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PROLOGUE

Likethievesdl acrossthe gaaxy, Tibannatappers worked best in darkness. They dipped and stole
through the lowest levels of Bespin's Life Zone, down where daylight faded to dusk and shapes softened
to silhouettes, down where black curtains of mist swept across purple, boiling skies. Their targets were
the lonely platformswhere honest beings worked through the endless night de-icing frozen intake fans
and belly-crawling into clogged transfer pipes, where the precious gas was gathered atom by atom. In the
last month alone, the tanks at a dozen stations had been mysterioudy drained, and two Jedi Knights had
been sent to bring the thievesto justice.

Emerging into a pocket of clear air, Jainaand Zekk saw BesGas Three ahead. The station was a
saucer-shaped extraction platform, so overloaded with processing equipment that it seemed awonder it
dtayed afl oat. The primary storage deck was limned in blue warning strobes, and in the flashing light
behind one of those strobes, Jainaand Zekk saw an oblong shadow tucked back between two holding
tanks.

Jaina siwung the nose of their borrowed cloud car toward the tanks and accel erated, rushing to have a
look before the processing facility vanished behind another curtain of mist. The shadow was probably
just ashadow, but down here at the bottom of the Life Zone, heat and pressure and darkness all
conspired againgt human vision, and every possibility had to be investigated up close.



Spin-seded Tibannagas had alot of uses, but the most important was to increase the yield of starship
wespons. So if somebody was stedling Tibanna gas, especialy as much as had been disappearing from
Bespin in recent weeks, the Jedi needed to find out who they were—and what they were doing with it.

As Jainaand Zekk continued to approach, the shadow began to acquire a tablet-like shape. Zekk
readied the mini tractor beam, and Jainaarmed the twin ion guns. There was no need to remark that the
shadow was starting to look like asiphoning balloon, or to complain that the strobe lights were blinding
them, or even to discuss what tactics they should use. Thanksto their stay with the Killiks, their minds
were S0 closaly connected that they scarcely knew where one began and the other ended. Even after a
year away from the Colony, ideas and perceptions and emotions flowed between them without effort.
Often, they could not even tell in whose mind athought had formed—and it did not matter. They smply
shared it.

A blue glow flared among the holding tanks, then asmall tapper tug shot into view, its conicd silhouette
wavering againg the pressure-blurred lights of the station’ s habitation decks. An instant later three
sphoning baloons—the one Jainaand Zekk had spotted and two others—rose behind it, chased by long
plumes of Tibannagas fill escaping from gphoning holesin the holding tanks.

Jaina opened firewith theion guns, narrowly missing the tug, but spraying the station’ s centra hub. lon
beams were safer to use around Tibanna gas than blaster bolts, snce dl they did was disable e ectronic
circuitry, so the barrage did not cause any structural damage. But it did plunge two levels of habitation
deck into a sudden blackout.

Zekk swung the tractor beam around and caught hold of a siphoning balloon. The tappersreleased i,
and the balloon came flying straight at the cloud car. Zekk deactivated the beam immediately, but Jaina
gl had to swing wide to avoid being taken out by the huge, tumbling bag of supercooled gas.

Jainalet out atense breath. “Too—"

“—close!” Zekk finished.

By the time she brought the cloud car back around, the last two balloons were following thetug up into a
dark, churning cloud. Jainaraised their nose and sent another burst of ionized energy streaming after the
tappers, but Zekk did not reactivate the beam.

They agreed—the capture attempt had looked redlistic enough. Now the quarry needed room to run.
Jainabacked off the throttles, and they began adow spird up after the thieves.

A moment later, afuzzy pinpoint of yellow appeared deep ingde the cloud, rapidly swelling into ahazy
tongue of flame that came shooting out into clear air dmost before Jaina could bring the ion guns around.
She pressed both triggers and began to sweep the barrels back and forth. She was not trying to hit the
missile—that would have been impossible, even for aJedi. Instead, she was Smply laying ablanket of
ionized energy in its path.

