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ONE

One Month Ago, PyriaSystem
Borleias Occupation, Day 1

"A god cannot die," Charat Kraal said. "Thereforeit can have no fear of
death. So who is braver, agod or amorta ?*

Charat Kraa wasapilot of the Y uuzhan VVong - humanoid, alittle over
two metersin height. His skin, where it was not covered by geometric
tattoos, was pae, marked everywhere by the white, dightly reflective
lines of old scars. Some years-ago mishap had eaten away the center of
hisface, diminating even the diminutive nose common to the Y uuzhan
Vong, leaving behind brown-crusted cartilage and horizontal holesinto
his snus passages. Hisforehead angled back less dramaticaly than many
of the Y uuzhan Vong and looked atrifle more like the forehead of a
human, for which two warriors had taunted him, for which he had killed
them. He disguised the trait as much as he could by yanking out the last
of the hair on his head and adding skulltop tattoos that drew the eye up
and back, away from the offending forehead. One day he would earn an
implant that would further mask his deformity and end his problem.

He wore an ooglith cloaker, the transparent environment suit of Y uuzhan
Vong pilots, over asmple warrior'sloincloth. Both garmentswere

living creatures, engineered and bred to perform only the tasks demanded
of them, to aid the Y uuzhan VVong in their pursuit of glory.

He sat in the cockpit of his cora skipper, the irregular rocklike space
fighter of hiskind, but he did not wear his cognition hood at the
moment; the masklike cresture that kept him in menta contact with his
craft, that dlowed him to sensewith its sensesand pilot it with the
agility of thought rather than muscle and reection, was set to the Side
while his cora skipper cruised on routine patrol.

He and his mission partner, Penzak Kraal, were in distant orbit above
theworld Borlelas. The planet had been recently seized from the
infidels native to this galaxy so that it could be used asastaging
areafor the Y uuzhan Vong assault on the galactic throneworld of Coru
scant. Borlelas was an agreesbly green world, not overgrown with the
deed, crusty dwellings of the infidels, not strewn with their unnatural
implements of technology; only amilitary base, now smashed, had
affronted the Y uuzhan V ong with evidence of infidel occupation.

Thevoice of Penzak Krad emerged from the smal, head-shaped villip
mounted on the cockpit wall just benegth the canopy. Though most



cora skippers were not equipped with villips, relying instead on the
telepathic sgnas of yammaosk war coordinatorsfor dl their
communications, long-distance patrol craft did call for ameansfor
direct communications. "Don't beanidiot. If agod isthe god of
bravery, then by definition he must be braver than any Y uuzhan VVong,

then anything living."

"I wonder. Let us say then that you could become immorta asthe gods,
and never die, but remain one of the Y uuzhan VVong. Y ou would never face
death. Could you then be as brave asthe Y uuzhan VVong?Y ou could kill
forever but never truly risk death, defy degath, choose your time and

place of death. Which is better, to be brave for alifetime or to kill

forever?'

"Who cares? The choiceisnot ours. But if | wereto choose, | think |
would chooseimmortdity. Livelong enough, and you might learn how to
be brave asa 'Y uuzhan Vong again. Kill long enough, and you could
perhapslearnto kill astar.”

Charat Kraal sobered. "I have heard..."
"What?'
"Thet theinfiddsdid that. Learned to kill astar.”

He heard Penzak Krad hissinirritation; inthevillip he saw his

partner's lopsided features go even more off center as his mouth pulled
down in an expression of contempt. "So what if they did? They killed it
the wrong way, with their wrong minds and their wrong devices. And, like
idiots, they must have lost the secret. Or they'd be destroying the
worldships one by one."

"l have dso heard..." Charat Kraa lowered hisvoice, afoolish
ingtinct, snce no one but Penzak Kraal could belistening to him. "That
gods may smile upon them, too. On theinfidds.”

"Ridiculous”

"Can you know the minds of the gods?

"I can no more know the minds of the gods than summon one of the enemy
battleships to destroy for my persond glory."

In the distance, away from Borleias, many kilometers from them, an enemy
battleship winked into existence, its bow pointed toward them. The ship
was already up to speed; it grew rapidly asit neared them, asit
approached Borleias.

"Penzak, you fool."

"My words did not summon it, youidiot." Thevillip's face blurred and



adjusted, reflecting a change to Penzak's features, Penzak had pulled
on his cognition hood. Charat did likewise. His surroundings, the
cockpit interior, seemed to become transparent, giving him aview inall
directions through the senses of the coraskipper, showing himin
breethtaking detail the onrushing enemy ship.

No, now it was ships. More and more of the loathsome things of metal
were dropping out of hyperspace, all amed at Borleias. At Charat and
Penzak.

A moment |ater, Charat could fed abuzz through the cognition hood, a
telltale Sgn that Penzak was sending awarning to the Domain Kraal
commander on Borleias.

The foremost New Republic ship, asharply angled triangle in white,
passed over the two cora skippers, blotting out the sun, casting them

into shadow. Nowhere near so large asa 'Y uuzhan VVong worldship, it was
il of impressve size, and s0 near that Charat felt he could reach

out and drag hisfinger dongitshull asit passed.

Penzak Kraa sent his coraskipper into adive and turned to match the
larger craft's course. Charat paced him. Above, he saw thruster gouts
from the ship'sbelly herald the launching of the hated infidel

dafighers.

"How do we hurt them worst?' Charat asked.

"Follow mein," Penzak said. "While they're launching. Don't engagethe
fighters; bait them so they follow us. The ship won't fireon uswith
thefightersin close proximity. Well enter their launching bays and
destroy the facilities there, then gut the ship from within." He looped
around, risng and angling in toward the ship's belly. Charat followed.

Mon Mothma, one of the newest cruisersin the New Republic'sfleet, a
Star Destroyer refitted with gravity-well generators capable of
interfering with the short jumps made by Y uuzhan Vong craft, cruised
draight toward Borleias from the point where it had dropped out of
hyperspace. This hadn't been atimed drop - they'd plotted a course
graight for the planet Borleias, and the planet's gravity well had
dragged them into rea space when they'd come close enough. And now
before them was the blue-green world they had come to recapure.

"No sgn of a'Y uuzhan Vong worldship in orbit,” reported the sensor
officer, aMon Cdamari male with deep blue skin. "The two cora skippers
areturning to engage.”

Generd Wedge Antilles, alean man with acareworn face and military
posture, commander of the fleet group for which Mon Mothmawasthe
flagship, nodded. "Gunnery, stay on them, vape them if they come against
us. Fighter control, continue launching starfighter squadrons.”



"YS, S r."
"YS, S r..u

Data screens it up with colored blips as New Republic sarfighters - X
wings, A-9s, B-wings, E-wings, and more-streamed out of the docking bays
and turned toward the planet. Wedge, standing at the captain's station
toward the rear of the spacious bridge, ignored the screens. He

concentrated instead on the live view of Borleias, which filled themain
viewport at the bow end of the bridge.

| hope the VVong here have cometo love thisworld, he told himsdlf.
Because I'm going to take it from them. They're going to learn what it
istolosethethingsthey love.

Luke Skywaker hit histhrugters. His X-wing roared out of themain
docking bay, losing dtitude relaive to the Mon Mothma. Behind hi m,
eleven pilots of Twin Suns Squadron, the temporary X-wing squad that was
his command, formed up on him. "Twin Sunsaway," he said.

"Twin Suns, copy." That would be the controller on Mon Mothma''s bridge.
"Be advised, two cora skippers are maneuvering into your flight path.”

Luke glanced at his sensor board. Two red blips were indeed turning from
below to head toward them. " Squadron, follow me out, let's give these
two the gauntl et trestment.”

He heard a chorus of acknowledgments. There was tension in some of the
voices, but not darm. All his pilots were veterans, survivors of the

Sabers, the Shocks, and other squadrons that had been reduced to shield
trios, wing pairs, and solo pilots during the Y uuzhan Vong attack on
Coruscant mere days earlier. Two of them, forming with him ashield

trio, were hiswife, Mara Jade Skywalker, and the Cordllian-Security
officer-turned-pilot-turned-Jedi named Corran Horn. All his pilots were
disciplined and competent. Many wanted revenge.

Luke understood how they felt. The VVong, aided by their human agent Vigi
Shesh, had dmost managed to kidnap hisand Marasinfant son, Ben, just
days ago. They had killed his nephew Anakin, and his nephew Jacen was
missing. Thelosses, especidly that of his apprentice Anakin, created

an ache within him that he could not soothe.

In hisyouth, Luke would have been anxious for payback, but today he set
that portion of himself asde. That was dark side thinking, immeature
thinking. It had been along time since he had been a smooth-faced
innocent; the scars of combat and lines of age had accumulated on his
face, matching the weight of experience and calm that had accumulated on
hissairit.



He extended his perceptions and sought Marawith them. He found her and
amost flinched away from the contact; she was now an icy presence,
concentrated totally on their mission.

He shrugged. Iciness was better than one dternative. Mara, despite her
cool and controlled manner, was as anguished as he by the near |oss of
Ben and the loss of their nephews, and it would be no surpriseto find
her lit like alightsaber with adesre for revenge. Thefact that she
wasn't meant that she wasin control.

"SHoilsto atack position,” Luke said, and suited action to words by
flipping the switch that split the X-wings flight surfacesinto their
familiar X-shaped attack profile. "First and third trios, take the
leader, the rest on thewingmate. Fire at will." Helinked hislasersto
quad fire, so that al four would firewith asingle press of the

trigger, and opened up on the lead coral skipper. Four red streams of
destructive laser energy lanced out againgt the coral skipper -

No, it was eight streams. Luke's burst, aimed at the starboard side of
the skip, never reached itstarget; a blackness appeared beforeit,
distorting space around it like agigantic magnifying lens, drawing the
lasarfireinto it. Those four red lances of energy smply bent and
disappeared. But Maras burst, aimed at the port side, hit the
coraskipper aningtant after Luke's vanished. He grinned; she must have
been using her own Force ahilities to monitor him, aswell. She couldn't
have timed it so expertly otherwise. Her lasersraked across the enemy
garfighter's hull until the distortion flicked over to interpose

itself, then Luke fired again, chipping away at the cora skipper's

gern. Hisblastswerejoined by Corran's. The cord-like materia of
the skip's hull superheated and the lasers tore red-hot gouges aong the
surface.

Luke sent his X-wing into evasive maneuvers, moving back and forth, up
and down with the randomness of aflying insect. He saw histarget's
counterattack, a glowing missile from the coral skipper's plasma cannon,
flash by to port, far enough away to be no danger to himself, Mara, or
Corran. Infact, there were no cries of darm from his squadmates, no
sudden and tragic disappearances of New Republic blipsfrom his sensors.

"They're not engaging.” That was Twin Suns Eleven, a Commenorian woman
named Tilath Keer. "Turning to pursue.” Luke saw the blips of Twin Suns
Four through Six and Ten through Twelve turning back, following the
coralskippers straight in toward Mon Mothma.

Lukefdt alittletingle, but whether awarning from the Force or from
his own years of combat experience he could not tell. "Negative, break
off," hesaid. "Do not engage. Twin Suns, turn to origina course and
form up on Record Time. Mon Mothma, these skips are yours."

"Copy, TwinsOne."



Luke turned back toward Borleias, saw his pilots breaking off from

pursuit of the cora skippers and maneuvering to form up with the

squadron. The moment his fighters were clear of the coralskippers, Mon
Mothmaslaser cannons opened up. One of the coral skippers was destroyed
ingtantly, its dovin basal unableto absorb dl the incoming damage with
itsvoid; the craft was reduced in aflash to glowing, molten particles

no larger than afingernail. The other, gpparently more skillful at

soaking up damage with itsvoid, still sustained agrazing impact and

spun away from Mon Mothma, out of control, no danger to the Star
Destroyer.

Luke shook hishead a the Y uuzhan VVong's pointless sacrifice, at the
sad wadte of life, and formed hisfighters up in an assault wedgein
front of Record Time.

Record Time was an armed troop transport. At nearly 170 meters, with two
bulbous main portions - the larger stern housed the bridge and personnel
bays, the smaller stern the engines - connected by anarrow access tube,

the vessel |ooked impossibly vulnerable, impossibly fragile. But its
captain-owner, a private trader - asmuggler, Luke believed - had
volunteered itsuse to Genera Antillesduring thefall of Coruscant,

claming it wasthe fastest, toughest vessd of itstype. Now its bay

was clear of trade goods and was filled with soldiersinstead.

Luke's comm unit hissed with amoment of satic, then awoman'svoice
"Record Timeto Twin Suns Leader, al sat."

"Twin Sunsto Record Time, you set the pace. We won't have any trouble
staying where we need to be."

The transport surged forward, not fast by starfighter standards, but
quickly enough for afreighter. Luke calculated itsrate of acceleration
and brought his X-wing up in front of the freighter's bridge. Maraand
Corran settled in with him. Another shield trio dropped back to the port
sde of Record Time, athird to the starboard side, and the last astern

of the transport.

All around Twin Suns Squadron, starfighter squadrons, frigates,
destroyers, transports, and shuttles began accel erating to battle speed.

Luke heard Colond Gavin Darklighter's voice over the operation channe
"Rogue Squadron to Borleias. We're back. We kicked your butt twenty
years ago. Now were hereto do it again.”

Lukegrinned.

Squadrons of cora skippers were dready climbing to their dtitude by

the time Twin Suns Squadron began its descent into atmosphere. Sightly
longer than X-wings and comparabl e spacecraft, the coral skippers were
far more massive. They were dense congtructions of yorik cord, tapering
toward the bow, broadening and deepening toward the stern, with rough



exteriorsreflecting their organic origins.

They could be quite beautiful, Luke had decided. The onesrising against
them and the two they'd seen after leaving the Mon Mothma shared a color
scheme, apastel red and a pearlescent silver swirled together ina

mottled pattern. At the bow, tucked into asort of niche grown into the
coral surface, was the round reddish shape of the dovin basdl, the

cregture whose gravitic powers dragged the cora skipper from point to
point in space and a so brought up defensive voids that drank in damage
like a Tatooine bantha drank water. On the top surface, just ahead of

the point where the ship's body swelled to its greatest width, wasthe
canopy over the cockpit; this one wastinted blue.

Their beauty wasirrelevant. As soon asthey came within range, they
opened up with their plasma cannons, life-forms that spewed superheated
materiasthat could eat through astarfighter's hull. " Bresk and

engage, cover the transport,” Luke commanded, and suited action to
words; he spun out in arapid descent relative to the planet below and
opened fire, trusting hiswingmatesto stay with him, to fire out of

phase with him and at different portions of histarget to overload and
baffle the dovin basdl. Thistime the cresture defending histarget skip
intercepted Maras shot, fired from dightly below the skip's

centerline, but couldn't whip the void around fast enough to counter
Luke's and Corran's shots, which scoured the yorik cord dl around the
pilot's canopy.

Superheated blobs from histarget's wingmate flashed toward Luke's X
wing. Luke heard a squeal of darm from R2-D2, who was tucked into the
astromech bay behind his canopy, but ignored it asan irrelevant detall.

He continued hisrolling descent, varying the speed of hisroll and

distance covered each half a standard second, and saw the plasmaflash
between his snubfighter and Maras.

Then the three of them were wdl below their targetsand risng again
behind the coral skippers sterns. The skips voids swung around,
hovering a the sterns, ready to soak up infinite amounts of wegpon
energy.

The first engagements between cora skippers and New Republic
garfighters had been terrible for the New Republic. Even seasoned
pilots had been thrown off balance by the skips incredible durability,

by the failure of pro ton torpedoes and laser blasts sucked into the
voidsto do any harm to the vehicles, by the tenacity of the damage done
by plasma cannons, which kept on eating away at vehicle surfaces well
after they'd hit.

Now things were different. The surviving pilots had adjusted their
tactics and passed their information along to their fellows. Therules

of the game were to overload the dovin basals, striking them from
severd directions at once to ensure that some damage got through to hit
the coraskippers surfaces. Starfighter pilots had to avoid taking any



hitsat al from skip weaponry; any hit could eat through shieldsand
provefad.

And there were new tactics al thetime, in every battle. Mara surged
ahead of Luke and Corran, flying in a pattern that was oddly

predictable, and drew fire from both cora skippers. She became suddenly
eraticin her flight, as random as only Force skills could make a

pilot, and flashed ahead until she was just behind the skips. She
sdedipped to port, and as both streams of plasma cannon fire followed
her, the fire from the starboard skip crossed the body of the port-side
skip; two bdls of fire thudded into the skip's belly before the

starboard pilot compensated.

The port skip's void whipped around to shield the skip's belly. In that
instant, Mara drop-fired a quad-linked burst of laserfire.

The skip detonated, hiding Mara's X-wing from sight for amoment, and
Lukefired alaser stutter-burst at the starboard skip's underside. He
hoped that the pilot's confusion at having hurt his own wingmete, dong
with the dovin basd's effort to shield this skip from the damage from
Maras attack, would leave it momentarily vulnerable.

Hewasright. Hislasers hit the skip's underside and chewed through.
That skip vectored away, trailing fluids that ingtantly froze at this
near-vacuum dtitude.

He checked his sensors. Two skips down. Marawas coming around to rejoin
him and Corran. Diagnogtics said his X-wing was undamaged.

Farther out, two of his Twin Suns snubfighters were gone. The pilot of
one of them was extravehicular;

L uke hoped that the flight suit would keep the pilot dive until a
rescue shuttle could arrive. "Good tactics, Mara," he said.

"Y ou dways know the swest thing to say."

Luke grinned and came around toward anew set of opponents.

Starfighter squadrons held the Y uuzhan V ong response to three points of
conflict in orbit. The Twin Suns group took advantage of the opportunity
and roared down through the atmosphere in an undefended zone, then
banked toward the coral skippers launch point, which had been detected
on gravitic sensors. It was, not coincidentally, the same map coordinate
as Borleiass New Republic military base. Luke 'didn't relish seeing

what had become of the base during the Y uuzhan V ong occupation.

Asthey dropped low over the jungle canopy, L uke could make out the
target zone ahead. It didn't have the same profile as the holocube hed
studied. The main building seemed to be lower, broader.



Small chipsof yorik cord wererising aboveit, angling toward them.
His sensors said there were six of them. "Twin Suns, up front,” Luke
sad. "Engage dl those skips. Record Time, it'syour call whether you
want to hang back with us or move on to the target without us.”

"Twin Suns One, thisis Record Time. Were hereto fight. Well seeyou
at thelanding zone."

"COW_"

Lando Cdrissan, in Record Time'stroop bay, stood next to the ramp
access and tried not to look concerned.

He was swesting. He didn't like swesting. It suggested hard work,
something he wasn't fond of, and just didn't give the impression of
someone who wasinfinitely coal, infinitely in control.

He looked over the units of men and women in the bay. Most were seated
inrows of high-backed troop couches, strapped in against the turbulence
that was likely to come. Their commanders walked up and down those rows,
issuing last-minute ingtructions, advice, encouragements, jokes,

inults

He looked over his own troops. They stood in acircle, each with ahand
on themeta post at the circle's center, and stared at him. They were
impassive, fearless. "Ready? "he asked.

In unison, they answered, "Ready, Sr!"

He knew that once they |eft the bay held never see some of them again.
Unlike the other commanders present, he was content with that knowledge.
Histroopswould serve their purpose.

The bay shuddered as enemy firefindly began to strike Record Time.
Lando saw fear, even nausea, on the faces of some of the other troops.

Not his. They continued to stare & him, waiting.

Luke, with Maraand Corran tucked in beside him, roared dong in Record
Time'swake. He grimaced. He had lost histop starboard laser cannon and
engineto plasmafire. His power, maneuverability, and fighting strength
were reduced.

Ahead, Record Time was settling down into the jungle canopy, or perhaps
into the open field just before the base; from here, it looked the same.
Littleflashes of light were pouring up from the ground and hammering

into the trangport's hull, blackening it. Though he was Stuated

directly astern of the trangport, L uke thought he could see the edges of



Record Time's bow distorting as combat damage ate away at it. Then the
transport turned to port and L uke saw that he was right; the bow had
sustained terrific damage from plasma cannons. He'd be astonished if the
transport was spaceworthy now.

After thelast lurch and vibration, Lando knew the transport was down.
He could barely hear over the systems alarms. He took alast deep bregth
and nodded at his troops, then dapped the button on the hull panel

besde him.

The top portion of the entry did instantly up out of sight. The bottom
portion lowered, becoming aramp. Warm, humid air flooded into the troop
bay. Beyond the entryway wasfidld, its stringy grasses caf-high, and
beyond that was some sort of reddish Y uuzhan Vong congtruction, alarge
cylindrical building with arms radiating outward at regular intervas.

"Go, go, go!" Lando shouted, and his troops released the bar they'd been
holding. Shouting an inarticulate battle cry, they surged for the ramp,
readying blagter rifles.

Asthey reached the top of the ramp, incoming fire begantorainin.
Lando heard the rear wall of the bay ring as ammunition pocked it. No,
it wasn't ammunition, he reminded himsalf, but creatures hurled by the
Y uuzhan Vong - thud bugs, the hard-hitting insect projectiles, and razor
bugs, which diced whatever they hit and came around again to attack
whatever they missed.

One of histroopstook a concentration of thud bugs, severd of them
hitting the man in the throat. The force of the impacts was enough to
shear through. That soldier's body collapsed and his head clanked to the
bay floor, rolling unerringly toward Lando.

Lando stopped it with hisfoot like a player trapping abal and looked
dispassonately at it. Hisfirst casudty of the day. The combat droid's
features stared up a him with no more expression than they'd shown a
moment ago. The damage didn't look too bad, he decided. This one would
be easily repaired.

The unhurt nineteen droid troops charged down the ramp and into the
field, turning to head toward the right flank of the big red building.
Their war cry changed from asimple roar to words that Lando didn't
understand.

But he knew what they meant. HEd arranged for the war cry to be
ingaled in hisdroid troops. It wasin the language of the Y uuzhan
Vong, and it meant, "We are machines! We are greater than the Y uuzhan

Vong!"

On the bridge of the Record Time, the communications officer, a Rodian,



hisgreen scay hideimmaculatdy clean and the mouth a thetip of his
pointed chin puckering, said, "Captain, it'sworking. They're breaking
cover, showing themselves."

The captain, atall human woman with copper-colored hair tucked up under
an officer's cap, extracted hersdlf from her chair and stood. This put

her head squardly in the smoke accumulating against the bridge's

ceiling. She coughed, ducked, and moved to stand over the Rodian's
shoulder.

On the screen was a panoramic view collated from the holocams situated
on the transport's hull. 1t showed the ground dl around the Record
Time, jungle to port and open field to starboard.

Lando Cdrissan's droid troops were off the ramp and charging across
thefidd, firing in adefensve screen dl around them. And Y uuzhan
Vong warriors were popping up al over thefield, emerging from the
jungle at adead run, heading toward them, ignoring the transport
lunging like maddened animastoward the droids thet insulted them by
words and mere presence.

"Tranamit thisvisud to al vehicles and vessalsin our engagement
zone," the captain said. "Transmit to Mon Mothmathat the tactic does
work. Thentdl - oh, blast.”

On the screen, something huge was approaching from the far sde of the
building with the radiating arms, moving around it. Thiswasaliving
cregture, vagudy reptilian, itsdf the Sze of alarge building. Its

skin was a blue-green, but patches of red and silver yorik cord grew
over its head and adong its spine. From the spine grew huge sail-like
plates, and plasma cannons protruded by the dozens from the yorik coral.

The captain's voice rose into acommander's bellow. " Get the troops off
this ship now. Nonessentia personnd, follow the troops off. All
wesgpons come to bear on that target. Fire at will. And vent the smoke
here. Weve got to breathe to fight.”

Thishad t 0 be one of those creatures that had fought in the Dantooine
engagement. The captain had an ugly presentiment that Record Timewould
not surviveto lift off again.

TWO
Borieias Occupation, Day 1

Theliving troops poured out of Record Time's bays, their war cry an
inarticulate roar. Lando steered his bodyguard, another of hisdroid
troopers, in the wake of hismain body of troops while the others surged
toward the main building, spread out to set up a perimeter, or stopped



to set up equipment.

Aheed, his droids were experiencing heavy incoming fire; their
laminanium armor was peeked with small impact craters from thud bugs,
stained with the juices of razor bugs that had smashed harmlesdly into
them. Lando watched asawarrior of the Y uuzhan VVong hurtled between two
of them, hisvonduun crab armor dark but gleaming, and whipped his
amphigtaff back and to the right as he passed. The st&ff, rigid, swept
toward the droid's midsection, but the droid caught it with afree hand,
itsown motion ablur. The droid aimed its heavy blaster and fired, a
burst of energy tearing through the Vong warrior. The warrior jerked
backward, convulsed by the outpouring of blaster damage, and hit the
ground steaming.

A blow to Lando's back not hard enough to be athud bug hurled him onto
the grass, and he dimly heard hisbodyguard say, "Down, Sr." Then the
droid wasfiring. Lando haf-rose and saw a 'Y uuzhan Vong warrior
approaching at adead run, zigzagging to avoid the droid's blasterfire.

From hisknees, Lando aimed to the right of the on-rushing enemy and
fired, spraying laser energy up and down into open space, then traversed
left. His shots flanked the droid's, and the Y uuzhan VVong warrior, now
five steps away, dodged into them, taking ablast in the knee. He fell
forward and skidded toward Lando and the droid, his amphistaff whipping
around, pliant.

Lando stood. He and the droid backed away at divergent angles and
continued to pour fireinto thefalen warrior. Thewarrior rose, his
armor blackened in several places, and drew back his hand to throw
something, but ablast - Lando wasn't sure whether it was his or the
droid's - caught it in the throat. It toppled backward.

Lando nodded at the droid. "I'm abusinessman,” he said.

"Yes gr."

"Y ou know what that means."

"Y ou hate being here, gir."

"Y ou've got that right." Thetwo of them circled around the smoking
body, continuing toward Lando'sforce.

Now the armor-plated beast was visible around the building's edge. The
muscles beneath and surrounding its armor plates rippled and the plasma
cannonsall over itsback tilted, taking aim - directly toward Lando, it
seemed to him.

He dropped to the ground and began firing.

Luke, Mara, and Corran took a high-speed run over the base ares, giving



them a split-second view of the Y uuzhan V ong building, of the Record
Time, of the tremendous beast hurling plasmainto the transport's Sde.

Luke sighed. Thelast time held faced one of these creatures, which
Jaina Solo had nicknamed "ranges,”" and later was known by its'Y uuzhan
Vong name, arakamat, and saw the tactic he'd used to destroy it had
knocked him out for hours. He couldn't afford to do that now. "Let'sdo
what we can to distract the thing from the ground troops,” he said. "Two
Hight, Three Hight, Four Hight, whenever you get through playing with
those skips back there, we can put you to work up here where the fight
Is"

Heled Maraand Corran in atight loop back toward the engagement zone.
All three X-wings began juking just before they cleared thejungle

canopy, and plasma danced up through the air al around them. Hefired
linked lasers at the enormous beast and saw his blast and those of his
nightmares swallowed by the creatures void defenses. Then they were
over jungleagan.

Lando elbow-crawled forward, chanting, "I'm too old for this, I'm a
businessman, I'mtoo old for this, | want adrink.” The rhythm of his

own words kept him from being fully aware of the sweat dripping from
him, of the fear radiating from him as plasmafire flashed by mere

meters over his head and into the side of the Record Time. Return fire
crossed from the other direction, heavy laser cannon blasts that would
evaporate him if they grazed him. Hisdroid kept pace, walking dowly so
as not to leave Lando behind.

Hed crawled into acircle of troops before he knew it - Six of them,
five humansand a Twi'lek, only three of them with shoulder arms. "Where
areyour blasters?' he asked.

The Twi'lek, ared-skinned female, huddled against the mound of her
pack. "Were engineers.”

One of the others, along-faced mae with ablaster rifle, said,
"They're engineers" Hefired a thelegs of the giant creature
lumbering intheir direction.

"Engineers?' Lando asked. "With explosves?'

The woman nodded.

"Y ou're hiding behind your explosives?"

She nodded again, her dismayed expression suggesting that she understood
the insanity of it.

"Dig," Lando sad. "A shdlow hole. Large enough to put al those
explogvesin.”



"No," sad the trooper with the blaster. "WEell just leave them behind
and get clear of them.”

"No, weredigging." Lando glanced at the Twi'lek woman, who was frozen,
her hand halfway to her field shove, looking between him and the

trooper.

Thetrooper gave Lando aningratiating smile. "I'monly a
noncommissioned officer, but that beats acivilian on the battlefield.
Weleave"

Lando grabbed him by the collar of histunic and dragged him close. The
trooper had to be younger than twenty, despite his apparent poise.
"Listen to me, banthafodder," Lando said. "I blew up a Death Star
before you were born. In twenty seconds | can conclude a conversation
with Genera Antilles, who blew up that Death Star with me, and I'll be
Generd Cdrissan again, and and you'll spend the rest of your military
career cleaning refreshers on Kessdl. Or you can dig. Whichisit?!

The trooper looked at him for one long moment, during which stresks of
plasmabegan to look like solid linesin the air above them. "I guesswe
dig, ar."

"Right." Lando released him. Helooked at the Twi'lek engineer and
gestured at the trooper. "Give him your shove."

"YS, S r..u

Lando stretched out, took up his blaster rifle, and took the trooper's
place at the perimeter. Hefired afew times at distant Y uuzhan VVong
warriors and once at the creature. Then he turned to his bodyguard and
smiled. "Y ou know, that's the kind of worker negotiations| redly
love." Thedroid nodded. "Yes, ar."

Thelatest flyby of Luke and hiswingmates, during which some of their
shots were again absorbed by the rakamat's voids and others hit the side
of the Y uuzhan Vong building, showed one party of soldiersinacircle
directly ahead of the oncoming rakamat. The soldiers seemed to be
digging ahole. "What do you think?' he heard Maraask. "ldiots?

"Picnickers," Luke offered.
"Therésathought.”

Lukeled Mara and Corran back toward the Y uuzhan VVong base. A moment
latel, three more Twin Suns settled into formation with them.

"Good to seeyou," Luke said. "Split off and gpproach the base from the
far Sde so that you reach the edge of the canopy half asecond after we



do. They're only expecting three of us. Ready, break.”

The ground here was soft; they had the hole dug and three engineers
worth of explosives|loaded into it in less than astandard minute. The
eight of them crawled away from the hole and toward the Record Time.

The Twi'lek woman wasn't crawling. She wasflat on her back toward the
rear of the column, fiddling with aremote detonator, while Lando's

droid dragged her by thefeet. The droid kept up sustained fire aimed
behind them, toward the rakamat and the main engagement area of the
infantry fight.

Lando, elbow-crawling at the head of the column, heard the roar of the
returning X-wings. He knew their attacks on the beast were futile, but
was grateful for their strafing runs, which had kept him and this unit
from faling under congtant fire.

Three X-wingsflashed by from the right, unloading lasarfire on the
beast's |eft Sde. The voidsflicked around into the path of the
attacks, and Lando thought he saw the snubfighters red laser beams
actually bend asthey entered the voids.

Then three X-wings flashed by from theleft, pouring lasarfireinto the
beast's right Side. The six snubfighters crossed like a demonstration of
trick flying and disappeared beyond the jungle canopy.

Lando saw yorik coral superheat and explode, propelled out asthe flesh
benesath the cord wasingtantly transformed into steam.

Blackish blood poured down the beast's right flank. The creature roared,
anoiselike the offspring of a ground-quake and distant thunder, and
poured plasmafire after the Six snubfighters. But ill it came on,

toward them, toward the Record Time.

"Got it," the Twi'lek engineer said.

"Get ready,” Lando said. "Well try to timeit to the X-wings next pass
if they'reback intime."

The woman began e bow-crawling, freeing Lando's droid.

Lando suddenly found two stumpsin the way before him. He looked up.
They weren't sumps. They werethelegsof aY uuzhan VVong warrior,
encased in vonduun crab armor. The warrior's amphistaff was straight as
agpear, itstapered tail pointed right at Lando's back; the warrior

held it up, ready to plunge.

The point came down and adark shape shielded Lando from it, from the
dazzling display of plasmaand laser energy overhead . Lando heard a
human scream, and abruptly the Y uuzhan Vong warrior wasflat on the



grass, hisfeet kicking centimetersfrom Lando's nose. One of the
soldierswas atop him, but was dready going limp, the amphigtaff driven
clear through his back.

From his position, Lando had aview under the skirt plates of the

Y uuzhan Vong warrior'sarmor. Asthe warrior tossed aside the soldier's
body, Lando angled hisblaster riflein and fired, hitting the warrior
where neither leg armor nor skirt armor protected. Thistimeit wasthe

Y uuzhan Vong who cried out in pain. The warrior jerked and writhed,
agony twigting hisbody apparently beyond the level that even a’Y uuzhan
Vong could endure.

Lando's bodyguard droid landed between Lando and the warrior. It kicked
out against the amphigtaft. Its blow hurled the wegpon away, though the
amphigtaff, pliant again, bit the droid; the attack, faster than Lando's

eye could follow, did not penetrate the droid's armor and would not have
damaged the droid if it had. The amphigtaff flew meters away.

Thedroid stood over the warrior, aimed carefully, and began firing.

Lando twisted around. The giant creature behind them, still pouring
blood, had picked up speed. Knowing it was injured, perhaps dying, it
was charging the Record Time.

The Twi'lek engineer had the detonator in her hand, her thumb over the
button.

"Wiait, "Lando said.
She turned an anguished expression toward him, but didn't argue.

Theroar of the returning X-wings began to rattle everyone and
everything in thefidd. Lando watched the skieswith asmal part of
his attention and kept the rest on the oncoming creature. Itsfront feet
were over, then past the buried cache of explosives, and its main body
was moving into place above the disturbed ground that marked its
location.

Lando swallowed. If he was successful, the beast would die. Innocent,
and Lando found it painful to watch it lumber toward him, toward its
desth.

He put the blame on the Y uuzhan VVong. It was better than accepting every
bit of respongibility for killing atremendous creature that, but for
its controllers, might never have endangered him.

The X-wing roar rose in volume, and the plasma cannons on the beast
diverted their streams of fire from the Record Timeinto the air. Lando
saw the vehiclesflash in from two sdes, north and south thistime
instead of east and west. He saw red lasers flash down into the
blackness of the beast's voids, saw return plasmafire clip an X-wing's



underside and begin burrowing in.

Then the snubfighters were gone, the plasma cannons sending fiery
destruction after them. "Now!" Lando shouted.

He didn't even see the woman press the button; he was aware only of the
fire, reddish yellow and as evil looking as anything produced by the

Y uuzhan Vong, roiling out from under the beast. It engulfed the cresture
and dammed Lando with heat and noise; he buried hisfacein the grass

to escapeiit.

A moment later, he could look again. The creature was down on its Side,
its belly ripped and blackened by the force of the explosion. Blood
streamed fromiit, but amazingly, it il lived, a least for the

moment, its Sides heaving with the effort to breathe.

It was not firing on X-wings or the troop transport now. Lando could
hear and see the trangport's lasers picking up again, not concentrating
their fire on the cresture, now picking off individud Y uuzhan VVong
warriorswithin sght.

Lando's droid wasfiring, too. Lando looked over to see the droid
placing shot after shot into the body of the Y uuzhan V ong warrior who'd
come o close to killing him. The warrior was deed, the neck and top
torso portions of hisarmor burned away by repeated blasts.

"One-One-A, you can stop now," Lando said. "What'swrong? Is your
threat-recognition software on the blink?!

Thedroid looked at him. "Yes, Sir. | suspect so, Sir. | il register
thisoneasathreat.”

"Override control twenty-seven aye aye six, flag thistarget asno
threst."

"Understood, sir." The droid stopped firing.

"WEell get you infor repairs,” Lando said. "But don't fed bad. You did
wdl."

"Ya S r.'n

The Situation was largely under control by the time Wedge descended to
the planet's surface in his shuttle. He made a pass over the site of the
Borleias New Republic base.

Once upon atime, it had been an Imperid base, housing TIE fightersand
stormtroopers, charged with the duty of defending anearby biologica

research facility managed by the Imperid generd Evir Derricote. Then

Rogue Squadron, at the time commanded by Wedge himsdlf, had come asthe



spearhead of amission that had wrested control of the world from

Derricote. The Imperid base had become aRebel Alliance base, and then,
once the Rebels had taken Coruscant and become the | egitimate government
inthis part of the gaaxy, aNew Republic base.

Now it was rubble. Wedge doubted that any part of the origina base was
more than two metersin sze.

Where the main facilities buildings had once been now rested another

sort of building, pastd red and pearl, severd storiesin height, a

circular core from which eight more or less evenly spaced extensons
radiated, like arms on a sea creature. Wedge didn't have to ask to know
that the building was something organic, aliving creature bred by the

Y uuzhan Vong to serve asadwelling. Had it been dropped on the former
base like abomb, crushing it flat, or had it grown out of the middle?
Wedge didn't know.

Lying beside it was agargantuan creature, another of the Y uuzhan VVong's
fighting resources, the reptile the Record Time had reported. It lay on
itsside in an immense pool of black blood. Wedge's troops reported that
it was dead and awarded the kill to Lando Calrissian and the group of
enginears.

The main building was surrounded by numerous smaller buildings, these
shaped like the curved shellsfound on the backs of oceangoing
arthropods and some land-based snails. Each wasthe size of asmall
house, aesthetically pleasing in muted color and curving design - 0
long as one didn't remember that they housed beingswho killed other
sgpient beings without mercy and injured themselves for pleasure.

Therest of the old base was in ruins, docking bays and outbuildings
turned into blackened, crumbling shells. It looked to Wedge as though
they'd been used for target practice by the coralskippers plasma
cannons.

The area was swarming with New Republic troops. Dead men and women in
New Republic uniformslay at various points on the ground; there were

many dead Y uuzhan V ong among them. Wedge saw histroops leading
prisonersinto open patches of ground surrounded by other troops. Many

of the prisoners were human, their foreheads, even at this distance,

clearly bearing the cora-like twin horn growthsthat sgnaed they were
daves of the Y uuzhan Vong. Other prisonerswere Y uuzhan VVong, but their
skins were smooth, unadorned by the extensive tattooing or scarring he'd
seen on Vong pilots, Wedge assumed that they were members of the Shamed
Ones, the pariah caste of Y uuzhan VVong society, whose bodies rejected
modifications and who could thus never climb the ranks of the Y uuzhan
Vong socid hierarchy.

The base was aloss, and, even though it was captured, the new Y uuzhan
Vong base on top of it was not the sort of place Wedge wanted to use as
aground-based operations center. It might contain numberlesstraps and



dangersfor New Republic occupants, and it certainly wouldn't reassure
the New Republic refugees he expected to begin streaming in from
Coruscant.

He keyed his comlink. "Rogue One, thisis Antilles. Give me an escort.
We're going to vigt the bioticsfacility.”

"Will do." A few moments later, two X-wings, one belonging to Gavin
Darklighter and the other to hiswing-mate Krai Nevil, maneuvered to
flank him. Wedge heded about toward the bioticsfacility and hit his
thrusters. Not long after, he hovered over the site of that base.

Generd Derricotes bioticsfacility was along sngle building, severd
doriestal, its eastern facing a sheer drop, itswestern facing

graduated downward in an aesthetically pleasing dope; the top story was
anarrow strip, wide enough for a corridor aong one set of rooms, the
next story down wider, the next story down wider ill, so that the

whole thing seemed to be a gigantic wedge whose sharp edge pointed at
the sky. Officidly, it had been asite where Derricote preserved and
studied samples of rare plant species from the world of Alderaan.
Secretly, it had been used to engineer adeadly disease, the Krytos
virus, which afflicted and killed members of nonhuman species. It was
spread by the Imperia forces when the Alliance captured Coruscant.

From this height. Wedge could see that the building was till intact.

The jungle had grown right up to it, trees surrounding it, vines draping
over the turquoise-colored banks of viewports. But those viewports were
unbroken; it didn't surprise Wedge that Derricote had used

trangparisted instead of some lesser material.

Wedge transmitted a holocam view of the Site, adding coordinatesto the
data stream accompanying the transmission. "Mon Mothma, thiswill be our
ground facility. | want an occupation force and engineers here from our
battle reserves as soon as possible. | want the jungle burned away for a
kilometer around on the north, east, and south faces, two kilometersto

the west - with escaped Y uuzhan Vong in the jungle, | want asubstantial
kill zo ne. Oncethat's done, have the ground forces enter and clear it

of Yuuzhan Vong and other predators, then bring in personnd to clean it
up, get its generators working, and so on. Thefied immediately west

will be our landing zone.

"Issue the order that dl the Y uuzhan VVong dead are to be stripped of
gear for study, but their bodies are to be left wherethey fell.” This

was not an act of insult on Wedge's part. The Y uuzhan Vong had severa
timesin the past demonstrated a need to retrieve the bodies of their
dead. By leaving the bodies. Wedge hoped to reduce the number of
assaults that histroops would suffer, since there would be no assaults
while attempting to retrieve bodies.

"Keep adetachment on duty to contain the Y uuzhan V ong base while
another detachment, plus Danni Quee's people and Lando's droids,



searchesit for prisoners and hiding VVong. When they're done evacuating
the gte, have the engineersblow it up.”

He sighed to himsdlf. After abrief respite from it, he was back to
niggling adminigrative details. Hed rather beretired or fighting

agan.

Borleias Occupation, Day 2
A day later, the biotics building was secure and operational.

The occupation forces hadn't found any Y uuzhan Vong hiding within the
structure, but it was obvious the enemy had been here on afew
occasions, breaking up machinery, smashing furniture - warrior-vandas.
The bad news was that the building's generator had been smashed.
Currently asmdl freighter was Stuated next to the building, heavy
cables running from its engine compartment into the building's basement
and to field shield units set up to protect the complex.

The building was now surrounded by six square kilometers of destroyed
jungle growth. Hisforces had used fire, lasers, defoliants, whatever

they could get their hands on. The bictics facility, a secret home of
ugliness, was surrounded by obvious ugliness. To step out of the
building was to step into a hot, humid environment that stank of burned
vegetation and offered no view but char, shipsthat had landed for
repairs, and distant jungle.

Luke, returning from a perimeter sweep around the' Y uuzhan VVong
settlement - a sweep in which they'd encountered no Y uuzhan Vong, but
sugpected, from the behavior of Borleiass animd life, that VVong were

out there - learned that Wedge had requested his presence at agenera
mesting of his senior officers and persond alies. He joined the crowd

in the biotics building's ground-floor mess hall. Marawas aready

there, baby Ben in her arms; at her feet was ababy carrier she'd jury
rigged from abackpack. On one ankle was a cast, immohilizing it against
the bone break she'd sustained when she crash-landed during Coruscant's
fal.

Luke headed for a seat beside her, but Wedge waved him up to the head of
the table, to the other seat beside him. Luke gave Maraa amile of
apology and moved to st by Wedge.

"Our stay hereisgoing to be short,” Wedge said to the entire assembly.
"But it's going to be longer than we'd like. Theré's going to be more
fighting. I'd like to have sometricks up our deevesto offer the

Y uuzhan VVong when they come, o | want you to be thinking about it.
Transmit your ideas to your commanding officers. The commanding officers
will transmit them to me - and | don't want there to be too much editing

of them. Now's not the timeto think conservatively."



A navd officer Luke did not know, awoman in alieutenant's uniform,
spoke up. "Generd, if | can ask -"

"Go ahead,” Wedge said.

"Why do we want to stay here at al? The garrison hasto have derted
their commandersthat they were being overrun. The Y uuzhan Vong will be
coming.”

Wedge nodded. "Wdll, there are severd reasons. Thefirgt isthis

because Borleias - rather, the Pyriasolar system - is an important
hyperspace crossroads, the convenient intersection of alot of routes,
it'sonalot of people's nav computers. It'sinevitable that many

refugees fleeing Coruscant - or arriving there and suddenly discovering
that the Y uuzhan Vong have taken it - will be coming here asthefirst
stage of their escapes. Someone needs to help them. A lot of them may be
in damaged craft. We can't have them clogging up our repair facilities

in space, not when they're needed to repair combat craft, so they'll

have to put down on the planet's surface.

"Second, we need to catch our collective bresths. We left Coruscant with
just the ships on our backs. We need to take stock, take inventory...

and calculate the enormity of the disaster that weve just experienced.”
Wedge's face, for amoment, expressed apang of pain, and Luke felt it,
too. Wedge hadn't been able to get in touch with hiswife, Iella, or
daughters, Sya and Myri, before duty had forced him to leave Coruscant.
Not knowing what had happened to them, the shame of not being able to
carry out both his duties to the New Republic and hisdutiesto his

family, had to be egting at him. Wedge swallowed hard, then hisfestures
were schooled once again into impassivity, and he continued.

"Third, yes, the Y uuzhan VVong will be coming here. They can't permit an
enemy garrison so closeto the planet they've just taken. And if we can
hold their attention for awhile, that's even more time for others

fleeing Coruscant to get away, and for our other fleet groups, the ones
bel Iblisand Krefey command, to gather themselves, too.

"Fourth, and lag, it'samoraeissue. Our people have just taken a
tremendous kick in the teeth - the loss of Coruscant. Were going to
kick inreturn. If you run from neks, or Vong, they won't respect you.
They'll chase you, drag you down, and kill you. Only if you stand your
ground do you have achance of survivd. If wedigin our hedshere and
dap the Y uuzhan Vong across the face, it may do some harm to their
morae. It may do some good for ours. Luke, I'd appreciateit if your
Jedi could be not just as active as possible, but also out there for
everyone to see - aconstant reminder to our forces of the strength and
versdtility they represent.”

"And of one of our most important roles," Luke said. "Protectors of the
people. Consder it done. Generd." Luke left ungtated the fact that a
higher profilefor the Jedi could mean more lost to the Peace Brigade,



fewer able to reach the escape routes Han and Leiawere establishing.
Thiswas anecessary risk.

"Thanks." Wedge turned his attention away from Luke and to the gathering
before him. "Colond Darklighter, | want to keep Rogue Squadron on high
guard in Borleias orbit for the time being.”

"YS, s‘ r_"

"Captain Deevis, | want at least two ships with good sensor systemson
gtation in the Coruscant-Borlelas gpproach corridor, one just on this

sde of the point Borlelass gravity well would causeincoming shipsto

come out of hyperspace, one at a distance, our best-guess projection

based on previous tactics as to where a'Y uuzhan Vong sortie might drop
out of hyperspace." He began |ooking among the assembled officers and
civilians, not waiting for confirmations of hisorders. "Captain Birt,

while Record Timeis being repaired, you'rein charge of theinjured.

Find aportion of thisfacility you can set up for triage, surgery, and

wards. Coordinate with Haven Jace, our medical frigate. Lando, the rest

of the facilities are yoursto gpportion, and you'l act as

quartermaster. Boogter, you're in charge of communications. Make surewe
make the best use of whatever equipment we have on hand, and coordinate
it through the Errant Venture. Danni - is Danni Quee here?!

"I'm here." Luke saw a hand waving from the back.

"You'rein charge of just about everything VVong. You'll get the

prisoners, the gear, and vehicles weve captured from the Y uuzhan VVong
garrison. Firgt priority, in my opinion, would be freeing the prisoners
from the blasted cora things. Corran Horn?"

"Here." Another hand waved from the back of the crowd. Horn was no
taller than Luke and wasn't dways easy to spot in alarge group of

people.

"Corran, Gavin did receive your request to rejoin Rogue Squadron, and he
and | both welcomeit, but I've got another assgnment for you for the
moment. We know there are Y uuzhan VVong out in thejungle. | want you to
help set up security for thisfacility. Y our combination of Jedi,

Cordlian Security, and Starfighter Command experienceisjust what we
need. In the meantime you can continue flying with the Twin Suns until

you transfer back to the Rogues.”

"Understood.”

"Tycho, you'rein charge of Starfighter forces. | remainin direct
command of space navy forces. | want preliminary status reports
downloaded to my datapad in half an hour and ameeting of officersand
divisond headsin the conference room in two hours. Lando will let you
know where the conference room is." Wedge clapped his hands together
sharply. "Let'smove, people.”



The crowd dispersed with military rapidity, leaving behind only Wedge,
Tycho, Luke, and Mara. Marajoined the other three at the table.

Luke made hisvoice mild. "Y ou didn't ask anything of me. Well, you
asked meto do what | was going to do anyway. Y ou didn't have a specific
task or duty for me."

Wedge gave him a puzzled look. "L uke, youre more or lessthe guiding
light of thiswhole operation. | don't mean just my fleet group. All

three groups are looking to you for advice. | can't make demands of you,
or of the Jedi."

"Y ou can make demands of friends."

Wedge blinked, then offered up adight smile. "True. And I'd be happ y
to do that." He offered an gpologetic shrug. "As drained as we are of
resources, | want the Errant Venture to stay here. I've dready asked
Boogter. But that meansthat if the Jedi trainees stay aboard her -"

"It'sno longer a safe haven for them, | know. I'll be dealing with
that. | have some ideas on where we can put the students.”

The Maw, he thought, with the Jedi haven under construction there, with
its surrounding screen of black holes and mad gravitic interactions,
would be best for now.

"Then | want you in charge of specid forces, specia operations. Mara,
| know thisisalot to ask of awoman with asmall baby -"

Maragtraightened, holding Ben to her. "Trust me, my capacity for mayhem
isundiminished.”

Wedge's amile broadened. "'l didn't spot any ranking Intelligence
officersin that crowd. I'd appreciateit if you could act as our
Intelligence head for the time being. When we get in an officer from
Intelligence, you can move over to Luke's department of specid forces

Luke hesitated before speaking again. "Wedge, has there been any word
about ldlaor the kids?'

Wedge shook hishead. "None. But if theré's anyonein the New Republic
who could smuggle hersdf and two children offworld -"

"It'sldla, | know. They'll befine. Wedge."

"Areyou -" Wedge's voice was suddenly hoarse. "Does that mean you've
seen something? With your Jedi perceptions?”

Luke shook hishead. "I'm sorry, no."



"Oh." Wedge schooled his features back into impassivity, but to Luke, he
looked as though another hope had suddenly died within him. Lukefet a
crushing shame at having given him afase hope, however inadvertently.

Wedgerose. "Yes. I'm certain they'll befine" Heleft the chamber,
Tychowith him.

"He'shard to read," Marasaid. "How ishe?!

Luke shrugged. "Holding on. Relying on dl that military discipline. But

not knowing about hisfamily ischewing avay at hisguts. "C'mon, let's
find out what sort of resources specia operations and Intelligence can

put together. And we need to find someone who can baby-sit while were
off doing our duties.”

Mara shook her head. "I'm not going to accept any duties that take me
away from Ben. Not anymore. Flying yesterday, that wasthelast time. |
couldn't gand it again.”

"Mara-"

"No, listen to me, farmboy. There's no one, other than you and Karrde,
that 1'd trust more than Leia. But she couldn't protect Ben. Vigi Shesh
took him back on Coruscant, and we had to rely far too much on luck to
get him back. I'm not going to let him out of my sght. Period. Anyone
who comesafter him, | kill personaly.”

Luke looked at her, taking in her calm demeanor and the wild eruption of
emotionsit hid, emotions he could fed through his Force-bond to her,

and knew he wouldn't win this argument today. Asif on cue, Ben woke and
erupted into wails of distress. "Well talk about thislater,” Luke

sad.

Maragave him afrogty little smile. "Sure, if you like reexperiencing
the same conversation and the same results.”

THREE

Y uuzhan VVong Worldshlp, Coruscant Orbit

They weretwo Y uuzhan Vong guards assigned to march her to her last
interview. Assigned to conduct her to the meeting where shewould be

condemned to death.

Shewas afraid of them, for either could kill her on awhim, and neither
had the dightest regard for her life.

She knew contempt for them, for they were ugly, anonymous creatures,



drones whose names would never be known. Somewhere, and perhaps very
soon, they would diein battle and be forgotten.

She envied them. The remainders of their lives, however short, would
probably be longer than hers.

Shewas Vigi Shesh. Once the Senator representing Kuat before the New
Republic, she had for along time also been a py for the Y uuzhan Vong,
tunneling them crucia information about the planet Coruscant and the
workings of the New Republic's government. Long and faithfully had she
served her new masters,

But long and faithful service hadn't meant much to them. Asthe Y uuzhan
Vong invasion of Coruscant had begun, she had attempted to carry out her
latest assignment - the kidnapping of Ben, theinfant son of Luke and

Mara Jade Skywalker - and had failed. Her enemies had been a step ahead
of her and had swept the brat off to safety. She had pursued and had

been within meters of retrieving the baby, but a counterattack by Lando
Cdrissan and his combat droids had |eft her disgraced and friendless,
inthe grip of the Y uuzhan VVong she had failed.

Unitil that moment, sheld confidently anticipated recelving greet rewards
from the Y uuzhan VVong for her service and effort. Instead, her reward
had been to be arrested and hustled up to Domain D4, the worldship that
served Tsavong Lah, Warmaster of the Y uuzhan VVong, as hisflagship.

Shewasin pain. Neathlats, asort of living bandage, clung to her right
forearm, where Princess Leia's Noghri bodyguard had bitten her to the
bone, and to her back, where Leids lightsaber had dashed and burned
her. Neathlats promoted healing but did not diminish pain. That was not
the Y uuzhan Vong way. Instead, they irritated nerve endings, causing the
pain of injuriesto be sharper.

She was without dlies. No one would spesk for her. She had failed to
produce Ben Skywalker for the Y uuzhan Vong, and her betraya of the New
Republic was by now certainly common knowledge among the refugees from
Coruscant.

But she was not weaponless. Not while she had her intelligence, her
politica experience. She still had awesgpon she could aim at Tsavong
Lah.

