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Cilghd; Jedi Magter (female Mon Caamari)

Gorog; mastermind (Killik)

Han Solo; captain,Millennium Falcon (male human)
Jacen Solo; Jedi Knight (mae human)

Jae Juun; captain, XR808g (mde Sullugtan)

Jagged Fel; commander, Chisstask force (male human)
Jaina Solo; Jedi Knight (femae human)

LeiaOrgana Solo; copilot, Millennium Falcon (femde human)
Lowbacca; Jedi Knight (male Wookiee)

Luke Skywaker; Jedi Master (mae human)

Mara Jade Skywalker; Jedi Master (female human)



R2-D2: astromech droid

Raynar Thul; crash survivor (male human)
Saba Sebatyne; Jedi Master (female Barabel)
Tahiri Vela Jedi Knight (femae human)
Tarfang; copilot, XR808g (ma e Ewok)

Tekli; Jedi Knight (female Chadra-fan)

Tend Ka Queen Mother (female human)
Tesar Sebatyne; Jedi Knight (male Barabel)
Waek; crash survivor (mae human)

Zekk; Jedi Knight (mae human)

PROLOGUE

THE FEELING HAD RETURNED, asense of desperation that burned in the Force like afaraway dtar,
clear and bright and beckoning. Jaina Solo found her gaze straying through the justice ship viewport, out
into the blue-flecked void that hung behind the dowly spinning cylinder of Detention CenterMaxsec
Eight. Asbefore, the sensation came from the direction of the Unknown Regions, acdl for . . . what?
And from whom? The touch was too wispy to tell. It dwayswas.

“Jedi S0lo?” Theinquisitor stepped closer to the witnessrall. “Shdl | repeat the question?’

A tall, stiff woman with ashaved head and deep lines at the corners of her gray eyes, Athadar Gyad had
the brusque demeanor of aretired military officer. It was acommon affectation among petty
Recongtruction Authority bureaucrats, even when the only notation in their service record was a
decades-old planetary conscription number.

“When you boarded theNight Lady with Jedi Lowbaccaand—"

“Sorry, Inquigitor. | did hear the question.” Jaina shifted her gaze to the accused, amassive Y akawith



an expressionless, near-human face. He wore an engraved Ithorian skull on the laterd cover of his
cybernetic implant. “ Redstar’ s crew tried to turn us away.”

A glint of impatience showed in Gyad' sgray eyes. “ They attacked you with blasters, isn't that correct?’
“And it was necessary to defend yourselves with your lightsabers?’
“Right again.”

Gyad remained dlent, tacitly inviting her witnessto eaborate on the battle. But Jainawas more interested
in the sense of desperation shefdt in the Force. It was growing stronger by the moment, more urgent and
frightened.

“Jedi Solo?” Gyad stepped in front of Jaina, blocking her view out of the inquest salon. * Please direct
your atention to me.”

Jainafixed thewoman with anicy stare. “| thought | had answered your question.”

Gyad drew back dmost imperceptibly, but continued her examination as though there had been no
resentment in Jaina svoice. “What were you wearing at the time?’

“Our cloaks,” Jainasaid.
“Y our Jedi cloaks?’

“They'rejust cloaks.” Jainahad stood at enough witnessrallsin thelast few yearsto know that the
inquisitor wastrying to bolster aweak case with the mystique of her Jedi witnesses—a sure Sgn that
Gyad did not understand, or respect, the Jedi rolein the galaxy. “ Jedi don’'t wear uniforms.”

“Surely, you can't mean to suggest that acrimind of Red-star’ sintelligence failed to recognize—" Gyad
paused to reconsider her phrasing. Tribunal inquisitors were supposed to be impartia investigators,
though in practice most limited their efforts to presenting enough evidence to lock away the accused.
“Jedi Solo, do you mean to suggest the crew could have legitimately believed you to be pirates?’

“I don’t know what they believed,” Jainasaid.

Gyad narrowed her eyes and studied Jainain silence. Despite Luke Skywalker’ s advice after the war to
avoid involving the Jedi in the mundane concerns of the new government, the challenge of rebuilding the
galaxy obliged much of the order to do just that. There were just too many critical missonsthat only a
Jedi could perform, with too many dire consequences for the Galactic Alliance, and most Reconstruction
Authority bureaucrats had cometo view the Jedi order aslittle more than an lite branch of interstellar

police.
Finaly, Jainaexplained, “1 wastoo busy fighting to probe their thoughts.”

Gyad let out athestricd sigh. “ Jedi Solo, isn'tit truethat your father once made hisliving asa
snugger?’

“That was alittle before my time, Inquisitor.” Jaina sretort drew asiss of laughter from the spectator
area, where two of her fellow Jedi Knights, Tesar Sebatyne and L owbacca, sat waiting for her to finish.
“And what would that have to do with the price of spice on Na Hutta?’



Gyad turned to the panel of magistrates. “Will you please ingtruct the witnessto answer—"
“Everyone knowsthe answer,” Jainainterrupted. “It’ staught in half the history classesin the gdaxy.”

“Of courseitis” Theinquigitor’ svoice grew atificialy compassionate, and she pointed to the Y aka
captive. “Would it be possible that you identify with the accused? That you are reluctant to testify againgt
acrimina because of your father’ s own ambivalent relationship with the law?’

“No.” Jainafound hersdf squeezing the witnessrail as though she meant to crimp the cold metd. “Inthe
last five standard years, I’ ve captured thirty-seven warlords and broken more than a hundred

smugdling—"’

Suddenly the sense of desperation grew more tangible in the Force, more clear and familiar. Jaind s gaze
turned back to the viewport, and she did not finish her answer.

“Wait.”

Tahiri Velaraised ahand, and thetwo Y uuzhan VVong standing before her fell silent. The two groups of
spectators watched her expectantly, but she remained quiet and stared into Zonama Sekot’ s blue sky.
Over the last few weeks, she had begun to sense adistant foreboding in the Force, adowly building
dread, and now that feeling had developed into something more. . . into anguish and panic and despair.

“Jeeda Vella?' asked the smaller of the speakers. With one blind eye and alumpy, lopsided face, he
was one of the Extolled, a disfigured underclass once known as the Shamed Ones. They had earned their
new name by rising up againgt their upper-caste oppressors to help end the war that had nearly
destroyed both the Y uuzhan VVong and the civilized galaxy. “1s something wrong?’

“Yes.” Tahiri forced her attention back to the group. Their blue-rimmed eyes and leathery faces seemed
more familiar to her than the reflection of the blond-haired women she saw in the mirror every
morning—but that was hardly asurprise, considering what had happened to her during the war. She was
asmuch Y uuzhan Vong now as she was human, & least in mind and spirit. “But it doesn’t have anything
to do with this. Goon.”

The Extolled One—Bava, she remembered—bowed deeply, intentiondly lowering himself to her height.

“As| was saying,Jeedai Vella, four timesthisweek we have caught S Ghator and hiswarriors steding
from our gardens.”

Tahiri cocked her brow.“ Your gardens, Bava?’' La okio was supposed to be acommund village, an
experiment where the contentious castes of Y uuzhan V ong society would learn to work together—and to
trust each other. “1 thought the gardens belonged to everyone.”

“We have decided that every grasha isaso adlowed to plant an extraplot for itsdf.” Bavasneered in
Ghator’ sdirection, then continued, “But the warriors are too lazy to work their own ground. They expect
ustodo it for them.”

“We cannot do it for ourselves!” Ghator objected. Half ameter taller than Tahiri and nearly threetimes
her mass, he still bore the tattoos and ritua scarrings of aformer subaltern. “We are cursed by the gods.
Nothing we plant will grow.”



Tahiri fought back asigh. “Don’t tell me you' ve separated by caste again. Y ou’ re supposed to be living
inmixed groups.”

As Tahiri spoke, shefdt the familiar touch of a Chadra-Fan searching for her in the Force, wanting to
know if she dso sensed the growing strength of thefeeling. She opened hersdlf to the contact and
focused her thoughts on the mysterious fear. Tekli was not particularly strong in the Force, and what
Tahiri perceived asaclarion call would seem barely awhisper to the little Chadra-Fan. Neither of them
bothered to reach out fortheir companion Danni Quee; Force-sengitive though she might be, so far Danni
had proven numb to the sensation.

“Living in mixed grashdsisunclean,” Ghator said, drawing Tahiri’ s atention back to the problemsin
La okio. “Warriors cannot be asked to deep on the same dirt as Shamed Ones.”

“Shamed Ones!” Bavasaid. “We are Extolled. We are the oneswho exposed Shimrra s heresy, while
youwariorsled usdl toruin.”

The blue rim around Ghator’ s eyes grew wider and darker. “Beware your tongue, raal, lest its poison
strike you dead.”

“Thereisno poisonin truth.” Bava sneaked aglancein Tahiri’ sdirection, then sneered, “Y ou arethe
Shamed Ones now!”

Ghator’ s hand sent Bavatumbling across the rugrass so swiftly that Tahiri doubted she could have
intercepted it had she wanted to, and she did not want to. The Y uuzhan Vong would always have their
own way of working out problems—ways that Danni Quee and Tekli and perhaps even Zonama Sekot
itsdlf would never fully comprehend.

Bava stopped rolling and turned his good eyein Tahiri’ sdirection. She returned his gaze and did nothing.
Having risen from their outcast status through their efforts to end the war, the Extolled Ones were proving
eager to find another caste to take their place. Tahiri thought it might be good to remind them of the
consequences of such behavior. Besides, thefedling was growing stronger and clearer; she had the sense
that it was coming from someone she knew, someone who had been trying to reach her—and Tekli—for
avery longtime,

Comefast. . .Thevoice aroseingde Tahiri’smind, clear and distinct and eerily familiar. Come now.

The words seemed to fade even as Jacen Solo perceived them, sinking below the threshold of
awareness and vanishing into the boggy underlayers of hismind. Y et the message remained, the
conviction that the time had come to answer the call he had been feding over the last few weeks. He
unfolded hislegs—he was Sitting cross-legged in the air—and lowered hisfeet to the floor of the
meditation circle. A chain of soft pops sounded as hecrushed thetiny bladavinesthat spilled out of the
seams between the larstone paving blocks.

“I’'m sorry, Akanah. | must go.”

Akanah answered without opening her eyes. “If you are sorry, Jacen, you mustnot go.” A lithewoman
with an olive complexion and dark hair, she appeared closer to Jacen’ s age than her own five standard
decades. She st floating in the center of the meditation circle, surrounded by novices who weretrying to
imitate her with varying degrees of success. “ Sorrow isasign that you have not given yoursdf to the
Current.”



Jacen considered this, then dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Then I’m not sorry.” Thecall
continued in the Force, aneedle-sharp pang that pulled at Jacen deep insde hischest. “And | must go.”

Now Akanah opened her eyes. “What of your training?’
“I'm grateful for what you have shown me so far.” Jacen turned to leave. “I'll continuewhen | return.”

“No.” As Akanah spoke, the meditation circle exit vanished behind avine-sirewn wall. “1 cannot permit
that.”

Jacen stopped and turned to face her. “Illusions aren’t necessary. If you don’t wish meto return, |
won't.”

“What | don’'t wishisfor youto leave.” Akanah floated over to him and lowered her own feet. She was
so immersed in the White Current that even the delicate bladaleaves did not pop beneath her weight.
“It’ stoo soon. You're not ready.”

Jacen forced himsdlf to remain patient. After dl, he was the one who had sought out the Fallanass. “I
have completed many trainings, Akanah. What | have learned isthat every order believesits way isthe

only way.”

“I am not speaking of monks and witches, Jacen Solo. | am speaking of you.” Her dark eyes caught his
gaze. “Y our fedings on this are unclear. Someone calls, and you go without knowing why.”

“Thenyoufed it, too?’

“No, Jacen. Y ou are as clumsy in the Current as your uncle. Y our feglings leave ripples, and ripples can
be read. Doesthe call come from your brother?’

“No. Anakindied inthewar.” It had been eight years, an Jacen could finally speak those words with
some measure of acceptance, with some recognition of the purpose his brother’ s death had served in the
Force. It had been the turning point in the war, when the Jedi finally learned how to fight the Y uuzhan
Vong—and not become mongtersthemselves. “I’ vetold you that.”

“Yes, butisithim?” Akanah stepped closer to Jacen, and his nogtrilsfilled with the scent of the waha
plantsthat grew in the temple bathing pooal. “ After someone sinks benegath the Current, acircle of ripples
remains behind. Perhapsit isthe ripplesyou sense”

“That does not make what | fed any lessredl,” Jacen countered.” Sometimes, the effect is all we can
know of the cause.”

“Do you remember my words only so you can use them to spar with me?’ Akanah's hand came up as
though to bat him across the ear, and his own hand reflexively rose to block. She shook her head in
disgust. “Y ou are adreadful student, Jacen Solo. Y ou hear, but you do not learn.”

It was arebuke to which Jacen had grown accustomed during his five-year search for the true nature of
the Force. The Jen-saarai, the Aing-Tii, even the Witches of Dathomir had dl said smilar thingsto
him—usualy when his questions about their view of the Force grew too probing. But Akanah had more
reason than the others to be disappointed in him. Striking another would be anathema to any Adept of
the White Current. All Akanah had donewaslift her hand; it had been Jacen who interpreted the action
as an attack.



Jaceninclined hishead. “1 learn, but sometimes dowly.” He was thinking of the two apparitions he had
aready seen of hisdead brother, the first when a cavern beast on Y uuzhan' tar used oneto lure himinto
itsthroat, the second on Zonama, when Sekot had taken Anakin’ s form while they talked. “Y ou think
I’m giving form to this cdll, that | impose my own meaning on theripples| fed.”

“Whatl think isnot important,” Akanah said. “ Still yoursdf, Jacen, and seewhat isredly in the Current.”

Jacen closed his eyes and opened himself to the White Current in much the same way he would have
opened himsdlf to th Force. Akanah and the other Adepts taught that the Current and the Force were
separate things, and that was true—but only in the sense that any current was different from the ocean in
which it flowed. In their essential wholeness, they were each other.

Jacen performed a quieting exercise he had learned from the Theran Listeners, then focused on the call.
It was il there, acry so sharp it hurt, in avoice he remembered and could not identify . . .come. . .
help . .. amae voice, but one he recognized as not belonging to his brother.

And there was something el se, too, afamiliar presence that Jacendid know, not sending the call, but
resching out dong withit. Jana

Jacen opened hiseyes. “It'snot Anakin . . . or hisripples.”
“You'recertan?’
Jacen nodded. “ Jaina sensesit, too.” That waswhat his sster wastrying to tell him, he knew. Their twin

bond had dways been strong, and it had only grown stronger during hiswanderings. “I think sheintends
to answer it.”

Akanah |ooked doubtful. “1 fed nothing.”

“Youaren't her twin.” Jacen turned and stepped through the wal-illusion hiding the exit, only to find
Akanah—or theilluson of Akanah—blocking hisway. “Please ask the Pydyriansto bring my ship down
from orbit. I’d like to leave as soon as possible.”

“I am sorry, but no.” Akanah's eyes caught his gaze again and held it dmost physicaly. “Y ou havethe
same power | once sensed in your uncle Luke, but without the light. Y ou must not leave before you have
found some.”

Jacen was stung by her harsh assessment, but hardly surprised. Thewar againgt the Y uuzhan VVong had
brought the Jedi a deeper understanding of the Force—one that no longer saw light and dark as
opposing sides—and he had known before he came that the Fallanass might find this new view
disturbing. That waswhy he had hid it from them . . . or thought he had.

“I’'m sorry you disgpprove,” Jacen said. “But | no longer view the Force in terms of light and dark. It
embraces more than that.”

“Y es, we have heard about this‘new’ knowledge of the Jedi.”
Akanah’ stone was scornful. “ And it troubles my heart to see that their folly now rivalstheir arrogance.”

“Folly?” Jacen did not want to argue, but—being one of the first advocates of the new



understanding—he felt compelled to defend hisviews. “That ‘folly’ helped uswin thewar.”

“At what price, Jacen?’ Akanah'svoice remained gentle. “1f the Jedi no longer look to the light, how
canthey serveit?’

“Jedi servethe Force,” Jacen said. “ The Force encompasses both light and dark.”
“So now you are beyond light and dark?” Akanah asked. “Beyond good and evil ?’
“I’'mno longer an active Jedi Knight,” Jacen answered, “but yes”

“And you do not understand thefolly in that?” As Akanah spoke, her gaze seemed to grow deeper and
darker. “The arrogance?’

What Jacen understood was that the Fallanass had arather narrow and rigid view of morality, but he
did not say so. The call was continuing to pull at himinsde, urging him to be on hisway, and thelast thing
he wanted to do now was waste time in a debate that would change no one’ s mind.

“The Jedi serve only themsdlves,” Akanah continued. “ They are pompous enough to believe they can
usethe Forceingtead of submitting toit, and in this pride they have caused more suffering than they have
prevented. With no light to guide you, Jacen, and the power | senseinyou, | fear you will cause even
more.”

The frank words struck Jacen like ablow, less because of their harshness than because of the genuine
concern he sensed behind them. Akanah truly feared for him, truly feared that he would become an even
greater mongter than had his grandfather, Darth Vader.

“Akanah, | gppreciate your concern.” Jacen reached for her hands and found himself holding only empty
air. Heresisted the temptation to find her red body in the Force; Adepts of the White Current
consdered such actsintrusonsjust short of violence. “But | won't find my light here. | haveto go.”

ONE

EVENING HAD COME to Unity Green, and the first hawk-bats were aready out, dipping down to
pluck yammal-jells and coufee edls from the rolling whitecaps on Liberation Lake. On the far shore, the
yorik cord bluffsthat marked the edge of the park had grown purple and shadowed. Beyond them, the
durasted skeletons of the rising skytowers gleamed crimson in the setting sun. The planet remained as
much Y uuzhan' tar as Coruscant, and in many ways that would never change. But itwas at peace. For the
firgt timein Luke Skywalker’ slife, the gdlaxy wastruly not at war—and that counted for everything.



There were ill problems, of course. There dwayswould be, and today severad senior Masters were
struggling to address the chaos that Jaina.and four other young Jedi Knights had caused by abruptly
abandoning their duties and departing for the Unknown Regions.

“Lowbaccawas the only one who completely understood the biomechanics of theMaledoth,” Corran
Horn was saying in histhroaty voice. “ So, as you can see, the Ramoan relocation project has ground to a
complete ganatill.”

Luke reluctantly shifted his gaze from the viewport to the council room’ s speaking circle, where Corran
sood using alaser-wand to highlight the holographic projection of ahuge Y uuzhan Vong daveship. The
Jedi order had been hoping to use the vessdl to evacuate the population of adying world.

Corran flicked the laserwand, and the holograph switched to the image of blast-pocked asteroid miner.
“The Stuation in the Matorian mining belt is deteriorating aswell. Without Zekk thereto lead the hunt,
Three-Ey€ s pirates have the run of the system. Raw materid shipments have falen by fifty percent, and
RePlanetHab istrying to buy them off.”

“That’ sone circuit we need to kill now,” Marasaid. Seated in the chair next to Luke's, she was—as
usual—the firgt to cut to the heart of the matter. That was one of the things L uke most admired about her;
in atime when the smallest decision carried ramifications that even a Columi dgarik champion could not
predict, hiswife singincts remained steedy and true. “If rehab conglomerates start buying off pirates,

we || have marauders popping up al over the Core.”

The other Magters voiced their agreement.
“Fine,” Corran said. “Where do wefind areplacement for Zekk?’

No one rushed to answer. The Jedi were spread too thin dready, with most Jedi Knights—and even
some apprentices— aready assigned three tasks. And as the ranks of the greedy and the selfish grew
ever more adept at manipulating the Galactic Alliance Senate, the Stuation seemed increasingly
desperate.

Findly, Kyp Durron said, “ The Solos should be finished on Borao soon.” Dressed in threadbare cape
and tunic, wearing his brown hair long and shaggy, Kyp looked as though he had just comein from a
long mission. He dwayslooked like that. “ Maybe RePlanetHab will be patient if they know they’ re the
Solos next assgnment.”

The sllence thistime was even longer than the last. Strictly speaking, the Soloswere not available for
assgnments. Han wasn't even a Jedi, and Leid s status was completely informal. The council just kept
asking them to help out, they just kept doing it, and every Master in the room knew the order had been
exploiting the Solos sdfless naturesfor far too long.

“ Someone e se needs to contact them,” Marafindly said. “It’ s getting so bad that Leia cringes whenever
ghe sees L uke' s face on the holocomm.”

“I candoit,” Kyp offered. “I’'m used to making Leiacringe.”

“That takes care of Maltoria,” Corran said. “Now, what about the Bothan ar’ krai”? Alema s last report
suggested that Reh’ mwa and his fundamentalists had aline on Zonama Sekot’ s location.



They were provisoning theAvengeance for a scouting mission into the Unknown Regions.”

A subtle eddy in the Force drew Luke' s attention toward the entrance. He raised a hand to stop the
discussion.

“Excuseme.” Heturned toward the foyer and immersed his mind completely in the Force until he
recognized one of the presences coming toward them, then said, * Perhaps we should continue thislater.
We don't want Chief Omas to know how concerned we are about Jaind s departure.”

“Wedon't?”
“No.” Luke rose and started toward the door. “Especialy not when he' s bringing Chiss.”

Luke stopped in the foyer area, where asimple wooden bench and two empty stone vases sat opposite
the door, arranged to subtly cam visitors and make them fed welcome. Barely amoment passed before
the door hissed open and ayoung apprentice came to asurprised halt directly in front of Luke.

“M-master S-skywalker!” the young Rodian stammered. He turned and raised a spindly-fingered hand
toward the door. “ Chief Omas and—"

“I' know, Twooal. Thank you.”

L uke nudged the youth back into the corridor with the other apprentice, then stepped into the doorway
and found himsdlf looking at Chief of State Cal Omas and atrio of blue-skinned Chiss. With awrinkled
face and sagging jowls, the Chissin front was probably the oldest Luke had ever seen. Thetwointhe
rear were clearly bodyguards—tall, strong, aert, and dressed in the black uniforms of the Chiss
Expansonary Defense Fleet.

“Chief Omas,” Luke said. The strains of Omas s office showed in his hollow cheeks and ashen
complexion. “Welcome.”

“You're expecting us.” Omas cast a pointed glance into the conference room. “ Good.”

L uke ignored the hint and bowed to the elderly Chiss.

“And Aristocra. . .” It took amoment for the nameto rise to the top of Omas' s mind, where Luke
could senseit without being overly intrusive. “Mitt’ swe' kleoni. It's a pleasure to make your

acquaintance.”

The Chiss sred eyes narrowed to crimson lines. “Very impressive, It snot easy to gather identity files
on Chissaristocracy.”

“We haven't.” Luke smiled and continued to block the door. “Y ou and your bodyguards are welcome
to comeinsde, once you have removed your hidden wegpons.”

Omas cringed visibly, but Luke did not move. Even had he not perceived the conceal ed wegpons
through the Force, he till would have made the request. These were Chiss, after all.

“Asyou know,” Luke continued, “the only wegpons alowed in the Jedi Temple are lightsabers.”

Mitt’ swe' kleoni smiled like an old man caught sipping something againgt his doctor’ s orders, then pulled



asmdl hold-out blaster from his boot and passed it to a bodyguard.

“My bodyguardswill wait in the corridor,” he said. “1 can see they wouldn't be of much usein aroom
full of Jedi.”

“Therewould be no need.” Luke stepped aside and waved the two statesmen toward the conference
circle “Pleasejoin us”

Asthey crossed the room, Mitt’ swe' kleoni kept sneaking glances at its appoi ntments—the automated
sarvice kitchen, the small forest of rare treba a plants, the flowform chairs—and the arrogance vanished
from his demeanor. It was not areaction Luke liked to see. The new Temple had been a gift from the
Gdactic Alliance, pressed on the Jedi when—in a desperate attempt to manufacture a symbol of
progress—the faltering Reconstruction Authority had moved the seet of government back to Coruscant.
In most regards, the relocation had failed as spectacularly asit had deserved. But the Temple, a
stone-and-transparisted pyramid designed to harmonize with the new face of postwar Coruscant, never
failed to impresswithitsregal scale and Rebirth architecture. It aso served as a constant reminder to
Luke of hisgreatest fear, that the Jedi would start to perceive themsaves through the eyes of others and
become little more than the guardians of agrateful Gaactic Alliance.

At the conference area, the Jedi Mastersrose to greet their guests.
“Everyone knows Chief Omas, | think.” Luke motioned Omasinto a chair, then took Mitt’ swe kleoni by
the elbow andguided him into the sunken speaking circle. “ Thisis Aristocra Mitt’ swe kleoni from the

Chissempire”

“Please use my core name, Tswek,” the Aristocrainstructed. “It will be much easier for you to
pronounce correctly.”

“Of course,” Luke said, continuing to look at the council. “Tswek has some disturbing newsfor us, |
bdieve”

Tswek’ swrinkled brow rose, but he no longer seemed surprised by Luke' s“intuition.” “Then you know
the purpose of my vist?’

“We can sense your apprehension through the Force,” Luke said, avoiding adirect answer. “1 assumeit
concerns our Jedi in the Unknown Regions.”

“Indeed it does,” he said. “ The Chiss Ascendancy requires an explanation.”

“An explanation?’ Corran was not quite able to conced hisindignation. “ Of what?’
Tswek pointedly ignored Corran and continued to stare at L uke.

“The Jedi have many voices, Aristocra,” Luke said. “But we speak asone.”

Tswek consdered thisamoment, then nodded. “Very well.” He turned to Corran. “We demand an
explanation of your actions, of course. What happens on our frontier is no concern of yours.”

Despite the wave of confusion and doubt that rippled through the Force, the Jedi Masters remained
outwardly composed.



“TheChisz frontier, Aristocra?’ Saba Sebatyne, one of the newest Jedi Masters, asked.

“Of course.” Tswek turned to the Barabdl, his brow furrowed in thought. “'Y ou don’t know what your
Jedi Knights have been doing, do you?’

“All of our Jedi arewell trained,” Luke said to Tswek. “And the five under discussion are very
experienced. WEe re confident they have good reason for any action they’ ve undertaken.”

A glint of suspicion showed in Tswek’ s crimson eyes. “ So far, we have identifiedseven Jedi.” Heturned
to Omas. “It gppears| have no business here after al. Obvioudy, the Jedi involved in this matter are
acting ontheir own.”

“Involved inwhat matter?’ Kyp asked.
“That isof no concern to the Gaactic Alliance,” Tswek said.
He bowed to the council at large. “My apologiesfor taking so much of your time.”

“No apologies are necessary,” Luke said. He considered dropping the name of Chaf’ orm’ bintrani, an
Arigtocrahe and Marahad met on amission some years earlier, but it was impossible to know how this
would be received. Chiss politics were as volatile as they were secretive, and for al Luke knew Formbi’s
had been one of the five ruling families that had mysterioudy disgppeared whilethe rest of the gdaxy
fought the Y uuzhan Vong. “ Anything in which our Jedi Knightsinvolve themsdves concernsthis council.”

“Then | suggest you do a better job supervising themin the future,” Tswek said. When Luke did not step
out of hisway, heturned to Omas. “I’m quite finished here, Chief.”

“Of course.” Omas shot Luke alook imploring him to stand aside, then said, “ An escort will meet you at
the Temple entrance. | believe | need to have aword with these Jedi.”

“Inthat case, I'll thank you for your hospitaity now.” Tswek bowed to the Chief, then started for the
door. “I'll be returning to the Ascendancy within the hour.”

Omaswaited until the Aristocrawas gone, then scowled a Luke. “Wdl?’
Luke spread his hands. “ At this point, Chief Omas, you know more than we do.”

“| was afraid of that,” Omas growled. “ Apparently, ateam of Jedi have involved themselvesin aborder
dispute with the Chiss”

“How can that be?’ Maraasked. Luke knew that she meant the question literally. Before departing,
Jaina had sent the council aset of destination coordinates that she and the others had cal culated by
triangulating the direction from which the mysterious call had come. An astronomical reconnai ssance had
revealed not even agtar in the area, and certainly no indication that the coordinates would be of interest
to the Chiss. “Their destination was over ahundred light-years from Ascendancy space.”

“Then our Jediare out there,” Omas said. “What in the blazes for? We can’t spareone Jedi at the
moment, much less seven.”

Mara s green eyes|ooked ready to loose a stream of blaster bolts.” Our Jedi, Chief Omas?’



“Forgive me.” The Chief’ s voice was more placating than apologetic; Luke knew that, in his heart, Omas
conddered the Jedi as much servants of the Galactic Alliance ashewas. “1 didn’t mean to imply

anything.”

“Of course not,” Marasaid, in atone that suggested he had better be serious. She turned to the rest of
the council. “Mitt’ swe kleoni saidseven Jedi. What do we make of that?’

“Thisoneonly countz five.” Sabalifted her hand and began to raise her taloned fingers. “ Jaina, Alema,
Zekk, Lowbacca, and Tesar.”

Kyp added two fingers. “Tekli and Tahiri?’

Omas frowned. “How could you know that? | thought they were with Zonama Sekot in the Unknown
Regions”

“They’re supposed to be,” Corran said. “But, like the others, they’ re also Myrkr survivors.”

“I don’t understand,” Omas said. “What does this have to do with the Myrkr misson?’

“I wishwe knew,” Luke said. Undertaken in the middle of the war with the Y uuzhan Vong, the Myrkr
mission had been as costly asit had been successful. Anakin Solo and his strike team had destroyed the
enemy’ s Jedi-killing voxyn. But six young Jedi Knights had died in the process—including Anakin
himsalf— and another was missing and presumed logt. “All | cantell you isthat for severa weeks, Jaina
and the other survivors of that mission reported feding a“call’ from the Unknown Regions. On the day
they left, that call becameacry for help.”

“And sncewe know Tend Kaisgtill on Hapes,” Maraexplained, “it seemslikely the extra Jedi are
Tekli and Tahiri.”

Nobody suggested that Jaina s brother, Jacen, might be one of the extras. Thelast anyone had heard, he
had been somewhere on the far side of the galaxy, sequestered with the Fallanass.

“Whatabout Zonama Sekot?” Omas asked. Zonama Sekot was the living planet that had agreed to
serve as hometo the defeated Y uuzhan Vong. “Could the call have come from it?’

Luke shook his head. “Zonama Sekot would have contacted me directly if it needed our help. I'm
convinced this has something to do with the misson to Myrkr.”

Omas gayed silent, waiting for more of an explanation, but that was al Luke knew.
Instead, Luke asked, “What did Mitt’ swe kleoni tell you?’

Omeas shrugged. “He demanded to know why the Galactic Alliance had sent its Jedi—hiswords—to
interfere in a Chiss border dispute. When he saw how surprised | was, he demanded to speak to you.”

“Thisisbad,” Marasaid. “Very bad.”
“I agree” Omas said. “Either hethinkswe real lying—"

“Or hebelievez our Jedi Knightz have gonerogue,” Sabafinished. “In either case, the result will bethe
same”



“They’ll try to solve the problem themselves,” Omas said. He ran ahand through histhinning hair. “How
hard will thisbe on them?’

“Our Jedi Knights can take care of themsdlves,” Luke said.
“I knowthat ! Omas snapped. “1’m asking about the Chiss.”

Lukefelt Mara sirerise, but she chose to overlook Omas s tone and remain silent. Now was a poor
time to remind him that the Jedi did not expect to be addressed as though they were unruly subordinates.

“If the Chisstake action againgt them, Jainaand the otherswill attempt to defuse the Situation. . . for a
time,” Luke said. “ After that, it depends on the nature of the conflict.”

“But they won't hesitate to meet force with force,” Mara clarified. “ Nor would we ask them to. If the
Chiss push things, sooner or later Jainais going to bloody their noses.”

Omas paled and turned to Luke. “Y ou need to put a stop to this, and soon. We can't let it cometo
killing.”

Luke nodded. “WEe |l certainly send someoneto—"

“No, | meanyou personally.” Omasturned to the others. “I know the Jedi have their own way of doing
things. But with Jaina Solo leading those young Jedi Knights, Lukeisthe only one who can be sure of
bringing them home. That young woman is as headstrong as her father.”

For once, nobody argued.

A SILVER SPLINTER SHOT across theFalcon’s bow, three kilometers ahead and hanging just below
the clouds, then disappeared into afog bank amost before Han Solo redlized what he had seen.

“Did you seethat?” AsHan spoke, he kept both hands on the control yoke. With fangs of gray mist
dangling beneath alow gray sky and spires of vine-covered yorik cord rising from afloor of undulating
forest, Borao was a dangerous planet to map. Deadly, even. “What' s another ship doing here? Y ou told
me this planet was abandoned.”

“It isabandoned, dear.” Lelaglanced at the consolein front of the copilot’ s seat, then shook her head in



disgust at the atic-filled array. “ The sensors can't get areading through these ionized clouds, but we
know what kind of vessdl that was.”

“Andyou sayl jump to conclusions!” Despite Han's protest, his heart was sinking. Since the Derdlict
Planet Reclamation Act had passed, there seemed to be more survey shipsin the galaxy than stars. “It
could have been asmuggler or apirate, you know. A place like this would make a good hideout.”

Lelastudied her display screen for amoment, then shook her head. “Not achance. Have alook.”

The view from the stern vidcam gppeared on his display, showing the knobby little cone of aKoensayr
mapping skiff. It wasin the middle of his screen, dead center.

“He sfallowing ud”

“Soit would seem,” Leiaanswered. “ The good newsis he hasn't been therelong, or I’ d have seen him.
With our long-range sensors blinded, I’ ve had the exterior cam views rotating across my display.”

“Good thinking.” Han amiled at Lea sreflection in the cockpit canopy. She had thrown hersdlf into her
role astheFalcon’s second in command with the same devotion she brought to everything she did, and
now afiner Y T-1300 copilot could not be found anywhere. But there was an uneasy tension beneath her
regd bearing, arestlessnessin her big brown eyes that sometimes made the post seem too small for her.
And Han understood. Any woman who had inspired arebellion and shepherded a gal actic government
through itsinfancy might find life alittle cramped aboard atramp freighter—even if she had too much
classto say s0. “That'swhat | love about you.”

Lelagmiled brightly. “ Smart aswell as beautiful ?’

Han shook hishead. “ Y ou'reareally good copilot.” He pushed the throttles forward, and the forested
ridges below began to flash past in averdant blur. “Maximize the rear shields. Koensayr just ddlivered a
fleet of armed mappers to RePlanetHab, so things might get rough.”

Lelaonly stared at the throttles. “Han, what the blazes are you doing?’

“I"'mtired of getting kicked around by these RePlanetHab pilots. It makes melook old.”

“Don't beridiculous,” Leiasaid. “You' rebarely in your mid-sixties.”

“That’'smy point,” Han said. “Just because aguy goesalittle gray at the temples, peoplethink he's
dowing down. They think they can push him around—"

“Han, nobody thinksyou’ re dowing down.” Leid svoice grew oft. “Y ou have a least forty good years
left. Maybe even fifty, if you take care of yoursdlf.”

A prim electronic voice sounded from the comm gtation behind Leia. “And may | point out how difficult
it would be to seethe gray in your hair from another vessel?” C-3PO leaned forward, pushing his golden
head into Han' s peripheral vison. “Whatever the reason other pilots have for thinking you ve dowed
down, sir, I’'m quite sure your hair color has nothing to do with it.”

“Thanks, Threepio,” Han growled. “Maybe you ought to disconnect those vocabulator circuits before
someone probes them with aplasmatorch.”



“A plasmatorch!” C-3PO cried. “Why would anyone do that?’

Han ignored the droid and took theFal con into awisp of low-hanging cloud. Normdly, hewould have
circled around it to avoid the small risk of hitting one of the Strange spiresthe Y uuzhan Vong had left
scattered across the planet. But that would have required a second mapping run around the other side,
and they smply did not have the time—not if they wanted to beat these claim jumpers at their own game.

When theFalcon came out the other side without crashing into anything, their passenger gasped in relief
and pushed his T-shaped head between the seats.

“Captain Solo, thereis no sense placing your ship a risk.” Ezam Nhor spoke with the mouths on both
sdesof hisarched neck, giving his Ithorian voice amournful stereo quality. “ DPRA regulations state that
when two partiesfile smultaneous clams, the Reconstruction Authority must give preference to the one
with gregter resources. My people do not have the means to match even asmall rehabitation
conglomerate, much less one like RePlanetHab.”

“Y ou’ re young, SO maybe you don’t know this,” Han retorted. “But | don’'t usualy obey regulations.”
An uneasy wheeze shot from both sides of the Ithorian’ sthroat.

Leialaid her hand over Han's. “Han, | hate losing to these world grabbers as much as you do, but Ezam
isright. The Ithoriansdon’t have—"

“Look, we can do this” Han said. A vast fog bank appeared on the horizon, its misty hem dragging in
the treetops. “Borao isn't an easy world to map, and we have abig head dart.”

“And?’

“And the Reconstruction Authority hasto log every clam it receives.” Han eased the control yoke back
and started to climb above the oncoming fog bank. Risking asmall wisp of cloud was one thing, but even
he would nat fly blind through who-knew-how-many kilometers of densefog. “If | cantalk Lando into
sponsoring us, we gtill have achance. All we haveto do istransmit our map first.”

Learemaned slent.

“Okay, soit’'sasmal chance,” Han said. “But it' s better than nothing. And it’ snot like we haven't bet
on long-shots before.”

1] Ha]_”
“Besides, maybe Luke can swing us some support from Cal Omas,” he added. “ That would—"

“Han!” Leialaid her hand on his and pushed the control yoke forward again, ending their climb. “We
don’t have time to waste recdlibrating the terrain scanners.”

“Areyou crazy?’ He studied the atmosphere ahead with anervous eye. “You are. You're crazy.”
“| thought you wanted to win thisthing?’

“1 do,” Han said. “And to do that, we need to Stay dive.”



“Captain Solo makes an excdlent point,” C-3PO said. “Without our sensors working properly, our
chances of hitting an abandoned watchtower in those clouds are gpproximatey—"

“Don’t quote me odds, Threepio,” Leiasaid. “1 need to concentrate.”

Shefocused her attention on the gray curtain ahead, and whorls of fog began to pedl away from the
center. Han started to make awisecrack about having aweather-Jedi for acopilot, then recalled what
Leiahad said to C-3PO and thought better of it. Her training was till casua at best, and if she said she
needed to concentrate, it was probably smart to believe her.

By the time they reached the fog bank, Leia had opened along channel down the center—a very narrow
channel, not much wider than theFal con itsdlf.

C-3PO' sdectronic voice split the tense silence. “ Oh, my!”
“Quiet, Thregpio!” Han barked. “Leianeedsto concentrate.”

“I’'m aware of that, Captain Solo, but the route she is clearing has opened a smal path through theionic
interference. We seem to be receiving an insystem comm transmission from Master Durron.”

“Takeamessage,” Han ordered. In the canopy reflection, hesaw afurrow crease Leia s brow, and
blankets of fog started to spill back into the channdl. “ And stop bothering us!”

“I’'m sorry, Captain Solo, that’ s quite impossible. The ionic interference seemsto be returning, and our
reception istoo distorted for meto record. If you wereto climb afew hundred meters, | could usethe
datic scrubbersto enhancethesignd.”

“Not now!” Thefog closed in completely. Unable to see past the end of the cockpit anyway, Han
looked over to Leia “If thisistoo much—"

“It'snot too much, if you'll just leave me done!” she snapped. “ Do you want to win thisthing or not?’
“All right. No need to get touchy.”

Han turned his gaze forward, and the fog parted again.

“Much better,” C-3PO said. “Thank you, Princess Leia. Master Durron seems quite upset.”

Kyp'svoice came over the comm speakers, scratchy and distorted. “ . . . melt your circuits from the
ingdel”

“Takeit easy, kid. You' reon,” Han said. “And this had better be good.”

“When are you going to stop calling mekid?’ Kyp asked.

“Soon,” Han promised. “Look, we' re kind of busy here, so if that’sall you need to know—"
“Sorry,” Kyp said. “1 wish this could wait, but I'm only passing through on my way to Ramodi.”

“The baradium ring?’ Han asked. “| thought Tesar Sebatyne was supposed to handle that.”



“ Supposed toisright.” Kyp paused amoment. “ Something came up.”
“Bigger than smuggling baradium?’

“Hard to say,” Kyp said. “When you' re done here, the council needs you and Lelato take over in the
Madtorian sysem.”

“Nice of themto ask,” Han grumbled into the comm mike.

“That’swhat I’'m doing now,” Kyp said. “The council doesn't give orders—especidly to you two.”
“Could ve fooled me,” Han said. “What happened to Zekk? Is he okay?’

Therewas along pause, and Han thought they might have lost the signdl.

“Kyp?”

“Zekk'sfine” Kyp said. “But something came up, and he had to leave.”

Alarms started to go off inside Han' s head. Jaina had told them about the mysterious call that she and
the other gtrike team members had been fedling from the Unknown Regions.

“Ligten”—Kyp' s voice crackled over the comm—"we didn’'t want to ask you again, but thisis
important. RePlanetHab is about ready to start paying Three-Eye off.”

“I'll havetotak it over with Lela” Given who was currently trying to steal Borao out from beneath
them, Han was not sure either one of them would be eager to help RePlanetHab with its pirate problem.
“Redgtar’ stribuna ought to be just about over, and we were hoping to catch up with Jainafor afew
days before she goes out again.”

There was another long silence, and thistime Han decided to wait Kyp out. A blurry diver of green
murk appeared at the end of the fog channel that Leiawas holding open. Her gaze remained dead ahead.
Han hoped that she was actualy seeing; that she had not sunk so deeply into her trance, she would fail to
notice the hazy stripe of darkness ahead.

Findly, Kyp sad, “Uh, seeing Jainamight be aproblem.”

“Don't tdl me,” Han said. “ Something came up.” The hazy strip ahead thickened into a sharp, distinct
greek. “ Something in the Unknown Regions, I'll bet.”

“Wdll . ..yes”

“Thanksfor letting us know,” Han snorted. Normally, hetried not to worry about Jaina s assignments.
Asatop fighter pilot and leading Jedi Knight, his daughter could handle dmost anything the gdaxy threw
her way. But the Unknown Regions were different. The Unknown Regions were home to a hundred
terrorstoo terrible to imagine—or so he had been told. “What' sthe situation?’

“Wedon't know, exactly,” Kyp said. “But there’ s no reason to worry. Master Skywalker has taken
Maraand Sabato investigate.”

Now Hanwas worried. To draw three Masters away when the Jedi were aready spread too thin, the



problem had to be serious.

“All right, kid,” Han said. The dark stregk at the end of the fog channel had grown sharp enough to
identify asayorik cord spire. “Whataren't youtdling us?’

“Nothing.”

Han remained silent, and finally Kyp asked, “Did | mention the Chiss?’

To Led scredit, shedid not look away from the forward viewport—but she did lose her concentration.
Thefog camerolling back into the channd ahead of theFalcon, and Han lost sight of the spire. He jerked
back on thethrottles. . . then felt a sudden stab of neck pain as something dammed the ship forward. A
cacophony of damage darms erupted from the control console. Han' s gaze flew to the status lights of the
mogt critical systems.

“What was that?’ Nhor asked from behind him. “Did we crash?’

“Not exactly,” Han answered. Over the comm, he said, “ Stand by, kid. We re alittle distracted here.”

“Copy.” Kyp sounded rdlieved to have afew moments to formulate his explanation. “ Take your time.”

Once Han had confirmed that dl vital components were till operationd, he caled up the view from the
gtern vidcam and saw nothing but static.

“Something hit usfrom behind.”

“The mapping skiff?" Lelaasked.

“Itwas following us” Han sad. “I hate that.”

“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. “| hope there aren’'t any casualties!”

“It would serve them right,” Han growled. He activated the intercom and ordered Leid s Noghri
bodyguards, Cakhmam and Meewal h, into the cannon turrets. “ Don't shoot anything. Just tell me what

you see back there.”

Han glanced over a Leiaand saw by thetension in her lipsthat she had heard every word of the
conversation between him and Kyp. He closed the intercom, then returned to his comm mike.

“Okay, kid. Tdl us about the Chiss.”

“It'snot asbad asit sounds.” Kyp told them about Aristocra Tswek’svist and Ca Omas's
“suggestion” that L uke handle themetter personally, and then said, “Master Skywaker knew you'd be
worried, so he asked Cilghal to fill you in when you asked for the Matorian dossier. | redly wasn't—"

TheFalcon shuddered, and another damage alarm sounded. Cakhmaim reported that, despiteits
damage, the mapping skiff wasfiring a them.

“Then shoot back!” Han ordered. “Kyp, you' Il have to—"

“Standing by,” Kyp acknowledged. “Be careful .”



“I’ve got abetter idea.” Han pushed the throttles forward and accelerated into the fog, then asked Leia,
“Can you do that fog thing again?’

“Yes” Leiasad. A low rumble reverberated through theFal con as Meewah and Cakhmaim unleashed
the big laser cannons. “But why not climb out of here and fight where we can see?’

Han dlowed himsdlf ady grin. “Didn’t you see that spire up ahead?’

“I saw it,” Lelasaid. A smileasdy asHan'scameto her lips. “I like the way you think, flyboy.”

“How does hethink?’ Nhor asked. “What are we doing?’

“You'll see” Han said. * Just hold on.”

Lelaturned her attention back to the fog, and soon the verdant finger of avine-covered spire could be
seen jutting up at the end of the channel. If Han did not break until the last second, the mapping skiff
following them would have no timeto avoid acrash.

Nhor findly saw what they were planning.

“No!” He dhrieked the word with both mouths. “Y ou mustn’t! Tell your gunnersto stop firing!”

“Stop firing?’ Han repeated. The spire was as wide as his hand now, and he was beginning to see dark
patches of cord showing through the curtains of vine. “ Are you crazy? They' re shooting atus .”

“It doesn’'t matter.” Nhor’ svoice remained shrill with panic. “My people could never inhabit a planet
won through murder.”

“It'snot murder,” Han objected. “ They started this. We' rejust defending ourselves.”
“Thereisadifference between defending and killing,” Nhor said.

Han began to grow impatient. “Look, if that’ sthe way you fed, the Ithorians are never going to find a
planet.” The spire had grown aslarge as his arm; another five seconds, and the mapping skiff wouldn't
have achance. “In this gdaxy, you' ve got to fight for what you need.”

“My people believe there has been too much fighting aready.” Nhor paused, then said, “ Thisisn’t your
choiceto make, Captain Solo. If you kill our rivas, the Ithorians will not come anyway.”

“Han, Ezam’sright,” Lelasaid. Her gaze remained fixed on the fog, but she reached over and gently
clasped hisarm. “Wejust can’'t win thisone.”

Han could hear in the edginess of Leid s voice that she wanted to keep going as much ashedid. The
war had made both of them harder—l ess forgiving and more determined to win at any price—and
sometimes that made him wonder if the Y uuzhan Vong had won after dl. Certainly, they had changed
more in the gdaxy than afew thousand planets.

“Okay.” Han pulled the control yoke back, and theFalcon began to climb free of Borao's clouds. “ The
world grabberswin again.”



“Sorry to hear that,” Kyp said over the comm. “But you' l| have afreer reinin the Matorian belt. There
areno gray areaswith Three-Eye.”

“Not so fast, kid. We haven't said we' re going.”

“But Jana—"

“Isin the Unknown Regions,” Han said. “ That’ s the point. Give usasecond.”

Leamuted the comm mikes, then asked, “What are you thinking?’

“Y ouknow what I’'m thinking,” Han said. Though he would never have said so, Han wished he had gone
after Anakin to Myrkr. He knew it would have made no difference and maybe even gotten them both
killed, but he still wished he had tried. “Y ou’ re thinking the same thing.”

“I suppose | am.” Leiasighed. “Y ou know there sno sense going after them.”

“Them?’ Han asked. “ Jainaand Lowie and—"

“And Jacen.” Leid s eyeswere closed, and her face was raised toward the sars. “It feelslike he son
the move, too.”

“Anctherreason to go,” Han said. “Five yearsistoo long.”

“Y ou know we' d just be going for ourselves,” Leiasaid. “Our kids are better at this sort of thing than
weare now.”

“Yeah,” Han said. “ But what €lse do we have to do? Stick our necks out for RePlanetHab? L ook for
another abandoned planet just so they can stedl it out from under the Ithorians?’

Leiaclosed her eyes, perhaps reaching out to their children through the Force, or maybe only searching
her own heart for guidance. Finally, she opened her eyes again and reactivated the channel.

“Sorry, Kyp, we can't hep you,” shesaid. “Han and | have other plans”

THREE

THE UNKNOWN OBJECT LAY directly ahead of Jade Shadow, acrooked oval of darknessthe size
of ahuman thumb. Sensor readings suggested a body about as dense asice, which would have been a



rare—though not impossible—thing to find floating around loose in the interstellar void. But infrared
measurements placed the core temperature at somewhere between warm and sweltering, and the
gpectrograph showed ahao of escaped atmosphere that suggested living inhabitants.

Mara had dready sensed as much through the Force. She could feel a strange presence within the
object, diffuse and ancient and utterly huge. There were aso other, more familiar life-forms—smadler,
digtinct, and somehow enclosed within the haze of the larger being. But there was no hint of Jainaor the
other strike team members, nor of the urgent summons they had reported from these coordinates.

Maraglanced at an activation reticle in the front of the cockpit. A smal section of theShadow’ s
plexaloy canopy opagued into amirror, and she turned her attention to L uke and Saba Sebatyne, who
were seeted high behind her in the copilot’ s and navigator’ s chairs.

“Timeto reconnoiter?’ she asked.

“What'sreckon . . . recoin . . . wreckoy . . . 7" The question came from behind Luke' s chair, wherea
freckle-faced boy with red hair and fiery blue eyes stood peering around the edge of the flight deck
hatchway. “What' sthat?’

“Reconnoiter,Ben. It meanstake alook.” A smile cameto Mara s heart at the sight of her son, but she
forced astern tone. “ Aren't you supposed to be playing with Nanna?’

“Nanna s game moduleisfor littlekids,” he complained. “ She was trying to make me play Teeksand
Ewoks.”

“And why aren’t you?’ Luke asked.
“I turned her off.”
“How? Maraasked. “Her power switch is hidden under her neck armor.”

Ben looked away as casudly asayoung boy could. “I tricked her into bending down and showing it to
rre”

“Turning Nanna off wasn't very nice,” Marasaid. “Her circuits are pulse-shielded. How do you think
she’ sgoing to fed after an emergency shutdown?’

“Stupid.” Ben'sanswer was dmost gleeful. “1've only doneit to her three times before.”

A loud siss of amusement escaped the pebbled lips of Saba Sebatyne, causing Ben to shrink back
through the hatchway— and dmost muffling Luke s exclamation of darm. “Y ou have?’

Ben nodded, but hiswide eyes remained fixed on Saba s lumpy face. L uke reached around the corner
and pulled him onto the flight deck itself.

“Promise meyou won't do that again,” Luke said. Mara could feel how worried hewasby Ben's
mischievousness. They had long ago decided againgt having someone e se raise their son while they
crisscrossed the galaxy attending to their duties as Jedi Masters, but they both knew their choice would
require an extraordinary amount of discipline from their young son. “Nannacan't protect you if you shut
her down.”



“If she’ sthat stupid, how can she protect me anyway?’ Ben countered. “A Defender Droid’ s not
supposed to be dumber than her kid.”

Rather than explaining the complexities of utter-devotion programming, Marasaid, “ Ben, answer your
father. Or would you rather stay at the academy next timeheand | go on atrip?’

Ben pondered his decision for amoment, then blew out along breath. “Fine.” Heturned to Luke. “I
promise”

“Good,” Luke said. “Maybe you should go reactivate her.”

“But we' rethere ! Ben pointed out the forward viewport,where the unknown object remained hiddenin
itsdarkness. “| want to see Jainal”

“Janaisn’'t hereanymore,” Marasaid.

“How do you know?’

“The Force,” Maraexplained. “If shewere here, your father and | would fed it.”
“Maybenot. You don't fed everything.”

“Wewould fed Jana” Luke said. “ She'snot here”

“Now do asyour father says.” Marahooked her thumb toward the main cabin. “Go power up Nanna
and gtay with her until we figure out where Jainais.”

Ben didn’'t argue, but neither did he turn to go.

“If Ben does't wish to go, this one will watch him.” Saba spun her chair around and winked a
dit-pupiled eye a him. “He can st on her 1ap.”

Eyes widening, Ben spun on his hedl and disappeared down the access corridor. Sabasissed in
amusement, but softly and dow, and Mara thought maybe the Barabel’ sfedings were hurt. Maybe.

“Don’t let it bother you, Saba,” Marasaid. “ Even we don’t understand what' s happening with him these
days”

Sabablinked at Mara s reflection—twice. “Heishiding from the Force,” she said. “Thisoneis surprised
you and Master Skywaker have not noticed.”

“Wehave,” Luke said. “What we don't understand iswhy. He started to close himsdf off after thewar.”

“Ben says he wants to be like his uncle Han and do things the hard way,” Maraadded. “But | think
theré smoreto it than that. This has lasted too long to be a phase.”

Maradid not addand he' s gotten too good at it, perhaps because of how much that thought frightened
her. She had to concentrate hard and long to find the Force in her son, and sometimes L uke had trouble
sensing Ben'spresenceat all.

“Interesting.” Sabalicked the air with her long tongue, then turned to ook down the access corridor.



“Perhapz he did not like how thewar fdt.”
“Perhapsnot,” Luke said. “Wetried to shield him fromiit, but it just wasn't possible”

“There wastoo much happening in the galaxy,” Marasaid, surprised to find hersdlf feding dmost
defengve. “The Force wastoo filled with anguish.”

“And so werewe,” Luke said. “That' swhat redlly worries us, Saba. . . maybe he' shiding fromus.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about,” Sabasaid. “Ben will not hide from you forever. Even thisone
can see how attached heisto his parentz.”

Luke thanked her for the reassurance, then asked R2-D2 to bring up an infrared image of the unknown
object. What looked like a collection of palpitating blood cells appeared on Mara s display screen. Each
cdl had anirregular white heart surrounded by a pink halo, and they were dl connected by atangled web
of flowing red dashes.

“It looks like anetwork of housing modules,” Mara observed.

“And it fedz like arangi mountain,” Saba added.

“Now we' re getting somewhere,” Luke said. “By the way, whatare rangies?’

“Very tasty—and thefeding ismutua!” Sissng hystericaly, Sabarose and turned to leave the flight
deck. “Thisone will take the StealthX and reconnoiter.”

“Better hold tight,” Marasaid. On theinfrared display, astring of tiny white circleswasflaring to life near
the center of the unknown object. “ At least until we know what those are.”

The circles began to swirl and grow larger. Maradidn’t even try to count the number, but there had to
be over ahundred of them. Moretiny circles blazed into existence and shot after the others. Sheinitiated
aseries of automated systems checks to warm theShadow' s bettle circuits.

“Lower—’

TheShadow' s retractable laser cannons dropped into firing position as Luke anticipated Mara s order.
She armed the proton torpedoes and opened the firing-tube doors.

“Artoo, tell Nannato put Ben in his crash couch,” Luke ordered.

R2-D2 twestled a protest.

“Nobody said theywere shooting,” Luke said. “Wejust want to be ready.”

R2-D2 added another warning.

“Redly?’ Luke responded. “That many?’

Mara glanced at the corner of her display and saw a counter quickly adding numbers.

“Five hundred?” she gasped. “Who sends five hundred craft to investigate one intruder?’



R2-D2 chirped testily, then Mara s screen displayed amessage telling her to have some patience. He
was dill trying to assemble vess profiles. 1dentifying who had sent them would have to wait.

“Sorry,” Marasaid, wondering when she had started to be intimidated by astromech droids. “ Take your
time”

R2-D2 acknowledged, then added a note about the propulsion systems the vessals were using.
“Rockets?’ Luke asked in disbelief. “Asin old nuclear rockets?’

R2-D2 tweeted irritably. The note on Mara s display read,

Chemical rockets. M ethane/oxygen, specific impulse 380.

Lukewhistled at the low number. “ At least we can run, if we haveto.”

“Jedi?” Sababeganto sssagain. “Run?’

Theimage on Mara s display melded into asingle infrared blob. She looked up and saw asmal cloud of
twinkling stars between theShadow and the unknown object. As she watched, the swirling cloud grew
steadily larger and brighter. Soon the stars resolved into two parts, yellow divers of rocket exhaust and
brilliant green bursts that looked alot like strobe beacons.

Mara engaged the ion drive actuator. “ Does this make sense toanyone 7’ She began to turn, giving the
Shadow some running room. “With al that evasive maneuvering, thathas to be a combat—"

R2-D2 began to whistle and trill urgently.

Mara checked her display, then asked, “What old blink code?’

R2-D2 buzzed in impatience.

“Imperid?’ Maralooked out the side of the canopy. The swarm had drawn close enough now to reved
the deek, dart-shaped hulls of asmall fighter craft stretched between the greennose strobes and the
yellow rocket tails. In the closest vessel, she could barely make out apair of curved antennae pressed
againg theinterior of alow cockpit canopy, and there were two bulbous black eyes peering out &t her.
“AsinPal patine’ s Empire?’

R2-D2 squawked a peevish affirmative.

“Thentdl uswhat they're saying,” Luke ordered. “ And stop talking to Marathat way.”

R2-D2 warbled a halfhearted apology, then the message appeared on Mara sdisplay.

Lizil welcomesyou . . . Please dl arrivals may please enter through the central portal please.



FOUR

THE NEARER THEFALCON drew to her destination, the more mystified Leiabecame. The
thumb-sized ova of darknessthey had found when they emerged from hyperspace—at the coordinates
they had wheedled out of Corran Horn, who was supervising operations in Luke' s absence—was now a
wall of murk that stretched to dl edges of the cockpit canopy. But the terrain scanners showed ajumble
of agteroids, iceballs, and dustbergs ranging from a hundred meters across to severa thousand, al held
together by aweb of metd struts and stony tubes. Though the structure had not yet collapsed under its
own gravity, arough guess of its mass was enough to make Leiaworry.

TheFalcon’ s escorts—a swarm of smal dartships being flown by something with antennae and big,
bulbous eyes—suddenly pedled off and dispersed into the surrounding darkness. A jagged array of lights
cameto life ahead, hooking aong itslength toward asingle golden light at the end.

“That must be the guidance signd the dartshipstold usto watch for,” Lelasaid. Theterrain schematic on
her display showed the lights curving over the horizon of asmall carbonaceous asteroid |ocated on the
cluster’ s outer edge. “ Follow the amber light. And dow down—it could be dangerousin there.”

“In where?”’

Leiasent aduplicate of the terrain schematic to the pilot’ s display. Han decelerated so hard that even the
inertial compensators could not keep her from being pitched into her crash webbing.

“Y ou sure about this?' he asked. “It looks about as safe as arancor’ s throat down there.”

Theimage on their displayswasthat of ajagged five-kilometer mouth surrounded by abroken rim of
agteroids, with dark masses of dust and stone tumbling down into the opening in lazy dow mation.
Though the scanner’ s view extended only two thousand metersinto the chasm, the part it did show wasa
twisted, narrowing shaft lined by craggy protrusions and dark voids.

“I'msure” Lelacould fed her brother’ s presence somewhere deep inside the jJumble of asteroids, cam,
cheerful, and curious. “L uke knowswe re here. He wants usto comein.”

“Redly?’ Han turned theFalcon toward the lights and started forward. “What’ d we ever do tohim?”

Asthey passed over the array, Leiabegan to catch glimpses of ablack, grainy surface carefully cleared
of the dark dust that usualy lay metersthick on carbonaceous asteroids. Once, she thought she saw
something scuttling across acircle of light, but Han was keeping them too far above the asteroid to be
certain, and it would have been too dangerousto ask himto go in for acloser look. Shetrained avidcam
on the surface and tried to magnify the image, but the shaft was too dusty and dark for aclear picture. All
she saw was a screenful of gray grains not too different from sensor Static.

They were bardly past thefirst array when two more cameto life, beckoning theFal con deeper into the



abyss. The ship bucked as Han avoided—only haf successfully—atumbling dustberg, then afrightened
hiss escaped Leid slips asthejagged silhouettes of two smal boulders began to swell in the forward
viewport.

“Don't 5t there hissing.” Han' s gaze remained fixed on hisdisplay, where the resolution of the terrain
schematic was not fine enough to show the two objects. “ Tell me what’ swrong.”

“There!” Leiapointed out the viewport. “ Right there!”

Han looked up from hisdisplay.

“All right, no need to get al worried.” He camly flipped theFalcon on her side and dipped between the
two boulders an ingtant before the pair came together, then went back to watching hisdisplay. “1 had my
eyeonthem.”

Han' s voice was so cocky and sure that Leiaforgot for amoment that this was not the same brash
smuggler who had been running her defenses since she was il fighting the Empire— the man whose
lopsided grins and well-timed barbs could still raisein her aruddy cloud of passion or ared fog of anger.
He was wiser now, and sadder, maybe alittle lesslikely to hide his goodwill behind acynica exterior.

“Whatever you say, flyboy.” Leiapointed at the light arrays, the ones she had decided would be too
dangerousto investigate. “1 want to do a close pass on one of those.”

Han'seyeswidened. “What for?’

“To seewhat kind of technology we' re dealing with here.” Lela put on aflirtatious pout, then asked in an
innocent voice, “That isn't too risky for you, isit?’

“For me?’ Han licked hislips. “No way.”

Leiasmiled and, as Han angled toward the array, shunted extra power to the particle shields. Maybe the
challenge of nap-of-terrain flying down adark, twisting shaft filled with flotsam would help snap Han out
of histouchy mood.

Han weaved past a dozen obstacles, working their way across the abyss toward the second array of
lights. . . and that was when C-3PO, returning from a postjump hyperdrive check, arrived on the flight
deck.

“We re crashing!”

“Not yet,” Han growled.

“Everything' s under control, Threepio.” Leid s attention was focused on the asteroid ahead, where the
lights had begun adow flashing astheFal con approached. “Why don’'t you go back and continue
supervisng the maintenance checks?’

“I couldn’'t possibly, Princess Leial” C-3PO placed himsalf in the navigator’ s chair behind Han. “Y ou
need mein the cockpit.”

Han started to reply, but stopped when abdl of frozen gas came floating across theFalcon’ s path.



“You see?’ C-3PO demanded. “ Captain Solo nearly missed that object!”
“Idid missit,” Han snapped. “ Otherwise you' d be plastered across the canopy right now.”

“What | meant wasthat you failed to seeit until the last moment,” C-3PO explained. “Do be
careful—there sarather large one coming toward us from forty-seven point Sx-six-eight—"

“Quiet!” Han sivung around an oblong megdlith the size of aheavy cruiser, then added, “You're
digractingme.”

“Then perhaps you should have your synapses checked,” C-3PO suggested. “ Slow processing timeis
indicative of aging circuits. There' s another object at thirty-two point el ght-seven-eight degrees,
inclination five point—"

“Threepiol” Leiaspun around to glare at him. “We don’'t need help. Go to the main cabin and shut
down.”

C-3PO’schin dropped. “Asyou wish, PrincessLela” He stood and haf turned toward the exit. “1 was
only trying to help. Captain Solo's last medical evauation showed areaction time decrease of eight
milliseconds, and | mysdlf have noticed—"

Leiaunbuckled her crash webhing.

“—that he seemsto be growing—"

Sherose and hit the droid' s circuit bresker.

“—rather hesii taaa”

The sentence trailed off into a bass rumble as C-3PO lost power.

“I think it’ stimeto get his compliance routines debugged.” She pushed the droid into the seet in front of
the navigation station and strapped him in. * He seemsto be developing a persstence glitch.”

“No need.” TheFalcon shot to the right, then shuddered as a dustberg burst againgt its shields. “Nobody
ligtensto droids anyway.”

“Right—what does Threepio know?” Leiakissed Han on the neck, then returned to her own sest.

“Yeah.” Han smiled the same hungry grin that had been making Leia s ssomach flutter snce Palpatine
was Emperor.

Han swung theFal con in behind the lights and began a steep approach toward the surface. The array
began to flash more brightly, illuminating the rough, sivery surface of ametalic asteroid. On the ground
behind the first beacon, Leia saw the swirling lines of aclosed iris hatch, made from some tough
membrane that bulged dightly outward under the pressure of the asteroid’ sinterna atmosphere. Thelight
itsedf was held aoft on the end of a conical, meter-long stand that seemed to be crawling acrossthe
surface of the asteroid on six stick-like legs. At the forward end of the apparatus, the lenses of alarge
ovoid helmet reflected the glow of the next beaconin line.

“Bugs!” Han groaned and shook his head. “Why did it have to be bugs?’



“Sorry,” Lelasaid. Han normally avoided insect nests— something to do with awater religion he had
once started on the desert world of Kamar. Apparently, amob of angry Kamarian insects had tracked
him down months after his hasty departure, taking him captive and demanding that he turn Kamar into the
water paradise he had shown them. That was dl Leiaknew about the incident. He refused to talk about
how he had escaped. “It’Il be okay. Luke seemsto fee comfortable with them.”

“Yeeh, wel, | dways knew the guy wasalittle strange.”
“Han, wehavetogoin,” Leasad. “Thisiswhere Jainaand the others came.”
“I know,” Han said. “ That’ swhatreally gives methe cregps.”

They reached the end of the array and passed over the insect holding aoft the amber light; then Leia
glimpsed a second iris hatch and they Ieft the asteroid behind. Far ahead, spirding down thewalls of the
ever-narrowing passage, three more beacon linesflared to life. Han stayed close to the walls, showing off
for Leia by following the contour of the conglomeration’ s unpredi ctable topography.

After atime, the arrays began to grow hazy and indistinct as the dust, being dowly drawn inward by the
conglomeration’ sweek gravity, thickened into agray cloud. Han continued to hug the wall, though now it
wasto make it easer for the terrain scanner to penetrate the powdery fog.

A nebulous disk of golden light appeared at the bottom of the shaft. Asitsglow brightened, Leiabegan
to see meter-long figuresin insect-shaped pressure suits working aong the passage walls, dragging huge
bundles across asteroid surfaces, repairingthe stony tubes that held the jumbled structure together, or
samply standing in ashdlow basin and staring out a her from behind atransparent membrane.

“You know, Han,” shesaid, “this place is garting to giveme the creeps.”
“Wait till you hear apincer rap,” Han said. “ Those thingswill redlly ice your spine”

“Pincer rgp?’ Leiaglanced over at the pilot’ s seet, wondering if there was something Han wasn't telling
her. “Han, do you recognize—"

Han cut her off. “No—I'mjust saying . . .” Heraised his shoulders and shuddered at some memory he
had kept buried their entire married life, then finished, “1t’s not something you want to experience. That's
al”

The dust cloud findly began to thin, reveding the disk of light below to be abulging hatch membrane
more than ahundred meters across. Severa dozen insects were scuttling away from the middle of the
hatch, oozing athick layer of greenish gel from avalve at the rear of their pressure suits. Han eased back
on the throttles, then—when the portal showed no sgn of opening— brought them to a stop twenty
meters above the center.

The insects reached the edge and turned around, the lenses of their dark helmets turned up toward the
Falcon. Soon, the gel began to bleed off in green wisps.

“What arethey waiting for?’ Han turned his palms up and gestured impatiently. “ Open aready!”

Oncethe gdl had evaporated, the insects returned to the center of the portal and began to mill about
amledy.



“Isthereanything on the comm channels?’ Han asked.

L eia double-checked the channdl scanner. “ Only background static—and not much of that.” She did not
suggest trying to comm theShadow. Some insect species were sendtive to comm waves, afact that had
led to some tragic misunderstandingsin the early days of contact between the Verpine and the rest of the
gaaxy. “I could wake Threegpio. He might be ableto tell us something about who we re dealing with
here”

Han sghed. “ Do we have another choice?’

“We could st here and wait for something to happen.”

“No,” Han said, shaking his head wearily. “Y ou can’'t outwait abug.”

Lelarose and flipped the droid’ s circuit bresker. After the light had returned to his photoreceptors, he
sat turning his head back and forth as he cdibrated himsdf to his surroundings, then findly fixed his gaze

onlLea

“I do wish you would stop doing that, Princess Lela. It's mogt disorientating, and one of these times my
file alocation table will be corrupted. | could losetrack of my persondity!”

“Wouldn't that be too bad,” Han replied.

“Thregpio, we need your help,” Leiasaid, alowing the droid no time to process Han' s sarcasm. “We're
having trouble communicating with the indigenous species.”

“Certainly!” C-3PO responded cheerily. “As| was saying before you debilitated me, I'm always happy
to help. And you are certainly aware that I'm fluent in—"

“Over ax million—we know,” Han interrupted. He pointed outside. “ Just tell us how to communicate
with the bugs”

“Bugs?’ C-3PO stood and turned toward the roiling mass of insects. “I don't believe those are bugs,
Captain Solo. They appear to be asentient hybrid of coleopteraand hymenoptera, which often use
complex dances as ameans of communication.”

“Dances? You don't say!” Han returned his handsto the control yoke and throttle. “ So what are they
tdling us?’

C-3PO studied the insects for amoment, then emitted a nervous gurgle and moved forward to the
control console.

“Wel?’" Han demanded.
“How odd.” C-3PO continued to study the creatures. “1 have no record of this happening before.”
“Ofwhat happening?’ Leia stepped to the droid’ sside. “What are they saying?’

“I'mafraid | can’t tell you, PrincessLeia” C-3PO kept his photoreceptors focused below her eyes. “I
have no idea.”



“What do you mean,no idea ?’Han demanded. “Y ou’ re dways bragging about how many forms of
communication you'refluentin!”

“That' s quiteimpossible, Captain Solo. Droids are incapableof bragging.” C-3PO returned his attention

toLea “Asl wasexplaining, my memory banks contain no record of this particular language. However,
syntactic analyses, step comparisons, and pattern searches do suggest that thisis, indeed, alanguage.”

“You'resure?’ Leiaasked. “It couldn’t be random wandering?’

“Oh no, MidtressLeia. The pattern and period of circulation bear a statistical correspondencethat is
quite sgnificant, and the recurring oblique head bobs suggest a syntax far more sophisticated than
Basic—or even Shyriiwook.” C-3PO turned back to the viewport. “1’m quite sure of my conclusions.”

“Then let’shear ‘em,” Han demanded. “Who are these guys?’

“That’ swhat I'm trying to explain, Captain Solo,” C-3PO said. “| don’t know.”

They dl fdl quiet, C-3PO carefully documenting the mysterious dance while Lelaand Han tried to see
how thisfit into the mystery of why the survivors of the Myrkr mission had been summoned here. None
of it made any sense. It seemed almost impossible that the insects could have any tie to the Myrkr strike
team. And even Leia could fed that they were not strong enough in the Force to send the call Jainaand
the others had reported.

C-3PO suddenly stepped away from the canopy. “I’ ve identified the basic syntactica unit! It' sredly
quite smple, amatter of positioning the abdomen at one of three levelsto indicate whether astep is—”

“Threepio!” Han interrupted. “ Can you tell uswhy they’ re not opening the door?’

C-3PO tipped his head dightly. “Why, no, Captain Solo. To do that, I’ d have to understand what
they' re saying.”

Han groaned. “What' swrong with the Imperia blink code those dartships were usng?’
“Unfortunately, their pressure suits don’t seem to be equipped with strobes,” C-3PO explained. “But |
am making progress with their dance-language. For instance, I’ ve established that they’ re repeating the
same message time after time.”

“Exactlythe same message?’ Leia asked.

“Of course,” C-3PO said. “Otherwise, | would have said smilar—"

“Long or short?’

“That'squiteimpossibleto say,” C-3PO said. “Until | can establish the average number of unitsit
requires to express one concept—"

“How long doesit take to repest the message?’ Leiapeered out at the bulging hatch, studying its
membranous segments. “ Seconds? Minutes?’

“Three point five-four seconds, on average,” C-3PO said. “But without a context, that datum is entirely



worthless.”

“Notentirely worthless.” Lelareturned to the copilot’s seat. “ Edge us ahead, Han. | want to see
something.”

AsHan complied, Lelagtared out at the bulging hatch, looking for any flaw in her thinking. Theinsects
suddenly arranged themselves in the center of the membrane, then started to scuttle toward the edge and
ooze green gd again.

“Kegpgoing,” Leiasad. “I know what they’ ve been saying.”

“That’ s quite unlikely!” C-3PO objected. “Even | don’t have enough datato establish a
grammar—much less attempt an accurate trandation.”

Instead of arguing, Leiareached for the glide switches that controlled theFalcon’ s shields. Han eyed her
hand warily, but continued forward. When the hatch began to bow inward, Lelalowered the shidlds, and
amoment later the flexible membrane was sucked tight againgt theFalcon by the externa vacuum.

Han let out a breath, then said to Leia, “ Good cdl.”

“Yes, PrincessLea, it was quite an extraordinary trandation.” C-3PO sounded crushed. “1n how many
forms of communication did you say you are fluent?’

HVE

LUKE FELT AS THOUGH he had swallowed ajug of minnows. Ben had turned an darming hue of
green. Mara, who could normally whirl-dance for hoursin weak gravity, held her jaws clamped tight
againg the possbility of an embarrassing eruption. The Skywalkers were hardly micro-g novices, but
their somachswere rebelling at the utter strangeness of the asteroid colony— at the sticky gold wax that
lined the corridors, at the constant thrum of insect sounds, at the endless parade of six-limbed, meter-high
workers scurrying past on thewalsand ceiling.

Saba, however, seemed entirely comfortable. She was moving aong in front, trotting dong awall on all
fours, her head swinging from side to sde and her long tongue licking the sweet air. Luke suspected that
the heat and mugginess reminded her of Barab |, but maybe she just liked the way her hands and feet
squished into the corridor’ swax lining. Barabels, he had noticed, took pleasure in the oddest things.

They came to a cockeyed intersection, and L uke stopped to listen to a strange pulsing sound that was
rumbling out of a crooked side tunnel. It was muted, eerie, and rasping, but there was a definite melody



and rhythm.

“Music,” hesad.

“If you' re from Tatooine, maybe,” Marasaid. “ Therest of uswould call that arancor belch.”
“Thisonelikezit,” Sabasaid. “It makez her tail shake.”

“I’ve seen squesky thrust impellers make your tail shake,” Marasaid. She pointed at the floor, wherea
steady flow of booted feet had worn the wax down to the stone. “But it is popular. Let’s check it out.”

They started up the passage, and Ben asked, “Isthiswhere Jainais?’

“No,” Luke said. Ben had been repeating the same question since they had emerged from hyperspace.
“| told you, she’ snot in the asteroid colony.”

“Then whereisshe?’
“Wedon't know.” Luke looked over his shoulder a Ben. “That’ swhat we' re trying to find out.”

Ben consdered thisamoment, then said, “If you don’t know where she' s at, then maybe sheis here, and
maybe you just don’t know it.”

This sent Sabainto afit of sssing. “He hasyou there, Master Skywalker.”

Ben retreated behind his mother, and Luke found himself worrying about the boy’ s strange fear of Saba.
They had made a point of exposing him to friends of many speciesearly in hislife, and only Saba il
seemed to frighten him.

Luke smiled patiently, then explained, “Ben, if Jainawere here, | would fedl her in the Force.”

“Oh”

Surprised that Ben was willing to drop the matter with that, Luke added, “But | do fed Aunt Lela. She's
herewith UncleHan.”

Saba stopped on the wall ahead and peered back down at Luke. “The Soloz arehere ? This one thought
they were going to hunt Three-Eye.”

“Sodid thisone.” Luke could not quite keep the displeasure out of hisvoice. “ Apparently, they decided
it was more important to join us.”

“And they have every right,” Marasaid.” We' ve seen Jainamore than they have in the past year, and
with Jacen gtill off chasing Force-lore. . . Han and Leiamust belondly.” Sheruffled Ben's hair. “1 would
m”

“I know,” Luke said, fedling guilty now for hisirritation. He had grown so accustomed to everyone doing
asthe council asked that he tended to forget that it had no formal authority; everyone—especidly the
Solos—served at their own pleasure. “They’ ve aready done more than we have aright to ask.”

“And what of Three-Eye?" Saba asked. “Who will stop her?’



“It might not be a bad thing to let the Reconstruction Police handle that one until wefind Jaing,” Luke
said. “ After that, the council can send her and Alemaback with Zekk. It shouldn't take the three of them
long to clean up the problem.”

“Ifthey will go.” Saba continued up the corridor shaking her head. “ Thisoneis beginning to doubt the
wisdom of our council. Every pack needz alongfang, or itz hunterswill scatter after their own prey.”

“The Jedi are adifferent kind of pack,” Luke said, following after her. “We re an entire pack of
|d‘gfags.n

“A packof longfangz?’ Sabalet out atrio of short sisses and disappeared around abend. “ Oh, Master
Skywalker . .."

Asthey continued up the passage, the music grew clearer. There was an erratic chirping that struck
Luke assinging, arhythmic grating that passed for percussion, aharsh fluting that provided the melody.
The overdl effect was surprisingly buoyant, and Luke soon found himself enjoying it.

After about fifty meters, the passage opened into acavernous, dimly lit chamber filled with rough-looking
spacers. The music came from aclear areain the center of the room, where atrio of stick-like Verpine
stood playing beneeth the chemica glow of adozen waxy shine-bdls. Luke found himsdf studying their
ingrument, trying to imagine how they made so many different sounds sharing only one string.

“Agra!” Ben left Mara s Sde and sarted into the cantina. “Thisisgonnablast!”
Mara caught him by the shoulder. “Not achance.”

He gave her aknowing smirk, for they had left Nanna behind to help R2-D2 watch theShadow. “You
can't leave me out heredone. I'monly eight.”

“What makes you think you'll be done?’ Maranodded L uke toward the canting, then said to Ben,
“You and | will stand watch out here.”

L uke and Saba stepped through the door. The usua assortment of riffraff spacers—Givin, Bothans,
Nikto, Quarren—were gathered in the middle of the room, sitting on synthetic stone benches and holding
their drinksin their Iaps. A few hard cases, such asthe Defd “shadow Wraith” hiding in the corner and a
Jenet hoodlum holding court on the far Side of the chamber, sat gpart from the group. Many of the
patronswere listing in their seats, but there was none of the latent hogtility that usualy permesated the
Force in spaceport cantinas.

Luke followed Sabato the service area, where adistracted Duros stood at the end of along bank of
beverage dispensers. There was no counter or ordering station, nor anything that looked like a payment
terminal, but a soft clicking noise was coming from a darkened acove beneath the middle dispenser. As
they drew near, the clicking stopped and aworker insect emerged from the alcove. It stared up at them
for amoment, then handed an empty cup to both of them and retreated into itsacove.

Luke and Saba studied the unmarked dispensers for amoment, then Saba hissed in frustration. She
walked over to the inattentive Duros and thrust her mug into his hands.

“Bloodsour.”



The Duros swung his noseless head around sharply, then saw he was being addressed by aBarabd. The
blue drained from hisface.

“Don’'t have bloodsour,” he said in hisflat Durosvoice. “Only membrosa”
“Will thisonelikeit?’

The Duros nodded. “Everyone likes membrosa”

“Then I'll havethesame,” Luke said, passing hismug over.

The Duros studied L uke sface for amoment, clearly struggling to placeit in some context other than a
pair of well-worn flight utilities.

“I'mjust apilot,” Luke said, reinforcing the Forceillusion he was using to disguise himsdlf. “ Athirsty
pilot.”

1] Sjre_”

The Durosturned to the nearest dispenser and filled both mugs with athick amber liquid, then returned
the cups. Luke pulled aten-credit voucher from his pocket, but the Duros waved it off.

“Nobody pays here.”
“Nobody payz?’ Sabaechoed. “ This one doesn’t believe you.”

A hint of indignation permeated the Force, then the Duros shrugged and looked back to the Verpine
musdans

Saba studied him for amoment, then glanced a Luke. “Thisoneistired. Shewill find a seet.”

Shetook asip from her mug, then started to work her way deeper into the cantina. The Duros looked
as though he wished Luke would join her, but L uke remained where he was, pouring camaraderie and
goodwill into the Force. The Duros aoofness did not melt until Saba raised astorm of angry jabbering
by taking an empty seat in front of an Ewok.

“Thisshould beinteresting.” The Duros grinned. “That little Ewok has a desth mark in ten systems.”
“Youdon't say.” Luketook asip of membrosa It was sweet and thick and potent, warming him from
histoesto hisear tips. He alowed himsaf amoment to savor the sense of well-being that came with the
intoxicating heet, then asked the Duros, “ Have you been here long?’

“Toolong,” the Durossaid. “Turnsout Lizil doesn’t use processing chips, and now | can’t get acargo
ajt'”

“Isthat acommon problem?’

“Common, but not aproblem.” The Duros waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the membrosia
dispensers. “Everything' sfree, and you can stay aslong as you want.”

“Very generous,” Luke said. “What' sthe catch?’



“lan’'t one,” the Duros said. “ Except you get used to it, and then you don’twant to leave.”
“That soundslike acatchto me,” Luke said.
“Depends on how you look at it,” the Duros admitted. “Especidly if you have obligations at home.”

“Why don't you just take your chips back to the known galaxy?’ Luke asked. “With so many
manufacturing worlds destroyed by the war, the Galactic Alliance is desperate for processing chips.

“Too dangerous.” The Duros cocked hisbig head toward Luke. “Y ou wouldn't want some kriffing
bounty hunter to catch you with these particular chips.”

“Ah,” Luke said. Lando and Tendra had put up amillion-credit reward for aload of specidized
processing chipsthat had been hijacked on itsway to Tendrando Arms new rehab-droid factory. “ That
makes sense.”

“Void-breathing right it does,” the Duros said. “ Already had five Jedi comethrough onmy tail. That's
when | decided to dump theload.”

Luketried not to wince at the loss of the vita chips. “Y ou're sure the Jedi were looking foryou?”

“Who e sewould they be looking for?” The Duros shook his head, then said, “1 knew Cdrissian had pull
with the Jedi, but who' d have guessed it wasthat strong?’

“Not me,” Luke answered. He stepped closer to the Duros and lowered hisvoice. “Werethey fairly
young? A couple of humanswith aBarabd and aWookiee?’

“And aTwi’lek.” The Duros voice grew suspicious, and he began to ease away from Luke. “How’d
you know?’

“I've got alittle problem of my own with them,” Luke said. “And | don’t want to find them waiting a my
next stop. Know where they went?’

The Duros watched the Verpine band for amoment, no doubt trying to find away to work an angle for
himsdlf. Luke poured alittle more goodwill into the Force, and findly the Duros shook his head.

“Sorry,” hesaid. “You'd need to ask Lizil.”

Before L uke could ask how to find Lizil, he realized someone new was coming up behind him. The
person seemed both to have her own presence in the Force and to be a part of the larger, diffuse essence
that permesated the entire asteroid colony. He turned to find a striking Falleen fema e gpproaching, her
scaly skin dmost as green asamal€e's. She acknowledged L uke with a polite nod, then stopped before
the Duros.

“Tarnis, we have acargo for you,” she said.

The Durostook asip of membrosiaand tried to appear calm. “To where?’

“TheHoroh nest,” the Falleen answered. “ Y ou'll be given aload to take home, of course.”



Tarnis seyes grew round—at least by Duros standards. “Done.”

When the Duros did not ingtantly start for the exit, the Falleen said, *It requiresimmediate departure.
Lizil isdready loading theStar song.”

“No problem.” Tarnis placed hismug on thefloor. “I’ll just gather my crew—"
“WEe re gathering them now.” The Falleen started toward the exit. “ They’ || meet you in the hangar.”
“Right behind you,” Tarnissaid. He started after the Falleen, shaking his head in amazement. “Findly!”

Seeing that he had been forgotten in the excitement, L uke used the Force to dow the Duros down, then
cleared histhroat.

“Oh, yeah.” Tarnistook the Faleen’sarm and gestured toward Luke. “ Thisfellow wantsto talk. | can
find my own way to the hangar.”

The Fdleen barely dowed. “We' revery busy.” She glanced over her shoulder, but avoided Luke's
eyes. “Enjoy the hospitaity of the nest.”

When Luke reached out to probe her feglings, he experienced a deep sense of worry. Her scalesrippled
in aarm; then an enormous, murky presence rose inside her mind and pushed him out so forcibly that he
stumbled into amembrosia dispenser.

AsTarnis and the Falleen walked out the exit, Mara peered around the corner, checking to be certain
the surprise she had felt was nothing to be alarmed about. Luke smiled and turned around to display the
new membrosia stain on the back of his utilities, then watched intently as Tarnis and the Falleen
disappeared down the corridor.

Oncethe pair were far enough ahead that she would not be noticed following, Maratook Ben's hand
and started down the corridor, talking as though they were just amother and son returning to their vessdl.

L uke worked hisway to the cantina center and sat on abench next to apair of I1shi Tib. Heremained
quiet for afew moments, pretending to listen to the music but actually reaching out in the Force to search
for eavesdropping devices. He was not quite certain what had happened over at the membrosa
dispensers,but he fdt certain that the Falleen’ sarriva had been no coincidence. Lizil—whoever that
was—had not wanted Tarnisto talk about Jaina and the others.

After afew minutes, Lukefindly felt confident that he could ask his questionsin peace. He began to
pour out fedings of comradery and goodwill, and it wasn't long before the nearest 1shi Tib turned toward
him.

“My nameisZelara” She pointed at her companion, who swiveled her eyestalks around and gently
clacked her beak. “ThisisLyari. Shelikesyou.”

Luke smiled back. “Thank you.”
Zdarabatted the lids of her yellow eyes. “ llikeyou.”

“That’ svery nice.” He eased off the good fedings, then said, “ Actudly, I’ m looking for some friends—"



“We llbe your friends,” Lyari said. She came around to Luke' s other side, then dipped her stubby hand
through the crook of hisarm. Her breath smelled heavily of membrosia. “I’ ve never felt thisway about a
human before”

“Me, either.” Zelaratook Luke s other arm. “But thisoneis cute, even with the recessed eyes.”
“Ladies, that’sjust the membrosiataking.” Luke sensed Mara aready returning to the cantina. She did

not fedl angry or frightened, but she was frustrated; she had lost the Duros and his escort. “I' m looking

for agroup of young travelers who came through here. There would' ve been at least two humans, a
Twi’lek, aBarabd—’

“And aWookiee?' Lyari asked.
“Then you' ve seen them,” Luke said.
Lyari opened her beak in asort of smile. “Maybe.”

“Maybe not,” Zelara added. She began to tug at the chest closures on Luke s utilities. “Let ushave a
look ingde, and wée' ll tdll you.”

Luke caught her hand. “It probably wouldn’t be agood ideafor usto—"
“Comeon, bright boy.” Lyari reached for closures alittle farther down. “ Give usachance.”

“No.” Luke put enough Force behind the word to prevent Lyari from ripping open his utilities. “ That
would never work.”

“Why not?” Zelarademanded.

“Because | have lips and you have begks, for Sarters.”

Zelaraspread her eyestalks. “ Y ou' d be surprised what a girl can do with her beak.”
“Let meshow you,” Lyari said. She caught Luke snosein her beak and gaveit atug.

“Ouch!” Luke reached up and freed his nose. Other people were starting to look in their direction, and
that was exactly what hedidn’t want. “ Please, ladies. Just tell me what you know about my friends.”

Zdararipped his chest closures open, reveding Luke s undershirt. “ First you show, then—"

Mara s astonishment hit L uke like aForce hammer, and hefailed to hear therest of Zelara’s comment.
He turned toward the exit and saw Mara swinging her hand down to cover their son’seyes.

“Who'sthat?’ Lyari asked, following his gaze.
“My wife”

“Wife?’ thelshi Tib repesated in unison. They jumped to their feet, Zelaracrying, “ Y ou didn’t tel usyou
were mated!”

“And he' sgot afry, too!” Lyari exclamed.



The outburst caused the Verpine musicians to fumble over astring of notes, and severa annoyed patrons
turned to suggest that L uke and the Ishi Tib take their personal livesto aquiet corner.

Mararolled her eyes, then shook her head and dragged a very reluctant Ben around the corner.
Luke sent her afedling of reassurance, trying to make sure she knew there was a good explanation. He
received an impression of amused doubtfulnessin reply, then he heard Saba sssing from across the room

and redized he might never live this one down. He shook his head in disgust, then closed his utilitiesand
looked up at the Ishi Tib.

“Will youplease St?’
Zdaraput ahand on her hip. “I don’'t think s0.”

“You just forget about us, you double-spawner.” Lyari shooed him toward the exit. “Y ou’ d better go
catch your mate and that little fry.”

“As soon asyou answer me.” Luke grabbed both Ishi Tib bytheir wrists and pulled them down. “When
did you see my friends? The Wookiee and the Barabel and the others?’

“When they were here,” Zelaraanswered coally.

“Which was?’ Luke put the Force behind his question, pressuring her to answer.

“I don’t know.” Zelaraturned to Lyari. “When wasthat?’

“Who can remember? They only stayed aday.”

Luke started to pressure Lyari to think back, then realized that someone else was approaching. Aswith
the Falleen who had led Tarnis away, the newcomer appeared to have a double presence in the Force,

except that the individua essence felt much more menacing and powerful than had the Falleen's. Luke

turned and, when he saw ablocky shadow with red eyes and white fangs approaching, nearly reached
for hislightsaber.

The Defd watched Luke s hand until it dropped back to his side, then turned to the Ishi Tib. “The nest
has secured abarrel of fresh Tibrin sdts” he rasped. “We are preparing an immersion tank now.”

“For us?’ Zelara gasped.

“Where?’ Lyari demanded.

The Defd offered ashadow-furred arm to each of them. “We'll escort you.”

“Firg, answer my question,” Luke said, putting the weight of the Force behind his command.
Lyari started to stop and ook back, but the Defel pulled her forward.

“Come, ladies” Hiseyesflared red. “Theimmersion tank is growing cool.”

The same murky presence Luke had felt before rose against him. It was not a Force attack, merely an



enormous exertion of will. Had he wanted to, L uke could have found another way to maintain hishold,
but that would have meant drawing even more of the mysterious entity’ s attention to himself than he

aready had.

Besides, Sabawas on her way over, afurry little Ewok at her side. It was the Ewok she had sat in front
of earlier, with asingle white stripe running diagonally across a stocky body thatwas otherwise as black
as space. They stopped in front of Luke and stood there sissing and chortling together.

“Go ahead,” Luke said. “Get it out of your system now. Who' syour friend?’

“Tar ... Tafang,” Sabalaughed. “He sayz he can help usfind our friendz . . . if you arefinished chasing
Ishi Tib.”

SIX

SAVE FOR THE LINING OF golden wax, the rows of shine-balls stuck to the ceiling, the random
tunnd openings, and the lack of even avague sense of up or down, the interior of the spherical hangar
resembled all the spaceports Han Solo had visited on athousand unknown, out-of-the-way planets
scattered across the gaaxy. There was the usud collection of battered transports, the usud cargo of
stolen goods on open display, the usud dregs-of-their-species smugglers bustling in and out of their
vessels, working harder to make dishonest livings than they would have at honest jobs.

Han felt aswell of nogtdgiariseingde, and he found himsalf missing the days when he could debark in
such places and know that nobody was going to mess with him and the Wookiee. Of course, now he had
aJedi Knight wife, apair of Noghri, and arefitted battle droid to back him up, but it just wasn't the
same. Chewbacca had been his co-conspirator aswell his best friend, a pain-in-the-neck conscience at
times but dso a comrade-in-arms who understood the betrayals and disappointments that had turned
Han into the wary, bitter smuggler he’ d been when Leia came aong and rescued him from that aimless
life

“At least we ve solved one mystery,” Leiasaid. She pointed at a duraplast pdlet filled with crates
label edrecongtruction authority —sanitation.” That may explain why it’ s been so hard to track down the
RA supplies shrinkage.”

“I don’'t know,” Han said. He eyed the giant bugs that seemed to be crawling across every surface.
“Thispile of rocksisn't big enough to take everything that' s disgppearing.”

The more Han watched the activity around the transports, the more he felt his skin crawl. The bugswere
marching in and out of the vessals completely unescorted, off-loading cargo, foodstuffs, even vita ship's



tools, and stacking them at the base of the boarding ramps. Instead of stopping the insects, the crews
were doing the samething in reverse, on-loading huge stoneware crocks, balls of multicolored wax, and
many of the same tools and foodstuffs the bugs were unloading. And nobody seemed upset about
working at cross purposes. In fact, savefor the care they took to avoid crashing into each other, they
barely seemed to notice one another at al.

Han spied the deek gray wedge of aHorizon-class space yacht resting about hafway up the “wall” of
the docking vaullt, its landing struts sunk well past their feet in the waxy substance that coated the
chamber. The boarding ramp was lowered and abig Tendrando Arms Defender Droid was standing
besideit, her massive torso and systems-packed limbs at odds with her cherubic face and smiling mouith.

“There stheShadow,” Han said. He brought theFal con’ s nose around and started toward an open
berthing space on the wall next to Mara sship. “Let’sgo say hdllo.”

Leiashook her head. “It doesn't fed like there' s anyone aboard.”

“No?’ Han scowled; it wasn't like Marato leave theShadow open and unattended—although with
Nannathere, that wasn't redlly the case. Basically abodyguard version of Lando’ s successful YVH
battle droid crossed with a TD Nanny Droid, the Defender was more than capable of guarding the ship.
Even the bugs seemed to redize that; every now and then, one would stop by and sweep its antennae
across the ramp, but they never attempted to enter. “ Probably in the cantina already.”

Han swung theFalcon’s stern “up” aong thewall and landed in the open berth. The struts sank into the
wax and seemed to hold the ship fast, but he fired the anchoring bolts anyway. Micro-gravity could be
tricky; it wasimpossibleto tell which way it was pulling until something started to dide.

Han rose and strapped on his blaster. “ Okay, let’s go see Nanna. Maybe she can fill usin.”

They lowered the boarding ramp and reeled back as awave of warm, too-sweet air rolled through the
hatchway. The vault wasfilled with ablaring cacophony of ticking that immediately sent arivulet of swest
rolling down Han' s spine. Half a dozen bugs appeared at the bottom of the ramp and started to board.
They had deep orange thoraxes, pale blue abdomens, and feathery, meter-long antennae. Han' s ssomach
turned queasy, but he started down to meet them.

Leiacaught him by the arm. “Han? What' swrong?’