Zekk reached out and found the missile in the Force, then gently guided it into one of Jaina sion beams.
Itselectricd systems erupted into atempest of discharge lightning and overload sparks, then failed
altogether. Once the tempest died down, Zekk used a Force shove to deflect it from the extraction
platform. The dead missile plunged past, barely a dozen meters from the edge of the storage deck, then
vanished into the seething darkness of the Squeeze Zone.



Jainafrowned. “Now, that was—"
“—entirely uncalled for,” Zekk finished.

With dl that supercooled Tibanna pouring out onto the storage deck, even asmall detonation would
have been enough to blow the entire platform out of the sky. But that had probably been the idea, Jaina
and Zekk realized: payback for caling in Jedi—and awarning to other ations not to do the same.

“Need to get these guys,” Zekk said aloud.
Jainanodded. “ Just as soon as we know who they’ re working for.”

Judging they had dlowed the thieves alarge enough lead to fed comfortable, Jainaand Zekk stretched
out into the Force in an effort to locate them. It was not easy. Even at these depths, Bespin was
aurprisingly richin life, from huge gasbag beldons to their mighty velker predators, from vast purple
expanses of “glower” agaeto the raawks and floaters that scavenged aliving from extraction platforms
like BesGas Three.

Findly, Jainaand Zekk found what they were searching for, atrio of presences exuding relief and
excitement and more than alittle anger. The three thieves fdlt insect-like, somehow morein harmony with
the universe than most other beings. But they remained three distinct individuas, each with aunique
presence. They were not Killiks.

And that made Jainaand Zekk alittle sad. They would never have changed the decision that had gotten
them banished from the Colony. It had prevented the outbreak of a savage war, and they did not regret
it. But being apart from Taat—the nest they had joined a Qoribu—was like being shut off from
themsdlves, like being cast asde by one's sweetheart and friends and family without the possibility of
return. It was alittle bit like becoming aghogt, dying but not departing, floating around on the edges of
theliving never quite able to make contact. So theydid fed alittle sorry for themsalves sometimes. Even
Jedi were dlowed that much.

“Need to get these guys,” Jainasaid, reiterating acal to action that she felt sure was more Zekk than
her. He had never had much usefor regrets. “Ready?’

Silly question. Jaina accelerated after the tappers, climbing up into astorm so violent and lightning-filled
that she and Zekk fdlt asif they were back in the war again, fighting a pitched beattle againgt the Y uuzhan
Vong. After astandard hour, they gave up trying to maintain asteady atitude and resigned themsalvesto
having their somachs dternately up in their throats and down in their guts. After three hours, they gave up
trying to stay right-side up and concentrated on just making forward progress. After five hours, they
emerged from the storm into a bottomless canyon of clear, till air—only to glimpse the tappers entering a
wall of crimson vortexes where two bands of wind brushed against each other in opposite directions.
Amazingly, thetug still had both sphoning baloonsin tow.

Jainaand Zekk wondered whether the tappers knew they were being followed, but that seemed
impossible. Thisfar down in the amosphere, Bespin’s magnetic field and powerful storms prevented
even rudimentary sensor equipment from working. Navigation was strictly by compass, gyroscope, and
cdculation. If the tug was going through that wind wall, it was because it was on itsway to ddliver its
golen Tibanna

Jainaand Zekk waited until the tappers had vanished, then crossed the cloud canyon and carefully
accdlerated into the same vortex. The wind grabbed them immediately, and it felt asif they’ d been fired



out of aturbolaser. Their heads dammed back against their seats, the cloud car began to groan and
tremble, and the world beyond their canopy became ablur of crimson vapor and stabbing lightning. Jaina
let go of the control stick, lest sheforget herself and tear the wings of their craft by attempting to steer.
An hour later, Jainaand Zekk sensed the tappers presences drifting past to one side and redlized they
had made it across the Change Zone. Still kegping her hand off the stick, Jaina pushed the throttlesto full.
The cloud car shot forward screaming and bucking; then the vapor outside faded from crimson to rosy,
and the ride grew suddenly smooth.

