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FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU

In my dreams, | dwaysdo it right.

In my dreams, I'm on the arena bal cony. Geonosis. Orange glare dices shadow from my eyes. Below on
the sand: Obi-Wan Kenobi, Anakin Skywalker, Senator Padme Amidaa. On the rough-shaped stone
within reach of my arm: Nute Gunray. Within reach of my blade: Jango Fett.

And Master Dooku.

No. Master no more. Count Dooku.

| may never get used to caling him that. Even in dreams.

Jango Fett bristleswith wespons. Aningtinctivekiller: the deadliest man in the galaxy. Jango can kill mein
lessthan asecond. | know it. Evenif | had never seen Kenobi's report from Kamino, | can fed the
violence Jango radiates: in the Force, a pulsar of degth.

But | doitright.

My blade doesn't light the underside of Fett's square jaw. | don't waste time with words. | don't hesitate.

| bdieve.

In my dreams, the purple flare of my blade szzlesthe gray hairs of Dooku's beard, and in the critical
semisecond it takes Jango Fett to aim and fire, | twitch that blade and take Dooku with me into death.

And save the gdlaxy from civil war.

| could have doneit.

| could have doneit.

Because | knew. | could fed it.

In the swirl of the Force around me, | could fed the connections Dooku had forged among Jango and the
Trade Federation, the Geonosians, the whole Separatist movement: connections of greed and fear, of
deception and bad intimidation. | did not know what they were-1 did not know how Dooku had forged
them, or why-but | felt their power: the power of what | now know isaweb of treason he had woven to
catch the gdaxy.

| could fed that without him to maintain itsweave, to repair its flaws and doubleits thinning strands, the
web would rot, would shrivel and decay until a mere breasth would shred it and scatter its stringsinto the
infinite telar winds

Dooku was the shatterpoint.



| knew it.
That ismy gift.

Imagine a Coruscagem: aminerd whose interlocking crystalline structure makes it harder than durasted!.
Y ou can dirike one with afive-kilo hammer and do no more than dent the hammer'sface. Y et the same
cystdline structure that gives the Coruscastrength also givesit shatterpoints. spots where aprecise
application of carefully measured force-no more than agentle tap-will bresk it into pieces. But to find
these shatterpoints, to use them to shape the Corusca gem into beauty and utility, requires years of study,
an intimate understanding of crystal structure, and rigorous practice to train the hand in the perfect
combination of strength and precision to produce the desired cuit.

Unlessyou have atdent likemine,

| can see shatterpoints.

The senseisnot sight, but seeisthe closest word Basic hasfor it: it isaperception, afed of how what |
look upon fitsinto the Force, and how the Force bindsit to itself and to everything else. | wassix or
seven standard years old-wel into my training in the Jedi Temple-before | redized that other students,
full-grown Jedi Knights, even wise Magters, could sense such connections only with difficulty, and only
with concentration and practice. The Force shows me strengths and weaknesses, hidden flaws and
unexpected uses. It shows me vectors of stress that squeeze or stretch, torque or shear; it shows me how
patterns of these vectorsintersect to form the matrix of redlity.

Put smply: when | ook at you through the Force, | can see where you break.

| looked at Jango Fett on the sand in the Geonosian arena. A perfect combination of weapons, skills, and
the will to use them: an interlocking crysta of killer. The Force hinted a shatterpoint, and | left aheadless
corpse on the sand. The deadliest man in the galaxy.

Now: just dead.

Situations have shatterpoints, like gems. But those of stuations arefluid, ephemerd, appearing for abare
ingtant, vanishing again to leave no trace of ther existence. They are aways afunction of timing.

Thereisno such thing as a second chance.

If-when-I next encounter Dooku, he will be the war's shatterpoint no longer. | can't op thiswar with a
sngledeath.

But on that day in the Geonosian arena, | could have.

Some days after the battle, Master Y oda had found me in a meditation chamber at the Temple. "Y our
friend hewas," the ancient Master had said, even as he limped through the door.

Itisapeculiar gift of Y odasthat he dways seemsto know what I'm thinking. "Respect you owed him.
Even affection. Cut him down you could not-not for merely afeding." But | could have.

| should have.

Our Order prohibits persona attachments for precisely this reason. Had | not honored him so-even loved



him-the galaxy might be at peace right now. Merely afeding, Yodasad.
| amaJedi.

| have been trained since birth to trust my fedlings.

But which fedings should | trust?

When | faced the choiceto kill aformer Jedi Master, or to save Kenobi and young Skywalker and the
Senator. | |et the Force choose for me. | followed my ingtincts.

| made the Jedi choice.

And so: Dooku escaped. And so: the galaxy isat war. And so: many of my friends have been
daughtered.

Thereis no such thing as a second chance.
Strange: Jedi | am, yet | drown in regret for having spared alife.

Many survivors of Geonosis suffer from nightmares. | have heard tale after tale from the Jedi hedlerswho
have counsdled them. Nightmares are inevitable; there has not been such adaughter of Jedi sincethe Sith
War, four thousand years ago. None of them could have imagined how it would fed to stand in that
arena, surrounded by the corpses of their friends, in the blazing orange noon and the stench and the
blood-soaked sand. | may be the only veteran of Geonosis who doesn't have nightmares of that place.

Becausein my dreams, | dwaysdoit right.
My nightmareiswhat | find when | wake up.
Jedi have shatterpoints, too.

Mace Windu stopped in the doorway and tried to recover hiscalm. An arc of swesat darkened the cowl
of hisrobe, and hisrunic clung to his skin: hed come straight from atraining bout at the Temple without
taking time to shower. And the brisk pace-dmost ajog-hed maintained through the labyrinth of the
Galactic Senate had offered no chance for him to cool off.

Pdlpatine's private office, in the Supreme Chancellor's suite benesth the Senate's Great Rotunda, opened
before him, vast and stark. An expanse of polished ebonite floor; afew smple, soft chairs; aflat trestle
desk, aso ebonite. No pictures, paintings, or decorations other than two lone statues, only
floor-to-ceiling holographic repesters showing red-time images of Galactic City as seen from the pinnacle
of the Senate Dome. Outside, the orbital mirrors would soon turn their faces from Coruscant's sun,
bringing twilight to the capitdl.

Within was only Y oda. Alone. Perched solemnly on his hover-chair, hands folded around the head of his
gick. "Ontimeyou are," the ancient Master observed, "but barely. Take a chair; composed we must be.
Serious, | fear thisis." 'l wasn't expecting aparty.” Mace's boot hedls clacked on the polished floor. He
pulled one of the soft, plain chairs closer to Y oda and sat beside him, facing the desk. Tenson made his
jaw ache. "The courier said thisis about the operation on Haruun Ka." Thefact that of al the members
of the Jedi Council and the Republic High Command, only the two senior members of the Council had
been summoned by the Chancellor, implied that the news was not good.



These two senior members could hardly have appeared more different. Y odawas barely two-thirds of a
meter tal, with skin green as Chadian wander-kelp and great bulging eyes that could sometimes seem
amogt to take on alight of their own; Mace wastall for ahuman, less than a hand's breadth short of two
meters, with shoulders broad and powerful, heavy arms, dark eyes, and agrim set to hisjaw. Where

Y odahad let his sparse remnants of hair straggle at random, Mace's skull was smooth-shaven, the color
of polished lammeas.

But their greatest difference perhapslay inthefee! of the two Jedi Masters. Y oda emanated a sense of
mellow wisdom, combined with the impish sense of humor characterigtic of the true sage; but his great
age and vast experience sometimes made him seem a bit removed, even detached. Nearing nine hundred
years of ageled him to naturally take the long view. Mace, in contrast, had been elevated to the Jedi
Council before histhirtieth birthday. His demeanor was exactly opposite. Lean. Driven. Intense. He
radiated incisve intellect and unconquerable will.

As of the Battle of Geonosis, which had opened the Clone Wars, Mace had been on the Council for
more than twenty standard years. It had been ten since anyone had last seen him smiile.

He sometimes wondered privatdly if hewould ever smile again.
‘But it is not the planet Haruun Ka that brings you in aswest to thisoffice,”" Y oda said now.

Histone waslight and understanding, but his gaze was sharp. "Concerned for Depa, you are." Mace
lowered hishead. "1 know: the Force will bring what it will. But Republic Intelligence has reported that
the Separatists have pulled back; their base outside Pelek Baw is abandoned-" 'Y et return she has not.”
Mace knotted hisringerstogether. A breath brought his voice back to its customary deep, flat

dispasson. "Haruun Kd is gtill nominaly a Separatist planet. And she's awanted woman. It won't be
easy for her to get offworld. Or evento signd for extraction-theloca militiausedl kinds of sgna
jamming, and whatever they don't jam they triangul ate; whole partisan bands have been wiped out by one
incautioustransmission-" "Y our friend sheis." Y odaused his stick to poke Mace on thearm. "Carefor
her, you do." Mace didn't meet his eyes. Hisfedings for Depa Billabaran deep.

She had been onworld for four standard months. She couldn't communicate regularly; Mace had tracked
her activities by sporadic Republic Intelligence reports of sabotage at the Separatist sarfighter base, and
the fruitless expeditions of the Bdawai militias trying-and failing-to wipe out Depas guerrillas, or even
contain them. More than amonth ago, Republic Intelligence had sent word that the Separatists had pulled
back to the Gevarno Clugter, because they could no longer maintain and defend their base. Her success
could not have been more brilliant.

But hefeared to learn at what cost.

‘But it can't amply bethat sheésmissng, or." he murmured. A dark flush spread over his bare dome of
skull when he redlized held spoken histhoughts doud. Hefelt Y oda's eyes on him till, and gave haf an
gpologetic shrug. "1 was only thinking: if sheld been captured or-or killed-there would be no need for
such secrecy." The creases on Y odas face degpened around his mouth, and he made that tchk sound of
mild disapprova that any Jedi would instantly recognize. "Frivolous, speculation is, when patience will
reved al." Mace nodded silently. One did not argue with Magter Y oda; in the Jedi Temple, thiswas
learned in infancy. No Jedi ever forgot it. "It's. maddening, Magter. If only. | mean, ten years ago, we
could have smply reached out-" 'Cling to the past, a Jedi cannot,” Y odainterrupted sternly. His green
stare reminded Mace not to speak of the shadow that had darkened Jedi perception of the Force. This
was not discussed outside the Temple. Not even here. "Member of the Jedi Council, sheis. Powerful



Jedi. Brilliant warrior-" 'She'd better be." Macetried to amile. "'l trained her." 'But worry you do. Too
much. Not only for Depa, but for dl the Jedi. Ever snce Geonoss." The smile wasn't working. He
stopped trying. "1 don't want to talk about Geonosis.” 'Known thisfor months, | have." Y oda poked him
again, and Mace looked up. The ancient Master leaned toward him, ears curled forward, and hishuge
green eyes glimmered softly. "But when, findly, to talk you want. listen, | will." Mace accepted thiswith a
dlent inclination of his head. Hed never doubted it. But still, he preferred to discuss something else.

Anythingdse

'Look at thisplace," he murmured, nodding at the expanse of the Supreme Chancellor's office. "Even
after ten years, the difference between Pd patine and VVa orum. How this office was, in those days-"

Y odalifted hishead in that reverse nod of his. "Remember FinisVaorumwell, | do. Last of agrest line,
hewas" Some vast distance drifted through his gaae: he might have been looking back dong hisnine
hundred years as a Jedi.

It was unsettling to contemplate that the Republic, seemingly eternd inits millennium-long reign, was not
much older than Y oda himsdlf. Sometimes, in thetales Y odatold of hislong- vanished younger days, a
Jedi might have heard the youth of the Republic itsdf: brash, confident, bursting with vitdity asit
expanded across the galaxy, bringing peace and justice to cluster after cluster, system after system, world
after world.

For Mace, it was even more unsettling to contemplate the contrast Y oda was seeing.

‘Connected with the past, Vaorum was. Rooted deep in tradition's soil." In the wave of hishand, Y oda
seemed to summon FinisVaorum's dazzling array of antique furniture gleaming with exatic ails, his
artworks and scul ptures and treasures from athousand worlds. Legacies of thirty generations of House
Vaorum had oncerilled this office. "Perhaps too degp: aman of history, was Vaorum. P patine.”

Y oda's eyes drifted closed. "A man of today, Pal-patineis." "Y ou say that asthough it painsyou.”
'Perhapsit does. Or perhaps: my painisonly of thisday, not its man.

'| prefer the office like this." Mace half nodded around the siweep of open floor. Austere,

Unpretentious and uncompromising. To Mace, it was awindow into Pal patine's character: the Supreme
Chancdlor lived entirely for the Republic. Smplein dress. Direct in speech.

Unconcerned with ornamentation or physical comfort. "A shame he can't touch the Force. He might have
made afine Jedi." 'But then, another Supreme Chancellor would we need." Y oda smiled gently. "Better
thisway, perhapsitis." Mace acknowledged the point with adight bow.

'‘Admire him, you do." Mace frowned. HEd never thought about it. His adult life had been spent at the
orders of the Supreme Chancellor. but he served the office, not the man. What did he think of the
Supreme Chancellor as aperson? What difference coukl that make?

'l suppose | do." Mace vividly recdled what the Force had shown him while he watched Palpatine svorn
in as Supreme Chancellor, ten years before: Pd patine was himsdlf a shatterpoint on which the future of
the Republic-perhaps even the whol e galaxy-depended.

"Theonly other person | can imagine leading the Republic through thisdark hour is. well-" He opened a
hand. "-you, Magter Y oda." Y oda rocked back on his hover chair and made the rustling snuffle that
served him for alaugh. "No palitician am |, foolish one." He till occasondly spoke as though Mace
were astudent. Mace didn't mind. It made him fed young. Everything el se these days made him fedl old.



Y oda’s laughter faded. "And no fit leader for this Republic would | be." He lowered his voice even
further, to barely above awhisper. "Clouded by darkness are my eyes; the Force shows me only
suffering, and destruction, and the rise of along, long night. Better off without the Force, leaders perhaps
are; ableto see well enough, young Palpatine seems.” 'Y oung" Papatine-who had at |east ten yearson
Mace, and looked twice that-chose that moment to enter the room, accompanied by another man. Y oda
stepped down from his hoverchair. Mace rose in respect. The Jedi Masters bowed, greeting the
Supreme Chancellor with their customary formality. He waved the courtesies aside. Papatine looked
tired: flesh seemed to be dissolving beneath his sagging skin, degpening his aready hollowed cheeks.

The man with Papatine was hardly larger than aboy, though clearly well past forty; lank, thinning brown
hair draped aface so thoroughly undistinguished that Mace could forget it the instant he glanced away.
His eyes were red-rimmed, he held a cloth handkerchief to his nose, and he looked so much like some
minor bureaucratic functionary-aclerk in adead-end government post, with job security and absolutely
nothing else-that Mace automaticaly assumed he was aspy.

'We have news of DepaBillaba." Despite his earlier reasoning, the smple sadnessin the Chancellor's
voice sent Mace's ssomach plummeting.

"Thisman has just come from Haruun Kal. I'm afraid-well, perhgps you should smply examinethe
evidence for yoursdf." 'What isit?' Mace's mouth went dry as ash. "Has she been captured?’ The
treatment a captured Jedi could expect from Dooku's Separatists had been demonstrated on Geonosis.
'No, Master Windu," Papatine said. "I'm afraid-I'm afraid it's quite a bit worse." The agent opened a
large travel case and produced an old-fashioned holoprojector. He spent a moment fiddling with controls,
and then an image bloomed above the mirror-polished ebonite that served as Pa pating's desk.

Y oda's ears flattened, and his eyes narrowed to dlits.

Pd patine looked away. "I have seen too much of thisaready," he said.

Mace's hands becamefists. He couldn't seem to get his bregth.

The shimmering corpses were each the Sze of hisfinger. He counted nineteen. They looked human, or
closetoit. There was a scatter of prefabricated huts, blasted and burned and broken.

The ruins of what must have once been a stockade wall made aring around the scene. The jungle that
surrounded them al stood four decimeters high, and covered ameter and a half of Papatine's desk.

After amoment, the agent sniffled gpologeticaly. "Thisis-er, seemsto be-thework of Loydist partisans,
under the command of Master Billaba." Y oda stared.

Mace stared.

There-those wounds. Mace needed a better view. When he reached into the jungle, his hand crawled
with the bright ripples of the holoprojector's scanning-matrix lasers. "These." He passed his hand through
agroup of three bodies that gaped with ragged wounds.

"Enhancethese." The Republic Intelligence agent answered without taking his handkerchief away from his
reddened eyes. "Uh, I'm uh-Master Windu, thisrecording is, er, is quite unsophisticated- amost, uh,
primitive-" His voice vanished into a sneeze that jerked him forward as though held been dapped on the



back of the head. " Sorry-sorry, | can't-my system won't tolerate histamine suppressors. Every time |
cometo Coruscant-" Mace's hand didn't move. He didn't ook up. He waited while the agent'swhine
trickled to silence. Nineteen corpses. And this man complained about hisallergies.

'Enhance these," Mace repested.

'l, ah-yes. Sir." The agent manipulated the holoprojector's controls with hands that didn't quite tremble.
Not quite. The jungle flicked out of existence. It reappeared an instant later, spread across ten meters of
the offices floor. The tangled upper branches of the holographic trees had become glimmering scan
patterns on the ceiling; the corpses were now aimost haf life- Szed.

The agent ducked his head, scrubbing furioudy at his nose with the handkerchief. " Sorry, Master Windu.
Sorry. But thesystem- . its- 'Primitive. Yes." Mace waded through the light-cast images until he
could squat beside the bodies. He rested his elbows on hisknees, folding his hands together before his
face.

Y odawalked closer, then crouched as he leaned in for a better view. After amoment, Mace looked up
into hissad green eyes. "See?’ 'Yes. yes," Y odacroaked. "But from this, no conclusion can be drawn.”
"That's my point." 'For those of uswho are not Jedi-" Supreme Chancellor Palpating's voice had the
warm strength of a career palitician's. He rounded his desk, on hisface the dightly puzzled smile of a
good man who faced an ugly Stuation with hope that everything might till turn out al right. - perhaps
you'll explain?' 'Yes, dr. The other bodies don't tell us much, between decomposition and scavenger
damage. But some of the mutilation on the soft tissue here-" A curve of Mace's hand traced gaping
dashes across a holographic female torso. "-isn't from claws or teeth. And they didn't come froma
powered weapon. See the scoring on her ribs? A lightsaber-even a vibroblade- would have dashed right
through the bone. Thiswas done with adead blade, Sir." Revulson tightened the Supreme Chancellor's
face. "A-dead blade? Y ou mean just-like a piece of metd? Just a sharp piece of metal?' ‘A very sharp
piece of metd, Sr." Mace cocked his head a centimeter to the right. " Or ceramic. Transparisted. Even
carbonite." Papatine took a deep breath as though suppressing a shudder. "It sounds. dreadfully crude.
And painful.” 'Sometimesit s, Sr. Not aways." He didn't bother to explain how he knew. "But these
dashesare pardld, and dl of nearly the same length; it'slikely she was dead before the cuts were made.
Or at least unconscious.”" 'Or-" The agent sniffled, and coughed apologeticaly. "-judt, er, y'’know, tied
up." Mace stared at him. Y oda closed his eyes. Palpatine lowered his head asthough in pain.

"Thereis, uh, ahistory of, uh, | guessyou'd say, recreationa torture in the Haruun Ka conflict. On both
sdes." The agent flushed as though he was ashamed to know such things.

"Sometimes, people-people hate so much, that just killing the enemy isn't enough.” A fist clenched in
Mace's chest: thet this soft little man-this civilian-could accuse Depa Billaba of such an atrocity, even by
implication, grabbed his heart with sick fury. A long cold stare showed him every place on this soft man's
soft body where one sharp blow would kill; the agent blanched asif he could count them dl in Mace's

eyes.

But Mace had been a Jedi far too long for anger to gain an easy grip. A breath or two opened that fist
around his heart, and he stood. "I have seen nothing to indicate Depawas involved." 'Master Windu-"

Pd patine began.

'What was the military vaue of this outpost?' 'Military vaue?' The agent looked startled. "Why, none, |
suppose. These were Balawai jungle prospectors. Jups, they cal 'em. Some jups operate as akind of
irregular militia, but irregulars are nearly dways men. There were sx women here. And Bdawa militia
units never, ah, never bring their, ah, children.” ‘Children,” Mace echoed.



The agent nodded reluctantly. "Three. Mm, bioscans indicate one girl about twelve, the other two
possibly fraternd twins. Boy and agirl. About nine. Had to use bioscans.” His sickly eyes asked Mace
not to make him finish.

Because afew daysin the jungle hadn't Ieft enough of them to be identified any other way.

Mace said, "I understand.” "These weren't militia, Master Windu. Just Balawai jungle prospectorsin the
wrong place a the wrong time." 'Jungle prospectors?’ Pa patine appeared politely interested. "And what
areBdawa?' 'Offworlders, ar,” Mace said. "Thejungles of Haruun Kad are the galaxy's sole source of
thyssel bark, aswell as portaak ledf, jinsol, tyruun, and lammas. Among others." 'Spices and exotic
woods? And these are va uable enough to draw offworld emigrants? Into awar zone?" 'Have you priced
thyssdl bark lately?' 'I-" Papatine smiled regretfully. "I don't carefor it, actualy. | suppose my tastesare
pedestrian; you can take aboy out of the Mid Rim, but." Mace shook his head. "Not relevant, Sir. My
point: these were civilians. Depawouldn't be involved in something like this. She couldn't.” 'Hasty, your
satement is," Yodasaid gravely. "Seen al evidence, | fear we have not." Macelooked at the agent. The
agent flushed again.

'Well, er, yes-Master Y odais correct. This, uh, recording-" He twitched his head around &t the ghostly
corpsesthat filled the office. "-was made with the prospectors own equipment; it's adapted to Haruun
Kd work, where more sophisticated electronics-" 'l don't need alesson on Haruun Ka." Mace'svoice
went sharp. "l need your evidence." 'Y es, yes of course, Master Windu." The agent fished in his

travel case for a second or two, then came up with an old-fashioned datawafer of crystal. He handed it
over. "It's, uh, audio only, but-we've done voiceprint analysis. It's not exact-and there's some ambient
noise, other voices, jungle sounds, that kind of thing-but we put match probability in the ninety percent
range." Mace weighed the crystal wafer in hishand. He stared down at it. There. Right there: the flick of
afingernall could crack it intwo. ,' should do it, he thought. Crush thisthing. Snap it in haf right now.
Destroy it unheard.

Because he knew. He could fed it. In the Force, Stresslines spidered out from the wafer like frost scaling
supercooled transparisted. He could not read the pattern, but he could fed its power.

Thiswould be ugly.

'Wheredid you find it?" "It was-uh, at the scene. Of the massacre. It was. well, a the scene.” 'Where did
you find it?" The agent flinched.

Agan, Macetook abreath. Then another. With thethird, thefist in his chest relaxed. "1 am sorry.”
Sometimes heforgot how intimidating some men found his height and voice. Not to mention his
reputation. He did not wish to be feared.

At least, not by those loya to the Republic.
'Please" he said. "It might be sgnificant.”" The agent mumbled something.

I'msorry?" 'l said, it wasin her mouth.” He waved ahand in the genera direction of the holographic
corpse at Mace's feet. "Someone had. fixed her jaw shut, so scavengers wouldn't get at it when they.
well, y'know, scavengers prefer the, the, er, the tongue.” Nausea bloomed below Macesribs. His
fingertipstingled. He stared down at the woman'simage. Those marks on her face-he had thought they
werejust marks. Or some kind of fungus, or acolony of mold. Now his eyes made sense of them, and
he wished they hadn't: dull gold-colored lumps under her chin.



Brassvinethorns.
Someone had used them to nail her jaw shuit.
He had to turn away. He redlized that he had to sit down, too.

The agent continued, "Our station boss got atip and sent meto check it out. | hired a steamcrawler from
some busted-out jups, rented ahandful of townies who can handle heavy weapons, and crawled up
there. What we found. well, you can seeit. That datawafer-when | found it." Mace stared at the man as
though held never seen him before. And he hadn't: only now, findly, was hetruly seeing him. An
undigtinguished little man: soft face and uncertain voice, shaky hands and dlergies: an undigtinguished little
man who must have resources of toughness that Mace could barely imagine. To have waked into a
scene that Mace could barely ssomach even in abloodless, trandu cent laser image; to have had to smell
them-touch them-to pry open a dead woman's mouth.

And then to bring the recordings here, so that he could liveit al again- Mace could have doneit. He
thought so. Probably. He'd been some places, and seen somethings.

Not likethis.

The agent said, "Our sources are pretty surethetip came from the ULF itself.” Palpatine glanced a
guestion. Mace spoke without taking his eyes off the agent. "The Upland Liberation Front, Sir. That's
Depds partisan group; 'uplanders isarough trandation of Korunnai-the name the mountain tribes give
themselves." 'Korunnai?' Pal patine frowned absently. "Aren't those your people, Master Windu?' 'My.
kin." He made himself unclench hisjaw. "Y es, Chancdlor. Y ou have agood memory." ‘A palitician's
trick.” Papatine gave agently salf-deprecating smile and waved adismissve hand. "Plessego on.” The
agent shrugged as though there was little more to tell. " There have been alot of. disturbing reports.
Execution of prisoners. Ambushes of civilians. On both sdes. Usudly they can't be verified. Thejungle.
swallows everything. So when we got thistip-" "Y ou found this because somebody wanted you to find it,”
Mace finished for him. "And now you think-" Mace turned the datawafer over and over through his
fingers, watching it catch splinters of light. ™Y ou think those people might have been killed just to deliver
thismessage." "'What ahideousideal" Palpatine |lowered himself dowly onto the edge of hisdesk. He
gppeded to the agent. "This can't be true, can it?' The agent only hung his head.

Y oda's ears curled backward, and his eyes narrowed. " Some messages. most important, is how they are
framed. Secondary, their content is." Pa patine shook hishead in disbelief. "These ULF partisanswe dly
oursalveswith them?

The Jedi ally with them?What sort of monsters arethey?' 'l don't know." Mace handed the wafer back
to the agent. "Let'sfind out." He dotted it into a port on the side of the holoprojector and touched a
control.

The holoprojector's phased-wave speakers brought the jungle around them to life with noise: the rush of
wind-rattled leaves, skrillsand clatters of insect cdls, dim dopplered shrieks of passing birds, the howls
and coughs of distant predators. Through the eddies and boils of sound drifted awhisper snuousasa
riversnake: ahuman or near-human whisper, avoice murmuring in Basic, sometimes comprehensible for
aword here or phrase there, sometimes twisting below the distorting ripples of the aural surface. Mace
caught the words Jedi, and night-or knife- and something about 1ook between the sars.

Hefrowned at the agent. "Y ou can't clean thisup?' 'Thisis cleaned up." The agent produced a datapad



from histrav-elcase, keyed it dight, and passed it to Mace. "We made atranscript. It's provisona. Best
we can do." The transcript was fragmentary, but enough to draw chillsup Macesarms. Jedi Temple.
taught (or possibly taut). dark. an enemy. But. Jedi. under cover of night.

One whisper was entirely clear. He read the words on the data-pad's screen as the whisper seemed to
comefrom just behind his shoulder.

, usethe night, and the night uses me.

Heforgot to breathe. Thiswas bad.

It got worse.

The whisper strengthened to avoice. A woman'svoice.
Depasvoice.

On the datapad in hishand, and murmuring in the air behind his shoulder- ,' have become the darknessin
thejungle.

The recording went on. And on.

Her murmur drained him: of emation, of strength, even of thought; the longer she rambled, the emptier he
got. Yet her find words till triggered adull shock inside his chest.

Shewastaking to him.

| know you will come for me, Mace. Y ou should never have sent me here. And | should never have
come. But what's done can never be undone. | knowyou think 1've gone mad. | haven't. What's
happened to meisworse.

I've gone sane.

That'swhy you Il come, Mace. That'swhy you'll haveto.

Because nothing is more dangerous than a Jedi who'sfindly sane.

Her voicetrailed off into the jungle-mutter.

No one moved or spoke. Mace sat with interlocked fingers supporting his chin. Y odaleaned on his cane,
eyes shut, mouth pinched with inner pain. Pal patine stared solemnly through the holographic jungle, as
though he saw something real beyond its boundary.

‘That's-uh, that's all thereis." The agent extended a hesitant hand to the holoprojector and flicked a
control. The jungle vanished like a bad dream.

They dl girred, rousing themsalves, indinctively adjusting their cothing. Palpatine's office now |ooked
unred: asthough the clean carpeted floor and crisp lines of furniture, the purefiltered air, and the view of
Coruscant thet filled the large windows were the holographic projection, and they dl ill sat inthe jungle.

Asthough only thejunglewerered.



Mace spokefirst.

'She'sright.” Helifted hishead from his hands. "1 have to go after her. Alone." Palpatine's eyebrows
twitched. "That seems. unwise." 'Concur with Chancellor Pdpatine, | do," Y odasaid dowly. "Grest risks
there would be.

Too valuable you are. Send others, we should." "Thereisno one e'se who can do this." 'Surely, Master
Windu'-Pd patine's smile was respectfully disbelieving-"aRepublic Intelligence covert opsteam, or even
ateam of Jedi-" 'No." Mace rose, and straightened his shoulders. "It hasto be me." 'Please, we dl
understand your concern for your former student, Master Windu, but surely-" "Reasons he must have,
Supreme Chancellor,” Y odasaid. "Listen to them, we should.” Even Pdpatine found that one did not
argue with Master Y oda.

Mace struggled to put his certainty into words. This difficulty wasafunction of his particular gift of
perception. Some things were so obvious to him that they were hard to describe: like explaining how he
knew it was raining while he stood in athunderstorm.

'If Depa has. gone mad-or worse, falen to the dark side,” he began, "it's vitd that the Jedi know why.
That we discover what did it to her. Until we know this, no more Jedi should be exposed to it than is
absolutely necessary. Also, thisal might be entirely false: a ddliberate attempt to incriminate her. That
ambient noise on the recording.” He glanced at the agent. "'If her voice was faked-say, synthesized by
computer-that noise could be there precisdly to blur the evidence of trickery, couldn't it?" The agent
nodded. "But why would someone want to frame her?" Mace waved this off. "Regardless, she must be
brought in. And soon-before rumor of such massacres reaches the wider galaxy. Even if she had nothing
to do with them, having a Jedi's name associated with these crimesis athresat to the public trust in the
Jedi. She must answer any charges before they are ever publicly made.” 'Granted, she must be brought
in," Papatine dlowed. "But the question remains. why you? ‘Because she might not want to come.”

Pd patine looked thoughtful.

Y oda's head came up, and his eyes opened, gleaming at the Supreme Chancellor. "'If rogue she has gone.
to find her, difficult it will be. To apprehend her." His voice dropped, as though the words caused him
pain. "Dangerous, that will be." 'Depawas my Padawan." Mace moved away from the desk and stared
out the window at the shimmering twilight that dowly darkened the capitd's cityscape. " The bond of
Master and Padawan is. intense. No one knows her better-and | have more experi ence in those jungles
than any other living Jedi. I'm the only one who can find her if she doesn't want to be found.

And if shemust be-" He swallowed, and stared at the moondisk of light scattered from one of the orbital
mirrors.

"If shemust be. stopped,” he said at length, "I may be the only one who can do that, too." Palpatine's
eyebrows twitched polite incomprehension.

Mace took a deep breath, finding himself once more looking at his hands, through his hands, seeing only
animagein hismind, sharp asadream: lightsaber againg lightsaber in the Templestraining hdls, the
green flash of Depa's blade seeming to come from everywhere a once.

He could not unmake what he had made.

There were no second chances.



Her voice echoed insde him: Nothing is more dangerous than a Jedi who'sfinally sane, but he said only-
'‘Sheisamaster of Vagpad." In the sillence that followed, he studied the folds and wrinkles of his
interlaced fingers, focusing his attention into hisvisua field to hold at bay dark dream-ghosts of Depals
blade flashing toward Jedi necks.

'Vagpad?' Palpatine repeated, eventualy. Perhaps he'd grown tired of waiting for someoneto explain.
"lan't that some kind of anima?' 'A predator of Sargpin,” Y oda supplied gravely. "Also the nickname it
iS, given by students, for the seventh form of lightsaber combat.” 'Hmp. I've dways heard there are only
gx." 'Six there were, for generations of Jedi. The seventh. isnot well known. A powerful formitis.
Deadliest of dl. But dangerousit is-to its master, aswell asits opponent. Few have studied. One student
aoneto mastery hasrisen.” 'But if sheé'sthe only master-and this styleis so deadly-what makes you
think-" 'She's not the only master, ar." He lifted his head to meet Pdpatinesfrown. "Sheismy only
student to become amaster.” 'Y o®r only student.” Pal patine echoed.

'| didn't study Vaapad." Macelet hishandsfall to hissides. "I created it." Pdpatine's brows drew
together thoughtfully. "Yes, | seemto recal now: areferencein your report on the treason of Master
SoraBulg. Didn't you train him aswell? Didn't he dso claim to be amaster of this Vagpad of yours?'
‘Sora Bulg was not my student." Y our. associate, then?' 'And he did not master Vaapad,” Mace said
grimly. "Vaapad mastered him." 'Ah-ah, | see.” 'With respect, Sir, | don't think you do." 'l see enough to
worry me, just abit." Thewarmth of Papatine's smile robbed insult from hiswords. "The relationship of
Master and Padawan isintense, you said; and | well believeit.

When you faced Dooku on Geonosis." 'l prefer,” Mace said softly, "not to talk about Geonosis,
Chancdllor." 'DepaBillabawas your Padawan. And sheis gtill perhaps your closest friend, isshe not? If
shemust be dain, are you so certain you can strike her down?' Mace looked at the floor, at Y oda, at the
agent, and in the end he had to meet Pa patine's eyes once more. It was not merely Palpatine of Naboo
who had asked; this question had come from the Supreme Chancellor. His office demanded an answer.

'May the Force grant, sir," Mace said dowly, "that | will not haveto find out." PART ONE THE
DOWNWARD SPIRAL T

hrough the curved transparisted, Haruun Ka was awall of mountain-punched clouds beside him. It
looked close enough to touch. The shuttle's orbit spiraled dowly toward the surface: soon enough he
would be ableto touch it in truth.

The insystem shuttle was only atwenty-seater, and even so it was three-quarters empty. The shuttleline
had bought it used from atour company; the tubdlike passenger fusdlage was entirely transparisted, its
exterior scarred and fogged with microbody pits, itsinterior bare except for strips of gray no-skid laid
dongtheades.

Mace Windu was the lone human. His shipmates were two Kubaz who fluted excitedly about the culinary
possihilities of pinch beetles and buzzworms, and a mismatched couple who seemed to be some kind of
itinerant comedy act, aKitonak and a Pho Ph'eahian whose canned banter made Mace wish for
earplugs. Or hard vacuum. Or plain old-fashioned deafness. They must have been far down on their luck,
to betaking atourigt shuttle into Pelek Baw; Haruun Ka's capitd city isaplacelounge actsgo to die.
Passenger liners on the Gevarno Loop only stopped there at all because they had to drop into real space
anyway for the system trangit.

Mace sat as far from the others as the shuttl€'s limited space allowed.

The Jedi Master wore clothing appropriate to his cover: astained vest of Corellian sand panther lesther



over aloose shirt that used to be white, and skintight black pants with wear patches of gray. His boots
carried ahint of polish, but only above the ankle; the uppers were scuffed dmost to suede. The only
parts of hisensemble that were well maintained were the supple holster belted to hisright thigh, and the
gleaming Merr-Sonn Power 5 it held. Hislightsaber was stuffed into the kitbag benegath his seet,
disguised as an old-fashioned glow rod.

The datapad on hislap was dso adisguise: though it worked well enough for him to encrypt hisjourna
onit, mogt of it was actualy aminiature subspace transmitter, frequency-locked to the band monitored
by the medium cruiser Haleck, ongtation in the Ventran system.

The Korunnal Highland sivung into view: avast plateau of every conceivable shade of green, skirted by
bottomless swirls of cloud, crisscrossed by interlocking mountain ranges. A few of thetalest pesks were
capped with white; many of the shorter mountains plumed billows of smoke and gas. The eastern haf of
the highland had dready rolled through the terminator; when the shuttle passed into the planet's shadow,
gleams of dark red and orange specked the world like predators eyes beyond thering of acampfire's
light: open caderae of the highland's many active vol canoes.

It was beautiful. Mace barely noticed.
He held the recording wand of the fake datapad and spoke very, very softly.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU [Initid Haruun Ka Entry]: Depas down
there. Right now.

| shouldn't be thinking about this. | shouldn't be thinking about her. Not yet. But-She's down there. She's
been down there for months.

| can't imagine what might have happened to her. | don't want to imagine.
I'll find out soon enough.

Focus. | haveto focus. Concentrate on what | know is true while | wait for the mud to settle and the
water to become clear.

A lesson of Y odas. But sometimesyou can't wait.
And sometimes the water never clears.
| can focus on what | know about Haruun Kal. | know alot.

Heréssomeof it: HARUUN KAL (Al'har I): sole planet of the AL'HAR system. Haruun Kal isthe
name given to it in the language of the indigenous human population, the Korunnal (uplanders). It
trandates to Basic as "above the clouds." From space, the world appears to be oceanic, with only afew
green-topped idands rising from arestless multicolored sea. But thisis deceptive: the seathat these
idands punctuate is not liquid, but an ocean of heavier-than-air toxic gases, which plume endlesdy from
the planet'sinnumerable active vol canoes. Only on the mountaintops and the high plateaus can
oxygen-breathing life survive-and not on many of these; unlessthey rise far above the cloudses, they are
vulnerable to Haruun Ka's unpredictable winds. Especidly during Haruun Ka's brief winter, when the
thakiz baw'ka-the Downstorm-blows, the winds can whip the thick cloudsea high enough to scour
lowlands free of oxygen breatherswithin hours. Its capita, PELEK BAW, islocated on the sole
inhabited landmass, the plateau known asthe KORUNNAL HIGHLAND, and isthe largest permanent



settlement on this primarily jungle-covered planet. The indigenous humanslivein smal seminomedic triba
groups caled ghosh and avoid the settlements, which are maintained by offworlders of awide variety of
species. The Korunnai lump al offworlders and settled folk under the somewhat contemptuous category
of Bdawa ("downfalk"). Thereisalong history of unorganized local conflicts.

L Thisdoesn't help.

| can't fit what | know of Haruun Kal into a guidebook description. Too much of what | know isthe
color of the sunflash and the smdll of thewind off Grandfather's Shoulder, the silken ripple of agrasser's
undercoat through my fingers, the hot fierce sting of an akk dog's Force- touch.

| was born on Haruun Kal. Far back in the highland.
| am afull-blooded Korun.

A hundred generations of my ancestors breathed that air and drank that water, ate the fruit of that soil
and were buried deep within it. I've returned only once, thirty-five standard years ago-but | have carried
that world with me. The fed of it. The power of its storms. The up- swelling tangle of itsjungles. The
thunder of its peaks.

But it isnot home. Home is Coruscant. Home isthe Jedi Temple.

| have no recollection of my infancy among the Korunnai; my earliest memory isof Y odaskindly smile
and enormous gentle eyes close above me. It istill vivid. | don't know how old | might have been, but |
am certain | could not yet walk. Perhaps | was too young to even stand.

In memory, | can see my plump infant's hands reaching up to tug at the white straggles of hair above
Y odasears.

| recall squaling-shrieking like awounded glowbat, as Y oda prefersto describe it-as some kind of toy, a
rattle, it might have been, bobbed in the air just beyond my grasp. | recall how no amount of shouting,
screaming, howling, or tears could draw thét rattle one millimeter closer to my tiny fist. And | recall the
ingtant | first reached for the toy without using my hands. how | could fed it hanging there, and | could
fed how Y oda's mind supported it. and awhisper of the Force began to humin my ears.

My next lesson: Y oda had cometo take the rattle away, and 1-with my infant'singtinctive selfishness-had
refused to release it, holding on with both my handsand dl | could summon of the Force. Therattle
broke-to my infant mind, atragedy like the end of aworld-for that had been Y oda'sway of introducing
the Jedi law of nonattachment: holding too tightly to what we love will destroy it.

And bresk our hearts as well.

That'salesson | don't want to be thinking about right now.

But | can't hep mysdlf. Not right now.

Not while I'm up here, and Depais down there.

Depa Billaba cameinto my life by accident: one of those joyous coincidences that are sometimesthe gift

of thegaaxy. | found her after | fought and killed the pirates who had murdered her parents; these pirates
had kidnapped their victims lovely infant daughter. | never learned what they wanted to do with her. Or



to her. | refuse to speculate.
An advantage of Jedi mentd discipline: | can slop mysdlf from imagining such things.

She grew to girlhood in the Temple, and to womanhood as my Padawan.The proudest moment of my life
was the day | stood and directed the Jedi Council to welcome its newest member.

Sheisone of theyoungest Jedi ever to be named to the Council. On the day of her elevation, Y oda
suggested that it was my teaching that had brought her so far while ill so young.

Hesad this, | think, more from courtesy than from honesty; she came so far while still so young because
sheiswho sheis. My teaching had little to do with it. | have never met anyone like her.

Depais morethan afriend to me. She's one of those dangerous attachments. Sheisthe daughter 1 will
never have.

All the Jedi disciplinein the gdaxy cannot entirely overpower the human heart.
| hear her voice again and again:. you should never have sent me here, and | should never have come,

| can't stop myself from reaching into the Force, though | know it is useless. Since shortly before
Qui-Gon Jinn and Obi-Wan Kenobi stood in front of the Council to report the rebirth of the Sith, a
mysterious vell of darkness has clouded the Force. Close by-in both space and time-the Forceisas it
has dways been: guide and dly, my invisble eyes and unseen hands.

But when [ try to search through the Force for Depa, | find only shadows, indistinct and threatening. The
crysta purity of the Force has become athick fog of menace.

Again:. but what's done can never be undone.

| can shake my head till my brain rattles, but | can't seem to drive away those words. | must clear my
mind; Pelek Baw isstill Separatist, and | will haveto beadert. | must stop thinking about her.

Instead, | think about the war.

The Republic was caught entirely unprepared. After athousand years of peace, no one- especidly not us
Jedi-truly believed civil war would ever come. How could we? Not even Y oda could remember the last
generd war. Peace ismore than atradition. It isthe bedrock of civilization itself.

Thiswasthe Confederacy's great advantage: the Separatists not only expected war, but counted on it.

By the time the smoldering Clone War burst into Geonosian flame, their shipswere dready in motion. In
the weeks that followed, while we Jedi tended our wounds and mourned our dead, while the Senate
scrambled to assemble afleet-any kind of fleet-to match the power of the Confederacy of Independent
Systems, while Supreme Chancellor Palpatine pleaded and bargained and sometimes had to outright
threaten wavering Senatorsto not only stay loyd to the Republic but aso support its clone army with
their credits and their resources, the Separatists had fanned out across the galaxy, seeding the
hyperspace lanes with their forces. The major approaches into Separatist space were picketed by droid
sarfighters, backed up by newly revealed capital ships. Geonosian Dreadnaughts that lumbered out from
secret shipyards.



Strategically, it was amasterpiece. Any thrust into the worlds at the core of the Confederacy would be
blunted, and delayed long enough for Separatist reservesto engage it; any attack with sufficient strength
to swiftly overwhelm their pickets would leave hundreds or thousands of worlds open to swift Separatist
reprisal. Behind their droid-walled frontier, they could gather their forces at leisure, striking out to
swalow Republic systems piecemed.

Even before the Republic was ready to fight, we had lost.

Y odaisthe master strategist of the Jedi Council. A life asvast as his predisposes one to see the big
picture, and take the long view. He developed our current strategy of limited engagement on multiple
fronts; our god isto harass the Separatists, wear them down in awar of attrition, chip away at them and
prevent them from consolidating their po stion. In thisway, we hopeto gain time for thetitanic
manufacturing base of the Republic to be converted to the production of ships, weapons, and other war
meaterid.

And timeto train our troops. The Kaminoan clone troopers are not only the best soldiers we have, they
are very nearly our only soldiers. Wewould usethem to train civilian volunteers and law-enforcement
personnel in weapons and tactics, but the Separatists have managed to keep nearly dl 1.2 million of them
fully engaged, rushing from system to system and planet to planet to meet probing attacks from the
bewildering variety of war droids that the TechnoUnion, with the financia backing of the Trade
Federation, turns out in seemingly unlimited quantities.

Since we need dl our clones smply to defend Republic systems, we have been forced to find waysto
attack without them.

The Separatists don't enjoy unaloyed popularity, evenin their core systems; and in any society, thereare
fringe eements eager to take up arms againgt authority. Jedi have been covertly inserted on hundreds of
worlds, with acommon mission: to organize Loyalist resistance, train partisansin sabotage and guerrilla
warfare, and generally do whatever possible to destabilize the Separatist governments.

Thiswaswhy Depa Billaba cameto Haruun Kad.
| sent her here.

The Al'Har system-of which Haruun Kd isthe sole planet-lies on the nexus of several hyperspace lanes:
the hub of awhed called the Gevarno Loop, whose spokes join the Separatist systems of Killisu,
Jutrand, Lopod, and the Gevarno Cluster with Opari, Ventran, and Ch'manss-adl Loyaist. Dueto local
gdlar configurations and the mass sengitivities of modern hyperdrives, any ship traveling from one of
these systems to another can cut several standard days off itsjourney by coming through Al'Har, even
counting the daylong realspace trangit of the system itsdlf.

None of these systems has any vast strategic va ue-but the Republic haslost too many systemsto
secession to risk losing any to conquest. Control of the Al 'Har nexus offers control of the whole region.
It was decided that Haruun Kal isworth the Council's attention-and not solely for its military uses.

In the Temple archives are reports of the Jedi anthropol ogists who studied the Korun tribes. They have a
theory that a Jedi spacecraft may have made aforced landing there, perhaps thousands of years ago
during the turmoil of the Sith War, when so many Jedi werelogt to history. There are severd varieties of
fungi nativeto thejungles of Haruun Ka that est metals and slicates; aship that could not lift off again
immediately would be grounded forever, and comm equipment would be equaly vulnerable. The
ancestors of the Korunnai, the anthropol ogists believe, were these shipwrecked Jedi.



Thisistheir best explanation for acurious genetic fact: dl Korunna can touch the Force.

The true explanation may be smpler: we have to. Those who cannot use the Force do not long survive,
Humans can't livein those jungles, the Korunnai survive by following their grasser herds. Grasser's, great
sx-limbed behemoths, tear down the jungle with their forehands and massive jaws. Their name comes
from the grassy meadowsthat are left in their wake. It isin those meadows that the Korunnai make their
precarious lives. The grassers protect the Korunnai from the jungle; the Korunnai, in turn-with their
Force-bonded companions, the fierce akk dogs-protect the grassers.

When the Jedi anthropol ogists were ready to depart, they had asked the elders of ghosh Windu if they
might take with them achild to train in the Jedi arts, thus recovering the Force talents of the Korunnai to
serve the peace of the galaxy.

That would be me.

| was an infant, an orphan, caled by the name of my ghosh, for my parents had been taken by the jungle
before my naming day. | was sx months old. The choice was made for me.

|'ve never minded.

It isthe Korunnai that Depa came hereto train and use as anti-government partisans. The civil
government of Haruun Kad isentirely Balawai: off-worlders and their descendants, beneficiaries of the
financid interests behind the thyssel bark trade. Government of the Balawai, by the Balawai, and for the
Bdawal.

No Korun need apply.

The government-and the planetary militia, their military arm-joined the Confederacy of |ndependent
Sysemsasacynica dodge to squelch an ongoing Judiciad Department investigation into their treatment of
the Korun natives; in exchange for the use of the capital's spaceport as a base to conduct repair and refit
for the Al'nar fleet of droid Starfighters, the Separatists provided arms for the militiaand turned ablind
eyetowardillegd Baawa activitiesin the Korunnai Highland.

But since Depa arrived, the Separatists have discovered that even the smallest bands of determined
guerrillas can have a devadtating effect on military operations.

Especidly when dl these guerrillas can touch the Force.

Thiswas alarge part of Depa's argument for coming herein thefirst place, and why sheinssted on
handling it personaly. Untrained Force users can be exceedingly dangerous; wild talents crop up
unpredictably in such populations. Depas mastery of V agpad makes her virtudly unbeatablein persond
combat, and her own culturd training-in the e egant philosophico-mystica disciplines of the Chalactan
Adepts-makes her uniquely resistant to al forms of mental manipulation, from Force-powered suggestion
to brainwashing by torture.

| believe she may have aso nursed a private hope that some of the Korunnai might be persuaded to enlist
in the Grand Army of the Republic; acadre of Force-capable commandos could take agrest dedl of the
pressure off the Jedi and accomplish missionsthat no clone troopers could hope to survive.

| suspect, too, that part of the reason sheinsisted on taking this mission was sentimentd: | think she came



here because Haruun Ka iswhere | was born.
Though thisworld has never been my true home, | bear its stamp to this day.

The Korun culture is based on asmple premise, what they cdl the Four Fillars: Honor, Duty, Famiily,
Herd.

The First Fillar isHonor, your obligation to yourself. Act with integrity. Speek the truth. Fight without
fear. Love without reservation.

Greater than thisisthe Second Rillar, Duty, your obligation to others. Do your job. Work hard. Obey the
elders. Stand by your ghosh.

Grester dill isthe Third Pillar, Family. Carefor your parents. Love your spouse. Teach your children.
Defend your blood.

Greatest of dl isthe Fourth Pillar, Herd, for it is on the grasser herdsthat the life of the ghosh depends.

Y our family ismore important than your duty; your duty outweighs your honor. But nothing ismore
important than your herd. If the well-being of the herd requires the sacrifice of your honor, you doit. If it
requiresthat you shirk your duty, you doit.

Whatever it takes.

Evenyour family.

Y oda once observed that-though | left Haruun Ka as an infant, and returned only once, asayouth, to
train in the Korun Force-bond with the great akks-he thinks | have the Four Pillarsin my veinsaong with
my Korun blood. He said that Honor and Duty are as natural to me as breathing, and that the only real
difference my Jedi training has made isthat the Jedi have become my Family, and the Republic itself ismy
Herd.

Thisisflattering. | hopeit might betrue, but | don't have an opinion on the subject. I'm not interested in
opinions. I'm interested in facts.

Thisisafact: | found the shatterpoint of the Gevarno Loop.
Another fact: Depavolunteered to strikeit.
And another fact- That she said: ," have become the darknessin the jungle.

The spaceport at Pelek Baw smelled clean. It wasn't. Typica back-world port: filthy, disorganized, haf
choked with rusted remnants of disabled ships.

Mace stepped off the shuttle ramp and dung his kitbag by its strap. Smothering wet heat pricked sweat
across his bare scalp. He raised his eyes from the ocher-scaled junk and discarded crumples of empty
nutripacks scattered around the landing bay, up into the misty turquoise sky.

The white crown of Grandfather's Shoulder soared above the city: the tallest mountain on the Korunnal
Highland, an active volcano with dozens of open caderae. Mace remembered the taste of the snow at
thetreeline, thethin cold air and the aromatic resins of the evergreen scrub below the summit.



He had spent far too much of hislife on Coruscant.
If only he could have come here for some other reason.
Any other reason.

A straw-colored shimmer in the air around him explained the clean smdll: asurgica serilization fied. Hed
expected it. The spaceport had always had a powered-up surgical field umbrella, to protect shipsand
equipment from the various native fungi that fed on metals and silicates; the field aso wiped out the
bacteria and molds that would otherwise have made the spaceport smell like an overl oaded refresher.

The spaceport's pro-biotic showerswere till in their long, low blockhouse of mold-stained duracrete,
but their entrance had been expanded into alarge temporary-looking office of injection-molded
plastifoam, with afoam-dab door that hung askew on half-sprung hinges. The door was streaked with
rusty stainsthat had dripped from the fungus-chewed durasted sign above. The sign said CUSTOMS.
Macewent in.

Sunlight leaked green through mold-tracked windows. Climate control wheezed a body- temperature
breeze from ceiling vents, and the smell loudly advertised that this place was well beyond the reach of the
aurgicd fidd.

Insde the customs office, enough flybuzz hummed to get the two Kubaz chuckling and eagerly nudging
each other. Mace didn't quite manage to ignore the Pho Ph'eahian broadly explaining to a bored-looking
human that he'd just jumped in from Kashyyyk and boy, were hislegstired. The agent seemed to find this
about astolerable as Mace did; he hurriedly passed the comedians aong after the pair of Kubaz, and
they dl disappeared into the shower blockhouse.

Mace found a different customs agent: aNeimoidian female with pink-ditted eyes, cold- bloodedly
deepy inthe heet. Shelooked over hisidentikit incurioudy. " Cordlian, hnh? Purpose of your vist?'
‘Business.” She sghed tiredly. "Y ou'll need a better answer than that. Corellials no friend of the
Confederacy." 'Which would be why I'm doing business here." 'Hnh. | scan you. Open your bag for
ingpection.” Mace thought about the "ol d-fashioned glow rod" stashed in his bag. He wasn't sure how
convincing its shell would be to Neimoidian eyes, which could see deep into the infrared.

'I'd rather not.” 'Do | care? Openit." She squinted adark pink eye up at him. "Hey, nice skinjob. You
could amogt passfor aKorun." 'Almost?’ 'Y ouretoo tal. And they mostly have hair. And anyway,
Korunnai are al Force freaks, yes? They have powers and stuff." '| have powers." 'Y eah?' 'Sure.” Mace
hooked his thumbs behind hisbelt. "I have the power to make ten credits appear in your hand.” The
Neimoidian looked thoughtful. “That's a pretty good power. Let's seeit.” He passed hishand over the
customs agent's desk, and let fall acoin he'd palmed from his belt's dit pocket. The Neimoidian had
powers of her own: she made the coin disappear. "Not bad.” She turned up her empty hand. "Let's seeit
again." 'Let'ssee my identikit validated and my bag passed.” The Neimoidian shrugged and complied,
and Mace did histrick again. "Power like yours, you'll get dong finein Peek Baw," she said. "Pleasure
doing business with you. Be sure to take your PB tabs. And see me on your way offworld. Ask for
Pule." Til dothat." Toward the back of the customs office, alarge advertiscreen advised everyone
entering Pelek Baw to use the probiotic showers before leaving the spaceport. The showers replaced
beneficid skin florathat had been killed by the surgical field. This advice was supported with gruesomely
graphic holos of thewide variety of fungd infections awaiting unshowered travelers.

A dispenser beneath the screen offered haf-credit doses of tablets guaranteed to restore intestina flora
aswell. Mace bought afew, took one, then stepped into the shower blockhouse.



The blockhouse had asmél dl itsown: adark musky funk, rich and organic. The showersthemseves
were Smple autonozzles spraying bacterium-rich nutrient mist; they lined the walls of athirty-meter
walk-through. Mace stripped off his clothes and stuffed them into his kitbag.

There was aconveyor strip for possessions beside the walk-through entrance, but he held on to the bag.
A few germswouldn't do it any harm.

At thefar end of the showers, hewalked into aStuation.

The dressing station was loud with turbine-driven airjet dryers. The two Kubaz and the comedy team,
gtill naked, milled uncertainly in one corner. A large surly-looking human in sunbleached khakisand a
military cap stood facing them, impressive arms folded across his equally impressive chest. He stared a
the naked travelerswith cold unspecific threst.

A smdler humaninidentical clothing rummaged through their bags, which were piled behind the large
man'slegs. The smadler man had abag of hisown, into which he dropped anything small and vauable.
Both men had stun batons dangling from belt loops, and blasters secured in snap-flap holsters.

Mace nodded thoughtfully. The situation was clear enough. Based on who he was supposed to be, he
should just ignore this. But cover or not, he was till a Jedi.

The big onelooked Mace over. Head to toe and back again. His stare had the open insolence that came
of being clothed and armed and facing someone who was naked and dripping wet. "Here's another.
Smart guy carried hisown bag." The other rose and unlooped his stun baton. " Sure, smart guy. Let's
have the bag.

Ingpection. Come on." Mace went still. Pro-bi mist condensed to rivulets and trickled down his bare
skin. "l can read your mind," he said darkly. "Y ou only have threeidess, and dl of them arewrong."
'Huh?' STAR WARS: SHATTERPOINT Mace nipped up athumb. ™Y ou think being armed and
ruthless means you can do whatever you want." He folded histhumb and flipped up hisforefinger. "You
think nobody will stand up to you when they're naked." He folded that one again and flipped up the next.
"And you think you're going to look insde my bag." 'Oh, hesafunny one." The smdler man spun hisstun
baton and stepped toward him. "He's not just smart, he'sfunny.” The big man moved to hisflank. "Y eah,
regular comedian.” 'The comedians are over there.” Mace inclined his head toward the Pho Ph'eshian
and hisKitonak partner, naked and shivering in the corner. " See the difference?’ 'Y eah?" The big man
flexed big hands. "What are you supposed to be, then?' 'I'm a prophet.” Mace lowered hisvoice as
though sharing a secret. "1 can see the future.” 'Sure you can.” He set his stubble-smeared jaw and
showed jagged ydlow teeth. "What do you see?’ "You," Mace said. "Bleeding." His expression might
have been asmileif there had been the faintest hint of warmth in his eyes. The big man suddenly looked
less confident. In this he could perhaps be excused; like al successful predators, he was interested only in
victims. Certainly not in opponents. Which was the purpose of his particular racket, after al: members of
any sapient species who were culturaly accustomed to wearing clotheswould fed hesitant, uncertain,

and vulnerable when caught naked. Especialy humans. Any normal person would stop to put on pants
before throwing a punch.

Mace Windu, in contrast, looked like he might know of uncertainty and vulnerability by reputation, but
had never met either of them face-to-face.

One hundred eighty-eight centimeters of muscle and bone. Absolutely still. Absolutdly relaxed. From his
attitude, the pro-bi migt that trickled down his naked skin might have been carbon-fiber-reinforced



ceramic body armor.

'Do you have amoveto make?' Mace said. "I'min ahurry.” The big man's gaze twitched sdeways, and
he said, "Uh-?" Mace felt apressure in the Force over hisleft kidney and heard the sizzle of atriggered
stun baton. He spun and caught the wrist of the smaller man with both hands, shoving the baton's
gparking coronawel| clear with atwist that levered hisface into the path of Mace'srisng foot. The
impact made a smack aswet and meaty as the snap of bone. The big man bellowed and lunged and
Mace stepped to one side and whipcracked the smaller man's arm to spin his dackening body. Mace
caught the smdl man's head in the palm of one hand and shoved it crisply into the big man's nose.

The two men skidded in atangle on the dippery, damp floor and went down. The baton spat lightning as
it skittered into a corner. The smaler man lay limp. The big man's eyes spurted tears and he sat on the
floor, trying with both hands to massage his smashed nose into shape. Blood |eaked through hisfingers.

Mace stood over him. "Told you." The big man didn't seem impressed. Mace shrugged. A prophet, it
was said, received no honor on his own world.

Mace dressed slently while the other travelers reclaimed their belongings. The big man made no attempt
to stop them, or even to rise. Presently the smaller man stirred, moaned, and opened his eyes. As soon
asthey focused well enough to see Mace il in the dressing station, he cursed and clawed at his holster
flap, struggling to free hisblagter.

Mace looked at him.
The man decided his blaster was better off where it was.

"Y ou don't know how much trouble you'rein," he muttered sullenly as he settled back down on thefloor,
words blurred by his smashed mouth. He drew his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. "People
who butch up with capital militiadon't live long around-" The big man interrupted him with a cuff on the
back of hishead. "Shut it." 'Capitd militia?* Mace understood now. His face settled into a grim mask,

and hefinished buckling down hisholgter. "Y ou're the police.” The Pho Ph'eahian mimed apratfall.
"You'd think they'd hire cops who weren't so clumsy, eh?' 'Oh, | dunno, Phootie," the Kitonak saidina
characterigticaly dow, terminaly relaxed voice.

"They bounced red nice." Both Kubaz whirred something about dippery floors, inappropriate footwear,
and unfortunate accidents.

The cops scowled.

Mace sguatted in front of them. Hisright hand rested on the Power 5's butt. "1t'd be ashameif
somebody had ablaster mafunction,” hesaid. "A dip, afdl-sure, it'sembarrassng. It hurts.

But you'll get over itin aday or two. If somebody's blaster accidentally went off when you fell-?' He
shrugged. "How long will it take you to get over being dead?' The smaller cop started to spit back
something venomous. The larger one interrupted him with another cuff. "We scan you," he growled. "Just
go." Mace stood. "1 remember when thiswas anice town.” He shouldered his kitbag and walked out into
the blazing tropical afternoon. He passed under adented, rusty sign without looking up.

Thesgnsad: WELCOME TO PELEK BAW.

Faces- Hard faces. Cold faces. Hungry, or drunk. Hopeful. Calculating. Desperate.



Street faces.

Mace walked a pace behind and to the right of the Republic Intelligence station boss, kegping hisright
hand near the Merr-Sonn's butt. Late at night, the streets were still crowded.

Haruun Ka had no moon; the streets were lit with spill from taverns and outdoor cafes.

Lightpoles-tall hexagonad pillars of duracrete with glowstrips running up each face-stood every twenty
meters aong both sdes of the Street. Their pools of yellow glow bordered black shadow; to passinto
one of the aley mouths was to be wiped from existence.

TheIntel station boss was a bulky, red-cheeked woman about Mace's age. She ran the Highland Green
Washeteria, athriving laundry and public refresher station on the capitd's north side. She never stopped
talking. Mace hadn't sarted ligtening.

The Force nudged him with threet in al directions: from the rumble of whedled groundcars that careened
a random through crowded streets to the fan of death sticksin ateenager'sfist.

Uniformed militiaswaggered or strutted or sometimes just posed, puffed up with the fake- dangerous
attitude of armed amateurs. Holster flaps open. Blaster rifles propped against hipbones. He saw plenty of
wespons waved, saw people shoved, saw lots of intimidation and threatening looks and crude
street-gang horseplay; he didn't see much actua keeping of the peace. When aburst of blasterfire sang
out afew blocks away, no one even looked around.

But nearly everyone looked at Mace.

Militiafaces: human, or too closeto cal. Looking at Mace, seeing only aKorun in offworld clothes, their
eyeswent dead cold. Blank. Measuring. After awhile, hostile eyesall look dike.

Mace kept dert, and concentrated on projecting a powerful auraof Don't Mess With Me.
Hewould havefdt safer in thejungle.

Street faces: drink-bloated moons of bust-outs mooching spare change. A Wookiee gone gray from nose
to chest, exhaustedly straining againgt his harness as he pulled atwo-whed ed taxicart, fending off street
kids with one hand while the other held on to hismoney belt. Jungle prospector faces. fungus scarson
their cheeks, weapons at their sides. Y oung faces: children, younger than Depa had been on the day she
became his Padawan, offering trinketsto Mace at " specia discounts' because they "liked hisface." Many
of them were Korunnai.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU Sure. Cometo the city. Lifeseasy inthe
city. No vine cats. No driUmites. No brassvines or death hollows. No shoveling grasser manure, no
hauling water, no tending akk pups. Plenty of money in the city. All you haveto do issdll this, or endure
that. What you'reredly sdlling: your youth. Y our hope. Y our future.

Anyone with sympathy for the Separatist cause should spend afew daysin Pelek Baw. Find out what the
Confederacy isredly fighting for.

It'sgood that Jedi do not indulgein hate.



The station boss's chatter somehow wandered onto the subject of the Intel front she managed. Her name
was Phloremirlla Tenk, "but cal me For, sweetie. Everybody does." Mace picked up the thread of her
ramble.

'Hey, everybody needs ashower once in awhile. Why not get your clothes spiffed at the sametime? So
everybody comes here. | get jups, kornos, you nameit. | get militiaand seppie brass-well, used to, till the
pullback. | get everybody. | got apooal. | got six different saunas. | got private showers-you can get
water, acohol, probi, son-ics, you nameit-maybe arecorder or two to really get the dirt we need. Some
of these militia officers, you'd be amazed what they fdl to taking about, aone in a steam room. Know
what | mean?' She wasthe chattiest py held ever met. When she eventually stopped for breath, Mace
told her so.

'Y egh, funny, huh? How do you think I've survived this game for twenty-three years? Talk asmuch as|
do, it takes people longer to notice you never really say anything." Maybe she was nervous. Maybe she
could smell the threset that smoked in those streets.

Some peopl e thought they could hold danger at bay by pretending to be safe.

'l got thirty-seven employees. Only five are Intel. Everybody el se just worksthere. Hah: | make twicethe
money off the Washeteriaas | draw after twenty-three yearsin the service. Not that it'sall that hard to
do, if you know what | mean. Y ou know what an RS-Seventeen makes?

Pathetic. Pathetic. What's a Jedi make these days? Do they even pay you? Not enough, I'll bet.

They lovethat Serviceisitsown reward junk, don't they? Especidly when it's other people's service. I'll
just bet." She'd dready assembled ateam to take him upcountry. Six men with heavy weaponsand an
amost new steamcrawler. "They look alittle rough, but they're good boys, dl of them.

Fredancers, but solid. Y earsin the bush. Two are full-blooded kornos. Good with the natives, you
know?" For security reasons, she explained, she was taking him to meet them hersdf. " Sooner youre on
your way, happier well both be. Right? Am | right? Taxis are hopel ess thistime of day.

Mind the gutter cookie-that stuff'll chew right through your boots. Hey, watch it, cregpo! Ever hear that
peds have the right-of-way? Y eah? Wdll, your mother eats Hutt dime!" She ssumped aong the street,
arms swinging. "Um, you know this Jedi of yoursiswanted, right? Y ou got away to get her offworld?"
What Mace had was the Halleck ongtation in the Ventran system with twenty armed landersand a
regiment of clone troopers. What he said was, "Yes." A new round of blasterfire sang perhaps ablock or
two away, salted with staccato pops crisper than blaster hits. Flor instantly turned left and dodged away
up the street.

"Whoops! Thisway-you want to keep clear of those little rumbles, you know? Might just beafood riot,
but you never know. Those handclaps? Sugthrowers, or I'm aDug. Could be action by some of these
guerrillas your Jedi runs-lots of the kornos carry dugthrow-ers, and dugs bounce. Slugthrowers. | hate
‘em. But they're easy to maintain. Day or two in the jungle and your blaster'll never fireagain. A good
dug rifle, keep 'em wiped and oiled, they last forever. The guerrillas have pretty good luck with them,
even though they take alot of practice-dugs are baligtic, y'’know. Y ou have to plot the trgjectory in your
head. Shee, gimme ablaster anytime." A new note joined the blasterfire: adeeper, throatier
thrumm-thrummmthrummthrumm.

Mace scowled over his shoulder. That was some kind of light repeater: aT-21, or maybe aMerr-Sonn
Thunderbolt.



Military hardware,

It would be good,” he said, "if we could get off the street.” While she assured him, "No, no, no, don't
worry, these scuffles never add up to much,” hetried to calculate how fast he could dig his lightsaber out
of hiskitbag.

Thefiring intensfied. Voicesjoined in: shouts and screams. Anger and pain. It started to sound lesslikea
riot, and more like afirefight. Just beyond the corner ahead, white-hot bolts flared past aong the
right-of-way. More blagterfire zinged behind them. Thefirefight was overflowing, becoming aflood that
might surround them at any second. Mace looked back: aong this street he still could see only crowds
and groundcars, but the militiamembers were starting to take an interest: checking weapons, trotting
toward dleys and cross-streets. Flor said behind him, " See? Look at that. They're not even redly aiming
at anything. Now, we just nip across" She wasinterrupted by a splattering thwop. Mace had heard that
sound too often: steam, superheeted by a high-energy bolt, exploding through living flesh. A deep-tissue
blaster hit. He turned back to Flor and found her staggering in adrunken circle, painting the pavement
with her blood. Where her left arm should have been was only afist-szed mass of ragged tissue. Where
therest of her arm was, he couldn't see.

Shesad: "What? What?' He dived into the street. He rolled, coming up to dam her hip joint with his
shoulder. Theimpact folded her over him; helifted her, turned, and sprang back for the corner. Bright
flares of blaster bolts bracketed invisible szzles and finger snaps of hypersonic dugs. He reached the
meager cover of the corner and laid her flat on the sdewalk, tucked close against thewall.

"Thisisn't supposed to happen.” Her life was flooding out of the shattered stump of her shoulder. Even
dying, she kept talking. A blurry murmur: "Thisisn't happening. It can't be happening. My-my arm-" In
the Force, Mace could feel her shredded brachid artery; with the Force, he reached inside her shoulder
to pinch it shut. Theflood trickled to duggish welling.

‘Takeit easy." He propped her legs on hiskitbag to help maintain blood pressureto her brain. "Try to
stay cam. Y ou can live through this." Boots clattered on permacrete behind him: amilitiasquad sprinting
toward them. "Helpison theway." Heleaned closer. "I need the meet point and the recognition code for
the team.” 'What? What are you talking about?' 'Listen to me. Try to focus. Before you go into shock.
Tell mewhere| can find the upcountry team, and the recognition code so well know each other." Y ou
don't-you don't understand-thisisn't happening-" 'Y es. It is. Focus. Lives depend on you. | need the
meet point and the code.” 'But-but-you don't understand-" The militiabehind him clattered to a stop.
"You! Korno! Stand away from that woman!" He glanced back. Six of them. Firing stance. Thelightpole
at their backs haloed black shadow across their faces. Plasma-charred muzzles stared at him. "This
woman iswounded.

Badly. Without medica attention, shewill die." Y ou're no doctor,” one said, and shot him.

CAPITAL CRIMESH

ehad plenty of timeto get familiar with the interrogation room.

Four meters by three. Duracrete blocks flecked with gravel whose shearplanes glinted like mica. The
walls from waist-high to ceiling had once been painted the color of aged ivory. The floor and lower wals

used to be the green of wander-kelp. What was left of both paint jobs flaked in patches rimmed with
mildew.



The binder chair that held him wasin better condition. The clamps at hiswristswere cold and hard and
had no weakness he could touch; those at his ankles diced pale gouges into the leather of hisboots. The
chest plate barely let him breathe.

No windows. One glowstrip cast soft yellow from thejoining of wall and celling. The other onewas
dead.

The door was behind him. Twisting to watch it hurt too much. The durasted tablein the center of the
room was dented and speckled with rust-he thought it was rust. Hoped it was.

On thefar sde of it was awooden chair, its bow back stripped from wesr.

Hisvest and shirt were tattered at the shoulder where the first bolt had struck. The skin beneath was
scorched and swollen with ablack bruise. Set on stun, the bolt had barely penetrated his skin, but the
concussive force of the seam-burst ill hit like aclub. It had picked him up and spun him. The pounding
in hisskull implied that at least one shot had caught the side of his head. He didn't remember.

He didn't remember anything between that first shot and waking up in thisbinder chair.

Hewaited.

Hewaited along time.

Hewasthirsty. Uneasy pressurein his bladder somehow made his head hurt worse.

Studying the room and assessing hisinjuries could occupy only so much of histime. Much of the rest of
it, he spent replaying Flor's death.

He knew she was dead. She had to be. She couldn't have lived more than aminute or two after the
militiastunned him; without his Force-hold to pinch off theat brachid artery, shewould have bled out in
seconds. She would havelain on that filthy sdewalk staring up at city-dimmed stars whilethe last of her
consciousness darkened, faded, and finally winked out.

Again and again he heard that wet splattering thwop. Again and again he carried her back under cover.
And stopped her bleeding. And tried to speak with her. And was shot by men held thought were coming
to help.

Her death had gotten insde him, down below hisribs. It ae at him: atiny pool of infection that grew
through the hoursin that room until it became athrobbing abscess. Pain and nausea and swests. Chills.

A fever of themind.

Not because he was responsible for her death. It ate at him because he wasn't.

He'd had no idea she was about to walk into a blaster bolt. The Force never offered the faintest hint of a
clue. No trace of abad feding-or rather: no hint that al the bad fedings he'd had were about to add up
to something much, much worse. Nothing. Nothing at dl. That's what sickened him. What happensto a

Jedi when he can no longer trust the Force?

Was thiswhat broke Depa?



He shook that thought out of his skull. He drove his attention into his visud field, focusing on cataloging
the smdlest detail of his prison. Until he could seefor himsdlf, hetold himsdf solidly, he owed her the
presumption of innocence. Such doubts were unworthy of her. And of him. But they kept creeping back,
no matter how hard he stared at the mildew-eaten paint on the wall.

. I know you think I've gone mad. | haven't. What's happened to meisworse.
. I've gone sane.

He knew her. He knew her. To the marrow of her bones. Her most secret heart. Her cherished dreams
and faintest, foggiest hopes. She could not be involved in massacres of civilians. Of children.

. nothing is more dangerous than a Jedi who'sfinaly sane.
She couldn't.

But as seconds swelled to hours, the certainty in his head went hollow, then desperate. Like hewas
trying to talk himsdf into something he knew waswrong.

Hefelt the door behind him open. A damp breeze licked the back of his neck. Footsteps entered and
clicked to one side, and he twisted to look: they belonged to asmallish human mae, comfortably plump,
wearing militiakhakis that were improbably well starched, considering the heat and the damp. The man
carried a sngp-rim case covered in tanned animal hide. He brushed awave of end-dampened hair the
color of aduminum away from dark eyes, and offered Mace a pleasant smile. "No, please." Hewaved a
hand toward the door. "Fed freeto have alook." Twigting farther, Mace could see down the corridor
behind hisbinder chair. At thefar end stood apair of steady-looking militiamen with blaster riflesaimed
at hisface,

Mace frowned. An unusud position for guards.

'Isthis clear enough?' The man moved around Mace to the table, never crossing their line of fire, and
opened hisanimal-hide bag. "I'm told you have abit of aconcussion. Let's not makeit fatal, shall we?"'
The Force showed him adozen places on that soft body where asingle blow would maim or kill. This
man was no warrior. But energy spidered outward from himin al directions: an important man. Mace
found no direct threat in him, only acheery pragmatism.

‘Not talkative? Don't blame you. Well. My name's Geptun. I'm chief of security for the capital didtrict.
My friends cal me Lorz. Y ou can cal me Colond Geptun.” Hewaited, still wearing that indifferently
pleasant smile. After afew seconds, he sighed. "Well. We know who | am. And we know who you're
not." Heflipped open the lid of Mace'sidentikit. "Y ou're not Kinsal Trappano. I'm guessing not
Cordlian, either. Interesting history you don't have. Smuggler. Small-time pirate. Gunrunner. Et cetera
and so forth." He settled into the wooden chair, laced his fingerstogether, and propped his hands on his
belly. He watched Mace with that pleasant smile. Silently. Waiting for him to say something.

Mace could have kept him waiting for days. Without Jedi training, no human truly understands what
patienceis. But Depawas out there. Somewhere. Doing something. The longer it took him to reach her,
the more of it she might do. He decided to talk.

A smdll victory for him, Mace thought. No lossfor me.

'What am | charged with?' That depends. What have you done?" 'Officidly." Geptun shrugged.



"Nothing'sbeenfiled. Yet." Then why am | being held?' "Were interrogating you.” Mace raised an
eyebrow.

'Oh, yes. We are." Geptun winked. "We are indeed. I'm aterrific interrogator.” "Y ou haven't even asked
me aquestion.” Geptun smiled like adeegpy vine cat. "Questions are inefficient. In your case, futile” "You
must be good indeed,” Mace said, "to have figured that out without even asking one." By way of reply,
Geptun reached into the animal-skin case and pulled out Mace's lightsaber.

The glow rod shell had been stripped away. Traces of adhesive showed black againgt the metd. He
hefted it in his hand, smiling. "And torture would probably be awaste of time, too, yes?' He st the
lightsaber on the table and spun it like abottle. Mace could fed itswhirl in the Force: fedl exactly how to
touch it with hismind, to lift it and trigger it and set it flashing upon Colond Geptun, to day or hold
hostage, or to dash through the restraints that held him in the binder chair- Helet it spin.

The two shooters standing ready at the far end of the corridor made sense to him now.

Hislightsaber's spin took on awobble, dowed, and trickled to a stop, its emitter centered on his
breastbone. "I believe that meansyou're It," Geptun said.

A neat trick. Mace measured him again. The colond endured his scrutiny blandly. "Geptun,” Mace said,
"could beaKorunname." 'Andinfactitis,” the colond admitted cheerily. "My paternd grandfather came
out of the jungle some seventy-odd years ago. This, ah, isnot discussed. Y ou understand. Not in polite
society.” 'Isthat something you still have here? Polite society?' Geptun shrugged. "My namesonly amild
handicap. Maybe that trace of Korun blood iswhat makes me too proud to changeit." Mace nodded,
more to himsdf than to the other. If the man had enough Force-touch to contral the lightsaber's spin, he
might easily have enough to conced hisintentions. Mace revised histhreat assessment from Low to
Unknown. "What do you want from me?' 'Well. That'sthered question, isn't it? There are avariety of
things you could do for me.