“Nothing.” Han swallowed hard, then continued down the ramp. He was not going to be intimidated by
amemory of the Kamarians. Besides, these guys were only about waist height, with four skinny arms,
scrawny legs, and a stubby set of mandibles better suited to steadying loads than rending flesh. “I'm

okay.”

Han stopped midway down the ramp. He folded his arms across his chest and assumed a stance wide
enough to block the ramp, then forced himself to glare down at the lead bug. In addition to the smooth
green balls of itstwo main eyes, it had atrio of ocular lenses atop its head, leaving him uncertain asto
which set of eyes he should mest.

“Where do you fdlowsthink you're going?’

The lead bug stared up, ticking its mandibles nervoudy, and emitted a soft drumming from its chest.

“Burrubbubbuurrr, rubb.”



It dropped to dl sixes, lowering itself to about knee height, then dipped its antennae politely and shot
between Han'slegs.

“Hey!” Before the bug could continue up the ramp, Han spun around and caught it by the undersized
wings on its back. Some insects had ahabit of hiding eggs wherever they could, and he didn’t want any
infestations aboard theFal con. “Hold on!”

The bug spun its head around to meet Han' s gaze, then pointed at his hands and gently clacked its
mandibles” Ubburr buurr ub.”

“Captain Solo,” C-3PO said helpfully, “1 do believe the insect isrequesting that you releaseit.”
“Y ou understand this stuff?’ Han asked.

“I'm afraid it'sonly an educated guess,” C-3PO said. “Thisform of their language is as obscure asthe
dance—’

“Then not achance.”
“Han,” Leiasad, “1 don't sense any danger here. Until SeeThreepio figures out how to communicate—"

“lam communicating.” Han fixed his gaze on the nearest of itseyesand said, “1 don’t know who you
think I am, but no one boards theFal con untill say s0.”

The other five bugs dropped to dl sixes, then dipped to the underside of the ramp and continued toward
the hatchway.

“No!” Han flipped theinsect he was holding off the ramp, then started after the others. “ Stop them!”

The Noghri stepped in front of Leiaand placed themselves squarely in the door, crouched for action.
The bugs swung back to the ramp’ s upper side and tried to squeeze aboard theFalcon anyway. Thefirst
pair were knocked away by apair of quick Noghri kicks.

The remaining trio of insects stopped where they were and dropped into a six-limbed crouch. Their
antennaefdl flat againg their heads, and asoft little” rrrrrrrr” began to come from their chests.
Someone el se might have described the sound as meek, but Han knew better than to assume. Bug minds
did not work the same way asthose of other species.

BD-8, the Solos' battle droid, appeared behind the Noghri and pointed his blaster cannon over
Meawah'’s shoulder. “Do not be darmed!” With the full jacket of laminanium armor and red
photoreceptorsin a death’ s-head face, he ill resembled the YVH droid from which he had been
refitted. “Intrudersidentified. Permisson to fire?’

“No!” Lelasnapped. “ Stand down! Return to leisure station.”

“Leisure station?” BD-8' stone grew doubtful asthe other bugs continued up the ramp. “Ma am, we're
being boarded!”

“We renot being boarded,” Lelasaid.



“Notif | canhdpit!” Han said.

He snatched another of the bugs and, in the low gravity, sent it spinning twenty meters across the hangar.
Cakhmaim and Meewah removed the last two, grabbing amandible and executing quick twists that sent
theinsectstumbling away.

Han nodded his approval. “ See?’

A hbitter odor began to waft up from the floor. Han lookeddown to see two of the disodged bugs
standing beside the ramp on their four front limbs, their aodomens raised so they could squirt greenish
fluid on the Sides of the ramp.

“What the garzd?’ Han cried.

“Ubbub bubbur,” the bugs drummed.

“Bubbur yoursdved”

Han raised his armsto shoo them away. They continued to squirt, and C-3PO picked that moment to
interrupt.

“Captain Solo, we seem to have another vistor.”
The droid pointed past Han's shoulder.

Han turned around to find atall, bald-headed figure with large, buggy eyes and apair of thick tusks
approaching theFalcon’ s boarding ramp. In hishands, he carried arag and a spray canister.

“Great,” Han said. “Now an Aquaish.”

“That can't begood,” Leiasaid. The Aqualish were an aggressive species known across the gaaxy for
picking fights— and jumping into the middle of them. “What' s he want?’

“Towash the viewports, it lookslike,” Han said. The Aqualish reached the base of the ramp and started
forward toward the bugs. “What do you want, Fangface?’

The nickname was despised by Aquaish, but it was better to take an aggressive tone with them. They
were lesslikdy to start afight with someone who did not intimidate easily.

“Nothing, friend,” The Aqualish spokein the gravelly voicetypica of his species. “ Just to help you out.”
Han and Lelaexchanged puzzled glances. Friend was not usualy aword you heard from an Aqudish.
“We re not your friends,” Han said.

“Youwill be”

The Aqudish waited until the bugs finished squirting, then shooed away the one on his side of the ramp
and sprayed a harsh-smelling foam over the same area.

“That Suff better not be corrosive,” Han warned.



Aqudish could not smile—the need had probably never arisen during their evolution—but thisone lifted
his head and managed to seem like he was.

“It'snot.” He tossed the spray canigter to Han. 'Y ou need to clean that mess up.”

The Aqualish pointed at the far side of the ramp, where the other worker had squirted its goo, then
started to wipe the area he had already coated. Han sprayed athick layer of foam over the side of the
ramp, filling the air with asmell somewhere between rotting fruit and burned synfur.

“Tdl meagainwhat I’'m doing?’

“When you tossed the workers off, they marked you,” the Aquaish explained. He tossed Han the rag.
“Now you haveto start over, or they’ll call their soldiers and tear your ship apart to see what you're

hiding.”

“Start over?’ Lelaasked.

“Transacting,” the Aquaish explained. “Isn't that why you' re here?”
“Uh, maybe,” Han said. “ Y ou mean liketrading, right?’

“Moreliketaking,” the Aquaish said. “ They take what they want. Y ou take what you want.
Everybody’ s happy.”

The insects started up the ramp again.

“Boarding imminent,” BD-8 reported. “ Permission to—"

“No!” Leasad. “ Stand down.”

Han finished wiping the foam away, then stood up to find the six insects lined up on the ramp below.
“They’re not going to lay eggs or anything?’ he asked.

“No, they only do that in the heartcomb,” the Aqualish assured him. “ Just let them bring out whatever
they want, then take back whatever you want to keep. It'salot easer—and safer.”

“If you say s0.” Han stepped aside to let the bugs pass. “ Okay?’

The lead worker responded with asingle mandible clack, which was smultaneoudy echoed by the rest
of the squad.

“That would be an affirmative,” C-3PO offered helpfully.

The bugs started up the ramp.

Han jumped down beside the Aqualish and returned the spray canister and rag. “ Sorry about that
Fangface suff.” He reached for hismoney. “What do | owe you for the help?’

“Nothing, friend.” The Aqualish waved adismissing hand. “It happensto everyonethefirst time.”



“Redly?’ Han’smind began searching for angles, trying to figure out what kind of swindle the Aqualish
wastrying to pull. “Hope you don’'t mind me saying o, but you' re apretty helpful guy for your kind.”

The Aqudish watched the last bug disappear into theFalcon, then nodded. “Yeah. | don't get it, either.”
Heturned and started back toward his own vessdl. “ This place just makes me fedl good.”

Han, Leia, and the others spent the next hour returning to theFalcon most of what the bugs carried off.
At firdt, the work was confusing and frustrating—especialy after they had carried the same crate of
protein packages aboard for the seventh or eighth time. But eventualy order emerged, with the ship’s
crew leaving anything they could bear to part with at the foot of the ramp and stacking whatever they
wanted to keep in the forward hold. Toward the end, the bugs even started to add balls of wax and jugs
of some amber, sweet-smelling spirit to theFalcon’s stack.

Findly, the only item under contention wasKillik Twilight, asmal mass-painting that had once hung
outside Leia s bedroom in House Organa on Alderaan. Designed by the late Ob Khaddor—one of
Alderaan’ sforemogt artists—the piece depicted aline of enigmatic insectoid figures departing their
pinnacle-city home, with afierce ssorm sweeping in behind them. Han had no ideawhy the bugswere so
taken with it—apart from the subject matter—but every time he put it on thekeep stack, an insect would
deposit ajug of spiritsor ashine-bdl inits place and carry it back down the ramp again. Han was about
ready to start exterminating. The painting was Leia s most prized possession, and he'd amost died trying
to recover it for her on Tatooine.

A bug emerged from theFalcon carryingKillik Twilight in its four arms and stopped about halfway
down the ramp, peering over the top of the frame. Han, waiting at the bottom, folded hisarms and
Sghed.

“Comeon,” hesaid. “Let’sget it over with.”

Instead of continuing down the ramp, the worker jumped to the floor and disappeared behind the
disordered heap of crates and spare tools stacked next to theFal con.

“HW!”

Han rushed to the other side to cut off the bug's escape, but it was nowhere to be seen. He glanced
back at its buddies— waiting for thislast bit of “transacting” to be completed—abut they only turned their
oblong eyes away and pretended not to notice. Han sneered, then knelt down to peer behind the
Falcon’s landing struts.

Nothing.

“Blast!” Han dowly turned, his pulse pounding as he searched for the bug. Halfway up the hangar wall,
he saw the Skywalkers emerging from a passage with Saba Sebatyne and a black-furred Ewok, but no
sgn of thethief. “Huttdime!”

“Han?’ Leiaappeared at the top of the boarding ramp, her armsloaded with provisonsthat she and the
otherswere sowing again. “What' swrong?’

“Nothing,” Han answered. “ The bugs are getting sneaky.”

Lelaput her load asde. “ Definesneaky, Han.”



“Nothing to worry about.” A soft rustle sounded from the transaction pile. Han peered over a stack of
raw protein packages and saw a dender insect foot diding behind a crate of Endorian brandy. “1’ ve got
everything under contral.”

Han dipped around the stack of packages, then pulled the crate aside and found the worker bug
cowering withKillik Twilight initsfour hands.

“Uub urr,” it thrummed.
“Y eah? Two can play that game.”
Han pulled the painting from its grasp, then turned to find Ben rushing up ahead of Luke and the others.

“UncleHan!” Heraised hiselbow in an old smuggler’ s greeting Han had taught him. “Dad said you were
herel”

“Good to seeyou, kid.” Han touched hiselbow to Ben's. “1’d love to talk, but I'm in the middle of a
contest of wills”

Leaving Leiato dow down the bug and greet L uke and the others, Han carried the painting onto the
Falcon, then knelt on the floor and opened a smuggling compartment.

“That' safunny placeto put Aunt Lela’ s painting,” said Ben, who had followed him aboard.

“Tell meabout it,” Han said. He dipped the painting into thecompartment, closed the cover, and stood.
“Now let’s go see your mom and—"

The bug appeared in the corridor, sweeping its antennae adong the floor. It passed Han with a polite
rumble, then stopped and began to pry at the secret panel. When the compartment would not open, it sat
down and began to clack its mandibles.

“All right! You don’t haveto cal your buddies.” Han knelt on the floor beside the bug. “ Just get out of
rr]yww.”

Han opened the panel. Theinsect pulled the painting from the compartment and turned to leave, then let
out astartled rumble when it found Saba and her Ewok companion coming up the corridor. The Ewok
snatched the painting from the bug’ s hands, turned it over, and spat on the back.

“What the blazes!” Han turned to Saba. “Isthisguy afriend of yours?’

“Tafang and | have made no killz together,” Sabasaid. “But he can help us”

“Yeah?’ Han watched doubtfully as Tarfang placed the painting on the floor. “How?’

The Ewok glared up a Han and jabbered something in the squeaky language of his species, then
motioned Han and the others toward the boarding ramp.

“Listen up, Cuddles,” Han said, “1 don’'t know who you think you are, but on theFalcon —’

“UncleHan, look!”



Ben pointed atKillik Twilight. The bug stood holding the painting in its hands, running its antennae over
the back where the Ewok had spit. It repeated the gesture severa times, then emitted asad little hum and
returned the painting to the smuggling compartmen.

Han looked back to Tarfang. “How’ d you do that?’

The Ewok’ s only answer was an indignant snort. He spun around and started for the boarding ramp, no
longer seeming to care whether Han or anyone e se followed.

“Touchy littlefdlow, isn't he?’

“Tafangisnot anice being.” Sabadarted after the Ewok. “But his captain can help usfind Jainaand the
otherz”

Han caught up to her outside, where C-3PO informed themthat L uke and the others had gone on ahead
with Tarfang. Despite Saba’ s assurances thatKillik Twilight was perfectly safe now that someone had
spit on it, Han asked the Noghri to stay with the painting.

They dropped Ben at theShadow with Nanna, then joined Luke, Mara, and Leiaoutside the
blast-pocked, carbon-scored disk of asmall Y T-1000 transport. A smdler cousin to Han'sown
Y T-1300, the Y T-1000's cockpit sat atop the hull where theFalcon’'s upper laser cannon turret was

located; there was no lower turret at al. For defense, the vessel had only four short-range blaster
cannons spread evenly along therim of itshull.

“That thingflew here?’ Han gasped.

An indignant Ewok voice chuttered from indde the vessd’ s shadowy entrance.
“Hesaysit came straight from Regel Eight,” C-3PO trandated.

Tarfang stepped into the light and jabbered at Han some more.

“I'm certainly glad we don’t fly on thisship!” C-3PO said. “He says not everyone has creditsto waste
onreparsl”

Leiastepped to Han' s sde. “We gpologize, Tarfang.” She flashed one of her old diplomat’ s smiles, a
bland show of teeth that could have meant anything. “Han didn’t mean to insult you.”

“Yeah,” Han said. “I wasjust amazed by your bravery.”
Tarfang eyed Han for amoment, then growled deep in histhroat and waved them up the ramp.
Han turned to Luke and Mara. “Y ou sure about this?’

“Not redly,” Luke said. He smiled and clapped Han on the shoulder. “We weren't expecting you and

“ ”

Lea

“Yeah, well . . .anybody can bust up apiratering,” Han said. “But Jaina—we figured you’ d need the
mp.”



“Wemight,” Marasaid with alaugh. She kissed him on the cheek. “ Good to see you, Han.”

They exchanged greetings dl around, then climbed the boarding ramp into asurprisingly tidy air lock
with al proper emergency equipment neatly stowed in atransparisted rescue locker. Beyond the hatch,
theinterior of the main access corridor waslit only by two of the waxy shine-balls the bugs used for
illumination. By the green glow, Han could see that the durasted floor pands had been sanibuffed alittle
too wdl. Therewas atelltade shadow wherethe “invisble’ seams came together over the smuggling
compartments.

Tarfang waswaiting afew steps up the corridor. He grunted and waved them into the main cabin. Given
the ship’sdim lighting, Han expected to find somefierce, dark-loving being like aDefel waiting insde.

Instead, knedling in front of an open engineering panel wasalittle jug-eared Sullustan in aset of
carbon-smeared utilities. He was busy soldering powerfeeds to a new master control board, though Han
could not imagine how even a Sullustan could see to work by the light of the single shine-ball stuck to the
wall abovehim.

Tarfang went to the Sullustan’ s Side and, coming to attention, cleared histhroat.

“Go on.” The Sullustan spoke without looking away from hiswork. “I’'m listening.”

Tarfang launched into alengthy explanation, gesturing at Saba and L uke even though the Sullustan’s
attention remained fixed on the control board. Finally, the captain finished the attachment he was working
on and turned to hisvisitors.

“I’'m Jae Juun, captainof the XR-eight-oh-eight-g.”

“XR-eight-oh-eight-g?’ Han asked. “What kind of nameisthat?’

“It' saGalactic Alliance registration number, of course.” Juun frowned and squinted in the direction of
Han' svoice, but Han was standing well back in the shadows, where even a Sullustan’ s sensitive eyes
would have trouble with the contrast between light and darkness. *Y ou haven't heard of the
XR-eight-oh-eight-g?’

“Should we have?’ Leiaasked.

Juun pasted on asmall Sullustan smirk. “Not if I’ ve been doing my job.”

“Y ou’ re succeeding beyond your wildest dreams,” Han said.

Lelagrabbed the back of hiselbow and squeezed in warning, but the Sullustan merely smiled in pride.
“Tarfang tellsme you' re looking for someone to help you catch your friends.”

“Tofind them,” Luke corrected.

“I see. Well, it makes no difference.” Juun cast an annoyed glance in Tarfang’ sdirection. “I’'m afraid my
first mate sometimes exceeds his authority.”

Tarfang asked something in adisbdieving tone.



“It' snot the mate' srespongbility to raise funds,” Juun replied. “Y ou let me worry how we re going to
pay for that vortex stabilizer.”

“A warp vortex stabilizer?’” Han asked. “For a YT thisold? It can’t be easy to come by one of those out
here”

“Not at afair price,” Juun agreed. “1’ ve had one brought in, but I’ m two hundred credits short of the
shipping fees”

“Not if you help us, you're not,” Han said, stepping into the light. “We can pay you the two hundred
credits”

Juun’s mouth fell. “I knew that was your voicel” Heturned to Tarfang. “Why didn’t you tell me Han
Solo waswith them?’

Tarfang sneered in Han' sdirection and prattled an answer.

“Yes, but thisisHan Solo !” The Sullustan rose and thrust ahand out. “ TheXR-eight-oh-eight-g follows
al your procedures, and I’ ve memorized al your combat maneuvers from the history vids.”

“Uh, | wouldn’t trust everything | seein those holovids,” Han said, dlowing the Sullustan to shake his
hand. “Now, about that help . . .”

“I'd liketo help you.” Juun’ s voice grew disappointed, and he turned back to hiswork. “But it wouldn't
be proper.”

“Proper?’ Han echoed. That particular word encompassed everything he hated about Sullustans. “Why
not?’

“Because | have an arrangement with our hosts, and evidently they don’t want you to find your friends.”
Tarfang groaned and dapped his brow.
“We can't ignore the wishes of our business partners,” Juun said to the Ewok. “We have aded.”

“A deal you can't keep until you find two hundred credits,” Han said. “How long are they willing to
wat?’

“Weare facing abit of adilemma,” Juun admitted.

“What if we wereto buy acopy of your charts?’ Luke asked.

Juun shook his head. “My chartswouldn’t help you. Y our friends went to Y oggoy.”
“And you don’t know where Y oggoy is?’ Luke asked.

“Nobody does,” Juun said. “The Y oggoy are very proud and secretive. They hide the location of their
nest from outsders”

Sabaglared down at Tarfang. “Then why did you say you could help usfind our friendz?’



Tarfang jabbered an answer.

“Because theXR-eight-oh-eight-g has been assigned a cargo for Y oggoy,” C-3PO trandated, “and
when aship isassgned acargo for Y oggoy, it isaso assigned a'Y oggoy to serve asits navigator for the
trip.”

“Fine,” Lelasaid. Even she seemed to be losing patience. “Help us get acargo, and we' |l pay you for
conaulting.”

Tarfang rattled off along response, which C-3PO trandated as, “ Tarfang suggests you smply give
Captain Juun the money. They’ Il check on our friends and give us areport when they return.”

“Sure they will.” Han turned to the others, then nodded toward the door. “We re wasting our time here.”

Luke motioned Han to wait, his gaze fixed on Tarfang. Han redized for the first time that Marawas no
longer with them; under circumstances like these, she had an uncanny knack for dipping away unnoticed.

Findly, Luketurned back to Han. “ Tarfang’ s not trying to swindle us, Han. He redlly does want to work
out an honest dedl.”

Tarfang snarled something at the Jedi Master.
“Hewasn't stedling your thoughts,” C-3PO said to the Ewok. “Master Luke isnot athief.”
Tarfang whirled on the droid and yapped a command.

“Very well. But | wouldn’'t blame him if he used hislightsaber onyou.” C-3PO turned to Luke. “Tarfang
isthreatening to remove your eyesif you do that again.”

“Oh,that scareshim,” Han said to the Ewok. “Y ou want to make aded ? Hereit is; two hundred credits
to get usacargo.”

To Han'ssurprise, it was Sabawho answered. “He can't.”
“Why not?’

“Because Lizil wouldn't dlow it,” Luke said. “He—or she— doesn’t want usto find Jainaand the
others”

“They,” Juun corrected.

Lukefrowned. “What?’

“They,” Juun said.

The Sullustan continued to work, soldering what looked like the rear hold powerfeed onto the main
cabin output. Han would have said something, but he had long ago learned never to tell another captain
how to maintain his own ship. Besides, anyone who looked at theFalcon’ s main control board would

probably have just as many doubts about his work as he was having about Juun’s.

“Lizil isn't their leader.” Juun looked up from hiswork, dragging the hot tip of his soldering iron across



theflux-inhibitor circuitry “Lizl isthem.”
“They dl share onename?’ Leiaasked.

“Inasense, but it' smore than that. The way they think of it, they'redl Lizil together. Lizil isthe net, but
0 aredl of the members.”

“They don't have an individua sense of identity?” Leiaasked.
“I think that’s s0,” Juun said. “But I’'m not redlly current on my xenobiologica definitions.”
Tarfang chortled something helpful sounding.

“Mader Tarfang saysthat it's only important to remember that when you sayLizl, you might betalking
about the entire nest or any of its members.”

Tarfang chattered something impatient.

“Andyou'll never be surewhich,” C-3PO added.

“Cozy,” Han sad. “ Sowhy doesn't Lizil want usto find Jaina?’

When Juun hesitated, Tarfang let out along, urgent chitter.

“But nobody said itwasn’t secret,” Juun countered.

“Y ou are being rockheaded,” Saba rasped. “ Something isonly secret if—"

“Hold on,” Han said to Saba. The Sullustan mind was as stubborn as it was methodical, and the Barabel
would only delay things by browbesting Juun. “Itis abit unclear.”

Sabaglared at Han out of one dark eye.

“There are your implied agreements and your tacit obligations.” Han turned to Juun. “Am | right?’
The Sullustan nodded rapidly. “ Only captains understand these things.”

“True)” Han said. “But aren’t you smugglers, too?’

Tarfang grunted an affirmative.

“Thereyou haveit, then,” Han said. He looked back to Juun. “Y ou have to answer me.”

“I do?

“Yeah.” Han alowed some of the impatience he was feding to show in hisvoice. “ The Smuggler’s Code
Sayss0.”

Juun looked back to hiswork and casudly asked, “ The Smuggler’s Code?”’

“Item seven?’ Han prompted. “ Iswear to help other smugglers, aslong asit don’t costme?’



“Yes, of course.” Juun’s beady-eyed gaze flicked back and forth across the master control board. It
wasimpossible that he actudly knew the Smuggler’ s Code—Han was making it up— but nothing

embarrassed most Sullustans more than admitting they did not know proper procedures. “ltem seven. I'd
amog forgotten.”

“I think that clearsthingsup,” Lelasaid. She flashed Han an gpproving smile, then sat on her haunches
besde Juun. “ Sowhat' s Lizil trying to hide?”

Juun began to solder the forward loading door’ s powerfeed to the forward loading door’ s control
circuit. “'Y ou have seen the Joiners?’

Han expected Leiato shake her head, but she seemed to sense something from her brother and alowed
Luketo respond for her.

“Y oumean Lizil’ strandators?’
“Not trandators,” Juun said.” Joiners. They'reLizl, too.”

Sabalowered her scaly brow. “How can that be?’ she rasped. “Most of them do not even have six
limboz!”

“It doesn’t matter,” Juun said. “ They’ ve been absorbed.”

“Absorbed?’ Han was having trouble following the conversation now, probably because he had not yet
seen any of these “ Joiners.” * Absorbedhow?”

“Mentdly, | suspect,” Luke said, keeping hiseyes on Juun. “Isit some sort of brainwashing?’
Juun shrugged. “All | know isthat when someone spendstoo long in anest, he gets absorbed.”

“Y ou' re saying that my daughter thinks she’s some kind of bug?’ Han demanded, taking a step forward.
“And youweren’t going to tell me?’

Juun jumped up and stepped behind Leia “It' snot my fault!”

“Takeit easy, Han,” Luke said. “We don’'t know that has happened.”

“Do weknow it hasn’'t?’ Han countered.

“Nowyou are being arockhead,” Saba said. “We know nothing, not even where they are.”

Saba sintervention reminded Han that he and Leiaweren't the only oneswith achild at risk. Her son,
Tesar, was one of the Jedi Knights who had followed Jainainto the Unknown Regions.

“Sorry. | don’t know what came over me.” Han touched Saba s back—then swallowed hard,

remembering that touching aBarabel uninvited was agood way to lose an arm. “ Sometimes, | forget
they're Jedi.”

“Not to worry.” Sabathumped a scaly hand down on his shoulder. “ This one forgetz sometimez, too.”



A moment of silence hungintheair asthey recdled dl they had lost a Myrkr, Anakin and Belaand
Krasov and the others, and Han thought he could amost fed Saba reaching for him in the Force, trying
to lend him the strength to have faith in his daughter’ s abilities, to recdl that she was a Jedi Knight and an
ace star pilot and ahero asbig in her war as he and Lela had been in theirs. It was not an easy thing for a
father to keep in mind, but it was true, and—as L ela aways said—in truth there was strength.

“All right dready,” Han said, motioning Juun back to the control board. “Y ou can go back to work. I'm
better.”

Leliagave him an understanding wink, then turned back to Juun. “What does Lizil need with agroup of
Jedi Knights?’

“I don’t know,” Juun said. “But they left with Unu.”

“Unu?’

“The centra nest,” Juun said. “Y our daughter and the others were met by an escort of Unu guards.”
“Morebugs?’ Han had asinking feding. “Greet.”

“Then there sanorganization of nests?’ Leiaasked Juun.

The Sullustan nodded. “The Colony.”

Han thought he was beginning to understand. “How big?’

Juun pulled adatapad from benesth his utilities, then began punching keys. “I have heard three hundred
and seventy-five names.”

Lukewhigtled. “Enough to stretch from here to the Chissfrontier. Now thisis beginning to make some

“How do you figure?’ Han asked.
“The stuation isn't complicated,” Lelasaid. “ The Colony isrubbing borders with the Chissempire. It's
pretty clear why the central nest might want ateam of Jedi Joiners on their side— especidly this

particular team.”

“Jedi commandos are good equdizers,” Han agreed. “But what | want to know is how the Colony got
them to come out herein thefirst place.”

Severd moments passed with no answer, and findly their gazes began to drift toward Juun. Tarfang’s
eyes darted from oneto the other of them, and finally he jabbered an angry denid.

“Tafang asksthat you stop looking at them,” C-3PO said. “He denies any involvement.”
“That’ s not what wewereimplying,” Lelasaid.
“But we do need your help,” Luke said to Juun.” Han needs your help. We must find our Jedi Knights.”

Juun considered this for amoment, then said, “ Perhapsthereisaway. There sroom in the forward



hold. If we hide you in there—"

“Forget it,” Han said. “We reflying our own ships.”

“I'mafradthisistheonly practicd way,” Juun said. “I’ll berelying entirely on the guide mysdf.”
Han shook his head.

“Han, | know it'll be crowded,” Luke said. “But it soundslike the best plan.”

“No, Luke,” Han said, discreetly eyeing the control board. “It redllydoesn’t.”

Luke s gaze darted to the board and away again dmost immediately, but he was not quick enough to
escape Juun’ s notice.

“Why are you looking at the control board?’ he demanded. “Y ou don’t trust me to maintain my own
ship?

“Wall, you did dip with your solder.” Han stooped down and pointed at aslver line angling acrossthe
board. “ Y ou’ re going to have ashort running across your flux inhibitors.”

Juun studied the line, then said, “1t’ s nothing to worry about. | followed dl the proper procedures.”
“Y egh, but you dipped—"

“It' smore than adequate. I'll demonstrate.” Juun dipped the master plug onto the supply prongs, then
waved Tarfang to the far side of the cabin. “ Close the main bregker.”

“Juun, | don't think that's agood—"

A sharpclack echoed across the room. Han barely managed to close his eyes before the ship erupted
into atempest of bursting lamps and sizzling circuits. Leiaand the others cried out in shock. When the
crackling continued, Han pulled his blaster and, opening his eyesto what looked like aindoor lightning
storm, shot through the wire array just above the master plug.

The popping and buzzing quickly died away, and the main cabin was again plunged into its previous
green dimness. Juun dropped to hiskneesin front of the control board.

“Not again!”
“What did | tell you?’ Han asked.

Tarfang returned to the group and studied his crestfallen captain amoment, then looked Han in the eye
and spoke sharply.

“He saysthe cost just doubled, Captain Solo,” C-3PO said. *Y ou must pay for the damages you

“lcaused?’ Han protested. “1 told him not to—"

“WEe I be glad to replace the wire array Han destroyed saving theXR-eight-oh-eight-g, "Lea



interrupted. “And we'll do anything else we can to help Captain Juun complete hisrepairs. . . per item
seven of the Smuggler’s Code.”

“You bet,” Han said, catching Leia s strategy. “It’ s not as bad asit sounded, or the smoke would be a
lot thicker.”

Juun looked up, his smal eyesround with wonder. “ Thisis covered under item seven?’

“Oh, yeah,” Han said. “But we reflying our own ships.”

“I’'m sure we can think of away to follow Captain Juun.” Luke spoke in atone that suggested he had
aready solved this problem. “We may need to ingtdl acouple of pieces of equipment when we repair the
wirearray.”

Tarfang raised alip, then jabbered a demand.

“What kind of equipment?’ C-3PO trandated.

“The secret kind,” Luke said, glaring at the Ewok.

Tarfang lowered hisfurry brow and glared back for amoment, then finaly said something that C-3PO
trandated as, “Captain Juun will betaking abig risk. It'll cost you.”

“Fine)” Luke said. He stepped close to Juun and Tarfang, and suddenly he seemed aslarge asarancor.
“But you know who we are. Y ou understand what it will mean if you try to double-cross us?’

Tarfang shrank back, but Juun seemed untroubled.

“Double-crossHan Solo?’ the Sullustan asked. “Who' d be crazy enough to do that?’

SEVEN

DOWN IN THE VALLEY, the Taat were scavenging along the flood-plain, their thoraxes glowing
greenin Jwlio’'shazy light. With the rest of their foraging territory brown and withering from a Chiss
defoliant, the workers were stri pping the ground bare, leaving nothing in their wake but rooj stubble and
mud. It was a desperate act that would only deepen their famine in the future, but the insects had no
choice. Thelr larvae were starvingnow.

Inthe midst of such poverty and hardship, Jaina Solo felt more than alittle guilty eating green thakitillo,



but it was the only thing on the menu tonight. Tomorrow, it would be brot-rib or krayt eggs or some
other rarity more suitable to a state dinner than afield post, and she would est that, too. The Taat would

beinaulted if shedid not.

Jainaspooned acurd into her mouth, then glanced around the veranda at her companions. They weredl
seated on primitive spitcrete benches, holding their bowlsin their Iaps and using small Force bubblesto
keep the dudt at bay. Despite the gritty windsraised by thetida pull of Qoribu—Jwlio’ sringed gas giant
primary—the group usually took their meals outdoors. No one wanted to spend more time than
necessary in the muggy confines of the nest caves.

After the curd had dissolved, Jaina tapped her spoon against the bowl. “Okay,” she asked. “Who's
responsblefor this?’

One by one, the othersraised their gazes, their faces betraying various degrees of culpability asthey
examined their thoughts over the last week or so. Shortly after arriving, the team had discovered that
whenever they talked about a particular food, th Taat would have asupply ddivered within afew days.
Concerned about squandering their hosts' limited resources, Jaina had ordered the group to avoid talking
about food in front of the Taat, then to avoid mentioning it at dl.

Findly, Tesar Sebatyneflicked up atalon. “1t may have been thisone.”

“Mayhave been?’ Jainaasked. “ Either you said something or you didn't.”

Tesar’ sdorsal scalesrosein the Barabel equivalent of ablush. “This onesaid nothing. He thought it.”
“They can’'t eavesdrop on thoughts,” Jainasaid. “ Someone else must have dipped.”

She glanced around the group, waiting. The others continued to search their memories, but no one
recalled talking about food.

Findly, Zekk said, “I'm just happy it’ sthakitillo instead of some skdrat or something.” Seated ona
bench next to Jaina, he wore hisblack hair aslong and ragged as he had in his youth, but that was al that
remained the same. A late growth spurt had turned him into something of ahuman giant, sanding two
meterstal, with shoulders as broad as Lowbacca's. “1 thought Barabels liked to catch their own food.”

“When we can, but this one was thinking of our last meal aboardLady Luck, and he dwayz tastes
thakitillo when he rememberz Belaand Krasov and . . .” Tesar trailed off and glanced briefly in Jaina's
direction, quietly acknowledging the bond of grief they had come to share through the Myrkr mission. “. .
. the otherz.”

Even that gentle reminder of her brother’ s desth—even seven years |ater—brought a pained hollow to
Jaina s chest. Usudly, her dutiesas a Jedi Knight kept her too busy to dwell on such things, but there
were sill moments like these, when the terrible memory came crashing down on her like aNkllonian
firesorm.

“ S0 maybe the Taatare eavesdropping on our thoughts,” Tahiti said, bringing Jaina s atention back to
the present. “If we re sure no one said anything, that hasto beit.”

Lowbaccalet out along Wookiee moan.

“1 suppose wewill have to avoid thinking about food,” Jainaagreed. “We' re Jedi. We can't keep eating



like Hurtswhilethe Taat larvae sarve.”

“It certainly takesthefun out of it,” AlemaRar agreed. The Twi’lek dipped a spoonful of thekitillo into
her mouth, then bit into a curd and curled the tips of the long lekku hanging down her back. “Waell,most
of thefun.”

Zekk ate a spoonful, then asked, “Doesit bother anyone that they’ re listening to our thoughts?’
“Itshould ,” Jainareplied. “We should fed alittle uneasy and violated, shouldn’t we?’
Alemashrugged.” Should isfor narrow minds. It makesme fed welcome.”

Jaina consdered thisfor a moment, then nodded in agreement. “ Same here—and vaued. Zekk? Y ou
brought it up.”

“Just asking,” he said. “Doesn’'t bother me, ether.”

“I fed thesame,” Tekli agreed. Thefurry little Chadra-Fan twitched her thick-ended snout. “Y et we
avoid the battle-meld now because we didike sharing feglings among oursaves.”

“That' sdifferent,” Tahiri sad. “\Wegeton each other’ s nerves.”

“Toputit mildly,” Jainasad. “I'll never forget how that blood hunger came over methefirg time Tesar
saw ardlop.”

“Or how twisted insde this one felt when Alemawanted to nest with that Rodian rope-wrestler.” Tesar
fluttered his scales, then added, “It was aweek before he could hunt again.”

Alemasamiled at the memory, then said,” Nesting wasn't what | had inmind.”

L owbacca banged his bowl down on the bench next to him, groaning in distaste and weary resignation.
After thewar, Jainaand the other strike team members had begun to notice unexplained mood swings
whenever they were together. It had taken Cilghal only afew daysto diagnose the problem asadelayed
reaction to the Jedi battle-meld. Their prolonged use of it on the Myrkr mission had weakened the
boundaries among their minds, with the result that now their emotions tended to fill the Force and blur
together whenever they were close to each other.

Sometimes Jaina believed the side effect was al so the reason so many strike team survivors found it
difficult to move on with their lives. Tenel Kawas doing well asthe Hapan queen, an Tekli and Tahiri
seemed to regard Zonama Sekot as both afriend and ahome, but the rest of them—Jaina, Alema, Zekk,
Tesar, Lowbacca, even Jacen—dtill seemed logt, unable to maintain aconnection with anyone who had
not been there. Jainaknew that was why she had failed to reconnect with Jagged Fel during their
desperate rendezvous when he had gtill been serving as Chissliaison to the Galactic Alliance. She loved
him, but she'd just grown increasingly distant from him. From everyone, redlly.

Sensing that she had let her dour mood affect the others, Jainaforced asmile. “1do have some good
news,” shesad. “Jaceniscoming.”

As she had hoped, thislifted spiritsinstantly—especialy those of Tahiri, who shared a specia kinship
with Jacen by virtue of the time they had spent in Y uuzhan Vong torture dens.



But it was Alema—aways quick to take an interest in males— who asked, “Can you tell how soon?’

“It' shard to say,” Jainaanswered. No one bothered to ask if she had actually spoken to her twin
brother; there was no HoloNet in the Unknown Regions—and even if there had been, they were too
closeto the Chissfrontier to risk being overheard by alistening post. “ But it fedslike he smadeit past
whatever was ddaying him.”

“How will hefind the Colony?’ Tahiri asked. Though she could certainly sense Alema sinterest in Jacen

asclearly as Jainadid, she seemed more amused by it than irritated. “ Tekli and | would have been lost
without Zonama Sekot’ s help.”

“I left amessage for him with the coordinates of the Lizil nest,” Jainasaid. “ So, assuming hetriesto
comm...”

She let the sentencetrail off when shefelt asudden darm. The sensedid not ripple or grow or rise. It
samply appeared insde Jaing, ingtantly full-blown and strong, and &t first she thought she wasfedling
something inside her brother. Then bowls of thakitillo began to clack down on the spitcrete benches, and
her companions started to rise and reach for their lightsabers.

“Youfed it, too?" Jainaasked no onein particular.

“Fear,” Zekk confirmed. “ Surprise.”

L owbacca rawwled an addition.

“Resolve, too,” Jainaagreed.

“What the blazes?” Tahiri asked. “It’ slike the Taat were apart of the meld, too.”

“Maybe they’ re more Force-sengitive than we thought,” Alema suggested.

Jainagazed around, searching the faces of her companionsfor any indication that the sensation had felt
even remotely like anormal Force perception to someone else. She found only looks of confusion and
doubt.

A familiar rumble rose deep insgde the nest. Long plumes of black smoke began to shoot from the
exhaust vents above the hangar cave, then acloud of dartships poured into the air above the valley and
began to climb toward Qoribu’ sringed disk.

“Looks like another defoliator squad coming in.” Jainawas almost relieved as she Sarted toward their

own hangar. After the unexpected feding of darm, she had feared something worse. “Let’ sturn ‘em



EIGHT

THE WRECK WASA CEC YV-888 stock light freighter. Jacen could see that much from itstal hull,
and from the stubs of the melted maneuvering fins on the rear engine compartment. The crash had
occurred sometime within the last decade. He could guess that much from the faint odor of ash and dag
that still wafted down the flowery dope from the jagged crater rim. But the vessel’ s hull was too thickly
covered ininsectsfor him to be certain this wasthe ship, the one that would explain why he and Jainaand
the others had been called so deep into the Unknown Regions.

Jacen waited for athrong of thumb-sized insectsto scurry past on the enclosure wall, then placed ahand
on top and vaulted over. A harsh rattle rose behind him as other, larger visitors pulsed their wingsin
disapprova. He paid no attention and started up the dope, fedling his way with the Force to avoid
stepping on any tiny beings hidden in the flora. The Colony species camein an enormous variety of Szes
and shapes, and any insects he happened to crush on monument grounds were more likely to be other
vigtorsthan foraging bugs.

Jacen’ sguide, a chest-high insect who had been waiting at the Lizil nest to serve as his navigator,
scurried to his side and began to rumble objections.

“Y ou'rethe onewho said we didn't havetimetowait inling” Jacen reminded him.

“Rububu uburu,” the guide responded. With ayelow thorax, green abdomen, and bright red head and
eyes, it was one of the more colorful strainsthat Jacen had seen.” Urb?”

“I told you,” Jacen answered. “1 might know this ship.”

Jacen reached the crash crater and climbed to the rim. Ten meters below, in the crash bottom, a sagging
tangle of heat-softened durasted so covered in crawling insectsthat it took amoment to redlize he was
looking at asmall starship bridge. The vessdl had crashed upside down.

The guide thrummed impatiently.

“Not yet.” Jacen pointed at a place near the bow where a dozen Jawa-sized insects were sticking their
antennae through atwisted rip in the hull. “ Ask the ones near that breach to clear aspace. | need to seeif
| can read itsname.”

“Ub Ruur’[The Crash.]

“I need to know the name of thefreighter,” Jacen explained. “It’ swritten on the sde of the hull. In
letters”

Like most species of intelligent arthropods in the galaxy, the Colony insects recorded their languagein
pheromonesingtead of writing, but Jacen felt certain the Joiners would have explained the concept of
letters.

“U.” The guide curled its antennae forward.” Burubu ru?”



“Maybe,” Jacen said uncertainly. He was relying the Force and his empathic connection with other
life-formsto infer his guide’ s meaning, and he could not dways be sure that he understood dl the
nuances. “But we' Il certainly be on our way sooner than if | have to piece the letters together through

their legs”

The guide clacked its mandiblesin frustration. It drummed its chest loudly, then the insects near therip
began to mill about in confusion. Jacen did not understand what they got out of crawling over the wreck,
but insects were very tactile creatures, and he suspected they were establishing some sense of connection
toit. Finaly, a space began to clear where Jacen had requested. The durasteel was so caked with
carbonization that he could barely make out ahandful of dark, upside-down letters.

...ACH..ONF...ER

“Tachyon Hier,” Jacen said. It was the ship in which the strike team had planned to depart the Myrkr
system—until they were betrayed by two Dark Jedi they had rescued from the Y uuzhan Vong. Jacen
turned to his guide. “What happened to the people aboard that ship?’

“Bu ruub ubu buubu,” the guide said.
“And he'll keep waiting until I have my answer.”
“Ubu buubu ru ruubu.” [Unu must not be kept waiting.]

“Your rules,” Jacen answered. “Not mine.”

Seeing no easier way down, Jacen stepped off the rim and used the Force to dow his descent. The
insectson hisside of theFlier watched in stunned silence as he caught hold of therip in the hull and
brought hisfall to agentle stop.

The guide boomed a question from above.

“The people who brought this ship here had afriend of mine with them,” Jacen said. “I’m not leaving
here until I know what happened to him.”

“Rur ruru rr ubu buubu bub!” the navigator drummed.

“ldon’t wish to see Unu at once.” Jacen knew he was being rude, but he had learned from the Fallanass
to see through theillusion of authority, to free himsealf of the expectation of blind obedience by respecting
his own desiresfird. “It makes no difference to meif Unu can’t wait.”

Jacen pulled himself up and peered through the hull breach. TheFlier’s presence certainly lay at the heart
of the mysterious summonsthat had brought him here, but that told him little. Before he dlowed himsdf to
be drawn farther dong this current, he needed to find out what had happened aboard the ship. He
needed to knowwho had caled the strike team survivors here. . . and why.

Theinterior of the vessdl was dark and acrid smelling, lit only by the shafts of light pouring through
severa dozen hull breaches. A few of the holeswere large and twisted, like the rip beneath the vessd’s
name, and had probably resulted from the crash. The rest were oblong, small, and surrounded by the
metal spatter-beads associated with hitsfrom Y uuzhan V ong plasma cannons. TheTachyon Flier had
clearly taken abesdting asit left the Myrkr system. It was surprising the ship had held together long
enough to fly into the Unknown Regions.



Ashiseyes grew attuned to the dim light, Jacen redlized that he was|ooking into the hold area. The
adjustable cargo deckshed |eft their tracksin the crash and falen into what had been the top of the ship,
burying the bridge and crew quarters beneath atangle of twisted, haf-melted durasted. Seeing that no
insects were crawling over theingde of the ship, he closed hiseyes and listened for any girringsin the
Force that might explain their reluctance to enter. He heard the whisper of along-spent inferno and the
faint scream of twisting metd, but nothing to arm him now.

Jacen swung aleg up and dipped into theFlier’ s hold. The acrid smell grew stronger. It was more than
just ash, it was carbonized synthplas and iron dag and charred fibercrete. He did down the hull, caling
on the Force to hold himsdlf against the wall and dow his descent. About two-thirds of the way to the
bottom, he came to the jJumble of decks and stopped, then used a Dathomiri Force spell to kindlea
gphere of bright light.

A chorus of sharpclacks sounded above, and Jacen looked up to see a carpet of insects large and smdll
crawling down the hull behind him, their festhery antennae sweeping the surrounding durasted. Worried
hisinvasion of a sacred site might be considered an outrage, Jacen touched them through the Force. He
felt astonishment, curiogity, alittle wariness, but no anger or indignation.

“Becareful,” Jacen called, alittle puzzled by their willingnessto followhim into the vessd. “It might not
take much to shift the debris down here.”

Theinsects answered with the full range of thrums, chirps, and thuds.

Jacen used the Force to dide several tons of cargo deck into a secure position, then walked over to the
edge and discovered the reason for the insects earlier reluctance to enter the wreck. Severd large
exoskeetons lay crushed beneath atwisted cross-brace. Though the rest of the jumble was every bit as
tangled asit had appeared from above, Jacen could now see that many decks had fallen against each
other, creating atent effect that might have protected the bridge from being crushed—at least from
above.

Jacen turned to theiinsects. “I’d appreciate it if everyone stayed here for now.”

Theinsects gave aconfirmingclack. Foating his sphere of Force light behind him, Jacen threaded his
way down to what had been the underside of the bridge, where the metal was buckled and discolored
from a conflagration below.

Jacen began to fear the worst.

Seeing no convenient hatch in the vicinity, heignited hislightsaber .. . and was tartled by the sudden
clicking of mandibles behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and found along ribbon of golden eyes
reflecting the glow of hisForcelight and green lightsaber.

“| asked you to wait,” Jacen said.

“Uu rrrruub.” The thrum set up asympathetic vibration in the jumble above, inducing along metallic
scream as a deck edge did down an underbrace. “ Brrr brru!”

“I am being careful.” Jacen used the Force to stabilize the twisted metd above their heads. “ Just be
quiet.”



The swarm rustled its agreement—then clicked madly as he plunged hislightsaber blade into the floor of
the bridge.

“I’'m sorry to disrespect the Crash,” he said. “But my friend may be down there.”
“Bru bur, ruu,” aghostly paeinsect informed him.

“Obvioudy.” Jacen continued to cut. “I till need to find him.”

Thisoccasoned aflurry of thrumming and clicking among the other insects.

“No.” Jacen began to fed sck, though it wasimpossible to say whether thiswas from the smdll of
melting metd, the stde sench rising from below, or theinsects question. “I’m not going to eet his
remans”

The insects continued to clack and drum. They seemed to be debating whether he should be alowed to
continue if hewas't going to return hisfriend to the Song. But Jacen was inferring as much astrandating,
and there was so much he did not know about the Colony that it was equally possible they were talking
about egtinghim. He shut the words out and tried to hear through the Force, asthe Theran Listeners had
taught him, and was relieved to sense that they were arguing over whetherthey should eat the dead.

Jacen finished cutting, then used the Force to lift two disks of meta out of the hole he had cut in the
double-floored deck. The smdll of ash grew overwhelming, and rustling filled the air as the insects eased
forward behind him. Jacen lowered hislight through the hole and felt his heart sink.

The cabin below had been so incinerated that only the twisted remains of arow of double bunks,
hanging upside down on the far wall, identified it asthe crew’ s quarters. What had once been the ceiling
lay barely two meters below, blackened, crumpled, and strewn with ash and twisted metd. The remains
of severd mattresseslay in the corner beneath the bunks, half burned and covered in black mold.

Being careful to avoid touching the white-hot edges, Jacen dropped through the hole and found severd
shattered trangarest vials under one of the half-burned mattresses. Under another, he found a melted
lump of casing and circuitry that might once have been Lowbacca strandation droid, Em Teedee. He
tried to pick it up and discovered it had been fused to the floor.

Under athird mattress, he found the singed remains of one of the molytex jumpsuits the strike team had
worn on their mission to Myrkr. There were four dashes across the chest, where Raynar had been
wounded before being put aboard theFlier.

A series of soft patters sounded from the middle of the cabin. Insects began to swarm over the “floor”
and walls, sweeping their antennae over the bunks and other debris and raising achoking cloud of ash.
Jacen made hisway forward through the galley and wardroom, dropping into a crouch as the space
between the crumpled ceiling and the old floor grew too short for him to walk upright. Thewallsand
other surfaces in these rooms were covered with athick layer of pink powder, the residue of a
fire-fighting foam.

On the bridge, the foam lay so thick that he kicked up clouds of pink dust as he moved. The canopy that
had once enclosed the flight deck on three sides was buckled and broken, with dirt spilling through long
rentsin the transparisted. A string of gray emergency patches ran diagondly across the forward
view-screen, roughly pardlel to aline of destruction that had | eft the navicomputer, sublight-drive control
relays, and hyperspace guidance system in aburned shambles. It was no wonder the ship had crashed,



the Dark Jedi crew had done well to escape the Myrkr system at all.

The crash webbing at al the flight deck stations hung down beneath the chairsin amelted tangle, but a
faint drag mark beneath the pilot’ s and copilot’ s seats led through the foam residue toward the
engineering cabin. Jacen dropped to hiskneesto peer through the cockeyed hatchway, and his nostrils
filled with the caustic stench of charred bone.

Jacen began adow breathing exercise. The harsh smell burned his nogtrils at first and threstened to
make him nauseous, but as he centered himsdlf in the Force and dowly detached from his emotions, the
odor grew lesshiting, itsimplicationsless painful. He placed ahand on the wal and imagined it growing
warm under histouch.

The staleness seemed to fade from the air inside the wreck, then the smell of old soot turned to the acrid
bite of smoke. Jacen’s eyes started to water as he looked back through the Force. Hislungs were
racked by an endlessfit of coughing, and the cabin grew hot and orange. Where he was touching the
wall, his palm began to sting and blister. He held it in place and looked over his shoulder.

Theflight deck was hidden behind a curtain of smoke and rolling flame. Geysers of fire retardant rose
from the ceiling nozzles, creating swirling ghosts of pink fog. Howls of human anguish drowned out the
scream of buckling metdl.

A singlefigure crawled out of the smoke, hairless and coughing and blistered raw. Hisface was
unrecognizable, but four gashes ran diagondly across his chest, the wound hanging half open where the
fleshglue had dissolved in the heat. One hand trailed behind, dragging apair of levitated shapes adong by
their cloak collars. The two shapeswere dtill burning, writhing in the air and flailing against each other in
ther pain.

Smoke began to rise from beneath Jacen’ s pdm, and the smell of cooking flesh filled the air. He kept his
hand pressed againgt the wall. Pain no longer troubled him. Pain was his servant; he had learnedthat from
Vergere.

The crawling figure reached the hatchway and paused, turning in Jacen’ s direction. The face wastoo
scorched and swollento recognize, but the eyes belonged to Raynar, questioning and proud and so
terribly naive. The two of them locked gazes for amoment, then Raynar cocked his head in confusion
and started to open hismouth . . .

Jacen pulled his hand from thewadl. The figures vanished ingtantly, returning him to aflight deck filled
with the stale smdll of ash and clouds of pink dust.

An insect brushed its antennae over his scorched hand.“ Rurrrrruu,” it drummed in concern.
“Urrubuuuu?”’

“Yes, it doeshurt.” Jacen smiled. “It’ s nothing.”

Heremoved asmadl canister from his equipment belt and sprayed a coating of synthflesh over hispam.
Raynar had been the misfit of their childhood group, trying alittle too hard to fit in and often the butt of
jokes for hisarrogance and showy clothes. He had never impressed anyone as exceptional Jedi material,
and there had been afew conversations in which fellow candidates had expressed reservations about his
judgment and initiative. Y et what Raynar had done on theFlier, risking hisown life to save those who
had betrayed his friends and abducted him, was the essence of being a Jedi Knight. Jacen doubted he
would have done the same thing—andJaina would have stayed to watch them burn. Given what the theft



of theFlier had meant—that Anakin would certainly die of hiswounds—Jacen might even havejoined
her.

Floating his Force light ahead of him, Jacen crawled into the engineering cabin and followed Raynar’s
trail through a cramped maze of toppled equipment. The stench of charred bones grew stronger, and
Jacen feared he would only find their burned remains trapped in some dead-end corner, or smply lyingin
the middle of the aide where Raynar had succumbed to smoke inhalation. His fears began to seem
justified when he started to find scorched bonesin the middle of the aide—first, afew finger and toe and
hand bones, then aforearm and a shin, then finally afemur. The space between the floor and ceiling grew
smaler and smaler, and he had to drop to his belly, and he began to sense the resdue of Raynar’ s panic
inthe Force.

Then Jacen came to the shoulder blade, lying half buried in apile of dirt that had poured in through arent
inthehull, and heknew. He began to dig, pulling the soft dirt under hisbody and pushing it back with his
feet, and amoment later he felt awelcome draft of fresh air. Raynar had reached an exit—but in what
condition? Had he survived? Had either of the others?

His chest tight with hope and fear, Jacen belly-crawled through the hole, out into the bottom of the crater
... and was surprised to find his guide waiting. In its hands, the insect held anew starfighter helmet and
flight suit.

“Ubu rrru ubb.” Without waiting for Jacen to stand, the guide offered the helmet and suit to him.” Urru
bu.”

Jacen stood. “Why would | need astarfighter helmet?” Instead of taking either item, he began to brush
himsaf off. “| fly askiff.”

The guide raised one of itsfour hands toward the crater rim, where one of the Reconstruction Police's
new XJ5 X-wings sat with an open cockpit.

Jacen had asinking feding. “I’'mhappy with my skiff.”

The guide thrummed along explanation, which seemed to assert that he would be much happier serving
the Colony in aChaseX than his skiff, which the Colony was aready using to ferry agroup of Togot
pilgrims back to the spaceport.

Jacen did not bother to demand its return. He had aready learned that the Colony insects had no red
understanding of private property. The skiff would be put to use—and, fortunately, well
maintained—until he was ready to track it down again.

“Why would | want to serve the Colony?’ Jacen asked. “Especialy in acombat craft?’

A membrane did over the guide’ s bulbous eyes and rose again, and it continued to hold the helmet and
flight suit out to Jacen.

“It'sasmple question,” Jacen said. “If the Colony expects meto kill people, you' d better be ableto tell
mewhy.”

The guide cocked its head in incomprehension, and Jacen knew he was asking too much. As socia
insects, Colony residents obvioudy had avery limited sense of self—and absolutely no concept of free
will. He might aswell have been asking abeldon to take him fishing.



Always the preacher. The voice was the same that had cometo Jacen back in Akanah' s teaching
circle—save that now the words were raspy and booming instead of faint and wispy. You still think too
much, Jacen.

“I usudly find it preferable to catastrophic blunders,” Jacen said. The voice was so harsh and deep he
found it even more difficult to place. It might have been Raynar—or it might have been Lomi or Welk or
someone else atogether. “'Y ou seem to know me. Y ou couldn’t believe | would just sart killing for you.”

We do know you, Jacen,the voice said, not unkindly.We know what you willfight for.

Asthe voice spoke, an immense murky presence rose insde Jacen’ s mind, overwhelming his defenses
s0 quickly he had no chanceto shut it out. In the midst of the presence, he saw Jainaand the others, their
facesfilled with surprise and revulsion and pity. They weredl in their flight suits, haggard and
travel-worn, but healthy enough and unafraid.

Theyserve the Colony, Jacen, the voice said.Will you join them? Will you help your sister?

Jacen did not answer, even in histhoughts. A day ago, he had felt Jainagrowing smal and cold inthe
Force, the way she dways did before a battle. But there had been no indication afterward of anything
alarming, not even the usua weary sorrow that dways came of taking lives. He reached out to her,
probing to seeif there was anything amiss. She responded with awelcoming warmth that let him know
she was looking forward to seeing him.

But there was more, just ahint of the murky presence that had pushed its way into Jacen’s mind—not
hostile or ominous or threatening, just there.

The guide drew Jacen’ s attention back to it by pressing the helmet and flight suit into his hands.” Buu
buur urub ruuruur.”

Jacen pushed the equi pment back into the guide' shands. “1 haven't said I’m going.”
“Buururr. Ubu ur.”

“Perhaps,” Jacen allowed. The murky presence had withdrawn from his own mind, once again leaving
him solely with hisguide. “Once I’ ve found out what happened here.”

He sguatted on his haunches and ran hisfingers through the dirt, searching for any sign that Raynar and
the others had died here. When he found no more large bones, he pictured the raw and blistered face he
had seen on the flight deck, then called on the Force again, trying to reach into the past and learn what
had become of Raynar.

But thistime, the Force opened itself to him initsown way. Instead of the smoke and scorched flesh he
had smelled on the flight deck, the odor it brought down to him was fresh and fragrant and familiar, a
smell he had known since childhood.

Jacen |ooked up at the crater rim and was puzzled to find an image of his mother there, frowning across
the gap at theFlier’s blast-pocked hull. She was wearing awhite blouse with abrown skirt and vest that
reminded Jacen of hisfather’s swashbuckling style, right down to the holstered blaster hanging on her hip.
There were some new strands of gray hair and afew more laugh lines around her mouth, but she looked
hedlthy and content, and Jacen’ s heart legpt at the sight of her. Thelast time he had seen her face had



been over five standard years ago, before leaving on his odyssey of self-discovery, and hewas
astonished at the joy even avison of it brought to him.

Jacen swallowed his surprise and tried instead to Smply concentrate on what the Force was reveding to
him. He knew that she was not actudly standing therenow, but at some other time. And, since his mother
was the only figure he could see, she was probably the link to discovering what had become of Raynar.

She turned to someone he could not see, then asked, “What happened to the crew?’

There was a pause while she listened to the reply. Jacen could imagine only one thing that would bring
his parents this deep into the Unknown Regions, the heart of the Colony itself. They had to belooking for
the Strike team.

His mother looked back to theFlier. “1 mean the rest of the crew. Weknow Raynar survived.”

Jacen had his answer, but he was not ready to release the vison—not yet. Helooked up at his mother’s
image, reaching out to her in the Force to strengthen their contact.

“Hdlo.”

Her gaze dropped toward Jacen’ s voice, then she furrowed her brow and reached out, as though
grasping for someone' sarm. “ Jacen has been here”

Has. So they were ill behind him.
The guide snapped its mandibles next to Jacen’ s ear.” Bubu ruu bu?”

“No one. Sorry.” Continuing to hold the vision through the Force, Jacen finally took the helmet and flight
auit. “Okay. Wheream | going?’

The guide replied that Jacen wouldn't recogni ze the name of the system. It was on the Chissfrontier.
Up on the crater rim, the vision of his mother frowned. “ Jacen? I’ m having trouble hearing you.”

Jacen ignored her and continued to speak to the guide. “Humor me. In case something happensand |
need to find my own way.”

The navigator spread its antennae.” Burubu,” it answered.” Ur bu Brurr rubur.”
“Jacen?’ Hismother’ sface grew pae. “How? Y ou're not—"

“I'mfing, Mom,” hesaid. “I’ll seeyou soon.”

The guide turned a bulbous eye toward the crater rim.

“Qoribu,” Jacen said, looking up a hismother. “In the Gyud system.”



NINE

ASTHEFALCON DROPPED toward the mottled pinnacles below, Leiafound hersdf straining against
her crash webbing, amost gasping at the bustling vastness of the Colony’ s central nest. The Y oggoy
towers, brightly adorned in wild splashes of color, stood hip-to-hip acrossthe entire planet, and the air
was 0 thick with flying vehiclesthat she could barely see the surface.

“Kind of lookslike old Coruscant,” Han said, speaking to Leiaand—over the comm—to Luke, Mara,
and everyone el se aboard theShadow. “ So big—and al that bustle.”

Lelacontinued to strain forward over her controls, peering out the lower edge of the canopy. Asthe
Falcon descended, she began to see that while the pinnacles camein every size, they were dl digtinctly
cone-shaped, and they dl had horizontally banded exteriors—like the insect spiresinKillik Twilight.

She gtarted to say as much, then decided she was I etting her imagination run wild. Coneswereabasic
geometric form. Creating them out of mud rings was probably as common among intelligent insects as
was erecting stone rectangles among socid mammals.

“I’'m gonnablast that can of corrosion back to quarks!” Han said.

Lelaglanced over to find Han frowning at histactical display, then checked her own screen and saw that
theXR808g’ s transponder code had disappeared. “ Did Juun land aready?’

Han shook his head. “ The little earworm shut off his transponder.”

Knowing better than to ask if Han had remembered to run a code search, Leiaactivated her throat
mike.

“WEe€ velos theExxer”

The report was greeted with atroubled silence. Right now,the XR808g was their only hope of locating
Jainaand the others.

“Any ideas?’ Han asked. “1’d like to find these kidsbefor e they become abunch of bughuggers.”

“That’ s not going to happen.” Even over the cockpit comm, Luke' s voice was calm and reassuring.
“They're Jedi.”

“What' sthat have to do with the price of spice on Nal Hutta?’ Han demanded.
“They'retoo strong, Han,” Marasaid. “Especidly Jaina.”

“Yeah?' Han asked. “If they're so strong, how' d that Force-call drag them al the way out herein the



firg place?’
Thetroubled silence returned.

Leiareached over and laid her hand over Han's. “1t’'ll be dl right, Han. | can till fed them out there.
They’renot Joiners.”

“Yet,” Han grumbled. Over the comm, he asked, “How about those ideas?”’

“Try acode search,” Luke suggested helpfully.

Hanrolled hiseyes.

Lelasmiled at him, then said to Luke, “ Thanks for the suggestion. We ve aready tried that.”

“No need toworry,” Marasaid. “We haven't lost them.”

“We haven't?’ Lelaasked. Before theXR808g Ieft Lizil, Han and Juun had hidden a subspace
transcelver benesth the cockpit and linked it to the navicomputer. Each time theXR808g initiated ajump,
the transceiver automatically encoded the galactic coordinates and broadcast them to theShadow and
Falcon — but that didn’t help them now, when they were dreadyat those coordinates. “I don't

understand.”

“Give measecond.” Mararemained silent for amoment, then said, “Be ready to take afix, in case Juun
issmarter than he looked.”

Han raised hisbrow. “1 don't recall planting a homing beacon on theExxer.”
“Becauseyou ‘re not the sneaky one—despite dl reportsto the contrary,” Mara commed. “Ready?’

Leiasmiled and prepared a navigation lock. “ Ready.” A red dot began to blink in the upper corner of
thetactica display. “Got it.”

Leiaactivated the lock, and Han swung theFalcon around behind the red dot. Y oggoy traffic proved an
unimaginable free-for-al, with muscle-powered balloon-bikes competing for airspace againgt dilapidated
cloud cars and modern airspeeders. Thick-waisted rocket planes flashed past in al directions, packed to
bursting with goggle-eyed insects and trailing oily plumes of smoke. Battered space freighters eased their
durasted hulks down into the mess, descending through the traffic toward the haze-blanketed towertops
below.

A stubby little rocket plane shot out from under a cargo blimp off to starboard and began to climb,
coming for Lela ssde of the cockpit.

“Rodder!” Han cursed, and theFal con took a sudden skip upward. “Watch where you' re going!”
“Don’t get so upset,” Lelasaid. “We have plenty—"

A thirty-meter insect shuttle flashed into view from benesth Leid s Sde of the cockpit, headed straight
for thelittle rocket plane.

“Oh, my!” C-3PO said from the navigator’ s sation. “ That was too close—"



“Hard to port,” Leiainterrupted. “Now, Han!”
“Port?’ Han shot back. “Y ou're crazy!”

Lelaglanced over and saw the mountainous hull of agiant transport gliding past above theFalcon’s
forward mandibles.

“Oh—" Leladgpped the crash darm, bringing the inertial compensators to maximum, priming the
fire-suppression systems, and setting off a cacophony of dertsfarther back in the vessdl. “Brace
yoursdf!”

“Dead stop!” Luke' s voice came over the comm. “Dead stop!”

Han dready had his hand on the throttles—but before he could pull them back, the shuttle was diving
and the rocket plane was climbing past theFalcon amost verticaly, so closethat Leiacould have
reached out and grabbed the pilot’ s antennae.

Han casudly dipped his hand off the throttle and deactivated the crash darm. “No need to get all
excited.” Hishandswere shaking as badly asLeid s, but she saw no usein pointing that out. “1’ve got it
under control.”

“Yes,” C-3PO agreed. “It’ sfortunate that you were wise enough to do nothing. It gave the other pilots
time to respond to your error.”

“Myerror?’ Hanreplied. “1 wasflying straight and level.”

“Quite so, but the others are dl following sine wave trgjectories,” C-3PO said. “And may | point out
that any system functions optimally only when dl el ements use the same equations?’

A two-seater rocket plane dropped in ahead of theFalcon and bobbed aong pouring fumesinto their
faces, then swerved aside to reved the bulbous shape of a balloon-bike coming at them head-on. Han
rolled into an inverted dive and spirded past benegthiit.

“Now you tell me,” Han said.

“Watch it back there,” Lelawarned theShadow. “And have Artoo plot asine wave trgjectory for us—a
safe one.”

“WEe Il send it up in amoment,” Mara promised.

The moment went by, then two, then severd. Finaly, when her nerves could stand no more close
calls—and no more of Han' s grouching—L ela commed back to theShadow.

“Uh, we didn't receive that trgjectory.”
“We'retrying,” Luke said. “Artoo’ s sort of locked up.”
“Locked up?’ Han asked. “Anastromech 7’

“He sbeen acting strange lately,” Luke explained. “All we got before he went blank wasnot safe, not



safe, not safe.”

“Oh, dear!” C-3PO exclaimed. “It sounds as though he' strying to resolve an unknowable variable.
W€ re doomed!”

“Yeah?' Han waved at the traffic outside the forward viewport. “ Then how come none of them are
crashing?’

C-3PO wasslent for amoment, then said, “I wouldn’t know, Captain Solo. Their processors certainly
aren't any better than Artoo’'s.”

“They don’tneed processors.” Leiawas thinking of Luke' s description of the cantinawhere Saba met
Tarfang, of how the mysterious Joiners had arrived to lead away any patron withwhom he struck up a
conversation. It was pretty clear that the Lizil can communicate telepathicaly. Maybe the Y oggoy can,
too.”

“Probably,” Maraagreed. “ And sincewe don’'t have any Y oggoy navigators aboard—"

“We' reflying blind!” Han finished. “ Better bring the shieldsto maximum, Lela. We re going to get some
bug spatter.”

“Perhapz not,” Saba commed from theShadow. “Lea, have you been doing your reaction drill?”

Leafdt agtab of guilt. “When there sheentime.”

Sabawas kind enough not to remind her that she was supposed tomake timefor her training. That was
the obligation of aJedi Knight—though Leia, in dl honesty, had ahard timethinking of herself as anything
other than an eternal apprentice. Perhaps that was why she found it so hard to find training time.

“Dothedrill now,” Sabasaid. “But instead of stingerz, imagine the remoteis shooting vesselz at you.”

Leiagarted a breathing exercise, then closed her eyes and opened hersdlf to the Force. Sheimmediately
felt something swooping down on them from above.

“Down and starboard,” she said.

TheFalcon continued on the same course.

“Han—"

“Areyou crazy?’ heinterrupted. “With your eyes open, maybe. But not . . .”

TheFalcon dropped five meters, and Leia opened her eyesto see the swollen underbelly of abig
Gdlofreetrangport gliding over them.

“Wow youwill .. .listen. . . toyour nestie!” Sabawas sissing hystericdly. “Maraisflying with her eyes
closed.”

“Who isn't?’ Han gave Leiaaquick nod. “Whatever you say, dear.”

Lelaclosed her eyesagain and began to cal directions. At first Han emitted an darming string of oaths



and gasps, but gradudly the sensations grew more concrete—and Han' swillingnessto follow the blind
more ready. Within the hour, they were bobbing and dodging dong more or less steedily behind the
XR808g.

Findly, Han said, “Lookslike he' sgoing to ground.”

Leiaopened her eyesto seethetracking blip drifting down toward the middle of the display, itscolor
deepening to red as theXR808g |ogt dtitude. She looked out the canopy and found the distinctive wafer
of aYT light freighter in the distance ahead, descending into the hazy Iabyrinth of insect pinnacles. Traffic
remained heavy above the spires, but there were only ahandful of drifting balloon-bikes and
dow-moving airgpeeders among the towers themselves.

“Wel take point,” Leiacommed. “Why don't you fly top cover?’
“It'saplan,” Luke answered.

AstheFalcon descended, Leia saw that the mottled colors decorating the pinnacles had been created
by pressing colored pebblesinto the exterior walls. The effect was remarkably caming. If she watched
them out of the corner of her eye, or alowed her gaze to go unfocused, the bright blotches of color
reminded her of ameadow in full bloom—and, she redlized, of the elaborate mosaicsingde the spires
depicted inKillik Twilight.

“Could it be?" she gasped.

“Could be anything,” Han answered. “ So |et’ s be ready. Send Cakhmaim and Meewalh to the cannon
turrets, and tell Beady to go to ready standby.”

They followed theXR808g down to within ahundred meters of ground level, where the balloon-bikes
and airspeeders gave way to rivers of racing landspeeders, speeder bikes, and dangerous-looking rocket
carts steered exclusively by Y oggoy pilots. Pedestrians were forced to scurry aong the tower bases,
hanging on the walls sdewaysif they wereinsects or keeping themsdvestightly pressed againgt the
foundationsif they were bipeds.

Juun began to fly erratically, making last-second turns and doubling back on hisown trail. If not for the
tracking blip, Leiawould have lost him adozen timesin haf an hour. Findly, they swung onto alarge
curving boulevard and began to circle amassive complex of fused towers sheathed in an eye-pulling
mosaic donein every imaginable shade of red. TheXR808g eased steadlily toward the interior lanes, then
abruptly droppedto ground level and disappeared into the dark mouth of ahuge, barrel-vaulted gateway.
“That kreetle!” Han said. “1 should' ve blasted him when | had the chance.”

Leiaimmersed herself in the Force, then reported, It looks more dangerousthan it feels.”

“You sure?’ Han gave her asidelong look. “No offense, but I know how much time you have to practice
that Jedi stuff.”

“Would it make any differenceif | waan't sure?’
Han gave her that crooked grin of his. “What do you think?’

He eased the yoke forward and swung theFal con into the murky gateway. L ela activated the forward



maneuvering lights, illuminating theinterior of ahuge, winding passage covered in awavy
pink-and-yelow mosaic. The tunnd waslonger than Leia had expected, and each time the ship rounded
anew bend, they sent aswarm of insects scurrying for the vault edges.

After acouple of minutes, they emerged in asmdl, flower-shaped plaza enclosed by a dozen fused
towers. The mosaics were bright and disorienting, with solid bands of color gradualy paling from deep
amber at ground leve to pure white at the pinnacletops. At the far side of the area, theXR808g sat on its
landing struts, its boarding ramp aready dropping into position.

Han brought theFal con to within twenty meters and set her down with the missle launchersfacing the
XR808g. “Cakhmaim, Meewa h, be ready with those cannons,” he ordered over the intercom.

“Reagly—"
“Prepared to open fire, Captain,” the droid reported.

“Notyet ,” Lelasad, unbuckling her crash webbing. “Only if they shoot first.”

“Surviva rates decrease thirty-two percent for combatantsfiring in reaction,” BD-8 objected.
“WE re not shooting first.” Han strapped on his BlasTech holster. “ Just stand ready to look tough.”
“Look tough?’ BD-8 inquired.

“Intimidation mode one,” C-3PO clarified. He turned to Han. “Y ou really should use the standardized
termswith the BD series. Their tactica overlaysleave little processng power for semantic analysis.”

Hanrolled hiseyes. “Y eah, maybeI’ll read the manua someday.”

Heled the way off the flight deck, and they descended the boarding ramp to find Juun scurrying toward
theminatorntunic.

“Han! PrincessLeia” hecdled cheerfully. “I wasafraid we' d lost you!”

“Sureyou were,” Han replied coldly. He stopped afew steps from the end of the ramp and rested a
hand on his holstered blaster. “Y our transponder just happened to go on the blink?’

“Of coursenot!” Juun said. “Our guide disabled it. After thelast jump, he found the subspace
transcaiver.”

BD-8 came up behind Leiaand glared over her shoulder, clicking and whirring loudly. Juun stopped
three meters away and gawked up at the battle droid. Lelatried to get aread on the histruthfulness, but
shefdt only darm and confusion.

Juun raised hishands. “Please! 1t wasn't my fault!”

Leiaglimpsed movement on the tower walls behind him, then saw severa tiers of insect soldiers stepping
into view. They looked much like Lizil workers, except they were the size of aWookiee, with meter-long
mandibles and scarlet carapaces covering their backs. The undersides of their thoraxes were bright gold,
and their eyes were adeep, haunting purple. In their four hands, they each carried a crude e ectrobolt
assault rifle and ashort, thick-shafted trident. It took an ingtant to redlize they were standing on small
terracesinstead of midair, for human eyesfound it difficult to interpret the subtle interplay of hue and



shadow that defined each belt of the wall mosaic.

“That doesit!” Han sad, reaching for his holster. “I'm gonna blast you myself.”

The edges of Juun’s cheek foldsturned blue. “What for?’

“What for?’ Han waved his blaster at the surrounding walls. “For leading usinto atrap!”
Juun’seyeswent wide. “I did?’

Lelareached out to the insects above, searching for any hint of hostile intentions, and felt none.

“Don’t play dumb,” Han said to Juun. He aimed hisblaster at the Sullustan’ sknees. “It just makes me

Lelareached over and covered Han' s blaster hand. “Put that thing away!” she whispered. “It isn't what
it lookslike”

“Thenwhat isit?’ Han continued to glare at Juun.
“WEe |l have abetter chance of finding out if you keep that thing inits holgter.”
Han alowed her to push the blaster down, but BD-8 was harder to convince.

“Situation serious,” the droid reported. “ Suggest withdrawal to transport. Permission to lay covering
fire?’

“Denied!” Lelaand Han said smultaneoudly.
“Okay,” Han said to Juun. “Maybeit’s not what it lookslike. Where' s Tarfang?’

Juun remained at adistance. “1n the medbay. When our guide found the transceiver, therewas alittle

fight.”
Lelabegan to have asinking fedling. “What about the guide? It' s not—"

Her question was drowned out by the sudden thunder of insect drumming. The three lowest rows of
soldiersraised their carapaces, then stepped off their terraces and added to the tumult the roar of
hundreds of beating wings. Leiaheard BD-8 ask something she could not understand and ordered him to
stand down on genera principles—though she did pluck the lightsaber off her belt and start easing back
toward theFalcon’ s boarding ramp.

Juun scurried over to join them, hisround ears red with darm. The soldiers continued to swirl overhead
inadark massfor several seconds, then glided to the plazafloor and formed atightly packed cordon
around theFal con andXR808g.

“Situation critica,” BD-8 reported. “ Permission to return to stand ready?”

“G-granted,” Lelasaid.

The soldiersthrummed their chestsin asingle deafening boom, then brought their feet together and



snapped their weapons to the attention position against their thoraxes. On the far side of theXR808g, the
cordon parted to admit asmall parade of insects of many different body shapes, ranging in size from that
of Leid sthumb to somewhat larger than an X-wing. Most seemed to be smple variations on the
standard Colony pattern, with feathery antennae, large bulbous eyes, and four arms and two legs. But
some had exaggerated features, such as one with dender, two-meter antennae ending in fuzzy yellow
spheres, another with five large eyesingtead of the usua two large and three small, and severd that
walked on four legsingtead of two. One of the largest had acoat of sensory bristles so thick it looked
likefur.

In the center of the process on walked an imposing, melt-faced man with no ears or hair and amere
bulgefor anose. His brows had fused into asingle knobby ridge, and al hisvisible skin had the shiny,
tiff quality of aburn scar. He wore purple trousers with a scarlet cape over agold chitin breastplate.

“Who' sthe fashion victim?’ Han asked Juun.
“I think it' sthe Prime Unu.” Juun’ s voice was dmost agasp.” Nobody ever seeshim.”
“ThePrimeUnu?’ Lelaasked.

“Y ou might consider him the chief of the Colony,” Juun whispered. “He sdoesn’t ruleiit, at least not the
way most speciesthink of ruling, but he' sthe heart of the whole thing.”

“Sort of the king bee, huh?” Han asked.

Lelafdt Lukereaching out to her from above, darmed by the growing trepidation he had been sensingin
her. Shefilled her mind with reassuring thoughts.

The Prime Unu stopped in front of theXR808g, and two of his companions boarded the battered
freighter. Lelareached out in the Force, trying to gauge hisintentions, and found the same double
presence that she had come to recognizein the Joiners of the Lizil nest. But the individua €ement of his
presence felt stronger than most and—to her surprise—somehow familiar. Lelaalowed her thoughtsto
roam freely over the past, seeking their own connectionsto that familiarity.

Her mind went firgt to the Jedi academy on Y avin 4, during atime when Anakin was till too young to
attend and jedl ous of hisolder siblings. The memory brought with it aflood of emotion, and Leiafound
hersdf struggling to retain her composure— to avoid the torrent of grief and remembrance that dways
threatened to sweep her away when she thought of her lost son.

Her mind wastelling her that the Prime was tied to her children—particularly Anakin—and she could not
help hoping that the Primewas Anakin; that her son had somehow survived the Myrkr mission after al,
and the funeral on Hapes had been some other young man'’s.

But that was fantasy. Had it been Anakin standing next to theXR808g, Leiawould haveknown. She
would havefdt it in her bones.

Her thoughts wandered to another memory, on Eclipse, where Cilgha and Danni had learned to jam
Y uuzhan Vong battle coordinators. The Jedi were meeting in alab, with the milky splendor of the galactic
core pouring down through the transparisted ceiling. Cilghal was explaining that she had discovered
where the enemy was growing the deadly voxyn that had been attacking the Jedi acrossthe galaxy.

...afull-grown ysalamiri, the Mon Cadamari was saying, and suddenly Leiafelt an enormous, murky



presence in the Force pressing her away from the Prime. She looked up and found him staring in her
direction, hisblue eyes shining like apair of oncoming blaster bolts. Lelaraised her chin and held his
gaze. Her vision grew dark around the edges, and soon she could see nothing but his eyes.

Hewinked and looked away, and Leiafelt hersdlf fdling.

“Whoa!” Han caught her under her arms. “What' swrong?’

“Nothing.” Leiaalowed Han to hold her as her vision returned to normal. “ The king is Force-sengitive.”

“Yeah?" Hanreplied. “I’ ve never seen you react that way before.”

“Okay, he' svery Force-senditive.” Leiagathered her legs beneath her. “We might know him.”

“You'rekidding.” Han studied the Prime for amoment, then shook hishead. “Who isit?’

“I don’'t know yet,” Lelasaid.

A pair of insects emerged from theXR808gcarrying the Y oggoy guide that Juun had been assigned. The
chitin of itsthorax was pitted and charred, three of itslimbs hung beside its body loose and swinging, and
both of its antennae had been broken off. The Prime pressed his melted brow to the insect’s, thenraised
the remains of athree-fingered hand and began to stroke the stumps of its antennae.

“AnEwok did that?’ Han asked Juun.

The Sullustan nodded. “ Tarfang is not the gentle soul he seems.”

A contentedboom reverberated from the chest of the wounded guide, and the Prime stood and started
toward theFal con. 1t wasimpossible to read the expression behind his grotesque mask of aface, but the
briskness of his pace suggested how he felt about what he had just seen.

“The king does't look very happy,” Leasaid. “Maybe you should wait aboard theFalcon, Captain
Juun.”

“That won't be necessary,” Juun said. “ The guide assured me there would be no—"

The Prime raised two fingers and pointed at theFalcon’s laser cannons. There was athunk as the turrets
broke their collar locks, then the muffled scream of grating servomotors.

“Hey!” Han protested.

Theturrets continued to rotate—tearing up their internal maneuvering mechanisms—until the cannons
faced &ft.

“Hodgtile action under way,” BD-8 reported. “Permisson to—"

The Prime raised afinger toward him, and the request ended in agarbled blast of atic. The harsh smell
of melting circuitsfilled the air, then the droid crashed to the ground. Han glanced over his shoulder.

“Bloah!” he gasped. “ CanLuke do that?’



“Maybe I ll wait aboard theFalcon after dl,” Juun said.

The Sullustan turned and raced up the boarding ramp—and the Prime surprised Leiaby letting him. The
ghastly figure crossed the last few steps and stopped in front of the Solos, towering over Han by agood
third of ameter. For amoment, he stood glaring down, his breath coming in audible wheezes that
suggested badly damaged lungs, his blue eyes diding back and forth between their faces.

Then Cakhmaim and Meewal h appeared at the top of the boarding ramp with power blastersin hand.
Leiadarted to order the Noghri to stand down, but she was no match for their reflexes. They shouldered
their weapons and ydlled for the Solosto drop to their bellies.

The Primeflicked hiswrit, and both Noghri went tumbling back into theFalcon’s main corridor. He
gared in their direction for amoment, no doubt checking to make sure they would not surprise him later,
then turned back to Leiaand Han.

“Captain Solo.” Hisvoice was adeep, gravelly rasp that made Leid sthroat close with empathic pain.
“Princess Lela. We weren't expecting you.” He glanced skyward, where Luke and Marawere il
cirding ongaion in theShadow. “Nor the Masters Skywalker.”

“Sorry about that,” Han retorted. “We tried to comm, but it turns out there’ sno HoloNet in the
Unknown Regions.”

“No HoloNet.” The Prime s upper lip quivered, straining to smile, but not quite able to break free of its
scar-tissue cast. “We hadn't considered that.”

He turned away and walked under theFal con, craning hisinflexible neck around avkwardly to ingpect
the ship’sbelly. He made acomplete circuit like this, pausing benesth the cargo lift, risng on histoesto
peer at the sedlsaround the missile tube doors, kicking the landing struts. Finaly, he reached up and
touched the carbon-scored hull.

“We never liked the black,” the Prime said. “White is better. Whiteisyour color.”

Leia smind flashed back to the Y avin 4 vist, to ahandsome blond-haired boy lying unconscious on the
floor after being bitten by Jacen’s crysta snake—a handsome boy dressed in the haughty scarlet, gold,
and purple of the Bornaryn shipping empire.

“Raynar?’ she gasped. “Raynar Thul?’

TEN



“RAYNAR THUL ISNO MORE,” Raynar said. He was sguatting on his haunchesin the heart of the
Prime Chamber, high atop acircular dais where he would aways be visible to the hundreds of insect
attendants that followed wherever he went. Hislong arms were hanging over his kneeswith the backs of
his hands resting dackly on the ground before him, and his blue eyes wereriveted, unblinking, to Luke's
face. “Weare UnuThul.”

“How strange, then, that | till sense Raynar Thul’ s presence within yours,” Luke said.

Hefound it difficult to meet Raynar’ s gaze, not because of those unblinking eyes or the ghastliness of the
face that held them, but because of the conflicting emotions they aroused— dation that Raynar had
survived his abduction, regret over what had happened afterward, anger and anguish that so many others
had falledtoreturn at dl . . . especidly his nephew Anakin. He still woke up nights praying that it had
been just abad dream; that there had been a better way to stop the voxyn and he had never been asked
to authorize the misson to Myrkr at dl.

But Luke was careful to keep those fedlings hidden, buried deep inside where they would not show in
the Force and complicate adiscussion aready sureto be difficult and full of emotion for both sdes.

“Raynar Thul may bein hiding,” Luke said carefully. “But heisnot gone. | fed that clearly.”

“We are surprised, Master Skywalker, that you cannot fed the difference between aghost and aman.”
The same murky presence that Luke had felt in the Lizil cantinarose within Raynar’ s body, not forcing
Luke out, but preventing him from fegling anything e se. “Raynar Thul vanished with the Cragh.”

“And then UnuThul was born?’

“TheKind are not born, Master Skywalker,” Raynar said. “ An egg drops, achrysalisis spun.”

“Y ou mean there was ametamorphosis?’ Lelaasked. Along with Maraand Saba, she was sitting
cross-legged with Luke on the daisfloor. Han, of course, could not be talked into sitting. He was pacing
the edge of the dais, kegping awary eye on the attendants below and grumbling about the heat and
mugginess and too-sweet smell of the nest. “Isthat the story on thewalls?’

Lelagestured at the colorful mosaicsthat decorated theinterior of the Prime Chamber, and Raynar's
eyesflashed in ddight, apair of blue embersflaring back to lifein that melted wreck of aface.

“You are as observant aswerecall, Princess,” he said. “ Others are not usually observant enough to
perceive the Chronicle”

“The Chronicle?’ Luke asked.

Raynar pointed over Luke' s shoulder, where ared streak arced down the domed celling to awhite
Smear opposite the main entrance to the chamber.

“A star wagon fell from the Sky,” Raynar said.
AsLuke twisted around to look, he glimpsed the blocky hull of an overturned Y'V-888 light freighter

protruding above the rim of agtill-smoking crater. But as soon as hisgaze fell directly onit, theimage
dissolved into the same blur of semi-random color that had been there before.



“I don't see anything,” Han complained.

“Only awall of rockz,” added Saba, whose Barabd eyeswere incapable of seeing nearly half the colors
inthedesign.

“You can't look directly at it,” Maraexplained. “It’ slike one of those air-jellies on Bespin. It only shows
up when you look away.”

“Oh, yeah,” Han said.
Saba hissed in frustration.

Lukelet his gaze dideto the next image and glimpsed Raynar knedling over awounded insect, hispams
pressed to its cracked thorax.

“No, Master Skywalker. Over there” Raynar pointed to a pinkish blotch on the adjacent wall, diciting a
loud rustle as al the insectsin the chamber turned to look in the direction he was pointing. “ The Kind do
not order such thingsin the sameway you Othersdo.”

When Luke turned his head, he saw a scorched figure lying in the bottom of the crash crater, surrounded
by wating insects.

“Besde the star wagon Y oggoy found Raynar Thul, a scorched and dying thing,” Raynar continued.
“We climbed down to wait for the Last Note so we could share his flesh among our larvae.”

Raynar pointed across the room again, to another mosai ¢ depicting the insects carrying him toward a
amadl enclave of spiressmilar to thosein the city outsde.

“But he touched usinside, and we were filled with the need to care for hisbody.”

The next image showed Raynar’ s burned body in the bottom of alarge six-sided basin, curled into a
fetal position and tended by two human-sized insects.

“We built aspecid cdl, and we fed him and cleaned him like our own larvae.”

Luke had to dide his glance past the following scene three times before he could be sure of what he was
seeing. The mosaic showed only Raynar’ sface, surrounded by thewals of amuch smdler cdll, his neck
craned back and his mouth gaping open to accept amea from anearby insect.

“After atime, Raynar Thul was no more.”

The picture he pointed to next showed Raynar rising from the cell much as he was now, aknobby,
faceless, melted memory of aman, arms crossed across his chest, feet together and pointed downward,
eyes shining beneath his heavy brow like apair of cold blue moons.

“A new Yoggoy arose.”

Thefollowing image showed Raynar splinting the leg of awounded insect, and the one after that showed
severa Y oggoy tending to an entire chamber of sick and injured nest members.

“Welearned to carefor theinfirm.”



Severd pictures showed the Y oggoy nest expanding and growing, with Raynar supervising the
congiruction of irrigation agueducts and adrying oven.

“Before, only the nest mattered. But Y oggoy issmart. Y oggoy learned the value of theindividua, and
Y oggoy grew stronger.”

Then camethe crucia set of images. Thefirst showed Raynar trading with other nests for food and
equipment, the second depicted severa insects from different nests gathered around listening to him, and
inthethird he wasleading an even larger group of insects—all different in color, Size, and shape—off to
dart their own nest.

“The Unu was created,” Raynar said.
Before he could point to another mosaic, Leiaasked, “What exactly isthe Unu? The governing nest?’

Raynar tilted his head and gave a short, negative click. “Not in the way you think. It the nest of the nests,
so that Y oggoy may share our gift with dl of the Kind.”

“Yeah?’ Han asked. “ And how’ sthat work?’
“Y ou would not understand,” Raynar said. “No Other would.”

Therewas more, an attack by a disgpproving nest, atime of starvation as the flourishing nests stripped
their worlds bare, the beginning of the Colony as the Kind began to spread acrosslocal space. But Luke
paid little attention. He was struggling with what he had learned dready, with the fear that Raynar
remained as lost to them as ever, and that Jaina and the others would soon be just as lost—and with the
growing darm hefet over what the young Jedi Knight had become. Jedi should not be leaders of gaactic
civilizations; it was too easy to abuse the power they wielded, too easy to use the Force to impose their
will on others.

Hefelt Maratouching him through their Force-bond, urging him to keep his disapprova in check.

To Raynar, she said, “What happened to the Dark Jedi who abducted you?’

Raynar lowered his fused brow. “The Dark Jedi?’

“Lomi and Welk,” Luke prompted. He was careful to keep his disapprova well buried within himsdif, in
case Raynar could sense hisfedlings better than he could Raynar’s. “ The Jedi whom you rescued on the
Myrkr misson.”

“Lomi and Welk . ..” Raynar' seyesgrew restless. “They were. . . trouble. You say they abducted us?’

“They stoletheFlier with you aboard,” Marasaid. “Y ou must have figured this out by now. They tricked
Lowbaccainto leaving the ship, then stole it while you were unconsciousingde.”

AsMaraspoke, Raynar’s gaze kept diding away from her face, then back again, and his presence in the
Force grew confused aswell. The familiar part, the part L uke recognized, rose repestedly to the surface,
only to be swallowed amoment later by the murkier, more powerful essence that confronted him every
time hetried to probe a Colony member.



After afew moments, Raynar said, “We remember the Crash, but not the Dark Jedi. Wethink they . . .
they must be dead.”

“Y ou don’'t remember them on theFlier at al?’ Luke asked. “Y ou must have seen them before you
crashed.”

The murky presence rose inside Raynar and pushed L uke out with such power that he felt asthough he
werefdling.

“We remember the Crash,” Raynar said. “We remember flames and pain and smoke, we remember fear
and londliness and despair.”

Thefindlity in Raynar’ s voice brought atense silence to the dais—a silence that Han broke amost
ingtantly when he whirled on Raynar with an outstretched finger.

“What about Jainaand the others?’ he demanded. “ Do you rememberthem?”
“Of course” Raynar said. “They were our friends. That iswhy we cdled them.”

“Were?’ Han stepped toward Raynar. “Has something happened? If you' re trying to make Joiners of
them—"

“Han!” Lela stopped Han with a gesture—she was probably the one person in the galaxy who could do
that—then turned to Raynar. “Wd|?

“Jainaand the othersare wdl.” Raynar addressed himsdf to Han. “But they were Raynar Thul’ sfriends.
We are unsure how they fed aboutus.”

“Y ou haven't answered the question,” Luke observed.
“The Colony has need of them,” Raynar replied. “ Only Jedi can prevent awar with the Chiss.”

Han started to compl ete the threat he had made earlier, but Leia quickly rose and drew him to the edge
of thedais.

“The Chiss havetold usthat thereisaborder conflict,” Luke said. “But not why.”

Raynar’ s scar-stiffened face showed twitches of suspicion. “We do not know why. The system we have
entered isover alight-year from the nearest Chiss base, and we have established nests only on food
sources. Their explorers are done on all the ore planets. We have even offered to work in their mines, in
exchange for food and supplies.”

“Let meguess” Han said from the edge of the dais. “The Chissaren't interested?”
“Worse. They have poisoned our food worlds.” Hetilted his disfigured head and made a clicking sound
deep in histhroat—a sound that was echoed by the tapping mandibles of the attendant insects below.

“Our nests our starving, and we do not understand why.”

Lukefound Raynar’ s confusion odd. “ Y ou're only alight-year from their border. Y ou don't think they
might be worried about your intentions? Or want to claim the systlem for their own?’



“The Colony isnot sopping them,” Raynar said. “ They are free to take what they need.”

“Aslong asyou're free to take what you need?’ Leia asked.

“We do not need the samethings,” Raynar answered. “ Thereis no reason to fight.”

“No reason you can see,” Marasaid. Luke sensed that she was as mystified as he was by Raynar's
blindnessto Chissterritoria concerns. “Maybe we should go take alook at what' s happening there.
Whereisthis sysem?’

Raynar’ s unblinking gaze shifted to Mara. Y ou wish to go there?’

“You sad you needed help,” Luke reminded him. “ Perhagps we can resolve the Stuation.”

“We know what we said.”

Raynar’ s eyes grew very dark around the edges, and suddenly L uke could see nothing else. The murky
presence began to reach into his mind, trying to push itsway insgde his thoughts to readhisintentions.
Luke was astonished by its power and had to reach deeply into the Force to bolster his own strength.
Though the probe was hardly subtle or refined, it felt asthough it were being driven by athousand
Raynars, and he feared for amoment that in his surprise he would be overwhel med by its sheer might.

Then hefdt Mara pouring her own strength into him, and Saba and even Leia. Together they pushed the
dusky hand back. L uke found himself looking once again into the blue, lidless eyes of their host, and he
finaly began to comprehend just how difficult it was going to be to reach Raynar Thul.

“What are you waiting for?” Han demanded, gpparently not noticing his companions’ swesaty brows and
trembling hands. “Tell uswherethe systemis. . . unlessyou're afraid of what we' Il find.”

“We have nothing to fear from you, Captain Solo. Jainaand the others are free to leave anytime they
wish.” Raynar floated to hisfeet, then tipped his head to Luke and the other Jedi. “ As are you, Master
Skywaker. We will assign aguide to escort you back to the Lizil nest.”

“Wewon't be going back to the Lizil nest. Not yet.” Luke met Raynar’ s eyes, thistime ready to meet a
probe with aForcewal of hisown. “We cameto investigate what Jaina and the others are doing.”

“You'rewelcometo stay on Y oggoy aslong asyou like,” Raynar said. “But we' re sorry. You can't see
our Jedi.”

“YourJedi?” Han snarled. “When the Core goes dark!”
Leiamotioned Han back, then stepped toward Raynar, her chinraised in chalenge. “Why not? Because
we'll discover you haven't been entirely honest? Because the Chiss are more in the right than you're

telling us?’

“No.” Raynar’s mouth straightened, perhapsin an attempt at a smile. “ Because we know how good you
are, Princess Leia— and because you serve necessity instead of virtue.”

“Just hold on,” Han objected. "L eiahas been out of paliticsfor along time. Thisisjustus.”

“Redly?’ Raynar turned to Luke. “What do the Jedi seek?’



“Peace,” Luke answered instantly.

“Peacein the Galactic Alliance,” Raynar amended. “We know where the new Jedi Temple has been
built.”

“That doesn’'t mean we are the Galactic Alliance s servants,” Luke said.

