Areyou dl right?'

"I'm not sure,” he said. "Tell me, what do you think of what Master Cbaoth is doing?'

The question caught her by surprise. "What do you mean?"

"Did you know he's suspended the authority of the Com-mander's Court to rule on grievances?"
"No, | didnt," shesad. "What system is he planning on using instead?"

"Us" MaNing said. "Asbest | can figure, he essentialy wants us to take over supervision of
every aspect of life aboard Outbound Flight."

"Such as how the people decorate their messrooms?”



MaNing grimaced. "Y ou've been talking to Chas Uliar and his committee.”
"| talked to Uliar," Lorana confirmed, frowning. "1 didn't know he had acommittee.”

"Oh, it'sjust agroup of people who don't like otherstelling them what to do,” MaNing said,
waving ahand in dismissa. "Mostly reactor complex techs and support people. Their com-plaintsare
modly trivid, like thiswhole messroom thing."

"With dl due respect, Master MaNing, for usto even get in-volved with Outbound Fight's
decor seemsalittleridiculous," Loranaoffered.

"No argument from me," MaNing admitted. "But Master C'baoth was adamant—said the idea of
decorating the place like acriminas den would encourage antisocial attitudeswe can't af-ford in such a
close-knit community. The point isthat I'm sens-ing a growing resentment toward us from the peoplein
generd. I'm worried that Master C'baoth may be taking these so-called reforms of histoo far.”

"Still, it'shard to argue with hisbasic premise,” Loranasad, feding distinctly uncomfortable with
talking about C'baoth be-hind his back thisway. "People attuned to the Forceshould be more capable of
dispensing justice and maintaining integrity than those who aren't. But it's so hard to see what that hasto
do with how people decorate their own messrooms.”

"Exactly,” MaNing agreed. "But | can't seem to get that distinction through to him. Do you think
you could make him understand?’

Loranagrimaced. Firgt Uliar had asked her to talk to MaNing, and now MaNing was asking
her to talk to C'baoth. Had someone appointed her official mediator of the Jedi Order when she wasn't
looking? "1 doubt hell pay any more attention to me than he would to you," shewarned. "But | can try.”

"That'sal | ak," MaNing said, sounding relieved. "And don't mark yoursdlf short. Therésa
specia bond between Mas-ter and Padawan, abond that can run far deeper than any other relationship.
Y ou may be the only person aboard Outbound Flight hewill ligento.”

"I'm not sure about that," she said. "But I'll do what | can.”

"Thank you,” MaNing said. "Y ou said Master Cbaoth was trying to reach me?"

Lorananodded. "He wants dl the Jedi Masters at a meet-ing tonight at eight in the D-One senior
officers conference room.”

"Morereforms, no doubt,” MaNing grumbled as he stood up. "Tak to him soon, will you?!
"If I can dow him down long enough,” Loranasaid. "In the meantime, what do | tell Uliar?'

MaNing sighed. "Tdl him I'll think about it. Maybe Master Cbaoth will eventudly load himsdlf
up with so many other mat-ters that he won't even notice how Outbound Flight is deco-rated.”

Loranalooked out at the hyperspace sky. "Somehow, | don't think so."

MaNing shook hishead heavily. "No. Neither do|."



It had been along and tiring day, but the last group of droid starfighters had finally been unloaded
and deployed across the as-teroid's uneven landscape. Now, his growling stomach remind-ing Doriana
of the lateness of the hour, he made hisway to theDar kvenge 's Supreme Officers dining room to get
something to edt.

Kav was dready there, seated alone at one of the corner ta-bles, his expression daring anyoneto
interrupt him. Dorianatook the hint and directed the serving droid to one of the tables on the opposite
sde of the room. The vicelord had been in athunderous mood dl day, which wasadmost funny ina
gpecies as cowardly asthe Neimoidians. But no one el se aboard had dared to laugh, and Dorianawasn't
going to try it, either. Even cow-ards could be pushed too far.

He was halfway through his dinner when Kav suddenly stood up and made hisway acrossthe
room. "This Mitthrawdo," he said without preamble as he sat down acrossfrom Doriana. Y ou think him
agenius, doyou?'

"I consder him ahighly effective military commander and tectician,” Dorianasaid, eyeing the
other. Where wasthis sud-denly coming from?"His abilitiesat art or philosophy | can't vouch for."

"Amusing," Kav growled. "But heisnot even agood tacti-cian. Heis, instead, afool." Pulling a
datapad from inside hisrobes, he dropped it on the table in front of Doriana. " See the reprogramming he
has ordered for my sarfighters.”

Dorianaglanced at the datapad's display, covered with droid-language symbolics. "1 don't read
tech," hesaid. "How about giving it to mein plain Basic?'

Kav snorted contemptuoudy. ""He has programmed the star-fighters for close-approach attacks.”
Dorianafrowned back at the datapad. "How close?"

"l believethetermishull skimming," Kav said, tapping the display "The chief programmer
informs me the attack is set for no more than five meters above the hull "

Dorianarubbed his cheek thoughtfully. Tacticaly, it made good senseto cut in that closeto an
enemy's ships. It put the at-tacker inside the defender's point-defense weaponry, as well as permitting the
kind of targeting accuracy that made for efficient destruction of vulnerable equipment and hull-plate
connection lines.

The catch, of course, wasthat it was enormoudy difficult to get insde those point defensesin the
first place. "l don't suppose anyone thought to mention to him that Dreadnaughts come with avery good
point-defense system?"

"The programmers did not think it their place to speak out of turn.”

"And neither did you?'

17" Kav feigned innocence. "Y ou, of al people, should know better than to question the orders
of amilitary genius.”

Dorianatook adeep breath. "Vicelord, | strongly suggest you remember our ultimate objective



here. We've been sent to destroy Outbound Flight. Without Mitth'raw'nuruodo's aid, we have no chance
of doing that."

"Y et abeing of hisgeniusis certainly capable of grasping technica readouts,” Kav said blandly.
"Perhgps hisplanisto throw our sarfighters againgt Outbound Hight in an awesome display of
disntegrating metd that will frighten Captain Pak-millu into submisson.”

Dorianalet his gaze harden, utterly disgusted by this pathetic excuse of amilitary commander.
"Sointheend dl you care about isyour pride,” he said. Y ou don't even care if Darth Sidi-ous executes
us both aslong as you can find some smal point where you can fed superior to Mitth'raw'nuruodo.”

"Cdmyoursdf,” Kav said, resettling himsdf comfortably in hischair. "Thereisno reason why my
pride and my victory can-not coexi<t."

"Explain.”

"I have not told Mitthrawdo of theflaw in hisplan,” the vicelord said with spiteful satisfaction.
"But I have ingtructed the chief programmer to create asecondary attack pattern for the starfighters,
which has been overlaid across Mitthrawdo's pri-mary pattern. Once he has wasted the first wave in his
foolish close-approach attack, | will take command and switch to amore effective line of attack.”

Dorianathought it over. Thatwould probably work, he de-cided. "It still losesusafull attack
wave," hereminded Kav. "Not to mention the element of surprise.”

"What surprise?’ Kav scoffed. "As soon as they see theDarkvenge they will know to prepare
for droid garfighters.”

Doriana pressed hisfingertips together. Surely even aNeimoidian vicelord couldn't bethis dense.
"| don't supposeit's occurred to you that Mitth'raw'nuruodo might have off-loaded the starfighters
precisaly because he doesn't intend to let Captain Pakmillu seetheDarkvenge 7' he suggested. "Thét, in
fact, he doesn't intend for theDarkvenge to participate in the battle at al?*

Apparently, ithadn't occurred to Kav. "That isridiculous,”" he protested, his eveswidening. "No
military commander would refuseto bring a battleship of our might into hisfleet.”

"Except maybe a commander who's aready seen how easily they can be destroyed?’ Doriana
couldn't resst asking.

Kav'swhole body gtiffened. "I perceive that you have come under Mitthrawdo’ s spell,
Commander,” he said evenly. "But do not be swayed by hislearned manner and cultured voice. Heis il
aprimitive savage . . . and no matter what the outcome, in the end he will haveto die.”

Dorianasighed. Unfortunately, he had aready reached that same conclusion. Mitth'raw'nuruodo
had come into contact with Car'das and his shipmates, and he might easily touch the edge of the Republic
again. Until al thewitnessesto Darth Sidi-ous's betrayal of Outbound Hight had been silenced, the
mission would not be complete. "Regardless, for the moment we still need him dive," he said. "How have
you arranged for usto reach this second programming level ?*

"I will have aredlay control,” Kav said. "Once Mitthrawdo'sfalure is apparent, | will bring the
garfighters back under my control, and will complete our mission.” He cocked his head. "Unlessyou
have further objections?’



Dorianashook his head. "Though well have to make sure we're on his bridge when the battle

begins"

"| leavethat to you," Kav said. "Heisafool in other areas, aswell. Did you know he has taken
twenty of my starfighters and linked them together by twoswith aspare fuel tank between them?”

"What good doesthat do?' Doriana asked, frowning. "Those starfighters run on solid-fud dugs.”
"I imagine hewasingpired by Outbound Hight'sdesign,”

Kav said contemptuoudy. "Heis probably regretful that histanks aretoo smal to fit Sx
garfighters around each.”

"You're sure they'refud tanks?'

"What else could they be?' Kav countered, getting to hisfeet. "A pleasant evening to you,
Commander."

The Neimoidian walked away, and Doriana returned to hismeal. Somehow, the food didn't taste
asgood asit had five minutes earlier.

"There," Captain Pakmillu said, pointing aflippered hand at the planet visible through D-1's
bridge viewports. "Roxuli, our last stop in known space. From this point on, we enter territory never
before seen throughout al the ages of Republic gtar travel.”

"It'sindeed a historic moment,” Obi-Wan agreed. "With your permission, Captain, I'd liketo
send asigna to Coruscant through Roxuli's HoloNet connection.”

"Certainly," Pakmillu said, gesturing &ft. " The secure comm room will be at your disposa assoon
asour guest isfinished.”

Obi-Wan frowned. Less than an hour since Outbound Hight had made orbit, and aready they
had aguest?"One of thelocd officids?"

"Hardly," Pakmillu said drily, his eyes swiveling toward the aft blast doors. "Ah."

Obi-Wan turned, and felt his mouth drop open. Locd offi-cid, nothing. Their visitor was none
other than Supreme Chan-cellor Pa patine himself.

"Master Kenobi," Palpatine called as he crossed the bridge toward them. " Just the man | need.”

"Thisis an unexpected honor, Chancellor Papatine,”" Obi-Wan said, scrambling to find hisvoice.
"May | ask what brings you to this edge of the Republic?’

"The samething that moves dl of us acrossthe starsthese days,” Pd patine replied with awan
smile. "Palitics, of course. In this case, trouble between the Roxuli central government and the system'’s
agteroid mining colonies”



"It must be seriousif you had to come out personally,” Obi-Wan commented.

"Actudly, they dont want meat dl," Palpatine said drily. "All they want from meisto obtain for
them the services of the hero of the Barlok negotiations, Master Jorus C'baoth himself."

Obi-Wan looked at Pakmillu. "I'm not sure Master C'baoth will be interested in the job,” he
warned Palpatine.

"Asamatter or fact, heisnt,” the Supreme Chancellor con-firmed. "I've dready spoken with
him, and heflatly refusesto leave Outbound Hight."

"We could delay our departure until his negotiations have finished,” Pakmillu offered. "Therésno
reason we couldn't spend afew days here.”

"No, I've dready suggested that option,” Pa patine said, shaking his head. "He will not change
Outbound Hight's sched-ule. Or leave Outbound Flight &t all, for that matter." He looked back at
Obi-Wan. "But thereis another dternative. Perhapsyou would be willing to mediatein his place.”

Ohbi-Wan blinked in surprise. "With al due respect, Chancel-lor Palpatine, | don't think that'sa
subdtitution that would satisfy them.”

"On the contrary,” Papatine said. "I've just poken with them, and they would be most gratified if
you would lend your assistance.” He smiled again. "After al, there were other heroes at Barlok besides
Master C'baoth."

Obi-Wan grimaced. Under other circumstances, he would have been only too happy to help out.
But with al that was happening aboard Outbound Hight, he'd decided to ask the Coun-cil for permission
to extend histour. Now, suddenly, that deci-sion was being cut out from under him.

Because if C'baoth wasn't willing to postpone Outbound Hight's departure for himself, he
certainly wouldn't do so for Obi-Wan. If he and Anakin left now, they wouldn't be getting back aboard.
"How seriousisthis problem?' he asked.

"Serious enough,” Papatine said, the linesin hisface degp-ening ashissmall attempt at levity
faded away. "If violence erupts, vitd ore shipmentsto half the systemsin this sector will be cut off.
Depending on how much damage the mines sustain, the scarcity could last for years.”

"I'd have to consult the Council," Obi-Wan pointed out.

"With time becoming criticd, |'ve dready taken the liberty of doing so0," Pdpatine sad. "Master
Y oda has given his permis-son for you to leave Outbound Fight here instead of continuing on.”

And even with it couched in terms of permission, Obi-Wan nevertheless knew an order when he
heard one. "Very wdl," hesaid withasigh. "I presume I'll be bringing my Padawan, aswell?*

"Y ou can hardly let him go running off to the next galaxy without you," Pa patine agreed, the lines
smoothing out a bit, and Obi-Wan could sense hisrdlief. "I'll take the two of you down in my ship. After
that, I'm afraid | must return to Corus-cant, but I'll leave one of my guard and his escort ship to bring you
back when you're finished.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said, wondering briefly if he and Anakin should instead take the Delta-12



Skysprite that Windu had set up for them in D-3's hangar. But it would take time to activate and prep,
and time seemed to be of the essence here. Be-sides, one of Pl patine's escort ships would undoubtedly
be more spacious and comfortable, eveniif it did mean putting up with one of those humorless men

Pd patine aways seemed to be hiring as his guards these days. "I'll have Anakin start packing. Well be
reedy to go within the hour."

"Thank you, Master Kenobi," Pdpatine said, hisvoice low and earnest. 'Y ou may never know
how much thismeansto me."

"My pleasure, Chancdlor,” Obi-Wan said, fedling atwinge of regret as he pulled out his comlink.
"We Jedi live only to serve.”

"Thereit goes," Anakin murmured as Palpatine's shuttle dropped toward the hazy atmosphere of
the planet below them.

Obi-Wan looked up, but where Outbound Flight had been there was no longer anything but
empty space. "They have ascheduleto keep,” he said.

"I suppose," the boy said, and Obi-Wan could hear some of his own unhappiness echoed in the
other'svoice. "l wish we could have gone alittle farther with him.”

"Who, Captain Pakmillu?' Pdpatine asked.

"No, Master Cbaoth," Anakin said. "He'sareally good leader—aways seemsto get things
done. Cuts straight through the clutter and finds away to make everyone do what's best for them.”

"He doesindeed have that gift," Palpatine agreed. "There are so few like him in these troubled
times. Still, our lossis Out-bound Flight'sgain.”

"I'm sure they're pleased to have him aboard,” Obi-Wan murmured.

"But he has histask before him, and we have ours,”" Pa patine continued, handing Obi-Wan a
datacard. "Heresdl | have on the Roxuli dispute. Y ou'd best familiarize yoursdf with it before weland.”

"Thank you," Obi-Wan said, taking the card and dipping it into his datapad. "No doubt the
complainantsthemsaveswill provide any detailsyou've missed.”

"No doubt,” Papatine said drily. "Settle yourself in, Master Kenobi. It'slikely to be avery long
and weary day."

Ar'aani'sinspection group returned to Crustai from the Trade Federation battle Site nearly two
hours before Thrawn made it back from the inspection tour the admiral had sent him on. His report, not
surprisingly, went quickly, and he was back with Car'das and Marisfor aquick language sesson less
than an hour later. If he redlized something significant had happened in his absence, Car'das couldn't find
itin hisfaceor voice.

The next two dayswent by dowly. Ar'dani spent most of her timein her quarters studying the



data shed collected from the battle Site, emerging only for medls or to roam the base looking for warriors
to question. So far she didn't seem to have run into the two who'd heard Thrawn announce his suspicions
about theBargain Hunter 's crew, but Car'das knew it was only amatter of time before she did.

Thrawn himsdlf wasin and out quite abit over those two days, apparently taking Ar'dani's phony
inspection order very se-rioudly. Car'das had only asingle real conversation with the com-mander during
that time, along late-night talk in Car'dass quartersright after Ar'alani's battle-site survey. Thrawn's
fatigue and tension were evident, and when he findly left Car'das pon-dered long and hard as to whether
the commander might have fi-naly overstretched himsdlf

During those days Car'das a o tried to spend more time with Qennto and Maris. But their
conversations were even more de-pressing. Qennto was beginning to act like acaged animd, his
broodings peppered with wild plansinvolving raids on the ar-mory and storage room followed by a
daring escapein theBargain Hunter . Maris, for her part, still professed confidence in Thrawn's honor,
but even she was clearly sarting to have private doubts about his ability to protect them against Ar'aani.

Something had to be done. And it was Car'das who would haveto do it.

Therewere few preparations he could make. TheBargain Hunter wastoo well guarded, and
anyway he had no intention of trying to fly the ungainly freighter through the entrance tunnd with Thrawn's
fightersin pursuit. But at the far end of the dock-ing areawas along-range shuittle the Chiss seemed
mostly to beignoring. A few hours spent in the piloting tutorias of the base's computer system, combined
with his previoustraining in reading Cheunh symbols, and he had learned the rudiments of flyingit. Later,
he managed to dip aboard the shuttle without being seen and spent an hour in the pilot's seat, mentally
running through the lessons and checklists and making sure he knew where every-thing was located.
When thetime came, he didn't want Admird Ar'dani charging into the shuttle to find him fumbling with
the wrong controls.

Getting ahold of Ar'dani's copy of theSpringhawk 's naviga-tiona download was somewhat
more problematic. Thrawn him-sdf provided the opening for that one, inviting Ar'dani and Thrassto a
formal dinner on the second night. The cylinder the admira had shown him was mixed in with a batch of
smilar tubes carrying the data she'd recorded at the battle Site, and it took him severa tense minutesto
locate the correct one.

And with that, his preparations were finished.
He went to bed early that night, but it didn't do him any good. He spent most of the night thinking
and worrying, his degp coming in short, nightmare-filled dozings. Like the eerie calm before the bursting

of amassive storm, he knew the quiet of the past couple of days was about to end.

Midmorning on that third day, it did.

"No," Car'das sad firmly, meeting Ar'dani's glowing eyes as cdmly as he could. "Were not
spies. Not for the Republic, not for anyone else.”

"Then what precisely did Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo mean by his accusation?' the admiral
countered. "And don't deny he said it. | have the sworn statements of the two warriors who were present
a thetime."



"l don't deny it," Car'das said, hiseyesflicking to Thrass. The syndic was standing silently afew
steps behind Ar'aani, his expression harder even than the admira’s. Perhaps he knew bet-ter than she
did what a charge of harboring spies would mean to his brother's career. "But | dso can't explainit.
Maybe he was trying to confuse the Trade Federation commanders.”

"Commanders who have apparently vanished,” Ar'dani said pointedly. "Along with an apparently
intact dien warship."

"I don't know anything about that, either,” Car'dasinssted. "All | know iswhat I've aready told
you: we're merchants who had a hyperdrive accident and lost our way. Ask the rest of my crew if you
don't believeme.”

"Oh, I will," Ardani assured him. "In the meantime, you're confined to your quarters. Dismissed.”

For amoment Car'das was tempted to remind her that he was till under Thrawn's authority, not
hers, and that she couldn’t smply order him around. But only for amoment. Turning, he stalked out of
the room.

But he didn't go to his quarters. The Chisswarriors were used to seeing him roaming fregly
around the base, and it hadn't sounded like Ar'dani would make any officia pronouncementsto the
contrary until after shed interrogated Qennto and Maris.

He had that long to make his escape.

The shuttle was till parked where it had been the previous day. There were afew Chissworking
inthe areg, but the time for subterfuge was long past. Striding adong like he owned the place, Car'das
stepped through the hatchway into the shuttle, seeled it, and headed forward.

The vessdl wasacivilian mode, with asmpler and quicker start-up procedure than amilitary
ship would have had. Within five minutes he had the systems up and running. Five minutes more, and he
had disengaged from the docking clamps and was making hisway carefully down the tunndl.

No onefollowed him out. He looked around as he reached open space, haf expecting to seethe
intact Trade Federation battleship lurking in the shadow of one of the other asteroids. But it was nowhere
to be seen.

Not that it mattered. He knew where he was going, and there was no one now who could stop
him. Turning the shuttle onto the proper vector, he hit the hyperdrive control and made the jump to
lightspeed. The next stop, assuming heldd properly programmed in theSpringhawk 's nav data, would be
the alien system where he, Thrawn, and Maris had witnessed the Vagaari attack five weeks ago. With
luck, that campaign would be over.

With even more luck, the Vagaari would gtill be there.

Six hourslater, he emerged from hyperspace to find that the battle wasindeed over.

The defenders had put up a spirited defense, he saw as he eased the shuttle carefully through the
debris. Blackened hulks were everywhere, floating amid bits of hull and hatch and en-gine. Therewere
bodies, too. Far too many bodies.



Not that their sacrifice had done them any good. There were dozens of Vagaari ships orbiting the
planet, nestled up to it like carrion avians around a fresh corpse. Most were the bubble-hulled warships
they'd seen in the battle, but there were aso anumber of the civilian transports that had been waiting for
thefighting to end. A steady stream of smadller shipswere moving in and out of the atmosphere, no doubt
bringing plunder and daves up to the orbiting ships and then heading down for afresh load. Briefly, an
image flashed into Car'das's mind of streams of hive insects zeroing in on adropped bit of rowe picnic
sad ...

A floating body bounced gently off the shuttle's canopy, jar-ring him back to redlity. If he had any
brains, he knew, he would turn the shuttle around right now and head back to Crustai to take his chances
with Admira Ar'dani. Or ese he should aban-don Qennto and Maris completely and make arun for

Republic space.

Swearing gently under his breath, he turned toward the largest of the orbiting warships and
headed in.