Jainaeased off the throttles until the cloud car’ srepulsor drivefindly fdl slent, then beganto circle
through the rosy fog at minimum speed.

“Well, that was—"

“—fun,” Zekk agreed. “Let’ snever doit again.”

Once their somachs had settled, Jaina brought the cloud car around and they crept back through the
pink fog, unable to see a hundred meters beyond their noses, still using the presences of the tappersto
guidethem. It felt like they had overshot the thieves by a considerable distance, but it wasimpossble to
say whether that distance was a hundred kilometers or a thousand. The Force did not have ascae.
After aquarter hour, they began to suffer theilluson that they were smply floating in the cloud, that they
were not moving at al. But theinstruments still showed their velocity at more than ahundred kilometers
per standard hour, and it felt asif they were closing rapidly on their quarry.

Jainawondered where they were.

Zekk said, “The gyrocomputer calculates our position as three-seven-point-eight-three north,
two-seven-seven-point-eight-eight-six longitude, one-six-nine deep.”

“Isthat in—"

“Yes,” Zekk answered. They were about athousand kilometersinto the Dead Eye, avast region of ill
ar and densefog that had existed in Bespin's atmosphere at least Snce the planet’ s discovery.

“Great. Only nineteen thousand kilometersto the other side,” Jainacomplained. “ Do the charts show—"
“Nothing,” Zekk said. “Not even amarker buoy.”

“Blast!” This, they said together.

Stll, it felt like they were catching up to the tappers quickly. There had to besomething out there.
“Maybethey’ve just stopped to—"

“No,” Jainasad. “ That gas was dready—"

“Right,” Zekk agreed. “They’ ve got to—"

“And soon.”



The stolen Tibanna gas had aready been spin-sealed, so the tappers had to get it into carbonite quickly
or seeit lose most of itscommercid vaue. And charts or no charts, that meant there was afacility
somewhere in the Dead Eye. Jaina eased back on the throttles some more. It felt asif they wereright on
top of thethieves, and in thisfog—

The corroded tower-tanks of an ancient refinery emerged from the pink haze ahead, and Jaina barely
had time to flip the cloud car up on edge and bank away. Zekk, who wasjust as surprised but alot less
busy, had amoment to glance down through the open roof of aruined habitation deck. Therest of the
gtation remained hidden in the fog beneath, showing just enough ghostly corners and curvesto suggest the
lower decks had not falen off . . . yet.

Focusing on the presences of the three Tibannatappers, Jainacarefully spiraed down around the central
tower complex while Zekk looked for ambushes. Much of the outer skin had long since rusted away,
exposing ametal substructure caked and pitted with corrosion. Finally, the ruins of the loading deck
cameinto view. Crooked arms of pink fog reached up through missing sections of flooring, and the
docking berths were so primitive that they were serviced by loading rampsinstead of lift pads.

A berth close to amissing section of floor held the conica tug Jainaand Zekk had been chasing. The
vehicle was standing on three struts, with the boarding ramp lowered. The two siphoning balloonslay on
the deck behind the tug, empty and flattened. There was no sign of the crew.

Jainaand Zekk circled once, then landed near the empty siphoning balloons. At once, they felt a
rhythmic quiver—the station’ s repul sorlift generator was sraining.

The hair rose on the back of Jaina s neck. “We need to make thisfast.”

Zekk had aready popped the canopy and was leaping out onto the deck. Jaina unbuckled her crash
webbing and followed him over to the tug, her lightsaber held at the ready but not ignited. The repul sorlift
generator was in even worse condition than she had thought. The quiver was cycling up to aperiodic
shudder, and the shudder lasted alittle longer and grew alittle Stronger every timeit came.