“Master Skywalker, remember who Raynar Thul’ s parents were. Weknow how money works.” Raynar
stood. “Y ou must bow to the needs of those who pay your bills—and, a the moment, the Galactic
Alliance needs you to turn your back on what isright.”

“Right from whose viewpoint?’ Luke countered, dso standing. “Right and wrong, good and evil, light
and dark—most of thetime, they areillusionsthat prevent usfrom perceiving the greater redlity. The Jedi
have learned to distance themsalves from theseillusions, to seek the truth benegth the words. Let us

go—"
1] No-”

Raynar stepped toward Luke, and suddenly the dark presence returned, pressing againgt him, trying to
push him toward the edge of the dais. Luke opened himself to the Force and pushed back, standing firm
until Raynar came toe-to-toe with him, and they stood glaring into each other’ s eyes, two strangerswho
had been, in another life, Master and pupil.

“We have heard about this new Force of yours,” Raynar said. “And we despair. The Jedi have grown
blind to the dark sde itsdlf.”

“Not at dl,” Luke said. “We have learned to see it more clearly than ever, to recognize that the dark
sde and thelight side spring from the same well—insdeus.”

“And which sdeisit that wishesto find Jainaand the other Jedi Knights?’ Raynar asked. “ The side that
knowswhat isright? Or the Sde that servesthe Gaactic Alliance?’

“The sdethat the servesthe will of the Force,” Luke answered. “ Everywhere.”

“Then you will serveit best by leaving Jainaand the othersto settle this,” Raynar said. He turned his
back on Luke and started toward the steps. “Aswe said, you are welcome to stay on Y oggoy aslong as
you like”

“I'll bet,” Han said, going after him. “And when we get to be Joiners—"

“Thank you.” Leiagrabbed Han's arm and jerked him back. “We look forward to learning more about
the Colony. After we have, perhaps we can discuss thisfurther?’

Raynar stopped on the top step and glanced back, his scorched face tipped at adight angle. “ Perhaps,
but you won't change our mind, Princess. We know you too well.” His gaze shifted back to Luke. “We
know youall toowdl.”



ELEVEN

WERE IT NOT FOR THE golden gleam of C-3PO’ s head—hobbing aong through aforest of feathery
antennae as he questioned their guide about the Colony languages—L elawould never have been ableto
tell which scarlet-headed insect they were following. The route back to the hangar was swarming with
Kind, and a least half of them were Y oggoy, proud and bustling and identical in every way she could see
to the guide that had been assigned to escort them.

The passage took a sharp bend, and Leialost sight of C-3PO. Waving the othersto follow, she started
towalk faster.

“What' sthe hurry?’ Han said, catching her by the arm. “We could use afew minutes aone.”
“Alone?’ Leatipped her head at the steady stream of insects clattering past. “ Take alook around!”

Han was careful to avoid doing as she suggested, but gave alittle shudder anyway. “Y ou know what |
mean. Without Raynar’ sspy ligening in. I've got aplan.”

“Planz are good,” Saba agreed from the back of the group.

“But we don’t want to look suspicious,” Marasaid. She waved the group forward again, and they set
off with Leiaand Han in the lead, Luke and Mara next, and Saba bringing up the rear. “Let’ skeep
moving whilewetak.”

“I"'m pretty sure | can tak Juun into giving usacopy of that list of nests on his datapad and any charts he
does have on the Colony,” Han said. “Between that and your Jedi senses, it shouldn’t take usthat long to
figure out where Jainaand the others are. After al, Raynar practicaly told us where to look—alight-year
or so from thefrontier.”

“Ifhewas being honest,” Marasaid. “He was dways clever, but now . . . we should be careful. Thisnew
Raynar isalot more formidable than the kid we remember. | have afeding he' saready ten steps ahead
of us”

“Andthat’ s why we should accept his offer to stay on Y oggoy for awhile,” Lelasaid. They rounded the
bend in the corridor, and Leia spotted C-3PO’ s golden head fifteen meters ahead— far enough away
that no matter how good the guide’' s ears were, it should be impossible to eavesdrop over the clicking
and thrumming that filled the passage. “We need to learn as much about Raynar—and the Colony—as he
knows about us.”

“We know enough,” Han grumbled. “We know that Raynar joined minds with abunch of bugs, and that
if we don't get to Jainaand Jacen and the others soon, the same thing’ s going to happen to them.”



“Han, we havetime” Luke said. “A Jedi’smind isnot easlly dominated.”
“Oh, yeah?" Han glanced back.” Raynar wasa Jedi.”

“A much younger and inexperienced Jedi—and agrievoudy wounded one,” Marasaid. “Lukeand Leia
areright. We need to answer some questions before we go.”

“Yes” Sabasad. “Thisonewould like to know why they are lying about the Dark Jedi.”
Maranodded. “1 noticed that, too.”

“Evenl picked up onit,” Han said. “But | don’'t see what difference it makesto finding Jainaand the
others”

“That’ swhat we need to find out,” Lelasaid. Han’smind ran as straight as alaser bolt when he was
worried about his children— and she loved him for it. “Trust me, we' re better off knowing if Lomi and
Wek aremixed upinthis.”

“And we need to talk to Raynar some more,” Luke added. “1 don’t want to leave him herelike that. I'm
sure Cilghal knows someone who can repair that burn damage.”

“Thatchoice may not be ourz,” Saba said. “Heisthe heart of the Colony. This one does not think the
Kindwill let him go eeslly.”

“Evenif hewanted to, which hewon't,” Marasaid. “ Power is addictive, and he’ sthe king bee of a
gdacticempire”

“If power was the only appedl, we might have achance,” Leiasaid. The passage divided about twelve
meters ahead, and C-3PO and the guide vanished down the right branch without looking back. “But
Raynar isresponsible for the Colony. It wouldn’'t exist without him, and he won't abandon it lightly.”

“Now I really have aboneto pick with those Dark Jedi,” Han said. “ And with Raynar, too. Why
couldn’t hejust let bugs act like bugs?’

“Because he'saJedi.” Luke sounded almost proud. “And hewastrained in our old tradition—to serve
lifeand protect it, wherever he found the need.”

“Yeah, well, hewon't be protecting much life when that border conflict gets out of hand,” Han said.

“Yes, now many more livez are at risk,” Sabasaid. “Natureis crud for areason, and Raynar has upset
the balance.”

“Thelaw of unintended consequences,” Marasaid. “ That' swhy it’ s better not to intervene. A modern
Jedi would have held himsdlf apart and studied the situation first.”

“And we're surethat’ sagood thing?’ Lela asked. She was as surprised as anyone to hear hersalf
asking this question, for the war had hardened her to death in away that she would not have believed
possible twenty years before. But the war was over, and she wastired of degth, of measuring victory not
by how many lives you saved, but how many you took. “How many beingswould have died whilea
modern Jedi studied the Situation?”



Luke' s confusion filled the Force behind her. “Doesit matter? A Jedi servesthe Force, and if his actions
interfere with the balance of the Force—"

“I know,” Lelasaid wesarily. “1 just missthe dayswhen dl thiswas smple.”

Sometimes, she wondered whether the tenets of this new Jedi order were an improvement or a
convenience. She worried about what had been sacrificed to this new god Efficiency—about what had
been lost when the Jedi abandoned their smple code and embraced mord relativism.

They cameto the divide in the passage and started down the right-hand branch. C-3PO and the guide
were waiting about five meters ahead.

“Buruub urub burr” the guide droned.
“Y oggoy asksthat you please try to keep up,” C-3PO trandated.
“Rurr bururu ub Ruur.”

“And she politdly suggeststhat you start your investigations at the Crash,” C-3PO continued. “ That way,
you can seefor yoursdlf that UnuThul is not lying about the Dark Jedi.”

“Urr buub ur bubbu.”
“Or anything ds=”

Leid sstomach tightened in surprise, but she wasted no effort trying to figure out how theinsect knew
what they had been discussing.

Instead, she smiled camly and said, “ That soundslike an excellent idea, Y oggoy. Thank you for the
suggestion.”

By the time they reached the hangar afew minuteslater, another Y oggoy was waiting for them with a
battered hoverded.

“Burnt urr burrr ubb,” it explained, pointing toward theShadow with one of itsfour ams.” Burrrr uuu!”

“Oh, dear!” C-3PO exclaimed. “It seemsthat when Y oggoy attempted to collect Ben, Nanna
threatened to open fire!”

“I gpologize, Yoggoy,” Luke said, addressing the driver. “ But why were you trying to collect Ben?’
The driver drummed an excited explanation.

“Because you and Mistress Skywalker said it would be good for him to see the Crash,” C-3PO
trandated. Hetipped his head, then added, “ As amatter of fact, Master Luke, | do recall hearing you
say that only one point seven minutes ago.”

“Y es, but how—"

“Collectivemind,” Lelasaid, suddenly understanding how their guide had been eavesdropping on their
conversation earlier. “What one Y oggoy hears—"



“—they dl do,” Han finished. “Kind of anew twist on being bugged, isn't it?’

“It certainly is,” Lelasaid. Asthe constant stream of insects droned past, Y oggoy had been
eavesdropping on them one wordat atime. She took Han's hand and stepped aboard the hover-ded.
“Asl sad, we have alot to learn about the Colony.”

The others climbed aboard aswell. They stopped at theShadow to pick up Ben and Nanna, then began
aharrowing ride—it was very nearly aflight—through the congested avenues that wound through the
skyscraping spires of the Y oggoy nest.

An hour later, they were il inthe“ city,” standing in along line of insects and Joiners outside the Crash.
The site seemed part tourigt attraction and part shrine, with thousands of insects waiting patiently inline,
looking across alow stonewall up toward awrecked light freighter. The crater dope was mottled with
wadlaand lyris and adozen other kinds of flowersthat Leiadid not know, and the air was heavy with the
vanillatang of bond-inducing pheromones. Even the constant drone of several thousand drumming,
ticking insect pilgrims had astrangely soothing effect.

Despite the ambience, Leiawas growing increasingly uneasy. Shefdt as though the half-buried Y'V-888
were gill burning down through the atmaosphere, as though something huge were about to come smashing
down atop her head. And the other Jedi felt it, too. She could sense Luke' s disquiet through the Force
and see Mara swarinessin the sudden economy of her gestures. Even Saba seemed tense, watching the
surrounding insects out of the corner of her eye and testing the air with her forked tongue.

Or maybe the Barabel wasjust getting hungry.

Lelagtretched out into the Force, hoping to learn more. But reaching into the immense, diffuse presence
that pervaded the insect nestswas like looking into aroom filled with smoke. There was something going
on, but it wasimpossibleto tell what.

The Skywaker-Solo group finally reached a gate in the sone wall, where their escort motioned them to
stop and wait.

“Would anyone object to our visit, Yoggoy?' Lelaasked. She dill found it alittle avkward to address
every insect in anest by the same name, but it certainly cut down on the need for introductions. “1 keep
having the feding we re not welcome here.”

Y oggoy rumbled areply.

“Y oggoy assuresyou that your feding iswrong,” C-3PO said. “Everyone is welcome to partake of the
Crash.”

“Partake?’ Han asked. “What are we going to do, eat the dead?”’
“Uburu buu,” Y oggoy replied.” Bubu uu.”

“Thereweren't any dead,” C-3PO trandated. “ She apologizes.”
“Uh, thanks,” Han said. “But no need. | wasn't hungry anyway.”

Lelafdt agentle tug through the Force. She turned dowly and found herself looking at her



sger-in-law’ sdender face.

“Do you think Ben' stoo young for this?” Maraasked. Her green eyes did toward her right shoulder,
indicating to Lelathat she was asking another question entirely. “1 don’t want him to see anything that

would scare him off spacetravel.”

“I’'m old enough!” asmdl voice said from Luke ssde. “Nothing' s going to scare me.”
“That’' sagood question,” Leiasaid, ignoring Ben' s protest. “1 guessiit depends on what we see.”

AsLeaanswered, she waslooking past Mara s ear toward alarge, single-colored insect ten places
back intheline. So blueit was amost black, it stood nearly the height of aman, with short bristling
antennae and barbed, sharply curved mandibles. She could not tell whether its huge, bulbous eyeswere

focused on the Solo-Skywalker party, but when her gaze lingered an instant too long, the creature
dipped out of sight behind atan-and-gray insect the size of alandspeeder.

“WEll just haveto keep an eyeout,” Leiasaid, “and take off if this startsto look disturbing.”

“How disturbing can it be?’ Han asked, clearly oblivious to what the two women were redlly talking
about. “ Thiswreck isseven yearsold. I'll bet he sees worse stuff on the newsvids.”

“Every day,” Ben agreed. Clearly eager to be on their way before his parents changed their mind, he
turned to their guide. “Why are we standing here? | wanna see the Crash!”
The guide thrummed an explanation.

“Y oggoy assures you that we'll seeit soon, Master Ben,” C-3PO said. “ But we must wait—"
“Rurubur ur.” The guide extended one of her lower handsto Ben.

“Oh. Apparently it’sour turn—"
Before Nanna could stop him, Ben grabbed the insect’ s hand and dragged her up the dope at a print.

“Ben!” Nanna squawked, her repul sor-enhanced legs hissing as they propelled her enormous mass past
Lea “Stay with the group!”

Mara shook her head, then turned to Han. *'Y ou seem to be rubbing off on my kid, Solo. Were yours
this heedstrong?’

Han and Leiashared a glance, and they both nodded.

“Anakin,” Han said. “If | said no, he had to find out why.”

As Han spoke, afamiliar sadness came to hisface, and his eyes dropped. There was an awkward
slence while everyone wondered what to say next, and Lelafinaly began to understand why there
seemed to be such abond between her husband and their nephew. Like Anakin, Ben was headstrong,
fearless, and curious, with aclever mind and aquick wit, and heinssted on dedling with life on hisown

terms.
After amoment, Marareached over and squeezed Han' sforearm. “1 just hope Ben grows up to be as



fine aman as Anakin was. Nothing could make me more proud.”

“Thanks.” Han looked up the dope—probably to disguise the glassiness that had cometo his
eyes—then added, “Hewill.”

They followed Ben to the rim, then found themsalveslooking into the bottom of the crater. Ten meters
below sat acockeyed box of heat-softened durastedl, somewhat flattened in the bottom and so covered
in crawling insects that they could barely tell the vessel had landed bridge-down. The hull was pocked
with the oblong holes made by plasma cannons, and there were severa long, twisted ripsthat were
probably aresult of the crash itsdlf.

“It lookslike they flew through a plasma storm just leaving the Myrkr system,” Luke said. “I’m surprised
they madeit out.”

“Cordlian engineering,” Han said with pride. “ A CEC ship will kegp going until it hits something.”
“Not dways agood thing, especialy when that something isaplanet,” Lelasad.

She turned toward their escort, running her glance over the surrounding crowd, and noticed severd dark
blue insects smilar to the one she had caught watching them earlier. It seemed to her that their huge eyes
were dl looking toward the Solo-Skywaker group, but that was hardly unusua. Most species of
intelligent insect had an unsettling tendency to dare.

Leiareached out to Luke and sensed that he had noticed the blue insects, too, then asked their guide,
“What happened to the crew?’

The guide used an upper hand to point at the base of the ship, where apile of dirt lay dumped against
the smashed bridge. Descending through the pile, toward ajagged rent in the hull, was a haf-meter
burrow that felt oddly familiar to Leia, asthough she had seen it before—or somehow knew whereit led.

The insect began alengthy explanation, which C-3PO trandated: “ That iswhere Y oggoy found Raynar
Thul. Hewas badly burned and bardly dive.”

Leiaforced her attention back to the guide and said, “1 mean, what happened to therest of the crew?’
She knew what Y oggoy was going to say—that there had been no one e se—but when confronted with
an obviouslie, agood interrogator kept asking the same question in different ways, trying to find aseam
that she could pry open to expose the truth. “We knowRaynar survived.”

A familiar touch cameto Leiathrough the Force, one that she knew ingtantly and certainly to be her
son's, and she found hersalf looking away from their puzzled guide into the bottom of the crater. There,
standing outside the burrow in adirt-and soot- stained flight suit, was Jacen.

Or, rather, avision of Jacen. TheFlier’s hull was till visble behind him, as was the mouth of the burrow.

Hesmiled and said, “Hello.”

The blood drained from Leia s head, and she had to grab Han's arm to steady hersdlf. “ Jacen’ s been
here”

“What?’ Han peered into the crater. “1 don’t see anything.”



Luke saved her the trouble of explaining. “ The Force, Han. She' shaving avison.”

Han' svoiceimmediately grew wary. “ Great. Just what we need. First, Force-calls, now Force-visons.”
“Quigt, Solo,” Marasaid. “Don’'t interfere.”

Jacen said something Leia could not hear, then ahelmet and X-wing flight suit appeared in his hands.
“Jacen,” Leiasad, frowning. “1’m having trouble hearing you.”

Jacen spoke again, but till she could not hear him.

“Jacen?’ Leiafdt the color drain from her face. “How? Y ou’ re not—"

“I'mfine, Mom,” hesaid. “I’ll seeyou soon.”

“Uh-oh,” Han said beside Leia. His hand tightened around her arm. “Looks like someone’ s been
ligeningin.”

Leiaglanced over and saw three more deep blue insects pushing through the crowd gathered aong the
crater rim. They were clearly coming toward the Solo-Skywalker group, but Leiawas not ready to leave
yet. Jacen was still standing in the bottom of the crater, looking up &t her.

“Qoribu,” hesad. “In the Gyud system.”

Lelawanted to ask him to repedt it, to be sure she had heard correctly, but Han was pulling her away,
following Nanna down the crater dope through a swarm of astonished insects. Ben wasin thedroid's
arms, while Luke, Mara, and Sabaflanked her on three sides. Leiaand Han werein the rear.

It took Leiaamoment to see why they had suddenly grown so concerned. More blue insects had
gppeared, pushing through the crowd from dl directions, not redly attacking, just clacking their
mandibles and staring. The rest of the Kind seemed unconcerned; they stepped aside politely, then
continued to stare up at the Crash.

Leiadrew her own lightsaber and activated it. “ Threepio, what are they saying?’

“They’re not saying anything that makes sense,” C-3PO said. “They'rejust repestingisitisitis...”

Their guide rumbled an explanation.

“What arelief!” C-3PO said. “Y oggoy saysthey’rejust curious about us.”

“Bugsarenever just curious,” Han said. He drew his powerful BlasTech DL-44. “Especidly when
they’ re hungry.”

“Ubrub ubru Ruur!”
“They just want to see the Crash!”

“Then how comethey’ re coming afterus? " Mara demanded.



They reached the bottom of the dope and found the gate blocked by blue-black insects. Nanna shifted
Ben to one arm and opened the other at the elbow, reveding her built-in blaster cannon.

“That meansmove,” Han said, stepping past Nannato confront the insectsin front of them.
The insects began to crowd forward to meet him.

“Theother way.”

Han raised his blaster pistol and flicked the power setting from stun to lethal.

“Not yet, Han.” Luke glanced in Han' s direction, and Han' s hand dowly fell to hisside. “Let me handle
this”

“Then you' d better handleit quick,” Leiasaid, looking back up the crater dope. Two dozen of the blue
insects had emerged from the mass and were dowly creeping closer. “It’ s getting crowded back here.”

Leiafet abrush of reassurance from Luke, then an astonished booming erupted behind her. She glanced
back to see severa dozen insects hanging in midair, their legs and armswiggling wildly asthey atempted
to make contact with the ground. The group began to move forward again, and she backed out the gate
under the dangling insects. Luke was standing to one side, holding his hands pams-up above his
shoulders.

“Not bad,” she said.

“Impressive, even.”

Lukewinked at her, then turned toward the rest of the blue insects, who were till attempting to follow.
He lowered one of his hands and stretched it toward them . . . and the insects immediately began to back
away, dipping their heads and clacking their mandibles.

“They're apologizing, Magter Luke,” C-3PO said. “They didn’t mean to make you fed hunted.”

“No harm,” Luke said. He waited until Leia, C-3PO, and their guide were past, then lowered the first
group of blue insects down insde the gate. “ Aslong asthe feding doesn’'t come back anytime soon.”

They followed Maraand Nanna back to the ot where Y oggoy had |eft their transport, then climbed
aboard the battered hover-ded. Their guide dipped behind the controls and turned her head al the way
around to the passenger compartment, then thrummed a question.

“Y oggoy asks what you would like to see next,” C-3PO said.

“TheFalcon,” Hansad.

“Rurr ur uu buubu.”

“Y oggoy suggests astop at amembrosiavault,” C-3PO said. “Y ou seem rather tense.”

“That's‘causel am,” Han growled. “ And getting—"

“I think we' ve seen enough for oneday,” Lelasaid tersely. She could tell that the other Jedi shared the



samefeding shedid, for they were dill holding their lightsaber handlesin their hands and scanning the
surrounding area. “I think we' d dl like to go straight back to our vessdls”

“Ububu.”

The guide dipped the hoverded into motion so quickly that Leiaand the others were knocked into their
seats, and amoment later they were gliding onto a broad, traffic-choked boulevard flanked by looming
insect spires.

The uneasy feding Leiahad been experiencing only grew worse. She did forward and leaned over the
low wall separating the driver’ s compartment from the passengers.

“Y oggoy, who were those blue insects?’
“Ububub bur?’

“The blue Kind who accosted us at the Crash,” C-3PO explained helpfully. “ Actualy, they were more
of adeepindigo, if that helps.”

“Bubu bur ub.”

“Why of coursethere are blue Kind,” C-3PO protested. “We just saw them at the Crash!”
“Ur ub bur.”

“What do you mean you don’t remember that?’ C-3PO demanded. “We dl saw them.”

The street ahead suddenly grew clear, and the unease Leia had been fedling blossomed into full-fledged
danger sense.

“Stop the hoverded!” Leiacried.

Mara s approach was more direct. She was aready legping overthe driver’ swal, wresting the controls
from their guide. She brought the hoverded to an instant halt, drawing achorus of surprisedoofs from
Lelaand the others.

“Not good,” Han said, coming forward. “Bad, even. These Streets never—"

Leiadid not hear the rest of Han's observation, for suddenly her danger sense was turning somersaulitsin
her stomach and Mara was backing the hoverded up the street. When their guide protested and tried to
retake the controls, Mara used the Force to push the insect off the hoverded.

“Mom!” Ben cried. “You just dumped—"

A deafening crackle echoed through spiretops, then chunks of mosaic-covered wall began to rain down
on both sides of the boulevard. Leiaingtinctively turned to protect Ben, but Nannaaready had him on
the deck, shielding him with her laminanium-armored body. L uke and Saba were standing beside the
droid, using the Force to push faling rubble away from the hoverded.

Redizing that she till had alittle honing to do before her ingtincts were up to full Jedi speed, Leiatipped
her head back and began to look for chunks of falling building.



“Assallants at forty degrees!” Nanna reported.

The droid’sarm rose and opened at the elbow. The entire hoverd ed shuddered as the warrior-nanny cut
loose with her blaster cannon.

“Adra!” Ben ydled, peering out from under her arm.

Nanna gently pushed his head back, then fired again. More pieces of wall crashed down in the street,
and Leiaglimpsed theinky shape of haf adozen dark blue insects diving for the interior of the tower.

“Did you seetha?’ Han raised hisblagter pistol and began to fireinto the dugt. “Kriffing bugs!”
In the next ingtant, the hoverded pivoted around and started up the avenue away from the ambush.

“They weretrying to kill usl” Han cried from thefloor of the hoverded. He hauled himsdlf up and, as
Mara swung down aside street and |eft the billowing dust behind, caught Leia seye. “Wow can wetry

my plan?’

TWELVE

FOR THE FIRST TWENTY MINUTES of thetrip to the hangar, Han remained silent about Mara' s
piloting. She was racing down the insect-choked boulevard, using the Force to weave and jink and at
times bounce through the traffic as though she were flying an X-wing instead of an ancient hoverded with
arepulsor drive that sounded like it might come apart at any second, and most of the time he was just too
scared to talk. But when she suddenly swung into a packed alley and dowed to amore sustainable
speed, he could not help himself.

“Don’'t tell meyou'relosing your nerve,” he said, leaning over the haf wall into the pilot’s compartment.
“WE ve got to get back to the ships before Raynar finds out we survived!”

Mara continued at the same sane speed. “He dready knows.”
“The collectivemind,” Leiareminded him. “What one Y oggoy knows, they dl do.”

“Great.” Han's somach began to churn. “ There ought to be a nice bunch of bugs waiting when we get
back to the hangar.”

“Maybenot,” Lukesaid. “I can’'t believe Raynar would turn on us like that. He was one of the most



earnest sudents at the academy.”

Han and Lela shot Luke smultaneous looks of astonishment.

“Raynar Thul isno more,” Han quoted. “He' s one of them now. UnuThul. A Joiner.”

“Raynar’ sdill inthere” Lukesad. “1 felt him.”

“Yeah?Wadll, it'sthe other guy I’'m worried about,” Han said. They left the dley, flashed acrossa
boulevard, and shot into another aley. Han had no ideawhere they were—their guide had stuck to the
main boulevards on the way to the Crash—but he assumed Maraknew where shewas going. Jedi were
not the only ones who could trust the Force. “And if hisbugstry knocking another building down on us,
I’m gonnablagt him.”

An amused twinkle cameto Luke seye, and Han suddenly redlized how ridiculous his declaration must
have sounded after describing how easily Raynar had destroyed BD-8, disabled theFalcon's laser
cannons, and neutrdized Leid s Noghri bodyguards.

“Or something.”

“Of course, dear,” Lelasad, patting hisarm. “But | don’t think that will be necessary. Raynar had to
know that attack would never work—not withthree Jedi Masters aboard.”

“And aJedi Knight of much experience.” Sabanodded at Lea, though it was impossible for Han to
guess whether this was agesture of agreement or to indicate whom she meant. Barabels wereblasted
hard to read. “Thisonethinkz it was just awarning, away to make usto leave.”

“I hate givinginto bullies” Han said. “But I’ Il make an exception in this case. We can use the Force and
Juun’s datapad to track down the twins.”

Lelanodded. “1 think it stime to move on. We ve found what we camefor.”
“We have?' Han asked.
“The Force-vison,” Luke surmised. “What did you see?’

“Just Jacen,” Lelasaid. “But he gave me the name of a planet and asystem. | don’t recognize them, but
maybe Juun—"

“Jacentold you the system name?’ Maraasked from the pilot’ s seet.

“That'sright,” Lelasaid. “Helooked straight at me and said it. Why?’

“That isastrange kind of vision,” Sabasaid.

“More of asending,” Luke agreed. “But across time instead of space.”

Thethree Magtersfell sllent, leaving Han and Leiato look at each other in puzzlement.

Findly, Han sad, “1 don't get it. What' sthe problem?”’



“I’ve never heard of a Jedi using the Force that way,” Luke said.

“So he' s cregtive,” Han asked. “He' smy kid. What' d you expect?”’

“I think | understand,” Leiasaid, beginning to sound worried. “ The futureisalwaysin motion . . .”
“But notyourz,” Sabasaid. “When Jacen spoke acrosz time, you became destined to be there.”
“Hefixed your future,” Luke said. “At least for those few moments.”

Lelawas slent for amoment, then said, “Well, | seem to have survived it. And my futureismy own

again.
“I don'tlikeit,” Marasaid. “Not at dl. What exactly was he learning while he was gone?”’
It was a good question—one Han had been asking himsalf since Jacen was ateenager.

Marabrought them out of the dley onto abusy avenue of zooming landspeeders and dmost managed to
keep up by pushing the repulsor drive beyond itstop rating. The avenue snaked through the brightly
decorated insect spires for perhaps five kilometers, then spilled onto the great boulevard that encircled
the Unu’ s complex of red towers, and afew minuteslater the hoverded was diding down the long golden
throat of the Prime Hangar.

The bugs were clattering about their business, durafilling micropitted hulls, off-loading bales of some
spicy-smelling resin, tapping rivets on starships that should have been scrapped when the Empirewas a
glimmer in Papatin€’ s eye. Han began to hope that Saba was right about the attack—that it had just
been animpoliteinvitation to leave.

Then they reached the bay where theFalcon andShadow had been left, and Mara stopped short.

A trio of rocket shuttles had been squeezed between the two vessals. Maintenance crews were busy
stringing webs of fueling hoses across the entire dcove, thwarting al hope of aquick departure. Even
worse, Raynar was standing at the foot of theFalcon’ s ramp, surrounded by an entourage of bug

attendants andhuge Unu soldiers. He was looking toward their end of the bay, clearly awaiting their
return.

“So much for thinking he wasjust sending usawarning,” Han said. “| redlly hate being right dl thetime.”
Meewah and Cakhmaim, who had remained behind to watch the ships and begin repairs on the
Falcon’ s weapons turrets, were peering out from the top of the ramp. The pair hadn’t made much
progress. Both sets of the blaster cannons remained pointed at the ship’ s &ft.

“We should send the Noghri to fetch Tarfang and Juun,” Leiasaid softly. “Do you think | canrisk a
commecal?

“WEll haveto,” Han whispered. “Unless Jacen gave you coordinates to go with that name.”
“Just thename,” Leiasaid.

“I don't think thiswill cometo afight,” Luke said. Herose and joined Han behind Mara, hiding Leiaso
she could comm the Noghri without being seen. “But Ben, you—"



“I know . . . gtick closeto Nanna,” Ben said. “1 know.”

“Right,” Luke said, smiling. “Nanna, get Ben aboard either ship as quickly asyou can.”
“But don't try anything pushy,” Han advised. “Y ou'll only get abrain-melt.”

“I am not programmed to be pushy, Captain Solo,” Nanna said.

“Will we get to shoot that blaster cannon in your arm again?’ Ben asked enthusiagticaly.

“Only if someonethreatensyour life,” Nannasaid. “Y ou know dl my routines are gtrictly defensive,
Ben”

Marathreaded the hoverded through the tangle of fueling lines, but had to stop ten meters from the
Shadow because arocket shuttle blocked their way. Nannaimmediately took Ben and headed for the
boarding ramp, which was still down because of the bugs mistrust of closed doors. Everyone else
remained on the hoverded, their hands out of sight and grasping their wegpons, their gazes fixed on
Raynar and his entourage.

Han felt as though he were aging aweek for each second it took Ben to reach theShadow. By
comparison, Luke and Maraseemed downright cam. And why shouldn’t they? Having seenall thetimes
Han and Leid s kids had been kidnapped or threatened when they were supposedly hidden safely away,
Luke and Mara had decided that—short of an actual battle—Ben wouldalways be safer if they kept him
close. So they had repeatedly rehearsed with Ben exactly what to do in circumstances like these, and
weekly “protect-the-kid” drillswere stlandard procedure for dl traveling companions. Given whom they
usudly traveled with—Jedi Knights and veteran soldiers—Han thought they had probably made the right
decison.

When Marafailed to Sart the hoverded toward theFal con, Raynar cocked his earlesshead in
bewilderment, then started across the hangar floor.

“That'smy sgnd,” Marasad. “I’m out of here”

She stepped out of the pilot’ s station and, <till moving casudly, started up theShadow’ s boarding ramp.
Raynar’ s eyesfollowed her progress, but he made no attempt to stop her. That was good, sinceit meant
Han didn’'t haveto blast him yet.

Han dipped into Mara s place at the pilot’ s station, then frowned as he tried to pick out a path to the
Falcon. Thiswasgoing to be difficult, at least until Mara distracted them with her blaster
cannon—provided Raynar didn’t twist that around as he had theFalcon’ s turrets. Han's pams started to
swest, and he began to wish he hadn’t |eft their thermal detonators aboard the ship. Nothing distracted a
big, bad, al-powerful enemy like one of thoselittle Slver balsrolling around at hisfest.

Raynar stopped two paces from the hoverded. “Was anyoneinjured?’
“No,” Han answered. “ Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Disappoint us?” Raynar’ s eyes grew confused. “When you left Y oggoy to be crushed, we thought
someone must have been—"



“Y eah, well, sorry about the guide, but that’ s what happens when you start dropping buildings on
people,” Han said. Daring to hope that Raynar would actualy make this easy, he gestured toward the
Falcon. “Do you mind?We need to clean up.”

Raynar lowered his melted brow, then shifted his gaze to Luke and Saba, who were waiting at opposite
ends of the hoverded with their hands hidden behind the durastedl sides. His scarred lipstwitched ina
mockery of agamile.

“Of course.” Raynar gave no discernible command, but a path opened through the soldier bugs at his
back. He stepped onto the hoverded beside Han. “Y ou believe the building collapse was an attack?’

“It wasn't exactly friendly.” Trying to hide his uneasiness, Han started the hoverd ed toward theFal con.
“And we saw your killer bugs”

“Killer bugs?’ Raynar asked.

“They were solid blue—dark blue,” Sabasaid from the back of the ded. “They blasted thewallz just
before we passed beneath.”

“You' re mistaken,” Raynar said. “If any of our nests had attacked you, we would have known.”
Sabarose and came forward, and Han was allittle unnerved to realize that she was not large enough to
loom over Raynar the way she did most beings. “ This one saw the ambusherz with her own eyez. Ben's
Defender droid killed two.”

“TheKind did not lose anyone in the accident,” Raynar said.

“It was no accident,” Han snapped, beginning to grow angry. “ Someonetried to kill us. You, I'm
thinking.”

“If wewanted to kill you, we would not makeit look like an accident,” Raynar said. “Wewould just do
it”

They reached theFal con. Han stopped the hoverded, then faced Raynar and found himsdlf staring at the

underside of awhite-blotched chin.

“Remember who you'retaking to, kid,” hesaid. “ThisisHan Solo. I’ ve been sticking my finger inthe
eyes of two-credit dictators like you since before | broke your mother’ s heart, so show alittle respect
when you threaten me. And don't lie. | hate that.”

Raynar was no more intimidated than he had been by Saba. He smply glared down at Han, his breeth
coming in dow, angry rasps.

Luke leaned close to Leiaand whispered, “ Han dated Raynar’ s mother?”
“You' d be surprised at the women Han' s dated. | dwaysam.” Leia stepped to Raynar’ s Side, then said,
“Y ou must admit the collapse looks suspicious. If it was an accident, how did the Y oggoy nest know to

evacuate the area? And what about the blue Kind we saw? The ones wekilled? ”

Raynar’ s breathing softened to awheeze, and he turned to face Leia. “The only dead Kind we have
found at the Site was your guide.”



“The otherz must have taken the bodiez,” Saba said. “ There were more than the onez Nannakilled.”

“Y ou were mistaken,” Raynar said. “ The dust was thick, the rubble was till faling. What you saw were
shadows.”

“Who' re you trying to convince here?’ Han demanded. He glanced at the attendant bugs, wondering
whether they could have more say than he realized. Perhapsthey were the reason Raynar wastrying to
deny the Colony’ sresponsibility. Perhaps they didn’t approve of murdering guests. “ Becausewe know
what we saw.”

Raynar turned back to Han. “ Eyes can deceive, Captain Solo. What you say you saw isimpossible.”

“Or our interpretation of it.” Luke svoice was thoughtful. “What if it wasn't the Kind who attacked us at
al?

“Othersaren’'t dlowed to wander Y oggoy aone,” Raynar said. “We would know even if someone dse
attacked you.”

“What if you didn’t know they were here?’ Leia asked.

Raynar’ s eyes narrowed in thought, then he shook his head in a gesture that—for a change—seemed
more Raynar than insect. “ Y ou said Y oggoy was warned to evacuate. Why would Others do that?’

“And if they did, you' d certainly know they were here,” Luke said.

Han frowned & Luke. “Don’t tell me you' re buying this?”

“Not that it was an accident,” Luke said. “ But that Ray—er, UnuThul—bdlievesit was.”

Leiacaught Han's eye, then gave a curt nod that suggested he should believeit, too. “1 think we can dl
agree on that much,” she said. “If the Colony wanted us deed, they wouldn't have given up after onetry.
The attack was supposed to look like an accident, which means somebody was trying to hide it from the
Unu”

“WEe re glad you believe us, Princess,” Raynar said. “But there’ s no evidence to support your theory.”

“How could you know?’ Han demanded. “ There hasn't been time. The attack was |less than thirty
minutes ago!”

“Y oggoy workers have dready cleared much of therubble,” Raynar answered. “ The only body they
have—Kind or Other— is your guide's. The evidence suggests the towersjust collagpsed. We are sorry it
happened when you were about to pass beneath them.”

“Does that happen often?’ Lelaasked. “ That apire just collgpses?’

“Once, when therewas aquake,” Raynar said. “ And sometimes sorms—"

“Not what | asked,” Lelasaid, stepping off the hoverded. “Let me show you something.”

Shetook Raynar’ s meaty hand, then led him up the boarding ramp into theFalcon. Han followed with



Luke and Saba, but fortunately only asmal part of Raynar’ s entourage—the bug with theredly long
antennae and another covered in furry bristles— joined them. They caught up to Lelaand Raynar in the
Solos deeping quarters. The pair were standing in front of the bunk, staring at the famous moss-painting

hanging onthewall.
“ThisisKillik Twilight,” Lelasaid to Raynar. “ Do you recognize anything?’
“Of course” Raynar said. “Lizil was very excited about the painting.”

Raynar stepped to the side of double bunk—the Solos had installed it when they had redlized theFalcon
was going to be their primary home—then leaned closer to the painting and began to run his gaze over
every detal.

“Thank you for showing it to us,” he said. “We wanted to ask, but our meetings have gone so badly that
we didn’'t want to presume.”

Han raised his brow. Maybe there was less Raynar |eft in that seared body than he thought. The Raynar
Thul whom Han remembered had been a decent-enough kid, but hiswedlthy family had never taught him

to do anythingbut presume.
Leiagppeared less stunned than Han by Raynar’ s politeness.

She smiled gracioudly, then said, “ Sometimes, art helps us know each other better. Do you know what
thispainting depicts?’

Raynar nodded. “It showsan arm of the Lost Nest.” He il did not look away. “We remember it well.”
“The Lost Nest?’ Luke asked.

“Rememberit?’ Han gasped. “It’ sancient!”

Raynar findly tore his gaze from the moss-painting.

“We remember thenest.” Hefixed hiseyeson Lea “When humans cameto Alderaan, they called it the
Cadtle Lands. But we knew the nest as Oroboro. Our Home.”

Han shook hishead in disbelief. He liked to say that all bugs were dike, but not even he had assumed
that the Kind and the Killiks were actudly the same. Sure, they shared the same general body shape and
had the same number of limbs, but beyond that, the Kind looked like the Killiksin the painting about as
much as humans|ooked like Aqualish. The towers, on the other hand, were another matter. In both the
painting and the Y oggoy nest, they were crooked cones with distinctly banded exteriors.

Leladid not sound surprised at dl. “ So the Killiks didn’t go extinct, as everyone supposed. They smply
left Alderaan thousands of years ago.”

“Y ou seem less surprised a that than Lizil wasto see apainting of Oroboro,” Raynar said.

“I've had my suspicions sincewe arrived at Y oggoy,” Leareplied smoothly She turned back to the
painting. “ Archaeol ogists have dated the oldest of those spires to twenty-five thousand standard years.”

“Correct,” Raynar said. “ The Celestials emptied Oroboro ten thousand generations ago—that would be



twenty thousand years, as humans measuretime.”

Han wanted to ask who the Celestials were—and what Raynar meant by emptied. He also wanted to
ask if aKillik generation really passed at the rate of one every two years. But he could see by the set of
hiswife sjaw that she was pursuing her own line of questioning.

“And yet, only three towers had collapsed before Alderaan was destroyed,” Leiasaid. “No maintenance
or repairs, exposed to the dements dl that time, and only three collapse. But here, atower just happensto
collapse as we ' re about to pass by. Do you see where I’'m going with this?’

“Thereismore gravity here than on Alderaan,” Raynar countered. “ And the ground does not make such
strong spitcrete.”

“Thiswas il thefirst tower to collgpse for no apparent reason,” Luke reminded him.

“Thereisadwaysafirs, Master Skywalker.” Raynar turned back toKillik Twilight and began to study
it. “We cannot explain what happened. Please accept our apologies.”

Han exchanged looks of frustration with Luke and Leig, but Saba—who did not truly understand the
concept of gpology— made adistasteful grating sound in her throat.

“This one does not want your gpology, young Thul. She does not eat humanz.” She glanced out into the
corridor, where Raynar’ s duo of assstant Killiks stood waiting. “ And she has never cared for the taste of
insectz, either.”

Raynar’ s head snapped around so quickly that Han feared he was about to have bloody Barabel scaes
flying al over hisdeegping quarters.

“Takeit easy, kid. Y ou remember how Barabelsare.” Han took Raynar by the arm and started
forward. “ Sorry for the misunderstanding, but we still need to get under way. Why don't you tell us about
these Cdegtids on the way out?’

“If you like.” Raynar dlowed himsdlf to guided into the corridor. It was after we built Qolaralog—you
Otherscall it Center-point Station. The Ceestids were angry—"

Saba stumbled into Han' s back as he stopped dumbfounded in the corridor.

“Y ou' re saying Centerpoint was built byKilliks 7" Lelagasped. Findly, she sounded like something had
surprised her.

Instead of answering, Raynar abruptly stopped. “We need to see the aft hold. Y our Noghri are
abducting Captain Juun and hisfirst mate.”

Han winced inwardly. “ Abducting? What makes you say that?’

The muffled whine of an angry Sullustan drifted up the access corridor. “ . . .will not be quiet! Let me
see Captain—"

Juun’svoicefel slent, but Raynar was aready out the cabin door.

Han turned to Leia“ Abducting?”



Leashrugged. “1 told Cakhmaim to bring Juun and Tarfang to theFalcon. | guessthey didn’t want to
come.”

“A misunderganding,” Luke said. “We d better go explain.”

Luke led theway into the access corridor, and they caught up to Raynar and his attendants outside the
aft hold. Raynar hit the touch pad, then scowled when the hatch did not open and raised his pam toward
it.

“Wait!” Han legpt to the control panel and punched in the override code. “ Just be patient.”

The door did open to reveal Meawah and Cakhmaim holding theXR808g' s two crew members. With
one of Meewah'sarms clamped around histhroat and her other hand covering his mouth, Juun was at
least ill conscious. Tarfang was another matter. Still casted and bandaged from hisfight with the
Y oggoy guide, the Ewok was lying unconsciousin Cakhmaim'slap, with afreshly swollen eye and two
new bare patches of fur.

“It'snot what you think,” Han said. “1 can explain.”

“That won't be necessary, Captain Solo.” Raynar made a humming sound deep in histhroat, then turned
and fixed Han with hisunblinking gaze. “ Just tdl uswhy you are suddenly in such ahurry to leave.”

“Uh...” Thetruth wasthelast thing Han could tell him, but he knew how good Jedi were &t detecting
lies—and whatever Raynar was now, he hadstarted out aJedi. “What makesyou think we'reina

hurry?’
Raynar’ s nosdess face grew stormy, and Han began to fed adark weight pressing down on himinside.

It was Leia, asusua, who cameto hisrescue. “We have no wish to insult the Colony,” she said, *but we
don’t fed safe here”

Raynar turned to her, and the dark weight lifted.

“You are safe. We promise.”

“Wedon't believe you,” Han said. That much was completely true. “Either you're lying—"
Ledsfacepaed. “Han—"

Han raised a hand, then continued. “ Or you have no ideawhat’ s happening. Either way, we' re out of
rHe_”

Raynar’ s eyes grew so soft that they made Han think of the poor, confused kid whom the other Jedi
trainees used to heckle for dressing so funny.

“Very wel. You have aways been free to come or go asyou wish.” He turned toward the Noghri, who
were il holding Juun and Tarfang captive. “ The same gppliesto Captain Juun and his copilot. Will you
be leaving with Captain Solo?’

Meewah glanced a Leia. When she nodded, the Noghri removed her hand and arm from Juun’s mouth



and throat. The Sullustan bustled to hisfeet and, glaring a Han, brushed himsdlf off.

“I'll haveto think about it,” he said. “ Tarfang does't care for being kidnapped.”

Han' s ssomach turned cold. Without Juun and his datapad, their chances of finding Jacen and the others
before they turned into a bunch of Joiners went way down. Their only recourse would be to make their

way to the Chissfrontier and start jumping from system to system.

L uke stepped toward Juun. “We weren't trying to kidnap you.” He spoke in a soft monotone. “We
werejust—"

One of the brigtly Killiks dipped forward to block Luke sway, and Raynar said, “1t would be better if
Captain Juun made up hisown mind, Master Skywalker.”

“Look, we were worried about him.” Han addressed Raynar, but he was watching Juun out of the
corner of hiseye. “We thought you weretrying to kill us, and since he and Tarfang were the ones who
helped usfind this place—"

Juun’ssmal mouth dropped in darm. “Don’'t remind him!”

“ Sorry—honest mistake,” Han said. He felt guilty about forcing the Sullustan’ s hand, but Juun’ s days
running Colony cargo had come to an end when their guide found the transceiver that had helped the
Falcon follow himto Y oggoy. “We were kind of worried about you. But if youwant to stay here—"

“I'm not leaving without theXR-ei ght-oh-eight-g,” Juun said. He looked at Tarfang, who was il
unconscious. “And you' |l haveto lend meacopilot until Tarfang’ s better.”

Han faked a scowl. “ Getting kind of pushy there, aren’t you, fela?’
“Youoweittome” Juun sad. “Item twenty-two in the Smuggler’ s Code.”

Han sighed, then turned back to Raynar. “ There you haveit,” he said. “I guesswe re stuck with ‘em.”

THIRTEEN

THE JEDI PILOTS ROUNDED the brightly striped mass of the gas giant Qoribu and found themselves
garing into the turquoise brilliance of the planet’ s huge star, Gyud. Jainablinked ingtinctively, and by the
time her eyes opened again, her astromech droid had darkened the StealthX’ s canopy tinting. She saw
the hawk-winged slhouettes of four inbound defoliators sweeping in just meters above Qoribu’ s dazzling



ring system, racing for the gap between the moons Ruu and Zvbo on initial approach for adispersa run.
With afour-squadron escort of clawecraft, the Chisswere clearly determined to reach their targetsthis
time

Rather than break comm glence, Jaina opened hersdlf to the battle-meld and immediately knew her
wingmeates had done the same. Sometimes they could hear one another’ s thoughts through the meld, but
more often they smplyknew what their fellowswerethinking . . . what they were doing. And the
connection had only grown stronger since coming to Qoribu. During battles, they sometimes came
periloudy closeto sharing minds.

Jainafocused her thoughts on the impending clash. The Chisswere coming hard thistime. The Jedi had
to disable those defoliators quickly and withdraw before the fight turned bloody.

Jaina sensed disapprova and knew that Alemafavored a more forceful approach, one that would leave
the Chisswith no illusions about the consequences of attacking the Colony’ sfood supply. And shewas
not aone. Others were outraged aswell. Instead of attacking outright—a violation of the Ascendancy
honor code, which prohibited an unprovoked first strike—the Chiss were trying to starve the Qoribu
nestsinto retreet. Tesar, Tahiri, even Jacen believed that the Chiss were engaged in acampaign of
species cleansing and deserved to get their noses bloodied.

Only Zekk did not agree. Jedi saw similar crueties everywhere they were cdled in the gdaxy. But it was
their respongbility to remain dispassonate, to cut through the vell of obscuring emotion and find the core
of the problem. If they allowed themsalves to seek retribution rather than peace, how could they bring a
lasting solution toany conflict?

As much as Janawanted to make the Chiss pay for the lives they were taking, she had to agree with
Zekk. Sofar, thishad remained alow-intensity conflict. But if the Jedi turned it into akilling fight, that
would end. A smple border clash would erupt into al-out war, and the carnage would be staggering.

The Chisstask force entered the gap between Ruu and Zvbo. Two of thefour defoliators|eft the main
formation with their clawcraft escorts and turned toward the moons. They were met by clouds of
defenders, from the Saras nest on Ruu and the Alaglaon Zvbo. Too small to bevisible at even this
relatively short distance, the dartships were neverthel ess numerous enough to spread hazy stains of gray
across Gyud’ sblueface.

Jainahad barely formulated a plan to meet them before Tahiri shot ahead in the deek little skiff that
Zonama Sekot had grown for her. A living ship, itsthree-lobed hull glowed adeep, sea green againgt the
dar.

Jacen followed amoment later in his ChaseX, which, like Tahiri’ sliving ship, could not be conceded
from the Chiss sensors. The Jedi al understood what Jainaintended. Tahiri, who was not subject to
StealthX comm restrictions, opened achannel to the Taat dartships still swarming around Jainaand the
other StedthXs,

“ReyaT aat, bring the dartships and follow us. We need to make thislook red.”

“Weareto create adiverson?’ A Chiss Joiner who insisted on being called by both the nest name and
her own, ReyaT aat freely admitted that she had been sent by ChissIntelligence to spy on the Qoribu
nests. Her dlegiance had changed—she claimed—when the Taat discovered her hiding in near sarvation
and started to bring her food. “ The stedth fighterswill divide and Strike the defoliators by surprise?’



“Something like that.”

Though al of the Qoribu nests seemed to have complete faith in Reya, the Jedi were lesstrusting, and
Tahiri was not about to reved ther plan.

When neither the dartships nor Reya slittle scoutcraft started after her, Jacen added, “Y ou need to
comenow. Y ou' re drawing attention to the SteathXs.”

“Taat isnot happy with thisplan,” Reyasaid. “ The Chiss have changed tactics, and the nest worries they
aretrying to lurethe Jedi into atrap.”

Jaina s suspicions about Reya began to deepen, and Tahiri asked, “ The nestsworry, or you do?’
“We speek for the nestsin this,” Reya said. “And we know the Chiss.”

“Youare the Chiss.” Tahiri’s skiff dowed, and she added, “Maybe you' re less worried about the Jedi
than about your old friends.”

“WeareTaat,” Reyainssted. “But we were Chiss once, and we understand how dangerousit isto
underestimate them.”

The Saras dartships met thefirst defoliator and swallowed it in acloud of gray, whirling divers. The
defoliator continued toward Ruu’ s amber disk, engulfed in ahdo of slver sparkles astheinsect pilots
hurled their tiny fighters againgt its shields. The Force grew heavy with anguish and admiration for their
sacrifice, and Jainawas surprised to fed her own throat closing with emotion. Usudly, shefdt nothing
when she entered battle, not fear or excitement or dread. Usually, she was too focused on the fighting to
experience any emotionsat al.

The Chiss clawcraft circled back and began to make runs dong the length of the defoliator’ s hull, driving
the Saras dartships off and giving the larger vessel timeto refresh its shields. The StealthX s had to make
their movenow, or they would never reach the defoliatorsin time. Jaina pushed her throttles forward and
broke for the amber moon, Ruu. Tesar, the second best pilot on the team, started for Zvbo, while Zekk,
Alema, and Lowbaccaal began ahigh arcing maneuver that would drop them down on thelast two
defoliators.

“ReyaTaat, the Jedi are starting their run.” Jacen’ s voice was sharp. “ And we re not going to be much of
adiversondone”

There was amoment of silence, then avaguetide of darm rose in the Force. “ Slow down!” Reya
commed. “The dartships can’t catch you!”

Jaina checked her tactica display and found ablue cloud of Taat dartships sweeping up from the bottom
of thedisplay, following Reya slittle scout-lancet after Tahiri. At thetop of the screen, both Chiss
defoliators were fully engulfed in swarms of Saras and Alada, with the curved horizons of Ruu and Zvbo
hanging high in the corners. The main body of the Chisstask force remained in the center of the display,
the clawcraft escorts hanging back just far enough to make the last two defoliators an inviting target.

What were they up to?

Jaina s astromech changed scale, and suddenly her tactica display wasamassof “friendly” blips—the
Saras dartships— whirling around the defoliator she had targeted. The friendly blips were winking out by



the dozens.

Jaina checked her estimated time to attack. Five seconds, but she sensed that Tesar needed seven. She
armed two proton torpedoes, then added a sweeping curve to her approach and came in behind the
battle.

Outside her cockpit, space was atightly wound ball of orange rocket trails swirling around the blue glow
of the defoliator’ shig ion drives. A pair of dartships blossomed in scarlet asthey exploded against the
shields of an oncoming clawcraft, but athird collided with itswing.

The clawcraft pilot lost control and went corkscrewing into Ruu' sthin atimosphere. Assuming he
survived the crash, Jainaknew, he would be taken into the Saras nest and treated as a welcome guest.
Unlessthey were clearly being attacked, none of the Qoribu nests seemed to have any real concept of

enemy.

Jainatried to pick aroute through the mad tangle of dartships, but it waslike trying to avoid dropsin a
rainstorm. Two seconds from her launching point, a Saras bounced off her shields, and her canopy went
black to prevent her from being blinded by the white flash of an exploding rocket.

By thetimethetinting paled an ingtant later, three Chiss clawcraft were coming at Jaina head-on, pouring
agteady torrent of cannon boltsin her generd direction. She did ahdf-roll dip, taking two hitson her
forward shield as she passed through the third fighter’ s stream of fire, then loosed her first torpedo.

Nothing if not well trained, the Chiss adjusted their aim ingtantly, targeting on the wegpon’ s origination
point. Jaina sforward shields flared into awhite wavering wall of heat, and shrieking overload darms
filled the cockpit. She released the second torpedo and jinked hard to port. More Chiss brought their
craft to bear, barely grazing her with ablue inferno that was nevertheess enough to bring her shields
down with afind, warning screech. The air grew acrid with the smdll of fused circuits, and warning
messages that Jaina could not read through the smoke began to scroll down her status display.

“Just keep the masking systems up, Sneaky,” Jainaordered her droid, taking the StealthX through an
unpredictable coil of reversing rolls. “If those guys get asensor read on us, we'll redlly bein trouble”

Thedroid replied with acynicd whistle.

Jaina continued to maneuver until, a second later, the torrent of cannon fire ceased for an ingtant and she
knew the Chiss had been momentarily blinded by her passing torpedoes. She pushed the stick up and to
theleft, circling out of the dartship tangle as quickly as she could and climbing for the stars, where her
dark craft would not be silhouetted againgt Qoribu’ s scintillating rings.

A pair of bright dots flared through the smoke in Jaina' s cockpit, and she leaned closer to her tactical
display. Two shrinking circles of light indicated that her proton torpedoes had detonated where she
intended, just behind the defoliator’ sthrust nozzles. The big ship was dready beginning to swing off
course, rising into atight banking turn that would carry it into Qoribu’' s gravity well if the crew did not
regain control soon.

Jainadlowed hersdf amoment of salf-congratul ation—just so her wingmates would know she had
completed her assgnment—then the Saras swarm began to drift back toward Ruu, leaving the crippled
defoliator to recover control and flee. Even now, after two months of living and fighting with the Tat,
Jainawas awed by theinsects complete lack of spite. Once athreat had been turned away, they never
attempted to cause it more harm.



Jaina s admiration was mirrored in the Force by that of the other Jedi, and her thoughts turned to the
other three defoliators.

“Give me an overal strep, Sneaky. And clean this smoke out of the cockpit.” Jainafinaly realized that
she was reflexively using the Force to keep from coughing. 1 can bardly see my display.”

A vave hissed open and cleared the air, then Jainawas hit by awave of shock so sudden and powerful
it reminded her of the time her X-wing had been blown from under her a Kdarba. She automatically
began a systems sweep, but knew before her gaze reached the life-support readout that the alarm had
come to her through the meld, from the three Jedi she had sent to stop the middle two defoliators.

Thetactica display showed the other three defoliators dso drifting dead in space. But anew vessdl had
appeared on the far side of the battle, well positioned to prevent the Taat—and Jedi—from returning to
their home nest. It was smultaneoudy bleeding clawcraft into space and sweeping the areawith tractor
beams, gathering up dartshipslikeflitnatsin anet.

“Victory-classStar Destroyer.” Jainaturned toward the battle zone and poured on velocity. “Where did
that comefrom?’

Sneaky let out a defensive twest, then replayed a high-speed version of the last ten seconds of tactica
record. The vessd had smply appeared afew moments ago,after the Jedi had disabled the defoliatiors.
Jainagrew ingantly cold and emationlessingde.

“Cloaked.”

She wasted no time asking herself why she had failed to anticipate the tactic—capable enemiesalways
surprised you—but her thoughts did legp to the implications. Had the Star Destroyer been an escort, it
would have revealed itself as soon as the nests moved againgt the defoliators. Instead, it had waited until
th Jedi launched their proton torpedoes—betraying both their presence and their genera location. It had
come forthem —using their own subterfuge againgt them.

It had been one of Jag Fel’ s favorite tactics, when they had flown together againgt the Y uuzhan Vong.
Jainareached out toward the Star Destroyer, searching for hisfamiliar presence, but could not find him
among al the beings on the vessal—at least not in the middle of the battle.

A burst of dismay swept through the Force, then a soft growl arose insgde Jaina s head. Lowbaccawas
caught in one of the tractor beams. She wondered how bad, then had a brief vision in which dartships
were flying past in ablack, swirling wal and the cockpit wasfilled with the screaming whine of
overloaded fusd thrust engines.

Jainafdt Tesar reaching out to Lowbacca, urging him to hold on until he and Jaina could get there. They
might be able to shut down the tractor beam if they could destroy its generators. But none of the Jedi
knew what the tractor beam generators on a Chiss Star Destroyer looked like. . . or where to find them.

L owbacca thought they were being foolish; that they would only get themselves captured by trying
something so risky. The best way to help him wasto avoid faling into the Chisstrap themsdlves.

A swell of anger rosein the Force. Jainawas still too far from the battle to see anything more than a hazy
cloud of dartships slhouetted against Qoribu’ s gleaming rings, but the tactica display showed more than
adozen clawcraft svarming Jacen and Tahiri, methodically herding them toward the Star Destroyer’s



tractor beams. Supported by athrong of Taet, they werefighting back vaiantly, opening one hole after
the other in the enemy formation. The Chiss dways managed to cut them off and drive them back toward
the sweeping tractor beams.

Then aclawcraft designator vanished. Another turned yellow and spiraled through the ring system and
out of the system. Jainafelt Alemaand Zekk urging Tahiri and Jacen to accdlerate through the gap. Two
of three clawcraft moving to cut them off aso lost control and flew out of the battle, then Tahiri and Jacen
werefree, pulling away from their pursuers and weaving a crooked path among the few enemy fighters
gill in apogtion to attack.

Tahiti’ s gratitude flooded the Force, but quickly changed to astonishment when a clawcraft behind her
exploded in aflash of static. A second one vanished an ingtant later, then athird turned yellow on Jaind s
display and broke into two parts.

Tahiri’ sshock was overpowered by Alema s glee, then dmost ingtantly by Zekk’ s righteousfury.
Thisiswrong! Zekk raged. He was furious with Alema; she waskilling for revenge!

But Alemadid not think so. Shefelt she was only killing to teach them alesson, to make them
understand there were conseguences.

Jainaadded her anger to Zekk’s. Alema had violated the unspoken rules of the conflict. She had killed
without purpose. When the Chiss reviewed their battle vids, they would fed bound to retdiate in kind.

Alemadidn’'t care, and Taat seemed to agree. The hundreds of dartships not yet swept up in the tractor
beams began to coadesce in tightly knit balls, moving with eerie precision into the path of oncoming
clawcraft. Chiss fighters began to explode as though they were crashing into asteroids. The conflict was
turning into an al-out bettle.

Senaing Jaina saarm, Tahiri opened acomm channdl. “ReyaT aat, call off the dartships! Our last attacks
were mistakes.”

“They did not fed like mistakes,” Reya countered. “ They felt good.”

“Thisbattleis getting out of hand,” Tahiri responded, echoing Jaina sfedings. “ Reyawas Chiss. She
knows what will happen if you continue.”

Reyafdl slent, but the dartships continued to attack. Jainafound her frustration with Alemagrowing.
The Twi’lek was afine pilot, but she was too wild, too quick to surrender to the pearl of hatred that had
been accreting inside her since the desth of her sister, Numa. Now Alema s anger would spread across
the Gyud system likeanovablast.

When the Taat continued to attack, Jacen said, “ReyaT aat, the Chisswill return with bigger ships.
They’ Il attack the nests directly, and Taat will be destroyed. Al the Qoribu nestswill be destroyed.”

“What difference doesit make? Our nests are dready dying.” Reya svoice grew icy. “But Lowbacca
must not be captured.”

The Force resonated with agreement—none of the Jedi wanted to see their friend captured—~but
Lowbaccawas calling the shots. He was the onein trouble.



“Lowbacca can take care of himsdlf,” Tahiri said. “And if heis captured, what the Taat are doing now
will only hurt him.”

“Lowbaccawon’t be captured,” Reyasaid. “The Colony does not wish it.”

The Taat continued to place themselvesin front of their enemies, but instead of pursuing Tahiri and Jacen
al the more ferocioudy, the clawcraft peded away, giving them aclear route to freedom. Jainaexhaded in
relief. At least Jag—or whoever was commanding thistask force—still had the sense to back off before
the conflict escalated.

Then anew tractor beam shot out from the Star Destroyer, capturing Tahiri, Jacen, and—judging by
their surprise and anger—Alemaand Zekk. Jaina cursed a the same time she heard Tesar’ sirate hissin
her ears. It was not easy to lock on to awildly dodging spacecraft visualy, but if abeam crew knew the
comm frequency being used by the target, they could follow the carrier wave straight to their victim. And
while Reyahad not initiated the contact with Tahiri, shehad kept the young Jedi talking until the clawcraft
dispersed.

Jainawas close enough to the battle now that she could see thelaser cannons flashing inside the whirling
cloud of dartships. Four waving fingers of darkness marked the areas where the tractor beamswere
sweeping the Taat out of space, dowly pulling them toward the Star Destroyer. The vessd itself
resembled agray versgon of the Empire soldVictory-class Star Destroyers, savethat it was alittle
deeker, longer, and narrower, with aconical hull that gave it amenacing, needle-like appearance. It was
impossible to tell where the bridge was located—it was not in the Chiss nature to reved such acrucia
detail just for the looking— but a dome-shaped bulge amidships probably housed the cloaking equipment
that had masked the vessel’ s approach.

Jaina dropped the nose of her StealthX and started afast approach toward the bow of the Star
Degtroyer, then felt Tesar’ s excitement starting to mount as heinitiated his own run. Animage of hisview
of the ship appeared in the back of her mind. He seemed to be approaching from the opposite end, more
or less head-on toward Jaina. They would have to be careful to avoid acollision.

“Snesky, give me aten-mag view of the area around the root of the nearest tractor beam,” Jaina
ordered.

Risky or not, she could not let the Chissred infour Jedi.

Over the comm, Reyasad, “Wewill have you freein aminute, friends.”

Not kriffing likdly, Jaina thought. Half of the Taat were aready being sucked toward the Star Destroyer’s
capture bays, and the rest were too busy hurling themselvesin front of clawcraft to disable any tractor
beams.

“Helpiscoming.” Reya svoicewas reassuring. “ The Mueum are dmost here.”

Thetimely assurance raised the hair on the back of Jaina s neck. Recalling Taat' s uncanny ability to
sense what foods she and the other Jedi were longing for, she began to wonder what €lse Reya could

Sense.

Tesar began to think Reyawas a better spy than they had thought. Projecting his thoughts openly into
the battle-meld, he wondered if he should diminate her.



Jainahad the mental image of Tesar selecting Reya slancet asaprimary target, but redlized ingtantly that
the Barabdl was only trying to test whether Reya knew what was happening in the battle-meld. He was
passing over the stern of the Star Destroyer and could not have targeted her if he wished.

When Reyadid not fdl for the ploy, Jaina checked her tactica digplay and found ablue storm of Mueum
dartships cascading down from the direction of Eyyl and Jwlio—just as promised.

“Sneaky, do an EM sweep of the hull,” Jaina ordered. She il did not see how the arrival of the fresh
swarm was going to save Lowbacca and the others. “We might get lucky and locate an energy output
that will tell uswherethose generatorsare.”

Sneaky whistled an acknowledgment, then the image on her display switched to arectangular portal set
into afield of gray durastedl. The tractor beam itsdf wasinvisible, save for afew digtortion ripples that
suggested it was avery powerful beam indeed—one designed to drag in unwilling ships. As Jainahad
feared, the portal was protected by agrid of blue energy—a repulsor screen designed to prevent
someone from disabling the beam by dropping a piece of ordnanceinto it. The Chisswere far too good
to overlook something that obvious.

“Gotofivemag,” Jainaordered.

The beam porta grew smal in her display, and the white cave of a capture bay appeared beneath it.
Jainacould see apair of wegpons turrets flanking atransparisted viewing pand set high in theinnermost
wall, but no hint of the tractor beam generator.

Sneaky piped awarning, and Jainalooked up to see the Star Destroyer stretched out before her like the

long gray plain of an empty speeder lot. The beam cannons, big and smdl, remained sllent in their sunken
firing pits—asure sgn that the gunners still had not detected the gpproaching StedthXs.

“Anything on that EM sweep, Sneaky?’ Jainaasked.

The droid tootled a negative, and Jaina sensed that the same was true for Tesar. It was beginning to look
like they would have to do thisthe hard way. The Jedi would have to gect and destroy their ships.

Tahiri did not want to leave her living ship. It was agift from Zonama Sekot . . . and it was afriend.

But her only other choice wasto let herself be captured—and Jainaforbade that. She would go EV with
Jacen and everyone else. Ten seconds.

Lowbaccadid not have ten seconds. Five—if he was lucky.
Three, then.

“Give useght!” Reya pleaded. No doubt now about whether she could read their emotionsin the
Force. “The Mueum are dmost here.”

Sure—enough time for your friends to capture Lowbacca’ s StealthX, Jaina thought. Two seconds.
Tesar urged Jainato wait. The Mueumwere attacking.

Jainaglanced at her display and saw asingle, tightly packed arrow of Mueum designators driving
through ascreen of Chissclawcraft like ablaster bolt through atunic. The Star Destroyer opened up with



al bearing batteries, hitting the mass with a devastating fusillade that would have torn aminor moonin
half.

The Mueum did not even dow down. Long furrows of dartships vanished into fiery nothingness, and the
swarm smply flowed into the open spaces, shrinking alittle, but continuing toward the Star Destroyer
amidships

“No, Reya” Jainaordered. “ Stop them!”

Lowbaccawent EV, and Jainalogt al hope of bringing the conflict back under control. The Mueum
took another volley of laser cannons and continued on as before, coaescing into asingle black harpoon
aimed at the heart of the Chiss Star Destroyer. Lowbacca s StealthX detonated in the mouth of the
capture bay, taking with it fifty square meters of deck and several dozen dartships, but doing nothing
whatsoever to interrupt the tractor beam.

Jainarolled away from the Star Destroyer and started firing, trying to force as many clawcraft as
possible away from Tahiri and the other captured Jedi. Tesar dropped in behind Jaing, firing to kill asa
gring of brave Chiss pilots jumped on her tail.

Findly, the Mueum reached the Star Destroyer. On her tactical display, Jaina glimpsed the lead
dartships crashing into the vessel’ s particle shidds, vaporizing themsalvesin an ever-broadening circle of
light and fire. She thought for one moment that the suicide attack would come to no more than that; that
the entire Mueum swarm would ssimply smash itself againgt the powerful Chiss shields.

Then the shields crackled, flashed, and fell. The Mueum assault smashed into the hull in aconflagration
of rocket fuel and fire and burned through within seconds. Bodies and equipment began to tumble from
the breached hull, but the swarm continued to pour through, streaming through the inner hull and
gpreading aong the corridorsto al the hidden corners of the vessdl. Within moments, long tongues of
flame began to lick out of the gun turrets, and towers of white fire started to shoot from the discharge
vents.

A wave of explosions shook the Star Destroyer, and the hull began to come apart. Jainawas shaken by
an al-too-familiar wave of anguish and fear, then arip seemed to open in the Force as the huge vessel
began to disgntegrate from the insde.

The tractor beams sputtered into nothingness, and a sense of relief permeated the Force as Tahiri and
Alemaand Zekk finaly regained control of their craft. A Chissfighter appeared in front of Jaina, coming
at her head-on and pouring angry stresms of blaster bolts more or lessin her direction. Jainareturned fire
automatically, and she did not notice how her hand was shaking until after the clawcraft exploded.

Jainareached out for Lowbaccaand felt him drifting away, frightened and awed and lonely.

WEe I find you! she promised. But he would have to stay open to the meld, he would have to help them
findhim.

She'll be doing well,Lowbacca thought,just to save her self.



FOURTEEN

AFTER A WEEK OF TRAVEL and three off-course jumps, the dark-banded surface of Qoribu’s
night sdewasfindly sweling in theShadow’ s forward viewport, biting an ever-larger crescent from the
blue-green sun behind it. The planet was girded by a spectacular ring system, and the dusky shadows of
its penumbrawere brightened by alitter of twinkling moons, but Luke' s gaze kept drifting to the velvet
void beyond, to afew bright stars where the Chiss frontier hung stretched like the web of some dark,
deadly spider better |eft undisturbed.

The Chiss prided themselves on never being the aggressor people. By their own law, they never
attacked first. Their military doctrine took the edict even farther, decreeing that an enemy must attack
them within Ascendancy space before they responded. So Luke did not understand how the Chiss had
ended up in aborder conflict when both sides acknowledged that the Colony was till over alight-year
from the border.

Perhaps doctrine had changed. After all, thewar with the' Y uuzhan Vong had changed amost everything
else. And Luke knew from hislast journey into the Unknown Regions that there were things happening
out herethat the Galactic Alliance il did not understand. The number of Chissruling houses been
reduced from nineto four for some unknown reason, and the Empire of the Hand had mysterioudy
vanished. So it certainly seemed possible the Chiss had changed their doctrine.

Still, Luke doubted that the Chiss would abandon their most basi ¢ tenet—the prohibition against
attacking first. Thelaw had stood for a thousand years, and Thrawn—the Chiss Grand Admira who had
nearly defeated the New Republic single-handedly—had been exiled from the Ascendancy for violating
it.

To Luke, therewas only onelogical conclusion. The Colony had brought this conflict on itself—or
Raynar had.

Just the thought of what Raynar had become filled Luke with guilt and sorrow. The Myrkr mission had
cost his nephew Anakin and six other young Jedi their lives, and Raynar had suffered horribly, alone and
with no reasonable hope of rescue. Could he be blamed for becoming the entity that he was now?

“Itwaswar,” Marasad softly from the pilot’ s seat. She glanced up at the activation reticlein the
canopy, then looked at L uke in the section that mirrored over. *Y ou’ re not responsible for what
happened. Billions of good people werelogt.”

“I know that,” Luke said. The blue star was completely hidden behind Qoribu’s dark side now, and the
ydlow ring system looked as though it encircled aghost planet. “But Raynar isn't lost. | may be ableto
bring Raynar back.”

“You dream big, Skywaker,” Marasaid, shaking her head. “But it’s not going to happen thistime. For
better or worse, Raynar is entwined with the Colony. | doubt that theycan be separated.”



“You're probably right,” Luke said. “ But something here fedlswrong.”
“Definewrong,” Maraordered. “ Something to do with Raynar?’
“Maybe. It frightens me when Jedi become emperors.”

“The gdlaxy had abad experience with that,” Maraadmitted. “But Raynar is hardly another Palpatine.
He seems very concerned about his, uh, people.”

“For now,” Luke said. “But how long before power becomes the end instead of the means?’

“Soit’'syour jobto setit right?” Maraasked. “We have enough to worry about in the Galactic
Alliance”

“The gdaxy islarger than the Galactic Alliance.”
“And the Jedi can’'t be responsiblefor al of it,” Mararetorted.

Therewas along silence while they continued the discussion on adeeper, more intimate level, wrapping
themsalves around the other’ s viewpoint, trying to understand completely, but aso searching for away to
consolidate what seemed to be opposing opinions. Such moments were one of the secret buttresses of
their marriage. They understood how they fit together, how each had strengths and insights that
complemented the weaknesses and blind spots of the other, and they had learned early in their
relationship—during adesperate, three-day hike fleeing Imperidsin avornskyr-filled forest—that their
future dways looked brighter when they relied on each other.

But this time there seemed no way to reconcile their concerns. Jedi resources were aready stretched too
thin to try separating Raynar from the Colony, even if Luke could convince the rest of the council that it
wastheright thing to do. Y et he could not escape the feeling that something important had fallen out of
balance; that his Jedi Knights were busy plugging vac holeswhile their ship flew down ablack hole.

“Lifewasalot smpler when we could just draw alightsaber and cut the bad guy downto size” Luke
sad.

Marasmiled. “ Simpler—not necessarily easier.”

They were close enough to Qoribu now that its moons had begun to resolve into colored shapes, from
twinkling yellow specksto creamy fist-sized disks. Luke counted twenty-five different satellites
glimmering in the penumbral graynessto either Sde of the gas giant’s murky face, and the navigation
display reveded another thirty hidden in the complete darkness of umbra.

Luke reached out in the Force. A diffuseinsect presence blanketed six different moons, al currently
clustered together near the penumbra s outer edge. Jaina and most of the other Jedi scemedtobeon a
moon near the center of the group, and—to his great relief—they exhibited only ahint of the Joiner
double presence. But Lowbaccawas floating alittle behind the group, just inside Qoribu’ s pitch-black
umbra, frightened and alone amid amass of Chiss presences.

One of the Jedi in the main group stirred beneath Luke s Force-touch, then extended awelcoming
embrace.



L uke recognized Jacen’ s presence, but before he could respond with his own fegling of warmth, his
nephew’ s voice sounded inside his head.

Hurry.

Jacen seemed more concerned than alarmed, and L uke had the clear impression that things were about
to get crazy. Heraised a hand to point toward the moon with their Jedi, but Marawas aready swinging
theShadow’ s nose toward it. He would have liked to open ahailing channel and raise Jaina.on the comm,
but there were certain to be Ascendancy listening posts dl over the system—and the less the Chiss knew
about who was approaching, the better.

“Faster.” Saba s voice came over avessa-to-vessd tight-beam channel that would be difficult for the
Chissto intercept; she was aboard theXR808g serving as Juun’ s copilot until Tarfang recovered. “It fedz
like our Jedi Knightz are preparing a battle rage.”

“You heard him, too?’ Luke asked. “ Jacen?”’

“Yes” Sabd sbreathing began to grow heavy and deliberate. “1t felt like they were about to go crazy.
They must have found agrest evil, or Tesar would never awaken the Hungry One.”

“The Hungry One?’ Maraechoed. “Takeit easy, Saba. | don’'t thinkcrazy meansthe samething to
humans asto Barabels.”

Saba s breathing dowed. “No?’

“It just means unpredictable,” Luke said, amazed a how little hestill understood Barabels. “A hit out of
control.”

“Unpredictable?’ Saba svoice returned to normd. “What ardlief. This one does not like to set her mind
adde”

Grimacing at the thought of a Barabel robbed of dl restraint, Luke brought up atactical display and
found atrio of frigates drifting in unpowered orbit near Lowbacca s presence. They were being tended
by aswarm of rescue craft, with ashield of clawcraft fighters hovering between them and the
Killik-occupied moons. Hoeating just above the ring system were several massve chunks of flotsam that
gave Luke avery bad feding.

“Artoo, give me acompostion analysis on that debrisin the middle of the Chisstask force.”

R2-D2 tweseted an listless acknowledgment, and amoment later the analysis appeared in an inset on
Luke' s screen. The flotsam was metalic, irregular, and mostly hollow. Starship pieces.

L uke started to comment that there had been a battle, but stopped when he heard apair of small feet
dapping onto the flight deck behind him.

“Hurry!” Ben cried from the door. “ Jacen needs us!”

Luke turned to find his son charging forward in his night tunic, hisred hair till pillow-mussed and his
eyes bleary with deep.

Luke opened hisarms. “Y ou heard Jacen?’



Nanna clomped onto the deck behind him. *1 gpologize. He woke and jumped up before | could get to
him.” She extended her hand, saying to Ben, “ Come back to bed. It was only adream.”

L uke motioned her to wait. “It wasn't.” He hoisted Ben onto hisknee. “We heard Jacen, too.”
Ben's mouth dropped open. “ Y ou did?’

“Yes” Luke answered. “ Through the Force.”

Thisbrought aflash of darm to Ben'seyes.

“It'sokay, Ben,” Marasaid in asoothing voice. “ There’ s nothing to be scared of. Y ou touched the
Force dl thetime, when you were younger.”

“During thewar, | know.” Ben stretched his arms toward Nanna. “1 wanna go back to bed.”
Lukedidn't lift him toward the droid. “Y ou’ re sure? We re coming up on Qoribu now.”

Ben'sfacelit briefly in delight when he glanced forward, but he quickly turned back to Nanna. “1’m ill
tired.”

“Redly?’ Luke frowned inside, but passed Ben to the droid. “We Il wake you when we see Jacen and
Jana”

“Okay.” Ben buried his cheek on Nanna s synthflesh shoulder and looked away.
After the droid had taken him off the flight deck, Luke said, “He safraid of it.”

“Clearly.” Mara s voice was sharp, but Luke sensed it was only because she was worried about Ben.
“Maybe he thinks the Force iswhy his cousin and so many other Jedi died?’

“Maybe,” Luke said. “It would be nice to have areason we understood.”
“But you don’'t think that’sit.”

“I guessnot,” Luke said. “When it comesto anything else, he' sjust too adventurous and confident,
sometimes even reckless.”

Noting that theFalcon was dready drifting into a standard defengve formation while Juun’ SXR808g
continued to speed ahead, L uke opened atight-beam channel to both vessels.

“Not so fast, Exxer” hesad. “Until we know what that battle was about—"

“There was a battle?” Juun gasped.

“Check your readouts,” Han commed from theFal con. When he received only dead silencein response,
he added, “Y oudo have the standard reconnai ssance suite?”

“We havetwo pairz of dectrobinocularz,” Sabainformed them, acting astheXR808g'’ s copilot. “And
only oneof usissmall enough to usethem.”



As Han chided the Sullustan for thislack, Marasaid to Luke, “Heads up. What' sthat?’

Luke checked histacticd display and found atorrent of Killik dartships streaming out of Qoribu’s
shadow. Frowning because he had not sensed any nestsin that area, he turned to ask R2-D2 to
double-check the readings—and found the little droid leaning againgt hisinterface arm, dowly twisting the
information buffer back and forth in the socket. Alarmed at how the droid seemed to be deteriorating,
Luke promised himself that he would schedule some maintenance time and looked out the forward
viewport instead.

It took only amoment to see the sensors were not mistaken. An elongated ovd of tiny white flecks was
pouring into the gray shadows of the planet’ s penumbra, moving to position itself in front of the Six moons
where Lukehad sensed Killiks.

“Thisisn't gandard procedure,” Juun said. TheXR808g continued toward the Killik moons. “ They must
be nervous because of the battle.”

“Then what are you doing?’ Han asked. “ Shouldn’t we dow down?’

“The sooner they see us, the better,” Juun said. “ Once they redize we re only flying transports, they’ Il
return to their usud routine. Insects are very advanced. They adways follow standard procedure.”

Lukewasn't so sure. He reached out to the dartships and sensed . . . nothing definite, only the same
vague uneasiness that he had felt before the tower collapsed on Y oggoy. He knew that Marafdt it, too.

“Captain Juun, | think you should come back,” Luke commed. “We can’'t fed those pilotsin the Force.”

“Y ou place too much faith in your ancient sorcery, Magter Skywalker,” Juun said. “InRunning the
Blockade: Escape from Yavin, Captain Solo clearly illustrated the vaue of a confident approach.”

“What'd | tell you about those history vids?’ Han warned. “ The Forceisn't just some hokey religion.
Thisstuff works”

“So does procedure, Captain Solo,” Juun said. “ That’ swhy you' re paying me the big credits. Let medo
my job.”

The dartships continued to stream out of the umbra, gathering in awall of swirling, flickering orange
between them and the Killik moons. TheXR808gaccel erated.

“Captain Juun, | think you should reconsider.” Though L uke spoke more forcefully, he ressted the
temptation to tell Saba to take control of theXR808g. The Jedi may have developed aruthless streak
during the war, but they ill stopped short of fomenting mutiny. “ After the attack on Y oggoy—"
“What attack?’ Juun asked.

“The building collapse,” Sabarasped.

“But that was determined to be an accident.”

“Not by us, it wasn't,” Han answered.



TheXR808g' s running lights began to flash in ancient blink code. L uke looked to hisdisplay, but instead
of the trandation he had expected, he found only the blip-storm of gpproaching dartships.

“Artoo!”

R2-D2 emitted a surprised clunk, then trilled a short question.

“TheExxer’ s blink code, that’swhat!” Luke said. “How about atrandation?’
R2-D2 droned wearily, and the trand ation began to scroll across the screen.

Thisisthe XR808g, flagship of JuunTaar Commercid, withtwo sister ships bearing suppliesfor the Jedi
warriors. Please sgnd your intention to provide safe escort.

“JuunTaar Commercid?’ Han complained over the comm.” Flagship? | didn’t think Sullustanshad that
muchimegination.”

L uke looked back to R2-D2. “Any answer from the Killiks?’
R2-D2 tweeted a sharp no.

The dartships began to stream toward theXR808g, bleeding a swath of orange rocket flame through
Qoribu’ s shadow.

“Juun, get out of there now!” Han's voice made the comm speakers pop. “Timeto cutand run.. . . or
you'refired!”

Juun was aready swinging around, but the dartships put on aburst of speed and shot acrossthe last few
kilometersin an eye-blink, engulfing theXR808g in awhirling cloud of rocket light and splinter-shaped
hulls. Luke felt a sudden spike of Sullustan fear and Barabel anger, then bursts of slver light began to
erupt around the transport.

Juun’ svoice came over the S-thread emergency channd. “Urgent, urgent.” Hisvoice wasterrified but
seady. “Thisis Captain Jae Juun of theXR-eight-oh-eight-g requesting immediate assstance. We are
under attack just off Qoribu in the Gyuel system, coordinates—"

“Enough procedure, dready!” Han said over the norma comm. “Weknow the Stuation.”

“Copy,” Juun said. The channel crackled astheXR808g' s shiddsfdll, then the comm erupted into a
Steady, deep rumble. “Uh, wejust lost our drives. Request plan update.”

“I'll bethereinaminute,” Han commed. “ Just St tight.”

“Cop—"

The sgnd disintegrated into a series of loud bangs, and theFalcon started forward.
“WEe | take thisone, Shadow,” Leiacommed. “Hang here and cover our stern.”

“Why don’t you coverour stern?’ Mara suggested. “Y ou' re better armed.”



“Because theShadow hasyacht -class drive units,” Han said. “If you latch onto that transport, it'll take
you aweek to get moving.”

“You have usthere” Maraadmitted.

TheXR808g” s blaster cannons began to fire indiscriminately, blowing whole swaths clear of dartships,
and the anger that Saba had been pouring into the battle-meld turned to hunt-glee.

“We'regoingin,” Leiacommed. “ Just keep your ion drives hot. We may have to scoot out of hereina
hurry.”

“Copy.” Lukewas just asworried about Han and Leia as he was about Juun and Saba. TheFalcon
packed a powerful punch and boasted military-grade shields, but her legendary speed would not be
availableif shewas dragging along atransport dmost aslarge as she was. “Just be asfast asyou can.”
“Check that,” Marasaid. “I think you' re scaring them off.”

Luke glanced at histactica display and saw that the dartships were swinging away from theXR808g,
leaving theFal con a clear path to rescue Juun and Tarfang.

“Maybe those guysaren’'t ashomicida aswe thought,” Luke said. “ Could this be acommunications
problem?’

“It was't acommunications problem when that tower fell,” Marasaid. “And | don't like the way those
dartship pilotsfed.”

“Shadowy,” Luke agreed. “Likethey’re hiding in the Force.”

The dartships hooked around and began a ferocious acceleration on a course opposite theFalcon’s,
back toward the pitch blackness of Qoribu’sumbra

“They'resureinahurry,” Luke said.

He switched scales, searching for any sign that the Chisswere moving againgt the Killiks, or the Killiks
gathering for an assault on the Chiss. Everything looked quiet on both fronts. The dartship swarm split
into two groups, one accelerating at twice the rate of the other.

“I didn’t know methane rockets could provide so much thrust,” Mara said. “None of this makes sense.”

R2-D2 beeped, then scrolled amessage across their displays.

These Killiksare flying hydrogen rockets.

By thetimetheFalcon’s tractor beam had caught hold of theXR808g, a two-kilometer gap had opened
between the two sets of dartships. The swarms continued to accelerate toward the planet’ s umbra until
the faster one was past theShadow, thenboth groups pivoted around and came shooting back for aflank
attack.

“Look sharp!” Lukewarned. “ They’ re coming back for us.”

“See‘em,” Leiareplied coolly. “Thanks.”



TheFalcon began to accelerate, but hardly with her usual speed. She was dragging theXR808g aong,
drawing it in dowly because the two transports were so close in size. Working any faster, Luke knew,

meant risking the tractor beam’ s gragp—or smashing the derdlict into theFal con.
The dartships continued to close, and it quickly grew apparent theFalcon could not outrun them without
setting theXRB808g adrift. Luke started to suggest that they let Juun and Saba go EV so theShadow could

pick them up on the way past, but the dow swarm suddenly stopped and began to form awall between
theShadow and theFalcon. The second, faster swarm continued to pursue theShadow from behind.

“Thisdoesn’'t look good,” Marasaid. “ Artoo, start plotting escape vectors.”

The droid tweedled an acknowledgment and went to work.

“They drew usin,” Marasaid. “I’'m ashamed.”
“They’regoing to alot of troubleto get us,” Luke said. “What | want to know iswhy.”

That was the question he held in hismind as he reached for Jacen and Jainaiin the Force. Raynar had
been unwilling—or unable—to discussthe Y oggoy attack honestly, but Luke felt sure his niece and
nephew would prove much more open.

Inreply, he received only an impression of confusion.
“Same story ason Y oggoy,” Maraobserved. “Nobody knows anything.”

R2-D2 tweeted an announcement. TheShadow lacked enough current velocity to escape unscathed. No
matter which way they turned, the fast swarm would have a thirty-second window of attack—and that

assumed theShadow suffered no damage to her drive units.

Nanna s voice came over the intercom. “ Shdll | take Ben to the docking bay?’

“Not yet,” Marasaid.
“I redly think you should take Ben and flee in the StedlthX,
Master Skywalker,” the droid inssted. “TheShadow’ s odds of surviva are—"

“Certain,” Maragrowled. Her gaze did across the mirrored canopy toward Luke. “Right?’

“Right,” Luke said. They had rehearsed just this Situation many times. “We refine.”

Closing hismind to externd distractions, Luke began afocusing exercise, breathing in through his nose,
filling hisbelly digphragm with ar, then exhding dowly out his mouth. He barely fdt theShadow shudder
asthefirst dartships began to pdt her shieldswith balls of primitive chemica explosives, and when Han's

voice came over the comm, he heard the words only with hisears.
“Uh, why aren’t you on an escape vector? Is Artoo on the blink again?’

“Negativethat,” Maraanswered. She lowered theShadow’ s blaster cannon and began to fire
indiscriminatdly into the cloud of swirling dartships. “We re okay.”



“You don't look okay,” Han said. “We Il cut theExxer loose and circle back to—"

“Negative!” Mara snapped. “Y ou do that, we' | never get free of these pests. Keep going—and don't
look back. Luke hasatrick up hisdeeve.”

“Copy.” It was Leiathistime. “If you're sure.”

“We'resure.” Mara closed the channel, then—as theShadow’ s shuddering worsened—added, “I
think.”

Lukewas sure. By then, he had opened himsdlf wide to the Force, and it was pouring in from al sides,
filling him with amaegl strom of power, imbuing hiswhole body with itsenergy.

A bang sounded back in the engineering bay as a power circuit overloaded, then the lights dimmed as
R2-D2 redistributed shield power. Luke felt asurge of anxiety from Mara, but pushed it to one side so
he could concentrate on the task at hand. He formed an imaginary picture of theShadow’ s exterior, then
expanded it into the Force, moving it from hismind out into the cockpit.

Maraturned around and inspected the image carefully, then said, “Looks good.”

L uke continued to enlarge theimage, extending it into every corner of the vessd, taking histimeto
absorb the attributes that made up theShadow’ s sensor signature. He began to grow tired, but ignored
hisfatigue and expanded theillusion until it covered the entire ship like animaginary skin.

Another bang sounded in the engineering bay. Thistime, before R2-D2 could redistribute power, the
sound was followed by the muffled thuds of severd hull hits. Mara hit the crash dert, closing dl artight
doors and activating the pressure stop-loss systems, then spoke over the intercom.

“Nanna, get Beninto hisvac suit.”

“I’ve dready donethat,” the droid responded. “We' re waiting at our evacuation station now. Perhaps
you should come—"

“Nanna, you short-circuit!” Ben'svoice said. “We'refine. Dad said so!”

Trying not to be distracted by his son—or by the steadily growing shudder of the barrage of dartship
attacks—L uke brought to mind another image of theShadow, thistime with ablack, star-speckled
veneer that resembled the emptiness of deep space. Ingtead of absorbing the ship’s sensor signature,
however, he blanketed it with alayer of cold emptiness.

Oncetheillusory skinswerein place, he carefully adjusted them, drawing the masking image tight against
the hull here, pushing the counterfeit out alittle there. The effort of maintaining both illusions began to
deplete the energy running through him, so Luke opened himself up completely, using hisfear for Ben's
life, hisanger at theinsects that were threatening it, to draw more Forceinto himsalf. Every centimeter of
his body began to nettlewith its ting, and afaint auraarose from his skin.

A third bang sounded from the engineering bay.

“How about that decoy, Skywaker?” Maraasked. “Our shieds can't take—"



Luke rdeased the outer skin. “ Go!”

Mara shoved the throttles to overload, then, half asecond later, shut down the drives. TheShadow did
out of her double and—still masked by the dark veneer Luke had constructed— glided quietly away
from the Forceillusion.

The shuddering stopped. L uke continued to maintain both illusions, the Force pouring through him like
fire, burning more fiercely every moment. He was drawing more energy than his body was conditioned to
endure, literdly burning himself up from theinside. It was not redlly adark side act—to amodern Jedi,
the dark side was more a matter of intent than deed—buit it felt that way to him. According to Mara, this
was what happened to Palpatine, and Luke believed her. He could fed himsdf aging—hiscells
weekening, the membranes growing thin and the cytoplasm smmering, the nuclel coming gpart.

Theair around him began to crackle with Satic.
R2-D2 extended afire extinguisher and started toward Luke, squedling in darm.
“It' sokay, Artoo!” Marasaid. “He knows how far to push it. HE' snot going to ignite.”

I hope, she added silently.

On Luke stacticd display, theillusionary Shadow —the real one was not visible even to her own
sensors—was dowly drifting toward the bottom of the screen, still surrounded by acloud of attacking
dartships. A smdl inset was counting down the seconds remaining until the Force-cloakedShadow would
be far enough from the dartshipsto restart the drives and flee. The way Luke was hurting, thirty seconds
seemed like an eternity.

“WE re bringing Juun and Saba aboard now,” Leiacommed. Her voice wasfilled with the concern that
Lukefdt inthe Force. “Do you need help?’

They could not answer for fear that the dartships would notice the comm waves and discover the
Shadow' s true position. Instead, Marareached out to Leiathrough the Force, trying to assure her that
everything was fine. Though the message would have been clearer coming from Luke, hisbody was
garting to tremble and spark, and he needed dl his concentration just to fight his exhaustion.

TheXR808g began to drift away from theFalcon on the tactical display, and the Solos started a

sweeping turn back toward the “battle.” Luke felt Mara protesting through the Force, but theFalcon only
began to pick up speed. Leiawas angry with them for trying to be heroes; the situation wasn' tthat bad.

“Stang!” Maracursed. “ That—"

“Moommmm!” Ben called, peeking around the corner. He wasin hisvac suit, with the helmet visor
open. “Dad says we' re not supposed to saystang.”

“Your father’ sright,” Marasaid. “ Aren’t you supposed to be at your evacuation station with Nanna?’

“We were, but then the shuddering stopped and . . .” Ben' s gaze drifted over to Luke' s glowing,
anguished form, and his eyes bulged with horror. “What' s wrong with Dad?’

“Nothing. I'll explainlater.” Mara activated the intercom. “Nanna—"



The droid appeared behind Ben. “Master Ben!” She swept him up and retreated aft. “ The drill isnever
over until we hear the all-clear.”

Luke sskinfdt asdry asaTatooine lake, and tiny haloes of golden light were starting to appear around
hisfingertips TheFalcon was on astraight heading and accelerating toward the dartships. Theinset on
the tactical display showed three seconds, two. . .

Mara brought the sublight drives back online. Luke let theillusions drop and dumped into hischair, his
skin prickling and his hair standing on end asthe last of the Force energy |eft hisbody.

Han' s voice cameimmediately over the comm. “What the blazes?” TheFalcon made ahard turn away
from the confused dartships. “Did you just tdle—"

“Didn’'t | tell you not to look back?” Maraasked, her voice ill that of areproving mother. “Now fall in
behind us and stay there.”

“Uh, sure.” Han sounded more confused by her tone than he had been by the sudden changein the
Shadow' s location. “Whatever you say.”

The comm went silent, and Maralet out abreath. “Chubba. Don’'t tell me | just talked to Han like he
wasa—"

“It'sokay,” Luke assured her. “ At heart, he' sjust an overgrown kid anyway.”
She activated amirror section and looked back at him. “How’ re you feding?’

“Like| grabbed apowerfeed,” he said. “Why isthat so much harder than pushing a Star Destroyer
around?’

Marasmiled. “ Just don't make amess on my flight deck.”

Fedling in danger of doing just that, L uke started to rise— then caught aglimpse of himsdf inthe
mirrored section of canopy. His face was puffy and wrinkled, his skin salow and dry, his eyes sunken
and baggy and rimmed in red. He was starting to look like Palpatine.

Not by haf,Maraassured him through the Force.

“But get somerest,” shesaid doud. “If you push that stuff too hard, there’ sno telling what might
hmw].”

FIFTEEN



THE AWOL JEDI STOOD WAITING infront of their makeshift squadron, asmal eyeof cdmina
frenetic orm of insect activity. The Knightswere still wearing their rumpled flight suits, staring at the
Shadow andFalcon asthey landed. Tesar and Zekk had the good grace to wear guilty expressions as
well, but Jainaand Alemamerdly looked defiant. Jacen and Tahiri betrayed no emotion at al.

