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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Long ago, in acinemafar away, afilm critic watched and reviewed a brand-new movie calledSar
Wars. If she'd known she was going to end up writing this book, she' d have taken more notes. . . so my
thanks go to editors Shelly Shapiro (Del Rey), Keith Clayton (Del Rey), and Sue Rostoni (L ucasfilm) for
their wise advice; to the many Star Wars fans who made me welcomein their world; and especidly to
Ryan Kaufman a LucasArts—Sar War soracle, polymath, wit, and all-around good bloke, who gave
generoudy of histime and knowledge, and never ran out of patience when | asked for the umpteenth
time, “Y es, but does the armor have to be white?’ 1t was the best of times, folks. Thanks.

PROLOGUE

Okay, thisis how it happened.

It s pitch black below and we're fast-roping into the crevasse, too fast: | can fed theimpact in my back
teethwhen | land. I'm first down and | flood the chamber with my helmet spot-lamp.

There satriple-seded blast door between us and the Geonosians and | haven't got time to calculate the
charge needed to blow it. A lot, then.P for plenty, like |l wastaught. Stick the thermal tape around the
edges and push in the detonator. Easier said than done: the aloy door’ s covered with crud.



Ddta Squad’ s CO gets on the helmet comlink. “Y ou having a party down there, Theta?’

“Can'trushan artis. . .”

“Y ou want to tell that to the spider droids?’

“Petience, Delta” Come on, come on. Stick to the metal, will you? “Nearly there”

“Alot of spider droids. . .”

“I hear you, Delta.”

“Inyour own time. No pressure. Noneat dl. . .”

“Clear!”

Weflatten oursdves againg the cavern wdls. It' sal white light and painful noise and flying dust for a
fraction of asecond. When we can see again, the doors are blown inward, ripped apart, billowing
smoke. “ Delta Squads—clear to enter. Take take take.”

“I thought you' d never ask.” Delta Squad hits the ground and they’ re straight in, firing, while we stand
back and cover their six. It sawarren of tunnels down here. If we' re not careful, something could jump
usfrom any direction.

My helmet’ s supposed to protect againgt high decibels, but war isnoisy.Really noisy. | can't hear my
helmet comlink through theomph-omph-omph of the Geonosians sonic rounds and our own blasterfire.

| can hear anti-armor going off, too.Fierfek, | can fed it through my boots.

Movement catches my eye up ahead, and then it’s gone. I’ m looking up through the DC-17’ s scope,
checking that it wasjust my imagination, and Taler gestures toward another of thefive tunndsfacing us.

“Darman, take that E-Web and hold this position.” He beckons Vin and Jay and they move aimost
back-to-back toward the mouth of the tunnel, checking to al sides.

And then | look up, overhead.

There' smore Geonosians around than we thought. Alot more. | take down two above me and then
more come out of the tunnel to the left so | open fire with the repeating blaster, nice and early, because if
| let them get too closethe blast will fry me aswell.

Even 0, it’ sknocking me back like atrip-hammer.

“Taler, Darman here, over.” | can't see him. | can't see any of them, but | can hear rapid fire. “Taler,
Darman here, you recelving me, over?’

Not so much silence as an absence of afamiliar voice. Then afew fragmented, crackling shouts of “. . .
down! Man down herel”

Who?Who'sdown?“Tder?Vin? Jay? Y ou receiving, over?’



I’ve lost contact with my squad.

It' sthelast time| seethem.

SCRAMBLE LINE ENCRYPTED
STAND BY STAND BY
GEONOSIS FORWARD CONTROL TO FLEET SUPPORT, ORD MANTELL.

PREPARE TO RECEIVE CASEVAC TRANSPORT. MED TRIAGE TEAM ESTIMATE
SERIOUS INJURIES, TWELVE THOUSAND, REPEAT TWELVE THOUSAND. WALKING
WOUNDED EIGHT THOUSAND, REPEAT EIGHT THOUSAND. ETA TEN HOURS.
LOGISTICSPRIORITY FOR BACTA TANK SUPPORT TEAMS.

PREP FOR SEVENTY-TWO THOUSAND COMBAT-FT TROOPS, REPEAT SEVENTY-TWO
THOUSAND, PENDING REDEPLOYMENT. PRIORITY WEAPONS SUPPORT FOR
COMMANDO UNITS.

THAT ISALL. OUT.

Republic assault shiplmplacable: inbound for extraction from Geonosis. Stand by.

Republic Commando 1136 studied every facein line waiting to board the gunships.

Some were helmeted, and some were not, but—one way or another—they al had hisface. And they
weredl strangers.

“Moveit,” the loadmaster shouted, gesturing sSide-to-side with one outstretched arm. “ Come on, shift it,
people—fast asyou can.” The gunships dropped down in clouds of dust and troopers embarked, some
turning to pull comrades inboard so the ships could lift again quickly. There was no reason to scramble
for it. They’ d doneit athousand timesin training; extraction from ared battle was what they’ d prepared
for. Thiswasn't aretreat. They' d grabbed their first victory.

The gunships downdraft kicked the red Geonosian soil into the air. RC-1136—Darman—took off his



helmet and ran his gauntlet carefully acrossthe pae gray dome, wiping avay the dust and noting afew
scrapes and burn marks.

The loadmaster turned to him. He was one of the very, very few outsiders whom Darman had ever seen
working with the Grand Army, a short, wrinkled Duros with atemper to match. “ Are you embarking or
what?’

Darman continued wiping hishdmet. “I'm waiting for my mates” he said.
“Y ou shift your shiny slver backsdenow,” theloadmaster said irritably. “1 got aschedule.”

Darman carefully brought up his knuckle plate just under the loadmasters s chin, and held it there. He
didn’t need to gect the vibroblade and he didn’t need to say aword. He' d made his point.

“WEell, whenever you're ready, Sir,” the Duros said, stepping back to chivy clone troopersingtead. It
wasn't agreat ideato upset acommando, especialy not one coming down from the adrendine high of
combat.

But therewas till no sgn of therest of his squad. Darman knew that there was no point in waiting any
longer. They hadn't called in. Maybe they had comlink failures. Maybe they had made it onto another
gunship.

It wasthefirgt timein hisartificidly short life that Darman hadn’t been able to reach out and touch the
men he had been raised with.

Hewaited haf astandard hour more anyway, until the gunships became less frequent and the lines of
troopers became shorter. Eventualy there was nobody standing on the desert plain but him, the Duros
loadmaster, and half adozen clonetroopers. It wasthe lagt lift of the day.

“Y ou better come now, Sir,” the loadmaster said. “ There' s nobody unaccounted for. Nobody alive,
ayway.”

Darman looked around the horizon onelast time, il fed-

ing asif hewereturning hisback on someone reaching out to him.

“I’'mcoming,” he said, and brought up the rear of theline. Asthe gunship lifted, he watched the swirling
dust, dwindling rock formations, and scattered shrinking patches of scrub until Geonosis became ablur of
dull red.

He could till search thelmplacable. 1t wasn't over yet.

The gunship dipped into thelmplacable's giant docking bay, and Darman looked down into the cavern,
onto a seaof white armor and orderly movement. The first thing that struck him when the gunship killed
itsthrusters and locked down on its pad was howquiet everyone seemed.

In the crowded bay full of troopers, the air stank of sweat and stale fear and the throat-rasping smell of
discharged blagter rifles. But it was so silent that if Darman hadn’t seen the evidence of exhausted and
injured men, he’ d have believed that nothing significant had happened in the lagt thirty hours.

The deck vibrated under the soles of his boots. He was il staring down at them, studying the random



patterns of Geonosian dust that clung to them, when an identica pair cameinto view.

“Number?’ said avoice that was aso his own. The commander swept him with atally sensor: hedidn’t
need Darman to tell him his number, or anything else for that matter, because the sensorsin the enhanced
Katarn armor reported his status silently, eectronically.No significant injury. Thetriage team on
Geonosis had waved him past, concentrating on the injured, ignoring both those too badly hurt to help
and those who could help themselves. “ Are you listening to me? Come on. Talk to me, son.”

“I’'mokay, sr,” hesaid. “Sir, RC-one-one-three-six. I’'m not in shock. I'mfine.” He paused. Nobody
esewasgoing to cal him by his squad nickname—Darman—again. They were al dead, he knew it.
Jay, Vin, Tder.He just knew. “Sir, any news of RC-one-one-three-five—"

“No,” said the commander, who had obvioudy heard smilar questions every time he stopped to check.
He gestured

with the small bar in hishand. “If they’re not in casevac or listed on this sweep, then they didn’'t makeit.”

It was stupid to ask. Darman should have known better. Clone troopers—and especialy Republic
commandos—just got on with the job. That wastheir sole purpose. And they werelucky, ther training
sergeant had told them; outside, in the ordinary world, every being from every speciesin the galaxy
fretted about their purposein life, searching for meaning. A clone didn’t need to. Clonesknew. They had
been perfected for their role, and doubt need never trouble them.

Darman had never known what doubt was until now. No amount of training had prepared him forthis.
He found a space againgt a bulkhead and sat down.

A clone trooper settled down next to him, squeezing into the gap and briefly clunking a shoulder plate
againg his. They glanced at each other. Darman rarely had any contact with the other clones:
commandos trained gpart from everyone, including ARC troopers. The trooper’ s armor was white,
lighter, less resistant; commandos enjoyed upgraded protection. And Darman displayed no rank colors.

But they both knew exactly who and what they were.

“Nice Deece,” the trooper said envioudy. Hewas looking at the DC-17: troopers wereissued the
heavier, lower-spec rifle, the DC-15. “lon pulse blaster, RPG anti-armor,and sniper?’

“Yeah.” Every item of his gear was manufactured to a higher spec. A trooper’ slifewaslessvauable
than acommando’s. It was the way things were, and Darman had never questioned it—not for long,
anyway. “Full house”

“Tidy.” Thetrooper nodded approval. “ Job done, eh?’

“Yeah,” Darman said quietly. “Job done.”

Thetrooper didn’t say anything else. Maybe he was wary of conversation with commandos. Darman
knew what troopers thought about him and hiskind. They don’t train like us and they don’t fight like

us. They don’'t even talk like us. A bunch of primadonnas.

Darman didn’t think he was arrogant. It wasjust that he could do every job asoldier could be called
upon to do, and



then some: siege assaullt, counterinsurgency, hostage extraction, demolitions, nation, surveillance,
and every kind of infantry activity on any terrain and in any environment, at any time. Heknew he could,
because he' ddone it. HE d doneit in training, first with smunition and then with live rounds. HE d doneiit
with his squad, the three brothers with whom he d spent every moment of his consciouslife. They'd
competed against other squads, thousands just like them, but not like them, because they were squad
brothers, and that wasspecial.

He had never been taught how to live apart from the squad, though. Now he would learn the hardest
way of dl.

Darman had absol ute confidence that he was one of the best special ops soldiers ever created. He was
undistracted by the everyday concerns of raising afamily and making aliving, thingsthat hisingtructors
said he was lucky never to know.

But now hewasaone. Very, very done. It was very distracting indeed.

He considered thisfor along timein silence. Surviving when the rest of your squad had been killed was
no causefor pride. It felt instead like something histraining sergeant had described asshame. That was
what you felt when you lost a battle, gpparently.

But they had won. It wastheir first battle, and they hadwon.

Thelanding ramp of thelmplacable eased down, and the bright sunlight of Ord Mantell streamed in.
Darman replaced his hemet without thinking and stood in an orderly line, waiting to disembark and be
reassigned. He was going to be chilled down, kept in suspended animation until duty called again.

So thiswas the aftermath of victory. He wondered how much worse defest might fedl.

Imbraani, Qiilura: 40 light-years from Ord Mantetl, Tingd Arm.

Thefield of barg flowed from silver to ruby asthe wind from the southwest bent the ripening grainin
waves. It could have been a perfect late-summer day; instead it was turning into one of the worst days of

Etain Tur-Mukan'slife

Etain had run and run and she had nothing left in her. She flung hersdlf flat between the furrows, not
caring where shefdl. Etain held her breath as something stinking and wet squel ched under her.

The pursuing Weequay couldn’t hear her above the wind, she knew, but she held her breath anyway.
“Hey girliel” His boots crunched closer. He was panting. “Where you go? Don’t be shy.”
Don't breathe.

“| got bottle of urrgal. Y ou want to have party?’ He had aremarkably large vocabulary for aWeequay,
all of it centered on his baser needs.” | fun when you get to know me.”

| should have waited for it to get dark. | could influence his mind, try to make him leave.

But she hadn’'t. And she couldn’t, try as she might to concentrate. She wastoo full of adrenaine and
uncontrolled panic.



“Come on, you scrag-end, where are you? | find you. . .”

He sounded asif he was kicking hisway through the crop, and getting closer. If she got up and ran for i,
shewas dead. If she stayed where she was, he' d find her—eventually. He wasn't going to get bored,
and hewasn’'t going to give up.

“Girlie. . .”

The Weequay’ s voice was closg, to her right, about twenty meters away. She sipped a strangled breath
and clamped her lips shut again, lungs aching, eyes streaming with the effort.

“Girlie...” Closer. He was going to step right on her. “Gir-leeeeee. . "
She knew what he' d do when hefound her. If shewas lucky, he' d kill her afterward.
“Gir—"

The Weequay was interrupted by aloud, wetthwack. Helet out agrunt and then there was a second
thwack— shorter, sharper, harder. Etain heard a squea of pain.

“How many timeshave| got to tell you,di ‘kut?” It wasadifferent voice, human, with an hard edge of
authority. Thwack. “ Don’ t—waste—my—time.” Anotherthwack: another squedl. Etain kept her face
pressed in thedirt. “Y ou get drunkone moretime, you go chasing femaesone moretime, and I’m going
to dit you from hereto—here.”

The Weequay shrieked. It was the sort of incoherent animal sound that beings made when pain
overwhelmed them. Etain had heard too much of that sound in her short time on Qiilura. Then there was
Slence.

She hadn’'t heard the voice before, but she didn’t need to. She knew exactly who it belonged to.

Etain strained to listen, half expecting a heavy boot to suddenly stamp on her back, but al she could hear
was the swish and crunch of two pairs of feet wading through the crop. Away from her. She caught
snatches of the fading conversation as the wind took it: the Weequay was still being berated.

“...moreimportant. . .”

What was?

“...later, but right now,di ‘kut, | need youto. .. okay? Or I'll cut. . .”

Etain waited. Eventudly dl she could hear was the bregth of the wind, the rustling grain, and the
occasiond fluting call of aground-ed seeking amate. She dlowed hersdlf to breasthe normaly again, but
gl shewaited, facedown in ripe manure, until dusk started to fall. She had to movenow. The gdans
would be out hunting, combing the fieldsin packs. On top of that, the smell that hadn’t bothered her
while she was gripped by terror was starting to redlly bother her now.

She eased herself up on her elbows, then her knees, and looked around.

Why did they have to manure barq so late in the season anyway? She fumbled in the pockets of her
cloak for acloth. Now if only she could find a stream, she could clean herself up. She pulled ahandful of



gtaks, crushed theminto aball,

and tried to scrape off the worst of the dung and debris stuck to her.

“That’ sapretty expensive crop to beusing forthat,” avoicesad.

Etain gulped in abreath and spun around to find alocal in agrubby smock scowling at her. He looked
thin, worn out, and annoyed; he was holding athreshing tool. “Do you know how much that Stuff’s
worth?’

“I'msorry,” shesaid. Siding her hand carefully ingde her cloak, shefdt for the familiar cylinder. She
hadn’t wanted the Weequay to know that she was a Jedi, but if thisfarmer was considering turning her in
for afew loaves or abottle of urrgal, she'd need her lightsaber handy. “It was your barg or my life, I'm
afrad.”

The farmer stared at the crushed stalks and the scattered bead-like grains, tight-lipped. Y es, barq
fetched ahuge price in the restaurants of Coruscant: it was aluxury, and the people who grew it for
export couldn’t afford it. That didn’t seem to bother the Neimoidians who controlled the trade. It never
did.

“I'll pay for the damage,” Etain said, her hand still inside the cloak.

“What were they after you for?’ the farmer asked, ignoring her offer.

“Theusud,” shesad.

“Oh-ah, you' re not that good looking.”

“Charming.”

“I know who you are.”

Oh no.Her grip closed. “ Y ou do?’

“I reckon.”

A little morefood for hisfamily. A few hours  drunken oblivion, courtesy of urrgd. That wasdl shewas
to him. He made as if to step closer and she drew her arm clear of her cloak, because she wasfed up
with running and she didn’t like thelook of that threshing tool.

\ zzzzzmmmm.

“Oh, great,” thefarmer sighed, eyeing the shaft of pure bluelight. “Not one of you lot. That'sall we

“Yes” shesaid, and held the lightsaber steady in front of her face. Her ssomach had knotted, but she
kept her voice under contral. “1 am Padawan Etain Tur-Mukan. Y ou can try to turn mein, if you want to
test my skill, but I’ d prefer that you help meinstead. Your cdl, sr.”

Thefarmer sared a the lightsaber asif he wastrying to work out apricefor it. “Didn’t help your Master
much, that thing, did it?’



“Master Fulier was unfortunate. And betrayed.” She lowered the lightsaber but didn’t cut the beam. “Are
you going to help me?’

“WE re going to have Ghez Hokan' sthugs dl over usif I—’

“I think they’ re busy,” Etain said.

“What do you want from us?’

“Shelter, for the moment.”

The farmer sucked histeeth thoughtfully. “ Okay. Come on, Padawan—"

“Get used to caling me Etain, please.” Shethumbed off the lightsaber: the light died with affumm sound,
and she dipped the hilt back insde her cloak. “Just to be on the safe side.”

Etain trailed after him, trying not to smell hersdlf, but it was hard, nauseetingly hard. Even a scent-hunting
gdan wouldn’t recognize her as ahuman. It was getting dark now, and the farmer kept glancing over his
shoulder &t her.

“Oh-ah.” He shook his head, engaged in someinterna conversation. “I’m Birhan, and thisismy land.
And | thought you lot were supposed to be able to use some sort of mind control tricks.”

“How do you know | haven't?” Etain lied.

“Oh-ah,” he said, and nothing more.

Shewasn't going to volunteer the obviousif he hadn't spotted it for himsalf. A disappointment to her
Master, shewas clearly not the best of the bunch. She struggled with the Force and she grappled with
self-discipline, and she was here because she and Master Fulier happened to be nearby when ajob

needed doing. Fulier never could resist a challenge and long odds, and it looked asif he'd paid the price.
They hadn’t found his body yet, but there had been no word from him, either.

Y es, Etain was a Padawan, technically speaking.

Shejust happened to be one who was a breath away from building permadomes in refugee camps. She
reasoned that part of aJedi’ s skill was the smple use of psychology. And if Birhan wanted to think the
Force was strong in her, and that there was alot more behind the externd shdll of agawky, plain girl
covered in stinking dung, then that wasfine by her.

It would keep her divealittle longer while she worked out what to do next.

Fleet Support, Ord Mantell, barrack block 5 Epsilon

It was awaste, arotten waste.

RC-1309 busied himself maintaining his boots. He cleaned out the clamps, blowing the red dust clear

with asguirt of air from the pressure gun. He rinsed the liners and shook them dry. There was no point
being idle while he was waliting to be chilled down.



“Sergeant”’

Helooked up. The commando who had walked in placed his surviva pack, armor, and black bodysuit
on the bunk opposite and stared back. His readout panel identified him as RC-8015.

“I’'mF,” hesaid, and held out his hand for shaking. “ So you lost your squad, too.”

“Niner,” RC-1309 said without taking the proffered hand. “ So,ner vod— my brother—you’ re the sole
urvivor?’

HY$”

“Did you hold back while your brothers pressed on? Or were you just lucky?’

F stood there with his hands on his hips, identica to Niner in every way except that he was. . .different.
He spoke alittle differently. He smelled subtly different. He moved hishands. . . not like Niner’ s squad
did, not at all.

“I didmy job,” Fi said carefully. “And I’ d rather be with them than here. . . ner vod.”

Niner considered him for awhile, and went back to cleaning hisboots. Fi put hiskit in the locker beside
the bunks, then sivung himsealf up into the top rack in one smooth mation. He folded hisarms under his
head very precisely and lay staring up at the bulkhead asif he were meditating.

If he had been Sev, Niner would have known exactly what he was doing, even without looking. But Sev
was gone.

Clonetroopers|ost brothersin training. So did commandos. But troopers were sociaized with whole
sections, platoons, companies, even regiments, and that meant that even after the inevitable deaths and
removals during live exercises, therewere il plenty of people around you whom you knew well.
Commandos worked solely with each other.

Niner had lost everyone he had grown up with, and so had Fi.

He' d lost abrother before—Two-Eight—on exercise. The three survivors had welcomed the
replacement, dthough they had dways fdt he was dightlydifferent —alittle distant—asif he had never
quite believed he' d been accepted.

But they performed to expected levels of excellence together—and aslong asthey did, their Kaminoan
technicians and motley band of alien instructors didn’t seem to care how they felt about it.

But the commandos cared. They just kept it to themselves.

“It wasawaste,” Niner said.

“What was?’ Fi said.

“Deploying usin an operation like Geonosis. It was an infantry job. Not specid ops.”

“That soundslike criticism of—"



“I"'m just making the point that we couldn’t perform to maximum effectiveness.”
“Understood. Maybe when we' re revived we' || be able to do what we' reredlly trained for.”

Niner wanted to say that he missed his squad, but that wasn’t something to confide in astranger. He
inspected his boots and was satisfied. Then he stood up and spread his bodysuit flat on the mattress and
checked it for vacuum integrity with the sweep-sensor in hisglove. It was aritud so ingrained in him that
he hardly thought about it: maintain boots, suit, and armor plates, recdibrate helmet systems, check
heads-up display, strip down and reassemble DC-17, empty and repack surviva pack.Done. It took him
twenty-six minutes and twenty seconds, give or take two seconds. Well-maintained gear was often the
difference between life and desth. So was two seconds.

He closed the top of his pack with aclack and secured the sedl. Then he checked the catches that held
the separate ordnance pack to see that they were moving freely. That mattered when he needed to
jettison explosive materials fast. When he glanced up, Fi was propped on one elbow, looking down at
him from the bunk.

“Dry rations go onthe fifth layer,” hesad.

Niner dways packed them farther down, between his spare rappelling line and his hygienekit. “Inyour
squad, maybe,” he said, and carried on.

Fi took the hint and rolled over on his back again, no doubt to meditate on how differently things might
be donein thefuture.

After awhile he started singing very quietly, dmost under his breath:Kom *rk tsad droten troch nyn
ures adenn, Dha Werda Verda a ‘ den tratu. They werethe wrath of the warrior’s shadow and the
gauntlet of the Republic; Niner knew the song. It was atraditional Mandalorian war chant, designed to
boost the morae of norma men who needed a bit of psyching up before afight. The words had been
dtered alittle to have meaning for the armies of clonewarriors.

We don't need dl that, Niner thought.\We were born to fight, nothing else.

But he found himsdlf joining in anyway. It was acomfort. He placed his gear in the locker, rolled onto his
bunk, and matched note and beat perfectly with F, two identical voicesin the deserted barrack room.

Niner would have traded every remaining moment of hislife for achanceto rerun the previousday’'s
engagement. He

would have held Sev and DD back; he would have sent O-Four west with the E-Web cannon.
But he hadn't.
Grd tua cuun hett su dralshy’ a.Our vengeance burns brighter ill.

Fi’svoicetrailed off into slence the merest fraction of a section before Niner's. He heard him swallow
hard.

“I was up there with them, Sarge,” he said quietly. “I didn’t hang back. Not at al.”

Niner closed his eyes. He regretted hinting that Fi might have done anything less.



“| know, brother,” hesaid. “I know.”

Clone personnel have free will, evenif they do follow orders. If they couldn’t think for themsalves, we'd
be better off with droids—and they ‘re a lot cheaper, too. They have to be able to respond to
situations we can’'t imagine. Will that change them in ways we can’t predict? Perhaps. But they
have to be mentally equipped to win wars. Now thaw thosemen out. They have a job to do.

—Jedi Magter Arligan Zey, intelligence officer

Secure briefing room, Fleet Support, Ord Mantell, three standard months after Geonosis

Fleet Support Base hadn’t been built to accommodate tens of thousands of troops, and it showed. The
briefing room was a cold store, and it ill smelled of food and spices. Darman could seetheloading rails
that spanned the celling, but he kept his focus on the holoscreen in front of him.

It didn’'t fed s0 bad to be revived after stasis. He was still acommando. They hadn’t reconditioned him.
That meant— that meant he' d performed to expected standards at Geonosis.He' d done well. Hefdt

positive.

But hishelmet felt different. There was alot more data on the HUD, the heads-up display. He flicked
between modes for awhile, controlling each command with rapid blinks, noting the extrasystems and
hardware that had been ingtalled since Geonosis.

Sitting to hisleft was his new sergeant, who preferred to

be called Niner when superior officers weren't around, and RC-8015, nicknamed Fi. They, too, were
the sole survivors of their squads. At least they knew what he was going through.

There was afourth makeshift seet in the row—ablue aloy packing crate—and it was unoccupied. Jedi
Master Arligan Zey, hands clasped behind his back, paced up and down in front of the screen, cloak

flapping, breaking the holoprojection each time. Another Jedi, who had not been identified, was splitting
his attention between Zey and the three hemeted commandos sitting absolutely still on the row of crates.

Thereflective surfaces of the spray-clean aloy walls enabled Darman to discreetly observe an unusud



alien—one he had never seen before. He had been trained to take in every detail of his surroundings,
athough it was very difficult not to notice the cregture.

The dien was about ameter and ahdf long, and it was dinking around the walls, sniffing. Black-furred
and glossy, it prowled on long ddlicate legs, thrusting anarrow muzzle into crevices and exhding sharply
eachtimeit did. Earlier, Darman had heard Zey addressit asVaagil: headso sad it wasaGurlanin, a

shapeshifter.

Darman had heard about shapeshiftersin training, but thiswasn't a Clawdite. He was watching its
reflection in hisright-field peripherd vision when the door swung open and another commando entered,
helmet tucked rigidly under hisright arm, and saluted smartly.

“RC-three-two-two-two, sir,” he said. “Apologiesfor keeping you, Sir. The medicsdidn’t want to
dischargeme.”

No wonder: there was a stripe of raw flesh across his face that started just under hisright eye, ran clean
across hismouth, and findly ended at the left Sde of hisjaw. He certainly didn’t ook like any of the other
clones now. Darman wondered what level of persuasion it had taken to get the medicd staff to kip a
course of bacta.

“Areyou fit, oldier?’ Zey sad.

“Fittofight, Sr.” He sat down next to Darman and assumed the same ramrod posture, glancing a him
briefly in

acknowledgment. So thiswastheir fourth man. They were asquad again—numericaly, anyway.Omega
Syuad.

The other Jedi was staring at the newcomer with an expression of barely conceded astonishment. Zey
seemed to notice and nudged his colleague. “ Padawan Jusik is new to clone armies, asarewedl.” That
was understandable: Darman had never seen Jedi before the Battle of Geonosis, and he was equally
fascinated. “You'll excuse hiscuriogty.”

Zey gestured at the holoscreen.

“Thisisyour objective, gentlemen—Qiilura” He glanced at his datapad, reading intently. “ This data has
been obtained from high-altitude reconnaissance, so it hasitslimitations.”

Zey went on, “Qiiluraistechnicdly neutral. Unfortunately, its neutrd statusislikely dueto end very
soon.”

He had referred to them asgentlemen. Maybe Zey didn’t know what to call commandos. It was il
early daysfor dl of them.

The image on the screen began as a blue-and-white disc, zooming in to views of chains of idands, deep
river inlets, and rolling plains peppered with patches of woodland and gameboard fields. It looked
pleasant and peaceful, and hence utterly alien to Darman, whose entire life beyond Tipoca City had been
spent on battlefields, red or virtua.

“Y ou'relooking at farming communities, dmost dl of them locatedhere in thisregion becauseit' sthe
most fertileland,” Zey said. “ They produce barg, kushayan, and fifty percent of the luxury foodstuffs and



beveragesin the gdaxy. There saso gem mining. The population is neverthdessliving at subsistence
levd, and there is no government other than the law of commerce and profit—Nemoidian traders
effectively own the planet, or at least the productive aress that are of useto them. They enforcetheir
sewardship through amilitia controlled by Ghez Hokan—aManda orian so unpleasantly violent that he
was actually asked to leave the Death Squad for enjoying hiswork too much.”

Jusik looked up from his datapad. He appeared to be following the presentation. “ Scum,” he said. “ One
of our sources

cdlsthem scum, indicating. . . avery disagreeable group of people.”

Zey paused for bregth asif to ensure that the last snippet of information had made its point. “ Given how
thinly stretched our resources are, we are unfortunately unable to justify intervening to dedl with any
injustice on Qiiluraa thistime. But we have excdlent intelligence that indicates asignificant military asset
located there.”

Darman was listening, and still watching the Gurlanin peripherdly. It had moved around the room to sit
upright beside Jusik, with its front paws neetly clasped beforeits chest. He was aso observing Jusik. The
Padawan still appeared riveted by the commandos. Darman was careful not to slare—even though any
eye movement was disguised by his helmet— because Jedi knew things without having to see. His
ingtructors had told him so. Jedi were omniscient, omnipotent, and to be obeyed at al times.

Darman hung on Zey’ severy word.

“Qiiluraisn’t onthemain lane, soto speek,” Zey sad. “Ided for hiding, if that’syour intention. And
thereare things hidden there. We need you to apprehend one, and destroy the other—a Separatist
scientist, Ovolot Qail Uthan, and her most recent project, a nanovirus. We have reason to believe both
areat aresearch facility on Qiilura”

Zey paused, and Jusik filled the space. “We have a Jedi there, Master Kast Fulier, but we haven't heard
from him or his Padawan in some weeks.”

Zey picked up again. “And let me assure you that we' ve been searching diligently for them. We havea
location for our targets, but no plans of the buildings. The lack of planswill make your retrieval and
sabotage task more chdlenging, aswill the communications Stuation. Questions?’

Niner raised agloved hand from hislap. “ Sir, whet isthe comm situation, exactly?’

“Neimoidians”

“Not quite with you, Sr.”

Zey looked blank for amoment, and then hisface lit up with revelation. “The Neimoidians own and
control al the

infrastructure—the native population scarcely have pitsfor refreshers, but their overlords enjoy the finest
comlink net and air traffic control that credits can buy. They like to ensure that nobody does business
without their knowledge. So they monitor everything, and very little intelligence comes out— you' |l have
to avoid using the long-range comlink. Do you understand me, soldier?’



“Sir, yesdr, Generd Zey.”

There was apause, along pause, and Zey looked along the row of three helmets and a damaged face as
if waiting for something. The Jedi had said he hadn’t worked with clones before; maybe he was expecting
adialogue. He stopped at Darman. The potentia embarrassment to the Master prompted Darman to fill
theslent void.

It was an obvious question to ask, redly.

“What' sthe nature of the nanovirus, Sr?’

Zey' shead moved back just afraction. “ Anintdligent and significant question,” he said.
“Thank you, Sr.”

“The answer, then, should be of great interest to you personally. It appearsto be specificaly aimed a
clone personnd.”

The deek black Gurlanin drew itsdf up to agreater height. “ They fear you, and with good reason,” it
sadinadeep, liquid voice. “ So they wish to kill, asdl ignorant beings do when they encounter something
they fear and misunderstand.”

It continued elongating and now appeared to be standing. It had changed shape.

“Yes” Zey said dowly, dragging the word into two syllables, and he looked away from the spectacle of
molecular rearrangement. “At thistime you still have an advantage—the Separatists dmost certainly
aren't aware of your potential as clone commandos. They have no ideawhat you can achieve, and
perhaps we have no ideg, either. But you have been created for excellence, and trained to redize that
potential by the most experienced ingtructorsin the galaxy. We have very high expectations.” Zey dipped
hishandsinto his cloak,

head lowered dightly. “If you happen to find Master Fulier safe, we would be relieved, but Uthan and
thefacility are your main priorities. Do you understand everything | have said?’

“Yessdr.” Darman nodded once and so did the others, but it wasn’t quite a synchronized movement.
We'll get it right, hethought.A couple of days' training, that'll sort it. Train hard, fight easy.

“I'll leave you to my Padawan, then,” Zey said, and swept out, pausing briefly at the door to look back
at the commandos, tilting his head asif he was either amazed or amused.

Jusk swalowed hard. The Gurlanin flowed from a column back into afour-limbed thing, and moved to
St besde RC-3222, gazing up a him. The commando didn’t react.

“Ahhh,” it Sghed. It had avoicelike running water. “My, that’ sindeed Fett’ sface. Fascinating.”

Jusik gestured to the exit. “I’m your armorer,” he said. “Weapons and data. Follow meand I’ll show
you what you' |l have at your disposd.”

The commandos rose as one—more or less—and followed him through the door and down a passage
gl srewn with victuding containers. The place smelled of stewed nerf even through Darman’ sfiltration



mask. The Gurlanin flowed before them, now a sinuous predator, now atrotting quadruped, shifting
shape asit went.

Jusik stopped at adoor at the end of the passage and turned to them.”| wonder if | could ask the rest of
you to remove your hemets.”

Nobody asked why, and they all obeyed, even though it wasn't phrased as the unequivoca order they
were expecting. The helmet seals made faintssss sounds as they opened.

“Oh,” Jusk said, and stared for a second. Then he opened the door and they stepped into a makeshift
amory.

It was a cache of treasures. There were upgrades and bolt-ons that Darman knew might fit hisexisting
gear, and ordnance that he didn’t recognize but looked like Republic issue, and there were . ..exotics.
Weapons he recalled from his database as belonging to a dozen different species—and

quite afew that he couldn’t place at all—werelaid out negtly on trestletables. It wasinviting, dmost as
invitingasamed.

“That adl looksratheruseful, sr,” Niner said.

“Delta Squad has been collecting afew things here and there,” Jusik said. The commandos were
focused on the weaponry, but Darman was aso noting Jusik’ s behavior with growing interest. The
Padawan stood back to let the men get a closer look at the armaments but he was watching them
carefully. “You' re nothing like droids at dl, are you?’

“Nosdr,” F sad. “We reflesh and blood. Bred to be the best.”
“Like Advanced Recon Commandos?”

“Not quite ARCs, sir. Not like clone troopers, either. We don’t work alone and we don’t work in
formations. Wejust look the same.”

“Thisisyour unit of four, then? A squad?’ He seemed to berecdling ahurried lesson. “Almost likea
family?”

Niner cut in. “Itisnow, gr.” He picked up a portable missile launcher that looked dightly different from
the standard-issue plex. “Light. Very light.”

“Merr-Sonn prototype,” Jusik said. “Nove alloy, heavier payloads, extrarange. It hasa
microrepul sorlift stabilizing unit, but they haven't resolved dl the more challenging technicd issuesyet. So
congder it shoulder-launching.” He peered at 3222’ sface. “Isthat painful 7’

“Not too bad, sir,” the commando said. But the wound had to hurt like fire. The abraded skin was ill
weeping. “I'll seetoit later.”

It didn’t seem to be the answer Jusik was expecting, judging by the dightuh sound he made. Maybe he
thought clonesdidn’t fed pain, likedroids. “Do you have names? | don’t mean numbers.Names.”

Now, that was avery private thing. Y ou kept your name to yourself, your squad, and your training
sergeant. Darman was embarrassed for him.



“My squad caled me Atin,” the wounded commando said.
Niner glanced a Fi but said nothing. Atin was Mandd orian for “stubborn.”

Jusik held up two redls of line that looked like matte ribbon, one black, one white. He took aribbon of
each color, twisted two short lengths together, and held up the braid in one hand and a bead-sized
detonator in the other. “One meter isthe equivaent yield of atherma detonator, but it' sdirectiond. Idesl
for making aframe charge. But be cautious with the quantity if you want to enter a building, rather than
destroy it completely. Y ou have some specid implosion ordnance for that purpose.”

“Any useful hand-thrown stuff?” Darman asked. “ Stun grenades?’
“We have afew Geonosan sonic detonators, and abox of EMPsfor anti-droid use.”
“Thet’ll do mefine. I'll takethelot.”

Niner was watching Darman intently. “Y ou’ re obvioudy our demalitionsman,” hesaid. Thenthe
sergeant turned back to the Padawan. “We ve been thoroughly trained, sir. Y ou can have complete
confidencein us”

That was true, Darman thought. They had beenvery thoroughly trained, day in, day out, for ten years,
and the only time they weren't training was when they were deeping. Even if they were untested asa
specia forces unit—apart from playing infantry three months ago—Darman had no doulbt that they would
perform to expected standards. He was happy to have the demolition role. He was proud of hisskill in
what was ddlicately known asrapid entry.

“What do you think happened to Master Fulier, Sr?” Darman asked. He wouldn't normally have posed
unnecessary questions, but Arligan Zey had seemed to approve of his curiosity, and Darman was
conditioned to do whatever Jedi generalswished.

Jusik opened a case of Kamino saberdarts and held it out asif offering atray of uj cakes. “Vaagil
believes he was betrayed by anative,” he said. “ They’ ve been known to do anything to earn food or a
few credits”

Darman wondered how a Jedi could be taken by anything less than an army. He' d seen them fight at
Geonos's. Hiswar-

fare was a science; theirs appeared to be an art. “Didn’t he have hislightsaber?’
“Hedid,” the Gurlanin said. “But Master Fulier has, or had, somediscipline issues”

Darman—asoldier able to withstand every privation in the field, and whose grestest fear was to wither
from age rather than diein combai—fdt inexplicably uncomfortable at the idea of a Jedi having falings.

“Magter Fulier was—is a courageous Jedi,” Jusik said, dmost losing his composed manner for a
moment. “Heissmply passionate about justice.”

Niner defused the moment. Darman felt reassured by his effortless authority. “ Sir, how long have we got
to plan the misson and attempt afew dry runs?’ he said.



“Eight standard hours,” Jusik replied, almost apologetic. “ Because that’ s how long the journey to Qiilura
will take. Y ou’ re embarking now.”

Etain emptied her bag on the straw mattressin the drying barn.

Despite appearances, thiswas the guest suite. Livestock wasn't allowed in the barn at thistime of year
because animas had atendency to eat the barq grain, and that was an awfully expensive way to fatten
merliesfor the table. The animalswere dlowed in the main house, and in the winter they even dept there,
partly to keep the place warm and partly to protect them from prowling gdans.

The house had smelled likeit, too. Nothing of the merlies— not even their body hest or their pungent
odor—was ever wasted. “ Keegps them bugs away,” Birhan had told her. “It'sagood gink.”

Etain kndlt beside the mattress and tried to think her way out of her predicament. Master Fulier was
probably dead: if he weren’t, he would have returned for her. He was—had been—"biilliant,
meagnificently skilled when he was focused on being so. But he was aso impatient, and inclined not to
walk away from matters that weren't his concern, and those were two factorsthat didn’t mix well with a
covert misson.

He' d decided one of Hokan’ s thugs needed to learn alesson in how to respect the local population. All
it took was for one of the Mandalorian’ s lieutenants to offer the same locals more than the price of a
bottle of urrgd to say where and when Fulier wasin town.

Town.That was ajoke.

Imbraani was't Coruscant, not at dl. The only infrastructure in the rambling collection of farmsteads
was devoted to what it took to grow, harvest, and export its cash crops, and to the comfort of its
commercia overlords. Etain had grown up in aworld where you could travel at will and send messages
eadly, and neither of those taken-for-granted facilities was readily available here.

Etain needed one of two things right now: to get passage off Qiilura, or to get adatatransmisson out in
her stead. She gill had amission to complete, if only to justify Master Fulier’ s sacrifice. She took asmall
gphere from the scattering of possessions on the mattress and opened it in two halveslike a shef’ nafruit.

A holochart blossomed into three dimensionsin her cupped hands, then another, then another. She had
layouts of half adozen Neimoidian and Separatist buildingsin the surrounding region, because Fulier
hadn’t been the only one who was careless. After afew bottles of urrga, theloca construction workers
dropped their guard.

Etain was neither anatural warrior nor agreat charmer, but she was aware of her talent for spotting
opportunities. It made up for alot.

Shewasn't sureif her Magter’ sfate wastied in to the holoschematics, or if he' d been seen asadirect
threat to Uthan. She suspected Ghez Hokan might even have done something smply because he didn’t
much care for Jedi.Play warriors, he caled them. He despised anyone who didn’t fight with hard metal
or their fists. Manda orians were tough; but Hokan operated at atotdly different level of brutality. Etain
had redlized that the moment she and Fulier had walked through what was | eft of afour-house village that
must have displeased him in some way.

She would never erase those images from her mind. She meditated hard twice aday. It till wasn't
helping. Settling down on her knees, shetried again, dowing her bresthing, calming her heart.



The gravel outside the barn crunched.

Etain picked up her lightsaber from the mattress as she stuffed the holochart spherein her tunic. Her
thumb hovered over the controls set in the hilt. She should have sensed someone coming, but she had
alowed her fatigue and despair to get the better of her.l didn’t check for another exit, shethought.
Supid, stupid, stupid. | might have to use this. . .

Asthe plank door swung open, she flicked the button and the blue light pierced the dusty air. The merlie
that wandered in didn’t gppear impressed. Nor did the small ederly woman who followed it.

“You'rejumpy,” she said. She had a covered tray in her hands and something bundled under one arm.
The merlie nuzzled Etain’ sknees, seeking attention. They were distressingly intelligent animals, nearly a
meter high at the shoulder and covered with long brown ringlets of wool; their round, green eyeswere
too disturbingly human for Etain’s peace of mind. “Here syour dinner.”

“Thank you,” Etain said, watching as the woman put the tray down on the mattress and placed the
bundle of brown fabric besdeit.

“Quite ajob getting that dung off your cloak,” the woman said, eyeing the lightsaber the way Birhan had.
“Still abit damp. But clean.”

“Thank you,” Etain repeated. She turned off the blade and peeled the cloth back from the tray. Two
rough clay plates held a couple of thin-breads and amush of stew, on top of which whole barq grains
werevisible. She could smell their cloying musky scent.

That quantity of barq was aweek’ s earnings for these people. “Y ou shouldn’t have goneto that trouble
for me,” Etain said, embarrassed.

“You' reagues,” thewoman said. “Besides, once I’ d scraped the dung off, shame to waste the grains
stuck to it, en? Oh-ah.”

Etain’s sscomach rolled but she kept a steady expression. Coruscant’ s food hygiene regulations certainly
didn’t apply here.

“Very kind of you,” she said, and forced asmile.
“They’ re coming, you know,” the woman said.

“I'll beready,” Etain lied, and indicated the lightsaber.
“No, not them Hokan thugs. Not them at al.”

Etain wondered whether to press her, but decided againgt it for the time being. She had no ideawho
she'd be asking for answers.

The woman sighed and shooed the merlie out the door with impatient hands. “ They’re coming, dl right,”
she said, and smiled, closing the door behind her.



CLASSIFIED, HIGHEST: ENCRYPTION ONLY

You ‘rethe best in your field—the best soldiers, tacticians, sappers, communicators, survival
experts. | picked you personally because | want you to train the best commandos in the galaxy.
You' I have everything you need, whatever you want, except one thing—home. Thisis a top-secret
project. You'll not tell anyone where you ‘re going and you’ Il not leave Kamino, ever. Asfar as
your friends and family are concerned, you're already dead.

—Jango Ftt, recruiting his handpicked commando ingtructors, the Cuy’vul Dar—in the Mandaorian
tongue, “those who no longer exist”

The Neimoidians had ataste for e aborate and wholly inappropriate grandeur, and Ghez Hokan
despised them for it.

Lik Ankkit' s huge villawas set on top of ahill overlooking akushayan plantation—afoolish choice given
the prevailing winds, but it seemed to satisfy the Neimoidian’s need to show he was boss. Thelocation
might have made sense from amilitary perspective, but—as Ankkit was a bean-counting coward like all
of hiskind—hedidn't need defengbility, either.

No, the Neimoidian was adi’ kut. A complete and utterdi’ kut.

Hokan ran up the hedge-flanked steps of the veranda spanning the entire front of the building, headdress
tucked under one arm, his shatter gun, knives, and rope-spike provocatively visiblein his belt.

Hewasn't rushing to see his paymaster, oh no. He wasjust in ahurry to get the meeting over with. He
ignored the servants and minions and swept into Ankkit' s spacious office with its panoramic view of the
countryside. Qiilura scommercia overlord was watering pots of flowers on the windowsll. He paused to
flick onewith hisfingertip, and it sorayed a powerful, Sickly scent into the air. Heinhaled with parted lips.

“I do wish you would knock, Hokan,” Ankkit said without turning around. “It’ sredly most
discourteous.”

“Y ou summoned me,” Hokan said flatly.
“Merely checking on the progress of your conversations with the Jedi.”
“Had there been any, | would have cdled you.”

“Y ou haven't killed him, have you? Do tell me you haven't. | need to know if hisactivitieswill affect



market prices.”

“I"'m not an amateur.”

“But one hasto do the best with the staff one has, yes?’

“I do my own dirty work, thanks. No, heisn't talking. He srather. . . resistant for a Jedi.”

If Ankkit had had a nose, he would have been looking down it at Hokan. Hokan controlled an impulsive
urgeto cut this glorified shopkeeper, thisgrocer, down to sze. For al his height, the Neimoidian was soft
and wegk, his only strength contained within hisbank account. He blinked with passionless, liquid red
eyes. Hokan dmost—al most—reached for his rope-spike.

“Jedi do not visit worlds like thisto take the therapeutic waters, Hokan. Have you confirmed that he has
an associae?”’

“He' saJedi Master. He was seen with a Padawan.”
“Not avery discreet Jedi Magter, it seems.”

Fulier couldn’t have been good at caculating odds or he' d never have started on Gar-Ul in the tavern.
But at least he was prepared to stand up for himsdlf, despite al that soft mystical nonsense he spouted.
Hokan admired guts, even if herarely tolerated them. They were dwaysin short supply.

“We ll find the Padawan, and we' I find out what intelligence Fulier has, if any.”
“Make sureyou do. | have alucrative contract resting on this.”

Hokan had become practiced at controlling his urge to lash out, but he saw no reason to subject his
mouth to the same discipline. “If | succeed, it’' Il be because| take pridein my work.”

“Y ou need the credits.”
“For thetime being. But one day, Ankkit, | won't need you at dl.”

Ankkit gathered hisrobesalittle closer and drew himself up to hisfull height, which had no effect on
Hokan at all.

“Y ou must learn to accept your reduced station in the galactic order, Hokan,” Ankkit said. “Thisisno
longer the hierarchy of brute force in which your warrior ancestors thrived. Today we need to be soldiers
of intellect and commerce, and no amount of strutting around in that museum-piece uniform will revive
your . . .glorious past. Alas, even the great Jango Fett succumbed to a Jedi inthe end.”

Newstraveled fast. Fett was asource of pride among the remaining handful of Mandaoriansin

diaspora. Even if hefought for money, he wasthebest. Ankkit must have known perfectly well how much
that comment would sting.

Hokan was determined that the Neimoidian would see no evidence on hisfaceto proveit. He'd
certainly tried to keep that out of his mind when he was interrogating Fulier, much as he wanted to blame
al Jedi for the humiliation of acultura hero. He had to be clear why he was smashing the Jedi’ s bones.
Revenge was unprofessiond.



Hetook acareful breath. “ Do you keep gdans as pets, Ankkit? | hear some offworldersdo try.”
“Gdans? No. Filthy little creatures. Most savage.”

“But if you did keep one, and didn’t feed it well, would you be surprised if it bit you?’

“| suppose not.”

“Then feed mewdl.”

Hokan turned and walked out without being dismissed, deliberately unbidden, and deliberately fast so
that Ankkit couldn’t have the last word. He replaced his helmet and ran down the steps of the ludicroudy
extravagant villa

Hedidn't careif Ankkit rented the whole planet out to Separatist scientists. They weren't honorable
enough to fight with real wegpons, either: they got bugsto do their work for them. It was adisgrace. It
wasunnatural.

Hokan felt in hisblood-red jacket for the Jedi’ sweapon. It didn’t look like much a all. And it was
surprisingly easy to activate, even though he suspected that fully mastering it might be another matter. A
humming blue shaft of light, vivid as day, shot out from the hilt. Hokan swept it scythe-style dong a nestly
clipped tarmul hedge, cutting itsheight in half.

The lightsaber wasn't bad for a soft Jedi weapon.

Hokan suspected the lightsaber looked at odds with histraditional Mandal orian helmet and its distinctive
T-shaped eye dit. But awarrior had to adapt.

And Fulier had questionsto answer.
Docking Bay D-768, Fleet Support Air Station, Ord Mantell

The Nar Shaddaa agyri-utility crop sprayer on the pad looked asif only its rust was holding it together. It
was, to use Jusk’ suncharacteristically colorful description, an old clunker.

And—somehow—it was taking them to Qiilura. It wouldn’t attract much attention flying over farming
country, unless, of coursg, it broke up in flight. Thisdidn’t seem out of the question.

“Well, they don’t build them like that anymore,” F said.

“That’ s because not even the Hutt Aviation Authority would certify this Narsh dirt-crate airworthy,”
Niner said, straining to prevent his pack from bending him over backward. He was laden with nearly
double the twenty-five-kilo

weight he was used to carrying, aong with apowered emergency chute. Niner had never actualy come
acrossthe HAA, but he d absorbed every scrap of intel read, seen, or heard in hislife. “Anyway, al it
hasto do is get us down there.”

“It'smaking anoble sacrifice,” Jusk said, suddenly right behind them. He smiled and murmured
dirt-crate to himsdf asif it amused him. Niner wondered for amoment if he' d broken protocol by using



the phrase. “ Are you certain you can do this? | could ask Master Zey if hewould alow meto
accompany you.”

Niner wanted to laugh, but you didn’t laugh at a Jedi, especialy one who seemed to care what
happened to you. “Welost too many officers at Geonoss, Sir. They can’t grow you to order.”

The Padawan lowered his eyes for asecond. “It’s considerate of you to think of me as an officer,
Sergeant.”

“Y ou're acommander now, sSir. Wewon't let you down. There’ s nobody better prepared for this than
LB”

“Thisisyour first specid operation, isn't it?’

“Yesgr.”

“Doesn’'t that worry you?’

“Nosdr. Not a all. Thesx P's, sir. Proper Planning Prevents Pi. . .Inadequate Performance, Sr.”
Jusik appeared to be counting and then raised hiseyebrows. “Thisisreal, Sergeant.”

Ah.For dl their skills and wisdom, there were gill some thingsthat even Jedi didn’t know. Niner
hesitated to lecture Jusik.

Red.Oh yes, Niner knew whatreal was, dl right.

Padawan Bardan Jusik had certainly never seen the Killing House on Kamino. He d never ssormed the
building, with itstwisting corridors and innumerable flights of Sairs, he didn’t know how many
commandos died in training when the rounds were live and the terrorists—or whoever the directing staff
were being that day—aimed to kill, and frequently did.

He aso had no ideawhat it was like spending four days lying prone in a scrape in the undergrowth on
observetion,

rifle ready, urinating where you lay because you couldn’t move and give away your position. He had no
idea how you learned to judge the amount of charge required for rapid entry to abuilding the hard way,
becauseif you didn’t get it just right, in ahurry and under fire, it could blow your head clean off.
Two-Eight had learned that way.

Jusik didn’'t know just how far and how long you could carry awounded comrade when you had to. He
probably didn’t even know how to perform an emergency fied tracheotomy with avibroblade and a
cleanlength of fud line.

It wasn't Jusik’ sfault. He had far bigger issuesto worry about. There was no reason for a Jedi
commander to concern himsalf with the details of a clone commando’ slife. But Niner thought he
probably would, and he admired the Padawan al the more for that.

“Wel befine, gr,” Niner said. “Thetraining isquiteredigtic.”

Inside the shabby Narsh vessdl, the tanks had been stripped out, and the bulkheads lined with securing



straps and sted th sheeting that would render the ship’s cargo invisible to any probe or scan.

Niner redlized that four men would be pretty cramped in there with packs and wegpons. A couple of
BlasTech E-Web repeating blasters were aready stowed, and, at Atin’ s request, two Trandoshan LJ-50
concussonrifles.

Atin’slivid face wound was looking less darming now, but he' d dways have a scar: the bacta spray
could fix plenty if you used it soon enough, but it couldn’t reverse scarring. He pulled himsdlf through the
open hatch with an APC array blaster in one hand and his DC-17 strapped across his chest, just about
keeping his baance under the weight of his pack. Darman, acting asloadmaster, gave him ahdpful leg up
and eyed the blagter.

“Got athing for Trandoshan technology?’ Darman asked.

“This || ded with shields better than our E-Web,” Atin replied. “And the L Hifty isanice backup when
we take out the facility. Just in case. Republic doesn't make dl the best gear.”

Niner wondered if Atin ever talked about anything but gear. His squad must have been amiserable
bunch, with amiserable instructor. Clones might have looked utterly standardized to outsiders, but every
squad was dtered dightly by the cumulative effects of its experiences, including the influences of the
individud trainers. Every commando battalion had its own nonclone ingtructor, and seemed to take on
some of his—or her—unique characteristics and vocabulary.

Welearn,Niner thought.We learn fast, and unfortunately we learn everything. Like dirt-crate.

Every squad developed its own dynamics, aswdll. It was part of their hardwired human biology. Put
four men in agroup, and soon you' d have a pecking order defined by the roles and foibles that
accompanied them. Niner knew his, and he thought he knew Fi’s, and he was pretty sure he knew where
Darman was heading. But Atin wasn't diding into placejust yet.

F had a Geonosian force pike. He hefted it and smiled.

“Where d you get that?” Atin asked, suddenly interested.

“Souvenir of Geonos's,” Fi said, and winked. “ Seemed ashameto wasteit.” Heflipped it over in his
hand and twirled it, arm outstretched, missing Atin by a cal culated handspan. He didn’t react. “You
wouldn't even need to use the power setting, would you? Thisthing' sheavy” He brought it downina
dicing movement.“ Wallop. That’ Il make their eyeswater.”

“I don't think | need any souvenirs of Geonosis” Atin said. Histonewas digtinctly frosty. “Inddibly
etched, you might say.”

13 Hw_ﬂ

Niner cut in. “Chat later,” he said. “ Shift it, people.”

Niner aready knew he would have hiswork cut out with Atin and wondered if anything would trigger his
natura urge to be one of the squad. He aso wondered about his apparent negativity.He' || shake down,

sooner or later. He'll haveto.

Backing up to aconvenient ledge on the port bulkhead, Niner unclipped his backpack. Forty-five kilos



lighter, he eased between Fi and Atin, and peered into the cockpit.

An R5 droid was at the controls. The unit was till fueling up the vessdl from adroid bowser, burbling
and whigtling to itsalf. Niner leaned acrossto plug his datapad into the console to confirm the flight plan
and synchronizeit with the vessd’ sactud path.

The R5 didn’t take any notice. It would fly the route it was given.

Improvising, thinking on hisfeet, making the most of the resources at hand, were dl part of operating as
acommando. But so was acquiring adequate intelligence. What they had wasn't enough to plana
mission, and that meant they would ether haveto acquireit inthefield, or fail. Niner didn’'t want to fall
Padawan Jusik. He g ected his datapad and edged back to the hatch, trying not to clip Fi or Atin.

“Comm slence from the time you take off,” Jusk said, leaning through the open hatch. “ The assault ship
theMajestic isdiverting to Qiilura, and will remain on Station a parsec from the planet until she receives
your request for extraction. Then gunshipswill be at your transmitted location within the hour.”

Niner dmost asked just how long theMajestic might wait, but he feared it would look asif he doubted
his squad’ s competence. He knew the answer: the ship would wait until Uthan was taken, even if that
was several commando missons down theline. It wasn't waiting forthem.

“Wewon't keep theMajestic waiting,” Niner said.

“Anything e se you need?’

Niner shook his head. “No, Commander.”

Darman stood to one side of the ramp, like an honor guard, waiting for the Jedi to leave.

“Very wdl,” Jusk said, looking hesitant, asif he wanted to walk away but thought better of it. “I hopeto
debrief you on your return.”