Jainaand Zekk did not like the sound of that. It seemed odd that it should fail now, after so many
centuries of keeping this station afloat. But perhaps power was being diverted to the carbonite freezing
sysem—since that was clearly what the tappers were using this place for.

When they reached the tug, it grew apparent they would need to rethink that theory. They could fed the
tappersingde the vessd, listless, far too content, almost unconscious. While Jainastayed outside, Zekk
ascended the ramp to investigate, and she received through their shared mind a compl ete perception of
what hewasfinding.

The ramp opened onto an engineering deck, which—judging by the debris and nesting rags strewn about
the floor—also doubled as crew quarters. It fdt like the tappers themsal ves were on the flight deck, one
level above. Theair wasfilled with acloying odor that Jainaand Zekk both recognized al too well, and
the floor was piled high with waxy bals containing adark, muddy liquid filled with stringy clots.

“Black membrosia?’ Zekk asked.
Therewas only oneway to be certain, but Zekk had no intention of tasting the stuff. After abrush with

the dark side as ateenager, he held himself to astrict standard of restraint, and he never engaged in
anything that even hinted of corruption or immordity.



So, after alast check to make sure nothing was creeping up on them out of the fog, Jaina ascended the
boarding ramp. She picked up one of the balls and plunged her thumb through the wax, then withdrew it
and licked the black syrup. 1t was much more cloying than the light membrosia of their own nest, with a
rancid aftertaste that made her want to scrape her tongue. . . at least until her vision blurred and she was
overcome by afedling of chemica euphoria

“Whoa. Definitely membrosia” Jaina had to brace hersdf againgt awall, and she and Zekk werefilled
with alonging to rgjoin their nest in the Colony. “ Strong stuff.”

Jaina could fedd how much Zekk wanted to experience another taste—even throughher mind—but the
dark membrosiawas dmost narcotic in its potency, and now was hardly the time to have her senses
dulled. She pinched the thumb hole shut and set the bal aside, intending to retrieve it on the way out.

“Bad idea.”

Zekk used the Force to return the ball to the pile with the others. He could be such a zea ot sometimes.

Theimage of avast chamber filled with waxes of stringy black membrosia cameto Jaina smind, and she
recalled where black membrosia came from.

The Dark Nest had survived.

“And we need to know—"

“Right.” Jainaled the way up the ladder to the flight deck. “What Dark Nest membrosiaisdoinghere. ”
113 Y$_”

“And what it hasto do with Tibannatapping.”

Zekk sighed. Sometimes he missed finishing his own sentences.

Ontheflight deck, Jainaand Zekk found three VVerpine dumped at their flight stationsin a
membrosiainduced stupor. The floor surrounding dl three tappers was littered with empty waxes, and
their long necks were flopped on their thoraxes or over their shoulders at angles unnatura even for
insects. Thelong fingersand limbs of al three werefitfully jerking, asthough in adream, and when the
pilot managed to turn his head to look toward them, tiny sparkles of gold light gppeared deep insgde his
bulbous eyes.

“Won't get any answers herefor awhile” Jainasaid.

“Right,” Zekk said. “But they didn’t unload those siphoning baloons themselves.”

Jainaand Zekk |eft the tug and returned to the siphoning balloons, then followed anew transfer hose
over to asection of missing deck. The line descended through the hole and disappeared into the fog,
angling down toward the top of the unipod—where the carbonite freezing facilitieswere usualy located.
Jainaand Zekk looked at each other, silently debating whether it would be better to dide aong the hose

or work their way down through the central hub of the station . . . and that was when the repul sorlift
generator findly stopped shuddering.



They fdt their somachsrise and hoped that they were just reacting to the sudden stillness—that the
sudden silence was not the bad sgn they feared.

Then the blue glow of alarge repulsor drive flared to life below.
“Rodders!” Jaina cursed.