The guardsled her dong alengthy corridor. Itslineswere not truly
sraight, its corners not quite right angles. Its surfaceswerea

mottled red reminiscent of muscletissue. It smelled like raw mest, and
Viqi forced herself to keep an expression of disgust from her face.

It was deep within the Y uuzhan V ong worldship. It had to be well away
from the ship's centers of command, for there was no other traffic dong
it. Vigi was pleasad that she could il think andyticaly.



They reached alarge chamber, itswalsidentica to those of the

corridor, with an ivory-colored set of double doors opposite, amatched
pair of Pragtorite Vong guards standing before them. The guards drew the
doors open to let them pass.

Beyond was alarge ova chamber in the same mottled red. Itsfloor

doped downward in agentle curve, itslowest point being acircular
opening some three meters across. The opening surrounded blackness; Viq
found she could not focus on the darkness. It seemed fuzzy somehow,
risng abovetheleve of the floor aquarter meter or more.

Besde the pit stood Tsavong Lah, the great planner and guiding light of
the Y uuzhan VVong invasion of thisgdaxy. A heavily scarred and tattooed
example of high-ranking Y uuzhan VVong, hislipshad been ditinto
tattersthat stirred whenever he exhded heavily, and hisbody was

marked everywhere with bloodred scales, implants that spoke of his
importance. Hisleft arm had been replaced at the elbow by aradank
claw, dl reddish scales and spines, with fingers that were segmented

and articulated in amanner not natural for Y uuzhan Vong or human;
spines and scaes were emerging from the flesh above hiselbow aswell,
and small black dots, carrion-eaters, swarmed around them. She repressed
ashudder. Despitedl of Tsavong Lah's mutilations and decorations, she
had found him somewhat attractive - power and ambition in malesbeing a
lurefor her, a secret weakness - but the rot that afflicted him, which
threatened both to rob him of both his radank claw and his power,
disgusted her.

The guards and Vigi cameto ahalt before Tsavong Lah. He turned to fix
his stare on her. Y ou may fed honored,” the warmaster said. "It is not
customary for one of my position to witnessthe disposd of waste.”

Shelooked at him, and then again at the pit overfull of darkness. In
the blur of that darkness, at its edges, she saw motion that seemed
suddenly familiar. It wasidenticd to that of thelittle black dots,

the carrion-eaters, that infested Tsavong Lah'sarm.

She conceded a sensation of revulson. "Thisisthe fate you've chosen
for me?’

"Yes" Thewarmaster gestured at one of her guards. "Denua Ku will kill
you. If you are politein these last few moments of life, | will let you
choose the means of your death. He could break your neck, stab you with
hisamphigtaff, have the staff bite you. Then your body will be tossed

into the pit. The creaturesthere will ignoreit for atime, until it

begins emitting the odors of decomposition, and then they will fal on

it, dowly eating it away to nothingness. Y ou will disappear into

darkness, Vigi Shesh, and cease to be, asthough you never were."

Vigi's somach knotted, but she kept her expression cam, emotionless.
"Why don't | just jumpin?1 can drown asyour little bugsfill my
lungs. That way, these two nameless nothings beside me don't get to



participate.”

She could sense anger in the increasing stiffness of her guards
postures, but Tsavong Lah merely widened his eyes and looked a bit
surprised. "Y ou are anxious to provide compensation for your faillure?"

"Of course. | will doit thisway if it iswhat you require; itismy
obligation to serve. But I'm more anxious for you to stop lying to me.
To end that particular torture, I'll jump in right now."

"Lying. Aninteresting accusation. A ddliberate offense” Tsavong Lah
smiled again. "One you can offer because you think nothing worse than
death could await you. If that isyour belief, you are wrong."

"l say you arelying for this reason you are not disposing of me

because | failed you. Others have failed you and been permitted to
live... because they were il loya resourcesyou could rely on.

Y ou're having me put to death because you think I'm no longer vauable
to you. No longer aresource.”

To the extent that they could, Tsavong Lah's features became thoughtful.
"l am impressed. Y ou make your point. | am killing you because you are
no longer aresource, Vigi."

"But | an. My most powerful weapon is till with me, Warmaster - my
brain. Whilel sat inmy cdl, | used it, and | uncovered athrest to

your control of the Y uuzhan VVong, to your plansfor thisgalaxy, to
everything you consider agod. Y ou arein danger you don't even know
about. Only | have uncovered the secret.”

"Nameit, then."

"No." Shelooked at her guards. "Not while these unworthy ones can hear
my words. Not while anyone other than you can hear them.”

Tsavong Lah gestured. Vigi's guards took her by her arms and, seemingly
without effort, lifted her. They held her over the pit. Black dots leapt
up from it, settling on her feet and lower legs. Some legpt off again.

"Anything you haveto tell me, they can hear," Tsavong Lah said, "in the
find momentsof your life."

Viqi returned her gaze to his. She was able to keep the fear shefelt

out other voice. "You and | arethe only onesin this chamber | know are
not your enemies. | will not speak what | know before strangers, because
it might spell your doom. If | die now, with my secret unspoken, you
might figureit out yoursdf, and survive anyway. | will not betray you.

So drop me." She made her expression fierce, and the ferocity was not
just ashow - the fear shefelt wasred, and fueled very red anger.

Tsavong Lah considered her for along moment, then made a shooing



gestureto hisguards. They withdrew a step, bringing Vigi back over
solid flooring, and released her. She fell avkwardly, dmost collgpsing
when she landed; a stumble and she might have pitched forward into the
pit anyway. Then they turned and |eft the chamber.

Viqi fdt thefirg, faint sirrings of hope. Shewasin charge of this
situation, for the moment at least. If she could hold on to her tenuous
advantage, shemight live.

Tsavong Lah regarded her steedily. "Well?!

"Y our body rgjectsitslatest modification,” she said, her words coming
out inarush. "l know what you're thinking. Y ou bdieveit's your gods
talking to you, telling you to figure out the correct path to their
approva. But that's not what's happening.

"Y ou're being betrayed, Warmasgter. By the shapers. They've put afaulty
limb on you. It threatensto turn you into a Shamed One. Soon, they'll
gart recommending courses of action to you - military action, political
action. When you start doing what they say, the problems with your limb
will diminish. But anytime you fall to do asthe shapers demand, new
problemswill begin. Y ou're going to be their dave, Warmaster.”

Tsavong Lah fdl silent. His eyeswere unreadable.

Y ou contemptible, predictable foal, | have you. Vigi clamped down on the
rush of elation shefelt - she could not afford for it to be reflected
in her expression.

In her cell, she had used her skills of fabricating and anticipating
treachery - not to figure out the source of the problems afflicting
Tsavong Lah, but to concoct an accusation that explained dl of them, a
story that would take time and effort to disprove. She would use that
timeto find some way to escape the Y uuzhan Vong.

"Aninteresting notion,” the warmagter said. "What if you are wrong?"

"l am not wrong." Vigi gave him her most unconcerned expression. "l just
ask for the opportunity to see my theory proven right. Kill methen if
you choose. At least I'll dievictorious.”

Tsavong Lah regarded her for long moments. Then he nodded to himsdlf.
"Wewill see. | will giveyou dutiesto perform until proof isin my

hands... or my patience ends." He called out afew wordsin his
language, and the guards returned to flank Vigi. At thewarmaster's
gesture, the guardstook Vigi by the shoulders, spun her around, and led
her back out the door.

Every step was more distance between her and the pit. Every step wasa
loosening in thetight grip that fear had on her heart. Every sepwasa
drumbeat accompanying the words that pulsed through her mind I live. |



live | ill live

Borleias Occupation. Day 3

Wedge's comlink beeped, awakening him. His booted feet did off the desk
before him and hit the floor with atoo-loud clatter. He sat up,
wondering for amoment where he was and what he was doing there.

His office was dark. Held falen adeep before making it back to his
temporary quarters. He grabbed his comlink and held it up before him.
"Go." He rubbed deep from his eyes and wondered how many minutes of
rest he'd had.

"Generd, thisisMon Mothma. One of our wing-pair patrols reportsa
transport with fighter escort arriving insystem.”

"Y uuzhan Vong or refugee?’

"Neither, Sir. Its communications officer saysit'sthe officid
transport of the New Republic Advisory Council. Their authentication
code checks out.”

Wedge frowned &t the comlink. It wasinconceivable that the Advisory
Council was dill functioning in any capacity. Until thefal of

Coruscant, they'd been Chief of State Borsk Fey'lya's handpicked

advisers, alubricating layer between him and the grinding machinery of
government. But with Fey'lyas desth during Coruscant'sfdl and the
collapse and flight of the New Republic Senate, Wedge had guessed that
the Advisory Council would have been scattered to the space routes, each
member racing hometo prepare for Y uuzhan Vong pursuit. "Have they done
anything other than request clearance to land?'

" Yes, dr. They've, um, requested a meeting with you and your generd
staff, as soon as possible. They say they've brought your orders.”

Wedge made aface. Asif he needed interference from anow-irrelevant
group of paliticians. "All right. Set up two starfighter squadronsina
ardeilluminating alanding fidd well away from thefacility. Tel

the Advisory Council that it'samilitary honor display. If they ask why
they've never heard of such athing, tell them it'sa Rogue Squadron
tradition. The sarfighters are authorized to attack without further
confirmation if thisturns out to be some sort of Vong trick. If it's

not, conduct the Advisory Council here, to the conference room, asfast
aspossble. Begin reprovisoning and repair of their transport
immediately - and put some technicians aboard to sweep the ship and make
sureit doesn't have any surprisesfor us. Got that?"

"Gotit, Sr."

"Out." Wedge rose with the uneasy fedling - one that had cometo him



every time politicians had asurprise for him, one that had dmost never
been proven fase.

When Luke and Marareached the conference room - he with a cup of
steaming chocolate in one hand and a cup of caf for Marain the other,

as her aams were occupied holding Ben - it was dready half full of

Wedge's officers and advisers. They occupied seats around two-thirds of

the main table and chairs behind; severa seets at the table, those

nearest the main doors, were being kept conspicuousy empty. Wedge sat

at the head of the table, facing the door, Tycho beside him; they were
huddled in conference, though Wedge spotted L uke as he entered and waved
the Jedi Master up to the head of the table again.

The expressions of most people in the room suggested they'd only
recently been roused from deep. Luke knew how they felt.

Maradropped into the seat closest to the chair reserved for Luke, next
to Lando. Lando looked pained, his brow creased in afrown, hiseyes
bloodshot.

"Hangover?' Luke asked.
Lando winced. "Stop shouting.”
"| could whistle you up some caf."

"If you were to whistle, my head would explode and there would be brains
everywhere."

Mara shook her head, deadpan. "No brains. Just skull fragments.”

Lando shot her abetrayed look. Luke grinned, waited until Mara had
settled Ben in her lap, and handed her the caf. Then he joined Wedge and
Tycho.

Therewas noise from the hall, a clattering of boots, and agroup of ten
or twelve people turned into the conference room.

Luke knew severd of them by sight.

Pwoe, first of the council to enter, was a Quarren. Quarren, roughly
humanoid in shape, sometimes tended to unnerve humans and near-humans
because of their looks; they were an aguatic specieswith squidlike

heads from which trailed four tentacles where ahuman's lower facid
features would be. The Quarren as a culture did not deserve this

reaction, but, in Luke's estimation, Councilor Pwoe did; Luke knew him

to be agrasping, politicaly carnivorous being who was no friend of the
Jedi. It would not have surprised Luke to find out that Pwoe had
something to do, ether directly or indirectly, with the formation of

the Peace Brigade, the collaborationist forces who kidnapped Jedi and



handed them over to the Y uuzhan Vong. Today, Pwoe wore afull-length
green robe that contrasted nicely with hisleathery orange skin. Ashe
entered the room, his turquoise eyes scanned the chamber, found Luke,
fixed on him for amoment, and then moved on. Pwoe sat in the chair
directly opposite Wedge.

Chelch Dravvad of Cordlliasat to Pwoe'sright, and Fyor Rodan of
Commenor sat beside him. The two human males, both of middle age and
with the confident, artificid auraof politicians on display wrapped

tightly around them, tended to keep their attention on Pwoe, rather than
making eye contact around the room.

Niuk Niuv, the fourth councilor to enter the room, was a Sullustan. If

some long-ago biologica engineers had crested araceto resemblea
child's stuffed toy, they could not have done much better than the
Sullustans, who had round heads, large round ears, wobbly jowls, and
charming nonhuman features, only Ewokswere more likely to produce
squeds of gleein achild seeing them for thefirg time. But, like

Ewoks, Sullustans could be dangerous foes, and Niuk Niuv was dangerous
even for a Sullustan. HE'd been an opponent of the Jedi ever since

joining the Advisory Council. He sat to Pwoe's | eft.

Niuv wasthelast council member to enter. The remaining members of the
council's company appeared to be aides, datapadsin their hands and
worried expressions on their faces, and guards, facesimpassive, blaster
riflesheld a the ready position.

Luke rose asthe others did, a customary show of respect for Senators
and members of the Advisory Council, but hefelt awave of irritation or
offenseroll off the people aready present in the room. So many council
guards present suggested that the council didn't trust Wedge's security
arrangements. It was an insult; Luke smply didn't know whether it was
accidentd or deliberate.

Wedge said, "Councilors, welcometo Borl -"

Pwoe held up ahand. "Genera Antilles, you address not only the
Advisory Council but the Chief of State.”

Wedge blinked, then his gaze moved to the clasp being used to hold
Pwoe's robes together. Made of gold, it was the New Republic symbol
surrounded by stars. Borsk Fey'lyahad occasionally worniit. Luke saw
Wedge struggle with hisresponse - Pwoe's rise to the position of Chief
of State was not by any stretch of the imagination alega one, but in
these unsettled circumstances, it might just be apractical redlity.

"Congratulations on your promotion,” Wedge said. He gestured for the
othersto sit, and did so himsdlf. "If | may ask, where are Councilors
Ca Omas and Triebakk?'

Pwoe spread his hands, agesture of ignorance. "Alas, we do not know. We



suspect that they perished during the assault on Coruscant.”
"Two moretragediesto add to thelist.”
"Indeed.”

That, potentialy, was bad news. Omas, a Senator representing the
relocated people of Alderaan, and Triebakk, a\Wookiee from Kashyyyk,
were sensible beingswho did not have anirrationa didike of the Jedi.
They had been amoderating influence on the Advisory Council. Now, if
they wereindeed log, al the membersleft to the council werelargely
opponents of the Jedi, adviserswho had often argued in favor of finding
away to accommodate the Y uuzhan Vong - to settle the war with

negotiation.

Lukefelt asurge of suspicion. Had the two missing councilors perished
on Coruscant? Or could they have been |eft behind ddliberately by these
deal-making bureaucrats - or even been pushed out of an air lock on the
trip here? He shook his head, willing those thoughts away.

Maraleaned over, nearly touching foreheadswith him. " felt that," she
whispered. "That was my thought, too."

Lando leaned into the huddle. "Y ou don't need the Force for that," he
whispered. "I could read it in Luke's expression.”

"Shh," Luke whispered. "Or I'll make aloud noise.”
Lando leaned away again, hismotion hurried.

Pwoe continued to stare at Wedge, impatience evident in his body
language. "We should begin.”

"Well gartinaminute," Wedge said. "Members of my generd saff are
dill intrangt." Hisface wasfixed in adight amile. Luke could tell
that it was nothing but veneer, amask covering agitation, irritability.

Pwoe fixed him with an admonishing look. "1 understood that you'd be
ready for us. Timeispressng.”

There werefootstepsin the hall. Booster Terrik, glowering, entered and
moved to sit near the table, close to Tycho. There were more footsteps,
running footsteps, and Danni Quee skidded through the doors, juggling
datapads and portable screens; her hair was an unruly blond messtied in
an off-center ponytail. She did into a seat near the door, directly

behind Corran Horn, and looked at Wedge. "Sorry," she said.

"Nothing to be sorry for," Wedge said, and looked up &t one of the
council'sguards. "Doors."

The guard looked at Pwoe, received his nod, and closed the doors.



"Now we can start,” Wedge said.

Pwoe nodded. " Yes, of course. Firdt, | want to reassure you dl that

the government of the New Republic isin fine working order. Drawing on
the emergency authority that hasfalen to uswith Borsk Fey'lyas

death, and with the temporary disarray the Senate findsitsdlf in, the
Advisory Council has assumed the reins of power. We are now formulating
plans to reorganize our armed forces and retake Coruscant. We arein
communication with planetary governmentsfrom al over the New Republic,
which are acknowledging our leadership and awaiting orders.”

Luke and Maraexchanged glances. Shetook asip of her caf and then
winced, asif the bitterness of the drink were the reason.

Wedge responded to Pwoe's statement with only anod.

Pwoe waited, asif expecting more, and then, after an uncomfortable
slence, continued, "We wish to congratul ate you on your success here at
Borleas, Generd."

"Thank you... but we haven't had any successyet. We seized this
facility through use of overwheming force, which says nothing about
dther sdeintheconflict.”

"Yes, of course. Still, | need to hear details of what you have
accomplished here.”

With little evident emotion and no extraneous words, Wedge briefed the
Advisory Council members on the Stuation on Borleias. Luke saw the
councilors nodding and whispering to one another as he spoke.

When Wedge was through, Pwoe said, "Y ou've done very well in seizing the
initiative, in anticipating the needs of the New Republic and acting on

them. Not that | wouldn't expect that of you. But now we need to bring

your operation back into the New Republic command structure so that it

can be coordinated with the rest of our response to this disaster. Sien

Sow remains Supreme Commander of our armed forces, and you'll continue
taking ordersfrom him. Hereisthefirst set.”

Niuk Niuv sent adata card skidding across the table-top. Wedge caught
it, then dotted it into his datapad.

"Since these are your own trusted advisers, | will share your orders
with them," Pwoe sad.

Wedge looked at him. His face was impassive, but the look was ill a
warning, arebuke. To announce aleader's ordersin this manner to his
subordinate officers was to question that |eader's competence, to deny
that leader the right to limit the information reaching those
subordinates.



Pwoe ignored the look and continued. "What we need from you, Genera
Antilles, isfor Borleiasto stand as afortress againgt the Y uuzhan

Vong, even beyond the point that the stream of refugees from Coruscant
ends. The Yuuzhan Vong won't be able to tolerate the thought of aNew
Republic-controlled military base so close to Coruscant, on such a
prominent hyperspace crossroads, and so they'll come againgt you here.
Thiswill give us crucid timeto regroup and then to come and relieve
you. Once we've done so, we can use Borleias to stage the recapture of
Coruscant. You must hold here at all costs. Can we count on you?"

Instead of answering. Wedge asked, "What forces and materiel will | have
for thisassgnment?'

Pwoe blinked. "Most of Fleet Group Threeis currently away from here, is
that correct?'

"Y es. At degp-space rendezvous, on operations, coordinating with the
other fleet groups, and so forth. I'll have to bring portions of them
back herefor the sort of operation you describe.”

"Not at dl. You underestimate yoursdlf, Generd. Well leave you with a
large proportion of the materiel you currently have in the Pyria system.
That should suffice until you're relieved. Of course, you can commandeer
additiona forces arriving from Coruscant, and any volunteer unitsthat
chooseto joinyou."

Wedge nodded. " Councilor Pwoe, I'm afraid | have to turn down your
assgnment.”

All whispered conversation stopped in the conference room. Luke felt a
dight sense of unredlity. Through the years, hed seen Wedge
reinterpret orders and bend them in his efforts to do what was best for
the Alliance and New Republic, but never refuse orders.

Pwoe straightened, becoming taller and somehow seeming to swell in his
chair. His voice became deeper, projecting better to thosein thefar
corners of the chamber. "Perhaps | made amistake in couching what | was
saying in the form of arequest, Generd Antilles. Y ou must understand,

that actudly condtituted an order."

Wedge nodded. "Nevertheless, I'm refusing it.”

"Asan officer of the New Republic, you cannot do that."

"Il resgn my commisson.”

"Inthis period of crisis, that could be construed as an act of

treason,” Pwoe said. Luke could actudly fed outrage pouring from the

Quarren, but it didn't fed quite right - Pwoe was outraged because he
was being refused, not because he actudly believed his charge of



treason.

For the first time since the meeting began, Wedge smiled; it looked to

L uke as though he were clamping down on alaugh. But the smilewasn't a
chearful one. Luke imagined, with aflash of inaght from the Force,
Wedge drawing his blaster, afast, smooth move, and shooting Pwoe right
inthe face. Luketwitched, hi shand automatically seeking his

lightsaber hilt, before he realized that this vison was not what Wedge
intended to do - just what he wanted to do. Luke found himself startled
by the violence Wedge was obvioudy keeping under restraint.

But Wedge merely said, "Treason. Now there's a curious charge in this
circumstance. But we don't need to get into that. Or into the legitimacy
of your claim to bethe Chief of State. Instead, I'll make you aded,
Councilor Pwoe. I'm going to mention aset of military forcesand
privileges. Givethem to mefor this assgnment, and I'll accept
command. Otherwise, I'll transmit you my resignation of commission
before you can wak a hundred paces."

Outrage crept into Pwoe's voice. "Y ou can't dictate termsto your
Superiors.”

"Actudly, given these circumstances, | can.”

Pwoe turned to Tycho, who sat beside Wedge. "Colonel Celchu. I'm
promoting you to the rank of general. Y our assignment will bethe onel
just described to thistraitor..." Hisvoicetrailed off as Tycho shook

his heed.

Pwoe took a deep, long breath. His eyesflicked back and forth ashe
evauated other officersin the chamber. He rdaxed, settling againgt
the back of hischair. "All right, then, in the spirit of cooperation,

I'm prepared to hear what it is you want to ask for."

Wedge began counting off on hisfingers. "Firg, al materid currently

in Pyria system, including extraneous forces we picked up in our retreat
from Coruscant, and any currently in trangt here remain under my
command for this operation.”

Luke could see, though the councilors could not. Wedge give Tycho a
light kick under the table. Tycho opened his datapad and began typing,
glancing at Wedge occasondly asthough transcribing the generd's
words, but Luke was certain that Tycho was performing avery different
task.

"Second, | want the Lusankya."

Pwoe amost rose out of hischair. "The most powerful ship remainingin
our navy?1 don't think so."

"l do think so. And since, once the Y uuzhan Vong decide to besiege the



Pyriasystem, getting supplieswill be somewhat problematic, | need a
three-month supply of food, medica gear, fud, and ordnance for the
entireforce. I'll give you three days from the time you depart this
system for that to arrive. If it doesn't, we leave. And one other

thing."
Pwoe's voice turned frogty. "There's dways one other thing."

"l want the right to communicate directly with any officer in thearmed
forces, to invite him or her to join us here, and the right to accept
hisor her transfer - without having to go through the commanding
officer.”

"Antilles, you are obvioudy deranged. Y ou should have been put out to
pasture years ago."

"I was, Pwoe. | should have been left there. And if the Advisory Council
had conducted its part of the war with the Y uuzhan VVong in any competent
fashion, | could have been left there” Wedge held his hands out, paims

up, agesture saying. Therewe are. "Well?'

"Refused, of course"

"Asyou wish. When thismeeting isdone, I'll order theforces hereto
abandon Borleias. By the time you can get another occupation force here,
the Y uuzhan VVong will hold thisworld. And, no, I'm not bluffing."

Pwoe locked stares with Wedge, and whispers began again in the
conference chamber. Findly Pwoe said, "A moment.”

"Taketwo."

Pwoe turned to huddle with the other Advisory Council members. Wedge
turned to Tycho. The murmursrosein volume.

Luke leaned back toward Maraand Lando. "Sometimes,”" Luke said, "'l wish
| had my sster's palitica insght, or yours. What's Wedge doing?!

"Pwoeislying," Marasaid. "He wants Wedge to shore up Borleias so that
the Y uuzhan VVong will come hereto crush it. But he won't be sending
forcesto reinforce Borleias. No onewill. 1t will fal, and everyone

herewill die"

Luke frowned. "Then what's the point to holding it?'

"It givesthe Advisory Council memberstimeto go home and make
preparations there. Preparations for war, or preparations so they can
make the best dedl possible with the Y uuzhan VVong. It givesthe
surviving members of the Senate the sametime. And if they did their job
right and convinced Wedgeto fight ferocioudy, the Y uuzhan VVong might
even beimpressed with thislittle baitle, might offer better termsin



their negotiations.”

Luke gave Wedge alook. "So al he just negotiated for was enough
military strength to let ushold out longer.”

"That'sright."”

"But everyone who stays hereis till dead. Pointlesdy dead. Just dead
alittlelaer."

"That'sright."
"I'm sorry | asked."

Maramanaged adight amile. "If he's negotiating, he has a skitter up
hisdeave. Y ou know that."

The huddled members of the Advisory Council leaned away from one another
and Pwoe turned again toward Wedge. Conversation in the chamber
immediately died down. "Generd, | deplore your methods and your
arrogance. | don't imagine you can expect much in the way of amilitary

career oncethisassgnment isdone.”

Wedge nodded. His expression was kind, solicitous - or nearly so. Luke
suspected it was actualy mockery of those emotions. "But you accept.”

"Yes. We accept. It ismy pleasureto relieve you of command of Fleet
Group Three, eveniif | must leave you your current rank and command of
thisgarrison.”

"Once your orders confirming the terms | specified have been broadcast
over the HoloNet to our armed forces, you can consider me to have
accepted, too." Wedge glanced at Tycho's datapad. "But | recommend that
it be soon. Rogue Squadron has reported sighting what may be a'Y uuzhan
Vong scout ship. This planet will be awar zone very soon." He
graightened and looked around. " This meeting is over. In five minutes

weéll have aquick operationd planning meeting.” He gestured at L uke,
Mara, Lando, Booster, and others, indicating that they were expected at
that mesting.

The members of the Advisory Council, suddenly kicked free of the
activitiesa hand, rose, looking alittle uncertainly at Wedge, who

paid them no further attention. The guard Wedge had called upon earlier
opened the door again and Pwoe led them through. Luke could fedl both
irritation and smugness from the Quarren.

Luke shook his head. Smugness. Pwoe was smug because he knew Wedge would
soon be dead. Luke felt anger rise within him. He shook his head and

dispdlled the anger - not forcing it from him, smply releasing it,

fedingit disspate.



Marasmiled. "l fdt that."
"It's hard to be the serene Jedi Magter dl thetime.”

"I don't want you to be serene dl the time, farmboy.”

Gavin Darklighter moved up toward Wedge. He heard the general whispering
to Tycho, "Whét results?"

Tycho whispered back, "All Fleet Group Three shipswithin four hours
travel of Borleias are now in hyper-space on their way here.”

"Good work."

Gavin leaned over hiscommander and lowered hisown voice. "Generd,
none of the Rogues on patrol reported anything to me about sighting a
Y uuzhan VVong scout.”

"Of coursethey did. Five or six hours ago. In orbit around Borleias."

Gavin frowned, remembering. "Wait aminute. That was just the burned-out
hulk of a coraskipper. One that we vaped when we arrived.”

"Correct. And a coraskipper can be used as a scout ship.”
"Sure”
"And Rogue Squadron did report Sghting it."

"Sure" Gavin fdt his confused expresson give way to arueful amile.
He looked across the room, where the last members of the Advisory
Council were leaving, haste and nervousness evident in their body
language. " Sir, how you can be so deceptive without actudly lying is
beyond me."

Minutes after the Advisory Council's shuttle left orbit, Wedge had the
conference doors locked and guards posted outside. He looked across the
faces of those he'd asked to remain behind - Tycho, Luke, Mara, Lando,
Boogter, Danni, Gavin, Corran. "Is anyone not clear on what just
happened?' he asked.

Luke spoke up. "Are we sure, are we absolutely sure, that we've just
been thrown to the neks?'

"Think of it thisway," Wedge said. "Pwoe just handed methe navy's
biggest surviving warship and enough materid to noticesbly diminishthe
New Republic's ability to defend itsdlf from the Y uuzhan Vong. From a
coldly andytical political perspective, do the Coruscant refugees

lives or Borleiass military importance warrant that sacrifice?'



Luke shook hishead. "No."

"Then the only thing we can conclude from thisisthat the so-called
Advisory Council has given up on the New Republic. That band of
connivers has dready concluded that we're going to lose, that the

Y uuzhan Vong are going to become the dominant force in this galaxy.
They've given up. And considering how much political power they hold,
their giving up could well doom the New Republic.”

"| suppose 0."

"Now, back to the subject of Borleias. We're worse off than we thought we
were," Wedge continued. "Before, we thought we'd be able to blast off
thisrock, rgoin bel Iblisand Krefey, and lay in plansto help the

New Republic rebound. Now, we can't. | would very much like to hear any
ideas about what we can do to counteract the damage the Advisory Council
seems very prepared to do to our chances for surviva - both here on
Borleasand in the gdaxy asawhole."

"Beforewedothat..." Lukefrowned at hisold friend. "Wedge, if
theré's no good to come out of it, why did you accept this assgnment?

"Well, because in asense, the council isright. Pyriadoes haveto be

held. The Y uuzhan Vo ng haveto be dowed. And if you'll permit mea

little ego here, | don't think they'd appoint someone as skilled as| am

to replace me here. It would be some commander who followed their orders
with blind loydty and nothing but the deeth of this garrison at the

hands of the Y uuzhan VVong." Wedge shrugged. "I don't plan to die here,
Luke. And whilel don't think | can hold Borleias, | might be ableto

makeit anamethat causeslittle VVong children to whimper." He returned

his attention to the room in genera. "' So, back to my origina

Quedtion.”

No one spoke &t first. Then Luke cleared histhroat. "There are two
badc styles of fighting, hard and soft. Back in the Rebel Alliance

days, we fought soft. The New Republic fought hard. Y ou're expected to
stay here and fight hard. But, ultimately, hard obvioudy isn't going to
work.

"| think that the model extendsinto our palitics, too. If we continue
to devote oursalvesto the hard style, we're going to doom oursalves.”

Wedge nodded.
Lando said, "So what you're saying - what are you saying?’
Marasaid, "What we're saying isthat you should stop attacking the

Y uuzhan Vong with the New Republic. Attack them with the Rebel Alliance
instead. Both here and in the wider theater of war.”



"But the Rebd Allianceisgone,” Danni said. "It became the New
Republic.”

Luke nodded. "Correct. What I'm proposing..." He took a deep bresath.
"I'm proposing that it'stime for anew Rebe Alliance. Something that's
unbounded by the traditions and the shortsighted thinking of the current
government of the New Republic. Something different.”

"That'streason," Booster said. "l likeit."

"A resistanceforce," Wedge said. He gave Luke a sharp look. "Bt it
would have to be a secret resistance. We can't just declare independence
from the New Republic and march off to fight the Y uuzhan Vong. Secret
unitsin hidden locations. Operations not discussed with the New
Republic High Command.”

"That'sright,” Marasaid. "Which, if we decideto do this, makesyou
theweak link. Wedge."

Tycho frowned at her. " Perhaps you'd better explain that comment.”

" Becausein the lega sensg, it istreason, Tycho. Wedge has aready
demonstrated that he'swilling to bend the rules - misappropriating a
gzablefraction of the New Republic's armed forcesand usng themina
manner incong stent with his orders. This goeswell beyond that. HeEd be
misappropriating munitions and materid and giving them, not loaning
them, to aprivate force. Even if wewin, he could end up with the stamp
of traitor in al the historical records. So could you. Can you do that,
Wedge?'

Wedge |ooked troubled and did not respond at once. The others kept
glent.

Findly, Wedge met her gaze, then looked at the others. "1 think that
wereright at the edge of annihilation. Not just the government. Our
entire culture, our history. If the Y uuzhan V ong win, they won't
necessarily wipe usout... but they'll ingest us. Digest us. Well

become the Y uuzhan Vong, and everything we stood for, everything we
aspired to, will vanish. It would be asif we were a hologram and the
power was suddenly cut off. Gone without atrace." His voice hoarsened.
"I'm not going to let that happen to my daughters, or to your children.

So heréswhat | propose.”

Hedrew hisblaster and shoved it, spinning, to the center of the
conference table. "Anyone need ablaster? That's mine. I'm willing to
put it out there because there's no onein thisroom I'd hesitate to
giveit to, or to put my lifein the hands of. And that's how | propose
we build this Resistance. For the time being, don't bring in anyone you
wouldn' trust your lifeto, or your children'slives. Well set up
contacts, bases, and cdlsthe old Rebel Alliance way. While the New
Republic hits the enemy where they're strong, well figure out how to



hit them where they're weak. And if - or when - the New Republic findly
fdls well be hereto hit the Y uuzhan V ong bothr ways, mixing hard and
oft Syles.

"Arewein agreement?' He caught the eye of each of the othersin turn.

Each person nodded or raised a hand, al but Booster, who drawled, "I
suppose 0." The otherslaughed.

"All right." Wedge leaned back. "From now on, we'rethe Inner Circle.
Things said here don't go outside. People outside will think it'smy own
group of advisers, rather than the start of aresi stance movement. If
there's someone you think can hear the treason we're plotting, tell the
rest of us... and well vote to bring him or her into the Inner Circle,

or not. Others we know we trust and need, like the Solos, will join us
when and if they arrive.

"Now, let'sthink about soft-gtyle fighting. The Y uuzhan VVong are going
to hit ushere a Borleias. We need to draw them in, give them some
success they don't deserve, so they'll grow to depend on and anticipate
tactics that we can abandon when we need to. | needameand | need a
them." Heturned to Tycho.

Tycho took along bresth. "Wéll, | can be them probably aswell as| can
be you. And, of course, you can be you better than | can be you. But if
you're them and I'm you, everyoneisthinking outside the box."

Wedge nodded. "Good point.”
Lando sad, "I'mredly logt.”

Wedge grinned. "A game of tactics, Lando. When they decideto send a
serious military commander againgt us - whether it'sright away or after
afew engagements - that commander is going to be analyzing our tactics
30 he can implement the best strategy possible against them. In other
words, to have an idea of what he's going to be doing, we have to figure
out how much of our thinking and tactics he predicts. So if we can give
him exactly what he expects from us, reinforce his prejudices about our
drategic Kills-"

"Y ou can abandon them later and give him asurprise,” Lando said.
"Right. Soin our planning sessions, Tycho isgoing to be Generd
Antilles, and I'm going to be whoever the Y uuzhan V ong commander is, and

weélll seejust how far astray we can lead him.”

"l getit,” Lando said. "Infact, | get it better than you redize.
Y ou're playing sabacc.”

Wedge consdered that statement, his expression thoughtful. "'l suppose
s0. And for bigger stakesthan I've ever seen before.”



FOUR
Borleias Occupation, Days 4-5

For thefirst timein years, Luke found himself facing an opponent whose
very nature made him waver in courage and resolve bureaucracy.

Meetings were among the most ferocious weapons of his opponent. He would
spend one hour, two, three discussing anti-Y uuzhan Vong starfighter
tacticswith Colond Celchu and aboard of military advisers, then rush
toagmilarly lengthy, tedious, and tiring gethering with scientists

pondering yet again the reason the Y uuzhan VVong and their crestures were
invisbleto the Force. Lukelearned to dleviate hisfrustration by

taking charge of the meetings and conducting them aong with other

activities - exercise, inventories of supplies, training sessonsfor

the Jedi students aboard Errant Venture,

And yet plans progressed as the Inner Circle formulated the structure of
aResstance that could settle deep into hiding asthe Y uuzhan VVong came
and could then spring up to gut the invaders when the time arrived.

Similar in gtructure to the Jedi underground that Leiaand Han had been
organizing, the Resistance would be broader in nature and greeter in
numbers. The Inner Circle would land one or more trusted members on
every world it could. Those memberswould set up Resistance cells of
personnd. Each cell would set up more cells. No member of acell would
know the identities of more than two Res stance members outside his or
her own cdll, the better to contain damageif acell wereto be
compromised. Each cdll would try to establish abase that the Y uuzhan
Vong could not find, aplace to store vehicles, weapons, tools, droids,
anything that the Res stance would need when the time cameto return the
fight to the Y uuzhan Vong.

The existence of the Inner Circle was known throughout Wedge's fleet
group and nicknamed the Insiders, but it was commonly believed that it
was a board of military advisers. Itstrue purpose remained a secret.

Luke offered what knowledge and tactics he could, and it turned out to
be more than he'd expected.

In the years since hed become a Jedi Master - and for years he'd been
the only Jedi Master known to the galaxy - he'd searched tirdlessly for
knowledge about the Jedi asthey had been before the rise of Emperor
Pd patine to power. Pdpatine and his right-hand servant, Darth Vader,
Luke's own father, had systematically destroyed the Jedi and tried to
eradicate dl knowledge of their existence. Luke had sought to recover
that knowledge. Held searched out the remaining traces of the Jedi,
finding scraps here and rumors there, and had learned to run those



trailsto ground. Most had led nowhere - as the Jedi he'd sought had
either successfully vanished or had disappeared temporarily, only to be
found, &t last, by Palpatineg's minions and expunged.

Inlearning how Jedi who had survived theinitid sweeps of the
Emperor's Purges had done so - how they'd gone to ground, erased their
officid identities, concedled their Force powers, smuggled their
lightsabers, and eluded their hunters - Luke had, without knowing it,
accumulated atremendous, if only theoretical, knowledge of those
techniques. Now, in meetings and recording sessions, that information
poured from him and was added to the Intelligence training of Maraand
others, becoming part o f the handbook of establishing Resistance cdlls,
asit had when he and his dlies had begun setting up the Jedi
underground across the galaxy.

Eventudly, redlizing what good they might do for the Res stance's

cause, Luke became resigned to, even comfortable with, the meetings. And
they kept hismind away from the worry and ache he could feel growing
withinhim.

More than twenty-five years ago, when Luke's Uncle Owen and Aunt Beru
hed died on faraway, insgnificant Tatooine, Luke had found himsalf

aone - surrounded by new friends, but possessing no family. Then, over
time, held gathered afamily about him. Hisfather had not been among
those gathered; Anakin Skywaker had died months after the revelation of
histrueidentity. But in Leia, Luke had found histrue Sster; then his
friend Han Solo had become his brother-in-law. Their children, Jacen,
Jaina, and Anakin Solo, had followed. Then Luke's relationship with
Mara, which had evolved from amurderous hatred on her part to love on
both their parts - love, and abond, expressed through the Force, that
blurred the edges between them, between their thoughts and hopes - had
culminated in their marriage. Finally there had been Ben, born mere
months ago, and Luke's family numbered eight, al calling Coruscant
home.

Now "home" was a conquered battlefield. Hisfamily, gathered after so
much sacrifice and effort over so many years, was scattered. Y oung
Anakin Solo was dead, and dl the hopes L uke had invested in him were
gone. Jacen was missing; most were convinced he was dead aswell. Jaina
had not come to Borleias; she was off on apersond quest of vengeance,
and such quests often led to ruin, the dark side of the Force, or death

... or dl three. Han now recuperated from an injury at asecret Jedi

base, and Leiawaited with him. The only ones Luke could hold to him
each day were Maraand Ben, and the three of them lived surrounded by
enemies,

Each timethisredization hit Luke, he gently moved it away from his
conscious thoughts and meditated, focusing himsalf on his purpose, his
tasks, those he loved. But these Jedi techniques merdly put off his
worriesfor awhile longer. The worries endured, waiting patiently to

clam his attention and erode his confidence. They were the Y uuzhan Vong



of hisown mind.

Luke found himsdf surrounded by foliage and thought for an ingtant that

he was on foot patrol in Borleassjungles. But he redlized within an

instant that the air here was even danker than was customary on

Borleias, and the precise nature of the plants and trees around him was
wrong for that world. Here, the trees were darker, larger, their limbs
drooping, while opague pools of ground-water concealed furtive movements
of their occupants.

Dagobah. It was the world where he had trained with Y oda, alifetime
ago.

So thiswas adream. He shook his head. No, in dreams he was not usually
50 lucid. It was avison, then, avison through the Force.

He turned and faced the opening into the cave. It was there that he had
confronted avison of Darth Vader - of himsdlf in Vader'sdigtinctive
dress. Now, therewas no Y oda to warn him againgt taking weapons into
this place of evil and confrontation, and Luke felt sad that thisvision
would not give him even the momentary pleasure of seeing hisold Master
again in the one context where his presence was appropriate.

Lukefound he was dressed in black. Hislightsaber hung a hiswaist. He
removed it, depositing it in the crook of atree branch, and entered the
cave.

Within, hefound only darkness and slence. But he knew something was
there, afew stepsfrom him, a deegper darkness. He could neither see nor
hear it, but could fed it within the Force. He stepped toward it and

fdt it moveto theSde, circling him.

Then it brushed past him, a contact that sickened him, reawakened in him
every great hatred of hislife- for Darth Vader, for the Emperor, for
himsdlf when he had stumbled too far down the path of the dark side

and |eft the cave. Luke followed.

He emerged into brighter light than held seen outside amoment ago, and
now he was surrounded by soaring buildings, construction so high that

the sky wasvishbleonly asafant diver of light. All around him,

duracrete surfaces, crashed landspeeders, and giant blocks of
unrecognizable debris were coated with green algae and waving grassesin
amore palid green hue. At hisfeet, a human body was covered with the
same Suff.

The darkness he'd pursued was ahead of him, farther down the narrow
gperture between skyscrapers, ill invisble to the naked eye, il
nausearingly tangible within the Force.

It roiled and spun like atornado. It increased in size until it brushed



againg the buildingsto either sde. The dgae and grasses there

changed when it touched them, suddenly bearing large, maformed fruits
asblack and dick asold ail. Then every surface in sght was covered
with the fruits, and as he watched they began to drop from their ems.
They struck the ground and then struggled to newly devel oped feet,
walking in every direction with the awkwardness of babies.

And each of them wasfilled with misery and dark sdelonging for ruin.

One opened its mouth and | et out apiercing wail. Then another did, and
athird. Suddenly the air wasfull of their cries.

A hand gripped Luke's shoulder. He opened his eyes. Marawas shaking
him; her facewas pae. Theair was il filled with cries, but they

were Ben's, and Mara held the baby away, asif to protect him from Luke.
"What isit?' she asked.

"A vison." Luke brought his breathing under control and found that one
part of hisvison gtill lingered; dark Sde energy and mdice dlill
surrounded him. Ben, as sengitive to the Force as only the child of two
eminent Jedi could be, wailed in protest. "There's evil on Coruscant.
Tremendous dark sdeevil.”

Borleias Occupation, Day 5

The hologram showed afamiliar Sght the daytime skyline of some
portion of Coruscant. The enormous, soaring buildings and the mottled
orange cloudsin the sky were digtinctive to that world, though there
were S0 countless many different planetary vistas like thisthat no one
present could precisdy identify the portion of Coruscant being

displayed.

Things were different, though. The more distant Skyscrapers seemed to be
auniform shade of green, and the reason why was evident on the nearer
buildings they were coated in amaterid that |ooked like algae. From

the algae protruded things that |ooked like grasses, tree branches,
umbrela-topped fungi. Up close, their colors were different; only in

the distance did they blur together into asingle hue.

L uke found the hologram unsettling. The agae and grasses were identical
to those of hisvison.

In the darkened conference chamber, a man stepped up next to the
holoprojection. In the light cast by the projection of Coruscant, his

face was luminous, the green from the dgae lending color to hispae
skin, white hair, mustache, and beard, giving him anonhuman aspect. He
was |lean with age, though not to the point of emaciation. His garments
were black, covering dl but his head and hands, leaving viewerswith
theimpression that those body parts were floating free in the chamber.



But thiswasn't an eerieimage. Many of those present had known hisface
for years. Wolam Tser wasapoalitical historian whose holodocumentaries
had cataloged every stage of the New Republic's development from when it
was nothing but a poorly funded, chaotically disorganized Rebel

Alliance

"I've stopped the image here for amoment,” Wolam said, hisrolling
voice and upper-class accent ingtantly familiar to those in the chamber,
"0 you can see what is happening on Coruscant's surface. Some sort of
planet shaping has begun. Those growths cover much of the planet's
surface. They spread incredibly swiftly; everything you seeinthis

image was bare duracrete the day before this was recorded. The darkest
green material, some sort of pastelike scum, secretes acids that break
down the chemical composition of duracrete. The fungi, | suspect, are
related to the exploding fungi of Y avin Four; when struck, they
detonate. The hardier-looking growths send deep taproots into the
surfaces beneath them. In short, they are rapidly destroying the
construction on Coruscant's surface - and, of course, construction
coversamost every square centimeter of the planet's surface. The air,
though thisimage doesn't suggest it, isincreasingly noxious, and the
remaining population is saying in ever-lower city leves, huddling near
air scrubbersthat provide them with adequate atmosphere.”

Luke asked, "What about Y uuzhan Vong intrusons?'

Wolam peered in hisdirection, squinting in afutile effort to see
deeper into the shadows. "That isthe distinctive voice of Master
Skywaker, isnt it?"

llltisll

"The Y uuzhan VVong areindeed performing raidsinto the lower levels.

Some seem to have objectives, such as the destruction of air scrubbers,
while others seem to be nothing but hunting expeditions. But the most
fearsome of their assaults are not raids; they occur when the Y uuzhan

Vong remove themsalves from an area. They evacuate to a distance of many
kilometers. And then this happens.” Wolam brought up asmdl handheld
device and depressed one of its buttons.

Thefrozen image suddenly flickered back into life, though nothing
changed other than the motion of nearby planet-shaping growthsin the
wind and abrief flash of lightning in one of the clouds.

Then something did change. A patch of that cloud became brighter.
Something erupted from it, asmal flaming dot with atrail, descending
at an angle toward the planet's surface.

The dot disappeared behind the buildingsin the distance. Therewasa
moment in which nothing occurred other than the disspation of the dot's
smoketrail high in the atmosphere.



A flash of light from that point in the distance briefly overloaded the
holocam's ability to record; the image burned away to brightness. Then
it returned.

The buildings fill stood in the foreground and the distance, but now
there was something behind them atall column of smoke spreading out
toward the top into a shape reminiscent of many forms of fungus.

And something was racing toward the holocam, a shock wave. Nearest the
smoke column, the buildings blurred and vanished. The wave of

destruction, adigtinct semicircle, flashed acrossthe intervening

kilometers fagter than a starfighter could fly, eradicating every
dructureinitsway. Asthe leading edge came close to the holocam's
viewpoint, Luke could hear members of the audience drawing breath and
leaning back as though to put more distance between them and the wave.

Thevision of Coruscant shook and faded to blackness.

Someone brought up the lightsin the chamber, and once again it was a
cozy meseting room rather than avision of doom.

Wolam stood near the head of the table, to Wedge'sft; he was the only
one standing. "That event nearly cost thelife of my holocam operator.
Tarn." He gestured to aman at the rear of the chamber; the fellow,

young and bulky enough to look awkward in anormal-sized chair, gave him
an indifferent wave. "Tarn lay unconsciousfor two days before finding
hisway back to me, and was sick for days after because held breathed in
s0 much of the toxic atmosphere. He's il feding the effects.”

Wedge asked, "What sort of weapon did they use to achieve that result?!

Wolam gave him athin smile. "Our own. That was a Golan Defense
Platform. A few daysago, it defended Coruscant againgt the Y uuzhan
Vong. Then, after it was destroyed, it was nudged from orbit to come
down upon the planet's surface. | can't estimate...” He stopped, and
there was no indication on his face of what had caused him to hesitate,
but Luke felt asudden flash of pain from the man. "'l can't estimate how
many died whenit hit. Millions, tens of millions, hundreds of millions.
That impact zone was a couple hundred kilometers southwest of the
Imperial Palace. They're pushing more satellites and skyhooks down, one
after another. And since only afew million of Coruscant's citizens have
found passage offworld, the vast mgority arein mortd peril - inthe
short term, from the faling satellites, and in the long term from the

planet shaping.”

"We gppreciate the information you've brought us,” Wedge said, "and the
samples you've given us have been forwarded to our team of scientists
gpecidizing in Y uuzhan VVong techniques." He consulted the datapad
before him. ™Y our shuttl€'s damage - that was sustained during your
departure from Coruscant?'



Wolam nodded. "One reason it took me afew days to depart was that
severd of usclubbed together to make a mass departure. Theideawas
that, Sncether star-fighter analogs would inevitably come after us,

some of us might survive where one ship wouldn't." He looked apologetic.
"Minewas one of thefew that madeit out.”

"Y our damageis being repaired. Y our shuttle should beready in aday or
two. We can send you out with the next batch of refugee departures,
you'l have sarfighter cover for your trip.”

Wolam glanced around. Luke saw his attention freeze, for the barest of
moments, on severd of the faces present at the meeting, including

Luke's own. Then Wolam returned his attention to Wedge. "If | may, I'd
liketo stay instead. I'm ahistorian. Hereiswhere history isbeing

made. We won't be much of adraw on your resources. We have quarters
aboard my shuttle.”

"Very well." Wedge stood. "Now, it's back to work. I'm sorry it'sdl
bad news today, but we need to be kept updated.”

On hisway out the door, Tarn accepted congratul ations from many of
those who'd been present - congratul ations on bringing valuable
information, congratul ations on surviving. He nodded and gul ped,
uncomfortable at being among so many people - a being among so many
famous people - and moved as quickly as he could. Hissize, for hewas
tall enough to brush hishair againgt the top of the doorjamb and bulky
enough to bring asmile to the face of asmashball team owner, acted
againg him, asit usudly did; he managed to catch chair legswith his
feet and inadvertently brushed some smaller people out of the way ashe
staggered for the door. Then hewas out in the hal, where at least the
traffic was moving in the direction he wanted to go, and afew moments
later was outside, gratefully gulping in Borleiassmoist, warm air.

"Not much for crowds, are you?' The speaker - female, young - had moved
up beside him as he'd recovered.

Hetook alook at her and his ssomach lurched again. She wasright.
Crowds were bad. But attractive femaes didn't help either. They, too,
made words stick in histhroat and made his heart hammer. Thisonewas
dender, her hair acascade of blond curls now tied back in atail. Her
eyeswerealively blue, her featuresthe sort that brightened any

chamber they entered.

Tarn took a moment to remember what it was she'd said. He managed a
smilethat, he hoped, suggested hewas a ease. "That'sright. I'm a

field holocam operator, not acity boy. How | ever let Wolam persuade me
to come back to Coruscant with him redlly bafflesme.”

"I suspect that he's pretty persuasive.”



"Heis." Tarn thought furioudy, trying to remember what normal people
did in these stuations, then extended hishand. "Tarn Elgrin."

She shook it. "Danni Quee."

"Say, | know your name. Y ou're amost famous.” Then hewinced. "That
came out wrong."

Her smile said that she was amused rather than offended. "Listen, Tarn,
| have aquestion for you. Do you have any recordings that Wolam Tser
didn't show us back there? Any recordings of the Y uuzhan Vong?'

"I -" Hefét the onset of a headache but ignored it. He hadn't been

told that he couldn't share his recordings. Wolam Tser might fret about

it, but then again, in these times of war, when it was vitd to share
information with appropriate parties, he probably wouldn't. "1 do. |

have some recordings of a'Y uuzhan Vong hunting pack. In the midleves of
Coruscant. | was with some people. After | stopped recording and really
dtarted running, | got toward the front of the pack and the Y uuzhan VVong
fel onthoseintherear." He shrugged. "So | got away." He pulled up

the bag he always carried with him, the one that held hisholocam, his
miniature backup holocam, hisrecordings, his recording blanks. He found
the recording he was looking for and pressed the data card into her

hand. "That'sthe one. I'd like it back."

"I'll copy it and get it back to you soon. Today, even."”
"Thanks"

"Nice meeting you." Sheflashed him asmile and headed back into the
building.

"Likewise" Findly ableto get his heart rate under control. Tarn
headed away from the building, out into thekill zone.

Within the hdf kilometer nearest the front of the building, the burned

out areathat had once been jungle was heavily occupied by vehiclesand
vessls; two large docking bays were under construction, duracrete being
poured, prefabricated metal walls being raised. All around them were
shuttles and starfighters, speeders and hovercrafts, transports and one
large freighter with extensve damage to its bow.

Tarn brought out his holocam and took afew momentsto record the scene.
Someday, if the New Republic survived, people would want to know how
these events played out.

The headache grew in strength so suddenly that it felt asthough hed
been stabbed. He cried out, clutched his head, and struggled to keep
fromfdling.

He knew why the headache was back. 1t was because he wasn't obeying. His



ingtructions were clear. He dropped the holocam back into his bag.

Tarn weaved hisway between the shipsin the kill zoneto reach his
well, redly, Wolam's - shuittle.

Of course, it was ashuttlein function, not ashuttlein design. It had

begun its career as a Sienar-built Skipray blastboat, an Imperial four
person gunship. An ungainly-looking thing, it had abow that looked like

an eccentric cam gear, the narrowest portion pointed forward and
broadened by a pair of fixed wings angled downward a a sharp angle. The
bow was attached to a stern that was little more than ahuge axle.

Mounted on the axle were the stabilizer fins, forward-sweeping wings

that could rotate to be horizontd for landing or vertica for

dabilization in amaospheric flight.

When it had been amachine of war, it had been heavily armed. But years
ago, after Wolam Tser had stolen it when escaping with recordings of
Imperid base-building activities that the Empire didn't want him to

retain, he'd begun modifying the boat. The proton torpedo and concussion
missile tubes had been removed to give the boat more cargo and cabin
room. Thelaser cannon turret on top had been replaced with a
transparisted dome, opening up more cabin room and offering those
beneath it another view of the stars. The controls had been smplified,
making the opt imum crew size two instead of four.

Behind the command cabin, room that had been needed for missleracks
was now converted into two smdlish cabins, one for Wolam and onefor
his holocam operator.

Tarn offered afdse smile and awave to the mechanics now welding metal
plates over the holesin the wings, repairing damage sustained when one
of the boat's companion vehicles had exploded under coral skipper fire.
He climbed up the port-side bow wing to the main hatch and entered, his
movements hurried. Only if he hurried would the headache be kept at bay.