Y ou could, say, be asubstantial boost to my career. A Jedi? Even your basic Jedi grunt might be
vauable, to theright people. | mean, I've captured an enemy officer here, haven't 1? The Confederacy
might reward me handsomely for you. In fact, I know they would. And maybe even give me amedd.”
Hetilted his head: ahumorous sidelong look. ™Y ou don't seem concerned by the possibility.” If hewere
planning to turn Mace over to the Separatists, Geptun wouldn't be here. Mace waited. Silently.

'Ah, it'strue," the colond sighed after amoment. “I'm not political. And there's something €lse you might
be able to do for me." Mace kept waiting.

'Wadll. | seeit likethis. Here | have a Jedi. Probably an important Jedi, since we caught him next to the
corpse of the planetary chief of Republic Intelligence.” Hewinked & Mace again.

"Oh, yes. Phloremirllaand | were old friends. Friendstoo long to et politica differences come between
us, en?" 'I'm sure sheld be gratified by your obvious grief." Geptun took thiswithout ablink. It didn't even
dent hisamile. "Tragic. After so many yearsin so many dangerous places, to be cut down by a stray
blaster balt. Collatera damage. Merdly abystander. Hardly innocent, though, was she?" It was possible,
Mace reflected, that he might come to profoundly didike this man. "If your men hadn't shot me, she'd il
bedive." He chuckled. "If my men hadn't shot you, | wouldn't have the pleasure of your company
tonight.” 'And hasthis pleasure been worth your friend'slife?' That remainsto be seen.” Their gazes
locked for afull second. Mace had seen lizards with more expressive eyes. Predatory lizards.

He revised histhreat assessment again. Upward.



Geptun shifted hisweight like aman getting comfortable after alarge med. "So. Back to this Jedi in
question. I'm thinking this Jedi is also someone alittle on the capable sde. Even, perhaps, actively
dangerous. Since he answers the description of afellow who broke severa bones belonging to a pair of
my best men." 'Those were your best?I'm sorry.” 'Soam |, Master Jedi. Soam 1. Well. | fell to
wondering what business might possibly bring an important, dangerous Jedi like yoursdlf to our little
backworld of Haruun Kal. Y ou would hardly have come so far just to commit petty assault upon peace
officers. | fell to wondering if your business might possibly have something to do with another Jedi. One
who seemsto be running around upcoun-try, doing al sorts of un-Jedi-ish kinds of things. Like murdering
civilians. Might your business have something to do with her?* 'If it does?' Geptun tilted his chair back
and looked a Mace over the curves of his plump cheeks.

"Weve been hunting this Jedi for some time now. I've even posted abounty. A big bounty. It's possible
that if someone wereto, mm-deal with-my existing Jedi problem, | might fed fully compensated. | might
not even missthat reward we were talking about earlier.” ®T w see.

'Maybe you do. And maybe you don't. Herésthe thing: | can't quite make up my mind." Mace waited.

Geptun sighed irritably and settled his chair back on thefloor. Y ou're not the eesest man to have a
conversation with." Thisdidn't call for areply, so Mace didn't make one.

'See? That's exactly what I'm talking about. Well. | suppose | just need away to ease my mind, you
understand? I'm right on the bubble, here: | can go either way. 1'd like that reward.

Y es, indeed | would. But given the choice, I'd prefer my, er, upcountry]z&i problem taken care of-but
I'm not sure that's the best decision | could make right now. For my future. I'm wavering. Y ou see?
Teetering. | need alittle reassurance. If you know what | mean?' Now Mace finally understood what
they were talking about. "How much reassurance do you need?' Geptun's eyes glinted the sameflat
sheen asthe shearplanes of the grave inthewals. "Ten thousand.” 'I'll give you four." Geptun scowled at
him. Mace stared back; hisface might have been carved from stone.

'l can keep you hereavery long time-" Mace said, "Thirty-five hundred.” 'Y ou insult me. What, am | not
worth even haggling with?' "We are haggling. Thirty-two fifty." 'I'm wounded, Master Jedi-" "Y ou mean:
Jedi Magter," Mace said. "Three thousand.” Geptun's face blackened, but after amoment wasted trying
to match uncompromising stares with Mace Windu-alosing proposition-he shook his head and shrugged
again. "Three thousand. | suppose one must make allowances.” He sighed. "Thereisawar on, after dl.”
They cut him loose at dawn.

M ace descended the worn stone sweep of the Ministry of Justice's front steps. The high cirrus over
Grandfather's Shoulder bled morning. The lightpoles had gone pae. The street below was asrestlessly
crowded as ever.

He had hiskitbag over his shoulder and his blaster strapped to histhigh. Hislightsaber wasin aninsde
pocket of hisvest, concealed below hisleft arm.

Hedid into the crowd and let its current carry him along.

Endless faces passed him, meeting hiseyesincurioudy or not & al. Carts clattered. Music trickled from

open doorways and leaked from persond players. Once in awhile the massive rumble of steam-crawler
treads forced the crowds to one Side or another; at such times the touch of unfamiliar flesh made his skin
crawl. Thesmel of human sweat mingled with Y uzzem urine and the musky funk of Togorians. He



smelled the unmistakable tang of tlanda Til elbow glands, and the smoke of portaak |eaf roasting over
lammasfires, and he could only marve dully at how dienit al was. Of course, the dien herewas Mace.

He could not guess what he should do next.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU | should have been working my way toward
Depadready. | could have headed for the Highland Green Washeteria, to make new contact with the
remaining Republic Intelligence agents onworld. | could have hired my own team: though the bribe to
Geptun wiped out the credit account of "Kinsa Trappano-it never contains more than afew
thousand-that account is monitored by the Jedi Council. New funds would be added asrequired. A
steamcrawler wouldn't be hard to come by, and the Streets were filled with dangerous-looking people
who might bewilling to hireon. | could have done any number of things.

Instead, | drifted with the current of the crowds.
| discovered that | was afraid. Afraid of making another mistake.
It'san unfamiliar feding. Not until Geonogisdid I truly understand that such athing was even possible.

At the Temple, we teach that the only true mistake a Jedi ever makesisto fail to trust the Force. Jedi do
not "figurethingsout" or ""come up with aplan." Such actions are the opposite of what being a Jedl
means. We let the Force flow through us, and ride its currents to peace and justice. Most of Jedi training
involveslearning to trust our ingtincts, our fedings, as opposed to our intellects. A Jedi must learn to
"unthink" agtuation, to "unact": to become an empty vessd for the Force to fill with wisdom and action.
Wefed the truth when we stop andlyzing it. The Force acts through us when we surrender dl effort. A
Jedi does not decide. A Jedi trusts.

To put it another way: we are not trained to think. We are trained to know.
But & Geonos's, our knowing failed usdll.

Haruun Ka has aready taught me that the tragedy of migudgment that was Geonosis was not an isolated
event. It can happen again.

Will happen again.
| don't know how to stop it.

To have come here alone made sense. but it wasintellectua sense, and theintellect isadeceiver. To go
after Depa mysdlf fedsright. but my feelings can no longer be trusted. The shadow on the Force turns
our indincts againgt us.

| didn't know what to do, and | didn't know how to decide what to do.

There were ingtincts, though, that had little to do with Jedi training. It was one of these Mace followed
when he felt aHey, buddy nudge on his shoulder, and looked around to find no one there. The nudge
had come through the Force.

He scanned a sea of faces and heads and steamcrawler smoke. Limp cafe banners dripping in the moist
air. A cart with aragged mange-patched grasser in the traces. The driver flourished an eec-troprod.
"Two creds, anywheresin town. Two creds!” Nearby, a'Y uzzem with acohol- bleared eyes snarled. He



was harnessed to one of the two-wheeled taxicarts. He turned in the traces and snatched a human out of
the seat, holding him overhead in one enormous hand while the other displayed wickedly hooked claws.
Hissnarl trandated: No money? No problem. I'm hungry.

Another nudge- Mace got aglimpse of him thistime. The crowd made one of those smoke-random rifts
that let him see ahundred meters dong the street: adender Korun haf Mace's age or less, darker skin,
wearing the brown close-woven tunic and pants of ajungle ghoshin. Mace caught aquick flash of white
teeth and a hint of startling blue eyes and then the young Korun turned and moved away up the street.

Those gartling eyes-had Mace seen him before? On the Street the night before, maybe: around the time
of theriot.

Mace went after him.
He needed adirection. This one looked promising.

The young Korun clearly wanted him to follow; each time the crowds would close between them and
Mace would lose him, another Force-nudge would draw his eyes.

The crowds had their own pace. The faster Mace tried to move, the more resistance he met: elbows and
shoulders and hips and even one or two old-fashioned straight-arms to the chest, accompanied by
unfriendly assessments of hiswalking manners and offerstofill that particular gap in hiseducation. To
these, he responded with asimple Y ou don't want to fight me." He never bothered to emphasize this
with the Force; the look in his eyes was enough.

One excitable young man didn't say aword, deciding instead to communicate with awild overhand
amed at Mace's nose. Mace gravely inclined his head as though offering a polite bow, and the young
man's fist shattered againgt the frontal bone of Mace's shaven skull. He briefly considered passing along
some friendly advice to the excitable youth about the virtues of patience, nonviolence, and civilized
behavior-or at least amild critique of the fellow's doppy punch-but the agony on hisface as he knelt,
cradling his broken knuckles, put Macein mind of one of Y odal's maxims, that The most powerful
lessons, without words are taught, so he only shrugged apol ogetically and walked on.

The pressure of the crowds brought his pursuit up against the law of diminishing returns. Mace couldn't
gain on the young Korun without attracting even more attention and possibly injuring any number of
insufficiently polite people. Sometimes when the Korun flicked a glance back, Mace thought he might
detect ahint of asmile, but he wastoo far away to read it: was that smile enouraging? Friendly? Merely
polite? Mdicious?

Predatory?

The Korun turned down a narrower, darker street, <till shadowed with the lees of night.

Here the crowds had given way to apair of Y arkoradeeping off their evening's debauchery arminarm,
periloudy closeto apool of vomit, and three or four aging Baawa women who had ventured out to
sweep the walkstones in front of their respective tenement doorways. Their morning rite of mutua griping
broke down as Mace approached. They clutched their brooms possessively, adjusted the kerchiefs that
bound whatever thin hair they may have had |eft, and watched him in slence.

One of them spat near hisfeet as he passed.



Instead of responding, he stopped. Now off the main streets and away from the constant rumble of
voice, foot, and whed, he could hear anew sound in the morning, faint but crisp: athin, sharp hum that
pulsed irregularly, bobbing like acup on alazy sea

Repulsorlift engine. Maybe more than one.

Echoes dong the building-lined street made the sound come from everywhere. But it wasn't getting
louder. And when he got another Force-nudge from Smiley up the street and moved on, it didn't get
fainter, ether.

On the opposite sides of the buildings around, he thought. Pacing me.

Maybe swoops. Maybe speeder bikes. Not alandspeeder: aland-speeder's repul sorlifts hummed a
sngle note. They didn't pulse as the vehicle bobbed.

Thiswas gtarting to comeinto focus.

Hefollowed Smiley through amaze of streets that twisted and forked. Some were loud and thronged;
most were quiet, giving out no more than muttered conversation and the thutter of polymer cycletires,
Rooftops leaned overhead, upper floors reaching for each other, eclipsing the morning into one thin jag of
blue above permanent twilight.

The twigting streets became tangled dleys. One more corner, and Smiley was gone.

Mace found himsdf in atiny, enclosed courtyard maybe five meters square. Nothing within but massive
trash bins overflowing with garbage. Trash chutes veined the blank faces of buildings around; the lowest
windows were ten meters up and webbed with wire. High above on the rim of arooftop, Mace's keen
eyes picked out a scar of cleaner brick: Smiley must have gone fast up arope, and pulled it up behind
him, leaving no way for Maceto follow.

In some languages, a place like thiswas called a dead end.

A perfect placefor atrap.

Macethought, Findly.

He'd begun to wonder if they'd changed their minds.

He stood in the courtyard, his back to the straight length of aley, and opened his mind.

In the Force, they felt like energy fields.

Four spheres of cautious maice layered with anticipated thrill: expecting asuccessful hunt, but taking no
chances. Two hung back at the far mouth of the aley, to provide cover and reserves. The other two

advanced dlently with weapons leveled, going for the point-blank shot.

Mace could fed the aim points of their weapons skittering hotly across his skin like Aridusian lava beetles
under hisclothes.

The repulsorlift hum sharpened and took on adirection: above to ether Side. Speeder bikes, he guessed.
His Force perception ex panded to take them in aswell: he felt the heightened threat of powerful



weapons overhead, and swoops were rarely armed. One rider each. Out of sight over the rims of the
buildings, they circled into position to provide crossing fire.

Thiswas about to get interesting.

Mace fdt only awarm anticipation. After aday of uncertainty and pretense, of holding on to his cover
and offering bribes and letting thugs walk free, he was looking forward to doing alittle straightforward,
uncomplicated buttwhipping.

But then he caught the tone of his own thoughts, and he Sghed.

No Jedi was perfect. All had flaws againgt which they struggled every day. Mace's few persond flaws
werewe | known to every Jedi of his close acquaintance; he made no secret of them. On the contrary: it
was part of Mace's particular grestness that he could freely acknowledge his weaknesses, and was not
afraid to ask for help in dedling with them.

His gpplicableflaw, here: heliked to fight. This, in a Jedi, was especialy dangerous.
And Mace was an especiadly dangerous Jedi.
With rigorous mental discipline, he squashed his anticipation and decided to parley. Taking them out of

attacking might save their lives. And they seemed to be professionals; perhaps he could smply pay for
the information he wanted.

Instead of beating it out of them.

As hereached his decision, the men behind him reached their range. Professionalsindeed: without a
word, they leveled their wegpons, and twin packets of galvenned plasma streaked at his spine.

In even the best-trained human shooter thereis at least a quarter-second delay between the decision to
fire and the squeeze on the trigger. Deep in the Force, Mace could fed their decision even before it was
made: an echo from hisfuture.

Before ther fingers could so much astwitch, he was moving.

By the time the blaster bolts were a quarter of the way there, Mace had whirled, the speed of hisspin
opening hisvest. By the time the bolts were halfway there, the Force had snapped hislightsaber into his
pam. At three-quarters, his blade extended, and when the blaster bolts reached him they met not flesh
and bone but a meter-long continuous cascade of vivid purple energy.

Mace reflexively dapped the bolts back at the shooters-but instead of rebounding from his blade, the
bolts splattered through it and grazed hisribs and burst againgt atrash bin behind him so that it boomed
and bucked and shivered like a cracked bell.

Mace thought: ," might bein trouble after dl.

Before the thought could fully form in hismind, the two shooters (a distant, caculating part of Mace's
brain filed that they were both human) had flipped their weaponsto autoburst. A blinding spray of bolts
filled thedleyway.

Mace threw himsdf sdeways, flipping in theair; abolt clipped his shin, hammering hisleg backward,



turning hisflip into atumble, but he still managed to land in acrouch behind the cover of the aleyway's
inner corner. He glanced at hisleg: the bolt hadn't penetrated his boot |eather.

Stun setting, he thought. Professionds who want medive.

While hewastrying to fed hisway toward what they might try next, he noticed that hisblade cast a
peculiarly paelight. Much too pale.

Even as he crouched there, staring drop-jawed into the paing shaft, it faded, flickered, and winked out.
Hethought: And thistrouble I'min just might be serious.

Hislightsaber was out of charge.

‘That'snot possible," hz snarled. "It's not-" With alurchin hisgut, he got it.

Geptun.

Mace had underestimated him. Corrupt and greedy, yes. Stupid? Obvioudly not.

T JI" Jedi!

A man'svoice, fromthe dley: one of the shooters. "L et's do this the easy way, huh? Nobody hasto get
hurt." If only that were true, Mace thought.

'We got al kinds of stuff out here, Jedi. Not just blasters. We got glop. We got Nytinite. We got stun
nets." But they hadn't used any yet. Mercenaries, Mace decided. Maybe bounty hunters. Not militia
Glop grenades and deep gas were expensive, ablaster bolt cost almost nothing. So they were saving a
few credits.

They were aso giving him time to think. And he was about to make them regret it.

"Y ou want to know what else we got?* Mace could hear his smirk. "Look up, Jedi." Over the roof rims
above, the pair of speeder bikes bobbed upward, visored pilots skylining themsalves against the blue.
Their forward steering vanes scattered mirror flashes of the sunrise across the courtyard floor. Their
underdung blaster cannons bracketed Mace with plasma scorched muzzles. He was completely
exposed to their crossfire-but they weren't firing.

Mace nodded to himself. They wanted him dive. A hit from one of those cannons and they'd have to
pick up hisbody with shovels and amop.

But that didn't mean cannons were usdess. ablast from the lead bike shattered a chest-szed hunk of the
baked-clay wall two meters above him. Chunks and divers pounded him and dashed him and battered
him to the ground.

Hest trickled down his skin, and he smelled blood: he was cut. The rest was too fresh to know how bad
it might be. He scrambled through the rubble and dived behind atrash bin. No help there: the speeder
pilot blasted the bin'sfar sde and it dammed Mace hard enough to knock hiswind out.

Shot. Concussed. Cut. Beattered. Bladdless.



Haruun Ka was pounding him to pieces, and he hadn't been on-world even a standard day.

‘All right!" He reached up and splayed his hands above the trash bin so that the speeder pilots could see.
Helet his decharged lightsaber dangle, thumb through itsbelt ring. "All right: I'm coming out. Don't
shoot." The lead speeder drifted in alittle as he worked hisway out from behind the bin, hands high.

The other speeder hung back for high cover. Mace picked hisway to the alley mouth, took a deep
breath, and stepped out from the corner. The two shooters dowly uncovered: one from behind atrash
bin and the other stepping out from arecessed doorway. The two backups stayed at the corners of the
dley'sfar mouth.

'Y ou're pretty good,” Mace said. "Among the best I've ever seen.” 'Hey, thanks," one answered. From
his voice, this was the one who'd spoken earlier. The leader, then, most likely.

His amile waslessfriendly than histone. He and his partner both carried fold-stock blastersin the crooks
of their ams. The men at the end of the dley had over-under blaster rifles combined with something large
bore: grenade launchers or wide-galvenned riot blasters.

"Coming from a Jedi likeyou, | imaginethat's high praise.” 'Y ou certainly do come prepared.” 'Y up. Let's
have that blaster, en? Nice and easy." Sowly-very dowly-Mace switched his lightsaber to hisleft hand,
inching hisright down toward the Power 5'sbutt. "I wish | could tell you how many timesteamslike
yours have come after me. Not just in aleys. On the street. Caves. Cliffs. Freighter holds. Dry washes.
You nameit." "And now you're caught. Put the blaster on the ground and kick it toward my friend here."
'Airates. Bounty hunters. Tribals. Howlpacks." Mace might have been reminiscing with old friendsashe
complied. "Armed with everything from therma detonatorsto stone axes. And sometimesjust claws and
teeth." The slent one bent down for the Power 5. His blaster's muzzle dropped out of line. Macetook a
sep to hisleft. Now the talker wasin the line of fire from the two behind him.

Mace reached into the Force, and the dleyway crystallized around him: aweb of shearplanes and stress
linesand vectors of motion. It became agemstone with flaws and fracturesthat linked the talker and his
partner, the two shooters at the far end, the speeder bikes and their pilots, the twenty-meter-high
buildingsto either sde- And Mace.

No shatterpoint that he could see would get him out of this.

Doesn't mean | wont, he thought. Just meansit won't be easy. Or certain.

Or even likdly.

He took one deep breath to compose himsdlf.

One breath was dll it took. If the Force should bring death to him here, he was ready.

‘Now thelightsaber," the talker said.

'Y ou are better prepared than most." Mace balanced his lightsaber on his palm. "But like al those others,
you've forgotten the only piece of equipment that would actualy do you any good." 'Y esh? What's that?"
Mace's voice went cold, and his eyes went colder. "An ambulance.” The leader'ssmiletried to turninto a

chuckle, but instead it faded away: Mace'slevel stare was a humor-free zone.

Theleader hefted his blagter. "Thelightsaber. Now." 'Sure." Macetossed it toward him. "Takeit." His



lightsaber tumbled through along arc. In the Force he fet them dl fractiondly relax: the dightest easing of
trigger pressure: the tiniest shift of adrendine-charged concentration. They relaxed because he was now
unarmed.

Because none of them understood what a lightsaber was.

Mace had begun the congtruction of his lightsaber when he was gtill a Padawan. On the day hefirst put
hand to metal, he had dreamed that lightsaber for three years lready: had imagined it so completely that
it existed in hismind, perfect in every detall. Its construction was not creation, but actualization: he took
mentd redity and madeit physicd. Thething of meta and gemstone, of particle beam and power cell,
was only an expression; hisreal lightsaber was the one that existed only in the part of the Force Mace
cdled hismind.

A lightsaber was not a weapon. Wespons might be taken, or destroyed. Weagpons were unitary entities.
Many people even gave them names of their own. Mace would no more give anameto hislightsaber
than he would to his hand. He was not the boy who first imagined its shape, forty-one years before; nor
was hislightsaber identical to that first image in the dreams of anine-year-old boy. With each new stepin
his ever-degpening understanding of the Force and hisplacein it, he had rebuilt hislightsaber. Remadeit.
It had grown dong with him.

Hislightsaber reflected dl he knew. All he believed.
All hewas.

Which waswhy it required no effort, no thought, to seize his lightsaber's tumbling handgrip through the
Forceandfireit likeabullet.

It screamed through the air and its butt took the talker between the eyes with a hollow stone-on-wood
whack. Theimpact flipped him off hisfeet, unconscious or dead before he hit the ground. His hands
gpasmed on the blaster, and it gushed energy. Through the Force Mace nudged the blaster's muzzle to
sweep thetalker's partner and blow him spinning to the ground; Mace guided it farther upward, and
hammering energy chewed an arc of chunks from thewalls before it battered the steering vanes of the
speeder bike above and behind him, smacking it into a spin that kept the pilot too busy hanging on to
even think about firing awegpon.

The over-unders of the two at the dley mouth now coughed, but Mace was aready in motion: he
Force-sprang at adant and met the far wall five meters up, then kicked higher and across to the opposite
wall, up and back again, zigzagging toward the rooftops through astorm of blasterfire.

Belated grenades burst below: spit-white glop spewed acrossthe aley, swirling the purple cloud of
Nytinite anesthetic gas, but Mace was dready well above their effect zone. He sailed up over thelip of
theflat baked-tile roof and there were people up there- The roof was cluttered with hods full of tilesand
pots of liquid permacite and bundled tarpaulins that might have been keeping the winter rains out-but now
had become camouflage for at least two men.

Lying concedl ed benegth the tarps, the men were invisible to the eye but Mace felt them in the Force:
adrendline shivers and the desperate sdlf-contral it took to remain motionless.

Bystanders? Roofers caught in asudden firefight, hiding for their lives? Reservesfor the assault team?

Mace was not certain held liveto find out.



Before he could touch down, the other speeder pilot cut off his path with afountain of blasterfire that
traversed back to intercept him. A shove with the Force dropped him short, but as he made contact with
theroof, the pilot fired an impact-fused grenade at Mace's feet. Mace reached out and the Force
dapped the grenade away from himself and the hidden men, but the cannon's blast stream hammered a
line of shattered tiles and smoking holesin the rooftop straight at them.

S0 he sprang toward it.

An upward thrust with the Force lifted him over the blast stream, and he made his spring into atwisting
dive-rall that brought him to hisfeet with his back to the massive communa chimney that rosefrom the
center of the roof. The chimney shuddered with the impact of cannonfire on itsfar sde. Through the
Force he felt the other speeder bike circling toward an open shot.

Cannon holesin the roof, he thought. Those cannons left shattered gaps big enough to dive through. If he
could drop through one into the building- The chimney was only ameter taler than Mace was. He sprang
to the top. Cannonfire blasted into its baked-clay wall, tracking up toward hislegs. Before he could spot

aroof hole big enough to dive through, the chimney bucked and began to crumble.

He clawed for hisbalance. A man shouted, "Hey, Windu! Happy name-day!" and Mace got a glimpse of
tarpaulins nipping back, and blue eyes and white teeth, and something came tumbling toward him through
the air- 1t was shaped vaguely like a cryoban grenade but when Mace reached into the Forceto dap it
away, he recognized it: itsfed was asfamiliar asthe sound of Y oda's voice,

It was alightsaber.
It was Depals lightsaber.

Instead of dapping it away, Mace drew it toward him-and nixo. ouni through the Force hefdf her, felt
Depaas though she stood at his side and had taken his hand. Its grip smacked into his pam.

In the green flash of Depas blade, the Situation looked different.
Therest of thefight lasted less than five seconds.

The speeder bike above opened fire again and Mace dipped to one side, |etting the Force move the
blade. Blaster bolts ricocheted from the energy fountain and smashed the speeder's power cell, sending it
flipping toward the ground within the dley's end. The blue-eyed Korun- Smiley, the onewho had led him
here-and the other man who had lain beneath the tarp held rapid-fire dugthrowers that they dipped over
the roof rimtofill the dley below with aletha swarm of bullets.

Two more Korunnal popped out of cover on the rooftop across the alley. One had a dugthrower: flame
legpt from its barrel. The other-abig light-skinned Korun girl with reddish hair-stood upright,
wide-legged, amassive Mer-Sonn Thunderbolt tucked into her armpit, showering the dley with howling
packets of galvenned particle beam.

The other pilot didn't like the new odds. he power-dewed his speeder and shrieked away above the
rooftops. Smiley yanked his barrdl around and took aim at the pilot's back-but before he could fire, the
speeder bikeflipped in the air, tumbled out of control, and crashed through the wall of a distant building
at roughly two hundred kilometers an hour.



Smiley waved ahand, and the Korunnai stopped firing.
The sudden silencerang in Mace's ears.

'Wasthat fun or what?' Smiley grinned at Mace, and winked. "Come on, Windu: tell methat didn't warm
your shortsalittle. Mace dropped to the rooftop and angled Depa’s blade to aneutra position. "Who
areyou?' 'I'm the guy who just dipped your jiffies off the roaster. Let'sgo, man. Militiall be here any
minute." The two Korunnai acrossthe dley were dready diding down dender ropes toward the ground.
Smiley and hisfriend hooked grapnels that might have been made of polished brassvine over thelip of the
roof and paid out rope below. Hisfriend dung his dug rifle and dipped over the edge.

Mace scowled toward the column of smoke that now rose from the gaping hole the second speeder bike
had left in the building blocks away. Smiley caught hislook and chuckled. "Lovethat fungus: ate his
fly-by-wire. Saved me ashot.” Mace muttered, "I'm just hoping nobody was home." 'Y eah, think of the
mess." Smiley gave him that big white grin. "Forget about identifying bodies, huh? Better to just hoseit
out." Macelooked at him. "l have afeding,” he said dowly, "that you and | aren't going to be friends.”
'And that's got my heart pumping pondwater, let metell you." Smiley took aropein his handsand
beckoned. " On the double, Windu. What do you want, an invitation? Flowers and abox of candy?' The
cascade of Depas lightsaber highlighted both their faces the color of sunlight in the jungle. "What | want,”
Macetold him, "isfor you to tell mewhat you were doing with this blade.” The lightsaber?' Thebluein
his eyes sparked with manic fire. "That's my credentids,”" he said, and disappeared below the rim.

JUNGLE TO JUNGLE M

ace stood on the roof, staring into the emerald gleam of Depa’s blade. Either sheld given it to Smiley, or
held taken it off her corpse. Mace hoped it was the former.

At leadt, he thought he did.

The Depa he knew-would she lend out her lightsaber? Would she give away part of hersalf?

Something told him it hadn't exactly been a Concordance of Fedlty.

After afew seconds, he released the activation plate. Her blade shrank and vanished, leaving behind only
atang of ionsin the air. He dipped the handgrip into the inner pocket of hisves. It didn't goin easly: the
grip was tacky with athin layer of goo that had an herbaceous scent.

Somekind of plant resin. Sticky, but it didn't come off on his hand.

He shook his head, scowling at his palm. Then he sighed. And shrugged. Perhapsit was time he stopped
expecting things on this planet to make sense.

He leaned out over the roof rim. Four bodies below in the dley, plusthe pilot lying amid the wreckage of
his speeder bikein the d ley. Include the one who'd crashed into the building, and that was dl of them.

Smiley and the Korunnai were swiftly and efficiently looting the deed.
Mace'sjaw tightened. One of the dead-the talker, maybe-had a deep blood-lipped gash from ear to ear.

Someone had cut histhroat.



A sick weight gathered in Mace's chest. Some things did make sense after dl, and the sense this made
turned his ssomach.

The Force gave him no sign of guilt from any of them; perhaps the violence here was so recent that its
echoes washed away any such subtleties. Or perhaps whichever of them had done thisfelt no guilt at al.

And these killers were his best hope-perhaps his only hope-of reaching Depa.

But he could not Smply et this pass.

Another lesson of Y odas came to mind: When al choices seem wrong, choose restraint.
Mace did down the rope.

Smiley nodded him over. "Y ou're amess, you know that? Take that shirt off." He reached down to pull a
medpac off adead man's belt. "Ther€ll be spray bandage in here-" Mace took Smiley's upper arm with
onehand. "You and I," he said, "need to reestablish our relaionship.” 'Hey-ow, huh?' Smiley tried to jerk
free, and discovered that Mace's grip would not suffer by comparison with afreighter's docking claw:

trying just hurt hisarm. "Hey!" 'We got off on thewrong foot,” Mace said. "We're going to make an
adjusment. Do you think we can manage this peacefully?* The other Korunnai looked up from their
looting. They stood, faces darkening as they turned toward Mace and Smiley, shifting grips on their
wespons. Fingers dipped through trigger guards.

‘Bad idea," Mace said. "For everyone concerned.” 'Hey, easy on the arm, huh? 1 might need it again
someday-" Mace's hand tightened. "Tell them what we're doing.” 'Y ou want to lay off the bone-crushing
grip?' Smiley's voice was going thin. Beads of swesat swelled across his upper lip. "What, you like my
arm so much you want to take it home with you?' Thisisnt my bone-crushing grip. Thisismy
don't-do-something-stupid grip." Mace tightened it enough to draw a squesk of pain through Smiley's
lips. "Well graduate to bone- crushing in about ten seconds.” 'Um. when you put it that way.” Tell them
what we're doing.” Smiley twisted his neck to look over his shoulder at the other Korunnai. "Hey, you
kids stand down, huh?" he said weakly. "Were just. uh, reestablishing our reationship.” 'Peacefully.”

'Y eah, peacefully.” The other three Korunnai |et their wegpons dangle from their shoulder dings and went
back to looting the bodies.

Mace released him. Smiley massaged hisarm, looking aggrieved. "What exactly isyour malfunction,
anyway?' 'You didn't leed meinto atrap. Y ou used meto lead them into atrap.” "Hey, Captain Obvious,
news flash: thiswasn't atrap." Mace frowned. "Then what would you cal it?" "It was an ambush.” Smiley
smirked. "What, they don't teach Basic in Jedi school?* 'Do you know," Mace said, "that | didiked you
theinstant we met?" 'Isthat Jedi-speak for thank you so much for saving my lightsaber-waving buitt}
Shee." He shook his head, mock-sad. "So what isit? What's your fuss?' 'l would haveliked," Macetold
him solidly, "to have teken them alive." 'What for?' In Pelek Baw, Mace reflected, that was afair
question. Turn them over to the authorities?

What authorities? Geptun? The cops who ran the strong-arm at the pro-bi showers? He took a deep
breath. "For questioning.” 'Everything needing to know, you?' This came from the big red haired girl with
the Thunderbolt. Shelooked up at Mace, ill crouched beside a corpse. Her accent dripped high
upland. "Arelooking at it, you. Six Baawa scum. Over and done. Never another Korun's home burn.
Never another herd daughter, never another child murder, never another woman-" She didn't finish, but
Mace would read the final word in the smoke of hate that clouded her eyes. He could fed it in the anger
and violation that pulsed from her into the Force. He could more than guess what she had been through;
in the Force, he could feel how it had made her fedl: sick with loathing, so wounded inside her heart that



she could not allow hersdlf tofed at dll.

Hisface softened for an ingtant, but he hardened it again. He knew ingtinctively that she wanted no pity.
Shewas no one'svictim.

If she saw how sorry he fdlt for her, shedd hate him for it.

So, ingtead, he lowered hisvoice, speaking gently and respectfully. "1 see. My question, though: how are
you certain that these men have done such things?' "Balawai, them.” She said it asif she were pitting out
ahunk of rotten mest.

These were the people Depa had sent for him? The sick weight in his chest gathered mass.

He stepped away from Smiley and opened hisfingerstoward hislightsaber, whereit lay besdethe
talker's throat-cut corpse. The decharged grip leapt from the ground to his hand.

‘Ligento me. All of you.” The smple authority in hisvoice drew their eyes and held them. He said, "Y ou
will do no murder whilel amin your company. Do you understand this? If you try, | will stop you. Failing
that." Muscle bunched aong hisjaw, and his knuckles whitened on hislightsaber's handgrip.

Smoldering threat burned the cm from hisdark eyes.

'Falling that," he said through histeeth, "I will avenge your victims." Smiley shook hisheed. "Urn, hello,
huh? Maybe you haven't noticed, but we're at war here.

You getit?' A thinwhigtling in the distance swelled to become ashriek. Other whigtlesjoined in, risingin
pitch and volume both. Sirens: militiaunits on their way. Smiley turned to his companions.

"That'sthe bell, kids. Saddle up." The Korunnal worked faster, stripping the corpses of medpacs, food
sguares, blaster gas cartridges. Credits. Boots.

'You cdl it war," Mace said. "But these were not soldiers.” 'Maybe not. Sure got some nifty gear, though,
don't they?' Smiley picked up one of the over-unders and sighted gppreciatively along itsbarrdl. ™
Verrry nice. How dse are we gonna get stuff like this? It's not like your bloody Republic sends usany.”
Isit worth their lives?' 'Shee. Little judgmenta, aren't we? Didn't we just dip your jiffies off the roaster?
A thanks wouldn't exactly be out of line-" ‘It wasyou," Mace replied grimly, "who put my jiffies onthe
roaster. And you took your time about dipping them off." Though the mockery stayed in histone,
Smiley's eyeswent remote. "1 don't know you, Windu. But | know who you're supposed to be. Shetalks
about you dl thetime. | know what you're supposed to be able to do. If they could have taken you-"

'Y es?' His head flicked a centimeter to the right: a Korun shrug. "I would have let ‘'em. Y ou coming, or
what?' Pelek Baw rolled past the groundcar's tinted windows. The vehicle bumped along on large
toroida balloons made of anative tree resin, and used laminated wooden bow dats as springs.

The driver was locd: amiddle-aged Korun with aweb of cataract across one eye and bad teeth stained
red from chewing raw thyssel bark. Mace and the Korunnal sat behind him in the passenger cabin.

Mace kept his head down, pretending to be engrossed in cobbling together an improvised adapter to
recharge hislightsaber from looted blasterpacks. It didn't require dl that much of his attention; his
lightsaber was designed to be easily rechargeable. In an emer gency, he could even use the Forceto flip
aconceded lock on theingde of its hermetically seded shell, opening a hatch that would dlow him to
manually switch out the power cell. Instead, he laborioudy wired up leads from the blasterpacks and



pretended to study their charge monitors.
Mostly, it was an excuse to keep his head down.

Thefirgt thing the Korunnai did once they were on their way was swiftly and efficiently field- strip the
captured weapons, despite the cramped compartment and the jouncing ride. Mace guessed they must've
had plenty of practice. All exposed parts, they rubbed with chunks of atranducent orange-brown resin
that Smiley said was portaak amber: anatural fungicide that the ULF used to protect their wegpons. This
was the same resin that coated the handgrip of Depas lightsaber.

Smiley passed Mace a chunk. "Better rub up yours, too. And you might consider getting yoursdlf aknife.
Maybe adug pistol. Even with the amber, powered weapons are unreliable here." He told Mace to keep
the chunk, and shrugged off histhanks.

Smiley's name was Nick Rostu. Hed introduced himself in the groundcar while he was spray-bandaging
Mace's cuts and treating his bruises by aliberal use of the stolen-captured- medpac. Macerecdled a
ghosh Rostu that had been loosdly affiliated with ghosh Windu; that Nick had taken the Rostu name
meant he must be nidosh: aclan child, an orphan. Like Mace.

But not much like Mace.

Unlike his companions, Nick spoke Basic without an accent. And he knew hisway around the city.
Probably why he seemed to bein charge. Mace gathered from their conversation that Nick had spent
much of his childhood herein Pelek Baw. After what held seen of the Korun children in thiscity, he
refused to let himself imagine what Nick's childhood must have been like.

Thebig, emotionally ravaged girl they caled Chalk. The other two looked enough alike to be brothers.
The older, whose teeth showed scarlet thyssel stains, was called Lesh. The younger brother, Besh, never
spoke. A knurl of scar joined the corner of hismouth to hisright ear, and hisleft hand was missing itslast
threefingers.

In the groundcar, they spoke to each other in Koruun. Eyes on his lightsaber's handgrip, Mace gave no
sign that he understood most of what they said; his Koruun was rusty-learned thirty-five standard years
before-but serviceable enough, and the Force offered understanding where his memory might fal. Their
chatter was mostly what he would expect from young people after afirefight: amix of Did you seewhen
[-? and Wow, | redly thought | was gonna- while they sorted through the adrenaline-charged chaos of
imegery that wasinevitably the memory of battle.

Chalk glanced at Mace from time to time. What'swith Jedi Rockface? she asked the others generaly. |
don't like him. He looks the same when he's cleaning his wegpons as he did while he was using them.
Makes me nervous.

Nick shrugged at her. Would you be happier if he was like Depa? Count your blessings.

And mind your mouth: she said he spent some time upcountry afew years ago. He might still speak some
Koruun.

Chalk's only response was ableak slent scowl that twisted in Mace's ssomach like aknife.

Like Depa.



He burned to ask what Nick had meant by that-but he wouldn't. He couldn't. He couldn't ask them about
Depa. He was half sick with dread aready, which was no state in which to meet hisformer Padawan and
examine her mental and moral health; he would need as clear and open amind asdl his Jedi training and
discipline could produce. He couldn't risk contaminating his perceptions with expectations or hopes or
fears.

They bounced and swayed through a part of town Mace didn't recognize: atangle of shabby stone
housing blocks that rose from a scree of wood-frame shanties. Though the streets were far less crowded
here-the only foot traffic seemed to be surly, ragged-looking men, and furtive women peering from
doorways or clustered in nervous groups-the groundcar still spent valuable minutes stopped at this corner
and that bend and another angle, waiting in the blare of the steam horn for the way to clear. They'd have
made better timein an airgpeeder, but Mace didn't suggest it; flying, on thisworld, struck him as a chancy
undertaking.

Though he couldn't say for certain that it would be any more chancy than spending more time with these
young Korunnai. They worried him; they had enough Force-touch to be unpredictable, and enough
savagery to be dangeroudy powerful.

And then there was Nick, who was at best marginally sane.

Back in the dley, standing among the corpses with the militia. on the way, Mace had asked where their
trangport was, and why they weren't hurrying to meet it; he didn't want to get caught in another firefight.

'Relax. Neither do they." Nick had smirked at him. "What d'you think those Srens are about? They're
letting us know they're coming." "They don' try to catch you?' 'If they did, they'd haveto fight us." Hed
stroked hislong-barreled dugthrower asthough it were apet. "Think they're gonnado that?" 'l would."

'Y eah, okay. But they're not Jedi.” 'I've noticed.” Severa of the weapons the Korunnai had |eft on the
ground. Besh had picked up Mace's Power 5, frowned at it, then shrugged and tossed it back among the
bodies. Mace had moved to retrieveit, and Nick had told him not to bother.

It'smine-" 'It'sjunk," Nick countered. He picked it up. "Here, look." Hed pointed it at Mace's forehead
and pulled thetrigger.

Mace managed not to flinch. Bardly.
A wisp of greenish smoke had trailed downward from the grip.

Nick had shrugged and tossed the blaster back to the ground. "Fungus got it. Just like that second
speeder bike. Some of those circuits are only nanometers thick; afew spores can eat right through  em.

"That,” Mace had told him, "was not funny.” ‘Not asfunny asif 1'd been wrong, huh?" Nick chuckled.
"What's the matter, Windu? Depa says you got agreat sense of humor.” Through clenched teeth Mace
said, "She must have been joking.” In the car, he looked from one to another of the Korunnai. He could
trust none of them.

Though he felt no mdice from them, held felt none from Geptun, ether. But he did fed knotted around
them a strangling web of anger and fear and pain.

Korunna were Force-users. But they'd never had Jedi training. These radiated darkness: as though they
came from some reversed universe, where light is only ashadow cast by the darkness of the stars. Their
anger and pain beat againgt him in waves that triggered resonance harmonicsin his own heart. Without



knowing it, they called to emotionsthat Mace's lifetime of Jedi training was supposed to have buried.
And those buried emotions were aready girring to answer.
He recognized that he was in danger here. In ways deeper than the merely physical.

Now, sitting in the groundcar, waiting for hislightsaber to recharge, Mace decided that he should get
some things straight with these four young Korunnai. And theréd never be a better time,

'l think well al speak Basic now,” Mace said. "Any being will soon enough tire of listening to
conversation in aforeign tongue." Which was not even alie.

Chalk gave him adark look. "Here, Basicisforeign tongue.” 'Fair enough,” Mace dlowed. "Nonetheless:
when | amin your company, that iswhat we will speak.” 'Shee, pretty free with the orders, aren't we?
No murder, no looting, speak Basic." Nick said. "Who said you'rein charge? And if we don't fed like
doing what we're told? What's it gonna be, Mister There-ls-No-Emotion? Harsh language?’ 'l amin
charge,” Mace said quietly.

Thiswas greeted with around of half-pitying sneers and snorts and shaken heads.

Mace looked at Nick. "Do you doubt my ability to maintain agrip on the Stuation?' 'Oh, very funny,"
Nick said, massaging hisarm.

'l won't bore you with the complexities of chain of command,” Mace said. "I'll stick to facts.

Smplefacts. Straightforward. Easy to understand. Like thisone: Magter Billaba sent you hereto bring
meto her." "Sayswho?" 'If she wanted me dead, you'd have left mein that alley. She wouldn't have sent
you to divert or ditch me. She knows you're not good enough for that.” "Saysyou." Y oure under orders
to ddiver me." 'Depa doesn't exactly give orders,” Nick said. "It'smore like, she just lets you know what
she thinks you should do. And then you do it." Mace shrugged. "Do you intend to disgppoint her?' The
uncertain looks they now exchanged drove that sick knife degper into Mace's gut. They feared her-or
something to do with her-in away that they did not fear him. Nick said, "So?" 'So you need my
cooperation.” Mace checked the meter on the blasterpack: this one was depleted. He pulled the adapter
out of hislightsaber's charge port.

Nick sat forward, adangerous glint sparking in his blue eyes. "Who says we need your cooperation?
Who sayswe can't just pack you up and send you Jedi Free Ddlivery?' Instead of hooking in the next
blasterpack, Mace bal anced the lightsaber's handgrip on hispalm. "I do." Another glance made the
rounds, and Mace felt swift currents ripple the Force back and forth among them. The brothers
blanched. Chalk's knuckles whitened on the Thunderbolt.

Nick's face went perfectly blank. Their hands shifted on their rifles. Mace hefted the lightsaber.

"Reconsder.” He watched each of them mentally calculate the odds of bringing awegpon to bear in the
cramped cabin before he could trigger hisblade. ™Y our chances come in two shapes,” he said.

"Sim, and fat." "Okay." Nick carefully lifted empty hands. "Okay, everybody. Stand down.
Relax, huh? Shee, how twitchy are we, huh? Listen, you need us, too, Windu-" "MasterWWmdu.” Nick

blinked. "Y ou're kidding, right?' 'l worked very hard to gain that title, and I've worked even harder to
deserveit. | prefer that you useit.” 'Urn, yeah. | was saying you need us, too. | mean, you're not from



around here." 'l was born on the north dope of Grandfather's Shoulder.” 'Y eah, okay. Sure. | know:
you're from here. But you're sill not from here. Y ou're from the gdaxy." Nick's hands clutched asthough
he were trying to pull wordsfrom the air. "Depa says-you know what Depa says?' 'Master Billaba"

'Y eah, okay, sure. Whatever. Magter Billabatriesto explainit likethis. It'slike, you livein the galaxy,
y'’know? The other gdaxy." The other galaxy? Mace frowned. "Go on." 'She says. she saysthat you-all
of you, the Jedi, the government, everybody-you'e, like, from the Galaxy of Peace. Y ou're from the
gaaxy whererules are rules, and amost everybody plays dong. Haruun Kal, though, we're awhole
different place, y'’know? It's like the laws of physics are different. Not opposite, not up is down or black
iswhite. Nothing that smple. Just. different. So when you come here, you expect thingsto work acertain
way. But they don't. Because things are different, here. Y ou understand?" 'l understand,” Mace sad
heavily, "that you're not my only option for loca guides. Republic Intelligence set up ateam to take me
up-country-" The looks exchanged among the Korunnai stopped Mace in mid-sentence. ™Y ou know
something about that upcountry team." It wasn't aquestion.

‘Upcountry team,” Nick echoed derisively. "See, thisiswhat I'm talking about. Y ou just don't get it."
'Don't get what?' Some of that manic glitter snuck back into his bright blue eyes. "Who do you think we
left dead in that dley just now?' Mace stared.

Nick showed him those gleaming teeth of his.
Mace looked at Lesh. Lesh spread his hands. His thyssdl-stained smile was apol ogetic.
"Doestdk true, Nick: things are different, here." Besh shrugged, nodding.

Mace looked at Chalk: at her eyes, incongruoudy dark in her fair-skinned face; at the way she cradled
the massive Merr-Sonn Thunderbolt on her lap asthough it were her child.

And many things suddenly fel into place.

It wasyou," he said to her wonderingly. "Y ou shot Phloremirrla Tenk.” The blistering afternoon sun
dissolved the departing groundcar into heatshimmer and dust.

Mace stood in the road and watched it go.

Thisfar from the capita, the road was little more than apair of rutsfilled with crushed rock snaking
through the hills. Green foliage triped its middle: the jungle reclaiming its own from the center out. For
this short patch, the road paralded the slver twist of Grandmother's Tears, ariver of snowmelt from
Grandfather's Shoulder that joined with the Great Downrush afew klicks from Pelek Baw. They were
well above the capital now, on the far Sde of the great mountain.

Nick and the others were dready hiking uphill through an ankle-high litter of bracken and scrub,
wegpons dung acrosstheir shoulders. Theliving wal of the jungle loomed twenty meters above. In the
far distance, Mace could just make out a segmented line of gray blotches: probably tame grassers. The
Badawa government used teams of the great beaststo clear the jungle back from the road.

'Master Windu-" Nick had stopped on the hillside above. He beckoned for Mace to follow, and pointed
at the sky. "Air patrols. We need to make the treeline." But till Mace stood in the road. Still he watched
dust rise and twist in the groundcar's wake.

Nick had said: Y ou're from the Galaxy of Peace.



And: things are different, here.

A deep uneasiness coiled behind hisribs. Were he not a Jedi and immune to such things, hemight call it
superdtitious dread. An unreasoning fear: that he had left the galaxy behind in the groundcar; that
civilization itsalf was bouncing away down the road to Pelek Baw. Leaving him out here.

Out herewith thejungle.
Hecould smdl it.

Perfume of heavy blooms, sap from broken branches, dust from the road, sulfur dioxide rolling down
from active calderae updope on Grandfather's Shoulder. Even the sunlight seemed to carry a scent out
here: hot iron and rot. And Mace himself.

He could smdl himsalf swest.

Sweat trickled the length of hisarms. Sweat beaded on his scalp and trailed down his neck, across his
chest, dong his spine. The tatters of his bloodstained shirt lay somewhere dong the roadway, klicks
behind. Theleather of hisvest clung to his skin, dready showing st rings.

He had begun to sweet before they'd even | eft the groundcar. He had begun to sweat while Nick
explained why Republic-supported partisans under the command of aJedi Master had murdered the
gtation boss of Republic Intelligence.

"Tenk's been playing her own game for years now,” Nick had said. "Upcountry team, my bloody saddle
sores. Y ou, Master Windu, were on your way to aseppie Intel camp in the Gevarno Cluster. It goeslike
this. One: sheturnsyou over to the'team.' Two: the'team' reports an ‘accident in the jungle.” Y our body's
never recovered-because you're getting what's | eft of your brains sucked out in atorture cell somewhere
in Gevarno. Three: Tenk retiresto aresort world in the Confederacy of Independent Systems.” Mace
had been shaken. Too much of it made too much sense. But when he asked what evidence Nick had of
this, the young Korun had only shrugged. "Thisisn't acourt of law, Master Windu. It'sawar." 'So you
murdered her." "You cal it murder." Nick shrugged again. | cdl it dipping your jiffies" 'Off theroagter. |
remember.” "We've been waiting for you for days. Depa-Master Billaba-described you to us and told us
to watch for you at the spaceport, but we had alittle militia trouble and missed you. We didn't pick you
up again until you were coming out of the Washeteriawith Tenk. And we aimost lost you then, too-got a
little hung up in afood riot. Then before we could get to you, you managed to get your Jedi butt stunned
into next year. Fighting a pitched battle with the militia on an open street in Pelek Baw isnot a
high-percentage survivd tactic, if you know what | mean." "Y ou couldn't have just warned me?' 'Sure we
could. Which woulda decloaked usto Tenk and her Balawai pas. Gotten uskilled for nothing. Because
you wouldn't have believed usanyway." 'I'm not sure | believe you now." Mace had turned his lightsaber
over in his pam, feding the unpleasant way the portaak amber gripped his skin. "It'snot lost on methat |
only have your word on this. Everyone who might contradict your story isdead.” Y eah." 'That doesn't
seemto trouble you." 'I'm used to it." Mace frowned. "I don't understand.” "That'swhat war is," Nick
sad. Hisvoice had lost its mocking edge, and sounded amost kind. "It'slike the jungle: by thetimethe
Whatever-1t-Is that's moving through the trees out there is close enough that you can seefor sure what it
is-or whoit isyou're aready dead. So you make your best guess. Sometimes you're right, and you take
out an enemy, or spare an dly.

Sometimes you're wrong. Then you die. Or you haveto live with having killed afriend.” He showed his
teeth, but hissmile had no warmth [eft iniit. " And sometimes you're right and you die anyway. Sometimes
your friend isn't afriend. Y ou never know. Y ou cant know." 'l can. That's part of what being a Jedi is."



Nick's smile had turned knowing. "Okay. Take your pick. We're murderers who must be brought to
justice. Or we're soldiers doing our duty. Either way, who € seis gonnatake you to De-uh, Master
Billaba?' Mace growled, "Thisisnot lost on me, either.” 'So what are you gonnado about it?* Heand
the others watched Mace think it over.

And, in the end, the decision Mace reached surprised none of them. It disappointed only himsaif.

Nick had winked. "Welcome to Haruun Ka." Now the groundcar's dust plume dipped into afold of the
hills, and was gone.

At the green wall above, Besh and Lesh had aready vanished into the canopied shadow.
Chalk and Nick waited for him just below the tree line, crouched in the scrub, watching the sky.
Outlined againgt the green.

Thewadl of jungle was green only on the outside: between the leaves and trunks, among the fronds and
flowers and vines, was shadow s0 thick that from out here under the brilliant sun, it looked entirely black.

Mace thought, It's not too late to change my mind.

He could leave Nick here. Could turn his back on Chalk and Besh and Lesh. Hike along the road, catch
arideinto Pelek Baw, hop a shuttle for the next liner on the Gevarno Loop.

He knew, somehow, that thiswas hislast chance to walk away. That once he crossed the green wall, the
only way out would be through.

He couldn't guess what he might find on the way- Except, possibly, Depa.
. you should never have sent me here. And | should never have come.

It wastoo late to change hismind after al.

Hewasinthejungle dready.

He'd waked into it from the shuttle in the Pelek Baw spaceport. Maybe from the balcony on Geonosis.
Or maybe held been just standing still, and the jungle had grown around him before held noticed.

Welcometo Haruun Kal.

His boots crunched through the husks of bracken as he toiled up the dope. Chalk nodded to him and
vanished through the wall. Nick gave him asmile asif he knew what Mace had been thinking.

‘Better keep up, Master Windu. Another minute, we woulda left you standing there. Y ou want to be
alone out here? | don't think so." Hewas right about that. "'If we should happen to get separated, isthere
alandmark | should make for?' 'Don't worry abouit it. Just keep up.”" '‘But if we do, how will | find you?"
"Y ouwon't." Nick shook his head, smiling into the jungle. "If we get separated, you won't live long
enough to worry about finding us. Y ou get it? Keep up." He waked into the trees and was swallowed by
the green twilight.

Mace nodded to himsdlf, and followed Nick into the shadows without |ooking back.



THE SUMMERTIMEWAR S

inglefilethrough the jungle: Chak picked their path, parting gleamfronds, tipping gripleef trailersaside
with the muzzle of the Thunderbolt. Mace followed perhaps ten meters back, with Nick close behind his
shoulder. Besh and Lesh brought up the rear together, switching positionsfrom time to time, covering
each other.

Mace had to look sharp to keep track of Chalk. Once they were well into the jungle, he could no longer
eadly fed any of the Korunnai in the Force. His gaze had a tendency to dip aside from them, to pass
over them without seeing unless hefirmly directed hiswill: auseful talent in a place where humanswere
just another prey animal.

Occasiondly aForce-pul se as unmistakable as an upraised hand came from one or another of the
Korunnai, and they would dl stop in their tracks. Then seconds or minutes of tillness: listening to
wind-rustle and animd cries, eyes searching among green shadow and greener light, reaching into the
Forcethrough ariot of livesfor-what? Vine cat? Militia patrol ? Stobor? Then awave of relaxation clear
asasigh: somethreat Mace could not see or fedl had passed, and they walked on.

It was even hotter under the trees than in full sunlight. Any relief due to shade was canceled by the damp
smothering stillness of the air. Though Mace heard aconstant ruffle of leaves and branches high above,
the breeze never seemed to reach down through the canopy.

They broke out into agap, and Nick caled ahdt. The jungle canopy layered aroof above them, but the
folds of ground here were clear for dozens of meters around, smooth gray-gold trunks of jungle trees
becoming cathedrd buttresses supporting walls of leaf and vine. Updope, a spring-fed pond brimmed
over into asteamy sulfur-scented stream.

Chalk moved into the middle of the gap, lowered her head, and went entirely still. A Force wave passed
out from her and broke across Mace and thirty-five yearsfell away: for addliciousinstant he was once
more aboy returned to the company of ghosh Windu after alifetimein the Jedi Temple, feding for the
first time the silken warmth of a Korun's Force-call to an akk.

Then it passed, and Mace was again agrown man, again a Jedi Master, tired and worried: frightened for
hisfriend, his Order, and his Republic.

Within minutes a crashing outside the gap heradded the arriva of large beasts, and soon the jungle wall
parted to admit agrasser. It lumbered into the gap on its hind legs, its four anterior limbs occupied with
ripping down greenery and stuffing it into amouth large enough to swallow Mace whole. It chewed
placidly, bovine contentment in al three of itseyes. It turned these eyestoward the humansone a atime:
firs theright, then the | eft, then the crown, assuring itself that none of itsthree eyes spied athredt.

Three more grasserstore their way into the gap. All four were harnessed for riding, the wide saddles
cinched above and below their foreshoulders, exactly as Mace remembered. One wore a dua-saddle
setup, the secondary saddle dung reversed at the beast's mid-shoulder.

All four grassers were thin, smaller than Mace remembered-the largest of them might not have topped six
meters at full stretch-and their gray coats were dull and coarse: afar cry from the deek, glossy
behemoths held ridden al those years ago. Thiswas astroubling as anything he'd yet seen. Had these
Korunna abandoned the Fourth Pillar?



Nick reached up to take the knotted mounting rope of the dual-saddled grasser. "Come on, Master
Windu. You'reriding with me." "Where are your akks?' 'Around. Can't you fed them?' And now Mace
could: aring of predatory wariness outside the green walls: savagery and hunger and devotion tangled
into a semi-sentient knot of Let's-Find-Something-to-Kill.

Nick rope-waked up the flank of the grasser and did into the upper saddle. "Y ou'll see them if you need
to seethem. Let's hope you don't." 'Isit no longer customary to introduce a guest to the akks of the
ghosh?" 'Y ou're not aguest, you're apackage." Nick did abrassvine goad out of its holster beside the
saddle. "Mount up. Let's get out of here.” Without even understanding why he did it, Mace moved away
into the middle of the gap.

One breath compaosed his mind. The next expressed his nature into the Force around him: Jedi serenity
bal ancing buried temper, devotion to peacetipping the sces againgt aguilty pleasurein fighting. Nothing
was hidden, here. Light and dark, pure and corrupt, hope, fear, pride, and humility: he offered up
everything that made him who he was, with afriendly smile, lowered eyes, and hands open a hissides.
Then he sent rippling through the Force the call held been taught thirty-five years before.

And he got an answer.

Slipping through thewalls of the gap: measured tread blending seamlesdy with wind-rustle and flybuzz:
horned reptoid heads questing, lidless ova eyes of gleaming black- "'Windu!" A hissfrom Nick. "Don't
move!" Triangular fangs scissored along each other as jaws that could crush durastedl worked and
chewed. Steaming droal trailed down mouth folds of scaled hide thick enough to stop alightsaber.
Splay-toed feet with shovel-sized claws churned kilos of dirt with every step.

Muscular armored talls aslong as their landspeeder-sized bodies whipped sinuoudy back and forth.
The akk dogs of Haruun Kd.
Three of them.

Nick hissed again. "Back up. Just back up. Straight toward me. Very dowly. Don't show them your
back. They're good dogs, but if you trigger their hunt-kill ingtincts.” The beasts circled, switching tailsthat
could bresk Macein haf. Their eyes, hard-shdlled and lidless, glittered without expresson. Their breaths
al stlank of old mest, and their hides gave off aleathery musk, and for an instant Mace was on the sand in
the Circus Horrificusin the bowels of Nar Shaddaa, surrounded by thousands of screaming spectators,

at the mercy of Gargonn the Hutt- He understood now why he had done this. Why he'd had to.

Becausein that ingtant's vison of along-ago arena, Depawas at hisside.
Wasthat their last mission together? Could it be?
It seemed s0 long ago.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU | had come to Nar Shaddaato track down
exotic-animal smugglers who had sold attack- trained akk dogsto the Red laro terrorists of Lannik-and
Depa had followed me to the Smugglers Moon because she had suspected | might need her help. How
right shewas: even together, we barely survived. It was aterrible fight, against mutated giant akks for the
amusement of the Circus Horrificus patrons- But remembering it in thejungle, | found that my eyesfilled
with tears.



On that day in Nar Shaddaa, she showed me blade work that surpassed my own; she had continued to
grow and study and progressin Vaapad aswell asthe Force.

She made me so very proud.

It had been years since she had passed her Trials of Knighthood; she had long been a Jedi Master, and a
member of the Council; but for that one day, we had again been Mace and Depa, Master and Padawan,
pitting the lethd efficiency of Vagpad againgt the worst the galaxy could throw at us. We fought aswe
had so many times. aperfectly integrated unit, augmenting each other's strengths, countering each other's
weaknesses, and on that day it seemed we should have never done anything else. As Jedi Knights, we
were unbestable. As Magters, members of the Council- What have we won? Anything?

Or havewelost everything?

How isit that our generation cameto be thefirst in athousand years to see our Republic shattered by
war?

'Windu!" Nick urgently hissed Mace back to the present.
Mace lifted his head. Nick stared down at him from three meters above the junglefloor.

"Don't just stand there!™ "All right." Mace lifted his hands, and al three akk dogslay down. A touch of the
Force and aturn of both palms, and the three dogs rolled onto their backs, black tongues|olling to the
S de between razor-sharp teeth. They panted happily, gazing at him with absolute trust.

Nick said something about dipping himsdf in tusker poop.

Mace moved to one dog's head, diding the palm of his hand between the triangle that six vestigia horns
formed on the akk's brow. His other hand he placed just beside the akk's lower lip, so that the creature's
huge tongue could flick Mace's scent into the olfactory pits beside his nogtrils. He moved from oneto the
next, and then to the last; they took his scent, and he took their Force-fed. With the severe formality
such solemn occasions demanded they respectfully learned each other.

Magnificent creatures. So different from the mutant giants that Depa and he had fought in the Circus
Horrificus. In the fetid depths of Nar Shaddaa, Gargonn had taken noble defenders of the herd and
twisted them into vicious daughterers- And Mace could not help but wonder if something on Haruun Kal
might have done the sameto Depa. "All right," he said, to everyone and no one. "I'm ready to go." Every
night, they made a cold camp: no fire, and no need for one. The akkswould keep predators at bay, and
the Korunnai did not mind the darkness. Though militiagunshipsdid not fly at night, acampfire was
aufficiently hotter than the surrounding jungle that it could be detected by satdllite sensors; Nick explained
dryly that you never knew when the Balawai might decide to drop aDOKAW on your head.

He said that the government gtill had an unknown number of DOKAW platformsin orbit; the
De-Orhiting Kinetic Anti-emplacement Wegponswere, basicaly, just missile-sized rods of solid
durasted with rudimentary guidance and control systems, set in orbit around the planet. Chegp to make
and easy to use: asmple command to the DOKAW's thrusters would kick it into the atmosphere on a
courseto strike any fixed-position coordinates.

Not too accurate, but then it didn't have to be: ameteorite strike on demand.

For the Korunnai, campfires were athing of the past.



Many of the nocturnal insects signaed each other with light, making the night sparkle like a crowded
garfield, and the different kinds of glowvineswere mildly phosphorescent in varying colors; they
combined into apae generd illumination not unlike faint moonlight.

The grassersdways dept standing, al six of their legslocked straight, eyes closed, Htill reflexively
chewing.

The Korunnai had bedrolls lashed to their saddles. Mace used awallet tent he kept in aside pocket of
hiskitbag; once he split the pressure sed with histhumbnail, itsinternaly articulated ribs would
automaticaly unfold atransparent skin to make a shelter large enough for two people.

They would st or knedl on the ground, sharing their medl's: once the food squares and candy they'd
looted from the dead men ran out, their meal's became strips of smoked grasser meat and ahard
cave-aged cheese made from raw grasser milk. Their water came from funnd plants, when they could
find them: waxy orange |eaves that wrapped themselvesin awatertight spiral two meters high, trapping
rainwater to keep the plants shallow root system moist. Otherwise, they filled their canteens from warm
streams or bubbling springsthat Chalk occasiondly tasted and pronounced safeto drink; even theionic
autosterilyzer in Mace's canteen couldn't remove the faint rotten-egg taste of sulfur.

After they ate, Lesh would often pull a soft roll of raw thyssel bark from his pack and offer it around.
Nick and Mace dways refused. Chalk might take alittle, Besh alittle more. Lesh would use hisbelt knife
to carve off ahunk the size of three doubled fingers and stuff it into his mouth. Roasted and refined for
sde, thyssel wasamildly stimulating intoxicant, no more harmful than sweet wine; raw, it was potent
enough to cause permanent changesin brain chemistry. A minute of chewing would pop swest across
Lesh'sbrow and give hiseyes aglassy haze, if there was enough vinelight to seeit by.

Mace learned agreat ded about these young Korunnai-and, by implication, about the UL F-during these
nightsin camp. Nick was the leader of thislittle band, but not by any reason of rank. They didn't ssemto
have ranks. Nick led by force of persondity, and by lightning use of hisacid wit, like ajester in control of
aroya court.

Hedidnt talk of himsdf asasoldier, much lessa patriot; he clamed his highest ambition wasto be a
mercenary. He wasn't in thiswar to save theworld for the Korunnai. Hewasin it, heindsted, for the
credits. He congtantly talked about how he was getting ready to "blow this bloody jungle. Out there in the
gdaxy, thereésred creditsto be made." It was clear to Mace, though, that thiswasjust apose: away to
keep his companions at arm's length, away to pretend he didn't redly care.

Mace could see that he cared al too much.

Lesh and Besh werein the war from stark hatred of the Balawai. A couple of years before, Besh had
been kidnapped by jungle prospectors. His missing fingers had been cut off, one a atime, by the
Baawai, to force him to answer questions about the location of a supposed treasure grove of lammas
trees. When he could not answer these questions-in fact, the treasure grove was only amyth-they
assumed he was just stubborn. "'If you won't answer us," one had said, "welll make sure you never
answer anyone else, either.” Besh never spoke because he couldn't. The Balawai had cut out histongue.

He communicated by acombination of Smple signsand an extraordinarily expressive Force projection of
his emotions and attitudes; in many ways, he was the most e oquent of the group.

Chalk proved asurprise to Mace; guessing what he had of what had happened to her, he'd expected that



shewould befighting out of a persona vendetta not unlike Lesh and Besh. On the contrary: even before
joining the ULF, she and some members of her ghosh had hunted down the men who'd molested her-a
five-man sguad of regular militia, and their noncom-and given them the traditional Koran punishment for
such crimes. Thiswas cdled tan pel‘troka, which roughly trandated as"'junglejustice.” The guilty men
were kidnapped, spirited away a hundred kilometers from the nearest settlement, then stripped of
equipment, clothing, food. Everything.

And released.
Naked. Inthejungle.
Very, very few men had ever survived tan pel'trokd. These didnt.

So Chdk did not fight for revenge; in her own words, "Tough girl, me. Big. Strong. Good fighter. Didn't
want to be. Had to be. How | lived through what they did, me. Fought, me.

Never stopped fighting. And lived through it. Now | fight so other girlsdon't haveto fight. Get to be girls,
them. Y ou follow? Only two waysto stop me: kill me, or show me no girlshaveto fight." Mace
understood. No one should have to be that tough.

'l am impressed by how you move through the jungle,” Mace said to her once, in one of these cold
camps. "It's not easy to see you even when | know you're there. Even your grasser is hard to track.” She
grunted, chewing bark. Her dismissive shrug was about as casud as Mace's question.

That is not very.

"That's an interesting way of using-" He dredged from the depths of thirty-five-year-old memory the
Koruun word for the Force. Pelekotan: roughly, "world-power." "-pelekotan. Isthis something you've
always been ableto do?' What Mace wasredly asking-what he was afraid to ask outright: Did Depa
teach you that?

If shewasteaching Jedi skillsto people who weretoo old to learn Jedi discipline. people with no defense
againg the dark side.

'Y ou don't use pelekotan,” Chalk said. "'Pelekotan uses you." Thiswas not a comforting answer.

Mace recalled that the gtrict, literd trandation of the word was "jungle-mind.” He discovered that he
didn't redlly want to think about it. In his head, he kept hearing:." have become the darknessin the jungle.

The grasser's lumbering pace was smooth and soothing; to make better time, it walked on both hind and
midlimbs. Thisput its back a such an angle that Mace's rear-facing saddle et him recline somewhat, his
shoulders resting on the grasser's broad, smooth spine, while Nick rode the foreshoulder saddle, peering
over thetop of its head.

These long, rocking rides through the jungle struck Mace with a deep uneasiness. Facing only backward,
he could never see what was ahead, only what they had already passed; and even that had meanings he
could not penetrate. Much of what he looked at, he could not be wholly sureif it was plant or animal,
poisonous, predatory, harmless, beneficia-perhaps even sentient enough to have amora nature of its
own, good or evil.

He had aqueasy fedling that these rides were symbolic of thewar itsdf, for him. He was backing into it.



Eveninthefull light of day, he had no clue what was coming, and no real understanding of what had
passed. Utterly lost. Darkness would only make it worse.

He hoped he was wrong. Symbols are dippery.
Uncertain.

During the day, he saw the akk dogsin glimpses through the jun gle asthey ranged the rugged terrain
around. They went before and behind, patrolling to guard the others from jungle predators, of which
these jungles hid many that were large enough to kill agrasser. The three akks were bonded to Besh,
Lesh, and Chalk. Nick had no akk of hisown. "Hey, growing up on the streets of Pelek Baw, what
would | do with an akk?What would | feed it, people? Heh, well, actualy, now that | think about it-"

"Y ou could find one now," Mace said. "Y ou have the power; I've fdt it. Y ou could have a Force-bonded
companion likeyour friendsdo.” ‘Are you kidding? I'm too young for that kind of commitment.” ‘Redlly?*
'Shee. Worse than being married." Mace said distantly, "1 wouldn't know." Mace would often get drowsy
from the heat and the grasser's smooth gait. What little deep he got at night was plagued by feverish
dreams, indistinctly menacing and violent. Thefirst morning after held triggered hiswallet tent's autofold
and tucked it back into its hand-sized pocket in hiskitbag, Nick had heard his sigh and saw him rub his

bleary eyes.

'Nobody deepswell out here," held told Mace with adry chuckle. "Y ou'll get used to it." Day travel was
adreamlike flow from jungle gloom to brilliant sun and back again asthey crossed grasser roads: the
winding strips of open meadow left behind by grasser herds asthey ate their way through the jungle.
These were often the only times he'd see Chalk and Besh and Lesh, their grassers, and their akks. Using
the akk dogsto keep in contact, they could spread out for safety.

Open ar wasthe only relief they got from the insects: it was the territory of dozens of species of
lightning-fast insectivorous birds. The dogflies and pinch beetlesand al the varieties of wasp and bee and
hornet stuck mostly to the relative safety of shade. Mace's skin was amass of bites and stings that
required consderable exercise of Jedi discipline to avoid scratching.

The Korunnal occasionaly used juices from acouple of different kinds of crushed leavesto treat
particularly nasty or dangerous stings, but in general they seemed not to really notice them, intheway a
person rarely notices the way boots unnaturaly congtrict toes. They'd had alifetimeto get used toiit.

Though they could have moved faster by following the grasser roads, frequent overflights by militia
gunships made that too risky: Nick informed him that people riding grassers were shot on sight. Every
hour or two, the akks gave warning of gpproaching gunships, their keen ears could pick up the hum of
repulsorlifts from more than akilometer away, despite the jungle's congtant buzz and rustle, whir and
screech, and even the distant thunder of the occasiona minor volcanic eruption.

Mace got enough glimpses of these gunshipsto have an idea of their capabilities. They looked to be
customized versons of ancient Sienar Turbostorms: blastboats retrofitted for atmaospheric close-assault
work. Relatively dow but heavily armored, bristling with cannons and missile launchers, large enough to
transport a platoon of heavy infantry. They seemed to travel in threes. The militias ability to maintain ar
patrols despite the meta -esting fungi and molds was explained by the straw-colored shimmer that hal oed
them asthey flew; each gunship was large enough to carry itsown surgica field generator.

From the height of the brush and young trees on the grasser roads, the most recent onesthey crossed
seemed to be at least two or three standard years old. Mace mentioned thisto Nick.



He grunted grimly. "Y eah. They don't only shoot us, y'’know. When Bdawai gunners get bored, they start
blasting grasser herds. Just for fun. It's been a couple of years since we've been stupid enough to gather
more than four or five grassersin any one place. And even then we have to use akks to keep them
separated enough that they don't make easy targets.” Mace frowned. Without constant contact and
interaction with others of their kind, grassers could become depressed, sick-sometimes even psychotic.
"Thisishow you carefor your herds?' Though he couldn't see Nick'sface, he could hear thelook oniit.
"Got abetter idea?' Beyond winning the war, Mace had to admit he did not.

Something el se bothered him: Nick had said a couple of years-but the war had begun only afew months
before. When he mentioned this, Nick replied with aderisive snort.

"Y our war began afew months ago. Ours has been going since before | was born.” So began Mace's
lesson in the Summertime War.

Nick wasn't sure how it started; he seemed to think it was an inevitable collision of lifestyles.

The Korunnai followed their herds. The herds destroyed the hostile jungle. The destruction of thejungle
made Korun surviva possible: keeping down the drillmites, and the buzzworms and the gripleaf and vine
cats and the million other waysthe jungle had to kill abeing.

The Bdawal, by contrast, harvested the jungle: they needed it intact, to promote the growth of dl the
gpices and woods and exotic plant extractives that were the foundation of Haruun Kd's entire civilized
economy-and grassers were especially partia to thyssel bark and portagk |eaf.

Korun guerrillas had been fighting Baawai militiaunitsin these junglesfor dmogt thirty years.

Nick thought it probably started with some bust-outs-jungle prospectors down on their luck-deciding to
blame their bad luck on Korunnai and their grassers. He guessed these jups got liquored up and decided
to go on agrasser hunt. And he guessed that after they wiped out the herd of some unlucky ghosh, the
men of the ghosh discovered that the Balawai authorities weren't interested in investigating the degths of
mere animals. So the ghosh decided they might go on ahunt themselves. aBdawai hunt.

'Why shouldn't they? They had nothing left to lose," Nick said. "With their herds daughtered, their ghosh
was finished anyway." Sporadic raids had gone back and forth for decades. The Korunna Highland was
abig place. The bloodshed might die down for years at atime, but then a series of provocationsfrom
one side or the other would inevitably spark anew flare-up. Korun children were raised to hate the
Bdawai; Baawai children in the Uplands were raised to shoot Korunnai on sight.

It was avery old-fashioned war, on the Korun side. The metal-eating fungi restricted them mostly to
smpleweapons-usually based on chemica explosives of one kind or another-and living mountsinstead
of vehicles. They couldn't even use comm units, because the Balawai government had geosynchronous
detector satellitesin orbit that could pinpoint comm transmissonsingtantly. They coordinated their
activitiesthrough a system of Force communication that was hardly more sophisticated than smoke
sgnds

By the time Nick was old enough to fight, the Summertime War had become atradition, amost a sport:
late in the spring, when the winter rains were long enough gone that the hills were passable, the more
adventurous young men and women of the Korunnai would band together on their grassersfor their
yearly forays againgt the Bdawai. The Balawai, in turn, would load up their seamcrawlers and grind out
to meet them. Each summer would be afever dream of ambush and counterambush, steamcrawler
sabotage and grasser shooting. A month or so before autumn brought the rains again, everyone would go



home.
To get ready for next year.

Some of Depa's dazzling success was how explained, Mace redized: she didn't haveto creaete aguerrilla
army. She'd found one ready-made.

Blooded and hungry.

"This Clone War of yours? Who cares? Y ou think anybody on Haruun Ka gives a handful of snot who
rules on Coruscant? We kill seppies because they give weapons and suppliesto the Baawai. The
Baawai support the seppies because they get stuff like those gunships. For free, too. They used to have
to buy them and ship ‘em in from Opari. Y ou follow? Thisis our war, Master Windu." Nick shook his
head with amused contempt. ™Y ou guys are just passing through.” 'Y ou make it sound amost like fun.”
'‘Almost?’ Nick grinned down at him. "It's the most fun you can have while you're sober.

And you don't really haveto be al that sober; look a Lesh." 'l admit | don't know alot about war. But |
know it'snot agame.” 'Sureit is. Y ou keep score by body count." ‘That's revolting.”" Nick shrugged.
"Hey, I'velost friends. People who were as much family to me as anyone can be. But if you let the anger
chew you up ingde, you're just gonna do something stupid and get yourself killed. Maybe aong with
other people you care about. And fear isjust as bad: too cautious gets people just as dead astoo bold.”
"Y our answer isto pretend it'sfun?' Nick's grin turned dy. "Y ou don't pretend anything. Y ou haveto let
it be fun. Y ou haveto find the part of yoursdlf thet likesit." "'The Jedi have anamefor that.” "Y eah?"
Mace nodded. "It's called the dark side." Night.

Mace sat cross-legged before hiswallet tent, stitching atear in his pants|eft by abrush with abrassvine.
He had his fake datapad propped against histhigh; its screen provided enough light that he could do the
needlework without drawing blood. Its durasted casing showed black mildew and the beginning of fungdl
scarring, but it had been adapted for the Haruun Kal jungles, and it still worked well enough.

They'd finished their cheese and smoked meat. The Korunnai field-stripped their weapons by touch,
regpplying portaak amber to vulnerable surfaces. They spoke together in low voices: mostly sharing
opinions on the weather and the next day's ride, and whether they might reach Depa's ULF band before
they were intercepted by an air patrol.

When Mace finished patching his pants, he put away the stitcher, and silently watched the Korunnai,
ligening to their conversation. After atime, he picked up the datapad's recording rod and flicked it on,
fiddling with it for amoment to adjust its encryption protocol.

When he had it set to his satisfaction, he brought the recording rod near his mouth and spoke very softly.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU I've read war talesin the Temple archives,
from the early years of the Republic and before.

According to these tales, soldiersin bivouac are supposed to speak endlessly of their parents or their
sweethearts, of the food they would like to eat or wine they wish they were drinking. And of their plans
for after the war. The Korunnai mention none of these things.

For the Korunnai, thereisno "after thewar." Thewar isal thereis. Not one of them is old enough to
remember anything else.



They don't allow themselves even afantasy of peace.

Like that desth hollow we passed today- Deep in thejungle, Nick turned our grasser asde from our line
of march to skirt adeep fold in the ground that was choked with ariot of impossibly lush foliage. | didn't
haveto ask why. A death hollow isalow point where the heavier-than-air toxic gases that roll

downd ope from the vol canoes can pool.