The blue glow of the departing vessel swung around, briefly silhouetting the hazy lance of the gation’s
unipod, then quickly receded into the fog.

“They shut the generator down!” Zekk said.

Jainaand Zekk turned to race to their cloud car, then remembered the tappers and started for the tug
instead.

Their knees buckled as the deck suddenly Iurched upward beneath them; then a strut collapsed beneath
the tug, and it tumbled across the platform. Jainaand Zekk were too confused to react—until they
noticed that they were also starting to dide.

The gation wastipping.

Jaina spun back toward their cloud car and found it diding across the deck, rocking up on its struts and
about to tumble over. Shethrust an arm out, holding Zekk with her other hand, and used the Force to
pluck the vehicle up and bring it over. She caught hold of the cockpit and started to pull herself inside,
then realized Zekk was till adeadweight in her other hand.

He was staring toward amissing section of deck, holding hisarm out. But his Force grasp was empty,
and Jaina could fed how angry he waswith himsdf for missing the tug.

“Get over it!” She pulled hersdlf into the cloud car’ s cockpit, dragging him after her. “ They’ re Tibanna
toppers. They're not worth dying for!”

ONE
Woteba

The last time Han Solo had been here, the planet had had no name. The air had been thick and boggy,
and there had been aribbon of muddy water purling through the marsh grass, bending lazily toward the
dark wall of anearby conifer forest. A jagged mountain had loomed in the distance, its pale summit
gleaming againg the wispy red vell of anebular sky.

Now the air was filled with the aroma of sweet membrosiaand dow-roasted nerf ribs, and the only
water in sght was rippling down the face of an artificid waterfall. The conifer forest had been cut,
stripped, and driven into the marsh to serve aslog pilings benegth the iridescent tunnel-houses of the
Saras nest. Even the mountain looked different, seeming to float above the city on acushion of kiln
steam, itsicy pesk dmost scraping the pale-veined belly of the Utegetu Nebula

“Interesting, what the bugs have done to the place,” Han said. He was standing in the door of the
glimmering hangar where they had berthed theFal con, 1ooking out on the nest dong with Leia, Saba



Sebatyne, the Skywalkers, and C-3PO and R2-D2. “Not so creepy after dl.”

“Don’'t cdl them bugs, Han,” Leiareminded him. “Insulting your hostsis never agood way to start a
vigt.”

“Right, wewouldn’'t want to insult’em,” Han said. “Not for alittle thing like harboring pirates and
running black membrosa.”

He crossed a spinglass bridge and stopped at the edge of ameandering ribbon of street. The silver lane
was packed with chest-high Killiks hauling rough lumber, quarried moirestone, casks of bluewater. Here
and there, bleary-eyed spacers—human and otherwise—were staggering back to their ships at the sore
end of amembrosiabinge. On the ba conies overhanging the tunnel-house entrances, glittered-up
Joiners—beings who had spent too much time among Killiks and been absorbed into the nest’ s collective
mind—were smiling and dancing to the soft trill of spinning wind horns. The only incongruous sight wasin
the marshy, two-meter gap that served as the gutter between the hangar and the Street. A lone insect lay
facedown in the muck, its orange thorax and white-striped abdomen half covered in some sort of dull
gray froth.

“Raynar must know we' ve arrived,” Luke said. He was gill on the bridge behind Han. “ Any sign of a
quide?’

Thebug in the guiter lifted itsalf on its arms and began to drum its thorax.

“I don’'t know,” Han answered, eyeing the bug uncertainly. When it began to drag itsalf toward the
bridge, he said, “Make that amaybe.”

TheKillik stopped and stared up at them with apair of bulbous green eyes.” Bur r rruubb, ubur ruur.”

“Sorry—don’t understand athrob.” Han knelt on the street’ s glimmering surface and extended a hand.
“But come on up. Our protocol droid knows over six million—"

The insect spread its mandibles and backed away, pointing at the blaster on Han's hip.