Niner took thet literdly, dthough Jusik waslooking a him asif it meant something else. It made sense
for the Padawan commander to process whatever intel they might gain. Jusik turned and walked away,

and Darman jumped in-
dde. The hatch closed with adight shudder, sending fine fragments of rusting meta to the deck.

It only hasto land,Niner thought.

He switched on the holoprojection in his datapad and studied the three-dimensiona flight path over
fields, lakes, and forest. It was part real image, part smulation. Projected onto an existing chart, they
were looking a an areathirty klicks north of asmal town caled Imbraani.

A single-story building with shabby sheet-meta roofing— ringed by an incongruoudy well-cut expanse
of grass—nestled in aplantation of kuvaratrees. Some of the image was blurred, but it was the best
resolution that a surveillance remote could manage at that distance above the planet. Specks—people—
wandered around an encircling path.

“It' sthecapture alive bit that complicates matters,” Darman said, gazing a the image over Niner's
shoulder. “ Or ese we could just bomb it back into Hurt space.”



“That’ swhy they created us,” Niner said. “For the complicated jobs.”

He closed hiseyesfor afew momentsto visudize theinsertion: he saw it from takeoff to landing, smooth
and planned, every detall, or as many details astheir incomplete intel could furnish and hisown
experience of ahundred exercises could confirm.

In this detached state, something occurred to him. He pictured Jusk’ sface and his awkward, nervous
shrugs. He redlized what the Padawan had meant when he said he was hoping to debrief them personaly
on their return.

He meantGood luck. He wanted them to survive.

Niner, who had known for aslong as he could remember that he was a soldier bred to die, found that
intriguing.

Gdans were about thirty centimeterslong, fully grown, and it took awhole pack of them to bring down
even amerlie caf. But a night—when they emerged from their warrens and hunted—the farmerslocked
their doors and stayed clear of thefields.

It wasn't so much thelr teeth that the locals feared. It was the deadly bacteriathe animas carried; a
minor scratch or a bite was dmost dwaysfata. And Master Fulier had used their entire supply of bacta
spray in adminigtering first aid to villagers, so Etain was as housebound at night as any of her hodts.

She could hear thelittle predators outside, squabbling and scrabbling. She sat cross-legged on the
mattress and chewed on the thin-breads, dmost hungry enough to gulp down the stew, but notthat
hungry.A few bacteria are good for your immune system, she thought. You’ ve probably eaten worse
without knowing.

But sheknew thistime.

Leaving the bowl whereit stood, sherolled the holochart sphere over and over in her palms, running
through al the possibilities for getting the information to the Jedi Council. Stow away ina
trangport—ypossible. Transmit the data from ground? No, al transmissions were tightly controlled by the
Neimoidians; any other message traffic from Qiilurato Coruscant would draw instant attention. There
was dways the possihility of finding the right droid courier, but that was along shot, and it might take so
much time asto be usdless.

Perhaps she' d have to do the job hersdlf.

Lightsabers were superb weapons, but right now she needed an army. The redlization that she had
beaten the odds to obtain vauable information but was now unable to get it to those who needed it
amost crushed her.

“I’'m not done yet,” she said doud. But she feared that shewas, a least for the night. Her eydidsfelt
heavy and she braced her elbows on her knees, letting her head rest in her hands.

A good night' s deep. She might have a better ideain the morning. Her eyes closed. Images of
Coruscant, her clan practicing passing aball by thought aone, anice hot bath, food she trusted to be
clean. . .



Then, suddenly, every fiber in her body legpt at once. Heart pounding, Etain thought at first that she'd
had one of those hdf dreams of fdling that sometimes came when she

was dozing off. But now shewas fully awake and knew that she hadn'’t.

Something had changed. Something in the Force had been altered, and forever. She jumped to her feet,
suddenly clear whet it was; she needed no training or education to understand it. Every ingtinct coded in
her genes cried out.

Something—someone—was gone from the Force.

“Madter,” shesaid.

She hadsuspected he was dead. Now she knew he was, and she knew it had happened right then. It
was impossible not to wonder how and where, but she knew enough about the Neimoidians' hired

muscle and their techniques to guess.

Ignoring the ever-present gdans, she went to the barn door and swung it open. It was an act of
helplessness. There was nothing she could do, now or ever.

Something rustled in the grass. It was a solitary something, and it sounded larger than agdan. She
noticed for thefirg time that the constant snuffling and squabbling of the gdan packs had stopped. They’d

gone.

Etain felt for her lightsaber, justin case.

Loud squawking and aflurry of wings made her start. A disturbed flock of lestherbacksroseinto the air
and scattered in the darkness, trailing sparks of light from their scales. Through the Force, she detected
only smdl creatureswith smple desires, and amae merlie wandering along the fence, armed with such
fearsome tusks that not even gdans would risk approaching him.

She looked up at the night sky. It appeared unchanging, constant: but she knew it never was.

They ‘re coming.

She thought she heard the old woman’ s voice. Putting it down to grief and lack of deep, Etain sumbled
back inside and barred the door.

It was just another crop sprayer hired to dress the fields after the barq harvest, laden with bug killers and
s0il enhancers and piloted by adroid. At least, that was what the Narsh crate’ s transponder had told the
Qiiluratraffic controller,

and judging by the absence of amissile up thetailpipe, he had believedit.

Darman was gill exploring the enhancements to his helmet and suit. “1 used to think | wore thisarmor,”
hesaid. “Now | think it' swearing me.”

“Y eah, they spent some credits upgrading thissince last time,” Fi said. “Wow. Walking weapons
system, en?’

“Two hundred klicks” Atin said, without looking up from his datapad. He' d propped his helmet beside



him with the tactical beam pointed up to provide some light in the closed bay. Darman couldn’t hear him
over the noise of the vessel’ s atmosphere engines, but he could lip-read easily enough. “Let’ shope
everything works”

It was helmets on at one hundred klicks. The squad was prepared both for a controlled landing and an
early ballout and freefdl if they were picked up by Separatist ground units. Darman hoped their luck
would hold. They were landing heavy, with more gear than they’ d ever used in training, and they’ d have
to hit the drop zone accurately to avoid an impossible trek across country. Accurate, if they had to jump
for it, meant high-altitude low-opening procedure. They could drift for fifty klicksif they opted for the
safer, dower high-opening technique.

Darman didn’t relish being defensdlessin the air for that long.

Niner was studying his datapad, balancing it on hisright thigh. A three-dimensiona shimmering holo of
their flight path played out a handspan aboveit. He glanced up a Darman and gave him asilent
thumbs-up: On course and on target. Darman returned the gesture.

Therewas an art to loading up for amission when carrying the firepower of asmal army among four
men. Darman had loaded his pack to capacity. The rest of hiswegpons and ordnance wasin a second
shockproof container that stood knee-high. The bowcaster—he loved that weapon—was strapped
across his chest plate with jury-rigged webbing, to leave his hands free for the DC-17. Hehad an
assortment of detonators, kept safely separate from the charges and other

ordnancein the lower section. He was now so heavy even without the extra equipment that he had to
bounceto get upright from a sitting position. He rehearsed standing afew times. It wastough.
Fortunately, the squad would be inserted close to the target. He didn't have to haul it far.

“One hundred klicks,” Atin said. He switched off his spot-lamp. “Helmets.”

The compartment was suddenly dark, and there was a collective hiss of helmet sedl's purging and
reengaging. They could only talk to each other at very short range now: on Qiilura, anything more than
ten metersrisked detection. The only visible light was the faint blue glow from the heads-up display in
their visors, agroup of ghostly disembodied T-shapes in the gloom, and the shimmering landscape
playing out from Niner’ s datapad. His head wastilted down dightly, watching the actud position of the
utility vessd in the smulated landscape.

The sprayer sarted to lose height, exactly on course. In amatter of minutes, they would be—

Bang.

A shudder ran through the airframe, and then there was no engine noise at dl.

For a second Darman thought they’ d been hit by anti-aircraft fire. Niner was on his feet instantly, moving
forward to the cockpit, accidentally whacking Atin with his pack as he turned. Darman, without

conscious decision, grabbed the emergency hatch handle and prepared to activate it for abailout.

Darman could see the droid clicking and flashing, apparently engaged in adiaogue of some kind with the
vessd. The shipwasn't ligtening.

“AA, Sarge?”’



“Birddrike,” Niner said, deceptively quiet. “ Atmos engine sfried.”
“Can the R5 glide thisthing down?’

“It' strying.”

The deck tilted, and Darman grabbed at the bulkhead to stay upright. “No, that isn't gliding. That's
crashing.”

“Bangout,” Niner said. “Bang out now.”

The Narsh dirt-crate hadn’t let them down. It had just succumbed to being in the wrong airspace at the
wrong time, and met the local avian speciesthe hard way. Now they were plummeting toward the kind of
landing not even the latest Katarn armor could help them survive.

Darman blew the hatch, and the inrush of air sent dirt and debris whirling through the cargo bay. The
door fdll away through the opening. It was pitch black outside, achdlengefor afree-fler even with night
visgon. Darman was sarting to experience serious doubt for the second timein hislife. Hewondered if he
was becoming one of those despised crestures that histraining sergeant had calledcowards.

“Go go go,” Niner shouted. Fi and Atin eased through the hatch and stepped out.Don’t try to jump,
just let yourself fall. Darman stood back to make way for Niner: he wanted to salvage as much gear as
he could. They needed the repeating blasters. He grabbed some of the dismantled sections.

“Now,” Niner said. “You fird.”
“We need the gear.” Darman thrust two sectionsat him. “ Taekethese. I'll—"
“Isaid jump.”

Darman wasn't arash man. None of them were. They took calculated risks, though, and he calculated
that Niner wouldn't leave him. His sergeant was standing at the open hatch, arm held out imperioudy, a
clear sgnto get on with it andjump. No, Darman had made up his mind. He lunged forward and
shoulder-charged Niner out of the hatch, grabbing the door frame just in time to stop from plunging after
him. It was clear from the stream of expletivesthat Niner was not expecting this, nor was he happy about
it. The extrapack jerked out after him on itstether. Darman heard one last profanity and then Niner was
out of range.

Darman grabbed a strap and peered down, but he couldn’t see his sergeant faling, and that probably
meant nobody else could, either. He now had aminute, more or less, to salvage what he could and get
out before the utility hit the ground.

He switched on hishelmet lamp. He couldn't afford the

timeto listen to the rushing wind and the complete abbsence of reassuring engine noise, but he heard it
anyway. He dropped the bowcaster and began lashing the blaster sections together with aline. It wasa
shame. He loved the bowcaster, but they needed those cannons more.

Knotting lines was hard enough with gloves on, but was even harder when you were seconds from
crashing. Darman fumbled aknot. He cursed. He looped the line again and thistimeit held. Helet out a
sob of relief, dropped the wegpon, and dragged the gear down to the hatch. Nobody could hear him at



thisrange, and he didn’t care what the droid thought.
Then he stepped out into black void. The wind took him.

There was no rushing landscape beneath him yet to take his attention from the heads-up display. Hewas
free-fdling at nearly two hundred kilometers an hour, trailing sections of heavy, heavy cannon. He
maneuvered into tracking position, pack square across his back, rifle tight into his side, the remainder of
his gear on the container that rested on the backs of hislegs. When he deployed the canopy at eight
hundred meters, he would release the container. And he' d use the powered-descent option, because that
might save him from the unsupported, potentialy lethd weight of cannon that wasfaling with him.

Y es, he knew exactly what he was doing. And yes, he was scared.

He d never jumped with so much unsecured load in training.

The canopy deployed, and it felt like he' d dammed into awall. The power pack kicked in, heating up
the air around him. He could steer now. He counted down fifteen seconds.

Something flared into brilliant white flame benesth him, off to hisright—the Narsh vessdl crashing some
thirty klicks short of the target zone.

Darman redlized he had thought nothing of leaving the RS on board the stricken utility. It was
expendable.

And that was how he was seen, he supposed. It was surprisingly easy to think that way

He could see the ground now. His night vision could pick out the tops of trees, right benegth.

No, no, no.

Hetried to miss. Hefailed.

He hit something very, very hard in the air. Then he hit the ground and didn’t fed anything at dl.

Thisisthetrue art of genetic selection and manipulation.
A humanisnaurdly alearning creature, but it isaso violent, sdlfish, lustful, and undisciplined. Sowe
must walk the knife-edge between suppressing the factors that lead to disobedience and destroying that
prized capacity for applying intelligence and aggression.

—Hali Ke, senior research geneticist of Kamino



Niner was hauling in his canopy when the explosion jerked him upright. A column of whiteroiling fire
shot into the night sky above the tops of the trees. He knew it was hot and bright because his helmet
visor’ sfilter kicked in to stop it from overwheming his night vison.

Even though he knew it was coming, his heart sank. Darman probably hadn’t made it. He' d disobeyed
his order. He hadn’t jumped when hetold him to.

So maybe you' velost abrother. Maybe not. Either way, you' |l lose two more if you don't get your act
together fast.

Niner triangulated the position of the blast and then went on bundling up the free-fal canopy, cutting
away thelengths of cord before burying it. With a breaking strength of five hundred kilos, the cord was
bound to come in handy. He wound each length in afigure-eight around his thumb and smdlest finger and
dipped the skeinsinto abelt pouch, then went in search of his extra pack.

It hadn't fllen far from him. Thelow-opening technique worked well if you needed accuracy. Niner
found the pack at the edge of afield, covered in smal dark-furred animalsthat seemed fascinated by it
and were gnawing at the soft padding strip on one side. He flashed his spot-lamp to scatter them, but
they stared back up the beam, burst into angry chatter, and then turned toward him.

It was unnerving, nothing more. Their little teeth snapped impotently on hisarmor. He stood ill,
assessing them, hisdatabank scrolling in front of his eyes and telling him that they were gdans, and that
they weren't logged as ahodtile dlien species. All the nonhuman life Niner had ever seenfor red, other
than Kaminoans and various ingtructors, had been on Geonosis and through ablaster sght. He was
utterly dependent on the intelligence loaded into his database—that, or finding things out for himsdif.

All but one of the gdans gave him up asinedible within aminute and disgppeared into the waist-high
crop. Theremaining creature worried away a hisleft boot, atribute to itstenacity, if not itsintelligence,
Those boots were specced to withstand every assault from hard vacuum to acid and molten metd. The
littteanimal clearly bdieved inaming high.

Darman would have found it fascinating, he was sure. It was a pity to lose him. He had dl the makings of
agood comrade.

“Comeon,” Niner said, nudging the animal with the butt of his blaster rifle. “I’ ve got to get to work.
Shoveoff.”

The gdan, teeth locked around aclamp, looked up and met hiseyes, or at least it seemed likeit. It could
only havereally seen afaint bluelight. Then it let go and trotted back toward the field, pausing onceto
stare back at him before disappearing into ahole in the ground with dl the ease of adiver.

Niner took out his datapad and calculated his position. There was no GPS he could lock in to without
the Neimoidians detecting him, but he could at least use dead reckoning based on the sprayer’slast
position, matching features on the landscape to his chart. It was old-fashioned soldiering. Heliked it. He
had to be able to do the business when the tech



wasn't there, even if that meant using nothing but a Trandoshan blade.

If you stab someone in the heart, they can ill run. | once saw aman run ahundred meterslike that,
screaming aswell. Go for the neck, like this. Sergeant Skirata had taught them alot about knives.Put a
bit of weight behind it, son.

Still, tech had its place. A speeder bike would have been handy, athough they hadn’t thought they’ d
need them. The insert was supposed to be five klicks from the target.

Never mind, hethought.It would make me look pretty conspicuous out here anyway. The gear would
dow him on hisway to the pre-agreed rendezvous point, but he' d get there. If Fi and Atin had landed
safely, they’ d be heading for RV Alpha, too.

He started tabbing, trying to make ten klicks an hour, avoiding tracks and open ground. In the end he
had to drag the extra pack behind him on straps like aded. Tactica advance into battle—tabbing,as
Skirata caled it—meant walking at six to ten klicks an hour with atwenty-five-kilo pack. “But that’ sfor
ordinary men,” theinstructor would say, asif nonclones were subhuman. “Y ou are clone commandos.
Youwilldo better because youare better.”

Niner was lugging nearly threetimesthat load now. He didn't fed better at dl right then. He decided to
add a portable repul sorlift to hisnew list of gear to request upon return.

Qiilurasmoonwasin its new phase, and he was grateful for that. In hislight gray armor, he would have
stood out like abeacon.Hadn't the top brass thought of that, either? He stifled the uncharacteridticaly
critical opinion about his superiors and decided there had to be something he didn’t know but they did.
He had hisorders.

Even 0, he diverted to a narrow river shown on the holochart and stopped long enough to smear mud
over hisarmor and gear. There was no point chancing his luck.

At four hundred metersfrom RV point Alpha, he dowed down, and not because he was struggling
under theweight. A silent approach was necessary. He hid the pack he was drag-

ging deep in the undergrowth and recorded itslocation to collect later. Fi and Atin might have been
tracked. They might not have madeit at al. There was aways the possibility of ambush. No, he definitely
was't taking chances.

For thelast two hundred meters, he got down in the grass and crawled.

But they were there, and aone.

Niner found himsdlf staring up into the beam from F’shemet and he knew that the infrared targeting
was centered at the point between hisfiltration mask and the top of his chest plate. It was avulnerable
point, provided one got close enough and used the right caliber rounds. Not many hostiles could get that

close, of course.

“You gave meadart, Sarge,” F said, holding hisblaster clear and looking him over. Hekilled the light
and indicated his chest plate. “ Grest minds, eh?’

F’sarmor was no longer pristine, either. Niner wasn't sure what hel d smeared over it, but it disrupted
his outline well enough. The thought had obvioudy occurred to dl of them. Atin was daubed with



something dark and matte aswell.

“Shape, shine, shadow, silhouette, smell, sound, and movement,” Niner said, repesting the rules of basic
camouflage. If it hadn’t been for Darman’ s absence, he would have found the situation funny. He tried.
“Shame they couldn’t find something beginning with Sto complete the set.”

“I could,” Atin said. “ Any contact from Darman?’

They were forty kilometers from the point where Niner had landed. “1 saw the blast. He was last off.”

“Y ou saw him jump, then.”

“No. He was grabbing as much gear and ordnance as he could salvage.” Niner felt he needed to explain.
“He shoved me out the hatch firdt. | shouldn’'t have let that happen. But | didn’t abandon him.”

Atin shrugged. “ So what have we got, then?’

“WEe ve got abrother missing.”

“I meant by way of resources. He had most of the demolition ordnance.”
“I' know you meant that, and | don’'t want to hear it.” If he

could fedl concern—even sorrown—for Darman, then why couldn’t Atin? But it wasno timeto Sart a
fight. They had to stick together now. A four-man mission with three men: their chances of succeeding
had plummeted dready. “We re a squad now. Get used to it.”

F interrupted. He seemed to have aknack for defusing situations. “All our gear’ sintact, anyway. We
can il put quite adent inthemif we haveto.”

And what did they have to put adent in, exactly? They had high-atitude drone recces of the target
building, but no ideayet if thewalswerejust plastered blocks or if they were lined with shock-absorbing
aloy plates. There could bejust the thirty or so guards seen walking the perimeter, or hundreds more
holed up in underground barracks. Without better intelligence, they had no way of knowing just how
much gear was enough for the job.

It was a case of adding P for plenty, just to be sure. Niner liked to be sure.

“How much time are we going to spend looking for him?” Atin asked. “They know they’ ve got company
now. It wasn't exactly aslent insert.”

“SOPs,” Niner said. Sandard operating procedures: that was how things should be done; how
commandos expected them to be done. “We get to each RV point for the time we agreed upon, and if he
doesn’'t show we'll go to the position of the blast and see what' sleft. Then we' |l decideif we re going to
consder him MIA or not.”

“You' dwant usto searchif it wasyou missing,” Fi said to Atin. “Hecan't call in. Not at thisrange. Too

risky.”

“I wouldn't expect you to compromise the misson for me,” Atin said, distinctly acid.



“He' saong, for fierfek’ s sake. Alone.”

“Just shut it, will you?” Niner said. The good thing about ultra-short-range comlinks was that you could
stand around and have a blazing argument inside those helmets, and nobody outside could hear you.
“Finding himisn't only theright thing to do, it’ s the sensible thing to do. Locate him and we find his gear.
Okay?

“YesSarge,” Fi said.
“Gotit,” Atin said. “But there has to be a point where we consider him dead.”

“Without abody, that’ Il be when Geonosisfreezes over,” Niner said, till angry and not knowing why.
“Until then, we re going to swesat our guts out to find him, provided it doesn’t blow the misson. Now
let’sseeif we can ding this gear between some poles or something. WE Il never keep this pace up for
tens of kilometers unless we find a better way of transporting it.”

Niner set hishemet comlink to receive long-range anyway. Therewasno harmin listening. If Darman
was out there, Niner wasn't planning on abandoning him.

The clearing hadn’t been there yesterday.

Etain picked her way through flattened kuvara saplings and into a circle of blackened stubble, following
Birhan'ssteps. The air smelled of smoke and roasted barg.

He was swearing fluently. She didn’t know much Qiiluran, but she knew a curse when she heard one.

“Thisisyour lot again,” Birhan said. He surveyed the field, hands to his brow to block out the sun
breaking over the horizon. Now that it was daylight, they could see the extent of the damage from last
night’sexplosion. “What am | going to do? What' s going to happen to our contract?’

It wasn't phrased like a question. The Neimoidians weren’t known to be sympathetic about the host of
natural disasters congtantly threatening the farming communities' precarious existence. But thiswas no
natural disaster.

The blast area spanned around five hundred meters, and the crater at the center was twelve, maybe
fifteen meterswide. Etain didn’t know how deep it was, but a Trandoshan and an Ubese were standing
at the edge of it, peering down, blastersin hand, looking asif they were searching in the soil. They didn’t
take the dightest notice of her or Birhan. She must have looked suitably starved and dowdy, rough
enough to passfor afarm girl.

It was probably too late to convince them the crater was

caused by ameteor fragment. But at this point Etain didn’t know any more than they did.

“Why do you think it'smy lot?” she asked.

“Obvious,” Birhan said sourly. “1 seen loads of speeders and freighters and sprayers come down hard.
They don’t leave craters. They fals apart and burns, yes, but theydon’t blow up haf the countryside.

Thisisoff-planet. It' ssoldiers.” He kicked around some of the charred and blackened stalks. “ Can’'t you
have your fight on someone s’ s planet? Don’t you think | got enough problems?’



She wondered for amoment if he was considering turning her in to Hokan’s men for afew creditsto
make up for the loss of the precious barg. She was dready an extramouth to feed at atime when money
he was counting on had just gone up in afireball with much of his crop. It wastime to find somewhere
elseto hide, and some other plan for getting that information off Qiilura.

Etain was till considering the scorched land when the Ubese and the Trandoshan jerked upright and
turned to jog away toward the dirt track beside the field. The Ubese had one hand pressed to the side of
hishemet asif hewaslistening to something: acomlink, probably. Whatever the summons had been, it
had been urgent enough to get them running. It also confirmed that thiswasn't just a Narsh sprayer
making an dl-too-frequent crash landing.

Etain waited amoment longer, then walked forward to peer into the pit to see what had so engrossed
them.

It had been amonstrous blast. The sides of the blackened crater were blown amost smooth, and there
was debris everywhere. It was an enormous blast areafor asmall craft.

Sheleft Birhan and walked around inspecting the ground as Hokan’ s men had done, not sure what she
was seeking. She was almost at the kuvara orchard before she saw it.

The early sunlight caught a scraped metd edge of something embedded in the ground, rammed deep by
the explosion. Etain crouched down, as casually as she could, and worked the soil loose from it with her
fingers. It took her a

few minutes to expose enough to understand the shape, and afew more to work out why the scorched
colorswere so familiar. It was distorted, the metal frozen in amoment of being torn apart by enormous
force, but she was pretty sure she' d seen one intact before.

It was aplate from an R5 astromech droid—a plate with Republic markings.
They’ re coming.
Whoever they were, she hoped they’d madeit dive.

Darman knew it was risky moving around by day, and the fact that his right leg seemed to scream every
time he put hisweight on it didn't help matters.

He' d spent two painful hours scooping out ashallow depression in athicket about a hundred meters
from what passed for aroad. Roots and stones had dowed him down. So had the pounding he' d taken
hitting the canopies of trees during hislanding. But he'd dug in now, and he lay under alattice of branches
and leaves on his bdlly, watching the road, sometimes through hisrifle sght, sometimeswith the
electrobinocular pand that flipped down in hisvisor.

At least the little animasthat had swarmed over him in the night had disappeared. He d given up trying
to fend them off. They had explored hisarmor for awhile and then moved on to watch him from
distance. Now that it was daylight, there were no more glittering eyes staring out from the undergrowth.

He «ill wasn't sure of his position, either. There was no GPS network he could use without being picked
up. He needed to get out and about and do arecceif hewas going to have any chance of aigning



landscape features with the holochart.

He knew he was facing north: the arc of small stones around athin branch he' d stuck in the soil charted
the sun’ s progress, and gave him his east-west line. If his datapad had cal culated speed and distance
correctly, he was between forty and fifty klicks northeast of thefirst RV point. He' d never cover that
distance on foot in time, not with the extra

gear and not with hisleg in this state. If he dragged the pack, he' d draw a neatfollow-me linethrough
the vegetation.

Darman eased himsdlf over on hisback, removed hisleg plates, and unsealed his undersuit at the knee.
It felt asif he' d torn amuscle or atendon above the joint. He soaked the makeshift bandage with bacta
again and replaced the legging and plates before rolling back into position.

It was high time he ate something, but he decided that he could wait alittle longer.

He checked the dirt road through the crosswires of the DC-17' s electromag scope. Thefirst time he had
worn the hdmet with the built-in display shimmering before his eyes, he had been overwhemed and
disoriented by theflurry of symbolsin hisfield of vison. Therifle scope made it seem even more chaotic.
Lights, lights, lights: it waslike looking from the windows of Tipoca City at night with the lampsand
reflective surfaces of the refectory behind you—so many competing images that you couldn’t focus on
what lay beyond the stormproof glass.

But in time—that time being the short, desperate morning when the whole of Kilo and Delta squads first
wore the HUD display while using live ordnance—he got used to it. Thosewho didn’t get used to it fast
didn’t return from the exercise. He learned to see, and yet not see. He was constantly aware of al the
gtatus displays that told him when hisweapons were charging, and if his suit was compromised, and what
was happening around him.

Now he was focused solely on looking down aclear tunnd framed by interlocking segments of soothing
blue, with a highlighted areato show when he had an optimum firing solution for histarget. The
information on range, environment, and the score of other optionswas il there. He could takethemiin
without conscioudy seeing them. He saw only histarget.

A faint rumbling sound made him gtiffen. Voices: they were gpproaching from hisright. Then they
stopped.

Hewaited. Eventually the voices started again and two Weequays came into hisfield of view, too dowly
for hislik-

ing. They were looking at the road’ s shoulders with unusua diligence. One stopped suddenly and peered
at the ground, apparently excited, if hisarm gestureswere any indication.

Then helooked up and started walking dmost directly toward Darman’s position. He took out a blaster
pigal.

He can't possibly see me, Darman thought.|’ ve done this by the book. No reflection, no movement,
no smells, nothing.



But the Weequay kept coming, right into the bushes. He stopped about ten meters from Darman and
was cagting around asif he' d followed something and lost the trail. Then he moved forward again.

Darman had dmost stopped breathing. His helmet masked all sound, but it certainly didn’t fed that way.
The Weequay was S0 close now that Darman could smell his distinctive sweat and see the detailed
tooling on his sdearm—aK'Y D-21 with a hadrium barred—and that there was avibroblade in his other
hand. Right at that moment Darman couldn’t even swallow.

It's okay to be scared.
The Weequay stepped sideways, looking at waist height asif browsing for discson alibrary shelf.
It's okay to be scared aslong asyou. . .

The Weequay was right on him now, squatting over his position. Darman felt boots depress branches
that were touching his back, and then the cresture looked down and said something that sounded like

gah.
...aslong asyou useit.

Darman brought hisfist up hard under the Weequay’ sjaw, ramming his own vibroblade up into the
throat and twisting hisfist off to one side to sever blood vessels. He supported the deadweight of the
impaled Weequay on one arm, until it stopped moving. Then Darman lowered hisarm, shaking with the
effort, and let the body roll to the ground as quietly as he could.

“What you find?’ the other Weequay ydled. “ Gar-UI? Gar?’
No answer.Well, here we go. Darman aimed his DC-17 and waited.

The second Weequay began running in astraight line toward the bushes, and that was a stupid thing for
him to do when he had no idea what had happened to his comrade. They’ d been lording it over farmers
for too long; they were doppy. He also made the mistake of pulling out hisblaster.

Darman had a clear head shot and he took it almaost without thinking. The Weequay dropped, cleanly
and dlently, and lay crumpled, with wisps of smoke rising from his head.

“Oh, clever,” Darman sighed, as much to hear the reassurance of his own voice as anything. Now he'd
have to break cover and retrieve the body. He couldn’t leave it there like acalling card. He waited afew
minutes, listening, and then eased himsdf onto hisinjured leg to limp out into open ground.

He dragged the Weequay into the bushes, noting the smell of cooked meat. Now he could see what the
first Weequay had been following: abroad path of tiny anima footprints. The curious gdans had given
him away. Helimped out again, checking carefully, and obliterated the drag marks with abranch.

Waste not, want not. The Weeguays wouldn't be needing the blasters or vibroblades now. Darman,
pulse dowing to normal, searched the bodies for anything else of use, pocketing data cards and
vauables. He didn't fed that he was athief; he had no personal possessions that weren't the Grand
Army’s property, and he felt no need to acquire any. But there was a chance the cards contained
information that would help him achieve his objective, and the beads and coinswould comein handy if he
needed to buy or bribe something or someone.



He found a suitable spot to hide the bodies. He didn’t have time to bury them, but was suddenly aware
of movement in the undergrowth, anima movement, and gradudly smal heads appeared, sniffing theair.

“You again, eh?’ Darman said, athough the gdans couldn’t possibly hear him beyond the hdmet. “Way
past your bedtime.” They edged forward and then swarmed acrossthe

Weequay with the shattered head, taking tiny bites asthey settled on him in adark-furred blanket of
Snapping motion.

Darman wouldn't have to worry about burying anyone.

The faintest of liquid sounds made him look around &t the other Weequay. Darman had hisrifle aimed
instantly. The Weequay wasn't dead, not quite. For some reason, that upset Darman more than he could
have ever imagined.

He' d killed plenty of times at Geonosi's, smashing droids with grenade launchers and cannons at a
distance, hyped up on fear and the ingtinct to live. Survive to fight.

But thiswas different. It wasn't distant, and the debris of the kill wasn't meta. The Weequay' s blood
had dried in astream down his glove and right forearm plate. And he hadn’t managed aclean kill. It was
wrong.

They had drilled him to kill, and kill, and kill, but nobody had thought to teach him what he was
supposed to fed afterward. He did fed something, and he wasn't certain what it was.

He d think about it later.

Aiming hisrifle, he corrected his mistake before the small army of carnivores could move on to their next
medl.

Think of yourselves asahand. Each of you isafinger, and without the others you' re usdess. Alone, a
finger can't grasp, or control, or form afist. Y ou are nothing on yourown, and everything together.

—Commando ingtructor Sergeant Kal Skirata

Darman moved on fast, up atree-covered dope akilometer south. He planned on spending the rest of
the daylight hoursin a carefully constructed hide at the highest vantage point he could find, dightly below



the skyline.

He concentrated on making a crude net out of the canopy cords he had salvaged. The activity kept him
occupied and dert. He hadn’t dept in nearly forty standard hours; fatigue made you more careless and
dangeroudy unfocused than acohol. When he had finished tying the cord into squares, he wove grass,
leaves, and twigsinto the knots. On inspection, he decided it was a pretty good camouflage net.

He also continued observation. Qiilurawasastonishing. It was dive and different, ariot of scent and
color and texture and sounds. Now that hisinitia pounding fear had subsided into agenera edginess, he
beganto takeit dl in.

It wasthelittle living noises that concerned him mogt. Around him, creatures crawled, flew, and buzzed.
Occasiondly things squedled and fell slent. Twice now he' d heard something larger prowling in the
bushes.

Apart from the brief intensity of Geonos's, Darman’s only environmental experience had been the elegant
but enclosed

dilt cities of Kamino, and the endless churning seas around them. The cleanly efficient classrooms and
barracks where he had spent ten years turning from instant child to perfect soldier were unremarkable,
designed to get ajob done. Histraining in desert and mountain and jungle had been entirely artificid,
holoprojection, smulation.

Thered desert plains of Geonosis had been far more arid and starkly magnificent than hisinstructors
imaginations; and now Qiilura sfields and woods held so much more than three-dimensiona charts could
offer.

It was till open country, though—aterrain that made it hard for him to move around unnoticed.
Concentrate, hetold himsdf.Gather intel. Make the most of your enforced idleness.

L unch would have been wel come about now. A decent lunch. He chewed on a concentrated dry ration
cube and reminded himself that his constant hunger was't redl. He was justtired. He had consumed the
correct amount of nutrientsfor his needs, and if he gavein to eating more, he would run out of supplies.
There was exactly enough for aweek’ s operationsin his pack and two days worth in his emergency
belt. The belt wasthe only thing he would grab, apart from hisrifle, if he ever had to make alast-ditch
run for it without hisforty-kilo pack.

Beneath him, farm trangports passed dong anarrow track, al heading in the same direction, carrying
square tanks with security seals on the hatches.Barg. Darman had never tasted it, but he could smdll it
even from here. The nauseatingly musky, almost fungal scent took the edge off his appetite for awhile. If
he had his holochart aligned correctly, the transports were al heading for the regional depot at Teklet. He
twisted the image thisway and that in his hands and held it up to map onto the actual landscape.

Y es, he was sure enough now where he was. He was ten klicks east of the smdl town caled Imbraani,
about forty klicks northeast of RV point Betaand forty klicks amost due east of RV point Gamma.
They'd picked RV points aong the flight path because the Separatists would expect dispersd,

not aretracing of their steps. Between RV's Alphaand Betawas a stretch of woodland, ideal for moving
undetected by day. If the rest of his squad had landed safely and were on schedule, they would be
meaking their way to Beta



Things could be looking up again. All he had to do was get to RV Gamma and wait for his squad. And if
they hadn’'t made it, then he' d need to rethink the mission.

Theidea produced afeding of desolation. You are nothing on your own, and everything together.
He' d been raised to think, function, even breathe as one of agroup of four. He could do nothing else.

But ARCs aways operate alone, don't they?

He pondered that, fighting off drowsiness. Leaves rustled suddenly behind him, and he turned to scan
with theinfrared filter of hisvisor. He caught ablur of moving animal. It fled. His database said there
were no large predators on Qiilura, so whatever it was could be no more troublesome than the
gdans—not aslong as he was wearing hisarmor, anyway.

Darman waited motionlessfor afew moments, but the anima was gone. He turned back and refocused
on the road and the surrounding fields, struggling to stay awake.Lay off the stims. No, hewasn't going
to touch his medpac for aquick boost. Not yet. He' d save his limited supply for later, for when things got
redly tough, as he knew they would.

Then something changed in hisfield of vison. The frozen tableau had cometo life. He flipped down the
binoc filter for acloser look, and what he saw made him snap it back and gaze through the sniperscope
of hisrifle

A thin wisp of smoke rose from agroup of wooden buildings. It was quickly becoming apdl. It wasn't
the smoke of domestic fires; he could see flames, flaring tongues of yellow and red. The
structures—barns, judging by their construction—were on fire. A group of peoplein drab clothing was
scrambling around, trying to drag objects clear of the flames, uncoordinated, panicking. Another
group—Ubese, Trandoshan, mainly Weegquay—was stopping them, standing in aline around the barn.

One of the farmers broke the line and disappeared into a
building. He didn’t come out again, not aslong as Darman watched.

Nothing in histraining corresponded to what he was witnessing. There was not amemory, a pattern, a
maneuver, or alesson that flashed in hismind and told him how this should be played out. Civilian
Stuations were outside his experience. Nor were these citizens of the Republic: they weren’tanyone' s
dtizens

Histraining taught him not to be distracted by outside issues, however compdlling.
But there was till some urgein him that saidDo something. What? His mission, hisreason for staying

aive, wasto rgoin his squad and thwart the nanovirus project. Breaking cover to aid civilians cut across
al of that.

The Separatists—or whoever controlled this band of assorted thugs—knew he was here.

It didn't take a geniusto work it out. The sprayer had exploded on landing, detonating any demolition
ordnance that Darman hadn’t been able to cram into his packs. The Weequay patrol hadn't called in
when their masters had expected. Now the humans—farmers—were being punished and threatened, and
it wasdl to do with him. The Separatists were looking for him.



Escape and evasion procedure.

No, not yet. Darman inhaled and leveled hisrifle carefully, picking out an Ubese in the crosswires. Then
he lined up the rest of the group, one at atime. Eight hostiles, forty rounds. he knew he could dot every
one fird time.

He held his breath, forefinger resting on the trigger.

Just atouch.

How many more targets were there that he couldn’t see? He' d give away his position.

Thisisn't your business.

He exhded and relaxed hisgrip on therifle, diding hisforefinger in front of the trigger guard. What
would happen to hismisson if they caught him?

In the next two minutes, reluctant to move, he targeted each Ubese, Weequay, and Trandoshan severd
times, but

didn’t squeeze the trigger. He wanted to more than he could have imagined. It wasn't the hard-drilled
trained response of asniper, but ahelpless, impotent anger whose origin he couldn’t begin to identify.

Don't reved your position. Don't fire unless you can take out the target. Keep firing until thetarget is
down and stays down.

And then there were times when a soldier just had to take a chance.
They could be Republic citizens, one day.
They could be dlies now.

Darman wasn't tired anymore, or even hungry. His pulse was pounding loud in hisears and he could fed
the condriction in histhroat muscles, the fundamenta human reflex to flee or fight. Fleeing wasn't an
option. He could only fight.

He targeted the first Weequay, a clean head shot, and squeezed the trigger. The creature dropped, and
for amoment his comrades stared at the body, unsure of what had happened. Darman had nothing
againg Weequays. It was only coincidence that thiswasthe third one he d killed in afew hours.

And, suddenly unfrozen, the band of thugs dl turned to starein the direction of the shot, drawing their
Weapons.

Thefirst bolt hit the bushes to Darman’ sl eft; the second went three meters over hishead. They'd
worked out where he was, dl right. Darman snapped on the DC-17’ s grenade attachment and watched
through the scope asthe civilians scattered. The grenade sent a shower of soil and shattered wood into
theair, dong with four of the eight militia

He d certainly pinpointed his position now.

When he sprang to hisfeet and began the run down the dope, the four remaining enemy stood and



stared for a couple of seconds. He had no ideawhy, but they were transfixed long enough for himto gain
the advantage. A couple of plasmabolts hit him, but hisarmor smply took it like a punch in the chest and
he ran on, laying down ahail of particle rounds. The bolts came toward him like horizontal lumi-

nous rain. One Trandoshan turned and ran; Darman took him down with abolt in the back that blew him
afew metersfarther ashefdll.

Then the white-hot rain stopped and he was running over bodies. Darman dowed and pulled up,
suddenly deafened by the sound of his own panting bregth.

Maybe they’ d managed to report his presence viatheir comlinksin time, and maybe they hadn’t. The
information wouldn’t have been much use on its own anyway. He ran from barn to barn, checking for
more hogtiles, walking through the flames unscathed because his armor and bodysuit could easily
withstand the heat of awood fire. Even with the visor, he couldn’t see much through the thick smoke,
and he moved quickly outside again. He glanced at his arm; smoke curled off the soot-blackened plates.
Then he amost walked straight into ayouth in afarmer’ s smock, staring at him. The boy bolted.

Darman couldn’t find any more of Hokan’ stroops. He came to the last barn and booted the door open.
His spot-lamp illuminated the dim interior and picked out four terrified human faces—two men, awoman,
and the boy he’ d just seen—huddling in a corner next to athreshing machine. His automatic response
wasto train therifle on them until he was sure they weren't hogtiles.Not every soldier wears a uniform.
But hisingtincts said these were just terrified civilians.

Hewas il trailing smoke from hisarmor. He redized how frightening he looked.

A thin, wavering wail began. He thought it was the woman, but it seemed to be coming from one of the
men, aman just as old as Sergeant Skiratawho was staring at him in horror. Darman had never seen
civiliansthat close, and he’ d never seen anyone that scared.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” he said. “Isthisyour fam?’

Silence, except for that noise the man was making; he couldn’t understand it. He' d rescued them from
their attackers, hadn’t he? What was there to fear?

“How many troops has Hokan got? Can you tell me?’

The woman found her voice, but it was shaky. “What are you?’
“I'm asoldier of the Republic. | need information, ma am.”
“You' renot him?’

“Who?’

“Hokan.”

“No. Do you know where heis?’

She pointed south in the direction of Imbraani. “They’ re down at the farm the Kirmay clan used to own
before Hokan sold them to Trandoshans. About fifty, maybe sixty of them. What are you going to do to



LS?!
“Nothing, maam. Nothing at all.”
It didn’t seem to be the answer they were expecting. The woman didn’t move.

“He brought them herelooking for him,” said the man who wasn’t whining, pointing a& Darman. “WEe ve
got nothing to thank him for. Tell himto—"

“Shut up,” the woman said, glaring at the man. She turned back to Darman. “Wewon't say aword. We
won't say we saw you. Just go. Get out. We don't want your help.”

Darman wastotaly unprepared for the reaction. He' d been taught many things, but none of his

accd erated learning had mentioned anything aboutungrateful civilians, rescues thereof. He backed
away and checked outside the barn door before darting from barn to bush to fence and up the dopeto
where he' d left hisgear. It wastime to move on. Hewasleaving atrail behind him now, atrail of
engagements and bodies. He wondered if he' d seeciwies, as Skirata called them, in quite the same
benign way in thefuture.

He checked the chrono readout in hisvisor. It had been only minutes since he had run down the dope,
firing. It dwaysfdt like hours, hours when he couldn’t see anything but the target in front of him.Don'’t
worry, Skiratahad said.It’ s your forebrain shutting down, just a fear reflex. You're bred from
sodopathic stock. You'll fight just fine. You'll carry on fighting when normal men have turned into
basket cases.

Darman was never sureif that was good or not, but it was
what he was, and he was fine with that. He loaded his extra pack on his back and began working his
way to the RV point. Maybe he shouldn’t have expended so many rounds. Maybe he should have just

|eft the farmersto their fate. HE d never know.

Thenit struck him why both the militiaand the civilians had frozen when they first spotted him. The
hdmet. Thearmor.He looked like a Mandalorian warrior.

Everyone must beterrified of Ghez Hokan. The similarity would either work to his advantage or get him
killed.

“Down!” Atinyedled.
Niner flung himsdlf flat and heard Fi grunt as he did the same, the air knocked from hislungs.

An arspeeder flew overhead with a deceptively gentle hum. Atin, squatting in the cover of afalen tree,
followed it with hisrifle scope.

“Two up, camo and custom armament,” he said. “ Somehow | don't think the locas drive those. Not
with mounted cannons, anyway.”

The hum of enginesfaded. Niner struggled to hisfeet and regained his balance, wishing for the speeder
bikes and an absence of armor. The squad was too heavily laden and the armor wasn't designed for
blending into the landscape, athough it was the difference between life and death in hostile territory:
protection againgt blasterfire, nerve agents, and even hard vacuum. And when they got to their target it



would comeinto its own. The armor was designed for FIBUA ops, fighting in built-up areas and insgde
buildings, urban warfare of the kind the galaxy now had plenty to offer. For now, they’ d just haveto
make the best of the scenic part of the misson.

Hewastired. They al were. Not even the anima panic brought on by the risk of discovery could shake
that off. They needed to deep.

Niner checked his datapad. They were still ten klicksfrom RV Betaand it was midday. It was much
easer to move by night, so he wanted to press on and make the RV point by

midafternoon, then lie up until nightfall. If Darman had made it—and maybe he hadn’t, but Niner’ smind
was made up—they would wait for him.

“He sback,” Atin said. “Everyone down.”

The quiet drone of enginesinterrupted Niner’ s calculations. The airgpeeder was heading south toward
them again. They froze, mud-smeared, invisble from that atitude—or so they hoped.

It wasn't entirely training that produced the reaction.

Aerid surveillance was especialy threatening. Niner recalled the Kaminoan KE-8 Enforcer craft cruisng
above the training grounds of Tipoca City, ready to pluckout and discipline any defective clonewho
didn’t conform. They were equipped with eectroshock devices.

He' d seen aKE-8 in action, just once. After that he worked extra hard to conform.

“He'sonasguare search,” Atin said. He wasturning into an excellent point man; for some reason he
was dightly more atuned to his surroundings than Fi or even Niner himsdf. “He must be working out
from the center.”

“Center of what, though?’ Fi asked.

Niner forgot hisfatigue. You never leave your mates behind. “If he hasn't seen us, he' s seen Darman.”
“Or whet' s left of him.”

“Shut it, Atin. What' syour problem?’

“I’ve been Darman,” Atin said.

He said nothing more. Niner didn’t think it was agood time to ask for an explanation. The engineswere
overhead. Then the sound faded alittle and dropped in pitch, but soon resumed full volume.

“He scirding,” Atinsad.

“Ferfek,” Niner said, and all three men reached for their anti-armor grenade attachments at the same
time. “What' she seen?’

“Maybe nothing,” F said. “Maybe us.”

They fdl slent. The airspeeder wasindeed circling. It had aso dropped lower and was now about level



with the tops of the trees. Niner could seeitstwin cannons. His helmet

wasn't telling him it had locked on, but that didn’t mean it [ hadn’t. Y ou could never count on tech.
Best piece of gear isthe eyeball.lt wasthefirst piece of advice Skirata had ever given him. Accelerated
learning wasfine, but anything direct from the mouths of men who had fought real engagementsleft a

bigger impression.

Niner leveled hisrifle and peered through the scope, trusting to BlasTech Industries that the Sight really
wasn't reflective. He d find out the hard way if it was.

He could see the sun glinting off the human pilot’ s goggles. The gunner was adroid. He wondered if they
felt vulnerable without any armored canopy, heads conveniently skylined for a shot. He suspected that
anyone looking down from that height with acannon or two didn’t fed vulnerableat all.

The fusdlage banked above him and turned dowly, risng well above thetrees asif the pilot wastrying to
get avisud fix again. It wasn't coincidence. Niner kept the DC-17 trained on the centra propulsion unit.

Then ared flashing symbol went off in hisvisor.
Thething had alock on him.

He squeezed thetrigger. The white-hot blast kicked hisvisor into blackness for an ingtant, and the
detonation was so close that the shock wave hit him like abody blow.

He scrambled to hisfeet and ran. How he ran with more than fifty kilos of deadweight on his back he
would never know, but adrendine could do remarkable things. Hisingtinct wasto get clear before debris

rained down on him. Armor and bodysuits could withstand alot, but the human ingtinct buried deep
ingde him screamedget clear.

When he stopped he had covered a hundred meters even in the tangled undergrowth of the coppice. He
was panting like amott and the suit was struggling to cool him down.

Behind him, afire burned, with smaller flames scattered around it like seedlings around atree. He turned
tolook for Fi and Atin. Hisfirst thought was that he had brought the speeder crashing down on them.

“Did you haveto?’

F wasright next to him. He hadn’t heard him above the noise of his own breathing.

“Hegot alock onme,” Niner said, feding relieved, and then oddly guilty, but not sure why.

“I' know. | saw your Deece go up and | thought I’ d better get moving or I’ d be wearing a speedie.”
“Atin?’

“Can’t hear him.”

That didn’t mean anything. The close-range comm setting was only ten meters; Atin could be anywhere,

Niner didn’'t know himwell enough yet to guess his movements, and it had been enough of aclose shave
for him not to spend much time contemplating the issue. Now he was worried that he— the sergeant, the



man they looked to for leadership—had run for it without thinking of them, and that they knew it.

“Thisisgoing to make anice marker,” Fi said, staring up at the climbing smoke. 1t would be visiblefor a
long, long way.

“What did you expect meto do? Lie there and take a cannon round?’

“No, Sarge. | thought you' d manage a double tap, though.” He laughed. “ Better make sure nobody
survived.”

It was aremote chance, but speeders could be surprisingly robust. Niner and Fi walked back through
the smoke, riflesready. Droid parts were scattered across the scene of devastation, one scuttle-shaped
faceplate staring up a the pal of smoke asif in surprise.

“They don’t bounce much, then,” Fi said, and moved it with hisboot. “Atin—Fi here. Y ou there, over?’

Silence. F put hisleft gauntlet againgt his ear. Niner wondered if he'd now lost two men in as many
days.

“Atin here, over.”

Atin stepped out of the smoke, dragging his extra pack and a scorched hunk of metal that trailed afew
wires and plugs. It looked like the speeder’ s onboard computer. “ The pilot didn’'t bounce either,” he
said. “Here, help me get this strapped on again.”

It took both Fi and Niner to lift the pack and reattachit to

hisarmor. A few days earlier, either one of them could have managed it single-handed.We're too
exhausted to be safe, Niner thought. Time we got out of here and got some rest.

“I might be able to get something from this,” Atin said, indicating the charred meta box in one hand. It
wasthe first time Niner had heard him sound remotely cheerful. Atin seemed to relate to gear better than
he did to people. “Worth atry.”

Niner took over the point position and they struggled into denser cover. He glanced back and hoped the
flames would burn themselves out; they didn’t have ahope of outrunning afull-scale forest fire. But
maybe that was the least of their problems. And if Darman was alive and anywhere near, he' d see their
handiwork, and Niner hoped he' d recognizeit as such.

The squad had now left a couple of telltale marks of combat on the deepy rurd landscape. Whether it
wanted it or not, Qiilurawasinvolved inthewar.

“You'readi’'kut,” Hokan said.

Hetook off hishelmet. His face was centimeters from the Ubese' s, and he wanted it to look himin the
eye. Asaspeciesthey weren't prone to trembling, but this one was doing afinejob of being an

exception.
“Whatare you?’ he whispered.

“A di'kut,gr.”



“Y ou’' ve made melook like adi’ kut, too. | don't like that.”

Hokan had assembled his entire senior gaff in the room. He reminded himself that the room wasin fact a
disused merlie-shearing shed, and that his lieutenants were the twenty least stupid individual s selected
from the criminal detritus that had washed down society’ s sewer to Qiilura. It disappointed him that the
Nemoidians would spend so much on secure communications and o little on personnel. A few credits
more and he could have bought the small army he needed.

The Ubese—Cailshh—was standing absolutdly till in the middle of the room as Hokan circled. 1t might
have been a

female, because you never could tell with Ubese, but Hokan suspected it was male. He hadn’t wanted
to hire Ubese. They could be unpredictable, even dy. But very few mercenaries wanted to work on
Qiiluraand those who did were smply unemployable anywhere el se, dmost dways because of acrimind
record even aHutt would balk at. And here he was, paying them what he could because Ankkit
wouldn't fork out for proper support.

Hokan despaired. And when he despaired of professiona standards, he suspected extreme coaching
was necessary to refocus the team.

“So you torched another farm,” he said.

“It wasawarning, Sir. In casethey got ideas. Y ou know. Hiding people they shouldn’t.”

“No, that’ s not how it works.” Hokan propped his backside againgt the edge of the table and stared into
the anonymous masked face, aramsfolded. He didn’t like people whose eyes he couldn’t see. “ Y ou warn
them firdt. If they break the rules,then you punish them. If you punish them before they breek therules,
they have nothing to lose, and they hate you, and they will seek revenge, and so will their offspring.”

“Yesdgr.”

“Do you understand that?” Hokan looked around at the assembled staff, and spread hisarmsin
invitation to join the coaching session. “ Does everyone understand that?’

There were some grunts.

“Does everyoneunder stand that?” Hokan snarled. “What do we say when an officer asksyou a
question?’

“Yes. ..dr!” It wasamost achorus.
“Good,” Hokan said quietly.

He stood up again. Then he took out Fulier’ slightsaber, activated the beam, and diced it through the
Ubese' s neck, sending the head flying—bloodless, quiet, and clean.

There was sudden and absolute sllence. The staff had been quiet before, but they’ d been making the
marginal noises of people forced to endure aboring lesson. Now there was not the dightest swallow,
cough, or sigh. Nobody breathed.



He peered down at the body and then at the legs of hisdark gray uniform trousers. Perfectly clean: no
blood. He rather liked this lightsaber now. He sat back on the edge of the desk.

“That,” Hokan said, “waspunishment for Cailshh. It' sawarning for the rest of you. Now, isthe
difference clear? It’ svery important.”

“Yesdr.” Fewer voicesjoined in thistime, and they wavered.

“Then go and find our visitors. And you, Mukit. Clear up thismess. Y ou’ re Ubese. Y ou understand the
proper way to dispose of the remains.”

The group began filing out, and Mukit edged over to the neatly sundered body of Cailshh. Hokan caught
the arm of his senior Weequay lieutenant as he tried to dip through the door.

“Guta-Nay, where syour brother and hisfriend?’ he asked. “ They haven’t shown up for two meals, and
they haven't Sgned off shift.”

“Don’'t know, gir.”

“Arethey making afew credits on the Sdewith that Trandoshan? A bit of fredance daving?’

‘G

“I need to know. To work out if anything. . . unusual might have happened to them.”

Guta-Nay, no doubt recalling what Hokan had done to him when he chased that farm girl, moved hislips
soundlesdy. Then his voice managed to surface above hisfear. “I never seen, Sir, not a al, not since

yesterday. | swear.”

“I chose you as my right-hand. . .man because you could very nearly express yoursdlf in severa
gyllables”

“Sr.”
“That makesyou an intellectua among your kind. Don't make me doubt my judgment.”
“Not seen him, Sir, honest. Never.”

“Then get out on the route they were patrolling and see what you can find.” Hokan reached across his
desk and took

out the electroshocker. 1t was only an agriculturd instrument for herding, but it worked fine on most
nonanima species. Guta-Nay eyed it cautioudy. “Thisiswhy | disgpprove of undisciplined actslike
thieving and drinking. When | need to be certain of someone’ swhereabouts, | can't be. When | need
resources, they’ re dready committed. When | need competence, my steff is. . . distracted.” He pushed
the shocker up into the Weequay’ s armpit. “ There is a Republic presence here. We don't know the size
of theforce, but we do have a speeder down and alarge black crater at Imbraani. The more datal have,
the more | can assessthe size of the threat and deal with it. Understood?’

“Yesdr.



Hokan lowered the shocker and the Weequay shot out the door, hisenthusiasm for his career refreshed.
Hokan prided himsdf on motivationd sKills.

It's started, he thought. He shut himsdlf in hisroom and switched on dl the comlink screens. They ‘re
coming to take Qiilura.

Hokan had someidea of what kind of deal Ankkit had with the Separatists. There had been a significant
amount of congtruction work carried out to convert agrain storeinto the kind of building that had
triple-sealed doors, and the type of wallsthat could be sterilized with extreme heat. Then he' d had to try
to make credible bodyguards out of the rabble he employed because important Separatist scientists came

and went, and the Neimoidians saw congpiracy everywhere they looked. They weren't dwayswrong
about that.

Then the Jedi cameto Imbraani, and it al fell into place, as neetly asthe arrival of the Republic forces
now on the planet. There was amilitary target here.

I’m my father’s son, though. I’'m awarrior.Hokan wondered if dl cultures separated from their heritage
were unable to move on, doomed to relive old glories.l’ d rather be fighting a worthy opponent than
terrorizing farmers who haven’t got the guts to stand up for themselves.

Fighting soldiers also commanded ahigher fee, of course.

And the greater the fee, the quicker he would be off this planet and heading. . . somewhere.

Therewas no longer ahomefor him, and few of hiskind left. But things could change. Y es, they very
well might one day.

Hokan leaned back in the chair and let the chatter of comlinkswash over him.

Y ou want to know how clonestell each other apart? \Who cares? They're here to fight, not to socialize.

—Sergeant Ka Skirata

“Get out,” Birhan yelled. “ Get out and don’'t come back! Y ou’ ve brought al thison us. Go on, clear
off.”