The corpse of ahundred-kilo tusker lay just within itsrim, its snout only ameter below the clear air that
could have saved it. Other corpses littered the ground around it: rot crows and jacunas and other small
scavengers| didn't recognize, lured to their deaths by the jungl€e's false promise of an easy med.

| said something aong these linesto Nick. He laughed and caled me aBdawai fool.

‘Theresno fase promise,” held said. "Thereé'sno promise at dl. Thejungle doesn't promise.

It exigts. That'sal. What killed those little ruskakks wasn't atrap. It wasjust the way thingsare.” Nick
saysthat to talk of the jungle as aperson-to give it the metaphoric aspect of a creature, any
creature-that'saBaawai thing. That's part of what getsthem killed out here.

It'sametaphor that shades the way you think: talk of the jungle as a creature, and you start treating it like
acreature. Y ou start thinking you can outsmart the jungle, or trust it, overpower it or befriend it, deceive
it or bargain with it.

Andthenyoudie.

'Not because the junglekillsyou. Y ou get it? Just becauseitiswhat it is" These are Nick'swords. "The
jungle doesn't do anything. It'sjust aplace. It's aplace where many, many thingslive. and dl of them die.
Fantasizing about it-pretending it's something it's not-isfatdl.

That'syour freelifelesson for theday,” hetold me. "Keep itinmind." 1 will.

| have afeding that hislesson applies equally well to thiswar. But how can | avoid pretending thiswar is
something it'snot? | don't yet know what red war redly is.

Sofar, | have only impressions.

Vast. Unknown, and unknowable. Living darkness. Deadly asthisjungle.

And my guide cannot be trusted.

Day.

Mace stood in auniverse of rain.

Asthough the jungle's trees and ferns and flowers had grown at the foot of atowering waterfal, rain
pounded through leaf and branch with aroar that made conversation possible only in shouts. No
waterproof gear could handlethis; in less than aminute, Mace's clothes had soaked through. He dedlt
with it Korun-style: heignored it. His clothes would dry, and so would he. He was more concerned with

his eyes; he had to shelter them with both handsin order to look up against the rush. Visibility wasonly a
handful of meters.



It was just barely good enough that he could see the corpses.

They hung upside down, elbows bent at a strange angle because their hands were still tied behind them.
Living gripleaves twined around their ankles held them six meters above the jungle floor, low enough to
bring their heads within an easy jJump for avine cat like the one an akk had chased off as Mace and Nick
approached.

Mace counted seven bodies.
Birds and insects had been at them aswell asthe vine cats. They'd been hanging for awhile.

In damp gloom that aternated with thunderous downpours. And metals weren't the only thing that the
locd moldsand fungi fed on. Through the colorlesstattersthat were dl that remained of their clothing, it
wasimpossbleto tel even if they had been men or women. Mace was only moderately certain they had
been human.

He stood beneath them, looking up into the empty eye sockets of the two that still had heads.

'Isthiswhat you felt?" Nick shouted down from the saddle. His grasser reached for the gripleavesthat
held the bodies, and Nick jabbed its forelimb with his brassvine goad. The grasser decided to rip up
some nearby glass-fernsinstead. It never stopped chewing.

Mace nodded. Echoes of these murders howled in the Force around him. He'd been ableto fed it from
hundreds of meters away.

This place stank of the dark side.

'Well, now you've seen it. Nothing for usto do here. Come on, mount up!™ The corpses stared down at
Mace without eyes.

Asking him: What will you do about us?

'Arethey-" Mace's voice was thick; he had to cough it clear, and enough water ran into his mouth that he
passed afew seconds coughing for red. "Arethese Baawal?' 'How should | know?' Mace stepped out
from below the bodies and squinted up at Nick. A blaze of lightning above the canopy haoed the young
Korun'sblack hair with gold. Y ou mean they could have been Korunnai?' 'Sure! What's your point?"
He seemed puzzled that Mace would care one way or the other.

Mace wasn't sure why he cared, either. Or even if he cared. People are people. Dead is dead.

Even if these had happened to be the enemy, nothing could make thisright.

'We should bury them." "We should get out of herel” 'What?' ‘'Mount up! We're leaving." 'If we can't
bury them, at least we can cut them down. Burn them. Something." Mace caught at the mounting rope as
though his merely human strength might hold back the two-ton grasser.

'Sure. Burn'em." Nick sputtered amouthful of the drenching rain down the grasser's flank.

"There'sthat Jedi sense of humor again.” "We can't just leave them for the scavengers!™ 'Sure we can.

Andwewill." Nick leaned down toward him, and on his face was something that might have even been
pity. For Mace, that is. For the dead, he seemed to fedl nothing at all.



'If those are Korunna," Nick shouted, not unkindly, "to give them any kind of decent buria will only light
agiant We-Were-Here ad-vertiscreen for the next band of irregulars or militiapatrol. And give them a
pretty good ideaof when. If those are Bdawai-" He glanced up a them. Everything human left hisface.

Helowered hisvoice, but Mace could read hislips. "If they're Baawai," he muttered, "thisis dready
better than they deserve." Night.

Mace woke from evil dreamswithout opening his eyes.

Hewasn't done.

He didn't need the Force to tell him this. He could smell him. Rank sweet. Drool and raw thyssdl.
Lesh.

Bardy amurmur: "Why here, Windu? 'Y ou come here why?" The wadlet tent was pitch black. Lesh
shouldn't even have known Mace was awake.

'What want here, you? Come to take her away from us, you? Said you would, she." Hisvoice was blurry
with the drug and with a childlike weepy puzzlement, as though he suspected Mace might bresk his
favoritetoy.

'Lesh." Mace pitched his voice degp. Calm. Assured asafather. "Y ou have to leave my tent, Lesh. We
can talk about thisin the morning.” Think you can? Huh? Think you can?" His voice thinned: a shout
strangled to awhisper.

Now Mace smelled machine oil and portaak amber.
Hewas armed.

'Don't understand yet, you. But find out, you will-" Mace reached into the Force. He could fedl him:
crouched by Mace's ankle. Mace's bedroll was pinned beneath his boots.

A less-than-idedl combat position.

'Lesh." Mace added the Force to hisvoice. "Y ou want to leave, now. Well talk in the morning.” "What
morning? Morning for you? Morning for me?* Mace couldn't tell if he was saying morning, or mourning.

Something was gtill strong enough even in Lesh's thyssal-addled mind that he could resst Mace's
Force-pushed order. "Don't know anything, you." His voice went thicker, hitching, asif he wasn't
breathing well. "But teach you, will Kar. What you do, he knows. Teach you, will the akks. Wait, you.
Wait and see.”" Kar? Thered been aKar Vaster mentioned in severa of Depas reports. His name had
come up as aparticularly capable leader of a commando squad, independent or semi- independent;
Mace was unclear on the ULF's command structure. But Lesh breathed the name with a sort of
Superdtitious awe.

And had he said akks? or ax?

'Lesh. You haveto go. Now." Questions notwithstanding, Mace was not so foolish asto engage a
bark-drunk man in conversation.



"Think you know her. Think she's yours. Teach you better. Maybe. Live long enough to learn, you?
Maybe not." That was enough of athresat for aflick of the Force to bring hislightsaber to hishand. The
szzling flare of its blade cast purple-fringed shadows. But Lesh was not attacking.

He hadn't moved. Hisrifle was tucked crosswiseinto hislap.
Tears streamed down hisface.

That wasthe blur in hisvoice. That wasthethick hitch.
Hewascrying. Slently.

'Lesh," Mace began in astonishment, "what's the ma" He stopped himself because Lesh was il
bark-drunk, and Mace was gill not afoal. Instead, he offered a hand towel from hiskitbag. "Here. Wipe
your face." Lesh took it and smeared the streaks below his eyes. He stared down at the towel and
knotted it between hisfists. "Windu-" 'No." Mace held out his hand for the towd. "WEell tak in the
morning. After you sober up." Lesh nodded and sniffled againgt the back of hisfist. With onelast
beseeching look at Mace, he was gone.

The night rolled on, dow and deepless. Meditation offered less rest than deep would, but no dreams.
Not abad bargain.

In the morning, when he asked Lesh if he ill wanted to talk, Lesh pretended he didn't know what Mace
meant. Mace watched his back as he walked away, and aflash of Force intuition took him and shook
him and he knew: By nightfall, Lesh would be deed.

Day.
The akks Force yammer was amost painful. They'd given thiscall often enough that Mace knew it now.
Gunships. More than one.

Mace could fed that Nick wasworried. In the Force, dry-ice tension rolled off him. It was starting to
affect Mace, too: breathing it in off Nick tied knotsin Mace's somach.

Air patrols had been dogging them al day long. Spird routes and quarter-cutting: search pattern. It
wasn't safe to assume they were looking for anything but the four Korunnai and Mace.

Tengon twisted those knotsin Mace's guts. How could peoplelive their lives under thiskind of pressure?

'Bad luck," Nick muttered under his breath. "Bad, bad luck." They were exposed in anotch pass through
arazorback ridge: some long-ago groundquake had knocked agap here. A broad fan of scrub-clutched
scree made the ramp they'd climbed up to the pass. They'd been picking their way through ajumble of
boulders afew dozen meterswide, akks ranging before and behind; the sides of the gap were towering
diff faces hung with flowering vines and epiphytic trees that clung to the rock with root-fingered grips.
The spine of the ridge was shrouded in low clouds. Only two or three hundred meters away, the dope on
thefar sdeled down into dark jungle beyond. They might be able to reach the trees before the air patrol
overflew them- But Nick reined in their grasser. "Leshisintrouble." Mace didn't haveto ask how he
knew: these young folk shared abond amost as profound as the one they had with their akks.



Mace thought of his Force-flash from the morning. He said, "Go." Nick wheeled the grasser and they
gdloped back through the notch. From Mace's rear- facing saddle, he watched Chalk overtaking them
on her way back from her position on point.

Her grasser wasthe fastest of the four, and it carried only half the load of Nick's.

Asthey cleared the crest of the pass, Mace used the Force to lift himsalf up so that he could stand on the
saddle facing forward, his hands on Nick's back, leaning to see past his shoulder.

On the descending curve of the pass, someone was down. An akk dog nosed him nervoudly.

Lesh. Hisgrasser stood placidly adozen meters away, ripping small trees from the dliff wall tofill its
ever-chewing maw. Besh got there first; he swung down from his grasser and sprinted to his brother's
sde

'Get up!" Nick shouted. "Mount up and move!" Nick gestured, and in the Force Macefdt atug as
though an unseen hand had taken hold of hisline of Sght and dragged it out toward the jungle below: a
pair of matte-dull specks of metal skimmed the canopy, trailing a shock wake of roiling leaves.

Gunships. Coming straight for the notch.

'Might not have seen usyet," Nick muttered to himself. "Might just be checking the pass-" "They've seen
us." Nick looked down at Mace past his shoulder. "How do you know?" 'Because they travel in threes.”
Hislast word was swallowed by howls of repulsorlifts and snarling turbojets that brought agunship
dewing into the gap from the other sde of the ridge. Mace expected it to swoop in for astrafing run, but
instead it hovered, cycling itsturbojets. "What are they doing?' Nick scowled back at the gunship.

"Y ou've heard the expression, We're cooked? 'Yes." Ventra bays swung open in the gunship's belly,
and nozzles shaped like a chemical rocket's reaction chamber deployed in awide-angled array. They
belched jets of flamethat hit the ground and splashed and ran like rivers of fire, coating rocks and filling
crevices. In just over a second the whole end of the pass had become an inferno so intense Mace had to
shied hisface with hisarm. The gunship swept toward them, burying thegap infire.

'Inthiscase" Nick said grimly, "it'snot just an expresson." BLOOD FEVER T
he gunship bore down on them, riding atowering fan of flame.

The grasser unleashed an earsplitting honk and threw itsdf into ashockingly fast sprint, bounding from
rock to rock, bucking and twigting in the air. Nick unleashed an equaly earsplitting stream of profanity as
he wrapped his arms around its neck to hang on. Its forebody whipped back and forth, and all four of its
amswindmilled in panic.

Mace gathered himsdlf, feding the flow of the Force, Ietting hismind link the path of the bucking grasser
to thejets of the gunship's flame projectors. Asthe gunship sailed overhead, Mace stiffened his hand into
ablade and jabbed the grasser in the nerve plexus below its midshoul der.

The grasser blared ayep like the horn of an air taxi in heavy traffic and legpt five meters sdeways-into
the gap between the fringes of two flame streams, so that they roared around Nick and Mace, only afew
splashesigniting patches of fur on the grasser'slegs. Mace gestured, and the Force pushed air away from
the burning fur, snuffing it within abubble of vacuum.



The gunship thundered past, gouts of flame clawing toward Chalk. She dipped around to the chest of her
grasser, and it cradled her initsfordimbs asit ran, shidding her with its body.

Nick's curses strangled to coughs on the thick black petrochemical smoke.

The smoke burned Mace's eyes like acid, blinding him with tears. He used the Force to nail himsdlf to the
saddle, then by fed he flipped open the stolen medpac that hung from Nick's belt, and let the Force tell
him which spray hypo to use. Hejabbed it into Nick's back besde his spine, then triggered it againgt his
own chest.

Nick twisted at the sting. "What thera™-?" 'Gas binder," Mace said. Intended for emergency use during
fires on shipboard, the gas binder sdlectively scrubbed a user's bloodstream of avariety of toxins, from
carbon monoxide to hydrogen cyanide. "Not as good as a breath mask, but it'll keep us consciousfor a
few minutes" "We get to be wide awake while we burn to desth? Great! How can | ever thank you?'
The gunship hedled over asit dewed into acurve that would bring it around for another run.

Flame raked the haunches of Chalk's grasser, and itswhole flank caught fire. It screamed and threw up
itshands asit pitched forward, thrashing on the burning rocks, sending Chak tumbling hard into a
boulder. Her Force-bonded akk, Galthra, bounded from crag to crag, howling fury, clawing at the air as
though she wanted to reach up and drag the gunship down on top of her.

Macefelt no fear from her: akks were bred on the dopes of active volcanoes, and their armored hide
was tough enough to stop alightsaber.

The gunship rounded its turn and streaked back toward Mace and Nick.

Mace reached deeper into the Force, opening himsalf, seeking a shatterpoint. Thefluid Stuation inthe
notch pass gdlled, then splintered into crystal: grassers and akks and people and gunships became nodes
of gtress, vectors of intersecting energy joined by flaws and fault lines.

Macesmouth setinagrim dit.
He saw one bare chance.

The gunship could pass above them and rainfire dl day long; no lightsaber was going to deflect awash of
flame-fuel. But: if the militiain the gunship wanted to take out the akks aswell.

The gunship's aft launchers coughed and concussion missiles streaked back down the pass toward Besh
and Lesh. The shock of explosions made the inferno around Mace and Nick whip and jump and spit,
and was answered by smaller detonations on al sides, as heat-stressed stone began to shatter. Red-hot
shards of haf-molten rock dashed through the flames. Wherever they landed they stuck, szzling. Mace's
vest smoldered, and Nick was kept too busy smacking flames off histunic and pants to even remember
to curse,

Mace used the Force to unclip the grenade pack Nick had taken off the mercenariesin Pelek Baw, then
he snatched the captured over-under out of its scabbard on the grassers harness.

Nick twisted again, eyeswild, bardly hanging on. "What are you doing now?" 'Jump.” "What-?' With a
surge of the Force Mace yanked him out of the saddle an instant before amissile took their grasser full in
the chest. The explosion blasted them tumbling through the air in acloud of vaporized flesh and bone.



Through the Force Mace felt Nick's consciousness fuzz from the shock wave; he turned histumbleinto a
forward flip that landed him on his feet among the rocks. The Force whipped the over-under's ding up
hisarm to his shoulder to free his hands, then caught Nick'slimp body and ddlivered him lightly to Mace's
ams.

Nick looked up at him with eyesthat didn't quite focus. "Wha-? Wha happen-?' 'Stay here," Mace said.
He tucked Nick into a gap between two house-sized boulders; their mass would take along timeto heat,
evenintheraging inferno. Meanwhilethey'd offer shelter from thefire.

'‘Areyou crazy?' Nick asked blurrily. "Y ou know what kind of firepower those ruskakks pack?' "'Two
Taim and Bak dual KX-Four ball turrets, port and starboard,” Mace said absently as he crouched
behind the rock, dapping a Nytinite grenade into the over-under while he waited for the gunship to finish
its sweep. "Twin fixed-position Krupx MG-Three mini missile tubes fore and &ft, abelly-mounted
Merr-Sonn Sunfire One Thousand flame projector-" 'And their armor!™ Nick said. His eyeswere only
now starting to clear. "What do we have that can punch through that armor?* 'Nothing." 'So what exactly
do you think you're gonnado?' Mace said, "Win." The gunship hurtled past. In the bare second that
Mace wasin the gunners blind zone he stood up and launched a Nytinite grenade in ahigh arc. Inthe
Force hefdt its path; asit overtook the gunship, only the subtlest of nudges was required to loop it
directly in front of the gunship's starboard turbojet intake, which promptly sucked it in like a snapfish
taking a bottle bug.

Meta screamed. Nytinite grenades didn't actualy detonate; they were canistersthat released jets of gas.
That this one was agrenade was not pertinent. What was pertinent was that a haf- kilo chunk of
durasted had been sucked into turbojet fans that were rotating at roughly one bazillion rpm.

In round numbers.

A wash of purple gusted out the exhaust, followed by white-hot chunks of the turbojet'sinternd fans.
More superheated chunks ripped through the turbgjet's housing, and the whole engine blasted itsdlf to
shards, sending the gunship dewing wildly sdewaysto bounce off the face of the cliff wall.

Mace looked down at Nick. "Any questions?' Nick appeared to bein danger of choking on hisown
tongue.

Mace said, "Excuse me," and was gone.

The Force launched him over the rocks like atorpedo. He stayed low, blasting through flamestoo fast to
get burned, skimming the dag beneath; kicking off from one boulder to another, he ricocheted acrossthe
pass toward Chalk and her aak, Galthra.

The two gunships approaching from below swooped up toward the gap. Besh's grasser was down,
kicking, on fire, and screaming. Lesh'swas dready just a pile of ragged meat. A missiletook one of their
akksin theflank; though akk hideis nearly impenetrable, the hydraulic shock of the missile's detonation
made abloody hash of itsinterna organs. The akk staggered into the rocks before it fell. Besh dragged
his brother through the flamesinto cover behind its massive armored body. The akk's body bucked and
jounced as round after round of cannonfire dammed into it, making it twitch asthough till dive.

Behind Mace, the pilot of thefirst gunship findly recovered control, shutting down the port turbojet and
bringing the craft around on repulsorlifts lone. Mace could fed Chalk recovering consciousness among
the burning rocks, but he didn't have time to do anything for her right now. Instead, he followed the drift
of her awakening mind into the Force-bond she shared with Galthra. One second was enough for Mace



to sound the depths of that bond: he took its full measure.
Then hejust took it.

Galthra's bond with Chalk was deep and strong, but it was afunction of the Force, and Mace was a Jedi
Master. Until he released the akk, Galthra's bond would be with him.

Mace hurled himsdif flipping through the air as Galthra sprang down to meet him. She hit the ground
aready gathered for her next legp and Mace finished hisflip to land standing on her back. She was not
trained to carry arider in battle, but the flow of the Force through their bond madethem asingle
cresture. Mace wedged his left foot behind her cowl spines and she sprang out into the pass, bounding a
jagged path through the inferno of flame and burgting stone.

Crouching low to take some cover from Gathras massive skull, Mace dipped a grenade from the pack
into the over-under's launcher, then dung the weapon without firing. Behind him, he fdt the forward
missile ports of the damaged gunship cycle open.

Mace murmured, "Right on time." He and Gathrareached the crest of the pass. The two gunshipsin
front of him roared up the dope. The one behind launched a concussion missile a Galthras back.

In the shaved semisecond after launch, that eyeblink when the missle seemed to hang in the air asthough
gathering itsdlf for thefull ignition of its main engine and the multiple dozens of standard gravities of
accderation it would pull initslightning flight, the Force-bond between Mace and Gathra pulsed and the
great akk made asudden lesp to the | eft.

The missile screamed past so close that its exhaust scorched Mace's scalp.

And one little nudge in the Force-hardly more than an affectionate chuck under the chin- tipped its
diamond-shaped warhead up a centimeter or two, dtering its angle of attack just enough that the missile
skimmed the crest of the passinstead of impacting on the burning ground. It sireaked on, punching black
smoke into turbulence vortices that trailed itstail fins, until the lead gunship swooped up thefar side of the
pass and took the missileright up its nose.

A huge whitefireball knocked it rearing back like a startled grasser, and black smoke poured from the
twisted gap blown in its nose armor. Its turbojets roared, and smoke whipped from its screaming
repulsorlifts asits pilot fought for control. The third gun-ship dewed, yawing wildly asit reversed thrust
and dived to avoid ramming the other's rear end.

Mace and Gdthraraced straight toward them.

Asthey passed the shuddering hulk of Chalk's grasser, Mace reached for the Thunderbolt. It flipped
from the ground into hisarms, its power pack nestling between hisfeet. He cradled the massive wegpon
at hiship, angled the barrd at the third gunship, and held down the trigger.

Mace surfed through the flames and black stinging smoke, over the dag of melting rock, through the
thunder and shrapnel shrieks of bursting stone on the back of three-quarters of ametric ton of armored
predator, firing from the hip, hammering out afountain of packeted energy that ripped itsway up the Sde
of the gunship. The Thunderbolt didn't have the punch to penetrate the gunship's heavy armor plating, but
that didn't matter; the roaring repeater was merely Mace's calling card, Gathra shot down the dope
beneath the gunships and Mace turned to face them, riding backward, spraying the air with blaster-fire
until the Thunderbolt overheated and coughed sparks and Mace cast it aside. The third gunship fired a



pair of missiles, but Mace could fed their point of aim before they squeezed the triggers, and Gathrawas
so fast in response to his Force commands that neither of the missiles came close enough for its
detonation to have so much as mussed his hair.

If he'd had any.

Now the gunship's side-mounted laser turrets rotated to track them, and through the Force Mace felt
their targeting computers lock on. The two damaged ships reached firing position, and they aso locked
on. They were coordinating their fire: he could not hope to dodge. So he didn't bother. He brought
Gdthrato ahdt beneath him.

He stood motionless, empty-handed, waiting for them to open fire.
Waiting to give them a brief tutorial on the art of Vagpad.

Their cannons belched energy and Mace threw himsdlf into the Force, releasing dl but hisintention. It
was no longer Mace Windu who acted: the Force acted through him. Depa's lightsaber snapped into his
left hand while his own flipped into hisright. The green cascade was ajungle-echo of the purple asthey
both met clawing chains of red.

On Sargpin, aVagpad was anotoriousy dangerous predator, powerful and rapacious. It attacked with
itsblindingly fast tentacles. Most had at |least seven. It was not uncommon for them to have asmany as
twelve. The largest ever killed had twenty-one. The thing about a V aapad was that you never knew how
many tentaclesit had until it was dead: they moved too fast to count. Almost too fast to see.

So did Mace's.

Energy sprayed around him, but only splatters of it grazed him here and there; the rest went back at the
gunship. Though the Thunderbolt hadn't the power to penetrate their heavy armor, aTaim 8c Bak laser
cannon isawhole different animal.

Ten boltsreached his blades. Two apiece went back at the dam aged ships, bursting against their armor
and knocking them redling to break their target lock. The other six hammered the cockpit of the third
gunship, blasting agaping holeinitstransparisted viewport.

Mace dropped the lightsabers, swung the over-under forward on its ding, and fired from the hip. It
bel ched a single grenade that the Force guided right through that hole into the cockpit.

The grenade made a dull, wet-sounding whump inside the gunship. A fountain of white goo splashed out
thehole.

Mace grunted to himsdlf; he thought he'd loaded Nytinite.

Then he shrugged: Eh. Same difference.

One of the forward turbojets sucked strings of hardening glop through itsintake, squeded, and chewed
itsdlf to shrapnd. The gun-ship lurched wildly; with the crew glued fast in the grenade's glop, therewas
nothing they could do except watch in horror as their ship careened into the face of the ridge and
detonated in an impressive explosion that splashed flame three hundred meters down the dope.

Mace thought, And now, for my next trick.



He released the over-under and extended his hands and both lightsabers hurtled back to his grip- But the
two damaged gunships had pedled off and were aready limping away into the smoke-stained sky.

He watched them go, frowning.

Hefdt oddly distressed.

Unhappy.

This had been. strange. Uncomfortable.
Hisrigorous self-honesty wouldn't dlow him to deny the actual word that described the fedling.
It had been unsatisfying.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU I don't know how long | stood there,
frowning into the sky. Eventudly, | recovered enough of my equanimity to dide off Gathra's back and
release my hold on her Force-bond. She bounded off, searching for Chalk updope among the burning
rocks.

Nick came stumbling down the dope, picking hisway through the dying flames, avoiding the half-dagged
rocksthat till glowed adull red. He seemed most impressed by the fight.

Adrendinedrunk and childishly giggly, he seemed delirioudy happy, bubbling over with jittery
enthusiasm. | don't recall much of what he said beyond some nonsense about me being a"walking
one-man war machine." Something like that. I'm not sure the word he used was walking.

Most of what he said waslost in the roar that lived insde my head: ahurricane-whirl of the thunder of my
heart, echoes of the battle's explosions, and the tidal surge of the Force itsdlf.

When he reached me, | saw that he was wounded: blood washed down hisface and neck from adeep
gash dong the side of his head-probably a graze from arock splinter. But he just kept on about how hed
never seen anything like me until | sopped him with ahand on hisarm.

"You're bleeding,” | told him, but that dark gleam in his bright blue eyes never wavered. He kept going on
about "Alone againgt three gun-ships. Three. Alone." | told him that | hadn't been alone. | quoted Y oda:"
'My aly isthe Force™ He didn't seem to understand, so | explained: "I had them outnumbered.” What
happened next | remember vividly, no matter how much | wish | could wipeit from my mind. | couldn't
tear my eyesfrom the two damaged gunships that by then were mere specks of durasted soaring into the
limitlesssky.

Nick followed my gaze, and said, "Y eah, | know how you fed. Shame you couldn't roast al three, huh?”
'How | fed?" | rounded on him. "How ,’ fed?" | had a sudden urge to punch him: an urge so powerful the
effort to restrain it left me gasping.

| wanted-1 needed-to punch him. To punch him inthe face. To fed my fist shatter hisjaw.

To make him shut up.

To make him not look at me.



The understanding in his voice-the knowledge in his cold blue eyes- | wanted to hit him because he was
right. He did know how | felt.

It was an ugly shock.

Ashe said: I'd wanted to destroy those other gunships, too. | wanted to rip them out of the sky and
watch them burn. No thought of the lives|'d dready taken in thefirst gunship. No thought of the livesl
would take in the other two. In the Force, | reached out toward the burning wreckage on the ridge face

above, searching among the flames; for what, | can't say.

I'd like to think | wasfedling for survivors. Checking to seeif there were any people, merely wounded,
who might be saved from the wreckage. But | cannot honestly say that istrue.

| might have just wanted to fedl them burn.

| aso cannot honestly say I'm sorry for the way the fight turned ouit.

Though | took their livesin saf-defense, and the defense of others, neither | nor those | defended are
innocents. | cannot honestly claim that my Korun companions are any more deserving of life than were
the people in the gunship. What | did in the pass, | cannot call my duty asa Jedi.

What | did there had nothing to do with peace.

Onemight call it an accident of war: it happened that this small band of murderous guerrillas
accompanied a Jedi Master, and so the spouses and children of agunship crew have suffered ahorrible
loss. One might call it an accident of war. even | might cal it that- If it had been anything resembling an
accident.

If I hadn't been trying to bring that ship down. If | hadn't felt the fever in my blood: blood fever.
Thelust for victory. Towin, & any cost.

Blood fever.

| fed it even now.

It's not overpowering; | haven't fallen that far. Y et. It's more apreference. An expectation.

An anticipation that has been disappointed.

Thisisbad. Not theworst it can be, but bad enough.

| have long known that | am in danger here. But only now am | beginning to understand how dark and
near that danger is; | never guessed how close Haruun Kal has aready brought meto that fatal brink.

It isasde effect of the Forceimmersion of Vagpad. My style grants great power, but at aterriblerisk.
Blood fever isadisease that can kill anyone it touches. To use Vagpad, you must alow yoursdf to enjoy
thefight. Y ou give yoursdf to thethrill of battle. The rush of winning.

Thisiswhy so few students even attempt the style.



Vaapad isapath that |eads through the penumbra of the dark side.

Hereinthejungle, that shadow fringeis unexpectedly shalow. Full night isonly astep away.
| must be very, very careful here.

Or I may come to understand what's happened to Depaal too well.

Mace lowered hishead. The dectric Szzle of combat drained from hislimbs, leaving them heavy and
hurting: he had avariety of superficid burnsfrom plasma splatter and splinters of haf- molten rock.

He made himself look back up the dope into the pass, through the dying flames and the black twists of
fading smoke. In the pass above were dead akks, dead or wounded grassers, and Chalk and Besh and
Lesh.

Herecdled his Force-flash of thismorning.

‘Come on, settledown,” hetold Nick. It was astonishing how tired he'd suddenly become. "1 think we
have casudties." They worked their way up the ramp of scree. Above, Chalk limped over to her
wounded grasser and shook her head: it had been terribly burned. One whole flank was only a mass of
char. She walked back up the six-meter length of its body, dropped to one knee, and stroked its head. It
made afaint honk of pain and distress, and nuzzled her hand as Chalk drew her dug pistol and shot it just
below its crown eye.

The pistol's single sharp pop echoed from the cliff wallsthat bound the notch. To Mace, it sounded like a
punctuation mark: a period for the end of the battle. The echoes made it into sardonic applause.

Besh and Lesh still huddled in the shadow of the dead akk. With the akk on one side and ahuge crag on
the other to shelter them from the flames, Mace thought they might have made it through.

Chalk got there before Nick and Mace. All the way down from the L

corpse of her grasser, her eyes stayed |ocked on where the brothers must have been, and from her face
Mace could tell that what she saw was bad. She glanced over at Nick as he and Mace came up, and she
gave that same dow expressionless shake of the head.

Besh sat on the ground by the dead akk's head. Hugging his knees. Rocking back and forth.

Scattered on the ground around him were contents of a standard medpac: hand scanner, spray hypos
and bandages, bone stabilizers. He didn't seem to beinjured, but he was pae as a dead man, and his
eyeswere round and blankly staring.

Leshwasin convulsons.

Hisface had twisted into arigid mask, ablind gape at the empty afternoon sky. He bucked and writhed,
hands clutching spagticdly, hedls drumming the rocks. Mace'sfirgt thought was head wound-shrapnel or
rock splintersin the skull could trigger such seizures-and he couldn't understand why Nick and Chalk and
his own brother just stood as though they were helplessto do anything but watch him suffer. Dropping to
aknee, Mace reached for the medpac scanner. Chalk said, "Leaveit." Macelooked up at her. She gave
him the head shake. "Dead dready." Mace picked up the scanner anyway, and did the medpac cover



open to activate the display. The readout said Lesh wasn't wounded.
Hewasinfected.

Unidentified bloodborne parasites had collected in his centra nervous system. They had now entered a
new stageintheir lifecycle.

They were egting hisbrain.

The previous night in the wallet tent made sense to Mace now: Lesh must have been sick with these
parasites dready. And Mace had thought it was nothing but stress and thyssdl intoxication.

'Fever wasps,” Nick said hoarsdly. He was dmost as pae as Besh. He could face violent death with a
wink and asarcastic one-liner, but this had his face shining with pale swesat. He stank of fear. "No telling
when he might have been stung. Thyssdl chewers go faster. The larvee like the bark. When they hatch-"
He swallowed and his eyeswent thin. He had to look away.

"They'll hatch from hisskull. Through hisskull. Like an, an, an eggshdll.” The pure uncomplicated horror
on hisface told Mace thiswouldn't be the first time held seen it happen.

Mace set the medpac on a cool spot by the dead akk. "It says here he can still be saved.” It took only a
second to charge aspray hypo with thanatizine. "We can put him in suspended animation. Slow down
the. wasp larvae. until we can get him to Pelek Baw and afull hospitd. Evenif he'sidentified-" Besh
looked up at him, and shook his head in amute No.

Mace brushed past him and kndlt at Lesh's Sde. "We can save him, Besh. Maybe it'll mean giving him up
to themilitia, but at least helll be dive," Besh caught Mace's arm. His eyes were raw, spidered with
blood. Again, he shook his head.

'Master Windu." Nick picked up the medpac case and glanced at the readout. "L esh isway more
advanced than thisthing says." 'Medpac scanners are extremdly rdiable. | can't imagineit'swrong.” 'It's
not wrong," Nick said softly. He turned the case so that Mace could check the screen again. "These
aren't Lesh'sreadings.” "What?' Besh, looking at the ground, touched his own chest with thetips of his
fingers, then sagged; he seemed to crumple in on himself, breeth leaving him dong with hope and fear.
His Force aura shaded into black despair.

Mace looked from Besh to Nick and back again, and then at Lesh spasming on the rocks, and then at
the spray hypo il clutched nervelesdy in his hand. Not because the jungle killsyou, Nick had said. Just
becauseitiswhat itis.

Nick retrieved the medpac's scanner and waved it near Mace's head. "Y ou're okay,” he said thinly,
licking pale sweset from his upper lip. "No sgn of infestation.” He turned to Chalk, frowning down at the
medpac's readout.

His shoulders dumped and his hand started to shake.

He had no words, but he didn't need any. Sheread her fate on hisface.

She dtiffened and her mouth went thin and hard. Then she turned away and marched downdope.

'Chalk-" Nick caled after her helplesdy. "Chalk, wait-" 'Getting the Thunderbolt, me." Her voice was



squeezed flat, as unemotiona as a navcomp's vocabulator. "Good weapon. Will need it, you." Nick
turned his stricken look on Mace. "Magter Windu-" He held out the medpac scanner imploringly. "Don't
make me do my own reading, huh?' Mace quickly scanned Nick's spine and skull. Thereadings
indicated a clear negative, but Nick didn't seem much relieved.

'Y egh, well," he said with understated bitterness, "if | was gonnadie in the next day or two, | wouldn't
have to worry about taking care of them." "Taking care of them?' Mace sad. "Isthere atreatment?”
'Yeah." Nick drew hispistol. "I got their treetment right here." "That's your answer?' Mace stepped in
front of him. "Kill your friends?" 'Just Lesh," he said, hisvoice grim and hard, even though it trembled a
little, like his hand. He didn't have Chalk's mental toughness. His eyes watered, and hisface twisted, and
he could barely make himsalf look at hisfriends. "Time enough to take care of Besh and Chalk when they
gart the twitches." Mace dtill couldn't believe Nick was serious. ™Y ou want to just shoot them? Like
Chalk's grasser?' 'Not like her grasser,” Nick said. Hisface had gone gray. "Not in the head. Scatters
the larvae. Some of them will be devel oped enough to be dangerous.” He coughed. "To us." 'So it's not
enough that he dies." Mace breathed Jedi disciplineinto awall around his heart: to lock down his
empathic horror at the gray rictus of Lesh'sface. Pink-tinged foam bubbled from Lesh'slips. "The.
infested areas. have to be destroyed. Brain and spina cord.” Nick nodded, looking even sicker. "With
wasp fever, we usualy burn the body, but." Mace understood. The escaped gunships would have
transmitted their position. No telling what might already be onitsway.

He could not believe what he was about to do. He could not even believe what he was about to say. But
he was a Jedi. The purpose of hislifewasto do what must be done. To do what others would not, or
could not.

No matter what it was.

He undipped the lightsabers from his belt. His own and Depa's both.

Green blade and purple sizzled together in the smoke-hazed air.

Besh looked up from the ground. Chalk went gtill on the dope, the Thunderbolt cradled in her arms.
Nick opened his mouth as though he wanted to say something, but didn't know what it might be.

They dl stared at Mace as though they'd never seen him before.

'He'syour friend. Y our brother.” Mace took a deep breath, steadying his own fear and revulsion and his
dark, dark loathing for what he must do. ™Y ou might want to say good-bye." Besh shook his head
mutely. With an inarticul ate sob compounded of grief and terror, he threw himself to hisfeet and
stumbled away updope.

Chalk only held Mace's eye for a second, and gave him one dow nod. Then she followed Besh. She put
one strong arm around Besh's shoulders. Besh collapsed againgt her, sobbing.

Nick wasthelast. His eyes showed nothing but pain. Findly, he shook his head, and tears spilled onto
his cheeks. "He's dready gone." He touched Mace on the shoulder. "Master Windu-you don't have to do
this" 'Yes, | do,” Mace said. "Or you'll haveto." Nick nodded reluctant understanding.

"Thanks. Windu, uh, Magter, |-just-thanks." He turned and walked after the others. 'l won't forget it."
Neither would Mace.

He stared down at Lesh between the two shining blades. He reached into the Force, seeking to touch



anything of the young man that might remain, to offer what little comfort might be histo give, but it was as
Nick said: Lesh was aready gone. A long moment passed while Mace composed himsdlf, found an
attitude of calm reverence, and consigned whatever might have been left of Lesh's consciousness or spirit
to the Force. Then hetook a deep breath, lifted his blades, and began.

The razorback ridge eclipsed the southern sky behind them. The jungle canopy overhead glowed with
early sunset; on the ground it was already twilight. The companions waked aong a broad track crushed
bare by repeated passages of steamcrawler treads. The canopy had arched over the track, joining above
so that their path lay dong ajungle-lined tunnd that wound and switchbacked up and down the folds that
radiated from the ridge's north face.

Mace wore bacta patches trimmed to fit the worst of hisburns. Nick's temple was shiny with spray
bandage. Chak wore a ding restraining the shoulder she'd separated when she tumbled into the rocks,
and a compression wrap supported her twisted knee. Besh walked in expressionless silence. He might
have been in shock.

What was |eft of Lesh was buried at thetreeline.

Their backpacks were heavy with supplies scavenged from the dead grassers. Little of Mace's gear
survived; hiswalet tent, his changes of clothing, his own medpac and identikit, al had been destroyed
with Nick's grasser. Thewar on Haruun Ka was erasng Mace's connectionsto life outside the jungle: of
al the physica evidence that he had ever been anything other than aKorun, only the two lightsabers
remained.

Even the fake datapad that he had carried all thisway-its miniature subspace coil must have been
damaged in the blast. HE'd considered summoning the Halleck to evacuate Besh and Chalk for medical
treatment, despite the fact that it would have severdly compromised his mission here; the sudden
gppearance of a Republic cruiser inthe Al'Har system would certainly have drawn entirely too much
Separatist attention. But the datapad's holocomm had been unable to even pick up acarrier wave. His
last link to what Depa caled the Galaxy of Peace was as dead as the Baawai militiaMace had sent
crashing into the razorback ridge.

A groke of irony-the fake datapad's recording function still worked. Disguise had become redity: the
datapad was afake no longer. Mace had a superstitious hunch that this was somehow symbolic.

Gdthrawaked among them at Chalk's sideinstead of ranging around; she wasthe last of their akks.
With alittle luck, her presence done might keep major predators at a respectful distance.

No gunships had yet come to the pass behind them. Mace found thisinexplicable, and disturbing. Once
inawhile, Galthragave aForce-twitch that may have meant she heard enginesin the distance, but it was
hard to tell. Mostly, she mourned her dead packmates: her Force presence was along moan of grief and
loss

They pushed on. Nick set akilling pace. He had not spoken since they'd buried Lesh'sremains.

Mace guessed that Nick was thinking about Besh and Chak; he himsdlf certainly was.

Thinking about the fever wasp larvae that teemed within their brain and spind cord tissue. They might
have aday or two before dementiawould begin. A day or two after that: convulsions and an ugly death.

Besh waked with hishead down, shivering, as though he could think of nothing €l se; Chak marched like
awar droid, asthough suffering and death were too aien for her to even comprehend, let alone fear.



Mace matched Nick's pace, close by hisside. "Tak to me." Nick's eyes stayed on the jungle ahead.
"Why should I?" 'Because | want to know what you havein mind." "What makesyou think | have
anything in mind? What makes you think anything I might havein mind can make adifference?' Hisvoice
was angrily bitter. "We have two people about to go into second-stage wasp fever. No grassers. One
akk. A handful of wegpons, militiaon our tail. And you and me." His gaze did Sdewaysto meet Mace's.
Hiseyeswerered and raw.

'Were dead. You get it? Like that tusker in the death hollow: afew meters short of where we needed to
be. We didn't makeit. Werre dead.” 'For dead men," Mace observed, "we're making good time." For an
ingtant he thought Nick might crack a smile. Instead, Nick shook hishead. "Theresalor pelek who
travels with Depa's band. He's. very powerful. More than powerful. If we can get Besh and Chalk to him
before they start the twitches, he might be able to save them.” Lor pelek: "jungle master." Shaman. Witch
doctor. Wizard. In Korun legend, the lor pelek was a person of grest power, and great peril. As
unpredictable as the jungle. He brought life or death: agift or awound. In some stories, alor pelek was
not abeing at al, but was rather pelekotan incarnate: the avatar of the jungle-mind.

Mace made a connection. "Kar Vaster." Nick goggled at him. "How'd you know that? How'd you know
his name?' 'How long before we reach them?' Nick trudged on afew paces before he answvered. "If we
till had grassers, and akks for warding? Maybe two days. Maybe less. On foot? With only one akk?"
His shrug was expressve.

"Then why march us so hard?' '‘Because | do have something in mind." Heflicked asidelong glance at
Mace. "But you're not gonnalikeit." "Will | likeit lessthan having to do to Besh and Chalk what | had to
doto Lesh?' That'snot for meto say.” Nick's gaze went remote, staring off into the gloom-filled tunnel
ahead. "Therésalittle outpost settlement about an hour west of here. Oneslikeit are strung out every
hundred klicks or so dong these steamcrawler tracks. They'll have a secure bunker, and acomm unit.
Even though we-the UL F-don't use comms, we gtill monitor the frequencies. We get in there, we can
send acoded signa to them with our position. Then we put Chalk and Besh in thanatizine suspension, Sit
tight, and hopefor the best." 'A Baawai settlement?’ He nodded. "We don't have settlements.
DOKAWSssaw to that." "These Baawai-they'll take usin?' 'Sure." Nick'steeth gleamed in thejungle
twilight, and that manic spark kindled in hiseyes.

"You just have to know how to ask." Mace'sface darkened. "1 won't let you harm civilians. Not evento
save your friends." 'No need to scorch your scalp over that one,” Nick said, trudging onward. "Out here,
civiliansareamyth." Mace didn't want to ask what Nick meant by that. He came to a stop on the rugged
track.

He saw again the holoprojected carnage spread across the Supreme Chancellor's desk; he saw again
images of huts broken and burned, and nineteen corpsesin thejungle. "Y ou wereright,” he said. "I don't
likeit. | dontlikeit at al." Nick kept walking. He didn't even look over his shoulder as he left Mace
behind. "Y eah, well, as soon as you come up with a better idea," he said into the darkness ahead, "you
be sureto let me know, huh?' CIVILIANS FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU
Inthisbunker, theair iscloser to cool than any I've felt Since the interrogation room in the Ministry of
Justice. The bunker is set into the igneous stone of the hillside-mostly just adurasted door acrossthe
mouth of a bubble some pocket of gas or softer stone once |&ft in the granite here. Though it overlooks
the remnants of the outpost compound below, it was clearly never meant to be a combat position: no gun
ports. From the way it's constructed- excavated-1 believe it was more aong the lines of a panic room: a
safe place to hole up in the event of an attack. A safe placeto wait for help from the militia

If 0, it didn't work.



Thenight air gently curls around the twisted shards that are dl that'seft of the door; itswhispering
passage darkly echoes the violence that still humsin the Force around me.

| dare not meditate. The dark istoo deep here. It hasatidal pull: ablack holethat I've taken up too tight
an orbit around, and it'stearing mein half. Gravity drawsthe near hdf of mein toward an event horizon
that I'm afraid to even glimpse.

Behind me, logt in the night shadows against the stone, Besh and Chalk lie motionless, nearly as cool as
therock they lieon, in full thanatizine suspension. Only with the Force can | tell that they il live: their
hearts best |ess than once per minute, and an hour spans no more than ten or twelve shallow bregths. The
fever wasp larvae in their bodies are smilarly suspended; Besh and Chalk might survive aweek or more
likethis

Provided nothing eats them in the meantime.

Making sure they're safeismy job. Right now, it'smy only job. And so | Sit among the wreckage of this
doorway and stare out into the infinite night.

The Thunderbolt rests on its bipod in the doorway, muzzle canted toward the sky. Chalk maintains her
beloved weapon well; sheinssted on fidd-stripping it one last time before she would let meinject her. |
havetest-fired it a intervals, and it's sill working fine. Though | am trying to learn to fed the action of the
metd-eating fungi in the Force, the way the Korunnai do, | prefer to depend on practica experiment.

Thereislittle for meto do right now. | passthe time by recording this-and by thinking about my argument
with Nick.

Back onthetrail, Nick said that civilians are amyth. He meant, | found, that there are no civilians out
here: that to bein thejungleisto bein thewar. The Baawa government promulgates a myth of innocent
jungle prospectors being massacred by savage Korun partisans.

This, Nick says, isonly propaganda.

Now, hereintheruinsof thisBaawa outpogt, | find the thought oddly comforting-but earlier this evening
| regjected theideaingtinctively. It seemed to me nothing more than rationalization. An excuse. A sopto
consciences haunted by atrocities. On the hike a ong the steam-crawler track that led us here, Nick and |
went back and forth about it quite a bit.

According to Nick, civilians stay in the cities; the only red civilians on Haruun Ka arethe waiters and the
janitors, the storekeepers and the taxicart pullers. He said there's areason why jungle prospectors carry
such heavy weapons, and that reason has more to do with akk dogs than with vine cats. Balawai do not
go into thejungle unlessthey're ready, willing, and able to kill Korunnai. Nobody on either sde waitsfor
the other to attack. In the jungle, if you don't strike first you're nothing but prey.

Then | asked him about the dead children.
It'sthe only time I've yet seen Nick angry. He whedled on me like he wanted to throw a punch. "What
children?' he said. "How old do you haveto beto pull atrigger? Kids make great soldiers.They barely

know what fear is." It iswrong to make war on children-or with them-and | told him so. No matter what.

They're not old enough to understand the consequences of their actions. He replied in staggeringly



obscenetermsthat | should tdl that to the Balawai.

'What about our children?' He shook with barely restrained fury. "The jups can leave their kids at home
inthe city. Where do we leave ours? Y ou've seen Pelek Baw.Y ou know what happensto aKorun kid
on those streets-,' know what happens. | was one of them. Better blown to pieces out here than having
to-survive-like | did. So then, out here, how do you tell the gunnersin those shipsthat the Korunnai
they're happily blowing arms and legs off of, are only kids?"' 'Doesthat judtify what happensto the
Baawai children? The oneswho don't stay in the cities?’ | asked him. "The Korunnai aren't firing down
at random from agunship. What's your excuse?' 'We don't need an excuse," he said. "We don't murder
kids. Were the good guys." ‘Good guys," | echoed. | could not keep a bitter edge from my voice: the
holographic images shown to Y oda and me in Pa patine's office are never far beneath the surface of my
mind. "1 have seen what's | eft behind when your good guys are done with ajungle prospector outpost,” |
told him. "That'swhy I'm here." 'Sureit is. Hah. Let me share something with you, huh?' Changesbleasa
summer storm, Nick's anger had blown away between one eye-blink and the next. He gave me alook of
amused pity. "I've been waiting for daysfor you to bring that up.” "What?"' 'Y ou Jedi and your secrets
and al that tusker poop. Y ou think nobody else can keep their chip-cards close to the chest?' Herolled
his eyes and waggled hisfingers near hisface. "Oo0, look out, I'm aJedi! | know things Too Dangerous
for Ordinary Mortas! Careful! If you don't stand back, | might tell you something Beings Were Not
Meant to Know!" It has occurred to me, on reflection, that Nick Rostu can be regarded as atest of my
mord conviction. A Jedi might conceivably fal to the dark from the smple desire to smack the snot out
of him.

At thetime, | managed to restrain myself, and even to maintain acivil tone, while Nick revealed that he
knew &l about the jungle massacre and the data wafer.

It wasn't easy.
Hetold me that not only had he been there-at the very scene Y odaand | had viewed in Palpatine's

office-he had been in the company of Depaand Kar Vastor when they'd thought the whole scheme up.
He had hel ped them dress the scene, and later it was Nick himself who had tipped off Republic

Intelligence.

Even now, hourslater, it's hard for meto put into words how that made mefed.

Disoriented, certainly: dmost dizzy. Disbdlieving.

Betrayed.

| have been carrying those images like awound. They've festered in my mind, so inflamed and painful I've
had to cushion them in layers of denid. Pain like that makes awound precious, when the dightest touch is
agony, one must keep the wound so protected, so sequestered, that it becomes an object of reverence.
Sacred.

But Nick told the story like it had been just some kind of practical joke.

Hmm. | find now another word for how | felt. For how | fed.

Angry.

This, too, makes meditation difficult. And risky.



Itisaswell that Nick left on Galthra some hours ago. Perhaps before he returns-,/he returns-| will have
found aplacein my mind to put these things he shared with me, where they will no longer whisper
violence behind my heart.

The whole massacre was staged.

Not fake. The bodieswere real. The death was red. But it was a setup. It was a practical joke. On me.
Depawanted me here.

That'swhat this has been about. From the beginning.

That datawafer wasn't aframe, and it wasn't aconfession. It was alure. She wanted to draw me from
Coruscant, bring meto Haruun Kal, and drop meinto this nightmare jungle.

Many of the corpses were indeed jungle prospectors, Nick told me. Jups, when they're not harvesting
thejungle, act asirregularsfor the Balawa militia. They are vastly more dangerous than the gunships and
the detector satdllites and al the DOK AWSs and droid starfighters and armies of the Separatists put
together. They know thejungle. They liveinit. They useit.

They are more ruthless than the ULF.

Therest of the corpsesin that staged little scene-they were Korun prisoners. Captured by the jups.
Captured and tortured and maltreated beyond my ability to describe; when the ULF caught up, thefirst
thing the Balawai did was execute the few prisonerswho were till dive.

Nick tells me that none of them escaped. None of the prisoners. And none of the jups.

The children- The children were Korunnai.

ThisKar Vastor-what kind of man must he be? Nick told me it was Kar Vastor who nailed that data
wafer into the dead woman's mouth with brassvine thorns. Nick told meit was Kar Vastor who
persuaded the ULF to |leave the corpsesin the jungle. To make the scene so gruesome that 1'd be sure to
come hereto investigate. To leave dead children-their own dead children-to the jacunas and the screw
maggots and the black stinking carrion flies so full of blood they can only waddle acrossrotting flesh-
Stop. | have to stop. Stop talking about this. Stop thinking about it.

| can't-thisisn't- Nothing in thisworld can be trusted. What you seeisnot related to what you get. | don't
seem to be able to comprehend any of it.

But I'm learning. Inlearning, I'm changing. The more | change, the more | understand. That's what
frightens me. | shudder to think what will happen when | redly begin to understand this place.

By thetimel findly get it, who will | be?

I'm afraid that the man | was would despise the man | am becoming. | have aterrible dread that this
transformation is exactly what Depa had in mind when she decided to draw me here.

She said there was nothing more dangerous than a Jedi who'd finally gone sane.

| think sheisdangerous.



I'm afraid she wants me to become dangerous, too.
| should-I need to change the-think about something other than- Because | asked Nick about her.

| couldn't help mysalf. Hope blossomed aong with my anger-if the holo was a setup, maybe what she'dd
said was no more than. atmosphere. Local color. Something.

Despite my determination to hold myself unbiased until | could see her, speak with her, fed her essence
in the Force-despite my resolve to ask nothing, and hear nothing-despite al my years of sdf-discipline
and self-control- The heart has power that no discipline can answer.

So | asked him. | told him of Depas words on the datawafer: how she called herself the darknessin the
jungle, and how she said that she had finally gone sane.

How | fear that in fact she hasfallen to the dark, and isirretrievably mad.

And Nick- And Nick- 'Crazy?' he said with alaugh. "Y ou're the onewho's crazy. If she was crazy,
nobody'd follow her, would they?' But when | asked if he meant shewas al right, he responded, " That
depends on what you mean by dl right.” 'l need to know if you've seen her act from anger, or fear. |

need to know if she usesthe Forcefor her persond gratification: for gain, or for revenge. | need to know
how much hold the dark side has on her." 'Y ou don't have to worry about that,” he told me. "I've never
met someone kinder or more caring than Master Billaba. She'snot evil. | don't think she could be." This
isn't about good and evil," | told him. "Thisis about the fundamenta nature of the Forceitsdf. Jedi are not
moraigts. That'sacommon misperception. We are fundamentally pragmatic.

The Jedi isl

altruistic less because to be so is good, than because to be so is safer to use the Force for persona ends
isdangerous. Thisisthetrap that can snare even the most good, kind, caring Jedi: it leads to what we call
the dark side. Power to do good eventually becomes just power.

Naked force. Anend initself. It isaform of madnessto which Jedi are peculiarly susceptible.” Nick
answered thiswith ashrug. "Who knows the redl reasons why anybody does anything?' Thiswasnot a
comforting response, and the rest of what he told me wasworse.

He saysthewords on that crysta are just how Depataks, now. He says she has nightmares-that
screams from her tent tear through the camp. He says no one ever sees her edt-that she'swasting away
asthough something insdeisinstead eating her. He says she has headaches that painkillers cannot touch,
and sometimes cannot leave her tent for days at atime.

That when shewalks outsdein daylight, she binds her eyes, for she cannot bear the light of the sun.

| am sorry | asked. | am sorry that Nick told me.

I'm sorry that he did not lie.

Itisvery un-Jedi to fear the truth.

I'll continue the tory. Putting experience into wordsisagain in perspective. Which | need.



And it'saway to pass the hours of the night, which | also need. Even for a Jedi Magter, accustomed to
meditation and reflection-trained for it-thereis such a thing as spending too much time done with one's
thoughts.

Especidly out here,

This outpost settlement was built at the crest of ashoulder doping down from theridge. Theridge here
isn't arazorback anymore, but rather asine-wave wall of volcanic mounds. The settlement stlandson a
green-splashed outcrop; to either side of this jungle-clutched fist of stone are blackened washes where
lavaoccasionaly flows down from amgor caldera, which isabout six hundred meters above where | Sit
and record this. If you listen closdly, you might hear the rumble. This microphone may not be sensitive
enough. There-hear that? It's ramping up for another eruption. i* m't'tu. juni 11.1'tt These eruptions come
regularly enough that the jungle doesn't have time to reclaim the lava's path; heat-scorched treesline the
washes, with leaves cooked off on the lava side. Eruptions must not be too seriousin these parts.
Otherwise, why build an outpost here?

Wéll- | supposeit could have been for the view.

The bunker itself isdightly elevated above the rest of the compound. From where | St in the wreckage of
the doorway, | can look down over acharred mess of tumbled and broken prefab huts and the shattered
perimeter wall. Pale glowvine light shows gray on the steamcrawler track that switchbacks up the side of
the shoulder.

Out acrossthejungle- | can seefor kilometers up here: ghost-ripples of canopy spread below, silver and
black and veined with glowvines, pocked with winking eyes of scarlet and crimson and some just dulll
red: open caderag, active and bubbling in this volatile region. It's breathtaking.

Or maybethat'sjust the smdll.

Another of theironiesthat have come crowding into my life: al my worry about civilians, and battles, and
massacres, and having to fight and maybe kill men and women who may be only civilians, innocent
bystanders, and al my arguing with Nick and everything he told me- All for nothing. Needn't have
worried. When we got here, there was no one left to fight.

The ULF had been here already.
There were no survivors.

| will not describe the condition of the bodies. Seeing what had been done here was bad enough; | fed
no urgeto shareit, even with the Archives.

| will grant Nick this: the Balawal at this outpost had clearly been no innocent civilians. The Korunnal had
|eft the bodies draped with what must have been the most prized pieces of the jupsjewe ery: necklaces of
human ears.

Korunnai ears.

Based on the limited scavenger damage and the low decomposition, Nick guessed that the ULF band
who'd done this might have passed through here no more than two or three days before. And there were
certain, mmmm, signs-things done to the bodies-and echoes in the Force that don't seem to fade away, a
standing wave of power, that suggests this had been thework of Kar Vastor himself.



The ULF guerrillas had also thoroughly looted this place; there is not a scrap of food to be found, and
only useless bits and pieces of technology and equipment. The wreckage of two steamcrawlerslies
tumbled downd ope. The comm gear isgone aswell, of course, which iswhy | done am hereto watch
over Besh and Chalk.

When we found the comm gear gone, Nick's spirits collapsed. He seemsto aternate despair with that
manic cheerfulness of his, and it's not dways easy to guesswhat will trigger either state. He let himsalf
flop to the bloodstained ground, and gave us up for dead. He returned to his mantrafrom the pass. "Bad
luck," he muttered under his breath. "Just bad luck." Despair isthe heradd of the dark side. | touched his
shoulder. "Luck,” | told him softly, "does not exist. Luck isonly aword we use to describe our blindness
to the subtle currents of the Force." Hisresponse was bitter. Y eah? What subtle current killed Lesh?1s
thiswhat your Force had planned foryou? For Besh and Chalk?' 'The jedi say," | replied, "that there are
questions to which we can never have answers, we can only be answvers." He asked me angrily what that
was supposed to mean. | told him: "I am neither ascientist nor a philosopher. I'm a Jedi. | don't haveto
explainredity. | just haveto ded withit." That'swhat I'm doing." "That'swhat you're avoiding.” 'Y ou
have a Jedi power that can get all of usto Depaand Kar in aday? Or three? They're marching away
from us. We can't catch up. That'sredlity. Theonly onethereis” 'Isit?’ | let athoughtful gazerest on
Galthra's broad back. " She moveswell through thisjungle. | know that akks are not beasts of burden-but
one man, aone, she might be ableto carry at great speed.” 'Well, yeah. If | didn't have to worry about
you guys-" He stopped. His eyes narrowed.

"Not achance. Not achance, Windu! Drop it." 'I'll watch over them until you get back.” 'l said drop it!
I'm not leaving you here." 'It'snot up to you." | stepped closeto him. Nick had to bend his neck to look
up into my eyes. "I'm not arguing with you, Nick. And I'm not asking you. Thisisnot adiscusson. It'sa
briefing." Nick isastubborn young man, but he's not stupid. It didn't take him long to understand that
until he met me, he didn't know what stubborn looked like.

We managed to rig an improvised bareback pad for Gathra; Nick and Chalk and | persuaded Galthra,
through the Force, to bear Nick on her back as she had me, and carry him swiftly through the jungle on
thetrall of the departed Korunnai. The three of uswatched them vanish into the living night, then Besh
and Chak arranged themsalves as comfortably as possible on the bunker floor, and | injected them with
tha-natizine,

Weadl wait together, in the hope that Nick will win through the jungle, in the hope that he might find and
bring back this Kar Vaster-this dangerouslor pelek, thisterror of the living and mutilator of the dead-and
that this man of no conscience or human feding might use his power to savetwo lives.

| wonder what Kar Vaster will think, when he arrives, and finds what | have done to the scene of his
victory.

| have spent some hours-between the time Nick left and thetime | sat down here to record this
entry-giving the dead a decent burial. Nick will no doubt laugh, and make some snide remark about how
little I understand, how naive and unready | am for apart in thiswar. Hell probably ask meif burying
these people makes them any less dead. | can only reply to thisimagined scorn with ashrug.

| didn't doit for them. | did it for me. | did it because thisisthe only way | have to express my reverence
for thelife that was torn from them, enemy or no.

| did it because| don't want to be the kind of man who would |eave someone-like that.



Anyone.

| St here now, knowing that Depa has passed within afew klicks of here; that she stood, perhaps, on this
very spot. Within the past forty-eight standard hours. No matter how deeply | reach into the Force-how
deeply | reach into the stone beneath and the jungle around-1 can fed nothing of her. | have felt nothing of
her on this planet.

All I fed isthejungle, and the dark.

| think of Lesh alot. | keep seeing how he writhed on the ground, twitching in convulsons, teeth clenched
and eyesrolling, hiswhole body twisting with furious life-but the life that twisted him was not Lesh's. It
was something that was eating him from the insde out. When | reached into the Forcefor him, al | felt
was the jungle. And the dark.

And then | think of Depaagain.
Perhaps | should listen more, and think less.

The eruption seemsto be strengthening. The rumbling isloud as a Pelek Baw throughway, and tremors
have begun to shake the ston? floor. Mmm. And rain has begun, asit often will: triggered by particu-lates
inthe smoke plume.

Speaking of smoke- Among the equipment looted by the ULF would have been, no doubt, breath
masks; | may missthem more than anything ese. | must have acare for my lungs. On thisoutcrop, I'min
little danger from lava, but the gases that roll downd ope from such eruptions can be caustic aswell as
smothering. Besh and Chalk will be safer than |. Perhaps | should risk a hibernation trance; no predator
will reach us through the eruption. Predators need to breathe, too.

And they- That- Wait, that sounded like- Queer. Some Haruun Ka jungle predators mimic their prey's
mating callsor cries of digtress, to lure or to drive them. | wonder what kind of predator that one was:
something that preys on humans, it must be. That cry dmost got me. Sounded exactly like achild's
scream of terror.

| mean, exactly.

And now this one- Oh.

Oh, no.

That's Basic. Those are screams. There are children out there.

Mace pdted downdope, running haf blind through rain and smoke and steam, navigating by ear: heading
for the screams.

Smoke from the caldera above had smothered the glowvines; hisonly light was the scarlet hellglow that
leaked through cracksin the black crustsfloating on lavaflows. Rain flashed to steam ameter above the
washes. A swirling red-lit cloud turned the night to blood.

Mace threw himsdlf into the Force, letting it carry him bounding from rock to branch to rock, flipping high
over crevices, dipping past black-shadowed tree trunks and under low branches with millimetersto
gpare. The voices cameintermittently; in between, through the downpour and the eruption and the



hammering of hisown heart, Mace heard agrinding of steel on stone, and the mechanica thunder of an
engine pushed to the outer limits of its power.

It was asteamcrawler.

It lay canted at adangerous angle over aprecipice, only alip of rock preventing afal into bottomless
darkness. Onetrack clanked on air; the other was buried in hardening lava. Lava doesn't behave asa
liquid so much asasoft plastic: asit rollsdowndopeit cools, and its piecemed trangtion into solid rock
can produce unpredictable changesin direction: it forms dams and blockages and self-building channels
that can twist flows kilometersto either Side, or even make them "retreat” and overflow an upstream
channd. The immense vehicle must have been trying to climb the track to the outpost when one of the
lavawashes plugged, dammed itself, then diverted and swept the sseamcrawler off the track, down this
rainwash gully until it jammed againgt thelip of rock. The curl and roll of lava broke through black
patches of crust around it, scarlet dowly climbing the crawler's undercarriage.

Though steamcrawlers were low-tech-to reduce their vulnerability to the metal-eating fungi-they werefar
from primitive. A kilometer below the caldera, the lavaflow didn't come close to the melting point of the
advanced alloys that made up the seamcrawler's armor and treads. But lavawasfilling in the gap below
itsflat undercarriage until the only real question was whether the rising lavawould topple the
steamcrawler over the lip before enough heat conducted through its armor to roast whoever wasinsde.
But not everyone wasingde.

Mace skidded to astop just ameter upd ope of where the flow had cut the track. The lava had dashed
through the dirt to bedrock, making the edge of the gully where Mace stood into an unstable cliff, eight
meters high, above aduggish river of molten stone; the steam-crawler was afurther ten meters down to
hisright. Itsimmense headlamps threw awhite glare into the sseam and the rain. Mace could just barely
make out two smal forms huddled together on the highest point: the rear corner of the cabin's heavily
canted roof. Another crawled through the yellow-lit oblong of an open side hatch and joined them.

Threeterrified children sobbed on the cabin roof; in the Force, Mace could fed two moreinside-one
injured, in pain that was transforming into shock, the other unconscious. Mace could fed the desperate
determination of the injured one to get the other out the open hatch before the 'crawler toppled-because
the injured one insgde couldn't know that getting out the hatch wouldn't help any of them at dl. They il
faced asmple choice of dooms: over the precipice or into the lava. Dead either way.

If, as some philosophers argued, there was a degper purpose in the universe that the Jedi served, beyond
their surface socid function of preserving the peace of the Republic-if therewas, in fact, acosmic reason
why Jedi existed, areason why they were granted powers so far beyond the reach of other mortals-it
must have had something to do with Stuationslike this.

Mace opened himself to the Force. He could hear Y oda's voice: Size matters not-which, Mace had
aways privately consdered, was more true for Y odathan it was for any of his students. Y oda would
probably just reach out, lift the steamcrawler from the gully, and casualy float it up the mountain to the
outpost while croaking some enigmatic maxim about how Even avolcano is as nothing, compared to the
power of the Force. Mace was much less confident in his own raw power.

But he had other talents.
A new tremor from the eruption shook the dirt cliff under hisfeet. Hefdt it sag: undercut by theriver of

lava, the shaking was rapidly destroying the cliff's structura integrity. Any second now it would collgpse,
sending Mace down into theriver, unless he did something firgt.



The something he did was to reach deep through the Force until he could fed a structure of broken rock
ten meters below him and five metersin from the face. He thought, Why wait? and shoved.

Thedirt cliff shook, buckled, and collapsed.

With a subterranean roar that buried even the thunder of the eruption and the clamor of the
steamcrawler's |aboring engine, hundreds of tons of dirt and rock poured into theriver of lava, organics
burdting into flames that the growing landdide instantly smothered asit built itsdlf into ahuge
wedge-shaped berm of raw dirt acrossthe gully; aslavadowly bulged and climbed the upstream face,
the downstream side of the cliff continued to collapse, piling over cooler lavathat hardened benegth i,
pushing the hotter, more liquid lavainto awave that washed around the seamcrawler's side, welled to
thelip of the precipice, then plunged in arain of fire upon the black jungle far below.

Thelanddide built into awave of itsown that filled in the gully asit rolled down toward the Seamcrawler
and the screaming, sobbing children-and on the very crest of that wave of dirt and rock, backpedaling
furioudy to keep from being sucked under by the landdidesroll, came Mace Windu.

Mace rode that crest while the wave sank and flattened and findly lurched to ahdlt, itslast remnants
trickling into aridge that joined Mace's position with the corner of the steamcrawler's cabin. Nearly dl his
concentration stayed submerged in the Force, spread throughout the dide, using awide-focus Force grip
to stabilize the rubble while he scrambled down to the steamcrawler's roof .

On theroof were two young boys, both about six, and agirl of perhaps eight standard years.
They clung to each other, sobbing, terror-filled eyes staring through their tears.

M ace squatted beside them and touched the girl'sarm. "My nameis Mace Windu. | need your help.”
The girl sniffled in astonishment. Y ou-you-my help?' Mace nodded gravely. "1 need you to help me get
these boys to safety. Can you do that?

Can you take the boys up the same way | came down? Climb right up the crest. It's not steep.” 'I-1-I
don't-I'm afraid-" Mace leaned close and spoke in her ear only alittle louder than the hush of therain.
"Me, too. But you have to act brave. Pretend. So you don't scare the little boys. Okay?' The girl
scrubbed her runny nose with the back of her hand, blinking back tears. "I-1- you're scared, too?" 'Shh.
That's a secret. Just between us. Come on, up you go." 'Okay." she said dubioudly, but she wiped her
eyes and took a deep breath and when she turned to the other two children her voice had the bossy edge
that seemsto be the exclusive weapon of eight-year-old girls. "Urno, Nykl, come on! Quit crying, you
big babies! I'm going to save us." Asthe girl bullied the two boys up onto the face of the dide, Mace
moved on to the hatchway. Though it was aside hatch, the angle of the steamcrawler amed it at the sky.
Inside, the ‘crawler'sfloor was sharply tilted, and the rain pounding through the open hatchway dicked
thefloor until it wasimpossbleto climb.

Down at the lowermost corner of the rectangular cabin, a boy who seemed to be barely into histeens
struggled one-handed to drag a girl not much younger up the steep floor. He had afoamy wad of
blood-soaked spray bandage around one upper arm, and he was trying to shove the unconscious girl
ahead of him, using the riveted durasted leg posts of the ‘crawler's seats like aladder. But hisinjured arm
could take no weight; tears streamed down his face as he begged the girl to wake up, wake up, give him
alittle help because he couldn't get her out and he wouldn't leave her, but if sheld just wake up- Her head
lolled, limp. Mace saw she wouldn't be waking up any time soon: she had an ugly scap wound above her
hairline, and her fine golden hair was black and sticky with blood.



Mace leaned in through the hatchway and extended his hand. "All right, son. Just take my hand. Once we
get you out of here, then | can-" When the boy looked up, the tearful appeal on hisface twisted into
instant wild rage, and his plea became afierce shriek. Mace hadn't noticed the swing-stock blaster rifle
dung around hisgood arm; the first hint of its existence Mace got was aburst of hot plasmapast hisface.
He threw himsdlf backward out the hatch and flattened againgt the cabin wall while the hatchway vomited
blagterfire.

The steamcrawler lurched, the hatch going even higher; his sudden movement had been enough totipits
precarious balance, toppling it toward the precipice.

Mace bared his teeth to the night. With the Force, he seized the steamcrawler and yanked it back into
place-but a squea from above grabbed his attention. In seizing the 'crawler held lost his Force-hold on
thelanddide, and the unstable mound of dirt and rock had begun to shift under thelittle girl and the two
boys, sending them diding down toward the lava.

Mace camed his hammering heart and extended one hand; he had to close his eyesfor amoment to
reassart his control on the dide and stabilize it-but its shift had left it less solid than before. He could hold
it for the minute or two it would take the girl and boysto reach the relative safety of the outcrop above,
not much more. And now he could fed the ‘crawler dowly tilting beneath him, leaning higher and higher
toward the point of no return.

From inside the cabin he could hear the boy'sterrified curses, and his shrieks about kill dl you fragging
kornos. Mace's eyes drifted closed.

Thisfilthy war- The boy and the girl in the steamcrawler were about to become casudties of the
Summertime War. because when the boy had looked up, he could not see that a Jedi Master had come
to hisrescue.

He could see only aKorun.

To use the Force to disarm the boy, or persuade him, would break the hold he kept upon the landdide,
which might cost the lives of the three children scrambling up itsface. To reason with the boy seemed
impossible-the boy would know too much about what Baawai can expect at the hands of Korunnai-and
it would certainly take longer than they had. To abandon them was not an option.

Once he got the boy moving up the face of the landdide toward the others, held be able to bring the girl
himsdlf. But how to get the boy out?

Mace spun the Stuation in hismind: he framed it asafight for the lives of these five children.

All of them. A fundamenta principle of combat: Use what you're given. How you fight depends on whom
you fight. Hisfirst opponent had been the volcano itself. HEd used the power of the volcano's
weapon-the lava, where it had undercut the cliff-to hold that power at bay.

His current opponent was not the boy, but rather the boy's experience of the Summertime War.

Usewhat you're given.

'Kid?" Mace called, roughening hisvoice. Making himself sound the way the boy would expect a Korun
to sound, adopting athick upland accent like Chalk's. "Kid: five secondsto toss that blaster out the hatch



and come after it, you got.” "Never!" the boy screamed from insde. "Never!" 'Don't come out, you, and
the next thing you see-the last thing you see, ever-isagrenade coming in. Hear me, you?' 'Go ahead! |
know what happensif we get taken divel” 'Kid-aready got the others, don't I? The girl. Urno and NykI.
Gonnaleave them dl aone, you? With me?' There came apause.

Mace said into the silence, " Sure, go ahead and die. Any coward can do that. Guts enough to livefor a
while, you got?' He was moderately sure that athirteen-year-old boy who'd load up four other children
and set out in asteamcrawler across the Korunnai Highland at night-a boy who'd rather die than leave an
unconscious girl behind-had guts enough for just about anything.

A second later, he was proven right.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU From this doorway, | can see aspray of
brilliant white flares-headlamps of three, no, wait, four sseamcrawlers-climbing the spine of thefold,
heading for the broken track.

Heading for us.
Dawnwill comein an hour. I hopewell dl livethat long.

The eruptions have subsided, and therain hastrailed off to an intermittent patter. Weve shifted some
things around in the bunker. The three younger children are curled up on scavenged blanketsin the back,
adeep. Besh and Chak now lie near the Thunderbolt, where | can keep an eye on them; I'm not at all
sure that one of these children might not try to do them some harm. Terrel, aboy of thirteen who seems
to betheir natural leader, isremarkably fierce, and he till does not entirely believe that I'm not planning
totorture dl five of them to death. Y et even on Haruun Kd, boys are il boys: every time he stops
worrying about being tortured to desth, he starts pestering meto let him fire the Thunderbolt.

| wonder what Nick would say about these civilians. Are they amyth, too? Now al my work in cleaning
up this compound does not seem pointless; the children have been through enough tonight without having
to see what had been done to the people who'd lived here.

Without having to see the kind of thing that has probably been done to people they know, at their
outpost.

Possibly even to their parents.

| can't consider such questions right now. Right now, al | seem to be ableto do is Sare past the twisted
jags of durasted! that once had been this bunker's door, watching the steamcrawlers upward creep.

| don't need any hints from the Force to have a bad fedling about this.

In dgarik, thereisaclassc manuver caled thefork, where a player moves asingle holomonster into
position to attack two or more of his opponent's, so that no matter which 'monster the opponent moves
to safety, the other will be eaten. Caught in the fork, oné's only choice iswhich pieceto lose. Theword
has come to symbolize situations where the only choice to be made isachoice of disasters.

Wearewd| and truly forked.

| know who these seamcrawlers are bringing: jungle prospectors from the same outpost as the children,
fleeing the same UL F guerrillas whose attack had forced the children away- probably the same band that



destroyed this outpost. | got the story from Terrd, while | was tending to his broken arm and the girl's
scap wound.

Their outpost had been the next one on thistrack, some seventy klicksto the north and east. They had
come under attack by the ULF a dusk; Terrel'sfather had given him the task of gathering the other
children and driving them to safety.

They'd had no way to know that the ULF had been to this outpost first.
Terrd's arm had been broken by either abullet or a grenade fragment; he wasn't sure which.

Hetold me proudly how he managed the dual-stick controls of the steamcrawler with only one hand, and
how he had crashed into grassers as he broke through the Korun skirmish line, and how he was pretty
sure hed managed to run down "at least five or Six fragging kornos.” He says such things defiantly, asif
daring meto hurt him for it.

Asif | ever would.

The older girl, Keela, hasthe most seriousinjury. In the seam-crawler's tumble down the gully, shewas
thrown from her seat. She has a skull fracture and a severe concussion. | was able to salvage aspare
medpac from the ‘crawler before it went over the precipice. She'sin no grave danger, now, so long as
sheremains quiet and gets afew days rest. The medpac had anew bone stabilizer, so Terrd'sarm
should hed nicely. The younger children-Urno and Nykl and the brave little girl Pell-have nothing worse
than afew bruises, and scraped hands and knees from scrambling up the landdide.

Sofar.

| have not bothered to maintain my pretense of belonging to the guerrillas, though | have also avoided
explaining who | really am. The children seem to have decided that I'm abounty hunter, sncel don't "act
likeakorno"-whichisto say, | havent tortured and killed them, asthey were all half expecting, based on
the talesthey've heard from their parents. Asthey were al haf expecting despite being dive right now
only because | saved them. They have decided, based on their vast experience of bounty
hunters-courtesy of countless half-cred holo-dramas-that Besh and Chalk are my prisoners, and that I'm
going to deliver them to Pelek Baw for abig reward.

| have not disabused them of this notion. It's easier to bdieve than the truth.

But what should be merdly a childish fancy has become unexpectedly complicated and painful; even the
kindest illusion will often cut degper than any truth. One of the younger boys- rather arbitrarily-decided
that | must be "just about the greatest bounty hunter thereis" A six- year-old'singtinctive reaction, |
suppose. Soon, he got into a heated discussion with his brother, who ingsted that "everybody knows'
Jango Fett isthe greatest living bounty hunter. Which led the first boy to ask meif ' am Jango Fett.

| cannot help but wonder: if | had told them I'm a Jedi, who might this boy assume | am?

| was saved from answering by a scornful declaration fromTerrel."He ain't Jango Fett, supid. Jango
Fett's dead. Everybody knowsthat!" 'Jango Fett is not dead! Heisnot!" Tears began to well inthelittle
boy's eyes, and he gppeded to me. "Jango Fett ain't dead, ishe? Tell him. Tell him heain't dead.” At
firgt, al | could think to say was"I'm sorry.” And | was. | am. But the truth isthe truth.

"I'm sorry, but yes" | told them. "Jango Fett isdead.” 'See?’ Terrdl said with terrible thirteen-year-old



scorn.” 'Course heis, stupid. Some stinkin' Jedi snuck up behind him and stabbed him in the back with
one of them laser swords." Somehow this hurt even more. "It didn't happen that way. Fett was. killedina
fight." "Tusker poop,” Terrd declared. "No stinkin' Jedi could've took Jango Fett face to face! Hewas
the best." With this| could not argue; | could only contend that Fett had not been stabbed in the back.

