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PROLOGUE

Standing there, on the bridge of his Nebulon-B frigate, the pirate Urias Xhaxin clagped his cybernetic left
hand to the smdl of hisback with hisright hand. He stared straight ahead at the tunnel of light into which
his ship, theFree Lance, flew. Given the nature of the frigate’ s design, with the bridge far forward, hefdt
asif hewereflying there done, making hisway deep into the territory of the Outer Rim whereno onein
hisright mind would be found.

He glanced back over his shoulder at the Twi’ lek working the navigation station. “Timeto reversion,
Khwir?’

TheTwi’'lek’ slong lekku twitched. “Five minutes.”

Xhaxin turned on the comlink clipped to hisjacket’ s collar. “ All hands, al hands, thisis Xhaxin. Red and



Blue Squadrons, prepare for launch. Y ou will be moving to the outbound vectors and disabling the
smdler yachts. Gunners, we will aim for the escorts. Everyone look sharp and this may bethe last run we
ever need make. In and out, clean and easy. You'll dl dowell, I know. Xhaxin out.”

A dark-haired woman stepped up beside Xhaxin. “Y ou redly think this haul will earn us enough to
retire?’

“It depends upon the quality of retirement you desire, Dr. Karl.” The white-haired, white-bearded man
turned and smiled at her. “Y our skillswill earn you agood living amost anywhere in the New Republic,
and your share of thisraid should be enough to buy you anew identity or two.”

Anet Karl frowned. “ Ever since the peace between the Imperia Remnant and the New Republic six
years ago, we' ve been forced to go after smaller and smaller targets. The New Republic never condoned
what we did, but they turned ablind eyeto it while the Imperidswere ill athreat. Pickings were good
as unrecongtructed Imperiasfled out here to the Remnant, but that trade has been trickling off. Isthis
rad going to be different?’

Xhaxin pursed hislipsfor amoment, then lowered hisvoice. “It' safar question you ask. The answer is
yes, | canfed itin my bones. Thisraid will belike nothing we ve seenin the last five years.”

Anet smiled mischievoudy, her brown eyes sparkling. “ Y ou’ re not going Jedi on me, are you? The
Forcetellsyou about thisraid?’

“No, I’'m far more practical than the Jedi, and more dangerous, too.” He spread hisarms. “We' ve
nearly nine hundred crew on this ship—nine times the number of Jedi in the whole of the galaxy. And
while they have the Forceto aid them, | have two powerful dlieswith me: greed and arrogance.”

“Oh, your plan was good.”

“Caorrection, my plan was brilliant.” Xhaxin laughed. “We et a couple of ships go free becausethey’'re
traveling together, then | set up aguy who says he can organize convoys through deep spaceto the
Remnant. We had people demanding positionsin our convoy. Infact, they paid well for the privilege of
traveling safely.”

“But no refunds, correct?’ The doctor smiled. “The creditsthey’ ve spent are just a down payment?’

“Exactly. They gathered at Garqi, have headed out, and the last of them should be hitting the rendezvous
point in ten minutes. We Il round up what’ s already there, then pick off thelast oneand go.” Xhaxin
smoothed his mustache with his flesh-and-blood right hand. “It’ sbeen agrand run. Thislast raid—it will
be remembered. | would have had history recall mein other ways, but thiswill be good enough,
especidly if dl of you can be rewarded for your hard work.”

Anet Karl looked at the various humans and aliens busy at their duty stations on the bridge. “We had no
love lost on the Empire either, Captain. We owe you our thanks for keeping us dive and allowing usto
pay them back al these years. We' d keep going, too—"

“I know, but the New Republic has made peace with the Remnant.” Xhaxin sighed. “ One cannot
underestimate the dlure of peace. | think, perhaps, we vefinadly earned some ourselves.”

“Ten secondsto reversion, Captain.”



“Thank you, Khwir.” Xhaxin waved a hand toward the viewport. “ Behold, Doctor, our destiny.”

Thetunnd of light shattered into countless stars of varying hues. They’ d come out into the middle of
nowhere, literally—a point in space that had been selected only because gravitationa forces madeit
perfect for gpeeding the way from Gargi to Bastion in the Imperia Remnant. This place is supposed to
be empty.

Empty it was not. Aside from the burning wreckage of atwisted freighter spinning madly, life pods and
yachts darting about, alarge object hung there in space. Xhaxin thought at first it had to be an asteroid
because of its appearance, uneven surface, and torpid pace. Other smaller asteroids seemed to orbit
around it, then streaked out on attack runs on the yachts.

And now they’ re orienting on us! Xhaxin spun away from the viewport. “Full shields up, now! Deploy

thefighters. | don’t know how some fool managed to fit ahyperdrive core to an asteroid, but he' s not
gealing our shipsl Gunnery, get afiring solution on that big rock and open it up.”

“Asordered, Captain!”

Even as heissued orders and pondered making a planetoid somehow mobile, Xhaxin knew that that line
of reasoning did not explain the smaller rocks that moved like starfighters. “ Sensors, what’ s going on out
there?’

A Duroslooked up through holographic displays of data, hislong face wearing an expression that was
even more morose than usud. “ Gravitic anomdies, dr, everywhere.”

“Tractor beams? Gravity-well generators?’

“Different, dr.” The Durosfrowned as awash of datafilled his holograph with overlapping spheres of
color. “Focused, tighter beams, more powerful.”

TheFree Lance 'sturbolaser batteries opened up, sending long streams of sizzling red bolts at the
agteroid. The shotslooked to be on target, then deviated sharply in their flight. The bolts sharpened their

angle of attack, coming together nearly half akilometer before they hit the asteroid. Xhaxin expected the
beams to flash through that new foca point and till hit the target, but instead they vanished.

“What happened? Guns, sensors, what happened?’

His gunner, an lotran named Mirip Pag, shook his head in disbelief. “We had firing solutions, Captain.
We were on target.”

The Duros, Lun Deverin, stabbed aquivering finger a asmall spherein aholograph. “A gravitic anomaly
pulled the shatsin. It' sasif they’re usng ablack hole to shidd themsdlves.”

Xhaxin turned to look at the data and watched as the sphere in question expanded and moved toward
thefrigate. At the moment of contact, ajolt ran through the ship. Alarms began to sound, announcing that
the starboard shield had collapsed.

“Come about to a heading of 57 mark 12, ahead full. Shear off whatever that beam is.”

“Ancther one coming in, Captain. It will takethe aft shidd . . .”



Pen Grasha, theFree Lance 's starfighter control officer, shouted above the warning sirens. “ Captain,
our fighters are having their shields stripped. Thelr blasters and lasers are not getting through to the

The Duros waved ahand, then grabbed his sensor station in atight grip. “Brace for impact. They’ve
fired upon us.”

Impact?Xhaxin turned toward the viewport and saw a Sizzling golden bal of
something—yplasma?—flash padt. It caught the frigate in midmaneuver, hitting just port of center. The
port shield caught the blast, but collapsed in seconds, sending ashower of sparks through the bridge and

skittering one crewman acrossthefloor. A heartbest later whatever had gotten through the shield
dammed into theFree Lance ' sarmored hull.

Thank goodness we have extra armor. Xhaxin had devoted alot of resourcesto reinforcing the armor
on the frigate. It had stood up to shots from an Imperia Star Destroyer before, and they’ d lived to tell
about it.We also ran away so we could tell about it.

The impact momentarily knocked the ship’sartificia gravity generators out of phase, so Xhaxin flew
from hisfeet and into Dr. Karl. Within a second, gravity returned, dropping both of them to the deck, but
neither landed too hard. Xhaxin rose to one knee and helped the doctor up into a Sitting position as he
turned to look at the Duros. “What was that?’

“I don't know, Captain, but it' still egting into the hull.” The blue-skinned dien paed. 1 project ahull
breach on deck seven in twenty seconds.”

“Evac the area and close the bulkheads.”

“More shotsincoming!”

No! This can't be happening! Xhaxin's hands, both flesh and metal, convulsed into fists. He pushed
asde the despair and panic raging through him. Time to be the sort of man that causes a crew to be so
loyal.

“Pen, recall our fighters. Load those without hyperdrivesfirst. Khwir, plot me ajump out of here”

The Twi’lek’ slekku pasied. “ The gravitic anomdies are congtantly shifting. Caculating ajump solution
isimpossble”

“Arethey enough to prevent us from jumping?’
“No, but—"

Xhaxin snarled, then staggered to a knee as another shot from the asteroid shook the frigate. “ Then jump
blind. Send the coordinatesto our fighters, but jump blind.”

“Cgptain, ablind jump could kill us”

“A blind jumpmight kill us.” Xhaxin stabbed afinger a the viewport. “Theywill kill us. Doit, Khwir, do
it,now !”

“Asordered, Captain.” The Twi’lek started punching coordinates into the navicomputer. “ Ready to



jump in five seconds, Captain. Four, three. . .”

Xhaxin looked at the viewport and saw a glowing golden ball expanding tofill it. He didn’t know who
his attackers were, why they were there, or how their weapons functioned. As he pondered those things
the view of space exploded. In that moment, somehow he knew that while having the answersto his
questions might bring him some inner peace, the same would not be said of the New Republic.

CHAPTER ONE

Standing near the head of the senate chamber, waiting to be invited to the daisby Chief of State Borsk
Fey'lya, LeiaOrgana Solo found herself abit nervous. Y ears rolled back—decades, in fact—reminding
her how she had felt when shefirst entered the Imperial Senate as the youngest person ever elected to
such high office. She' d stood as a candidate to help her father, Bail Organa, continue his opposition of
Pd patine and the madness that would permit things like Desath Stars to be created.

| was young then, very young, and under standably nervous. She looked around at the massive
chamber and acrossthe sea of senatorsfilling it. It didn’t have the grandeur of the old chamber, the one
inwhich she had first served, but shefdlt arich sense of tradition in it from the New Republic’ s days.
Back in the Imperid era—after Palpatine had seized full power—there were no more than a handful of
nonhumans in the chamber, and then they were just aides to human senators. Now the humanswerein
the minority, much asthey had been in the Old Republic. She could see Senator Vigi Shesh of Kuat and
one of her telbuns, and Senator Cal Omas from Alderaan, but beyond them she had ahard time seeing
more humans,

And it’ s not just age catching up with my eyes. She smiled to hersdf, not wanting to be reminded of
how much of her life had already passed by. Much of it had been spent here on Coruscant, helping form
the New Republic into the star-spanning confederation of worlds that had emerged from the Empire's
shadow.Or | was out fighting the Empire, being shot at. In here the attacks were more subtle, but
almost as lethal. She shivered as she recaled the old senate chamber even being bombed once.

Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw Danni Quee, the young woman who barely two months ago
had survived an attack and capture by an aggressive dien group that had assaulted severa worlds on the
gdaxy’s Outer Rim. Danni had been working a aresearch site used to monitor space beyond the edge
of the galaxy and had collected some evidence to suggest the invaders had actualy come from another
gdaxy. Ther ruthlesstactics, coupled with the sheer economics of mounting an invasion from adistant
galaxy, suggested to Leiathat the dliens had to be intent on taking a great portion of thisgalaxy for their
own. She' d come to the senate to apprise the New Republic of thisthreat and enlist aid for the Rim
worlds that would be facing the brunt of the alien ondaught.

Besde the petite, brunette woman stood Bolpuhr, Leid s Noghri bodyguard. The Noghri were devoted
to Lelaand her brother, Luke, because of their effortsto repair the damage done to the Noghri
homeworld of Honoghr by the Empire. In their gratitude, the Noghri warded Leiaand her family with a
fierce loyalty that was second only to that of a\Wookiee with alife debt.

The pitch of Borsk Fey’lya svoice shifted out of adeep drone to something abit higher. Leia
remembered how hisvoice would rise when he felt stressed. It brought her head up, and she focused her



attention on what the Bothan was saying.

“...And so, itismy distinct pleasure to welcome back to this chamber awoman who has been more a
home here than anyone e se in the senate’ shistory. | present to you Leia Organa Solo, envoy from
Dubxillion.”

And about time, too, Leiathought. You’ ve been giving me the runaround long enough. She' d been
trying to get this audience for weeks.

Fey’ lyaturned away from the podium and waved her forward. The Bothan had chosen to wear a
sand-colored robe that was only a shade or two darker than his cream-colored fur. Violet piping that
matched his eyestrimmed it. Leiafound the robe reminiscent of the smple garments Mon Mothma used
to wear when addressing the senate or the people, but somehow it failed to grant the Bothan the air of
smplenobility it had given Mon Mothma

Lelahad chosen to wear black boots and dacks, with a cerulean tunic. She also wore her hair up, letting
her entire outfit and demeanor hint at the martial encounters that were the basisfor her report. She knew
it made her distinctly underdressed for the opulent senate, but she aso hoped it would make some of
those present harken back to the days when battle dress was the order of the day and decisions had to
be made quickly.

“Thank you, Chief Fey’ lya. Esteemed senators and honored guests, | bring you the greetings and well
wishes of the people of Dubrillion. It istheir wish | inform you of agrave crisisin the Outer Rim. A
previoudy unknown species haslaunched a series of attacksin the Rim. They wiped out the ExGal-4
station on Belkadan, attacked the world of Dubrillion, destroyed the New Republic shipRejuvenator at
Helska, and annihilated the world Sernpida by crashing its moon into it. We managed to locate the dien
base at Helska 4 and destroy it, but this does not end the threat.”

Leialooked up at her audience and was surprised at how many senators seemed to be bored, asif she
were the narrator for some Kuati manners-play.Well, I’ ve not told them anything they don’t already
know, but now they have to acknowledge it and deal with it. She cleared her voice and glanced at
the datapad on the podium for her notes.

“On Bdkadan, Luke Skywalker found evidence of an ecologica disaster that radically altered the
atmospheric composition of the world. This disaster has been traced to an aien agent who was present
on the world and dain there after he attacked Mara Jade Skywalker and my brother. The evidence
seemsto suggest that the diens were preparing the world to be used as a base for invasion.”

Before she could continue, a hunchbacked, saurian senator representing the various Baragwin
communities stood dowly. “If it would please the senate, | would ask the speaker if sheisthe same Leia
Organa Solo who undertook to mediate the Rhommamool-Osarian dispute.”

Leid seyesnarrowed as shelifted her chin. “ Senator Wynl iswell aware that | am the same person who
went to try to broker peace in that conflict.”

“And wasit not the action of arash Jedi Knight that forced the Osarians to launch the attack that
embroiled the sysem in war, killing Nom Anor, the Rhommamoolian leader, in the process?’

Leiahdd her hands up. “With al due respect, Senator, the Rhommamool-Osarian conflict haslittle or
nothing to do with theinvason I’ m talking about.”



Borsk Fey’lyaturned toward Leiafrom his position on the daisto her right. “Little or nothing? This
would suggest theremight be some sort of aconnection.”

She nodded uneasily. “When the invader attacked Mara, hefirgt tried to destroy Artoo—the R2
astromech droid my brother uses. The dien was shouting the same sort of antidroid rhetoric that the Red
Knights of Life on Rhommamool used in their crusades.”

The Bothan blinked hisviolet eyes. “ So you are suggesting that these Red Knights are behind the
poisoning of Belkadan, the destruction of Sernpidal, and the attack on Dubrillion? And they had wegpons
sufficient to drag amoon from orbit, yet were not able to defend their leaders against an attack by the
Osarians? Am | understanding you correctly?”

“No, | don't believe you are, Chief Fey’lya” Leialet ahint of icinessenter her voice. “1 don't believe
the alien on Belkadan was influenced by the Red Knights, but it is possible that the Red Knights are part
of acovert plot to disrupt the New Republic.”

Another senator, this one a Rodian, stood. “Y ou would have us believe, Envoy, that your effort failed
because of aconspiracy born from outsde the galaxy?’

“That’snot what I’'m saying.”

Niuk Niuv, the senator from Sullugt, roseto hisfeet. “I don't believeit is, either. | believe you aretrying
to deflect us from the threat the Jedi present to the New Republic. It was a Jedi who raised the tension
leve of the Osarians, triggering that war. Y ou tell usa Jedi reported to you about this alien, and about
what he said. | am not so stupid that | cannot see the effort of aJedi to turn us away from trouble their
order has spawned.”

“The Jedi on Belkadan was my brother, Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master!”

“ And who would more want to have the errors of his disciplesforgotten?’

Leiaforced her grip on the podium to dacken. “1 am well aware of the controversy surrounding the Jedi,
but | ask you, in al good conscience, to focus beyond that debate and concentrate on what I'm telling
you. An invasion has been mounted from outsde this galaxy, and it will destroy the New Republic if you
do not act to stop it now.”

A human senator Leiafailed to recognize rose to spesk. “Forgive me, but it isawell-known and
long-established fact that a hyperspace disturbance on the edge of the galaxy makestravel into or out of
the galaxy impossible. This supposed invasion could not have taken place.”

Leiashook her head. “If that barrier does exist, they found away around it. They were here, and thereis
ample evidence of their invason inthe Outer Rim.”

The Quarren, Pwoe, rose and brushed fingertips over his pointed chin. “1 am confused, then, Envoy.
Y ou told usthat you had been part of an effort to destroy the invading force. | wasled to believe you had
been successful.”

“Wewere”

“So there have been no more sghtings of these invaders snce then?’



“No, but that—"

“And do you have evidence to link them to the Red Knights other than hearsay about comments by a
creature that is now dead?’

“No, but—"

“Y ou do have physica evidence of theinvaders?’

“Some. A couple of bodies, acouple of their cora skippers.”
Fey’lyasmiled, flashing sharp teeth. “ Corad skippers?’

Lelaclosed her eyesand sighed. “ These diens gppear to rely on genetically engineered biomechanical
cregtures. Ther fighter craft are, well, grown out of something called yorik cord.”

The Bothan shook hishead. “ Y ou're telling usthat they used rocksto kill a Star Destroyer?’
HY$”

Pwoe glanced down at his desk, then looked up with amaevolent glint in hisblack eyes. “Leia asone
who haslooked up to you in the past, | beg you, please, stop now. Y ou cannot know how pathetic you
appear to be. Y ou choseto leave public life. For you to come here now, with this story, in such abald
attempt to take back control from our hands, isapitiful thing.”

“What?’ Leiablinked her astonishment away. “Y ou think | came here to make a power grab?’

“I am given nothing elseto think.” Pwoe opened his hands and took in the whole of the chamber. “Y ou
want to protect your brother, your children, for they are dl Jedi, and | can understand that. It isalso clear
you do not think we are cgpable of surviving any catastrophe without you, but the plain fact isthat things
have gone well since the resolution of the Bothan Stuation. We al understand the human lust for power,
and we have admired you for suppressing it for so long, but now, this—"

“No, no, that’snot my intention at al.” Leialooked aghast at the senators. “What | am telling you istrue,
it sredl. Wemay have thrown back avanguard, but they’ re coming.”

The Sullustan senator covered his earswith his hands. “ Please, Leia, no more, no more. Y our loyalty to
the Jedi islaudable, but this attempt to make us think they might be useful because of some nebulous
threat—it is beneath you!”

“But veryhuman of her,” the Baragwin sniffed.

Aninvishblefist ssemed to close around Leia s heart and squeeze hard. Her elbows bent and she rested
her forearms on the podium. “Y oumust listento me!”

“Leig, please, do what Mon Mothma has done.” Pwoe' svoicefilled with pity. “Fade away quietly. The
government is ours now. Let usremember you fondly, as someone who transcended her humanity.”

Leialooked out at the senators and wished age had dulled enough of her vision so she couldn’t seethe
looks of contempt being directed at her. They won’t see because they can’t allow themselves to see.
They need to be in control so badly they will ignore danger instead of admitting thereisa crisis.



They will lose everything just because they want to prove they are in control. Ther willful ignorance
left her drained and speechless, with the weight of their pity and contempt crushing her down.

This can’t be happening. Everything we have gained to be thrown away so foolishly.Leidsgripon
the podium dackened as she began to back away fromit.To lose everything . . .

A gtrong, sharp voice cut through the low murmuring in the senate chamber. “How dare you? How dare
any of you speek to her thisway?’ In the middle of the room, agolden-furred dien, long and lean, with
purple striping rising up and back from the corners of hiseyes, roseto hisfull height. “If not for this
woman and the sacrifices of her family, none of uswould be here, and most of us would be dead.”

Elegos A’Klaopened histhree-fingered hands. “Y our blatant ingratitude lends credence to the Imperia
vision of our being mere beasts!”

The Rodian senator stabbed a sucker-tipped finger at the Caamasi. “Don'’t forget, she was one of
them!”

Elegos seyes narrowed, and Lelafdt awave of pain wash off him. “Can you say that without redizing
how feebleminded it makes you sound? To lump her with Imperialsis pure prejudice—pregudice of the
sort that the Imperids flaunted when they oppressed us.”

Niuk Niuv waved away the Caamas’ s comments with aflip of hishand. “Y our criticism would bear
more weight, Senator A’Kla, were you not known to have collaborated with Jedi before. Y our
sympathiesfor them run deep. Was not your uncle one of them?’

Elegosdrew his head back, emphasizing his height and dender form. “My loydtiesto friends and
relatives who were Jedi do not blind meto what Leiahastried to say here. Y ou may chooseto seethe
Jedi as athreat—and even | would acknowledge that the activities of some leave me cold—but sheis
reporting anew threat, perhaps a grester one, to the New Republic. To willfully ignoreit so you may
pursue your own glory isthe height of irrespongibility.”

Pwoe' stentacles curled up in anger. “Thisiswell and good for you to say, A’Kla, but your people and
their survival owes much to Leiaand her family. Many of you died on Alderaan, and it has been human
guilt and charity that has protected you for decades. Y our rising to her defenseisnot surprising, akinto a
nek battle dog licking the hand of the trainer that beatsit.”

Leiafet that comment sink home and returned to the podium. Her voice remained low and placid,
despite the anger spiking insde of her. Though she resented calling upon a Jedi caming technique, she
did, allowing her to focus. Her expression sharpened and her gaze swept out over the assembled
senators.

“Youwill chooseto project on medl manner of Snister motives. Thisisyour right. | can even
understand old resentments being transferred to me, though | would have thought my history would have
shown you where my heart is. Now | don’t even expect you to listen to me, | guess. Y ou seethe New
Republic asyour own, and | gpplaud your rising to take responghility for it. Despite what you might think
or want to believe, you make me very proud.

“Where you disappoint meisin turning on yoursalves. The New Republic's strength has dways come
fromitsunion of diverse peoples.” She shrugged, then straightened up. “1 will leave for you dl that we
have learned about these invaders. | hope you will find the information useful when you find atimeto

employ it.”



Borsk Fey’ lyaregarded her closely as she stepped back from the podium. “What will you do now,
Lea?

She huffed quietly and stared a him for amoment.Afraid | will stage a coup to get my way, Borsk?
Do you think I have that much power? “I'll do what | need to. The New Republic may have
abandoned me, but I’ ve not abandoned it. This threat must be stopped.”

The fur on the back of the Bothan' s neck rose dowly. “Y ou have no officia standing. Y ou can't just
commandeer equipment, issue orders, and the like.”

She dowly shook her head, then smiled as Elegos appeared at her side. “1 know the rules, Chief
Fey’lya, both those publicly codified and those by which the gameistruly played. | have no desireto pit
myself againgt you, so don’'t make it necessary.”

Elegos rested ahand on Leia s shoulder. “ Thissenator wishes to learn more about the threet. | trut,
Chief Fey’lya, therewill be no interference with my investigation.”

“Interference, no.. . .” The Bothan' sviolet eyes became dits. “Be careful, however. Curiosity will be
permitted, but treason will be punished. Do you understand?’

Elegos nodded and Leiajoined him. *Y our messageisreceived, Chief Fey’lya Senator A’Klaand | will
be very careful, and so should you be. A judgment of treason in atime like this could haunt you through
higory,if the invadersleave anyone diveto care”

CHAPTER TWO

Snug in the X-wing simulator cockpit, Colondl Gavin Darklighter, Rogue Squadron’ s commanding
officer, flicked his right thumb againgt the ring he wore on that hand. Apprehension gripped him, but he
knew there was no sensein staling a second longer. He glanced over his shoulder at the R2-Delta
astromech droid sitting behind him. * Okay, Catch, run the smulation designated ‘ skipchaser.” ”

The little gold-and-white droid tootled pleasantly, and the smulator cockpit came alive with lightsand
data scrolling on the primary screen. Despite the years of refitsthelittle droid had undergonein Gavin's
service—incuding requisite memory wipes and programming upgrades—it dways greeted him with a
brief summary of the weather on Tatooine and Coruscant. Gavin appreciated that little bit of pleasantry,
which iswhy he' d not traded the droid in for a newer model—though the Delta upgrade had been most
welcome for speeding up navigational computations.

The biggest change in his relationship with the droid had been itsname. Inthe early dayshe' d cdlled it
Jawaswag, figuring that any Jawawould love to have thedroid. Later, after the Thrawn crisis, agroup of
Jawas had tried to steal Jawaswag, but the droid had fended them off and actudly hurt one. From that
point forward Gavin had taken to caling the droid Toughcatch, which had just become shortened to
Catch.

The amulator’ svisud field filled with stars and then an asteroid belt, into which Gavin guided the



X-wing. It felt much like the old T-65s Rogue Squadron used to fly when he' d firgt joined the Rebellion,
but the T-65A3 mode was a couple of generations advanced over the origind models. While not asdick
asthe new XJmodd, the A3 had improved shields and lasers that boasted improvements in accuracy
and power. The peace reached with the Imperial Remnant meant that there were few competent foesto
test the new fighters agains—and the fighter had proved quite letha when unleashed on piratesin the
Rimward regions of the New Republic.

Gavin glanced at his primary monitor, but nothing was popping up as athreat. He punched up a
supplemental data plug-in that expanded the available target profiles. “ Catch, give me biologicals down to
the sze of mynocks and anything that appears to be moving erraticaly or on acoursethat is beyond
norm for orbital debris.”

The droid whistled an acknowledgment, but still nothing showed on Gavin’s screen. He frowned. What
isit I'm supposed to be seeing? It makes no sense for Admiral Kre'fey to have given me access to
thissimulation if there is nothing out here.

Gavin hesitated for amoment. He knew that hisidea of what made sense and a Bothan admira’ sidea of
same could be vadtly different. Many times he' d had to ded with Bothan manipulation of himsdlf or his
command, and most of those times had been adisaster. Y et, despite the Kre' fey clan having anegeative
association with Rogue Squadron because of events over two decades old, Gavin had found young
Traest Kre fey to be remarkably straightforward in generd, and very much more so when dealing with
the Rogues.

The primary console beeped, and asmall box appeared around a distant object on the X-wing's
heads-up display. Gavin sdlected the object as atarget and glanced down at its profile and image on the
secondary monitor. At aquick glanceit could have been mistaken for an asteroid and dismissed eedlly,
but to Gavin it looked far too symmetrical. It reminded him agrest dedl of a seed—a bit bulbousin the
middle, but tapered at both ends. The rear had a couple of recessesin it that could have hidden
propulsion exhaust units, and a couple more up front that could house weapons.

Gavin shivered, then nudged the X-wing' sthrottle forward. “ Catch, start recording thisrun. | want to be
ableto study the playback.” Applying alittle etheric rudder, Gavin pointed the X-wing’snose on a
course that would cut behind the seed. Reaching up to hisright, he flipped a switch that locked the S-foils
in attack pogtion. With aflick of histhumb, he shifted hisweapons contral to lasers and quadded them
up so dl four would fire with asingle squeeze of the stick’ strigger.

The seed shifted itself around o its nose siwung into line with his approach vector. Sensors gave him no
read on energy weapons powering up, which disturbed him less than getting no power readings for
propulsion.How is that thing moving?

Before any answers suggested themsalves, Gavin quickly kicked the X-wing into abarrd roll to
starboard and leveled out with his crosshairs covering the seed. He triggered a quick blast and waited for
the seed to explode, but that didn’t happen. Asthe quad burst neared the target, the bolts all whirled into
aninvisible vortex and vanished into a pinpoint of whitelight.

Emperor’s black bones. . .

The seed jetted forward, swinging around to bring its nose to bear on the X-wing. Gavin started to roll
port and dive, but something shook his ship. In aheartbeat Catch started screeching and the X-wing's
forward shields collgpsed. Something dully red blossomed on the seed’ s nose, then shot toward the
X-wing. It hit hard and splattered a bit, then what appeared to be molten rock started melting through the



fighter’ smetd flesh.

Warning sirens blared, drowning out Catch’s panicky tones. Bright red damage flags began to scroll up
over the primary monitor, al but one of them moving too fast for Gavin to read. The one he could see
reported a premature ignition of a proton torpedo’ s engine, which lit up the whole port magazine and tore

the X-wing apart.

Stunned, Gavin sat back in his seat as the screens went black and the cockpit’ s hatch cracked open. He
glanced at his chronometer and shook his head. “ Catch, we lasted twenty-five seconds. What was that

thing?’

A human orderly appeared at the edge of the cockpit. “Colonel Darklighter, the admira sendshis
compliments”

Gavin blinked and stroked a gloved hand over hisbrown goatee. “His compliments?| lasted lessthan
half aminute”

“Yes, Colond, very true.” The orderly smiled. “The admira said he would meet you in your officeinan
hour and explain why you are to be congratulated on doing so well.”

Gavin sat behind his desk, idly punching up holographic images on his holoprojector plate. Thefirst
picture showed him and his two sons—orphaned boys who had lived near the Rogue Squadron hangar
after the Thrawn criss—all smiles. The next showed the boys two years older, till smiling despite being
al dressed up, standing with Gavin and hisbride, Sera Faeur.

She' d been the sociad worker who had helped him through the adoption process for the boys. Gavin
amiled as he remembered squadron matestelling him that their mixed marriage couldn’t last. They were
both human, but she came from Chandrila, having grown up on the shores of the Silver Sea, and he was
from Tatooine, yet despite the differencesin their homeworlds, they easly made alife together.

The next image showed Sera and Gavin with their first daughter; after that came shots of them with their
new son and then another daughter. An image made asaNew Y ear’ s greeting card showed al seven of
them together. Gavin easily remembered how happy they’ d dl been together. Prior to meeting Serahe' d
pretty much resigned himsdlf to never finding someoneto love, but she' d been the balm to hedl his
broken heart. She' d not made him forget the past and the lover he/ d logt, she' d just helped him recapture
thejoy of lifeand dl itspossbilities.

“I hope’m not interrupting anything, Colone.”

Gavin looked up through the image of hisfamily and shook his head. “No, Admira, not at al.” He shut
off the holoprojector, relieved that the Bothan admird’ sarrival had stopped the cycle of picturesright
there, at the happy times.

Admird Traest Kre fey bore a striking resemblance to the other members of the Kre' fey family Gavin
had seen: the late Generd Laryn—the admird’ s grandfather—and the admira’ s brother, Karka. Despite
having spent a certain amount of time in the company of Bothans, Gavin couldn’t remember any outside
the Kre'fey family whose fur was pure white. Traest didn’t have the golden eyes the other two had;
ingtead hiswere mostly violet with flecks of gold. Gavin assumed the violet came from Borsk Fey’lya's
line, since he knew the two of them were related through some complicated tangle of marriages between
thetwo families



Traest wore ablack flight suit that he' d unzipped down to midchest. He closed the door to Gavin's
office, then unceremonioudy plopped himself down on the couch to the left of the door. Gavin moved
from behind his desk to one of the two chairs making up the conversation nook in his office.

He sat and rested his elbows on his knees. “It killed mein twenty-five seconds. What was it?’

The Bothan smiled. “ Congratulations. | died in fifteen in my first engagement. Pulling the biologica
targeting data on-lineiswhat gave you somewarning.”

“If | weren't dead, I’ m sure that would make me fed better.” Gavin frowned. “Do we know what it
was?’

The Bothan admird raked claws back through his pale mane. “ Two days ago Leia Organa Solo spoke
to the senate and tried to warn them about an unknown dien force that had attacked several worldson
the Rim, out beyond Dantooine. She didn’t get a very warm reception. Sheleft data behind, from which
the smulation was creeted.”

Gavin sat back in hischair. “ Y ou'retdling methat seed, that ‘thing,” isatarfighter being used by folks
who attacked the Outer Rim?’

“Yes. Technicaly it's called a cora skipper by the speciesthat created it. They grow them out of
something caled yorick cord. | know the nameisnot terribly inspiring of fear, but | assumeit loses
something in the trandation from their tongue. I’ ve designated them “ skips' for our purposes.”

“And the princess brought thisto the senate' s attention, and they didn’t listen?’

Traest shook his head. “ Opposing forces have been gathering power to fight over the whole Jedi
question. It’ s heated up because of the charge that a Jedi’ s rash action sparked the Rhommamool
conflict. A number of powerful senators saw the princess s Sory as an attempt to divert attention from
the Jedi question. It didn’t help that Jedi were key to defeating the invaders.”

Gavin nodded. He d never had aproblem with Jedi and, in fact, counted one of them, Corran Horn, as
avery good friend. There were some high-handed Jedi, but Gavin had seen those sorts of ego cases
among fighter pilots, so their existence didn’t surprise him at al. The fact was that there were some tasks
only Jedi could perform, and he' d been too long in the military to discard aforce just because some of
the e ementswere disruptive.

“Isthere any evidence that the invaders are &ill coming in?’

“Actud, no, but logic suggests that the expenditure of resources needed to travel from galaxy to galaxy
necessitates gaining afoothold through which those resources can be replenished.” The Bothan smiled.
“If you spend enough credits to get somewhere, you usualy plan to stay for awhile.”

“Right, and the Rim worldsredly aren’t the sorts of placesyou’ d drop in for avacation.” Gavin rubbed
ahand over hismouth. “ These skips—they’re fairly formidable. How do they move? How did they take
my shiddsdown?’

“We need more research to be certain, but it appears that they have creatures called dovin basas that
are part of thefighter itsdlf. They manipulate gravity, which is how they were able to soak off your shots
and rip down your shieds. We think that boosting the sphere of theinertia compensator can actualy



prevent shields being taken down. | aso think that cycling more, lower-power shots through the lasers
will force the skip to expend alot of energy creating those black-hole shields. Aslong asit’ sworried
about catching shots, its maneuvering ability is degraded. These strategies are hypothetica, however, and
can redly only be tested in combat.”

“I see” Gavin pressed his handstogether. “1 can have the squadron Smming against these things, then
you can point usa theminthe Rimand we' ll try it.”

“I knew you’ d be gamefor that, which | appreciate. We have another problem before that, though.”
“Andtha is?’

The Bothan sighed. “Because of the way Princess Leiawas dismissed, any action that even hintsthat she
might have been right is frowned upon. Though my command is out in the Rim right now, | can’t order up
sweeps of any of the battle sites, I'm not allowed to help others ook, nothing. It' s political suicideto act
asif her report has any credencetoiit.”

“Yeah, but isn'titreal suicideto assumeit doesn't?” The man glanced down at the floor and then back
up into Traest’ sviolet eyes. “Given that Borsk Fey’ lyanow leads the New Republic, this can't be easy
for you, but to ignore—"

Traest held ahand up to forestall Gavin's comment. “ Colonel, because of my grandfather’ sfailure at
Borleias, my family’ s power waned around the time | entered the Bothan Martia Academy system. |
went to one of the smaler satdllite schools, and | had an instructor there who pointed out certain flawsin
the way Bothan society functions. | would hope you’ ve seen enough of me through the yearsto know
that being of anewer, younger generation, I’m not one to follow exactly what my superiorsthink | should
be doing. For example, if they knew I’ d run you through that sm, I’ d be busted down to flight officer and
have to work mysdlf back up to flag rank again.”

“You did it quickly enough thefirst time, Admird.”

“Having key personnd in the upper echelons of the Bothan military resgn asaresult of the Caamas
problem sped me on my way. | don’t mind using politicswhen it moves mein adirection | want to go,
but | resent it when it prevents me from doing what isright.” Traest opened his hands. “I was thinking,
Colond, that I"d like to use Rogue Squadron in the Rim, having you simulate a pirate group in attacks on
outlying systems. My forces out there will pursue you, but you'll be free to run and hide and explore
anywhere you want to go.”

“And if we happen to run across aforce of skipswhile we' re out there?’

“I hope, for dl of our sakes, you don't.” The Bothan smiled grimly. “But if you do, we' |l take them apart
and give the senate evidence it will never be ableto dismiss”

CHAPTER THREE

Luke Skywalker stood at the edge of the grove, allowing Y avin 4'slight breeze to tease and snap the



corner of the dark cloak that shrouded him. In the circular opening of the grove stood a number of gray
plinths, one each serving as memorid for falen Jedi and students. Gantoris had been thefirgt, then Nichos
Marr, Cray Mingla, and Dorsk 81. Others had followed them, and now the latest was Miko Reglia

Lukefdt conflicting emotionstear a him as he studied the memorials. Hefelt great pridein the sacrifices
these Jedi had made. Even hdf-trained, they had accepted the responsbilities of Jedi and had acquitted
themsdlves admirably. They were wel come examples to the new students about how difficult it could be
to beaJedi.

Regret dso gnawed a him.l would not be human if | did not wonder if I could have done something
to prevent their deaths. The early days of the Jedi academy had been difficult because hewas till
finding hisway asaJedi and ateacher. His experience of going over to the dark side when the Emperor
returned had aso blinded him to some of the things his students needed. While he acknowledged that he
may have taken on students abit prematurely, to have failed to do so would have meant there would be
even fewer of them to face the Y uuzhan Vong invasion.

“WEe renot going to be putting one of those memoriasthere for Mara, you know.”

Lukeraised hishead and felt the hint of asmile touch hislips. He glanced back at the dark-haired Jedi
Knight in green robes behind him. “That isn't what | wasthinking, Corran.”

Corran Horn shrugged. “Maybe not at the moment, but it had to be lurking there somewhere. Popsfor
me every timel look at the place, sincel heard . . . But there won't be a marker for her there.”

Luke arched an eyebrow at him. “ That could be taken two ways, you know. One suggests this disease
won't kill her. The other suggests there won't be any Jedi around to plant the marker.”

The green-eyed Jedi nodded, then scratched at his beard—which had been brown once, but now was
shot through with white. “1’m betting on the former, though | know there are lots of folksin the New
Republic that wouldn't shed atear about the second case.”

“Unfortunately true.” Luke sighed and glanced at the markers again. “They were dl so young.”

“Ah, Luke, compared tous ,everyoneisyoung.” Corran smiled easly. “Measured by life events, you
should be, what, about athousand years old?’

“Being married to Mara has dowed that process, | think.”

“Y eah, but the years she put on you before you two finaly got together till count.” Corran jerked a
thumb back over his shoulder. “Before we get any older, | thought you' d want to know they’re dl here.
The last shuttle camein ten minutes ago or so. Kyp Durron was on it. He made agrand entrance, as

dways”

L uke shook hishead dowly. “1 don’t doubt he made an entrance, but your ‘asaways comment was
unwarranted.”

Corran raised his hands. “ Perhapsit was, but hisarrival excited alot of the younger Jedi Knights and
apprentices.”

“Including your son?’



The Cordlian hesitated, then bowed his head. “Vain was certainly among those who were impressed,
but I’m more worried about the cadre of young Jedi Knightswho are looking at Miko asamartyr. Too
many seem to want to take his place. Ganner Rhysode and Wurth Skidder were right there with Kyp, as
were anumber of the other bright young Jedi. If not for Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin holding themsdlves
back, I’ d have thought everyone would have svarmed Kyp with greetings.”

The Jedi Magter exhaled hisanxiety in along, dow, caming breath. “1 know your concerns, and you're
not alone in expressng them. Kam and Tionne have worries about the academy. Teaching the children
here as a group has been good. Opening the older gpprentices up to mentoring experiences with other
Jedi Knights has sharpened their skillsimmeasurably. Of course, that does mean that some of the Jedi
Knights who are taken with Kyp's proactive view of the order do end up instructing our senior
apprentices.”

“I"'m not arguing the methods, Master Skywalker, and | seetherisksinherent in them.” Corran sighed.
“What worriesmeisthat Kyp is clearly aware of the political storms his actions are creeting, but he just
ignores them. We' ve discussed this before, al of us, but the problem has redly become acute because of
Skidder’ sactions a Rhommamool.”

“I know. Thisisthe primary reason | recalled everyone here.” Luke noticed asmirk tug at the corner of
Corran’smouth. “And, yes, | know that issuing arecal |ets everyone know who isin charge. | may not
have been raised on Corelliawhere that sort of stuff comes naturdly, but | am aware of it.”

“Good. And you know Kyp's choosing to be the last to arrive means he fought you to the last.”

“Yes, caught that.” Luke turned from the grove and waved a hand toward the Great Temple. “ Shdll
we?’

Corran nodded and started off, with Luke catching up easily enough. He watched Corran for amoment,
then smiled. When Corran had first come to the academy, to train as a Jedi to save hiswife, Mirax
Terrik, he' d been willful and arrogant—all the things L uke expected out of afighter pilot and law
enforcement officer.And a Corellian. Through the process of learning what it was to become a Jedi,
however, Corran had matured and changed. Whileit wasn't until the peace with the Empire some six
years earlier that Corran resigned from Rogue Squadron to become a full-time Jedi, the Jedi philosophy
and demands had become fully integrated into hislife.

Oddly enough, while Corran had let go of hisarrogance, Kyp and others were being dangeroudy
misguided by their pridein being Jedi. Luke easily recognized how it could happen. When onewas
attuned to the Force, life and reality became rendered much more sharply. Options others could not see
or fathom became painfully clear. While when solving a problem Luke and other Jedi took careto
explain what they were doing and why, Kyp and hisfollowers tended just to act, confident that they
knew the best solution for whatever problem it was they were facing.

Luke didn’t doubt that the Jedi probablydid find the best solution availablein most Situations, but the
consequences of that solution might be hard for othersto take. Ultimately it would be others who had to
live with those reaults, not the Jedi who caused them, and resentment at high-handed Jedi actionswas
redly inevitable.

The Jedi Master reached out and rested hisleft hand on Corran’s shoulder. “Before we get into the
mesting, | do want to thank you for stepping in and helping here since Marabecameill.”

“My pleasure. | get to see Vain and Jysdlla. She' s spent more of her life here, at the academy, than with



her mother and me. | do want to maintain ties.”

Luke gave Corran’ s shoulder asqueeze. “Inthe old days, dl potential Jedi were taken from their families
aschildrento betrained. | can’'t imagine it was easy even then, though. There' s so much we don’t know .

“True, but we can’t dlow oursalvesto think what you' ve created here iswrong or bad or that the old
Council wouldn’'t approve. After dl, Obi-Wan and Y oda still did take you on. Training an older Jedi isn't
impossible, just more difficult.” Corran shot hisMaster asidelong glance. “ And despite my early
differenceswith you over training, | do think you’ ve done asuperb job. We have a hundred Jedi traveling
the galaxy, and more ready to serve each year. It' s quite an accomplishment.”

“It will beif we aredlowed to go forward.” Luke followed Corran into the turbolift. “Leid s report on
the climate on Coruscant was not good. | was there only a short time ago, and the senate has soured
decidedly because of Rhommamool. This may not be the best time to propose anew Jedi council.”

“The hand' s been dedlt. We haveto play it and hope the flux won't get us.” The turbolift door opened,
and Corran hung back so Luke could emergefirst. *Y our Sudents await, Master.”

Luke strode from the turbolift and felt his heart swell in his chest. The Jedi had been arrayed in ranksin
the Great Templ€e' s Grand Audience Chamber. They were neither as numerous nor as colorful asthe
Rebd soldierswho had smilarly been gathered after the Death Star had been destroyed, but Luke il
felt the return of the same giddy emotions he’ d known then. Just seeing the Jedi there—good mix of
humans and nonhumans, mae and fema e—ped ed back the years and reminded him of the heroic efforts
that had been necessary to stave off the Empire.

He paced down the red carpet that split the hall lengthwise and dowly mounted the stepsto the dais at
the far end. He nodded to Kam Solusar and Tionne, the academy’ s husband and wife adminigtrators,
then turned and caught sight of Corran dipping into place in the rank behind his son. The younger
students had been positioned closest to the dais, with Jedi Knights and their gpprentices arraying
themsalves back through the hall, grouped by their own choice.

If those on the left side have aligned themsel ves with Kyp, then the division is more marked than

| thought. The left Side of the room held nearly two-thirds of the adult Jedi and haf of the nonhumans. On
theright side, long with Corran, Luke recognized Streen and severad others who had staunchly opposed
Kyp's stance. The Jedi Master sensed no hatred flowing between the groups, but the level of tensionin
the chamber was dowly increasing.

He noticed that Jacen stood aone, a oof, in the backmost rank. Though the boy stood on Kyp's side of
the room, Luke felt no connection between his nephew and Kyp' sfaction. Anakin, on the other hand,
stood three places away from Streen and, while subdued, had afierce loyalty to Luke burning deep
ingdehim.

Luke made himsdf smile at the younger students. “I am glad to seeyou al here. Y our bright, shining
faces arelit with the Force. You dl work hard, and someday, you young Jedi will stand here with usas
Jedi Knights. | look forward to that day, and | know you do, too.”

“We can be out fighting the bad guys,” ayoung Twi’lek piped.

The innocently enthus astic comment brought smilesto many faces, Luke' sincluded. “Y es, that will beit.
However, for now, | would ask Tionneto take you away to continue your studies. There arethings|



need to discuss with the others that you need not know about at the moment. Thank you for greeting all
of us, and may the Force be with you.”

The children marched out in even rows, with the eldest hel ping conduct the youngest out and down the
gairs. The adult ranks broke as people closed in on the dais, though the left and right division remained.
Kyp worked hisway toward the front of the pack, placing him opposite Corran and Streen.
Expectations of aconfrontation filled the air.

Luke held ahand out, pdm down. “We face two very grave problems. Either one of them could destroy
the Jedi. Together, they most certainly will unlesswe put aside any differences and work together. Kyp,
perhaps you would share what you know of the Y uuzhan Vong.”

The request clearly surprised the dark-haired Jedi. Kyp had cometo the Jedi academy asagangling
youth of sixteen. At thirty-two he had grown into a strong, dender man with sharp features and angry
eyes. He had been the first among the Jedi to encounter the Y uuzhan VVong, and his escape from their
clutches spoke volumes about his skill as a pilot and with the Force.

“Asyouwishit, my Master.” Kyp'slow voicefilled the hdl. “My Avengers and | were ambushed by
these Y uuzhan VVong. They fly living ships, made of something like cord. The ships can collapsethe
shields on an X-wing, or cause laser shotsto be sucked into asmall black hole. We can kill them, of
course, but it isnot easy. They wiped out my Avengers, capturing and later killing Miko. | barely
escgped with my life”

“What was the most important thing you learned about the Y uuzhan Vong?’
The younger man frowned. “1 don’t understand the question.”
“Y ou said you were ambushed by the Y uuzhan Vong. How isit that a Jedi Knight is ambushed?’

“They looked like rocksin their fighters—pieces of asteroids, redly . . .” Kyp'svoicetrailed off ashis
face closed. “| registered no hostile intent from them. | didn’t even sense them through the Force.”

His admission started conversation buzzing through the room. Lukelet it go, permitting the surprise and
anxiety to replace the sense of impending confrontation before he spoke. “ Y es, exactly. | engaged the
Y uuzhan Vong, aswell, and could not sense them in the Force. They seem disconnected or shielded
fromit.”

Streen, the old Bespin miner, frowned. “If they are not connected with the Force, how can they be
dive?

“That’ s an excedllent question, Streen. | have no answer for you. | just don’t know.” Luke folded his
arms across his chest. “The New Republic is of the opinion that the Y uuzhan Vong threat has been
eliminated, but | believe they have come from outside our galaxy, and therefore, al we' ve dedlt with so
far isastrong probe. They will continue to come.”

Kyp snorted. “ Once again the New Republic remains blind to athreet, leaving usto ded withit.”
Corran narrowed hiseyes. “But thisis athreat we may not be able to handle without help from the New

Republic. If we say we can handle the problem and they’ reright, that none exists, then we look to be
fools. If itdoes exist, and wefail, that could be the end of the order.”



“Wewon't fail.” Kyp looked around, and numerous heads bobbed in agreement with his statement.
“With the Force as our dly and lightsabers as our tools, we'll destroy the Y uuzhan Vong.”

Jacen Solo stepped forward, coming down along the carpet. “ Listen to yoursdlf, Kyp, and think about
what you' re saying. The Y uuzhan VVong are camouflaged againgt the senseswerely on. They’ ve got
armor and wegponsthat alightsaber can’t cut instantly, and they’ re trained warriors. More importantly, if
Magter Skywaker’ sthinking is correct, they will be coming in numbers suitable for conquering agalaxy .
Evenif each of us stands againgt athousand of them, we will betoo few.”

Kyp's head came up. “ Then what do you suggest, Jacen?’

Before his nephew could answer, Luke raised ahand to stop the discussion. “Our Stuation isthis:
WEe ve got afoe who is able to blindside us coming forward in unknown numbers, a unknown sites, for
reasons unknown, and a galactic government that has decided to do nothing about it. That government
aso does not trugt us. | think, no matter which way thisturns out, we will bein for alot of blame.”

“All the more reason we shouldn’t care what the government thinks.” Wurth Skidder tucked histhumbs
inhisbelt. “They're dearly not interested in what' s best for the gdaxy.”

“Meaning we are?’ Streen fixed the younger Jedi with ahard stare. “ That’ swhat you're saying, isn't it?’

“What heis saying, Streen, isthat disaster has struck the galaxy whenever the Jedi order has been
weakened.” Kyp pointed ahand toward Luke. “If we will be blamed for what happens, | would rather
be blamed for being zedl ousin attacking this problem, than timid in waiting for devel opments.”

Luke closed hiseyesfor amoment and studied the danger in Kyp's comment. The Jedi Knightswere
always meant to be defenders of peace, but Kyp encouraged offensive action, proactive and preemptive
srikes. HE d called his squadron the Dozen-and-Two Avengers, ingtead of something more suitable like
the Defenders. Now he spoke of attacking the problem. To some it might be word games, but the
wor ds he uses to express his ideas and communicate them to others show me how close to the
edge heis.

The closeness to the edge did not surprise Luke, for he' d seen it develop in Kyp over the years. While
still an apprentice, Kyp had been influenced by the spirit of adead Sith Lord. He d stolen a
superwegpon and destroyed the planet Carida, killing billions. Kyp had worked tirelessly to atone for
what he had done, but had chosen more difficult and visible campaigns as time went on, So more people
could seethat hewas making amends. This invasion must seem to Kyp as a grand crusade through
which he can win the acceptance of even his most harsh critics.

L uke opened his eyes again, then took a step down toward the crowd of Jedi before him. “It is
premature to speak of any attacking of the Y uuzhan Vong. Jacen is right—we cannot stand againsgt them
aone. Our job, right now, isto prepare for the worst and to learn as much about the Y uuzhan Vong as
we can. We have to have good and useful datathe New Republic can useto plan adefense or an
offense. Our role hereis as guardians, and our skills can dlow usto scout out thisthreat. Once we have
good intelligence about the Y uuzhan V ong, then we can plan what we will do.”

Helooked around at the Jedi Knights arrayed there: male, female, human, and nonhuman. “ Over the
next week or o | will give you assgnments. | will be sending you into dangers| cannot even guess at
knowing. | hopedl of you will return unhurt, but I know that will not happen. While the outside world
may be divided about us, we cannot afford to be divided against oursalves. If we do not stand together,
wewill betorn apart, and with uswill fall our gdaxy.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Leiaturned from her packed luggage and glanced at the suite’ s doorway as C-3PO opened the door
and admitted Elegos A’Kla. The Caamas wore agold cloak over his shoulders, and subtle weaving of
purplethreadsinto it mimicked the striping on hisface and shoulders. The Caamas gave her aquick
amile, then waved off C-3PO’ sinvitation to take his cloak.

Shesighed. “I thought I’ d be ready by now, but I'm just finishing my packing. Don’t know when I'll be
back here, and | wanted to take afew things with me.”

“Please, take your time.” Elegos shrugged smply. “1f not for my senatoria duties, we would have been
away from here aweek ago.”

Lelawaved himinto the two-level suite' s centra chamber, and the Caamas settled himsdlf into one of
the nerf-hide chairs angled toward the big viewport that looked out over Coruscant’ s cityscape. A
halway heading back to the south led to her study—uwhich had once been the boys room—and a
smaller bedroom they’ d given to Jainaand then, during her time a the academy, had turned into a guest
room. The master bedroom lay in the second level, accessed by a curving stairway built against the far
wall. The kitchen had been ingtaled to the north of the living room, with asmal dining area between it
and theliving room.

Leiaguffed asmall holocubeinto abag and started closing the fasteners. “ The senate didn’t want to let
you head out immediately?”’

“| doubt they wanted me to head out at al, but they had no choice. Instead | was given committee
assgnments and work to clear. My daughter is dedling with most of it for me. Releqy will serve asmy
liaison with the senate in my absence. Thisiswhy I’ ve not been in closer communication with you.”

“But your daughter has, so I" ve been apprised of your delays.” Leiastraightened up and looked at the
three red fabric bags she had stuffed to bursting with clothes and other things she couldn’t bear to leave
behind.| left Alderaan with even less than this. Here | am, a quarter of a century later, a refugee
once more—this time of my conscience rather than any external act. “I should have been ready
before this, but things keep cropping up.”

Before she could even attempt to explain, she saw Elegos s nogtrils flare and his gaze flick past her to
the upper landing for the stairs. She turned and found her husband, Han, hanging there in the doorway,
his hands on either side of the jamb. She shivered because the haggard look on hisface and the position
of his hands reminded her far too much of when he had been frozen in carbonite. She wanted to believe
the darkness under his eyes was just shadow, but she couldn’t deceive hersdlf that way.

She heard Elegosrise from hischair. “ Captain Solo.”

Han' s head came up dowly, and his eyes narrowed as he faced the voice. “ A Caamas? Elegos, isn't it?
A senator?’



“Y%,”

Han staggered forward and amost fell down the stairs. He caught himsalf on the banister, made it down
acouple more steps, then did hisway around the curve. He got hisfeet under him again, legpt the last
few stepsto the floor, and strode past Leia. With agrunt, he flopped down amost bonelessinto one of
the chairs opposite Elegos. In the viewport' slight, the rainbow of stains on Han' s once-white tunic was
evident, aswasthe grime at cuffs, collar, and elbows. His boots were badly scuffed, histrousers
wrinkled, and his hair utterly unkempt. He ran ahand over beard stubble, flashing dirty fingernailsashe
did so.

“I have aquestion for you, Elegos.”
“If | can beof service”

Han nodded asif his head were balanced on his spine instead of connected by muscle. “I understand
you Caamas have memories, strong memories.”

Leiaextended ahand toward Elegos. “Forgive me, Elegos. | learned about that from Luke, and |
thought, my husband . . .”

The Caamas shook his head. “I have no doubt you al are to be trusted with the information about our
memnii. Momentous eventsin our lives create memories. We are able, among our kind, and with certain
Jedi, to trandfer these memories. They have to be strong memories, powerful ones, to become memnii.”

“Y eah, the strong ones do stick around.” Han focused somewhere between the wall and the edge of the
viewport. Hefdl slent for amoment, then fixed Elegos with ahard stare. “ So what | want to know is
this: How do you get rid of them? How do you get them out of your head?’

The tortured tone of Han' s voice drove avibroblade through Leia sheart. “Oh, Han . . .”
He held up ahand to keep her back. His expression sharpened. “How do you do it, Elegos?’

The Caamad lifted his chin. “We cannot get rid of them, Captain Solo. By sharing them we sharethe
burden of them, but we can never berid of them.”

Han snarled, then curled forward in the chair, grinding the hedls of his hands againgt hiseyes. “I'd tear
them out if that would stop me from seeing, you know, | would, | redlly would. | can't stop seeingit,
seeing him, seeing him die. . ”

The man’ s voice sank to abass rumble; rough, raw, and ragged as broken ferrocrete. “ There he was,
standing there. HE' d saved my son. He' d saved Anakin. He tossed him up into my arms. Then, when |
saw him again, agust of wind knocked him down and collapsed abuilding on top of him. But he got up.
He was bloody and torn up, but he got up again. On hisfeet, he got up and heraised his arms toward
me. Heraised hisarmstoward me, so | could save him, the way he’' d saved Anakin.”

Han'’ s voice squeaked to silence. His larynx bobbed up and down.

“I saw him, don’'t you get it? | saw him standing there as the moon hit Sernpidal. Theair just combusted.
He was standing there, roaring, screaming. Thelight turned him black. Just asilhouette. Then it ateinto
him. | saw hisbones. They turned black, too, then white, so white | couldn’t watch. Then nothing.” Han
swiped at hisnose with ahand. “My best friend, my only truefriend, and | let him die. How am |



supposed to live with that? How do | get that out of my head? Tell me.”

Elegos s voice came softly, but with a strength that belied its gentle tone. “What you remember is partly
what you saw and partly your fears. Y ou see yourself as having failed him, and you think that’s how he
saw you a the last, but can’t be sure. Memories are not dwaysthat clear.”

“Y ou don’t know, you weren't there.”
“No, but | have been in smilar stuations.” The Caamas sank into a crouch, with his cloak pooling to the
floor around him. “Thefirst time | used ablaster, | shot three men. | watched them dance and collapse. |

waiched them die, and | knew | would carry that memory with me forever, the memory of mekilling
them. Then it was explained to me: the blaster had only been set to stun them. My belief waswrong, as,

perhaps, isyours.”

Han shook his head defiantly. “ Chewie was myfriend . He counted on me, and | failed him.”
“| do not believe he would seeit that way.”

Han snarled. “Y ou didn’t know him. How would you know?’

Elegoslaid ahand on the man’sknee. “1 didn’t know him, but | have known of him for decades. Even
what you just told me now, that he saved your son, tells me how much heloved you.”

“He couldn’t love me. Chewie died hating me. | abandoned him, | left him there to die. Hislast thoughts
werefilled with hatred for me.”

“No, Han, no.” Leladropped to her knees beside Han's chair and clutched hisleft forearm. “Y ou can't
believethat.”

“I wasthere, Leia. | was closeto saving Chewie, and | failed. | left him thereto die”

“Regardless of what you believe, Captain Solo, Chewbacca did not share that view.”

“What?How can you know what he was thinking?’

“The same way you will.” The Caamas blinked hisviolet eyes. “He saved your son. In Chewbacca' s
eyes, Anakin saved you by piloting theMillennium Falcon to safety. Y et one more time Chewbacca
saved you, thistime through your son. Y ou don't know that now, but you will cometo seethat isthe
truth. When you relive this memory, think about that. As noble a hero as Chewbacca was, he could not
have had anything but joy at knowing you survived. To think anything lessdemeanshim.”