Even with most of their attention on their looting, the Va-gaari were cautious enough to protect
their backs. The half a dozen roving fightersintercepted him before he'd covered even aquarter of the
distance, and suddenly his comm crackled with mel odious but evil-sounding alien speech. "I dont
understand your language,”" Car'dasreplied in Sy Bidti. "Do you spesk Sy Bisti?'

The only response was more dien speech. "How about Min-nisat?' he asked, switching to his
newest trade language. "' Can anyone there understand Minnisiat?"

Therewas a short pause. "' State your name, your species, and your intentions,” the dien voice
came back, mouthing the trade language with some difficulty.

"My nameisJorj Car'das," Car'dastold him. "I'm ahuman from aworld called Cordlia" He
took adeep bresth. "I'm here to offer you aded.”

20

The fighters escorted him to one of the smaller warships, directing him to astarboard docking
bay. A group of heavily armed and armored guards was waiting there for him: short bipedswith large
hands, their features hidden by faceplates lavishly decorated to look like fright masks. They took himto a
small room |oaded with sensor equipment, where he was stripped, searched, and scanned multiple times,
his clothing taken away presumably for smilar scrutiny. The shuttle, he had no doubt, was undergoing a
smilar examination. Afterward, he was taken to another room, this one bare of everything except a cot,
and left there done.

He spent most of the next two hours either trying to rest or else giving up the effort and pacing
back and forth acrosshis cell. If the Vagaari were smart, the thought kept running adong the back of his
mind, they would Smply kill him and go on with their looting.An avian in the hand , after al, wasa
pretty universa maxim.

But maybe, just maybe, they would be greedy aswell as smart. Greedy, and curious.

Two hours after held been tossed into his cell, the guards re-turned with his clothing. They



watched him dress, then marched him out and along a corridor to ahatch marked with alien sym-bols.
Beyond the hatch, to hisrdief, was a shuttle and not smply aquick desth by spacing. They nudged him
indde and piled in behind him, and aminute later they were off. The shuttle had no viewports, giving him
no clue as to where they were going, but when the hatch opened again it was to adouble row of Vagaari
soldiersin fancier uniform armor than his captors. Apparently, someone in authority had decided to see
him.

He'd expected to be taken someplace small and cramped and anonymous, as befit a proper
interrogation. It was therefore ashock when the final blast door opened into alarge chamber that rivaled
the most e aborate groundside throne rooms held ever seen. Againgt the back wall was araised dais with
an exquisitely decorated chair in the center, occupied by aVagaari clad in a heavy-looking multicolored
robe with sunburst shoulder and ankle guards, a serrated cloak back, and no fewer than four sepa-rate
belts around hiswaist. Hanking him were apair of Vagaari in only dightly less gaudy robes—advisersor
other underlings, probably. All three wore tall wraparound face masks that reached from cheekbonesto
probably a dozen centimeters above the tops of their heads, decorated in the same fearsome pattern as
the sol-diers combat faceplates. A cynica thought flickered through Car'dass mind, that the height of the
masks was probably de-signed to compensate for the species natural shortness and make them look
more dangerous to their enemies. Lining the wallswere other Vagaari, somein soldiers armor, othersin
what seemed to be civilian clothing and smpleface paint. All of them were gazing slently at the prisoner
being brought before the throne.

Car'daswaited until the guards had positioned him three meters back from the throne, then
bowed low. "I greet the great and mighty Vagaari—" he began in Minnisat.

And was dammed to his hands and knees by a sharp blow across his shoulders. "Y ou do not
speak in the presence of the Miskara until spoken to," one of the guards reproved him.

Car'das opened his mouth to apologize, caught his near error just in time, and remained silent
ingtead.

For along minute the rest of the room was quiet, too. Car'das wondered if they were waiting for
him to get up, but with his shoulder blades throbbing from that blow it seemed a better ideato stay where
he was until otherwise ingtructed.

Apparently, it wasthe right decision. "Very good," adeep voice came from thedaisat last. "You
may rise”

Carefully, tensing for another blow, Car'das stood up. To hisrdlief, the blow didn't come. "l am
the Miskara of the Vagaari people,” the Vagaari seated on the throne announced. "Y ou will address me
asYour Eminence . I'mtold you have the insolence to demand that | bargain with you."

"I make no demands of any sort, Y our Eminence," Car'das hastened to assure him. "Rather, I'm
interrible difficulty and came here hoping the great and mighty Vagaari people might be willing to come
to my assstance. In return for your aid, | hope to offer something you might find of equal vaue."

TheMiskararegarded him coolly. "Tel meof thisdifficulty.”
"My companionsand | are merchants from adistant realm," Car'dastold him. "Nearly three

months ago we lost our way and were taken captive by arace of beings known asthe Chiss. Weve
been their prisoners ever since.”



A twitter of muted conversation ran around the room. "Pris-oners, you say," the Miskara
repeated. The visble part of hisface had seemed to harden at the mention of the Chiss, but hisvoice
wasn't giving anything away. "1 see no chains of captivity about your neck.”

"My apparent freedomisanillusion, Y our Eminence,” Car'das said. "My companionsare dtill in
Chiss hands, asis our ship. Of equal importance, the Chiss now refuse to rel ease to us some of the spoils
of one of their raids, spoils that we were promised and that we need to pay off the late fees our
customerswill demand. Without that treasure, we will face certain desth when we reach home."

"Where are your companions being held?'

"At asmall base built deep insde an agteroid, Y our Emi-nence,”" Car'das said. "The navigationa
data necessary to locateit is contained in the computer of the vessd inwhich | arrived.”

"And how did you know how and whereto find us?'
Car'das braced himsdlf.| will do whatever necessary , Thrawn had once told him,to protect
those who depend on me . "Because, Y our Eminence," he said, "'l was present aboard the Chiss attack

cruiser that raided your forces here during your battle of con-quest five weeks ago.”

A deadly slence settled over the room. Car'das waited, painfully aware of the armed soldiers
standing al around him. ™Y ou stole one of our ship nets" the Miskarasaid at last.

"The commander of the Chissforce did that, yes," Car'dassaid. "As| say, | was his prisoner,
and took no part in the attack.”

"Whereis this commander now?'

"I don't know exactly," Car'das said. "But the base where my ship and companions are being
held isunder his command. Wherever he might travel, he will dwaysreturn there.”

The Miskarasmiled thinly. "So you offer to trade your com-panions and some of our own
treasure for nothing more than a chance at revenge?’

That was not, Car'das thought uneasily, avery auspiciousway of phrasing it. Y ou'd get your
ship net back, too," he of-fered.

"No," the Miskarasad firmly. "The offering isinsufficient.” Car'dasfdt histhroat tighten. ™Y our
Eminence, | beg you—"

"Do not beg!" the Miskara snapped. " Grubs beg. Inferiors beg.Not beings who would speak and

bargain with the Vagaari. If you wish usto help you and your companions, you must find moreto offer
rre.ll

"But | have nothing more, Y our Eminence," Car'das protested, hisvoice starting to tremble.
No—this couldn't hap-pen. The Vagaarihad to agree to the deal. "'l swear to you."

"Not even those?' the Miskara demanded, pointing over Car'das's shoulder.

Car'das turned. Sometime during the conversation someone had brought in four large crates, two
of them a head tdler than him, the others coming only up to hiswaist. "I don't under-stand,” he said,



frowning. "What are those?'

"They were aboard your transport,” the Miskara said suspi-cioudy. "Do you claim ignorance of
them?'

"l do, Y our Eminence," Car'dasingsted, completely lost now. What in the worlds could Thrawn
have had stashed aboard the shuttle? | stole the vessal solely to come ask for your help. | never looked
to seeif there was anything aboard.”

"Then look now," the Miskara ordered. "Open the crates and tell me what you see.”

Carefully, half expecting to be shot in the back, Car'das made his way back to the crates. The
Vagaari had dready opened all of them, of course, merdly setting the front panelsloosdly back into
place. Stepping to one of the smaller boxes, he got agrip on the pand and pulled it off.

And caught his bregth. Insde, folded up neatly with their arms wrapped around their knees, were
apair of Trade Federation battle droids.

"Do you recognize them?' the Miskara asked.

"Yes, Your Eminence," Car'das confirmed. Suddenly it al made sense. "They're battle droids of
asort used by one of the speciesin our region of space. The commander aso raided aforce of those
people; thismust be part of the spoil of that raid.”

"What are droids?

"Mechanical servants," Car'das said. So Thrawn had been right: apparently no one out here
knew anything about droids. At least, no onethe Vagaari had run into. " Some are self-motivated, while
othersrequire a centraized computer to give them ther ingtructions.”

"Show me how it ‘works."

Car'das turned back to the crate, peering insde. There was no sign of acontroller or
programming console. "'l don't see the equipment | need to Sart it up,” he said, stepping to the other smdll
box and pulling off the front. There were two more folded baitle droidsinside, and again no sign of a
controller. Each of the two larger boxes turned out to contain one of the even dead-lier droideka
destroyer droids. Still no controller. "I'm sorry, Y our Eminence, but without the right equipment | can't
start them up.”

"Perhaps thiswould be of use," the Miskara suggested. He gestured, and one of the
non-armored V agaari watching the pro-ceedings pulled a datapad from benegth his robe. Stepping up to
Car'das, he offered it to him.

A small ripple of relief washed over some of Car'dassten-son. It wasindeed a Trade

Federation droid contraller, labeled in both Neimoidian and Basic. "Yes, Y our Eminence, it will," hetold
the Miskaraas he looked over the controls. Activator .. . there. "Shal | try to activate them now?"

Try?"

Car'das grimaced. "Shall | activate them now, Y our Emi-nence?' he corrected himsdlf.



llYall
Bracing himsdlf, Car'das pushed the switch.

The result was all he could have hoped for. In perfect unison the four battle droids unfolded
themselves halfway, walked for-ward out of their crates, and then stood up, reaching back over their
shoulders and drawing their blaster rifles. The droidekas were even more impressive, rolling forward out
of their crates and unfolding into their tripedal battle stances. Around one of them, asif to demonstrate
thefull range of its capahiilities, the faint haze of ashield appeared.

And suddenly Car'dasredized that there were twelve blasters pointed directly at the dais where
the Miskara N'as seated.

Sowly, carefully, he turned around. But the Miskarawasn't cowering behind his soldiers, and the
soldiers themsalves didn't have their wegpons lined up ready to turn Car'dasinto acinder. "Impressive,”
the Miskarasaid camly. "Who commands them?’

Car'das peered at the datapad. There should be a pattern recognition modifier here somewhere.
" At the moment, who-ever is handling the contraller, Y our Eminence," hesaid. "But | think they can be
programmed to obey a specific individud in-stead.”

"Y ou will order them to cbeyme ."

"Yes, Your Eminence," Car'das said, quickly sifting through the datapad's recognition menu. It
looked straightforward enough. "Uh . . . I'll need you to come down here, though, so that the droids can
Seeyou up close.”

Silently, the Miskarastood up and stalked down the steps, motioning his two advisersto stay
where they were. He stepped between the two droidekas and stopped. "Do it now," he or-dered.

Fedling sweat collecting beneath his collar, Car'das ran through what he hoped was the proper
procedure. The Sx droids turned dightly to face the Miskara; then, to hisrelief, the battle droids raised
their blastersto point toward the ceiling as the droidekas swiveled afew degreesto point their weapons
away fromhimaswell. "That should do it, Y our Eminence," he said. "Of course," he added as something
belatedly occurred to him, "they won't be programmed to understand orders given in Minnisat.”

"Y ou will teach me the proper commandsin their language,” the Vagaari said. "Thefirgt
command | wish to know is'tar-get.' The second isfire." "

"Yes, Your Eminence." Car'das gave him the two Basic words, enunciating them carefully
"Perhaps your people can transcribe them phoneticaly for you," he suggested.

"No need,” the Miskarasaid. Helifted afinger and pointed to Car'das. "Target."

Car'das jerked backward as al six droids swiveled to point their blastersat him. ™Y our
Eminence?" he breathed.

"Now," the Miskarasaid, hisvoice silky smooth, " youpro-nounce the other word.”

Car'das swallowed hard. If he/d donethiswrong . . . "Fire," he said.



Nothing happened. "Excellent,” the Miskara said approv-ingly. "So you are indeed wise enough
not to attempt abe-trayd." He lifted ahand. "Bring me three Geroons."

"Yes, Your Eminence,” one of the soldiers acknowledged, and |ft the room.

"Doesyour Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo have more of these machines?' the Miskara asked,
turning back to Car'das.

"Severd hundred at least,” Car'dastold him. "Possbly as many as severa thousand.” A
movement at the door caught his eye, and he turned asthree small dienswere herded into the room.
"Who are these?'

"Saves" the Miskarasaid offhandedly. "Tharr pitiful little world isthe one currently rolling
benegth us. Machines: target.”

Car'das gtiffened as the droids swive ed toward the three daves. "Wait!"
"Y ou object?' the Miskara asked.

Car'das closed hiseyesbriefly.| will do whatever necessary —the words echoed through his
mind. "I was merely concerned for the safety of your soldiers,” he said.

"Let usfind out how good the machines aimis" the Miskarasad. "Machinesfire ."

The salvo from the battle droids carbines sent the three daves toppling backward, dead before
they even hit the floor. They were il faling when thefire from the droidekas dmost literdly cut themin
half.

"Excdlent,” the Miskarasaid into the shocked silence. Not shocked by the deaths, Car'das
knew, but by the display of fire-power. "Where do the Chiss keep the others?’

"The commander will have them at the base," Car'das mur-mured mechanically, trying without
successto force his eyes away from the charred bodies.

"Then wewill rdieve him of them,” the Miskara said, gestur-ing to one of the advisers. "Order an
assault force to be prepared at once.”

"Yes, Your Eminence,” the other said. Stepping off the dai's, he strode from the room.

"And whilewewait," the Miskarawent on, turning back to Car'das, "you will teach me the rest
of thewords necessary for controlling my fighting machines.”

Car'das swallowed hard. Whatever necessary . .. "Asyou wish. Y our Eminence.”

Outside theSpringhawk 's bridge canopy, the scattered stars and asmall but magnificent globular
cluster blazed brilliantly out of ablack sky. The gars, the cluster, and nothing else.

Surreptitioudy, Dorianalooked at his chrono. Outbound Hight was late.



Apparently, the look hadn't been surreptitious enough. "Pa-tience, Commander,”
Mitth'raw'nuruodo said camly from the cgptain'schair. "They will come."

"They arelate," Vicdord Kav said, scowling at the back of Mitth'raw'nuruodo's head. "More
than two hours|ate."

"Two hoursis nothing in avoyage of three weeks," the com-mander pointed out reasonably.

"Not for Captain Pakmillu,” Kav retorted. "Mon Caamari are notoriousfor punctuality.”

"They will come," Mitthraw'nuruodo said again, haf turn-ing to eye the Neimoidian. "The only
guestion iswhether or not this system isindeed on the correct straight-line path between their last
Republic stop and the system where you were preparing to ambush them.”

"Do you dare—?" Kav began.

"The vector was caculated correctly,” Dorianainterrupted with awarning glare. " Our question,
on the other hand, iswhy you think they'll actualy stop here.”

"They will," Mitthraw'nuruodo assured him. "The droid starfighters are ready?"

"Very much s0," Kav assured himin turn, and Doriana could hear the vindictive anticipation in his
tone. The starfighters were ready, dl right, complete with the second command layer the vicelord's chief
programmer had built in on top of Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo's close-approach pattern.

The commander inclined his head to the Neimoidian. "Then we have only to wait." He turned
back to the canopy

And suddenly, with aflicker of pseudomoation, thereit was, floating in space not five kilometers
ahead.

Outbound Flight hed arrived.

"Thedeviceiscdled agravity projector,” Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo said. "It Smulates a planetary
mass, thus forcing out any ship whose hyperspace vector crosses its shadow.”

"Redly," Dorianasaid, trying to sound calm. To the best of hisknowledge, no oneinthe
Republic had ever figured out how to turn that particular bit of hyperspace theory into an actua working
device. Thefact that the Chiss had solved the problem sent discomfiting ramifications ricocheting across
hismind.

Kav, predictably, wasn't nearly asinterested in such longterm thought. " Then they arein our
hands" hedl but crowed. "All forces attack ."

"Hold," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. His voice was till calm, but there was a sudden new edgetoit. ™
Igive the orders aboard this ship, Vicdord Kav."

"Itisour misson, Commander Mitthrawdo," Kav countered. "And as we debate, we lose the
precious dement of surprise.” Fishing into hisrobes, he pulled out acomm activator. ™Y ou and your ships
may do asyou wish. But my sarfighterswill attack.”



"No!" Dorianasnapped, making agrab for the activator. If Kav fouled up Mitth'raw'nuruodo's
plan, whatever that plan was, Outbound Hight might yet dip through their fingers.

But his reach wastoo short, hisgrab too late. Twigting hislong arms out of range, Kav
triumphantly keyed the activator. Swearing vicioudy, Dorianalooked over at the asteroid where the lines
of droid sarfighters waited.

Nothing happened.
Again, Kav keyed the switch. Again, nothing. "I'm afraid that won't work, Vicdord,"

Mitth'raw'nuruodo said calmly. "I took the liberty of removing the dternate command layer your
programmers had created in the starfighters systems.”

Sowly, Kav lowered the activator. Y ou are very clever, Com-mander,” he said softly.
"Someday that clevernesswill turn againg you.”

"Perhaps," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Until then, allow meto thank you for showing me how such
secondary programming isdone. That will prove useful today.”

"So what now?" Doriana asked cautioudly.

"Wetdk to them," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, keying his board. "Communications: creste a
channd.”

By the time Loranaarrived, D-1's bridge had become a hive of quiet pandemonium. C'baoth was
standing beside Captain Pakmillu's command chair, his back gtiff as he gazed out the canopy. Pakmillu
himself was over a one of the engineering stations, hisflippered hands opening and closing restlessly as
he studied the displays.

Outsde the canopy, arrayed in the distance in front of them like apack of hunting howlrunners,
were adozen small ships of aconfiguration Loranahad never seen before.

"The readback seemsto indicate were in the middle of a planetary mass shadow," the
engineering officer was saying tautly as she reached Pakmillu's Side. "But you can see yoursdlf that cantt

possibly beright.”

"Thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo of the Chiss Ex-pansionary Defense Flegt," a cultured
voice boomed over the bridge speakers. "Please respond.”

"Who'sthat?' Lorana asked.

"The commander of that force over there," Pakmillu rum-bled, still studying the readouts. "He's
been calling every five minutesfor the past hdf hour."

"Y ou haven't answered him?"

Pakmillu's mouth tendrils stiffened. "Master Cbaoth hasforbidden it,” he growled. "Heinsstswe
know what happened to our hyperdrive before we reply."



"Maybe the commander couldtell us what happened,” Lo-rana suggested.

"Of course he could,” Pakmillu said sourly. "But | cannot persuade Master C'baoth to that point
of view."

Loranagrimaced. "Let metak to him."

C'baoth was till gazing at the alien shipsas Loranajoined him. " So, Jedi Jnzler," he greeted her.
"We meset our firgt cha-lenge.”

"Why doesit haveto be achdlenge?' Loranaasked. "Maybe dl hewantsto do istalk."

"No," Cbaoth said, hisvoice dark. "I can sense a degp md-ice out there, maice directed at my
shipsand my people.”

"They'reaien minds," Loranareminded him, feding her pulse starting to pick up its pace. Sheld
seen Cbaoth in this iff-necked mood before. " Perhaps you're smply misreading them.”

"No," hesaid. "They intend trouble, andl intend to be fully prepared to ded with it before talk
tothem.”

"Command, thisisMaNing," avoice came from the com-mand chair spesker. "We're sanding
ready at D-Four's weapons systems.”

"Acknowledged," Cbaoth said, giving Loranaatight smile. "Dreadnaught-Four wasthe last. Now
wereready to tak."

Déiberately, helowered himsdf into Pakmillu's command chair and touched the comm switch.
"Alienforce, thisis Jedi Master Jorus C'baoth, commanding the Outbound Flight Proj-ect of the Galactic
Republic,” he announced.

Loranalooked back at Pakmillu, wincing to hersdlf at C'baoth's casua preemption of his
command authority. But there was no resentment in the Mon Cal's expression or stance, only aquiet
sense of resgnation. Apparently, hed bowed to the inevitable.

"Master C'baoth, thisis Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” the cultured voice replied promptly.

"Let me see your face," C'baoth ordered.

Therewasabrief pause; then the comm display cameto life, showing anear human with blue
skin and blue-black hair and glowing red eyes. He was dressed in a black tunic with silver bars on the
collar. "There are matters of great importance we need to discuss a once," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said.
"Would you careto join mein my flagship, or shal | cometo you?"

C'baoth snorted gently. "1 will discuss nothing until you stand away from my path.”

"And | will continueto hold here until we have spoken,” Mitthraw'nuruodo replied, hisvoice as
firm as Cbaoth's. "Arethe Jedi afraid of tak?'

C'baoth smiled thinly. "The Jedi fear nothing, Commander. Come aboard, then, if you inast. A
hatchway will beilluminated for your shuttle.”



Mitth'raw'nuruodo inclined hishead. "'l shal be there shortly." He gestured somewhere offscreen,
and the image van-ished.

"You're going to allow him aboard?' Pakmillu demanded.

"Of course," C'haoth said, an odd glint to hiseve. "Or don't you find it curious that this supposed
resident of the Unknown Regionsspoke to usin Basic? "

Loranafdt her breath catch. To her chagrin, she hadn't even noticed the oddness of that fact.
"No, there's something more here than meetsthe eye," C'baoth continued. "Let's find out what that
somethingis”

"Come aboard, then, if you ing<t,” C'baoth's voice echoed from the D-4 reactor monitor room
Spesker. "A hatchway will beilluminated for your shuttle.”

Therewasacdlick. "D-Four?' adifferent voice caled. "Any progress?’

With an effort, Uliar pulled histhoughts back to focus. " Still negative here, Command,” he
reported, running his eyes again over hisdisplays. "There's plenty of power going to the hyperdrive. It's
just not doing anything onceit getsthere.”