'What d'you know about it? Was you there?" | could not-still cannot-bring myself to tell them just how
there | had been.

And | cannot properly describe the wound Terrdl's tone has opened within me: the way he says stinking
Jedi tells me more than | want to know about what Depa has done to our Order's name on this planet. It
was not so long ago that every adventurous boy and girl would have dreamed of being a Jedi.

Now their heroes are bounty hunters.

Theline of Seamcrawlers has hdted haf akilometer below us-where the lavawash took out the track.
Thiswon't stop them for long; when the cliff collapsed, it made anatura dam acrossthe bresk. Inthe
hours since the eruption, | would guess that the lava has penetrated the rocks and dirt, and cooled
enough to dabilizethe dide. Inteligently cautious, they're testing itsintegrity before attempting to cross.
But | know they'll makeit. Then what will | do?

It seems | have no choices | eft. Surrender is not an option. To save Besh and Chak-not to mention
mysdlf-1'll have to hold the children hostage.,

Thisishow far | havefdlen, even |, aJedi Master. Thisiswhat afew daysin thiswar has brought meto:
threatening the lives of children | would give my own to save.

Andif these Bdawai call my bluff?

The best outcome | can then foresee: these children will have to watch astheir parents, or their parents
friends, arekilled by a Jedi.

Best outcome-the phraseisitsalf amockery. On Haruun Kal, there seems to be no such thing.
Forked.

And yet, in dgarik, one doesn't get forked by accident. It'sthe result of amistakein play.

But where was my mistake thet |eft us here?

Glow rods below. They've |eft the steamcrawlers and are advancing on foot. No one has called out.
They will havetried to raise this outpost on comm; getting no answer, they'll approach with caution. |
wouldn't be surprised if those glow rods are lashed to long sticks, to seeif they draw sniper fire.
Therearealot of them.

Now, in desperation, | can only do as| always have, when | have faced impossible stuations: | turnto
Y odas teachings for advice and ingpiration. | can summon in my mind hiswise green eyes, and imagine
thetilt of hiswrinkled head. | can hear hisvoice: If no mistake have you made, yet losng you are. a

different game you should play.

Yes. A different game. | need adifferent game. New rules. New objectives. And | need it in about thirty



seconds.
Terrd? Terrdl, come up here. All of you. Pdll, wake up the boys. We're going to play agame.

[the voice of aboy, faintly]: "What kind of game?' A new game. | just made it up. It's called Nobody
Else Dies Today.

[another boy'svoice, faintly]: "'l was 'deep. 'S thisgonnabe afun game?' Only if wewin.

GAMESIN THE DARK L hese Baawa may have been irregulars, but they were both expe rienced
and disciplined.

Their recon squad entered the ruined com pound in three teams of two, spread over 120 degrees of arc
to giv them overlapping fields of fire. While glow rods still waved hafwaaong the dope below, these six
entered in total sllence and dee shadow. They must have had some kind of night-vision equipmem if the
Force hadn't let Mace fed the stark thresat of their wegpon: points of aim, he wouldn't have known they
werethere,

He stood in impenetrable shadow, looking out between th twisted jags of durasted that werethe
remnants of the bunker's dooi He could fed a darkness degper than the night gathering upon th
compound like fog rising from damp ground. The darkness soakd in through his pores and pounded
ingde hishead like ablack mi graine.

There had never been light bright enough to drive back darknes like this; Mace could only hope to make
of himsdlf alight brigh enough to cut throughit.

,-amthe blade, hetold himsdf sllently. ;' will haveto be; thereisn other.

Terrd," he said softly. "They're here. Go ahead, son." 'Y ou're sure? | can't see anything,” Terrd said
from beside him. He wiped his nose, then made fists as though he were holding on to his courage with
both hands. "I can't see anything at dl." "They will be ableto seeyou," Mace said. "Cal out.” 'Okay."
Staying in the shadows, he repested, "Okay," but thistimein aloud cdl. "Okay, hey, don't shoot, okay?
Don't shoot! It'sme!™ The night went silent. Mace felt Six weapons trained on the bunker door. He
murmured, "Tell them who you are.” Y eah, uh, hey ligten, it's Terrel, huh? Terrel Nakay. Ismy dad out
there?' A woman'svoice came out of the darknessto Mace's|eft, shrill with hope. "Terrel? Oh, Terrel!
IsKedawith you-?' Thegirl with the head wound held Pell and the two boyswell back from the
doorway, but when she heard the woman's voice she started unsteadily to her feet. "Don't go out there,"
Mace said. "And keep the smdller children still. We don't want anyone shot by accident.” She nodded
and sank back to her knees, cdling out, "Mom, I'm here! I'm okay!" 'Kedlal Keda-Keda-is Pell with
you?" A man shouted from the center, "Quiet!" '‘Rankin, it's Terrdl and Kedlal Didn't you hear them?
Keda, what about Pell-" "Hold your position, you stupid nerf! And shut up!™ the man snarled. Hisvoice
was ragged: angry, exhausted, and desperate. "We don't know who el seishere! Thisplaceiscompletely
fragged.” 'Rankin-" "They could be bait. Shut your mouth before | shoot you mysdlf." Mace nodded to
himsdlf. He would have suspected the same thing.

Terrd?" The man caled out in amuch softer tone: warily cam. "Terrd, it's Pek Rankin.

Come on out where we can seeyou.” Terrel looked at Mace. Mace said, 'Y ou know him?' The boy
nodded. "He's-sort of afriend of my dad's. Sort of.” 'Go on, then," Mace said gently. "Move dowly.
Keep your handsin plain sight, away from your body." Terrel did. Out from the bunker door, fedling his
way down the grade toward the shattered huts. "Can somebody put on alight? | can't see.” 'In aminute,”



Rankin'svoice replied from the darkness. "Keegp on coming thisway, Terrdl.
You'll bedl right. What happened to your ‘crawler? How come you don't answer comm?

Where are the other kids?' 'We had an accident. But we're okay. We're all okay. Okay?' Terrel caught
hisfoot on arock and sscumbled. "Ow! Hey, the light, huh? | got one broken arm already.” 'Just keep
walking toward my voice. Are you done? Where are the other kids?' 'In the bunker. But they can't come
out,” Terrel said. "And you can't go in." 'Why'sthat?' Mace said, "Because I'min here." In the Force he
felt their tenson ratchet up, sharp as an indrawn breath. After amoment, Rankin's voice came out of the
darkness. "And who might you be?' 'Y ou don't need to know." 'Isthat so? Why don't you step out
wherewe can get alook at you?' 'Because the temptation to take a shot at me might prove
overwheming," Mace said. "Any boltsthat misswill be bouncing around theinside of this bunker. Where
there are four more innocent children.” A new man'svoice rang out from the right, thin with fear and
anger. "Two of those kids are my sons-if you hurt them-""All | have done," Mace said, "istend their
injuries and keep them sheltered. What happens to them now depends on you." 'He's telling the truth!™
Terrd cdled. "Hedidn't hurt us-he saved us. HE's okay. Redlly.

He'sjust afraid you'll shoot him 'cause hesakorno!” A burst of low, half-strangled profanity came from
theright.

Terrd cdled hagtily, "But he's not ared korno. He just looks like one. He talks dmost like aregular
person-and he'slike, like a, abounty hunter, or something.” Hisvoice trickled off, leaving asilence empty
and ominous. Mace fdt currents of intention shifting and winding through the Force; the Bdawa must
have been consulting in whispers on comm.

Findly, Rankin caled out once more. "So? What drr "QU want?" 'l want you to take these children and
go away from nere” 'Huh? What ese?' 'That's dl. Just take the children and go.” 'Wdll. Aren't you
generous,” Rankin said, dry. Bitter. "Listen, I'm gonnamake alight.

Nobody get twitchy. | don't want to get fragged, okay?' Mace sad, "Light will be welcome.”

Y elow-white glol ared behind adab of tumbled wall, and acell-powered glow flipping through the
air toland not far from Terrd'sfee - _ced, and rolled to astop. Itshalf globe of up-angled light stretched
the surrounding shadows toward the sky, painting them even darker.

Terrel held ahand at his chin to shade hiseyes. "Hey, don't make me stand around aone out here, huh?”
'‘Come on over here, boy." A man stepped into view, moving dowly into the light. He held a blaster rifle
in one hand, its barrel danting dowvi, carefi " cted at the ground beside him. His other hand was up and
forv,» “dm out. His clothing was scorched and stained, and one whole side of his head bore a clotted
mass of spray bandage, the foam covering one eye. From hisvoice, thiswas Rankin. " Get yoursdlf under
cover," Terrel looked back up at the bunker. Mace said, "Go ahead, son." The voice of the man who'd
claimed to be the boys father snarled from the darkness. "Don't call him son, korno! Y ou're not his
father! Y our stinkin' kind killed hisfather-" " Stow that garbage!” Rankin barked, but too late: Terrd's
face crumpled in tragic disbdief.

'Dad?' he said, sounding stunned and lost. "My dad?’ If eyes could shoot blaster bolts, Rankin's would
have killed the man. " Get him out of here," he said. Another man, aso wounded, stepped far enough into
thelight to fold Terrel in hisarms and draw him away into the ring of darkness.

‘Listen,” Rankin said, looking up at the dark jagged mouth of the bunker. "1 guess you don't want the
children hurt. Neither do we. But we've got a serious problem here, okay? We got our butts shot of f
tonight. O " homes are destroyed. Half the people | know on this whole planet are dead. Those ‘crawlers



are stuffed with wounded, and we've got aload of kornos on our tails. We can't just go, get it? We cant.
We need aplace to hole up till dawn, that'sdl."” Y ou can't stay here," Macesad. "Thereare ULF
guerrillason their way hereright now.

Look at whereyou are. This place couldn't stand against them when it wasintact.” 'It doesn't have to.
Gunshipsfly at dawn. We can hold out till then." 'Y ou don't understand-" 'Maybe | don't. So? Not your
problem, isit?" 'l have madeit my problem," Mace said grimly. "Y ou have no ideawhat thisplaceis.
What it has become.” 'Y ou know what happened here?' Rankin waved hisrifle at the shattered huts.
"Whereiseverybody?' 'Dead,” Mace said. "Killed by the ULF. All of them.” 'l don't think so. Where are
the bodies? Think I've never seen aULF action? | know the kind of thingsthey do to our dead." 'Forget
the bodies." Mace tried to massage the pain from his temple with the hedl of one hand. How could the
smple decency of burying the dead turn againg him?"If you're here when the guerrillas arrive, they'll kill
all of you, too. Y ou care about your children's lives? Get them out of here." 'Hey, he didn't say us," said
the father's voice from the darkness. "Y ou catch that, Pek?'Kill al of you," he says. Y ou catch that?"
'Shut up." Rankin didn't even glancein the father's direction. " Then why haven't you sent out the other
kidsaready?' '‘Because| don't know when the ULF will get here," Mace said impatiently. "Thisisthe
only place | can defend them. And if | had sent them out already, you'd have no reason to listen to me,
would you? I'd be just another korno. One of you would have opened fire, and by now people would be
dead. That'swhat I'm trying to avoid. Don't you understand? We don't have time to argue. On grassers,
they can move asfast asasteamcrawler. Faster. They could be here right now, watching you from the
jungle-" Rankin shook hishead. "That's why we need that bunker, you follow? We gotta get our
wounded where we can protect them-" 'Y ou can't protect them!” Mace'sfists clenched until his
fingernails drew blood from his pdms. Why wouldn't they understand? He could fed the dark closingin
upon them dl like astrangler's noose. "Listen to me. This bunker couldn't help the people who lived here,
and it can't help you. Y our only hopeisto take your kids and your wounded and run. All of you: run.”
‘Some kinda stinkin' funny korno," the father's voice said from the shadows. "What's he so worried about
usfor?' That's not your business," Mace said. "Y our businessisto get yourself, your people, and these
five children out of this place without anyone dying.” ‘Maybe he'sjust tryin' to keep us out here where the
gtinkin' kornos can get us" 'Didn't | tell you to shut upT Rankin angled his good eye up toward the
bunker. "Y ou're askin' usto take alot on faith, from some guy we can't even see.” 'Y ou don't need to see
me. All you need to seeisthis" With atwitch of the Force, Mace squeezed the Thunderbolt'strigger. A
sngle packet of energy screamed into the sky and burst in aspherical flash of scarlet asit entered alow
cloud. "That could as easily have been your head.

| know exactly where you are. All six of you." He paused for asecond to let that sink in. "If | wanted you
hurt, we wouldn't be talking.

Y ou'd dready be dead.” Thetruth of thiswiped Rankin's face clean of expression. Mace watched it hit
home, and had just enough timeto think that this might actually work- Then streaks of blasterfirelit up the
dope below.

The jungle thundered with scarlet explosions, multiple bolts flashing from the cover of seamcrawlersto
shatter branches and blow rocksto splinters. The bursts were instantly echoed by smaller, whiter flares
under thetrees, crackling like abonfire built of green logs: muzzle flashes.

Sugthrowers.

Shouts and screams from human throats underscored the whine of blasters and the shrieks of dugs
hurtling in ricochets off seam-crawler armor.

'What did | tell you?' the father shrieked from the darkness. "What did | te,'/you? He kept us yapping



and now we're getting killed down there-," 'Don't do nothing stupid!™ Rankin shouted. He hunched over
inthe glow rod's spill, hisface desperate and frightened: ajacklighted ur-stag. "L ook, nobody do
nothing-" 'Rankin!" The Force gave Mace's voice the thunder of asigna cannon. "Pull your people back.
A fighting retreat. Have them pull back here to the compound.” Below, asteamcrawler'sturret gun
spewed a stream of flame across an arc of jungle. Blood- colored light licked the bunker's celling.

"Y ou said coming up here can't help us-" ‘It can't. | can. Doit. It'syour only chance." Behind Mace, one
of the boys had started to cry, and now the other one joined him. Pell said, "Mister? That's my mom out
there." Her underlip twitched and her eyeswelled. "Don't let them hurt her, okay? Don't et nobody hurt
her." Kedlagathered Pell into her arms. " Shell be okay. Don't worry. Shélll be okay." Her eyes begged
Maceto makethistrue.

Mace stared down at them, thinking that if it were up to him, no one would hurt anyone.
Anywhere. Ever. He said only, "Hang on. Be brave." Pdll sniffled and nodded solemnly.

Outsde, Rankin was shouting into his comlink."-no, blast it! Up here. Flares and flame projectors. Light
‘em up and dow 'em down-and get those 'crawlersin gear!" 'Rankin, don't!" the father shouted. "Don't
you get it? Once we're up here, he can crossfire our butts from the bunker!” 'Don't be stupid-" " Space
your don't-be-stupid talk! Y ou know what's stupid? Talking to that korno like he'sahuman being!
Believing onefraggin' word he says, that's supid! Want to talk to the kornos?

Tak with your gun." A star burst to life below and shot high into the air: aflare. It hung below the clouds,
lighting the steamcrawlers, the jungle, and the outpost stark actinic white. Mace had to shield hiseyes
againgt the sudden glare, and he heard the father's harsh cry of triumph, and the Force snapped his
lightsaber to his hand and brought the blade to life as a blaster rifle sang arhythm fast asa hand could
queeze.

The father was no marksman; no bolt would have come within arm's length of Mace-but they would have
bounced into the bunker. Amethyst light flashed to meet the red, and instead every bolt screamed away
into the sky.

Mace stood in the doorway, looking down at Rankin's awestruck face past the guard angle of his
lightsaber's blade. Rankin's mouth moved in breathless silence: Jedi.

Mace thought: Looks likewelose.

'Keda," Mace said without turning, hisvoicetight but dead level. "Get the children to the back. Lie down
behind the bodies of the Korunnai: they are your best cover." 'What?' Keda stared at him blankly.
"What? Who areyou?' From outside, the father'svoice roared, "That'saJedi!” Aningtant later, it was
joined by another voice: higher, half broken, hoarse with grief, betraya, and wild rage.

‘A gtinkin'Jedi! Hesagtinkin'Jedi! Kill him! Kill him!" Thevoicewas Terrd's.

The Force moved Mace's hands faster than thought. Depals lightsaber went to hisleft hand, to mirror his
own in hisright, and together they wove awal across the mouth of the bunker, catching and scettering a
flood of blagterfire.

Bolts splintered off in dl directions; the erratic staccato of badly aimed shotstook al his concentration
and skill to intercept. Mace sank deeper and deeper into the Force, surrendering more and more of his
conscious thought to the instinctive whirl of Vagpad, and even so some bolts dipped past him and



whanged randomly around the inside of the bunker.

Hewastoo deep in Vaapad to make a plan, too deep even to think, but he was a Jedi Master: he didn't
haveto think.

He knew.
If he stayed in this doorway, the children would die.

One step at atime, to give the shooterstimeto adjust their am, Mace leaned into the gdle of blasterfire
and gtarted down the exposed dope below the door. His blades flashing in blinding whirls of jungle green
and sundown purple, spraying a spiked fan of deflected bolts toward the smoke-shrouded stars, he drew
their fire down, away from the bunker's door. Away from their own children.

One step, then another.

Hewas aware, in an abstract, disconnected way, of an ache in his arms and the salt sting of swesat
trickling into his eyes. He was aware of hot dashes of blaster grazes dong hisflanks, and of a chunk that
had been torn from one thigh by aglancing hit. All these meant lessto him than the new vectors of fireas
he continued his relentless march and the jups broke from cover. He was dso aware that not al the jups
were shooting; he heard Rankin's desperate ordersto ceasefire, and felt in the Force anirrationa blood
hunger that kept the others squeezing triggers until their wegpons began to smoke.

A blood hunger fed by the dark.
No. Not blood hunger.
Blood fever.

Hefet people moving on dl sdesof him, new people, shooting and shouting and stumbling among the
shattered huts. He felt their panic and fierce rage and the breathl ess desperation of their retreat. Massive
shadows loomed in the Force, lumbering behemoths that roared with voices of fire: seamcrawlers
backing into the ruined compound, treads crushing tumbled dabs of prefab wals, grinding the dirt over
gravesthat Mace had dug only hours before.

The compound flooded with smoke and flame, with flashes of blaster bolts and snarls of hypersonic
dugs. Mace paced through it dl with reentless cam, hisonly expresson adight frown of concentration,
his blades weaving an impenetrable web of lightning. He gave more and more of himsdlf over tothe
Force, letting it move his hands, hisfeet, letting it guide him through the battle.

The dark power he had felt gather in the Force now rose around him to swallow the stars; it broke over
him in awave that pushed him down and caught him up and when hefdt a hogtile presence lunge toward
his back he whirled with effortless speed and amethy<t light splashed fire through the long durasted blade
of aknifeheldinasmall hand. A diced-off piece skittered across the ground and green energy dropped
like an ax for thekill- And stopped, trembling- One centimeter above abrown-haired head.

Brown hairs curled, crisped, and blackened in green fire. A stub of knife, its new-cut edge till glowing
hot, dropped from a nerveless hand. Stunned brown eyes, streaming tears that sparkled with brilliant
green highlights, stared up at him from either sde of Depas blade.

'Stinkin','i?fz,"Terrel sobbed. "Go on an' kill me. Go on an' kill everybody-" Y ou're not safe out here,”



Mace said. He threw himsalf backward and with ashove of the Force sent Terrel skidding toward the
door of the bunker. A jet of flame howled through the space where they had stood.

Macerolled to hisfeet, blades angled defensively before him, looking up at the looming turret gun of a
steamcrawler asit traversed to track him. Someone inside had decided it would be worth Terrd'slifeto
take out Mace. Mace didn't much carefor that kind of math. He had a different equation in mind.

Four steamcrawlers divided by one Jedi equals one huge smoking pile of scrap.

The shatterpoints of the 'crawlers were obvious: neither the linked treads nor the traverse gears that
rotated the turrets would stand against a single swipe of alightsaber. In lessthan asecond apiece, he
could turn these armored behemoths into nothing more than hollow metal rocks-but he didntt.

Because that wouldn't hurt enough.
He wanted to hurt them worse than this black migraine was hurting him.

These people had attacked him when al he wanted was to help them. When he had been trying to save
them. They had attacked him without regard for their own lives, or thelives of their children. They'd
amost made him kill one of their children himsdlf.

They were supid. They were evil. They deserved to be punished.
They deserved to die.

Hesaw it dl inasngle burst of image: amemory of something that hadn't happened yet. He saw himsalf
dive headfirst under the steamcrawler and flip to hisback, histwin blades carving through the 'crawler's
lightly armored undercarriage. Hed come up in the passenger compartment, where one or two armed
men might be guarding the wounded; he'd use their own blagterfire to take them out. Then cut hisway
into the cabin, take out the driver-then held wash the compound in flame projected from the
steamcrawler'sturret gun; the jups on foot would run and shriek as they burned. Then hewould usethe
Forceto flip hislightsabers through the air to carve gapsin the armor of the other steamcrawler, gaps
through which histurret gun would pour flame, roasting drivers and passengers and wounded-thick
mest-scented smoke would billow out the hatches.

They'd dl die. Every single one of them.
It wouldn't take him afull minute.
And hed enjoy it.

Hewas dready running toward the seamcrawler, gathering himsdlf for the headlong dive, when hefindly
thought, What am | doing?

He barely managed to turn his dive into aspring instead. He flipped upward through the air to land
poised on the steamcrawler's outer deck beside the flame-gun turret. Helet himsdlf fall proneto the
deck, using its bulk to cover him againgt blagterfire from the Baawai on the ground, and his whole body
sagged as hetried to pull his mind back out from the Force.

It wastoo dark here. Too dark everywhere: thick and blinding, choking like the black smoke plume from
the volcano's mouth above. He could find no light &t all except the red flame that burned in his heart. His



head pounded as though he were the one with fever wasps hatching inside his brain. Asthough his skull
were cracking open.

Fatigue and pain rushed him, barreling him toward unconscious ness; drawing upon the Force to sustain
himsalf drew in rage aswell. He clung to the ‘crawler's deck, pressing his face into the hot bullet-scarred
armor. Every second he could hold himself gtill was another second for some of these men and women to
live

A howl welled up ingde him: aroar of dark fury raised to the level of exatation. He locked histeeth
agang it, but it rang in his ears anyway, echoing across the mountaingde like akks caling with the voice
of the blood fever itsdf- Mace's breath caught in histhroat. A voice insde him-how could it echo?

Heraised hishead.
That howling was akk voices after dl.

They came up from the jungle, climbing the steep lava-cut Sdes of the outcrop, massive claws gouging
furrowsin the stone. Five, eight, adozen: gigantic, armored, cowl spinesbrigtling in full threat display,
white foamy ropes of daver looping from the corners of their dagger- toothed mouths.

Heavily armed Balawai fell back before them. The akks moved with the ddliberate speed of crestures
who had nothing to fear. Steamcrawler turret guns hosed them down with flame; they ignored it. They
shrugged aside the minor tings of blaster hits. When they reached the crown of the outcrop, they began
to pace around the outpost's perimeter, circling the shattered huts; their pace became atrot, then a
gdlop: aring of armored predator, gradudly tightening.

Mace recognized akk herding behavior: asthough the Baawa were unruly grassers, the akkswere
forcing them into asingle crowd in the centra common area of the compound like a corrd, working by
pure intimidation. Any Balawal who tried to escape the ring was dammed back into it by the twitch of a
massive shoulder or the sweep of an armored tail. No akk put its teeth on human flesh; even one jup who
fired hisrifle point blank into an akk's throat- uselesdy-received only a buffet from jawsthat could as
eedly have bitten himin half.

Mace fdt the dark thunder rising in the Force and he knew: the compound hadn't become acorrd. It had
become a daughter pen.

A killing ground.

And then he felt the shadow of the butcher.

Mace looked updope: there he was, standing on the rock above the bunker's door.

A Korun.

In the Force, he burned with power.

Huge: his swest-glistening bare chest could have been fused together from granite boulders.

His shaven skull gleamed more than two meters above his bare feet. His pants were crudely sewn from a
vine cat's pelt. He raised arms like a spacescraper's buttresses over his head.



To each forearm was strapped some kind of shield: elongated teardrops of amirror-polished meta. Their
wide-curved ends extended around his massive fists, and they tapered to needle points a handspan
behind his elbows.

Venswrithed in hisforearms as hisfists tightened. The edges of the shidds blurred, and ahigh evil whine
resonated in Mace's teeth.

The akk dogs turned to the man as though thiswere some kind of signd. As one, dogs and man together
lifted their heads to the smothered stars and unleashed another dark blood-fever howl. It hummed in
Mace's chest, and he felt the echoing answer it drew from his own rage, and he findly understood.
Theragewasnt dl his.

His blood fever was an answer his heart gaveto the call of the jungle. To the howl of the akks.

To the power of thisman.

The Bdawa had not run here of their own will; they had been driven here, herded to ground that had
been soaked in violence and mdice and savage blood fever only days before. What had been donein
this place had been ddliberate, the dark mirror image of areligious sanctification. The massacre here had
been only a preparation, to prime the jungle for this dark rite.

Mace knew him now: thismust be the lorpelek.

Thiswas Kar Vadter.

His arms swept downward, and from beyond the ring of circling akkslegpt Sx Korunnai, springing as
high as Jedi but without Jedi grace. The Force thrust that propelled them fdlt like agrunt of pain. They
flailed as though they clawed their way through the air, but they landed coiled, balanced, crouched to
attack. All six were dressed identically to Vastor, and each bore those twin teardrop shields that snarled

like overdriven comm speskers.

The Baawa met them with astorm of blasterfire. Bolts flashed and splattered and splintered upward into
the clouds as the twin shields each man bore moved faster than thought.

The Bdawa stopped firing.

Not asingle Korun had falen. Their flashing shields had intercepted every bolt.

They could only have learned thisfrom a Jedi.

From one particular Jedi.

Oh, no, Mace thought.

Oh, Depa, no.

Ontherock above, the lor pelek spread his corded arms, leaning out over the drop, toppling as though

he thought he could fly-then at the last ingtant he sprang forward into adive that carried him toward the
center of the crowd of Balawal, where they massed around the steamcrawlers.



Thekilling began.

LOR PELEK T, he Korunnai waded in without waiting for Vastor to land. They sprang among the mass
of Baawal and siwvung those teardrop shieldsin short, vicious arcs, angled flat asthough to cut with their
edges- And cut they did.

Their Szzling edges bit through blasters with tooth-grinding squedls, they dashed through flesh with a
meety squelch, and the blood on them shivered to mist. Scarlet clouds trailed them like smoke. Mace
saw aman cut in half, and the shield came out his other sde gill shining like an ultrachrome mirror.

Shining like avibro-ax.

Vastor touched down in the middle of the compound and rolled out of hisfal without dowing. He flashed
into an inhumanly fast sprint toward the very steamcrawler atop which Macelay. Vastor's sprint became
aheadlong dive that carried him diding between the treads.

The steamcrawler's armor hummed under Mace's hands, and a harsher squed joined the chorus of
snarling shields; he had to bite back an obscenity held learned from Nick.

Vagtor was cutting through the ‘crawler's undercarriage.
Had he stolen that dark dream right out of Mace's head?

Mace popped to hisfeet and both hislightsabers hummed to life. He felt VVaster in the Force: atorch that
flared with darkness. He was almost through the undercarriage; once inside, held be loose among the
wounded. The Force showed him how the wounded men and women inside the crawler had dready
pressed themsalves away from the shining blades that diced upward from below.

Mace decided it was time he introduced himsdlf to thislor pelek.

He sprang into the air, flipping high over the stleamcrawler's turret to land on itsflat mid-deck armor
directly above Vagter. A twitch of the Force reversed his grips so that the lightsabers blades projected
downward from hisfists. Then he dropped to his knees, twisting to swing the bladesin acircle around
him.

A vibroshidd is not the only thing that can cut Sseamcrawler armor.

A disk of that armor-edges still glowing from thelightsabers cuts, Mace il knedinginits
center-dropped straight down like afree-faling turbolift.

Mace heard one explosive obscenity from below before he and the disk of armor flattened Kar Vaster
like afuson-powered pile driver.

Theinterior of the steamcrawler was crowded with wounded men and women. One of them brandished
aheavy blaster; Mace dashed it in two with aflip of hislightsaber. "No shooting,” he said, and the Force
made hiswordsinto acommand that sent several other blasters clattering to thefloor.

Vadter lay pinned facedown to the deck, half stunned.

Mace leaned closeto hisear. "Kar Vaster, | am Mace Windu. Stand down. That's an order.” A twitch of
the Force was his only warning, but for Mace it was more than he needed. He threw himself into a back



flip aquarter of asecond before the disk of armor dammed upward to smash againgt the celling with a
deafening clank. Before it could fall again, Vaster was on hisfeet. Then asthe disk dropped, an
ultrachromeflamelicked throughiit, dicing it in half.

The piecesrattled back down through the hole Vaster had cut in the undercarriage.

Vagter faced Mace across the hole. Darkness pulsed at Mace through the Force, but on the ,'orfe,'ek’s
face was not anger, but instead inhuman focus: a prima ferocity like akrayt dragon surprised over the
corpse of abantha

The way he had shrugged Mace off, the dicing of the armor disk: a predator's dominance display.

Herased his shidd-clad handsin salute and rumbled something in alanguage that Mace didn't
recognize-it didn't even sound like language at dl: morelike the growls and snarls of jungle beasts.

But as Vaster spoke, some power of the lor fe,'ek's unfurled his meaning inside Mace's mind.
Mace Windu, the lor peek had said. An honor. Why do you interferein my kill?

‘Thereisnokill," Mace said. "Do you understand me? No kill. No morekilling." Vastor's smile was
dishdieving. No? Then what do you propose? Shdl we lay down our arms? He beckoned invitingly with
oneszzling shidd. Youfirg.

The zings of blaster ricochets and the roar of steamcrawler turret guns came clearly through the ggpsin
the 'crawler'sarmor. "No unnecessary killing," Mace amended. "No more massacres.” Vastor's response
had aqudity of animal directness, straightforward and uncomplicated.

Massacres are necessary, doshalo.

'You and | are not doshdla." Mace angled hislightsabersin adefensive X. "Y ou are no clan brother of
mine." Vaster shrugged. Where are Besh and Chalk?

'In the bunker,” Mace answered without thinking, hismind still whirling around the concept of a necessary
massacre.

Vagter swept the wounded men and women in the steamcrawler's cabin with a contemptuous glare.
These will keep, doshao. They cannot escape. Follow me. With arush of the Force, he sprang straight
upward through the hole Mace had cut.

That same rush of the Force tugged at Mace'swill, inclining him to follow without thinking- but he
understood now the power of this place, and of Vaster himsalf.

Y ou'll have to do better than that," Mace muttered.

Heturned his attention to the terrified Balawa around him. He gestured, and dl the discarded blasters
flipped from the deck to hang in midair; with asingle swift flourish he diced every one of themin half,
then cast their pieces out the hole. "Listen to me, dl of you. Y ou must surrender. It isyour only hope.”
'Hope of what?' aman said bitterly. Hisface was gray; he wore a bacta patch over a chest wound and
clutched the stump of hiswrist just above awad of spray bandage that served him for atourniquet. "We
know what happensif were captured.” 'Not thistime," Mace sad: "If you fight, they will kill you. If you
surrender | can keep you dive. And | will." "We're supposed to just take your word for it?" ‘I am a Jedi



Master." The man spat blood on the deck. "We know what that's worth.” '‘Obvioudy you don't." In the
Force, Mace felt the dark flame that wasthe lor pelek fighting his way upd ope toward the bunker. For
an instant he was dmost grateful-he'd be happy to leave the defense of Chalk and Besh in Vastor's
hands-but then he remembered the children.

Thechildren were dill indde.
Where Vastor was going.
Massacres are necessary.

'l won't argue.” Mace moved to the rim of the hole Vastor had cut, and looked up through the one hed
cut himself, judging his clearance. "Fight to asure degth, or surrender to ahope of life. The choiceis
yours," he said, and threw himself upward into the burning night.

The whole compound was on fire: choking black smoke swirled above blazing |akes of flame-projector
fud. Blaster boltsflashed through every angle, their bursts an arrhythmic drumbegt under the howling
chorus of the Korun shield-wegpons. Vastor bounded up the dope toward the bunker in erratic
zigzagging legps, his shiddsflashing: catching stray bolts, carving metd, dashing flesh.

Mace dived from the top of the steamcrawler, flipped in the air, and hit the ground running.
His blades wove a green and purple corona of power that splintered blasterfire into the sky.

A knot of Balawai huddied on their knees afew metersto the left of Mace's path, their hands
finger-laced on the backs of their heads. Eyes closed against the horror around them, they screamed for
mercy to agore-smeared Korun whose face held nothing human. The Korun raised twin shields shrilling
over hishead, and with aroar of dark exultation he plunged them toward defenseless necks- But before
he could land the blow, the sole of aboot dammed his spine so hard that he flipped completely over and
landed on his head.

The Korun sprang to hisfeet, unhurt and raging. "Kick me? Gonnadie, you! Gonnadie-" He stopped,
because to move another centimeter would have brought his nose in contact with the rock-steady purple
lightsaber blade poised in front of hisface. At the other end of that blade stood Mace Windu.

'Yes, | will," hesaid. "But not today.” The Korun's expression curdled like sour grasser milk. "Must be
the Windu Jedi, you," he said in Koruun. "Depas sre.” The word gave Mace atwinge; in Koruun, Sire
could mean ether "master” or "father.” Or both. He spokein hisrusty Koruun. "Don't kill not-fighters,
you. Kill not-fighters andjyow die." The Korun snorted. "Tak likeaBadawal, you," he spat in Basic.
"Don't take your orders, |." Mace twitched hislightsaber. The Korun's eyesflickered. Mace returned to
Bascaswell.

"If you want to live, believe what | say: what happensto them will happen to you." Tl it to Kar Vagtor,"
the Korun sneered.

'l intend to." Before the Korun could reply, Mace whirled and sprang for the bunker's door.
Mace didn't trouble with the distractions that had made Vastor's path jag like abalt of lightning; he went

straight for the door's shattered gape as though launched from a cannon. He reached it only steps behind
thelarger man.



And froze.

Froze despite the chilling whine of those teardrop shields, despite Vastor's rumbling snarl like the
hunting-cough of ahungry vine cat. Despite a sound Mace could no more ignore than he could reverse
the rotation of the planet: the shrieks of children screaming in terror.

The burning compound below lit the bunker's ceiling with shifting light the color of blood, casting Mace's
shadow huge and wavering, indistinct but utterly black: a shadow that shrouded al within. The only light
that fell upon the core of his shadow was the unnatural wash of mingled green and purple glare from his
lightsabers.

Vagter stood within, hunched like agundark, hisright arm drawn back to strike. Dangling from hair
tangled in VVagtor's | eft figt, feet kicking above the floor, sobbing uncontrollably about how al you stinkin
kornos haveto die, was Terrdl.

'Vagtor, stop!" Mace opened himsdlf to thefull flood of the Force, and used it to hammer at the
lorpdeKswill. "Don't doit, Kar. Put the boy down.” He might aswell have not bothered; Vastor's
answering snarl trandated in Mace's mind as When | am done with him. The shield strapped to Vastor's
left arm made amirrored halo over Terrel's head, but now the other angled toward where Besh and
Chalk lay. Look there, and see what sort of creature | hold.

'He's not some creature,” Mace responded with reflexive certainty. "He'saboy. His name. hisnameis.”
Hisvoicetrailed away as hiseyesfindly made sense of what Vastor was pointing a. "Terrel." Besh and
Chak lay on the stone floor midway between where Vastor stood holding Terrel and where Kedla, Pell,
and the two younger boys cowered. The clothing of the thanatizine- bound Korunnai appeared
inexplicably rumpled, even tattered, and over their torsosit glistened awet oily black. A full second
passed before Mace redlized that it was the light from his blades that robbed color from the wet gleam on
their clothes; hefigured it out by the smell, strong even through the reek of the burning compound

outside.

It was the smdll of blood.

Someone had been hacking, inexpertly but with considerable enthusiasm, at the two helpless Korunnai.
Hacking at two human beings Mace had sworn to protect.

Hacking at sad Besh, who could not speak. Who'd lost his brother only yesterday.

Hacking at fierce Chalk, the girl who had made hersdf strong enough to survive anything.

Anything but this.

They had lain down in this cold bunker floor and taken into their veinsthe drug that had swallowed them
in afase death, trusting that a Jedi Master would watch over them to prevent area one.

On thefloor below Terrdl's dangling feet was ashort stub of knife, smeared with the same dark blood.
The blade was only half adecimeter long, itstip now asharp straight dant- Terrd'sknife. The one Mace
had diced in half on the dope outsde.

Strength drained from Mace'sknees. "Oh, Terrd," he said, letting hislightsabers swallow their blades.
"Terrel, what have you done?' Don't worry, was the meaning of Vastor's rumbling growl. Hewon't do it



agan.

Mace threw himsdf into a Force-spring, both his blades blazing to life again as he streaked through the
darknesstoward Vastor's back-and in that instant he saw himsalf arguing again with Nick on thetrail,
heard again his orders within this shattered bunker, saw the steamcrawler carrying children teeter at the
lip of the precipice, saw Rankin step into the circle of light, faced Vastor ingde a steamcrawler crowded
with wounded. He couldn't see what he should have done differently-what he could have done differently
and remained the Jedi he was-to lead to any moment other than this one: this moment where he knew
aready he would be too late, too dow, too old and tired, too beaten down by the inexplicable crudties
of junglewar- Too usdessto savethelife of one single child.

Mace could only roar afutile denial as Vastor struck. The vi-broshield sank deep into Terrel'sbody. And
asthelorpelek ripped the life out of the boy, the blood fever told Mace what he should have done
differently. man, only aman; aman of power, to be sure, but no longer the embodiment of the jungle's
darkness. Terrel had been aboy, merdly achild, yes, but aboy whose dead arms were still wet to the
elbow with the blood of Chalk and Besh.

Until now, Mace had looked at them-at this whole world, and dl that he had seen within it-with Jedi

eyes. seeing abstract patterns of power in the swirling chiaroscuro of the Force, a punctuated rhythm of
good and evil. His Jedi eyes had found him only what held dready been looking for.

Without knowing it, he/d been seeking an enemy. Someone he could fight. Someone who would stand in
for thiswar.

Someone he could blamefor it.
Someone he could kill.
Now, though- He looked at Vaster with his own eyes, truly open for the first time.

Vagter looked back intently. After amoment, the lor pelek relaxed with asigh, lowering his wegpons.
Y ou have decided to let melive, was the meaning of hiswordless grumble. For now.

Macesad, "l am sorry." For what? Vaster looked frankly puzzled. When Mace did not answer, he
shrugged. Now that | may safely show you my back, | will go. Thefight isover. | must deal with our
captives.

He turned toward the bunker's door. Mace spoke to hisback. "I won't alow you to kill prisoners.”
Vagter stopped, glancing back over his shoulder. Who said anything about killing prisoners? One of my
men? Hiseyestook aferd gleam from the light of Mace's blades.

Never mind. | know who it was. Leave him to me.

Without another word, Vaster staked out into the firdlit night.

Mace stood in the flickering dark, his only light the shine from hisblades. After atime, his hands went
numb on the handgrips activation plates, and his blades shrank to nothingness.

Now the only light was the bloody glow on the bunker's ceiling cast by the fires outside.

He noted absently that Besh and Chalk hadn't bled much from their wounds. The thanatizine, he guessed.



A low whimper from behind reminded him of the children. He turned and looked down at them. They
quivered in agroup hug so tight he couldn't see where one child ended and the next began. None of them
returned his stare. He could fed their terror through the Force: they were afraid to meet hiseyes.

He wanted to tell them that they had nothing to fear, but that would be alie. He wanted to tell them that
he wouldn't let anyone hurt them. That was another lie: he aready had. None of them would ever forget
seeing tharr friend killed by aKorun.

None of them would ever forget seeing a Jedi let that Korun walk away.

There were so many things he should say that he could only keep silent. There were so many things he
should do that he could only stand holding his powered-down lightsabers.

When dl choices seem wrong, choose restraint.

And so he stood motionless.

'Master Windu?' Thevoice wasfamiliar, but it seemed to come from very far away; or perhapsit was
only an echo of memory. "Master Windu!" He stood staring into an invisible distance until a strong hand
took hisarm. "Hey, Mace!" He sighed. "Nick. What do you want?"' 'It'samaost dawn. Gunshipsfly with
thelight. It won't take them long to get here. Timeto saddle-" Nick's voice stopped as though he were
choking on something. "Frag me. What did you-I mean, what did they-who would-how-?" His voiceran
down. Mace finally turned to face the young Korun. Nick stared speechlessy down at the bloody
messes that were Besh and Chalk.

"The thanétizine has dowed their hemorrhaging,” Mace said softly. " Someone who's good with a
medpac's tissue binder might till be ableto savetheir lives." ‘And-and-and-are those children-?" him to
the father of the two young boys. When Mace told him that Urno and Nykl were still dive and as safe as
any Balawai here could be, the man burst into tears.

Relief or terror: Mace could not tell.

Tearsaretears.

Mace could summon no sympathy for him. He could not forget that this was the man who had fired the
first shot into the bunker. Nor could he pass any sort of judgment upon him; he could not say that if this
man had held hisfire, any of the dead here would instead be dive.

Rankin was not among the captives. Nor was the girls mother.

Mace knew neither had escaped.

Rankin. Though he and Mace could not have trusted each other, they had been, however briefly, onthe
same side. They had both been trying to get everyone out of here without anyone dying.

Rankin had paid the price of that failure.
Perhaps Mace had started paying it aswell.

One more question to one more captive, and then the akks moved aside for him again.



Vaster was nearby, growling and barking and snarling the Korunnai into groups organized for the
withdrawad. In his disconnected state, Mace felt no surprise to discover that he could not now understand
thelor pelek. Vagtor's voice had become jungle noise, freighted with meaning but indecipherable.
[nhuman® Impersondl.

Lethd.

. hot because the jungle killsyou, Nick had said. Just becauseitiswhat it is.

Mace put out ahand to stop Vaster asthe lor pelek swept by him. "What will you do with the captives?’
Vasgter rumbled wordlesdy in histhroat, and now again his meaning unfurled in Mace's mind.

They comewith us,

'Y ou can take care of prisoners?' We don't take care of them. We give them to thejungle.

"Thetan pe'trokd,” Mace murmured. "Junglejustice.” Somehow, this made perfect sense.

Though he could not approve, he could not help but understand.

Vastor nodded as he turned to move on. ,'/ isour way.

'Isthat different from murder?' Though Mace was looking at VVastor, he sounded like he was asking
himsdf. " Can any of them survive? Cast out alone, without supplies, without weapons-" The lor pelek
gave Mace apredator's grin over his shoulder, showing his needle-sharp teeth. | did, he growled, and
walked away.

'And the children?' But Mace was talking to the lorpel eK's departing back; Vastor was already snapping
at three or four ragged young Korunnai. What he might be ordering them to do, Mace couldn't say;
Vagtor's meaning had departed with his attention.

Mace drifted in the direction the last captive he'd spoken to had indicated. He stopped at the edge of a
smoldering puddle of flame-projector fud. It had burned nearly out; black coils of smoke twisted upward
from only afew patches of dawn-paled flame.

A step or two in from the edge of the puddie lay abody.

It lay onitsside, curled in the characteritic fetal burn-victim ball. One of its arms seemed to have
escaped its general contraction. The arm pointed at the near rim of the puddl€'s scorch mark,
pam-down, as though this corpse had died trying to drag itsdlf, one-handed, from the flames.

Mace couldn't even tdl if it had been aman, or awoman.

He sgquatted on his heels at the edge of the scorch, staring. Then he wrapped his arms around his knees,
and just sat. There didn't seem to be anything else to do.

He had asked that last captive where sheld last seen the girls mother.

He could not possibly determineif this corpse had once been the woman who'd given birth to Pell and to
Keda; if thissmoking mass of charred dead flesh had held them in itsarms and kissed away their childish



tears.

Did it matter?

This had been someone's parent, or brother, or sister. Someone's child. Someone's friend.
Who had died anonymoudy in the jungle.

He couldn't even tdll if this corpse had been killed by a Korun bul let, or avibroshield, or a Baawai
blagter. Or if it had smply been unlucky enough to get in the way of astream of firefroma
steam-crawler'sturret gun.

Perhaps in the Force, he might have been able to sense some answers. But he couldn't decideif knowing
would be better than not knowing. And to touch the Force again in this dark place was arisk he was not
prepared to take.

So hejjust sat, and thought about the dark.

Sat while the guerrillas splintered into bands that melted avay down the mountainsde. Sat whilethe
prisoners were marched off in agang, surrounded by akk dogs. Sat while the sun danted past apair of
northeast peaks, and awave of light rolled down the dope above him.

Vastor came to him, rumbling something about leaving this place before the gunships arrived.

Mace did not even look up.

He was thinking about the light of the sun, and how it did not touch the darknessin the jungle.

Nick stopped on hisway out of camp. In one arm, he carried Urno; Nykl dept against his other
shoulder, tiny arms clasped around his neck. Kedla stumbled aong behind, one hand pressing against the
spray bandage that closed her head wound while she used the other to lead little Pell. Nick must have
asked Mace a question, becauise he paused at the side of the Jedi Master as though waiting for an
answe.

But Mace had no answersto give.

When he got no response, Nick shrugged and moved on.

Mace thought about the dark. The Jedi metaphor of the dark side of the Force had never seemed so
appropriate before-less the dark of evil than the dark of astarless night: where what you think isavine
cat isonly abush, and what appearsto be atree may very well be akiller stlanding motionless, waiting
for you to look away.

Mace had read Temple Archive accounts written by Jedi who had brushed the dark and recovered.
These accounts often mentioned how the dark side seemed to make everything clear; Mace knew now
that thiswasonly adeluson. A lie.

The truth was exactly opposite.

There was so much dark here, he might aswell be blind.



Morning sun struck the compound, and brought gunshipswith it: Sx of them, adouble flight, roaring
graight in from the ginging glare of Al'har asit cleared the mountains. Their formation blossomed into a
rosette asthey peeled off to angle for staggered, crisscrossing strafing runs.

Mace dill didn't move.

Might aswell be blind, he thought, and perhaps he aso said it aloud- For the voice that spoke from
behind him seemed to be answering.

Thewisest man | know oncetold me: ,/ isin the darkest night that the light we are shines brightest.” A
woman's voice, cracking with exhaustion and hoarse with old pain-and perhapsit was only this voice that
could have kindled atorch in Mace's vast darkness, only this voice that could have brought Maceto his
feet, turning, hope blooming ingde his head, dmaost happy- Almost even smiling- He turned, hisarms
opening, hisbresth catching, and al he could say was, "Depa” But she did not cometo his embrace, and
the hope inside him sputtered and died. Hisarmsfell to his sSides. Even prepared by what Nick had told
him, he was not remotely reedy for this.

Jedi Master Depa Billaba stood before him in the tattered remnants of Jedi robes, stained with mud and
blood and jungle sap. Her hair-that had once been alush, glossy mane as black as space, that she had
kept regimented in mathematically precise braids-was tangled, spiked with dirt and grease, raggedly short
as though she had hacked it off with aknife. Her face was pa e and lined with fatigue, and had gone so
thin her cheekbones stood out like blades. Her mouth seemed lipless and hard, and bore afresh burn
scar from one corner to thetip of her chin-but these were not the worst of it.

None of these were what kept Mace motionless as though nailed to the ground, even as gunships swept
overhead and rained blaster-fire on the compound around them.

In the inferno of explosions, amid the whine of rock splinters and the hammering webwork of plasma,
Mace could only stare at Depals forehead, where she had once worn the shining golden bead of the
Greater Mark of Illumination: the symbol of a Chalactan adept. The Mark of Illumination is affixed to the
frontal bone of an adept's skull by the elders of that ancient religion, asa symbol of the Uncloseable Eye
that isthe highest expression of the Chaactan Enlightenment. Depa had worn herswith pride for twenty
years.

Now, where the Mark had been was only an ugly ripple of keloid scar, as though the same knife that had
dashed away her hair had cruddly hacked the symbol of her ancestral religion from the bone of her skull.

And across her eyes, shewore agtrip of rag tied like ablindfold: arag as weathered and stained and
ragged as her robes themsalves.

But she stood as though she could see him all too wll.

'Depa." Mace had to raise his voice to even hear himself through the roar of the repulsorlifts and the laser
cannons and the exploding dirt and rock around him. " Depa, what happened? What has happened to
you?' 'Hello, Mace," she said sadly. "Y ou shouldn't have come." PART TWO INSTINCT FROM THE
PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU I finally understand what I'm doing here. Why | came. |
understand the hypocrisy of that list of reasons | offered to Y oda and to Palpatine, in the Chancellor's
office those weeks ago.

| waslying to them.



And to mysdlf.

| must have seen therea reason | came herein thefirst ingtant | turned to her in the compound: in the
pain-etched creases below her cheekbones. In the scar where the Mark of Enlightenment had been.

Yes it wasn't redly her. It wasaForce-vison. A halucination. A lie. But even alie of the Forceismore
true than any redlity our limited minds can comprehend.

In the rag that bound her eyes but did not blind her to the truth of me- | found my conditions of victory.

| didn't come hereto learn what has happened to Depa, nor to protect the reputation of our Order. |
don't care what's happened to her, and the reputation of our Order is meaningless.

| did not cometo fight thiswar. | don't care who wins. Because no onewins. Not inred war. Itisonly a
question of how much each sdeiswilling to lose.

| did not come here to apprehend or kill arogue Jedi, or even to judge one. | cannot judge her. | have
been on the periphery of thiswar for barely a double handful of days, and look what | am on the verge of
becoming; she has been in the thick of it for months.

Drowning in darkness,

Buriedinthejungle.

| didn't come here to stop Depa. | came here to save her.

| will save her.

And may the Force have mercy on any who would try to stop me, for | will have none.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU | don't remember leaving the compound. |
suppose | must have been in some kind of shock.

Not physicd; my injuries are minor-though now the bacta patches from our captured medpacs are
needed for more serious wounds, and the blaster burn on my thigh isangry and swelling with infection.
But shock isthe word. Mental shock, perhaps.

Mora shock.

A vl hasfalen: between the moment when Depa came to me in the compound, and the moment | came
back to mysdlf on the dope below, thereisin my mind mostly ablurred haze. In that blurred haze, | find
two conflicting memories of our meeting there- And both of them, it seems, arefdse.

Dreams. Imaginative reinterpretation of events.

Halucination.

In one memory, she extends a hand toward me, and | reach to take it-but instead | fed atug at my vest
and her lightsaber legps from itsinner pocket and flips through the air to smack her palm. Blaster bolts

from the gunships laser cannons smash craters in the compound; each bolt makesrock and dirt explode
like grenades, the air around usfillswith red plasmaand orange flame-and that old familiar half smiletugs



up one corner of her lips and she says, "Up or down?" and | tell her Up and she legpsinto an aerid rall
over my head and | take asingle step forward so that she lands with her back against mine- And the fed!
of her back against my own. that strong and warm and living touch that | have felt so many times, in o
many places, pullsthe dread from my heart and the darkness from my eyes and our bladesin perfect
synchrony meet the fires from above and cast them back into the dawn-scorched sky- Asl said: a
dream.

The other memory isadlent image of waking camly at Depas sde through the rain of blasterfire,
conversing with calm unconcern, as oblivious to the gunships aswe are to the jungle, and to the sunlight
of the dawn. In this dream or memory, Depa turns her blindfolded face toward me, her head cocked as
though she can see into my heart. Why have you come here, Mace? Do you even know?

| don't hear these words. again like adream, it ssemswe merdly intend our meaning, and somehow make
ourselves understood.

Why did you send for me?ismy answer.

That's not the same thing, she reminds me gently. Y ou have to define your conditions of victory. If you
don't know what you're trying to do, how can you tell when you've doneit?

Why have you come? To stop me?'Y ou can do that with one dash of alightsaber.

,'suppose, | somehow reply, lam trying to find out what has happened here. What is happening. To these
people, and to you. Once | understand what's going on, I'll know what to do about it.

The only thing you don't understand, says this blind dream-image of my beloved Padawan, isthat you
aready understand all thereisto understand. Y ou just don't want to believeit.

Then the vell thickens, and degpenstoward night, and | remember no more until sometime later-not too
much later-when | was running helter-skelter down through the jungle, quite aone.

Bounding down along, long dope haf barren with old lavawhere it wasn't burned with new, | could fedl
the guerrillas somewhere ahead by the dark pall like smoke they trailed in the Force-and | could track
them by the blood spoor their many wounded left on ground and rock and lesf.

And | remember skidding down the rim of adry wash, and finding Kar Vagter waiting for me at the
bottom.

Kar Vadter- | have much to say of thislorpelek. Of the powers| have seenhim L

wield, from the drawing of the fever wasps out of Besh and Chalk to the way the jungle itself seemsto
part for his passage and tangle itsdf behind. Of hisfollowers: those six Korunna he cdlsthe Akk

Guards, men he's made into lesser echoes of himsalf. How he hastrained them in their sgnature
weapons-those terrifying "vi-broshields'-that he had designed and built. Even the smalest details: the
primal ferocity of his gaze, the jungle-noise growl of hiswordless voice, and how you hear hismeaning as
though it were your own voice whispering inside your head- al deserve more depth of comment than |
can givethem here.

I'm not sure why it took me so long to understand that he and | are natural enemies.

Thelorpelek stood on the dope below Mace, holding the reins of asaddled grasser. The grasser kept



one of itsthree eyes fixed warily on Vaster, and when he spoke, the grasser trembled as though it would
shy away wereit not held in place by an invisible force that overpowered itsingtincts.

Jedi Windu. Y ou are sent for, doshalo.

Mace did not need to ask by whom. "Whereis she?' An hour'sride ahead. Resting in her hoiadah. She
no longer walks.

Mace fdt dizzy; the world shifted focus as though he looked at itsreflection in arippling pool. "An hour.
no longer walks-?" It made no sense, but in the Forceit felt like the truth.

"She was here-she was justhere-" No.

'But she was-she greeted me, and-" Mace passed ahand over his skull, checking for blood or swelling:
searching for ahead wound. "1 returned her lightsaber-we fought-we fought the gunships-" Y ou fought
done.

'She waswith me." | sent two of my men to check on you, when you did not join the march. They
watched from below, hiding from the Edlawai ships. They saw you: aonein the compound, your blades
flashing againg the blagterfire. My men say you drove them ojf single-handed, though they did not seem
to be damaged. Perhaps you have taught Baawai to fear the Jedi blade. He showed Mace his sharp-filed
teeth. Nick Rostu spoke much of your victory at the pass. Even | might not be equal to such afest.

‘Shewaswith me." Mace stared at the traces of portaak amber that stained his palms. "We fought-or we
spoke-l can't seem to remember-" '/ is pelekotan you recall.

"The Force-?'Y ou're saying it was some kind of Force-vison?' Pelekotan brings us waking dreams of

our desires and our fears. Vastor's tone was grave, but not unkind. When we desire what we fear and
fear what we desire, pelekotan always answers. Have the Jedi forgotten this?

"It seemed so redl-it seemed more real than you do.” Vaster shrugged. ,/ was. Only pelekotanisredl.
Everything seisforms and shadows: less even than acloud, or amemory. We are pelekotani dream.
Have the Jedi forgotten thisaswell?

Mace didn't answer. He had only then become aware of the balanced weight of hisvest: he put ahand to
hisright-sideribs, and felt through the stained panther legther the outline of alightsaber, matching his
own, which hewore on his|éeft.

Depas lightsaber.

And if what hed seen in the compound had been avision in the Force, what then? Did it change the truth
held seen? Did it change the truth shed seenin him?

From the Force, those truths become more real, not less.

'A dream,” he heard himsdf murmur. "A dream.” Vaster gestured for him to mount up. Dream she may
be, but refuse her summons and you will learn how swiftly dream turnsto nightmare.

Mace climbed into the saddle without telling the lorpel ek that he already knew.

Some obscure impulse prompted him to ask: "And you, Kar Vaster: what visions does pelekotan bring to



you?' Hisresponse was alimitless stare, inhuman, asfull of unguessable danger asthejungleitsalf.
Why should pelekotan show me anything? | have no fears.

'‘And no desires?' But he had already turned to lead the grasser away, and he gave no sign that he had
heard.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU Kar Vaster led my grasser on foot; he was
ableto find apath through the densest, most tangled undergrowth so effortlesdy that we could move at a
steedy trot. After atime, | began to believe-as| now do-that his ability to move through the jungle was
only haf perception; the other half was raw power. Not only could he sense a path where none could be
seen, | believe he could at need make a path where none had existed.

Or perhaps make is the wrong word.

| never saw this power in action; | never saw trees move, nor knots of vines unbind themsalves. Instead |
felt acontinuous current in the Force: arolling cycle like the bresth of some vast cresture donein the
dark. Power flowed into him and out again, but | did not feel him useit any morethan | fed my muscles
use the sugarsthat feed them.

And that isexactly how it seemed: that we were carried through the jungle effortlesdy, like corpusclesin
itsveins. Or thoughtsinitsinfinite mind.

Asthough we were pelekotan's dream.

In that ride from the rear to the front of the guerrillas line of march, | got my first view of thefabled
Upland Liberation Front.

The ULF: terror of thejungle. Mortal enemy of the militia. Ruthless, unstoppable warriors who had
driven the Confederacy of Independent Systems off this planet.

They werebardly dive.

Their march was aragged column of waking wounded, tracking each other through the jungle by
gplashes of blood and rich stink of infection. | would learn, later, during the days of hdllish march, that this
latest operation had been a series of raids on jungle prospector outposts; they were out here not to kill
Baawai, but to capture medpacs, food, clothing, weapons, ammunition-supplies that our Republic cannot
or will not provide for them.

They were heading for their base in the mountains, where they had gathered nearly al that waseft of the
Korun people: dl their eldersand their invaids, their children, and what was | eft of their herds. Livingin
confined, crowded space was unnatura for Korunnai. They had no experience with such conditions, and
it swiftly took itstoll. Diseases unknown in the civilized galaxy ravaged their numbers: in the months since
Depasariva, dysentery and pneumoniahad killed more Korunnai than had the militials gunships.

These gunships circled like vultures over the jungle. The trees constantly hummed with the sounds of
heavy repulsorlifts and turbofans. The humsroseto roars and fell to insectile buzzing, mingled to swarms
and split to individuasthat curved through the invisible Sky. Now and again flame poured into the jungle
from above, bringing harsh orange light to the gloom under the canopy, casting black shadows among the
green.



| don't think they were actudly expecting to hit anyone.

They harrassed us congtantly, often firing down at random through the jungle canopy, or sweeping
overhead to set vast swathes afire with their Sunfire flame projectors. To return fire would only fix our
position for their gunners, and so al we could do was scurry aong below the canopy and hope that we
would not be seen.

The guerrillas barely seemed to notice. They dogged a ong-those who could walk-with heads down, as
though they had aready accepted that sooner or later one of those carpets of flamewould fall upon them
al. Korun to the bone, they never uttered aword of complaint, and nearly dl could draw strength from
the Force-from pelekotan-to keep them on their feet.

Those who could not walk were bundled like baggage upon the backs of their grassers.

Most of the animas now bore nothing but wounded; the supplies and equipment looted from the Baawai
rode crude but sturdy travois that the grassers dragged behind them.

On thismarch, too, the ULF would endure anew tactic from the militia: they had begun night raids. They
didn't appear to have any hope of actudly catching us-that wasn't the point.

Instead, the gunships flew high overhead and fired laser cannons down at random. Just harassment. To
spoil our rest. Keeping us awake and jumpy.

Wounded men and women need deep to heal; none of them would get it. Every dawn, afew more
would lie till and cold on their bedrolls when the rest of us arose. Every day afew morewould stumble,
blind with exhaustion, and stagger away from the line of march to lose themsel ves among the trees.

Usudly permanently.

There are many large predators on Haruun Kal: half a dozen distinct species of vine cats, two smdler
variants of akk dogs aswell asthe giant savage akk wolves, and many opportunistic scavengers such as
the jacuna, aflightless avian cresture that travelsin bands of up to severa dozen monkey-lizard-sized
birds-which are equally adept at climbing, springing from branch to branch, or running on flat ground, and
arenot a dl picky about whether what they eat is actualy dead. And most of the large predators of
Haruun Kd are intelligent enough to remember the good feeding to be had in the wake of acolumn of
wounded Korunnai. Which iswhy stragglersrarely caught up with usagain.

Wewere, as Nick would say, awalking al-you-can-est buffet line.

Thisisaso why the ULF didn't have to post much of aguard on the prisoners.

There were twenty-eight, dl told: two dozen jungle prospectors and the four surviving children. The jups
were | eft to stagger along supporting each other as best they could, dragging those who could not walk
on smaller versions of the travois hauled by the grassers.

They were watched by only apair of Vastor's Akk Guards and six of their fierce akk dogs; as Vaster led
Mace past, he explained that the guards and dogs were there only to make sure the Balawai did not steal
weapons or supplies from wounded Korunnai, or otherwise attack their captors. The guards didn't need

blasters; any prisoner who wished to escape into the jungle was welcomerto.

That is, after dl, what was going to happen to them anyway: stripped of everything but their clothing and



boots, they would be turned loosein the jungle, Ieft to make their way to whatever safety they might be
abletofind.

Tan pe'troka. Junglejustice.

Mace |leaned alongside the grasser's neck, to speak softly for Vastor's ears aone. "How do you know
they won't double back aong the line of march? Some of your wounded are barely walking. These
Baawa might think it worth the risk to stedl weapons or supplies” Vagter gave agrin likeamouthful of
needles. Can you not fedl them? They arein thejungle, not of the jungle. They cannot surprise us.

‘Then why arethey il here?" It'slight, Vaster rumbled, with awave of thewrist at the green-lit leaves
above. The day belongs to the gunships. We give prisoners tan pel'troka after sunset.

'Inthedark,” Mace murmured.
Yes. Thenight belongsto us.

Mace remembered the recording of Depa's whisper:. | use the night, and the night usesme. It gave his
chest aheavy ache. His breath came hard and slow.

Nick was down with the prisoners, leading by the reins amangy, underfed grasser. Thisgrasser had
another dual-saddle setup like the one that had been blown to bits on Nick's grasser back in the notch
pass, each saddle was big enough to hold two children. Urno and Nykl rode in the upper, forward-facing
saddle, gripping the heavy pelt of the grasser's ruff, peering out from below its ears. Kedaand Pell rode
in the lower saddle, facing the rear and clinging to each other in mute despair.

Seeing those four children reminded the Jedi Magter of the child who was not there, and he had to look
away from Kar Vagter. In his head he saw the lor pelek holding the corpse of aboy. He saw the gleam
of the shield through the wet streaked sheen of Terrel's blood. He could not meet Vastor's eyes without
hating him. "And the children, too?" The words seemed to swell up Mace'sthroat and push themsalves
out at the other man. "Y ou give them to thejungle?' '/ isour way. Vastor's growl softened with
understanding. Y ou are thinking of the boy.

The onein the bunker. Mace still could not meet his eyes. "He was captured. Disarmed.” Hewasa
murderer, not asoldier. He attacked the helpless. "So did you.” Yes. And if | am taken by the enemy, |
will get worsethan | gave. Do you think the Edlawai will offer me adean, quick death?

'We're not talking about them," Mace said. "We're talking about Y you.
Vadter only shrugged.
Nick caught sight of them and gave asardonic wave. "I'm not redlly ababy-dtter," he called.

"l just play one on the HoloNet." His tone was cheerful, but on hisface the Jedi Master could read the
clear knowledge of what would happen to these children at sunset. Mace's own face hurt; he touched his
forehead and discovered there a scowl. "What's he doing here?' Vastor stared past Nick, asthough to
look upon him would be a compliment the young Korun did not deserve. He cannot be trusted with real
work.

'Because he left me behind to save hisfriends? Chalk and Besh are veteran fighters. Aren't they worth the
effort?' They are expendable. Asishe.



‘Not to me," Macetold him. "No oneis." Thelorpelek seemed to consider thisfor along timeashe
walked on, leading Mace's grasser. | do not know why Depawanted you here, he said at length. But |
do not have to know. She desires your presence; that is enough. Because you are important to her, you
areimportant to our war. Much more important than abad soldier like Nick Rostu.

'He's hardly abad soldier-" Heisweak. Cowardly. Afraid of sacrifice.

'Risking hismisson-hislife-for hisfriends might make Nick abad soldier,” Mace said, "but it makeshim
agood man." And because he somehow could not resist, he added: "Better than you." Vastor looked up
at the Jedi Master with jungle-filled eyes. Better at what?

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU | don't see Vastor asevil. Not asatruly bad
man. Y es, he radiates darkness-but so do all the Korunnai. And the Balawai. Hisis the darkness of the
jungle, not the darkness of the Sith.

He does not live for power, to cause pain and dominate dl he surveys. He smply lives.
Fiercdy. Naturaly. Stripped of the restraints of civilization.

Heislessaman than heisan avatar of thejungleitsalf. Dark power flowsinto him and out again but it
does not seem to touch him. He has asavage purity that | might envy, were | not a Jedi and sworn to the

light.
Black isthe presence of every color.

He doesn't make the darkness, he only usesit. Hisinner darknessis areflection of the darkness of his
world; and it darkensthe world around himin turn. Internal and externa darkness creste each other, just
asdo internd and externd light: that isthe underlying unity of the Force.

AsDepamight say, he didn't sart thiswar. HEsjust trying towinit.

And that wasit, right there: my Jedi instincts had made a connection below the threshold of my
consciousness. Vastor. Thejungle. The akk dogs, and the humans who had been made into Vastor's
pack. Depa. Darkness so deep it was like being blind. Nick'swords: The jungle doesn't promise. It
exigs. Not because thejunglekillsyou. Becauseitiswhet it is.

Thewar itsdf.

Only later, when | would spend afull day riding aongside Depa's howdah on the dorsa shell of her
immense ankkox, when | would have to lean close to the gauzy curtainsto catch her half- whispered
words, would | understand where my ingtincts were leading me.

There are times when her voice is strong and clear, and her argumentslucid, and if | close my eyesand
ignore the rocking of the ankkox's gait, the insect stingsand rich flord rot of the jungle, | canimagine us
chatting over acouple of cups of rek teain my meditation chamber at the Jedi Temple.

In those times, she makes aterrifying sense.

'You gill think likeajudicid," shetold meonce. "That's your fundamenta error. Y ou till think in terms of
enforcing the law. Upholding the rules. Y ou were agreat peace officer, Mace, but you're aterrible



generd. That'swhat cost SO many lives at Geonosis. we went in like judi-cids. Trying to rescue hostages
without loss of life. Trying to keep the peace. The Geonosians dready knew we were a war-so only a
few of ussurvived." 'And if | thought like agenerd, what should | have done?' | asked her. "L et
Obi-Wan and Anakin die?' ‘A genera,” murmured the shadow through the curtains, "would have
dropped a baradium bomb on that arena.” 'Depa, you can't be serious,” | began, but she had stopped
ligeningto me.

'Win thewar," she went on. "Win at the cost of two Jedi, one Senator, and afew thousand of the
enemy." 'At the cost of everything that makesjedi what we are.” 'Ingtead, a hundred and more Jedi died,
and you have agdaxy a war. Millionswill die, and millions morewill end up like that boy Kar killed:
twisted, angry, and evil. Gather amillion corpses, and tell them your ethics outweighed their lives.” Tothis
| have no easy answer, even now.

But as Y oda says. There are questions for which we can never have answers. We can only be answers.

That iswhat | must try to be, for | know, now, what it means to be akeeper of the peace in the Galaxy
of War.

Thatis it meansnothing a dl.

Thereisno peace. What we thought was the Great Peace of the Republic was only a dream from which
our galaxy has now awakened. | doubt well ever fal back into any dream like that again.

In the Galaxy of War, no one deepsthat well.

Thisunderstanding came later; at thetime, as| sat in the grasser's saddle and looked down at Kar
Vadter, the prisoners behind us and Depal's ankkox still unseen ahead, | had only anotion-ahunch-a
mass of unprocessed fedlings and unsorted idess.

Anindinct.

But somehow my ingtincts seemed to be working again. which iswhy | choseto send Vastor on without
me. As| asked Depa a thousand times, when she was my Padawan- s the true lesson what the teacher
teaches, or what the student learns?

A few paces beyond where the Balawai prisoners ssumbled aong the jungle floor, Mace Windu reached
past the grasser's nose and took itsreinsin one hand. "Thisisfar enough. Leave me here." Vastor
stopped, looking back over his massive shoulder. Depa awaits.

‘She'swaited for weeks. Shelll wait afew hoursmore.” For the first time since the battle at the notch
pass, Mace felt calm. Sure. On solid ground. "Go on without me. | will attend her when | choose.” Y ou
are sent for. Sheisnot to be defied. Vastor turned and tugged on thereins, but Mace had them in hisfigt,
and they might as well have been bolted to a cliff.

Vastor's eyesflickered with distant danger: lightning from astorm below the horizon. Y ou will regret this.

'l am aJedi Magter, and a Senior Member of the Jedi Council," Mace said patiently. "1 am agenera of
the Grand Army of the Republic. | am not to be sent for. If she wantsto see me, shewill find me at the
steamcrawler track before dusk.” The lightning in the lor peletts eyes came closer. | have said | will
ddliver you.



Mace matched his stare exactly. "Funny: that's dmost what Nick said. He didn't have much luck with it
either." My orders- 'Areyour problem." Mace | et the reinsfal and spread his open hands. He went
perfectly sill, perfectly relaxed, perfectly calm, except for the Sizzle of the Force that arced like static
electricity from the two lightsaber handgripsto hisempty palms. ""Unless you choose to make them our
problem. Y ou can do that right now, if you like." Vaster let the reins drop aswell. He stepped away from
the grasser and turned to face the Jedi Master squarely. Hisimmense shoulders bulged, and muscles
across his chest went rigid in acid-etched definition. The air shimmered like amirage around him: anger
best against Mace like ahot wind in the Force. Y ou will come "with me.

'No." Dark power clutched at Mace'swill. Y ou will come with me.

Sowly, rductantly, Mace did himself out of the saddle and dipped to the ground. He took two steps
toward Vaster.

And stopped.

'l nolonger enjoy your company,” the Jedi Master said. "Go now. Do not return to me without Depa.”
Vastor's eyes widened. His mouth worked soundlesdly.

'Y ou and | should not be alone together. There may be afight." Tendons stood out in Vastor's neck,
winching his head downward and pulling his lips away from his sharp-filed teeth. ,’ do not wish to fight
you, doshalo. Despite the rage smoking off him in the Force, his voice was soft. Depawill be angry to
find you dead.

"Then you'd best be on your way," Mace replied reasonably. "Don't want to make Depa angry, do you?”
Apparently hedidn't: Vastor's growl thinned to asnarl of frustration. And what should | tell her you are
doing here?

'Nothing that | can be bothered to explain to you." Mace turned back to his grasser and took itsreins
once more. "Any questions Depa might have, she should ask me hersdlf." Though pretending to busy
himsdf with adjusting the grasser's tack, Mace paid absolute attention to V astor's white-hot stare burning
itsway into his shoulder blades. He stayed loose and balanced, ready to spring in any direction should
thelor pelek lungefor his back.

Instead, he only heard a snarl and agrowl and severa short, deep yips: Vaster had said something to one
of the Akk Guards who watched the prisoners. With one last glare that Mace could fed asthough alens
focused sunlight on hisskin, Vaster whirled away and plunged into the jungle, loping up the line of march.

Mace watched him go, bleak satisfaction on hisface. He thought: So much for being the welcome guest.

The Akk Guard whom Vastor had spoken to gave Mace adire ook, echoed by the three akk dogs
nearby. Maceignored them dl, and afew seconds later the Akk Guard stomped off to find his partner
and the other akks. Mace caught Nick Rostu's eye and beckoned. Nick turned the children's grasser
over to one of the Balawai and trotted over to the Jedi Master, keeping one eye turned toward the
departing Akk Guard. " Shee. Those guys give me the cregps. Looked alittle tense there, Master Windu.
What did the big guy say to you?' 'Here, hold him." Mace handed the grasser'sreinsto Nick. "How
much did you hear?' 'Some of what you said. Got some guts, you do." Nick stretched up to scratch the
grasser on the Sde of its neck. "But V astor-maybe you've noticed? Y ou can only understand him when
he'stalking directly to you. When he's talking to somebody el se, he dways sounds like he's growling or
whigtling or making some other kind of anima noises and tuff.” "Y' es, | had noticed something like that,"
Mace said dowly, nodding. "But I'd thought it was just me. Back at the outpost. things were confusing.”



That'swhy it'skind of like you're talking to yourself, you get it? In my head, hetalkslike aPelek Baw
curb-monkey. So what did he say to you?' 'Hewas," Mace said dryly, "trying to impress me with his
sense of duty.” 'So: what now? Y ou didn't dust off the most dangerous man in the Korunna Highland just
to come and have a chat with the president of Rostu Jungle Nannies Inc. Y ou have amove to make."
Mace nodded. "We have amove to make. Mount up. Y ou're going to lead these prisonersto the
steamcrawler track so that the militia.can find them and pick them up.” iL Nick's mouth dropped open.
"We. me? Why would | want to do something likethat?' ‘Because | gave them theword of a Jedi Master
that if they surrendered | would keep them from harm. | will not be made aliar.” "What's your word got
to do with me?' 'Nothing at dl,” Mace said. "I'm sure you enjoy thinking about Kedabeing
disembowel ed by avine cat. When you think of Pell, do you see her starving to death in agripvine nest
or having her eyes pecked out by jacunas?' Nick looked sick. "Hey, easy with that tusker poop, huh?"

'Y ou think the boyswill be gored by tuskers, or shredded by brassvines? Maybe they'll get lucky and fdll
into adeath hollow. At least thet isrelatively swift, astheir lungs are eaten by caustic fumes, and their
own tears scald their faceslike acid.” The young Korun turned away. "Y ou have any ideawhat Kar and
Depawill doto me?"' 'Y ou've been over the ground in thisregion. If | lead them mysdlf, I'll end up losing
usal inthejungle. Mount up. Right now." Nick snorted. "Shee, sill pretty free with the orders, aren't
we? What if | just don't wanna?

What if | do like thinking about all that stuff? What if | want those people dead? What then?' Mace went
gill. He stared off into thejungle, hiseyesfilled with its darkness. "Then | will beat you into
unconsciousness,” he said quietly, "and ask someone ese." Helooked at Nick.

Nick swallowed.
Macesaid, "l won't tel you again." Nick mounted up.

'Kar Vadter," the Jedi Master said, looking again into the jungle, thistime up the line of march wherethe
lor pelek had vanished, "is not the most dangerous man on the Korunnal Highland." Nick shook his head.
"Y ou only say that because you don't redly know him." 'l say that," Mace Windu replied, "because he
doesn't know me." O

A JEDI'SWORD T, he prisoners limped along in ragged knots, holding each other up and nervoudy
eyeing the pacing akk dogs. Mace forced hisway through the tangled undergrowth toward them, Nick
close behind on the grasser.

'‘Am | missing something here?' Nick leaned over to speak softly, one arm bent across the back of the
grassersthick neck. "Last night these ruskakks were trying to carve off ahunk of roast Windu." 'Thistan
pel'troka.” Mace's voice was equdly low and far more grim. ™Y ou approve of it?" 'Sure.” Nick glanced
at the grasser that the children rode, and swiftly looked away. "Well, in principle, anyway." Hisvivid eyes
went narrow and cynicd. "Wasn't too long ago Kar used to just kill them all. Can't afford to feed 'em.
What e se should we do? Givin' them the justice was Depascal.” 'Oh?' 'Makes sense, don't it? If the
Bdawai think well kill 'em anyway, why should they surrender? Every one of them'd fight to the deeth.
That gets expensive, y'’know? So we give 'em to the jungle. At least they got achance.” 'How many
urvive?' ome.

'Half? A quarter? Onein ahundred?’ 'How should | know?" Nick shrugged. "Doesit make a
difference?' Mace Windu said, "Not to me." Nick closed his eyes and leaned his head against the
grasser's ear as though exhausted, or in pain. Y ou've gone bats, haven't you," he said. "You're
completely insane." Mace stopped. A twitch of frown drew avertica crease between his eyebrows.
"No. Just the opposite, in fact." 'What's that supposed to mean?' But Mace was dready walking away.



Nick muttered acurse on dl fraggin'Jedi who used nikkle nuts for brains, then goaded the grasser along
after him.

When the prisoners saw them coming, aman's voice said, "It's the Jedi. No, the other one.

Theraz,'Jedi." Mace thought this voice might belong to the man held spoken to in the sleamcrawler this
morning: the gray-faced one with a chest wound and amissing hand, who would not believein a Jedi's
word.

Mace chose not to ask what he meant by the red Jedi.

Some few of the prisoners clustered toward him, straightening their clothing and forcing their facesinto
expressions of hope; most just stopped where they were, swaying with exhaustion or sumbling against
the grest gray trees. Some grabbed handfuls of vinesto lower themselves dowly to the ground.

A few tens of meters downdope, the two Akk Guards stared up at Mace with undisguised hostility. Two
of the six akk dogs on prisoner duty douched sullenly nearby.