Maratook her time closing down the ship’s systems, dlowing their suspense to build—and giving hersdlf
afew momentsto search the cavernous hangar for any hint of danger in the Force. There was no chance
that Jaina.or any of the others had been involved in the assault on theShadow, butsomeone had attacked
her family—and that someone had certainlylooked like Killiks. Unlike Luke, she was utterly convinced
that Raynar Thul would do anything he thought necessary to keep Jainaand the othersin the
Colony—even if that meant ambushing hisold friends.

Findly, when she could not find even ahint of danger, Marajoined the othersin theShadow’ s man
cabin. Despite atwenty-minute rest trance, Luke still looked like an escapee from a spice mine, with
sallow skin and red-rimmed eyes. Ben was bright-eyed and eager to meet his cousins. He kept looking
from hisfather to the door.

Maratook his hand from Nanna. “Ben, you understand that we have important business with Jainaand
the others, don’t you?’

“I’'m not a Gamorrean, Mom,” he said. “1 know we wouldn’t come al theway out hereif it was
unimportant busness”

“Good. You can say hello to your cousins, but then Nannawill take you to stay with Cakhmaim and
Meawah ontheFalcon.” Shelooked to Nanna. “ Ask them to lock down the ship— | don't careif it
does offend the Killiks”

“| was about to suggest the same thing mysdlf,” Nannareplied.

Mara nodded, then opened the boarding hatch to the cloying, fud-laced mugginess of the big hangar.
Ben was off like a blagter balt, racing down the stairs and throwing himself into Jaina’ sarms. She laughed
and gave him awarm hug.

“Niceto seeyou, too, Ben,” Jainasaid. She stepped back and ran an appraising eye over him. “You've
grown.”

“It' sbeen awhole year.” He smiled mischievoudy, then added, “Boy, are you guysin trouble!”

Mara, who was il only hafway down the stairs, cringed inwardly, but Jainaonly smiled.

“l imaginewe are.”

“Wall, | hopethey don't take away your lightsaber or anything.”

This caused Jaina s eyesto flash, but Ben didn’t seem to notice. He turned to Jacen, who had matured

into a handsome man with athick beard and brooding brown eyes, and seemed unable to decide what he
should do next.



Jacen smiled and extended his hand. “Hello, Ben. I'm your cousin Jacen.”

“I know you.” Ben took the hand and shook it. “Y ou went away when | wastwo. Did you find it?’
The question puzzled Jacen lessthan it did Mara. “ Some of it,” Jacen answered.

Ben'sfacefdl. “ So you' re going back?’

“No.” Jacen’ stone changed to that of a person addressing an equal. “What | haven’t found, | doulbt |
ever will.”

Ben nodded sagely, then glanced toward theFalcon, only now lowering her boarding ramp. “I haveto
go, but we can tak later.”

“Yes” Jacen said. “I'll look forward to that.”

Ben took Nanna' s hand and started toward theFal con, leaving nothing but an avkward silence between
Maraand the AWOL Jedi. Though Luke wasthe informal leader of the Jed Order, they had decided
that she would be the one to confront them and put them on the defensive. That would leave Lukefreeto
assume the role of judge, mentor, or friend—whatever was needed.

Mara stopped afew steps away and studied the young Jedi Knightsin silence, meeting each of their
unblinking gazesin turn, trying to gauge their moods but finding only the unreadable durasted of veteran
killers. She did not recall when they had grown so hard. The Y uuzhan Vong had come, and it seemed to
Marathat they had gone amost overnight from being teenage Jedi-in-training to seasoned warriors. After
what they had seen in battle—after what they haddone —it seemed ludicrousto think of them being “in
trouble”

Jainatolerated the scrutiny for only afew seconds, then stepped forward to give Mara atentative hug.
“Thisisasurprise”

“I'msaure” Lelasad, arriving from theFal con with Han, C-3PO, and Saba. “Raynar didn’'t makeit easy
for ustofind you.”

The glance of slent thanksthat Leiaflashed to Jacen did not go unnoticed by Jaina or the others, but
Mara saw no sign that anyone seemed upset by it.

“Raynar isafraid you'll try to take usback.” Tahiri Velasaid. Over the lat five years, she had matured
into asinewy blond woman—so much so that Maramight not have recognized her, if not for her bare
feet and the three vertica scarsthe Y uuzhan Vong had |eft on her forehead. “ And isn't that why you' ve
come?’

“It' sgood to see'you, too, kid,” Han taunted. “What do you say we let Luke answer that and just say
hdlo?’

Tahiri’ sface melted into an expression of joy and chagrin. “ Sorry—we were kind of in the middle of
something.” She opened her arms and went to Han, giving him abig, Wookiee-style hug. “It isgood to
seeyou, Han.”

When she started rubbing her arms across his back, Han shuddered and |ooked vaguely nauseated.
Tahiri released him with agrin and embraced Lelaaswell, and the awkwardness finally faded between



the two generations of Jedi. Han and Leia hugged Jacen and Jainalong and hard, fondly telling them both
they had alot of explaining to do and making them promise to do so later aboard theFalcon. Then the
group exchanged greetings dl around, and when they were done, Jainaquickly seized theinitiative again.
“So whatare you doing here? Without us, | didn’t think the council would haveany Jedi to. . .”

The sentencetrailed off as her eyes drifted back to Luke sweary face, and her expression changed to
one of dismay and fear.

“What'swrong?’ she asked. “Areyou Sick?’

“I'm fine—just alittleworn,” Luke said. “We cameto, urn,talk about what’s going on here.”

Jaind srelief was obvious—as was that of her companions. Only Jacen’ s expression did not
change—and he had seemed unconcerned in the firgt place. He had been gonefive years, and till he
seemed less surprised than anyone by Luke' stemporary appearance.

Though Marawas being careful not to stare, Jacen gave her asmall smile, letting her know that he had
sensed her scrutiny. There was nothing menacing in the gesture, but it sent acold prickle down her spine.
AsPdpdine's N, her life had often depended on her ability to hide her thoughts—both physically
and inthe Force. Y et Jacen had sensed her attention casudly, the way he might have caught ayoung
womean sudying him from &far.

Mara pretended not to notice and kept her gaze riveted on Jaina. “Y ou’ ve let down the entire order,”
she said, ddiberately forcing the younger Jedi to try to excuse their actions. “Losing one of you would
have been bad enough, but there’ s no way we could fill the holes|eft by dl five of you.”

AsMarahad expected, Jainawould not be intimidated. “ Then how could the order sparefour Jedi to
come ‘talk’ to us?’

“The council felt the Situation warranted it,” Luke said. “ And now the order is shortnine Jedi.”
“Situation, Master Skywaker?” Tesar rasped.  Has something happened?’

“Youfirgt,” Marademanded. Thiswas not the way the council normally dealt with its Jedi Knights, but
she did not wantthis group taking advantage of Luke' s patience—or hisregret over the outcome of the
Myrkr misson. “What, exactly, are youdoing here?’

Jainaand the others shared amoment of silent communion, then, to everyone' s surprise, AlemaRar
stepped forward.

“We'retrying to prevent awar,” shesaid. “Isn’t that what Jedi are supposed to do?’
Lukewould not be baited into making thisadiscussion. “Go on.”

Zekk spoke next. “Y ou know about the call we'd al been feding. . .”

L uke nodded.

And Tahiri continued, “It was't something we could ignore, especidly at thelast.”



“Wehad to come,” Tesar rasped. He looked to his mother. “1t was like the Mating Call. We could think
of nothing dse until it was answered.”

They stopped, asif that had answered the question.
“That explanswhy you came,” Leiasaid. “It does't explain what you redoing.”

A chest-high Killik with agreen thorax and tiny wings came over and brushed Jaina sarm with an
antenna, then thrummed something with its chest.

“She saysthe StedlthXs are fed and rested,” C-3PO trandated proudly.

“Fuded and armed,” Jaina corrected. Sheran her arm down the Killik’ s antenna, then said to it,
“Thanks. WE |l beleaving shortly.”

“Lowiehadto go EV” Zekk explained. “WEe re getting ready to bring him back.”

“With shadow bombs?’ Mara asked. She pointed to arack of proton torpedoes being dragged away
from the StedlthXs by severd Killiks. Even from ten meters away, it was gpparent that the propellant
charges had been replaced with packed baradium. “ That’ s not exactly rescue equipment.”

“Wemight need to creste alittle diversion,” Alemaadmitted.

“No kidding?' Han scoffed. “Y ou mean to get past al those Chiss?’

“Nobody’ s going anywhere.” Maradirected thisto Jaina. “Not until we have some answers. Thingsare
too far out of control.”

Jaina sface grew hard. “I’m sorry, but I’m not leaving Lowie out there another minute—"

“Lowbacca has dropped into a Force-hibernation,” Luke interrupted. His eyeswere half closed, hischin
rased. “ He' s safefor now.”

Jaina scowled and |ooked as though she wanted to argue, but she knew better than to doubt her uncle's
word.

“The sooner we get those answers, kid, the sooner we get to Lowbacca,” Han said.

Jaina and the others exchanged a few tense looks, then she nodded. “Fine. Y ou want to see what thisis
about, comewith us”

Sheled the way deeper into the hangar cavern, past rack after rack of dartship berths. Stacked a
saggering fifteen berths high, they were strewn with fueling lines and swarming with Killik technicians.
Their technology was unsophigticated, but the insects were incredibly efficient, working adozen at atime
in cramped spaces that would have had just two human technicians throwing hydrospanners at each
other. Thefud-tinged air was permesated by alow, rhythmic rumble that sounded like machinery, but
Mara soon redized it was coming from the creatures themselves.

Sheturned to Tahiri, who was walking beside her, and asked, “ That sound . . . arethey singing?’

It was Alema—walking at Luke' s Ssde—who answered. “1t' smore like humming.”



“They do it when they concentrate,” Tesar added. “ The harder they work, the louder it growz.”
“It' stheir part in the Song of the Universe,” Tahiri explained.

“Doesn’'t sound like any songl’ ve ever heard,” Han said from a step ahead of Mara. “In fact, I've heard
more rhythm in a bantha stampede.”

“That' s because you can't hear the whole song,” Zekk explained helpfully. “ Only insect species heer it
al”

“Yeah?’" Han scowled and turned to Jacen. “ Canyou hear it?’

“No.” Jacen flashed an imitation of Han’ sroguish smile. “Then again, I’ ve only been here about a
month.”

“Relax, Dad,” Jainacdled from the front of the group. “We don't heer it, either.”

Han let out an audible sigh of relief, then Jaina suddenly stepped into an empty berth and ducked down a
waxy passage that led out the back.

C-3PO stopped outside the berth. “That doesn’t look like a proper corridor, Mistress Jaina.”

“Y ou could always stay here, Threepio,” Han said, watching six Killik workers carry adamaged
dartship past. “I’ll bet these guys are dways|ooking for spare parts.”

“I wasjust commenting, Captain Solo.”

C-3PO dropped into an awkward crouch that was haf squat and half hunch, and they dl followed Jaina
into the passage.

“Sorry about this,” Zekk said from behind Mara. “ They weren't thinking of larger specieswhen they dug
thesetunnels”

“No problem. We're not that old.” Marawas bent over nearly double, so Zekk had to be crawling on
dl fours. “Where are we going?’

“You'll se¢” hesad. “We readmost there”

The Force ahead grew heavy with pain and fear, and the humid air began to smell of blood, burns, and
bacta. A moment later, they emerged into alarge oblong chamber lined by hundreds of hexagond wall
bunks. In the open areas of the room, hand-sized Killik hedlers were swarming over casuaties from both
Sdes, spitting antiseptic salivainto their wounds, spinning sk sedlant into cracked chitin, dipping tiny
pincersinto torso puncturesto pull shrapne from interna organs. Low purrs of gratitude reverberated
from the chest plates of the insect patients, but the Chiss—those who were still conscious—were staring
at the creaturesin horror.

Astherest of the group stepped into the chamber behind Mara, agreen triage nurse rushed over and
brushed its antennae across Jaina s arm, then looked at L uke and thrummed a question.

“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. “ She doesn’'t seem to know what’ s wrong with Master Luke!”



“Nothing’ swrong with him, Taat,” Janasad to theinsect. “We' redl fine. We just wanted to seethe
infirmary.”

The triage nurse stepped closer to Luke and scrutinized him with its bulbous gaze, then clicked its
meandibles doubtfully.

“I'msure” Jainaglanced at Mara. “Right?’

“Oh, yeah,” Marasaid. Even had there been something wrong with him, she would not have trusted the
insectsto fix it—not after what had become of Raynar.

“I'mjust alittle burned out,” Luke assured the Killik.

The nurse spread its antennae in doubt, then scurried off to hold down a screaming Chiss. The patient
did not seem pleased to have three Killik healers rummaging around insde historso.

“They arenot being cruel,” Tesar said. “But the Taat are very soic. They don’t use anesthesia
themsdvez.”

“And when they haveit available for other species, they never get the dosage right,” Jainaadded.
“They’ve decided that it’ sjust faster and safer to do without.”

“I'll bet,” Han said, eyeing the carnage. “Becauseit kind of lookslikethey’ re enjoying it.”
“They'renot,” Zekk assured him. “ The Kind are the most gentle and forgiving species |’ ve ever met.”
“They haveno malice,” Alemaadded. She pointed to anearby bunk, where atrio of Killik nurses clung
to thewadll, hovering over a hdf-conscious Chiss, holding acasted leg in traction. “Once thefighting's
over, they carefor their attackers astheir own. They don't even imprison them.”

“I can't imagine that works very well withChiss,” Leasaid. “What happens when the prisoners attack?”

“Their escortz bring them here for evaluation,” Tesar rasped. “They think other speciez are aggressive
only because they can’t somach pain. So they look for thesource of thepain.. . .”

“Eventudly, the Chissfigureit out and stop attacking,” Tahiri said.

“Y eah, wdll, alittle bug-probing would stopme,” Han said. His gaze wasfixed on aKillik heder, whose
four limbs were straddling a Chissface as it extracted something from the patient’ sred eyeball. “ At least
until 1 could escape this creep show.”

“Dad, the Chissdon’t need toescape,” Janasaid. “They'refreeto leave whenever they like, if they can
findaway.”

Han nodded knowingly. “ There' saways a catch.”
“Always,” Alemaagreed.

“But it snot what you think,” Zekk added.



“The Chisz won't take back their M1Az,” Tesar finished.

“I'm sure)” Marasaid. The young Jedi Knights' habit of talking fast and completing each other’s
thoughts was beginning to make her edgy. It was dmost asif they were sinking into a permanent
battle-meld. “I can’t imagine the Chiss are much for prisoner exchanges.”

“Oh, we're not talking about exchanges,” Jainasaid.

“The Chisswon't take them back atall ,” Tahiri explained.

“Before we got here, they used to stedl transports and try to go back on their own,” Alemasaid. “The
Chissjugt turned them away.”

“How awful for them,” C-3PO said sympathetically. “What happensto prisoners now?’

“A few hitch rides out, then who knows what happensto them,” Jainasaid. “Most end up staying with
the nest.”

Alarm bells began to ring insde Mara s head. She glanced toward the heart of the chamber, where Tekli
and several Chiss medics had set up a makeshift surgical theater beneath the jewel-blue glow of adozen
shine-balls, then looked back to Jaina.

“Doesn’'t that worry you?” Mara asked.

“No,” Zekk said, frowning. “Why should it?’

“Becausethey’'reJoiners,” Han said. “They don't have their own minds.”

“Actudly, they havetwo minds,” Jacen said, spesking for thefirst time since entering theinfirmary. “ They
gill have their own mind, but they share the nest mind aswell.”

Han grimaced, but Marawas relieved. At leastJacen still sounded as though he were considering
matters from outside the Killik perspective. Maybe his odyssey had given him an extraresstance to the
Killik influence. . . or maybe he had just arrived later than the others. Either way, it made him an asset
when dealing with the rest of the Strike team.

After amoment, Han said, “ Y ou' d better not be trying to tell methisisagood thing.”

“It'snot agood thing or abad thing, Dad,” Jacen replied. “It just is. What disturbs you is that the Will of
the nest mind is more powerful than the will of theindividua mind. They appear to lose thelr

independence.”
“Yeah.” Han' seyesflashed to Jainaand the other young Knights. “ That disturbsme. A lot.”

“And it would certainly disturb the Chiss” Leiasad. “They would fed very threatened by anything that
limitstheir slf-determination.”

“That doesn't justify speciecide,” Jaina countered.

“Speciecideisaharsh accusation,” Luke said. The camness of hisvoice, and the fact that he had been
even more quiet than Jacen so far, commanded the attention of the entire group. “It doesn’'t sound like



the Chiss. They have very drict laws regarding aggressi on—especidly outside their own borders.”

“Y ou don’ tknow the Chiss.” Alema svoice wasfull of bitterness. “ They keep Kind prisonersin isolaion
cdlsin afree-drifting prison ship and starve them to death.”

“How canyou know that?’ Lelaasked. “1 can’'t see the Chiss|etting anyone ingpect their prisons.”
“A Chiss Joiner reveded it,” Jacen explained.

“Theprison ships| believe,” Marasaid. “But | can't see the Chiss sarvingany prisoner. Their conduct
codeswouldn’t bend that far.”

“Thedarvationisincidentd,” Jacen said. “The Chissaretrying to feed their prisoners.”
“It can’t bethat hard to figure out what bugs eat,” Han said.

“Not what, Dad—how,” Jacen said. Motioning the group after him, he started toward the infirmary’s
main entrance. “Come on. Thiswhole problem will make more senseif | just show you.”

Jacen led the group into ahuge, wax-lined corridor bustling with Killik workers. Most were bearing
large loads—beautiful jewel-blue shine-balls, multicol ored spheres of wax, wretchedly smal sheaf's of
haf-rotten marr staks. But some carried only asingle smal stone, usudly quite smooth and brightly
colored,and these insects moved dowly, searching for the perfect place to affix their treasure amid the
scattered groupings on thewalls.

“So thisishow they makethe mosaics,” Lelacommented.

“Onepebble at atime,” Jainasaid. “Whenever one of the Killiks comes across a pretty stone, she sops
whatever she' s doing and rushes back to the nest to find the perfect place. It can take days.”

Marawas surprised to hear atone of awe in her niece s voice; normaly, Jainawas too preoccupied
with tactics or readiness drilling to evennotice art.

“She?’ Lelaasked. “ The males don't contribute to the mosaics?’

“Therearen't many males,” Zekk explained.

“And maesonly leave their nest when it’ stime to establish anew one,” Alema added.

The corridor branched, then ended a short time later at the brink of ahuge, sweet-smdlling pit so dimly
lit that Han would have plunged over the edge had Jaina not caught him with the Force and pulled him

back. Maraand the other Jedi had more warning. The Force insde the chamber ached with ahunger so
fiercethat they indinctively hestated at the entrance.

“Thisisthebusiest placein the nest,” Jacen said over the din of clacking mandibles and drumming
chests. “The grub cave.”

AsMard s eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw that the chamber was swarming with Killiks, al
carefully crawling over an expanse of hexagona cdlls. Haf the cells were empty, a handful were sedled
beneath awaxy cover, and the rest contained the thick, squirming bodies of Killik larvae.



Each larvawas being attended by an adult, who was either carefully cleaning its head capsule or feeding
it small pieces of shredded food. Asthe group watched, a nearby larva g ected abrown, sweet-smelling
syrup. The adult grooming it unfurled along, tongue-like proboscis and quickly sucked up the fluid, then
burped and turned to leave the chamber. A new Killik quickly took its place.

“Blast!” Han sounded as though he might imitate the larva. “Don't tell me that was dinner.”
“It'snot that unusual,” Jacen said. He guided them to one sideof the entrance, so they would not impede
the congtant flow of Killiks entering and leaving the nursery. “ There are bees and wasps across the entire

gdaxy that feed thisway. It produces avery stable sociad structure.”

Hanturnedto Leia “Didn't | tell you thiswould happen? We let him have too many weird petswhen he
wasakid.”

“But it does explain why the Chiss captives are arving,” Mara surmised, ignoring Han’ sjoke. “Without
larvae, the prisonerscan't eat.”

“You make it sound like an accident, and it' snot.” Zekk’ s voice was sharp with outrage. “ The Chissare
trying to sarve dl of the Qoribu nestsinto leaving.”

“But they can't leave.” Alemd svoicewas hitter. “ Even if they had someplace to go, each nest would
need avessel the size of a Star Destroyer, and it would take months to prepare. They’ d haveto build a
whole new nest inddethe ship.”

“That' s not the answer, anyway,” Jainasaid. “Thisisn't Chiss space. The Killiks are innocent victims
rHe_”

“Victims, possibly,” Marasaid. She was growing darmed by the whol ehearted naivete with which her
niece and the others appeared to be embracing the Killik cause. “But hardly innocent.”

Jaind s eyesflashed at the chalenge, but her voice remained steady. “Y ou don’t know the Situation. This
sysem—"

“I know that on the way in here, theShadow was jumped by Killiks” Marasaid.
“Thetrouble you had on the way in?’ Jacen asked. “I’ ve been wondering about that.”
“So havewe,” Han said dryly.

“And you think it was Killikz?" Tesar asked.

“We know what adartship lookz like,” Saba said. “But these were better than the craft that met us at
Lizil. These were powered by hydrogen rocketz.”

“Hydrogen?’ Zekk echoed. “That can't beright.”

He exchanged a confused glance with the others, then Jaina explained, “WEe ve been trying to get them
to convert to hydrogen rockets, but they produce the methane themselves.”

“What are you saying?’ Lelademanded. “ That those weren’ Killik dartships attacking theShadow 20r
that we re making thisup?’



Theyoung Jedi Knightsdl looked uncomfortable, then Tahiri findly sad, “We re saying none of this
makes sense. The Kind wouldn't attack you, you wouldn't lie, none of the Kind nests have hydrogen
rockets—"

“And those blast cratersin my hull armor didn’t get there by themselves,” Marafinished. She kept her
gazefixed on Jaina. “ Do you think maybe you' re wrong about these insects?’

Jainamet her gaze squardly. “ That' s just not possible.” She motioned apassing Killik over, then asked,
“Our friends were attacked by a swarm of flying hydrogen rockets. Are any of the nests—"

An earnest thumping began to resonate from the Killik’ s chest.

“She clamsit was the Chiss, pretending to be Kind,” C-3PO trandated. “They’ re trying to make the
Protectors leave.”

“Itwasn’'t Chiss,” Marasad. “| could seethe pilots. They wereinsects.”

TheKillik drummed areply, and C-3PO trandated, “ There are alot of space-faring insectsin the
gaaxy. The Chiss could have hired some.”

“Not very likely,” Lelasad. “The Chissarearrogant . . . ditist.”

“These wereKilliks,” Luke agreed. “We re not mistaken.”

A series of sharp booms reverberated from the Killik’ s chest.

“She asksif there sanything you will believe?’ C-3PO trandated.

“Thetruth,” Maraanswered.

TheKillik rumbled ashort reply, then dropped to al sixes and started down the corridor &t atrot.

“She said she doesn't know the truth,” C-3PO said. “ And she sees no reason to think of one, since you
won't believeit anyway.”

Luke turned to Jaina. “We ve seen enough. Take us back to the hangar.”
“Not yet,” Jainasad. “You ill don't understand—"

“We understand al we need to.” Luke glanced at Maraan Saba, slently asking if the council’s
representatives had reached a consensus. When they both nodded, he took a step back so he could
addressall of the AWOL Jedi. “ The Situation hereis as confused asit isvolatile, and your team haslost
the neutrality required of Jedi Knights. The Masters ask for your return to Coruscant.”

Maracringed inwardly. Like Kyp, Corran, and severa other Masters, she believed the Jedi Order
should command the obedience of its Jedi Knights, rather than “ask” for it. Luke preferred to alow the
Jedi Knightstheir independence, saying that if the Jedi Order could not trust the good judgment of its
members, then the Masterswere failing a their most important job. Being first among equals, LUke's
opinion held sway.



Jainawas quick to seize on the opening, of course. “Isitour neutraity the council isworried about—or
the Gdactic Alliance srelationship with the Chiss?’

“ At the moment, it’ syou we reworried about.” Luke svoice was aswarm asit was firm. “ Any Jedi
should recognize the importance of maintaining good rel ations with the Chiss. The sectorsthey patrol for
us aong the border are theonly onesfree of piracy and smuggling.”

“The Jedi are not servants of the Gdactic Alliance” Alema countered.
“No, wearen't,” Luke agreed.

As he spoke, Killiks were beginning to gather in the corridor, clambering up onto thewalls and celling.
Maradid not sense anything threatening in the Force—it was closer to grim concern, if she was reading
theinsects emotions correctly—but she reached out to Saba and Leia, subtly suggesting they moveto a
more defensible position.

“But apeaceful Gaactic Allianceisthe strongest pillar of apeaceful galaxy,” Luke continued. “And the
Jedido serve peace. If the Recongtruction fails and the Gaactic Alliance snksinto anarchy, so doesthe
gdaxy. The Jedi will havefalled.”

“What happened to defending the weak?” Zekk demanded. “ To sacrificing for the poor?’

“Those are worthy virtues,” Luke said. “But they won't stopthe galaxy from sinking into chaos. They
aren't the duties of aJedi Knight.”

“So we abandon the Killiks for the good of the rehab conglomerates snapping up our part of the
galaxy?’ Jainaasked. “1sn't that how Pa—"

“Don't say it!” Marastepped toward her niece, drawing arustle from the ceiling and wals asthe Killik
spectators shrank back. “It’s bad enough to desert your posts and make us come out here looking for
you. Don’t you dare make that comparison. Some things| won't tolerate even from you, Jaina Solo.”

Jaina s eyeswidened in shock. She sared at Marafor along time, clicking softly in her throat, hovering
between an gpology and an angry retort that everyone present knew would open arift between the two
women that could never be closed again. To his credit, Luke did not intervene. He smply stood quietly,
patiently waiting to see what decision Jainawould make.

Findly, Jaina sface softened. “ That was a thoughtless thing for meto say. | didn’'t mean to suggest that
Uncle Luke was anything like the Emperor.”

Mara decided to take that as an apology. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“And we re not going to abandon the Killiks.” Luke glanced up asthe Killiks thrummed their approval,
then looked to the rest of the strike team. “But I’ m worried about you—all of you.”

“You'velost your objectivity and you' ve taken Sdes,” Mara said, sensing what L uke wanted from her.
“Y ou're openly fighting on the Killiks sde—and that means you have no chance a dl of solving the
problem.”

“Frankly, you're haf Joiners now,” Luke said. “I think you should to return to Coruscant with us at
once. All of you.”



The bitter scent of an darm pheromone filled the air, and the corridor erupted into such a panicked din
of drumming and clacking that Mara s hand went automatically to her lightsaber— and so did the hands
of Leiaand Saba. The color drained from Han' sface, and he casually hooked histhumb in hisbelt above
hisblaster. But Luke' s hands continued to hang at his sides, and the only sign that he showed of hearing
the tumult was the patience he displayed in waiting for it to die down.

When it was possible to hear again, he continued as thoughhe had never been interrupted. “We saw
what became of Raynar, and the order just can’t afford to lose any Jedi Knights right now.”

“What about the Killiks?’ Tahiri asked. “Without us here, the Chisswill have afreerein to—"

“Thisonewill stay,” Sabasaid. “Until Master Skywaker can arrange to speak with Aristocra Tswek,
shewill let the Chisz know the Jedi are dtill watching.”

“Alone?’ Tesar asked.

Saba nodded. “Alone.”

Tesar grinned, then thumped histail on the floor and bumped skullswith his mother. “Good hunting.”
Maralooked to Jaina. “And the rest of you?’

Jainaexhaed loudly, then looked from thefloor to Lela “Y ou' ve been awfully quiet, Mother.”
“I’'mnot aMagter.”

“I know,” Jainasaid. “ So what do you think?’

Leia sbrow rose, and she appeared dmost as shocked as Marafelt. “Y ou' re askingme what to do?’

“Don't look so surprised,” Jainasaid. “1know how you and Dad fedl about the Galactic Alliance.
Y ou' re the only ones here who don’t have an agenda.”

“Oh, | havean agenda.” Lelasmiled. “Y our father and 1did come al the way out here to make sure you
and Jacen are safe.”

Jainarolled her eyes. “Likethat’ s going to happen. Just tell me what you think.”

Leladidn't even hesitate. “Jaing, | think you' re just making the Situation here worse.”

“Worse?' Alemademanded. Her lekku were writhing. “What do you know? Y ou’ ve only been here—"
Jainaglanced at the Twi’lek out of the corner of her eye, and Alemafell silent.

“Thank you,” Lelasaid. “As| was saying, your presenceis aprovoceation to the Chiss. They'reonly
going to press harder, and you'll end up starting awar that might have been averted.”

“Averted?’ Tahiri asked. “How?’

“I don’'t know how—not yet,” Lelaadmitted. “But | can tell you how itwon't be averted: by destroying



Chisstask forces. They'll just start sending bigger flotillas.”

“They dready have”

Jainaturned to her fellowsto discuss the matter—or so Marathought. Instead, they merely looked at
each other for a couple of seconds, then the Killiks suddenly let out asingle disappointed boom and
began to disperse. Tesar, Jacen, and Tahiri started up the corridor.

“Well go,” Tahiri said.

“Sowill Tekli,” Tesar added.

“That'shdf,” Marasad, raisang her brow to Jainaand the remaining two. “What about you three?’

“Wefour,” Jaina corrected. “Y ou forgot to count Lowbacca.”

SIXTEEN

FAR BELOW THEFALCON , the golden expanse of Qoribu’slargest ring swept past, avast river of
gparkling rubble that curved under the purple moon Nrogu and faded into the twilight murkiness of the
planet’sdark side. In the distance, just beyond the ghostly green crescent of the moon Zvbo, the first tiny
darts of Chissefflux weretracing a crazy lacework againgt the star-flecked void.

“WEe re coming into visua range now,” Leiareported. “It looks like the search is spreading. | seeion
trailsto al sdes of the ring—some up to thirty degrees above.”

“Wonderful.” Han' stone was sarcadtic. “ The Chiss are going to bein agreat mood.”

“What leads you to believe that?’ Juun asked. He wasin the port-side passenger’ s seet, annoying Han
by constantly peering over his shoulder. Fortunately, Tarfang had been sent back aboard theShadow,
where Tekli would be ableto tend to hiswounds. “Because they’ re having trouble finding survivorsfrom
ther garship?’

“How’ d you guess?’ Han' s voice was even more sarcastic.

“Procedure,” Juun answered proudly. “ They’ ve increased their search radius, and why would Chiss
search protocols be any different from our own?’

“You'reone smart Sullustan.”



“Thank you.” Juun beamed. “Coming from Han Solo, that is an enormous compliment.”
“Yeah,” Han said. “Sure”

He pulled back on the yoke, and theFalcon began to climb away from thering. Immediately, Leiafdt
the curiogity of their escorts—Jaina, Saba, Alema, and Zekk—risein the Force.

“Our StealthX s are wondering what you' re doing,” Leiareported. “To tell the truth, soam 1.

“Wedon't have stedlth technology,” Han explained. “ And as bad asthings are going for the Chiss, if they
catch ustrying to sneak in, they’religble to blast first and not bother with questions.”

“Likethe Tduinsartion inthe Zsinj campaign,” Juun declared. “ TheFalcon will act asadecoy whilethe
StedthX s penetrate the enemy’ s perimeter.”

“Not redly,” Han said.
“No?" Juun sounded crestfalen. “Why not?’

“Because you can't stuff aWookieeinto a StedthX cargo compartment,” Han said. “ So we' rejust
gonnafly in there and fetch L owbacca oursaves”

“And the Chiss are going to permit that?’ Juun gasped.
“Sure” Han glanced over at Leia then said, “Leaisgonnatak ‘emintoit.”

“I am?’ Lelawaited for Han to eaborate, then finally realized he was counting on her to come up with a
plan. “Thisshould beinteresting.”

“Very,” Juun said. “I’m looking forward to seeing how you do it.”
“Me, too,” Lelasaid.

Lelaset her doubts aside and reached out to Jainaand the othersin the Force, trying to lay out Han's
plan without the benefit of words. Though she had participated in ahandful of battle-meldstoward the
end of the war, shewas not very practiced in the sort of empathic broadcasting used to communicate
with StedthX pilots, and the sentiments she felt in reply ranged from confusion to concern. Growing more
frustrated with each failure, shefindly stopped trying and concentrated on two words. Trust me.

The four pilots seemed instantly reassured and spread out behind theFal con, flying dong the dark bands
inthering so their craft would not be silhouetted against the glittering rubble. Leiashook her head,
thinking that she needed to spend more time practicing.

The Forcefilled with encouragement.

“Jaina and the others seem okay with the new plan,” Leiareported. Though Sabawasin charge of the
Jedi in the StedlthXs, Leia s bond with her daughter was so much stronger that the clearest

communication came from her. “1 think.”

“Good.” Han leveled off ten kilometers above the planet’ s ecliptic and took theFal con into the gray



dusk of its penumbra. “But doesn't al this seem alittle easy to you?’
“Not redly,” Leiasaid. “We ill haven't seen how the Chiss are going to respond, and—"
“Not them,” Han said. “ Jaina. She doesn't give up that easily.”

“I’'m sure she just redlized you wereright,” Juun offered. “ Any daughter would listen to afather of your
experience.”

“I’m afraid humans are more complicated than that,” Leiasaid before Han could respond. Sooner or
later, even a Sullustan would recognize the sarcasm in Han' s voice, and she did not want to see Juun
crushed again. It had been bad enough when they had shut off the tractor beam and let theXR808g float
free. “ And Jainais more complicated than most. She's as stubborn as her father.”

“Thanks.” Han sounded genuinely proud. “ She' s got something up her deeve, | know it.”

“Probably,” Leiaagreed. “But a the moment, al that mattersis recovering Lowbacca. After we ve kept
our end of the bargain, we can take her home by force, if necessary.”

“By force?” Han looked down hisnose at her. “We haven't had that option since shewasten. Thisis
Jaina, remember? Sword of the Jedi?”’

“I remember,” Leiasaid. “But I'll dways be her mother. | can till do what needsto be done.”

Han studied her for amoment, then grinned and nodded. “Y eah, Princess, I [l bet you can.”

“Wecan,” Leiacorrected. She could sense that Han did not entirely agree with her; that nowhe wasthe
one hiding something up hisdeeve. “We rein thistogether, nerf herder. Thiswon't belike thetimeyou
left me to ded with that unwashed vent crawler she brought home.”

“Honey, that was Zekk,” Han said.

“I know whoitwas” Leasad. “If not for me, Jainawould have ended up living in the undercity with
him. It wasdl | could do to get him into the Jedi academy so she' d stay there.”

“Okay,” Han said. “But Jaina s not thirteen anymore. She' s older than you were when | met you, and
twice as bantha-headed. If she doesn’t want to go—"

“Y ou'renot suggesting welet her stay,” Lelasaid. “1 know you better than that.”

“I’'msuggesting we might not have achoice.” Han took a breath, then spoke again in acalmer voice. “I
don't get it, either. Why anyone would risk their neck to save abunch of overgrown anthillsisway
beyond me. But Jainaredly wantsthis. | saw it in her eyeswhen Luke asked her and the othersto return
home.”

“Saw what?’ Leiaasked, wondering what Han was up to. Thisdid not sound like the same man who
had just flown across haf the Unknown Regionsto prevent his daughter from becoming a“ bughugger.”
“Because dl | saw was disgppointment and defiance.”

“Exactly,” Han said. “ She' snot going to give this up. She' s probably never fet anything this pure.”



“Y ou're not making any sense, Han.”

“Look, Jacen and Jainawere raised on dedls,” Han explained. “ They grew up watching us struggle to
hold the New Republic together, making bargains and playing politics.”

“Becausewe were the established order,” Lelasaid, fedling abit defensive. “It' s more complicated to
preserve the status quo than to overthrow it. Y ou write your plansin shades of gray.”

“That' swhat | mean,” Han said. “ Everything was a compromise for those kids. They never had anything
ampletofight for.”

“They had the Dark Jedi and the Diverdty Alliance,” Leiacountered. “ They had the Y uuzhan VVong.
That wasdl pretty clear.”

“And dl of it was duff to fightagainst,” Han said. “I’ m talking about something to fightfor, something
pureto build. None of these young Jedi Knights has ever had that.”

Leiawas beginning to see what Han was driving at. “Y ou mean they didn’t have the Rebdlion.”

“Right,” Han said. “TheKilliks are peaceful underdogs, minding their own businessin neutrd territory,
and the Chiss are trying to starve them out. | can see how Jainamight think that’s a pretty clear-cut case
of the weak needing protection from the strong. Heck, it dmost makesme want to fight for them.”

Lelafrowned, wondering if her husband was showing the first Sgns of becoming a Joiner. “But you
don’t, do you?’

Hanrolled hiseyes. “1 saidalmost. ” Histone was alittle sharp and defensive. “I'm just talking about
howJaina might seetilings”

“What ardlief,” Leiasaid. “I thought for aminute you were going to say we had to let her and the others
stay with the Colony.”

“When black holes shine,” Han scoffed. “What I' msaying iswe have to make them think it’ stheir
choice. | don’'t want to take that spark away. Jainafinally hasthe samelook in her eyethat you did when
| rescued you from the Death Star.”

Trying not to read anything into the worddid, Leia objected, “Youdidn’t rescue me.” The debate was an
insde joke with them, away of reliving their past, when their own dreams had been so pure and
uncomplicated. “ Y ou fel for Darth Vader’ strick and led the Imperids straight to Rebel base at Yavin
Four.”

“No,” Han corrected. “1 lured the Death Star into the Rebe trap. If not for me, that thing would still be
flying around the gdaxy.”

“Redly?’ Juun gasped from the navigator’ s seat. “ They didn’t mentionthat inSpecial Delivery.”
Han blinked dowly, then twisted around in his seet. “ Are you il here?’
“Of course” Juun replied to Han. “A crew member never leavesthe flight deck without permission.”

“You'renot acrew member,” Han said.



Outsde the forward viewport, Leianoticed acluster of tinyblue halos beginning to swell in the darkness
of Qoribu’s shadow.

She checked thetactical display and found two flights of Chissstarfighters heading their way. “Han!”
Lelagrabbed Han' s shoulder. “ Company!” By the time Han turned around, the halos were large enought
o show the spidery silhouette of the clawcraft cockpits and weapons-arms. “Findly.” Han gestured at
Leia’'scomm microphone. “What are you waiting for? Tak to ‘em.”

In the dream, L owbacca was down in the Shadow Forest with his uncle Chewbacca, racing adong the
dark wroshyr branches toward the green wall that was the Well of the Dead. Though the Well’ stangled
boundary of foliage was no farther than two hundred meters ahead, the two Wookiees never reached it.
They just kept running, tearing through curtains of doth-moss, jumping the long kkekkrrg rro claws that

swvung up to dash at their ankles. Every dozen meters, Chewbaccawould lay amighty hand on
Lowbacca s shoulder and rumble encouragement. But the words were never clear, and the only comfort

camein thefamiliarity of hisuncle sheavy touch.

But thistime, the touch was not Chewbacca's. It wasjust asfamiliar, but lighter, and on theinsde and it
did not feel likeaWookieeat dl.

It felt like ahuman. Likea female human.

Jana

When did shelearn to climb wroshyr trees?

“You' vewhat?" the Chiss voice demanded over the comm.

“I repedt,” Lelaanswered, “we ve cometo assst your search for survivors.”
“Jedi survivors?” the voice asked.

The six clawcraft had taken up escort positions behind theFal con. With Leia occupied on the comm,
Han had barely persuaded the Noghri not to hand-crank the as-yet-unrepaired cannon turrets around to
face the sarfighters.

“Negative,” Leiareplied. “All Jedi are accounted for. We've cometo assist in the search for Chiss
urvivors”

“Really.” The officer sounded dishbelieving. “The Chiss Ascendancy has adequate resourcesin place.
Y ou may return to your own base a once.”

Leiatook adeep breath. She glanced over at Han and pointed at the throttles, signaling him to be ready
to make abreak for it, then said, “That' s clearly not true.”

Therewas along pause, during which time theFal con passed by Zvbo' s ghostly crescent and dipped
into the full darkness of Qoribu’sumbra.

Findly, the Chissasked, “Did you just cal mealiar,Falcon?’

“We can see the search operation isgoing poorly,” Lelasaid. “Y ou’ ve expanded your radiusto an area



your flotillacouldn’t cover properly in aweek, and the Situation israpidly growing worse. So please
don’t insult me by tdlling us you have the Situation under control.”

“Very well.” The officer’ svoiceturned icy. “Then | will smply ingtruct you to leave the areaat once.
Y our assstance is not desired.”

Han made aturning motion, but Leiashook her head. She was just getting started. “Negative,” she said.
“WEe re continuing on to asss.”

“Now you aretheoneinsultingme,” the officer said. “Whatever your interest ishere, | doubt it is Chiss
casudlties. Turn back, or youwill befired upon.”

“I really doubt that,” Leiasaid. “If you don't know who flies theMillennium Falcon, I'm sure your
superiors do. The Chiss are not going to fire on aformer New Republic Chief of State and Luke
Skywaker’ stwin sster—not over afew moonsthat aren’t even insde their own territory.”

A flurry of red cannon bolts flashed past and it theFalcon’s canopy.
“Shouldn’'t we ob-b-bey?’ Juun slammered. “ He s-seems very serious!”

“You'vegot alot to learn about security patrols,” Han said. “If he had been serious, we' d be sucking
vec right now.”

“I see” Juun’ stone was one of sudden enlightenment. *Y ou have a copy of their procedura manual!”
Han let his chin drop and shook his head.

A moment later, the officer findly grew tired of waiting for Leid s protest. “ That was your only warning.
The next time, wefirefor effect.”

“Just how many Jediwould you likein this sysem?’ Leiaretorted. Her threat was far more empty than
the officer’s, since even if there had been enough Jedi Knightsto carry it out, Luke would never usethe
Jedi inretdiation. “ Thisis no longer an unauthorized operation. Master Skywalker has dready taken half
of our Jedi Knights and started back to the Galactic Alliance. I'm sure your superior wouldn’t want my
brother’ s report to the Jedi Order and Chief of State Omas to be influenced by another unfortunate
incident. Wouldn't it be better to dlow usto assist, as agesture toward continuing to resolve this thing?’

Therewas ashort silence, then the Chiss asked, “Which Jedi Knights departed with Master
Skywaker?’

Lelasmiled. It was an obvious honesty test, with the Chiss asking for information their spies had
probably aready supplied.

“Luke and Maratook Tesar Sebatyne, Tekli, my son Jacen, and Tahiri Vela,” Leiasad. “Weplanto
take the rest with us when we go.”

“Y ou give your word?’ the Chiss asked.
“Certainly, if your commander will givehis word that the Chisswill cease their attemptsto force the

Colony to depart Qoribu,” Leiaanswered. She doubted the standoff would be resolved so easily, but it
wasworth atry. “In any case, we will be leaving asenior Jedi to monitor the Situation.”



There was another pause, then the Chisssaid, “ Obvioudy, | lack the authority to negotiate on behalf of
the Ascendancy.”

“Obvioudy,” Leiasad.

“But the offer will be passed to the appropriate Aristocra. Until then, we are honored to accept your
offer of assistance. Please proceed to the coordinates | transmit and begin atwo-kilometer grid search.”

“Copy,” Leiasad. “And thank you for dlowing usto help.”

“My commander asks me to express his gratitude for your assistance,” the officer replied. “Out.”

The coordinates gppeared on the navigation display.

“WEe re not going to find anyone up there,” Juun complained. “That' s practicaly out of orbit!”

“Juun,” Han said. “Y ou' re supposed to be asmuggler.”

“lam asmuggler.” A catch cameto Juun’svoice. “At least | wasuntil | logt theXR-eight-oh-eight-g.”

“Then you should know we' re not going anywhere near there.” As Han spoke, he was swinging the
Falcon away from Qoribu’ s dark mass onto a heading that would carry them generally toward the area
they had been assigned. “We just gottamake it look good.”

L owbacca opened his eyesto avast banded darkness and was ingtantly back above Qoribu, shivering
ingdethe cold stink of hisEV suit, anchored to aronto-sized hunk of ice and dust in the planet’ sring
system. The blackness around him wasfilled with blue needles of ion discharge—Chiss rescue ships il
searching for survivors—and asteady rain of battle debriswas plunging into the gas giant’ sthick
atmosphere, igniting apectacular display of crimson cloud-blossoms.

Jaina continued to touch L owbacca through the battle-meld, hel ping him push back the londliness and
despair that she herself had experienced when shewent EV a Kdarba. Alemaassured him they would
reach him soon. Zekk worried about hislife-support status. The heads-up display insde Lowbacca's
helmet showed low batteries, no water, and thirty minutes of air— three timesthat if hereturnedto a
hibernation trance. Another presence urged him to stay dert and be ready.

L owbacca thought for amoment thislast presence was Tesar, but it felt older, fiercer, lessfamiliar . . .
Sabal

Be ready! There would be only one chance.

L owbacca disengaged histether-line safety deeve and poised histhumb over the quick release gate. He
was ready.

With his other hand, he pulled himsdlf down to the iceball, then grabbed the anchoring bolt and used it to
dowly spin around, looking for the telltale ha o of an approaching vessel. He saw only theion trails of
craft passing on the oblique, and that puzzled him. Jainaand the otherswould be coming in StealthX s but
they were even more cramped than standard XJs. How were they going to pick himup.. ..

The question vanished from Lowbacca s mind. There was a dark shape about a hundred meters ahead,



its canopy and one wegpons-arm protruding above the sea of icebdlsthat formed Qoribu’ sring system.

It was probably just an empty wreck. Or maybe Lowbaccawas seeing things. HiISEV suit was
automatically holding his oxygen consumption a aminimum, feeding him just enough air to keep him
functiona, and halucinations were common under such circumstances. Jainahad told him she spent
severd hourstaking to Y odawhen she went EV Unfortunately, she had not been able to understand
anything he said because he spent the whol e time speaking in Gamorrean.

Lowbacca dowly spun himsdf toward Qoribu, keeping a careful watch at ring level. He found another
dark shape about the same distance away, thistime pointed in his direction, standing on edge with two
weapons-arms protruding above the surrounding surface. A flash of entry fire on Qoribu briefly lit the
cockpit, sllhouetting a hdmeted head.

The cold suddenly began to seep into Lowbacca' s bones. He reached out with the Force, extending his
awarenessin dl directions, and found himsdf surrounded by living presences.

Chisspresences.
Lelaset their new waypoint and transferred it to Han' sdisplay. “ There, | think.”
Han glanced down at his screen. “Y ou think, or you' re sure?’

“Sure?’ The word emerged from Leid sdry throat in ahigh-pitched croak. “What do you think? The
coordinates just popped into my head.”

The navigation schematic showed ayedlow destination icon hanging on the inner edge of Qoribu’sring,
about asfar from theFalcon’s assgned search area as it was possible to get.

“Sorry for asking,” Han said. “But we re only going to get one shot at this.”

When Han continued on their current trgjectory, Leiasighedand reached out to her daughter, then began
to recite the coordinates in her mind.

But Jainawas in no mood to be bothered. Leia sensed only an overwhelming urgency and
determination—and perhaps an irritated admonishment to stop wasting time.

“Han, just go. Something’ s not right.”

“Okay.” Han swung theFalcon toward the new waypoint, then pushed the throttle forward and
activated the intercom. “ Battle stations back there. This might get rough.”

“Battle stations?’” Juun gasped. “ Do you remember that your cannon turrets are nonfunctiona? Y our
gunnerswon't be ableto hit athing!”

“Have somefaith, Shortwave,” Han said. “Y ou’ d be surprised what Noghri hit when they can't am.”
“This has happened before?’

“Sure)” Lelasaid, only hdf ligening. “1t seems like something’ s dways broken down just when you need
it mog.”



To her surprise, the Chiss did not immediately demand to know why theFalcon had drifted off course.
In fact, she detected no Sgn they had even noticed. Thankful that Raynar had not felt threatened by their
sensor dish, Leialocked it on their destination and began apassve andysis of the vicinity.

“The Chissare being awfully quiet,” Han said. “ Better take a sensor reading on our destination—but
don’'t go active. We don’t want to give away where we re going.”

“Good idea,” Lelasaid, vaguely affronted that Han had felt it necessary to tell her the copilot’s job.
“There are some unusua mass concentrationsin the vicinity, but no EM or propulsion emanations.”

Han glanced over and gave her acrooked grin. “Y ou' ve been reading my mind again, haven't you?’
“Princess Leladoesthat?’ Juun sounded worried—or embarrassed. “ She reads minds?’

“Sure” Han said. Hefrowned at the Sullustan’ s reflection in the cockpit canopy. “All the best copilots
do.”

Leiafound the Juun’s embarrassment alittle disturbing, but decided it was better not to contemplate the
source. The Sullustan had probably been admiring her procedure or something.

“Speaking of mind reading, | can’t get that infrared reading you were thinking about,” Lelasaid. “Too
much background radiation from Qoribu.”

“Not good,” Han said. “And the Chiss aren’t sending—"

C-3PO clumped onto the flight deck. “ Captain Solo, you seem to have forgotten about the cannon
turrets when you declared battle stations,” the droid said. “We should probably turn around now, before
anything unfortunate happens. It would be much safer.”

“Juun!” Han barked. “Do you know where the circuit bresker ison athreepio droid?’

“Of course.”

“If he says another word about turning around or being doomed, trip it.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Pleasedon’t,” C-3PO said. “My poor circuits have aready been overstressed by the deterioration of
Captain Solo’sreflexes, and the current folly isn’t helping matters.”

Juun stood on hischair.

C-3PO stepped away. “ There' s no need for that,” he said. “1I’ [l be the routine of bravery, | assure you.
Go ahead. Fly us straight into that planet, and you won't hear another word from me.”

“Tempting offer,” Han grumbled.

Findly noticing theFal con’ s direction—or bothering to address it—the Chissflight controller opened a
channd.

“Millennium Falcon, thisis Rescue One. Explain your course deviation.”



Leiareached forward to open areply channel, then thought better of it and lowered her hand. “Let’s see
if they'reserious”

“The Chiss?’ Han asked. “Y ou want to seeif theChiss are serious?’
“| haveafeding,” Leasad. “ Just—"

“—trust me,” Han finished. “I know.”

Juun’ s eyes widened. “ Does everyone on this ship read minds?’
“Why, no,” C-3PO confessed. “I don’t.”

TheFalcon continued toward the web of ion trails crawlingacross Qoribu’ s dark face for another
second, then the Chiss controller’ s voice came over the comm again.

“Millennium Facon,| ask again. Explain your course deviation.”

Lelaglanced over. Finding Han' s eyes narrowed in thought, she knew they were thinking the same thing.
“They'reafraid of scaring us off,” shesaid.

Han nodded. “It'sa setup.”

“Millennium Facon,if you fall to reply—"

“Sorry about that,” Han said, activating his own microphone. “We ve been kind of busy up here.”
“Doing what?’

Before replying, Han glanced over and mouthed their daughter’ s name. Leianodded and, alowing her
alarm and suspicion to rise to the surface, reached out to Jaina.

“Uh, we think we' ve spotted some survivors,” Han said into the comm. “That’ swhy we weren't
answering—heen busy getting the recovery equipment ready.”

“We haven't detected any survivors on your course,” the Chisssaid.
“We'recloser,” Han said. “And, uh, you don’t have a Jedi on board.”

“AJedi found them?’ There was ashort pause, then the Chisssaid, “Very well. Carry onwith our
graitude”

Han closed the channedl. “ That doesit—they’re playing us,” he said. “Did you warn Jaina?’

“Shedready knew.” Leid s somach felt as empty and cold as the darkness outside the canopy. “ She
doesn't care”

L owbacca could not see the StealthX's, of course, but he could fee them. They were no morethan a
thousand kilometers away, converging on him from four sdes, coming in fast and hard.



No! Lowbaccathought into the meld. He fixed his gaze on the nearest of the clawcraft, then imagined its
laser cannonsflashing to life as his rescuers swooped in to pick him up.Ambush!

Jaina slaughter echoed in his mind. But Saba seemed more curious. Lowbacca s mel d-connection was
not as strong to th Barabel asit wasto Jainaand the other strike team members, but he felt sure she was
wondering how many clawcraft there were, whether the StealthX s could take them al. Lowbacca had
never wanted to lie more than he did at that moment, to see afriendly face smiling down at him from a
StedlthX cockpit. But his rescuers had no chance of success. There had to be an entire wing of clawcraft
hiding in the rubble around him, al waiting for ashot a the Jedi rescue team.

Jainawished he would stop exaggerating, but Saba seemed sorry, and it was clear she did not like the
thought of abandoning him. Lowbaccawasn't worried. Clearly, the Chiss knew where he was.

Jaind sfrugtration filled the Force, and Saba sanger rosein reply. But Lowbacca could sense Jaina il
approaching, fed her arming her weapons and selecting targets, determined to draw the Chiss off en
masse. The Sword of the Jedi was not oneto give up easily, not while there remained one diver of hope.

Lowbacca knew what he had to do. He turned hiswrist up, then opened the safety cover on theinside
deeveof hisEV suit and reved ed the emergency beacon activator.

“Thisisgoing to be bad, Han,” Lelasaid.
“How bad?’ Han armed the concussion missiles.
“Worsethan that.”

Jaina had lost too much during the war—Anakin, Chewbacca, Ganner, Ulaha, and on and on. She was
determined to lose no more.

Then the steady ping of an emergency beacon sounded from theFalcon’ s emergency speaker, and Leia
looked down to see abright yellow EV designator blinking over their waypoint. Thetactical display
ingtantly grew white with clawcraft, and Jaina s frustration changed to shock.

“Lowie!” Lelagasped, saddened and relieved at once. “ Thank you.”

She experienced a brief moment of warmth through the Force, then the feeling waslost as L owbacca
grew distracted and broke contact.

Han looked over expectantly. “Well?’

“It sover,” Leiasaid. She reached out to Jainaand sensed her daughter’ s disgppointment—and Saba s
lingering fury at having had her orders disobeyed. “They’ re on their way back.”

“Soundslike agood idea.” Han swung theFalcon around to join them, then added, “ The rescue team
did everything it could. I hope Jainaknowsthat.”

“Me, too, Han,” Lelasaid. “But | don’t think—"

She wasinterrupted by the Chissflight control officer.” Millennium Falcon, what isthe status of your
unvivors?’



“Survivors?’ Leiawas confused for amoment, but that confusion quickly turned to anger as sherecalled
the excuse Han had made and redlized she was being mocked. “1’'m sure you' ve figured that out, Rescue
Onre”

There was adight pause, then adeep and familiar voice sounded from the comm spegker. “My
gpologies, PrincessLea. | just wanted to confirm my understanding of the Situation.”

Leia sjaw fell, and shelooked over to find Han having trouble keeping his own mouth closed.

“Jag?’ she gasped. “Jagged F?”
“Indeed,” thereply came. “It was't our intention to gloat.”
“Jag!” Han cried. “What are you doing here?’

“That would fal under the heading of military intelligence, Captain Solo,” Jag replied. “But rest assured,
the Jedi Wookiee has been recovered. He |l be treated with dl the rights and privileges due any enemy
combatant—as will the rest of your rogue Jedi, when we capturethem.”

SEVENTEEN

IN EVERY BASE, THERE WAS aplace like this, someplace dark and hot and deserted where a
Barabel could go to hunt and clear her mind, someplacefilled with the smell of loca soil and the rustlings
of alien prey. Sabawas deep below the Taat nest, cregping down acrevice at a speed only areptile
would recognize as motion, her darting tongue stinging with the acrid odor of Jwlio’ s fractured bedrock,
her mouth filled with the bitter taste of Jaina sinsubordination.

Master Skywalker had dlowed his niece to take part in the rescue mission only on the condition that
Sabawasin command. Y et when matters had grown difficult, Jaina had submitted—as dways—only to
her own emotions. Sabadid not consider hersalf worthy to question Master Skywalker’ s judgment, but
shedid fal to understand hiswisdom in permitting the disorderliness that encouraged such behavior.
Disobedience led to chaos, and chaos led to ineffectiveness.

The crevice opened into a cavity ahead, and the faint odor of mest that Saba had been following grew
gtronger. All her thoughts went ingtantly to the hunt, for the prey was often near itslitter. She did not
know what she was stalking, of course, but the smell suggested another predator. Herbivoresrarely
dragged fresh carcasses back to their lairs.



To her Barabe eyes, which saw well into the infrared spectrum, the entrance looked like adark
diamond opening into the cool gleam of Jwlio’s bedrock. She crept another step forward and heard the
soft scratch of movement inside the lair. She waited, every muscle tensed to pounce on anything that
poked its head out. She had been careful to mask her own odor by rubbing her scalesin crevice dugt,
but such efforts were never entirdly successful—and aworthy quarry usualy smelled the predator long
before thefinal attack.

Another rustle sounded from the cavity. Saba started steadily forward, atenth of ameter a atime. If the
prey had not fled or showed itself by now, it was not going to. The musty odor grew stronger, with just a
hint of Killik sweetness, and she came to the entrance. The edge dropped away into a cold darkness that
gave her theimpression of a szable emptiness. She stopped there for ten heartbedts, listening and testing
the air with her tongue, twenty, fifty, ahundred.

No morerustles.

Saba dipped over the edge and crawled down afissured rock face into a three-meter hollow. She could
not sense any other presencesin the area, but the spines along her dorsal ridge had risen on end, and that
usudly meant something exciting was about to happen. She continued across afloor of jumbled stones,
licking the air, following her tongue toward the musty odor ahead. A few steps later, Saba peered over a
boulder and found the source of the rustles.

A flat stone ahead was littered with about two dozen cuticle exoskeletons, al empty and split down the
spine from molting. They ranged in size from smdler than Saba sthumb to alittle larger than her hand,
and they were so light that even the unfelt movement of the cavern air made them quiver and rustle.
Scattered among the empty shells were dozens of small bones, enough to make six or seven wabas.
Mogst were stripped of their flesh and cracked open, but a handful in the center of the pile still had some
mest on them.

Freshmest.

Sensing that she was closing on her prey, Saba activated a glow rod and went over to the exoskeletons.
They were afamiliar dark blue, but with thick knobby chitin like that of Raynar’ s guards. Starting to fed
puzzled—and therefore short-tempered— Saba blew aside severa of the smallest ones and shined her
light into atail-width cleft that ran ameter down the center of stone. It had been precisdly cut, asthough
by alaser saw—or perhaps alightsaber.

Her prey was growing more interesting.

The cleft held four hexagond cdlls, each about five centimetersin diameter and constructed of Killik
spitcrete. One of the cellsremained covered by aplug of dusty wax, but the other three were empty.

A soft rustle rose as the empty exoskeletons were stirred by an air movement so gentle Saba did not fedl
it. Sheflicked out her tongue and tasted a bitter hint of gpprehension, but felt nothing in the Force except
afaint girring of her danger sense. Strange prey. Her tail twitching with anticipation, she scraped the last
cdl open, using thetalon of her smdlest finger to pluck out the insect egg insde. It waswithered, gray,
and dry—not worth egting.

The bitternessin the air grew stronger. The scales between Saba’ s shoulder blades rose in excitement,
and she swept her tail around in aswift arc that ended in aknee-crunching impact. Her prey landed with
the crigp dap of apracticed warrior, winning Saba’ sinstant respect by not crying out in either pain or
surprise. She spun on her haunches, snatching her lightsaber off her utility belt, bringing it around from the



direction opposite her tall.

A crimson blade sizzled into existence and blocked, then a Force wave blasted her across the chamber
into thewall opposite. Theair left her lungs as her skull dammed againgt stone and aring of darkness
formed around the edges of her vison. She could see only her prey’ sred lightsaber and his seated
dlhouette. She felt nothing in the Force from him, only the same vague danger as before.

Now,this would be prey worth taking.

The shadow man returned to his feet and remained where he was, gathering himself to continue or
arrogantly waiting for Sabato ask who hewas. First mistake. Saba sprang, sissing in ddight, ignoring the
murk in her head, bringing her arms around in a vicious overhand dash. Her prey—she wasted no time
wondering who he was—limped two steps back, then brought his crimson blade up and stopped her
swing cold.

Saba brought a knee around, driving for hisrib cage, and fdt like she had struck a statue. He dlipped a
palm-hed under her guard and caught her in the chin, sent her staggering back.

Strong, too.

Saba kicked afist-gzed stone off the floor, then used the Force to hurl it at his head and followed it in
with acut at hisknees. He pivoted past the stone and met her attack, catching her blade on hisand
sweeping it up in adisarming counterarc, power-fighting againgt aBarabel andwinning.

At thetop of the arc, Sabareleased her lightsaber and raked her claws down in avicious one-two dash,
thefirst strike opening her prey’ sface from templeto jaw, the second strike dicing an eye apart. He
whirled away, still Slent but screaming in the Force, and planted aspinning scomp kick in Saba sbelly.
She went with the blow, rolling into aquick backflip and losing haf ameter of tail to hislightsaber.

Thistime, the shadow man gave her no timeto recover. A fork of blue lightning crackled from hishand
and caught Saba square in the chest. Every nervein her body became a conduit of blazing agony, and
she dropped her to her knees, teeth gnashing, scales dancing, muscles clenching—paralyzed.

Continuing to hold the Force lightning on her with one hand, the shadow man limped forward. In thelight
of hisred lightsaber, Saba saw her prey clearly for thefirst time. Dressed in an amalgam of black plastoid
armor and blue Killik chitin, he was surprisingly gaunt, with asinewy frame and atwisted posture that
looked ready to collapse beneath his humped shoulder. His face was even more melted and shapeless
than Raynar’s, just two eyes and aliplessdash in ascarred ova of flesh, and one of hisarmswas as
much insect as human, turning tubular and chitinous at the elbow before ending in ahooked pincer.

Raynar and the Killiks had lied, Sabaredized. Welk, at least, had aso survived the Crash.

The Dark Jedi stopped ameter and ahaf awvay. Having learned thefolly of hesitation, he brought his
arm up quickly, swinging at Saba’ s neck—then pitched backward as her Force shove buckled his
injured knee. Hislightsaber scraped adong Saba' s skull, flooding her mind with apain so hot and blinding
that she couldnot tell whether the Force lightning had stopped. She sprang anyway and dammed into his
chest, driving her prey thelast haf ameter to the ground, clutching blindly at hiswegpon arm, biting into
histhroat.

Her fangs barely sank two centimeters. Shetried to rip the wound open, but lacked the strength to keep
her jaw clamped and came away only with amouthful of blood.



Stll, the bite took her prey by surprise. She found hersdf in the grasp of the Force, flying back through
the darkness. She reached out, caling her lightsaber to hand, and had it in her grasp when she hit the
cavernwall.

Fighting off ablack curtain of unconsciousness, Saba did down thewall and landed on her feet. Her
vision was blotchy at best, and she could not even hear the customary snap-hiss as sheignited her
lightsaber. She sprang at her prey anyway, covering the distance in three short bounds, and nearly lost
her balance when she landed in hisblood.

Welk retreated two meters and leveled another fork of Force lightning at her. She deflected it with her
lightsaber and pivoted past, Sssing in excitement. It wasturning into agood hunt, avery good hunt. She
rushed to close the distance. He brought his lightsaber to amiddle guard and retreated another step.

Saba attacked high, but her reflexes were fading and his lightsaber flashed up to block. He retreated
another step. Shelaunched a spinning advance, bringing her blade around in a shoulder dash, whipping
her bloodied tail around at hislegs.

She was smooth but dow. He blocked the shoulder dash and hopped over the tail sweep, then rolled his
blade over Saba sin anexcellent block-assault conversion.

The attack might have opened her throat, had there been away for him to block Saba strailing foot. As
it was, she swept his feet from beneath him and continued into a second spin, bringing her lightsaber
down across his pincer-arm, then planting afoot on hisremaining arm and rolling her blade around to add
aneck wound to the arm he had just lost.

That was when Saba s blotchy vison proved costly. She sensed something flying at her from behind and
turned to look, but saw only dark against dark.

Therock dammed into her head wound, and then she was knedling on the floor, her lightsaber in ahigh
guard, with no recollection of how she had landed there. Her sight was worse than ever, narrowed to a
tiny circle, and her senses of smell and taste had gone the way of her hearing.

Thiswas becoming ahunt to remember.

Seeing nothing ahead but a narrow cone of rock, Saba stretched into the Force and felt more danger
than before. 1t seemed to have her surrounded, as though her prey had extended his presence over the
entire chamber. She began to weave her lightsaber in ablind defensive pattern and rose. Something
spongy and warm landed on her shoulder beneath her head wound. She hoped it wasn't her brains.

Sababeganto spininadow circle, and findly her narrow cone of vison fell on her quarry, fleeing
toward the cavern wal a afast limp, blood pouring from his neck wound, the cauterized sump of his
severed arm waving usdessintheair.

Good. The prey was weakening.

Saba shut down her lightsaber and bounded after him, her heart pounding in anticipation of the final kill.
Shereached the cavern wall three steps behind him . . . and hissed in surprise as something landed on her
back and pierced her neck scales with a sturdy proboscis.

She reached over her shoulder and felt a creature about the size of her head. Cursing her fading senses,



shepulled it off and found hersdf looking into the dark eyes of asmall blue-black Killik.

It spread its mandibles, and astream of brown fluid shot from itstiny mouth. Saba barely turned away in
timeto protect her eyes. The dimeingantly began to eat away at her cheek scales.

Acid.

Sabafelt her dorsal spinesrise and knew another attack was coming. She dropped into a crouch, and a
small boulder dammed into the dope above. She jumped out of the way asit rolled back toward her,
then, holding the Killik a arm’slength, glanced up to see Welk glaring down at her in dishelief. Saba
jammed her lightsaber againgt the Killik’ s abdomen and activated the blade.

The discharge that followed was not quite an explosion. Shelost only two fingertipsinstead of an entire
hand. Thefirebal did little more than scorch her scales and bedazzle her eyes, but . . . exploding Killiks?

When Saba looked up again, Welk had started climbing for an exit crevice. She sprang after him and
collapsed to her kneestwo steps later, feding weak and nauseous. She touched the bite on her neck and
found it dready swollen and oozing.

Venom?

What kind of bugs were these? Saba should have stopped and goneinto a healing trance. But her prey
was wounded and escaping, and if shelet him go, he would only be that much harder to track and
capture next time. She continued her pursuit.

Her muscles obeyed rductantly, ftiffly, asthough she were dropping into a hibernation—uwithout the
deep. She drew the Force into her, calling on it to strengthen her, to burn the poison from her body, and
staggered after her quarry.

Sabawas only three meters behind when a second proboscis pierced her leg. She glanced down and
found another smdll Killik latched onto her caf. She plucked it off and, holding it soit could not release
itscorrosve bilein her direction, tossed it high into the air.

The insect extended two pairs of wings, then spread its mandibles and came diving back at her, weaving
and dodging past her flashing lightsaber to dight on her chest. Before Sabacould grab it, the Killik's
head dipped, and its proboscis pierced her scales. She plucked it off and held it away from her, trying to
decide how to kill it without losing any morefingers.

Saba sensed another boulder flying in her direction. Still holding the insect at arm’ slength, she pivoted
around and reached for the stone in the Force, redirecting it up the hill toward her prey. Her effort was
rewarded with adullthud and a cry that seemed equal parts surprise and pain.

Thelittle Killik drummed its chest, then began to squirm and flap itswings, trying to escape. Saba caught
ahandful of wing and toreit off,then tossed the insect into the air.

Her reflexes were so dowed by the paralyzing poison that, by the time she ignited her lightsaber, the
insect had dready hit the ground. It took three strikes before she finally detonated it.

Sabaturned ingtantly updope, but her prey had aready vanished into his exit crevice. Feding haf dead
from poison aready and not wanting to take yet another shot of venom, Saba remained motionlessfor a
long time, trying to listen through her deafness, trying to taste the air with her dead tongue, trying to see



outside her narrow cone of vison. Shefdt nothing, only the dark londliness of the underworld.

Recalling that there had been three cells and only two Killik attacks, Saba went to the escape crevice
and peered insde.

Nothing.

Her prey was gone, and so wasthe third Killik.

Every Barabe ingtinct urged her to continue the pursuit, to follow the quarry’ sblood trall until sheranit
to ground. But therationd part of her mind knew better. A hunter needed a quick wit and sharp senses,
and Saba sinjuries had taken atoll on both. She was dow and beginning to tremble, and soon she might
not be ableto moveat dl.

Besides, Saba had asinking feding that the third Killik had left the nest early, and she could think of only
one reason it would have done so: the departureof Jade Shadow.

EIGHTEEN

113 BEN!H

Mara s voice came over theShadow’ s intercom so sharp and loud that L uke nearly dropped the
micropoint he was holding in R2-D2' s deep-reserve data compartment.

“Ben, cometo the gdley thisingant!”

“Uh, that might not be such agood idea,” Luke said into the intercom. He flipped up his magnispecs and
looked across the utility deck to where Ben sat, surrounded by crate covers and spacing rods, covered
head-to-toe in servomotor [ubricant. “ At least not until he's had agood saniscrubbing. HE s on the utility
deck with me.”

“Doing what?” Marademanded.

Luke caught Ben's eye and pointed his chin toward the intercom wall unit.

“Working on my Killik,” Ben said meekly. His expression struck Luke as both guilty and worried.
“Nannasaid | could.”

“Stay whereyou arel”



Luke cocked abrow at his son. It sounds serious.”

Ben nodded. “1 guess.”

“Any ideas?’

Ben returned to working on his“Killik” droid. “Maybe.”

Deciding they wouldboth find out what was troubling Marain aminute, Luke returned to the
sequestered sector he had found on one of R2-D2' s degp-reserve memory chips. Judging by the
tarnished break in the service circuit, the fault had occurred years—maybe decades—earlier, and had
been entirely benevolent until amicroscopic diver of casing bridged the bresk. Given that R2-D2 had
been functioning well with thefault for most of his servicelife, Luke waswondering how long it had been
since anything was written to the sector.

The access hatch iris opened next to Luke, and Mara stepped through with an empty gelmesat contai ner
in her hand. Her irritation was obviousin the briskness of her ssep—and in the turbulent aura she
projected in the Force.

“Hold on asecond, Artoo,” Luke said, setting the micropoint on the workbench. “ Thislooks important.”
R2-D2 tweedled aworried response.

“Of courseyou'reimportant,” Luke said. “But | need abreak anyway. I’ [l want to be sure my hands are
Steady.”

R2-D2 whigtled his encouragement.

Luke started across the deck toward hiswife and son, where Ben was still Sitting inside his crate-cover
Killik shell, looking up & Mara.

“Did Nanna say you could have awhole can of gelmesat, young man?’ Mara asked.
Ben'seyesgrew round. “She said | could haveadice.”

“Doesthis look likeadiceto you?’ She held the empty container down for himto see.
Ben shrugged—rather bravely, Luke thought. “I thought she meant onecan .”

Lukefelt Mard s patience snap. When she started to wave the container a Ben, he gave her agentle
Force tug and urged her to calm down.

Mara paused, collecting hersaf while she pretended to examine the container labdl.

“Nannaisthe one who found the container, Ben,” Marasaid, handing it to him. * She says we ve gone
through awhole case since we left wlio—and | don’t think anyone e se eatsthis.”

“Tesar might.”

“Gelmesat?’ Maraasked doubtfully.



“Maybe” Ben sad hopefully. “He eats anything.”
“Anythingalive,” Maracorrected. “But we could ask him. Should | have him come down?’
Ben hesitated, then shook his head. “No.”

“I didn’'t think s0.” Mara s voice softened. “Ben, | don’t knowhow you can egt dl thiswithout making a
mess of my decks, but you haveto stop. It’Il make you sick.”

“It'sokay, Mom,” Ben said, sounding relieved. “ Y ou don’'t have to worry about that. | haven't been
eating it.”

“You haven't?” Maraasked. “ Then what have you been doing with it?’
Ben'sexpression grew worried again, and he reluctantly said, “Feeding it to my Killik.”
Marawas slent for amoment, then she asked, “Ben, what did we say about lying?’

Ben'seyesdropped. “That if | lig, | haveto stay with Kam and Tionne the next time you and Dad go on
amisson.”

“Right,” Marasaid. “Let’ sremember that.”

“Okay,” Bensad. “I didn’t forget.”

“Good.” Marastooped down and took the empty container from him. “And no more gelmesat.”
Ben'seyesgrew wide.“ None?”

“Not until we get home.” Luke hoped he sounded stern. “Y ou’ ve had enough to last you ten trips.”
As he and Marareturned to the engineering station, he continued to fed agenerd irritation from her.

“Okay, thiswasn't just about gelmest,” he said softly. “What’ swrong? Tired of hearing about how much
Tahiri and the others miss Jwlio?’

Marashook her head. “It’ s not that.”
“Tired of growling Ewoks?’

“It' snot Tarfang, ether,” Marasaid. “I’m not sure yet whether the Killiks are enemies or just dangerous
friends, but | am certain we need to learn everything we can about them.”

Luke remained silent, sensang more wasto follow.
“It'sjust thisuneasiness| have,” Marasaid. “I keep feding like we re about to be attacked again.”

L uke paused and conscioudy opened himsdlf to the Force. “1 can senseit, too, but not as strong as you.
We could do another ssowaway sweep.”



“And find something we missed the last Six times?” Marashook her head and smiled. “Go back to your
droid, Skywalker. Y ou'rejust trying to get meinto our cabin again.”

“I'm predictable that way,” Luke said. “But pay attention to thisfeding. Whatever’ s causing it, you seem
to have aspecid connectiontoit.”

“Lucky me.” Mara opened the hatch, then looked over her shoulder before stepping through. “And
about that cabin.”

“Yeeh?’

“Maybe later.”

R2-D2 trilled aworried objection.

“Don’'t worry,” Luke said, chuckling. “I’'m aJedi Magter. | can still concentrate.”

He picked up histools and carefully repaired the break in R2-D2' s degp-reserve chip. Once the solder
was cool, he flipped his magnispecs up again and turned to the diagnostic display above the workbench.

“All right, Artoo. Let’'s see what your degp-reserve memory shows now.”

A ligt of headings and numbers began to scroll down the screen, but suddenly stopped as it approached
the location of the repaired sector.

“Don't stop,” Luke said. “I need to seeif you can access that sector.”

R2-D2 whirred amoment, then the scrolling resumed. The missing sector number appeared, but the
descriptive heading looked like nothing but random characters.

“Stop,” Luke said.

The scralling continued until the heading vanished off the top of the screen, then stopped.
“Now yourresponse timeisdow,” Luke complained. “Bring it back.”

R2-D2 piped a question.

“The sector I’ ve been trying to repair. Two twenty-two.”

Thelist scrolled down until the lower haf of the entry appeared at the top the screen.

“Andyou're havingroll problems.” Luke sighed. “It looks like you' ve got abug in your system. | may
need to get out the blast degausser.”

The entry dropped toward the middle of the screen, one letter in the heading changing with each lineit
sank.

“Stop! Why are you randomizing the heading?’

The droid whistled adenid.



“You are, too,” Lukesad. “I saw theletters change.”

R2-D2 whirred amoment, then displayed a message on diagnostic screen.

It must be encoded.

“Encoded?’ Luke began to wonder if perhaps the sector had been sequestered on purpose. R2-D2 had
seen alot of action even before the Rebdllion, and Luke was away's curious about what secretsthe little
droid might have locked away. “Then diceit.”

R2-D2 grated an objection.

“Artoo, you're anastromech droid,” Luke said. “Y ou have enough computing power to dicea
triple-key, double-blind randomizer. | think you can solve a smple subgtitution code.”

The droid buzzed in resgnation, then began to whir and hum. A few moments later, the heading vanished
atogether. Luke waited for it to return in legible form, then findly gave up and groaned.

“Don't tell meyou lost the heading.”
R2-D2 trilled an apology.

“No problem,” Luke said, losing his patience with thelittle droid' s excuses. He lowered his magni specs.
“I'll just fuse it to a sector thetis in the directory.”

R2-D2 withdrew hisinterface arm from the data socket and whistled in protest.

“Then plug back in and stop making thisdifficult,” Luke said. “Let me seewhat’ sin that sector.”
The droid warbled aquestion.

“Thisone”

Luke touched thetip of his soldering filament to sector 222 and was astonished to hear atinny femae
voice erupt from the droid’' s speaker.

“Anakin..."

Luke caught aglimmer of moving light on the workbench. He flipped up his magni specs, expecting to
find the images of Tahiri and his dead nephew, Anakin, sharing a persona moment R2-D2 had caught
with his holorecorder.

Instead, L uke found himsalf watching a beautiful, hand-sized, brown-eyed woman whom he did not
recognize. She waked across the workbench, then stopped beside a sinewy young man dressed, as she
was, in nightclothes.

“What' s bothering you?’ she asked.

The young man continued to look away from her. “Nothing.”



“Anakin, how long isit going to take for usto be honest with each other?”

Luke s heart rocketed into histhroat. He had not immediately recognized his father. He wanted to call
out to Mara, to sharewith Leiawhat hewasfeding . . . but he wastoo stunned. He smply continued
watching.

The young man—Anakin—turned to face the woman. “ It was adream.”

113 Bwl?l
Anakin looked over her head. “Like the ones | used to have about my mother . . . just before she died.”
The woman hesitated, then findly asked, “And?’

Anakin'sgazefdl. “It was about you.”

The hologram crackled to an abrupt end, and an ominous humming arose deep insde R2-D2' sinternal
workings. Luke flipped down his magnigpecs and peered in to find the recording head bumping against
his soldering filament as it attempted to access sector 222.

“Artoo!” Luke reached for the droid's primary circuit bresker. “Wait!”

The recording head stopped moving, but Luke did not lift the soldering filament.

“What are you doing?’

The droid reinserted hisinterface arm into the data socket, and Luke had to flip up his magnispecsto
read the message on the diagnostics screen. He continued to hold the soldering filament in place.

Ineed to reformat sector 222. Those data are corrupted.

“Nothing looks corrupted to me.” Luke could not understand why R2-D2 would try so desperately to
hide 222’ s contents, but he had no doubt that was exactly what the droid was doing. “Who was that
woman with my father?’

R2-D2 whistled two notes.

“Thewoman in the hologram,” Luke said irritably. “ Show it to me again.”

R2-D2 s holoprojector obediently cameto life, displaying the familiar, three-dimensiona figure of an
Alderaanian Princessin an €egant white gown.

“Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi,” the figure said. “Y ou’ re my only hope.”

“Notthat woman,” Luke said. “I know my sster. The onetalking toAnakin. Isthat . . . isshemy
mother?’

A message gppeared on the diagnostics display.

Idon’t know what woman you ‘re talking about. That sector is defective. It should be sequestered.



“Itwas sequestered—yprobably on purpose.”

Luke studied R2-D2 carefully, touching him through the Force. With most other droids, any hope of
sensing the truth would have been lost to the indeci pherabl e Force static generated by its system routines.
But R2-D2 had been Luke's close companion for nearly three decades. Thelittle droid’ s static aurawas
asdigtinctive to him as was the presence of Maraor Leiaor Han.

After amoment, Luke sensed the direction his questions should take. “1t didn’t look like they knew you
were holorecording. What were you doing?Spying?’

R2-D2 et out a squedl that L uke took to be aprotest of denial—until it ended in asharp crackleand a
surge of dectricity melted the filament Luke was using to protect sector 222. He jerked the wire free and
dtarted to rebuke the droid for his stubbornness, but one whiff of the acrid fumes pouring from the access
pand told him this much damage was nothing the droid would do to himself. Luke used the Forceto trip
R2-D2' s primary circuit breaker, then opened a second access pand to vent the interior of the casing.

When the smoke cleared, he flipped his magnispecs down and saw that every circuit within amillimeter
of sector 222 had been melted. Worse, abead of hot filament had landed on the sector itself. Luketore
his magnispecs off and hurled them againgt thewall.

“Kriffing dicerd” He could not help fedling thatsomeone had gone to a gresat effort to prevent him from
discovering his mother’ sidentity, but of course that wasjust his disgppointment. Whoever had
booby-trapped R2-D2' s spyware had done it for their own reasons—reasons important fifty years ago,
but that hardly mattered now. “Kriffing history!”

“Dad,” Ben'svoice asked, “what’' skriffing?’

Luketurned to find his son standing at his side, mouth agape at hisfather’ s unaccustomed display of
anger.

“Nothing—abad word,” Luke said, caming himsdf. With alittle luck—and the proper equipment—the
memory chip could be restored and the booby trap bypassed. Things were never as bad asthey seemed.
“Y our mother won't be happy | sad it in front of you.”

“Don’'tworry. | won't tell.” An innocent smile cameto Ben'ssmall face. “Maybe | can have atube of
nerfspread?’

NINETEEN



WITH THE DANCE-FIELD GLOWING in the iridescent light of Qoribu’ sreflection and a thousand
Taat swirling through the intricate patterns of the Little Davn Rumble, Leiafet asthough she had stepped
athousand centuriesinto Alderaan’ s past, when the Colony till ruled the planet and human expansion
remained adark storm on the gaaxy’ s horizon. The Killikswere“singing” their part of the Song of the
Universe asthey danced, chirping melody through their tiny proboscises, tapping time with their
mandibles, drumming bassin their chest cavities. Alien and prima though the music was, the performance
was as flawless as anything Leia had ever heard in Harmony Hall on Coruscant, a thousand instruments
played by asingle artist.

“Nowthat isjust not right,” Han said, adding his own specia counternote to the concert. “Why didn’t
she marry Jag Fel when she had the chance?’

“Be careful what you wish for,” Lelasaid, following Han' sgaze. “If we don’t get her out of here soon,
she might be spending more time than we like with Jag—being interrogated in his .. . .”

Lela saw what Han had been looking at and let her sentencetrail off. On the near side of the swarm,
Jaina, Zekk, and Alemawere frisking through the dance steps amid an eddy of dancers. The three Jedi
were holding their hands above their heads, waving them in unison with the Killiks antennae. Every few
seconds, Jainaand Zekk would bow forward with the entire nest and rub forearms with the antennae of
whatever insect they happened to be facing. Alemabowed aswell, but rubbed lekku instead of arms.

“It doeslook alittle. . . unnaturd,” Leiaadmitted.

“Not at al,” C-3PO assured them. “1t’ s abonding dance, wel coming the birth of the new day. They
perform it once aweek, before they go to the Harem Cave to mate.”

Stomach tightening in alarm—or perhapsit was revulson— Leaturned to Han. “Weé |l tak to them as
soon as the dance ends. Y ou'’ re okay with the plan?’

“For what good it’ Il do,” Han grumbled. “Kidnapping her would be eas e—and we both know how
wdlthat would work.”

Lelagrew exasperated with his pessmism. “Since when did you start worrying about the odds? Y ou're
garting to sound—"

She was saved from uttering the lethal like Threepio by the thunderous reverberation of an darm rumble.
Sheturned and found al the Killiks looking toward one of the passage entrances that ringed the
dance-field. Theinsectswere holding their antennae vertical and motionless, and their mandibleswere
spread wide in menace. Mogt of the Joiners were mimicking the gesture to the extent that their various
anatomies alowed, but Alemawas the only Jedi doing the same.

“That doesn't look good.” Han turned to scan the sky. “ Chiss?’

“I'll be happy to ask,” C-3PO said.

He shot aburst of squelch at anearby Killik.

“The Taat speak Bocce?' Leia asked.

“Why, yes, Princess Lea. I’ ve yet to discover alanguage the Killiksdon't understand. It seemsthey
learn every language their Joinersknow.” A second Killik turned and answered C-3PO’ s question with a



series of mandible clacks. “For instance, that was just Snutib click code.”

“And?’ Han asked.

“It was quite fluent,” C-3PO said. “Though that particular diaect predates—"

“We re moreinterested inwhat it said,” Lelaclarified.

“My apologies.” C-3PO sounded disappointed. “1 believe it concerns Jedi Sebatyne.”
“ Saba?”

“Apparently, she appeared in the depths of the nest rather badly injured.”

A knot of Taat emerged from the tunndl, tumbling and staggering as they attempted to keep ahold of a
flailing mass of scales. Therest of the Killiks turned as oneto look in Han and Leid sdirection, then
thrummed their chests.

“Infact, Taat israther hoping that you might help calm down Master Sebatyne so their hedlers can close
the smdl holein her skull.”

Han took off a a sprint, with Jainaand the other young Jedi forcing their way across the dance-field
behind him. Leiaasked Meewalh to fetch the emergency medpac from theFal con, then started running.

She arrived to find Saba strapped to a primitive stretcher, an dliptical dice of scalp and skull missing
from one side of her head. Han was already standing at the Barabdl’ s Side, trying to quiet her.

“I know they’re cregpy looking,” he was saying. “ But settle down. They’retrying to help.”

“Nol” Saba s eyes twitched as though she was trying to throw her head back and forth, but the head
itsdf remained motionless. “ Azzazzinz!”

Her lisp was more pronounced than usua—abad sign, given the head wound. Leiaaso saw anumber
of other injuries—acircle of broken scales around her temple, some lost fingertips, athird of atall
missing, and some suspicious swelling on her neck and calf. Lying on the stretcher, strapped next to the

injured tail, was something that hadn’t come off Saba—a human bicep fused at the elbow to a chitinous
Killik forearm.

Ablue chitinousforearm.

TheKilliks holding Saba drummed in protest.

“They point out that Jedi Sebatyne’ s brain is showing,” C-3PO trandated. “ She’ squite delusiond.”
C-3POroseinto the air and began to spin like apinwhedl.

“What? Stop! . . . Put me down, you overgrown newt!”

“Not. .. deuzional,” Sabagrowled.

“Saba, it'sokay.” Leiareached out to the Barabel in the Force,trying to assure her that they did not



doubt her. “We believeyou.”

C-3PO stopped spinning, and Saba’ s gaze shifted to Leia. The pupils of her eyeswere hugely dilated.
“Yezz?

“Sure” Han let hisgaze linger on the forearm.” Something happened to you. Anyone can seethat.”

“Why don't we take care of these wounds?’ Leiawished Tekli had not left with Luke. She and Han had
certainly patched up their share of wounds, but thiswas beyond their skill. “Then you can tell us about it.”

“Now,” Sabaingsted. “Thisonewill tell you'. . . now.”

“Okay.” Lelagestured to the Taat hedlers cowering on the edge of the ded. “Aslong asyou'll let them
work on you whilewetak.”

Saba narrowed a pebbly eye. “Thisone. . . thought you believed her.”

“Saba, some of your wounds are cauterized,” Leia pointed out. “Does that mean you shouldn’t trust
anyone who carries alightsaber?”

The Barabd snorted.

“Look, we ve got some concussion missileson theFalcon,” Han said. “If they kill you, we'll blast the
place”

“Blazt it?’ Sababegan to sssweskly. “Y ou are dwayz joking!”

“Hewasn't joking,” Lelasaid. “Do we have aded?’

Saba eyed the hedlers cowering on the edge of her Stretcher, then nodded. “Ded.”
She lowered C-3PO to the ground again.

“Thank goodness!” He clunked over to stand behind Lea, then said more softly, “They say she’ sbeen
animpossble patient!”

A dozen Killik hedlers crawled onto her body and went to work, sterilizing her wounds and spinning
slken bandages. Asthey labored, Saba recounted—in ahating voice—her discovery of the empty
exoskel etons and the attack by Welk, then ended by noting that she had foundthree empty egg cdlsand
killed only two immature ns. Shewas worried that the third had | eft early to stow away aboard the
Shadow.

One of the hedlers squatting over her opened skull purred an opinion, which C-3PO trandated as,
“ Patients with head wounds often suffer from halucinations.”

“It waz no—"

“Allow me” Leialaid acaming hand on the Barabel’ s shoulder, then pointed to the arm lying next to
Saba struncated tail. “If it was ahdlucination, how do you explain that?’

One of the Killiks holding the stretcher began to clack its mandibles.



“The heders sometimes make grafts for theinjured,” C-3PO trandated. “In her delirium, Sabamust
have mistaken a Joiner for a Chiss. The nest is searching for his body now.”

Sabaraised her head. “ It waz no—"

“Let ushandlethis, Hisser.” Han motioned Saba down, then asked, “Then how’ d she get ddliriousin the
first place? Where' d dl these wounds come from?’

It was one of the healers on her neck that answered.

“Oh, dear!” C-3PO exclaimed. “ She says Saba must have falen after she was poisoned.”
“Poisoned?’ Leia gasped.

“Did thisone not mention . . . that?" Saba asked.

The heder on her head purred acomment.

“Head wounds often cause forgetfulness,” C-3PO trandated. The Killik on Saba s neck added, “And
they’ re very sorry about the poison. They hope you won't blast the nest.”

“Blast the nest?’ Leialooked to the hedler that had spoken. “What' sthat mean?’
It was the hedler on Saba s leg that thrummed an answer.

“It'sapowerful neurotoxic venom,” C-3PO said. “It causes permanent paralysis—and they have no
antidote.”

Saba cocked her brow up at Leia “Told . . . you.”
“You'renot dead yet,” Leiasaid. “How do you fed?’
“Worzethan . . . itlookz.”

Wondering if Sabahad any ideahow bad she looked, Leiaturned to Han. “ She might besat it with a
heding trance, but—"

“WE ve got to take her back.”

He looked as worried and frustrated as L eiafelt. There was no question of not taking Saba back. The
Barabd was clearly indanger of dying or being permanently pardyzed, and Cilghad— the Jedi
Master-healer—had an infirmary and alab back on Ossus that would have the best resourcesto help
her.

Han turned to Cakhmaim. “Catch Meewah and start prepping theFal con.”

The Noghri nodded and raced off toward the tunnel that led down to the hangar.

“And don't wake Juun up!” Han ydled as an afterthought. “ The last thing we want is a Sullustan dowing
things down with procedure.”



Leiamotioned the stretcher bearers after Cakhmaim. “Let’ s get her to theFalcon.”

“Not zo. .. fazt,” Sabasaid. TheKilliks paid no attention to her and started across the dance-field after
Cakhmam. “Thethird azzazzin . . . we muzt warn Mazter Zkywaker.”

Leiaexchanged a concerned look with Han, then said gently, “ Saba, theShadow is gone, remember?
Wewon't be able to warn them until we reach Galactic Alliance space.”

Jaina gppeared dongsde the litter with Zekk and Alema.

“Saba, are yousure about the assassins?’ Alemaasked. “It redly doesn’t sound like—"

Theinquiry was cut short when the severed arm rose off the stretcher and hit the Twi’ lek in the chest.
“Yezz...zure”

They reached the tunndl leading down to the hangar. Leia sent C-3PO on with the Killiks and Saba, then
stopped at the entrance and turned to Jaina.

“How soon can you be ready?’
Janasjaw fel. “Ready?’
“Yeah, to leave,” Han said, coming in on cue. “Y ou can’t have much stuff to pack.”

Jaina continued to look shocked for amoment, then a shadow of her father’s crooked grin cameto her
lips. “Nicetry, guys”

“Try?” Han managed to sound outraged. “We had aded!”

“You can't hold usto that!” Zekk cried.

Jainaraised aslencing hand to him. “Let me handle this, Zekk. I’ ve had practice.”

“Jang” Lelasad gernly, “wedid go after Lowie.”

“Don't try the Desllijic shift on me,” Jainasaid. “ The terms were that we had to bring him back.”

“Y egh, wdll, you should have told us your ex-boyfriend was Sitting on him,” Han countered. “Y ou held
back.”

“Didn’'t know,” Jainasaid, “and it wouldn't matter if | did. Lowbacca s till out there. We re not going
back without him.”

As Jainafolded her arms, the gesture was s multaneously mimicked by the swarm of Killiksthat had
gathered around them. But Leiawas not ready to give up.

“Jaina, you know you' re only making the situation worse,” she said. “ The Chiss are escalating things
because of your presence.”



“That' sright,” Han said. “ And you proved on the rescue mission that your judgment isn't exactly sound.”

Jainadid agood job of maintaining aneutral expression, but Lelawastoo adept at reading facesto miss
the glimmer of hurt that flashed through their daughter’ s eyes.

“Jaing, if you redly want to help Lowbacca, you' Il come back with us.” Lela switched her gazeto dl
three Jedi. “Y ou know the Chiss are an honorable people. Stop making the situation worse and give usa
chanceto work thisout diplometicaly.”

Jainaand Zekk actualy dropped their gazes, but Alemawas ready with aresponse. “And whileyou're
gl trying to make contact, they’ll send in afleet of defoliatorsto finish what they began.”

Jainanodded. “Diplomacy isgood,” she said. “But it's better when there’ s something to back it up. Go
ahead and make contact with the Chiss, but we' re staying.”

“That' soneoption,” Leiaalowed. “But I'm concerned that you really don’t know who you' re dedling
with.”

Jaina s scowl of confusion was mirrored by the other two Jedi.

“WEe re not talking about the Chiss,” Han explained. “Y ou three arein way over your heads
here—unlessyou think Sabaredlydid imagine those assassn bugs?’

Alema seyesflashed a the wordbugs, but she wasthefirst to shake her head. “They werered.”
“But they weren't Taat,” Zekk added.
“That' sone of thethingswe Il beworking on,” Jainasaid.

“Until when?’ Once again, Leiawas unnerved by how easily the trio were finishing each other’s
sentences. “ Until you become Joiners?’

Jaina and the others shared aglance, then Zekk said, “ That depends.”
“Onwhat?’ Han asked.
“On how quicklyyou convince the Chissto stop,” Alemafinished.

“Maybe you'’ d better hurry back to theFalcon ,” Jainafinished. “ Especidly if Sabaisright about where
that third nwent.”

Leid sstomach grew hollow and worried. Jainawas right about that much, at least. They did not havea
lot of timeto waste trying to talk the three Jedi into coming home.

And Han knew it, too. He stepped close to Jaina. “ Jaina, listen to me—"
“I don’'t haveto listen, Dad,” Jainasaid. “I canfeel what you'rethinking.”
“Weadl can,” Zekk added. “ Nodaughter of mine—"

“—is going to become a bughugger,” Alemafinished.



“Hey, nofair!” Han objected. “ Just because | don't like bugs doesn’'t mean I’m wrong. There's
something sneaky going on here—and Raynar’ sin it up to hisneck.”

“You don't know that,” Jainasaid.

“Thisisthethird time we ve been atacked,” Lelareminded her. “And Raynardid tell us he was afraid
we d try to take you away.”

“Then he can stop worrying, because we' re not going anywhere until the Chissleave,” Janasad. “So
hurry up and make that happen.”