"That's confirmed, Command,” Dillian Pressor's voice sec-onded from the hyperdrive monitor
room haf adozen metersaway. "Thereadouts fill ingst werein agravfield.”

"So do everyone esg's," Command growled. "All right. Keep running your diagnostics, and stand
by

Therewas aclick, and Command was gone. "Thisisinsane," Pressor muttered.

"Maybe moreinsane than you think,” Uliar said, hismind racing. Thismight findly betheir
chance. "Or didn't you notice that Commander Mitth-whatever was speaking Basic?'

There was ashort pause. ™Y ou mean he's from theRepublic? "

"Well, hel's sure not from the Unknown Regions," Uliar said. "We've got to find away to tak to

him.
"Who,us? "

"Of courseus," Uliar shot back. ™Y ou, me—the whole com-mittee. If thisguy'sfrom the
Republic, maybe he's got the au-thority to get Cbaoth and the rest of the Jedi kicked off"

"It'snot al the Jedi," Pressor argued. " Anyway, what would some hotshot from the Republic be
doing way out here? It's more likely a pirate who found out about Outbound Flight and decided to grab

some easy pickings.”

In hismind's eye Uliar saw the firing scores from C'baoth's Jedi meld tests. "Trust me, Pressor,
thisthingisnot easy pick-ings,” he said grimly. "But whoever heis, we dill haveto try.”



"Fine" Pressor said. "But how? Were on duty."

"Towhat?" Uliar countered. "A reactor that's working per-fectly and a hyperdrive that isn't
working at dl?"

"Y es, but—"

"But nothing,” Uliar cut him off. "Come on—this may be our last chance to get Outbound Hight
back to what it was sup-posed to be."

Therewas a short pause. "All right, I'm game," Pressor said at last. "But if this Mitth-whatever's
aready on hisway, we don't have much time. Not if we're going to collect everyone and get al the way
over to D-One"

"You jus collect them," Uliar said. "I'll make sure he stays put until you get there.”
"How?'

"Noidea," Uliar said. "Just collect everyone, al right? And don't forget to bring the children.
Therés nothing like children when you're playing for sympathy.”

"Gotit."

Uliar keyed off the comet, and for amoment sat gazing un-seeingly at hisdisplaysashetried to
think. D-1 wasindeed along way away, and if he knew C'baoth the conversation was likely to be short
and unplessant. If hetried to walk or even run, he waslikdly to miss Mitth-whatever completely.

But there should be one of D-4's swoops parked just alittle way aft.

Ninety seconds later, he was racing down the corridor, the wind of his passage whipping through
hishair and stinging his eyes. Fortunately, with Outbound Hight at full dert, every-onewasdther at their
battle stations or huddled in their quarters out of the way; the corridors were empty. Reaching the
forward pylon, he punched for the turbolift, but instead of leaving the swoop at the way station like he
was supposed to, he maneuvered it into the car. Let C'baoth complain about it—let him even lock Uliar
inthe brig for afew daysif he wanted to.

Whatever it took, hewould see this Mith-whatever before he left Outbound Hight.

Car'das had been waiting for nearly three hours before the Miskara again summoned him to the
throne room.

"All isprepared,” the Vagaari informed him. "Wefly at once to draw our vengeance from
Mitth'raw'nuruodo and the Chiss."

"Yes, Your Eminence,” Car'das said, bowing his head and trying not to look at the half dozen
fresh Geroon bodi es scat-tered around the throne room. Apparently, the Miskara had been playing some
more with hisnew toys. "1 would once again ask you to remember that my companionsand ship aredso
there, and would beg your soldiersto be careful "



"I will remember,” the Miskarapromised. "And | will do even more. | have decided you will be
permitted the best view possible of the forthcoming bettle.”

Car'dasfelt something cold run through him. ™Y ou mean I'll be on the bridge, Y our Eminence?”

"Not at dl," the Miskarasaid camly. "Y ou will bein the forward most of my flagship'sexternd
bubbles."

Car'das|ooked sidewaysto see apair of armored Vagaari striding toward him. "1 don't
understand,” he protested. "1've offered you the chance at both vengeance and profit.”

"Or the chancetofly into atrap,” the Miskarasaid, hisvoice suddenly icy. "Do you think me a
fool, human? Do you think me so proud and rash that | would simply fly atask force to asuppos-edly
small and undermanned Chiss basein my thirst for re-venge?' He snorted a multitoned whistle. "No,
human, | will not send asmall task force to be destroyed. My entire fleet will descend onthisbase. . .
andthen we shall seewhat sort of teeth this Chisstrap truly has."

"The Chissaren't waiting there with any trap," Car'dasin-ssted. "I swear it."

"Then you should have nothing to fear,” the Miskarasaid. "'If we destroy the enemy as quickly as
you clamwewill, you will be released and your companionsfreed. If not . . ." He shrugged. ™Y ou will be
thefirs todie”

He cocked his head dightly "Have you anything else you wish to say before you are taken
avay?'

A confession, perhaps, or an admission of guilt?"No, Y our Eminence,” Car'dassaid. "1 only
hope your soldiers are as capa-ble against the Chiss as they've proven themsalves to be against other
opponents.”

"The Geroons could tdll you of our capabilities,” the Miskarasaid darkly. "But you will seethem
for yourself soon enough.” He gestured. "Take him away."

Five minutes later, Car'das was pushed through anarrow doorway in the hull into azero-g plastic
bubble perhaps twice the size of a coffin. Set againgt the hull on one side of his head was what seemed to
beasmdl ar supply and filtering system, while on the other was a mesh bag containing a couple of water
bottles and ration bars from the Chiss shuitle, dong with adiamond-shaped device of unknown purpose.

And asthethick hull metal was sedled against his back he knew the chance cube had been
thrown. From now on, every-thing that happened would be under the control of others.

He could only hope that the Miskara had been telling the truth about the size of the force he was
sending.

21

Thefact that Mitth'raw'nuruodo was anear human thisfar from Republic space had been
Loranasfirst surprise. More sur-prising than that were the culture and refinement of his de-meanor and



speech as he spoke to her and C'baoth from the other side of the conference room table.
His reason for intercepting Outbound Flight was the biggest surprise of dl. And the most chilling.

C'baoth, predictably, wasn't impressed by any of it. "Ridicu-lous," he said scornfully when
Mitth'raw'nuruodo had finished. "A mysterious species of conquerors moving across the galaxy toward
us? Please. That'sthe sort of story bad parents frighten their children with.”

"Y ou know everything thereisto know about the universe, then?" Mitth'raw'nuruodo asked
politely. "I was under the im-pression that this region of space was unknown to you."

"Yes, itis" Chaoth said. "But rumors and stories aren't limited by geographica and political
boundaries. If a gpecies so dangeroustruly existed, we would surely have heard something about them
by now."

"What about Vergere?' Loranamurmured from beside him. " Something like thismight explain her
disappearance.”

"Or it might not," C'baoth countered. "It doesn't take a species of conquerorsto silenceasingle
Jedi." Hiseyesglittered. "To silence agroup of Jedi, of course, isadifferent matter en-tirely. And asto
this Darth Sdiousyou cite, | put even lessfaithin hiswordsthan | do inidlerumors.Darth isthetitleof a
Sith Lord, and the Sith have long since vanished from the galaxy. That makeshim aliar right from the
dart.”

"Perhgps," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "But | didn't come here for an open debate. The fact remains
that | cannot and will not permit you to continue on through this region of space. Y ou must turn back to
the Republic and pledge to never return.”

"Or?" Cbaoth challenged.

Mitth'raw'nuruodo's glowing red eyes were steady on him. "Or | will be forced to destroy you."

Loranabraced hersdlf for the inevitable explosion. But C'baoth merely smiled thinly. "So saysthe
avian chick to the billinus dragon. Do you truly believe your twelve ships could sur-vive ten minutes
agang thefirepower | hold herein my hand?!

Mitth'raw'nuruodo lifted his eyebrows politely. ™Y ourper-sonal hand?' he asked.

"My Jedi are even now standing by in the ComOps Center above us, aswell as at the weapons
gations of each individual Dreadnaught,” C'baoth said. "I'll soon bejoining them . . . and if you've never
before faced Jedi reflexes and insight, you'll find it a sobering experience.”

Mitth'raw'nuruodo's expression didn't change. "Whatever their training, it will do them no good,”
he said. "Y our only choices are to leave now and take your people home, or perish. What isyour
ansver?'

"What if we promised to goaround thisregion?' Loranaasked.

C'baoth looked at her, and she sensed his surprise at her pre-sumption quickly turning to anger.
"Jedi InzZler—"



"I meanall theway around it," Lorana continued, fighting againgt the weight of his displeasure
pressing againgt her mind. "We could go to adifferent part of the Rim and jump off for the next galaxy
from there”

"No," Cbaoth said firmly. "That would take us thousands of light-years out of our way."

"That would be acceptable," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, look-ing at Lorana. "Provided you avoided
the entire region lying dong your current vector.”

"No," Cbaoth bit out, hiseyesblazing. "Lorana, you will be sllent. Commander, you donot
dictate to us. Not you; not any-onedse.”

Abruptly, he shoved hack his chair and rose towering to hisfull height. "We aretheJedi , the
ultimate power in the universe," he declared, the words ringing through the conference room. "Wewill do
aswe choose. And we will destroy any who dare stand in our way."

Lorana stared up at him, her heart suddenly pounding in her throat. What was he saying? What
was hedoing?

Thereisno emotion; thereis peace... .
"In that event, the conversation isover,” Mitthraw'nuruodo said. His expression hadn't changed,
but as Loranatore her gaze from C'baoth and |ooked at the commander she could sense a hardening of

his resolve that sent afresh shiver up her back. "I will give you an hour to consider my offer.”

"No, you will cease whatever you're doing to hold usin this system and move your ships out of
our path," C'baoth coun-tered.

"One hour," Mitthraw'nuruodo repested, diding back hisown chair and standing up. " Jedi
Jnzler, perhapsyou'll escort me back to my transport?”

"Asyou wish, Commander," Loranasaid, not daring to look at C'baoth as she scrambled to her
feet. "Follow me, please.”

Captain Pakmillu had offered some of his security personnd to bring Mitth'raw'nuruodo aboard.
Typicdly, Cbaoth had re-fused, indgsting he and L orana heeded no such show of forceto keep the dien
commander inline.

Which now |eft Loranaand Mitth'raw'nuruodo alone as they walked back toward the hangar.
"Y our Master C'baoth is both arrogant and stubborn,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo commented as they walked.
"A bad combination.”

"Heisadll that," Lorana conceded. "But he's aso a Jedi Mas-ter, and as such he has knowledge
and power hidden from the rest of us. For your own sake, | beg you not to underestimate him."

"Yet if thisknowledge is hidden, how can you be sureit is ac-curate?’
Loranagrimaced. That was, unfortunately, agood question. "'l don't know," she said.

"Surely you don't stand adone," Mitth'raw'nuruodo pointed out. " There must be others aboard
who oppose to Master C'baoth's tyranny.”



Tyranny. It was aword Lorana hadn't dared use even in the privacy of her own mind. Now,
suddenly, it could no longer be avoided. "Y es, thereare,” she murmured, frowning. Directly ahead down
the corridor, shifting nervoudy back and forth be-tween hisfeet, she could see Chas Uliar from D-4
loitering against the wall. Here to confront her with some new problem, no doubt.

But he said nothing as she and Mitth'raw'nuruodo ap-proached, merdly following them with
brooding eyes asthey passed him.

There was another shuttle parked near the Chiss vehicle, she noted, one of Outbound FHight's
transports. Curious; that hadn't been there when the Chiss commander arrived. "We don't in-tend your
people any harm,”" shetold Mitth'raw'nuruodo asthey stopped at his shuttle's hatchway.

"l believeyou,” he said. "But intent loneis meaningless. Y our actions are what will determine
your fate."

Loranaswalowed. "l understand.”

"Y ou have one hour." Inclining his head to her, Mit-th'raw'nuruodo turned and disappeared into
hisvehicle

Loranamoved back to alow the pilot room to maneuver .. . and as she did S0, she sensed a
familiar presence. Turning, she saw Uliar walking toward her.

Striding dong behind him, acold firein his eyes, was Cbaoth.

"Jedi Jnzler," Cbaoth said as Mitth'raw'nuruodo's shuttle dipped through the atimosphere shield
and disappeared out into the blackness of space. "I have another job for you."

The talks had gone on longer than Uliar had expected, and he/d had enough timeto get rid of his
swoop and find aspot in the corridor outside D-1's forward hangar where he could wait.

He'd been waiting now for nearly twenty minutes. More than enough time for hisinterna tension
to sart to fade away and then start ramping up again.

Wherein blazes were Pressor and the others?

He could call Pressor and ask, of course. But comlink conver-sations among different
Dreadnaughts ran through a centra switching node. If C'baoth had taken over the comm system like held
taken over everything else, that would show that Uliar wasn't on D-4 like he was supposed to be and tip
him off that something was up.

And then, even as hetried to come up with another way to find Pressor, he saw them coming
down the corridor: Lorana Jinzler and a blue-skinned, glowing-eyed near human who had to be
Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo.

So hewas an unknown dien, or at least one Uliar had never seen. Moreimportantly, he didn't
have the clothing or other trappings that would indicate he was some officid from Corus-cant. Uliar
grimaced, apart of his hope dying within him.



But only a part. Whether he was agenuine military comman-der or just some pirate with an
assumed title, Mitth'raw'nuruodo seemed determined to keep them from passing through histerri-tory. If
Uliar could persuade him to order them back to the Republic—or even if he and his gang were ableto
plunder enough of Outbound Hight's supplies that Pakmillu was forced to go back for
replacements—they might still be able to get Pal-patine to do something about C'baoth's growing
stranglehold on the expedition.

At the very leadt, Uliar and the others would then have a chance to jump ship and find something
elseto dowith therr lives.

Jnzler and Mitth'raw'nuruodo were coming toward him .. . and with the rest of the committee il
absent, it was all up to him. Taking a deep breath, he opened his mouth to spesk.

Or rather, hetried to openit. To hishorror, his mouth and tongue refused to work.

Hetried again, and again, watching as Jnzler and Mit-th'raw'nuruodo closed the gap, histhroat
and checks gtraining with his effort. But nothing worked.

And then they were there, right beside him. Hetried to step in front of them, to at least keep
them here until he could find away to unfreeze his mouth. But hislegswouldn't work, either. Slently, he
watched them pass him by, obliviousto his urgency and agony and hel plessness.

"So you think to betray me, Uliar?' aquiet voice camein hisear.

Uliar's neck still worked, but there was no need to turn around. He knew that voice only too
well. "Did you redlly think you could ride aswoop dl the way from Dreadnaught-Four without my people
in ComOps naticing and derting me?* C'baoth went on. " So will treason aways betray itsef.”

With ajolt like that of asuddenly released clamp, Uliar felt his mouth being freed from Cbaoth's
restraint. "It's not treason,” he croaked. "We just want our mission back."

"Mymission, Uliar,” Cbaoth said darkly. " Mymisson. Who dseisin this patheticlittle
congpiracy?'

Uliar didn't answer. "Wdll, let'sgo see" Chaoth said. "Dis-creetly, of coursg, if you please.”

Asif Uliar had a choice. With C'baoth's hand riding loosely on his shoulder, the two men headed
down the corridor after Jinzler and the blue-skinned aien. They reached the hangar just asthe others
arrived at Mitth'raw'nuruodo's ship. A few meters away was one of Outbound Hight's shuttles. . .

Uliar fdt hisbregath catch in histhroat as he suddenly redlized why the rest of the committee
hadn't ppeared. Rather than bringing everyone in along the corridors and turbolifts like an impromptu
parade, Pressor had instead |oaded them aboard one of D-4's shuttles and had Mosh fly them across.

Which meant there was gill achance. All Pressor had to do was pop the hatch, and before
C'baoth redlized what was hap-pening they would be in front of Mitth'raw'nuruodo, ready to plead their
cause. Surely even a Jedi Master couldn't strangle the words out of dl of them at the sametime.

But the hatch didn't open. With histongue frozen again, Uliar watched helplesdy as
Mitth'raw'nuruodo spoke briefly with Jinzler, then went ingde his shuttle and closed the hatch.



And with that, their last chance was gone.

C'baoth's hand prodded at Uliar's back, nudging him for-ward. "And now," the Jedi said with
cold satisfaction, "dl that remainsisfor meto decide what to do with adl of you."

Jnzler turned around as they approached, her expression flickering with surprise at their
presence. "Jedi Jinzler," Cbaoth greeted her. "I have another job for you." He waved ahand ca-sualy at
theslent shuttle

The hatch abruptly flew open, spilling Pressor and Mosh out. From the way they sprawled onto
the deck, it was obvious they'd been shoving at the hatch with dl their weight when C'baoth re-leased his
grip onit. "So theywere trying to openit,” Uliar murmured.

"Of coursethey were," Cbaoth said contemptuoudy. "If aswoop couldn't escape my notice,
how did you expect an entire shuttle to do s0?' Heraised hisvoice. "Y ou—al of you—come out. | want
to see your faces."

"What'sgoing on?" Jinzler asked, staring at the people asthey began filing silently out onto the
deck.

"This, Jedi Jnzler, isaconspiracy,” Cbaoth said, hisvoice asdark as Loranahad ever heard it.
"These people apparently don't appreciate all the work and effort we've put into making Out-bound
Flight asrewarding a place as possible to work and live."

"Maybe we just don't wantyour ideas of what's rewarding,” Uliar said. "Maybe we don't want to
be treated like children who can't decide for ourselves what were going to do with our lives.”

"Do you have the Force?' C'baoth countered. "Can you tap into that which bindsthe universe
together, and thus automati-caly defineswhat isbest for usal?’

"| don't believe the Force wants to control every aspect of our lives," Uliar shot back. "And Isure
don't believe you're the chosen spokesman for that control.”

C'baoth's face darkened. " And who areyou to—?"
"Magter C'baoth," avoice called.

Uliar turned. Standing at the entrance to the hangar, gazing at them with aface carved from
stone, was Master MaNing. "A word with you, if you please," he said. "Now."

"What are you doing here?" C'baoth called back, and Lorana could sense both surprise and
sugpicion radiating from him. ™Y ou should be at your duty station.”

"A word with you, if you please," MaNing repeated.

Snorting under his breath, C'baoth strode across the deck toward him. Lorana hesitated a
moment, then followed.



"This had better be important,” C'baoth warned as he reached the other Jedi Master. "We have
work to do."

"Itis" MaNing assured him, hisvoice under careful con-tral. "I've spent agreat dedl of time over
the past few days con-sidering and meditating on the situation aboard Outbound FHight . . . and I've come
to the conclusion that we've overstepped our proper place as guardians and advisers of these peo-ple.”

"Walk warily, Master MaNing," C'baoth warned, an edge of menacein hisvoice. "You're
speaking to therightful and duly ap-pointed leader of this expedition.”

"That you are," MaNing acknowledged. "But even the most powerful and knowledgesble of Jedi
may sometimes sscum-ble. It'smy opinion that in your zed to guide, you've crossed the lineinto direct
rue"

"Then your opinioniswrong,” Cbaoth countered flatly. "1'm doing what is necessary—andonly
what is necessary—to keep this misson running smoothly.”

"Otherswould disagree," MaNing said, his eyesflicking over Cbaoth's shoulder to the crewers
and their families gath-ered together beside their borrowed shuttle. "At any rate, it's now amatter for dl
of Outbound Fight's Jedi to decide.”

C'baoth seemed to draw back alittle. "Are you suggesting that a Judgment Circle be convened?’

"In actud fact, Master C'baoth, 1've already made the ar-rangements,” MaNing said. "Thecircle
will convene as soon as the situation with the Chiss has been resolved.”

For along moment the two men gazed at each other, and Lorana could sense the tension arcing
aong the line between their eyes. "Then it will convene," Cbaoth said at last. "And when it concludes,
you'll understand that | do what is best for Outbound Flight and its people.”

Helooked at Lorana. "You'llall understand.”

Heturned back to MaNing. "Until then, I am till in com-mand,” he went on. "Y ou'll return at
once to Dreadnaught-Four and prepare for combat."”

MaNing'slip twitched. "The negotiations with the Chiss have failed?"

"There was nothing to negotiate,” C'baoth said. "Return to Dreadnaught-Four."

MaNing's eyesflicked to Lorana, asif wondering whether he should ask her opinion on that. But
if hewas, heleft the ques-tion unvoiced. "Very well," he said, looking back at C'baoth. Turning, he left
the hangar.

C'baoth took a deep breath, let it out in along, controlled sigh. "Did you know about this?* he
asked quietly.

Lorana shook her head. "No."

"A wadte of time," C'baoth said contemptuoudy. "Still, if it'll end this dangerous disunity, he can
convene hislittle circle. Now; come."



Turning, heled the way back to Uliar and the others.

"Wonder what they're talking about," Pressor murmured at Uliar's Sde.

"Noidea," Uliar said, studying the three Jedi closely. Even if they'd been closer, the hangar's
lousy acoustics would probably have made their conversation impossible to hear.

But neither distance nor acoustics could disguise their ex-pressions. . . and to Uliar, it was
abundantly clear that no one over there was very happy right now. "Maybe they'refindly hav-ingit out,”
he suggested.

"I doubt it," Pressor said. "Jedi stick together like molwelded deck plates.”

"Yeah, I'venoticed,” Uliar agreed sourly. "Probably just adifference of opinion on how to swat
down this Mitth-what-ever."

"Probably." Pressor cleared histhroat. "Y ou know, Chas, it occursto me that we still have one
card we could play," he said, lowering his voice even further. "Back in the aft reactor storage areawe've
got a couple of droidekas packed away for emergency intruder defense. If we pulled them out and
turned 'cm loose, even the Jedi would have to Sit up and take notice.”

Uliar snorted. "Oh, they'd notice, all right. All the bodieslying around would be a dead giveaway.
Those things are way too dangerous for amateursto fool around with."

"Maybe," Pressor said. "But still—"

"Break timesover," Uliar interrupted as the Jedi conversa-tion broke apart. MaNing turned
and | eft the hangar, while C'baoth and Jinzler conversed a moment longer and then headed back toward
the shuttle. In Uliar's estimation, both looked even less happy than they had before.