The farmer shied aclod of dirt a Etain, and she Sdestepped it. It broke into dust behind her. The old



woman— who wasn't Birhan' swife, she' d discovered—came up from behind and grabbed hisarm.

“Don't beafool,” shesaid. “If wetake care of the Jedi, then they’ll take care of us when the Republic
comes.”

Birhan was till staring at Etain asif he was debating whether to go and grab his pitchfork. “ Republic my
rump,” he said. “ Them’ s no different to Neimieswhen it comesto it. WE Il till be bottom of the pile
whoever runsthe show.”

Etain stood with her arms folded, wondering how the old woman, Jnart, had managed to attach hersdlf
to Birhan' s sprawling family. She was an gppalling cook and couldn’t have been much help with heavy
farm labor. Etain imagined she earned her keep spinning merliewool likethe rest of the elderly Qiilurans
she' d met.

But right now, Etain doubted even Jnart’s powers of persuasion. She decided to try her own again.

“Birhan, you want meto stay,” she said carefully, concentrating as Magter Fulier had taught her. “ Y ou
want to cooperate with me.”

“| rotten welldon’t want to cooperate with you, missy,” he said. “And sayplease.”

She' d never quite mastered Jedi persuasion when under stress. Unfortunatdly, that was alwaysthetime
when she needed it.

Jnart nudged Birhan roughly, no mean feet for such a short woman. “If them Jedi have landed, fool, then
she'll bring them around hereto sort you out,” she said. “Thisisno time to make new enemies. And if
they haven't—wadll, it'll dl blow over and then you' Il have someone who can make thingsgrow. That's
right, innit, girl? Jedi can make crops grow?’

Etain watched the display of rustic logic with growing respect. “We can harness the Force to nurture
plants, yes.”

That was all too true: she had heard the stories of Padawansjoining the agri corps when they didn't

perform wdll during training. That was al she needed—Iife on abackwater planet, talking to fields of
grain. It wasn't just the intelligence data she had hidden in her cloak that made her want to get off the
planet asfast as she could. Agriculture spelled failure. She didn’t need further reminding of her

inadequacy .

“Yah,” Birhan spat, and trudged off, muttering profanities.

“Weadl get nervous when Hokan' sthugs start burning down farms,” Jinart said. Shetook Etain’sarm
and steered her back to the barn that had become her home. No, it wasn't home. There could never be
home for her.No loves, no attachments, no commitments except the Force. Well, a least it wouldn’t
be hard to tear hersdlf away from here. “ And killing farmers, of course.”

“Sowhy aren’tyou nervous?’ Etain asked.

“You'reacautious child.”

“1 have adead Magter. It encourages you somewhat.”



“I have abroader view of life,” Jinart said, not at al like awool-spinning old woman. “Now you keep
yoursdlf safe and don’t go wandering about.”

Etain was developing aNeimoidian leve of paranoiaand wondered if even her own ingincts were
decelving her. She

had at |east aways been able to sense another’ s emotions and condition. “ So they know where to find
me?’ shesad quietly, testing.

Jnart siffened visibly. “ Depends on whothey might be,” she said, wafting the pungent scent of merlieas
shewaked. “1 don't carefor urrgal much, and at my time of life there slittle left to covet.”

“Y ou said they were coming.”
“| did indeed.”
“I have no patiencefor riddles.”

“Then you should have, and you should aso be reassured, because they’ re here and they’ [l help you.
But you aso need to help them.”

Etain’smind raced ahead. Her scomach knotted. No, shewasfaling for carniva fortune-teller’ stricks.
She was adding her own knowledge and senses to vague generdities and seeing meaning where there
was none. Of course Jinart knew strangers had arrived. The whole of Imbraani had known about Master
Fulier, and it was very hardnot to know something had happened when vessdls crash-landed on your
farm, and when every hiding hole in the area was being searched by Hokan' s militia. For some reason or
another, Jnart was playing aguessing game.

“When you specify something, I'll take you serioudy,” Etain said.

“Y ou should be less suspicious,” Jnart said dowly, “and you should look at what you think you see
much more carefully.”

Etain opened the barn door and the scent of straw and barg tumbled out, dmost solid. She felt suddenly
camer, and even hopeful. She had no ideawhy. Perhaps Jinart was naturally reassuring, as comforting as
agrandmother, despite dl her odd talk.

Etain couldn’t actualy remember agrandmother, or any of her biologica family, of course. Family
wasn't familiar or soothing because she had grown up in acommune of Jedi novices, educated and raised
and cared for by her own kind, and by that she never meanthuman.

But family, even from what she had seen briefly of squabbling farmers' clans, suddenly seemed
desrable. It was difficult to be doneright then.

“I wish | had timeto educate you in surviva,” Jinart said. “ That task will haveto fal to someone else. Be
ready to comewith mewhen it getsdark.”

Jnart was becoming much more articulate. She was more than she appeared to be. Etain decided to
trust the old woman because she was the nearest she had to an dlly.

Shedtill had her lightsaber, &fter all.



Darman cameto the edge of the wood and found himsdlf facing an open field the Sze of Kamino's
oceans.

It seemed likeit, anyway. He couldn’t see the boundary on either side of him, just straight across where
the trees began again. Therowsof grain—sted gray, shining, Sighing in the wind—were only waist-high.
Hewasthirty klicks east of RV Gamma, desperate to reach it and get some deep while waiting for the
rest of the squad.

Following the cover of the hedge—wherever that might take him—would cost him alot of time. He
opted to take the direct route. He removed one of the three micro-remotes from his belt pack and
activated it. Thetiny viewing device was about the size of a pygmy hummer, smal enough to gragpin his
pam, and he st it to scout the areafor five kilometers around him. He didn't like using them unless he
absolutely had to. On aplanet like this, their shiny metallic coating was hardly geared toward stedth.
They also had atendency to go missing. And because they recorded aswell astranamitted, they were
one of the last things he wanted to let fal into the enemy’ shands.

But hewasn't exactly invisible, either. He glanced down at hisfilthy armor, streaked with dried mud, wet
green moss, and far, far worse, and knew he was ill abig plastoid-aloy industria object in agentle
organic environmert.

Helowered himsdlf onto al fours, adjusting his balance carefully so the packs sat squarely down the
length of hisback. Hisknee il hurt. Crawling through afield wasn't going to help it. The sooner you get
there, the sooner you rest.

The remote soared verticdly into the air, playing back arapidly shrinking view of thefield, then the wider
landscape of farmland and woods, al within Darman’ s visor display. There were no buildings asfar ashe
could see. That didn’t necessarily mean the area was deserted.

Crawling with his packs generated alot of hegt, but the bodysuit regulated it obediently. The armor
system had more pluses than disadvantages. He didn’t have to worry about wildlife waiting to bite, sting,
poison, infect, or otherwise ruin hisentire day.

But it was dow going. He had to loop wideif he was going to avoid the little town, Imbraani. In fact, the
whole day had been one of dow progress, athough the only timetable he could latch on to now was that
of hiscomrades, and how long it would take them to make RV Gamma. Then they’d move onif he
didn’t show by the gppointed time. After that—well, after that they were off the chart, so to speak. It
would be amatter of regrouping and gathering enough intd to take the target.

Darman suspected it would take longer than afew days. Alot longer. He had started making notes of
what locdl floraand faunamight be edible, and the positions of springs and watercourses that hadn’t
shown up on the high-dtitude recce. He wondered if the gdans made decent eating. He reckoned it might
not be worth trying.

Every s0 often he paused to knedl and sip some water from his bottle. His scomach’ s fantasieswere no
longer of sizzling nerf strips but of swest, filling, Sicky, amber uj cake. It wasararetreat. Histraining
sergeant had dlowed his squad—his origina squad—to try it, breaking the Kaminoan rules on feeding
clones carefully balanced nutritional mixes. “You're till just boys,” he'd told them. “Fill yer boots.” And
they had.Good old Kal.

Theflavor was il achingly vivid in Darman’ s mind. He wondered wheat other norma civilian indulgences



he might enjoy if he had accessto them.
He dapped the thought down hard. His discipline was his self-esteem. He was aprofessiond.
He gtill thought about that uj cake, though.

“Comeon, get moving,” he said, very tired of the absence of comrades voices and seeking comfort in
his own. He would be his commanding officer, just to stay sharp. “ Shift it.”

The remote continued to relay predictable images of bucolic peace, neat patchworks of fields

punctuated by the wild tangled woods, reminders of an unsettled and untamed world. There were no
giant harvester droids out yet. At one point, he thought he saw a dark form moving through the field some
way to hisleft, but when he focused on it there was Smply a gap opened by thewind.

Then there was asudden patch of darknessin hisvisor.

Darman stopped dead. The thing had mafunctioned. But the image returned, glowing, red, and wet, and
he redlized he was|ooking into the digestive tract of aliving creature.

Something had swallowed the remote.

A few moments|later alarge bird, dowly flapping four wings, sailed overhead and cast an alarming
shadow before him. He glanced up. It was probably the same kind that had been sucked into the Narsh
orayer’ samos engine.

“1 hope it gives you gutache, you scumbag,” he said, and waited for it to dwindle to ablack speck
before moving on.

It took more than half an hour to reach the other side of thefield, and he till had twenty-five klicksto go
to the RV point. HE d decided to go north of the town, athough he shouldn’t have risked moving by day
a dl.Get there early. Wait for them, just in case they decide I’ m dead and they don’t hang about.
He eased into the bushes, scattering smal crestures that he could hear but not see, and considered taking
off his packsjust for amoment’ srelief.

But he knew that would make it much harder to move when he dotted them back into place again.
Exhausted, he fumbled in his bt for aration cube and chewed, willing the nutrientsto hit his bloodstream
asfast asthey could, before

he dumped into deep and didn’t get up again. Lights danced in front of hiseyes. Fatigue was giving him
aheads-up display of itsown.

Thelast of the cube dissolved in his mouth. “Come on, soldier, haul it up,” he said. Playing mind games
could keep him going. Thetrick was to remember where the game ended and then snap back to redlity.
Right then he decided to let his commander-self shout him into action.

“Sr!” he said, and sprang up from aknedling position in one move. He tottered dightly when hisknees
locked out, but he stayed upright and leaned againgt atree. He made a mental note that he needed to
keep better hydrated.

It was 0 dark in the wood that his night vison kicked in from time to time, superimposing ghostly green
images on the trunks and branches. He' d grown used to the range of anima sounds, and the occasiond



whisper of leaves or snap of twigs blended into the pattern of what his brain was cataloging as
NFQ—normad for Qiilura. From timeto time adightly abnorma snap or rustle would make him drop to
asguat and turn, rifle ready; but he was clear.

Hefollowed the river on his holochart for part of the way, dthough it was actualy more of astream. The
faint trickle of liquid over rocks was reassuring in the way that the sound of water could be, and after an
hour he came upon abreak in the tree canopy that alowed sunlight to filter down on the stream in danted
shafts. Brilliantly colored insects circled and danced above the surface.

Darman had never seen anything quitelikeit. Yes, he knew al about geologica formations and what
they foretold for soldiers: sources of water, treacherous scree, risk of landdide, cavernsto shelter in, high
ground for defense, passesto block. Accelerated learning packaged the natura world for him and
explained how he could useit to military advantage.

But nobody told him it looked so. . .nice. He had no wordsfor it. Like the uj cake, it was aglimpse of
another world that wasn't his.

Sitdown andrest. You'retoo tired. You'll start making fatal mistakes.

It was weakness talking. He shook his head rapidly to clear it.No stims, no, not yet. He had to press
on. Theinsects kept up aconstant circuit of the stream like recce aircraft, circling, seeking.

Y ou're hours ahead. Stop. No degp makes you careless. Y ou can't afford to be careless.

It did sound like common sense. It was't the game-voice, hisimaginary commander, giving him orders:
it felt deep within him, ingtinct. And it was right. He was making dower and dower progress and he had
to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.

He stopped and unclipped one pack, then the other. It was agood enough place to camp. Hefilled his
water bottle and hauled afew half-decayed logsinto place to build a defensive sanger, just as Sergeant
Kad had taught them. It was only alow defensive circle of rocks—or whatever came to hand— but it
made a difference on a battlefield when you couldn’t dig in. He sat in the walled hollow he had crested,
garing at the water.

Then he cracked the sedl on hishelmet and bresthed unfiltered air for thefirst timein many hours.

It smelled complex. It wasn't the air-conditioning of Tipoca City and it wasn't the dry dead air of
Geonoss. It was aive. Darman released dl the gription panels on hisarmor and stacked the platesinsde
the circle of the sanger, set hishemet to detect movement, and lft it on the makeshift wal. Then he
peded off his bodysuit section by section and rinsed it in the flowing water.

The day was surprisingly warm; he'd had no way of teling what it felt like while he was seded in the quiit,
just the ambient environment data.on hisdisplay.

But the water was shockingly cold when he stepped in. He washed quickly, sat in the pool of sunlight to
dry off, and then replaced the panels of bodysuit. They’d dried alot more quickly than he had.

Before helet himself nod off he put hisarmor back on.

Therewas no sense in getting used to the pleasant sensation of not wearing it. It wasdrilled so
thoroughly into him that he was surprised he' d thought otherwise even for asecond: in enemy territory,



you dept in full gear with your blaster ready. He cradled hisriflein hisarms, leaned back on his pack,
and watched the insects dancing on the sunlit water.

They were hypnoticaly beautiful. Their wings were éectric blues and bright vermilion and they wove a
figure-eight. Then, one by one, they dropped down and floated on the surface, drifting with the current,
gtill wonderfully vivid, but now apparently dead.

Darman reacted. Airborne toxin. He shut his eyestight, puffed out theair in hislungs, and snapped his
helmet back into place, drawing breath again only when the sedl was secure and hisfiltration mask could
take over. But there was no data on his visor to indicate acontaminant. The air was till clean.

He leaned out and scooped up a couple of the insects caught in an eddy. One kicked aleg afew times
and then was till. When he looked up, there were none left flying. It seemed sad. What bothered him
morewasthat it seemed inexplicable.

Curious, hefumbled for an empty ration cube container and dropped the insectsinto it to consider them
later. Then he closed his eyes and tried to doze, rifle ready.

But deep duded him. His hdlmet detected movement and woke him every few minutes at the intrusion of
smdll creatures no threat to him. Once or twiceit picked up agdan, and he opened hiseyesto see
glittering points of reflected light staring back at him.

The system picked up something larger once, but it wasn’t aslarge as any humanoid in his database, and
kept its distance before disappearing.

Get some deep. You ‘regoing to need it, son.

Darman wasn't sureif it was hisown voice or that of hisimaginary commander. Either way, it wasan
order he was only too willing to obey.

Ghez Hokan never took kindly to being summoned, but Ovolot Qail Uthan had the gift of being
charming about it. Sheinvited him to meet her in the research complex. She even sent one of her staff
with aspeeder to collect him from his offices.

Hokan appreciated the gesture. The woman understood how to use power and influence. The
Neimoidian grocer had yet to learn.

Uthan was not particularly pretty but she did have the knack of dressing well—in plain dark robes—and
carrying hersdf like an empress. That balanced the scales. What Hokan liked most about her was that
while she seemed to know that feminine charm wouldn’t override his common sense, she never dropped
her seductively reasonable facade. She was a professiona, and mutua respect went along way with him.
Thefact that shewas ascientist with subtle politica skillsimpressed him further till. He could dmost
forgive the unnaturd act of fighting without red wegpons.

The decaying exterior of farm buildings gave way to reinforced aloy doors and lengthy corridorswith
what appeared to be emergency bulkheads. Hokan carried his helmet under one arm, unwilling to leave
it—or his wegpons—with the servant. The wizened man looked local. Thelocaswere dl thieves.

“Expecting some grain slo fires, then?’ he said, and prodded the recessed blast bulkheads with his
forefinger.



Uthan laughed alow, tinkling laugh that he knew could just as easily switch to acommanding voice and
freeze aparade ground of troops. “1’m grateful you could make the time to see me, General Hokan,” she
said. “Under normal circumstances, | would never bypass someone with whom | had a contract and
speak directly to his. . . subcontractor. It'svery rude, don't you think? But I’ m alittle concerned.”

Ah, Ankkit wasn't part of this conversation. Hokan began to understand. And she waslaying on the
flattery with atrowd. “1I’m merely Hokan, acitizen. Let me address your concerns.. . . madam?’ Hefelt
suddenly foolish. He had no ideawhat to cdll her. “Mistress Uthan?’

“Doctorwill befine, thank you.”

“How can | reassure you, then, Doctor?’

She steered him into aside room and indicated three shimmering beige brocade uphol stered chairs,
clearly imported from Coruscant. He hesitated to sit on such a conspicuousy decadent seat, but he did
because he would not stand before her like a servant. Uthan took the chair nearest him.

“Y ou have some idea of the importance of thework | carry out here, | think.”

“Not in any detall. Viruses. From the building specification, anyway.” He' d policed the congtruction
crews, who were dso dl thieves. “Hazardous materials.”

If Uthan was surprised, she gave no indication whatsoever. “ Exactly,” shesaid. “And | confessI’m
somewhat disturbed by the events of recent days. Lik Ankkit assures me my security is guaranteed, but |
would redly welcome your assessment of the Situation.” Her tone hardened just afraction: till syrup, but
now with gritty, sharp crystasinit. “Isthis project under any threat? And can you maintain its security?’

Hokan didn’t hesitate. “Yes, | believe your facility isvulnerable.” He was amaster of histrade. He saw
no reason to lose his reputation over arestriction not of hismaking. “And no, | can't guarantee anything
with the level and qudity of Saff thet | have.”

Uthan sat back with controlled downess. “Last matter first. Do you not have the resources to employ
them? Ankkit's contract is quite generous.”

“That generogity has not filtered down to my operation.”
“Ah. Perhaps we should shorten the supply chain in the interests of efficiency.”
“I have no opinion on that. Ankkit’swelcometo his cut aslong as | have the toolsto do the job.”

“That wasn't quite the cut | had in mind for Lik Ankkit.” She smiled. There was no warmthinit. “And
you believe the recent incursons are related to thisfacility?”

“Circumstantia evidence. Yes.” Hokan returned the smile and suspected his was afew degrees cooler.
If she'd do this

to Ankkit, she’'d do it to him. “It' sabig planet. Why the Imbraani region? Why send Jedi agents?’
“Have you located any forces?’

“No. I'veidentified at least two points of hard contact and one downed vessdl, though.”



“Hard contact?’

“ Stuations when soldiers actualy engage each other.” Not that his rabble of mercenariesrated the
diginction of soldiers. “I can't gauge numbers.”

“If | wereto arrange for you to have command of Separatist droids and their officers from our nearby
garrison, would that make your task easer?’

“l takeno sides. | won't lie to you and pretend to support your cause.”
“Y ou have military experience, of course. There' sno disgrace in being amercenary.”

“I’'m Mandalorian. It'sin my soul aswell as part of my education. No, there’ sno shameinit aslong as
you give of your best.”

Uthan suddenly melted into what seemed to be athoroughly genuine and sympathetic haf amile. “I think

| should share something with you. It might be distressing.” There were till hard edgesin her unctuous
tone. “The Republic has created an army of cloned troops.Millions. They have been bred to fight and
serve Jedi generalswithout question, atered to be their willing servants. They have had no normal lifeand
they age very repidly—if they survive being wasted in foolish battles. Do you know whose genetic
material was used to creste these unfortunate daves?’

“No, | don’t.” Hokan was never embarrassed to admit ignorance. That was for smal men. “Tell me.”
“Jango Fett.”
“What?’

“Yes. Thefinest Manda orian warrior of hisday has been used to churn out cannon fodder for the
aggrandizement of the Jedi.”

If she had spat in hisface, he couldn’t have been more gppalled. He knew she was aware of what would
enragehim;

she used the emotiond termwarrior, notbounty hunter. She knew how much the revelaion would
offend his cultura pride. But she wasright to tel him. It was amatter of honor, and more than his own.
Hewould not see his heritage used in this travesty of honest war.

“I’ d take the contract even if you didn’t pay me,” he said.

Uthan seemed to relax. “We can give you up to a hundred droidsto start with. Ask if you need more.
It sasmall garrison because we didn't want to attract attention, but now that we have that attention
anyway we can reinforce if necessary. What about your existing militia?’

“I think layoff notices might bein order. Perhaps your troops might start by helping me with the
adminigration of that.”

Uthan blinked for a second, and Hokan realized she had taken longer than usud to understand what he
meant. She' d gragped the meaning: Ican be as ruthless as you. She d think twice before undermining him
as shewas undermining Ankkit.



“That might beasengble start,” shesad.

Hokan stood up and held hishelmet in both hands. He had always been proud of that tradition, proud
that it hadn’t changed in thousands of years except for atechnica enhancement here and there. What
really mattered was what lay under Manda orian armor—awarrior’ s heart.

“Would you like to know what virus we' re developing here, Mgor Hokan?’ Uthan asked.

So he had ared rank now, not the flatteringly extravagantGeneral. “Do | need to?’

“I think s0. You seg, it's specificaly for the clones.”

“Let me see. To make them proper men again?’

“Nothing can do that. Thisisto kill them.”

Hokan replaced hishemet carefully.

“Thekindest solution,” he said, and meant it.

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

Sakyr ‘am Nau tracyn kad, Vode an.

(And glory, eterna glory, We shall bear its weight together. Forged like the saber in the fires of degth,
Brothersadl.)

—Traditional Mandalorian war chant

It would have been much, much easier to fight in a different environment.

Niner decided that when he got back to base he’ d ask to amend the training manua on nonurban



warfare, to reflect the fact that SOPs for temperate rurd terrain were definitelynot interchangeable with
jungletactics.

It was the fields. There was too much open ground between areas of cover. Niner had been ditting in the
fork of atreefor so long that one buttock was numb and the other was catching up fast. And till the
group of militiawas sprawled in the grass at the edge of arecently mown field, passing around bottles of
urrgd.

Niner didn’t stir under his camouflage of leaves. It was nearly autumn, so it was atrick they wouldn't be
ableto rdy on much longer, asamost al the woodland was deciduous. They planned to pull out long
before then.

“ Anything happening, Sarge?’ H’ svoice wasawhisper in

his helmet, even though the sound wouldn’t carry. It was asmart habit, just in case. If one precaution
was good, two was better. “ Still svigging?’

“Y eah. We could dwayswait until they die of liver fallure. Save theammo.”
“Y ou okay?’

“My bladder’ sabit full, but fine otherwise.”

“Atin’ s shredding that speedi€’ s onboard computer.”

“I hope he'sdoing it quietly.”

“He' smoved into the wood abit. He reckons he' s downloaded some high-res charts, but the rest are
probably fried. HE s on the encryption files now.”

“Aslong as he' shappy.”

F made a dtifled snort of laughter. “Y eah, he’ s happy.”

I’ve been Darman.Niner sill had no ideawhat Atin had meant by that. HE d remember to ask him at a
more appropriate moment. All he wanted right then was for Hokan’ s men to get up and move on so they
could cross over to RV Beta, just four klicks ahead. It would have been easy to pick them off from here,
but that would leave anice pile of caling cards and the squad had left too many aready. Niner wanted to
avoid dl the hard contact that he could.

They haveto run out of urrgal soon.

And they can't be taking Ghez Hokan very serioudy.

Niner was watching the group through his rifle scope, wondering why there was a preponderance of
Weequays, when they al looked up, but not at him. They were looking to hisright.

“Five moretargets approaching,” F said.

Niner tracked right very gently. “Got ‘em.”



They didn't look like militia. There was an Umbaran, very smart in apae gray uniform that matched his
skin, and four battle droids marching behind him. Some of the militiaboys got to their feet. One of them,
reclining on the ground, held hisbattle out in offering, muttering something about curing rust.

The only words of conversation that Niner could pick up from the Umbaran were*®. . . Hokan asks. . .
any contact. . .”

The breeze took the rest. They' ve got reinforcements, hethought. They look like a different problem
altogether.

And they were, but not for him thistime. The reinforcement droids raised their integral blasters without
warning and smply opened fire into the group of militia. They fired afew boltsin an orderly manner and
then waited, looking down &t their victims asif checking. The Umbaran—commissioned officer or
sergeant?>—stepped forward and fired another blast at close range into a Weequay. Apparently satisfied
that their job was done, they gathered up the group’ s assortment of blasters and sidearms, searched the
bodies for something— 1D, Niner suspected—and marched calmly away, back down their approach
route.

Niner heard Fi exhale at the sametime he did.

“Well,” Fi said. “Y ou can empty your bladder now, | suppose.”

Niner did down from the fork of the tree, and hisleg buckled under him. He removed the plates and
rubbed histhigh to get the circulation going. “What do you reckon that was al about, then?’

“Hokan doesn't like them drinking on duty?’

Atin appeared, ajumble of circuitry and wiresin one hand. “Looks like the tinnies have shown up to
take over. But why shoot them?’

“Tinnies?’ H sad.
“What did your squad cal them?’
“Droids”

Niner nudged Fi. “Generd Zey said Hokan was violent and unpredictable. He executes his own people
in cold blood. Let’ sremember that.”

They gathered up their gear and thistime it wasthe turn of Atin and Niner to carry the load they’d rigged
underdung on apole. Fi walked ahead on point.

“I haven't fired ashot yet,” he said.
“On thissort of mission, the fewer the better,” Atin said.

Niner took it asasign that Atin wasjoining in. Histone wasn't as defensive. Regular people said they
couldn’t tell the difference between one clone and another, did they? That

waswhat came of spending too much time looking at faces and not enough wondering what shaped
people and went on inside their heads.



“Save‘emfor later,” Niner said. “I think we' re going to need every single round.”
| must be out of my mind.

Etain watched the ramshackle farmhouse buildings through a gap in the barn’ s planked walls. The roofs
were outlined againgt the degpening turquoise of the dusk sky: two lamps stood by the porch of the main
building to keep the gdans away from the path to the outside refresher. There were so many of thelittle
predators nesting around the farm that one of their warrens had subsided, leaving agaping holein the
farmyard that was now filling up every timeit rained. Birhan wasn't big on maintenance.

That did make some tasks easier, though. Satisfied that nobody was approaching, she went back to
working boards |oose from the barn’ sframe at the rear of the building. There was no other exit if she
were ambushed, so she was making one.

She concentrated on the boards, fixing their shape and position in her mind. Then she visudized them
separating and moving aside, creating agap.Move, shethought.Just part, swing aside . . . and the
boards did indeed move. She rehearsed shifting them with the Force afew times, letting them fal back
into place quietly.

Y es, she could use the Force. When she felt confident and controlled, she could master everything Fulier
had taught her; but those days could be few and far between. She wrestled with atemper unbefitting a
Jedi. She watched those with serene acceptance of the Force and envied their certainty. She wondered
why Jedi blood had bothered to manifest itself in someone who was so fdlible.

Etain hoped she could manage to use the Force to do something more momentous than moving planksif
the Situation demanded it. She was certain that the next few dayswould test her beyond her limits.

Jnart arrived just after it grew completely dark. Despite watching intently through the crack inthe wall,
lightsaber ready, Etain didn’t see her approach, or even hear her until the door swung open.

But shefelt her. And she wondered why she hadn't felt her before.

“Ready, girl?’” Jnart asked. She was wrapped in afilthy shawl that seemed about to walk of itsown
accord. It was a pretty convincing disguise.

“Why didn’'t you tell me?” Etain asked.

“Tell youwhat?’ Jnart asked.

“I might be less than the ideal Padawan, but | can dways sense another Jedi. | want to know why.”
“You'rewrong. I'm not that at al. But weare serving the same cause”

Jnart cast around and picked up the remnants of aloaf that Etain hadn’t finished. She shoved it under
her shawl.

“That wasn't an explanation,” Etain said, and followed her out the door. There were no gdansto be
seen. If thiswoman was strong in the Force and not a Jedi, she had to know why. “1 need to know what
you are.”



“No, you don’'t.”
“How do | know you'’ re not someone who has turned to the dark sde?’

Jnart stopped abruptly and spun around, suddenly faster and more upright than an old woman should
have been. “1 can choose when | am detected andnot detected. And given your competence, I'm the
onewho’'smost at risk. Now, silence.”

It wasn't quite the answer Etain was expecting. She fdlt the same authority as she had in the presence of
Fulier, except that he exhibited peaks and troughs of the Force, while Jnart projected an infinite
Steadiness.

She wascertainty. Etain envied certainty.

Jnart led her into the woodland that skirted Imbraani to the east. She was keeping up a punishing pace,
and Etain decided not to ask any more questions for the time being. At various points along the way,
Jnart deviated: “Mind the war-

rens,” she said, and Etain sidestepped holes and depressions that told her colonies of gdans had been
busy beneath the ground.

They findly paused haf an hour later, having covered an arc that brought them north to the edge of the
Braan River. Asriverswent, it was more of alarge stream. Jnart stood still, apparently looking at the
water but not appearing to focus. Then she jerked her head around and stared west, taking a deep
breath and exhding dowly.

“Wak upstream,” she said. “Follow the riverbank and keep your wits about you. Y our soldier is il
there, and he needs those plans.”

“A soldier.One?”

“That’' swhat | said. Come on. Hewon't be there much longer.”

“Not agroup, then. Not even afew.”

“Correct. There are others, but they’ re alittle way from here. Now go.”

“What makesyou think | have plans?’

“If you hadn’t, | wouldn't be risking myself to direct you toward your contact,” Jnart said. “1 have other
work to do now. When you find your soldier, I’ll try to persuade Birhan to take him in for awhile. He' ll
need somewhereto hide. Get on with it. Hewon’'t hang around.”

Etain watched Jinart start away toward the town, looking back just once. The Padawan dipped out her
lightsaber and tried to get a sense of what might lie west long the river-bank, and when she glanced
back again Jinart was nowhere to be seen. She was aware of the scrabbling of small clawed feet around

her. Whatever influence had kept the gdans at bay while Jinart was with her was gone. She kicked out
occasionally and hoped her boots were thick enough.

If she went back to the farm, nothing would have changed and she would be no nearer to ddivering the
information. She had no choice but to go on.



The bank was overgrown in places and she stepped into the river, knowing it would be shdlow. The
knowledge didn’'t make it any more pleasant to wade in sodden boots. But it

was ardiableroute, and it kept the gdans from trying their luck with her.

They werewary of Jnart. Etain wondered why the Force didn’t deter them from stalking her aswell. It
was more confirmation, if she ever needed it, that she redlly wasn't much of a Jedi when it cameto
utilizing the Force. She had to concentrate. She had to find that single-minded sense of both purpose and
acceptance that had so long eluded her.

Although Etain had clearly not yet come close to mastering control of the Force, she could see and fed
beyond the immediate world. She could fed the nocturna creatures around her; she even fdt thelittle
slver weed-edls parting to avoid her before they brushed her boots on the way downstream.

Then she became aware of something she was't expecting to encounter in the wilds of the Imbraani
woods.

A child.

She could fed achild nearby. There was something unusua about the child, but it was definitely a
youngster, and there was afedling of loss about it. She couldn’t imagine any of the townspeople letting a
child out at night with gdans aboui.

Ignoreit. Thisisn't your problem now.

But it wasachild. It wasn't afraid. It was anxious, but notscared as any sensible child should have been,
wandering around alone at night.

Suddenly there was something touching her forehead. She put out her hand indtinctively asif shooing
away an insect, but there was nothing there. And gtill she felt something right between her brows.

It dipped briefly to her chest, exactly on her ssernum, and back up to her forehead. Then she was
suddenly blinded by alight of painful intengity that shot out of the darkness and overwhelmed her.

She had nothing to lose. She drew her lightsaber, prepared to die on her feet if nothing else. She didn’t
need to see her opponent.

Therewas adightah sound. Thelight snapped off. She could gill senseachild right in front of her.
“Sorry, ma am,” aman’svoicesad. “I didn’t recognize you.”

And till she detected only achild, so close that it had to be next to the man. For some reason she
couldn’'t sensehim inthe Force at all.

Red ghost-images of thelight still blinded her. She held her lightsaber steady. When her vision cleared,
she knew exactly who she was staring at, and she dso knew Jinart had betrayed her.

She' d probably betrayed Fulier, too.

Etain could see the digtinctive full-face Manda orian hemet of Ghez Hokan.



The snister T-shaped dit told her al she needed to know. She raised the lightsaber. Both his hands were
resting on hisrifle. Perhaps the child—the unseen child—had been alure, adistraction projected by
Jnart.

“Ma am? Put the wegpon down, ma am—"
“Hokan, thisisfor Master Fulier,” she hissed, and svung at him.

Hokan legpt back with astonishing reflexes. She didn’t recognize his voice: it was younger, amost
accentless. Hedidn't even raise hisrifle. The monster was playing with her. She spun on the ball of her
foot and very nearly took hisarm off. Sudden rage congtricted her throat. She dashed again but found
only ar.

“Ma am, please don’'t make me disarm you.”

“Try it,” she said. She beckoned him forward with one hand, lightsaber steady in the other. “Y ou want
this?Try me”

Helaunched himsdlf at her, hitting her square in the chest and knocking her backward into theriver. The
child was till there. Where? How? And then Hokan was on top of her, holding her under the water
with one hand, and she dropped the lightsaber. She fought and choked and thought she was going to
drown and she had no ideawhy she couldn’t fight off an ordinary man with both her fists. She should
have been able to muster more physical strength than this human.

He hauled her up out of the water one-handed and dumped

her on the riverbank flat on her back, holding both her arms down.

“Ma am, steady now—"

But she wasn't finished yet. With an anima grunt she drove her knee up hard between histhighs, as hard
as she could, and when she was frightened and desperate and angry that was very hard indeed. She
hadn't known it until now.

Etain gasped as her knee wentcrack. It hurt. But it didn’t seem to hurt him.,

“Ma am, with respect, pleaseshut up. Y ou'regoing to get usboth killed.” The sinister mask loomed
over her. “I’m not Hokan. I’'mnot him. If you just cam down I'll show you.” He loosened hisgrip
dightly and she amost struggled free. Now his tone was bewildered. “Ma am, stop this, please. I'm

going to let go and you' re going to listen to me explain who | am.”

Her breath was coming in gasps and she coughed water. The ever-present child so disoriented her that
she stopped trying to didodge him and let him struggleto hisfeet.

Etain could see him—it—clearly now. She could see well in the darkness, better than anormal human.
She was staring at ahuge droid-like creature clad in pale gray armor plates with no face and no
markings. And it had a blagter rifle. It— he—held out ahand asif to pull her to her feet.

Wi, it wasn't Ghez Hokan. That was dl she could tell. Shetook hisarmored hand and got to her feet.



“What in creation’sname are you?’ she managed to ask.

“Ma am, my gpologies. | didn't recognizeyou & first. Thisisentirdy my fault for failing to identify myself
correctly.” He touched black-gloved fingers briefly to bistemple, and she noticed the knuckle plate on

the back of the gauntlets. “ Commando of the Grand Army CC-one-one-three-six, ma am. | await your
orders, General.”

“Generd?’ Voices coming from things that appeared to have no lips reminded her too much of droids.

Hetilted hishead dightly. “My apologies. | didn’'t seethe braid. . . Commander.”

“And what’ sthe Grand Army?’

“The Republic’' sarmy, ma am. Sorry. | should have redlized that you' ve been out of contact with
Coruscant for awhile now, and. . .”

“Since when did we acquire aGrand Army?’

“About ten years ago.” He gestured to the bushes a ong the bank. “ Shall we discuss this somewhere less

public?Y ou' re presenting something of atarget to anyone with anight scope. | think even theloca militia
can manage one of those between them.”

“I dropped my lightsaber intheriver.”

“Let megetit, maam,” he said. He stepped into the shallow water, and the light on his helmet flicked
on. He bent down and fumbled in the illuminated water, then stood up with the hilt in hishand. “Please
don't useit on meagan, will you?’

Etain raked her soaking hair back from her face with chilled fingers. Shetook the lightsaber carefully. “I
don't think I’ d have much luck anyway. Look, why are you calling meCommander ?”

“Mdam, Jedi aredl officersnow. Youare aJedi, aren’t you?’
“Hard to believe, isn't it?

“No offense, ma an—"

“I'd ask the same quegtion if | were you.” Commander. Commander? “I’m Padawan Etain

Tur-Mukan. Master Kast Fulier isdead. It seemsyou’ rethe soldier | haveto help.” She looked up at
him. “What' syour name?’

“Md am, Commando CC—"

“Y our name. Yourreal name”

He hesitated. “Darman,” he said, sounding asif he were embarrassed by it. “We need to get out of here.
They'relooking for me.”

“They won't have much trouble finding you inthat outfit,” she said sarcadticaly.



“Thedirt’srinsed off.” He stood slent for amoment. “ Do you have ordersfor me, ma an?| haveto
make RV point Gammaand find the rest of my squad.

Hewastadking army gibberish. “When do you have to do that? Now?’

He paused. “Within twelve standard hours.”

“Then we ve got time. | have plansto show you. Come back with me and let’ swork out what we have
to do next.” Shetook the lightsaber from him and gestured with both arms. “1’ [l help you carry what |

“It' sheavy, maam.”

“I’'maJedi. | might not be avery competent Jedi, but |am physicaly strong. Evenif you did take me
down.”

“A bit of training will fix that, ma’am,” he said, and he eased off that terrible Manda orian hdmet with a
fantpop of itssed. “Y ou’ re acommander.”

He was ayoung man, probably in his early twenties, with close-cropped black hair and dark eyes. And
despite the hard planes of hisface he had atrusting and innocent expression that was so full of confidence
that it surprised her. Hewasn't just confident in himsdlf; he exuded confidenceinher. “Y ou' re probably
just ahbit rusty, ma am. We'll get you back on formin no time.”

“Areyouon form, Darman?’ He had overpowered her. It wasn't supposed to be like that. “How good
areyou?’

“I’m acommando, ma am. Bred to be the best. Bred to serveyou.”
Hewasn't joking. “How old are you, Darman?”’

Hedidn't even blink. She could see the hard musclein his neck. Therewasn't even ahint of fat on his
face. Helooked extremely fit indeed, upright, amodel soldier.

“I’'mtenyearsold, ma am,” Darman said.

Droidsdidn’t drink or chase women, and they had no interest in making money on the side. They
weren't real warriors, soldiers with pride and honor, but at least Ghez Hokan could trust that they
wouldn’t be found lying in the gutter with an empty bottle the next morning.

And they did look truly magnificent when they marched.

They were marching now, aong the wide gravel path that led up to Lik Ankkit’ svilla. Hokan walked
beside them, then

behind them, moving position because he was s0 fascinated by the absolute precision of their steps, and
the complete unvarying conformity of their height and profile. They looked like bricksin aperfect wall, a
wall that could never be breached.

Machines could be made to be identical, and that was good. But it was anathemato do that to



men—especidly Manda orian men.

The Umbaran lieutenant raised his arm and brought the droid platoon to a halt ten meters from the
veranda steps. Lik Ankkit was aready standing on the top stair, gazing down at them in hisfancy
headdress and thatdi’ kutla robe like the weak, decadent grocer he was.

Hokan walked forward, helmet under hisarm, and nodded politely.
“Good morning, Hokan,” Ankkit said. “1 seeyou' ve finaly made some friends.”

“I"d like to introduce you to them,” Hokan said. “ Because you' re going to be seeing agreat dedl of each
other.” Heturned to the lieutenant. “ Proceed, Cuvin.”

The Umbaran saluted. “ Platoon—advance.”

It was dl vulgar thestrics, but Hokan had waited along time for this. It was aso necessary. He had to
billet some troops near Uthan' sfacility for rapid deployment. They would belittle usein the base thirty
kilometers away.

Ankkit stepped forward as the droids reached the steps. “ Thisis an outrage,” he said. “The Trade
Federation will not tolerate—"

The Neimoidian stood aside just asthefirst rank of paired droids reached the intricately inlaid kuvara
door, with its marquetry image of entwined vines.

Hokan wasn't expecting adisplay of heroics, and he didn’t get one. “It’ svery good of you to dlow me
to billet my troops here,” he said. “A noble use of dl that wasted space. The Separatists are grateful for
the persona sacrifice you’ ve made to ensure the security of Doctor Uthan' s project.”

Ankkit walked down the steps as fast as his towering headdress and |ong robe would alow. Even by
Neimoidian

standards of anxiety, he looked terribly upset. Heshook. He stood amost a head taller than Hokan even
without the headdress, which was rustling asif some creature had landed in it and was struggling to
escape. “| have acontract with Doctor Uthan and her government.”

“And you failed to honor the clause that guaranteed adequate resourcing for security. Doctor Uthan's
notice of pendty should be onitsway to your office.”

“I do not take kindly to betraya.”

“That’ sno way to address acommissioned officer of the Separatist forces.”

“Anofficer!”

“Feld commission.” Hokan smiled because he was genuinely happy. “1 have no need of you now,
Ankkit. Just be grateful you're alive. By the way, Doctor Uthan’s government has paid a bonus directly
to the Trade Federation to ensure I’ m allowed to work unhindered. Enemy troops have landed, and this

region isnow under martia law.”

Ankkit' sdit of amouth was clamped tight in anger. At least hewasn't pleading for hislife. Hokan would



have had to kill him if he had begged. He couldn’t bear whining.

“And | suppose that meansyou, Hokan,” Ankkit said.

“MagorHokan, please. If you see any of my former employees wandering around, don’t shelter them,
will you? Some of them have failed to show up to collect their severance payment. I'd like to handle their
outplacement package persondly.”

“Y ou're the paradigm of efficient management for usal,” Ankkit said.

Hokan enjoyed the moment of revenge, then put it aside asthe distracting bauble that it was. Ankkit was
no threat now; you couldn’t bribe droids. The Umbaran and Aqudish officers now knew what happened
to negligent soldiers because they’ d carried out his execution orders. Hokan was careful to ensure that
everyone was clear on what happened if they left his employment under acloud.

“Andwheredo | live?” Ankkit asked.
“Oh, plenty of room here,” Hokan replied. Therewasa

loud crash, followed by the tinkle of fragile glass hitting a hard floor. Droids could be so cardless. “I'm
sureyou won't get in their way.”

He touched hisfingersto his helmet and strode off.

There were till afew of hisformer troops missing. One was his Weequay lieutenant Guta-Nay. He
wanted to locate him very badly, as he needed to demonstrate to the new officers that he would happily
do hisown disciplinary work. It was an image he wanted planted in their heads should Ankkit ever
attempt to bribethem.

He waked down the path to the waiting speeder bike. A farmer had found scraps of circuitry on hisland
and wanted to know if it was worth abottle of urrgal to revea the location.

Hokan set off to vist him personally, to show that the information was worth more than that. It was
worth afarmer’slife.

RV point Beta should have been a coppice at the top of a shallow escarpment west of Imbraani. When
Niner got within visud range of it, there were no trees to be found.

“Coordinates areright, or elsethisvisor isup the creek,” Atin said, tilting his head one way, then the
other. “No, position’ s accurate. Confirm no trees, though. Shall | deploy aremote to recce?’

“No,” Niner said. “Let’ s save them for ordnance. Too conspicuous out here. W€ Il haveto lay up as
close aswe can and rely on eyebaling Darman if he shows. Where sthe nearest cover?”’

“About oneklick east.”
“That’ll haveto do.”
Atin looped back, keeping within the trees and retracing their steps to ensure they weren’t being

tracked. His armor was now caked with moss, and Niner was glad he wasn't downwind of him.
Whatever he' d crawled through smelled authenticaly rurdl. Fi and Niner tabbed on, carrying the extra



gear between them, an assortment of entry equipment including three dynamic hammers, ahydraulic ram,
anda

ratchet attachment for thereally difficult doors. They had transferred al the explosive ordnance to their
backpacks. If they made hard contact and had to drop the load and hurry out, Niner didn’t fancy being
left with ahydraulic ram and ration packsfor sdf-defense. A pile of grenades was far more useful.
“Logging,” F said quietly.

£‘Wha?1

“The missing coppice. It'scoming up on autumn. They’ ve been out cutting trees for winter sncethe
recce was done.”

“That' sthe problem with intel,” Niner said. “ Goes sderedly fagt.”

“Not like exercises”

“No. It'snot. Thisisgoing to beinvaluable for training updates when we get back.”

F sounded asif he had sighed. That was the funny thing about helmet comlinks. One got used to
listening to every nuance of bresth and tone and even the different ways his brothers swallowed. They
couldn’t see each other’ sfacia expressions, and had to listen for them. It was probably like being blind.
Niner had never known any blind people, but he had heard of abatch of cloneswhose eyesight wasn't
20/20 disappearing after their first exercise. Kaminoans were obsessive about quaity control.

He might have been bred for selfless obedience, but he wasn't stupid. The Kaminoan technicians were
the only thingsthat truly terrified him, and what he felt when he obeyed their ingtructions was different
than the fedings he had when a Jedi gave him orders. Hewondered if Fi and Atin felt the same way.

“Y ou don’t think we' re going to makeit, do you, FH?’

“I’m not afraid to die. Not in combat, anyway.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“It'sjust. . .”

“Ten-meter range, son. No Kaminoanslistening.”

“It'sjust soinefficient. You said it yoursdlf. You sad it wasawaste.”

“That was Geonoss.”

“They spend so much time and trouble making us perfect and then they don’t give uswhat we need to
do the job. Y ou remember what Sergeant Kal used to say?’

“He used to swear alot, | remember that.”

“No, he used to get upset when he’' d had afew drinks and say that he could make us better soldiersif
we had timeto go out and live.Data-rich, experience-poor. That' swhat he used to say.”



“He used to dur the words quite a bit, too. And he didn’t like clones.”
“That wasdl bluster. And you know it.”

Yes, Kal Skiratasaid awful things about clones, but it never sounded asif he meant them, not to the
clones, anyway. He got uj cake from home, no easy feat on secret, sealed Kamino, and shared it with the
commando squads he was responsible for training. He called them his Dead Men, his Wet Droids, dl
kinds of abusivethings. But if you caught him off duty in his cabin, he would sometimesfight back tears
and make you eat some delicacy smuggled in for him, or encourage you to read one of hisillicit textsthat
wasn't on the accelerated training curriculum. They were often stories of soldiers who could have done
many other things, but choseto fight. Sergeant Ka was especidly eager for his Wet Droids to read stuff
about a culture called Manda orian. He admired Jango Fett. “Thisiswho you redly are,” he'd say. “Be
proud, however much these ugly gray freskstreat you like cattle.”

No, hedidn’t like Kaminoans much, did Kal Skirata.

Once he signed up with the Kaminoans, he said, they never let him go home again. But he’ d told Niner
that he didn’t want to. He couldn’t leave hisboys now, not since heknew. “Brief,” he' d say, gesturing
with aglass of colorlessacohoal, “isnever glorious.”

Niner was determined to work out what Ka Skirata had come to understand, and why it upset him so
much.

“Nobody hasdl the answers,” Niner said. “ The trouble with getting used to being powerful isthat you
can forget the smdl detailsthat’ Il bring you down.”

F made that ffff sound asif he was about to sart laughing. “I know who you' re quoting.”

Niner didn't evenrealize he'd said it. It was Sergeant Ka dl right. He' d even started using the wordson.

Hemissed him.
Then the comlink warning light in hisHUD interrupted his thoughts.Medium range. What was Atin—

“Contact, five hundred meters, dead on your six.” Atin’svoice cut through. “Droids. Ten, one
humanoid—confirm ten tinnies, one wet, lookslike an officer.” Therewasaloud blast behind them.
“Correction—hard contact.”

Niner knew this by rote and Fi didn’t even exchange words with him. They dropped the gear and darted
back the way they had come, rifles up, safetys off, and when they got within fifty meters of Atin’slocation
they dropped into the prone position to aim.

Atin was pinned down at the foot of atree. There was one droid dumped on its side with wisps of
smoke rising fromiit, but the others were formed up, laying down covering fire while two advanced in
short sprints, zigzagging. Atin was managing to get off the occasiond shot. If they’ d wanted him dead,
they probably had the blaster power to doit.

They wanted Atindive.

“I can seethewet,” Fi said. Hewasto Niner’ sleft, staring down the sniperscope. “ Aquaish captain, in



fact.”

“Okay. Take himwhen you'reready.”

Niner snapped on his grenade launcher and aimed at the line of droids. They were spread, maybe forty
meters end-to-end. It might take two rounds to knock them out if they didn’t scatter. Droids were great
on battlefields. But they weren't made for smart stuff, and if their officer wasdown. ..

Crack.

Thear expanded ingtantly with the release of heat and energy. That was what gave plasmaboltstheir
satisfying sound. The Aqudish fell backward, chest plate shattered, and lumps that looked like clods of
wet soil but weren't flew from him and dropped. The droids stopped for afraction of a second,

men carried on their course asif that was the best ideathey had.

F scrambled away from his position and rolled.

No, they really weren’t good at close-quarters combat, at least not without direction from awet. But
there were dwaysalot of them, and they could return fire aswell as any organic life-form. Three of the
seven remaining droids turned their attention to the direction of F’sbaolt.

The bushes where Fi had been firing exploded in flame. Niner perceived that it was al happening
dowly—at heartbeat pace—but it wasn't, not at al. He aimed and fired, once, twice. Thetwin
explosions amost merged into one. Soil and grass and metd fragments rained down around him. At close
range, droids were dmost as dangerous when you hit them aswhen they hit you: they weretheir own
dhrapnd.

Thefiring stopped. Smoke drifted from at least five impact points. Niner could see nothing moving.

“Onetinnieintact but immobile” F sad.

“Got it,” Niner said. Hefired again, just in case.

“Looks sorted out there,” Fi said. He lowered hisrifle. “ Atin? Y ou okay?’

“Nothing missing that | can’t bolt back on.”

“You' realaugh aminute,” Niner said, and started to ease up on one arm. It was amazing how he could
forget the weight of his pack for the few momentsit took to save hislife. “Now, how did they—"

“Down!” Atinydled.

A bolt flew ameter above Niner’ s head and he dropped back on hisbelly. It sounded like two shots.
Then therewas silence.

“Nowit'ssorted,” Atin said. “ Someone help me get up, please?”’
When Niner managed to get into aknedling position he could see athoroughly shattered pile of droid, a

bit closer to him than theline. It had been two shots he’ d heard: one had been aimed at him and one had
come from Atin, to make sure there wasn't a second.



“Coming, brother,” Niner said.

Atin’smud-smeared chest plate was a different color now, matte black with streaks radiating from the
center. “| can’t breathe properly,” he said, utterly matter-of-fact, in the way badly injured men often
were. He gulped in a breath. “My chest hurts.”

Fi propped him up against the trunk of atree and took his helmet off. There was no blood coming from
his mouth: he was bone white, and hisraw scar looked dramatic, but he wasn't bleeding out. His pupils
looked okay: hewasn't in shock. Fi released the gription on his chest plate and eased the armor off.

The bodysuit wasintact.

“Sureit’sjust your chest?” Fi asked. Hedidn't have ataly scan to check Atin's status. You didn’t start
removing armor or embedded objects until you knew what you were dealing with. Sometimes that was
al that was holding a man together. Atin nodded. Fi peeled away the section of suit Sarting at the collar.

“Phwoar,” Fi said. “That’ sgoing to beamongter of abruise.” Therewasalivid patch from his sternum
to halfway down hischest. “Y ou collecting distinguishing fegtures or something?”

“Hit me squareon,” Atin said, panting. “Not aregular round. Armor works though, en?’

Fi took hishelmet off and listened to Atin’s breathing with his ear pressed to his chest.
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“Shut up and breathe.”

Atintook shalow breaths, wincing. Fi straightened up and nodded. * Can't hear any pneumothorax,” he
sad. “But let’ skeep an eye on him. Theair trapped insde can build up. Might be fractured ribs, might
just be abad bruise.” Hetook out acanister of bacta and sprayed the rapidly developing bruise. Atin
lifted hisarmsdightly asif testing them.

F sedled the bodysuit and armor back in place.

“Ill take your pack,” Niner said, and unclipped it. It was the least he could do. “1 think we can skip RV
Betanow. Let’s |leave some souvenirs around there so Darman can spot them

if he showsup. Y ou never know if moretinnieswill follow. They're not origind thinkers.”

They probably had afew minutes, even if any of the droids had managed to call in to base. Fi sprinted
off through the treeswith afew pieces of debristo leave them at the RV point. Niner searched the
remains of the Aqualish officer and took everything that |ooked like akey, adatamedium, or proof of
ID. Then he dragged Atin's pack behind him on awebbing strap, heading for the place they’ d left the
entry equipmen.

It was going to be atough dog to RV Gamma, at least until Atin could carry his pack again.

Thewhole engagement had lasted five minutes and eight seconds, first shot to last, including running time.



He had no ideaiif it had been one second or haf an hour. Funny thing, time perception under fire. Niner's
boots crunched over droid shrapnel and he wondered how long afirefight felt to adroid.

“Isthat how they see us?’ Niner asked. “Ordinary people, thet is. Like droids?’

“No,” Atin said. “We don't have any scrap vaue.” He laughed and stopped short with asmall gasp. It
must have hurt him. “I’m going to dow you down.”

“Don’t go gdlant on me. Y ou're coming the rest of the way because I’ m not lugging al that gear around
with Fi. | want abreak sometime.”

“Okay.”
“And thanks. | oweyou.”

“No. You don't.”

“Thanks anyway. Want to explain why you' ve been Darman?’

Atinwas holding hisrifle carefully, ahandspan clear of hischest. “1I’ve been the last man left standing in
two squads now.”

“Oh.” Slence. Niner prompted: “Want to tell me how?’
“Firgt squad tried to rescue me on aliverange exercise. | didn’t need rescuing. Not that badly, anyway.”

“Ah.” Niner felt instantly gppalled at himsdlf for thinking Atin didn’t care what happened to Darman. He
wasjust car-

ing too much. “My training sergeant said there was something called survivor' sguilt. Heaso said thet in
those cases, having you survive was what your squad wanted.” “They bred alot of stuff out of us. Why

not that aswell?” Niner stopped dragging Atin's pack and dung hisrifle over his shoulder. Helifted the

pack and was glad to carry it. “If they had, | might not be here now,” he said, and knew Darman would
be waiting for them tomorrow.

Ghez Hokan surveyed the scrap heap that had been afunctioning droid platoon afew hours earlier.
Whatever had hit them had hit fast and hard. And—judging by the precisdy placed sniper shot and the
blast pattern of only two grenades— they had been taken out by experts.

It might have been one man or it might have been aplatoon. Y ou typicaly couldn’t ambush battle droids
like that with ahandful of men, but that depended entirely on who the men were. It was ashame the
captain hadn't called back with asitrep asinstructed: if he hadn’t been killed, Hokan would have had him
shot for disobeying operationa procedure. He studied the droid escort lined up nestly by the speeder
bikes and wondered if they felt anything when they saw dismantled comrades.

“There sno sign of acamp, Sr.” Lieutenant Cuvin came jogging back from the woods opposite the
clearing. It was curious to see the Umbaran’ s deathly pallor tinged pink by the exertion. “ Some broken
branches at knee height and crushed grass from troops firing prone, but | honestly can't tell how many
men we re deding with.”

“You can’'t tell much, can you, Lieutenant?’ Hokan said.



“Sir, I'll check again.” He was white-faced now, white even for an Umbaran.

“Sr! Sr!” Second Lieutenant Hurati was enthusiastic, no doubt keen to be devated to Cuvin' srank. He
sprinted to his commander, an attitude Hokan appreciated. 1’ ve found the most extraordinary thing.”

“I"'m glad one of you has found something. What isit?’

“A pileof droid parts, Sir.”

“And thisisextraordinary because. . . 7’

“No, gr, they’ re some way from here and they’ re sort of arranged, ar.”
Hokan strode off for the speeder. “ Show me.”

The trees had been cut down afew days earlier because there was aready klol fungus growing on them
in apae-pink mesh. One broad sump—the flattest one, aimost like an atar—supported the remains of a
droid.

Thetorn pieces of itstrunk were laid flat. The armswere neatly arranged on one side of the thorax and
the legs on the other. Part of the faceplate was propped up asif looking skyward.

“That' s how thedroid pilot wasleft, too, Sr.” Huratiwas agood man. He' d obvioudly studied the report
the militia had filed, however appalingly inadequate its presentation had been. “I think it sasign.”