She opened her arms to embrace Han, but he stepped back shaking hishead. “No, Jaina, I'm not giving
thismy—"

“I wasn't looking for your blessing, Dad.” Jaina s voice had grown hard—not angry, just hard. “And |
guess|’d befoolish to hopefor anything se”

“If you' re going to be ronto-brained abouit this, yeah,” Han said. “I'll tell you what. Y ou take Saba back
intheFal con, and your mother and I'll stay here to handle the Chiss.”

“And recover Lowig,” Leiaadded.

“You'dlet mefly theFalcon home?’ Jainaasked, cocking her head in an dl-too-Killik-like fashion.
“Alone?’

“Well, with Alemaand Zekk,” Han said. “ Sure.”

Jainascowled. “Who do you think you' re talking to, Dad? | know how you fedl about insects.” She
turned her back on Han and held her aams out to Lela. “Mother?’

“I wishyou'd listen to your father.” Leia s chest grew heavy, for she could see Han' sfrustration with
Jainaturning to anger. “Y ou do knowyou might bethered prizein this conflict? Raynar isn't the earnest
young man who went to Myrkr with you. He' s desperate and londly. | wouldn't be surprised if he had
instigated the whole border conflict just to draw you—"

“Mom, sometimes you think too much.” Jainalowered her arms, then turned and started away. “You'd
better get theFal con off thismoon. I’ll try to warn Aunt Marathrough the Force.”

“Jainal” Han barked.

Janaignored him.

Zekk said, “Do what you can with the Chiss. We Il keep thingsin check here.”

He turned and started after Jaina

“Thisisn’t over, you know!” Han said to their backs. “We re going to come back.”

Jainawaved over her shoulder, but Alemaremained where shewas, in front of the Solos.



“I'll be going with you,” the Twi’lek said to Lela.

Jainaand Zekk both stopped and whirled around in surprise.
“Youwill?" Jainaasked.

“Wedidn't expect this,” Zekk said.

“They’'ll need aguide,” Alemaexplained. “They can’t go back the same way they came without stopping
a Y oggoy, and that may not be agood idea—at least not until we know who' s behind these attacks.”

Jaina scowled at the unexpected change of plan, but nodded and turned to her father. “Do you have
room on theFalcon 7’

“Sure” Han said. “Why don’'t you al come?’

TWENTY

EVEN CURLED INTO THE PRIMAL egg position on theFalcon’s medbay bunk, staring dead ahead
with glazed eyes, Sabalooked more annoyed by her wounds than pained by them. Her pebbly lipswere
drawn back in afrozen sneer, with the tips of her forked tongue showing between her fangs, and the
claws on her hands were fully extended. She held her bandaged tail wrapped tightly around her

hindquarters, and if shewas breathing at dll, Leiasaw no sign of it in her congtricted nostrilsand
motionless chest.

“Shelookslike she'sdying,” Alemawhispered over Leid s shoulder. “Isshe dying?’

“I don’'t know.” Leia checked the monitors and found a single spike on the cardio-line. Therewasa
barely discernible upward dope on the respiratory chart. “I think it's just aheding trance.”

“Wdll, shelooks like she'sdying,” Alemasad.

Saba stongue shot out and snapped the air, drawing a surprised gasp from both Leiaand Alema, then
returned to its place between her teeth. The Barabd’ s eyes remained fixed and glazed.

“Heding trance,” Leiaconcluded.

“Doyou think she ll survive?’



Leiastudied the silken bandage that covered haf of Saba' s skull. “With that head wound, anyone else
would be dead dready,” she said. “But Saba' s a Barabd. Who knows?’

Alema sonly answer was along, concerned silence.

After atime, Leialowered the lights and told the medcomputer to dert her if anything changed in Saba's
gatus.

AsLeadrew the privacy curtain across the medbay, she asked, “How about a nice mug of hot
chocolate? We have some of Luke' s specia supply on board.”

“Redly?Hot chocolate!” Alema gasped. Always scarce, hot chocolate had become atrue Hutt's
pleasure after the Y uuzhan V ong reshaped seven of the eight planets capable of growing the rare pods
necessary to produce it. “What about your dutiesin the cockpit?’

“Don’'t worry about that.” Leiatook the Twi’lek’ sarm and led her forward. TheFalcon had just |eft
Qoribu and was preparing to make itsfirst jump to hyperspace, but Leia needed to find out what was
redly happening on Jwlio—and the sooner, the better. “ Juun isfilling in for me. Han’ s growing fond of the

litlequy.”
Alemacurled her lekku. “That’ s not the impression | get from Han.”

Lelagave aknowing smile. “ That' s becauseHan doesn't redizeit yet.” They entered the main cabin.
“Anyway, we havetime. Have a seet.”

Leiatook severd white, thumb-sized seeds from a storage box and placed them in the galley
multiprocessor. She set the controls todry and powder, then turned, placed afist on her hip, and began
to sudy Alemawith the same dightly interested, dightly preoccupied expression that she had been using
to soften up her subjects since her days asajunior Senator in the Old Republic.

Leashould have known it wouldn't work on AlemaRar. Lithe, beautiful, and averse to modest clothing,

the Twi’ lek was used to being stared at. She smply stared back, making Lelafed asthoughshe were the
onedressed only inasideless chemise,

The multiprocessor chimed, alowing Leiato turn away gracefully. She added alot of sweetener and a
small amount of water, then set the controlstoagitate and heat.

“Y ou have acomplicated way of making hot-chocolate,” Alemanoted. “Usudly, it just comes out of the
dispenser nozzle”

“Thisisbetter,” Lelasaid, turning back toward the Twi’lek. “ Trust me.”
“Of course,” Alemasaid. “Isthere areason not to?’

Lela began to wonder who was being interrogated here. Shewaited until it wastimeto add the milk, then
instructed the multiprocessor to heat dowly and joined Alemaat the table.

“Okay.” Lelaassumed her best motherly tone and leaned in close. “ So what isit?’

Alemafrowned, but did not pull back. “What iswhat 7’



“Thereason you're here,” Leiasaid. “We both know that Juun could have gotten theFal con past
Y oggoy.”

Findly, aglimmer of doubt showed in Alema sface. Leiawas tempted to probe her fedings through the
Force, but suspected the Twi’ lek would sense the intrusion and resent it.

Alemalooked toward the multiprocessor. “ Shouldn’t you check the hot chocolate?’

“The unit will chime.” Leiakept her gaze fixed on the Twi’ lek’ sface. “1saw how Jainaand Zekk
reacted, Alema.”

“That doesn’t mean—"
“Y ou three could barely start a sentence without someone esefinishing it,” Leiasaid.

“It' sthemed.” Alema sanswer camealittle too quickly. “We redly baked oursalves on the voxyn
misson.”

“That 07" Leiawasfar too experienced to missthe Twi’lek’ s attempt to change the subject, but she
decided to play along— for now. “When did you start using the battle-meld with Killiks?’

Alemalooked genuindy confused. “We haven't. What makes you think that? They’ re not even
Force-sengtive.”

“I know.” Lelagave her amotherly amile. “But thereis amental connection, especialy with you. | saw it
at the dance”

Alema cast ahopeful 1ook toward the multiprocessor, then seemed to redlize that the bell would only
delay theinevitable.

“Maybethereis,” shesad. “It' snothing you' re aware of. Y ou start feding like you belong, then you sort
of ... suddenly you just seem to have alarger mind.”

Leiabegan to wonder if there were any deprogrammersin the Galactic Alliance capable of handling
eght Jedi.

“It' shard to describe.” Alemamust have sensed Leid s thoughts in the Force, because her tone was
defensive. “Y ou' re aware of so much more. Y ou see outside the nest when you' re inside, oringde when
you're outsde. And what you fee—you fed everything.”

“I've heard glitterstimisalot like that,” Leiacommented dryly.

“Thisiseven better,” Alemasaid. “You don't get Sck. It'scompletely harmless.”

Lelawas beginning to see why the Twi’ lek’ sinfatuation with Anakin had ways made Han so nervous.
Though the multiprocessor hadn’t chimed yet, she returned to the galley and took two empty mugs from
the cabinet, then placed adiver of tang-bark and adrop of orchid-bean extract in each.

“What'sthat?’ Alemaasked, joining Lelaat the gdley.

“Spice” Lelasad.



Alemd seyeslit.
“Not that kind,” Lelasaid. “Just flavoring.”

The multiprocessor chimed. Shefilled both mugs, topped them with dollops of malow paste—made
from real malow root—and handed oneto Alema

“You' rewrong, you know,” Lelasaid. “It' snot harmless.”
Alemaglanced a her mug and looked confused.

“The Colony,” Lelasaid. “Or have you forgotten the attack on theShadow? And the tower collgpse on
Y oggoy?”

“You can't believe the Colony was responsible. Taat may not have healed Saba, but they saved her
life”

“Taat' s heders had to save Sabd s life because someone e setried to takeit.”

“Not Killiks. Saba said she was attacked by . . .” Alemafrowned, thenfinished, “ . . . aman. You heard

“Shethought it was Welk,” Lelasaid, supplying the name Alemahad not been ableto recdll. “ Sabadso
said he was protecting aKillik nest. A nest with two dark blue Killiks.” Leia paused, then demanded,
“Who werethey?’

“That part makes no sense,” Alemasaid. “ There are no blue Killiks—at least none we' ve seen here.”

The denid would have been more convincing had Alema' s eyesnot did away. Leiatook asip from her
mug, savoring its silky sweetness as she pondered what the Twi’ ek might be trying to concedl.

“It makes sensetoyou ,’Leasad findly. “But you don't want to tel me.”

Alematook asip of her drink, hiding from Leiabehind the rim of her mug. “We' re dl upset about what
happened to Master Sebatyne. Why would anyone hide information about that?’

“Obvioudy, because you' re trying to protect the Killiks.” Leiareturned to the table and sat down,
regarding the Twi’lek from across the cabin. “What | can’t figure out iswhy you wanted to come with us.
Areyou afraid we' re going to discover the secret they’ re trying to protect?’

“Very good.” Alemaraised her mug to indicate she was talking about the hot chocolate. “Itis better this
way.”

Lelaignored the compliment. “Or maybe you' re afraid that what happened to Master Sebatyneisgoing
to happen to us?’

Alemaraised her mug again, but she swallowed too quickly to enjoy what she was drinking.

“Sothat’sit,” Leiasaid. She could not help fedling alittle hurt that her own daughter had not worried
about her safety— but that was probably because Jaina knew that Leiaand Han could take care of



themselves. . . or so shetold hersdlf. “Y ou're trying to protect us.”

“Not at dl.” Alemacameto join her at the table. “'Y ou don't need protecting—at least not from Killiks.”

“The Chissare afraid of something ,” Lela pointed out.

“Yes” Alemasat down next to Leia. “They're afraid the Gaactic Alliance will learn what they’ ve been
doing in Qoribu.”

“They'reafraid of theKilliks ,”Lelasad. “And you're hiding the reason. All of you are.”

“There snothing to hide,” Alemasaid. “ Chiss xenophobiaiswell documented. And whereinsects are
involved, it’s pure bigotry. Just because alife-form has Sx legs, they think they’ refreeto smashiit.”

“Nicetry,” Leiasaid. “But we re not changing the subject.”

Thejump dert knelled softly, and the silky beverage in their mugs shuddered dightly astheFalcon
dipped into hyperspace. Leia decided the time had come to start pushing.

“Alema, what were those insects Welk was protecting?’
Alemamade apoint of meeting Leia sgaze. “Y ou know as much about that as anyone.”

“Fair enough,” Lelasaid. “1 do have atheory. Those insects were exactly what Sabathought they were:
Colony ns”

Alema shook her head. “Why would the Colony need assassins?’
“Because Unu wantsitsown Jedi,” Lelasaid. “ And that means stoppingus.”

“No,” Alemainsged. “ The Colony would never murder anyone.”

“Sureitwould,” Lelasaid. “That' swhy Raynar waswilling to let usleave after we discovered Y oggoy's
location. He didn’t think we d live long enough to reved it to anyone se.”

“Helet you leave because hetrusted you to keep the secret. Unu has nothing to do with the attacks on
you and theShadow. Thatwas. ..”

Alemafrowned again, asthough she were trying to recal the name of Saba s attacker.

“Wek,” Leiasupplied. “I’m surprised you have so much trouble remembering the name of someone
who betrayed you.”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Alemasaid. “Y ou're flustering me with this nonsense about the Colony trying
tokill you, that'sdl.”

The excuse was just convenient enough to rouse Leid s suspicion. “I’'m sorry. Maybe you can remember
the name of Welk’s Master? What was his name?’

“Hername,” Alemasaid. “ Good try, though.”



“Doyou recdl her name?’

Alemathought for amoment, then asked, “What does this have to do with anything? They’ re both
dead.”

“Then it wasn't Welk who attacked Saba?’ L eia asked.

Alema shook her head resolutdly. “1t couldn’t have been. He died when theFlier crashed, along with.. ..
hisMagter.”

Now it was Lea sturn to frown. The truth—at least Alema s memory of it—seemed to be changing
before her eyes. “ Then who was it?’

“It must have been a Chisspy,” Alemasaid.
“With alightssber?’
“He could have golenit,” Alemasaid. “Or found it.”

“That' spossible” Leiasaid carefully. “But wouldn’'t asimpler explanation be that Welk survived the
Crash?’

Alemashook her head, and her tone grew ardent. “ Raynar was the only one Y oggoy found at the
Crash.”

“That doesn’t mean Raynar was the only onewho survived,” Leiainssted. “Didn’t Jacen tdll you? He
was there. He saw Raynar pull both Welk and Lomi out of the crash.”

“Jacen said that,” she admitted. “But it’ simpossible. When theFlier crashed, he was onBaanu Rass
with us. Or Vergere s prisoner on Coruscant.”

“True,” Leiasad. “Still, he saw what happened at the Crash. | don’t know how, but he did.”

“Hesaid hedid.” Alemastood and turned as though to leave, then whirled back toward the table. “ That
does't makeit true.”

Lelawas puzzled by the strange reaction. “When | was at the Crash, he spoke to me—at the sametime
hewason wlio,” shesaid. “So | tend to believe him.”

“Youwould.” Alemabegan to pace. “He syour son.”

“And I've seen what he can do.” Cautioudy, Lelaasked, “Why isit so important for you to believe
Jaceniswrong?’

“Why isit so important for you to believe heisn't 7’

“I"'m trying to figure out who' s been attacking us.” Leiawas spesking in asoft, nonthreatening voice. . .
and wondering who exactly she wastaking to. Maybe there had been more to that hopeful 1ook than
Lelaimagined when Alemahad mistaken the tangbark for glitterstim. “And I'm pretty certain Welk is
involved. Possbly Lomi—"



“It doesn’t matter what Jacenthinks he saw,” Alemasaid. “ They’re both dead.”
“And you know this?’

Alemanodded.

“How?’ Lelaasked.

“We...” Alema sface went blank, and she began to make loud clicking sound deep in her throat. “The
Colony knows.”

“TheColony knows.” Leiamade apoint of |etting her skepticism show. “ Alema, what are you trying to
protect usfrom?’

“Nothing!” The Twi’lek banged her fists on thetable. *'Y ou have nothing to fear, if you will just do what
wetdl you!”

“Wewho, Alema?’

Alema s eyes widened, then she drew hersdlf upright and stood at the table in shock, her mouth working
but no sound coming from her lips, The Noghri appeared slently at the cabin entrance. Leiasignaled
them to wait with an eyeflicker, then let the Slence hang while she finished her hot chocolate.

Findly, she put the empty mug down and looked up. “Well, I'm happy to see you understand why that
statement is so wrong.”

“Of course” Alemasaid. “We. .. 1 ... apologize”

She spun on her hedl and Ieft the cabin so quickly that the Noghri barely had time to step out of her way.
Leiadid not go after her. There would be plenty of time to tease the rest of the truth out of her on thetrip
back to Ossus, and Leia had learned enough for now. She closed her eyes and reached into the Force
for Luke, hoping that thistime her sense of him would be alittle more solid, that she could impart to him
some hint of the hidden danger that theShadow might have carried back from Qoribu.

TWENTY-ONE

THE FOUR BRAINS DISPLAY ED &above the medholo varied broadly in size and shape, the largest
being oblong with only adight downward bulge to join the brain stlem, the smdlest looking morelikea
withered palie mounted on a pulsing mushroom stem. In three of the brains, bursts of activity were



smultaneoudy blossoming in bright identica colors, then fading at exactly the samerate. Even more
telling were the two-dimensiond aphawaves crawling through the air beneath each hologram. Three of
the patterns were indistinguishable, with matched frequencies and amplitudes. The fourth wave, located
beneath the solid blue shape of ahuman brain, was dternating between dead flat and so wildly erratic
that the peaks vanished into the holo above.

“Very funny, Jacen.” Luke frowned toward the relaxi-chair where his nephew reclined, looking out
through viewing window of a huge scanning hood. “Would you stop playing with the brain mapper?’

“Just making the point.” Thefourth brain went entirdy white. “Thiswon't tell you anything. Y ou must
decide for yourselves whether we can be trusted.”

“Trustisn't theissue,” Corran Horn said. Along with Luke, Mara, and severa other Jedi Masters, he
was standing in the isolation ward of the infirmary at the Jedi academy on Ossus, where they would be

far from the prying eyes of the Gaactic Alliance advisory council. “WEe re just trying to figure out what
happened to you.”

“It has nothing to do with Killikz,” Tesar said.

“We overused themeld,” Tahiri said.

“And now we can't Stay out of each other’ sminds,” Tekli finished.

Though Luke certainly knew about the problems the meld had caused the strike team survivors, he
suspected these new symptoms had more to do with Killiks than the meld. Still, that was ajudgment
better made by the Jedi order’s Master hedler.

Luketurned to Cilgha. “What do you think?’

The Mon Calamari looked at him out of one bulbous eye. “1 think they are. . . mistaken.”

“Mistaken?’ Kyp Durron asked with hisusud lack of tact. “Or lying?’

Tesar Sebatyne started to push his scanning hood off. “This one does not—"

“Easy, Tesar.” Luke flashed Kyp alook of irritation. Now was hardly agood timeto betesting Tesar’s
patience. The Barabd had felt his mother get wounded less than twenty-four hours earlier, and the only
thing anyone knew about the circumstances was a vague sensation that Luke had felt from Leia
suggesting that she was caring for Saba—and that he and Marafaced the same danger on Ossus. “I'm

sure Magter Durron didn’t mean to impugn your honor.”

Ignoring the opportunity for an gpology, Kyp continued to look a Cilghd. “ Okay, why do you think
they’'re. . .mistaken 7’

“Becausethe ectivity isin the wrong places”

Cilgha keyed acommand, and a blobby structure about the size of athumbtip began to glow deep
within the hologram of Tahiri’sbrain.

“With the meld, the hypotha amus responds to emotiona reverberationsin the Force,” Cilgha said. The
blob began to swell and grow red. “Prolonged use—or very intense use—can enlarge it and make it



hypersensitive. Melders can become so attuned to each other that their minds begin to read the
reverberations much as transceivers read comm waves. That’swhen the meld dipsinto telepathy.”

“What about the mood swings?’ Corran asked.

Cilghd keyed another command. What |ooked like awishbone with two long, curling tails appeared
above theimage of Tahiri’s hypothaamus.

“Asuseis continued, the effect spills over into the rest of the limbic system, and melders begin to dter
each other’ semotions.”

The Magters watched for afew moments as the “wishbone” grew thicker and darker. They were all
aware of the risks associated with the meld, but thiswas the first time many had heard Cilghd’ stheory
concerning the actua mechanism. Luke had the sense that some were looking inward, trying to guess
how sengtive their own limbic systems might be growing.

Findly, Corran asked, “And whereisthe other kind of activity occurring?’

Cilgha keyed another command. A fibrous, cap-like structure about ten centimeters long appeared
above Tahiri’ slimbic system and beneath both her cerebral hemispheres. It was, Luke noted, in a perfect
position to act as bridge among al mgor sections of the brain.

“The structure of the corpus callosum has changed,” Cilgha said. As she spoke, the hypothalamus and
limbic system paed, and ahazy yellow fuzz formed in their place. “That haze you seeis composed of
free-dangling dendrites. It suggeststhat Tesar, Tekli, and Tahiri are sending impulses directly from one
brain to another.”

“And Jacen?’ Maraasked.

“That' sdifficult to say.” Cilgha glanced at Jacen, who sat benesth his hood, playing color gameswith
the hologram of hisbrain. “But probably not, snce he was there only afraction of the time the others
were.”

“What about these impulses?’ Kyle Katarn asked. With brown hair, brown eyes, and atan shirt tucked
into brown breeches, he looked like afarmer about to return to hisfieldsinstead of one of the Jedi
order’smogt famous and skilled members. “ Are you talking about Force impulses?’

Cilghd shook her e ongated head. “ Probably not. From what Master Skywalker said, the Killiks don’t
appear to be Force-sengitive.” She stepped away from the controls, then continued, “I suspect the
impulses are moving through their auras.”

“Tharauras 7’ Kenth Hamner asked. A tall Jedi with adeeply lined face and dignified bearing, he had a
keen mind and ahabit of skeptical inquiry. “I’ ve aways had the impresson that auras were so much
Falanass nonsense”

“Not a al,” Cilghal said. “Every being is surrounded by an aura of subtle energies—hest, eectric,
magnetic, even chemica—some extending asfar asten meters. | have amulti-band detector that can
image your own, if you like”

“For now, we Il take your word for it,” Luke said. At the moment, he waslessinterested in proof thanin
aworking theory. “How confident are you?’



“Not confident at dl,” Cilgha sad. “I'll have to perform some teststo verify my hypothess”
“Tetsareusdless” Tekli said from inside her scanning hood. “They won't reved anything.”
“Our problemisthemeld,” Tahiri ingsted.

“We need no testz to tell usthat,” Tesar agreed.

L uke and the other Masters exchanged uncomfortable glances, their mutua concern growing sharper in
the Force. Thetrio’ singstence on blaming the meld was beginning to sound irrationd.

Findly, Corran said, “Cilghd, you said their corpus ca—er— whatever-it-was had changed. How did
that happen? Was that aso caused by the auras?’

“Probably not,” Cilghd said. “Most insectsrely heavily on pheromonesto regulate their lives, sothat’'s
where my suspicionsfal first.”

“That makes sense,” Maraagreed. “ The nests were soaked with pheromones.”
“You'resaying asmell changed our Jedi’ sbrain structure?’ Corran asked.

“Pheromonesaren’'t just odors,” Cilgha said. “ They're very powerful chemicas. They trigger awide
range of behaviors— and physical changes—in nearly every animd inthe galaxy.”

“And they change your brain?’ Corran repeated, ill unconvinced.

“Everythingchanges your brain,” Cilghd said. “Whenever you learn something new, or develop askill, or
make amemory, your brain grows new connections to store and access information. Under the right
gimulus, it' s very conceivable that parts of it could be completely modified.”

“So,” Maraasked, “ pend enough time in the pheromone bath, and your brain rewiresitsaf?’

“Exactly,” Cilghd said. “Especidly if the pheromoneswork through the nose. In most species, smell isa
direct input to the brain.”

“And you're sure these Jedi Knights are justmistaken about what’ s happened to them?’” Kyp asked,
raising the question again for no good reason L uke could see. “They couldn’'t be lying?’

“Wearenot lying!” Tesar stood, pushing hishood up and pointing atalon in Kyp'sdirection. “We do
not liel”

Concerned that Kyp was sensing something he had not, L uke reached out to Tesar and the othersin the
Force. Hefelt outrage, confusion, even asmdl hint of a Joiner’ s double presence—but no dishonesty. As
far ashe could tell, the trio believed they were tdling the truth.

Luke sent a gentle Force-nudge urging Kyp to apologize, but the shaggy-haired Jedi ignored it and
returned the glare Tesar was shooting in hisdirection.

“Then proveit,” Kyp said. “Tell uswhy you agreed to come back from Qoribu.”



Thetip of Tesar’ sforked tongue darted between hislips, and the anger in his dit-pupiled eyes dowly
changed to admiration.

“Very good, Magter Durron,” Tesar said. “We did not see that coming at all.”

“I'mglad | still have something to teach,” Kyp said. “Are you going to ansver?’

“Of course,” Tahiri said, dipping out from beneath her own hood. “ All you had to do was ask.”
“Sowereasking,” Marasad.

“We came to persuade the council to help the Killikz,” Tesar said. “ The Colony can only stop the Chisz
through war.”

“And the Jedi can bring other pressuresto bear,” Tahiri added. “It’'s best for everyone.”

“That will befor the Masters council to decide,” Kenth said. “And when it does, will you abide by our
decison?’

“We aren't wrong about this,” Tahiri dodged.
“The Chisz are committing xenocide,” Tesar added. “We mugt intervene.”

“Immediately.” Tekli pushed her hood up and came to stand with the others, leaving only Jacen’s

brain—currently gold and pulsing—displayed on the medholo. “ Aren’t we bound as Jedi to protect the
week?’

“Jedi are bound by a great many duties, often contradictory,” Kenth said. “Which iswhy we cdl
Masters councils. | ask again, will you abide by our decison?”’

Thetrio fell slent, then Tahiri and Tekli dropped their eyes, and Tesar said, “ That dependz on what the
decisonis”

Kenth and Corran recoiled visibly.

But Kyp Durron smiled. “Wadll, it'san honest answer.”

“Asmuch asthat is possblefor them,” Cilghal said. Sheturned to Luke. “1 don't like to question their
integrity, Magter Skywalker, but anything they tdll usis suspect. We must assume their judgment has
been compromised by the same power that called them away in thefirst place.”

Tesar glared openly in Cilghd’ sdirection. “Y ou are saying we cannot be trusted?’

She met hisgaze evenly. “ Y ou're not to blame, but yes—that’ s exactly what I'm saying.”

Tesar |looked from Cilgha to Luke to Kyp and back to Luke, then thumped histail and retreated to his
relaxi-chair.

Tahiri took hisplace. “We don't deservethis” She glared directly into Luke seyes. “Y ou have no
reason to treat us likewe' re Sith.”



“Probably not,” Kenth said. “But until those mysterious attacks on Y oggoy and at Qoribu are explained,
there’ sno harmin being safe”

“By al meanz,” Tesar ragped from his chair. “ This one would not want you to fear us.”

Luketurned to Cilghd. * Perhaps you' d explain your concerns?’

The Mon Cdamari nodded. “It’ svery smple. The meld ways comes from the outs de—youknow
you' re listening to someone el se' s thoughts and reacting to someone s semotions. But this. . . this

joining fedslikeit comesfromingdde.

The things our Jedi Knights see through it—or hear or smell or taste—seem like thingsthey’ re sensing
themsalves. Even the thoughts they share seem to ariseinsde their own minds.”

“So they don’t know whether their thoughts are their own or someone else’ s?” Mara asked. Luke could
sense that she was as concerned as he was, that she was afraid their young Jedi Knights were logt to the
Colony dready. “ They can't just ignore outside thoughts, like we can in the meld?’

“I'm afraid that’ s correct,” Cilghd said. “Indl likelihood, it'simpossible to know the difference.”

The Masters studied Tahiri and the other young Jedi in silence, their faces betraying the same
disappointment and concern and uncertainty that Lukefelt. Cilgha could probably find away to negate
the changesto their brain structure. But the patients were clearly going to be uncooperative, and that
would make recovery along, difficult process.

Findly, Kenth said, “Well, that explainsalot. They certainly haven't been acting like themsdalves.”

“Perhapz not,” Tesar admitted. He leaned forward, being careful to remain seated and nonthreatening.
“But that doesn’t mean we are wrong about Qoribu.”

“Ask Masters Skywaker,” Tekli said. “ They both saw Jwlio. They can tell you what the Chisshave
done to the moon.”

“Fair enough,” Luke said. “Maraand | weren’t on Jwlio long enough to gather many facts, but itis clear
the Chissare trying to drive the Killiks out of the system.”

“Andit’sjust as clear that the Killiks don't have the resourcesto leave,” Mara added. “ The way things
arelooking, the result will bewar or extermination, probably both.”

Tahiri beamed, Tesar assumed areptilian grin, and Tekli brought her ears forward.
Then Corran asked, “Why?’
Tesar rose. “Why what?’

“Why are the Chissdoing this?’” he asked. “ They’ re xenophobic and secretive, but they’ re not
expangonigts. If they’ retrying to drive the Killiks away, they must have areason.”

“They are afraid the Colony will expand into their territory,” Tesar said. “ That iswhat their Joinerz say.”

“There smoretoit,” Marasad. “If dl the Chisswere worried about was border security, they'd just



wait for anest to pop up in their own territory,then attack.”

“That’sright,” Luke agreed. “ Something about the Killiks scares the Chiss so much they don’t want
them in the same sector as an Ascendancy system.”

“Y ou'd have to ask the Chiss about that,” Tahiri said.

“We shouldn’'t need to,” Kenth pointed out. “Isn’'t it thefirst duty of aJedi to understandboth sides of a
conflict?’

Tahiri met his gaze with araised chin. “We were occupied.”

“Saving innocentz.”

“And look what happened,” Kenth said. “Both sides are closer to war than ever.”

“Perhaps,” Tekli said. “But our mistakes shouldn’t condemn the Qoribu nests.”

“And they shouldn’t commit the Jedi to any action the Masters haven't authorized.” Corran turned away
from the trio and addressed the other Masters. “ Our first concern must be the stability of the Galactic
Alliance”

“No.” Kyp Durron surprised everyone by stepping to Tahiri’sside. “The Jedi arenoon€e's
mercenaries—not even the Galactic Alliance's. Our first concern, our only concern, isour own
conscience. We must follow it wherever it leads”

Octa Ramis, who had remained silent until now, spoke up to agree with Kyp, then Kenth agreed with
Corran, Kyp repeated his position, and the discussion degenerated into argument. Tahiri, Tekli, and
Tesar remained silent, content to |et their advocates argue their case. Luke glanced over at Jacen, who
was continuing to create eegant swirls of light in his brain holo, and wished he were dso freeto ignore
the argument. What he really wanted to be doing was looking for adicer who could access that

sequestered sector in R2-D2' s memory, but persona business would have to wait. The argument among
the Masters was rapidly growing more hested.

Luke eased hisway into the middle of the knot.

“Enough.” Thetumult began to quiet, and he said, “ Thisisn’t thetime for discusson. We' rejust hereto
have alook at Cilghal’ stests and listen to our Jedi Knights' report.”

An embarrassed silence fell over the room as the Masters contempl ated their outburgts, then Kyp
flushed and dropped hischin. “I let my emotions carry me away. | gpologize.”

“No need,” Corran said, dapping his shoulder. “We were dl alittle excited.”

“Master Skywaker isright,” Kyle added. “We rejust hereto listen.”

“Y ou haven't listened tome yet.”

Jacen sounded as though he were less than a meter from the group. But when L uke turned around, he

found only theimage of his nephew’ s brain floating above the holopad. Jacen himsdlf remained seated in
hisrelaxi-chair, eyes staring blankly out through the viewing window of his scanning hood.



“Okay, Jacen,” Luke said. “We d be very interested in hearing your report.”

The hologram pulsed in a brilliant show of iridescent color, and the dphaline below it quivered intimeto
adeep, booming voice that was barely recognizable as Jacen’s.

“Killiks are dangerous friends, but no one senemy,” the brain said. “ The true danger lies not inwhat the
Jedi do, but intherr faillureto act at dl.”

The effect was exactly what Jacen had intended. A thoughtful silence descended on the group, and the
Masters gazesturned inward as they searched for the deeper meaning in Jacen’ swords.

Luke waked over the control pand. “Very funny,” he said, switching it off. “Didn’'t | tell you to stop
playing with Cilghd’ s brain mapper?’

TWENTY-TWO

HAND AND LEIA WERE ALONE in the cockpit, Stting together in one chair, watching the

opd escent nothingness of hyperspace dide slently past. The jump was along one, and there was no
reason for them both to spend it on watch. But the flight deck was the one place on the suddenly
crowdedFalcon to find some discreet time together, and—after the way things had ended with Jaina—
Han was glad they had. Somehow, it hel ped to know that Leiawas as frightened for Jainaas he
was—that she, too, was determined to find out what Raynar really had planned for their daughter, to
return to Qoribu the minute they could, and to put astop toit.

“You'rein abetter mood,” Lelasaid.

“Takingtoyou, | guess,” Han admitted. “How’ d you know?’

“The humming. Y ou never hum.”

“Humming?’ Han frowned. “I’m not humming.”

“Really?’ Leiacocked her head. “It certainlysounds like you are.”

Han spun the seat around until he was facing the same direction Leiahad been, then he heard it—afaint,
undulating purr.

“That’snot me.” Han jumped up, dumping Leiaonto her feet. “It' sacoolant line!”



“A coolant line?” Leiadipped into the copilot’ s chair and began caling up status displays. “What
happened to thedarm?’

“Good question.” Han turned toward the back of the flight deck and started down the access corridor.
“Disengage the hyperdrive and do adow cool-down. I’ll seewhat | can find out back in systems.”

The hum grew steadily louder as Han advanced. By the time he entered the main cabin, it had risento an
irritating drone. He met the rest of his crew and passengers coming the other way. Cakhmaim and
Meewalh were wide awake, but still pulling on their deevelessrobes. Alema and Juun were both
bleary-eyed and dressed in their deeping shifts, which, in Alema s case, was considerably more than she
wore when she was awake.

C-3PO was dso present and, of course, fully dert. “I don't believe |’ ve ever heard theFalcon make a
sound quite like this, Captain Solo. Whet isit?’

“Boailing coolant,” Juun said through ayawn. He stretched hisarms. “ The hyperdrive must be—" The
Weariness vanished from the Sullustan’ s bulbous eyes. “Bloah! The hyperdriveis overheating!”

A loud boom reverberated through the hull as theFal con executed an emergency drop into real space.
The dronein the coolant lines became aloud, bubbling hiss.

Han pointed at Juun, then jerked a thumb toward the cockpit. “ Take the navigator’ s station and get afix
on where we are. Threepio, take the comm station in case we need to send an emergency hail. Everyone
ese, withme”

Han led the way to the rear of the ship, then opened an access panel and peered in at the contorted
tangle of vaves and radiation-shielded conduits surrounding the unit itself. There was no need to ask for a
thermoscanner to determine which lines were overhegted. Thelower inside conduit was bulging, glowing
pale blue, and banging asif there were a profogg insde. Han activated the lighting and crawled into the
sweltering cabinet, then traced the pipe up to the dark nook where it passed through the flow regulator.
The diverter valve was stuck half closed, but Han could not see what had caused the malfunction—or
why the sensor hadn’t sounded an darm.

“Meawah, get me some burn gloves and aface shidd.”
Before he finished asking, the Noghri was passing the gloves and face shield into the cabinet.

As Han donned the equipment, Juun’ s voice came over the intercom. “Captain Solo, | haven't identified
exactly wherewe are yet—"

“Well, keep working onit. I’'m sure you can figureit out.” Han rolled his eyes. “Let me know when you
do.”

“Of course,” Juun sad. “But | thought | should report—"

“Look, I'm kind of busy here,” Han said. “ So unless we' re under attack, hold the reports until you're
done.”

There was amoment of silence, then Juun asked, “Do you want meto wait until we' reactually under
attack?’



“What?’ Han turned, banging the sde of hishead on astrut. “Blast! What do you mean,actually?”

“Han, it lookslikewe re ill in Colony territory,” Lelasaid, breaking in. “We ve got a swarm of
dartshipscoming.”

“Rodder!” Han nodded the Noghri toward the cannon turrets, then pulled on the second burn glove.
“Okay, forget the cool-down. Recalculate the rest of the jump using three-quarter power and go. This
shouldn’t take long.”

“Y ou've found the problem?” Juun’ svoice wasfull of awe. “Already?’

“Even better.” Han reached up to the regul ator and shut down the damaged coolant line. “1’ ve found a
fix.”

When Han pulled himsdlf out of the cabinet, Alemawas frowning down at him with her lekku crossed
over her chest.

“Don’'t scowl a me,” hesad. “It givesyou wrinkles.”

The frown vanished a once. “ Areyou sureit’ s necessary to take thiskind of risk?’ she asked. “Those
dartships are only coming to greet us. Their nest might even be able to help us make repairs.”

“HFirgt, not al dartshipsare friendly.” Han passed her hisface shield, then pulled off hisburn gloves.
“Second, Saba can’t wait for repairs—and maybe not Luke and Mara, either.”

“And third?’
“Thereisnothird.”
“There sawaysathird,” Alemasaid.

“Okay, third.” Han passed her the burn gloves and, as theFalcon dipped back into hyperspace,
concluded, “I'mthe captain. It ssafeif | say itis”

Alemashrank back. “ Okay—just asking,” she said. “Maybe we should check on Saba.”

“Y ou go ahead,” Han said, wondering why the Twi’lekthought he was needed to check on the Barabdl.
Bugs and bug-lovers, hethought,you can’t trust either of ‘em. He had a sudden image of Jainaand
Raynar rubbing forearms and shuddered. He closed the access panel and started forward. “1 need to
keep an eye on thingsin the cockpit.”

Han had barely stepped onto the flight deck when Juun reported, “We have to recaibrate the warp
controller. The heat buildup caused a performance spike in the number two nacelle, and we veered off
course by seven one-thousandths of adegree.”

“Wedon't havetime,” Han said. Recdibrating meant days of trid jumps, then he'd haveto doit al again
when they returned to the Gaactic Alliance and repaired the problem. “ Just run acompensation

program.”

“A compensation program?’ Juun was aghast. “But procedure mandates recdibration anytime—"



“It dso mandates obeying the captain’ sorders,” Han said, dipping into the pilot’s seet. “ Just run the
blasted program.”

Juun was slent for amoment, then asked in a subdued voice, “Was the mafunction anything | should
account for?’

Han softened. “ Good question.” He considered for amoment, mentally reviewing the entire coolant
systemin hismind. Anunderactive diverter could cause another performance spike, but probably not a
closed one—especidly not if the hyperdrive remained bel ow maximum power. “I don’t think so.”

“Y ou don'tthink 0?7’ Juun repeeated. “Didn’t you identify the mafunction?’
“Didn’'t havetime,” Han said, growing irritated again.
“But if you haven't identified the problem, how can you know it's ssfe—"

“Iknow ,”Han growled. “Now, are you going to stop bothering me and run that program, or do | have
todoit mysdf?’

“I"d advise you to choose thefirst option,” C-3PO said. “When Captain Solo’ s voice assumes that tone,
he has anasty habit of tripping primary circuit breskers.”

“It'sokay, Jee,” Lelasaid. “Han knowswhat he' sdoing.”

“Oh, | redizethat, PrincessLeia,” Juun replied. “1 was onlyasking because I’ d like to understand how
Han Solo makes decisons.”

“Wouldn't wed|?' Lelareplied.

Juun ran the compensation program, then they jumped back into hyperspace and spent the next quarter
hour riding in slence, watching status readouts and listening for the faintest hum in the coolant lines.
Findly, Han felt confident enough to pronounce the emergency passed. He sent Juun back to tell the
othersthey could return to their bunks, then looked over to find Leiastaring raptly into her display, biting
her lower lip as she double-checked Juun’s compensation parameters against status readouts.

She wore the same enthralled expression she' d often had as New Republic Chief of State, poring over a
report on an initiative to feed hungry natives on Gottlegoob, or as Rebel leader studying a cruiser buildup
on Farbog. It was alook Han had not seen since the end of the war with the Y uuzhan V ong, when the
challenge of combat had faded to the drudgery of reconstruction and they had retreated into theFalcon
to build asmdler, more private life together.

It was alook Han missed, and one hefelt responsible for losing. As much as heloved having Leiadl to
himsdf—findly— he knew she needed more out of life; she would never be happy flying around just
having adventures. She needed to be doing important things, putting the galaxy back together and seeing
to it that the megaconglomerates did not end up owning everything.

Seeming to fed the weight of his gaze—or perhaps sense it through the Force—L eialooked up from the
columns scrolling down her digplay. “ Something wrong?’

“Nothing,” Han said. “1 wasjust wondering . . .” He wanted to sayif you were happy, but knew that



would sound wrong—it would sound likehe was unhappy. “Wdll, if . ..

“Juun’ s parameters are very complete, if you' reworried about thet,” Leiasaid. “We re not going to stay
in the safety margin— but when do we ever?’

“Yeah,” Han said. “That’ skind of the point. Do you ever miss our old place back on Coruscant?’
Leiacocked her brow and remained silent, studying him like aworrt eyeing akreetle.
“Having awhole bedroom suite to ourselves, and ared kitchen where we could cook redl dinners?’

“That apartment is gone—al ong with everything €l se we might remember abouit that planet.” Lelamade a
point of not looking at Han. “And | don’t recall you doing much cooking.”

“That doesn’'t mean | didn’t like the food,” he said. “ And we could get another place. With the
Reconstruction Authority trying to move the seat of government back—"

“What' sthistak about moving into an gpartment?’ Leiaasked. “I thought you loved living on the
Falcon.”

“I do,” Han said. “But there’'smoreto life than being happy!”

Leiafrowned. “Han, you' re starting to sound confused. Have you been seeing color flashes? Fedling
dizzy? Having trouble hear—"

“I’'mnot having astroke,” Han interrupted. “I’'mfine”

“Good.” Lelareturned to her statusdisplay. “Soam|1.”

“And I’'mnot old,” Han said.

“Did | say you were?’

Han activated his own display and went to work running sensor tests, trying to locate the fault that had
prevented the safety system from detecting the coolant problem beforeit grew critical. An hour later, he
had determined that dl of the sensors on the coolant line were stuck at the optimum readings. It took
another hour to determine that the number one nacelle readings were being repeated on the number two
datus bar. By itsdlf, either mafunction was dangerous, together, they could prove catastrophic.

“I don’t know where we serviced the hyperdrive last time,” Han said, “ but the next timewe rein the
neighborhood, remind me to send them a concussion missile.”

“Bad coolant?’ Leiaasked. Corrosive impurities were the cause of most coolant problems.

“Y eah, and that’ snot dl,” Han said. “ Some short circuit ran a double status feed from the number two
nacdle”

“Redly?’ Lelagrew thoughtful. “1 wonder what the chances of making those two mistakes are.”

“Approximately one hundred twelve thousand to one, PrincessLeia,” C-3PO said hepfully. “The hangar
daff at the Jedi Temple are generaly quite proficient.”



“That’ swhere we got our last coolant change?” Without waiting for areply, Han turned to Leia.
“Something smell bad to you?’

“Very,” shesad. “The Temple would know by now if it had been using bad coolant. Someone would
have warned us.”

“Yeah,” Han sad. “It’ s gotta be something else.”

“ Sabotage?’

“That'd be my bet,” Han said. “ Threepio, find out how Saba s doing—and have Meewah and
Cakhmaim do another sweep of the ship. Tell them to look for droppings and bug tracks. That may be
the only way we know they’re here.”

“They?’ C-3PO asked.

“Killiks” Han said. “ Stowaways.”

The droid |€eft to obey. Han turned to find Lela staring out the viewport with a distant expression. It was
the samelook he' d seen a dozen times, as she reached out in the Force and tried to warn Luke about the
assassin bugs Saba had found.

Hewaited until her attention returned to the cockpit, then asked, “ Any luck?’

“Luke s preoccupied with something about our family. | think he thought | wastrying to tel him about
Saba” Leiashook her head. “And | just don't have a strong enough connection with Mara.”

“What about Jacen?’
“I don't know,” Leiasaid. “I can't tell if he doesn’'t believe me or just doesn’t understand.”
“Bladt,” Han said. “We could usalittle help here. If thisis sabotage . . .”

Han let the sentencetrail off, for afaint thread of blue had appeared ahead, stretched horizontaly across
the pearly void of hyperspace.

“Leig, do you seethat?’
“Wha?!

Han pointed at the thread, which had thickened into aline of mottled colors ranging from white to dark
purple. “Colors.”

“Very funny,” Leasad. “I’'m sorry | cdled you old.”

“No, redly.” Han jabbed his finger toward the line, which was now afinger-width band darkening
toward sapphire. “Look.”

Leialooked, and her jaw dropped. “ Should thatbe there?’



Fangs of bluelight began to flash out from both sides of the sgpphire stripe.

“No,” Han sad.

“Then why hasn't the proximity darm dropped us out of hyperspace?’

“Y ou don't want to know.”

By the time Han had a hand on the hyperspace disengage, the sapphire stripe had thickened into a
braided grimace of purple and white, and the tips of the blue fangs were flashing clear up to the canopy.
He pulled the control lever back to emergency override. . . and amuffled bang sounded deep in the
Falcon’s stern.

“Han!” Leiademanded. “What don’t | want to know?’

“Tell youinaminute.” The entire ship began to buck and shudder, and an eerie chorus of whirs hummed
up the access corridor. “Blagt!”

Han reengaged the hyperdrive. The ship stopped shuddering and the whirs faded to silence, but the
crimson blue ahead reached out and closed around theFal con.

“Tdl me, Han.What don’t | want to know?’

“What isthis?” areedy voice asked from the back of the flight deck. “Have we flown into anebula?’
Han was vagudy aware of Leiaturning toward Juun’ s voice— but only vaguely. The blue teeth had
become the interior of awhite-veined mouth, and most of his mind was busy trying to figure out what to
do next.

“Y ou've flown into anebulabefore?’ Leiaasked Juun.

“Of course—many times,” Juun assured her. “But usualy | disengage the hyperdrive and fly right back

“Not an option.” Han eased the hyperdrive control lever back until he heard the first hint of awhir. It
didn’t take much. “Well blow that bad coolant line when the shutdown temperature spikes.”

“I thought you fixed that!” Juun complained.
“Sodidl.” Han glanced up at Juun’ sreflection in the canopy. “ Someone unfixed it.”

If Juun noticed the fear in Ha' svoice, he hid it well. “Well, you can't just keep going. The gasfriction
will digtort the continuum warp.”

“Digortionwon't kill us,” Han said. TheFalcon’ s stabilizers would probably keep their warp within safe
parameters. “ It sthe dust shell I'’m worried about.”

“Oh, yes” Juun’'svoice wasforlorn. “The dust shell.”

“How long?’ Lelaasked.



She was too good a copilot to need to ask what would happen when avessel traveling through
hyperspace tried to punch its way through the striated layers of dust and debristhat hung inside an
expangon nebula

“That depends on how old the nebulais,” Han said. Two-meter circles of white began to flash ahead of
theFalcon asthefirst dust particles blossomed againgt her forward shields. “But not long enough.”

“Thisisayoung one,” Juun agreed. “Avery young one”

Thewhir findly went silent, and Han eased the control lever back until he heard it again. Hewas only
prolonging the inevitable, but sometimes staling was the only move you had.

“Han.” Therewasatremor in Leid svoice, and she was staring straight out the forward viewport. “ Tell
methe truth—are we going to die?’

“Can you do that fog-parting trick you used on Borao again?’ Han asked. “ And extend it to about
twelvelight-years?’

“| doubt it,” Lelasaid.

“Then, yeah, we're probably gonnadie.”

“What apity Tarfang isn't herel” Juun said.

Han scowled into the canopy reflection. “1 thought youliked that mattball.”

“Very much!” Juun exclamed. “And I’m sorry his name won't be listed among those who died with Han
Solo”

“Not sofadt,” Leiasaid. The dust particleswere blooming fast and furious now, turning hyperspace
amogt solid white with microscopic novae. “ If we re going to die anyway, there’ snothing left to lose”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Juun said. “But—"
“Weatch and learn,” Lelasaid.

She activated theFal con’ s attitude control system, then— before Han could stop her—spun the ship
around so that it was traveling backward through hyperspace.

The white blossoms vanished, and for amoment, theFal con felt as though she were smply traveling
through hyperspace backward.

Then the nebulaturned red and started to spiral away from the viewport. Han's ssomach turned
somersaullts faster than a Jedi acrobat, and theFalcon’s hull began to wail and screech like arancor in full
rut.

“Ke...b...fflI”
Han could not understand L ela above the terrible clamor, but it was easy to guesswhat she was yelling.

He eased the lever back another centimeter. There was no question of listening for the humming coolant
line, s0 he decided to count to thirty and do it again. What did it matter? They were going to die anyway.



Then Leadid somethingreally foolish.. . . shefired the sub-light drives.

The shrieking and wailing stopped at once, and suddenly it was theFFalcon spinning instead of space.
Han felt as though his heart were going to fly out between hisribs, and he lost hislast three medls.

But incredibly, he was till dive to know how bad he was feding. He realized he had lost his count and
eased the control lever back some more.

Thewhir returned. It occurred to him that theFalcon had falen otherwise sllent—which meant they
weren't being pelted by dust particles, which meant the sublight drives were blasting a hole through the
dust shell. Han looked over to congratulate Leia. Her face was ameter wide and five centimeterstall.

sounded to Leia.

The whir vanished. He eased the control lever back. Leia sface went to ameter tall and ten centimeters
wide. Something big exploded againgt theFalcon’ s rear shields and the ship shook so violently that
Juun—who had not strapped himsalf in— ended up splayed against the forward viewport.

Han eased the control lever back and took along deep sniff, smelled only the sour barf of five different
gpecies—maybe a hint of verbobrain actuating gas—and eased the lever farther.

Leid sface shrank to haf ameter on the diagonal, and Han said, llove you, Princess, even if you drive
likea...

He didn't finish. The words came out Eeeyyyyeeee wooooobe 0000000, which was't half bad,
conddering.

Han eased the control lever back again, and Juun did down the canopy and disappeared behind the
ingrument console.

Then the proximity darm went off, and the color outside the canopy went from blue to red to blue to
whirling stripes of sllver. Suddenly, Leid sface wasthe proper size and shape—dtill far too green, but at
least oval and no more than twenty-five centimeters from chin to hairline—and Han felt even sicker than
before.

That was when C-3PO came tumbling up the access corridor. “Doomed!” He crashed to a halt behind
the navigator’ s chair, then fell to the deck, flailing. “We re doomed for sure!”

Han immediately knew they were going to make it. He took control of theFalcon and began to fire
atitude thrusters, dowly bringing their spin under control. There wasjust ahint of coolant sweetnessin
the recycled air—enough to mean they would have to decontaminate the ship, but not so much they
would die before they had a chance.

A pair of small hands appeared at the top edge of the control panel, and Juun pulled himsalf up to peer
over the edge. “ Redl space?’

“Yeah.” Han glanced out the viewport and saw nothing but the veined, red sky of atill-cooling nebula.
“| think.”



“Itis” Lelasaid. “The proximity alarm dropped us out of hyperspace.”

“And we survived?” Juun sounded amost disappointed. His sunken eyes swung toward Han. “That
wasn't in any of the higtory vids. Didyou teach her that?’

“No,” Leiasaid. “And it hasn't worked yet. There' still onetiny problem.”
“Aslong asit'stiny,” Han said, eyeing the white static on his sensor screen.

“Well—not redly tiny.” Lelaused the attitude thrusters to spin theFFal con around, bringing into view the
green, rgpidly swelling disk of the planet they were about to crash into. “Itwas big enough to drop us out

of hyperspace.”

TWENTY-THREE

JACEN DROPPED OUT OF thetik tree to discover that even here, in the muggy heart of her private
jungle garden, Queen Mother Tend Kawas not alone. Seated in asmall sunken courtyard with her
rust-colored braids hanging down the back of her deeveless frock, she was surrounded by twenty
courtiers—mostly mae and attractive, al attired in absurd, hand-tailored imitations of the Queen
Mother’ srustic fashion. Tend Kacould have that effect on people.

Jacen crept up slently behind a camouflaged sentry who was patrolling the musky foliage dong the
garden wall—the last of the palace’ s many layers of security—and grasped the man’ s neck. Thefellow
tried to spin and yell the darm, but went limp as Jacen sent aparalyzing jolt of Force energy through his

sine.

Still dert to her Jedi ingtincts, Tend Kafdt the disturbance and turned on her bench, reveding aclassic
profile even more stunning than the one in Jacen’ s memory. He expanded his presence in the Force so
shewould not be alarmed, then lowered the unconscious sentry to the ground and stepped out of the

shrubbery.

Severd courtiers cried out and sprang forward to shield Tendl Ka, and three more sentries emerged
from thefoliage dong the garden wall. The two guards with clear angles zipped blagterfire in the
intruder’ sdirection, while the third called for help. Jacen deflected the bolts with his palms, then reached
out with the Force and jerked the blaster rifles from their hands.

“Ceasefirel” Tend Kaordered, abit late. “ Stand down!”

The guards, dready rushing Jacen with their hand blasters half free of their holsters, reluctantly obeyed.



The nobles complied far lessrdluctantly.

Once Tend Kawas satisfied her orders were being followed, she legpt onto the courtyard wall and,
smiling warmly, opened her arms. Jacen was not surprised to see that the right one gtill ended at the
elbow. After the sparring accident that had claimed the limb, Tenel Kahad refused an artificial
replacement, keeping the stump as areminder of the arrogance that had led to the mishap.

“Jacen!” shecried. “Wecome”

“Thank you.” It warmed Jacen’ s heart to find such an enthusiastic reception. “I1t’ s good to see you again,
Queen Mother.”

As Jacen stepped forward to receive her embrace, haf a dozen burly Hapans blocked hisway. One of
them, an icy-eyed noble with neck-length blond hair and no left hand, glanced back at Tendl Ka. “This
man isafriend of yours, Queen Mother?’

“Clearly, Droekle.” Tend Ka pushed between Droekle and an even larger noble missing an entire
forearm. “Would | wish to hug him if he weren't?’

She pressed hersdlf tightly enough to Jacen’s chest for him to tell that alot had changed in thelast five
years—all for the better. Jacen hugged her back and, noting the noxious glowersfrom her mae courtiers,
tried not to smirk.

“I gpologize for entering thisway,” Jacen said. “But your socia secretary refused to announce me. He
kept telling me you were unavailable”

Tend Karedeased him and took a step back, her expression darkening. “Which one? | must see that
he' s corrected.”

“No need.” Jacen dllowed himsdf the hint of asmile. “He hasbeen.”
“|sthat 07"

Tenel Kawaited for him to eaborate. When he did not, she shrugged and took his hand, then jumped
into the sunken courtyard to face her dack-jawed courtiers. Jacen was astonished to see that more than
half had logt parts of their arms.

“Jacen isone of my oldest friends.” She squeezed Jacen’ s hand, then looked up a him with a
mischievous grin. “He was the boy who cut my arm off.”

Though Jacen and Tenel Kahad long ago come to terms with that terrible accident and had developed a
friendship bordering on romance, even he was taken aback by the bluntness of the announcement. The
courtiers were |eft ssammering—which was exactly what he sensed Tendl Kawanted. Pulling him toward
thefar side of the courtyard, she dipped her arm through his and leaned her head againgt his shoulder.

“I would like to catch up with my friend,” she called back. “Please amuse yourselves.”

She guided him onto astone path that wound its way through the jungle dongside asmall stream.
Though the lush foliage and gurgling water made it seem as though they were aone, Jacen could sense
the guards shadowing them in the brush— and the courtiers following them down the path, just out of
sght one curve behind.



Guessing this must be the normd state of affairsfor Tend Ka, Jacen said, “ Thank you for taking the time
to see me, Queen Mother.”

“No—thankyou for coming,” Tenel Kasaid. “Y ou cannot know how refreshing it isto speak with
someone who isnot trying to win my hand or coax something out of me.”

Jecen ftingantly guilty. “Actudly, 1did cometo ask afavor. A big one.”

“I know.” Tend Kasqueezed hisarm and leaned closer to him. “That changes nothing | said. Hapan
nobles neverask. Theyarrange orcontrive or—if | am lucky—merdly persuade. Y ou would not believe
what they do to curry favor.”

Jacen raised his brow. “ The amputations?’

“Fencing accidents.” Tend Kasnorted. The path came to ajungle pond, complete with awaterfal and a
small idand rising out of the green water. “To judge by the number of limbs being preserved in Hapan

cryovats, most of my idiot nobles have no ideawhich end of asword to hold.”

They stopped at the edge of the pond, and Jacen leaned down so that his voice would not carry up the
path. “Y oudo know we re not done, don’t you?’

“Of course.” Tenel Katurned and raised her voice. “Be gone—or | will ask Jacen to take your other
ams”

The nobles retreated quickly, but Jacen could sense the sentries continuing to lurk in the bushes.

Tend Kasighed. “ There are some things even a Queen Mother cannot order.” She dipped off her
shoes, then turned toward the idand. “Would you like to get your feet wet?’

“Why not?’ Jacen eyed the twenty-meter distance to theidand. “Only our feet?’

“Trust me.” Pulling him along, Tend Ka stepped out onto the water. Her feet sank only to the ankles.
“Wak only where | walk, or it will be more than your feet.”

Jacen did as she ordered and found himself standing atop astone pier concealed just benegath the surface
of the murky weter.

“The Secret Way,” Tend Kasaid. “It isan ancient Hapan defense—and it leads to the only place | can
ever betruly aone”

“Why do you put up with them?’ Jacen followed her along ajagged pathway of sharp, seemingly
random turns. “Thoseidiot nobles, | mean?’

“They havetheir uses” Tend Kasaid. “I dlow oneto sit at my side, then watch to see who seekshim

“And that tellsyou what?’ Jacen asked. “\Who wants something from you?’

“Everyone wants something from me, Jacen.” They reached theidand and stepped onto amossy path
that, Jacen suspected, was rarely trodden by any feet but Tenel Ka's. “But the familieswhodon’t change



alianceswhen | change favorites—I know those are the advisers| should listen to.”
“It seemsvery . . . intricate,” Jacen said.

“Caculated,” Tenel Kasaid. Sheled the way into ashielding copse of paan trees, then sat down on one
end of the only bench. “It is the Hapan way, Jacen. Thereisause for everyone.”

Knowing it would not be proper etiquette to assume, Jacen did not sit on the other end of the bench.
“Induding me?’

Tend Kalooked away. “Even you, Jacen.” She patted the bench beside her, then said, “Now the
houses of my suitorswill be united againgt you. 1t would be wise to watch what you eat while you are
here”

“Thanks,” Jacen said. “But | won't be staying.”

“Of course not.” Tend Kacontinued to look away, but Jacen sensed tearsin her voice. “What isit you
need from us?’

“You fdt Raynar’scall?’ Jacen asked.

“Yes. Intheend, | had to keep mysdlf locked in the palace. | didn’t know who it was from. | thought
maybe. ..” When Tend Katurned to face him, her gray eyes were clear and steady, but she had not
bothered to wipe the tear tracks from her cheeks. “I have heard that a colony of Killiksisthreatening

Chiss space”

In that moment, the entire weight of the last five years londinessfell on Jacen' s heart, and he wanted
nothing more than to take Tend Kain hisarms and kiss her.

Instead, he said, “It'sacomplicated Situation.”

Jacen went on to recount hisjourney into the Colony, from hisarriva at Lizil to hisexploration of the
Tachyon Flier tojoining Jainaand the rest of the strike team on Jwlio. Tenel Ka' s gaze never strayed
from hisface, and he described his dowly dawning awarenessthat the Killiks shared a collective mind,
what Raynar had become, and Cilghal’ s theories about how the pheromones altered the Joiners minds.
Thisdrew a cocked brow from Tend Ka, and for awhile she seemed ayoung Jedi Knight again, her
thoughts consumed by adventure and mystery rather than intrigue and politics. Jacen ended by reporting
the mysterious attacks againgt his parents and aunt and uncle, and by noting that the Killiks claimed to
have no memory of Lomi or Welk.

“Thetwo of them just disgppeared after the crash,” Jacen finished. “ The Killiksindgst Raynar wasthe
only one aboard theFlier, even though I know he dragged both Lomi and Welk out of thefire.”

Jacen did not say exactlyhow he knew. There was no reason to go into the subtleties of Aing-Tii
flow-waking right now. Tend Kasat in deep silencefor severd moments, then swung around, straddling
the bench, and faced him.

“What became of Em Teedee?’

“Lowbacca strandator droid?’ Jacen asked.



“Hewas on theFlier when it was stolen,” she pointed out.

“I think he was destroyed in thefire,” Jacen said. 1 found amelted lump of metal that kind of looked
likehim.”

Tend Kasighed. “Too bad. He could be avery annoying droid, but | know Lowie would have liked to
have him back.” Their gazes met, and neither hurried to look away. “ So, you' ve cometo ask meto leave
here and help track down Lomi and Welk, before they create awholelegion of Dark Jedi?”’

Jacen’s heart legpt. * Y ou could do that?’

Tend Kaamiled, but her eyesturned sad. “No, Jacen. It wasajoke.”

“I see” Jacen said, also growing alittle sad. “Am | required to laugh?’

“Only if you wish to avoid offending the Queen Mother.”

“Never.” Jacen laughed dutifully, then added, “ Y ou still have alot to learn about jokes.”

“Soyou say.” Tenel Karaised her hand and made an elaborate wave skyward. “ Everyonehere seemsto
think my jokes are quite funny.”

“And you trust them?’

“Only the oneswho don’t laugh,” Tenel Ka admitted. She swung her leg back over the bench and
assumed amore regd pose. “All right, Jacen. | confess, | cannot guess. What isit you require of us?’

“A battleflegt,” he said. “For the Colony.”

Tend Ka sface did not show the surprise that Jacen sensed from her in the Force. “That isagreat deal
to ask. The Hapes Consortium isamember of the Gaactic Alliance.”

“Doesthat mean the Gaactic Alliance makes your decisonsfor you?’

Tend Ka sgray eyesturned stedly. “Itmeans that wetry to avoid angering Alliance friends.”

“It'smore important to prevent thiswar,” Jacen said. “The Chiss are pushing too hard, and the Killiks
couldn’'t withdraw if they wanted to. I’ sgoing to erupt into full-blown carnage, unless something happens
to give the Chiss pause and the Colony areason to be patient.”

“And why should it matter to the Hapan peopleif aborder conflict on the other sde of the galaxydoes
becomewar?’

“Becauseit would end in xenocide, one way or the other,” Jacen answered.

Tend Katurned and looked up into the paan trees, and Jacen sensed in the silence her Jedi ingtincts
battling her duties as the Hapan queen.

“TheKilliks aretied to the history of the galaxy in away we don’t understand yet,” Jacen said. “They
wereliving in cities before humanslearned to build, and they were acivilization before the Sith were
gpawned. They were here when Centerpoint and the Maw were constructed—and they were driven



from Alderaan by the beingswho did it.”

Though Tend Ka s gaze remained in the treetops, her eyes widened, and Jacen knew he was reaching
her.

“Tend Ka, the galaxy will turn on what happens next,” Jacen said. “And the Killiks are the pivot point.
We need time to figure this out, because it could be total war—or true and lasting peace.”

Tend Kafindly turned to look at him. “What about the will of the Force, Jacen? Why not trust it?”

The reference to the Jedi’ s new understanding of the Force made Jacen think of Vergere—thelost
Master who had opened their eyesto so much of that new understanding—and he smiled at the firgt truth
she hed taught him:Everything | tell youisalie.

To Tend Ka, hesaid, “ Should | trust ariver because it wants to run downhill?”

Tend Kafrowned. “1 am the one who asks the questions on Hapes, Jedi Solo.”

Jacen chuckled. “Okay. The Forceisn't adeity, Tend Ka. It's not self-conscious, and it isn't capable of
caring what happensto us. It' saflow. Itsonly will isto remove that which blocksit. When we facilitate
that flow, when we dlow it to run through usto others, we rein harmony. We' reusing thelight sde.”

“And thedark sde?’

“Iswhen we block that flow and turn it to our own ends,” Jacen said. “We keep it from others. And
when werelease it too quickly, we turn it from anurturing stream into adestructive flood.”

“Didn’'t Vergere teach that ourintentions make an act dark or light?” Tend Kaasked.

“Shedid,” Jacen admitted. “ And she wastelling the truth,from a certain point of view. If you have good
intentions, you tend to let the Force flow through you. If not, you tend to bottle it up inside, and it starts
egting away at your good looks.”

Tend Kalooked at him from the corner of oneeye. “1 prefer my truthsto remain true fromall points of
view.”

“Sorry,” Jacen said. “The Forceistoo big.”

“And thisiswhat you learned in the five years you were gone?’

“Thecoreof it, yes.”

Tend Kastudied the ground for amoment, then looked back at him. “1t took five yearsto learnthat 7’
“Therewasalot of travel time,” Jacen said.

Tend Kasmiled and rolled her eyes, then asked, “What about our Killiks? Isthe Force flowing through
them, or into them?’

“Too early to say,” Jacen said. “Raynar has grown incredibly powerful in ashort time.”



“And that doesn’t scare you?’

“Of courseit does,” Jacen said. “But right now, he’ strying toavoid awar. I'll be alot more frightened
when he stops.”

Tenel Kanodded. “Fact.” She stood and extended her hand. “I think my suitors have had enough time
to plot your death.”

“I'mglad | could bring them together.”

“Y es, you have been very useful that way.” They started down the moss path toward the water. “I hope
you will stay the night. It would be even more effective.”

Jacen dowed. “Tend Ka...” Hedid not need to wonder exactly what she was asking; he could fed itin
the Force. “1 didn’t come hereto . . . to become your paramour.”

“Youwon't. Paramours are playthings.” She stopped in full view of the pond’ sfar bank and gave hima
long, warm kiss. “ And | would never play with you, Jacen Solo.”

Jacen was beginning to fed very carried dong—and spending the night could only help his chances of
getting thefleet. “Then I’ ll stay,” he said. “But it can only be one night.”

“Onenightisfing” Tend Kasaid. “Onenight will be very useful.”

TWENTY-FOUR

THE OBSERVATION DECK WAS as stately, luxurious, and hushed as one would expect aboard the
Bornaryn Trading Company’ s mighty flagship, theTradewyn. A curving wal of transparisted enclosed
the cabin on three Sdes, offering an expangve view of the vast cargo fleet waiting permission to descend
into the thin atmosphere of adusty orange planet. In the distance, a star-fighter security screen was
scratching agrid of blue ions across a star-flecked backdrop.

The luxurious cabin was the kind of place that always made Tesar drool with nervousness. He drew air
through hisfangsto dry them, then followed his human escort past along beverage bar toward awoman
and two men waiting at the front of the deck. It was along trip made longer by the fact that they had all
turned to watch his approach—and by hisfear of depositing aglob of saiva on the expensive
wroshyr-wood floor.

Now that he was actudly here, twenty steps from the Thul family, Tesar could not understand what had



possessed him to track down the Bornaryn merchant fleet. He had overheard Master Skywalker and
severd others discussing how much should be told to Raynar’ s mother about her son’sfate. A few hours
later, Tesar had felt compelled to find Aryn Thul himsdlf, and afew hours after that he had snesked off
Ossusin aJedi StedthX. It had not begun to seem like abad idea until he had arrived outside the
Tradewyn’s docking bay, taking the ship’ swatch officer by surprise and causing the consternation that
had scrambled the fleet’ s starfighter screen.

Tesar’ sescort stopped in front of the three humans and bowed to the woman. “Madame Thul, may |
present Jedi Sebatyne—Tesar Sebatyne.”

Dressed in ablue shimmersilk gown, Madame Thul was gaunt and short, with long chestnut hair and a
regal bearing. She wore a sash striped with scarlet, yellow, and purple.

“Tesar was one of the Jedi Knights who accompanied Raynar on the Mission.” The escort stressed the
wordMission just enough to make clear that thiswas how they referred to Raynar’ s disappearance. “He
agreed to leave hiswesgponsin alocker.”

“Thank you, Lonn.” Madame Thul lifted her chin and examined Tesar head-to-toe, lingering amoment
on hisbrown Jedi robe and the empty lightsaber clagp on his utility belt. “I know the name.”

Suspecting he was expected to speak now, Tesar drew more ar to dry hisfangs—creating asmall hiss
that caused Madame Thul to flinch. The dark-haired man behind her fingered the hold-out blaster in his
pocket and took a single step forward.

“Sorry. Thisone did not mean to scare you.” Tesar felt adrop running down hisfront fang and sucked
ar acrosshisteeth again. “Itisvery warmin here.”

Madame Thul raised a carefully thinned brow. “ Something to drink?’

“Y es, that would be good.”

Madame Thul waited amoment, then prompted, “Endorian port? Bespin sparkle? Talhovian de?’
“Do you have nerf milk?” Milk dways dowed the drool. “Which planet doesn’t matter.”

The shadow of asmileflicked across Madame Thul’ slips, then she turned to her servant. “Milk for Jedi
Sebatyne, Lonn. WE Il have our usud.”

The servant bowed and departed to collect the drinks.

Madame Thul gestured to the blond man at her sde. “Thisis my late husband’ s brother, Tyko.” Shedid
not bother to introduce the bodyguard. “Now, what can Bornaryn Trading do for the Jedi?’

“Nothing.” Sensing he should probably not just blurt out the news about Raynar to thisfrail woman,
Tesar sad, “Thisoneis herewith newz.”

“News?’ Tyko asked.
“About Raynar.”

Tyko scowled and dipped half astep forward, moving to shield hissster-in-law. “Raynar died at



Myrkr.”

“Yes” Tesar said. “ After afashion.”

“After afashion?’ Madame Thul gasped. “Y ou mean he' sdive?’

“After afashion, yes,” Tesar said, happy he had broken the news gently. “That iswhat 1—"

“My sonisalive?”

Madame Thul’ s knees buckled, and she would have hit the floor had Tesar not reached out and caught
her beneath the armpits. He waited while the stunned bodyguard jerked his hand from the blaster pocket,

then laid her back into the man’sarms.

“S-sorry.” Tesar sucked more air to dry hisfangs. “This one did not mean to touch her. When he saw
her fdling, hejus—"

“It's...Iit"'sokay. Thank you.” Madame Thul glanced up at her bodyguard. * Perhaps we should Sit
down, Gundar.”

“Of course.”

Gundar returned Madame Thul to her feet and guided her toward a chair. Tesar started to follow, but
Tyko put ahand on his chest.

Tesar reacted as most Barabels would to being touched by a stranger. He grabbed Tyko' swrist and
pulled it past hisface, bringing the elbow into perfect biting position.

“Stop!” Tyko cried. “What are you doing?’
Tesar looked down at the man out of one eye. “ Y ou did not chalenge this one?’

“N-no!” Tyko was up on histoes, being held so that hisfeet barely touched thefloor. “I just wanted to
talk toyou!”

“Wewere taking,” Tesar pointed out.

“Alone.” Tyko'seyesdid toward the krayt-leather couches where Madame Thul’ s bodyguard had
deposited her. “Quietly.”

“My brother-in-law is being protective,” Madame Thul explained from her seat. Her blue eyes shifted to
Tyko. “That’ s hardly necessary, Tyko. I’'m sure | can judge for mysdlf whether Jedi Sebatyne has come
Hling garlight.”

“If heisaJedi,” Tyko said. “1 doubt anyone here can tell one Barabel in arobe from another.”

Tesar saw the doubt flash through Madame Thul’ s eyes and redlized he might be asking the Thulsto
take alot on faith. He released Tyko'sarm and turned toward the bar, where the servant had gathered
their drinks on aslvertinetray. Tesar reached out with the Force and lifted the tray out of the servant’s
hands, then floated it over to Madame Thul.



Her surprise quickly turned to approva. “ Thank you, Jedi Sebatyne.” She removed asmal crysta
goblet filled with burgundy liquid, then shot her brother-in-law an amused look. “| think that establishes
Tesar’ shonafides quite sufficiently.”

Tesar floated the tray over to Tyko.

“It would be hard to argue.” Tyko took agolden-rimmed snifter that contained a clear yellow liquor.

Tesar took hismilk, then returned the tray to the astonished servant and followed Tyko over to Madame
Thul. He sat down on a padded tail-stool the bodyguard offered.

“Now, Jedi Sebatyne, tell me about my son,” Madame Thul ordered. “What doesafter a fashion
mean?’

“The ship he was aboard crashed in the Unknown Regionz,” Tesar began. “ There was afire.”
“Oh.” Madame Thul reached for her brother-in-law’ s hand. “ Go on.”
“Hewastaken in by anest of sentient insectz,” Tesar said.

“TheKilliks?’ Tyko glanced at Madame Thul. “ Our agents have been hearing reports of an insect
colony in the Unknown Regions.”

“They cdl themsalvez theKind,” Tesar clarified. “Raynar’' z nest isthe Unu. It isthe Colony’ z king ne<t,
and heisthe Prime Unu.”

“That doesn't surprise me.” Therewas atouch of pridein Madame Thul’ svoice. “ Raynar has dways
been such anatura leader.”

“Always,” Tyko agreed. “What exactly isthe Prime? The chairman?’

“Voicewould be closer,” Tesar said. He started to explain howother species sometimesjoined the
collective mind of the Killiks, then felt arestraining influence and decided to leaveit for later, when the
Thulswould be better able to understand. “He representz the Colony, and seesthat itz Will isdone.”

Tyko nodded as though he understood exactly what Tesar meant. “ The operating officer. Not quite as
high asthe chairman, but more important in terms of rea power.”

“That hardly matters, Tyko,” Madame Thul said. “WEe |l groom him to take my place when he returns
home.”

Madame Thul may have missed the darmed flash in Tyko' seyes, but Tesar did not.

“This one does not think Raynar will return,” he said. Part of Tesar gill wanted to bite Tyko'sarm off,
but another part redlized that it wasimportant to avoid making an enemy of the man—to be certain Tyko
understood that Raynar did not threaten his position. “ Raynar istoo important to the Colony.”

“Of courseheis” Madame Thul said, addressing Tesar. “How long will it take him to groom a
replacement?’

“Thisoneissorry,” Tesar said. “Heisnot making himsef clear. Raynar will not be returning. He has



joined the Colony. He has become Unu. He has become the UnuThul.”
“Areyou redly trying to tell methat my son has become an insect?” Madame Thul demanded.
“Not physicaly,” Tesar said. “But, yes”
“By the Corel” Madame Thul studied him for amoment, then grew pale. “ Y ou're serious!”
Tesar nodded, and the purpose of hisvist finaly began to grow clear to him.

“Unu wishez to establish ardationship between the Colony and Bornaryn Trading,” he said. “A
confidential reaionship.”

“Andyou’ rethe authorized agent?’ Tyko asked.
Tesar considered amoment, then said, “For now.”

Tyko accepted thiswith anod, then turned to Madame Thul. “I’ ve heard that there islarge demand for
the shine-balls and amber ae the independent smugglers are bringing back from the Unknown Regions.”

Madame Thul seemed too shocked to reply. She merely nodded, then drained the contents of her gobl et
and held it up for the servant.

“ Lmn—”

“Of course, madame.” Lonn took the empty goblet and replaced it with afull one. “I shal keegp them
coming.”

TWENTY-HVE

EVEN FULL HAZMAT GEAR could not prevent Alemafrom gppearing immodest and just alittle bit
debauched. The suit she had selected was two sizestoo smal, stretched so tightly over her svelte curves
that it was apparent she had decided to leave her underclothes—if she owned any—aboard the crippled
Falcon. Leiashook her head in weary amusement, wondering whom Alemawas hoping to attract on the
deserted planet that had jerked them out of hyperspace. Then again, hadLeia spent her formetive years
asadancing davein aKaa uun ryll den—or merely been a Twi’lek femae—she, too, might have felt
comfortable only when on display.

Alemaglanced back, no doubt feding Leid s scrutiny through the Force. *1s something wrong?”



“Not really.” Leladropped her gazeto the Twi’lek’ s seet area. “ Just wondering if that suit isgoing to
split”

Alema craned around to look, then gave aroguish smile. “Only if | bend over.”

Juun came down the access corridor holding Alema s utility belt and lightsaber. “Y ou forgot this, Jedi
Rar.”

“I don't think we' Il be needing weapons,” Lelasaid. “ The scan showed no animd lifeat al.”

“Better to be safe,” Juun said.

“Why, thank you, Jee.” Alemaraised her arms and let him buckle on the belt. When the short-armed
Sullustan had to press his face againgt her ssomach, she smiled and added, “ Y ou’ re dways so
consderate.”

Slently curang the Sullustan’ sgrowing infatuation with

Alema, Leiahad C-3P0 fetch her own belt and buckled it on hersdlf. After athorough inspection of the
Falcon had revealed no trace of insect stowaways, the Solos had been forced to turn their suspicionsin
other directions. Their plan had been to keep Alema separated from her weapons until Leiafigured out
whether she was the one who had been sabotaging theFFalcon —but no one had told that to Juun, of
course. He was the only other suspect.

Leiapassed the Twi’lek four twenty-liter buckets, then lowered the boarding ramp. A cool wind was
hissing across the marsh grass, carrying on its breath the fragrance of a carpet of nearby blossoms. Not
far beyond, aribbon of open water purled past, vanishing into the dark wall of a distant conifer forest.

“It' sstunning!” Leialed the way down the ramp, carrying four empty buckets of her own. “It reminds
me of Alderaan— unspoiled and beautiful.”

“Yes it'svery ... naturd.” Alemawas|ooking above the forest, at a single jagged mountain silhouetted
againgt the veined ruddiness of the nebular sky. “Not abad place to crash—"

“Nobody crashed,” Han said over their headsets. “ And nobody’ s going to be marooned, either—if you
two will get under the drive unit with those collection buckets”

“Onour way.” Under her breath, Leiaadded, “Hurt.”
“I heard that.”
“Good.”

When Leia stepped off the ramp into the grass, the ground felt soft and spongy under her feet. She
parted the grass and found water seeping up around her boot.

“WEe |l haveto makethisfast,” Leiareported. “The ground salittle soft here.”

“Ready when you are,” Han replied.



Leiapulled on her hazmat hood and ducked under theFalcon. She tromped down the grass beneath the
hyperdrive hull-access pand, then positioned her collection buckets under likely-looking legk points.
Only when she finished did she notice that Alemawas out beyond the boarding ramp, knedling over a
magenta blossom the size of aWookiee s hand.

“Alema, we' rekind of inahurry here” Leilawondered if the Twi’ lek wasintentionally dawdling, hoping
theFal con would sink in the soft ground—and then she put the ideaout of her mind. Thiswas going to
be dangerous enough without Alemasensing her suspicion through the Force. “We can look at flowers
later.”

“Sorry.” Alemaglanced in her direction, but did not rise. “Are you sure there are no animals here? No
insectsor birds or flying mammals?’

“Thescandidn’t reved any,” Lelasaid. “And I’ ve seen nothing to suggest it waswrong.”

“Interesting.” Alema plucked the flower off its stem and brought it over to Leia “If there are no insects
or animals, what pollinates the flowers?’

Leiastudied the blossom. Its structure was much the same as flowers across the galaxy, with a stamen,
anther, and pollen.

“Good question,” Lelasaid, surprised the Twi’ lek had noticed. “1 didn’t think Ryloth had any true
flowers”

“Wehave sex,” Alemareplied. “ And maeswho want sex bring—"

“I get thepicture)” Leiasaid. “Theanswer is| don't know. Wind seems preity inefficient, and that's
about the only pollen-transfer agent | can see.”

Han’ s voice came over their headsets. “If you two are done talking about the birds and the bees, I'd like
to change out this coolant line—befor etheFal con sinksto her belly.”

“It' smy fault.” Alema svoice assumed the same purring quaity she used with Juun. “1 hope you can
forgiveme”

“That remainsto be seen,” Han said.

Lelawinced at Han's cool tone, but saw no sign that Alema had sensed truth beneath hiswords. The
Twi’lek smply retrieved her own buckets and positioned them benesth theFal con, then curled her lekku
into her hood and pulled it on.

“Reedy.”

Han grunted, and one corner of the hyperdrive hull panel sagged open. Toxic red coolant began to pour
out. Leiaquickly moved one of the bucketsinto position to catch the primary flow, then placed three
others beneath adjacent drips.

It took only aminuteto fill thefirst bucket. Alema passed an empty to Leiaand moved the other one out
of theway. They repeated the process four more times, carefully placing the filled buckets five meters
away, where they were unlikely to be accidentaly overturned.



Findly, the flow dowed to adrip, and Han said, “We re done. Just catch those last drips, and we' Il be
reedy.”

“Affirmative.” Under her breeth, Lelaadded, “For dl the good it will do.”
“Relax,” Han said. “I can handle thisrepair. No problem.”

Thefina drops of coolant fell from the hull pandl. When they moved the last buckets aside, Leiawas
surprised to find thefirgt little bit that had fallen on the flattened grass was evaporating before her eyes.

“Look at that,” Lelasaid.
“It killed the grass,” Alemaobserved. “ That’ sto be expected.”

“It should havekilled alot more,” Leiareplied. “Andlook at how fagt it’ sdrying up. It's not that
hot—or dry—around here.”

Alemashrugged. “Maybethe grassis absorbent.” She glanced at the vast field surrounding theFal con,
then added, “I don't think we need to worry about the environmental damage.”

They carefully wiped the access panel down with absorption pads, then Leareactivated her throat mike.
“Okay, it'sclean. Y ou can close up now.”

The pand hissed into place, then Han asked, “How much did you get?’

Lelaeyed the buckets. “ About a hundred and twenty liters.”

“That'sdl?’

“Maybe onethirty,” she said. “No more.”

A disgppointed sigh came over the headsets. “It’ | have to do—but don’t spill adrop. Weneed it all.”

“Copy.” Leiapicked up abucket, using both hands on the handle, and started for theFalcon’s ramp.
“We d better take it in one bucket at a—"

A liquidthunk sounded behind Leia, and she turned to find Alema holding abroken handle. At the

Twi’lek’ sfeet lay threeoverturned buckets, an eighty-liter pool of hyperdrive coolant dowly spreading
across the ground.

“Alema” Leawastrying to fed genuinely surprised, rather than disgppointed, to avoid giving Alemaany
hint that thiswas exactly what she had expected. “What happened?’

“Thehandlebroke,” Alemasaid. “I'm—"

The Twi’lek’ s eyes grew large behind her faceplate, and suddenly she sprang toward theFalcon’ s prow
inadiving roll. An ingtant later, Meewah and Cakhmaim dropped out of the ship’sfar-sdeair lock, their
blaster rifles spraying stun bolts at the place Alema had just been standing.

Blasted Jedi danger sense.



Alemacame up on her knees, her hazmat-gloved hands fumbling for her lightsaber.
“Did they get her?” Han asked over the headset.

Leiaand Alemaanswered together. “No!”

The Noghri spun toward theFalcon’ s prow and opened fire again, but Alemawas dready legping
behind alanding strut. Leiadropped her own bucket and started to circle behind the Twi’lek, fumbling a

her lightsaber through the thick hazmat gloves.
“Wait!” Alemacried. “What' sthis about?’
“Spilled coolant,” Han replied over the comm.

“It was an accident!”

“Sorry, kid,” Han said. “We were watching on the hull cam. Y ou broke the handle.”

The four remaining buckets of coolant rose and went flying toward Meewalh and Cakhmaim. The
Noghri dodged easily, but the maneuver gave Alematimeto pull off her hood and gloves and snap her

lightsaber off her belt.

Blasted telekinesis.

Leiapulled off her own gloves and hood, then grabbed her lightsaber and continued toward the prow.
Though shefelt certain that the Colony was behind Alema streachery, Leiacould not help fedling hurt,
angry, and confused. Somehow, the Twi’lek’ s vulnerability felt like abetrayd initsdf, and Leiacould not
help wondering whether Jaina had really been as surprised asshe seemed when Alema announced her
plansto return aboard theFalcon —or if her own daughter had known of the plan and kept silent about

it.

Alemaglanced in Leid sdirection, but then Cakhmaim and Meewah were fanning out toward her flanks,
firing asthey ran. The Twi’ ek spun from her hiding place, her silver blade deflecting the Noghri’ sstun

bolts back at them as sheran.

Han continued to chatter a Alemaover the headsets. “What we can’t figure out iswhy. What' d we ever
dotoyou?’

“Wetold you,” Alemaingsted. “It was an accident!”
“Y oukicked over two buckets,” Han said.

“Wehad no. .. choice.” Alemalaunched hersdlf through the air, flipping and corkscrewing closer to
Cakhmaim, turning bolt after bolt in Meewah' sdirection. “Y ou betrayed the Colony!”

“Webetrayedthem?” Han wasincredulous. “ Saba sthe one lying up there half dead.”

“You see?” Alemalanded. “Y ou blame the Colony! We can’'t—" She directed one of Cakhmaim'’s stun
boltsinto Meewdh'’ s chest.”—Iet you poison the Masters council against us”



Meewal h dropped to her knees, but kept firing. Leiaducked under theFalcon’s prow, ignited her own
lightsaber at midguard, and raced to attack.

Alemadid not even show Leathe respect of turning around. She smply raised aleg and planted a
hazmat boot squardly in Leia’ s somach and sent her flying back into alanding strut, then directed a
second stun bolt into Meewah and turned al her attention to Cakhmaim.

“How’ sit going down there?’ Han asked.
“Aaaag ...” Leaanswered, trying to suck someair back into her lungs. “Ooog . . .”
“That good?’

Seeing that his blaster rifle was doing him more harm than good, Cakhmaim tossed it aside and drew his
favorite weapon, athin durasted club connected by a hilt cord to ashort sickle. Alema continued her
advance more dowly, her lightsaber weaving asiver shidd in front of her.

Learedly didn’t want to turn thisinto akilling fight, but neither did she want to die marooned on an
empty planet. Shepointed to the bucket she had Ieft near the boarding ramp and used the Force to send it
flying at Alema, then pointed at Cakhmaim'’ s discarded blaster rifle and sentthat flying aswell.

Alema pivoted away from the bucket and ducked the blaster rifle.

Then Cakhmaim was on her, club-and-sckle whirling, lashing sickle-low and club-high, then sickle-high
and club-low, hands flashing as he switched from one wegpon to the other. Alemafdl back jumping,
skipping, ducking, trying to land just one parry with her sizzling blade and send her attacker’ s wegpons
spinning away. Cakhmaim’ sreflexes weretoo quick for her. Every time she turned her wrists to intercept
an attack, he reversed hiswhirling weagpons and hit her where she was unprotected, clubbing her in the
ribs, dashing her acrossthe thigh, alwaysforcing her to retreat.

Han continued to speak over the headsets. “Hang tight, Leia.” Hisvoice was strained, which was not
surprising, given the length and diameter of the twisting access tunne that |led to the hyper-drive coolant
dran. “Bethere. . . anytime now!”

Lelapushed off the strut and rushed Alemawith a heavy heart. Though she il intended to capture the
Twi’lek diveif possble, she knew akilling fight when she found hersdf in one. She reached gtriking
range and, activating her blade, siwvung for the head.

Alemahad no choice but to drop to her haunches. Cakhmaim was all over the Twi’lek, catching her
weapons-hand with the sickle and whipping it around, dashing the tendons that controlled her fingers.
The lightsaber deactivated and went tumbling away. Cakhmaim brought his club around for atemple
drike, but at the last instant must have glimpsed the sorrow in Leid s face and dropped it below the ear
for aknockout blow.

Alematook full advantage of the switch, turning to take the strike on her lekku, then continuing around,
bringing the palm of her good hand up under the Noghri’ s chin, putting the power of the Forceinto the
blow and driving him off hisfeet. Cakhmaim'’ s head hit the underside of theFalcon with adull clang, then
he dropped limply into the smashed marsh grass.

Leiadammed the butt of her lightsaber into Alema s head, striking to subdue but striking hard. The
Twi’lek staggered and |ooked as though she might pitch forward. Leia cocked her am to strike again. . .



and felt one of the Twi’lek’ slegs catching her across the ankle, swinging through to sweep her off her
fedt.

Leialanded on the back of her head so hard that, even with the soft ground, her vision began to narrow.
She braced ahand by her hip and ingtantly brought her feet under her, but Alemawas dready rolling to
her feet, facing Leia, her good arm reaching out to call her lightsaber.

Leiareached out in the Force and tried to wrench the weapon away, but her head was spinning, and the
lightsaber floated straight into Alema s hand. With both Noghri lying limp and helplessinthe grass, Leia
was on her own. Shedidn’t like her odds. Her ankle was beginning to throb, and she wasn't sure she'd
be ableto stand on it.

“Han?’

“Almost. .. out.”

A frightening darkness came to Alema’s eyes, and she took one step toward Leia. “Put down your
wegpon, Princess. There’ sno need for usto fight. Without coolant . . .” The Twi’lek stopped
midsentence, apparently realizing how she had been tricked, then said, “ Y ou have extra coolant.”

Leiashrugged. The gesturefelt like it would split her head. “We had to find out.”

“Y ou can ill lay down your wegpon,” Alemasaid. “1t would be better if you did.”

Lelaeyed the unconscious Noghri. If they had failed to take Alemaby surprise, it seemed unlikely that
Leiacould win alightsaber dud—even if Alemawould be fighting with her off hand.

“You'reright about onething,” Lelasaid. “There sno need for usto fight. I’ ve been reaching out to
Lukeinthe Force”

Alemaremained where she was, about five steps from Leia— safely out of attack range, but close
enough to spring.

“Am-’?i

“And the Masters aready know that something happened to Saba,” Leiasaid. Her vision had returned
to normal, but nowher head was throbbing worse than her ankle. “They know the Skywakers might have
had a stowaway, too. My guessisthey’ll assumethe Colony isresponsible.”

“You'relying.”

“You'reaJdedi Knight,” Lelasaid. “Youshould know I’m not.”

Alema seyes narrowed, and Leiafelt the Twi’ lek probing her mind, searching for any hint of
deceitfulness.

Lelamade no attempt to resist. “ The Colony’ s best chance to win the Masters' support—itsonly
chance—isfor you to go to Ossusnow and explain whét really happened.”

Alema slightsaber crackled to life.



“Youwon't win any friendsfor the Colony that way,” Leiapointed out.
Alemashrugged.

“It doesn’tmatter to you?’ Lelabegan to drag the Force into herself, preparing to pull hersef to her feet
the ingtant the Twi’ lek evenlooked like she was going to advance. | thought you sabotaged us because .

”

Lealet the sentencetrail off, suddenly redlizing how badly she had misunderstood the Situation. Alema
did notknow why she had sabotaged theFal con. She thought she was protecting the Colony when she
was actually damaging any chanceit had of winning the Magsters sympathies. . . and why?

“Lukeand Mara Or . . .Ben 7’Led sheat fdt likeit would burst with rage. *Y ou ungrateful—"
Alemasprang.

Leiaactivated her lightsaber and blocked the Twi’ lek’ sfirdt attack, then stretched out with the Force
and used it to pull hersdlf to her feet a dozen paces awvay. Alemastarted after her, coming fast but under
control, and that was when amuffledthud reverberated from insde theFal con —Han finally dropping
out of the hyperdrive access tunnel into the aft service corridor.

Alemaglanced up, and Leiahad anidea.

“Han, | think she' sfigured us out!” Leiascreamed into her headset. “ She' slooking toward the drive
exhaug.”

“The drive exhaust?” Han managed to make his confusion sound like darm. “Wdll, stop her! If she cuts
one of those—"

“Han!”

“Yeah?’

“Enough!” Leiasaid. Han certainly knew his own ship well enough to redlize that the aft escape pod
discharged a couple of metersforward of the drive exhaust, and she would just have to trust him to figure
out the sgnificance of that. “ She has a headset, too. Remember?’

“All right . . . just stop her!”

Lelaraised her lightsaber and charged. Alemalooked first puzzled, then worried; then finaly she pivoted
away and blocked as Leiaswung at her head.

Leiakicked wildly at the Twi’lek’ sleading foot, forcing her to step back, then swung again at the head.
Alemablocked and stepped into the attack, trying to work her way past Leiato strike at the drive
exhaud.

Leaattacked hard, smashing her kneeinto Alema'sribs, forcing herself not look toward the escape pod
hatch, to not eventhink about it . . .

Alemasurprised Lelawith aspinning hook kick that caught her across the shins and sent her sprawling
onto her facejust centimeters from a pool of spilled coolant.



Han's panicked voice came over the headset. “Lela Stop her!”

Leialooked up to find Alemaracing past, only three steps shy of the pod hatch but afull meter off to
one side. Shelocked her blade into the activated position, then rose to her knees and threw her
lightsaber at the Twi’lek’ s shoulder.

Whether Alema sensed or heard the blade coming did not matter. She dodged away—and that was
when the escape pod' s outer hatch blew, catching the Twi’ lek along her whole left side, buckling her
knees and leaving her lying motionlessin the grass.

By thetime Leiascrambled to her feet and raced over to make sure Alemawould not be getting up
again, C-3PO was dready riding the rear cargo elevator down with ahypo full of tranquilizer in his hand.

“Well done, Migtress Leial” C-3PO said. “Captain Solo said dl along that experience—"

“Give methat!” Leiasnatched the hypo from the droid’ s hands and knelt down to inject the Twi'lek . . .
then nearly fainted as aterrible pain shot up her leg. “Blast! If I'm going to make ahabit of this, | really
have to practice more.”

TWENTY-SX

AT THE NEAR END OF THE academy training grounds, the youngest students were practicing Force
legps, stepping to the mark with knitted brows, then launching themselves one after the other over a
three-meter crossray. Most cleared the red beam with asimple arcing dive, then dropped into the
landing area headfirg, relying on the safety repulsorsto bregk their fals. But afew— especidly from the
more agile species—executed graceful somersaults and came down on their own feet. Some of the
childrenin line noticed Luke and Maraemerging from the access tunnel and began to point and whisper,
s0 Luke made ashow of nodding approva as the next few jumpers cleared the beam.

“These are the Woodoos,” Luke explained to their guest, Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrani of the Chiss
Ascendancy. “They’ re our youngest students.”

“Your youngest?' A few centimeters shorter than Luke, the Aristocrawas relatively small for a Chiss,
with ablue angular face just beginning to sag with age. “How young are they?’

“The Woodoos are generally between five and seven years old, Formbi,” Marasaid, calling the
Arigtocraby his core name. “Though that varies by species—some mature at markedly different rates.”



“Yes—wel, we wouldn't have that problem in the Ascendancy.” Formbi folded his hands behind his
back and peered across the running track at the children. “Which oneisyour son?’

Lukefdt the pang in hiswife' s chest as clearly asthe onein hisown, but when Maraanswered, her
voice betrayed no hint of her emotions. “Our son doesn't attend the Jedi academy.”

“How gtrange.” Formbi continued to watch the Woodoos. “ My filelists his age as seven.”

“Ben iswithdrawing from the Force right now.” As much asit pained him, Luke had no intention of
hiding the fact. That would have implied he was ashamed, and he was not. “We don’'t know why.”