“Hey, takeit easy,” Han said, still holding out his hand. “That’ sjust for show. I’m not here to shoot

“Brubr.” The Killik raised a pincer-hand, then tapped itsalf between the eyes.” Urrubb uu.”
“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said from the back of the bridge. “ She seemsto beasking you to blast her.”
The bug nodded enthusiastically, then averted its eyes.

“Don't get crazy,” Han said. “Y ou're not that late.”

“I think it'sin pain, Han.” Maraknelt on the street beside Han and motioned the insect to come closer.
“Come here. WE ll try to help.”

TheKillik shook its head and tapped itsalf between the eyes again.” Buurubuur, ubu ru.”

“She saysnothing can help,” C-3PO said. “She hasthe Fizz.”



“TheFizz?" Han echoed.
TheKillik thrummed along explanation.

“Shesaysitisvery painful,” C-3PO sad. “And shewould appreciateit if you would end her misery as
soon as possible. UnuThul iswaiting in the Garden Hall.”

“Sorry,” Han said. “I’'m not blasting anyone thistrip.”
TheKillik rumbled something that sounded likerodder, then started to drag itsalf away.

“Wait!” Luke extended his hand, and the Killik rose out of the mud. “Maybe we can rig an isolation
ward—"

The rest of the offer was drowned out as Saras porters turned to point at their nest-fellow’ sfrothy legs,
drumming their chests and knocking the loads out of one another’ sarms. The Joiner dancers vanished
from their balconies, and startled spacers staggered toward the gutter, squinting and reaching for their
blasters.

Luke began to float the Killik back toward the bridge. It clacked its mandiblesin protest and thrashed its
arms, but itslegs—hidden benesth athick layer of froth—dangled motionlesdy benesth itsthorax. A
steady drizzle of what looked like dirt specks fell from itsfeet into the guiter.

Han frowned. “Luke, maybe we' d better leave—"

A blaster bolt whined out from down the street, taking the Killik in midthorax and spraying afist-sized
circle of chitin and froth onto the hangar’ s milky exterior. The insect died ingtantly, but another uproar
erupted on the street as angry spacers began to berate awobbly Quarren holding a powerful Merr-Sonn
Hash 4 blaster pigtal.

“Ish not my fault!” The Quarren waved the wegpon vaguely in Luke sdirection. “Them Jedi wash the
onesflyin” aFizzer 'round.”

The accusation diverted the angry looks toward L uke, but no one in the group was membrosia-smeared
enough to harangue a party that included four beings dressed in Jedi robes. Instead the spacers staggered
toward the hangar’ s other entrances asfast astheir unsteady legs could carry them, leaving Han and the
Jedi to stare at the dead Killik in astonished silence. Normally, they would have at least taken the killer
into custody to await loca law enforcement, but these were hardly normal circumstances. Luke just
sighed and lowered the victim back into the gutter.

Leiaseemed unableto take her eyes off it. “ From the way those spacers reacted, thisisfairly common.
Did Raynar’ s message say anything about an epidemic?’

“Not aword,” Marasaid, standing. “ Just that Unu had discovered why the Dark Nest attacked me last
year, and we needed to discussit in person.”

“I don't likeit,” Han said. “ Sounds more convenient al thetime.”
“We know—and thanks again for coming,” Marasaid. “We appreciate the backup.”

“Yeah, well, don’'t mention it.” Han returned to hisfeet. “We ve got a persond interest in this.”



Strictly speaking, the pirate harboring and membrosiarunning in which the Killiks were engaged was not
Han and Leid s concern. But Chief of State Omas was using the trouble as a pretext to avoid keeping his
sde of acomplicated bargain with the Solos, saying that until the nests of the Utegetu Nebula stopped
causing so much trouble for the Galactic Alliance, he could not muster the votes he needed to give the
Ithorians anew homeworld.