They reached the silent group by the shuttle, and for amo-ment C'baoth sent his gaze around a
al of them asif memoriz-ing their faces. "Jedi Jnzler, you'll escort these people back to
Dreadnaught-Four," he said at last. "No. On second thought, take them to the storage core and put them
inthe Jedi training center.”

Jnzler turned to him, her eyeswidening in surprise. "Thetraining center? "

"Don't worry, there's plenty of room," C'baoth said. "I've ordered dl the studentsto
Dreadnaught-One's ComOps Center, where they can observe the upcoming meld in safety.”

"But they'll belocked in down there." Jinzler's gaze flicked past Uliar, lingering on the children as
they clutched their par-ents hands. "Besides, we're on full battle alert,” she added. "They need to be at
their seations”

"Where they can preach their sedition to others?' C'baoth countered darkly. "No. They'll be out
of trouble down there until 1've had time to decide on amore permanent solution.”

Jinzler seemed to brace hersdf. "Master C'baoth—"



"You will obey my order, Jedi Jnzler," Cbaoth said. Hisvoice was quiet, but Uliar could hear
theweight of will and age and history behind it. "Between the Chiss and whatever gamethis Sidious
impostor is playing, Outbound Hight has no time right now to ded with interna dissent.”

And asUliar watched, Jnzler's brief flicker of defiance faded away. "Y es, Master Cbaoth,” she
murmured.

With one final look at the people till lined up on the deck, C'baoth turned and strode away. "I
you please, Uliar?" Jnzler said quietly, her eyesavoiding his.

Uliar gazed across the hangar at C'baoth's receding back. Someday, he promised himsdlf
Someday. "Y ou heard our beloved Jedi dave master,” he growled. "Everyone back in the shuttle.”

The pulsating hyperspace sky flowed past the VVagaari war-ship, closer and more vivid and more
terrifying than Car'das had ever seen it. With only asingle layer of thin plastic between him and the
waves, he couldn't shake the sensation that a any mo-ment they might break through and snatch him
away from even the precarious safety of hishull bubble, leaving him to die donein theincomprehengble
vastness of the universe. Hetried clos-ing hiseyes, or turning around so that hisface would beto the hull.
But somehow that just made it worse.

And it would be a six-hour journey back to the Crustai base, six hours of uncertainty and mental
‘agony aong with the emo-tiona strain of the hyperspace sky beating againgt his trangparent coffin. More
than once he wondered if hewould makeit with his sanity il intact.

He never had the chanceto find out. Less than two hours after leaving the Geroon homeworld,
the hyperspace sky sud-denly coalesced into starlines and collapsed back into stars. Therewas aclick
from somewhere besde him

"Human!" the Miskaras voice snarled into hisear.

Car'das jerked, banging his head on the cold plastic. What in the worlds—?

"Human!" the voice came again.

And thistime heredlized it was coming from the diamond-shaped device hed puzzled at earlier.
The Vagaari version of acomlink, apparently. Reaching awkwardly over his shoulder, he grabbed it.
"Yes, Your Eminence?'

"What isthistrap you have led usto?' the Vagaari de-manded, histone sending a shiver through
Car'das's body.

"I don't understand,” Car'das protested. "Did your people get the wrong coordinates from the
transport's computer?"

"We have been brought too soon into crawlspace,” the Miskara bit out. "The stolen ship net has
been used againgt us”

Behind Car'das came the subtle clicking of locks as someone prepared to open his prison. "But
how could the Chiss have planned such athing?' he asked, fumbling to get the words out before the door



could be opened. If he was brought before the Miskaranow, he waslikely to die aquick and very
uncomfortable death. "They must have been using it on someone else, and we just happened to runinto
it

"With al of spaceto choose from?' the Miskarashot back. Still, Car'das thought he could hear a
dight dip in the other'sanger levd. "Ridiculous.

"Stranger things have happened,” Car'dasingsted, fedling swest breaking out on his forehead.

Behind him, the hull cracked open. Car'das tensed, but the VVagaari outside merdly thrust a set of
macrobinoculars from the Chiss shuttle into his hands. "L ook forward,” the Miskaras voice ordered.
"Tdl methe sory of thisvessd."

The door was dammed shut again behind him. Exhaling some of histenson, Car'das activated
the macrobinoculars and scanned the sky in front of him.

The object of the Miskaras interest wasn't hard to locate. It was a set of six ships, big ones,
arranged around a cylindrical core with tapered ends.

It was Outbound Fight.

Hetook acareful breath. "I've never seen anything likeit," hetold the Miskara. "But it matches
the description of along-range exploration and colony project called Outbound Hight. There arefifty
thousand of my people aboard those ships, with enough suppliesin the storage coreto last dl of them for
severd years.”

"How many fighting machineswill they have?

"I don't know," Car'das said. "Ther€ll be some, certainly, mostly those bigger tripod-type
droidekas to be used as colony boundary guards. Probably afew hundred of those. Most of their droids
will be service and repair types, though. They prob-ably have at least twenty thousand of those types.”

"And these mechanica daveswill have the same artificia brains and mechanisms asthefighting
machines?'

Car'das grimaced. It was pretty clear where the Miskarawas going with this. "Y es, they could
probably all be adapted to com-bat of some sort,” he agreed. "But the people there aren't going to just
hand them over to you. And those Dreadnaughts pack alot of firepower."

"Y our concern istouching,” the Miskarasaid, hisvoice thick with sarcasm. "But we are the
Vagaari. We take what we want.”

Therewas aclick, and the comlink shut off. "Yes," Car'das murmured. "So |'ve heard.”

"There," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, pointing out theSpringhawk ’ s canopy. "Y ou seethem,
Commander?'

"They'realittle hard to miss" Dorianaground out, histhroat tight as he gazed at the hundreds of
alien shipsthat had suddenly appeared at the edge of Mitth'raw'nuruodo's gravity-field trap. "Who the



blazes are they?"
"A nomadic race of conquerors and destroyers called the Vagaari,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo told him.
"What are they doing here?' Kav demanded, his voice shak-ing. "How did they find us?"

"I would imagine we have Car'das to thank for that,” Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said camly. "Asit
happens, this system is on adirect line between the last known Vagaari position and my Crus-tai base.”

Doriana stared at the other. "Y ou mean Car'dasbetrayed you?'

"Car'das has his own concerns and priorities." Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo lifted his eyebrows pointedly
a Doriana. "Asdoweall."

There was no real answer to that, at least none that Dorianawas interested in voicing. "What are
we going to do about them?" he asked instead.

"Let uswait and seether intentions,”" Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, turning back to gaze out the bridge
canopy. "Perhapsthey will be cooperative.”

Dorianafrowned. "Cooperative how?"'

Mitth'raw'nuruodo smiled faintly. *Patience, Commander. Let uswait and see.”

"They arrived quite suddenly,” C'baoth's voice came from Loranas comlink, cam but with an
edgeto it she'd seldom heard before. " Some ploy of the Chiss, | imagine.”

"What are they doing?"' Lorana asked, keeping her voice down as she gazed ahead of her at the
line of men, women, and children walking aongside the stacks of storage crates toward the Jedi training
center. There was no point in worrying these peo-ple any more than they aready were.

"Sofar, just waiting," C'baoth told her. " Captain Pakmillu informs me that their ship desgnis
radicaly different from that of the Chiss, but of course that means nothing.”

"Have you asked the commander about them?' Loranaasked. Uliar, walking at the end of the
line of prisoners, glanced over his shoulder and started to drift backward toward her. "Maybe they have
nothing to do with him."

C'baoth snorted. "With dl of space for them to fly through? Please.”

"What'sgoing on?" Uliar asked softly.

Lorana hestated. But dl of Outbound Flight wasin thisto-gether. " An unidentified fleet has
arrived,” shetold him. "Over two hundred ships, at least ahundred of which seem to be war-ships.”

"Who are you talking to?' C'baoth asked.

"Weretrying to figure out whether they're Chiss ships, Chissdlies, or someone ese entirdy,”
L orana continued, ignor-ing the question.



"What arethar reactor emissonslike?' Uliar asked. "Isit asmilar spectrum to Mitth-whatever's
ships, or something differ-ent?’

"Whois that?' C'baoth demanded. "Jedi Jnzler?'

"Reactor Tech Uliar sayswe might be able to deduce their identity or affiliation from their reactor
emission spectrum,” Lo-ranasaid.

"And what precisaly is Reactor Tech Uliar doing out of the imprisonment | ordered for him and
hisfellow conspirators?* C'baoth asked acidly.

"Were on our way there," Loranasaid, feding her resolve eroding beneath the weight and
pressure of hispersondity. "'l thought that since he's an expert in these things—"

"We have experts up here, too," C'baoth cut in. " Loyal ex-perts. Y ou concentrate on putting
Uliar where he can't do any more harm and leave the dien fleet to—"

He broke off asamelodious voice, or possibly two of them, began to speak in the background.
"What'sthat?" Lorana asked.

"They appear to be hailing us," Cbaoth said. The dien voices grew louder asthe Jedi Master
moved closer to one of the bridge speakers.

Loranalistened closdly. It was astrange language, highly mu-sica, with adistinct singsong
component toit. "Uliar?' she whis-pered.

He shook hishead, hisforehead creased in concentration. "Never heard anything like it before,”
he whispered back. "Buit it doesn't sound like the kind of language near humans like the Chisswould
comeup with."

Lorananodded agreement. "Master Cbaoth?' she cdled. "It doesn't sound like—"

"Get the congpirators to their holding area, Jedi Jnzler," Cbaoth interrupted. "Then go to
Dreadnaught-Four and report to Jedi Master MaNing in the wegpons blisters.” Therewasaclick ashe
shut off hiscomlink.

Loranasighed. "Y es, Master C'baoth,” she murmured as she returned her comlink to her belt.

"Wereintrouble, aren't we?' Uliar asked quietly.

"Well bedl right," Loranaassured him, trying to convey aconfidence shedidn't fed. First
Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and now this new threet . . . and with Outbound Fight's defense resting squarely on
the shoulders of their handful of Jedi.

And suddenly she was getting avery bad feding about al of it. "I need to get up to D-Four to
assst Magter MaNing," shetold Uliar. "Get your people insde, and when these other mat-ters are
settled well get your problem straightened out.”

Uliar snorted. "It'snotour problem.”



Loranagrimaced. "I know," she conceded. "Don't worry. Wewill sraightenit out.”

"They're probably not answering because they don't under-stand you," Car'das explained as
patiently as his pounding heart would alow. "As| said, they're from the same region of space | am, and
we don't know the language of the mighty and noble Vagaari.”

"You will soon learnit,” the Miskara promised him coldly. "In the meantime, you will serve as
trandator.”

Car'das grimaced. That was dl he needed: the people on Outbound FHight assuming hewasa
renegade or, worse, atrai-tor.\Whatever necessary . .. "Of course, Y our Eminence," hesad. "l stand
humbly reedy to serve the Miskaraand the Vagaari peo-plein any way you wish."

"Of course,”" the Miskarasaid, asif even abreath of hesita-tion on Car'das’s part would be
unthinkable. "Tel mefirst: how deeply within the vessdswill the fighting machines be stored? Will they be
at the surfaces, or degper insde.”

"Deepindde," Car'dastold him, not knowing whether it was true but not about to take the time
to try to actually think about it.

"Good," the Miskara said with satisfaction. " Then we may destroy as we will without risking our
prize"

An unpleasant sensation tingled across Car'dass skin. With ahundred Vagaari warships blotting
out the starscape around him, the Miskara's words were as close to a desth sentence as anything he'd
ever heard.

And hewas the onewho'd pointed the VVagaari in that direc-tion.

"Now: gpesk this" the Miskaracontinued. " 'Y ou of the vessdl known as Outbound Flight: we
arethe Vagaari. Y ou will surrender or be destroyed." "
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... Or be destroyed.”

Loranalooked across the wegpons blister at MaNing, at thetight set to his mouth. Thefirst
voice from the unknown ships had definitely not been human. Thisonejust as definitely was.

And the human had been speaking Basic, aswell. Thiswasn't good. "A captive from the
Republic?' she suggested.

"Or atraitor,” MaNing said grimly. "Either way, it's going to make thisthat much trickier."

"Not at adl," Cbaoth's voice came from the comm speaker. "There's nothing even atraitor could
have told them that will have prepared them for the kind of coordinated defense a Jedi meld can offer.”



"With ahundred or more warships at their disposal | can't see them worrying overly much about
how tight our defenseis," MaNing countered.

"Patience, Master MaNing," Cbaoth said, hisvoice glacialy calm. "Trust in the Force."

"They'removing forward,” Captain Pakmillu'svoice cut in. " All wegpons stations stand ready.”

Loranatook adeep bresth as she stretched out to the Force for strength and calm. Thiswasit:
thefirgt genuine test of the Jedi control system C'baoth had spent so much of histime teach-ing the rest of
them.

"What in the name—?" Abruptly, MaNing hunched closer to his sensor displays. "Master
Cbaoth?"

"l seethem,” Cbaoth said. " So thisis the sort of enemy weface."

"What isit?" Loranaasked, swiveling her chair to her own displays.

"Look at thewarships" MaNing said. "See dl those plastic bubbles on the hulls?’
Loranafelt her chest tighten. "There arepeople intherel™

"Living shields," C'baoth confirmed, hisvoice thick with contempt. "The most evil and cowardly
defense concept ever created.”

"What do we do?' Loranaasked, asudden trembling in her voice. "We can't just daughter
them.”

"Courage, Jedi Jnzler," Cbaoth sad. "Well smply shootbetween the hostages.™

"Impossible, MaNing insisted. "Not even with Jedi gun-ners. Turbolasers Ssmply aren't accurate
enough.”

"Do you assume meto beafool, Master MaNing?' C'baoth demanded scathingly. " Of course
we wont fire until we're close enough for the necessary accuracy.”

"And meanwhile we just St here and taketheir fire?' MaNing countered.

"Hardly," Cbaoth said, an edge of malicious anticipation cregping into hisvoice. "The Vagaari
have asurprisein store for them. All Jedi: prepare to meld. Stretch out to the Force . . . and then, to the
Vagaari."

"They make no answer," the Miskarasaid accusingly, asif Outbound Flight's silence was
Car'dassfaullt.

"Perhapsthey're sill consulting among themselves, Y our Eminence,” Car'das suggested, shifting
his eyes back and firth across the sky. The Vagaari ships had started to close the gap be-tween
themselves and Outbound Hight, moving together into groups of tight-formation clusters that would
provide them the protection of overlapping forward shields.



They were preparing to attack.

And il nothing from Outbound FHight. Or from Thrawn, for that matter. His ships had to be
around here somewhere. But where?

"You will givethem anew message,” the Miskaraordered. " 'Thetimefor discussion isended.
Y ou will surrender now or—""

Andinthe middle of the sentence, hisvoice abruptly dis-solved into aconfused burbling.

Car'das frowned, pressing the comlink to his ear. The whole bridge seemed to have collapsed
into the same helpless babbling, asif the entire crew had had amass mentd attack.

Which was, he suspected, exactly what had happened.

Helooked out again at Outbound Hight, an unpleasant shiver running through him. Hed heard
the stories about al the ways Jedi could use their mind contral tricks to confuse attack-ers, everything
from creating false noisesin their ears to making them unable to properly focus on controls or weapons
systems. But while the stories aso claimed that agroup of them together could use that power on this
massve ascae, hed never heard of something like that actually happening.

Until nowv.

And with that, he knew, it was dl over. Thefina card had come up double-down-nine, and the
rest was asfixed and in-evitable as a planetary orbit.

With the comlink till pressed to his ear, he settled down to wait for the end.

"So your taleswere correct,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo mur-mured. "Y our Jedi have reached acrossthe
distance to the Va-gaari and numbed or destroyed their minds."

"So it would seem,” Doriana agreed, feding alittle numb himsdlf. Evenif it wasjust the Vagaari
commanders and gunners who'd been affected, and even given the fact that the dienswould have had no
forewarning of what was coming, it was dill aterrifying fedt.

And it was being performed by ardative handful of Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights.

Predictably, it was Kav who broke the awed silencefirst. "And our part isto Sit by and do
nothing?"' he prompted.

"Our part isto do that for which we have come,”" Mit-th'raw'nuruodo said. Reaching to his
board, he keyed a switch. "It istime for the Vagaari to die.”

"TheVagaari? " Kav echoed. "No! Y ou were given my starfightersfor use againgt Outbound
Hight."

"I was nhotgiven the sarfightersat all," Mitth'raw'nuruodo corrected him coolly. Ahead, the droid
garfighterswere risng in waves now from their asteroid staging area, heading at full speed toward the



clusters of Vagaari warships. " Iwill choose how to use them.”
Kav snarled something in his own language. "Y ou will not get away with this," he bit out.

"Walk cautioudy, Vicdord," Mitth'raw'nuruodo warned, his glowing eyesflashing at the
Neimoidian. "Don't forget that the starfighters aren't the only Neimoidian technology I've taken from you.”

Dorianafet asudden tingling on the back of his neck. He spun around, expecting to find the two
droidekas Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo had taken from the Darleveme standing behind them in full combat stance.

But there was nothing there. "No, Commander, the combat droids are not here,”
Mitth'raw'nuruodo assured him. "They're where they can be of far more useful service.”

"And whereisthat?' Doriana asked.

"Wheredse?' Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, smiling tightly. "On the bridge of the VVagaari flagship.”

The sudden multiple stutter of blasterfirein his ear sent Car'das twitching to the sde, and he
banged his elbow againgt the edge of the bubble as he hagtily moved the comlink farther away. Hishead
was dill ringing asthe rhythmic fire of the droidekas was joined by the more ddliberate shots from the
four battle droids rifles. Apparently, Thrawn had had a secondary control pattern laid in beneath the
program Car'das had set up earlier for the Miskara. The sounds of shooting shifted subtly asthe six
droids began to move across the bridge, mowing down the hel pless gunners and commanders.

And asthey systematically chopped off the head of the VVagaari leadership hierarchy, the droid
gafightersarrived.

Thefirst and second waves flashed overhead without dow-ing, skimming the hull bardly five
meters from Car'das’s face as they drove toward the clusters of Vagaari shipsin the distance. Thethird
wave arived in full combat mode, their laser cannons raking the flagship with a brilliant sheet of fire,
Car'das flinched back, but amost before he had time to be frightened they, too, were past, leaving torn
pieces of shattered hull materid and white jets of escaping air in their wake. Blinking againgt the multiple
purple afterimages, he peered through the dissi pating gases at the other bubbles around him, half afraid of
what hewould see.

But the starfighters had pulled it off. In every single one of the bubbleswithin hisview, the
Geroon hostages were il dive—terrified, certainly, some of them clawing mindlesdy at the plastic asif
trying to tunnel their way out. But they were dive. With Outbound Flight's Jedi preventing the Vagaari
gun-ners from defending their ships, and with the sharp-edged precision the droids e ectronic targeting
systems and close-approach attack had permitted, the starfighters had diced their way nestly through the
warship's hull between the Vagaari's liv-ing shidds.

And not just aboard the flagship. All around him, Car'das could see clouds of debrisand
escaping ar enveloping the other nearby Vagaari warships, the haze scintillating with the fiery glow of the
garfighters drives asthey finished each sat of targets and moved on to the next. Already in thisfirst
attack, he estimated Thrawn's assault had taken out over aquarter of the dien war-ships.

And il with no response from the remainder. The question now, he knew, was whether the Jedi
control of the aienswould last long enough for the starfightersto finish the job. Switching on his



macrobinoculars, listening with half an ear to the one-sided carnage still going on beneath him on the
bridge, he fo-cused on Outbound Fight.

It was like nothing Lorana had ever felt before. Like nothing she had ever dreamed she would
ever fed, or need to prepare hersdf for. Even as she submerged hersdlf in the Jedi meld, a-lowing
C'baoth to guide her and the others as they spread con-fusion across the Vagaari commanders and
gunners, the alien minds she was wrapped around suddenly began exploding into degth.

Not just afew degths, either, smdl ripples of sensation that might have throbbed painfully but
controllably against her con-sciousness. These deaths came in athunderstorm torrent, wave after wave of
fear and agony and rage that hammered againgt her aready overstretched and vulnerable mind. She
could fed hersdlf staggering, her hands clutching blindly for something to hold on to as her body reacted
to her disorientation. Therewas a sharp pain in her shoulder and head; distantly, she redlized she had
falen out of her chair onto the deck. She could fed hersdf twitching uncontrollably; could sensethe
others reactions flow-ing through the meld, feeding into her weakness even as her own pain fed into
theirs. A thousand alien voices shrieked through her brain astheir life forces were snuffed out, with a
thousand more waiting behind them .. .

Beside Doriana, Mitth'raw'nuruodo took a deep breath. " Ch'tra,” he ordered.

And moving asasingle unit, the Chissfleet surged forward. "Timeto join the party?' Doriana
asked, dill watching in grim amazement asthe waves of droid starfighters methodicdly cut their way
acrossthe Vagaari ships.

"No," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Time to sart one of our own.”

And it was only then that Doriana saw that theSpringhawk and the rest of the Chiss shipswere
heading for Outbound Flight. He closed his handsinto fists, waiting tensely for the Dreadnaughts gunners
to spot this new threat and open fire.

But nothing happened. TheSpringhawk flew completely through the turbolasers effective
combat range, passed uncha-lenged through the point-defense zone, and with only minor turbulence
passed through the shields near the bow of the near-est Dreadnaught. The other Chiss ships broke from
theSpringhawk ’sflanks, spreading out toward the other Dreadnaughts as theSpringhawk curved from
itsintercept vector to fly low acrossits chosen Dreadnaught's hull.

And opened fire.

They hit thewegpons bligtersfirt, the brilliant bluefire of the Chisslaserstearing through armor
and capacitors and charg-ing equipment and digging deeply into the blisters themsdves. The shidld
generators were next, theSpringhawk zigzagging aong the Dreadnaught's hull asit targeted and
destroyed each in turn. All done with the utmost efficiency, asmal detached part of Doriana's mind
noted, without a single wasted movement. Clearly, Mitth'raw'nuruodo had made good use of the
technical readouts he'd provided.