He didn't pause as he entered the command cabin but headed into the aft
passageway. In two paces he was at the door to his cramped cabin. He
entered in arush - Hurry, hurry - and sealed the door behind him.

He lifted the mattress of his bunk to reveal the storage compartment
beneeth. Init was alarge, roughly spherica piece of rock - "A
souvenir of Cordlia" held explained to Wolam.

Of course, held lied. HE'd had to.

He set the stone, which was lighter than it should be, atop his bunk and
rapped three times on its surface. A moment later, he rapped again,
twice.

The stone split dong an invisble center seam. It opened like an ocean
bivave, but instead of reveding two linings of flesh and perhapsa



pearl, it showed only an amorphous blobby mass of materid inthe
bottom.

His stomach lurching at the thought of touching it again, Tarn reached
out and found the dight protrusion at the top of the blob. He stroked
it, fedling the living thing react to histouch. He snatched back his
hand and wiped it on his pants, though there was no residue on his
fingersfrom the smooth thing.

Moments later, the blobby material stretched up and assumed the
approximate shape of a human head. Tarn didn't think it wasa'Y uuzhan
Vong femal€e's head; the forehead was too pronounced, the features not
madeirregular by mutilation.

Thevillip looked a him with the face of hiscontroller. "Report,” it
said, its speech unaccented.

Tarn fdt his headache fade to dmost nothingness, but the turmail in
his stomach, the turmoail in hisemotions kept thisfrom being the relief
it otherwise would have been. "We are on Borleias," he began.

Borlelas Occupation, Day 6, Predawn

There was arap at the door. Wedge jolted upright, his eyes opening, his
mind momentarily cloudy about where he was, what he should be doing.

Hewasdill in hisoffice, in hischair, but hed falen adeep. He
couldn't let himself do that. Every moment he didn't push himself, more
peoplemight die.

He rubbed deep from his eyes and turned to the door. "Come."

The door did over and out of sight, but there was no oneinthe
corridor beyond. Then hisvisitor showed himsdlf, peeking in from around
the doorjamb.

The man was of average height and bald-shaven bald, Wedge knew, rather
than prematurely bald. His mustache and goatee were close-cropped and
black, giving him asnister appearance, but hissmile, dl cheer

flavored with wicked humor, dispelled any sense of dread. Hewas
handsome in away that only celebrities and afew extraordinarily

successful businessmen and criminals could be.

Wedgerose. "Face!l | was afraid you were lost back on Coruscant. Come
in'

Garik "Face' Loran, leader of the covert Intelligence team known asthe
Wraiths, shook his head. "Later. For now, I'm just hereto drop off a

package."



"What package -"

She moved around Face, entering the office at just short of adead run.
Shewastall. Wedge's average stature making them the same height, and
dender, with dark blond hair now frosted attractively with gray. In her
youth she'd been an extraordinary beauty; now, to Wedge's perception,
lines of laughter and worry accentuated that beauty rather than

detracted fromiit.

Suddenly he was on the other side of the desk - by running or vaulting,
he could not recdl - and enfolding her inhisarms. "Idlla...”

There was more noise than two voices could account for, cries of
"Daddy!" Wedge released hiswife, crouched, and grabbed up hisdark
blond, blue-eyed daughters, who had magically appeared on either side of
lella; he stood with onein ether arm, Syd intheleft and Myri inthe

right.

A few days before, when held picked them both up in their quarterson
Coruscant, heéd complained that they were getting big, too heavy for him
to lift. Now, their arms around his neck, he could barely detect their
weight.

A moment ago he'd had nothing but amission. Now he had afuture again,
afuture he could hold to himsdlf, afuture he could squeeze and hear

and smell. Wedge glanced over at Face, but the Wraith leader had,
appropriately, vanished while attention was €l sewhere, and the door was
diding closed where heldd been.

They lay in the darkness of Wedge's quarters. Moonlight spilled in
through the turquoise transparisted, casting everything in shades of
blue, bed and wallsand skin.

"It's not the same as watching your home dying,” Iellasaid. Her voice
was thoughtful. She stared a the blue-tinged ceiling asif saring far
beyond it, staring al the way back to Coruscant. "Not the same asiif
they'd descended on Corellia. But seeing orbital platforms drop onto the
city, knowing that millions were dying with every impact, knowing that
the few who were streaming into space in private vessals and leaving
their homes behind were the lucky ones... Coruscant isdying. Wedge, |
don't know if | can describe the misery of it."

"You don't haveto,” hesaid. " | know what it waslike to leave you
behind. To haveto tell mysdf, 'l can't find them, | can't help them, |
can keep people dive up here." "

Sheturned asmile on him. "Didn't you trust me to get usout dive?"

" Yes. But trust doesn't keep worry from eating you up frominsde.”



She kissed him, rested her head on his shoulder. "What do we do now?"

"WEell, you were just promoted to head of Intelligence for my operation
here, which frees up Marato make the VVong suffer in her own inimitable
way. I'm going to need you to spread information among our people and
seeif the Yuuzhan Vong act on any of it - if we have any traitorsamong
us, | want to find out who they are asfast as possible, to use them for
our own purposes or eiminate them asathresat.”

"Isthat going to be here or a some other station?"
"Here." And hetold her of the meeting with the Advisory Council.

Shewas slent for along time as she thought about what held said.
"Wedge, you're doing what you never like to do. Fighting atwo-front
war. The Y uuzhan VVong on one sde and the Advisory Council onthe
other.”

Wedge smiled. "The Advisory Council doesn't know were at war with
them.”

"They know they're at war with us; they just don't know we know it. But
they may figureit out more quickly than you imagine. Even without Borsk
to lead them, they have alot of political smarts. Which meansthat

Y uuzhan Vong spies aren't the only spies you have to worry about. One of
my jobsis going to be leaking information and seeing how our supposed
aliesrespond toit... SO we can use them for our own purposes or
eiminatethem asathreat.”

"l knew | was keeping you around for areason.”
"At least two reasons.”

"Dont tickle"

HVE
Y uuzhan Vong Worldship, Coruscant Orbit

Thevillip stared a Vigi Shesh with the face of ahuman man, large
boned, the angle of hishead suggesting fear and pain. “I'mnotina
position to learn any secrets,” the villip protested. "1 just follow
Wolam Tser around, recording his observations and interviews."

Vigi made her voice apurr. She hoped its tones and nuances would carry
acrossthe villip. This voice excited men, made them long for her, and

the notion that desire for her would torment this man amused her. ™Y ou
met Danni Quee. Become her friend. Her lover, if you're capable of it.
Convince her to confide in you. Volunteer for additional dutieswhen



Tser isn't making use of you. Y ou can do Smple dectronicsrepairs,
can't you?'

Tarn's voice sounded pained. "Yes."

"Get ajob doing that. Put recorders or transmittersin devices that

will goincritical places. ldlaWessiri isgood enough to find

anything you might plant, so don't try to harvest the information those
devices might bring you; instead, leave counterpart objects where blame
will fall on people within their command Structure, people Antillesand
Skywaker don't quite trust yet. Cause paranoia. Do you understand?’

"| undergand.”

"Proveit, smpleton." Vigi stroked the villip and it contracted,
cutting off the communication.

She sighed and stretched. The skin of her back, still hedling,
protested, but she did not let that minor pain show on her face. Then
sheturned, the bloblike material that served her asachair
accommodating itself to her motion, and faced her own controller.

He was dressed in the loincloth of awarrior, amphigtaff in hand. His
nose had been smashed flat, an oddly symmetrical muitilation for a

Y uuzhan VVong, and part of hisright upper lip was gone, revealing teeth
beneath. His skin was decorated extensvely with tattoos.

But his most extensive mutilation was asingle puckered scar. In most
placesit was an angry red, sometimes graduating to a scabrous brown,
everywhere standing out starkly againgt his skin. It started out &t the

top of hisbald head, wound down hisright cheek to his chin and up the
other side, then turned downward again just short of hisleft eye. It
continued down his neck and wound back and forth across his chest before
disappearing beneath his harness. It reemerged on hisright thigh,
endinginacirclearound hisknee. It must have been among hisearliest
decorations, for histattoos paraleled it, never running acrossit.

His name was DenuaKu, and Vigi knew from the few words she had
exchanged with him that he had no grasp of Intelligence operations. He
was hereto guard her, not to help her with her assgnment. Shegave him
asmilethat wasdl contempt and mockery. "All done," she said.

"Then you will return to your quarters.” His voice suggested mutud
contempt, even through the tizowyrm, an organic trandator of the
Y uuzhan Vong, implanted in her ear.

"I'm sick of my quarters. | do haf an hour's worth of work a day
managing thisidiot of an operative and spend the rest of my timein
chambersthat smell like haf-cooked banthatripe. | want something to
do."



Denua Ku said nothing. Vigi took that asagood sign. If he'd been under
drict ordersto keep her in her quarters, he would have immediately
demanded that they go there. But he wasn't going to suggest any sort of
recreation to her; she'd haveto find her own diversion.

She knew they'd never agree to adiversion that would get her near
spacecraft or pilot training, so she'd have to find some other way to
get her into other parts of the worldship, places where she could meet
other Y uuzhan VVong - or even some of their prisoners.

"I want to learn how cora skippers and buildings and armor are grown.
How everything isgrown. | suppose I'll need askill for when the

Y uuzhan Vong have subj negated everything and don't need an Intelligence
divison anymore." Denua Ku didn't answer, so she added, "Take my
request to the warmaster. | suspect hell agreetoiit.”

It was the carrion-eaters hour, or so Tsavong Lah thought of it, the
hour in which he permitted visitors to come before him on miscellaneous
errands, the hour in which he cleaned away hisvisitors petty
difficulties so they didn't accumulate like carrion. He steered his
attention away from that customary thought, asit cametoo closeto his
problem with hisnew arm.

Thewarrior Denua Ku came before him with Vigi Shesh'srequest. Tsavong
Lah authorized it. The human woman would never abandon her manipulative
waysto learn a productive trade.

Next into the small reception chamber was Mad Lah, hiskinsman and one
of hisbest military advisers. Mad Lah'sfeatureswere surprisingly

regular, hisjawline unbroken, but hisface was meticuloudy decorated
with red and blue swirls.

"Yes, my servant?' the warmaster asked.

"I havelearned acuriousthing,” Mad Lah said. "Theinfide fleet that
took Borleias has not yet begun itswithdrawal. And the surviving
warriorsof Domain Kraa report that the tool-usersare digging in asif
agang asege”

"That makeslittle sense from amilitary viewpoint,” the warmaster said.
"They cannot hopeto hold it. They cannot hopefor rdlief.” He

considered the matter. " Send Wyrpuuk Cha'sfleet to crush them. Domain
Kraal despises Domain Cha; having to admit adebt to Chawill be
additiona punishment for not holding Borleias asthey should.”

"Yes, Warmadter."

"Wasthere anything el se?'

" No, Warmagter." Mad Lah withdrew.



Next to receive an audience was Takhaff Uul, apriest. Highly placed
within the order of Y un-Y uuzhan, the great god of the Y uuzhan VVong,
Takhaff Uul was young for hisduties; others of hisage in the same sect
were low-ranking priests, servants and aides to senior priests, while he
was dready awell-respected interpreter of the god'swill. Histattoos
were not geometric designs or exaggerations of deformities; hisdesigns
were of eyeballs, small clawed hands, tentacles, al renderedin
redigtic detail asif to suggest he had had dozens of transplantsin

his short life. He bowed low before the warmaster.

"Speak,” Tsavong Lah said.

Takhaff Uul straightened. "I spesk out of place,” he said, "bypassing
the high priest to bring words directly to your ears, so | have come
prepared to dieif my words displease you."

"Y ou should dways come prepared to die,” Tsavong Lah said. "Y ou should
not try to predict when your words will displease me."

"Yes, Warmage."

" Speak your mind."

"I speak not my mind, but the will of the Creator, Y un-Y uuzhan. My
visonsof himinlast night's dreams led me to thoughts of you and
your... afliction.”

Tsavong Lah lifted the hand of hisradank claw and studied its grasping
digits. With thislimb, he could rend the throat of a'Y uuzhan Vong
warrior... assuming the limb did not tear free of him with such an
exertion. "What did he say of me?"

"Only that your pursuit of thiswar brings much pleasure to the heart of
thedayer Yun-Yammka."

"l do not see how thisrelatesto my arm.”

"It waswhat he did not say, Warmagter. | fet-and thiswasonly a
priest'sintuition-that the Creator believed himsdlf to be separate from
the glory you are achieving. That heis not receiving his due share.
That heisdigpleased.”

"And what did you fed would correct this measure?!
"A dedication, Warmadter. A gift. Something offered to Y un-Y uuzhan
alone. An entire world devoted to the Creator and his priests and

concerns.”

"But the priests of Y un-Y uuzhan have haven everywhere, among al domans
and colonies”



"Yes, Warmadter. | know you are correct. But who can know the mind of a
god?1 can only interpret the dreams | have, and hopethat | am
correct.”

"I will congder this" With hisradank claw, Tsavong Lah made ashooing
gesture, and the young priest withdrew.

As soon as the priest's back was turned, Tsavong Lah nodded to one of
histrusted guards and made a gesture that only the warmaster and his
persond guards understood. That guard followed Takhaff Uul to the
chamber porta; when the priest was well down the corridor, the guard
spoke quietly to another guard, then returned to stand behind Tsavong
Lah's sedt.

Thewarmaster dealt with another pair of administrative matters. Then
the guard who had followed Takhaff Uul returned and presented himself
before the warmaster

"Wdl?'
"He went to the chambers of Ghithra Dal, the shaper,” the guard said.

Tsavong Lah sat in contemplation for long moments. GhithraDd wasthe
shaper who had attached hisra-dank claw.

Vigi Shesh might have been correct.

Hewould haveto find out.

Borteias Occupation, Day 9

Thefleet of Wyrpuuk Chadowed asit entered the outer limits of the
Pyriasystem. The system's distant sun was visible through the amber
colored shell that served the bridge as aviewport, but Wyrpuuk Cha paid
it no attention, concentrating instead on the cloud of blaze bugs that
hovered in the black hemispherica depression at the rear of the

chamber.

Theinsects, capable of hovering in flight and glowing or growing dark

a the mentd command of the fleet's yammosk, formed glowing patterns
and shapes within that depression. A spherica cluster of them
represented the system's sun. Others formed smaller balls representing
the planets of the system. Numberless glowing mites of areated
species, too small to see but for their bluish glow, arrayed themselves

to represent the crisscrosses of ionic trails that decorated the solar
system, indicating where the hated metal ships of the enemy had recently
made runs.

Other blaze bugs hovered singly or formed into small, irregular patches.



These, Wyrpuuk Chaknew, constituted groups of enemy ships. Knowledge of
their whereabouts came from villip transmissons from the Y uuzhan VVong
refugees on Borleias and from the gravitic senses of the yammaosk, but

the information was incomplete; fleet e ementstoo near gravity wells

would not be detectable, nor would ships Situated at distant pointsin

or just beyond the solar system. The enemy could have hundreds of ships
located here; it would take time and sacrifice to root them out and

destroy them.

Time he had, and warriorsin great number willing to make that
sacrifice. Depending on the enemy forces and commanders, it might prove
astruggle, but Wyrpuuk Chawould be able to take this system.

The question was whether held be able to take it swiftly enough,
efficiently enough to please Warmaster Tsavong Lah. He could not afford
to spend too much time or expend too many resources. He needed,
srategically speaking, to bare hisbelly, invite his enemy's attack,

and gut his opponent while that opponent was outstretched, out of
balance, out of position. He could afford one feint, maybe two.

"They have not reestablished shidld platformsin orbit around the
planet.” That wasafemde voice. It belonged to Kadlah Cha, amilitary
andys belonging to hisown domain.

He spared her alook. Her facid tattooing was startling even by Y uuzhan
Vong standards, darkness around her eyes and below her lower lip
suggesting, a first glance, that those features were grosdy oversized.

Her decorations were amirror image of, and copied from, his own, though
his were accentuated by scarring from warfare and adit at the center

of hisupper lip, risng nearly to hisnose, that acted as an artificia

harelip and perpetualy bared his upper teeth. " So they will have

gtuated aminefied around Borleas, and smulated ashield with their

metd ships.”

"No, Commander." She moved to the blaze bug depression and extended her
handsinto it, waving many of theimages asde, waving the spherica

cluster representing Borleiastoward h er. The dismissed insects swarmed
toward the sphere, expanding it, adding detail s representing vessalsin

orbit around the planet. "' See? They have capitd vessalsin what looks

like geosynchronous orbit above one point on the planet, not far from

the Domain Kraal touchdown point, and other vessalsin moretypical

orbits. Nothing else. And the Kraa s report no buildup of ground-based
shield generators except a thissite”

"A hardpoint defense of onelocation." Wyrpuuk Chaconsidered that,
reaval uating the Situation. He reached into the depression and gestured
to return theimagetto its previous magnification. "And see here.

Recent, repeated travel to this orbit above the sixth planet, an orbit
corresponding to one of itsmoons. Y et no indication of ships here now.
A hidden base of some sort? They're not protecting the primary world
from intrusonsthat could drop planetshaping materias, so they don't



care about the world itsdlf... just what isto be found at that one
ste. We must find out what they protect there and on that moon.”

Thedarmjolted Wedge and |ellaout of their deep. It wasa ghrill,
keening thing, not the sort of darmingaledin amilitary

ingdlation; it had to be some sort of biologica hazard aert that was
part of this station's original equipment. Wedge groped on the table
beside hisbed for his comlink and found it was aready beeping for him,
the sound drowned out by the darm. "Antilles here."

"We have amgor Y uuzhan Vong intruson." The comm officer'svoicewasa
disnterested drawl in distinct contrast with the importance of his

message. "Dozens of capita ships entering the system at its outer

fringes from Coruscant's bearing. No sign yet of coral skipper launch.”

"Issue asystemwide dert condition. I'll be thereimmediately.” Wedge
rose, mind already clear and focused on histask, and began to dress.

He saw that Iellawas dready one jumpsuit ahead of him. She sedled her
suit's main seam and asked, "What's the plan for today?"

"Bad tactics. We're leaving agap in our coverage of the sensor gtation
on the fourth moon of Pyria Six. Well beat back whatever comes at
Borleias but let them chase us off that moon. I'll be coordinating from
the ground so they can detect that I'm coordinating from the ground.
Reinforces the impression that there's something important down here,
too."

She helped him sedl hissuit and gave him aquick kiss. "I hateit that
you're going to lose, even on purpose.”

IIWI,V?I
"Because you're such abad loser.”

He gave her agrin. "Ultimately, | intend to be avery, very bad loser."

SX
Borleias Occupation, Day 9

Saba Sebatyne, a Jedi Knight of the Barabel people, tapped her way
through the power-up checklist of the Wild Knights lead blastboat. Her
fingers moved deftly and surdly for such alarge and bulky creature;
Barabelswere reptilian, covered in scales, with large eyes protected by
heavy, protruding brow ridges, but otherwise somewhat inexpressive
faces.



Danni Quee covertly watched Saba. Danni's position on the ship, sensor
operator and sometimes ship's weapons, didn't call for asmuch
preparation as Saba's. Saba's efficiency and speed with her task were
undimin-ished, but Danni knew she had been through much pain recently
theloss of her Jedi Master, E€lysa, to a 'Y uu-zhan VVong-bred monster
cdled avoxyn on Corellia, and then the loss of two of her kin,
hatchmates to her own son, during Anakin Solo's successful but costly
mission to destroy the queen - the source of the voxyn. But Barabels
were very different from humansin their expressons of pain and grief,
inviting no sympathy, so Danni could offer her no condolences.

Saba cameto the end of her checklist. "Pilot station ready,” she said.

"Sensor gation ready,” Danni responded automatically, and the other

Wild Knights aboard called out their readiness. Danni was not

technically aWild Knight, nor technicaly aJedi Knight likethe

others, but she had flown with them on many occasions now and found that
her duty station, when she wasn't occupied with critica scientific

projects, was aboard the Wild Knights' blastboat.

Saba cdlled in the squadron's state of readiness and immediately
received the unit's orders. With ahiss, sheturned her attention away
from the screen before her asif rgecting its presence.

"What isit?' Danni asked. "If you cantdl us, | mean.”

"We areto defend, and lose, and quit thefield,” Sabasaid. "To act as
ashidd. Consarvative tacticz. Thisoneisahunter. This one does not
know how to defend or fleg."

"Thisoneisascientist,”" Danni said. "This one didn't used to know how
tokill."

Sabaregarded Danni levelly, then returned her attention to the screen.
"Danni can return to usng human grammar now," shesaid.

Twin Suns Squadron, Rogue Squadron, and the Wild Knights blasted off
from Borleiass surface. The fud it took to reach orbit, though not a
substantia portion of the starfighters capacity, could well be missed
inthe later stages of today's battle, but Luke agreed with Wedge that
alowing the Y uuzhan Vong to detect the launch of three preeminent New
Republic squadrons from the planet's surface would reinforce the enemy's
impression that thiswas asgnificant Ste.

Asthey reached high orhbit, their astromechs and onboard computers
received detailed orders. Luke reviewed them and nodded. Twin Sunswas
to stay in geosynchronous orbit above the biotics facility and vape

anything that came at it. Rogue Squadron would set up above Bor-leias's
moon and make a gpeed run againgt any promising target of opportunity.
TheWild Knights would moveto reinforce the lunar station at Pyria V1.



"Twin Sunson gation,” he announced. "Rogues, Knights, good hunting.”

"Good hunting." That was Saba Sebatyne's voice, made even raspier by the
limitations of the comlink. Her starfighters and blastboats pedled off

for their runto Pyria V1. Gavin Darklighter responded with amere click

of hisown comlink before Rogue Squadron looped away for the short run
to Borleiass moon.

Luke glanced behind him, to port and starboard. To port, Corran Horn
waited with acam he had never enjoyed asan X-wing pilot, acam he
had attained only after becoming a Jedi Knight. But to starboard, where
Mara should have been, was Zindra Daine. She was a Corellian pilot,
green asgrass, barely out of her teens, not a Jedi. Luke winced at the
thought of himsdlf and Corran having to cover for anovice. Maras
absence would be keenly felt today and in subsequent engagements. Though
he sympathized with her desire to stay with Ben, to protect him against
all possible dangers, he hoped Marawould redlize that her desire was
irrational, her goa an impossible one - and that her absence from the
battlefield might just result in the loss of good people.

Wedge stood before the hologram at the center of the command room. This
was an unlovely lozenge-shaped chamber with a curved celling two dozen
meters below the biotics building. 1t had once been intended asablast
shelter, but now it was crammed with mobile consoles and their

operators.

The chamber's duracrete wals, not well designed for acoustics, rang
with noise, the voices of military officers doing their duties, the

beeps and chirps of computers demanding their operators attention, live
sound feeds from unit leaders up there in the battle zone. Wedge ignored
them and concentrated on the continuously updated tactical holo.

It showed Pyriaa one edge, Borleias alittle out fromit, Pyria VI
farther out, and the fringes of the solar system at the far edge. Red
blips representing the Y uuzhan Vong invasion force clustered at that
edge and streamed toward the other sites.

"The Rogues are on-gtation,” Tycho said. As chronicaly unable as Wedge
wasto run his operations from a seated position, he stood before the
console devoted to sarfighter coordination. " The starfighters on the

target moon are sanding by. VVong intrusion there anticipated in two
minutes”

"Havethosefighterslaunch,” Wedge said. "Make it erratic. They can
form up intime, but they should look as though they were caught off
guard.”

"Done." Tycho turned back to his screen.

Wedge's attention flicked across the hologram. Some ships lay dormant,



well away from the action, monitoring the Stuation with their sensors,
ready to step in should reinforcements be needed. Frigates, cruisers,
and other capitd shipswere Stuated above Borlelas. Starfighter units
maneuvered to head off the Y uuzhan V ong approach.

Themain Y uuzhan Vong force stayed coherent, areserve fleet Stuated

not far from where it had entered Pyrian space. The units moving against
the New Republic forces were. Wedge knew, mere probes, sent out to test
the strength of the defensive forces. This battle wasn't about winning

or losing; it was about gathering information on enemy capabilities.

"Pyria Six reports contact,” Tycho said.

Captain Y akown Reth was not a happy man.

It wasn't enough thet, of al the up-and-coming officersin Wedge
Antilless command, held been assgned the unpromising duty of guarding
ashuttleload of scientists, engineers, and construction specidists
building a subsurface habitat on an airlessmoon. Y es, held been
assigned two full squadrons of starfightersto defend the base. But his
E-wings were not equipped with proton torpedoes - the brass said that
these weapons were in short supply - and Reth wasn't even authorized to
know what the scientific personne| were up to.

And now, as'Y uuzhan Vong cordskippers hurtled toward him, cameto wipe
out thisidiatic littlefacility, Colondl Celchu was micromanaging him,

dictating that wing pairslaunch only asthey came ready after going

through a second checklist. Hisforces were straggling into space like

an undisciplined mob. If Genera Antilleswas monitoring the action

here, he'd assume that Reth was an idiot.

Findly, astheincoming blips on the sensor screens reached the outer
limitsof hisstarfighters range of fire, thelast two E-wings of Green
Squadron struggled into formation and announced their readiness.

"Remember, no individua heroics" Reth said. "We have to overwhelm

their defenses and overlap our own. Bresk by wing quads on my command,
three, two, one... now." He suited action to words and spun down afew
hundred meters toward the jagged and unappealing surface of the moon he
was protecting. Green Two through Green Four followed him, inloose,
imprecise formation. Thiswas not surprisng for agroup that had been
cobbled together from units shattered back at Coruscant. But it was
aggravating. It made him look doppy.

Cordskipperstoo distant to see opened fire; trails of glowing redness
lanced out toward Green Squadron. Reth nudged closer to Green Two, his
wingmate, and saw Green Three and Four crowding in, dlowing their
shiddsto overlgp. Reth grimaced. Working with unfamiliar pilotsin

such proximity was as distasteful to him asthe thought of trading

unwashed clothing with them.



"Accderateto full," hesaid. "Well punch through and come back. Set
lasersto dutterfire. I'll designate atarget and well dl hit it.

Ready... mark." He put histargeting reticle on an incoming
coraskipper, not thefirg in the line coming toward him but the third,
and fired aburgt.

Red laser beams erupted from his E-wing's nose and wingtips, an
irregular drizzle rather than a hard-hitting burst of concentrated

energy. Burgsfrom hiswingmates followed hisin, drenching histarget.
Reth hated the new stutterfire configuration. He knew that it did damage
around the coraskippers blasted void defenses, but it prevented the
lasersfrom hitting with any sort of satisfying power.

Anincoming stream of lavaballs angled across his formation. Three or
four hit the overlapping shields of the E-wings, and the audible sensor
interpreters of hisvehicle noted theimpacts with sharp bangs. His
diagnogtics didn't light up, and his sensors showed histarget followed
by acometliketail conssting of bits of yorik coral chewed away by
their lasexrfire.

Though that coral skipper was gtill sound, Reth switched targets, pouring
his damage and that of his wingmates on another skip. This coral skipper,
angling straight into the path of hislasars, was digantly visible, and

Reth saw hisunit'slaserschewing at it, & its edges, acrossits

canopy; though its void flashed in front of much of the laserfire,
swalowing it, enough curved around the singularity's edges and
penetrated the skip's surface. That skip suddenly became as luminous as
the distant Pyrian sun and then was gone.

Reth managed atight smile. So far, so good.

"Sensors show aformation looping around the moon toward us.” Thevoice,
quiet and controlled, was Corran's, and it came across Luke's private
comlink, not the one built into his X-wing. Corran's X-wing was severa
hundred kilometers behind the Twin Suns Squadron's formation in lunar
orbit, trailing it and acting as rear guard.

Luke nodded. The main sensor relay from the ground stations showed a
column of coraskippers and frigate analogs on a straight gpproach

toward Borleias, but the Y uuzhan Vong had obvioudy detected Twin Suns
and sent adetachment around the moon to trap them between two forces.
"Get back up here," hetold Corran. "Prepare a shadow bomb to drop.” The
other pilots of Twin Sunsweren't Jedi and so weren't capable of

utilizing the shadow bomb wegpons - proton torpedoes with their
propulsion units removed, shoved across space merely by the powers of
the Jedi mind - S0 he didn't have to transmit these ordersto them. He
activated his snubfighter's comlink on squadron frequency. "Prepare to
follow mein." He switched back to the scrambled frequency he shared
with Corran and Zindra. "Thirty seconds before our pursuit getsinto



firing range, we acce erate Sraight toward the enemy column... but
Corran and | leave the shadow bombs behind."

Corran and Zindra responded with comlink clicks.

Sensors showed Y uuzhan Vong vessalsfar ahead, crossing the plane of
lunar orbit on their approach toward Borleias. Luke could distantly see

the running lights, or whatever the organic equivalents were, on the

Y uuzhan Vong frigate analogs. Corran was much closer, gpproaching fast
from the rear, and now L uke could detect the firgt blipsindicating the
detachment coming up behind Corran. " Drop shadow bombs,” he said, and
kicked his accelerator into life as he dropped his own shadow bomb.

Twin Suns Squadron roared out from lunar orbit on astraight approach
toward the main Y uuzhan V ong column. Their course had to be absolutely
draight if the trick wasto work.

His Force perceptionsirrelevant, Luke kept his eye on the sensors. They
showed the distant blip of Y uuzhan VVong pursuers growing less distant;
they showed the tiny, coded comlink transmission from the shadow bombs
left behind; they showed the dien column ahead, dso getting closer and
closer.

"They'refiring," Zindrasaid, the high-pitched excitement of anovice
in her voice, and Luke saw flashes of distant lava cannon missesin his
peripherd vison.

L uke began juking and jinking, his atention divided between controlling
his X-wing and and the shadow bomb he had launched.

Thetrailing force of coral skippers numbered about thirty; at this

range, it was hard to get exact numbers. They were gpproaching the point
where the Jedi had ‘dropped the shadow bombs and were in anarrow
approach formation, a speed formation. Luke nudged the shadow bombsinto
aline, each afew kilometersfrom the next, and watched their blips

separate and line up in anticipation of the approaching skips.

Hedidn't fed the cora skippers pass the rearmost shadow bomb; his
Force perceptions couldn't detect them. But the sensors showed the line
of skips reach and begin to superimposeitsaf on the line of shadow
bombs. He waited until the foremost skip reached the leading bomb, then
reached out and squeezed with asmall measure of his Force powers.

On the sensors, the clean line of cord skippers behind became afuzzy
mass, then began to fade. Where perhaps thirty skips had beenin
pursuit, half that number now looped away from the detonation point, in
search of whatever mystery ship must have attacked them.

L uke snapped back to the here and now. Zindra's X-wing was directly
above him, its mass blocking hisdirect view of the fight, but he could
tell that they werein the midst of the main coral skipper column, had



maneuvered into the midst of the enemy while most of his attention was
locked up with the shadow bombs. Corran was till tucked in to port, his
shidds overlapping Luke's and providing additiona support, patiently
waiting for Luke to snagp back to full attention so they could ded with

the enemies ahead.

Zindrasvoice crackled over the comlink "Great shooting! Um, arewe
going to do anything about that frigate ahead?"

L uke suppressed the urge to grind histeeth. "Yes, we are. I'll take
lead." He goosed histhrusters, he and Corran maneuvered ahead of
Zindra "Follow mein."

Luke peded off on agrafing run againgt the frigate anaog. Corran and
Zindrafollowed.

Sabafired and a pulse from the Wild Knights ion cannons washed across
atight formation of coralskippers, causing them to spin out of control;

the skips veered out of the main engagement area above the moon of Pyria
VI.

The blastboat shuddered. Saba checked her diagnostics screen, saw
nothing, and glanced at Danni, who was on the main sensors.

Danni shook her head. "No damage. But... well... it'sagood excuse.”
Saba hissed in vexation, but said, "Doit."

Danni activated a control on her console board. Saba, unhappy, added a
little wobble to the blastboat's motion as it looped around toward
another patch of coraskippers.

"Wild Knights One, thisis Green Leader. Y ou're venting atmosphere,
repest, venting atmosphere. Can you hear me? Over."

Saba stared unhappily at her controls. Of course they were venting
atmosphere. They'd rigged the rear of the blastboat with a couple of new
vavesto do just that - to gect acompressed oxygen and nitrogen mix
to suggest they'd been hulled.

Danni activated her comlink. " Green Leader, thisisWild One. Weve
taken mgor grutchin hits. Venting... they're chewing through toward the
engines..." Her voice sounded pained, and she added a racking cough to
her performance. "Smokein the cabin...”

"Wild One, get out of here. Get to ground, now. Well hold here."
"Thanks, Green Leader. Wild Knightsare- " Danni clicked the comlink

off and then added, unnecessarily, "away." Shelooked up at Saba, guilt
in her expresson.



Saba hissed again and banked around back toward Borleias.

Behind them, over the next few minutes, the other members of the Wild
Knightswould follow suit. As each took aminor bit of damage, he or
sheld behave as though the craft had sustained amajor hit and turn

toward home. Eventudly the other units defending the moon over Pyria VI
would find their Stuation untenable and have to abandon their post.

That wasthe plan. But it fet like losing. It felt like abandoning
comrades to the enemy.

And that was something Saba Sebatyne did not do. Had she been ahuman,
the pressure she exerted on the controls would have turned her knuckles
white.

Captain Reth grinned after the departing Wild Knightsleader. Certainly,
the blastboat's departure weakened their position. But the mighty Jedi
leader of that famous squadron was fleeing the battle zone, her tall

between her legs, and he, commander of the lowly cobbled-together Green
Squadron, was Htill in thefight.

He returned his attention to the enemy before him. It wouldn't do to
receive his medds posthumoudly.

"Andyss" Wyrpuuk Chasaid.

Kadlah Chajoined him again. "We have caught their outpost off guard,”
shesaid, and gestured at the engagement zone most distant from
Borleias. "They supported it with insufficient numbers. No matter what
they choose to throw at us, we can bring unitstoit faster and in

better condition from the reserve fleet.”

"Good. Goon."

She gestured at the main battle zone, above Borleias. "Here, matters are
not so promising. Their defense of the hardpoint Site on the ground is
ferocious, and we arelosing forces, coralskippers especidly, at afar
greater rate than they are losing analogous forces.”

"Have they demondirated any new tactics, new wespons?’
She shook her head.

"Good. They're fighting with spirit, but don't seem to have any
surprisesfor us. We can break their spirit." He considered. "Well
continue until this outpost hasfdlen to us, and bresk off the assault

on Borleiasfor now. WEl use the outpost as a staging area. Break any
prisonersfound at the outpost, and arrange for al information, al



memory, found there to be sent to the warmaster.”

"It shdl bedone"

"Arriva inthree... two... one... mark."

Right on the navigator's spoken cue, the swirl of linesin Lusankya's
forward viewport straightened out and contracted into Stationary stars,
one of them barely near enough to be recognized as a sphereinstead of a
mere pinpoint of light.

Commander Eldo Davip, nearly two meters of space navy gristle packed
into abulging officer's uniform, shook his head, not satisfied with the
results. His bridge crew, most of its members new to Lusankya, had not

so far demonstrated reliable competence, and now they'd managed to drop
his new command into the Pyria star system much farther from the planet
Borleiasthan he had indicated.

Then he frowned. Ahead, some stars were disappearing, others
reappearing, as objects moved into and out of theway. Did the Pyria
system have an asteroid belt? He turned to his navigator to ask that
question, but suddenly the bridge wasfilled with darm bellsand the
dartled exclamations of officers.

"It'satrap!" That was the sensor operator, amale from Coruscant, his
excitement not quite concealing the clipped, upper-class pronunciation
that betrayed his origin. "Were surrounded by Vong vesselsl™

Davip whirled to face the sensor screen set up near his commander's post
at the rear of the bridge's second-level walkway. It showed Lusankya's
position with the blip representing Millennium Falcon negtly tacked in
benesath, but the two spacecraft were surrounded by the blips of dozens
of vehicles, mostly capital ships, dl ether enemy red or winking from
unknown yellow to red.

The horror of the Stuation swelled in Davip's throat, choking him for a
brief moment. Then the commands he needed to utter, had to utter, forced
their way past the obstruction. "All shiddsup! All batteriesfire at

will! Fireasyou bear! Launch al squadrong!”

As soon as the drop out of hyperspace was complete, Han Solo frowned at
hisinstruments. "We dropped a couple of seconds early,” he said.

Leia looking absurdly tiny in the Millennium Facon's oversized
copilot's seat, pointed up through the cockpit viewport. The underside
of Lusankya hung therelike anirregular caling. "It wasn't amistake.
Their nav computers must have sent us faulty data.”

"No, I'm showing heavy gravitic abnormdlities here. We were pulled out



of hyperspace by the presence of - " Han's eyes snapped wide open and he
yanked at the Falcon's controls, sending the onetime freighter into a

rolling diveits origind manufacturers had never intended it to

experience. Shouts of surprise - and a couple of thrill-rider glee

erupted from the passenger compartment.

A glowingtrall of fire, gectafrom a'Y uuzhan Vong plasmacannon,
ripped through space where the Falcon had just been. Han pitched his
voiceto be heard throughout the ship "Take the guns! Werein the
middle of aVong fleet!"

Wyrpuuk Chanodded, satisfied with the results he was seeing.

The blaze bugsflurried, rapidly changing position in the portion of the
depression representing the reserve fleet. Wyrpuuk Chafrowned as he
took in the changes. Something triangular, in the same gpproximate shape
as one of the enemy's hated Imperiad Star Destroyers but much larger,
was now Stuated in the midst of hisfleet. Wyrpuuk Chawondered if the
blaze bugs representation was actualy to scale.

He glanced out the viewport of hisbridge. There, to port, seemingly
close enough to touch, hung avast expanse of darkness decorated by
running lightsin deep blue, avastly overszed Star Destroyer.

Jolted by sudden panic, Wyrpuuk Cha opened his mouth to issue commands.

The Super Star Destroyer erupted asif channdling an interna explosion
through innumerabletiny portsonitshull.

Wyrpuuk Chadidn't know the numbers, didn't know how many hundreds of
laser batteries the vessdl carried, had no ideahow many hundreds of ion
cannons. All he knew was that as his voice had to rise to be heard above
the shrieks of the darms emanating from the bridgeswalls astheir
inarticulate criesindicated where and how badly his matalok, arough

anadog of the toolmakers hated Mon Caimari cruisers, was sustaining
damage;

that the bridge floor was shuddering under his feet; that nothing could
be seen outside the port-side viewports because of the intensity of
incoming fire from the enemy mongtrogity; that there was no way, short
of apersond blessing from the gods, that the voids projected by his
ship's dovin basals could protect his matal ok from theincaculable
damage being directed againgt it.

He turned to shout acommand to his chief pilot, an order to turn
directly away from the enemy vessdl and present dl voidsto therear.
Before he could speak, therewas a bright flash of light in his

periphera vison and al noise ceased. Wyrpuuk Chaturned toward the
bow again.



There was nothing there, only stars and flashes of fire from the ships

of hisfleet. The seats where hisyammosk interpreter and villip officer
had been were gone, aswere the floor, walls, and ceiling of the bridge,
al missing from apoint amere pace in front of Wyrpuuk Cha's feet.

And it wasn't true that all noisewas gone. Therewasaroaingin his
ears, apan - just none of the sounds of battle that had filled them
mere moments ago.

Hewas cold, suddenly so cold that heinvoluntarily curled into abal,
and abruptly he found himsdlf floating forward, past the last few
handspans of bridge, out into starry emptiness.

"Wild Knights are out of the engagement zone," Tycho said. He reached
into the hologram representing the battle zones of Pyrian space and
gestured a one bright cluster of colorful, swirling blips. "The Y uuzhan
Vong are concentrating their effort on Pyria Sx'smoon. They're
cautious, not trying anything particularly bold, just astandard

atritiona assault.”

"Very well," Wedge said. He stood beside his chair, knowing that his
voice was carrying very little expression, that hisfeatures must ook
blank at the moment - that was the way it always was when hewas
caculating things on agrategic scale. Focusing like this seemed to
make him digtant, inhuman.

But he couldn't focus. Something was wrong, some noise out of place, and
Wedge turned from Tycho to pinpoint the incongruity.

Thereit was, one of the communications officers. During the last

minute, her voice had risen, taken on atone not of alarm but of

confusion, as she'd dedlt with the faraway unit leader who was her
assgnment. But now ldlastood leaning over her shoulder while the comm
officer waited. Both women wore perplexed expressions. Wedge didn't like
thingsthat could perplex Iella

lellalooked up and caught his eye. She raised her voice to be heard

over the chamber's clamor. " Super Star Destroyer L usankya reports that
she'sinsysem with the Millennium Falcon. They'rein the middle of the
reserve Y uuzhan Vong forces. Lusankya hasinflicted heavy damage on the
enemy and istaking damage. She needs an escort to get through the

The volume of voicesin the chamber dropped by a measurable proportion.
Wedge heard Tycho's shout of "What?*

Then Wedge got his own voice under control. "Confirm ship
identification,” he managed, and moved to stand by Tycho. "Bring up that
portion of the battle zone."



Tycho manipulated controls on his console and the area of spaceit
displayed contracted and panned to one side. The effect was that of one
portion of the battle zone suddenly swelling to dominate the hologram.
Wedge could see that the tight formation of the enemy reserve fleet had
blurred, diffused, and that in the midst of all the red blips were one

large green and one small green marker.

"ldentities confirmed,” Iellacdled. "Millennium Falcon, Han Solo
swearing up astorm. Lusankya, Commander Davip commanding.”

"Commander Davip?' Wedge shook hishead and bit back on his next
guestion Why was Davip, a ship captain whose career had long been
characterized by strong-willed indecisveness, acommander instead of a
galey cook now? And why wasn't aship of Lusankyas military importance
under the command of afull admird?"Who's closest to this engagement?
Never mind that. Who's unengaged and far enough out from the sun to make
amicrojump into that engagement zone?"

"Mon Mothma," Tycho said, not bothering to refer to the hologram or his
console. "Rebe Dream. In one to two minutes, we can have another six

shipsready to jump.”

"Danni Quee reports detection of two yammosk kills," Idlasaid. "One
minute apart. The Y uuzhan Vong are not battle-coordinated now."

"Very well." Wedge lowered hisvoice. "Of course, they don't need to be
coordinated to destroy Lusankya and the Falcon.”

Tycho nodded.

Thetactic he needed clicked into Wedge's mind. In the span of a second,
he evauated it, tested it for mgor wesknesses, dismissed the
weaknesses as irrelevant because of the Y uuzhan Vong's current state of
confusion, and decided that he could probably use the tactic again

once - at alater time.

He reached into the hologram and indicated an area of space next to the
Y uuzhan Vong reservefledt, just on thefar sde of that engagement zone
from the direction of Borleias. "Have Mon Mothmamake amicrojump to
appear here. When she arrives, she's to broadcast a homing beacon on
open fleet group frequencies and defend hersdf. One minute after she
arrives, she'sto activate her gravity-well generators and keep them up
for oneminute. Issue that to Mon Mothmadirectly.”

Tycho turned to his console.

Wedge turned to the room. "Attention," he said, and the clamor dropped a
couple of notches. "All ships and hyperdrive-equipped starfighters that

can get clear of enemieswithin the next two minutes are to do o.

Inform Rogue Squadron and Twin Suns Squadron that they're to abandon
their current action and get clear. They'll jump inthe direction of a



homing beacon they're about to detect. Gravity-well generatorswill pull
them out of hyperspace in the Falcon's and L usankyd's engagement zone.
Their orders are to form up on Lusankya and escort her to Borleias.
Let'sdoit, people.”

Tycho straightened from his console. "*Mon Mothma has jumped.”

"Good." Wedge sighed and lowered hisvoice. "Tycho, we're about to
achieve atremendous victory we don't want."

Tycho gave him athin smile. "WEéll put that in your biography. Generd
Antilleswas so good he couldn't faill when hetried to."

"Thanks"

SEVEN
Bortelas Occupation, Day 9

Han put the Falcon into adive toward Lusankya. It waslike diving into
an erupting volcano; Lusankya's hull was incandescent with firingion
cannons and laser batteries, making nearspace around her ablinding kill
zone.

But her kill zone was safety compared to what was on the Falcon'stall
half adozen coradskippers, their pilots determined and vengeful. Plasma
cannon g ecta flashed by the Falcon's viewports and hammered into her
dern shidds.

The Millennium Falcon's own gunsfired, sending their damage aft against
the coralskipper pursuit. From the shouts bouncing forward from the
gunport accesses, it sounded as though Ganner and AlemaRar werein
control of the guns. He thought the other Jedi in the passenger area,

al survivorsof Anakin'sraid on the Y uuzhan V ong worldship above
Myrkr, were cheering them on.

Asthe Falcon dipped in closer to Lusankya, Han could no longer hear the
cheering - laser blasts and explosions flashed by close enough to rock

her, to batter her shields. Somewhere astern, machinery came free of its
housing and smashed to the Falcon's deck, and as Han continued to rall,
juke, and dive, he could hear the ditinctive sound of shrapnel impacts

as components of the machinery began damming into bulkheads.

"Sounds expensive,” Leiasad.
Han shot her abetrayed look. Then they were clear of thekill zone,

astern of Lusankya, where the Super Star Destroyer's lasers no longer
crisscrossed over their heads.



The sensors showed no skips on the Falcon'stail, though more were
incoming, severa seconds from being close enough to fire. Han breathed
out asigh of relief. "If we pick up more pursuit, I'm going back

through,”" he said. "Those guys are good.”

Leafrowned. "Who?"

"The gunners on Lusankya. They picked off our pursuit and didn't put a
scratchon us.”

"Han, they weretrying to kill us, too. | saw those batteriestraversing
to follow us. Were nothing more than another blur to them. You just
outflew them. The skipsdidn't."

"Oh." Han looped around to port, away from the incoming cora skippers,
he circled Lusankya at an dmost safe distance and watched the Star
Destroyer's cloud of garfighters engaging the Y uuzhan Vong. "Then I'm
not going back."

"Right."
"Do you have an exit vector for us?'

She consulted the sensor board again. "We're dmost smack inthe middle
of their fleet. The thinnest screen between us and clear space is back

that way - " She gestured out along the course by which they'd arrived
insystem. Then she peered more closdly at her screen. "I have friendly
sgnasthere. One Star Destroyer and more shipsarriving.”

Han snapped the Falcon around toward that course so sharply that he and
Leia, and presumably al those aboard, were mashed into their
acceleration couches. Belatedly, he shouted over his shoulder, "Hang

on!"

Lukeled Twin Suns Squadron away from Borleias high orbit at top speed
and fet his smile withering away. A moment ago, held been ascloseto
happy as one can be when caught in the middle of afirefight. The enemy
had suddenly become uncoordinated, sure sign that their yammosk had died
and that they'd have to quit the battlefield, and Luke hadn't lost a

pilot in the engagement. He'd hoped their job was almost done. But the
unusua nature of his new orders suggested it was bardly arted.

A beep from R2-D2 derted him that Mon M othmawas broadcasting her
beacon. Luke looped around to be oriented straight toward that broadcast
location while his astromech plotted that direction as a hyper-space

jump course. He clicked his comlink over to squadron frequency.
"Announce readiness,” he said, and added, "L eader ready."

"Two." Corran tucked his X-wing in to Luke's port.



"Three." Zindramoved up to Luke's starboard.
"Sx."
"Four."

When dl other eleven pilots had acknowledged, L uke set afive-second
timer and broadcast it to coordinate it with his other pilots. "Clench
‘emif youvegot 'em," hesaid.

The counter dropped to zero. The Twin Suns jumped into hyperspace and
then dropped dmost immediately back into real space, ajump duration of
far less than two seconds.

Ahead, Luke saw Mon Mothma, her pointed bow aimed back in hisdirection,
Borleiassdirection. Little gouts of red from the Star Destroyer's

vicinity suggested that she was being harassed by cora skippers, but

before Luke could direct his squadron against them, R2-D2 beeped to
indicateincoming orders.

Luke glanced at the text scrawl and led his squadron in atight loop
around toward the Y uuzhan V ong fleet behind them. "All right, people.
"We'reto get to Lusankya and punch aholefor her. Anyone getsin the
way, discourage him."

Rogue Squadron dropped out of its microjump close to Mon Mothma. The
Star Destroyer's complement of starfighters already had space secure
around her; some of them were accelerating into the engagement zone
toward Lusankya.

Gavin led the Roguesin atight loop in the same direction.

His comlink crackled. "Aww, Twin Sunsisthere ahead of us." That was
Volu Nyth, ahuman woman from Kuat, anew Rogue.

Gavin put some snap into hisvoice. "No unneccessary chatter!" Then he
lowered histone. "Besides, we had to travel farther to get here.”

Han bit back a curse as he sent the fal con through a bewildering series
of 9de-to-sde and up-and-down maneuvers, designed to throw off theaim
of his-pursuers. All eight of them.

It wasn't just the danger to his ship, hiswife, his passengersthat
made him unhappy.

He was getting tired.

Twenty years ago, afight like thiswould have just [oosened him up and
made him ornery. Now sweat was pouring from him and he could fedl



faiguein hisarms.

"Friendlies ahead,” Leiasaid. She had to shout to be heard over the
continuousfiring of the Falcon'sguns.

Han glanced at his sensors and made aminor adjustment to their course
minor, but so abruptly executed that it dammed Leiarightward. If not
for the copilot's harness, she would have been hurled from her seet. He
grimaced. He il needed to get that seet replaced with something made
to human scde. "Sorry," hesaid.

Thefriendly sgna ahead brokeinto four smaler sgnds, each of them
made up of three blips- shield trios, meaning it was probably an X-wing
unit. Asthe Falcon neared them, they spread out in attack formation,
but not very far apart, and then opened fire.

Their lasersflashed close enough to the Fal con, Han thought, to ped
paint from her hull. Then the X-wings were gone, and so were four of the
pursuing coraskipper sgnals.

Five. The Falcon's upper gun turret scored akill, and suddenly pursuit
was down to three coral skippers. "Who wasthat?' Han shouted.

"Mée!" Thevoicewasfemde. So it was Alemain thetop turret, Ganner in
the bottom.

"Three we can handle," Han said. Thistime he remembered to shout, "Hold
on!" Then he st thefreighter into apainfully tight loop upward. He

was pushed hard back into his pilot's couch as the acceleration
compensator failed to keep up with the maneuver.

In the midst of the maneuver, when the acceleration forces were at their
height, he glanced at hiswife, expecting her to be crushed motionless
againg the back of her chair, but she was actudly dtting forward
againg the tremendous accel eration. She gave him an amused, even
superior, look.

A Jedi technique, it had to be, something on the order of levitating
rocks. He tried to keep jeal ousy from his expression, and caled over
his shoulder, "Alema, wait for the booms before firing, one-two-three.”

"Undersood!"

Asthe three remaining coral skippers came back into view, Han saw that
they were only just beginning to risein pursuit of the Falcon - his
maneuver, executed so soon after the Rogues had cut their numbersin
half, had confused and delayed the Y uuzhan VVong for afatal moment.

Han armed the Falcon's concussion missile launcher and fired at the
foremost coralskipper. At thisdistance, he could fire again at the
second and once more at the rearmost before thefirst missile hit.



Thenit did, an explosion that should have shattered the skip into
flinders of yorik coral but wasinstead sucked into the void projected
by the vehicles dovin basa.

But Alema Rar's shot with the turret laser flashed past the void and
sheared through the skip's cora armor. The coral skipper exploded asits
internal mechanisms were superheated, their fluids converted ingtantly

to steam and gas.

The second missile detonated, with the same result, and Alema's second
shot punched through the amber-colored canopy. The canopy blew out as
though the pilot were about to gect, but Han knew the skips didn't have
gection seats. Therewas no pilot left behind, just ablackened crater
where his body and seat had been.

Thethird skip pilot, fast on the reflexes, turned and dived away from
the Falcon, presenting anarrower profileto aim at, maneuvering to be
below the top turret's angle of fire. The concussion missiles explosion
flooded into the void at the skip's rear... and then Ganner's laser shot
penetrated the skip'slower hull, shearing through the vehicle, emerging
through thetop hull amidships. Amazingly il flyable, the kip
accelerated away, trailing cloudy debristhat had to be body fluids
flash-frozen by exposure to vacuum.

"The Rogues?" Han asked. Hefelt out of breath.

"Reaching Lusankya," Leiasaid. "We have afriendly ahead." Indeed,
there was another Imperid Star Destroyer in their path, an older model
than Mon Mothma;

it was maneuvering around from an outbound course to turn toward
Lusankya.

"What say wetuck into her launching bay and rest for aminute?
Sheamiled. "Yourethe captan.”

"I notice you never say that to me when you disagree with something I've
sid.”

Asthey neared the Star Destroyer, Leialet out alittle noise of
aurprise. "Han, she'sthe Rebd Dream.”

Han looked, startled, at the ship before them. Rebel Dream had once been
Leidsflagship - not her command, since naval officers always captained
her, but avessdl at her beck and cdll, chosen to lend credence to her
importance as she conducted negotiations between the New Republic and
unaligned planetary systems. The Millennium facon had rested for some
monthsin one of Rebd Dream's cargo holds while Han had led amilitary
campaign against arogue warlord.



Leids expression was open, thoughtful, and years seemed to drop away
from her as she revisited those long-ago times. "What do you think, Han?
Shelookslike she'sin wonderful condition.”

"Y es, she does."

Leiaglanced over and redlized that her husband wasn't looking at the
ship. She flushed but looked amused. "Han. Get your mind back on work."