Formbi turned. “I didn’t know children could do that.”

“Mogt can't,” Marasaid. “Ben demonstrated exceptional power from birth. Thisonly confirms how
gifted heis”

“I see” Formbi said. “I’m sorry, then, that he is choosing not to devel op his potentia.”

“We'renaot,” Lukesaid. Hefdt Mard sirerising, but the smile on her face remained polite. Winning
Formbi’ s cooperation was going to be difficult enough without alowing Chiss mannersto become an
issue. “ Children mustwant to be at the academy to succeed. We don'’t force anyone to attend, and we
do everything we can to encourage them to enjoy their time here.”

“We can even arrange employment for their parents on Ossus—some are assstant trainers here at the
academy,” Marasaid. “ And we encourage students to devel op at their own pace. So when Benis ready,
hisnatura cgpabilitieswill dlow him to establish himsdlf very quickly.”

“I have no doubt.” Formbi turned back to the training grounds, looking past the Woodoos to where the
Rontos were practicing telekines's by smashing giant bean bags againgt each other. “But I'm sureyou
didn’t summon me hereto discuss Jedi training techniques.”

“Asamatter of fact, we did,” Luke said. They had also asked Soontir Fel to come, but he had politely

declined, explaining it would not do for anyone on the Defense Heet genera staff to consort with
Ascendancy enemies. “We want you to understand what goes into the training of amodern Jedi.”

“Hoping to impress me so much that I’ [l persuade the Ruling Circle to let you handle the Qoribu
problem?’ Formbi asked.

“Precisgly,” Marasaid. “And it was an invitation, not a summons.”
“Funny,” Formbi said. “Y our message mentioned the Brask Oto.”

“That'sright,” Luke said. The Brask Oto was a Chiss battle station he and Mara had saved during an
earlier trip into Ascendancy territory. “We wanted you to know it was authentic.”

Formbi smiled. “As| said—asummons. We Chiss aways repay debts of honor.” He waved ahand
toward the interior of thetraining complex. “Please, impressme.”

Luke led the way across the running track to the didewalk that circled theinner fields, then heard an
alarmed whistle behind them. He glanced back to find R2-D2 traversing abanked turn, one tread off the
ground and periloudy closeto tipping over.



“Y our droid seemsrather intoxicated,” Formbi observed.

“A memory fault is playing havoc with his systems.” Luke reached out in the Force and carried R2-D2
over to the dide-walk. “1 don't want it repaired until we find away to extract some information stored on
the chip.”

Formbi watched with an amused expression asthe droid settled onto the didewak behind him. “And
thisinformation is so valuable you must keep the droid with you at dl times?’

L uke thought for amoment, then said, “ Y es.” Thetruth was that R2-D2 kept scheduling himsdlf for a
chip replacement, so Luke had decided to keep him nearby until the Galactic Alliance sbest dicer,
Zakarisz Ghent, arrived to bypass the security program protecting the memory chip. “It could solve a
very old mystery for us”

“Then | wish you luck,” Formbi said. He pointed to acircle of twelve-year-olds—Banthas—sitting
cross-legged around a single happy-looking nerf, waving their fingers and sending the contented beast
waddling back and forth among them. “What in space are they doing?’

“Mindtag,” Maraexplained. “I1t'show they develop their persuasive abilities.”

Formbi gave her asharp look. “1 trust that’ s not how you intend to persuade me?’

“The technique only works on the weak-minded,” Luke said.

“And no Jedi would ever consider a Chiss Aristocrato be weak-minded.”

“Good,” hesaid. “1 was given to believe Jedi Knights are rarely fools.”

“We generdly try to train that out before anyone becomes a Jedi Knight, yes,” Marasaid.

“Then why do you ingst on involving yourselves at Qoribu?’ Formbi’svoice was casud, asthough it
were only anidle question. “The conflict isof no concern to the Gaactic Alliance.”

“The Jedi servethe Force” Luke was keeping an eye on R2-D2, making sure he did not wander off.
“Our concernsreach well beyond the Galactic Alliance.”

Formbi’ s gaze grew hard. “Into the Ascendancy?’

“Into the Colony, at least,” Luke said.

Formbi looked away, focusing his attention on agroup of fourteen-year-olds who were using their
lightsabersto bat live blaster bolts back and forth. These students had no nickname; once students built
their firgt lightsabers, they were known smply as apprentices.

“Y ou understand nothing about the Colony,” Formbi said, dmost absently. “1f you did, you would leave
ittous”

“We understand that what you' re doing a Qoribu comes closeto violating Chisslaw,” Marasaid.
“Unlessthe Ascendancy has bent from athousand years of tradition?’



“A lot has changed in the Ascendancy.” Formbi’ s voice grew resigned. “But not that. It remains unlawful
for the Chissto be the aggressor people.”

“I’ve dways admired that about the Ascendancy,” Luke said.

“Intruth, | find it rather quaint,” Formbi replied. “But, having no desireto find mysdlf exiled, I'll follow
the lav—even if it means the destruction of the Ascendancy itself.”

A line of ten-year-old students appeared ahead, racing toward L uke and the others against the flow of
the didewalk. Formbi started to step aside so they could pass, but Mara used the Force to gently tug him
back.

“Please, Aristocra,” shesaid. “They’ll be disappointed if we rob them of their chance to show off.”

Formbi eyed the chubby Kitonak girl at the head of the line then cocked his brow when she suddenly
gprang off the dide-walk, turned aForceflip over his head, and landed gracefully— if somewhat
heavily—behind him. The rest of the students followed suit, beaming in pride asthey somersaulted over
L uke and the others. Once Formbi grew accustomed to the game, he even encouraged the students by
pretending to flinch before each one jumped.

“Thank you for indulging them, Aristocra,” Luke said. “The dining halswill be buzzing tonight with how
they actudly drew areaction fromyou.”

“My pleasure,” Formbi said. “Aslong asthey understand the difference when they become Jedi
Knights”

“They will,” Marasaid. “Chiss courage islegendary around here—which iswhy I’ m so puzzled about
your fear of Killiks.”

“If you are puzzled, it isonly because you are ignorant of the Colony’ strue nature.”

“Then enlighten us,” Luke said. “The sooner the Jedi understand the situation, the sooner wewill find a
solution and end our presence at Qoribu.”

“And if thereisno solution?’

“I1t would be better to discover that now,” Luke said, “ before any more of our Jedi become like
Raynar.”

Formbi frowned. “Who is Raynar?’

“Raynar Thul,” Marasaid. “Hewent MIA during the war. He was presumed dead, but apparently his
ship crashed ingde the Colony.”

“A nes of Killiks rescued him and saved hislife)” Luke said.

“Saved hislife?” Formbi sounded surprised. “When did this Raynar come up missing? About six years
ago?’

“Close” Luke began to have asinking feding. “It was alittle over seven.”



“| see” Formbi’ sgaze turned inward. “ That explainsit.”
“Explainswha?’ Mara demanded.

“The Defense Fleet reconnai ssance corps has been watching the Colony for centuries,” Formbi said. “It
has been dowly expanding over time, but it wasn't considered athresat.”

“Until recently,” Marasurmised.

“Correct,” Formbi said. “Theinsects—Killiks, asyou calthem—are clearly inteligent, but they’ ve
customarily shown little concern for life. When one wasinjured, its companions would smply abandon it,
and when food grew scarce, whole columns would just wander off to die.”

“And that changed six years ago,” Luke said.

Formbi nodded. “ Thefirst satellite nests appeared on our border, and we began to notice an exponentia
population increase. Imagine our surprise when we learned that now they had hospitalsto carefor their
aling and were usng interstellar trade to dleviate the cyclic food shortages that once kept their
populationsin check.”

“Andthat frightened the Ascendancy into sending your defoliatorsto give nature ahelping hand?’ Mara
asked.

“No.” Formbi accepted the criticism in her question without visible emotion. “We didn’'t make that
decison until |ater— after we had discovered how dangerous they were.”

The didewak carried them past a sunken basin, where a group of adolescent apprentices stood
meditating under the watchful eye of atraining Jedi Knight. They were surrounded by twenty grown
adults, who were shouting insults a them and pelting them with missiles ranging from kitchen leftoversto
ging bals.

“My word!” Formbi gasped. “What kind of drill isthat?’

“It' sacentering exercise,” Luke said proudly. He was counting on this part of the tour to persuade
Formbi to speak on their behalf on the Chiss capital world, Csilla. “Y oung Jedi must learn to detach
themsdlves from their emotions, to remain focused regardless of whatever they arefeding at thetime.”

“There are severd other versons,” Maraadded. “A five-day fast while the rest of the academy feasts
around them, athree-day swim in awarm bubble poal, an al-night tickle where they’ re forbidden to

laugh.”

“That may sound slly, but that' s actually the most difficult test,” Luke said. “And if they fall, they repesat
the other exercises”

Formbi stared at them as though they had told him they were Sith Lords. *Y ou people make the
Ss-ruuk look kind!”

“Jedi Knights often find themsalvesin tumultuous Stuations,” Luke replied. “ Their judgment must remain
sound, no matter what they are feding.”

“Sound judgment isawarrior’ s best wegpon,” Formbi agreed. “Though | don’t understand what the



Jedi have againg laughing.”

The didewalk carried them past the centering exercise, and R2-D2' s presence began to fade. Luke
looked back and, finding the confused droid facing the wrong direction, used the Force to lift him back to
the group.

Marawas dready grilling Formbi again. “. . . convinced the Ascendancy the Killiks are dangerous?’

Formbi hesitated amoment, then asked, “Do you recd| our first meeting, when | welcomed you aboard
theChaf Envoy to examine the wreck of the Outbound Fight?’

“How could we forget?’ Luke said. “ The whole mission was a gambit to lure the Vagaari into attacking,
S0 you could carry the war to them legdly.”

“The choicewastheirs,” Formbi said defensively. “But yes. And do you happen to remember how many
ruling familiesthere were a the time?’

“Nine” Marasaid ingantly. When it cameto politics, sherarely forgot afact. “But five yearslater, when
we vigted Cslla, the number was four. | assumed the discrepancy to be aresult of awar with the
Vagaari.”

“Not directly,” Formbi said. “But the Third Vagaari War did leave uswith alabor shortage, andthat led
to the discrepancy.”

“I’'m afraid | don't understand,” Luke said. “Were the losses of some families so heavy—"

“Severa families began to hire entire nests from the Colony. It seemed the perfect solution. The insects
were plentiful, industrious, and not averseto risk. Thiswas acouple of years before your Raynar arrived,
and they began to care about surviving.” Formbi winced at how that sounded, then hastened to add, “ Of
course, we were careful not to take advantage.”

“Of course.” Luke had the unhappy fedling that he saw where thiswas leading. “ Didn’t you know about
the Joiners?’

“Wetook precautions,” Formbi said. “Very stringent precautions.”

“That till didn’t work,” Mara surmised.

“They worked,” Formbi replied. “ Until someone started sabotaging them.”
“TheKilliks?" Luke asked.

Formbi frowned. “We vaue fools no more than the Jedi, Master Skywalker. The precautions remained
solely under our control.”

There was amoment of silence, then Maraasked, “ And?’

“Wedon't redly understand,” Formbi admitted. “It may have been interfamily rivaries. All we know is
that the precautions broke down, and before we realized it, two entire families had become Joiners.”

“Only two?" Luke asked. “What about the other missing families?’



“Three of the families had become critically dependent on insect |abor,” Formbi replied. “Therewasa
dispute over the best course of action.”

“The Ascendancy had acivil war?’ Luke gasped.

“Chissdo not have civil wars, Master Skywalker,” Formbi replied. “We have disagreements. The matter
was resolved before your visit to Cslla—though | do believe you were witness to some reverberations.”

“The attack on Soontir Fel?” Maraasked. “1 thought that concerned the aid he provided the Galactic
Alliance againg the Y uuzhan VVong.”

“It is easy to disagree with the policies of someone who has destroyed your family,” Formbi said. “Fel
has ahabit of being too merciful for hisown good.”

The didewalk carried them to the training field that had been Luke s destination al dong, ajumbled
course full of traps, hazards, and obstacles. Two teams of senior apprentices—one team large and
strong, the other smal and quick—were running back and forth through the course, using long-handled
rackets, stunblasters, and Force telekinesis to pass haf adozen crackling jet-balls to each other through
theair. In the midst of the crashing bodies and acrobatic power plays, asingle referee was struggling to
maintain order.

Motioning Formbi and Maraaong, Luke stepped off thedlidewa k—then reached out with amentd
hand and pulled R2-D2 to hissde. Luke did not launch into a description of the game, however; he il
had some questions about the troubl e the Killiks had caused the Chiss Ascendancy.

“I"'m beginning to see why the Ascendancy doesn't want the Colony encroaching onitsfrontier,” Luke
sad. “Werethe Killiks dso responsible for the destruction of the Empire of the Hand?’

Formbi turned and, in asurprised voice, asked, “What makes you think the Empire of the Hand has
been destroyed?’

Lukewasn't fooled for amoment. He could fed the Aristocra s dismay through the Force—and so
could Mara

“Baron Fd, for darters” she said. “Hewouldn't have abandoned his duties while the Empire of the
Hand stood.”

“Perhaps it was merely absorbed,” Formbi suggested.

“ After being battered into nothingness,” Marasaid. “We know that Nirauan has been abandoned.
Something must have happened.”

Formbi sighed in resignation. “The Empire of the Hand served the purpose Mith’ raw’ nuruodo
intended—though it was not againgt the Colony, asyou suggest.”

“The Vagaari, then?” Mara pressed. “ The Y uuzhan Vong?’
“That'sredly dl | am at liberty to say,” Formbi answered wearily. “ Except, perhaps, that the Colony is

only one of the Terrors remaining to the Unknown Regions. Do not be surprised to see the Empire of the
Hand rise again, when thereis need.”



“l see,” Luke said, saddened to have confirmed what he had only suspected until now. “I know that
three of the Fdl children survived, but what of Chak—"

“Onlytwo survived,” Formbi said. “Jagged and Wyn. Chak, Davin, and Cherith are dl dead.”
“I’'m sorry to hear that,” Luke said. “I liked Chak very much.”

“But what of Cem?’ Maraasked, picking the question off the top of Luke' s head. “Was shekilled,
too?

“Cem?’ A dy gamile cameto Formbi’smouth.” Cemisason’sname.”

“Excuseme” Marasad. “We never actualy met.”

“I should think not.” The smile grew wider and shiftier. “ Cem would bethe Fels shadow child.”
“Shadow child?’ Luke asked.

“Publicly unacknowledged,” Formbi explained. “ Secret, in fact. It'sacommon Chiss precaution to keep
enemiesfrom wiping out an entire ruling family.”

Luke began to have aguilty feding in his tomach. “How secret?’

“Quite,” Formbi replied. “Infact, thisisthefirst time I’ ve heard of aCem Fdl. | imagineyou heard the
name from Wyn.”

“Jacen did,” Marareplied. “How could you know?’
“Wynisnotoriousfor spilling secrets” he said.
“And now we ve compounded it,” Luke said. “1 hope you'll hold the name in confidence.”

“Of course.” Formbi’ svoice was sincere. “And you shouldn’t feel bad—Soontir Fel isaclever one. |
often suspect that Wyn revedls only what he wishes her to.”

“Thank you.”

L uke returned the smile, hoping to conceal his doubt about the Aristocra s reassurances. He waved at
thetraining fidd, where the smal team had won control of al six jet-balsand was driving deep into
opposition territory. “And now, perhaps you d alow meto explain the game we re watching.”

“Please” Formbi said. “It looks refreshingly riotous.”
“Wecdl it Skorch,” Luke explained. “It' s actually the referee who' s being trained. Each team has a set
of secret goas—such as collecting three balls or sending two into one goa and one into another—and

it sthe referee’ sjob to discover those goals and see that both sideswin.”

“Ifthat’ spossible,” Marasaid. “In some Skorch scenarios, the goas are mutudly exclusive. Then the
referee must see that both teams achieve an equivadent leve of victory.”



The referee, ablack-furred Defel with eyes as red as Formbi’ s, popped up from behind awall and sent
asmal Rodian sprawling. He intercepted the jet-ball that had been coming in her direction and sent it
sailing toward the other end of the course.

“The referee can dso arrange complete losses for bothsides,” Luke said. “ Though that’ salast resort.
It's considered barely adequate.”

“What an odd game,” Formbi said.

R2-D2 emitted a discordant series of beeps, then raised histransceiver antenna and began to move off.

L uke scowled and caled, “Artoo, come back here.” When R2-D2 continued toward the Skorch field,
Luke excused himsdlf and caught up to the droid. “Didn’t you hear me? We' rein the middle of some
very important busness.”

R2-D2 whistled asharp reply.

“I’m sure your businessisimportant, too,” Luke said. “But you' Il have to conduct it over there, with us.”

R2-D2 pivoted on atread, then tweedled a question.

“If it can’'t wait, you'll haveto,” Luke answered. “ Y ou'rein no condition to wander around the training
groundsaone.”

Another question.

“Yes, on Ossus,” Luke said. “Where did you think we were?’

R2-D2 gave a confused sgh, then reluctantly returned with Luke. Marawas explaining the theory behind
Skorch as two players—a Wookiee and a Squib—wrestled with the Defel referee in an attempt to keep
him from interfering with the game.

“The only rules are the ones the referee can persuade the playersto accept,” she was saying. “And his
only ruleisthat he can't use hislightsaber on any of the players”

“It sounds like adangerous game,” Formbi observed. “How many students are killed playing it?’
“These are senior gpprentices,” Luke said. “ They can take care of themsalves.”

“And there are aways healing trances,” Mara added.

“Heding trances are good,” Luke agreed. “Theideaisto teach our Jedi Knightsto look for secret
agendas and develop solutions that work for everyone.” He turned to Formbi. “ That' s what we hope to
do a Qoribu.”

“Very noble” Formbi turned away from the game. “But | have seen nothing to convince me that you
understand the Killiks any better than we do. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“We haven't had aslong to study them asyou have,” Mararetorted. “But our senior scientist has
aready developed atheory about how Joiners are created—"



“ And about how theKilliks collective mind functions,” Luke said.

“Whichis?’ Formbi asked.

Luke sensed that the question was atest. “We believe Joiners are created when Killik pheromones alter
the basic structure of the corpus callosum,” he said. “ Those changes alow the Joinersto receive sgna
impulses directly from the Killik brains, which—we presume—have asimilar capacity.”

“And what isthe transfer agent?’

Luke hesitated. He could sense that they were close to winning Formbi’ s support, but they were
crossing from theory to guesswork here, and he did not want to undermine their progress by making a
wild-sounding assertion.

Mara disagreed. He could fed her through their Force-bond, urging him to take the chance.

“Wethink theimpulses are trandferred through auras,” Luke said. “ But we re having trouble identifying
exactly which part.”

“All of them,” Formbi said. “Heat, €ectric, magnetic, probably chemica—at least that’ s whatour
scientigtsthink. But that does't explain the Will.”

“The Will?” Mara asked.
“Asfar aswe know, only individua s from the same nest share atruly collective mind,” Formbi said.
“Our scientists describe it asasort of very advanced teepathy, where an individual has accessto the

thoughts and sense impressions of the entire nest.”

Luke nodded. That wasjust as Tekli and Tahiri described the experience—though he was not going to
admitthat to Formbi. “That’ swhat our investigations suggest.”

“But insects from different nests must communi cate with each other vialanguage, just aswe do,” Formbi
sad. “The collective mind doesn’t seem to extend far beyond the confines of the nest.”

“Whichisexactly what you' d expect, if the communication mediumisther aura,” Marasaid. “To
participate in the collective mind, an individua would aways have to be within rangeof another insect’s
aura, and that one would have to be close to another—”

“Precisdy,” Formbi agreed. “ The collective mind can extend over quite alarge area, aslong asthe chain
of insects remains unbroken.”

R2-D2 began to beep for attention.

“Not now, Artoo,” Luke said. He did not want to give Formbi time to reconsider what he was about to
tell them. “Please continue, Aristocra”

Formbi glanced at the droid, then nodded. “ But the entireColony seemsto be subject to asingle Will.
We' ve noticed that nests all across the sector are acting in concert, pursuing asingle, unified purpose.”

“Let meguess,” Luke sad. “Expanding the Colony.”



“Very good,” Formbi said.

“And thisWill appeared about six years ago?’ Mara asked. “When they started to develop hospitas
and intergtellar trade?’

“Right again,” Formbi replied. “And, frankly, we're puzzled.”
“How s0?7" Luke asked. “ Perhaps we can help clear something up for you.”

Formbi smiled. “Y es. Soontir suggested you would respond well to an information exchange, and we
believe thismystery to be particularly well suited to the Jedi.”

“We Il do what we can,” Marasaid, leaving out what exactly she meant bycan. “Though, as| sad
before, we haven't had as long to study the Killiks as you have.”

“That has been to your advantage, | assure you,” Formbi said. “If you were wise, you would leave our
part of the galaxy to usand avoid the Colony at al costs.”

“We Jedi try to be brave aswell aswise,” Luke replied mildly. “Now, how can we be of service?’

“Our scientigts are having trouble understanding how the Will exertsits hold over the entire Colony,”
Formbi said. “The distancesinvolved are too greet for it to function through their auras, asthe collective
mind does”

“Killiksaren't Force-sengitive, if that’ swhat you'rethinking,” Luke said. “ At least not the oneswe ve

“Would they need to be?” Formbi asked. “If each nest hadjust one Joiner who could fed the Will,
wouldn’t the entire nest be subject to it?’

“Possibly,” Maradlowed. Luke felt her darm growing as clearly as hisown; it was growing al too
obviousthat Unu— Raynar’ s nes—was the source of what the Chisswere calling the Will. “But this
central Will would have to be magnitudes stronger than the wills of theindividua nests.”

“And it could be” Luke said, recalling how powerful Raynar had grown in the Force. “ A gifted Joiner
might be able to draw on the Force potentia of hisentire nest.”

“I thought you said that the Killiks aren’t Force-sengitive,” Formbi said.

“Hedid,” Maraanswered.” Force-sensitive means you have the ability to tap into the Force.Force
potential isjust another way of saying ‘life energy.” “

“All living things generate Force energy,” Luke explained. He was beginning to see that Formbi had
played them—just as he had during the investigation of the Outbound Hight wreck. “But | suspect you
aready know that. Theinformation isreadily available on any HoloNet termind in the Galactic Alliance.”

“But itis good to have our theory vetted by the experts,” Formbi said, till trying to maintain his charade.
“And it seems areasonable exchange, considering what | gave you.”

“It would have been, if that’ s all you had comefor.” Luke turned back to the Skorch field, buying
himsalf amoment to contain hisrisng emotions. The anger hefdt wasat himsdlf, for falling to see



Formbi’ s game early on, before they had told him about Raynar. “But you came looking for aname—for
the source of the Will.”

Formbi spread his hands and stepped to Luke sside. “Y ou were the ones who summonedme.”

On the Skorch field, the small team once again had control of al six jet-balls and were racing toward the
largeteam’sgod. The Defd referee was limping after them with one furry arm synth-glued to hisknee.

“Y ou have what you camefor,” Marasaid. “But it wouldn't be wise to act on the information.”

Formbi looked &t her in surprise. “ Are you threatening me?’

“She'stelling you that killing Raynar won't return the Colony to what it was,” Luke said. “If you
assassinate him, dl you' re going to have are atrillion angry insectswho don't careiif they die. The Jedi
won't be ableto save you.”

“Actudly, we weren't counting on that,” Formbi said. “ The Jedi have no business—’

R2-D2 emitted a piercing shriek, then began to bang back and forth on histreads until Luke looked
down.

“Artoo, | said—"

R2-D2' s holoprojector activated, and fuzzy image of Leiaappeared on the ground in front of him. For a
moment, Luke thought that it was the old message she had recorded for Obi-Warn—then he noticed that
shewas dressed in awhite jJumpsuit instead of a ceremonia gown, and her hair wasfaling loose down
her back instead of being gathered in those ear-buns she used to wear.

“Luke?’ Her voice was scratchy and barely audible. “Are. . . there?’

“Yes” Luke answered. “Artoo, where sthis coming from?”’

R2-D2 tweedled a sharp reply.

“Iknow it's being relayed through the Academy HoloNet transceiver,” Luke said. He dropped to his
knee. “Leia, where areyou?’

“Luke?’ Leidsimagesaid. “Can’'t...you. But. . .important . . . Killik attacked Saba. . . stowaways
on...think ... after youand. .. maybeBen.”

“Stowaways?” Maragasped. Animage of their son holding an empty container of gelmeat flashed from
her mind to Luke' s, then she wasracing toward the exit. “Ben!”

“...caeful,” Leldsimage sad.
Theimage grew motionless, obvioudy waiting for areply.
“Tell the comm officer to acknowledge and ask for arepest,” Luke instructed R2.

“..tdlif... ) Ldasad. “ ... againlaer.”



Theimage winked out, leaving R2-D2 buzzing in frudtration.

“It'sokay, Artoo. We heard enough.” Luke turned to find Formbi eyeing him with an expression
halfway between smugness and concern. “I’'m afraid we' Il have to cut our tour short.”

“Of course,” Formbi replied. “It sounds asthough you'll be quite busy . . . aswill 1.”

“Isthat 0?7’ Luke used the Force to summon apair of apprentices out of the Skorch game to escort
Formbi and look after R2-D2. “ Can the Jedi be of any assistance?”’

“Not redly,” Formbi said. “Chief of State Omas was kind enough to send an escort to accompany me
to his office on Coruscant.”

“I see” Lukesaid. “1 assumeyou Il be discussing the situation at Qoribu.”

Formbi smiled and dipped his head in acknowledgment.” Discussing would be the wrong word, I'm
afrad.”

TWENTY-SEVEN

LEIA HAD HEARD IT SAID that no captor could imprison a Jedi longer than the Jedi wished to be
imprisoned, and she was beginning to understand how true that was. Even with Alemalying unconscious
in the number two hold, with al four limbs shackled to cargo tie-downs and two angry Noghri guarding
her with T-10 stun blasters, Leia congtantly found hersdlf limping back with anew way to confine their
prisoner. Her head and ankle were throbbing harder by the minute, and the last thing she wanted was to

dart fighting the Twi’ lek again.

Now Leawas holding apair of LSS 1000-series Automatic Stun Cuffs from the security locker—highly
illegal, of course, but standard equipment aboard theFal con. After checking the vital-signs monitor on
Alema swrist to make sure the Twi’lek was till unconscious, Lelalimped around behind her head.

A sudden shudder ran down Alema’ slekku. Her eyes started to move benegath their lids, and she began
to mumblein afrightened, high-pitched voice. At firgt, Leathought the Twi’ lek was crying out
incoherently in adream, but then she recognized a couple of Twi’leki words—thosefor “night” and
“herdd’—and redized Alemawas actualy talking in her deep.

Leaturned toward the intercom panel. “ Threepio, activate audio recording in hold two.”

“Asyou wish, Princess,” hesaid. “But | will need to leave Master Sebatyne unattended for afew



moments.”

“Aslong asshe' sdill sable” Lelasad.

“Oh, she'squite stable,” C-3PO said. “Her vita sgns have been hovering closeto zero for hours.”

A moment later, ared light activated on the intercom pand. Alema continued to mutter in her native
language—something about “the Night Herald’—and her limbs began to jerk againgt their restraints. Leia
glanced a the vitals monitor and saw that the Twi’lek had dipped into the REM state. She motioned for
the Noghri to cover her, then squatted on her haunches and clamped the stun cuffs on Alema slekku.
“You're ahard woman, LeiaSolo,” Han said, stepping into the hold. “1 kind of likeit.”

“Just being careful,” Leiasaid. She set the power to maximum, then dowly rose and backed away. “|
doubt we could trick her twice.”

“Surewe could,” Han said. “ Teamwork and treachery will beat youth and skill every time.”

“Alemaisn’t that young—and I’ d say she beats us hands-down in the treachery department,” Leiasaid.
She crossed the hold—emptied so Alemawould have nothing to fling with the Force—and stopped at
Han'ssde. “1 thought you and Juun were plotting the next jump.”

“We ve beentrying,” Han said.

“Trying?’ After repairing Alema s sabotage, they had emerged from the nebula to find themsalves staring
into the creamy heart of the Gaactic Core, no more than twenty light-years from the Gaactic Alliance.

“Y ou said we' d be on the Rago Run in one more jump.”

“Wewill,” Han said. “But every time we engage, the navicomputer detects amass fluctuation and shuts
usdown.”

“You'resurewe rein theright place?’ Leiaasked. Worried about the possibility of an escape, she had
indsted on supervising the security precautions while Juun filled in as copilot. “ Jae didn’t plot abad
jump?’

Han shook his head. “It’ s definitely the same place we stopped on the way out. Rago isfive light-years
ahead, and the star charts match what we stored in the navicomputer. The only differenceisthe
fluctuation.”

Lelacast anervous glance at Alema, who was continuing to mumble and thrash againgt her restraints,
then asked, “ Could it be something coming down the Run toward us?’

“Sure” Han said. “If it had the mass of abattle fleet.”

“I seewhat you mean.”

Lelastudied Alemafor another moment, then checked the Twi’ lek’ svital Sgnsagain. The monitor
showed her deep inthe REM date, but Leiaremained suspicious. She withdrew a hypo of trangarest
from her jJumpsuit pocket and pressed it to Alema’ s neck.

“Whoa!” Han said. “ She has ahead wound!”



“She' syoung.” Lelahit theinjector and held it down until the hypo stopped hissing. “A little comawon’'t
hurt her.”

“Remind me not to get on your bad Side,” Han said.

Alema stopped thrashing and fell silent, and her vital Signs dropped into the comarange. Leiathumped
the Twi’lek on the eyelid just to be sure, then nodded when there was no reaction.

“Let’'sgo seeif we' re dill having that massfluctuation.”
Han raised hisbrow. “Y ou think she was—’

“I don't know,” Lelasaid. Leaving ingructionsfor the Noghri to blast the Twi’lek at thefirst sign of
trouble, sheleft the hold. “But it never hurtsto be careful .”

“Y ou don’t think you' re overdoing it?’

“Han, she sabotaged theFalcon and gave me abegting,” Lelasaid. “And there' s every chance my
message didn’t get through to Luke and Mara. If theShadow had a stowaway aboard—or if Tahiri and
the others are asfar gone as Alema—we might be too late aready.”

“Okay, theré'sthat,” Han said. “But—"

“Han, youdo understand how good Alemais?’ Leiastopped and turned him to face her. “How lucky we
were to knock her out?’

“Yeah, | understand.” There was barb to Han' svoice. “But we ve still got to keep her dive.”
“Evenif it means she might escape and blow us dl to star-dust?’

“Yeah, evenif it meansthat,” Han said. “Because what happened to her is probably happening to Jaina
and Zekk, and maybe Cilgha can learn something from Alemato help usfix it.”

“That’ swhy you' re so worried about her?’ Leiawas glad tohear the ruthlessnessin hisvoice, to know
that so many decades of strife and danger had only made him shrewder and more stubborn. “1 was
garting to think you’ d gone soft.”

Shetook Han's arm and started up the access corridor. They had lost so much during the war that it
was impossible to believe they had come out stronger or happier. But theyhad emerged together, with a
better understanding of each other and a bond that had survived the deaths of a son, a close companion,
and more friends than Leiacould name. No matter how darming thislatest crisis, no matter how
frightened they were for Jaina, they would face it together—and together they would do whatever was

necessary to prevail.

They reached the flight deck and found Juun staring &t the navigator’ s display, so engrossed in star
plotting and continuum cal culations that he did not notice the Solos' presence. Leia could seethat he was
attempting a broad-spectrum variable analysiswith aten-decimal accuracy parameter. With hiseyes
bulging and his cheek foldsflared in frustration, it looked like he would blow acircuit before the
navicomputer did.



Leiabrought her mouth closeto Han's ear. “| hope you'’ ve been backing up our navigation log.”

“You bet,” Han said. “1 knew what you were thinking the minute we redlized we were coming down on
an abandoned planet.”

“Redly.” Actudly, Leiahad been too busy trying to cold-fire the repul sor enginesto be thinking much of
anything, but she wasn't going to admit that to Han. She didn’t want him thinking Juun was a better
copilot than shewas. “ Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?’

“Yep.” Han flashed acocky grin.” And | charted everything in sensor range on theway out.” Thegrin
grew larger and cockier. “There might be another dozen starsinside the nebula”

“A dozen?' Leiagasped. Then, not wanting Han to seejust how well hereally did know her, she
assumed a more subdued tone. * So there might be another five or six habitable planets, plusafew
moons, if we relucky.”

“Fiveor x? Ther€ Il be adozen—even two!” Theindignation in Han' s voice faded quickly to concern.
“But will anyonewantto colonize there? It' s still outside the Galactic Alliance, and it’ s not easy to reach.”

“The Ithorianswill go right away,” Lelasaid. “The world we came down on is perfect for them.
And—given how they fed about violence—it’ s about the only chance they have of getting around the
Reclamation Act.”

“Aslong asthe rehab conglomerates don't stedl it out from under us again.”

“The Reclamation Act doesn't gpply outsde the Galactic Alliance,” Lelasaid. “Besdes, who' sgoing to
tdl them?’

Han nodded quietly a the navigator’ s station, where Juun was mumbling to himsdlf and shaking his head
in frugration. Finaly, he banged the sde of hisfig into histemple and whined something in Sullustan that
Leiadid not quite catch.

“WE I just haveto keep him close,” she whispered. “At least until we ve relocated the Ithorians.”

Han let hischin drop. “ Y ou redlly know how to spoil the moment.” He stepped on the flight deck and,
peering at the display over Juun’s shoulder, asked, “ So, what have—"

Juun jumped out of his seet, the top of his head avoiding Han's chin only by virtue of his short Sature,
then spun to face them.

“What are you doing, snesking up like that?’
Hanraised hishands. “Easy. | wasn't trying to give you a power surge.”

“Actudly, Jee, we ve been standing here talking for a couple of minutes.” Leialeaned down to look at
the display. “It appears you' ve been hard at work.”

Juun relaxed somewnhat. “1’ ve been running afull gravitational analys's, per emergency troubleshooting
procedure.”

“Come up with anything besides a headache?’ Han asked.



“Nothing that makes sense.” Juun returned to his seat and began to call up columns of stellar deflection
observations. “Light is definitely being distorted at a steadily increasing rate, which meansthat either
there savery large, completely invisible rogue body dead ahead—"

“Or something big is about to come out of hyperspace,” Leafinished. “Did you do arate-of-change
andyss?’

“Of course” Juun typed acommand and brought up a graph plotting angle of deflection againgt time.
“According to this, space-time should be separating just about—"

Leid shair sood on end, then an iridescent flash lit the interior of the cockpit, and tiny snakes of static
electric began to drag-race down her neurd pathways. The proximity larm blared to life. She hurled
hersdf toward the copilot’ s seet, but lost her footing and hung in midair for amoment, her eyes aching
with the brilliance of the silvery flash ahead, her somach swirling inside her like water down adrain.

Then Leiastumbled into the copilot’ s chair and found herself staring out the viewport at animmense,
cylinder-studded crevice of durasted whiteness. Her somach rose toward her throat as Han put the
Falcon into an emergency climb, and her ribs began to throb from an impact she did not remember
receiving.

“What isit?’ Hanydled.

Lelaactivated her tactica display and found the top haf rapidly filling with transponder codes. It took
her amoment to find theFalcon’s own code, surrounded as it was by others of asimilar color.

“I...1think it sabattlefleet,” Leiareported.
“Whose?’

A jagged line of familiar white ellipsoids appeared adong the bottom edge of the viewport. Interspersed
among them were about twice as many thin white arrows.

“Hapan.” Leiadid not bother to confirm her conclusion with a code search. She had seen the distinctive
shipstoo many times— at Dathomir, Corellia, and even Coruscant—to need corroboration. “ Those are
Novas and Battle Dragons.”

“Yeah,” Han agreed. “What are they doing outhere?”

“Goingto Lizl,” Juunsad. “What eds=?’

The comm channd crackled to life, and avoice with athick Hapan accent said, “ Thisis Hapes Battle
DragonKendall hailing Gaactic Alliance trangportLongshot. Heave to and prepare for temporary
impoundment.”

“Impoundment!” Han maintained his course. “ Better let them know who weredly are”

Lelawas already reaching for the transponder controls.

“Longshat, thisisyour last warning—"



“Battle DragonKendall.” Leiaactivated theFalcon’s true transponder code. “Thisis Leia Organa Solo
aboard theMillennium Falcon.”

The Hapan voice grew more uncertain.” Millennium Falcon?”

“Yes” Leiasad. “ Sorry for the confusion, but we usudly travel incognito. I’ m sure you understand.”
“Of course,” the voice said.

“Good. If you'll assgn us asafe vector, we |l move through and let you be on your way.”

“I’'m sorry, Princess. We have orders—"

“Then | suggest you let me speak to whoever issued them,” Leiasaid. “ Queen Mother Tenel Kahas
been afrequent guest at my dinner table. I'm sure she would be unhappy to learn we were detained asa

matter of . . . procedure.”

A new voice came over the comm channd. “ Princess Leila Organa Solo?’ he asked. “The mother of
Jedi JacenSolo 7’

“That’scorrect.” Disturbed by the way the man had emphasized Jacen’slast name, Lelareached out in
the Force and was relieved to fed no sensethat her son was anywherein thefleet. “Towhom do | have
the honor of spesking?’

“Forgiveme,” the man replied. “I am Dukat Aleson Gray, ninth cousin to the Queen Mother and
Duch'dato Lady Al-Gray of the Relephon Moons.”

“Thank you,” Leiasaid. “I’ll remember you to the Queen Mother the next time we meset.”

“You'revery kind.” Gray’ stone was polite but doubtful. “1’m certain we can trust you to hold our
encounter herein the strictest confidence.”

“Of course,” Leiareplied. “Wewouldn’t want to jeopardize the Colony’ sreinforcements.”
Thecomm fel Slent.

“Blagt, you didn’t haveto saythat ,” Han groaned. “We know where they’re going.”

“But notwhy "Lelasaid. “If awar is breaking out, we need to know.”

“Why?" Han asked. “Wewon't be ableto tell anyone if we' re stuck in the belly of a Battle Dragon.”

Gray’ svoice came over the comm again. “Actudly, our mission is closer to peacekeegping than
reinforcing.”

Lelashot Han asmug grin, then said, “Yes, that’ swhat | was given to understand. Do you need
navigation datato the Colony gateway?’

“That won't be necessary,” Gray responded. “We have acourseto the Lizil nest, and your son assured
usthat someone would bewaiting—"



“Ourson?” Leainterrupted.

“Yes” Gray sounded confused. “The Queen Mother’ s new consort. He was the one who, uh,
convinced her to intervene.”

A loud smack sounded from the pilot’s seet. Leiaglanced over to find Han holding his palm to his brow.

“Y ou think you know him,” Han said, shaking hishead. “ And then hetriesto sart awar.”

TWENTY-EIGHT

THE DOOR SLID ASIDE, revedling the clean-lined interior of the Skywalkers' uncluttered Ossan
cottage. Mara had grown so accustomed to the vague uneasiness she had been fegling in the Force that
the sensation barely registered as she crossed the foyer. But thistime she paid specid attention, closing
her eyes and letting her feet carry her toward where it seemed strongest.

“MO[T]!”

Mara opened her eyes and found Ben standing before her, on the other side of low table that wasthe
living room’sonly furniture. The diding wall panelsthat partitioned the house into roomswere al closed,
s0 it was difficult to tell where he had come from. He pointed at her feet.

“Y our shoed!”

Mara glanced down and saw she had neglected to leave her dusty bootsin the foyer, as was the custom
on Ossus.

“Never mind my shoes.” She started around the table toward Ben. “Did you bring a pet back from
wlio?

Ben'seyesgrew round. “A pet?’

“A Killik,” Marasaid. The uneasy feding was as strong as ever, but she could not pinpoint alocation. It
seemed to be coming from Ben and from al around her. “Isthat what you' ve been doing with al that
gelmeat and nerfspread?’

“Aren't Killiks smart?’ Ben asked.

“Smarter than | thought. Why?’



“ *Cause then she'd be afriend, not apet.”

Mara cocked an eyebrow.” She, Ben?’

Ben'smouth fell open, and he backed toward the kitchen. “1, uh . . . they'reall—"
“Stay here.” Mara started around the table. “Don’t eventhink of moving.”

“But, Mom—"

“Don’t argue,” she ordered. “Y our father will talk to you later.”

Mara stretched her awareness into the kitchen and sensed only Nannainside, but that did not stop her
from pulling her lightsaber.

“Mom, don’t—"
“Quiet!”

Mara used the Force to dide awall panel aside and found Nanna down on her kneejoints, quietly
brushing morsels of gelmeat onto a sheet of flimsplast. The rest of the room appeared deserted.

“Nanna?’

Thedroid looked up, but was so flustered she continued to brush morsels, missing the flimsplast and
spreading them across the floor.

“Yes, Migtress Skywaker?’

Mard s eyes went to the three gelmesat containers lying empty on the preparation idand.
“Don’t worry,” Nannasaid. “Ben didn't eat dl that.”

“I hope not,” Marasaid. “ That would be agood way to earn amemory wipe.”

There wastoo much YVH droid in Nannato be intimidated. “ That won't be necessary. My nutritiona
programming isvery up to date.”

Mara pointed the handle of her lightsaber at the wrappers. “ Then who ate that?”
Thedroid peered up a her. “I’'m sorry. | can’'t say.”
“Then how can you be sureit wasn’t Ben?’

“I'm afraid you' re misunderstanding,” Nannareplied. “I know who ate the gelmest. I'm the onewho
opened thefood locker. | just can't tell you.”

“What?’ Mara used the Force to jerk the droid off her knees. “Explain yourself.”

“It' sasecret ,”Ben said from the edge of the kitchen. *Y ou promised, Nanna.”



“You can't have secretsfrom me,” Marasaid, holding the droid intheair. “I’m his mother.”

“Under normal circumstances, of course not,” Nanna agreed. “ But where there is adanger to the child,
my programming—"

“Danger to the child?” Marademanded. “ What danger?’

Nannalowered her feet to the floor. “Ben said you would kill him if you found out what he was doing,”
the droid explained. “And | must say, consdering how angry you are now, hisfear certainly seems

warranted.”

“Ben?’ When hefailed to answer, Mara glanced back and found an empty doorway. She turned to go.
“Ben! | said—"

Nanna started after her. “1’m sorry, Master Skywalker, but until you calm down | really must—"
Marawhirled on the droid. “ Stand down, Beautiful Blaster.”

The override code stopped the droid midstride, darkening her photoreceptors and dropping her chinto
her chest.

“I'll handlethismysdif.”

Mara continued into the living room and went straight to Ben' s room, where he was busy pushing the
closet pand closed.

“Ben, come away fromthere. .. now!”
Ben pressed his back to the closet. “It' s not what you—"

Marareached out with the Force and pulled him to her side, then grabbed hiswrist and—keeping one
eye on the closet door—knédlt at hisside.

“Ben, wejust received aholo from Aunt Leia,” she said. “ She wasworried that aKillik assassn might
have stowed away aboard theShadow. Soif dl that gelmeat you' ve been taking isfor—"

“Gorog' sno assassin!” Ben said. “ She'smy best friend.”
“She’saninsect, Ben.”
“So?Your best friend' salizard.”

“Don’'t beridiculous.” Mararose and pushed him behind her. “Aunt Leiais my best friend.”
“Doesn’'t count,” Ben said. “ She' sfamily. Sabaisalizard.”
“Okay, maybe my best friend' salizard.”

Marawas both repulsed and terrified at the thought of her sondeveoping ardationship with a
Killik—especidly given what Cilgha waslearning about the Joiner bonding mechanism. But shewas dso



beginning to worry about the psychologica damage Ben might suffer if shedew his“friend” infront of
him.

“If Gorog’ syour friend, tell her to come out nice and dow. We'll talk this—"

The muffled groan of adiding wall pand sounded from two rooms over. Holding her lightsaber at the
ready, Mara used the Force to open Ben's closet—and nearly ignited her blade when an empty
exoskeleton tumbled into the room. It was about ameter high, with thick blue-black chitin and barbed
mandibles haf thelength of Maralsarms.

“Ben!”

“I told you it was't what you thought.”

1] Sw ha.d ”

Using the Forceto didethewall pandsasidein front of her, Mara rushed two rooms over and found six
black limbs—two legs and four arms—sticking out from under the low table that Luke used for awriting
desk. The mandibles were protruding from one end, and the whole piece of furniture was trembling as
though there were a groundquake.

Ben rushed up beside Mara.

“I told you to stay in your room,” Marasaid.

“l can't,” Ben said. “Gorog' s scared.”

“Okay. Tdl her to come out. Everything will bedl right.”

A low rumble reverberated from under the table.

“Shedoesn't trust you,” Ben reported.

Maraactudly looked away from the bug. “Y ou spesk Killik?’

“I don't speak it. | just understand it.” Gorog drummed again, and he added, “ She saysyou're akiller.”

Coming from her son, thewordsfelt like avibroblade to the heart. “We talked abouit that, Ben.
Sometimes | haveto kill. Many Jedi Masters do.”

Gorog rumbled something else, and it seemed to Marathat there was something sharp intheinsect’s
rhythm, something spiteful and maevolent.

“Mom, what’ s cold blood?’ Ben asked.

“Isthat what she’' ssaying?’ Mara squatted down so she couldlook Gorog in the eye. Instead, she found
hersdf garing at adark sheaf of mandibles and mouthparts. “It means you kill when you don’t haveto. |
don't do that.”

TheKillik dowly moved away, carrying the table dong on her back and drumming incessantly.



“She saysyou killed lots of people when you didn’t haveto, for Papytine,” Ben said. “Mom, who's
Pdpytine?’

“Pdpatine,” Mara corrected automatically. She fdlt as though the Emperor were reaching acrosstimeto
her yet again, as though to prove how foolish she had been to believe she could ever truly escape him. “A
bad man | used to know. How does Gorog know his name?’

A stream of brown sdivashot out from under the table. Mara s reflexes were too quick for it to come
near her face, but in the quarter second it took her to draw away, the insect came flying at her with the
table ftill onitsback. She activated her lightsaber ingtinctively—and heard Ben crying out over the
crackle of theigniting blade.

“Don’'tl” Ben cried. “Pleasal”

Mara deactivated the blade in apang of motherly concern and whirled into a spinning back kick instead,
her foot landing high because she had to lift her leg above Ben' s head. Instead of launching the Killik
across the room, the attack smply knocked off the table and drove the insect to the floor.

A soft Sizzle sounded from the wall beside Mara, and a sour, acrid smell filled her nogtrils. She put down
ahand to push Ben back, and Gorog dammed amandible into her ankles, sweeping her from her feet.

Mara hit the floor flat on her back. The Killik stabbed apair of sharp pincer-hands down on her
shoulders and brought her head around, a hypo-shaped proboscis pushing out between the mandibles,
venom dripping from itstip. Marasmashed her lightsaber handle into the tube, folding it over and drawing
aboom of pain from the Killik’s chest cavity.

“Mom!” Ben cried.

“Go to your room!” Marahooked her elbow around the arm on her shoulder and pulled, dropping
Gorog to an elbow. “Now!”

TheKillik reached for Mara s neck with itsother two hands.

Maradrove her free hand up under the insect’ sjaw, then bridged on her shoulders and flipped it onto its
back. She sprang ingtantly to her fest—and the Killik flexed awing and flipped ingtantly to itsfest.

Ben remained in the doorway, on the opposite side of the Killik from Mara,

“Ben, I'm very disgppointed in you.” Mara s shoulders were throbbing where the pincers had pierced
them, and blood was running down the front of her jJumpsuit. She could sense that Lukewasonly a
couple of minutes behind her, but alot could happen in two minutes—too much to be sure that she would
not haveto kill Ben’ sfriend. “Y ou need to start obeying me and go find your father.”

“But you said to go to my—"

“Ben!” Marabrought her lightsaber up and started to circle toward him. “Just do as| say. You'rein
enough trouble aready.”

Ben'sface grew pale, and the Killik began to pivot with Mara, keeping itself between her and her son.
She thought for amoment the Killik meant to use Ben as ahostage, but it was careful to stay away from
him—as though it, too, were worried he might be accidentaly injured.



“Ben, | think Gorog wants you to leave, too.”

Ben glanced at the Killik, then asked Mara, “ Are you going to kill her?’
“Ben,I’m the one who' s bleeding here.”

“But you'reaJedi Master,” Ben said. “It doesn't matter if aJedi Master bleeds.”

“Y ou’ ve been watching too many action holos” Marasaid. Nevertheless, she hung her lightsaber on her
belt. “But, okay, | promise—ifyouleaveright now.”

Gorog rumbled something that caused Ben to scowl.

“Maybe you should just benice,” he said to the Killik. “Then maybe Mom would let you Say.”
Gorog thrummed, and Mara began to wish C-3PO were hereto trand ate.

“She doesn'talways lie,” Ben protested. “Not even most—"

Gorog raised two hands and shooed him toward the door.

Ben sghed and left the room.

Marawaited until she heard the front door dide open, then said, “ Thank you for that.”

TheKillik spread its mandibles and sprang. Mara caught it in the Force and dammed it into a support
post. There was asharp crackle, and when the insect dropped to the floor, one of its wings jutted out at

anangle.
“| don’t understand why you want to fight,” Marasaid. “ Because you haveno chance of winning—"

Gorog jumped across the room, mandibles snapping at head height. Mara rushed to meet the attack,
then dropped into adide, catching both ankles as she passed beneath the insect, spinning to her belly,
twidting itslegs around and damming the Killik down on its back.

Theinsect flexed its good wing and landed back on itsfeet, but Marawas dready driving an elbow into
atubular knee. Theleg snapped with asickening crackle, and the Killik dropped to the floor.

Mara grabbed the Killik’ sgood leg and stood, jerking it up more or less upside down, then
snake-locked her leg over the insect’ s and shoved against thejoint.

“All right, that’ senough,” she said. “I promised Ben | wouldn't kill you—but | didn't say anything about
hurting.”

TheKillik clacked its mandibles wildly, then released an acrid, foul-smelling vapor that filled Mara's
eyeswith cloudy tears and turned her somach queasy and rebellious. She snapped the joint and
attempted to launch hersdf out of danger with adeparting thrust-kick, but theinsect was aready rolling
into Mara'sleg.

She landed facedown, her kicking leg trapped benegath the Killik. Four pincer-hands grabbed hold of her



caf and began to pull, dragging her foot toward the clacking mandibles. Mara' s own hand drifted toward
her lightsaber, but she stopped short of pulling it free. This bug was not going to make aliar and akiller
of her in her son’s eyes. She reached forward, clawing at the wooden floor, trying to pull free, and only
dipped farther beneath the insect.

Then Marasaw thetable, lying onits Sde whereit had fallenwhen Gorog attacked. She reached out
with amenta hand, turned it end-on, and brought it sailing into the Killik’ s head.

The table connected with a spectacularpop, and Gorog' s grasp loosened. Mara scrambled free and
Force-sprang to her feet, then spun around to find the Killik collgpsed onitsbelly, ail six limbstrembling

and shaking in convulsons. She rushed to its Sde and pulled the table away, revealing aten-centimeter
dent in the head where the edge had cracked the chitin.

[{3 safg! ”

Mara pulled the comlink from her pocket and started to call for medica ass stance—then noticed the
Killik dowly drawing itstrembling armsin toward its body, gathering itsdlf to soring.

Maradipped forward and brought her heel down on the dented chitin. “I said that was enough!”

Gorog collapsed again, unable to do anything but lie on the floor and tremble. Then Marafelt Luke
urgently reaching out to her, warning her to be careful, urging her not to kill it.

Maraeyed the insect with spitein her heart. “What isit with you?’
A few seconds later, Luke came rushing in the door with haf adozen senior apprentices at his back.
“Mara, areyou—"

“I'm fine, Skywalker.” Shetook the hand he offered and glared down at the trembling insect. “But I’'m
getting awfully tired of peopletelling me not to squash that bug.”

“Sorry about that, but the comm center just finished reconstructing some of Leia smessage.” Luke
motioned the apprentices to secure the Killik, then added, “ She saysit could explode.”

TWENTY-NINE

RECLINING IN LONG DIAGNOSTICS chairs with their heads hidden beneath scanning helmets and
their bodies swaddled in sensor feeds, the subjects of the experiment—Tahiri and the other Joiner Jedi



Knights—reminded L uke of captivesin an Imperid interrogation facility. It did not help that the Killik and
AlemaRar, who had arrived aboard theFalcon just hours before, were heavily sedated and strapped in
place with nylasted bands. Even the isolation chambersin which the subjects were located— dark,
gas-tight compartments with transparisted doors—looked like detention-center cells.

“I'm sorry it' sso dimin here, Master Skywalker,” Cilghal said. She was standing behind asemicircular
control station in awhite laboratory smock, studying a data-holo comparing the brain activity of her
subjects. “But it’ s better to have aslittle background stimulation as possible. It hepsisolate their

responses.”

“I understand.” Luke did not bother denying hisrevulsion. Cilghd could certainly sense hisfedings
through the Force, just as L uke could sense the excitement that had caused her to comm himin thefirst
place. “And it's more than the darkness. The whole lab raises unpleasant associations.”

“Yes, it does have acertain Imperid utilitarianism,” Cilgha said. “1 wish there had been timeto design
something lessdismal, but this configuration was the quickest to assemble.”

“Speed isimportant,” Luke assured her. “I1t will only take Han afew daysto repair the damageto the
Falcon, and I'd like to have this thing figured out before he and Leia start back to the Qoribu system.”

Cilghd studied him out of one bulbous eye. “Y ou can’t convince them to wait until we learn more?’
“Not with Jaina till there, not after what happened to Saba.”

“Sabawill recover, and Jaina. . .” Cilghd turned up the palms of her fin-like hands. “If Jainawould not
return before, what makes them think she will listen to themnow?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said. “But they’ re convinced we need to return to Qoribu as soon as possible. . .
and | think | agree with them.”

Luke had heard reports of Jacen’svidt to Tend Kaand rumors of unexplained Hapan fleet maneuvers,
and Leiahad told him flatly that the balance of power at Qoribu was about to shift. He and the other
Magterswere gtill debating if that was agood thing or bad, but events were clearly moving faster than the
order’ s ability to deal with them. Whether the Jedi understood the Killiks or not, they had to take action
soon.

After consdering Luke swords for amoment, Cilgha said, “Then | should just tell you what | need and
not waste time reporting failures.”

Luke frowned at the hesitation . . . shame. . . hefdt from the Mon Caamari. “If you think that' s bet,”
he said cautioudy.

Cilghal turned to her ass stants—atrio of apprentice heders— and sent them out of the room.
“That bad?’ Luke asked.
“Yes.” She pointed at the chambers holding Alemaand Gorog. “| need to hurt them.”

“Hurtthem?’

“Inflict pain,” she clarified. “ Torture them, in truth. Not for long, and nothing that will injure. But it must



beintense. It'sthe only way to test acritica hypothesis.”
“l see”

Luke swallowed and forced himsdlf to look through the transparisteel doors at the two prisoners. There
was atime when he would not even have considered such arequest—and when Cilgha would never
have made it. But now that the Jedi had eected to embraceall of the Force, to utilize the dark side aswell
asthelight, nothing seemed off limits. They deceived, they manipulated, they coerced. To be sure, it was
al donein the name of ahigher purpose, to promote peace and serve the Baance, yet he occasondly
felt that the Jedi werelosing their way; that the war with the Y uuzhan V ong had turned them from their
true path. He sometimes thought this must have been how Pal patine started, pursuing aworthy goa with
any meansavailable.

“Perhaps we should back up alittle,” Luke said. “Have you made any progressat al?’

“Of asort.” Cilgha pointed to her data-holo, which was basically aflat grid plotting each subject’ sname
againg various brain regions, with colored data bars above each square. Astheleve of activity changed,
the barsrose and fell, changing colors and glowing more or less brightly. “ Asyou can see, dl of our
subjectsdisplay smilar levels of activity in their sensory cortices, which suggests they’ re experiencing the
same physica sensations.”

“And they shouldr't be?”

The corners of Cilghd’ slipsrosein abroad-mouthed grin. “Not redly. The environment in each
chamber is different—nhot, cold, rank, fragrant, noisy, quiet.”

Luke raised his brow. “Doesn't that confirm your theory about the corpus callosum receiving impulses
from other brains?’

“It does.” Cilgha pointed at four red bars near the end of Alema sand Gorog' s datarows. “But look at
this. The hypothalamus and limbic system are the center of the emotions. Alema sis correlating to
Gorog's”

Luke noticed that thiswastrue only of Alemaand Gorog. The hypothadami and limbic systems of Tesar,
Tekli, and Tahiri remained independent. Jacen’ s readings were, as usud, completely usdess. Hewas
playing with the brain scanner again, moving his color bars up and down in arhythmic wave pattern. It
was, Luke knew, anot-so-subtle form of protest; his nephew believed that the Jedi order should have
morefathinitsJedi Knightsthanin Cilgha’ singruments. Under normd circumstances, Luke would have
agreed—>but circumstances were not normal.

“Alemaand Gorog arein ameld?’ Luke asked.

Cilgha shook her head. “No. They’ re notperceiving each ether’semotions, as Jedi do inameld. Alema
and Gorog aresharing emotions, the same way Tesar and the others are sharing sensations. Thistakes
the callective mind a step deeper than we have seen before.”

Thinking of the Will that Formbi had described, L uke reached out to Gorog in the Force and felt only
the vague sense of uneasiness that—after the battle in the Skywakers cottage—he had cometo
associate with the blue Killiks that had been attacking them. But the data bars matched to Gorog's
hypothaamic and limbic systems brightened to orange and Sarted risng. So did Alema's.



“Interesting,” Luke said. “ThisKillik is Force-sengitive.”

“After afashion,” Cilghal said. 1 believe she and other Gorog can use the Force to hide their
presence—not only from us, but from other Killiksaswell. What | need to find out is whether they can
also use the Force to pass neurd impulsesto other members of the Colony—even those outside their
own nest.”

“And that’ swhy you need to inflict the pain? Luke asked.

Cilghd nodded. “I’ll neutralize the numbing agent, but leave Gorog and Alemaunable to move. If the
pain is savere enough, Gorog will be motivated to reach out to the others, and we' |l seetheresultson
thelr graphs.”

“Andthiswill tdl us...?

“Whether Gorog isalso ableto influence the others,” Cilghd said. “We need to know that before we
can begin thinking about countermeasures.”

Luke' s heart sank at the wordbegin. If Cilghal had not yet started to think about countermeasures, it
seemed unlikely she would have any ready before theFFalcon was repaired. And if Luke asked her to
find some other way to test her hypothes's, unlikely became dmost impossible.

Feding just alittle morelost inside, Luke nodded. “If ther€’ sno other way . . "
“Thereisn't.” Cilghal’s sad eyes grew even sadder. “Not in the time we have.”

She activated the € ectromagnetic shielding between thecdlls, and al the sensory cortex readings
returned to independent levels. Alema s hypothaamic and limbic systems remained the same color and
brightness as Gorog' s, however.

Cilghd entered another command. A hypo dropped down from the celling pand and injected the
neutralizing agent into a soft spot just below the Killik’s mouthparts. A few seconds later, theinsect's
cortex activity began to fluctuate asits physica sensations returned. The hypo ascended back into the
celling, and aflat-tipped probe took its place. Gorog' s hypothaamic bar turned brilliant white, shooting
to the top of the data-holo and staying there. So did Alema's.

“Gorog isangry with us” Cilgha observed.
“| don’t blame her,” Luke said.

He wanted to look away, but forced himsdlf not to. If he waswilling to sanction torture, then he had to
make certain it never became easy.

Cilgha brought the probe down to where one of Gorog’ s upper armsjoined the thorax, then sent an
electrica chargethroughit. All six limbs—even the two casted legs—extended straight out and began to
quiver. All of theinsect’ s data bars brightened to white and rose to the top of the holo. Alema slimbic
system continued to mirror the Killik’s, but her sensory cortices remained quiet.

When the other subjects did not show asimilar risein the activity of their hypothaamic or limbic
systems, Luke asked, “Isthat enough?’



“Not yet. Shemust believeit will never end.”

TheKillik’s mandibles clacked close, and its antennae began to whip madly back and forth. Luke
reminded himsdf that this was the insect that had tried to turn his son againgt hiswife, but that did not
make torture fed right. Marawas spending every waking minute with Ben, trying to make him understand
how the things that Gorog had said could be true and till not mean she was an evil person, and Luke
knew that evenshe would not have approved of the insect’ s suffering.

Marareached out to him in the Force, worried about Ben and curious about what was happening to
Gorog.

Luke s stomach grew hollow with fear. Ben and Gorog wereclearly joined—perhaps not as completely
as Alema, but too much. A part of Luke wanted to kill the Killik right now, to punish it for trying to use
his son againgt him, to sever the connection before it grew any stronge.

But abigger part of Luke wanted to protect Ben, to spare him the anguish of knowing that hisfriend was
in pain. He started to tell Cilghal to turn off the probe—then Tesar’ s hypothal amic bar began to rise.
Tahiti’ slimbic system aso began to show more activity, and Tekli exhibited steep risesin both.

A moment later, thetrio’s data bars vanished asthey pushed off their scanning helmets and began to
ped dectrodes off their bodies. Unlike Alema and Gorog, they were not restrained.

“Okay, turnit off,” Luke said. He could fed Mara growing more concerned about Ben. “There sno
sense—"

Cilgha held up ahand. “Wait.”

Gorog continued to clench her limbsto her chest and whip her antennae. Tekli, who asaheder wasa
little faster at extricating herself from the equipment, emerged from her chamber first.

“I’'m sorry,” she said, marching straight for the exit. “I need to use the refresher.”

“Of course.” Cilghd swiveled adark eyein Luke sdirection, and hefdt her interest growing. “Take
your time.”

Tahiri emerged next. “Y ou heed to give us a break sometimes,” she complained, walking over to the
console. “I’m beginning to fed like I’ m on aweeklong X-wing jump.”

Tahiri’ s gaze drifted to the data-holo and lingered for amoment on Gorog' s bars. Then sheturned to
Luke with her mouth twisted into abrutal grin.

“Lookslike I’m not the only one who came out of the war part Y uuzhan Vong,” shesaid. “What' s next?
Jedi tattoos?’

The comment stung L uke more than it should have—in large part because he could fed hiswife growing
more worried and angry as the experiment continued.

“Thisisn't for fun,” Luke sad. “We re—"

“Tahiri, areyou feding any pan?’ Cilghd interrupted. “Isthat why you came out here?’



Tahiri looked at the Mon Calamari as though she were adimwit. “Cilghd, I’'m haf Y uuzhan Vonginsde,
The only thing pain would cause meisaredigious experience.”

“You'resure?’ Cilgha asked. “Youdon't fed any at dl?’

“Thisonefedz no pain, ether, but that does not excuse what you are doing.” Tesar emerged from his
compartment trailing a dozen broken sensor wires. “ This oneis through with your gamez. He will not be
party to abreaking.”

Hetore ahandful of eectrodes off his chest, threw them on the floor, and started toward the exit.

Tahiri watched him go, then looked back to Luke with the hardness of a'Y uuzhan Vong in her green
eyes. “Tesar and | must not be completely joined,” shesaid. “I’dkind of liketo stay.”

“I think we rethrough,” Luke said, wondering if the revulson hefdt wasfor the Y uuzhan Vongin
Tahiri’ s persondity, or for himsdlf. “Is't that right, Cilghal ?”

“Yes, | have seen everything | need to.”

She cut the power to the probe. Gorog' s data bars returned to normal, and Mara gushed relief through
the Force.

“WEe rethrough for today,” Cilghd said to Tahiri. “Thank you.”

As L uke watched the young Jedi Knight leave, he began to fed increasingly disappointed. He had no
doubts now that Tesar and the others were completely under Raynar’ s control; that they had agreed to
return to the Galactic Alliance only so they could snesk away from the academy—asthey had al done at
onetime or another—and seek support for the Colony.

After the door had hissed shut, L uke shook his head and dropped onto a bench in front of the control
pand. “| guessthat tells us what we needed to know,” he said. “ They’re dl under control of the Colony’s
Will.”

“Of aWill,” Cilghd corrected. “Notthe Will, asthe Chissbdieve.”

Lukelooked up. “You' ve dready lost me.”

Cilghal came out from behind the control console. “Like the Force itself, every mind in the galaxy has
two aspects.” She sat next to Luke on the bench. “ There is the conscious mind, which embraces what we

know of oursalves, and thereis the unconscious, which contains the part that remains hidden.”

L uke began to see where Cilgha was headed. “Y ou’ re saying that since the war, the Colony has
devel opedtwo Wills, one conscious and one subconscious.”

“Not subconscious—unconscious,” Cilgha corrected. “ The subconsciousisaleve of the mind between
full awareness and unawareness. We' re talking about theunconscious; it remainsfully hidden fromthe
part of our mind that we know.”

“Sorry,” Luke said. “It's complicated.”

“Judt like every mind in the galaxy,” Cilghd said. “Thisisan andogy, but it fits—and our experiment



demongtratesjust how closely. Alemaand Gorog are controlled by the unconscious Will—the correlation
of their emotional centers makesthat clear.”

“And Tekli, Tesar, and Tahiri are controlled by the Colony’ s conscious Will?” Luke asked.

“Influenced by,” Cilgha said. “They have not fallen under the Colony’ s complete control. They ill think
of themsdvesasindividuds.”

“Then why did they end the experiment?”’

“How often doyou do something without truly understanding why?” Cilghal countered. *1n every mind,
the unconscious has agreat deal of power—some psychologists even think it’ s absolute. So when Gorog
wasin pain, the Colony’ s unconscious Will influenced its conscious Will to end the experiment. Suddenly,
Tekli had to use the refresher, Tahiri had to stretch—"

“And Tesar became angry with us.”

“Exactly,” Cilghd sad. “Of the three, he was the only one who had even avague understanding of his
motivations. Barabels are usudly in touch with their unconscious.”

Luke thought of the mysterious attacks on him and Mara, and of the Killiks' absurd ingstence that they
had not occurred. “ And the conscious Will wouldn't be aware of the unconscious Will, would it?

“It isthe nature of the unconscious mind to remain hidden,” Cilghd said. “That iswhy the Gorog are so
hard to sensein the Force. They useit to hide—not only from us, but from the rest of the Colony as
wdl.”

“Gorog is part of asecret nest,” Luke said, making sure heunderstood what Cilgha wastdling him. “The
Colony wouldn't be aware of it—"

“And might well fool itsdlf into believing it doesn’'t exist,” Cilghd said. “We ve more or less proved that,
and it explainsthe Killiks' reaction to the attacks on you.”

“It al makes sense, except for one thing—why does the secret nest keep attacking us?’ Luke asked.
“Raynar seemed towant our hep.”

“But Lomi and Welk are threatened by you.” It was Jacen who asked this, his voice coming from the
data-holo. “ Andthey ‘re the oneswho control the Gorog nest.”

“Y ou know that for certain?’ Luke turned toward the data-holo and, finding himself being addressed by
arow of colored bars, frowned inirritation. “And | thought | told you to stop playing with Cilghd’sbrain
scanner. Come out here, if you' re going to be part of this conversation.”

“I know that Raynar dragged Lomi and Welk out of the burningFlier.” Jacen pushed the scanner helmet
up and, now projecting hisvoiceinto theair in front of Luke, began to remove the eectrodes attached to
his body. “ Andwe know that Saba was attacked by a disfigured Jedi Knight—amost certainly Welk. I'm
willing to take aleap of faith and guessthat Lomi survived, too.”

“Yeah,” Lukesaid. “I guess| am, too.”

“Then only one question remains,” Cilghd said. “Why did Alemajoin the Gorog, while the rest of



you—
“Them,” Jacen corrected. “1n case you haven't noticed, my mind remains entirdy my own.”
“Very wdl,” Cilgha sad. “Why did Alemajoin the Gorog, while everyone else joined the Taat?’
L uke knew the answer to that, and he wished he didn’t.

“Because of Numa.” He was remembering the time he had stood outside Alema s bactatank, awash in
the guilt the Twi’ lek fdt for dlowing the voxyn to take her sgter. “When Numawaskilled, Alematurned
alot of her anger inward—and anger has dways been fertile ground for the likesof Lomi Plo.”

“Y ou saw thiscoming, didn’t you?” Jacen asked. He stepped out of the isolation chamber, pulling his
tunic over hishead. “Even before the misson to Myrkr, | mean.”

Luketurned to look at the unconscious Twi’ lek, held prisoner by nylasted and trangarest. “Not
this—not Gorog,” hesaid. “But | knew Alemawould fal.”

THIRTY

“ELDERS, WELCOME,” Leiasaid, bowing.

She stepped away from the door and waved her Ithorian guests into the Rhysode Room. With a costly
roo-wood serenity table surrounded by extravagant flowfit armchairs, the chamber was a conspicuous
departure from the sparse decor of the rest of the Jedi academy. Being the designated receiving area of
an inditute that cordialy discouraged visitors, it was aso one of the least used roomsin the facility—and
onethat reflected the senghilities of its Reconstruction Authority buildersfar morethan it did those of the
order itsdf.

“I hopeyou'll forgivetheroom,” Leiasaid asthe Ithoriansfiled into the foyer. “It’sthe best | could do
under the circumstances.”

Ooamu Waoabi—the eldest of the Ithorian elders—politely swung his ocular nodes around the room,
hissmall eyes blinking gently asthey observed the automated beverage dispensers, the state-of -the-art
holotheater, the transparisted viewing wall that overlooked the academy’ straining grounds and low-dung
indruction hdls.

“Y our presence would make any room pleasant, Princess Lela.” Waoabi spoke out of only one of the
mouths on histhroat, areflection of the poor medica care aboard the Ithorian refugee cities. “But we



thank you for your concern.”

“And thank you for coming to Ossus.” Leiacould barely contain the excitement she felt—nor her fear
that the Ithorians might balk at settling outside the Galactic Alliance. “1 know it was an unexpected
journey. But Han and | must return to the Unknown Regions as soon as theFal con isready, and thereis
something | wanted to discuss. . .”

Lelalet her sentencetrail off asapair of black-clad Galactic Alliance bodyguards stepped into the foyer
behind the Ithorians. The two women were not armed—only Jedi were permitted to carry weapons on
Ossus—hut their snewy builds and supple grace suggested they did not need to be. Leid s hand
dropped to her lightsaber, and she dipped between Waoabi and another Ithorian elder to confront the
newcomers.

“May | helpyou?’ shesaid.

“Yes” Thefirst woman's cobalt eyes darted past Leia, scanning al corners of the chamber. “Y ou can
clear theroom.”

Asthefirst woman spoke, the second was dipping past behind her, waving the feathery antennae of a
threat scanner at various pieces of furniture and artwork. Leia glanced toward Han, but he was aready
placing himsdf squarely in the bodyguard’ s path, studying the scanner with feigned interest.

“Isthat one of those new Tendrando Arms multisniffers Lando wastelling me about?’ Han pushed his
head between the delicate antennae, pretending he wanted to see the data display— and ruining the
ingrument’ s cdibration. “I’ ve heard they can smell agram of thermaboom &t fifty meters.”

Lelawaited until thefirst bodyguard finally stopped looking past her, then said, “I’ll be happy to clear
the room when our meeting isfinished. Until then, fed freeto wait in the reception—"

“We have no timeto wait.” Ca Omas entered the room wearing arumpled travel tunic asred asthe
veinsin hisbloodshot eyes. “ This matter has taken too much of my time dready.”

“Chief Omasl” Lea sdiplomatic skills must have been degenerating from disuse, for she could not quite
conced her shock. “What a surprise to see you here.”

“I imagine.” Omas started for the beverage station, walking straight past the Ithorian delegation and
faling to acknowledge them. “Where sLuke?’

“I really don’'t know.” Leiabegan to fume at the way he had dighted her guests. “ Chief Omas, dlow me
to present Ooamu Waoabi and the Council of Ithorian Elders. We were about tobegin ameeting—a
mesting for which they have traveled along distance on short notice.”

Taking the hint, Omas set aside the glass of bwago juice he had been filling and returned to the Ithorians.
“Elder Waoabi, a pleasure to see you again.”

He bowed formally to Waoahi, then greeted each of the other elders by name, ssumbling only when he
cameto the young Jedi liaison, Ezam Nhor. For amoment, Leiawas impressed enough to recall why she
had helped eect Cd Omasto the Chief’ s officein thefirst place.

Then Omeas returned to the beverage gation. “Forgive mefor pushing in likethis” Heretrieved his
bwago juice and took asip. “But I ve asked the senior Jedi to meet me here to discuss amatter of vital



importance.”

“And I’m afraid you' re going to be disappointed,” Luke said. He entered the room with Maraand,
pausing to bow to the Ithorians, approached the Chief of State. “Mogt senior Jedi aren’t available.
Perhapsif there had been more notice. . .”

“If you hadn’t been hiding here on Ossus, perhaps | would have been ableto provideit.” Omas gave
Lukeanicy glare. “Asitisyou will haveto do. Aristocra Formbi is demanding to know why the Galactic
Alliance has sent a battle fleet to the Colony.”

“Havewe?’ Luke s gaze remained fixed on Omeas, but Leiafdt hismind reaching in her direction,
wondering what this had to do with her vague warning about the shift of power in the Colony. “I wasn't
aware of that.”

“Neither was|,” Omas fumed. “Y et a Hapan battle fleet was seen at someplace called the Lizil nest.”

“Inthe Colony?’ Corran Horn asked, stepping into the room. “What' sit doing there?’

“I was hoping someonehere could explain.” Omas' s gaze swung to Leia. “ Perhapsyou 7’

“I'mafraid not.” Lelahad been half expecting this. In the convoluted palitics of the Hapan Roya Navy,
there was sure to be some ambitious spy who saw an advantage in reporting the fleet’ s encounter with
theFalcon to Gdactic Alliance Inteligence. “ They werein no mood to answer questions.”

“Whowas in no mood to answer questions?’ Kyp asked, joining the group. He nodded to the Ithorians,
from him the equivaent of afull diplomatic sautation, then ignored Omas and came to stand with Leia
and Han. “The Hapans?’

“Yeah,” Han sad. “ They wanted to intern us.”

“Internyou?’ Omeas knitted his brow. “Y ouencountered thisflegt?’

Lelabegan to have asinking feding. “ Y ou didn’t know?’

“No.” Omas svoicewasicy.

“I apologize,” Leiasaid. “We gave our word not to reveal their presence.”

“And youkept it?" Omas demanded.

“Some of ustill honor our promises,” Han said. “I know it's old-fashioned, but there you haveit.”

“The Gdactic Alliance can't afford your promisesright now,” Omasretorted. “1 only hope they haven't
Sarted awar.”

“Leiahad no choice,” Luke said. “Theword of one Jedi to another isbinding.”
Omeaslet hischin drop. “ Don'ttel me there were Jedi aboard those ships!”

“ltwas Tendl Ka sfleet, andsheisaJedi,” Marasaid. “Leid sword isasbinding to Tend Ka sagent as
it would beto the queen herself.”



The assertion was a stretch, since being honest with other Jedi was more of an unwritten policy than a
forma code. And the concept of extending it to a Jedi’ s representatives was a new innovation entirely,
but Leia gppreciated the support. She started toward the conference area, initiating asubtle migration
that she hoped would result in a shift of mood as well aslocation. Once she arrived, she turned and
watched in silent amusement as Omas ingtinctively searched for the head seet a around table. Now
would have been agood time to ask the Ithorians to wait in the reception area, but she was not about to
sanction the rude way Omas had burst into the chamber. If he did not want to discussthisin front of the
Ithorians he could be the one who asked them to leave.

“If you didn’t know about our encounter with the fleet, Chie Omas, why did you think Han and | could
tell you what it was doing in the Colony?’ Lela asked.

“Because of your son.” Omasfinally took achair acrossfrom her, his gaze lingering on the concentric
black-circle, white-gtar inlay that repested itself on the table' s surface in ever-smaller renditions. “I
thought Jacen might have told you why he arranged this.”

“Jacen?’ Han asked. He sat at Lela sright. “Last time | checked, he wasn't king of anything.”

“No, but Tend Kadispatched the Hapan fleet shortly after hisvist.” Omaswaited as Luke, Mara, and
the other Jedi Masters aso took seats at the conference table, allowing his gaze to linger on the Ithorians,
then finally seemed to accept that the Jedi were not going to ask them to leave and ssimply turned back to
the conference table. “1 doubt it was a coincidence.”

“Itwasn't,” Jacen said, breezing into the room. “1 asked her to send afleet to the Colony’said.”
Omeastwisted around in his chair. “Why in the blazeswould you do something like that?’

Instead of answering, Jacen stopped and greeted the Ithorians fondly, addressing severa by name, then
excused himself to go over to the conference area. The Ithorians, as perceptive asthey were gentle,
remained in the foyer area, avkwardly greeting Kenth Hamner, Cilghd, and the other Jedi Magters as
they continued to tricklein.

Jacen took achair at Omas ssde, then said, “I am a Jedi. All you need know isthat my reasonswere
sound.”

The caming aromaof the roo wood must have been working, because Omas remained in his seat and
looked across the table toward Luke. “I didn't realize Jacen wasaMaster.”

“The opinions of al Jedi are valued in this room—even those who don't consider themsalves members
of the Jedi Order.” Luke looked to Jacen. “ Perhaps you' d explain to the Masters present?’

“If you like.” Jacen’ stone was cordid. “| wastrying to prevent awar.”
“Preventone?’ Omas demanded. “The Chiss—"

“Understand only power,” Jacen interrupted. “ And now the Killiks have some. The Hapan flegt will buy
usthe time we need to resolve this conflict.”

“At the Gdactic Alliance sexpense,” Omas said. “ The Chiss are dready threatening to withdraw thelr
security patrolsif we don't bring our Jedi under control.”



Mara s eyes—and those of severd other Masters—flashed at the wordour, but Omas did not seem to
notice. He turned back to Luke.

“And that’ s exactly what | want you to do, Master Skywalker,” he said. “By force, if necessary. | want
al of our Jedi, and the Hapan fleet, back insde Gaactic Alliance borders by thistime next month.”

“Wouldn't it be betterfor you to talk to Queen Tendl Ka?' Leiaasked. “ Sheis, after all, theleader of a
Gdactic Alliance republic.”

“AndaJedi,” Omas countered. He lowered his eyes, then continued in a softer voice. “Frankly, she
refusesto ligen to me. Sheingsts sheisonly doing what isright, and the discussion ends there.”

“And perhaps ours should end here,” Kyp said. He sat at Leid sleft, looking across to where Luke sat
at onetip of the conferencetable slargest inlaid stars. “ Jedi don’t answer to paliticians.”

“What?" Thisfrom Corran, who sat on the other side of Kyp. “Then whodo we answer to? Ourselves?’

“Of course,” Jacen replied camly. “Who e se can we trust to wield our power? We must follow our
own consciences.”

“That'svery arrogant,” Kenth Hamner said. He placed his hands on the table and |eaned forward,
looking Jacen directly inthe eye. “It concerns me to hearany Jedi say such athing . . . but you, Jacen?’

“Itis sound public policy to place powerful factionslike the Jedi under the control of acivil authority.”
Leiakept her voice reasonable and conciliatory. Whether Jacen knew it or not, hewas digging at an old
wound among the Masters, and she did not want the meeting to descend into another of the shouting
matches that L uke had described over the Jedi’ s proper rel ationship to the government. “ Even in those
with the best of intentions, power corrupts.”

“ And so we place the burden of remaining pure on lesser shoulders?” Jacen pressed. “Mother, you've
watched two governments collgpse under the weight of their own corruption and inefficiency, and the
third issagging. Do you redly believe Jedi should be thetools of such frail indtitutions?’

Lelawas at alossto respond. Jacen’ s question was amost rhetorical. He had been there when she
declared that she was done with politics forever, and he knew better than anyone— probably even
Han—how disheartened she had been by the ineptitude of the New Republic government. In truth, she
amost agreed with what hewas saying . . . and probably would have done so openly, had she known of
abetter way to run agalactic republic.

When Leafailed to answer, Jacen turned to Omas, who was flushing in speechless anger, and said, “I’'m
sorry if this offendsyou—"

“It offendsme,” Corran said. “ The Jedi exist to serve the Galactic Alliance.”
“Qur duty isto the Force.” Kyp'svoice was camer than Corran’s, but harder. “Ouronly duty.”
Kenth Hamner held his hand out toward Kyp, fingersforward in aconciliatory fashion. “I think what

Corranissayingisthat it’sour duty to serve the Galactic Alliance, because serving the Alliance serves
the Force.”



“That s0?" Han asked. He usualy avoided ethics debates like the black holes they were, but thistime
even he could not restrain himself. “Because Corran made it pretty clear he thought the Jedi werejust a
bunch of Reconstruction Authority cops who ought to take their orders from Chief Omaslike everyone
dse”

Hewinked at Jacen—which was exactly the wrong thing to do at that moment.
Corran glared blaster boltsat Han. 1 think we are answerable to Gaactic Alliance authority, yes.”

“Evenif it meanswar in another part of the gdaxy?’ Mararetorted. “ Because Jacen’ sright about this.
The Force extends beyond the Galactic Alliance—and so does our responsibility.”

“Then let the rest of the galaxy pay your bills,” Omas snapped. “ Until that happens, | expect the Jedi to
put Gaactic Alliance interestsfirg.”

A sudden slence fell over the conference table, with Corran and Kenth casting accusatory glances at
Kyp and Mara, and Kyp and Mara studying Omas with knowing sneers.

After amoment, Luke said, “When the Alliance offered its support, it was with the explicit understanding
that there were no conditions.”

“Inanided galaxy, that would still betrue,” Omas said. He met Luke s gaze without flinching—and with
no regret or embarrassment for breaking his pledge. “But Galactic Alliance finances are stretched thin as
itis. If we must suddenly replace the Chiss security patrols, the only way to afford the cost would beto
dash the Jedi budget.”

Kyp planted his elbows on awedge of black tabletop and ran his gaze around the circle of Masters.
“Well, at least the question is out in the open now. Are we mercenaries, or are we Jedi?’

Corran’s eyes bulged, and the debate deteriorated into an open quarrel, with Corran and Kenth il
arguing fiercely that the order’ sfirgt obligation wasto the Galactic Alliance, and Kyp and Mara
stubbornly contending that Jedi should strive to bring justice and peace wherever the Force summoned
them. Cringing at what the Ithorians must think of such a contentious display, Leiaglanced over at the
foyer area and found them standing there in polite sllence, as overlooked and forgotten by the Jedi as
they had been by the Galactic Alliance government for thelast five years. . . and that waswhen aterrible
thought struck her.

Leiahad asolution to the Colony problem—a solution that meant chesting the Ithorians yet again.

The Masters voices were growing sharp and loud, but Leiaremained quiet. Her plan would please
Omas morethanit did her, and that in itself was dmost enough to make her regject it. Once, she had held
the Chief in high regard and helped placethe war againgt the Y uuzhan VVong in his hands. But peace was
often harder to manage than war. Over the last five years, Omas had made too many compromises,
bowed to the demands of the moment so many times that he could no longer hold hishead up high
enough to see what was coming on the horizon.

And if Leiaproposed her solution, she would be guilty of the same thing. She didn’t know if she could
do that, if peace would be worth seeing the defeated eyes of Ca Omasin her own face when she looked
into the mirror every morning.

Findly, Luke had heard enough. “ Stop!”



When Kyp and Corran continued to argue, he stood and sharpened his voice without raising it.
“Stop,” he repeated.

Kyp and Corran dowly fell slent.

“Isthishow Jedi resolvetheir disagreements?’ Luke asked.

Both of the Masters' faces went red with embarrassment, and Corran said, “I’m sorry.”

He was apologizing to Luke instead of Kyp, but that was more than Kyp did. He smply sank into his
chair and, being careful to avoid Corran’s eyes, stared blankly at the table' s star-within-a-star inlay.

“Too bad,” Han muttered. “| haven’t seen agood lightsaber fight in ages.”
Lelawas about to kick Han under the table when he exclaimed, “ Ouch!”
“Sorry.” Maralooked past Hanto Leia. “ Just stretching.”

“No problem,” Lelasaid. Han' s joke was too true to be funny; therift in the Jedi order had been
widened today, and she was beginning to wonder if it could ever be closed. “1 wasfeding alittle

cramped mysdf.”

Luke dlowed atense silenceto fall over the room, then sat down and turned to Omeas.

“It may take some time to reach a consensus on your request, Chief Omas. Asyou can see, our decision
iscomplicated by the fact that the Chiss are acting against the Killiks not because of what theyhave
done, but because of what theymight do.”

Omas nodded gravely, hisirresolute gaze gliding around the table, silently taking the measure of the Jedi
who had defiedhim, trying to judge the resolve of those who had not. Findly, he cameto Luke and
stopped.

“Master Skywalker, | quite smply do not care,” he said. “ The Chiss strouble with the Colony isno
concern of ours. We can't put Galactic Alliance lives at risk just because afew Jedi feel bound by a
quaint morality no one e se understands.”

Kam Solusar and Tionne arrived on the hedls of the exchange. It had been over ayear since Leilahad
seen ather of them, but they looked much the same, Kam still wearing hiswhite hair cropped closeto the
head and Tionne alowing her slver-white tresses to cascade over her shoulders. They had barely cleared
the door before they drew up short, recoiling from the animosity in the Force with the horrified
expressions of someone who had just stumbled upon apair of mating Togorians.

Lelahad not redlized until she saw their larm just how noxious the atmosphere in the room had grown.
Therift in the council was widening before her eyes, opening achasm that would only grow increasingly
difficult for prideful Magterslike Kyp and Corran to cross. Assuming that her ideawas viable, and she
fet sureit was, shehad it in her power to close that rift—at the price of her own conscience.

Kam and Tionne took seats next to each other, on the opposite sde of Cilgha from Luke.



“Wewere just discussing the situation at Qoribu,” Luke said to them. “ Chief Omas has informed usthat
Tenel Kahas dispatched a Hapan battle fleet to aid the Colony.”

Tionne' s pearlescent eyes grew wide. “ That doesn’'t sound good.”
“It getsworse,” Corran said, scowling at Jacen. “ A Jedi isresponsible.”
“Hefollowed hisconscience,” Kyp said. “Whichismorethan | can say for haf—"

“Actudly,” Leiasad, cutting off Kyp'sinsult before it could be finished, “there may be away for the
Jedi to stop the warand earn the trust of the Chiss”

Han groaned, but everyone else turned to her with amixture of relief and expectation in their eyes.
“Han and | discovered—"
“Uh, sweetheart?” Han grabbed her forearm. “Can | talk to you aminute?’

Thisdid not please Omeas. “ Captain Solo, if you have discovered something useful to the Galactic
Alliance—"

“Excuse me, Chief.” Leiaspun her chair around, placing her back to the table, then waited as Han did
thesame. “Yes, dear?’

Han'seyesbulged. “What in the blazes are you doing?’

“Stopping awar,” Leiawhispered. Knowing Han would only grow stubborn if he redlized how much this
was going to hurt her, shetried to hide her dismay. “ Saving billions of lives, keeping the council together,
preserving the Gaactic Alliance. That kind of thing.”

“Yeah, | know.” Han jerked athumb toward the Ithorians. “What about them? That world we found
was perfect—"

“And it’s perfect for the Killiks, too.” She had afamiliar queasinessingde, aheavy feding that used to
come whenever she was forced to make an unfair choice as the New Republic Chief of State. “We'll
take care of the Ithorians another way.”

“How?’ Han asked. “ Ask Omasto give them a planet?’

“No,” Lelasad.” Make him.”

She turned around and smiled across the table at Omeas.

“On theway home, Han and | discovered asmall group of uninhabited planets.” Leiawaited for the
murmur of surpriseto fade, then said, “1 think they might make a good home for the Qoribu nests.”

A wave of disappointment filled the Force, and Leia could not help looking past Omas toward the foyer.
The Ithorianswere dl staring silently in her direction, their eyes haf closed in resignation—or perhapsit
was sorrow. Still, when Leiamet Waoabi’ s gaze, he merely tightened hislips and gave her an approving
nod. No Ithorian would want to live on aworld that had been bought with someone el se' s blood.



Leladirected her attention to Luke. “I propose that we move the Qoribu nests to these planets.”

“How?’ Jacen asked. “ There are four nestsin the system, each with at least twenty thousand Killiks, and
you don’'t jusmoveaKillik nest. Y ou haveto rebuild it insgde aship, lay in stores—"

“I'm sure Tend Kawill ingtruct her fleet to help with that,” Leiasaid. “Infact, I'm rather counting oniit.”
Jacen’'sjaw fell, then he closed his mouth and nodded. “That could work.”

“Andit will look asthough it' swhat the Jedi intended dl dong,” Omas added. “Brilliant!”

“You're sure about this planet?’ Luke asked Leia. “It's completely deserted?”’

“We should stop on the way back to the Colony and do a thorough sector scan.” Leiaglanced at Han,
who nodded, then added, “But I'm sure. The astrobiology thereis. . . unique.”

“Wadll, then.” Luke glanced around the circle, seeking and receiving an affirmative nod from each of the
council Magters. “We seem to have reached an agreement.”

The bitterness began to fade from the Force, and the tension drained from the faces of the Masters.
“We d better prepared to deal with the Dark Nest,” Marasaid. “It might not like thisidea.”
“Dark Nest?" Omas asked.

“The Gorog nest,” Luke explained. “ The Colony seems completely unaware of it, so we ve sarted
cdlingit the Dark Nest.”

“It' sattacked us severd times,” Marasaid.
“Why?" Omas asked.

Mara hestated, clearly unwilling to tell the chief about the nest’ s persond vendetta againgt her, so Leia
answered.

“We'renot sure,” she said. “ The nest doesn’t seem to want us involved with the Colony, so it'sagood
bet it will try to stop us.”

“Maybe the Dark Nestwants war,” Jacen suggested. “ It sounds like the Colony was pushing up against
Ascendancy territory even before their own worlds began to grow scarce. There must be areason.”

“1 don't understand,” Omas said. “| thought you persuaded Tend Kato send her fleet because the
Colony istrying toavoid awar?’

“TheColony is” Cilghd said. “But the Dark Nest—"

“May haveits own reasonsto want awar,” Leiasaid. She didnot want to complicate Omas sview of
the issue with alengthy explanation of the Colony’ s unconscious motivations—or give him reason to
doubt the Jedi’ s ability to resolve the crisis. “ There sabit of a, um, power struggle going on insdethe
Colony.”



“Isn’'t there aways?’” Omas said, nodding sagely. Power struggles were something that every
government officia understood well. Heturned to Luke. “Isthis going to be aproblem for us?’

“Only finding it,” Marasaid. “ The Gorog are pretty secretive. So far, we' ve seen them on Y oggoy and
Taat, but we have no idea—"

“Not aproblem,” Han interrupted. “I can find their nest.”

“I don't know if that’ seven possible,” Cilghd said. “The Gorog socia structure may be quite different
from other nests . They may have parasite cells hidden among all the other—"

“I can find ‘em—at least the, uh,heart ,”"Han said, following Leia slead in not mentioning Lomi and
Welk by name. “Trust me.”

“Fine.” Luketurned to Chief Omas and added, “But we' Il have to take along a Jedi team large enough
to neutrdize the nest. The Chisswill be darmed—and nothing you say is going to reassure them.”

“They’ll be reassured when the Killiks leave Qoribu. I’ [l handle them until then—just don’t take too
long.” Omeas braced his hands on the table and rose. “ Speaking of which, I'll be on my way—"

“Not so fast, Chief,” Han said. “We haven't told you what thisis going to cost.”

“Cost?” Omaslooked to Luke, who merely shrugged and directed the Chief back to Han. “ Of course,
the Gaactic Alliance will be more than happy to compensate you for any expensestheFalcon
incurrec—"

“We'retaking alot more than that.” Han pointed at Omas's chair, motioning him back down. “Y ou see,
Lelaand | had something in mind for that group of planets, and we re not about to give that up just
because you're afraid of what the Chissthink.”

Omas scowled. “I’'m sorry, | don’t understand what you' re saying.”

“Borao,” Leiasad. “Wewant you to annul RePlanetHal' s claim in favor of ours.”

“Y ou see, we were there first, and they kind of claim-jumped us,” Han said. “It’ s been scorching my jets
ever snce”

Y ou want meto give youa planet?” Omas gasped. “In the Inner Rim?’

“Not us.” Leiapointed over Omas s shoulder toward the Ithorians. “Our clients.”

Omas spunin hischair, dowly, and faced the Ithorians—who were looking considerably less glum.
“l see” hesaid. “If the decision were mine done—"

“Han, do you remember the coordinates of the new planet group?’ Leiaasked. “We were having that
trouble with the navicomputer, and I’m not sure we made a backup of—"

“I'll seewhat | can do,” Omas said, risng again. “But, you understand, | can’'t justdo this. The Recovery
Actislan—I’ll haveto push aspecid exception through.”



“Then | suggest you hurry,” Corran said, leaning back in his chair. “ The Qoribu problem is
time-sengitive, and I’ m sure the Solos will want this matter resolved before they leave.”

“That'squiteimpossible” Omas said.

When Corran merely shrugged, Omas turned to Kenth—who suddenly seemed far more interested in
thetraining fields outsde than in the Chief of State.

Omas sighed, then said, “But I can block RePlanetHab's claim.” He turned to the Ithorians and added,
“It may take amonth or it may taketen, but I’ll push thisthrough. By thistime next year, you'll havea
planet of your own again. | give you my word as Chief of State.”

“That’ snot much,” Han said, dsorisng. “But it'll haveto do.”

“To the contrary, Captain Solo.” Waoabi started forward, holding out his long-fingered hand to shake
Omas s and accept the promise. “1t is more than we have now. Thank you.”

Waoabi’ s courtesy should have made Lelafed better, but it did not. Instead, she felt sad and sickened
and alittle bit soiled by the trade-off she had been forced to make.

Likeit or not, she was suddenly back in politics.

THIRTY-ONE

A WEIGHT LAY ACROSS JAINA'’S chegt, and theinside of one ear was being warmed by a soft,
pulsing growl. The dormitory air wasfilled with acomforting melange of refresher sogp and body smells
from adozen different species, but the predominant odor, familiar and musky and strongest, was human.

Madehuman.
Zekk.