It was along way to move adead droid from abattle. There were no drag marks leading to the ssump.
It was aheavy load to carry on foot; they might even have atransport, athough he could see no signs
that arepulsorlift had passed over the ground. Hokan stared at the ritually arranged debris and tried to
think who would want to send the Separatists a message—and what it might mean.

“It'satrophy,” Hokan said. “ They’ re taunting us. They’ re showing how easy thisisfor them.”
That made him angry. He was Mandd orian. Being an easy enemy wasn't hisway. “A curfew, Hurati.
Declare apermanent curfew on al powered vehicles until further notice. Anything moving under power is

either ours or the enemy. We can track al friendly transports.” He paused. “ Y ou have made sure all our
vehicles have their own transponders, haven't you?’

“Yesdr.”

“Why the dday, then?’

“It' s—it'sharvest, Sr. How will the farmers get their produce to Teklet for shipping?’
“I imagine they have handcarts,” Hokan said. He swung

hisleg over the speeder’ s saddle. “ Ankkit will have to find an dternative means of conveyancefor his
crops.”

Hokan pondered on the carefully arranged droid debris all the way back to his new headquartersin
Ankkit' svilla. Hefeared that moving into that vulgar Hurt bordello of a house would make him soft and



decadent, too, S0 he set up his officein an outbuilding. He didn’t care for fancy drapery and useless
ornaments. It just happened to be convenient for the research facility, and close to histroops.

So who had the Republic sent to target Uthan’ s project? They were clearly bold men; first they made
sport of an aerid patrol, now adroid platoon and its captain. They seemed to be choosing their targets
casudly. The clone army must have been terribly important to the Republic's strategy for these troopsto
land like this. Where were the conventiond armies? Where were the Jedi generals? When would they
come?

Thiswasanew kind of war. He could fed it.

He hated not knowing who was out there, preparing to fight him. If he hadn’t known the man was dead,
he would have sworn it was Jango Fett himsdlf

Y ou know what makes you especialy effective? It' snot just that you ‘re genetically superior and
intensvely trained. And it’ snot just because you obey orders without question. It’ s because you ‘redl
prepared to shoot to kill, every time.

Only one percent of civilians are prepared to kill, and less than a quarter of ordinary human soldiers,
even under fire.

—Sergeant Ka Skirata, from his opening lecture to commandos on military psychology

Thedroid fired avolley of bolts at the sedled aloy doors until they glowed red. And still nothing
happened.

“Stop!”
The droid appeared not to hear.

Dr. Ovolot Qail Uthan ran down the flight of steps, red and black strands of hair streaming out behind
her. She was wearing avoluminous dark blue nightgown; it looked as expensive as her day wear. Hokan
sauted her politely and went on watching the droid’ s progress.

“Have you gone mad?’ Uthan whispered fiercely. She didn’t strike Hokan as the sort of woman who
would need to raise her voice to make her point. “ There' s abiohazard behind that door.”



“I know,” Hokan said. “ Just testing. It'sal holding up well indeed. Excellent safety bulkheads.”

Uthan took a discreet but deep breath and glanced briefly at the backs of her hands. “ Thisfacility has
been built and

tested to the highest containment standards, Mgor. Y ou needn’t worry.”

“But | do, Doctor.” He watched the droid patiently wasting bolt after bolt on the door for awhile. It
paused to swap power packs.” Sop.”

It stopped. Hokan took out the lightsaber he had taken from Kast Fulier and ran its pure blue light down
the seam between the two doors. Smoke curled up from the surface, but no breach appeared. It would
take even a Jedi along timeto cut through this plating.

“Forgive my ingstence, but could this not wait until the morning?” Uthan asked. “I'm working around the
chrono asit isto weaponize this agent. | even deep here. | would prefer to be doing that right now.”

“My gpologies, Doctor, but we might not have the luxury of time.”
“What' stime got to do with it?’
“I think 1 need to relocate you.”

Uthan had away of lowering her head dightly, then straightening up asif shewere akrayt dragon. It was
most impressive. “ Thisisahigh-risk biohazard facility. It can’t be relocated like sometent.”

“| gppreciate the inconvenience involved. | ill believe it would be safer if you were to pack up your
materids and staff and move e sewhere.”

“Why?Y ou have the security Situation under control.”

“I haveit more under control than | did, that’ strue, but enemy troops have landed. | don’t know their
numbers, and | don’t know what materiel and armamentsthey have at their disposa. All | know—all |
think I know—isthat thisiswhat they’ ve comefor.”

“Thisisafortress. Y ou have ahundred droids at your disposal. Let them come. Y ou can repd them.”

“All fortresses can be breached intime. | could give you alist of circumstances under which someone
who'svery resourceful could get past these doors, but | want you to trust my judgment and accept what
| say. Let’smove you and your

work to somewhere less obvious until | have amore accurate assessment of the threat.”

Uthan looked completely impassive, staring dightly past Hokan asif she was caculating something.

“I can remove the biomaterids and my staff,” she said at last. “ The equipment can be replaced if needed.
| won't be able to continue working without a safe laboratory environment, of course, but if you believe

the project isat risk, then idletime is a better option than wasting three months' work.”

What asplendidly sensible woman she was, dmost Mandaorian in her discipline and dedication. Hokan
ushered the droid out. “How long?’ he asked.



“Six hours, perhaps.”

“Isthismaterid that dangerous?’

Shetilted her head dightly. “Only if you' reaclone. If you're not, it might smply make you unwell.”

“It must be strange to fight with wegponsyou can’t see.”

“War isabout technology,” she said.

Hokan smiled politely and walked back out into the courtyard to stand in the dim light from the
doorway. There wasthefirst hint of chill on the night air; winter was coming, and the landscape would be
much essier to patrol when the leaves had fallen. When the snows came, it would be even easier. But he
suspected that this conflict was going to be arapid one. Intelligence reports were starting to come in that
the Republic was now fighting on hundreds of different fronts Hundreds.

Their new army would have to be millions strong to achieve that dispersal. So they were all clones.Sad
travesties of the great Jango Fett.

Wi, he knew one thing. The Republic wouldn’t be sending clonesto deal with this particular problem.
They had to know the Separatists aready had the one weapon that could stop them in their tracks. And
thiskind of operation was beyond the capacity of the docile infantry clones Uthan had described. This
was not agame of numbers,

Hokan replaced his hedmet and started visudizing there-

search facility asatrap. So they wanted to come and take alook, did they? He' d make them welcome.

“Droids, form up. Two ranks across this entrance.”

Thedroids moved as one, even in the darkness, and Hokan again admired their precision. Now they
were aroad Sgn pointing the way to the target, confirming what the Republic thought it knew. But they'd
bewrong. They’ d be sending their best men to adecoy.

War is about technology.

“No,” Hokan said aoud. The droids snapped to attention. “War isn't even about firepower.” He tapped
histemple. “1t’ sabout applying your brains.” Then he touched his chest. “ And it’s about courage.”

He didn’t expect the droids to understand that. Clones probably didn’t understand it, either.

The straw stank of something awful, but Darman was too exhausted to care. It looked like it might be
soft enough to sink into. That was good enough for him.

But first he walked around the walls of the barn and checked for an exit if he needed oneinan
emergency. Therewere severd |oose boardsin one wal that would do fine. The rickety building looked
asif he could actualy punch an escape hole through any fragile plank he chose,

Reassured, he dropped everything he was carrying and tried to Sit on the bales, but it turned into more of
an uncontrolled dump. He didn’t even take his helmet off. He sat back and let out a bregth.



The Padawan commander leaned over him. “Areyou dl right, Darman?’ She held her hand out, pam
down over him, asif shewas going to touch him but didn’t.

“I’'mfit to fight, Commander.” He started to Sit up, and she held her hand in adightly different gesture
that clearly meantStay where you are.

“I didn't ask that,” shesaid. “I canfed you'rein somedistress. Tell me”

It was an order. It camefrom aJedi. “I injured my leg

when | landed. Apart from that I'm just tired and abit hungry.” Bit hungry? He was ravenous. “Nothing
at dl, Commander.”

“Landed?’
“| free-fdl from avesd.”
“With dl that equipment?’

“Yesmaam.”

“Y ou astound me.” He couldn’t tell if that was good or bad. “ Two things, though. Please don’t call me
Padawan orCommander —I don’t want to be recognized asa Jedi. And I’ d rather be called Etain than
ma ‘am.” She paused, no doubt thinking of some other failure on his part. “ And please take your helmet

off. It'srather digurbing.”

So far Darman had met three Jedi and they al seemed to find him distracting in some way, with or
without his hemet. All hislife he had been taught that he and his brothers were created for the Jedi, to

help them fight their enemies; he’ d expected some recognition of that bond, or at least an expression of
satisfaction. He removed his helmet and sat fedling confused, torn between the absolute clarity of his
military expertise, and the confusion of dealing with the civilian world he had been thrugt into for thefirst

time

The Padawan—no, Etain, she'd made her orders clear— took asmall sphere out of her cloak and
opened it in both hands. Layer after layer of holographic images spilled out of it, stacking neetly like
plates.

“Plans,” she said. Her voice had changed completely. She radiated rdlief. “Plans of dl the Separatist and

Neimoidian buildingsin thisregion. FHoor plans, utility layouts, wiring diagrams, drainage, ducts, specifics
on materials used— every detail of how the contractors built them. Thisiswhat you need, isn't it? What

you arelooking for?’
Darman wasn't tired anymore. He reached out and broke the beam of the projection, flipping aplan
verticaly so he could read it. He looked through them dl and heard himself et out an involuntary breath.

Etain wasright. It was nearly every hit of intelligence they

needed, apart from more fluid detail s such as personnel numbers and routines. With these plansthey
knew how to cut power to the buildings, where to insert nerve agentsinto air ducts or water supplies,
and exactly what they would see and where they would have to go when they gained entry. The plans



showed the construction of walls, doors, bulkheads, and windows, so they knew precisely what size of
charge or type of ram would be needed to breach them. Thiswasaset of clear ingtructionsfor achieving
their objective.

But Etain didn’t seem to know that objective. “What are you going to do with this?’ she asked.

“WEe ve cometo abduct Ovolot Qail Uthan and destroy her research facility,” Darman said. “ She's
developing ananovirusintended to kill clones.”

Etain leaned closer. “ Clones?”

“I’'m aclone. Thewhole Grand Army is compaosed of clones, millions of us, al commanded by Jedi
generds”

Her face was astudy in blank surprise. It was also fascinating in away he couldn’t define. He had never
seen ahuman femalethis close, thisreal. He was astonished by the dappling of smal brown dots across
the bridge of her nose and her cheeks, and the different strands of colorsin her long, unkempt hair—light
browns, golds, even reds. And she was asthin asthe locas. He could see blue veinsin the backs of her
hands, and she smelled different from anyone he' d ever shared space with. Hewasn't sureif shewas
pretty or downright ugly. He just knew she was utterly aien and utterly fascinating, asdienasagdan or a
Gurlanin. It was dmost sopping him from concentrating on the job.

“All likeyou?’ shesaid at last, blinking rapidly. She seemed unsettled by his scrutiny. “What havel
sd?

“No ma am—sorry, Etain. I’'m acommando. We retrained differently. Some people say. . . that we're
eccentric. | redlize you haven't received much by way of intelligence.”

“All'l knew—all my Master would tell me—was that Uthan was here and that the planswere critical to

the Republic’' s safety. Clones didn’t come into the conversation.” Shewas staring at him just as Jusik
hed. “ There' san old woman

who told me you were coming, but she didn’t tell me much else. How many of there are you on Qiilura
now?’

“Four.”

“Four?Y ou said there were millions of you! What useisfour going to be?’

“We re commandos. Specid forces. Y ou understand that term?”

“Obvioudy not. How are four ten-year-olds going to storm Uthan’ s complex?’

It took him afew momentsto realize she was being sarcadtic. “Wefight differently.”

“Y ou're going to have to be very different indeed, Darman.” Shelooked absolutely crushed, asif he'd
let her down smply by showing up. “Areyou redly ten years old?’

“Yes. Our growth is accelerated.”

“How can we possibly train competent soldiersin that time?”



“It' svery intendvetraining.” Hewasfinding it hard not to sayma ‘ am each time. “ They created usfrom
the best genetic stock. From Jango Fett.”

Etain raised her eyebrows, but said nothing €lse. Then she stood up, reached for abasket balanced on a
low beam, and handed it to him. It was full of odd round itemsthat smelled edible, but he thought he'd
check anyway.

“Isthisfood?’

“Yes. Thelocd bread and some sort of steamed cake. Nothing exciting, but it'll fill you up.”

Darman bit into alump that yielded dightly in hisfingers. It was glorious. It was strongly flavored and
chewy and among the most satisfying medls he had ever eaten: not quite on the scale of uj cake, but so
far from the odorless, tastel ess, texturd essfidd rations that it might well have been.

Etain watched him carefully. “Y oumust be garving.”

“It swonderful.”

“That does't say much for army food.”

Darman reached into his belt and pulled out adry ration cube. “Try this.”

She sniffed it and bit into it. The expression of vague disbdief on her face changed dowly into one of
revulson. “It' sgppdling. There snothinginit.”

“It’' sthe perfect nutritiona profile for our requirements. It has no smell, so the enemy can’t detect it, and
no fiber, so we excrete minimal waste products that would enable usto be tracked, and—"

“| get theidea. Isthat how they treat you? Like farm animals?’
“Wedon't go hungry.”
“What do you like doing?’
Hereally didn’t know what answer she was after. “1’m agood shot. | like the DC-seventeen—"
“I meant in your freetime. Do you get freetime?’
“We study.”
“No family, of course,” shesad.
“Yes, I've got squad brothers.”
“I meant—" She checked hersdlf. “No, | understand.” She pushed the basket of bread closer to him.
“My life hasn't been that much different from yours, except the food was better. Go on. Y ou canfinish

thewholelot if you want.”

And he did. Hetried not to watch while Etain wrung water from her robe and shook out her boots. She



made him fed uncomfortable but he didn’t know why, apart from the fact that she wasn't quite the Jedi
commander he had been so thoroughly trained to expect.

The only females he could recal were Kaminoan medica technicians whose quietly impersond tones
intimidated him more than aydling drill sergeant. And his platoon had once experienced an unpleasantly
memorable lecture in encryption techniques from afemae Sullustan.

Hefeared females. Now hefeared his Jedi officer and was aso agitated by her in away that he didn’t
even haveaword for. It didn't fed acceptable.

“We need to move on,” hesaid. “I have to make the RV point. I’ ve been out of comm contact with my
squad for nearly two days, and | don’t even know if they’re dive.”

“This getsworse by the second,” she said wearily. “First we have four. Now we might be down to one.”
“Two. Unlessyou have other duties.”

“Y ou've seen mefight.”

“You'reaJdedi. A commander.”

“That' s atitle, not an assessment of my ability. I’'m not exactly the best of the best.”

“You must be. I know what Jedi can do. Nobody can defeat you aslong as you have the Force.”

She gave him avery odd smile and picked up the holo-chart sphere. She seemed to be struggling to find
her thread again. She swallowed afew times. “ Show me where your RV point is—that’ sright, isn't it?

RV? Show mewhereit ison this chart.”

Darman took out his datapad and linked his mission charts with the image projected from the sphere. He
pointed to the coordinates.

“It'shere,” he said. “Before we set out on exercises or missions, we agree where we' Il meet up if
anything goeswrong. We had to bail out when our transport crashed, so we' re scattered, and the
procedureisthat we go to an RV point for a set time window.”

He zoomed in on the area northwest of Imbraani. Etain tilted her head to follow.

“What'sthis?’ she asked.

“Primary target. Uthan’ sfacility.”

“No, it'snot.”

“Intdl said—"

“No, that’ sthe Separatist base. Their garrison.” Her eyes darted back and forth, scanning the chart. She
pointed.” This group of buildingsisthefacility. Y ou can see. Look.” She superimposed the floor plans of
the facility with the layout of the farm buildings and shrank the imageto fit. They lined up perfectly.

Darman’ s stomach knotted. “My sgquad will be heading for the Separatists, then.”



“We d better make sure we intercept them,” Etain said. “ Or they’ll run smack-bang into ahundred
droids”

Darman was suddenly on hisfeet in one move, even before he' d realized that he' d heard someone
coming.

“I don't think s0,” awoman’ svoice said. “ Because the droids are dl heading for Imbraani.”

Darman’ s sdearm was out of hisbelt and aimed before Etain could even turn her head.

Thereis something very touching about them. They look like soldiers; they fight like soldiers; and
sometimesthey even tak like soldiers. They have dl the finestquaitiesof the fighting man. But behind that
isnothing—no love, no family, no happy memory that comes from having truly lived. When | see
one of these men killed, | weep morefor him than for any ordinary soldier who haslived afull and
normd life.

—Jedi Generd Ki-Adi-Mundi

Darman had flattened Jinart’ s face againgt the wall and put his blaster to her head in thetime it took Etain
to jump to her feet.

“Steady there, boy,” Jnart said quietly. “I mean you no harm.”

He had her pinned securely. The expression on his earnest face was entirely benign, so far divorced from
the potentia violence he was ready to mete out that Etain shuddered.

“Let her go, Darman,” shesaid. “She' safdlow Jedi.”
Darman stood back ingtantly and let Jinart go.

“I’'mnot aJedi, | tdl you,” Jinart said irritably. She looked up into Darman’ sface. “ So you’ d shoot an
old woman, would you?’

“Yesma am,” Darman said. Etain stared, horrified. “ Threats comein al guises. Not al soldiersare
young males, and not al soldierswear uniforms.”



Etain waited for Jnart to aim akick a hisgroin, but the old woman broke into a satisfied grin. “There' s
asengbleboy,” shesad. “You'll dowdl. Trust thisone, Etain. He svery good at hisjob.” She peered
at the blagter, il firmly in hisgrip. “DC-seventeen, | see”

“Therearefour of them,” Etain said, expecting Jnart to react with the same disappointment she had.

“I know.” The woman handed Etain abundle of rags. “A complete squad of clone commandos. Here,

dry clothing. Nothing chic, but at least it sclean. Yes, | know al about them. I’ ve been tracking the other
three”

“They're okay?’” Darman wasdl anxiety again, till emitting that same sense of child that Etain found
hard to bear. “I’ ve got to rgoin them. Where are they?’

“Heading north.”

“ToRV Gamma”

“Whatever you say, lad. You've dl led me on something of adance. Y ou're achalengeto track.”
“That's how they trained us, ma am.”

“l know.”

Jnart was dtill staring at Darman’ sface. “Y ou redllyare a perfect copy of Fett, aren’t you? In his prime,
of course.” Her voice had become lower, with less of the hoarse cracking typica of the very old, and
Etain wondered if thiswas the moment at which she would reved that she was a Sith. The Padawan did
her hand dowly into her sodden cloak.

Jnart suddenly became black as Coruscant marble, and then devoid of texture and hair and fabric and
wrinkles, asif she werewax poured into acrude mold. Her form began flowing.

Darman’ sincongruoudy innocent face broke into something like afamiliar smile. Etain wasready this
time. She was focused; she visudized the lightsaber as part of her arm. She was prepared to fight.

“You'rethe Gurlanin,” Darman said. “We weren't told you were on thismission. How did you manage
thet?’

“I'mnot Vaaqgil,” said asoothing liquid voice. “I’'m his

consort.” Jinart, now afour-legged, black-furred creature, sat up on her haunches and seemed to Smply
extend upward like a column of molten metdl. “Girl, you do look surprised.”

Etain couldn’t argue with that. Even if you’ d encountered the full diversity of nonhuman species—and
she certainly had, even within her own Jedi clan—seeing a shapeshifter metamorphose before your eyes
was mesmerizing. On top of that, even this naive clone soldier knew what this creature was. She didn’t.

“You're quite arevelation, Jinart. But why can | sense something about you that feeslike the Force?’

“We retdepaths” the Gurlanin said.

“Oh...



“No, I’'mnot delving into your mind. It doesn’t work like that. WWe communicate only with each other.”
“But | heard your voicethat night, in my mind.”

“| was standing near you, actudly. Not in any shape you'd notice, of course.”

“And me, ma an?’ Darman asked, seeming totaly absorbed by the conversation.

“Yes, | told you to get some deep. | make aconvincing falen treg, don't 1?7’ Jinart flowed and changed
and reassembled hersdlf into the epitome of acroneagain. “1 know, stereotypical, but effective. Old
women areinvisible. Like you, Darman, we go where otherswon't and do what otherscan't. The
communications network hereistotally controlled by the Trade Federation, and in practice that meansa
snglerelay and monitoring ground station at Teklet. And while my kind cannot transmit details over
interstellar distances, wecan communicate broad ideas and notions to each other. My consort and | are
your comlink. Not perfect, but better than silence.”

The Gurlanin made aliquid sound like water bailing. “I’ ve spent the last two days running mysdlf ragged
to gather thisintelligence, and it’s as much for thisyoung man asit isfor you. Ghez Hokan now has
command of the armed forces here, such asthey are, and he' s no fool—he realizes Repub-

lic troops are here for Uthan’ s box of tricks. Darman, he' stracking your comrades.”
“WEe're pretty good at evasion.”

“Yes, but they do tend to leave bodies and parts behind them. He admits he doesn’t know how many of
you there are, and that troubles him.”

“You're privy to his concerns, then?’ Etain said. She trusted nobody now. She still didn’t know who
had betrayed Magter Fulier, and until she did she would keep an open and cautious mind. Although her
Master hadn't told her about the clones, he must have known if he had discovered Uthan' s activities. But
he hadn'’t trusted her. For dl hiskind words, when it came down to it he smply confirmed—even from
the grave—that she was not fit to become a Jedi Knight.

“I know Hokan's concerns because | can make avery convincing old man aswell as an excellent
grandmother,” Jinart said. The reply made no sense. “I’ll catch up with Darman’s comrades and try to
direct them to somewhere safe. They have no rdliableintel, asyou cdl it, afinite amount of ordnance, and
no advantage of surprise any longer. Hokan knows what you have come to do and he has enough
firepower and droids to stop you. That makes your mission next to impossible without some change of
plan or intervention.”

Darman consgdered her carefully. Jnart’ s news hadn’t dented that tangible confidence: Etain saw not a
flicker on hisface. “It could be worse. | quite liked the sound of asingle transmitter.”

“Might | dso add that the localswill turn you in for one chance to get disgustingly drunk.”
Darman looked at Etain. She squirmed. “Out of ideas, soldier?’ she asked.
“I await your orders, Commander.”

It wasthefind straw. Weeks of fear, hunger, and fatigue on top of years of doubt and disillusion



suddenly brought Etain’ s fragile edifice crashing down. She had done al she could do, and there was
nothing left in her to give.

“Stop it, sop cdling meCommander.” Shefdt her nailsdig into her pams. “1 amnot your blasted
commander. |

haven't aclue what to do next. Y ou’ re on your own, Darman. You ‘re the soldier. You come up with a
dm.ll

Jnart said nothing. Etain felt her face burn. She had lost dl dignity. A lifetime of careful training inthe art
of control and contemplation had come to nothing.

Darman changed before her eyes. He transformed not in the physical sense that the Gurlanin had, but the
change was just as startling because the sense of the child that Etain detected so clearly smply
evaporated. Its place was taken by calm resignation and something else, arather forlorn feding. She
couldn’t pinit down.

“Yesmdam,” hesad. “I’ll do that right away.”

Jnart jerked her head in the direction of the door. “Get some air, Darman—I need to talk to
Commander Tur-Mukan.”

Darman hesitated for amoment and then dipped outside. Jinart rounded on Etain.
“Ligentome, girl,” shewhispered, al harsh sibilants. Droplets of fine sdivaglittered briefly inthedim
light. “ That soldier may think a Jedi’ s every word is adivine pronouncement, but | don’'t. Y ou’ d better

sharpenup fast. The commandosand | aredl that stands between maintaining some kind of order inthe
galaxy and its fragmentation, because if the clone army can be wiped out, then the Separatists willwin.

“Y ou can either help us or stand aside, but you will not be an obstacle, and that’ swhat you areif you
can't lead those men. They’ ve been bred to obey Jedi without question. Sadly, in this case that means
you.”

Etain was used to fedling worthless. There was no lower place that Jinart could cast her. “1 didn’t ask for
that responsibility.”

“And neither did Darman.” Jinart flashed back into amass of seething black snewsfor aterrifying
second. “ That' sthe nature of duty. It callsand you give your al. Hewill. So will hiscomrades, every
single one of them. They need you to help them do their job.”

“I'm dtill learning how.”

“Then learn fast. If those soldiers weren’t conditioned to

obey you |’d consider cutting you down now and have done with it. My kind have nothing to thank Jedi
for, nothing at dl. But we share acommon enemy, and | want to see Vaagil again. Think yoursdlf lucky.”

Jnart swept out. Etain sank down on her kneesin the hay and wondered how she had cometo this. The
barn door creaked open dowly, and Darman peered around.

“Don't mind mg,” shesad.



“You okay, ma anm?’ Hewinced vishbly. “ Apologies. Etain”
“Y ou probably think I’'m uselessaswdll, don’t you?’

“I came up with aplan, asyou ordered.”

“Bred for diplomacy, too, en?’

“If Hokan has st the facility as adecoy, then we need him to think that we believeit' s till the genuine
target. So we split—"

“I'll takethat asayes.”
Darman lapsed into silence.
“I’'msorry,” shesad. “Carry on.”

He knelt down, facing her, and swept the floor clear with i his hand, cresting aclear space on which to
demongtrate something. He reached for some crusts of bread and alump of insect-eaten wood.

“What do you think | an?’ he asked quietly,

“From what Jnart says, aclone soldier bred to obey.” She watched him bresk the wood and the crusts
into separate chunks and place them in arow like game pieces. “No choice.”

“But | do haveachoice,” hesaid. “A choicein how | interpret your orders. I'mintelligent. I’ ve seen Jedi
fight, so | know what you' re capable of. Once you' re exposed to Situationsthat call on your skills, you'll
be the same.”

Hewasdl contradictions. She wondered for amoment if hewasn't aclone soldier at al but another
Gurlanin playing spiteful games with her. But she could fed acombination of quiet desperation and. . .
faith. Yesfaith.

Hewasthe only person in many years who had shown any

degree of confidencein her, and thefirst ance Magter Fulier who had shown her redl kindness.

“Very well,” shesad. “Thisisyour overriding order. Whatever hgppens, you areto intervene if anything
| do or say compromises your mission. No, don't look a melikethat.” She held up her hand to tifle the
protest she could see forming on hislips. “Think of me asacommander intraining. Y ou must train me.
That might mean showing me the correct way to do things, or even saving me from my own lack of. . .
experience.” She could hardly bring hersalf to say it. “And. . . and that’ san order.”

Heamost amiled. “Thisiswhy | have confidencein obeying a Jedi commander. Y our wisdom is
unequaed.”

Etain had to think about that for afew seconds. If Jinart had said it, she would have seethed. Darman
meant it. And perhaps he meant it in anumber of ways.

Y es, hewasintelligent and subtle, not adroid at al. How did aten-year-old get that way? Disturbed,



she concentrated on the comfort of believing that he had seen things that she never had, and so knew
best. “Goon,” shesad. “You had aplan.”

RV Gamma, laying-up point, nightfall
“How do you fedl now?’ Niner asked.

Atin moved hisarms, bent at the elbow in asvimming motion, testing his pectord muscles. “Nearly
good as new. No breathing problems, either. No, just a hard smack on the plate.”

Fi’ s disembodied voice spoke up in their helmet comlinks. He was tucked under abush on the edge of
the ridge, keeping watch on the track below. “1’m such agood field medic. Wait till you seemedo a

tracheotomy.”
“I'll passif that’sdl right with you,” Atin said, easing off hishemet. “ Dinner?’
“What do you prefer,” Niner asked. “Dry rats, dry rats, or maybe dry rats?’

“Let’'sgowiththedry ratsfor achange.” Yes, Atin was definitely fegling better, and not just physicaly.
“Who used to say that, then?’

“Uh?’
“Thedry raionsthing.”
“Oh. Skirata. Our old ingtructor sergeant.”

Atin took abite out of the white cube and washed it down with agulp of water from his bottle. “He
never trained us. Heard alot about him.”

“Trained Fi and Darman, too. Our squads were al in the same battalion.”

“Wehad Waon Vau.”
“That explains where you get your cheery outlook.”

“Sergeant Vau taught us the importance of planning for the worst scenario,” Atinsad, al loydty. “And
maximizing your tech.Being hard is good, being hard with superior tech is better.”

“I'll bet.”
“I"d heard everyone loved Skirata, though. Even if he was a bad-tempered drunk.”

Niner had never been drunk and he didn’t even know what acohol tasted like. “ He cared what
happened to us. Hewas one of us, pretty much. Not just there because he couldn’t cope with not being
in the army anymore, or had to disappear. No, he was agood man.” Niner would have given agrest desl
to have seen Skirata come limping through the trees right then, demanding to know what they were doing
lounging around like abunch of Kaminoan nahraartists. “No ideawhere heis now, not Snce we left
Kamino. Best covert ops and sabotage man ever.”

“Y ou'd know, of course.”



“WEe ll dl know soon. I'm relying on what he taught usto get this misson completed.”

Niner ate the perfectly balanced, sensbly designed, and utterly tasteless cube, and sat slently, il
waiting for Darman. They couldn’t even trgp something and cook it: the smdll of roasting meeat and the
light of the firewould betray their position.

With Fi on watch, he could shut his eyes and deep for acouple of hours. He put his helmet back on,
partly to be ready to movefast if they had enemy contact, and partly to keep the temperature up in his
uit. It was getting chilly. He dlowed himsdlf one comfort that he didn’t redlyneed, for morale.

You scareme. You just absorb everything | tell you. Don’t you ever forget?

“No, Sarge,” Niner said.

He had no idea how long he’ d been adleep. He woke with astart at the sound of F’svoice.
“Possible contact, due east, range forty klicks. Lookslike it’s centered on Imbraani.”

Even through the visor, it wasn't clear exactly what Fi had spotted, but Niner could seeit now, too. A
glow marked the horizon like afase sunrise. It was constant, the gentlest graduation from amber to deep

red: it wasn't an explosion.

Niner switched between visor modes, main spectrum to infrared to full spectrum, and then back again.
The glow was hot, too. The infrared long-range picked it up.

“I reckon that’ sone big firecoming,” Fi said.

They waited, watching: Niner could hear Atin afew meters away, gathering up equipment and
assembling it, ready to pull out. With the binocs on full distance, they could see that the fire was being
eclipsed in places by billows of smoke. Eventualy, Atin joined them, and all three observed the distant
blazeinslence.

“They’re not burning crop stubble at night,” F said. “ They haven't even finished harvesting that tinking
barq stuff yet. They’' ve found something.”

“l know.”

“Either they’ ve found Darman, and they’ re teaching the locals not to shelter the enemy, or they haven't
found Darman and they’ re trying to flush him out.”

Niner thought it wasrelaively good news. “But it means he made the landing,” he said. * So we wait here
right up to the last second, and maybe alittle longer just to be sure.”

Atin laid the gear down again. He was too professional
and disciplined to dam it on the ground, but Niner picked up on the dight sag of his shoulders. “ And if
he doesn’t show by then?” he asked, with alevel tone that suggested he didn’t want to show dissent any

longer. “Next plan?’

“Wetake another look at the whole areafrom Teklet to Imbraani,” Niner said. “We start from scratch.”



“Thisisn't to scale,” Darman said. He scraped marksin the loose soil on the exposed dirt floor of the
barn and placed pieces of stale bread carefully on the crude chart. “Thisistheriver. These three crusts
are RVsAlpha, Beta, and Gamma.” He snapped the wood into more pieces and placed them. “Thisis
thedroid base. . . and thisis Uthan’slab.”

Etain held out her cupped hand. He dropped two chunks of wood intoit. “ThisisLik Ankkit's
resdence,” shesad. “He sthe Neimoidian overlord, for want of a better word. He runs the agricultural
produce export business, and that near enough makes him an emperor here.”

“Okay. What else have we got?’

Etain crumbled her remaining lump of wood into smaler pieces and scattered them carefully in patches.
“Imbraani itsdlf, and Teklet, which is the spaceport, and its storage and distribution depot.”

“Andthis was the last known position for my sgquad.”

Etain stared at the worm-eaten wood and the moldy crusts that might hel p them save the Grand Army
from destruction. “Why are we scraping maps in the dirt when we' ve got perfectly good holocharts?’

“That’ swhat Sergeant Skirata used to do,” Darman said. “He didn’t like holos. Too transparent. He
aso thought that feding the texture of dirt focused your mind.”

“And you don't need any technology to do it.”

“Hewasagreat bdiever inintuition.”

Darman drew his blaster and turned suddenly. The barn door opened. He relaxed and dropped hisarm
to hisside. Jinart held more drab fabric bundled in her arms. “ Y ou have to go,” she said breathlesdly.
“Take alook out thereto the east. They' re burning the fields to flush you out and deny you

cover. There' s somewhere you can lie low, but you have to passfor farmers—that’ s not going to be
easy for you, lad. Y ou' retoo big and well fed.”

Etain didn’t riseto the bait. She knew she' d fit in fine with the undernourished, shabby locas.
“I haveto take my gear,” Darman said. “1 can lay up somewherewithiitif | haveto.”
“Can’'t you leave any of it?’

“Not if we'regoing to blow up that facility. I’ ve got al the implosion ordnance to dedl with the
nanovirus, aswell asthe E-Web cannon. We need it.”

“Then teke acart. There' sacurfew on powered vehicles.” Jinart tossed one of the bundlesto Darman.
“And get out of that armor. Y ou couldn’t be more conspicuousiif you were wearing awedding gown.”

“We can try to make RV Gamma.”

“No, go to thefirst safe house you can find. Il reach your squad and let them know, then I'll return to
yw.”



There was an assortment of barrows and handcarts stored in the barn, al in various states of disrepair.
They’ d attract no attention: the network of dirt roadswas well traveled by people trying to get their quota
of barg and other cropsto Teklet on foot or with merlie-carts.

Loading the sections of the blaster cannon on the sturdiest barrow they could find made Etain redize just
how heavy aburden Darman had carried. When shetried to heave one of the gray packsinto the cart, it
nearly wrenched her shoulder from the socket, so she decided to enligt alittle assistance from the Force.
She hadn't expected it to be so heavy. She wasn't the only one with deceptive physical strength.

“Thisisal wegpons?’ she asked.

“Pretty much.”

“Not enough to take a hundred droids, though.”
“Depends how you useit,” Darman said.

Etain wondered if he looked more conspicuous out of hissinister gray armor than in it. The armor had
made him look much bigger, but even without it he was so solidly built that it was obvious he' d spent his
lifetraining for strength, eating

adequate protein. Subsistence farmers didn’t have that distinctive dope from neck to shoulder formed by
overdeve oped trapezius muscles. Even the youngsters bore the marks of constant exposure to the
elements, Darman Ssmply looked strikingly heglthy and unburned by the sun. He didn’t even have callused
hands.

And then there was that ramrod parade-ground posture. He looked exactly like the elite soldier he was.
Hewould never passfor alocal. Etain hoped the farmers would be more terrified of him than they were
of Hokan.

The night horizon was amber like the urban skies of Coruscant, but it was flame, not the light of amillion
lamps, that caused the reflection from the clouds. It looked like rain might follow; they could cover the
cart with atarpaulin and not cause any curiosity. Layers of barq stalk, sacks of barq grain, and strips of
dried kushayan buried Darman’s“gear,” as he kept caling it. His language swung from dang and
generdity to highly educated subbtlety, fromgear —his catchall noun for any artifact—to DC-17sand
DC-15sand awhole dew of numbers and acronymsthat |eft Etain befuddled.

“Look at that,” Darman said, assessing the skyline. “ That flame front must be four klicks, at least.”

“That'samillion or more credits worth of barg going up in smoke. The farmers are going to be furious.
The Neimoidians are going to be even angrier.”

“Sowill Birhan,” Jinart said. “ That’ safar whack of hisbarq you' re using for camouflage, girl. Get
going.” The Gurlanin took Darman’ s datapad and inserted amem-tick. “These are dl therdatively safe
homes | could chart. Don't advertise your identity, either of you. Even if the master of the house you call
on knowswho you are, do him thefavor of not compromising him by admitting it.”

Etain had covered her distinctive Jedi cloak with an Imbraani ankle-length tunic. Jnart indicated her hair.
“And that,” shesaid.

“Thebrad, too?’



“Unlessyou want to advertise what you are.”

Etain hesitated. She had once heard someone say they could never remove their betrothal ring, not until
they died. Her Padawan’ sbraid felt equaly permanent, asif her soul waswoven inwith it, and that
removing it after so long— even temporarily—would rend the fabric of the universe and underscore her
belief that she was not Jedi material. But it had to be done. She unfastened the single thin braid and
combed the strands of wavy hair loose with her fingers.

Shefdt lesslike a Jedi than ever, and not even remotely close to acommander.

“I imagine you never thought a Jedi commander would run away from afight,” she said to Darman as
they made their carefully unhurried way up the track.

“Not running away,” Darman said. “ThisisE and E. Escape and evasion.”
“Soundslike running to me.”

“Tactica withdrawa to regroup.”

“You'reavery podtiveman.” The child was dmost completely absent now. She could mainly sense
focus and purpose. He shamed her without intention. “I’m sorry that | lost my composure earlier.”

“Only in private. Not under fire, Commander.”

“I said not to call methat.”

“Where we can be overheard, I’ll obey your order.” He paused. “ Everyone losesit now and then.”
“I’m not supposed to.”

“If you don't crack sometimes, how do you know how far you can go?’

It was agood point. For some reason he was far more reassuring than Master Fulier had ever been.

Fulier, when not getting caught up in putting the galaxy right, was al effortless brilliance. Darman was

expert a his craft, too, but there was a sense of hard-won skill, and there was no randomness or mystery
to that.

Sheliked him for being so pragmatic. It crossed her mind that she might be saving clone soldiersfrom
death by biologica agent so they could die from blaster and cannon round. It was a horrible thought.

Shedidn’t like having to kill, not even by another’ sactions. It was going to make life asacommander
exceptionaly hard.

The droids advanced along the edge of the wood with flamethrowers borrowed from the same farmer

whose fidds they were burning. Ghez Hokan and hislieutenants Cuvin and Hurati stood in the path of the
blaze, staring back at it from three hundred meters.

“WE I haveto burn agreat deal of land to deny al cover to the enemy, sir,” Cuvin said.

“That isn't the point,” Hurati said. “ Thisisas much to create the impression of protecting thefacility asit



isto flush out troops.”

“Correct,” Hokan said. “There' sno point aienating the natives, and | can’t afford to compensate them
dl for logt production. Thisissufficient. We |l use droids on the remaining boundaries.”

Cuvin seemed undeterred. “May | suggest we use hunting strills? We could bring in apack with their
handlersin two days. The Trade Federation won't welcome the disruption to the barq harvest, and a
shortage of the delicacy will be noticed by some very influentid people.”

“I don't care,” Hokan said. “The sameinfluentia people will be even more inconvenienced by the arriva
of millions of Republic clones on their homeworlds”

Hokan wasin full Mandal orian battle armor now, not so much for protection asto convey amessageto
his officers. Sometimes he had to indulgein alittle theater. He knew that the glow of the flames
illuminating histraditiona warrior’sarmor made afine spectacle, caculated to impress and overawe. He
was at war. He didn’t have to prostitute his martia skills as an assassin or bodyguard for weak and
wedlthy cowards any longer.

Cuvin was right about the strills, though. It didn’t mean he wouldn't have to deal with his dissent, but
finding the Republic troops wouldn't be easy.

“How many do you estimate now, Hurati?’ he asked.

Hurati flicked a holochart into life and afly-through image shimmered in the dark. “Vessdl downedhere,
confirmed Republic RS military droid.” He pointed. “ Remains of two Weequay militiafound here, here,
and here—but gdans had dismembered and dragged the cadavers over afive-klick range, so the exact
location of thekill is estimated. The air-speeder was brought downhere. The speeder circuitry wasfound
dismantledhere, but asit was at the entrance to gdan burrows, there' s no telling where they might have

found it to start with. The engagement with the droid patrol washere, because we deployed the patrol
based on that finding.”

“That’s pretty much dl in afive-klick corridor spanning forty klicks. Looks obviousto methat they're
heading for Teklet, probably to take the port before targeting the facility.”

“It would look that way, Sir.”
“Numbers?’

“I would have said no more than ten, sir. We have reports from farmers who' ve found evidence of
movement acrosstheir land. They’re very protective of their crops, so they notice these subtle
sgns—unlikedroids, Sir.”

“And what doesthat suggest, then?’

“Multipletracks crossing an areaforty klicks by thirty klicks, sr. Expertly done, too—the locals thought
it might be wildlife, but these tracks are not random. I’ d say we' re being decoyed.”

Ten troops. Ten—pathfinders, special forces, saboteurs? Were they preparing the ground for more
troops, or were they tasked to compl ete the mission on their own? Hokan wished he had afew
Manda orian mercenaries, not droids and career officers. He kept his concern well hidden behind his
full-face hemet. He aso wished he had more airspeeders; he' d never needed more than oneto police



farms, and it would take daysto have any shipped to Qiilura. “Farmers can be pretty cooperative, can’t
they?”’

“Remarkably so, ever sncethat one found the circuitry, Sir.”

Hokan turned and started walking back toward the research facility that was now empty but lavishly and
conspic-

uoudy guarded. He beckoned Hurati to follow him. Cuvin started to follow, too, but Hokan held up his
hand to motion him to Stay put.

“Lieutenant,” he said quietly. “ Any sign of my former employee, Guta-Nay?’

“Not yet, gr. Patrols have been briefed.”

“Good, and keep an eye on Cuvin for me, won't you? | don't think he’sgoing to make captain.”
Hurati paused, but briefly. “Understood, sir.”

It was amazing what the unspoken promise of an extrarank insignia could do. Hokan wondered what
had happened to the code of conduct.

So there were perhaps ten commandos operating in the region. Hunting them down would be
enormoudy time-consuming. Barring luck, Hokan would never catch them, not with droids and these

young academy theorists. Sooner or later, the enemy would need to resupply; sooner or later, they would
show themselves.

The Republic was playing decoy games with him, and he with them. It waslooking better dl thetime.
They didn’t appear to be adopting their usud tactic of landing infantry in force. It was agame of wits, and
if need arose he could st tight and force the Republic to cometo him.

If he wanted to bring the Republic close enough to shoot, then he might need an even more compelling
bait.

Dr. Uthan would understand. She was a pragmatic woman.

F was getting edgy. It wasn't like him. Niner had only known him amatter of days, but you made quick
judgments on small detail if you were a clone commando, especialy among your own.

Hedidn't deep when Niner relieved him on watch, and after fifteen minutes Fi came forward to the
observation position and settled down beside him. The fires seemed to have stopped; the glow was il
vishble, but it was gtatic. It had probably reached one of the streams and was burning itself out.

“They know we're here anyway,” Fi said. Niner needed no telepathy to know he was worrying about
Darman. “We could try the comlink at longer range.”

“They’ d get afix on positions.”
“They’ d haveto get lucky.”

“And we only have to be unlucky once.”



“Okay. Sorry, Sarge.”

Helapsed back into silence. Niner adjusted hisinfrared filter to remove the distracting light of thefire.
Suddenly, it was abnormally silent, and that meant the gdans had stopped their incessant prowling, which
wasnot good.

Niner looked down hisrifle scope one-handed to get a narrower focus on the bushesin front of him. As
he panned across 180 degrees, he caught sight of little paired reflections, the dert eyes of gdans huddled
in uncharacteridtic stillnessto avoid something.

Movement.His scope flashed blue in one quadrant, warning him. Maybe whatever it was could see
infrared. He killed the targeting, switching to image intengfication and the Mark One Ear’ ole, as Skirata
cdledit.You got eyes and ears, son, good ones. Don't rely on the tech too much. Something was
coming, something dow, sedthy, smaller than aman, more dy than adroid.

Niner put hishand on Fi’ s shoulder—Stay down—not daring to speak, even on comlink.

It was ten meters away, coming straight at them, making no attempt to stalk. Maybe it didn’t know what
they were. It was going to get a surprise, then.

Niner flicked on histactica spot-lamp, and the blinding beam caught a shining black shape. He cut the
beam immediately, muscles relaxing. The cresture was so flat to the ground now that it looked asif it
were flowing water. It was only when it wasright in front of them that it sat up and became Vdaqil.

“I thought I’ d let you see me coming, given your armaments,” said avoice that wasn't Vadagil’ s but was
equaly liquid and hypnatic. “1 makeit arule never to sartle ahumanoid with arifle.”

“Just aswell that we' ve seen aGurlanin before,” Fi said, and touched his glove to his helmet politely.

“| didn’t seem to surprise your colleague, either. I’ ve cometo brief you. I'm Jnart. Please don't call me
ma ‘am every two seconds like Darman does.”

Niner wanted to ask a hundred questions about Darman, but the Gurlanin had used the present tense
and so he wasalive. Niner was glad he had his helmet in place. Displays of emotion weren't professond,
not to outsiders, anyway.

“You're heading for the wrong target,” Jinart said. *Y ou’re on a course for the Separatist base.
Normally you' d be knocking on the door of abarracks with ahundred droids inside, but they’ ve moved

half of them to defend the research facility and patrol the area. Neither Uthan nor her nanovirusisat the
actud facility any longer.”

“Soit'sdl going just greet,” FH said chearfully.

“Your targetsare a avillajust outside Imbraani, despite what evidence you might see of the facility
being defended. It satrap.”

“What's Darman doing?’ Niner asked.

“He has your specid ordnance and detailed plans of your targets. I’ ve sent him into hiding with the Jedi.”



“Generd Fulier? We thought—"

“Y ou thought right. He' s dead. The Jedi is his Padawan, Tur-Mukan. Don't get your hopes up. Sheisn't
commander material—not yet, perhaps never. For thetime being, thisis till your war.”

“Weweren't planning on afronta assault, not without infantry,” Niner said. “Now that we' velost the
advantage of surprise, we' re going to haveto get it back again.”

“Y ou do have one e ement—Ghez Hokan has no accurate idea how few of you there are. I’ ve made
sure there are many, many obvious signs of movement through the woods and fields.”

“Y ou' ve been busy.”

“I can do agood impersonation of asmal army, or at least its movement.” Jinart glanced a Atin and Fi
asif checking them. Maybe she was working out how she would mimic the

form of acommando. “Not thinking of shooting and esting any merlies, are you?’
HWr'y?l
“That armor is't looking such atight fit on you asit should.”

F nodded. “ She' sright. Expending about thirty percent more caloriesthan planned, Sarge. They didn’t
cdculatefor us carrying gear overland.”

“You'll exhaust your rations soon,” Jnart said. “Merliesare ddicious. Justnever shoot one, please. If
necessary, | could hunt them and leave them for you.”

“WI,.]y?1

“The one you shoot might be me.”

It was one more angle they hadn’t covered on exercises. Not even Ka Skirata had dealt with Gurlanins,
it seemed, or if he had he hadn’'t mentioned it. Niner liked them. He wondered what world they came
from. It was bound to be afascinating one.

“Where will you head now?’ Jnart asked. “I need to let Darman know where you are.”

“I'"d have said RV Gamma, but that’ s going the wrong way, from what you' vetold us.”

“I can give you the location of a suitable areanearer Imbraani, and when | return to Darman | will give
him the same coordinates”

Atin cut in. “They mine gems here, right?’
“Zekaquartz and various green slicates, mainly, yes.”
“Picks and shovels or mechanized?’

“Mechanized.”



“They’ Il have explosivesfor blasting, then. And remote detonators with nice, safe, long-range settings.”

Gurlanins chuckled just like a human. She might have been amused. On the other hand, she might have
been thinking Atin was amadman. But Niner liked the direction that Atin’ sinventive mind was taking.

“Get your holocharts” Jinart said. “Let me give you avirtua guide to the gem industry of the Imbraani
region.”

10

NOTICE TO QIILURAN CITIZENS

Anyone found with Republic personnd on their land will have that property confiscated and will forfeit
their freedom. They, their family, and anyone employed by them in any capacity will be ddivered to the
Trandoshan representative a Teklet for endavement. Anyone actively aiding or sheltering Republic
personnel will face the death penalty.

A reward is offered for anyone providing information leading to the capture of Republic personnel or
deserters from the former militiaor the Separatist armed forces, in particular Lieutenant Guta-Nay or
Lieutenant Pir Cuvin.

—By order of Mgor Ghez Hokan, commanding officer, Teklet Garrison

A thin, cold drizzle started faling dmost as soon as the sun came up. It felt like Kamino; it felt like home,
and that was at once both reassuring and unpleasant.

The moisture beaded on Darman’ s cloak, and he shook it off. Merliewool wasfull of naturd oilsthat
made it fed unpleasantly clammy next to the skin. Helonged to get back into the black bodysuit, and not
only because of itsballistic properties.

Etain was pushing the rear of the cart. Darman was pulling it, walking between itstwin shafts. There
were times on the rutted track when she had the worst of it, but—as she kept telling him—Jedi could
summon the Force.

“I could help,” he said.

“I can manage.” Her voice sounded like she was straining it through her teeth. “If thisislightweight gear,
I’d rather not seetheregular variety.”



“I meant | could help with martid skills. If you want to train with your lightsaber.”
“I"d probably end up dicing off something you' d misslater.”

No, she wasn't what he was expecting at adl. They walked on, trying hard to look downtrodden and
rurd, which wasn't so much of achalenge when you were hungry, wet, and tired. The dirt road was
deserted: at thistime of year there should have been visible activity &t first light. Ahead of them wasthe
first safe house, asingle-story hut topped by amixture of straw thatch and rusting meta plates.

“I'll knock,” Etain said. “They’ll probably run for therr livesif they seeyoufirs.”

Darman took it as a sensible observation rather than an insult. He pulled his cloak up across his mouth
and pushed the cart out of sight behind the hut, looking around dowly and carefully asif he were casudly
taking in the countryside. There were no windows at the rear, just asimple door and awell-worn path in
the grassleading to a pit with an interesting aromaand aplank acrossit. It wasn't an ided location for an
ambush, but he wasn't taking chances. Stopping in the open like this made you vulnerable.

Hedidn't likeit at al. He wished he could feign invisbility like Sergeant Skirata, ashort, wiry,

nondescript little man who could pass completely unnoticed, until he decided to stop and fight. And
Skiratacould fight in alot of waysthat weren't in the training manua. Darman recdled dl of them.

He pressed hiselbow into his side to reassure himsdlf that hisrifle waswithin easy reach. Then he
dipped his hand under his cloak and felt for one of the probesin hisbelt.

When he reached the front again, Etain was still rapping on the doorpost. There was no response. She
stood back and seemed to be looking at the door asif willing it to open.

“They’regone,” shesaid. “I can’'t sense anyone.”

Darman straightened up and walked casudly toward the rear of the house. “L et me check the regular
W@/_”

He beckoned her to follow. Once around the back, he took a probe and did the flat sensor strip
carefully under the gap beneath the back door. The readout on the section that he was holding said there
were no traces of explosive or pathogen. If the place was booby-trapped, it would be very low tech. It
wastime for ahands-on check. He pressed on the door with hisleft hand, riflein hisright.

“It' sempty,” Etain whispered.

“Canyou sense atripwire that’ [l send arow of metal spikes swinging into you?’ he asked.

“Point taken.”

The door sivung dowly open. Nothing. Darman took aremote from hisbelt and sent it indgde, picking up
low-light images from the interior. There was no movement. The room appeared clear. He let the door
swing back, recalled the remote, and stood with his back to the entrance for onefina check around him.

“I goin, look again, then you follow meif you hear mesayin, in, in, okay?’ he said, dmost under his
breath. He didn’t meet her eyes. “Lightsaber ready, too.”

As soon ashewasingde, he pulled hisrifle, stood hard up in the corner, and scanned the room.Clear.



So clear, infact, that last night’smeal was still half eaten on the table. There was asingle door that didn’t
appear to open to the exterior. A cupboard, a closet—maybe athreat. He trained hisrifle onit.

“In, in, in,” Darman said. Etain dipped through and he gestured her to the corner opposite, then pointed:
Me, that door, you, back door. Etain nodded and drew her lightsaber. He walked up to the closet and
tried to raise the latch, but it didn’t open, so he took two steps back and put his boot to it, hard.

They didn’t build well around here. The door splintered and hung on one rusted hinge. Behind it wasa
storeroom. It made sense now: in a poor country, you locked away your food supply.

“They leftinahurry,” Darman said.
“Areyou wearing your armored boots?’ Etain said.

“I wouldn't be kicking down adoor without them.” He' d covered them in tightly wound sacking. “No
boots, no sol-

dier. Astrueasit ever was.” He stepped through the gap into the store and studied the shelves. “You're
just learning thefirst Stepin clearing ahouse.”

“What' sthat?’ Etain reached past him for ameta container marked gavvy-med.

“Who' swatching the door? Who' swatching our gear?’

“Sorry.”

“No problem. | expect it never occurs to you when you have Jedi sensesto rely on.” There: he hadn’t
eventried to cdl herma ‘am thistime. “If we knew why the occupants | eft in such ahurry, thismight have
made a decent placeto lay up. But we don't. So let’ s grab some supplies and move on.”

Hetook dried fruit and something that looked like cured leathery meat, making amenta noteto test all
of it with thetoxin strip in hismedpac. It was too kind of thelocalsto leave dl this. There was, of course,
every chancethey had fled in terror from the same violence that he had witnessed |ooking down from his
observation point just after he landed.

Etain wasfilling a couple of water bottles from a pump outside.

“I'vegot afilter for that,” Darman said.

“Areyou sure you weren't trained by Neimoidians?’

“You'rein enemy territory.”

She amiled sadly. “Not dl soldierswear uniforms.”

She' d catch on. Shehad to. The thought that a Jedi might be unable to offer the leadership he had been
promised was dmost unbearable. His emotions didn’t have names. But they werefedingsthat had
memories embedded in them— finishing afifty-kilometer run thirty-two seconds outsi de the permitted
time, and being made to run it again; seeing aclone trooper fal on abeachhead landing exercise, weighed
down by his pack and drowning, while no directing staff paused to help; acommando whose sniping
score was only 95 percent, and whose whole batch disappeared from training and were never seen



agan.

They weredl things that made his ssomach sink. And each timeit did, it never quite regained the same
level asbefore.

“Areyou dl right?” Etain asked. “Isit your leg?’
“My leg' sfine now, thank you,” he said.
Darman wanted histrust back, and soon.

They resumed their path dong the dirt track that was gradudly liquefying into mud, therain a their
backs. By the time they got to the next farm the rain seemed to have set in for the day. Darman thought
of his squad making their way through sodden countryside, perfectly dry intheir sedled suits, and he
smiled. At least thismade it harder for anyoneto track them.

A woman with a pinched expression like agdan stared at them from the front step of the farmhouse. It
was agrander building than the last one: not by much, but the walls were stone and there was alean-to
shelter dong one side. Etain walked up to her. Darman waited, looking, aware of an outdoor refresher to
the right that might contain athreat, kegping haf an eye on agroup of youngsterstinkering with alarge
mechineonrollers.

They dl looked so different. Everyone was so different.

After some conversation, Etain beckoned him and indicated the lean-to. So far, so good. Darman till
didn’t plan on relinquishing his ordnance. He reached into the barq for his hemet and detached the
comlink, just in case Niner tried to contact him.

“Areyou coming?’ Etain asked.

“Just amoment.” Darman took out astring of AP micro-mines and trailed them around the front of the
house asfar asthe cable would stretch. He set them to run off aremote signal and tucked the transmitter
section of the detonator in his belt. Etain watched him with an unspoken question, perfectly clear from her
expression. “In case anyone gets any ideas,” Darman said.

“Y ou've played this game before,” Etain said.

He certainly had. Thefirst thing he checked when he entered the farmhouse, one hand againgt hisrifle,
was where the best observation point might be. It was a perforated airbrick that gave him agood view of
the road. There was alarge window in the far wall with abrown sacking sheet tied acrossit.
Reassured—nbut only dightly—he sat down at the table that dominated the front room.

Thefamily that took them in congisted of the thin gdan-faced woman, her sster, her even thinner
husband, and six youngsters ranging from asmall boy clutching a piece of grubby blanket to the nearly
full-grown men working outside. They wouldn't give their names. They didn't want avisit, they said, asif
avigt was much morethan it seemed.