"Sorry. Getting old. Easlly distracted.” Han kept hisexultation, his

victory from hisface. For one moment, he'd distracted Lelafrom the
achethat had consumed her since Anakin and Jacen were lost. Maybeif he
could do it again from time to time, the poison of that ache would not

claim Lea, would not take her from him too. " Sure. Old. Of course.”

"Lusankya has her escort,” Tycho said. "And with them keeping the
Y uuzhan Vong fighters and frigate analogs at bay, she'sripping aseam
right through their flegt.”

Wedge nodded. The hologram bore out Tycho's statement.

No new friendlies had appeared in Mon Mothmas vicinity for a couple of
minutes, shed finished with her interdiction field generators. "Order

Mon Mothmato bring up the rear of our force there, and tell her to tuck
inclose. The Vong will fal on any stragglers; they don't need a

yammosk to tell themto do that.”

The hologram showed the Y uuzhan VVong fleet, which had grown large and
diffuse, gradually contracting asit moved against the group centered on
Lusankya. But without yammaosk coordination, the' Y uuzhan Vong were unable
to mount any sophisticated tactics or manage any real concentration of

fire on the New Republic's capital ships. As Wedge watched, the Y uuzhan
Vong numbers began to thin. Wedge felt a professond impatience with

the enemy commander, or whoever had taken charge of their fleet after

their designated commander had died; if he didn't acknowledge defeat and
order aretrest, he siood a good chance of losing hisfleet.

Then it came. First amatal ok-class cruiser analog peeled away from the
engagement, then afrigate analog and two or three cora skipper
sguadrons, and suddenly the battle was essentidly done, dl the Y uuzhan
Vong capita ships outward bound, only afew coralskipper-on-starfighter
duels continuing as some'Y uuzhan Vong pilots chose a futile but
honorable desth over retrest.

"Issue the order,” Wedge said. "Set up for the fleet'sreturn.” He
offered Tycho abitter little smile. "We also need to celebrate our

victory."

Tycho looked at him, expressonless. "I'm giddy aready,” he said.



Han Solo marched down the Falcon's ramp, one arm around Leidswaist and
the other raised in awave as he acknowledged the cheers of pilotsand

crew in Borleiass main docking bay. "Why are they so happy? | mean, I'm
happy, but they're acting like | won this one single-handed.”

Leiagave him alittle smile, the best sheld been able to manage since

Han turned his thoughts away from the memory. She said, "Y ou dropped
into the middle of a'Y uuzhan Vong fleet and came out without ascratch.
Thefamous Han Solo. Y ou'vejust reminded them that they can win."

"Ah"

"Besides, you win every one of your fights single-handed. Just ask your
admirers. I'll find you a historian who knows how to appreciate abribe,
and tomorrow you'll be the man who told Lusankyato drop out of hy
perspace where she did, the man who blew up the enemy flagship with his
blagter pistal.”

"Don't you dare.”

Ahead of them, the Falcon's passengers moved through the crowd, led by
one of Wedge Antilless officers. Many of them were Jedi, but not al of
them had ever been the object of arambunctious crowd's attention
before.

Ganner, the dark-haired and dl-too-handsome Jedi Knight, wasfirst of
them. Hewaved at the crowd with al of Han's poise but none of Han's
sdf-awareirony, and the smile he turned on some of theladiesin the

crowd was nothing if not brilliant. Beside him was Alema Rar, the blue
skinned Twi'lek Jedi; aproficient organizer of rebellion and espionage,

she had spent long periods disguised as a dancer, and she demonstrated a
dancer's ease and poise now as she smiled at the crowd. Next were Zekk,
the former street urchin who had trained asa Dark Jedi beforejoining
Lukesacademy on Yavin 4, and Tesar Sebatyne, male Barabel offspring of
Saba.

Last but for Han and Leiawere Tahiri Vellaand Tarc, two worriesfor
the Solos. Han shook his head. No, they weren't worries; they were
genuine heartaches.

Tahiri, adender blond Jedi student, had been one of Anakin Solo's

closest friends. In recent months and weeks, they'd been closer than

friends, had been on the verge of becoming something more. It had been
Anakin who had rescued her from Y uuzhan V ong captivity; Anakin who had
helped her overcome the brainwashing that nearly convinced her that she
hersdlf was one of the Y uuzhan Vong.

And then Anakin had died. Han could no longer maneuver histhoughts away
from the memory. He felt something grip hisheart and squeeze; the pain



amost caused him to stumble. He spared aglance for Leia; she was
looking at Tahiri, too, and the bleakness Han felt was reflected in her

eyes.

Though dressed in Jedi robes, Tahiri was characteristically barefoot.
There waslittle strength or pride in her posture now; Anakin's degth
had hit her hard, possibly as hard asit had hit his parents. She was
dlent; once upon atime, there would have been no way, short of an
order from Luke Skywalker, to shut her up.

Tahiri had one arm around Tarc, guiding him, lending him reassurance.
Tarc wastwelve, aboy of Coruscant chosen as part of Vigi Shesh's
kidnapping plot against Ben Skywalker. Vigi had chosenhimasa
distraction because of his extraordinary resemblance to the Anakin of a
few years before, aresemblance so distressingly closethat Han fdlt his
stomach lurch each time he saw the boy's perpetually mussed brown hair,
icy blue eyes, and open expression.

It hurt merely to s eethe boy, but it would be crue and wrong to
abandon him, to rgject him. It was a problem Han couldn't solve with a
blagter or fancy flying.

Han glimpsed ahead of blond hair bobbing up and down asits owner
pushed through the crowd. "Incoming flier," he said.

And then Luke Skywa ker was on them, embracing both Han and Leia, his
grin youthful and infectious. "Y ou picked agood timeto vist," Luke
sad.

"Your Sgter'sfault,” Han said. "We broadcast on the HoloNet to find
out if you were ill on Borleias. We got both confirmation and an
invitation to accompany Lusankya. 'Let's go with Lusankya,' she said.
'More safety for our passengers.' "

Lelagave him acool look. ™Y ou realy need to enjoy theserare
occasonswhen you'reright." Then she caught Sight of something and her
expression brightened again. "Maral" She pulled free to embrace her
late-arriving Sster-in-law.

"Listen," Luke said. "Wedge is getting quarters set up for you. Y ou have
timeto clean up alittle. But we dl need to talk to you."

Han gave him acuriouslook. "Who's‘'we dl'?'

"Thelndgders”

In asfew words as they could afford, Han and Leiatold the story of
their timein the Hapes Clugter after the departure of Luke and Mara

of Jainasterrifying drift toward the dark sde of the Force and Kyp
Durron's unexpected help on her behalf, of the skirmish that had |eft



Han with askull fracture from which he had barely recovered, of Taa
Chume's attempts to displace daughter-in-law Tenenid Djo and persuade
Jaina Solo to wed Tenenid's husband, holder. "The Situation thereisn't
resolved,” Lelasaid. "But Han and | couldn't make it any better. We
haveto trust Jainato maketheright choices."

They werein the biotics building's mess hdl rather than the Insders

usual conference room. With Han and Leiawere Wedge, 1ella, Luke, Mara,
and Lando, acomfortable group of intimates. They seemed pleased to see
Han and Leia, but otherwise somewhat tense and distracted.

"Y ou're not acting like someone who'swon a substantia military
victory. Wedge," Lelasad.

Wedge made aglum face. "It'sthe sort of victory that can cost usthe

war. We were hoping to get a 'Y uuzhan Vong commander of average kills,
with an average fleet, and | suspect that we did. We were going to

gring him dong for as much time aswe could, but circumstances today
dictated that we wipe him out right away. The next onethey sendis

going to be much tougher, and that's going to make things more difficult

for dl of us. But you two have come at agood time. We need your

ills"

"Leiasskills, you mean," Han said. "Without her, | don't think there's
any way the New Republic can hold together.”

"Both your skills," Wedge said. "Because the New Republicisdead. An
oversized hulk with adecentralized nervous system; the extremities
don't redize that the heart isn't beating anymore.”

Leilaand Han exchanged aglance. "Let'shear it," Lelasaid.

EIGHT
Y uuzhan VVong Worldshlp. Coruscant Ortlit

Mad Lah paused outside the barrier leading into the tracer spineray
chamber. He glanced at the guard who had conducted him here as though to
ask. Areyou certain heis here? But the guard avoided eye contact,

whether because he dared not ook into the eyes of asuperior or because
he knew what fate waited beyond the barrier, Maal Lah could not say.

AsMad Lah advanced, the barrier retracted, afishlike mouth that
parted before him, and he stepped into the chamber.

It was aplace of knowledge and of training. The tracer spineray was
close kin to the provoker spineray that was capable of tracing neura
pathways as its subjects thought about certain topics... and then
directing pain into those pathways to prevent the subject from



reexamining those thoughts. The tracer, too, traced neural paths, but
had only related functionsto determine how efficiently Sgndswere
transmitted along those pathways, and to issue pain to receptors with
micromillimeter precision, alowing the subject to gauge the degreeto
which tissues remained injured or imba anced once heding seemed
complete.

The chamber was poorly lit, bioluminescent glows reflecting from red and
black cord walls suggesting thick deposits of haf-dried blood. It
featured one centrd table with agray ova top, the carefully

engineered terminus of the tracer spineray, tilted so that one end

nearly touched the floor. A mae of the shaper caste sood beside the
table; Tsavong Lah lay atop it, hisfeet toward the ground. He wasfully
clothed, but hisleft arm lay bare againgt the |eatherlike surface of
thetable, and Maal Lah knew that the warmaster's visit was purely
medical; the tracer spineray had to be evaluating the condition of the
radank claw grafted onto hisarm. It looked no worse than the last time
Maal Lah had seenit, but no better. Perhaps the warmaster wished him to
seethat it had not deteriorated, so that he might inform others, head

off speculation about Tsavong Lah's possible rgection of the graft.

Tsavong Lah glanced at him without moving his head and beckoned. The
shaper moved to the side so that they might speak privately, but Maal
Lah could fed that oné'seyeson him.

"I requireyour ingght, my servant,” Tsavong Lah sad. "An
interpretation of events.”

Maa Lah nodded, not speaking. He preferred not to speak much before his
warmaster. Those who did inevitably said too much and earned Tsavong
Lah'sire

Nom Anor was constantly on the receiving end of that displeasure.

"| digpatched Wyrpuuk Chasfleet to Borleiasto retrieve it from the
infidels. We had assumed that the garrison there was Smply intent on

dyingwell.

"It was, however, atrap. The infidels demongtrated unusua precision,
daring, and savagery in abrilliantly concelved and executed plan. They
dropped their largest spacecraft, one that we did not know was part of
the fleet there, into the heart of Wyrpuuk Chasformation and used it

to destroy both yammoaosks. That spacecraft became alure for our fleet's
other ships, which descended upon it, allowing enemy reinforcing vessals
to arrive dmogt unnoticed and fall upon them from dl sdes.” The
warmaster was slent for along moment. "That fleet isall but

destroyed. The designated successor to Wyrpuuk Cha's command leads many
of the survivors back to usnow. A pilot of Domain Kraal has
commandeered some of the survivorsto bolster his effortsto harassthe
infidels. Of course, those survivors disobeyed adirect order from the
designated successor when they chose to remain with him.



"I have settled on aplan of action,” the warmaster concluded. "But |
welcome your thoughts.”

Mad Lah remained slent for long moments. It would not do to offer
half-considered ideas, and Tsavong Lah neither disparaged nor was made
uncomfortable by long slences.

Findly he said, "If the ambush was as precisely conducted as you
describe, it was unquestionably the work of their greatest tactician,
Garm bd 1blis”

"No. Bel Iblis gppearsto bein command of an entire fleet group,
elsawhere. The vessasin Pyriasystem seem to belong to the command of
Wedge Antilles.”

Mad Lahfdl slent again asherecaculated. "1 will need to evauate
the reports of the survivors. But it seemsinevitablethat bel 1blis
planned that ambush. Meaning that heisworking very closdly with
Antilles. Meaning that thereis great importance to that site. Before we
destroy it, we must learn what that importanceis. And then we must
destroy it so savagdly that every infidel who once smiled at the success
of that ambush will flinchin dread.”

"Yan

"Which means, in turn, that you must persondly lead the conquest of
Borle@as™

Tsavong Lah shook hishead. "I cannot. It will be too great ademand on
attentions needed elsewhere. But you are correct. It doesneed a
warmaster's touch.”

Mad Lah frowned, not understanding, then he Sraightened asthe
sgnificance of Tsavong Lah'swords hit him. "Hewill not do it."

"Hewill."

"I think heisthe finest possible choice. If he can be persuaded to
go."

Tsavong Lah nodded. "Prepare a ship to take meto Domain Lah."

"It shall be done." Mad Lah took the warmaster's tone as a dismissal
and turned away.

Old scars on his back began to itch, scars dedlt by the one whose
services Tsavong L ah was about to employ.

When Maal Lah was gone, the warmaster gestured for the shaper to resume



his duties, and said, "What do you conclude?"

Master Shaper GhithraDal took a moment to compose his answer before
offering it. "Thereisno sign of change. The tissue where the radank
claw joinsyour origina flesh continuesto decay, continuesto hed."

"Thereisno sgn of rgection with my other implants?*
"None."

"What does that mean to you?"

"l do not know."

"Where your shaper's knowledge failsyou, you till have ingtincts,
opinions. | want them. Do not fear my anger on thispoint. | can
distinguish between fact and opinion.”

"Were| to offer an opinion, Warmagter, it would be that the true cause
of thismalady does not lie with the shapers science... but with the
will of the gods™

Tsavong Lah fdt alittle thrill as another piece of redlity clicked
into placein the pattern Vigi Shesh had suggested. "Which gods?' he
asked.

GhithraDal cocked his head, his gesture suggesting that he was not
aure. "Any god could manifest anger thisway. But in my experience the
onemost likely to do sois Y un-Y uuzhan. Still, if | might dareto
suggest acourse of inquiry for you to take..."

"Show me no fear, GhithraDd, and make your suggestion.”

"I would recommend that you speak to the priests of dl the myriad gods
and ask them which among the grest beings might be angry with you. Itis
aquestion for priests, not shapers.”

Except, Tsavong Lah thought, when the priests are in collusion with the
shapers. What will your reward be? A generous portion of land on the
world the Y un-Y uuzhan priestsreceive? A continent, perhaps?

"I will congder this" the warmaster said. He rose and alowed Ghithra
Dal to bring him hisgarments. And | will seek a second opinion. | will
find someone who can speak as a shaper... but does not owe any loyalty
to the main orders of shapers.

| will bringNenYimtome.

Borleias Occupation, Day 11



Luke Skywalker sat cross-legged on thefloor of the Millennium Falcon's
forward cargo hold, which was empty of cargo. It was one place, in this
overcrowded military base, where he could be alone, one place where what
he was doing was less likely to distress his son.

He opened himself to the Force and floated within it. He did not think
of the question he hoped he would answer - thought was counterproductive
tointuition.

But thistime, the currents of the Force took him where he wanted to go.

He could fed an enduring manifestation of the dark side. It was not
waiting for him, not beckoning to him; it had an agendathat had nothing
to do with Luke Sky-waker. And in the brief moment before helost his
awareness of it, he knew that it till roamed the broken pathway's of
Coruscant.

Han Solo watched hiswife come dowly back to life.

Not long before, the loss of Anakin and Jacen had shattered her,
convinced her that al her works and efforts were meaningless. Once she
hed redlized, at an intellectua leved at leadt, that thiswas not so,

their daughter Jama's troubles in the Hapes system had reminded Leia
that she had duties, obligations. She began to carry them out in her
customarily brisk and efficient manner, but without the spark of
enthusiasm or the wicked humor that were so much a part of the Leiahe
loved.

At any time of day or night, her thoughts might return to Anakin, the
way he had suffered and died on his mission to the Y uuzhan VVong
worldship above Myrkr. Her breath and color would leave her and she
would haveto lean into Han'sarms or curl into aball wherever shewas
gitting until the pain eased. Han, too, felt the stab of Anakin'sloss,

but held himsdf upright, trying not to show it - he was determined to

be therefor Leia, to never again let her down the way he had after
Chewi€'s degth.

But now, as Leia spent her time with her datapad linked to various

ships libraries and her persond archives aboard Millennium Falcon and
Rebd Dream - -cata oging politicians who owed her favors,
reconstructing the measures she and the other founders of the Rebe
Alliance had taken when laying the groundwork of their movement more
than two decades before - a semblance of enthusiasm was returning to
her. The pain from Anakin'sloss and uncertainty from Jacen's
disappearance were dill there, undiminished... but when they did not
completely occupy her, she seemed more vitd, more dive. More hersdlf.

Han welcomed the change without entirely understanding its cause; asfar
as he could tell, she was merely doing the sort of political work sheld
been doing for decades.



Ledsexclamation sartled him out of hisstudies
"What happened here?"

Heturned and grinned up &t her, a the blank expression she directed
toward the open space where Chew-bacca's seat had been. "1'm having
something Leia-gzed put intoday.” The grin was half genuine amusement
at her surprise, haf mask to hide his own lingering fedings of dismay;
replacing Chewi€'s chair, one of the last tangible mementos of the
Wookiee'slife, had been among the hardest things Han had ever done.
"Are you through reorganizing the gdaxy for now?"

She shook her head, findly turning her attention to her husband. She
moved up beside him. "1 gtill have some solar systemsto move, and I'll
be laundering the Hapes Cluster - "

"It could useit." Han dragged her over and onto hislap. "We can start
with Isolder, the walking headache - "

But Leds attention was focused el sewhere, on the planetary data now
displayed on the Falcon's computer screens. "Han, what's this?!

"Coruscant.”
"I know it's Coruscant. | mean, what are you doing studying it?"

He shrugged as though he didn't know the answer, adelaying tactic as he
tried to sort among any number of lieshe could tell. None of them
seemed likely to fool her.

Finadly hesad, "It'sthetwinsthing, Lea Twinsare sacred to them.
They think Jacen and Jaina have meaning to their gods, and that meansif
you'reright that Jacen is il dive, then hésgoing to beinthe

hands of their most important people. Their command worldship isat
Coruscant. Y ou don't have to be ageniusto figure out that Coruscant,
ether on the planet or in that worldship, isthe most likely place for
Jacento be"

Shelooked himintheeye, dl levity gone from her expression. "Y ou're
not going to go in there after him."

"I might,” hesaid. | am, hetold himsdif.

"Han, no. Ligen to me." Thiswas not Leids voice of command; it wasa
plea. "You can't help him. If you go, I'll lose you, too."

"I'm as hard to lose as a bad reputation.”

Leiadidnt bite, didn't respond with any of adozen glibly appropriate
responses, one more sign of her seriousness. Y ou have to understand. |



can't seethe Y uu-zhan Vong in the Force, | can't see Jacenin the
Force... but I'm not cut off from the Force. It ill shows methings,
offersmevisons, from timeto time. When | see either of us going back
to Coruscant whileit'sin VVong hands, | see usfailing there. Dying
there”

Chilled by the tonein Leias voice, Han shook his head. " Someone hasto
go."

"Luke. Luke hasto go. He has achance. We don't." Leia seemed to
deflate, asif the admisson that she could offer no help, no comfort to
her missing son had reduced her in volume. But she straightened againin
amoment. "Y ou can't help Jacen, but you can hep me."

"How?'
"With politics"
"Y ou know how | fedl about palitics. Y ou know how good | am at it."

Her amilereturned. "The Resistance meansit'stime for new politics.
Thekind where, if thefelow smiling a you is planning to put a
vibroblade in your back, instead of smiling in return, you shoot him."

"Redlly?' He thought about it. " Shoot him just once, or as often as|
want?'

"Aslong as your blaster's batteries hold out.”
"Sounds wonderful. What's the catch?”

"I've accepted the assgnment Wedge talked about the other night.
Pending you signing on, that is. Once we've got a plan worked up, well
be traveling from system to system setting up Resstance cdlls. Cdling
infavors. An extension of the Jedi Underground. Probably blundering
into Y uuzhan Vong forces and Peace Brigade units.”

"And shooting them.”
"YS"

He opened his mouth to ask if thisiswhat she redly wanted to be doing
while one of their surviving children was missing and the other wasin
unknown circumstances on an amost hostile world, but then he caught the
look in her eye, the gleam that had often graced Rebel Alliance leader
Leia Organas expression in the darkest days of thefirst war with the
Empire.

The darkest days brought out the best in some people... peoplelike Leia
Organa Solo. Now the days were dark again. Now, in spite of the pain and
uncertainty she struggled through, Leiawas a her best again.



She was back.

"I'msgning on, lady."

"Good. We need ascoundrd like you.”

"| don't have to be anice man anymore?"
She shook her head and leaned in for akiss.

From behind them, the singsong voice of C-3PO blared, "Master Solo! The
mechanic with your new copilot's chair ishere.

Han and Leia both jolted, then Leiadissolved into silent laughter.

Han glared at her. "Asareactivated scoundrel, | get to shoot
Goldenrod, too, don't I?*

She shook her head.
"So that's the catch."

"That'sthe catch."

Danni Quee jumped and straightened in her seat, and in the brief moment
after she awoke, she couldn't remember what had awakened her. But then
it came again, aknock at the door. "Comein," she said automaticdly,

and brushed hair back from her face.

The door did open and Tam Elgrin stood there, hands held before him as
though he wasn't sure quite what to do with them. He put them on his
hips, thought the better of it, crossed them before him, and leaned on

the doorjamb. The door hissed partway closed, recognized him asan
obstruction, and hissed open again.

"Tam. Hdlo. | didn't think you could be on this corridor.”

He offered her an uncertain smile and gestured at the identichip
adhering to the front of hisshirt. "I'm, uh, doing repairswith the
civilianrepair group. So | can be here"

llAh.ll

"Do you have anything you need repaired?’

Thedoor tried to close again. Tam ignored it.

Danni shook her head. "Not redlly. I've been doing most of my own
maintenance.”



"Oh. Right. Well, if you ever get shorthanded, be sure to, you know,
contact me."

"I'll do that."

Tam waited there, through one more cycle of the door attempting to
close, before appearing to realize that the conversation had probably
runitscourse. "Um, can | get you something? To eat or drink?"

"No, that'sdl right. T hank you anyway."
"Well, then. I'll be going."
"Good-bye."

"Good-bye." Tam's expression graduated to perplexed, then pained. He
stood back from the door and reached up to rub one of histemples.
"There'sthat headache ag - "

The door did shut, cutting off hislast word.

Danni dumped. Thiswasthe third timein three daysthat Tam had gone
out of hisway to talk to her, in hisinimitably clumsy fashion.

Obvioudy, held developed an interest in her, and that was the last

thing she needed.

Oh, it wasn't that she didiked him. But her duties, andysis of Y uuzhan
Vong technology, camefirgt. Then there was her as-time-dlowed training
in the use of the Force, her occasional missonswith the Wild Knights.

She had meetings with the Insders and lengthy consultations with others
who were knowledgeable in Y uuzhan VVong technology, individuas such as
Cilghd, the Jedi hedler from Mon Calamari. She had deep, now her
favorite hobby, appreciated because of its scarcity. Shejust didn't
havetimefor the legions of male pilats, officers, technicians, and
civilianswho thought that she surely must be interested in spending
sometime with them.

It was even worse with Tam, who stared at her with big, needy eyes
filled with an emotion she couldn't quite interpret. It wasn't love, or
affection, or admiration. It was something like longing, only worse.

If she didn't know better, she'd have said it was desperation.

She rubbed her eyesin the vain hope that it would alow them to focus,
then turned her attention back to her instruments.

Preparing for bed, lellaasked, "Wedge, do you have any reason to
distrust Luke and Mara? Or does Tycho?"



Wedge lay back on the bed and winced in anticipation of the day's
accumulation of aches and pains assaulting him. "Of course not. Why?"!

"A couple of daysago, | found alistening device planted in the
Skywalker quarters. It was an amateur job, attached with alittle patch
of duracrete to awater pipein their refresher. So it would only pick
up conversationstaking place in that one-person refresher, and only
when water wasn't flowing through the pipe."

He gave her acuriouslook. " Sounds like were being spied on by someone
who hasn't seen enough holodramas.”

Shedidinto place beside him. "Today | found the corresponding
listening device. In Tycho's quarters.”

Wedge chuckled. " So you suspect Tycho of wanting to listen to fourteen
hoursaday of crying baby?"

"Certainly not. But I'm taking it serioudy because | don't know what it
represents. | know what to do when | find signs that a competent agent
isworking againg us. This, thisisjust confusing.”

"Maybe our enemy has two listening devices. Oneto listen to and oneto
plant to throw blame on Tycho."

"That'sagood guess.”
"So what did you do about it?"

"| left the listening device, and told Luke and Maranot to talk in the
refresher, and why. I'll script up some false leads for them to say
within its range and see what comes of it."

"Problem solved." Wedge reached over to switch off the bedside light.

Borleias Occupation, Day 15

It had been nearly aweek since Lusankyd's arrival had smashed the

Y uuzhan Vong fleet. Since then, squadrons and even smaller units of
coralskippers, now based out of the captured lunar station above Pyria
V1, had harassed the New Republic shipsin orbit and made some daring
runs against the biotics station on the ground, but these attacks seemed
little more than probes testing for weaknesses.

Luke Skywalker and aman named Kell Tainer worked on Luke's X-wing,
patching up the damage done during the last attack. The damage was
mostly minor, hull scoring and components shaken loose, but if alowed

to accumulate it would gradualy render the snubfighter useless.

Tainer wastall and in shape, the leanness of his muscles suggesting



that they were for use rather than for show. His brown hair was receding
from hisforehead but long in back and braided. He wore a droopy
mustache and a close-trimmed beard. He looked like nothing so much asan
agteroid miner or backworld mechanic, but Luke knew better.

"| thought you were Intdligence," Luke said. A needle-thin stream of
lubricant sprayed from the engine he was working on, the one at lower
starboard, and |eft azigzag red-black mark on his cheek and forehead.
He tightened the clamp over the perforated hose and mopped ruefully at
thefluid on hisface. "A Wraith, right?"

"Y ou're not supposed to know that." Kdl's voice was muffled. His upper
body was wedged into the snub-fighter'stiny cargo compartment; he
dangled from the waist down out of the access haich at the underside of
the X-wing's bow. It looked as though the X-wing had decided to begin a
career asacarnivorous beast and Kell had beenitsfirgt, unresisting

prey. "Now | haveto kill you.”

Luke grinned. "What are you doing working with the mechanics?'

"Used to be amechanic. Worked for awhilein a Suis Van refitting shop
that Admira Thrawn'sforces eventualy blew up, infact. But | could

ask you the same thing. Thought you were a Jedi Master. What are you
doing working with the mechanics?'

"Same answer, more or less. | had to maintain al my machinery on
Tatooinewhen | wasakid and many timessince. And thisismy X-wing."

"Get inthere, you little- dl right. Y our g ector mechanism should be
working again. Let me get this panel dogged down so your feet don't drop
into the cargo compartment.”

"I'd gppreciate that. Not that my feet dways reach the floor anyway."
Luke finished sedling off the second of two valves. Heremoved the
damaged tubing in between and began attaching its replacemen.

Kdl did out from the compartment as though the carnivorous X-wing had
decided hejust wasn't worth swallowing. Helanded on hisfeet, nimble
for such abig man. "Want to test it?"

"No, thanks."

"Go ahead, hop in and fireit off. That'sthe only way to be sureit
works."

Luke glanced up at the drooping metal docking bay ceiling five meters
abovetheir heads. "No, thanks."

"Spoilsport.” Kell grabbed the lip of the hull beside the cockpit - the
canopy was raised, dlowing him the grip - and heaved himself up,
leaning over into cockpit, his upper half disappearing from view again.



"You're TyriaSarkin's husband, aren't you?"
"Aha, that's how you knew | wasaWraith. Yes, | am.”
"How isshedoing?'

Kel wasslent for long moments. Luke heard the ratcheting sound of the
man's hydrospanner. "She'sdoing well," Kdl said. "Mostly shetravels
with our boy, Doran. Teaching him the ways of the Jedi. Shetravels so
far afield... she probably doesn't even know how bad the Y uuzhan VVong
invasion has gotten. We have pretty much along-distance marriage.
Months of separation aternating with extravagant welcome-home
celebrations. Back when you confirmed her in her rank asa Jedi Knight,
that thrilled her for months. Y ears.”

"Sheearnedit.” Luke finished fitting the second tube end and reopened
the vaves. The tube stiffened alittle aslubricant coursed throughtit,
but it held.

Tyria Sarkin walked a strange and solitary path for a Jedi, Luke knew,
but it was a path he was familiar with;

it had been his own. He'd tested her about twenty years ago, when hel'd
first heard of her, aNew Republic pilot candidate with Force abilities,

but discovered that her powers were week, her sdlf-discipline inadequate
to the task of shaping her into a Jedi. HEd | et her down easy and
suggested that she concentrate on her piloting skills. But sometimein

the next few years she'd found the discipline sheld needed and resigned
from the military to learn the ways of the Jedi. Sheld learned mostly on

her own, traveling and exploring, experimenting and investigating,

reading communiques and advice Luke had sent her but spending no time at
Luke's Jedi academy on Y avin 4. The fortunate thing, L uke reflected, was
that she had never rgected L uke's guidance and authority the way
disaffected Jedi like Kyp Durron had; she had smply progressed in her
ownway, a her own rate.

Kél dropped to the ferrocrete floor again. "All done."

"Here, too, just about.” Then Lukefelt anew presence and glanced over
at the docking bay entrance.

lelaWessiri stood there. "Thirty standard minutes," she said.
"Inddersmesting.”

"The banthacrows a dawn," Kdl sad.
Idlablinked at him. "What?"

"Y ou know. The bantha crows at dawn." What's the countersign?' Kdll
aimed his hydrospanner at her asthough it were ablaster. " Or perhaps



you're not Section Head ldlaWessiri at dl? Pull that ooglith masquer
off, or | openfire."

She gave him athin smile. "My husband never redly told me how annoying
you were." Sheturned to Luke. "Thirty minutes. Therésnews." She
turned and | eft.

Kl adopted an expression of disdain. "No countersign, indeed. What
sort of holodramaisthis, anyway?"

"You're going to do what?' Mara asked. Her voice had not risen to carry
through the doors and into the conference room, but it had become
sharper. It was loud enough to startle Ben, but the baby merely looked
up from her arms, gurgled, looked at Luke, and reached out for his
father. Luke gave him the pinkie of hisnatura hand to grasp.

Luke steded himsdlf. "I'm going to Coruscant.”
"Your visons?'

"They're getting worse and more frequent. Whatever is happening there,
it'sbuilding. Getting stronger. Or going to build, going to get
stronger - | don't know if I'm seeing the present or the future.”

"Or the past. Y ou cou |d be seeing something about Palpating's rise to
power."

He shook his head. "There wouldn't be a sense of urgency to the
visons”

"Well, send someone else. Thisisan Intelligence-style mission.
Sneaking around in the dark. Not exactly suited to afighter pilot with
aglowing sword."

"Maybeyou'reright. Maybe | should invite some Intelligence types
along. But sinceit's amatter of the Force, there has to be a Jedi
there" He gave her areassuring grin. "Everything's better with a Jedi
around.”

"Where did you learn that smile? Have you been practicing in front of a
holo of Han Solo? Listen, I'm not objecting to a Jedi going on this
mission. But it can't be you. Y ou can't go."

"Why not?'
"Because | can't go. | haveto stay with Ben."
"It hasto be me, Mara. With the galaxy falling apart and the Jedi

needing leadership, and with so many of them looking at anyone but me
because they believe I'm some sort of passive, prematurely ancient wise



man on amoun-taintop, | think it would be agood thing for them to hear
that I'veled amission into Coruscant. They'll have to rethink my

outlook and my opinions.” It occurred to L uke that Leiawould probably
be pleased with the political dant of his reasoning... and then he

redlized that he was once again playing in Leids battlefield, the

universe of politics, where shewas amaster and hewasusudly a
floundering novice.

"Don't do this, Skywaker."
"l haveto. Comewith me."
"I'm needed here."

"That'swhat your fedlings are telling you. What does the Force tell
you?"

Her eyesflashed. "It doesn't tell me anything.”

"Then you're not opentoit. You'reafraid of whereit will lead you.
Youreafraid it will tell you that you need to step away from Ben,
however temporarily.”

Maras face closed down, alowing no emotion to escape beyond the event
horizon of her features. "I'll tell you what I'm afraid of. I'm afraid

that my husband is be coming some sort of dried-up desert mystic, cut

off from human emotions.”

Luke sghed and abandoned the argument. "The offer's open until |
leave." He cocked his head toward the conference room door. "We need to
jointheres.”

Luketook his customary chair beside Wedge at the head of the table.
Mara, till stony-faced, sat beside Han and Leia.

No one wastaking; instead, everyone watched lellaWessiri as she moved
the length of onewal, dowly and rhythmicaly waving an dectronic

device besideit. Thelights on the device blinked a steady patternin

white.

Wedge waited until Iellafinished. She nodded at him to indicate that
the chamber was free of listening devices.

"Two hours ago,” Wedge began, "arefugee ship arrived from the direction
of the Hapes Cluster. It had been part of afleet heading toward Hapes.

The fleet had been assembled in consderable secrecy, but the Y uuzhan
Vong intercepted it, and this ship was the only oneto escape. This
coincides with word we've received from Ta on Karrde today that the VVong
are becoming much more adept at tracking refugee traffic.



"l suspect that the New Republic fleet groups, under direct control of
the Advisory Council, are going to be unable to devote their resources
to this problem. So I'm going to devote some of ours. I'm looking for
idess”

"Thefirst step,” Luke said, "hasto beto figure out what the Y uuzhan
Vong are doing. How they're getting their accurate information about
refugee ship movements. It could be that they've infiltrated one of the

Y uuzhan Vong into the refugee ship network... in which case you'll want
aJedi to travel on some of those voyagesto try to find acrew member
who can't be detected in the Force.”

"Good point,” Wedge sad. "Anyone el se?'

Danni Quee waved from the back of the room. "They could be using some
sort of tracking creature.”

"Also agood point,” Wedge acknowledged. "What do we do about that?"

Danni consdered. "Tracking creatures will probably be using gravitic
fluctuationsto signa their presence. | can build adetection device
gmilar towhat I'm using to track yammosk activities. If we mount it on
arefugee vesd, it can record gravitic flux and determine whether a
cresture likethat isaboard. But if the vessdl doesn't survivethetrip
and we can't retrieve the recording, that does us no good.”

Corran Horn spoke up. " So we make sure that the vessal survives. We put
together a surprisefor the VVong and then run the vessel on missions

until they decideto takeit. Thishas an additiond benefit; the

Y uuzhan Vong are preying pretty much at will on refugee ships. If

Y uuzhan Vong vessdls assigned to this duty start disappearing, they may
haveto rethink their operations.”

"Good," Wedge sad.

Corran continued, "But if the Y uuzhan Vong aren't using gravitic tracker
creatures, we il haveto figure out where the holesarein the

security of the refugee network. Well have to root out the problem the
old-fashioned way."

"WEell, it lookslike we have some tactics to employ,” Wedge said. "l
think welll need avolunteer to coordinate this effort, and that

volunteer can work with me and Tycho to assemble amisson. Anyone?’
Lando's hand was, to the surprise of the others, first intheair. "'l

think it'sabout time | made alot of Vong look bad," hesaid. "In my
own inimitable way, of course.”

"Of course." Wedge grinned at him.

"I'll need communications accessto Taon Karrde, Danni's device, a



sarfighter squadron, maybe a Jedi or two, and alot of brandy. | can't
stressthe brandy part enough.”

Wedge gave him adubiouslook. "I think we've accomplished what we
needed to here. Does anyone have anything el se?"

"l do." Luke gave Maraan apologetic look. "I'm going to Coruscant.
Something's happening there, something outside the activities of the

Y uuzhan Vong, and | haveto look into it. | suspect that once I'm there,
| can find away to get offworld, but what | don't know is how I'd get
to the planet's surface.”

"Intelligence can get you there" Idlasaid. "Weve been thinking about
putting ateam on the ground there - we need to set up Resistance cells

on Coruscant. We can combine the two missons.” She gave him awicked
amile. "I'll give you that extremely annoying mechanic.”

"Thank you so much,” Luke said, deadpan.

Domain Lah Worldship, Myrkr Orbit

Hewasawarrior of the Y uuzhan Vong, hisface so thoroughly scarred and
tattooed that the decorations all but hid hiswrinkles of age, his

augmented vonduun crab armor concedling the leanness of active
venerability. In hishands, coiled like along rope, was an amphistaff

of unusud type - far longer, much more dender than the standard

Y uuzhan V ong wesgpon.

Onedid not often see a Y uuzhan Vong warrior thisold. Most had goneto
anoble death long before achieving this age.

He walked behind the black cord benches of histeaching chamber, behind
therows of his sudents, warrior-officers clad only inloincloths. At

the head of the chamber, blaze bugs took on the form of aplanet, of its
defensive platforms and screens, of atacking Y uuzhan Vong forces.

"Seethere," he said. "The upper right quadrant of the world Coruscant.
The stream of shipsagaingt the visible screen, how it flaresinto
incandescence and disappears. These ships held our enemies refugees,
and they disappeared because we ordered them into aregion of space
protected by the enemy's passive defenses. When they could no longer
bear the notion that their innocent relatives were being consumed by
their own defenses, they lowered those defenses, and we entered their
world-sanctuary." The blaze bugs dtered their configuration so thet the
stream of ships passed through the shield, now accompanied by colors
suggesting Y uuzhan Vong attack craft. "Now, what was the most important
piece of information we needed to implement thisplan?"

For amoment there was slence. Then ayoung warrior, his body scarcely
graced by scars or tattoos, stood. He remained rigid, his back to the



elderly ingtructor. "We needed to know where their passive defenses
were."

The dderly Y uuzhan Vong drew back his coil of amphistaff and then
snapped it forward. The pointed tail cracked out and stabbed into that
warrior's back, punching a hole into the flesh over his shoulder blade.
Asthe dderly one yanked hisliving whip back, the hole bled.

"Sit," said the old one. "What you have just received isa Czulkang Lah
pit. Everyone who studies with me receives severd. They become badges
of honor, asign that you have survived ingtruction with Czulkang Lah.

But the more hopeless among you receive many pits, countless pits, and
rather than it being abadge of honor, such scarstell other officers

that you were anidiot. | recommend you not gather unto yourself too
many. Now, who will answer the question | asked?"

No one stood or spoke.

The old warrior sighed. "All stand, dl but the one who had the courage
to venture an answer."

All the students, except the one till bleeding, rose. Czulkang Lah

lashed out at them, methodicaly and rhythmicaly cutting two pitsin

each back. The warriors he struck did not cry out; none offered any
sound more dismayed than a grunt. But they would remember this day and
how their fear of offering awrong answer had earned them their
teacher'sire.

When he was halfway through the group of thirty students, one who had
not yet been struck spoke up, saying, "We had to know that the enemy
would sacrifice dl to save afew. We had to know how they thought.”

"You, st." Czulkang Lah continued hiswhip-cracking, sparing the one
who had last spoken. When dl but that one had bloody backs, he said,
"All gt.

"Now, dl think. Tudrath Dyn is correct. We had to understand their
weaknesses... and their strengths. Their ability to train great warriors
despite their daintiness concerning death and pain. Their hateful love

of machinery... and their correct evauation of that machinery's
effectiveness. We had to know. Else we would not have beaten them on
Coruscant. Else we would not beat them e sewhere.”

A warrior with abloody back stood. "May | ask aquestion, Warmaster?'

"l am not Warmagter," Czulkang Lah said. "Not for alifetime. Yes, you
may ask. | punish wrong conclusions... not curiosity.”

Thewarrior asked, "How can one understand the ways of the enemy without
learning to think like the enemy? And if onelearnsto think like the
enemy, isthat one not infected with histhoughts, and a danger to the



Y uuzhen Vong?'

"A good question. Sit." Czulkang Lah walked around to stand before his
students. "The answer is as you suspect. For our theoretical tactician

to think like the enemy isto be infected with hiswrongness. If the
infection is not too greset, the tactician can cure himsdlf by

remmerson in our ways. If theinfection istoo greet, he can find a

way to die honorably, knowing that his sacrifice has enriched us. So his
infection is not a problem unless he passesit on to others. Remember
and thisisthe lesson that the enemy on Coruscant did not understand
individua surviva isnot important. As soon as you dispassonady

place yourselves among those whom you are willing to send to certain
death, you take another step toward strategic wisdom." He glanced past
the ranks of his students at the figure, a distant silhouette, who had

just entered the coral-lined chamber. "We are finished for now. Go."

They rose and marched, nearly silent on bare feet, from the chamber,
glancing but not staring at the visitor, who remained at therear, in
the shadows, wrapped in avoluminous cloak.

When they were gone, Czulkang Lah moved forward. "Isit you?'
Tsavong Lah unwrapped himsdlf from hiscloak. "Father.”

Czulkang Lah offered anod of acknowledgment. "Son. Or isyour vist as
warmegter?!

Tsavong Lah moved to stand beside hisfather. "Aswarmaster and son. As
son | ask, how do you fare?’

Czulkang Lah bared histeeth; their irregular and broken lines had been
glimpsed through his ditted lips previoudy, but were now clearly
reveded. "How do you think? | am old. But for my augmented armor, |
could barely move. Achesbefdl methat have nothing to do with the
marks | have put on mysdlf over theyears. And | am little but an
honored prisoner here, unable to lead, and begged by my son not to die.”

"This has changed.”

"Y ou no longer wish meto teach?'

"l wishyoutolead."

Czulkang Lah did not bother to conceal his surprise. He leaned away from
hisson asif the few centimeters of additiond distance would give him

abetter view. "Tdl me"

"We have been somewhat embarrassed by agarrison defending aworld at a
hyperspace crossroads. Borleias, | am sure you know her.”

"Pyriasystem. Staging point for the assault on Coruscant.”



"Correct. The garrison defends the world with savagery and tactica
brilliance. We are not sure why. Examination of one of their technical
facilitiesin the system we captured indicates that they are developing
something there, some new wegpon to use againg us, but unfortunately
their scientists were able to destroy most of the evidence before they
fled. The resourcesthey bring to bear, tactics| cannot explain, all
suggest that something is afoot there. | need someone to go there, root
out the mystery, and then destroy the garrison... andtodo soinsuch a
way that our embarrassment isforgotten and theirsislegendary.”

"No. Find someoned<e."

“Why?

"When | succeed, it will have been just abittersweet taste of what |
once knew. | will not do thisunless, oncedl isdone, | retain a
command, return to what | know best."

Tsavong Lah hesitated, and Czulkang Lah continued. "Y ou fear that | will
bind the loyalties of officers, of whole domains, to me, and take from
you the rank you once took from me. But | will not. | opposed you years
ago because | opposed coming to this gdaxy, atacking these infidels.
But we are here now, | have no reason to oppose you, plot against you.
All I demand isthat you give me areason to continue living.”

His son hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. "When Borleias has
fdlen, you will retain command, and the stories of new exploitswill be
added to your legend, asthey should be. For now, | wish you to take
Domain Hul and al her resourcesto the Pyria system and do what | have
described.”

"It will bedone." After amoment, Czulkang Lah added, " | am pleased
that you camein person to ask.”

"No matter what our disagreements, you remain a hero to the Y uuzhan
Vong, and to your son. | oweyou no less.”

NINE
Deep-Space Rendezvous Point

The Galofree personnd transport Jeolocas dropped out of hyperspace
exactly where she was supposed to, so far from any star system and from
any widdy known hyperspace route that the only thing her occupants
should have seen was the surrounding expanse of starsand nebulaein dl
their color and purity.

Instead, asthe whirling lines of hyperspace travel straightened and



then foreshortened and Jeol ocas dropped into real space, clearly visible
from the bridge was a'Y uuzhan V ong frigate ana og, an oblong mass of
glistening red-and-black yorik cora, less than twenty kilometers away,

easy firing distance,

Jeolocas's captain, ayoung man from Corelliawho had grown up on the
exploits of famed Cordlian pilotslike Han Solo and Wedge Antilles,
suddenly felt the kinship he'd aways known with those heroes fade avay
to acold recognition of hisown mortaity. For thefirst timein his

life, hefdt no ambition to see an enemy spacecraft in histargeting

reticle, to dogfight with enemy pilotsin thethick of battle. In fact,

the merchant corps he served suddenly seemed more dangerous than he
could endure. "We're dead," he said, hisvoice acroak.

The officer next to him, a Twi'lek femae with pale blue skin, merely
smiled. "Not unless you want to be."

"What?' He stared a her, looking for any sign that she was distressed,
confused, surprised in the least. He saw none. He didn't know her well
hadn't known her prior to aday ago, when she'd been assigned to this
mission on the direct recommendation of the Taon Karrde organization
and now he understood that everything he had known about her, her name,
her servicerecord, al had to be alie. Helooked around the interior

of the command pod and redlized that she'd sent the other five ship's
officers off on various dutiesjust prior to arrival, leaving the two of

them aone here. "Y ou knew they'd be here."

"That'sright."
"Y ou're Peace Brigade, you sold usout - *

"It doesn't matter who | am. It only matters that you do asyou're
told."

Hedrew his service blaster. Hed practiced hisdraw for years until it
was as smooth as shimmersilk and faster than the eye could follow. Hed
practiced it until Han Solo himself, had he ever met the man, would have
been impressed with his speed and deadliness.

As he brought the weapon up, hefelt asharp painin hiswrist.

He looked down. His hand was empty, bent back at abad angle. His
blaster wasin the Twi'lek woman's hand and tucked barrdl-first under

his chin. Shelooked dightly more serious now, asif deciding whether

to forgive him for the minor transgression of trying to kill her. The

pain from hiswrigt jolted up to his ebow, then made more leisurely
progress up to his shoulder while he stared, uncomprehending. He cradled
hisinjured hand.

"Do you want to live?" the woman asked.



He nodded.

She smiled again. She reached up with her free hand and took the
captain's cap from him, settling it down on her own head. "Then go hide.
Don't come out until | call for you."

He turned and marched, hislegs stiff, from the bridge. From the corner
of hiseye, he could see, through the viewport, the Y uuzhan VVong frigate
launching ashuttle of some sort.

Suddenly, the thought of being less dashing than Han Solo didn't bother
him as much asit used to. He could happily beless dashing than Han
Solo for therest of hislife... solong astherest of hislifewas

measured in years rather than minutes.

Theair lock opened and the armored warrior led his unit of Y uuzhan VVong
into the hateful meta corridors of the transport.

Waiting for him was asingle ship's officer, afemale of aspecieshe

had seen before, a species whose name he could not recall; her skinwas
apleasing blue two shades lighter than the bags under his eyes, and her
hairless head separated in back into two fleshy tails. She wore ablue
uniform jumpsuit and cap, both decorated in gold trim. A blaster pistol
lay at her feet.

"| am Bagtori Rak," he said. "Who is captain here?"

"I am." Thefemde offered him arespectful nod but did not meet his
eyes. Nor did she exhibit fear.

Bastori Rak hesitated for amoment. Hisusua tactic during such
boardingswasto ingtill pain and fear into the ship's officersto
eliminate any possbility of defiance, but no defiance was being

offered. It was obvious that the femal e already knew she was a subject
of the Y uuzhan Vong. He briefly consdered striking her anyway, but
decided to test the extent of her willing obedience instead.

He drove the pointed end of his amphigtaff into the blaster pistol's
grip, shearing through it and into the deck plating beyond, then shook
the blaster's remains free from his wegpon. "What is your destination,
and what do you carry?' he asked.

"We are bound for the Hapes Cluster with a cargo made up mostly of
refugees,” she said. "We carry seven crew, three hundred twenty-six
refugees - three hundred forty if you count the ones who arein hidden
compartments - aswell asfood, persona effects, trade items, andJedi
training materids. Shdl | give you the codesto our computer security
now?'

"Y es, and then you will follow - Jeedai training materias?'



llYall
"What sort of materias?"

"I'm not sure. | saw only the contents of one barrel. They include holos
of training regimens, holos of Jedi history and philosophy, infectious
agentsthat transform norma beingsinto Jedi, alot of lightsabersfrom
thelr new manufacturing plant, that sort of thing.”

For amoment, Bastori Rak could only gape a her. Visons of hisfuture
passed briefly before hiseyes. A find of thissgnificance would result

in his advancement, in his name accumulating long-deserved fame.
Finaly, he managed, "Arethere Jeeda here?'

The woman considered. "I don't think so. Though if there are, | expect
they'll be back with the training materids, destroying them."

"Takeusthere a once."

She shrugged and turned down the long corridor leading into the
transport's depths.

Two levelsdown, in one of the forward holds, Bastori Rak and his
warriors looked with distaste a the tall stacks of nearly identical

cargo containers, obvioudy the result of mechanica manufacture, asthe
femae led them between aides of thethings. "There," she said, and
pointed.

Set out in an open area between two stacks were barrel-shaped metal
containers, abit over ameter tall and nearly ameter wide at their
thickest point, arrayed in four rows of four. Each waslabeled JEDI
ACADEMY PROPERTY. DANGER. DO NOT OPEN.

Badtori Rak fdlt light-headed. " Can we move them without harm?"
"I don't think so," the woman said. She held her hand up, pam toward
the celling, agesture that suggested she was begging for something.

"Here, let me show you."

Bastori Rak looked at her. She now met his eyes, her expression one of
mocking humor.

In his periphera vision, Bastori Rak saw something silver moving from
above. It smacked down into the woman's palm.

Thehilt of alightsaber.

She said, "Embrace the pain, scarhead,” and ignited the weapon; a bright
slver blade of energy shimmered into existence.



The wegpon's distinctive snap-hiss noise jolted Bastori Rak into action.
He swung up hisamphigtaff in ablocking motion.

Her dtrike, alaterd dice, danced around his parry. It diced the
miniature villip from his shoulder and seared into his neck between the
vonduun crab armor on historso and hishemet. Hefdt blinding pain,
pain too great for him to accept or ignore, and the amphistaff flew from
his nerveless fingers as he collapsed.

But he was not dead, and could till see. He saw his second-in-command
strike at the woman, saw her graceful parry, heard her laugh. He saw the
tops of the Jeedal barrels bulge astheir contents stood up within them
and smashed through the thin metal sheets seding them.

Their contents were droids, war droids, weagpons at the ready. Their
blasters opened up, chewing through hiswarriors.

There was blinding whiteness to his vison now. He struggled to stay
focused but could not. He died watching hiswarriorsjittering in the
concentrated fire coming from the hated war droids.

Colond Gavin Darklighter, sitting in darkness relieved only by the
glowsfrom hisinstruments, hit hiscomlink. "Thet'sthesgnd," he
sad. "Launch.”

The darkness above his head parted as his X-wing's camouflage - acargo
container bolted to the trangport'stop hull, immediately before the
command pod - parted and folded down to either side. All around, the
other eleven snubfighters of Rogue Squadron were also being released,
aso hitting thrusters as they hurtled toward the Y uuzhan VVong frigate.

The Y uuzhan Vong were quick on the uptake - Gavin could alow them that.
Almost as soon as Rogue Squadron cleared the transport, the frigate's
plasma cannons were opening up, directing streams of superhested

materid a his X-wings. "S-oilsto attack postion,” hesad, “and

fireawill."

Thewings of the twelve snubfighters opened into their characteristic X
shape. Before Gavin's were even locked into place, Nevil and two other
Rogues had fired proton torpedoes.

Gavin and the rest waited for a handful of seconds, dewing their
snubfighters around in an effort to keep the plasma cannon trail s of f
them, then opened up with their lasers. Twelve sets of quad-linked
lasersflashed, sending their destructive energy across twenty klicks of
gpace in an ingant, bypassing the proton torpedoes, hurtling againgt
thefrigate -

Hurtling into the voids projected before the frigate. The vessd'sdovin
basals, responding to the threat of thefirst attacksto arrive, crested



their gravitic sngularitiesin front of the laser attacks and swallowed
the mgority of their energy.

They were gill swalowing, in fact, when the late-arriving proton
torpedoes flashed between them and struck the frigate's hull. They
detonated, one, two, three brilliant explosions, and asthe last of them
began to fade Gavin could see the mighty frigate cracked in two, each
half spitting forth flaming debris. The plasma cannons no longer aimed
their energies at Rogue Squadron; two of them till fired, sending
burning blobs randomly into space.

"Confirmed kill," Gavin said, "no friendly losses. Do you read.
Gambler?'

Lando Carissian's smooth tones were preserved across the comlink. "We
read, Rogue Leader. Likewise, no friendly casudties here. A beautiful
execution dl around.”

"WEll see you back at base, then. Rogue Leader out.” Gavin led the
Roguesin an easy loop around until they were oriented toward Borleias.
A few moments|ater, his squadron made the jump into hyperspace.

Lando looked over the battlefield that had been a cargo hold. Twenty

Y uuzhan Vong warriorslay dead, some of them no longer recognizable as
bipedal humanoids, al over the deck plating. Lando's fifteen war droids
and Alema Rar, the Twi'lek Jedi, moved among them, dispatching wriggling
amphistaffs and the occasiona thud bug and razor bug set free by the
blaster damage that had killed their owners. Alemawhistled to hersdlf

as she worked.

Lando consulted his datapad. He sent asignal to query adevice
elsawherein the vessd. "Not good. Danni's deviceisn't indicating any
weird gravitic fluctuations. Meaning that there probably isnt a
tracking creature on this vessd.”

Alemanodded and switched her lightsaber off. "Refugees have to be
turning one another in. I'm not sure for what. Violence threatened
againg their loved ones, maybe. Maybe some sort of bribe." She
shrugged. "WEell figure out whét they're doing.”

Lando turned his attention to hisdroid aide. "One-One-A, let's get this
cleaned up. Get rid of the biologica remains only, don't worry about

the blaster scorches. Load representative weapons and gear into a barrel
and sed it tight, then load it onto the shuttle.”

One-One-A sauted. "Acknowledged.”