Han shot to hisfeet, pitching the chair over backward. “How dare you? How dare you come into my
home and tel me I’ m demeaning my friend? What givesyou theright?’

Elegos dowly rose and spread open hands before him. “I apologize for any offense, Captain Solo. |
have intruded on your grief. It was unthinkable.”

He bowed to Leia. “My apologiesto you, aswdll. | shdl leave you.”

“Don't bother.” Han stalked forward between them, then headed toward the door. * Threepio, find out
from Coruscant’ s constabulary which tapcafslead the list for incident reports. Comlink methelist.”



Leiagot up. “Han, don’t go. I’m going to be leaving soon.”

“I know. Off to save the gdaxy again, that' smy Leia” Hedidn't turn to face her, just hunched his
shoulders. “1 hope you have better luck. | failed to save even one person.”

The suite' s closing door eclipsed Han Solo’ s back.
C-3PO, his head cocked at an angle, looked at Leia. “Mistress? What do | do?’

Lelaclosed her eyesand sighed. “ Get the list, giveit to him. Maybe call Wedge or any of the other
retired Rogues. Hobbie or Janson or someone ought to be at loose ends and could keep an eye on him.
And when he comes back, take good care of him.”

She fdt ahand on her shoulder. “Leia, | can head out to the Rim on my own. Y ou can stay hereto care
for your husband. | can report to you.”

She opened her eyes, then covered Elegos' s hand with her own. “No, Elegos, | need to go. Even that
deepin grief, Han' sright. | want to stay, al of mewantsto stay, but | haveto go. Otherscan't, soitisup
to usto rescue them. Han can take care of himsdf—he Il haveto.”

CHAPTER FIVE

L uke looked up and smiled as Corran escorted his two nephews into the briefing room.

“Did you see your sgter off on the shuttle?’

“She'son her way.” Jacen, the older one, glanced around the room, always looking to seeif anything
had changed since the last time he’ d been there. “ She wishes she had a better assignment.”

“I’'m sure shedoes.” Luke watched Jacen for amoment. Always checking the world, verifying what
he could assume, not trusting until heis certain. “Right now, | need her picking up Danni at
Commenor, then meseting with your mother and Senator A’Kla”

Anakin, the younger nephew, toyed with an ancient piece of equipment Ieft in the corner sincethetime
when the Rebd s fought the Empirein the skiesabove Yavin 4. “If Danni had just stayed with our mother
on Coruscant, she could have come out with her and not needed Jaina.”

Jacen frowned. “ Jaina s going to help Danni work on her Force skills, that’ swhy she'sgoing. They’ll be
traveling for afew dayswith nothing else to do, and Jaina s agood teacher.”

Luke nodded. “ And, after her ordedl, Danni did need time to meet with her family and assure them she
was unharmed.” He didn’t know if “unharmed” was accurate; the trauma of capture by the Y uuzhan
Vong had to have been severe. Still, Danni Quee had been intelligent and resilient, so Luke felt she'd

recover from her orded if given the proper support.



Anakin popped the pane off the old transceiver and peered insde. “What isit you have for usto do?
Pretty much everyone e se hastheir assgnments dready. | bet it's something good.”

Jacen snorted in his brother’ s direction, narrowing his brown eyes. “He et the others go first because
our assignments are going to be no better than Jaina’s.”

Corran frowned. “How did you get atarget lock on that idea?’

Jacen haf turned to face the Corellian Jedi. “Hewon't play favorites because of hisrelationship to us,
and redigtically, we are young. At least, by saving usfor last, he saves us some embarrassment.”

Jacen’ swords didn’t seem asfull of disgppointment as they should have, which reinforced adecision
Luke had aready made concerning assgnments. “Anakin.”

The younger boy, blue eyes bright, glanced over at hisuncle. “What?’
“I’'m going to have you accompany Marato Dantooine.”

“Huh?What?" Anakin straightened up. His brows furrowed, and just for a second, Luke caught an
angry expression that meant trouble whenever he' d seen it on Han Solo’sface. “But | thought I’ d be out
doing something . . . | thought . . .” The anger that had flashed over hisface drained away with hiswords.
“I understand.”

Luke arched an eyebrow at him. “And what isit you understand?’

“Youdon't trust me.” Anakin looked down at his dust-smeared fingertips and whispered hoarsely, “ Y ou
don't trust me because | killed Chewbacca”

The mournful tone of the boy’ s voice sent a shiver down Luke s spine. Regret and hurt poured off
Anakin, underscoring the turmoil he felt over the Wookiee' s death. Anakin has always wanted to be a
hero, has always wanted to redeem his name, and suddenly finds himself drowning in a tragedy.

“Thereis something you must understand, Anakin, first and foremost: Y ou did not kill Chewbacca.”
Luke waked over to his nephew and rested his hands on the boy’ s shoulders. Using histhumbs, he
tipped the boy’ sface up until their gazes met. “ The Y uuzhan Vong caused Sernpida’ s moon to come
crashing down into the planet, not you. For you to accept blame for Chewbacca s death absolves them
of hismurder and the murder of dl those you couldn’t save. Y ou can't do that.”

Anakin swallowed hard. “It sounds logica when you say it, but, in my heart, what | fed ... What | see
inmy father' seyes”

Luke lowered hisfaceto alevel with Anakin's. “ Don't be reading something into your father’ s eyesthat
isn't there. HE' sagood man, with agood heart. He' d never blame you for Chewi€' s death.”

The Jedi Magter straightened up again. “ Regardless of misunderstanding, | don’t know how you can
think | don't trust you. | am very specifically entrusting to you my wife, the person | hold most dear.”

The boy frowned. “Are you sureit’ s not the other way around?’

“Ah, Anakin, do you think Marawould like an assgnment baby-gtting an untrustworthy gpprentice?’



“Um, no.”

“And do you think she’ d give me an earful about it?’

Corran laughed. “ An earful would be getting off lightly.”

Anakin amiled alittle. “1 guess shewould, Uncle Luke.”

“I may be adept in the ways of the Force, but there’ sno Jedi ability that’ Il take the sting out of the sharp
side of her tongue.” Luke stepped back and gave Anakin a brave amile. “Maraneeds sometime to get
her illness under control. Dantooine isaworld teeming with life, so it sfull of the Force. | want her there

to be able to recover, and | want you with her to help her out. If you'll accept thismission, I'll be very
grateful.”

Anakin hesitated for amoment then nodded. “ Thanksfor trusting me.”

“I’ve never had any doubts about you, Anakin.” Luke winked a him. “Y ou should go get your things
together, then see to gathering the provisonsyou' Il need on Dantooine.”

“Blagters and lightsabersincluded?’

Luke nodded. “Lightsabers, of course. Blasters because | think you can use the work concentrating and
focusing the Force. Target practice demands that sort of concentration.”

Anakin's smile broadened. “Besides, Aunt Marawouldn’t be caught dead without a blaster.”
“Only one?’ Corran laughed. “Run heavy on the power packs, Anakin.”

The youth clapped his handstogether. “1’ll take good care of her, Uncle Luke, | redly will. We'll come
back ready to do whatever we need to beat the Y uuzhan Vong.”

“I'msureof it.” Luke nodded to his nephew and watched the boy |eave the room. He waited until he
could sense Anakin’ s presence descending in the turbolift, then turned his attention to Jacen. “Do you
redly think I’ ve got some embarrassing duty planned for you?’

“No, Uncle Luke, I'mjust afraid | might embarrass you.”

Luke turned and walked toward the table that had been behind him. He gave himself amoment to
ponder Jacen’ swords. He turned and leaned back againgt the table. “1 suppose this conversation has
been coming for awhile, haan't it?’

“Probably.” Jacen shrugged. “I’ ve been thinking since the Y uuzhan VVong arrived, and since dl the Jedi
were hereand talking.”

“Soundslikethisisafamily talk.” Corran levered himsdlf away from the room’sback wall. “I’ll return
leter.”

Jacen held ahand up. “No, wait. Itis afamily matter, but onefor the entire Jedi family, not just us”

Corran looked at Luke. “Luke?’



“Do stay. | suspect more than two perspectives will be useful here.” Luke looked over at his nephew.
“What have you been thinking?’

The youth sighed, and a certain amount of relief pulsed off him. “If this sounds harsh, | don’t mean it to
be, but I’ ve come to redlize something pretty fundamenta about the Jedi order. We're dl trained to use
the Force to allow usto do things to keep the peace and stave off disaster. We do that because we're
following your teaching. Y ou’ re following the teaching of your masters, Uncle Luke, but they had to
instruct you in those things you needed to defegt the Empire. They did agreat job forging you into a
weapon, and you even went beyond their training to do things they probably didn’t think you could.”

The Jedi Master nodded. I can accept that.”

“Okay, thething of it isthat you were shaped as aweapon by Jedi Masters who were part of atradition
that had developed into peacekeepers. | get the fegling, though, that’ s not how the Jedi began. | think the
Jedi philosophy started as something that strengthened people within. Thepowers we manifest—I think
those are dl outgrowths of theinternal strengthening, but alot of those teachings were lost long the way.
| mean, | fed the need for something inside.”

With anguish on hisface, Jacen looked at hisuncle. “1’m not sure being aJedi Knight ismy callinginlife.
I"d redly prefer it if you gave me no assgnment at dl.”

Luke shifted his shouldersinvoluntarily asatwitch shot up his spine. “Wow, I"d not expected that.”
Jacen glanced at thefloor. “I’'m sorry | disappointed you.”

“No, it'snot that.” Luke frowned. “| was going to tell you that what you wanted didn’t matter right now
because | need you. And as | was getting ready to say that, | heard Uncle Owen telling me the same
thing, right before he died.”

Jacen’ s head came up. “ Then you understand?’
“Oh, very well.”
“Thenyou Il let me seek the answers | need?’

“No.” Luke held his hands up quickly. “1 mean, yes, you'll be able to seek for your answers, but not as
areplacement for an assgnment. Y ou have to remember that absolutely key to the Jedi philosophy isa
respect for dl life. For you to go off now meansyou’ d be putting your life ahead of that of others, and
that’ s not good.”

“But, Uncle Luke, you've dways put yourself last. Y ou—and Mom and Dad and everyone else—are
aways being pulled every which way.” He bdled hisfists and pounded them againgt hiships. “Y ou don't
have the time to figure out what it is you need to do to develop yoursdlf further in the Force. You're
awaysdidracted.”

Corran scratched at histhroat. “Y ou’ ve got a point there, Jacen, but you' re assuming that only by going
off like ahermit to contemplate the Force and your integration with it are you going to be able to get
anywhere. That'sjust not true.”

“How do you know, Corran?’ Jacen crossed hisarms over his chest. “None of the Jedi dlive today have
had that chance. For al we know, Y oda spent the first three centuries of hislife asahermit. Maybe



that’ swhat we need to do.”

“Or, maybe, Jacen, that’ s just one path to get where you want to go.” Corran pointed afinger at Luke.
“Your uncleand | differed over paths to becoming a Jedi Knight, but we' re both here. And, sure, there
might be distractions out there, but there are lessons |earned from doing things and succeeding or failing
that aren’t easy to learn from tranquil consideration. Y ou' re right, having timeto consider them and their
consequencesisuseful, but | find it hard to concentrate on introgpection when folks out there arein
trouble”

L uke nodded in agreement. “Corran’ s point iswell taken, Jacen. | do understand what you are saying,
and | promise you that if you decide that your path is one of introspection, | won't stand in your way.”

The youth’ s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “There sacatch.”

“Thereis. | redlydo need you. I’ ve saved the most dangerous mission in al thisfor mysdlf, and | want
you with me. Because you' ve dedlt with the Y uuzhan Vong before, you have the experience | need.
We re taking Artoo and going back to Belkadan, to see what that Y uuzhan VVong agent wastrying to
create there. Thisisavery important misson, and | really do need you with me.”

Corran snorted. “ Great, | guessthat |eaves the aforementioned embarrassing mission for me.”
Jacen glanced & him. “Trade you.”

“No, youwon't.” Luke reached down and clutched the edge of thetable. “Y ou wouldn't like the
assgnment I’ m giving him, and given what you' ve told me, you'reredly not suited to it. The Belkadan
mission, however, isone you' re perfect for.”

Jacen’ sface closed for a second, then he nodded, but stiffly. “1’ [l go dong with you for now, but | have
such mixed fedings. I'm afraid I'll be no help to anyone.”

“Fair enough.”

The youth bowed his head. “If you will permit me, Uncle Luke, I'll leave you two to discuss Corran’s
misson.”

“No, wait, listen to what you almost asked to do.”
Corranrolled hiseyes. “ Thisis going to be worse than | thought.”

Luke laughed. “ Okay, so yoursis the second most dangerous mission. Out on the Rim there€ sasystem
designated MZX33291 by Imperia surveyors. It hasapulsar in the areathat disrupts communications
from the only habitable world in the system. The Empire had made the planet off-limitsto everyone for
reasons that are unclear. There is some evidence that they had xenoarchaeol ogica teams out there, but
no trace of what they might have discovered.”

“Okay. Y ou think the Y uuzhan VVong are there?’

“I don't know.” Luke shrugged. “ The University of Agamar uncovered the records concerning thefifth
world there, which they’ ve named Bimmiel after the Imperia survey team leader. About three months
ago they sent axenoarch survey team out as part of afor-credit course. No one has heard from them,
which isv't wholly unexpected. We were sent word by the university administrators, who thought, if we



had Jedi in the area, we could swing by and make sure everything was okay.”

The Cordlian smiled. “ They think our budget for interstellar travel isbigger than theirs?’

“Something like that. | also think they believe Jedi will be better in the rescuing department than students
they might send out.” Luke sighed. “Initia reports from the team indicated the climate had changed from

that seen by the Imperia surveyors. The students arrived during the stormy season there. It's pretty
severe”

Corran nodded. “Bad weather doesn’t sound that dangerous.”

“I want you to take Ganner Rhysode with you. He |l be your partner.”

The Corellian hissed. “ That trade offer ill good, Jacen?’

“If it sany consolation, Corran, Ganner was no morein favor of this pairing than you werewhen | told
him what he'd bedoing.” Luke gave hisfriend asmple amile. “Look, if thereis nothing going on out

there, then the mission should be smple. You get in, you locate the university’ s people and evacuate
them.”

“Ganner could do that by himsdf.”

“Hecould, but if the Y uuzhan Vongare there, | think he’ d be likely to launch into them, and that would
leave the folks he cameto save in avery bad position. Y ou'rein charge, and hewill obey you, abeit
rather reluctantly.”

Jacen smiled a Corran. “Besides, Corran, you have to admit that your lacking telekinetic abilities does
put you & abit of adisadvantage.”

“Sure. | can’'t move arock with my mind, but, boy, can | make that rock think it’s been moved.” He
sighed. “ Ganner is pretty good with TK. Makes sense to include him. And things could have been worse.
Y ou could have paired mewith Kyp.”

“I"d not be so cruel to ether of you.”

“Hey, I’'m not that bad.” Corran arched an eyebrow at Luke. “Or are you thinking thisis one of those
from-a-certain-point-of -view things?’

“See, dl that training did pay off.” The Jedi Master nodded. “ Thisis also a chance, Corran, to show
Ganner that Kyp' s approach to the Forceisn't the only way to do things.”

“Got it.” Corran amiled. “Well, may the Force bewith dl of us, | guess.”
“Yes, please.” Luke nodded solemnly. “You know, | like the fact that the Jedi are the galaxy’ sfirst line

of defense, but what I'm dreading hereisthat the Y uuzhan VVong will show us how very wesk alinethat
is”



CHAPTER SIX

Corran Horn found Vdininasmal clearing inthe Y avin 4 jungle. The boy sat on the ground
cross-legged, with hishands on hisknees. He stared intently forward, concentrating on asmall rock a
meter in front of him. Sweat beaded up on hisbrow and threatened to trickle down into his hazel eyes.

Immesasurable pride and anguish roiled around in Corran's heart as he watched his son. The
Horn-Hacyon line of Jedi Knightswas notoriousfor itslack of telekinetic abilities. Corran still recdled
his complete frustration with trying to move objects through the Force. Except under extreme
circumstances, when he' d used the Force to contain energy that would have hurt others, he couldn’t so
much astickle drool from aHutt’ slips, much less move arock.

That Vdin would try so hard to move the rock impressed Corran. Valin aready had surpassed his
father’ s expectations. Though only eleven years old, he dready stood shoulder-height to Corran and
clearly was going to take after his grandfathersin terms of size. Hisdark hair and hazel eyeswerea
compromise between his parents  coloration, while his features were more Mirax, with hints of Corran’'s
own mother inthere, too.It’s good he doesn’t take after Booster Terrik in that aspect.

Like every father everywhere, Corran’s chest tightened as he watched his son try atask he knew the
boy would fall. He wanted to step in, to save Vdin from the disappointment, but held himself back.
Learning thelesson might hurt his son, but learning how to handle disappointment was more vauable than
being ableto move dl therocksin the galaxy.

And, to Corran’ s surprise, the small, ovoid rock began to move. It tottered on its base, then dowly
flopped over onitssde.

Corran whooped out loud. “Vdin, that’ sgreat! Y ou moved it.”

“Dad?" Theboy’s head whipped around, hislong brown hair flicking sweat away. Onelock pasted itself
under hisright eye. “I didn’t seeyou there.”

“No, you were concentrating. That was great.” Corran advanced into the clearing and helped his son up
to hisfeet. “I mean, what you did, | could never—"

“Dad, it wasn't what you think.”

“I know what | saw.”

Vdin smiled and fingered the hair off his cheek. “ Remember how you' ve talked about points of view?’
-

“It' sapoint-of-view thing.” Vain squatted down and waved hisfather down with him. “Look again.”
Corran studied therock. The ground at its base was dive with smdll, purple insects. They were
swarming up through the dirt and around the base of the stone. “1 don't get it. Y ou set the rock on the

entrance to one of their colonies?’

“No. I have been studying the garnants. They communicate through vibration and scent. | used the
Force. | reached down and made them think therewas atrail up. | made them think the rock was food.



Thefirst one marked it with food scent.” Vdin shrugged sheepishly and pulled asmall morsd of food
from apocket. “I have areward for them, soit’snot like I’ m forcing them to do anything.”

Corran frowned for amoment. Compelling the behavior of asgpient individua, especidly if it was
againg theindividud’ swill and for the selfish benefit of the Jedi, undoubtedly would be of the dark side.
Luring nonsapientsinto doing something natural didn’t fall into thet classat dl, especialy when the task
was harmless and they were paid back for their actions by something that would replace the energy
they’ d expended.

“It’ s probably closer to the borderline with the dark side than you want to be playing with, but I’ m very
impressed.” Corran reached out and stroked his son’s head. “ Communicating with another speciesisn’t

esy.

“Not redlly communicating, Dad.” Vainrolled hiseyes. “They'rejust bugs. | make them think arock is
food.”

“Morethan | could do at your age.”
“But you weren't trained.”
“True enough.” Corran tood. “ That notwithstanding, I’ m very proud of you.”

“I’d like to make you prouder.” Vain stood and sighed heavily. “1’ d been trying to move the rock with
my mind for awhilefirst. Then | decided to try that other way. | guess|’ll never be a powerful Jedi.”

Corran rested his hands on his son’s shoulders and touched hisforehead to Vain's. “ There are those
among the Jedi that view strength as how far you can move something, or how easily you can bresk
something. Thered strength of aJedi comes from within, from his heart and mind. Some Jedi move
rocksjust to prove they can move them, but the strongest Jedi don’t see any reason to move rocks when
that isn't going to solve theimmediate problem.”

His son sighed again and smiled. “ So, what are you telling me, Dad?’

“He stdling you, boy, that being weak is something you'll learn to get used to, perhaps ahandicap
you'll even get over.”

Corran’s head came up as he turned toward the voice. “ Ganner!”

The other Jedi nodded solemnly. The man stood afull head taler than Corran. His broad shoulders
tapered down to anarrow waist and hips, but the man’sbody fairly rippled with muscle. Jet-black hair
had been combed back to emphasize awidow’ s peak. The mustache and goatee he wore combined with
his handsome features and piercing blue eyesto give him the sort of rakish good looks that easily made
the man the object of admiring glances. The midnight blue and black Jedi robes he wore set him gpart
from the jungle and gave him the bearing of agovernment official.

Corran could fedl the Force gathering in hisson. He gave Vain' s shoulder asqueeze. “Don’'t doit.”

Thetaller man opened hisarms easly and let the hint of asmiletwigt hislips. “Please, Vdin, show me
what you can do. Project whatever vison you wish. | promiseto be afraid.”

The boy lifted his chin asthe Force drained out of him. “ Scariest thing | can think of isyou standing



there”

Ganner clapped dowly. “He hasalot of spirit, thisisgood.” Helooked at Corran. “Our ship isready to
go.”

“I wasjust going to say good-byeto my son.”
“We have sometime. Not much, but alittle yet.”

Corran turned to Vdin. “ Go back to the Great Temple. Y our mother and sister are there. Tell them I'll
be adong presently to say farewdl.”

The boy arched an eyebrow at him. “ Are you sure?’
Ganner laughed. “1 won't hurt him.”
Vadlin turned his head and spitted Ganner on ahard stare. “Asif you could. . .”

“Go, Vdin. Y our mother will get impatient, and you don’t want that any morethan | do.” Corran ruffled
the boy’shair. “'Y our mother will be worried, so ease her fears, okay?’

The boy nodded, then started sprinting off toward the temple.

Corran watched him go, then dowly looked back at Ganner. “ Okay, and now thereal reason you
wanted to meet me here, away from the others.”

“Perceptive, good.” Ganner’ sarctic eyes narrowed. “Y ou' re nominaly in charge of our expedition—"
“Correction, I'min chargeof it.” Corran folded hisarms across his chest. “Y ou are my aide on thisrun.”
“Inthe datafiles, yes, that'sit. Inredity . . .”

“Meaning?’

“Meaning you' re an old-style Jedi, you and your dual-phase lightsaber. Meaning I’'m amuch more
powerful Jedi than you are. Meaning | know that you don’t care for Kyp Durron’s philosophy—a
philosophy that | think must be embraced if the Jedi order isto fulfill its destiny in the gdaxy.” Ganner
gestured easily, and therock rosein theair asif lodged in someinvisbleturbolift. “1 will do what must be

donefor usto complete our mission, but | will not brook interference fromyou .

The rock shot straight at Corran. He dodged to the right. The rock veered wide to the left, then tumbled
and crashed back through the underbrush.

Ganner smirked at him. “ Do you understand what | am saying?’

“Sure” Corran let hishandsfall to hissdeseadly. “Y ou're saying that your philosophy ismore
important than the job we' re being sent to do.”

“That'snotitat dl.”

“Sureitis, but | don't expect you to understand that.” Corran shook his head. “Y ou and Kyp and the



othersthat believe the way you do—you’ re working very hard to establish what the Jedi mean to this
gdaxy. You'redoing that by wearing sharp uniforms and taking strong stands. Much of thetimeyou're
probably right in the stands you take—I can’t disagree with them. What | don't likeis how you make the
stands, and how you work. You're all saying, ‘Hey, we are Jedi. We deserve your respect.” | happen to
think we needto earn it.”

Ganner’ s expression darkened. “Wehave earned it. The Jedi made order out of the chaos of the
Empire”

“No,a Jedi did that,the only Jedi there was at the time who was willing to stland up and fight the Empire.
Luke Skywalker earned the galaxy’ s respect, not the rest of us. Our fight has to be waged each and
every day out there, and here’ sahologram you' d best study from al sides. People end up being
inherently suspicious and resentful of anyone who sets himsdlf up to sort right from wrong.” Corran gave
him ahadf smile. “I saw it when | worked for CorSec, and I’ ve seen it asa Jedi.”

Thetaler man threw his head back and laughed. “Y ou, of al people, havetheleast cdl to criticize usfor
trying to establish an image that makes our jobseasier.”

“How do you plot that course?’

“What you did on Courkrus. Y ou terrorized people. Made them see frightening things that weren't
there.” A triumphant smirk played over Ganner’ sfeatures. “Y ou might have been going by the name
Keiran Halcyon then, but you used the methods we use. Y ou know how effective they can be.”

“No, no, no.” Corran shook hishead. “Y ou're not going to use what | did at Courkrusto justify your
actions. Courkrus was an outlaw planet, ruled by pirates. | used their fear againgt them to break down
their confederation. | made those who deserved to fear someone bringing justice, actualy fear justice
having arrived. Y ou al comeinto asituation and hold yourselves back, aoof, judging aways. No one
can fed safe around you—they dways have to wonder when you will cometo judge them.”

“We deter them from turning to the dark side that way.”

“Yeah, I've heard that argument before, from guys at CorSec and in every security service on any planet
I’ve ever vidted. Fear, regardiess of what good it might accomplish, is a stepping-stone on the path to
thedark sde.” Corran held his hands up. “None of that matters, though. Y ou don’t want meinterfering
with you on thismission of ours, fine. Don’t give me cause to interfere with you. We reto go, find some
academics, and bring them home. It' svery smple.”

Ganner Rhysode snorted at his description of the mission, and Corran felt just aglimmer of respect for
the man’ srgjection of that description. Perhaps you are a little bit sharper than | amwilling to grant.

“1 do hope it will be simple, but these things never are.” Ganner waved a hand back toward the Great
Temple. “Though some are taking refuge in the idea that the hyperspace disturbance around the gaaxy
will keep out dl but the few Y uuzhan VVong who squirted through, | think the analogy that it' slikea
gorm, astorm that may be abating, ismore likely true. If so, wewill likely find Y uuzhan Vong on that
world and many others. I'll beready.”

Ganner dropped ahand to hislightsaber. “1I’ [l do whatever it takes to show these invaders why they
never should have come here.”

“Aren't you forgetting something?’



“What?’" Ganner snarled abit as he dapped a agarnant on his neck. “The Y uuzhan Vong are invaders.
We need to drive them back.”

“Our mission isto save the academics.” Corran smiled carefully asthe larger man dapped at more
insects. “It' salittle detail, but you can see how painful missing thelittle things can be.”

Ganner growled again and brushed garnants from his clothes. “Y ou did thisto me.”

“Not me. Perhaps you stepped on acolony’smain tunnd.” Corran kept his mirth in check.l willhave to
speak to Valin about this. He admired his son’s sense of family, but the Force wasn't atool for playing
practical jokes.| think he knows that. | just have to remind him of it and make sure he doesn’t

make that mistake again.
Ganner angrily scratched at his clothes and dapped at garnants. “ They’ re everywhere.”

A shiver ran down Corran’s spine as he caught amenta image of the Y uuzhan VVong swarming over
Ganner the way the insects were. “Head back to the temple and hit arefresher station. They’ ve painted
you with a scent that will draw more to you. We'll go as soon asyou arerid of them.”

“You may think thisisfunny, Horn, but I’ m serious about what I've said. Don't getin my way.” The
taller man tore histunic off and started running toward the Great Temple.

Corran watched him go until he could no longer see the red bite bumps al over Ganner’ sback. “1 have
no intention of being in your way, Ganner, unless you force meto be there,” he muttered at the retreating
figure. “If you do, | guesswe Il find out just who redllyis the stronger Jedi.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Through the doorway to the bedroom they shared, Luke Skywaker caught aglimpse of hiswife
reclining on the bed. Shelay there very comfortably, her red-gold hair spread around her head like a

hao. Her chest rose and fell regularly and gently—peacefully, redly—prompting himto redize how little
peace they had known in their life together.

Beside her, on the bed, lay afew folded garments that needed to be stuffed into the traveling bags at the
foot of the bed. Herswere mostly full, and two bags had been set out for him. Luke smiled, appreciating
her thoughtfulness, and admiring her for taking the extra effort to get his bags out, despite the draining
fatigue that was part of her illness.

He entered the room quietly, hoping not to disturb her, but her eyesflickered open. “Luke. Good, it’'s
you.”

“Who e se would you have expected?’

She amiled, ahbit hatingly, but with enough strength to send athrill through him. “ Anakin. | don’t want to
be late for our departure.”



“Don’'t worry about that. Anakin isavery understanding boy.” Luke set aside the folded garments and
segted himsdlf at Mara sfeet. “How areyou?’

One corner of her mouth tucked itsdlf into asmirk. “Y ou're the Jedi Master, you tell me.”

L uke reached out through the Force toward her and quickly encountered the defenses she'd set up. It
fdt asif she'd wrapped hersdf in thorns, then cobbled together body armor from starship hull plates.
Beyond that were kilometers of wrappings holding her in al tight. Each line of defense brought his probe
up short, then alittle, tiny gap opened, alowing him to move deeper and deeper.

Findly, beyond the wrappings and past an ocean of images, hopes, and fears, he reached Mara s core.
When he experienced her through the Force thisway she always appeared to him to be white-hot, flaring
brilliantly. She was the most vibrant and dive person he’ d ever known—something made dl that much
more remarkable since the Emperor would have tried to dampen down her vitdity while shewasin his
sarvice.

Theillness she had contracted had sapped some of her strength, but her resilience kept it at bay. He
could fedl the Force flowing through her, constantly rebuilding the damage done and keeping the disease
beaten back. Whiletheinitia encounterswith the Y uuzhan Vong had distracted her and allowed the
disease to advance, she had made amaor effort toward recovery.

Sheis not yet whole again, but sheis gaining in strength.Luke gave her asmile. “I’d say you are
doing very well, my love”

Mara sat forward and reached out to stroke L uke' s cheek. “1’m doing better, but not well enough.”
“Giveittime, Mara” Hekissed her on thewrigt. “Impatience is handmaiden to despair.”

“And despair is of thedark sde.” Maranodded dightly. “1 understand, Master Skywalker.”

Luke shook hishead. “Y ou know what | mean.”

“1 do, Luke, and I know why you warn me that way. Y our empathy and caution are two of your more
endearing qualities.” She lay back down, drawing her knees up to give Luke more room.

Luke rested his chin on her right knee. “Y ou don’t mind having Anakin accompany you to Dantooine?’
She shook her head. “1can goit done, if you need him esewhere”

“If you don't want him with you, | can find another assignment for him.” The Jedi Master kissed her
kneecap. “I don’t want you burdened with something that’ sredly my problem.”

“Lukel” Mard svoice gained in volume and developed alittle of an edge. “When we married, your
problems became my problems.”

“Yes, but Anakinis part of my family, and the way you grew up, you didn’t have achance to—"

Mara spitted him with agreen-eyed stare. “Want to consider again what you' re saying there,
Raised-as-an-only-child Skywaker?’



Luke laughed slently for amoment. “ Point taken.”

“Takethisone, too. When | agreed to marry you, | knew what | was getting into. We agreed to share
our lives, which means we agreed to share dl of the problemsaswell asthe joys.” Maraclosed her eyes
for amoment. “I like Anakin. | can sympathize with what he is going through.” She opened her eyes
again. “Hefedsrespongblefor Chewbacca s degth. At onetime | felt responsible for the Emperor’s
death. Both of us have lost someone who was part of the foundation of our lives. If | can help him
through that, well, he won't have to go through the things | did to find hisway back out again.”

She glanced up at Luke. “ Of course, | imagine he' s not thrilled at being saddled with asick old lady
heading to a backwater world for arest cure.”

“Actudly, he accepted the assgnment very willingly. | told him | was entrusting you to hiscare. He
shouldered that respongibility very positively. He s done agood job requisitioning al the thingsyou'll
need on Dantooine.”

Mara seyesflashed. “I caught that burst of caution from you, Luke. What isit?’

“I clearly need to work on control more.” He sighed. “Y ou know the star charts. Dantooineisfairly well
Rimward. It could be in the Y uuzhan V ong invasion corridor—if thereis one. Sending you and Anakin
out theredl done—"

“Is probably the best shot you have at getting some scouting done so you can assess the scope of the
invason.” Mara scooted back, sitting up and piling pillows behind her back. “ Aswe ve discussed, the
attacks we' ve dready dedlt with were decidedly unmilitary. There was no reconnaissancein force, no
establishment of forward bases that could be supported, none of the things we' d expect from an invasion.
Whatever is going to be following this up will now have to work more cautioudy because they know
we' re derted.”

“I can’'t fault your logic, but | don't like theideaof having you on the front line.”

“But Dantooineisn't aserious military target. That'swhy the Rebels chose it asabase, only to abandon
it later. And that’ swhy Tarkin didn’t destroy it with the Death Star.”

Luke shrugged uneasily. “ That' sassumingtheir sense of targetsisthe same asours. Y ou remember what
they did on Belkadan. Maybe their sdlection criteriaare different from ours.”

“All the more reason we need to have people scouting far and wide, to figure them out.”

The Jedi Master shook his head. “ There’ sbasically no way that you won't be able to twist my concerns
around into proof that you and Anakinshould be sent to Dantooine, isthere?’

“Itisonly because | know you so well, my love.” Maracrooked afinger, beckoning him closer.

L uke stretched out on the bed, resting his upper body on his elbows. “Y ou do know me, Mara, better
than | know mysdlf.”

“But not aswell as| will know you when we're old and gray together.” She leaned forward and kissed
him on the forehead. “And | know your concern for me, and for al the other Jedi heading out, issmply a
mechanism you use to avoid thinking about the dangers you will face. After dl, we are going to worlds
wherethe Y uuzhan Vongmight appear.You are going to aworld where we aready know they’ ve been,



and we have no clue asto what you will find on Belkadan.”

“All I want to find there is something to help cure you. Y ou said you felt a connection between the
plague there and your illness. If | can track down something that will be more helpful—"

She pressed afinger againg hislips. “You will, Luke. Facing al we vefaced, thereisno way I’ m letting
some aguekill me. If the cure comes from Belkadan, great. If we haveto find it e sawhere, that’ sfine,
too. Thekey thingisto find out for certain if my illnessis connected to the Y uuzhan VVong. If itis, when|
oet hedthy, the Y uuzhan VVong will pay.”

Lukeraised hisface and kissed her on the lips. “When, ah, you and | were on the opposite side of
things, that sort of spirit made me abit fearful of our finally having to face each other in combat. Now |
amog fed sorry for the Y uuzhan Vong.”

“They brought it on themselves. No one invited them here.” Marareturned hiskiss, long and fiercely.
“Don’t you worry about me, Luke. Take care of yourself and Jacen. Anakin and | will do just fine.”

He nodded. “I know you will.” He kissed her again. “1 will missyou terribly, you know.”

Mararan her fingers back through hishair. “And I will missyou, too, husband. But, our being apart from
timeto timeis something | also accepted when | became your wife. We part now so we can be together
forever. Not the best bargain in life, but not the worgt, either. And, for now, husband mine, itisabargain
| am more than happy to accept.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Ashis X-wing cleared the dorsa launch bay on the Bothan Assault CruiserRalroost, Gavin Darklighter
tugged back on the stick and rolled to starboard to watch the rest of the squadron emerge. The Bothan
Assault Cruiser was one of the latest additionsto the New Republic flegt. While dightly smadler than a
Victory -class Star Destroyer, and possessed of leaner and less angular lines, theRalroost boasted 20
percent more firepower than aVic and dmogt half again as much in terms of shielding and armor. The
ship had been designed to take a severe pounding and still hammer an enemy.

Gavin recdled the discussion hel d had with hiswife and his sister when the Bothans announced plansto
build the Assault Cruisers. Peace had been declared with the Imperia Remnant, so the ships were seen
as ether afoolish alocation of resources, hints at future Bothan aggression, or, asfar as Seraand Rasca
were concerned, a gross waste of money. Given that peace reigned in the gdaxy, both of them thought
the money needed to build one of the ships could be better spent on healing the scars of decades-long
war.

Their arguments had been persuasive, but Gavin had reserved judgment, and as he looked down at the
ship, he was glad the Bothans had built it. The fighter hangars were amidships and had launch apertures
that would let the fighters head up or down, as needed, to get into battle. The dud launch paths also
meant recovering fighters after abattle was faster, and Gavin very much appreciated that detail.

He keyed his comm unit. “Oneflight on me. Five, you have two, and, Nine, you have three.”



His two subordinate commanders, Mgor Inyri Forge and Mgor Alinn Varth, acknowledged his
command, and not for thefirst time did the incongruity of having female voiceslinked to those flight
designators strike him. For dmost the whole of Gavin' stime in the squadron, Nine had been Corran
Horn, and Five had been Hobbie or Janson or Tycho Celchu. Then again, Lead was almost always
Wedge, but now I’ mthe leader.

Theflights spread out and turned toward the center of the star system. It wasn't much to look at, with an
agteroid belt separating two smal, very hot planets from three larger gas giants. None of the planets
themsalves supported life, though the largest gas giant did have some moons that were dmost
hospitable—if one could tolerate alow-oxygen, high-nitrogen mix for bresthing.1f not for some mining
donein the asteroids, and the fact that traffic from Bastion uses this as a nav point to the
Corporate Sector, this would be another dull spot on star charts.

The system didn’t even have aname, which struck Gavin as appropriate, for it had been largely without
any notoriety for aslong asfolks had visited it. That had changed within aweek, when afreighter
stopped to scout the asteroids for any salvage. Fighters of unknown origin had jumped the ship, but the
freighter got away and reported theincident. Admird Kre' fey had taken hisRalroost out to investigate.
Rogue Squadron shifted from playing pirates to becoming pirate hunters and shipped aong.

Gavin punched up an analysis program and loaded it into histargeting computer. “ Catch, push sensors.
We know there were snubfighters out here, but | need to find their base.”

Thedroid warbled his understanding quickly.

Inyri’ s voice crackled through the comm speakersin his hedmet. “Lead, we have trangent contactsin the
asteroid belt, 247 mark 30. They’ re shadowing us.”

“I copy. Got enough to identify them?’
“Matchesaren’t coming up easily, so I’'m guessing uglies.”

“Keep an eye on them.” Gavin thought for asecond, then nodded to himself. “On my mark, al Rogues
will break onto course 270 mark 27. We re aiming for the big asteroid there, the one that’ s dowly
raling.”

Confirmations of the orders came back to him over the comm unit.

Gavin reached up and flicked a switch that locked the fighter’ s S-foilsin attack position. He studied his
sensor scopes but got nothing. Well, if they won't show themselves easily, we'll just have to root
them out ourselves. “Rogues, on my mark, three, two, one,mark .” He kicked his X-wing up on its port
stabilizers and eased the stick back, then leveled out and saw the rest of hisflight cruisein behind him.

He switched his comm unit over to the command frequency he shared with theRalroost . “Rogue L eader
here. We have contacts and areinvestigating.”

“Undergtood, Rogue L eader. Good hunting.”
Gavin forced himsdf to take a deep breath, then to exhale dowly. While he trusted Inyri’ s judgment

about the shipsthey’ d be flushing from the asteroids, he couldn’t shake the sense of dread that came with
the memory of hisfirst Sm encounter with the coral skippers. Even though we' ve run sims against



skips, coming up against them for real will be very dangerous.

From behind the big asteroid burned opposition. Catch painted contact after contact on Gavin's
secondary monitor. All of the shipswere, in fact, uglies, cobbled together from parts of older fighters.
They included TIE-wings, which were TIE fighter cockpits married to Y -wing engine nacelles,
X-ceptors, which were X-wing bodies with TIE interceptor wings, and triple-finned tri-fighters,
nicknamed clutches because the ball cockpit was held in the grip of thethreefins' forward edges. All the
shipswere as common in pirate fleets as hydrogen wasin the galaxy, and dl of them could be very
deedly.

Gavin dropped histargeting reticle on the lead clutch and flicked hisweapons over to lasers. He linked
them for dud fire, then glanced at histargeting monitor. The range to target scrolled down quickly, but
that concerned him less than another detail the sensor scan provided him.

The clutch had no shields. There was no reason any pilot going into combat wouldn't bring his shields up
to full power. Thetri-fighter was known to possess shields—which was one of the reasonsit had
become a successful pirate-ship design. Without shields the pirates would never stand a chance against
the Rogues.

“Catch, get metheir tactical frequency.” Gavin nudged his stick to theright and triggered aburst that
burned red past the clutch’ s nose. “Five, you show any shields on these guys?’

“Negative, Lead. Hulls are weak, t00.”

What' s happening here?Gavin lined up another shot at the clutch and waited for it to firefirst. The
clutch kept coming, closing well within optima range, then findly shot agreen laser bolt & Gavin's
X-wing. The energy sent agtatic hissthrough the comm unit’s speakers asit dissipated againgt the
shields. It had done less damage to them than it should have, and only one of the two lasers on the clutch
hed fired.

And the only reason a pilot hasto get that close isif he's shooting with visual data—his sensors
must be out.

The clutch flashed past, and Gavin rolled to starboard, then hauled back on the stick and started chasing
the clutch. He inverted, then dived and goosed histhrottle to follow thetri-fighter through its evasive
maneuvers. He switched hislasers over to quad fire, then settled hismiddle finger onthe stick’s
secondary trigger button. This modification was meant to use against the skips, but could be of use
here, | think.

Helined up his shot, then pulled the secondary trigger. The lasers cycled quickly, producing ahail of
down-powered laser dartsthat stippled little burn marks al over the clutch’ sfins. The fire gnawed away
a the pirate ship, burning off black-and-white droid-fist insgniaemblazoned there.

The clutch rolled to port, then climbed sharply. Gavin chopped his throttle back, inverted, and started to
climb after the clutch. He let the pirate fighter climb into his sights, then sprayed more laserfire over the
ship. These bolts struck on the forward canopy and clearly surprised the pilot. The clutch jerked to
starboard, then one of theion engines belched along jet of flaming exhaust. The other engineflared for a
moment, then both shut down.

Gavin gtarted to cruise in for acloser look at the fighter when aheavy turbolaser bolt dashed through the
void between him and it. Catch shrilled awarning, so Gavin rolled to port and dove toward the large



asteroid that had been hisgod.

The climb after the clutch had taken him above the asteroid’ s horizon, exposing him to the ship that lay
hidden behind it. He vaguely recognized it as aNebulon-B escort frigate, but that was only from the

generd profile. The ship had been hammered badly, with gaping holes opened in the hull. His sensors
showed some flickerings of shields, but they remained weak enough that Gavin knew a drafing run by his

X-wing would punch through and do serious damage.

“Catch, put their tactica frequency on comm channe four.” The requisite button on his comm unit began
to glow, so Gavin punched it, intensfying thelight. “Thisis Colond Gavin Darklighter of the New

Republic. Identify yoursalves and stand down, or youwill be destroyed.”
“Thisis...” Thevoice coming through the speakers started bold and defiant, but fatered quickly,
weskening sharply. “Thisis Urias Xhaxin of theFree Lance .”

“Lead, bresk port.”
Without thinking, Gavin juked hisfighter left, then saw green laser bolts blaze through the space he' d just

left. A TIE-wing dived through, followed closdly by Rogue Two. Kra Nevil’s quad burst burned one of
the Y -wing nacdlles from the ugly, leaving the pirate fighter to spiral down and explode againgt the

asteroid's craggy surface.

“Thanks, Two.”

“Just my job, Lead, watching your back.”
“Captain Xhaxin, order your forcesto stand down. They can’t fight us. Y our shipsare al damaged. You
don’t want adaughter any more than we do.”
Wearinessweighed heavily in the man’sreply. “Y ou' reright, of course. There comes atime when you
haveto stop fighting. I'll give the order, Colond.”
Gavin punched up the squadron’ stacticd frequency. “ The pirateswill be standing down. Fireonly if
fired upon.”

Kra’s X-wing came up on Gavin's port side. The Quarren pilot got alook at the frigate, then glanced in
Gavin' sdirection. “It looks reef-raked in high seas, Colonel. What could have doneit?’

“I don’t know, Two, but | don’t think we'll like the answer when we get it.”

Gavin saw to the recovery of the pirates to theRalroost, then joined Admird Kre fey in hisready room.
Asde from the two guards standing inside the door, the Bothan admira was alone with the pirate |eader.
“Ah, Colonel Darklighter, thank you for joining us. Y ou’ ve spoken with Captain Xhaxin.”

“I have.” Gavin turned to the seated human and offered him his hand. “Thank you for ending the fight so

quickly.”

The pirate glanced up, hisdark eyesfilled with exhaustion and something € se. The man looked haggard
Hislong hair and neatly trimmed beard were white. It and his pae flesh contrasted sharply with hisblack
uniform, and save for the red of bloodshot eyes, the man could have been asmple black-and-white



holograph. “1 should thank you for letting me permit my peopleto live”

Traest Kre fey waved Gavin to achair. “Y ou may not know this, but Urias Xhaxin has quite a history
with theFree Lance . He operated as a privateer raiding Imperid shipping, then continued to prey on
Imps during the warlord period. Since the peace he' s been out here, on the Rim, taking off the occasiona
unrecongtructed Imperial making arun for the Remnant. Pickings have been dim, and his choice of
targets has made him alow-priority issue for the New Republic.”

Gavin nodded dowly. “I remember seeing a holodramaabout him once.”

Xhaxin snorted. “ Purest fiction. A holojournaist came out to report on my activities. She had some
romantic idea of what we were doing. She was disappointed, so she created her fantasy and someone
committed it to holo.”

Traest’ s head came up. “1 take it what happened to you recently on the Rim wasn't afantasy.”

“Not mine.” The man hugged hisarmsto hischest. “1 set up an operation to lurein people wanting to
travel in aconvoy to the Remnant. They met on Gargi and departed on aschedule I’ d devised, to apoint
of my choosing. | intended to capture them all. We arrived just before the last ship was supposed to get
in, and found the ships dready under attack. The things hitting them—I guessthey were ships. .. I'd
never seen their like before. Gravitic anomaliesdl over. They shot plasmathat ate into ships. They
oriented on usamos immediately.”

The man’'s eyes focused distantly and his voice shrank. “1 did what we could, but there were too many
of them. We plotted a blind jump out, then another, which landed us here. My hyperdrive motivators
blew, and the structura damage—wsll, | don’'t know if theFree Lance could ever hit lightspeed again. |
know | don't have the resourcesto salvage her.”

Xhaxin looked up at Traest. “So, Admird, you' ve caught me. | don't think the old Imperia bounty is il
good, but I'm certain someonewill pay for my carcass. Other than that, I'm useless. If | weren't, I’d not
havelogt my command.”

“Oh, no, Captain Xhaxin, not at dl.” Traest nodded at Gavin. “Colond, if you would see Captain
Xhaxin to guest quarters, | would be obliged.”

Xhaxin raised an eyebrow. “1 don’'t understand.”

“Y ou met and fought with an enemy we' re going to be seeing alot more of—much more than we want.
Y our understanding of their tactics and nature isworth far more than any bounty.” The Bothan smiled
carefully. “1 need to know what you know. | need to understand what you understand. If we can’t learn

how to dedl with thisthreat, you'll find thet, all too quickly, yourFree Lance could be left the most
powerful ship in thewhole of the New Republic.”

CHAPTER NINE

Leia Organa Solo smiled cautioudy a Danni Quee and Jaina. Thetwo of them had arrived at the



temporary office she' d been given by the Agamarian Council with enough time to spare so she could
inspect their clothes. Lelacircled afinger, prompting asigh from Jaina, but both young women turned
around to show off their attire.

Jainawore adark brown pilot jumpsuit, but had pulled alighter tan Jedi cloak over it. She wore no gun
or gunbelt, but did have her lightsaber dangling from her side. Her dark hair had been pulled back into a
single braid and fastened with asilver ribbon.

Danni, on the other hand, wore a ssmple dress, functional and somberly colored. The dark green of the
vest she wore over the top matched her eyes, while the darker brown of the dressitself contrasted well
with her pae skin and blond hair, which Danni wore unbound. She carried no weapons, and while she
did not look helpless, she clearly was not awarrior by birth or training.

Leiaglanced over at Elegos. “I think they will do.”

The Caamas glanced back over his shoulder at the two women. “Quite presentable, indeed.”

Leafrowned. “You don’t think thiswill work, do you?’

Elegos shrugged, gathering his hands at the small of hisback. He stared out through the bal cony doors at
the ocean north of CalnaMuun, the Agamarian capitd. 1 think your reading of these people, of their
respect for tradition and family, is accurate. We know they contributed much to the effort against the
Imperias, and they suffered for it. Keyan Farlander was but one of their sons and daughtersthat flew
from here to wage war against the Empire.”

1] BlJt?’

Elegos turned away from the balcony. “ Some are capable of shouldering burdensfor light-years, and
othersjust kilometers.”

An Agamarian appeared in the doorway to the office. “If you are ready, the council will hear you now.”
“Danni?’

The young woman started for amoment, then looked & Leia. “Yes, | guess| am ready.”

Elegos crossed to her and settled his hands on her shoulders. “ Just remember, Danni, what the ExGal
Society set out to do, it did. Y ou are awitnessto that fact. Y ou are reporting to them what you know.
That you can do, easily.”

“Thank you. | know.”

Leialet Elegoslead, with Danni in hiswake. She dipped in beside her daughter. Keeping her voice low,
she glanced at Jaina. “ Something the matter?’

Jaind s head came up abit. “I’ve got better control than that.”

“Of the Force, yes, but not the expression on your face.” Lela composed her own expression into one of
serene confidence and nodded to various Agamarians lining the high-ceilinged hallways of the Council
Center. The open, airy architecture that the Agamarians affected worked well for the warm, dry climate,
keeping things cooler than might otherwise have been expected on such abright, sunny day. Pillarsand



archway's broke the corridor into segments, each featuring its own holographic tableaux of Agamarian
history and culture.

Jainasighed, clearly irritated. “I’'m not adiplomat. I'm apilot and a Jedi Knight. | don’'t mind teaching
Danni somethingswhilewefly, but my tdents are being wasted here.”

“| see” Lelasmiled at her daughter, and then looked sharply at Jaina. “ Jaina, tell me what’ sredly going
on.”

Jaina s voice sank into awhisper. “Mother, you are good at this sort of thing, but if you' d completed
your Jedi training, you' d be more effective.”

“I worked hard at developing my skills”
“Mother . ..” Jainafatered for asecond. “Mother, you don't even wear your lightsaber.”

The disappointment in Jaina s voice drilled through Leia. For years she had wanted to work more at
becoming a Jedi. She saw it asaway to get to know her brother, Luke, and to help him with his dream
of reversing the evil their father had done by destroying the Jedi. She' d practiced as much as she could,
but other demands on her, demands born of her training as a politician and diplomat, aways pulled her

away.

| told myself | was doing my best by helping to create the government, then to runiit. | let Luke
train my children so they could reach their full potential, or so | thought. Did | also let them
become Jedi to ease my guilt over having failed to realize my potential with the Force?

Jainareached out with her left hand and settled it on her mother’ s shoulder. “1 didn’t mean it to sound
theway itdid. | .. .| know you didn’t get to make some choices. . .”

“The choices | made, Jaina, were choices made to help others. They camefirst. Y our father. You. Y our
brothers. The New Republic.”

“I know that, and I’ m proud of you, Mom, for being who you are.” Jainashrugged. “It’ sjust that you're
not aJedi, not redly, and, you know, it' sjust, well, weird when you play around with the Force.”

“| see” Leiacaught aflash of horror in her daughter’ s eyes, and that gratified her. At |east she knows
there are boundaries she shouldn’t overstep yet. Then Leiasighed and raised her hand to hug Jaina's
hand to her shoulder.

“Y ou may beright, Jaina, that | never completed Jedi training, but | don't play with the Force. | useit,
perhaps not aswell or fully asyou do, but | useit to get done the things | need to do.”

“I know. I'm sorry.”

“WEe ll discussthismorelater, Jaina. Right now | need you with mein this chamber, being silent but
strong, projecting confidence and benign power.”

“Being everything that Kyp and the othersaren’t.”

“Pretty much.” She gave her daughter awink, then stepped through the doorway into the Agamarian
council chamber.



Though Leiahad seen holographs of the chamber, they had failed to convey its breathtaking maesty.
Wood had been used to finish the floor, panel the walls, and furnish the room; and incredible
craftsmanship had goneinto the project. An oceanic motif dominated everything—with the rows at which
council delegates sat being arrayed like waves. Their desks flowed up and out of the flooring like cresting
swélls, in fact. At various points wooden streams of water linked legping fish to the floor, and birdswere
bound by wing tip to the celling or walls.

At the podium, which appeared to be a stone being washed at the base by clashing waves, atall, dender
woman stood and turned toward Leiaand her party. She beckoned Leiaforward. “I have briefed the
council on those things we have discussed over the past couple of days, so they are prepared for your
presentation.”

“Thank you, Madam Speaker.” Leia, hersaf wearing adark flowing robe whose only decoration was a
wave motif embroidered at hem, collar, and cuffs, gpproached the podium. She nodded solemnly to the
men and women seated before her.

“I thank you dl for dlowing meto address you. Before | begin, | want to identify those people |’ ve
brought with me. Elegos A’Klais aRepublic senator conducting afact-finding misson herein the Outer
Rim. Next to him ismy daughter, Jaina, who has firsthand knowledge of the problem weface. And last is
Danni Quee. She was Stationed at ExGal-4, based on Belkadan, when the Y uuzhan Vong invaded and
held her captive.”

Lelarested her hands on the podium. “The Agamarian history of service to the New Republiciswell
known. | have no doubt that if not for the courage of Keyan Farlander, | certainly would not be standing
here before you. | know that what | will present to you here, what you will have downloaded into your
datapads, will be rather astounding, and yet, because it has been reduced to clinical andysisand data, it
will be easy to dismiss. To do that would be the sort of error that will hurt Agamar and the New
Republic. Please, hear what Danni hasto say, read over theinformation, and listen to what | would like
you to do. | hate to say that, once again, the New Republic isrelying upon you, but it is.”

Shewaved Danni forward, and the scientist coughed into her hand before beginning. “ Please forgive me,
| don't often address important people. | think that if | took to this sort of thing, | would not have
become ascientist. In my work at ExGdl, | wasinvolved in looking outside the gdaxy, whereit was
supposed nothing existed. Maybe | looked outside because looking back in meant | would face crowds,
and that scares me morethan alittle.”

A mild bit of good-natured chuckling greeted Danni’ s overture and seemed to put her more at ease.
“What scares me more, now, isacombination of two things. Oneisthefact that thereis something from
beyond the galaxy. | know the storiesyou' ve al heard, the theories that have been taught, that a
disturbance in hyperspace makes travel outside the galaxy impossible. That’sawonderful theory, but
those who advanced it didn’t think scientifically about it. A storm that lasts an hour for uswould have
been alifetime of storm for an insect. Just because that disturbance has existed for aslong as we' ve been
able to measure it doesn’'t mean that it dways did, or dwayswill.

“And it doesn’'t mean someone else couldn’t find away through it or past it or around it. And they
have.” Danni’ s chin came up. “ They arethe Y uuzhan Vong. They are humanoid and capable of
mimicking humanswell enough that | never penetrated the disguise of Y omin Carr, the Y uuzhan VVong
agent who infiltrated our team on Belkadan. | see some of you looking around at your fellows,
wondering, perhaps, if they are Y uuzhan Vong. | don’t think so. I hope not, but I do know the Y uuzhan
Vong will be coming, and when they arrive, you will not likeit e dl.”



Danni took in adeep breath, then let it go out dowly. “| was taken prisoner by the Y uuzhan Vong. |
watched them torture another captive, aJedi Knight. They sought to bresk his spirit and mind. | know
that if they had subjected meto the sametortures, | would have just . . . fallen gpart. Miko Reglia
ressted and sacrificed hislifeso | could escape.”

She pressed her hand to her mouth for a second, then blinked and continued. “The Y uuzhan Vong area
cruel people who employ biological devicesthe way we use machines. The reports you have will fill you
inon the details. Some of it may seem gilly, like having starfighters grown out of cord, but the fact
remains that these ships had capabilities we' ve not faced before and have no easy way to counter.

“Perhgpsworgt of dl, we are unclear asto the Y uuzhan VVong motive for invading our galaxy. We don’t
know if they will listen to reason, if they will negotiate some sort of peace. They showed no evidence of
that when | wasin their power. They told me | wouldn't be sacrificed, which tells me otherswere and
will be, if they are not stopped.”

Danni looked over a Leiaand nodded. Leia approached and ran her hand down Danni’ s back. Leia
glanced a her daughter, and Jaina came forward to direct Danni back to her place next to her. Danni’s
retreat took place to the accompaniment of murmurs from the council members, though that hubbub
tailled off as Leareturned to the podium.

“Asyou dready know, | am not here as a speaker for the New Republic government. Infact, | am
certain that you will dl find waiting for you messages from theloca Republic envoy reminding you of this
fact. | have no officia standing with the New Republic. | went to Coruscant to ask for help for Dubrillion
and other Rim worldsthat will bear the brunt of this ondaught. | was sent away, so | have come here,
with my daughter and friends, to dert you to the threat and to ask your help in deding with it.”

Leiafrowned. “As| said before, | am well aware of al Agamar has donein the past for causes |
espouse. Y ou have dways been friends of the New Republic, and now, | am afraid, the New Republic
will abrogate its responsbilitiesto you. The worlds of the Rim must ook to themselvesto dedl with this
threat. In being driven away from Coruscant, | am now, like you, acitizen of the Rim. Please remember
that asyou consider what | am going to say.

“The Rim worlds need to band together and muster their military might to fight againgt the Y uuzhan
Vong. We don't know where they will strike next, but we must all be ready to devote forcesto that
battle. Every victory we alow them will make them stronger. | know that asking you to do thiswill cost
you greetly, both in money and, potentialy, in the blood of your men and women. These are not
sacrifices| ask you to make lightly.”

AsLealooked out over the assembly she began to sense growing resistance to her words. Thisdid not
surprise her, but it did cut at her spirit. She had hoped that if she could get Agamar to take the lead
againg the Y uuzhan Vong, other worlds could be convinced to follow their example. Perhaps Elegosis
right—they’ve carried their burden asfar asthey can.

She shifted her gpproach. “ Regardless of your ability to contribute forcesto any military effort, asa
neighbor, | urge you to prepare for what the Y uuzhan Vong invasion will cause. Refugeeswill likely be
coming thisway, fleeing in smdl shipsand large. | know the Agamarian people will not turn them away,
but the burden of caring for people who have been driven from their homesis not one to be undertaken
without preparation. Gather resources, establish plans, do whatever you must to help those who will be
helpless”



Leiahedtated for amoment, then nodded dowly. “I know | am asking alot of you. | know you will do
what you can, and even more than that. In the name of the countless people who share the Rim with you,
| thank you. Wewill be heading deeper into the Rim, back toward Dubrillion, to face the Y uuzhan Vong.
Knowing that you, the people of Agamar, are here, supporting us, will brighten the darkest hour and
lighten the heaviest load.”