The children's grasser was led by aman whom Mace recognized as Urno and Nykl's father.

The only clean spots on his dirt- and blood-smeared face were the twin tracks from his eyesto his chin,
rinsed white by tears. He dropped the reins and threw himsalf on the ground at Mace's feet.
"Please-please, Y our Honor-Y our Highness-" he sobbed, facedown into the jungle floor, " please don't
let them kill my boys. Do what you want with me-I deserveit, | know, I'm sorry for what | done, but my
boys. it's not their fault, they didn't do nothing-please, | don't-1 never met a Jedi before-I don't even
know what | should call you-" 'Stand up,” Mace said sternly. "Jedi are not to be knelt to. We are not
your masters, but your servants. Stand up.” Slowly, the astonished man pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. The
back of his hand smeared a streak of mud below hisnose. "Okay," he said. "All right. What's coming to
me-l can take it like aman. but my boys-" 'What's coming to you is your life, and possibly your freedom
aswell." The man blinked, uncomprehending. ™Y our Honor-?" 'Call me Master Windu." Mace svept
past him and opened his arms, beckoning to dl the prisoners. " Gather round. I'll need you al to stick
closer together. Therewill not be enough of usto look after stragglers.” 'Sir?" Kedlasaid asthe children's
grasser caught up. She had twisted sidewaysin the lower saddle to stare at Mace with damp, bloodshot
eyes. "Sir, what are they going to do with us?

Wheres Mom? Are you gonnalet them put us out in the jungle?' Mace met her tear-blurred gaze
squarely. "No. I'm going to send you back to the city.

Y ou're going home. All of you." Nick muttered, "Don't make promises you can't keep." 'l never do."

'Y ou don't think Kar and those Akk Guards down there are gonna have something to say about it?" 'I'm
aware of their opinion aready. | have my own.” Thetan pel'troka-" ‘"Means nothing to me," Mace said.
"I don't care about jungle justice. | care about Jedi justice. And | will seeit done." 'Jedi justice, my
weeping saddle sores. You still don't get it, do you? Jedi anything doesn't mean squat out here-" 'l
understand the rules now. Y ou read them to me yourself; then Kar Vastor taught me what they mean.
Now | can gtart to play.” That'sjust it," Nick inssted. "Y ou'rein thgung,'e, now. Thereare no rules." 'Of
coursethereare. Don't beanidiot.” Nick blinked. ™Y ou're kidding, right? Y oure making ajoke." "Stay
here and watch,” Mace told him, working hisway down toward the guards. "Then tell me what you think
of my sense of humor." The same Akk Guard whom Mace had kicked now moved to block the Jedi
Master's path.

The swellings Vastor's fist had left on the man's face had gone as purple-black as the thickening clouds



overhead. Muscle bunched like blocks of duracrete under the skin of his bare chest.

"Where going, Windu?' Mace had to tilt his head back to meet the Korun's stare. "1 don't know your
name." "Y ou can cal me-" 'l didn't ask your name," Mace cut him off. "I jtjst don't know it. | don't need
to. You should get out of my way." The guard's eyes|ooked scalded, and more than dightly crazed. "Out
of your way, little Jedi?" 'l am taking the prisonersto the sseamcrawler track.” Mace nodded in that
generd direction.

"l can go past you, or | can go over you. You pick.” "Over me? Can fly, you?' The vibroshields strapped
to hisforearms snarled to life. He raised them to either side of Mace'sface. "Draw your toy wegpon, little
Jedi. Go ahead. Draw.” "My lightsaber? Why should 17" Mace raised afinger to tap his own forehead.
"Thisisthe only wegpon | need.” 'Yeah?' A sneer: "What, think me to death, you gonna?' 'Y ou
misunderstand.” By way of explanation, he splattered the Korun's nose with a sharp head-butt.

The Korun staggered backward. Mace moved with him in perfect synchronization as though they were
dancing, hands gripping the man's massive biceps. When the Korun started to recover hisbaance, his
head naturally coming forward once more, Mace yanked on his arms, pulling him into another head-butt
that brought Mace's forehead and the point of the Korun's chin together with acrack assharpasa
breaking rock.

Mace stepped back to let the semiconscious man collapse. The other guard snarled and lunged at
Mace's back, only to find himsdf facing the business end of asizzling purple lightsaber.

'He'sdive," Mace said camly. "So are you. For now. The next one of you pathetic nerfswho raisesa
hand to mewill diefor it. Do you understand?’ The Korun only stared at him with murder on hisface.

"Answer mel" Mace roared. With aconvulsive snarl, he threw hislightsaber on the ground &t the
Korun'sfeet. Fagter than the eye could follow, his hand flashed out, his thumb hooking the Korun's cheek
while hisfingers dug in behind the hinge of the man'sjaw. He yanked the Korun'sfaceto withina
centimeter of hisown, and there was open raging madnessin his eyes.

"DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?" The Korun's mouth worked in speechless shock. Mace howled into
hisface, "YOU WANT TO DIE? YOU WANT TO DIE RIGHT NOW? MAKE A MOVE! DO IT!

DO IT AND DIE!" The astonished Korun could only blink and mumble and try to shake his head. Mace
released the man's face with a contemptuous shove that sent the guard stumbling backward.

Mace opened his empty hand, and his lightsaber flipped up from the ground and smacked into his pam.
Hetucked it back into the holster inside his vest.

‘Never get inmy way." Hisvoicewasagainicily cam. "Ever." Heturned hiseyeto the pair of akk dogs,
who were up and growling like looming thunderheads, spines bristling across their armored shoulders.

Mace stared at them.

First one, then the other, lowered its head and flattened those spines. Tails tucked low, the akk dogs
backed away.

Mace looked upd ope, where Nick stood gaping in blank wonder. The captives huddled even closer
together, none daring to make eye contact. Mace beckoned.

By the time Nick and the grasser that carried the children arrived, the downed Akk Guard was stirring.



But when he opened his eyesto find Mace ill standing over him, he decided to stay on the ground.

'Okay, | admit it," Nick said asthey passed by the guards and the dogs. "That was pretty funny. And a
little scary: 1've never seen you angry before.” 'Y ou still havent,” Mace said softly. "Remember those
rules of thejungle | wastaking about?Y ou just saw onein action." 'What rule wasthat?' "When the big
dog'swalking," said Jedi Master Mace Windu, "little dogs step aside.” Icy rain splashed down through
the canopy, and thunder rolled like turbojets of gunships passing overhead. Though the day had reached
only midafternoon, the storm wrapped the jungle in late-twilight gloom. Mace walked afew paces behind
Nick's bedraggled grasser.

Raindrops tapped his skull, atid achilly rivulet twisted long his spine. In placeswhere the lesf mold gave
way to bare ground, mud sucked at his boots with every step. Sometimes he sank in deeply enough that
the mud leaked over hisboot tops. Only by drawing strength from the Force could he kegp moving.

He could not imagine what the march must be like for the wounded prisoners.

Every oncein awhile, ahunk or two of the hail that the thunder-head above spat down would bounce all
the way through the layers of leaf and branch and vine and give someone aknock. By thetime they
reached ground level, most of these hail stones had melted down to about half the size of Mace'sfist: too
small to be dangerous, though gill large enough to raise stinging welts on his head. The Balawai prisoners
gathered onesthat fdl nearby, sucking on them to melt them in their mouths. With abit of wiping, these
hailstones made the cleanest source of water they werelikely to find-they carried only the faintest
sulfurous traces of volcanic smoke and gases.

In the Force, Mace fdt the hot fierce sting of an approaching akk dog; amoment later hefdt a
Force-nudge on hisright shoulder blade. He reached up to tug on Nick's ankle. "Keep them going," he
sad, raising hisvoice over the hissof therain. "I'll beright back." A few steps off their line of march, a
man's shadow began to take shape through the rain- blurred gloom. Mace walked toward it, weaving
between trees and moving vines aside with agesture, to find the bruised Akk Guard heading for him
carrying one of the Baawai. Behind the guard, the great akk Mace had felt made agray silhouette.

'Rl out, thisone. Think he'sfevered, me." The guard set the Balawai on hisfeet. It was the wounded
man with the missing hand. "Better kegp someone with him, you." Mace nodded as he looped the man's
good arm over his shoulders. "Thank you. I'll look after him." The Baawa gazed a him without

recognition.

The guard frowned down at them. "Gonnakill you for this, Kar is. Know that, you?" 'l appreciate your
concern.” 'No concern. Just tellm. That'sal.” "Thank you." The guard frowned a moment longer, then
gave an daborate shrug before he turned away and faded once more into the gloom.

Mace thoughtfully watched him go. The two Akk Guards hadn't been hard to co-opt; while Nick
wrangled the Baawai into something resembling marching order, Mace had worked hisway back
upd ope to where one stood watching him, while the one held knocked down till sat on the ground
massaging his broken nose.

Mace suatted beside him. "How's your face?' hed asked gravely.

The guard's voice was haf muffled by hishands. "Why care, you?" 'It's no dishonor to loseto a Jedi,”
Mace had said. "Here, let me see.” When the astonished Akk Guard took his hands away from hisface,
Mace put his hands to either side of the man's nose and popjped the bones straight with one brisk twisting
sgueeze. The sudden sharp pain made the Korun gasp, but it was over so quickly he didn't even have



timetoydp.

After that he could only blink in wonder. "Hey-hey, fedls better, that. How'd you-" 'Sorry | lost my
temper,” Mace said, standing to include the other Akk Guard. "But | can't back down from achalenge.

Y ou understand.” Thetwo Korunnal exchanged a glance, and they both nodded reluctantly, as Mace had
known they would: Vaster had trained them like dogs, and like dogs their only answer to the pat on the
head that followed the kick was to wag their tails and hope they weren't in trouble anymore. "I think
you're both solid,” Mace went on. "Strong fighters. That'swhy | went at you so hard: respect. Y ou're too
dangerous for meto play gameswith." The Korun with the broken nose had said in atone of generous
concession, "Got a stone- sweet head-buitt, you." He chuckled, crossing his eyesto look at the bloodied
swelling between them. "Best | ever ae." Now the other Akk Guard could not resst chimingin. "And
that grab on my face-was a Jedi thing, that? Never seen it before, me. Maybe teach me, you?' Mace had
no moretime for pleasantries. "Listen: | know taking the prisonerswill cause trouble with Kar. And |
know you'll bein trouble for letting them go with me. Why don't you stay with us? Bring your dogs. Keep
the Balawai in line, and don't let any of them get logt. It's not like Kar won't know where were going. |
told him mysdlf. And if you're dong, hewon't have any trouble finding us: you can fed each other in
pelekotan. Right?' Again they had exchanged glances, and again they had nodded.

'If Kar wants these prisoners, he can take them from me himsdlf. How can he blame you for losing if he's
afraid to step up?' To adark-soaked Korun, this was undeniable logic.

‘Right," the bruised guard said happily. "Right. Thinks you're atumblepup in vine cat skin, him?Let him
yank your tail. Will find out quick enough, | think." And so Mace Windu had acquired apair of Korun
shepherdsfor hisflock of Baawai.

Mace had cemented Nick's assistance with asmilar technique. Asthey were about to turn aside from the
ULF column, Mace had stood thoughtfully aongside Nick's grasser. "Nick," held begun, "I'm going to
need an aide." The young Korun had squinted suspicioudy down from the saddle. "An aide? What for?*
'Like you said when you picked me up in Pelek Baw: I'm not from around here. | need someone who

can look after me, give me advice, that kind of thing-" "Y ou want advice? Hush the fraggin’ Balawai and
shag your Jedi butt back up the column.

Make some kissy-face with Kar and Depa before they chop you into sausage. Any other advice you
want, fed freeto ask." That'swhat I'm doing." 'Huh?" 'l need someone who knows hisway around out
here. Someone | can trust.” Nick snorted. "Good fraggin' luck. | wouldn't trust anyone out here-" 'l
don't," Macetold him. "Except you." 'Me?* Nick shook hishead. "Y ou realy have gone bats. Haven't
you heard? I'm the least trustworthy guy in the ULF. I'm the weak coward, right? I'm the useless
butter-brain who couldn't even get you out here from Pelek Baw without screwing it up-and now I'm
screwing up again by playing aong with thiswhole nikkle-nut Free-the-Edlawal parade-" 'Y ou're the only
trustworthy man I've met on Haruun Kad," Mace had said solidly. "Y ou're the only man | can trust to do
theright thing." 'Hoo-fraggin-ray. Look where it's gotten me." ‘It's gotten you,” Mace said, "achanceto
jointhe persond staff of agenerd of the Grand Army of the Republic." Y eah?' Nick began to look
interested. "What's it pay?' 'Nothing," Mace admitted, and Nick's face fell, but the Jedi Master went on,
"Though when | leavethis plangt, I'll be taking my staff with me." Nick's eyes recovered alittle spark.

'With a brevet rank of, let's say, magjor? And once we get to Coruscant, I'll be needing staff instructorsto
train officersin guerrillatactics. A few months as an urban- and jungle-warfare consultant affiliated with
the Jedi Temple should make you pretty attractive to al those mercenary captains out there. Y ou might
even get your own company. lsn't that what you want?

Or am | confusing you with some other Korun whose fondest dream isto travel the galaxy asa



mercenary?' 'Y ou bet your sweet-I mean, No, sir. Generd. Mgjor Rostu at the general's service. Sir.

Uh-isthere any kind of swearing-in, or anything?" 'l hadn't redlly thought about it," Mace admitted. "I've
never inducted anyone into the Grand Army of the Republic before.™ 'l fed like | should raise my right
hand or something." Mace nodded thoughtfully. "Put your left hand over your heart, raise your right and
stand at attention.” Nick did so. "Thisis-uh, y'’know, I' fed kind of funny about this-" ‘It isnot to be
undertaken lightly. The Force sands witnessto such oaths." 'Sure enough.” Nick swallowed. "Okay, I'm
ready.” 'Do you solemnly swesar to serve the Republic in thought, in word, and in deed; to defend its
citizens, resst its enemies, and champion itsjustice with the whole of your heart, your strength, and your
mind; to forswear dl other alegiances; to obey al lawful orders of your superior officers; to uphold the
highest ideals of the Republic, and & al timesto conduct yoursdlf to the credit of the Republic asits
commissioned officer, by witness of, aid from, and faith in the Force?' Didn't sound bad at al, Mace
thought. ,' should probably write that down.

Nick blinked sllently. His eyeslooked glassy, and he licked hislips.

Mace leaned toward him. "Say | do, Nick." 'I-I guess| do," he said in atone of wondering discovery, as
though he had just learned something astonishing about himsdf. "I mean: yes. | do." ‘Cometo attention,
and salute." Nick had snapped to in very creditable fashion, though he till looked a bit dazed. "Hey- hey,
| feed something. In the Force-" His daze was replaced by open astonishment. "It'syou.” 'A soldier a
attention does not speak, except to answer direct questions. Isthisunderstood?’ "Yes, gr." 'What you
fed isour new relationship: it has aresonancein the Force not unlike the bond of an akk to its human.”
'So I'm your dog, now?" 'Nick." 'Right, right, shut up. | know. Uh-gir." ‘At ease, Mgor," Mace had said
as hefindly returned the young Korun's salute. "Move them out.” Now as the departing Akk Guard
disappeared into the rain, Mace carried the wounded Balawal back to the group of exhausted prisoners.
He couldn't find anyone among them who even |ooked strong enough to support this man'sweight over
the jumbled tree roots and through the calf-deep mud, so he just shrugged and joined the march, holding
the Baawai's arm around his neck.

Heads down, shoulders hunched against the icy downpour, they dogged on.

They broke out of the trees on asmall promontory that ended in a sheer dliff. Jungle swarmed itsbase a
hundred meters below. They had been sidestepping down along switchback, heading for the canyon
floor. HAf aklick behind, aribbon of waterfal steamed down athousand-meter drop; the far canyon
wall wasariot of greensand purples and bright shining red that eclipsed haf the Sky. The thunderstorm
swept to their rear as Mace and Nick broke out from the trees, and in the near distance through the
canyon's mouth ahead, only aklick away-glowing now with afternoon sun blazing red-danted from a
crystal sky-lay the broad bare-dirt curve of the steamcrawler track.

Mace and Nick were both on foot. The feverish Baawa wastied into the grasser's saddle.

‘Thereitis" Nick said. Hisvoice waslow and grim. "Pretty, ain't it?' "Yes. Pretty.” Mace stepped
around the grasser. "Pity we didn't makeit." Any Force-sensitive could have felt the menace that lay
acrosstheir path; to Mace, it felt like an arc of forest fire ripping through the trees. He couldn't fedl
exactly what was down there, but he knew it was Vaster: whatever forces he had brought after them now
sedled the mouth of the canyon.

Nick nodded. He undung hisrifle, checked the clip, and cocked it. "Just couldn't move fast enough.” He
glanced back to where the Balawai were now struggling out to the fringe of the undergrowth. He shook
his head. "Only needed an hour. That's all. One more hour, we woulda been clear." 'What's going on?"'
The boys father joined them near therim of the cliff. "Isthat the track?



Why have we stopped?’ The Akk Guard with the bruised face Came out of the trees; the six dogs and
the other guard were fanned out behind the prisoners. He nodded toward the thick arc of danger that al
but the grassers and the Balawai could fed ahead. "Hard luck, huh? Told you Kar would come, me."
'Yes" Macefolded hisarms. "It was too much to hope that he might let us go." He turned to the Akk
Guard. "You cangoto him, if you like." 'Maybewill, us." The Korun had recovered some of hisformer
swagger. His chest swelled out, and he looked down at Mace with an air of contempt that might have
been convincing, if he hadn't been so careful to keep himsalf just out of arm's reach. "Not going nowhere,
you, huh?* Mace glanced a Nick; Nick shrugged dolefully. Mace said, "It seems not." Knots of
exhausted Balawal untied themsalves and frayed to piecesto let the departing Akk Guard through. He
joined the other, and along with the dogs they faded into the trees beyond the reach of the afternoon sun.

Nick fingered hisrifle. "Think they'll reglly go down thereto Kar?' 'Not at dl," Mace said crisply. "They!ll
move up the switchback to cut off our retreat.” 'Don't much like the sound of that. What's our move?”
"Youtdl me, Mgor." Nick blinked. "Y ourekidding." 'Not at al. Given our victory conditions-saving as
many of these peopl€'s lives as possible-what should we do?' 'l can't believe you're asking me." "What
I'm asking you," Mace said, "is not what we're going to do, but what we should do.

Let me put it another way: what does Kar think well do?' 'Well." Nick looked back up thetrail, then
forward down toward the mouth of the canyon and the steamcrawler track. "We should split up. If wedl
stay together, we dl get caught either by whatever Kar's got below, or the guards and the ULF behind
us. If the prisoners scatter, some might dip through while Kar's rounding up therest.” "Exactly.” Mace
pointed at the boys father. "Y ou. Get the others out of the trees. | want al of you on thisrock. On your
knees, with your hands behind your heads." The Balawai gaped. "Areyou crazy?' "Y'know," Nick sad,
sghing, "1 ask him that al the time. Somehow | never get astraight answer." Mace folded hisarms across
his chest. "All those who don't want to do what | say are welcome to take their chances with the jungle
and the ULF." The man turned away, shaking his head.

'What are we gonna do?' Nick asked.

‘Something else.” Y 'know, if you hadn't told Kar about going to the steamcrawler track, he wouldn't be
down thereright now." 'Y es. he would have overtaken usin the jungle, and we wouldn't have had a
chance." 'Wait-wait, | get it-" Understanding dawned on Nick'sface.

Mace nodded. "Back under the trees, the prisoners would have scattered. Some might have escaped as
you say. He's expecting usto scatter, just asyou did. From his point of view, it'sthe obvious move: let
somedieto savetherest. That'swhy | expected Kar to try this, instead: find a place where he could trap
everyone. Because Kar and | have thisin common: with these people, it'sdl or nothing. He wantsto give
them all to thejungle. | want to send them al home." Muscle bunched dong Mace'sjaw. "I am not willing
to purchase life with death, unless that death is my own." Nick looked impressed. "Kar's not an easy man
to lieto. He's so hooked into pelekotan that lying's atricky business; | once saw him yank out aguy's
tongue-" Mace gave him asidelong look. “"Who lied?1 told him that he and Depawould be ableto find
me at the steamcrawler track this afternoon. Thelieisin what he assumed | meant, not in what | said.”
'And you had me lead, because you figured he'd be able to guess what route I'd take-and you brought
theAkk Guards along so that held be able to track us." Mace nodded.

‘But why?' 'To get usdl inaplacejust likethis. Here, I'm sure he thinks he has everyone boxed." 'And
he does." 'So he'sin no hurry to come and collect us. Now: what's the steamcrawler track good for, in
view of our purpose? It's abroad open area, where any passing gunship will spot these people, and it's
clear enough to use asalanding zone." Y eah." 'So how much good does it do him to cut us off from an
open area" Mace reached inside hisvest and pulled out the lightsabers. He tossed Depasto Nick, who



caught it reflexively. "- when al we need isalittle time, and we can make one of our own?" Nick stared
down at the lightsaber in hishand. "It could work," he admitted. " And you want me to teach people
warfare?' Mace shrugged. "Thisisn't warfare, it'sdgarik." 'Y eah, sure. When Kar shows up, you can be
the oneto clear the board. Go right ahead.” He ducked his head gloomily. "He's gonnakill us both,
y'know." Mace'slightsaber found his palm, and a meter-long fountain of energy grew fromits emitter.

"That remainsto be seen." FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU It took only
minutesto clear alanding zone. | had used the Force to pile some of the smaller trees, intending to kindle
their damp wood with my blade to make a huge smoking bonfire, but | didn't have to; before we had
even cleared the zone, three flights of gunships swarmed overhead. They didn't seem to have much
difficulty understanding the Situation: twenty-eight kneeling Balawai with fingerslaced together behind
their necks must have made matters clear enough.

'Lookslikewe pulled it off," Nick said, though he seemed to take little satisfaction from success. "We
saved 'em. Wish they could return the favor.” We had bardly begun cutting when we had both felt
Vagtor'sforces drawing tight around us: aliving noose. Nick had commented that my little deception
hadn't fooled him for long.

| didn't answer. | had afeding that in this particular game of dgjarik, Kar was not my true opponent.

One of the gunships circled close overhead: offering itsdf asbait, to seeif hidden gunswould openfire
when it came within range. And in the Force, | could fed the gunnersinsdeit targeting Nick and mewith
laser cannons; only our proximity to the Baawai held them back.

AsNick would say: it wastime to saddle up.

But before we left, | crouched beside the father of Urno and Nykl. "I want you to take a message to
Colonel Geptun." He looked dazed, and hiswords durred with exhaustion. " Geptun? The security chief
in Pelek Baw? How am | supposed to get in to see him?' 'Hell debrief you persondly.” 'Hewill?' Tell
him the Jedi Master has handled his Jedi problem. Tell him that if he dissrms hisirregulars and withdraws
the militiafrom the highland, thiswar is over. He has my word on it." The man goggled at me asthough
antlers had suddenly sprouted from my forehead-and his astonishment was no greater than Nick's.

'One more thing: remind him that in less than aweek I've solved a problem he couldn't manage in four
months." | rose, and stood over him so that my shadow fell across hisface,

Tell himthat if he does not do as| suggest, helll be the problem. And | will solve him." 't't [ed Nick off
into the jungle without waiting for areply.

| did stop for amoment, though, and looked back through the trees, to where the boys father held them
inhisarms as they waited for the descending gunship.

Towhere Kedlahdd Pell, both of their heads lowered against the leaf-whirl thrown up by the ship's
turbojets.

| don't expect to be forgiven. | don't even hopefor it. | only hope that someday, these children may be
abletolook at aJedi without hatred in their hearts.

That'sthe only reward | want.

Night wasfdling, and the sun danted low through the canyon mouth. Navigating was easy: they loped



through the thickening twilight, heading directly toward where the Force showed Mace maximum threst.

'S0, you've handled the militials Jedi problem, have you?' Nick muttered asthey jogged under the trees.
"That'll come asasurpriseto Kar and Depa, I'm guessing.” 'I'm not interested in Kar," Mace said. "I'm
only interested in Depa. Where's the nearest subspace comm?* Nick shrugged. "The Lorshan Pass
caverns. That's our base-it's only a couple of daysaway, if we can ever lose the fraggin' gunships. That's
where were heading anyway. Why?" 'Less than aday after you get me subspace comm, Depaand | will
be leaving this planet. | am willing to waste no moretime. | need subspaceto cal for extraction.” "And
me, right?’Y ou wouldn't leave your whole staff behind, would V

you?

"Y ou have seen what my word isworth." Y ou think maybe you could, like, send me out first? Because,
y'know, | don't want to be anywhere in thiswhole sector when Kar finds out she'sleaving.” 'Leave
Vader to me." 'And, uh, Master Generd, sir? Have you considered what you're gonnado if she doesn't
want to go?" 'It's not up to her.” 'She could have gotten out of here weeks ago, if she wanted. How are
you gonnamake her go?' Mace said, "l have ahostage.” 'A what? Are you alowed to do that? | mean,
do Jedi take hostages?' 'Thereis one hostage a Jedi may lawfully take. | hope it won't cometo that."
'Have you considered that she might not give a bucket of tusker poop about this hostage?" 'l have,"
Mace said. His voice was cold, but the thought made a hot knifetwist in hisbdlly.

Nick stopped in histracks. He said weskly, "Have you considered that neither of us might live that long?”
He said this because of the twelve snarling akk dogs who had materidized around them as though the
jungle had birthed them from the twilight.

Fury chuffed into the Force like the steam from their nostrils. Moving out of the gloom- haunted trees
cameadl six of the Akk Guards. They wore their vibroshields pushed up over their biceps, freeing their
hands for the assault rifles and grenade launchersthey carried.

Wegponsfor hunters stalking human prey.

All six wore the human equivaent of the akks snarls.

None of them spoke.

It was possible, at that moment, that none of them remembered how.

The Force hummed with anger, asthough every one of them resonated on asingle harmonic.

Mace fdlt, then, the power of the Force-bonds that linked them-but not to each other. Not one of the
Akk Guards had alink with adog like the one Chalk had had with Galthra.

All eighteen of them, dogs and men alike, were Force-bonded not with each other, but each with one
single other, as though they were spokes on awhed of which he was the hub.

The anger Macefelt wasKar's.
Herecognized its distinctive flavor.

Hesad, "I think Kar might be alittle upset about those prisoners after dl." Nick stood with his back
againgt Mace's. where once Depa would have been.



Where Depa should have been.
Where, in any sane universe, she would be right now.

Mace heard the familiar snap of an igniting blade and turned to Nick. "Give methat.” The young Korun's
eyesflared green with the blade's glow. "What am | supposed to fight with, then? My rapierlike wit?"
Which would do him as much good as alightsaber against twelve akk dogs, but Mace didn't tell him that.
"Youwon't befighting." 'Saysyou." Instead of arguing, Mace reached over the blade and finger-snapped
the end of hisnose asthough flicking away afly.

Nick blinked, flinching, blurting areflexive obscenity, and by the time he remembered that held had a
lightsaber in his hand, the lightsaber wasin Mace's.

'Vastor isapredator, not a HoloNet villain: they're not holding us here so that he can gloat.

If he planned to kill us, weld dready be dead.” 'So why are they holding us here?' A massive shadow
approached through the trees: low and huge, with side-bent legs and immense splay-clawed feet.

Nick breathed, "Oh, | get it. HE's bringing Depa." HOSTAGE |

he immense shadow crashed closer, itswak asymphony of splintering trees.

It was an ankkox.

A massive armored saurian, the ankkox wasthe largest land anima of Haruun Ka.

Ankkoxes were twice the Size of grassers-more than half again the mass of afull-grown bantha-but built
low and wide, with abroad dorsa shell like an ova soup plate turned upside down. The dorsa shell of
this one was nearly three meterswide, and well over four meterslong.

A drover's chair was bolted to the top of the ankkox's crown shell, a convex disc of armor that capped
the beast's head; when an ankkox retracted its head and legs, its crown shell and al six knee shellsfit into
gapsinitsarmor as snugly asair locks, enabling the ankkox to survive washes of volcanic gasthat it
couldn't outrun.

Thisdrover did not Sit, but stood wide-legged on the crown armor behind the chair, brandishing along
pole that ended in a sharp-looking hook, to use asagoad in directing the ankkox's path. Two
teardrop-shaped shidlds of ultrachrome were pushed up onto his biceps.

Kar Vaster.

He moved only to direct the ankkox. His face held no expression. He did not even look at Mace and
Nick.

Theair around him shimmered with hisrage.

Smaller trees the ankkox shouldered aside; underbrush it smply crushed benegth its speeder-sized feet.
To get the ankkox through tree gaps too small to passits huge shell where the trees were too large to
overbear, Vaster would reach out with his goad, indicating specific points on their trunks-which would be
struck by some whirring object, invisibly fast, that impacted with enough power to shatter the trunks and



let it pass. the creaturestail mace.

Theonly part of the ankkox's body that was not armored was its extensile, muscular, surprisingly flexible
tall. Thetall wastipped with athick round ball of armor, and an adult ankkox could snap itstail faster
than the human eye could see, using that mace to accurately strike targets up to eight meters away with
enough power to stun an akk dog or shatter asmall tree.

Therewas atime, before the reopening of Haruun Kal to the civilized galaxy, when amace taken from a
juvenile ankkox was the traditional weapon of Korun herders. dangerousto acquire. Difficult to use.
Deadly in effect.

On the central bulge of this ankkox's dorsal shell had been built ahowdah: asmal curtained cabin framed
with lammas wood, two meters by three, barely larger than the long padded chaise within. The draped
canopy stood dightly higher than Mace wastall, bounded by a polished rail perhaps ameter above the
shell. The curtains, not to mention the fine-worked wood itsalf, were probably spoilslooted from some
Bdawai'shome. Multiple layers of gauzy lace, the curtains were trand ucent as smoke.

With the sunset behind, Mace could see her silhouette.

The ankkox crunched to a ponderous stop, settling onto its ventral shell with along hissthrough itsteeth
like gas venting from pneumatic landing jacks. VVastor tucked the goad into its holster bolted to the
ankkox's crown shell, then stepped forward over the drover chair and folded his thick-muscled arms.

He stared down into the eyes of the Jedi Magter.

The akk dogs started to growl low in their throats, a sound more felt than heard, like the subterranean
precursor of acoming groundquake.

Thewind died; even the rustle of leaves went silent.

In the hush of fading day, the Force showed Mace a shatterpoint.

The darkness of the jungle, not of the Sith.

Lifewithout therediraints of civilization.

'We're done," Nick said. "You get that, don't you? We're as done as aweek-old roast.

What do they cdll it in the army? Aid and comfort to the enemy?' '‘Be quiet. Don't draw attention to
yoursdlf." 'Grest idea. Maybe they'll forget I'm here” Thisisn't about aid and comfort to the enemy,”
Mace said. "'If thiswere going to be anything military, they'd put us under arrest. Wed be taken back to
have some kind of show trial witnessed by the rest of the ULF. Instead, we're out herein the jungle, and
the only witnesses are Kar, Depa, and these akks-human and saurian.” 'So they're just gonnackill us." 'If
we're lucky,” Mace said, "it'sgoing to be adogfight.” ‘A ~ogfight? If were lucky? Okay, sure. Let's not
even try to make sense. Just tell mewhat I'm supposed to do.” 'Y ou're supposed to remember that you
are an officer of the Grand Army of the Republic.” 'l just took the fraggin' oath three hours ago-" "Three
hours or thirty years. It makes no difference. Y ou have sworn to conduct yourself to the credit of the
Republic asits commissoned officer." 'So that kind of rules out wetting my pants and sobbing like a
baby, huh?' 'Stay calm. Show no weakness. Think of Vastor asawild akk: do nothing to trigger his prey
drive. And shut up.” 'Oh, sure. Isthat an order, Generd?' "Will making it an order help you do it?"
Above on the ankkox's shell, Vastor had been staring silently while an aurora of rage built in the air



around him. Only now did Mace meet the ,'orpelek's gaze.
Mace dlowed hislip to curl with ahint of contempt.

Nick whispered, "What are you doing?' Mace's gaze never wavered. "Nothing you need concern
yoursdlf with." 'Urn, maybe | should havetold you," the young Korun muttered nervoudy. "Kar doesn't
liketo bestared at." 'l know." 'It gets him mad." 'He's aready mad." 'Y eah. And you're makin' him
madder.” That'smy intention.” "Y'know," Nick said, "I'm gonnagive up asking if you're crazy. Let's
consider it astanding question, huh? Every time you open your mouth, go ahead and assume I'm
wondering if nikkle nuts have started falling out your earholes. 'Good morning, Nick.' Areyou crazy?
‘Niceday, isn'tit? Areyou crazy?' Mace hissed from the sde of hismouth, "Will you be quiet?' 'Are
you crazy?' Nick ducked hishead. "Sorry. Just areflex.” Vagtor's jaw worked, and awordless growl
escaped from histight-drawn lips.

Y ou were sent for.

Mace sighed, looking bored.
Vastor's grow! thickened.
Defiance carriesaprice.

Nick cocked his head, frowning. "Thisisn't about the prisoners?' Mace looked at him sidelong: Nick had
understood. So Vaster was talking to both of them-or rather, to Mace, but at least partialy for the
benefit of Nick. He glanced up at the howdah.

Likely for the benefit of Depaaswell.

'Of courseit's about the prisoners,” Mace said softly. "He's just warming up. Play dong." Mace hooked
histhumbsin his belt and walked casually forward. "1 told you aready: | am not to be sent for. Since you
have brought her to me as ordered, I'll see her now." The shimmer around V aster deepened, but he held
himsalf perfectly still. Hisgrowl sharpened into avine cat's hunting cough. ,' don't take orders. Depais
here at her own request.

'Oh?" She came to say good-bye.

'I'm not going anywhere." Vastor's response was asilent grinning gape that showed dl hisinhumanly
sharp teeth. He gestured, and the ring of akks and humans parted before him.

'l told you he'sgonnackill usl" Nick hissed. "I toldyo'tti't't Shee, | hateit when I'mright!” ‘Likel said
before: think of Vaster asawild akk. Hewon't kill us unlessthere's no other way to get what he wants.”
'Y eah? What does he want?' 'Same as any akk dog: to assert his dominance. Defend histerritory. And
his pack." 'And you think hewon't kill usfor taking those prisoners?' Mace shrugged. "Not you, anyway.
Y ou're subordinate: you don't redly count.” ‘Oh, sure. Thanksalot-" Nick stopped in mid-sarcasm and
looked thoughtful. "Know what?1 think | actually mean that." 'Y ou're welcome." Vaster spun the hooked
goad, and the ankkox lumbered toward Mace and Nick, itstail mace whipping through threstening arcs
around it.

'So, what?" Nick kept on under his breath. ™Y ou think he'sjust gonnathrow you out of here?"Y ou got till
sundown to get off my planet'?" 'Something likethat." "What about this hostage you were talkin' about?"
'Well seeif weneed him." 'Urn, it'snot me, isit? Because, y'know, to tell you thetruth, | don't think



Depalikesmedl that much-or even, y'’know, any. At al.” 'Hush." The ankkox stopped. The beak-curve
of the crown armor on its landspeeder-sized skull lowered to the ground at Mace'sfeet. The beast's eyes
were orange and gold and as large as Mace's head, and they peered up from under the curve of armor
with melancholy saurian patience.

Vader vaulted to the ground. Make your good-byes. Then you are leaving.

'Nicedoggy." Nick said with asickly forced smile. He gave awesk laugh. "Nice-" Vastor'simmense left
arm flashed at Nick in ablinding pam dap that would have taken his head right off before he could even
blink-but that massive arm was intercepted by the hed of Mace's open hand.

Mace's fingerslocked momentarily around Vastor'swrist. "He'swith me," he said, and before the lor
pelek could react, he released Vaster and backhanded Nick off hisfeet.

Nick lay crumpled on the leaf mold, stunned, staring up at Mace in astonishment. Through their
Force-link, Mace sent apulse of private reassurance: an invisible deadpan wink.

Nick played along. "What wasthat for?' The Jedi Master jabbed afinger a hisface. Y ou are an officer
inthe Grand Army of the Republic. Act like one." 'How does one act?' Mace turned back to Vastor. "l
gpologize for him." Vagter grunted. His mother should apologize.

'Any problem you have with him, you bring to me." Mace had to bend his neck back to ook up into the
lor peleKseyes. "1 struck one of your men, earlier. | gpologize for that aswell." He met Vastor's glare
lazily. "I should have hit you." Y ou are Depas Master, and my doshalo, and | do not wish you harm.
Vagtor's rumble went low and silken. Don't touch me again.

Mace sghed, still looking bored. He said to Nick, "Don't get up,” and to Vagtor, "Excuse me," and he
sidestepped the lor pelek to vault onto the dorsal shell of the ankkox.

He had time to wonder if his pretense of confidence wasfooling anyone.
Mace looked up at the howdah, now only a step or two away. His mouth had gone entirely dry.
Hedtill couldn't fed her.

Eventhisclose, findly, after dl thistime, whatever presence she cast in the Force blended invisibly into
the jungle night around them.

The sick weight gathered in his chest again: the one that had been born weeks ago in Pal patine's office.
The onethat had grown heavier in Pelek Baw, and had nearly crushed him last night in the outpost
bunker. That weight had lifted somehow through thislong afternoon: maybe it was because held been so
sure he was doing the right thing.

Theonly thing.

And now he was ameter away from being face to face with her: his Padawan: his protegee: the woman
for whose sake he had |eft behind Coruscant and the Jedi Temple and the smple abstractions of strategic
war. For whose sake he had plunged into thisjungle. Had subjected himsdlf to the harsh, complicated,
intractable redity behind the Strategies that had seemed so smple and so clean back in the Serile
chambers of the Council.



He discovered that once again, he didn't know what he should do.
Just seeing her shadow on the curtains had loosened his grip on right and wrong.

Pd patine's words echoed ingde his head: Depa Billaba was your Padawan. And sheis still perhaps your
closest friend, is she not?

Isshe? Mace thought. ,' wish | knew.

If she must be dain, are you so certain you can strike her down?
Right now, he wasn't entirely certain he could look at her.

He wasthat frightened of what he might see.

. have become the darknessin the jungle.

A dim brown hand took one edge of the curtains. Long fingers, but strong: nails broken, and black with
grime-the shape of the O. Ollttl ILI'ttrUIl palm, the faint rolling texture of vein and tendon and bone, that
he knew as vividly as he did his own-and the curtain was streaked with mold and stained, and
hand-patched with dark thread that showed like scars against the lace, and it draped around her hand as
shedrew it dowly aside, and Mace's heart hammered and he nearly turned away, because he should
have known he wouldn't meet her in the dawn, at the beginning of aday, even among afirestorm raining
from gunship cannons; he should have known that was only wishful thinking, asolace from the Force; he
should have known that they would only meet again in the twilight shadow- But fear, too, leadsinto the
dark.

Hethought, | have met the darknessin thisjungle dready. I've fet it in my own heart. | have fought it
hand to hand and mind to mind. Why should | fear to seeit on her face?

Theknot in hisgut untied itsdf.

All hisanxiety drained from him. All his darknesstrickled away. He stcood empty of everything savefor
fatigue and the pains of his battered flesh, and acam Jedi expectation: ready to accept the turn of the
Force, no matter what it may bring.

She drew the curtain aside.

She sat on the edge of along, padded chaise. She wore the tatters of Jedi robes over the rough
homespun of ajungle Korun. Her hair was as he had seen at the outpost: ragged, greasy, hacked short as
though she'd used aknife to trim it without the benefit of amirror. Her face was every bit asthin ashe
had seen it: her cheekbones sharp, and her jaw going prominent. The burn scar was there, from one
corner of her hardship-thinned mouth to the point of her jaw- But instead of a blindfold, she worethe
strip of dirty rag tied around her forehead, concealing the Greater Mark of 11lumination.

Or the scar it had left behind.

The Lesser Mark till glinted gold on the bridge of her nose, and though her eyes were bloodshot and
pain-haunted, her gaze was clear, and level, and, after al, she was Depa Billaba.

Whatever had happened to her; whatever she had seen, or done.



Shewas gtill Depa.

With an effort that nearly broke Mace's heart, she curved her mouth into asmile, and she extended a
hand that trembled, just alittle, as Mace reached to takeit. It felt fragilein his, asthough her bones were
ashollow asabird's, but her grip was strong and warm.

'Mace," shesaid dowly. A singlejewd of atear welled in one eye. "Mace. Master Windu." 'Hello,
Depa." He opened hisvest and produced her lightsaber. "1 have kept this safe for you." As she reached
for it her hand trembled even more. "Thank you, Magter," she said dowly, with exhausted formdity. "l

am honored to receiveit from your hand.” Her smile turned more genuine. She looked down &t her
light-saber, turning it over and over in her hand as though she didn't quite remember what it wasfor. She
lowered her head until he could no longer see her eyes. "Oh, Mace. How could you?' 'Depa?’ 'How
could you be so arrogant? So stupid? So blind?" Though her words were angry, her voice was only tired.
"I wish. Y ou should have come to me, Mace. Straight to me. Those people-they're not worth this. Not
worth you not knowing. Y ou should have asked me-I could have told you-" "Why innocent children had
to die?' Her head hung even lower. "We all haveto die, Mace." 'I'm not here to argue with you, Depa.
I'm here to take you home." 'Home." she echoed, and raised her head again. Her eyes were event
horizons: infinitely deep, and infinitely dark. "Y ou use that word as though it means something.” ‘It doesto
me." 'But it doesn't. Not anymore. Not even to you. You just haven't redlized it yet." She sighed ableak,
bitter chuckle as dark as her eyes and swung her trembling hand at the jungle around them. "Thisis home.
Asmuch home as any place will ever be. For any of us. For dl of us.

That'swhat | brought you here to learn, Mace. But now you've messed everything up. It'sfaling apart
and flying off indl directions. It'sal wrong, and it'sdl too late, and | should have known it would
happen likethis, | should have known because you're just too blasted arrogant to mind your own
business!" Her voice had risen to a screech, and adrop of blood seeped from acrack in her lower lip.

"You are my business here." 'Exactly. Exactly!" She snatched hiswrist and yanked him down toward her
with astonishing strength. "," was your business here. Those people had nothing to do with you. Nor you
with them. But you can't stop being a Jedi," she said hitterly. "No matter what. With the existence of the
whole Jedi Order at stake, you had to play HoloNet hero. Now your business here is ruined. Destroyed.
Everything iswasted. It'stoo late. Too late for al of us. Y ou haveto leave here, Mace. Y ou haveto
leaveright now, or Kar will kill you." 'I'm planning onit," Mace agreed. "And you're coming with me."
'Oh," shesaid. Thefireinsde her dwindled, and her strength with it. Her hand went dack on Mace'sarm.
"Oh. you think-you think | can just leave." 'Y ou must leave, Depa. | don't know what you think is holding
you here-" "Y ou don't understand. How could you? Y ou haven't seen-I haven't shown you-Y ou can't
possibly understand.” Mace thought of hishalucination at the outpost. "I understand,” he said dowly, "dl
thereisto understand. And now | bdieveit." 'Do you understand that ,' am not in command here?' Mace
shrugged. "Isanyone?’ 'Exactly,” she said. "Exactly. Master Y oda-Master Y odawould say, Y ou see,
but you do not see.” 'Depa" Y ou are dive right now because Kar doesn't want to upset me. That's the
only reason.

Not because | can order him. To do anything. Because | ashed him. | asked to give you achanceto run
away. Because Kar-because Kar likes me-" Mace turned and looked down at the people and akksin
thejungle. Twilight was degpening, and glowvines were beginning to pulseto life. The akks stirred
uneasily, muttering deep haf growls down in their enormous chests. Nick sat on the ground, knees drawn
up and wrapped by hisarms. He kept his head down, studioudy avoiding looking at VVaster. Thelor
pelek paced back and forth in front of the ankkox's head, stalking like ahungry vine cat, flicking glances
up a Mace and Depaand away again, as though he did not want to be caught looking.



'Vaster commandsthe ULF-?" "Thereisno ULF" Depahissed. "The ULF isaname, that'sal. | madeit
up! The Upland Liberation Front is amake-bdlieve bogey on which to blame every raid and ambush and
theft and petty sabotage and | don't know what al. The militials going crazy looking for a pattern to our
drikes. Trying to figure out our strategy. Because there is no pattern. No strategy. Thereisno ULF.
Thereisjust thisclan, and that family, and one gang here and another there. That's dl.

Ragged Korun bandits and murderers.” 'Y our reports" 'Reports.” She looked like she wanted to grab
him and shake him, but was just too tired.

"What should | have told you? Y ou've seen alittle of Haruun Kal. What could | have said to make you
understand?’ "Y ou don't have to make me understand. All you haveto do iscomewith me." 'Mace, listen
tome: | can't." She sagged, and lowered her face into her hands. "Kar iswilling to let you go only
because | am staying. To keep you away from me. If | leave with you. Going through the jungle, Mace:
think of it. On foot, on grassers. Even in asteam- crawler. All the way back to Pelek Baw? Haven't you
seen enough of him today to know that nowhere in the jungle could you ever be safe?' Theweight in
Mace's chest lightened, just abit. He swallowed, and found that his bresth came more easlly.

Shewas afraid for him. She had not falen so far that she no longer cared.
That was hisvictory right there.

'Wewon't be going through the jungle,” he said. "I have a ship on-station with a battalion of troopers. My
comm'’s damaged, or we'd be on our way right now. Nick says you have subspace at the Lorshan Pass
caverns. We can be out of the system less than a day after we get there." Shelifted her head again, and
there was till no hopein her eyes. "It'll take two daysto get there. If you're till herein two hours, Kar
will kill you. Two minutes." 'Leave Vaster to me." Mace leaned forward, resting hisforearms on the
howdah's polished rail. "I am not leaving without you." 'Y ou haveto." 'Let me put it another way." Mace
took a deep breath. "Master Depa Billaba: by my authority as a Senior Member of the Jedi Council, and
generd of the Grand Army of the Republic, you are hereby relieved of command of Republic forceson
Haruun K@, uniformed and irregular. Y ou arerelieved of al duties and responsibilitiesin the action on
this planet. Y ou are suspended from the Jedi Council, pending investigation of your actions on Haruun
Kal, and you are ordered to proceed with all due speed to Coruscant, where you will present yourself to
the Council for judgment.” Depa shook her head. "Y ou can't-you can't-" 'Depa,” Mace said sadly, "you
areunder arrest.” 'Thisisridiculous-" 'Y es. And absolutdly serious. Y ou know me, Depa. How many
arrests did we make, dl those years? Y ou know | will deliver my prisoner, or diein the attempt.” She
nodded dowly, and she found asmile once more: asad, quiet smile, edged with bitter knowledge. "Will
you accept my parole? If | give my word not to. attempt escape?’ 'l will alwaystrust you, Depa.”

Sudden tears sparkled again in her eyes, and she turned her face away. "How many times are you going
to make me saveyour life?' 'Just thisonce more," he said. "'Y ou can come with me, or you can watch me
die. Your choice." Her shoulders twitched, and shook, and Mace for amoment thought she might be
sobbing, but then her soft dry chuckle reached his ears.

'l have missed you, Mace." Her eyes sparkled with tears. "'l can't tell you how I've missed you. Of course
you knew exactly the spot where my defenses would crumble. But I'm not your real problem,” she said
tiredly. "What are you going to do about Kar?' "Y ou're my only problem,” Macetold her. "I found your
shatter-point; do you think I'd miss his?" 'l think he doesn't have one.” That," said Mace Windu, "remains
to be seen.” 'Y ou and your shatterpoints.” Her sad smile was dazzling on her tear-stained face. "Who but
Mace Windu would think to take him-"hostage?' Mace's head twitched to theright in aKorun shrug. "'l
wasthe only one available." Mace leapt lightly down from the ankkox. "Kar Vaster. We need to talk."
We do not. Vagter did not meet his eyes. Asyou said: the next time we mest, there may be afight.



'What | said was," Macereplied lazily, "the next time were a one together, there may be afight. But |
gave you too much credit. | mean, that iswhy you brought al your puppiesaong, isn't it? Y ou certainly
didn't seem interested in standing up to me without them." Vastor's head turned like a steamcrawler's gun
turret. What?

'Y ou have a problem with me?' Mace spread hishands. "I'm right here.” Tendonsin Vastor's neck
cranked his head down a centimeter at atime. She doesn't want you hurt.

'Depa? Do you plan to hide behind her forever?' Mace folded hisarms. " Always find areason to back
down, don't you? | admireyour. cregtivity." The Akk Guards stared.

All twelve akk dogs hunched and coiled their haunches, tails whipping forward past their shoulder spines:
ready to pounce. Vaster snarled and lunged convulsively past Mace. He snatched Nick's arm and hauled
the young Korun to hisfeet, holding him out toward Mace.

'Hey, y'know, ow, huh?' | have grassers saddled and supplied. Take them and the boy and go.
Hisfiled-sharp teeth ssemed to glow in the vine-lit gloom. Takethem and live.

'Y ou know," Mace said, "I don't much care for your tone." Vastor's eyes widened. His mouth worked
Slently.

'And take your hand off my aide. Now." Vaster found hisvoice: aroar of black rage. A violent shove
sent Nick stumbling forward.

Only agrab at Mace's shoulders kept him on hisfeet. He looked up into the Jedi Master's eyes and gave
him asickly grin. "Remember that question | wasn't gonnaask anymore?* GO. Vastor'sroar carried
tectonic power. Go before | forget my promise to spare you.

Mace turned to one of the Akk Guards. "Does he dways yammer like this? Hed quiet down if you got
him fixed." The guard went pale. He shook his head urgently. "Redlly, redly don't want to talk to Kar like
this, you. Redlly redly redlly.” 'Oh, right. Sure. HE's not so good with Basic." Mace hooked histhumbs
indde hisves.

Tendons stood out like cablesin the lor peles neck. His shimmering rage went scarlet, glowing in the
twilit gloom, asthough his skin were lava pouring from avolcano's mouth.

Sowly, ddiberately, hisleft hand tucked behind the shidd on hisright arm. He pulled it down into fighting
position, carefully avoiding itsrazor edges. Just as dowly and ddliberately, he did the same with the other.

Musclerippled in hisarms as he squeezed the handgrips, and the shidlds whined to life. He brought them
together back to back, generating an earsplitting squedl that made even the akk dogsflinch.

From behind Mace's shoulder, Nick whispered, "Are you sure I'm not alowed to wet mysdlf?' Mace

walked camly out of the center of thering, straight toward Vaster, thumbs still hooked insde hisvest.

"Y ou do that alot. No doubt your puppiesfind it pretty scary.” Looking straight up into Vastor's eyes,
Mace sivung hisvest open to display the handgrip of hislightsaber.

Then he shrugged out of the vest, folded it once, and tossed it over his shoulder with effortless accuracy,
right into the hands of an astonished Nick Rostu. With hislightsaber dill ingdeit.



"That's how much you scare me." Vagtor's shields parted, and the jungle went silent.

'Everybody here knows this has nothing to do with Depa,” Mace said. "This hasto do with those Baawai
you were too stupid and week to hold." Vagtor's legs coiled like the aides haunches. They were mine!
MINE! Minetokill. Mineto spare. They were MINE to giveto the justice of thejungle- 'Until you met
me. Then they were ming,” Mace said. "Mineto let go.” ,",/ show you stupid and wesk- Y ou aready
have" Vager shifted hisweight to throw himsdf into alegp, but then froze as though an invisble leash
had snapped tight around his neck. He glanced back at the shadow behind the curtains of the howdah for
amoment. When he turned toward Mace once more, his lips were drawn back in apredator's grin, and
his eyes burned like twin calderae.

Depa prefersthat you live. But she doesn't mind if you get hurt.

Mace shrugged. "Aslong as shewon't mind when you get hurt." Vaster began to unbuckle hisshidlds.
Mace turned his back on the lorpelek contemptuoudy and strolled toward the center of the ring of akks

and people.

There was nothing either dow or deliberate about the way Vastor shook the shields off hisarms: a
whipping snap of thewrist that flung them down to claiter againg the rim of the ankkox's shell.

Nick held the bundle of Mace's vest and weapon uncertainly. "Um, guess | should have told you: that
big-dog stuff doesn't work on Kar." 'On the contrary,” the Jedi Master replied softly. "It'sworking
perfectly." Nick blinked.

Mace sad, "Asfor you, though-" 'Don't worry about me. | know exactly what to do." He tucked Mace's
vest under one arm and trotted toward the nearest Akk Guard. "A hundred credits says the Jedi makes
Kar cry likeababy! Who'sin?' Thelor pelek crouched and lowered one hand to the ground, digging in
the leaf mold, his swest-glistening chest heaving, breath pumping darknessinto him and out again.
Gathering rage.

Gethering power.
The shimmer around him had gone from red to black.

Mace shook hisarmsloose. "Rules?' Vastor's reply was the snort of ahunting akk. Junglerules. A burst
of power launched the lor pelek asahuman missile, clawing hisway through the twilight toward the Jedi
Magter.

Junglerulesit is, then, Mace thought, and legpt to meet him in midair.

JUNGLE RULEST, hey collided with a crash that shook the jungle around them. The collision was not
just of two human bodies, but of two node-channels of the Force: invisible energy crackled, and vivid
blue gap-sparks arced from lesf to leaf in the canopy above. For amoment, they hung in the air,
supported by power, grappling, tearing at each other's flesh. The akk dogs lunged and whirled and
dashed the ar with their tails. The guards clashed together their shields, roaring with ferocious animal
exuberance.

Vastor seemed to be al teeth and claws and fierce snarling assault. Armslike girders of durastedl caught
Mace in an unbreakable hug, pinning the Jedi's elbowsto his creaking ribs.

Mace answered swifter than thought with an instinctive head-butt that split the skin on one of Vastor's



cheekbones. The lor pelek lowered his head to Mace's shoulder asthough to snugglein like alover-then
sank his needle teeth degp into Mace's neck, chewing for hiscarotid artery.

Mace jerked aknee up to dam the inside of Vastor'sthigh; Vastor only grunted and bit down harder,
twisting his head from sde to side like an akk worrying off atusker'sleg. Hisjaw pressure on the artery
was restricting its blood flow; billowing clouds of darkness gathered in Mace's brain-but when Mace
fired the knee again, Vaster jerked hislegs out of the way.

Mace's knee caught him a decimeter below the navel.

Thisbrought a sharper grunt and asnarl that vibrated in Mace's neck, but instead of withdrawing hisknee
for another strike, Mace dug it in harder, forcing Vagtor's body away from his own. This created just
enough space that Mace could dip one arm up between their chests, and could stab his stiffened fingers
into the notch of Vastor's collarbone.

And shove.

With a convulsive gasp of astonishment, the lor pelek released Mace's neck. Mace kept on shoving,
jamming hisfingersinto Vastor'swindpipe. Vaster gagged, and his massive arms |oosened.

They fell together, tumbling, and as Macefindly pushed Vastor off him he managed to snesk in aquick
sngpping kick to the point of Vastor's chin that sent the lor pelek whirling like atopspun ball.

Mace recovered his Force-touch in timeto flip upright and land in abaanced crouch; Vastor landed on
al fours, absorbing the shock as effortlesdy asavine cat.

They looked at each other.

Blood ran from the bite wound on Mace's neck, painting his shoulder and part of his chest scarlet, but it
wasonly atrall, not ajet: the artery must have remained intact. A smilar trail rolled from Vastor's split
cheek and dripped from his jaw.

Neither man appeared to notice.

Vagtor's growl resonated in Mace's chest. Not many men can break my grip. You won't do it twice.
Mace didn't answer. Vastor was probably right.

He was suddenly, acutely aware that he hadn't dept since the night before the fight in the notch pass. The
night when a bark-drunk Lesh had cometo him in tears, to tell him what Kar and the Akk Guards would
teach him, if helived long enough.

It seemed like years ago.

Hewondered briefly if thelor pelek would have gone ahead and torn out histhroat despite what he
claimed Depa had told him, or if he would have ttled for the strangle.

He decided he could live without knowing the answer.

Thetis if helived a dl.



Vadtor staked toward him on al fours. Wasthat Jedi fighting? Poking and pinching? A little jab to stop
thebig dog?| am not impressed.

Mace stood motionless except for the heaving of his chest. He knew aready he could not match Vastor
for raw power. With each breath, he stripped away ancther layer of restraint and inhibition. Another
layer of serenity. He had to move hisinner peace out of the way to let in thejoy. Thethrill. The sheer
okay-why-not-let's-FIGHT. Because Vagpad was more than just aform of lightsaber combat.

It was a state of mind.

Night had deepened upon the jungle, and around them glowvines began to pulse faintly. To use Vagpad
now, out here, was incredibly dangerous-almost as dangerous as not using Vagpad.

The ultimate answer for power isskill.

'Want to be impressed?' Mace said. "L et's see the impression my boot makes on your face." Without
warning, Vastor's talk became alightning lunge, fingers hooked like talons, his arms sweeping wideto
close on Mace once more-but Mace wasn't there anymore. A dight sdestep and aweave of hishead
snuck him to the outside of VVastor'slunge, and hisfist whipped backhand to snap Vastor in the base of
the skull as he passed: aknockout blow.

But Vastor must have fdlt it coming; he pitched forward, rolling with the punch so thet it flipped him end
for end. Helanded in perfect balance and sprang again, straight up; the kick Mace had aimed at his
kidneysonly grazed his calf muscle. He used the impact to whirl in the air so that he could fall upon the
Jedi Magter like abranch leopard taking atusker.

But what hefell upon was Mace'sfigt, driven upward into his solar plexus by the combined power of the
Force and nearly fifty years of Jedi combat training.

Mace's hand sank in to the wrist, and Vagtor's fighting snarl became an agonized struggle for bresth.
Mace used the Forceto hurl him off and send him tumbling through the air to dam into the flank of an
agitated akk dog. Eyes glazing, half stunned, the lor pelek did bonelessly down the akk's armored ribs,
and staggered as hisfeet skidded over gnarled roots.

Before he could find his balance, Mace was on him. "Impressed yet?' Standing toe to toe, the top of
Mace's head barely cameto thelevel of Vastor's chin, and you could have tucked Mace's whole
thick-muscled upper body insde Vastor's chest with room to spare. And even hurt, lurching drunkenly,
Vadter Hill could whip hisarmsin blindingly fast raking daps a Mace's head and wounded neck. But
where Vastor's speed was blinding, Mace's wasinvisible. Not one of those daps connected.

Before Vastor could even focus his eyes, Mace had hit him six times: two thundering hooks to his short
ribs, aknee damming hard into the same thigh he'd hit before, an elbow snapping up to the point of his
chin, and two devastating pam strikes to either hinge of hisjaw.

An ordinary man would have been unconscious. Vastor seemed to be getting stronger.

Vadtor fired another of those blinding daps. Thistime, instead of ducking, Mace countered with a
whirring hook that met the lor pele's swinging arm directly on the nerve that ran up theinside of the
biceps. Vastor threw the other even harder-which only made the inside of that arm connect that much
harder with Mace's coun-terhook.



Vagtor's mighty arms spasmed and dropped limply to hissides. "Thisis caled Vagpad, Kar." A fierce
light burned in Mace's eyes. "How many arms do you see?' Then he hit Vastor twice in the nose before
thelor pelek could even blink.

Vastor howled in pain and raging disbdief, falling back againgt the akk dog's flank once more, twisting
and turning to try to find some way to avoid the Jedi's flashing hands.

Mace stayed with him, pinning him to the akk's flank, fists whirling through V aapad flurries, striking not to
disableor tokill, i ILII OIUTLI'tt but instead to hurt: stinging flicks to soft tissue, smashing ears and
nose, stabbing up under the chin.

The akk dog suddenly lurched away from them, giving Vastor half ameter of clearance. Thelor pelek
gprang Sdeways, diving awvay.

Mace let him go. "Go on and run, Kar. Thisisover. You lose. I'm the big dog here-" Vastor turned his
diveinto aroll and spun to face the Jedi Master from one knee, and before Mace had even finished
speaking the Force whirled around him and Mace found himsalf wrenched off the ground, hurtling
backward through the air to dam against the smooth-barked gray trunk of ameter-thick lammastree.
The whole tree shivered with the impact, and aspira galaxy birthed itself insde Mace's head.

He thought, | was wondering when we'd get to this part.

Vagtor's face tightened. Strength must have been returning to his nerve-punched arms already, because
he managed to raise one and gesture as though throwing a stone; Mace was whirled forward from the
tree to crash againgt the skull of an astonished akk dog.

The impact folded him over the dog's head and blasted the breath from hislungs, the dog's crown spines
gashed Mace's abdomen, and when it tossed Mace aside with atwitch of its head like aNymalian
water-ox, hisblood ran down the black outer shells of its eyes.

Jedi Padawanslearn to counter Force kinesis before they even begin lightsaber training. Still inthe air,
Mace sensed the flow of power that held Vagtor's grip upon him; with asigh, he allowed his
center-Vastor's point of Force contact-to relax and ground Vastor's power back into the jungle around
them.

And that jungle cametolife.

A griplesf trailer snaked down from above and seized one of Mace's anklesin its unbreskable clutch. His
airborne tumble became awide-swinging head-down arc.

Gripleef trailersonly grew tighter astheir victim struggled, and their fiberswere nearly as strong as
durasted cable; they could not be broken by morta strength. This one squeezed his ankle, drawing blood
with the edges of its sharp waxy leaves. Another trailer reached toward his other ankle, and from his
upside-down vantage he could see athick blade-thorned length of brassvine curving toward his neck.

He amost reached into the Force for hislightsaber- But that would be admitting defest.

Timeto beclever.

He used the Force to shove the griplesf traller so that the arc of his swing sent him whirling out over the
ring of dogs and men. One of the Akk Guards smirked at him as he swung overhead: "Big dog? More



likelittle tusk-pig." When his swing carried him back in, Mace reached down and grabbed the Akk
Guard by the arm, yanking him into the air. Drawing upon the Force for aburst of strength, Mace
whipped the astonished Guard up and over and used the edge of hisrazor-sharp shield to dice through
thetrailer before rdleasing himto flall helplesdy through the air and crash into the jungle darkness.

Mace turned hisown fal into aflip that landed him on an akk dog's shoulders. He bounded off into the
air- And Vaster's Force grip seized him again.

Vadter was on hisfeet now, and hisarms didn't seem hurt at al. His blood-smeared mouth spread wide
inahowl of triumph as he yanked Mace through the multicolored glowvine-shaded night, pulling himin
while he opened hisarmsfor that |lethal embrace.

Macethought: W, if youingg.

Instead of resisting or grounding the power of Vastor's Force grip, Mace added his own strength to it.
The speed of hisflight suddenly doubled; VVastor had only time to widen hiseyesin dismay as Mace
flipped headfirst inthe air. The top of his head speared into Vastor's gut and drove the lor pelek to the
ground as though held been hit by aconcusson missile.

On the other hand, V astor's ssomach wasn't much softer than that lammas hed dammed Mace into; the
impact didn't do Mace's head alot of good, either.

Another spiral galaxy blossomed where the first had been as Macerolled off him, lying on his back while
he watched stdlar clusterswhed insgde his skull. Vastor lay beside him, making faint panting noiseswhile
hetried to pull ar into his spasming chest.

Vastor's breath began to return in great whooping gasps, and Mace knew histime was running out. He
shook the stars out of his head and reached down to his ankle to unwrap the severed gripleef trailer.
Limp now, dying, it was unresisting as an ordinary rope; Mace took one end in each fist, and as Vastor
rolled over and gained his hands and knees, Mace dipped aloop of thetrailer over the lorpelek's head
from behind and tightened it around histhroat.

Vagtor straightened and his hands went to his throat, clawing at Mace'simprovised garrote, but not even
he was strong enough to break a gripleef trailer with his bare hands. His face darkened, swelling with
blood; the back of his neck bulged; veins writhed across his temples and forehead.

Ten seconds, Mace thought, hanging on, wedging his kneesinto Vastor's back. Ten seconds and out.
Vasgtor got one foot under him.

Mace swallowed, gasping for breath as he tried to tighten the trailer around the lorpeleK s throat.

Pure will powered Vastor to hisfeet. He didn't even seem to notice the weight of alarge Jedi Master
hanging down his back.

Mace thought: Here it comes.
In an eyeblink, Vagtor's grip shifted from the griplesf trailer to Mace'swrigts. He threw himsalf forward,

bent at the waist, and with a surge of incredible strength yanked the Jedi Master over his head and
dammed him bodily to the dirt.



The impact replaced the stars in Mace's head with billowing black nebulae; he'd never gotten his breath
back properly after landing on the akk dog, and now he couldn't breathe & dl. The jungle above faded
into ablack haze; through the darkness descending inside his skull, he barely caught aglimpse of VVastor
legping into the air to drop a body-dam that would finish him. With agasp, herolled aside, and Vastor
landed hard on the ground beside him.

Mace dizzily tried to pull himsalf up to his hands and knees; Vastor was till down, his hands clawing
weskly at Mace's flanks.

Mace pushed him off and madeit to hisknees. Vaster rolled onto his side, found atree trunk, and pulled
himsdf upit, leaning on it drunkenly.

Though Mace couldn't breathe-could barely see through the black-and-red haze inside his head-he could
draw upon the Force to throw himsalf upright, and helunged at Vaster, whirling, hands clasped together
to ddliver every erg of power at his command into one last thundering punch that lifted Vaster bodily off
the ground, flipped him over backward, and dropped him on the back of his neck.

Mace swayed, amost out on hisfeet. The jungle hazed in and out of focus. All he could clearly seewas
thelorpelek climbing to hisfest.

Vader wassmiling.

Isthat the best you have?

I'm just-" Mace gasped for breath. His arms came up dowly; each onefélt like it was made out of
collapsium. "Just getting started-" One of those open-handed daps flashed out of the darkness; the next
thing of which Mace was avare was a bell-like ringing in his ears, and the grip of Vastor's huge hand
around his neck, holding him up off the junglefloor.

Mace's eydidsfluttered open. Vastor's blood-smeared grin was the only thing in the world.

Vagter growled, How many arms do you see?

Mace didn't answer.

He certainly didn't see the one attached to the hand that snuffed the world like a blown-out candle.

In the darkness, asmell of ammoniaand rotten megt: predator breath.

A dry rough tongue the size of hislost kitbag licked him back to consciousness, and Mace opened his
eyes.

The Akk Guards were crowded around him, leaning over, their facesin deep shadow, haloed by the
pulsing light of the glowvinesin the canopy; one now pushed the nose of the akk dog who'd been licking
Mace's unconscious body so that the great beast backed up.

Kar Vaster stepped into the gap. He squatted on his haunches at Mace's side. His face was lumped up,
and blood il trickled from his split cheek, but his grin wasfiercer than ever.

He barked something, and one of the Akk Guards stepped away for a brief moment. Mace heard Nick
say, "Hey, cut it out. Hey, ow, huh? Come on, lay off the arm, you know I'm good for it-" The Akk



Guard returned, dragging Nick.
Vadter growled.

Nick sad, "Hey, why areyou telling me-?" Vastor's growl sharpened, and Nick flinched away from him.
Helooked uncertainly up at the Akk Guard who held hisarm, back at VVastor, then down a Mace.

'He, uh-" Nick swallowed hard. "-he wants me to say so everybody hearsit: Y ou can get up, if you
want." Mace's eyes drifted closed. He didn't answer.

Vagtor made arumbling noise.

'He says, Come on. Y ou wanted to be the big dog. Get up and fight." Nick lowered hisvoice. "1 mean,
you can get up, right? If you want to-1 mean, | got odds, it'sworth jive hundred creds, I'll split it with
you-" Mace opened hiseyes. "No." Vastor's rumble broadened humoroudy, as though the lorpelek was
agroundquaketdlling ajoke.

'Um, he-he wants to know, No, what? That is-y'know, no to the money?' 'No," Mace said. He couldn't
find aplace on his body that did not hurt. "No morefighting.

I've had enough. You win." Vagtor seized Mace's shoulder in one enormous hand and stood, pulling the
Jedi Master upright without gpparent effort. Now his growl once more became wordsin Mace's mind.

Tdl them. Tell them who isthe big dog here.

Mace hung his head, careful not to meet Vastor'seye. "You are." He coughed, and blood bubbled from
his smashed mouth. "Y ou're the big dog.” Nick looked stricken.

Tell them you were wrong to take my prisoners. Tell them you were wrong to let them go.
Mace kept his eyes on the ground at hisfeet. Blood from the shallow akk-spine gougesin hisbelly ran
down hislegs. "l waswrong to take your prisoners. | waswrong to let them go." Tell them you are sorry

that you chalenged me, and you will never doit again.

Mace's only motion was to glance up at the howdah on the back of the ankkox. Now after dark, the
curtains were opague. He couldn't tell if Depawas evenin there.

He lowered his head once more.

'l an sorry that | challenged you. | will never chalenge you again." A twitch of motion in his periphera
vison: Nick had let Mace'svest unroll from his hand.

Now he held it dongside hisleg. He gave it another suggestive twitch.
Mace could fed thelightsaber withinit.

He met Nick'seye. Nick deliberately looked away, miming anonchaant whistle, while he twitched the
vest one moretime,

A twist of the Force-no more effort than Nick expended to wiggle the vest-would bring that lightsaber to
Mace's hands.



Mace said dowly, "Kar?' Vaster hummed ayes.

'My wegpon isin that vest. May | haveit?' He kept his eyesfixed resolutely on the ,'orpe,'ek's chest.
"Pease?' Vaster released his shoulder with a contemptuous shove, and extended ahand for the vest.

Nick looked a Mace with open shock, as though he'd been unexpectedly betrayed.
Mace looked at the ground.
Vader took the vest, and pulled Mace's lightsaber out of its pocket. Thisisyours?

'Yes, Kar," Mace said quietly. "May | haveit, please?' Vaster gave asidelong glance at an Akk Guard,
and purred something. The guard smirked, nodding.

'Please," Mace repeated humbly. "It's my only weapon. | won't be much good to anyone without it."
Y ou're not much good to anyonewith it, Vaster grunted. He held it out to Mace, but when the Jedi
Master extended a hesitant hand to takeit, Vagter flipped it cardlessly away from him.

The Akk Guard held purred at snatched it from the air.
The guard held it in one hand. The vibroshield on his other am whined to life,
'Hey, Kar, cmon, lay off, huh?" Nick's face was twisted in an ongoing wince; it was painful to pity

someone previoudy respected. ™Y ou won, didn't you? Isn't that enough? Why do you have to be such
a" Vader interrupted the young Korun with abackhanded cuff that knocked him to the ground.

He never even looked at him; his gaze was till on Mace Windu.

The Jedi Master seemed not even to notice Nick lying on the ground, cradling his bloodied mouith,
cursing continuoudy into hishand. "Dont," Mace said brokenly. "Don't. Y ou don't understand-a Jedi's
lightsaber-" Can be destroyed as easily asa Jedi Magter. Vagtor flicked hisfingers as though brushing off
afly, but before the Akk Guard could bring the lightsaber's handgrip againgt the edge of hisshidd- 'Kar."
Through the gauzy opacity of the curtained howdah above, Depa's voice had an eerie power, and it
seemed to come from everywhere at once.

"To send him out into the jungle without his weapon would be murder, Kar. Heis not the enemy.” Not
your enemy. Perhaps.

'Please, Kar. Keep it safe for him, and return it to him when he departs.” Heis departing now.

'He cannot travel," Depa said. "Can you not fed it? Y ou hurt him, Kar. Hurt him badly. He needsrest,
and medical treatment. Let ustake him to the base. He can ride the ankkox with me,

Keep hislightsaber yoursdlf. Y ou've shown him he cannot face you without it." Vastor'sinhuman stare
searched the blank face of the howdah, but now night had fully fallen.

Glowvinelight shimmered off the curtains, and nothing could be seen within.

Findly he gave an irritable shrug and extended a hand. The Akk Guard tossed the handgrip back to him,
and Vagtor tucked it into the waistband of hisvine cat |eather pants.



He cast Mace's vest to the ground at the Jedi Master's feet.

Did it hurt even more, knowing she was watching?

He no longer sounded mocking; this camein the tone of smple curiosty.

Sowly, painfully, like an old man protecting arthritic knees, Mace bent down to retrieve the vest. He
sad, "I'm not sureit could have hurt much more." Y ou might remember that this al began because you

refused to come when | told you.

This began, Mace thought, when | was summoned to the private office of Chancellor Papatine. But he
sad nothing.

Because you refused to do what you were told.

'Yes" Macesad. "Yes, | remember.” He picked up the vest and dipped it on. The sting of dirt in open
wounds announced that the lammas tree's bark had torn his back.

If thereisanext time, doshao, it will beyour last time.

'Yes, Kar. | know." He looked at Nick, who was now sitting on the ground staring balefully at Vastor.
"Comeon," Mace said softly. "I'll need you to help me up onto the ankkox." FROM THE PRIVATE
JOURNALS OF MACEWINDU Vastor waswilling to let Nick help me, and trest my more serious
injuries with supplies from a captured medpac. He was willing to believe the battering held inflicted on me
was nearly crippling.

It wasn't far from the truth.

Nick was still Smmering as he helped meto my feet, muttering under his bresth a continuous stream of
invective, characterizing Vagtor asa"lizard-faced frogswallower," and a" demented scab-chewing
turtlesacker" and avariety of other namesthat | don't feel comfortable recording, evenin aprivate
journd.

"That'senough,” | told him. "I have gone to considerable trouble to keep us both dive, Nick.

I'd prefer we stay that way." |

'Oh, sure. Nicejob on that." His voice was bitter, and he didn't want to meet my eyes.

| told him | was sorry about his hundred credits, and pointed out to him gently that no one had told him to
bet on me.

He turned on methen, ingtantly furious, hissing savagely to keep hisvoice down, asthe Akk Guards and
the dogs were still milling about. "Thisisn't about credits! | don't care about the credits-" He stopped
himsdlf, blinking, and hisfamiliar smileflickered briefly acrosshislips.

"Shee. Did | redlly just say that? Wow. So okay, sure, that wasalie: | care about the creds. | carealot.
But that's not why I'm angry.” | nodded, and told him | understood: he was angry at me. Hefélt likel'd
let him down.



‘Not me," hesaid. "I mean, come on: Jedi are supposed to stand for something, aren't you?

Y ou're supposed stand up for what'sright. No matter what." Angry a me as he may have been, he ill
swung his head under one of my arms and held it across his shoulders, so he could help mewalk.

It was appreciated. Only asthe adrenaline and concussion shock were wearing off did | begin
understand what a beating | had taken; later, with access to the medpac's scanner, | would discover two
cracked ribs, asevere ankle sprain from the griplesf trailer, amoderate concussion, and some interna
bleeding, not to mention the bite wound on my neck and an astonishing variety of scrapes and bruises.

AsNick helped me up onto the ankkox, | discovered what had made him so angry with me: more than
anything else, it was that 1'd declared we had been wrong to free the prisoners.

'l don't care what you say," he muttered darkly. "I don't care what Kar says. There were kidsthere. And
wounded. | mean: those Balawai, they weren't evil. They were just people. Like us." 'Nearly everyone
is" 'Wedid theright thing, and you know it." It dawned on me then that Nick was proud of himsdif.
Proud of what we had done. It may have been an unfamiliar feding for him: that peculiarly ddlicious pride
that comes from having taken aterrible risk to do something truly admirable. Of overcoming the ingtinct
of sdf- presarvation: of fighting our fears and winning.

It isthe pride of discovering that oneis not merely abundle of reflexes and conditioned responses; that
instead oneis athinking being, who can choose the right over the easy, and justice over safety. The pride
Nick took in this made me proud of him, too-though of course| could not tell him so. It would only have
embarrassed him, and made him regret spesking at dl.

| hope | never forget the fierce conviction on hisface as he hel ped me climb the extended leg of the
ankkox and clambered up onto its dorsal shell. " Just because Kar begat you like arented gong doesn't
mean he was right. Just because he won doesn't mean you were wrong to challenge him. | can't believe
you'd ever say thosethings." Hisanswer came from within the curtained darkness of the howdah at the
top of the curved shdll.

'If you spend much time around us, Nick, you will learn." Depals voice was strong and clear and as sane
and gentle asit has dways been in my heart. "Y ou will learn that Jedi do not waystell the truth.” Nick
stopped, suddenly scowling as though he found himsalf unexpectedly deep in thought.

"Don't dways-hey." he muttered suspicioudy. "Hey, wait one second here-" She pulled back the curtain
once more, and pushed open the smdl swing gatein therall.

"Comeonin. You look likeyou might want to lie down." 'l might," | admitted. "This hasn't been my best
couple of days." Shetook my hand to steady me as| stepped into the howdah, and she made room for
me on the chaise. "I haveto hand it to you, Mace," she said with asoftly ironic smile. "Y ou till take a
beating aswdl asany man inthe gaaxy." Nick's eyes bulged as though his head might explode. "1 knew
it!" He shook afiercdy triumphant fistin my face. "1 knew it. | knew you could take him!" | told himto
keep it down, because Vastor and the Akk Guards were still moving through the trees nearby, and | had
no ideahow sharp Vastor's ears might be. | didn't tell him to shut up atogether because it wouldn't have
done any good.