Darman wasriveted. These people were humanslike him; yet they were dl different. But still they had
features that looked similar—not the same, but similar—to othersin the group. They were different Szes
and different ages, too.



He had seen diversity in training manuals. He knew what different species|ooked like. But theimages
aways came to mind with data about weapons carried and where to aim a shot for maximum stopping
power. Thiswasthefirst timein hislife that he had been in close contact with diverse humans who were

inthemgority.
To them, perhaps, he also looked unique.

They sat around the rough wooden table. Darman tried not to speculate on what the stainsin the wood
might be, because they looked like blood. Etain nudged him. “They cut up the merlie carcasses here,” she
whispered, and he wondered if she could read hismind.

He tested the bread and soup placed in front of him for toxins. Satisfied that it was safe, he dug in. After
awhile hewas aware that the woman and the small boy were staring at him. When he looked up, the
child fled.

“He doesn't like soldiers much,” the woman said. “Is the Republic coming to help us?’
“I can't answer that, ma am,” Darman said. He meant that he would never discuss operational matters; it

was an automatic response under interrogation.Never just say yes, never just say no, and give no
information except your 1D number. Etain answered for him, which was her prerogative asa

commander.

“Do you want the Republic’ shdp?’ she asked.

“Y ou any better than the Neimies?’

“I"d liketo think s0.”

Thetablefdl slent again. Darman finished the soup. Pol-

iticswas nothing to do with him; he was more interested in filling up on something that had flavor and
texture. If al went according to plan, in afew weeks he' d be far from here and on another mission, and if
it didn’t, he' d be dead. The future of Qiilurawas genuinely of no relevanceto him.

The woman kept refilling his bowl with soup until he dowed up and eventudly couldn’t manage any
more. It wasthefirgt hot food he'd had in days, and hefelt good; little perkslike that boosted morale.

Etain didn’t seem so enthusiastic about it. She was moving each chunk cautioudly around with her spoon,
asif theliquid contained mines.

“Y ou need to keep your strength up,” he said.

“I know.”

“Y ou can have my bread.”

“Thanks”

It was so quiet in the room that Darman could hear the individua rhythm of everyone s chewing, and the

faint scrape of utensils againgt bowls. He could hear the distant, muffled sound of merlies nearby, an
intermittent gargling noise. But he didn’t hear something that Etain suddenly did.



She sat bolt upright and turned her head to one side, eyes unfocused.
“Someon€e scoming, and it’ snot Jinart,” she hissed.

Darman flung off his cloak and pulled hisrifle. The woman and her relatives jumped up from the table so
fadt that it tipped despite its weight, sending bowls tumbling to the floor. Etain drew her lightsaber, and it
shimmered into life. They both watched the entrance; the family scrambled through the back door, the
woman pausing to grab alarge metal bowl and abag of mea from a sdeboard.

Darman doused the lamps and peered out through ahole in the air-brick. Without hisvisor, he was
completely dependent on his Deece for long-distance vision. He couldn’t see anything. He held hisbreath
and listened hard.

Etain moved toward him, gesturing at the far wall, indicatingseven —awhole hand then two fingers.
“Where?’ he whispered.
She was marking something on the dirt floor. He watched

her finger draw an outline of the four walls and then stab anumber of dots outside them, most around the
one she' d been pointing to, and one dot near the front door.

She put her lips so closeto hisear it made him jump. “Six there, one here.” 1t was a breath, barely
audible.

Darman indicated the far wall and pointed to himsdlf. Etain gestured to the door: Me? He nodded. He
gesturedone, two, three quickly with hisfingers and gave her athumbs-up:1’1l count to three. She
nodded.

Whoever was outside hadn’t knocked. It didn’t bode wdll.

He clipped the grenade attachment to hisrifle and aimed at the far Sde. Etain stood at the door,
lightsaber held above her head for adownward stroke.

Darman hoped her aggression would triumph over her self-doulbt.
He gestured with hisleft hand, rifle balanced in hisright.One, two —

Three.He fired one grenade. It smashed through the sack-covered window and blew aholein thewall
just as he was firing the second. The blast kicked him backward, and the front door burst open as Etain
brought her lightsaber down in abrilliant blue arc.

Darman switched hisrifle to blast setting and sivung his sight on thefigure, but it was an Umbaran and it
was dead, diced through from clavicleto sternum.

“Two,” Etain said, indicating the window, or at least where it had been seconds earlier. Darman sprang
forward across the room, dodging the table and firing as he came to the hole smashed in the wal. When
he stumbled through the gap there were two Trandoshans coming toward him with blasters, faces that
seemed dl scales and lumps, wet mouths gaping. He opened fire; one return shot seared hisleft shoulder.
Then there was nothing but numb silence for afew moments, followed by the gradud awarenessthat
SomMeone Was screaming in agony outside.



But it wasn't him, and it wasn’t Etain. That was dll that mattered. He picked hisway acrossthe room,
conscious of the growing painin his shoulder. It would have to wait.

“It'sdl clear,” Etain said. Her voice was shaking. “ Except for that man. . .”

“Forget him,” Darman said. He couldn’t, of course: the soldier was making too much noise. The screams
would attract attention. “Load up. We regoing.”

Despite Etain’s assurance that there were no more waiting outside, Darman edged out the door and kept
his back to the wall all theway around the exterior of the farmhouse. The wounded soldier wasan
Umbaran. Darman didn’t even check how badly hurt he might be before he shot him cleanly in the head.
There was nothing € se he could do, and the mission camefirg.

He wondered if Jedi could sense droids aswell. He d have to ask Etain later. He' d been told Jedi could
do extraordinary things, but it was one thing to know it, and another entirely tosee it in action. It had
probably saved their lives.

“What wasthat?’ she asked when he returned to the lean-to. She dready had the extra pack dung on
her back, and he redlized she' d actudly moved the micromines even though they were il live. Darman,
swallowing anxiety, disabled the detonator and added it to the list of things he needed to teach her.

“Finishing thejob,” he said, and pulled on his bodysuit section by section. Shelooked away.
“Youkilled him.”

113 Y$”

“He waslying wounded?’

“I’'mnot amedic.”

“Oh, Darman. . .”

“Ma am, thisisawar. Peopletry to kill you. You try to kill them first. There are no second chances.
Everything else you need to know about warfare is an amplification of that.” She was horrified, and he
redlly wished he hadn’t upset her. Had they given her aletha lightsaber and not taught her what it redly
meant to draw one?“1’m sorry. Hewas in abad way, anyway.”

Death seemed to shock her. “1 killed that Umbaran.”

“That’ sthe idea, ma’ am. Nicely done, too.”

Shedidn’t say anything ese. She watched him attach the

armor plates, and when hefinaly replaced his helmet he knew he didn’t care how conspicuous he
looked in it, because he wasn't going to take it off again in ahurry. He needed that edge.

“No more safe houses,” Darman said. “ Ther€ sno such thing.”

Etain followed him into the woodland at the back of the house, but she was preoccupied. “I’ ve never



killed anyone before,” she said.

“You didfine,” Darman told her. His shoulder was throbbing, gnawing into his concentration. “Aclean
job.”

“It'still not something | would careto repesat.”

“Jedi aretrained to fight, aren’t they?’

“Yes, but we never killed anyonein training.”

Darman shrugged and it hurt. “Wedid.”

He hoped she got over it fast. No, it wasn't enjoyable, killing: but it had to be done. And killing with

lightsaber or blaster was rlatively clean. He wondered how she' d handle having to stick abladein
someone and see what ran out. She was a Jedi, and with any luck she’ d never haveto.

“Themor us” hesad.

“You'reinpan.”

“Nothing mgor. I'll usethe bactawhenwereachtheRV.”
“I supposethey turned usin.”

“Thefamers? Y eah, that' sciviliansfor you.”

Etain made anoncommittal grunt and followed silently behind him. They moved deeper into the woods,
and Darman cal culated how many rounds he' d expended. If he kept engaging targets at thisrate, he'd be
down to hissdearm by nightfall.

“It'samazing how you can sense people,” Darman said. “ Can you detect droids, too?’
“Not especidly,” shesad. “Usudly just living beings. Maybe | can—"

A faint whine made Darman turn in time to see a blue bolt of light streaking toward him from behind. It
struck atree afew meters ahead, splitting it like kindling in a puff of vapor.

“Obvioudy not,” Etain said.
It was going to be another long, hard day.

A warning sren sounded: three long blagts, repeated twice. Then the peaceful fidlds northwest of
Imbraani shook with a massive explosion, and terrified merlies bolted for the cover of the hedgerows.

“Blagting today, then,” F said. “Lovely day for it.”

Niner couldn’t see anything but droids—industrid droids— moving around the quarry. Heran hisglove
across hisvisor to clear the droplets of rain and tried severa binoc magnifications, flicking between
settings with eye movements. But if there were organic workers around, he couldn’'t see any.



The quarry was amassive and startling gouge in the landscape, an amphitheater with stepped sides that
allowed droid excavators to dig out rock for processing. The depression doped gently at one side; it was
atowering dliff onthe other. A smdl site office with aloy-plated walls and no windows sat beside awide
track at the top of the dope. Apart from the steady procession of droids laden with raw rock for the
screening plant, the area was deserted. But someone—something— was controlling the detonations.
They had to bein the building. And Structures with solid aloy wallslike that tended to have interesting
contents.

The al-clear sren sounded. The droids moved in to scoop up the loose rock, sending spray and mud
flying asthey rumbled up the dopes.

“Okay, let’s see what we can liberate from the hut,” Niner said. “ Atin, with me. F, stay here and cover.”
They darted out of the trees and across a hundred meters of open land to the edge of the quarry,
dodging between giant droids that took no notice of them. One droid, itswheels as high as Niner was
tall, swung its bucket scoop unexpectedly and struck his shoulder plate a glancing blow. He ssumbled and
Atin caught hisarm, steadying him. They paused, waiting for the next droid to return up the dope, then
jogged dongsdeit until level with the Ste building.

They were now exposed, pressed closeto the front wall.

The building was only ten meterswide. Atin knelt a the door and studied the single lock.

“Pretty insubgtantid if thisiswherethey storethe explosives” hesaid.

“Let’stakealook.”

Atin stood up dowly and placed a scope on the door to listen for movement. He shook his head a
Niner. Then he did aflims-thin flat endoscope around the jamb, working it back and forth, dowly and
carefully. “Now that' satight fit,” hesaid. “Can't get itin.”

“We could dwaysjust walk in there.”

“Remember, we' re probably heading into astore full of explosives. If | could get aprobe through it
could at least get asniff of theair and test for chemicals.”

“Okay, let'swak incarefully, then.”

There was no handle. Niner stood to the hinge side, Deece in one hand, and pressed silently on the
single plate that made up the door. It didn’t yield.

Atin nodded. He took out the handheld ram, ten kilos that had seemed like dead, usdessweight in their
packs until now. He squared it up to the lock.

Niner raised onefinger. “Three. . . two. . .”
It applied aforce of two metric tons.

“Go.”



The door fell open, and they both legpt back as a stream of blasterfire shot out. It stopped suddenly.
They sguatted on ether sde of the entrance. Usualy thiswas smple: if someoneinside didn’t want to
leave, a grenade coaxed them out, one way or another. But with a high chance of explosives being inside,
that method was alittle too emphatic. Niner shook his head.

Atin moved the endoscope carefully, getting aglimpse of the building’ sinterior. Then he edged the probe
into the doorway, drawing another stream of blasterfire.

“Two moving around,” he said. “Light’ sout. But the probe got a sniff of explosves.”
“ Spot-lamp and rush them, then?”
Atin shook his head. He took out a grenade and locked it

in the safety position. “How nervous would you beif you were Sitting on enough stuff to put this quarry
into orbit?’

“Drink-spilling nervous, I'd say.”
“Yeah.” Atin hefted the grenade afew times. “ That’ swhat | thought.”

He bowled the disabled grenade into the doorway and jerked back. Three seconds later, two
Weeqguays rushed out. Niner and Atin fired smultaneoudy; one Weequay dropped instantly, and the
other’smomentum carried him on afew metersfarther, until hefell in the path a the top of theramp. The
quarry droidstrundled on, oblivious. If the shot hadn’t killed him, the advancing droid did.

“Sarge, you need some help down there?’
Niner motioned Atininside. “No, Fi, we' re set here. Kegp an eye out in case we get company.”

The building reeked of cooking and unwashed Weequay. A smdl droid, lights blinking on standby and
caked in dried mud, stood by aconsole. The rest of the space—three rooms— was taken up by
explosives, detonators, and various spare parts and stenciled crates.

“There syour demoalitionsman,” Atin said, tapping the droid on its head, and retrieved his grenade. He
wiped it with hisglove and put it back in his belt pack.

“I’d rather have Darman,” Niner said. He studied the inert droid, which seemed to be waiting for the
didodged rock to be cleared. It jerked suddenly into life, made its way toward a crate of explosives,
opened the safety lid, and took out severd tubes. Then it turned toward the room where the detonators
were kept. Niner reached out and opened its control panel to deactivateit. “ Take some time off, friend,”
he sad. “Blasting’ sover for the day.”

It didn’t appear that the Weequay had been employed here. The droid sorted al the charges and
oversaw the blasting. On an upturned crate were the remains of ameal, eaten off makeshift plates
fashioned from box lids. It looked like the Weequays had been hiding out here, and Niner was pretty
sure he knew who they had been avoiding.

Atin checked the various charges and detonators, select-



ing what appeared to take hisfancy and piling it in aclear space on the muddy floor. Hewasa
connoisseur of technology, especidly thingswith complex circuitry. “Lovey,” he said, with genuine
satisfaction. “ Some dets here that you can set off from fifty klicks. That' swhat we need. A bit of a
pyrotechnics show.”

“Can we carry as much aswe need?’

“Oh, there' s some beauties here. Darman would think they were pretty basic, but they’ re going to work
fineasadiverson. Absolutebeauts.” Atin held up spheres about the size of a scoopbdl. “Now this

bd)y_”
Crash.

Something fell to thefloor in one of the rooms off the main one. Atin held hisrifle on the doorway and
Niner drew his sidearm. He was edging toward the door when a sudden voice dmost made him squeeze

thetrigger.

“Ap-xma kegpunal” Thevoice was shaking, and judging by the accent it probably belonged to a
Weequay. “Don't kill! | help you!”

“Out.Now.” Projected from hishelmet, Atin’s voice was intimidating enough without arifle to back it
up. A Weequay stumbled out from behind a stack of crates and sank to his knees, hands held up. Atin
pushed him down flat with his boot, Deece aimed at his head. “ Arms behind your back and don’t even
bresthe. Got it?’

The Weequay appeared to have got it very quickly. He froze and let Niner cuff hiswrists with alength of
wire. Niner did asweep of the rooms again, worried that if they’ d missed one target they might have
missed more. But it was clear. He walked back and squatted down by the Weequay’ s head.

“We don't need a prisoner dowing usdown,” he said. “ Give me agood reason why | shouldn't kill
yw.”

“Please, | know Hokan.”

“I'll bet you know him pretty well if you were hiding out here. What' s your name?’
“Guta-Nay. | wereright-hand man.”

“Not anymore, though, eh?’

“I know places.”

“Y eah, we know places, too.”

“1 got key codes.”

“WE ve got ordnance.”

“I got codesto Teklet ground station.”

“Y ou wouldn’t be messing around, would you, Guta-Nay?| don’t have time for that.”



“Hokan kill me. Y ou take me with you? Y ou Republic guys nice, yougentlemen.”

“Steady, Guta-Nay. All those syllables might burn you out.”

Niner looked at Atin. He shrugged.

“He'll dow usdown, Sarge.”

“Then we ether leave him here or kill him.”

The conversation wasn't designed to scare Guta-Nay, but it had that effect anyway. It was agenuine
problem: Niner was reluctant to drag a prisoner around with them, and there was no guarantee the
Weequay wouldn't try to buy back favor from Hokan with intelligence on their strength and movements.
He was an unwel come dilemma. Atin clicked his Deece, and it started to power up.

“I get you Neimie boss, too!”

“We definitely don't need him.”

“Neimi€ sredly mad at Hokan. He put droidsin hisnice shiny villa. Floors messed up.”

Guta-Nay’ s breathing rasped in the silence of the room. Niner weighed the extra baggage against the
prospect of some edge in gaining access to Uthan.

“Where' s Uthan now?’

“Still invilla. Nowheredseto hide”

“Y ou know alot about Hokan, don’'t you?’
“Everything.” GutarNay was dl submisson.” Too much.”
“Okay,” Niner said. “You got areprieve.”

Atin waited a couple of seconds before powering down hisrifle. He seemed doubtful. Niner couldn’t
see hisexpresson, but he heard the characteristic dight exhdation that was Atin’ ssllentoh-terrific.

“Hell leave atrail aworrt could follow.”
“|deas?’

“Yeah.” Atinleaned over Guta-Nay, and the Weequay turned his head dightly, eyeswide with terror.
He seemed more terrified by the helmet than the gun. “Where do the droids take the raw rock?’

“Big place south of Teklet.”
“How far south?’

“Fveklick maybe.”



Atin straightened up and indicated with a pointed finger that he was going outside. “ Technica solution.
Wait one”

His predilection for gadgets was becoming a blessing. Niner was tempted to take back the unkind
thoughts he' d had about the man’ straining sergeant. He followed him outsde. Atin jogged dongside one
of the excavation droids, matching its pace before jumping up scrambling onto its flatbed. The machine
rumbled inexorably up the dope asif nothing was going to divert it from its progressto the screening
plant. Then it stopped and swung around, narrowly missing the droid bringing up itsrear. It paused a
couple of metersfrom Niner; Atin, knegling on the flatbed, held up two cables.

“Youcan't get it todotricks,” he said. “But you can start, steer, and stop it now.”
“Brain bypass, eh?’

“I’ve seen afew people with those. . .”

“Sowerideit into town?’

“How e se are we going to move al thisexplosve?’

They couldn’t pass up the chance. Niner had plansfor the charges, placesto lay them dl around the
Imbraani countryside. They aso had atemptingly neat window of opportunity to take out the ground
sation at Teklet, and rendering Hokan' s troops deaf to what was happening around them would double
their chances of pulling off the mission. It meant they could use their own long-range comlinks at last.

“Tdl youwhat,” Niner said. “I'll take thisoneto Teklet. Y ou hotwire another and take Fi and our friend

asfar back down the road to Imbraani as you can get with as much asyou can carry.” Hetook out his
datapad and checked the

chart. “Lay uphere where Jnart suggested, with thedroid if you can, without it if you can’t.”

A bulldozer droid on asteady path to the screening plant would attract no attention. It just had to
overshoot by afew kilometers. It would be dusk soon, and darkness was their best asset when it came
to moving around.

Niner hauled Guta-Nay out of the building. “Isthe ground station defended in any way?’

Guta-Nay had his head lowered, looking up from under hisbrows asif blowsto the head normally
accompanied questions. “ Just fence to stop merlies and thieving. Only farmers around, and they scared

anyway.”
“If you'relying to me, I'll seethat you get back to Ghez Hokan dive. Okay?’
“Okay. Truth, | svear.”

Niner summoned Fi from his cover position, and they |oaded two droids. One carried enough explosives
to reduce the ground station to powder severd times over, and the other took everything they could lay
their hands on, except for some detonators and explosives to keep the blasting droid busy for afew more
hours. There was no point letting the quarry’ s silence advertise the fact that they had liberated some
ordnance. It would spoil thewhole surprise.



They loaded Guta-Nay last, bundling him into the huge bucket scoop with hisarms <till bound. He
protested at being stuck on top of spheres of explosive.

“Don’'t worry,” Atin said dismissively. “I’ve got dl the detshere.” He bounced afew detonators up and
downin hispam; Guta-Nay flinched. “You'll befine”

“Jnart’ squite an asset,” Fi said. Hetook off hishelmet to drink from his bottle, and Guta-Nay made an
incoherent noise.

“She could be right behind us now and we' d never know. | hope they stay on our side.” Niner removed
his helmet, too, and they shared the bottle before handing it to Atin for alast swig. “What' sthat
Weequay whining about now?’

“Dunno,” Atin said, and took his helmet off aswell. He

paused, bottlein hand, and they al stood and stared at Guta-Nay, loaded in the scoop of the droid like
cargo.

His mouth was dightly open and his eyes were darting from one commando to the next. He was making
adightuh-uh-uh sound, asif he wastrying to scream but couldn’t.

“It sAtin'sface” F said. “Don’'t stand there being so ugly, man. Y ou’ re scaring him.”

Niner gave the Weequay aquick prod with his glove to shut him up.

“What' sthe matter?’ he asked. “Haven't you ever seen commandos before?’

They werehere.

The bresk that Ghez Hokan had been waiting for had come: afarmer had rushed to notify the authorities
that Republic soldiers—one man, one woman, both very young— were at ahouse on the
Imbraani-Teklet road.

Hokan studied the dripping foliage a the sSide of the farmhouse. The maze of footstepsin the mud and
the crushed stalks were no different from those on any farm, and they were disappearing fast in therain.
Behind the ramshackle collection of sheds and stone walls, the land doped away to the Braan River.

“It samessinthere, gr,” Hurati said. “Onewal nearly blown out. All dead. And that was just two
enemy commandos.”

“One,” Hokan said.

“One?’

“Only male clonesin the front line. The other had to be a Jedi.” He turned over the body of an Umbaran
with hisboot and shook his head. “ That wound was made by alightsaber. | know what alightsaber
wound lookslike. Two people. | wouldn't even have that information if it hadn’t been for informants. Do

| have to rely on dung-cakedfarmers for intelligence? Do I?Do | ?”

He regretted having to shout. But it seemed necessary. “Why can’t anyone managetocall it in when
they make an enemy contact? Think! Use yourdi’ kutla heads, or I’ [l show you how to recognize a



lightsaber wound the hard way.” Two

droids began lifting the Umbaran’ s body onto a speeder. “Leave that thing whereit is. Get after your
comrades and find me some enemy.”

Hurati put his hand to the side of hishead. * Droids have found something else in a house up the road,
ar.” Hisexpresson fdl blank as helistened to hiscomlink. “Oh.Oh.” Heturned to Hokan. “I think you
should seethisfor yoursdf, sr.”

Hurati didn’t strike him as an officer that would waste histime. They mounted the speeder and worked
their way back up the road to another smdll, dilapidated hovel set among the trees. Hokan followed
Hurati into the farmhouse, where a couple of droids had illuminated the rooms with spot-lamps.

For some reason he would never fathom, the first aspect of the chaosthat caught his eye was the soup
tureen lying on its side on the filthy floor. It was only when he turned his head that he saw the bodies!.

“Ah,” Hokan said.

Soldiers used blasters. In apinch, they would use knives or blunt objects. But he had never known
anyonein uniform, not even hisragtag militia, who usedteeth. The three adults were ripped and torn asif
alarge carnivore had attacked them. All had crush injuriesto what was | eft of their throats. One woman
had so little intact tissue in her neck that the head was bent over at dmost ninety degrees. Hokan found
himsdf daring.

“There are others outside in the shed,” Hurati said.

Hokan had never consdered himself easly disturbed, but thisworried him. It was an act by something
he didn’t recognize and couldn’t comprehend, beyond the scope of asentient creature’ s Ssmple revenge.
It might have been coincidence, an anima attack on someone who happened to be an informer— but he
couldn’t think of any species on Qiilurathat could or would bring down humans.

Hurati udied thebodies. “1 didn’t think killing civilianswas the Republic’ sstyle”

“It' snot,” Hokan said. “ And commandos wouldn’t waste time on work that wouldn’'t aid their effort.”

“Wdl, whoever killed them wasn't motivated by robbery.”

Hurati picked up alarge metal bowl from the floor, dusted it with hisglove, and set it on ashelf. “Thisis
probably our informer. | wouldn’t count on much ass stance from now on. Word will get around fast.”

“Y ou're certain there are no blaster wounds?” It might have been smple predation. He knew in hisgut
that it wasn't. But what had done this?

“None,” Hurati said.

Hokan didn't likeit at dl. He beckoned Hurati to follow him and walked out briskly to summon two
droids. “1 want aring around Imbraani. Pull al the droids back. I’ d rather lose Teklet than risk Uthan's
project.”

“We could arrange for Doctor Uthan to be evacuated.”



“Moving her and her entourage is going to be dow and conspicuous. WEe re better off defending a
position than moving. | want haf the droids blatantly visible at the facility and the other haf around the
villa—but discreetly, understand?’

There was arattle of metd in the distance, and Hokan spun around to see droids swarming toward the
riverbank.

“Havethey found anything?’

Hurati pressed his hand to hishead, ligtening to the comlink. “Two enemy sighted five klicks west of
here, sir. The droids have engaged them.”

“That'smorelikeit,” Hokan said. “I'd like a least one alive, preferably both if the girl’sa Jedi.”

He swung onto the speeder bike and motioned Hurati to sit up front and drive. The speeder zipped
down the track heading west as Hurati confirmed coordinates with the droid patrol.

Hokan hoped the droids could manage an ingtruction liketake them alive. He needed redl troops for
this, actual soldierswho could get into awkward places and see subtle things. He now had just thirty
organic officersremaining and dightly under a hundred droids: idedl for asmall set-piece battle, but next
to usdlessfor countering a commando force spread over terrain with plenty of cover.

They’ d definitely have to cometo him. Just this once, though, he’d humor them and join the pursuit.

11

Owing to shortages, we regret to inform you that we havebeen forced to increase the price of the new
season’ sbarg. Shortages are due to locd difficulties at source. We will of course be giving preference to
our mostfavored regular customers.

—Trade Federation notice to wholesalers

Darman had taken down quite afew tinnies on Geonosis, and one thing he' d learned was that they were
built for conventiond infantry combat on nice, flat ground.

They weren't so clever on treacherous terrain—or without an organic officer calling the shots.

He could see agroup of trees ahundred meters away that appeared to be skylined against nothing, and
he hoped that meant there might be an escarpment on the other side. “Down there,” heyelled to Etain,



pointing. “Come on, and get readyto jump.”

He d amost forgotten the pain in his shoulder. He clutched hisrifle tight to his chest and sprinted for the
treeline. It took him ten seconds. The land doped away below, dl thorn bushes and muddy soil right
down to theriver, broken only by anatura back-doping terrace that formed asmal gully. When he
looked back, Etain was right behind him— and he wasn’t expecting her to be.

“Keep going!” she panted. “Don't keep looking back.”

The blagterfire of the advancing droids was hitting branches far too close for comfort. When they got to
the edge he sm-

ply shoved her. Shetried to right herself for a second before falling and rolling down the dope. He
launched himsdlf and rolled &fter her.

Darman had the protection of Katarn armor, but she didn’t. When they cameto ahalt at the bottom of
the gully, Etain was minus her outer cloak and plusalot of scrapes. But she il had two sections of the
E-Web cannon strapped to her share of the pack. She was clinging to them with grim determination.

“Next time, let me jump, will you?” she hissed. “I’'m not completely helpless.”

“Sorry.” He checked his grenades. “I’m going to run short of ammo soon. I’m going to have to sacrifice
some demoalition ordnance.”

“Tel mewhat you're planning.”

“Bringing down the dope. With them onit.” He paid out the line of micromines and scrambled afew
meters back to string them horizontally between the trees. “ Can you dig out some of the bore-bangs from
that pack, please? Four should do it.”

“What are they?’

“Thelong red sticks. Custom ordnance.”

He heard her gasping her way up the dope behind him. When he turned his head she was gripping a
bush with one hand, and holding out tubes of explosive in the other. Her fingers were covered in blood.
Hefet suddenly guilty, but he' d have to worry about that later.

“Thanks, ma am,” he said automaticaly. He balanced precarioudy, feding the strainin his calves, and
scrambled from bush to bush. He held each bore-bang perpendicular to the dope and twisted the end
cap; the cylinder whirred and burrowed deep into the ground. He spaced them at five-meter intervals.

The chinking noise of droids on the move was getting closer, carrying on the still, damp air.

“Run!” Darman hissed.

Adrenaine was awonderful thing to seein action. Etain grabbed her pack and bolted dong the gully.
Darmanfol-

lowed. Fifty meters—a hundred—two hundred. He paused to look back and saw one thin metal
faceplate peer over the edge.



“Down!” heyedled, and squeezed the detonator in hispam.

A chunk of Qiilurablew apart at gpproximately eight thousand meters a second. Darman heard it and
regretted not seeing it, but his head was shielded by his crossed arms and he was facedown in the dirt. It
was pureinginct. He should have told Etain to cover her ears, dthough it wouldn't have helped her
much. He should have made her run alot sooner. He should have done alot of things, likeignoring Jinart,

and instead stayed on the misson.

Hehadn't. He' d dedl withit.

The noise of the blast overloaded his helmet for afew moments;, there was a crackling silence. Then
sound rushed back in again and he could fedl clods of soil plopping againgt his back like heavy rain.
When he got to his knees and turned around, there was a brand-new landscape to be seen. Trees jutted
out from a sharp cliff of packed mud at bizarre angles. Some had intact branches, and otherswere
snapped off and splintered. A single metdllic leg protruded from the debris. Dirt was crumbling away
from the face of the cliff like wet permacrete, and one tree was diding dowly downward.

Darman looked around for Etain. She was afew meters ahead, knedling back on her heelswith her hand
to one ear. When he drew closer he could see athin trickle of blood running down the side of her face.

“Okay?’ he asked.
Etain stared at hismouth. “1 can’t hear you,” she said. She nursed her |ft ear, face contorted with pain.

“You’ve blown an eardrum. Take it easy.” Stupid: she couldn’t hear, and she couldn’'t see hislipswith
his helmet on. It was reflex reassurance. He was about to look for his bacta spray when she looked past
him and pointed frantically. He turned. A droid was peering over the edge of the crater. It didn’t appear

to have seen them.
Darman didn’t know how many there might be. He de-

bated whether to deploy aremote, then wondered what he' d do if it showed him ahundred moretinnies
coming. Hewasn't sure where eseto run. He estimated that he could hold them off for about an hour,

and then they’ d be out of everything except his vibroblade and Etain’ slightsaber.
Then he heard ashout.

“Droids, report!”

Darman flattened himself into the side of the dope beside Etain. He could hear the voices, evenif she
couldn’t. She stared up at the cliff and squeezed her eyes shut. For amoment Darman thought it was
plain terror, and he wouldn’t have blamed her. He' d blown away half ahillsde and still hadn’t stopped

the droids. He was arting to fed agnawing emptinessin hisgut aswell.

He concentrated on the voices, trying to guess numbers. Two humans, twomen.

“. .. they’ ve booby-trapped. . .”

“...canyou see anything?’



“. .. there€ snothing e'se down there.”

Darman held his bregth.

“No, they’ re gone. Must have speeders.”

“Droids, form up and return. . .”

The metal face pulled back and the clinking gait faded on the air, long with the whir of a speeder
engine. Then there was silence, broken only by the occasional creak of a splintered tree being pulled
dowly gpart onitsjourney down the shattered dope.

Darman glanced at Etain. Her eyes were till shut, and she was breathing hard.

“l didn’'t think | could do that,” she said.

“Dowhat?’ She stared at him. He took off his hdmet so she could see his mouth. “Do—what?’ Darman
mouthed, exaggerating the syllables. Her gaze fixed on hislips.

“Influence them. Both of them.”

“Wasthat some sort of Jedi thought trick?’

She looked baffled. She obvioudy wasn't used to lip-reading. “It’ s sort of a Jedi thought trick,” she said.
Darman gifled an urgeto laugh. 1t was't funny at dl.

She d achieved something he found almost magicd. At that point in the criss, it was the best military
ggtjil?jr;;’ ?Eitf than letting loose with al the ordnance at his disposal, and something even Kal Skirata

They weredive. They could move on.

“Nicejob, commander,” hesaid. “Very nicely done.” He touched hisgloveto hisforehead and grinned.
“Let’ sget ourselves sorted, eh?”’

Darman took out his medpac and removed two sharps of painkiller and the bacta spray. He fixed his
own shoulder firgt, jabbing the needle hard into the blue vein in the crook of hisleft elbow so that the
drug dispersed faster. But it still made his eyes water when he sprayed the blaster burn.

Etain watched with grim resignation and swallowed visibly.

“Comeon, Etain,” Darman said. “Hold still.”

He amed the spray like apistal into her left ear.

Darman had no ideathat Jedi could curse fluently in Huttese, but he was learning more about them every
minute. Alot more.

The excavation droid rattled down the road, managing to find every pothole and rut between Imbraani
and the screening plant. Niner bounced each time, too. Buried in the scoop under alayer of loose rubble,



with enough explosivesto level everything within haf akilometer, hewas. . .anxious.
The detonators were disabled. He kept checking that.

Now that night had fallen and the rain stopped, he could ease himsdlf into a position where he could see
ahead. Blue navigation lights picked out the droid’ s front fender, and an amber hazard light whirled on its
canopy, illuminating the trees on either side of the track. It was alumbering thing that wouldn’t get out of
anyone sway. Behind it, aconvoy of identical droids followed. They were an intimidating procession.

Even the column of tinnies marching toward Niner moved to one Side of the road.

He picked them out in his night-vison visor, athough the sound aone identified them.
Clink-rasp-clink-rasp. It wasthe kneejoints. Nothing but battle droids marched that regularly, not even
clonetroopers. There were no voices, not even the occasional command to form singlefile, orshut it
back there. It wasdl grim mechanica purpose.

Niner closed hisfingers around the grips of the DC-17. Heredly didn’t want to engage them. It was
going to be hard enough to direct the excavator to the target and get away in one piece without pausing
for skirmishes dong the route. Walk on, will you? Just walk on. He didn’t want to test the
manufacturer’ s assurance that afew blaster bolts wouldn't set off the charges. He was sprawled on top
of them. Proximity made you skeptical.

There were fifty battle droids in the column heading for Imbraani. If he managed to knock out the ground
dation, that would be the first message he’ d send on hislong-range comlink.

Thechunk-chunk-chunk of ther feet drew levd with him and hefroze.
Chunk-chunk-chunk-chunk-chunk.

It began to fade behind him. He breathed again. Once the excavator droid was coaxed past itslogical
degtination of the screening plant, it would be that much more congpicuous. At least the tinnies|ooked
busy. The worst part was having a pretty good idea about what ordersthey’ d been given.

Just ten klicks. He was minutes away from the point where the droid would attempt to deliver itsload.
At that moment, he' d divert it toward Teklet itsalf, through the center of the town and into the ground
station compound. At least the agria recce appeared to have been right about that. Teklet was a sprawl
of storage silos and shipping facilities for getting produce off the planet, and not much e se.

The worst that the Trade Federation had ever anticipated dealing with was aband of angry farmers. It
was going to make hisjob agood desl easier.

Just ahead, the droid’ sflashing light bounced off asgn pointing left: dl contractor traffic—no entry via
main gate. The excavator knew itsway and began dowing for the turn. Niner took Atin’sjury-rigged
cables and unplugged one strand.Go on. Go on. Go. . .

Thedroid was amost at the turn. It was moving at around twenty-five klicks now, threstening to veer
off. But it carried on, past the Sign, past the dip road, and on toward Teklet. “That’s my boy,” Niner
said. The sweat prickled between his shoulder blades, despite his suit’ s environment controls. “ Couldn’t
speed up ahit, could you?” Maybe that was asking for trouble. When he eased his head clear of the
layer of rubble and peered around the side of the scoop, he could see a procession of droids strung out
behind him aong the curve of the road, neeily line astern like battle cruisers, each flashing an orange



hazard light with its outline picked out in blue.

It was actudly pretty, al things considered. Then the nearest droid dowed and pedled off down the dip
road, the light show behind Niner fading, then disappearing atogether. He was on his own. He settled
back under the rubble with his head tilted so that he could see ahead through a channel in the debris.

Teklet had littlein the way of street lighting, and there were few people about. As architecture went, this
wasn't tasteful, elegant Tipoca. It was a service depot and it looked like one. A couple of Trandoshans
were Sitting under an awning outside a hut, blasters acrosstheir 1aps, they stared at the droid with vague
curiogity but didn't gppear to move. Niner was dmost past the ribbon of huts when the thought struck
him that a five-hundred-meter blast zone would take out alot of Teklet, and people with it. Not al of
them were Separatists.

Once you make that your concern, they’ |l dways have aweapon to use against you. Skirata said they
had to get used to it. Achieving your objective sometimes had a high price.

A bonded cargo transporter with red security straps sedling its containers crossed in front of him. The
droid missed it by two seconds. If the driver was cutting it that close, then they hadn’t taken much notice
of the machine. So far, so good . . . and getting better. Asthe droid pressed on, Niner was checking his
escape route. It was a good two-hundred-meter sprint to the nearest cover from any part of the road. It
was going to betight.

He had to get the droid to halt right alongside the ground station. If it kept going, the blast would be
centered elsewhere. He could set the dets now, dide out of the scoop, and run for it, but that meant
observing the droid up to the last second, and that meant he’ d probably be too close when it blew.

But he was committed now. The ground station had to go. It would put a serious dent in the Separatists
defensesfor afew critical days, maybe even weeks, and that was an edge they needed.

Working some rubble asde with hisfinger, Niner could see the lights of the compound. He flicked to
night vision, and the green image showed him flimsy mesh fencing and awais-high retaining wall. The
excavator would roll right over it onits path to the building itself.

They’ d know hewasthere, dl right.

He d left the dets until 1ast. The charges were linked by cord in series, just waiting for the final
connection to the three detonators that—in theory—Niner could trigger remotely. He clamped the cords
together and shoved them into the gperture of the det housings, snapping them shut.

The explosves were now live. Hewasn't just Sttingon a bomb; he was sittingin one. The charges,
dispersed among the rubble, were up to his neck. He began to ease hislegs clear, ready to jump.

If hedidn’t walk away from this, then that was the way it had to be. For amoment Niner felt acold
gpasm in his gut that he recognized from a dozen all-too-rea exercises. He was probably going to get
killed. He waspossibly going to get killed. If anyone thought intensive training wiped out the fear of dying,
they were wrong. He was as afraid as he was when live rounds had flown past him for the first time. It
never went away. Hejust learned to live with it, and tried to learn well enough that he could useit to
work for him, and get him out of trouble faster.

Niner fumbled with the cabling. He steered the droid in agentle arc so that it was square-on to the
fence. It wasn't the best course he' d ever steered, but with afive-hundred-meter blast zone, it was going



to be good enough. He ducked. The wire mesh loomed in hisface at the edge of the scoop, then strained
and vibrated, tearing up postswith it asthe droid pushed through, oblivious.

It was nearly at thewall. The building was five meters high;, flat roof, no windows. They didn’'t seem to
like windows here. He heard a single shout, something likechuba, and he had to agree. Thiswas going to
fierfek someone’ swatch with alot of reports.

Niner yanked the cables apart and cut the droid’s power. Its momentum carried it on afew more
meters, and metal twanged and squealed as the chain-link fence was stretched to the breaking point. The
wiresfinaly snapped back like abowstring under the excavator’ swhedls,

One, two, three. . .

The droid was at adead stop hard against the wall. The blocks were beginning to crack, and gaps were
opening between them. He had a sudden vision of finding himsdlf buried in collgpsing masonry and unable
to move, and acombination of animal panic and alifetime of training propelled him out of the rubble and
over the edge of the scoop. Hefdl flat from two meters and struggled to right himsalf. Then there was
shouting and, fifty-kilo pack or not, he executed the fastest bugout of his career, Deecein one hand and
the remote det control in the other.

There was one way out and that was through the gap he’ d smashed in the fence.

It wasn't covert. A human in an overall was standing open-mouthed in his path, and Niner knocked him
flat on hisback as heran full-tilt for the holein the mesh.

He had about aminute to put distance between himsdlf and the ground station before he blew the
charges. At twenty klicks an hour, that meant he' d be about —

Fierfek, just doit.

Niner was past thefirst line of trees and into long grass when he dropped and pressed the remote det in
both hands.

Teklet was asudden ball of light. Then theroar of air and the shock wave shook him. He crouched as
debris rained down on him, hoping—reallyhoping —that Katarn armor was al that it was cracked up to
be.

Ghez Hokan wasthefirgt to admit that it wastaking alot lessto get him irritated lately. He'd waited long
enough. He tapped the comlink console impatiently.

“1 asked to be out through to CO CISCom ten minutes ago, di’ kut.”

“I redizethat, Mgor. He || be with you as soon as he’ sfree.”

“Enemy forces have infiltrated and | need to speak to your commanding officer. Do you understand
what we have on Qiilura? Could you possibly shift yourdi’ kutla shebs long enough to find out why thisis

o vitd tothewar?’

“Sir, we have Republic troopsinfiltrating more placesthan | care to name right now, so—"



The screen flickered and broke up in noise. Hokan switched to another channel and got the same
crackling, shimmering display. It wasthe samefor every channd hetried. Hisfirst thought was thet
someone had disabled hisreceiver. They were closer than he’ d thought, and alot more daring. He put on
his helmet and edged cautioudy down the passage to the exterior door, hisVerpine shatter gun in one
hand and a hunting vibroblade in the other.

Thedroid sentry stepped aside to let him pass. On the roof, the comm relay was intact. Hokan took out
his persona comlink and caled Hurati.

All Hokan could hear was the chatter of gtatic. It struck him that the Republic troops might well have
done what he would have, faced with the same target.

“Droid, can you make contact with your fellows?’
“Affirmaivedr.”
The droids had their own comlink system. They could

communicate ingtantly on any battlefield. What they didn’t need wasthe main relay at Teklet in order to
doit.

“Can you contact Lieutenant Hurati ?’

The droid paused for afew moments. “I have him, gir.”

“Ask himif he hasany newsof Teklet.”

Pause. A much longer pause.

“Large exploson seen in the direction of Teklet, Sr.”

It'swhat I’d do if | was preparing an assault, Hokan thought.1’ d render my enemies blind and deaf.

There was nothing he could do on the ground to deal with aninvasion, if onewas coming. Therewasa
Republic assault ship in Qiiluraspace, and that didn’t bode well.

He had two optionsfor hisimmediate task. He could defend Uthan' s project—the technical knowledge
invested in her and her gaff, and the nanovirus itself—aor, if he was overrun, he could prevent it fdling into
enemy handsto be studied and neutraized.

It was abig planet. If he had to run, they’ d have to find him. In the meantime, he' d sit tight and wait for
them to come.

“Tell Hurati | want every functioning droid back here now,” Hokan said. “We' redigging in.”
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Coruscant Command to Republic Assault ShipMajestic, Qiilura Sector
CruiserVengeance will RV with you at 0400. Y ou have clearance to intercept any vessd leaving Qiilura

space, prevent landing by non-Republic vessals, and engage any vessd failing to comply. Have biohazard
containment standing by.

Niner struggled to hisfeet and stared back at the ground station.

It wasn't there anymore. Neither were the few small huts scattered along the approach road. There was
billowing smoke and fires burning, including one that looked asif it were ablowtorch. Another explosion
made him shidld his head, and more debris peppered hisarmor.

Apart from that, the areawas silent. He set off through the trees again, fedling asif he' d been picked up
and shaken hard by someoneredly angry. A small pack of gdans began chasing him, snapping on hisleg
armor, but they caught on fast that he was going to be impossible to eat and fell back. He opened his
long-range comlink for thefirgt timein days.

“Niner here, anyone receiving?’

He could hear his own breath rasping as he ran. He was down to astumbling jog now and fedling the
redlity of hisexhaustion. He d take astim or two later. He had to.

“Sarge? Fi here. Target acquired, then.”
“Wow. Pfor plenty.”

“Y ou sound busy.”

“Onmy way totheRV.”
“You'rerunning.”

“You bet. Sitrep?’

“Had to dump the droid and cache alot of stuff. But the Weequay can carry asurprisng amount if you
ask him nicdly. ETA an hour or 0.”

“Cdl Darman, in case Jnart hasn't caught up with him yet.”
“Copy that. ETA?'
“Depends. Looking for transport right now.”

“Y ou sure about that?’



“You can do fast or you can do covert. Right now fast looks good to me. Out.”

Niner kept close enough to the road to hear vehicles. He needed a speeder. The mangled chassisof a
persona transport of some kind was upended at the side of the road, testimony to the force of the blast.

Eventually, someone would show up to take alook at the damage. Then he' d have his chance.

After afew minutes Niner was starting to see intact buildings through the trees. He was nearing the
farthest edge of the blast zone. Farther ahead he could see lights coming toward him, and his visor told
him they were approaching fast. He dropped down into the cover of the grass. Asthey got nearer, he
could pick out one landspeeder and a speeder bike.

Niner couldn’t face walking back into the blast zone to take one. He d have to stop them here. And
he' d have to stop them with minimum damage, or else he’ d till be hiking back to the RV point.

He aimed hisrifle on sniper setting and waited until the landspeeder was within three hundred meters. It
didn’t surprise him that it wasn't an emergency vehicle. He could see the driver clearly: a Trandoshan.
They didn’t have arecord in humanitarian public service. He was probably rushing to seeif hisdave
traffic had been affected by the blast. The speeder was carrying a Trandoshan aswell.

Niner squeezed gently, and the bolt shattered the land-

Speeder’ s screen. The vehicle veered right off the road, spraying mud and gravel inthe air, and the
speeder bike swung left and pulled up dead. For amoment therider hesitated, ingtinctively looking
around in the dark asif unsure what had happened, but then he appeared to work it out just as Niner's
second bolt caught him full in the chest. The speeder bike hung motionless ameter above the ground.

Therewasalot to be said for night-vision visors.

Niner ran from cover and swung onto the speeder, catching his pack on the back of the seat. He
savored the moment. Taking the weight off his feet ranked near the top of thelist of primeva human
needs, dong with along drink of ice-cold water. The relief waswonderful.

A good night’s deep and a decent hot meal would have rounded it off perfectly. The sooner he got back
to his squad and finished the job in hand, the sooner he' d be able to indulge. He steered the speeder into
the woods and headed south with newly uplifted spirits.

Pinpricks of light formed asmdl congtellation ahead of Etain. They might have been akilometer away, or
they might have been within arm’ sreach: she couldn’t tell by sght alone.

But she could certainly smell their breath. It was a cloying, sickly scent of raw meat. She swiped her
lightsaber across the entrance to the shelter, and the gdans scattered. She had tried using the Force to
persuade them to bother someone ese, but it only succeeded in making them more curious, although they
had stopped trying to take bites out of her.

How do you do it, Jinart? How do you keep them at bay?She sat huddled under the covering Darman
had constructed and listened to the water working its way down through the leaves. Therain had
stopped, but the runoff was till trickling through and plopping on the sheet of plastoid above her head.
She could hear again, at leastin one ear.



She could also see very clearly. What she saw wasthe face

of the Umbaran she’ d dmost decapitated with her lightsaber. Panic and fear had pushed the event from
her mind, but now that she was quiet and tired, it flooded back and wouldn’'t go away.

Etain tried to meditate for thefirst timein days, shutting out theirritating drip of water on her heed.
Darman prowled around outside, silent and unnerving. She could fed him ebbing and flowing; anxious,
even alittle scared, but focused and devoid of violence or inner conflict.

She wanted to ask him how he achieved that balance. They had both been raised in complete isolation
from the everyday world, with their own set of vaues and disciplines, not because they had been chosen
to be different but because they had beenborn that way. Their calling was random, genetic— unfair.

He' d obvioudy succeeded brilliantly; she had failed in equa measure. Shelet the sensation of his clarity
wash over her.

It was dmost soothing. Then it was suddenly gone and awave of pure exhilaration hit her like abody
blow. Darman thrust his head through the entrance to the shelter.

“They’'recoming,” he said. “My squad’ sonitsway.” He paused asif he waslistening to something, his
glove held againgt the side of hishelmet. It was odd to watch someone so obvioudy delighted without
having the dightest idea of hisfacia expresson. “An hour or so. Niner’ staken out the comm station at
Teklet. F and Atin have acquired abit more gear that’ Il come in handy. Plus aprisoner.” He paused
again. His head was moving asif he wastalking. He appeared to be able to switch back and forth
between being audible and inaudibleto her, asif hishelmet was a separate environment into which he
could retreat at will. “ AWeequay, of al things. Oh well, they’ ve got their reasons.”

Hewas utterly gtill for afew moments before nodding vigoroudy. He eased off hishemet and hisface
was one broad grin, aimed at nothing in particular.

“They'redl right, | takeit,” Etain said.

“They'refine”

“I'mglad. You'rebrothers, right?’

“No, not redly.”

“All right, you' re clones”

“They’ renot my origina squad,” Darman said. Hisexpresson was il dl delight and good humor. “My
brotherswere dl killed at the battle of Geonosis, and so were theirs. We didn’t even know each other
before thismission. But three of us had the same training sergeant, so | suppose wefed like family.
Except Atin, of course.”

It was an extraordinary statement. Darman showed not the dightest sign of being wounded by his recent
loss. Etain knew little of biological families, but she knew that losing Magter Fulier would still hurt badly in
three months' time, and even in three years. Perhaps they’ d bred grief out of clones, too.

“Y ou don’'t missyour brothers, then.”

Darman’sgrin dowly relaxed. “ Of course| do,” he said quietly. “Every day.”



“Youseemto betakingit. . . camly.”

“We know we'relikely to get killed. If we dwell on that, we won't be any useto anyone. Y ou just get
onwithit, that’ swhat our old training sergeant used to say. We' re dl going to die sometime, so you
might aswell die pushing the odds for something that matters.”

Etain wanted to ask him what mattered to him about the Republic’ s cause. She was dmost afraid to, but
she needed to know.

“What do you think you' refighting for, Darman?’
Helooked blank for amoment. “Peace, ma am.”
“Okay, what do you think you' re fightingagainst?”

“Anarchy and injustice.” It was arote response, but he paused asif considering it for thefirst time.
“Evenif peoplearen’t grateful .”

“That sounds like your training sergeant, too.”
“Hewasn't wrong, though, was he?’

Etain thought of the locals who had betrayed them to Hokan’s men. Y es, she'd learned alot about the
redlity of conflict inthe last few weeks. But it till wasn't enough.

“It' sgetting light,” Darman said. He sat down cross-legged in the hide, armor plates clacking against
something. “Y ou look cold. Need any more painkillers?’

Etain had achieved aconsistent level of dampness and pain that she could live with. Shewastoo tired to
think of doing anything else. She' d even stopped haticing the persistent odor of wet merliewoal. “I'm

okay.”
“If welight afirewe |l be amagnet for haf the Separatist army.” He rummaged in hisbelt and held out a

ration cubeto her, il that incongruous amalgam of fresh naivete and utterly clinicd killer. She shook her
head. He pulled out abag. “Dried kuvara?’

Sheredlized from theway he had put the fruit carefully in hisbelt and not in his pack that he prized it. He
lived on rations with dl the taste apped of rancid mott hide. The sacrifice was rather touching; she' d have
plenty of timeto gorge hersalf on the galaxy’ svaried foods, provided she got off Qiiluraaive, but
Darman wouldn't. She managed asmile and waved it away. “No. Eat up. That’san order.”

He didn’t need encouraging. He chewed with his eyes closed and she felt desperately sorry for him; yet
alittleenviousof hisdelight in ordinary things.

“1 know agood way to warm up,” he said, and opened his eyes.
Etain bristled. Maybe he wasn't as naive as he seemed. “Y ou do?’

“If you'refedinguptoit.”



“Uptowhat 7’

Darman made await-and-see gesture with one raised finger and got up to go outside. No, Etain thought,
he wouldn’'t have meantthat at al. She was suddenly embarrassed that she' d even imagined he might.
She stared at the backs of her hands, suddenly appalled at their abrasions and broken nails and general
ugliness. A roughly trimmed pole was thrust into the shelter. She jumped. She didn’t need any more
SUrprises.

“If that’ s supposed to be funny, Darman, I’'m not laughing.”

“Come on, commander.” He peered down the length of the pole. “Lightsaber drill. Let’sdo it now
before you haveto for red.”

“I just want to rest.”

“I know.” He squatted down and stared at her. “I don’t know much about swords, either, but I'm
trained in hand-to-hand combat.”

Hedidn't move. His persstence annoyed her. Actudly, it suddenlyangered her; she’ d had enough. She
was exhausted, and she wanted to sit numbly and do absolutely nothing. She jumped to her feet,
snatched the pole, and ran a him.

He sidestepped her, but only just.

“Relatively safeway to perfect your lightsaber skills” Darman said.

“Relaively?’ She held the pole two-handed, furious.

“Rdatively,” Darman said, and brought his own mock lightsaber around sharply on her shin.

“ow! You—"

“Come on. Do your worst.” Darman leapt back out of the range of a savage and uncontrolled lunge.
“That'sit. Comea me.”

That was the point a which she dways ssumbled—the fine line between giving maximum effort and being
blinded by angry violence. You have to mean it. It’s not a game anymore. She cameat himwitha
two-handed sweep from right to left, cracking hard againgt hisweapon and fedling the impact in her
wrists and elbows, forcing Darman onto his back foot. Three more rapid sweeps, right, right, left—and
then oneimmediately downwards, unexpected, hitting him so hard between neck and shoulder that if the
pole had been ared lightsaber she would have diced himin half.

She heard the sickeningthwack. It wasthefirst time she'd seen himin pain. It was asplit second of a
grimace, no more, but she wasingantly appalled at hersdlf.

“Sorry—" she said, but he came straight back at her and sent the stake flying from her hand.

“Y ou haveto press home your advantage,” Darman said, rubbing his neck. “I’ ve never used an energy
bladeand |



don’t have the Force to cal on. But | do know when to go dl-out.”

“I know,” Etain said, ingpecting her shin and catching her breath. “Did | do any damage?’

“Nothing serious. Good move.”

“I don’t want to let you down when you need me most.”

“Y ou’ ve done fine so far, Commander.”

“How can you do dl this, Darman?’

“Dowhat? Fight?’

“Kill and remain detached.”

“Training, | suppose. And whatever was in Jango Fett that made him. . . detached.”

“Wereyou ever afradin traning?’

“Almogt dways.”

“Did you ever get hurt?’

“All thetime. Othersdied. It'show you learn. Getting hurt teaches you to shoot ingtinctively. That' swhy
our ingructors began training us with smunition that would hurt us without causing permanent damage.
Then we moved on to live rounds.”

“How old were you then?’

“Four. Perhapsfive.”

She hadn’t known that. It made her shudder. She couldn’t recall any Jedi dying intraining. It was
another world. She picked up her pole and made afew dow passeswith it, her gazefixed onitstip. “I
find this accelerated growth difficult to comprehend.”

“It' saKaminoan industrial secret.”

“I mean that it’shard for me to reconcile what you appear to be and what you can do, with—well, with
someone who' s had |ess experience of the profane world than even a Padawan.”

“Sergeant Skiratatold us weperplexed him.”
“Youtak about himalot.”

“Hetrained my squad and also Niner’sand F’s. That might be why they put ustogether for thismission
when our brotherswerekilled.”

Etain felt ashamed. There was no sdlf-pity in him whatso-



ever. “What will they do with you in thirty years, when you'retoo old to fight?’
“I'll be dead long before then.”
“That’ srather fatalistic.”

“I mean that we |l dways age faster than you. WEe ve been told decline for clonesis mercifully swift.
Sow soldiersget killed. | can't think of abetter timeto die than when I’m no longer the best.”

Etain redly didn’t want to hear anything more about degth right then. Death was happening dl too easily
and frequently, asif it didn’t matter and had no consequences. She could fedl the Force being distorted

around her; not the regular rhythm of life asit was meant to be, but the chaos of destruction. She felt she
could neither accept it nor influenceit.

“WE re supposed to be peacekeepers,” she said wearily. “Thisisugly.”

“But war dwaysis. Caling it peacekeeping doesn't change anything.”

“It sdifferent,” Etain said.

Darman pursed hislips, looking dightly past her asif rehearsang something difficult in hismind.  Sergeant
Skiratasaid that civviesdidn’t have aclue, and that it was dl right for them to have lofty ideas about
peace and freedom as long as they weren't the ones being shot a. He said nothing focuses your mind
better than someonetrying to kill you.”