"Would you liketo celebrate?’ That was Alema. She wore acurious smile,
atificdly demure.



Lando turned back to her. "What did you have in mind?'
Shejust continued smiling.

"Oh." He gave her hisbest smilein return, modulated hisvoicetoits
smoothest regigter. "I find mysdf flattered. But | an amarried man.”

She cocked her head as though the answer were incomplete.
"So | haveto decline,”" he concluded.

She shrugged as though it were of no concern. "I'll prep the shuittle,
then.”

When she was gone, Lando turned back to 1-1A. "Remind me again of the
rewards of being virtuous?'

"I have never reminded you of thisbefore.”
"That was arhetorica question.”
"Nor have | ever told you of such rewards prior to not reminding you."

"It was gtill rhetoricdl. | redly need to give you an upgraded
conversation moduleif you're going to betaking dl thetime.”

In the distance, they heard Alema caling, " Captain, captain, wherever
you are! Y ou can come out now!"

Borleias Occupation, Day 30

Han came awake with Leiashaking him. Their chamber was dark, and he
could fed that only afew hours had passed since they'd gone to deep.
Grogginesslay over him like a second blanket. It occurred to him that
perhaps Borle as had never become a true colony world because everyone
who lived there was continualy deep-deprived. "What, what?"

"The control center just reached me on the comlink,” Lelasaid. There
was a breathless excitement to her voice, a happiness Han hadn't heard
inalong time. "Jainasin-system and headed thisway. Get - "

Han was suddenly on hisfest, the groggmess evaporated like a
snubfighter shield hit by alaser cannon. He lurched toward the
footlocker that held his clothes.

"- dressed.”

L uke watched them spird down from the sky, a battered-looking X-wing
and a disk-shaped Hapan freighter, landing in the same portion of the



field that had briefly served the Advisory Council's vehicles.

Jaina Solo - heir to some measure of her father Han's lankiness, with
features as deceptively delicate as her mother's, her brown hair

clinging to her scalp after hoursin ahelmet - descended the

freighter's boarding ramp and was immediately enfolded in the embrace of
her parents. Behind her was L owbacca, nose lifted asif trying to scent
friends among the crowd; he offered a rumbling Wookiee growl of welcome
as Tahiri, Zekk, and other academy friends bolted from the fringe of
onlookersto embrace him.

Kyp Durron descended from the X-wing cockpit. Slender and dark-haired,
with sharp features that seemed sculpted to convey anger and discontent
but currently were calm, he was, for once, not dressed in stylish

civilian clothes, but instead wore an anonymous pilot's jumpsuit.

Luke moved up to join Kyp. Maradidn't keep pace with him; Luke knew she
waswaiting for an opening to talk to Jaina. Luke gave the problematic
Jedi anod he hoped looked friendly. "Kyp."

"Master Skywalker." Oddly, there was neither irony nor anger in Kyp's
voice.

"You seem tired.”

"No, | dont," Kyp said. "Just different.”

They brought out a dark-hours med for the latecomers and heard their
story - afree-form recounting, to be sure, made somewhat random by the
way Jaina, Kyp, and Lowbacca tended to interrupt one another with
corrections and el aborations - of the days the three had spent on Hapes
after the departure of Han and Lela. Wedge, acting more or less as
master of ceremoniesfor the med, brought in one more participant; Luke
was startled to see Jag Fel enter the chamber.

Fd wasatal, wiry young man with close-cropped black hair, ascar
running from hisright eyebrow upward and then being echoed in awhite
lock of hair. He was Wedge's nephew and, not surprisingly, abrilliant
pilot, having inherited reflexes from both the Antillesand Fel families

and having been raised among the militaritic, blue-skinned Chiss, among
whom his parents had chosen to live. Fdl's black uniform harked back to
those of old-time Imperid TIE fighter pilots, but was cut dong

different lines, with red piping aong tunic and pants. Luke had been
aware that Jag had been on Hapes with Jaina, but thought he'd departed
from there for distant regions of space.

Han tried to find seats near Jaina, but, curioudy, Leiachose places
far enough away to give her alittle distance, alittle perspective on
their daughter.



"So the Y uuzhan Vong are clustering around Hapes, but Tenel Kaisin
charge there as Queen Mother," Luke summarized. " Some good, some bad.
Even with her fleets so badly reduced and her danger so close, Hapes
could be astrong dly for us. Well need to offer her whatever support

we can manage to keep the VVong from making any further inroads there.”

Kyp made asour face. "I don't think Hapes can ever be sorted out.” Then
he looked thoughtful and added, "On the other hand, I'm thelast one who
ought to be offering that kind of opinion.”

"We're lucky things turned out aswell asthey did there," Luke said.
"Taa Chume could gtill bein charge, could still be making things
harder for al of us." Heturned to Jaina. " Serioudy, you understand
that | wasn't questioning your decision. | wasn't hinting that you
should throw yoursdf on the thermal detonator that amarriage to
Isolder would represent.”

Jaina offered him an unperturbed smile. "I know what you meant. Uncle
Luke. | madetheright choice."

Han leaned rightward so he could whisper to Leia. " She's changed. Just
in the days snce weleft Hapes."

Lelanodded, imperceptibleto al but him. " She's settled something in
her mind. | think she's come through one of the conflicts that was
eating a her." She sagged just alittle. "But whatever she settled, it
wasn't about me. She didn't quite relax when | was holding her out
there”

"Shelll find the right course through what she's dedling with. Give her
time"

Wedge, focused on Jaina, asked, " So, what are your plans now? You're
till on Rogue Squadron's reserve roster, but your Situation is unique,

S0 I'm not going to cal you up for duty if you and Luke fed youll be
more useful e sewhere. | can put you in touch with one of the fleet
groupsif that'swhat you want... but we could redlly use your piloting
skillson Borleias™

Jainalooked around. Han saw her gaze click to astop, ever so briefly,
on him, Leig, and, curioudy, Kyp and Jag. "I'd like to Say,” she said.
"But | want to do something. | want to form anew starfighter squadron,
if I can put together enough pilots and materiel, and practice some
tacticsinvolving the Force. Force-based coordination.”

Luke's eyebrowsrose. "Sort of like whatJoruus C'baoth did for Thrawn."

Jainashrugged. "I'm not talking about ancient history, I'm talking

about now." She glanced around at the winces and dark 10oks she received
from everyone present who was over the age of thirty. She offered up a
camamile. "No, | didn't mean it that way. | meant, I'm not talking



about something on the scale that C'baoth used. Just within afighter
sguadron. The Y uuzhan Vong think that I'm associated somehow with Yun
Harla, their goddess of trickery. I'd liketo play on that... and this

means coming up with methods of trickery. Or what seemsliketrickery to
them. That means the Force to me. The Force, and maybe the best advice
from the best pilots, like Uncle Luke and Generd Antilles.”

Wedge considered. "I've heard alittle about this Trickster goddess

thing. I think it hasreal potentia for psychologica warfare. So I'm
inclined to move on thisidea But, Jaina, if were going to havethe

Y uuzhan Vong believe you'retied to this Y un-Harla, were going to have
to treat you like a goddess."

Jainaturned her smileon him. "That soundsterrible.”

"I'm not joking. | suspect it means specia trestment to the point of
isolation. Y ou'd have to be seen getting benefits and considerations

that you haven't earned, which will cause bad fedings among pilotswho
have earned them. Y ou'd only be ableto talk fredly with people who were
in on the secret, and only in areas that Intelligence has certified are

free of ligeners. It's going to distance you from people.”

"That won't be a problem.”

Lukeleaned forward. "I dso think thisis something that ought to be

done. Anything new we can do to keep the Y uuzhan VVong off balanceis
worth exploring. And since | have another mission priority now, why

don't | just hand command of Twin Suns Squadron over to her? With your
approva, Wedge."

Jaina's head turned as though it had been snapped around by a Wookiee
wrestler. Y ou mean that?'

"I do. And | don't think the symbolism will be lost on die Y uuzhan Vong.
Luke Skywalker gives up his persond squadron - "

"A sguadron with the word twin in the name," Jag said, histonelow.

"Good point," Luke said. "It was actudly named in memory of Tatooine,
but they don't know that.”

Wedge nodded. " Jaina could use some command experience, and | know
something she doesn't - which isthat Corran Horn hasrgjoined Rogue
Squadron. Meaning that wed have two starfighter squadrons with Jedi in
them. That might allow us some even more extravagant experimentsin
tactics”

"I brought in afighter squadron from Hapes," Jag said. "But the notion
of learning tacticsinvolving Force coordination - and playing with the
minds of our enemies- isanintriguing one. | think I'dliketo join

your Twin Suns Squadron.”



"I would, too." That was Kyp Durron. Han saw a momentary flash of
surprisein Luke's eyes.

Wedge didn't bother to conceal his own surprise. "Y ou're both sure?
About taking orders from a squadron leader with alot less command
experience than you have?'

"Yes" Jag said. "1 know how to take orders aswell as give them. And my
second-in-command, Shawnkyr Nu-ruodo, is certainly qudified to lead the
squadron | brought.”

Kyp nodded. "I suspect I'd benefit from analyzing and advising for a
whileinstead of leading. If | start to chafe, | can dwaystransfer

Han felt Leids breath on his ear, heard her whisper, "It lookslike
Jainas not the only one who went through changes.

"Obvioudy afake Kyp," hewhigpered back. "Y ou distract him. I'll shoot
him under thetable."

Wedge turned asmile, tinged just dightly with amused malice, on Jaina.
"There you go. An ingtant squadron for you to reconfigure as the honor
guard of the manifestation of a'Y uuzhan Vong goddess. This meansthat
the very firg thing you get is bureaucratic personnd mattersto ded
with. I'll seeif I can round up an Ewok pilot candidate to throw your
way just to makethings more difficult. Y oull bemy ageinnotime.”

Y uuzhan Vong Worldship, Coruscant Orbit

Nen Yim stood over the warmaster as he lay on the table. She was uneasy,
for her life hung in the balance, and everything, including the smple
fact that she stood while Tsavong Lah lay before her, waswrong.

She was awoman of the Y uuzhan Vong. A member of the shaper caste, she
worethe living headdress of the shapers, and among her living

decorations and mutilations was her right hand, not the one she was born
with. It was an eight-fingered shaper's hand, each of the digitsacting
asatool useful to her profession. Her teacher, Mezhan Kwaad, had been
aheretic, disobedient to the rulers of the Y uuzhan VVong, contemptuous

of the gods, but Nen Yim had learned many secrets of the shapers craft.
She was soon caled by Supreme Overlord Shimrrahimsdlf, as his persona
shaper, who had temporarily released her to the warlord.

Under acurved lens - aliving creature that adjusted its shape and
therefore magnification at its operator's touch - was Tsavong Lah's | eft
arm. Nen Yim carefully studied it, noting the gppearance of the flesh at
thejoin of Y uuzhan VVong arm and radank claw, observing the behavior of
the carrion-egters upon it. They were hugein thisview, thesze of a



thumbnail, possessed of spiky hairs, sharp angular legs, and pincers
adept at digging through flesh.

"Wdl?' thewarmaster said.

Nen Yim consdered her reply, but she had little to lose by presenting
him with the naked truth, so her delay was not long. "Thereislittlel
can tell you after one brief examination. But | can giveyou these
facts.

"Firg, what is hgppening hereis not like any implant rgjection | have
ever seen.”

“Why?

"These creatures are bred to consume dead flesh. They are useful for
cleansang wounds. They are attacking the necrotic flesh of your join.
But there should be little or no necrotic flesh there, because both your
natural arm and the radank claw are regenerating. In anorma rejection,
such as we see with the Shamed Ones, one part or the other beginsto
fall to regenerate, and carrion-eaters spread through that portion of

the unfortunate's body until the connection between origind flesh and
new fleshisgone.”

Thewarmagter did not interrupt, so Nen Yim felt safein continuing.
"Second, because your Y uuzhan Vong flesh isregenerating a adower
rate than the radank flesh, and because only your Y uuzhan Vong fleshis
becoming necratic at thejoin, the effect isthat the radank claw is
increasing in Size, occupying agreater portion of your arm as your
origind flesh diminishes™"

"] can seethat.”

"Butitisunnaturd. It isespecidly unnaturd because, third, the

radank claw, asit grows, appearsto be developing characteristics of a
radank asit would appear farther up the leg, asif someone were dowly
re-cregting the entire creature through the absorption of your body. It
isan odd pathology.”

"If it were deliberate on the part of a shaper, why would it be done
thisway?'

Nen Yim lifted the optical device away from Tsavong Lah and positioned
it over asurface littered with tissue samples she had taken from him.

"If | wereto guess, | would say that the presence of the carrion-eaters
isrequired to convince casual onlookers and those who are not expert in
shaper techniques that rgjection isimminent; thisrequiresthe

sacrifice of flesh to the parasites. But your arm is essentially sound,
meaning that if the process can be stopped, it will be asfunctiond as

if it were trangplanted without difficulty.”



"In other words, it promises rgection without harming me extensively.”
"That's correct, Warmagter."
"Could you do this? Could you cause an implant to act thisway?"

"I believe so. I've never turned my mind to such atask... but out of
different techniques, techniques designed to accomplish other ends, |
believe | could find away to do this."

"What would you have to do to your victim?' Tsavong Lah sat up, wrapping
his cloak about himsdlf, and once again towered over the lowly shaper.

"I would have to engineer the attachment point of the implant to react

to certain substances. Then, after the implant was successfully

attached, | would have to maintain a supply of those substancesinto the
join."

Tsavong Lah shook hishead. "Thereisno way | could be fed such
poisons. The measures | take to keep my food pure are too extreme.”

"Does hetouch you?' Thewords|eft her before she could contain them,
before she could remind hersdf that one at her lowly level did not put
adirect question to the warmaster without first performing acomplex
series of ritud statements. She swallowed againgt sudden fear, but
persisted. "'l gpologize for my lack of manners. But it occursto me that
if | wereto examine such aninjury routindly, | could introduce these
substances through direct handling. Or perhaps through use of
specidized creatures resembling the carrion-egters, bred to carry these
substances and die rather than consume dead flesh.”

The warmaster ignored her breach of protocol. "He does touch my flesh
and that of theimplant in his examinations. Can you counteract his
efforts?'

"l do not know. | do not even know for certain that these are the

actions of ashaper. This could be the signs of agod's displeasure.”

Nen Yim sensed the warmaster'simpatience with her answer, and pressed
on. "But assuming that thisis the work of a shaper, | would first need

to examine your am immediately after the shaper's next visit, so that |
might detect any new substances or parasites that he might have
introduced.”

"It will be done asyou say." Tsavong Lah gestured for her to take up
the voluminous cloak she had hidden her features within when being
brought to this chamber. ™Y ou will be taken to quarters. Assemble alist
of what you will need. If anyone askswhy you are here, tell them that
you will be preparing my infidd servant, Vigi Shesh, for certain
experiments” Asif divining Nen Yim'sthoughts, the warmaster added,
"No, you will not be experimenting with her. But this deception should
placate the curious.”



"Asyou wishit, Warmagter." She bowed and retrieved her cloak.

Borleias Occupation, Day 37

"What am | supposed to be seeing?' Iellaasked. Shewasin Danni's
office, and alittle annoyed because Danni was taking up time she needed
for Intelligence matters.

Danni tapped akey on lellas datapad. Theimage began again - aview of
Y uuzhan Vong warriorsin adimly lit corridor. They charged toward
whoever was carrying the holocam, their war criesterrifying, their
movementsjust dightly dien. "Thisis Tam Elgrin‘'srecording. Hewas
with agroup of peoplein a Coruscant building when a'Y uuzhan Vong
patrol saw and pursued them. Hewas at the rear of his group when he
recorded this. Then he switched off the holocam so he could concentrate
on running, and he got avay. Most of the other people didn't.”

ll&?l

"There's something wrong with the recording, and with Tam himsdf. Tam
behaves kind of oddly, more than is norma for someonewho isjust
socidly maadjusted, | think, so I've been trying to figure him out.

I've played thisrecording over and over again, first looking for little
bits of information about Y uuzhan V ong hunting tactics, then about
Tam... and | finally redlized that thisfeding of wrongness| had

didn't have anything to do with the Y uuzhan Vong."

"Youvelogt me"

"I kind of went behind your back and asked the Wraithsto look into it
for me. To do analysis on the recording in their sparetime.”

"They have sparetime? | don't remember issuing them any sparetime. So
what did they find out?'

"There are nine sets of footsteps echoing in that hallway. Y ou can count
eight Y uuzhan VVong visible in the recording, so the other one hasto be
Tam."

"Eight Y uuzhan Vong and one human." lellalooked at the recording again.
It played on continuous loop. "Meaning that Tam wasn't with agroup.”

"Right."
"Why would helie?' The answer wasin place before Iellafinished the

guestion. "Becauseif he admitted he was done, he'd have to havea
redlly good explanation of how he got away from those warriors."

"Right again.”



"Meaning he didn't get away."

Danni shrugged. "That's my guess. But I'm not in Intelligence.”

"You want to transfer?"

Danni smiled. "l don't think they'd let me."

|ella extracted the data card from her datapad. "Mind if | takethis?'

"Go ahead. I've copied the recording. Multiply.” "That's good work,
Danni." Iellarose and moved to the door. "Y ou let me know if you ever
want to get into the Intelligence andysis busness.™

"Twin Suns Leader ready,” Jainasaid. "Four lit and in the green.” The
vibration from her X-wing's engines, the whine of enginesfromdl over
the specia operations docking bay, cut into her, afamiliar and welcome
sensation.

"Twins Two, ready.” That wasKyp. "Going to shield me agoddess.”

"Twins Three, ready." That was Jag, and, as Jaina predicted, he omitted
any quip or irrdlevant remark.

"Record Time, ready to lift.”

Moments later, they lifted off, two X-wings and Jag's clawcraft
comprising ashield trio, with the Record Time, the troop transport
damaged during the taking of Bor-leias and subsequently patched back
together, lumbering after them. They moved easily out of the docking bay
and lifted toward the starry sky, just starting to blur with dawn, above
them.

Jaina spared alook out the starboard side other canopy at Jag's
clawcraft. Thisvariant form of TIE starfighter had the basic cockpit
gphere and twin ion engine pods of classic TIE fightersand

interceptors, but from the point the engines met the cockpit emerged

four forward-sweeping, talon-shaped solar array wings. Jaina didn't know
whether to be pleased or irritated at the artistic incongruity of that

style of vehicle being included in her mostly X-wing squadron, and tried
to think asa 'Y uuzhan V ong goddess would.

After afew minutes, long after they'd cleared Bor-lelas's atmosphere
and were headed to a patch of Pyrian space well away from any naval
activities, she keyed her comlink. "Kyp, remind me to issue an order
that dl sarfightersin this squadron areto beindividualy decorated

by their pilots. No uniformity. Their astromechs, too."

"Will do. Goddess."



Jag sad, "Coming up on practice zonein ten, nine, eight...”

Moments later the Sarfighters dowed to astop, relative to distant
Borleias, and hung drifting in space as Record Time caught up to them.

Jainaask ed, "How are you going to decorate your fighter. Jag?"

"Black ball," he answered immediately. "The claws the color of slver
meta, with bloodred splashes on them. Asthough the whole thing were
some sort of claw weapon. The metal, of course, isto annoy the VVong;
otherwise | might use amore naturaistic claw color.”

"Y ou came up with that just in thetime since | decided everyone should
decorate their sarfighter?

"No. | decided on this design days ago, when | calculated that you'd be
issuing thet directive.

Days ago? Janafdt aflash of surprise and irritation. How dare he
attempt to predict her thisway?

How dare he do it successfully?

But she tamped down on the feding. Jedi Knights needed to be serene.
Squadron leaders shouldn't let their pilots get to them. She needed not
to be caught off guard, even when caught off guard. Shejust smiled.
"Wdll, it'sagood design. | approve.”

"Thank you." There was the dightest touch of mockery to hisreply, and
Jainafelt her mood sour dightly. It wasn't true, as some of the New
Republic pilots thought, that Jag Edl always acted as though he were
superior. What was true was that he aways seemed to see through
deceptions, dways seemed to know the truth behind what was being said
to him. No one liked to have their falsehoods ignored, their images
pierced.

On the other hand, this meant Jag would have a harder time behaving as
though he were serving agoddess made flesh. Jaina smiled to herself.
Shed be able to find some way to make him uncomfortable, to penetrate
his unflgppable manner.

"Record Time coming on-gtation.” The announcement blaring through her
comlink jolted Jainaout of her reverie.

"Deploy targets,” Jainasaid. "All right, Kyp, let's show Jag how Force
usersdoit.”

From one of Record Time's bays streamed a series of cargo containers.
They were the most-damaged of the containers that had been used to bring
garrison suppliesinto the Pyria system, too badly crushed or corroded



to stand up to further use. Now each had two red target zones painted on
each long side; sensors were attached to the targets. They tumbled
through space a Record Timesarriva velocity.

Jainaled her flight in aloop that would bring them up at aninety
degree course to the containers path.

"I'm open, Goddess."

Jaina suppressed a grimace. She should have known that Kyp would be
ready for the Forcelink they weretrying. She should have felt it.

But she had been keeping hersdf alittle closed off. It was better that
way. She didn't want to be so closdly tied to Kyp that he would fedl it
through the Force, be tortured by it, when and if she followed her
brothersinto death.

When, not if.

So, though she let him help her back from the dark side path she had
recently followed, though she even acknowledged him as a second Jedi
Master - though no one would ever replace Mara as her true Master - it
was best to keep him at acertain distance.

But she couldn't do so al thetime, so, feding atouch of unease, she
extended her Force perceptions toward Kyp, found him, merged with himin
asense.

It was neither as close nor as effective abond as the one between Luke
and Mara. But then, shedidn't want it to be. That sort of closeness led
to no good.

She frowned at that thought, wondering where it had come from, wondering
if Kyp had picked it up. But there had been no flicker of emotion from

him. Doubtless he hadn't. "All right, Jag. Kyp and | are going to pick

and hit atarget. The sensorswill tell us how close together our

drikes are, how well we're coordinating through the Force. For fun, |

want you to see how long it takes you to punch aholein the target

directly between our two strikes."

"Condder it done"

They angled in toward one target, Jainaand Kyp moving together with a
precision possible only through the Force. Jag stayed with them, tucked
between and dightly behind them, his maneuvers asfast and precise as
it was possible for them to be without Force coordination.

Jainapicked her target - a container both tumbling and spinning on its
long axis, two containers starboard of the one they were heading toward
- and fired. Her quad-linked lasers and Kyp's burned off at what looked
like exactly the same ingtant, hitting the red target zones of the



container smultaneoudy, reducing the container's two ends to molten
dag. A fraction of a second later, Jag's blast hit the center of the
Spinning mess, cleaving it in two.

"Not bad." Jaina consulted her comm board. "Four one-hundredths of a
second between our shots, Kyp; yours hit second. We need to get those
numbers down. Jag, you were twenty-six one-hundredths of a second behind
Kyp. Pretty good, considering you didn't know which container was going

to be our target.”

"Actudly, | did. | knew it wasn't going to be the one our course was
amed a. Given afifty-fifty directiond choice, you go starboard more
than half thetime. | figured you wouldn't choose the first target of
opportunity inthat direction, so | centered on the second. Of course,
if I'd been wrong, it would have taken me amuch bigger fraction of a
second to hit the target you'd chosen.”

Jainaheaved aSgh. Jag was determined to annoy her with hiseffortsto
predict her. But she schooled her emotions once more into something like
serenity and merely clicked her comlink in acknowledgment. "Let'sgo
around again,” shesad.

The second run was much like thefirst. Jaina's and Kyp's shots remained
separated by afew hundredths of asecond. Jag's follow-up shot was, if
anything, faster than it had been on thefirdt target.

"Y ou guessed 1'd go left of our course, onetarget out,” Jainasaid.
IIY$"

"Let'sdoit again.”

As Luke finished packing hisbag for the day's activities, Mara entered
their quarters. Ben was awake in her arms, grasping at her hair, pulling
itinto hismouth, but al of Mara's attention was on Luke. "I'm going

to Cor-uscant with you."

That stopped L uke cold. "What changed your mind?' "Time. Timeto cam
down, timeto figure things out. Understanding that there's nobody more
suited than you are to stopping the enemy that menaces Ben, and there's
nobody better than me at watching your back." She shrugged, then looked
down into the face of their son.

"Ultimatdly, it wasfiguring out thet if | wait until Ben'senemiesare
right in front of me before| kill them, I've dready failed him."

Maras expression was so melancholy that Luke felt histhroat congtrict.
"Listen, I'm about to go out into the jungle with Tahiri to plant afew
gravitic sensors. Careto come dong?"



Maranodded. "Do you think Leiawould baby-sit for us?'

"l suspect sheld be very happy to.”

Luke, Mara, and Tahiri moved through the jungle afew hundred meters
from the gart of the kill zone. They'd entered the jungle, had gone
through a series of stepsto shake off any likely Y uuzhan Vong
observers, and now reached the first of their target zones.

L uke set down his backpack. From within it he drew a short-hafted heavy
hammer. "Behold," hetold Tahiri, "the favorite weapon of Jedi before
theinvention of the lightsaber.”

She frowned at him, green eyes confused beneath her bangs. "Y ou're
kidding."

"Of course I'm kidding. Cmon. The Jedi dedge-hammer?” Grinning, he
turned to hiswife. "Mara?"

From her own backpack she drew a stake, two-thirds of ameter long, made
of metd, very broad at the top. She obligingly set it point-first into

the ground. "' Go aheed. I've dways thought that menid labor involving

hitting heavy metd thingswith other heavy metal thingswas man's

work."

With quick, hard blows, Luke pounded the thing until its head was flush
with the ground. Then he spread dirt and leaves over it.

"And that's going to transmit gravitic fluctuations?' Tahiri sounded
dubious.

"Uh-huh." Luke replaced the hammer in his backpack, then picked the
backpack up. It weighed less, severd kilograms less, than it had when
he set it down. He pretended not to notice, or to recognize that the
ground beneath the pack was stirred up, when it had been smooth when
he'd set the pack down. "Ready?"

"Ready," Tahiri announced. Marajust nodded.
Asthey moved from the site, Luke whispered, "Well?'

"| think we were being watched," Tahiri whispered back. " | mean, it
fdt right. From the Y uuzhan Vong perspective. But I'm not sure.”

"I'msure” Luke said. "Couldn't you fed theinsect life go quiet just
east, ahead of us?'

"]..." Tahiri looked embarrassed. "I could have been abletoif I'd
thought about it. But | didn't."



"Don't fed bad. Y ou werethinking Vong - "
"Yuuzhan Vong."

"~ Yuuzhan Vong instead of Jedi. | suspect it's not easy to think both
waysat once. Isit?’

Tahiri shook her head. "They're ahead of us, then. That won't be the
same group that was watching us, | expect. That group hasn't had timeto
get into position ahead of us"

"Good work," Marasaid. "When do we expect it?"

"They'll wait until we can't hear what thefirst group is doing back at
thestewejugt Ieft,” Tahiri said. "But they'll beimpatient. It be
pretty soon after that. Such as... now." Tahiri thumbed her lightsaber
on; its snap-hiss heraded the lengthening of itsglowing bladejust in
timefor that blade to intercept athud bug. The thud bug flared into
incandescence and disappeared with a crackling sound.

Luke brought hislightsaber up but turned away from Tahiri. He saw, out

of the corner of hiseye, Maradoing the same, turning the other way.

The three of them stood back to back a sthe Y uuzhan VVong warriors came
spilling out of thejungle.

There werefive of them, and thefirgt, coming in at Luke, was moving
too fast, committed to the charge, depending on thefirst thud bug to
digtract the Jedi. Luke spun hislightsaber to intercept his cracking
amphigtaff, then rolled over backward, propelling the Y uuzhan VVong
warrior past him in an uncontrolled tumble. Y ours, he thought.

Bardly looking, Mara brought her own lightsaber blade around, plunging
it into the hurtling warrior's face as he tumbled past.

Thenext onein cameat Tahiri, anphistaff rigid in atwo-handed grip.

She parried hisfirg strike, his second, and kicked him in the knee,

but the impact of her bare foot on his vonduun crab armor dowed him not
aal.

Two, timing it asasingle attack, legpt out from a screen of dangling
frondsat Mara. Shereversed her lightsaber so that the butt of the hilt

was next to her thumb, the blade oriented down, and directed it back and
forth againg their low amphistaff attacks, usng the lightsaber asa
defensve umbrella. As one went high to bring hiswegpon up and over her
defense, she kicked out, abeauty of afull-extenson kick that caught

him under the jaw and tumbled him backward into the fronds.

Thelast one camein at Luke. He was dower, more patient than his
comrades. Luke struck, afeint, then began areverse strike as he saw

his opponent raise the amphistaff to parry... then something about the
warrior's pose and motion set off an darmin Luke's mind. Luke dropped



to one knee and the poison spat by his foe's amphistaff went harmlessy
over his head.

It wasn't entirely harmless. Luke saw it arc toward Tahiri'sside. She
withdrew a step, drawing her enemy forward, and the poison splattered
againg that warrior's mask, dribbling through the eyehole. The warrior
gurgled, clamping down on a shout of pain or dread.

Luke roseto acrouching position and then continued the motion, legping
up and over hisopponent, inverting as he went, swinging hislightsaber
with blurring speed at hisfoe's head. His enemy caught the blow on his
amphigtaff and was shoving the saff's pointed tail a L uke even asthe
Jedi Master landed. L uke caught the thrust on hislightsaber blade,
deflected it mere centimeters, and kept the energy blade scraping up the
amphigtaff'slength. His opponent jumped away before the lightsaber
could sever hisfingers.

Tahiri's enemy was down now, poison flowing from one eye socket and
smoke rising from the other, and she moved into position just intimeto
intercept Maras second foe as he returned from the verge of fronds.
Caught off guard by her flurry of attacks, the Y uuzhan VVong warrior
alowed himsdlf to be forced into retreat; both of them disappeared into
the fronds.

Luke'sfoeflicked the serpent head of hisamphistaff forward. Luke
Sidestepped and the poisoned thing snapped to full extenson a
hairsbreadth from hisside. Then Mara's hand closed around it, over the
head, and yanked. Luke's foe sumbled forward, off balance for one
deadly moment, and L uke swung hislightsaber into the vulnerable gap
beneath the warrior's helmet. Flesh boiled and severed. The warrior
fel.

Luke spun. Marawasflinging the captured amphistaff into the face of
her foe; the warrior contemptuoudy brushed it asde and raised his

weapon.

Luke flung his own lightsaber spinning toward the warrior, then added a
deft touch with the Force to make its flight eccentric, unpredictable.
Thewarrior batted it asde aswell, but the distraction was too long;
Maradroveinwith her lightsaber, punching through the warrior'sright
arm socket, shearing hisarm completely off. Asheféll, shefollowed
through with athrust to the face.

L uke beckoned and hislightsaber, depowered, flew back into his hand. He
sngpped it on again. "Tahiri ?"

"Here." She emerged from the screen of fronds, unhurt. " Look what mine
was carrying.” In her hand was ametal stake.

Luke frowned. "Isthat the one wejust planted?’



"No, adifferent one."
Marasmiled. "Success."
"Let'sgo," Luke sad. "Before any more decideto visit.”

They headed on to their next planting spot. There, they'd hammer another
dtakein - astake that did contain sensor equipment, but which was
designed to be found and removed by the Y uuzhan VVong.

For thered sensorswerein Luke's bag. Each was alittle droid, the

szeof the ubiquitouslittle utility droidsfound al over capitd

ships. These contained the same gravitic sensors as the spikes, but aso
burrowing mativatorsthat alowed them to exit the dit at the bottom of
Luke's backpack and dig their way into soft soil. The Y uuzhan Vong might
see every spike planted, might remove every one... but odds were good
they wouldn't detect a single burrowing droid.

Luke had fought against many snesky people, but was usudly happy to
have sneaky people on hisside.

Asthey executed kills on target after target, Jaina became more
proficient at choosing targets Jag couldn't anticipate; the time between
Kyp's shot and Jag's grew until it averaged nearly half astandard
second. Jainafelt sheld achieved adight measure of victory. At least
Jag couldn't remain confident in his ability to anticipate her thinking.
But the gap between Jainasfiring time and Kyp's remained about the
same.

"l have anideaon that," Jag said. " About your Force coordination.”

Jainaamost laughed. " Jag, you don't know anything about the Force.
Y ou're as Force-blind as your uncle.”

"Y es, and my uncle would figure this out, too. I'm looking at your Force
link asthough it were some sort of neura interface between you and
Kyp. Assuming it alows speed-of-light communication of impulses, we
have your impulseto fire essentidly triggering both your firing reflex

and Kyp's. Correct?’

"Mwm"

"So perhgpsthe differencein your timesisroughly the differencein

your physicd reaction times. Y ou're years younger than Kyp. Perhapsyou
should either hesitate - for as short atime asyou can manage - once
you've made the decison to fire, or you should let Kyp choosethe
targetsand follow hislead.”

Jainalooked over her shoulder, through the canopy, to where Jag's
clawcraft floated beside and behind hers, and gave Jag a dubious |00k.



"All right, sure. Let'sgiveit atry.”

On their next run, the difference between Jainas and Kyp's shots was
one one-hundredth of a second, ill in Jainasfavor.

Kyp whistled. "Good thinking, Fel. Let'sdo thisafew moretimes..."
Hisvoicetraled off.

Jainafelt it, too. She stared off into space, in the direction of the
dar Pyria

"What isit?"Jag said.

"Something..." Jainaswitched her comlink to fleet frequency and brought
up her navigation program. She oriented her X-wing toward the source of
her disquiet to give her aclose reading on the course toward that

distant point. "Twin Suns Leader to Control."

"Control here." It was aman's voice, decorated with adisnterested
drawl.

"Do you have anything going on in the spinward sSide of the system, say
on an gpproximate course toward Arkania?'

There was adday of afew seconds. "Negative on that.”

"Something's up... my flight is going to head that way. Keep your ears
open for us." She switched back to her squadron frequency. "Come on,
mortals”

"Asyou wish. Goddess."

Jag responded with acomlink click.

TEN
Borleias Occupation, Day 37

Jainaand her pilots flashed across Pyrian space asfast astheir
thrusters would take them; they angled in close to the star Pyria,

picked up alittle gravitationa momentum from that close passage, and
flung themsalves toward the source of disturbance Jainaand Kyp could
both sense. That disturbance didn't abate. If anything, it grew more
clear, more strong.

Within minutes, ldlaWessiri took over the comlink at Control. "What
have you got?'

"Not sure. Just asensation in the Force."



"It can't be Y uuzhan VVong, then."
Jag sad, "It can be Vong-related.”
"True"

Jainasaid, "Can you direct your sensors along our course to see what's
out there ahead of us?"

"Negative on that. Therésalittle matter of a sun between usand your
course. However, we're maneuvering Rebel Dream into position to track
you and anticipate your course. She should be coming on-gtation in
she'son-station now.” ldlagrew slent for amoment. "Rebe Dream
reports one large signd, multiple smdler signadsincoming. Gravitic
anomalies suggest it's Y uuzhan Vong. Generd Antillesrequeststhat you
take alook, but be careful.”

"Wereonit." Generd Antilles requests. Jaina shook her head. Wedge
had been right. All this goddess deception was going to take some
getting used to.

Soon enough, the distant anomalies showed up as blips on her sensors,
and then she began to pick them up on her visud sensors.

Nearest wasa 'Y uuzhan VVong frigate analog with a screen of cora skipper
escorts. Behind it, some distance away, surrounded by a screen of
Y uuzhan Vong capitd ships..

Jainakeyed her comlink. "Control, it'saworldship, abig one even by
Vong standards." She felt her mouth go dry. Thiswasn't the worldship

that was in orbit around Myrkr, the worldship where Anakin and Jacen had
died, but just seeing another of the vast living craft so soon made her

fed sck.

"Understood, Twin Suns Leader. Suggest you return.”

"Negative." Jainamade adight course correction to put her flight on
an intercept course with the oncoming frigate. "We need to see why
they're starting out with such asmall pr obe."

Jag's voice came over the squadron frequency. "That smal probeincludes
afrigate. It'sbig enough to cause us sometrouble.”

"Y es, but that'swhere I'm feding the disturbance in the Force.” The
disturbance, she decided, didn't have theferal hunger that was
characterigtic of avoxyn. No, it felt like pain.

Then they could see thefrigate and its escort. Three coralskippers, a
quarter of the screen, pedled off from the formation to head their way.



"Three?' Kyp sounded insulted. "They expect three coral skippersto be
enough for us?'

"No." That was Jag. "They're just supposed to dow us down. We can
ether ignore them and take some plasma cannon fire up the exhaust
ports, or deal with them and let the frigate past.”

"We ded with them," Jainasaid. "Then catch up.”
The coraskippers came on, firing.

"Let's play with the new tactics." Jaina extended her Force perceptions,
found Kyp'swaiting for her like an outstretched hand. The three of them
settled into their earlier formation, the two X-wings aheed, the

clawcraft behind and between. Almost as one, they twisted, rolled, and
Sdedipped, dways euding the oncoming plasmacannon fire, the
oncoming grutchins.

Jaina chose their target, the coralskipper at starboard rear. Kyp chose
the moment to fire. The skip'sdovin basd created itsvoid directly
before Jaina's shot, but Kyp's smashed into the coral skipper's bow,
annihilating the dovin basd. Then Jag's lasers stitched their way adong
from the bow to the cockpit canopy, punching burning holes dl the way.
That coralskipper continued on adead ballistic course as the others
flashed past the Twin Suns pilots and looped around for another attack.

Jainalooked at her sensor board, at Jag's attack delay. "Three-quarters
of asecond! Jag, you guessed wrong.”

"Rather, I've taught you to be alittle more unpredictable.”

She managed an amused smile. Trust Jag's persond shields to deflect her
criticiam. "Let'sdo it again. Maybe with fifty-fifty odds. Jag can
guessright thistime"

The Y uuzhan Vong frigate's course took it closeto the star Pyria, the
reverse of Jainas outbound course, asit headed toward Borleias. Once
Jaina, Kyp, and Jag finished with the three skips sent to delay them,
they blasted along in the frigate's wake, catching up rapidly.

Thefrigate cleared the star's orbit and began a straight-line approach

to Borleias. Jaina's sensor board showed Rebd Dream vectoring in on an
intercept course; comm transmissionsindicated that starfighter

sguadrons were launching both from planetsde and from Lusankya. There
was no way the frigate would get close enough to Borleiasto do any

harm.

"Frigates dowing," Kyp reported. "Vectoring. It's changing course. It
knowsit'safutile attempt."



"Wait, wait," Jag said. "Put your visuasonitsunderbelly.”

Jainadid, and saw along dit appearing in the frigate's underside
hull. 1t was amoigt-looking opening, as unlovely as a Butt's mouth that
had been pressed shut and was dowly beginning to gape.

As she watched, the gap began issuing shapes, tiny irregular things that
gpilled forth, streaming aong the frigate's original course.

Jaina grimaced. The shapes were wiggling. More organic weapons. Probably
worldshapers of some sort, if they were being released at this distance
toward Borleiasin generd instead of a amilitary target in specific.

Then sheredlized that the disturbance she'd felt in the Force was
traveling with those shapes. She fdt her ssomach sink. She put more
power into acceleration, roaring toward the cloud of wiggling shapes,
ignoring the frigate and cora skipper escort asthey vectored away.

In moments, she could see what the Y uuzhan V ong had discharged.

People. Mostly humans, the occasional Sullustan or Rodian or Devaronian.
They were mae and female, of al ages, naked -

No, not quite naked. As she got closer, Jaina could see the transparent
covering on their bodies, atransparent sac inflated over their heads.
They were wearing some variation of the ooglith cloaker, the Y uuzhan
Vong environment suit; doubtlessit would give them afew more minutes
of life asthey soared through space. They might freeze to death, they
might run out of air, they might reach Borleiass atmosphere and burn up
in reentry. But they were all minutes from death, a score of them or
more.

A Sullustan fema e saw Jainas X-wing gpproaching. The Sullustan twisted
her head around and looked at Jaina, her eyes wide with fear, her
expression imploring. Jaina could only stare back, helpless.

She became aware that Jag was talking.

"... gected hostages. They appear to bein some sort of ooglith cloaker
auits. They're on ballistic gpproach toward Borleias. | don't think the
planet's microgravity is perceptibly accelerating them yet. | can't
estimate the survivd timethar suits give them. | read twenty-two,
repest two-two of them. Standing by."

Thewords, so cam, so clinica, snapped Jainaout of her reverie. She
looked after the departing cora skippers and frigate.

"Don't doit." That was Kyp'svoice, and shefdt it through the Force
asmuch as she heard it over the corn-link. "They're trying to dictate
your responses.”



"Serenity,” shewhispered. Shefdt asthough if she poke more loudly,
the volume would tear open aholein her and let out the anger growing
within her. "The way of the Jedi is serenity.” She reached out through
the Force, found the Sullustan female, and tugged at her.

She could detect no change in the Sullustan's vel ocity. She tugged
harder. "Kyp, can you save any of them?"

"Maybe. That's a tremendous amount of kinetic energy to absorb.” Kyp's
presence in the Force diminished as he turned away from her to the
problem at hand. On her sensors, she saw one of the hurtling shapes
begin to dow down.

She pulled harder a the Sullustan and wasfinaly certain that the
femaewas dowing. "Jag, you can't do anything here. Get back to
Borleias, escort some shuttlesup - "

"I've cdled for shuttles. And I'll let you know when I'm useless. |
recommend you follow my lead and discontinue trying to dow themto a
stop.” Jag's clawcraft darted ahead of the X-wings, maneuvered with
delicacy into the cloud of victims, matching and then dightly

surpassing their speed.

Then, with skill that was on the wrong side of impossible, Jag rotated

his clawcraft and sSdedipped it until it was mere metersto the side of
adark-skinned human mde. Jag flicked his thrusters and the clawcraft
dowed. The clawcraft dammed into the human a somewhere between twenty
and thirty kilometers per hour; the man, stunned but not completely
incapacitated, flailed around frantically as he was vectored away from
Borleas.

The clawcréft rotated; as soon asthat victim was clear of any possible
ion wash. Jag touched histhrusters again, and maneuvered until hewas
alongsde asecond victim. That one, too, herammed, asddlicately as
possible, an impact that appeared to hurt the Twi'lek woman's arm, but
sent her off at an angle that would not propel her into Borleiass
amosphere.

Jainasflight was able to vector every one of the twenty-two g ected
victims away from entering Borlelass amosphere. They couldn't save al
twenty-two; four died from exposure before the shuttles could reach
them, and the remainder were dl removed to the bioticsfacility's

medical ward, in varying stages of cold exposure. But none ended up as
gruesome meteors flaming into incandescence in the planet's amosphere.

Theflying it took to save the survivors was remarkable enough to draw
applause from the ground crews when Jainas flight and the shuttles
landed just after midday, but the pilots waved off the gppreciation and
did not lose their grim demeanor.



Word came that the Y uuzhan V ong worldship had taken up distant orbit,
beyond the orbit of Pyriasfarthest planet. It remained on-gtation
there, its capital ships and coraskippers clustered nesr it.

Through the specia ops docking bay's holocam feed, Wedge watched Jaina
and her pilots arrive; then he switched off theview. "l wasright,” he

sad. His voice was pitched low enough that it would not carry far in

the perpetua babble of sound that was the operations center.

"Youwereright," Tycho said. "The Vong have brought out big gunsand
someone with a certain amount of persona styleto fire them.”

"Have the recovered victims, including the oneswho didn't makeit, and
anyone who hasbeenin direct physica contact with them go through
decontamination. Have Danni or Cilghd supervise the decontam. | want
the surface of Pdl's clawcraft to be checked out and smilarly
decontaminated. They might have anticipated Jag's tactics, so they might
have booby-trapped dl of thevictims.”

Tycho nodded. "I'm onit."

One morething." Wedge caught Tycho'seye. Y ou were listening to
Jainas comm traffic. Her desperation to save those people.”

"Y%"

"That's not dark-side behavior, at least as| understand it. | queried
Kyp privately, and he's pretty sure that she's bouncing back from her
brush with the dark sde."

"Meaning," Tycho said, "is she trustworthy? Maybe even enough to be one
of thelnsders?'.

"Right."

Tycho's face reveded no emotion other than careful consideration of the
question. Finally he nodded. "The brain and the gut are in agreement. |
think she'sworth our trust. She'sa Solo."

"| think so, too. She goeson thelig.”

Y uuzhan Vong Worldship, PyriaOrbit

The Y uuzhan Vong pilot with the abs urdly human forehead and its
concedling tattoos remained bowed with hisarms crossed over hischest
in saute until Czulkang Lah gestured for him to straighten. Czulkang
Lahsad, "Your name?'

"Charat Kraal."



"And you are apilot of Domain Kraa and its colony on this system's
most habitable world?!

"lam,Warmader.”

"Do not cal mewarmaster. My son iswarmaster. And answer thisWhy
have you saized e ements of Wyrpuuk Cha'sfleet, suborning those
elementsto mutiny againgt his designated successor?”

Charat Krad stared back unblinking. "My godsand hisdiverged. His
god wasto save the remnants of his crippled fleet. Minewasto improve
the Y uuzhan Vong stuation within thissystem. | believe that mine had
precedence.”

"Y ou had best establish that you have done considerable damage to the
infidels warriors and machinery with the resources you commandeered,
then."

"l would say that | have done negligible damage to them. My intent was
to do negligible damage to them.”

Czulkang Lah suppressed asmile. Charat Kraal was marching toward his
execution with the plain speech and courage appropriate to a Y uuzhan
Vong pilot. "Explain.”

"Both before and after the arriva of Wyrpuuk Chasflest, | used my
forcesto harasstheinfidels - not because | imagined | could defest

them with the resources | had, but because this harassment revesled
information about them, about their intentions.” Charat Kraal gestured
toward the pilot who had accompanied him, the blameless pilot who would,
if things went badly, conduct word of his death back to the Kraal. That
pilot brought him the recording villip, aspongy cresture nearly the

szeof aYuuzhan Vongtorso. " If | may."

Czulkang Lah gave him acurt nod.

Charat Krad lay the recording villip on the floor of the command
chamber and gaveit a stroke to awaken it. It flattened into adisk and
then began to glow with aharsh yellow light. Thelight flowed up from
it until it illuminated the air aboveit, then began codescing into
three-dimensiond pictures.

Charat Kraa continued stroking and prodding the cresture, and the
pictures changed above it. First was an image of agrasha habitat,
doubtlessthe primary home of Kraal on Borleas, then images of infide
gpacecraft performing planetside attacks, images of nighttime spacecraft
launches, images of infidd capita shipsin orbit.

Finaly theimage settled on an aerid view of theinfides
headquarters, atal curved building with many outlying buildingsand a
burn zonethat, close to the congtructions, was thick with spacecraft.



"Thisisther habitat,” Charat Krad said. "Their generd and his staff
live here. He conducts dl operations from here instead of from the
comparative strength and safety of one of histriangle ships. Many
Jeedai live here, and congtantly patrol the jungles around the site.”

"How many Jeeda ?'

"Unknown... perhaps adozen. The numbers dowly increase. Two of them
are Luke Skywaker and his mate

Mara"
"What of JainaSolo?'

"Sheishere. | think perhapsthereis some changein her stature.
Before, Luke Skywalker seemed to be the preeminent Jeedai. Now it
appearsto be her."

"Continue"

"Theinfidds interest inthissteinitidly puzzled me, but now |

think I understand. When the Kraal first occupied thisworld,
interrogation of prisoners who once defended it reveded that it was a
ste where secret medical projects were conducted. New life-formswere
created. It was, in short, theinfidels equivaent of ashaping

facility, and they defend it so fiercely that | suspect they are doing

some shaping now.”

"Of what?'

"I do not know. It seemsto me that whatever they are doing would be
safer on one of thelr triangle ships, so the project obvioudy must be
done here. This suggeststhat either the equipment they are working with
istoo ddicate to move, or the creature they are designing must be
created upon aliving world. And since they are masters at creeting and
operating equipment, the latter possibility ssemsmore likely."

Charat Kraal advanced the images above the villip through severa
sequences of spacecraft takeoffs, then dowed to show an odd-looking
craft leaving the bioticsfacility. It did not have the smooth lines of

most infidel machinery. It looked like a segment of metd pipe, tall as
ahuman and twenty meterslong, bent at the middiein aright angle,
with another pipe, ameter in diameter and five long, bisecting the
angle. A twin-seat cockpit that appeared to have been liberated from a
garfighter was attached to the point of the bend, facing away from the
smaller pipe, and thruster engines had been mounted on the two larger
portions of pipe, oriented in the same direction asthe smaller pipe.

The pipe ends were capped with adevice that |ooked as though it would

iris open.

"There are three of these" Charat Krad said. "And afourth with three



protrusionsthat extend at even, identical anglesand afourth
protrusion that extends a aright angle from dl of them; | have seen
it but not been ableto record it. My scouts, who eavesdrop on the
infidelswhenever they can get close enough to do so, cal them
‘pipefighters and say they are part of an operation caled
‘Starlancer. All threefly very badly. They go up into space and
Stuate themsdlves at very precise pointsin relation to one another,
far apart from one another, so that the three craft like this are points
of atriangle and the fourth craft is at the center of their array. Then
they communicate for severa minutes. | do not know why."

" Speculate.”

Charat Kraa hesitated. "1 am only apilot, not a shaper, and not one of
their infidel scientists. But | had one of my advisers, who understands
their mathematics better than |, andyze what they are doing. She say's
that if the center craft'sright-angle protrusion is precisdy aright

angle from the triangle represented by the other three craft's

positions, then it traces a course back to the Coruscant system. Perhaps
itisaspy device, acommunications device, or awegpon aimed &t their
old cagpitd.”

"Interesting.”" Czulkang Lah evauated the pilot for amoment.

"Great One, if | may... if it isyour intent now to order my desath for
my presumption, | ask that you order meto kill mysdlf, rather than
having me executed. That way | will have achieved agrest ambition to
serve, even for amoment, Czulkang Lah."

Theold Y uuzhan Vong alowed impatience to show in hisexpression. "Be
quiet. Charat Krad, | am advancing you to the rank of wing commander.
Y our forceswill be replenished to full fighting-wing status. Y ou will
perform specid missonsfor me, often in association with the other
fighting wings. One of your taskswill be the capture of Jaina Solo; |

will issue you other orders, aswell. Y ou will report to me. Do you
understand?"

"l do. Great One." Charat Krad's face twitched as he struggled to
retain an impassive expression.

"®,"

Borleias Occupation, Day 39

The pilots of Twin Suns Squadron piled out of their X-wings, E-wings,
and one clawcraft. They drifted off through the specia ops docking bay,
toward the main building, joking and recounting, pleased to have gone
through amission with no casudties. They'd escorted the cobbled
together Operation Starlancer pipefighters up into space, had escorted
them to their precisdly plotted positionswhilether pilotsran afew



tests, and had come home without loss. Cora skippers had maneuvered out
to take alook at what they were doing, but had not attacked...

suggesting that they were studying the activities of the Starlancer

ships but were not yet ready to move against them. The betting was that,

no matter how dow moving and cautious the new Y uuzhan Vong commander
was, he'd take action againgt the Starlancer ships soon.

Jainalingered behind in the docking bay, putting some distance between
herself and her pilots. A supposed goddess can't be too chummy with her
sarvants, shetold hersaf. And avoice from deep in her thoughts, one

she listened to when no other Jedi was around to detect it, whispered.

And adoomed woman shouldn't get too close to people who might miss her
when shé'sgone.

Sheleaned againgt her X-wing, ignoring the sounds of the mechanics
around her.

There was something within her, an dien thing she Couldn't seemtorid
hersdf of. It was a cold hatred of the enemy. Perhapsit had been with
her since the sart of the Y uuzhan VVong invasion, since the death of
Chew-bacca and its effects on her father and her family, but she had
only truly become aware of it when Anakin died. Then thearrivd, two
days ago, of the worldship, and the attempted showering of Borleiass
atmosphere with innocents, had caused it to swell within her.

Hate wasn't the way. It waswrong for a Jedi. And it was pointless for
someone who was not likely to survivelong in thiswar, not with al the
enemies she was accumulating; she had better things to spend her time on
than hating.

On the other hand, perhaps hate wasright for afighter pilot; it could
keep her focused, give her an intensity she needed in combat.

But it was gill emotion, still painful. She didn't want it. Didn't need
it. She pushed it down, tamping it under the weight of her logic.

As she calmed, as she opened hersdlf again to the Force, shefdt a
familiar presence, areassuring one. Wdll, it was meant to be
reassuring; it was projecting an aura of reassuranc e.

Jainaturned to see Tahiri approaching. She gave Tahiri asmile, but she
knew it to be uncertain.

Tahiri had been on the verge of becoming closer to Anakin, might even
have become a Solo someday. Now that would never happen, and Jaina
sometimes thought Tahiri might just drift away like a planet that had
suddenly escaped its sun's gravity. Jaina knew she was supposed to care,
but that was just more emotion to pile on top of what she was aready
trying to rid hersalf of. One more relationship to maintain when she

knew it was better to begin trimming those away.



Tahiri's clothes and the skin of her arms and legs were decorated with
patches of green - stains from leaves and grasses, Jaina decided.
"Y ou've been on pairol 7'

Tahiri nodded. " | spent acouple of hours playing hide and seek with
some Y uuzhan VVong warriors out there. | never redly caught sight of
them. They must have seen me once, since | had to knock a thud bug out
of theair. When | got back, | heard that your squadron was coming down.
| thought maybe you'd want to talk.”

"No, not redly.”