'I've got you figured. Y ou hear me?I've got your Jedi butt scanned |

to the twdfth decimal point! | shouldaknown you were gonna dive when you started in on Kar like
that-you were spinning him up to make the confrontation more persond, like. The more you insulted him,



the less he was gonnaworry about taking anything out on me. And you kept on taunting him so that
booting your Jedi can into next week felt so good that he basicaly forgave you for letting those Bdawal
go!" I told him hewas haf wrong.

'Which haf?' Depaanswered for me. "The part about letting Kar win." She knows me so well.

'Y ou mean heredlly beat you?' Nick couldn't seemto believeit. "Heredly, redly beat you?' 'We sharea
bond in the Force now, Nick. Did it,'eg,' like | threw the fight?' He shook his head. "It felt like you were
asmazzo drummer'strap skin." ‘Asyou said earlier: Vagor isadifficult man to lieto. Hewould have
known if | was holding back. Then the beating would have been much worse, and he might very well
havekilled me.

What | did was pick afight | knew | couldn't win." ‘Couldn't?" 'Vagtor is. very powerful. Haf my ageand
twice my size. Training and experience can compensate only up to apoint. And heis naturaly ferocious
inaway that no Jedi can duplicate.” "Y ou're telling me you twisted his nose like that, knowing he was
gonnabest you so bad your whole family would bleed?’ | shrugged.”! didn't haveto win. All | had to do
wasfight." 'Kar's shatterpoint,” Depamurmured. "You saw it al aong.” | nodded. Nick wasn't familiar
with the term; when | described shatterpoint as a critical weakness, he shook hishead. "I didn't see
anything weak out there." With asideong glance at Depas thoughtful frown, | quoted Y oda: ™Y ou see,
but you do not see.

'Kar'sgreat strength is hisingtinctive connection to pelekotan. Thejunglelivesin him asmuch ashelives
init. And like | keep telling you: eveninthejungle, there arerules.” | explained that afight between Kar
and mysdlf wasinevitable: two dphamaesin the same pack. | could smell it on him even during the
battle at the outpost when wefirst met. My only hope of a good outcome wasto make it persona and
immediate.

And unarmed.

If the fight hadn't happened, he and the Akk Guards might very well have killed Nick and me both for
setting free the prisoners. If heand | had gone at it blade to shield, | would be dead now-even if 1'd killed
him, the guards and the dogs would have torn me to shreds-and Depa, too, if sheld tried to save me;
we'd only barely survived being attacked by three akksin the Circus Horrificus.

Against adozen- Well. It didn't happen that way. Because | knew what Kar redly wanted, in the grip, as
hewas, of hisdpha-maejungleingincts.

He wanted me to submit.

And like many other pack hunters, once hisrival submitted, hisinginctsled him to dlow that riva to
peacefully sniff around the fringes of his pack-so long as| did not renew my chalenge.

"That's why you gave him your lightsaber? So he wouldn't fed threatened?’ | shook my head, and for a
moment | was tempted to smile. "No, | would havelet him cut it up.” Y ou would?" 'If it would make him
more comfortable with letting me stay? Of course. A lightsaber can be repaired or rebuilt. But | admit,
Depasideawas astroke of genius.” She smiled a me. "I am abit proud of mysdf for that." Nick again
expressed his confusion, and | explained. "Even with the Force, | can't pick Kar out from thejungle
around us. Heisso much apart of it, and it of him, that heis practicaly invisble. My lightsaber, on the
other hand-" 'l get it!" Nick breathed. "Aslong as he carriesit-" 'Exactly.” | could fed it even now: |
knew without thinking its precise position relative to my own. "It isabdl collar that Depamanaged to
buckle onto asingularly ferocious vine cat." "Wow. | mean, wow. Y 'know, everybody hears about how



scary Jedi are-but those stories aren't the half of it," he said. "Y our real powers don't have anything to do
with lightsabers or picking up thingswith your minds." Nick shook his head uncomprehendingly.

"It's not natural-not just taking the beating, but bowing down like that. and being able to come up with
stuff like giving Kar the lightsaber-" "It requires a certain detachment of mind. When your emotions are
not involved, answers are often obvious.” 'It's still not natural. Can | just say, here, how much you two
creep me out?' "When | was Mace's student,” Depa mused, "he would often remind me that nothing
about being aJedi isnaturd." 'l thought you guyswere dl about going with the flow and using your
inginctsand stuff." Thedifference” | sad, "liesin theinginctsthemsdves. It is possible for an untrained
Force- user to wield as much power asthe greatest of Jedi-look at Kar. But untrained, the instincts he
falsback on are those granted him by nature. It is another of the central paradoxes of the Jedi: the
indincts we use are not indtinctive a al. They are the product of training so intense that they replace our
natura ones. That'swhy Jedi must begin at such an early age. To replace our naturd
ingincts-ter-ritoridity, selfishness, anger, fear, and the like-with the Jedi ‘instincts of service, serenity,
seflessness, and compassion. The oldest child ever accepted for training was nine- and there was much
debate over that. A debate that has continued, | might add, for more than ten years.

'‘Being a Jedi isadiscipline imposed upon nature, just ascivilization is, at itsroot, adisciplineimposed
upon the natura impulses of sentient beings.

'Because peaceis an unnatura state.

'Peaceisaproduct of civilization. The myth of the peaceful savageis precisely that: amyth.

Without civilization, al existenceisonly the jungle. Go to your peaceful savage and burn his crops, or
daughter hisherds, or kick him off his hunting grounds. Y ou'll find that he will not remain peaceful for
long. Isn't that exactly what happened here on Haruun Kal?

‘Jedi do not fight for peace. That's only adogan, and isas mideading as dogans dways are.

Jedi fight for civilization, because only civilization creates peace. We fight for justice because justice isthe
fundamenta bedrock of civilization: an unjust civilization is built upon sand. It doesnot long survive a
gorm.

'Kar's power comes from natural instinct-but heisalso ruled by instinct, in away no Jedi ever is. A single
Jedi who succumbsto his natura drives for power, for respect, for success or revenge, could do damage
that isliterdly unimaginable." 'Mace," Depainterrupted me softly, "are we still talking about Kar? Or is
this about Dooku?' Or, | wondered silently, wasit about her.

| Sghed and lowered my head, suddenly aware of how exhausted | was. But till | finished the thought,
lessfor Nick's benefit than for Depas.

And my own.

'Our only hope, against beings whose ingtincts control them, isto absolutely and utterly control our own."

JEDI OF THE FUTUREN

ightinthejungle.



Korun bedrolls scattered in clumps. Low voices blending into the background muitter of the jungle.
Smeélls of hotpack ration squares and smoke from homemade cigarras of green rashdlo leaves.

Mace sat on a borrowed bedroll afew meters from where Depa's wallet tent had been pitched in an
abandoned ruskakk nest under atangled arch of thyssdl bushes. While Nick treated hisinjuries, he had
been watching her vague silhouette cast on the tent wall by the light of a captured glow rod.

When the light winked out, it was as though she'd never even been there.
The muddy pastel pulse of glowvinelight had Nick squinting at the medpac's scanner.

"Lookslike wetook care of your interna bleeding,” he said. "One more shot of anti- inflammatory, to
keep the concussion swelling in your brain under control." Mace leaned his head to one Side as Nick
pressed the spray hypo againgt his carotid artery.

The Jedi Magter stared Sightlessly off through the night; he didn't even feel the brief sting of theinjection.
Hewastracking hislightsaber.
'He's not settling,” Mace said.

IL 'Who's not what?' 'Vastor. He's pacing. Circling. Like arancor staked out in the desert.” 'You
surprised?" 'l shouldn't be. He probably sensesthat even though the fight was real, my submission was
fake. HE's just not sure what to do about it." Nick clipped the spray hypo back into its receptacle.
"Unlessyour ideaof funisqudity timewith me and amedpac, I'd suggest you stay out of hisway." He
tapped the bacta patch that covered the bite wound on Mace's trapezius. Y ou wouldn't believe how
many different kinds of lethal bacterial found in there. | do not want to know what he's been esting.” 'l
am less concerned with what he's eating,” Mace said, "than with what's eating him." 'One easy guess.”
Nick nodded toward Depastent. "How is she?' Mace shrugged. "Asyou saw.” 'No-I mean, that whole
dark side crap. Like what we were talking about before | left you at the outpost.” 'l. can't say.” Mace's
habitual frown deegpened. "1 would liketo say she'sfine. But what | would like haslittle to do with what
is. She seems. unstable.” 'Wdll, y'know, afew monthsin the war could do that to anybody." "That's what
I'm afraid of." FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU | am not surewhat timeit is,
After midnight, | suspect, with some hoursto go before dawn. | cannot be more accurate, asthis
datapad's chronometer function has suffered the same fate asits concealed tranamitter. Thereisatime of
night here when even the glowvines mute their light, and the prowling predators go quiet, and deep seems
the only activity that has meaning.

Y et here | am awake, though | have dept little in the past three days.
It was Depa's scream that woke me.

A raw shriek of impossible anguish, it yanked me from nightmares of my own. It was not fear, that
scream, but suffering so profound that it could have no other expression.

Her scream woke her aswell, and her first thought was to open her tent and exhaustedly reassure us that
it had been only adream. That seems dwaysto be her first thought: to reassure the Korunnai, and me.
From this| take considerable comfort.

It'sthe third time this has happened so far tonight.



And yet-injured as | am, and unused to deeping on aKorun bedroll on the open ground- | find | have
dept aswell as| have yet managed on this planet.

Depa's screams are amercy.

Because my own nightmares don't wake me.

My nightmares suck me down, drowning mein ablind gluey chaos of anxiety and pain; they are more
than smple anxiety dreams of wounds or suffering or the varieties of gruesome maiming, dismemberment,
and death avalableinthejungle.

In my dreams here, | have seen the destruction of the Jedi. The death of the Republic. | have seen the
Templein ruins, the Senate smashed, and Coruscant itsdlf shattered by orbital bombardment from
immense ships of impossible design. | have seen Coruscant, the seat of galactic culture, become ajungle
far more hogtile and dien than any on Haruun Kal.

| have seen theend of civilization.

Depas screams bring me back to the jungle and the night.

A week ago, | could not have imagined that to wake up in thisjungle would be ardli€f.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU Tomorrow we leave this place.

Thisiswhat I've been tdling mysdf dl day long, riding cross-legged on the ankkox's shell, talking with
Depa. | should say: listening to her, for she seemsto hear me only when it suitsher.

All day, | |eft the shell only to stretch my legs or relieve mysdlf. and sometimes as| would climb up the
shell to my spot, sheld be taking dready, in that same low blurry murmur she used to speak with me-as
though our conversation had been going on in her head, and my arrival was only adetail.

When the gunships came and rained fire upon us, or blasted away randomly with their cannons, the
guerrillas who were lucky enough to be near the ankkox often ducked benegth it for shelter, but Depa
never did, so neither did I. Shelay on her chaise within the howdah, and | sometimes leaned my back
againg its polished rail, so that her soft voice drifted in over my shoulder.

We covered many kilometerstoday. The ground isrising; as the jungle thins we can move much more
swiftly. Itisnot for nothing that a Korun does not spesk of distancein kilometers, but in travel time.

The same thinning of the jungle that increases our speed aso leaves us more exposed to the gunships that
seem now to be patrolling in an organized search pattern.

| have much to tell of this day that has passed, and yet it'sdifficult for meto begin. | can only think of
tomorrow, of meeting Nick, and findly caling down the Halleck to carry us away.

| burnfor it.
| have discovered that | hate this place.

Not very Jedi of me, but | cannot deny it. | hate the damp, and the smell, and the heet, and the sweet that
trickles constantly around my eyebrows, trails down my cheeks, and drips from the point of my chin. |



hate the stupid bovine complacency of the grassers, and the feral snarls of the half-wild akk dogs. | hate
the gripleaves, and the brass-vines, the portaak trees and thyssdl bushes.

| hate the darkness under the trees.

| hate the war.

| hate what it's done to these people. To Depa

| hate what it's doing to me.

The Halleck will be cool. It will be clean. The food will have no mold or rot or insect eggs.

| know aready what | will do first, aboard ship. Before | even visit the bridge to salute the captain.
| will take ashower.

Thelast time | was clean was on the shuttle, in orbit. Now | wonder if I'll ever be clean again.

When | stepped off the shuttle at the Pelek Baw spaceport, | remember looking up at the white peak of
Grandfather's Shoulder, and thinking that | had spent far too much time on Coruscant.

What afool | was.
As Depa described me: Blind, ignorant, arrogant fool.

| was afraid to learn how bad things might be here, and the worst of my fears didn't even approach the
truth.

| can't- | fed my lightsaber coming thisway. | will continue later.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU Kar was ostensibly stopping at Depa's tent
to discuss tomorrow's march before she settlesin for the night; | suspect that his true aim wasto check
onme.

| hope heis satisfied by what he found.

Thismorning, | asked Depawhy she hadn't |eft when the Separatists pulled back to Gevarno and Opari.
Why she clearly would stay even now, were | not extorting her cooperation.

"Thereisfighting to be done. Can a Jedi walk awvay?' Her voice was muffled, coming through the
curtains. Shedid not invite meingdethismorning, and | did not ask why.

I'm afraid that she was in a state that neither of us wanted meto see.

"To fight on after the battle is done-Depa, that isnot Jedi,” | told her. "That'sthe dark.” "War is not about
light or dark. It isabout winning. Or dying." 'But here you've already won." | thought back to the words
of my strange waking dream.

Her words, or the Force's, | did not know.



'Perhaps | have. But look around you: iswhat you see avictorious army? Or are they ragged fugitives,
spending the last of their strength to stay astep ahead of the gallows?" | have enormous sympathy for
them: for their suffering and their desperate struggle. It is never far from my thoughtsthat only chance-a
whim of Jedi anthropologists and the choice of some elders of ghosh Windu-separatestheir fate from my
own.

| could too easily have grown to become Kar Vaster myself.

But | said none of thisto Depa; my purpose here was not to muse upon the twistsin the endlessriver that
isthe Force.

'l undergtand their war," | told her. "It's very clear to me why they fight. My question is: Why are you ill
fighting?' 'Can't you fed it?" And when she spoke, | could: in the Force, areentless pulse of fear and
hatred, likewhat | had felt from Nick and Chalk and Besh and.Lesh in the groundcar, but here amplified
as though the jungle had become a planetwide resonance chamber. It was hate that kept the Korunnai
fighting on, as though thiswhole people shared asingle dream: that dl Baawa might have asingle skull,
bent for a Korun mace.

Shesad: "Yes our battleiswon. Theirsgoeson. It will never be over, not while one of them ill lives.
The Baawai will never stop coming. We used these people for our own purposes- and we got what we
wanted. Should I now throw them away? Abandon them to genocide, because they are no longer useful ?
Isthat what the Council orders meto do?" 'Y ou prefer to stay and fight awar that is not yours?' Her
voice gathered heat. "They need me, Mace. | am their only hope." That heat quickly faded, though, and
she went back to her exhausted mumble. "'I've done. things. Questionable things. | know. But | have
seen. Mace, you cannot imagine what | have seen. Asbad asit is-asbad as| am. Search the Force. You
can fed how much worse everything could be. How much worseit will be." With this, | could not argue.

‘Look around you." Her mumble took on a bitter edge. "Think about everything you've seen.

Thisisalittlewar, Mace. A little sputtering on-again, off-again series of inconclusive skirmishes. Unitil the
Republic and the Confederacy mixed into it, it was practically a sporting event. But look at what it's done
to these people. Imagine what war will do to those who've never known it. Imagine infantry battlesin the
fidlds of Alderaan. DOKAWSs striking spacescrapers on Coruscant. Imagine what the galaxy will beif the
Clone War turns serious.” | told her it was dready serious, and she laughed at me. "Y ou haven't seen
seriousyet.” | told her | waslooking &t it.

And | think, now, of the clone troopers on the Halleck, and how their clean crisp unquestioning bravery
and discipline under fireisasfar from these ragged murderers asit is possible to be for members of the
same species. and | remember that the Grand Army of the Republic numbers 1.2 million clone
troopers-just enough to station asingle trooper-one lone man-on each planet of the Republic, and have a
handful of thousands|eft over.

If this Clone War escal ates the way Depa seemsto think it will, it will be fought not by clones and Jedi
and battle droids, but by ordinary people. Ordinary people who will face one stark choice: to dig, or to
become like these Korunnai. Ordinary people who will haveto leave forever the Galaxy of Peace.

| can only hope that war is easier on those who cannot touch the Force.

Though | suspect the truth is exactly opposite.

There were hours, too, when we did not speak. | sat beside the how-dah while she dozed in the



afternoon heat, drowsy mysdf with the ankkox's rocking gait and the unchanging flow of the trees and
vinesand flowers, and | listened to her dream-mumbles, and was shocked, sometimes, by her sudden
nightmare hrieks, or the agonized moans that her migraines might pull from her lips.

She seemsto suffer from an intermittent fever. Sometimes her speech becomes adigointed ramble
through imaginary conversations that shift from subject to subject with hallucinatory randomness.

Sometimes her pronouncements have an eerie sibylline quality, as though she prophesied afuture that had
no past. I've occasiondly tried to record these on this datapad, but somehow her voice never comes

through.

Asthough our talks are my own halucination.
And if so- Doesit matter?
Even alie of the Force is more true than any redlity we can comprehend.

FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU Much of the day we spent talking about Kar
Vaster. Depa has spared me many of the less savory details, but she has told me enough.

More than enough.

For example: when he calls me doshdl o, it's not just an expression. If what he hastold Depaisthe truth,
Kar Vaster and | are the last of the Windu.

The ghosh into which | was born-and with which | lived for those monthsin my teens, while returned to
learn some of the Korun Force skills-has apparently been destroyed piecemed over the past thirty years.
Not in any great massacre, or climactic last stand, but by the smple, brutal mathematics of attrition: my
ghoshisjust another datigtica casuaty of asmmering guerrillawar againgt an enemy more numerous,
better armed, and equaly ruthless.

Depatold methis hesitantly, asthough it were horrible news that must be broken gently.

And perhapsitis. | cannot say. She seemsto think it should matter agreat deal to me. And perhaps it
should.

But | am more thoroughly Jedi than | am Korun.

When | think of my doshadla dead and scattered, Windu heritage and traditions perishing in blood and
darkness, | fed only abstract sadness.

Any tale of pointless suffering and lossis sad, to me.

| would changethem dl if | could. Not just my own.

| would certainly change Kar's.

It seemsthat asayoung man, Kar Vaster wasfairly ordinary: more in touch with pelekotan than mogt,
but not in any other way unsud. 1t was the Summertime War that changed him, asit has changed so

much on thisworld.

When he was fourteen, he saw hiswhole family massacred by jungle prospectors: one of the casua



atrocitiesthat characterize thiswar.

| do not know how it isthat he aone escaped; the stories Depa has heard from various Korunna are
contradictory. Kar himsdlf, it seems, will not discussit.

What we do know isthat after witnessing the murders of hisentire family, hewas|eft donein thejungle:
without weapons, without grassers, without akks or people, food or supplies of any kind. And that he
lived in the jungle-alone-for more than astandard yesr.

Thisiswhat he meant when he said he had survived tan pel‘trokal.

Theterm hasan irony that only now do | begin to appreciate.

The tan pel'trokal isapendty devised by Korun culture, to punish crimes deserving death.

Knowing that human judgment isfdlible, the Korunnai leave thefina disposition of the sentenceto the
jungleitsdlf; they consider it amercy.

| would say: it isamercy they grant themsdlves. Thus can they take life without the shame of bloodied
hands.

In Kar's case, he faced histan pel'trokal for the crime of being Korun. He was as innocent-and as
guilty-asthe Balawai children to whom he was planning to do the same.

Their crimeswereidentica: they were born into the wrong family.

Hewas, at thetime, perhaps ayear older than Keda

But there was no Jedi nearby to save him, and so he had to save himsdf.

| believe that his ability to form human speech was part of the price he paid for his survival.

All Jedi know that power must be paid for; the Force maintains a balance that cannot be defied.
Pelekotan traded him power for his humanity.

| sometimes wonder if the Force does the same for Jedi.

He and his Akk Guards clearly have much in common with Jedi: they seem to be our reflectionsin adark
mirror. They rely oningtinct; Jedi rely on training. They use anger and aggression as sources of power;
our power is based upon serenity and defense. Even the weapon he and his Akk Guards carry isa
twisted mirror image of ours.

| use my sword asashield. They usetheir shields as swords.

Depatdls methat these "vibroshields' are Kar's own design. Vibro-axes are common equipment among
jungle prospectors, used for harvesting lumber and clearing paths through stands too thick for their
steamcrawlers to crush through; since the sonic generators that power vibro-axes are fully sealed, they

are remarkably resistant to the meta-eating molds and fungi.

And the metd itself. well, that's an interesting story of its own. It ssemsto be an dloy that the fungi don't



attack. It isextremely hard, and never losesits edge. Nor doesit rugt, or even tarnish.
It also seems to be a superconductor.

Thisiswhy my blade could not cut it: the entire shidd is dways the same temperature throughout. Even
the energy of alightsaber isingtantly conducted away. Hold a blade against it long enough and the whole
thing will melt, but it cannot be cut. Not by an energy blade.

Filethe data

When Kar accepts aman into his Akk Guards, the man builds his own weapons, not unlike the tradition
in the spirit of which Jedi construct our lightsabers.

It strikes me now that Kar may have hit upon thisideafrom stories of Jedi training | shared with my
long-logt friendsin ghosh Windu, thirty-five years and more ago: Korunnai have aliving ora tradition, and
stories are passed through families as treasured possessons.

| have not shared this speculation with Depa.

And Depa swears that she did not teach Kar and his guardsthe Jedi skill of interception; she saysKar
knew this aready when shefirs met him. If what she saysistrue, he must have taught himself-and he
probably got the idea from those same storiesthat |, in my thoughtless youth, innocently shared with my
innocent friends.

And s0: in some odd, circuitousway, Kar Vaster may be my faullt.

The source of thismetd isamystery; though Kar never speaks of it to anyone, | believe | know what it
is

Starship armor.

Thousands of years ago-before the Sith War-when shield generators were so massive that only the
largest capita ships could carry them, smaller starships were armored with a mirrorlike superconducting
aloy, which was sufficient to resst the low-fire-rate laser cannons of the day.

| think Kar, somewhere out in the jungle of the Korunnai Highland, |

sometime during his yearlong tan pel‘troka, had stumbled upon the ancient Jedi starship whose crash
stranded on this planet his ancestors, and my own.

It was earlier thisevening that | learned the red truth of Kar Vastor. Not only who heis, and why heis-
But what he means.

Somewhere dong our line of march Kar had located a cave that he deemed adequate to shelter afire
from gunship or satellite detection, and that night he set about curing Besh's and Chalk's fever wasp
infestation. Besh and Chak had remained in thanatizine suspension, tied to agrasser'stravoislike a
bundle of cargo. The crude hacking Terrel had done to them had been mostly repaired with tissue
binders from a captured medpac, though of course the wounds could not hedl; the body's healing
processes are suspended by thanatizine aswell.

Depawas in attendance, aswas |, aswell as aselect few others. A pair of the Akk Guards had carried



her, chaise and dl, in from her howdah. Shelay back with one dim arm across her eyes; she was having
another of her headaches, and the light from the fire of tyruun, the local wood that burns white-hot, was
causing her pain. | suspect she might have preferred to skip the whole business.

Even 0, when Kar laid the till forms of Besh and Chak facedown on the massy floor of the cave and
tore open the backs of their tunics, Depastirred and sat forward. Though she continued to shade her
eyes, firdight gave them glitters of silver and red. She watched raptly, her small white teeth fixed in her
lower lip, worrying the corner of her mouth near the burn scar.

Ka smply squatted beside the two, humming tunelessy under his breath, whileaKorun | did not
recognize injected them with the antidote. Vastor's humming degpened, and found a pulsing rhythm like
the dow beat of ahuman heart. He extended his hands, and closed his eyes, and hummed, and | could
fee motion in the Force, aswirl of power very unlike any I'vefelt from a Jedi heder-or anyone e se, for
that matter.

A dreak of red painted itsdf ong their spines, and amoment later this red suddenly blossomed into the
glistening wetness of fresh blood oozing through their skin-and details, | suppose, are unnecessary.
Sufficeit to say that Kar had somehow used the Force-used pelekotan-to persuade the fever wasp
larvee that they werein the wrong place to hatch: using the same animal tropism that draws them from the
Ste of the wasp sting to cluster dong the victim's central nervous system, Kar induced them to migrate-
Out of Besh and Chalk entirely.

And such was his power that the entire wriggling mass of them-nearly akilo al told- squirmed itsway
graight into the tyruun blaze, where the larvae popped while they roasted with a stench like burning hair.

Inthe midst of this extraordinary display, Depa leaned close to me and whispered, "Don't you ever
wonder if we might bewrong?' | didn't understand what she was talking about, and she waved her
fine-boned hand vaguely toward Vastor. " Such power-and such control-and never aday of training.
Because what he doesis naturd: as naturd asthe jungleitself. We Jedi train our entirelives: to control
our natural emations, to overcome our natural desires. We give up so much for our power. And what
Jedi could have done this?' | could not answer; Vastor has power on the scale of Master Y oda, or
young Anakin Skywaker. And | had no desire to debate with Depaon Jedi tradition, and the necessary
digtinction between dark and light.

So | tried to change the subject.

| told her that Nick had shared with me the truth of the faked massacre and her message on the data
wafer, and | reminded her that she had yesterday alluded to having some plan for me: something she
wanted to teach me, or to show me. So | asked her.

| asked what she had hoped to accomplish by drawing me here.

| asked what are her victory conditions.

She said that she wanted to tell me something. That'sdl. It was amessage she could have sent on a
subspace squawk: aline or two, no more. But | had to be in the war-see the war, eat and drink, breathe
and smdl the war-or | wouldn't have believed it.

Shetold me: "The Jedi will lose.” Therein the cave, asfever wasp larvae snapped and crackled in the

tyruun flames, | countered with numbers. there are dill ten timesas many Loydist systemsas Separatist,
the Republic has atitanic manufacturing base, and huge advantages in resources. the beginnings of a



wholeligt of reasonsthe Republic will inevitably win.

'Oh, | know," was her response. "The Republic may very well win. But the Jedi will lose” | said | did not
understand, but | now believethat isnot true. The truth, | think, iswhat the Force said to mein theimage
of Depa back at the outpost: that | dready understand al there isto understand.

| just don't want to believeit.

She said that | had foreshadowed the defeat of the Jedi mysdlf. " The reason you freed the Baawal,
Mace," she sad, "isthe same reason that the Jedi will be destroyed.” War isahorror, she said. Her
words: "A horror. But what you don't understand isthat it must be a horror. That's how wars are won: by
inflicting such terrible suffering upon the enemy that they can no longer bear to fight. Y ou cannot treat war
like law enforcement, Mace. Y ou can't fight to protect the innocent-because no oneisinnocent.” She
said something similar to what Nick had said about the jungle prospectors:. that there are no civilians.

"The innocent citizens of the Confederacy are the oneswho make it possible for their leadersto wage
war on us. they build the ships, they grow the food, mine the metals, purify the water. And only they can
stop the war: only their suffering will bring it to aclose” '‘But you can't expect Jedi to stand by while
ordinary people are hurt and killed-" | began.

'Exactly. That iswhy we cannot win: to win thiswar, we must no longer be Jedi." She speaks of thisin
the future tense, though | suspect that in her heart-in her conscience-the Jedi are dead dready. "Like
dropping abomb into the arena on Ceonosis: we can save the Republic, Mace. We can. But the cost will
be our principles. Inthe end, isn't that what Jedi are for? We sacrifice everything for the Republic: our
families, our homeworlds, our wedlth, even our lives. Now the Republic needs usto sacrifice our
consciences aswell. Can we refuse? Are Jedi traditions more important than the lives of billions?' She
told me how she and Kar Vastor had managed to drive the Separatists off thisworld.

The CIS had been using the Pelek Baw spaceport as abase for the repair, refit, and resupply of the
droid starfighters they used to picket the Al'Har system. These operations required large numbers of
civilian employees. Her gtrategy was smple: she proved to these civilian employees that the Separatist
military and the Balawal militiatogether were powerlessto protect them.

There was no pitched battle. Nothing heroic or colorful. Just an unending series of gruesomekillings. One
or two at atime. At first, the Separatists had flooded Pelek Baw with their forces-but battle droids are as
vulnerable to the metal-eating fungi as are smple blagters, and soldiers of flesh and blood diejust as
eadly ascivilians. The essence of guerrillawarfare: the red target is not the enemy’'s emplacements, or
eventhar lives

Thetarget isthe enemy'swill to fight.

Warsare won not by killing enemies, but by terrorizing them until they give up and go home,

‘That'swhy | brought you to Haruun Ka," she said. "1 wanted to show you what winning soldierswill
look like." She pointed past thefire. "That isthe Jedi of the future, Mace. Right there." She was pointing
at Kar Vagtor.

Whichiswhy at this black hour, long after midnight and long before dawn, as the glowvines weaken and

predators go quiet, when only degp hasmeaning, | lie upon my bedroll and stare at the black leaves
above, and think of tomorrow.



Tomorrow we leave this place.

Back to worlds where showers are just clean water, instead of pro-bi mist. Back to worlds where we
deep indoors, on bedrolls, with clean bleached-fiber sheets.

Back to worldsthat ill lie, however temporarily, within the Galaxy of Peace.
FINAL ENTRY T

he air above the Lorshan Pass was so clear that the sky-colored peak Mace could barely discern in the
distant south might have been Grandfather's Shoulder itself. Therewasapall of brown haze down in that
direction that he suspected was the smog over Pelek Baw. In the nearer distance, tiny slver flecks of
gunships patrolled the jungle canopy below the pass. A lot of gunships: Mace had counted at least Six
flights, possbly as many asten, weaving among the hills.

The occasiona slent flash of cannonfire, or curling black smoke from flame projectors, he actualy found
comforting: it meant the militiathought the guerrillas were still down among the trees.

He sat cross-legged on the shadowed dirt of the cave mouth'sfloor, his datapad slung on his shoulder.
Only two meters away, brilliant |ate-afternoon sunlight danted across the cliffside meadow: agrassy
sward, rdatively flat for afew tens of metersbeforeit curled over thelip of the cliff and dropped hdf a
klick to the pass below.

Easly large enough for aRepublic Senar Systems Jadfhu-clzss lander.
Mace determinedly avoided staring up into the sky. It would get there when it got there.
Only minutesto go, now.

Hefound himsdf tallying theligt of injuries Haruun Ka had inflicted upon him, from the stun- blast bruises
through flame burns, cracked ribs, a concussion, and a human bite wound. Not to mention innumerable
insect bites and stings, some kind of rash on hisright thigh, and blistering around histoes that was
probably a persstent fungd infection.

And those were only the physica injuries. They would hedl.

The nonphysicd injuries-to his confidence, hisprinciples, hismora certainties. to his heart- Those
couldn't be treated with spray bandages and a bacta patch.

Behind him, Nick's pacing had scuffed a path through the thin layer of dirt to the stone of the cavefloor.
He picked up hisrifle from whereit leaned againgt the wall, checked the action for the dozenth time, and
st it back down again. He did the same with the dug pistol holstered at histhigh, then looked around for
something el seto do. Not finding anything, he went back to pacing. "How much longer?' 'Not long.”
‘That'swhat you said the last three times | asked.” 'l suppose it depends on what you mean by long.”

'Y ou sure shescoming?' 'Yes," Macelied.

'What if they get here before she does? | mean, we're not gonna have time to lag around waiting for
her-not with gunships and who-knows-what-all tracking the lander through the atmosphere. If she'snot
here-" "WEIl worry about that if it happens.” "Y eah." Nick started pacing from the back to the front of the
cave, instead of sdeto side.



"Yeah." 'Nick." 'Y eah?" 'Settle down.” The young Korun stopped, winced an apology a Mace, adjusted
histunic, and ran histhumbs around the drawstring waistband of his pants as though they were chafing
him. "I don't likewaiting." 'lI've noticed." Nick squatted alongside the Jedi Master and nodded at the
data-pad. "Got any games on that thing? Shee, I'd even play dgarik. And | hate dgjarik.” Mace shook
his head. "1t'smy journd." 'I've seen you talking into it. Like adiary?' 'Something like that. It's a persona
log of my experiences on Haruun Kal. For the Temple Archives.” 'Wow. Am I'm there?" 'Yes. And
Chalk, and Besh, and Lesh. Depaand Kar Vagter, and the children from the outpost-" "Wow," Nick
repested. "1 mean, wow. That'sredlly cool. Do al Jedi do that?' Mace stared out over the rugged terrain
below the pass. "I don't think Depa has." He sighed, and once more stopped himsalf from checking the
sky. "Why do you ask?" 'It'sjust-well, it'sweird, y'’know? Thinking about it. I'm gonna be in the Jedi
Archives" 'Yes" Twenty-five thousand years of records. It'slike-like'll be part of the history of the
whole gdaxy!" 'Y ou would be, regardiess.” 'Oh, yeah, sure, | know: everybody is. But not everybody's
inthe Jedi Archives, arethey?| mean, my namell bethereforever. It'slike being immortd." Mace
thought of Lesh, and of PhloremirllaTenk. Of Terrd and Rankin. Of corpses burned to namelessness,
left on the ground at the outpost.

Itis" hesad dowly, "ascloseto immortdity asany of uswill ever come." 'Could | listen to some?" Nick
tried an encouraging nod. "Not like I'm nosy or anything. But it'd passthetime-" 'Are you certain you
want to know what | think of you?' 'Sure I'm-why?Isit bad?' he asked with an anticipatory wince. "It's
redly bad, isn'tit." 'l amteasing you, Nick. | can't play it for you. It's encrypted, and only the archive
masters a the Temple have the code key." 'What, you can't even listen to it yourself?' Mace hefted the
datapad in his hand; it ssemed such asmall, insubstantia thing, to carry so much doubt and pain.

'Not only does encryption keep its contents secure, it protects me from the temptation to go back and
edit entriesto make myself look better.” "Y ou'd do that?* "The opportunity has not presented itself. If |
had the chance. | can't redlly say. | hopethat | would resst. But Jedi or not, | am still human.” He
shrugged. "1 should make alast entry, preparatory to my formal report to the Council on our return to
Coruscant.” 'Can | listen?" 'l suppose you can. | have nothing to say that you don't dready know."
FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU [FINAL HARUUN KAL ENTRY] Magor
Rostu and | wait in acave at the Korun base in the L orshan Pass, Depa- [Male voice identified as NICK
ROSTU, mgjor (bvt), GAR]: "Hey, isthat on? So they can, like, hear me?' Yes. It's- [Rostu]: "Wow. So
some weird dien Jedi athousand years from now can pull thisout and it'll be like I'm saying Hi to him
from athousand years ago, huh? Hi, you creepy Jedi monkeyhunker, whoever you-" Mgor.

[Rostu]: "Yeah, | know: Shut up, Nick." [sound of aheavy sigh] Depaisto meet us here.

She has some strategem to get Kar Vaster and his Akk Guards far enough away for usal to make a
clean extraction; she did not offer details, and | did not ask.

| was afraid to hear what she might have told me.
The sgnd was sent early this morning, using the same technique her sporadic reports had.

Instead of a straight subspace transmission-which would be intercepted by the militias satellites and alow
them to pinpoint our location-she broadcast the coded extraction call on anorma comm channdl, using a
tight beam that they bounced to the HoloNet satellite off one of the mountains within our line of sight; the
comm signa aso containsa Jedi priority override code that hijacks part of the local HoloNet capacity,
and usesthat to send the actua extraction code to the Haileck. It is very safe, though there is aways data
loss from beam scatter.

| heard the acknowledgment mysdlf, in the base's comm station.



TheHaileck isonitsway.

We arrived at this base about a standard hour after sunrise. The Haileck is probably insystem by now.
The baseitsdf is. not what | was expecting.

It'slessamilitary base than an underground refugee camp.

The complex is enormous, arandomly dug hive that honeycombs the whole north wall of the pass; a
number of access tunnels extend well downdope, to concedled caves degp in the jungle.

Some of the caverns are natura: vol canic bubbles and water channels eroded by drainage from the
snowcapped pesks above. The inhabited caverns have been artificialy enlarged and smoothed. Though
thereisno mining industry on Haruun Kal, and thus no excavation equipment to be had, avibro-ax cuts
stone almost as easily aswood; many of the smaler chambers have pallet beds, tables, and benches of
stone cut and dressed by such blades.

Which would make it rdatively comfortable, wereit not so crowded.

Thousands of Korunnai cram these caverns and tunnels and caves, and moretricklein every day. These
are the noncombatants. the spouses and the parents, the sick and the wounded. And the children.

The globa lack of mining equipment meansthat ventilation is necessarily rudimentary, and sanitation
virtualy nonexistent. Pneumoniais rampant; antibiotics are the first thing to run out in the captured
med-pacs, and there is nowhere in the caverns one can go and not hear people wheezing asthey struggle
to pull their next breath into wet, clogged lungs. Dysentery clamslives among the elderly and the
wounded, and with sanitation basically &t thelevel of buckets, it will only get worse.

The largest caverns have been given over to the grassers. All the arriving Korunnai bring whatever
grassrssurvive thetrip; evenin wartime, the Fourth Pillar holdsthem iniits grip.

These grassers spend their days crowded together with no food and little room to move; they areall
sckly, and restive. There have been fights between members of different herds, and | am told severd die
each day: victims of wounds from fighting, or infectious disease from the close quarters. Some, it seems,
samply surrender their will to live; they lie down and refuse to get up, and eventudly starve.

The Korunnai tend them as best they can; improvised fences of piled cut rock separate the various herds,
and they are driven out the access tunnelsin turnsto forage in the jungles below the pass, under the
watchful eyes of herding akks. But even this haf measure is becoming problemetic: as more and more
grassers arrive, the Korunnai must take the herds farther and farther afield, to avoid thinning the jungle so
much that it might reved the basgslocation.

| do understand, now, why Depa doesn't want to leave.
We rode her ankkox right up one of the concealed tunnels. When we | eft the gloom of the jungle for the
deeper darkness underground, Depa pulled back the curtains of her howdah and moved forward to the

chair mounted on the beast's crown armor, and she seemed to inhale serenity with the thick stinking air.

Everyone we passed-everyone we saw- There was no cheering, or even shouts; the welcome she got
was more profound than anything that can be expressed by voice.



A woman, huddled againgt a sweating stone wall, caught sight of Depa, and pushed herself forward, and
her face might have been aflower opening toward the sun. Depas mere presence brought light to her
eyes, and strength to her legs. The woman struggled to rise, pulling hersalf up the tunndl wall then leaning
upon it for support, and she stretched a hand toward us, and when Depa gave her anod of
acknowledgment, the woman's hand closed to catch Depa's gaze from the air; she pressed that closed
hand to her breast as though that one smple glance was precious.

Sacred.
Asthough it was exactly the one thing she needed to keep on living.

And that's what our welcome here was. that woman, multiplied by thousands. The warriors and the
wounded. The aged. The sick and theinfirm, the children- Depais more than a Jedi to them. Not a
goddess-Force-users themselves, they are not easily impressed by Jedi powers. Sheis, | think, atotem.
Sheisto them what a Jedi should be to everyone, but writ so large upon their heartsthat it has become a
form of madness.

Sheistheir hope.
[Rostu]: "It'strue, y'’know." Nick?

[Rostu]: ™Y ou think things are bad here? Okay, sure: they're bad. Not just here here. The whole highland.
Bad enough. But you got no ideawhat it was before Depary'know, were not the bad guys here." No
one has suggested that you are. Nor are you the good guys. | haven't seen any good guys.

[Rostu]: "So far? I've seen one. No: two." Y ou have?

[Rostu]: "All that good guy, bad guy stuff goes out the air lock pretty fast, doesn't it? | mean, you know
why Pelek Baw withdrew from the Republic? It's got nothing to do with 'corruption in the Senate’ and dl
that political tusker poop, either. The Balawai joined the Confederacy because the seppies promised to
respect their sovereignty. Get it? Planetary rights. And the only planetary right the Balawai care about is
theright to kill usal. The seppies park their droid starfighters and support staff at the spaceport, and al
of asudden themilitia has an unlimited supply of gunships, and the Baawa have madeit illegd for a
Korun to be outside the city limits of Pelek Baw, and pretty soon they start rounding up Korunnai from
insde the city, too-not everybody, you understand, just the criminals. The beggars, and street kids. And
troublemakers. For the record, atroublemaker is any Korun who says Word One about the way were
treated.

‘They had acamp for us. | wasthere. That's where Depafound us. Y ou think things are ugly here? Y ou
should see what she saved usfrom.

'So maybe we went from living there to dying here. So?'Y ou think thereés a difference? Y ou think that
was better?

'You go livein acageif you want. Me?I'll die afree man. That'swhat Depaisto us.
‘That'swho you're taking away." She would be leaving you soon, regardless.
[Rostu]: "Saysyou." Sheisdying, Nick. Thewar iskilling her. Thisplanet iskilling her.

TheKorunnal arekilling her.



[Rostu]: "Nobody here would ever hurt her-" Not on purpose.

But sheisdrowning in your anger, Nick.

[Rostu]: "Hey, I'm just mildly cranky.” Not you persondly. Ail of you. Thiswhole place.
The unending violence. without hope, or remedy.

A Jedi's connection to the Force amplifies everything about us: it invests our smadlest actionswith the
greatest conceivable weight. It makes us more of whatever we dready are. If weare cam, it givesus
serenity. If weareangry, it fillsuswith therage of agod. Anger isatrap. Y ou might think of it asa
narcotic, not unlike glitterstim. Even the dightest taste can leave you with an appetite that never fades.

Thisiswhy we Jedi mugt strive dways to build peace within oursalves. what iswithin will be reflected by
what iswithout. The Forceis One. We are part of the Force; it will ways be, at least partidly, whatever
weare,

Just asitistoo latefor Kar Vaster to become a Jedi, it istoo late for Depato become alorpelek. Sheis
willing to give her lifeto hep your people. Areyou willing to take it?

[Rostu]: "Hey, don't look at melike that. I'm onyour side, remember?’ So.
The Halleck must be insystem by now; we should be seeing alander's vapor trail any minute.
And Depais headed up to meet us.

[Rostu]: "Sheis? What, you can fed her?' Not directly. But-characterigtically-part of her plan to keep
Kar and his Akk Guards out of our way included retrieving my lightsaber. In detailslike this-theselittle
consderations, her autometic kindness-1 find my hope that sheisnot wholly lost.

Though | can rebuild my blade, she- There was a sadness- Meancholy resignation: that isthe best | can
describe her expression, when she promised my lightsaber's return. Though the wegpon isitself no great
thing, she seemed near tears.

'l could not bear for your journey hereto cost you anything more than it dready has," shetold methis
morning, as| left her to come up hereto wait.

| can fed clearly the approach of my lightsaber; and now | fed hers, aswell. Winding toward us through
the natural fissuresin the rock that make a passageway from this cave to the interior caverns. It isodd-in
an gpprehengive, premonition-of-dreadful-tragedy sort of way-that | can fed Depa, the Depal know,
only in her wegpon.

[Rostu]: "Urn, doesthat appre-pre-whatever of dreadful tragedy by any chance trandateinto Basicas,’
have abad fedling about this? Because, y'know, now that you mention it-" | fedl it too-but | have had
only bad fedings ever sincel cameto this planet.

[Rostu]: "1've been wondering-I mean, we've been up here along time. Haven't you started to wonder if
Depa didn't send us up here so she could get Kar out of the way? If she sent us up here to get us out of
theway?"' Thishas occurred to me. | have refused to allow mysdlf to consder it. Depaisnot like thet;
sheisnot given to trickery, much less betrayal. She has said shewill join us here. That means she



w,7,join us. Here.
She's only steps away- [Rostu]: "Or maybe, y'’know: not." Y ou.

[Rostu]: "That'sfar enough. Stop! | meanit." [Thefina sound on Master Windu's Haruun Kd journd isa
nonverba vocalization smilar to alarge predator's warning growl.] [END JOURNAL] THE TRAPN

ick stood in aclassic shooter's stance, dug pistal in hisright hand, left shoulder forward, right arm straight
across hisbody, left hand cupping hisright and the pistol's buit.

Histarget was aneedle-pointed grin just visible within the fissure at the back of the cave.

Mace cameto hisfeet smoothly but deliberately, without any sudden motion. "Don't do it, Nick." 'I'd
rather not," Nick admitted. "But | will if I haveto." 'I've seen him block blaster bolts. He can do the same
with bullets. Y ou won't have achance." 'Saysyou." Nick's voice was uncharacteriticaly cam and flat,
and his hands were as steady as the mountain around them. "Y ou haven't seen me shoot.” Thisisthe
wrong time to show me." Mace put one hand on Nick'sarm and let itstired weight pull the pistol down.
"Comeonout, Kar." The darknessin the fissure gathered itself into the shape of the lor pelek. His
vibroshields were pushed back onto his upper arms.

In his hands he held two lightsabers.

Mace sagged as dl hope and faith drained out of him. Only exhaustion remained.

He had been trying so hard, for so long, to believein her, and in himsdlf, and in the Force.

He had made himsdlf believe: he had ruthlesdy disciplined hismind againgt any dread of failure.

After dl, thiswas Depa, his Padawan, dmost his child-he had known her dl her life- All but her first few
months, and her last few months.

Vaster walked past Nick without a sideways glance, holding the lightsabers on his open pams.

A peece offering.

She asked meto- 'l know," Mace murmured.

She said she did not want you to lose anything more by coming here than you aready have.

'l haven't." And it wastrue: he had lost nothing real. Not on Haruun Ka. He had lost her before held ever
st foot on the shuttl€'s landing ramp. He had lost her before the massacre and the message on the wafer.
He had lost her before he even sent her here.

Depa Billabawas another casudty of hisfailure at Geonosis.

Shewasjust taking longer to die.

All he had lost on Haruun Ka was anillusion. A dream. A hope so sacred that he had not dared to admit
it, even to himsdlf: afantasy that someday the galaxy would be again at peace.

That everything would go back to normal.



Do you need to sit down, dosha 0? Vaster's purr was guardedly concerned. Y ou look unwell.

'So thisisthe kiss-off, huh?' Nick had his gun back inits holster, but he looked like he was shooting at
Vadter ingde hishead. "Pretty scummy trick, if you ask me." Tell your boy to mind histongue when he

speaks of Depa.

Mace only shook his head silently. He was out of words.

'l mean, that'slow. And | know something about low, if you know what | mean. The kiss- off's bad
enough, but to send her lightsaber dong so you'd think it was her-" "That's not why she sent it,” Mace
said softly. "Kar's giving them both to me." Vastor's growl was absolute asavine cat's sare: pitiless but
somehow not unsympathetic.

She said you would understand.

Mace nodded distantly. " She has no usefor it anymore." Nick frowned at him. "She doesn't?" 'Itisthe
wegpon of aJedi." 'Oh." 'Yes" Mace lowered his head.

'Shelstrying to tell you-" "Yes." Mace closed hiseyes.

He could no longer bear to look at this place.

Itskilling her," he said faintly. "Being here. Doing these things If she stays, shewill die" Everyonedies,
doshao. But Haruun Ka isher problem. Thisishet't place. She knowsit now. She belongs here. The
jungleisnt killing her.

You are.

Mace opened his eyes to meet the lorpeleK s concentrated Stare.

Shenever stopsthinking of you, Vaster rumbled. What iskilling he; isimagining what you must think of
her. What she knows you think o what she has done, and will do. She measures herself by your
sandards that your standards are fataly wrong doesn't make her failureto live uj to them any less painful.

Y ou are her sire, Mace Windu. Do you not understand how much sht loves you?

'Y es." He wished she could understand how much he loved her.. But if she did, would she have done
anything differently? Or woulc she only bein even greater pain?"Yes, | do." Thisiswhy she sent meto
ddiver these weapons, and her good-byes. Sh could not face you.

Mace breethed a heavy sgh, then sraightened his shoulders" She," he said dowly, sadly, rductantly, "will
haveto get over that." Eh?

'I'm sorry thisis painful for her. It's not fun for me either; the closest thing to fun I've had on this planet
was being beaten into un consciousness,” he said. "I told her | would not leave thisworld without her.
And | won't. Nothing has changed." Y ou think not? Step out here, doshao. The lorpel ek walked out of
the cave shadow into the brilliant red-smeared afternoon on the cliffsde meadow. Thisis not the only
cave on thismountain.

Macefollowed him, and Kar waved alightsaber at the vast mountainside, pocked with shadows. In one



of them waits one of my men. Over the past months, we have captured some heavy infantry weapons
from the Baawai. One of those weaponsis a shoulder-fired proton torpedo launcher.

Threatswill not move me, Kar. | havetold her that | will die here rather than leave her behind.” You
misunderstand. Thetorpedo isnot for you; if | want you dead, lean kill you myself.

‘That," said Mace Windu, "remainsto be seen." Soon the lander will arrive to take you away from here.
If you do not leave on it, my man will destroy it. Y our pilots, and gunners, and soldiers, and whoever ese
who has cometo bring you away: they will dl die.

Now Mace did, findly, look into the sky. Limitless turquoise: the only clouds to be seen were vapor trails
aong the horizon.

Y ou see? Y ou are not the only one here who can take hostages.

'Do you know," Mace said wonderingly, "that | am almost grateful to you for this?' | understand: it makes
what you must do much essier.

'Y es. Exactly. Y ou have made my choicefor me." "What'swrong?' Nick asked from the shadows.
"What's he saying to you? Were il leaving, aren't we?" 'A great deal iswrong,” Macereplied. "He has
said nothing of consequence, and no, we are not leaving. Not without Depa.” Vastor's head drew down,
and hiseyesflickered danger. ,' do not make idle threets.

"That you are here means| did not know Depaaswell as| thought | did. That the two of you would
expect meto bow to thisthreat means that she knows me even less." The lander will be destroyed. It will
be as though you have killed them yoursdlf.

‘Thereisno asthough.” Mace turned and lifted his head to look Kar Vagtor in the eye.

"What it will beisyou, Kar Vagter, taking up arms against the Republic.” The Republic has nothing to do
with this. Thisis persond. Y ou cannot pretend- 'l placed Depaunder formal arrest three days ago. She
gave me her parole-that isto say, her word of honor as a Jedi that she would not attempt to escape, or
otherwise avoid returning to answer for her actions before the Jedi Council. She has violated her word,
and her honor. | must now take her into custody. And you, aswell." Me?Y ou are mad.

'Kar Vadtor,” Mace said flatly, "you are charged with the murder of Terrel Nakay." 'Uh, Master, mm,
Generd-? Sir? 'Y ou sure you know what you're doing?' Vastor stared in blank disbelief. Y our men will
die

"They are soldiers, and thisisawar. They understand the risksthey face,” Mace said. "Do you?' What
rsks?

'When your man fires upon the lander, you will have committed treason. Implicated in your crime, Depa
will face the same charge. Y ou are placing her in capitd jeopardy: that is, she will be executed along with
you." Vastor's growl did not now carry words. Only contempt and anger.

'Perhaps you should order your man to stand down. Whileyou gtill can." Depaisright: Jedi areinsane.
'Ever since | cameto this planet, people have been telling me how crazy | am. They'vetold methisso

many timesthat | had started to wonder if it might be true. Now, though, | understand: you don't say this
becauseit'strue. Not even because you think it'strue. Y ou say it because you hopeit'strue. Becauseif |



am insane, you aren't redlly the revolting dime-hearted vermin that, down deep, you know you are." But
Vastor no longer seemed to be listening. He had folded his massive arms so that the lightsabersin his
hands disappeared behind his ultrachrome-shielded biceps. He paced meditatively away from Mace,
grolling toward the meadow's cliff lip, and stared out over the vast roll of jungle below. The visawas
aivewith gunmeta specks and distant flashes of cannonfire.

Many gunships patrol today, he hummed. More than | have ever seen.

'Mace-" Nick hissed from the cave behind. "Y ou know that bad fegling | wastalking about? It's getting
worse" "Yes." 'Maybe you better get back in here whereit's safe” "Nowhereis safe,” Mace said, and
walked out to join Vaster at the edge of the cliff.

| havetried, Vaster purred when Mace reached hisside. | have done all that can be asked of me. Not
even Depa can say | did not try to spare your life. But you will not be reasonable. "It isnot in my nature.”
./ isasyou sad earlier: you have made my choice for me. Thereis only oneway to protect her from you.
"That istrue." Mace reached down insde himself until he found the calm center within his exhaustion and
his pain. He breathed himsdf into that center until he wasfully withinit, and al pain and fatigue and doulbt
were left behind outside. "Do wefight, now?' We must.

It is bitter, that we last men ofghosh Windu must be enemies. | wish this could have turned out differently,
but | did not expect it would. Depa has told me that you do not lose well. "1 haven't had much practice.”
Vagter bent hishead in aregretful nod of respect. Good-bye, Mace, Jedi of the Windu.

A tiny surge of the Force- Just atwitch. A shrug. The dightest nudge, not even directed at Mace; sent off
somewhere into the trees below the pass-A signd.

The scene, frozen in time, locked in the amber of Mace's Force-sense: Vaster standing with armsfolded,
not the dightest hint of threat, his shields pushed high on hisarms, those arms <till crossed to bury the
lightsabers that he held under his massive biceps- Mace beside him, exposed on the lip of the cliff,
unarmed- Gunships rippling the jungle canopy far below in shock wakes, silent with distance- Nick
behind in the cave, rifle leaning againgt the rock, one hand yanking the butt of his bolstered pistol ina
draw that to ordinary eyeswould be blinding- And aman hidden in the shadows of the jungle akilometer
away, smoothly squeezing the trigger of a high-powered sniper's blaster rifle to send one single packet of
murderous scarlet energy clawing up toward the meadow from the jungle below- Centered on Mace
Windu's heart.

All thisMace kenned in asingleingtant, effortlesdy, and the shat-terpoint he found and struck by ingtinct
was Vador's balance a thelip of the cliff.

Camly, without any particular haste, Mace put his hand on Vastor's shoulder and gave thelorpelek a
shove.

Over the edge.

Vastor's eyes bulged astonishment as he toppled forward and his arms uncrossed to windmill for his
balance. Histeetering swung hishead just far enough in theright direction that the bullet from Nick'sSug
pistol scorched Vastor'stemple instead of blowing his brains out through his eyes; ashisarmswhirled, his
grip on the lightsabers loosened. Mace reached into the Force, snatching them both, triggering them to
flaring life and bringing them to his hands with an easy six or seven millisecondsto spare before he
needed them to splatter asde the bolt from the jungle below.



Vastor's vine cat reflexeswhirled him in the air and latched his hands onto the rock face ameter below
thelip of the cliff. His confederate in the jungle poured fire up a Mace to drive him back, while Nick ran
out of the cave behind him, shouting "Did | get him? s he dead1? s he dead?' until Vaster threw himself
back up into the meadow, bringing his vibroshields into fighting position with a surge of the Force.

Nick fired asfast as hisfinger could jerk the pistol's trigger and bullets clanged off Vastor'sflashing
shields- And Mace just stood there.

Staring into his blade.

In the Force, the world had turned to crystal.

The purpleflame of his blade splintered flaws throughout the planet. Stress fractures spidered from his
blade to VVagter, to Nick, into the mountain behind, into the pass bel ow, and to space above, racing in
outrippling waves that joined him with what was, but aso with what had been, and what would be.

Triggering hisblade here, now: it was ashatterpoint of the Summertime War.

His consciousness splintered a ong with the world, flashing instantly along the fault lines and vectors of
effect: for asngleingtant, hewasin direct and intimate contact with many different times and places.

Hesawit dl.

Asthough from some impossible distance, he saw the Baawai prisoners kneeling on the promontory, and
how gunships had arrived dmost before he'd even lit the wood held piled up to makeasignal fire.

He saw the gunships arrive a the outpost, only minutes after he had ignited this wegpon to defend the
children in the bunker from the hasty fire of their own people's wegpons.

He saw Vagter below the outpost's ruins, and heard again his growled meaning: My men say you drove
them off single-handed, though they did not seem to be damaged. Perhaps you have taught Balawai to
fear thejedi blade.

But they did not fear it, he knew.

He saw the gunships at the notch pass. flying away only seconds after hefirgt flashed his blades. They
had been ordered to withdraw.

Because he'd been alone.

Because if hewaskilled before he reached Depa and her guerrillait wouldn't solve the militials Jedi
problem.

He saw himsdlf in the Pelek Baw dley, staring in disbdlief at h depowered lightsaber.
He saw the hours held spent in the binder chair in that dirty rooi in the Ministry of Justice, waiting; that
long wait hadn't been an ir terrogation technique. Geptun had never intended to interrogal him in the first

place.

Following that stress fault back in time, he saw ashielded room i the Ministry of Justice, where
technicians made cut after cut with h lightsaber. Where they had shot the blade with blaster bolts and bu



lets, and used it to cut thyssdl, and lammas, and portagk |eave duracrete, transparisted.
So that they could measure and record the emission signature this blade.
So that their satellites would recognize it whenever it was usai No matter what it might be used for.

That'swhy his blade had been out of charge. Geptun had prob; bly had no idea about that upcountry
team; he'd wanted Mace to g out of Pelek Baw.

Wanted him to make contact with Depaand the "ULF." Wanted to find where dl the missng Korunnai
had been hiding Now in the meadow, other stress faults connected his mind ' dozens of gunshipsthat
converged on the Lorshan Pass. Gunshi] packed with eager troops, trailing billows of hate and fear and
fieri anticipation like the ash plume from an erupting volcano.

One fracture terminated at an orbiting satellite that whizzt across the face of the planet at dmost
twenty-eight thousand kil meters per hour, and through the fracture he could fed asil con brain make an
electronic connection. He could fed tl execution of asimple command program, and he could fed aut
mated clamps releasing huge durasted barslayered in aolati1 shielding, and he could fed primitive
guidancejets driving them in the atmosphere at an angle too steep for any spacecraft to survive.

But these were not spacecraft, and they were not intended to survive.

Vager was dill intheair, and Nick was il twigting to track him with his blazing pistol, when Mace
Windu whipped hisarms straight and shouted, " Stop!" The Force blasts that accompanied the Jedi
Magter's command clubbed Nick to the ground and sent Vaster spinning against the mountain's face
abovethe cave.

'What are you doing?" Nick rolled to hisfeet and snapped the pistol back into line. "He just tried to frag
you-kill him!" Vaster crouched above, clinging to therock like akrayt dragon. No moretaking. It istime
tofight.

'Yes," Mace Windu said. "But not each other. Look around you!" He swung his arm toward thejungle
bel ow the pass.

All the patrolling gunships, the dozens that had leisurdly crisscrossed the jungle al these past days, now
traced converging streaks that would intersect at the Lorshan Pass.

Nick swore, and Vaster's growl |ost meaning.

'And there," Mace said, pointing to what seemed to be adowly developing dark cloud, high above the
mountains, but was in fact the smoke from ablative shielding burning off in the atmosphere.

The center of the cloud grew red, then orange, then pale as ablue-white star: ion thrusters kicking in.

Nick frowned. "That can't be the lander-the angle's al wrong, and it's coming in way too fagt." "It isn't,"
Mace said. "I should say, they aren't.” 'I'm not gonnalike this, am I?* Nick passed a hand over hiseyes.
"Oh, nuts. Ohhh, nuts nuts nuts. Y ou're about to tell me those are DOKAWS." At least five. More to
follow." YOU! Vagtor's explosive roar seemed to yank him off the rock face and carry him raging to the
meadow. He shook asizzling shidd a Mace. Thisis YOUR fault! Y OU have brought them here!

"Therewill betimelater to argue blame." Mace et the lightsabers blades shrink to nonexistence. "There's



something we need to do right now.” "What'sthat?' The Jedi Magter looked from the lorpelek to the
young Korun officer, then into asky at the durasted missiles streaking through the atmosphere.

At thirty thousand kilometers per hour, and accelerating.
Mace Windu said, "Run.” They ran.
PART THREE SHATTERPOIKT SHOCKWAVESA

fully-assembled De-Orhiting Kinetic Anti-emplacement Wegpon (DOKAW)-hardened durasted spear,
ablative shidding, miniature ion drive, and tiny attitude thrusters-massed dightly more than two hundred
kilograms. By the time the spear impacted atarget a ground level, the shidding, the drive, and the
attitude thrusters, aswell asafair bit of the hardened durasted itself, would have al burned away; the
find warhead massed in the genera neighborhood of one hundred kilograms, dightly more or less
depending on angle of entry, atmospheric dengity, and other minor concerns.

These concerns were minor because the DOKAW was nat, in it-serf, a particularly sendtive or
sophigticated weapon; its virtueslay morein the the realm of being inexpensive to produce and smpleto
operate, which iswhy it was found mostly in more primitive back-world areas of the galaxy. It was
vulnerable to counterfire from rur-bolaser batteries, for example. It wasaso largely usdessagaingt a
target capable of even rudimentary evasive action, and once its attitude thrusters had burned away, mere
atmospheric disturbances would be sufficient to push it off course, making it lessthan idedlly accurate
againg stationary targets smaller than amedium- sized town. Because, after dl, it wasbasicdly just a
hundred-kilo hunk of durasted.

Idedl accuracy, though, was aso aminor concern, because at the point of impact, this hundred-kilo spear
of hardened durasted wastraveling at well over ten kilometers per second, In aword: WHAM.

Mace, Nick, and Kar had reached the widening throat of thefirst of the mgjor caverns when the floor
dropped out from under them for one astonishing second, then jumped back up and smacked them
tumbling through the air toward the jagged rock roof overhead.

The blast transcended sound.

Mace controlled his spin ingtinctively so that he could absorb the impact againgt the roof with bent legs.
His Force-hold caught Nick a meter short of severe head trauma; then asthey both fell back toward the
floor, the pressure-wave of superheated air that shrieked in through the fissure from the meadow cave
sent them skidding and bouncing and rolling over the rough-cut floor in a hailstorm of rock shards and
burning dirt.

Mace kept his Force-hold on Nick; as they skidded to astop in the nightmare of dust and smoke and
screaming, he set Nick on hisfeet and crouched beside him. " Stay up!" he shouted.

"Stay low but off the floor?

He huddled there, hands jammed against his ears, bounced by another blast-lesser-and another lesser
gtill, the natura inaccuracy of the DOK AWS causing some scatter. A fina convulsion of the mountain
cracked the roof of the cavern and rained boulders at random. Some screams were crushed to gurgles;
others scaled up to shrieks of agony.

Two seconds passed-two more-and Mace sprang to hisfest. Light from glowglobes made luminous



spheresthat could not overlap through the thick swirl of dust and smoke that stung tearsinto his eyes;
oneincautious breath sent him into a paroxysm of coughing. He yanked Nick to his sde-the young
Korun had an arm over his streaming eyes and he was hacking into his other hand-and Mace grabbed
the hem of his homespun tunic with both hands.

'Hey-hackhagh-hey, what are you-" "We need your shirt." With onetwist he ripped thetunicin haf up
the back; another twist continued the rip from collar to waist in front. He left haf in Nick's hands while he
tied hisown half over hisfacein asort of hood. The cloth was coarse enough to see through, and it cut
the dust and smoke from intolerable down to merely hellish.

While Nick imitated him, Mace picked hisway around the rubble and over dead and wounded Korunnai
toward agleam of ultra-chrome under a huge dab of stone. He dropped to his heelsbeside it and
gestured, clearing smaler rocks away from the lorpelek.

'Kar? Can you hear me?' Even hoarse with dust and pain, Vastor's growl had a sardonic edge. Better
stand back.

When you're around, big hard things seem to fal on my head.

Mace breathed himsdlf into his center, and found the dab's shat-terpoint. "Don't move." His blade flared,
bit in, and the dab cracked in two over Vastor's back. A shrug of Vastor's huge shoulders shifted the
two pieces enough that he could push himself up to his knees between them. He was caked with dugt,
and blood trickled from an ugly gash over one ear.

Y ou could have killed me. Y ou should have.

'Y ou're no good to me dead,” Mace said. "Isthere a hardpoint in this base? A hardened bunker,
preferably airtight?" The heavy wegpon lockup. It can be sedled.

‘All right. Get dl the non-ambulatory sick and wounded in there and sedl it up. When the militia comes,
they'll start with gas." Vaster and Nick exchanged grim looks.

Mace glanced over his shoulder. "Nick. Yourewith me. Let'sgo.” Well never hold them. Not for aday.
Not an hour.

'We don't have to hold them ourselves. | have amedium cruiser in-system that's carrying aregiment of
thefinest soldiersthis galaxy has ever seen.” Mace put one hand on Vastor's shoulder, and the other on
Nick's, and there was a strange shine to his dark eyes. "We aren't going to hold them. We aren't even
going to fight them. With the Halleck for air cover and the troopers holding the ground, those twenty
landers can evacuate this entire place within hours." 'Grassers and al?' Mace nodded. "Wejust haveto
get them here.” DOK AWSs pounded the mountain. Korunnai ran and screamed and bled. Sometried to
hel p the wounded. Some died. Some huddled shivering againgt the nearest wall.

Mace kept moving. Nick trotted at his heels. Sometimes shock-waves knocked them down.

Sometimes the dust was so bad that Mace had to light their way with scatter from his and Depa's blades.
'Why do you need me! Y ou were in the comm center thismorning,” Nick gasped through amouthful of
dust that his spit had turned to mud. "I'm good with a medpac. Y ou go on. | can look after wounded-"

"That'swhy." Bladdight picked up jagged gleams ahead.: the corridor was blocked with adoping wal of
tumbled rock.



Thisisthe only way | know to the comm center," Mace said. "'I'm hoping you know another.” Nick
muttered a curse under his breath as he leaned on the dope of boulders. "How deep is the rubble? Can
you cut-" His eyeswidened. "Hey, there are peoplein there! Trapped! | can fed them-weve got to get
them out!" 'l fedl themtoo. Thefdl'snot dable,” Mace said. " Shifting and cutting will take more time than
we have: the first mistake would bring tons of stone down on their heads. We need another way to the
comm center." 'But-we can't just leave them in there-!" 'Nick. Try to focus. Will they be safer out here?”
'Wdll, 1." Nick frowned. "Wdll." 'Listen to me. Therewill be cave-ins throughout these caverns. We can
dig survivors out later. We have to make sure enough people live through this to do the digging. Y es?"
Nick nodded reluctantly. "Then let'sgo." The comm center was just asmall natura cave with rude plank
tables, afew homemade chairs, and some equipment. "Probably not much Ieft of the relay antennas,”
Nick muttered asthey trotted toward it.

It'salittle late to worry about concealing our position,” Mace reminded him. " And subspace won't have
any trouble going through rock." Nick squinted at the doorway, cursed, and broke into asprint. "The
aurgicd fidd'sdown!" He darted insde.

Mace went after him, but stopped in the doorway.

The subspace comm unit lay on the floor, among the splinters of the plank table; its housing looked like
someone had rolled it down amountainsde and dropped it off acliff. The red space-frequency units, less
durable, were crushed. Nick was curaing continuoudy under his bregth as he knelt over the two Korun
commtechs, who lay motionless on the floor asthough they were smply taking anap in the ruins of their

post.

Mace said, "Nick." They'redead," the young Korun said thickly. "They're both dead. Not amark on
them.

And-" 'Nick, come out of there." Nick prodded one's head with hisfinger. which gave, deforming
spongily, asthough the man's skull were soft foam. "And they're squishy..." 'We haveto leave this place.
Now." 'What could do that to aman?' ‘Concussion,” Mace said. "Shock transmission. Thisroom must
be part of asolid structure that reachesto the surface-" "Y ou're saying." Nick looked at the walls around
him with widening eyes. "Y ou saying if another DOKAW hitsthe same spot, while I'm il inhere-" 'I'm
saying-" Mace urgently extended a hand,"-cover your ears zndjump." Mace took his own advice then
drew on the Force to suspend them both, and the air in the comm cave pounded them like they were
caught in the palm of agiant's handclap. Helet the shock send them whirling back aong the passage
away from the comm center, them released his Force-hold and rolled to hisfeet.

Nick was saying something as Mace pulled him upright, but Mace heard only a distant mutter over the
high singing whinein hisears. Y ou'll have to spesk up.” Nick cupped one hand to hisear. "What?'
'Speak upl” "'What? 'Y ou'll have to speak up!" Mace sighed and shoved Nick stumbling aong the
corridor; he turned, reaching into the Force as he extended a hand, and the sub-space unit floated out the
doorway, down the passage and into hisarms.

Hejogged after Nick while their sunned eardrums recovered, i Three minutes scramble brought them to
aanexus of intersecting passageways, some cut, some naturd. "Thiswill haveto do." ‘Do for what?
What's|eft?" Nick sagged againgt thewall, panting. "And what are you lugging thet fraggin' thing around
for?' Mace set the comm unit on the passage floor. He pulled off hisimprovised dust-mask and frowned
at the rear access pand; fasteners unscrewed themselves and floated to aneet little pilein adimple in the
rock, joined shortly by the access panedl itsalf. Mace examined the leads and contacts ingde the unit for a
moment, then nodded.



He opened his hand and his lightsaber jumped to it from its pocket inside hisvest. A flick of the Force
tripped the handgrip's secret interior latch; a curved section of the grip popped open, and Mace pulled
out the power cell. Another flick of the Force bent a pair of lead-pand sinside the comm unit's guts.

M ace wedged the powercell between them, and the unit's ready-lights came on.

'Hold this here," Mace said. Nick held the energy cdll in place while Mace keyed the HallecKs
emergency channd.

"Halleck, thisis Generd Windu. Thisisapriority clear-cdl, inti-ation code oh sx onefive.

Acknowledge." The comm unit crackled to lifein aburst of ECM datic. A olid voice camefaintly
through the buzz: "Response. one nine." 'V erification seven seven." 'Go a. Generd." 'Captain Trent, |
need your status.” 'Regret to in. Cap. bridge crew. oudy wounded. Thisis Commander Urhal. der heavy.
Repeat: We are under heavy DSF attack." Nick frowned. "DSF?" 'Droid starfighter.” Mace keyed the
transmitter. "Can you hold?" '. gative. Too many. sustained heavy. shidlds and armor, but.” Through the
burdts of static and washes of white hiss, the acting captain of the Halleck sketched their situation: An
unknown number of Trade Federation droid starfighters had been lying in wait, deactivated and drifting
outside the system's ecliptic plane amid cometary dust and debris of ancient asteroids. The commander
guessed that it was something about the lander itself that had triggered them; they had attacked as soon
asthe extraction lander un-docked and made for orbit. The lander had been lost with al hands, and the
DSFs had quickly overwhelmed the Halleck's escort complement of six starfighters; they were pounding
the cruiser with everything they had. The ship Mace had been looking to for rescue was dready fighting
foritslife

Andlosng.
Mace balanced on his hedls, saring into the rock wall beside him.

The granular surface gleamed with sweat condensed from his breeth, and flecks of mineral sparkled
within it, but Mace didn't see any of that. He wasn't looking at the stone. He was looking into the stone.
Through the stone.

Into the Force.

'So that'sit, then, huh?' Nick'swords came distantly to Mace's ears, hollow and faint, as though he
spoke from the bottom of awell. "There's no way we can evacuate." That'sit, yes. Noway." Thiswasa
reflexive echo; Mace was barely aware of what Nick had said, and not at al aware that he had
answered. "Noway." His consciousness was el sewhere.

'Have | mentioned how much | hate this place? Every time | come hereit'slike being buried dive.” Into
the Force- Mace wasn't actualy looking, not redly; the sense he used was not sight. This senseinvaded
the Force, touching power and letting the power touch it, shading the power then drawing on the shade it
created to deepen its own shade, feeding upon the Force and feeding the Force in aregenerative spiral,
gathering strength, spidering outward from this specific nowhere-in-particular-right-now to the genera
al-where of every time: from a crossroads insde amountain that stood in ajungle the size of a continent,
on aworld that whirled through agdaxy that was rapidly becoming ajungle of itsown.

This sense brought to his perception the stress-vectors of redity. It was more than the searching of a
shatterpaint, it was as though this single moment existed in acrystd shdll, and if he could strikeitin
exactly theright way, the shell enclosing this one would shatter aswell- and the shell enclosing that shell,



and on, and on, asingle stroke whose Shockwaves would propagate outward to crash through the trap
that held not only him and Nick, but Depaand Kar and the Korunnai, the world of Haruun Kd, the
Republic, perhapsthe galaxy itsalf: more than achain of shatterpoints, it was afountain of shatterpoints.
A cascade.

Anavaanche.
If he could only find the spot to strike.

Faintly, distantly, resonating from the here-and-now to Mace's everywhere-at-once: "We'retrapped in
here. The whole fraggin' planetary militiais outside, and there's nobody who can get hereto help us, and
we'real gonnadie. Thisisastupid placeto die. Stupid, stupid, stupid.” 'Stupid,” Mace echoed. " Stupid,
yes. Supid! Exactly.1" "Areyou even ligening to me?' 'Y ou," Mace said, his gaze dowly returning from
the stone depths he had been contemplating, "are brilliant. Not to mention lucky." "Excuse me?"' 'Some
years ago, the Jedi Order contemplated using droid star-fighters for antipirate work-convoying freighters,
that sort of thing. Do you know why we decided againgt it?" 'Do | care?' 'Because droids are stupid”
'Wow, that'sardief! I'd hate to bekilled by agenius-" Mace turned back to the comm unit and keyed
the tranamit once again. "Commander, thisis Generad Windu. All the troops-get them loaded onto the
remaining landers, and get those landers on course for the original coordinates”,'/of them. The origina
coordinates. Do you copy?' 'Y es, Sir. But. no match for DSF. casudties. lucky if haf of them make
atmosphere.” "That's not your problem. Once the landers are away, you will withdraw. Do you copy?
Thisisadirect order. When the landers are away, the Halleck will jump for Republic space.” '. landers.
only sublight. With no hyperdrive, how will you.?' 'Commander, isthere so little for you to do right now
that you can afford the time to argue with me? 'Y ou have your orders. Windu out." He plucked the
powercell out of the back of the comm unit and returned it to the handgrip of hislightsaber. "Who'sthe
best shooter you know?' Nick shrugged. "Me." 'Nick." 'What, should | lie?" 'All right. Second best."
'Who's still dive?' Nick thought for asecond or two. "Chalk, maybe. She's pretty good.

Especidly with the heavy stuff. Or she would be if she could, y'know, wak." 'Shewon't haveto. Let's
go." Nick stayed againgt the wall, shrugging hopelessy. "Why bother? It's not like we can get anywhere,
right? With the ship gone, there's nowhereto go." Thereis. And wewill go there." "Where?' 'I'm not
going to tell you." "You'renot?' 'l have had enough,” Mace said, "of being told I'm insane.”" Nick rose
warily, eyeing Mace as though the Jedi Master might be aworrt in disguise.

"What are you talking about? Y ou just mid there's no way we can evacuate." "We're not going to
evacuate. We're going to attack” Nick gaped. "Attack? he echoed numbly.

'Not just attack. We are going to beat them,” said the Jedi Master, "like arented gong." SEEKER T, he
air in the wegpons bunker was thick with the ozone tang of asurgica field and the rank pheromona stink
of human fear. The few heavy weaponsthat the guerrillas had cached were piled haphazardly outsde the
door to make room for the endless flood of stretchers carried by grim-faced Korunnai, bearing the sick
and the wounded. Mostly sick.

Modtly children.
Mostly slent and round-eyed.
The bearers would stumble whenever another DOKAW shook the mountain, and sometimes dump those

they carried; many of the invalids bled from fresh scrapes. Nick threaded hisway around them to look
for Chalk; the Korun girl had not left Besh's Side since they both awakened from thanatizine suspension.



Mace had stopped outside the doorway. His defocused stare gathered the inventory of the weapons
there, and plugged them into his calculations: new datathat made hisimage of the coming battle shift and
flow and remold itsdlf like astream of hardening lava. A tripod-mounted EWHB-10 with an auxiliary
fusion-generator pack. Two shoulder-fired torpedo launchers, with four preloaded launch tubes apiece.
A rack of twenty-five proton grenades, still in itsfactory- sealed case.

That was dl held need.
Therest of the weapons were not relevant.

Nick came out the doorway, moving hesitantly, asthough in pain. "They'renot in there.” 'No?' Nick
shook his head toward one of the stretcher-bearers. "They told me-there's not enough room for all the.
So Kar-" He swdlowed, forcing distress off hisface and out of hisvoice. "All we're putting in hereis
people who'l live." Mace nodded. "Where are the others?' 'We cal it the dead room. Follow me." The
dead room was a huge cavern hung with night. The only light was soft yellow spill from a scatter of
handheld glow rods. Unlike the other inhabited chambers, the floor of this one had not been leveled with
vibro-bladed adzes, but had instead been cut into tiered ledges that followed the natura contour of the
rock.

The ledges were packed with the dying.

No surgica field here: the air was thick with fecal stench, and the sickly sweet odor of rotten mest, and
the indescribable smell of spores released by fungi feeding on human flesh.

Nick hated afew pacesin from the entrance and closed his eyes. A moment later, he sighed and pointed
up toward afar corner. "Over there. Seethat light? Something's happening; | think Kar'swith them."
'Good. We need him, and were running out of time." They had to tread carefully to climb the levels of
ledges without stepping on people in the gloom.