And then, to his surprise, theSpringhawk made a sharp turn away from the hull and headed
again for deep space. Beyond the expanding cloud of destruction, he could see the other Chiss ships



doing the same. "What'swrong?" he asked, his eyesflick-ing across the sky for some new danger that
might have caused Mitth'raw'nuruodo to bresk off his attack.

"Nothing iswrong," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, sounding puzzled. "Why?"

"But you have ceased the attack,” Kav said, clearly asbewil-dered as Doriana. "Y et they lie
helpless before you."

"Whichis precisely why I've stopped,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. " Jedi Master C'baoth; |eaders of
Outbound Fight. Y our vessel has been disarmed, its ability to defend itself destroyed. | offer you thisone
find chance to surrender and return to the Re-public.”

"What?" Kav ydped, hiseyeswidening. "But you were tode-stroy them."”

"If and when you should command again, Vicdord Kav, such decisonswill beyours,"
Mitth'raw'nuruodo said coolly. "But not now. Outbound Hight, | await your decison.”

Through the echoing haze of dying minds still screaming &t her, through the smoke and debris and
distant moans of thein-jured, Loranaredlized she was dying.

Probably from suffocation, she decided as she noticed that her lungs were straining but thet little
or no air was reaching them. She tried to move, but her legs seemed pinned somehow to the deck. She
tried to stretch out to the Force, but with the death agonies of the Vagaari now joined by the much closer
deaths of her own shipmates she couldn't seem to bring her thoughts into focus.

Something cold and metallic closed around her wridt.

She opened her eyesto find amaintenance droid tugging at her arm. "What are you doing?"* she
croaked. It was amatter of mild surpriseto discover that she had enough air even to speak.
Experimentally, shetried to take a deep bregth.

And fdt awelcome coolness as air flowed into her lungs.

She blinked away some of the fog hazing her eyes and peered through the swirling debris. There
was along jagged dash through the ceiling above her, undoubtedly the source of the weapons blister's
sudden decompression. Stretched across the gash were a dozen sheets of twisted metd that appeared to
have been blown or pulled away from thewalls. Half adozen smal metalwork droids were climbing
across them, filling the room with clouds of sparks as they hastily welded the sheetsinto place over the

gash.

Lying on the deck hafway acrossthe room, his arms stretch-ing toward the celling as he used the
Forceto hold the still- unwelded sheetsin place, was MaNing.

Lorana couldn't see very much of his body with the wreckage of the control room scattered
across her line of Sght. But she could see enough to turn her ssomach. He must have caught the full brunt
of one of the laser blasts, taking both the agony of the shot itself aswell asthe impact of the shards of
shattered metal it had created. "Master MaNing," she gasped, trying to get up. But her legs till refused
to work.



"No, don't,” MaNing said. His voice was strained but il carried the full authority of a Jedi
Magter. "It'stoo late for me."

"For—" Loranabroke off, a sudden edge of horror cutting through her. With the attack and her
own near suffocation, sheld completely lost her connection to the Jedi meld that had so suc-cessfully
blocked the VVagaari attack.

Now, as shetried to stretch out to it again, she found that it had al but vanished.

"No," she whispered to herself But there was no mistake. When their attackers had targeted the
weapons blisters, they had knowingly or unknowingly targeted the Jedi aswell.

And with only one or two dazed and stunned exceptions, they were dead.
All of them.

"| should have. . . tried Stop . . . him sooner,” MaNing mur-mured, his voice weakening as he
rapidly lost strength. "But hewas ... Jedi Magter . . . JediMagter . . ."

With an effort, Lorana pushed back the paralyzing horror. "Don't talk," she said, trying again to
move. "Let me help you."

"No," MaNing said. "Too late. . . for me. But not . . . for others." One of his outstretched hands
twitched toward her, and abent section of girder pinning her legsto the deck lifted afew millimetersand
clattered away. "You can . . . hep them."

"But | can't just leave you,” Loranaprotested. Again shetried to get up, and thistime she
succeeded.

"l anfar . .. beyond your help,” MaNing said, adeep sad-nessin hisvoice. "Go. Help those. .
.who can dill . . . be helped.”

"But—"

"No!" MaNing bit out, hisface convulsing with asudden spasm. "You're. . . Jedi. Teken. ..
oath . . . serve others. Go .. . go.

Loranaswallowed. "Yes, Magter. |—" Shetrailed off, search-ing for the right words. But there
weren't any.

Perhaps MaNing couldn't find any, either. "Good-bye .. . Jedi Jnzler," he smply said, aghostly
smiletouching hislips. "Good-bye, Master MaNing."

MaNing's smile vanished, and helifted his eyes again to the repair droids and their work. Turning
away, Lorana picked her way through the wreckage toward the door.

She knew shewould never see him again.
The door, when she reached it, was jammed shut. Stretching out as best she could to the Force,

she managed to work it open far enough to dip through. The corridor outside was nearly as bad asthe
blister itsdlf, with buckled walls and chunks of ceiling littering the deck. But here at |east the attackers



hadn't managed to cut completely through the hull and open it to space.

The blast doors ten meters down the corridor in either direc-tion had closed when the blister had
decompressed, sedling away this section from the rest of the ship. But with the breach now scaled and
the emergency oxygen supplies repressurizing the area, the forward blast door opened for Lorana
without protest.

In the distance she could hear shouting and screams, and could sense the fear and panic behind
them. But for the moment, those people weren't her immediate concern. The Dreadnaughts were well
equipped with escape pods, where the survivors could take refuge while the droids repaired the hull.

But there was one group of people who wouldn't have that chance: the fifty-seven so-called
conspirators C'baoth had or-dered locked away in the storage core.

The peopleshe had locked away in the storage core.

Her legs were starting to throb now where the girder had landed on her. Stretching out to the
Force to suppress the pain, she headed in alimping run toward the nearest pylon turbalift.

"We made abargain!" Kav snarled. ™Y ou were to destroy Outbound Hight for us!™

"l never made any such bargain,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "1 agreed only to do what | deemed
necessary to eliminate the threat posed by the expedition.”

"That wasnot what wewanted," Kav inssted.

"Y ou were in no position to make demands,” Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo reminded him. "Nor are you

There was a sudden hissfrom the comm. "So," an dmost un-recognizable voice ground ouit.
"Y ou think you have won, dien?' The display came dive. . . and acold shiver ran up Doriarias back.

It was Jorus C'baoth, pale and disheveled, his clothing torn and blood-spattered, one side of his
face badly burned. But his eyes blazed with the same arrogant fire that Doriana had seen that day long
ago in Supreme Chancdllor Pdpatine's office.

He groped for Mitth'raw'nuruodo's deeve. "Kav is right—you have to destroy them,” he hissed
urgently. "If you don't, we're dead.”

Mitth'raw'nuruodo's eyes flicked to him, then back to the comm. "I have indeed won," hetold
Chbaoth. "I have only to giveasingle order—" His hand shifted dightly on his control board, hisfingertips
coming to rest on acovered switch edged in red. "—and you and al your peoplewill die. Isyour pride
worth so much to you?'

"A Jedi does not yield to pride," C'baoth spat. "Nor does he yield to empty threats. He follows
only thedictates of hisown degtiny.”

"Then choose your destiny," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "'I'm told the role of the Jedi isto serve and



"Y ou were told wrongly," Cbaoth countered. "The role of the Jedi isto lead and guide, and to
destroy dl thrests." The un-burned corner of hislip twisted upward in a bitter smile.

And without warning, Thrawn's head jerked back, hiswhole body pressing back against his sest.
His hand darted to histhroat, clutching usdesdy at it.

"Commander!" Doriana snapped, grabbing reflexively for Mitthraw'nuruodo's collar.

But it was no use. Theinvigble power that was choking thelife out of him wasn't something
physical that Dorianamight be able to push asde. Cbaoth was using the Force . . . and there was
nothing Doriana or anyone else could do to stop him.

In ahandful of minutes, Mitth'raw'nuruodo would be dead.

Loranawasin aturbalift car heading down the forward pylon when she fet C'baoth's attack
echoing through her mind like the sound of adistant hammer. For aminute she puzzled at it, sensing his
anger and frustration and pride, wondering what in the worlds he was doing.

And then, abruptly, the horrifying truth diced through her like the blade of alightsaber. "No!" she
shouted reflexively toward the turbolift car celling. "Master C'baoth—no!"

But it wastoo late. In his single-minded thirst for revenge, Jorus C'baoth, Jedi Master, had gone
over to thedark sde.

A wave of pain and revulsion swept over Lorana, as agoniz-ing as sdt in an open wound. She
had never seen a Jedi fal before. She'd known it could happen, and that it had in fact hap-pened many
timesthroughout history. But it had aways seemed something comfortably distant, something that could
never hap-pen to anyone she knew.

Now it had . . . and following close behind the wave of pain came an even more powerful wave
of guilt.

Because sheld been his Padawan, the person who'd spent the most time with him. The one
person, Master MaNing had once suggested, whom he might have actudly listened to.

Could she have prevented this? Should she have stood up to him earlier, with or without the
support of MaNing or the oth-ers, when he first began to gather power and authority to him-self?
Certainly sheld tried talking to him in private on more than one occasion. But each time he'd brushed off
her concerns, as-suring her that al waswell. Should she have pressed him more strongly? Forced
him—somehow—to lisen?

But she hadn't. And now it wastoo late.

Or wasit?"Wedon't haveto kill anyone," she murmured, focusing her mind toward D-1, trying
desperately to send the thought or at least the sense to him. She fumbled for her comlink, only to
discover that shedd logt it in the attack on the weapons bligter. "We don't haveto kill them,” she
continued, pleading with him. "We can just go home. All they want isfor usto gohome ."



But there was no reply. C'baoth could undoubtedly sense her protest, but al she could sensein
return was hisindifference to her anguish, and his determination to continue along the path held now set
himsalf upon. It wasindeed too late.

Perhaps, asmadl voice whispered insde her, it had dways been too late.

The turbolift came to ahalt and the door opened into the storage core. For along minute she
stood in the doorway, won-dering if she should leave the prisoners where they were for now and try to
getto D-1.

But she would never makeit intime. And even if shedid, it would do her no good. She could
sensetherigid set of C'baoth's mind, and she knew from long experience that even if she were standing
a his sde there was nothing she could say or do now to stop him. He would continue his attack until he
had killed Com-mander Mitth'raw'nuruodo, then more, until he had killed al the rest of the Chiss out
there.

Her heart aching, she stepped out into the storage core and limped toward the trapped crew
members and their families. Even a Jedi, she thought bitterly, could do only so much.

But what she could do, she would.

The bridge crew wason it in ameatter of seconds, shoving Dorianaroughly aside and clustering
around Mitth'raw'nuruodo as they fought to free him from the unseen attack that waskilling him. But their
efforts were as usaless as Doriana's had been.

Standing at the edge of the frantic activity, Dorianalooked at the comm display and tried
desperately to think. If the Chiss at-tack had weakened C'baoth enough . . . but there was no sign of
wesknessin the eyes blazing from that ruined face. Could Dori-ana shut off the display, then, and at least
rob the Jedi of hisview of hisvictim? But Doriana had no ideawhere that control was, and he didn't
speak any language the rest of the bridge crew un-derstood. Besides, he wasn't sure that cutting off the
display would do any good anyway.

And then, his gazed dropped from C'baoth's face to Thrawn's control board. The board, and the
red-rimmed switch.

It might be nothing. But it was dl he had. Pushing past the crewers who stood in hisway, he
flipped back the cover and pressed the switch.

And then, even asthey continued to pound mercilesdy againgt the Vagaari warships, the droid
garfighters abruptly turned from their attack and fled.

Car'das frowned, pressing the macrobinocularstighter againgt hisface. A sizable percentage of
the Vagaari fleet was dill untouched, the surviving ships scrambling madly for the edge of Thrawn's
gravity projector field. Yet dl of the starfighterswere leaving. Had they drained their solid-fuel engines

dready?

He caught his bresth. No; the starfighters weren't runningaway from the VVagaari. They were



runningtoward Outbound Hight.
Hewas dtill staring in disbelief when the first wave hit.

Not smplyattacking , blasting away with laser cannons and energy torpedoes. They literdlyhit
the Dreadnaughts, damming at full speed into their hulls and vaporizing in brilliant flashes with the force of
their impacts. The second wave did the same, this group striking different sections of the Dreadnaughts
hulls. Through the smoke and debris came the third and fourth waves, these groups pouring laser cannon
fire and energy torpedoes into the damaged weapons blisters and shield generators.

And with asudden chill, Car'das understood. The first two waves of starfighters hadn't been
trying to breach the Dread-naughts thick armor plating. Their goa had merely been to cre-ate dentsin
the hulls a very specific points.

The points where the interior blast doors were positioned.

And now, with those doors disabled or warped enough to prevent a proper air sedl, the rest of
the sarfighters were opening the Dreadnaughts to space.

More clouds of debriswere blowing away from Outbound Hight's flanks as the starfighters
blasted their way through the hulls, sweeping new waves of sudden death through the outer areas of the
Dreadnaughts.

But for dl the effect the attack had on him, C'baoth might not even have noticed it. Hisface
remained as hard as anvilstone, his eyes burning unblinkingly across theSpringhawk 's bridge.

And Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo was ill dying.

Dorianacurled hishandsinto helplessfigs. So it wasfindly over. If this second assault had failed
to kill Cbaoth, it was be-cause he'd hidden himsalf well away from the vacuum that had now snuffed out
al lifein the Dreadnaughts outer sections. Even given the thinner bulkheads and blast doors of the ships
interior sections, there was no way even droid starfighters could clear out the maze of decksand
compartmentsintime.

An odd formation caught hiseve asit shot into view outsde the canopy: apair of sarfighters
flying in close formation with afat cylinder tucked between them. Not just one pair, Doriana saw now,
but ten of them, heading at full speed toward Outbound Hight.

He remembered Kav mentioning this particular project of Mitth'raw'nuruodo's, and the vicelord's
contemptuous dismissal of the cylinders as some sort of usdlessfue tanks. Frowning, hewatched as, in
ones and twos, the sarfighter pairs drove through the newly blasted holesin the Dreadnaughts hulls and

disap-peared insde.

For amoment, nothing happened. Then, abruptly, ahaze of pale blue burst outward from the
openings, nearly invisble amid the floating clouds of wreckage.

And with asudden gasp of air, Mitth'raw'nuruodo collgpsed forward againgt his board.

"Commander?' Dorianacaled, trying to get past the circle of crewers.



"I'm...dl right," the other panted, rubbing histhroat with one hand as he waved off assstance
with the other.

"l think you got him," Doriana said, looking over at the comm display. Cbaoth was no longer in
sght. "l think C'baoth's dead.”

"Yes," Mitth'raw'nuruodo confirmed, hisvoice quiet. "All of them . . . are dead.”

A strange sensation crept up Dorianas back. "That'simpos-sible,”" he said. "Y ou only had one or
two of those bombsin each Dreadnaught.”

"Onewasdl that was necessary," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said with a sadness that Doriana had never
heard in him before. "They're avery specia sort of weapon. A very terrible sort. Onceinsde the
protective barrier of awar vessdl's outer armor, they explode into akilling wave of radiation. The wave
passes through floors and walls and cellings, destroying dl life.”

Dorianaswalowed. "And you had them dl ready to go," he heard himsdf say.

Mitth'raw'nuruodo's eyes bored into his. "They were not meant for Outbound Hight," he said,
and there was an expres-sion on his face that made Dorianatake an involuntary step back-ward. "They
were intended for use againgt the largest of the Vagaari war vessdls.”

Dorianagrimaced. "l see”

"No, you donot see," Mitth'raw'nuruodo retorted. "Be-cause now, instead, well need to destroy
the Vagaari remnant aboard the disabled vessdlsin shipboard face-to-face combat.” He pointed out the
canopy. "Worse, some of the war vessals and civilian craft have now escaped to deep space, where
they'll havetimeto rebuild and perhaps one day will again pose athrest to this region of space.”

"l undergtand,” Dorianasaid. "I'm sorry."

To hissurprise, heredized he meant it.

For along moment Mitth'raw'nuruodo gazed a him in S-lence. Then, dowly, some of the tenson
linesfaded from hisface. "No warrior ever hasthe full depth of control that hewould like," he said, his

voice camer but ill troubled. "But | wish here that it might have been otherwise.”

Dorianalooked a Kav. For awonder, the Neimoidian had the sense to keep his mouth shut.
"What happens now?"

"As| said, we board the Vagaari war vessels," Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo said. "Once they've been
secured, well free the Geroons from their prisons.”

Doriananodded. And so that was it. Outbound Flight was destroyed, its Jedi—especidly
C'baoth—all dead. It was over.

All, that is, except one small loose end.No matter what the outcome , Kav's warning echoed
through hismind,in the end this Mitthrawdo will have to die .

And in the swirling chaos of a shipboard assault, accidentsin-evitably happened. "1 wonder if |



might have permission to ac-company the attack force,” he said. "1'd like to observe Chiss soldiersin
action.”

Mitth'raw'nuruodo inclined his head dightly. "Asyou wish, Commander Stratis. | think you'l find
it mogt indructive."

"Yes," Dorianaagreed softly. "I'm sure | will."

The vibrations from the Dreadnaughts above, transmitted faintly through the metal of the
connecting pylons, findly cameto an end. "Isit over?' Jorad Pressor asked timidly.

Carefully, Loranalet her hand drop from the bulkhead where she'd been steadying hersdlf. The
sudden, awful flood of death from above had findly ended aswell, leaving nothing behind.

Nothing.

"Yes," shesad, trying hard to give the boy an encouraging smile. "It'sal over.”

"So we can go back up?'

Loranalifted her evesto Jorad's father, and the tight set of his mouth. The children might not
understand, but the adults did. "Not quite yet," shetold Jorad. "Therée's probably alot of cleaning up
they're having to do. Weld just bein theway."

"And would have to hold our breath,” someone muttered from the back of the group.

Someone dse made a shushing noise. "Anyway, there's no point in hanging around here," one of
the older men spoke up, trying to sound casud. "Might aswell go back to the Jedi school wherewe can
at least be alittle more comfortable.”

"And where well be properly locked in?* Uliar added sourly.

"No, of coursenot,” Loranasaid, trying to get her brain back on track. "There's plenty of spare
building materia crated up in the storage aress. I'll cut asection of girder and prop open the door. Come
on—everyone back."

The crowd turned and shuffled back the way they'd come, some of the children still murmuring
anxioudy to their parents, the parentsin turn trying to comfort them. Lorana started to follow, paused as
Uliar touched her arm. " So what'sthereal damage?’ he asked softly.

Shesghed. "I don't senseany life up there. None at al.”

"Could you be wrong?'

"It'sposshble” she admitted. "But | don't think s0."

Hewas silent for amoment. "WEell need to make sure," he said. "There may be survivorswho
arejust too weak for you to sense.”



"I know," she said. "But we can't get up there yet. Thefact that the turbolift carswon't come
impliesthe pylons are open to vacuum somewhere. Well have to wait until the droids get them patched

up.”
Uliar hissed between histeeth. "That could take hours.”

"It can't be helped,” Loranasaid. "Well just haveto wait."

23

The battle had been over for nearly three hours, and Car'das was starting to get serioudy bored
when hefinaly heard the rhythmic tapping at his back.

He half turned over and rapped the same pattern with the edge of the macrobinoculars. Then,
turning back around to face the sars, he worked the kinks out of his muscles and waited.

It camein asudden flurry of activity. Behind him, the door to his prison popped open and hefelt
the sudden tugging of vac-uum at hislungs and face asthe air pressurein his bubble ex-ploded outward,
shoving him backward out into the corridor. He caught a glimpse of vac-suited figures surrounding him as
he was enveloped in atangle of sticky cloth. Before he could do more than scrabble his fingertips against
itinan effort to push it away from his face there was a harsh hissing in his ears, and the cloth receded
fromhimindl directions.

And amoment later he found himsdlf floating indde atrans-parent rescue ball.

"Whoa," he muttered, wincing as his ears popped painfully with the returning air pressure.

"Areyou dl right?" afamiliar voice asked from a.comlink connected to the bal's oxygen tank.

"Y es, Commander, thank you," he assured the other. "I gather it al worked as planned?’

"Yes," Thrawn confirmed, hisvoice carrying an odd tinge of sadnessto it. "For the most part.”

One of the other rescuersleaned close, and to his surprise Car'das saw that it was the human
who'd introduced himsdlf aboard theDarkvenge as Commander Stratis. " Car'das?" Stratis demanded,

frowning through the plastic. "What areyou doing here?!

"Luring the Vagaari into my trap, of course,” Thrawn said, asif it were obvious. "Or had you
forgotten that the Chiss do not engage in preemptive attacks?'

"l see," Stratissaid, il eyeing Car'das. " So those spy accu-sations you were throwing around
aboard theDar kvenge were nothing but smoke? Something to cover you in case the whole thing fell
apart?’

"It was protection, yes, but not for me," Thrawn said. He gestured, and the rest of the group
began maneuvering Car'das’s rescue bal down the corridor. "1t wasto protect Admird Ar'aani, the
officer commanding the transport that ar-rived an hour ago to take the freed Geroon daves back to their
world."



"And who couldn't afford to be even unofficialy involved in any of this," Stratis said, nodding.
"But whocould make sure to ook the other way at dl the right times, leaving you and Car'dasto take the
blameif anything went wrong."

"Never mind the blame," Car'das put in. "What happened with Outbound FHight? | saw the
darfighterstake off after it.”

Thrawn and Stratis exchanged looks. "We were forced to go farther than I'd hoped,” Thrawn
sad.

Car'dasfet his heart freezein his chest. "How much far-ther?’

"They'redead,” Thrawn said quietly. "All of them."

There was along silence. Car'das |ooked away, his eyes catch-ing glimpses of dead Vagaari as
the Chiss continued carrying him aong. Thrawn had abandoned his attack on known daversand

murderersto destroy thousands of innocent people?

"Therewasn't any choice" Stratis said into his numbness. "C'baoth was using his Jedi power to
try and strangle the com-mander. There was no other way to stop him.”