"Or maybe you'd want to get in some relaxation. A bunch of Rogue
Squadron boys have converted a bio-reactor tank into a heated tub.
They're off on patrol, so it's unguarded - "

Jainashook her head. " | don't havetime. | have asesson with an
Intelligence group, the Wraiths, coming up. We're discussing
psychologica warfare and Y un-Harla, the VVong Trickster goddess. And
then | have something to do | don't want to.”

"What'sthat?"
"Tak to Kyp Durron. I'm going to hand Twin Suns Squadron over to him."
"Y ou just took command, and dready you're giving it up?’

"For afew weeksonly, | hope. I'm going to - you know about Uncle
Luke's expedition.”

"Y$"

"I'mgoing to invite mysdlf dong.”

Tahiri wasslent for afew moments. Then shesaid, "Jaina, | don't
think that's such agood idea.”

"| expect everyoneto tell methat. But Dad and Mother think Jacen's...”
Jaina suddenly lost the breath to speak. Why was it so hard to say the
word alive? She knew the answer as soon as she asked hersdlf the
guestion; it was because she desperately wanted to believe what Leia
believed, and couldn't bring hersdlf to. She couldn't dlow hersdf to
hope. She had a Force-bond with her twin, and it had been severed. He
was dead, and to dream otherwise was just away of distracting herself
with delusion at atime when distractions could be fatal. She found her
breath and continued, "They think Jacen'sthere. | haveto go there...

to prove that's not where heis."

"Don't doit,” Tahiri said. Therewas quiet urgency to her voice.

"l haveto."



"No, you don't. In fact, you stand a greater chance of getting Luke and
Marakilled."

"Y ou don' think very much of my skills

"Yes, | do." Tahiri didn't sound apologetic or contrite. "But if it were
just amatter of skills, or power for that matter, you'd betrying to
send Kyp Durron, wouldn't you?”

"Kyp would never work. He and L uke have too much disagreement between
them-"

"Exactly. Which makes my point. Just skillsaren't the only thing you
haveto look at."

"So what are you looking at?"

"Well, therésthiswhole twinsthing. The Y uuzhan VVong want you and
Jacen together, and whatever they plan for you can't be good.” Tahiri
looked away for amoment. "Jaina, dl | haveto doisto think acertain
way and | become Y uuzhan VVong, for aslong as| can stand to. Thisthing
about twins, it'snot a casud interest. It's an obsession. Where twins

are, the eyes of the godslook down. Twinsdistort redlity around them.
It'sasacred thing."

"Sowha?'

"So, let'ssay Jacenisdive. | hope heis. Let's say you go with

Master Skywalker to Coruscant. Y ou're seen but not captured. The Y uuzhan
Vong suddenly know that both the twins are on Coruscant. They'll devote
alot more resourcesto finding Jaina Solo than they would to just

finding a party of invaders, even Jeedai - Jedi - invaders. Right or

wrong?'

"Well... right. But they might not recognize me."
"True. So you're going to risk Luke and Maraon a'might not'?"

Jainafelt agrowing sense of desperation. It waslike so many of her
fightsin early Jedi training with her Uncle Luke. Sheld press hard, put
him on the defengve... and then redlize the degree to which his
superior skill wasturning her lungesinto awkward, off-baance, losing
drategies.

Shewaslosing thisargument. Losing to Tahiri, who was both years her
junior and al bottled up in pain because shed lost Anakin.

"Luke and Maraaren't ascloseto Jacen as| am. I'm histwin." Deep
down, she knew that the statement was insupportable, that Luke and Mara
had skill, experience, and Force sengtivity enough for thistask. But



it was the argument sheld chosen, so she stubbornly stuck withit.
"So I'll go instead of you."
IIYQJ?I

Tahiri nodded, solemn. "Other than you, who'd be better? | don't know
Jacen aswell asyou do. | can't fed himinthe Forceaswell. But |

know him better than any Jedi who wasn't in a Force-bond with him the
way we were on that Y uuzhan Vong worldship. And no one, no one, knows
the Y uuzhan Vong, at least the way they think, better than | do.”

Jainajust looked at her, unable to argue that point. "1 think..." She

felt the heat of her argument dip away from her. She dropped almost
effortlesdy into areflective state. She was sure Luke would approve of
thetrangtion. "l think you'll let your emations get the better of

you."

"| could say the same thing about you. Which brings us back to the
point. Does neither of usgo, or do | go?"

Jainasighed, defeated. Oddly, the defeat didn't anger or irritate her.
Shejust felt moretired than before. Y ou go." Shefdt Tahiri beginto
lean forward for an embrace, but Jainaturned away before that fegling
could be trand ated into action. She didn't want Tahiri to fed closer

to her. It would only hurt Tahiri more once shewas dead. "Thanksfor
caing.”

"Y ou're welcome... but you may not want to thank me after the other
thing | haveto say.”

There was something in Tahiri's voice, some reluctant warning, that
caused Jainato turn back to look at her more closdly. Tahiri's
expression was an odd mix concern, apprehension, areluctance to hurt.
"All right," Jainasaid, dubious. "Let'shear it."

"Fird, believe me, | understand that what I'm saying is none of my
business. But | haveto say it anyway." Tahiri took adeep breath to
compose hersdlf. "'l think you should stop avoiding your mother.”

"Avoiding her?' Jainaoffered Tahiri an incredulous expression. " She's
everywhere. | bump into her adozentimesaday."

"Y ou know what | mean. Y ou're not avoiding her as adefender of
Borleias. Y ou're avoiding her asyour mother.”

"That'sridiculous. | haven't sarted caling her 'Leid or 'Hey, you,'
or 'What's-your-name, Han's wife.""

"Y ou have started cdling her 'Mother' instead of ‘'Mom." "



"Have|?" Janafrowned, trying to remember.

Tahiri just stared at her, and Jainahad the uneasy feding the girl was
gtaring right through the screens of logic sheld erected for herself as
though they were the most highly polished transparisted.

Jainarelented. "Look," shesad. "l love my mother. But we don't have,

| don't know, the kind of connection most mothers and daughters have. We
were gpart so often when | was akid... she was trying to hammer the New
Republic government into shape, andJacen, Anakin, and | were on lonely
little worlds with Chewbacca, or Winter, or on Y avin Four."

"Did that keep you from having a connection, or did it Smply make you
med at her?'

"That'sastupid question.”

"If you say s0. But you can reach out to her at any time, and, click,
you'll be connected again." Tearsfilled Tahiri's eyes and she turned
away. N'Theré's a point where you redlize that you've had the last talk
you're ever going to have with someone you love. That he's gone. Have
you redlized that about your mom? Has she realized that about you?'

Jainas own vison blurred with tears. Her resolvefinally gone, she
reached out for Tahiri and pulled her close. "It's not that way," she

said, the words having a hard time working their way around the sudden
knot in her throat. "It isn't.”

"If you say s0." Tahiri held her in return for severd long moments,
then pulled away, not meeting Jainas eyes. "I need to go get cleaned
up.”

ELEVEN
Borleias Occupation, Day 39
"My name," theman said, "is Sharr Latt. I'm aWraith.”

Hewas abit over average height, with hair that was just afew degrees
of color away from purewhite, worn in adightly shaggy haircut. His
eyeswere blue and amused; hisfeatures belonged to the sort of comic
entertainer who abused his audience and got laughsfrom it. He wore red
pants and vest, a sky-blue long-deeved shirt and boots; a broad red
swath of cloth, more decorative than functiond, served him asabdlt,
and amatching headband circled his brow. His accent belonged to the
lower-class humans of Coruscant, and the smile on hisface could have
been interpreted asinsncere or mocking - or both.



Jainaturned to the man's companion. This being was a Gamorrean, one of
the thick-bodied, snout-nosed, tusk-mouthed humanoids to be found
fighting battles or doing low-complexity jobsdl over the gdaxy. This
Gamorrean wore anonymous brown garments of human styling. "Andisthis
oneaWraith, too?" Jainaasked, joking.

"l am," the Gamorrean answered. Jainajumped. Many Gamorreans understood
Basic, but their vocal co rds were not adequate to let them speak it. The
Gamorrean continued, "My nameisVoort saBinring. You can cdl me

Fgay."

There was acertain mechanica inflection to Piggy'svoicethat led
Jainato believe his speech was artificialy augmented. That would
explain things. To cover for her sudden discomfiture, she shook each of
their handsin turn, then asked, " So, what are we doing today?"

Sharr pointed through the blue-tinted window out into the jungle beyond
the blackness of the kill zone. "Weé're going out there. Well find a

pool fed by cool underground springs. Well bathe one another while
Piggy stands guard, and see what devel ops from there." He shrugged. "Or,
we can talk about psychological warfare and how it isapplied to the

Y uuzhan Vong."

"I'll take the psychologicd warfare.”

He nodded. "That's pretty much what | figured. And since Piggy won't
need to guard us, | expect hell be tutoring you in small-unit
darfighter tactics.”

She gave Piggy anarrow look. "Did you used to be a starfighter pilot?”

The Gamorrean nodded, causing hisjowlsand rolls of belly fat to
wobble. "I did. | served your father on one campaign.”

"| think he told me about you when | was very young. One of those 'you
can be whatever you want when you grow up' stories. The Gamorrean Who
Became aFighter Filot.' | thought held madeit up.”

"I have kept alow profile since those days. | have not done much
flying."

"That sort of suggests that you might not have much to teach me about
gmd|-unit tactics”

The Gamorrean smiled, a broadening and curving of his mouth that
revealed more teeth - teeth far cleaner and straighter than most
Gamorreans enjoyed, Jainasaw. "'l think | will surpriseyou,” Piggy
sad.

"Y our work in the Hapes Cluster was pretty good,” Sharr said. Thethree



of them were now on top of the bi-otics building. Below them in the near
distance were the landing fields; beyond, stretching to the horizon, was
jungle. The afternoon sun bore down upon them, but Jainawelcomed the
heat after the coldness of space she'd experienced in the morning's
misson.

They werein clear Sght of any Y uuzhan Vong observersthat might be
lurking at thejungle's edge, but the Y uuzhan VVong traditionally did not

employ snipers.

"'Pretty good,™ Jainasaid. "Meaning you think it could have been

better.” She lay facedown on ablocky du-racrete protrusion, staring of f
into the ship berthing area of the killing field, and watched the

mechanics working on the Record Time. The surface shelay upon vibrated;
within it was air-circulaion machinery.

Sharr, leaning with hisback against asmdler protrusion housing
pumping equipment, kept his attention on his datapad and nodded
absently. A few meters away, Piggy lay sprawled on his back on the roof
surface, hands behind hishead, eyes closed, enjoying the sunlight. His
shirt was off, his belly expansive enough that Jaina suspected she could
probably set alandspeeder down on it. She entertained the notion of
painting landing dripesoniit.

"How?' she persisted.

"Y our tricks were good ones," Sharr said, and met her gaze. "But they
weren't layered. Y ou'd have onetrick, and it would baffle them and kil
them, and that would beit. Sometimes two. Y ou need to have trick after
trick available, so there's never any end to them; that's what they

expect of their Trickster goddess.

"The second problem isthat the Y uuzhan VVong could eventually figure out
how you performed your tricks. That bit with the tracers, where each

Y uuzhan Vong ship broadcast the distinctive signal of your ship, so

they'd fire on one another - good thinking. But if you'd had alittle

charge in each one that would detonate it, leaving behind a scorch

pattern like alaser hit - then they'd never have understood how you
caused them to fire on one another. And it'sincomprehension, never
figuring out thetrick, that fillsthem - or us, for that matter - with
supernatura dread.”

"| like the sound of 'supernatural dread,'" Jainaadmitted. It wasa
pleasing enough thought that she didn't take offense at Sharr's
criticism of her efforts.

"We want them to suspect, not that you're somehow associated with Yun
Harla, not that you're a priestess or something, but that you are her."
Sharr closed his data-pad and tucked it into a pocket. "Everything you
do should promote that impression, even in extremely minor ways. In
fact, youredoing it now."



She gave him acuriouslook. "How?"

"A goddess does not work. And here you are, lounging around, being lazy
inclear view of dl the pilots and mechanicsinthefidd below. A

goddess does not fear. And hereyou are, in plain sght of the Y uuzhan
Vong, unconcerned. A goddessis superior to mortals. And here you are,
resting on ahigher level than your two companions. Speaking of
companions, goddesses have strange ones. Hence a Gamorrean and some
idiot in nauseat-ingly bright colors." Sharr looked down at his ouitfit

and shuddered.

"l getit," Janasad. "Thisiswhy Piggy ishere even though he's not
talking about sarfighter tacticsyet.”

"Very good." Sharr nodded. "From now on, you're on stage every minute of
every day. We're not going to say you're agoddess. We're just going to
treat you asthough you are one, and you're going to act accordingly.”
"Never ask when you can order,” Piggy said.

"Never work - except the work Y un-Harlawould perform,” Sharr said.
"Putting together tricks, that is. Don't carry things for yourself.

Well get you aporter if you don't have someone whol'll do it for you."

"Don't be subtlein your motions," Piggy said. "Big, generous gestures,
asthough you were used to conducting an orchestra”

Jainagrimaced. "People are going to hate me. They're going to think
I've become horribly stuck up.”

"That'sright." Sharr gave her another smile, this one more genuine,
though il definitely tinged with mockery.

"Butinprivate- "

"In private," Piggy said, "you continue theilluson. Though you can
tell anyoneyou trust absolutdly.”

"No, she cant," Sharr said.
"Yes, shecan."
"I'm the psychologicd warfare expert here, and | say she can't.”

"I'm three times your mass, and can take off your head with asingle
bite, and | say she can.”

"Excuseme?' Jainalet alittle shrillness cregp into her voice. "In
case you haven't noticed, I'm till here.”



Piggy opened hiseyesto glance at her, then he and Sharr exchanged
looks.

"Shehasuson that one," Sharr said to Jaina.
"Sheisindeed ill here"

"Listen, Grest One," Sharr said.

"Don't cdl methat."

"I need to. Weadll do. The thing about telling people - inevitably, the

Y uuzhan Vong will have spies here. In our camp, in our base. The more
people who know that you're not really becoming as arrogant as a K udti
merchant-princess, the morelikdly it isthat those spieswill notice.

Tel whomever you want - but be aware that every extra person meansthe
chancesincrease that the truth will spread.”

"Generd Antilles has dready broken Twin Suns Squadron out of the
norma command structure,” Piggy said. "Which makes sense, as agoddess
wouldn't have aforma rank within New Republic hierarchy.”

"Good point." Sharr pulled out his datapad and keyed in afew words.
"That meanswe can arrange for your pilotsto be caled by whatever
maximum rank they've attained, snceit has no bearing on your unit's
command structure. Colonel Jagged Pdl. Jedi Master Kyp Durron.” He
frowned. "No, not just Jedi Master. Kyp Durron, the Destroyer of Worlds,
issubordinate to Jaina. To the Y uu-zhan Vong, that will be

sgnificant." Then he returned his attention to Jaina. "What do you

think?'

She gave him asmile. She hoped that, to some distant observer watching
her through organic optics, it would look aswicked asit felt. " You
mentioned aporter. Can | have anyone | want as my manservant?'

Sharr nodded. "That'swhat it isto be agoddess.”

"No," said Jag Fel. He didn't raise hisvoice or even look at them. He
continued ratcheting the hydrospanner on the lower starboard claw of his
TIE dawcraft, improving, with millimeter-by-millimeter precison, the
dignment of that claw'slaser.

All around them, mechanicstinkered with damaged sarfighters, pilots
lifted off in courier shuttles, messengersflashed by on landspeeders;
the cacophony kept their words from carrying very far across the docking

bay.

"It'simportant.” Sharr leaned againgt the claw. At Jag'sglare, he
graightened away from it. "Don't give us some sort of idiotic excuse
that your pridewon't tekeit. Lives may depend on it."



Jaina, a couple of steps back, not deigning to speak directly to amere
mortal, merely smiled. She held up her hand as though to admire her
nails, Y uuzhan VVong spieswere not likely to see that they were
unpainted, cut short, and - shefindly noticed - dirty.

"I'm happy to participate in any plan so long asit'sthe best plan to
accomplishitsgod," Jag said. He straightened and dapped shut the
hatch that had alowed him accessto the claw'sinterna systemry. He
ignored Sharr and addressed Jainadirectly. "Thisisn't the best plan.
Y ou haven't thought it out.”

Janagave himacold sare. "Yes, itis. You just don't want to doit."
"No, | have a better idea."

Sharr snorted. "Better than what an expert on psychologica warfare and
aJedi Knight have assembled. Of course.”

Jag turned an unfriendly smile on him. "Kyp Durron.”
Sharr's expression changed as he co nsidered the suggestion.

Jag continued, "To your presumed Y uuzhan Vong spies and observers, I'm
just an unknown quantity - a pilot from a place the Y uuzhan Vong havent
encountered yet. But Jedi Master Kyp Durron, if they see him bowing to
her, carrying her baggage, digging dirt from benesth her nails- "

Jainatried very hard to keep her outrage from being reflected in her
expression. She didn't think she succeeded very well.

"- they'll be impressed. Who else would a Jedi Master bow to but a
goddess, right? It'll create rumors among our people, aswell as

theirs." Jag turned haf away from them and dogged down the pand held
shut.

More than just finishing his point. Jag had dso sgnaled an end to the
discussion. But to turn away and leave with no further discussion would
beto lose points.

Jains waited until she was sure she had her voice under control, had
lowered it to something like Leids palitical voice, and said, "I'd like

you to work up the events of two days ago asasim. Maybe more of us can
learn to save extravehicularsjust with vehicle maneuvering.”

Jag tucked his hydrospanner into abelt loop, turned toward her, and
executed a salute so sharp and meticulous that Jaina could detect no
ggn of resentment or irritation init. "It will be done," he said.

She returned the salute, spun on her hedl, and headed back to the main
building.



Sharr caught up with her. "I've only known him for five minutes and
dready | hatehim,” hesaid.

Jaina made an exasperated face. Despite theirritation she felt, she had
to admit - to herself, anyway - that Jag had been right. "Oh, he's not
so bad."

L uke's Coruscant expedition came together with startling speed.

Iellaoffered him the services of the Wraiths, the most experienced
Intelligence cell on Borleias. Luke met Face Loran, the unit leader, and
aready knew Kl Tainer. Face introduced him to the other Wraithswho'd
been on Coruscant when it fell.

Elassar Targon was a middle-aged Devaronian with abounceto hiswalk
that suggested a much younger man. He wore aflamboyant jacket, military
initscut, in reflective black with gold fringe, red piping, and

numerous medas hanging from it; the fringe and medals swung as he
waked, and he accentuated the effect by often making acircular gesture

- "Toward off bad luck," he explained. "It really works. Try it." But

Luke noted that the man's shirt, trousers, and knee-high bootswere a
matte black, and suspected that Elassar could lose or reverse the jacket

to become ingtantly inconspicuous. Inconspicuous, thet is, anywhere
Devaronians were to be seen.

Bajos Arnjak was a human; he spoke with the clipped, precise accent of
a Coruscant native, or one who aspired to Coruscant ancestry. He was

tall and lean, with dark hair, mustache and beard that made hispae

skin seem absolutely pallid. He was dressed in amultiply stained orange
pilot's jJumpsuit that suggested he was a mechanic who wore only hand-me
downs, but Face introduced him asthe team's biologica expert - aman
with nearly as much expertisein Y uuzhan V ong technology as Danni Quee.

Piggy saBinring was the Gamorrean pilot assigned to tutor Jainain
battle management. Perhapsthe only one of hiskind, he had, in
childhood, been modified by abiologist working for the Warlord Zsin;.
Thebiologigt had dtered hisbrain structure, giving him patience and

an extraordinary mathematica acuity, the latter being necessary for him
to learn the complex astronautics and as-trogation required of
sarfighter pilots. Sharr Latt was the pale-haired Coruscant native who
had been assigned to work with Jainaon her role as avatar of the
Trickster goddess; he and Piggy were just back from their first session
with her.

Bhindi Drayson was ahuman female. She spoke in the same deliberate way,
and with the same innocuous accent, asthe late and former Chief of

State Mon Mothma, suggesting a background on Mon Mothma's homeworld of
Chandrila. Bhindi was unlovely, aslean and sharp-featured as a naked
vibroblade, with dark hair and eyes that contributed to a perception of



her as someone brooding and menacing, but L uke felt no aura of menace
from her, just aquiet watchfulness.

"Areyou any relaion to Hiram Drayson?' Luke asked her. Admira Hiram
Drayson was aformer military officer and Intelligence leader, and a
friend ofMon Mothma.

"Hisdaughter,” shesaid.
"Y ou haveancblefamily higory."

She gave him abrief samile. "And that's only the parts you've heard
about."

"Bhindi isone of our two tactics experts, with Piggy,” Face said, "and
she's been learning whatever she can about Y uuzhan VVong tactics.
Unfortunately, we're going to lose her on Coruscant.”

L uke frowned, wondering for amoment if Face was somehow both prescient
and extremely inconsiderate, then redlized what Face meant. He turned to
Bhindi again. Y oull be staying there when we leave?'

She nodded. "I'll be setting up Resistance cdlls on Coruscant.”

L uke suppressed a shudder. Going into Coruscant would be bad enough. The
thought of being | eft behind among enemies so antagonistic and dien,
deliberatdly staying there, was not a pleasant one. Bhindi looked

faintly pleased at having discomfited a Jedi Madter.

They'd gathered, the Wraiths and L uke, in achamber deep within the
Borleias complex - achamber that, from its pristine condition, had not,
L uke suspected, been found by the Y uuzhan Vong during their brief
occupation. How the Wraiths had discovered its existence was not
something he knew; dl he did know wasthat it was accessed through a
diding pand in the back of alaboratory. The hidden chamber, too, had
been alaboratory; on the shelves on itswalls were the | eft-behind
remnants of biomedica gear. Luke saw bacterid culture dishes,
injectors, neural monitors... at the back of the chamber was afull

szed bactatank, empty, the transparisted of its main compartment
scuffed and abraded through hard use so that many portions of it were
amost opague.

"S0," Face said, seating himself on one of the stools at the chamber's
main table. "Let's show him what weve got. Kell, you firg."

The big man hefted a green cloth bag roughly two meterslong. Fromits
open top he pulled an object like avery shalow one-person boat. It was
thick, perhapsthirty centimetersin depth for most of itslength,

thinning to some ten centimeters al dong the edge. Itsred underside

was both gummy and reflective; it took Luke a moment's study to see that
athick layer of trangparent red material had been closdly fitted over a



smooth silvery surface. Itstop sde was adull gray, with two shoe
shaped clamps protruding fromiit.

Kl dropped this apparatus on the tablein front of Face. It made a
boom asit hit thetable; it had to be heavy. Face shot Kell asardonic
look and said, "Thanks."

"Don't mentionit." Kdl turned hisattention to Luke. "Thisis

something we've been working on for some time. We mount them in shdlls
resembling meteorites or debris. Together with the shells, they act as
individual amospheric intruson pods.”

Luke gave them askeptical look. "Meaning what, exactly?'
"Meaning you ride them from orbit into a planet's amosphere.”
"Inwhat?'

"In the shells| mentioned. Nothing more. The red stuff isan adhesve
that affixesto theinterior of the shell. The shell doesn't even have

to be airtight. One person ridesit in avac suit, hisfeet gripped

here." Kdl indicated the clamps. "The underside is an ablative heat
shield. Slowly ablative, you understand. Layered between the heat shield
and the top are asmple repulsor unit and apower cell. The repul sor
keepsit angled correctly toward the planet's surface. Y ou drop into
amosphere a the correct angle and ride it dl the way down. The shell
burns up from friction with the atmosphere - it's designed to keep the
heat from cooking the occupant. The heat wash also conceals your true
nature from most sensors - ours and theirs. When the shell givesway,
the slvery surfaceis your secondary heet shield; it's ablative, too,

so thevisud illusion that you're a burning meteorite continues. In

other words, you look and act just like a piece of space debris punching
into the amosphere.”

"Until you get near the planet's surface,”" Face added. "At which time
the repulsor puts out itsfinal effort and dows you down so you crash
quite dowly into the surface.

"Crash," Lukesad. "Quitedowly."

"And these have been successfully tested.” Face glanced around, looking
ahit nervous. "Wdll, tested, sure. They've been tested. Each time

they're tested, we assemble what data we can, and the next generation of
pods comes back just abit more intact.”

"We're sure they have them right thistime," Bhindi said. Luke looked
among them, and it was Bhindi who broke first, losing her worried
expression, snickering at Luke's.

"Weve made insartionswith them,” Kell said, relenting. "They're pretty
new, but Sharr and | have used them twice, Face and Elassar three times.



Weve never fried anyone yet.”

Luke shook hishead. "I haveto say, this soundslike theworst ideain
athousand generations of bad ideas.” "'Y ou haven't heard all our ideas,”
Bhindi said. "Next," Face interrupted, and nodded at Baljos. The
scientist rooted around in abag of hisown. From it he drew something
that he threw atop the atmaospheric intrusion unit. It looked like what
would result if someone carefully removed dl the skin from the head of
aYuuzhan Vong and meticuloudy re attached it into the shape of a head.
It twitched when it hit the pod, then settled into stillness.

"An ooglith masguer,” Luke said.

"Right thefirst time" Bajossaid. "I'm theinventor. Well, the
developer. | wasworking from captured ooglith masguers.”

"But thisone lookslikeaY uuzhan VVong face."

Bdjosnodded. "Each oneisunique. | givethem al names. That's Brand.
So cdled because most of the mutilation decorations come from a
technique that resembles branding. They hurt like anything to remove...
but you can wear them for hours or days, unlike holoshrouds, where your
batteries give out after afew minutes.”

"This, | like," Lukesaid. "Il help us move among them without being
detected.”

"Next," Face said.

Bhindi rooted around in her own pack. From it she extracted a brown
object made up of athick, curved disk at the top, bent down into the
approximate shape of a canopy, mounted atop athick stem that grew
thicker at the other end. It was approximately the size of ahuman head.

Luke gaveit acloselook. "It's some sort of fungus.”

"Well dl be carrying them,” shesaid.

"In case we get hungry?'

"It'snot afungus,” Bhindi assured him. "It'sadroid.”

"You'vegot to bekidding.”

"It lookslike atype of fungusfound in dank placesin Coruscant's
undercity,” Bhindi said. "We're hoping that the Y uuzhan VVong won't
destroy them, precisely because they look like something organic. In
fact, their covering isorganic, atype of mold. Thelr circuitry is
heavily shielded. They have an epoxy reservoir so they can cling to

whatever surface they're on if they get grabbed, and an epoxy solvent so
they can detach themsalves|ater. They're mobile and have very advanced



sensor arrays and tactical programming.”

"Meaning," Elassar said, "that they're going to sneak around, find
Y uuzhan Vong ingdlations, try to get indgde, and relay information to
one another. They'll establish arelay chain up to the surface, and the
one on the surface will trangmit to surviving comm sationsthere.”

"It'salong shot,” Bhindi said, "but any piece of information we get
could provevitd a some point. And we have four different shape and
coloration schemes on these, including two that 1ook like Y uuzhan Vong
world-shaping plants. If the Y uuzhan Vong discover that oneisadroid
and destroy everything that lookslikeit, the others could survive
undetected.”

"Fungusdroids. | awaysthought that Intelligence work was supposed to
be, | don't know, sophisticated and charming.”

Face snickered. "That's what you told me the firgt time we met.”
Luke frowned. "When did we ever meet before?"

"It was..." Face reconsidered. "Oh, that'sright. | wasin disguise. You
wouldn't recognize me now."

"But when wasit? Now I'm curious.”
"l can't tel you."

"We have afew sets of vonduun crab armor,” Bhindi interrupted, "and a
few more sets of armor faked up to look likethe redl thing. If they get
close enough to touch it, they'll know the fakes are made of
manufactured materials, of course. And we havelots of tizowyrms - their
trandaor worms.”

"And we have explosves," Kdl said. "Lotsand lots of explosves.”

"And aJedi," Piggy said, hisvoice amechanicd rasp. "Three Jedi,"

Luke corrected. "Maraand Tahiri are going with us. All right. Let's
figure out exactly how we're going to get into Coruscant orbit, where we
want to land, and what our priorities are. If we're crazy enough to do
this, we need to be sane enough to do it well.”

TWELVE
Borleias Occupation, Day 39
In the hallway of the senior personnd quarters, where most of the

Insders kept their chambers, Jainawas held up by a crowd - Wedge,
lella, their daughters, Luke, Mara, little Ben, the Jedi Kam and Tionne



Solusar from the Jedi academy, Han, Leia, and C-3PO. They were crowded
into the hal in amass of good-byes and last-minute instructions.

"l don't want to go." That was Sya, Wedge's older daughter. Her voice
was not raised in the high-pitched whine of the wheedler; though she
couldn't be older than ten, she was expressing afedling rather than
complaining. She was speaking as befitted a child who'd been trained to
think, to express arguments logically, to express emotions clearly.

"I know," Wedge said. He knelt beside both daughters and took themin
hisarms. "But where you're going, I'll worry less about you and can do
my job better."

"WEell take good care of him." That was Kam Solusar, to Maraand Luke.
But Maradid not seem to hear; shewastotally focused on her infant

son, whom she held to her. Marawas whispering to her boy, and though
Jaina strained to hear, she could not; Jainawondered if Marawas
perhaps not using words, but communing directly through the Force. Luke
held them both, watching his son with awondering expression.

Mara's own expression contained none of the edginess and dark humor that
were the parts of her everyone saw. Thiswas not exactly a softened

Mara, but it was adifferent Mara, one whose angles and thoughts were
unfamiliar to Jaina. Jainawondered what the baby was seeing, whether
thisview was, like some optica puzzles, something that only made sense

or was recognizable when viewed from one specific angle.

For amoment Jainafdt aflash of emotion - her own, rather than Mards
or the baby's, but it was still unfamiliar to her. Envy, shethought, as
it faded, but whom was she envying? Mara, or the baby?

"Hey, kid." That was her father, findly noting her presence. ™Y ou here
to see us off? Or are you running interference?"

"Uh... | didn't even know you were going. I'm part of the main task
force”

Wedge reluctantly released his daughters and rose. " Jaing, thisisthe
first mission to take the Jedi students, and some of the civilian
children, such asmine, to the new safe zone. Han, I've got Nevil and
Corran running interference for you."

"Well, blast. Thought | was going to be able to give my daughter some
much-needed flying lessons.”

Jainadidnt riseto the bait. She just shrugged. "Some other time,
maybe."

With extraordinary gentleness and areluctance she couldn't concedl,
Mara handed her son to Luke. She bent to kiss Ben's forehead, then
turned away ... not swiftly enough for Jainato missthe flash of painin



her features. Then Marawas walking back to her quarters, her stride
long and her boot hedls clicking in amanner that seemed absolutely
normal, asif nothing out of the usua had just occurred.

"Come on. Junior Corellians." Han turned away from the crowd, stooped
just alittle, and looked back over his shoulder. "Who wantsaride to
the Millennium Facon?"

"Mée!" That was Myri, closer to Han than her Sister. She jumped onto
Han's back; he locked his arms under her knees so she could ride

piggyback.
Han scowled at C-3PO. "Come on, Goldenrod."

"l am as ready to depart as| was at the beginning of thisdiscussion,
four minutes and thirty-eight seconds ago.”

"No, you pile of parts, | mean, do what I'm doing." Han flexed,
emphasizing hisodd posture.

"Asyouwish, but | fail to seewhat will be gained..." C-3PO bentin an
imitation of Han's position, then added "Oh" as Syd, grinning, jumped
onto his back.

"That'sit,” Han said. "Sya, don't be afraid to use the whip, he's
willful and skittish."

"Sir, | protest. These are adjectives that cannot properly be used to
describe my behavior..."

Han set himsdlf into motion, heading down the halway, but rolled his
eyesat Jaina. "'l should have known better. She weighsasmuch asa
wampa."

"l donot!" Myri said.

They passed down the corridor, C-3PO and Syd following. Jaina watched
them go. So many times sheld ridden her father's back that way. The last
time... when had it been? Only afew years ago. Hed said shewas

getting too big, or that his back was getting too old. Probably another

Han Solofib.

The gathering in the hall was bresking up, Leiaaccompanying Wedge and
Iellatoward the complex's main hal, saying, "1 need to talk about some
additiond materid." Lukefollowed, little Benin hisarms, talking to

Kam and Tionne.

And then Jainawas adone. She followed Maras path to the door of the
Sky-walker chamber and knocked. At Maras'comein,” shedid so.

Marastood in the center of the main chamber. All the chamber's



furniture had been placed againg thewalls, giving theroom alarge

open areain the middle, doubtless a place for Maraand Luke to exercise
or meditate. Perhaps Mara had just started an exercise; shelooked a
little flushed, her hair dightly disarrayed.

"l guessit'sabad time” Jainasaid. Shejerked her head back toward
the door and the corridor beyond. "1 didn't know dl that was going on."

"It'sdl right. They're taking the Jedi academy studentsto anew

hiding place. Somewhere they'll be safe while the Errant Ventureison
dation here. Ben is going with them, and Wedge's kids, and the boy
Tarc." Marashrugged, and seemed about to add something, but no more
words came.

"Areyoudl right?'

"| fed like I've had the wind knocked out of me. | just can't seemto
find my breeth."

This sudden candor, the way Mara seemed to be just short of in control,
was unnerving. Jainatried to find somewordsto help but redized the
ridiculousness, the futility of it. She didn't have any experienceto
comparetoit.

Other than losing Anakin and Jacen. It was not the same. On one hand,
they were her brothers, not her son;

on the other, the loss was permanent. She steered hersdf away fr om
those thoughts. "Y ou could go with him," she said.

"Don't think | haven't considered it. Don't think | won't be considering

it until the moment your parents blast off. Or even &fter.” Mara

swallowed hard. "But my work here, and this mission to Coruscant, is
more important than my fedlings. If I'm not hereto do something I'm
supposed to do, the Y uuzhan Vong could take another few strides toward
victory. Down the line, when it counts, that might be the differencefor

us. It might be the difference between Ben having agadaxy he can grow
upin... or not having one. If | just do what | want to, and go running

after your father, Ben could end up dying. Or becoming adave of the

Y uuzhan VVong. | can't do that."

Maras eyes were closed now, but shewasin contral - in control of her
physica sdf, anyway. Nothing could control the anguish shewas
feding.

Jainafelt it through the Force, an outpouring of pain that roared out
of Maralike water through a shattered dam. It washed across Jainaand
shewas suddenly logtiniit -

years adone the cold of spacein her heart the Emperor's hand avenge his
death and then L uke what does hate become Ben so small so small wasl



ever that smal will | ever see him again do | deserveto be his mother

It folded Jainaover like asnap-kick to her somach. She lurched back
into the door, but Mara, eyes closed, somewhere deep within hersdlf,
didn't seem to hear.

Jainaresisted the urge to go to her mentor, to put her arms around her,

to comfort her. The numbers had to catch up with Jaina sooner or later,
asthey had with her brothers. Marawould be better off not having her
emotions divided asfinely asthey were. By stepping away, dlowing Mara
to concentrate just on her immediate family, Jainawould be helping her.
She backed into the doorway and out into the hall.

The door did closed in front of her, but the wash of thoughts and
emotions from Mara continued. Jainamoved away and began to catch her
breath, but Maras ache still permeated her, mingling with her own ache
from the loss of her brothers, and she wished she could keep from ever
hurting that way again.

With every step she drew away from Maras quarters, she felt the pain
dip away. At the end of the corridor, whereit intersected with the
main corridor leading to the adminigirative sector, she was hersalf
again... but with her thoughts and emotions till whirling like clouds

of piranha-beetleson Yavin 4.

Her thoughts were dill not settled minutes later as she went through
her X-wing checkligt.

All around her, starfighters and larger spacecraft in the specid
operations docking bay roared, whined, or rumbled into life, the sounds
and vibrations cutting through her despite the insulation provided by X
wing hull and flight suit. Normally she found it comfortably familiar,

even soothing, asif everyone affected by the noise and vibration were
united by them into asingle mind with asingle objective, but just now

it was distracting, intrusive. She couldn't focus.

The Millennium falcon wasin sight off to her port, and she could see
her mother and father in its cockpit. Leia caught sight of her look and
waved, smiling. Jainawaved back, absently, and forced asmile.

The starfighters of Jaina's own squadron were arrayed around her, with
Kyp and Jag Stuated nearest. She could see Kyp going through hisown
checklist, gaze nicking back and forth across the controls. Jag was
dready donewith his, leaning back in his pilot's couch, anonymous TIE
fighter helmet on, his posture relaxed.

Some of these people loved her. Others at |east respected her. They
would be hurt when shefollowed her brothersinto death, but shehad a
handle on that, putting them al increasingly a arm'slength so the

sting would be lesswhen shewas|ost to them.



She could help things further dong. Kyp had suggested sometime ago
that she become his gpprentice. If she accepted, it would probably sting
Maraahit, but then Marawould be able to withdraw from her lifeand
perhaps wouldn't fed the greater sting whenJainadied. And if she
became Kyp's apprentice, she could insst that he maintain the distance
suitable to a Master-apprentice relationship and stop expressing his
persond interest in her.

That left only Jag. She didn't know what he might have meant to her had
things been different. She suspected that pursuing this question was one
of the reasons behind hisjoining her squadron. But he was disciplined
enough, too accustomed to lossto be dragtically affected if Jainadied.
Hed beadl right.

She settled back, atrifle camer. She had aplan for al the people she
could currently affect. When the numbers caught up to her, al these
people would be able to endure her loss alittle better, alittle more
egly.

Her comlink clicked. It was Kyp, adirect, pilot-to-pilot transmission
routed through their respective as-tromechs. "You dl right?' he asked.

"Jugt usng acaming technique.”

"I don't think it'sworking. | can fed you from over here. You'rein
turmail."

"No, I'm naot. It just seemsthat way." To cut the conversation short,
she clicked over to squadron frequency. "Twin Suns Leader to squadron. |
have four engines at full power, ready to scramble.”

"Two, four lit and waiting for atarget.”
"Twin Suns Three, ready.”

"Four, starboard upper showing its usua power flux, but ready to
dance..."

A minute later, the go-code flashed across her board. Twin Sunswas
first out of the specia ops docking bay, its sarfighters surrounding
one of the kludged, right-angle-shaped craft the defenders of Borleias
referred to as pipefighters. They set up on thekilling field and waited
for the other squadronsto deploy.

Next were the Rogues, reduced in number by the absence of Nevil and

Corran, with their pipefighter, and the Wild Knights, guarding theirs.

Fourth was Blackmoon Squadron, the renamed E-wing squad that had
previoudy protected PyriaVVFs moon, under the command of Captain Y akown
Reth; they escorted the triangle-shaped pipefighter that was the

centerpiece of the Operation Starlancer experiments. Findly, the

Millennium Falcon, its two Rogue Squadron escort X-wings, and alarger



freighter lumbered out of the docking bay, practicaly emptyingit.

Jainaswitched her comlink over to fleet frequency. "Thisis Twin Suns
Leader to Control. Test-firemission isready to launch.”

"Twin Suns, thisis Control. Launch at will. Best of luck.”

Jainaled the Twin Sunsand their pipefighter up in agentle ascent

through Borleias's atmosphere. No one was entirely sure how much stress
the experimentd pipefighter could endure. After every test mission,
mechani cs descended on the cobbled-together vehicles, with their space
station angle segments and their old Y -wing cockpit and engine
components, and managed to patch them together for yet another launch.
No one was yet suggesting that thiswas alosing battle, but Jainaknew

the experimental vehicleswere soaking up alot of repair and

mai ntenance resources. She hoped the project would be successful enough
to warrant the effort.

The squadrons reached high planetary orbit and went their separate ways,
each navigating to adifferent point in the Pyriasystem - dl but the
Facon and the vehicleswith her, which remained behind in orbit.

Tam Elgrin scrambled into his quarters on the shuttle and fumbled with
his concealed villip. Pain made hisfingers clumsy; it took severd
triesfor him to get the device open, to stroke the villip surface

itsdlf so that it would correctly expand into the shape of his

controller. " Speak," thewoman said. " Jaina Solo hasjust taken off,"
Tam said. With every word, his headache eased just abit. "With her
entire squadron. | was ableto fling that thing, that bug, at her X-wing
as shewasflying out of the docking bay. It stuck to theside. As
ordered." He was getting very good at following orders. Not long before,
he'd waked to the limits of the kill zone permitted to civiliansand

used his holocam to record the bleakness of that destroyed |andscape,
waliting there long enough for Y uuzhan Vong warriors a the kill zone's
edge to throw a packet to him. It was ajdlylike gob of transparent
materid, wiggling, filled with bugs and worms and things that couldn't
escape except when he jammed hisfingersinto it to pry them free, and
subsequent communications over thevillip hed told him what al the
various cregtures within it werefor.

"Excdlent. You're doing very well. Tam." His controller's words of

praise, her encouraging tones, made Tam fed better. He hated himsdlf

for it. "Wasthere anything s=?" his controller asked. "Nothing," he

said. His headache was gone now. " Contact me when you've had a chanceto
evauate the morale of the garrison once Jaina Solo istaken,” the woman

sad. Thenthevillip inverted. Tam closed its container. He stood in

place, shaking.

He now had an idea of how the leash that had been put on him worked.
When he failed to carry out his orders, the pain began. It worsened as
his failure continued. When he was able to report success, it



diminished. But since his controller couldn't know, until he reported,

how successful he was, the only stimulusfor the pain could be hisown
knowledge of failure. Some portion of hisbrain that lit up when hefelt
guilt, some hormone discharged into his bloodstream when he was under a
specific kind of stress, triggered the headaches.

He had no doubt that the pain, if alowed to grow too great, could kil
him. He'd been told so. HEd fdlt it grow to the point that he believed
it agnaled animminent explosonin hishead, afatd aneurysm or other
deedly falurewithin him.

If only he could find some way to think himself around the pain, to fed
no guilt or acknowledge no failure, so that the pain never came... but

even with that thought, throbbing began in histemples and the pain
returned.

He dumped, defeated. He wasn't even alowed to think such things.
Hewas adave and hewould dwaysbe adave.

He left the shuttle, head down, to return to hisduties.

Han douched in his pilot's seat and stared, in unaccustomed
contentment, at the star's.

"What are you thinking?' Leiaasked from the copilot's sest.

Han glanced a her. Shelooked far more comfortablein the Lela-szed
segt they'd ingtalled for her. At the very least, she wouldn't be

dipping back and forth during high-performance maneuvers. ™Y ou know
me," hesaid. "'l waan't thinking."

Leianodded. " I know you. What were you thinking?'

"I was thinking about what would happen when wefinaly got rid of the
Vong. | was thinking about taking up the old trade again.”

"Sureyou were."

"In an elder-statesman way, of course. And | was thinking that someone
with your skillsand connections, Leia, could be atremendous asset to
that sort of operation.”

Shejust looked a him for amoment, her expression somewhere between
amusement and outrage. "'Y ou think | should be asmuggler?!

"Sure, why not?'Y ou're through with politics, you said so. Maybe you
should follow me around for afew years. Like | did with you, when you
were busy helping rule the gdlaxy.”



"You didnt follow, you visited."

"Wl that's as close to following as| could manage. I'm sureyou'd be
better at it than | was."

"I may not be apalitician anymore, but I'm till, well, honest.”

"Migtress Leig, Captain Solo..." They were themusica tones of C-3PO.
Han and Leialooked to the back of the cockpit, where the Protocol Droid
good in hisusud posture of nervous diffidence. "What isit?' Han

asked.

"It'sthe children, Sr. | waswondering what sort of games and
entertainments | should find for them. They are, well, bored.”

"They can't be bored yet. We've only been here two minutes.”
Leianodded. "It takes Han at least three.”
Han shot her aglare. "Break out the hologame board."

"Well, | did, sir, but they appear to think it's somewhet old
fashioned."

"Old-fashioned? That's one of the few systemsthat wasingtdled new in
thefalcon.” Then Han frowned. It had been new when ingtaled, which
was, oh, nearly three decades ago.

Lelasmirked at hisexpression. "See-Threepio, |et the younger ones
train with lightsabers againgt the remote. They won't want to, snce

it's so antiquated, but tell them it's the same one Lukefirst trained

on, and bring up his scoresto give them something to compete againg.
The older ones... um, put up some smulations on the quadlasersand let
them run through those.”

Han nodded. "That's morelikeit."

"If they don't want to work with equipment thet old, tdl themit'sa
higtory lesson."

"Yes, MigressLeia" Thedroid returned the way held come.

Han glared at her. "Leig, you're just asking to walk from here.”

Shejugt smiled a him.

Twin Suns Squadron came on-gation in an empty region of Pyrian space.

The twelve members of the squadron broke into four shield triosand
moved out from the center of their zone while the pipefighter remained



behind, maneuvering itsaf to be more and more precisdly at the exact
mathematica point the Operation Starlancer coordinators required of it.
They directed their sensors outward to give them earliest possible
notification of a'Y uuzhan Vong intrusion.

Occas ond, low-volume comments crackled up from the comm board, which
was St to squadron frequency. At the four stations of the Starlancer
mission, nothing was happening - nothing but pipefighters setting up.

"I like your design.” That was Kyp, the volume of hisvoice louder than
the settings sheld set up for her comm system. She glanced down and saw
that he once again was routing a message through their astromechs for

privacy.

Jainaturned to look through her canopy at Kyp's X-wing, which was
floating mere meters off to her starboard. He was aso looking back at
her. "What design?"' she asked.

"Your X-wing coloration. | likeit for its effectiveness.”

"Oh, right." She'd arranged for her X-wing to be painted aglossy white;
on each flank was a picture of arunning voxyn. The reptilian beasts,
designed by the Y uuzhan Vong to detect and daughter Jedi, had all been
killed or doomed by the young Jedi Knights expedition to the worldship
around Myrkyr, and Jainadid not remember them fondly - they had killed
too many of her friends and colleagues. But she did like the ideawhen
Sharr had expressad it to her. Sheliked the mixed sgnalsit sent,
gppreciated itsambiguity. Did it mean that sheidentified with a

creature created by the Y uuzhan Vong? That though she was a Jedi, she
did not fear it and had participated in its destruction? That she

admired itsferocity and cunning? Its presence as asymbol on her
snubfighter would confuse the Y uuzhan VVong. It was certainly confusing
the New Republic fighters and Jedi who did not belong to the Insiders.

Kyp's own X-wing was now individually decorated aswell, with adesign
that had to be as unpleasant to him asthe voxyn wereto Jaina. On

ether sde of the fuselage was painted a sun in the throes of going
supernova, areminder to the Y uuzhan Vong that it was Kyp Durron who had
destroyed whole worlds, years ago, through use of a superweapon called
the Sun Crusher. Kyp had been driven by rage during that time, and had
not been old enough for maturity to have restrained him. Even today,
many people thought he should pay for his crime againgt those Imperid
worlds- pay the ultimate price, sacrificing hislife- but Luke

Skywaker had disagreed, and Kyp had, in theintervening years, found a
sort of uncomfortable and incomplete redemption in hisrole asa Jedi.

For amoment, Jainathought about adding, | like your design, too. That
would confuse Kyp, help keep him at bay. But her resolve softened and
she could not bear to inflict that little wound on him. She kept her

mouth shut.



"Contact, bearing three-three-saven, incoming.” That was Gavin
Daklighter's voice a the muted volume of the squadron frequency.

"Wild Knights here. We have incoming targets from Rimward.” Thiswas
Danni'svoice.

A moment later, Captain Reth caled in a sensor contact for Blackmoon
Squadron.

Jaina's sensor board was gill empty of unfriendlies, but three

smultaneous gpproaches againgt the other units protecting the

Starlancer vehicles suggested that sheld have incoming cora skippers

soon aswell. She switched to squadron frequency. "Keep your eyes open,”
shesad.

"Awww." That was the mechanica voice of Piggy, who was now flying as
Twin Suns Five and doing squadron tactics evaluation. "1 wanted to deep
awhilelonger." Then his voice became suddenly dert, asthough he
realized his jest might not be appreciated. "I mean, to hear isto obey,
Gregt One."

Jainagrinned. If shewereleading thisunit like amilitary squadron,
sheld snap at him for making irrdlevant comments over his comlink, but
the Twin Suns pilots were supposed to be looser, more idiosyncrétic.

"Starlancer Leader to squadrons, we are ready for tet-firing."

Jainaswitched back to fleet frequency. " Starlancer Leader, thisis Twin
SunsLeader. Fireat will."

Severd kilometers behind her, the ends of thetwo larger pipelike
extrusons from the pipefighter flared into incandescence. A bright red
bar of light, ameter-thick laser beam, legpt out from each one. Instead
of flaring once with ashort burst of energy, like agtarfighter weapon
system, they continued pouring out laser light.

Acknowledgments came in across her comm unit, indications from two other
Starlancer triangle-corner vehiclesthat they, too, had fired. Then

there were updates from them "Estimated two minutes until impact... One
minute forty-five seconds... one minute thirty seconds until impact..."

All four Starlancer craft werefitted with voice-only holocomm units,
alowing them to coordinate at transmisson speeds greater than the

speed of light, and their respective guardian squadrons were

piggybacking their own communications through those holocomms.

Jainatuned out the updates and concentrated on the fighter-pilot

chatter. The Rogues, Wild Knights, and Blackmoons al reported detecting
inbound squadrons, but now indicated that the squadrons were not coming
in at attack speed. This seemed to be a dower, more ddliberate sortie.

"Fifteen seconds until impact... Impact. We have positive connection on



both leads with Vehicle Two, with Vehicle Three... with Vehicle One. All
three are pogitive. Fire centrd units.”

Behind Jaing, the pipefighter fired off itsthird extrusion, the one

that bisected the right angle; it, too, emitted ameter-thick stream of
laser light. At the moment it fired, the project controller began
tranamitting, ""Estimated one minute twenty-two seconds until impact...
one minutefifteen..."

"Wild Knights engaged.” Danni Quegs voicerosein pitch. "We have two
squadrons of cora skippers.”

"Same here, two squadrons.” The Blackmoon leader, Captain Reth, was
camer than Danni. " Standard incoming tactics.”

"Rogues have two comple te squadronsincoming.” Then Gavin Darklighter's
voicetook on adightly amused tone. "Correction, two incomplete
squadrons.”

Jainafrowned at her sensor board. Why weren't the Y uuzhan VVong
attacking her position? It didn't make sense for them to attack three of
four Starlancer positions. They should be attacking only one, to acquire
a Starlancer pipefighter, or dl four.

Then she saw it, ablip at the extreme range of her sensors. "Incoming
enemies”" shesad, "from this pogition. Twin Suns shield trios, form up
onme"

Han and Lelalistened to the comm traffic from the Starlancer positions

- when it wasn't drowned out by the shrieks of amusement from the more
distant portions of the Falcon, where novice Jedi practiced deflecting
remote blasts, shooting down computer-generated targets with computer
generated laser blasts, and ran amok. Han and Leia could also hear C
3PO'sineffective protests. "That should be enough distraction out

there" Lelasad.

" think so, too." Han keyed his comlink. "Kam, Tionne, get them settled

in and strapped down. We're jumping out of herein one minute. A moment
later, he could hear the deeper tones of Kam Solusar addressing the

boi sterous passengers.

"Can| St up here?’

Han and Lelaturned to see Tarc standing at the opening into the
cockpit. The boy looked uncertain, unhappy.

Lelasad, "You don't want to Sit back there with the others? We won't
have much timeto talk to you, honey."

Tarc shook hishead. "They're better at everything than | am. Even Syd



and Myri."

Lelaexchanged alook with Han. Han cleared histhroat. " Sure, kid,
grap into the seat behind mine. And cinch everything down tight.”

The two coralskipper squadrons came laser-straight toward the Twin Suns
pilots. As Twin Suns broke again into four shield trios, the
coralskippers broke into four units of six, one each to ashield trio.

"Standard procedures,” Jaina said, and angled toward one of the six
coralskippers heading her way. She reached out for Kyp within the Force,
found him and grabbed him as easlly as catching a comrade's hand, then
waited for him to select atarget.

Hedid. They fired together. Jag firing an dmost unde-tectable fraction
of asecond later. Kyp's lasers found the target coralskipper's void;
Jaina's blasted through the bow. Jag's through the pilot canopy. Then
they hurtled padt, the remaining five cora skippersturning in pursuit.

As she banked around for another pass, Jaina spared aglance for her
sensor board. 1t showed al the cora skippers still engaged with the
garfighters; the six skips on the second shield trio, the one with

Pigay init, had already been reduced to five, and the other two groups
were intact. No one was maneuvering againg the pipefighter, which was
il pouring laser energy in three directions - no, onedirection, as

the two greater pipes shut down, leaving just the smaller pipetofire
energy at the center of the pipefighters long-distance formation.

A stream of plasma cannon projectiles poured past her X-wing, a a
distance of fifty meters or S0, close by star-fighter battle standards

but not close enough to worry her. These coralskipper pilots weren't the
best the Y uuzhan Vong had to offer; she could tell by the difficulty

they had in maintaining pursuit of her squadron’'s sarfighters, by the

fact that incoming fire was not drifting close enough to beterrifying.
Even the comm chatter suggested the comparative lack of danger the
sguadrons were facing; the voices of Rogue Squadron and Blackmoon
Squadron conveyed tenson, but not as much asin more chalenging

exchanges.

Jainaled her shield trio around in awide loop that kept them ahead of
their pursuers but brought them to within firing range of the skips
assaulting Twin Suns Seven through Nine. She gaveKyp alitile
confirming flicker through the Force; he chose another target and fired.
This skip pilot managed to veer away and get hisvoid up behind his
narrower profile, intercepting the lasers of both Jainaand Kyp, but
Jag's, at adightly different angle and fired at adight delay,

gprayed around the void and tore out the skip's underbelly. The
coralskipper veered away, barely under control, and began along loop
away from the combat zone.