Besh lay stretched out, motionless, barely breathing, on aledge near the ragged curve of the cavern
caling. Vaster knelt beside him, eyes closed, one hand above Besh's heart. The medpac tissue-binder
that had closed the wounds |eft by Terrd'sknife had logt its glossy transparency, blackening and curling
like dead skin, and the wounds had erupted into cruciferous bulbs of fungus that floresced faintly,
iridescent green and purple pulsing in the shadows cast by Chak's glow rod.

Chalk sat cross-legged on Besh's other side, her own chest bulky with spraybandage; head low, she
sponged at the growths on Besh's chest with adamp rag. Even from meters away, Mace caught a strong
odor of acohol and portaak amber.

Nick stopped acouple of meters short and gave Mace a sgnificant ook, nodding toward the others as if
to say, Thiswasyour idea. Leave me out of it.

Mace approached dowly, staying on the next ledge down. He stopped when he reached them and spoke
softly to Chalk. "How ishe?' Shewouldn't look at him. "Dying. How are you?' She dipped her raginto
the bucket, brought it out again, sponged, and returned it to the bucket with numb mechanical

persistence: doing it to be doing something, though she showed no sign of hopethat it might help.

'Chalk, we need you to come with us." 'Not leaving him, me. Needs me, him." "We need you. Chalk, you
haveto trust me-" "Did trust you, me. So did Besh." Mace had no answer.

Nick cameto Mace's shoulder. "The Archives are starting to look pretty good right now.” The Jedi



Magter squinted at him.

Nick shrugged. "Hey, it'sthe only immortaity any of us can hopefor, right?' "And how do you achieve
immortaity,” Mace murmured, "if my journa isburied under amountain on Haruun Ka?' 'Uh. Yeah."
Nick looked like his ssomach hurt. "That could be aproblem.” 'Forget about immortdity. Let's
concentrate on not dying today." Vaster's eyes were closed, and the Force shimmered around him. Mace
could fedd some of what the lor pelek was doing: searching within Besh's chest for the essentid aura of

the fungus that was killing him, focusing power upon it to burn it out spore by spore.

Another shockwave rattled the cavern. Loose rock clattered from the celling.

'Kar,” Mace said, "thisis not the way. We don't havetime." Vastor's eyes stayed closed. His expression
did not so much asflicker. Isthere something better for me to be doing right now?

'‘Asamatter of fact,” Mace said, "yes. Thereis" Doesit involvekilling Baawal?

Mace said gpologetically, "Probably not more than a thousand. Maybe two.” Vaster opened eyesfilled
with pelekofan's darkness. Chalk lifted her head, rag hanging forgotten from her fist.

'So," saild Mace Windu. "Arewe on?' Smoke and dust clouded the huge cavern; it reeked of grasser
fear-musk, of dung and urine and blood, and with each new DOKAW-shock the smell got worse.

Torchlight flared and blazed and vanished again. The stinking fog swirled with gigantic shapes. grassers
bucking and clawing at each other, some with jaws panic-locked on their own or others limbs. They
charged at random, damming into each other, trampling the injured and their own young. Korunnai
darted among them, gppearing from the smoke and vanishing again, hands full of sharp goads and blazing
torches as they fought to separate the knots of shrieking, honking, fear-crazed beadsts.

A swirl opened agap: alooming akk dog paused to stareinto Mace's eyes, measuring him with saurian
malice as athick rope of bloody drool looped from its jaws, then it ponderoudly turned aside and dlipped
into the murk, tail tapering so smoothly it might have been dissolving.

Mace threaded through the chaos.

Behind him followed apair Korunnai, carrying a stretcher that held the EWHB and its generator. Two
more brought the shoulder-fired torpedo launchers and the prel oaded tubes on another stretcher. Chalk
half-walked, her arm looped over Nick's shoulders as he helped her along.

Five more pairs of Korunnai trotted around the circumference of the caverns, sidling past dl the
confusion and riot; one of each pair carried a homespun sack holding five proton grenades apiece, and
the others carried torches. Each pair soon dipped down a different one of the five vast passages dong
which grasserswere dally driven to graze.

Erratic booming shivered the air, sharper and much smaller than the DOK AW-shocks, but still powerful
enough to vibrate the floor. Mace pointed toward the source of the booming: a Side cave where the great
ankkox paced in restless fury. The concussions were its angrily whipping tail mace striking thewallsand
floor of its pen.

The nearest Korun stretcher bearer saw his gesture, and they moved in that direction, followed by Nick
and Chak.



Mace paused, and looked back over his shoulder. At the mouth of an upper passageway stood Kar
Vastor and his Akk Guards. Behind them crouched dl twelve of Vastor's Force- bonded akks. Thelor
pelek met Mace's gaze and nodded.

Mace returned the nod, spreading his hands as though to say, Whenever you're ready.

Vagtor and his akks marched grimly down into the grasser cavern. The akks spread out in huge leaping
gprings, knocking over panicked grasserson al sides, crouching over them to let drool fal from razor
teeth and moisten the fur on their necks. The humans stayed together in aflying wedge with Vastor & the
point, moving in to manualy separate sruggling grassers, intimidating the winners and daughtering any
who had been too badly injured to walk.

Mace watched, stonefaced. It was wasteful. It was brutal.

It was necessary.

He turned once again to his own task.

He gestured and the mass of struggling beasts and men parted before him, and the smoke and dust
cleared, and he saw her.

She sat on aledge like anatura gdlery that coursed onelong-curving wall of the cavern. Her feet hung
over thelip, dangling free: achild in achair too tal for her. Her face was buried in her hands, and even
from across the cavern his chest ached with aslent echo of her sobs.

And when he reached her side, he ill did not know what to say.

'Depa.” Shelifted her head and turned to meet his eyes, and knowing what to say would not have helped
him because he could not speak.

The rag-the one she had worn across her brow these past days-was gone. On her forehead- On her
forehead, where the Chaactan Greater Mark of 1llumination should have been- Asit had beenin his
hallucination, days ago at the jungle prospector outpost: on her brow was only an ugly keloid ripple of
scar. Asthough the Greater Mark of Illumination had been carved from the bone of her skull with ablunt
knife. Asthough the wound it left behind had festered, and had not been tregted.

Asthoughit festered ill.

The Lesser Mark, cdled the Seeker, till gleamed at the bridge of her nose. The Lesser Mark isfixed
between the eyes of one who aspires to become a Chalactan adept: it symbolizes the centered sdif, the
shining vision, the elegant order that seeking illumination creates within the seeker. The Greater Mark is
caled the Universe; it isan exact replica of the Seeker, writ large.

It isfixed to the fronta bonein a solemn ceremony by the Convocation of Adepts, to wel come another
to their company. The two, together, represent the fundamenta tenet of Chaactan philosophy: As
Without, So Within. The Adepts of Chalactateach that the celestial order, the naturd lawsthat govern
the motion of planets and thewhed of gdaxies, regulate aswell the life of the Enlightened.

But for Depa, the universe was gone. All that remained was the Seeker.

Aloneinthevoid.



'Mace." Her face twisted once moreto tears. "Don't look & me. Y ou can't look at me.

Y ou can't see melikethis. Please”" He lowered himsalf to one knee beside her. He reached atentative
hand for her shoulder; she clutched hisfingers and pressed his hand in place, but turned her face away.

'I'm so sorry." Her head twitched as though she shook tears out of her eyes. "I'm sorry for everything. I'm
sorry things can't be different. Better. I'm sorry ,'can't be better.” 'But you can." He squeezed her
shoulder. ™Y ou can, Depa. You haveto.” 'I'm so lost, Mace." Her whisper could not be heard in theriot
of the cavern, but Mace could feel her meaning, asthough the Forceitsaf murmured in hisear. "I'm so
log..." The Depaof hishalucination-what had she told him?

He remembered.

'Itisinthe darkest night," he said gently, "that the light we are shinesbrightest.” 'Yes. Yes. You dways
say that. But what do you know about dark?' Her head sagged, chin to her chest, as though she could no
longer think of areason to hold it up. "How does a blind man know the stars have gone out?' 'But they
haven't,” Mace said. "They ill burn asbright as ever. And aslong as people live around them, they will
need Jedi. Like | need you now.” 'l am. I'm not a Jedi anymore. | quit. | resign. | withdraw. | thought you
understood that." 'l do understand it. | don't accept it.”" 'It'snot up to you." He pulled his hand from her
shoulder and rose, looming above her. "Get up." She sighed, and once again asmile struggled onto her
tearstained lips. "1'm not your Padawan now, Mace. Y ou can't order me-" "Get up? Reflexes burned into
her by more than a decade of unquestioning obedience yanked her ingtinctively to her feet. She swayed
dizzily, and her mouth hung dack.

‘Minutes from now, nearly athousand clone soldiers of the Republic will reach this pogition.” New light
kindled in her glazed eyes. "The Halleck-they can save us-" 'No," Mace said. "Listen to me: We haveto
savethem." 'I-1 don't understand-" "They are coming in under fire. Thisentire systemisatrap. It'sbeena
trap dl along. The Separatist pullback was bait, do you understand that?' 'No. it's not true, it's not truel”
But the flash faded from her eyes, and she sagged. "But of courseit'strue. How could | have thought
otherwise? How could | have thought | would win?' They've caught a medium cruiser. Not to mention
two members of the Jedi Council. The Halleck may already be destroyed. The clone soldiers are coming
in aboard the surviving landers. They will be pursued by Trade Federation droid starfighters: faster, more
maneu- verable, and better-armed than the landers. If our men are pinned between the sarfighters and
the militia, they won't have a chance. Whatever chance those men will have, we have to give them. You
haveto givethem." 'Me?What can,'do?’' He opened hisvest. Her lightsaber floated out of itsinner
pocket. It bobbed gently in the air between them.

'Y ou can make a choice." Shelooked from the lightsaber to his eyes and back again; she stared at the
handgrip as though her reflection in its portask amber-smeared surface might whigper the future. "But you
don't understand,” she said faintly. "No choice of mine can matter here.” ‘It doesto me." 'Have you
learned nothing on thisworld? Even if we do save them-it doesn't matter. Not in the jungle. Look around
you. Thisisn't something you can fight, Mace." 'Of courseitis." 'It's not an enemy, Mace. It'sjust the
jungle. Y ou can't do anything about it. It'sjust the way thingsare.” 'l think," Mace said gently, "that you're
the one who hasfailed to learn the lessons of Haruun Kal." She shook her head hopelesdly.

'Don't tell meyou can't fight the jungle, Depa,”" he said. "That'swhat Korunnai do. Don't you understand
that? That'swhat their whole culture is based on. Fighting the jungle. They use grassersto attack it, and
akksto defend themselves from its counterattacks. That's what the Summertime War is about. The
Bdawa want to usethe jungle: to live -with it, to profit fromiit.



The Korunnai want to best it into submission. To make it into something that isno longer trying to eat
them dive. Now, think: Why do Korunnai do that? Why are they enemies of Bdawai?

Why are they enemies of the jungle?' "A riddlefor your Padawan?' she said bitterly. "A lesson.” 'l am
donewith lessons.” 'We are never done with lessons, Depa. Not while we live. The answer isright
before your eyes. Why do Korunnai fight the jungle?’ He opened his hand as though offering her the
answer on hispam.

Her eyesfixed on the handgrip of her lightsaber, floating between them, and something entered them then:
some faint whisper of breeze from acool clean place, abreath of air to ease her suffocating pain.

'‘Because." Her voice was hushed. Reverent.
Awed by the truth.

'Because they are descended from Jedi.” 'Y es." 'But. but. you can't fight the way things are.” 'But we do.
Every day. That'swhat Jedi are." Tears streamed from her reddened eyes. "'Y ou can never win-" 'We,"
Mace corrected her gently, "don't have to win. We only haveto fight." "Y ou can't. you can't just forgive
me." '"Asamember of the Jedi Council-youreright. | can't. Asyour Master, | won't. Asyour friend-" His
eyes stung. The smoke, perhaps.

'Asyour friend, Depa, | can forgive everything. | dready have." She shook her head speechlessly, but
shelifted ahand.

Her hand shook. She made afist, and bit her lip.

He said, "Take your weapon, Depa. Let's go save those men." She took it.
UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE L

iemilitialanded in waves.

Before the plume of dirt and smoke had subsided from the last impact of aDOKAW into the mountain,
gunships swooped over the jungles below the pass, disgorging dozens, then hundreds of arpitroops.
arborne soldiers equipped with disposable repul sor packs, which lowered them briskly through the
canopy below. They fanned out into the jungle bearing eectronic sniffersthat could detect certain
chemicasin grasser urinein concentrations of only afew parts per billion. They swiftly located thefive
main tunnels to the partisan base and marked each one with high-powered beacons.

The gunships laser cannons blasted away the jungle canopy and surrounding treesto cregte afree-fire
zone at the mouth of each tunnel. A kilometer away, asimilar technique had been used to clear alanding
zonefor the troop shuttles, which were waiting onstation to drop five hundred soldiers each before
circling back to the embarkation area on the outskirts of the city of Oran Mas, fifty klicksto the
northwest.

By the time the grasser tunnels had been marked, at least five thousand militiaregularswere on the
ground, marching toward the zone of engagement.

Ten thousand more followed close behind.

The militiabore armsthat the Grand Army of the Republic itself might envy; provided by the Separatists,



which was backed by the financia might and industrial capacity of the Trade Federation and the
manufacturing guilds, thisarmament had been financed by agenerous dice of the thyssal bark trade.

Standard combat equipment for the regular militiaon Haruun Ka included the Merr-Sonn BC7 medium
blaster carbine with the optiond rocket-grenade attachment, Six antipersonnd fragmentation grenades,
and the renowned close-combat trench-style vibroknife, the Merr- Sonn Devastator, as well as Opankro
Graylite ceramic-fiber persona combat armor. In addition, every sixth soldier carried a backpack flame
projector, and each platoon of twenty was equipped with the experiemental MM (X) dua-operated
grenade mortar, aso from Merr- Sonn.

Fifteen thousand regulars. Thirty-five GAVs (ground assault vehicles: converted steamcrawlers, retofitted
with chemica cannonsfiring explosive shellsin addition to their flame projectors, and high-vel ocity
repeeting dug rifles blister-mounted through their sde armor).

Seventy-three Sienar Turbostorm close-assault gunships.
All this converged on the cavern base at the Lorshan Pass.

To oppose them, the Korun partisans had roughly four hundred actives, of whom two-thirds were
walking wounded, and over two thousand noncombatants, consisting mainly of the elderly and the very
young. They were armed with avariety of light dug rifles, avery few light and medium energy wegpons, a
small stockpile of grenades, two Krupx MiniMag shoulder-fired proton torpedo launchers, and one
Merr-Sonn EWHB-10 heavy repesting blaster.

The partisans on Haruun Ka excelled a guerrilla operations, but they were less successful in
conventiond actions. In fact, in conventiona engagements between regular militiaand the Korunna, the
militiahad crushed the partisansin every encounter. At the L orshan Pass, they quite understandably
expected not only to triumph, but to permanently break the back of the Korun resistance.

Mogt of the militiaregulars at the Lorshan Pass never saw combat. While they were till establishing
positions at the mouths of the access tunnel s-before they'd so much asfired one blaster or launched a
sngle grenade-the ground shook and the mountain roared, and mighty gusts of dirt and smoke blew out
from four of the tunnel mouths.

Scouting parties-afew of the bravest enlisted men, cregping tentatively into the dark- discovered that
these tunnels had been entirely sedled with uncountable tons of rock. This|eft the bemused militiawith
little to do except break out ration packs and do their best to relax, while taking turns scanning the
mountain above with smple nonpowered binoculars for any signs of partisan activity.

Only onetunne remained open. The regulars at the mouth of thistunnd had asomewnhat different
experience of the battle.

The detonation of the proton grenadesin the other tunndls was taken by the militia unit commander asan
opportunity. The tunnel his men faced was intact; he assumed this meant whatever explosives had been
used for thelocal mines had misfired or otherwise failed to activate. He ordered his grenade mortars
forward, and launched into that tunnel anumber of gas grenades loaded with the nerve agent Tisyn-C.

His men werefirst astonished, then dismayed, as these same grenades came rocketing back out the
tunnd's mouth to land in their own emplacements. Tisyn-C was heavier than air, and though their Opanko
Graylite combat armor was rated to protect them from gas exposure, none of the regulars wished to test
this capability with anerve agent known to produce convulsions and dementia, followed by paraytic



respiratory failure and degth. Asthe white cloud rolled in to their improvised emplacements, the militia
rolled out.

And 0 they were in the open, more concerned with what was among them than with what might be
coming next, when they were hit by the grasser sampede.

Grassers were not bred to fight. Just the opposite, in fact: for seven hundred generations, Korunnai had
bred their grassersto be docile and easily led, obedient to commands from their human handlers and their
akk dog guardians, and to grow large and fat to provide plenty of milk, meat, and hide.

On the other hand, an adult grasser bull could mass over one and one half metric tons. Hisgripping
limbs-the middle and forward pairs-were powerful enough to uproot small trees.

One of the grassers favorite treats was brassvine thorns, which had a hardness approaching durasted!;
bored grassers had been known to worry off chunks of armor from steamcrawlers.

And seven hundred generations was not al that long a span, on an evolutionary scae.

These grasser bulls had been forced into confined quarters for weeks, under incredible stressand in
constant danger from each other. Today they had endured a shattering bombardment that was entirely
beyond their comprehengon; the most closely analogous event for which their evolutionary ingtincts had
prepared them was a vol canic eruption. The instinctive grasser response to eruption was blind panic.

Honking, hooting grassers flooded from the tunnel mouth. The regulars discovered that a blagter riflewas
only of margina use against a 1,500-kilo monster crazed by an overload of stress hormones. They dso
discovered that limbs powerful enough to uproot smal treeswere easily capable of pulling aman'slegs
off, and that jaws that could dent armor plate could, with a single chomp, make such abloody mush of a
man's head that one couldn't tell fragments of hishelmet from fragments of hisskulll.

Theregulars had better luck with their rocket-propelled fragmentation grenades. Fired from point-blank
range, one of these grenades could penetrate a grassers torso, and its detonation inside would make a
satisfyingly shredded hash of that particular grasser. And with five GAVs a hand-though their turret guns
could not traverse swiftly enough to track the legping, twisting, sprinting grassers, asteady burst from one
of their high-velocity dug repeaters was usudly enough to drop agrasser initstracks-the militiawould
have survived the grasser ssampede with only an acceptable number of losses.

Would have, that is, if the grassers had not been followed by dozens of akk dogs.

Where the grassers had been panicked, acting at random, trying only to survive and escape, the akk
dogs pounced like the pack-hunting predators they were: organized, intdlligent, and lethal. They bounded
among the militia, shredding men with their clashing teeth and breaking them with swipes of their tails.
Their keen senses could often tell in an ingant if adowned man was incapacitated or only faking; those
soldierswho tried to play dead were soon no longer playing.

The dug repeaters of the GAV swere usdless against the aides armored hide, and their turret gunswere
of even less use againg the agile akks than they'd been againgt the blundering grassers. The infantry had
nothing that could scratch them; they began to scatter, triggering the akks herding ingtincts. The akks
overleaped them and daughtered the leaders, sending the rest retresting in disorder to the killing ground
at the tunne's mouth.

The militiaunit commander, who from his post in the turret of a GAV had seen his dream of victory



morph into anightmarish massacre in less than two minutes, did the only thing he could do.
Hecdledinanardrike.

The gunshipsin action at the Lorshan Passwere still engaged in shuttling soldiers from the embarkation
point at Oran Mas. When they received the unit commander's call, at least one third were aready headed
in the direction of the pass. The Sienar Turbostorm was not by any means afast ship-it could barely
reach point-five past sound speed in a steep dive-but only seconds later the sky over the pass cracked
open with two dozen sonic booms. The gunships shed vel ocity by hedling over and using their repul sorlift
engineslike retrothrusters. Their troop bays swung open, disgorging twenty arpitroops at abelch, then
the gunships righted themsaves and swooped upon the battlefield, spraying missilesfrom their forward
batteries.

The misslesripped into the battlefield indiscriminately, crushing akks but also shredding the soldiersthey
fought. The akks only de fense againgt concussion missiles was evasive action, and they scattered into
the trees. Seeing a chance for adaring stroke, the unit commander ordered acharge by hisfive GAVs:
they would drive right up the tunnel ahead with hisown in the lead, crushing grassers and knocking aside
akk dogs. More heavily armored than the gun-ships above, he fdt they had little to fear-afeding which
he had |ess than one second to regret as apair of proton torpedoes streaked from the tunnel's mouth and
blew hisGAV to scrap.

At thispoint, findly, the partisans deployed their one and only piece of mobile artillery: Twelve metric
tons of ankkox lumbered from the mouth of the tunndl.

The drover who stood on its armored head was aKorun astall as aWookieg, with shoulderslikea
rancor's and apair of ultrachrome teardrops fastened to hisforearms.

The Korun gestured, and the twisted pile of smoking scrap that had been the unit commander's GAV
squeded asit flattened beneath the ankkox's massive feet. He sivung one arm, and the ankkox's tail
mace blurred through the air, knocking the turret gun of the next GAV spinning so that its point-blank
shot instead detonated againgt the armor of the one behind.

Two pairsof Korunnai, nearly aslarge asthe one on the ankkox, and smilarly armed, crouched on either
curving flank of the beast's dorsal shell; one of each pair wore the bulky, unwieldy shoulder unit of a
proton torpedo launcher, while the other tended their supply of disposable loader tubes. They had four
apiece, and they seemed to have no interest in conserving them. Torpedo after torpedo streaked from the
launchers, first destroying the remaining GAV's, then curving upward to blast gunships from the sky.

A few heroic soldiers of the militiatried to scramble close enough to the ankkox to attack the Akk
Guardswith smdl arms, only to be sent spinning through the air, chests crushed with blinding efficiency
by blurred blows of the ankkox'stail mace.

At the crest of the ankkox's dorsal shell, where once had stood a howdah of polished lammas, a heavy
repeating blaster had been bolted directly to the beast's armor. Its power generator was tended by a
young Korun mae with vivid blue eyes and amanic grin, and it roared a continuous song of destruction,
spraying high-energy particle beam packets across the field of bettle.

The gunner on this wegpon was aKorun girl with pae skin and startling red hair, whose fed for the
weapon was such that she could be seen to fire with her eyes closed, unerringly hammering the cockpits
and cannon turrets of even those gunshipsthat screamed past on transsonic strafing runs. Streaking
concussion missileswere met tens of meters away with bursts of blasterfire; not one got through.



Nor could the gunships stand off and pound her in alaserfire duel; not only did her every shot rock their
ships, spoiling their target locks, but she was defended by a Korun man and a Chal actan woman who
handled Jedi energy blades as though they'd been born with them in hand.

Two gunshipsthat tried to attack went down in flames,

Others peded away, swinging around to take cover behind shoulders of the mountain. An instant later,
three gunships gppeared in formation straight up the mountain's face, diving, but firing repulsorsto dow
their dive to not much faster than aman might run. Ventra doors retracted to expose their belly-mounted
Sunfireflame projectors.

A wave of unstoppable fire swept down.

The Jadthu-class landing craft carried by the Halleck were modified Incom shuttles not unlike the ones
that ferry passengersto and from the linersthat ply the Gevarno Loop. With reclining chairs replaced by
benches, and transparisted by armor plate, each was capable of carrying up to sixty fully outfitted
troopers. Roughly box shaped, they were rear loading, so that they could be packed in asolid block,
four ships by five, and socketed againgt acruiser's hull, facing outward.

A smple design, they were easy and inexpensive to build, and were convenient to transport.
Heavily armored, they were dso capable of absorbing incredible punishment.

Thiswas agood thing, because they lacked hyperdrives, and they paid for their durability with a
maneuverability quotient that had been compared unfavorably to aHutt on an oil dick.

Their only armament was a pair of dua-laser turretsfore and aft, and an Arkayd Catrop 5 chaff gun,
which could spray acloud of sensor-distorting durasted diversin any direction.

Gunners on the landers had discovered in their very first engagement thet at the speeds of sarfighter
combat, the chaff sprayed by the Caltrop 5 wasitsalf ahighly effective wegpon: like aminiature asteroid
fidd, it would disastroudy perforate any craft unwise or unlucky enough to fly through it, especidly droid
garfighters which sacrificed armor for greater maneuverability, depending on energy shiddsfor
defense-which would not, of course, do them any good at al against chaff.

When the Halleck-fully engaged and heavily damaged by the clouds of droid sarfightersthat whirled
around it-blew the docking clamps and streaked for hyperspace, there were nineteen landers, bearing a
total of 977 clonetroops, including pilots and gunners.

These landers had no fighter cover: the Hal,'eck’s fighter escort had been destroyed in the first minutes of
the engagement. Their sole defense beyond their own gunswere five RothanaHR LAAT, 'l gun-ships.
These had been detailed to the mission as antipersonned cover for the landers, should they be forced to
make a pickup in ahodtile-fire zone. While these gunships had been retrofitted with sublight drivesfor
orbita use, the LAAT,'l had never been intended to dogfight against the eectronic reflexes of droid
dafighters.

They were, however, manned by clone troopers, whose reflexes were not much dower.

Which iswhy sixteen of the landers and three of the gunships reached the atmosphere.



Onefull wing of droid sarfighters-sixty-four units-followed themiin.
Fourteen landers reached the Korunna Highland. Pursued by fifty-eight starfighters.
None of the gunships survived.

By the time they were within sight of the Lorshan Pass there were twelve landers, of which five were
heavily damaged. Forty starfighterstrailed them with relentless e ectronic persstence.

And stresking across the curve of the horizon in front of them came three more wings of sarfighters, on
course to intercept.

Thetrio of gunshipsignited the mountaingde. A wall of flame rolled downdope toward the battlefield at
the tunnel mouth.

Militiaregularsfledin dl directions, dipping on blood and skidding through shreds of trees and grasser
flesh. Wounded grassers screamed and thrashed, akk dogs snarled and leaped and bit, and the ankkox
opened its huge armored throat to unleash aroar that knocked loose rock down the mountain above.
Severd of the regularstried to dive for cover under the ankkox's shell, only to be smashed to sprays of
pulp by the ankkox'stail mace.

At the crest of the dorsal shell, Chalk growled a continuous stream of curses as she struggled to swing
the heavy repeater's barrdl in adirection it had never been designed to point: nearly straight up. From his
position tending the EWHB's fusion generator, Nick looked at Mace and pointed an accusing finger up at
the incinerating flood washing down upon them. "Was this part of yonr plan?' ‘Of course.” Mace tucked
hislightsaber back into its holster and looked up, measuring the gpproach of the gunships. "Everyone
down!" he shouted. "Take cover under the shell!" Depathrew hersaf forward over the ankkox's crown
shell, flipping in the air to land beside the creature'simmense head, one hand on the nogtril flap besideits
mouth, on the opposite side from Kar Vaster. The Akk Guards abandoned their expended torpedo
launchers and did down the shell's curve to legp fromitsrim. Nick said, "Thisisthe part you didn't want
totell me, huh?' Mace said, "Help Chak." Chak was dtill struggling with the heavy repester, lying on her
back with her legs beneath the tripod; Nick had to pry her hands off it and drag her free. "Can | just say |
hate your plans? All of them. How did you figure thiswas agood idea?* Mace nodded to Kar, and the
ankkox'stail swung over its back; Mace grabbed it with both hands, just below the huge knot of armor
a itsend. "Becauseif 1'd tried this during those transsonic sirafing runs," he said camly, "al that would
have been |eft of meisared smear on awindscreen.” At the Force command of Kar Vaster, the ankkox
snapped itstall into awide whirl, yanking Mace into the air and spinning him once around the outer rim of
itsshell to get the fed for his added weight. Then with awhipcrack that blurred theworld, it fired him
sraight up the side of the mountain as though he'd been shot from atorpedo launcher.

Hurtling into the path of the descending gunships, Mace reached through the Force to seize the support
grut that divided the windscreen of the gunship in the middle, and pulled. Hetwisted inthe air, whirling
through awhistling arc, and redled himsdlf in as though he were on atowline.

His boots thumped solidly to either side of the strut and stuck there, cemented by the Force, facing
forward and looking down between the toes of his boots at the twin dumbstruck gapes of the gunship's
pilot and its navigeator.

The navigator just stared, unable to comprehend thisinexplicable gpparition. The pilot had better reflexes:
The gunship lurched as he rel eased the control yoke and clawed at his sidearm, clearly prepared to sdll
hisown life and the lives of his crew for one shot at the Jedi Master through the hole the pilot assumed



Mace's lightsaber was about to dice in the windscreen.

But Mace only shook his head as though mildly disappointed. He waggled an admonitory finger, as
though they were schoolboys caught playing a naughty game.

The puzzlement thisinflicted upon them was cleared up when they heard apair of crigp clicks, which
were the sounds of the safety levers of their seat-gjectorsflipping to "armed.” They had barely enough
time to register what was happening-not nearly enough time to react-as the activator plates on both seats
pressed themsdlves, and explosive bolts blew the transparisteel windscreen up and out amillisecond
before their helmets would have doneit for them.

Mace caught the barest flashing glimpse of theidentically outraged looks on their faces as the repul sorlift
pods on their gection rmi intvv oiuven chairs shot them spinning out over the jungle. One of them howled
something obscene. The other just howled.

Mace kicked off from the rim of the roof and dropped into the empty cockpit. A gesture toward the nav
console deactivated the belly-mounted Sunfire flame projector. A smilar gesture toward the pilot's
console engaged the soft-touchdown fail safe on the autopil ot, then he opened the cockpit door and
walked calmly into the troop bay.

The bay was littered with leaves and mud and food wrappers, aswell as bits and pieces of miscellaneous
equipment forgotten or discarded by departed militiaregulars. The access hatchesto the port and
starboard ball turrets were directly across from each other in front of the turbine mounts, two thirds of the
way &ft.

Mace passed between them, then turned and folded hisarms.

He could hear, faintly through the sedled hatches, the honking of the gjection-dert klaxon, and he didn't
need to touch the Force to mentally see the gunnersin either turret frantically unbuckling the safety straps
that secured them to the turrets fighting chairs. The manua dogs on the hatches clacked sharply, but the
desperate gunners found both hatches unaccountably jammed until they started putting their whole weight
behind damming their shouldersinto them.

Which iswhen Mace's Force-hold went from keeping them shut to yanking them open, so that the two
gunners practically flew into the troop bay, collided helmet-to-helmet with agunshot crack! and
collgpsed. One of them, tougher than his counterpart, held on to consciousness, struggling dazedly to find
hisfeet until Mace'sfoot found him.

To be precise: Until the toe of Mace's boot found, crisply, the point of the gunner's chin.

The unconscious man fell on top of the other gunner. Mace took two short lengths of scrap wire from the
litter on the floor and bound their hands thumb-to-thumb, then unhurriedly stepped over them and walked
back to the cockpit just as the gunship settled on the broad corpse-littered killing zone about ten meters
in front of the ankkox.

Outsde, the other two gunships from the flight were hedling around, turrets sparking asther laser
cannons tracked toward him. Depa and Kar crouched in front of the head of the ankkox, battering away
aflood of blagter fire; Chalk and Nick lay flat in the shadow of one of the ankkox's massve side-curved
legs, returning fire with chattering assaullt rifles.

Mace hit the release for the troop bay doors, and asthey fell open, he poked his head out the hole | eft by



the missing windscreen. When the others saw him, their mouthsfell about as far open asthe doors.

'What are you waiting for?' Mace's deadpan was flawless. "Fowers and abox of candy?' Depa sprang
into the open, blade flashing faster than the eye could follow, making hersdf astanding target to draw fire
that she splashed back at their attackers while the others scrambled to their feet. Nick sprinted past her,
assault rifle chattering from the hip. Kar dived under the ankkox and rolled up and ran with Chalk
cradled like achild in his massive arms. Fire from the surrounding trees tracked away from Depa,
clawing for the bounding lor pelek.

Mace frowned. "That's about enough of that" he muttered as he reached into the Force to flip abank of
switches and key an initiation sequence that ganged the targeting servomotorsfor the bal turrets through
the nav console, and gave him fire control.

Twin Tam & Bak quad laser cannonsroared to life, hammering thunder into the jungle.

Trees exploded like bombs, filling the air with acloud of flying splinters and wood dust that made an
impromptu smoke screen to cover Kar and Chalk's run to the gunship with Depa sprinting hard behind
them.

Nick appeared in the cockpit door behind Mace. "We'rein!" ‘Good. The gunners?' 'Thetied-up guys?’
The younger man shrugged. "They're out." Mace nodded. "Hang on." Thiswas the only warning they got
before the gunship legped straight up, rising like avolcano bomb on screaming overdriven re-pul sorlifts.
Cannonfire from the other two gunships blasted the ground where it had been and tracked upward to
pound the gunship sideways, dents popping up like boilsin the sde armor.

Mace dewed the gunship through arising turn, but the other gun-ships had him bracketed, closing in from
either sde. Through the roar of impacts and shrieking near-misses, he heard Nick shouting, "The door!
Closethe doori” He twisted to look over his shoulder. He saw Depaon her feet in the middle of the
troop bay, swaying, eyes squeezed shut as though the battle had brought on one of her headaches.

Nick huddled in the doorway, arms around his head; Kar had Chalk tucked into acorner, and he
crouched in front of her, shieldsraised to catch stray bolts that shot in through the open bay door and
zinged in hot splintering ricochets around the compartment.

Mace said, "Depa.”" Her eyes opened.

Hislightsaber legped from its pocket within his vest and shot toward her like abullet.

Her empty hand met it in midair; her pain-glazed eyeslost focus. Hefet her in the Force: asinking
surrender like an exhausted swvimmer drowning inarising tide.

Slipping into Vagpad.
Eyes closed once more, she gave one dight nod.

Mace keyed a sequence on the pilot console. The open door stayed open. The troop door on the
opposite side dropped open as well.

Particle beams streaked into the troop bay.

Both blades flashed.



The gunships outside bucked under the impact of their own can-nonfire. On one, aturbojet engine
blasted loose of its mount and tumbled away, bouncing down the mountainside trailing smoke and
white-hot shreds of its cowling, and the gunship spun half out of control. The other gunship took its
cannon blasts directly in the cockpit.

The transparisted windscreen of a Sienar Turbostorm was thick and very durable; most kinds of shrapnel
or fragments wouldn't scratch it. Even heavy-cdiber bullets would leave only dents. A quad laser bolt
could make ahole. Onedid.

The next five went through that hole.

The gunship spirdled into the jungle, its cockpit full of shredded flesh.
Depa opened her eyes.

They smoked with darkness.

SHIPTO SHIP M

uscle bunched dong Mace'sjaw as he forced himsdf to turn away and focus on hisflying. A glance a the
short-range sensors showed him gunships al over the place: the computer counted fifty-three in the zone
of engagement, with more curving toward them over the horizon. He keyed the troop bay doors shut and
cut in the turbojets. "Nick. Take nav." 'Sure. Er-yes, Sir." Nick glanced at the empty sockets left behind
by the gected chairs.

"Urn. wheredo | St?' 'Monitor sensors. We should be seeing the HallecK s landers any second. Kar!
Chalk! The emergency repulsor-packs are next to the turret hatches. Y ou have thirty seconds.” Nick
wedged hisfeet under the chair-socket struts and gripped the nav consol€'s plit-yoke controls, squinting
againg the gtiffening wind that whistled through the empty gap in front of him.

The gun-ship's aerodynamics shaped the wind blast past the cockpit instead of into it, but even the
minima back-eddy |eakage was enough to stagger him. His eyeslit up ashetook in the array of screens
on the console-especialy the twin screens with targeting reticules displayed at their centers.

'Hey, what's this do?' He twisted the split-yoke in opposite directions, and the images on the screens
spun wildly to match.

'Don't touch those." Nick hit the thumb switches on both controllers. The screensfilled with pardle
bursts of cannonfire asthe quad lasersroared. "Y ow! Fire control? For me} Oh, General, you shouldn't
havel" 'l redize that." 'It's not even my name-day.” ‘Nick." 'Y eah, | know: sensors.” ‘And-" "-shut up,
Nick. Yeah, whatever. Hrr." The wind whipped wisps of breath-fog from his mouth. " Starting to get cold
in here. Out here. Arewe inside or outside?' "We're approaching seven thousand meters. Check those
sensors: red hits are friendlies, blue are hostiles.” "Well, shee," Nick said. "What are you so worried
about, then? Theré's like fifty-some friendlies dready here, and another hundred and ninety-two on the
way-I mean, they're like everywhere-and there are only thirteen hogtiles, and the friendliesare dll over
them-whoa.

Now there are twelve. oh, wait. | get it. Whoops." "Whoopsis oneword for it." 'Sorry. I'm alittle
dopey." 'Yes" 'Uh-therésaflight of o't'tx friendliestrying right now to climb our butts-whoa, what's
that?" A lock-on dert flashed; the accompanying buzzer was haf-buried in the wind noise.



"They lit usup! Misslesincoming! Six count, closing, dead astern!” 'Back-trace the missilelock and feed
it to the computers for counter-fire." 'Great ideal I'll get right on that,'rtf thing as soon as| graduate from
gunnery school” 'Finethen,” Mace said through histeeth. "Y ou said you can shoot. Let's seeit.”
"Woo-hoo! Now you're talking? The ball-turrets rotated and the quads blazed to life; the gunship was
now climbing straight up, shrieking for space like the starship it once had been.

"Yesindeed! Comeand get it!" One of the missilesintersected a stream of cannon bolts and detonated in
aburs of black smoke and white fire. "How wasthat?

'Not bad,” Mace said. "Try not to shoot our tail off."” 'Some people are never satisfied-" 'Nick. The other
five" "Y eah, yeah. If you wannabe that way about it-" He flipped the arming leverson al four aft
missle-tubes. "Onetwothree,'owr!" he shouted, triggering them in order, and the gunship bucked asa
staggered flight of four concussion missiles kicked to life and spun twisting white ropes of rocket-smoke
down to meet the five missiles behind.

Thefirgt impact-burst drew the next missile, and the next, expanding into an immense firebal fed by al
nine

'Shee," Nick snorted disgustedly. "That was hardly any fun at dl." 'It's not supposed to be fun. Save
those missles" 'What for?' 'Depal" Mace cdled, shouting over the wind shriek. "Areyou ready?' She
gppeared in the doorway, leaning on it for support as though the gunship's artificia gravity weretoo
strong for her. "Ready enough,” she said. "'l canfight. | can dwaysfight. Take your blade." Mace shook
hishead. "You'l need it," he said, and cut al power to the gunship's engines.

Its momentum kept it climbing, but dowing now with alazy twisting barrel-roll asthe pursuing ships shot
past. It hung poised at its apex for astretching instant.

The pursuers peeled away from each other in matching dlipses, two of them curving down to dive
toward them once again while the third held back for high cover.

Mace worked the controls grimly to hold the ship nose-up asit did backward toward the ground. "Right
or |eft?' Depasaid, "Left,” and then she dived Straight up into the sky through the cockpit's open front,
tucking into abdl to tumble through the fdling gunship's dipstream turbulence.

Yow!" Nick said. "Why doesn't somebody warn me about this stuff?' ‘Lock cannons on the right-hand
ship. Continuousfire. No missiles.” 'I'm onit." Theright Sde quad turret tracked briefly, then roared a
chain of energy into the clouds.

Mace twisted the control yoke to angle the faling gunship's nose to the right so that the portside turret
could join thefun, then re-ignited the repul sorlifts at full power and kicked on the turbojets afterburners.
"Hang on." 'I'm on that too." The ship jounced and fought the controls, and the gunship diving toward it
suddenly bloomed with fire that pounded them like giant particle-beam fists. Mace got a glimpse of

Depa, sraightening her tumbleinto feet-first plummet with both lightsabers naming at full extension above
her head.

Mace dammed the control yoke sideways and the gunship shrieked into arising corkscrew thet lit up
gresswarning indicators al over hisconsole; it got them out from under the rain of cannon-fire, but their
targeting computers couldn't process the constantly changing vectors, and their own fire went wild as
wdll. Nick looked over theindicators and his eyeswent huge. "Hey, isthis bucket designed to do this?" 'l
hope not," Mace said through his teeth as he fought the controls. " Put fire back on that ship." 'Who, me?



The computer's not fast enough-" "The computer,” said Mace, "can't use the Force." 'Uh, yeah. Okay.
Sure." Just before he overtook them, Mace saw the left-hand gunship spearing downward against the
thrust of reversed engines, twisting into aspira evasive action to avoid colliding with Depa- And hefelt
the surge in the Force that drove her directly into its path.

Her blades took it just below the windscreen and drove in to the handgrips, and the rushing airstream
around the gunship's nose flipped her over and whipped her up across the cockpit, dragging her blades
through the transparisted to dice free ahuge gaping arc.

'Woo!" Nick shouted from beside him. "L ove them easy-openin’ cans. 'Kar! Chak! Timeto go!" The
Korun girl climbed into the cockpit between Mace and Nick; shelooked pale and in pain, but till fierce,
The lorpelek shouldered in behind her. They both wore emergency repul sor-packs strapped across their
backs. "Y ou know how these work?' Chalk nodded silently in reply; Vaster dapped the graphic
ingtruction card sewn onto his harness and snarled at him. ,' can read.

'Urn, arewe bailing out?" Nick said. "Because, y'’know, somebody forgot to get me one of those-"
‘Nick." 'What?' 'Shoot." 'Right. Right. Sorry. Here, watch this." Nick |et the port turret go silent, while
the starboard quad clawed at the militia ship; the battered ship jinked aside to evade the
pounding-directly into a stream of fresh fire from the port turret. " See? That's shooting-" 'With redl
shooting,” Chak told him, "wouldn't be shooting back, him." 'Shee. What doesit take to please you
people?' Mace nodded to Vaster and Chalk. "Ready?' Without waiting for an answer he cut power to
the turbojets and flicked the repulsorliftsinto reverse; overstressed metd squealed in the gunship's every
joint asit blasted down toward stall speed. Mace wrenched the yoke and flipped the gunship upside
down. Kar Vaster wrapped one arm around Chalk's shoul ders and with the other grabbed the empty rim
of the windscreen gap, then pulled them both smoothly out onto the roof. With one explosive kick to
clear the gunship's atificid gravity, he and Chdk fdl away, tumbling toward the jungle thousands of
meters below.

'On second thought,” Nick said, "l guess| don't mind staying with the ship." Hammers pounded the
gunship into a bucking spin asthe militia ship that had stayed back on high cover findly joined the
dogfight, and the one they had |eft behind rose beneath them. Mace worked the controls savagely,
whirling the gunship through evasive gyrations more suitable for astarfighter than for an antique blastboet;
the port turbojet took apair of cannon-blasts, and Mace's next whirl proved too much for its damaged
mounting. It tore freein ascream of tortured metal. The ship roared through an uncontrolled spin.

‘Takeit easy!" Nick shouted.

Mace muttered, "1 don't do easy” 'What?" 'l said, shoot back?

'How?1 can't even seethem!” "Y ou don't have to,” Mace said as he pulled the crippled gunship into
another corkscrew climb, trailing smoke and shredded durasted. "Forget about aiming. Just decide’
'Decide what?

Mace reached into the Force and sent awave of calm down his connection with Nick.

"Don't am," he said. "Decide what you want to hit. Fire where you know it is about to be!l" Nick frowned
thoughtfully. He turned deliberately away from his screens, and looked Mace in the eye. Bemusedly,
absently, casualy, he nodded, sighed, and triggered the gunship's cannons.

Hewas till wearing that same thoughtful frown when his cannon blasts shattered the starboard turret of
the gunship below, then penetrated the inner hatch and blew the ship in half.



Hesad, "Wow." Hiscam vanished as quickly asit had come. "I mean, wowl Did you seethat?' Mace
kicked the limping gunship out of its climb and into a steep power-dive away from the last one. Sowed
by their missing turbojet, they swiftly lost their leed asit dived to pursue them, and cannonfire raked their
stern. Mace worked the repul sorlifts madly, making the ship jerk, leap, and spring in random directions
like amonkey-lizard on raw thyssdl. Fire from above pounded them, but Mace's wild maneuvers were
preventing it from laying in the multiple precision hits needed to blast through the Turbostorm's heavy
amor.

Thelock-on dert screamed, and Nick's voice dmost matched it. "Missilesincoming!” Mace didn't even
bother to look. "Take care of them." The perfect confidence in histone steadied Nick instantly. He
flashed hisbrilliant grin. "Dont mind if | do." Astheturrets rotated to the rear and roared back to life,
Mace scanned the jungle toward which hislimping ship dived. It was hard to get asense of scale-he
might have been only hundreds of meters aboveit, or as many dozens of kilometers. Then the swarming
gun-meta specks of the balance of the militiafleet that swarmed above the canopy snapped the scene

into perspective.

There-athousand meters below, maybe more, the distress strobes flashed on the repul sor- packs that
Kar and Chak wore. A single gun-ship streaked to intercept them, then dowed.

And stopped, hovering.
And the minuscule figures of Chalk and Kar landed lightly on its roof.

A moment later its nose came up, angling straight for him. Mace nodded to himsdlf and let the Force
guide hisdiveinto an interception course. He checked his screens. "Missiles?' 'Handled." Nick'stone
was S0 like the Jedi Master'sthat it might have been deliberate mockery.

Mace didn't mind. "There won't be more. He won't endanger that friend of hiscoming at us." 'Urn,
shouldn't we endanger that friend of his?' 'No need." 'How come?' That's not hisfriend." Turret quads
on the risng gunship blazed to life, and Mace gave the repul sorlifts akick that jerked the Turbostorm a
dozen meters above the line of dive so that the twin streams of particle-beam packets passed harmlessly
beneath him to take the pursuing gunship full in the cockpit.

Theexploson wasimpressve.

The rear two-thirds of the gunship trailed smoke on its way down to the jungle. The front third was the
smoke the rear two-thirds trailed.

"That," said Mace Windu, "was shooting." Nick made aface. "Oh, sure. Chalk. | told you she can handle
the heavy stuff. But you should see her in agun fight. Pathetic. Just pathetic.” 'Get Depa’s transponder
code off your widescan, then get her on comm. We need to coordinate our next move." 'I'mjust glad to
hear you have anext move." 'How many friendlies do you count?' 'Scan count on the droid starfighters.
Woo. Sureyou redly want to know?' ‘Nick." "Two hundred twenty-eight.” 'Good." ‘Good? Good?

"To thelower left of your widescan, you'll find ajoystick the size of your thumb. That's your designator
control. Start designating droid starfighters as targets for our missiles. One missile per star-fighter, and
don't save any. Do not-repest: DO NOT-light them up until | give the order.

And do not designate anything other than adroid starfighter." 'Not even, say, one of those sixty-seven
gunshipsin our zone of engagement?’ Nick pointed to the swarm of "friendlies’ in adifferent part of the



screen. "Because they seem to betaking alittleinterest in us, if you know what | mean. They are coming
a us. Inahurry." 'Sixty-seven? How many are on intercept vectors?' 'Was| not clear on that? Maybe |
should have said: By the way, have | mentioned that we're about to get our butts shot off?' 'How many?"
Nick gave awesk, hadf-hyserica giggle. "All of them." Mace Windu said, "Perfect.” The regimenta
commander was designated CRC-09,'571. Haruun Ka was histhird action in combat, and hisfirst as
regimental commander. At Geonos's, he had taken part as a battalion commander in the airborne
infantry; his group had led the frontal assault on the Trade Federation battle globes. He had served, again
as battalion commander, at the disastrous skirmish on Teyr. On board the Halleck, asthe days awaiting
action gtretched toward weeks, he had drilled his brother troopers relentlesdy, sharpening their
congderable skillsto the highest perfection that could be achieved, absent blooding his regiment in actua
combat.

There had been blooding enough today, as ahornet cloud of droid starfighters swirled around histiny
fledt.

He had watched athird of hisregiment die.

Some of the landers had been disabled rather than instantly destroyed, and they had been able to gect
survivors: meteor swarms of space-armored troopers floating into low orbit, repul sorpacks sparking as
they dowed and angled their minutes-long fal toward Haruun Ka's atmosphere. The surviving landers
had not been able to keep dl the droid starfighters engaged; there were plenty of starfightersleft over to
daughter the men, aswell.

They had flashed among the falling troopers with cannons blasting: silent stresks of scarlet lancing the
black void with robotic precision, each hit leaving abroken corpse floating in the middle of an expanding
globe of twinkling crystd's, white and pink and blue-green: breath and blood and body fluids flash-frozen
in the vacuum, shimmering and lovely in Al'har'slight.

But the other troopers had not panicked; with polished fire discipline and plain raw courage, thefdling
troopers had turned upon the starfighters the weapons they carried upon their persons, coordinating their
firefor greater effect. Threelight repeaters, when turned upon the same starfighter, could break down its
shields so that a single shot from a blaster rifle might disable an engine; groups of grenadiers scattered
proximity-fused proton grenadesin improvised mini-minefields; and when their wegpons were exhausted,
in desperation, men used their own bodies as wegpons, manipulating their repulsorpacksto shove
themsavesinto the path of starfighters whipping past at dogfight speeds. In such collisons, neither could
hopeto survive.

The troopers had not been fighting to defend themsdlves; they knew their liveswere over.

But they had never stopped.

They werefighting for the regiment.

Every sarfighter they took down was one less that might attack their brothers. CRC- 09,'571 was not
particularly emotiond, even for aclone, but he had watched their sacrifice with ahot swell in hischest.
Men such as those made him proud to be one of them. His only drive wasto discharge his duty; but he
also nursed a secret desire to do something, to achieve something, that would be worthy of his men's

agonishing heroiam.

To hit back.



Whichiswhy hefdt agting in hisguts-what an ordinary man might cal anger and frustration, but which
CRC-09,571 only bardly noticed, and immediately dismissed-when his comm lit up with ordersfrom
Generd Windu.

Ordersthat his shipswereto immediately ceasefire.
Ceasefire despite close pursuit by DSFs.

Despite three additiona droid starfighter wings-192 units-closing on them from beyond the planetary
horizon.

Despite sixty-nine Sienar Turbostorm gunships streaking up from the surface to intercept them.

Hisanger and frustration showed only in a certain hopeful tone when he demanded General Windu's
verification code-perhaps this was an enemy, impersonating the generd-and in the dight reluctance hefdlt
to confirm, when the genera's code came through correct.

Generd Windu, asfar as CRC-09,'571 could determine, was ordering the clonesto die. But
CRC-09,'571 could no more disobey alawful order than he could walk through armor plate.

Asthey hurtled down from the stratosphere above the Korunna Highland, the guns on dl the Republic
shipsfdl slent.

Droid starfighters swarmed over them, weapons blazing.

As hislander was pounded from al sides by multiple cannon hits, CRC-09,'571 noticed an odd thing on
his command-scan screen: some of the gunships bel ow seemed to be firing on other gunships.

To be precise: Sxty-seven of the gunships below seemed to befiring on the two that were in the lead.

Thesetwo did not return fire. They streaked at full power in astegp climb, scissoring Sde- to-side,
heading straight for the mass dogfight so that the cannonfire which missed them-nearly al of it-blasted
upward into the cloud of DSFs. Mogt of it passed harmlesdy through, of course, not being amed at the
smal agile craft, but several DSFstook blasts squarely, and exploded.

CRC-09,'571 frowned. He had a good fedling about this.

Not far below, in the open cockpit of one of the two gunshipsthat were the targets of those behind,
Mace Windu said, "All right, Nick. Light them up." 'Yes, Sr!" Nick Rostu flipped asingle switch, and the
droid brains of twenty-six different droid starfighters-one for each of the misslesremaining in the
Turbostorm's launchers-felt the sudden internal darm-buzz of sensors detecting amissile lock.

Coming from afriendly ship.

The droid brains found this puzzling, but not overly distressing; they were till focused on their primary
mission, which wasto destroy any and al Republic craft attempting to orbit or land on Haruun Kd. But
they were programmed to monitor possible hazards, and each of them set some of their spare capacity to
searching memory banks for any response programs that might be indicated in the event of missle-locks
fromfriendly craft.

There weren't any.



This, thedroid brainsdid find distressing.
And there was the issue of those laser bladts.

Only one second later, thirty-two additional droid brains among the swarm of starfighters had exactly the
same experience,

Because dl four of the Krupx MG3 mini missile launchers on Depa's gunship were fully loaded.

Asthe two gunships penetrated the perimeter of the sprawling dogfight, Mace said, "Fire" A Krupx
MG3 tube could fire one missile every standard second; each MG3 had two tubes, which carried
magazines of four mini-missiles apiece. The Sienar Turbostorm close-assault gunship had four Krupx
MG3s. two forward and two aft. On Mace's command, both ships emptied their magazines. The
gunships blossomed with fire and rocket exhaudt.

Sixteen missiles per second roared twisting through the sky.
The dogfight became atangled web of vapor trails.

In the gunship's open cockpit, Nick watched hiswidescan, whistling. "Wow. Those sarfightersare
quick." Mace said, "Yes." "Two thirds of our missiles are gonnamiss atogether. No: three quarters.
More. Damn, they'refast." 'It doesn't matter.” "What do you mean, it doesn't matter? It's just our butts,
that'sal! Not to mention those poor ruskakksin the landers.” Mace Windu said, "Watch." Nick's
edimate proved to be overly optimigtic: of the fifty-nine misslesfired, only six found their targets. Three
more were accidentaly intercepted by DSFs which they were not locked onto. The rest were destroyed
by the droids inhumanly precise counterfire, or were Smply evaded by the nimble craft; dozens flashed
away into the sky until their propellant was exhausted and they began the long dow tumble to the surface.

However-as Mace had pointed out, down in the battered cavern base-droids were stupid.

That was not to say that they could not adapt to changing circumstances. They could, and did: often with

aspeed and decisivenessthat no organic brain could match. These droids had comprehended they were

under attack by "friendly” vessdsbefore theinitid flight of sixteen missleshad fully engaged their engines.
An attack from asingle friendly vessdl might be amistake, an accident, no more. But two vessdls, both of
whose trangponder codesidentified as friendly, had opened fire on them in a coordinated attack.

Without warning.

The droidswould not wait for further attacks. They adapted with lightning speed, and remorseless droid
logic.

And Nick Rogtu, staring down into hiswidescan screen, didn't even notice his own jaw dropping farther
and farther asfirst one, then adozen, then a hundred and more, red scan-hits changed to blue. "They're
going hogtile," Nick murmured in awe.

'Yes" "All of them." "Yes" Two hundred and twenty-seven DSFs peded off from the landers-whose

slent guns had dropped them below the droid brains threat horizon-and fell upon the sixty-nine
Turbostormsin atornado of destruction.

Gunships began to burn, and fall.



"You planned this?' "Tl  Iheresmore.
'Y eah? What do we do now?" A dozen starfighters converged on them.

‘Now," said Mace Windu, "we bail out." Hetook hold of Nick's belt. Nick stared at him in open horror.
"Don'ttdl me" ; 'All right." A Force-pushed leap yanked them both out of the cockpit afull second
before the gunship began to crumple under hundreds of cannon-hits; two seconds later it exploded, but
by then Mace and Nick were aready fifty-eight meters below and gaining speed, hurtling without benefit
of repulsor-packs down through the dogfight's flame and smoke and airbursts.

Nick's shriek sank unheard under the windrush and explosions.
Mace mouthed, Y ou told me not to tell you.

Nick spent much of the ensuing fal complaining in aloud-though inaudible-voice about having to end his
young life as"some fraggin’ niklde nut-brained Jedi Master's straight man.” Free-falling, one hand keeping
atight grip on Nick's belt, Mace reached into the Force and felt for his lightsaber.

Hefound itsfamiliar resonance far below. Nick stayed locked in afetd bal, hugging histhighsto his
chest in awhite-knuckled desth grip and shouting obscenities between his knees.

Though he had atendency to tumble, histight “cannonbdl” made him close enough to aerodynamicaly
neutral that Mace could direct their fal by angling hisown body.

They soared toward atarget he could barely see: two kilometers below and a quarter-klick to the west,
agunship whirled toward the junglein aflat spin, spewing thick black smoke. The DSFswereignoringit,
concentrating instead on the gunships that il fired and twisted and dodged in frantic attemptsto evade
them.

Depawas doing afine job of appearing crippled and helpless.

Now and again some chunks of smoking durasteel or ahunk of re-pulsorlift would overtake Mace and
Nick ontheir long, long fall, seeming to drift down past them at varioudy leisurdly paces, according to
their individual quotients of wind-resistance. No bodies passed them, though; Mace and Nick fell aready
a closeto thetermind velocity of the human form.

On Haruun Kd, that was dightly less than three hundred kilometers per hour.

The gunshipsrate of fal was consderably dower; it only looked like it was going in out of control. Which
was why, when Mace had towed Nick to within afew hundred meters above the gunship, aconsiderable
exertion of his Force-strength was required to dow them enough to avoid a catastrophic splatter.

Nick had lifted his eyes only once, asthey plummeted toward the roof armor of the gunship: just long
enough to recdl vividly what Mace had said about |eaving ared smear on awindscreen. His head was
tucked back securely between his knees when Mace brought them to athumpingly unceremonious
landing that sent them bruised and bouncing aong the top of the spinning ship.

Mace's free hand lashed out with effortless accuracy and latched around the widescan sensor
dish-mount; his other, still locked on Nick's belt, brought the young Korun to a stop facedown over what
was dill nearly akilometer drop to thejungle.



'Y ou. remember. back when we met?' Nick gasped breathlesdy into the swirling winds.

"When you. just about broke my arm. with that fraggin' docking claw you use for ahand?’ "Y es?"
"l...forgive you." Thank you." Mace hauled him up onto the gunship'sroof. Nick wrapped both arms
around the sensor dish mount. "Y ou go on ahead,” Nick told him. "I think I'll just lie here and shudder.”
Using the Force to steady himself on the spinning ship, Mace worked hisway forward on hands and
knees until he could peer into the cockpit over the rim of the wide lightsaber-cut that opened it to the air.

Chak sat in nav; shelooked up and swore. Vaster stood behind the cockpit chairs: his stare was cleanly
fierce. Depareached up to him from the pilot's chair with awarm welcoming hand on his. Her eyeswere
glazed with exhaustion and pain, but no surprise. "1 thought you told me I'd only have to save your life
oncemore." He said, "Excuse me." Herolled onto his back and reached behind his shouldersto grab the
rim of the cut with both hands, then jackknifed and swung himself smoothly inside feet-firgt, without
waiting to seeif Vaster had gotten out of the way.

He had.

'Nick ison theroof,” Mace said. "Open one of the bay doorsfor him." The troop bay doors of a
Turbostorm swing out and down so they could be used aslanding ramps. Depa keyed the starboard
door to open hdfway, making it into akind of chute down which Nick could dide, then worked the
controlsto cance the gunship's spin.

Mace nodded to the lorpelek, who now filled the cockpit doorway. "Kar: help himin." Why should I?

Mace was not interested in debate. He gave his head an irritated shake and waved Vaster aside. "I'll do
itmy." Hisvoicetrailed away, because Vaster had stepped aside, and Mace had moved to the doorway,
and now he could seeinto the troop bay.

It was crammed with dead bodies.
Mace sagged sdeways, only his shoulder againgt the jamb sedl held him upright.
Depa had chosen afull ship.

His numbed brain couldn't count them properly, but he guessed there must have been twenty corpsesin
the bay: an infantry platoon. The pilot must have been young, excited, confident, sure of agloriouskill-so
eager to get into thefight that he had sailed into battle without discharging his passengers. He had paid
the price for that confidence; his corpse lay crumpled on top of what must have been the navigator's, just
insde the cockpit door.

Mace'sjaw hardened. He found his baance again, and stepped over their tangled lifelesslegsto move
deeper into the bay.

All of the corpsesin the troop bay wore the militia Graylite body armor; most of the armor had been
burned through in severa places by close-range blaster bolts. Mace could too easily imagine
inexperienced militia men-boys-turning their wegpons on Depa as she moved from the cockpit into the
bay. The effect of opening fire with energy weapons, point-blank upon amaster of Vaspad, was mutely
tetified to by every charred ring around afinger-sized hole in the armor, and by the burned and lifeless
flesh beneath.



Between surprise, panic, and cramped quarters, haf of them had probably shot each other.

Severa of the bodies bore the characteristic blackened gapes of lightsaber wounds, instantly cauterized
by the blade that had opened them. Depa's handling of the ball-turret gunners had been more elegant than
Mace's, brutdly efficient, she had smply stabbed directly through the durasted of the hatches, killing the
menintheir chars.

The corpses il sat there, dead hands locked around the dua grips of their quads.
And, of course, the smdll: seared flesh and ozone.
Therewas no blood. No blood at all.

Every single one of these men had been dead before sheld ever picked up Chalk and Kar Vadter.
Twenty-four men.

In lessthan aminute,

Mace turned around, and found Kar VVastor staring at him, fiercely triumphant.

He growled smply: She belongs here.

Mace silently turned away and climbed the half-open door to help Nick into the troop bay.

Sliding down the door into that compartment full of dead men struck Nick speechless. He could only
crouch with hisback against the dant of the door, trembling.

Mace left him there. He brushed past Vastor and reentered the cockpit. "Chalk. Give meyour seat.” The
Korun girl frowned at Depa. Depanodded. "It's okay, Chak. Do it." Assoon as he could ttle into the
Sedt, he leaned over the sensor screens, studying them intently. He felt Depa's eyes upon him, but he did
not lift his heed.

"You cansay it, if you like" she said after amoment. "1 don't mind." Keeping haf his attention on the
widescan to watch the droid starfighters shoot down gunship after gunship, Mace turned the other half of
his attention to the gunship's datalogs, caling up flight plans. Control codes.

Recognition codes.

‘Redlly, Mace, it'sdl right," she said sadly. Haf-blind with migraine, her breath coming alittle short, she
blinked dizzily through the remainder of the windscreen. "I know what you're thinking." Mace said
quietly, "1 don't believe you do." 'It's not that my way istheright way. | know itisnt." A soft, bitter laugh.
"I do know it. But it'sthe only way." "'The only way to what?' "'Towin, Mace." 'Isthat what you call what
you have done? Winning?' She nodded exhaustedly out toward the dogfight that till raged above them.
"This battleisamasterpiece. Even after everything | have seen you accomplish, | could never have
believed something likethisif | hadn't seen it myself. Y ou have done agrest thing, today." Today's not
over yet." 'And yet it'sdl for nothing. At thisday's end, what will you have done? Destroyed most of the
militia's airpower? So what?' Her voice was going hoarse, and her words became labored, as though she
could not bear the effort to push them out through her pain. "Y ou have bought us days. Perhaps weeks.
No more. When you're gone, well ill be here. Well ill be dying inthe jungle. The Baawa will get
more gunships. As many asthey need. And well go back to killing them. We have to make them fear the
jungle. Because that fear is our only real wegpon.” 'Not today." "What? |-what do you mean?’ 'l have



decided,” Mace said, dtill studying the sensor screens, "that you have been right all dong.” Depa blinked
indisbelief. "l have?' Y es. We used these people for our purposes, to abandon them now, when their
only choiceisto suffer genocide, or to commit it?" Mace shook hishead grimly. "That would be as dark
asany night inthisjungle. Darker. That isno innocent savagery. It would be active evil: theway of the
Sith. Thereisfighting to be done. The Jedi cannot walk away." Y ou-you're serious? Y ou redly mean it?'
Dishdief struggled with hopein her pain- wracked eyes. "'Y ou're going to walk away from the Clone
War?'Y ou're going to stay here and fight?' Mace shrugged, still watching the scan. "I will stay here and
fight. That doesn't mean walking away from the Clone War." 'Mace, the Summertime War isn't
something that can be resolved in weeks-or months-" 'I know that,” he murmured distractedly. "1 don't
have weeks or monthsto spare. The Summertime War won't last that long." "What? How can you say
that? How long do you think it will last?' "My best guess? About twelve hours. Maybe less” She could
only dare.

And finaly, he saw on the widescan screen what held been waiting for: the droid starfighters pedling
away from the dogfight and streak ing back toward space, and the handful of surviving gunshipsturning
to limp home.

'Seethat?' he said, opening his hand toward the screen. Do you know what that means?' Depa nodded.
"It means that someone figured out what we did.” "Y es-and that this someone has the control codes for
those starfighters.” He turned toward her now, and in his eye was a spark that on another man would
have been awide fierce grin. "l told you: | don't have weeks or monthsto spare.” 'l don't
understand-What are you doing to doT Mace said, "Win." He keyed the command frequency for the
Republic landers. "Genera Windu for CRC- 09,'571. Stand by for verification and orders. Initiate
smultaneous data link. Tightbeam.” The comm crackled. " Seven-One here. Go ahead, General?

Depawas s0 astonished by the orders she heard Mace issue that she nearly crashed the Turbostorm into
amountain. When she had finally wrestled the craft back to stability, she flipped on the autopilot and
faced her former Master breathlesdy. "Are you insaneT "Just the opposite,” Mace said. "Haven't you
heard? There's nothing more dangerous than a Jedi who hasfinaly gone sane." She sputtered like adroid
with a shorted-out motivator.

'And if you don't mind, I'd like my lightsaber back," he added gpologeticaly. "I think I'll need it."
‘But-but-but-" Finaly the words burst out of her. "We're going to take Pelek Bawl1" 'No," said Mace
Windu. "We are going to take the whole system. All of it. Right now." DEJARIK | heic key tothe
Gevarno Loop wasthe Al'har system. The key to Al'har was control of the droid starfighter fleet. The
fleet was controlled from a secure transmitter below the command bunker of the Pelek Baw spaceport.

The spaceport did have achance. But only one.

Two of the landers and their complements of troopers had been grounded at the Lorshan Pass, to
establish adefensive perimeter around the lone open grasser tunnel, and to provide light artillery support.
The other ten hopped over the mountains and kept going at their top atmaospheric speed, which was not
particularly impressive, but was still somewhat better than could be done by the few battered
Turbostormsthat were limping back to their various bases, scattered among the larger towns close by on
the Highland.

Only one of the gunshipswent asfar as Pelek Baw.
It crept over Grandfather's Shoulder on one-quarter repulsorlift power, leaking smoke and radiation. The

tower officers at the spaceport listened in horror to the pilots gasping message: areactor breach.
Imminent catastrophic failure. The pilot had heroicaly kept his craft in the air, making for Pelek Baw,



because only the spaceport itself was fully equipped for containment and decontamination-to have landed
anywhere e se might have meant the sacrifice of his crew, and of the infantry platoon on board.

The news leaped like lightning from the tower to the ground staff, from the anti-rad techs to the bored
garrison crews working the spaceport's Confederacy-provided array of modern turbolasersand ion
cannons, this was the most exciting thing that had happened since the Separatist pullback. The battle at
the L orshan Pass had been astonishing, even tragic, but that was dl the way on the other side of the
Highland, and so didn't redlly count.

Every eyein the spaceport watched the Turbostorm, either in person or on screen, rooting for it, praising
the crew's selfless courage as it swung wide around the city so as not to endanger civilians below, some
praying aloud that they would makeit, many more secretly hoping to witness a spectacular crash- Instead
of tending to their duties, such as monitoring their sensor screens.

After al, why should they? The spaceport was linked in realtime with the network of detector satellitesin
orbit around the planet; nothing wasin the air right now except the twenty- odd surviving gunships. The
last of the droid starnghters had returned to space hours ago, and the Republic landing craft which had
caused so much excitement had vanished shortly theresfter.

No one was worried about those landers. After the staggering 40 percent losses they had suffered, the
Republic ships surdly would seek no further battle. Without a doubt, they were hiding in the "soup'-the
thick oceanic swirl of toxic gasesthat surrounds the Highland plateau-until a cruiser could sneak
in-system to extract them. Without a doubt.

Thiswas aconsiderable display of confidence on their part, because those same detector satellites on
which they depended were as out of date asthe rest of the locad government's planetary equipage. Their
IR and visua-light detectors were usdless to penetrate the thick hot swirl of the "soup,” and the satellites
more subtle sensors were defeated by the extremely high metals content of the gases. Once the landers
went deep enough, they effectively vanished from the face of the planet.

Whichiswhy any sensor tech at the Pelek Saw spaceport with the discipline to keep hiseyeson his
short-range screen might have seen indications of something extraordinary.

Pelek Baw spread along the western shore of the Great Downrush, the mightiest river on Haruun Kal.
The Downrush was fed by tributaries from across the Highland-from asfar east as the Lorshan Pass, and
asfar north as the lands above the impassable diffs caled the Trundur Wall. By thetime the greet river
reached the capitd, it was afull kilometer wide. Its dramatic roaring spray-clouded plunge from the
termina cliffsthat formed the southern boundary of the city was one of the great natural wonders of the
sector: it foamed and misted and spread asit fell kilometer after kilometer, becoming a snowy fan that
dirred therailing "soup” below into wild fracta whirlsand blooms of colorfully immiscible gases.

What the sensor tech would have seen, had he been disciplined and duty-conscious enough to still be
looking into his short-range screen, was ten Jadthu-class Republic landers climbing, straight up, within the
Downrush Fals-singlefile, battered by the thundering water, but perfectly cloaked from long-range
detection. If the sensor tech had seen that, the outcome might have been different.

That was the only chance they would have had.

But the sensor techs attention was caught up in the dramaof waiting to seeif the crippled gunship could
possibly strugglein for alanding beforeit blew up.



Not to mention the fact that a second or two before it would have touched down, it opened fire on the
guardhouses surrounding the spaceport's control center, and an instant later seven immense half-naked
Korunna with shaven heads legped from it, landing on the permacrete like pouncing vine cats, and
charged toward the control center with their hands full of blaster rifles spitting fire.

And that these unexpected Korunnai were followed by aman and awoman bearing what was
unguestionably the single most congpicuous and ingtantly recognizable type of persona weapon in the
entire galaxy, and the type least welcome when it gppeared on the opposing Side.

The Jedi lightsaber.

So flustered were the spaceport's crew, that not a being among them even bothered to look up until the
very moment the light of Al'har upon their positions was eclipsed by the shadows of hovering
Jadfhu-cl& sslanders.

Then they did look up: in timeto seeten durasted clouds burst in arain of armored clone soldiers of the
Grand Army of the Republic, whose arriva was S0 swift, efficient, and disciplined-and in such
overwheming force-that the antiship emplacements were taken without the loss of asingle trooper.

The same, however, could not be said of the militia crewmen. The clone troopers, being unsentimental
about such things, did not even bother to wipe the blood off the walls and floors before replacing the
crewswith their own men.

Thefighting at the control center was hotter, and lasted afew seconds longer, but the outcome was the
same-because the attackers were Akk Guards and Jedi, and the defenders were, after all, only ordinary

beings

The capture of the Pelek Baw spaceport took |ess than seven minutes from the ingtant the gunship
opened fire, and resulted in the capture of 286 military personndl, of whom thirty-five were serioudy
wounded. Forty-eight were killed. Sixty-one civilian employees of the spaceport were detained
unharmed. All of the spaceport's aerospace defense units were captured intact, as were al spacecraft
then on gte.

Taken together with the Battle of Lorshan Pass, the capture of the Pelek Baw spaceport would have
been considered one of the masterstrokes of General Windu's distinguished career, if only therest of the
operation had gone as planned.

But it isatruism that no battle plan long survives contact with the enemy. This one was no exception.
Mace didn't even have to leave the command bunker to watch everything start to go wrong.

The command bunker was alarge, heavily armored hexagon in the middle of the spaceport's control
center, filled with angled banks of consoles. The only illumination in the room was spill from the console
monitors and the huge rectangular holoprojector views that dominated each of the six walls; the genera
gloom thickened below console-height so that everyone inside waded hip-deep in shadow. Dead space
below thewall screenswas currently serving as aholding areafor prisoners, aswell asamakeshift aid
station where wounded men and women sat or lay while clone troopers dispassionately tended their
injuries

Kar Vagter and his Akk Guards paced the perimeter of the room, restless as the wild animasthey so
nearly were. The Force swirled around them as they stalked among the terrified prisoners, Mace could



fed them drawing on the prisoners fear and pain and anguish, gathering it into themselves, goringit like
living power cdls.

Mace hadn't asked what Kar was planning to do with that power. He had amore pressing problem.

In the darkest corner of the room stood an armored console, separated from the rest; it wore a

codel ocked cowl of durasted to prevent tampering. This console was alate addition to the command
center, having been ingtdled by specidists from the Techno Union at the same time they had modernized
the spaceport defenses. It was called the mutiny box, and contained individud triggersfor each of the
destruct charges built into every turbolaser and ion cannon, every strongpoint and anti-starfighter turret.

It seemed the Confederacy did not trust that the justice of its cause was sufficient to ensure the loyalty of
itstroops.

In the shadow of this console, on amakeshift pallet made of seat cushions ripped from nearby chairs, lay
DepaBillaba, nearly blind with pain. She had been weakening ever since the seizure of the command
center, and now shelay with one arm covering her eyes. Blood trickled from one side of her mouth,
where she had gnawed her lip raw.

Troopers controlled al the essentia stationsin the command center. Severd of them had removed their
hel mets to accommodate ear pieces or goggles, Mace avoided looking in their direction. Empty helmets
sitting on the consoles too closely resembled the full one he had left on the arena sand at Geonosis.

Mace stood at the satellite console. At one shoulder stood Nick, breathing out a continuous whisper of
obscenities. At his other was the stolidly motionless presence of CRC-09,'571.

CRC-09,'571 was till wearing hishelmet. Thismade it easier for Maceto talk to him. He didn't
particularly want to see the commander'sface.

He remembered too well the first time he had seen it. Just knowing that face was there, under the
smoked mask of the helmet, was like amocking finger tapping on the back of his head to remind him of
Geonosis. Of everything that had happened there.

Of everything hisfailure had begun.
He did not want to be reminded of Geonosis. Especialy not now.

He couldn't take his eyes from the monitor. Onscreen was the redltime display from the detector satellites
in geosynchronous orbit.

'Seven-One." The clone commander's voice crackled through his helmet speaker. "Sir." 'Get the landers
engines hot. All of them." 'We never shut them down, sir.”" 'All right." Mace's habituad frown deepened. "If
we go, welll need to give them plenty of targets. Initiate start-up on every ship in the port. Every one
that's armed gets a gunner. How many of your men are quaified pilots?* "All of them, Sir." Mace nodded.
"Detail your best-no." He scowled at himself. Though many of the craft in the spaceport carried some
armament, only the landers themsalves were actua warships. Thiswould be virtualy asuicide misson.
"Ask for volunteers." 'It would be the same, sir." 'I'm sorry?' "We aways volunteer, sir. All of us. It'swho
weare." "Your best, then." 'Yes, sir." CRC-09,'571 turned aside to issue crisp orders on his helmet's
command-comm.

Nick stopped cursing long enough to ask, "Areweleaving?' 'No time," Mace said, gtill staring into the



screen.
It showed the airspace over Pelek Baw.

'It'sthat bad?' Nick spread hishands. "I mean, you've got aplan, right? Y ou've got sometrick to get us
out of here?' 'No moretricks," Mace said.

The sky wasfull of droid starfighters.
Incoming.

'How long do we have?* Mace shook his head again. " Seven-One. We hold the ranking militia officer,
yes?' 'Yes, ar. Mgor Stempd.” 'Get him." CRC-09,'571 sduted giffly. Mace acknowledged his salute
with awave of dismissal, and the clone commander strode away toward the huddle of prisoners.

'What good is he gonnado us?' Mace pointed to aconsole afew metersaway. "Y ou seethat? That is
linked by landline to a secure transmitter beneath this bunker. Which isthe only one on this planet that
can send ordersto those starfighters; that's the reason this bunker is abunker. Whoever cadled themin
had to be here." Nick nodded, understanding. "The control code.” CRC-09,'571 returned, accompanied
by two troopers who held between them an ashen- faced trembling man in the sweat-stained uniform of a
militiamgor. "Mgor Stempel, | am Mace Windu," Mace began, but the shaking man cut him off.

'I-I know what you want. But | can't help you. | don't know it! | swear. | never knew it.

The codes are on a datapad-it'sjust abig personal datapad in an armored shell. He carriesit with him. |
didn't even know what he was doing-he just ordered meto relay hissignal through the control console-"
Mace closed hiseyes, and put his hand to his forehead.

Hefdt aheadache coming on.

'Of course. | should have expected this," he muttered to himsdlf. "I keep forgetting that he's smarter than |
am." 'He? Hewho?"' Nick demanded. "Who isthis he you keep talking about?" 'Priority signa incoming,”
the trooper at the comm board announced. His helmet rested on the console at his elbow; a cybernetic
headset hung across his brow and down one side of hisjaw, but even so, when he looked back it was
Jango Fett that Mace saw.

'He says hisnameis Colond Geptun,” said this stranger with the face of adead man. "He's asking for
you, Generd. He's calling to accept your surrender.” Animmense, bluishly-tranducent Lorz Geptun
amiled hiswell-fed lizard smile down into the command bunker from the main holoprojector view. His
khaki uniform shirt was again impeccably starched, and his auminum-colored hair was swept back from
hisforeheed.