That stung. Etain wondered if the comment were just an unguarded recollection, or asubtle rebuke of
her principles. Darman appeared equaly capable of either. She still hadn't come to termswith hisdudlity,
killer and innocent, soldier and child, educated intelligence and grim humor. Undistracted by anormd life,
he seemed to have spent more time in contempl ation than even she had. She wondered how much the
intense experience of the outsde world would change him.

She'dkilled just onefdlow living being. It had certainly changed her.

“Comeon,” hesaid. “Sun’scoming up. Might dry out your clothes.”

It was definitely autumn. A mist had blanketed the countryside like asea. A puddle had formed in the
sheeting stretched over the top of the shelter, and Darman went to scoop it out but stopped.

“Whatare these things?’ he asked. | saw them on theriver, too.”

Ruby- and sapphire-colored insects were dancing above the surface of the puddle. “Daywings,” Etain
sad.

“I’ve never seen colorslikeit.”
“They hatch and takeflight for aday, and they die by the evening,” she said. “ A brief and glorious. . .”

Her voicetrailed off. She was gppaled a her own insensitivity. She began assembling an apology, but
Darman didn’t appear to need one.

“They’'reamazing,” he said, completely absorbed by the spectacle.



“They certainly are,” she said, and watched him.

Lik Ankkit' svillahad been splendid. It was still splendid in its unnecessary way, but the polished kuvara
floors, with ther intricately inlaid flower motif borders, were now scuffed and gouged by the metd feet of
droids.

Ankkit hovered in the doorway while these four droids screwed alloy sheets across the window frames,
shuitting out the sunrise. Ghez Hokan watched the progress of the conversion from mansion to fortress.

“You'll slit thewood,” Ankkit hissed. “ Careful! Do you know how long it took to have those panels
carved?’

Hokan shrugged. “I’m not a carpenter.”
“They were not made by car penters. They were made by artisss—"

“I don't care if Supreme Chancellor Pa patine carved them himsdlf with adinner fork. | need to secure
thisbuilding.”

“Y ou have a perfectly adequate purpose-built facility not three kilometers from here. Y ou could defend
that.”

“And | have.”
“Why?Why ruin my home when Uthan isno longer here?’

“For adevious and treacherous little bean counter, Ankkit, you show a surprising lack of tactical
crestivity.” Hokan waked over to the Neimoidian and stood close to him. He wouldnot beintimidated
by thisgrocer’ sheight. He didn’t careif he had to crane his neck to ook him in the eye; he wasthe bigger
man. “1 know she'sno longer here. The enemy might believe sheis. If | observedmy enemy making
lavish preparations to defend an ingtdlation, | might assume it was abluff and investigate an dternative
target. If | found that dternative target discreetly prepared againgt intruders, | would make an educated
guessthat it wasthereal objective, and attack it.”

Ankkit appeared unconvinced. He glared at Hokan with half-lidded red eyes, which was arare show of
courage for him. “And how will they spot this discreet reinforcement?’

“I’ve made sure that supplies have been seen arriving here with an accompanying degree of security
procedure. Movement by night, that sort of thing. Given the nobility of the local population, I'm sure
someone will trade that information for some bauble or other. It dwaysworked for me.”

“Thisreinforcement will not save my home from destruction.”

“You'reright, Ankkit. Wooden structures don’t bear up well to cannons. That’swhy |’ ve moved
Doctor Uthan back to thefacility. If | haveto, | can actually defend metal and stone more successfully.”

“Sowhy did you move her herein thefirst place?’

“I’'m surprised that you even have to ask. To keep everyone guessing, of course.”



It had seemed like asensible idea at the time: he hadn’t known what he was dealing with. Now he was
fairly sure that he was facing no more than ten men. Had an army landed, he’ d have known by now.
Moving Uthan—not atask he could achieve in complete secrecy anyway—had helped thicken the fog of
confusion.

Hokan was leaving nothing to chance. Hewaslaying a

trail of cluesthat would lead the enemy commandos to one conclusion: that Uthan and the nanovirus
were barricaded in Lik Ankkit'svilla

A droid dragged a heavy dloy joist through the salon, plowing afurrow in the golden floorboards.
Ankkit let out amuffled squed of frugtration. The droid’ s comradeslifted thejoist and aligned it with a
horizonta beam, knocking over afine Naboo vase and smashing it. Droids weren't programmed to say
Oops and sweep up the fragments. They smply crunched through them, oblivious.

Ankkit was shaking again. He screamed for aservant. A sullen-looking local boy appeared with abrush
and swept the debrisinto a pan.

“Oh dear,” Hokan said. He didn't think it was the right time to mention that the |abyrinth of wine cdlars
and secure vaults beneath the villawas now packed with explosives. He didn’t know how to revive a
Nemoidian who had fainted, and he had no intention of learning.

Lieutenant Hurati was waiting outs de the front door. Even when not under scrutiny, Hurati stood with
military composure. Hokan had never caught him snesking adrink from aflask or scratching himself.
Hurati didn’t straighten up when he saw Hokan, because he was aready at attention.

“Sir, Doctor Uthan is getting irritated about the disruption,” the lieutenant said.

“I'll talk to her. How isour droid sgna chain working out?’

“It' sadequate, Sir, but | would fed more secure if we had comm monitoring online.”

“My boy, there was atime when we had no listening stations, and we had to fight wars by observation
and our own wits. It can be done. What have the droids spotted?’

“Theincursions appear to be limited to Teklet and the areato the south, sir, and quite specific in nature.
At least we know why they attacked the quarry office. | haveto say | haven't encountered an excavator
bomb before.” Hurati licked hislips nervoudy. “Sir, are you sure you don’t want

any patrolsto search the Teklet road? I’ d be happy to do it mysdlf, gir. It sno trouble.”

Hokan took it for the genuine concern it was rather than a criticism. “No, we could be chasing gdan
trailsal over theregion. Our enemy isobvioudy good at diversonary tactics, and I’'m not going to take
any bait. I'll wait for them to take mine.” He patted Hurati’ s back. “1f you' re anxious to be busy, keep an
eye on Ankkit. | don't want him interfering. Restrain him by any means you consider necessary.”

Hurati saluted. “Will do, sir. Also—Lieutenant Cuvin. . . | don’t think he will make captain, asyou said.”

Hokan liked Hurati more every day. “Has hisremoval from the promotion list been noted by your fellow
officers?’



“It has, gr.”
“Good. Wdll done”

Hurati was proving to be aloyal aide. He was eager to obey. Hokan decided he would have to watch
him. He promoted him anyway. There was nothing to be gained by willfully ignoring excellencein

ancther.

13

COMajestic to Republic Command, Coruscant
On gation and awaiting contact from Omega Squad. All communications from Teklet ground station

have ceased. Separatist vessal has approached and is standing off our port bow at 50 kilometers-has not
responded to signals but is believed to be a Techno Union armed transport. Will engageif vessel appears

to betaking hogtile action. Standing by.

“Turned out nice again,” F said, somewhere ahead of the column.
“Y ou been on the stims?’ Niner asked.
“I’'mjust naturaly cheerful.”

“Wadl, I'm not, so wheredid you get it from?’

Niner didn't like being tail on apatrol. He walked backward, scanning the trees, wondering why he was
this close to Imbraani without asign of enemy contact since Teklt.

Tinnies couldn’t climb trees. It was the wets he was worried about.
“Want to swap?’ F said.

“I'mfine”

“Just say theword.”

Fi was about a hundred meters ahead on point. Atin walked behind Guta-Nay. The Weequay was
carrying afar share of the ordnance and equipment they’ d had to load on their backs since abandoning

the excavator droid and the speeder bike.



“Very quigt, dl things consdered,” Atin said. “Mind if | send up aremote?’

“Might aswell,” Niner said. “ Patch visud through to dl of us, will you?’

“Wethereyet? Guta-Nay asked.

“Soon.” Niner hadn’t found the Weequay much use so far except as apack animal. All he seemed to
know about Hokan'’ stactics was that theyhurt bad. “Now, are you going to be cooperative, or am |
going to return you to your boss?’

“You not do that! Itcrud itig”

“He Il probably just give you abig kiss and tell you how much hel smissed you.”

“He gonna.cut my—"

“I'm sure hewill. Want to tell us more about the droids?’

“A hundred.”

“Any SBDs?’

“What?’

“ Super—battle—droids.” Niner indicated the bulky shape with hisarms held away from hissides, letting
hisrifle hang on itswebhing. “Big ones.”

“No. | seen none, anyway.”

“| told you we should have dotted him,” Fi said. “ Still, he carried abit of gear. | suppose we ought to
cut him some dack for that.”

The metallic sphere of the remote rosejust above the leved of the trees and shot off. Niner’ sfield of
vision wasinterrupted in one quadrant by an aeria view of the countryside. Asthe remote tracked aong
paths and swooped among branches, it was clear that nobody was about, aworrying thing in itsaf. Then
it dived in to show afamiliar figure, stripped to the waist, bending over amakeshift basin of soapy water
fashioned from a section of plastoid sheet.

The remote hovered above Darman as he reached for hisrifle, not even raising his eyes.

“Sarge, istha you?’

Niner was staring into the business end of Darman’s Deece. It was a sobering close-up. “We re about
ten minutes from the RV Going anywhere nice?’

Therifle disappeared from the frame and Darman, hdf shaved, stared back. “Knock firgt, will you?’
“I’m glad to see you, too. Where' d you get that wound?’

“Thisone? Orthis one?’



“Theburn.”

“A Trandoshan. Ex-Trandoshan, actualy. We ve had allittle more attention than we' d have liked.”

“The commander’ s dtill in one piece?’

“Wdl,this bruiseishers. I'm teaching her to fight dirty. She's catching on.”

“Get the kettle bailing, then. We re bringing aguest.”

Darman’ sfaintly impatient expression dwindled below the remote and was replaced by an open view
over Imbraani. It wasn't o much atown as a scattering of farms, with afew knots of industria-looking
buildings dotted among them. Atin sent it higher and afew more remote buildingswerevisible.
“Takeit inover thevilla” Niner said.

“Open country, Sarge. Bit risky.”

“I think we ve lost the element of surprise.”

“Okay. Long lens, though.”

“What you doing?’ Guta-Nay asked. To him, they weretraveling in Sllence. He couldn’t hear the
conversations going on between helmet comlinks. Niner switched channelswith acouple of deliberate
blinks

“Taking alook at that villa”

“I know about villa”

“Weadl know about thevilla”

Niner would have welcomed avist from Jinart. They hadn’t seen the shapeshifter snce yesterday. She

could have been anywhere, of course, but she hadn’t made hersdlf visible. He hoped she hadn’t run into
problems.

Five minutesnow.No time at al. They’ d be a squad again, and they’ d have acommander. They’d be at
the RV, and then they could rest up, eat, have awash, and generally clear their heads. It began to fed
like good news.

There was just the matter of taking Uthan and the nanovirus, then getting out in one piece.

Etain had dmaost grown used to thinking of Darman’s armored anonymity as afriendly face. Then three
more exactly like him emerged from the trees and disturbed that fragile equilibrium.

And then they took their helmets off.

It was rude, she knew, but al she could do was stare, and she found herself dowly putting her hand to
her mouth in an attempt to disguise her shock.



“Y es, sorry about the Weequay, Commander,” one of them said. He had Darman’ svoice and Darman’s
face. “He sabit ripe, | know. We Il have him clean himsdlf up.”

They were utterly identical, except for one with aterrible scar across his face. The other two seemed
like different moods of the same man, one serious, one pleasantly cam and unconcerned. They were dl
daring a her.

“I can't tell you apart,” shesad.
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“No, you have proper names. | know you have names.”

“It' s—it’snot policy, Commander.”

Darman lowered hiseyes. “1t' sa private thing.”

“EveryonecdlsmeFi,” said the cam one, clearly not bothered by policy. “And thisisAtin.”

“Niner,” the serious one said, and saluted. Etain couldn’t sense agreat deal from either of them, but the
scarred Atin exuded a sense of loss that was dmost solid. She could fed itsweight. Shetried to
concentrate on the Weequay. She didn’t need to tap into the Force to tell that he was terrified. He was
bent over asif about to drop to hisknees, staring up at her.

Weequay didn’'t al look the same. Sheknew this one. He had chased her across abarq field. Hewas a
rapist and amurderer, not that the descriptions set him apart from any other of Hokan' sthugs. She
reached for her lightsaber.

“Whoa,” Darman said.

“Girlie?” Guta-Nay said.

“I'll giveyougirlie,” shesaid, but Darman caught her arm and she was ingtantly ashamed of her
reaction. Agan, it was

anger. It was what stood between her and making sense of her calling. She had to get the better of it. If
Darman could exercise force without venom, then so could she.

“What's he herefor?’ she asked, thumbing off the blade.

“We thought he might have useful information,” Niner said.

Etain was desperate to be useful. Shefelt asif she were only capable of performing conjuring tricks:
enough skillsto digtract, but not enough to be afunctioning soldier. She aso wanted Darman to stop
treating her asif shewere merdly in need of alittle moreingtruction. She wanted him to tell her how much
he despised dl that potential power wasted on agirl with no discipline or focus. He wasn't stupid. Hehad
to be thinking that.

“What do we need to know, Niner?’

“How Hokan thinks, Commander.”



“Glve me sometimewith him.”

Guta-Nay straightened up and took one step back, shaking his head. He was expecting Hokan-style
trestment.

F chuckled. “ Guta-Nay thinks you're going to cut off his. . . er, braids, maam.”

Braids.She' d forgotten. She pulled a section of hair free of her collar, plaited it asfast as she could, and
fumbled in her pocket for apiece of cord to fastenit. Thisiswhat you are. Live up to it, if only to
justify Darman’ s faith in you.

“We re going to have alittle chat,” she said. Shelet her braid fall back insgde her collar. “ Sit down. . .
Guta-Nay.”

It wasn't easy for him to settle down on the ground with his hands still tied, but Etain wasn't taking any

chances. Hekndt and then fell sdewaysin an undignified sorawl. She hauled him into asitting position
and they sat outsde the shdlter in silence. She wanted him to calm down before she attempted to

influencehim.

A sudden clack of armor made her glance over her shoulder, and she was astonished to see Atin giving
Darman an awkward hug, dapping him on the back. She caught Darman’ s eye: he looked bewildered.

Whatever had given Atin his huge emotiona burden had
been dightly rdieved by rinding Darman well. Then the two men parted asif nothing in particular had

happened. Etain turned back to Guta-Nay, suddenly very aware that for all their calm manner and
unnatural appearance, these soldiers were every bit as painfully human as she was.

Bred to fight.

A new doubt was growing in her. She shook it off and turned to Guta-Nay, who wouldn’t meet her
eyes.

“You'renot afraid,” she said quietly, and visuaized the gentle trickle of water from the fountain of her
clan home on Coruscant. “ Y ou're relaxed and you want to talk about Ghez Hokan.”

He certainly did.

“Haven't seen Jinart?’ Darman said.

“Not since yesterday.” Niner cleaned hisarmor. It didn’t matter how visible they were now, and he
hated scruffy rig. Darman had stripped down his Deece and was wiping the ignition chamber more than it
needed it. F wandered around the temporary camp, cradling hisrifle, keeping watch.

“Well, whether she'shere or nat, | think we go in sooner rather than later.”

“Thevillaor thefacility?”

“Lates intd we havefrom Jnart indicatesthevilla.”



“‘But...”

“Yeah, but. I'd find it hard to walk away from aplace| could defend, too. That villa s nothing but
firewood.” He put down the shoulder plate he was cleaning. “ Show methat plan again.”

Darman clipped the DC-17 back together and reached into his belt for the holochart sphere. “ She did
okay to get this”

“Our commander? Jnart seemed dismissive of her.”

“C'mon, Niner. She'saJedi. She'sanofficer.”

“Wdl?What do you think?’

Darman rubbed the bridge of hisnose. “She' sgot alot of fight in her.”

“Am’?’

“She's. .. wel, she' snot exactly Skirata. But she' slearning fast. And you should see the Jedi stuff she
can do. Thereé smoreto it than just the fighting skills.”

Niner occasiondly had his doubts about nonclone officers. They dl did. They never admitted it publicly,
but Skirata had warned them, quietly, privately, that outside officers sometimes needed help, and while
you always obeyedorders, you needed to be able to makehel pful inter pretations if the officer wasless
than specific. Officers could unintentionaly get you killed.

“Nobody’ sSkirata,” Niner said. He was watching the commander discreetly. Whatever she had doneto
Guta-Nay had transformed him into atrue conversationalist. She was actualy looking bored, asif she'd
been cornered by someone who redlly, really wanted to explain every engineering detail of arepesating
blagter.

“Y ou have to admit that’ squite askill,” Darman said.

Niner tried not to think about it. It made him uneasy, not knowing how many of his actionswere hisown
choice. Hedidn’t like the other conflicts she created in him, either. He had never been thisclosetoa
human female before, and he was rdlieved that she was emaciated, unkempt, and generdly lessthan
gopeding. The proximity still made him fed edgy, though, and from the way Darman was looking at him,
it seemed they shared the redlization.

They both watched Guta-Nay unburdening himself to the commander until she seemed to tire of it and
got up from her cross-legged position. She walked over and looked at both of them uncertainly.

“I’'m sorry, Darman,” she said to Niner. Then she gave an embarrassed shrug. “ Sorry. Of
course—you're Niner. | got alittle detail out of him, but heisn't the andytica type, I'm afraid. | cantell
you that Hokan carries aVerpine shatter gun and a custom KY D-twenty-one blaster. He sgot alot of
Trandoshan equipment, and asfar as any of the militiaknew, there were no more than a hundred battle
droids at the garrison. Hokan is aso apparently something of agame player-he likesto bluff and
double-bluff.”

Niner consdered theinformation. “That’ s useful, Commander. Thank you.”



“I was going to seeif | could summon Jinart. She could i probably see what' s happening down there at
thevilla”

“Can you do that?’ Darman asked.
“1 can sense her, when shewants meto. I'll seeif she can sense me.” She stared down at her boots.
“And please don’t call meCommander. | haven't earned the rank. Until | do— if | ever do—I’m Etain.

Darman knows that, don't you, Darman?’

He nodded. Niner didn’t fed comfortable with that. He liked to know who stood where in the hierarchy
of things. “Whatever you say. Can | ask you aquestion?’

“Cetainly.”
“Why did you sayof course you ‘re Niner?”

She paused. “ You fed different. All of you. Y ou might look the same, but you're not. | don’'t normaly
identify individuas by their effect on the Force, but | canif | concentrate.”

“We seem different to you?’

“Y ou know you are, surely. Y ou know you're Niner and he knows he's Darman. Y ou're as self-aware
as| am, asany other human.”

“Yes, but. ..

“All beingsareindividuas, and their essencein the Force reflectsthat. The act of living makes us
different, and in that way you're like twins, only more so. Atin’ svery different. What happened to him to
make him so burdened?’

The answer stunned Niner. He was used to being a product. His squad and his sergeant had treated him
like aman, but the Kaminoans certainly hadn’t. Thiswasthefirst time that a Jedi, acommander, had
confirmed the clone commandos intensdly private suspicion that they were no less than norma men. It
was no longer a secret dissent that had to be hidden.

“Atin wasthe only survivor of hisfirgt squad, then he was reassigned and logt dl three brothersin action
agan,” Niner sad. “Hefedsquilty.”

“Poor man,” she said. “Does hetalk about it?’
“Not much.”

“Perhaps| could help him see he has nothing to fed guilty about. Just alittle encouragement. Nothing
liketheinfluencel used on the Weequay, | promise.”

“That’ skind of you.”
“We haveto look out for each other.”

Right then Niner didn’t careif she had lessideaof guerrillawarfare than amott. She possessed one
fundamental element of leadership that you couldn’t teach in alifetime: she cared about those she led.



She had earned her rank on the strength of that aone.
“Contact, five hundred meters,” F said.

The squad abandoned their impromptu meal of stewed dried meat and put their helmets back on. Etain
was again surprised at how fast they moved. They were lying pronein the undergrowth, riflestrained, in
thetimeit took her to turn and check where the Weequay was.

Y ou ‘re not going to make asound, Guta-Nay. Y ou want to be totally silent.

He was. But she felt what was approaching. She scrambled into the bushes on her hands and knees and
leaned closeto Darman. “It' sJinart,” shesaid. “Relax.”

Darman, Fi, and Atin sat back on their hedls. Niner stayed prone, still lined up on hissights, and held his
hand away from the trigger in a conspicuous gesture.

“Niner likesto be sure” Darman said. “No offense.”

The grass shook visbly, and then aliving oil dick flowed past the knedling commandos. It seemed to be
carrying something horrific initsblack swirls. The dick resolved itsdf into Jnart’ s natural form, and she
had a huge lump of raw mesat in her jaws. Shelaid it on the ground.

“I gave you plenty of warning,” Jinart said, staring at Niner. She sniffed the air and appeared to follow an
invisible beacon with her long snout. Her gaze settled on Guta-Nay, dozing againgt atree, bound handsin
hislap. “What possessed you to collectthat souvenir?’

“We thought he might comein handy,” Fi repeated.

“You can't even eat Weequays,” Jnart said, and metamorphosed into her human form. * Better not let
the creature see mefor what | am, just in case. Have you eaten? Would you like some merlie?’

Fi took his hedmet off and grinned. “We ve got time for that, have we?’
“You might aswell fight on afull somach,” Jnart said. “'Y ou have atough job on your hands.”

F picked up the leg of merlie and rinsed it with water from hisbottle. “ Dar, you got any of that dried
fruit 1eft?’ He gected the vibroblade from his knuckle plate and began cutting theleg into chunks. Etain
wondered how he had developed his reentless good humor; she couldn’t imagine him shooting anyone.
Onething she had discovered in the last few days was that professiond soldiers were neither habitually
angry nor violent.

They didn’'t even talk tough. They were amass of contradictions. They washed their clothing and they
shaved and cooked and generally conducted themselves like well-behaved, well-educated Padawans.
Then they went out and blew up ingtdlations and killed total strangers and cracked bad jokes. Etain was
getting used to it, but dowly.

While Atin kept an eye on Guta-Nay, the rest of them sat listening to Jinart in the shelter.

“I have been observing,” she said. “Hokan has made much of reinforcing the Neimoidian villaunder
strict security, and he doesindeed have most of his hundred droids there. The whole building is packed



with explosives, most of them in thewine cellars. But he has dso moved Uthan back to theingalation.”
“Our fragrant Weeguay friend was right about the double bluff, then,” Etain said.
Niner shrugged. “It'swhat I’ d do. Defend the strongest position.”
“Sowego for theingdlation, then,” she said.

“WE |l haveto dedl with both targets. They’ re only two or three kilometers apart. Once we start on the
mainfadlity, the

droidsfrom thevillawill pop over for avisit in amatter of minutes.”

Etain rubbed her forehead. “If they followed the plans when they built the facility, then the only way in
will probably be through the front door.”

Darman shrugged. “We can make our own doors. That’swhat frame charges and water cuts arefor.”
“Sorry?’

“Weblow holesinthewals. But I d rather avoid that if we' re dedling with hazardous materids. Don't
want to break any bottles, | reckon.”

“Thereis't even afire exit. One door, no windows, no large ventilation shafts.”

“Doean't look like anyone enforces building regulations around here.” Darman shrugged. “ Front door,
walls, or drains. Wallswould be best, but how we can get into position unnoticed is another matter.”

Niner looked at Darman asif waiting for asuggestion. “A gplit attack could divert themif it'snoisy
enough.”

“Wadll, if Hokan' s been kind enough to load up the villawith things that go bang, it would be a shame for
them to go to waste.” Darman studied the holochart plan of the villa. “They won't fal for adroid bomb
again, but we do have alot of explosives we could introduce to the mix.”

“You makeit sound asif it' sgoing to berdatively easy,” Etain said.

“No, it'sgoing to be hard. But that' swhat we' re trained for.”

“I"d rather have you effecting rapid entry to the main facility,” Niner said.

“But we should place our own explosivesingdethevilla, inthe cdlarsif wecan,” Darman said. “A
high-energy explosion will set off therest of their charges. If we can place one, it'll direct the blast

upward, and if the droids are on top of the pile, it’ll solve that problem, too.”

“Okay, inred terms, there’ salayer of solid droid on top of the cellars. Can’t free-fdl in. So it’sthrough
the front

door, thewadll, or the drains. And the drains ook like thirty-centimeter diameter.”

“Bore-bangs?’ Fi said.



“They won't drill far enough into the ground to penetrate the cdllars, and they’ re not powerful enough
anyway.” Darman’ s gaze was fixed on the holographic plan. “ Although they might beif Atin modified
them and packed in abit of the thermd tape. | was saving it for the blast doorsin the facility, but | could
spare ameter. That'd beample.”

“How about aremote?’ Atinsaid. “If we can direct it into the building, that is. If you took out the
recording components, you could pack in the thermal tape—about a couple of meters, easily.”

“They’ll be ableto spot anything that’ sflying.”

Jnart, in aged crone mode, looked from face to identical face. “What Sizeisthis device?’
Darman formed afist. “ About thisbig. I’ [l show you one”

“I could carry thet to the villa, right to thewalls, if you can direct it from there.”

Niner pointed into the shimmering image of the building. “Down the roof vent, which would put it in the
main hal running front to back.”

“Or maybe dong the main drain from this culvert about two hundred meters behind the house. | like that
better.”

Etain joined in the communal ritua of staring at the holographic display asif an answer would eventualy
emergeonitsown. “Theonly point in blowing up thevillaisif you could hit as many droidswithit as
possible”

“Then we haveto convince them we' re going dl out for the villa,” Niner said. “ That meansafeint of
some sort, which would be fine if we had more men. But we don’t.”

Then Etain did have an idea, and it was one that she wasn't proud of.

“How about sending Hokan adirect message?’ she said. “What if Guta-Nay were to escape and tell
him we were planning to attack the villa?’

“But he knowsthere are only four of us,” Darman said. “ Sorry, five.”
“Six,” Jnart said sourly.

“We could convince the Weequay that we have another squad or two inthe area,” Etain said. “At this
point, he' |l believe anything | tel him. But I'll be sending him to his degth.”

F nodded. “ Y eah, if Hokan skewers him without waiting to hear what he’ s got to say, we' re stuffed.”

He was cheerfully, benignly callous. Etain was briefly appaled before letting the redlity wash over her.
Given the chance, Guta-Nay would have abused and killed her without a second thought. Aside from
that, the squad’ starget was effectively aweapons factory, awegpon that would kill millions of men just
like Niner, F, and Atin.And Darman. If they didn't kill, they would be killed.

It didn’t take her long to move from her reverencefor dl living thingsto thinkingwaste the Weequay.
Shewondered if that was the true nature of corruption.



“I'll do my best to give him agood opening line,” Etain said.

“He'sscum,” Jnart said suddenly. “If his death can help remove the Trade Federation and al their
minions from my world, then it isachesgp priceto pay.”

Myworld? Etain obvioudy had the same thought as the commandos, because they dl reacted, looking at
the shape-shifter expectantly.

“Wedidn't redize thiswas your homeworld,” Niner said.

“Itis” Jnart said. “I’m among the last of my kind. Various invaders have driven usfrom our habitat
without even seeing us—and now | doubt they would have done any differently had they known we were
here. Yes, we ll help you rid thisworld of Neimoidians and every other hostile dien speciesthat’ s here.
That’ s our bargain with the Republic. Y ou help us, we help you. That' swhy werisk our lives. It isnot for
the greater glory of your cause.”

“Nobody told us,” Etain said. “I’m sorry. | can't speak for the Republic, but we' Il do our best to see
that they keep their word.”

“Mark that you do,” Jnart said. She indicated the com-

mandos with aswing of her fine black head. “Like your young friends here, we are few, but we have no
probleminflicting agreat ded of damage.”

Etain could only nod. At least Jinart was brutaly honest. Perhaps tel epaths, deprived of secret thought,
had no other style of interaction. The cresture was staring & her, al unblinking orange eyes, and she
could seefor thefirgt time that the four fangs protruding over the Gurlanin’slower lip each ended ina
double point.

“I'll place scent marks around this camp,” Jnart said iffly. “The gdanswon't bother you tonight.” She
dipped away and merged with the land, leaving atrail of rustling noises as she moved through the bushes.

“Okay, let’s see what Guta-Nay can manage,” Niner said. “If we don’t see Signs of movement toward
the villaby midday tomorrow, we' Il go in anyway, and that’ || mean splitting the squad and taking both
groups of droids. Weredlly don't want to do that if we can helpit.”

“This hasthe makings of adiverting evening,” F said. “ Anyonefor supper?’

It was an elaborate charade, and the bizarre thing was that it needed no rehearsal. Guta-Nay was
entirely unquestioning: Etain had begun to see him asamonstrous and sadigtic child, unableto
comprehend the fedings of others, or control hisown. They sat around and ate the merlie stewed with
dried kuvara, talking about leaving enough for the “ other squad” when it showed up. They discussed in
hushed tones about how “the villa” wastheir target. If thiswas the misinformation game, it was an easy
one.

Even so, Etain definitely didn't fed proud of her subterfuge when she cut the ties around the Weequay's
wrigts, ostensibly an act of kindness so that he could est. It was designed to send him to hisdeath. At
least she felt somerdief that as soon asit was dark, and they made a show of turning their backs on him
and being preoccupied, Guta-Nay would try to escape, and vindicate Jnart’ sjudgment that he wasscum.



The decison Hill sat heavy on her.

F and Darman were adeep, judging by the position of their heads. It wasimpossible to tell with their
helmets on, but they were Sitting againgt atree, chinsresting on their breastplates and arms folded over
therifles clutched to their chests. She had no doulbt that if she walked over to them, they’ d wake and be
ontheir feet in asecond.

She glanced up. Niner was on watch, perched in the fork of atree with one leg dangling, occasionally
peering down hisrifle scope at something.

“What can he see?’ she asked.

Atin, cross-legged with an array of wires and detonators spread around him, looked up. He' d taken off
the armor section that protected his backside and was using it as a convenient plate for components while
he worked.

“Line of Sght? Up to thirty kilometersin good viz. Connected to aremote ship system? Well, you name

it, Com— sorry,Etain.” He pointed to hisrifle, and then went on packing tight-coiled black and white
ribbons of explosive into the remote. “Have alook through the Deece. Safety’ s on, but don’t press

anything.”

Etain shouldered therifle. It was alot lighter than it looked, and the view through the scope was
gartlingly vivid despite thefailing light. She found it difficult to shut out the display that was superimposed
on her field of vison. It narrowed the view to atight focus on the target. “Isthiswhat you see through
that visor?’

“Sort of.”

“Can| try the hdmet? | want to know what it'sliketo beinsideit.”

Atin gave her adubiouslook and shrugged. “ Y ou won't get al the readouts without the rest of the armor
system, but you' Il see enough. It' stop shelf. They upgraded it just for thismission.”

Shelifted the helmet and held it above her head, a bizarre coronation. As shelowered it into place, the
feding of confinement and stifling heat dmost made her nauseous, but she steded hersdf to tolerateit.

“Hot,” shesaid.

“It'sfinewhen it's sedled to the rest of the suit,” Atin said. He got to hisfeet and loomed in her field of
vison. “Seethered light in the top corner?’

“Mm.”
“Look at it and blink twice, fast.”

Shedid. It unleashed chaos. All she could see now was ariot of lines and numbers and flashing symbols.
She was aware of anormal view beyond it, but the rest of the data dancing before her eyeswas
overwhdming.

“That'sthe HUD,” Atin said. “Heads-up display. Redl life-saver. The proverbid eyesin your backsde.”



“It' sdigtracting. How do you cope with it?’

“You get used to it fast. We ve used these systems all our lives. Y ou can filter theinformation out, like
listening to aconversation inacrowd.”

Etain lifted the helmet off and inhaled cool evening air. “ And you can communicate without any audible
sound outsde the helmet?’

“Y es, and even without Command and Control hearing us on certain frequencies. | don’t think ordinary
troopers can do that, but we' re different.”

“ Separate specidized training?’

“They’ retrained from day one to be more obedient than us. And we' re more obedient than ARC
troopers. They're pretty well raw Jango.”

Hewastaking about himsdlf asif he were acommodity. Etain found it uncomfortable: yes, these young
men were odd because they were externally identica, but they were il individua men, and not exotic
houseplants or strains of grain. She understood that the Republic faced desperate times. Shejust
wondered how many desperate measures that could justify. Somehow it seemed an affront to the Force
to do thisto fellow humans, even if they seemed remarkably sanguine about it.

She handed him back his hdmet. “We use you, don’'t we, Atin? All of you.”

“No soldier hasit easy.” He fumbled with alength of wire, clearly embarrassed, brow furrowed in mock
concentration.

The fresh scar from cheek to chin was al the more shocking etched into fresh young skin, and not a
battle-hardened, wrinkled face that indicated afull life. “But | like thisjob. What elsewould | do?’

It was apainfully good question. What would any of them do if they were discharged from the Grand
Army? She reached out and squeezed hisarm ingtinctively, but al she grasped was plastoid-aloy plate.

“1 know what happened to you,” she said. She concentrated, aprecision job: just enough to influence
him to see what was true and reasonable, but not to make mockery of hisnatura grief. “What happened
to your brotherswasn't your fault. Y ou're agood soldier. Sometimes the odds are too far againgt you.”

He stared down at his boots. Eventualy, he looked up and shrugged. “I’ll do my best to make surethis
bunch stays dive, then.” There waslittle indication on hisface that the gentle push toward acceptance
had worked, but Etain felt less of ajagged tear in the Force around him. He might hedl, in time,

And time was something none of the clone commandos would have. It made her ashamed.

“Can | help with anything?’ Etain said.

“Y ou could help me put some remote detsinto these. | told Dar I’ d finish them for him.” Atinindicated
small packs of mining explosive, and handed her something that looked like a packet of stedl toothpicks.
“Slide these between the ribbon and the main charge. Makes any party go off with abigger bang.”

“What arethey?’



“IEDS,” hesad. “Great for planting down drainage systems and air-conditioning ducts.”
“Not more acronyms.”
“Improvised explosive devices. Be sure you make them look neat. Dar’ s fussy about his devices.”

It was ardatively smple but fiddly task: Etain was aquick learner. They sat in silent concentration,
making bombs as casudly asif they were shelling ganabeans. Thisis how it

happens,she thought. This is how you slide from peacekeeper to soldier to assassin.

“Can | ask you afavor?’ Atin said, not looking up from the bomb in progress.

“Of course.”

“May I look at your lightsaber?”

Etain smiled. “Well, you' ve shown meyours, 0 it'sonly fair I should show you mine.” Shetook out the
hilt and held it up to him. Hewiped his palms on his bodysuit and took the saber carefully.” That's the
dangerous end, andthis isthe control.”

He showed no inclination to activate it. He seemed absorbed by the hilt and its markings.

“Goon,” Etansad.

The lightsaber flared into blue light with avzzmmm. Atin didn’t even flinch. He smply stared down the
length of the blade and seemed to be checking it for true.

“It doesn't fed likeawesgpon,” he said. “1t' sabeautiful thing.”
“I madeit.”

Thatchanged his expression. She had struck a chord with him, one builder of gadgetsto another. “Now
thatis impressve.”

Etain enjoyed the respect. Being treated with deference as an officer made her squirm, but thisfelt good.
So | think I'm pretty good at something. And someone else thinks I’ m good at it, too. It wasa
boost that she sorely needed.

Atin thumbed off the blade and handed the hilt back to her with suitable reverence. “I’ d il rather have
plenty of distance between me and the enemy,” he said. “ Thisisaclose-in wegpon.”

“Maybe | need to practice my more remote skills,” Etain said. “'Y ou never know when telekinesis might
comein handy.”

They went on bundling explosives with ribbon charges and stacking the packagesin a hegp. She heard
and felt Darman relieve Niner on watch: their respective presences

ebbed and flowed, merging at one point asthey crossed paths.

Through the night Etain aternated between dozing and checking on Guta-Nay. She was careful not to



give him the idea that she was watching him, and instead concentrated on sensing whether he was il
there, gtting in the lee of atree with his knees drawn up to his chest. Sometimes he dept; she could fed
the absence of menta activity, dmost like sensing a plant. Other times he woke and felt more vivid and
chaotic, like apredator.

It was getting light again. 1t had been along and restless night.
And still Guta-Nay sat there. HE' d made no attempt to escape.

Of course hewon't.Etain fdt her somach knotting.He' s terrified of Hokan. He wants to stay with us.
We ‘re the good guys, the civilized guys.

Once again she was horrified by her ruthless and dmost involuntary calculation of benefit againgt evil.
She wandered past the shelter made of leaves, tarpaulin, and a camouflage net that seemed to be
handmade. Niner, now clearly adeep, till wearing full armor, was curled up on his side, one arm folded
under his head. Atin was reading his datapad; Fi was finishing the cold remains of the merlie gew. He
glanced up at her and held out the messtin.

“I'll pass, thanks.” Fat had congealed in unappetizing yellow globules on the surface. It seemed soldiers
could degp anywhere and eat anything.

Thiscouldn’'t beamoral dilemma. It was obvious. These men had become her responsibility, both asan
individual and asa Jedi: she owed it to them to see that they survived. She liked them. She cared what
happened to them, and she wanted to see Atin live long enough to overcome his demons.

And she could do something that even they couldn’t.

“Guta-Nay,” she said, putting her hand on the Weequay’ s shoulder. He opened his eyes. “ Guta-Nay,
you're not afraid. Y ou want to go to Ghez Hokan and tell him what you

know. Y ou want to offer him information about the Republic forcesin exchange for your life. Y ou want
to tell him that they plan to attack the villa because they think the forces at the facility are adecoy.”

Guta-Nay stared past her for amoment, and then stood up. He picked hisway through the bushes and
headed east toward Imbraani.

Etain knew she had now taken a second life.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, eyes screwed shut, and wondered what had happened to her, what
Master Fulier would have thought had he been dive. Then she was aware of someone watching her.

Shelooked up. Darman, perched in the same fork of branches as Niner had been, stared down.
“It'shard to send someone to their death,” she said, answering his silent question.

His expression was hidden behind the visor of hishemet. Shedidn’t need to call on any of her abilities
asaJedi to know what he was thinking: one day she would do the same to men like him. The redlization

caught her unawares.

“You'll get usedtoit,” hesad.



She doubted it.

14

Thereis nothing wrong with fear. Y ou need never be ashamed of it, aslong asit doesn’t stop you
functioning. Fear isyour natural warning system; it kegps you dive sothat you can fight. Show meaman
whoisn't afraid, and I'll show you afool who isadanger to hisentire ship.

And | do not tolerate foolsin my navy.

—Admira Adar Talon, addressing the new intake at a Republic academy

Hokan stood on the veranda of Ankkit'svillaand stared out at a bright autumnal morning. There were
il too many leaves on thetreesfor hisliking.

Theywere out there somewhere. Republic forces. A handful.

But they were not an army.

Hewalked to Uthan’ slaboratory complex, a comfortable fifteen-minute stroll. 1t occurred to him that he
was agood target for asniper, if asniper had been able to penetrate Manda orian armor. Even so, he
decided to divert viaacoppice. His path took him aong adry-stone wall to the rear of the installation,
and he made acomplete circle of the farm building before walking up to the single entrance at the front.

Asalure, thiswasagood one. Theline of droids across the entrance was spectacular. Hokan made a
point of ingpecting them at aleisurely pace and then engaged them in conversation about their cannons. If
anyone was observing—soldier, spy, or takative farmer—they would get the message.

Inside, though, Dr. Uthan was|osing her glamorous coal.

“Isthisthelast time you' re going to move me?’ she said, tapping her nails againg the polished meta of

her desk. Her files and equipment were dtill in packing crates. “My staff membersarefinding this
extremely stressful, asam1.”

Hokan took out his datapad and projected a holochart of the installation above the surface of the desk.
The place was a cube within a cube: below ground level, the accommodations, storage, and officeslay in
aring around acentra core. The core contained asquare of eight small |aboratories with one more—the
secure room—nestled in the center. The rest of the complex had bulkheads that could be brought down
and sedled to isolate a biohazard escape. It could be defended.



But it wouldn’t cometo that. He' d laid acareful trail to Ankkit' svillaand agreeting from fifty droids,
aong with cannons and powerful explosives.

Hewanted to get it over with.

“Yes, Doctor, thisisthelast timel’ [l moveyou,” he said. “ Try to understand why |’ ve done this, Doctor.
| believe I’'m facing asmall commando force. Rather than chase them, which could be diversionary, I’ ve
decided to bring them to me. Thismeansthey’ll befacing aconventiond infantry and artillery battle that |
don’t think they’ re equipped to fight. Those are battles of numbers.”

“I’'m not sureif 1 do see your point, actudly.”

“We can defend thisingtdlation. | have the numbers and the firepower. Sooner or later, they’ll take
casudties”

“Y ou' re certain about this?’

“Not certain, but everything | see suggeststhey have landed aminimal amount of troops—for example,
no evidence of large-scale trangport. They hijacked explosives from aquarry to destroy the Teklet
ground sation. If they had the materiel, they wouldn’t have bothered.”

“And then again, maybe that’ sa diversonary tactic, too.”

Hokan looked up from the holochart. “Nobody has perfect knowledge in battle. No plan survives
contact with the

enemy. Yes, I’'m making an educated guess, as every commander in history has had to do.”

Uthan considered him with cold black eyes. Y ou should have evacuated my project from the planet.”

Hokan folded hisarms. “When you move, you' re vulnerable. Y ou’ re vulnerable crossing the countryside
between here and the spaceport. Y ou’ re even more vulnerable attempting to leave Qiilurawith a
Republic assault ship on station. And now we have no communications beyond runners, and abunch of
droids relaying messages. No, we St tight.”

Uthan indicated the warren of rooms behind her with one hand. “If this comesto a pitched battle, what
about my project? What about my staff? Those five scientists represent the best microbiologists and
geneticistsin the CIS. In many ways, they’ re more important than the biomateria we hold. We can gart
agan, evenif thework sofar islost.”

“It' sasdangerousfor them to leave asit isfor you.”

“I see”

“Y ou specified avery secure layout when you had thisfacility built. Y ou must know it' sdefensible.”

Uthan seemed suddenly fixed on the holochart in front of her. 1t showed hydraulic emergency bulkheads

and chambers within chambers. It showed ventilation systemswith triplefilters. It could be sealed as
tightly asabottle.



“It’ snot secure enough to stop anything gettingin,” she said carefully. “It’ sto stop anything gettingout.”
“Y ou said the nanovirus was only lethd for clone troops.”

There was a pause, the sort of pause Hokan didn’t like. He waited. He stared at her, and hewas
disappointed to seefor thefirst time that she was nervous. He waited for her to continue. He would wait

dl day if necessary.

“It will be” shesad at last.

“Y ou sad that it might make other organisms merely— what was the word—unwel 1?7’

“yes”

“How unwéll, then, if you goto dl thistrouble to contain it?’

“Very unwel.”

“Deadunwd|?’

“Possibly. Depending on whether the exposed subject has certain setsof genes. . .”

Hokan experienced arare moment of uncertainty. It wasn't because he was closer to a dangerous virus
than he supposed. It was because someone had lied to him, and hisingtinctive way to deal with that was

aviolent one. Thefact that he was dedling with awoman was the only thing that made him hesitate.

But it was only hesitation. He leaned forward, seized her by her elegant designer collar, and heaved her
sharply out of her seat across the desk.

“Never lietome,” hesaid.

They were eye-to-eye. She was shaking, but she didn’t blink. “ Get your hands off me.”
“What else haven't you told me?’

“Nothing. Y ou didn’'t need to know the details of the project.”

“Thisisyour find chanceto tell meif there sanything elsel should know.”

She shook her head. “No, thereisn’t. We' re having some problems isolating the parts of the virus that
will attack only clones. They’re human. All human races share the mgority of genes. Even you.”

He held her for afew more seconds and then let go, and she fell back into her chair. Hereally should
have shot her. He knew it. It would have made her staff more compliant. But she was asignificant part of
the asset. He hadn’t gone soft because she was awoman, he was certain of that.

“Undergtand this,” he said, feding suddenly very uncomfortable. “ This means we re sitting on awegpon
that might destroy us as easily asit will destroy the enemy. It places congtraints on how wefight.” He
went back to the holochart and indicated various features of theingtalation with hisforefinger. “You're
sureit can't escape into the environment?”



Uthan was staring a hisface, not at the chart. It was asiif
shedidn’t recognize him. He snapped his fingers and pointed at the chart.

“Come on, Doctor. Pay attention.”

“That' s—that’ s the biohazard containment area. Impregnable, for obvious reasons. | wasthinking we
might retreat in there for thetime being.”

“1 would prefer to keep you and the biomaterial separate. In fact, | would prefer so to keep you
separate from your gaff. | didike having dl my eggsin one box—if the enemy ever breachesthisfacility,
then they won’t be able to destroy the project in one action. If they eiminate one part, we can il
savage the other components, be they personne or materias.”

“Theserooms aren’t as secure in biohazard terms.”

“But theyare relatively secure in terms of stopping someone from getting a them. The hazardous
materias can stay in the centra biohazard chamber.”

“Yes” shesad. “I concedethat.”

“Then get your people moving.”

“Youthink it'll cometo that? To a baitle?’

“No, not here. But if it does, this gives me the best chance of succeeding.”

“Y ou're prepared to fight while Stting on abomb, effectively.”

“Yes. Your bomb. And if we re both sitting on it, it’ll motivate usto prevent its detonation, won't it?’
“I think you' re a dangerous and foolhardy man.”

“And | think you' reawoman who'slucky that she has relative immunity through her vaueto the
Separatist cause.” Hokan straightened up. Maybe she wanted an apology. He saw no reason to give
one. A scientist, expecting hdf the relevant facts to be acceptable in the solution of aproblem? It was
doppy, unforgivably doppy. “I’ll have adroid hdp you if you like.”

“WE Il doit oursdves. | know how careful they are with fragile objects.”

Hokan closed the holochart and walked out into the corridor.

Outside, adroid approached him. “ Captain Hurati is bringing a prisoner and avigtor,” he said. “He says
he disobeyed your orders on both.”

Maybe promoting the man hadn’t been such agood idea. But Hurati was smart. He' d taken them dive
when he should have taken them dead, and that was significant. The young officer wasn’t squeamish.

Hokan decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. When the droids at the entrance parted to let him
pass, Hurati was waiting, and he had two others with him.



One was a Trandoshan mercenary. He carried his distinctive tool of the trade, an APC repeating blaster.
The other was no stranger at all. It was Guta-Nay, hisformer Weequay lieutenant.

“I got information,” the Weequay said, cowering.

“Y ou better have,” Hokan said.

With one pair of shoulders missing, Niner had some hard choices to make about what equipment they
could take with them. He stared down at the various weapons and piles of ordnance laid out on the

ground, astonished by what they had managed to carry aswell asin consideration of what they couldn’t
take into bettle.

“We could aways cache some stuff near the target,” Fi said.
“Two trips—double therisk.”

Atin picked up one of the LJ-50 concussion rifles. He had been most insstent on saving those. “Well,
I’m taking this conk rifle and the APC array blaster if I'm going into that facility.”

“Don't trust Republic procurement, then?” Fi said.
“No point being asnob about gear,” Atin said.
“Don’t get stuck in any confined spaces.”

It was afair point: with abackpack, Deece, rifle attachments, and sections of cannon, there wasn't alot
of room |eft to load much else. Niner didn’t want to say it aloud, but they were trying to do two squads
work. Something had to give.

“Come on, you know | can carry equipment,” Etain said.

Shedidn’t look like she could even carry atune: battered, disheveled, and ashen, she seemed about to
drop. “Ask Darman.”

“That right, Dar?” Niner said on the helmet link.
Darman glanced down from his observation point in thetree. “Like abantha, Sarge. Load her up.”

They could split the E-Web acrossfive of them. That meant an extra piece and a decent supply of extra
power cells and ordnance.

“Okay, plan A,” Niner said. He projected a holochart from his datapad. “ The nearest suitable laying-up
point isjust under one kilometer from the facility in this coppicehere. We tab down there now and
deploy two surveillance remotes to give usagood view of both the facility and the villa. Depending on
the situation, we can try to come back for the spare gear during the day. It stwo klicks each way. Not a
lot, but it' sdaylight, and if Guta-Nay did the business, we' |l have alot of attention.”

“I'mupforit,” Atinsad. “We regoing to need it.”

“GoonwithplanA,” Etain said.



“Aswe agreed—qget aremote loaded with ribbon charge into the villaand do what damage we can,
while Fi laysdown fire at the rear of thefacility, Darman blows the main doors, and | go inwith Atin. If
we can't get the remoteinto the villa, then we haveto tie the droids down with asplit attack—plan B.”

Etain chewed her lower lip. “That sounds almost impossible.”

“I never said we had good odds.”

“And |I’m not that much use againg droids.”

“You would beif you had one of these,” Atin said, and offered her the Trandoshan array blaster.
“Lightsabersare dl very wdll, but we don’t want to get too intimate with the enemy, dowe? It'sgot a
good close-range spread so you don't even have to be an expert marksman to useit.” Hemade a
gesture with hishands. “ Bang. Serious bang.”

She took the wegpon and examined it carefully, then
shouldered it like apro. “Never used one of these. I'll get the hang of it fast.”

“That’ sthe spirit, ma am.”

“Y ou should aso know that | can move things, too. Not just carry them.”

“Move?’

“With the Force.”

“Handy,” F sad.

Niner dapped aclip of plasmabolt roundsin Fi’s hand to shut him up. “We might need you to keep
Doctor Uthan cooperative, too. Worse comes to worst, we' ve got sedation for her, but I d redlly rather
have her walking than as a deadweight.”

“Isthereaplan C?’

“The nice thing about the dphabet, ma am, isthat it gives you plenty of plansto choosefrom,” Fi said.
“Shut up, Fi,” Niner said.

“Hehasapoint,” Etain said. She spun around to face the undergrowth. “ Jnart?’

The Gurlanin dipped out of the bushes and wandered among the selection of weapons, aglossy black
predator again, picking her way between the equipment with careful paws. She sniffed at it.

“Show mewhat | need to carry,” she said.
“Can you manage three remotes?’ Atin asked.

“All bombs?’



“No, two holo-cams, one bomb.”

“Very well. Y ou can explain to me what you want done with them when we reach your. . .”

“Laying-up point,” Niner prompted. “LUP.”

“Y ou enjoy not being understood, don’t you?’

“Part of our mystique and charm,” Fi said, and strapped more webbing onto hisarmor.

They followed the line of the woods, aroute that took them a couple of kilometers out of their way, but
offered the shortest distance over open terrain. Etain—Niner sill struggled with first-name familiarity,

even in his muni—kept close to Darman. She seemed to like him. She was polite and

sympathetic to the rest of them, but she certainlyliked Darman. Niner could seeit on her face. She
exuded concern. He heard snatches of conversation.

“How did you ever carry dl the E-Web sections alone?’
“Noidea. Just did, | suppose.”

Shewas a Jedi. Skirata said they were fine people, but they didn’t—and couldn’ t—care about anyone.
But you got close very quickly under fire. Hewasn’t going to ask Darman what he was playing at. Not
yet.

They reached the edge of the woodland and came into a hundred-meter stretch of waist-high grass. Fi
went forward as point man. Sprinting and dropping was now beyond them, but there appeared to be
nothing around to spot their gray armor anyway, so they walked at a crouch. Niner’ sback was
screaming for arest. It didn’t matter how fit you were when you pushed yourself this hard: it hurt.

When they reached the coppice, it was painkiller time. Niner stripped off hisarm plate and peeled back
asection of suit. He didn't bother finding avein. He stabbed the needle into muscle.

“Know thefeding,” Darman said. He dropped his pack and sat down, legs outstretched. “ Anyone taken
any dimssofar?’

“Not yet,” Niner said. “I reckon we should al dose up one hour before moving, just to make sure we' re
ahundred percent.” He glanced at Etain, wondering how she might appear after aweek of normal mesls,
unbroken deep, and clean clothing. She looked worryingly frail now, even though she was doing avaliant
job of keeping up. “Y ou, too.Especially you. Can Jedi take stimulants?’

“What exactly do they do?’

“The equivadent of ten hours good, solid deegp and four square medls. Until they wear off.”

“I ought to draw on the Force to sustain my staming,” she said. “But the Force could do with abit of
help right now. Count mein.”

She sat down and rested her head on her folded arms. Maybe she was meditating. Niner switched to
helmet comms.



“Dar, she’ snot going to collgpse on us, isshe? We can't carry anything else.”

“If shedrops, it'll be because she' sdead,” he said. “ Trust me, she stougher than shelooks. Physicaly,
ayway.”

“She’ d better be. Let’ s get those remotes deployed.”

Jnart had identified a couple of high pointsto place the cam remotes. One was on the gutter of afarm
building overlooking the entrance to the facility; the other was atree whose canopy gave agood
270-degree view of the villa. The third remote—the one loaded with ribbon charge—needed more
careful placement. She sat up on her hind legs and a pouch formed on her ssomach like a cook’ s apron.

“Normally | would carry my young around in this,” she said. She placed the three spheresin the pouch,
giving theimpresson that she'd swallowed some particularly lumpy prey. “But if | don’'t help you, my
chances of raising another litter are remote. So | consider it an appropriate act.”

Niner was as fascinated as ever by the Gurlanin. The more he saw of the creatures, the less he knew
about them. He hoped he might have the chance to find out more one day.

In an hour it would be midday. Atin took out hisration pack and messtin, aflat sheet that snapped into
shape. He placed hisremaining ration cubesin it and held it out. “How much have we got among us?’

“I’'m down to half aday’ sworth,” Fi said.

“Me, too,” Niner said.

Darman reached into his pack and pulled out a carefully wrapped brick-sized bag. “ A day’ sworth of
cubes and this dried kuvaraand jerky. Let’ s poal this and have two meds beforewe goin. If we pull this
off, we'll be running too fast to have lunch. If we don't, it'd be ashameto die hungry.”

“Getsmy vote,” Atinsaid.

Niner was going to ask Etain, but she was Sitting cross-legged with her eyes shut and her handsin her
lap. Darman put afinger to hislipsand shook his head.

“Meditating,” he mouthed slently.

Niner hoped she emerged from it transformed. He was still one squad short of an adequate force for this
job.

“Y ou have ten secondsto live,” Ghez Hokan said. He took out Fulier’ slightsaber, and the blue shaft of
energy buzzed into life. He wondered what made the blade a cons stent, finite length each time. “ Speak.”

Guta-Nay, looking more bemused than he recalled, ignored the lightsaber. “1 been captured by soldiers.
| get away.”

“Republic troops? Human?’
“Y es. They catch me, they make me carry stuff.”

Hokan sheathed the blade. “ They obvioudy spotted your talents. How did you get avay?’



“They were degping. They not care. | go.”

“How many soldiers?’

“Four. And girlie”

“Girlieg?’

Guta-Nay pointed at the lightsaber. “ She got one like that.”

So the woman with themwas a Jedi. “ Just four?’

“They got another lot.” He pursed hislips, grappling with anew word.” Squad.”

“Very wel, so we have two squads. Eight men. That would fit.” Hokan turned to Hurati. “ And our
Trandoshan friend?’

“He says he' shighly irritated about his business being interrupted, sir, and he offershimsdlf and three
colleaguesto help you ded with the inconvenience.”

“Thank him and accept his offer.” Hokan turned back to Guta-Nay. “| want you to think very hard. Did
they say what they were going to do? Where they were going?’

“Thevilla”

How predictable people were. Thelocaswould tell you anything for money, sell you their daughters,
inform on their neighbors. Hokan had half expected the ruse to be dmost too obvious. “Y ou’ re doing
well. Tl mewha equipment they have.”

“Blagters. Explosives.” The Weequay made an indication of greet width with hishands.” Big gun. They
got armor with knivesin gloves”

“Describe.”

“Likeyours”

“What do you mean, like mine?’

Guta-Nay indicated his head and made a T-shape with hisfingers. “Y our helmet.”

It was difficult to take in. Guta-Nay was an inarticulate brute, but there was no ambiguity in his
description. “ Are you saying they were wearingMandalorian armor?”

“Yegh. That it.”
“Y ou’ re sure about that.”
“Sure”

“Anything else?’ Hokan wondered how he expected this cresture to be able to assessintelligence.



“Anything dse unusud ?’