Jainareached down and felt hisarm across her, and hisleg abit lower, then dowly turned her head.
Through alingering fog of membrosia excess, she saw the familiar chiseled features surrounded by a
frame of shaggy black hair. Thankfully, hewas il clothed.

The previous night came flooding back to her: Unu’ sarriva at wlio, the Dance of Union, the Taat
drifting off into the Harem Cave, the Joinersleaving in twos and threes and fours, her hand in Zekk’s. . .



Zekk’ s green eyes opened, and the smile on his face was replaced by a confused squint. He blinked two
or three times, then glanced at the lightly-clothed female body over which he' d draped himsdlf and raised
his brow. Jaina sensed adigtinctclick in the back of hismind. Hiseyesdid away from hers, and shefelt
his emoations swinging from disbdlief to bewilderment to guilt.

“Wadl,” Jainasaid, hoping to set acasua tone. “Interesting night.”

“Yeah.” Zekk pulled hisarm and leg off of her body. “I—I thought it was adream.”

Jaina cocked her brow. “Y ou're saying it wasn't?’

Zekk’seyeswidened. “No, it wasfun!” hesaid. “ Great, even. | just . . . itjustdidn't fed redl .. .”

Zekk et the sentencetrail off, sharing histhoughts and emotionswith Jainadirectly viathe meld—or
perhaps it was the Taat mind- instead of trying to explain. He had loved her since they were teenagers,
and he had imagined waking at her sde countlesstimes. But last night had not felt likethem. They had
been carried dong on awave of Killik emotion. He had sought her out in the rapture of the dance, even
when he knew she did not share hisfedings, and found himsdlf leading her down into the dormitory with
al the Joiners—

“Zekk, we didn’t do anything,” Jainasaid. She could have answered him more quickly and clearly just
by thinking, but right now she needed the sense of separation that came with speaking— even if itwas an
illuson. “1t wasjust alittle cuddling between friends. Y ou have a problem with that?’

“No!” Zekk said. “I just fed likel took advantage.”

Jainaclasped hisforearm. “ Y ou didn’t.” She was genuinely touched by his concern—and truly relieved
that it had been handsome, muscular, familiar Zekk who had taken her hand instead of Raynar. “We lost
control there for aminute, but we got it back. I'm just glad Alemawent home with Mom and Dad.”

Zekk remained quiet.

Jaina propped herself up on an elbow. “Hey!” She punched him in the shoulder. “1 know whét you're
thinking!”

“Sorry.”
Zekk blushed and turned away, and Jainafet him closing down emotionaly.

“Zekk, you can't do that,” she said. They had to keep the meld open between them, to constantly draw
on each other’ s strength and resolve to remain their own little entity within the greater Taat mind. “And
will you stop gpologizing?’ Jainarolled her eyes, then reached for her jJumpsuit. “1 think I'm getting
dressed now.”

She sat up and, sensing someone behind her, pivoted to find Raynar on the busy wakway at the head of
their sunken bed. Dressed in scarlet and gold and surrounded by his usua retinueof assorted Killiks, he
was squatting on his haunches, staring down into the hexagond deegping cdll with no discernible
expression on hismelted face. A sense of overwhelming awe arose insde Jaina—Taat’ sreaction to
UnuThul’ s presence—and she felt her mouth broadening into an adoring grin.

She managed to wipe it away by reminding hersdlf that this used to beRaynar Thul.



“Raynar—good morning.” Jaina pushed her feet into the jumpsuit and continued to dress without
embarrassment. There was not much sense in being modest when several thousand nest-mates had
access to your innermost thoughts. “Come down to see how the drones live?’

Raynar lowered his ftiff brow. “Why do you cal us Raynar when you know Raynar Thul isgone?’

“Raynar’ s dill in there somewhere,” Jainasad. “I can fed him.”

Raynar glared down at her, then said, “ Perhgps you are right. Perhaps alittle Raynar Thul remainsin us
gill.” A glimmer of sadness appeared in his cold blue eyes. “And he will be sorry to seeyou go.”

Jainafdt Zekk’ salarm at the sametime as her own.

“Go?’

“Your task hereisdone,” Raynar explained.

“Really?’ Jainathrust her arm through adeeve. “1 hadn’t heard the Chisswere gone.”

Asshesad this, the image of a clawcraft reconnai ssance patrol appeared in her mind—the scene being
relayed to one of the tactical monitorsin the Taat control room. The ships were silhouetted againgt Ruu's

amber disk, flying just above the plane of Qoribu’ s golden ring system.

“It lookslikethey’' re still hereto me,” Zekk said, no doubt seeing the samething in hismind' seye as
Jainadidin hers. “ So why would the Colony want usto leavenow 7’

“Wewish you to return to the Galactic Alliance,” Raynar said, dodging the question.

“What about our misson?’ Jainarose and closed her jumpsuit. “Y ou brought us here to keep the

Raynar stood. *Y our sarfighters are being fueled. We thank you for coming.”
“Y ou seem eager to berid of us,” Zekk said, zipping his own suit. “What’ sgoing on?’

“It' sthe Chiss.” Jaina could not tell whether her inference came from her own mind, Zekk’s, or Taat's,
but sheknew it was correct. “They’re going to attack.”

A ghort, very Raynar-like sigh escaped Raynar’ slips. “ There' s nothing more you can do here. And we
don’'t wish to involve Jedi in thisfight.”

“Thereisn't going to beafight,” Zekk said. “Jainaand | will turn them back.”

“Not thistime,” Raynar said. “ The Chissintend to bring thisto an end, and they won't be intimidated by
Jedi tricks.”

“There'sno harmin trying.” Jainasummoned her utility belt and began to buckleit on. She did not
understand why the Chiss were suddenly changing strategy and launching amagjor assault, but in awar,
somethingsyou just did not have timeto figure out. “Where are you expecting them? Zekk and | will—’



“No. Wedon't wish to risk thelives of our friendsin this matter.”

“What do you think we' vebeen doing?’ Zekk asked, buckling on his own belt. “We' re here to keep the
peace, and we' re not leaving—"

“Thereisno longer a peaceto keep,” Raynar said. “ And youare leaving.”

Suddenly hisvoicefdt likeit weighed athousand kilos, and the urge to do as he ordered grew amost
overwheming. There was more going on here than Raynar wastelling.

Ambush.

The thought had barely flashed through Jaina s mind before a Taat in Raynar’ s retinue began to drum its
chest. Raynar listened intently, then met Jaina s gaze and shook his head.

“Y ou have always been too headstrong for your own good, Jaina. Do not try to figure this out, or—"

“Itwon't work,” Zekk said, legping to the same concluson as Jaina. “If you destroy the Chissflegt, the
next onewill only bebigger.”

Raynar let hischin drop in another old-Raynar gesture. “Now you' ve doneit.” The urge to depart
suddenly vanished. “Now you must stay.”

“We weren't leaving without L owbacca, anyway.” Jainasounded more certain than she was, Raynar’s
will had felt like it was more than amatch for her stubbornness. “And Zekk isright. The Colony isn't
strong enough to destroy the entire Chiss space force.”

“That won't be necessary,” Raynar said. “We only need to hold them off until the Hapans arrive.”

“Hapans?’ Jainaclimbed out of the deeping cdll onto the walkway with Raynar, causing a soft clatter as
his retinue scrambled to make room for her. “What are Hapans doing out here?’

“Defending theweak,” Raynar said. “ Jacen convinced Tend Kato send usafleet.”

At least now Jaina understood why the Chiss were attacking. They wanted to destroy the Qoribu nests
before reinforcements arrived to complicate the job.

“Jacen convinced Tend Ka, oryou used Jacen to convince her?” Jainawas thinking of how Raynar had
nearly forced her to leave just afew moments earlier—and of theirresigtible cal that had summoned her
and the othersto the Colony in thefirst place. *'Y our touch can be very compelling.”

“Perhaps, but evenwe are not strong enough to control Jacen,” Raynar said. “He has moved beyond our
control—or anyone elsg’s. Y ou know that yoursdlf.”

Jainacould not argue. During Jacen’ sfive-year journey, she had felt him growing steedily stronger inthe
Force—but also more distant and isolated, like ahermit retresting to his mountaintop. At times, he had
seemed to vanish into the Force entirely, and a other times she had sworn he was floating just above her
shoulder.

Totdl thetruth, it had given her the cregps. She had started to fed like she was sharing atwin bond with
adifferent brother every few weeks—or like he was practicing to be dead or something.



“Jacen wouldn't send you afleet,” Zekk said. He jumped up onto the adjacent side of the deeping cell,
into the middle of asteady line of Joiners streaming past toward the commund refresher. They smoothly
detoured down another walkway, and both theconversation and the morning parade continued unabated.
“That could start awar between the Chiss and the Galactic Alliance.”

“Or prevent one between us and the Chiss,” Raynar countered. “ Perhaps heiswilling to run therisk.”

“Even Solosdon't like oddsthat long,” Jainasaid. “When Chissfed threatened, they don’t back off.
They get mean and aggressive.”

“Youcan't dothis,” Zekk added.

“What we cannot do is alow the destruction of the Qoribu nests.” Raynar’ s retinue abruptly started for
the exit, and he turned to follow. “ Once the ambush begins, you will be freeto fight or leave, asyou wish.
Until then, you remain our guests.”

Jaina started after him. “Raynar!” When apair of knobby-shelled bodyguards moved to cut her off, she
used the Force to shove them into adeeping cell, then said, “ Thisis madness!”

Raynar continued moving away from her. “It isself-defense.” Again, hisvoice grew heavy and
commanding, and thistime it contained an edge that suggested he would abide no more argument. “Y ou
will return to your proper barracks and remain there until the battle begins.”

Jainafelt an overwheming urge to obey, but there was adarknessin histone that alarmed her, ahint of
brutdity so utterly dien to Raynar Thul that she knew it was not him aone speaking. She planted her feet
on thewakway and, drawing on Zekk for the strength to resst the compulsion to start toward the
barracks, touched Raynar in the Force.

The murky presence insde him was so caustic that she recoiled and would have lost contact had Zekk
not bolstered her through their meld. Jaina began to fed her way through the bitter darkness, searching
for Raynar’ s pride and ideglism, trying to find the core of him that she sensed was il there.

“Theywant thiswar,” she said. “They’ re the ones who convinced you to establish your nests so closeto
Chissterritory.”

Raynar stopped, but did not turn around.” They? Who isthey 7’

“Y our shipmates on theFlier .’ Zekk stepped past Jaina and, shuffling dong the walkway, started
toward Raynar. “Lomi and Welk.”

“Lomi and Welk are dead.”

Jainafound something pure and compass onate inside the Prime and touched it. “ Then who attacked the
Shadow on her way in?’

“Insect mercenaries hired by the Chiss,” Raynar answered ingtantly.
Zekk stopped a step behind Raynar. “Y ou have proof 7’

“We have no timeto look for proof.” Raynar reluctantly turned around, and hisretinue of insects began



to file back toward the discussion. “We are too busy defending our nests.”

Janasghed inwardly. It was the same circular logic they encountered every timethey tried to investigate
the mysterious attacks.

“What about the attack on Saba?’ Zekk pressed. “| suppose you' re going to tell me she attacked a
Joiner by mistake, and he took her lightsaber away and wounded her?’

“Yes” Raynar replied. “ That isthe best explanation.”

Jainatightened her hold on the core of benevolence she had found. “ Raynar, they’ re blinding you to the
truth. The best explanation—"

“Wearetired of telling you!”

The murky presence welled up inside Raynar and swallowed the pure center that Jaina was holding, and
shefound hersdlf suddenly adrift in avoid of biting darkness. Ingtinctively, she reached for Zekk and
opened hersdlf to thelir meld, but instead of his strength, al that came to her was cold, stinging shadow.
“Raynar Thul isgone,” Raynar said.

Jainafdt hersdlf turning. Shetried to fight the compulsion, to lock her gaze on Raynar and keep it there,
but she smply did not have the strength to fight him. She stepped away and started for the barracks.

“Wearedl that remains”

THIRTY-TWO

A LONG, GOLDEN ARROW curved through the heart of the hologrammic flight control display,
tracing the route of the stolen skiff from the repair hangar to its current location on the edge of Ossus's
gravity well. The reckless manner in which the skiff had cut through the gpproach zone of the planet’s
primary spaceport suggested the pilot had been eager to get away from the Jedi academy as quickly as
possible. But Luke had already known that. Escapees liked to move fast.

“Thirty seconds before she can jump,” aflight controller reported. A large-headed Bith with an auditory
datafeed in one ear, he was seated at one of a dozen control stations surrounding the hologrammic
display. “ She dtill won't acknowledge our signal.”

“Keeptrying,” Luke said. He could fed the anxiety of the XJ3 pilotstrailing the skiff—apair of young



Jedi Knightsflying their first security rotation. They were worried they would haveto blast it out of space.
“Do we know yet whether she has company?’

“Not with certainty,” said the Bith’ s supervisor, a blue-skinned Duros woman named Orame. She
stepped to an empty terminal and clacked afew keys. Aninset of arepair hangar security vid appeared
at the base of theflight control display. “But we did find this”

Theinset showed Alema Rar striding through a darkened repair bay, two cases of food goods floating
through the air ahead of her.

“Wethink that shadow—"

“Enhancethe cases,” Marasaid. Along with Han, Leia, and severd others, she had accompanied Luke
up from the hangar floor as soon as the stolen skiff had streaked skyward. “Bring up alabel, if you can.”

The Durostyped acommand, and the carton labd filled theimage.

“nutrofit gdmeat,” Mara read.

“She' ssteding Gorog!” Ben cried.

The skiff’ strgjectory began to flatten as Alema prepared to enter hyperspace. The XJ3 pilots commed
for permission to open fire, and L uke reached out to them in the Force, urging them to avoid disabling the
vessH.

“Permission granted,” Orame said over the comm channedl. “Open fire”

The pilots hesitated. “ But—"

“You heard the order,” Luke said, still reaching out to the pilots through the Force, urging them let the
skiff go. “Openfire”

The skiff’ strgectory began to weave and wobble asit began evasive maneuvers.
“She' sgetting away!” Ben cried. “ Stop her!”
“They haveto be careful, Ben,” Marasaid gently. “ Or they might hurt Gorog.”

Ben considered this, then sighed and took her hand. “Let them go. | don’t think Gorog wanted to Stay
anyway.”

The skiff’ strgectory reached the edge of Ossus s gravity well and vanished. The flight controller
reported that the stolen skiff had entered hyperspace.

Han let out asgh of relief. “Right on sch—"

“Not now,” Lukeinterrupted, raising his hand to silence Han. He turned to Ben. “How did you know
Gorog didn’t want to stay? Do you still fed her in your mind?’

Ben closed his eyes, then nodded. “ Sort of. She wants me to be happy.”



Lukefdt hisown dismay mirrored in Mara. If Ben remained in touch with Gorog after she had entered
hyperspace, it could only be through the Colony’ s Will. He was part Joiner—Dark Nest Joiner.

Mara had reached the same conclusion. Luke could fedl her darm and anger through the Force, and she
was as quick as he wasto redlize that they could not discusstheir plansin front of their son.

“Ben, m? be Nanna can take you to the pilots lounge for some Fizzer,” Marasaid. “We have some
thingsto discuss, then we' Il find you there before we leave.”

Ben made no move toward the door, where Nanna and C-3PO were waiting.
Lukefrowned. “Ben, I’'m sure you heard your mother.”

Ben nodded. “1 heard. But why do | haveto stay behind on Ossus?” Without waiting for an answer, he
turned to Han. “Is there going to be another war?’

Han grimaced, then said, “Not if we can helpit, kid.”
“And certainly not in this part of the galaxy,” Mara added. “Why are you worried about that?’

“Becausethisiswhat youdo when thereé sawar,” Ben said. “Y ou just dump me someplace with
Magters Tionne and Solusar and then never even cometo vist.”

The accusation struck apang in Luke s heart, and he felt Marawince aswell. They often wondered how
much Ben'srefusal to use the Force had to do with the separation anxiety he had suffered during the war
with the Y uuzhan VVong, and Ben knew this particular complaint had an effect on them.

Even so, Mararefused to be manipulated by an eight-year-old. “Don’t exaggerate, Ben. We had to
keep you safe, and you know we came to see you every chance we had.”

“Besides, they won't be gone long thistime,” Jacen said, stepping out from behind Han and Leia. “There
isTtgoingtobeawar.”

Ben frowned. “How do you know that?’
“lknow.” Jacen flashed a crooked Solo smile. “Trust me.”

Lukefet asudden quam in Mara, and though her eyes remained fixed on Ben, he sensed that her
thoughts were on Jacen.

“Bedides, you're not going to be dlone,” Jacen added. “I’ll be here, too.”

“You're not going back?’ Ben asked.

“Not yet. The Masters are worried that some of us have spent too much time with the Killiks already.”
“Tell meabout it,” Ben answered, rolling his eyes.

“So maybe you and | could hang out together?” Jacen glanced at Mara. “If that’ sal right with your



“Of course” Maraanswered with no outward hesitation, but L uke detected just ahint of apprehension,
asthough she did not quite trust the “ new-and-improved” Jacen. “Aslong as Master Solusar thinks Ben
is keeping up with his schoolwork—"

“No problem!” Ben’ssmile was as broad asaHurt’s. “ School’ s easy.”

“Andaslong asyou obey Magters Tionne and Solusar,” Marawarned Ben. “No secrets with Nanna,
ether.”

“1 can’t do that anymore,” Ben said. “Dad altered her program.”

“Good.” Jacen took Ben's hand and started for the door. “Why don’t we get that Fizzer now?’
“Can | have kyleme?’ Ben asked, not looking back. “ A Blue Giant sze?’

As soon asthey were out of earshot, Han said, “ Jacen has aknack with kids. Go figure.”
“It'shisempathy,” Lelasad. “I'm glad to seeit’sintact.”

Lealeft unsaid what Luke knew she was thinking: that after the war—after al Jacen had suffered at the
hands of Vergere and the Y uuzhan VV ong—she was surprised he hadany empathy |eft.

Luke turned to Han. “ Sorry to interrupt you earlier, but we don’'t know how much the Dark Nest might
be able to glean from Ben'smind.”

“No problem,” Han said. “1 got alittle carried away when | saw how well the plan wasworking.”

“I don't know why you're surprised,” Leiasaid. “Alemais gtill a Jedi. Once Cilghd let her regain
CONSCiousNEsSs, there was never any question she could escape. Thetricky part is going to be following
her.”

“How did you know which vessal she'd sted 7’ Mara asked.
“Wedidn't,” Leiasad. “Webugged them dl.”

“Speaking of bugs, we d better get going,” Han said. “ Thattranamitter only has a subspace range of fifty
light-years. We can’'t be too far behind when Alema hits Colony space, or we' |l be stuck guessing where
shewent.”

Luke followed Han and the others toward the door. Their intention was to follow Alemato the core of
the Dark Negt, then undermineitsinfluence over the Colony by eiminating Welk and—assuming she had
survived the Crash—L omi Plo. Cilgha and Jacen were convinced that at least Welk had survived—and
that a Dark Jedi now led the Gorog in much the same way Raynar led the Unu. It was a somewhat
ruthless plan, especialy intheway it placed Alemad slife at risk without her consent. But it seemed to
Luketo be consstent with the nature of modern Jedi themselves. The war with the Y uuzhan Vong had
taught the Jedi the folly of vauing sentiment over effectiveness, the wisdom of griking quickly and fiercely
at the heart of a problem. Sometimes, L uke wondered whether it was alesson the Jedi had learned too
well; whether in defeating their enemiesthey had not become alittle too much like them.

At the door, Han ran headlong into a short, gawky man with aheavily tattooed face and unruly blue hair.
Without gpologizing for—or even seeming to notice—the collision, the newcomer pushed past Han and



stopped in front of Luke. R2-D2 followed close behind.

“Hereyou are,” the man said. “I’ ve been looking everywhere.”

“I don’t understand why, Ghent,” Marasaid. “Wetold you we were leaving on Jedi business.”

Ghent furrowed his brow. “Y ou did?’

“Severd times.” Luke saw Han tapping hiswrist impatiently. “ And we have to leave soon.”

“Oh.” Ghent’ s eyes dropped, then did back toward R2-D2. “I guessthis can wait.”

“Whatcan wait?’ Leiaasked. Luke had told her about the holo hidden in the sequestered sector in
R2-D2 s memory, and she was as eager as he wasto learn more about the mysterious woman. “Did you
find something?’

Ghent shook his head. “ Just afew seconds of holo that | managed to relocate before | tripped a security
gate. What | wanted to ask isif | could—"

“Holo of what?" Luke asked. “A brown-eyed woman?’

“That'sright,” Ghent said. “But it’sredly not very much. If | can—"

“Canyou show it to us?’ Leia sounded even more excited than Luke fdlt. “ Before we leave?’
Ghent frowned. “Of course.”

An uneasy slencefdl as Luke and the otherswaited.

“Ghent, we want to seethe holo,” Marasaid. “Now. As Luke said, we haven't got much time.”
Ghent’ s brow rose. “Oh.”

He squatted and inserted the plug of ahomemade diagnostics scanner into one of R2-D2’ sinput dots,
then hastily typed acommand.

“Show them.”

R2-D2 piped an objection, and Han groaned and looked at his chrono.

“Don’t make me scramble your sector tablesagain,” Ghent warned. “ Thistime, | won't restore them.”
R2-D2 |et out along, descending trill, then activated his holoprojector.

The hand-sized profile of the same brown-eyed woman that L uke had seen before appeared on the
control room floor. She seemed to be standing a one, facing someone outside the hologram.

“Has Anakin been to see you? asked a male voice.

“Wat aminute,” Han said. “That guy soundsfamiliar.”



“Heshould,” Luke replied. The voice was much younger than when they had known him, but there was
no mistaking its clarity and resonance. “That’ s Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

Ghent tapped akey on his diagnostics scanner, stopping the holo. “Do you want to see this or not?’
“Of course—we' re sorry,” Leiasaid. “Please continue.”

Ghent punched the key again, and R2-D2 restarted the holo from the beginning.

“Has Anakin been to see you?’ Obi-Wan'’svoice asked.

“Severd times.” Thewoman smiled, then said, “| was so happy to hear that he was accepted on the Jedi
Coundil.”

“I know.” Obi-Wan walked into the hologram, wearing a Jedi cloak with the hood down. He was il
young, with alight brown beard and an unwrinkled face. “He deservesit. He' simpatient, srong-willed,
very opinionated, but truly gifted.”

They laughed, then thewoman said, “ Y ou ‘re not just hereto say hello. Something’ swrong, isn't it?’

Obi-Wan' sface grew serious. “Y ou should be a Jedi, Padme.”

The name shot an dectric bolt of excitement through Luke— and he could senseit had done the sameto
Leia

“You ‘renot very good at hiding your fedlings,” Padme said.

Obi-Wan nodded. “1t's Anakin. He' s becoming moody and detached.” His holoimage turned haf away.
“He sbeen put in adifficult pogition as the Chancellor’ srepresentative, but | think it’s more than that.”
Theimage turned back to Padme again. “| was hoping he may have talked to you.”

Padme' s expresson—at |least what could be seen of it in the small hologrammic image—remained
neutral.

“Why would he talk to me about hiswork?’

Obi-Wan studied her for amoment. “ Neither of you isvery good at hiding your fedlings, either.”
Padme frowned. “Don’t give me that |ook.”

Ohbi-Wan continued to look at her in the same way. “1 know how he feels about you.”

Padme seyesdid away. “What did he say?’

“Nothing,” Obi-Wan answered. “He didn’t haveto.”

Padme' sfacefdl, and she turned and walked out of the hologram. “1 don’t know what you' re talking
about.”

“1 know you both too well.” Obi-Wan followed her out of the frame. “| can seeyou two arein love.”



There was no answer, and the hologram ended.

L uke could see Han hiting histongue, forcing himself to remain patient while the distance grew between
them and Alema s kiff, but thiswas important—at least to him and Leia

“That'sdl?’ Luke asked.

Ghent nodded and tapped R2-D2' s silver dome. “Artoo’ shlocking me. When | tripped that security
gate, he encrypted the rest of the data.”

R2-D2 whistled an objection.
“It’ s not your place to decide what is good for Master Luke,” C-3PO said. “You'reonly adroid.”
R2-D2 trilled an angry reply.

“No, Idon’t know the secret you' re keeping,” C-3PO answered. “And if | did know, I'd tell Master
Lukeingantly.”

R2-D2 responded with alow, durpy buzz.

Luke frowned at the exchange, but turned back to Ghent. “Look. We ve got about two minutes before
we haveto launch. Is there any way to see the rest now, without Artoo’ s cooperation?”’

Ghent sighed. “Sure.” He pulled his scanner plug out of R2-D2’ sinput socket. “All | havetodois
overwrite his persondity sectors—"

The rest of Ghent’ s explanation was lost to R2-D2’ s screech of objection.

“Don’'t expect meto trandate that,” C-3PO said. “ That’ s what happens to arrogant droids like you. |
suggest you extend your cooperation immediately.”

R2-D2 trilled asad refusal.
Luke glanced at the droid, then asked, “1 meanwithout a persondity wipe.”

“Not in two minutes—and maybe not in thislifetime,” Ghent said. “Thisdroid hasn't had amemory wipe
in decades. His circuits are one huge persondity fault.”

“I know that,” Luke said. “What about the spyware?’
Ghent looked confused. “ Spyware?’

“The spyware that’ s keeping me from ng those memories.” Luke was|osing patience with the
programmer. “The memories concerning the woman we just saw?’

“Oh,that spyware,” Ghent said. “Thereisn’'t any.”
“Thereisn't?’ Luke frowned. “Then how come Artoo won't give me access?’

Ghent sighed, sounding as exasperated as Luke fdt. “That' swhat I'm trying to explain—"



“Maybe you can explain on the way to the pilots lounge,”

Marainterrupted. She motioned them out the door. “We can finish talking on the way. We ve dtill got a
Twi’lek to catch, remember?’

1] Rigm.”

Lukewas s0 excited by the hologram that he had let it overshadow the mission for amoment.
Anakin—nhis father—had been in love with a beautiful woman named Padme. And Padme did not look
S0 different from Leia Did they finaly know their mother’ s name? He could sense that Leia thought
so—hut she was too afraid to say as much out loud. So was he.

Lukefél in beside Ghent. “Y ou were explaining why Artoo won't let me access those memories?’

“Because he thinks he' s protecting you,” Ghent said. “He' savery stubborn droid.”

“But you can get around that, right?’ Lelaasked. “I’ ve seen you dice codes on unitsfar more
sophisticated than Artoo’'s.”

Ghent turned around and looked at L eia as though she had asked for the name of the last girl he had
tried to pick up in a cantina—theynever told him their name.

“No,” hesaid. “ Artoo units were designed to military standards. That meanstheir security protocolswill
destroy the data before they let it fall into unauthorized hands. If you try to force access, adoomsday
gate will reformat the entire memory chip.”

“And there sno way to beat that security without wiping Artoo’ s personality first?’ Luke asked.

“I didn't saythat,” Ghent said. “There' saway—»but you' d have to help me, and you probably can’t do
it”

“Try us” Hansad.

“Okay,” Ghent said. “Bring methe Intellex Four designer’ s datapad.”

“Whet for?’

“Becausehe had to have away to access the data when his prototypes developed glitches like these,”
Ghent said. “And if he'slike most droid-brain designers, that hatch became part of the Intellex 1V’ sbasic
architecture. It savery complicated computer unit, so there'll bealong list of passwords and encryption
keys on that datapad.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult, assuming it wasn't destroyed in awar,” Luke said. “Who wasthis
desgne?’

Ghent shrugged. “Y our guessis as good as mine. The Artoo was originaly an Imperid design, and the
Imperid Department of Military Research kept the identities of itstop scientists secret.”

“Youmust bejoking,” Lelasaid. “'Y ou want usto find this guy’ s datapad without knowing anything
about him?’



“It' snot quite that bad,” Ghent said. “ Do you remember when Incom’ s design staff defected to the
Rebdlion with the X-wing prototypes?’

“Of course” Leilasaid cautioudy.

“Wadll, this guy was consulting with them on the Artoo interface,” Ghent said. “ And after the defection,
Industrial Automaton never made another design modification to the Intellex Four.”

“They were afraid to,” Han surmised. “Because this guy was the only one who could do it right, and he
had defected with the X-wing designers.”

“No, not because he had defected,” Leiasaid. She was studying Ghent intently. “1f he had, we' d know
who hewas. Right?”’

“Right,” Ghent said. “Hejust disappeared.”
Luke had a snking feding. “When you say disappeared, do you mean—"

“Nobody knows.” Ghent turned to Leia. “ That’ swhatdisappeared means, right? Nobody knows.”

THIRTY-THREE

THE SKY HAD BEEN DARK for hours beneath clouds of dartships, roaring into the Taat nest to
refud and refresh life-support systems, roaring back out to await the arriva of the Chiss assaullt fleet.
Jainahad given up trying to estimate how many craft the Colony had assembled for the ambush, but the
number had to be over ahundred thousand. The Taat hangars alone were servicing six swarms an hour,

and there were three other nestsin the Qoribu system.

It makes us proud, Zekk said through the Taat mind.No other species could mount such an operation.
The Chisswill be surprised, Jaina agreed. Somewhere deep in her mind, she knew that thiswas a bad
thing, that it would make her mission asaJedi more difficult—but it did not fedl that way to Taat. To
Tadt, it fdt like their nestswerefindly going to be saved. They will pay a terrible price.

Good,Zekk sad.

Good, Jaina agreed.



Theroar of arriving dartships faded to a mere rumble, and the kilometer-long oval of atop-of-the-line
Gadlofree medium freighter descended out of the rocket smoke. The well-maintained hull wasfinishedin
the scarlet-and-gold flames of the Bornaryn Trading Company, with an escort of corporate E-wings
providing security.

Jainawondered what the vessel was doing so far from home, but Taat did not know. Unu wished the
nest to welcomeRoaming Ronto, and so Taat wel comedRoaming Ronto. Taat had heard, though, that
amilar vessals had landed on Ruu and Zvbo carrying abig surprise for the Chiss.

AstheRonto neared the nest, it adjusted course, heading out over the plateau toward the freight yard,
where aswarm of Taat workerswere aready assembling to unload it. Jainathought briefly about going
to seethe cargo, but Unu did not want that. Unu wanted her to enjoy the beauty of the nest from the
veranda of the Jedi barracks.

That freighter should darm us,Jainasaid to Zekk.It can only make war more likely.

It'stoo late to stop the war, Zekk replied. But we should try.

Jaina started to rise, then suddenly felt too tired and dropped back onto her seat. Maybe later.
“Yeah,” Zekk said doud.We' d rather sit here.

There was something wrong with that, Jaina knew. Jedi were supposed to be dauntless, resourceful,
resolute. They were supposed to accomplish the impossible, to keep trying no matter how difficult the
misson.

They were supposed to have indomitable spirits.

Jainafelt astirring deep down ingide, in the place that had aways belonged to her brother Jacen, and
she knew he was with her, urging her to fight back, to throw off her lethargy, to break the Colony’shold
on her and reach for that part of her that was just Jaina.

Jaina stood.
Where are you going?Zekk asked.It doesn’t feel like you need the refresher.
“Get out of our—my—mind,” Jainasad.

Jacen was urging her to remember how Welk and Lomi Plo had tricked the strike team onBaanu Rass,
how they had stolen theFlier and abandoned Anakin to die. And now Jainawas alowing them to control

her mind.

Jainadid not understand how that could be. The entire Colony knew that Raynar Thul wasthe only
survivor of the Crash.

But Jacen seemed so sure. A black fury rosein Jaina s mind, the same black fury to which she had
succumbed when she went to recover Anakin's body, and finaly she felt ableto act.

She wanted to find Welk and kill him. She wanted to find Lomi Plo and makeher wish for death.

But first, therewas duty. To let anger distract her wasto let the Dark Jedi win. First, Jaina had to stop



the war—thenshe could kill Lomi and Welk.
Jainaturned toward the hangar.
“Where are you going?’ Zekk whined from his bench. “We can't do anything. It' stoo late.”

Jaina opened hersdf to their meld, then reached out to him and let her anger pour from her heart into his.

Iwon’'t surrender tothem.I’ m going to stop this war.

Zekk’ s eyes widened, then turned a bright, angry green. He dammed his palms down and pushed
himsdf to hisfeet.

“I’'mwith you,” he said, catching up. “How are we going to do this?’

“Tell you later,” Jainasaid. She did not yet have a plan—and she had no intention of developing one until
after they were away from the Taat nest. “For now, let’s just concentrate on getting to our StealthXs.”

They stepped into the sweet dampness of the wax-lined access tunndl and started down toward the
hangar. Asthey progressed, Taat began to fill Jaina s mind with doubts about her intentions, to make her
wonder if shewould redlly be stopping the war—or merely sparing the Chiss amuch-deserved defest.

Jainathought of Anakin, and her doubts vanished in the black fire of her anger.

Taat workers began to pour into the tunndl, al scurrying up a passage that led only to the Jedi barracks.
Jainaand Zekk threatened them with word and thought, but the Killiks continued to clamber past,

dowing the pair’ s progressto a crawl.

Zekk took the lead and began to muscle forward, using the Force to shove aside the Killiks ahead of
him. More Taat poured into the tunnel, convinced they had some urgent errand in the Jedi barracks.
Zekk continued to push ahead. Jaina added her Force powersto his, and the entire stream of insects
began to dide backward down the runndl.

TheKilliks dispersed, and a strange resistance began to rise insde the two Jedi, a cold hand pushing a
theminddetheirown bellies. Their limbs grew heavier, their bresthing became |abored, their pulses
pounded in their ears. They leaned againgt the cold hand, and il it grew harder to move. Soon, their
legs were too heavy to lift, their lungs were ready to burgt, their drumming hearts drowned out their own
thoughts. They cameto astop, hanging pardld to the floor, and the harder they tried to move forward,
the moreimpossibleit became.

They hung there for several minutes, testing their wills againgt that of the Colony, and only grew more
tired. Jainathought of how Lomi and Welk had betrayed Anakin, and she grew more determined than

ever to avenge him—and less able to move.
Jaina began to despair. Her anger was no match for the Will of the Colony. She had to find another way.

The seed of anew plan cameto Jaina, aplan that relied not on anger, but on love instead.

Jainadid not nurture that seed. Instead, she buried it degp down in her mind, in that part that was till |
ingtead of we.



Keep trying,she urged Zekk.Don't stop, no matter what.

Never! he assured her.

Good.

Jaina et the pressure push her away from the hangar, back up the passage.
“Hey!” Zekk’svoice was strained. “Where are you going?’
“Thebarracks,” Jainasaid. “I'm giving up.”

“What!”

“I’'mnot asstrong asyou.” It irked Jainato say this, but it was the one way to be sure Zekk would
continueto struggle. “I'll seeyou later.”

As Jainaretreated up the passage, the pressure gradually diminished. Finally, she was ableto smply
walk back to the barracks. She could sense Zekk down near the hangar, feeling puzzled and angry and a
little bit abandoned, but he remained determined not to quit, to show Jaina he was as strong as she
believed.

Once Jainareached the barracks veranda, she returned to her bench and began to contemplate the
beauty of the Killik mind. Every member of anest worked flawlesdy with dl the others, executing
unbelievably complex tasks—such asrefuding andrestocking severa thousand rocket ships an hour—in
near-perfect harmony. There were seldom any of the accidents or shortages or confusion so common to
any military operation— and there were never arguments or disagreements or territorial spats.

Would it truly be so bad if therewas awar, and the Colony won? For once, there would be true galactic
peace—no vying for resources, no clashes of interest, no territoria conquests, just al the peoples of the
gaaxy working together for the common good. Was that so wrong?

Jaina supposed that the fact that she did not see anything wrong with that meant she had become atrue
Joiner. She was only worried that the Colony could never win awar againgt the Chiss.

The Colony would have help, Taat assured her. An image came through the nest mind of theRonto being
unloaded. A dozen long streams of Killiks were pouring in and out of its cargo bays, working together to
off-load the huge, telescoping barrels of at least adozen turbolaser batteries.

The Chisswere going to bevery surprised when they attacked. Maybe the Killiks could win thiswar
after dl.

Jainadecided to wait there on the veranda until Unu called for her. Sooner or later, therewould bea
mission that only a Jedi in aStealthX could do, and Jainawould be ready.

Then, when her mind finaly went quiet and she knew that Taat and Unu were no longer paying her any
attention, she pictured the handsome, square, scarred face of Jagged Fdl. She held theimage in her mind
and performed a series of bresthing exercises, focusing on the fedings they had shared while they were
fighting the Y uuzhan V ong together—and during those few times they had managed to rendezvous after
the war—then turned roughly toward where the Chiss staging areawould be, somewhere outside the

orbit of Qoribu.



While Jag was not Force-sengitive, Jaina had touched him through the Force many times while they were
together, and shefdt sure he would recognize the sensation of her presence brushing his. But hewouldn’t
trust her. He would think she was just another Joiner trying to lure him into amistake. So shewould have
to convince him that he was discovering the ambush on his own—and she would have to do it before
Taat realized what she was doing.

Jainareached out to Jag in the Force and found his presence— distant and dim—somewhere ahead on
Qoribu sorhita path, exactly where he would be if he was guarding the staging areafor a Chiss assault
flegt.

Come get me, lover boy,Jaina sent. Jag would not understand the words, of course, but he would
recognize the sentiment. She had used the same taunt many times when they sparred. If you can.

Jainafelt Jag start in surprise, then she caught a flash of anger as he recognized her touch. Thiswasn't a
game! Thiswaswar, and. . .

Hisirritation suddenly changed to concern asit dawned on him why she had pickedthat particular day
to reach out to him. Jainasensed arising tide of alarm, then lost contact as Jag drew in on himsalf.

THIRTY-FOUR

QORIBU'SBRIGHTLY STRIPED ORB hung sandwiched between the flat, twinkling clouds of two
sizable space fleets. For now, both sides seemed content to avoid a battle, each hiding from the other
behind the gas giant’ s considerable bulk. But they were also maintaining aggressive postures, keeping
their sublight driveslit and their shields up, dropping reconnai ssance patrols through the planet’ s golden
ring system like airpinners from a Bespin raawk trawler.

“Good news,” Han said, decelerating hard. Asthey had haf expected, the homing beacon aboard
Alemad s stolen skiff had led them straight back into the middle of the Qoribu conflict. Though the stlandoff
between the two fleets was certain to complicate their plans, Han could not have been more thrilled.
After they destroyed the Dark Nest, he could track down Jainaand have her safely away from the Taat
nest within hours. “We' rejugt intimefor thewar.”

“Why isthat good news?’ Juun asked from the navigator’ s sation. “ Are we planning to go back into
smuggling?

“No!” Leasaid. She keyed acommand on the copilot’s console, and the tactical display began to light
up with mass readings and vector arrows. “Han's smuggling days were over along time ago.”



Tarfang, dill regrowing hisfur after the head-to-toe clipping that had preceded alengthy stay in the bacta
tank, chittered arude-sounding question.

“Tarfang wishesto inquire whether Princess Leladways answers questions on Captain Solo’ sbehdf,”
C-3PO said.

Han did not bother to answer. He had brought Tarfang along only because Juun would not come without
him, and he had brought Juun aong because he was actudly consdering taking the Sullustan on asa
copilot. After seeing how deftly Leiahad resolved the crisis between the Jedi and the Galactic Alliance, it
hed finally grown clear to Han that he was blocking fate. Leia had been born to run things, and the
wretched gtate of the Galactic Alliance Reconstruction was evidence enough of how badly shewas
needed. Thus he had made up his mind to step aside so she could follow her destiny . . . again.

Tarfang jabbered something else, which C-3PO trandated as, “ Tarfang saysit is quite unfortunate that
old age has broken your spirit, Captain Solo. Wars are good for smugglers. Y ou might have been able to
earn enough to replace the fine ship you tricked Captain Juun into sacrificing on your behaf.”

Thiswastoo much. “Firdt, I'm not old, and my spiritisfine.” Han twisted around and wagged hisfinger
at Tarfang. Without any fur, the Ewok reminded him of awomp rat with ashort noseand no tail. “And
second, |’ m not the one who told Juun to out-fly his cover. Getting that rustcan blown out from under him
probably saved hislife.”

Tarfang Started to yammer areply.

“Later, you two,” Leiainterrupted. “Luke and Marawill be arriving soon, and we have work to do.”

She pointed at the tactical display, which now identified the fleet hovering above Qoribu’ s northern pole
as Hapan and the one at the southern pole as Chiss. While the Chiss gppeared to be outnumbered more
than two to one, Han knew appearances were deceptive. In dl likelihood, they had amuch larger force
waiting just inside Ascendancy territory, ready to jump into battle the instant the enemy attacked. He only

hoped that Dukat Gray—or whoever commanded the Hapan fleet—understood the basic deceptiveness
of Chisswar doctrine.

Acrossthe center of Qoribu ran athick band of yellow bogey symbols.
“Dartships?’ Han gasped.

“That’'show it looks,” Leiasaid. “ The spectrograph suggests amethane-based fud.”
“Theremust beamillion of ‘em!”

“Closer to ahundred and fifty thousand, Captain,” Juun said from behind him. “Plus a handful of
freighters, blastboats, and four KDY orbita defense platforms.”

Han raised hisbrow. “1 wonder wherethose came from?”
Tarfang offered an opinion, which C-3PO reported as, “ Smugglers.”

Han ignored the Ewok and asked Leia, “Where s Alema?’



“Still working on that,” she said. “1 could use alittle help.”

“Yeah, sure” Han said. “All you haveto doisask.”

A grid appeared over the bright band of bogey symbols strung across Qoribu’' s equator.

“Alemd s skiff hasto be somewherein there, or we would have picked her up by now,” Leiasaid. A
quarter of the grid turned red. “Do an efflux search on the areas |’ m assigning you. She' sonly afew
minutes ahead, so her ion drives must till be active.”

The homing beacon they had planted on the stolen skiff was only accurate to within alight-month, which
left alot of territory to search vianormal sensors. Han brought up the first grid square and began to look
for atdltae plume of hot ions. At this scale, the band of dartships resolved itsdf into alumpy strand of
swirling dots, with the gray disk of one of Qoribu’ s moons hanging just benesth the main area of activity.
After amoment of study, Han switched to the next grid and found severa bogey symbols that turned out
to be aGdlofree freighter and apair of patrolling blastboats. As soon as he brought up the third grid, he
was tempted to move immediately to the next one. The dartshipsin this areawere spread so thin that he
could make out the thin gold line of Qoribu’ sring system and theirregular nugget of asmal ice moon.
But the thin Killik defenses here just did not fed right. Han brought the moon, Kr, to the center of his
display and enlarged the scale.

A bluecirclethe size of afingertip appeared in the screen center, dowly growing smaller asit traveled
toward the moon.

“Got it!” Han began amass andysisto confirm his suspicions, but he was sure enough of himself to
trandfer aninset t Leid sdisplay. “ Thisone s<till moving insystem. It hasto be her.”

“Very good.” Lelaleaned across and kissed his cheek. “Y ou win the reward.”
“That'smy reward?’ Han complained. “I get that every day.”
“That could aways change, flyboy.”

“Comeon. Y ou know you can't help yourself.” Han flashed her hisbest arrogant smirk, then activated
the intercom. “ Béttle ations back there. We might be going anytime.”

“Weknow,” Kyp replied. “We're Jedi.”

“Oh, yeah.” Han looked &t the celling and silently cursed Kyp'sarrogance. “1 must be getting forgetful in
my old age”

Meewah informed him that she and Cakhmaim were aso ready. Noghri were always ready.

When the mass analysisfindly confirmed Han's guess, he turned to face Juun. “Y ou two had better head
to your battle station, too. Y ou remember how it works?’

“Of course—you went over the procedure severa times.” Juun popped his datapad out of hisvest
pocket. “And I’ ve recorded al your ingtructionsright here, in case | forget.”

“Uh, great.” Han glanced away so Juun would not see him wince. “ That makes meredl confident.”



“I"'m happy to know that,” Juun said. “But | do have one question.”

Han counted to three, reminding himsdlf that it was better for the Sullustan to ask his questions now
rather than later, when they were being dive-bombed by a thousand dartships.

“Okay, shoot.”

“Hasthis ever been tried before?’

Han and Leiaexchanged looks of surprise, then Leiasaid, “1 don't see how it could have been, Jee.”
“Oh.” Juun was dlent for amoment, then said, “I have another question.”

“No kidding,” Han grumbled.

“Maybe we should make thisthelast one” Lelasaid. | just felt Luke and Maraemerge from
hyperspace.”

“Of course.” The Sullustan dipped out of his chair, and Tarfang did the same. “How do weknow it's
going to work?’

“Good question,” Han said. He turned forward again and placed atracking lock on Alema s skiff.
After amoment, Lelaexplained, “It was Han'sidea, Jae.”
“Oh, | see” Juun sounded satisfied. * Of courseit will work.”

Tarfang growled something doubtful, but Juun was aready |eading the way back toward the engineering
dation.

A moment later, theirregular, matte-black body of two StedlthX starfighters pulled aongside theFalcon,
and Han saw Luke sand Mara s hemet-framed faces |ooking over from the cockpits of phantom craft.
Leiaclosed her eyesfor amoment, reaching out to them in the Force, trying to get some sense of their
intentions. After the Dark Nest attack on theShadow, they had decided to return with only theFalcon
and a couple of StedthX escorts. Since theFalcon was not equipped to carry fighters, Luke and Mara
had been taking turns with the other two Jedi Masters on the misson—Kyp and Saba—ferrying the
garfighters through hyperspace.

Luke and Mara happened to be in the cockpit when the time came for the fina jump to Qoribu, but Han
suspected that Marawould have ingsted on being one of the pilotsto follow Alemainto the Dark Nest.
She wastaking thewhole n thing pretty personaly.

Leiaopened her eyes, then Luke and Mara accel erated away toward Kr. They remained visble for a
moment, apair of dark X’ s sillhouetted againgt Qoribu’ s bright stripes, then shrank into invisibility.

“Lukewants usto hold here until they find the nest,” Leiareported. “Then—"

“Excuseme,” C-3PO interrupted. “ But we have an unfortunate Stuation. We re being hailed by both
Dukat Gray of the Hapan fleetand Commander Fdl of the Chiss”



“Put Gray onfirst,” Han said. “Fel isjust going to—"

“No, shift them to a conference channdl,” Leiasaid. “Maybe we can promote adialogue.”
“Or awar,” Han grumbled.

Gray’ svoice came over the speaker firgt. “Princess Leia, | demand an—"

“Who'sthis?’ Fel demanded.

“Dukat Aleson Gray, Duch'dato Lady AlGray of the Relephon Moons,” Gray responded.
Therewasalong silence.

“Towhomam | speaking?’ Gray demanded.

“Commander Jagged Fel,” Fd replied. “ Of the Chiss Expangonary Defense Fleet.”
Another long sllence.

Findly, Gray said, “I was attempting to comm Princess Lelaand her crew. Have you boarded their
vesd?

“I waswondering ifyou had,” Fel said.
“Of course not. Why would | comm avessdl | had boarded?’

“I don’t know that youare comming them,” Fel countered suspicioudy. “Y our signd is coming from the
Falcon

“Yourggnd iscoming fromtheFalcon,” Gray accused. “1 warn you, | won't fal for any of your
Chiss—"

“Pardon me, gentlemen,” Leiasaid. “Y our concern istouching, but | assure you, theFalcon remans
under Han's command. Will you both activate Idol Smasher?’

Idol Smasher was an old encryption system the dlies had used in the war against the Y uuzhan VVong.
Outdated though it was, it was amost a certainty that both fleetswould still have the decoding hardware
availablein their code room archives. Military cryptographers were notorious pack rats.

After ashort pause, Gray sad, “We'll need two minutes.”

“WE ll need one.” Fdl’ stone was superior. “ Please notify us when you're ready, Dukat.”

Han glanced back at C-3PO, who was dready plugging the necessary module into the comm station,
and smirked.

“TheFalcon isready now.”

Thetransmisson light went out, then Leiasaid, “ Trouble, Han.”



Han looked back to the tactical screen and immediately began to warm the ion drives. The moon Kr
was fast vanishing behind a cloud of dartships. As he watched, the spectrograph identified their
propulsion as hydrogen-based.

“Dark Nest,” he said. “Anything from Luke and Mara?’

“A little anxiety—they’re not caling for us, yet.”

“Tell them not to pushit,” Han said. “They’retoo old to play hero.”

“Han, they’re younger than you were a the Battle of Y uuzhan'tar.”

“Yeeh, wel. I'vegot my luck,” Han said. “ All they haveisthe Force.”

Fd’svoice came over the comm. “Checking encryption.”

“WEell done, Commander!” C-3PO answered. “ That took only thirty-three point seven seconds.”

“Thirty-three pointfour —you neglected the transmission lag,” Fel corrected. 1 wanted to have aword
with the Solos before Dukat Gray joined us.”

“Jag, we' re not going home.” Han was keeping one eye on the tactical display and one on Leia, ready to
gart toward Kr the instant it looked like Luke and Marawerein trouble. “ Jaind sin there, and—"

“Yes, | know,” Fel said. “I think . . . actudly, I’'mconvinced she saved our fleet.”

Leid sjaw fell, but her voice betrayed no hint of her shock. “Y ou find that surprising, Jag? The Jedi are
here to stop awar, not choose sides.”

“WEe ve never doubted your intentions, PrincessLeia,” Fdl said. “Only your province in being here—and
your ability to resst the Colony’ s Will.”

“Then Jaina has changed your minds?’

“She has openedmine ,” Fel corrected. “But that is very different from convincing Defense Fleet
Command that the Jedi can neutrdize the Killik threat.”

“We understand your concern,” Lelasaid. “Perhaps Defense Fleet Command would believe usif the
Colony withdrew from Qoribu?’

There was a moment of sunned silence. On thetactical display, Kr had vanished beneath ayelow
swarm of dartship symbols. Han shook an inquiring finger in the moon’ s generd direction, but Leia shook
her head. Luke and Maratill did not want any help.

Findly, Fel asked, “The Jedi can arrange that?’

“Tegting encryption,” Gray’ svoice brokein. “Y ou' ve been talking without me.”

“Encryption confirmed.” In atone that mimicked Gray’ s peevishness, C-3PO replied, “ Though youare
somewheét late.”



“It was only two minutes twenty,” Gray complained. “ That’ s no excuse—"

“Wewerejust catching up on old times,” Leiasaid. “Y ou may not be aware of it, but Commander Fel
camevery closeto becoming our son-in-law.”

AsLeaspoke, her eyes grew wide, and she began to gesture frantically out the forward viewport. Han
dammed the throttles forward, and theFal con |eapt toward Qoribu.

“Commander Fel, Dukat Gray, your tactical officers are about to tell you that theFFalcon isaccderating
toward the moon Kr at maximum power.” Though Lela sface was pae, her voice remained calm. “I
wanted to inform you both of the reason.”

Leiabriefed them on the Jedi discovery of the Dark Nest and their theory about the power it held over
the rest of the Colony’ s collective mind. She even revealed the Order’ sfear that the nest was being
controlled by the two Dark Jedi who had abducted Raynar Thul onBaanu Rass, keeping secret only the
fact that the Dark Nest was aso attempting to absorb Alema Rar.

“You'retdling usthat the Colony isruled by ahidden nest?’ Fel asked, incredulous.

“Only in the sense that any sentient mind isruled by its own unconscious mind,” Lelasaid.” Influenced
might be a better term—though in the Killiks casetheinfluenceisvery heavy. We' refairly surethe Dark
Nest isresponsible for the Colony’ s decision to inhabit Qoribu.”

“For what purpose?’ Fel asked.

“Todatawar,” Han said. “And so far, you guys are playing right into their snappy little pincers.”

“It would be foolish to assume you know our plans, Captain Solo.”

“Y our planswere clear enough when the Fleet of the Glorious Defender Queen arrived,” Gray said.
“Y ou were maneuvering to attack.”

“Obvioudy, | cannot discuss our planswith any of you,” Felsaid. “1 assume that the Jedi have located
this Dark Nest on Kr and intend to break its hold over the Colony?’

“Y ou could say that,” Han said. Kr was visible to the naked eve now, afuzzy blue nugget about the size
of athumb. “If blasting it to bug parts counts.”

“With just theFalcon?” Gray asked.

“We have more than theFalcon ,” Leiasaid. “Luke and Mara have dready found the entrance to the

“That explainsthe activity on Kr,” Fel concluded. “ The dartships seem to be swarming something.”

Though theFalcon’ s tactical display showed no indications of wegpons activity, Han had no doubt that
the Skywalkers were busy dodging dartships. He could seeit in the tautness around Leid s eyes.

“Master Skywalker isunder attack?’ There was more excitement in Gray’ s voice than concern.

“There sno need for darm, Dukat!” Leiacommanded. “Luke and Mara can easily—"



A pair of Hapan Novas began to dip down the tactical display toward Kr. Han'sheart roseinto his
throat.

“Uh, what are you doing there, Dukat?’

“Sending support,” Gray said. “ Queen Mother Tenel Kawould not be pleased if | allowed this Dark
Nest to kill Master Skywaker and her husband—"

“Recdl your vessels at once, Dukat,” Fdl said. “We cannot permit any Hapan capita ship to gpproach
theorbitd plane”

“It'sasmal force,” Gray said. “Any fool can that see it poses no threat to—"

“Only afool would alow hisenemy to establish aforward position under the current circumstances,” Fel
replied. A Chiss Star Destroyer and half a dozen cruisers started upward to meet the Hapan trio. “And
we Chissare not fools.”

“Oh, boy,” Han said under his breath. “I've got a—"

“—bad feding. | know,” Leiafinished. “ Dukat Gray, leavethisto us. We'll let you know if—"

A chain of tiny orange flashes suddenly flared dong Kr’ slong axis as someone on the moon opened fire.

Two more Battle Dragons, accompanied by a dozen Novas, began to descend toward Qoribu’ srings.

“The queen’ sfleet will not stand idly by while Master Skywalker isvicioudy attacked,” Gray declared.
“Dukat Gray—"

That was as much as Lela could say before Fel started to talk over her.

“The Chiss have no wish to see Master Skywaker and hiswifeinjured, either.” A dozen Chiss cruisers
joined the growing migration toward Kr. “But the Dark Nest isonour sde of therings. Allowus to

support him.”

“Out of the question!” Gray shot back. Han had known even before the reply that Fel’ s offer would
never reach orbit. Gray cared more about being able to claim credit for rescuing Luke and Marathan
whether they actualyneeded to be rescued. “ The Chiss have made it clear they didn’'t want the Jedi here
inthefirst place. We have no assurance that you wouldn’t kill them yourselves.”

“Perhapsnot,” Fel returned coolly. “But if you don't recall those vessdls, | can assure you—"

“Dukat Gray,” Leiasaid. “ Sparking a clash with the Chissisnot going to win the Queen Mother’ sfavor.
| suggest you recall your vessds and wait until your aid istruly needed.”

Another gtring of explosionslit Kr'sface. “It's gpparent to methat our aidis needed,” Gray said. “And if
we mugt fight the Chissto deliver it, wewill.”

He closed the channd!.



“Stubborn rodder!” Leia cursed. “ Jag, you understand—"

“I’'m sorry, PrincessLela,” Fel said. The Chissfleet began to stream upward on all sides of the planet.
“But my superiorsrefuse to take the chance that thisisn't aploy. | suggest you avoid getting caught in the
crossfire”

THIRTY-HVE

A PILLAR OF ORANGE ROCKET exhaust arced out of Kr’sfrozen tangle of ethmane crystals,
emerging from an ice-lined shaft more than akilometer across. This column wasfar larger than any others
Luke and Marahad seen, its heat raising awall of steam asit bent toward the Skywa kers and streaked
low over the moon' sfrozen surface.

Confident they had findly found what they were looking for, Luke and Mara banked away and began to
accelerate, drawing the orange column after them. Luke would have liked to make a reconnai ssance pass
to be certain the huge shaft was the hangar opening he believed it to be, but Kr’ stortured terrain and icy
blue light neutralized the speed and camouflage of their StedlthX s, and both of their starfighters had
aready taken too much of abeating to risk another confrontation.

Two seconds later, Luke s R9 astromech unit—sitting in for an operationdly chalenged
R2-D2—sounded an attack darm. Luke felt a start from Mara as an explosion rocked her StedlthX;;
then his own starfighter gave a sharp double buck. The R9 pointedly informed L uke they were being
ambushed by Gorog dartships, and thetactical display showed haf adozen of thelittle craft behind them,
rising from the sensor-blocking depths of the frozen ethmane jungle.

L uke continued toward theFal con, flying low over Kr’'sfeathery jungle of ethmane crystas. Idedly, he
would have climbed for open space where their StealthX s would have full advantage, but the tactical
display showed a second swarm of dartships flying top cover, in perfect position to stop them.

The Skywakers had traveled barely akilometer when another column of dartships rose out of the
ethmane jungle aheed.

Luke sensed Mard s alarm almost before his own. They had stayed alittle too long, and now Gorog was
boxing them in. The swarm spread out before them, creating an orange wall of rocket exhaust. The
Skywa kers began to pour cannon fireinto the swirling mass, trying to clear alanefor their StedthXs.

It wasliketrying to blast atunne through acloud. Every timethey created ahole, it filled ingtantly.

Asthe Skywakersdrew closer, the orange wall resolved itsdf into a pattern of fiery whirling disks, each



with the black dot of adartship at its heart. Mara continued to fire, and Luke followed her lead. The
tactic clearly had no chance of success, but Mara had a plan. Luke was aimost sure of it.

Findly, when the swarm was so close that the dartships had grown into tiny cylinders, glowing streaks of
missile propellant began to reach out toward the Skywalkers. Maratook the lead and pulled up, aloose
wing stabilizer shuddering under the strain. The two nearest svarms—the one blocking their escape and
the one pursuing from behind—nosed up to give chase.

Stick close, she warned.

Suddenly Mara dropped the nose of her StealthX. Luke followed so quickly that he amost best her, but
the Dark Nest was not fooled. The dartships smply leveled off and continued to close on the
Skywalkers.

Luke expected Marato pull up again and outclimb their pursuers, gambling that the StedlthXs could
withstand abarrage of Killik chemica explosiveslong enough to fight through the top-cover swarm.
Instead, she continued to dive. Theice jungle sfeathery canopy came up rapidly. Luke began to wonder
when she intended to pull up.

Shedid not.

A flurry of cannon boltslanced out from Mara s StedthX, instantly superheeting theice crystasin front
of her and filling Luke s forward view with brown steam. He switched to instrument flying and followed
her through the cloud into the snarled depths of the ice jungle. Flash-frozen spires of ethmane stood at al
angles, glowing tranducent blue with Gyud’ sdigtant light, reaching out to embrace each other with
delicate arms of hoarfrost.

Maraflipped her StealthX up on edge and dipped between two ethmane pillars, then crashed through a
curtain of frost and sent up aglittering cloud of ice particles. Luke ducked under afrozen arch, then shot
ahead of Marainto the lead.

He offered his gpologies through their Force-bond, dong with an image of the loose stabilizer he had
seen on her wing.

Whatever,she answered.
Lukefelt a sudden compulsion to swing back toward the nest and wondered if hiswife had gone crazy.
Maraurged him to think. Gorog expected them to run for theFal con.

Luke quickly brought them around. It would be safer to go in the opposite direction . . . and snesk a
look at the nest. Hefocused dl his attention on the frozen jungle ahead and began a Jedi breathing
exercise, allowing hismind to race forward through the ethmane spires, to find its own route down the
twining passages and rolling channdls. Time seemed to dow. He surrendered his steering arm to the
Force, and his hand began to move of its own accord, guiding the StealthX into one shimmering gap after
another, bobbing over blue curtains, ducking beneath long fronds of frogt, blasting holes through
impassablewalsof ice.

Mara stayed close on histail, dmost joining her hand to histhrough their Force-bond, and thirty seconds
later they shot through asmdl icy porta into anirregular blue shaft barely broad enough for Luke to bank
the StedlthX into atight inSde spirdl.



Stang!

Lukefdt Mara sfear through the Force, and his heart jumped into histhroat. Then, as he continued his
own spird around the small shaft, he saw the jagged hole where her StedlthX had bounced off theicy
wall. Histactical display showed her till on histail, but weaving badly.

Mara?
Finel she answered.

L uke continued to bank, setting the StealthX up on one wingso that he could look up out one side of the
cockpit and down out the other. He estimated they were about two kilometers deep, though that was
impossible to confirm with instruments. Thisfar down insde the frozen moon, the StealthX’ s sensor range
extended only asfar asthe wdls of frozen ethmane.

Below, the shaft continued to narrow and curved back under itself, concealing the nest
entrance—assuming it was down there—behind awall of blueice. Asde from thewalls, which had been
polished smooth by the heat-and-freeze cycle of countless rocket launches, there was no sign of
dartships.

Mara seemed worried by how quiet it was.

Lukedidn't likeit, either. Gorog would have leftsomething to defend the nest. The hair on his neck
began to rise, and he decided they had seen enough.

Mara, now directly opposite him on the other side of the shaft, agreed and started to climb. Her shields
were flickering, and that |oose stabilizer was flapping around beneath her wing.

Lukefdl in behind her; then an attack aarm sounded and alaser cannon began to fire blue bolts up the
shaft. Hefdt another jolt of emotion from Mara, thistime anger, as her StealthX took atrio of hits. Her
shields went down with the second, and the ends of both starboard wings vanished with the third.

Luke did not waste timelooking at histactica display. He smply dropped the StedthX into adive and
darted firing andthen saw the nose of Alema s stolen skiff, just dipping back out of sight. He continued
to fire for a second longer, pouring hisrage and disbelief at her through the Force, until the bend in the
shaft vanished behind a curtain of ethmane steam. He sensed no shame or sorrow in the Twi’ lek, only the
enormous, murky presence of the Dark Nest.

When no more cannon bolts rose out of thefog, Luke pulled up into atight banking turn that would
alow him to keep an eye on the shaft in both directions. Marawas ill above him, her StedthX crawling
around the shaft in awobbling circle, both starboard engines shut down and the stumps of her starboard
wingsvibrating badly.

Mara?

Everything good,she reported.

It didn’'t look good. Luke was about to tell her to try climbing when the mouth of the shaft—two
kilometers above—began to brighten with the orange glow of dartship rockets.



Marabrought her StealthX out of itscircle and fired a theicy wall, trying to punch through into the
ethmanejungle beyond.

The stump of her starboard wings tumbled away in a cascade of sparks and mini-explosions. Then she
dipped into aspin and flashed past Luke, vanishing into the ethmane steam below.

Lukefdt her stretching out to him, clinging to their Force-bond as she fought to bring the StealthX under
control. He poured reassurance into their bond, trying to let her know that he would not abandon her,
that he was coming right behind her. Then he reached for Leiain the Force, pouring out hisalarm and
picturing a crashing starfighter, and dived after Mara.

He caught up to Mara on the other side of the fog. She was using a combination of the Force and power
manipulationsto keep the StealthX under control, corkscrewing down the shaft in an ever-tightening
spiral, pushing the damaged craft to itslimits and alittle beyond to stay ahead of the gpproaching
dartfighters.

The shaft twined itsway another seven kilometersinto theice moon, growing ever smaler and more
twisted. Finally the squarish, cave-like opening of alaunching bay appeared at the bottom of the shaft,
perhaps a kilometer away.

Luke armed a pair of proton torpedoes, then urged Mara to do the same. They would need to give the
Falcon something to look for.

With pleasurel

Mara stabilized her spin just long enough to send apair of proton torpedoes streaking toward the cavern
mouth. Under other circumstances, Luke might have felt apang of concern knowing that Alema’ s skiff
had entered the hangar only a short time before. But under these conditions—even understanding that she
was under the control of the Dark Nest—he felt nothing. Whatever happened, the Twi’ lek had brought it
on hersdf.

A brilliant flash filled the cavern mouth as Mara s torpedoesdetonated inside, and suddenly the last five
hundred meters of shaft werefilled with glittering ice shards. Luke activated histargeting computer, but
between Mara swildly gyrating StealthX and interference from the ethmaneice, he was unableto get a
lock.Mara. Luke moved hisfinger to the torpedo trigger. Say left.

Thefirgt barrage of turbolaser fire fanned down from the Hapan batteries, and Kr was suddenly veiled
behind acurtain of crimson energy. The Chiss answered with avolley of missiles, and athousand
propellant trails rose to bar the way forward. Han pulled up short and rolled theFalcon away from the
sudden fury.

“No!” Leia seyeswerefixed on her display, where anavigation lock had been guiding them toward the
detonation site of the Skywalkers' proton torpedoes. “Luke and Maraneed help.”

“And they won't get it if wefly into that mess” Han said. In fifty years of flying, he had never seena
battle this compact before. There had to be ahundred capita shipsfighting over amoon only eighty
kilometerslong. “Even I’m not that good.”

“Yes, Han, you are.”

“Look, I’'m not leaving,” Han said. “We just have to find another way in.”



Leid svoice grew sober. “Han, | think they’re down.”

“Down?’ A leaden bal formed in Han' s ssomach. “What do you mean,down?”

“Crashed,” Lelasaid. “They may need—"

Han swung theFal con around and started back toward K.

“—extraction,” Leiafinished.

“How did that happen?’ Han demanded. Space ahead had become aflashing sheet of turbolaser fire,
driped a irregular intervals by growing lines of missileflame. “They'reJedi, blagt it! InSealthXs ' They

were just supposed to find the nest and call us.”

“Things go wrong even for Jedi.” Leid s eyeswerefixed out the viewport. “ Threepio, bresk out the EV
auits”

“EV aits?’ C-3PO squealed. “If we go EV outthere, we redoomed! The odds of surviving are. . .
why, they’ re entirdly incalculablel”

“Still better than with no suit,” Han said. “ Do as she says. We may need suitsto recover Luke and
Maa”

“Asyou wish, Captain Solo,” C-3PO said. “Buit | really don’t think we' re going to survive long enough
to reach them.”

The sheet of flashing energy ahead brightened rapidly astheFalcon drew closer, and the canopy tinting
darkened. Han looked to hisinstruments and found nothing but € ectromagnetic satic, its densty
increasing as space ahead grew more brilliant.

“Sweetheart,” Han asked as casudly as he could manage, “ do you think you can do that Jedi thing—"

“Quiet.” Lelawas dready staring out the forward viewport with afaraway expressonin her eyes. “I'm
concentrating.”

Han waited for instructions. Lela continued to concentrate.
A web of tiny efflux trails—all that was visible of the Chiss and Hapan sarfighters vying for control of
the attack routes— began to lace the darkened canopy. Even that faded when theFalcon entered the

battle zone.

A shudder ran through the decks as Meewa h opened up with the belly turret against some hazard Han
could not see. Then the attack alarms shrieked as cannon fire pounded their lower shields.

“Who was that?’ Han demanded over the intercom.

Meewah informed him it was astarfighter, but she had no ideawhose. All she had been ableto seewas
ablurry tall of ion exhaust.

“Uh, swestheart?’



“Concentrating!”

Theinvigblefist of aturbolaser blast glanced off theFalcon’s port Side, ingantly overwheming the
shields and sending her spinning out of control. The cockpit erupted with damage darms, and Leiabegan
to scream.

It took Han amoment to redlize she wasfindly giving him ingtructions. “ Port! Go port!”

He steadied theFalcon —relieved to see that he sill could— then swung hard to port.

“Threepio, give me adamage report.”

Thedroid dropped an EV suit on the deck. “\We velostourauxiliaryacce erationcompensator!” he
babbled. “ Andourportdockingringiscompromised. WE lInevergetoutofthisinonepiece!”

“The damageisminor,” Saba said over theintercom. “Thisonewill seetoit.”

Han frowned. Saba <till had apiece of skull missing under that thick hide of hers. She had talked Luke
into bringing her dong only by threatening to come anyway, but he knew better than to protest. It just
wasn't smart to question a Barabd’ s ability to doanything.

Leiaordered, “Climb!”

Han pulled back on the yoke and felt theFFalcon buck as something exploded under her.

“Divel”

Han pushed the yoke forward and was nearly thrown out of his seat as aturbolaser blast blossomed just
to their stern.

“Starboard, gentle.”

Han swung to starboard, and the red streak of amissile shot past theFalcon’ s blackened canopy.
“Dead ahead, fast.”

Han pushed the throttlesinto overdrive. The canopy grew suddenly transparent again, and still he could
not see anything. There was only athick brown fog, blossoming here and there with cannon fire and
laced with the bluetrails of starfighter ion drives.

“They mdted it!” Han gasped. “They melted an entire—"

“Ingtruments, Han!”

Han glanced down and found the reassuring sight of a space battle on histactica display. What |ooked
to be about ten dozen squadrons of starfighters were whirling around Kr, maneuvering for position and
pouring laserfire & each other. A single Chiss cruiser was diding quietly around the moon’sbulk, playing

agame of moog-and-rancor with apair of Hapan Novas.

Kr' ssurface, asensor-blocking layer of frozen ethmane, wasliteraly disgppearing before their eyes.



Every timeastray cannon blast struck ground, a thumb-sized area of ice vanished from Han' s display.

Leiafound the fading rad signature of the Skywalkers proton torpedoes and reestablished their
navigation lock. Han dippedtheFal con under the moon, stresking toward their destination only ahundred
meters below Kr’sjagged belly. Their god lay about ten kilometers ahead of the Chiss cruiser, so he
chose adow, direct route that would take them past its weapons turrets at a respectable distance. Ina
battle like this, the only waynot to get shot at was to make clear you were no kind of threst.

AstheFalcon neared the cruiser, aflight of clawcraft dropped out of the fog to look her over.

C-3PO opened an emergency channd. “ThisistheMillennium Falcon haling al combatants. We are
neutrd inthis conflict. Please direct your fire away fromud! | repesat: we are neutral!”

The clawcraft dropped back into the kill zone behind theFalcon and hung there. The navigation lock
dowly drifted toward the center of the screen.

The stolen skiff wasfloating amid the rest of the wreckage, a pile of flattened durasted flickering in the
light of Mara stwo functioning spotlights. There was no way to tel whether Alemaand Ben'sKillik
“friend” had been aboard when the proton torpedoes eviscerated the launching bay, but Marawas
betting the pair had escaped. So far, she had seen no signs of the Twi’ lek’ s body among the scorched
pieces of chitin tumbling past her canopy, and Alemawas aJedi. She would have sensed what was about
to happen and raced for shelter.

Maraguided her ailing starfighter through ajagged breach in the launching bay’ srear wall. Her spotlights
stabbed through a dusty cloud of floating rubble, illuminating a maintenance hangar with abank of
shattered dartship berths on the far wall. She sedled her EV suit and dropped her StedlthX to the deck,
skidding to alopsided landing between the broken remnants of two egg-shaped storage tanks.

Knowing that Luke would be covering her from his own craft, Mara sprang out of the cockpit and
tumbled dl the way to the ceiling, coming to arest beside a spitcrete ridge that would have served the
Gorog as a sort of upside-down catwalk. When no attacks came, she exchanged her lightsaber for her
blaster and covered L uke while he landed.

A large part of her—the part that was Ben' s mother—wouldhave preferred him to rgjoin theFalcon and
come back with the Solos and the heavy artillery. But she had known from the moment her RO died that
would never happen; Luke would no more have left her done than she would have him. Besides, this
wasn't so bad. 1t had been her and Luke against aworld more times than she could count, and they
awayswon.

L uke took cover inside the shattered base of astorage tank, then Mara pushed off the celling and joined
him. They weretaking careto stay out of their StealthXs spotlights, but there was enough ambient light
to see hislips pressed tight together through his faceplate.

“What do you think?’ Maraspoke over their suit comm. She wanted to keep her Force-senses clear for
aerting her to danger. “ Try to squeeze into your Stealth and sneak out?”’

Luke shook hishelmet. “ Therewon’t be any dipping past that dartship swarm out there. As amatter of
fact . ..” Heturned toward his StealthX and commed hisR9. “Arnie, go find adark corner and—"

The command came to asudden end as the orange glow of rocket exhaust lit the launching bay entrance.
Mara grabbed Luke' s arm and kicked off the floor, using the Force to pull them toward a ruptured door



membrane in the back of the maintenance hangar. Arnie started to tweedle a question, but the comm
channel abruptly dissolved into static asatrio of bright flashes|it the chamber.

There was no boom, of course, but Mara suddenly grew uncomfortably warm inside her vac suit, and
the shock wave hurled her and Luke headlong through the door membrane into the darkened utility

passage beyond.

With no gravity or friction to dow them down, they did not stop until they dammed into awall two
seconds later. Marahit back-first, driving the air from her lungs but not breaking anything she could fedl.
A sharp crack over the comm suggested that L uke had impacted on his helmet. She started to ask if he
was okay, then sensed him wondering the same thing about her and knew he was.

“Check ar and suit,” Luke said, righting himself.

The reminder was unnecessary. The heads-up status displayinsde Mara s faceplate was aready
glowing, though she did not remember activating it.

“I'mgood,” shesad. “You?

“Have ahisser,” hereported, indicating asmdl air leak. “But we' d better look for it later.”

He pointed back toward the maintenance hangar. Thirty meters away, the orange glow of rocket exhaust
was flickering againgt asection of curved tunnd, dimming and brightening as dartships landed and shut
down their engines and more poured into the hangar behind them.

“I don't recdl seeing any EV suitsin the Taat hangars,” Mara said hopefully.

“No—but a carapaceis agood start on a pressure suit.”

“Killjoy.” Maraturned her wrist over and entered afour-digit code on her forearm command pad. The
StedthX’ s sdlf-destruct alarm began to gong inside her helmet, and the heads-up display on her faceplate
began atwenty-second countdown. “ Come on, Skywalker. Let’ s stay on the move until we hear from
theFalcon .”

Maraturned away from the hangar and started into the frozen darkness ahead.

THIRTY-SIX

THE WALLS AND FLOOR WERE coated in afrozen black wax that absorbed the light from Luke's



helmet lamp and made the passage seem even darker and murkier than it was. Every few meters, a
fissure caused by the tunndl’ s sudden decompression ran al the way to the moon ice, sometimes
exposing ashort length of spitcrete piping or power conduit. There were none of the shine-balls that
illuminated other Killik nests, nor any sense of order to its convoluted plan. The passages seemed to
meander a random, twining around each other like vines, branching off a arbitrary intervals and rgjoining
the main passage without crossing any obvious destination between.

At the speed he and Marawere sailing through the darkness, using the Force to pull themselvesalong
through the zero-g, L uke was growing badly disoriented. He no longer had any sense of whether they
were traveling deeper into the moon or back toward the surface; whether ten meters of ethmaneice
separated them from the hangar or athousand. Were it not for the frozen beads of vapor that his leaky
vac suit was leaving behind, he wasn't even sure he could have found hisway back down the same

passage.

Mara suddenly grabbed a crack in the wal and brought herself to a stop. Luke did the same and found
himself looking at one of the bulging hatch membranesthat Killiks used instead of air locks. A pull chain
hung to one side of the hatch, attached to a set of vaves positioned to spray sedling gel over the
membrane before anyone tried to push through.

Maradidn’t reach for the pull chain, and neither did Luke. Both their spines were prickling with danger
sense, and they were dl too aware of how difficult it was to sense Gorog in the Force.

“Ambush,” Mara concluded. “They’ re sarting to come after us.”
“Sarting™

Lukelooked around, and his helmet lamp illuminated atorrent of dartship pilots pouring around the
bend, at most thirty meters away. Wearing their dartship canopies like carapaces, they were scurrying
aong every avalabletunne surface, with their legs and arms shegthed in a shimmering fabric that
bunched and gathered at the joints. They had no wegpons other than their six limbs—but that would be
enough if the swarm ever caught up.

There was no question of using the Force to hide. Whenever the Gorog lost sight of their quarry, they
samply spread out, scrambling over every surfacein every direction, literdly hunting their quarry down by
fed.

L uke began to pour blasterfire into the front ranks. Most bolts ricocheted off the canopies, while those
that hit alimb smply activated a safety sedl at the nearest joint. The insectsjust kept coming.

“Trouble,” Luke said over the suit comm. Lightsabers would be more effective, but hereally didn’t want
to go hand-to-hand with who-knew-how-many bugs. “Big trouble, in fact.”

“Maybe not that big,” Marasaid.
“No?’

“They can'tall be dartship pilots,” Marasaid. Hefdt rather than saw her nod at the bulging hatch
membrane. “ So they won'tall be wearing pressure suits.”

“You'reright,” Luke said. Thefirgt pilots were less than ten meters away now, but he holstered his
blaster and grabbed his lightsaber. “Not that big.”



They ignited their lightsabers, then pressed themsdves againgt the tunnel wal and dashed alarge X
across the center of the hatch. The membrane blew apart, and their woul d-be ambushers went tumbling
past on atide of explosive decompression, crashing into the pilot swarm and bringing its advanceto a
tumbling, confused hdlt.

Oncethetorrent dowed, Marafloated through the tatteredmembrane into a corridor filled with
flash-frozen Killiks. Luke followed afew meters behind, using the Forceto pull himsdlf along, shouldering
aside Gorog warriors with heads painted in the dark spray pattern of decompression death.

“How’sthat hisser?” Mara asked.

L uke checked the heads-up display insde his faceplate. He was down to just fifteen minutes of air, and
the lossrate was increasing.

“Finefor now.”

Heturned his hdmet lamp back through the burst hatch and was relieved to illuminate only asmall
portion of the throng that had been pursuing them so far. About fifty of theinsectswere ill coming,
pushing their way up the body-choked passage toward him and Mara. The last dozen or so were
scurrying in the opposite direction, vanishing into the darkness behind the hundreds of pilots that had
already started back toward their dartships.

“But the next time we come to apressure hatch, let’ stry to leaveit intact,” Luke said. “I think our rescue
party is about to be delayed.”

The navigation lock finaly reached the center of the display. Relieved to note their Chiss escortswere
gtill behind them—the cruiser waslesslikely to blast theFalcon to atoms that way— Han began asow,

spiraling descent into Kr’ s thickening fog. He would have liked to drop into a power dive and go
screaming down to find Luke and Mara, but that would have |ooked suspicious. And when Chiss grew

suspicious, they killed things.

“Let’'sseewhat it lookslikeinsdethat fog,” Han said. “ Activate the terrain scanners.”

Leiabrought the scanners online. Unlike ethmane ice, ethmane fog was dmost as transparent to sensors
asair, and amoment later the mouth of abroad funnd-like pit appeared on Han'sdisplay. The hole
appeared to be a deep one, descending more than two kilometers before finaly curving out of sight.
“Any sign of rescue beacons?’ Han asked.

Leiashook her head. “None.” She closed her eyes. “They’ re too deep.”

“Deep?’

“IngdeKr,” shesaid. “I think they'rein the nest.”

“Inthe nest?’ Han fdt like he was going to choke on his heart. “ That’ s not funny, Leia”

“It getslessfunny,” she said. “Luke seemsto think we' || meet areception committee.”

“Youdon't say.” Han amiled. “Good.”



“Good?’ C-3PO demanded. “I don't see anything good about this Stuation at al. There severy chance
that both Master Skywakerswill bekilled by our baradium missiles!”

“Not redly.” Han pushed theFalcon’s nose down and dropped into a steepening dive. “For that to
happen, we' d have to actudlyfire the baradium missles”

“You don't intend to firethem?’ C-3PO asked, growing even more darmed. “Not even one?’

“No.” Leid stonewasrdieved. It had been her ideato bring the baradium missilesaong, but she had
spent most of the trip worried about how they were going to keep Alemaclear when they fired the
weapons at the nest. Han had not been quite so worried. “Not with Luke and Marainside.”

“But you won't be able to clear the nest!” C-3PO objected. “Without those missiles, the odds will
m_”

“Easy, Thregpio.” Thelast thing Han wanted to hear was how bad the odds were. He was aready
having to hold the yoke tight to prevent his hands from shaking. “1 wasn't counting on the missiles

anywey.”

“Youweren't?’

“Of coursenot,” he said. “They’ re baradium. Y ounever get to shoot the baradium missiles.”
“Oh.” C-3PO grew calmer. “That’ strue. | have no record of one ever actualy being launched.”
They descended a thousand metersinto the fog, then a Chiss voice crackled over the comm.
“Millennium Falcon, be advised that if you attempt to evade us, wewill openfire”

“WEe renot evading,” Han answered. “We'regoingin . . . and you' re welcometo follow.”
“Going in?’ The ethmaneice was dready beginning to make the comm signd scratchy. “Clarify.”
“We have two Jedi pilotsdown insidethe nest,” Lelaexplained. “We re going to extract them.”
The clawcraft regppeared on theFalcon’ s tail. “We ve detected no other craft—"

“Doyou ever?’ Han interrupted. “ She said they wereJedi pilots—Luke and Mara Skywalker, to be
exact. Y ou coming or not?’

There was amoment’ s silence, then the two clawcraft began to drop back. “Y our request lies outside
our mission profile, but we have been authorized to wish you good luck.”

“Thanksfor nothing,” Han grumbled.
“You' rewelcome,” the Chissreplied. “We could have shot you down.”
TheFalcon continued to descend, then finally broke out of the fog into atwisting, ice-walled shaft that

was much narrower than it had appeared on the terrain scanner. Han gasped and pulled the shipina
gpird sotight it wasamost aspin.



“Oh, dear!” C-3PO cried.

“Relax, circuit-brain.” Han spoke between clenched teeth. “I’ ve got us under control.”

“That isn't what concerns me, Captain Solo. We have asafety margin of point—"

“Threepio!” Leiabarked. “Whatdoes concern you?’

C-3PO’ sgolden arm stretched toward the viewport.” That.”

It took amoment for Han and Leiato see the faint orange glow building in the depths of the shaft.
“Okay.” Lelasighed. “ That kind of concerns me, too.”

“Relax. Everything’ s under control.” Han activated the intercom. “ Juun, you ready back there?’

Therewas ashort delay, followed by the eectronic screech of someone speaking too closeto the
intercom microphone. “Y es, Captain, if you think thisisgoing to work.”

“It'sgoing to work,” Han said. He checked the power levels on theFalcon’ s tractor beam and saw that
they were holding at maximum. Still, he asked, “ Are yousure you're ready?’

There was a short pause, then Tarfang jabbered something sharp.

“Tarfang assures you that he and Captain Juun are very prepared,” C-3PO trandated. “He addsthat if
your gegawed plan fails, it'syour own fault; you shouldn’t try to blameit on them.”

“It'sgoing to work,” Han said.
He started to address the rest of his passengers, but Kyp cut him off.

“Of coursewe reready.” Kyp'svoice came over the comm channd rather than theintercom, an
indication that he was dready in hisvac suit and buttoned up tight. “We're Jedi.”

Han glanced over a Leia. “1 hate it when he doesthat,” he growled. “ Youready?’
She nodded gravely. “ As soon as you tell me how you' re going to get past that swarm.”
Han grinned. “Who says |’ m going to?’

They rounded a bend and, about two kilometers below, saw thefirst haze of the dartship svarm filling
the shaft. Han pointed theFal con’ s nose at them and accelerated.

“Han?
] Y%?!

“Youdon't havetoimpressme.” Leiapinched her eyes shut. 1’ ve never thought you were fainthearted.
Not even once.”



Han chuckled. “Good. Just want to keep—"
Juun’ s voice came over the intercom. “ Captain Solo, | have aquestion.”

“Now?’ Han asked. The swarm of dartships had thickened to a gray-and-orange cloud. ‘Wow you have
aquesion?’

“I can't find the activation safety,” Juun said.

“Thereisn't one!” Han said. “ Just activate . . .now !”

“But the CEC maintenance manud clearly Satesthat every freight-moving apparatus shal have—"
“Hip thekriffing switch!” Leayd|led.

The shaft’ s blue walls vanished behind the swarm, and bolts of red energy began to streak down into the
shaft as Cakhmaim and Meewa h cut loose with the quad laser cannons.

“That' san order!” Han added.
Juun flipped the switch.

The cabin lights dimmed, and every display on the flight deck winked out as cockpit power dwindled to
nothing. Even the quad lasers sarted to dribble beams of blue light.

“Han?’ Lea svoice broke with fear. “We don't have any status displays. | can’t monitor our shields. Is
it supposed to do that?’

“You bet,” Han said proudly. “When | reversed the polarity of the tractor beam, | had to feed it every
spare erg of power | could find.”

All Han could see ahead was the cloud of dartships, so close now that he could make out individual
exhaudt trails curving toward theFalcon’ s nose.

“But not the shields, right?’ Lelasaid. Canopy bulges began to appear atop the closest dartships, some
with antennae waving inside, and propellant trails began to stab out from the swarm. “Please tell me
we' re not drawing on the—"

A cone of iridescent energy shot out from beneath theFal con, swallowing both the Gorog missilesand
the swarm beyond. A series of fiery blossoms erupted asthe missilesinterpreted the repulsion beam as
impact and detonated. The dartships were harder to defeat. The pilotsincreased power, and the cloud of
shipshung in gasis, il struggling to ascend the shaft.

But astheFalcon continued to descend, the beam grew stronger. Soon the Killiks' primitive rocket
engines began to overload and explode. Some dartshipsfell out of control and crashed, while others
began to tumble back down the shaft. For several moments, Han and Leia continued to catch glimpses of
dartshipsrolling around inside the beam, smashing into each other, spontaneoudy exploding, erupting
agang thepit'sicy walls.

Han dowed their descent until the eruptions grew less frequent. Findly, the boiling cloud of rubble
dispersed, and nothing lay below them but ajagged star of darkness that had once been adartship



launching bay. He brought theFal con to afull stop and activated the intercom.

“Okay, Juun, you' d better shut down before something blows up.” Han looked over at Lelaand
winked, then added, “ And shift that power diverter back to the shields.”

THIRTY-SEVEN

THEBATTLE DRAGON AND IT’ S escorts were floating nose-down above Qoribu’ s blast-tattered
rings, trading fire with two Chiss cruisers as the Great Swarm swept down to join thefight. Jaina’sand
Zekk’ s cockpit speakers crackled to life with Hapan comm officers demanding explanations and Colony
Joiners outlining Unu'’ s plan, but the two Jedi paid the exchange little attention. They were two hundred
kilometers behind the Swarm, with athird StealthX daved to Jaina s controls, and their mission was
completely independent of the Killik assault. UnuThul was gtill angry about the spoiled ambush, and he
had planted one notion firmly in their minds before dlowing them to launch: Jainaand Zekk wereto find
Lowbaccaand leave.

The Great Swarm reached the Hapan fleet and swallowed it in aflickering cloud of rocket exhaust, then
streamed past to engulf the mael strom of starfighters battling for the crucia space midway between the
two sides. The Chiss cruisers redoubled their fire. Brilliant bursts of crimson and sapphire blossomed
insde the Great Swarm, three or four a second, but the Colony continued to descend, a dozen dartships
vanishing every time aturbolaser struck. The Killiks did not even bresk formation.

Hoping to locate L owbacca before they entered hostile territory, Jainaand Zekk quieted their minds and
reached into the Force. . . and were so surprised that they gasped. Together.

That fedslike Master Skywalker,Zekk said through their shared mind.

Both of them,Jainaconfirmed. And Mother and Kyp and others. . . hard to tell. Pretty shut down.

Trying to hide,Zekk agreed.But having a bad time. Wonder if Unu knows?

UnuThul must know,Jaina replied. Though she and Zekk were hundreds of kilometers from the nearest
Taat, and not currently in touch with the larger collective mind, they could till fed the Colony’sWill.
UnuThul wastoo powerful not to know when so many Jedi entered the system.Wonder why Unu hid it
fromus.

Unu’swill began to press down on them, and their thoughts turned back to Lowbacca.

After afew moments of searching, they found their friend, groggy and confused and barely conscious,



down below Qoribu’ s southern pole in the heart of the Chiss command group.
Drugged, Zekk said in their thoughts.Not surprising.
Predictable, Janaagreed, growing impatient.\WWe' |l have to move fast.

Unu’ swill pressed down, and their hands grew too heavy to lift toward their throttles. Their turn would
come later—once the Great Swarm prepared the way.

By thetimethe Colony’ s command ship—an outdatedLancer-class frigate operated by the
Unu—appeared, the first dartships were closing with the cruiser escorts. Jaina' s and Zekk’ stactical
displays turned white with propellant trails and did not darken again. The Chiss escortsflickered and
vanished one after the other, and the Killik barrage fell on the cruisers themselves. Both vesselslost
shiddswithin seconds and withdrew under fire.

The lead cruiser took adrive hit and was overtaken. Its turbo-lasers continued to fire for another few
seconds, then it suffered a hull breach and began to belch flame. Once its wegpons had fallen silent, the
Great Swarm stopped attacking and streamed after the surviving cruiser.

The Hapan squadron started to follow, moving to secure the hole the Killiks had opened in the enemy’s
lines, but Jainaand Zekk were in no mood to wait. They needed to retrieve Lowbaccabefore the Chiss
withdrew to Ascendancy space.

Unu'swill grew lighter, and Jainaand Zekk shot past the nearest Hapan Nova, passing so closeto the
bow that they saw the bridge pilot squinting at the shadowy silhouettes of their StedlthXs.

The passage opened into amurky vault too large for Mara s helmet lamp to illuminate; the beam merdly
reached into the darkness and vanished. She shined the light at her feet and found a dark, ribbed dope
srewn with membrosiabdls. In places, the balls were hegped ameter high. Her spine fdt prickly and
cold, but that was nothing new. Her danger sense had been on overload since the moment they entered
the nest.

Luke sblaster flashed behind her. A distantpeew-peew sounded through Mara s hemet, suggesting that
air pressure had been restored to at least this part of the nest. A quick check of the heads-up display
ingde her faceplate confirmed her guess.

“At least my hisser’sno problem now.” Luke opened his faceplate and continued to fire. “Onelessthing
to worry about.”

Mara glanced back and found awall of six-legged dartship canopies scurrying up the passage. She used
the Force to shove dl but one of the insects back down the passage, clogging the tunnel while Luke
concentrated on the leader. Half adozen shots later, the canopy finally cracked, and ablaster bolt burst
the pilot’shead.

Mara alowed another Killik to come forward, and she and L uke repeated the maneuver once more
before the insects in back turned around and started down the tunndl.

“Timeto go,” Marareported, till spesking over her suit comm. “ Trying to flank usagain.”

Luke finished the insect they had isolated, then they floated out into the weightless darkness. Fifteen
metersin, Luke stopped and began to shine his helmet lamp around the chamber.



“Might be agood place to make astand,” he said. “Room to maneuver. With the Force, we' |l have an
agility advantage”

Mara swept her own lamp around the vault. Once in awhile, she glimpsed a stretch of shapelesswax or
afew membrosabalsresting on adark, doping wall. Otherwise, they seemed to befloating in empty air.

“Sounds good.” Marashined her light back into the passage from which they had come. Shewas
surprised to find it completely empty. The dartship pilots were nowhere in sight. “ Just one problem.”

Luketurned to look as well. Mara sensed him reaching into the Force, then he said, “Han and Leiamust
be drawing them off. | think theFalcon isinsde the nest.”

Maraequalized her suit pressure, then retracted her faceplate and nearly gagged on the cloying rankness
of theair. “Y ou could have warned me,” she complained. “Whatis that smdl?’

“Maybeit’s better not to know,” Luke said. “ Something rotting, | think.”
“And | thought Lizil smelled bad.”

AsMaraspoke, abal of membrosiadrifted past, “falling” at an angle toward her knees. In contrast to
the clear amber syrup of the Lizil and Y oggoy nests, thisliquid looked dark and muddy insde its wax
container, with stringy clots of solids silhouetted in the glow of her hdmet lamp.

Maralooked up toward the ceiling and thought for amoment she was only looking at an area of
burnished wax. Then, as her eyes grew more accustomed to what she was seeing, she began to make out
severa speeder-sized Killik heads. All were deep, dark blue, and al were facing atwo-meter runnel

opening.
“What the blazes?” Marareached for her lightsaber. “ Queens?’
“I don't think s0,” Luke said, sounding alittle disgusted. “Membrosiagivers. Look at the other end.”

Mararan her light dong one of the Killiks bodies, past athorax clamped to the celling by six tubular
legs running to a hugely swollen abdomen. About the Size of abantha, it was oozing cloudy beads of dark
membrosiaand crawling with tiny Gorog attendants, which carefully durped up each drop and
re-deposited it in awaxy bal extruded from their own abdomens.

“Appdtizing,” Maracommented dryly. Neither the membrosagivers or their attendants seemed inclined
to attack—no doubt because they were entirdly lacking in combat ability. “What now? Start back?”’

AsMaraasked this, Alema Rar appeared in the tunndl above, still dressed in the skintight flight suit she
had been wearing when she stole the skiff back on Ossus. Now the material was stained and rumpled in
away Alemawould never have permitted before.

The membrosia givers extended short feeding tubes and began to clack their mandiblesfor attention, but
Alemaignored them.

“Sorry,” shesaidto Mara. “We can't let you leave.”

“You can'tlet us?’



The dght of their betrayer made Mara sblood boil. She tried to remind hersdlf that Alemawas not
entirely responsible for her actions—that the Twi’lek had unwittingly fallen under the Dark Nest's
influence—buit it didn’'t make her fed any lessangry. She pulled her lightsaber fromits belt hook, then
glanced toward the empty tunndl that led back toward the hangars.

“From where | stand, you'rein no position to stop us.”
Alemagaveady smile. “Webdievewe are”

A muffled rustling rolled up the tunnel, and awall of Gorog warriors appeared in its mouth. Though they
lacked the canopies that had protected the dartship pilots, they were much larger and armed with both
tridents and electrobolt assault rifles. Therifles, Maraknew, were relatively feeble weapons, chegp and
reliable but requiring three or four hitsto take down most targets. Unfortunately, she did not think the
Killikswere going to have any trouble massing their firepower.

A shrill chorus of squeak-sgueaking began to spread outward from the dark corners of the chamber, the
sound of hundreds of Killik feet rushing across the sticky wax that lined the nest. Mara swept her helmet
lamp over the wals and found them crawling with Gorog warriors, and the anger she felt toward Alema
assumed an acid taint.

“Tell your mastersthey’ re about to wish theyhad died in the Crash.” Mara dipped afresh power pack
into her blagter pigtol. “We re coming for them.”

Alemasmirked, and Gorog warriors began to pour out of the tunne behind her. “Y ou will need more
than lightsabers and blagter pistals, wethink.”