Shetook asingle step back from the podium, then lifted her chin and clasped her hands behind her

back. She waited for questions or comments, steeling herself for the sort of snide accusations she' d faced
on Coruscant, but none came. Here and there, starting at the back of the room, but quickly moving to the
front, council members stood and began to applaud. Currents of sympathy and pride flowed through the
chamber, swirling around her, and sweeping past to embrace Danni, aswell.

The council speaker stepped over to Leiaand shook her hand. *Y ou have made an honest presentation
to us, and wewill giveit all due consideration—more consideration than Coruscant offered. | cannot tell
you what the outcome of our debate will be. | do not know what we can offer you, since there are those
who do want to rebuild Agamar, and those individuas do hold a considerable amount of power.”

Leianodded. “1 understand.”

“WEell, understand this, too. We, the people of Agamar, have prospered by hel ping each other. Y our
refugees will find safe passage through our system, and assistance. More than that | cannot say, but less
than that would be unthinkable.”

Leiashook the older woman’ s hand solemnly. “Well, then, the fight to stop the Y uuzhan VVong begins
here. If other worlds are as brave as Agamar, perhaps the fight will stop out there, beyond the Rim, and
the peace we' ve dl earned will never again be threatened.”

CHAPTER TEN

ThefreighterDalliance reverted from hyperspace smoothly and began along arc in toward Bimmid.
Corran Horn liked how easily the freighter handled. It was nothing like an X-wing, but it didn't fed asif
he was driving aplanetoid ether. “ EStimated time of arriva isthirty minutes.”

Ganner barely grunted an acknowledgment of Corran’s comment. He stared intently at atrio of
overlapping holographicaly projected datawindows. One showed Bimmid asakhaki ball with dender
gtripes of blue radiating out from alarge ocean in the southern hemisphere. Ice caps covered either pole,
with the one in the south extending out into the ocean. Atmospheric readings and other datafilled the
gpace around theworld. A second window showed agroup of images of floraand fauna native to the
world. Third and find—and the window Ganner was studying hardest—was theimage of a
communications relay satellite that appeared, to Corran, to have logt its antenna array.

“The satellite is damaged. The pulsar would make communications difficult under the best of
circumstances. Without the satellite, though, messages aren’t going to get out.”

Corran nodded. “ Do we have the codes needed to interrogate the satellite and dump its message cache
tous?’



The other Jedi punched a button on the communications console, then shook his head. “Either the codes
don't work, or without the antennathe satellite can’t hear us. We could recover it. | can use the Forceto
load it into a cargo bay. From there we can run awire in and make direct contact.”

“Not that important at the moment.” Corran glanced at his navigationd data. “ The satellite was placed in
ageosynchronous orbit over their base camp, wasn't it?”’

“Right. They’re down there, below it, on the northern continent.”
“What does the wesather look like down there?’

Ganner frowned. “Tail end of sandgdes. Theair will befull of dust, but definitely breathable, provided
we usefiltration.”

“Not like Belkadan?’

“No indication of any atmospheric changesthat are out of the ordinary. Bimmid hasan dliptica orhit,
and we re on the outward leg now. The Imp survey came on the inbound leg, so we' re not sure what to
expect. The Imps reported very little in the way of life down there, but | can fed afair amount, can't
you?’

“l wﬂl’ yan

“| get no evidence that the Y uuzhan VVong are down there.” Ganner peered at him ice-eyed through the
satdliteimage. “And, before you ask, no indicationsif the damage to the satdllite was caused by some
coraskipper’s plasmablast or just amicrometeorite hitting the antenna.”

Corran took Ganner’ s cautionary comment in stride. “1 know, not al trouble can be or should be
attributed to the Y uuzhan Vong. We don't know if they are here or not.” Of course, since we can't feel
them through the Force, the only way we' Il know if they are is when we see them. I’ m not looking
forward to any such encounter. “Our missonisto find the academics and get them out.”

1] S’ md e.”

“Unlesswe makeit complicated.” Corran glanced at the forward viewport. “I’ll take the ship in and try
to land as close to their camp asis prudent.”

The freighter, which was a modified Cordlian Y T-1210, had aflat disk shape that enabled Corran to
dideit into the Bimmid atmosphere without alot of difficulty. The freighter’ s mass meant the dying ssorms
didn’t bounceit around too much. Corran had dialed the inertial compensator down to 90 percent, just
to give him abetter fed for how theDalliance flew. The storm did manage to bump and drop the
freighter alittle, but Corran didn’'t mind.

Thefact that the turbulence made Ganner a bit gray aso worked for Corran. Thetrip out from Yavin 4
had taken afew days, and his relationship with Ganner had become more cordia asthe garnant bites
faded from the larger man’ sflesh. Even o, it was readily gpparent to Corran that Ganner wasn't going to
back away from what he saw as the right method for projecting a powerful Jedi image, and Corran, on
the other hand, wasn’t going to embrace using fear as atool to coerce cooperation from people.

Asthey got closer to reverson and landing, Ganner had begun to tighten up again. He' d donned his blue



and black robes, polished hislightsaber, and been very precisein combing his hair and trimming his
beard. Corran did have to admit that the man looked every millimeter arecruiter’ s dream and that,
physicaly, the man was very impressive.He' s over confident, overbearing, and abrasive, but he looks
the perfect example of a Jedi.

Corran flicked aswitch, lowering the freighter’ s landing gear. He glanced at the dtimeter and cut in the
repulsorlift coilsto settle the ship down easily. He got abump four meters above where he fdlt the ship
should have touched down, then theDalliance continued to descend. It sank until the bottom hull pressed
againg the ground.

Wind-whipped sand hissed atan curtain over the viewport. The sand did away, providing a brief
glimpse of adistant horizon, then another layer coated the transparisted. Darker shadows loomed
nearby, but the shifting sand gave Corran no chance to see what they were.

“Looks like we ve sunk into the sand, so we' re not going out through the landing ramp.” Corran pointed
afinger up toward the celling. “Topsde hatch.”

Ganner nodded and handed Corran apair of goggles and arebreather that had acomlink built into it.
“There are sensor readings to the west, about a hundred meters off. Probably their camp.”

“Nolife?’

“Life, yes. Human, no.” Ganner closed his eyes for amoment, then nodded. “ Fairly smal life-forms.
Nothing to worry about.”

“Thanks.” Corran rolled his eyes as he stepped past Ganner and into the companionway that gave him
access to the top hatch tube. He mounted the ladder, disengaged the interlocks, and shoved up on the
round hatch.

A brown curtain of sand poured down over him. Corran reflexively ducked hisface away and felt akilo
of dirt stream down the back of histunic, to betrapped at hiswaist by his belt. Because the rebreather
filtered only the airborne sand, he could still smell the dry scent inthe air. What surprised him about the
wind was how cool it was.Moving away from the sun has this world cooling off, so it won’t be hot
like Tatooine, just dirty. So much for Ganner’ s wardrobe.

Corran glanced down to see what sort of a mess the sand had made of Ganner, but al he saw was sand
around hisfeet, asif hewas standing in arapidly filling hole. He reached out with the Force and
discovered the shield Ganner had erected with the Force to trap the sand in the tube. Oh, very cute.

He scrambled up the ladder, then watched the sand rise behind him and dide off the Force dome that
rose to cap the tube. Ganner expanded it as he came up, but did not extend it to cover Corran. Ashe
emerged, the bubble shrank, covering Ganner like a cloak. While Corran admired Ganner’ s control with
the Force, he found employing it like an umbrellato be almost as bad as what Vain had done to Ganner
with the garnants.

Corran walked to the edge of the freighter and looked down at the sand piling up against the craft’ s port
hull. Beyond it, barely visible, he caught ahint of color—asmall reddish pyramid—uwhich he assumed
marked the university camp. He crouched and let ahandful of sand dribble out through hisfingers.

Ganner stood above him. “Not that far down.”



“Bemy guest.” Corran tugged histunic from histrouser waistband and let sand pour out. “ Show me
how it' sdone.”

The younger Jedi legpt from the ship’shull and immediately sank to hiswaist in the sand. Hisfigts
clenched for amoment, then he leagpt up and rose serendly from the sand and returned to the freighter’s
hull. His boots and trousers were coated with dust.

“Little further down thanit looks, isn't it?’

Ganner snorted. “ Shall we break out the speeder bikes?’

“Nope. Dust istoo fine for the enginefiltersto pull out of theair, so they’ll just gall.”
“Then how do we get over there?’

“Wewak.”

“But...”

Corran legpt out from the freighter and landed in a crouch. He sank to ankles and wristsin atrough
between two little sand dunes. Rising up abit, he started walking toward the university camp.

“How didyou. . . You don’'t have enough ability in the Forceto . . .”

Corran looked back a Ganner and waved him forward. “Move through the troughs. The lighter particles
blow around, the heavier ones sink and are more compact. Still dow going, but it sgoing.”

He heard Ganner crunch down behind him, but a gust of wind raised a cloud that obscured the younger
man. Corran spread his sensesinto the Force and found Ganner easily. All around them he found other
hot spots of life, ranging from smal insects to more complex crestures. Fig-sSze mammals were most
numerous, and something larger lurked at the fringes of his awareness.

He pushed on toward the camp and reached it with relative ease after a severa-minutetrek. A couple of
rocky outcroppings defined the western edge of the camp. Long, dark-gray plinths thrust up through the
sand like the fingers on adrowning man's hand. Below them were scraps of fabric that had once been

part of tents. They flapped, red, blue, and green, from tent structural supports that were amost entirely
buried in shifting sand.

Reaching out through the Force, Corran searched for life beneath the sand. Again he found insects and
the small mammals—with many of the latter huddled together deep in acrevassein therocks. Others
were moving through the sand, into one of the tents and back out again. Their course was so regular that
Corran assumed they were moving along atunnd and raiding afood store of some sort.

Helooked a Ganner. “Asde fromyou, | get nothing very big.”

“Same here. The small creatures are shwpi. The Imp survey team found them fairly common. The report
saysthey’ re herbivores and indicates they grazed on the abundant vegetation.”

“They’ve overgrazed it, then, very badly.” Corran looked around, then climbed up on one of the rocks.
“Thereisamuch larger rock formation to the northwest, maybe haf akilometer off. The openingsinit
could lead to caves. Fly or walk?’



Ganner frowned. “Even | would tireif | had to float the two of us over there.”
“Not with the Force, with the ship.”
“Oh.” He shrugged. “Walk, | guess. I’ ve seen enough of that ship for awhile.”

“Me, too.” Corran climbed down and started off toward the northwest. Because the wind was coming
from the west, he was able to cut along atrough for abit, then had to go over adune crest and move
along another trough. It was easier than trying to wade through an ocean, since the sand waves didn’t
pound into him. Still, sand managed to get everywhere and was decidedly more abrasive than water. The
exertion aso made him sweat, and the dry, cool air sucked as much moisture asit could from him.

As he made hisway toward the rocks, he relied on the Force to tell him about his surroundings. He
didn’t sense many of the shwpi, and those he did encounter seemed pardyzed with fear. They trembled
in deep burrows. And, ill, at the very edge of his awareness, other life-forms moved and gathered.

Corran pushed on, then dropped to one knee about a hundred meters from their goa. He swiped ahand
across his brow, then wiped his muddy palm off on histrouser leg. “ At least it’ snot hot like Tatooine.”

Ganner came over thelow dune and crouched beside him. “ True, that would just compound our
misy.”

“I should have thought to bring water, though.” Corran frowned, then his head came up as something
tickled his awareness. Something is moving out there. He glanced at Ganner. “Fed it?’

“Y es, coming in dong thisduneline, coming fast.” Ganner pointed directly north. “The sand isshifting a
bit there.”

Corran turned and fingered hislightsaber. Sand moved, ever so dightly, falling from the crest of dunes
and down. He sensed alife-form speeding within the lighter, dusty layer of sand near the surface. It
burned brightly in the Force, dmost blinding in intensity asit raced closer. Corran took a half step back
by reflex and tapered down his sense of the Force.

The thing burst from the dune. Nothing more than agray and white blur, it shot past Corran and dived
into the next dune. Its powerful flat tail snapped back and forth, then disappeared within the sand. The
beast shot off to the south, and both men watched the sand shift in itswake.

It wasn't until Ganner turned to look at him that Corran felt the stinging across hisleft thigh. His dusty
black trousers had a neat gash dashed in them, and the pale flesh bel ow was smeared with blood. The
wound wasn't deep and didn’t hurt that much, but if he’ d not recoiled, it would have taken a huge chunk
fromhisthigh.

Ganner’ s eyes grew wide, and he pointed to Corran’sleg. “Isit bad?’

“No, but it could be.” Corran turned and pointed to the south. “It’s coming back.”

“Two of them, and another starting from the north.” Ganner pulled his lightsaber from his belt and ignited
asulfurous-ydlow blade. “We can stop them.”

“Y eah, maybe those three, but there are more out there.” Corran could fedl the shwpi burrowing deeper.



He rgjected that as a plan that he and Ganner could follow, which meant there was only one thing they
could do. “Run for the rocks! Now!”

Thethings —and that was about the best Corran could do in making up any sort of name for the gray
blur that had dashed him—came on fast and oriented on the two Jedi as they made their dash for the
rocks. Corran threw himsalf up over adune and did ashoulder roll down the other side. He saw the sand
rippling in aline toward him, so he dropped into a crouch.

The thing burst from the dune and dove straight at him. Corran ignited hislightsaber and brought it up
and around in aparry. The szzling slver blade caught the creature behind thejaw and right in front of its
shoulders, at what should have been aneck. Gray fur combusted into acrid smoke, and black blood
splashed over the sand. The creature’' s head snapped at Corran’sleg, once, then kept snapping and
rolling across the ground until life drained from it. The body, stuck hafway into adune, whipped thetail
back in dackening dashes.

The creature’ s snout was long and tapered back into awedge-shaped skull that was entirely covered in
chitin or keratin, like fingernails, but much thicker and polished smooth by moving through the sand. Short
but powerful limbs sprouted long claws, clearly desgned for digging. The creature sgray fur waslittle
more than down except for afringe at the back of the skull, and the long flat tail was covered with keratin
scales. Its sde-to-side undulation obvioudy helped propel the supple body through the sand.

Asdtriking asthe cresature’ s physical presence wasthe horrid stink it gave off. It smelled to Corran like
vapor from rotting ronto meat mixed with the sourest e and harshest cigarrahe’ d ever tasted. He
choked back adesireto vomit and didn’t terribly mind the scent of his gorge burning the cresture’ s odor
from hisnodtrils.

Corran legpt past the thrashing body and sprinted asfast as he could aong the dune trough. He could
fed two of thethings pacing him. They’ll catch me, unless. . .

He skidded to a stop, then lunged back at one dune. As he did so, he twisted the grip of hislightsaber,
cutting in the dud -phase function. Hislightsaber blade doubled in length and went from silver to purple. It
gparked as he plunged it deep into the sand to skewer one of the things. The sand immediately boiled as
the creature writhed out the last of itslife.

Old-style Jedi, indeed!

The Cordlian Jedi flattened as the second creature burst from the dune to hisright and dived at him. Its
attack tore astrip of cloth from histunic, but missed scoring flesh. The cresture sflight took it into the
dune where its fellow was dying, and the second creature attacked the wounded one. Its jaws closed
hard, cracking bones and making wet popping sounds that inspired Corran to get up and run again
without looking back.

He went over another dune, and another, with Ganner pacing him dightly to the south, legping dunesin
prodigious bounds. Some of the creatures seemed to gtill be following them, but a growing number broke
off and oriented toward the rolling bloody balls that were corpses being worried and devoured. The
beasts arced from dune crest to dune crest, like fish legping from the waves, and | et loose with undulating
little cries that made them sound like feral R2 units on arampage.

Two men appeared on the rocky outcropping toward which the Jedi ran. Each of them bore a blaster
carbine and started triggering off random shots, scattering them across the most direct route to the caves.
More of the creatures moved away from the shots, letting Corran and Ganner comein fast.



Chests heaving, they reached the rocks. Corran extinguished hislightsaber and bent over to catch his
breath. He glanced sidelong at one of hissaviors. “ Thanksfor the help.”

The young man nodded, then raised the carbine’ s muzzle as an older woman emerged from the mouth of
acave. Thickly built, and with dark gray hair pulled back in atight bun, the woman had a hard ook in her
cobalt eyesthat indicated she brooked no nonsense by those associated with her. For ahalf second she
reminded him of hisfather-in-law, Booster Terrik, then she scowled and he redlized he probably wasn't
going to get aong with her even that well.

Posting her fists on her hips, she shook her head. “Jedi. | should have known.”
Ganner gave her ahard stare. “What do you mean?’

Shelifted her chin to indicate the dunes. “ Only fools or Jedi would crossadashrat killing field. You've
got lightsabers. That makesyou Jedi.” Her eyes narrowed. “ Of course, that doesn’t mean you're not also
fools”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jacen Solo fdt turmoil gathering in him like the roiling clouds down on Belkadan. He knew part of it was
samply impatience. He and Luke Skywalker had entered the star system out toward the fringe and

R2-D2 had plotted a smple course to Belkadan. It was designed to make them look like a piece of
debris being drawn into Belkadan' s atmosphere by gravity. To augment the deception, they shut down
the engines and most sources of power, leaving the small ship abit cold and decidedly dark.

He sat alone on the bridge, watching the stars dide past as Belkadan grew ever closer. Studying the
planetary profile from Luke and Mard s previous visit, and supplementing it from the ExGal-4 survey of
the planet, had prepared Jacen for ayellow-green ball with an atmaosphere made mostly of carbon
dioxide and methane, but new readings indicated the atmosphere had returned to near normd for
Belkadan. The carbon dioxide level remained abit elevated, and that contributed to it being warmer than
archival dataindicated it should have been, but not unpleasantly so.

So says Uncle Luke, but he grew up on Tatooine.

Part of Jacen understood exactly what had happened to Belkadan. The Y uuzhan VVong had rel eased
some sort of biological agent that had radically dtered the planet’ s ecology, and apparently had
something esein place to restore it again to near normal. Jacen was well aware of other examples of a
population managing to dter aworld's climate and ecology to suit them, so the Y uuzhan Vong' s action
wasn't unprecedented.

Whatwas stunning was the speed with which they accomplished the changes. Just over two months had
passed since Yomin Carr had destroyed the ExGal facility here, and aready Belkadan was back to
norma. Jacen alowed that the readings his uncle and aunt had taken from before might have been
artificidly high because of loca concentrations of gases, but he knew that to be arationalization and
didn’'t believeit. He wanted to, however.



The reason for wanting to believe it touched on histurmoil. He was a Jedi Knight, schooled and skilled
in the ways of the Force, yet when he reached out and touched Belkadan, he didn’t sense anything that
wasterribly wrong. Theworld fairly pulsed with life, and none of it was madignant.

That latter fact bothered him because he' d seen the Y uuzhan VVong. He d listened to Danni’ s stories of
what they’ d done to her and Miko. There was no doubt in his mind, no doubt whatsoever, that the
Y uuzhan Vong wereevil.Such evil should be radiating off that planet like light from a glow panel.

Thefact that the Y uuzhan Vong' s evil didn't register through the Force shook Jacen deeply. Hislife had
been built on afoundation of good and evil, of light and dark. While he had never known the Emperor or
Darth Vader, hehad been touched by evil. Recognizing that sensation—the feding of fiery needles being
scraped over flesh—had been amechanism by which he had steered himself. Now, dl of a sudden, just
like the blastboat, he was adrift and had no way of avoiding trouble.

The second that thought occurred to him, Jacen knew it wasn't true, but the Y uuzhan Vong' s Force
invighility fed into the greater question of whether or not his uncle had found the correct path for the
development of Jedi Knights. Luke' straining had been predicated on good and evil, yet herewas aclear
threat and the Jedi Knights were at a disadvantage fighting it. Everything that they had been taught would
not hel p them confront and defeat the Y uuzhan Vong.

He wondered if his approach—the idea of moving off into solitary contemplation of the Force—would
provide him the means of recognizing and dealing with the Y uuzhan Vong. He couldn’t bring himsdlf to
believe they were not part of the Force in some way. Jacen assumed that at whatever levels he had
become attuned to the Force, the Y uuzhan VVong' s presence did not somehow register. Animals could
hear sounds he could not; aien species could see in spectrums he could not.Is it possible that the
Yuuzhan Vong can be spotted in the Force if one’s awareness of it is expanded?

He had no answer for that question, but he felt equally certain that his uncl€' s approach was going to be
uselessin handling the Y uuzhan Vong. He had no doubt that the Jedi Knights would fight long and hard,
and he even counted on them being able to win some battles. Mara had succeeded in killing aY uuzhan
Vong warrior on Belkadan in adud, but even she admitted that being unable to sense him through the
Force put her at a severe disadvantage.

Y et, as much as Jacen wanted to withdraw, he felt guilty and selfish when he contemplated doing so.
Danni’ s pained descriptions of how the Y uuzhan Vong had treated her tugged at his heartstrings. It a'so
reminded him of how much his parents had done to help those who were helpless. HE d grownupina
family where taking respongbility for others was as much a part of life as breathing, and rejecting that
ethic was something that just felt wrong to him.

By the same token, he' d seen what it had done to his parents and his uncle. Luke had fought the Empire
for twenty years, and his mother had fought even longer than that. They congtantly put their liveson the
line, never having amoment that could be considered normd intheir lives. If it wasn't kidnappers and
nstrying to snatch or kill them, it was some planet’ s popul ation trying to wipe some other species
out. His parents and his uncle never had time for themselves.

Jacen frowned and avoided descending to self-pity. Despite having to deal with the problems of others,
his parents had always done their best to nurture their children. There might have been timeswhen officia
bus ness kept his mother away, but she aways managed to make up for it—not by bringing some gift
from afaraway world, but by sharing time with him and hissiblings. And hisfather had gone from being
protector to good friend and confidant. L uke had been friend and mentor, and al of them meant moreto



Jacen than he knew he would ever be able to express.

Which iswhy reecting them and the way of the Jedi seemed wrong, and yet so necessary. His hands
flexed into fists, then he forced them open again. Having grown up with an awareness of the Force, he
understood it in ways that L uke never could. He had insights he could share with his uncle or mother, but
they would never come upon those insights by themsdalves. They see thingsin large chunks, and | see
the details on those chunks.

“It samog time, in't it?’

Jacen started, then looked over and saw his uncle hanging in the cockpit hatchway. “ Y es. We're being
pulled in by Belkadan' s gravity. We have two minutes to atmosphere. | can takeiit in, you know.”

L uke nodded, then dipped into the cockpit and dropped into the copilot’s chair. R2-D2 rolled into the
cockpit behind him and locked himself into alanding bracket built into the bulkhead. Luke smiled at the
droid, then looked at Jacen. “Just remember, we want aslittle nudging as possible. We want everything
to look natura.”

Jacen nodded. His uncle had advanced the theory that if the Y uuzhan Vong used living crestures the way
others used machines, then the patterns those creatures would be most adept at noticing would be the
sort that were unnatural or panicked—yprey behavior patterns. A smooth insertion with minimal course
changes would seem unremarkable, or so he hoped. Jacen agreed that hisidea made sense, but that was
from ahuman point of view.| just hope the Yuuzhan VVong concur.

He settled his hands on the control wheel and restarted the engines. He kept thrust at zero, but fed alittle
power into the repulsorlift coils. A little rudder and agentle easing of the yoke forward brought the
Skipray blastboat, Courage, into the atmosphere. It bucked at first, but Jacen kept his hands steady on
the controls. He glanced at Luketo seeif hishandling of the ship suited hisuncle.

Luke gave him alittle nod, then glanced at amonitor containing navigationd data. “\We re ten thousand
kilometersfrom the ExGal site. Heading 33 mark 30 at the moment, dropping aswe go.”

“Got it. | wanted to be over the mountains before | turn usto port.”
“Good plan.” Luke closed his eyes and started breathing very dowly. “Nothing amiss a the moment.”

“Thanks.” Jacen flipped a switch to reverse thrust and then nudged the throttle forward. Airgpeed began
to drop, and the blastboat with it. It didn’t fall so sharply asto be under control, but just enough to
suggest the ship was about as aerodynamic as ameteorite burning into the atmosphere.

He brought the ship lower and lower until, over the heart of the northern continent, he dropped benesth
thelevel of amountain ridgeto the east. Onceit hid him, he pumped power to the engines, killing his
airspeed quickly. He dropped the blastboat down low and killed thrust. He flipped the switch again,
setting the enginesto propel him forward, then he stretched out with the Force and scouted ahead for
agnsof life.

Hefound plenty, and mogt dl of it waswithin norma limits for what he expected to find. There was
some that seemed harsh, dmost like clashing colors, and he steered away from these areas. He took the
ship north, then darted through amountain gap and piloted the ship in toward the ExGal site. He brought
the ship down to the north and east, well away from the antenna arrays attached to the facility’s
communi cations tower, then shut the engines down and unbuckled himsdlf from the restraining siraps.



“We're here”

L uke opened his eyes dowly, then nodded. “We are. Y ou recognized the sources of the Force out
there, yes?’

“| caught something. It didn’t fed right to me. What do you think it was?’

“I don’t know. Sentient life-forms, definitely under stress, perhaps diseased. They seem worn away,
frayed somehow. What | do know isthat | didn’t find them here weeks ago.”

Jacen’ s head came up. “Does Mara ever fed like that to you?’

Luke squick intake of breath suggested the question stung a bit. “Not that, no, but Maraisstrong. If it's
the same disease, it might be that they’ re in the end phase of whatever she has, but we have no way of
knowing that.”

The younger Jedi led the way from the cockpit. He pulled on abelt from which hung hislightsaber, a
pouch with arebresther, a canteen of water, and ablaster. Hisunclejoined him, taking asimilar belt from
the equipment locker, then handed Jacen apair of goggles.

Jacen frowned. “What are these for?’

“Y ou remember Mara s description of her fight with Carr? | don't know if the Y uuzhan V ong amphistaff
can spit venom to blind you, or if they have some other sort of weapon that will accomplish the same
end. Since we can't sense them through the Force, Sght is going to be our most powerful dly, and one
we shouldn’'t lose by chance.” Luke pulled on his own goggles, then loosened hisblaster inits holster.
“Marasaid their armor turned blaster bolts and even dowed down lightsabers, so shoot well and cut
even better.”

Jacen smiled. “Wow. For a second there you sounded like Dad.”
R2-D2 hooted a quick comment.

Luke cocked hishead for amoment, then nodded. “It seemsthat whenever I'm in aStuation where the
odds againgt success are pretty substantia, | think about what your father would say or do. Doesn't
mean | dothat, but hisexampleisoneit’stough to forget.”

L uke punched a big red button on the bulkhead, and the landing ramp on the blastboat did open. Heled
the way down and crouched at the foot of the ramp. He pressed his hand to the ground, rolled some of
the dirt around between hisfingers, then sniffed.

“What?'

“When | was hereladt, therewasalot of sulfur intheair, but I don't smell much at dl right now.
Something managed to drag it out of the air.” He pointed at some creegping green ground cover that had
spread over much of thefacility and itswalls. “None of that was here, either. Perhaps it was what
cleaned theair.”

Jacen shrugged. “ Y ou were the oneraised on afarm.”



“That was amoisture farm on adesert planet.” Hisunclelooked up a him. “ Anything like thisin the data
filesyou reviewed?’

“Nothing I recall.”

Luke stood and started walking toward the gate in the ExGdl facility wall. The gateitself stood open, but
the leafy green plant had grown dl over it. Luke pushed the vines gpart and ducked his head to get
through. Jacen followed closely and quickly found himsdlf in agreen tunndl.

Hewas watching hisfeet, making certain he didn’t trip, which iswhy he bumped into his uncle’ s back.
“Sorry.”

“No matter. Look &t this.”

Luke stepped clear of the vinesand into asmall courtyard. Jacen followed him, and R2-D2 rolled up
between them. Thelittle droid started bouncing from foot to foot and issued alow, mournful moan.

Luke rested ahand on the droid’ sdome. “1 know, Artoo, | know.”

The green plant overgrew everything savein awide ova, the end of which included the door to the
ExGd facility. Equipment had been placed in the oval, only two meters from the door, and it took Jacen
acouple of secondsto identify everything gathered there. He knew what it al was, of course, but he'd
never seen it arranged the way it was.

The centerpiece of the display was an R5 unit that had been decapitated. Where its truncated-cone head
should have been sat afleshless human skull. Rainbow-colored wires came up and out through the eye
sockets and mouth, the latter having awire ribbon roll out like atongue. Scattered around it like toys
spilled from a broken bin lay computer consoles, holoprojector plates, food synthesizers, and ahair dryer
from arefresher station. These items had been smashed to the point of uselessness, and the dentsin their
metal flesh looked asif something had kicked or somped them.

Jacen looked at hisuncle. “What isit?’

Luke s expression sharpened. “A warning, clearly. What | wonder, though, iswho it’ sdirected at.”
“Whoever it was that you felt out there?”

The Jedi Master sighed. “ That would be my guess, but guesses aren’t what we came herefor. Learning

the answer—that will be tough. | just hopeit’s not too tough, or the answers we get will remain here, on
Belkadan, and you and | could spend eternity like this poor fellow: warning othersto stay away.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Anakin Solo looked around the Dantooine camp site and dowly nodded. He stood there with his back
to the dying sun, watching his shadow stretch out before him. He planted his hands firmly on hishipsand
felt pleased with his effort. He' d hauled dl their equipment up from theJade Sabre while Mararested



after bringing the ship down in anarrow mountain canyon. He d located theflat area at the top of a bluff,
which made it very defensible and gave them awonderful view of the lavender plains stretching out
before adistant, sparkling sea.

He' d set up their tents, orienting Mara s larger one on anorth-south axis that would make sure that the
dawning sun would warm it, as would the setting sun. His own smaller tent he set up acrossthe clearing
from hers. He' d gathered stones and set them around a depression he' d excavated, creating afire pit. He
planned to head north, to aforest of thorny blbatreesto harvest dead wood for their fires. While the ship
had all the facilities needed to prepare food, Anakin looked forward to eating food cooked over an open
fire

He knew that desirewas kind of silly, but he thought it was fun and hoped Marawould, aswell. The
purpose of their trip to Dantooine was to let her recover her strength on aworld where technology and
civilization had not overwhelmed nature. The native Dantari were asimple people, traveling dong the
coagtsin nomadic tribes with little more than primitive tools. Anakin felt fairly certain that if any of the
Dantari had seen Admira Daala s attack on a colony established when Anakin was barely ayear old,
they’ d have put it down to awar between gods.

Given that the Imperials sent AT-AT walkers against unarmed colonists, whom the Dantari
probably saw as intruders, it wouldn’t surprise meto find the Dantari wearing emblems that
remind them of the walkers or the Imperial crests emblazoned on the machines. That thought sent a
shiver down his spine. The New Republic’ s battle with the Empire had reached itsfinal conclusion six
years earlier, but Anakin knew there were people who gtill harbored some positive fedingsfor the
Empire And some, like the Dantari, who might do so innocently.

He took one last ook at the campsite and frowned. Back beyond histent he' d stacked the various
equipment crates and cases. He' d lined them al up straight, but one had dipped out of dignment. Anakin
reached out with the Force and nudged it back into place, then smiled.

“Anakin, don't do that.”

Hewhirled and saw Mara, looking pale, leaning heavily against arock that stood near the path back to
the ship. The jacket she wore was buttoned al the way up to the throat, despite the day’ s warmth. He
steadied her using the Force, then did acamp chair toward her. “Y ou should have told me you wanted to
come up here. | would have gotten you.”

Her brows furrowed, and he felt resistance to the Force. The camp chair tipped and tumbled toward
her, then bounced away asif it had hit an invisble wall. Marastaggered toward it, bent down dowly, and
turned it upright again. She rested her hands on the rear posts. Her red-gold hair did down over her
shouldersto curtain the sdes of her face.

Her green eyes blazed with a strength that the weakness in her body mocked. “If | had wanted help,
Anakin, | would have asked for it.”

His head came up at the chilly tonein her voice, then he swallowed hard and glanced down at the
ground. “I’'m sorry. | should have remembered that from when we were landing. Y ou didn’t need my
I,H p.’l

Mara sighed, then dowly lowered hersdf into the chair. Her head |olled back for amoment, then she
looked at him. “Don’t compound things that have nothing to do with each other. | didn’t want you landing
theJade Sabre because | wanted to do it.”



The youth’ s blue eyes narrowed. “I1t was atricky landing. Y ou didn’t trust meto do it. You didn't want
me to destroy your ship.”

Marapursed her lipsfor amoment. “ Given thatour ship isthe only way off thisrock, | didn’t want it
damaged, no.” Her expression softened abit. “And the ship is specia to me. Y our uncle Luke gave me
theJade Sabre to replaceJade’ sFire ”

“But you crashedJade' s Fire on purpose. Y ou meant to.”

“I did, and had good reason to do that, but that doesn’'t mean . . .” Mara paused for amoment as her
voice sank to adry whisper. She swallowed, then glanced down at the ground. “Y our uncle Luke
understood how much the ship meant to me. He knewwhat it meant to me. He respected what | had
donein sacrificing theFire . He had theSabre made for me to thank me.”

Anakin fdt his ssomach tighten. “I'm sorry. | didn’t know.”

Mara shrugged her shoulders. “I tend to hold tightly to painful experiences and not to share them, so you
couldn’t have known. I’ ve grown attached to theSabre because of what it means. It' s not that | don't
trust you, Anakin . ..”

“Y ou trugt yourself more?’

Maraactualy smiled for a heartbest. “ Pretty perceptive.”

“Even ablind hawk-bat finds agranite dug now and again.” He glanced a her. “I do want you to know
you can trust me. I’'m here to do whatever you want or need. | won't fail you.”

“I know.” She sat forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “I apologize for being wesk, for forcing you
to be here with meinstead of off doing more important stuff.”

Anakin blinked with surprise. “ There' s nothing more important that | could be doing. Uncle Luke has
entrusted you to me. Thereisn’t amore important job out there.”

“Don’t lieto me, Anakin. The desire to be out there saving the galaxy isin your blood so thick | can hear
it screaming from here”

“No, redlly, that’ s not true.” Anakin glanced over his shoulder and used the Force to bring him the other
camp chair he'd set up. “I am hereto help you, Mara. What' swrong?’

Mara had frowned as he sat. * Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?’

“Trividizing the Force”

“I don't get it. What do you mean?’

She heaved her torso erect and sat back in her chair. “Even down in theSabre | could fed it. | admire

your desire to make everything perfect for me, but the Force isn't something you use to pitch tents or
stack crates.”



“But the Forceisthe Jedi’ sdly. It's something we use” Anakin shifted his shoulders uneasily. “Size
matters not, you know. | mean, if I’d not used it, | would have had to—"

“Break asweat?’

Anakin’s mouth gaped open. “Um, | guess so. | mean, the ship is half akilometer back in that canyon,
and hauling the stuff up here—"

“Would have been hard work.” Mara s steady gaze bored into him. “Y ou quote Master Yoda's
gphorism that * Size matters not,” but that was used to tell Luke that he had to banish self-doubt. You're
using it asan excuse, or achdlenge.”

Anakin winced. “But Luke said that Y oda lifted his X-wing out of the swamp at Dagobah.”

“To make apoint, to show Luke how strong the Force could be, if mastered.”

“AndI've mastered it.”

Her head came up and her gaze sharpened. “ Have you, now?’

Anakinimmediatdly flushed crimson. “Wdl, | mean, I’ ve been trained toit. | know how to useit.”

“But knowinghow to useit isentirdly different from knowingwhen to useit. Think, Anakin, how often do
you see your uncle use the Forcein raw displays of strength?”

Hefrowned. “Wdll, not so much these days. Not since the war ended, | guess.”
“Correct, not since he realized that using the Force so directly cut him off from the more subtle aspects
of it.” Maralooked up, her gaze searching hisface. “Y ou can't hear awhisper if you' re constantly

shouting, and using the Force the way you do isthe same as dways shouting. Do you see that?’

Anakin'sbrows furrowed. “1 guess so. | mean, it makes sense, but I'm still learning. | need that control.
| need to be able to make thingswork.”

“I agree.” She glanced down at the ground. “But using the Force isn’t the only answer, you know.
Chewbaccadidn’'t useit, and he saved your life, your father’ slife, and countless other lives.”

His expression soured. “Don't be trying to tell me Chewi€ sdeath isn't my fault.”
“| suspect you' ve heard thet alot, haven't you?’

“Yes, and don't try reversing things around and talking me into defending mysdlf, either. | may ill be
young, but I’'m not stupid.”

“I know that. Y ou're not stupid, but youare naive.” Maralooked at him and let out aquick chuckle.
“That expression of outrage, very becoming.”

Anakin scowled. “I’'m not naive. I’ ve been in the thick of things since | was born. I’ ve grown up on
Coruscant and then at the academy. I’ ve been around, you know.”



“Not my point, Anakin.” Maragave him the hint of asmilethat hefound alittle bit intriguing and very
frudtrating. “Y ou’ ve spent your whole life involved with the Force. It's made you weak.”

“But Yodasad—"

Maraheld ahand up. “Y ou don’t know whatyou, Anakin Solo, are capable of without the Force. You
don’t know if you could have humped al those crates up here. Y ou don’t know how much you would
ache or swest in doing it. Y ou don’t know how long it would take for you to pitch the tents. Thefire pit,
did you scoop that out with ashovel? Did you place the rocks by hand?’

1 NO, bu.t_n

“Y ou know, | was taught along time ago that whenever someone uses the wordbut it meanshe's
stopped listening. It so means those he's speaking with tend to stop listening. | know what I'm telling
you isn't easy to hear. There' s probably areason for that, don't you think?’

Anakin squirmed in hischair abit. “1 * spose.”
“And why do you think thet is?’

“I don't know. Maybe. ..” Hefdl slent ashethought. “| guess part of it isthat you're making it sound
likel’m not agood Jedi Knight, that I’ m doing thingswrong. It means |’ m afailure.” And that maybe
Chewie would be aliveif I’d not failed.

“Y ou may not redize that my early training consisted of much more than learning to harness the Force.”
Mara clasped her hands together and pressed them flat againgt her belly. “ Running, climbing, fighting,
learning to move slently, svimming, zero-g fighting and movement; everything could have been made
easer by using the Force. | didn’t allow that, though. Why not? What value was therein my learning to

rely upon mysdf?’
“Y ou learn your limits”
“Yesand 7’

Anakin closed his eyes and thought hard. The answer to her question blossomed full-blown in hismind
and dropped his jaw with its smplicity. “ Y ou aso learn what others are capable of, otherswho don’t
have the Force.”

“Right, which means you can gauge how much you need to help them.” Maranodded a him, and
Anakin smiled proudly. “Too many Jedi Knights become wrapped up in the fact that they can usethe
Force, and they employ it asif it were the solution to every single problem thereis. Thisiswhy Kyp and
hisfollowers are so iff and cold. They come into Situations without having an gppreciation of what the
people can do. They comein and impose asolution. It might be quick, it might work very well, but isit
the best solution?’

She eased hersdlf up out of her chair and turned to face the dying sun. “Do you remember the Taanab
exercise: the problem about the flood that you were asked to attack as part of your training?’

Anakin nodded. “ Sure, | got high marks on that smulation. | looked over the datawe were given and
redlized that it was possible to trigger arock dide that would dump metric tons of rocksin position to
shore up alevee. It opped the flooding from wiping out avillage. | just used the Force to loosen some



rocks and start the dide, and everyone was saved.”

Mara s eyes had closed, and her face was expressionless. She opened her armsto the sun asiif seeking
to pull asmuch of itswarmth into her as she could. “ So, tell me, Anakin, in that example, why wasthe
Taanabian village in jeopardy of being flooded?’

Hefrowned. “Wdll, you know, it was built in alow place.”

“Had it ever been flooded before?”

“I don’t know.”

“You didn’t check the history?’ She glanced over a him. “1 know theloca history was part of thefiles.”

Anakin shrugged. “1 guess| didn’t think it wasimportant, because the flood was the main problem.”

“That' swhere you' re wrong. The main problem was people building homesin afloodplain. They were
doing that because off-world land speculators had bought up their ancestral lands in the hopes of luring
Alderaanians there to establish a colony. Greed was forcing those peopleto build in undesirable places.
Y ou might have been able to stop the flood thistime, but what about the next, or the one after that?’

“I didn’t think—"

“No, you didn't.” Maraturned toward him and folded her arms across her chest. “And your solution,
dumping the rocks, worked, but it |eft the people in that village without any commitment to your solution.
Y ou saved them, and they would have been grateful—at |east until the next time a disaster loomed, and
then they’ d wonder why you weren't there to save them again.”

Anakin stood. “Wdll, then, what was your solution?’

Maralaughed sharply. “Not one | think your uncle would consider suitably Jedi, butafter I'd convinced
the speculatorsthat | was going to cut deeply into their profit margin, I’ d have helped evacuate the
village. Then | would have been there and helped the people who wanted to fight the flood to shore up
thelevees. | wouldn’'t have doneit for them, but | would have helped them help themsalves.”

“But if you have accessto the Force, and you can save them, don’t you have aresponsibility to do so?’

“Good question. Follow it, though, to itslogical conclusion. These are sentient beings. They know
they’ ve built their homesin afloodplain. They know they will be flooded out. Are you responsible for
protecting them from their own decisions?’

“I can'tjudt let themdie”

“So you know whét is better for them than they do?’

“Inthiscase, yes.” He stared off at the distant ocean. The dying sun stained it the color of blood. “Don’t
1?7

“If you gtart thinking that you know the best for people and denying them the chance to make their own
erors..."



Breath hissed in between Anakin’ steeth. “Using the Force becomes easy, and if you are confident you
know what isright, you' re making yourself the center of redity. That'sjust selfish, and sdfishnessisthe
core of evil, of thedark sde.”

Marawaked to him and threw an arm over his shoulders. “ That’ s very good, Anakin. We haveto be
responsible for ourselves, our actions, and responsible to society. Usurping someone else’ s persond
respongbility, though, denies them their sentience. It’ sright and good to hel p someone who cannot help
himself, but forcefully shielding them from the consequences of their actions, no matterhow fooligh, is
wrong.”

“But if someoneisdrunk and pullsablaster—" Anakin stopped. “Wait, | know! No matter what, he's
gtill going to have to be responsible for his action, but stopping him would be helping those who are
helpless hispotentid targets.”

“That would be my read onit, yes.”

Anakin sighed. “It’snot easy to see that fine line there.”

“No, itisn't, but the fact that you' re willing to look isavery good sign.” She pointed off to the north.
“Now, I've decided I’'m strong enough to go help you lug back firewood. WE Il actudly be carrying it,
right?’

“Right.” If you think you’ re strong enough, Mara, I’ [l go with you. If | need to help you, though . . .
She smiled down at him. “I think theidea of coming here to Dantooineis good, for the both of us. I'll

learn my limitations, you'll learn yours, and when we re done, we' Il both come out of this stronger than
anyone could have expected.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Corran straightened up, then brushed dust from the shoulders of his green Jedi overrobe. “I’'m Corran
Horn. My aide hereis Ganner Rhysode. W€ ve come to—"

The woman cut him off, and the two young men with her leveled their blaster carbines at the Jedi. “I
know why you're here, and I’'m not going to let you get away with it.”

Ganner laughed. “Y ou think they could stop us?” Illustrating his point, he flicked afinger upward, and
the two young men suddenly pointed their blasters at the sky. They struggled to bring them back down
on target, then clung to the wegpons as Ganner lifted the youths off the ground and left them with their
feet dangling intheair.

Corran flicked a sharp glance in hisdirection. “ Put them down,now , and gently.” He turned to the
woman, noting that her expression had gone from sour to incendiary. “1 apologize for his enthusiasm, but
| haveto tell you that | don't have any clue asto why you think we' re here.”

Thewoman laughed. “1 may have been here for three months with my students, but I’ m not entirely off



the net. | hear things.” She narrowed her eyes behind her goggles. “Y ou said your name was Horn, right?
Y ou were with Rogue Squadron?’

Corran nodded. “Only became a Jedi Knight after peace with the Empire.”
“Youweren't at Mrlsst, wereyou?’

“Beforemy time. | served with alot of the people who were: Wedge Antilles, Hobbie Klivian, Wes
Janson, Tycho Celchu.. . . They'reretired now.” Corran got mixed signals coming off her as herecited
the names. She certainly recognized some of them, but pretty much anyone in the New Republic could be
expected to know some names from Rogue Squadron. “Y ou were there, at the university?’

“I was. | was working on my doctorate.” The trace of a smile softened her expression. “I didn’t know
the Rogues, but | had friends who met them. One went on to work for the squadron.”

“Koyi Komad?1’vemet her.” Corran kept his voice even. Annoyance and frustration were boiling of f
Ganner, but the woman was letting her anger settle down. “ She got married, must be fourteen or fifteen
years ago. She married a Quarren from the squadron, as a matter of fact.”

“I know, | was there at the wedding.”
Corran smiled. “Redly?| was an usher. Didn't have abeard then.”

“I remember alot of menin uniform.” She offered him her hand. “I’m Anki Pace. I’ m running this
archaeologica survey of Bimmie for the Universty of Agamar.”

Corran noted gtiffnessin her grip and tension in her voice. “Why isit you think we' re here, Dr. Pace?’

“Various Stes, archaeologicaly sgnificant Stes, have suffered thefts. Theitems, though they’ ve not been
studied enough for usto be certain, have been suggested to be related to the Jedi Knights, before the
purge. They're priceless, of course, since the Empiretried to destroy as much of that materia asthey
could. More importantly, though, they can tell us much of how the Jedi used to be.”

“And you think Jedi Knights have been coming to these Sites and taking these things?’

One of the young men snarled. “1 have afriend who was on adig. They left another student at the Siteto
watch over it a night. When they came back, stuff was gone, and she couldn’t remember anything.”

Corran’shead came up. “ The thief had induced amnesia so she couldn’t remember who had taken the
itemsthat were missng?’

“No,” the man spat, “she couldn’t rememberanything . All she'd learned that year and the year before
wasall gone. It was asif she'd missed two years of life. The Jedi can do that. They can blank your
memories or make you remember thingsyou didn't see.”

Corran shivered. He had no talent for telekinesis, but he was adept at projecting thoughts and images
into the minds of others. He' d even used that ability to dump peopl€e' s short-term memories—the last ten
seconds of what they had seen—to blind them to covert entries and escapes.And | know Kyp used that
ability to wipe the memory of Qwi Xux, the architect of the Death Star and the Sun Crusher. He
broke her, left her shattered. It was years before she was able to put her life back together and
move on after that tragedy.



He glanced over at Ganner. “What do you know of this sort of thing?’

Ganner reacted asif Corran had spit in hisface. “Nothing. I’ ve no knowledge of thefts, and | would not
stoop to same.”

“Stll, you are aware that certain artifacts have shown up on Y avin 4 that are being studied for their
significance concerning the old order.” Corran looked back at Dr. Pace. “ Some of theseitems, | know,
have come from collectors. My wife has brokered the deds for many of them, and if the provenance was
a dl suspicious, | would know.”

Pace snorted. “ All well and good for you to say. Just the sort of thing a Jedi would plant inmy mind so |
couldn’t sugpect you of stedling what we' ve found.”

“That'sridiculous.” Ganner folded hisarms across his chest. “How dare you accuse us of being
thieves?’

The other young man barked aquick laugh. “My parents came from Carida. There are other things|
could call Jedi Knights.”

Corran held hishands up. “ Stop. Thisisn’'t going to get us anywhere. Now me, I'm getting cold and I'd
liketo get indde your cave there, but you aren’t going to let usin until | can convince you that we' re not
here to poach your find. | think | can assure you that we aren't, if you' Il answer one question.”

Dr. Pace cocked her head to the side. “ And that is?’

“Have you sent out any messages about thisfind?’

She frowned for amoment, then shook her head. “No. We drafted the messages, but couldn’t raise the
satdlite. No way you could have known what we found.”

Thefirst youth shook hishead. “That's not right, Dr. Pace. The Jedi have visons. They can seeinto the
future. That’show they knew we d found it.”

Corran glanced at Ganner. “Y ou want to takeit?’

“If I must.” Thetaller Jedi shrugged, spilling dust from his shoulders. “ That &bility israre, and onewe
have little control over. Logicaly, if we could peer into the future, don't you think we would have come
here before you found whatever you found and would have removed it?’

The young man frowned. “Wdll, | don’'t know.”

Corran winked at the kid. “Don’t think too long onit, or you' Il figure we' ve planted the memory of this
conversation. You'll end up going around and around in your mind and drive yoursdf to distraction.”

Dr. Pace patted the youth on the shoulder. “Vil, you and Dennago back to your posts. | think the
dashrasaredl tied up inakillbal, but they might comefor us, so you'll discourage them.”

“Yes, Dr. Pace”

Pace looked at Corran. “ So, whyare you here?’



“We ve had reports of someraiding along the Rim. The university hadn’t heard from you and asked if
we could check in on you. We were afraid you' d been raided, so we came out.”

Dr. Pace frowned. “What sort of raiding? Humans?’
Ganner shifted his shoulders. “ Nonhuman, wethink.”

“Interesting.” She turned toward the cave, then waved Corran and Ganner in her wake. “ Come with
rre”

They followed and passed between tarps that had been hung to sedl the mouth of the cave. Beyond the
first set Corran saw another about five meters deeper into the cave. The area between them had been set
with anumber of bucketsfilled with adark, frothy liquid that reminded Corran of engine coolant. It stank
horribly. The cloying scent wafted easily through the rebreather’ s dust filters and coated the back of his
throat.

Pace unsed ed the second tarp wall, then closed it behind them. She pulled off her rebreather and took a
deep breath. Corran did the same, and even though he could still smell some of theliquid, the air tasted
much swester.

Hejerked athumb at the tarps. “Whatis that Stuff in the buckets?’
Pace looked over at aknot of students deeper in the caves. “ Trista, come here, please.”

A dender, black-haired woman that Corran judged to be haf his age came waking over. She had a pert
nose and just atouch of dirt on her face that somehow enhanced her beauty rather than detracted from it.
“Yes, Dr. Pace?’

“These. .. Jedi areinterested in your theories about the ecology of Bimmid.” Pace waved her forward.
“Thisis Trigta Orlanis, one of my graduate students.”

“Peased to meet you.” The young woman smiled, letting her smilelinger morein Ganner’ sdirection than
Corran’s, which Corran found aminor annoyance. “ Areyou familiar with the Imperia survey?’

Ganner nodded. “I read it and briefed Corran.”

Trista' s smile broadened. “Well, then, you know that the Imperid team came here as Bimmid was
inbound initsdliptica orbit. Asthe planet nearsthe sun, it warms up, naturally, and the ice caps begin to
melt. The resulting moisture triggers an abundance of plant growth. The heat aso brings the shwpi out of
hibernation. They are herbivores, so they eat, multiply, and eat more. They don’t digest most of the
seeds, S0 they excrete them, sheathing the seeds with organic fertilizer.

“Certain other animals cannot tolerate the heet, S0 they retreat toward the polar regions while the shwpi
population explodes. Then, asthe planet begins to move away from the sun, the planet cools, which frees
these creatures from their ranges to sweep into the equatoria areas. The shwpi have overgrazed the
world, alowing the stormsto pick up and redistribute alot of soil through wind erosion. Moisture collects
inice caps at the poles asthe world cools, which iswhy it is so dry now. The predators, most notably the
dashrats, are adept at moving through the resulting dunes. They hunt the shwpi that have not found
burrowsin which to hibernate.”



Ganner nodded sagely. “ The Imperid survey never saw the dashrats since they were not in the survey
a.%-ﬂ

“True. They postulated the existence of such creatures, but didn’t have enough time here to confirm that
theory.” Tristapointed toward the tarps. “What we have back there is the essence of rendered dashrats.
That’ swhat they smell like after being severd days dead. The dashrats move through the sand, tracing
the scent that shwpi leave behind as they move through or over the sand. The death scent keegps dashrats
back; most creatures consider the rotting scent of their own kind to be asign of danger. We're safe
enough in here because they can’t come up through the bedrock that makes up these caves.”

Corran dipped hisgoggles up on hisforehead and | et his rebreather hang at histhroat. “I’m glad to
know you' re safe, but you didn’t bring usin here for alesson in Bimmidlian ecology, Dr. Pace. You
reacted to the fact that the raiders weren't human.”

“Perhaps you' re not atotal fool, Jedi.” Dr. Pace waved Corran deeper into the cave. Ganner started to
follow, but she held ahand up. “No, you wait here. Him, | trust. You, I'm not sure.”

Ganner snorted, but said nothing.

Corran tossed him awink, then headed deeper into the cave. The passage began to shrink, so Corran
stooped as he descended into the planet’ s flesh. The passageway aso began to narrow, then broadened
out abruptly and provided accessto alarge, round chamber. Lights had been set upinit, and a
half-dozen students were working with brushes and small trowelsto shift sand around. Two other
Sudents were a atable running adigitizer over artifacts and monitoring the data coming up on their
datapads.

Dr. Pace stopped beside Corran. “Unitil the storm trapped us in these caverns, we' d not looked much
into them. We cleared sand from the passage and discovered this chamber. The sand in here was
washed in with therains, o it waslaid down in even layers over the years a afairly constant rate. We
don’t have asolid chronology, but as we began poking around we discovered something that we think
has been herefor forty years, maybefifty.”

Sheled him over to the computer table. “ Jens, call up scan AR-312.”

Asthe young woman punched up arequest for that data, Dr. Pace faced Corran. “We verecovered a
body, the mummified remains of some creature. As nearly aswe can make out, it retreated here and was
felled by dashrats. The teeth marks on the long bones and ragged edges of dried flesh were consistent
with. ..

Corran stopped listening as the holographic image of a skull appeared above a holoprojector plate. It
had alow cranid ridge, but was longer than a human skull. The features appeared sharper, and the
computer enhanced the fracture lines and deformities on the face. The cheekbones had been broken and
set oddly, so the face had a dope from right to |eft, and the nose bones had clearly been shattered.

“Emperor’ s black bones!”
Dr. Pace nodded. “Not very pretty. Bony, with hooks and claws on the hands, elbows, shoulders, toes,
hedls, and knees. It killed at least two dashrats. It aso had some artifacts that we recovered—armor,

some wegpons. It samgor find. I’ ve never seen anything likeit.”

“That’ sthe problem, Doc, | have.” Corran shuddered, remembering the images of the Y uuzhan Vong



corpses he' d seen in Luke Skywalker’ sreport. “1 think you' ve got one of the raidersthere, and if they’ ve
been here once, there' slittle reason to think they won't be back.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A quick examination of the ExGd facility proved the efficacy of the Y uuzhan Vong warning &t the door.
Lukefound no signsof lifein there, but therewas alot of evidence of the sheer virulence with which the
Y uuzhan V ong hated technology. Machinery had been smashed into bits, and enough dark fluid formed
footprints or was sprayed over the wallsto suggest that the Y uuzhan V ong had been heedless of personal
injuries during their orgy of destruction.

That redization, which crystalized itself in hismind as he bent to trace abloody footprint with afinger,
sent ashiver down his spine. Hisinability to detect the Y uuzhan V ong through the Force had disturbed
him, but he' d counted on their invighility to be the only odd thing about them. Their gpparent fanaticism,
as evidenced by the willingnessto hurt themsalves while pursuing their beliefs, took them well outside the
ranges for norma behavior as he knew it. Luke did know of speciesthat vaued stoicism in the face of
pain, but the Y uuzhan VVong seemed to go beyond even that.

He aso knew that hisimpression of their fury had probably grown beyond al reasonable measure
because it was devoid of theinput he normally found through the Force. In the past, at other Sites of such
destruction, he had been able to pick up background traces of the anger. It dlowed him to gauge the
depth of the perpetrator’ s emotions, reinforcing or discounting the destruction he saw. Corran had once
pointed out how the difference between that sort of impression and the physical evidence of violence
could indicateif acrime scene had been dressed up to make a smple murder look like a botched

robbery.

Thiswas more than dressing up a site, though. The Jedi Master dowly stood, then glanced over at
Jacen. “Find anything useful ?”

His nephew held up aheadless doll. “Thisis one of those toys that has circuitry insdeit to makeit
respond to phrases and things. It's harmless, but they smashed it just as bad as any of the computers.”

R2-D2, rooting through a pile of smashed circuit boards, played anervous twitter softly.

“The Yuuzhan Vong clearly didn’t seethetoy asharmless.” Luke shook his head. “From their point of
view, it might be more of an abomination than any of the other equipment here.”

Jacen’ s brows arrowed together for asecond, then his expression eased and he nodded. “If they think
of machines as evil, then thiswould be something designed to corrupt the very young. Instead, now, it's
just abroken toy meant for achild who will never enjoy it.” The doll’s crushed body fdl from hisfingers
and landed amid a pile of debris.

Luke stroked ahand over hisjaw. “What | don't see hereisanything in the way of changes resulting
from the environmenta holocaust the Y uuzhan Vong triggered. That green plant hasn't madeit insgde here



“May not have had enough time.” Jacen toed more broken debris. “ There seemed to be an enclave of
the diseased, frayed life-formsto the south and west. 1t would put thisfacility between them and our
ship”

Luke thought for amoment and suppressed a smile as he did so. The nonchal ant way Jacen had referred
to the blastboat as* our ship” casudly included him in on any scouting mission. Luke would have
preferred to leave him behind with R2-D2, but, he realized, he had no way of knowing if the Y uuzhan
Vong were close and, therefore, couldn’t guarantee Jacen would be any safer at the station than he
would be on the mission.

“Okay, but we take a precaution first. We' Il check the communications tower and seeiif it can transmit
data. If it can, we'll link it to the ship and use our comlinks to be able to make a running report on what
we see. The ship will cachethe data. Artoo will transmit everything if we're cut off or we utter some
code words.”

Jacen smiled cautioudy. “1 wouldn't have thought of that precaution.”
“We're here to learn what we can to safeguard the rest of the New Republic.”
His nephew’ s head came up. “ And to see if we can find anything that will help cure Mara, right?’

Luke nodded. “ That, too. Our mission is more important than we are. We take no stupid chances, but
we don’t shrink from duty, understand?’

The young man nodded. “1 do, Master Skywalker.”

After arranging the communications relay setup with R2-D2, the two of them changed from their Jedi
robesinto A/KT combat jumpsuits. The close-fitting, Sngle-piece garment reminded Luke alot of his
pilot jumpsuit, though this one was colored agreen dark enough to be almost black. The elbows and
knees were well padded, and stiff trauma pads were inserted breast, back, and along the arms and legs
to provide added protection. Having heard from Marajust how savagely the Y uuzhan VVong fought, Luke
wanted to take no chances.