'Generd Windu." He spoke with the same cheery lilt. "When last we met, | had no ideal was entertaining
such adistinguished Jedi Master. Not to mention famous. It's an honor, Sr.

How was your trip upcountry?' Depawas Sitting up now, leaning on adesk, staring dazedly up at the
screen. Thelight cast by Geptun'simage threw black shadows that swallowed her eyes.

Kar and his Akks still paced. The clones stood motionless.

'l takeit," said Mace Windu, "that you did not get my message.” '"Message? Oh, the message. Yes, yes,



quite. My Jedi Problem and al. Very thoughtful.

Most appreciated.” Then you didn't believeit." 'Should | have?' 'Y ou had the word of a Jedi Master.”
'Ah, yes. Honor, duty, justice. The flavor of the month. | can't imagine why | wouldn't smply take the
word of aJedi Master. Really, what could | have been thinking? Mmm-by the way, how is Master
Billaba? Hasn't found the mass murders of our citizensto be asirain on her hedlth, hasshe?’ 'You,” said
Mace Windu, "said something about surrender.” Geptun's lips pressed together as though he tasted
something sour. "Redlly, Master Windu, it's not every day aman in my position achievessuch a
resounding victory. In any civilized society, | should be permitted a moment to savor it." Take dl thetime
you want. Cal back when you'refinished." 'Ah. Quite. After dl, | didn't cal to gloat. Wdll, not entirely.
So. Thisisyour Stuation.

"There are severd hundred droid starfighters over your position. Anything that takes off from the
gpaceport will be shot down without warning. Anything airborne throughout the capital digtrict, in fact.
Meanwhile-oh, by the way, have | complimented you on your maneuver & the Lorshan Pass? Brilliant,
Master Windu. Truly awork of art. Y ou must be quite the degjarik player.” His pale eyes sparkled
glegfully. "I have been known to indulge in the game mysdif.

Perhaps-should our discussion today end profitably for us both-we might have a match sometime.” 'lan't
that what we've been doing?' Without a sideways glance or change of expression, Mace sent apulsein
the Force down the connection he had forged with Nick Rostu. The young Korun's eyes widened, then
narrowed; his face went blank, and he turned away to speak softly to a nearby trooper.

'Inaway, Master Windu. Inaway. So. Wherewas 1?Y es: Meanwhile, back at the Pass.

| have fifteen thousand regulars on the ground. And while your clever bit of droid-baffling cost me dmost
fifty gunships, | have someleft. Severd, in fact. Of which twenty or so are dready at the Lorshan Pass,
and have dready made a bloody mess of your landers and your defensive perimeter. I'm told your
surviving troopers fill hold the mouth of the tunne, but of course they won't for long. | imaginether next
move will beto minethe tunnel, and collapseit like you did the others. Which worksfor me; | have
sappers clearing the other tunnds aready. Well be insde within the hour. Which is exactly how long you
have to save your people.” 'An hour."” STARWARS SHAIItKPUINI 'Ah, no: you misunderstand. | am
plagued by unreliable subordinates; perhaps you can sympathize. My troops are not so disciplined as
yours. They are young men, after dl, and their blood is up. It may take them an hour to get inside. It may
take them ten minutes. Once they enter those caves, | should be very much surprised if any Korun leaves
that place dive." 'Geptun-" "Colond Geptun.” -there are over two thousand civiliansin there. The old,
and the very young. Would you have your men daughter children?' Thereisonly one way to stop them,”
Geptun said regretfully. "I must give them the order to stand down before they breach those caves.” 'And
for that, you want our surrender.” u't'tr  Yes.

Thereare,” Mace said dowly, "civiliansin here, aswell." 'Of coursethere are.” Geptun'ssmile
broadened. "Civilians that you, Mace Windu, would give your lifeto protect. | cannot be bluffed. Not by
you." Mace lowered his head.

'Don't take it too hard, Generd. In dgarik, part of true mastery isrecognizing when agameislost.”
Geptun cleared histhroat delicately. ™Y ou have, sad to say, only one move left: to resign.” 'Giveusaa
littletime." Defeat had lesked into Macesvoice. "We-well havetotak it over-" 'Ah, time. Of course.
Takeaslong asyou like. It'snot actualy up to me, isit? My sappers are quite, shal we say, gifted? They
could break through at any moment. It would be-mmmm, ironic-if your surrender were to cometoo late
to save dl thoseinnocent lives." 'Y es." Mace's voice was subdued. "I'll call back on the same frequency.”
'l look forward to it. It's been apleasure playing against you, Master Windu. Geptun out.” Theimage on



the huge wall screen faded. Silence shrouded the room.

Depatottered to her feet. "Mace." Her voice trickled off into awhimper of pain; she lowered her heed
and clenched her jaw, pulling hersdlf together by sheer willpower. "Mace, we can't |et the militiakill those
people. Your people-" 'My people,”" said Mace Windu, "are Jedi." He lifted his head, and he didn't ook
besten at all. "Nick." Nick Rostu looked up from the console where he was huddled with apair of
troopers, and his eyes sparkled. "Got him. The Ministry of Justice. Pegged him with his own bloody
satellites!" Depalooked stunned; Kar Vastor's face birthed a predatory grin.

Mace nodded. "Depa. Timeto fight. Areyou strong enough?’ She passed ahand before her face, and
her gaze sharpened for amoment, but then she sagged, holding hersaf up with one hand while the other
pressed againgt her temple. "1-1 think so, Mace-but it's too, too-there's so much.” The ragged exhaustion
in her voice twigted in his somach like aknife. "All right. Stay here." 'No-no, | can fight-" 'Perhgps you
can. But | can't, whilel know that you're about to collgpse. Y ou're staying.

That'san order." Heturned away. "Nick: you're with me. Get Chalk and meet me at the gunship.”" Nick
jumped for the door, then jerked to astop, whirled, and made a credible attempt at a salute that he
ruined with asmirk and aone-armed shrug. " Sorry: forgot." Mace acknowledged his salute, and Nick
vanished through the bunker's doorway.

'Mace-" Depa struggled toward him, and reached out as though to take his hand from across the room.
Kar Vaster strode up behind her, arms out to catch her if shefell. ™Y ou can't-you won't have a chance.
They'll shoot you down before you clear the landing field." "They won't shoot me down. I'm not going up.
That gunship is about to become Haruun Ka'slargest landspeeder. Nick knows the streets. He can get
uswherewe need to go." She half-fell toward the nearest chair; Vaster caught her and low ered her
gently into it. Shewinced arueful thanks up a him, and placed her hand on his before turning back to
Mace.

"Y ou're going after the Colond-?" 'l don't need him. | need that datapad.” "What will you." Her eyes
drifted closed, and she had to force the words out. Kar squeezed her hand, and a half asmile flowed
across her lips before draining into the burn scar at the corner of her mouth. "What will you do. with
Geptun?' Mace stared at them: Depa Billabaand Kar Vaster.

He had to go. He had to leave her behind. Let her stay. With him.

Hemight never see her again.

He couldn't make himself say good-bye.

Inthe end, al he could do was answer her question. "Colond Geptun is adangerous man,”" he said.
"Exceedingly dangerous. I'll probably haveto kill him." Hefrowned, and tipped hishead inaKorun
shrug. "Or, possibly, offer himajob." INFERNO T

wilight.

Turbolaser batteries cast building-sized shadows across the darkening plain of permacrete.

Silent clones sat behind the plated shields of antistarfighter duals and quads; the only sound was a soft

whine of servomotors as computer-tracked cannons traced the motion of droid starfighters still too high
to be more than bright specksin the setting sun.



A tiny noise-a half-swallowed whine of pain and frustration-brought Mace's attention up from the
gunship's preflight checklist. Chalk was struggling with the nav chair's seet straps; her tightly bandaged
wounds wouldn't let her twist far enough to reach the length control. Her face had gone so pale that her
freckles stood out like grease-splatters, and a streak of blood reddened the sheath of bandages around
her chest.

'Here, let me." Mace adjusted the strap length and buckled her in. He frowned at the blood on her
bandages. "When did this happen?' Chalk shrugged, avoiding his eyes. "On the jump, maybe. At the
Pass." Y ou should have said something.” She pushed his hands away and busied herself with weapons
checks. " 'M okay. Tough girl, me-" 'l know you are, Chak. But your wounds-" "Don't have timeto be
hurt, me." She nodded up through the oval lightsaber-cut gap in the windscreen. Far above the city, the
Setting sun struck sparks from the impossibly complex shimmerfly dance of the droid Sarfighters. "Arein
danger, people. People | love. Can hurt later, me." Thefierce conviction in her voice gave Mace pause.
Aninventory of hisown woundsflickered through hismind: his concussion that was giving him this
headache, his cracked ribs, his sprained ankle that had him limping, the infected blaster-burn on histhigh,
the spray-bandaged bite wound that Vaster had given him, not to mention al hisminor cuts and the
bruises that covered so much of hisbody it was hard to tell one from the next.

And yet hefought on, and would fight on. Wounds? Right now he could barely fed them.
Because someone he loved was in danger.

'When thisisover," he said, nodding his understanding, "you and | will check into amed center.
Together." The smile she gave him showed only atrace of pain. Nick poked his head through the cockpit
doorway. "L ooks like we're ago-hey, look at this" he said with a sudden frown, staring out through the
windscreen.

Through the shadows dashing the landing field loped Kar Vaster. His shidds flashed eye- stinging
highlights from the glowpand dayfloods that now, with sunset passing, shone upon the ships. He waved
asheran, clearly asking Maceto wait for him.

'What, does he want to fight again or something?' Nick brightened. "Y 'know, we could just shoot
him-accidentally, like. One of those senseless weapons-check tragedies" "Nick.” "Y eah, yeah." Without
expression, Mace watched Vagter gpproach. Only moments ago-just before he | eft the command bunker
to come out here-he had pulled aside CRC-09,'571 for a private conversation. Y our orders come only
from me, do you understand?' he had told the clone commander. "I want you to be absolutely clear on
that." CRC-09,'571's helmet had tilted to aquizzicd angle. "But Master Billaba" 'Has been relieved of
her duties. Ashas Kar Vagter." "And hismen, Sir?' They have no military rank or authority.” 'Would the
genera like them disarmed and restrained?' Mace had grimly surveyed the cramped quarters of the
command bunker, crowded with troopers and prisoners. In his mind, he saw twenty corpsesin a
gunship'stroop bay. "No. I'm not sure you can. But watch them. They are not to be trusted. They may
become violent without warning. They may try to harm the prisoners. Or possibly evenyou.” 'Yes, Sr."
'And get the prisoners out of here. Away from them. Not al at once. Make up some pretext, and start
moving them out as efficiently as possible.” 'And if thereisa confrontation, sr?' CRC-09,'571'sdry
voice had dowed, as though the commander were reluctant to even consider the possibility. "If they
attack?' 'Defend yourself, your men, and the prisoners,” Mace had told him. "Use all necessary force."
‘Lethd force, Sir?' Mace had stared at his own reflection in the commander's smoked eyeshield. He had
to swallow once, hard, before he could reply.

'Yes." Hed had to look away; he'd found that reflection too dark for what he knew hehadto say. "You
are authorized to use lethd force." Out on the landing field, Vaster didn't bother to come around toward



the troop bay doors; without breaking stride he burst into a Force legp that carried him up to the
Turbostorm's nose bel ow the cockpit with a clank that must have been his deactivated vibroshields
getting in theway of hisgrab for the nose armor. He climbed up into view, settling himsdlf into acrouch
on the nose armor outside the windscreen.

He squatted there for amoment, forearms resting on his bent knees, staring gravely at Mace through the
opening.

Mace,Jedi of the Windu. Even hisgrowl was reluctant. Almost contemplative.

'Kar." We have not been friends, you and I. If we both survive thisday, | suspect that again we will not
befriends.

Mace only nodded.

We may not meet again. | would have you know that | am glad | did not kill you this afternoon. No one
€l se could have done what you have done today. No one el se could have brought us so far.

This, dso, did not cal for areply. Mace waited.

Vagtor's mouth compressed as though sharing this caused him pain, and his growl became dmost apurr,
low in histhroat.

| would have you know that | am proud to be your doshao. Y ou are a credit to the Windu.
Mace took adeep breath. "You," he said, dow, coldly ddliberate, M ), arent.
It was Vadtor'sturn to silently stare.

'l am not Mace, Jedi of the Windu. Windu is my name, not my ghosh. Y ou and | are not doshdlai. The
Windu are no more, and what you have done disgraces their memory. My ghosh," said Mace Windu, "is
the Jedi." He went back to his preflight checklist. "1t would be good," he said distantly, "if you wereto be
gonewhen | get back." Vaster had turned his face toward the spiral dance of the starfight-ers as Mace
spoke; he did not seem to hear. He stared upward as though listening to the stars. He passed a second
or two in silence and stillness, then he nodded gravely and |ooked back at Mace.

Until we meet again, doshao. He spun like astartled branch leopard and sprang down from the
Turbostorm's nose to sprint away across the floodlit permacrete.

Mace flicked the last ten switchesinto flight sequence, and the Turbostorm rocked gently asits
repulsorlifts brought it up to an dtitude of just under ameter.

'Let'sgo." By thetime the Turbostorm roared through the spaceport gates into the warehouse district of
Pelek Baw, it was aready doing over two hundred kilometers an hour. The lightsaber gapinthe
windscreen shrieked like abad wailhorn in athird-rate smazzo band. |mmense night-blackened blocks of
warehouses crowded the right-of-ways for akilometer or more north of the spaceport, but the streets
themselves were empty. Mace intended to take advantage while he could.

Nick held on to the backs of Mace's and Chalk's chairs, squinting doubtfully up through the windscreen's
gap. "Uh, y'’know, if you don't mind my asking, are you sure those droid sarfighterswon't come down
for ground vehiclesaswdl?" 'I'm sure.” 'But, | mean, how do you knowT 'I'll show you." Mace hedled



the Turbostorm over, using itsthrustersto help negotiate atight corner; it bounced jarringly off a
warehouse hard enough to dent its armor and knock asteamcrawler-sized hole in the building'swall. He
fought the controls and steadied the ship, then nodded forward along the long straight stretch of street.

Half aklick ahead, the gigantic dope-armored hulk of aground assault vehicle clanked out from aside
dreet.

Mace sad, "That'show." Itsturret was aready rotated the quarter turn to bear on the Turbostorm and
Mace said, "Chak," but she was ahead of him: the quad turrets on both sides of the gunship burst to life
and filled the street with streaking packets of energy- Which crashed into the GAV without even
scratching it.

Nick was shouting, "Y ou'll never breach that armor!" while Chak was | etting her gaze defocus and her
hands relax on the split yoke. "Not shooting at hisarmor, me," she murmured and she held down the
triggers asthe GAV's cannon bucked with the launch of an armor- piercing shell- That met alaser blast
nose-first while sill insdethe barrd.

The exploson was gratifying.

It Ieft the cannon's barrel pedled back on itsdlf in aspray of black ened durastedl twists, making the GAV
look like adroid smoking an exploding cigar.

'Okay," Nick said. "Now I'm impressed.” The GAV's gunners opened up with its heavy dug-repeater,
making riding in the Turbostorm resemble having one's head insde adurasted trash barrd that's being
clubbed by a pack of drunken squibs. Slug impacts pounded prismatic dents across the transparis-teel
windscreen.

Mace said, "Timeto get off the street.” 'Y ou can't!" Nick shouted. "They'll shoot us down!" 'Off, not up.
Openfire." Chak held down the quad triggers. Mace yanked the control yoke to dew the Turbostorm
sdeways and sent full power of both quads against the warehouse beside them. A huge mouth, teeth of
dura-crete dangling from reinforcing bars, suddenly gaped in thewall, and Mace rammed the gunship
through the gap.

Insdethe building.

Yow!" 'Know what you're doing, you?' 'Keep firing." Cargo containers flashed by them to either side, lit
red by the blaze of fire from their guns, then another cannon-blasted mouth opened in the opposite wall
and they broke out into the next street over- Which was aso full of militia.

At least acompany of heavy infantry, with acouple of mohbile artillery pieces and possbly more out there
that Mace didn't have timeto identify because he just kept the gunship roaring straight on through the
middle of them and into the warehouse across the street before any of the astonished Balawai could so
much as charge their weagpons.

Blasting through buildings when they had to, zooming aong open streets when they could, zigzagging and
backtracking to find gapsin the tightening net of heavy armor that was rolling through the warehouse
digtrict, they fought their way out into the city, leaving awake of astonished Balawa and animmense
connect-the-dotstrail of burning warehouses.

Sometimes, when things go wrong, they go wrong one a atime: achain of misfortune that must be dedt
with link by link. Those are the easy times.



Sometimes troubles come in astarburst.

When they had finally broken free from the warehouse district, Mace brought the gunship down to a
walking pace. The evening thoroughfares of Pelek Baw were crowded as always, but beings of all
species hadtily stepped aside for theidling gunship cruising through the city at Street leve.

At least, whenever they stopped staring long enough to move.

'Nick. Do you know where we are?' The young Korun leaned around him to stare out the windscreen;
off to their port Sde, the sky was red with the light of the firesthey'd left behind. "So much for the
element of surprise.” 'Nick." Nick shook his head dejectedly. "Don't you get it? They know we're coming
now. The Minigtry of Justiceislike afortress. Hell, it isafortress. Not even you can get in there. Not
now. Now they'll beready for us." Mace said, "They dwayswere. That'sal right: were not going there.”
'Huh?" 'Geptun is smart. Possibly too smart for his own good. He knowswell comefor him; it'sthe only
move we have. That's why we tracked hissignal so easily: he wants usto hit the Ministry of Justice. If he
wereredly inthe Ministry, he could have found away to mask hissigna. Therewon't be anything there
except avery large number of troops. Or possibly only avery large bomb." "'Then what are we fraggin'
doing out here? Whereishe?' 'A place with e ectronics sophisticated enough to fake the origination data
of acomm sgnd,” Mace sad. "I may not bethe dgarik player our colond is, but there's nothing wrong
with my memory. The one time we met, it was on the occasion of the death of someone he described as
an old friend." Nick'seyes narrowed. "Tenk." he breathed. "Y ou think he's at the Washeteria” ‘Can you
get usthere?' "Sure. Smple. All you gottado is bear northeast-" He was interrupted by Chalk's hand
onhisarm.

She gave him asickly amile, and her throat worked as though she were struggling not to retch. "Maybe.
maybe better-" She coughed wetly.

Blood spattered from her lips.

'Chalk!" Her fingers dug into his arm: aspasm. Her other hand was pressed to her side. Her face was
gray, and her eyeslooked foggy. "Maybe better take nav, you," she said, and Sumped.

Her hand fell away from her ribs, reveding aragged hole below her breast. She crumpled forward
againgt the nav chair's safety straps. In her back was an exit wound Nick could have put hisfist into. The
chair-back had an even bigger hole, and the cockpit wall behind bore a splash of blood and tissue and
ghreds of black synth-lesther.

Nick threw hisarms around her, holding her head up, pleading with her empty eyes. "Chalk, no, not you,
come on, not you too, come on, Chalk, please-" Mace |ooked at the windscreen: at the line of
rainbow-ringed dug dentsfrom that first GAV: aline punctuated by the lightsaber-cut gap-She had taken
that dug minutes ago. Without aword. Without asound. She had held on-had fought on- Because
people she loved were in danger.

‘The medical center-" Nick's voice had gonethick. "The medica center'sonly aklick or two from here-"
Mace's decison did not take even afull second. Generd or not, hewas il aJedi. "Just tell mewhich
way to go." 'Okay. Okay." Nick tore himself away from Chalk and pointed toward an intersection
ahead. "Okay, go left at the corner, then-" The street in front of them erupted like achain of volcanos:
explosons at the termind points of scarlet particle beamsthat rained upon them from the night sky: aimed
not at the street but at a hurtling dark shape that twisted through abarrel roll over the buildings beforeit
took adirect hit and tumbled into aball of debris-spewing fire that dammed an apartment block only a



few dozen meters short of the Turbostorm.

The blast picked up the gunship and spun it down the Street.

Of the unarmored groundcars, and the pedestrians, the taxicarts and street vendors, the elderly on their
stoops and the children who had darted playfully around the tal lightpoles- Nothing was I eft but smoking
rubble and twisted metd.

'What in the-" Nick redled off an impressive string of obscenities. "-wasthatT Mace wrestled the
Turbostorm out of its spin and cut the engines, the ship skidded down the Street trailing afountaining tail
of sparks. He leaned forward, his knuckles pale on the control yoke, and stared up through the
windscreen.

'May the Force give me strength.” he whispered: as close to a curse as he had ever come.

That hurtling dark shape had been one of the Incom Skyhoppers from the spaceport. The cannonfire that
had rained on the street and brought down the skyhopper had come from droid starfighters.

The night sky wasfull of ships.
Abovethecity.
'Oh, Depa." Mace breathed.

More than four hundred thousand people lived in Pelek Baw. Drawing fire from the sarfighters down
upon it could put the entire capital to the torch.

No: not could.

Had.

The skyhopper wasn't the first ship to crash into the crowded streets of the capital tonight.

And there were over ahundred more, from tiny racing yachts to immense freighters.

Hefdt the city in the Force: aholocaust of flame and darkness.

Panic. Rage. Grief.

Horror.

Therewas nothing else |l ft.

But the spaceport had adifferent fed entirely. "Depa, what have you doneT The comm panel chimed to
announce an incoming voice-and-visua. Numbly, Mace reached past Nick and Chalk to hit the receive
key. Scanning lasersin the comm unit traced a blue-lined image shadow on the windscreen: an eectronic
pre-echo of the larger-than-life holo-image projected into the burning night outside.

Animage of ahuge Korun with ashaven head and asmile like amouthful of bone needles.

He growled, and Mace wondered how Vaster could expect to be understood-his Force- powered



semi-tel epathy wouldn't modul ate acomm signd-but thislittle mystery ingtantly solved itsdlf.
When thelor pelek growled, the dark storm that had swallowed Pelek Baw growled with him.

Thank you for giving usthe city, doshdo. His smile spread like flames on oil. We have decided to
redecorate.

Mace opened his mouth to ask for CRC-09,'571-and closed it again. The commander had been warned
not to take orders from them.

They must havekilled him.
'Kar, wheré's Depa?' Mace held his desperate horror locked deep inside hischest. "Let metalk to her."
She doesn't want to talk to you. She doesn't want to see you. Ever. | have arranged matters so she won't

haveto.

'Kar, stop this. You haveto stop thisl™ And I will. Vastor'slips pulled back from those needle teeth, and
there was no longer even the pretense of asmile. When everyoneis dead.

'Y ou don't understand what you're doing-" Yes, | do. And so do you.
Mace's stare burned like the city around him.

Hedid understand. Finaly. Too late.

He had no words for what he felt. Perhaps there were no words.

| called to say good-bye, doshalo. Depawill remember you fondly. Aswill weadl. It isahero's desth you
go to, Mace of the Windu.

Mace showed his own teeth. "I'm not dead yet." IILfT OIU V LI'tt Vastor's blue-imaged head tilted a
centimeter to theright. What timeisit?

Macefroze.

A metdlic clank echoed in hismemory.

A clank that might have been deactivated vibroshields hitting the nose armor of a Senar Turbostorm.
Or- Not.

"Nick.1" Mace's sudden shout shocked the young Korun like a shot from a stun baton.

"Hang onf 'Hang on to what TT't1i& arming levers on the seat gectorsflipped up; Nick swore and threw
hisarms around Chalk half a second before the triggers pressed themsel ves and explosive bolts blew the
windscreen up and out and her chair shot toward the rooftops, out of balance and tumbling into the night
sky asthe time fuse on the proton grenade Vaster had mag-clamped to the Turbostorm's nose precisely
where its shaped charge would blow a dozen kilos of shredded armor plate through the cockpit
Sdeways- Detonated.

Mace found them by following his Force-link with Nick.



Double-loaded and out of balance, Chak's gector chair had carried them only asfar as a black rooftop,
flat and sticky with tar, before crashing to spill them acrossit. Flames from other buildings around lit its
wallsand cast its square shadow toward the stars.

Nick's silent silhouette knelt with bowed head beside her. His hand gently stroked bloody tangles of hair
away from her face; tearsfrom his eyesfdl to her cheeks, asthough death had finaly alowed thistough

girl to weep.

Mace stood at the roof's rim and looked out across the city.

His chair had carried him a dozen blocks away. He had come here on foot.
The Streets were anightmare.

Cannonfirerained a random. Missilesthat had lost their targets blasted groundcars and streets vendor
galls. People ran and screamed. Many were armed. More carried bundles of vauables saved-more
often looted-from burning buildings. Bodieslay sprawled on the pavement, ignored except for the curse
they would get when someone tripped over them in blind panic.

Hed seen alittle girl clutching the bloody tatters of a corpse's dress while she tried to scream life back
into its body.

He'd seen aWookiee and a'Y uzzem locked together, clawing and biting and shredding each other, howls
of terrified rage muffled by mouthfuls of each other'sflesh and fur.

He'd seen aman not two metersin front of him chopped in haf by ablasted-free hull plate that had fallen
from the sky like atabletop-sized cleaver.

From the rooftop, the capital of Haruun Kd looked like a night-shrouded volcanic plain: avast dark field
pocked with calderae that opened on hell. Clone-piloted ships streaked and spun and rolled, desperately
dodging starfighters that swooped and dived and spat flame. In those contestsit didn't matter who won;
thecity logt.

Pelek Baw had aways been ajungle, but only in ametaphoric sense. Vaster had brought the redl one.
Hewasthereal one.
And hewas egting this city dive.

'l dwaysused to." Nick's voice was soft. Almost expressionless. Just dow, and faintly puzzled. He still
knelt over her. "I used to, y'’know, kind of think. y'know, maybe someday, when | leave thisfraggin’
planet.” He shook his head helplesdy. "I dways kind of thought she'd be coming with me." 'Nick-" 'Not
that | asked her, you understand. No. Not that | ever had the gutsto say anything to her. About that.
About-" Helifted hisface to the cold distant stars. "About us. It just. it was just, y'’know, just never the
right time. And | kind of thought she knew. | hope she knew." 'Nick, I'm sorry. | cannot tell you how
sorry | am.” "Yeah." Nick nodded dowly, pensively, as though each motion of his head welded another
layer of armor around his grief. Then he sucked air through histeeth and shoved himsdlf to hisfest. "Lots
of people are sorry tonight." He had her gunbelt in his hands.

He moved to the roof rim to stand beside Mace and look out across the burning city.



"They'redl against usnow," he said softly. "Not just the militiaand the droids.” "Yes." He buckled
Chak's gunbdlt around hiswaist, and tied her holster down to his|eft thigh, to match his own on hisright.
"They'veturned on us. All of them. Kar and his Akks. Depa. Even the clones.” 'The clones,” Mace said
distantly, "are only following orders.” 'Orders from our enemies.” Now it was Macesturn to lower his
head: Mace's turn to nod layers of armor around hisown grief. "Yes" "And on our Sde-it'sus. You and
me. Nobody else." He drew her gun, smooth and fast, checking its heft and balance. He popped the clip
and snapped it back in. "Y 'know, Kar saved her life." He spun the pistol forward, then reversed it so that
itsown spin dipped it snugly into the holster. "Temporarily." Mace murmured, "It's dways temporary.”
He gtared down into the pandemonium on the street. An armored groundcar filled with militiasvung
around a corner. The gunner on the roof-mounted EWHB-10 fired short burstsinto the air to clear the
road; some of the armed looters returned fire.

Nick said softly, "Y ou got any ideawhat we're gonnado?' Before Mace could spesk, Nick smiled
tiredly and raised ahand. "Don't bother. | know what you're about to say.” 'l don't think you do." Mace
gavethe militiavehicle below aspeculative frown.

'We're going to surrender.” SURRENDER T

he Highland Green Washeteriawas an imposing verdigris-domed edifice of gleaming whitetile set off by
obsidian grout. When the groundcar pulled up to it, itsSign was dark and its elaborate array of arched
windows were sedled by durasted blast shutters.

A block away, the streets were choked with burning wreckage; here, al was dark and fill.

The squad's noncom peered dimly through the groundcar's windscreen. "Dunno why the colond'd be
here' he said doubtfully.

'Maybe he wants abath," Nick said dryly from the rear compartment, where he sat among the other four
sweaty, tired-looking regulars. "Which wouldn't do any of you guys any harm either, | mean, shee." 'He's
here," Mace said from the front seat next to the noncom. "L et's get out.” 'l guess he could be here," the
noncom admitted reluctantly. " Okay, everybody out.” Asthe squad piled out onto the walkway, the
noncom muttered, "I till think we shouldatried the Ministry. And | probably oughta put binders on you,
t00." "There's no reason to go to the Ministry," Mace said. "And you don't need the binders.” 'Ahh, frag
the binders anyway. Okay, let'sgo." The noncom tried the blast-shuttered door.

"Locked." Purple energy flared. Durasted szzled. White-hot edges dulled to red, then darkened entirely.
Macesaid, "No, it isn't." The noncom used the barrel of hisblaster rifle asapry bar to swing open the
door. "Hey, what are you guys doing here?' The broad sculpted |obby of the Washeteria had been
turned into a heavy-weapons nest. A platoon of militia crouched, squatted, or lay behind temporary
barriers of expanded permacrete.

Tripod-mounted repeaters were levelled at the open door. The men's faces were drawn, their eyesround
and haunted; here and there arifle muzzle trembled.

Anoddly familiar voicereplied, "A guy might want to ask you the same question.” "Well, | captured that
Jedi everybody'slooking for, didn't 1," the noncom said. "Here, come on in." Mace stepped around the
open door.

"You!" It was the big man from the spaceport pro-bi showers, and he didn't look frightened at all.



Mace said, "How's your nose?" The big man went for his sidearm with an impressively swift draw.
Mace's was faster.

By thetime the big man's blaster cleared hisholster, Mace was staring at him past the szzling purple
fountain of hisblade. "Don't." Nick said, "Y ou guys know each other?' The big man held the blaster
steady, aimed at Mace's upper lip. He said sourly, " Capturedhim, did you?' 'Uh, sure, Lieutenant-" The
noncom blinked uncertainly. "Well, okay, they surrendered, but it's the same thing, right? | mean, he's
here, ain't he?' 'Stand away from them. All of you. Right now." The squad scattered.

Mace said, "I need to see Colond Geptun." 'Y 'know, that's afunny thing." The big lieutenant squinted
past his blagter's sights. "Because he don't want to see you. He told me specifically. About you. He said
you might show up here. He said you're supposed to be shot on sight.” 'Shooting at Jedi," Mace said, "is
alosing proposition.” 'Y eah, I've heard that." "Lieutenant, do you have afamily?' The officer scowled.
"None of your business." 'Have you looked outside recently?' The big man'sjaw tightened. He didn't
answer. Hedidn't haveto.

Mace sad, "l can stop it. Those ships your droids are chasing are piloted by men under my command.
But if something wereto happen to me..." The big man's chin drew down stubbornly. His men frowned at
each other; some bit their lips or shifted their weight. One of them said doubtfully, "Hey, Lou, y'know-I
got two kids, and Gemmy's up with another-" "'Shut it." 'Y our choiceis straightforward,” Mace said. "You
can follow orders and open fire. Mot of you will die. And your familieswill beleft out there. Without
you. And without any hope other than that their desths might be quick.

'Or you can bring meto Colonel Geptun. Save hundreds of thousands of lives. Including your own.

'Do your duty. Or do what's right. 1t's up to you.” The big man ground out his words between clenched
teeth. Y ou know the last time | could breathe okay?* he growled, pointing at his nose. "Guess. Go on.
Guess." 'Y oursis not the only nose I've broken on this planet,” Mace said evenly. "And you deserved it
more than he did." The big man's knuckles whitened on the blaster.

Mace lowered hislightsaber but kept its blade humming. “Why don't you cal the colond and ask? 1t is
possible" he said with half anod back toward the bloody chaos outside, “that he has changed hismind.”
Thelieutenant's scowl thickened until it broke under its own weight. He shook his head disgustedly and
let hisgunarm fall to hisside. "They don't pay me enough for this." He came out from behind the
permacrete barrier and went to the house comm at the hostess desk. A brief conversation went onin
undertones. When it was over, he looked even more disgusted. He returned his blaster to its holster and
waved hisempty hand at his men. "Awright, sland down, everybody. Put ‘'em away." While his men
complied, he walked over to Mace. "I'll need your wegpons." From behind Mace's shoulder, Nick said,
"Y ou don't have to take our wegpons.” 'Don't quit your day job, kid." The lieutenant held out his hand.
"Comeon: | can't bring you down there armed.” Mace silently handed over hislightsaber. Nick flushed
while he dangled his pistols from one finger through each trigger guard.

The lieutenant took both pistolsin one hand, and weighed Mace's lightsaber in the palm of the other. He
gaveit athoughtful frown. "The colond said you're Mace Windu." 'Did he?' The officer looked the Jedi
Master inthe eye. "Isit true? Y ou'reredly him? Mace Windu?' Mace admitted it.

"Then maybe | don't mind the nose so much.” The big man shook his head ruefully. "I guess I'm lucky to
bediveat dl, huh?' "You," Mace said, "should consider anew line of work." The entrance to the
Republic Intelligence station was awaterproof hatch; it was disguised as part of the checkered tile
pattern on the bottom of a steaming minera bath fed by the natural hot springs below the Washeteria.



The lieutenant led Mace and Nick to awading-stair from the deck down into the shalow end. Two
swesting regulars brought up the rear, rifles danted acrosstheir chests.

Nick made aface. "Stinksin here. Peopleredlly want to go inthat?' ‘Not many, | bet,” the big man said.
"If they did, it wouldn't make areal good secret entrance, would it?" A concealed latch opened a code
pand that swung down from the stair rail. The lieutenant tucked Mace's lightsaber under hisarm so he
could punch some keys, and the field generator built into the stairs and the pool floor hummed to life. An
electric crackle heralded the opening of achanne; wals of szzling energy held back the sul-furously
steaming water. Toward the deep end the channel became atunnel. Another code pand opened the
waterproof hatch, and openwork stairs with drains beneath them led down into adry, brightly lit room
filled with the very latest eectronic surveillance, code-breaking, and communications equipment.

A handful of peoplein civilian clothes monitored the various Sations like they knew what they were
doing. There was an undertone of ingstent muttering, and many of the console monitors showed only
sow.

The lieutenant showed them to asmal gloomy chamber with holoviewer walls and a heavy lammastable
in the center. The only light in the chamber came from the holoviewers: they showed redtime images of
the city. The celling sparkled with swooping droid starfighters and the hurtling shipsthey pursued. Burning
buildings cast adull flickering rose-colored glow that silhouetted a small plump man seeted at the far end
of thetable.

'Magter Windu. Please comein.” Geptun's voice was thin, and the self-deprecating chuckle he offered
had afragile edge. "It appearsthat | miscalculated.” Mace said, "We both did." 'l| never suspected that
Jedi could be capable of such. savagery.” 'Neither did 1." 'People are dying out there, Windu! Civilians.
Children." 'If your concern for children had included Korunnai, we wouldn't be hereright now." ‘I s that
what thisis? Revenge?' The colonel sprang jerkily to hisfeet. "Do Jedi take revenge? How can you do
this? How can you do 'Y ou are not the only one,” Mace said evenly, "with unreliable subordinates.” "Ah-"
Geptun sank dowly back into his chair and lowered his head into hishands. A wesk, sickly laugh shook
his shoulders. "I understand. | didn't migudge you. Y ou migudged jour people. Thisisal your mistake,
not mine." "Therewill be plenty of guilt to go around. All that isimportant right now isthe power to make
it stop." 'And you have this power?' 'No," Mace said. "You do." "You think | haven't fried"?Y ou think |
don't have every person in this station working to deactivate those starfighters? L ook at this-you see dl
this?' Geptun's voice was going shrill. A shadow-wave of atrembling hand swept the images on thewalls
and ceiling. "These are land- line sensors. Hard-wired. Want to see our remotes?' He stabbed a control
on thetabletop. All four walls and the ceiling fuzzed to eye-gtinging white snow.

'See? Don't you see? All our signd-jamming controls are at the spaceport, too! Even if you wanted to
order your pilotsto stand down, you can't. We can't get through-it's out of our hands. We are helpless.
Helpless." In the white light from the screens, Geptun looked pale and disheveled. His eyeswere red and
puffy. Hislipswere swollen asif held been chewing them. Black sweat stained hisblouse from his
ampitsto hisbdt.

Mace sad, "Thereis one more thing you can try." 'Enlighten me." 'Surrender.” Geptun's laugh was bitter.
"Oh, certainly. Why didn't | think of that?* He shook his head.

"Surrender to whom?' 'To the Republic,” Mace said. "To me." 'Toyou} You'remy prisoner. And you're
wasting my time." His hand shook when he waved at the lieutenant. ""Take them away.” The big man
shrugged. "Y ou heard him-" the lieutenant began, but he finished the statement with a sudden yelp of
surprise and pain when the lightsaber he held ignited in his hand, the blade stabbing downward to drive a
smoking holethrough histhigh.



His hands opened; the pistols clattered to the floor and the lightsaber flipped into Macespam. "You
hold it likethis" Mace said, sizzling blade poised a centimeter from the end of the big man'snose.

The two regulars behind them cursed and fumbled with their rifles. Nick spun to face them and brought
up hisarms as both his pistol yanked themselves through the air to smack into his hands. "L et'sjust not,
okay?' Thetwo militiamen, blinking and cross-eyed asthey tried to focus on one muzzle apiece, settled
on the better part of vaor. Pde and grimacing, the lieutenant sagged against the holoviewer at his back,
dutching histhigh.

Thesearemy terms,”" Mace said evenly. "The planetary militiawill immediately cease dl operationsin the
Lorshan Pass. Y ou will turn over to me the starfighter control codes. And, asthe ranking military
officid-and the ranking officer of the Confederacy-you will sign aformal surrender ceding Haruun Kd,
and the Al'har system itsdlf, to the Republic.” 'Colond-" The lieutenant's growl wasthin with pain.
"Maybe you oughtathink about it.

Y'know? Think about it. | mean, dl the guys-we got families here-" Geptun clutched the edge of the
table, livid. "If I don't?' Mace shrugged. "Then | won't save your city." 'How am | supposed to trust that
you will? That you even can?" 'Y ou know who | am.” Geptun trembled, and not from fear. "Thisis
extortion!" 'No," Mace said. "It'swar." Theforma surrender had been drafted, witnessed, and signed
right therein the Intel station.

'Y ou know thishas no lega standing,” Geptun said as he affixed his signature and retind print. "'l sign this
surrender only under duress-" 'Surrender is always made under duress,” Mace observed dryly. "That's
why they call it surrender.” Mace set the comm gear to automatically make anumber of trans missions
the ingtant sgnd- jamming abated enough that communications could resume. Many of the tranamissions
would be smple ordersto the various battaions of militiato lay down their ams. More significant would
be a HoloNet report to Coruscant with acopy of the surrender agreement, along with an emergency
summonsfor a Republic task force. If the Republic could get here in force before the Confederacy did,
their landing would be unopposed. By the time signal-jamming would end, held have control of the
garfight-ers; even if the Separatists got here first, Mace would be in a position to make the Al'har system
uncomfortably hot for them.

And if they tried to land, the spaceport controlled the planetary defenses aswell.
Now al he had to do was control the spaceport.

They had the whole platoon plus the armored groundcar squad for escort through the chaos of Pelek
Baw.

Geptun got them through the militia perimeter that stretched in athick arc among the burning warehouses,
then Mace stepped out of the groundcar. "Nick. You drive." He shooed away the rest of the militiamen.
Geptun started to follow them. "Not you, Colond. Get in the car." 'Me?' The ride to the spaceport had
given Geptun time to recover his composure; he looked dmost hisold self again. "Y ou can't be serioud!
What do you expect meto do?' 'Y ou'll transmit the deactivation codes. To make sure nothing goes
wrong." 'Why should | have to do anything What will you two be doing?* Nick stared through the
windshield at the spaceport gates. "Killing people.” Geptun looked a him, blinking as though he were

expecting apunchline.

Mace sad, "Get in the car.” 'Redlly-I mean, please-l don't know what kind of man you think | am-""I
think," Mace said, "that you are avery brilliant man. | think that you have more courage than you have



ever guessed. | think that you truly care about this city, and the peopleinit. | think your cynicismisa
fraud." "What-what-redly, thisisastonishing-" 'l think that if you were truly as corrupt and vend asyou
pretend,” said Mace Windu, "you would bein the Senate." Geptun's blank gape hung on for one silent
second, then gave way to an abrupt guffaw.

Shaking his head, till chuckling, he walked around to the other side of the groundcar. "Here, young man,
shoveover. I'll drive.” "Y ou will?" Y ou might have to shoot people, yes?' Nick looked at Mace; Mace
shrugged, and Nick did over to the passenger sSde. Geptun adjusted the pilot's seat to make himsalf
comfortable behind the control yoke. "1 suppose,” he said with avast theatrical Sigh, "l am asready as|
will ever be" Maceignited hislightsaber.

Helifted its blade, and stood for amoment, staring into its blaze as though he could read his future there.
Perhaps he could.

Thet killing flame might be the only future he had.

Helet it drop to hisside but held it alight, and walked toward the spaceport gates.

'Follow me." Geptun engaged the groundcar's drive system and let the armored vehicle roll dong behind
the Jedi Master's ddliberate Stride.

Turbolaser towers|loomed to either sde. From the city at his back came the shriek of fighting ships
cutting the air, the hammer of weapons and the rolling booms of exploding buildings, but beyond the
durasted bars of the gate, all was silence and stillness.

He reached the gate, and looked across the bare landing field toward the control center.

Empty. Silent. Vast. The dayfloodsthrew stark white glare.

His blade flashed. Durasted clanged on permacrete.

Mace walked into the spaceport.

The groundcar rolled in after him.

He had no ideawhat to expect here. He thought he was ready for anything. He was dmost right.

Onething he didn't expect was the crackle of a hemet speaker from the ground-level hatch of the
turbolaser tower to hisleft.

'Generd Windu! Generd Windu, isthat you?' Three troopers crouched in the doorway.

Macecdled, "Yes." 'Permission to approach, sr!" He waved them over, and they came at arun. They
snapped to attention in perfect file.

"With the genera's permission-the sergeant sent us out to seeif it wasyou, sir!" 'And it is" Mace said.
"Me." They said your ship blew up." 'Did they?' "Yes, Sir! They told us you were dead!" Mace Windu
said, "Not yet." Mace stared at the bleak durasted of the blast door while the trooper captain filled him
in.



The blast door was afull meter thick, and locked with internal bolts of neutronium. Its surface was
smooth. Dull matte gray. From the outside, it was controlled by a code pand. Theinsde had amanua
whedl. When the wheel was engaged, the code panel was usdless.

The command bunker was more secure than most treasure vaults. Only the swiftness of their assault had
allowed Mace, Depa, and the Akk Guards to captureit in the first place; the defenders had not had time
to swingit shut.

The brightly lit corridor ssemed unred. A full platoon of heavy assault troopers crouched in atight arc on
the white tile around the blast door, bolting tripods into the floor and charging weapons. Four more
platoons waited in reserve, two down either direction of the corridor.

Mace stood in front of the door. Geptun sat on a heavy repeater's fusion pack, white-knuckled hands
clutching his armored datapad. Nick sat on the floor with his back against the wall beside the door, eyes
closed. He might have been adeep.

The trooper captain was designated CC-8,'349. He told Mace that the regiment had had no
communication from the bunker snce the news that the generd had been killed; that was shortly after
Master Billaba had ordered them to use the spaceport's shipsto draw the droid starfighters down upon
the city. The rest of the clone troopers had been ordered to stand ready to repel amilitiainfantry assaullt.

Since then, there had been no communication from the bunker. No one had entered. No one had | eft.
Mace had agood idea how the inside of the bunker looked right now. Too good an idea.

A surge of dark power spread across the city like the shock-front of afusion bomb.

Behind that door was ground zero.

'Makes you wonder," Nick said dowly, eyes still closed, "just what they're doing in there.” Mace said,
"They'rewaiting." 'For what?' He looked down at the lightsaber in hishand. "To seeif | come back."
Nick seemed to chew this over. He opened his eyes and pulled himself to hisfeet. He shook hisarms
loose and hooked his thumbs over his gunbelts. "Then | guess we shouldn't disappoint them.” Mace
frowned at the dug pistols holstered on Nick'sthighs. ™Y ou should borrow ablaster.” 'Fine with these."
'Blasters are more accurate. More stopping power." Mace's voice was grim. "More shots." Nick drew
hisright hand gun, turning it over asthough admiring it for the first time. "Thing about dugsis, they only go
oneway," hesaid lazily. "Blastersare all well and good, but | don't particularly care to est my own shot.
Sugsdon't bounce." 'Off avibroshield they will." Nick shrugged. "Not off alightsaber.” Mace lowered
his head. He had no answer.

The sick weight that had gathered in his chest for so long now threatened to crush him atogether.

'Captain Four-Nine," he said dowly. "No one comes out of there but us. Do you understand? No one.”
'Genera, we should go in firg-" 'No." 'With the generd's pardon: That's what we arefor.” 'Y our purpose
isto fight. Not to die uselesdy. Master Y oda knew better than to send troopers against a single enemy
Force-user on Geonosis, in that bunker may be as many as seven." 'Eight.” Mace glared at Nick. Nick
shrugged. "Y ou know it'strue.” The Jedi Magter set hisjaw.

'Eight." Heturned again to CC-8,'349. "I will goinfirst. Y our men will enter on my command. Two
platoons. Comein shooting: blast anything that moves. But thisis not search and destroy.



Y ou're there solely to cover Colond Geptun. Y ou will take al available measuresto protect him, and to
ensure that he completes hismission. His mission isthe objective of this operation, understood? If he
fails, nothing else matters.” 'Yes, Sr. Understood, Sir." "Therest of you will remain out hereto hold the
doorway. If you haveto. And if you can.” 'Um, if | might interrupt-?" Geptun coughed delicately. "Has
anyone consdered just how we are going to get z®7" 'Just like we do everything else,” Nick said. "The
hard way." 'Pardon?" 'Shaped charges,” Mace told him. He turned to the trooper captain. "Proton
grenades. Blow the door.” 'Generd-!" CC-8,'349 stiffened to attention. "With the generd's pardon, sir,
Commander Seven-Oné's il in there! With more than twenty men. And there are prisonersto consider,
gr.

Including civilians. If we use proton grenades, the casudties-" "Thereisno onein that room except the
dead,” Mace said heavily. "And the people who killed them." He nodded to Nick. "Cover my back from
the doorway." The young Korun drew Chak's pistol from hisleft holster. He held both gunslow and
loose, and nodded back.

'Colond Geptun.” The plump little Balawal pushed himself to hisfeet. He clamped the armored datapad
under onearm but still held it with both white-knuckled hands. One of his kneecaps jumped and
shuddered, but hisvoice was light and steady as ever. "Ready when you are, Magter Jedi." 'l can't
protect you in there." 'Lovely." 'Y ou won't be using the console. The transceiver unit itsalf isin achamber
below the bunker.

| will provide access. Stay out here until | call for thetroopers.” ‘Certainly. | aminno, ah, hurry, if you
take my meaning. | have never been anything remotely resembling ahero.” 'People," Mace said with
tragic conviction, "change." Heignited hisblade. He held it with both hands.

'May the Force be with us." He looked at CC-8,'349.

‘All right, Captain. Blow the door.” THE HARD WAY G

reasy smoke curled from the shattered blast door. It reeked of blood and flesh and human waste.
Thesmdl of degth.

Mace stood next to the door, waiting for the smoke to thin.

The command bunker was dark as acave. The only light was the white shaft that spilled in through the
opening that used to be the door. Theinterior materidized as though it dowly drew substance from the
hezeitsdf.

Bodies were everywhere.

Piled dong thewalls. Draped over the banks of monitor consoles. Facedown on the floor in black pools.
Some wore combat armor. Some wore militia khakis. Somewore no uniform et al.

Some were missing pieces.

Mace's blade hissed in the smoke as hewent inside.

Asawegpon, alightsaber was uniquely tidy. Even, in asense, merciful. Its powerful cascade of energy
ingtantly seared and cauterized any wound it inflicted. The woundsrarely bled at dl. It wasaclean



weapon.

A vibroshield was not.

STARWARS: SHATTERPOIN1 The floor in the command bunker was treacheroudy dippery.
Mace trod with care. Behind him, Nick dipped through the doorway and put his back to the wall.

All was slence and death. A whole different world from the madness outside. Inside was a darker
madness.

So dark he might aswell be blind.

'Depa,”" he said softly. "Kar. Come out. | know you're watching me.

Hisanswer was alow, silky predator's growl that seemed to come from everywhere at once.
We don't have to be enemies.

Mace brought up his blade. He moved cautioudy around the ruins of the monitor bank closest to the
doorway.

Aren't we on the same side? Weve won the planet for you, haven't we?

Mace reached into the Force, feding for the emptiness below that would contain the transceiver. With
each step, he worked hisfeet down, seeking solid footing on the floor before taking the next.

Do you redly want to fight us? We arekin, youand |.

We are your own people.

'Y ou were never my people. Mace spoke without emotion. "A man like you will dways be my enemy,
no matter whose sdeyou're on. And | will dwaysfight you." Why do they name you aMaster? Y ou
have mastered only futility. Y ou cannot possibly win.

| don't havetowin,” Macesaid. "All | haveto doisfight." A low snarl wasthe only warning he got.
Nick'sgunsroared flame at a hurtling dark shape that legped from nowhere. Sparks clanged in the gloom
as Mace whirled ingtinctively and dashed at the shape and it vanished in adivethat carried it over the
console bank. Before held even seen what it was.

Hed never fdt it coming.

Dark power swirled around him.

Helet his blade shrink away and crouched between two console banks, his heart hammering. "Nick!" he
cdled. "Did you get him?' 'Don't think so." Nick's voice came out thin and tight. " Sounded like he took
both on the shields. Y ou?' Mace smelled smoke: charred flesh. "Perhaps. A piece of him, any , way.

'See where he came from?' 'No. | think-" Mace's breath hissed through histeeth. "I thin they're hiding
among the bodies. Stay ready.” Y ou better believeit.” The low snarling growl became mocking. Y our



Force can't help yo here. Here thereis only pelekotan. And we are only pelekotani dream.
Mace crept hisway slently aong the console bank.

You didn't feel me coming at you. Y ou cant.

‘That wasn't you," Mace said, low.

But it was. One-seventh of me.

Y our pardon: one-eighth.

He could fed the transceiver chamber now: two meters away o the far side of this console bank. Its
ceiling began ameter and ahabelow thefloor.

Y ou have lost her. Lost her to pelekotan. Lost her to pelekotan's drean aworld free from Balawai.
Mace muttered, "We are all Bdawai here." Hetriggered hisblade just long enough to stab into the leg
well ¢ the console under which he crouched, and carve an arch out of  back just large enough to crawl
through. He pulled the cutaway piec freeand laid it flat.

Onthefar sdelay aknot of dead clones. Four. He had to crav over them.

Someone had taken off their helmets. Their eyes were open.

Jango Fett's dead face stared at him four times over.

Dead eyes|ooked into him and saw nothing but his guilt.

He kept moving.

The spot he needed was just ahead. Mace findly tore his attentio away from the dead clones, and froze.
Someone had been carving the floor there dready. Blackene hunks of the command bunker's armor
plating lay strewn around human-sized pit aready nearly ameter deep. Besdethem, ade formin
tattered brown robes lay crumpled on the floor.

Her lightsaber was il in her hand.

For one giddy instant, his heart sang: she had anticipated him. She hadn't fallen to the dark-it had been an
act, dl an act't't She had been cutting through the floor to help him- But it was only one ingtant. He knew
better.

Of course she had anticipated him: she knew al there was to know about his style. Sheld known exactly
what histarget had to be, and she hadn't been cutting into the chamber below in order to help activate the
transceiver.

She'd been going there to destroy it.

Looked like the proton grenade blast had caught her just in time. She didn't seem to be breathing. In the
blinding swirl of dark power that filled the bunker, he could not fed if she il lived.



Y ou have gone very quiet, doshao. Do you think silence can save you? Do you think that because you
cannot fed me, thereverseisaso true?

Too much fatigue; too much pain. He had no room left in his heart for more.

Hewould grievelater. Now, looking a her corpse, he felt only avague, melancholy relief that he hadn't
hed to kill her himsdf.

Do you think there is anything about you | don't know?

'l think,” Mace said, "that if you weredl you claim, I'd dready be dead.” He pushed himself into a
forward roll that brought him up to a crouch, and looked down into the hole. She/d done most of his
work for him aready. He could cut through with asingle stroke.

Y ou arenot yet my kill.

'No?Whosekill am I, then?' The answer to his question was alightsaber's emitter jammed againgt his
bly.

Mace had timeto think blankly: Oh. Not dead. Faking.

'Depa-?' She screamed as she triggered her blade. And kept screaming as its green fire chewed atunnel
through Mace's guts and speared out his back. His hand seized hersingtinctively, locking her blade
againg hisbody so that she could not kill him by dashing it free. His own blade ignited- But he could not
strike her. Even now. Not here, so close he could kiss her instead; not while her scream spiraled up into
asghriek; not while he had to ook into her wide staring eyes and see no hate or rage but only stark agony.

Hewas going to have to do this the hard way.

He struck downward into the pit beside them, his blade dicing out alopsided dlipse of armor plate that
dropped into darkness below and clanged to an unseen floor.

"Geptunf heroared. "NOW Flashes of battle: -shadows fleeing the bunker as swarms of screaming
electric blue blaster bolts rebounding off walls shoot them to rags- -aflood of troopers spreading into a
wave through the doorway, weapons gouting lightning-colored energy, Geptun in the middle of them,
head down and running, datapad cradled like ababy in hisarms- -abuzzing shidd of slver flame that
diced through ablaster rifle so that it exploded and took with it the trooper's hands- Theseimages
burned in Mace's brain as he fought for hislife againgt the woman who should have been his daughter.

He brought his blade back up from the pit and turned hiswrist on the forehand so that his recovery
sroke took her in the temple with hislightsaber's butt. Her fingers dipped off the blade's activation plate
and it shrank back down through hisbody. She howled and punched his eyesocket with her free hand,
but Mace got his foot wedged between them and he shoved her away with apowerful thrust.

At the same ingtant both of them backflipped into the air, landing on their feet poised in perfect mirror
images, their blades whipping in identicaly curving dashesamost too fast to see.

Blaster bolts howled around them. The air crackled with streaks and splatters of energy.

Their bladesflickered and whipped and no bolt touched their flesh.



Their eyes never |eft each other's.

Something had torn in his guts when he did the backflip. Smoke trickled upward from the holein his
belly. He could smdll it, but he felt no pain. Not yet. His blade whirred through the air.

Herswhirred faster. She advanced.

The dashes never stopped. They would never stop. They flowed one into the next with liquid precision.
This constant near-invisible weave of lethal energy isthe ready-stance of Vagpad.

'Depa," Mace said desperately. "I don't want to fight you. Depa, please-" She sprang at him, screaming
vh\ghout words; he couldn't know if sheld heard him. He couldn't know if language still had meaning for

Then she was on him. Hiswhole world turned to green fire.

Twenty-four troopers entered the bunker in awedge around Colonel Geptun. Nick Rostu kept his back
againg thewall while he watched them die.

Akk Guards legped over and past them, and with every legp another clone fell. The clones never
stopped, never fdtered, firing blaster carbines from the hip, forcing their way forward over the bodies of
their comrades.

And it wasn't only cloneswho died.

The Force nudged Nick, and he swung a pistol and fired without thinking. A legping Akk Guard whirled
and the dug banged sparks off his shield, but in the ingtant his attention was diverted he fell againgt the
muzzle of atrooper's DC-15 and blue energy exploded out his back.

This Akk Guard had been aman Nick knew, as he knew them all. This one's name had been Prouk.
Hed liked to gamble, and he once lost sixty creditsto Nick on abet, and hed paidiit.

Another nudge from the Force and another shot took out the knee of an Akk Guard. He crumpled on
top of adying trooper, who still had enough life left in him to hold down thetrigger of hiscarbineand
blow the akk to rags.

Thiswas the Guard whose nose Mace had broken. His name was Thaffal.

Nick waswaiting for his next shot when amassve shadow rose up right in front of him; intent on the
Force, Nick hadn't seen him coming. He said, "Whoops." This oné's name was lolu. He had saved
Nick's lifeduring afire-fight, once. A long time ago.

'Hello, Nick," lolu said, and drove his shield's sizzling edge toward Nick's neck.

Depa's blade was everywhere.

Mace backpedaed, parrying franticaly, absorbing the shock of her attacks with bent armsand a

two-handed grip. Hewastaller than she, with more reach and weight, and vastly more musclein his
upper body, but she drove him backward as though he were a child. Green flame struck through his



guard, and only afrantic jerk of hishead turned what would have been abrain-burning thrust into aline
of char dong his cheekbone.

Still he did not strike back.

'l will not kill you," he said. "Desgth is not the answer to your pain." Her reply was a scream louder and
more savage and an ondaught to match. She broke through his guard again and scorched hiswrist.
Another stroke burned adice through his pants leg just above the knee.

Power roared around her, arising storm of darkness.

Mace got it now: as each Akk Guard died, his share of pelekotan backflowed through the bonds V aster
had forged among them.

She was getting stronger.

And with each stroke of her blade, he could fed himsdlf dipping into the shadows. He had to. She was
too strong, too fagt, too everything. The only way he could survive wasto give more of himself to
Vagpad. Togivedl of himsdf.

To snk into pelekotaris dream.

Hefdt it: he had reached his own shatterpoint. And he was breaking.

The vibroshield flashed toward his neck.

Nick's knees buckled and he bent backward like a drawn bow. lolu's fist grazed Nick's nose asthe
horizonta vibroshield passed over the young Korun's upturned face and bit into the wall so smoothly that
the Akk Guard's knuckles hit as well; the unexpected shock loosened his grip on the vibroshied's
activator and itshum died, leaving it stuck fast inthewall.

Before lolu could pull it back out, Nick flipped his pistol's muzzle up against the Akk Guard's extended
elbow.

The dug didn't quite blow hisarm off. lolu swayed, stunned.

Chak'sgunin Nick's other hand came up under lolu's chin. "Never liked you anyway," Nick said, and
pulled thetrigger.

The corpsefell againgt him. Its shattered arm dipped free of the shidld's retaining straps.

Nick pushed himself sdeways out from under, looking for another target, and the dead Guard did down
thewall.

Geptun was nowhere to be seen. He was either dead or down with the transceiver. Either way, there
was nothing left to do but fight.

A knot of clone troopers stood back-to-back, firing desperately at onelone Akk Guard who leaped and
spun and daughtered with demonic precison.

No: not an Akk Guard.



It was Kar Vaster.

Nick leveed Chak'sgun. "Thisisfor her, scum-packer," he muttered. "Never liked you either." But her
pistol wastoo heavy for him to hold steady. His own seemed to have gained a dozen kilos aswell. "What
thefrag-?" His kneesturned to cloth.

He looked over at lolu's corpse. The other shield, one that till hung silent long his dead arm, was
stained bright red. Dripping.

Nick said, "Oh." Helooked down. A huge diagonal gash opened histunic across his abdomen, and his
legs were soaked with blood. He sagged back against the wall.

'Oh," hesaid again. "Oh, nuts." And, in the end, hewas just too tired. Too old.
Too wounded.

Through the trace of Force connection he had with Nick, Mace felt the young Korun collgpse.
Something broke insde his head, and al his own wounds crashed upon him.

Every cut and bruise, every cracked bone and sprained joint, the man-bite on his shoulder and the hole
through hisguts: al of them blossomed into Slent screams.

Hislightsaber went heavy, and his arms went dow. She burned a stripe across his chest, and he
staggered.

Hisfighting spirit wasn't destroyed. It wasn't even far away. He could fed whereit had gone.

He could reach out and touch it.

It waswaiting for himin the dark.

Lorz Geptun quivered uncontrollably. Crouched in the cramped chamber that wasfilled with the
refresher-sized tranceiver, hetried not to listen to the steady diminuendo of the blaster fire above. Each
gun that fell slent was oneless man up thereto protect hislife.

His hands trembled so badly he could barely punch the keys on the codelock that sedled his datapad's
armored shell. When hefindly got it open, he had to fumblein theinky shadowsfor the linkport on the
transceiver. His shaking hands made inserting his pad's datdink resemble threading a needle with hisfed,
but he got it done.

With agasp of triumph, he keyed the droid starfighter recall sequence.

Nothing happened.

A moment later, his datgpad's screen announced: ECM FAULT. UNABLE TO EXECUTE. ECM
FAULT. ECM: Electronic Counter- Measure. The sgnd-jamming was till on.

Inthe Force, Macefelt Geptun's despair. It felt like a gift.

Another man might even have smiled.



Hetook onelast look at the darknessthat called to him- Darkness within mirroring darkness without-
And turned away.

Helet hisblade vanish. Hisarms dropped to his sides.
Depamoved in for thekill.
Mace backed away.

She legped for him, dashing, and he dipped aside. She pressed her attack and he retreated, over bodies
and through blaster-riddled wreckage of console banks, until he came hard up againgt a console that il
had power: indicator lights flashed like droid eyesin the gloom.

The blade of green firewhirled up, poised, and struck.
Helet himsdf collapse.

Hefdl to thefloor at her feet, and instead of cleaving his skull, her blade dashed the console behind him
in half. Cables spat blue sparks across the burned gap.

Thiswas the console that controlled the spaceport's signal-jamming equipment.

Down in the transceiver chamber, Geptun stared at his datapad's screen with astonished reverence,
conscious of having been unexpectedly granted undeserved grace.

It read: COMMAND EXECUTED.

In the skies over Pelek Baw, asthe snowcap on Grandfather's Shoulder kindled with thefirst red rays of
dawn, droid starfighters disengaged from clone-piloted ships and streaked back into the depths of space.

In the command bunker, the swirl of dark power crested, paused, and began to recede.

Mace lay on the floor. He didn't think he could get up. Depa stared down a him, her face lit jungle-green
by the glow of her blade, and asingle needle of light seemed to pierce the dark madnessin her eyes.
"Oh, Mace." Her voice was amoan of astonished pain. Her blade vanished, and her armsfell limp and
helplessto her sdes. "Mace, I'm sorry-I'm so sorry." He managed to lift ahand to reach up to her.
"Depa" "Mace, I'm sorry," she repeated, and brought her lightsaber up to put its emitter to her own
temple. "We shouldn't have come." "Depa, nol" Mace found he did have the strength to rise, to stand,
evento legp for her, but he was exhausted, and wounded, and far, far too dow. She squeezed the
activator plate.

A single sharp report-like ahandclap-rang out behind him, and aspark flew from the metal of her blade
asit was smacked spinning from her hand.

It twisted lazily through the air and clattered among the wreckage. She blinked dizzily, asthough she
couldn't quite understand why shewas il aive, then crumpled to the floor. Mace turned toward where
the sound had come from. Sitting next to the corpse of adead Akk Guard, his back propped against the
wall, one hand pressed to his chest to hold closed a horrible wound, Nick Rostu grinned past the
smoking barrel of the pistal in his other hand.



"Told you." "Nick-" "Told you | can shoot." he said. Hisfingers opened and the gun fdll to thefloor; his
hand dropped on top of it and his eyes drifted shut.

‘Nick, I-" The young Korun was beyond hearing. Mace said softly, "Thank you." He swayed. He had to
put out a hand to the wrecked comm console to steady himself.

The bunker had once again gone quiet and dark and full of death. Quiet except for alow growl.
The growl came from ablack shape that rose like corpse-fungus from among the bodies.

So, doshao. Here we are. For thelast time.

'Perhaps." The shape smoked with power. More power than Mace had ever felt.

And hewas so tired. So hurt. The lightsaber wound in hisbelly radiated pain that scraped away his
drength.

The shadow beckoned. Come on, then: jungle rules.
'On the contrary,” Mace said dowly. " Jedi rules.” What are Jedi rules?

'Y ou don't need to know," Macetold him. "You're not aJedi.” Vibroshidldswhined to life. | am waiting
for you, Jedi of the Windu.

Mace extended ahand, and hislightsaber found it.

He stood, waiting.

'Y ou fear to attack me.

‘Jedi do not fear," Mace said. "And we do not attack. Aslong asyou stand in peace, sodo |. Y ou have
just learned two of the Jedli rules. For whét little good they will do you. Y ou haven't been paying very
close attention, Kar. And it'stoo late to Start now. It'sover.” Nothing isover! NOTHING. Not while we
both live.

‘Thisisanother Jedi rule." Mace took a couple of stepsto one side, to find a space of floor where he
didn't haveto fear tripping over abody. "If you fight a Jedi, you've already lost." The dark shape came

closer. Fine words from aman I've beaten before.

"The starfighters have been ordered off. The city will stand. They've surrendered to the Republic. We
have no reason to fight." Men like us are our own reason.

Mace shook hishead. "Thisisnt abig dog thing. If I must, | will hurt you. Badly." Y ou can't bluff me.
'No, but | can kill you. Though | would rather not." More Jedi rules?

Mace sagged. "Do you have amove to make? I'm too tired for this." Sleep when you're dead, Vaster
snarled, and leaped.

Ultrachrome flashed. Mace could have met him, blade to shilds, but instead he dipped aside.



He had no intention of fighting this man. Not here and now. Not anywhere. Not ever.

Vagtor was younger, stronger, faster, and immensely more powerful, and he wielded wesapons that could
not be harmed by the Jedi blade. Mace couldn't win such a battle on his best day, and this day wasfar
from his best: he was exhausted, badly wounded, and heartsick.

But thefact that hislightsaber couldn't hurt those shidds didn't make them invulnerable.

AsVadtor gathered himself to spring again, Mace reached into the Force. The vibroshield stuck into the
wall above Nick's head squeded againgt the bunker's armor asit cameto life and pulled itsdlf free and
streaked like amissile toward Vastor's back.

Vagtor'sincredible reflexes whirled him, and those same reflexes snapped his shiddsin front of his chest
in plenty of timeto block- But they didn't actualy block anything.

There was areason why, when Vastor's shields met to make that metallic howl, he always brought them
together back-to-back, instead of edge-to-edge.

Theflying shied's vibrating edge sheared through both Vastor's shidds, through both hiswrists, and
buried itsdf in the bone of his chest, Sopping less than a centimeter short of hisheart.

Vastor blinked astonishment at Mace as though the Jedi Master had betrayed him.

Mace said, "You were warned." Vastor's head shook weakly, suddenly palsied. He dropped to his
knees. Y ou'vekilled me.

He sounded like he couldn't make himsdf bdieveit.

'No," Mace said. "That's another of the Jedi rules. Killing you is not the answer for your crimes. Y ou're
going back to Coruscant. Y ou're going to stand trial.” Vaster swayed. His gaze went blank and blind.

'Kar Vadter," said Mace Windu, "you are under arrest.” Vaster pitched forward. Mace caught him and
turned him face-up before lowering the unconscious lor pelek to the floor.

Then he pulled himsdlf back to hisfeet, leaning on the console.

Hisvison grayed and lost focus, for amoment he wasn't sure where he was. This might have been
Palpatine's office. Or the interrogation room at the Ministry of Justice. The Intel station, or the dead room
at the Lorshan Pess.

Perhaps even the Jedi Temple. but the Jedi Temple wouldn't ever smell likethis.

Would it?

'Master Windu?' He remembered the voice, and it brought him back to the command bunker.

Isit over?' Geptun caled tentatively from the transceiver chamber. He sounded very old, and more than
alittlelost. "Can | come out now?' Mace looked down at Kar Vastor, and the spreading pool of blood

inwhich helay. He looked at the scattered corpses of clone troopers and militiatechs. He looked at
Nick Rostu, crumpled againgt the wall.



‘Master Windu?' Geptun's head appeared dowly over the rim of the holein thefloor. "Did wewin?"
Mace looked at the sad, shrunken form of Depa Billaba, and thought about his victory conditions.

'l seemto be," Mace Windu said dowly, "the last one standing.” It was the only answer he had.

AFTERWORD THE JEDI'SWAR FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF MACE WINDU: | ill
dream of Geonosis.

But my dreams are different, now.

A Republic task force arrived to take possession of Haruun Ka and the Al'har system within forty-eight
standard hours of my arrest of Kar Vaster; it seemsthey had aready been dispatched to answer a
digtress call from the acting commander of the Halieck.

Their landing was unopposed.

The Republic will not occupy Haruun Kal; acting under my authority as Genera of the Grand Army of
the Republic, | redesgnated the Korunna Highland. It isno longer enemy territory, and Haruun Ka isno
longer officidly awar zone. On my recommendeation, the Senate has declared the combat operationson
Haruun Kal to be apolice action.

Because | have decided to treat the Summertime War as alaw enforcement problem.

Which it would have always been, had the financid interests behind the thyssel bark trade not been able
to buy off certain Senators and Judicia sector coordinators.

We arein the process of disarming the jungle prospectors and the remaining bands of Korunnai
guerrillas. It'sgoing surprisingly well; the jups are terrified of Republic soldiers, and the Korunnai bands
are mostly exhausted and sick. Asthey come to understand that they will not be mistrested, many smply
surrender atogether. All charges of atrocities are being investigated. If those responsible can be
identified, they will betried, and they will be punished.

The planetary militiaremains, though at grestly reduced strength. The militiaregulars will now become
what they should dways have been.

K eepers of the peace. Not soldiers.

Many of them have volunteered to be inducted into the Republic Army.

Including, unexpectedly, Colond Geptun.

He has not been charged with any crime. The vast bulk of the atrocities committed against the Korunnal
were done by jungle prospectors, not the militia. Even histhreat of a massacre at the Lorshan Passturns
out to have been abluff. He never ordered any such thing; in fact, the militias written rules of engagement

specificaly prohibit the targeting of civilians.

Not only have | recommended he be accepted into the Grand Army of the Republic, | have already
written out histransfer to Republic Intelligence.

Wewill need him.



Nick-l should say, Mgor Rostu-continues to convalesce in amedica center here on Coruscant. | do not
know if I can keep my promise of ajob teaching unconventiona warfare, but | have no doubt we can
find something for him. | have submitted arecommendation to the Senate that his brevet rank be
confirmed.

And that he be awarded the Medal of Vaor for conspicuous gdlantry under fire, and actions above and
beyond the call of duty.

| have a s assigned to Chalk a posthumous commission. Her real name, | have learned only now, was
Liane Trevval, and that name will gppear in the Senate record. | gave her the commission to render her
eigiblefor the same medd.

| have no other way to express my respect for who shewas.

Her great akk, Galthra, has vanished. If an akk's Force-bonded part ner dies, it is customary to put the
beast down, for it is not uncommon for akks who have lost their person to go insane, and vicious.

Gdthrawent into the jungle. | can only hope she staysthere.

Pelek Baw will be rebuilt. Thereistoo much money in the thyssel trade for its epicenter to liein ruinsfor
long. The casudties- Are recorded elsawhere. It isastaggering number.

No one on Haruun Ka will ever forget that night.

Kar Vastor aso continues to recover from hiswounds. His hands were saved, and heis under detention
here in the Jedi Temple, where his power cannot sway hisjailers.

Hewill not beimmediately tried for the murder of Terrd Nakay; that will only befiled againgt himin the
event of hisacquittd on hisinitial charge. For thetrial of Kar Vastor, we have revived a category of
crime under which no one has been prosecuted in four thousand years: since the days of the Sith Wars.
Kar Vasgtor has been charged with crimes againg civilization.

And Depa- Depawill face the same charge.

Someday.

If she's ever declared competent to stand tridl.

After reading my report on Haruun Ka, Supreme Chancellor Palpatine-in his characteristically warm and
compass onate way-took time from his more pressing duties to come to the Temple and look in on Depa

persondly.

He was accompanied by Y oda and mysdlf; the three of us stood alone in a darkened observation room,
watching through aholoviewer asthree Jedi healers attended to poor Depa.

She hung suspended in a bactatank. Her eyes were open-submerged in bacta one has no need to
blink-and they stared fixedly through the transparisted at something only she could see.

Depa has not spoken-has not moved-since her collapse. The greatest Jedi hedlers of the Temple can find
nothing organicaly wrong with her. Bacta has cured her physical wounds; it cannot touch the rest.



When the heders touch her through the Force, dl they find is darkness. Vast and featureless.
Sheislog ininfinite night.

The Supreme Chancellor watched only for amoment or two before he sighed and shook his head sadly.
"Still no progress, | takeit?' Y odawatched me gravely while | struggled to find words to answer. Finally
he sighed and took pity on me.

"Toend her life, shetried,” hesaid. "Mogt tragic thisis: to have sunk so deeply into despair that she can
no longer seelight. Y et we must not follow her there; hold on to hope, we must.

Recover she may. Someday." Though perhaps | should not have admitted it, the truth pushed its way out
of me. "l would aimost have preferred to lose the planet, if | could have saved Depa.” 'And do you know
what caused her breakdown?" Pal patine pressed his hand againgt the holoviewer, as though he could
reach through it and stroke her hair. "1 recall that learning this was one of the stated purposes of your
mission to Haruun Ka, and yet your report offers no definite conclusion.” Sowly, | admitted, "Yes. | do
know." 'And?" 'It'sdifficult to explain. Especidly to anon-Jedi.” 'Doesit have anything to do with that
scar on her forehead? Where her-what did you cdll it?' 'The Greater Mark of Illumination.” 'Y es. Where
her Mark of Illumination once was. | recognize that thisis painful for you, Master Windu, but please. The
Jedi are vitd to the surviva of the Republic, and Master Billabais not the only Jedi we havelost to the
darkness. Anything we can learn about what might cause oneto fal isincredibly important.” | nodded.
"But | cannot offer a specific answer." 'Wdll, the scar, then. Was she tortured?" | do not know. Possibly.
It isaso possiblethat the wound was self-inflicted. We may never know." ‘Itisapity,” Papatine
murmured, "that we cannot ask her." Some few seconds passed before | was able to respond. "I can
only speculate in genera terms, based upon what she told me, and upon my own experiences.”

Pd patine's eyebrows twitched upward. Y our own?" | could not meet his gaze; when | lowered my
head, | found Y oda staring up at me. Hiswise wrinkled face was filled with ancient compassion. "Fall
you did not," he said softly. "From this, strength you can take." | nodded, and found myself once again
ableto face the Supreme Chancellor. "It'swar,” | said. "Not just that war, but war itsef. When every
choice you make means death. When saving these innocents means that those innocents must die. I'm not
surethat any Jedi can survive such choicesfor long." Palpatine looked from Y odato me, hisface amask
of compassionate concern. "Who would have thought that fighting awar could have such aterrible effect
on aJedi? Even when wewin," he murmured. "Who would ever have thought such athing?' 'Yes" |
could only agree. "Who would have thought it, indeed?’ "Wonder, one must,” Y oda said dowly, "if that
might be the most important question of al." There followed along, uncomfortable silence, which
Pdpatinefindly broke. "Ah, sadly, questions of philosophy must wait for peacetime. We must focus on
winning thiswar." That'swhat Depadid,” | said. "And look what it did to her." 'Ah, but such athing
could never happen to-say, for example-you,” Papatine said warmly. Hislipswore an enigmatic smile.
"Couldit?" | didnt tell himthet it could. That it nearly had.

| think about that alot, these days. | think about Depa. About everything she said to me.
And didtome.

| think about the jungle.

Shewas right about so many things,

Shewasright about her Jedi of the Future. To win thiswar against the Separatists, we must abandon the
very thing that makes us Jedi. Y es, we won on Haruun Kal-because our enemy broke under the club of



KarVastor's monstrous ruthlessness.

Jedi are keepers of the peace. We are not soldiers.

If we become soldiers, we will be Jedi no more. f Yet | do not despair.
She was wrong about some things, too.

Y ou see, she got lost fighting someone el se'swar. She wasfighting : the wrong enemy. | The Separatists
are not the true enemies of the Jedi. They are ene- J mies of the Republic.

It isthe Republic which will stand or fal inthe battles of the Clone War. f Even the reborn Sith are not
our enemy. Not redly. f Our enemy is power mistaken for justice.

Our enemy isthe desperation that judtifies atrocity.

The Jedi'strue enemy isthe jungle, Our enemy isthe darknessitsdlf: the strangling cloud of fear and
despair and anguish that thiswar bringswith it. That is poisoning our galaxy. Thisiswhy my dreams of
Geonosis are different now.

Inmy dreams, | still do everything right.

But | do in my dreams exactly what | did in that arena.

If the prophecies are true-if Anakin Skywalker istruly the Chosen One, who will bring balanceto the
Force-then heisthe most important being alive today. And heisdivetoday because my Jedi ingtincts
wereworking just fine.

Because my mistake on Geonosiswasn't amisteke at all.

If I had done as Depa said | should have-if | had won the Clone War with a baradium bomb on
Geonosis-| would have lost thered war. The Jedi'swar.

Anakin Skywaker may be the shatterpoint of our war against the jungle.

If heis-if Anakinisthe being born to win that war-it does not matter if every other Jedi in the gaaxy dies.
Aslong as Anakin lives, we have hope. No matter how dark it gets, or how lost our cause may seem.
Heisour new hope for aJedi future.

May the Force bewith usall.

TheEnd
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