"Did you ever give them achanceto just leave and go home?' Car'das retorted.
"Yes" Thrawn sad.

"More than just one chance," Stratis added. "More than | would have offered them, infact. And
if it matters any, | was the one who actudly pushed the button.”

Car'das grimaced. On onelevd, it did matter. On another, it didn't. "Y ou're sure there aren't any
urvivors?'

"The Dreadnaughts were taken out by radiation bombs," Stratistold him. "We haven't actudly
sent anyone over yet to check, but if the commander's weapons stats are accurate there's no way anyone
could have lived through that."

"S0 you got what you wanted after al," Car'das said, feding suddenly very tired. Y ou must be

Stratislooked away. "I'm content,” he said. "1 wouldn't say I'm happy."

"Wel?' Kav demanded as Doriana stripped off hisvac suit in the privacy of one of the
Soringhawk 's prep rooms. "1 hear no wailings of despair for the flen captain.”

"That's because the captain isn't falen,” Dorianasaid. "1 never had an opportunity.”
"Did nothave one?' Kav asked. "Or did notmake one?'

"I neverhad one," Dorianarepeated coldly. He was not in the mood for this. ™Y ou want to try to
nate amilitary com-mander in front of hismen, you go right ahead.”



Hefinished undressng in slence. "Y et hemust die" Kav said as Dorianabegan pulling on his
own clothing. "He knows too much about our part in what has happened.”

"Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo isno ordinary dien,”" Doriana pointed out. "And there's fill amatter of
finding an opportunity.”

"Or of making one." Stepping close, Kav pressed something into Dorianas hand. "Here."

Puzzled, Dorianalooked down. One glance was dl it took. "Where did you get this?' he hissed
as he hurriedly closed his hand around the small hold-out blaster.

"l havedwayshad it," Kav said. "The shot issmall and hard to see, but highly intense. It will kill
quickly and quietly.”

And would condemn Dorianain double-quick timeif he was caught with it. Fegling asudden
sheen of swest breaking out be-neath his collar, he dipped the weapon out of sight into a pocket. " Just
let me handlethetiming,”" he warned the other. "I don't want you hovering around like an expectant
mother avian."

"Do not worry," Kav growled. "Where is the commander now?"

"Goneto the trangport ship to talk to the admird," Dorianasaid, finishing with histunic and
garting to pull on hisboots. "Car'das went with him."

And that was another problem, he reminded himself soberly. Like Mitth'raw'nuruodo, Car'das
knew far too much about what had happened out here. And unlike the Chiss, he definitelywould soon be
traveling back to the Republic. After he dedlt with Mitth'raw'nuruodo, Dorianawould have to make
equally surethat Car'das never told his story to the wrong people.

The rescued Geroons had been herded into the cargo bay, the only place aboard the transport
big enough to hold them dl. Most were Sitting cross-legged in smadl groups, talking quietly among
themselves, the most recent arrivals still working on the food sticks and hot drinks Admiral Ar'dani's
warriors had pro-vided them. All of them looked alittle dazed, asif having trouble believing they were
actudly free of the Vagaari.

Standing to the side just inside one of the bay doors, trying to stay out of the way of both the
Geroons and the Chiss crew-ers moving about them, Car'das|ooked out at the multitude, his heart and
mind fatigued beyond anything held ever experienced. A thousand timesin the past day hed wondered
what hewas doing in the middle of thiswhole thing; wondered how in the galaxy Thrawn had managed to
tak himinto playing bait for the Vagaari.

But it had worked. It had al worked. The Geroons had been freed, not only these particular
daves but probably their entire world aswell. Admira Ar'adani had dready said that when the transport
returned the davesto their home she would bring along atask force of Chisswarshipsfor protection.
Any Vagaari gill hanging around the system wouldn't be lunging around there for long.

And asfor Outbound Hight ...



He closed his eves. Fifty thousand people dead, the entire populace of the six Dreadnaughts.
Had that really been neces-sary? Stratis had said it had, and Thrawn hadn't contradicted him. But had
thetreally been the only way?

Car'das would probably never know for sure. Distantly, he wondered what Mails was going to
say when shefound out what her noble hero had done.

"Even now, they don't seem to believeit,” avoice murmured from hisleft.

Car'das opened his eyes. Thrass was standing beside him, astrange expression on hisface as he gazed
across the crowded bay. "Syndic Thrass," Car'das greeted him. "1 didn't realize you were aboard.”

"Admiral Ar'dani suggested | come,” Thrasssaid, hiseyes ill on the Geroons. " She seemed to
think sheand | and my brother could now resolve the question of the VVagaari goods being held at Crustai
and dlow you and your companionsto go on your way."

Heturned his eyes onto Car'das. "Now that you and | have apparently served our purposes.”

Car'das hdld his gaze without flinching. "I have no problemswith having been apart of your
brother'splan,” he said evenly. "Neither should you."

"I was manipulated and controlled,” Thrass said, his eyes flashing with resentment.

"For your own protection,” Car'das countered. "If Thrawn and Ar'adani had brought you into the
plan, your future would have been just as much on the line astheirs were.”

"And asthey are now," Thrass pointed out darkly. "The Nine Ruling Familieswill not stand for
such anillegd andimmora at-tack.”

"Number one" Car'das sad, lifting afinger. "This system iswithin the patrol region of the Chiss
Expansionary Flegt. That makesit Chissterritory. Number two: the Vagaari arrived in force with the
clear intent of causing harm. That makes Com-mander Thrawn's actions salf-defense, asfar asI'm
concerned.”

"They were here only because you had so enticed them.”

"I'm not bound by your rules," Car'das reminded him. "Be-sides, as Admird Ar'dani will attest,
your brother had publicly la-beled me as apossible spy. If | got desperate enough to go to the Vagaari
for hepin freeing my companions, you can hardly blamethat on him."

Thrassslip twisted. "No, Thrawn has aways been very good at hiding his hand when he wishes
todo s0."

"Which seemsto metakes care of the legd aspects,” Car'das concluded. "Asto your other
objection—" He gestured toward the Geroons. "—I defy you to look at these people and tell me how
freeing them from tyranny could possibly beimmord."

"Themordlity of an action is not determined by the results” Thrass said stiffly. Hisface softened a
little. "Still, inthis case, it'sahard point to argue.”

"l saw the way the Vagaari trested their daves," Car'das said, shivering at the memories of the



Geroons the Miskara had mur-dered in cold blood. "In my opinion, the universeiswell rid of them.”

"l would tend to agree,” Thrass said. "But Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano may not see things so
dealy."

Car'das frowned. "What does he have to do with anything?"

"He and vessals of the Fifth Ruling Family are on their way here" Thrasssaid grimly. "l had a
brief communication with him just before leaving Crudtai. | suspect he intendsto place Thrawn under
ares."

Car'dasfdt histhroat tighten. "Does Thrawn know about this?*

"No."

"Weneedto tell him, and fast,” Car'das said grimly. "Do you know where he is?'

"I believe he and Admird Ar'dani have gone acrossto in-spect Outbound Hight."

"Then |et's get over there," Car'das said. "Come on—my shuttl€'sin one of the portside docking
dations”

With acresk of not-quite-aligned metd fittings, the turbolift door reluctantly did open. "Looks
likewevegot air sealsagain,” Uliar commented, peering upward into the car. The calling was mostly
intact, but one of the scams had cracked open and at its edge he could see the faint rainbow
discoloration of amassive radiation surge. Had one or more of the reactors gone up? Un-likely. Even
down herein the core they should have heard some-thing that catastrophic.

"That shaft's going to be amess, though," Kedy muttered, stepping tentatively up beside Uliar.
"And the Dreadnaughts themselves will beworse. This could take awhile.

"Then let's not waste any more time talking about it,” Uliar said. He Sarted to step into the car

"No," Jinzler said, reaching out to touch hisarm. She, too, was gazing &t the car ceiling, alook of
concentration on her face. "I'm going done.”

"Alone's never agood ideaiin thiskind of Situation," Kedly warned.

"Alonefor aJedi is sometimesthe only way," she said. Her eyes came back to him, and some of
the concentration faded.

"Don't worry. As soon as I've found someplace safe, I'll come back and get you.”

"Y ou sure you don't want & least alittle company?* Uliar asked, eyeing her closely. He didn't
really want to go poking around up there, not with al the destruction and bodies and dl. But he didn't like
theidea of |etting this Jedi out of hissight, e-ther.

"Very sure" Jnzler said. "Go back and wait until | comefor you."



"Whatever you say," Kedly said, plucking a Uliar's deeve. "Come on, Chas."
"Okay," Uliar said reluctantly, stepping back as Jnzler got into the car. "Makeit fast.”
"Il try," Jnzler said, giving him areassuring smile,

Shewas till amiling asthe door creaked shut between them.

They found Thrawn and Ar'dani on the bridge of the main command ship, standing amid a
bustling crowd of Chiss crewers methodically checking out the still-active control consoles. Therewerea
lot of bodiesthere, too, lying haphazardly all over the deck. For once, Car'das hardly even noticed.
"Ah—my brother,” Thrawn said as Thrass and Car'das made their way through the maze of consoles.
"Are the Geroons being properly cared for?"

"Never mind the Geroons," Car'das put in before Thrass could answer. "Aristocra
Chaf'orm’bintrano's on hisway with afleet of Fifth Family ships.”

"On whaose authority do they fly?" Ar'dani demanded.

"The Aristocrasown, | presume,” Thrawn said, his eyes nar-rowed in thought. "How soon until
they arive?'

"They could be here at any time," Thrasssaid. "I suspect he's coming to raise charges against
you."

"Inthat case he would hardly need afleet of vessels,” Thrawn pointed out. "No, the Aristocra has
something far more prof-itablein mind.”

"Outbound Flight?' Car'das asked.

"Actualy, | expect he's hoping to take possession of the remains of the Vagaari flegt," Thrawn
sad. "But you'reright. Once he sees Outbound Fight that priority will definitely change.”

"He can't do that,” Thrass protested. Helooked at Ar'aani. "Can he?'

"Not legdly,"” Ar'dani said, her voicetight. "But as apracti-cal matter, if he's brought enough
vessls, therell be no way for usto stop him."

"The Council of Families—" Thrass began.
"—will certainly object,” Ardani cut in. "But the procedure will belong and complex.”

"And in the meantime the Fifth Family will be coaxing the secretsfrom their new prize," Thrawn
sad.

Thrass hissed, astartlingly reptilian sound. "We can't allow that," he said. "Possession of
Outbound Hight by any one Fam-ily could destroy the balance of power for decadesto come.”

Car'das nodded, a hard knot forming in his ssomach. The thought of getting their hands on droid



technology alone had been enough to lure the Vagaari to their destruction. How much more of an edge
would the droids plus the rest of Outbound Hight's technology give Chaf'orm'bintrano's family?

"WEeIl haveto sdl him," Ar'dani said. But she didn't sound very confident. "We must keep his
people off thisvessd until the Defense FHeet units|'ve summoned can arrive.”

"They won't beintime," Thrawn said. "We need to take Outbound Flight to amilitary base
immediately and have it de-clared Defense Fleet property.”

"How long atrip are we talking about?' Car'das asked dubi-oudy. "Thisthing's taken alot of
damage.”

"It will push the systemsto their limit," Thrawn conceded. "But we must try. It would be better
for Outbound Hight to be destroyed than to let any Snglefamily clamiit.”

Therewas aflicker of movement at the corner of Car'dass eye. He turned to the canopy.

Just asthelast of adozen large Chiss ships came out of hy-perspace. "Too late," he said. "He's
here

Ar'dani muttered aword that had never come up in Car'das’s language lessons. "WEell haveto
make do with the crewers you dready have aboard,” she said. "Quickly, before—"

Shebroke off at atwitter from Thrawn's comlink. Thrawn looked out at the ships, then
reluctantly pulled the device from his belt. "Commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo.”

"Commander, Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano of the Fifth Rul-ing Family issgnaling theSpringhawk
. avoice sad. "He de-mands your immediate presence aboard theChaf Exalted ."

Thrawn's eyesflicked to Ar'dani. "Do not acknowledge hissignd,” he ordered.
"It was not arequest, Commander,” the voice warned.

"Do not acknowledge," Thrawn repeated, and clicked off the comlink.
"Thrawn, you can't smply refuse an Aristocras direct order,” Thrass objected.

"l haven't yet received any direct orders from the Aristocra,” Thrawn said evenly. "Car'das, find
methehem.”

"Yes, dr," Car'das said, peering at the nearest consoles. And then Ar'dani's comlink twittered.

All eyesturned to her. "Clever" was dl she said as shere-moved it from her belt and keyed it on.
"Admird Ardani."

"Thisis Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano,” a voice boomed. "'I've been unable to contact Commander
Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and | suspect he'srefusing to communicate with me. As an Aristocra of the Fifth
Ruling Family, | order you to find and detain him pending ahearing on his recent military activities."

Ar'alani hesitated, and Car'das held his breath. Then, with clear reluctance, she nodded.
"Acknowledged, Aristocra. | hear, and obey."



She shut off the comlink. "I'm sorry, Commander,” she said to Thrawn. "I have no choice but to
place you under deten-tion.”

"Thiswill destroy the Chiss," Thrawn said quietly. "The De-fense Fleet, and only the Defense
Fleet, can safely take possession of thisvessd."

"l understand, and I'll do what | can to stall the Aristocra," Ar'dani said. "But in the meantime,
you are under detention. Order your people to assemble in the hangar to return to our vessels.”

For along moment Thrawn stood motionless. Then, dowly, he bowed his head and activated his
comlink. "Thisis Comman-der Mitth'raw'nuruodo,” he said. "All Chisswarriors aboard Outbound Flight:
return to the hangar bay."

"Thank you," Ar'aani said. "Now if you please?' she added, gesturing back toward the blast
doors. "You, too, Car'das.”

Car'dastook adeep breath. "I'm not under Chiss command, Admird," hesaid. "I'd like to stay
aboard awhilelonger.”

Ar'dani'seves narrowed. "What are you planning? Surely you can't fly thisvessdl done”

"I'm not under Chiss command,” Car'das repeated. "And the Aristocras order didn't mention
rrell

Ar'dani looked a Thrawn, then at theincoming Fifth Fam-ily ships, then findly back at Car'das.
"Permission granted,” she said. She sarted toward the blast doors

"Il dso say," Thrasssaid.
Araani stopped in midstep. " What?"

"I'm aso not under Chiss military command,” Thrass said. "And Aristocra Charorm'bintrano
didn't mention me, ether.”

Ar'aani sent ahard look at Thrawn. "WEell both be de-stroyed by this," she warned.

"Therole of awarrior isto protect the Chiss people,” Thrawn reminded her. "Thewarrior's own
aurviva isof only sec-ondary importance.”

For haf adozen heartbeats the two of them locked gazes. Then, with ahissng sigh, Ardani
turned to Thrass. "Pesfavri isthe nearest Defense Fleet base," she said. "Y ou know the coordi-nates?’

Thrass nodded. "Yes."
"Then weleave you," she said, nodding to him. "May war-riors fortune smile on your efforts.”

She continued toward the blast doors. Thrawn lingered for alast, long look at his brother, then
followed.

And aminute later, Car'das and Thrasswere done. "Y ou redly think we can get thisthing al the



way to amilitary base?' Car'das asked.

"Y ou missthe point, friend Car'das," Thrasssaid grimly. "Weren't you listening to my brother?It
would be better for Outbound Flight to be destroyed than to let any single family claimit .

Car'dasfelt a sudden tightening in histhroat. "Wait asecond,” he protested. "I wasjust going to
try to lock Outbound Flight down so that the Aristocras people couldn't get aboard without blasting their
way in. | didn't Sgn up for asuicide mis-sion.”

"Courage, Car'das," Thrass assured him. "Neither did |. | assume we can set this vessel's course
to intersect the local sun, then escape in the shuttle we arrived in?!

Car'dasthought it over. It should be possible, he decided, provided at |east one of the
Dreadnaughts driveswas still opera-ble and the control cablesto it wereintact. "I think so."

"Thenletusdoit,” Thrasssaid. "Y our people built thisves-sdl. Tell mewhat to do."

The turbalift shaft was reasonably clear, and the car reached D-4 with only afew bumps and
scrapes. The Dreadnaught itself didn't seem too badly damaged, either.

Except, of course, for dl the bodies.

The medica droids had dready started clearing them away, probably taking them al to one of
the medical labs where, ac-cording to the droids now outdated programming, living beings would be
waiting to give orders on how to proceed.

But there was no one to receive the corpses. Lorana stretched out with the Force and worked
with the ship's comm system, hoping againgt dl her fears that someone might have miracu-loudy survived
the cataclysm that had overtaken Outbound Flight.

But no one answered either call. D-4, it seemed, was dead. Of defenders and attackers alike;
and that Loranafound both curious and ominous. Surdly the Chiss hadn't goneto all the effort to destroy
Outbound Flight smply to abandon it. But then where were they?

She spent only alittle time on D-4 before continuing on.

Theturbalift to D-3 was inoperable, implying damage to the cars or the pylon or both, so she
headed instead to D-5. There she picked her way through the same debris and bodies and received the
same negative results to her efforts at communication. D-6, the next ship on her gridy tour, was much the
samne.

Stll, al three ships seemed to be mostly airtight again, with adequate light and heat and
gravitation. The service droids had used the past few hourswell. If the Chisstruly had abandoned
Outbound Hight, she and the others might be able to makeit at least partially operationd again.

Shewasin the turbolift heading for D-1 when her senses caught the faint whisper of nearby life.

She pressed her head againgt the wall of the car, stretching out with the Force as best her own
injuries and lingering horror would dlow. There were definitdly living beings out there. Alien beings, and



not very many of them. But at |east there was someone.
And she and her turbolift car were headed straight toward them.

Stepping away from the wall, she got agrip on her lightsaber. Whether by design or smpleblind
luck, Commander Mit-th'raw'nuruodo had made good on histhresat to destroy Out-bound Flight. And he
had, moreover, destroyed it out from under Jorus C'baoth and the rest of the Jedi.

It was time to see how well the Chisswould do in aface-to-face confrontation.

The turbolift car came up short a the D-1 end of the pylon, blocked by a maze of support
girdersthat had broken loose dur-ing the battle. Using the Force to augment her efforts, she pried open
the car door and climbed through the twisted meta to the entrance door.

The turbalift pylons connected at the base of each of the Dreadnaughts, serving only Decks 1
and 2. The bridge was an-other four decks up, and under the circumstancesit didn't seem like agood
ideato trust the Dreadnaught's own interna turbolift system. Making her way to the nearest sairway, she
headed up.

The door opened in front of him, and with a not-very-gentle nudge at the smal of his back the
pair of yellow-clad Chiss ges-tured Dorianaforward.

Hefound himsalf on acommand bridge smilar to the one aboard theSpringhawk , only bigger
and crewed exclusively by Chissin the same ydlow uniforms as his escort. It made Mit-th'raw'nuruodo’s
black uniform stand out that much more in contrast as he stood in the center of the room before a Chiss
in agray-and-yellow robe. Behind Mitth'raw'nuruodo, afemale Chissdressed al in white stood at stiff
attention.

The robed Chiss eyed Doriana as his escort again nudged him forward. He spat something in the
Chisslanguage— " 'So thisis your collaborator, " Mitth'raw'nuruodo trand ated.

"Hardly," Dorianasaid, loading hisvoice with as much dig-nity and disdain ashe could, just in
case the robed Chisswas able to pick up on verba cues. He had no idea of the details, but it was
obviousthat there was some kind of power struggle going on here.

And Kinman Doriana, assistant to Supreme Chancellor Palpatine, was quite familiar with power
struggles. "I'm an am-bassador of avast assembly of star systems caled the Galactic Republic,” he
intoned. "1 came here on amission of goodwill and exploration.”

He studied the robed Chiss carefully as Mitth'raw'nuruodo trandated. But the other merely
smiled cynically and spoke again. " 'Y ou came to bring chaos and war to thisregion of space,' "
Mitth'raw'nuruodo trandated. " Y ou have brought aien wegpons that you intended to use against the
Chiss Ascen-dancy.'"

The robed Chiss straightened dightly as Mitth'raw'nuruodo finished and spoke again. " 'But you
have failed. Those wegpons are now the property of the Fifth Ruling Family. I, Aristocra
Chaf'orm'bintrano, hereby take possession.' "

Doriananodded to himsdlf. So it was Outbound Flight and its technology that was at issue here.



And he knew enough about internecine conflict to know that | etting one Chiss group have sole possession
of it would probably create terrible conflict with the other groups, up to and possibly including civil war.

Which would, of course, be precisdly the situation Darth Sidious would want to see here. A
Chiss Ascendancy entangled with its own internd problems couldn't pose athreat to the Sith Lord's plans
for the Republic and the New Order he planned to create. Standing here in the middle of Aristocra
Chaf'orm'bin-trano's people, al Doriana had to do was confirm the Fifth Fam-ily's claim and he would
help put the Chiss on that long and bitter road.

But as he opened his mouth to speak, he looked at Mit-th'raw'nuruodo.

The commander was looking back at him, his face expressionless, his glowing eyes focused
unblinkingly on him.

Doriana had dready reluctantly concluded that Mit-th'raw'nuruodo would have to be killed. But
if that deeth came at the height of a controversy over the disposition of Outbound Flight . . . "I'm sorry,
Aristocra Chaf'orm’bintrano, but Out-bound Flight is not yours to take possession of," he said instead.
"Asaduly appointed representative of the Republic that sent the project on itsjourney, | damfull slvage
rights”

Chaf'orm'bintrano seemed taken aback as Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo finished the trandation. He bit
something out-" 'Ridiculous,' " Mitthraw'nuruodo said. " "An aggressor hasnorights.' "

"I deny your claim that either | or Outbound Flight have be-haved aggressively toward your
people,” Dorianacountered. "And | demand afull hearing and judgment before any Chiss steps aboard
Outbound Hight."

Mitth'raw'nuruodo trand ated. Chaf'orm'bintrano's eyes narrowed, his glare shifting to the
white-clad female. He said something; she replied, and the argument was on.