If they’re going to be armored, so are we.He tugged on some straps, tightening the suit up, then pulled
on ahelmet and gloves. He dso donned his goggles. Lastly he fastened ablaster around hiswaist and
hung hislightsaber from aclip on the suit. “I'm ready.”

Jacen nodded. “1’m good to go.”

Jacen’ s suit appeared to be identical to Luke's, save for the color. It was adeep dark red, much darker
than the color of dried blood. Luke redized that the suit’ s color would hide any blood that might leak out
of Jacen, sending ajolt through him. He allowed calm to flow in to the wake of that thought, though,
knowing that he' d be aware through the Force if Jacen were hurt, and taking comfort in the fact that his
nephew wasn't stupid.

“WEe'rejust out to gather some facts, Jacen. Nothing heroic on thistrip.”

“I gotit.”

The two of them dipped from the ExGal compound and headed southwest, through aregion of low hills.



The green ground cover had spread fairly far and wreathed many atree that had died under the Y uuzhan
Vong environmenta assault. There were some signs of native plants trying to make acomeback, but
what they had decided was alien foliage seemed poised to move in and smother them. Through the Force
Luke gained an impression that was perfectly normal and healthy concerning the Y uuzhan Vong plant; yet
everywhere was evidence that its spread was anything but benign.

The other plants here aren’t prepared to deal with thisinvader, so it just spreads and spreads,
doing what it does naturally. Theimplications of that idea tightened his shoulders. The Y uuzhan VVong
were certainly analogous to the plant they’ d brought to Belkadan. If the New Republic wasn't ready to
repulse them, the Y uuzhan V ong would spread throughout the galaxy.Doing what they do naturally.

What the Y uuzhan Vong did naturally became more clear as Luke s sense of the frayed ones grew. He
and Jacen moved through what had once been aforest. The toppled trees had been carpeted with the
green vines, creating more than enough shadow to hide the two of them. They crept up ahill, to the crest
line, then carefully dipped over and hid behind the bulk of afdlenlog.

They looked down into abroad, shalow valey that had a decently sized stream running through it. The
green vines grew throughout, though they did leave circular openings of black sand at various points. In
the center of these circleswere small plinths, al pointing needle-sharp noses toward the sky.

In the center of the valley lay asmal cluster of buildings. The green plants grew around the perimeter of
them and took on ashrublike quality at the edges. Aside from where bare paths would alow peopleto
move from the shacks to the plinths, the plants would make it tough for passage. Anyone running from
the village would undoubtedly get their feet tangled and would go down.

Not that the folks in the village ook as if they are capable of doing much running.Luke dipped a
pair of macrobinoculars from apocket on hisleft thigh and focused them on the heart of the village. He
saw what looked to be a pair of Trandoshans, a Rodian, a haf-dozen humans, and a Twi’lek shambling
listlesdy dong. All were barefooted and walking avkwardly, asif their knees had been broken and then

only partidly repaired.

He looked closer for signs of traumaand saw nothing as obvious as scars, but there were odd
cacifications on the legs, exposed areas of the arms, and even the skulls of these creatures.
Concentrating, Luke got a sense of them through the Force and could seethelife energy flowing in them
in amuted fashion; these people were the stressed life-forms he’ d sensed before. The energy seemed to
eddy around these odd formations, revealing that, at least on some of them, the bony protrusons also
extended deeply into their skulls and body cavities.

He passed the macrobinoculars to Jacen. “ Tell me what you see.”

Jacen focused and watched. Force energy gathered as he concentrated. “ Those things, those growths. .
. they work like restraining bolts on adroid?’

“That would be my guess.” Luke s blue eyes narrowed. “ And the people—any idea where they came
from?’

Jacen looked again. “The clothing is pretty bad, but some of it has pirateinsgniaon it. Rim raidersthat
the Y uuzhan VVong ran into and made into daves?’

“I think s0, t00.”



His nephew shivered. “ Theway they fed in the Forceisjust not right.”
“I know. It fedlsamogt asif they’ re dying by degrees”
“What isthe sense of killing your labor force?’

Luke shrugged. “If they were ableto pick them up so easily on the Rim, perhapsthey think the supply is
infinite. It might also be that they’ re adapting their dave control technology to the inhabitants of this
gaaxy. Maybe they don’t mean to kill them, but they need more work on their control devices. | don’'t
know.”

“It' sdefinitely creepy, no matter what is happening.” Jacen stretched out on his belly, lowered the
macrobinoculars, and looked at hisuncle. “What are they doing here?’

Luke pointed at the plinths. “ Anything familiar about them?’
“Not redly.”
“Okay, usethe Force. Concentrate on the flow of lifewithin thevalley.”

Jacen closed hiseyes, drew in adeep breath, then let it out dowly. “Everything ismoving in, toward the
plinths, dong the vines.” Hisjaw hung open for asecond, then helooked at hisuncle. “ These plantsare
likeabig solar collector. They’ re channding energy and the nutrients they’ re sucking up back into the
valley, toward the things. That sand is black because of anectar the plants are flooding into it.”

“That'swhat | sensed.” Luke pointed afinger at the plinths. “Unless| missmy guess, I’ d say those
plinths are cord skippersin their infancy. We relooking at a shipyard. They’ re growing a squadron right
down there, and they’ re using dave labor to help do it.”

The youth studied the valey again, then shook his head. “ Growing fighters? How efficient can that be?’

L uke accepted the macrobinoculars back from him and opened asmall compartment on the device. He
snaked out asmal cable and connected it to his comlink, then focused on the plinths. “ The shipslook
farly wel dong, and Belkadan has been under Y uuzhan VVong control for less than amonth. That output
would riva an Incom factory turning out X-wings, and since these shipsare living and can hed, the
wadtage rate islower than we get with our machines. What' s stunning here is the speed with which
they’re ableto grow these ships. Thisis serioustrouble.”

Heturned off the macrobinoculars, unhitched them from the comlink, and returned them to his pocket.
“We got some good visuas. Comeon.”

Jacen looked puzzled. “ Shouldn't we wait until dark to free the daves?’

“We have other things we have to do first.” Luke pointed toward the west. “ There are more daves over
there. Either they’ re growing more cora skippers, or they might be growing other componentsfor the
ships. We need to seewhat isgoing on.”

Jacen followed him as they worked their way west. They came across one valley that resembled the one
they’ d just vacated, save that what had been plinths were smply small rocksin the ground. The village
was completely overgrown, and Luke caught no evidence of davesinthe area.



One difference he did discover was a dozen-meter-long bit of stone that appeared to belifeless
obsidian. It had the outline of a coralskipper, but where there had been a cockpit opening on the one

he' d examined on Dubrillion, this one remained sedled in stone. Luke ran hishand over thefighter, letting
hisfingers play over theirregularitiesin its surface.

Jacen frowned. “1 don’t get it. Why did they leave one behind?’

“Birth defect?’ Luke raced afinger along the line of the cockpit canopy. “1t grew without a separation
here. Could have been alocal microbid infection, or just lousy genetics. Perhaps the xenoforming of the
planet was intended to Serilize the nurseries, then free up the sort of nutrients that the plants need to feed
the ships. Something went wrong with this one, so they dumped it. Still, thisindicates they must be
growing other components el sewhere, because the propulsion creatures aren’t here.”

Jacen squatted in the coralskipper’ s shadow and parted the alien ground cover’ s leaves to expose the
soil. “Look at this. Thedirt isn't black anymore.” He took some up in hisleft hand and smoothed it
againg hispamwith histhumb. “It'scompletely Serile”

L uke dropped to his knee beside Jacen. “1 wonder . . .”
“What?’

“An Ithorian once explained to me that there are some crops that exhaust the soil in which they are
raised. Perhagpsthe Y uuzhan VVong have done that here, raising acrop of coraskipperstoo fast.” He
nodded to his nephew. “Take a sample of the soil, and we can have Artoo check it later.”

Once Jacen got the sample, they continued their reconnai ssance mission and discovered asmall lake
with water thickened by the presence of brown algae. On the water, which lapped weakly at the shores,
floated plants with three large blue triangular leaves. From the center grew astalk, and from it hung two
round berries, about the size of ahuman’ s head. Some plants did have more than just two, and by the far
shore, Luke spotted a different specieswith dightly smaller berries growing in bunches.

Jacen frowned. “Villips? Their communications devices?’

“I think so. Different sizesfor different needs, | suppose.” Luke sighed quietly. “So much to learn about
them.”

From the cover of large rocks, they watched as daves waded through the turgid water, using ladiesto
pour water over the villip plants. One, an older man whose spine sprouted horny growths, could barely
lift adripping ladleto bathe avillip. The ladle dipped from hisfingers, and he tried to catch it. He lunged
forward to grab it, but lost hisfooting and went down in the water.

The man started splashing in a panicked manner, churning the water into ayelow-brown froth. Severd
of the other daves started shouting. They vocalized in ahigh range that rose above Luke s ability to hear,
though the anxiety pouring off them dammed into him in waves. Severa started for the drowning man,
high-stepping through the gdlatinous fluid asfast asthey could.

A harsh whip crack froze them in their places. Appearing at the western edge of the lake, backlit in the
dying sun, stood atall and lean figure. Hisright hand snapped out and forward again, cracking the
whiplike weapon in his hand. After the second snap, the whip became agtaff, and the figure brandished it
over hishead, pumping it upward the way one of the Sand People would triumphantly pump a gaffi stick.



The Y uuzhan VVong—L uke knew it was one because the figure didn’t exist within the Force
framework—dashed forward, splashing hisway into thelake. He artfully cut between villip stalksand
reached the row where the man was striking for the surface. The man reached out asthe Y uuzhan Vong
extended the amphigtaff toward him. The man grabbed at it, then recoiled, with his hand diced open. He
dtarted to scream, but fluid boiling up out of histhroat sank it into agurgle.

The Y uuzhan Vong lunged with the amphistaff, driving the sharp, flattened end through the man’s chest.
Ashe pulled the amphistaff back, the man came hafway up out of the water, then dipped from the staff.
The Y uuzhan Vong stabbed him twice more, then stepped back away as the man flopped into the water
one last time. The body bobbed there for a second, then, leaking air from lungs and mouth, dowly sank
fromgght.

The Y uuzhan Vong raised the amphistaff and shouted something. The daves understood enough of it to
cower. The amphigtaff then dacked for amoment before coiling itself around its owner’ sarm. The

Y uuzhan Vong strode from the water, then beckoned over two daves, aman and awoman. They pulled
off the ragsthey wore and dried the Y uuzhan Vong' slegs.

A sren of sorts echoed through the hills. The Y uuzhan V ong shouted another order, and the daves
formed themsalvesinto arough line. They began to trudge off to the south. The Y uuzhan Vong took one
last look at the villip paddy, then strode off dong the path his daves had taken.

Lukefdt an emotiona chill coming from his nephew. “I'm sorry you witnessed that.”

“I"'m sorry for the man who died there.” Jacen shook his head. “The Y uuzhan Vong | faced when
rescuing Danni—they were formidable, but nothing like that one. He had no mercy at dl inhim.”

“No, just acold, efficient killer. He was bigger than the one Marafought, longer and leaner. | wish | had
seen more than just asilhouette.”

Jacen amiled. “We Il get to see them up close soon enough.”
Luke shook hishead. “I certainly hope not.”
The younger Jedi blinked. “But we have to do something for the daves.”

“Dowe?’ Luke'sexpression sharpened as disbelief rolled out from Jacen. “Remember why we're
here”

“To save the New Republic, and those people are part of the New Republic.” Jacen pointed to the
south. “Y ou can fed how much pain they’ rein, how much damage the Y uuzhan Vong have doneto
them. How can you not think of moving to free them?’

“I do think of it, but | also know it’snot practical, not at this stage. We have alot to learn here. It snot a
satisfactory choice, but a necessary one.”

Jacen’s head came up. “ Freeing them will doom the New Republic? Or will it merely make your misson
to save your wife that much tougher?’

Luke dtiffened, but choked down the outrage his nephew’ s question had sparked in him. It hel ped that
he could read the horror in Jacen’ s eyes, but the question had till stung bitterly. “Isthat what you think
the redl reason for our being hereis? Y ou think | would come herejust to save Mara?’



“I think, Uncle Luke, that you love her so much that you' d doanything to save her.” The youth glanced
down. “I’'m sorry for saying whét | did. | didn't meanit.”

“Actualy, Jacen, you did mean it. It isa paradox. We have to allow some people to bein pain so others
can avoid it. It san easy choice when you' re the one who will be hurting, but tougher when others have
to suffer. Y ou have to agree, though, that we can do nothing right now. We don’t know enough about the
Y uuzhan Vong presence here; we don't know enough about the daves, we don’t even know if theycan
be saved. For al we know, they’ ve agreed to this treatment.”

Jacen glanced out at where the man’ s body had returned to the surface and floated there placidly. “I
can't imagine his deasth was part of any bargain.”

“Y ou're probably right, but we are not in a position to do anything for the daves.”
“But, to do nothing, that’snot . . . not being a Jedi.”

Theflesh around Luke' s eyestightened. “1 thought you were the one who didn’t want any part of these
missions. | thought you were the one who decided the essence of being a Jedi wasto go off and study
your relationship with the Force.”

“I'...1did, but—"

The Jedi Master cut him off. “ Jacen, you have to understand something, something very important. As
smart asyou are, as much training as you have, as much of the gdaxy asyou' ve seen, you sill are only
sixteen yearsold. Y ou only have Sixteen years of experience.”

Luke sighed. “Having more experience doesn’t mean making difficult decisons are easier, but it does et
you know that sometimes the tough decisons must be made.”

Jacen’ s expression hardened into an impassive mask. “| understand, Master.”

You use the wordMasterwith the same tone a slave might use to address his owner. Luke shook his
head. “We need to get back to the ExGal facility before darknessfals completely. Without being ableto
sense the Y uuzhan Vong through the Force, we re more vulnerable at night. Besides, going back there
will give both of ustime to process what we' ve learned today, and think about what we need to find out
inthefuture”

Jacen shrugged. “It'saplan, Uncle Luke. A plan.”
A ripple of dread ran through Luke at the tone of his nephew’ s voice, but the Force brought to him no
vison of what might yet happen on Belkadan. He reached out and settled ahand on Jacen’ s shoulder.

“Just remember, some problems have no easy or eegant solution. The Y uuzhan Vong are clearly one of
those problems.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Trapped in the cockpit of his X-wing asit hurtled through hyperspace, Gavin Darklighter had nothing to
do but sit and wait. For aslong as he could remember, he’ d never liked having to wait for hisfighter to
revert to realspace. That didike had increased when he became Rogue Squadron’ s commander.Prior to
assuming command | only had myself to worry about. Now | have a lot more to concern me.

Unconscioudy he twisted the silver ring on hisright ring finger, even though it and the fingersthat moved
it around were shesthed in heavy flight gloves. The ring had the Rogue Squadron crest on it—acrest

he' d designed when hefirst joined the squadron. It aso sported the quadruple-dot rank insigniaof a
colond on ether Sde.

Tycho Celchu and Wedge Antilles had given it to him upon his assumption of command. They had
chosen to retire after peace had been won with the Imperia Remnant, and both had evidenced great
pride in welcoming Gavin into a position that only they and Luke Skywaker had held in Rogue
Squadron. They’ d had the ring made up specificaly for him, and presented it to him on a specid
“commander’ snight out.”

Gavin smiled as he remembered the quiet, e egant dinner in one of Coruscant’ s better restaurants. The
three of them comported themsdlves aswould gentlemen, not at al living up to the reputation of fighter
pilots everywhere. The cam dignity with which Tycho and Wedge spoke to him and discussed various
issuestold him that they had accepted him as apeer and had full confidencein his abilitiesto lead the
Rogues.

Wedge had looked at him over therim of asnifter of Cordllian brandy. “ Biggs waswith us a the Sart,
and you were with us when we restarted Rogue Squadron. In many ways the Darklighters and their
victories and sacrifices are more emblematic of Rogue Squadron than anything Tycho and | have done.
It scertainly theright thing to have you in charge.”

Wedge s pride and faith in him had seen Gavin through some early rough spots. With peace camethe
retirement of many of the pilots. In addition to Wedge and Tycho, Corran Horn, Wes Janson, and
Hobbie Klivian had al opted to retire. Peace dso brought with it an economic boom that lured pilots
away with offers of lucrative pay for interstellar goods transport. Still, alot of new young pilotsvied for
positions in the squadron, and weeding them out made for avery difficult job.

And let me know what Wedge faced when he rebuilt the squadron back when | joined. Luckily for
Gavin he had agood command staff to help him out. Mgor Inyri Forge had been with the Rogues amost
aslong ashe had. Mgor Alinn VVarth came from amilitary family and had been flying most of her life.
With each of them in command of one of the flights, the new pilots were quickly molded into a superior
fighting team. Gavin wasn't certain if his Rogues could have defeated the old Rogues in a head-to-head
gmulation, but he knew they’ d give them arun for their money.

But will that be good enough?

A cold lump sat in Gavin's somach. Based on Xhaxin’ sinformation, Admira Kre fey took theRalroost
out toward the rendezvous point where the pirate said his people were ambushed. They launched a
probe droid toward that point, but the datait sent back wasinconclusive. Gavin pointed out, and Kre fey
had agreed, that the droid redlly didn’t have the programming or database necessary to be able to
andyzethe areafor the presence of the Y uuzhan VVong. “If thereisn't something big and anomalous
there, it isn't going to see anything to report.”

That fact redly |eft them with no choice but to send in a T-65R reconnai ssance X-wing. Whileit would



collect datain dl of the rangesthat the probe droid did, the living pilot would be able to direct it toward
anything that felt suspicious. Rogue Squadron was flying along to provide cover; they had spent most of
the time outbound in theRalroost running through smulations of battles with the cora skippers.

When it came down to it, Gavin was of two minds concerning the mission. Returning to an empty point
in space where some pirates and fleeing Imperials had been ambushed weeks ago was probably an
exercisein futility. Therewas no logica reason for the Y uuzhan Vong to maintain a presencein that area
snce it had no resources, no planets—nothing to see, nothing to conquer, nothing to hide behind. All of
that had argued againgt the mission. The fact that the point in space from which the task force was
traveling provided access to anumber of inhabited worlds both in the New Republic and the
Remnant—where the Rogues would be far more valuable in hel ping evacuate people—a so diminished
the mission profile Why go somewhere that is out of the way when we might be needed to respond
to trouble quickly?

A vague argument for the mission could be made on the dender chances that some people had
somehow survived the attack and remained trapped in drifting hulks. More likely wasthe ideathat by
collecting data on any ship hulksin the areathe New Republic would be able to assess the capabilities of
Y uuzhan VVong weaponry. What little they knew aready trickled some dread into Gavin' s guts, but the
drategies they’ d come up with to work around the Y uuzhan V ong defenses worked well in smulation.

Catch whistled and started aten-second countdown to reversion. Gavin settled hisright hand on the
gick and positioned his|eft on the throttle lever. He watched the white tunnel of light that extended
beyond hisfighter’ s nose suddenly develop cracks, then disintegrate into ablack field with stars studding
it.

“Rogues, report.”

All the pilots reported in and formed up in their three flights. The recon X-wing, which had the
designation Snoop, climbed above the squadron’ sflight plane and dowly deployed the twin sensor pods
from the rear of the fighter. The T-65R had no weapons because sensorsfilled al the available spacein
the craft, but in afight the pilot could jettison the pods and end up with a very fast and maneuverable ship
that could keep him out of trouble.

“Pods deployed. Sensor run commencing now.”
“I copy, Snoop.”

Without aword being said the rest of Rogue Squadron fanned out, leaving Oneflight trailing behind and
bel ow the recon ship. Two flight, under Inyri’s command, moved to starboard and up, while Major
Varth's Three flight moved ahead and down to port. The Rogues kept the comm chatter to aminimum so
the computers on Snoop wouldn’t have to filter their calls out. Unless there is an emergency, thisrun
should be silent.

Gavin looked ahead and dialed up the gain on his sensorsto seeif he could spot any debris from the
ambush. Because there was no large mass—star or planet—in the areato pull the debristoward it, he
expected to see plenty of wreckage. In the distance, nearly ten kilometers away, he did catch sensor
blips, but nothing his targeting computer could recognize as being aship.

Catch gave out with alow moan, and new targets started to scroll up on Gavin’s secondary monitor.
The haf-dozen targets were spilling like droplets of water from acracked cup, gppearing from the blips
that were dl that remained of the shipsthat had been ambushed. Gavin shivered, thinking of timeshe'd



seen insects crawling from within corpses.

“Heads up, Rogues, we have contacts at 354 mark 20. Sfoilsin attack position.” Gavin checked his
sensors. “ Snoop, come about and orbit here, pull in al the datayou can on the fight, then hyper out if we
can't sop them from coming after you.”

“Asordered, Lead.”

The new sensor database package on the X-wings alowed them to target the coral skippers, but not
very eadly. Since each ship was grown in adifferent environment, it had different characteristics. Not dl
of them had the same chemical composition in the hull, nor the same shape exactly. The computers had to
account for awide range of variables, and Gavin couldn’t be certain that his computer might not lock
onto some chunk of rock and designate it atarget.

Which means we have to move in close. Gavin nudged histhrottle forward and saw hiswingman,
Captain Kral Nevil, come up on his port wing, then they both nosed their ships down and cruised in a
the cora skippers. Gavin brought hisaiming reticle over one of the coraskippers heading toward him, but
the computer refused to give him a proton torpedo lock until they hit the one-kilometer range. It went
from red to green instantly, accompanied by Catch’'s shriek, so Gavin hit the trigger, then pulled up and
inverted the craft.

The proton torpedo rode an azure flame to the target, and the coral skipper made no attempt to evade it.
Instead, nearly ten meters away from the target, the torpedo shrank from adot of light to something
smdler, like adistant star, and the supernova of light Gavin had expected to see never showed up.

A quick glance at his secondary monitor did show agravitic anomay, which confirmed that the

cora skipper had somehow crested asmall black hole, which it used to swallow the missile. The energy
from the explosion couldn’t escape the void; hence the cora skipper remained undamaged. Being ableto
generate black holeswasn’t the same as having shields, but in some cases could be even more effective.

“Lead, the black-hole idea seems to be right. Do we tip our hand?’

“Y es, Deuce. Rogues, new combat programming now.” Gavin hit aswitch on his combat console.
“Catch, start alocating the power.”

The droid dutifully tootled as Gavin rolled out to the right, then came around for another run at the
coralskippers. Heflicked hisweapons over to laser fire and quadded them up, so dl four would fire at
once. Ashe camein at one of the rocky pods, he hit the trigger once and pulsed ared-gold burst of
energy a the fighter, but another black hole blossomed and swalowed the laserlight.

Smiling, Gavin tightened down on the auxiliary trigger button benegth his middle finger onthe stick. The
X-wing's lasers began cycling very fast—fagter than they would have in single-fire mode. Each bolt
burned with a scarlet intengity, yet was shorter and decidedly less powerful that thosein thefirst burst

he' d fired. Aslong as he held the auxiliary trigger down in quad mode, the lasers would produce a cloud
of shots that wouldn’t do much damage, but were next to impossible to distinguish from the heavier bolts.

Histarget positioned avoid to pick off the scattered shots from his fighter, then another to absorb the
damage Nevil was pumping out. The coradskipper began some evasive maneuvers, rolling to port and
climbing back against the angle of their attack, but it didn’t fly as gracefully asthe cordskippershad in
smulation. Gavin let his own fighter flash past, then pulled back on the stick and came over in aloop,
before herolled out to port and came back around on that same ship.



Hecameinonitstail and triggered off along burst of flickers. The cora skipper postioned ablack hole
aboveitstail, but Gavin noticed that, thistime, the hole was closer to the coralskipper and had asmaller
foca point. Some of the splinter shots that were headed long, past the craft’ s nose, were bent down by
theforce of the black hole, but not trapped by it. They struck the cora skipper’ s nose, burning tiny pitsin
it.

The coral skipper shifted to port and started to roll as more flickers scored it. Gavin rolled to port, as
well, and chopped back histhrottle, matching his speed to that of the coralskipper. He dropped his
crosshairsonitstail, then hit hismain trigger and ddlivered afull-powered quad volley at point-blank
range.

The quartet of bolts converged on the cora skipper, and only one of them got sucked into the diminishing
black hole. The other three burned into the cockpit assembly. They reduced the crystaline canopy to
molten stone that melted through the pilot. Their energy unabated, the bolts superheated the

coralskipper’ sminera flesh, producing ageyser of rock vapor that jetted back out of the cockpit and
propelled the dead fighter deeper into space.

Gavin rolled to starboard and away from the dying ship, then felt ajolt run through hisfighter. Another
gravitic anomaly had hit him and tugged at hisshields. That’ s how they strip shields off ships. He
punched a button on the life-mai ntenance system controls. “Boost it to 100 percent and expand thefield
to thirteen meters, Catch.”

Thedroid did as commanded, and the shiver that had gone through the X-wing quit. Gavin smiled
broadly. To avoid the wear and tear of gravity and inertia on the pilots and fighters, each X-wing came
with aninertid compensator built in. It allowed the X-wingsto perform very high-speed, high-inertid
maneuvers without structural damage to the ship and physical damage to the pilot. By expanding the area
covered by thisfield to thirteen meters—putting it out beyond the shields—the compensator treated the
Y uuzhan Vong gravity beamslike anything € se stressing the fighter.

If enough shipslocked onto the fighter, they would eventualy demand more energy output than its
engines could manage, causing thefield to implode and the ship to be ripped apart. Gavin goosed the

throttle forward and broke to port, pulling away from the cora skipper that had tried to lock onto him.
Suddenly abright light flashed and the cora skipper disgppeared from hisrear screen.

“Who got it?”

Nevil answered. “Locking onto you and having you dip avay must havetired it or confusedit. |
dropped a proton torpedo in. Coraduster.”

“Good, on me.” Gavin brought his X-wing around and back up to the main body of the dogfight. A
glance at his secondary monitor showed two Roguesfailing to respond on the comm frequency. A flash
of orange confirmed at least one pilot was outside his ship. Elsewhere he saw a cora skipper tight on an
X-wing'stail, lacing the shrinking aft shield with plasmablagts.

“Snoop, report.”

“Good here, Lead. I'm clear. Got it dll, including the one that took Eleven and Twelve.”

“Which one?’



A pulse of datafrom the T-65R brought a specific cora skipper up on histargeting monitor. It didn’t
look that different from the others, but as he flew toward it, he could tell by the way it moved and
maneuvered, it had ahot hand on the stick.

“With me, Deuce?’

A double click coming back through the comm channel confirmed Nevil’ s understanding of hisrole.
Gavin came up on the port S-foil and pulled back on the stick to run his X-wing in at the killer
coralskipper. He plotted a course that would pass behind it and kept adjusting it to tighten the distance
between them without arrowing straight in at it.

The cora skipper was intent on tracking one of the X-wings. Gavin identified the ship as belonging to
Lieutenant Ligg Panat, a Krish female who had just joined the squadron. The Krish were well known for
their love of games, and the way she was flying made Gavin think she was taking the Y uuzhan VVong on
her tail abit too lightly. She was managing to juke her ship around, making it hard to hit, but she ill
couldn’t bresk away cleanly.

“Seven, thisisLead. On my mark, reverse throttle, bresk port.”
“Lead, | can handle—"
“Thisisan order, Seven. On my mark. Mark.”

Ligg reversed her thrust and rolled to the left, making it look asif she'd just nudged her ship out of the
Y uuzhan Vong pilot’sway. The coralskipper shot past her, then rolled out right and came up. The

Y uuzhan Vong ship’s nose came around, and the cora skipper lined up for ahead-to-head run on
Gavin'sfighter.

That sent ajolt through Gavin.Why would it do that? If it usesits black holes to shield itself, it can’t
take down my shields, so its plasma shots won't get through. If it takes down my shields, | can
dump a torp down its throat. Makes no sense.

Redlizing that if he couldn’t tell what the enemy was planning, going dong with the enemy’ splan was
supid, Gavin triggered aburst of flickers at the incoming target. The cloud of red energy needles flew out
and, as he expected, curved in together into the black hole the coralskipper had erected to protect itsalf.
What he hadn’t expected is that the void would intercept them that far forward.

Gavin kicked hisfighter into asnap roll to starboard, then jammed the throttle full. Sparks shot from the
inertial compensator panel as the X-wing grazed the edge of the black hole. Catch screamed, and Gavin
hugged the stick back to his chest. The X-wing shuddered and engines whined, but his speed started
dropping.I’ m getting sucked into that thing!

Gavin reversed thrust on hisfighter, then ruddered the nose around to point at the black hole. The
screaming engines fought the black hol€’ s pull, but surrendered precious centimeter after centimeter toit.
He flicked the weapons control over to proton torpedoes and emptied his magazine of six into the black
hole. One after one the torps dived into the gravitic anomaly, and somehow the black hole managed to
contain the vast energy their explosions released.

But, Gavin noticed, hisrate of descent into the black hole dowed.

Heflicked histhrust forward. The fighter picked up speed, attracted by the black hole and pushed by



the engines. Then he pulled back on the stick and used the velocity he' d acquired to shoot past the black
hole' sedge.

More sparks shot through the cockpit, and his shields collapsed. His sensor screens blinked for a
moment, then came back on full, but he couldn’t see the coralskipper. * Catch, whereisit?’

Nevil’ s voice came through the comm speakersin hishelmet. “ Thanksfor digtracting it, Lead. Seven and
| angled inand got it. Not apretty kill, but akill.”

“Thanks, Deuce. Hight leaders, report.”

“Five here, Lead. Eight lost an engine and will have to be picked up, otherwise we' refine.”

“Good, Five. Nine, what about Three flight?’

Alinn Varth' s voice came through heavy with emation. “Lost two, Lead. The one that dmost got you
dropped that big black hole on histail as Eleven was closing. Dinger flew into it and never knew what hit

him. Twelve got ripped up by it. Tik isextravehicular, negative lifesgns”

“Do atight flyby to check. We |l have theRalroost recover him.” Gavin glanced at his sensorsagain.
“Snoop, got any more skipsin the area?’

“Negative, Lead, but those hulks could befull of them.”

“I copy that, Snoop. Red in the pods and go back to the admird. Give him the data, have him send
someone back for us.”

“Asordered, Lead. May the Force be with you.”

“Thanks, Snoop.” Gavin watched the X-wing recover the sensor pods, then accelerate and vanish into a
bright flash in the sky. “ Listen up, the rest of you. Keep your eyes open and sensors scanning. We don't
know why there were only a half-dozen skips here, or if there are morein hiding. I don’t want to be
surprised. We did okay for our first engagement with them, and | don’'t want Admiral Kre fey to show
up here to discover we somehow managed to turn avictory into adefeat.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Lelaintended to be the first person to disembark from theLambda -class shuttle,Fond Memory, whenit
touched down on Dubrillion, but her Noghri bodyguard, Bolpuhr, beat her to it. He growled at the two
men in body armor who came running at the freighter dong the narrow causaway that led to themain
landing tower. Ignoring him, the two of them turned and set up a position on the causeway to hold people
back, then they parted and let aharried Lando Carissian dip past.

Learan down the landing ramp and hugged Lando fiercely. “I’ m so happy to see you're not hurt.”

“I’'m not, but my worldis.” Lando freed himself from her arms, tossed his cape back over his shoulder,



and waved a hand out over the cityscape. “It'sdl over, Leia”

The pure anguish in hisvoice arced pain through her heart. She followed his gaze and looked out over a
city that she remembered as being prigtine during her first visit, with high towers that made this portion of
Dubrillionlook asif it had been trangplanted from Coruscant. The gentle sweep of archways and the
elegantly worked decorations on the buildings had reminded her of images from Coruscant while her
father wasyet achild.

Now it is Coruscant after Thrawn and the Emperor’ s return. The proud towers had been shattered,
with fires guttering from the tops of some. Buildings had holes melted and blasted into them. Faint
breezes teased draperies that hung out through broken transparistedl viewports, and down below, on the
various causeways and streets, people moved listlessy aong carrying their most precious possessons on
their backsor intheir arms.

Lando sighed. “The Y uuzhan Vong returned aweek and a half after you left. They took up apostion
near the asteroid belt and watched us. Every so often asquadron of their coral skippers descends and hits
aparticular location. We fight back, of course, and get some of them, but less and less with each trike.

It fedlslike they’' re using usto cull the weak and stupid from their ranks, leaving only the best and
smartest and bravest behind to fight again.”

Hedammed hisright fist into hisleft paAm. “1 don't like their attacking us, but | like even lessbeing
mocked.”

Elegos appeared besde Leia. “ Adminigtrator Calrissian, what you see as mocking you could be a
hedlthy respect for your defenses here. Y our peopledid stop an earlier assault.”

Lando nodded grimly. “We did, butthese Y uuzhan VVong fight differently. It was the difference between
dedling with crack Imperid troops and someloca Imp-wanna-be militia. These fighters are much better
and, yes, more cautious, but they’ re just putting the polish on the force pike before they driveit into our
quis”

Leiaput ahand on Lando’ s shoulder. “They didn't harry usaswe camein.”

“They don't. They pick off afew of the outbound ships, but mostly let them run, too. At least, they do
now. | think they expected aNew Republic response by now.” Lando gave Leiaasidelong glance.

“Y ou've got nothing from Coruscant to offer us, right?’

She jerked athumb toward Elegos. “ Meet Senator Elegos A’Kla. He' s here on an officid fact-finding
misson.”

“Better find your facts fast, Senator, before the Y uuzhan V ong melt them down with plasmablasts.”
Lelashivered. In dl the time she'd spent with Lando, even when Darth Vader had usurped his command
of Bespin, she'd never heard him so frustrated. She was willing to put part of it down to his not wanting
to haveto Sart over yet again, but she knew that was only atiny piece of what was going on insde him.

Lando always looks for ways to work around the system, whatever sysemthat is, but with so little
data on the Yuuzhan Vong, he can’t find an opening to defeat them.

Leiaglanced around at the other spaceport towers. “Things look pretty empty. Everyone fleeing?’

“Thosewho can, have.” Lando shook his head impotently. “I had guards come up on the causaway here



because your arriva will draw alot of folkswho want to get away.”

“How are your defenses holding up?’ Elegos craned his neck and looked around. “I don’'t see much in
the way of turbolaser batteries or concussion missile launchers.”

Lando' sface brightened alittle. “Nor will you. The Y uuzhan VVong hit the fixed Sites pretty early on.
Everything eseismobile and in hiding. When they comein wetry to harass them with fighters and steer
them into areas where our mobile guns can engage them. They’ re learning, so they’ re making it tough, but
we can shuffle things when they’ re not looking down on us and set up new ambushes.”

“That’' sgood asadtdl tactic, but it won’t win awar againgt them.” Leid s eyes narrowed. “We can do
better.”

“Redly? That mean you have a spare Desath Star Iurking around that will pulverize the asteroid belt and
their command ship?’

“Command ship?’ Elegos s head came up. “Y ou’ ve seen abig ship from them?’
“Yes, lurking near the asteroid belt.” Lando waved them on to follow him. “ Come on down to my
central defensefacility. | can show you as much holo on that ship as you want. Wedid make an attempt

at taking it out, but our fighters never got close enough.”

Leiadropped into step with Lando, leaving Elegosto trail behind them and Bolpuhr legping ahead to
lead theway. “1t' s got to have aweakness. We can find it and exploit it.”

“1 hope s0.”

“Wewill, Lando. Wemus.” Leiasighed. “It’ sthe only chance Dubrillion has.”

Jaina pulled acomlink from the bulkhead recharger station on theFond Memory . She handed another
to Danni. “My mother has headed off with Lando. We can explore abit, if you want, stretch our legs.”

The blond woman accepted the device and clipped it to the lapel of the blue jacket she wore. “ Sorry to
take so long to find my jacket. Y ou should have gone with her.”

“That’s okay. Being cooped up with her for the trip out here was enough for now. | don’t need to be
therewhile she' sbeing ‘PrincessLeia’ ”

Danni blinked with surprise. “But, your mother, she. . .”

Jainanodded and |led the way down the landing ramp. “I know, she defeated the Empire and kept the
New Republic safe. Oh, don’t look at me that way. | know what she did, and | love her dearly.”

“Sounds asif thereisabut coming in there somewhere.”

Jainasighed asthey stepped past the guards on the causeway and cut toward a set of stairsthat would
take them lower in the city. “Didn’t you want to move out of your mother’ s shadow?’

“My mother cast avery smal shadow, | guess.” Thewoman's green eyes sparkled. “Sheisan
astrophysicist who got me to be looking out toward the stars. She kept alow profile, trying to pass



beneath the sensors of the local government or the Empire or whichever warlord claimed our world in
any given week. From her | learned to marvel at distant worlds and systems. That’sabig chunk of the
reason | joined the ExGa Society.”

“Y our mother must be proud.”
“Sheis. | think she' spleased | choseto follow in her footsteps.”
“Taking after your father didn’t interest you?’

“They split up when | was young. He was a bureaucrat, very much into rules and regulations that seemed
pointless.” Danni shrugged. “ At least, with science, the rules you have to follow have reason behind them
and produce results. | don’t much care for bureaucracy, which was part of the fun of being with ExGA:
the edge of the galaxy was about twenty times closer than the nearest bureaucrat.”

Jainaexited the stairs and stepped over asmall pile of debristhat had spilled into the street from a
nearby building. She could have shifted it out of the way with the Force, but shedidn’t. In fact, shefound
herself pulling the Force back in because the pure misery of the people of Dubrillion clawed at her spirit.
She understood their fear and pain, but the sharpness of it threatened to rend her.

“At least you had some sort of choice, Danni. With my parents | could be a smuggler who saved the
gaaxy or adiplomat who saved the galaxy.”

“And you chose to become a Jedi.”

Jaina shifted her shoulders uneasily. “ That choice was pretty much made for me. My brothersand | are
very srong in the Force.”

Danni arched an eyebrow as she pulled abreast of Jaina. “Y ou regret being a Jedi?”

“No, not at dl.” Jainahesitated, then sighed. “1t' s something neither of my parents became, soit let me
have something to myself. That's part of being atwin too, | guess, everyone expectswe' |l be dike even
though we' refraternd, not identical.”

“I think | begin to see what you're saying.” Danni offered her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Jaina Solo.
So, tdll me, just who are you?’

Laughter erupted from Jaina. “I don’t know who | am. I’'m only sixteen. | know partsof it. | know I’'ma
realy good pilot, and I’m not bad asa Jedi. | know I’ m getting tired of being my mother’ s daughter and
my father’ s daughter; and part of me even knowsthat it will take time for meto emerge from their
shadows. | also know that there are folks out there who think I’ m going to be the salvation of the galaxy
because I’m a Jedi, and others who think I'm doom on two feet for the same reason.”

The older woman hooked an arm through Jaina sright elbow. “I remember when | was sixteen. | wasal
elbows and knees and pretty sure | knew al there was to know about anything worth knowing.”

“Uh-huh. And now, at the ripe old age of, what, twenty-one, you know how foolish you were back
then?’

“Twenty-one, yes. And, yes, | do think | was not aswisethen as| am now. Jaina, | remember not
wanting advice”



The younger woman smiled. “So you'll giveit to me anyway.”

“My point is, Jaina, that people have a choice when they start to look at who they are. Some people
decide they want to be like others. They use them as examples, try to do the things they do, and do their
best to follow in their footsteps.” Danni smiled. “I waslike that with my mother.”

“And the other type of people, they try to be the opposite of someone?’

“Right, and the problem with that Srategy issSmple: There are amillion waysto be unlike someone, and
the potentia for disaster isunlimited because instead of choosing a path and adjusting it to makeit right
for you and the circumstances, you push dl that away.” Danni gave Jaina sarm asqueeze. “Y ou may not
want to be your mother, you may ache for the day when you won't be seen as her daughter, but that
doesn’'t mean your mother does't have alot of admirable qualitiesthat you might want to embrace.”

Jainanodded, |etting Danni’ s words bounce around inside her mind for a bit. She knew she was both
disappointed and relieved by her mother’ sfailure to learn more about the Force. Being a Jedi aready
gave her apiece of identity that her mother didn’'t have. And, in being apilot, she did seem to have
picked up one of her father’ s better traits. And Mom' s commitment to the causes that catch her up is
certainly admirable. Her relentlessness and willfulness, while annoying to me, are good traits, too.

Jainashot Danni asidelong glance. “ So, thiswisdom thing, that kicksin when, about seventeen or
eghteen?’

“Maybe, with agood role modd.”

“Good. | guess| can take my pick from some of the best.” Jainasmiled. “1 may not know who | am, but
| think you' ve pointed me to agood path for finding out.”

“It'stheleast | can do for haf the team that saved me from the Y uuzhan Vong.”

The two of them stopped as they rounded a corner and came upon a crowd of people gathered before a
government food storehouse. Armed security troops stood at the doorway. A couple of frantic clerks
beseeched the people to disperse. They announced they were waiting for a shipment of suppliesand
would be setting up local relief centersin neighborhoods. They said no one would be getting food directly
from the storehouse, but the sentiment voiced by somein the crowd supported the idea that the troops
and bureaucrats wanted to keep the food only for themselves.

Danni shivered. “ These people—there’ s such need.”

Jainadowly opened herself to the Force and felt the desire and urgency pouring off the crowd. She
abruptly turned Danni around and headed back toward the spaceport. “I know you' re Force-sengitive. |
should have steered you clear of here”

“Didyoufed it, Jana?’

“| did, when | opened mysdlf toiit. I’ d shut some of it out just because it hurt so much, whichiswhy |
didn't skirt thisplace”

“Y ou can do that? 'Y ou can shut things out?’ Danni frowned. “I mean, | thought the Force was vita for
the Jedi.”



“The Forceisvitd for everyone, but negative emotions are the bane of the Jedi Knight. Too much of that
can frustrate you, lead you to despair and rash acts that are of the dark side.” Jaina stretched her senses
out and located the distant spark that was her mother. “1 can show you how to screen alot of the
negative stuff and teach you afew more of the smpletelekiness exercises, but first | want to find my
mother. She ought to have a clue asto how desperate things are getting here.”

“You'reright. Thanksfor getting me out of there.”

“No problem.” Jainagave her aquick nod. “That’sfor calibrating my compass. Now that I’ ve got a
better ideawhere’m going, perhaps | can actualy get there”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The University of Agamar students had been very resourceful in dedling with the conditions they
discovered on Bimmiel, Corran decided. Once the sand started to fly, they devel oped broad, flat
footgear that could be buckled to the bottom of boots, expanding the size of awalker’ sfootprint. It
distributed enough of the walker’ sweight that he didn’t sink into the sand. A second iteration of the
design included a compartment beneath the hed that could be filled with the dead-dashrat
scent—referred to, rather accurately, asstink —so dashrats wouldn't track folks out scouting around.

The sandgales picked up again shortly after the Jedi’ sarrival, trapping them in the cavern with thefield
team. Corran quickly established that he and Ganner would take watches at the cave mouth, especialy at
night, when their Force senses could make picking out the gpproach of dashrats much easier. Thefact
that these watches a so tended to be cold meant none of the students lamented giving them up. Because
the students had infrared monitoring equipment that allowed them to spot the heeat that dashrats gave
off—thereby rendering them technologicaly visible at night—an undercurrent of comments started about
how stupid the Jedi wereto rely on archaic practices and the Force when technology worked just aswell
and dlowed afull divison of [abor.

The criticism annoyed Ganner, but Corran didn’t mind it. As he explained to Ganner in the dead of the
night, “If they think we reabit dow, they’ll believe themsalves superior. This makes us much lessof a
threst in their eyes. Sincewe Il beliving with them for awhile, having them think us more buffoon than
brute won'’t be bad.”

Ganner had his own ideas about how to improve relations with the students, which resulted in Trista
spending part of the watches talking with him in hushed tones that were punctuated by far too many
giggles. Ganner’ s getting along with Tristadid have a curious effect on the rest of the company. Mdesin
the group who found her desirable didn’t pick on the Jedi too much, lest they risk offending her. Her
femaefriends remained neutra toward the Jedi, or at least toward Corran. The others, including Dr.
Pace, seemed to take the budding romance as asign that Ganner was human—or manipulable—and that
eased some tension.

The week of ssormsdid alow Corran to learn more about the Y uuzhan Vong body and artifactsthe
teamn had discovered. At his suggestion they looked at the artifacts and confirmed that the weapons and
armor were, or once had been, living creatures.



Thefact that the Y uuzhan V ong had been on Bimmid before and, perhaps significantly, during the exit
half of the orbit, suggested to Corran thatif they returned, they would be very well suited to locdl
conditions since they knew what to expect. He felt certain theyhad returned and werein the area: as
martia apeople asthey seemed to be, he could easily imagine them coming to recover the remains of
their falen comrade. Corran had no ideawhy it took the Y uuzhan Vong fifty years before returning to
recover the body. Perhaps this one was an early scout. However, if his hunch wastrue, everyoneinthe
university field team wasin serious jeopardy.

Asthe gales died down, Corran made plansfor himself and Ganner to recon the area. They waited until
nightfall, strapped on sandshoes, and headed out to the east, toward the shores of what, during the time
of the Imperia survey, had been alake. Their progress was not fast, but the sandshoes did alow them to
keep moving without having to dig themsalves out of deegp sand.

Corran and Ganner crouched downwind of adiscovery. Two dunes over, painted in silver and gray by
the moon’slight, there boiled aball of dashrats savaging some other creature. The predators made angry
little growls as they shot up through the sand and dived back down into it, or dithered back and forth,
wagging their headsin fights over scraps of carrion. Watching them feed, Corran dmost fet sorry for the
Y uuzhan VVong they’ d attacked.

More curious than the battling was a sharp, sour scent that wafted to them on the wind. Corran wrinkled
hisnose. “That’ sworse than tink.”

Ganner nodded. “That' s killscent. Tristasays the dashrats exude it when they’ re making akill. It lets
othersknow food isinthe area. They’ll closein, herding the shwpi back toward the main kill Ste. Some
experiments showed that the dashrats will ignore stink to get at killscent. While the students could
gynthesizeit, they don't for fear of inviting afeeding frenzy.”

“Wiseidea” Corran got up and started moving around to the south. “We skirt the killball and keep
going. I'm getting faint glimmerings of suff farther on.”

“Asam . Strangethings.”

Thetwo Jedi continued on in slence—at least, audio silence. When oneis attuned to the Force, the
emotions playing through another can fedl as sweet as music sounds, or as harsh as breaking
transparisted looks. Excitement tinged with resentment trailed off Ganner, so Corran decided to give
fewer orders and invite Ganner’ sinput on little choices, like how to work around arising line of stony
outcroppings that capped the hills overlooking the lake. Ganner gladly took the lead, and once they had
removed their sandshoes, they made good progress through the rocks.

At the pinnacle they paused, then dipped into shadows and descended toward the sand-strewn lake
bed. They kept behind cover as much as possible, assuming that if the Y uuzhan Vong were there, they
would have had the equivaent of infrared monitors available to them. At the base of the rocks they
stopped and studied the flat expanse before them.

A village of sorts had been laid out on the lake bed, but clearly the designer had been working with
somelogic that Corran couldn’'t understand. Closest to their position were smal rounded buildings,
bowl-like and inverted, with any opening in them pointing farther east, away from the Jedi. Corran
counted two dozen of the stone huts, gathered in four rough ranks of six each. Beyond them came atrio
of larger buildings, on the same design, and closest to therisng sunwasasingle, very large
building—easily large enough to house afreighter and have room left over for storing cargo between



trips

Two things struck Corran about the buildings. The first was that they reminded him of mollusk shells. He
knew of sealifethat appropriated the castoff shells of other creatures, and found it easy to imagine that
the Y uuzhan Vong had just come down and grown domicilesfor themselves. He had no ideawhat they
did with the creatures that actualy grew the shells, but assumed they either moved on to grow the larger
ones, or likely were a prime source of food.

The second thing that he noticed was that he got a Force sense of inhabitants only in the smallest of the
shdls. He glanced over at Ganner. “ Something iswrong with the people.”

The other Jedi’ seyes narrowed. “It isasif thereis static coming through the Force from them. Their link
to the Force is weakening. | think they’ re dying.”

“Good ingght. And you get nothing from the larger shells?’
“Shells? Of course, that’swhat they are. No, | don't.”
“So, if there are Y uuzhan Vong around, they' re likely in those bigger ones.”

“That would be my assumption.” Ganner pointed afinger at the village and circled it around. “Notice
anything about the dashrats?’

Corran stretched out with the Force. He found dashrats easily enough, but they were dl twenty meters
from the Y uuzhan Vong village. They were active and would move toward it, directly or a an angle, then
turn back. Some would even tunne deep under it but never come up through the heart of it. “Do you
think they’ re ableto repel the dashrats?”’

“I don’t know.” Ganner pulled his sandshoes from where he' d fastened them over his back to climb, and
darted to buckle them to hisboots. “ A quick look might tell us something.”

The older Jedi frowned. “We re not very agilein these things. Going down there could be suicida.”
Ganner smiled coldly. “I have an assst that makes me more agile.”

“Y ou're not going down there done.”

“Y ou will betoo dow. If we get into trouble, you' Il be—"

“I'll bewaiting for you to use your assist to get me out.” Corran pulled on his sandshoes. “ Trista should
have you dl knowledgeable about what isnormal on thisrock, so keep your eyes open for anythingun
usua down there. Let’ s get samples of the sand and figure out what keeps the dashrats back.”

“I’'m not stupid, you know.”

Corran arched an eyebrow at him. “Y ou say that, butyou’ re the one who suggested going down there.”

“How smart are you for going with me?’

Corranrolled hiseyes. “ Just moveit.”



Ganner led the way, and the dashrats gave them awide berth. The two Jedi dipped into the Y uuzhan
Vong village a the western end, and each of them crouched in the shadow of one of the shell huts. From
insde the hut Corran expected to sense the peaceful flow of the Force he related to deeping crestures,
but jagged breaksin it disrupted the pattern.

He shuffled hisway forward and discovered an opening on the eastern side of the shell. The cresture
that had originally grown the shell must have coiled about acentra axisasit grew itsarmor home. The
shell had been st in the sand so the lip of the opening dug into the sand alittle. It appeared to Corran,
given his sense of where the inhabitant lay, that the person crawled into the shell, then pulled himself
deeper into it, degping in the small section that lay above the opening itsdlf.

Pardleling Ganner, he moved deeper into the village. His sense of things remained the same. He stopped
and pulled from abelt pouch asmall duraplast cylinder, then dug it into the ground to take a sample of
the sand. He stoppered it, then noticed movement in the sand. A beetle climbed to the top of the sample
and started circling around the glassy wall, looking for away ot.

Corran dipped that cylinder back into his pouch and pulled out another empty one. He dug down alittle
bit into the sand and noticed a beetle emerge into the hole and inspect it. He scooped that beetleupina
cylinder and discovered, by dint of thetwin hornson its head, that it was different from the first beetle
he' d captured. He dug around some more and found athird type of beetle, much smaller than thefirst
two, and caught it up. He wasn't certain if it was just young or an entirely different species.

More test holes produced nothing, so Corran started to move on. Ganner had gotten ahead of him and
was huddled behind ashdl hut in the first rank. Corran immediately cut over to hisleft, putting him
directly on Ganner’ strack.He shouldn’t have gone that far ahead. The fact that Ganner appeared to
be fingering hislightsaber and had arising sense of anxiety about him began to darm Corran.

All of asudden something shrieked from within one of the shells. A desperate creature crawled from a
shell between the two Jedi and stumbled to hisfeet. He looked vaguely human, but was knock-kneed
and had growths on hisarms and legs and spine that looked like cora outcroppings. He clawed at abig
coral spike growing from hisright cheek and shrieked in a hoarse voice that was more anima than man,
and more pain than anything el se.

The creature ran past Ganner, then fdll in the sand and struggled to get up again. The sand itself around
the creature began to vibrate, with adusty mist risng fromit asif it were steam boiling off water. Corran
couldn’t figure out what was causing the sand to shiver, but he felt a curious vibration from his own belt.
He pulled out the beetles he' d captured, and one, the horned one, was beating wings furioudly.

Two long and lean Y uuzhan V ong warriors emerged from the first two medium-size shells—which had
openings large enough so thetall diensdid not have to stoop as they came out. Neither of them seemed
surprised or concerned about the dave. With afluid grace that would have seemed amost sensud, were
they not cadaveroudy dender, the Y uuzhan Vong split up and gpproached the dave from either Sde.
One, then the other, taunted him with harsh and sharp comments, causing the dave to cower for a
moment, and dart away from one, then back toward the other.

All the while the sand around his feet danced as the beetles flapped their wingsin alarm.
Corran felt the dave sfear spike through the Force, then a severe burst of static rattled through Corran.

The dave sfear vanished to be replaced by fury. With fingers hooked into claws and aferal scream
fdling from hislips, the dave charged headlong at one of the Y uuzhan Vong.



The dien warrior barked abruptly in what Corran took to be a crud laugh. The warrior dodged to the
right, then brought hisleft fist up in apunch that caught the dave over hisheart. The dave arced up into
the air and flew back ameter or so, then landed on his heel's and flopped onto his back. Corran felt
certain he' d heard ribs crack, but the dave rolled to the left and stood again, then charged the other
Y uuzhan Vong.

The second warrior stopped the charge with a straight right hand to the dave sface. The sharp pop of
bones breaking overrode the dave’ s muted whimper. The Y uuzhan Vong took a step back, then
dropped another right hand onto the same cheek. The bony knobs on his knuckles came away dark and
glistening. Then he swept hisleft leg up and around in akick that dammed into the dave sribsand
pitched him back toward thefirgt Y uuzhan Vong.

Thefirgt Yuuzhan VVong warrior opened hisarms, amost in awelcoming gesture. He said something to
the battered dave. It seemed like a question, and the reaction from the dave was one of disbelief. The
dave spat, hugging armsto hisribs, then snarled and dashed at hisinterrogator.

Thefirst Y uuzhan Vong warrior hammered the dave with aleft hook that sngpped off the coral spike on
the man’ sright cheek. The blow spun him around. The Y uuzhan Vong then drove hisright fist into the
dave shack, precisaly over the kidneys. Corran winced in sympathy as the dave went to his knees.

A quick burst of fury derted Corran to anew problem. Ganner had brought his lightsaber to hand but
had not yet ignited it. Knowing what Ganner wanted to do, but also knowing it would get them and the
students killed, Corran acted. He used the Force to drill through Ganner’ s sense of outrage and pumped
the acrid scent of gtink straight into hisbrain.

Ganner immediately dropped to his knees and doubled over. He covered his mouth with his gloved
hands as his chest convulsed. What little was | eft of his supper leaked out through hisfingers and puddled
in the sand. He shot Corran an incendiary glance, then his body heaved again.

Beyond him, in the space between the huts, the two Y uuzhan Vong towered over their dave. Both of
them barked questions a him. Confusion rolled off the dave, then outrage. He coughed out an incoherent
comment and composed hisfaceinto amask of defiance. He pushed off the ground with one hand and
tried to rise and run, but his captors never gave him the chance to escape.

A kick to the ssomach jetted dark fluid from the dave’ s mouth. Blood rolled down from his cheekslikea
flood of black tears. The Y uuzhan Vong circled the dave, their punches and kicks knocking him back
and forth between them. If not for the sheer violence of their assault, he would have falen to the sand.
They kept him upright despite the fact that their blows shattered his skeleton and made it impossible for
him to keep himsdf on hisfeet.

Findly the dave sagged to the ground. He was so far gone that afew more kicks couldn’'t even send a
gpark of pain from him to Corran through the Force. The Y uuzhan VVong looked at one another, traded
laughter and comments. They mimed blows they had struck and used their hands to mimic the way the
dave had bounced between them. Then they stooped and grabbed the dave, wrist and ankle, and carried
him to the edge of the village. Swinging him back and forth four times, they lofted him out into the sand,
and very quickly adashrat killbal marked the place he landed.

The Y uuzhan Vong picked up handfuls of sand and used it to scrub blood from their bodies, then
wandered back to their huts and disappeared back inside.

Corran projected theimage of the hillsinto Ganner’ s mind, then began his own retreat from the village.



Hetook it dowly and monitored Ganner’ s progress. He waited close by until the younger Jedi actualy
got out on the sand outside of the village. He hoped the tang of killscent would remind Ganner how close
degth lay to them.

Again nestled in therocks of the hills, the two Jedi removed their sandshoesto begin their ascent.
Ganner sullenly strapped the shoes across his back, then turned on Corran.

“If you ever do anything likethat again, | will kill you.”

“At least then death will be deferred, not immediate, asit would have been here”

“That man, you watched them beat him to deeth, and you did nothing.”

“That'sright, | did nothing because our tracks could be followed back to the students. We saw only two
of the Y uuzhan Vong, but there could be dozens more, maybe hundredsin the big shell. Cutting those
two down, right there,if you could have done it, would have doomed Dr. Pace and Tristaand the
others”

Ganner snorted angrily. “Not if they were the only two Y uuzhan Vong here.”

“And what do you think the chances of that are?’

The younger man arched adark eyebrow. “There are only two Jedi here.”

“Unassailablelogic, that, Ganner.” Corran settled the sandshoes across his back, then tugged on the
cuffsof hisgloves. “Maybe there are two, maybe there are two thousand. | don’t doubt that before we
get off thisrock, we re going to have to kill some of them, but the longer we can delay that confrontation,
the better.”

“So0 more people can die?’

“No, so we have agood chance of stopping the Agamarians from being captured. What we saw hereis
adatapoint, and one | want to study. That wasn't just a beating.”

“It was sport, cruel sport.”

“Maybe, at the end, yes, but there was something else.” Corran frowned. “The way they spoketo him,
they expected something from him. Their contempt, their anger, as shown by thefrenzy at the
end—something €lse was going on there.”

“Fine, you think about the motives of our murderers. | don't think that data point will do you any good.”
“Maybe not, but it'snot al we ve got. Our soil samples are more data points—"

“Killing Y uuzhan VVong will generate precious data pointsfor you.”

“Maybe. Dead Jedi would make for even more datapoints.” Corran tapped two fingers againg hisright
temple. “ The vital thing right now isthat we get back to the students, seeiif they can help usfigure out

what’ s going on here, then see if we can get awvay safely with what we know.”

“And, if wecan't?’