"Thisisatrap." It was Piggy's voice, and Jaina saw that the message
was being routed directly to her through her astromech; none of the
other pilotswould be hearing it. "I recommend we return to base.”

Janafrowned. Thefive skips pursuing her shidd triowerenow ina
wedge formation, the boldest of them well out ahead of the others.
"Explainthat, Figgy."

She reached out to Kyp, fegling for amoment his hand on his X-wing's
yoke. She handled both her controls and his, smultaneoudly,
identically, and both X-wings decdlerated and gained dtitude relative
to their pursuers. Jag, |eft out of their Forcelink, leapt ahead.

Jainagave Kyp the cue. He targeted the lead skip and fired just as she
did. Jag, in his more maneuverable claw-craft, inverted in amaneuver
tight enough to send an X-wing out of control and fired at the lead
skip'sbow. The skip's dovin basal brought its void up to capture Jag's
lasers, but Jainds and Kyp'sfire shredded it, sending glowing yorik
cord chunksin al directions,

Jainaand Kyp kept up their fire, concentrating on the port sde of the
coraskipper formation. Jag drifted to his starboard, flashing by those

same two targets as he fired, his shots intercepted by voids but keeping
those spots of darkness from swallowing the X-wings fire. In moments,
those two skips, though not destroyed, were charred by laserfire and
venting atmosphere. Jag looped around and came up behind Jainaand Kyp
asthey dropped into position behind the coral skipper formation.

Meanwhile, Piggy wastaking. Talking and talking. "Listen to the comm
chatter. We've been attacked by forces sophisticated enough to time
smultaneous assaullts on the other three squads, but they didn't jump us
until the other three were fully engaged. Thisisaploy designed to

make sure were pinned in place and happily hunting easy kills, while
they set something up.”

"Copy." Jainatrained bursts of laserfire on the skip ahead. Her Force
connection with Kyp dipped as she focused on Piggy'swords.

Hewasright. All evidence pointed to the new Y uuzhan VVong commander
being canny and experienced. HEd never set up a sophisticated assault
with second-rate pilots except as adistraction, abluff, or atrap.

But they couldn't just flee whenever they faced atrap. The Y uuzhan Vong
would come to recognize their skit-tishness, and then begin to exploit

it.

"Piggy, were going to weather thisone out,” she said. "l want you to
broadcast that warning, the short form, in the clear on fleet

frequencies. Try to sound panicked, would you?"

"Copy." A moment later, hisvoice sounded across the fleet frequency, at



ahigher volume and pitch "Great One, thisisTwin SunsFive. | fed a
trap closing around us. We haveto flee."

Jainasnorted to herself at his melodramatic words, then responded
appropriately. "Be cam, Piggy. Havefaith. You fed their trap. They're
about to fed mine.”

Now, shetold hersdf, al we haveto do isfigure out what they're
trying to do, keep them from doing it, and do something worse to them.

Easy.
Sure,

The beam from the lesser end of the pipefighter ceased. Itspart in the
operation was over for now. She switched to squad frequency. " Starlancer
One, get out of there. Head back to base."

"Copy. Starlancer One on our way."

THIRTEEN
Borleias Occupation, Day 39

The streams of laser energy from Starlancers One, Two, and Three
converged on Starlancer Prime, the pipefighter with the three extrusions
arrayed in equa angles. Each stream entered one of the pipe openings.

Starlancer Prime'slast extrusion, the one aimed at the Coruscant
system, fired, channeling its constant, meter-thick beam of laser light
toward the former home of the New Republic government severd light
years avay.

Jag had made a clean solo kill against one of the starboard skips. That
left two damaged, one unhurt, of the six that had come againgt them.
Jaina's sensor board showed that one other pilots, Twin Suns Ten, was
drifting powerless, but Eleven had reported that Ten was il dive.

Then there was something else on her long-range sensors, two large red
blips arriving from the opposite directions a high speed, just now
dowing asthey reached the vicinity of the target zone. They werethe
right sizefor Y uuzhan Vong corvette analogs, and as Jainawatched, the
blipsfired off many more, smdler blips- signs of a cora skipper

launch. "The second wave is here," shetold her squad. "Rogues,
Blackmoons, Wild Knights, watch out for reinforcements at your end.”

She received three sets of acknowledgments but barely registered them as
her wing trio scored quick kills on the undamaged cora skipper and one
of the damaged ones. Thelast Y uuzhan VVong pilot from the origind six
turned away, toward one of the oncoming flood of cora skipper



reinforcements.

Jainalet him go. Other survivorsof thetwo first Y uuzhan Vong

sguadrons were also scattering back toward their reinforcements. None of
them appeared to be pursuing the rapidly retreating Starlancer vehicle

or thedrifting Twin Suns Ten. Jainacalled for her squad to mugter in

the few seconds available to them. "Rogues, have they sprung the same
trap at your end?”’

"Negative, Twins Leader."

"Wild Knightsjust have the origina squads, though resstanceis
diffening.”

"Same with Blackmoon, Twins."

"These areinterdictors. Leader." That was Piggy'svoice. "They're not
herefor the Starlancers. They're here tor you."

"Plot usacourse out of here. Piggy. Away from the Starlancers escape
vector."

A bare second later, a projected course sprang up on Jainas nav
computer. It didn't lead through the area showing the most open space.
Jainawondered why Piggy had ddliberately ignored that most logica
option - and then readlized that he'd probably done so because it wasthe
most logica option, and one the Y uuzhan VVong had doubtless planned on
her choosing. He had to have seen other things sheld missed for himto
decide on this course.

Whatever his reasoning, she oriented along his escape vector and fired
her thrusters at full acceleration. The rest of Twin Suns came up
smoothly behind her. Ahead, Y uuzhan V ong cora skippers began to
congregate on her escape route; behind, more skips turned in her wake,
accelerating to catch up. Her sensor board suggested that the eleven
Twin Suns pilots now faced five times as many skips.

A microjump away, afraction of alight-year outside the Pyriasystem,
Han and Leialistened to the holocomm traffic from their daughter's
battle zone. "I'm going back," Han said.

Leialooked as ashen asHan felt. Slowly, she shook her head. "We can't
help her."

"The hell we can't. | can get her escape vector, and we can drill ahole
in from the other side before the VVong know were coming -

"Fine. What do you want meto tell our passengers, the children?’

Han gave an inarticulate growl. He sat with muscleslocked, listening to



find out what would become of his daughter.

"We screwed up,” Wedge said. Asusual during missions of any importance,
he stood in the control chamber bes de the hologram displaying the
misson zone.

Tycho nodded, looking glum. He didn't elaborate on Wedge's words.

He didn't need to. The two of them had had the misson and the Y uuzhan
Vong response plotted out in greet detail. The Y uuzhan Vong would, at
some point, make an atempt to grab the Starlancer vehicles. The pilots
of the pipefighters would be theoretically able to detach their

cockpits, which had their own rudimentary thrusters, and escape,
destroying the pipe assemblies with primitive mechanica sdf-destruct
systemsthat were unlikely to be affected by enemy countermeasures,
leaving Ibehind just enough cluesto give the Y uuzhan Vong ahint of
what was going on.

But that whole approach assumed that the Starlancers would be the
Y uuzhan Vong target. Instead, it appeared that Jaina Solo wasthe
target.

And since only Jaina's squadron had been attacked in thisfashion, it
meant that Y uuzhan V ong spotters on the ground or in Borleias orbit had
identified her and correctly determined her course, suggesting that they
were even more on the ball than Wedge and Tycho had guessed.

"How long before we can get anyoneto her?' Wedge asked.

Tycho shrugged. "Two minutes to get the frigate Lunar Tideto the Site.
And that'll just get Lunar Tide destroyed. Five minutesfor the task
force now leaving Bor-leias's mass shadow.”

Wedge weighed the numbers, not forgetting that among them were numbers
of theliving crew of the vessdsinvolved. How many liveswas Jaina

Solo worth? More important, how much harm would it do to them, to their
plans, to demonstrate the New Republic habit, consdered aweakness by
the Y uuzhan Vong, to risk and probably doom a greater number of people
to save asmaller number?

"Tdl Lunar Tideto get into postion to jJump... but not jump until we
givetheorder. They'll wait for the task force unlesswe say
otherwise"

Tycho nodded and turned to his comm board.
With the discipline of decades. Wedge was able to concedl theway his

decison tied hisinsdes up in knots, and he prayed that he wouldn't
haveto tel Han and Leiathat hed doomed their daughter.



"I can get the squad out of here," Jag said. "Careto sharethe
information?" Jaina asked. "It'll take too long, Goddess. Careto trust
me?' Jainaweighed the question for part of a second and found that she
did - if he said he knew how to get them out dive, then hedid. "Were
your wing," shesaid.

"Y ou and Kyp, launch shadow bombs. Have them follow me at a distance of
afew meters - as close as you can manage. Y ou'll know when to drop
them. Hang back, let melead you by afew kilometers" Without waiting

for further authorization or acknowledgment, Jag hit histhrustersand

pulled out ahead of the Twin Sunsformation.

Janafdt dight confusion from Kyp, asort of question mark. She

offered up amenta shrug. She armed and launched one shadow bomb, then
reached out to grab it with the Force and hurtleit dong in Jag'swake.

She dimly detected Kyp's smilar efforts; his shadow bomb was well ahead
of hers.

The foremost oncoming coral skippers were amost on Jag now, but he
executed a starboard turn, as close to aright-angleturn asa TIE pilot
could manage, and headed directly toward one of the Y uuzhan Vong
interdictors, the one between their position and the safety of Borleias.

The oncoming cora skippers vectored to follow Jag. Jainaopened fire,
spraying them with stuttering red laser bolts, and heded over in Jag's
wake; she saw lasarfirefrom her fellow pilots flashing into the cloud

of skips, saw one of the Y uuzhan Vong craft detonate.

Thiswas hard going. She had to fly, fire, and keep track of her shadow
bomb in the Force - and the latter task was one of the more difficult,
because Jag wasjinking and juking asonly a TIE or A-wing fighter pilot
could, dodging incoming plasma cannon fire from the inter-dictor so
nimbly and acrobeticaly that the chief danger to him wasthat hed
twitch into the path of a plasma projectile rather than having one seek
and find him. Keeping the shadow bomb tucked in right behind him was
proving an dmost impossible task. Her bomb strayed to elther side of
Jag's clawcraft with every sdedip he performed.

Then shefelt Kyp reach to her through the Force. She could suddenly see
his technique; she saw Jag'sliving presence in the Force, and there

were the two unliving things that were his shadow bombs, and Kyp had
connected them asif encasing dl three in abubble so that whenever Jag
moved, he himsalf drew the bomb aong with him. Kyp was supplying the
energy, but Jag, unknowing, was directing it. Jainatried to do the

same, tried to draw a connection between her bomb and Jag... and though,
in that instant, she knew she hadn't developed the degree of control Kyp
had, she could tell that her shadow bomb was now shadowing Jag more
effectively.

The coral skippers they'd been heading toward mere moments ago had now



turned in their wake. Jaina put most of her discretionary X-wing energy
into her rear shields and concentrated on flitting like a piranha

beetle, keeping the pursuing Y uuzhan Vong pilots from getting a good
shot in at her. Her other pilots were doing the same.

Jag had increased hislead to severd kilometers, and up ahead loomed
the bulk of the Y uuzhan Vong interdictor. Its squadrons of

coralskippers, which had dispersed to head off the Twin Suns escape
were congregating again, but they'd been caught off guard by the run
againg theinterdictor. Of course they had. From alogica point of

view, it was the dumbest thing the New Republic pilots could have done.

Jag amed gtraight in at the capital ship's bow, the node whereiits

dovin basals were concentrated - the dovin basas that dragged the ship
through space, that projected the voids that drank incoming damage, that
projected gravitic fluctuationsinto hyperspace to drag shipsin transit
back into realspace - and to keep nearby craft from making the jJump into
hyperspace. And findly Jainaknew and understood Jag's plan.

His evasive maneuvers became tighter, faster, more random as he neared
theinterdictor and itsfull array of plasma cannons opened up on him.
Jaina, through her tentative Force connection with Jag, could fed

little spikes of darm and adrendine go through him, something she

would never have guessed, given hiscalm demeanor in every Stuation.

"Coming up on drop point,” Jag said, histone asindifferent asif held
just ordered amedl he didn't look forward to eating. "Three, two..."
His clawcraft began spraying laserfirein aspird peattern, the
interdictor'svoids greedily sucking it dl in. Jainacould seethe

voids concentrating there before Jag's clawcraft, anticipating the
spread of his attack.

Anticipating. He was o good at anticipating, predicting, that he could
use the anticipation of his enemies asawegpon againg them. Jaina
shook her head.

"...onedrop."

Jag's clawcraft vectored again, another angle only a TIE craft could
manage, but he continued to direct his laserfire againgt the flank of
the interdictor. Itsvoidstracked, staying ahead of hislasers.

Jainayanked her shadow bomb away from Jag, kept it almost on his
origina course, pulling it to port. Kyp maneuvered hisup and to
starboard. A void sprang up before Kyp's.

But Jainas hit, detonating in abrilliant flash mere metersfrom the
dovin basd node. She felt another jolt of darm from Jag, but he did

not disappear from her perceptions.

Shelooped around the dying interdictor, spraying fire at apair of



cora skippers ap proaching from ahead to port, and her laser attacks were
joined by those of her squadmates. The two skips were reduced to
superheated yorik cora rubble in a matter of moments... and suddenly
there was nothing between her squad and Borleias but open space.
Coraskippers were angling in from the sides, but none could manage an
intercept course capable of catching her X-wings. She bresthed a sigh of
relief.

Then her breath |eft her. Her unit conssted of only ten blips. Twin
Suns Three wasn't back with them. She found Jag on the sensor board,
back inthe vicinity of the dying interdictor, a an angle that was
carrying him back into the midst of the coral skippers.

"Twins Threg, thisis Leader. What are you doing?'

"Sorry, Leader." Jag's voice sounded pained. "l was grazed by a
sngularity effect. My shields are stripped and the yank put me off
course. I'll haveto catch up to you later."

That wasjust pilot bravado. Jag had nearly two squadrons of
coraskippers converging on him from al directions. No available exit
vector would let him use the clawfighter's superior speed to just speed
past opposition; hed haveto fight hisway out, and without shields, he
didn't have achance. His skillsmight let him last afew seconds,
perhaps aminute. Then he would be dead.

Jainawavered. Jag was one of her pilots. She couldn't leave him behind.
Couldnt.

But Kyp was 4till in contact with her, still connected through the
Force. She heard him across the comm unit

"No, Jaina. If you go back, you've just thrown away what he did for you.
Y ou can't be captured.”

"l know," she said. Her voice sounded wesk to her. She watched asthe
closest of the cord skippers came within firing range of Jag. He resumed
hisevasveflying; thelittle blip representing him on the sensor board
blurred as the sensorstried to keep up with his movements.

"Let'sgo," Kyp sad. Hisvoice was solemn, and she could fed that his
regret was genuine.

"Yes" shesaid. "Twin Suns, set course for Borleias, jump when ready.

L et the planet's mass drag you out of hyperspace." She saw Twin Suns
Eleven jump amost immediately; Tilath must have had the course dready
plotted.

Over the next few moments, the others jumped, dl but her and Kyp, while
on the sensor screen Jag's blip became surrounded by an increasingly
thick screen of red dots.



"I'mwaiting for you," Jainasaid. She could barely hear her own voice.
There seemed to be ahaze over her eyes, aclourf of white noisein her
ears.

"I'mwaiting for you," Kyp said.

"Together, then." Jainatook a deep breath, watching the ever-tightening

web of coraskippers around Jag. They were channeling him, leaving the
screen lighter in one direction, and he was inexorably moving toward the
other interdictor. "On three. One, two, three, jump.”

Neither X-wing jumped.

"Blagtit, Kyp, go home." Jainayanked on her yoke, sending her X-wing
in the tightest turn she could manage back toward the combat. Back
toward the stream of cora skippers pursuing her. And shefound, in that
moment, that the haze over her eyes and white noisein her ears

disappeared.

"Jaing, no." Kyp stayed with her. "Y ou can't do this. Y ou can't save
him. Y ou can only kill yoursdf."

"Shut up." Hewasn't dead. Jag was il flying, he still had atrigger
under hisfinger, he wouldn't die. She would get there. She would save
him.

Thefirg of her pursuers began firing. They werent firing plasma
cannons. Space around her was suddenly riddled with grutchins, the
burrowing insects that could disable a craft. She twitched her yoke,
alowing the Force to guide her evasive maneuvers, and switched
discretionary power to her forward shields. So far, there were none of
the digtinctive ping noises of agrutchin hit.

"Jaing, thisis Colone Celchu. Thistransmissonis scrambled and
coming through your astromech. Genera Antillesisissuing adirect
order. Do not reenter the combat zone. Return to base. Do you
understand?’

Part of her did. Part of her knew that Wedge Antilles had concluded that
Jag Fel waslogt, and was not willing to exploit even the faint chance
Jaina Solo offered to save his own nephew. That's how bad it looked.

"Don' tell methe odds," she said, her voice nearly awhisper. She
flashed past the first squadron of pursuers. They looped widetoturnin
her wake without getting in the way of the second squadron. Now
grutchins were coming at her from two directions.

"l didn't tell you the odds.” For once, Tycho sounded confused.

"Good."



Kyp hung doggedly at Jaina's Sde, firing as constantly as hislasers
would recycle. Jainawasnt firing. Her mind was somewhere else, not
even acknowledging the cora skippers asthrests, only her reflexes
keeping the grutchins off her. Kyp nailed one oncoming coraskipper, his
lasers hitting the dovin basal and then shearing through into the skip's
main body. He checked his sensor board. Only forty-nine skips and one
interdictor to go.

Then it was forty-eight. The number on the board dropped and onelittle
light near Jag's blip winked out. But Jag was now awfully closeto that
interdictor.

Then the answer cameto Kyp. "Jaina, | can save him, but | need your
help."

Hefdt aflicker from her. "How?' she asked.

"Aim graight in for the other interdictor's bow. Go ahead and punch
through the cloud around Jag to give him somerelief. And protect me.
I'm going to be too busy to shoot.”

"Kyp, the shadow bomb thing can't work again. They'll be looking for
it"

"That's not what 1'm going to do. Do you trust me?”
"Doit."

They traded places then, Jaina suddenly opening up with her weapons, Kyp
handing the task of flying evasively over to hisreflexeswhilehhismind
went esawhere.

Luke Skywaker had done this once, a couple of years ago. Hed mentioned
it to the other Jedi. No one else had tried it because it had exhausted
Luketo the point of collapse, and Jedi were seldom in aposition to

survive atechnique that tired them so completely.

They were past the second wave of coralskippers now and heading toward
the cloud surrounding Jag. Beyond it, not far now, was the second
interdictor. Kyp knew that other skips had to be converging on him and
Jaina. He didn't bother to look at his sensor board. They weren't

relevant now.

And he didn't think he'd be asterribly drained as Luke by the
technique. He was stronger in the Force than Luke Skywalker.

He'd known that almost since they'd met - that he had more pure power
than the legendary Jedi Master. But thiswas, perhaps, thefirst time
held been ableto say it to himsdf without alittlethrill of pride. He



was just stronger, and that was all. It usualy didn't matter. Now it
did.

They reached the edge of the coralskipper cloud around Jag. Jainaand
Kyp flashed by the skipsthat had turned against them, dodging their
incoming fire, Jaina praying return fire. Suddenly they werein the
middle, with Jag's clawcraft turning in their wake, and the interdictor
was before them.

Absently, barely aiming, Kyp squeezed the trigger of hislasers. Hisred
beamsflashed out againgt the interdictor, and avoid moved in position
to intercept the beams.

Within the Force, within the broader range of sensesit gave him, he
tried to fed the presence of that void. He couldn't fed the Y uuzhan
Vong or their creatures, but he could fed distortionsin space, hard
little nuggets of wrongness where there should be nothing.

Hefelt many of them, but didn't know which belonged to the interdictor,
which to the cora skippers, and this rarefied sensory data didn't
precisaly trandate to exact directions and distances. A void that felt

far away could be from a cora skipper close at hand.

He armed a proton torpedo and fired it. Hefélt its physical presence
as, in amatter of seconds, it closed the distance between him and the
interdictor... and was swalowed by another void.

Hefdt it enter the void, fet which of the many singularitiesit was.

And he seized upon that void, directing dl his Force abilities and
disciplineagang it.

It was like using athin metal rod to push agrounded landspeeder. Too
much pressure and it would bend, becoming useless. Too little and
nothing would happen. He had to find the right pressure to budge it, to
st it into motion and keep it going that way ...

For amoment, the only thingsin the universe were him, Jaina, and the
void. He moved the void, turned it around, moved it back the other
direction.

Then hewas himsdlf again, in the cockpit, watching the flank of the
interdictor distort. The void had moved back and touched the
interdictor, and now the interdictor el ongated into it, extending what
looked like apliant extrusion of what he knew to be hardened yorik
cord into thesingularity.

The portions of theinterdictor in closest proximity to thevoid
accelerated faster into its maw so that portions farther back tore,
venting gasesinto space. But theincredible gravity of the angularity
didn't alow the remainder of the ship to tear away and befree. It



dragged greater and greater portions of theinterdictor into i,
compressing them, rending them, and in amoment theinterdictor was

gone.

Kyp felt obliterated, bone-tired, as though held run for days, drawing
on the Force to sustain him, and had finally settled down for rest. His
diagnostics board was beeping at him and he spared it aglance. "I've
taken damage," hesaid. "A grutchin, | thi nk."

In fact, aportion of his cockpit, to starboard, was starting to
blacken, with acrid smoke pouring off it. 1dly, he pulled hislightsaber
from his belt and oriented its head toward the blackened area

A moment later, the metd parted and insectile eyes shoved their way
into the cockpit. Kyp thumbed his lightsaber on and the energy blade
plunged through the creature. Kyp turned it off again. Its noise was
muted by the fact that dmost dl the atmosphere in the cockpit had
disgppeared through the hole in those few moments;

Kyp'sflight suit activated, its energy shield technology holding
atmospherein around him, keeping pressure on his skin. " Grutchin
problem solved,” he said.

"Sorry about that,” Jainasaid. Her voice was muted.

Kyp glanced at his sensor board. He, Jaina, and Jag were outbound from
the engagement zone. Maybe twenty cora skippers were in pursuit.

But there were now other friendlies on the board, a cloud tagged Rogue
Squadron, a capital-ship-sized blip tagged Lunar Tide, approaching from
the approximate direction of gaactic spin. "Let'sgo that direction,”

Kyp suggested.

"WEell do that, Kyp," Jainasad. "Thank-you."

"Think nothing of it."

Han s, limp and gray, in his seat and forced himself to take deeper
breaths.

Leiadidn't look any better than hefelt. "We raised her that way, Han,
whether we intended to or not."

"l know."
"So we cant exactly criticize her.”

"Since when doeslogic interfere with my right to complain to her?
Especidly when she does something that stupid?”

"Hm_ll



"I'm twenty years older than | wasthis morning. Twenty years, Leia"
"Y ou're sarting to sound like Threepio.”
Hescowled at her. "Am | redly?’

"Just fly. The faster we get to the Maw, the faster we can return.”

FOURTEEN
Y uuzhan Vong Worldship. Coruscant Orbit

The laser beam, a meter thick, flashed from the depths of spaceto
strike Tsavong Lah'sworldship.

It hit with the force of aturbolaser battery, pouring damage onto the
worldship surface, superheating the yorik cord there, scarring deeply
intoit.

Lessthan asecond later, avoid materiaized benegth it, intercepting
it, swalowing dl the damage. The void remained there as the damage
continued to rain down. Then, aminute later, the laser attack ceased,
and the void disappeared.

In the worldship control chamber, Tsavong Lah took the news of the
attack with puzzlement in his manner. "Extent of damage?' he asked.

"Minimd," Mad Lah sad. "The damageisdready regenerating. Withina
day, therewill be nothing but a battle scar.”

"And you have not found the vehicle or emplacement that fired it."

"No, Warmagter. Though it appearsthat it was fired from beyond the
orbit of this system's outermost planet, and took considerabletimeto
reach our worldship.”

"Demondrating merely that they have enough spotters on the planet

bel ow, and that those spotters have enough communications gear, that

they can keep track of thisworldship's position whileit remainsin

orbit." Tsavong Lah shrugged. "Why would they demonstrate this knowledge
inaway that gainsthem no advantage?'

"I do not know, Warmaster."
Tsavong Lah considered, bardly distracted by the twinging sensations

brought on by the parasites burrowing their way through the flesh of his
am,



A thought occurred to him, adiscouraging one. " Trace the course of that
laser attack."

"We have dready done so, Warmaster."

"Trace it beyond the Coruscant system. What other planetary syssemsare
directly dong that line?'

Mad Lah gestured to one of hisanaysts, and within moments the analyst
brought them the answer. "Pyria" Mad Lah said.

"Openthevillip to my father. And bring Vigi Sheshtome.”

Borleias Occupation, Day 39

Though the doors to the specia ops docking bay were open, and the X
wings of Rogue Squadron were maneuvering through them to land, Jaina,
Kyp, and Jag were directed to land in the kill zone, only afew dozen
meters from the front entranceway, in an areawhere no other vehicles
were stuated. One officer stood there done, and asthey cameinfor a
landing, Jainarecognized him

Colond Cdlchu.

Her heart couldn't snk much. It was aready somewhere around her
ankles. But shefdt it descend the find few centimetersto her toes.

Asthe pilots emerged from their starfighters, Tycho looked between
them. "Anyone hurt?' he asked.

They dl shook their heads. Kyp, though undamaged, leaned heavily
againg thewing of his snubfighter, and Tycho gave him a second look.
"You, goliedown," hesaid.

"Happy to." Kyp glanced a Jaina "By your leave, Gregt One."

"Get somerest, Kyp."

Tycho turned to Jaina. "Genera Antilleswantsto see you,now."

"l expect 0."

"And me?" Jag asked.

"Later," Tycho said. "Though he did want meto extend his

congratul ations on that shadow bomb tactic. Sincekills can't be awarded
to more than two people, he thinks that first interdictor should be

awarded to you."

"l agree," Janasad. "I'll Sgn off on that."



"Me, t00," Kyp said.

They waked into the biotics building. Kyp managed not to stagger ashe
|eft them for hisquarters.

At Wedge's office, Tycho left Jainaand Jag to enter the inner office,
then stuck his head out amoment later to say, "It'll be about five
minutes”

"Understood,” Jainasad.

When Tycho had withdrawn again into theinner office, leaving them with
Wedge's protocol droid. Jag said, "1 need to talk to you. Privately.”

Jainacouldn't tell, from his quiet, controlled manner, what he intended
to convey to her, but she had agood idea. "There€salittle conference
room down the corridor."

"Thetll do."

She knew what he was going to say. Hisface would turn pae with his
anger, highlighting the scar on hisforehead, and he would cut her with
hiswords. Y ou abandoned your mission objectivesfor one pilot, hed

say. Y ou amost wiped out the rest of your squadron. Y ou almost wrecked
the plan. No oné'slifeisworth that. Not mine. Not yours. You'rea
completefailure asaleader, asan officer.

Hed say that, and she wouldn't have any words with which to defend
hersdlf, because held beright.

Hed stare a her with an expression made up of analytical caculation
and hard experience. HEd tell her what he thought of her. Then held
turn and walk away. Hed find himsdf aunit to command, aunit that
could be counted on to perform up to his professiona standards.

A sharp pain sprang up in her gut, as though shed in-advertently
swallowed a vibroblade and her movements had finally switched it on. But
she hdd hersdlf straight. She had to be able to look him inthe eye

when he started in on the verba beating she knew she deserved.

They reached the conference room, its door open, itsinterior cool and
dark; Jag turned on the overhead lights, closed the door behind Jaina.

She faced him, hoping that what she was feding wasn't reflected in her
expresson. "I know what you're going to say,” shetold him.

"l don't think you do." Oddly, hisface was not the stern mask sheld
expected. If anything, helooked uncertain, unlike the Jag Fel shewas
used to.



"You'regoing to tell methat | screwed up. Y ou're going to elaborate
until you're certain | can't take it anymore. Then you're going to
leave." Her throat, congtricting, caused her to lose control of the last
few words; they sounded high and hoarse to her.

"No. We both know that your command decisions were far afield of common
sense and effective strategy. We don't even have to discussthat. What |
haveto know..." He hesitated, and if anything looked even less sure of
himsdlf than before, "What | have to know isthis Why did you doit?*

"l don't know."

"Y ou do know. Y ou have to know. Nobody else but you could know." He
leaned in closer. It wasn't aposture of intimidation; he stared into

her eyes asif he hoped to find an answer, any answer, written in tiny

|etters on her pupils. "Answer me."

"I... 1..." Her voice hoarsened until she was sure she could no longer
useit, but finally words emerged, words that seemed to be coming from a
child. "Everyoneisgoing away." Tearsblurred her vison. "They keep
going away and | can't stop it. | didn't want you to go away."

Then the tears did come, and Jag was transformed into awavery block of
black uniform with awavery block of pae skin atop it. She could no
longer read his expression but knew it had to be one of puzzlement or
distaste or outright contempt -

Then hetook her by the shoulders and pulled her to him, drawing her
head againgt his chet, resting his own head atop hers, an embrace that
gtartled her so much that she should have jumped away. But she didn't.
Sheleaned againgt him, ahdf collapse, her legsno longer willing or
ableto bear dl her weight, and though she did not sob, her tearsran
down her face and soaked into his uniform.

"l won't go anywhere," he said.
"Why?

"Why what?"

"Why won't you go anywhere?"

"Because | don't want to." Hetilted his head down and hers up, and
suddenly she was kissing him, holding him tight enough to cause avacuum
weld.

Her confusion didn't disappear, but it was joined by asoaring
sensation, as though shed just taken off and left her X-wing behind.
There was aso an abrupt relief of pressure, unbearable pressure that
she had never felt descending upon her, had never noticed until it was

gone.



Gavin Darklighter departed Wedge's office. Wedge and Tycho looked up as
Jag entered and sal uted.

"I've known Jaina So lo since she wastiny,” Wedge said. "Y ou're not
I,H.II

Jag kept his attention fixed on thewall over Wedge'shead. "1 camein
her place, gir."

" She asked you to do that?*

"No, gr. | told her to go get somerest. That 1'd speak to you and get
things sorted out."

"Sorted out." Wedge exchanged a glance with Tycho, but his second-in
command had retreated behind the safety of his sabacc face. "Do | need
sorting out, Fel?™

"I believe s0, St through no fault of your own. If | may answer a

question with aquestion, how old were you before you first disagreed
with acommanding officer - and later found out you wereright?*

"Twenty. Whichiswhen | first had acommanding officer.”

"I'm about the same age, Sir, and | have something to recommend before
you talk to Jaina Solo."

"Very well. At ease. Sit down. Let's hear what you haveto say."

Jag did ashewastold and finally met hisuncleseyes. "Sir, | think
that disciplining her now would be like hitting abar of metal wheniit's
superheated.”

"Meaning that you'l changeits shape.”

"Yes, sr. And not for the better.”

"What about her reliability in combat? | need to take her off theline.
She'snot rationd.”

"That would be disciplining her, sir, probably with the results|
predict. | recommend againgt it."

"Despite the fact that she ddliberately disobeyed orders and risked a
high-priority misson to pursue a persona agenda.”

"Yes, gr." Jag cleared histhroat. "Sir, I'd fly again with her
tomorrow, and not out of gratitude. | think that what happened today was
ananomaly. | don't think it will happen again.”



"Caretotel mewhy?'
"No, gr."

Wedge let aslencefall between them, let it stretch into long seconds.
"Y ou know, | would not, from acommand point of view, be ableto
accommodate you on this, despite the fact that | do have appreciation
for your views and experience. It'sthe sort of thing that undermines
discipline. But we dready have ordersin place that demongtrate that
Jainareceives specid trestment. Thisisamore extreme variety of
specid treatment than I'd prefer to accord her, but there you are.”

"Yes gr."

"All right, then. I'll do asyou recommend. And get my answerslater.”
Wedge leaned forward, his posture becoming more casud. "L et me take my
rank insignia off for a second. Jag, and say how glad | am that you made
it today."

Jag managed asmile. "Thank you, Sir - uh, Wedge."

"Stll difficult to addressmeinformdly, isn't it?"

"Yes Yes,itis"

"Good. That gives me one more way to make aknow-it-all nephew
uncomfortable." Wedge heaved asigh. "Back to work for me, so I'll let
you get back to your duties, aswell.”

"Sir." All business again. Jag stood, sauted, and | €ft.

When the door closed behind him, Tycho said, "That wasinteresting.”
"He deliberately countermanded one of my orders,” Wedge said.
"Hewasfurtive.

Wedge nodded. " Sneaky, even.”

"Well make aRebdlion-gtylepilot of himyet.”

The Maw

Han navigated through the danger zone of the Maw with the grace,
intuition, and delicate skill he could demongtrate whenever the need
arose - but which he preferred to demonstrate only when no onewas
watching, as careful, meticulous flying of this sort ran counter to his
image as acocky and cardess flyboy. Behind the Millennium Facon, in
sanglefile, followed two X-wings and afreighter, each meticuloudy



duplicating his course changes.

The Maw, from far away, was visible only asabig splotch of color with
dark singularities sucking in colorful gasses. It was a convergence of
black holes, their random placement dmaost completely enclosing within
it an areaof space. The extreme gravitational and light distortion

caused by the overlapping fidds of effect made it impossiblefor light
within that space to escape and madeit fatal for any ship to try to

enter or depart dong astraight path. The routes to the interior space
were complicated and devious, skirting areas made impossibly dangerous
by the black holes gravitational exertion. Only avery good pilot could
navigate one of the known approaches. Only an extraordinary pilot could
find anew one.

Today Han was playing it safe, traveling along one of the known
approaches. Knowledge of those routes was confined to avery few people.
Leiaknew Han could probably fed hisway through anew approach, but
now, with aship full of children and teens aboard, with Y uu-zhan Vong
conducting activity at the nearby Kessdl system, was not thetimeto
explore.

Eventually Han made the final course correction and vectored toward
Shelter, the space station growing at the center of the sheltered space

of the Maw. He breathed out several minutes worth of tension and said,
"Thereitis. Uglier than ever.”

Shelter was an ad-hoc collection of parts assembled by Lando Cdrissian
and acollection of advisers and patrons he trusted. Cobbled together

into its structure were remains of the originad Maw Ingdlation, a

collection of hollow planetoids that had housed the workers and
technicians who had fabricated Imperid superwegpons, plus components of
old space stations, modules stripped from cargo vessal's, and extrusions
whose origins Lelacouldn't identify.

In minutes, they were docked at their designated berthing area, a
domelike attachment - whose base was about four times the diameter of
the Millennium Falcon, and whose surfaces, amatte slver decorated with
patches of rugt, hinted at smilar antiquity - which had not beenin
placethe last time they'd visited, severa weeks before. Waiting for

them as they descended the ramp was atall woman whose elegance and
expensive dark clothes spoke of aristocracy... and distant times and
places where aristocrats might enjoy the benefits of their station.

Leiahurried ahead of the descending line of Jedi kids and embraced her.
"Tendra | didn't know you were here.”

Lando'swife gave her areturn smile. "Y ou dmost missed me. | brought
some materid and I've spent the last few days making sure it was up and
running.”

"What materid ?' Han asked.



Tendrawaved her hand, her gesture taking in the entire docking bay and,
by extension, therest of the dome. "This. It's a degp-space habitat
module used by world-shapers. It hasits own gravity generator, even a
crude old hyperdrive. It's been in storage on a Corporate Sector scrap
heap for generations. | was ableto pick it up for, well, lessthan it's
worth."

"And now it'sthe core of the Jedi portion of Shelter?' Leiaasked.

"Y es. I've made sure some of the areas origindly intended for
worldshaping materias have been restructured for training hals. It's
pretty short on supplies- "

"We brought supplies," Han said. "In the other freighter, aswell asthe
Fa con. Food, fabrication machinery, energy cellsand fud,
recordings...” Hisgaze fell on the Jedi children spreading out through
the docking bay, looking at the cargo loaders and Tendra's ship, the
Gentleman Cdler. "And brats."

"Hey." Vdin Horn, Corran's son, stopped a couple of meters away and
gave himascowl. "I'm not abrat.”

"No, your dad'sthe brat in the Horn family."
Vdin amirked. "I'm going to tell him you said that."

"Y ou do that. Scoot, kid. Go beat up arancor or something." Han
returned his attention to Tendra. "If you're about to leave, you can
wait just long enough for usto give the Falcon a check-over and then
well escort you out.”

"Y ou're not staying?"

"Too much to do at Borleias. Keegping your husband out of trouble,
watching our daughter get in trouble..." He exchanged along-suffering
look with Leia "So were going right back."

"I'll beready in haf an hour." Tendragave him another smile and
headed back to her ship, her hedlsringing on the meta floor of the
docking bay.

Lelasighed after her. "What | would have given to bethat tal.”

"I've got athousand credits that say she's dways wished she was

petite. And another thousand that if you two got together to talk about
how much you envied each other's height, the conversation would devolve

into what pains your husbands are."

"No bet. Our husbands are pains.”



"Well, they were Imperid credits anyway. Ready to help me go over the
Facon?'

"No, first | need to say good-byeto..." Leialooked around the docking
bay, identifying each of the people moving about. "Whereis Tarc,

anyway?"
"I've got athousand credits that say he's hiding on board the Falcon.”
"Stop that."

Han gave her asmile he knew to be insufferable and thumbed his comlink.
"Goldenrod, whereis Tarc now?"

C-3PO's voice, sounding digtinctly aggrieved, came back amoment later
"He'sin the upper quadlaser cupola, huddling in the seet so he can't be
seen. And gir, | do have aname.”

Moments later, they stood at the bottom of the accessinto the
turbolaser shaft. "Tarc?' Leiasaid. ™Y ou want to come down?'

"No," the boy said. He didn't even |lean over so hisface could be seen.

"It'stime, Tarc." Leiamade her voice gentle. "If you getin line early
you may get better quarters.”

"And then I'll be stuck with them. The Jedi.”
"There's nothing wrong with Jedi. I'm a Jedi."

"Y eah, but you're different. Y ou're not creepy. | want to go back to
Borleiaswith you."

Han said, "It'ssafer here, Tarc.”

The boy findly did look over the arm of hischair. He stared down at
Han with an expresson that combined pity with condescension, aforceful
you have no ideawhat you're talking about look. "No, it'snot," he

sad.

"The scar heads are looking for Jedi. If they come here and find the
Jedi, they'll get me, too."

"Don't say 'scarheads, " Leiasaid. "It'snot nice.” "Besides,” Tarc
added, pulling back out of sight, "if they don't come, and people come
for these Jedi kids, no onewill comefor me."

"Of coursewewill," Han said. "No, you won't. The only reason I'm till
diveis'cause| look like Anakin Solo. And it hurts your feglings
every timeyou seeme. | cantell.”



Han looked at Leia. She paled and started to fold over.

Han moved to put hisarms around her, and dowly she straightened.
Han whispered, "Did you teach him to argue?’ "Nobody had to teach himto
argue,” she whispered back. "All kids argue like senior paliticians.
Except that not al senior paliticians can cry on cue." "So what do we
do?" She shrugged. "Maybe we shouldn't leave him here. In a place where
all the other children have powers he can't compete with. Except for
Wedge's kids, who'll probably just subvert the administrators here to
get whatever they want.”

"What do we do instead? Take him back to Borleias, put him in front of
the VVong? Ship him off to arefugee camp run by strangers? At least we
know Kam and Tionne."

"l just don't know, Han."

"But you know everything."

"Only by comparison with my husband.”

"Ouch." Han stopped whispering. "Hey, kid."

"What?' Tarc looked back over thearm at him.

"Never get married.”

"What does that mean?'

"It means strap yourself in. Y ou're going back to Borleias for now."

The boy's eyeswidened. "Redly?’

"Judt for thetime being, kid." Han let real anger creep into histone,
"And don't pull that because | look like Anakin skitter. Not ever again.
Do you understand?'

Tarc'sexpresson froze. "Yes, gr."

"Remember thisface, kid. It'stelling you that | mean what | say.” Han
drew Lelaaong with him toward the cockpit. "I'll figure out how to

convince him next time."

"I've got athousand credits that say you don't."

FIFTEEN

Borleais Occupation, Day 47



It wasthe dead of night, but the former bioticsfacility was never
truly adeep. Tam could hear movement down side corridors, distant
conversations, arumblein the walsthat signified the takeoff of a
patrol of sarfightersoutsde.

But this corridor was comparatively sill. Guarded day and night againgt
entry by unauthorized personnd, it was empty of traffic at thishour.

Tam paused outside the door to Danni Quee's laboratories and felt
himself rocking in place, moved by theracing of his heart.

But pausing wasfailure to comply, and the faintest throbs of anew
headache joined the rhythm of his heart.

He cursed and moved to the wall opposite the doorway. Reaching up, he
brushed hisfingers aong thewal's surface, near the celling, until he
found it - adlick patch as though someone had sprayed oil there,

It wasn't ail. It was athing of the Y uuzhan V ong, another living
goparatusthat they had given him. It had atexture much likethe villip
- smooth, dick. He rubbed it until he found the crease that wasiits
activation point, and he stroked that more deliberately. Then he wiped
hishand on hisshirt.

That spot on thewa changed color. Though he knew it remained flat as
asheet of fineflimsplagt, it seemed to him asthough it gained depth,
transforming into a duplicate of the security keypad and blue readout
beside Danni's door.

Asthough it were aholorecording, ahand came into view and punched
numbersinto the keypad. It was awoman's hand, young, unlined, probably
Danni's. Tam watched the keys as they were depressed, memorizing the
sequence, and glanced at the readout that showed the values of the keys.

They weren't the same. He repeated the letters and numbers held seen
pressed, and they differed from the ones on the readout in two places.

That meant - what? Either he'd misread the keys as they were being
punched, or the readout played back an incorrect sequence.

He nodded, satisfied. It was a security measure. A recording of the
readout would yield a password that either wouldn't work or would aert
asecurity office of anintruson in progress. Only Tam'svisuad memory,
very strong and accurate, one of the reasons he'd become a holocam
operator inthefirst place, had saved him from being trapped by this
subterfuge.

He wished he'd been trapped. He wished he'd failed.

The headache began to increase in intengity.



He touched the Y uuzhan Vong recording apparatus and watched it fade away
to transparency. Then he keyed the password - the correct password
into the keypad. The door did aside.

Tam froze. Insde the room, two meters from him, Danni Quee st at her
usual desk. But she was motionless, her head down, colorsfrom the
monitor before her playing across her hair.

Danni didn't move, other than from the rhythm of her breathing, and Tam
forced himsdlf to enter the office.

It was dim, lit only by monitors and desk lights, and no one other than

Danni was present. Tam moved around her station to stand beside her,
taking great care not to brush againg anything; if he moved dowly

enough, he could compensate for his awkwardness. Awkwardness that had
caused him to trip when he was being pursued on Coruscant. Awkwardness
that had led to his capture. His endavement.

Danni's monitor showed something, an object with facets like agem.
Therewasalot of writing on the screen, technica terminology he
couldn't grasp, phraseslike reflectivity index and refraction and power
augmentation.

He squinted at it. His eyes werefine, but he had to squint to dert the
little creature now sharing his ocular orbit with his eye that now was
the timefor it to wake up and begin recording. Hefdt the thing
twitch; then his ssomach twitched as nausearose within him.

Tam moved through the laboratory, looking at each of the other screens
inturn, looking at handwritten notes and datapad screens. At the
dtation beside Danni'slay acouple of data cards, dowly, slently, he
brought out his own datapad, inserted the cardsin it, copied off their
contents, and returned them to their origina positions.

There was nothing moreto do here.

Hefet his headache rise in strength. No, there was something more he
could do here. His orders were to acquire information... and to aid the
Y uuzhan VVong in generd in any way he could that did not lead to his
capture and exposure.

Danni Quee was here. Tam could overpower her while she dept. Shewas an
enemy of the Y uuzhan Vong, and diminating her asaNew Republic
resource would definitely help hismasters.

Therewas no way he could smuggle her out of the bi-otics building, no
way he could even smuggle her out of this hallway. No, to diminate her
asathrest, hed havetokill her.

He could do it, too, in such away that there would be no likelihood of



blamefdling on him. In one of his pockets was agob of materia
restraining arazor bug. He could pull it out, free the creeture, fling
it at Danni. It would chew her to pieces.

And he'd go back to the shuttle and receive praise.

He stood in place and his headache mounted. He cursed himsdlf. Just by
thinking of away to help the Y uu-zhan VVong, held obligated himsdlf to
doit, or suffer the consequences. Danni Quee had to die now.

He stood behind her. He didn't bother wondering what might have been,
had they met in different circumstances. He was abig, clumsy,

inarticulate thing and she was an intdlligent, beautiful woman with the
stamp of destiny on her. Had they been stranded together on an otherwise
deserted planet, nothing would have happened between them. They would
have ended up friends. Just good friends.

Tam reached out a hand to brush it, ever so carefully, against one of
her blond curls, now colored scarlet by light from the screen before
her. Then he reached into his pocket and found the razor bug.

He stood and did nothing. The pain increased until it affected his
breathing, making it short and hdting.

The problem was, no matter how much he wanted the pain to end, he knew
it would keep coming. He knew that Danni Quee deserved to live. He knew
that he deserved to die.

He turned away. Pain shot through him as though ametal spike had been
hammered through both histemples with asingle blow. He staggered and
had to put ahand on the floor to keep from falling over.

But the pain didn't kill him. He strained againgt it, rose, made it as

far asthe door. He had to lean for long moments against the door jamb
to give himsalf strength enough to continue. Then he could open the door
and leave.

Ashewaked, his steps made unrhythmic by the hammering within his
skull, he reminded himsdlf that he was taking datato his controller. He
was succeeding in his primary misson. And the pain diminished.

But only alittle.

As soon asthe door did shut behind Tam, Danni raised her head to stare

dter him.

She typed acommand into her keyboard. The screen before her changed
viewsto follow Tam as he staggered away down the corridor.

When he waswell out of earshot, she keyed her corn-link. "He's gone,”



shewhispered. "He was either memorizing or recording everything on our
screens.”

Iellas voice came back, not awhisper, but the comlink's volume was
dided down low. "Did heleave anything?'

"I don't know. I'll begin analyzing the recordings now. Out."
"Good work. Out."

Danni brought up thefirst of the recordings made by the holocams
positioned at hidden points around the room. She felt her shoulders
twitch. She wasn't sure what Tam had been up to in the long minutes he
stood directly behind her, and was desperate to be sure that he hadn't
spread Y uuzhan Vong creatures throughout this office.

Y uuzhan VVong Worldship, Coruscant Orbit

In the operations chamber, surrounded by anadysts and advisers, blaze
bug displays and recording creatures, banks of villips and standing rows
of guards, Tsavong Lah sat a the center of things and listened to

reports.

Most of them came from Maal Lah and Vigi Shesh. Asthey spoke, Tsavong
L ah reflected that some things never changed. Normally, it would be Nom
Anor and Vergere standing before him, interpreting, offering advice,

sniping a one another, one of them a 'Y uuzhan VVong warrior and the other
aclever female of alesser species. Now, with Nom Anor and Vergere
performing other tasks, their roleswere till being acted out by

others.

"It isasuper-weapon,” Maa Lah said, using the Basic word rather than
the Y uuzhan VVong equivdent. "They have ahistory of creeting devices
that can travel fagter than light and smash entireworlds, and thisisa
new one."

"It'sDanni Quee'sdoing,” Vigi said. "It hasto be. She'sthe only one

who could integrate Y uuzhan Vong and New Republic technology thisway.
I'm going to make that idiot Tam suffer for not killing her when he had

the chance.”

Tsavong Lah raised afinger. Vigi bit back on further ranting words. "I
just heard heresy," Tsavong Lah said. "Firdt, the works of the Y uuzhan
Vong are not technology. They must never be referred to as such.”

Apparently stricken, though Tsavong Lah suspected it was merdly acting,
Viqi bowed her head. "1 am sorry, Warmaster. | don't know aword to
encompass both disciplines.”

"Perhaps, during your punishment, you will find one. Second, our works



could not be melded with infidel technology. The godswould never alow
it"

Vigi and Mad Lah exchanged glances, and it was Maa Lah who dared to
correct the warmaster. "Thisturns out not to be correct. It has already
been done. We know that, some time ago, Anakin Solo reconstructed his
lightsaber with alambent crystal... and it appears that he passed
knowledge of thistechnique to others before hewaskilled. It isalso

with alambent crysta that this new device is concerned.”

"Goon."

Mad Lah gestured to Vigi. Sheturned to activate the recording
crestures on the table behind her. Each, in turn, began to shine, the
light above it showing one of theimages Tam Elgrin had recorded.

Mad Lah pointed to the image that had been on Danni's screen. "That is
alambent crystd. Rather, itisadiagram of one. According to the
information Vigi's agent seized, itisbeing artificidly grownina
laboratory in the depths of their garrison building. According to other
information we read in these images, they tried to grow the crystalson
their ships, but they grow only intrue gravity, or dovin basa gravity

- ther infidel technology gravity ruinsthem.”

Tsavong Lah offered Mad Lah an expression of revulsion. "So their
Jeeda will have more lightsabers? Wewill not alow it."

"It isworse than that, Warmagter. The diagram you see representsa
lambent crystal astall as one of our warriors."

"Astal as... what sort of obscenity could they produce with such a...”
And then Tsavong Lah knew what they were producing. He found himself
gtanding, shaking in anger, and did not remember rising. "Bring me my
father'svillip," he said.

In moments, he stared into the villip's blurry but recognizable

samulation of hisfather'sfeatures. With impatience, Tsavong Lah rushed
through the customary greetings. Then he got to the subject of his
communication; "1 now know what their Starlancer project is. Itis
another accursed superwespon. The coherent light these vehicles project
to one another will at some point be focused through a giant lambent
crystd being fabricated in the depths of their building. When this
happens, the beam will be of sufficient power to destroy aworldship.
The attack we suffered not long ago was atest-firing, perhaps to attune
the weapon's beam to the target.”

"Interesting,” hisfather said.
"We cannot alow them to perfect thisdevice," the warmaster continued.

"So | now direct you to commit yoursdlf to an dl-out assault on that
facility and destroy it. Immediately.”



Czulkang Lah was dlent for long moments. The villip representing his
face froze into such immobility that Tsavong Lah wondered if it had
suffered some sort of failure. Then hisfather spoke again. "To do so
would be agtrategic mistake," Czulkang Lah said. "We have not yet
gauged our enemy'stactics or resources. His repertoire of surprisesis
not fully known. At best, our losses will probably be inappropriately
high. At worst, with such a premature attack, we could sacrifice large
numbers of warriors needlesdy... and il lose. It istoo early, my

"My orders stand,” Tsavong Lah said.

Hisfather's features assumed an expression that al but sad, |

expected better of you. It was an expression Czulkang Lah wore whenever
astudent had failed him for the last time. It had never before been

directed at Tsavong Lah, and the warmaster took an involuntary step

back.

But Czulkang Lah said nothing aloud, no words that would shame his son.
Instead, he said, "1t will be done."

"May the gods smile upon your actions,” Tsavong Lah said. He gestured at
oneof hisofficers, who stroked the villip. It inverted.

The warmaster stood, his breathing heavy. Hisfather's find
disapprova, so implacable, was like aphysica blow to him.

When he was under control again, heturned to Maal Lah. "Issuethis
directive. When Borleiasfalsto us, it will no longer be the home of
the Krad. Instead, it will be given to the priests of Yun-Yammka, a
haven for their order, in thanksto the god for the gains he has brought
us”

Maal Lah nodded. He, too, said, "It will be done."

That, the warmaster thought, should send the priests of Y un-Y uuzhan into
afit, and if there truly are conspirators within their orders and the

shapers are againgt me, | will soon know it. He glanced down at his|eft
am. | will soonfed it.

Borleias Occupation, Day 48
"It has dl the characteristics of amgjor push,” Tycho sad.

He, Wedge, and Idlla stood before the control chamber's hologram
display. It showed the compiled readouts from al the garrison's ground
based sensors, including the gravitic sensors Luke's Jedi had planted in
the jungle beyond the kill zone, and incorporated live feeds from
garfighters out on patrol.



At the center of the display wasthe large friendly sgna marked
"Base." Out at adistance of afew hundred kilometers, in every
direction of the compass, were masses of red blips; |ella counted
Sixteen separate groups. "What are they doing?" she asked.

"One or two groups are landing personnel, vehicles, everything an
invasion force needs,” Wedge said, "The others are distractions. We're
supposed to divide up our attention among them in a desperate attempt to
figure out where their landing zone is, and we're supposed to become
nervous because we're not succeeding.”

"'Supposed to,” Iellasaid. "Meaning that you're not? Not doing either
one?'

Wedge shook his head. "Oh, we're sending out scoutsto al these Sites,
but they're under ordersto show up, stay adert, and then make arun for
it if anything comes after them. We don't want to lose pilots acquiring
information we essentialy don't need.”

"So you don't care where their [anding zone is?"

"It doesn't matter.”

“Why?

"Because, sometime in the next day or two, they're going to attack us
here - and that's exactly what we want them to do.”

"And when they do," ldllasaid, "who are you going to face them with?
The New Republic or the Rebd Alliance?!

Wedge and Tycho exchanged alook, and both grinned.

"Neither,” Wedge said. "We're going to face them with an enemy they've
never had the digpleasure of fighting. We're going to hit them with the
Empire”

"They're not going to like the Empire," Tycho said.

And they told her about Operation Emperor's Hammer.

Borleias Occupation, Day 48

Thistime, when the Millennium Falcon arrived on Borldias, it did soin
the middle of the night, to no fanfare, no welcoming committee other
than ahandful of refuelers. Lelasaw Han breathe asigh of thanks,
celebrating the absence of ceremony.