Dorianalooked sideways at Mitth'raw'nuruodo. His face was still expressionless, but as hisown
eyes shifted to meet Doriana's hislip seemed to twitch upward in amicroscopic smile of ap-proval.

Just what the commander would do with the mess that had now been stirred up Doriana didn't
know. But to hismild sur-prise, he discovered he was rather looking forward to finding out.

It had taken longer than Car'das had expected to get Out-bound Flight prepped for flight. But at
last they were ready. "Okay, get to the helm," he told Thrass, glancing out the canopy at the Chiss ships
il hovering in the near distance. Why they hadn't dready sent over aboarding party he couldn't guess.
Ap-parently, Thrawn and Ar'dani had found away to stal them.

"Ready,” Thrass called.

Stepping to the navigation console, Car'das gave it onefinal check. Course set and locked in,
ready to take Outbound Hight on itsfina voyage. Crossing to the engineering console, he settled his
fingers on the power-feed controls

"Watch out!" Thrass snapped.



Car'das spun around, expecting to see awhole squad of yellow-suited Chiss charging in on them.

But to his astonishment, he found himsdlf facing alone fe-male human. Out of the corner of his
eye he saw Thrass snatch awegpon out of concealment in hisrobe. In reply, the woman pro-duced a
short meta cylinder

And agreen lightsaber blade blazed into existence.

"No!" he barked, waving ahand franticaly at Thrass.

But it wastoo late. The other's wegpon hissed out a blue bolt, which the woman sent ricocheting
harmlesdy into the cail-ing. "1 saidstop,” Car'das called again. "She'sa Jedi.”

Tohisrelief, Thrassdidn't fire again. "What do you want?" the Chiss demanded instead, keeping
hisweapon aimed.

"He wants to know what you want,” Car'das said, trandating the Cheunh for her.
Her eyesflicked to him. "He doesn't speak Basc?'

"No, no one here does except Thrawn," Car'das said. "But he knows some Sy Bidti, if that
helps™

"It does." Shelooked back at Thrass. "Who are you?' she asked, switching to that language.

"I am Syndic Mitthrassdfis of the Eighth Ruling Family of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Thrass
identified himsdlf

"And I'm Jorj Car'das," Car'das added. "Mostly an innocent bystander to all of this."

"Modly?"

"| got here through ahyperdrive mafunction,” he said. "Who are you?'

"LoranaJinzler,” she said. Lowering her lightsaber, but leav-ing it ignited, she crossed the
threshold and continued on into the bridge, limping noticeably. Her eyesflicked across the dead bodies,
and an edge of fresh pain crossed her face. "Who elseis aboard?’

"At the moment, just us," Thrass said. He hesitated, then dipped his wegpon back into histunic.
"But amember of one of the ruling familiesistrying to claim Outbound Hight for him-sdf. Weretrying to
prevent that.”

Jnzler's eyes narrowed. "How?"!

"Were going to have to scuttleit,” Car'das said, watching her face carefully. Even with nothing
left but torn and broken metal, there was an even chance she would be attached enough to the hulk to
object violently to its destruction. People went al weird like that sometimes.

Sure enough, her eyeswidened. "No," sheinssted. "Y ou can't.”

"Look, I'm sorry,” Car'das said as soothingly as he could. "But there's nothing left but dead metal



and droids—"
"Never mind the dead metal," she snapped. "There arepeo-ple ill aboard.”

Car'dasfdt hisheart catch. No—that wasimpossible. A Jedi might possibly have survived
Thrawn's attack, but surely no one el se could have. "Who?' he asked. "How many?'

"Fifty-saven,” Jnzler said. "Including children.”

Car'daslooked at Thrass, seeing hisown horror reflected in the other'sface. "Where are they?'
he asked. "' Can we get them out of here?"

"In that shuttle?" Thrass countered before Jinzler could an-swer. "No. Thereisn't enough room
for eventen.”

"And it would take time to get them up here anyway,” Jinzler said. "They're il in the Sorage
core."

Car'das grimaced. The storage core. Of course—the one area Thrawn's attack had ignored.
"What do we do?"

"l don't understand the problem,” Jinzler said, looking back and forth between them. "Why don't
wejust leave?"

"For starters, we can't fly Outbound Flight very far, not just the two of us," Car'das said. "Not
even if we had timeto get your people up hereto help us."

Loranalooked around the bridge. "We won't need them," she said, her voicetight but firm. "I can
fly Outbound Hight."

"By yourself?' Thrassasked in clear disbdlief. "One sngle person?’

"Onesingle Jedi," Jnzler corrected him. "Master Cbaoth inssted we dl learn to handle dl of the
magjor systems. At least, under norma conditions.”

"The conditions here are hardly norma," Car'das pointed out. "And it still leaves the question of
where we go. Well never make it back to the Republic, not with this much damage.”

"We haveto reach a Defense Fleet base, as my brother origi-nally intended,” Thrass said.

"And then what happensto my people?’ Jinzler asked. "Would they be prisoners of war?
Captiveshdld for study?*

"The Chissaren't likethat,” Car'dasins sted.

"But the end result might be the same," Thrass conceded. "If the Fifth Ruling Family choosesto
pressits claim to Outbound Flight, even if we go to amilitary base they may demand that al aboard be
placed in holding until the matter can be decided.”

"A prison by any other name," Jnzler said grimly. "How long would this decision process take?”



Thrass snorted. "With a prize such as Outbound Hight? It could be years.”

"So we can forget going anywherein Chiss space," Car'das said. "Any ideawhat other habitable
worlds there might be out here?!

"Evenif | did, | would caution againgt anything nearby,” Thrasssaid. "Thisregion is dangerous,
with pirates and privarteersdl around.”

"Not to mention what's | eft of the Vagaari,” Car'das agreed with ashiver. "Come on, Thrass,
think. There has to besomething esewe can do.”

Thrass gazed out at the Fifth Family ships. "There's one other possibility,” he said dowly. "Within
two days flight isastar cluster that the Defense Fleet has begun to fortify as an emer-gency refuge. I've
seen the data, and there are at least ten habit-able worlds within it that haven't yet been explored.”

"Kind of an out-of-the-way homestead," Car'das pointed out doubtfully.

"Andgtill in Chiss space,” Jnzler added.

"But it'saplace where vessdls of the Fifth Family wouldn't accidentally discover you," Thrass
sad. "Only Defense Fleet per-sonndl go inside, and only to specific systems as they work on the
fortifications"

"So what's the catch?' Car'das asked.

Thrassmade aface. "The catch isthat | don't have the safe access routesinto the cluster,” he
sad. "Areyour navigationa systems capable of finding such routes on their own?”

"Probably not," Jinzler said. "But | might be able to. There are Jedi navigationd techniques that
should be good enough to take us through even astar cluster.”

"So what happensif she can?' Car'das asked Thrass. "They set up shop and wait for al thisto
blow over?’

"Or | return after they're hidden and negotiate in secret with the Council of Familiesfor their safe
passage home," Thrass said.

"Even if such negotiations take afew months, the survivorswill &t least have a habitable world to
liveon." Helooked at Jinzler. "There are other hypercapable vessds aboard that | could use, are there
not?"'

"Just one, atwo-passenger Delta-Tweve Skysprite,” Jnzler said. "But it should have therange
you need.”

"So that'sit?" Car'das asked, not quite believing they'd ham-mered out something workable so
quickly. "We hide Outbound Hight in this cluster, negotiate adeal with the Chiss—al the Chiss—and
everyone gets what they want?"

"Badcdly." Jnzler hestated. "But thenwe won't include you. | have something else | need you to
dofor me." Her lips com-pressed. "A persond favor."



"Likewhat?' Car'das asked cautioudy. Doing apersona favor for aJedi didn't sound very
opetizing.

"I want you to find my brother when you return to the Re-public,” she said. "Dean Jnzler,
probably working with Senate Support Services on Coruscant. Tell him—" She hesitated. "Just tell him
that his sster was thinking about him, hoping that some-day helll be ableto et go of hisanger. Hisanger
at me, a our parents, and at himsdlf."

"All right," Car'das said, the hairs on the back of his neck tingling. The fact that she was sending
him on such an errand implied shewasn't at al sure shed be coming back. Given the shape Outbound
Hight wasin, hewouldn't have bet onit, ei-ther. "I'll do my best.”

For along moment she held his eyes. Then she nodded. "Y ou'd better go, then,” she said. She
looked down at her still-glowing lightsaber, asif suddenly redlizing it was till active, and closed it down.
"Please don't forget."

"I won't," he promised. "Good luck." Helooked at Thrass. "To both of you."

Ten minutes later, Car'das eased the Chiss shuttle out of the Dreadnaught's hangar and flew it
clear. Turning the nose toward the waiting Fifth Family ships, he looked back over his shoulder at the
meagnificent fallure that had been Outbound Hight.

Hewondered if anyone would ever seeit again.

Dorianawas gazing out the bridge canopy, listening with half an ear to the argument till going on
between Chaf'orm’bin-trano, Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and the femal e Chiss, when Out-bound Fight abruptly
made the jump to lightspeed.

For amoment he stared in disbelief . . . and then, dowly, hefdt asmiletug at hislips. So that
waswhat Mitth'raw'nuruodo had been up to with this confrontation. Hed been stalling for timewhile
some of his people stole the Dreadnaughts right out from under Aristocra Chaf'orm'bintrano’s nose.

And even Dorianas own attempt to muddy the Chiss waters had apparently been part of that
scheme. Had Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo anticipated Dorianas efforts? Or had he smply incorpo-rated them
into hisown plan asthey occurred? Either way, it was artfully done. "Excuse me?" he spoke up, lifting a
finger. "l be-lievethe discussonisover." Hewaited until he had their atten-tion, then angled the upraised
finger to point out the canopy. Y our prizeisgone.”

24

The shimmering hyperspace sky flowed past the Dread-naught's canopy as Outbound Flight
drove onward into the un-known. Loranaknew the sky was there, but had no time to actually focus on
the Sight. Every bit of her attention wastied up with D-1's systems as she used the Force to both sense
the equipment status and keep the controlsin proper adjustment.

It was hard work. It was hideoudly hard work.



Vagudy, shefdt awhisper of movement at her sde. "Lo-rana?’ Thrass asked, his voice distant
in her overstretched consciousness.

"Did you get to them?" she asked. The moment of dis-traction wastoo much; even as she
finished her question one of the reactor feeds began to surge. Clamping down hard on her lower lip, she
stretched out and cased the flow back to its proper level.

"I'msorry,” Thrasssaid. "'l can't even find away off this ship. All the pylon turbalift tunndsare
blocked to one degree or another. Perhaps if you brought us out of hyperspace | could find avac suit
and make my way acrossto the core that way."

"No," Loranasaid. Theword came out tartly and impolitely, she suspected, but she didn't have
the concentration to spare for courtesy. "Hyperdrive not good.”

In point of fact, the hyperdrive was very much not good. It was running blazingly hot, and it was
al she could do to keep the circuits from looping and ripping the thing completely out of her control. If
she shut it down now, there was every chance it would never start up again. Evenif she didnt, it would
probably even-tudly collapse onitsown.

On the other hand, with the extra speed the runaway had given them, the edge of the cluster was
now only afew standard hours away. If she could continueto fly the ship and use the Jedi navigation
techniques at the same time to get them safely between the tightly packed stars, they had a good chance
of reaching one of Thrassstarget systems before that happened.

"l understand,” Thrasssaid. "I'll keep trying to find acom-munication line that'll get me through to
them.”

He moved away, and Loranafelt apang of guilt. If the sur-vivors were gtill waiting down there
like sheld told them to, they would certainly be wondering where she was. They might even conclude that
she'd run off and abandoned them.

Acrossthe bridge, aflashing red light warned that the dluvial damperswere drifting. Frowningin
concentration, trying to maintain her Force grip on al the myriad other controls she was smultaneoudy
juggling, she reached out ahand and carefully adjusted the dampers back into proper dignment. Once
they reached their destination and she could findly let the systems ease down to standby, she and Thrass
could make their way back to Uliar and the rest and explain what had happened.

And they would understand. Surely they would under-stand.

At the other side of the bridge, another red light was flash-ing. Taking adeep breath, wondering
how long sheld be able to keep this up, she stretched out with the Force.

"Youwill pay for this" Chaf‘orm’bintrano ground out, pac-ing back and forth acrossthe
conference room in front of the three prisoners standing silently in front of him. There was a cushioned
chair behind the narrow desk, but he was apparently too angry even to sit down. "Y ou hear me?'Y ouwill
pay." Helev-eled hisglarefirst at Doriana, then at Car'das, and finally at Thrawn. "And the charge will be
high treason.”

Standing behind the desk, well out of the way of the Aris-tocras pacing, Admira Ar'dani stirred.



"I don't think such achargewill hold, Aristocra,” she said. Her expression, Car'das noted, had
maintained a careful neutraity as she listened to Chaf'orm'bintrano's rantings. Still, he thought he could
detect acertain relief behind the aloofness.

Small wonder. She'd gotten what she wanted: Outbound Hight was safely out of
Chaf'orm'bintrano's grasping hands. What happened to a couple of prisoners was probably a matter of
completeindifferenceto her.

Or at least, what happened to the two non-Chiss prisoners. ™Y ou don't think the charge will
hold?" Chaf'orm’bintrano snapped, shifting hisglareto her.

Ar'aani sood her ground. "No, | don't," she said. "Car'das has dready stated that Syndic
Mitth'rassafis and the human Lo-rana Jnzler were the perpetrators.”

"Withhisass sance and advice."

"Advice doneisonly lesser treason,” Ar'dani said. "And as anon-Chiss, he can't be charged
with any levd of treason anyway. Asfor Doriana, he clearly had nothing to do withiit."

"What are they going on about now?" Dorianamurmured in Car'dass ear.

"The Aristocrawantsto roast usover alow fire," Car'das murmured back. "The admird is
suggesting he needsto rethink his charges.”

"Ah,"

The byplay hadn't gone unnoticed. "Do the prisoners wish to add to the proceedings?’
Chaf'orm'bintrano asked acidly.

"Actudly, the prisonerswill go free,” Thrawn said, the first words held spoken since they'd dll
been herded into the confer-ence room where Chaf‘orm'bintrano could threaten them in pri-vate.
"They've done nothing with which they can be charged. If you wish to blame someone, blame me."

"I fully intend to," Chaf'orm’bintrano bit out. " After I've dedlt with your accomplices.™

"They're not my accomplices,” Thrawn said camly. "Further-more, they'remy prisoners, and as
such fal under the legd au-thority of the Chiss Expansionary Fleet." Helifted hiseyebrows. "Asdo l, for
that matter.”

"Not anymore," Chaf'orm'bintrano said. "For the crime of unprovoked attack against sentient
beings, | hereby revoke your military pogtion.”

"Just amoment, Aristocra," Ar'aani said, taking astep for-ward. "Y ou can't revoke his position
for acrimefor which he has yet to be convicted.”

"l suggest you reread the law, Admird," Chaf'orm'bintrano said tartly. " Commander
Mitth'raw'nuruodo has pushed the limitsfor the last time—andthis time we have proof, scattered across
the system before us.”

"The Vagaari were an imminent threet to the Ascendancy,” Thrawn said. "And this systemiswithin
Chiss space.”



"But thistime you forgot to let your victim firefirgt," Chaf'orm’bintrano said, an edge of triumphin
hisvoice. "Don't deny it—I have the records from your own vessals"

"The Vagaari made threats againgt both us and Outbound Hight," Thrawn said. "I claim that such
threats, backed up by their obvious firepower, were sufficient provocation for Chiss ac-tion.”

"Y ou can claim anything you wish," Chaf'‘orm'bintrano said. "But the burden of proof isnow on
you, not me." Helooked at Ar'dani. "And until histria takes place, | can and will revoke both his
position and the military protection you so clearly hope to shelter him benegth.”

Ar'dani didn't answer. For amoment Chaf'orm’bintrano continued to stare at her, then turned
back to Thrawn. "And your felow prisonerswill likewise betakento trid,” he said. "These, dong with
the other two you have back at Crustai." He paused. "Unless, of course, you have enough concern for
their wdll-being to make abargain.”

Thrawn looked at Car'das and Doriana. " Such as?"

"Y ou will resgn your position, completely and perma-nently,” Chaf'orm’bintrano said. ™Y ou will
likewise renounce your status as Tria-born of the Eighth Family and disappear back into the great mass
of Chisscitizenry, never again to rise to a po-gtion where you may threaten law or custom.”

"You ask my entirelife for the trade of afew dien prisoners,” Thrawn pointed out camly. "Are
you certain you're willing to live with the consequences?'

Chaf'orm’bintrano snorted. "What consequences?’

"To begin with, the Eighth Family will not permit a Trid-born to smply renounce his &ffiliation,”
Thrawn said. "They'll insst onahearing . . . and | don't believe they'll let me go. Not when they seethe
prizel'll be bringing them.”

Chaf'orm’bintrano stiffened. ™Y ou wouldn't dare," he rum-bled, his voice dark with menace. "If
Outbound Hight regppears at an Eighth Family stronghold—"

"QOutbound Hight isgone,” Thrawn cut him off. "And | refer to another technology entirely.” He
waved a hand out at the stars. "To be specific, the device | used to bring both Out-bound Fight and the
Vagaari fleet out of hyperspace.”

Chaf'orm'bintrano sent a startled look at Ar'aani. "The—? Are you saying theydidn't come here
of their own choosing?'

"The choosing was mine done," Thrawn assured him. "I can provide you ademongtration if you'd
like"

"That deviceisnot your property,” Ar'dani warned, her neu-tra expression suddenly gone. "It
bel ongs to the Chiss Defense Fleet.”

"And if | remain amember of the Expansonary Fleet, | will of courseturn it over toyou,” Thrawn
assured her. "But if my military position isrevoked, | will no longer have any officid loy-alty except to my
adoptivefamily. At that point . . ." Heleft the sentence unfinished.



Chaf'orm'bintrano was clearly having no trouble connecting the dots. "Admird, you can't permit
him to manipulate you thisway," heindgted. "Thisis nothing less than extortion.”

"Thisisnothing lessthan redlity,” Thrawn corrected. "And Admira Ar'dani has nothing to say
about it. You're the one threatening to revoke my postion.”

For along minute the two Chisslocked eyes. Then, abruptly, Chaf'orm'bintrano turned and
stalked out of the conference room.

"That didn't look good," Dorianamurmured.

"Actualy, it was," Car'das said, looking at Thrawn. "At least, | think s0."

"Yes," Thrawn confirmed, hisface and body sagging alittle. "He'sfurious, but he doesn't dare
revoke my position now." Helooked at Ar'aani. "And once the Defense FHleet hasthe gravfield
projector, I'm certain they'll protect me from any future efforts on his part.”

Ardani'slipstwitched. "WEell do what we can,” she said. "But understand this, Commander. If
you continue to act out-side the legal boundaries set by the Defense Fleet and the Nine Families, there
may come a point where we can no longer stand with you."

"l understand,” Thrawn said. "Understand in turn that | will continue to protect my peoplein
whatever way | deem neces-sary.”

"I would expect nothing lessfrom you,” Ar'dani said. Her eyesflicked onceto Dorianaand
Car'das. "l release your prison-ersto you. Return to Crustal, and leave meto ded with the rest of the
Vagaari debris.”

"I obey," Thrawn said, bowing his head to her. "The gravfield projector will be waiting for you at
Crustal whenever you wish to retrieveit.”

Ar'dani bowed in return and |eft the room.

Thrawn took adeep breath. "And with thet, | believeit'sfi-naly over," hesad. "A shuttleis
waiting to take us back to theSpringhawk ." He gestured to Doriana. "And then | will return you and
Vicdord Kav to your vessd."

"Thank you," Dorianasaid. "We're looking forward to re-turning home.”

And asthey filed out of the room, Car'das wondered at the odd stiffnessin Doriana's back.

They were passing through one of the systems midway through the sar cluster when the
hyperdrivefindly died. "No chance of fixing it?" Thrass asked.

Loranashook her head. "Not by me," she said. "Possibly not by anyone, at least outside of a
magor shipyard.”

Thrass gazed out the canopy at the distant sun. "Y ou have five other Dreadnaughts here, each
with its own hyperdrive," he reminded her. "Could we move across to one of the others and useits



sygems?’

Loranarubbed her forehead, wincing as the pressure accen-tuated the throbbing pain behind her
eyes. "According to the status readings back in ComOps, none of the other hyperdrivesis operationd,”
shesaid. "And dl the control linesto the other Dreadnaughts are down, besides. Whatever your brother
used to . . . to stop C'baoth's attack, it scorched agreet deal of the delicate equipment aboard. 1t's going
to take months, maybe even years, to tear them gpart and fix them.”

Thrass tapped hisfingers thoughtfully on the edge of the nearest console. "Then thissystemiis
where we stop,” he said. "Well shut down the drive, take the Delta-Twelve craft you spoke of, and go
try to make abargain for your people.”

"l don't think we should shut down the drive," Loranasaid, trying to think. "The shapeit'sin, if
we shut it down we might not be able to sart it up again.”

"But if we don't shut it down, Outbound Hight won't take long to travel al theway through this
system,” Thrass pointed out. "We could be away for amonth or more negotiating with the Defense Force
and Nine Families. By that time, the vessal could have passed into interstellar space, where we would
have difficulty locating it."

And if the hyperdrives proved unfixable, interstellar space would be where Outbound Hight
would remain. "Then wed better find someplace here where we can park for awhile,” she said. "A nice,
high orbit around one of the planets, say. Let'sfire up what'sleft of the sensors and see what our choices
ae"

The survey took most of two hours. In the end, there turned out to be only one viable aternative.

"It'ssmaler than I'd hoped for," Thrass said asthey leaned sde by side over the main sensor
console. "Less gravity means less sability to the orbit from the perturbations of passing ob-jects.”

"But it dso means less atmosphere that might cause the orbit to decay,” Lorana pointed out.
"And it'samost directly ong our vector, which means no fancy maneuvering to get usthere. | say we go
forit."

"Agreed," Thrasssaid. "Let's hope the drive holds out that long.”

They had reached the target planetoid and were on their fina approach to orbit when the drive
gave onefina surge and shut down.