Corran shrugged. “Thefirst few timesthe Y uuzhan Vong fought Jedi, we won. We |l just haveto see
how far we can extend that streak.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jacen Solo’ s eyes snapped open, and for amoment, he wondered where he was. He knew he was on
Belkadan, but he found himself surprised to be back at the ExGal facility. Why that surprised him he
couldn’'t immediately identify. He kicked off thelight blanket covering him, then swung hislegs over the
edge of the cot and sat up.

Jacen raked fingers back through long brown hair, then pressed the hedl's of his hands againgt his eyes.
Before he had awakened, he’ d been in a'Y uuzhan Vong village, the one where the villips were being
grown. He' d gone there to free the daves. He' d waded into the water and called them to him. They'd
come, and their master had come after them. Asthe dave master had done with the old man, Jacen had
|eft the Y uuzhan Vong warrior dowly sinking inthe murky, sill water.

It feels so real. Jacen pulled his hands away from his eyes, then focused until his hands emerged as
ghostly shedowsin thedim light. His hands till tingled with the sense of having held hislightsaber ina
duel with the Y uuzhan VVong warrior. He shifted his shoulders and stretched his back, searching for any
trace of pain to somehow validate the redlity of what he' d seen.

He knew it probably had just been a dream. In the week since they watched the murder of the old man,
they had done quite abit of scouting. The Y uuzhan Vong had indeed turned Belkadan—or at least this
section of it—into ashipyard. They were growing villips, cora skippers, and dovin basals dl over the
place. The laborerswere daves dl, by the look of it, though some of the overseers had aides who
appeared, to Jacen, to be human and cooperating. They al had the growths on them, too, but the Force
was not filled with gatic from the collaborators, just greatly diminished.

Thevison'sbeing just adream made sense. It was clearly afantasy being fulfilled to let him drain away
his frustration. He was amost willing to accept what he had seen as a dream, then to drop back off to

deep.

Two things prevented him from doing that, however. One was a sense of urgency wrapped around the
visgon. While he was willing to accept that his frustration was enough to give birth to the dream, his
frustration had been strongest the night after watching the murder. Since then, they had not returned to
that place.

The second thing was the sheer redlity of the vision. It wasn't something he was remembering, per se,
but felt asif it was aglimpse a something he had to do. He knew, very well, that if a Jedi was open to
the Force, bits and pieces of the future might be revealed to him. Hisuncle' s Master, Y oda, was known
for hiswisdom and ahility to see pieces of the future. Jacen had never redlly felt he' d been gifted avision
by the Force, but it did seem to him asif thiswasjust the sort of thing avision like that would entail.

He got up from his cot and staggered out of the room that had once been Danni’s. Pretty much
everything in it had been smashed, but he' d been able to recover afew static holographs and a couple of



other little mementos he’ d carry back to her. He shuffled hisfeet to move asde the detritusin the
halway, then leaned against the door jamb to the room his uncle had taken.

A smdl glow lamp filled the far corner of the room with warm, golden light. His uncle sat on the floor
facing the doorway, dl but reduced to a slhouette by the light. Jacen started to say something, but then
the sense of peace and concentration he got from his uncle stilled histongue.

Thiswas not the first time Jacen had seen his uncle enter a Jedi trance to tighten his bonds with the
Force. After the peace with the Remnant, when L uke had made changesin the structure of the academy,
other apprentices had joked that the Master had become old and needed his Force naps. Jacen had
laughed at that, but he envied his uncle' s connection to the Force. He wanted that intimacy himself, and
he knew what sort of a price hisuncle had paid to earn it. While he knew that such abond could not be
won easily, hefervently hoped his courseto attaining it would be neither aslong nor astwisted ashis
undes

He turned away from the door and stood there with his back pressed flat against the wall. His uncle had
said that experience alowed one to know that hard decisions needed to be made, and deciding if what
he had seen wasred or not certainly qudified as ahard decison. While his head told him to doubt what
he had seen, his heart urged him to go.

That choicefedsright, and the Force is more about feeling than thinking. Jacen dowly exhaed, then
returned to Danni’ sroom and Sowly pulled on his combet suit. He clipped acomlink to thelapdl, so he
could record the data about his mission. That way, Uncle Luke’ s goal will be served even if | can’'t
attain mine. Hedidn't warn R2-D2 that he was heading out, however, since he knew the droid would
wake hisuncle, and the misson would be ended before it ever began.

Ashewalked past Luke' s door, he bowed once to his Master, and then, with along Jedi robe
shrouding him, he emerged from the ExGdl facility and strode into the night.

With every step Jacen took, he found himsdlf becoming further and further enmeshed inthevison he'd
had. Every leaf, every wisp of cloud, the buzz of insects, therattle of gravel coursng down ahillsdein his
wake—all of it matched what he remembered. He stopped thinking and instead concentrated on fedling,
choosing his steps amost at random, yet knowing each time that he had made the right choice.

He stalked through the night, taking great care certainly, but with agrowing sense of invulnerability
because of what he knew he was heading out to do. His vision was coming true. He was drawing closer
and closer to a confrontation that would free the daves and begin to turn back the Y uuzhan VVong. He
knew Luke might not understand, and probably would not approve, but Jacen felt bound to fulfill the
destiny the Force had presented to him.

Quickly enough he found himsalf descending to the shore of the shdlow lake. Moonlight filled the
troughs between ripples with slver, and more of it pooled in the water on top of thevillip leaves. Saves
moved through the salks, anointing the villipswith ladle after ladle of the dark water. The only soundsin
the basin came from the splashing of water and the villips haunting whispers.

Jacen stopped at the water’ s edge and threw back his cloak. He took a deep breath and let calm flow
through him. He smiled, just alittle, then composed hisface in abenign expresson. He opened hisarms
and spread them wide.

“Cometo me, people. | will saveyou.”



The daves, dmogt as one, brought their heads up and looked over at him. A series of high whistles
coursed back and forth, to be echoed by some of the villips. Jacen recognized the sound as the sort of
thing R2-D2 did when the droid was puzzled, so he broadened his smile and waved the daves toward
him.

“Cometome. Your timeasdavesisover.”

The daves began to move, but out of sync with hisvison. They' re moving away from me! Thedaves
dunk away, crouching asif expecting apunishing blow. Thosein the front rank watched him while
reaching out for someone behind them. The othersin the more distant ranks turned and ran asfast asthey
could, splashing water up over themsalves.

Then, toward the center of the dave formation, apart formed. A Y uuzhan Vong warrior clad in armor
and bearing an amphigtaff stepped down into the water and faced him. He spun the amphigtaff inacircle,
first between them, then up over his head and findly around his back. He stopped in an eye blink, with
the staff trapped between hisright forearm and ribs, then lowered himsdlf into acrouch.

Jacen waded out to midcalf and produced hislightsaber. He thumbed the blade to life and let the
hiss-crack drown out the frightened mewing of the daves. His green lightsaber cast aghastly light over
the villips. Jacen whipped the humming blade around in alazy infinity arc, first dicing through thevillip
gak, then dashing in hdf both faling villips.

Thewarrior bellowed loudly and started to sprint at Jacen. Water splashed high, but hardly seemed to
dow himat dl. Hisamphistaff had begun spinning again, with the point dipping down to nip at the water
with each circuit.

Jacen dtarted to rush at hisfoe, but because he was smaller, the water dowed him. The young Jedi set
himsalf, drawing the blade up high and back by his right shoulder. Then, asthe warrior closed, Jacen
cocked hiswrists so the blade pointed forward, then lunged.

Just as| did in my vision!

The Y uuzhan Vong warrior, however, did not sharein that vison. He twisted back to theright, diding
past the green energy blade, and cracked his amphistaff across Jacen’s back. One of the armor’ strauma
pads absorbed much of the damage, but the force of the blow still sent Jacen ssumbling forward. He went
to one knee, then spun, bringing hislightsaber up to parry the next dashing attack.

The lightsaber’ s bladedid fend off the strike, but didn’t have quite the effect Jacen had expected. My
parry should have sheared thirty centimeters off that staff! The young man cameto hisfest, parried
another attack low and to the left, then twisted hiswrists and brought the lightsaber up in adash that
should have opened the Y uuzhan Vong from right hip to |eft shoulder.

Sparks exploded and smoke rose from the alien armor. The warrior ssumbled back astep or two, then
lunged with his amphistaff. Jacen batted that attack wide, then cut down at the Y uuzhan Vong' sright
wrist. More sparks and smoke, and even asizzling sound to go with it, but the hand didn’t come off.

Surprised, Jacen cranked the green blade up and around for another attack on that arm, but the
Y uuzhan Vong had aready pulled it back wide. Before Jacen could shift his attack to adash acrossthe
warrior’ sbelly, the Y uuzhan Vong' sleft fist came around and caught the youth in the neck.



The heavy blow staggered Jacen and drove him back. He d have fdlen into the water except that he
bumped up againgt avillip plant and it seadied him. He shook his head to clear it, then ducked asthe
Y uuzhan Vong arced aroundhouse kick at him. The kick missed Jacen, but exploded one of the villips,
drenching him in chunky, viscousfluid that burned his eyes, nose, and mouith.

Choking till, Jacen ducked behind the villip plant, then cut behind another. He splashed ahandful of
water up to wash hisface off, then dodged | eft and dashed twice quickly at the Y uuzhan VVong. The
dashes backed hisfoe off for amoment, but in the blade' slight Jacen noticed that the furrow he'd cut in
the Y uuzhan Vong’ sarmor had become little more than a discolored scar.

They don't just grow the armor; it’sliving still!

The Y uuzhan Vong hdd hisamphigtaff high and brought it down in acrushing blow aimed at Jacen's
head. The Jedi brought his lightsaber up to block, but the amphistaff went from rigid to fluid and,
whiplike, wrapped itself around hisright wrist. A quick yank pulled Jacen forward, off balance, and into
the Y uuzhan Vong' sright knee. The knee caught him in the gut, doubling him over.

Jacen fdt thewarrior’ svisdike grip close on the back of his neck, then he had hisface plunged into the
turgid water. Water boiled around his lightsaber, but the whip controlled the movement of that arm
enough that he couldn’t strike.

The young man shunted away the panic risng in him and immediately summoned the Force. He reached
out to pluck the Y uuzhan Vong off him—exactly as he had done countlesstimes with hissiblings or
comrades when goofing around at the academy. He discovered the flaw with his sirategy about the same
time his lungs started to burn for lack of oxygen.

| can’t sense the Yuuzhan Vong through the Force. And now | can’t affect him.

It occurred to Jacen, as he sucked in the first mouthful of water, that he could use the Forceto lift
himsalf out of the water. The concentration necessary for that act died as his body gagged and coughed.
Thegdeair in hislungs bubbled out, then his body reflexively tried to inhae and breathed in more weter,
which started him coughing and gagging yet again.

Oh, no, Jacen thought, as the world began to go black,it wasn’'t a vision. Or a dream. Just a
nightmare. . .

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Anakin crouched in the lavender grasses and peered through them at asmall group of Dantari. The
native nomads did not gppear dl that unusua. Humanoid in form, they used alimited vocabulary of
gpoken words supplemented with hand signals and facial expressions to communicate. They made tools,
but had not yet found the secret of working metal. A couple of them did have knivesformed from shards
of AT-AT armor, but Anakin had never seen the knives being used for anything. He gathered they were
asign of power, since both were owned by large males whose hair was streaked with gray.

For ahaf second the boy wished C-3PO was there so he could trandate the Dantari speech, but the



image of the gold droid hiding in the grass was ridiculous enough that he dmost laughed aoud.

The Dantari had made camp in asmall clearing near astand of blbatrees. One of the eder males had
drawn acharcoad design—the Imperia crest—on the upper |eft Sde of ayounger mae' schest. Using a
blba thorn and a stick with which to strike it, the elder began to drive the coa-black ash into the younger
mal€' s ched, tattooing the design there forever.

The young Dantari was not the only one to be sporting that crest. Others had crude AT-ATstattooed on
them, or images of blasters, or the outlines and seams of scormtrooper armor marking their legs and arms.
Small children sat and watched in fascination as the tattooing took place. Elderslooked on pridefully as
the youth said nothing during the tattooing process.

Anakin looked away and tried to shut thetick-tick-tick of stick hitting needle out of hismind. He
glanced over at where Marasat and caught her in an unguarded moment looking very tired. He glanced
down immediately, then looked up again. By that time she had composed her face into an expression less
haggard and much warmer.

That | could see her looking tired indicates how tired she must truly be. She'd never have let me
see her like that if there was any other way around it. Anakin gave her asmile and crawled quietly
over to her side. “1 would never want to get atattoo,” he whispered.

“Best to avoid identifying marks, | think.” She glanced dyly at him. “Never can tell when any of those
Jedi will be after you and you want to dip away.”

“You don’'t have atattoo, do you?’
“I don't know, Anakin.” Mara shrugged playfully. “A Jedi caught me, after dl, so maybe| do.”

He started to ask a question, but thought better of it and closed his mouth for amoment. “More than that
answer | don’t want to know.”

Maralaughed, once, sharply, then covered her mouth with her hand. Anakin reached out through the
Force, not surewhat he could do, and immediately saw the damage had been done. Severd of the
Dantari were moving toward them, with three young boysin the lead, and an lder mae charging up to
get between them and whatever had made that sound.

Without thinking, Anakin shot to hisfeet and interposed himsalf between the Dantari and Mara The
male coming toward them towered above Anakin, easily half ameter taler than he was, dmost broader
across the shoulders than Anakin wastall, and outmassing him by nearly sixty kilos. Shock widened
Anakin's blue eyes for amoment, then he lowered himsalf into a crouch and bared histeeth.

The charging Dantari male came up short. He raised massive fists above his head and bellowed, but
Anakin stood his ground. He didn’t ape the motion; hel d learned enough from watching the Dantari to
know that would have been a chdlenge to a dominance fight. Most Dantari confrontationsinvolved the
largest male frightening hisfoe off, and never had Anakin seen a Dantari as small as he was stand his
ground before an elder male.

Still keeping his eyeslocked on those of the male, Anakin dropped down on his haunches and rested his
elbows on his knees. He knew he could have gathered the Force to himself and compelled the Dantari
ma e to do the same thing, but he left the Force done. In the week they’ d been on the planet, he' d been
relying less and less on the Force, and while his body ached and blisters had formed and popped, he did



fed good doing thingsfor himsdlf. The Force is an dly,not a crutch. If | learn nothing else fromthis
experience, that will be enough.

The Dantari mae bellowed again, but Anakin did not react. He just sat and stared, keeping his body
between Maraand the mae. The male leaned forward on hisfistsfor a bit, then sank to his haunches,
too. Behind him the younger Dantari did the samething.

Anakin kept his voice alow whisper. “Okay, | have him seated and quiet. Now what do | do?’
“Takethis”

Anakin reached hisleft hand up to hisleft shoulder and accepted asmall metal disk from Mara. He
noticed her fingers were cold as he did so. Then he got alook at the button she’ d given him, and asmile
blossomed on hisface. “1 hope thisworks.”

“Pity it only hasthe New Republic crest onit, not the Imperid one.”

“It' sshiny, so worth atry.” Still watching the elder, Anakin leaned forward and got on hishands and
knees. He crawled forward, stretching out to halve the distance between them. On abare patch of
ground he placed the button from Mara, then retreated and resumed his crouch.

The elder moved forward dowly, cautioudy, and reached out a hand toward the silver button. He
extended afinger and dowly poked it. He recoiled ingtantly after touching it once, with the little ones
leaping back and screaming as he did so. He crept forward again and sniffed, then touched it a second
time. After ahaf-dozen touches, each lasting longer than the first, he picked up the button and Stared a
it, utterly enraptured.

Anakin glanced back over his shoulder at Mara. “Might need more buttonsif we have to bribe abunch
of them.”

Anakin’s aunt smiled and tugged at the wrist of her right deeve. “ A couple more on the cuffs. If we have
to go morethan that, I’ll get cold.”

“Let’shopewedon't get there”

Anakin looked back at the Dantari elder and found him trying to fix the button to aside-lock braid. The
Jedi smiled at the Dantari, and the elder returned the smile. The Dantari then turned and galloped back to
the encampment, scattering squealing children and earning some sharp-tongued rebukes from the females
in the group. He grabbed something from afabool-hide pouch, then scampered back to where Anakin
sat. He opened his hand above the spot where the button had lain and dropped five white tubers, not
much longer than Anakin’sthumb.

Theyoung Jedi knew they were vincharoots. He didn't know what the Dantari used them for, but he'd
seen the Dantari get very excited when they found the plant and were able to dig up the roots. Anakin
hadn't seen many of the plants around, so he took the offering to be very vauable asfar asthe Dantari
were concerned.

Anakin smiled and held his hands up, with pams facing the Dantari. “ Thank you, but | can't take these.”

The elder looked at him, puzzled for amoment, then ran off and returned with another handful. He
dropped them one by one on the pile, doubling its Size. He hung on to each one longer than the last, and



Anakin could sensethe pain of hisgiving them up.
“Help here, Mara?’
“Y ou got yoursdlf into this, you figureit out.”
“It wasyour laugh.”

“It wasyour joke.”

“Point taken.” Anakin scratched at the back of his head with hisleft hand. “Okay, the button ismore
vauable to him than ten of the vincharoots, and | bet he’ d go five more.”

“That could be why some of the femaes are over there hiding the rest of theinventory.”
“Right. He wants afair exchange. Matter of pride and honor, I’ d guess.”
Mara patted him on the back. “ Right course plotted, | think.”

“Then | need to barter vincharoots back for something ese, right?’

“Could be, that will work.”

Anakin nodded. He waddled forward and gathered up the vincha, then brought them back to where he
had been sitting. He got up and jogged off to the Sde to gather up some deadfdl limbsfrom ablbatree.
He returned and made asmdll pile of them. He pointed at the elder Dantari, the pile of sticks, and then
back to the bluff where he and Marahad their camp. Finaly he tossed one of the vincharoots back to

the dder.

The elder grabbed the root, then pointed at the pile of sticks and up at their camp. Anakin nodded. The
Dantari smiled, then turned on his hedl and ran back to the small band he traveled with. He jabbered at
them quickly and gesticulated wildly, brandishing the vincharoot proudly. The Dantari band al started
shouting and legping about, getting carried away in ajoyous frenzy.

Anakin scooped up the rest of the roots and put them in his pocket. He stood and hel ped Marato her
feet. “1 don't think we want to be hereif they decide we should join in on the fun, you know?’

“I concur.” Maradraped an arm over his shoulders and leaned on him for support. “Y ou did well there.”

“And didn’t use the Force once.”
“Right, though youdid manage to get out of having to gather firewood.”

The two of them chuckled lightly asthey waked aong. Anakin made certain to keep his pace dow s0
Marawouldn't tire. They lgpsed into silence for abit. Anakin stopped by some rocks that marked the
beginning of the steep ascent to their camp and let Maralean against one of them.

He swiped a hand across his brow. “1 don’t know about you, but I'm tired.”

Maragave himaquick smile. “You're very kind to say that, but you know I’ m—"



“Aunt Mara, it's okay.”

“I’'mthetired onehere...” Theeffort of saying those words seemed to take alot out of her. “Tell meif
| get to be aburden for you.”

Anakin adamantly shook hishead and swallowed hard againgt the lump rising in histhroat. “ Never, Aunt
Mara, you'll never be aburden.”

“If your mother was here, she’ d be proud of how polite and mannerly you are.”

“If my mother was here, she' d have negotiated atreety for this planet to join the New Republic, getting it
al for ahandful of vincharoots.” Anakin sighed, then looked up into Mara s green eyes. 1 know you're
not feding well. | know it'safight for you, but you keep fighting. | can’t tell you how much that impresses
rre”

He flashed for amoment on the fact that hisfather, in his grief, had scarcely drawn a sober breath.\Why
can't you be more like Aunt Mara, Father?

Marastared a him and through him. “ There are times, Anakin, when things overwhelm us. Thereare
timeswhen you can't fight.”

“But you are dill fighting. Y ou' re being brave.”

“It' sbecause | know what I’ m fighting. Others may not be able to identify their enemy, so they can't
fight”

My father’s enemy is me. That thought sent a shiver through Anakin, but another thought followed oniits
heds.Or, perhaps, his enemy isthe guilt that he’ s assumed. If only things had happened another
way.

Mara eased hersdf off the rock and leaned into him again. “Ready to makeit up the hill?’

“After you, Mara.”

“Together, Anakin, together.”

That evening the elder Dantari brought abig pile of blba branches. He returned with a second armload,
and Anakin gave him asecond vincharoot. The Dantari retreated into the darkness, then afrenzied
round of hooting and hollering began from the distant Dantari camp.

Snapping abranch in hdf, Anakin fed it into thefire. “Wdll, they’ re happy.”

“Indeed, it sounds asif they are.” Maranodded, the shifting shadows cast by firdight hiding the
weariness on her face. “You did wel.”

“Thanks. | think so, too.”
And Anakin continued to think so until the next morning when he found the elder Dantari waiting for him

in the camp as he awoke. The Dantari sat perched in the middle of aten-meter-long blbalog. The elder
woreagrin likethat of aHutt that had afix in on aPodrace, and extended an empty hand in Anakin's



direction.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Gavin didn’t pause in the doorway of the office that Admira Traest Kre fey had been given on
Dubrillion. He rapped on the jamb with his knuckles and swept into the room. He was a couple of steps
in when he glanced up from his datapad and actudly saw two other people in the office with the admiral.

“I'm sorry, Admird, | didn’t redlize you were busy.” Gavin pulled himself to attention and saluted.

The Bothan returned the sdlute. “It is not aproblem, Colond Darklighter. | believe you know Lando
Cdrissan and LeiaOrgana Solo.”

Gavin felt himsdf blushing. “We have met, yes, but | don't know them . . .” Lando and Lelahad been
heroes of the Rebellion aong with his cousin Biggs. He had been achild when he' d first heard of them
and had even developed acrush on Princess Lela. While he was well past that feding, meeting them
again reduced him to alittle boy who felt like an impostor just being in the room with them. “1 can come
back, sir.”

Kre fey shook his head. “No, no need for that.” The Bothan pointed to the holographic display of data
and tables. “The Agamarian shipsthat arrived when we did have been moving people off planet with their
shuttles. The Y uuzhan Vong are doing nothing to stop them, so we assume they will strike as the refugee
convoys start to move out. Rogue Squadron is going to have to keep them off us.”

“I’ve been working on that, Admiral.” Gavin glanced at his datapad. “I’ ve got afull squadron of
X-wings reedy to go, and Dubrillion’s population has alarge number of ugliesthat they’ ve modified for
running the asteroid belt and then armed. They should give us as much asawing of fighters.”

Lando smiled confidently. “The pilots here are good. They’ Il keep the Y uuzhan VVong off the convoy.”

“I'm sure they will. What concerns me, though, isthat only a handful of those uglies have hyperdrives.
WE |l need to have aship capable of recovering the pilots and their ships heading out last. Rogue
Squadron can keep the VVong off while the fighters are being recovered, then we can jump out
oursalves”

Kre'fey siroked the snowy fur of hischin. “1 had assumed theRalroost would be the last ship out. We
will recover the fighters”

Leiafrowned. “We re loading refugees on theRalroost . If it isthe last ship out, the Y uuzhan VVong will
concentrate on it. Do you want to take that risk?’

The Bothan snorted quickly. “ Wantto take the risk? No. Do | think we have no choice? Yes.” He
leaned forward on the table upon which the holoprojector had been set. “We aready know, even despite
the generosity of the Agamariansin sending dl the shipsthey have, that we can't save everyone here.”

Gavin looked past the admiral to the ravaged cityscape. After the squadron had been recovered,



Kre fey had acceded to an Agamarian request that theRalroost escort a convoy of shipsto Dubrillion.
Gavin actualy believed that Kre' fey had engineered that request, which brought his ship into atheater
where contact with the Y uuzhan VVong could not possibly be denied by Coruscant. When the convoy
arrived, the Y uuzhan Vong did send a half-dozen fighters to harry some of the ships, but the X-wings had
besten them back without getting blooded themsdlves.

In the four days since the convoy’ sarriva, the Y uuzhan VVong had done little beyond staging raids that
seemed designed to test the response time of the X-wings and other fighters theRalroost had brought
aong. Gavin fdt certain his every move was being watched and cataloged. He d not felt this vulnerable
snce before Grand Admird Thrawn had died at Bilbringi.

The people of Dubrillion had faced the impending invason with astoicism that stunned Gavin. Inlight of
the fact that everyone couldn’t be saved, families were being asked to make hideous choices about who
would be dlowed to live and who would be left behind. The best and brightest of Dubrillion’s children,
along with higtorians, artists, and culturd leaders were being culled and processed for transport to
Agamar. Children from the same family were split up to prevent theloss of alinein the event aparticular
ship did not make it. Motherslet children go, lovers were parted, grandchildren said tearful good-byesto
relatives they knew they would never see again.

Krée fey continued. “ The people of Dubrillion have made their hard decisions. For meto avoid one that
isjust asdifficult would mock their heroism. | won't do that.”

Lelanodded slently, imbuing that silent acknowledgment of Kre' fey’ swordswith nobility and pain. “I'll
be on theRalroost , then.”

The admird shook hishead. “With dl due respect, | think you should travel with Senator A’Klain his
ship”

Lelasmiled. “I would have, but | think you' Il find the senator has demanded room on theRalroost for
himsdlf and histraveling companions. HE s given theFond Memory to pilots who have already made a
run to Agamar and are back for another group.”

“Then it will be my pleasureto have you on board.” The admiral straightened up and glanced at Gavin.
“Isthere anything ese, Colond?’

Gavin extended the datapad toward him. “I’ ve found the pilots | need to fill out Rogue Squadron. | took
the liberty of looking over the records of the flierswho' ve made asteroid runs here. I'm taking the best of
them—of thosewho are iill available”

Leiaheld her hand out. “May | seethelist?’

The admira nodded, so Gavin handed her the datapad. Lelastudied it for amoment, then glanced up.
“My daughter isn't onthelist.”

“No, Princess, sheign't.”

“Why not? She was the best pilot to run the asteroids.” Leiaknew that Jainawas restless, annoyed with
her recent assgnments, and eager to contribute. Jainawould be outraged if she were not chosenasa
Rogue Squadron pilot because she was Leid s daughter. And they were dl in danger now, whatever their
assgnments.



“I know that, but she’ stoo young.”

The princess s chin came up and her eyes narrowed. “ Correct meif | anwrong,” she said in atone that
made it obviousthat she knew she wasn't, “but my daughter isthe same age you were when you joined
Rogue Squadron, Colonel Darklighter.”

A wave of heat passed over Gavin as hisface flushed red. “That’ strue, yes, but those were desperate
times—"

“And these aren't?”’
“They are, but—"

Leialet some of the edge drain from her voice. “Let me ask you, Gavin, if one of your sonswas one of
the best pilots, would you deny him a spot in the squadron?’

“Don't ask methat.” Gavin's sscomach began to twist itself into knots. “I’ ve flown against the Vong. |
know how nasty they can be. I’m not sureifl’ll survive getting out of here. | don’t want to haveto
subject anyone' schild to getting killed out there. And especialyyour child, Princess. Y ou’ ve dready
done more than your share of sacrificing for the New Republic.”

Lelatook a step toward him and laid ahand on his shoulder. Shelooked up into hiseyesand gave him a
brave smile. “Gavin, you and | both know that the people who are capable of dealing with trouble never
redlly get achanceto pass, to re,, to live anormal life. People like us assume respongbilities so other
people don’'t have their lives ruined. We can wish it was otherwise, but it won't happen.”

She handed him the datapad. “1 cannot tell you how grateful | am that you wanted to safeguard Jaing;
but by letting her fly, we can safeguard someone else. She' sawonderful pilot, she can fly an X-wing like
no one el'se,and she' sa Jedi. The Force might be less effective againgt the Y uuzhan Vong, but if she
picks up that one of your other peopleisin trouble, she can be thereto help.”

Gavin swallowed past the lump choking him. “Two of thetop pilotsin the squadron’ s past were from
Cordliaand Alderaan, so having someone whose blood comes from both will probably be good. Do you
want to tell her, or shal 17’

“You should tell her, Colondl.” Lelasmiled proudly. “1 think being told of this assgnment by her mother
would tarnish it somewhat.”

“Y ou have my word, Princess, that she will be well taken care of.”

“I know, Gavin. May the Force be with you.”

“Rogue Eleven, check in, please”

Jainablinked and kind of jumped in her cockpit seet when she realized the comm call wasfor her.I’min
Rogue Squadron! The redlization had a surreal aspect to it because, as she grew up, the part of her
uncle slife that had gone before his becoming aJedi Knight had receded into the dim past. While Luke
was acknowledged as the founder of Rogue Squadron, Wedge Antilles and the other pilotsinit had
redly defined the squadron and madeit alegend.



Even though she knew she was agood pilot, she didn’t think she was good enough to join the squadron,
especiadly not at her age. Sill, desperate times require desperate measures.

“Rogue Eleven, check in. If your comm unit isgiving you trouble, raise ahand.”
Jaina keyed her microphone. “Sorry, Nine, I'm all green here. Good to go.”
“Haveto be dert out there, Sticks. No spacing.”

“Asordered, Nine.” Jainagrinned, enjoying the fact that she' d aready been given acadl sign. She knew
it came from the fact that her X-wing had a control stick, and she carried alightsaber, which the pilots
derided as another stick.

Gavin’ svoice crackled through the comm channel. “ All Rogues, head out. We rendezvous & point
Angd-One. Orient 342 mark 55 and go to station keeping.”

Jainadouble-clicked her comm unit to acknowledge the command, then fed power to the repul sorlift
coils. The X-wing came up smoothly and hovered very till while she retracted the landing gear. She
glanced over at the observation deck windows and thought she saw her mother flanked either side by
Elegos and Lando. She gave them abig thumbs-up, then as Rogue Ten moved out of the hangar, she
nudged the throttle forward and trailed after her squadron mate. Once out of the hangar, she pulled back
on the stick and boosted her throttle full forward, rocketing the X-wing toward the asteroid belt waiting
above.

Jainadill felt theway her flesh had puckered when Colonel Darklighter cameto her and offered her a
position in Rogue Squadron. Rogue Squadron had been the people who liberated Coruscant from the
Empire. They'd helped break up the Bacta Cartel. They’ d been part of Grand Admira Thrawn's defeat
and played akey rolein ending the long struggle with the Empire. As much as her uncle, mother, and
father might have been heroes of the Rebellion, the Rogues became a symboal, acollection of heroesthat
most people could identify with. While sheloved her family and cherished being a Jedi Knight, being
asked to join the squadron was something that she’ d earned, not something granted to her by her ability
with the Force or the reputations of her parents.

As she reached the rendezvous point, Jainaglanced at her primary sensor screen. The Rogues were set
up midway between the asteroid belt and the Agamarian convoy. Other squadrons of fighters, made up
of old TIE designs and a plethora of uglies, formed up behind Rogue Squadron. At the very end of the
convoy sat theRalroost . A couple of last shuttles were coming up from the planet to board the Bothan
Assault Cruiser. By stretching out with the Force, Jaina could fedl her mother and Danni on board one of
them.

They left the planet safely. Now we have to get them out of the system safely.

“Rogue Lead, | have movement on my scanners.” Rogue Four’ s voice dominated the channel for a
moment. “ At 271 mark 30.”

Jainaruddered her fighter around in that direction and felt achill run down her spine. “By al that makes
aHuttugly ...

A Y uuzhan Vong warship drifted dowly down from the asteroid belt, with little coral skippers buzzing
around it like flies on carrion. The ship itsef would have matched an Imperia Star Destroyer in length,
but, being something of an ovoid shape, certainly massed agreat ded more. The ship’sflesh aternated in



strips of smooth, glassy, black rock and rougher, craggier patches that housed pits, which she assumed
were wegpons emplacements and homes for the dovin basas that propelled the ship.

Near the nose, along the spine, and at the aft of the ship grew huge, long coral arms of deep red and
dark blue. Coral skippers dotted these arms like buds on a plant. Jaina assumed that some of the larger,
unoccupied holesin the arms housed plasma projectors, and judging from their size compared to the
coraskippers, ablast from one of them could easily burn a snubfighter from the sky.

The lead shipsin the convoy started to move out. They used Dubrillion’ s gravity well to let them build up
some speed, then came about on a course that would let them make thefirst jJump in thejourney to
Agamar. They weren't going directly, since they had no desireto lead the Y uuzhan Vong to that world.
Moreimportantly, by stopping a away point and shifting to anew course, they’ d cut days off the
snglejumptrip.

The cora skippers that had been orbiting around the big ship formed into squadrons and began their runs

at the convoy. Combat traffic controllers on theRalroost started designating squadrons as targets and fed
attack ordersto the various Dubrillion squadrons nearest them. Jaina studied her sensor monitorsintently,
watching aslittle lights representing fighters moved forward, split gpart, and in the midst of fierce
dogfights, suddenly winked out of existence.

After what seemed like an eternity, but really was al too soon, Gavin' s voice broke through the
low-level chatter on the comm channels. “Rogues, we have been given the target designated Rock-One.
Keep moving fast, do as much damage as you can. Everyone look out for everyone else.”

Jaina s R5 droid, a maroon and white model, uttered alow moan.

“What' s the matter, Sparky?’

The droid tootled and splashed the target on her primary monitor.

Emperor’s black bones, we're going after the warship.In an odd way, ordering an attack by a group
of snubfighters againgt a capita ship made sense. The Empire shig ships had always been vulnerableto
close-in actions by smdll fighters. The New Republic’ stactical commanders knew that and employed
snubfightersvery effectively againgt their enemies.

Jainawondered, however, if the Y uuzhan Vong were aware of how afraid they should be of
subfighters.

“Asordered, Lead.” Jainasmiled and jammed the throttle forward. “ Sparky, hold on tight back there.”
“Has your wing, Twelve does, Sticks.”

“Thanks, Twelve.” Jainalooked at her weapons board. “Nine, do we use our proton torps, or just the
lasers?’

“Got something else you' re going to be saving the torpsfor, Sticks?’

“I copy, Nine.” Jaina quadded up her lasers and settled afinger over the stutter trigger. She figured
she' d use the lasers to scope out the ship’ s defenses, then drop sometorpsin if shefound alikely target.

The Y uuzhan Vong warship just kept growing bigger and bigger asthe X-wings sped toward it. The big



ship’saft end came up, dlowing it to point its dorsa spinesforward, dong itsline of travel. Golden light
blossomed at their tips, then boiling gold balls of plasma shot out, arcing out toward the shipsin the
Convoy.

The shots, taken at ranges of over five kilometers, were not terribly accurate for hitting small freighters.
Even so, each of the shipsin the convoy had a set flight path if it was going to escape the system. With
the Y uuzhan Vong fire cutting across that flight path, acollison wasinevitable.

Thefirdt freighter hit was one that reminded Jaina very much of theMillennium Falcon . The plasma
blast caught it on the starboard side, burning clean through the cockpit and eating a crescent deep into it.
The ship started tumbling like a chip in asabacc game, with people and debris spilling out of it. It whirled
away toward the brown bulk of Destrillion, destined to burn up in that bleak world' s atmosphere.

Jainawatched it die, and she suddenly felt cold—not physicaly, but emotiondly. People who were
fleeing, people who had not asked for their world to be attacked, had just been murdered, and more
would be murdered aong with them if she did nothing. Without conscious thought, just fegling her way
through the maneuvers, sheinverted her X-wing and dived in toward the Y uuzhan VVong ship. Sherolled
thefighter up onits port stabilizers, then leveled out and cruised dong the ship’shull.

She kept alight hand on the stick, juking left and right, bouncing up and down as she went. The
coradskippers mounted in the spines shot small plasmabolts at her in golden streams, but her maneuvering
kept her free of their fire. More importantly, she noted, the rough patches on the ship had dovin basals
that were projecting black holesto absorb stutter shots from her lasers, and those voids also warped the
plasmatraectories.

As her ship streaked over the warship’ s surface she started firing through plasma streams, |etting her
bolts cross the plasma paths the way the plasmawas cutting the flight path for the convoy. The dovin
basals were forced to project voids into those streams to pick off her shots. They absorbed laser bolts as
well as plasmashots. Thisnot only tired the dovin basals, but put them in the odd position of providing
cover for Jaina sfighter.

Hauling back on the stick, she came up and made arun at one of the spines. Assuming that whatever
mechanism the ship used to direct the plasma bolts was located in the tip, she clipped off afew shots at
one. Dovin basads around the tip absorbed al the shots save one. That single shot burned past thetip a
second before a plasma bolt raced out at the convoy.

Makes sense. The dovin basals shield the tip until just before a shot comes out. Jainakeyed her
comm unit. “Leed, thetips are vulnerable. We have awindow before they shoot. I’ m taking one out.”

“Careful, Sticks”
“Asanyone, Lead.”

Jaina felt a curious peace settle over her as she brought her X-wing up and around in aspiral that rose
along one of the spines. Golden plasmabolts flashed up past her. A couple nicked her shields, but she
reinforced the power there very quickly. At thetip of the shaft the bolts curved in toward the gravity
wells the dovin basals were creating. She shot past that area, then hit hard port rudder and reversed her
ship'sthrust. The X-wing swapped itself end for end, then, when she cut her throttle to zero, the fighter
hovered there in space, five hundred meters from the end of the shaft.

Jainalooked right down into it. The spine'stip had atriskele vave at thetip. It reminded her of heart



vaves. It would open up for asecond or two, just long enough to gect the plasma, then close again,
sedling up the firing tube. It had an elegance about it, yet ssemed so primitive when compared to the
fighter inwhich she .

Shetriggered the flicker shots and poured asteady rain of energy darts down at the vave. The plasma
shots coming up at her curved in and missed because of the void shielding thetip. “ Sparky, let me know
when the gravitic anomaly startsto collgpse.”

The droid tooted an acknowledgement, then quickly keened a sharp whistle.

Jainathumbed her weapons control over to proton torpedoes and triggered apair. The pink missiles
jetted blue flame and shot straight at their target. A heartbeat before they reached it, the valve snapped
open, reveding agolden glow coming from degp down in the shaft. The torpedoes flew on, and Jaina
pumped the throttle full forward and inverted as her X-wing dove back toward the Y uuzhan VVong ship.

Somewherein the middle of the spine, the torpedoes hit the plasma bolt. Cracks immediately appeared
in the midnight blue shaft. They leaked silver-gold fire, then the shaft started to come apart. The center of
it vaporized into an incandescent cloud of molten yorik coral. A great gout of fire clipped the end of the
shaft’ supper hdf a an odd angle, starting it to spin and wobble. It dammed into another spine, shattering
both of them.

Another pair of proton torpedoes streaked in at the shaft she'd hit. They camein at a sharp angle, and
one skipped off the glowing, molten edge, then impacted the hull. Its explosion gouged a deep scar inthe
ship and scattered yorik cord into space. The second one made it inside the shaft, and when it exploded,
the base of the shaft crumbled from theinsde out.

“Nice shot, Twelve”
“Following your lead, Sticks”

Jainalaughed as she leveled out for amoment, then pulled up and shot away from the ship. “We showed
them!”

“Wedid.”
“Can the chatter!” Gavin'sorder coursed through the comm channdl, but didn’t bring with it any anger.

“Asordered, Lead.” Jaina sgrin grew larger as she watched theRalroost get closer and closer to the
point where it would begin its run to hyperspace.We' re doing okay.

Then something shook her ship. She glanced about, fearing a dovin basal had somehow locked onto her
shields, but there were no fighters anywhere near her. Her secondary monitor did show agravitic
anomaly in the system, but the readings were well beyond that which any of the coral skippers could have
generated.In fact, the only time I’ ve seen readings like this was when I’ ve simmed against an
Interdictor cruiser!

Her heart immediately sank into her belly. The Y uuzhan VVong warship had shifted its dovin basds away
from driving the ship and instead had them create a narrow gravity well that blocked theRalroost and a
half-dozen other ships from entering hyperspace dong the route to Agamar.We' Il just have to find
another route out.



Just asthat thought materialized, Sparks whistled to acknowledge receipt of new navigationa data. She
glanced at it as Gavin' s voice came through the comm channel. “Rogues, our exit vector to Agamar is
blocked. Y ou now have our new destination. TheRalroost has recovered fighters, so head out. We'll
rendezvous therein twelve hours. Good fighting.”

Jainadouble-clicked her comm unit. Shelooked again at her destination, then pointed the fighter toward
adistant star and began the run.Dantooine, eh? It' Il be good to see Mara again. | hope she’ s gotten
her rest because, if we're followed, | know she’s going to need it.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Jacen Solo awoke as agreat, wracking cough lifted his body, then left him limp. Burning pain from his
shoulders and hips formed a backdrop into which the pain from the cough faded. He opened his eyes
and saw a pearlescent floor beneath him. While nowhere near asreflective asamirror, it did provide him
with adistorted image of himself, where he was blobby at some points and pinched at others. Which is
pretty much how | feel.

He determined he was hanging from some sort of rack mounted above him in the ceiling. He could fed
the restraint bands on his ankles, thighs, and wrists. The wristbands were the worst, Snce they twisted his
arms enough to lock his elbows. His ankles were higher than his shoulders, and his position made it
difficult to get agood look at the device to which he' d been fastened.

He' d have been ableto see nothing at al, but the sun had begun to rise on Belkadan, turning deep black
night into amisty gray morning that mimicked the foggy sensation in hisbrain. He estimated he'd beenin
Y uuzhan Vong control for at least four hours.Mor e than enough time for them to backtrack me to the
ExGal facility, the ship, Artoo, and Uncle Luke. What was | thinking?

The vison had seemed so redl to him, with al the bits and pieces feding right asthey fell together. He
didn’'t want to think he' d deceived himsdlf, using adream as a pretext to do something hisuncle didn’t
want him to do. The fact that doing just that would be the sort of thing expected of someone hisage
gnawed a him. That makes me just like everyone else, but I’'m not. I’m special, I’'m more

responsible.

Another cough shook him, sharpening the pain that had dulled in his shoulders. Jacen dlowed himsdlf a
littlesmile Of course, every sixteen-year-old who' s been convinced he' s not like his peers probably
thinks this same thing after he’s proved heisn’t so unlike his peers as he thinks he is. He sighed.
Even being trained in the Force couldn’t insulate him from making mistakes. You can put powerful
engines on a sloop racer, but if the chassis doesn’t have structural integrity, the whole thing falls
apart.

And that’ s what Uncle Luke tried to tell me by reminding me I’ ve not had enough experience.He
shifted his shouldersto pull at the bonds on hiswrists.Lesson one from this experience: Realize just
how much you don’t know. Lesson two: Make sure to learn from lesson one.

Jacen reached insde to touch the Force and cdll it to himself, but the pain in his shoulders and hips
nibbled away at his concentration. A third cough didn’t help the situation. Jacen did hisbest to try to let



the pain bleed away with Jedi pain-suppression techniques, but as he camed frayed nerves, the bonds on
hiswrigtstightened. They twisted hisarmsmore, grinding his shoulder sockets, making the pain spike.

Jacen gasped and hung there for asecond. A cold chill sent ashudder through him, pulsing more pain
from hisjoints. In response the bonds on his arms eased a bit, but Jacen hardly took comfort in that fact.

The device to which he had been attached clearly could sense how much pain hewasin. Intellectudly he
knew thiswas actudly very easy. Sensors could monitor the amount of activity going on in the parts of his
brain dedling with pain. Electronics could even measure the output of the pain receptorsin his
shoulders—much in the same way they read neurd sgnalsand allowed Luke sartificia hand to function
normaly. He was even aware of machinesthat inflicted pain, like those used on his parents by Darth
Vader on Bespin.

What surprised him was that there seemed no active purpose for keeping him in pain. No one was
interrogating him. The pain wasn't sufficient to break him down, just to keep him in adistracted sate.
Whilethatwas preventing him from accessing the Force, somehow he didn’t think the Y uuzhan Vong
knew enough about the Jedi to redlize how useful thiswould be.

A raspy dlicking entered the chamber, causing Jacen to raise his head. In through the building’ s threshold
caneasmdl gray creature. It walked on six legs and sidled left and then right. It had four other
appendages, all raised likeflags at a parade. Two of these limbs were stout and two very fine. The
creature al so seemed to have compound eyes, three of them, hanging in acluster from asingle central
stalk, which was segmented and capable of movement. Because it wasjust coming in through the
doorway, which faced eadt, the rising sun backlit the creature, making it difficult for Jacen to see much
morein theway of detail, but what he' d seen dready did not please him.

Hefdt panicrisng in him, but heforced it away. On ashef next to the door he saw hislightsaber and
tried to reach out for it. He knew he couldn’t igniteit, but if he could pull it toward him and smash the
dark end into this creeper, he’ d fee much better. He sought to reach out to grasp it with the Force, but
couldn’t focus his mind enough. Theredization of just how defensdess he was ripped through him,
leaving him exhausted and drifting toward despair.

The creature scuttled forward, and Jacen felt his guts begin to knot up. Tiny white bumps, looking like
gravel and scattered like pimples, dotted the creeper’ s dorsal carapace. The dender arms doubled back
on themselves, with little pincers and fegthery fronds brushing over them, touching them. It seemed to
Jacen that the creature was taking inventory of its cargo.

The creeper cameto astop below hisface. The two stout appendages reached up, pincers held wide.
Jacen pulled his head back, preventing the pincers from grabbing his ears or cheeks. With the creeper so
close, he got agood look at the white stones and knew, without a shadow of adoubt, that they were the
seeds of the calcifications he’ d seen on the daves. They plant those in me and I’ m done for.

One of the dender appendages swept upward, dapping the delicate frond across Jacen’ s exposed
throat. Lightninglike agony dashed across his neck. He would have screamed, but the pain pardyzed his
voca chords and drained his neck muscles of dl feeling and strength. His head bounced down and hung
there. Musclesin hisface twitched, and alittle blood dripped from his mouth from where he'd
accidentdly bitten theinterior of hischeek.

The stout claws caught his earlobes and clamped down tightly. The only good thing about the pain the
frond had caused isthat he barely noticed the pressure on his ears. With the pain-frond pulled back, one
of the dender appendages reached up and pinched the flesh below hisright eye, exactly over the curve of



his cheekbone. He heard aclick and knew the little claws had diced through hisflesh. Blood dripped,
splashing scarlet dots over the creeper’ spae gray shell.

While one dender stalk opened the wound, the other brought up one of thelittle bits of gravel and
tucked it beneath hisflesh. More pinching and the bleeding stopped, but Jacen could fed the foreign
body insde of him. He narrowed hisright eye and could fed the thing grate againgt his cheekbone.

A shudder shook him. He knew of countless creatures, insects mostly, that found suitable hosts for their
broods. They would implant eggsinto these hosts, allowing acrop of creaturesto grow ingdethe victims.
Thelittle creatures would mature and eat and eet, devouring their host from theinside out until they were
prepared to burst forth and seek new prey. The host that had sustained them was |eft awithered husk,
with its own life sucked out and spent on raising a clutch of its own murderers.

No, | can't let this happen to me! He redoubled his efforts to summon the Force, pushing past the pain,
but he never quite felt himsdf connect. Snarling, he tried harder and harder, refusing to give up. He
pushed for al he was worth, seeking that spark that would lead him to the Force, refill him and sustain
him.

On the shelf by the door, hislightsaber rattled againgt its resting place.

The creeper released his ears and scuttled toward the doorway. Jacen stared intently at hislightsaber,
willing it to twitch and dance. He wanted it to rise up from the shelf, climb toward the ceiling, then he
would drive it down with such force that it would crush the creeper. He didn’t know what he could do
after that to effect an escape, but that was enough for the moment, and joy surged through him asthe
lightsaber drifted up off the shelf.

Then it soun away, out toward the east, becoming ablack dot against the sun’ s ball. Jacen watched it
vanish, hisvictory dissolving into astonishment. Hetried and tried to recdl it, tried to makeit return and
Ssmash the creeper, but it vanished. He could not fed it, and great sadness dammed into him. Jacen felt as
if the Forceitsalf had whisked away his lightsaber, taking away from him the symbol of the Jedi Knight
becauseit no longer felt him worthy of any placein the order.

Then, distantly, he heard the snap-hiss of alightsaber being ignited. Almogt asif an echo, the sound
repeated itsaf. The youth raised his head and looked out the doorway, past the creeper. Half therising
sun burned in the eadt, pouring molten gold light out over the horizon, and in the center of it came adark
form. It broadened dightly asit approached, and two green blades flanked it. Closer it came and closer,
resolving itself into aJedi Master, dark cloak flowing behind him, twin blades held more like warning
torches than weapons.

While his uncle was distant enough to seem no taler than atoy figure, a'Y uuzhan VVong warrior darted at
him from the left. The Y uuzhan Vong smashed his amphistaff down at Luke s head. The Jedi Master
raised hisright lightsaber to block the blow and could have easily stroked the other blade acrossthe

Y uuzhan Vong' s unprotected ssomach. Instead he pivoted on his|eft foot, scything hisright leg through
the Y uuzhan VVong'slegs, dumping the dien hard to the rock-strewn ground. L uke then brought his right
hand down and smashed the pommel of hislightsaber into the Y uuzhan VVong' sface, leaving the warrior
limpinthedud.

Ancther Y uuzhan Vong camein from the right and dashed hisamphistaff at Luke' smiddle. Luke leapt
back from the tip, then caught the return cut on both lightsaber blades. He raised the amphigtaff highina
parry, then spun beneath it. Asthe Y uuzhan Vong warrior whirled to face the Jedi Magter again, a
fist-sze stone shot from the ground and clipped the warrior in the side of the head. It shattered his



helmet, spraying pieces of it into the air, then another dammed into his shoulder. More stones stormed
through the air asif trapped in acyclone, battering the dien warrior relentlesdy. Finaly onearced in at his
forehead, skipped off the shallow dome of his head, and dropped him cleanly to the dirt.

A third warrior came at Luke, but he displayed more caution than his enthusiastic companions had. He
twirled hisamphistaff around like apropeller, arcing cutsin at Luke' sfeet or head. The Jedi Master
dodged back, then leapt above a dash. He used the Force to push himsdf high in the air, then he twisted
through a somersault and landed behind hisfoe.

The Y uuzhan VVong whipped around and snapped a kick through Luke' slegs. The blow caught Lukein
the ankles, dumping him on hisback. The Y uuzhan Vong continued his spin, then came up and brought
his amphigtaff around in an overhand blow at Luke s head.

Inthetimeit took for hisfoe to complete arevolution, the Jedi Master rolled through a backward
somersault and came up on one knee. He raised the lightsabers and crossed them, catching the
amphistaff above his head at the green blades' nexus. Furious at being caught, the Y uuzhan Vong flexed
his amphistaff, which opened afang-filled mouth. It reared back, ready to strike at Luke sface. The
amphigtaff’ shissand the Y uuzhan Vong' striumphant snarl filled the air.

Then Luke dashed both lightsabers outward, drawing their glowing lengths over the amphigtaff’ sthroat.
Whileitsflesh might have been dense enough to prevent alightsaber from immediately shearing through it,
the doubl e assault snipped the first twenty-five centimeters from the amphistaff with no problem. The rest
of the amphigtaff recoiled in pain, and the Y uuzhan V ong warrior, who had been leaning heavily on the
amphigtaff to keep Luke down, stumbled forward. Without rising, Luke brought his right lightsaber up to
stroke the Y uuzhan VVong' s belly, then spun and dashed the other againgt the back of thewarrior’s
thighs

Thewarrior collgpsed to the ground. The remains of its amphistaff writhed in the dust beside him,
gradudly subsiding.

Lukeroseto hisfeet and stalked forward. Severa stones, asif little rodents fleeing from his advance,
rolled on ahead of him. They bowled over the creeper and crushed it. The Jedi Master stepped over the
00zing mess the stones | eft in the doorway, then strode past Jacen without aword. Lightsabers hissed
and popped, then went silent. Jacen dowly floated to the ground.

He breathed heavily for amoment, then rolled over onto his back. Luke sank to one knee beside him,
then touched the youth’ s face with his mechanica right hand. Jacen felt some pain as Luke pressed the
cora seed againgt his bone, then his uncle pinched flesh between thumb and forefinger. With aflick of his
artificial thumb, the Jedi Master popped the bloody seed free of his nephew’ sface, letting blood streak
Jacen’ s cheek.

Jacen stood and kicked hislegsfree of the bonds. “Uncle Luke, I'm so sorry.”

“Notimefor that.” Luke handed him hislightsaber, then took hold of Jacen’ sright arm and hauled
himsdlf to hisfeet. “The ship isover there, in adepresson, to the southeast. Artoo iswaiting for us,
sending out the data we' ve acquired. We have to go, now.”

“What about the daves?’

Luke shook hishead. “What daves?’



Jacen pushed past the achesin his body and reached out to catch a sense of the frayed ones. “1 don't
understand. There were daveswhen | went to the villip paddy.”

“They don't exist anymore. They are dead, or, | don’t know, somehow they have gone completely over
to the Y uuzhan VVong camp. Perhaps they accepted what they are becoming.” Luke leaned heavily on his
nephew. “We have to get to the ship.”

Jacen hugged hisright arm around Luke swaist. “What' swrong? Did they hurt you?”

“No, Jacen, it sjust that . . .” Luke' s chest heaved with exertion. “It’ sjust that using that much of the
Force, usng it that directly, isexhausting. A Jedi may be able to control and use agreat ded of the
Force, but thereisaprice, afearful price. Hurry, we haveto go, quickly.”

Jacen hudtled hisuncle dong. “Where arewe going?’

“WEe re going to where others need us, and we can't belate.” Luke stroked hisright hand across his
face, painting it with traces of Jacen’ sblood. “We re going to Dantooine.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Dr. Pace shook Corran gently awake. He blinked his eyes. “Y es, what isit, Doctor?’

She straightened up and pointed afinger back toward the excavation chamber. “ Jens has got something
on those beetles you brought back.”

“Redly? So soon?’
“She'sgood. What can | tell you?’

“I guess. Thanks. Give meamoment.” Corran dowly sat upright and pulled the soles of his feet together.
Snugging hishedsin as close as he could to his groin, he leaned forward, stretching out aching muscles.
Using Jedi techniquesto get rid of the pain was nothing, but that wouldn’t give him back the flexibility
tight muscles stole away. The hike back from the lake-bed village they’ d seen had been uneventful, and
Corran hadn’t minded Ganner’ s silent brooding. It gave him time done with histhoughts, and what he
was thinking demanded lots of brain swest.

In hisyears with the Corellian Security Force, he’ d seen plenty of cruelty. Among the criminal classes,
the strong tended to prey upon the weak, which really came as no surprise. In aworld where the only
rule was that the most lethal individua was a the top of the food chain, cruelty became asurviva trait.
Corran had seen the result of hideous tortures and casua cruelty. While dl of it had been horrible, none
of it quite equaled what he saw with the Y uuzhan V ong besting that prisoner to desth.

What got to Corran about the death was that the poor dave had clearly gone mad because of the
growths on him—and the growths were something the Y uuzhan V ong had caused to become part of him.
It struck Corran thatif the growths were meant to be used as ameans of control, one wouldn’'t want
those means of control to be something that eventually drove the dave beyond control. 1t would be akin



to fastening arestraining bolt to adroid that, eventudly, started issuing random commands that required
the droid to be destroyed.

From what he had witnessed, Corran began to get a sense of something €lse going on with the Y uuzhan
Vong and their daves. The abandon and apparent glee with which the two had killed the dave suggested
to Corran that this was something they looked forward to. It dmost seemed asif the smdl shellswere
presents that would unwrap themselves and give the Y uuzhan Vong a chance to indulge themsdvesin
something they found pleasurable. It aso seemed to be something beyond recrestion for them, which
disturbed Corran. While the growths were useful as ameans of control, they were aso meant to do
more.

It isasif the Yuuzhan Vong want to inflict pain and suffering just to see how long it takes for
their slavesto break and run. The problem thisidea gave Corran was that he primarily understood
davery intermsof greed. With adave, one got work with minima compensation to the worker—uvery
economica for the owner of the daves, especidly if the daves could be controlled enough that revolt was
impossible. Using the daves as agony enginesjust made no sense unless the pain in some way sustained
the Y uuzhan VVong or had some other significance for them.If thatis true, thisinvasion is going to be
wor se than any war of political or economic gain. Victory for the Yuuzhan Vong demands that
every sentient creature live in pain.

He shivered, then rolled to hisfeet. He pulled on hisblaster belt. Hislightsaber dangled at hisright hip,
justin front of the holstered blaster. He adjusted the belt until it rode snugly on his hips, then descended
through the passage to the excavation chamber.

In addition to Jens and Dr. Pace, Corran found Ganner and Tristawaiting for him. Ganner just glared at
him, whereas Dr. Pace turned to Jens and nodded.

The blond archaeogeneticist waved ahand a a holograph that showed images of al three beetles.
“Despite having only a couple of specimens of each beetle to work with, I’ ve been ableto figurea
number of thingsout. Mostly I’ ve been analyzing their excreta—"

Corran arched an eyebrow. “Bug dust?’

Jensrolled her blue eyes. “More than that. The sentindl beetle, the one that raised the darm about the
dave, isfairly unremarkable. The other two, though, areinteresting. The littlest ones are excreting a
compound that isbeing laced into the soil. Chemicdlly it’ salot less complex than stink, but its molecular
makeup is such that it bonds to the olfactory neuroreceptor sitesin the dashrats. It swhat is keeping
them away from that camp, since dl the dirt there, asfar asthe dashrats are concerned, is permeated
with gtink.”

“The beetles are making synthetic stink?’ Corran frowned. “That's some fairly advanced genetic
enginesring, ign'tit?’

Jens shook her head. “Not redlly. These beetles, along with alot of other life-forms—oursalves
included—have a symbictic relationship with microscopic organismsin their bodies. We might chew food
and produce acid that breaks it down further, but it’ sthe bacteriain our guts that takes complex
molecules and chops them up into things our bodies can absorb. They nourish themselves on the food we
provide, too, and give off waste products. In this case, some of the bacteriain the beetle’ s gut produces
this sinklike substance. Engineering a bacteriais much easier than engineering the beetle; they'rejust the
packaging for the bacteria”



Ganner nodded and pointed to the image of the middle beetle. “What doesit do?’

“I"ve been andyzing the gasesit gives off, and it is producing alot of carbon dioxide. The content of
carbon dioxidein the valey, based on the air in the sample bottlesthat you filled there, is elevated
beyond that of the rest of Bimmidl. If | had to guess, since you' ve reported the growths on the daves are
hard and rocklike, the elevated carbon dioxide content might be promoting growth of the things on the
daves”

Trigtabit at her lower lip for amoment. “If enough of those beetles were let [oose, could they raise the
carbon dioxide content enough to help the world retain heet during its outward orbit?’