Guta-Nay concentrated on the question asif hislife depended on it, which it did not; Hokan would kill
him anyway. “ They dl look the same.”

“They were wearing uniforms?’

“No, the men. Samefaces.”

Children could be unerringly accuratein their observation of detail, and so could stupid adults. Guta-Nay
was describing something that Dr. Uthan had told him about: soldiers, identica soldiers, mindiessy
obedient soldiers—clonesoldiers.

Hokan couldn’t believe that clone troopers could operate like this. And the one weapon that would
work againgt them was denied him, because in its present state it would kill everyone, Uthan and her
team included.

But there were probably only eight of them. He had nearly ahundred droids. He had weapons.

“Hurati? Hurati!”

The young captain came running and saluted. “ Sir?’

“I think we face atwo-pronged attack. There are two squads, and | find it unlikely to imagine that they
wouldnot have one squad attack the villa, while the other made an attempt on the most obvious target.
Dividethe droid platoons between the locations.”

“That’ swhat you would do with two squads, sir? Not concentrate your forces?’

“Yes, if | weren't sure my objectives were consolidated in one place. They can’t know who and what is
inwhich building. And they’ Il attack a night, because while they’ re bold, they’ re not stupid.” He shook
his head, suddenly interrupted by his own preoccupation. “Who would have thought clones could carry
out this sort of operation? Uthan said they were no more than cannon fodder.”

“Commanded by Jedi, sir. Perhaps our tactician isthe woman.”

It was an interesting idea. Hokan considered it for amoment, then redlized that Guta-Nay waswaiting
expectantly, oddly upright and apparently unafraid.

“Wel?’" Hokan said.
“I tel you tuff. You let melive?’
Hokan activated the lightsaber again and held it out to hisSide, just abovethe leve of hisright shoulder.

“Of coursenot,” he said, and swung the blade. “1t would be bad for morae.”
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So how do we justify what we are doing now? Breeding men without choice, and without freedom, to
fight and diefor us? When do the means cease to judtify the end? Whereis our society heading? Where
are our idedls, and what are we without them? If we givein to expedience in thisway, where do we draw
the line between oursalves and those wefind unacceptably evil? | have no answer, Masters. Do you?

—Jedi Padawan Bardan Jusik, addressing the Jedi Council

Etain jerked involuntarily, asif faling in adream. She opened her eyes and stared straight ahead.

“He' sdead,” shesad.

“Whois?” Darman had been watching her meditate, worrying what might happen to her in the coming
battle, afraid both for her and because of her. She could be either aliability or an unimaginable asset.
“What' swrong, Etain?

Niner caught his eye with alook that suggested he thought Darman was being too familiar with an
officer, whatever she had ordered. Then he went back to checking his datapad.

“Guta-Nay.” She rubbed her forehead and looked defeated. “1 fdlt it in the Force.”

Fi looked about to say something, and Atin silenced him with afrown. Darman gave both of them a
shut-up look. There was away of saying unpaatable things to people, and Darman thought it would be
better coming from him than from his comrades.

“Hokan would have found him sooner or later,” he said.

“If the Weequay’ s managed to midead him about our true target, he’ s at least redeemed himsdlf alittle.”

“Dar,” shesad. It was shockingly familiar, the squad nicknamefor him. “I killed him as surdly asif I'd
cut him down.”

“Youtold usyoursdf that hewasarapist,” Fi said, sounding irritated. “ The world won't misshim.”
“Shut up, FH.” Darman tried again. “1t’'ll savelivesintheend.”

“Yesh, ours” Fi said.

Darman twisted around, angry. “I said shut up, didn’t 1?7’

Niner stepped in. “ Y ou canboth shut it,” hesaid. “We'redl tired and we're dl testy. Saveit for the



Darman swalowed a sudden and unexpected desireto tdl Fi to lay off Etain, and in no uncertain terms.
F knew nothing about her,nothing. Darman was ambushed by a split second of protectiveness and was
immediately embarrassed by it.

He turned back to her. “He sright. It'sonelife for many.”

“Meansjustify theend, right?’ Etain stood up from her cross-legged position in one movement. “And
what about you? What happensif | send you or Fi or any of you into a Situation where you' re going to
die?

She was genuindy upset. He could seeit in her face, and in the way she held one thin, scratched, bony
hand clenched tightly into afist. He stood up aswell, waking after her as she headed for the edge of the
coppice.

“Weweredl madefor this” Darman said. It wastrue, wasn't it? Hewouldn't exist at dl if it hadn't
been that someone needed soldiers, utterly reliable soldiers. But it didn’t fed that way right then. Her
reaction told him he was wrong, and suddenly he saw Ka Skirata, in tears, adrink in his hand. You poor
boys. What sort of lifeisthis? “Etain, we al do what we haveto. One day you redlywill haveto give
an order that’ s going to get some of uskilled.”

“Ug
“Soldiers, troopers. Whatever.”

“Perhaps, but the day | can accept that without being diminished by it isthe day I’'m not fit to be a Jedi.”
“Okay,” hesaid. “I understand that.”

“How doyou fed when you kill 7’

“I never had timeto think about it. On Geonosis, they killed my brothers and they were trying to kill me.
They weren't likeus”

“So what if it was someone you knew?’

“But you didn’t know Guta-Nay, and heisn’t like you. Or me, cometo that.” Darman hadn’t aclue
what she was going on about. She was new to killing. It wasinevitable that she' d have afew problems
dedling with it. “ Etain, this squad needs you to be sorted and dert. Think about that.”

He turned and walked back to where Niner and the others were sitting. It seemed too obviousto
replace their hdmets and discuss privately whether the commander was going flaky on them. She wasn't
giving orders anyway. But asmple glance could convey agrest deal. Darman hoped Fi understood that
hisfixed sare meantLay off.

Apparently, hedid. Fi made aquick pams-out movement with hishands asif in submission. The subject
was dropped.

Niner wasright. They were dl frayed by the last few days, hovering on short fuses. They busied
themsalves checking and rechecking weapons.



We ‘ye never fought as asquad before.

They were probably &l thinking the same thing. Darman took the hydraulic ram apart and reassembled
it, then checked the hand pump for pressure. It came with an assortment of claws, and at least having the
origind plansand specs of both buildings meant he knew which onesto leave behind. It could exert eight
metric tons, 0 if the charges didn’t get them through the door, the ram would. The hand-operated ram
was lighter to carry, but packed less than half the punch.

He' d have liked cutting equipment, too, but he' d opened stedl blast doors on Geonosis with thermal
tape charges, and the ribbon version was even more powerful. Explosive moved at eight thousand meters
asecond, enough to dice

through stedl: rapid entry didn’t get much more rapid than that.
Thiswasn't aslent job. It was an application of force againgt an enemy who knew they were coming.

“Whoa, receiving,” Niner said. He shoved his helmet back on his head in ahurry. Darman could hear the
blip of the darm from where hewas ditting. “ Jinart’ s got the remote camsin place.” He waslooking at
something only he could see, and judging by his quick head movements, it wasinteresting. Darman and
the othersfollowed suit.

“What arethey doing?’ A platoon of tinnieswas marching down the track from the villaand into the
facility. There appeared to be some urgency in their pace. “It looks like they’ re going back to the
|aboratory.”

The remote was |ooking down on the scatter of small structures around the former farmhouse. It didn’t
have acomplete view of all the approachesto the building, but it did look out on both the front path and
theland to therear. It had no view of the rear dope of the roof or theland immediately at the back.

Therewasaman in armor very smilar to their own, standing with afamiliar helmet tucked under one
arm. He was middle-aged and his hard face and confident attitude said clearly that hewasa
Mandalorian. It had to be Ghez Hokan.

Darman heard the collective holding of breeth in his hdmet comlink. Hokan wastaking to a Trandoshan
mercenary, making short stabbing gestureswith afinger pointed at nothing in particular. He was agitated
but in control. He was marshaling troops.

“Yeah, Dar, | think that’ sexactly wheat they’ re doing. Looks like he' s making some last-minute
changes.”

“Why would they be doing that?” Darman said, but he had an unpleasant feding that he knew.

“Because we' ve been too clever by half,” Niner said.” Fierfek. Guta-Nay did hisjob, al right. Too well.
What would you do if you thought you were redlly facing two squads?’

“ Assume two separate attacks were redlly possible.”
Atin made a noise that sounded like a controlled exhda-

tion. “Oh well. We were going to meet the whole tinnie family sooner or later. Plan C, anyone?’



They waited, sanding in an awkward group. Within haf an hour they would know if Jinart had managed
to get aremote cam closeto the Neimoidian villaaswdll.

Darman felt ahard rap on his back plate and jerked around to see Etain standing with her hands on her
hips, looking anxious. “What's got everyone upset?’ she asked. “Comeon, | fdt it. What'sgone

wrong?’

Darman took off hishelmet. “Guta-Nay did a pretty good job of convincing Hokan we were targeting
thevilla. But we overplayed our hand by hinting that we had another squad.”

“Why?

“It looks asif Hokan thinks one squad will be going after each target. So our chances of getting most of
the droids in onelocation have taken a bit of atumble.”

Etain raked her fingersthrough her hair and shut her eyes. “Time for arethink, then.”
Darman replaced his helmet to watch the feed from the remote. Then the second cam came online.
Therewas ashaky but clear view of the Neimoidian villaand its outbuildings, seen from the branches of a

swaying tree. A wide path stretched away out of shot from the front of the house.

At least they could now seethe Size of the problem facing them. If Hokan tried to move Uthan, they had
ahigh chance of spotting her.

But whichever remote view Darman switched to, there were an awful lot of droids.

“Okay,” Niner said. “Hi, you take the first watch on the remotes. I’ m going to see if we can get some
backup.Majestic should be on station by now.”

“We were ordered to keep comm silence until we needed extraction,” Darman said, looking at Etain.
“Commander?’ Niner said. “We ve taken out the comm station. They can't intercept our signal.”

Etain didn’t even pause. “ Sergeant, you go right ahead and call upMajestic,” shesad. “Ask for
whatever help you think we need.”

F held up one hand. “Hey, we might have a break here. Check out the remote at the villa.”

Darman switched channelswith adouble blink. The display in hisHUD showed him a shot of ayoung
boy in a scruffy smock walking around to aside door at the villa, afruit-laden basket clutched in both
arms. He knocked, and the door was opened by a droid. The youngster went in. There was something
familiar about him, even though Darman had never seen him before.

He had avery characteristic walk.

“Tinnieswouldn't have sent out for fruit, would they?’ Fi said.

Thekid sgait reminded Darman of an old woman he' d recently dammed up against abarn wall.

“You'vegot to hand it to Jnart,” he said. “ She' s certainly got guts.”



“Let’s hope she managesto get that fruit into the cellars”

“Let’ shope she comes back out,” Etain said.

Dr. Uthan appeared to have forgotten that Hokan had hauled her across adesk by her collar, at least for
thetime being. She sat in one of the beige brocade chairsthat redly didn’t match her utilitarian office,
listening to him with apparent patience.

“Thisis an unprecedented opportunity,” she said at last.

Hokan agreed completdly. “| redize that you haven't managed to cregte adelivery system for the
nanovirusyet, but | think we might be able to help with that. Inhaation will work, yes? Could we
introduce it into asedled room?’ He had ideas for ambush and entrgpment. “ Can that be done?’

“It'sone of severd vectors,” shesaid. “ And skin contact, too. But that isn't quitewhat | had in mind.”

“Whichwas?’

“A live subject. | would like you to teke one of the clonesdive.”

“That was't quite whatlhad in mind. | tend to have problemswith thealive bit. Not my forte.”

“Y ou can’'t smply spray this agent around, Mgjor. | told you we haven't ironed out the genome
specificity.”

“I have droid troops. While rust might be ahedlth issue for them, | suspect that virusesaren't.”

“Having alive test subject would dmost certainly enable usto achieve wegponization faster.”

“If you alow me accessto the nanovirus, I'll do what | can to save onefor you.”

Uthan shook her head. Her vivid red-and-black-streaked hair was scraped up in atight bun on the top
of her head, giving her an even more severe appearance. Not awisp of hair escaped the topknot. “I
can't do that. While you might be an expert in combat, you' re not amicrobiologist, nor used to handling
hazardous substances. Thisisfar too dangerous a pathogen for you to use at this stage of its

development. I’m aso not prepared to expend what limited samples we have on arisky counterassault.”

Hokan knew he could have taken it by force. But it would have been pointless. Shewasright; if the virus
wasn't in astate that could be weaponized, it was along shot compared to the proven weapons he had

a hisdisposa.

“Pity,” hesaid. “I’ll endeavor to learn more about this technology after we' ve dedlt with the current
difficulty.”

“So what happens now?’
“Sit tight. Stay in this suite of roomswith your staff until further notice.”
“What do we do if shooting starts?’

“Thesame”



“What if they get through your defenses?’

“They won't, but if it makesyou fed safer, I'll provide you with hand weapons for your persona
protection.”

Uthan gave him arega nod of the head and reached for a pile of notes. Then she went on reading,
pausing occasiondlly to write something in the margins of the papers. Despite the brief showdown earlier,
shedidn’'t seem afraid of him in the least: perhaps working with deadly organisms on adaily basis gave
her adifferent perspective on thredts.

“Something highly effective, please” she said asheturned to leave.

“Commanding OfficerMajestic,” thevoice sad. “ That wasfast. Postion?’

Niner couldn’t get avideo image on hisHUD, but the sound was crystd clear. “That's a negative on the
extraction for the time being, Majestic. Requesting gunnery support.”

" Say again®?
“WE |l be needing gunnery support. It might get abit hectic down here. A hundred droids.”

There was asecond or two of silence. “Omega Squad, be aware that it might get busy up here, too. We
have a Techno Union vessdl standing off our port bow.”

“Isthat anegative, Majestic?”

“No. If we ceasefiring, though, it may be because we re repelling an atack ourselves.”

“Understood. Coordinates uploading now. On receipt of code Greenwood, direct cannon atthis
location. On receipt of code Boffin,this location. Enemy now has no comm apart from droid networks,
repest comm disabled. Knock yourselves out.”

“Received. My, you' ve been busy boys. Standing by, Omega.”

Niner shut hiseyes and felt the relief flood through his somach. He wasn't exactly sure how they were
going to deployMajestic' s massive firepower, but at least they had it to fal back on.

“Areyou making this up asyou go along, Sarge?’ F asked.
“Y ou got a better idea?’

“I meant the code names.”

“yes”

“Classy.”

“And | meant it about the better idea”

Fi drummed hisfingers on the thigh plate of hisarmor. “I wish Skiratawas around. What wasit he



adways sad?Turn the problem upside down. Seeit from the enemy perspective.”

Etain glanced up, now a sure sign that Jinart was approaching. They seemed to share akind of radar.
The Gurlanin dunk into the laying-up point and swung her head around. Darman and Fi gave her amute
round of gpplause and a show of thumbs up.

“Nicejob, ma am,” Darman said. “ Amazing deception.”

“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said. “Uthan is definitely not in the villa. And your deviceisnow dtting in
Ankkit’swine cdllars, between acase of vintage Naboo tarul wine and a crate of thermal detonators.
When you' re ready, you can give Qiiluraits own asteroid belt.”

“That'll maketheir eyeswater,” Fi said.

“And oursif we'retoo close,” Niner said.

“So what now?’

“Let’'sdo what Skiratataught us. Turn it upside down.”

The holochart plans of the facility once again hung in midair asthe squad, Etain, and Jinart sat around it,
seeking inspiration.

“Isthis how you plan operations?’ Etain asked.

“It' snot meant to belikethis, no. Y ou gather intel and then you plan and execute. Thisiswhat Skirata
cdled aself-adjusting screwup. When the problem actualy provides the solution to another problem.
It sthere. All we haveto doiswork it out.” Niner didn’t mind admitting it was more guesswork than
anyone should have indulged in. But then he’ d been on two real missions now, and they’ d both been the
same. They hadn’t known what they were going into until it wastoo late.Intel. It wasdl about having
reliable intelligence. “ There sthree things you should never believe— wesather forecasts, the canteen
menu, and intel.”

Skirata said soldiers dways complained. Niner was not given to complaining, but he was definitely not
satisfied with the Stuation. Thiswasn't what specia forces were best designed to do. They should have
been there to gather intel themsalves, identify the target, call in air strikes, and maybe recover hostages or
data. They might even carry out assass-

nations. They weren't meant to be artillery and infantry aswell.

If the Republic hadn’t wanted Uthan alive, they needn’t have been here a dl.Majestic could have
targeted the facility from orbit, and everyone would have been homein time for supper. Nobody would
have needed to get their backside shot at, or spend days hauling forty-five-kilo packs across farmland.
“I'mglad you' re not just accepting this,” Etain said.

F shrugged. “If you can't take ajoke, you shouldn’'t have joined.”

“Ididn’t join,” Atinsaid.

At least they dll managed to laugh. It wasthe first time that anyone had found any humor in the Situation,



gpart from H, of course.

“What do we normally do?’ Darman said suddenly. “How do we normaly take atarget? Break it
down.”

Niner concentrated. “We isolate atarget, go in, and neutraize it.”
“Okay, say wedon't fight our way in.”
“Not with you.”

“WEe re expected to pull off arapid entry and fight our wayin. What if we fought our wayout?” Darman
prodded hisfinger into the hologram. “ Can we get in under the facility to this centrd room?’

“Thisplan only shows drains. The bore stoo narrow to get aman down there, and thisreally isn't ajob
for Jnart.”

The Gurlanin twitched visbly. “I waan't offering, but if there was anything | might do—"

“Y ou’ ve done more than enough aready.” Darman tilted his head thisway and that, studying the plans.
“The main drain chamber is nearly ahundred centimeters wide here, though. It only tapersto thirty
centimeters at thewall. Isthere any other way of getting into that main?

“Short of walking up to the wall and digging under it likeagdan, in full view of the droids, no.”

Jnart sat upright. “Gdan warrens.”

“They tunnd, don’t they?’

“Everywhere. They even cause subsdence.”

“Arethere tunndls around there? Could we locate them? Would they be wide enough?’

“Yes, there are warrens, because it was once afarm site and gdans like eating merlies. The tunnels can
be quitewide. And | can certainly locate them for you. In fact, | will lead you through the warrens. Y ou
might have to excavate some of the way, though.”

“Basic sapper procedure,” Darman said. “ Except we don't have proper equipment, so we' |l be digging
with these.” He took afolding sharp-edged trowel from hisbelt. “ Entrenching tool. Also used for
‘freshers. Apt.”

“What isit between you and the gdans?’ Etain asked. “Why do they avoid you and your scent?’

“Oh, we eat them,” Jnart said casudly. “But only if they try to gpproach our young.”

“That'sit, then,” Darman said. “Get meinto that central chamber from below, and I'll work my way out
through thefacility.”

“Take Atinwith you,” Niner said. Hedidn't want to sayin case you get killed, but he wanted another
technically minded man in thereto lay charges and blow doors. “F and | can lay down fire out front and
dedl with any droids we see. When you bring Uthan out, Etain can help us get her clear and then you



blow the place. Then we do arunner for the extraction point.”

“Getsmy vote,” Atin sad. “Y ou okay with that, ma am?’

Etain nodded reluctantly. “If that’ s plan C, it sounds asimpossible as plans A and B.” She patted
Darman’sarm, not quite focusing, asif shewaslost in thought about something. “But | don't havea

better suggestion.”

“Okay,” Niner said. “ Everyone take astim now. Be ready to move out at nightfall. We ve got four hours
to prep for this. I'll notifyMajestic.”

“What if thisfails?” Etain asked.

“They’ll send in another squad.”

“And lose more men?’ She shook her head. “If it'sdown

tome, I'll happily give the order forMajestic to pound thisfacility to dust, with Uthan insgde or not.”
“Do you think we' regoing to fail ?’

Etain smiled. There was something mildly unnerving about the way she was smiling. “No. | don’t. You're
going to pull thisoff, believe me.”

Niner kept atight grip on hisbreathing. If he gave the dightest hint of asigh of doubt, they’d pick it up. It
was crazy. But, as Skirata said, they went where otherswouldn’t, and did what nobody else could.

And fighting your way out from the heart of an dloy-plated, heavily guarded facility designed to be
impregnable to any life-form certainly lived up to that boast. For some reason he felt fine about it all.

You ‘regoing to pull this off, believe me.
Hewondered if histhoughts were actudly hisown. If Etain wasinfluencing his mind to improve his

confidence, that was okay by him. Officers were supposed to inspire you. Right then he didn’t much care
how shedidit.
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What do | think about it? | don’t know, really. Nobody’ sever asked mefor my opinion before.

—Clone Trooper RC-5093, retired, at CF VetCenter Coruscant. Chronological age: twenty-three.
Biologicd age: axty.



Anautumna mist had settled over the countryside. It wasn't dense enough to provide cover, but it did
give Darman a sense of protection. He tabbed behind Atin as Jinart led the way.

He was awalking bomb factory. Why was he even worried about being spotted? The ram and its
attachments clunked againgt his armor and he adjusted them, fearing discovery. Atin walked ahead,
Deece held in both hands with hisfinger ingdethetrigger guard, asmal but sgnificant expresson of his

anxiety leve.
“Matte-black armor,” Darman said. “First thing we ought to dap in for when we get back. | fed likea
homing beacon.”

“Doesit matter?’

“Doesto me.”

“Dar, it sonething for the enemy to spot us coming. It’s another thing entirely for them to do anything
about it.” Atinwas gill checking al around him, though. “1 was knocked flat by around and it didn’t

penetrate the plates.”

Atin had apoint. The armor might have been conspicuous, but it worked. Darman had taken adirect hit,
too. Maybe in the future the sight of that armor adone would deter enemies,

atouch of what Skirata calledassertive public relations. Myth, he said, won dmost as many
engagements asredlity.

Darman wasdl for alittle help from the myth department.

They were four hundred meters southeast of the facility. Jinart stopped in front of agentle dope and
thrust her head through a break in the foliage. Her sniffing was audible.

“We enter here,” shesaid.
There didn’'t even appear to be ahole. “How do you know what’ sin there?’

“| can detect solid surfaces, movement, everything. | don’t need to see.” She sniffed again, or at least
Darman assumed she was sniffing; it occurred to him that she might have been echolocating. “Do you

want to stand here and present atarget al night?’

“Noma am,” Darman said, and got down on al fours.

Jnart might not have needed to see, but he did. He could have rdlied on the night-vision visor, but he felt
the need for real, honest light. He switched on histactica spot-lamp. He switched it off again, fast.

“Uh...”

“What’ swrong?’ Atin asked.



“Nothing,” Darman said. It was natural not to like confined spaces, he told himsdf. With the light
projected forward, he could seejust how suffocatingly small aspace hewasin. With hisnight visonin
place, he was smply looking down anarrow field of view, safe insde his armor, cocooned from the
world inaway he was not only used to, but actually needed.

Get agrip.

He could hear the sound of scurrying farther ahead, but it was moving away from him. His pack caught
the roof of the tunnel, occasionally scraping loose soil and stones. The warren had been excavated by
thousands of small paws, circular in section because gdans obvioudy didn’'t need as much floor space as
atdl human mae. Darman dmost felt that his hands and knees were againg the sdes of the tunnel

because of the curvature of the floor, like negotiating achimney when rock climbing. At timeshefet he
waslosing hisorientation

and had to shut his eyes and shake his head hard to regain accurate proprioception.

“You okay, Dar?’ Atin asked. Darman could hear labored breathing in his helmet and he thought it was
hisown, but it was Atin's.

“Bit disoriented.”

“Let your head drop and look at the floor. The pressure on the back of your neck is going to make you
fed giddy anyway.”

“You, too, en?’
“Y egh, thisisweird. Whatever we inherited from Jango, it wasn't alove of caving.”

Darman let his head hang forward and concentrated on putting one hand in front of the other. He
switched to voice projection. “ Jnart, why do such small animasdig such big tunnels?’

“Have you tried dragging awhole merlie or vhek home for dinner? Gdans work as ateam. That’ swhat
enables them to take prey that’s many timestheir size. A point, | think, that would not be lost on men
such asyoursdves”

“On the other hand,” Atin said cautioudy, “you could say that sheer numbers overwhelm strength.”

“Thank you for that positive view, Private Atin. | suggest you select the interpretation that inspires you

They didn’'t talk much after that. As Darman progressed, sweeting with the effort, he was aware of a
particular scent. It was getting stronger. It was sickly at firdt, like rotting meset, and then more bitter and
sulfurous. It reminded him of Geonosis. Battlefields smelled awful. Thefiltration mask was active against
chemical and biologica wesapons, but it did nothing to stop smells. Shattered bodies and bowelshad a
digtinctive and terrifying stench.

He could smdll it now. He fought down nausea.

“Herfek,” Atin said. “ That’ sturned me off my dinner for agtart.”

“WEe re near thefacility,” Jnart said.



“How near?’ Darman said.

“That odor is seepage from the drainage system. The pipework isloca unglazed clay.”

“Isthat al we can smel?’ said Darman.

“Oh, | imagineit’saso the gdans. Or rather their recent kills—they have chambers where they amass
their surplus. Yes, it's an unpleasant stench if you' re not accustomed to it.” She stopped unexpectedly,
and Darman bumped into her backside. She felt surprisingly heavy for her size. “That’sgood news,
because it meanswe' re near amuch larger chamber.”

Darman amogt felt relief that it was Smply rotting mest, athough that was bad enough. 1t wasn'this
meet. He crawled farther, encouraged by the promise of abigger space ahead, and then his glove sank
into something soft.

Hedidn’t need to ask what it was. He looked down despite himself. In the way of men exposed to
memory triggers, hewasimmediatdy back in training, crawling through aditch filled with nerf entrails,
Skiratarunning alongside and ydling at him to keep going because this wasnothing, nothing compared
to what you' [l have to do for real, son.

They caled it the Sickener. They weren't wrong.

Fatigue made nauseainevitable. He dmost vomited, and that wasn't something hewantedtodoina
sedled suit. Hefought it, panting, eyes shut. He bit the inside of hislip as hard as he could, and tasted
blood.

“I’'mokay,” hesaid. “I’m okay.”

Atin’s breathing was ragged. He had to befedling it, too. They were physiologicaly identica.

“Y ou can straighten up now,” Jnart said.

Darman flicked on his spot-lamp to find himsdlf in achamber that wasn't just larger; it was big enough to
gtand up in. Thewallswere lined with what looked like tiny terraces spirdling up around the chamber
from the floor. There were scores of twenty-centimeter tunnelsleading off them.

“Thisiswhere the gdansretrest if rain floods the warren,” Jnart said. “ They’re not foolish.”

“I'll thank them one day,” Atin said. “How close are we to the drain? Can you locate it?’

Jnart put apaw againgt the wall where there were no tiny escape tunnels. “The gdans know there’ sa
solid structure behind this.” She paused. “Y es, there' swater trickling back there. The soil fedsameter
thick, perhagpsalittle more.”

Darman would have removed his helmet, but thought better of it, and settled for letting his pack drop off
his shoulders. He took out his entrenching tool and made an exploratory stab at the chamber wall. It was
about the consistency of chalk.

“Okay, | do five minutes, then you do five,” he said to Atin.



“Andme,” Jinart said, but Darman held up his hand to stop her.

“Noma am. Y ou' d better go back to Niner. We' re on our own now, and if thisal goeswrong he'll
need your ass stance even more.”

Jnart hesitated for amoment, then raced back up the tunnel without a backward glance. Darman
wondered if he should have said good-bye, but good-bye was too final. He planned on coming out that
front door with Atin and Uthan.

He scraped out aguide circle with the tip of the tool and hacked into the hard-packed soil. It felt like
dow going and he was surprised when Atin tapped him on the shoulder and took over. A man-sized hole
began to emerge.

“Should we shore thisup?’ Darman said, wondering what he might have to sacrifice asapit prop.
“We should only be going through it once. If it collapses after that, it’ stoo bad.”
“If we haveto blast our way in, it might collgpse. Alternative exit?’

“Y ou want to be pursued through those tunnels? They’ d fry us. One flamethrower volley and we d be
charcod.”

Atin was dowing. Darman took the other side of the opening and they worked together, removing
progressvely damper and darker soil, flattening out the sides of the excavation so that they had accessto
drill through without having to lean through a short tunnel. It was weakening the integrity of the soil wall:
Darman willed it to hold together until they were through.

Maybe he should have brought Etain. She could have held

thewall with that Jedi power of hers. Suddenly he redlized that he missed her. It was amazing how fast
you could form abond with someone when you were under fire,

Atin’stoal hit something that made adigtinctivechink noise.
“Dran,” hesad. “Dirill time.”

A few quick rounds from the Deece would have blown a good-sized hole in the thickest clay pipe. It
would aso have brought down the chamber roof, Darman suspected, and summoned alot of droids. It
wastime for the dow, quiet route. A hand drill was part of their basic rapid entry kit, and they each took
haf the rough circle, drilling &t five-centimeter intervals around the circumference, starting from the top. It
wasn't until they got down to the bottom that the ooze started appearing from the holes.

It had taken them an hour to excavate and drill. Darman couldn’t stand the sweet trickling down hisface
any longer and took off hishelmet. The stench redlly was worse than ever. He shut hismind toit.

Atin took aswig from hiswater bottle and held it out to Darman. “Hydration,” he said. “Five percent
fluid loss tops you thinking straight.”

“Yeah, | know. And above fifteen percent killsyou.” Darman drank haf the bottle, wiped the sweat
away, and scratched his scalp vigoroudy. “ Another thing to tell Rothana’ s geeks when we get back—up
the temperature conditioning in these suits.”



He lifted the ram and took aside-on stance to the disc of clay pipe visible through the soil. He gripped
hard, fingerstight around each handle. He had to swing carefully thistime or he might collapse the pipe.
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“Ready.”
One, two—

“Three” Darman grunted. The ram hit with acouple of metric tons of force and the perforated section fell
inward asawaterfall of stinking dark dime shot out and splashed across Darman’ s legs and boots.

“Oh, that'sjust great,” he sghed. “ Definitely matte black next time, okay?’

Atin took his helmet off and Darman redized he was struggling not to laugh. Now that the drain was
opentotheair, it was a perfect conduit for sound to the building above. Atin put his hand to his mouth,
bent over dightly, and gppeared to be biting down hard on the knuckle plate. He was actually shaking.
When he straightened up, tears were streaming down hisface. He wiped them away and gulped, then
bent over again.

Darman had never even seen the man smile. Now he was in hysterics because Darman was spattered
with the accumulated waste of total strangers. It wasn't funny.

Yes, it was, actudly. It washilarious. Darman fdlt his ssomach begin to shakein acompletely involuntary
reflex. Then hewasn't certain that itwas funny, but he still couldn’t stop. He shook in painfully silent
laughter until his abdomina muscles ached. Eventudly, it subsided. He straightened up, inexplicably
exhausted.

“Shdl | et Niner know we' re through?’ he said, and they both managed to stay completely cam for a
count of three before the hysteria overtook them again.

Onceyou knew what laughter redlly was, and what primitive reflex triggered it, it wasn't funny at dl. It
wastherdief of danger passed. It was aprimeval all-clear sgnd.

And that wasn't the redlity of their Stuation at al. Thered danger wasjust starting.
Darman, suddenly hisusud sdf again, replaced his helmet and opened the comlink.
“Sarge, Darman here,” he said quietly. “We reinto the drain. Ready when you are.”

Niner and F set up the E-Web repesating blaster haf akilometer from the front of the facility. That was
pretty close. If anyone had spotted them, they weren't reacting.

“Copy that, Dar.” Niner checked the chrono on the forearm of hisleft gauntlet. “ Can you seethe
drainage cover yet?’

The comlink crackled. Niner wasyet again faintly pleased with himself that he' d decided to take that trip
to Teklet. They' d never have stood a chance of pulling this off in comm silence. There were too many
unknownsto do it by op order and chronosynch.

“I just followed thetrail of crud and thereit was,” Darman said. “Want alook?’



Niner'sHUD flashed up agrainy green image of huge dripping tubes that could have been aklick wide
or just a centimeter. Come to that, it could have been an endoscopic view of someone sguts. It didn’t
look like fun, either way.

“What' s above you?’

“Dirty square plate and it’snot adrain. The water’ s feeding down here from other pipes.” Theimage
jerked as Darman’ s head lowered to look at his datapad. It threw up eerie ghost images of the building.
“If they stuck to the blueprints, then thisis a hazmat filter and the maximum containment chambers are
aboveit.” Therewasascraping noise. *Y eah, the serial numbers match the schematic. If they had to
hose down after amishap in there, thisis where the screened water or solvent would come out.”
“Areyou going to need to blow it?’

“Waell, it does't look asif | can unscrew it with ahairpin. It's permacreted in place. It's not the sort of
thing you want coming loose, | suppose.”

“Good timing for aspot of pyro at thevilla, then. Let’s sync that up.”

“Okay. Give me a couple of minutesto set the charges.”

Two minutes was along time. Niner counted it down in seconds. He was aware of Etain pacing up and
down behind him—>but you didn’t tell acommander to pack it in and stop fidgeting. He focused on Fi,
who was knedling behind the E-Web tripod, checking the sights, utterly relaxed. Niner envied him that
ability. His own stomach was churning. It dways did on exercise: it was much worse now. His pulse was

pounding in hisears and digtracting him.

Darman responded eleven seconds late. “All done. I’ count you down. We re moving back out of the
drain now. If we bring the outer chamber down, then we might take alittle time to work our way back
in”

“What' sa little time in your book?’

“Maybeforever. It might kill us”

“Let’'savoid, that, shall we?’

“Let’s”

Etain was hovering at Niner’ s shoulder. He glanced at her, hoping she' d take the hint.
“Y ou’ ve never worked as a complete team before, have you?’ she said unhelpfully.
“No,” Niner hissed, and withheld thema *am.

“You'regoingto dofing” shesaid. “Y ou' re the best-trained, most competent troopsin the galaxy and
you' re confident of success.”

Niner was close to responding with afew words of pithy Huttese, but he suddenly saw her point. His
somach settled into a peaceful equilibrium again. He could hear Darman clearly. His drumming pulse had



faded. He was perfectly content not to think how she had achieved that reassurance.

“Inten,” Darman said. He still had his forward helmet cam patched through to Niner’ sHUD. Hewas
scrambling through atunnd. Niner had a sensation of rushing down aflume and half expected to splash
into adeep pooal at the other end.

“Five...” It went dark. Darman had his head tucked into hischest. “Three. . .” Niner fat for the remote
detonator. “Two . . .go go go.”

Niner squeezed the remote.
For afraction of a second the landscape was picked out in brilliant, gold, silent light. Niner’ s antiblast
visor kicked in. Then the ground shook, and even at two klicks the roar was deafening. It seemed to go

on for severa seconds. Then he redlized he was hearing two blasts—one at the villaand one below the
fadlity.

Asthefire blazed and clouds of amber-lit smoke roiled into the air, the droids on watch outside the
facility started reacting.

“Hold, Fi.” Niner swallowed to clear hisears. “Dar, Atin, respond.”

“Wasthat usor you?’

“Both. You okay, Dar?’

“Teeth are abit loose, but we'refine.”

“Nice job with the custom ordnance, you two. | think the villa's got anew indoor swimming pool.”
“The chamber’ s holding down here, just about. Goingin.”

Silence had fdlen on the countryside. It was asif everyone was waiting for the next move. Fi moved the

five-pack of energy cell clipsalittle closer to him. Niner aimed his Deece to get a better view of the front
of thevilla, and saw droids milling around and an Umbaran officer with binocs scanning left to right

acrossthefidds.
“Ready, Sarge.”
“Wait one”

A few more droids came out of the farmhouse door. If Niner hadn’t seen the plans, he would never have
believed what was conced ed inside and benegth the convincingly shabby wooden siding. Etain stood to
onesdeof him.

“Md am, you might want to duck and cover.”

“I'madl right,” she said. Shelooked longingly at the Trandoshan concussion rifle. “Let me know when
I’'m needed.”

Darman’ s voice cut in on the comlink. “We re about to enter thedrain cover,” hesaid. “Timefor
digtraction, Sarge.”



“Got it.” Hekndt beside F and touched him on the shoulder. “Put a couple down alittle short of that
barn. Just to say hello. Thenfireat will.”

F hardly moved. The characteristicwhoomp of the energy cell wasfollowed by aball of fireand a
fountain of splintered wood. The barn rained back down, burning asit fell.

“Oops,” F sad.

It got thedroids' attention, dl right. Six formed aline and began marching down thefield.

Fi opened up. Niner could fed the roar of noisein his chest as droid shrapnel rained down on them and
incoming firewhisked over their heads. A large chunk of meta flew in an arc: Niner heard it fizzing in the
ar asit cooled whileit

fell. Hedidn't seewhereit landed, but it was close. His night vision saw the sprays of shrapnel as
brilliant white irregular raindrops. A few tinnies were getting through. Niner picked off two with the
grenades.

The next rank of droids advanced. Fi wasfiring in short bursts; Niner picked off whatever was il
standing. Hot metal shrapnel continued to rain down on them. At the E-Wely' srate of fire he was going
to run out if he smply hosed them, and they were only minutesinto the engagement. They’ d dropped
around twenty droids. That meant twenty more insde the facility, at least. Then the tinnies stopped
coming.

Thefiddfdl slent, and it rang in Niner’ sears asloudly asthe cacophony of bettle.

“I hate it when they work out what' s happening,” Fi said. He was panting from the effort.

“They'll St tight.”

“If it'sjust twenty or soin there, | say we go in now.”

“Let’ smake surewe haven't got guests arriving.” Niner opened the long-range comlink.” Majestic,
Omegahere, over.Majestic —”

“Receiving you, Omega. That was some fireworks display. Got trade for us?’
““Maedtic,extratarget for you. Have you got avisua between targets Greenwood and Boffin?’
“If you've got aremote you can patch usinto.”

Niner dipped off his pack and took out aremote, releasing it into the air. “ Droids, estimated strength no
more than fifty. If they’ re heading toward us, do me afavor and spoil their day, will you?’

“Copy that, Omega. Sitrep?’

“WEe ve breached the facility and we ve got twenty or thirty droids and an unknown number of wets
holed up in there.”

“Say again?



“Two of our squad areindde. Ingressviathe drainage system.”
“Y ou guys are off your repulsors.”

“The thought did cross our minds.”

“Okay, some fireworks coming your way, Omega. Be advised we still have a Techno Union vessdl
standing off, and we' re expecting aresponse when wetrain the lasers.”

“Watch how you go,” Niner said. “Omegaout.”

Apart from theticking of cooling metdl, it was slent. Even the chatter and whistling of Qiilura s nocturna
species had stopped. Smoke was billowing across the field from the wrecked barn.

“You okay, ma am?’ Fi sad.

Niner glanced around and expected to see Etain in some State of distress, but she wasn't. She was
kneding inthe grass, dert, asif listening to something. Then another huge explosion shook the ground to

their north.

She closed her eyes.

“Maam?’

She gavealittle shake of her head asif loosening stiff neck muscles.
“It'sfing” shesaid. “It just took more out of methan | imagined.”

“What did?’

“Diverting dl thisdebris. Droids make aterrible mess when they explode.”

Niner hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. It was only when he turned around that he saw the
meter-long jagged sheet of metd right behind him. It had dmost given him an unwanted haircut. Etain
managed agrin.

“Can you open doors aswell, ma an?’ Niner asked.
Darman and Atin looked around the plastoid-lined chamber and decided not to remove their helmets.
“Thisisoneway to find out if ananovirus can breach our filtration masks,” Atin said.

Darman checked the cupboards, looking for booby traps and other surprises. “1 don't feel dead yet.
Anyway, they don't leave this stuff lying around. It' Il probably be sedled in something.”

He checked the room. It was exactly like amedic’s Sation on Kamino, except it was completely
constructed from plas-

toid ceramic. Some of the cupboards had transparent fronts; he could see racks of viadsinthem. Inthe
middle of the room there was a separate sealed booth, running floor-to-ceiling, with aglove box iniit. It



was empty. Therewas dso arefrigerated cabinet full of flasks and smal boxes. He had no ideawhat
might be live virus and what might be the lab technician’ slunch, and he wasn't going to open everything
to find out. Thiswas another case of using Pfor plenty.

“Seaing asthey’ re not helpful enough to label this stuff with a skull and crosshones, I’'m going to set an
implosion device in every room, to be on the safe side.” Heran hishands over the wdlls, testing for sgns
of metd substructures that might block hissignd. The HUD showed zero from his glove sensors. He
checked his comlink to be sure that he could get asignd outside. “ Darman here. Anyone receiving,
over?’

“H here”

“Theinner chamber’ s clear. I'm setting charges and then we' re going to move out into the rest of the
building.”

“WEe re gpproaching the front. It's gone quiet out here and wethink you' ve till got up to thirty tinniesfor
company.”

“Isthat you shaking the ground?’

“Mgedtic.”

“Good to know the navy’ shere.”

“Leaving the helmet comlink channel, by the way. Make sure you leave us your visud feed.”

“WEe I let you know if it spoils our concentration. Darman out.”

He gave Atin adubious thumbs-up and took the implosion charges out of his pack. He could improvise
most devices, but these were special, guaranteed to create such a high-temperature fireball and shock
wave that they would destroy not only everything standing in ahaf-klick radius, but so every
microorganism and virus aswell. They were disappointingly small for such massively destructive power, a

little smaller than the average remote.

Darman il had two. It was overkill, and overkill made him fed safer. He picked up the lidded boxesin
therefrigera

tion unit and tested each for weight—very carefully—before finding alighter one that suggested it was
half empty. He st it on the table, held his breath, and eased the lid off.

It held afew metal tubeswith sedled caps, and enough space for one of the devices. He placed the
thermd carefully ingde and replaced the container.

“Go careful,” Atin said, indicating the boxes.

“I will.” He found another lightweight box and peered insde. “ There. And if they get to searching, they
might even stop after they find one device.” He closed the refrigerator door.

“That won't reduce the blast any, will it?” Atin asked.

“Not so you'd notice, believe me.”



‘Timefor thetour of the building, then.”

There were status panelsto the right of the door, set to warn some monitoring system if the chamber
was opened, and a hand-s zed button marked emergency close, asmart precaution if you were handling
deadly viruses. Opening the door would advertise the fact that they had gained entry to the building. Atin
moved in and carefully unclipped the control plate. He took out adisruptive device about the size of a
sylusand held it just clear of the exposed circuits. It was much the same technology asamini EMP, only
with aless powerful dectromagnetic pulse. Nobody wanted afull-strength EMP going off afew
centimeters from their HUD, hardened or not.

“Next big bang,” Atin said. “Then they might think they’ ve just taken a hit.”

The ground shook again, and Atin touched the mini EMP againgt the control pand. Status lights winked
out; the door gaveasigh asit logt its safety vacuum sedl. A thin vertical gap opened in the smooth
ceramic. Sound now filtered in from outside: explosions, shouts from officers, the occasional monotone
responses of tinnies. He stood back and gestured to Darman.

The gap was big enough to admit aflat endoscope, aswell asthe claws of the ram. He did the probe
cautioudy through

and checked theimage it was receiving. The corridor lights were flickering. There was no movement.
“Ill force the doors and you stand by. I'll be ready to lob in an EMP grenade and a flash-bang.”
“Both?’ Atinsaid.

“Yeah, | don't want to waste any, either, but we' ve got wetsand tinnies out there somewhere.”
Darman wedged the ram’ s claws into the gap and locked the barsin place. It was more awkward to
configure it as a gpreader than asasimpleram, but he didn’t want to blow it open. He pumped the

ratchet handle furioudy. An e ght-metric-ton force dowly pushed the doors apart.

Atin checked outside with the endoscope again, then stepped through the opening with his Deece raised.
“Clear.”

Darman dismantled the ram and hurriedly hooked it back into hiswebbing. “Room by room, then.
Killing Housetime”

That was something they’ d done many, many times before. Each time they entered the Killing House on
Kamino for an exercise, the walls and doors had been reconfigured. Sometimesthey knew what they
were going to find, and sometimes it waslike ared house clearance, a sequence of nasty surprisesthat
they had to take asthey came.

But therewas alot more at stake now than their individud lives.
Atin gestured left. Theinner corridor was aring with doors leading off it and asingle passage to the front
entrance. At least there were no stairs or turbolifts to cover. They moved almost back-to-back, pausing

at the corner to dide the endoscopic probe out far enough to check.

“Oh boy,” Atin sad, just asthe first droid swung around and blasted. Darman heard the clatter of metal



feet from exactly the opposite direction, and for afrozen moment he found himsdlf staring down his scope
a avery surprised Umbaran officer.

Darman fired. So did Atin. They both kept firing down their respective ends of the corridor.

“Okay, plan D,” Atin said. “Niner, we re pinned down here, over.”

“WEe re concentrating fire on the front.” Niner’ s voice cut back in with a background of explosions both
near and farther away. That waswhy Darman didn't like ahaving afour-way open comlink during an
engagement. The noise and chatter were overwheming. “They’ ve pulled back insde. But nobody’s
coming out.”

“We haven't located Uthan yet.”

“Can you hold the position?’

“Can you see where we are? West side corridor, left of the entrance.”

Atin emptied aclip into two droids that came around the corner. Then there was no noise except for
their repective panting.

] Da?’

“Still here, Niner.” Back-to-back with Atin, he waited and stared down the polished hallway twenty
meters ahead. There were two doors on the right, unconventional hinged doors. He glanced up at the
celling to locate the emergency bulk-heads. one was on the other side of Atin, and the next was be-tween
them and the inner chamber. If those were activated, they’ d be cut off on both sides, boxed in and
waiting to be picked off. And then anyone could easily enter the biohaz chamber and defuse the
imploson device,

It seemed that someone had the same idea at the same time, because there was anuh-whump noise and
then the quiet whine of asmal mator.

The bulkheads were descending from their housing.

“Atin, chamber, wow!” Darman yelled, even though he didn’t need to, and they both sprinted back
toward the chamber. The bulkhead was down to waist level when they reached it and skidded under on
their knees.

It sedled with aclunk behind them. It was suddenly so silent that Darman knew another bulkhead had
closed somewhere dong the ring, seing them in. There was the sound of adoor unlocking manualy, a
red clunk-click noise, and then nothing.

“Start again,” Darman sighed. “Let’ s see what’ saround there.”

Atin moved forward and edged out the scope. He paused. He sat back on his heels and shook his head.

“Show me,” Darman said, and switched his HUD to the scope view, expecting disaster.

“I think it'scalled irony.”



Darman crawled up to him and patched the endoscope into his own helmet.

Y es,irony was agood word for it. He almost laughed. Between the corner and the next bulkhead, he
could see two doors, one closed and one partly open. Someone—someone humanoi d—was peering
around the edge of it.

“Women don't half look different, don’t they?” Atin said. “ That’ sthe most amazing hair I’ ve ever seen.”

Darman agreed. They hadn’t seen alot of femalesin then-lives, but this one would have been
memorable even if they had seen millions. Her blue-black hair was streaked with brilliant red stripes.
They were trapped with Dr. Ovolot Qail Uthan.

And she was clutching aVerpine shatter gun.
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COMajestic to Coruscant Command

Techno Union vessd isnow drifting. Damage assessment isincomplete but it isno longer returning fire,
Vengeance is standing by to dispatch aboarding party. Will continue to provide turbolaser gunnery
support to Omega Squad.

“Who aectivated the emergency systems? Whichdi’ kut hit the button? Tell me!” Ghez Hokan found
himsdlf shouting. He had abandoned dignity. “Open thisdi’ kutla bulkhead!”

Captain Hurdti’ s voice was strained. They were both on the wrong side of the first safety bulkhead, ina
single unforgiving corridor that led to the entrance, and the main doors were jammed shut. It was avery
secure building: and, as Uthan had said, it was designed to stop anything from getting out if things went
wrong. It was doing that well.

“WEe ve been infiltrated, sr.”

“I worked that out for myself,di’ kut.” Hewasinterrupted by a grenade exploding against the front wall.
“How in the name of—"

“I don't know yet, sir, but the bulkheads activated because the containment chamber doors weren't
registering on the system as closed, and it triggered the emergency systems.”

“Stuck open, in other words.”



“Ya”

Hokan swung around on the nearest droid. “ Anyone up on the surface see signs of entry?’
A pause. “Negdtive.”

Oh, how he longed for decent communications again. He could guess from the strength and direction of
some of the explosionsthat the area was coming under laser cannon fire, which meant the Republic
assault ship had finally showed its hand. It could even be landing more troops.

But that wasn't hisimmediate concern. The bad news was that somebody had already managed to get
in, and not through the front door. They couldn’t have comein through the drains. Theyshouldn’t have
been there. But there was firing, and droids were reporting casudties.

There were Republic commandosinsde thefacility.

Hokan had never thought himsdf infdlible, but he had at least imagined he was exceptiondly competent.
He d locked down the facility and they’ d still found away in. Hisfirst thought was that Uthan had wanted
alive subject so badly that she was prepared to lure them in and trap one, but that was ludicrous. she
hadn’t the means or the opportunity to bypass security.

The nanoviruswas out of Hokan' s reach behind bulkheads that wouldn't yield. Droids patiently fired
blagtersinto the face of the aloy. But, asin hisearlier test, they were making no impression beyond
heating the sedled corridor to tropical temperatures.

“Doweknow if dl the bulkheads are down?’ he asked the droid. Its comlink with its peers made it
suddenly alot more useful than Hurati. “ All of them?’ Hokan wastrying to work out if he had any way of
getting to Uthan or the nanovirus. The control board in the office off the main corridor was showing red
throughout, but he didn’t know whether to believeit or not.

“All of them. Droidstrapped in sectionsfour, five, seven, and twelve.”

It felt like being in the middle of abrawl and then finding yourself dragged off your opponent. The enemy
couldn’t get at him, but now he couldn’t get at them, either. And if the bio-hazard chamber doors were
open, then both the nanovirus and Uthan were on the commandos side of the barrier. If they had
managed to get in, they could probably get out the same way.

Thefront wall shuddered.
Evenif any droids had survived the assault on the villa, how would reinforcements help him now?
Hokan turned to Hurati. “ Can you get into the system and override the safety controls?”

“I'll do my best, Sir.” Hurati’ sface said that he doubted it, but he’ d die trying. He retreated to the office
with Hokan, and they rummaged through the cabinets and drawerslooking for operating ingtructions,
tools, anything that might be used to rel ease the bulkheads. In one cabinet Hokan found a crowbar. But
its edges were too thick to get any purchasein the flimsplast-thin gap between the two sections of the

front door or the lower edge of the bulkhead. He flung it to the floor in frustration, and it clattered across
thetiles.



The doors needed ablast of some magnitude. And he didn't have the ordnance.

Hurati removed the cover from the darm panel and began poking thetip of hisknife experimentaly into
the maze of circuits and switches. Hokan took out the lightsaber and took a swipe at the bulkhead, more
out of frustration than any expectation of success.

Vzzmmm.,

Theair took on an oddly ozonic smell, dmost irritating in itsintensity. He stared at the bulkhead's
previoudy smooth surface. There was a definite depression.

He made another pass with the blade, more dowly and controlled thistime. He pressed hisface closeto
the cooling metal at one edge and squinted across the flat surface, one eye closed. Yes, it was definitely
warping thedloy.

But at thisrate it would take him hoursto cut through. He suspected time was aluxury he couldn’t
afford.

Something thudded into the wall of the corridor.

Darman didn’t even hear the shatter gun fire. The Verpine projectile was never in danger of hitting
anyone, but he suspected they’ d have known al about it if it had.

“Wow, that’ s some dent,” Atin said. “1 don't think the good doctor is going to come quietly, though.”

“Niner, are you picking thisup?’ Darman said. “Found her. Just like that.”

There was afaint sound of movement in his earpiece. He d switched off the video feed. Niner sounded
amogt relaxed. “That' sthefirst bit of luck we' ve had.”

“Y eah, but she'sgot aVerpineon her.”
“They’ refragile wegpons and they don’t bounce. Give her afright.”
“I've got afew frightenersready.”

“If you need ahand, we re going to have trouble getting in. | reckonall the emergency doors have shut
tight”

“All quiet out there?’

“Apart fromMajestic getting too on-target for comfort, yes. We don’t want to take the whole building
out withyou il ingde”

“Can you go back for the other ram and try to force the front doors?’
“Do you need usto?’

“WEe I try getting Uthan out viathedrains. If wecan't, it splanD.”



“Cheer up, dill got E through Z plans,” F’svoice said.
“Oneday, Fi, I’'m going to give you agood dap.” Darman said.

Atin held up his hand for silence. Darman heard the faint sibilance of whispered conversation, and then
the door dammed and the lock clunked. So it wasn't an automatic safety door. Uthan had company.

“Sheredly doesn't know me, does she?” Darman said, and pedled off afew centimeters of thermal
tape. He checked around the corner with the probe, loath to test hisarmor against aVerpine. “It' sgoing
to take more than alock to keep me out, sweetheart.”

He hugged the wall. He was nearly at the door when it opened and he found himsdlf face-to-face with
two Trandoshans who seemed pretty surprised to see him. Maybe it was the armor. It seemed to have
thet effect.

There was nowhere to run.

There weretimes when you could pull your rifle and times when you couldn’t, and Deeces weren't much
good at point-blank range unless you used them as a club. Darman aimed an ingtinctive punch before he
thought about what he would do with the explosivesin his hand. Even with an armored gauntlet, it was
like hitting a stone block in the face. The Trandoshan fell back two paces. Then his comrade came at
Darman with a blade. There was afrozen second or two of bewilderment asthe Trannielooked &t his
knife, and then at Darman’sarmor.

“Atin, want to give me ahand here?” Darman said quietly, taking one step back with vibroblade
extended.

“What do—oh.”
“Yegh.Oh.”

The nice thing about afixed vibroblade was that nobody could knock it out of your hand, not unless they
took your arm off with it. The Trannie seemed to be considering that as an option before taking ahuge
lunge, the blade of hisweapon skidding off Darman’sarm plate.

Darman ran at the Trannie headfirst and cannoned into him, throwing him against thewall and pinning
him there while hetried to drive the vibroblade into soft tissue. He tried for the throat—big blood vessels,
quick effect—but the Trannie had hiswrist clamped tight. It wastaking Darman al his strength to keep
the enemy’ s blade from his own throat. It seemed like deadlock.

The bodysuit was stabproof. Wasn't it? He couldn’t see Atin. He had to concentrate on hisown
predicament, and he was't getting anywhere fast with the Trannie. It wastimefor one of those
bar-brawl tacticsthat Skiratamade sure they al learned. Darman scraped his boot along the Trannie's
shin and brought it down hard on hisinstep. It gave him the split second of loosened grip he needed, and
he plunged the vibroblade in up to its hilt, over and over, not sure what he was hitting, but noting that the
Trannie was shrieking and that the shrieks were gradually getting fainter.

Skirata was right. Stabbing someone was adow way to kill them. He pressed hisforearm againgt the
Tranni€' sneck and held him pinned while he did down the wall. Darman



followed him dl the way down and findly knelt on his chest to make sure he didn’t move while he
jammed the blade up under hisjaw and across histrachea.

Hewaited for him to stop moving, then scrambled to his feet to see Atin standing over the other
Trandoshan, gill curaing. Therewasalot of blood, and it didn’t ook like Atin's.

“I could have done without that interruption,” Darman said.

“Ruinsyour concentration,” Atin said. “Where were we?’

“About to use my universa key.” Darman retrieved the ribbon charge from the floor, wiped it on his
deeve, and set it with its detonator againgt the lock. They moved quickly to the hinge side, and Atin drew
the Trandoshan array blaster he’ d been so unwilling to abandon.

“Atin, it' scapture alive, remember?’

“She' sgot company.”

“Y ou make sure you need to useit, then. If they’ d wanted her disintegrated they’ d have said.” Darman
took out the stun grenade and the mini EMP: she might have droidsin there, too. He juggled both
spheresin one hand. “ Okay, | blow the lock, and in these go. They’ re down for five seconds. | take
Uthan and you shoot anything e se still moving.”

“Gotit.”

1] Cove..ﬂ

Whump. The door exploded, showering kuvara splinters, and Darman leaned forward and threw in the
surprises. A blinding three-hundred-thousand-candlepower white light and 160 decibels of raw noise
flooded the room for two seconds, and Darman was inside before he redized it, pinning Uthan flat to the
floor as Atin pumped the array blaster across the room.