TheFalcon's darkened air lock did slently open. Thefour YVH *bugcruncher” war droids—on loan
from Tendrando Arms and specialy programmed to Han' s specifications—jumped into the pitch-black
hangar. Next went the four Jedi—Kyp, Saba, Octa Ramis, and Kyle Katarn—in their combat-rated vac
suits. Han was just glad he had convinced Meewal h and Cakhmaim to “help” Juun and Tarfang guard the
Falcon, or heand Leia— bringing up the rear in tandard-issue EV suits—would have had to follow
them, too.

“I"'m the captain of Millennium Falcon ,” Han grumbled into his faceplate. “ That used to mean
something.”

A moment later, Leiatook hiswrigt, and they jumped out of the air lock. She drew him aong through
the weightless darkness, using the Force to move them away from theFalcon so they would not need to
activatethelr jet belts and make targets of themselves. To Han, it was like making hisway through a
cargo hold during an dl-systemsfailure. He kept bumping into stuff, and stuff kept bumping into him.

Finaly, the YVHsgave an dl-clear and activated their thrugters, briefly illuminating the airless,
flotsam-choked launching bay before they shot through aholein the rear wall. Conversing through the
Jedi battle-meld if at dl, Kyp and the other Masters activated their green combat lamps and used the
Forceto pull themsalves after the war droids. Leladrew Han by the wrist and followed. Hefdt likea
little kid being dragged through a bad dream, what with &l the loose bug heads and chunks of thorax



chitin floating around.

Asthey passed through the hole, Leid s halmet lamp came on. Han activated his own light and found
himsdlf inasmal repair hangar. The YV Hsled theway into asmal utility tunne filled with Gorog bodies.
Most of the insects had burst eyes and dark strings of tissue extruding from the bresthing spiracleson
their thoraxes—signs of a quick-but-painful decompression degth.

Kyp motioned the rescue party forward, then activated his belt thruster and led the way up the passage.
Glad tofindly beunder his own power, Han started his own thrusters and followed a Leia sside. The
accumulation of insect bodies grew thicker asthey advanced, and soon the group dmost seemed to be
swimming through them.

Han touched hishelmet to Lela s so they could speak without breaking comm silence. “Luke and Mara
diddl this?’

“Kyp seemsto think s0.”

“Huh.” Han started to wonder who might need rescuing more—the Skywakers or the bugs. “Nice of
them to leave usatrail.”

They passed through the tattered remains of a hatch membrane and continued deegper into the twisting
warren of tunnéls, following a steedy trail of dead Gorog and gouged walls. Han began to think the
Skywalkers had decided to hunt down Welk and Lomi Plo on their own.

The rescue party came to another hatch, this oneintact, and progress dowed to acrawl asthe
bugcrunchers pushed through one by one. Kyp and Octa Ramis followed the droids, and suddenly the
membrane grew bright with bettle flashes.

“Enemy located,” Bug One reported, terminating comm slence. “Engaging now.”

Han armed the T-21 repesting blaster he had brought aong as bug repellent, then started toward the
membrane,

Leiaput out ahand to stop him. “Not yet,” she said over the comm. “Kyp's suit has been punctured.”

She did not need to explain further. With Kyp's suit damaged, it would not be smart to draw morefirein
the hatch’ sdirection.

“Wdl, tdl ‘emto hurry up,” Han said. “My trigger finger is getting itchy.”
Leid seyesdid away from Han's, looking past his shoulder back down the corridor.

Then Saba s faceplate suddenly loomed up behind Leid s head, her pebbly lips broadening into a huge,
fang-filled amile.

“It will notitch for long, thisone thinkz.”
Han spun around, and his stomach sank.

Dozens of dartship canopies on legs were racing up the tunnel toward them. Han raised his T-21 and
opened fire. One canopy shattered, but most of the bolts ricocheted off, mdlting holesinto thewalls and



filling the passage with an ever-thickening cloud of ethmane vapor.
Han did over to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Leia.

“Sweetheart . . .” Helowered hisaim and began to blast Killik legs. “. . . did | ever tell you how much |
hate bugs?’

THIRTY-EIGHT

THE CHISSWERE RETREATING in disarray, spiraling down below Qoribu’ s south polar regionina
tangled vortex of ion trails, lacing space behind them with aragged net of turbolaser fire. Jainaand Zekk
spotted an opening and swung their StealthX stoward it. Before they could dart through, apair of frigates
managed to shift their fire and string the hole with streaks of energy.

Jainaand Zekk pedled away, the StealthX daved to Jaina' s controls lagging haf a second behind.
Silhouetted against the white backdrop of Qoribu’s south pole, they were visible to any sensor operator
with atracking telescope, and it would be folly to attempt a penetration when they had so clearly been
spotted. If they wanted to reach Lowbaccadive, they would have to try another approach.

Not as disorganized as they 0ok, Jaina observed.

Thisisashow,Zekk agreed.

Jainaand Zekk checked their tactica displays. The screen showed only the portion of the battle not
hidden behind Qoribu’s mass. But what it did show clearly reveded the Chissfaling back in acrooked,
digointed line that was barely managing to stay ahead of the swarm’ s dartships. A couple of frigates and
light corvettes were blinking with damage, but most of the cruisers, and dl of the Star Destroyers and
fighter carriers, were safely below Qoribu, milling about in the heart of the fleet.

A Bothan fade, Jainaremarked.

The Chiss probably have adifferent name for it,Zekk pointed out.

Probably, Jaina agreed.

They siwung around in acrooked, uneven curve, ducking behind blossoming turbolaser strikes and
changing their approach frequently to throw off anyone trying to track them by sight. But Qoribu’ s polar

region was asvas asit was bright, and their SteelthX s remained silhouetted againgt itswhirling white
clouds.



We should warn UnuThul,Zekk suggested.

Our help isn't wanted, Jainareplied. That fact made them fed sad and regjected and horribly, utterly
adone.Our missionisto —

—retrieve Lowbacca and leave, Zekk finished. But we' re Jedi.
Our firg misson is prevent awider war, Jaina agreed.

They were deliberating more than discussng, weighing both sides of the argument in asingle shared
mind, and an unhappy thought occurred to them.

What if they did nothing?

The Great Swarm would be destroyed—perhaps even the Hapan fleet, which was advancing behind the
safety of the Killik dartships. Without the means to defend the Qoribu nests, the Colony would be forced
to abandon them, or to find away to evacuate. In either case, the Chiss would no longer fed threatened,
and agreater war would be averted.

UnuThul might bekilled,Zekk pointed out.

Would the Colony return to normal ?Jainawondered.

Impossible to know.

Impossible, Jaina agreed. But maybe not a bad thing.

Jainaand Zekk waited, expecting to fed Unu’ s Will pressing down on them, driving them to act in the
Colony’ sbest interest.

But they were out of contact with the Taat mind—cut off from it by distance aswell asby Unu's

anger—and UnuThul wastoo busy coordinating the overal battle to join their combat-meld. Jainaand
Zekk’smind was their own—for now.

A hole appeared in the turbolaser net, and they accelerated toward it, aiming for a quartet of tiny blue
circlesthat their RO units assured them was acruiser’ ssublight drive. If they could sneak up close
enough, they could dip into the heart of the Chissfleet by hiding near its exhaust nozzles, wherethe glare
would blind anyone peering in their direction.

Thisfed swrong,Zekk said.Like we ‘re betraying the Colony.

And UnuThul,Jaina added. But we ‘re Jedi.

Jedi do what is necessary, Zekk agreed.To prevent war.

To keep the peace.

The cruiser was s0 close now that they could see the boxy outline ofits engine skirt enclosing the bright

disksof itsfour huge thrust nozzles. Turbolaser beams stabbed out all around them, but never close
enough to suggest that the StealthX s had been spotted again. Jainaand Zekk continued to closethe



distance.

Then another unhappy thought occurred to them.Welk.

If UnuThul dies. ..

The possibility was dmost too terrible to consider. If UnuThul died, Welk—or Lomi Plo, if she had
survived—might become the new Prime Unu. They did not know what that would mean for the Colony,

but it would certainly be bad for the rest of the gaaxy. The Dark Jedi would use the Killiksfor their own
ends, perhaps even to draw the entire galaxy into asingle collective mind.

Need to protect UnuThul,Zekk concluded.

Better warn him.

Jainaand Zekk were rdieved. It waswhat they had wanted anyway. Maybe they had even convinced
themselvesit was the best thing when it was not, but their mind was made up. They reached out to
UnuThul in the Force, urging him to open himslf to their combat-meld.

Unu’ swill pressed down on them. Suddenly, rescuing Lowbacca seemed more important than stopping
the Colony’ s attack. If Jainaand Zekk did not rescue their friend quickly, he would perish dong with his
captors when the Great Swarm destroyed the Chissflest.

Jainaand Zekk pushed back, but—being out of touch with the Taat mind—they had no way to explain
the Chisstrap. All they could do was pour their darm into the Force and urge UnuThul to join the
combat-meld.

Unu' swill grew heavier, and they began to believe it was not so important to reach UnuThul after all.

Afraid we ‘retrying to trick them again,Zekk surmised.

Only the knowledge that Unu was wrong gave them the strength to resist, to continue reaching into the
Force.

Finally, someone reached back—but it was Jaina' s mother, not UnuThul. Jainaand Zekk stretched out
toward her, inviting her into their battle-meld, and the Situation grew alittle clearer. Lelaand the others
were under attack. Animage of dozens of blue-black Killik soldiers appeared inside their mind,
swarming up adark tunnel, pouring electrobolt fire toward them.

Jainaand Zekk were darmed, but Leia did not seem frightened or worried. Why should she be? She
and Han had been trapped in worse situations a hundred times.

Now Jainaand Zekk were redlly worried—and confused. They did not know of any blue-black Killiks
in the Qoribu system—nor of any nestswith such gloomy walls.

Kr,Leiaexplained. Secret nest.
A nest could not be secret. Unu would know abot it.

Wedk?Leaareminded them.Saba?



Now Jainaand Zekk understood. Every time they had tried to investigate the assault on Saba, the

Taat—and later UnuThul— had turned them aside. The Barabel had mistakenly attacked a Joiner, it was
claimed, or she had fought a Chiss assassin.

Perhaps UnuThul had been attempting to hide the secret nest adl aong. Or maybe he just did not want to
believeit existed.

Either way, the Situation was worse than Jainaand Zekk had redlized. They wanted to go to Kr to help
Leiaand the others, but if UnuThul died, the Dark Jedi would be close by, waiting to take over.

Lelaseemed to understand. She was dready withdrawing from the meld, urging them to be careful,
assuring them that Luke and the other Masters had thingswell in hand on K.

When shewas gone, Jainaand Zekk ill felt no hint of UnuThul.
Haveto do thisthe hard way,Jainasad.
Go back and make contact with Taat,Zekk agreed. Then the Colony will knowwhat we ‘re thinking.

Jainaand Zekk hesitated. Unu’ swill was a bantha sitting on their shoulders, pushing them toward
Lowbacca, toward the heart of the Chissflest.

Lowie can wait afew more minutes, Jainasaid.We' Il come back for him.
Lowiewould understand, Zekk agreed.Lowieis a Jedi.

Jainaand Zekk rolled into s multaneous wingovers and reversed direr ion, pointing their noses back
toward the Great Swarm. Unu’ sweight sank to their stick hands.

Only one problem with this plan,Zekk observed.

Jainacould fed Zekk fighting, as shewas, to keep his controls dead center.
Not redly.Jainareleased her stick. “ Sneaky, take usin.”

The astromech took control of the StealthX, then chirped a question.

“To Unu' ssquadron.” As Jainaspoke, Zekk was giving the same orders to his own astromech. The
Taat wereflying escort for UnuThul’ sflag frigate, so al the two Jedi needed to do to was rgjoin the
swarm, and the Taat mind would know everything they did. “ And that command is non—"

“Thereisno need to desert our friend.” UnuThul’ s gravelly voice reverberated over their comm
speakers, but when Jaina and Zekk checked their reception meters, they discovered that their

transceiverswere not receiving asignd. “Wewill listen to your plea, but Unu will never let you stay. Y ou
have betrayed the Colony’ s trust—"

“It'snot about us.” Jainawas not quite certain what form of reply UnuThul could hear, so she smply
spoke the words aoud. “We need to warn you.”

“You'reflyinginto atrap,” Zekk added.



They took control of their StealthX s again, turned back toward the Chiss cruiser they hoped to use for
cover. Lowbaccawould not have to wait after al.

“Thisis about you,” UnuThul ingsted. “Y ou aretrying to save the Chissflegt. Again.”
“WEe retrying to saveyou,” Jainareplied.
“It'saBothan fade,” Zekk added. “ The Chiss are drawing you into the open.”

“You studied battle tacticson Yavin,” Jainasad. “Y ou know what’ s going to happen when the fight
moves beyond Qoribu’ s gravity well.”

The boxy outline of the cruiser’ sengine skirt was again visble ahead. UnuThul remained sllent asthe
brilliant circles of the thrust nozzles continued to swell in front of the StedlthXs. Jainaand Zekk began to
hope that they had convinced Unu of the danger.

Then UnuThul said, “It must be acoincidence. There were no Chissin our tactics classes.”

Jainaand Zekk knew better than to waste time pointing out the flawsin Unu’ s argument. Killik logic did
not follow the same rules asthat of most species—in fact, it did not follow rulesat all.

Instead, Jainaasked, “ Can the Colony redlly afford to take that chance?’

“When the Great Swarm reaches Qoribu’ s south pole, take aminute to regroup,” Zekk suggested.
“Y ou remember what will happen if we' reright?’

“Of course,” UnuThul said. “We have an excdlent memory.”

The comm speskersfdl slent, leaving Jainaand Zekk fedling alone and shunned again, worried their
pleas would go unheeded. Thefirst tendrils of the cruiser’ s exhaust tail beganto lick at their forward
shields. Jainaand Zekk dropped below it and closed to within three hundred meters of the ship’s stern.
Their canopy tinting darkened to solid black, and they flipped their belliestoward theion stream to
protect the delicate sensor windows on top of the StealthXs' nose cones.

For the next thirty seconds, they remained on the fringes of the exhaust stream, following the cruiser
toward the heart of the Chissfleet. Jainaand Zekk tried to keep an eye on their tactical displays, but the
ion interference rendered their screens dmost unreadable. To discern anything, the R9shad to usea
complicated agorithmic analysisto separate interference from true sensor returns.

Jainaand Zekk were beginning to think Unu had ignored their warning when the R9s announced that the
Great Swvarm had dowed. The eyes of the two Jedi Knights went to their tacticd displays, desperately
trying to infer a picture from the static on the screens. The astromechs reported that the Chiss retreat
appeared to be growing even more disorganized.

Trying to tempt the enemy, Zekk observed.

Hope Unu sees that. To Snesky, Jainasad, “ Give usasmple schematic—"

Sneaky interrupted with a series of concerned tweets. Jainalooked out the canopy to see the cruiser
swinging back toward Qoribu.



Baiting the trgp, Jaina observed.
With our camouflage, Zekk complained. Too many eyes watching now.
Better find something e seto follow in,Jaina agreed.

They dropped out of the exhaust stream. Astheir canopies grew transparent again, they found
themsdlves surrounded by durasted hullsranging in gpparent size from that of afinger to something closer
to aWookiee' sarm.

Already deeper than we thought, Jaina observed.
Y eah, Zekk agreed. The gatic began to clear from their tactical displays.But is that a good thing or —

Blossoms of turbolaser fire it the space around them. Jainaand Zekk surrendered their handsto the
Force, and their StealthX s began to weave and bob, swinging wide before a strike exploded in front of
them, climbing away from abeam even asit lanced out behind them.

Jaind s hand pushed the stick forward. The third StealthX— the one daved to her controls—followed
her into a dive and dammed into ablossom of fire behind her. Her R9 let out asad whistle asit received
thefina data burst from its counterpart, then Jainajinked starboard and Zekk juked port, and atrio of
turbolaser strikes burst into aminiature sun between them.

Our boyfriend means business,Zekk observed.

Don't know that it'shim. And it’ soldboyfriend.

Right. We‘resoover him.

we?

Jainaand Zekk dropped the line of thought there. It was just getting too creepy, with Zekk sharing
everything that Jainadtill felt for Jag, and Jaina sharing everything that Zekk il felt for her, and it didn’t
help matters that, at the moment, Jag was doing his best to kill them both.

He' sjust following orders,Zekk consoled.

He hasto,Jainaagreed.He' s Chiss.

They continued to dodge through the barrage, angling first one direction, then another, waysworking
deeper into the fleet. Despite the loss of the third StealthX, they could till rescue Lowbacca. Zekk's
Storage compartment was filled with oxygen tanks, and there was an air feed running into the empty
torpedo bay below his seat. Unfortunately for Jaina, she was the only one smal enough to fit inside.

The Chiss brought more shipsto bear, stringing kilometer-wide screens of crimson energy ahead of the
StedthXs, hoping the dusive sarfighterswould smply fly into astrike. Jainaand Zekk rolled away from
one beam and found another crossing their noses. Jaina pulled up hard, her astromech screeching darms

astheinertial compensator strained to keep the ship together. Zekk dropped his nose and squeezed past
undernegth, his StealthX shuddering and bouncing asits shields crackled and overl oaded.



Enough! To her droid, Jaina said, “ Sneaky, give us a one-second fuse and drop a shadow bomb . . .
now!”

The droid tweeted its alarm, but obeyed.

Jaina gave the bomb an aftward Force shove, and asilver flash filled the space behind them. The shock

wave hit an ingant later, damming both StealthX sforward and pushing their tails down. Jainaand Zekk
did not right themsalves. They smply poured on the power and shot away, doing anything they could to
change course and |ocation before the Chiss eyes tracking them recovered from the blinding flash of the
shadow bomb.

The Chiss brought evenmore turbolasers to bear—but well behind and below the StealthX s. Jainaand
Zekk were close enough now to fed Lowbacca s presence aboard a heavily armored Dreadnaught
escorting the flagship. They closed formation and swung toward it, then finally had timeto check their
tactica displays.

Unu had listened to their warning. The Great Swarm remained a Qoribu, spread out just benesth the
southern pole, with the Hapans taking a supporting position behind the dartships. Meanwhile, the Chiss
had given up trying to draw out th Colony and were smoothly dispersing into their own defensve wall,
three layers degp and just out of Hapan turbolaser range.

Could have timed this better.

Going to be hot as anova getting through that picket field, Zekk agree.

The Dreadnaught’ sion drives suddenly brightened, then Jainaand Zekk’ s heart sank as the ship turned
and accelerated away from the fleet. The Chisswere not fools. Having lost track of their quarry, they had
decided to remove the bait.

Could havetimed thisalotbetter. Jaina svision blurred with welling tears, and she and Zekk reached out
to Lowbacca, trying to reach him through the stupor in which his captors were kegping him, trying to
assure him that they would find him, urging him not to losefaith.

They fet aquestion struggling toward the top of Lowbacca s mind, then anger; then the Dreadnaught
vanished into hyperspace and they felt nothing at dl.

THIRTY-NINE

THE CHAMBER WAS CHOKED with dead Gorog, and still more came, pushing through the bodies



and floating globules of goreto presstheir assault, their eectrobolt rifles stringing the darkness with bright
ropes of slver. Luke was tumbling through the rancid air, somersaulting over forks of crackling energy
and spinning away from thrusting tridents, hislightsaber tracing agreen cage around him asthe blade
moved smoothly from defense to offense, from diverting eectrobolts to cleaving dark chitin. Marawas
twisting along three meters behind him, connected by an invisble Force tether, firing her blaster with one
hand and widlding her lightsaber with the other. They were Snking deeper into a battle trance, becoming
one with their weapons, becoming the hands of death . . . and drawing ever closer to AlemaRar.

Lukefdt thewarm prickle of danger sense and glimpsed alarge band of Gorog gliding through the
bodiesto hisright, the eectrodes on their riflesdready charged and glowing. Still rolling and twisting,
fighting off attacks from every direction, he pointed at one of the membrosagivers on the celling and
used the Forceto pull it down—egsflailing and chest booming—into their line of fire.

Alematried to wrench the creature free, but her grasp was no match for Luke's. The membrosiagiver
remained in the thick of battle, ashrill screech rising from its feeding tube, long gobs of membrosa
shooting from its abdomen.

Alemaspat aTwi’leki curse and ignited her lightsaber. Luke' s chest tightened with cold anger—he had
not thought her foolish enough to come for him—and he stedled himself to do what was necessary.

But Alemawent straight to the membrosiagiver, sunning Luke by sinking her lightsaber deep into the
insect’ sthorax and dragging the blade aong the insect’ s entire length. The two halves of the age body
drifted gpart, and adeafening volley of eectroboalt firelit the darkness.

The Skywakers ducked away, L uke protecting them with his lightsaber while Mara s blaster added
more dead Killiksto the shdll of bodies dready shielding them.

“Getting dangerous. . . in here!” Mara observed.
“Lookslike.”

“Timeto carry thefight to them.” Mara stopped firing and reached for afresh power pack. “Timeto go
after Welk.” She dipped the pack into her blaster and resumed firing. “And Lomi Plo.”

Lukerisked aglance toward Alema, who was clearly in no hurry to engage the Skywalkers directly and
was gliding back toward her tunnd.

“Hoping to wear usdown,” Mara observed.

Luke shook his head. “Protecting something,” he said. “ Or someone.”

Take her,Maraordered through their Force-bond. “I’ll cover.”

Luke moved to intercept, no longer dodging or twisting, just shouldering past Killik corpses and going
after Alema. He was shocked by her ruthlessness, but hardly surprised. The line she had crossed was an
invisble one, amatter of degree and intention rather than principle. Had another Jedi Knight made a
smilar sacrifice pursuing a Jedi god, Luke might have condoned the act, even tried to console the

individual and reassure her that it had been the best choice available.

And that made him wonder more than ever what the Jedi had become.



A trio of Gorog warriors zeroed in on Luke, forcing him into somersaults until Maratook them out. He
arrived a the cutoff point after Alema, but close enough on her hedlsthat she had to turn and face him.
She showed no emation on her face or in th Force, but sheraised her lightsaber into amiddle guard—the
best initia defense for an outmatched fighter.

L uke continued to bat eectrobolts aside, his lightsaber weaving a green cage around him, but he made
no moveto attack.

“Alema, this doesn’'t have to happen,” he said. * Y ou Hill have ahome with us. Gorog persuaded you to
betray the Jedi, but wecan forgiveyou.” Luke did not like what the war had done to the Jedi—what it
had done tohim —and he was determined to startundoing that right now. “ Alema, reach out to me. |
can help you find the way back.”

“We don't want to come back!” Alemasprang, flying at Luke behind awhirling ondaught of dash and
backdash. “Stop . . . interfering!”

Luke blocked and redirected her momentum, sending her tumbling into the body-choked
darkness—and placing himsdlf between her and the tunnd she had been guarding. Hefdt aninquiry from
Mara, then glimpsed her pointing her blaster at the Twi’ lek’ s back. He shook his head.

Be quick! Marabroke their Force tether, then launched hersalf into awild gyre of sweeping blade-light
and flashing blagterfire Han and Leia.. . .

Luke could sensetherest for himself. Han and Leiawere dmost there—and they would not be so
forgiving. He began to retreat toward the tunnel, weaving and dancing as the e ectrobolts flew thick and
fast around him. Alema started after him and had to dow down to dodge and block herself.

“Alema, your anger has made you vulnerable,” Luke said. “Y our Sster’ s desth made you angry, and the
Gorog are usng that anger to hold you.”

“Numawasawarior!” Alemasnarled, readily shifting topics—as L uke had known she would—to the
gtill-open wound of her Sster’ s death. “ She would defend the Colony!”

Thistime, she came at Luke under control, combining the flashing blades of a gpeed attack with the
driving stomp kicks of a power assault. He switched to a one-handed grasp, parrying her strikeswith his
own lightsaber, dipping her kickswith adeft trunk twist, deflecting e ectrobolts with the palm of hisfree
hand.

“Numawaswise.” Luke continued to fal back, spinning around to dash open apair of Gorog warriors
foolish enough to charge him from behind. “ She would have been the first to warn you against your

anger.

Luke reached out for the Twi’ ek, trying to embrace her in the Force and shield her from the Dark
Nest’ stouch. “ She would have been disappointed to see how you have surrendered to it.”

Alemawastoo far gone. She attacked al the more furioudy, shrieking her grief and ragein Twi’leki,
dashing low and high, kicking right and left, her words as hard and angry as her blows. Timeand again,
Luke forced her to leave her body open for akilling blow he did not want to deliver, and time and again
shefailed to notice his mercy and spun around in another wild attack.

Then Lukefetanicy jolt of fear. He looked past Alemato see Gorog warriors closing on Marafrom al



Sdes, silver rays crackling at her so fast and furious she could not block them al. Thefirst bolt burned a
fis-9zed holein the thigh of her vac suit and filled the air with the stench of scorched durafiber. The
second caught her in the chest, and Luke did not see the third. By then he was driving forward, pressing
the attack and forcing Alemaback toward Mara.

Suddenly the Twi’ lek stopped, determined to stand her ground. Luke tapped her lightsaber aside, then
used the Force to pull her hand toward him, drawing her off balance onto his own weapon. Her eyes
widened, and the blade diced down through her clavicle, degp into her shoulder.

L uke brought his boot up under her chin, snapping her head back, sending her arms flying out to her
sdes. She began to backflip away, her lightsaber dipping from her open fingers.

Luke summoned the wegpon into his empty hand and continued toward Mara, who had disappeared
ingde aknot of Gorog. Her weapons were dtill flashing insde the snarl and her presence was burning hot
in the Force, and that gave him hope. He reached out to Leia, urging her to hurry, then fell on thejumble
with both lightsaberswhirling.

The battle erupted into atempest of hissing blades and shrieking blasters and crackling ectrobolts.

L uke opened a dozenthoraxes in adozen strokes, then his back spasmed with the paralyzing hest of an
electrobolt strike. Marafired from somewhere insde the tangle of limbs and mandibles, and the acrid
stench of melted chitin rose behind him. Luke stretched out with the Force, dragging Killiks away from
Mara, hurling them into their fellow warriors or impaing them on crooked forks of energy.

Luke pulled himself toward a glimpse of red-gold hair, hislightsabers opening a path, filling the air with
globules of insect gore. Twice, amandible dipped through his defenses, one stabbing deep into histhigh,
the other dipping abarb inside the face opening of his helmet. Both times, he dashed off the attackers
heads and moved on.

Findly, Luke cameto Mara swhirling figure. Her vac suit had been burned to tatters, and she had hdf a
dozen black circleswhere dectrobolts had hit her. A faint auraof gold had arisen around her, asign she
was drawing on the Force to keep her exhausted, wounded body going.

Mara briefly locked gazes with Luke, then her green eyes did away, looking overhead. Luke followed
her line of sght and was surprised to see Alema Rar pulling hersdf into the tunnel mouth. Her left arm
wasfloating at her Sde, adeep, gaping V where she had been cleaved.

Maralowered her gaze again and continued her defensive whirl.

She batted away an e ectrobolt, then groaned, “ Thisisn't redly taking the fight tothem.”

“Not too late, though.” Luke sent aflurry of eectrobolts screaming back toward the Killiks that had
fired them. “ Got them overconfident now.”

“Better makeit look good, then.”
Mara sent adozen bolts screaming toward the Twi’ lek. Luke did not see whether any hit. By then, the
Gorog were pressing the attack again, and he was too busy defending himsalf and Marato worry about

Alema

Leid sarms had become deadweights fifteen minutesinto the fight, and she was able to wield her
lightsaber now only byvirtue of the strength Sabawas lending her through the Force. Han had run out of



power packs—she had not noticed when— and traded his T-21 for a pair of captured assaullt rifles,
which he had taken to firing one in each hand. The bugcrunchers had taken so many hitsthat Bugs One
through Three had exhausted their laminanium repair ingots. With the exception of Saba— who only
seemed to grow quicker, stronger, and more joyful asthe battle wore on—even the Jedi Masters were
dowing, if the tattered condition of their combat vac suitswas any indication.

And the Gorog just kept coming, blocking the way ahead, clattering out of side passages, rumbling up
the tunndl behind the rescueteam. A limitless svarm.

“Han!” Leid slightsaber swept down to divert an electrobolt streaking toward his knee, then swung up
to block one coming at her own head. Her arms were so numb she did not even fed them move. “Do
those bugcrunchers have therma detonators on them?’

“What do you think?’

“Use‘em.”

“Inhere?’” The assault riflein Han'sleft hand ran low on power and began to shoot sparks. Helet it
float free. “ That' s crazy! If we blow aholein thisice cube—"

“Use‘em!” Leiaused the Forceto pull arifle out of adead Gorog's hands and floated it up the corridor
to Han. “I don’t think we' re going to reach Luke and Marain time. And we re not doing very—"

“YVH bugcrunchers,” Han said over the combat channdl. “Go BAM. Use your detonators.”
“BAM datus requires authori zation—"
“Doit!” Han shouted so loudly that his voice reverberated out of five other hedmets. “ Do ithow !”

“ Authorization codedo it now accepted,” Bug One said. The soft crump of the droid’ s grenade launcher
sounded from the head of theline. “ By Any Meansstatus—"

A brilliant flash lit the corridor, and the rest of the report was lost to the earsplitting crackle of athermal
detonator.

The rescue team surged forward into the crater, and Bug Fourcaled, “Proceed with dl haste.” A soft
crump sounded asthe droid launched his detonator. “ Explosion imminent.”

Leiaand the others barely had time to start forward before a brilliant flash filled the corridor behind
them. Leaving Bug Four to handle rear-guard duty, they followed Kyp and the other Masters forward.
Ancthercrump sounded from the front of the line. Another detonator exploded. The tunnel behind them
filled with Gorog, and Bug Four launched a detonator.

“Blazt!” Sabashut down her lightsaber. “Whereisthefunin that?’

Moving much faster now, they passed through another crater and started around the next corner—then
stopped short when a deafening storm of eectrobalt fire sent Bug One tumbling back into the adjacent
wall. Hisarmor was blasted down to the frame and hisinterna systems were hanging out, sparking and
shooting green lubricant.

“Major eneeemyyy conceeeee. . .” Heraised hisarm, and a detonator floated out. “Deeeeee.. . . ece..



.e...

His systems shut down, |leaving the detonator floating in front of him, itsred warning light blinking the
countdown.

“Misfire! Misfirel” Bug Two started toward the detonator. “ Please seek—"
“Stand fast!” Leiaordered.

Sheraised her finger toward the detonator, but Saba or Kyp or someone had aready sent it sailing
around the bend. It detonated with abrilliant flash, then Bug Two led the charge forward.

When the rescue team followed, they found themsalves entering avast, murky vault filled with Gorog
warriors. Leia could sense Luke and Mara a dozen meters above, hidden in atangle of insects so thick
and large she could not see the glow of their lightsabers.

“How about it, Saba?’ Han asked. “ That enough fun for you?’

Before the Barabel could answer, some of the Gorog recovered their senses and fired avolley of
electrobolts. Leid slightsaber came up automatically, as did those of Kyp, Saba, and the other Magters,
but there were just too many strikes to block. She took a scalding hit in the shoulder and heard Han
curse ashe took one, then apair of crumps sounded as Bug Two and Bug Three launched more
detonators.

“Careful!” Kyp warned. “Master Skywaker—"

Therest waslost to apair of earsplitting crackles, and Leia s sight flashed to white. The air shuddered
as the bugcrunchers opened up with their blaster cannons. By the time her vision cleared, both droids had
activated their thrusters and were shooting toward the combat tangle above. Kyp and the other Masters
were closeonther heds.

Lelalooked over at Han. A hand-sized expanse of blistered flesh showed through a hole in the ssomach
of hisvac suit.

“Youdl right?’ he asked.
“Fine,” Lelasaid. She started to remark that Han's wound looked worse than hers, but stopped when
Jainaand Zekk touched her through the battle-meld, wondering what the blazes was happening and
assuring her that help was coming. She grabbed Han' swrigt. “Han, there' s something | should tell you.”
“Now?’ He leaned down and kissed her on thelips. “I love you, too, but maybe—"
“Not that,” Lelasaid. “1 mean, it's Jaina. She' son her way.”
“Here?’ Han scowled. “ Good thing or bad?’
Leiacould only shrug and shake her head. “1’m pretty sure she and Zekk are Joiners.”

Han let hischin drop. “ Just shoot me—"

A volley of dectrobolt fire crackled up the tunnel behind them. Bug Four retreated around the corner,



armor smoking, adeep melt-crease dong one side of his head.

“Okay—I didn’'t mean that.”

Han dropped one of his eectrobolt rifles and grabbed Leia around the wal g, then activated his belt
thrusters. They jetted toward the combat above, plowing through an ever-thickening morass of blood
globules and drifting bodies. The largest part of the Gorog swarm had turned to face Kyp and the other
Masters, but Luke and Marawere still trapped afew meters above the main combat, their lightsabers
weaving brilliant snakes of color asthey spun and dashed and killed.

Lelaand Han were about halfway to the fight when she noticed that no Gorog werefiring in their
direction. Faced with aline of Jedi Masters and bugcruncher droids, apparently Leiaand Han just did not
seem like much of athreat.

Leiahated being underestimated.

“That way!” Lelareached across Han' sface, pointing away from the battle at an angle. “Flank ‘em!”

“I wasjust about to think of that.” Han turned in the direction Leiahad indicated, then dropped his
second assault rifle and drew histrusty DL-44 blaster. “ Take the stick!”

Before Leiacould ask for clarification, Han braced his blaster hand across hisfree arm and pointed the
emitter nozzle at one of the Gorog attacking Luke and Mara.

“Areyou crazy?’ Leiacried. “You can't shoot into a hand-to-hand fight!”

“No kidding?’ Han replied. “I didn’t know that.”

Leiagrabbed Han in the Force and, as they continued to approach the battle, tried to steady him. He
sgueezed the trigger, and a bolt streaked up to blast a Gorog' s head apart. He fired again, and an
abdomen exploded. The third shot burned a hole through awarrior’ sthorax.

Han began to fire more rapidly now, aways aiming for the perimeter of the battle. The two Masters used
the Force to shovetargetsinto hisline of fire, and it was only afew seconds before the only Gorog
between them and the Solos were dead ones.

Han stopped firing and waved them down. “Come on! Let’s get outta—"

Luke and Mara shook their heads, then turned toward the ceiling and vanished into atunnel surrounded
by thefivelarget, ugliest Killiks Leiahad ever seen.

“Hey!” Hanydled, il trying to wave them back. “The ship’ sthis way!”



FORTY

JAINA AND ZEKK KNEW they were getting close to the launching bay when the broken cylinders of
derelict dartships began to appear in the ethmane fog. They could fed Leiaand the other Jedi somewhere
beyond, deep within Kr, awash in abattle whirl of anger and fear and pain.

They followed the shaft around abend and, in the fog bel ow, saw the hazy star of a blasted-out
launching bay. From indde came the silver flicker of asmall-arms barrage, punctuated at intervas by the
brilliant bursts of laser cannons. Jainaand Zekk stretched their Force-awareness into the battle. They felt
only four living presences aboard theFal con, the Noghri and two others they did not recognize.

Astheir StealthX s dipped through the entrance, forks of white energy began to crackle acrosstheir
forward shidds. Jainaand Zekk activated their forward floodlights. The launching bay wasfilled with
wrecked dartships and drifting insect parts. In the heart of the carnage floated theMillennium Falcon,
taking fire from dozens of positions concealed in the flotsam. Perhaps two dozen insectsin the
chitin-and-insulfiber cargpaces that served as Killik pressure suits had dipped insde theFalcon’ s shidds.
They were blagting it with eectrobolts at point-blank range, melting fist-sized pitsinto the hull armor.

Jainaand Zekk paused, struggling to grasp what they saw. Despite what they had sensed from Leia
through the Force, they till found it difficult to believe that anest of Killikswould attack theFalcon
without reason . . . and all too easy to believe theFalcon might have provided areason. Only the
memory of the unprovoked attacks on theShadow and Master Sebatyne earlier— and of theillogical
explanations provided by the Colony—gave them the resolve to open fire.

Their laser boltswere blindingly brilliant in such anarrow space, and their canopy flash tinting went to
black. Jainaand Zekk ingtinctively reached into the Force to locate their targets, but the only presences
they felt were aboard theFalcon. They had to settle for counterfire, alowing their R9 unitsto control the
laser cannons and target the source of each eectrobolt.

It took longer, but the result was the same. The positionsin the flotsam fdll silent, leaving only the Killiks
on theFalcon’s hull to contend with. Jainaand Zekk seded their vac suits and moved their StedlthX's
deeper into the launching bay.

Before they could pop their canopies, theFalcon’s rear cargo hatch opened and two Noghri in vac suits
dropped out of the vessel with apair of T-21 repeating blasters. The hatch closed behind them, and they
turned in different directions, twisting and spinning like Jedi, working their way around the hull, burning
the Killiks off the ship. As much asit pained Jainaand Zekk to watch the deaths of so many Kind, they
had to admire the artistry.

The Noghri had dmost completed their hull cleaning when theFalcon’ s ion drives glowed to life. Jaina
and Zekk stretched their awareness into the ship again, trying to figure out why the two presences aboard
would do such athing.

They did not like what they felt.

“Hep!” C-3PO’ svoice came over the emergency channd. “ThisEwok isacrimind! He hasthe death
mark on ten planets, and now he' s attemptttiiiing . . . t00000 . . . Steeeeeeaa. . .”



C-3PO'spleatralled off into a degp rumble as someone tripped his primary circuit bresker.

TheFalcon spun her bow toward the exit. Still fighting the Killiks, the Noghri were thrown from the hull
and began to drift.

Jainaswung her StedthX in behind her father’ s beloved freighter and armed a proton torpedo.
Zekk began to wonder if thiswas not overkill.

The specifications of theFalcon’ s military-grade shidds roseto the top of their mind, and Zekk
understood. He armed atorpedo of hisown.

They activated their targeting computers.
TheFalcon stopped spinning—no doubt as target-lock alarmsfilled the cockpit.

A nervous Sullustan voice came over the comm channd. “Thisis Jae . run, second mate of the
Millennium Falcon, requesting the two unseen craft to deselect us astargets.”

Jainaand Zekk did not comply.

The glow died from theFalcon’ s ion drives. “ Thisis Jae Juun, second mate of theMillennium Falcon.
See-Threepio was mistaken. Our only intention wasto movetheshipout of . . . theline. . . What the
bloah isthat?”

Jainaand Zekk did not need to see past theFal con to know what Juun was talking about. They could
fed it inthe growing pressure of Unu’ swill, in the growing weight inside them.

TheFalcon dipped away from the exit, exposing the old Lancer-class frigate now blocking the way
outsde. A smdl, well-armed launch was gliding slently through the jagged entrance, nosing aside ruined
dartships and tumbling pieces of Killik.

Unu'swill grew crushing, compelling Zekk and Jainato answer honestly—even before they sensed the
question.

Who did this?
Mara and Luke were ten meters down a sticky, wax-lined tunnel, and every time Mara made the
mistake of breathing, she came closeto retching. The dank air stank worse than a Sarlacc' sbelch, a

cloying melange of decay, spice, and free ethmane. And the smell was only growing worse asthey
advanced.

“At least it kegpsyou from thinking about the burns” Luke said.

Mara s awareness of her wounds—half a dozen aching circles where e ectrobolts had burned
thumb-sized cratersinto her flesh—returned. She drew alittle more of the Force into herself, usingit to
reinvigorate exhausted muscles, to keep her pain-crippled body functiond.

“That’swhat | love about you, farmboy,” she said.



“| dwayslook on the bright Sde?’
“Not redlly.” Maraassumed acynica tone. “Y ou dways know how to make agirl fed better.”

The tunndl findly opened into alarge vault where the air was so humid and hot that their faces grew
instantly moist. An eerie whine permeated the chamber, barely loud enough to hear above the pounding
of her own heart, and the Force grew heavy with the pain of the nearly dead.

Marafollowed Luke into the vault, and suddenly she forgot the eerie sound, the horrible smell, even her
own fiery pain. The entire chamber was lined by large hexagona cells, some sedled with awax cap,
some containing a paralyzed Chiss captive curled around a Gorog larva. Many of the prisoners were
dead and mostly devoured, with the barbed mandibles of anearly devel oped larva protruding hdf a
meter above the cdl walls. Just as many remained dive, groaning weskly aslarvae gnawed at their
immobile bodies.

“I"'m beginning to understand the Chiss point of view,” Luke said. “1 wonder if Raynar knows about
this?’

“Maybe, on some—"

Mara s neck prickled with cold, and she spun around to find the wrong end of an electrobolt rifle
illuminated in her lamp beam. Behind it, sighting down the stock, was a blue face framed by apair of
Twi’ lek lekku.

Rather than taking half a second to ignite her lightsaber and another half a second to block, Mara
pointed and released the Force energy she had been using to keep hersdlf going. Her body erupted into
pain and muscle tremors, but blue lightning shot from her fingertips and blasted therifle, driving the stock
back into the Twi’ lek’ s mangled shoulder and crackling deep into the wound. Alemacried out and let the
weapon dip from her hands, then went limp and floated away into darkness.

Marafdt ahint of uneasnessin Luke. “What?’
“Nothing,” Lukereplied.Just thinking —

Luke' s lightsaber crackled to life and droned past Mara s ear, blocking what sounded more like
blasterfire than another eectrobolt. She sensed a second attack coming and activatedher own blade,
sweeping it up behind Luke' sto bat avay another string of bolts.

The blasterfire fdll silent, but not before Mara could swing her hdmet lamp toward its source. She
glimpsad a hump-shouldered man with a haf-melted face and one chitinousinsect arm grafted to his
shoulder; then he dipped out of the light.

“Forcelightning.” The man’svoice was raspy and sharp. “We had thought Skywalker’s Jedi considered
themselves above that.”

“We make exceptions.” Again, Mara sensed a certain gpprehension in Luke. Sheignored it and swung
her helmet lamp toward the voice, and again the dark figure dipped out of the light. “ Especidly in your
case, Welk.”

AsMaraspoke, she and Luke moved gpart, positioning themsalves just within each other’ sreach,
wherethey could still take advantage of overlgpping fields of defense.



A soft flutter sounded above Mara' s head.
“Hear that?’ Mara asked.
“What?'

“I was afraid you didn’'t.” Marareached out in the Force but felt only a shadowy sense of danger, so
vague and ambiguous she could have been imagining it. “ There' s something flying around over here”

“Welk?" Luke asked.

A gtring of blaster bolts erupted from Luke s other side, directly opposite the fluttering. He brought his
lightsaber around and sent the bolts tearing back toward the source.

“I don't think so,” Mara concluded.

She brought her own blade up, dashing through the darkness above her head, finding only dank air.
Another flutter sounded behind her. She spun to attack and suddenly found hersdlf in the Force grasp of
someone e se, twirling across the room and accel erating. Mara reached out, searching for her attacker.
Shefdt only the horror and anguish that permesated the entire room.

Then she cameto the wall, and a piercing agony blossomed low in her back. She looked down to find
ten centimeters of mandible tip protruding from her abdomen, and the pain spread across her entire belly.

“Rodddddder!”
The second mandible closed, driving apair of barbs deep into the flesh above her hip.
“Thathurts’

Marareversed her grip on her lightsaber, and aflutter arosein the darkness at her side. Suddenly the
handle grew stinging cold, then the blade started to sputter, flicker, and fade. Mara attacked anyway.

The blade sank two centimeters and sizzled out. The larva began to shakeits head back and forth, its
mandiblestearing at her ingde.

“Mara?’ Luke had activated his second lightsaber—the one he had taken from Alema earlie—and was
advancing on Welk, batting the Dark Jedi’ s blaster bolts back at him. “Need the spare—"

“Fine here!” Marareturned her useless weapon toits clip. “ Just take care of Welk.”

Welk broke into an evasive tumble, firing as he moved and seldom going astray. L uke deflected achain
of bolts, but finished with his blades out of position and had to somersault away.

Trying.

Maradrew her blaster and put abolt into the larva' s head. 1t shook even harder, drawing an involuntary
cry from her asabarb scraped something inside. Shefired a second time, then heard a soft throb in front
of her and brought her weapon around.



The handle grew icy cold, then a depletion alarm sounded. When she squeezed the trigger, she heard
only the softpop of agas charge moving into the X Citer chamber.

“Neat trick,” Marasaid to the darkness. “It isn’'t going to save you.”

Theair pulsed above Mard sleft shoulder. She swung her helmet lamp toward the sound and—as
always—saw nothing. Then a prickle of danger sense raced up her spine, and she looked in the opposite
direction. Gliding out of the darkness, just a the edge of her light, was ameter-high Gorog with thick
chitin armor and overlong mandibles.

Even had she not seen the splint fused to its broken leg, Marawould have known that thiswasthe
assassin she had fought on Ossus. Much smdller than atypical Gorog warrior, it was coming at herina
fury, mandibles clacking, thorax drumming, crooked proboscisfoaming.

Marafinaly hesitated, confused, unsure, angry. The nest would be reaching out to Ben now, using the
Forceto share al that was happening here, to make him feel every Gorog degth.

A puff of dank air brushed Mara sface. Her helmet grew biting cold and the lamp dimmed to darkness,
then a softphoot sounded from the direction of the approaching nbug. A glob of caustic-smelling
acid hit thefront of her ragged vac suit, and her flesh erupted with anew kind of burning.

Ben would haveto get over it.

Opening hersalf completely to the Force, using her resolveto draw it in, Maralifted her hand toward the
n bug and squeezed. It popped with along, sharp crackle and the rotten smell of dissipating
methane.

A pair of blue balts flashed up from Welk’ s direction and streaked into the smashed body. Mara had
just enough time to push out with the Force and create asmall bubble of protection before the assassin
bug exploded.

In the orange light, floating just beyond arm’ sreach, she glimpsed apale ova with little to suggest aface,
only afew dark areas where there might have been amouth and nose and eyes. Mara swung her hand
toward it, but the blast light faded and the apparition was gone.

Luke bardly fdlt the heat of the explosion, but the shock wave sent him cartwheeling into darkness. He
kept hishemet lamp fixed on Welk’ stumbling form and brought himself to ahalt afew meterslater.
Welk dammed into asealed cell and crashed through the wax cap.

L uke Force-plucked the blaster from Welk’ s hand and started toward him. He could fed that Marawas
wounded but, at the moment, no longer under attack. The best thing he could do was keep the enemy
too busy to worry about her—at least until Han and Lela arrived with the rest of the team.

Lukewas il five meters away when Welk pulled histwistedbody free of the cdll. His black armor was
smeared in yelow pulp, and the lipless dash of his mouth hung agape with what was ether fear or
disdan.

Luke reactivated hislightsabers.

The soft whiffle of wings sounded to hisright, and the air suddenly grew asthick and heavy aswater. He
twisted toward the noise, but his body seemed to move in dow motion, and by the time he turned there



was nothing to see but darkness.

A crimson bladeignited afew meters ahead, and L uke knew Welk was coming. He brought his
lightsabers around in across guard and looked back toward the attack. Again, his actions seemed to
take forever, and the glow of the crimson blade drew within striking range long before Luke was ready to
defend.

The fight was about to get interesting.

L uke extended himself toward the glow, damming his Force presence into Welk. It wasliketrying to
push Qoribu out of orbit. Welk continued to come, bringing his blade around in a brazen full-reach
attack.

Lukedidn’t even try to block. The Dark Jedi was strong-even stronger than Saba had said—but great
strength was like great power. 1t seduced those who had it, lulled them into relying on might when other
tools were better. Luke reversed tactics, pulling his attacker toward him. Welk tumbled forward, his
hoarse voice croaking in alarm, his scarred face dropping toward Alema s silver blade.

The low throb of wings sounded overhead, and the hilt of Alema slightsaber grew painfully cold asthe
thing causing the sound—he wondered ifthat could be Lomi Plo—drained the energy from its power
cell. The blade sputtered and died.

Welk dammed into Luke headfirgt, sending them both into an uncontrolled tumble. The Dark Jedi’s
crimson blade flashed past Luke' sleg and burned agouge into his shin, sending afiery shaft of pain
graight to the heart.

Luke righted himself, but he was still moving in dow mation, and Welk was dready coming again. Luke
reached out in the Force, bringing histhumb and forefinger together.

Welk’sliplessmouth fell open. Dire gurgling sounds began to rise from histhroat—and then Luke
remembered Alema s sacrifice of the membrosiagiver. Hadhe grown that casud about killing? So
accustomed to the power he wielded that he would useit to kill when he had other meansto defend
himsdf?

Luke opened hisfingers and released Welk.

The Dark Jedi’ s breathing returned to normal, but he stopped where he was, rubbing his throat and
eyeing Lukein suspicion.

Skywalker! Mara’ s voice was ascreech in the Force, but when she spoke aloud, it sounded weak and
pained. “Areyou crazy? Finish him!”

“Not that way,” Luke answered. “ The Force may have no light or dark side, but we do. We must
choose.”

“Right now?’ Mara asked.
“Especiallynow.”

Luke caught Welk’ s gaze, then—till moving dowly—raised hisremaining lightsaber to high guard.



“Areyou ready, son?’
“Weare not your son!”
The Dark Jedi sailed forward, bristling at the condescension, striking at the flank Luke had |eft open.

Moving even dower than was necessary, L uke pulled his guard around and rotated away. A soft flutter
sounded behind him. The hilt of hislightsaber grew cold—as Alema s had amoment earlier—and the
blade died.

By then Luke had aready released the weapon and accelerated to his best speed, dipping forward even
as he twisted away from the attack. The sudden speed change caught Welk by surprise. Luke trapped
the Dark Jedi’ swrigt in an X-block and continued to pivot smoothly away, forcing those handsinto a
tight circle and driving the lightsaber back up into Welk’ s ssomach in one not-so-fast motion.

Welk let out abloodcurdling scream and tried to deactivate the lightsaber, but Luke had his hand over
the switch and nowhe was the strong one. He wrenched the handle free and ripped the blade out the
Dark Jedi’ s sde, then turned to face the attack he felt certain would be coming from Lomi Plo—and
went spinning out of control when the air suddenly grew light and thin again and he could once more
move at norma speed.

Luke saw thewall flashing past, coming up fast, barbedmandibles protruding where he was about to hit.
He deactivated the lightsaber, then reached out in the Force and jerked the larvafrom its cell, dammed
intoitin midar, and tumbled off in anew direction.

Thistime he managed to stop himsdf before he hit another wall. He reignited Welk’ slightsaber and spun
around with the crimson blade swinging—then fdlt ajolt of darm and sensed Mara gpproaching out of
the darkness.

“Hey, it sme!” Maraused the Force to push the weapon down. “Don’t you recognize your own wife
anymore?’

L uke deactivated the blade. “ Sorry.”

Being careful to keep the beam below her chin so he didn’t blind her, Luke turned hishelmet lamp in
Mara s direction. Her Force aura had subsided to amere blush, and the charred circles on her body
reminded him of how much his own ectrobolt wounds ached. But it was the jagged, triangular puncture
wound in her right abdomen that he found most larming. About the size of three fingers bunched
together, it was smeared with grime and oozing dark blood.

“How areyou feding?’

“About asgood as | look.” As Mara spoke, her eyes were searching the darkness around them. “But
I"ll last until we can find Alema. Any ideawhere she s—”

A seriesof dull thuds reverberated through the chamber, followed by the fading light and dying crackle
of the thermal detonatorsthat had just discharged insde awall acrossthe chamber. An ingtant later, a
pair of Han's YVH bugcruncher droids rode into the chamber on the blue-white tails of their propulsion
thrusters and quickly swung toward the Skywalkers.

“Remain cam!” one ordered in its ultradeep, ultramale voice. “ Remain stationary! Help iscoming.”



FORTY-ONE

THE BOLT BURNSHAD BEEN smeared with bacta salve, the puncture wounds were covered with
actibandages on both sides, and there was enough Stericlean inthe air to disinfect haf the nest. All that
could be doneinthefidd, Leiahad done, and <till she did not like how her sster-in-law looked. Mara
had an ashy complexion and ahint of bluein her lips, and her eyeswere so sunken they looked like crash
craters.

“WEe Il get you to theFalcon soon,” Leiasaid. They were back in the membrosia chamber, where the
worgt of the battle had taken place, waiting for apair of fresh vac suitsfor Maraand Luke. “Bug four
should be returning anytime now.”

“No hurry.” Marasgueezed Leia s hand. “I’ ve been hit worse than this”

“It'snotyou she' sworried about,” Han said. “1f | don’t get out of thisplacesoon .. .”

Han let his sentencetrail off, and Leiaturned to find him shining his helmet lamp into the haze-filled
darkness. The beam extended only about ten meters before terminating in awall of floating Gorog

COrpses.

“What, Han?’

“I don’'t know.” Han pointed into the carnage, then swung his helmet lamp away to reved afaint golden
glow snaking through the corpses and floating blood globules. “ Trouble, maybe.”

Leiareached out in the Force and felt a swarm of Killiks gpproaching in the company of three Joiners.
“It' sdainaand Zekk!” shesad. “With Raynar.”

“Likel said,” Han muttered. “Trouble.”

The golden glow resolved itsdlf into aline of shine-balls being carried by along column of Killiksin
chitinous pressure suits of many different configurations. At the head of the procession came the hulking
form of Raynar Thul, hisvac suit helmet tucked under one arm, his scar-frozen face red with fury. Haf a

meter behind, Jainaand Zekk followed, looking more nervous than angry.

Leiawaited asthey gpproached, then bowed to Raynar. “UnuThul, I'm sorry we must meet—"



“So arewe,” Raynar said. The battle-pitted form of Bug Four drifted out from among the mass of Unu
following him. The droid’ s photoreceptors were dark, the seams of his body shell were smeared with
soot, and he was surrounded by the acrid stink of scorched circuits. “ Y our droid murdered Unu.”

Giving Leiano chance to respond, Raynar floated around her to the sides of Luke and Mara, and
severd hand-sized Killik healers poked their tiny heads up past the collar of his pressure suit. Leia started
to go after him, but was stopped by a gentle Force tug.

“Wait with us” Jainasaid from behind Leia. “ Trying to explain now will only make Unu angrier.”

“Thank you for the advice.” Leiaturned to face Jainaand caught the flash of severd tiny eyes peering
out of her collar, too. “Looks crowded in there.”

Jainagtared into Leid seyes. “Not redly.”
“It growsonyou,” Zekk said. He reached over and rubbed the backs of hisfingers down Jaina s cheek.
“Totel thetruth, we kind of likeit,” Jainaadded.

“Oh,” Lelasaid. “1 would have thought dl that creeping inside your suit would fed, um,
uncomfortable.””

Jainaand Zekk shook their heads in unison.

“Not at dl,” Jainasad.

“It makes usfed whole,” Zekk added.

The trio spent an awkward moment looking a each other, Jainaand Zekk softly humming and clicking
to themselves, Leiahiding her fedings behind a polite smile. Though she had aready sensed in the Force
what had become of her daughter and Zekk, actually seeing them behave like Joiners was amostmore
than she could bear. Her heart was dropping with every best.

Findly, Janaasked, “What are you doing here, Mother?’ Little Killik healers began to crawl out of her

suit and launch themselvesinto the darkness. “We thought you were going to open negotiations with the
Chiss”

“I had another idea,” Leiasaid. “Onethat might actually work.”

Jainaand Zekk waited patiently for her to elaborate.

“There sno senseexplaning it twice” Leasad. “Let’ swait until Ray—er, UnuThul isavallable”

A hurt look cameto the faces of Jainaand Zekk. Leiafelt apang of regret, but she did not apologize.
Too much depended on her plan, and she could not risk having the pair speak againgt it before shehad a

chanceto present it to Raynar.

“What about Dad?’ Jainaasked quietly. She glanced toward Han, who remained with Luke and Mara
but was looking over at his daughter and Zekk. “Ishe till going to cut our tether for staying?’

“It may take sometimefor your father to accept this,” Leiasaid. “He gtill has nightmares about whatever



happened to him after that misunderstanding with the Kamarians.”

“We're not Kamarians,” Jaina objected. Zekk absentmindedly rubbed hisforearm aong the back of her
neck, and Han made a sour face and looked away. “We re dill his daughter.”

“Just give your father sometime,” Leiasaid. Shedid not know how to explain—without offending Jaina
and Zekk— what she knew in her heart: that Han was not as disappointed with Jainaas he was angry in
himsdf; that he blamed himsaif for not protecting her from what she had become. “Thisisgoing to be
hard for him.”

“It will behard on usall, wethink,” Zekk said.
Raynar dipped away from Luke and Mara—who were now crawling with Killik healers—and returned
to Lela. Hefixed his gaze on her, and suddenly her vision darkened around the edges. His blue eyes

seemed the only lightsin the chamber, and she felt an enormous, murky presence pressing down on her
ingde.

“Wow you can explain thisdaughter, PrincessLeia” Raynar said. “Why did the Jedi kill dl these Kind?’
“Quite smply, we had no choice,” Lelasaid. “ They were attacking Luke and Mara.”
Thisdrew around of suit-muffled chest pulsing from the entourage of Unu.

“Strange,” Raynar said. “Thisdoes not look like the Skywakers nest. Are you surethey were not the
ones attacking?’

“It'scomplicated.” Leia started to suggest they come back to that in amoment, but the presencein her
chest grew heavy, and she found hersdf explaining more about the mission than might have been wise.
“This nest was drawing the Colony into a devastating war. We hoped to undermine their influence so you
would consider our pesce plan.”

Han'sjaw fell. “Leia How about alittle tact?”

“We prefer her candor,” Raynar growled. His burning eyes continued to hold Leia sgaze. “But this
daughter was pointless. Eliminating thisnest can only turn usagaing your plan.”

“Unfortunately, we had no choice.” By the sound of Luke s voice—Learemained unableto see
anything but Raynar’ s eyes— he wasfloating over to insert himsdlf into the conversation. “They were
trying to diminateus. It was sdf-defense.”

“ Sdlf-defense?’ Raynar sounded outraged. “ The Kind fight only whenthey are attacked.”

“Yeah,” Hansad. “You'realot like the Chissthat way.”

Raynar turned to glare at Han. Leia svison returned to normal, and she found Han sneering confidently
back at Raynar, looking as though he were staring down an Aqualish bar brawler instead of the leader of

anintersdlar civilization.

Leiadipped between the two. “L et me show you something.” She addressed herself not only to Raynar,
but to the entire Unu entourage. “Y ou need to understand something about this nest, and then we can talk
about whether the Colony truly wants peace.”



Without waiting for permission, Leaturned toward the celling, leading Raynar, Han, and the Unu
through the body-filled darkness toward the nursery entrance. Luke and Mara, who had stopped using
the Force to compensate for their injuries, remained behind at the ingstence of the Killik healers, and
Janaand Zekk stayed with them. Leiadid not understand why, but there was alot about her daughter
and Zekk that she did not understand right now.

After afew moments, they reached the cave that Bugs Two and Three had blasted through the celling,
and the smdll of decay grew sickening. Kyp and the other Masters were inside the nursery gathering
Chiss survivors and searching for Lomi Plo, so Lela opened hersdlf to the battle-meld and urged them to
have the bugcrunchers stand down.

“Bugcrunchers?’ Raynar said.

Leiawasalittle surprised, since she could not sense Raynar’ s presence in the meld, but Han was
nonchaant.

“No offense. We had to cdl ‘em something.”
Hafway through the cave, they found Saba waiting. Her vac suit and face scales were smeared with wax
and offa from pulling Chissout of larva cells, and the stench rising off her was enough to send arustle of

revulson through the Unu.

Saba dlowed Raynar and the entourage to stare at her for amoment, then said, “Thisoneis sorry for
her smell. Thework in hereismeszy.”

“What isyour work?" Raynar asked.
Sabalooked to Leia before answering.

“It will be better if we just show you,” Lelasaid, directing her comment more to Sabathan Raynar. “ Any
ggnof Alemayet?

“None,” Sabasaid. “Perhapz she was disintegrated in a detonator explosion.”

“Maybe.” Having seen for herself how acute the Twi’ lek’ s danger sense was, Leiahad her doubts.
“What about Lomi Plo?’

Sabaturned her pAms up. “Vanished.”
“Lomi Ploisdead,” Raynar said, asif by rote. “ Shedied in the Crash.”
Saba glanced hisway, gnashing her fangs, then looked back to Leia *Y ou are sure about this?’

Leianodded. “Unu needsto seethis” Slently, she added that it wasstill the only way to break the Dark
Nest's hold on the Colony.

Saba shrugged, then led Leia and the othersinto the darknessof the nursery. The air was hot and dank
and so filled with the stench of decay that Raynar gulped and the Unu rumbled their thoraxes. Kyp and
the rest of the rescue team were working aong the far side of the chamber, the beams of their helmet
lamps sweeping acrossthe wall but revealing little more than the hexagond pattern of the nursery cells.



A few metersin, Lela stopped and siwvung her helmet lamp toward the nearest wall. The beam
illuminated the half-devoured corpse of a Chiss prisoner, still curled around a squirming Gorog larva.

Raynar gasped, and the nearest Unu brought their mandibles together in shock. Han shined his helmet
lamp on a second cdll, and Sabaathird. Both of those cells also contained the bodies of Chiss captives.

“What isthis?’” Raynar demanded.

“Looks pretty clear to me,” Han said. Asmore Unu poured into the room with their shine-bdls, the
chamber brightened rapidly, and the true extent of the horror grew more apparent. “Kind of makesafella
see how the Chiss might have apoint, doesn't it?’

Raynar whirled on Han. “Y ou thinkwe did this?’

“Notyou, exactly,” Leiasaid, slently curang Han' s biting humor. “The Dark Nest did it. The Gorog.”

“Gorog?’ Raynar’ s gaze drifted back to the gruesome sight in the cells. “What isthis Dark Net”?’

“This” Saba waved her arm at the murk around them. “The nest that keepz attacking us. The one that
has been feeding on Chisz captivez. The one that made you build more nestz a Qoribu.”

Raynar glowered at the Barabd. “ The nests do not lead Unu. Unu leads the nests.”
“Redly?’ Leiacocked her brow. “Then al thisisUnu’ s doing?’

“No.” Raynar’ svoice grew sharp. When his entourage began to clack and drum, he added, “Thisis not
even a Colony nest. We do nothave anest on Kr.”

Han looked around pointedly. “Funny. Looks alot like that nursery on Jwlio—except for al the Chiss
captives, of course.”

“Actudly, it can beaColony nest,” Lelasaid to Raynar. “ And youwouldn’t remember.”
Thisdrew an even louder protest from the Killiks, but Leiaspoke over it. “Cilgha thinks the Dark Nest
sarves asasort of unconscious for the Colony’ s collective mind. It would be able to influence the Kind

without you knowing—just as the unconscious mind of most speciesinfluencestheir behavior.”

“Impossible,” Raynar said, far too quickly. “There are no Gorog in the Kind. How could the nest
influence us?’

“The same wayyou influenced Jaina and the others when you cdled them to help the Colony,” Lela
replied. “Through the Force.”

Raynar’ s voice grew soft. “ Through the Force.”

“That'sright,” Leiasaid. “ The sameway you convinced Tesar to vist Bornaryn Trading. The same way
you convinced Tahiri and Tekli to argue the Colony’ s case to the Jedi Order.”

Raynar’ s eyesflared in understanding, but Unu’s protest rose to a crescendo. He closed hiseyes as
though trying to concentrate, but Leia could seein the twitching muscles of hisface someinternd struggle,



some insect argument she would never understand. She began to have the unpleasant feding shewas
atempting theimpossible,

Leiaglanced over a Sabaand mouthed Welk’ s name. The Barabel’ s eyes narrowed, but she nodded
and quickly dipped awvay.

At lagt, theinsect din quieted, and Raynar opened his eyes.

“Evenif you are right about the Dark Nest, conquering is not our way,” he said. “The Kind seek only to
livein harmony with the Song of the Universe”

“Y eah, well, you don’t have to conquer something to teke it over,” Han said. “ And the Dark Nest had
moreinit than just Killiks”

“| assume you remember the Dark Jedii,” Leia pressed. “ Raynar fought them asayoung man at Yavin
Four. And Welk and Lomi Plo abandoned the strike team onBaanu Rass .”

Raynar studied her for amoment, then nodded. “We remember. And you think .. .” Helet the sentence
trall off asthe Unubegan to rustle and clack; then hisvoice grew stubborn again. “But you must be
wrong. Welk and Lomi Plo died in the Crash.”

“Thenwho isthis?’ Sabaasked.

She emerged from shadows dragging Welk’ s badly dashed body. Hewas till dressed in his
chitin-and-plastoid armor, with anew insect arm grafted to his shoulder. Hisface looked even less human
than Raynar’ s, but he clearly wasn't Chiss.

Saba sent the corpse gliding toward Raynar’ s chest.

Han waited until the thing hit, then said, “He' s got some pretty bad burn scars, but that tellsyou
something right there.”

Onceit wasin front of him, Raynar seemed riveted by the corpse, his blue eyes dowly diding back and
forth beneath his scarred brow, his breath coming in ever-raggeder rasps.

“Jacen investigated the Crash,” Leiasaid. “He saw you pull Welk and Lomi out of the flames.”
The Unu fell deathly quiet, and Raynar’ s gaze swung to Lela. *“ Sawus?’
“Through the Force,” she dlarified.

“Yes—weremember.” Raynar nodded and closed hiseyes. “Hewasthere. . . onthebridge. . . for just
amoment.”

“You sawJacen?” Han gasped.
“That' simpossible,” Leiasaid. “He would have had to reach acrosstime—"

“Wesaw Jacen. He gave usthe strength to continue. . . to pull them . ..” Suddenly Raynar stopped and
turned toward the center of the nursery. “WhereisLomi?’



He had barely asked the question when the Unu entourage began to disperse across the nursery, their
shine-bdlsilluminating the vault in aspray of whirling light.

“WhereisLomi?’ Raynar repeated.

Rdlief washed over Leialike a Rbollean peta-oil shower. She had broken through to Raynar’ s memory.
“Thenyou recall saving her?’

“Weremember,” Raynar said. “ She was afraid that the Y uuzhan VVong would find us again, or that
Anakin would comelooking for her, or Master Skywalker. She was afraid of many things. She wanted
to hide”

“Wel,” Han sad, “that sure confirms Cilghd’ stheory.”

“What theory?’ Raynar asked.

“Theway Cilghd seesit,” Han said, “when aKillik nest swalows up someone who' s Force-sensitive,
the nest takes on some of his persondity.”

“Inyour case, the Y oggoy absorbed the value you place on individud life Lelasaid. “ They started to
carefor their feeble and provide for the starving, and it wasn't long before their successled to the
cregtion of the Unu.”

“That’s much how we remember it,” Raynar alowed. “But it has nothing to do with the Gorog.”

“Y ou said you remember pulling Welk and Lomi Plo out of thefire,” Han pointed out. “ But then they
just disappeared.”

“You said Lomi was afraid and wanted to hide,” Lelaadded. “ That waswhat Y oggoy absorbed from
her. Is't it possible that she aso created anest of her own—anest hidden from everyone el se?’

As Raynar consdered this, the color seemed to drain from hisface.” We caused this?’

“That’ snot what we' resaying,” Leiasaid. “Only that the Dark Nest isinfluencing—"

“If we saved Lomi and Welk, we are responsible.”

An eerie tempest of clacking and muffled booming rolled through the nursery asthe Unu again started to
protest. Raynar turned from Leiaand the others and dowly glided aong the wall, peering into each cell
he passed and shaking his head in despair.

“If we saved Lomi and Welk—"

Han caught up and took Raynar by the arm. “L ook, kid, you couldn’t have known.”

Amazingly, Raynar did not send Han tumbling across the room or silence him with agesture or even pull
away. He merdly continued to float dong, seemingly unaware of Han at dl, saring into the cells.

“If we saved Lomi and Wek,we did this”

“Y ou should get amedal for saving them,” Han said. “What happened later, that’ s not your fault.”



Thatgot Raynar’ s attention. He stopped and turned to Han. “Thisis not our fault?’

“Noway,” Han said. “All you did was save ther lives. That doesn’t make you responsible for what they
did later.”

“We are not responsible” Raynar’ svoice wasfilled with relief, and Unu' s clacking died away. “That's
right.”

The spray of shine-ball light dowly began to contract back toward Raynar, and Leiafelt Kyp reaching
out to her, demanding an explanation, but she could not sense what he wanted explained.

“MaybethisisaChissruse,” Raynar said, talking more to himsalf than Han now. “It must have been a
trick to convince the Jedi that the Colony isin thewrong.”

Saba shined her helmet lamp into one of the cdlls. “To thisone, it lookz like the trick was on the Chisz.”

“The Chissareruthless,” Raynar said. There was an ominous note of insstenceto hisgravelly voice.
“They would sacrifice athousand of their own kind to turn the Jedi against us.”

“That doesn’'t explain the Gorog that attacked us on theway in,” Leiasaid. Shewas aarmed by how
Raynar was trying to reshape redlity, by how he seemed to be searching for astory that worked. “They
weren't Chiss—and neither are dl these larvae.”

“Yes, itwasavery inddious plan,” Raynar said. “ The Gorog must have been brain-daves. Theywere
forced to fight—and to feed on Chiss volunteers”

“Perhaps,” Leiaalowed carefully. In ahuman mind, shewould have called Raynar’ s thought processa
psychoatic bresk; in the collective mind of the Colony, she didn’t know what to make of it. “But thereis
another explanation.”

“The Chissare creating Killik clones?” Raynar asked.

“I don't think 0,” Lelasaid.

The Unu entourage began to return, many of them drawing the hel pless, wide-eyed forms of the Chiss
survivors that the rescue team had been pulling out of the cells. Kyp and the other Masterswere dso
approaching, pouring their displeasure into the battle-meld. Sabareached out to them, urging them to
gtand by, assuring them Leiawasin control.

Thanksalot,Leathought.

“Do you remember what we were talking about?” Leiaasked, continuing to address Raynar. “ The Dark
Nest?’

“Of course. Our memory isexcellent.” Raynar’ s eyesturned bright and angry. “Han said we were not
responsible.”

“That'sright,” Leiasaid. Her vision began to dim around the edges again, and the heavy presence she
had experienced before returned to her chest. “But that doesn’'t ... mean ...



The murky weight inside grew heavier, and Leiabegan to understand that Raynar had been damaged as
much on theinsde as on the outsde. Hopelesdy marooned, in unimaginable anguish, dependent on a
bunch of insects—the shock had just been too much. Raynar had dissociated from the Situation, literally
becoming UnuThul so hewould not recal al theterrible things that had happened to Raynar Thul.

“We understand whatnot responsible means,” Raynar said. “1t meansthat just because the Dark Nest
exists, we are not the ones who created it.” He pointed to the nearest captive, afrightened-looking mae
wearing the black shreds of a CEDF gunnery officer’ suniform. “The Chissdid.”

The officer’ sface paed to ash, and his eyes grew even wider— the only signs of fear that his paralyzed
body could gtill exhibit.

“What we donot understand,” Raynar said, “isthe purpose of thisnest.”

An unintelligible groan rose from the Chiss sthroat, so weak and low that Leiatook it to be more of a
pained whimper than an attempt to speak.

“Tell ud” Raynar commanded.
The officer moaned again, but the noise sounded even less like words than before.

“Weknow you arelying.” Raynar’ stone was ominous, and the officer’ sface grew white. “ Do not insult
LS”

“I don't think hemeansto,” Lelasaid. Shefelt certain that the officer had not said anything at dl;
Raynar’ s shattered psyche was just imposing its own meaning on the Chiss sincoherent groans. “I'm
sure he doesn't even know that the Chiss cregated this nest.”

Raynar turned back to Lela. “Y ou aresure?”

“Perhapsconfident isabetter word,” Lela corrected. Again, the weight pressed down inside, and she
knew she had to tell Raynar something he wished to hear—something that wouldmake him agree to her
plan. “What if the Chissdidn’t evenknow they created the Dark Nest?’

“How could they create the Dark Nest without knowing it?” Raynar’ s voice was doubtful. “We don’t
see how that could work.”

“Byaccident ,”"Han said, picking up on Leid splan. “ That' sthe only way it could happen. The Chiss
would never intentionally do something like thisto themsaves—not even to volunteers. They have too
many honor codes.”

“That'sright,” Lelasaid. Theweight indde was decreasing. “ Chiss society isdefined by war. They're
awaysfighting— againgt the Vagaari, the Ss-ruuk, even each other.”

“And the Qoribu nestz arefilled with Chisz Joinerz.”

Saba let the statement hang, leaving it to her listenersto draw their own conclusions. Under normal
circumstances, it would have been perfect persuasive technique. But with Raynar, Leiadid not want to
take any chances. There were too many dangerous turns available to a dissociative mind—especidly a
disociativecollective mind.



“Remember what Han said about Cilgha’ stheory?’ Leiaasked. “ She bdievesthat when aKillik nest
absorbs a Force-sengtive being, the nestmates assume a portion of that being's persondity.”

“When the Y oggoy absorbed you,” Han added, “they started to value individua life. When they
absorbed Lomi Plo and Welk, they assmilated the desire for secrecy and—"

“We are not responsible for the Dark Nest!” Raynar protested. “Lomi Plo and Welk died in the Crash!”
“That'sright,” Lelasaid, cringing inwardly. “Welk and Lomi Plo died in the Crash.”

It was growing more apparent that dragging Welk and Lomi Plo out of the burningFlier had been just
too much for Raynar to bear; that whenever he remembered it, he aso remembered how muchhe had
suffered—and dl that he had los—by doingit.

Lelacontinued, “But the Y oggoy absorbed your respect for living things, and it wasn't long before their
success led to the cregtion of the Colony.”

“That ishow we remember it,” Raynar agreed. “But we do nor see what that has to do with the Dark
Nest—"

“Everything!” Sabawaved her scaly arm at the nursery again. “Look at how many Chisz Joinerz they
hed!”

Raynar’ s eyes brightened with anger. “The Kind are not cannibas. Our nests do not feed on our own
Joiners”

“ Somethinghappened in this nest,” Saba pointed out.

“And the Chiss are bloodthirsty warriors,” Lelaadded. It was awild exaggeration, but one that Raynar
would be eager to believe. “Redly, I’'m surprised this hasn't happened to the other Qoribu nests.”

“This?’ Raynar shook his head. “ This could not happen to another nest of Kind.”
“It happened here,” Saba pointed out.

“Maybe there’ s some sort of balance point,” Han added, feigning contemplation. “When anest getstoo
many ChissJoiners. . .”

Helet the sentencetrail off and turned toward Raynar, his expression growing steadily more concerned.

Raynar finished the thought. “It becomes a Dark Nest?” The Unu broke into a distressed drone, and he
nodded. “ That could explain what happened here.”

“The Chiszare gresat believerz in secrecy,” Saba offered helpfully.
“Yes” Raynar spokewith an air of certainty. “The Kind will take no more Chissinto our nests.”
“That’ sone solution,” Leiaagreed. She caught Han' s eye, and they shared one of those eectric

moments of connection that made her wonder if he was Force-sengitive after dl. “ But what are you going
to do with dl your prisoners?’



A nervous clatter rose among the Unu, and Raynar asked, “ Prisoners?’
“Chiszprisonerz,” Sabasaid. “Asthe war spreadz, you will have hundredz of thousandz.Millionz .”

“Only onethingto do.” Han shook hishead in mock regret. “Of course, that'll only make the rest of the
Chissfight that much harder.”

Raynar turned to glare at Han. Leiafound herself holding her breath, hoping she had not made amistake
reading Raynar’ swarped psyche—that he had not grown ruthless enough to accept Han' s suggestion.

At last, Raynar said, “ The Colony doesnot kill its prisoners.”

“No?" Han returned the glare for amoment, then shined his helmet lamp on a half-eaten body. “ That'lI
change soon enough.”

The Unu entourage erupted into an angry buzz, but Raynar said nothing.

“Maybeit will not be so bad for the Colony,” Sabasaid. She turned to address the Unu. * Soon, all your
nestz will be like the Gorog. The Kind will become grest fighterz.”

“We do not wish the Kind to be great fighters,” Raynar said. “We have seen what happensto great
fighters Anakin was agrest fighter.”

A pang of grief struck Leia, but sheforced hersdlf to continue. “1I’'m sorry, UnuThul. | don’t see how you
canavoidit.”

“Too bad there sgoing to beawar,” Han said. “If there wasn't, the Colony could set up some sort of
buffer zone and keep the Chiss away from their nests.”

“That might work,” Lelasaid. “But Qoribu istoo closeto Chissterritory. The nests are bound to keep
coming into contact with Chiss exploration and mining crews. Sooner or later, they’ |l reach the balance

point.”
“Qoribuistoo close” Sabaagreed. “ The Colony would have to move itz nestz.”
“Impossible,” Raynar said. “It cannot be done.”

“That' s very unfortunate.” Leiasaid thisto the Unu entourage. “ Because Han and | found this paradise
world—"’

“Severd worlds, probably,” Han added. “All empty, lush with foraging grounds, just waiting for a
speciesto come dong and clam them.”

The entourage began to rustle with interest.

“Tell usmore,” Raynar said.

“It'sin asubsector on the edge of Colony territory,” Lelaexplained. “Wedidn't havetimeto do a
complete survey, but the world we visited would be perfect for the Taat nest. There were at least two

other habitable planetsin the same system, with another dozen systems nearby that gave every indication
of being just as profuse.”



“We were thinking the Colony would want to have alook,” Han said. “But if you guys aren’t interested,
there are il plenty of displaced speciesin the Galactic Alliance—’

“Weareinterested,” Raynar said. “We dways have need of new territory.”

“Good,” Leiasaid. “I’'m sure the Chiss could be persuaded to stand down long enough for you to
organize arelocation.”

The corner of Raynar’s mouth turned down. “1I’ ve told you, that isimpossible. There’ sno way to
transport the Qoribu nests. They aretoo large.”

“Redly?’ Han flashed a smug smile, then asked, “ So large they couldn’t be temporarily rebuilt in the
hangars and launching bays of, say, afew Hapan Battle Dragons?’

Raynar’ s jaw dropped. “ The Hapan fleet would help us escape the Chiss?’

“Sure, why not?’ Han retorted. “ That has to be easier thandefending you.”

“And they would let usbuildnests in their Battle Dragons?’

“This onethinkz they would.” Saba sssed in amusement. “In fact, sheissure of it.”

The Unu thrummed their chests and tapped their mandiblesfor along time, then Raynar findly said, “We
understand what you are doing. Y ou're just as bad as Jainawas.”

“Was?’ Han scowled and looked back toward the other room— the one he had departed without even
greeting hisdaughter. “If you' ve—"

“Relax, Han.” Leiatouched Jainathrough the Force, then said, “ She' sfine. She' s till with Luke and
Maa”

“Of course sheis,” Raynar said indignantly. “Wemeant that Jainais no longer welcomein her nest.”
Han raised his brow. “1’ ve been kicked out of afew saloonsin my time, but anest? What' d she do?’

“She’ stoo much likeyou,” Raynar said. “ She is stubborn and tricky, and she cared about nothing but
preventing awar.”

“Youdon't say.” Han smiled proudly, then asked, “ Does this mean she' |l stop being abughugger?’

Raynar’ s eyesflashed in anger, and Lelabegan to have visons of her carefully crafted peaceinitiative
faling gpart.

“Han,” she sad. “Remember, UnuThul hasn’t agreed to our proposa yet.”

“Wdl, he hasn'tdisagreed, either.” Han turned to Raynar. “What' sit going to be, kid? A nasty war and
aColony full of Dark Nests, or afreerideto afree world?’

The Unu erupted into ariot of chest drumming and antennawaving, but Han ignored them and kept his
eyefixed on Raynar. The entourage kept the racket up for afew momentslonger, then abruptly fell silent



and began to stream out of the vaullt.
Leiafrowned. “Are weto take that asayes?’

“Of course,” Raynar said. He rubbed his arm down the antennae of asmall, red-eyed Killik about half
the size of an Ewok, then turned and started after hisnest. “Wasn't itour idea?’

EPILOGUE

AT THE FAR END OF THE LONG, danting cylinder of spitcrete storage cells, asingle Taat was
clinging to apatch of durasted wall, peering out through the hold’ slone observation bubble at the
golden-ringed mass of the planet Qoribu. WithKendall’ s decks shuddering benesth the power of her
sublight drives and the departure alarms chiming over the intercom, the other members of the nest were
perched atop the cell covers, thrumming a soft, mournful song that made the hair rise on the back of
Han' s neck.

“Enchanting song,” Marasaid.

Peering in through the hatch with Han, Luke, Lela, and severd others, she was seated in ahoverchair
she probably did not need. The Killik heders had tended her goring wound so well that the Hapan
surgeons had sent her straight to the bactaward. Between her own healing trances and the month she
had spent in the tanks, the only signsthat remained of the fight on Kr were the dark circles beneath her
eyesand agenera haggardness— both of which, according to Leia, had lessto do with her injuriesthan
with having to call so heavily on the Force to keep hersdf going during the battle.

“It'san ancient Killik tune that goes back to the creation of the Maw,” C-3PO said. “I'd—"

“Hold on,” Han said. “The Killiks were there when theMaw was crested?’

“Of course,” C-3PO said. “According to their histories, they were the oneswho built it.”
“TheKilliks?’" Dukat Gray gasped. He took an unconscious step away from the hatch. “Truly?’

“I wouldn't count oniit,” Leiasaid. “Killik memories can berather, uh, flexible”

“What about the song?’ Maraasked again. “ Can you trandate, Thregpio?’

“Of course,” C-3PO said. “ The air tides move usto adifferent place, thear—"

“Not quite, Threepio,” Jainasad.



“It' smorelikethis,” Zekk added.
Together, they sang:

The cold wind carries usfar from our nest, The cold wind sweeps uswhereit may. Cold wind, bear us
out of danger, Cold wind, carry us home again.

An uneasy slencefdl over the group; then the underway darmsfell slent.Kendall gaveasmadl jolt, and
the bands of Qoribu began to grow smdller asthe Fleet of the Defender Queen moved off. Han resisted
the temptation to check on theFalcon’s status; she wasisolated in a capture hangar, safely secured
aongsdethe Jedi StealthX s and being guarded by two Noghri and the surviving pair of YVH droids.
Shewould ride safely until the fleet reached the Killiks' new home.

Zekk sad, “We are going to missthem.”

“Them?’ Han asked. He recalled what Raynar had said about Jainaand Zekk no longer being welcome
intheir nest, but the Colony’ s attitude about alot of things had softened in the last month, and Jainaand

Zekk had been spending mogt of their time with the Taat, hel ping build the temporary nest aboard
Kendall. “Therings of Qoribu? The moons?’

“TheTaat, Dad,” Janasad. “ Our misson in the Colony—"

“—isover,” Zekk finished.

“Nokidding?” A smile aswide asadoor crept across Han's mouth. “Greet! That'sjust—" Hefdt his
eyes growing watery, then threw hisarms around Jainaand Zekk and pulled themclose so they would not
think hewas going to cry. “I’'m happy asaJawain ajunkyard.”

“Dad!” Jnalifted her chin. “Youdidn't let usfinish!”

“WEe re not coming homeuntil . . .”

Zekk let the sentencetrail off when a Hapan adjutant appeared at the edge of the group with a portable
holocomm.

“Until when?” Han demanded.

“Later.” Jainanodded at the adjutant. “I think this could be important.”

“Indeed.” Gray turned toward the adjutant with an air of expectation. “Is the passenger aboard?’

The adjutant’ s reply was drowned out by a thundering Wookiee bellow from the other end of the access
corridor. Lowbacca came bounding up the passage, his furry arms spread wide. Jainaand Zekk started
to race off to meet him, but stopped a step away to look back over their shoulders.

“Dad, about thatuntil,” Jainasad, amiling.

“Just forget it,” Zekk finished.

Then Lowbaccawas on them, picking them up in hisarms and complaining about the food in Chiss
prisons.



Once the noise had died down a bit, the adjutant said, “Pardon me, Y our Grace, but we' re being
haled.”

“Hailed?’ Gray repeated. “ Out here?’
“By the Chiss, Y our Grace. Ship-to-ship.”
Gray sghed. “Very wdl. I'll takeit in—"

“I’'msorry.” The adjutant looked as though he expected to be hit. “But the Aristocrawishesto speak to
Master Skywalker.”

Gray scowled at Luke, then siwung his scowl over to the adjutant. “What are you waiting for?”

The adjutant paled, then knelt in front of Luke and activated the holocomm. The image of a Chiss of
about Han' s age appeared above the pad.

“ArisocraFormbi,” Luke said immediately. “What asurprise.”
“It shouldn’t be,” Formbi retorted. “Did you think Jagged Fel was overseeing this operation?’
“Not redly,” Luke said. “What can we do for you. . . that we haven't already?’

“Absolutely nothing,” Formbi declared. “ Commander Fdl informs me that your sister was responsible for
persuading the Killiks to depart Qoribu.”

“Fornegotiating atruce,” Lelasaid, stepping into the holocam’ s view. “The Chiss also made certain
guarantees”

“Of course. A border guarantee and a promise of nonaggression. All Chissdoctrine, anyway.”
“Explicit guarantees, nonetheless” Leiasaid.

Noting that Qoribu had now shrunk to asize such that the whole planet could be seen through the Taat’s
observation bubble, Han caught Leia s eye and made awinding motion with hisfinger.

Leianodded, then said, “What isit you wished to say to me, Aristocra? We have time left before the
fleet enters hyperspace, but we should be aware of it.”

“Of course—forgive me,” Formbi said. “Firgt, | wished to congratulate you on your success. Without
your talents, | fear this matter would have cometo war.”

“Thank you, Aristocra,” Leiasaid. “But it took the involvement of agreat number of peopleto resolve
this conflict—Jagged Fel among them.”

“Commander Fdl will receive a promotion in recognition of hisjudgment here,” Formbi said. “But isyou
who deserves our thanks. Y ou have achieved peacein our time.”

“TheJedi achieved this peace, Aristocra. | wasjust one of many who were involved.” Qoribu’ s bands
were now a colorless mass, and itsringslooked like tiny ears protruding from the fattest part of its



sphere. “ And the second thing? We don’'t have much time.”

“I wanted you to know that Commander Fel isresponsiblefor the return of your Wookiee,” Formbi
sad. “Had it not been for his objections—his veryvigorous objections—the prisoner would have
remained interned until we could be certain this peaceis going to hold.”

“Thenit’sagood thing you listened to Jag,” Han said. “ K egping the Wookiee would have been abad
misteke.”

“Y es, so Commander Fd informed me,” Formbi replied calmly. “Bethat asit may, | thought you should
know that Commande Fel guaranteed your Jedi Knight' s parole persondly. We don't expect to seeany
Jedi back in our neighborhood soon, but if Lowbaccawere to return, the Fel family would be responsible
for repaying any damages he caused to the Ascendancy—and aWookiee Jedi can cause quite alot of
damage, if our prison ship isany example.”

“That’ svery kind of Commander Fdl,” Lelasaid. “Please thank him for us.”

Jainaand Zekk appeared at Han' s back. Lowbacca was towering over them from behind, more of an
gppendix to their pair than athird member.

“Dad,” Jainawhispered.
“We'dliketo tak to Jag,” Zekk finished.

Han cringed at the thought of Zekk being apart of that particular conversation, but nodded and spoke
into the holocomm.

“1s Jag there? We have someone here who wants to say thanks persondly.”

“Jaing, | presume.” Without waiting for confirmation, Formbi said, “Let me check hisavailability.”
Formbi turned and said something they could not hear to someone they could not see. A moment |ater,
Jagged Fel’ s rugged face replaced Formbi’ s above the holopad. Han and the others stepped aside to let

Jana—and Zekk—moveinto the holocam’ sfidd.

“Jaina.” Hefrowned, alittle confused, and his gaze reluctantly shifted to Zekk. “And Jedi Zekk. I'd like
to express my persond gratitudefor . . . everything you did. Y our efforts helped avert the war.”

“Y ou owe us no thanksfor that,” Zekk said.
“We were acting on everyone s behdf,” Jainasaid.

“Yes...of course” Jag' s gaze drifted to Zekk again, and he seemed even more uncertain of himself.
“Congratulations, then. You did it very well.”

Han glanced out the observation bubble and saw that Qoribu had shrunk to aflattened, silver disk about
the size of histhumb. He leaned down next to Jaina s ear.

“Get tothe point,” he whispered. “Thejumpiscoming.”

Jainaand Zekk nodded, then Jaina said, “ Thanks for getting L owbacca released. We were worried that



we might have to come break him out.”

“Sowerewe.” Jagged' s tone remained deadpan. “1 was not looking forward to that meeting.”

“Nether werewe,” Zekk said.

“But we do look forward to seeing you again sometime soon,” Jaina said.

“Under better circumstances,” Zekk added.

“Both of you?’ Jagged' s gaze dipped back and forth between them. “Yes, | will ook forward to that.”
He glanced away, his scarred brow betraying his disappoi ntment—or perhapsit was revulsion. “Now, if
you will excuse me, duty cdls”

“Of course,” Jainasaid. “WEe |l be entering hyperspace soon ourselves. May the Force be with you.”

“And with you.” Jag shifted his gazeto Zekk.” Both of you.”

The holocomm blinked out, then Jainaand Zekk turned away, the same crestfallen expression on both
their faces. A shudder ran down Han's spine, but he did hisbest to hideiit.

“Kind of gicksintheol’ throat, doesn't it?" he asked, flashing hisbest crooked, fatherly smile.
“Likewe re going to chokeonit,” Jainaanswered.

“But we'll survive.” Zekk rubbed hisforearm along Jaina s, and she began to make low clicking sounds
in her throat. “We have each other.”

Han had to look away.

Qoribu was atiny, oblong circle of light now, glinting in the light of its blue sun, and the Taat’ s song was
growing more forlorn and haunting by the minute. It seemed to him that he could actually fed their
sadness himsdlf, and he wondered if thiswaswhat it was like to sense something in the Force: to know a

thing more clearly in one s heart than in one’ s head.

Zekk and Lowbacca stepped through the hatch into the temporary nest and began to rub their arms
aong Taat antennae.

Jainalingered behind. “Wethink it will be better to say goodbye now,” she explained. “I1t will only be
harder if wewait until they make the new nest.”

“Goon,” Han sad. “I don’'t have to watch.”

Jaina smiled and kissed him on the cheek, then followed Zekk into the hold.

Dukat Gray irritated Han by coming to stand behind him and Leia. For afew moments, the Hapan
seemed content to Ssmply watch the two Jedi saying good-bye to their nest, but then he finally decided to
ruin the moment completely.

“ Aristocra Formbi may have been right about one thing, Princess.”



“I find that hard to believe, Dukat,” Lelasaid. “But perhaps |’ m mistaken.”

“If you will forgive mefor saying so, | think you are,” Gray said. “Itis apity you' re not serving in the
Gdactic Alliance government. A diplomat of the talent and skill you displayed here could be of great
service to the new government.”

“Thank you, Dukat,” Leiasaid. “Coming from you, that’ savery informative suggestion.”

Gray beamed, and Han' s heart fell. Thetime had finally come for him to stop being sdlfish, to suggest
that Leiareturn to her first love.

“Ligen,” hesaid. “I know you' ve missed being in the middle of things. Maybeit' s—”

“Yes, it'stimefor achange” Lelasad, cutting him off. “Butnot that way, Han. Thelast thing | want to
do now isjoin agovernment—the Galactic Alliance' sor anyoneedse's.”

Han began to grow confused. “No?’

“No,” Leiasad. “I’'m sick to death of compromising, of finding the workable solution instead of the right
one”

“Okay,” Han said cautioudy. “What do you have in mind?’

“Following my heart—for achange” Leasaid. Sheturned to Luke. “I’ ve seen many changesin my
life—"

“And brought about most of them,” Luke said.

“Perhgps” Leiasad. “And I've worn some very hightitles.”

“You deserved ‘em,” Han said, wondering where thiswas going.

“That wasn't what | was getting at. After dl that, after al that I’ ve seen and done, it dways comes down
tothis” She pulled the lightsaber off her belt and hefted it in her pdm. “To on Jedi, to one blade, standing
againg the darkness.” Sheturned to Han. “I think it'stimethat | chose anew path.”

“New path?’ Han asked, growing worried now. “What do you mean,new path 7’

“I’veloved being your copilat, redly,” Leiasaid. “But the galaxy has changed,| need to change.”

“Definechange ,”Han said. “ Because if thisis about the snoring—"

“Don't you dare stop thatnow —I wouldn't be ableto deep!” Lelalaughed, then turned to Luke. “I'm
beginning to understand the Jedi’ s place in the galaxy—and to see my placein the Jedi.”

Luke smiled. “Y ou want to assume your placein the order.”
Leiashook her head. “No—I want toearn my placein the order.” She turned to Saba Sebatyne, who

had been standing at the back of the group in typica reptilian silence. “I want to dedicate mysdf to
becoming a proper Jedi.”



“Youare aproper Jedi,” Sabasaid. “Y ou have done more for the galaxy than anyten Jedi.”

“You'renot listening,” Leiasaid. “ Diplomacy didn't stop thiswar.Jedi did. | want to complete my
training—and | want you to be my guide.”

Saba s scaly brow rose dmost ashigh asHan's, and Luke's, and Mara's.
“Y ou wantthis oneto guideyou?” Sabaasked carefully.
Leianodded. “If you would consider it.”

“Thisone?’ Saba repeated.

“Yes” Leiarepeated. “I want someone who will challenge mein unexpected ways. | want someone
who will teech mewhat Idon’t know.”

Saba s diamond-shaped pupils grew narrow as dits, and her forked tongue began to flick between her

pebbly lips. She studied Leiafor severa moments more, then began to Siss so hard that she had to grab
her Sdes.

“That isagood one, Princesz. Y ou redly had thisone—"

“I'mnot joking,” Leiainterrupted.

Saba shissng stopped. “ Truly?’

Lelanodded. “Truly.”

“Wall, then.” Saba glanced a Han. “It seemz this one has no choice.”

“Not redly,” Han said. “And it'salot better than the dternative.”

“What aternative?’ Saba asked.

Before Han could answer, the jump alarms chimed. A shudder ran throughKendall’ s decks, then
Qoribu’ sdigtant pinpoint of light winked out of existence. The Taat’s mournful song cameto an aborupt
end, and the velvet light outside the observation bubble paled to the colorless blur of hyperspace.
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