The blond geneticist thought for amoment, then shrugged. “It’ s possible. | don’t have the sort of
planetary data needed to figure out how long it would take, but if these beetles are pralific in their
reproduction, it could happen. Staving off the winter would utterly destroy the ecosystem here, since
we d have moisture, but too little solar energy to let the plants grow. The shwpi come out of hibernation
early, the dashrats nab them, then the dashrats die of Starvation.”

Corran tugged at his goatee for amoment. “ Jens, you’ ve managed to use the equipment hereto
manufacture stink, and you know how to manufacture killscent, right?

She nodded.

“Could you, with the equipment you have here, create a bacteria that would, instead of manufacturing
that artificid stink, creste an artificid killscent?’

Jens shook her head. “We don't have the right stuff for making such abacteria. That would take alot
more specidized gear than | have here”

Corran dammed hisright fist into hisleft pam. “ Sith-spawn! If we could get the dashrats to overrun the
Y uuzhan Vong camp . . .” He pointed over at the corner where the mummified Y uuzhan VVong remains
had been recovered. “We dready know the little beasts have ataste for them.”

Jens sface brightened. “Oh, ifthat’ s what you want, no problem. The equipment | have herewould let
me create avirus that would infect the bacteria that produces the stink, inserting new genetic coding that
will make it produce killscent instead. For that matter, | can make another that will stop the carbon
dioxide concentrators, t00.”

Corran smiled. “ And could you produce avirus that would make the Y uuzhan V ong themselves exude
killscent?’

“Killer sweat? Possible. | can check the bones here for vird traces and work from them.” Jens positively
beamed. “Which onedo | start on?’

Corran was about to answer, then Dr. Pace dammed her fist down on the table with the hol oprojector
onit. “None of them.”

The older Jedi Knight blinked. “What?’

“She'll do none of them.” Pace stared hard and unblinking at Corran. “Unleashing such viruses could
trigger aworldwide cdamity that would dter Bimmiel forever.”



“Unleashing them will counter the Y uuzhan V ong attempt to do exactly that sort of thing.” Corran
pointed back toward the surface. “If the Y uuzhan V ong succeed in making changes to the ecology of the
planet, they will useit as abase to continue their conquest in our galaxy. We have to stop them, and
given the resources we have, using this sort of virusisour best bet. Jens can probably tinker with it so
extreme cold will kill it, destroying the viruses when the planet getsto the apex of its orbit.”

“Not tough at dl.”
Pace turned and pointed at Jens. “Y ou' Il do nothing of the sort.”

Trisaweighed into the fray. Y ou seem to think, Horn, that we' re somehow involved in your fight with
the Y uuzhan Vong here”

Corran’sjaw shot open. “ Y ou're up to your neck init. Best case hereisthat they’re just scouting.
Worst caseisthat they’ ve come to recover the body of alost explorer and you' re sitting right on top of
it. You dug it up, have measured and analyzed it. They might consider that some sort of desecration, and
they might be looking to destroy anyone who would do such athing.”

She shook her head. “Y ou don’t understand. We're just here to study thisworld. We are just
observers.”

“Oh,|l understand that attitude perfectly. | question whether or not the VVong will understand it or will see
the digtinction as significant.” Corran looked past her to Ganner. “Y our thoughts?’

“Dr. Pace and Tristaare correct. Y our plan could lead to a planetary holocaust that could render it
derile”” Ganner’scomment brought an adoring smileto Trista sface. “ Thereis another dternative.”

Tristanodded. “ There, you don’t need the virus.”
Corran’seyes narrowed. “ And that choiceis?’

“We go back and do what we should have done last night when you stopped me.” Ganner’ s hand
dropped to hislightsaber. “We stop the Y uuzhan VVong very directly.”

Pace got asour look on her face, and Tristal s face drained of color. “ Ganner, you can't take that risk.”

“Itiswhat | do, Trigta. You'reright. Y ou and the others here are not combatants. Enlisting you in this
struggle would compromise you and your beliefs. Corran and | will protect you as you make your

a:we.”
Corran turned back to Dr. Pace. “Y ou’ ve seen the flaw with his plan.”

She nodded. “Y ou can't kill al the beetles because you don't know how widely they’ ve been spread.
Even destroying the Y uuzhan VVong won't counter their work. Still, | can’t authorize this sort of action.”

“I understand what you' re saying.” Corran sighed. “I’d aso point out that, likeit or not, combatants or
not, you' redl right in the middle of awar zone. While | respect your position, we might do well to bring
everyonein here, tell them what’ s going on, and let them vote on what we should do.”

Dr. Pacefdl glent as she conddered his proposa. Corran purposely shut himself to the mixed emotions
pouring off her and instead stretched his senses out to encompass the whole of the cave complex.1f she



goes for the vote, gathering up the twenty people here and polling them won'’t take long.
Corran suddenly frowned. “Ganner, counting us, how many people are here in the cave complex?’

“Twenty.” The quick sneer on hisface dissolved. “But there should be twenty-two here. Two people are
missing.”

Tristashook her head. “No oneismissng. Vil and Dennajust went out to their meteorological station to
fix the antenna. They stopped getting data last night and headed out before you two returned.”

Ganner blinked at her. “ Y ou let people go outside, let them head away from the base?’

Her head came up defiantly. “ Oh, so only you Jedi are brave enough to escape dashrats and do your
duty? We ve been here dedling with thisworld’ s perils for longer than you have.”

Dr. Pace dug for acomlink. She switched it over to aparticular frequency. “Vil, thisis Dr. Pace.
Report.”

Only static came back through the open channel.

“Sthspawn!” Corran spun on the bal of hisright foot and started pacing. “If the VVong have found the
remote reporting station, they might have disabled it, given their hatred of technology. They could have
left something inits place, something that those two disturbed. The VVong come out and get them—"

Tristashook her head. “ Thereis no evidence to suggest—"

Ganner reached out and took Trista s shouldersin his hands. He turned her to face him. “1 find you
intelligent, passionate, and fascinating, but you know, aswell aswe do, that the chances are excellent that
your companions are now Y uuzhan Vong captives.”

“No, no.” She shook her head, lashing her shoulderswith black hair. “I never would have let them goif |
thought—"

Corran held ahand up. “Doesn’'t matter. Y ou let them go before we had proof the Y uuzhan VVong were
herein the present, not just in the past. We have a problem, and we have to dedl with it. Could be that
Vil and Dennawill come wandering back in with acomlink that had a bad power cell.”

Dr. Pace swallowed hard. “And if they don’t?’

“Someone will haveto find them.” Corran forced awesk smile onto hislips. “And | think | know where
our search will begin.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Mara s deteriorating condition had Anakin worried. She was being very brave and very strong, but she
wastiring more easily and had begun to withdraw. He could fedl her drawing on the Force more and



moreto sustain hersdf. It clearly fortified her, but demanded so much of her atention and concentration
that he was pretty sure she had no ideawhere she was or who he was achunk of thetime.

Hedid his best to see that she did not want for anything. He kept the camp clean and fixed all of the
medls. By observing the Dantari, he was able to find edible plants and spices, which he used to make
their bland rationsinto somethingdifferent, if not ways appetizing. Mara seemed to teke the failed
experimentsin stride aong with the good and livened up abit at mealtimes.

Tuber—which was the name Anakin had given the elder Dantari root trader—clearly had some
concerns about Mara. He kept bringing firewood but wouldn’t accept the last couple of roots Anakin
had. Instead they traded for other things—most of them being trinkets, which Tuber braided into his hair
to frame the button Mara had provided.

Anakin set out from the camp just after a supper that Mara had eaten listlesdy. She wandered back to
her cot and started degping again. He cleaned up, then saw his supply of firewood wouldn't last through
the night. It struck him as odd that Tuber had not yet appeared, so he headed down thetrail to the
Dantari encampment.

Hewas still agood five hundred meters off when a spike of pain reached him through the Force. He
thought immediately of Mara, but it didn’t have the fed he would have expected from her. He next
thought of Tuber, then caught an undercurrent of fear rolling out from the Dantari camp.

Anakin crouched in the lavender grasses and dowly made hisway forward. He smiled, putting into
practice dl the things Mara had taught him about moving stedlthily through the grasses. He could have
reached out with the Force to move branches that might crack underfoot or to smooth out grasses so
they wouldn't rustle.l would have done just that, but | don’t need to. | can save the Force for later.

He worked hisway in toward the camp, and twenty meters away he paused in the shadow of arock.
Looking past the boulder, he saw Tuber on his knees, bleeding from cuts over one eye and across his
chest. The Imperial crest there had been taken off in strips. It looked asif his captors had decided to flay
him. The Dantari’ s hands had been bound behind his back. The other Dantari likewise were on their
knees, dl looking drawn and terribly frightened.

And they had good cause to be. Standing before Tuber were two tal and lean Y uuzhan VVong warriors,
both wearing chitinous armor. One bore a staff that had aflattened end like a spear point. The other had
awegpon that looked the same, but was flexible and clearly functioned like awhip. The whip wielder
held the jacket button in hisleft hand, waved it under Tuber’ s nose, then snarled aquestion at him.

Tuber grunted aresponse.
The Y uuzhan Vong’ swhip cracked, and another wound blossomed on the Dantari’ s broad chest.

A coldness settled in Anakin's scomach. Without a doubt he knew the Y uuzhan VVong was asking where
Tuber had gotten the button. Clearly the Dantari couldn’t have produced it, and it was far newer than any
of the Imperia artifacts, suggesting to the Y uuzhan Vong that other people had been here recently. Tuber
was refusing to give the Y uuzhan Vong the information they wanted. He' sin trouble because we are
here, because we befriended him. There was no question in Anakin’ s mind that he had to do something
to save the Dantari.

For aheartbeat he dmost despaired. Here he was, afifteen-year-old Jedi apprentice. He didn’'t have the
experience afull Jedi Knight would have. Mara had experienced trouble killing one of the Y uuzhan Vong



on Belkadan. Saving the Dantari seemed impossible. It was atask that would overwhelm him.

Sze matters not. Despite Mara s having chided him for overusing Y oda s gphorism, Anakin knew it
applied now. Hisjob, asaJedi Knight, wasto protect those who could not protect themselves. He took
adeep breath, opened himsdlf to the Force, and felt it flood through him in away it never had before. It
was water to abeing dying of thirst; it was sunshine after days of rain; it was warmth after bitter cold. It
wasdl that and more.

Anakin touched the stone behind which he crouched, and nudged it with afraction of the Force flowing
through him. The five-hundred-kilogram stone ripped itself free of the ground and hurled itsdlf at the

Y uuzhan VVong. Dirt flew off it in clumps asit spun through theair. It hit the ground again, five meters
from itstargets, then bounced up and caught the staff wielder in hisflank. A crunching, crackling sound
came from beneath the stone, then the Y uuzhan Vong'sarms and legs beat out afurious but dackening
desath tattoo.

Sprinting forward from behind the boulder, Anakin drew hislightsaber and settled hisright thumb on the
trigger button. Helegpt up, then kicked off the boulder. He sailed through a high somersault that landed
him behind the other Y uuzhan VVong. Heignited hisviolet lightsaber and lunged, driving the point into a
circular depression on the armor, catching the Y uuzhan VVong just below the left armpit.

The glowing purple blade sank in deep. The Y uuzhan Vong' s pivot threatened to pull the blade from
Anakin's hand because the edges of the armor resisted cutting. The whip came about and cracked him
on theleft shoulder, shredding histunic and cutting him. He knew that the blow should have taken his
head off, and would have, save that the armor suddenly convulsed and congtricted. The joints stiffened,
restricting the Y uuzhan Vong' s movement. When the armor dackened, the warrior collapsed.

Hisamphistaff hissed and dithered away.

Anakin looked at the fallen Y uuzhan VVong warriors and began to tremble. He sank to his knees and
killed his lightsaber’ s blade. Somehow he’ d managed to kill two trained warriors—warriorsthat had
given Maratrouble.Granted, | got one with a trick, but the other . . . Heknew hisvictory should have
been impossible, but with the Force as hisaly, he had succeeded.

Anakin felt hands on him. Helooked up and saw Tuber standing over him. Somehow the Dantari’s
hands had been freed. Tuber handed him avincharoot, then popped one into his own mouth and began
chewing it. After aconsiderable amount of crunching, the Dantari spat athick paste of vinchaand sdiva
into his hand and started to smesr it on his own wounds.

Anakin nodded and chewed the root himself. It tasted bitter and puckered his mouth immediately. He
amost gagged as he swallowed some of it, but he could fedl the pain beginning to easein his shoulder.
He dabbed the paste into the wound, and the pain stopped amost immediately.

No wonder they value thisroot so highly. Anakin dapped ahand againgt hisforehead. And he
wouldn’t take my last ones because he expected me to use them on Mara. It wasn’t a coincidence
that we came to Dantooine. This stuff might not cure her disease, but it might be able to help her
fight against it.

Tuber pulled Anakin to hisfeet. The Dantari began to bellow ordersto the othersin hisband. They
began to gather their belongings and head for thetrail up to Anakin’s camp. Tuber wore abig smileon
his face and shouldered the bag of vincharoots.



Anakin shook his head. He knew these primitive people had decided, somehow, that he and Marawere
godlike beings who would protect them. Anakin wanted to believe that he could protect them, but he
knew that alowing them to travel with him and Marawould not work. “1t would be like me dlowing you
to build your housesin afloodplain. You d dwaysbein danger.”

Tuber looked down a him, puzzled.

Anakin knew what he had to do. He concentrated and gathered the Force to himsalf, then projected into
Tuber’ smind theimage of amountain valley with long grasses and vincha plants by the dozens. 1t would
be aplace of easy living, aparadise for the Dantari. And, even though Anakin thought he was
congtructing this place in his mind—cresting anilluson to fool Tuber—part of him knew the place was
very redl, and that he was seeing it asit appeared right that moment.

Anakin took quick stock of the sun’s position in theimage, the length of shadows, the position of
Dantooin€ slarger moon, then pointed off to the northwest. “ Go, there, in that direction. That will be
your new home. Follow the coast and you will find it.”

Tuber blinked, then reached out with ahand asif he were trying to touch the vision he' d been given.
Anakin took his hand and pointed to the northwest. “Go.” He gave the Dantari a gentle shove, then
managed to keep himsdlf upright until they crested asmal hill and disappeared from sight.

Anakin sank to one knee beside the Y uuzhan VVong he’ d dain with the lightsaber. The armor had another
smilar depression beneath the right armpit. Thin, feathery membranesfilled it, and Anakin decided that
the twin depressions must have been roughly akin to gills. The lightsaber had punched through the
vulnerable pointsin the armor and killed the Y uuzhan VVong. The armor’ s own death convulsion had
saved Anakin'slife by hindering thewarrior’ s attack.

It had been alucky shot, but he knew Luke would never accept that explanation. There is no luck, only
the Force.

Weary beyond what he thought the effort should have taken out of him, Anakin sumbled off dong the
trail back to his camp. He smiled because, had Maranot insisted he work without the Force, he wouldn't
have had the physica strength to makeit back up theincline. Thelittle aches and painsfrom his exercises
told him just how much farther he could go on, and he knew he' d makeit back to Mara.

Darkness had falen completely by hisreturn, and hisfire had been reduced to a glowing mound of
ash-strewn cods. He grabbed the remaining vincharoots and entered Mara s tent. She came awake
ingtantly, then dumped back on the cot. “What isit?’

“The Yuuzhan Vong. They're here.” He handed her avincharoot. “Here, chew thisand let thejuice run
back down your throat. Local medicine, really good.”

Mara swiped her hands across her eyes, then looked a him. “Y ou're hurt.”

“It' snothing, but we have to get out of here.” Anakin frowned. “1 think the Y uuzhan Vong have been
here since the start, scouting around. Maybe they’ re the source of your weakness, | don’t know. Maybe
their presence enhances things under their control, and your disease could be one of those things. Y ou
fet alink on Belkadan. Here, it ismore subtle since you aren’t in direct contact with the Y uuzhan Vong
or their things.”

Maranodded. “ That' satrend I' d like to continue.”



“Me, too.” He sghed. “I killed two of them, but | took them by surprise. It was dmost too easy, and
that hasmeworried.”

Marathrew back her blanket and swung her legs off the cot. “ That’ s good. Y oushould be worried. |
have afeding that deding with the Y uuzhan VVong will never bethat easy again.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

LeiaOrgana Solo looked over at the organized chaos going on around her and wished for more
organization and less chaos. TheRalroost and ahandful of freighters had arrived at Dantooine and
detected no Y uuzhan Vong shipsin the system or having followed them. The freighters and theRalroost
’s shuttles began taking refugees down to an equatorial continent that had dender land bridgesto the
larger northern continent and the southern polar one. Lavender grasses stretched out asfar asthe eye
could see, though the Signs of human habitation were beginning to hide them.

The freighters had dl picked up more people than they had suppliesto sustain on along run in toward
the Core. Dantooine had been agood jump for getting them free of Dubrillion, but the routes back out of
Dantooine were few and far between.

Lelasghed.If Tarkin hadtaken the bait, this world would have been destroyed, and then we’ d not
have had this haven to run to right now.

Her comlink trilled. “Organa Solo here. Go ahead.”

“Highness, the last group of refugeesis coming down from theRalroost . Now would be the time for you
to return to the ship so we can make our run to the Core.” Admira Kre fey kept hisvoicelow and even,
with just the hint of apurr toiit. “I know you thought this discussion closed, but | will have Magtersto
answer to on Coruscant.”

“And you think they’ll want me there telling them that I’ d warned them?’ Leiashook her head. “No
thanks, Admird. I'll remain here with the others. Y ou send us out help, and we' ll do just fine.”

“And if the Vong do follow us here?’

“ Abandoning the refugeesin that case will beworse.” She recaled that a previous group of refugees had
been transplanted here, then wiped out by the Empire.Not a good omen. “Have agood trip. I’'m sure
Senator A’Klawill be of help to you.”

“Hewould if he were coming. He' s piloting down my command shuttle with the last group. I'm leaving
you two companies of infantry and enough weaponsto arm anumber of the refugees.”

“I hopewewon't need it.”

“No morethan | do, | think.”



“Speed to you, Admira. May the Force be with you.”
“I'll be back with help, soon.”

Lelaswitched off her comlink, then smiled as Gavin Darklighter came walking over, with Jainatrailing
behind him. “ Good afternoon, Colond.”

“Highness. I’ ve taken the liberty of appointing my newest flight officer as aliaison between thethree
squadrons we ve got here and the civilian authorities, which | assumewill beyou.” Gavin pointed off
north, southwest, and southeast of the camp. “I’ ve arrayed my squadrons to establish something of a
perimeter. Our weapons are not meant for suppression of ground troops, but they do agood job of it.
Rogues have the north; two squadrons of uglies are splitting the south side of things.”

Leianodded and |ooked around. The main camp had been set up in adight depression at the heart of a
wide valley. “Doesn’'t seem particularly defensible here, doesit?’

“No, but sensor sweeps showed we can get water from fairly shallow wells. Folkswill be needing to
build shelters—nasty wesather isrolling in from the north—so we can get them to dig some trenches,
prepare some redoubts for defense, too. If the Vong are here, having the defenses will be good.”

“Andif they aren't, peoplewill grumble about having to dig.”

“Mother, these people are terrified. Having them dig will give them something to do.” Jainasighed.
“Having the freighters here in the middle of the camp will provide temporary shelter, and their guns can
cover peopleif we have to go up and vape some skips.”

Jaind s casud use of the phrasevape some skips sent ashiver through Leiaand made her regard her
daughter differently. It felt to Lelaamogt asif she' d been looking a one holograph of her daughter, dl
pretty and prim and young, and then someone had switched it for this new image.

Jainahad atouch of dirt on her face, and salt rings from sweat marked her flight suit’sarmpits. Her hair
had been pulled back into abraid and lacked the sheen of clean hair. Leiacould tell her daughter was
tired, but there was an energy in her eyesthat Leiarecognized al too well. Her own father—her adopted
father—had remarked on it in her eyes, when Leabecame involved with the Rebdlion.

She' s more grown than any parent wants to admit. Lelareached out to stroke her daughter’ s cheek,
but caught aflash of warinessin Jaina s eyes. She shifted her hand to land on Jaina s shoulder and gaveit
asgueeze. “ That'sagood point, Jaina.”

Gavin nodded in agreement. “We might have to move them around a bit to provide the best in
overlapping fieds of fire, but they should be pretty effectivein holding hostiles off.”

“Admira Kre'fey is sending troopers down, and lots of wegpons.” Leiashook her head dowly. “We
probably won't have any timeto train the refugees.”

Her daughter raised afinger. “ There have to be veterans of the Rebellion and even Imp service among
them. We sort them out, have them help organize the camp, and we || make it more defensible.”

“That will work, too. The grasses here aren’t very tasty, but they will suffice for most folks.” Leiasighed.
“That leaves only one other worry.”



Gavin frowned. “And that iS?’

“Maraand Anakin are supposed to be here on Dantooine. A sweep of comm frequenciesis negative for
any activity.”

The pilot shrugged. “If sheisherefor rest, they might not have their comlinks on.”

“That occurred to me.” Leiashivered. “1 can't fed them with the Force, ether. If they were dead, I'm
sure I’d have felt that. Their being cut off likethis, | don’'t know. It’s not good, not good &t all.”

Jainacovered Leid s hand with her own. “Don’'t worry, Mom. Mara s pretty smart, and Anakinisn't
gupid. I'm surethey’rejust fine”

Leialooked at her closgly. “ Can you fed them with the Force?”

A pained expression passed over her face. “A little, yes, in fitsand starts. Not enough to giveme a
direction, or I'd be out looking. It feds like Anakin, when hewas akid, playing hide-and-seek. When |
get him, he'sstrong.”

Lelasighed. “Let’ shope he remains strong, then.” And well hidden, especially if it’s the Yuuzhan
Vong seeking him.

The thunder crack from above had faded just enough for Anakin to catch the whirring buzz of the

Y uuzhan VVong wegpon arcing in a him. He pulled hisright shoulder back and twisted hisfaceto the lft.
Hefdt the fis-gze disk whirl past him, barely missing his cheek. It make asolid thud asit dammed into
the bole of atree.

A flash of lightning burnished asilver edge on the thing. Legs sprouted from the body and began to push
theright edge of its carapace out of the divot it had chopped into the wood. As Anakin had learned
through experiencein hisflight from Y uuzhan Vong hunters, the bug would free itsdlf, then fly off,
returning to the hand of the warrior that had thrown it at him.

Not this time. Anakin darted forward and smashed the butt end of hislightsaber into the bug’ s body.
The fragile wings shattered, and the body snapped in haf. Dark fluid oozed from the bug and began to
steam asraindrops hit it.

Repressing a shudder, Anakin turned back and started aong the torturous mountain trail. Thetrack he
was following wasredly just arivulet that had washed away dirt, leaving wet stones and roots to catch at
hisfeet. Reaching forward, he grabbed athick root and hauled himsalf up, then found Maralying there, in
the muddy runoff, her chest heaving.

Without saying anything he pulled a piece of vincharoot from his pocket, bit off half, and stuffed the rest
into her mouth. “C’mon, Mara, they'reright behind us.”

“They’re dways right behind us, ’ cept when they’ re ahead of us.” She started to get up, then stumbled,
pulling him down, too.

Two more of the razorbugs sailed past to stick in the ground. Anakin squashed one, then tugged Mara
to her feet. “Go, go.”



She scrambled up the next three meters, then perched on a stone for a second before darting forward.
He headed up after her. By the time he got to the top of the incline, he saw her legging it around a
leftward bend in thetrail. He pulled himsalf up onto that next section of trail and started running after her,
but something thumped heavily on thetrail behind him.

Anakin spun, igniting his purple blade as he turned. He parried a dash from an amphistaff and half
ducked under it. He lunged at the Y uuzhan Vong warrior’ s bely, but the armor held despite smoke and
water vapor erupting from the lightsaber’ stouch. Thewarrior legpt back, then whipped his amphistaff
forward. The weapon caught Anakin with astinging dash to the left forearm, further tattering the deeve
on that arm and the flesh beneathiit.

Anakin hugged hisarm to his chest, and the Y uuzhan VVong warrior laughed. His amphistaff became
rigid, and thewarrior roseto hisfull height, sanding there dl glorious and terrible at the end of the path.
He looked down at Anakin and said something that dripped with condescension.

The young Jedi’ s eyes narrowed, and the big rock on which the Y uuzhan VVong stood rolled back from
beneath the warrior’ sfeet. Thewarrior leaned heavily on his amphistaff, but the muddy ground gave way,
spilling thewarrior forward. He landed hard on his chest and face, splashing mud in dl directions. Ashe
pulled his head back and up, Anakin caught him with a snap kick that pitched him into the darkness.

The young Jedi doused hislightsaber and darted off aong after hisaunt. Hetried to fed her with the
Force, but she' d so effectively drawn it around her, using it to fend off the disease, that he could barely
detect her. He knew he had to register just asfaintly to her. He d been hoarding his own strength and
minimizing his presencein the Forcejust in case the Y uuzhan V ong were somehow using the Force to
track them. For three days they had been running through the mountains and had been pursued from
amog the first moment of their flight. They cut across Y uuzhan Vong tracks before they reached their
ship, so they knew theJade Sabre had been found and, if the Y uuzhan Vong hatred for technology
remained true, had been reduced to scrap.

Throughout the run they had been miserable. The rain had come on so quickly and poured so hard that
Anakin had wondered if somehow the Y uuzhan Vong controlled it or if he wasjust growing more and
more paranoid. The Y uuzhan Vong who hunted them seemed to take great delight in coursing them and
chasing them. The razorbugs congtantly flew from shadows, inflicting little nicks and dices. Hisarms and
legs burned from cuts and fatigue. His robes, which were leaden with so much rain and mud, seemed
more holes than they were cloth.I’ m pretty much reduced to my body and my lightsaber.

Around theturn thetrail broadened out. Tal stones, set like teeth dong the edges of thetrail, channded
him toward an overshadowed pathway. Tdl trees eclipsed the night sky—though really only blocked his
ability to see the lightning-spitting thunderheads. Mara sagged againgt one of the plinths, then gavehima
quick smile and fingered awet strand of red hair avay from her cheek. Tattered and torn asbadly as he
was, and sick and exhausted, she still managed to have defiance play in her eyes.

Her head came up, and her eyesfocused beyond him. He spun, barely a dozen metersinto the clearing.
Behind him were three Y uuzhan VVong warriors. Two moved right and | eft, leaving the third to come
graight on. They came dowly, cautioudy, and he wondered why.Any one of them could break mein
half.

Something in their wariness as they gpproached brought it al home to him. They are here because of
me. | slew two of themin my first encounter. All the single warriors who' ve come to face me have
gone down. | haven't killed any more since then, but perhaps | disgraced them.



Anakin didn’t spare aglance over hisshoulder. “Mara, they want me. It'samatter of honor for them, |
think.”

“They may want you, Anakin, but they’ll deal with the both of us.” He heard her lightsaber hiss behind
him, pouring blue highlights onto the Y uuzhan VVong and their wet armor. “Light your blade. I’ ve got left.”

“No, Mara, run.” Hefdt acold calm coming over him as he brought his hands together on the hilt of his
lightsaber. He knew, without any doubt at al, that he would not survive afight with three of the Y uuzhan
Vong. The Force had been with himin hisfirst encounter, and al along the way.Just be with me one
more time, so Mara can escape. One moretime.

He thumbed hisblade dive. The energy rod glowed with aviolet intensity. He held it forward, with the
hilt near his belly and the blade pointing down at the ground. He brought hisright leg forward, knee bent;
and he planted his|left foot. He could see dll three of them and nodded to each in succession. Nodding
again to the centrd figure, Anakin impatiently flicked his blade up a centimeter or two, inviting the
Y uuzhan Vong onward.

The centermost warrior began to whirl hisamphistaff over hishead. Lightning seared white-hot edgeson
hisarmor and dong the amphigtaff. The Y uuzhan Vong started forward, and Anakin feinted toward him,
kicking alump of wet sand in hisdirection. The warrior retreated a step, then his companions hooted at
him.

All of asudden Anakin knew exactly what he had to do. He knew the proper series of steps he had to
move through to save Mara. Without giving it any conscious thought, he dlowed his body to flow through
the choreography that came to him through the Force.

Pivoting on hisright foot, helunged at the Y uuzhan VVong on hisright. That warrior legpt back, only to
dam himsdf into one of the plinths. Asthat warrior sumbled to the ground, Anakin dodged to hisleft,
taking a step toward the centra warrior. Because his earlier move had exposed his back to the left
warrior, that Y uuzhan Vong had driven at him. Anakin reversed his grip on the lightsaber and stabbed it
backward past hisright hip, impaling the dien warrior on the blade.

The Y uuzhan VVong' sarmor held, preventing him from being opened up, but he did double over from the
force of the blow. For his part, Anakin used some of the collision againgt the blade to drive himself
forward. Herolled into a somersault, then spun to the right and brought his lightsaber around in a
waist-high cut that caught the center Y uuzhan VVong across the thighs. Armor sizzled and cracked, but
stopped the lightsaber from dashing through flesh and muscle. Instead he cut the legs out from under the
Y uuzhan Vong, dumping him to the clearing floor.

Anakin lashed out with afoot, catching the fallen warrior in the sde of the head. Thewarrior’s head
snapped to theright, but the Y uuzhan Vong till gathered hislimbs beneath him and heaved himself to his
feet. Anakin cut to the left, to kick the Y uuzhan VVong' s amphistaff away, but the wegpon coiled and
gruck at him. Then the Y uuzhan VVong scythed hisleg through Anakin's ankles and dropped him to his
back.

Anakin dashed at the Y uuzhan Vong' slegs, but thewarrior legpt above the cut, then came down with a
foot heavily on Anakin’ sright wrist. Pain shot through it, and the boy was certain he' d heard something
snap. Hishand went numb, and hislightsaber flew from hisgrip.

The Y uuzhan Vong towered above him. Thewarrior’ samphigtaff dithered itsway up thewarrior’sleg,
then onto hisright arm. It stiffened, and the warrior raised it above his head. Muttering words that



sounded solemn and thankful, the warrior whipped the amphistaff down in acut that would cleave
Anakin open from crown to navel.

If it landed.

The snap-hiss of Luke Skywaker’ s green lightsaber interjected itsdlf into the fight. The verdant blade
caught the descending amphistaff beforeit could strike. The blade did in dong the amphisteff,
evaporating water asit went, then dipped up and dashed through the Y uuzhan VVong' sarmpit. The
warrior screamed, then spun away.

Off to the left, Jacen Solo legpt down from one of the plinths, landing on the Y uuzhan Vong warrior
below. Jacen’ sfeet hit the warrior square in the back, driving him facefirst into the ground. The Jedi
dammed the butt end of hislightsaber againgt the base of the warrior’s skull, then darted forward to
engage thelast Y uuzhan Vong. Jacen legpt above alow dash, then side-kicked the warrior in the gut.
The Y uuzhan Vong flew back into aplinth, then did down into a gap between two of them.

Jacen helped his brother up while Luke ran to Mara. Anakin reached out to use the Forceto pull his
extinguished lightsaber to him, then bent down and scooped it up with hisleft hand. “ Jacen, how did you
find us?’

Jacen shrugged and nodded toward Luke. “He knew when and where to be to find you two. He had a
vison, and it led him to Dantooine. We might not have been able to pick the Y uuzhan VVong out with the
Force, but plenty of the wildlife here in thisforest scattered from them, so we headed for wherelife
waan't”

“Huh. | never thought of that.”

Jacen touded his brother’ s sopping hair. “ Ah, you'rejust akid.”

“Don’'t give him ahard time, Jacen.” Maraleaned heavily on her husband, and Anakin could tell Luke
wanted to pick her up, but she'd have no part of it. “He got methisfar. If he hadn’t been taking care of
me, I’d be dead.”

Luke nodded solemnly at hisyoungest nephew. “I can’'t begin to thank you enough.”

“Sure you can. Take us back to Coruscant.”

“Can't, but we will get you to your mother.”

Anakin looked down at his muddy, blood-soaked robes. “To Mom? | thought | was being thanked
here”

“You are, and will be.” Luke pointed toward the north. “ Ship’snot far from here.”
Maragave Luke akiss on the cheek. “At least we' || be away from Dantooine.”

“Actudly, wewon't.”

Marafrowned. “But you got herein aship, one capable of making the trip from Belkadan.”

“You'reright, wedid.” Luke nodded camly. “It' sjust we can’'t |leave Dantooine yet. Leiaand some



Dubrillion refugees landed here on the continent to the southeast. Aswe were coming in system, we saw
abig Y uuzhan Vong ship sending troop carriers down, and it seemsthey found that continent as
hospitebleasLeladid.”

Anakin winced. “Out of the firefight, into the carbon freeze.”
“Pretty much.”

The youngest Solo sighed. “ So, if you had avision that brought you here, do you have avision that
shows how thingswill turn out down to the southeast?’

“AsYodasad, thefutureis congtantly in motion, so thisvision might not betrue.” Luke sface becamea
stedd mask. “It'sjust aswell, because that vision did not have a happy ending.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Lelareached out and brushed hair from Anakin’sforehead, then moved away from her deeping son.
They' d found clothes for him easily enough, so helay there attired in bits and pieces of uniformsfrom
severd of the freighter crews. Leiaimagined that the offers had comeinitialy because of the traders
respect for who Anakin' sfather was, but asthe story of hisflight with Marainto the mountainsto the
north spread through the camp, many viewed the boy asahero in hisown right.

Shetook onelast look a him, lying there, with asmall glow lamp casting golden highlightsinto his dark
hair. Some bruising discolored hisface, and scratches marked his forehead and neck, but otherwise he
looked remarkably hearty. She’ d watched a 2-1B droid work on him cleaning and closing avariety of
cuts he’ d earned in his running battle with the Y uuzhan V ong. Bacta patches had been used on the cuts
and abrasions. When the droid set hiswrist fracture from thefina fight, alight splint to help immohilize
thewrist was all that Anakin needed. Leiaknew Mara had been smilarly cut and wounded during their
escape and had been treated by droidsfor her injuries. Leia awaited word from Luke on Mara's
condition.

Leiaducked her head beneath the edge of the tarp used to fashion asimple lean-to shelter for Anakin,
then held it up as R2-D2 rolled in to keep an eye on the boy. She smiled at the droid, then let the tarp
flop back down. The sun had not yet risen, but the winds from the north were picking up. She could see
distant hints of clouds on the far horizon and assumed that by the next afternoon the showersthat had
plagued the northern continent would sweep down on them.We go from being hungry and miserable
to wet,hungry, and miserable.

Elegos gpproached her and offered her aration bar. “ It would not do for you to faint from hunger.”
“Well, that ration bar will certainly kill my hunger.” Lelaaccepted it gratefully. “ Anakinisdeeping. |
don’t think he had much more than a couple of hours while on the run. If they’ d not had the Force to

udainthem...”

“Y our son must be very strong in the Force to have done what he did.”



“Yes, | think so0.” Leiafelt acold shiver run down her spine. “He's so brave and was determined he' d
not let his uncle down. He would do anything to make L uke proud of him.”

The Caamas’ s eyes dowly closed. “Perhaps you fear that with so much of the Forcein him that, if
frugtrated, he might follow the path of his namesake.”

Leiaglanced down, not daring to voice the answer to that question.

Elegos kept hisvoice low and soothing. “1 have wondered, in the past, why you chose to name him after
your father?’

She sighed. “My father, Anakin Skywa ker—not Darth Vader—turned againgt the Emperor and wasthe
agent of his death. He atoned for the evil he had done—perhaps not al of it in the eyes of some, but he
prevented future evil being wrought by the Emperor. Part of me wanted to name my son for him to
redeem the name. At leadt, that iswhat | told mysdlf.”

“Y ou have cometo think differently onit now?’

Leialooked up at him. “Y ou Caamas are fortunate in that you can share memories between you. | have
no clear memories of Anakin Skywa ker—and my memories of Darth Vader are ill the Stuff of
nightmares. | know that | contain part of Anakinin me, and | think it isthe good parts of him that came
through in Luke and me. But, | dso know the darker parts of him are there, or could be there. In naming
my youngest son for him, | was putting an innocence behind that name. All thethings| saw in Anakin, |
could imagine having come from his grandfather, through me.”

“Y ou sought to purge your fears of Darth Vader and what you inherited of him by looking a Anakin as
being what your father could have been and perhaps once was?’

She nodded. “Does that make any sense?’

“It does, very much. Countless are the parents who, because they were disappointed in their own
parents, vow to bring their children upright . Perhaps you are trying to prove to yoursdlf that under
different circumstances your father never would have become Darth Vader.”

“Y ou see a problem with that—"

“Asdoyou.” Elegosamiled a her carefully. “1f you didn’t, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“If | ever figure out how you get into my brain and present me with problems | don’t want to consider,
T A | I

“You'll havelittle need for me, and my work will be done.”

Leiareached out and took Elegos sright arm in her hands, then walked beside him asthey strode
through the camp. “I’ [l dways have need for friendslike you.”

“I"m honored.”
“Y ou should be more afraid. My friends tend to get into trouble.”

Elegos gestured broadly with hisfree hand. “Like this?”



“Pretty much.” Lelanodded at afew people, then looked up at the Caamas. “I placed quite a burden
on Angkin, didn't I, by giving him that name.”

“He s strong enough to accept that burden, Lela. He has you and the Jedi to sustain him and keep him
on the straight and narrow.” Elegos patted her hands with hisleft hand. “Had he abent for the dark side
of the Force, he would have availed himsdlf of it to save Mara Jade. HE' s young, yet he has courage and
intelligence. Thisisatimethat will demand both. When the Y uuzhan V ong come, the daughter on both
Sdeswill be staggering.”

Lelafdt adight shudder course through Elegos. “For apacifist like you, this hasto be horrible.”

“Itishorriblefor everyone, those who redlize it and those who do not.” The Caamas shook his head.
“Werethereaway to save this off, | would try to avert it, but the Y uuzhan Vong seem content with
probing and attacking. We don't know why they are here or what they want. We don't know if we can
reason with them, and the fact that they seemed to play with Anakin and Mara does not bode well for
our being ableto reach mutual agreements on anything.”

“I find that frugtrating, too. | believe in negotiating when possible, but when an enemy refuses, we have
little choicein how to dedl with them.” Leiafrowned. “Where will you be during the assaults?’

“Y our brother has consented to loan me Artoo, so | will be in the command shuttle, using the laser and
blaster cannons.”

She stopped and swung around to face him. “But, from what you' ve said, killing will creste amemory so
horrible you will never forget it.”

The Caamad’ sreply came cold and solemn. “There will be no forgetting what will happen here, not for
me, not for anyone who survives. The only thing that would makeit worseis knowing that | did nothing
to stop the daughter. | can and will take responsibility for dealing desth—and perhapswill fill arole that
means otherswill not find themsalvesin that unenviable pogtion. If | cannot spare mysdlf that discomfort,
| can take solace in what | spare others from.”

“Y ou know that’'show | fed.”

“Y ou’ ve proved it many times, and now your children show this courage has bred true.”

“I guessit has.” She gave Elegosasamile. “ So, when you' re out there shooting, just am abit high sowe
don’'t get in your way.”

Luke dowly seated himsdlf on hiswife' s bunk aboard theCourage . When her eyesfluttered open, he

raised afinger to hislips. “1 didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It' sokay.” Her voice came a bit hoarsaly and remained awhisper. “I’ ve been deeping too much
lately.”

“Y ou've been under alot of gress. Theillness. . "

She nodded dowly but not weakly, and that heartened L uke. Even when he' d found her closeto
complete collgpse there in the mountains, she would not let him carry her and even made awesk attempt



at demanding that she be alowed to copilot the blastboat. She refused to admit defeat or acknowledge
any weskness.

Lukefound thisagreat comfort, and it took him amoment or two to determine why. His aunt Beru had
been utterly unlike Mara save in one aspect: She was ahardened survivor. Living on Tatooine required
that of people. If you were inclined toward being soft or weak, the desert world dried you out, sanded
you down to your bones, then buried you. Everyone he had known as he grew up had prided themsalves
in defying the planet every sngle day, and that inspired in him an appreciation of that survival sense.

Maradrew asmal bottle from the shelf at the head of the bunk and drank some water. A droplet
coursed down from the corner of her mouth. She tried to get it with a swipe of her hand, but missed.

Luke leaned forward and brushed it away with afinger. She caught hishand in hers, then raised his
fingersto her lips. She kissed them, once, then clutched his hand againgt her breastbone. “1 never
doubted | would get out of those mountains. When | saw you . . . | thought poor Anakin . ..” Her grip
tightened on hishand. “I’m so thankful you saved him.”

“Theleast | could do for hissaving you.” Luke sighed. “1 should have known better than to have you go
to Dantooine. Ithor isfarther back from the Rim. It would have been safer.”

Maraspped abit morewater. “Would it?’

“What do you mean?’

She scrunched the pillow up behind her and pulled hersdlf into a semigitting position. “The Y uuzhan
Vong were at Dubrillion and Belkadan. They are here at Dantooine. My guessisthat they’ ve hit other
worlds, too. Either scouts or lots of troops. The whole of the Rim could be down.”

“You'reright. We don’t know how far they’ ve penetrated the galaxy. If they are asfar aslithor .. .”
Luke shuddered. If the Y uuzhan VVong could reach Ithor, they would have carved afairly wide swath
through the galaxy and would be in a position to threaten many of the key Core worlds. Conquer them
and the New Republic’ s economy would die. If that happened, the New Republic’s congtituent states
would begin to look to each other for support, and the New Republic would fragment.

“If they are asfar asIthor, we' re going to dieright here, because there will be no help coming for us.”

“WEe renot going to die here.”

“|sthat avison?’

“A hope, actudly.” Luke sighed. “WEe ve got a decent defensive perimeter set up here, with heavy
wegpons placed well. We can hold out for awhile.”

Her green eyesdl but glowed. “For how long? The refugees were brought here because the shipsdidn’t
have enough suppliesto last for the journey from Dantooine to other civilized worlds. Do we hold on until
food gets critica? What if the Y uuzhan Vong attack and daughter enough people that food isn't a
problem anymore?’

“I don't know. No oneisthinking like that right now.”

Mara arched an eyebrow at him. “No oneis, or you aren’'t? Y ou think your sster isn't?’



“Maybe sheis, but | have other things—" He smiled as he looked down at her. “Mara, you're my
primary concern here. | love you, and your condition is not good. | spoke with Anakin, and he said you
were getting weaker.”

She nodded. “1 was. Anakin suggested the disease responds to something having to do with the
Y uuzhan Vong.”

“Y ou said you felt a connection between the disease and the beetles on Belkadan.”

“Yes, | did. | fed adistant one here, and | know I’ vefdt it before.” She sighed. “ That’snot why | was
getting weaker, though.”

“No?" Lukefrowned. “I don't understand.”

“Neither did | until the Y uuzhan Vong found us and we started running.” Mara stroked the back of
Luke' s hand with her thumb. “ After the events on Belkadan and Dubrillion, I did need to recover. You
wereright to send me away to do 0, but we both made the mistake of thinking alittle rest would

become acure. Thisdiseasefedsasif it isdowly cutting me off from the Force. Only by drawing the
Forceto meam | ableto combat it, and this is where we made our mistake.”

“I"'mnot surel follow.”

“It' stwisted, but you'll get it, my love.” She smiled and kissed his hand again. “ The Force, asyou have
defined it, isan energy field that surrounds us, penetrates us, and binds uswith al things.”

“Except, apparently, the Y uuzhan VVong.”

“That exception aside, when we are able to access the Force, it makes us stronger. We are able to draw
power fromit.”

The Jedi Master nodded. “ On Belkadan, | drew on the Force very little except when | needed to rescue

Marasmiled adoringly at him. “I do want to hear the story of that fight, Luke.”
“When you are rested.”

She shook her head. “No, that’ s the problem. I’ ve had too much rest.”
“Mara, you're having ahard time Sitting up. Y ou need morerest.”

“No, I need to get back to who | am and how | interact with the Force.” She snorted a quick laugh.
“Y ou remember me when wefirst met?'Y ou remember how | was?’

“Trying to kill meto comply with the Emperor’ slast command.”

“Right. Luke, I'm afighter. I’ ve dways been afighter. The few timeswhen | have been at leisure, I've
been miserable. | want challenges, | crave them. As nice and peaceful asit was up north here, it lulled
me, dulled me, took the edge off. Anakin madeit so | had no needs, and Dantooine—before the

Y uuzhan V ong—had nothing more dangerous than big thornsto worry about. | was wasting away, trying



to conserve my strength, al the while turning away from the means |’ d used in the past to tap the Force.”

Maragazed up into Luke' s eyes, and he could fed their persona bond and connection strengthening. He
got past the fatigue to theimage of Marathat existed deep in the woman’s psyche. ThisMara, strong of
limb and sharp of eye, wore armor, sported blasters, and looked like someone who could take a Death
Star apart from the inside out.

“That'swho | am, Luke. When Anakin and | had to run, | felt exhausted, physically, but | was stronger
inthe Force. | was ableto repair some of the damage the disease had done. | redized that’ s the most
ingdious nature of the disease. Many people, when they become sick, retreat to their childhood and
being helpless. They abandon who they have become and their placein the web that isthe Force, then
the disease seversthose final connections and they die.”

Luke watched for amoment, then frowned. *“ So you' re telling me that no matter how tired you are, that
letting you fight againgt the Y uuzhan V ong will make you stronger.”

“Aslong asI’mfighting, I’'m not dying.”

He shivered. “I'm not sure | like the cure, but | like the disease less”
“You'll let mefight?’

“Despite my being a Jedi Magter, | don’t think | could stop you.”

Maralaughed, and the rich sound of her voice poured like balm into Luke s ears. * Other men could
have said that, but none of them would have meant it. | an so glad | found you and didn’t kill you.”

“Both of those things thrill me, too.” Luke glanced at a bulkhead chronometer. “I don’t know when
they’ [l come, but you might want to deep until then.”

“I think I’ d rather spend the time with my husband.” Mara reached up and grabbed a handful of Luke's
tunic, then pulled hisface down to hers and kissed him. * Stay here with me. Tell me astory of Belkadan
and aJedi Master with two blades. Spending time with my husband is the best medicine on Dantooine,
and | will gladly take as much asyou can spare.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

Corran didn’'t mind the sting of sand against hisface as he stared out toward where the wind had begun
to unbury theDalliance . Stretching out with the Force, he could fed Ganner and Trista degp insgde the
ship. Though the distance muted their emotions, the fact that he detected anything more than just their
presence meant they were probably locked in acharged conversation. Not surprising, Snce everyone's
mood was charged since the fate of the missing students had become clear. Corran and Ganner had
trekked out to the meteorologica station and found the place amess. Supplies had been scattered dll
over, and four sets of footprints led away from the station. There could be no other conclusion: Vil and
Denna had been captured by Y uuzhan VVong warriors.



The scrape of boot on rock focused Corran’s attention back locally. “Y es, Dr. Pace?’
“I hate it when you do that. Y ou could at least look at me.”

Corran glanced back over his shoulder. “Forgive me, but you are avery strong presencein the Force.
Besides, your leather-soled boots make a particular sound. Y our students wear synthetic solesthat are
virtudly slent.”

The woman pursed her lips, then nodded. “Neat trick that, but | think this mission of yourswill take
more than tricks. Are you sure you know what you' re doing?’

Corran laughed for amoment, then shook his head. “ One of your students, one of the ones captured,
accused Jedi of being able to see into the future. Sometimes visions do come, but not for me, not now. |
don’t know if what we will do will succeed, but | know we can’t do anything less.”

Pace frowned. | ill don’'t likethewholething.”

“Thewholething?’ Corran pointed toward severd fiberplast equipment crates at the mouth of the cave.
“Y ou took to packing up the VVong artifacts quickly enough. Y ou’ re even abandoning equipment to do
0."

“It was old anyway, and | have abudget surplus. | spend it or don’t get as much next year.” Shefolded
her arms across her chest. “Y ou know what | mean.”

“Perhaps | do.” Sincethe capture of the two students, Corran and Ganner had reconnoitered the alien
village each day. As nearly asthey had been able to determine, the Y uuzhan VVong were there taking
samples of thelocd floraand fauna, aswell as searching for something. They herded the daves out and
st up search grids. They poked and probed the sand for things, and Corran wasfairly certain that what
they wanted resided in the crates.

The students had determined that Bimmie’s magnetic field shifted from timeto time, which meant if the
Y uuzhan Vong were using old measurementsto find the cave, they would be off abit.Of course,
capturing Vil and Denna means they have a direct line to us. Corran was actualy surprised that the
Y uuzhan VVong had not come for them yet.

In their scouting missions Corran and Ganner had managed to determine anumber of things. Firdt, they
knew the two students were being held in the large shell. They were not in good shape, but their sensein
the Force had not yet begun to diminish. This everyone took asagood sign.

The prisoners, on the other hand, had deteriorated. The Jedi witnessed no more murders, but the
number of daves shrank dl the same. The growths became larger, and the pain the daveswerein wasdl
that much more obvious. There seemed to be very little peace for them at night.

Corran had seen only the two warriors and began to assume there were, in fact, only two of them. He
knew that was a dangerous assumption, but he clung to it because if there were more, there just was no
way the rescue mission could succeed. Hefdlt, deep down, that they would succeed, at least partialy,
and helet histrugt in the Force reinforce his bdlief about the number of Y uuzhan V ong they would face.

Ganner had seized upon Corran’ s belief about the number of Y uuzhan Vong and used it to grind on him.
The younger Jedi reminded him again and again that if they had just acted that night, none of the students
would have been in danger and they could have dl been away from Bimmid along time since. Corran



countered that Y uuzhan Vong reinforcements could have arrived if the two stationed on the world didn’t
report regularly, making thingsworse, but he knew that was a sham argument.1f they were reporting to
off-world sites, more Vong would already be here because of the discovery of humans.

Helooked at Dr. Pace and let his shoulders dump abit. “We have been over dl of this, | think, and |
understand your protests over parts of the plan. Ganner and | will dip into the camp and liberate your
students. Trista has learned enough about flying the freighter that she'll be able to handle getting it that far.
It' shigger than a blastboat, but her experience piloting one of them should suffice. Shelacesthe village
with stuff you' ve been synthing up, Ganner and | get out of there, and we leave.”

“Yes, weleave. .. Weleave the davesbehind.” Pace' s eyes narrowed. “When we spray the areawith
the virusthat will change the bacteria, we' Il aso be dumping an incredible amount of killscent. From your
reports the dashrats actually have tunnels running under the village basin. When the kill scent gets down
there, they’ll come up and will be everywhere. The daves don’t stand a chance.”

A chill writhed up Corran’s spine. “I know that, and | know we' ve asked you to trust us, to trust the
sense Ganner and | have of the daves. They’re dying by little bits and pieces. I’ ve never felt anything
smilar through the Force, but | know they’re very sick and won't survive.”

His head came up. “And you know we can't take them with us. We don’t know what the growths are,
how they are spread. For dl we know, it's an infectious disease, and the Y uuzhan Vong have set up this
village as something we can rescue folks from. They intend usto bring plague carriers aong with us. If we
do, we will do an incredible amount of harm to the New Republic and its people.”

“But what if Vil and Dennaareinfected?’
Corran Sghed. “That’ sthe crux of it, isn't it? 1’ ve been wrestling with it myself.”
“And your decison?’

He glanced out at the distant ship and the two figures dowly walking back toward the cave. “If they are
sck, we have no choice but to leave them.”

“And if we can curethem?’

“Y ou want to risk aplanet on that chance?’ Corran tapped his own chest. “I don't. | remember the
Krytosvirus. | know how devastating that can be. If they areinfected, they don't makeit off Bimmidl. If
they aren’t, we get them out and into evac suits on the freighter. The same goesfor Ganner and me, just
to safeguard you againgt the chance that we do develop a problem.”

“And, if you do, you expect usto space dl four of you?’

Corran turned and looked at her. “'Y ou know, Doctor, some choicesjust aren't easy. Spacing Ganner
might bresk Trista s heart. I’ ve got awife and kids, and | think they’ d not be too pleased at my dying;
but when | have to choose between my desth and the potentia death of billions, | know which isthe

better choice. | serve the Force, and the Forceislifeitsaf. It doesn’t make the decision easy, but it
makesit eeser.”

Pace snorted, then shook her head. *Y ou make it sound so smple.”

“From one point of view, itis.” Corran sghed. “1 doubt, though, the Vong share that point of view, o



thisisgoing to bejust plain hard and painful.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Jaina Solo sat huddled and anonymousin the midst of the pilots gathered for Colonel Darklighter's
briefing in the main cabin of Senator A’Kla sLambda -class shuttle,Impervious . Despite the colond’s
relaive youth, he was one of the oldest people in the room. Jainafound it disturbing that many of the
pilots tended to be closer to her age than not, and she had the fedling that one who had piloted an ugly
was her younger brother’ sage.

In addition to the pilots from Rogue Squadron and the two squadrons of uglies, the pilots for the various
freighters had joined the briefing. Elegos sat forward of them and off to the Sde, asif he were more an
observer than a participant, despite the fact that his shuttle had been tasked with moving to a point
position directly in line toward whichever direction from which the Y uuzhan Vong staged their attack.

Gavin nodded to Mgor Varth, and she keyed up a holograph of one of the coralskippers. “Y ou’ ve seen
skips before and have engaged them in space combat. We have no ideawhat sort of role they will play in
ground support of an attack, but their plasma bolts will undoubtedly kill folks who get in the way of them.
Our job will be to engage the skips and keep them from their ground-support role. That’s our primary
mission and will belong to the Rogue and Savage Squadrons.”

The Savage pilots nodded and dapped each other’ sbacks. The uglies had been divided into new
squadrons here on Dantooine, with Savage being made up of uglieslike clutchesthat had shields. The
Rogues had referred to the squadron as Salvage Squadron at first, but the pilots proved game so the
Rogues didn’t rib them too much. The fact is that we know they’re likely to take a lot of casualtiesin
the coming assault. Their ships aren’t capable of handling the wear and tear ours are.

The other squadron, designated Tough, consisted of the less powerful ships, including those armed with
ion cannons or lacking shields. Gavin turned toward those pilots, dl of whom had donned red scarvesto
givethem arakish ar—and it worked, even for the Gamorrean aft gunner in an old shieldless Y -wing.

“Y ou will be given aground-attack mission. Aswe pull the skips off, you can harry the ground troops.
We have no ideawhat, if anything, they have as ground transport. Taking anything big out will be
important, and you should use proton torpedoes or concussion missiles on them, but only with avery
specific attack strategy.”

Magjor Varth hit some keys on her datapad, and the static holograph shifted to an animation. The
best-guessideaof a'Y uuzhan Vong ground vehicle—shown as agiant beetldike creature moving on
thousands of little fest—moved dong dowly asatrio of shipscamein at it. Thefirst two made strafing
runs, coming in high and spraying flicker darts over the vehicle. Thethird fighter camein low and drilled
one proton torpedo at the target. The Y uuzhan Vong vehicle used black holesto pick off the laser darts
and let the proton torpedo through. The missile detonated, lifting the beetle and cracking it in half before
dumping it back on the ground in pieces.

Gavin hdf smiled. “Again, we don’t know what VVong ground craft will look like. We used a beetle
because we know they use beetles. Regardless of what they look like, theideaisto overwhelm them
with laser fire, then drive atorpedo into the craft.”



The purple striping around Elegos s eyestightened. “ Colonel, forgive me, but is not this strategy based
onwishful thinking? We have no idea how many dovin basas such ground vehicleswould have. It could
be we would be wasting torpedoes.”

Gavin nodded wearily. “1 agree, but the chanceto kill alot of Vong isworth that chance. Moreover,
whatever heavy weaponry that thing is packing could hurt us, so we have to diminate them.”

Something clicked in the back of Jaina s brain. She raised ahand.
“Hight Officer Solo?’

“Forgive me, Colond, but something you just said combined with what the senator said. The gravitic
anomaly the dovin basal createsjust sucksin the proton torpedo and crushes it down, preventing
detonation or containing it.”

“That iswhat we think happens. We think containing the energy may exhaust the dovin basa, which is
the rough equivdent of overwheming ashidd.”

“Right, that' swhat | thought.” She amiled abit. “What if we don’t makeit easy for the dovin basdsto
contain thet energy?’

Gavin frowned. “I don’t understand what you' re saying.”

“Okay, what I'm thinking isthis: If we reprogram the proton torpedoes and concussion missiles so that
they’ re getting targeting data from our ships on aconstant basis, we could have them detonate
prematurely when agravitic anomaly is positioned to intercept them. The missles go off, rleasing al that
energy. The black hole might suck abunch of it in, but the rest could damage ground troops, or other
vehiclesthat don’t have black holes up on that side. The shock wave from the explosion would certainly
knock troopers down, and the heat might ignite things.”

Gavin ran ahand over hisbearded jaw. “It does alow usto do some damage regardless. Pilots would
have to hold their ships on target for abit, though, which could make them targets themselves.”

Major Inyri Forge raised ahand. “In ground-attack mode atorp isn't going to take that long to reach the
target. A couple of seconds—no more.”

One of the Tough pilots nodded. “We could aso dave our missilesto targeting data coming from some
of the freighters. We pop up, ddiver the missiles, then scoot away or line up another shot. If we vector
shotsin over densaly packed troops, we could do serious damage.”

The leader of Rogue Squadron nodded. “As a plan modification, it's smple and works. Good. I'll get
dicer droids coding up asim for this strategy and see how it runs. Y ou freight pilots are going to need to
seeif you can modify your sensor packages to provide the telemetry our missiles need, but that shouldn’t
be hard. Y ou'll be shooting your guns by hand, though, since your sensorswill be occupied—at least, at
range. When the Vong get close enough that we won't be torping them, you really won't need sensor
data, but you can haveit.”

Gavin chewed hislower lip for amoment. “Look, al of you, thisisnot going to be an easy fight.
Normdly we pilots get to cloak oursalvesin tradition and the romance of single combat amid the sars.
The kind of snubfighterswe pilot killed the Degth Stars and have downed lots of Imps and pirates. We



often take pride and even solace in the fact that those we face in combat are our equalsin skill. It safair

fight.

“Thiswon’'t even be close to afair fight. Once we scrape fighter cover off the ground troops, we' Il be
daughtering them asfast aswe can. Scatter shots from the lasers may only burn paint from afighter, but
they’ Il broil awarrior in asecond. It will not be pretty. What it is, though, isnecessary .