Han took Tarc to find him some quarters - the roomsthat had been



assigned to the underaged Jedi students, where Tarc had previoudy been
staying, would have been reassigned by now, and Han, though he liked the
boy, didn't want him in their own quarters. Leiawent in search of her
daughter.

Jaina's X-wing was in the specid operations docking bay, amechanics
crew working on it, but Leia could not find her daughter in her quarters
or in the former incubation chamber that now served the specia
operations squadrons - Rogue, Wild Knights, Twin Suns, and Blackmoon
asaninformd lounge.

Lelacouldn't cal Jainaon her comlink, couldn't give her the
impression that she was keeping tabs, even though that's what she
desperately wanted to do. Eventualy, having had no luck in her search,
shereturned to her own quarters.

And it was there she found Jaina - stretched out on the bed, lying on
her Sde, in her pilot's jumpsuit, her boots and other accoutrements
kicked off to the foot of the bed. Jainawas adeep, and Lelatook a
moment just to look &t her.

Though in engagement after engagement Jaina had be en at the controls of
one of the New Republic's deadliest fighter craft, racking up kill after

kill againgt savage enemies, her features were now relaxed in deep, and

she looked as innocent as a child. But she was no child now. Shewasa
young woman, her childhood suddenly, irretrievably gone, and an ache
congtricted Leids heart. We should be away from al this now, she

thought. Han and Jainaandjacen and Anakin and I. And Luke and Maraand
little Ben. In afield of flowers. On Alderaan.

Moving dowly and quietly so as not to awaken Jaing, Leialay down on
the bed and put an arm around her. It was a closeness, a protracted
closenessthat Jainano longer permitted her in times of wakefulness.

Too soon, she heard Jainas breathing change as her daughter awakened.

Jainalooked up into Leids face and offered adight, deepy amile.
"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to wakeyou.”

"It'sdl right." Jainareached up to pull Leiasarm moretightly

around her. "Since you left, I've come here sometimes because | knew |
could smell you and Dad here. Y ou'd be dl around me even when you
weren't here”

Leiamanaged to keegp an expression of incredulity off her face. Those
words seemed so unlike Jaina - so unlike the person she'd become across
thelast couple of years. "Areyou dl right?"

Jainashook her head. "I don't think so." She lay her head down on the
pillow again. "1 don't think | know who | am anymore.”



"Isit thisgoddessthing - 7"

"No. That doesn't confuse mein the least. It'sjust a confidence game.

No, the problemisal being aJedi, which seems so crysta clear in

what you should do and what you should say at any given time... and then
being the rest of me, where nothing isclear.” Her expresson, what Leia
could see of it at thisangle, seemed bleak.

Lelachuckled. "Jaina, I've been wrestling with the same question since

| was only alittle older than you are now, and | fill don't havea

good answer. Sometimes I'm Jedi and sometimes I'm not. Jedi teaching
saysthat you must turn away from fear. But asapoalitician, | haveto
experiencefear. Not just my own. Thefear of my alies. Thefear of my
opponents. If | can't fed it - if | can't becomeit, inasense- |

can't predict which way they're going to jump when trouble hits.
Sometimes being a Jedi just runs completely counter to your other goas.
The methodology isjust too different.” Softly, she stroked her
daughter's hair, slently willing her daughter's torments away.

"That's part of it, too,” Jainasaid. "It took me awhileto figureit
out. I'm afraid.”

"It'sdl right to be afraid. Y ou're surrounded by fearsome things.
Being afrad will keepyou dive.”

Jainashook her head. "That's not it. I'm not afraid of dying. I'm
afraid of surviving... and getting to the end of the war and discovering
that I'm al alone. That everyone | knew and cared for isgone.”

"Jaina, that won't happen.”

"It'saready been happening. | mean, it waslike having part of me cut

off when Anakin died, but with Jacen it's even worse. Asfar back as|

can recdll, no matter what was going on, no matter what waswrong, |
could turn around and Jacen would be there. We could be on some distant
hideout world or logt in the underbelly of Coruscant or wandering around
on parts of Y avin Four no thinking creature has ever seen, and there

Jacen was. | never had to be bored, | never had to be afraid, | never

had to be done. Whenwe logt him, | was cut in haf. Half of meis

gone." Now the tears came. Jainawiped them away.

Leiashook her head. "Jacen's not dead. | know he'sin trouble, but he's
dive. | would havefdt him go. | fdtit with Anakin."

Thetension in Jainas shoulders didn't ease, but she chose not to argue
that point. Instead, shesaid, " | keep having these thoughts. That |
should be planning for the future. Just recently, they've gotten, well,

even more frequent. But | can't bear to do that. | can't plan to have a
home on aworld when it might not be there tomorrow, or for acareer in
asarvice that might be gone, or to spend time with people who keep
throwing themselves againgt the Vong until they stop coming back.”



"I know. That'swhat it waslike dl those years ago, when Papatine
seemed to be an unstoppable force and we were always on the run, and
your father was just thisridiculoudy attractive man who aways seemed
to be on the verge of leaving us. And do you know what | learned?’

"Wha?'

"At timeslikethat, you plan for your future by bringing peopleinto
your life. Y ou know that they can't dl survive what you're facing. But
those who do, they're part of your life forever. No matter what, when
you fal, they'll catch you; when you're hungry, they'll feed yovu,

when you're hurting, they'll heal you. And you'l do the same for them.
And that's your future. I've had whole worlds taken away from me... but
not my future.”

Jainawas slent, seemingly thinking about Leiaswords, for long
moments. Finaly sherolled over onto her back to look into Leias eyes.
"Actualy, I'm glad you got back tonight. Part of why | kept coming here
was because | wanted to tell you something. | wanted to let you know
that | findly getit."

"You get - get what?"

"I had atalk with Maraafew days ago and it redly bothered me. It

took me until after that redlly bad furbal in space, the onewherewe
amogt logt Jag, to figureit out. | findly understood about you

sending us, Jacen and Anakin and me, avay when we werelittle. Having to
be away dl the time even when we were on Coruscant. I'm not stupid, |
aways knew why. Responsihilities." Jainalooked off into the distance

of timefor amoment. " But | never redly understood how badly it had

to have hurt you."

"Oh, baby. Of courseit hurt. | tried to tell you, time after time. But
there aren't even wordsfor that kind of pain.”

"I know." Jainasat up and Leialet her. "I've got to go. Reportsto
write. Goddess stuff to do." But first she embraced Leia, squeezing her
with fierce strength. "1 love you. Mom."

"I loveyou, Jana."

Barleias Occupation, Day 49

Wedge, in Luke's X-wing, transcribed alazy arc through vacuum in low
planetary orbit. Far below was the near-continuous Borlelas jungle. He
gavethe yoke ahard pull and his course suddenly became atight circle.
He went through 360 degrees of arc, starry sky giving way to jungle
outside his canopy, then becoming starfield again, as centrifugal force



in excess of the X-wing'sinertial compensator tugged him deeper into
the pilot's couch.

Hesmiled ashe leveled off. " Good to get out oncein awhile, even
when you're not flying missions, isn't it?'

R2-D2's beeps of response came across his comm board. They sounded like
an agreement, but not an enthusiastic one.

"Don't worry, Artoo. Luke will come back. Thereé's no onein the gdaxy
who knows how to survive bad places better than Luke Skywalker."

R2-D2 beeped again, histones sounding somewhat more encouraged.

Then avoice broke over hiscomm system, Tycho's. "Generd, thisisa
heads-up.”

"l read you."

"For the last half hour or so, we've had some odd traffic on the sensor
board. Anomalous readings out beyond the kill zone. Becoming more
frequent.”

"Your guess?'
"I'd say the pushison. They're coming in from al directions.

"About time. Alert Luke'steam to prepare for departure; they'll leave
during the confusion of the attack. I'm coming in." Wedge put the X-wing
back on acoursefor the biotics building.

"Y ou're sure about this." Luke gave Lando askeptica 1ook.

Lando nodded, his manner easy. "I'm sure. Every so often | need to
remind the universe that I'm adamned good pilot. With people like you
and Han and his daughter around, everyone tendsto forget.”

They stood in thekilling field before the Record Time, the troop
transport that had been part of the first invasion wave to reach the
planet's surface.

Seven weeks before. Record Time had been an antiquated cargo vessel
working reliably through late middle age. Then it had seen one combat
mission, the Borleias landing, and had been shot nearly to pieces. Now,
after weeks of as-time-allows repairs by the garrison's mechanics, the
skin of itstwo main sectionswas so irregularly patched asto look
scabrous, and reinforcing bars welded to the narrow section connecting
the two ends merely accentuated the fact that the whole thing looked
ready to break in haf at any moment.



"Who are you trying to kid?" Luke gave him askeptica |ook. ™Y ou're one
of two men who blew up the second Death Star. Y ou don't have anything to
prove.

Lando shrugged. Heran ahand down histunic to smooth it. It wasa
rust-red, long-deeved garment, delightful to the touch, and had cost
more than hed madein lean years. It perfectly complemented the cream
colored hip cloak he wore. He wanted to look good for hisfuneral or his
triumphant return to Borleias, whatever would come. "All right, you've
got me. It's about the scam, Luke.

"People hear about me, they see what | do, and they think I'm al about
the profit motive. And, sure, | likewedlth. | like it enough that
sometimes I'll even do honest work to get it." He offered L uke amock
shudder. "But that's secondary. The trick iswhat makes everything
sweet. Take someone who thinks he's got you, put him through the
meachinery of your mind and your skills, and bring him out the other end
sripped of al hisgoods, but absolutely convinced that he's had the
better of you - so convinced that he's even willing to be nice to you,

to be generousto you - and you've accomplished something great.” He
gestured at the ship. Asif on cue, a hatch cover near the top of the
bridge, beside one of the sensor arrays, popped freeg; it rolled down the
bow's doping hull and then dropped to the duracrete with atired clang.
"Thisisascam. We're going to take this hesp of junk in and the

Y uuzhan Vong are going to think our hopes are pinned onit. They're
going to blow it up and think they've wrecked our hopes. They'll be
doing exactly what we want them to - they'll be our personal servants
for those few moments, which would kill them if they knew - and they'll
never redize just how much they've helped us. Until we chooseto tell
them. That's sweeter than any wine, Luke."

"If you say s0." Luketook ahard look at the bow, doubtless cataloging
where the hatch came from so arepair crew could fix it in thelittle

time they had lft. "Who's your copilot on this?"

"No copilot. Just awegpons officer. YVH One-One-A."

Luke frowned. "lsn't that one of your combat droids?"

“Itis"

"Y ou're going to usethismission to field-test adroid.”

"That'sright."

"Not agood idea."

Lando shrugged again. "'I'm captaining thet flying landfill. My choice.
Wedge has authorized it."

"Sometimes| think you're as crazy asHan." Luke checked his chrono.



"I'd better get with my team. Some last-minute packing to do.”
"I'll be here." Lando watched Luke leave.

He had no interest in fied-testing hisdroids on amission like this.
No, hejust had no faith in his ability to get out of this operation
dive and didn't want to lead another living thing into death with him.

That was bad, dark thinking. But hed scammed L uke about his motivesin
having a droid wegpons officer. He smiled to himsdlf. Luke wasn't the
naive young man hed been when Lando had met him. Scamming him was
tougher these days. And dways a pleasure to pull off.

Hewalked over to stand near the ramp into the bay he and his droids had
occupied so many days ago. He stood well to the side of the sparks
drifting out from the bay; he didn't want anything charring histunic.

The bay had now been partitioned off by atemporary bulkhead into two
parts. In thefront third, suspended in ameta brace hung from the bay
celling, was atwo-seat B-wing fighter, old but - he'd been guaranteed
reisble.

The rear portion of the bay wasfilled with boulders. Well, they were

not boulders exactly. Hanging from cables were pieces of debris, many of
them chunks of downed coralskippers. Dead cora skippers, he reminded
himself. They'd been hollowed out by volunteer crewswho'd later decided
they never wanted to field-dress one of the organic spacecraft again.

Now they were shdlls, each one capable of holding one or two members of
Luke'steam. There was other wreckage in the bay, as well - pieces of

Y uuzhan Vong and New Republic ships, chunks of permacrete. The pressof a
button from Lando's bridge or acomlink carried by Luke would sever all
those cables and activate an inertial compensator mounted on the

bulkhead opposite the ramp door, shoving the debris and the insertion
team out through the door.

Thework crew'sfina welding of the bulkhead between the forward and
rear portions of the bay was what was generating the sparks. Lando
approved. He wanted that bulkhead to be strong. He didn't need debristo
come crashing through to wreck his B-wing.

Hewasn't asfamiliar with B-wings as held like to be, but the vehicle
should be able to get him and hisdroid back home - if he could reach

the docking bay from the bridge. If he had time. If not, he'd be

launching in an escape pod. Hed be captured by the Y uuzhan VVong. HeEd
be endaved and tortured.

No, he decided, if he couldn't reach the B-wing, there would be no
escape pod for him. He'd ride the wreckage of the corvette al the way
down to Coruscant's surface. And held look good while doing it.



Lando was on the bridge when Luke's team came up the temporary ramp into
thelanding bay. It was Luke and Mara, Tahiri, severd of the Wraiths,

whom held barely met - the bald one, the tall one, the Devaronian, the

skinny bearded man, and the severe-looking woman - and afina surprise,
Danni Quee.

He shouldn't have been startled. He should have known that the
persstent scientist would have inssted on being apart of the mission
to find out what was going wrong with Coruscant's planet shaping to
learn whatever she could of the Y uuzhan Vong.

R2-D2 waited at the bottom of the ramp. Lando knew that L uke wasn't
taking him dong, and why; the as-tromech droid wasn't mobile enough to
navigate the difficult terrain the insertion team expected to face, and
would certainly be an ingtant victim of Y uuzhan Vong wrath if captured.

R2-D2 tilted backward, asif leaning back to stare up a Luke, and Lando
could imagine the plaintive noises and musica tones hed be making.

Luke stopped at the top of the ramp, still within range of R2's holocam
view, and turned back to his droid companion. His gesture was
conciliatory, reassuring.

"Pretty sad, huh?" Lando asked.

His own droid companion, YVH 1-1 A, looked up from its sensors. "Sad,”
it confirmed, but without inflection.

"Ready to face the danger?'

"l anready,” YVH 1-1A said. "Of course | am ready. | am programmed to
be ready. Always ready. Never uncertain about facing danger.”

Lando gavethedroid alittle frown. It sounded as though the combat

droid had picked up some conversational mannerisms from a protocol droid
like C-3PO. But YVH 1-1A il didn't have the linguistic modulesto

help him develop idiosyncrasies like that. Oh, well. Something to worry
about when they got back. He hit the switch on hiscomm unit. "Borleias
Control, thisis Record Time. Ready for takeoff."

"WEell give you theword. The assault is anticipated within the half
hour."

"Hey, what oddsam | getting that I'll blow up before getting out of the
amosphere?’

"Um, about onein ahundred, gr.”
"I'll put athousand credits on surviving at least to orbit.”

"I'll takethat, gir. | could useten credits.”



"How do you collect if youwin?"

Silence answered him. Lando grinned at YVH 1-1A, but the droid merely
gtared back at him, humorless.

The darm cut through the biotics building, the temporary docking bays
built outsdeit, thekill zone surrounding it. Pilots scrambled for

their sarfighters. Mission controllers reached their stations and began
coordinating the units they managed.

Jaina, racing for the specia operations docking bay, skidded to a hat
asalarge man staggered into her path and turned pleading eyes on her.
He was young, not unpleasant looking, but avkward of posture, with
mussed hair and eyes more bloodshot than sheld ever seenin ahuman,
worse than her father or Lando after the most extravagant night of
drinking. "Do you need help?' she asked.

The big man shook his head. "I'm going to die." Hiswords were dow,
pained.

"Then you definitely do need help." She brought out her comlink. All
around her, pilots and crew ran into the docking bay and toward vehicles
parked inthekill zone.

"I'ma’Y uuzhan Vong spy, and I'm going to die. I'm supposed to capture
you now, with the bugsin my pocket, and carry you to the edge of the
kill zone. But I'm not going to."

"Thank you." Jainaswitched on the comlink. "Twin Suns Leader to
Contral. I'min front of the pecia ops docking bay. | haveacivilian
male here. He's, uh, experiencing distress and needs medical help right

anay.
"Acknowledged, Twin Suns”

"I'vewon." The big man offered her abroad, idiotic smile. Blood
suddenly began pouring down from his nose, running over hislips,
spilling to the ground. "I don't have to do what they say. All they can
doiskill me"

"Of course." She edged around him. Whatever his Situation, she had to
et to her X-wing.

"| took the bug off your X-wing," he called after her. "So don't worry."

"l won'," she promised, then turned to race after her pilots.

Tam watched her go.



He knew she hadn't believed him. Everyone had seen shell-shocked
refugees here after Coruscant'sfal. He must look just like one of
them.

It took him along timeto work hisway through that thought. With every
best of hisheart, another spike of agony was pounded through his skull
and into the deep portions of his brain. There wasn't room for brain
matter anymore. That had to be why it was so hard to think.

But it wasimportant that some people believe him, so they could finish
undoing what he had done since arriving on Borleias.

He could see medicd personnd running toward him now. Hed never be
ableto make afull confession to them, not before the pain ate
completely through him and he died. But he didn't need to. He reached
into his pockets. Hisright hand drew out the jellylike container till

haf full of Yuuzhan Vong bugs. Hisleft drew out the data card, the one
on which hedd written "In The Event Of My Death."

Suddenly he was looking &t the sky. He hadn't felt the impact of
faling. He put the bag and data card on his chest, where they were sure
to be found.

Then the sky was full of faces, men and women saying things he couldn't
understand. He smiled at them, to reassure them. Maybe they could save
him. But if they couldnt, it wasimportant they understand that he

didn't blame them, that he wasn't mad.

Hewas il trying to form the wordsto tel them thiswhen

unconsciousnessclamed him.

Jainadropped into her X-wing's coc kpit. Still somewhat rattled by the
encounter with the madman, she began her power-up checklist. Her
adiromech, agray-white R2 unit with burgundy lines and decorations, was
dready in place. "Hey, you," Jainasaid, "l never asked. What's your
name?"

Her comm board trilled and she looked to find aline of text appearing
onit. | DONT HAVE A NAME. MY DESIGNATION ISR2-B3.

"No name? That'sterrible. Y ou can't become famous without aname. Do
you want one?'

THAT WOULD BE GOQOD.
"How about Cappie? For afriend of mine, apilot named Capstan.”
| AM CAPPIE.

"All right, Cappie, give me the engine readouts..."



Jainawent through her checklist with her customary speed. Thistime,
though, she didn't push hersdf to finish. She knew that Jag would be
done before she was, she no longer had to ook through his viewport for
confirmation. On the other hand, when she was done, she did look. She
saw him leaning back in his pilot's seet, relaxed. She gave him asmile
and athumbs-up.

He pulled his helmet off and gave her areturn smile. It was a hdlf
amile, theleft sde of hismouth, brief but encouraging, for her alone.
Then he pulled his hedmet on again and was the anonymous pilot once
more.

The expression caused something to flutter in her somach. Haveto
remember, shetold herself, he may have been raised among the Chiss, but
he'still full-blooded Cordlian.

A few meters away, Kyp Durron aso saw the exchange of looks. He pulled
his gaze away and concentrated on his diagnostics readout instead.

Since Hapes, Jainahad kept Kyp a arm's length. She'd kept everybody at
arm'slength. Now it was obviousthat Jag Fel had gotten past her guard.

So what'sit going to be? he asked himself. Show him up? Let her
interest in him run its course, then be on hand when she needs afriend
to console her? Hewished he didiked Jag. That would make things
esSer.

Another voice, another thought, intruded. Maybe you ought to figure out
what sheisto you before you make any decisions.

He grimaced. That required more honesty than he wanted to experience.

Because he knew he wasn't in love with Jaina Solo. Hejust liked being
around her.

Shewasintelligent, talented, brave, beautiful. Strong in the Force.
Important to the New Republic. He could make her happy.

Why did he want to? He suspected it was because she hadn't been happy,
and her pain, which held felt through the Force every time they'd
connected, called to him, even when sheld fooled hersdlf into thinking

she could make it go away by keeping the whole universe at bay.

But held been interested in her before the loss of Anakin and Jacen. So
why?

Maybe it was because of Han. He owed Han so much, from the time years
ago when they'd met, from the help Han had offered in bringing Kyp back
from the dark place he'd been in when held destroyed whole worlds. He



might not be diveif not for Han. Make Jaina happy, make Han happy. It
wasasmpleformula

Besides, he had repaid that debt, or some of it. Hed helped Jaina come
back from the steps she'd recently taken toward the dark side, and would
continue to help aslong as she needed him.

"Twin Suns Two..." That was Jainasvoice, atificidly sweset, and it
jolted Kyp out of hisreverie.

llY@l

"Status, please? All the other little Twin Suns are ready to go."

"Oh. Uh, I'm- " Hedid aquick scan of hisreadouts. Hed finished his
checklist automaticaly, asif on autopilot, and hadn't even registered
thefact. "Ready to go. Sorry, Great One."

"Liftoff inten, nine, eight...”

Kyp smiled ruefully to himself. So much for acting like a Jedi Master.

SIXTEEN
Borleias Occupation, Day 49

"All specid ops squadrons have launched,” Iellacalled out above the
clamor of the command chamber.

"We have contact,” Tycho said. ™Y uuzhan Vong capita ships nearing
Borleias, far sde of the planet.”

lellasaid, "Commander Davip isrequesting permission to pull Lusankya
out of geosync to engage the enemy before they reach our location.”

Wedge smiled at her. "Of course heis. Tdl him no. Transmit to him the
details of Operation Emperor's Hammer."

"Done"

Y uuzhan VVong Worldship, PyriaOrbit

"They are not sending forcesinto orbit,” Czulkang Lah told the villip.
"Ingtead, their orbita capital ships are sending some squadrons of
amdl fighters down into the atmaosphere.”

Thevillip with his son'sface sad, "Meaning that they are aware of the
approach of your ground forces.”



"Correct. We somehow failed to disable dl their sensor devices on the
ground and they have not been fooled.”

"I will not offer advice. Y ou are Czulkang Lah. Y ou will crush them
despite their state of readiness.”

Czulkang Lah remained silent. An honest reply, his estimate that the
infidels had surprisesin store for the Y uuzhan Vong forces, that they
might not win today, would only cause embarrassment for the warmaster.

After moments of avkward silence, Tsavong Lah added, "Good fighting.”
Hisvillipinverted.

Twin Suns Squadron took up position afew kilometers north of the
biotics building, high enough that Y uuzhan V ong attacks fired from the
ground would haveto travel for severd obvious seconds before reaching
them. Her pilots - twelve again, ever since Pastav Rone had been
released from the bacta tanks - waited.

The Wild Knights were arrayed to the east, Black-moon Squadron to the
west, and the Rogues to the south;

other squadrons from the Star Destroyers overhead were arriving to fill
inthe broad gapsin that defensvecircle.

Jainathe pilot didn't like waiting. She shook her head and became Jaina
the Jedi, to whom patience was away of life.

But even asa Jedi she couldn't quite shake some thought eating at her.

The fear she'd discussed with Leiawas back. It was under control, but
always present. With it wasworry - for Jag, for Kyp, for her other
pilots, for friends, even for Cappie.

Shefdtit cleanly now. It had, she supposed, been with her since her
return from Hapes, but sheld built up an insulating layer around her and
kept it distant, muted. Now the insulation was gone.

And, oddly, she didn't mind the fear. Where she/d been for the last few
weeks, she hadn't been quite dive, completely present. Now shewas. The
worry, the fear, the pain they brought her, told her she was among the
living, among her kind, part of everything she cared about. They might

be counted as negative emotions, but now she found them welcome
reminders of who shewas and of the importance of what she had to do.

That thought stopped her. In away, it was s0 like what she'd heard from
and about the Y uuzhan V ong, whose desire for physica pain seemed so
dien. All of asudden, she dmost understood it. Their pain was
evidenceof ther life.



"All right," shetold hersdlf. "I'm going to give you some more
evidence"

Her comm board clicked with the voice of the chief controller.
"Cora skippers now reaching geosync point. Squadrons from Lusankyaand
Rebe Dream engaging.”

Jainasfingerstwitched. She needed to be where the fighting was. She
was Jainathe Filot again.

She forced hersdlf to wait. She knew it wouldn't be long.

"Intrusion detected in west quadrant.”

Captain Reth didn't have to be told. Two kilometers ahead of his E-wing
unit, the broad, swaying backs of two rakamats, the giant reptilesthe

Y uuzhan Vong used as ground-based battle vehicles and troop carriers,
crested the top of the jungle canopy as they approached.

Reth keyed his comlink. "Thisis Blackmoon Leader. Wereonit." He
switched to squadron frequency. "Black-moon Two to Eight, come with me;
we're going to do a couple of strafing runs and see what pops up. Nine

and Ten, lay down afirebreak in their path and then spread it around to
encirdethem.”

His pilots clicked acknowledgments. No unnecessary talk. Heliked it
that way. He kicked histhrusters and began laying triple-linked
laserfire down on the enemy forces.

Jaina sprayed laserfire across the foremost of the rakamats approaching
her position. There were three of them, just their spiny backsvisible
at adistance of two and a halfklicks.

Kyp'sand Jag's lasarfirejoined hers. All of it was swallowed by voids

on the target ahead. The same was happening with the laserfire being

laid down by the other shigld trios of Twin Suns Squadron against the
other two rakamats. Jaina accelerated toward the enemy force, her pilots

keeping pace.
"Morevoidsthan usud,” Jag said. "These rakamats are reinforced.”

They flashed over the rakamat formation; dl twelve Twin Sunspilots
looped around for another firing run. Asthey began their turn, plasma
cannonfire erupted from the ground, from the rakamats and dl around
them. The streamswere wide at firgt, shots meant to gauge distance, but
rapidly closed on their targets.

"They have coraskippers at ground level,” Piggy said, unnecessarily.



"Using the jungle canopy to soak up our damage and make their precise
locations uncertain.”

Jainastood her X-wing on its starboard S-foils and veered from her
course just intimeto elude astream of plasmagobs. "What do you
recommend?”'

"Keep doing what we're doing... or do what they're doing."

"Huh. Interesting. Piggy, take command of the squad. Continue aeria
assaults. Jag and Kyp, you two come with me."

She veered away from the engagement areaand fled back toward the
bioticsfacility.

"Makeit fast. Commander." Wedge's facefilled the hologram area of
Commander Davip's private communications chamber. "We're sort of busy
here

"Sir, this Operation Emperor's Hammer..."
"Y ouvegot aproblemwith it?!

"Not with the plan itself, gr. It's... interesting. Potentialy very
effective. But..." Davip steded himsdf againgt what he had to say.

"Sir, | don't have confidencein my crew to carry it off with the
precision you need. It's something that hasn't been done in twenty
yeard Sir, I'm commanding mostly misfits, and those misfits could cost
youyour life

Wedge nodded, sympathy evident in hisexpression. "Midfits. |
understand. I've been there."

"l don't know why Command assembled thisincredible collection of screw
ups..."

"l do. It was so they'd al die here and deprive the New Republic Navy

of the officers and crew who have offered it the most trouble. Including
you. Including me." Wedge shrugged. "The orders stand, Commander. Y ou
can ether figure out how to convince your crew to perform, in which

case we survive down here, or you can't, in which we die. Now, listen.
Command of the Lusankyaisn't aticket to promotion anymore. It'sa

ticket to obscurity and early retirement, and you'll deserve themif you

don't learn how to think outside your training. Lusankyaisyour last
command, Davip, unless you get the job done today. Any more questions?”’

Davip shook his head, not bothering to concedl his pained expression.
"No, gr."

"Antillesout." The genera’s hologram faded to nothingness.



Davip exited the chamber and returned to L usankya's bridge, to the
walkway above and between the tremendous banks of officersand
technicians at their Sations.

Thewalkway afforded an incredible view through the forward viewports of
the cora skipper-on-gtarfighter duels taking place just outside the

range of the Star Destroyer's weapons. The surface of the walkway itself
was S0 clean, so white, so spare.

Just like Davip's mind at the moment. He ways wanted things clean and
spare.

Maybe that wasit. Maybe he needed dirty and cluttered. Dirty and bloody
and confused and unclear...

He cdled down to his chief wegpons officer, "Transfer command of one of
the turbol aser emplacements designated for Emperor's Hammer to my
dation. Make it the one belonging to the weapons officer with the worst
composite score from smulations.”

"Yes gr."

Severd of the officers below, those whose current tasks didn't demand
their full attention, looked up a him, confusion evident on their

faces. He supposed he'd done something he'd never done before. He'd
issued acommand that didn't make immediate and obvious sense.

Heturned his atention to his communications officer. "Open alineto
al the weagpons stations designated for Emperor's Hammer. | need to
addressthem now." He pulled out his comlink.

"Yes, gr." The officer typed in aquick command and nodded a him.

"Thisis Commander Davip. I'm assuming persona command of one of the
laser stations for Emperor's Hammer. During the operation, any gunner
whose accuracy ratesworse than mineisin for it. He or she gets
transferred down to the planet's surface immediately after the battleis
done and will be put on the crews handling the bodies of our dead.

That'll be your position through the duration of our stay insystem, and

no transferswill be accepted. That isdl." He gave the comm officer a

nod to indicate he was through.

That officer, and the others who had been looking at him before, stared
blankly, asthough they'd just realized they'd been taking ordersfrom a
talking banthain an officer'suniform.

He grinned at them. Why, if he'd known how much entertainment heldd
derive from baffling his subordinates, he might havetried it years ago.



Jainas and Kyp's X-wings crept dong just above the jungle floor. They
were perpendicular to the ground, their repulsorlifts whining with the
unaccustomed demands of having to fly sidewaysjust above a planetary
surface. The snubfighters bows crashed through branches and fern-like
vegetation as they moved - not exactly stedlthy, Jaina decided, but

dill invisblefromtheair.

Jag's clawcraft was not in Sight; sensors said that he was about two
hundred meters ahead and dowly increasing hislead. The clawcraft's
more compact shape was better suited to travel through these
surroundings without becoming snared on heavy foliage.

And with Jag'sfighter, hovering behind it at adistance of no more than
four meters, were two shadow bombs, armed, drifting dong in the grip of
the Force. Jaina sweated as she divided her concentration between flying
thisway and controlling her shadow bomb, and once again she envied
Kyp's effortless control over al matters of the Force.

All matters not involving his own motivations and actions, thet is.

Jag said, "'I've managed to set down in some heavy growth just besidea
riverbank. A sort of hunter'sblind. | have pretty good visibility. If
you want, you can set the bombs down behind me. Gently."

Jainadid so, grateful for therelief. "How close do you think you are?"

"Pretty close. I'mlooking right at them. About twenty meters off, ahead
to starboard. There are two masses of reptoid daves escorting
coraskippers. The skips are moving about ameter off the ground. Their
voidsarent visble... | suspect they're directing their voidsto

reinforce the rakamats. | see only five skips, but their formation
suggests abroad line of them. Hold on." Hewas silent for afew
moments. "Vibrationsin the hull suggest that one or more rakamats are
headed thisway. | think we placed it pretty accurately.” Then therewas
aloud bang and a curt laugh from Jag. "A tree just took some laserfire
from one of us"

"Try not to get hit with your shields down, dummy."”
"Good advice, that. I'd never considered it before. Wait asecond.”
"What isit?"

"l seearakamat... | think it'sarange. Something big, shoving down
wholetreesin front of it. Who wantsto try this one?'

"ldo,"Kypsaid.
"All right, lift the shadow bomb up, traverseit ten meters forward, and

lower it dowly... | seethe bomb. Very good. All right, takeit ahead
dead dow... alittleto theright... no, not that much to the right



Stop! Can you back it up ameter and sidedip alittle to theright?”

"Thiswill never work," Kyp said. "I can't sense dl the vegetation with
the accuracy of seeing it. | can't just Steer around things.”

"Yes, you can," Janasaid. "Can you direct its movements through hand
motions?"

"Well, yes, but it'sno better if | ill can't seeit.”
Jainagrinned. "Kyp, set down here and dave your controlsto Jag's."
"All right... done. Now what?'

"Jag, you use your control yoke likeit was ajoystick in agame. Direct
the shadow bomb's movement. Kyp, keep your hand on your yoke, let its
feedback direct where your hand goes... and control the shadow bomb
through your hand motions.”

"Whoa" Kyp sounded impressed. "All right, I'm game.”

"Nice of you to be so willing," Jag said. "Y ou're not the one Sitting
meters away from an armed proton torpedo being directed by a blind man
in atwo-way hookup. Well, here goes."

Jainaset down her X-wing, lowering it onto its landing gear, and
crossed her fingers.

"Hey, it'sworking," Jag said. "My control isdoppy, but much better
than verbal. I've got it past the trees... lowering it to afew

centimeters off the ground. Good, Kyp, we're getting better. Cruising it
forward, dead dow... Stop it here, set it down. Good. It'sright in the
path of the rakamat. | can see the rakamat clearly now, and there's
another one behind it, alittle to port. The near oneis about thirty
meters, the second one, I'd estimate, twenty meters behind it."

"Go ahead and take the second bomb," Jainatold Kyp.

Reth brought his squad around for another pass and cursed. He'd lost two
E-wingson thelast pass, onein aclean kill, one with comprehensive
thruster damage that sent it limping back to base. That |eft him eight.

The Y uu-zhan Vong ground force was moving into hisfirebresk zone, its
reptoid troops, coralskippers, and rakamats exposed to view from above,
but they were soaking up his squad's damage with impunity. And now the
coralskippers were coming up off the ground to engage them.

There were alot of them. Dozens of skips. Hundreds or thousands of
reptoids. And the rakamat. One squad of E-wingswasn't going to be
enough to put adent in them.



He switched over to command frequency. "Control, thisis Blackmoon
Leader. Werefacing a superior force and could use some
reinforcements.”

The voice that responded was lellaWessiri's. "Black-moon Leader,
Control. All our ground forces are engaged. Fight defensively and make a
fighting retreat back our way."

"Control, copy.” Reth gritted histeeth. Thiswasn't going to end well.
It would be another Hoth, another Dantooine, with not even an
opportunity to count up their dead.

Jag looked dispassionately at the reptoid who'd just walked into his
viewport. Thereptoid stared at him, mouth open to suggest anger or
surprise, and looked around to gauge the size of Jag's clawcraft. "I
estimate about ten seconds before the Y uuzhan Vong figure out I'm here.”

"Get out of there, then. Come back to us." "No, it's more than ten

seconds before the rakamat are in position. We need to timethis

exactly." "No, come on back now. Do you trust me?' "No fair usng my own
argumentsagaing me." The reptoid wasin afrenzy, shouting something

back toward the advancing line of coralskippers. Jag activated his

shidds, heard and fe It the increased engine demand thrum through his
clawcraft. Herolled his craft over backward like abdl, rotating it
aongitsdirectiond axis so he ended up facing the other way but

right-side up, and goosed histhrusters.

Behind him, his hiding place exploded as plasma cannon gectarained
down on it. Then the trees surrounding it shattered, splintering, as
coralskippers gave chase.

Jainalet hersdf drift, staying in tentative contact with the distant
lifeforms.

She could fed them, the collective them, and every few moments a new
group of them, afew meters away from thelast, offered up a second or
two of fear astheir world shook around them.

They wereinsects, lizards, other life-forms native to Borleias, and she
was sure shewas feding their fear asthe impact tremor of the
rakamat's giant feet shook the ground around them.

She could o fed, with adifferent sat of Force-senghilities, the
shadow bomb she controlled.

Thetwo sets of feding were coming closer together.

Shefdt atwitch from Kyp. Hisrange was right over his shadow bomb.
Wait, shetold him.



Closer, closer, and then they were dmost together. Now, shetold him,
and triggered her shadow bomb. She opened her eyes.

In the distance, fire erupted into the sky - fire, propelling into the

sky tons of charred flesh that had been rakamats. A shock wave rippled
out from the Ste of the explosions, shredding trees neer it, shaking

them farther away, causing nothing more than aground tremor where Jaina
and Kyp sat.

"All right. Twins" shesaid. "Let'sgo back in and dedl with that |ast
range, and Jag's pursuit.”

"Twin Suns, thisis Control.” In fact, it was Wedge's voice. "Negative
onthat. Fall back. Fal back."

"Fall back, understood.” Jainastruggled with herself, then assumed her
most regal tone. "We want to know why were being summoned back when
werewinning.”

"Because you're holding up the Y uuzhan V ong advance.”

Shelost her godly demeanor. "What? | thought that's what we were
supposed to do!”

Wedge laughed at her. "Goddess, as usud, you're doing your job too
wdl."

SEVENTEEN
Coruscant System

The Record Time dropped out of hyperspace close to Coruscant, close
enough for the planet to fill most of her forward viewports.

Lando immediately began broadcasting. " Survivor Cdl Thirty-Eight, this
is Rescue Two. We're inbound and ready for pickup. Make yourselves ready
at Target Zone A-Nineteen. Over."

Therewas no reply. Of course there wasn't. There was no Survivor Cell
Thirty-Eight. There was no Target Zone A-Nineteen. No one was monitoring
this comm frequency.

"Sensors show frigate andlog incoming,” YVH 1-1A sad.

"Shields up. Commencefiring." Lando plotted a course revision that

would carry them away from the other Y uuzhan VVong command shipsin the
area, acourse that would, in theory, get them to the vicinity of the

edge of Coruscant's atmosphere. He ran the numbers and winced. The



incoming frigate would be on them before they could get into postion.
Record Time was going to soak up some damage.

He keyed the comm unit again. " Survivor Cell Thirty-Eight, thisis

Rescue Two. Why don't you answer? Why don't you answer?' He clicked it
off and grinned at 1-1A. "What did you think of that?'

One-One-A began firing, meticulous shots with the ship's turbolasers at

too great adistance to be effective. " Stress anadysis of your

transmitted words suggests high emotiond content. From a search-and
rescue perspective, you sound like an emotiona civilian.”

"Good. How about the repetition? Too cliched, or did it work for you?"

"That is outsde the scope of my programming.” One-One-A continued
firing. "Thefrigate islaunching cora-skippers. | have destroyed one.”

"l suggest you destroy asecond one."

"l have destroyed a second one.”

"l suggest you destroy athird one.”

"If I may ask, are you managing a subordinate, or taunting me?"

"I'm taunting you, One-One-A. All in the spirit of fun.”

"I have destroyed athird one."

"l suggest - "

"l have destroyed afourth one.”

Luke waited in the darkness of the cargo hold. Strapped to hisfeet was
the descent unit the Wraiths had given him. Its bottom was attached with
adhesive to his descent pod, a portion of a coralskipper reshaped into
an oblong spheroid by creative application of du-racrete and paint. Its
hatch was dogged shut.

Hewore aset of Yuuzhan Vong-styled armor - not one of the true vonduun
crab sets, one of the artful smulations. He'd suspected that it might

not be appropriate for aman with amechanical hand and an al-too
useful lightsaber to make use of one of the authentic sets; he suspected

he'd have to shed any Y uuzhan V ong disguise too often and too quickly.

Over the Y uuzhan Vong armor, he wore an environment suit, abig, bulky,
ancient one no one would misswhen he had to shred it upon landing.

Hereached out to Mara, felt her in the Force, felt her living presence.
She reached back, an absent gesture; he knew her mind had to be



dsawhere, on ther misson, on ther child.

Lando's voice came over hishelmet speakers. "We're getting into range.”
The ship, and everything in the cargo area, shuddered. " Sorry about

that. Little bit of plasmagoo." Hisvoice was replaced by 1-|A'sfor a
moment

"l have destroyed a Sixth one." Then Lando was back

"Knock off the running taly, would you? Um, well go into alaterd
maneuver in just aminute and punch you out. If you find yourselvesin
vacuum before then, just go on without me.”

"I have destroyed a seventh one.”
"l toldyou-"

"I am teaching mysdf to taunt you."

Lando pulled apilot's helmet on. Hisfancy tunic and cloak concedled a
far more ordinary pilot's jumpsuit, and he checked its connectionsto
make sure it was ready to sed him off in case of pressureloss. A piece
of plasmahad dready burned itsway through the transparisted of the
forward viewport, and air was hissng out through it.

The Record Time shook every few seconds now. Itstail section wastaking
the brunt of the damage - plasma cannon fire, barely reduced by the

failing shields, from both pursuing cordskippers and thetrailing

frigate andlog - while the forward section was suffering from hit after

hit launched by a single corad skipper.

But they were dmogt in position. Lando keyed his helmet microphone.
"Coming up on launch zone in fifteen seconds. Therés not going to bea
countdown. When we're there, I'm going to punch you out.”

"Force be with you, Lando."

"Luck bewith you, Luke." Lando switched off the comlink and returned
his attention to the controls.

Thiswastricky. He put the ungainly, disntegrating freighter into a

dow port turn, bringing its starboard side around to face the sunny

sde of the planet below. "Ready yoursdf, One-One-A." Then hetripped
the newly ingtalled switch labeled GO.

The ship'sinertial compensator kicked off. Though hetightly gripped
thearms of his chair and was strapped into place, Lando felt himself
yanked to the right, heard the post his seat was bolted to creak from
the sudden pressure.



All around the forward section of the ship, explosives attached to the
outer hull would be going off. They weren't high explosives, they had
just enough detonating power to fire chaff and thick smoky residue out
indl directions. From outside, it would look asthough Record Time
were experiencing a series of interna explosions.

The smoke and chaff concealed the starboard cargo bay door, which should
have been dung open by the maneuver and loss of artificid gravity.

Lando saw that its gauge registered that it was open, that its

amospheric pressure was gpproaching zero, that its own temporary

inertid compensator had activated.

He looked out the starboard viewport. There, acloud of debriswas
tumbling away from the freighter, directly toward Coruscant's surface
far below.

He keyed his hdmet microphone again. " Survivor Cel Thirty-Eight, this
isthefina transmisson of Rescue Two. Sorry we couldn't get to you.
Hope you have better luck next time." That message, he knew, would be
picked up by a New Republic scout ship at the edge of the Corus-cant
system and relayed to Wedge Antilles; it meant that Luke and his party
were safely away.

Heturnedto 1-1 A. "All right, let'sget - " A blast of plasmafrom the
frigate ana og hit the center of the goan joining the two sections of

Record Time. The span parted, and the ripple from the impact shook the
length of the ship. Thistime, Lando's chair post did bresk, bouncing

him, still strgpped into hischair, into the air. With the ship's

artificid gravity dead, he rose until he banged into the bridge

ceiling, bounced off, and began drifting toward the fis-sized holein

the forward viewport. "Oh, | have aredly good feding about this" he
sad.

Luke felt abrupt weightlessness, then sudden acceleration as he was
punched out of the cargo bay and, he hoped, toward the planet.

He checked the sensor readouts glued to the pod surface before him. They
showed course - correct. Number - correct; al of his comradeswere
with him gtill. Ashe watched, theinertia compensator in the unit at

his feet activated, rotating him so that he approached Coruscant feet

first. Minor repulsor bursts would be keegping himin close proximity to

the others.

He shook his head, dissatisfied. He didn't liketo bein any small
vehicle when he wasn't at the controls. And thiswas avehicleonly by a
very generous broadening of the definit ion of that word.

Lando got himsdf unstrgpped from his chair and kicked againgt the
viewport. The move carried him away fromit, but also caused cracksto



appear where his hedl had struck, cracks that reached the plasmahole
and radiated in other directions aswell.

One-One-A pushed himsdlf free from his seet, atrgectory that carried

him past Lando and toward the door out. He caught Lando around the waist
ashetraveled, Lando's mass barely causing achangein hisdirection,

and reached the door recess. He clamped his feet down at the bottom of
the recess and, with hisfree hand, sheared through the metal door.

Atmosphere behind it poured through, tugging Lando, but 1-1 A merely
shoved hisway through the ruins of the door and into the passageway

beyond.

"Good work," Lando said.
"|sthat more taunting, or acompliment?'

"Neither, redly. Inthis case, it sandsin for a'thank-you,' whichis

what it really means. Now can you get usinto the bay? Because that last
blast seemsto have pushed us toward the atmosphere, and were going to
be carbon dust in afew secondsto aminute.”

"Y ou'rewelcome." One-One-A kicked again, and they were floating
weightless down the passageway .

Luke could fed the heat now; for al the Wraiths claims, hesat soaked
into the descent unit and was transmitted into the pod, cutting through
his environment suit, through hisarmor, causing him to burst into sweet
from scalp to toes.

The sensor board before him winked out. Then, beyond it, he saw the pod
interior surface go from black to red, to yellow - and then flame was
licking at it there, flamethat grew and spread.

The pod rocked. Luke knew that friction had to have caused apit in the
bottom of his pod; atmosphere was getting afoothold in the pit, causing
greater friction, causing the whole unit to sway. Hefelt arumblein

his feet as the repul sorlift there increased power output to keep the

unit upright.

Abruptly there was abright flash and the top of the pod was gone. Luke
found himsdf in acolumn of fire, sreaming yellow flamesthat reached
from the edges of the descent unit at hisfeet straight up into the air;

he could see nothing beyond it. For amoment, amemory over twenty-five
years old rose before him, the vison of the smoking remains of his

Uncle Owen and Aunt Beru, asthey lay on the sandsin front of his home
on Tatooine.

He forced the memory away and tried to gain alittle perspective. If
thisisbad for me, he thought, what isit going to belike for Tahiri?



A teenager?

Lukefdt ajolt under hisfeet, sudden deceleration; his kneesflexed
as he absorbed the shock. The decel eration remained constant and the
flames began to diminish, to waver.

In moments he could see his surroundings through them. Marawas no more
than ten meters away, her face not visible through her environment suit
and Y uuzhan Vong armor. The otherswere al nearby.

They were less than two kilometers above the world's surface, il
fdling, but not at termind velocity. And though held lived on

Coruscant for many years, this wasn't the surface he remembered. Great
buildingslay toppled, their angles no longer conforming to those of the
structures around them. Everything was coated with green, a poisonous
shade of the color. At least the orange-and-brown cloudsin the
distance, full of rain and lightning, were the same, one reassuring

pieceof familiarity.

"Interesting ride, farmboy.” Maras voice was clear over the comlink;
any interference brought on by the atmospheric friction of their decent
was now ended.

Luke repressed a snicker. "Not too bad.”

"Face?' That was Tdlin'svoice, faint, full of emotion. Lukewinced. He
and Marawould need to offer her some reassurance.

"YS?I

"I want one! I've got to have one of these when we get back. Oh, what a
ride! Canwedoit agan?'

Luke shook his head and fdt Maralaughing at him.

One-One-A had to use his blaster on the main door into the cargo bay.
Once it was shredded and gone, the atmosphere from the passageway nearly
blew the two of them into the bay itsdlf, but the combat droid held

fedt.

Lando poked his head in. The B-wing seemed to be secure. The cargo ramp
door was still down, maybe gone, and he could see starry space beyond
space, and, as the remains of the ship rotated, a coral skipper till

pouring fireinto its Sde as the ruins descended toward the atmosphere.

Cold began seeping into Lando's bones. "Let'sgo."
A minute later, just asthe outer edges of the Record Time began glowing

from friction, Lando's B-wing erupted from the cargo bay, turning away
from the pursuing cora-skipper, away from the frigate and other skips



that had chosen to hang back once their task was done. With 1-1A slent
in the passenger seet, Lando plotted a course that would carry them out
of Coruscant's mass shadow, to a point where he could make ajump, any

jump, to hyper-space and get clear.

Heturned to look at the combat droid. "And | did it looking good,” he
sad.

"Isthistaunting, too?"

Borldas

The bicticsfacility wasin clear Sght now. Jainacould seeit, her
squadmates, the surviving sarfighters and blast-boats of the other
eleven squadrons defending the Site, and fires - dozens of firesraging
inthe jungle outsde the kill zone. She poured her lasersinto distant
targets ranges, cora skippers. She saw a'Y uuzhan Vong frigate analog a
dozen kilometers away, in the zone defended by Rogue Squadron. The
frigate blossomed in fire and blood as a proton torpedo found its mark.
But there were more frigate analogs, other capital ships, dl converging
onthe bicticsfacility.

She shook her head. The Y uuzhan V ong force marching toward the fecility
was too great; the defenders could not hold the site.

Until now, sheld been sllently raging at Wedge Antilles. Whenever shed
manage to make inroads againgt the enemy assault, he or one of his
controllerswould order her to withdraw a haf kilometer, a hundred
meters. It was asif they didn't want her to win. But now she could see
that too much success on her part would serve only to cut Twin Suns off
from the other units, to doom her and her pilots. It was probably best
that she'd been ordered to fall back at the same rate as the other
squadrons.

The mind of Jaina the Goddess woke up. Jainafrowned. Fal back at the
same rate. She consulted her sensor board. That was exactly what was
happening. The New Republic Forces had withdrawn where they were too
strong, and been reinforced where they were too weak, and now every live
unit of those forces was within akilometer of the kill zone.

"Jag, | need to gpologizeto your uncle" shesad.
llWI.WI
"I'll tell youwhy later.”

"All units, fall back to kill zong" ldlasaid. "All units, fal back
tokill zone. Y ou havefifteen seconds. Fourteen. Thirteen.”

Jainaled her squad back, taking up position directly over the landing



zonein front of the biotics building, directing their lasers back the
way they'd come. "Twin Suns Squadron, on-gtation.” Using her
repulsorlifts, she drifted to port and astream of plasmawhipped past
her, splashing onto the blue transparisted panels on the face of the
building; she directed laserfire back at her attacker.

Other unit commanders called in readiness as the countdown neared its
end. Not al did. Jainawinced. She couldn't hope that no friendlies
were out there; she knew some were, pilots who'd been shot down but
might ill bedive.

"Zero," ldlasad. "Hold pogtions.”
Andit begantoran.

It didn't rain water. It rained columns of destructive energy, massed
firefrom turbolaser batteriesfar overhead, brilliant needles of light
that poured into the jungle dl around the kill zone.

The turbolaser blagts tore through vegetation, through everything
beneath it. Blagts hitting trees detonated them in clouds of smoke.
Beams hitting ponds and creeks and stagnant water sent up clouds of
superheated steam. Beams flashed down through those clouds, but the
manipulators of voids couldn't see them coming, couldn't maneuver the
voidsinto placeintime.

Jainasat transfixed. Thiswas orbita bombardment, what the Empire's

Star Destroyers had been built to do, what no Star Destroyer under the
command of the New Republic had ever done. Jaina had heard about it, but
it wasjust history, just some old-timey thing that no one ever had to

worry about.

And now shewas seeing it. Lusankyawasfindly fulfilling the purpose
for which she had been built, before Jaina had even been born.

For four minutes, deeth rained down from overhead, in acircle negtly
surrounding the kill zone. Then it stopped, and the rumbles, the screams
uttered by bodies of water suddenly superheated, the bellows of distant
rakamats meeting their doom, al died away.

Jainajumped as her comlink crackled back into life. "Ground forces,"
Wedge sad, "'commence mop-up.”

Coruscant

The repulsors on the descent units activated for the final portion of

the descent. All the members of Luke's group set down on the same roof
except for Kell Tainer, who hit the roof correctly, punched clean
through its disintegrating duracrete surface, and ended up three stories
down. "Not hurt,” he shouted up. "Hey, they've left behind some



holodramas | haven't seen.”

Luke pulled off his scorched environment suit asthe othersdid the
same. Hetook alook around. In the distance, he could see aflight of
four coraskippers, they were not aimed thisway, but if he could see
them, their pilots might be able to see him. "L et's get under cover,” he
sad. "Shovedl thetrash into the hole Kell made. Look out below.”

Mara, somehow stylishly savagein her vonduun crab armor with its helmet
off, surveyed the landscape. Her lipstwitched in amomentary grimace.
"Welcome home," she said.

Luke shook hishead. "Thisisn't home. | wonder if it will ever be home
agan.”

Y uuzhan VVong Worldship, PyriaOrbit

Czulkang Lah blinked. How had that particular use of theinfidels
triangle shipseluded him?

Nom Anor, he decided. Nom Anor had been the Y uuzhan VVong spy inthis
galaxy for decades. Like anidiot, during al those years, he had failed

to discover that humans gave birth to twins so often that it wasa

matter of little interest to them, and thisfailure had cost them dearly

- it had alowed the notion of Jacen and Jaina Solo as sacred twinsto
become awespon in the hands of the infiddls.

Now, it seemed obviousthat Nom Anor had failed to inform the Y uuzhan
Vong military command of alittle-used but critical tactic employed by
the enemy's senior capital ships. Unforgivable. Unforgivable.

"Recall the ships and cora skippers harassing their orbita forces," he
told hisade. "This engagement is done.”

"It cannot be done," the officer whispered. "We have been embarrassed.
Wehavefaled."

"If you can't livewithit, find away to kill yoursdf," Czulkang Lah
answered. "And | will find an aide who hasintelligence aswell as
courage." Heturned away. He would have to give his son unpleasant news.

Borldas

Asnight fell, Jainafinished her power-down checklist. She exited her
X-wing, gave it an affectionate pat, waved a Cappie, and turned toward
the docking bay exit.

But waiting for her, ashe usudly did now, was Jag. He wore the dight
smile Jaina suspected that only she could see. "What's up?' she said.



"Cdrissan got back from Coruscant dive. So, being Cdrissan, he's
throwing a party for family and friends. And friends of friends, and
anyone who looksinteresting. He says he has pre-invasion brandy. Care
togo?"

Jainafdt hersdf gtart to shake her head, the refusa that had become
second nature to her since sheld come to Borleias, but she caught
hersdlf intime. Shelinked her arm through hisand smiled up at him.
"Loveto."