The dust and smoke settled. Darman had cuffed Uthan. He didn’t actually recall doing it, but that was
adrendine working. For some reason he had expected afight, but she was smply making an odd
incoherent groan. He'd become used to Etain’ sresilience. Uthan was aregular human, untrained, unfit,
and—apart from her intellect—nothing specid.

Darman picked up the Verpineand amed it at awall. It

made the faintest of whirring noises, then jammed. Niner wasright. Verpines didn’t bounce, or maybe
the mini EMP had temporarily fried its eectronics.

“Darman here. We have Uthan, repest, we have Uthan.”
F’swhoop hurt hisears. Niner cut in. “ Are we done here?’

“Let’scheck we haven't missed anything. Atin?’ He glanced over his shoulder. Atin was cradling the
array blaster, staring down at four bodies on thefloor. It was al abit of amess, as Fi would say.

Three of the dead were Trandoshans, and the fourth was ayoung red-haired woman who wasn't pretty
any longer, or even recognizable. Darman wondered if the girl was Uthan’ s daughter. Then he had



another thought.

“How many staff do you have here, malam?’ Hetook his helmet off and rolled her over so they were
face-to-face. “How many?’

Uthan seemed to be regaining her composure. “Y ou murdered my assistant.”
“Shehad ablagter,” Atin said, amost to himsdlf.

Darman shook her. “Ma am, I’ m going to detonate an awful lot of ordnance under this building very
soon, and your gaff, if you have any, will be dead anyway.”

She was taring up into hisface, sseming totaly distracted by him. “ Areyou redly aclone?’
“I’d like to say the one and only, but you know I’'m not.”

“Amazing,” shesad.

“SEf?

“Four more. They'rejust scientigs. They'recivilians”

Darman opened his mouth, and Ka Skirata s voice emerged unbidden again. “Not al soldiers wear
uniforms, ma am. High time those scientists took responsibility for their rolein the wer effort.”

Yes, it was persona. War didn’t get much more personal than avirus aimed specificaly at you and your
brothers. “Darman here. Sarge, Uthan' s staff members are somewhere in the building, too. What do you
want to do? Retrieve them aswell?’

“I’ll check withMajestic. Wait one.” Niner’slink went dead for afew moments and then crackled into
lifeagain. “No, not required. Get her clear and let us know when you' re going to detonate.”

“They werejust following orders,” Uthan said.

“Soam |,” Darman said, and trussed, gagged, and hooded her with salvaged parasail cord and asection
of sheeting. He replaced his hemet and heaved her over his shoulder. It was going to be atough job
getting her down those tunnels. Atin followed.

They dipped back down the drain. Darman hoped that they could find their way back to the surface
without Jnart astheir guide.

Hokan could fed the swesat stinging his eyes. He withdrew the lightsaber and examined the substantia
dent in the bulkhead.

It wasn't deep enough or fast enough, and he knew it. Thiswas displacement activity. Hewaslittle help
to Hurati, so he vented hisfrustration on the alloy and al he seemed to succeed in was making the stale
atmosphere even hotter and more suffocating.

Then he heard ahiss of air, and he wondered if it was the sedl breaching: but it wasn't.

It was Hurati.



Hokan ran the few steps dong the corridor to the office. He feared that the young captain had
electrocuted himself, and whether he wanted to admit it or not, he actually cared what happened to him.
But Hurati wasintact. He was leaning over the desk, both hands braced on the surface, head down,
shoulders shaking. Then he looked up, and hisface was abig, swesty grin. A bead of perspiration ran
down his nose and hung there for amoment before he batted it away with hisfinger.

“Check the status board, sir.”

Hokan swung around and looked for the board. The unchanging pattern of red lights had now become a
pattern of red and green.

“Bulkheads two, Six, and nine, dir,” hesaid. “Now | can clear therest. | had to try every sequence.
That'salot of permutations.” He shook his head and went back to carefully prodding a piece of circuit
board with thetip of hisknife. “They’ll be jammed open, though.”

“Better than jammed shut.”
As Hokan watched, the lights changed from red to green, one by one, and a cool draft hit hisface.
The front doors had opened.

Hokan expected amissile or blaster volley to punch through them, but al that entered wasthe silent,
refreshing, fire-scented night air.

“Hurati,” Hokan said, “Right now, | couldn’t love you moreif you were my own son. Remind me| said
that oneday.” He drew his blaster and raced down the corridor, past droids, stumbling over shattered
metd plates and the body of an Umbaran, and into the room where he had left Uthan with her
Trandoshan guards.

He had half expected to see her lying dead on the floor with them. In away he had hoped for it, because
it would mean the Republic hadn't stolen her expertise. But she was gone. He picked up the Verpineand
tested it for charge: it made afaint whir and then ticked. Either Uthan hadn’t managed to get a shot off or
they’d used an EMP grenade.

Hokan worked hisway down the passage to the biohazard chamber, pausing on the way to check inside
prep rooms and storage cupboards, wary of booby traps. As he opened one door, he heard whimpering
in the darkness. He switched on the light.

The remaining four members of Uthan’ s research team— three young men and an older woman—were
huddled in the corner. One of the men held ablaster, but its muzzle was pointed at the floor. They
blinked at Hokan, frozen.

“Stay here” hesaid. “ Y ou might be dl that’ s left of the virus program. Don’'t move.” There seemed little
chance that they would.

When Hokan reached the central chamber, the only sign that anything untoward had taken place was
that the con-

ceded drain in the center of the floor was now acharred, gaping space.



He looked around the walls, shelves, and cupboards. A mistake. He d made amistake, aterrible
oversght. He hadn’t taken the time to check what the virus containerslooked like, or how many there
had been. He could see gaps on shelves through the transparent doors; he pulled on the handles, but they
were dtill locked.

He ran back up the corridor and grabbed one of the young men from Uthan’ steam. “ Do you know
what the nanoviruslookslike?’

The boy blinked. “It has a structure based on—"

“Idiot.” Hokan jabbed fiercely toward his own eye, indicatinglook. “What does thecontainer look like?
How many? Comeon. Think.”

He hauled the scientist to hisfeet and dragged him down the corridor to the biohazard chamber.
“Show me.”

The boy pointed to a plain-fronted cabinet. “ Fourteen dloy vidsin there, inddetheir own
vacuum-sealed case.”

“Openit and check.”
“I can't. Uthan has dl the security codes and keys.”
“Isit concelvable that the enemy could have opened it and smply shut it again?’

“Normally I’d say that wasimpaossible, but | aso remember thinking that it wasimpossible for anyoneto
breach this building.”

The hole where the drain had been was now ajagged fringe of scorched, broken tiling and twisted metal
frame. Hokan looked down into the void and saw debris.

For amoment hewondered if he was actualy dealing with human beings and not some bizarre, unknown
life-form. He knew where they’ d gone. Now he had to hunt them down and stop them from taking Uthan
off the planet with whatever was |eft of the nanovirus project.

If thiswaswhat ahandful of clone soldiers could achieve, he was dmogt afraid to think what millions
might do.
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Y ou never have perfect knowledge in combat, gentlemen.



It swhat we call thefog of war. Y ou can ether sit around worrying what' sreal and what’ snot, or you
can redlize the enemy hasn't got a clue elther and fire off afew rounds of psychology. A truly great army
isonethat only hasto rattle its saber towin awar.

—Sergeant Ka Skirata

OmegatoMajestic. Check check check. Ceasefiring.”

Niner waited severd minutes before moving. There had been treesto the northwest of the facility that
weren't there anymore. Y ou couldn’t stake your life on the accuracy of gunnery support. He edged

forward on his stomach and propped himsdlf on his elbowsto check the areg, first with his binoc visor
and then through the scope of the DC-17.

Nothing was moving, dthough nothing with any sensewould present itself in abright-lit doorway
ayway.

The facility was now stripped completely of its wooden farmhouse shell, and its alloy doors werewide

open. For afew seconds, Niner amost expected to see Darman and Atin walk out into the yard, and for

Kad Skiratato shoutEndex, endex, endex —end of exercise. But there were no more exercises, and this
night wasn't over, not by along shot.

Behind him, Fi switched to his Deece and trained the sniper attachment on the entrance, waiting to pick
off anything insane enough to walk out. Niner wasn't sureif F

would pause for thought if anyone did come out, even with raised hands.
“Dar, Atin, can you confirm your position?’

Niner waited.

“Somewhere pitch black and smelly, and dragging a semiconscious woman behind me,” Atin said.

“Sounds like happy hour at the Outlander,” Niner said, dthough he had no ideawhat a nightclub was
redly like, and probably never would. The comment sprang from his subconscious. “Is Uthan injured?’

“Dar got fed up with her struggling and sedated her.”

“How long before you can detonate?’

Muffled noisesfilled Niner’ s hemet. It sounded asif Atin was conferring with Darman without the
comlink. Maybe he' d removed his helmet to sip some water. A woman was making incoherent noises,

and Niner heard Darman’ svoice clearly: “ Shut up, will you?” He didn’t need amedic to check Dar’s
dresslevels.

Atin wasback on thelink. “ At thisrate, haf an hour.”

“H, how fast could you cover one klick right now?’



“Unladen and suitably motivated?‘ Bout three minutes.”

Now it was the timing that was giving them grief. They needed to keep whoever wasin the facility right
where they were until Darman wasin position to detonate the implosion device. Niner wondered how
longMajestic could wait, and how long it would be before they had more company. He decided to ask.

“Omega here, Maestic. What' s that Techno warship doing?’

“Ligting to port and smoking abit, Omega.”

“Y ou' ve been busy.”

“If we get busier, we ll let you know. We re dispatching the gunship now. It' [l be waiting when you
reach the extraction point.”

Niner crawled back to F’ s position and nudged him. “Y ou might as well make amove for the EP now
with Etain. | can hold this position.”

“No.”

“Can| giveyou an order?’

“I might cal you Sarge, but right now I’'mignoring you.”

Etain appeared on the other side of Fi, with Jinart. “What' s happening?’

“The gunship’sonitsway. | suggest you and Fi head out and mest it.”

“Where's Darman?’

“About fifty meters down thetunndl. It's heavy going.”

“It’ still the quickest path through thewarren,” Jinart said. “ Short of digging them out.”

“Digging through five meters of soil without power tools or explosvesisgoing to tekealongtime.”
Niner turned to Etain. “Isthere anything you can do, ma am?’

Etain pushed her tangled hair back from her face. “If Jinart can find the shalowest point of the tunnd, |
can try to part the sail. If you explain to me what needs to happen, | can picture it. The more accurately |

can pictureit, the better my chances of bringing the Force to bear. | have tosee what' s hgppening in my
mind”

“I canfind their pogition,” Jnart said.

“By dl meansbring your lightsaber, ma am,” F said. “But only useit if you misswith this” He handed
her hisblagter.

Etain shoved it in her belt. *Y ou persuaded me.”



Jnart wasfagt. Etain had trouble keeping up with her when she was running on dl fours, her snout to the
ground. The Gurlanin’ srhythmic sniffswere in counterpoint to Etain’ s gasping bresth.

They were moving in asquare search pattern across thefield to the east of the facility, trying to locate
the exact section of tunne that Darman and Fi had taken. Etain could sense Darman now. They were
close.

“Areyou following scent?’ Etain panted.

“No, I'mlistening for echoes.”

“With your nose?’

“Where | keep my earsismy own business.” Jnart sopped

dead and pressed her snout into the soil with afew short, strong snorts. “Here. Dig here.”

“I hope they know we reright above them.”

“Wearen't. They' re about ten meters back up the tunndl. If you excavated where they are you could
bury them completely.”

Etain wasn't sureif Jinart was making agenera point about rescue procedure, or commenting on her
competence. She didn’t care. Darman was down there and he needed her help. Atin was down there,
too, but the thought of Darman focused her because. . . because he was afriend.

She could dmost imagine him advising her that sentimentality was aluxury that acommander could never
afford.

“Herewe go,” she said, moreto hersdf than to Jinart.

Etain knelt to one side of the line of the tunnel and placed her hands flat on the ground. When she closed
her eyes, she visudized the warren, seeing its uneven walls with tree roots emerging from them like
knotted rope. She saw small stones and seams of amber clay.

Then her focus became more intense. She saw smaller roots, and then theindividua grains of minera
and veins of organic materia. Shefelt her bresthing dowing, changing, asif her lungsweren't moving
within her but rather the air outside her body was pressing and relaxing, pressing and relaxing, dowly and
rhythmicaly.

And shefindly saw the space around each microscopic grain. It wasn't empty. It wasinvisible, but it
was not avoid. Etain fdt it. She had control of it at afundamental, subatomic level. She could fedl the
pressure throughout her body.

Now all she had to do was shapeit.
At the sides of the tunndl, she pictured the space thinning and reducing, compacting thewalls,

strengthening them againgt collgpse. Overhead—and she now felt like she waslying flat on her back
looking up at the vault above her—she saw the space expand.



The grains moved farther apart. The spaceflowedinto

displace them. The space flowed upward to lift them. And then the space was suddenly al there was.
Etain was aware of something cold and dightly damp across the backs of her hands and opened her
eyes. Shewasknedling in fine, friable soil. It looked asif a patient gardener had Sieved it to prepare for
planting seeds.

She was|ooking down into an open trench. There was adomed line of soil dong both sides, as neat and
regular asif an excavator had donethe job.

“That,” said Jnart’ s voice beside her, “was quite extraordinary.” The Gurlanin’stone was dmost
reverent.” Quite extraordinary.”

Etain kndlt back on her hedls. Instead of the exhaustion she normally felt after using the Force to shift
objects, shefdt refreshed. Jnart dipped down into the trench and disappeared. A few momentslater, a
familiar blue-lit, T-shaped visor popped up from the darkness below, and it didn’t darm her at all.

“There saways acareer for you in the construction industry, Commander,” Darman said.

He scrambled out of the trench, and Etain threw her arms around him without thinking. Her blaster
clunked againgt hisarmor plates. It was odd to hug something that felt like adroid, but she was
overwhemed by rdief that he’ d madeit. Shelet go and stepped back, suddenly embarrassed.

“Yeah, I'vebeeninasewer,” hesaid, dl guilt. “Sorry.”

Atin’svoice carried from the trench. “ Dar, are you going to stand there al night posing for the
commander, or are you going to help melift this?’

“Asif | could forget,” Darman said.

After some grunting and cursing, the two commandos managed to lift athoroughly trussed body onto the
edge of the trench. Etain pulled off the hood and stared into the half-closed eyes of Dr. Uthan. Shewas
drifting in and out of consciousness.

“How much did you give her?” Etain asked.

“Enough to shut her up,” Darman said.

Etain hoped the woman didn’t vomit and choke to desth.

It was always arisk with heavy sedatives. They hadn’'t comethisfar to lose her. Atin leaned forward,
and Darman heaved Uthan onto his back.

“Ten-minute shifts” Atinsaid. “And I'll be counting.”
“I hope she’ sworth the effort,” Etain said.
“Sodol,” Jnart said. “Y ou must make your own way now. I’ve donedl | can. Remember us, Jedi.

Remember what we have donefor you, and that we expect your help in reclaiming our world. Honor that
promise”



Jnart looked the Padawan up and down as if measuring her, and then the Gurlanin lost her outline and
became black fluid again, vanishing into the undergrowth.

“Tothink | nearly shot her,” Darman said, shaking his head. They moved off toward the extraction point
across country remarkably empty of gdans.

Ghez Hokan lined up the young scientists on the other side of the door. He gestured to Hurati.
“Onmy mark,” hesad. “Kill thelights”
“Sir, if the speeders have been destroyed, what are we going to do?’

Hokan thought it an unusualy stupid question for such afine officer, but perhaps he was thinking about
just how far untrained civilians might get on foot before faling to the enemy.

“Run,” hesad. “Just run.”

Heturned to the four biologists, hoping terror would speed them up, asit often did. “What' s your
name?’ he asked the woman.

“Cheva,” shesaid.

“Wadl, Cheva, when the lights go out, hang on to me and run like crazy, understand?’

“yes”

“And if the captain or | shoutdrop, you drop down flat. Got that?’

“I can assureyou | have.”

“Hurati, you take the rear. Don’t lose any of them.”

Hokan was expecting more laser bombardment. It was

quiet outside, but hefelt that it would begin again as soon as they emerged. He couldn’'t defend afacility
with its doors jammed open. There was at least one squad of enemy commandos still out there. Hislast
chance was to make arun for it with the remnants of Uthan’ steam and hide them somewhere. Then he

would look for Uthan.

One way or another, he would salvage what he could of the nanovirus program. Beyond that, he hadn’t
made plans.

“Ready, Hurati?”’
“Ready, gr.”
Hokan did on his Mandal orian helmet, as much for comfort as protection.

[1] Ligrm”
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COMagjestic to Coruscant Command

Standing by to retrieve LAAT/i from Qiilura. Be aware we have detected two Trade Federation
warships approaching from the Tingel Arm to reinforce Qiilura. Vengeance is moving to protect our flank.

“We reamog at the one-klick line,” Darman’ s voice said. “ Ready when you are.”

Niner clapped hisgloveto theleft Sde of hishelmet. He feared it was becoming anervoustic. “ Good.
Seeyou at the EP.”

“Give me afew minutes”

F made a casud thumbs-up gesture and adjusted his shoulder plate. Five minutesfelt like forever right
then.

“Whoa, what' s happening here?” Niner said. “Dar, hold off. Wait one.”

Thelight from the front doors had died, and his night-vision visor kicked in.

He thought he saw Darman or Atin, another odd flashback now that the stims were wearing off, but then
he redlized the T-dit visor coming out the door was Hokan's. He opened fire. The hesitation had cost

him half a second, an eternity, and he didn’t see anyonefall.

F laid down aburst of plasmabolt rounds, and they waited. Nothing. Then there was another flurry of
movement and someoneyeled “ Drop!” but the three shapes didn’t, at least not until the plasmarounds
hit them.

It was slent again. Niner paused. Ashe and Fi began edg-

ing forward to check, someone got up from the blast-cratered ground and sprinted around the far side of
the building.

Niner and Fi sprayed more rounds and paused again. But there was no more movement.

“If there smoreingdethat lobby, Sarge, can | put abit of anti-armor in there? | don’t fancy running with
droids behind us”



Standard grenades wouldn't trigger the therma detonator. “Lob in six,” he said. “And then set the
E-Web to sdlf-destruct.”

Fi lined up the blagter, easing it alittle on itstripod. Niner heard ahigh-pitched noiselike arepul sorlift
drive starting up, but then it was drowned out by thewhump-whump-whump of the first three grenades
launching and exploding.

The doorway of the facility belched black, rolling flames and smoke.

“Now that’ sendex,” Niner said, and they ran. They ran over rutted fields and crashed through two
hedges and were into the trees before Niner managed to open his comlink and gasp out the
take-take-take command to Darman.

Thewhiteflash illuminated the track before them a second or two before the shock wave smacked
Niner hard in the back. It threw him forward. His mouth smashed againgt the interior of the visor and he
tasted blood. When he turned his head and tried to get up, Fi was aso flat on his chest, arms out in front,
head turned toward him.

“No, Sarge,” F said, gtill seeming totaly pleased with life.” That was endex.”

Ghez Hokan found himsdlf on the ground with his speeder bike upended, itsdrive still running. The blast
wasringing in hisears. He froze, head covered, waiting for incoming cannon fire. But only slence
followed.

He struggled to his feet and managed to heave the speeder upright again. A steering vane was dightly
bent, but it was serviceable. He dusted himself down and then swung back into the rider’ s sedt.

He could see his hands gripping the bars. Thetan glove on

hisleft hand looked black; it was still wet. Cheva had hung on to him. She'd run, ashe' d told her. Her
blood had sprayed over him when she was hit. It was the closest he had come to fedling pity in many
years.

Enough of this. Y ou ‘re going soft, man. Concentrate.

“Sir.” 1t was hard to identify the voice from a single shout. Hokan turned to check, but there was really
only one man who would have struggled to stay with him. “ Sirl”

Hurati rode up from behind and stopped his speeder leve with his. He had no second rider. Hokan
didn’'t need to ask.

“I’'msorry, Sr,” Hurati said. “ They froze when the shooting started. They didn’t even drop.”
“Civilianstend to do that,” Hokan said weerily.

“That blast was the facility. Judging by the color, that was a high-temperature implosion. Not laser
cannon.”

“Doesit matter?”’

“Nothing could have survived that, even in ablastproof container. If there were any samples of the



nanovirus, they’ re gone now.”

So there was now no nanovirus in Separatist hands, and no scientists with any degree of expertisein the
program, either. That made it imperativeto retrieve Uthan.

Given the blast area of an implosion device, they were using sengitive remote detonators. Hokan was
relieved that he had some EMP grenadesin his cargo pannier.

“Find them,” Hokan said.
He couldn’'t even trace their route from the drainage system now. Where would he start? The enemy
would need to leave Qiilura. They would have avessel somewhere. If intelligence from Geonosis was any

guide, they would have gun-shipsto extract them and evacuate wounded.

It was aquiet, backward, rura planet. Y ou could hear motors and drives for kilometers, especialy at
night.

Hokan powered down the speeder and waited, listening.

Etain could fed it long before she saw or heard it. She hadn’t been able to detect droids, or so she
thought, but she could fed somethingbig disturbing the Force, and it

was getting nearer. Shewasn't sureif it was mechanica or organic. And it didn’t communicate any sense
of threat beyond amild anxiety.

Then she heard the rushing air and steady drone of avessel’ s propulsion drive. She stopped and craned
her neck. Atin and Darman stopped, too.

“Oh, I lovethat sound,” Darman said.

“What isit?’

“The sound of us getting out of this cesspit in one piece. Alarty. A gunship.”

The sound was practically right overhead. As Etain scanned the night Sky she picked out a Silhouette
againd the stars. The vessd wasn't showing any navigation lights. It dipped dightly, itsdrive changing

pitch, and Darman reacted asif someone were talking to him. He gestured and nodded. Then he waved.
The gunship picked up speed and lifted higher before shooting away.

“They tracked us by our comlink transponder,” Darman said. “Good old Niner. Bless him for knocking
out Teklet.”

Atin jerked his shouldersto heave Uthan alittle higher on hisback. “Y our carriage, princess,” hesaid to
her, far more cheerful than Etain had imagined him capable of being. His presence felt dmost heded, but
not entirely. “Want to St up front?’

Uthan had recovered from the sedation enough to squirm. Etain redized that the scientist was the only
person she had ever seen who could convey such rage just by writhing. She didn’t envy the soldier who
hed to untie her.

“Your turn, Dar,” Atin said.



“Okay.” He seemed elated aswell asedgy. Etain could fed it. It was nearly over: they’ d pulled it off.

She wanted to ask him what he was going to do when he got back to base, but she could guess that it
involved alot of deep, ahot shower, and food. His dreams were modest. She thought that was afine
exampleto set, even for a Padawan.

She just hoped that she could become a competent officer. She wanted Darman’ s respect.
“Comeon, Dar,” Atin said irritably. “ Uthan’ s starting to weigh aton. Your turn.”

“Try this”” Etain said, andlifted with the Force. Atin haf turned to check what was relieving the weight
on his back. Darman had amost caught up with him.

Crack.Atin pitched forward.

Etain thought he had merely tripped, but Darman was now down on the ground, and she followed suit.
He was sorawled across Atin with hisrifle raised. Atin wasn't screaming, but he was making arhythmic
ah-ah-ah noise asif he wastrying to gulp ar. Uthan waslying in ahegp on the grass.

“Man down,” Darman said, unnaturaly calm. Etain heard him clearly: he till had the voice unit open.
“Sarge, Atin'shit.”

Whatever Niner’ s response was, Etain didn't hear it. Darman fired rapidly and she saw the brilliant
roundsfly over her head.

Why hadn’t she felt anyone behind her? Because she' d been distracted. This was her fault. If Atindied,
she would have him on her conscience for therest of her life.

Thefiring stopped. It was over indgde thirty seconds. The world had somehow gone back to the way it
was before, except for Atin.

Darman could obvioudy see something through hisrifle sght that Etain could not. She watched him get
up, run forward, and aim at an object on the ground. He switched on his helmet lamp.

“One of Hokan'sofficers” Darman said. “ A captain.”
“Ishedead?’
A sngleshot. “Heisnow,” Darman said.

Thistime Etain wasn't quite as appdled as she had been when Darman had dispatched the wounded
Umbaran. She was wrapped up in concern for Atin. Her perspective had shifted radicaly.

Atin was now worryingly quiet. When Darman turned him carefully onto his side, there was a shattered
hole in hisarmor plate about twenty centimeters below hisright armpit that was leaking blood. Darman
took asmadl, gray oblong

container with rounded edges from his belt and emptied the contents on the ground. He shoved what
looked like afield dressing in the gaping hole and taped it to the armor.

“Get on,” Atin said. Hisvoice was shaking. “Go on. Leave me.”



“Don't go dl heroiconmeor I'll smack you one.”
“I mean it. Get Uthan out of here.”

“Atin, shut up, will you?1’m not leaving anyone anywhere.” Darman wasworking with al the precison
of someonewho' d been drilled repeatedly in combet first aid. He nodded at Etain. She grasped Atin's
hand and squeezed it hard. “ That’ swhat aV erpine projectile can do to Katarn armor . . . easy, brother.
I’ve got you.” He removed one of Atin’sthigh plates, peeled back the section of bodysuit, and exposed
the skin. He held two short single-use syringesin hishand. “It’ sgoing to hurt abit, okay? Steady.”

Darman stabbed both needlesinto Atin’sthigh in quick succession. Then he scrawled something on
Atin’shemet with amarker and replaced the thigh plate.

Etain stared at the letters p and z now written on the forehead of the helmet.

“Pfor painkiller,” Darman said. Helaid Atin flat on hisback. “ And Z for blood-loss control agent,
because B looks too much like Pwhen you'rein ahurry. It sfor the medics, just in case they don't scan
him, so they know what I" ve dosed him with. Now, thisisgoing to look redly odd, but trust me. . .”

Atin wasflat on his back, breathing heavily. Darman did on top of him, back-to-chest, then dipped his
armsthrough Atin’ swebbing and rolled both of them over so hewaslying underneath. Raising himsdif on
hisarms, he drew hislegsto akneding position and then stood up with Atin secure across his back. He
tottered dightly. But hedidn’t fall.

“Easest way tolift and carry aheavy man,” Darman said, hisvoice sounding alittle strained.

“I could have done that for you,” Etain said.

“Y eah, but he’'smy brother. Besides, you' re going to carry Doctor Uthan.”

Etain felt momentary guilt for not checking on her. But the scientist was till lying there trussed, quite
slent, and no doubt bewildered. Etain leaned over her.

“Comeon, Doctor,” she said. She went to lift her, but her hands touched something cold and wet. There
wasajagged diver of paegray plastoid dloy protruding from just under her ribs. It was shrapnel from
Atin’sarmor. The doctor was bleeding heavily.

“Oh no. Not this. Look. Darman,look.”

“Ferfek After dl thisrotten—"

“No, she'sdive”

“Just get her to the extraction point. They better have a medic on board.”

The disappointment was sudden and crushing. Etain fdt it. It dmost made her stop in her tracks, too
overwhemed by the unfairness of it al to move, but it didn’t ssop Darman, and so she was determined to
go on. His absolute discipline wastangible. In afew days she had learned more from him than she had

ever been ableto learn from Fulier. Being seconds from death so many times drove the lessons home that
much harder.



Etain dso knew it had forged abond that would cause her enormous pain in yearsto come. It was
worsethanfdlinginlove. It wasatotdly different level of attachment: it was shared trauma. Magter
Fulier said you could fdl out of love, but Etain knew you could never fal out ofthis, because history
could never change.

She lifted Uthan across her back by her own arm and jerked her forward until she was comfortably
across her shoulders.

“Let’'smoveit, Darman,” she said, and hardly recognized her own voice. For amoment, shedidn’t
sound like a Jedi at dl.

Hokan was still on theloose. Niner knew it. He' d seen him—or at least someone in his armor—come
out of thefacility. The officer whom Darman had shot had just been ayoung captain. And Hokan was
probably doing what the dead captain seemed to have done, and tracked them by the
gunship. Their salvation might also prove to be their undoing.

“About one moreklick,” Fi said. “Any word on Atin?’

“Haven’t you got your long-range switched through?’

“No. It' sone more distraction | can't face right now.”

Niner was beginning to understand how Fi coped: the man just switched off, sometimesliteraly. He
wondered who or what had taught him to do that, because it wasn't Skirata. Ka Skiratafelt, dl too
visbly sometimes.

“1 hope we get an urban deployment after this” Niner said. Stay positive. Look ahead. “A nice, noisy,
confusing city with placesto hide and lots of running water. Surveillance. Data extraction. Easy Street.”

“Nah, jungle”

“You'resck.”

“Jungle slikeacity. Lotsgoing on.”

“Y ou'reworried about Atin.”

“Shut up, Sarge. I'm just worried about me, okay?’

“Of courseyou are.”

“Why didn’t we just pound this whole region from space?’

“Nointd. Virus could have been at several locations. We might not have hit them al and we d never
have known until it wastoo late.”

“Just when we were making agood team.”

“He sdill dive, F.” Niner began walking backward, playing thetail role. “He sl dive. Jedi can hedl.



Darman’sdonedl theright first ad—"

Niner never did like being tail on patrol, especidly at night. He liked it even lesswhen the point man
shouted, “Down!”

He dropped flat in the grass and looked where Fi was aiming his Deece.

“Speeder,” Fi said. “ Guess who. Crossing right-to-left ahead. It' s got to be Hokan.”
“Canyou teke him?’

“Clear shot when he passesthe trees.”

“Don’'t hang about, then.”

Niner counted the seconds, following the speeder bike with hisrifle scope. The speeder’ s movement
behind the avenue of kuvara created a strobe effect. A flare of energy lit up hisnight vison and the rider

was thrown off the vehiclein acloud of vapor.

“That’ stheway to do it,” Niner said.

They waited the mandatory few seconds to check that Hokan was truly down. There was no movement
at dl. Niner could seethe glint of gdans eyesin the grass, asign that a |east someone thought the fighting

was over and that it was safe to come out again.

Niner was on hisfeet and Fi was up on one knee when Hokan rose from the grass like a specter. He
staggered afew steps and raised his weapon.

Niner didn’'t hear him fire. But he heard a projectile whistle pass him and hit something with aloudcrack.

Verpine shatter gunswere silent, and they were accurate. If Hokan hadn’t been winded by Fi’sround,
then Niner would have had the same hole blown in him as Atin.” Sarge, when | kill him, can | have his

armor?’ Fi asked.

“Y ou get to take it off him personally.”
“| needed that motivation. Thanks.”
“Still ssehim?’

“No. ..

A blaster round hit the grassameter in front of Fi and sent sparks swirling. Their enemy wasn't a
mindlesstinnie or astupid Weequay. He was aManda orian, a natural-born fighter, dangerous even

when wounded.
Hewas very much like them.
“Y ou think that gunship’sgoing to wait?’ F asked.

“Not once they have Uthan.”



“Ferfek.” F snapped on the grenade attachment and aimed. “ Maybe we shouldn’t have ditched the
E-Web.” Thenight lit up with the explosion. Fi raised his head alittle and blasterfire flowed back, a

meter farther off target than before. “Y ou go right of him while | kegp him busy.”

Niner edged forward on his elbows and knees, Deece crooked in hisarms. He'd moved about ten
meterswhen the

air above him made a frying noise and a blaster bolt took the seed heads off the grass above him.
If it hadn’t been for that Verpine, things would have been alot smpler.

Mg esticwouldn’t wait much longer. The stims had worn off fully now, and Niner was feding the impact
of daysof hard tabbing, little deep, and too much noise. He made himself a promise there and then. If he
and F weren't getting off Qiilura, then neither was Ghez Hokan.

But Manda orian or not, Hokan was just one man, and he was facing two men who were &t least his
match. Niner didn’'t underestimate him, but the end result was dmost certain: sooner or later he would
deplete the power cdls. Stll, timewas't on their Sderight then.

“Not good at dl,” Niner said. “Darman, Niner here. What' s your position?’
He sounded out of breath. “ Slow going, Sarge. About ten minutes from the EP.”
“Ask them if they'll keep the meter running, will you? Just saying good-bye to Ghez Hokan.”

“I'll drop Atin off and—"
“Negative, Dar. We can handle this once we crack hisarmor. Stand by.”

Fi was edging forward looking for aclear shot. Niner, running out of patience, looked about for some
cover he could use to get aposition to the side of Hokan. The flash of aweapon discharge caught hiseye
but he didn’t hear anything except Fi beginning to say something over the comlink and then avery brief
searing peak of high-pitched noise.

Then everything went silent and black.
For amoment Niner thought he' d been hit. He couldn’t hear Fi and he couldn’t see the datafrom his

HUD. Therewas no green image of the field and the trees behind it in his night-vison visor. But he could
fed hiselbows squarely braced in the soil and he could fed his Deece il in hishands. No pain—but if

you were hurt badly enough you sometimesdidn’t fed athing.
It took him severd dow secondsto redize hishemet’s
sysemsweretotally dead. Hisface fet hot. Hewasn't getting air.

He pulled off the helmet and squinted through the scope of his DC-17. The night-vision scope picked up
hisimage; Fi had taken his helmet off, too, and had his hand insdeit, pressing controlsfranticaly.

EMP grenade, Niner thought.Hokan’ s droided us.

Y ou used dectromagnetic pulse charges againgt droids. But they were equally effective againgt delicate



€lectronics attached to wets. The enhanced Katarn helmets, three times the price of an ordinary trooper’s
version, were packed with sophisticated prototype systems,vulnerable sysems.

Niner crawled dowly and carefully toward Fi. A couple of blagter bolts went wide. He lay flat,
head-to-head with him.

“He sfried our helmets” F whispered. “ Don't they test these things properly?”
“| bet some civvy thought nobody would use EMPs againgt wets.”
“Yeah, | might look him up when we get back.”

“They should reset.”

“How long?"

“No idea. Deece till works, though.”

“Aslong as he puts his head up.”

“1 could do with one of Dar’ s flash-bangs.”

“Doesn't fit the Deece anyway.”

“Canyouseehimat al?’

“No. . . no, wait. Thereheis.”

Niner had to track back and forth a couple of times before he spotted Hokan through the scope. “ Got
any of thelEDsin easy reach?”’

“Sx.”

“How far can you throw?’

“Far enough.”

“Wide asyou can. Scatter them across him.”

Niner laid down suppressing firewhile Fi bounced up and down, lobbing the little makeshift bombs and
dropping flat again. Niner took the detonator control.

“When | hit this, you go wide that way and try to get Sde-on to him.”

Fi rolled dightly to one side, bracing on hisright arm for aquick start. Niner hit the det. Fi bobbed up.
Nothing happened. A blaster round seared the grass between them, and Fi threw himsdlf down again.
“Weredly must talk to procurement about hardening our eectronics,” Fi said mildly.

“I fear we might be back to old-fashioned soldiering.”



“I’'m fresh out of bayonets”
“Sergeant Ka would have anidea.”
“Y ou got his number on you?’

“I’'m going to scream.”

“What?’

“Don’t laugh. Thisman’sanut. If he thinks 1’ m down and badly injured, hewon’'t be ableto resst
coming over and ditting my throat.”

“And then | give him asurprise party?’
“ Anything that resolvesthis fast.”
“Okay, kid. Off you go.”

Niner suddenly redlized he didn’t actualy know how to scream. But he' d heard enough terribly
wounded men to make afair stab at it.

He threw back his head and let go.

20

| don’t know who the good guys are anymore. But | do know what the enemy is. It’sthe
compromise of principles. You lose the war when you lose your principles. And thefirst principleis
to look out for your comrades.

—Ka Skirata

The gunship was the most beautiful craft Darman had ever seen.

It cameinto view as he staggered through the line of bushes and into the newly plowed field. Its cockpit
bubbles gleamed like aholo of Cloud City, and its cannon turrets had the symmetry of the finest Naboo
architecture. He even loved itsrust and the dentsin itswings.



“Look at that, Atin,” hesaid. “Sheer art. . . Atin?
“Nearly there”
“...uh”

White trooper armor came running toward him with a Gran in amedic’ suniform just behind them. Atin’'s
weight lifted from his back, and he struggled to pull hisarmsfree of the webbing. He followed the
stretcher, trying to talk to the medic.

“Verpine projectile, right Sde of hischest,” he sad. “Painkiller, five ccs of—"
“I can see,” the Gran said. “Neat job, Private. Now get in that ship.”

When he looked around, troopers had taken Uthan from Etain and she was walking toward the gunship,
stopping to look over her shoulder every few steps. General Arligan Zey stepped down from the troop
cabin and bowed his head very dightly in her direction. She dowed down and stopped to return it.

It struck Darman as aremarkably forma greeting under the circumstances. Behind this tableau of Jedi
etiquette was a scene from anightmare, with medics working on both Atin and Uthan, removing armor,
cutting garments, hooking up transfusion lines, caling for more dressings. It was like watching two pardld
worlds, each wholly obliviousto the other.

Zey didn't look at Darman at dl, but the ARC trooper who jumped down beside the generd took off his
helmet and smply stared a him in silence. Something black moved in the shadows of the ship and then
emerged dowly to sniff the air with along glossy snout.

It was Vaagil. He had come home. Darman could hardly say that he recognized the Gurlanin, because
this one looked indistinguishable from Jinart. But he could guess.

“Private Atinisill collecting scars, | see” Vdagil said. “ And my consort isimpatient and waiting for
me. | haveto go.”

“Jnart?’ Darman shrugged, embarrassed. “ She' s been an extraordinary help to us, sir. A fifth—asixth
member of the squad, in fact.”

“I'm sure she will tell me dl the details of what has made her so very excited for the past few days.”

And then he was gone, loping acrossthe field and into the bushes. Darman hoped the Republic wouldn't
disgppoint the Gurlanins. They’ d served aswdl asany soldier.

“Y ou’ ve done remarkably well, Padawan,” Zey said. “Especidly without the guidance of aMaster.
Quite exceptional, in fact. | think that this may hasten your progresstoward your tridlsasfar asthe
Council is concerned. With the supervision of aMaster, of course.”

Darman expected delight or embarrassment or something equally positive to soften Etain’ s expression.
Heknew she

believed she was unfit to be a Jedi Knight, or even a Padawan at times. He knew it was the one thing



shelivedfor.

But the elevation didn’t gppear to move her at al. She didn’t even appear to hear what Zey had said.
“Magter, where are Niner and Fi?" Etain asked.

Zey looked bemused. “Who?’

“Sorry, Master. The two other men from Omega Squad.”

Darman felt the scrutiny of the ARC even more keenly now. He' d only seen ARCs acouple of times
before, and they came as close to scaring him as anyone supposedly on his side ever could. Zey shook

hishead. “Y ou'rethefirst to makeit here.”

“They'll be here, sir,” Darman said. He flicked open his helmet-to-helmet comlink. If the ARC was
listening in, it wastoo bad. “ Sarge? Fi? Timeto get amove on.”

Therewasno sound at dl in hisear, not even Satic. He switched to the alternative frequency, and il
there was nothing. “Niner, F, are you receiving?’ He checked the diagnostics mode of hisHUD: his
helmet was fully functional. He could see the crevasse on Geonosis again, standing behind the cooling,
ticking E-Web, trying to raise Taler, Vin, and Jay. He couldn’t see the biometric data from their suitson
hisHUD.

No, not again. Not again, please. . .

“Mad am, I’m not getting any response.”

“What does that mean?’

He could hardly bear to say it. “ Their helmets are offline. | don't think they madeit.”

“They’'re dead?’ Zey asked.

“They'renot dead,” Etansadfirmly.

“Maam, | can'trasethemat dl.”

“No, | don't care, they’re dive. | know they are.”

“You haveto go,” Zey said. “If you don't go now, you could be flying straight into a battle with Trade
Federation vessels. We ve attracted alot of attention.” The general turned back to the two medics
working on Uthan. “Is she going to survive?’

“She'sin avery bad way, sir. We need to move her.”

“Keep her dive any way you can. Prepareto lift off. Etain—"

“Madter, there are two men ill out there.”

“They'redead.”



“No, | canfed them. | know them, sir, | know wherethey are. They’re not even hurt. Wemust wait for
them.”

“We must aso save Uthan and get you two out of here.”
“They’ ve destroyed the virus. Isn’t that what matters? Y ou can’t abandon them now.”

Darman could see she was at that point where she would ether collapse or do something extreme. Her
face was drawn tight, and her pupils were dilated. It was an expression that scared him. HE d seenit a
few timesin thelast few days.

The gunship’ s drives were throbbing now. Etain till had one boot on the platform and the other firmly on
Qiiluran sail.

Etain swallowed hard.Oh, Darman thought.Just bite your tongue, ma ‘am. Don’t react. But hefdt
what she wasfedling. All that sweat and terror and pain for nothing. All that, when they could have
bombed the facility and gone home. All that—and Atin fighting for hislife, and Niner and Fi ether dead
or marooned here.

“I willnot leave without them,” Etain said. “I regret disobeying you, Magter, but | must.”

Zey registered visble annoyance. “You will do as| order,” he said quietly. *Y ou’ re compromising the
misson.”

“We need these men. They arenot expendable.”
“We areall expendable.”

“Then, gr, I’'m expendable, too.” Shelowered her head dightly, looking up at Zey, more chalenging
than coy. “ An officer’ sduty isthe welfare of her men.”

“| seethat Master Fulier taught you little about obedience but agreat deal about sentimentality—"

Darman dared to interrupt. He couldn’t stand seeing Jedi Masters arguing. It was painfully embarrassing.
“Look, I'll stay, maam,” hesaid. “Go with Atin. See he' sokay.”

Despite Skiratd s frequent assurancesthat their lives had meaning, Darman had accepted the hierarchy
of expendabil-

ity: it was not only natura in the Grand Army, but aso necessary and inevitable. Hislifewasamore

va uable defense asset than aclone trooper’ s; the ARC' slife was more va uable than his. But the mirror
that Etain’sloydty and care held up in front of him had made him see himsdf asaman. Yes, Niner and Fi
deserved better. They dl did.

Zey ignored Darman. “Y ou must go. More Separatist vessels are heading thisway, and | know how this
painsyou, but—"

Etain bounced off her back hed into the troop cabin in one move. For amoment Darman thought she
had changed her mind, but that wasn't Etain at al. Shetook out her lightsaber and held the glowing shaft
a handspan away from the power conduit running aong the spine of the airframe. She could ground them
with one move. Zey’sjaw was set. Nobody € se moved except for the Gran medic working on Atin,



who seemed obliviousto the drama, aquality Darman suspected was honed by working under fire.
“Mader,” Etain said, “eitherall of Omega Squad leaves Qiilura ornobody does.”

“Thisisafoolish act, Etain.” Histone was very cam. “Y ou must see the necessity of this”

“No, Magter. | don't.”

He' s going to do some of that Jedi stuff on her,Darman thought.No, no, please. . . He couldn’t seethe
ARC'sexpresson but he could guess it was one of astonishment.

“Etain, thisis precisdy why you must ress attachment.”

Oh, he doesn’t know her at dl, Darman thought.If only he' d—

Her lightsaber was il ready to dice through the conduit. “ As Jedi we say wereveredl life. Arewe
prepared tolive that belief? Are these soldiers' livesworth any less than ours because we had them
created? Because we canbuy more of them if these are destroyed?”’

“They aresoldiers, Etain. Soldiersdie”

“No, Magter, they’ re men. And they’ ve fought well, and they’ remy respongbility, and | would rather die
than live with the knowledge that | abandoned them.”

It was S0 slent that time seemed to have frozen. Zey and Etain were locked in awordless argument.
Then Zey shut hiseyes.

“| fed your certainty hasitsrootsin the Force” he said. Therewasasighin hisvoice. “What' s your
name—Darman?So you have names, do you? Darman, go where she directs you. She vauesyour lives
more than she va ues becoming a Jedi Knight.”

Etain made asif to follow him. “Y ou stay, ma am. Please”

“No,” shesad. “I won't leave you,any of you.” She was holding her lightsaber asif shewere part of it
now, not like something she feared would bite her. “| realize thisis gross disobedience, Master Zey, but |
redly don’t think I’ m ready to become a Jedi Knight yet.”

“You'recompletey right,” Zey said camly. “And we do need these men.”

Darman followed her, looking back for a second at the generadl.

Helooked asif he was samiling. Darman could have sworn he seemed dmost proud.

Ghez Hokan had expended almost every round he had. He was down to his vibroblade, the lightsaber,
and the last two projectilesin his Verpine now. He pressed his glove hard into his thigh and checked

againto seeif the wound was weeping fluid.

He couldn’t fed any pain. His glove came away wet: the blaster burn had gone deep through skin,
nerves, and fat, cauterizing blood vessels but exposing raw tissue that wept plasma

He wondered what kind of injury was making the commando scream like that, ahigh-pitched,



incoherent, sobbing scream that trailed off and then Started up again.

Hokan couldn’t see the man’s comrade. He knew he had one because he had been hit from two
separate positions. Maybe the other was dead. He listened allittle longer. HE' d heard many men die.
Whatever their species, whatever their age, they dmost always screamed for their mothers.

Clone soldiers didn’t have mothers asfar as he knew. So this one was screaming for his sergeant. The
sergeant was called Ka or something likeit. It was hard to tell.

For some reason that made it unbearable. For once, Hokan could not despise weakness. Whatever he
thought of the Republic and the |oathsome, sanctimonious Jedi, thiswas a Manda orian warrior out there,
used and discarded.

He would finish him. It was the decent thing to do. A wounded man could aso return fire, so he wasn't
going oft, not at al. He was smply ending the bettle.

Hokan knelt and looked around. It was clear. Even so, he struggled to crawl with his head down toward
the direction of the screams.

They were quieter now, a series of gulping sobs.

“Sarge. . . don’t leave me. . . Sargeant Kal! Sarge! Uhhhit hurtsit hurtsit hurts. . .”

How dare the Republic use Jango Fett to create this abomination. How had Fett let this happen? Hokan
edged closer. He could see abody in the grass now. He could see light-colored, dirt-caked metalic

armor very Smilar in design to hisown, but bulkier and more complex.

And now he was close enough to see the face with the mouth wide open. The man had hisarmsfolded
tight across his chest. He was sobbing.

It was Jango Fett, many years before.

Hokan drew himself up on his knees and knelt a couple of meters from the wounded commando,
absolutely astonished.

“I’'m sorry, my brother,” he said. The lightsaber would have been fast, but it was a disgrace to use a Jedi
weapon to kill aMandaorian man. It was too much like reenacting Jango’ sfate at Geonosis. Hokan
drew hisvibroblade instead. “It’ s not your fault. They made you like this.”

The commando opened his eyes and focused at apoint just past him, as Hokan had seen many dying
men do. They dl seemed to see ghosts at the find moment.

It was only then that Hokan heard the sound of alightsaber. And it wastoo late.
“You cut that fine,” Niner said.

It wasthe only time Darman had ever seen him look shocked. He wiped his face with the pam of his
gove

“And where were you, Fi? Thanks a bunch. | could have been filleted. Y ou were supposeto dot him.”



Fi searched through the decapitated Hokan' sjacket. “Ah, | could see Dar and Commander Etain
behind him. | knew you were probably okay.” He paused, and the rifling grew more vigorous. “Here you
go, ma am. | think you ought to have this.” Fi handed a short cylinder back to Etain. It was Master Kast
Fulier’ slightsaber. It was amatter of honor to returnit. “They do work well against Manda orian armor,
don't they?’

Etain didn’t seem remotely triumphant. She took the hilt and turned it over in her hand before placing itin
her pocket. Darman wondered how long it would be before she sheathed her own lightsaber. She was
dill clutching it in one hand, its blue blade humming and shimmering as she trembled. Shewasn't focusing.
Darman willed F not to make the obvious comment that killing someone with alightsaber was nice and
clean, no guts, no mess. For once he kept his gallows humor to himsdlf, and smply walked afew paces
away to recover the genuine Manda orian helmet he had decided to appropriate.

“Y ou want to put that away now, ma am?’ Darman said gently. “We re done here.”

Niner got to hisfeet and saluted her in best forma parade fashion. “Thank you, Commander. Y ou don't
mind me calling you that now, do you?’

She seemed to come back to the here and now. The shaft of blue light vanished.
“It'san honor,” she said.

Darman caled back on the comlink: Genera Zey had kept hisword. The gunship was gtill waiting. They
et off in column, picking up speed until they brokeinto atrot.

The gunship was surrounded by a skirt of billowing dust. Its drive had been idling so long that the heat of
the down-draft had dried the top layer of soil.

Etain didn’t careif the ship had taken off. She hadn’t abandoned her squad. Nothing else mattered after
that. And athough she knew it had been a deliberate decoy, the sound of Niner screaming would haunt
her forever. He must have heard thet for redl at least oncein hislife to have mimicked it so horribly well.
Shefdt sick, and it was not because she had killed Ghez Hokan, and that filled her with shame.

She understood fully now why attachment was forbidden to Jedi.

The ARC trooper was pacing asow, regular square, hands clasped behind his back, head down, and
Etain would no longer make the assumption that he waslost in thought. He was probably listening to
comm traffic in the private world of hishemet.

Genera Zey was Stting patiently on the ship’s platform. “ Are you ready now?’

She held out Master Fulier’ s lightsaber to him. “Omega Squad recovered it. | felt | should returniit to
you.”

“I know what you' re going through, Padawan.”
“But that’ sno comfort, Master.”
“A concern for those under your command is essential. But it carriesitsown pain if you identify too

much with your troops.” Yes, it did sound asif Zey had known that dilemma. “ There are dways
casudtiesinwar.”



“1 know. But | also know them now asindividuds, and | can’'t change that. No clone trooper, no
commando, not even an ARC trooper will ever be an anonymous unit to me now. I'll dwayswonder
who' s behind that visor. How can | be atrue Jedi andnot respect them as beings, with dl that entails?’

Zey was studying hishands alittle too carefully. “ Every good commander in history has had to face that.
And sowill you.”

“If I’'m acommander, then may | accompany them on their next misson?’
“I suspect that would not be for the best.”
“And what dol do now? How can | go back to everyday duties after this?’

“Thereare no everyday duties now we're at war. | will not be leaving. | have come to do what work |
can here”

“Work?’

“What will happen to our dlies—the Gurlanins—if we abandon them now, with enemy forcesin the
area? |’ m here to operate with them, and try and make Qiilura as inhospitable to Separatists aswe can.”

“I"'m glad we re honoring our commitment, Master.”

“Y ou know this land better than anyone now. Y ou would be avaluable asset here.”

“And when will more troopsjoin you?’

“I'm afraid we'll have to continue the covert work for the time being. We would need todisappear.”

We.Etain could think of nothing worse than staying on Qiilura, with itsterrible memories and uncertain
future. The nearest she had to friends was a squad of commandos who would be deployed on another
mission within days. She would be working with aMaster she didn’t know. Shewas alone again and
scared.

“Etain, you haveduties,” Zey said quietly. “Wedl have. Wetak about duty when it’ seasy, but living it
ishard.” And he didn’'t need to add what she knew he was thinking—that she needed to be separated
from the object of her recent and desperate wartime attachment. She needed to let her squad go.

It was no different from what was asked of soldiers every day.

“I—I would like to play auseful rolein the future of Qiilura, Master.” She hoped Darman wouldn't think
shewas turning her back on him and that he was after al just aglorified droid to her, an asset to be used
in battle and expended if necessary. “But | would still find it acomfort one day to know how Omega
Squadisfaring.”

“I understand,” Zey said. “The choiceisyours, though. Y ou can go with Omega Squad. Or you can
stay. Y ou might even request that one of the squad remain here.”

One of the squad.Maybe he thought she wasjust agirl who' d become too attached to a young man
when ndther of



them would ever be able to take the relationship farther. He was testing her, challenging her to make the
choice aproper Jedi Knight should make. Y es, she had become close to Darman: he’ d been the making
of her. But she cared at an inexplicably fundamenta level about al of them.

“I don't think caring about your troopsisaweakness,” she said. “ The day we stop caring is the day we
turn our back on the Force.”

She dug her nailsinto her pams. Zey wasright, though. And it was going to hurt. She sat on the platform
beside Zey in slence, eyes closed, composing hersdlf.

The ARC trooper suddenly jerked hishead up. “ Generd, sir, we absolutelymust go now.”

“Genera Zey,” Niner said, and touched his glove to histemple. “ Sorry we kept you. Are we ready to
lift?’

“We don't havetime for amission debriefing, but perhaps you' d like amoment with your commander,”
Zey said, and beckoned the ARC trooper to follow him. It was a gracious gesture. Etain watched him
walk to the rear of the ship to offer her some privacy, apparently supervising the offloading of equipment.
She wondered if they had managed to land Zey’ s sarfighter somewhere.

She' d worry about that later. She beckoned the commandosto her.
“What' s going to happen to you now?’ she said.
“Next misson. Have they assigned usto you?’

She wondered whether alie might bein order. Shelooked at Darman. “Not exactly,” shesaid. “I'm
gaying herewith Generd Zey.”

Darman and Niner both averted their eyes, looking a the ground, nodding asif in agreement. Fi raised
his eyebrows. “I’m redly going to miss you, Commander. Just when we were shaping up. Typicd of the
army, eh?’ Heragpped hisknuckles on Niner’ sback plate, pushing him afraction toward the gunship.
“Make amove, then, Sarge.”

“Hope to serve with you again, Commander,” Niner said, and saluted her. “And don't ever think you
didn’'t earn that rank, will you?’

Etain wished they hadn’t |eft her done with Darman. She wanted a quick exit with no timeto think and
make a stupid, emotional comment.

“1 choseto stay,” she said. “| redly would have liked to have stayed part of the team, but I’'m not the
officer you need.”

Darman said nothing. Of course: how could he ever have learned how to take hisleave of afriend? All
hisbrief life had been spent among his own kind, immersed in warfarered or virtua. Thiswaswhere he
became aten-year-old child again. His embarrassment and confusion were papable.

“Y ou could remain here with me and Generd Zey,” shesaid.And I’ d know you wer e safe. “Y ou have
that choice”



Heredly wasachild now. His eyeswere fixed on the ground. He wasflicking one of the switcheson his
rifle, back and forth, over and over.

“Jugt me, ma am?’
Shefelt shewastesting him now. “Yes”
The gunship’ sdrive rosein frequency, ahigh whine: the pilot was more than impatient to leave.

“I"'m sorry, Commander,” Darman said at last. For amoment, heredly did seem to be consdering it
serioudy. “I haveajobto do.”

“I can't pretend | won't missyou,” she said.

Darman’ sgaze didn't flicker. “I’ ve got about ten years|eft. But I [l be with my brothers, doing what | do
best. It'sal I’ ve ever known—Ilike going home, really.” He bent his head and snapped on his helmet,
becoming one of the facless again. “Y ou take care, Commander.”

“Andyou,” she said, and watched him run to the platform and grasp Fi’ s outstretched arm to be hauled
inboard.

Thedriveroared into higher gear, and the gunship shook dightly.

Etain turned and walked away in a crouch to steady herself againgt the downdraft. She speeded up into
ahunched run until shefound atree and sat down in the lee of it with her back to its trunk.

And shelet the tears run down her face.

All that shewas, and dl that she would be in the future, was because a clone soldier had put such
undeserved faith in her that she had become that Jedi he imagined she was. She could now harnessthe
Forcein away she had never been ableto at Fulier’ sside.

She thought of that ook of complete faith. She thought of his stoic acceptance of his duty and of the fact
that hislifewould be brief and bright, whatever happened. He had never known amoment of sdf-pity.
She had learned the most important lesson of dl from him.

She wiped her eyeswith the hedl of her hand and hoped Zey wasn't watching.

Etain didn’t know if shewould ever see Darman or Omega Squad again. She did know, though, that in
daysto come, every clone trooper or commando or ARC that she might have to order into battle would
be neither anonymous, nor meaningless, nor expendable. Under that grim helmet was aman, someone
just like her, a human being, but one without the freedom or the life span afforded to her.

Etain Tur-Mukan stood up and walked back into the clearing at the edge of the field to watch the
gunship lift into the early-morning sky.
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