Gavin nodded toward aviewport that |looked out over the refugee camp and the fireslit to stave off
night. “1t’ s necessary because those people out there aren’t warriors. Many of them might have blasters,
but if they ever haveto firethem, it' s because we' ve falled. Safeguarding those people, adults and
children dike, is more important than our survival. That doesn’t mean that you should be stupid out there,
but courage will sometimes demand you be alittle lessthan coldly rational and sensible”

He snapped to attention and brought hishand up in asalute. *'Y ou know your duty. Get Smtime, get
sack time, and be ready. When they come, we have to stop them. Nothing more, nothing lesswill do.”

Jacen stood behind one of the dirt-and-fiberpl ast-debris breastworks thrown up around the camp. His
watch had ended a couple of hours earlier. He' d gotten something to eat and tried to lie down to deep,
but remained wide awake. He returned to the line and sent another man off to tuck children into bed. If
I’mgoing to be miserable, at least | can help others not be the same.

The events of the past week had confused Jacen terribly. Hisvision had been incredibly red, yet when
he went to follow it, he' d run into disaster. Theimage of hisuncle moving into the Y uuzhan VVong camp,
widding twin lightsabers, ill played through his head. He d known Luke Skywalker dl hislife, and had
acknowledged him hisMaster, but until that point had never redlly seen Luketheway othershad. Luke's
greatest triumphs had been accomplished well before Jacen had been born, so he dways knew Luke
was alegend, but never had away to seewhy he had been alegend.

Thedisplay he had put on had impressed Jacen, as had his uncle' sweakness after the display. It seemed
to age Luke terribly to have used the Force so directly. Once on theCourage, the autopilot had been s,
and Luke retreated to meditate and recover from the ordedl, leaving Jacen to tend to the cut on hisown
face. The youth lifted a hand and touched the scab, which was the one tangible reminder of how close he
had come to becoming a'Y uuzhan VVong dave.

Without it, I might not believe what had happened.
“Don't pick at the wound, Jacen. If it getsinfected, you could end up with anasty scar.”

The young Jedi Knight turned and gave Danni asmile, despite how the expression tugged at the scab.
“A scar would make me more dashing, don’t you think?”

She cocked her head to the side and looked at him, then pursed her lips and shook her head. “Y ou
don’t need it. Y ou're perfectly handsome as it is—provided you get rid of theworry in your eyes.”

Jacen blinked. “Not worry, just confusion. And it shouldn't be that evident, unlessyou're reading me
through the Force.”

“I have been practicing what Jaina has shown me, but I’ ve mostly been focusing on light lifting and
keeping my fedingsto mysdf.” She hugged her arms around her middle. “In becoming attuned to the
Force, I’'m suddenly aware of how doppy folks are with their emotions. Some people are just buckets of



emotions, doshing dl over the place”

Jacen reached out through the Force and could fed atingle of fear over Danni. Y ou're keeping things
to yoursdlf pretty well, though fear shouldn’t be one of them. Fear leads to hate—"

“I know, it' sastep on the path to the dark side.” She exhaled dowly, then moved up beside him on the
rampart and stared out into the darkness. Thefirdight flashed gold from her hair. “ They had me once,
and | don't want to betheir prisoner again. | couldn’t stand it, | just couldn’t.”

“They don’'t make agood impression on their guests, do they?’

“No.” Sheturned to look at him, haf her face hidden in shadow. “I wish | could be brave like you. Y ou
joke about being aguest.”

“It'sjoke or cry, Danni.” Jacen leaned forward on the breastwork. “Y ou know being braveredly isn't
that much of atrick. Most of thetime courageisjust ignorance of what’ sredlly going on. | didn’t have
time to be scared, and you didn’t redlly, either, when we were escaping. Y ou weren't, then, when it
counted.”

“But | am now. | just fed fear everywhere. It' sdl over.”

Jacen dowly nodded. “There salot of fear in the camp, yes, and some out there.” He pointed into the
darkness. “Y ou can probably fed it. It saweird buzzing in the Force. Uncle Luke and | learned to
associate it with Y uuzhan Vong daves. The Y uuzhan VVong do something to their daves. I'm assuming
that whatever troops they send againgt us, the first wave will be daves of some sort. They will be
expendable and let the Y uuzhan Vong test their methods againgt us without killing too many Y uuzhan
Vongwarriors.”

“Do you think wewill win?’

He shrugged. “I don't seethat we have achoice. | could say yes, but if I'm wrong, we'll not be around
to discussit.”

Danni raised an eyebrow. “No hint of the future through the Force?’

“No, and I’'m not sureI’d believeit if therewas one.” Jacen sighed heavily. “1 don’t know whét to think.
Two weeks ago | thought that the only way for meto reach my true potential as a Jedi wasto retreet,
become a hermit, work on my connection with the Force. Now | seethat thereis aneed for me as a Jedi
to help people. | can't tell you how good it felt to be able to save Mara and Anakin. Out there the Jedi
might be held in contempt, but here the few of us are being looked upon as saviors. When my uncle
wanders through the camp, you can fed pride and hope swell. There are kids using sticks and making a
buzzing sound as they duel with mock lightsabers. It may just be people grasping a any hopein so dark a
time, but being able to provide that hope makes mefed good.”

“S0 you accept that a Jedi has respong bility beyond his relationship with the Force?’

“I’d not thought about it in exactly thoseterms, no, but | guess|’d haveto answer yes.” He shifted his
shouldersuneasily. “Still, | wonder if I’ d somehow had a stronger relationship with and understanding of
the Force, I’ d have been able to know where my vision went wrong. Uncle Luke saysthe futureis
congtantly in motion, so the vison might have been correct right up to the point when it wasn't because of
something someone ese did. If it had goneright, we might not have been here and able to save Maraor



Anakin, so | have no argument with how thingsturned out. Still . . .”

“Still, you want to have a better grasp on the Force. If it isthe path you are to follow, you want to learn
how thetrail isblazed.”

Jacen turned toward her and smiled. “| guessthat’sit, yes.”

Danni nodded, then coiled a strand of blond hair around afinger. “Perhaps that path you seek isjust like
the future, congtantly in motion. Perhaps this stretch demands you provide hope to these people, and
another will let you go off on your own. When you come to adecision point, you can leave off one path
and head out on another. Only your past experience can guide you.”

“Yeah, and | don't have that much experience, do 1”?” Jacen shook his head. “It sounds asif you've
thought alot about the Force.”

“Not the Force, just life. I've had to choose courses, too. Wedl do. | could have stayed on
Commenor, gotten married, had children, but instead | applied to the ExGal Society and got posted to
Belkadan. If | survivethisorded, perhaps| will get the chanceto revisit that sort of decision.”

Jacen fdt the hint of aflush on hischeeks. “Y ou want to get married and have children?’

“If theright man comesaong, it spossible, yes.” She shrugged. “With dl that’sgoing on, | don't really
know if | can trust my emotions. Gratitude, fear, curiosity—all these things are mixed up in me.”

“But thereis no one you are seeing?’ Jacen felt the question hang in the air for a second, then crash
down all leaden to the ground. He knew it was ridiculous for awoman five years older than hewasto
even give him asecond glance, but . . .She did say | was handsome. . . Still, she sees me as a boy,
I'msure. ..

“Romance was pretty much apart of my lifethat I'd deferred until later. Perhaps later isnow, | don't
know.” She gave him aamile. “Were you abit older, or me abit younger, and circumstances atogether
different, I don’t know. | mean, | have fedingsfor you, Jacen, but they're all mixed up with everything.
Y ou' re so thoughtful,, bringing me the holographs and mementos from Belkadan. Y ou can’t know how
that made mefed ..."

“With dl that’ sgoing on, you don’t trust your fedings?’

Danni nodded. “Liquids under pressure don’t boil when they should, and emotionstend to act the
oppositeway. | think you are wonderful, and | treasure you as afriend. Anything else, well, asyou said,
the futureis congtantly in motion.”

Jacen fet atwinge of hurt. Growing up at the academy, he'd certainly had his share of crushes on other
students, but Danni was the first woman he' d been attracted to outside of that setting. He agreed that
having been pressed into close quarters with her in arescue cgpsule had certainly gotten them acquainted
with adegree of physica intimacy that wasn't usudly associated with first meeting someone. He' d
entertained his fantasies about her, but also realized they were as much tied up with the traditional
romance of ahero saving adamsdl in distress asthey were anything else.Reliving how my father met
my mother . . .

Her gaze searched hisface. “I’ve hurt you, haven't 17’



“Jedi Knights do not know pain, Danni.” Jacen gave her abrave amile. “Intimeslikethis, afriend trulyis
atreasure. Given what is going on here, and with my life and yours, being friendsis probably the best
thing possblefor us.”

She reached up and stroked hisright cheek with her left hand. “ That’s a very mature answer, Jacen.
You'revery specia indeed.”

“Thanks, my friend.” Jacen sighed and turned to focus on the darkness. “ Friends tend to bring the best
outinme”

Anakin stopped as the door on the cabin used by Maraand his uncle Luke did open. Luke emerged
and smiled at his nephew. “ She' sresting for the moment.”

The boy nodded. “1 won't disturb her.” He pointed back over his shoulder down a passageway. “I’ll
jus—

“I"d likeit if youwould walk with me, Anakin.”

Anakin caught adightly distant tonein hisuncle€ svoice and recognized it immediately. “ Y es, Uncle
Luke.” He dropped into place ahaf step behind Luke, on hisleft. Anakin had learned that wasthe
proper position for aright-handed apprentice; that way, if he were to draw and ignite hislightsaber ina
doppy way, hewouldn’t accidentally bisect hisMagter.

Luke glanced a him and grinned. “I’m glad to see you up and around. The Y uuzhan Vong did their best
to carveyou up.”

Anakin shrugged. He could il fed bacta patches affixed to some of the cuts; the superficid wounds
were not serious enough to warrant acomplete dunking for him. “A Jedi knows no pain, Master.”

“But aJedi knows gratitude.” Luke stopped, then turned to his nephew and rested his hands on
Anakin’' s shoulders. “Y ou did awonderful job taking care of Mara. She'stold me all about it, and | am
very proud of you. | never thought sending you with her would demand so much of you. I’ m ashamed to
say thatif | knew what was going to happen, | might not have sent you. Now | anglad | did.”

“| wasn't going to fail you, Uncle Luke. | wasn't going to fail Aunt Mara.” Anakin shrugged and hooked
histhumbsin hisbelt. “1 just did what my mission required. I’'m sorry | couldn’t save theSabre or the
blasters and other thingswe had onit. If I’ d thought—"

“No, Anakin, no reproof. What you did was the best that could be expected.”
“Y ou' re being too generous.”

Luke shook hishead and gazed down at his nephew in away that sent athrill through Anakin. “When |
had avison of where you would be and where we would find you, | knew that amillion different things
could change that future. If you had faltered just a step, if you had paused or thought to quit, Jacen and |
never would have been able to save you. Y ou did exactly what you needed to; thistime, aswell aswhen
you saved your father at Sernpidal. And your willingnessto make that last and for Mara. . .”

The Jedi Magter lifted hischin. “1n that moment you blazed so brightly within the Force. . . you were
dazzling, and try their be<t, they never could have struck you down.”



“Wow.” Anakin blinked. “I mean, thank you, Master.”

Lukelaughed lightly. “Asyour Master | am grateful for your actions as a Jedi apprentice. And you have
my persond gratitude for your saving my wife. Unfortunately, thisis not the sort of Stuation where
ceremonies are easly arranged.”

The boy drew himself up as straight and astall as he could. “Magter, this gpprentice merely asksthat he
be dlowed to fight a your sde.”

Luke stroked Anakin's hair. “Don't think of that asareward, Anakin. Wereit within my power, | would
make it S0 you never again had to fight. Standing and killing, risking your own life—thisis something I’d
prefer none of us ever had to do. | will et you fight by my side because, truth betold, this Situation
demandsit. | will also have you fight because | know, no matter what the Situation, you have the heart
and theintdlligence to do whatever needs to be done to safeguard others.”

Anakin felt athrill shiver through him. “That sounds likeareward.”

“Not from my point of view.” Lukesighed. “1 guesswe'll just have to convince the Y uuzhan Vong that
my point of view istheright one, so they’ll redize thereis no reward for their actions.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Night had fallen thick and hard before the first warning was sounded. The troopers Admira Kre fey had
sent down to help out with the Situation had set up remote sensor pods that picked up the infrared energy
the Y uuzhan VVong gave off. Once the first darm came through, two TIE-wings from Tough Squadron
went up for aquick recon of the areawhere the sensors had reported movement.

Gavin had watched the TIE-wings take off and head south. They became distant pinpoints of light to the
naked eye, but stuated in his cockpit, he was able to follow them on his primary monitor. He listened to
their comm chatter and heard one pilot’ s voice strain as he saw along column of Y uuzhan Vong coming
in.

Out there, fiveto six kilometers distant, reddish ground fire reached up toward the fighters. They were
ableto avoidit fairly easily and still managed to report back what they saw. “Multiple contacts,
command. Ground troops on foot, aswell astwo large vehicles and twelve smaller ones. Gravitic
anomalies and plasma cannons on the big ones, plasma cannons on the smaller ones. Air contacts coming
on now. We're scooting.”

Gavin hit abutton on hiscomm unit. “ Thisis Rogue Leader to dl Rogues. Light them up. Theenemy is
out there, and we' re going to pulverize them.” He keyed in hisignition sequence and waited for his power
and weapons systems to go green. “ Catch, monitor base tactical frequency and flash the button when
thereisan emergency.”

The droid warbled apositive reply.



Gavin shunted power to his repulsorlift coils, then nudged the throttle forward. Once he was up and
moving, he clicked the switch that locked the S-foilsin combat position and ruddered the fighter around
to 180 degrees. “ Oneflight on me.”

Multiple clicks came over the comm channd to acknowledge his command. Catch started painting
multiple enemy contactsin the air ahead of them.Looks like they have two squadrons of skips up. |
have to like the odds and just have to hope we can make the best of them.

He quadded up his lasers and dropped the aiming reticle on one of the skips harassing areturning
Tough. Gavin hit the secondary trigger, spewing out ahail of red energy darts. “Tough, break port.”

The ugly cut to Gavin's starboard, and the skip swerved to keep on the TIE-wing' stail. Gavin ruddered
around to starboard and kept the skip in hissights. At the same time Nevil sprayed the skip with scatter
shots, Gavin hit the primary trigger and sent one full-power burst of laser fireinto the skip. The black hole
being used to pick off the Quarren’ s shots did warp the flight path of the bolts Gavin had triggered, but
managed only to draw them in toward the dovin basal creating the black hole,

The bolts hit and burned through the cora skipper’ s sony flesh. Something evaporated in aburst of
steam, then the skip’ s aft began to drop. Seconds later the last of the laser bolts burst from the other side
of the craft. For ahalf second the skip hung in the air, its nose pointing skyward, then Nevil’ s second
flicker-shot barrage stippled the skip with glowing red points. One must have hit adovin basd, killing it,
because the skip then plummeted from the sky and crashed unseen into the ground below.

Ahead of Gavin the sky lit up like the Coruscant cityscape during a celebration of Liberation Day.
Plasma bolts arced into the sky. Laser bolts, both red and green, aswell as blueion bolts, danted down
toward the ground. Hashes of color illuminated the two huge shadowy shapes moving through the night,
but Gavin could not make out much in theway of detail. He amost asked Catch to switch him over to
ground-attack mode on his sensors so he could get an idea of what the Y uuzhan V ong were bringing to
assault the base, but incoming fighters demanded his attention.

And they’ Il get it. He spitted one on hisaiming reticle and tightened up on the trigger.My undivided
attention.

The nervous anxiety of the pilots woke Lukefirgt, but the roar of the snubfighters taking off guaranteed
to keep him awake. He pulled atunic on, then looped his lightsaber belt over his shoulder before
emerging from histent. He watched the fighters head south and, just for amoment, wished he could be
up therein onewith them.Once again, with Artoo behind me, rolling through a dogfight.

He shivered, knowing that such remembrances were not quite the thing a Jedi Master should dwell on.
An effinity for combat was anecessary evil, but one that could be tolerated only when a Jedi held himsdlf
back and used it only to defend people. Seeing the line between offensive action and defensive was, at
the best of times, difficult, but as he watched deepy people emerge from tents, rubbing their eyesand
beginning to murmur, he knew whereit lay inthis case.

Mara appeared a hisside. “Where do you want me?’

The urgency in her voice belied the weariness on her face.

“Y ou want the honest truth?”’



Mara hesitated for amoment, then nodded. “1 trust your judgment, Luke.”

“Good. | want you to find Leia. She' s going to be running around herding the noncombatants. Right now
| need you to be there and back her, so we don't get any grief from them. | know you want to be—"

Marareached out and touched afinger to hislips. “I said | trusted your judgment. | trust you will have
me where you need me, and if | am needed el sewhere, you will let me know.”

Luke reached out and pulled Marainto afirm hug. “1 love you very much, Mara. For thisand for
everything dse”

“I know, Luke.” Mara pulled her head back a bit, then rested her forehead on his, noses touching.
“Each of usdoing our partswill defeat the Y uuzhan Vong. Count on it.”

“I do.” Lukekissed her and held her asif it would be the last time, then reluctantly let her dip from his
ams. “May the Force be with you.”

“And you, my love.” Shewinked at him and backed away toward the center of the camp. “When you
need me, I'll be there.”

He nodded, then jogged out toward the southern perimeter. He quickly found Colone Bril’ nilim, a
Twi’lek in charge of the New Republic troopers, scanning the distance with apair of macrobinoculars.
L uke sensed frustration coming off the commando leader, so did nothing to disturb him.

The Twi’ lek turned and offered him the vision device. “ Perhaps you can see something morethan | can.”

Luke waved the macrobinoculars away. “ The Y uuzhan Vong are out there, but that’ s obvious. The
troops are likely dave forces they want to bear the brunt of the casuaties. Where do you want me?’

Bril’ nilim pointed over toward the southeast. “Y ou, I’ d like there, your nephews off to the southwest.
Let me know anything you fed that isodd, and | can send scouts out.”

“Asordered, Colonel.” Luke turned and found his nephews hanging back a bit. “ Did you hear?’
Jacen nodded. “Yes. Anakin and | go over there, you're over here. We report whatever is odd.”
“Right. No going yoursdvesto investigate, understand?’

Colond Bril’nilim'’ slekku twitched as he came around. Y ou better understand. No heroics. My troops
will shoot things they don’t understand, and a Jedi sneaking around will be one of them. Got it?’

“Yes, gr,” thetwo young Jedi Knightssaid in unison.

Luke and the colonel exchanged smiles. “Good, get to it. | like having three Jedi on my line. | just hope
none of uswill have to see too much action.”

“Tough Seven here. | could use some cover on my attack run.”

Jainaclicked on her comm unit. “Rogue Eleven on you, T-sev.”



“Thanks, Sticks”

The Jedi pilot rolled her X-wing up on the port stabilizer and came around on a heading that put her to
starboard of the X-ceptor heading in a the ground formation. The TIE interceptor wings on the X-ceptor
Spat laser darts past itslong X-wing nose, scything down rows of Y uuzhan Vong troopers. Though Jaina
could not see much in the green light from the lasers, she could make out that none of the Y uuzhan Vong
troopers broke or ran. They also seem small to me, stockier than | thought the Yuuzhan Vong were
from what Jacen described.

A cordskipper came around and vectored in on the X-ceptor. Jaina shoved her stick forward and
gprayed red laser splinters at the skip. It immediately sprouted avoid that sucked in most of the laserfire.
Jainakept her ship coming on hard and loosed a solid quad burst in the midst of a spray, which caused
the Y uuzhan VVong pilot to shy off. As he broke to her port, sherolled to port and leveled out in T-sev’'s
aft.1 don’t like being shielding, but | need to give himthis shot.

Fire blossomed from the X-ceptor’ s nose as a proton torpedo squirted out. Jaina bounced her ship up
after the launch and gained abit of dtitude. Below her the torpedo streaked straight at the first moving
mountain shadow, then it exploded into abrilliant silvery bdl that lit up the night.

The X-wing's canopy flash suppressor engaged immediately, cutting out most of the glare but il
allowing her to see what was going on at the point of the attack. The torpedo had detonated shy of the
target by about one hundred meters, and avoid had gobbled up alot of the energy, but what little it
didn’t consume wrought havoc on the ground. The energy evaporated soldiers, diminating whole
companiesin the blink of an eye. Othersit scattered like toys beneath avengeful child’ sfeet. The shock
wave toppled severd of the smaller vehicles, which looked to Jainalike bony armored domes mounted
on brush-brigtlecilia. Severd rolled onto their backs, with their little legswaving in the air, while others
that had their ciliaflash-fried ground to a halt.

Most impressive, however, had been the larger vehicle at which T-sev had amed. Like the smaller
crestures, it had abony-plate armor. Along its spine, and at points on the flanks, hornlike growths jutted
out. Plasma bolts shot from these horns, and while she couldn’t tdll if the horns could swivel, enough of
them pointed in any one direction to be able to scour the skies of fighters.

She shuddered, as the whole thing looked to her like one giant, armored dug sprouting thorns.

Jainarolled hard to starboard, then sidedipped back to port before triggering aburgt at the thing, which
she arbitrarily decided to cal arange—short for mountain range. A void snapped her shots up, and the
range launched plasmain her direction. She juked her way clear of most shots and heard the Static of her
shields absorbing damage from the others. Her sensors reported other gravitic anomalies, which she
assumed were dovin basals trying to take her shields down, but her compensator sphere had been
expanded to fend off that sort of assaullt.

She pulled up and throttled forward into the battle above the convoy. As sheinverted her fighter to
climb, she saw other ground detonations of proton torpedoes. It looked to her asif they had also gone
off prematurdly, which killed alot of troopers and toppled the little creatures. She was glad to know her
drategy would have some effect, but she feared it would not be enough.

“Sparky, what' s the distance between the most forward and most distant ground explosions?’

Thedroid scrolled the answer up on her secondary monitor.



Jainashivered. The distance made the Y uuzhan VVong column at least five kilometerslong. It doesn’'t
matter how well we shoot. If we can’t knock out the ranges, there is no way we will stop the
Yuuzhan Vong from reaching the camp. And, when they do . . .

Lela dtarted as she felt ahand on her shoulder. She turned quickly and dropped a hand to the blaster she
wore on her hip, but Mara bodied her back against the hull of the freighter in whose shadow they stood.
Lelagtared at her for amoment, then raised her free hand to her own throat. “Y ou scared me.”

“Sorry. Luke sent meto find you, stay with you.”
“Areyou sure? Shouldn’t you be—"

“Resting?’ Marashook her head. “Never did like being helpless, so here | am. What are you doing out
here?’

Leiajerked athumb toward the camp’ s northeast perimeter. “ People have been coming in to the center
of the camp, but acouple of families from out here have not. | wanted to check onthem. . . | was
heading out, and then, | don’t know, | got afeding. . .”

Mard s head came up, and she peered off past the edge of the freighter. “ Something wrong?’
“Nothing likethat.”

Maranodded, then unclipped her lightsaber from her belt. “Y ou got nothing at dl, right?’
“What?’

Mara pointed at one of the tents. Movement was plainly visbleinit, but as Lelareached out with the
Force, she could senseno lifeinit. “ That' simpossible.”

“Not quite.” Maradarted forward, and her blue lightsaber extended itself in asizzling line. She dashed at
the guylines holding the tent up. It collapsed over threefigures for a second, then they clawed their way
free of thered fabric.

Thetrio of Yuuzhan Vong warriors stood there for amoment, looking tall but, because of what they
wore, hardly like the lean figures others had described. A pale pseudoflesh covered them save for the
clawsthat projected through it and where it hung like a hood back off their heads. They had aso pulled
on clothes. At their feet, revealed by the shredded folds of the tent, Leia saw three naked bodies,
covered in blood.

In an instant she knew what had happened. Some of the Y uuzhan VVong had dipped into the camp, had
killed refugees, and were using ooglith masguers to make themsel ves appear to be human.If others have
mixed with the real refugees, innocent people might be slaughtered. The desireto run off and raise
an alarm warred with her seeing the three warriors turn to face Maraand her lightsaber.l have to protect
the people, but | can’t leave Mara. What am | going to do?



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Huddled in the rocks within sight of the Y uuzhan VVong camp, Corran glanced over at Jens. The student
tech sat with her back to abig rock, her knees drawn up, with ablocky remote balanced on them. She
flicked a couple of switches on the device, and asmall spherica probe started to hum asit rose from the
ground. An antennatelescoped up, and asmall suite of sensors deployed themsalves from the bottom.

Corran nodded to her, and she sent the probe arcing around to the |eft, to come in at the camp from the
north. Thelittle black ball floated gently down into the camp. It circled severd of the smdlest shells, then
darted directly toward the midsize ones. In front of the one that housed the two Y uuzhan Vong warriors,
Jens used a strobe to flash the area, then started the sphere retreating to the north.

The two warriors boiled out of their shells and pointed at the probe. One dashed back into his shell,
returning with weapons, armor, and the Y uuzhan V ong equivaent of sandshoes. He dressed himself while
gtill watching the probe, giving the other one achanceto runinto hisshell and arm himsalf. When he
returned, the two of them began to stalk off after the probe, which had disappeared into the dunes north
of the lake bed.

Corran looked at Jens. “Keep them occupied. Once we enter the large shell, get Tristaup and flying.
She'll be herein five minutes. She laces the area with the killscent bombs, picks you up, and gets us out.
If we arenot out in that time, consider us dead and get going. No questions, right?’

Jens nodded. “Good luck.”
“Thanks, you too.”
He looked past her to Ganner. “Ready?’

The younger man nodded and vaulted himsalf up over aboulder. Corran cut around the stone that had
hidden him and ran as best as his sandshoes would alow. Ganner reached the safe sand first and bent to
hit the quick release on his bindings. He dropped the sandshoes there and sprinted toward the big shell.
He brought hislightsaber to hand, but didn’t igniteit.

Corran kicked himsdlf free of his sandshoes, but scooped them up with hisleft hand. He ran after
Ganner and reached the large shell only a couple of steps behind him. Corran tossed the sandshoes aside
at the entrance, then pulled hisown lightsaber. Heleft it unlit, but his right thumb hovered over theignition
button.

Ganner had paused ingde the large shell’ sthroat. The walls and floors—every surface, redly—were
smooth and varied in color from adark ivory to asoft pink. Darker gray spots dappled the walls at
various points, but Corran could discern no pattern to them. The walls so seemed faintly luminescent,
but he dlowed as how that might just be sunlight somehow pouring through the shell.

Ganner stalked forward and down aset of stepsinto the main chamber. Off it ran anumber of tunnels
that Corran assumed led to other smaler chambers, dl of which made him wonder what sort of creature
had grown the shell. While the flooring was very smooth, it wasn't particularly dippery. The only sound
they heard came from their own breathing and the rasp of sand benegth their boot hedls.

The grand chamber opened up asthey came around a curvein the stairs. Ganner gasped and took a
step back. Corran’s eyes narrowed, but he made himsalf step past his aide and onto the main floor. He



looked at the two students and really hoped they were dead.

The two of them hung from racks, bound ankle, thigh, and wrist. Their heads remained lower than their
feet, and their limbs were locked rigidly. Both men had been stripped of clothing. Little maggot-white
crablike creaturesthe size of a sabacc deck walked across their backs, pinching them with little claws, or
digging needldlike appendagesinto their flesh. Little bloody rivulets striped the men’ sflesh and colored
thefloor.

Beneath them something that looked like more like atongue than adug dowly moved acrossthefloor,
cleansng it of the blood.

Corran reached out with the Force and got a sense of the students. They werein alot of pain, but their
sense within the Force was coming through strong and unadulterated. They might have been beaten up
and tortured, but they were not yet dying.

Ganner stepped forward and waved ahand in Vil’ sdirection. The pinchersflew off his back and
smashed into thewall. They descended into aglistening, dimy pile at the base of the wall. Ganner ignited
hislightsaber and pulled it back for ablow that would clip one of the rack arms off, partidly freeing Vil.

Corran caught aspike of pain from Vil and held his hands up. “No, Ganner, wait.”

“Wedon't havetimeto wait, Corran.”

“The pain spiked in him after you cleared off the pinchers. Do the samefor Denna. Seeif the samething
happens.”

Ganner nodded, and the pinchers on the other student flew off. Pain spiked in Denna, and Corran caught
the reated tightening of the arm restraints. “I thought so. The rack kegpsthem in acongtant level of pain.”

“Why?
“I don’'t know.” Corran stared at Ganner with disbelief. “We re dealing with Vong logic here. | don’'t
know what they are thinking or why they do what they do. We just haveto find away to get these guys
out of these restraints.”

Corran’s comlink buzzed. “Horn, go ahead.”

“Jens here. The Y uuzhan Vong are headed back your way. They stopped chasing the probe.”

“Not good. Buzz them. Do something to attract their attention. We need sometime.”

“Y ou won't have much. Trigtaisinbound.”

“ Sthspawn!” Corran’ s nogtrilsflared. “No timeto play, no timeto think.”

Ganner raised hislightsaber again. “We cut them free.”

“And if one cut won't do it? The restraints tighten and pop their ams out of their shoulder sockets or
tear them clean off. No good.”

“What do we do?’



Corran raked fingers back through his brown hair, then stepped up to Denna and stabbed his stiffened
fingers deep into the man’ sarmpit. Through the Force, he could fed ajolt of pain running through the
man. He also saw the rack’ srestraints dacken dightly.

“That’sit. They're being held in acongtant level of pain. If the rack sensestoo much, it lets the pressure
off. We have to put them in more pain, alot of pain, to get the rack to rel ease them.”

The younger Jedi frowned. “How? Beat them up? Break some bones? Stab them with lightsabers?’

“It would do thetrick, but it would kill them, obvioudy.” Corran smiled grimly. “I will just have to make
them think they’rein pain.”

Ganner’ s head came up, and he gave Corran arespectful nod. “Ah, yes. Get to it.”

“Not that easy.” Corran began to roll up hisleft deeve. “It will take somework.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Ever broken alimb?’

Ganner nodded. “My leg.”

“Y ou remember it hurt, right?’

1] YS.H

“But you don’t remember howmuch it hurt. The mind islikethat. Y ou forget theredly sharp pains so
you' Il continue going on. Women forget the pain of childbirth or we' d al be only children.” Corran
sghed. “1 can project pain into them, but I’ ve got to fed it to get it right.”

“How?" Ganner’ squestion came very tentatively.

Corran moved between the two racks and stood facing Vil, with Dennabehind him. *Y ou face Denna.
When the machines dacken fully, you' ve got to make one cut, get therestraint straps. You do him, I'll do
Vil

“Okay.”

“Now the hard part.” Corran extended his | eft forearm toward Ganner, with his hand open and palm up.
“One of the other Force abilities | haveis pretty rare. | can, under certain circumstances, absorb a certain
amount of energy without much damage to mysdlf. To get the pain | need, | want you to press your
lightsaber against my forearm. Not too hard—I like the limb just fine. Just hold it out, maybe, and I’ll
movemy amup intoit.”

Ganner’sjaw dropped. “Y ou can’'t be serious.”

“Y ou want to save these two or not?”’

1] Bljt—”



“But nothing. Areyou ready?’
Ganner nodded and extended the lightsaber.

Corran could fed the buzz of it againgt hisflesh ashe dowly raised hisarm. The blade' s hegt vaporized
hairs, filling the areawith the stink of singed protein. Corran knew that scent was nothing compared to
what would follow. He swallowed, once, hard, then flattened his hand and raised his arm another
centimeter.

Silver agony flashed right up hisarm and into hisbrain. By reflex he started to use a Jedi technique to
shunt the pain away, but then stopped himself. He concentrated, soaking in the energy of the blade. He
looked out through ditted eyelids and saw his flesh reddening, then beginning to blister. Smoke rose from
it, and the pain built. Then, ashe saw the firgt hint of charring, he latched onto the Force and poured the
torment out and into the students.

One second, two, three. Corran let the burning sharpness flow through him and into Vil and Denna.
They twitched while he trembled. They shrieked while hisflesh crackled. His clenched jaw ground his
teeth together, and he tasted blood.

The racks dackened, dropping each student half a meter toward the floor. The restraining straps
snapped taut, all glossy and black like wet leather. Corran ignited his own lightsaber and whipped the
blade around, severing each strap, then he dropped to his knees and fell over Vil’ s prostrate form.

Gasping for air, Corran tried to employ the Jedi technique for shunting away pain, but he couldn’t focus
enough to do it. Theworld began to swim and darken at the edges. He was mindful enough to thumb his
lightsaber off, then he wavered between complete collgpse and the need to get up, get moving.

He heaved historso upright and would have gone dl the way over but Ganner caught the collar of his
robe.

“Corran, areyou—7"

“Functiona?Yes.” Helet the worry in Ganner’ s voice gpped to his own sense of vanity, injecting sted
into hisspine It just wouldn’t do for Ganner to see me as weak. He struggled to get hisleft foot under
him, and Ganner reached for hisleft arm to help him up, but Corran hissed awarning. “Don’t touch the
am.”

“How bad isit?’

“Pretty, ah, crusty, | guess.” Corran was thankful his deeve had dipped down over thearm, but his
blackened fingers told him more than he needed to know. He staggered upright, then hugged hisleft arm
to hischest. “How arethey?’

“Out cold. WE Il have to drag them—"

A sharp hissand awhip crack cut Ganner off. Corran dowly straightened up and glanced at the stairway
back to the lake bed. The two Y uuzhan Vong warriors stood on it, tall and daunting, their maroon armor
and greenish leathery joints accentuating their dien nature. The lead warrior barked an order at the two
Jedi and punctuated it with another whip crack of an amphigtaff.

Corran forced abit of alaugh. “Lookslike they don’t like the dragging idea, Ganner. Seems another



plan will be required to get us out of here.”

CHAPTER THIRTY

From out of nowhere the image of her husband flashed into Leid s head, and her question was
answered. With agrim smile, she pulled her blaster and pumped two shotsinto the first of the Y uuzhan
Vong. Thered bolts hit him shoulder and chest, spinning him about. Thick pus sprayed from the ooglith
masquer, drenching the second warrior. The third legpt toward Mara, his claws rending the air between
them.

The second warrior flicked ahand at Leia even as she brought her blaster to bear on him. Something
thin and sharp spun through the air and caught her in the right forearm. Pain shot up to her shoulder, and
shelost her grip onthe gun. Asit fell toward the ground, she stooped to get it with her free hand, then
looked up to see her attacker leaping toward her.

On her knees, Leareflexively raised her left arm to fend off the Y uuzhan Vong, but the warrior never
reached her. Bolpuhr, little more than agray blur, tackled the Y uuzhan VVong in midair. The two of them
hit the ground hard and rolled, with the Y uuzhan V ong findly succeeding in throwing the Noghri off him.
Bolpuhr arced through the night and bounced once before rolling into the red tangle of tent and corpses.

The Y uuzhan Vong he' d tackled got up and took a step toward Leia, then faltered. He fell to hisknees,
with the ooglith masquer doughing off dowly. The hilt of aNoghri dagger protruded from the Y uuzhan
Vong's breastbone, and when the Y uuzhan Vong fell face forward, Lela caught the glint of the blade's
blackened tip stabbing out of the dien warrior’s back.

Beyond the dead warrior, Marafaced her foe with afierce expression on her face. She' d reversed her
grip on the blue lightsaber, letting the blade pardld her right forearm. She extended her |eft hand, then
crouched, waiting and watching. The Y uuzhan VVong likewise crouched, his handsflexing. He hunched his
shoulders and shifted hisweight.

Maratook a haf step forward and ducked her head toward him. The warrior legpt at her, but Mara had
aready pulled back from her feint. His claws flashed through where her head should have been. Mara
pivoted on her right foot and brought her right arm around in a stroke that passed through where the
warrior’ s belly was. The ooglith masgquer melted away from the blade' s searing touch, then the warrior’s
flesh smoked as the blade opened him from hip to hip.

Maraspun away from him, yet the Y uuzhan Vong still scratched her right thigh as he collapsed. Coming
around full circle, she dashed the blade low and cleaved it cleanly through his neck. His body convulsed,
and hishead, which rolled a meter or two away, gnashed histeeth for the remaining seconds of life.

Mararanto Leia “How badly are you hurt?’
Leiashook her head, then started as the thing in her arm sprouted legs and tried to pry itself from her

flesh. Marareared back and tapped the razorbug with the tip of her lightsaber, killing it. Leia batted at
the dead bug with her left hand and finally knocked it loose from her flesh. “Y uck!”



Maratore the deeve from her robe and quickly wrapped it around Leid sarm. “We d better get that
looked at.”

“Later. There might be more Y uuzhan Vong with the refugees. We have to check—" Leialooked up.
“Where s Bolpuhr?’

“1 don’t know.” Mara stood and helped Leiato her feet. “He was back over here, wasn't he, near the
tent?’

“Yes” Lelaran over to the ruins of the tent, then stopped and sank to her knees again. “Emperor’'s
black bones, no.”

The Noghri lay on his back, his sghtless eyes staring up at the Sky. The Y uuzhan Vong's claws had
diced deeply into Bolpuhr’ s neck and chest. The Noghri, who had been tirdless and fearlessin hisduty,
looked smdler in death, more childlike and fearfully innocent.

Lelashivered.If the Yuuzhan Vong can kill Noghri with their bare hands . . . She shook her head
and closed Bolpuhr’ seyes. “Thisisworse than anything we' ve faced before, isn't it, Mara?’

Her sgter-in-law dowly shook her head. “If it is, chances are we won't have much longer to worry
about it. Look, go to the refugees and see if you can sort out who the Y uuzhan Vong are. Maybe these
werethe only threeto get in. I'll check tentsin thisareaand hold the perimeter. I'll comm if thereis
trouble”

“| don’'t want to leave you here done.”

Maragave her abravewink. “1 have the Force. I'm not done. Moveit. | don't want you here stedling
more of my fun.”

Luke Skywaker stared out into the darkness. Detonations from proton torpedoes and concussion
missileswere drawing closer. He could fedl the shock waves vibrate through him. In the backflashes he
saw the huge vehicles moving closer, ever closer. Plasmaboltsfilled the air with an orange glow and,
more often than he wanted to acknowledge, exploded something in the air. Fiery wreckage would tumble
from the sky and scatter fire and debris across the ground, doing some damage, but generdly only
illuminating the horde coming at them.

Luke dried hisleft palm on his cloak, then unfastened the garment and whirled it off behind him. He
gripped hislightsaber tightly in hisright hand, again and again looking down to make sure the hed of his
hand was over the activation plate. He reached out with the Force to gauge the distance to the front and
could fed theline of Y uuzhan VVong daves broadening as they approached the camp.

One of the troopers stationed nearby looked over at him and smiled. “If you're nervous, | guessthereis
no problem with me being nervous.”

L uke thought for a second and then nodded. In dl the baitles he' d fought, even Hoth, he' d been
involved in one-on-one, man-and-machine fights. Flying an X-wing or piloting a snowspeeder demanded
neither less nor more courage than fighting on the ground, but it was more impersonal. His shots broke
other fighters or brought down Imperia wakers, and if hisfoes survived, that was okay. It was part of
the game, part of what made such combat noble in the eyes of many.



But ground warfare was not noble. The object of the exercise wasto kill as many of them as possible
before they killed you. It wasintimately persond because your target was another living being, not some
machine encasing him. Y ou succeeded when he dropped, and, yes, while an enemy might surrender, that
was not viewed as anything nearly as noble as a pilot who was shot down and captured.

Thisisjust going to be killing, pure and frighteningly simple.Luke could fed the frayed troops
coming in, only five hundred meters distant. Beyond that line, fighters made strafing runs on the ground
troops. Hails of red and green splinter shotsflickered through the night, vaporizing soldiers. Luke caught
flashes of pain from those who died, but not awhit of anxiety or fear from the survivors. They're
marching to their deaths uncaring or unable to care about what will happen to them.

Off to theright Colonel Bril’ nilim gave asignd, and the freighters began opening up. Elegos s shuttle
rose and hovered in aforward position, with the fire from itslaser cannons and blaster cannons pulsing
out scarlet energy projectiles that warmed the night as they passed. The shipfire burned furrows through
the Y uuzhan V ong ranks, thinning them, but not nearly enough. In the backlight of distant explosionsor
the burning of corpses, Luke could see the Y uuzhan Vong troops had come even closer.

When the Y uuzhan VVong soldiers reached the two-hundred-meter mark, the troopers started shooting.
Their blaster fire came dowly, cautioudy, fired without ahint of panic. Red bolts lanced out, striking
slhouettes. Some of the Y uuzhan V ong troops spun before falling. Others just collapsed, and yet others
sighed and sat, then flopped over asif exhausted and retiring for the day.

At ahundred metersthe Y uuzhan V ong troops began to run forward, so the troopers’ firing became
more hurried. They still struck their targets, but gapsin the linesfilled immediately asthe wave of

Y uuzhan Vong soldiers rushed ever closer. Smaller and stockier than the Y uuzhan VVong warriors Luke
had fought, these troops |ooked reptilian, like Trandoshans but more compact. They did sprout apair of
cacifications from their foreheads, more domes than horns, and L uke suspected it was through these that
the Y uuzhan Vong controlled them.

The large vehicles began pulsing plasma out toward the breastworks. Shots pounded into the ground,
shaking it, pitching dirt and debrisinto the air. Shotsthat fell short plowed through the mass of Y uuzhan
Vong troops. Those shots that were on target splashed againgt shuttle shields or thefortifications. In the
latter case the shots blasted the fortifications apart, scattering troopers and, worse yet, opening gapsin
theline that allowed the Y uuzhan V ong troops to pour into the compound.

L uke sprinted to the nearest gap and ignited his lightsaber. The green blade hissed and spat as he cut
right and left, chopping down the reptilian troopers. The Y uuzhan V ong troops were armed with small
amphigtaffs, which froze themsdlves into a sharpened hook shape that clutched at arms and legs, cutting
asthe soldiers drew the amphigtaffs back. The lightsaber couldn’t dice through the amphistaffs, but the
troops were too dow to prevent Luke from lopping off limbs or stabbing through chests.

Because he could fed the dave troops through the Force, killing them proved far too easy. He knew
where they would be, what they wanted to do. A parry here and a stroke to the head, or ablock, then a
riposte to the heart. He was't fighting troops as much as he was battling for time. If killing each one took
three seconds or five, he couldn’t possibly stop them all. Meter by meter he was being driven back by
the sheer weight of the assault, and even with the Force to strengthen him, he couldn’t kill them fast

enough.

Unless | can think of something to do, it’s over, it'sall over.



Leiaran to the center of the camp and immediately appropriated a blaster carbine from one of the
refugees standing guard. She found Danni and pulled the woman aside, then waved Lando over. “1 need
your help.”

“You'rebleeding,” Lando said.
“It' snothing, for the moment anyway. | need you to use the Force. Y ou can fed emoations, right?’

Danni nodded giffly. “I" ve been trying to shut things out. They'redl afraid here.” She glanced down.
“Likeme”

“L ook, there may be Y uuzhan VVong among them, using ooglith masguers to pretend to be people. We
haveto find them.”

Danni blinked and raised a hand to cover her mouth. “Y uuzhan VVong here, hidden here?’

Leiagrabbed the young woman'sleft shoulder. “ Steady yourself, Danni. Y ou can do this. Y oumust do
this”

Lando drew hisblaster pistol and checked the power pack. “How will we find them?’

“If Danni can fed fear and hatred, she' |l be able to spot those who are feding nothing. Follow my lead,
then move through the crowd.” Leialooked at the four hundred assembled refugees and shook her head.
“It' snot going to be exacting work, but note those who aren’t giving any fear off. We segregate them.
Sincewe can't fed the Y uuzhan VVong in the Force, they’ re going to be the ones we want.”

“I don’'t know.” The young woman took a second, then swallowed hard and nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
Lando nodded. “Let’'sgo.”

Leiasteded hersdf, then triggered a series of blaster shotsinto the air. People reflexively ducked down,
and awave of terror pounded her. Leialooked out over the crowd and set her facein agrim mask. “The
Y uuzhan Vong are incoming, and stopping them is going to be harder than we thought. If you have
anything you want to say to others here, your last words, you' d better do it now and be quick about it.”

A roiling storm of fear broke over the refugees, with wails and sobs punctuating it like soft thunder. Leia
nodded a Danni and Lando, then the three of them began to move through the crowd, gridding it off,
searching for those who found nothing to fear in Leid s announcement.

Jacen’ s green blade dashed right and left as he and Anakin attacked the flank of the Y uuzhan VVong
thrust driving Luke back. Jacen didn’t care about finesse or sKill; he just set about butchering soldiers.
What he was doing, he knew, had nothing to do with being a Jedi. Y es, he could fed it when the sparks
of lifewinked out, but the Y uuzhan VVong dave troopsfdt lesslike living creatures to him than droids
made of flesh and blood. They are alive in the same way plants are. They might once have been
individuals, but now they are just puppets, lethal puppets.

Jacen lashed out to his right with the lightsaber, burning agap in asoldier’ sspine. The soldier collgpsed
at Anakin’ sfeet. The younger Jedi legpt back, then scythed his blade low, though the legs of a'Y uuzhan
Vong trooper. That one went down and tripped up two others. Anakin dispatched them with quick
thrusts to the backs of their necks, then flicked hisleft hand in Jacen’ sdirection.



Beyond Jacen atrooper flew back, asif he’ d been hit in the chest with ametric ton of transparisted. The
telekinetic blast cleared apath to Luke s side. Jacen dipped into it, keeping the gap open, then Anakin
joined him. Inalinethetrio of Jedi fended off the soldiers, cutting them down and pressing them back
toward the gap.

Astheir stand halted the thrust at that gap, Elegos' s shuttle ruddered around and laced an inferno of
laser and blagter fire into the column of Y uuzhan Vong soldiery. Jacen raised ahand to shield hiseyesas
row after row of little reptoids vanished in abrilliant blaze of light. Those Y uuzhan Vong soldiers
untouched by the shuttle€' slasers came on, but the Jedi dispatched them easily enough.

Elegos s action gained the Jedi some breathing room. Luke flicked his comlink on. “Thank you for the
save, Senator.”

“My fire was not effective againg the larger vehicles, so | employed it where useful.” The Caamad’s
voicefilled with gravity. “We are fortunate that the troops cannot shield themsalves with voids”

Anakin laughed. “ Are you joking? One good push and one would back into the void of the one behind
him, and so on and so on. Pretty soon they’d be all gone.”

Jacen frowned at his brother’ s suggestion and would have made acomment, but L uke snapped his
fingers. “That'sit!”

“What isit?’
“No timeto explain, Jacen.” Luke looked up at the shuttle. “ Senator, | need aride.”

The shuttle' slanding ramp descended, and Elegos brought the ship down to hover about five meters
above the ground. Luke legpt up and quickly ran into the shuttle. It pulled up and headed out away from
the compound.

Anakin blinked. “What did | say?’

Jacen shook his head and tightened his grip on hislightsaber. “1 don’t know, but | hopeit works.” He
nodded toward the ramparts. “ Until we seeif it does or not, we' ve got work to do.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Before either Corran or Ganner could offer anew plan for escape, an explosion outside shook the giant
shdl building. The cloying odor of killscent wafted in and down the sairs. All around him Corran could
fed dadhrats gathering, coursing through the sand, looking for any morsdl of food. Panic rose among the
daves, but, one by one, their weakening sense in the Force ended.

Corran dipped past Ganner and ignited hislightsaber. “ Okay, Ganner, here’ sthe new plan. You'rethe
telekinesis champ here, so you float the studentsto the rear of this shell, carve yourself an exit with your
lightsaber, and get them out.”



“You can't possibly think, in your state, that you can beat these two.”

“Immaterid, isn't it? Asthey say on Tatooine, when being hunted by akrayt dragon, you don’t haveto
befagter thanit is, you just have to be faster than the dowest guy in the group you' re with. I’'m the dow
guy here, and you' re getting them out.”

Corran raised hisleft hand and extended two fingers toward the Y uuzhan Vong. He forced himsdlf to
ignore the pain and composed hisface in an expression that suggested facing two Y uuzhan Vong was
dightly lessinconvenient than getting his beard trimmed. He bent hiswrigt to motion them forward,
inviting them down to meet him in Single combeat.

Thelead Y uuzhan VVong let hisamphigtaff coil itself around hiswaist. He stepped to the Sde and waved
his subordinate forward. The other Y uuzhan Vong, whom Corran thought of as the younger, bounced
down severa steps, then set himself in apose of great martia grandeur. His amphigtaff dithered down
into his hand and diffened itsdlf.

“Ganner, | ill hear you breathing back there.Go! Now, go! Get them aboard and get the ship out of
here.” Corran glanced back and gave Ganner as hard a stare as he could. * Y ou' re the only one who can
save them, and I’ m the only one who can buy you the time you need to do it. Go!”

The younger Jedi Knight nodded once, then gestured, and the two students rose from the floor asif on
invishle gretchers. Ganner sarted waking backward into one of the many tunndls, with the two of them
floating behind him. The younger Y uuzhan V ong came down two more steps and raised his amphistaff

like a spear, ready to throw.

Thedder Yuuzhan Vong hissed something, stopping his subordinate.

Corrantwirled hisslver lightsaber blade around in ahumming circle, then moved to interpose himsalf
between the Y uuzhan VVong and Ganner’ sline of retreat. “I hope you two think thisisagood day to die.”

Theyounger Y uuzhan Vong dowly stalked down the steps and spun his amphistaff in hisright hand. He
held hisleft hand out toward Corran, with his gauntleted fingers splayed out. The Y uuzhan VVong moved
with the casual grace of a predator. He took one step toward Corran’sleft, clearly asthefirst part of a

gambit to make Corran circle around and present his back to the elder Y uuzhan VVong.

Corran countered by stepping to hisleft and bringing hisleft hand onto the hilt of the lightsaber. The
blade' s hilt had been constructed long ago from the throttle assembly of a speeder bike, so it had ample
length to accommodate the second hand. Corran brought his hands down toward hiswaist and pointed
the blade at the younger Y uuzhan VVong' sthroat.

The Y uuzhan Vong came in with asweeping dash a Corran’sleft leg. Corran blocked the cut low. The
tip of hislightsaber diced through the shdll floor with ease, leaving a blackened scar between the two of
them.At least now | know Ganner can cut his way out of this place. Corran stepped back and aimed
hislightsaber at the Y uuzhan VVong again.

The Y uuzhan Vong tried the same attack a second time. Corran parried a bit higher, then pivoted on his
right foot. Hisleft foot came around in aroundhouse kick that caught the VVong in the chest. The younger
warrior fell back and went down, then rolled from beneath Corran’ s overhand strike. That blow left
another scar in the shell, but by the time Corran had pulled his blade free, the VVong had gotten up again
and set himsdlf for an attack.



Corran squared off with him, presenting his|eft flank for attack. He held the lightsaber’ s hilt up near his
right ear, with the blade pointing straight forward. He leveled it at the Vong' s eyes, then gavethe diena
nod. “Y ou want me, come get me.”

The Y uuzhan Vong took a step forward, and Corran cranked his right wrist around. The throttle
assembly twisted, swapping adiamond for an emerad in the lightsaber’ sinterior assembly. The energy
beam narrowed and went from silver to purple, then more than doubled in length. The blade' stip
stabbed deep through the younger Vong' s left eye socket.

The Y uuzhan Vong jerked and bounced as his limbs snapped straight. He fell back, dipping from the
blade stip, with smoke risng from his skull. He clattered to the shel floor, his limp limbs rebounding from
the hard surface, then he twitched once and lay ill.

And Ganner ridiculed me for having an old-style, dual-phase lightsaber . Corran returned the blade
to itsnorma length and nodded to the elder Y uuzhan Vong. “He wastoo eager. | knew | could use that
trick once, and only with him.” The Jedi sincerely doubted the alien warrior understood what he’' d said,
but clearly the tone of his voice had conveyed some sort of message.

The elder Y uuzhan VVong moved down the steps with afluid gait that was not hurried. He did not waste
the effort to twirl hisamphigtaff, but instead held it in two hands, high right, low Ieft, ready to fend off any
long-bladed strike at his eyes. Theleathery joints on hisarmor creaked as he moved, dowly circling.
Hungry eyes watched Corran and seemed to take note of the fluid dripping from his|eft wrist when the
Jedi let thearm hang at hissde.

The dder Y uuzhan Vong stopped and set himself. He pulled both hands up above hishead. The
amphigtaff straightened itself into a spear, with its head flattening out into athin blade. Corran crouched
low, making himsdf asmall target, with hislightsaber held in both hands. The Szzling slver beam
gplashed bright highlights over the Vong' sarmor.

They waited.

Corran could not sense the Y uuzhan V ong through the Force, and the magnificence of the VVong warrior
chalenged his physica sensesaswell. All the other activity outsde the shell vanished as Corran focused
on hisenemy. Despite dl their differences—ther nature, their origins—the two of them were shaped in
the same mold. The Y uuzhan Vong had killed people Corran claimed as his own, and vice versa. Both of
them were trained warriors now facing a skilled foe. Only one of them would wak away at best.

Corran suspected he would not be the one. Images of hiswife and children surfaced in hisbrain. He
made himsaf remember them laughing and smiling. He refused to dlow images of them grieving to enter
hismind.If | am going to be lost to them and they to me, | want good memories, not bad.

Hewondered if the Y uuzhan Vong warrior was thinking the same thing, and then the VVong attacked. He
dashed low and to theright. Corran parried, then lunged with his hissing blade. The VVong dipped to the
right, trailing smoke from where the blade caught the armor over hisright hip, then he dashed back with
his amphigtaff. Thetip caught Corran on the right thigh, dicing through clothes and flesh, spraying blood
up ontothewalls.

Corran whirled, shunting the pain aside, then darted in and dashed twice at the Y uuzhan Vong' sright
flank. The VVong brought the amphistaff acrossin avertica block and then, with atwist of hisleft wrigt,
powered the lightsaber blade up and around. Corran cocked hiswrigts, bringing the blade back so it



amost touched the crown of his head, then lashed forward with it. The lightsaber sparked off the armor
ontheVong' sright shoulder.

The Y uuzhan Vong spun away from acut at his neck, then continued the spin and dashed with a
backhanded cut at Corran’ sknees. The Jedi legpt aboveit, then diced down at the Vong' sleft elbow as
it flashed past. The silver blade pierced the leathery joint and scored flesh, winning ahissand asmall
black rivulet of blood from the Vong.

The two combatants backed off for a second, each eyeing the other. Corran could fed the warmth
spreading from hisleg. The Y uuzhan VVong' s blood dripped down beneath the armor, forcing him to
remove his gauntlet and dry hisleft hand againgt his chest. Each fighter nodded to the other, out of
respect. And out of fear, just a hint of it.

They set themsalves. The Y uuzhan Vong again raised his amphigtaff above his head. Corran lowered the
tip of hisblade, letting it point a one of the Vong' sknees. He drew in adeep breeth, then shifted his
shoulders Thisisit.

War cries echoed within the chamber as each fighter sprinted acrossthe floor at hisfoe. Corran ducked
his heed, |etting the amphistaff flash past over hisright shoulder. Hislightsaber dipped into the space
between the Y uuzhan Vong' s knees, then Corran brought both hands up. The silver blade split the
armored joint a the Vong' sright hip. Corran sawed the blade forward and back once, lifting as he went,
then spun away to the left.

Inexplicably his spin went out of control, and he crashed to the ground. He felt amoment of painin his
back, near his spine, then hislegs went numb. Hislightsaber skittered from his hand, scoringasmal circle
inthe shell. Corran landed hard on his back, but avoided smashing his head into the ground.

Fear and urgency pounded him. Hetried to Sit up, but couldn’t. Past hisfeet he saw the Y uuzhan
Vong' samphigtaff coiled near its master, hissing, flashing fangs, and he knew in an instant what hed
happened to him. He reached hisright hand beneath his back and felt the torn cloth, the nasty bite mark.
His hand came away dick with blood.Venom, too, | have no doubt. The numbness is spreading.

The Y uuzhan Vong stirred, posting hisbody up on his hands. He gathered his | eft knee beneath him and
tried to straighten up. He pushed off with his hands and dmost madeit upright, but hisright leg swung
awkwardly around. The weight of it pulled the VVong off balance and crashed him down to the ground
again. The Vong's helmet popped off and danced across the floor.

Hislegisall but severed and he's still coming?Corran dragged himsalf over toward his lightsaber and
got hisright hand oniit.If only these things didn’t cauterize the cuts they make, he’ d bleed to death.

The Y uuzhan Vong rolled onto his belly and grabbed his amphistaff. He started to crawl toward Corran.
The Jedi Knight dashed a him with the Slver lightsaber, gouging chunks from the shell. His strikes
chewed the floor into rubble, spraying up sand from below, but the V ong seemed undaunted by Corran’s
weak attacks.

He knows the venom will get me.Corran aready felt the numbness spreading up his back. It was
becoming harder for him to breathe. He tried to use the Force to limit the damage, restrict blood flow,
but the best techniques for that would drop him into atrance. And the Vong will kill me.

Corran pushed himsalf back and back, leaving abloody red smear on the floor. He dashed again and
again a the Y uuzhan Vong, but the warrior kept coming, dowly, certainly, waiting for Corran’sarm to



tire, hisfingersto lose dl sensation.And he won’'t have long to wait.

Corran’s breathing became labored. His chest heaved with every effort. He knew he was done and
again caled to himsdlf images of hisfamily. Happy images. Images that made him proud. He saw them
through various times and Stuations, flashing finaly on his most recent and strongest memories of them.

He reached out through the Force in one last desperate gamble. He haf closed hiseyesand let hissmile
dacken. The Y uuzhan Vong, with the help of hisamphistaff, had risen to hisgood | eft leg. The warrior
stared down at him, hisbare face dl scrunched up, uneven teeth and uneven features giving Corran a
nightmareimageto carry with himinto eternity.

Then afrenzied explosion of dashrats burst up through the holes Corran had gouged in the shell’ sfloor.
One of the toothy rodents sank itsteeth into the Vong' sleft forearm, crushing it asif it were an eggshell.
Two others bit into the nearly severed right leg and tugged, dragging the Y uuzhan VVong out of Corran’s
Sght.

If the Vong screamed—and Corran decided he never would have—the sounds of snarling dashrats
fighting over hisbody drowned it out completely.

With asmile on hisface, Corran pushed himsdf back as best he could from the killballs that were
feasting on the Y uuzhan VVong warriors. With hislast memory of his son, he had recdlled how Vain had
made the garnants attack Ganner, so he had reached out with the Force to summon the dashratsfor a
Y uuzhan Vong med. The snarling, growling packs of dashrats showed how effective that Srategy had
been.