"Report,” Loranabit out as she stretched out with the Force, trying unsuccessfully to coax the
system back to life. "Thrass?"

"Thered curve bendstoo far inward,” Thrass reported tightly from the nav console. "Fifteen
orbitsfrom now, it inter-sects the surface.”

A wave of despair rose like acid in Loranas throat. Resolutely, she forced it down. After al
they'd been through, Outbound Hight wasnot going to end up destroying itself. Not now. "Get to the
sensor station,” she ordered him. " Seeif there's a place—anyplace—where we might be ableto land this

thing."”

"Thisvessd was not designed with landing in mind,” Thrasswarned as he hurried to the proper



console. "Could we possibly ill make orbit?!

"I'mworking onit," Loranasaid, crossing to the cluster of engineering monitors and searching
among the red lights for something that might still be showing green. Two of the forward braking and
maneuvering jets, she saw, were till operative. If they could somehow rotate Outbound Fight 180
degrees and then use those jets to give them a boost along their current vec-tor...

They had dipped into the planetoid's gravitationa field and used up thefirst of their fifteen orbits
before she reluctantly con-cluded that such amaneuver wouldn't be possible. There was smply too much
meass to be moved, and too little timein which to moveit. "No luck,” she said, stepping to Thrasssside.

"Youfind anything?"

"Perhaps," he said hesitantly. "I've located along, enclosed valley that | believe will be deep
enough to hold us™"

"| don't see how that gains usanything,” Loranasaid. "En-closed vdleysimply valley walls, which
imply asudden stop somewhere dong theline.”

"Inthis case, the stop would be somewhat less violent,” Thrass said, pointing to the display. "This
particular valey isfull of smal rocks.”

Loranafrowned, leaning over for acloser look. He was right: the whole valley wasfilled nearly to
the top with what seemed to be gravel-sized stones. "I wonder howthat happened,” she com-mented.

"Multiple asteroid or meteor collisons, most likely,” Thrasssaid. "It doesn't matter. Thisisthe
only place on the planetoid that offers achancefor survival."

Lorana grimaced. But he wasright. With the drive gone, coming down anywhere else on the
planetoid would mean afull-bore collision at near-orbit speeds. With the grave, at least they would have
adightly more gradua dowdown. "Can we reach it with the drive gone?' she asked, keying for an
andyss.

"Thevaley isnot far off our current orbitd path,” Thrasssaid. "I believe the maneuvering systems
will be adequate to move usinto pogtion, and to give us at least alittle decel eration before impact.”

The analysis appeared on the diplay. " The computer agrees with you," she confirmed, looking
out at the dark world rotating beneath them as shetried to think. "All right. Were herein D-One, the
Ddta-Tweveisin D-Three, and the rest of the sur-vivors arein the core. If we want D-Threeto end up
on top of the gravel heap, well need to rotate Outbound Flight to put D-Six at the bottom. It11 hit firgt,
taking theinitia impact and hopefully dowing us down enough that the damage to the other shipswill be
minima whenthey digin."

"Including the damage to thisone?' Thrass asked pointedly.
Loranamade aface. "l know, but we have no choice. We need D-Three's hangar bay to stay
above the surface if we're going to get the Delta- Twelve out. So we rotate D-Six to the bottom, as| say,

then move the people out of the core to—"

"Hello?" avoice came suddenly from the bridge speakers. "Jedi Jinzler?'Y ou there somewhere?
ThisisChas Uliar. We got tired of waiting, so we al came up to D-Four. Jnzler?'



For astretched-out second Loranaand Thrass stared at each other in horror. Then, snapping out
of her pardyss, Loranadived for the comm gation. "Thisis Lorana Jinzler," she caled urgently. "Uliar,
get everyone back to the storage coreright away. Y ou hear me? Get everyone back to—"

"Jnzler, areyou there?' Uliar's voice came again. "Jedi, if you've cut out on us|l'm going to be
really upset with you."

"Uliar?' Loranacaled again. "Uliar!"

But there was no reply. "He can't hear you," Thrass said grimly. "The comm isn't tranamitting at
thisend.”

Loranatwisted her neck to look out at the planetoid, her pulse throbbing violently againgt the
agony in her head. D-4. Why did they have to have goneto D-4?

Because it was the one closest to the Jedi school where she'd left them, of course. And now
there were fifty-seven people wan-dering around down there, completely oblivious as to what was about
to happen to them.

Thrasswas watching her, atautnessin hisface. "We have no choice," shetold him quietly. "Well
have to rotate and put D- Four on top."

Hisexpresson didn't even flicker. Clearly, held dready come to the same conclusion. "Which will
put D-One—this one—at the very bottom,” he said.

Whereit would take the full brunt of their crash landing. "We have no choice," Loranasaid again.
"It'sonly an assump-tion that the bottom Dreadnaught will take enough of the im-pact to leave the others
intact. For al we know, they might al hit hard enough to be ripped open to vacuum. We haveto try to
keep D-Four asfar out of therock as possible.

"l understand.” Thrass hesitated. "There's till time for you to leave, you know. Y ou may at least
be able to get to the core be-fore we hit, perhaps even all the way to D-Four."

Loranashook her head. "Y ou can't handle the landing done," she reminded him. "But | could do
thet whileyou go."

"And who would keep the remaining systems from self-destroying while you cleared a path
through the pylonsfor me?' Thrass countered. "No, Jedi Jnzler. It appearswe will both be giving our
livesfor your people.”

Loranafdt her vision blurring with tears. Deep in the back crevices of her mind, shed wondered
why sheld fet so strongly about sending Car'das home with that message for her brother. Now she knew
it had been the subtle prompting of the Force.

"Thisishardly the temporary home I'd envisoned for them,” Thrasswent on, asif talking to
himsdf "It'slikely to be far more permanent than | had hoped, too.”

"Y our people will come here someday,” L oranaassured him, wondering why she was saying
that. Wishful thinking? Or more prompting from the Force? " Until then, they have enough food and
suppliesto last for generations. They'll survive. | know they will."



"Then let us prepare for the end.” Thrass hesitated, then reached out his hand to her. "I've known
you and your people only briefly, Jedi LoranaJnzler. But in that time, I've learned to admire and respect
you. | hope that someday humans and Chisswill be ableto work side by sidein peace.”

"Asdo I, Syndic Mitth'rassafis of the Eighth Ruling Fam+-ily," Loranasaid, taking his hand.

For aminute they stood silently, their hands clasped, each preparing for death. Then, taking a
deep breath, Thrassreleased her hand. "Then let us bring this part of history to aclose" he said briskly.
"May warriors fortune smile on our efforts.”

"Yes" Loranasaid. "And may the Force be with us." She gestured downward toward D-4. "And
with them.”

"Asyou can see, we have left your ship and equipment undis-turbed,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said,
gesturing as heled Dorianaand Kav through theDar kvenge 's bridge toward Kav's command office. |
know certain of you were concerned about that," he added, looking over his shoulder at Kav.

The Neimoidian didnt reply. "At any rate, | imagine you're looking forward to returning home,”
Mitth'raw'nuruodo con-tinued asthey walked into the office. "There are just one or two points | need to
clear up before you leave.”

"Of course," Dorianasaid, taking a hasty step to the sSde as Kav pushed past him, brushed by
Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and circled the desk to drop rather defiantly into his ornate chair. "Well do
whatever's necessary," he added as he took achair at one corner of the desk.

"Thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, sitting down in achair at the other corner and gazing
across the edge of the desk at Doriana. "Badicdly, | believe we both wish to make certain that this one
contact between our peoplesremainsthe last.”

"l don't understand,” Dorianasaid, forcing puzzlement into hisvoice. "Our relationship thusfar
has proved mutualy benefi-cia. Why wouldn't we want it to continue?"

"Come now, Commander,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said mildly. " Mysde of the arrangement is aready
secure, of course. Y ou have no ideawhere my baseis, or where the worlds of the Chiss Ascendancy lie.
We can remain hidden from you aslong aswe wish." He paused. "It therefore remains only for you to
ensure to your own satisfaction that | will never bring newsto the Re-public of your betraya of
Outbound Hight."

Dorianagtared at him, acold hand closing around his heart. Did Mitth'raw'nuruodo know about
his conversationswith Kav?

Had he or one of the other Chiss seen Kav pass him that hold-out blaster?

Or had he merely deduced that Dorianawould decide to murder him?

Sowly, amost unwillingly, hishand crept toward the hidden blaster, the movement blocked from
Mitth'raw'nuruodo’s view by the edge of the desk. Certainly it made senseto cover histracksthis way,

he reminded himsdlf firmly. Loose ends could be fatal to someone living hiskind of doublelife. Sdious
would in-sst onit, aswell, especidly given that Mitth'raw'nuruodo had seen the Sith Lord and heard his



And after helping to bring about the deaths of fifty thousand people on Outbound Flight, one
more death certainly couldn't matter.

Mitth'raw'nuruodo was gtill waiting, watching him silently. Dorianaclosed hishand around the
grip of hisblagter .. .

And paused. Mitth'raw'nuruodo, brilliant tactician. Equally brilliant strategist. A being who could
take on Republic warships, nomadic pirates, and even Jedi, and win againgt them dl.

And Dorianawas actudly consideringkilling him?

"What are you waiting for?' Kav broke impatiently into histhoughts. Y ou have him done and
unprotected. Shoot him!"

Dorianaamiled tightly; and with that, the underlying tension that had been nagging a him ever
since histask force's destruc-tion finally faded away. "Don't be absurd, Vicdord," he said. Pulling out the
blaster, he leaned over and set it on an empty chair between him and Mitth'raw'nuruodo. "1 would as
soon shatter thousand-year-old crystal askill abeing such asthis.”

Mitth'raw'nuruodo inclined his head, hiseyes glittering. "So | wasindeed right about you,” he
sad.

"Eventudly," Dorianaconceded. "But then, | don't imagine you're wrong very often.”

"Then let this be your final mistake," Kav bit out, dapping at his desk chair's arm and popping

open ahidden pand. In asin-gle smooth motion he scooped out another hold-out blaster, pointed it at
Mitth'raw'nuruodo, and fired.

The shot never reached him. Instead, it struck the faint haze that had suddenly appeared between
them, then bounced straight back into Kav's torso.

The Neimoidian had just enough timeto look startled before he collgpsed forward onto the desk
and lay ill.

It was only then, as Doriana shifted his stunned gaze from Kav's body to the haze surrounding the
desk, that he recognized its shape and coloration.

He looked through the edge of the shidld a Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo. "It was still something of arisk,
wasn't it?" he asked, gtriving to keep hisvoice conversational.

"Not redly," the other assured him. "The shield generator was S mple enough to remove from one
of the droidekas you provided for me. As| said at the time, we've had some experi-ence with reversing
the polarity of such devices" He gestured. "And it was easily predictable that Vicdord Kav would clam
his chair and desk for his own, and thus position himself for his own destruction.”

"I meant the risk you took with me," Doriana said. "The shield wouldn't have blockedmy shot.”

"No, it wouldn't,"” Mitth'raw'nuruodo agreed. "But | had to be certain that you were someone |
could trug."



Dorianafrowned. "Why?"'

For amoment Mitth'raw'nuruodo didn't answer. Then, leaning over, he picked up the blaster
Doriana had discarded. "Y ou and your Master, Darth Sidious, told me of a people you call the Far
Outsders gathering at the edge of the galaxy," he said, turning the wegpon over in his hands. "Have you
ever actu-ally seen these beings?"

"Asfar as| know, we havent," Doriana admitted.
"| thought not," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, suddenly intense. "Butwe have."
A cold chill ran up Dorianas back. "Where?"'

"At the far edge of the Chiss Ascendancy," Mitth'raw'nu-ruodo said, hisvoice dark and grim. "It
was asmall reconnais-sance force, but it fought with asavage ferocity before it wasfinaly repulsed.”

"How many shipswerethere?' Doriana asked, his mind kick-ing into high speed. Darth Sdious
coveted information of this sort. Enough of it might even persuade him to forgive Dori-anatheloss of his
Trade Federation task force. "What sort of weaponry did they have? Do you have any combat data?’

"I have some," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Admird Ar'dani wasin command of the force that
ultimately drove them away. That'swhy she came persondly to investigate Car'das and his companions.
Wewondered if the Republic they spoke of might be dlied with the invaders.”

"And that's also why she waswilling to look the other way while you dedt with the Vagaari,”
Dorianasad asafina nagging piece of the puzzlefindly fell into place. "A two-front war would be

exceptiondly nasty.”

"Correct,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said, and Doriana thought he could hear anote of approva at his
quick deduction. "My ac-tions were contrary to officid Chiss policy, but she knew aswell as| that the
Vagaari had to be dedlt with, as quickly and deci-sively aspossible. | will spesk to her; if she'swilling, Il
provide you with copies of the information you seek.”

"Thank you," Dorianasaid. "Now. A moment ago you spoke of trust between us. What exactly
did you havein mind?'

"For the moment, nothing,” Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Each of us has our own peoplesto defend
and our own politicsto deal with. But in the future, who can tell? Perhaps someday our peo-pleswill end
up fighting Sde by Sde againgt thisthreet."

"I hope s0," Dorianasaid. "I, for my part, intend to work with our leadersto prepare as best |
canfor that day."

"Aswill I," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "Though the obstacles a my end may be difficult to
overcome.”

Dorianathought about Lord Sidious and his hatred of non-humans. It wouldn't exactly be easy at
hisend, either. "I've seen you work military miracles" he said. "1'm sure you can work po-litical ones, as
wdl."



"Perhgps,”" Mitth'raw'nuruodo said. "My brother may be ableto assist in that areawhen he
returns."” He stood up and held out the blaster. " At any rate, you and your ship are freeto go.”

Dorianawaved away the proffered wegpon. "Keep it, Com-mander,” hesaid. "Think of it asa
souvenir of our firgt victory together."

"Thank you," Mitth'raw'nuruodo said gravely, dipping the blagter into apocket. "May it not be
our lagt."

"Indeed," Doriana agreed. "Which reminds me. There's one other smal matter I'd like to discuss
withyou. . ."

"You'rejoking," Car'das said, frowning at Thrawn. "He's offering me ajob? "

"Not just ajob, but ahighly placed leadership position,” Thrawn said. "He wanted meto invite
you to accompany him back to the Republic on theDarkvenge so that you could dis-cussit.”

"This doesn't make any sense,” Car'das protested. "1'm barely out of school. What kind of
high-power position could | possibly be qudified for?"

"Ageisnot necessarily the best indicator of taent and abil-ity," Thrawn pointed out. "In your
case, hewas highly impressed by therole you played in luring the VVagaari into position for the attack.
Y ou've shown yoursdlf to be intelligent, resourceful, and able to remain cool under fire, qudities he prizes
aswdl asl do."

Car'das rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. It was till ridiculous, of course. But it was aso far too
intriguing to smply dismissout of hand. "Did he say what sort of job it would be?’

"| gather it would involve some of the same smuggling work you're doing with Captain Qennto,”
Thrawn said. "But benegath such surface activities, your primary task would be to create and operate a
private information network for him."

Car'das pursed hislips. Smuggling alone he could take or leave, but this other part sounded alot
more interesting. "He's not expecting me to build this network on my own, ishe?!

Thrawn shook his head. "He would begin by giving you sev-era months of training and
on-the-spot ingtruction. After that, you would have some of his contacts and resourcesin the Repub-lic
to draw on."

"Which | would guess are pretty impressive," Car'das said, thinking hard. It would mean no more
of Qennto's casualy lu-natic way of degling with clients and competitors. No more shipsfaling apart
underneath him for lack of fundsor interest. Best of al, no Hutts,

"It'syour decision, of course,” Thrawn said. "But | believe you have the necessary giftsto excel
at suchajob."

"And as an extraadded bonus it would also enhance my use-fulness as a possible future contact
with the Republic?' Car'das asked wryly.



Thrawn smiled. "As| said, you have the necessary gifts.”

"Well, it can't hurt to check it out." Car'das studied Thrawn'sface. "Was there something else?’

To hissurprise, the other actualy hestated. "1 wanted to ask afavor of you," he said at last.
"Whichever ship you chooseto re-turn on, I'd ask that you never tell Qennto or Feras what hap-pened
to Outbound Hight."

Car'das grimaced. Held thought about that himsealf. Thought about it alot, in fact. "Especialy
Feras?'

"Especidly her,” Thrawn said, hisvoicetinged with sadness. "There are dl too few idedigsin this
universe, Car'das. Too few people who strive dwaysto see only the good in others. | wouldn't want to
be responsible for crushing even one of them.”

"And besides, you rather liked al that unquestioning adula-tion coming your way?"

Thrawn smiled faintly. "All beings appreciate such admiration,” he said. ™Y ou have excdlent
ingght into the hearts of others. Stratis has chosen well.”

"l guessweélll find out." Car'das held out his hand. "Well. Good-bye, Commander. It'sbeen an
honor knowing you.”

"Asit hasfor me, aswell,” Thrawn said, taking hishand. "Farewdl| . . . Jorj."

"I don't know," Qennto said, shaking his head. "For my money, it soundslike aredly bad idea."

"I'll befineg," Car'das assured him. "Thrawn says Stratisisn't the sort to lure me aboard just to
make trouble. It'snot hisstyle.”

"Maybe," Qennto rumbled. "Maybe not. Thelast thing aguy like that will want is someone like
you planting yourself on a Coruscant street corner and shouting his past activities from the bottom of your

lungs”
"And what about us?' Maris added. "We knew what he was planning for Outbound Fight, too."

"But you never knew hisred name," Car'das reminded her. "All you haveisan diasand arumor.
That's not going to get you any traction.”

"Even if we were supid enough to try?" Qennto asked, throwing awarning look at Maris.

"Something like that," Car'das agreed, hoping neither of them would bring up the fact that they
had known Kav'sred name. Still, Ka' was acommon enough Neimoidian name; and since the vicelord
himsalf was dead, that wasn't likely to be too much of a problem. Certainly Stratis himsalf hadn't seemed
wor-ried about it. "Anyway, Thrawn vouchesfor the man."

"That's good enough for me," Marisdeclared. "1 just hope Drixo the Hutt will be asreasonable.”

"Don't worry about Drixo," Qennto said with agrunt. "She won't be aproblem, not with al this



extraloot to cam her down. Infact, I'll bet | can even talk her into giving us abonus."
Marisrolled her eves. "Herewe go again.”
"Hey, I'm abusinessman,” Qennto protested. "Thisiswhat | do."
"Just do it carefully, okay?' Car'das said. "'l don't want to have to worry about you two."

"Y ou worry about yoursdlf,” Qennto said ominoudly, jab-bing alarge finger into Car'dass chest
for emphadis. "Whatever Thrawn says, this Stratis sounds about as dippery as agreased Dug, and twice
asunfriendly.”

"And having Thrawn foil his attack on Outbound Hight won't have helped hismood any,” Maris
sad. Her forehead wrinkled dightly. "Thrawndid stop his attack, didn't he?”

Car'dasfet his scomach tighten. Maris had been a shipmate, someone held spent half ayear living
and working and fighting dongside. More than that, he considered her afriend.

He'd never lied to afriend before. Did he really want to start now? And with alie asterrible as
thisone?

And then, Thrawn's voice seemed to float up from hismem-ory. There are all too few idealists
inthisuniverse... .

The truth wouldn't help the dead of Outbound Flight. All it could do was hurt Maris. "Of course
he stopped Stratiss attack,” he assured her with al the false heartiness he could create. "I wasright there
when Outbound Hight flew away."

Thewrinklesin her forehead smoothed out, and Maris smiled. "1 knew he could do it," she said,
holding out her hand. "Good luck, Jorj, and take care of yourself. Maybe well run into each other again
sometime.”

Car'dasforced himsdf to smile ashetook her hand. "Yes" he said softly. "Maybe we will."

The shattering impact had passed, the violent shaking had faded away, and the dust was
beginning to settle onto the dark-ened deck. Slowly, carefully, Uliar lifted his head from the mass of chair
cushions held curled up againgt, wincing as atwinge of pain arced through his neck. "Hello?" he called,
his voice echo-ing eerily through the sillent room.

"Uliar?' avoice caled back. "It's-" He broke off as a sudden coughing fit took him. "It's
Pressor," he said when he got the cough under control. "Y ou al right?

"Yeah, | think s0," Uliar said, getting up and walking un-steadily toward the voice. All the lights
were out except for the permlight emergency panels, leaving D-4 looking and fegling un-comfortably like
atomb. "You?'

"I think s0," Pressor said. A pair of shadowy figures crawled out from beneath a desk acrossthe
room, resolving into Dillian Pressor and his son, Jorad, asthey stepped beneath one of the permlights.
"Where are dl the others?’



"I don't know," Uliar said. "Everyone scattered for cover when you gave the collison warning.”
Helooked around. "What amess."

"That'sfor sure,” Pressor agreed grimly, rubbing at some blood trickling down his cheek. "l
wonder what happened.”

"It didn't fed like laser blasts or energy torpedoes,” Uliar said. "Asdefromthat , | haven't the
fantest idea"

"Well, firg thingsfirst,” Pressor said. "We need to get every-one together and check for food,
water, and medical supplies. After that, we can see about power and living quarters. After that, we can
seeif we can get to the bridge and figure out what in blazes happened.”

He started picking hisway through the debris, Jorad at his side, clutching his hand tightly. "Y eah,

it'sagood thing you gave usthat warning, al right,” Uliar commented as they reached the door. "How
come you knew it was coming?'

Pressor shook his head. "I don't know," he said. "It just sort of popped into my head.”
"Y ou mean like somekind of Jedi thing?'

"I'm not a Jedi, Chas," Pressor said firmly. "I probably heard something moving or scraping
againgt the hull. Precursor aster-oid gravel, or maybe atmospheric friction. Something like that."

"Sure" Uliar said. "That's probably it."

But whether or not Pressor was a Jedli, there was definitely something strange about him. And
after what the Jedi had done to Outbound Flight, Uliar would be watching Pressor and hisfamily. He
would be watching them very closdly.

In the meantime, there was alittle matter of surviva to deal with. Ducking under atwisted section
of celling panel, he fol-lowed Pressor down the corridor.