Han would have liked to believe the claim was just a big bantha patty, but someone had |eaked the
terms of the dedl to the holopress. Now both the Solo name and the Ithorian homeworld had become
linked in the public mind with the pirate raids and “tarhoney” densthat were blighting the frontier from
Adumar to Reecee.

Oncethe street traffic had returned to normal, Luke said, “We seem to be out aguide. W€ |l haveto
find Raynar oursalves”

Han started to send C-3PO into the street to ask directions from aKillik, but Luke and the other
Masters smply turned to Leiawith an expectant look. She closed her eyes for amoment, then turned
down the street and confidently began to lead the way deeper into the shimmering nest. Fairly certain that
she knew exactly where she was going, Han fell in beside C-3PO and R2-D2 and followed the othersin
slence. Sometimes hanging out with Jedi was dmost enough to make him fed inadequiate.

For aquarter of astandard hour, the nature of Saras nest did not change. They continued to meet long
lines of Killik porters coming in the opposite direction, to crave the roasted nerf they smelled inthe air, to
marvel at the iridescent sheen of the sinuous tunndl-houses—and to gasp at the purling beauty of the
endless string of fountains, sprays, and cascades they passed.

Most of the Killik nests Han had visited had |eft him fedling creepy and alittle Sick to his ssomach. But
this one made him fedl oddly buoyant and relaxed, perhaps even rejuvenated, as though the most
pleasant thing in the gdlaxy would be sitting on a tunnd-house ba cony, sipping golden membrosia, and
watching the Joiners dance.

It made Han wonder what the bugs were up tonow.

Gradualy, the streets grew less crowded, and the group began to notice more froth-covered bodiesin
the gutter. Most were dready dead and half disintegrated, but afew remained intact enough to raise their
heads and beg for amerciful end. Han found himsdlf torn between the desire to stop their suffering and a
reluctance to do something so drastic without understanding the Situation. Fortunately, Luke was able to
take the middle road, using the Force to render each victim unconscious.

Findly, Leia stopped about ten meters from an open expanse of marsh. The street continued, snaking
through a brightly mottled sweep of bog flowers, but the road surface turned dull and frothy ahead, and
the ends of the nearby tunnel-houses were being eaten by gray foam. In the center of the field stood a
massive spinglass palace, its base a shapeless mass of ash-colored bubbles and its crown a braided
tangle of iridescent turrets swimming with snakes of color.

“Tel methat’s not where Raynar was waiting,” Han groaned. * Because there’ s no way we re going—"

“Raynar Thul could not be waiting there,” agravelly voice said from anearby tunnd-house. “Y ou should
know that by now, Captain Solo. Raynar Thul has been gonealong time.”

Han turned around and found the imposing figure of Raynar Thul standing in the tunnel-house entrance.



A tal man with regal bearing, he had araw, melted face with no ears, hair, or nose, and dl of hisvisble
skin had the shiny, stiff quality of aburn scar. He wore purple trousers and a cape of scarlet silk over a

breastplate of gold chitin.
“Guess|’madow learner that way,” Han said, smiling. “ Good to see you again, uh, UnuThul.”

Raynar came into the street. Asaways, he was followed by the Unu, amotley swarm of Killiks of many
different shapes and sizes. Gathered from hundreds of different nests, they accompanied Raynar

wherever he went and acted as a sort of collective Will for the Colony.
“We are surprised to see you and Princess Lela here.” Raynar made no move to take the hand that Han

extended. “We did not summon you.”
Han frowned, but continued to hold out his hand. “Y eah, what’ sthe dedl with that? Our fedingswere
kind of hurt, seeing how we' re the ones who gave you thisworld.”

Raynar’ s eyes remained cold. “We have not forgotten.” Instead of shaking hands, he reached past
Han' swrist and rubbed forearmsin abuggish greeting. “Y ou may be sure of that.”