Corran laughed to himsdlf and laid his head down.Of course, now I’ m dessert. He exhaded dowly and
closed his eyes before the creeping numbness would rob him of the ability to do even so smple atask.
For amoment he wondered if he would fade from existence upon death, as had other Jedi, robbing the
dadhrasof ther med.No matter. The others are safe and away. My work here is done.

Before the numbness consumed him completely, hefdt himsef floating. He would have smiled if he
could have. So thisisit. Thisiswhat it islike to die a Jedi and fade into nothingness. Though he
gave no external sign, his spirit felt buoyed, and Corran Horn passed into black oblivion ahappy man.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A whigtle from Catch prompted Gavin to check his secondary monitor. The shuttlel mpervious was
moving forward, into the battle over the ground army. While the shuttle had powerful shieldsand
weapons, it was much safer and more effective hanging back with the other ships, pouring fireinto the
ground troopers.

Gavin keyed hiscomm unit. “ Impervious, thisis Rogue Lead. What are you doing?’

Senator A’Kla s voice came back through the comm channel all serene. “Master Skywalker has atask
for us, Colond. Here heis.”



“Gavin, | need two of you to make arun on the large lead vehicle down there. | need four torps, all
coming in a the same flank. W€ ll give you thetdemetry.” The Jedi’ s voice betrayed ahint of excitement.
“Canyoudoit?

“Asordered, Jedi One.” Gavin punched a button, bringing his squadron’ stactical frequency into the
channel. “Sticks, on me. A Jedi wants usto shoot aspread at the big lead vehicle out there.”

“I copy, Lead, coming in on your vector now.”

“Capture the telemetry datafromlmpervious and useit to shoot.”

“Asordered, Lead.” Jaind svoicerose ahit. “Going to drill arange.”

Gavin amiled to himsdlf. You and me both, Sticks. “Two and Twelve, keep the last skips off us.”

Double clicks from comm units confirmed that their wingmen had heard the order and would comply
with it. Gavin kicked his X-wing up onto the port Sfoils, then dove and leveled out a hundred meters
over the battlefield. Lines of plasmabolts stretched out toward him, but they came dowly enough that he
was able to dance hisfighter between them.

He dropped the aming reticle over the dow-moving vehicle, then flipped a switch that turned control of
the torpedoes’ flight datato thelmpervious . He kept hisfighter pointed on target, then hit the trigger.
Two proton torpedoes jetted away on azurefire, and another two came from his port. All four headed in
on target.

Catch reported a gravitic anomaly, somewhat larger than most, had positioned itsaf to intercept the
missiles. Gavin narrowed his eyes, waiting for the blast.] hope you know what you' re doing, Luke.

Lelastalked through the refugees, occasionally glancing up to see Danni and Lando asthey wove their
way through groups. Once Leiadiscerned the people who were actually exuding terror, she told them to
move toward the perimeter of the holding area. The knot of refugees dowly shrank, and Leia could fedl
tensgon beginning to intengfy in the area. Those who are left behind know we' re searching for
something, and they hopeit isn’t them.

Lando had gotten a step ahead of Danni when the young woman gasped. She pointed at an older
woman and aman of an age to be her adult son. Lando spun, bringing his blaster up, but the old
woman' sfingers sprouted claws. She raked her right hand up across Lando’ s chest, shredding hisblue
tunic and spinning him into agroup of screaming refugees.

Asthe old woman came up to her full height, the ooglith masquer stretched into a parody of what she
had been. Lelabrought her blaster carbine around and clipped off two shots. One missed high, but the
second burned through the Y uuzhan VVong' s throat. His hands clutched at the wound as he went down,
with black fluid and white pus flowing out between hisfingers.

The Y uuzhan Vong who had masgueraded as her son dove to the right and came up from a somersault
with Lando’s blaster in one hand and asmdl child clutched to his chest with the other arm. The Y uuzhan
Vong croaked at her as he pressed the blaster pistol to the blond little girl’ s head.

“Harm me Thisdies”



The maevolence in the words could not be missed, but the lack of it coming through the Force seemed
incongruousto Lela. Sheraised her own blaster carbine and sighted in on the Y uuzhan Vong's head.
“Youwon'tkilljust one, so I'll takethat risk.”

The Y uuzhan Vong took a moment to parse Leia swords, then brought the pistol around to point it at
her. Before he could pull the trigger, however, the power pack did from the wegpon and dowly tumbled
to the ground. The dien’ staut human mask stretched oddly as the face benegth it contorted into a
surprised grimace. Leiatriggered a shot that passed over the child' s head and incinerated a hole through
the Y uuzhan Vong' sforehead.

Thewarrior pitched over backward, cushioning his hostage with his own body. It did take amoment for
the child’ sterrified mother to pry her from the Y uuzhan Vong' sarms, by which time the child redlized she

was supposed to be afraid. Thelittle girl started crying, but the cries were muffled as her mother hugged
the child tightly to her.

Leid scomlink buzzed. “Go ahead.”

“Marahere. | found tracksfor ahalf-dozen Y uuzhan VVong.”
“We got two here, so there must be onemore. . "

“l got him.”

“Areyou hurt?’

“Some scratches. He just went to pieces, though.” Levity lightened Mara svoice. “I'll stay out here and
seewhat else | can scare up.”

Lelaran over to where Danni was helping Lando St up. The Y uuzhan VVong's claws had scratched him
deeply, but Lando seemed more concerned about the state of his shirt than he was the wounds. He held

his bloodied hands out in front of him asif looking for something on which to wipe them off. He
considered using his cloak for amoment, then regected that plan.

Leiawaved over two volunteers. “ Get Lando to an aid station.”
“I'll befine Leia”
“You'll befine after we stop your lesking.”

Lando nodded toward the dead Y uuzhan VVong. “Nest trick dipping the clip like that. | knew you had
that in mind when you invited him to shoot toward you instead of the kid.”

“Not me, Lando. Danni did thetrick.” Lelasmiled at the young scientist. “ That was very brave.”

“Wasit?| guess, maybe.” Danni shivered. “Being that closeto a Y uuzhan Vong again, | just didn’t
know what to do. What Jainataught me, | tried to calm mysdlf down, but it didn’t work. | thought . . . |
guessit worked, thetrick.”

“Y ou saved my life, Danni. A smal victory for us, and asmall defeat for them.” Lelasighed and looked
out toward the south. Let’ s hope the others can scale our victories up so we can get out of here
alive.



Inlmpervious ' s cockpit, Luke pointed toward the large vehicle. * Get us closer.”
“Yes, Master Skywalker.”

“How’ sthe missile telemetry coming through, Artoo?’

Thelittle droid tootled confidently, spinning his head around to look at Luke.

A beep sounded from the droid, and Elegos glanced at a secondary monitor. “1 have four torpedo
launches. All are hot.”

“Good.”

Luke sank back into the chair and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and reached out through the
Force. Helet his sense of things ride above the frayed ones' jagged profile and vectored in toward the
vehicle. He got no solid sense of it directly, though afew frayed ones did appear to be housed insde.
Instead he used that emptiness as away point to search out avoid, and asit formed, the black hole
blossomed fully in the Force.

The void that the vehicle' sdovin basdls created to intercept the missileswas a gravitic anomaly that had
subgtance in the real world. Tiny threads of the Force leaked into it asinsects and birds, bats and bugs
were pulled into it. Luke used their vanishing life traces and the very currentsin the air that the void
created to define the void. He traced its edges, knew exactly where it was, and knew how powerful it
was.

He opened himsdlf to the Force more fully than he had in years. He sought more power than he had
when freeing his nephew. The Force flooded into him, at once molten-meta hot, yet as soothing as a cool
rain. It swirled through him, filling every cdl of hisbody, freeing him from fatigue, sharpening hismind.

L uke reached out with that power and latched onto the void that the Y uuzhan Vong vehicle had crested.
He pushed a bit, then tugged, in nanoseconds getting afed for the power the dovin basals were ableto
exert to control the void. He dmost smiled, since that amount of power was nothing compared to the
Force, but he stopped himsdlf short of pridein that fact.

“Artoo, jukethe missles”

R2-D2 keened sharply and fed the proton torpedoes anew set of data. The torpedoes twisted in flight
and arced toward the sky, flying up and over the void. Then they turned again and fell toward the ground,
amed a the vehicle sspine.

Immediately the dovin basals started to shift the void to cover this new attack vector. Luke fed the
Forceinto hishold on the void, thwarting them. Their pressure increased, and still Luke held it unmoving.
The torpedoes got closer and closer. The dovin basals pulled harder, and when their effort reached a
new peak, Luke let the void dip over toward intercepting the proton torpedoes.

The dovin basals devoted their effortsto diding the void into place, which required both some latera
movement and shortening the arc over which the void would travel. Asthey brought it closeto the
vehicle, Luke pushed with the Force. Since the dovin basals were aready tugging the void back toward
the vehicle, they were not prepared to have the travel accelerated.



The void crashed into the vehicle, striking it in midspine. The long vehicle bent backward as both ends
became sucked into the black hole. It flowed like thick liquid, al the sharp horns and bony plates
becoming fluid asthey curved up over the void' s event horizon. In lessthan an eye blink the vehicle had
been consumed by the void, leaving a huge gap in the Y uuzhan V ong formation.

Then the proton torpedoes detonated. One after another the four missiles dammed into the ground and
exploded. Their blasts scattered Y uuzhan Vong warriors and lit the night. They gouged a huge canyon
across the Y uuzhan Vong line of advance, and the shock waves were such that the ground rippled even
into the refugee compound. Soldiersfel on both sides of the battlefield, and ramparts collapsed.

“What now, Master Skywaker?’

Luke stared at the Caamas for amoment, trying to reply, but awave of exhaustion crested over him and
eroded his ability to think. He shook his head, then dumped back in the chair. The Force energy he had
used to help the Y uuzhan V ong destroy themselves had drained out of him completely, leaving him limp
and barely able to keep his eyes open.

“Master Skywaker?’

“Do...whatyou...think best, Senator,” Luke managed to say before the world closed in on him tight
and black.

Anakin picked himsdf up off the ground and blinked away the flash of torpedo detonations that had
ruined his night vison. He found hislightsaber and brought it to hand, then called out for hisbrother.

“Jacen! Jacen!”

Heturned to hisleft as he heard areply, then lashed at the crowd of reptoids swarming over his brother.
He cut one or two away, then aripple of Force energy pulsed upward, scattering the others. Somerolled
to their feet and struck wildly a him, but Anakin parried their assaults easily and replied with cuts that
dropped them.

Bleeding from the nose and mouth, with hisleft eye dowly swelling shut, Jacen regained hisfeet. He
extended hisright hand, drawing hislightsaber to it, and in a second, thumbed the green bladeto life.
“That thing, that vehicle, must have been awarmaster, acommand and control center. The daves have
gonemad.”

All around them the reptoids swarmed over the ramparts. Many had dropped their weapons and
howled, tearing at the nearest target with their claws and teeth. They did not limit their assaultsto
Bril’ nilim’ s troopers, but attacked each other. It seemed lessamilitary force than aswarm of insects
pouring into the camp.

The two young Jedi moved into the flow of the reptoids. Anakin dashed right and left, cutting down

Y uuzhan VVong soldiers as he went. With Jacen, he angled over to the right, clearing a path to severd of
Bril’ nilim’ s troopers who had become trapped. With them in tow, they fought their way deeper into the
refugee camp. Ahead of them from where the refugees had gathered, blaster fire sounded. Anakin could
see erant boltsflying off in dl directions, which suggested to him some confusion among the volunteers
defending the refugees.

Above them thel mpervious swooped and poured gouts of fire into the massed soldiery. Smaller blaster



bolts thinned the ranks between the Jedi and the refugees. Jacen and Anakin darted forward, using their
lightsabersto redirect blaster bolts away from the troopers coming with them and at reptoids. They
broke into the refugee compound and fended off more reptoids, but those that had gotten through had
aready wrought havoc.

Blaster-burnt reptoid bodies lay everywhere, splashed with the blood of their victims. Children lay
broken, and men and women stared sightlesdy up at the bellies of the freighters beneath which they’ d
huddled. Moans and screamsfilled the area, sparked by the whine of blaster bolts or the sight of another

reptoid face.
Leiaran to her sons, and Anakin saw she' d been wounded. “Mom, you're hurt.”

“Not that badly. Elegos says the second half of the Y uuzhan VVong host is till coming. Luke can't dedl
with the other vehicle. The torpedoes bought us sometime, though.” She pointed at the freighters. “We
have to get everyone aboard and out of here asfast as we can. We have to leave Dantooine.”

Jacen frowned. “But there wasn't enough food for arun to another system before, and we' ve been here
for days...”

Anakin looked around. “Not as many mouthsto feed anymore.”
His older brother hesitated for amoment. “Oh.”

“It doesn’t matter, boys.” Leia clapped them on the shoulders. “ Get started rounding people up. Get
them to move. We ve precious little time beforewe dl die”

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Jaina Solo rolled her X-wing to port and leveled out for a ground-attack strafing run. Sparky switched
her targeting controls over to ground-attack mode, which superimposed atargeting grid over her view of
the ground. On the secondary monitor the sensors calculated the number of life sgnsfound in each
square of the grid and then colored those squares. The brightest colors meant they had the highest
concentrations of life. The heads-up display likewise added these colorsto the grid it displayed, but in
muted tones so the pilot could still see the ground.

Jainaruddered her X-wing around and hit the flicker trigger for the lasers. Hundreds of laser splinters
shot through the night, lancing down toward the Y uuzhan V ong soldiers climbing up out of the pit the
proton torpedoes had created. Some of the splinters hit nothing, others ricocheted into the air after
touching armor, but most stabbed through reptoids, killing them ingtantly.

She pulled up, trying to climb her X-wing above the sensation of life-forms dying, but their pain and
despair clung to her like mud to aboot. She detested having to daughter so many individuals, but she
also knew she had no choice. These reptoids were coming on in good order, and from the chaos that
marked the refugee camp, either shekilled the reptoids on the ground or they’ d kill the refugees. And my
mother and brothersand Danni . . .



Gavin’svoice crackled asit came through the comm unit. “ Rogues, we have anew assgnment. The
freghtersare lifting off. We have them outbound.” Hisvoice fdtered for amoment. “Each one of you
picks up afreighter. Assgnments coming now.”

Jaina saw that she' d been attached to thelmpervious , which she didn’t mind, but it wasthe Sixth shipin
the convoy. “ Sparky, give me arundown on which Rogues are till operationd!”

The droid came back with agrim report. Colond Darklighter and Captain Nevil were al that were |eft
of Oneflight. Two flight had been reduced to Mgor Forge. Three flight had fared better, with Mg or
Varth, Jaina, and her wing mate, Anni Capstan, still dive, but the squadron as awhole had been cut in
half. Savage Squadron was down to oneflight, and the Toughs. . . They' re all gone.. . . We swept the
skies of the skips, but at a great cost.

Jaina keyed her comm. “ Do we have outbound coordinates, Colonel ?’
“Solution in progress, Sticks.”

She shook her head. The reason they had come to Dantooine was because they had too many people to
travel along distance in hyperspace. They had no supplies.Either we found suppliesor . . . Sheglanced
at the backlit bodies strewn around the camp beneeth the freighters lifting off.

A lump rosein her throat.| hope none.. . . She amost reached out with the Force to try to find her
mother or brothers or uncle, but she focused hersdlf instead on dropping her ship in on the shuttl€' s port
wing and pulling for stars.| have a mission to perform here before | worry about my family.

“Sparky, have you received those coordinates?’

Thelittle droid tootled as it downloaded the navigationd information. Jaina s X-wing and shuttle cleared
the Dantooi ne atmosphere before any of the other ships and moved into ahigh orbit around the world.
The other shipsfollowed them, lining up perfectly in an orbit that would take them from pole to pole
around Dantooine.

Sparky whistled and fed the solution to Jaina s secondary monitor.

“Agamar! Just where we wanted to head anyway. And the outbound vector is coming up just on the
other sde of thepole. . .”

The droid shrilled, and Jainalooked out her viewport. Coming up over the edge of Dantooin€' sdisk,
sitting in the outbound vector for Agamar, wasa Y uuzhan VVong cruiser. Jainacouldn’t be certain that it
was the one they’ d already damaged, but some of the spines were broken. Worse yet, as the secondary
monitor showed, the cruiser was again employing its dovin basasto create a gravitic anomaly strong
enough to prevent any ship from making the jump to hyperspace.

“Thisis Rogue Eleven. We have a'Y uuzhan Vong cruiser acting as an Interdictor again. We re going
nowhere.”
In the shuttle's cockpit, Leiastood between the seats her brother and Elegos occupied. “ Jaina sright,

that will stop usfrom traveling away from here.”

In the distance red-gold plasma bolts started flying lazily toward the convoy. All the shots passed high.



The intent of the gunners seemed clearly to be to herd the ships back down to Dantooine.Where the
ground troops can finish us.

Lukewinced and pulled himsdlf up in the seat. “I don’t know how much | can do, Leia”

She patted L uke on the shoulder. “Y ou may not haveto do it alone, Luke.” Leiakeyed the comm unit.
“Colonel Darklighter, what do the Rogues have left in the way of proton torpedoes?’

“We have oneleft, Highness. W€l drop it in on the cruiser if you want. We can take our fightersin and
drafe. Perhgpsthat will be enough to pull theinterdiction field off.”

Leiashook her head as Elegos pointed to new sensor traces coming up. “Negative, Rogue Leader. We
have new cora skipper traces on sensor. The cruiser islaunching fighters. Looks like they redlydo want
us back down there.”

“Well convincethem otherwise”

She shivered. “It fedsto me asif Dubrillion and thisfight here have dl been an exercise. The Y uuzhan
Vong have been learning. This Interdictor tactic is something they didn't do in the first attack on
Dubrillion. They want to herd us back down thereto test usagain. If wetry to run, we die up here. If we
don't, we die down there. Either way we're dead.”

Luke shook hishead. “ That’ s not certain.”

Leiafrowned. “How can you say that?’ She gasped, then covered her mouth with ahand. “Y ou have a
vigonin the Force?’

“Glimmerings”

The sensor console beeped. Elegos glanced at it, then cocked his head to the left. “ Something coming
out of hypergpace. Something big.”

The reversion to red space for theRalroost occurred severa seconds sooner than Admiral Kre fey had
intended. In the ingtant the white tunnel through which his ship had been traveling began to fal apart he
knew at least one Y uuzhan Vong cruiser had made itsdlf into an Interdictor. The only reason for this
could beto prevent the escape of the ships that had been grounded there.Which means |’ ve arrived
rightintime.

He glanced over at hiswespons-control officer. “Tell theCorusca Fire to let go with everything they
have. Firefor effect what we have, aswell.”

The black Bothan weapons-control officer snarled ordersinto acomm unit. Golden streaks of turbolaser
fireflashed out at the Y uuzhan Vong cruiser. Blue bolts of ion cannon beamslanced down. A tremor ran
through theRalroost as the twenty proton torpedo launchers on board spat out their deadly missiles.

TheCorusca Fire, which wasan oldVictory -class Star Destroyer, likewise launched al the concussion
missilesit had available. Eighty rockets spirded in a the Y uuzhan Vong cruiser, with each target evenly
spaced around the enemy ship so no one void could capture more than one missile.

The gravitic anomaly that had dragged the New Republic ships prematurely from hyperspace



evaporated as the dovin basals broke off to stop the incoming missiles and laser fire. Whether because
the assault just overwhel med the available dovin basals, or the creatures had exhausted themselves
cregting the interdiction field, they failed to intercept al the lasers and missiles. Proton torpedoes
pulverized yorik cora hull panels. Turbolasers meted plasma spines and scored long furrowsin the ship’s
hull. More than one spine broke off and floated freein space.

The Y uuzhan Vong cruiser fired back with its plasma cannons. Red-gold gouts of energy dammed into
theRalroost 's shields, nibbling away at them. The golden energy coating faded, and drained away 20
percent of the shields' power asit did so, but the shields till held.

But if we have to slug it out with them, they won’t hold for long. The idea of those plasmablasts
getting through to melt his ship’s hull sent atrickle of fear through Kre fey’ sguts.If there is no other
way, however, to get the freighters out of here. . .

The sensor officer glanced at the admird. “ Sir, the Y uuzhan VVong cruiser is pulling back. Itsskipsare
diving for atmaosphere.”

A round of cheers greeted the news, but Kre fey cut it off with adash of his hand. “Communications,
get methelmpervious .”

“Ontling, Admira.”

“ThisisAdmird Kre fey. Senator, areyou gill in charge of my shuttle?’

“I am, Admird. Would you like it back now?’

“I would, yes. Please bring it aboard and have your fighters recover through my dorsal recovery bay.
The freighters can form up on us, and we will escort you away from here.” Kre fey smiled. “Provided
your fact-finding missonisover.”

“For now itis, Admird.” The Caamas sighed. “ And the senateis not going to like thisreport at all.”

“That hardly surprises me, Senator.” The Bothan admira’ s violet eyes narrowed. “And it’sdl the more
reason we make for Coruscant asfast aswe can.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Gavin Darklighter refused to givein to the aches and painsin his body. Normaly he would have put
them down to fatigue, but he’ d been able to get plenty of rest on the journey from Dantooine to Agamar
and then on to Coruscant. The fact was that he felt as rested as he ever had during histime with the
squadron, yet he aso knew he was engaged in one of the most difficult battles he'd ever faced withiit.

And everything he had learned on the trip in to Coruscant had convinced him it was a battle that Rogue
Squadron and the New Republic could not afford to lose,

Gavin, LeiaOrgana Solo, Admira Traest Kre' fey, and Senator A’Klahad been summoned to ameeting



of Chief of State Borsk Fey’lya s advisory council to report on what they had found. It seemed clear to
Gavin that from the smug look on Fey’ lya sface, and the superior airs his confederates were projecting,
that they elther had no clue about what was going on in the Rim—uwhich smply wasn't possible—or
were choosing not to let it deflect them from whatever schemes and plans they had in mind.

Hefeared thelatter Situation was true, and saw the New Republic’ s death asthe logical consequence of
it.

The chamber boasted a solid wall of transparistedl that provided a hypnotic tableau of Coruscant at
night. Lightswinking on and off, speeders sailing through the night, and the curious patterns of lightsin
various buildings al seemed present to distract whomever the council wanted to interrogate. The seats
offered to the visitors were positioned to maximize this effect. Gavin found himself succumbing to it, but
exerted the effort required to refocus himself on the New Republic’ sleaders.

The Caamas senator stood in the center of the arc described by the council’ s table and spread hisarms.
“Y ou now have heard the substance of what | will report to the senate. There is no doubt that these

Y uuzhan Vong have cometo this galaxy with conquest on their agenda. The assaults on Dubrillion and
Dantooine were not only relentless, but clearly designed aslearning exercises.”

Niuk Niuv, the senator from Sullugt, clucked deep in histhroat for amoment. “If thisistrue, alesson
was taught them at Dantooine, wasn't it? Y ou drove a cruiser off and escaped, did you not?’

Elegos nodded dowly. “We did that, yes. It seems, however, you are ignoring the evidence of Belkadan,
that they have come and set up factoriesto produce war matériel. Y ou ignore their operation on Bimmie,
which we know about only because the students there were evacuated to Agamar and arrived when we
did.”

Pwoe, the Quarren, curled and uncurled his mouth tentacles. “ Three systems, four if we count Sernpidal,
and five if weinclude Helska 4, the place where the first incursion was destroyed, but the latter two are
usdessto them.”

“And usdlessto us” The Caamas let hishand dowly drift down to hisside. “Y ou aso greetly discount
the sacrifices we paid to save as many people as we did. Rogue Squadron has lost two-thirds of the
pilotsit had two months ago. Over fifty other pilots and trooperslost their lives. The Y uuzhan VVong killed
countless people on Dubrillion, and the refugees on Dantooine suffered 50 percent casualties.”

Borsk Fey’lya shook his head and smoothed the cream-colored fur at the back of his neck. “We do
nothing of the sort. We acknowledge the sacrifices of Colond Darklighter’ s command. We have directed
aunit commendation for the Dantooine and Dubrillion actions be added to the unit history.”

Gavin glanced at Admird Kre fey and caught the al-but-imperceptible nod that was hissigna. Raising
his head dowly, twisting hisring unconscioudy, Gavin stared straight into Fey’ lya s eyes. Almost two
decades ago you drove my Bothan lover, Asyr Sai’lar, to distraction, and that distraction got her
killed. It's an old debt you owe me, and that debt gets paid back now, in full.

“If you value our effort, Chief Fey’lya, then | have to wonder why you are working so hard to deceive
me, to deceive the rest of the New Republic’ s military.”

Fey’lyablinked, and the fur on the back of hisneck rose. “Y ou will be forgiven that insubordinate
outburst, Colond. Y ou are clearly overwrought.”



Gavin stood dowly, letting hisbody uncurl into itsfull height. His contracted his handsinto fistsand let
the muscles of hisarms strain the seams of his jacket. He wanted them to see he was physically powerful,
not just someone who sat in aseat and pulled atrigger.l want them to know | am something they
could never be.

He kept his voice even, despite the anger and disgust bailing insde of him. “Chief Fey’lya, in herewe
know the truth. The only reason theCorusca Fire was at Agamar is because Captain Rimsenisfrom
Agamar and he diverted from his assigned patrol. He was suspicious of the fact the patrol route had been
changed to prevent him from heading to Dubrillion and past Belkadan. In speaking to hisfamily on
Agamar, helearned of Leid svidt there. He returned home to assess the Situation and was able to travel
with Admird Kre fey to save us. If he had not been there, none of uswould be here.”

“Y ou have misinterpreted—"
Gavin cut him off with the sharp chop of ahand through the air. “1’'m not finished.”

“Y our career most assuredly can be, Colonel.” Fey’lya s ears flattened back againgt his skull. “Areyou
resgning, effectiveimmediately?’

Admird Kre fey snapped off aquick comment in Bothan that brought Fey’lya s head around asif he'd
been punched. The chief of state clawed curls of wood from the table. He snarled a comment in return.

Admird Kre fey came smoothly to hisfeet. “Oh, | dare, cousin, speak to you in that manner because
you have grosdy overstepped your boundsin this. Did you expect we would not know of Bimmid? Did
you expect we did not know of the sghtings of Y uuzhan Vong on Gargi? How many other worlds that
the Y uuzhan Vong have attacked did you expect usto remain ignorant of 7’

The Sullustan looked aghast. “How could you know—7"

The admird dowly shook his head. “ There are amillion waysto know. Commodities found on these
worlds are being bid up in the futures markets. Communications companies that service these worlds are
reporting outages and reduced earnings from these sectors. Recruiting numbersfor our military from
these worlds are down sharply. While you might have been able to shut off the flow of real newsto
various outlets, doubtlessto prevent a panic, you have forgotten that information that doesn't get through
isjust asvaluable as that which does”

The members of the advisory council looked shocked. They murmured among themsalves, then turned
to Borsk Fey’lya. To his credit, the Bothan snorted asif what he had been told was inconsequentid.
“Evenif these worlds are involved with the Y uuzhan V ong invas on—and you have no proof they
are—the prosecution of the war againgt the Y uuzhan VVong isamatter for usto determine.”

Gavin shook hishead. “Not whenitisour livesontheline”

“Again, Colond Darklighter, are you quoting from aresignation letter?” Fey’lyasneered & him. “You
Rogues quit the New Republic once before and we survived.”

Gavin'seyes narrowed. “ Perhaps | am resigning, Chief Fey'lya”

Traest Kre' fey stepped forward between Gavin and Elegos. “ Beware accepting his resignation, cousin,
because if hegoes, sodo 1. Sowill the New Republic’ s military.”



“You' retaking mutiny.”

“I"'m talking the only thing that makes sense. Y ou, you'redl paliticians. Y our focusis on acquiring
power. Why? So you can make lives better for some people. Thisisalaudable god, but your efforts
collapse when atrue crisis arises. An earthquake shakes a continent and kills thousands. Y ou take the
blame even though it was not your fault. Why? Because you had too few regulations about how the
buildings were to be maintained, or your rescue operations were too dow, your food supplies were too
low, your payments to the uninsured are lower than they imagined they would get. There are hundreds
and thousands of reasons you take the blame, and with each bit of blame you |ose some power.”

Krée fey tapped himsalf on his chest. “My mandate isto keep people safe, and the Y uuzhan Vong area
direct threat to their safety. Let us assume, to be charitable, that you did not believe Princess Leiawhen
she explained the problem of the Y uuzhan VVong to you. L et us assume you thought they trulywere
finished. Your lack of responseto that threat could be explained as naive, perhaps, but alack of
response now would becriminal .

“So, would | take the New Republic’ s military and draw it off into, say, the Unknown Regions and
carve out my own little empire? Yes. | would prepare it as ahaven for those who flee the New Republic
asit falsto the Yuuzhan Vong.”

Pwoe s nogtrilsflared. “If you fed thisway, Admird, would you not be better off staging arevolt and
unsegting us?’

“No, because | am not apalitician. | can’t fight awar and administer worlds.” He shook hishead. “|
cannot say | would not back someone esein toppling an ineffective government, however.”

Kre'fey twisted to hisleft and waved ahand at Lela

She sat forward and let aferal grin blossom on her face.

Fey’'lyastood and folded hisarms across his chest. “ So, thisisit, then, Leia? Y ou so hate being out of
power that you have seduced Admira Kre fey into backing you in arevolt? Do you wish to establish a
Jedi hegemony to rule the New Republic? Will your children inherit your position after you?”

Leialaughed quickly and politely, then came up out of her chair with afluid grace that reminded Gavin of

ateopari dretching languidly. “Isthat what you want, Chief Fey’ lya? Do you want to be humiliated? Do
you want to be remembered as the one who led the New Republic to such ruin thatl had to rescue it

agan?

Her voice came low enough that even Gavin had to strain to hear her. As her words poured into his
ears, Fey'lya sfacid expression changed. It went from alook of triumph to one of sour disappointment,
then resgnation. He leaned forward, posting himsalf up on hisarms.

“How isit that you wish to play this, then?’

Lelasmiled carefully. “ Firgt, you will cede control of military operationsto the military. Therewill be no
political micromanagement of the war. What they want, they get.”

“Of course”

“Second, you will coordinate relief supplies and matérid to handle theincoming refugees. Agamar is



aready overstressed, and people will be fleeing further Coreward as the Y uuzhan Vong advance.”
Fey’'lyaglanced at Pwoe. “Y ou can handledl that.”

“Lagtly, you will alow Senator A’ Klato make his report to the full senate, with complete coverage of it
to go out over the media.”

Fey’lyabarked a sharp laugh. “ So he can put the blame for this squarely on my shoulders? Never.”

Kre fey glanced a Gavin. “In my empire, would you like aworld for each of your children, or will they
need whole systemsto rule?’

Fey’lya sviolet eyesflashed with fire. “We will work up the text of the report together, yes?”’
Elegos nodded. “1 find that acceptable.”

“Good.” Lela stepped forward and offered Fey’lyaher hand. “I’ d forgotten what it was like to work
withyou.”

“Beassured, | hadnot .”

Fey’lyashook Leia s hand, but the guarded expression on her face confirmed that she was thinking what
Gavin could fed in hisbones. Fey’lya' s compliance now was not guaranteed to continuein the future.In
the short term we get what we need, but that won’t always be so. If he can take advantage, he
will.

Leiabowed her head to the council. “Thank you for your cooperation. It isfor the best, and that, after
dl, iswhat wedl desre, ign'tit?’

“Most assuredly, Leia” Borsk Fey’lyagavethem al apredatory grin. “We shal put the New Republic
above dl petty, persona concerns. For the best.”

Gavin wanted nothing more than to head home to hiswife, but he knew he was going to be poor
company. Too many people had died, and when he wasin amourning mood, it tended to remind his
sgter that her hushand had died fighting the Y evetha. She had come with her children to live with Gavin
at that point, just to get back on her feet, but she’d remained since. From time to time she’d get to
thinking of hersalf and her kids as aburden on Gavin, and that was something he just couldn’t dedl with
at the moment.

He made hisway back to Rogue Squadron headquarters and stalked through darkened hallways. He
redly didn’t mind the building being deserted; itwas very early in the morning. Admira Kre fey agreed
that no dert would go out until noon the next day, alowing the warriors who would be on thefront linesa
lazy morning before they committed their livesto the bloody grind of war.

The only red bright spot in the whole disaster of the retreat from Dubrillion had been Jaina Solo’ sjoining
the squadron. Gavin had asked Leaif her daughter might stay on with the unit, and permission had been
granted cautioudy. When he saw the joy on Jaina sface at the decision, Gavin suspected Lelahad
agreed just because she didn’t want to have to ded with Jainaif she'd said no. Jainaimmediately moved
into the squadron barracks, taking up aroom with Anni Capstan, her wingman, and settling in asif she'd
belonged there dl dong.



And flying the way she does, there’ s little doubt she will remain with us for a long time.

It surprised Gavin to find atrooper with ablaster rifle standing in front of his office door. The trooper
was little more than akid—barely older than | was when | joined the squadron. “Isthere aproblem
here, Private?’

The youth swalowed hard. “ Sir, | tried to stop them, Sir, but they said it would be okay to enter your
office. They said you wouldn't mind.”

Gavin blinked with astonishment. “Did they? And did they say who they were?’
The trooper shook his head. “ Just some old guys, sir.”
“And you let them in there? Why didn’t you stop them?”’

The soldier winced. “1 tried, but they took my blaster away from me.” He turned the weapon enough to
let Gavin seethat it had no power pack.

The colond nodded. “ And your comlink?’

“They took that, too. They told meto wait herefor you, otherwise I’ d be guilty of abandoning a pog,
ar”

“Yes, do that, wait right there.” Gavin steered the youth to the side and opened the door to his office.

He knew walking in there was foolish, but he dismissed the possibility that hisvistorswere assassins. The
Y uuzhan Vong didn’t seem to operate that way.Besides, dying now might just be easier than fighting
awar.

Thetwo visitorslooked up from where they had seated themselvesin the easy chairs. On thetable
before them sat three tumblers, two of which had been filled from the decanter of Corellian whiskey
Gavin kept hidden in the bottom drawer of his desk. The two men smiled at him, and he began to laugh.
The trooper glanced into theroom. “Areyou dl right, Sr?’

“Yes, Private, you're dismissed.”

“Here,” one of the visitors said, and lofted the soldier the clip and comlink that had been appropriated
fromhim.

Gavin closed the door behind the trooper, then shook his head. “ He described you as ‘two old guys.” ”
“No respect among the young anymore, isthere, Tycho?’

“None, Wedge, none at dl. Probably the fault of the command staff.”

Gavin poured himself aglass of whiskey. “What are you two doing here?’

“We heard from various sources that you' re going to be going to war.” Wedge Antillesraised hisglass.
“We' retoo old to fly, but not to help out. Y ou need us, you' ve got us.”



“Y ou may want to reconsider that offer. Thisisn't going to be pretty a al.”

Tycho Celchu shook hishead. “War never is, Gavin. Let’ sjust hope, together, we can make it very
short.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Jacen Solo turned from where he had been leaning on the balcony railing and faced hislittle brother.
“Couldn’t degp?’

Anakin shook his head as he emerged on the Solos' balcony. “Nightmares.”
1] Of?!
“Dantooine.” Anakin rubbed deep sand from hiseyes. 1 kegp having this dream where I’ m cutting

down reptoids right and Ieft, but it' s never enough. They ill overrun the refugee camp. When we get
there—'cuz you' re in the dream, too—we find alot of dead people. Chewie and Dad and Mom are

among them.”

Jacen sghed. “That’ sanasty one.”

“What do you think it means?’

The older brother shook his head and turned to lean on the balcony railing. “ After my experience on
Belkadan, I’ ve given up trying to figure out what dreams mean. Y ours could mean anything. Y ou're il

dedling with Chewi€ s death. By the same token, since Marawasn't among the dead, could beyou're
congratulating yourself over having saved her. | don’t know.”

Anakin joined his brother a therailing and stared out at the lights moving through the Coruscant
cityscape. It was hard to believe amonth had passed since he had | ft for Dantooine with Mara. “Mineis
clearly adream. Y ours could have been avison. Uncle Lukethinksit was.”

“Right, but the future changed, so | got drowned and tortured.” He half smiled at his brother. “ And since
we |eft Belkadan to come save you, it was probably you that set the future in motion that got me.”

“So | could be dead and you' d be happy?’

“Not what | said, Anakin.” Jacen caught a quick flash of sadnessfrom hisyounger brother. “And Dad
wouldn’t be happy if you were dead, either.”

Anakin snorted. “ Have you seen him yet?’
“No, you?’

“No. Threepio thinks he’ s ‘ingpecting’ cantinas here. Inspecting the bottom of glasses, morelike.”



Jacen sighed. “I’m not sure | don’t envy him.”

“What?’

“I'm having nightmares, too, Anakin. Nightmares of Dantooine.”
“Likemine?’

“Sort of.” Jacen scratched at the back of hisneck with hisright hand. “I’m there, like you, killing and
killing and killing. I'm a gatekeeper. The reptoids really need to get to the other Sde of the gate, and I'm
only letting them through in pieces”

“That’ swhat you had to do.”

“Did 17" Jacen ducked back as an inebriated swoop jockey buzzed them. “What we did wasn't noble, it
wasjust butchery. While the control vehicle had them under its sway, they marched forward like droids
and we just took them apart. Then, when Uncle Luke destroyed the control vehicle, they went berserk.
They were beasts and we just daughtered them.”

Anakin grabbed hold of Jacen’ sleft wrigt. “But you had no choice. If you didn't kill them, they would
have killed lots more refugees.”

“Yes, | know that. | acknowledgeit. | take respongibility for it, but | sill have to ask mysdf what does

doing that have to do with becoming a Jedi Knight?” He squeezed his eyestightly shut. “How did that
bring me closer to understanding the Force? How am | now abetter Jedi Knight than | was before?’

Anakin's hand dipped from Jacen’ swrist. “But the job of a Jedi isto safeguard people. There sno
more noble areason to do anything. Y ou risked your lifeto save others.”

“Did I? Do you honestly believe any of those reptoids could have serioudy hurt us? Over haf of Colonel
Bril’ nilim’ s soldiers survived that assault. They aren't Jedi. We didn’t need to be using lightsabersthere,
Anakin. We could have been using vibroblades or smple clubs”

He turned and opened hisarms. “ And was saving those refugees dl that special? We stopped them from
dying, but to what end? Does this make them better people than those who died? Are they more noble?
Will they learn from this experience and make the universe a better place?’

“I don’t know, Jacen. That' sthe future—"

“Whichisdwaysinmotion.”

“Right. What | do know isthat we kept some of them dive. That’ s enough for me.”

Jacen nodded dowly. “1 know it is, Anakin. | wish it was enough for me, too.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.” Jacen lowered his voice to awhisper as anguish poured off Anakin. “Look, Anakin, you did
wonderfully on Dantooine. Y ou learned alot. Y ou took good care of Mara. Y ou kept her aive under

very difficult circumgances. Y ou redlyare ahero because of dl that and everything you did to fend off
the reptoids. I’'m not trying to take anything away from you or what you did. | want you to understand



that.”
“Okay.” Anakin folded hisarms across his chest. “What about you?’

“That'sjustit. | don’'t know.” He pressed hisfingertipsto histemples. “| thought that going off on my
own would be the key to getting closer to the Force; but then | saw the daves and had to act. The Force
sendsmeavisonand | act onit, only to have things go wrong. But, from that wrong came the right of
saving you and Mara on Dantooine, and being there to help hold off the reptoids. It' sasif I'm walking
around in acircle, circling around the goa | want. Sometimesit seemsasif | need to be done, and others
I’ m thrust into the heroic mold that has shaped and consumed Uncle Luke. | know there are other
approaches, but | don’t know if they areright for me.”

Anakin frowned for amoment. “ Sounds like you' re trying to plot a course without knowing what your
find dedinationis”

“Huh?’

The younger Solo boy made acirclein thear with hisright index finger. “Y ou said you werecircling
your goal, but you never defined it. Y ou never said what it was. Me, | want to be a Jedi Knight, just like
Uncle Luke and others before him. | don’t know what you want, and | don’t think you do, either.”

Jacen nodded. “That’show | fed, but | think it's because | want to be somethingmore . | don’'t know
what it is, but | guess| think there’ s something more to the Jedi order than we' ve been able to recover. |
know it' s out there, but | don’t know what it is.”

“Thenit could be that going off and thinking about it isn’'t going to get you closer to your god.”
Jacen cocked an eyebrow at Anakin. “How isit that you' re so philosophica dl of asudden?’

The younger boy blushed. “On Dantooine, when Mara made me stop using the Force like acrutch, |
had alot of timeto think about things. | redlized | was using the Force too much. Uncle Luke usesit like
an adviser or sometimes a power source. Othersuseit like a vibroblade, some like an opinion pall, and
yet otherslike awhole variety of tools. | thought alot about al that, and | guess| choseto follow in
Uncle Luke' sfootsteps.

“That’ s not an easy path.”

“Easy isn't for Jedi.” Anakin smiled. “ Of course, trying to find your own path is much more difficult.
Maybe what you have to do isto walk abit on the other paths and see how you can weave bits and
pieces of them together.”

Anakin’s comment found echoesin Luke' s admonishment that Jacen was till young and lacking in
experience.Perhaps | do need to explore more of the Jedi ways andget to know myself better. He
redlized that while he was morejudiciousin his use of the Force than Anakin, hedidn’t really know how
he would function without it. Can | truly discover how to integrate myself with the Forceif | do not
know who | am without it?

Jacen reached out and touded his brother’ s hair. “L ook, one thing, no matter what | think about what
wedid at Dantooine, | was proud to have you at my side. | don't know what Il be in the future, Anakin,
but | know you'll be agreat Jedi Knight. | have confidence that you will succeed, no matter whet life
throwsat you.”



Anakin sharpened hiseyes. “ Areyou redly Jacen, or some Y uuzhan Vong in an ooglith masquer?’

Jacen threw an arm around hislittle brother’ s shoulders. “ For now, I'm Jacen Solo.” What | will bein
the future, however, is anyone’ s guess.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“Sotherel was, feding like | wasfloating, and | wasthinking to mysdlf, ‘ So, thisiswhat it' sliketo diea
Jedi and fade from existence like my grandfather.” ” A sheepishly grinning Corran Horn towel ed bacta off
himself. “Then | noticed that despite the numbness| ill had atouch of pain from my hand. | dso redized
| was being bumped around abit, which didn’t strike me as appropriate for a disembodied spirit, but |
couldn’t open my eyes, so | hung in for theride.”

Luke shook hishead. “Which iswhen you discovered that Ganner had returned and was lifting you
above the dashrats and out of the shell.”

Corran nodded. “Y es. Againgt my orders he had Trista bring theDalliance around, they lased the top
off the big shell, and hanging from the landing ramp, Ganner pulled me up. If hehadn't .. .”

Corran’ swife, Mirax, tossed Corran arobe from the hospita room’s smal wardrobe. “If he hadn't,
he' d be running from me. It'saso agood thing they stuck you in the bactatank on theDalliance . That
venom would have killed you otherwise.”

“Sure, but imaginether surpriseif it hadn’t worked.” Corran gave alast rub of his hair with the towd.
“They put mein, then only find torn up clothes”

Mirax arched an eyebrow at her husband. “ And that is funny,how 7’
“I would have been amused.”
“The dead, gpparently, find dmost anything entertaining.”

L uke nodded toward Mirax. “We need to know if what Dr. Pace alleged about Jedi appropriating
artifactsistrue. | gppreciate your looking into that for me.”

“Gladly, Master Skywalker.” Mirax frowned. “ The items I’ ve brought you have solid pre-Empire
provenance. The current anti-Jedi sentiment has depressed the collector prices on that materia, while the
market for Imperid trinketsis spiking. No accounting for taste, of course, or sense, but if the collectors
weren't meant to be skinned, they wouldn’t act like nerfs.”

“Do let me know what you learn in thisregard.” Luke had no doubt that some Jedi were overzealousin
their pursuit of thingsthat could link the current order with the one that the Emperor had al but
destroyed. But to be stealing mementos from people . . . “Whilefinding itemsthat expand our
knowledge of the Jedi isimportant, doing it at the expense of people and the image of the Jedi istoo high
apriceto pay.”



Corran shrugged the evergreen robe on and cinched it with ablack tie around hiswaist. “I think the
attitude is that we' re the Jedi and these relics belong to us, regardless of who found them. | don't agree
withit, but | do understand it.”

“I understand it, aswdll, Corran, and I’'m torn. | think having theitemsto study isvauable, but I’'m aso
not certain if we have the resources and expertise necessary to make the most of them.” Luke stroked a
hand over hisjaw. “Dr. Pace and her students have the background and knowledge to be able to put a
lot of thismateria in perspective. | think we need the help of scholars, which means we need to make
certain Jedi don’t see them as despoilers and thieves of our artifacts”

Mirax laughed. “ Doesit strike either of you asironic, then, that the mission to Bimmie ended up being
onethat sole Y uuzhan Vong artifacts out from under the Y uuzhan VVong' s noses?’

“That observation had occurred to me, yes, Mirax.” Luke pressed hisfingertipstogether. “ Thelittle
warning Sgn they left outside the ExGd facility included askull and broken machinery, which makesme
believe they congder both warnings of deeth.”

Corran climbed up on the hospital bed and pulled a couple of pillows behind hisback. “I don’t
understand the technophobia, ether. They clearly can produce items through biologica meansthat do
everything our machines can. The only differenceisthat their machinesareliving.”

“That' sasgnificant difference, though, Corran. Perhaps, in their pagt, there was awar waged with
droids on one sde and the Y uuzhan Vong on the other. It might have dmaost wiped them out, so they
have a pathological hatred of machines.” The Jedi Master pulled achair away from the smal room’s
single round table and sat. “Who knows? In any event, they might actudly view usasevil, Sncewerey
on machines so much.”

“If that’ sthelr attitude, they just would have loved seeing Jens going over the Y uuzhan Vong body with a
digitizer and scanning microscope.” Corran narrowed hiseyes. “That’ s not the most disturbing aspect of
them, however, to my mind. We have the whole dave issue. The daves we saw were probably picked
up on the Rim and once came from the New Republic. | don’t recall seeing any of the reptoidsyou
described their using on Dantooine.”

“Y et you had the x Y uuzhan Vong who infiltrated the compound and tried to murder the refugees.”
Mirax leaned back againgt the transparisted viewport through which sunlight poured. “1 don’t understand
why they would do that if these other troops were designated to assault the compound.”

Corran shrugged. “WEell, could be they were like Ganner and decided to disobey ordersto seek their
ownglory.”

Luke arched an eyebrow at Corran. “Y ou think that’ s why Ganner came back for you?’

“Part of hisreason, yes.”

“And you don't like being in hisdebt at dl, do you?’

Corran’ sexpression soured. “It’' snot as bad as being in Booster’ s debt, but it does rankle a bit.”

“You'll get over it.” Mirax gathered her long black hair a the back of her neck and twisted it into aknot.
“Do you think the Y uuzhan VVong were out for persond glory, or something ese?’



“Given how poorly they fought, there is no question they wereinexperienced.” Luke sighed. “Y e, even
at that, they killed aNoghri, which isn't easy. Forensic examination of their bodies has shown very littlein
the way of scarring, tattooing, and broken bones that both the Bimmiel body and some of the other
gpecimens we ve had do. Either they struck out on their own, or they were given theinfiltration
assgnment as ameans for advancement, | would guess.”

Corran flexed hisleft hand. “ Thereisanother thing I'm not sure | understand. The racks that they had
the students in—and the one you’ ve described as holding Jacen—they were designed to inflict pain. Not
too much, not too little, just pain. We both saw Y uuzhan VVong day davesrather ruthlesdy and, in my
case, for sport and, yet, something more. The scarring, tattoos, and broken bones—just having come out
of my last bit of bactatank therapy may give me abad perspective on things, but pain and recreation
don’t go hand in hand for me.”

“Thekilling of daves might not seem like recreation to the Y uuzhan Vong, just something some of them
taketo very well.” Luke opened hisarms. “We al know there are some Jedi who like using the Force
more than others. Asfor the broken bones and the other things, you' ve the friend who isaGand
findsman. Y ou know what he went through to achieve that rank among his people. Perhagpstheinjuries,
tattoos, and scars are rank sgnsamong the Y uuzhan VVong.”

Mirax raised ahand. “Being that | make my living trading in artifacts of cultura significance, it' smy sense
that most of those signsremain external. The scarring and tattoos make sense, but broken bones?
Especidly when they destroy symmetry? It doesn’'t seem right to me.”

Luke shrugged. “It doesn’t need to seem right to us, just to the Y uuzhan VVong. Pain and scarring and the
rest may serve some higher purposein ther culture. Thefact that they have these rack creaturesthat
inflict pain so exactly pointsthat out. I don't know if you noticed it on Bimmid, but on Belkadan, the rack
holding Jacen would have easily accommodated any of the Y uuzhan Vong warriors | saw.”

“Now that you mention it.”

The Jedi Master continued. “1 think it is very important to note that their attacks on Dubrillion and
Dantooine definitely pointed toward action meant to test us and train soldiers. They're clearly intelligent
and seem driven. Leiatold methat Lando’ s assessment of the first wave of Y uuzhan VVong and the
second isthat the second are definitely more highly trained and skilled. This could be reflective of learning
from thefirg series of attacks or ahint of what might come through in athird wave.”

Corran sighed. “1 didn’t like the second wave. Theidea of athird, or even a continuation of the
second—I’m not looking forward to it at all.”

“It doesn't please me, either, but to imagine they’ re just going to go away after thisround of attacksisas
foolish asthe senat€ sbdief that the Y uuzhan V ong would not come back after thefirst.”

“I know, Luke, | know.” Corran hugged hisarms around himsdlf. “And I’ ll be there, doing what you
need done. Nice to know we' |l have the New Republic backing us up thistime.”

“| agree, Corran.” Luke exhaled dowly. “For the good of the galaxy, | hope that will be enough.”



EPILOGUE

That looking upon his naked visage made the subordinates below tremble greetly, pleased Shedao Shal.
The Y uuzhan Vong commander had opted to enter the grasha on Bimmie without ahelmet or the
armored face mask that his exated rank permitted him to wear. His baton of rank lay coiled around his
right forearm. Narrower and much shorter than an amphistaff, the tsais belonged to the same species as
itslonger cousin, but remained more delicate. Itsletha employment required more skill, hence the rarity
of itsbeing granted.

Shedao Shal stood at the top of the stairway leading down into the grashal. What he saw would have
sickened him, but he would give no sign of weaknessto those below him. To those beneath me. On the
floor they had larval grichaeating up sand and excreting shell materia to patch over the breeches that had
permitted the sandbiters to enter the shell and devour two Y uuzhan Vong warriors.

Two warriors from my family. Shedao Shai began adow, deliberate descent of the steps, letting the
hedl spurson hisfeet click with each footfall. He kept his pace measured and watched to see who among
those below kept at their tasks or chose to look up at him as he descended. Those who did not look
were feigning disinterest, which meant they hid their ambition; whereas those who watched from thefirst
instance were fawning morons, thinking their advancement would come through means other than vaor
and success in combat.

Those who steal glances as they work, these are the ones who are naturally curious, but
respectful and attentive to duty. He noted which they were, then sdected from among them one who
had chosen to oversee the ngdin asit dowly effaced any trace of the interlopers who had desecrated the
grashal. He waited until his chosen one looked up, then summoned him with a single wave of a crooked

finger.

Thewarrior scooped up the ngdin, holding the dimy cresture in both hands despite the way the ciliaon
which it moved could deliver numbing stings to the hands. He st it down again on the grashd floor,
letting it attack a scarlet smear, then dropped to one knee before his master and pounded right fist to his
left shoulder.

Shedao Shai looked down at him. “Y ou are permitted to gaze upon me, Krag Va.”
“Were | worthy of that honor, Commander Shai, my tasks here would aready have been completed.”

Very good. The Y uuzhan Vong warrior haf lidded his eyes, then nodded dowly. “I would have you tell
me what happened here.”

“As| am able, Commander.” The warrior stood and turned to gesture at the racks. “I believe two of the
humans on thisworld were being kept in the Embrace of Pain. Two individuas—at aminimum,
two—came to free them. The cuts on the Embrace, the floor, and on the relics of your kinsmen lead me
to believe these two were of thejeedai . Inthebattling | believe NaeiraShal was dain first. His skull has
carbon scoring inside an eye socket. Dranae Shai hurt hisfoe badly, but scoring on the bones of hiship
joint suggests he was grestly hurt in return. | found no evidence of akilling stroketo hisremains.”

Krag Vd’svoice shrank. “ Of the remains we have recovered, that is.”

Fury began to build in Shedao Shai, but he kept it in check. What Krag Va reported was much the



substance of the preliminary report he had been given while in trangit from Dantooine. His battles there
and at Dubrillion had begun to give him ameasure of hisenemies. He had thought them resourceful and
even courageousin cases.| almost thought them worthy foes. But what he learned of their conduct on
Bimmie confirmed for him that they were beyond redemption.

“Thisieedai who left hisblood here, what of hisremains?’

Krag kept his eyesto the floor and clasped his hands behind his back. He bent forward, defenseless,
alowing hismaster to strike him if he so desired. * Of him we have no remains. Thereis blood evidence
that he may have been lifted from here and taken away.”

Shedao Shai’ s hands curled into fists sudded with horns at the knuckles. “Y ou tell me they recovered
the body of ther fallen and yet | eft oursto be carrion for vermin?’

“This| fear, Commander.”

Shedao Shai snarled, raising hisright fist toward his own misshapen face. This is the fault of Nom Anor,
that gods-cursed whelp of a machine. Nom Anor had infiltrated the New Republic and had sent back
much information about the enemiesthe Y uuzhan Vong would face here, but he had not included dl he
should have. Moreover, he had made abid for power, allowing his politica faction to launch astrike at
Dubrillion and Belkadan.Had his people won those battles, he would have dictated the course of our
invasion. His failures dictated my first moves, since we could not allow the shame of his defeat to
linger to sully our victory. | finished hiswork, but now my kinsmen have paid for his deficiencies
with their lives.

The Y uuzhan VVong commander kept his voice even, despite the words coming through clenched teeth.
“And of Mongel Sha?”’

Krag Va sank to both knees and prostrated himsalf at the base of the stairs. “ There is evidence,
Commander, that a group of humans found the cave where he had been waiting. They . . . | fear to say it,
Master..."

Tremors ran through Shedao Shai’ s body, but he kept them out of hisvoice. “Their crimes are not
yours, Krag va.”

“They disturbed hisrest, Master. They used . . . They left behind their mechanica abominations, there,
wherethey found him.”

The Y uuzhan Vong commander turned his face away from those below. The image of his grandfather’s
remains being pawed by these soft humans, of hisbeing disturbed, of al evidence of his passing being
destroyed—it was too much. It soured Shedao Shai’ s breath and thickened his sdliva. Mongel Shai had,
fifty years ago, been part of ateam to venture forth from their worldshipsto this new gaaxy. He had not
returned with the others, remaining behind on Bimmid to report to them viavillips until the range proved
too great. His sacrifice had brought honor to Domain Shai, and Shedao had hoped his cousins could
heap more glory upon the family by recovering the remains.

They failed and the enemy has taken hisrelics. They taunt us with their audacity.

Shedao Shai again looked at his subordinates, then pressed afoot against Krag Va’ s head, pinning it to
thefloor. “Why did Neiraand Dranaefail to find Monge’ sremansfirst?’



“The old coordinates were based on thisworld’ s magnetic field. It has shifted. Their searches
progressed incrementally. Fourteen revolutions from their deeths they would have found the right
formation. Their conduct was above reproach.”

“And without imagination.” Shedao Shal gestured back toward the minshd village to thewest. “The
vermin destroyed the daves?’

“It appears so, Master.”

“And their remains were not recovered by thejeedai 7’

“No, Master.”

Shedao Shai removed hisfoot from Krag V' s head, then stepped down to the floor of the grashd. He
crouched above the ngdin twitching its way aong the bloody streak thejeedai had left on the floor. He
watched it sucking up the blood, then looked past the creature at Krag Val.

“At the world they call Dantooine they did not recover their dead. These people have no sense of what
isproper or honorable. That they removed thisjeedai tellsme something vauable”

Krag Vd, hishead till held low, glanced a Shedao Sha. “What doesit tell you, Master?’
“Ittdlsmethisjeedai isyet dive.” Shedao Shai plucked the plump ngdin from the floor and held it up.
Onitsbely countless ciliaglistened within bloodstained mucus. Shedao Shai leaned forward and bit
deeply into the ngdin, tasting the blood, feding the stings. He tore flesh from the cresture and swallowed,
paying no mind to the cool sensation of fluid running down over hischin.

“Thisieedai lives, and | will again taste hisblood ashe dies.”
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Elegos A’Kla; New Republic senator (mae Caamas)

Lando Cdrissan; Dubrillion planetary administrator (male human)
Colonel Gavin Darklighter; Rogue Squadron (mae human)

Borsk Fey’'lya; New Republic chief of state (mae Bothan)

Corran Horn; Jedi Knight (mae human)



Danni Quee;, ExGd Society (femde human)
Ganner Rhysode; Jedi Knight (male human)
Shedao Shai; Y uuzhan VVong Commander

Luke Skywaker; Jedi Master (mae human)

Mara Jade Skywaker; Jedi Knight (femae human)
Anakin Solo; Jedi Knight (male human)

Jacen Solo; Jedi Knight (mae human)

Jaina Solo; Jedi Knight (femae human)

LeiaOrgana Solo; New Republic diplomat (fema e human)

Don’t missthe beginning of The New Jedi Order series, which beginswith VECTOR PRIME,
by R. A. Salvatore!

They had been living on the very edge of disaster for so very long, fighting bettles, literally, for decades,
running from bounty hunters and assassins. Even the firgt time Han and Leiahad met, on the Death Star,
of al places, and in the gallows of the place, to boot! So many times, it seemed, one or more of them
should have died.

And yet, in astrange way, that closeflirting with death had only made Han think them dl the more
invulnerable. They could dodge any blaster, or piggyback on the side of an asteroid, or climb out a
garbagechute, or . . .

But not anymore. Not now. The bubble of security was gone.

To Han Solo, the galaxy suddenly seemed amore dangerous place by far . . .

—fromVector Prime

Now join veteran Star Warsauthor Michael A. Stackpole as he continues the adventure in the
galaxy that Han Solo calls. a more dangerousplaceby far . ..
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