“Uh, great.” Han tried to hide the cold shudder that ran up his spine. “Glad to hear it.”

Raynar continued to rub arms, hiskeloid lip rising into afaint sneer. “Thereisno need to be afraid,
Captain Solo. Touching uswill not make you a Joiner.”

“Never thought it would.” Han yanked hisarm away. “Y ou’ re just enjoying it way too much.”

Raynar’ s sneer changed to asmdll, taut smile. “ That iswhat we have always admired most about you,
Captain Solo,” hesaid. “Y our fearlessness.”

Before Han could respond—or ask about the gray foam eating the Saras nest—Raynar stepped away,
and Han found himsdlf being stared down by one of the Unu, this one atwo-meter insect with a

red-spotted head and five blue eyes.

“What areyou looking at?’ Han demanded.
The insect snapped its mandibles closed a centimeter from Han' s nose, then drummed something sharp

with itsthorax.

“The Colony certainly seemsimpressed with your courage, Captain Solo!” C-3PO reported cheerily.
‘She says sheiseither looking at the bravest human in the galaxy—or the dumbest.”

Han frowned at the bug. “What' s that supposed to mean?’

TheKillik looked away and walked past him, leading the rest of the Unu to join Raynar and the
Skywakers. Han motioned C-3PO and R2-D2 to his Side, then shouldered hisway through the softly

droning mass to stand with Sabaand Lela
“I'm not liking the buzz around here,” hewhispered to Leia “It' sbeginning to fed like asetup.”

Leianodded, but kept her attention fixed on the center of the gathering, where Raynar was aready
exchanging greetingswith the Skywakers.



“...apologizefor receiving you in the street,” he was saying to Luke. “But the Garden Hall we built to
welcomeyouwas. . .” He glanced toward the marsh. “. . . destroyed.”

“No apologies are necessary,” Luke answered. “We re happy to see you anywhere.”

“Good.” Raynar motioned them up the street, toward a small courtyard only a couple of meters from the
marsh. “Wewill talk inthe Circle of Rest.”

Alarm warnings began to knell inside Han' s head. “ Shouldn’t we go someplace sefer?’ he asked.
“Farther away from that froth?

Raynar turned to Han and narrowed his eyes. “Why would we do that, Captain Solo?’
“Areyou kidding me?’ Han asked. “Whywouldn’t we? I’ ve seen what that foam does.”

“Haveyou?’ Raynar asked. Han' s vision began to blur around the edges, and soon all that remained
vigble of Raynar’ sface were the cold, blue depths of hiseyes. “ Tl usabout it.”

Han scowled. “What do you think you' re doing? Don't you try that Force stuff .. .” A dark weight
began to gather insde his chest, and words began to spill out of Han of their own accord. “ Therewasa
bug outside our hangar covered in gray froth. 1t was disintegrating before our eyes, and now we get here
and see the same thing happening to your—’

“Wait aminute!” Leid svoice camefrominfront of Han. “Y ou thinkwe know something about this
‘ szl ?’

“Y ou and Captain Soloare the oneswho gave usthisworld,” Raynar said. “ And now we know why.”

“I don't think | likewhat you' re saying.” Han could still see only Raynar’ seyes. “We pull your feet out
of ...thefireat ... Qoribu, and...” Theweight insde hischest grew heavier, and he found himsdf
returning to the origind subject. “L ook, thisisthefirst time we ever saw the stuff. It's probably some bug
disease you guys brought baaarrggh—"

The weight became crushing, and Han dropped to hisknees, his sentence ending in an unintelligible
groan.

“Stopit!” Lelasaid. “Thisisno way to win our help.”

“We are notinterested in your help, PrincessLela” Raynar said. “We have seen what comes of your
‘ I,H p.l ”

“Y ou must want something from us,” Luke said. It sounded to Han as though L uke had also stepped in
front of him. “Y ou went to alot of troubleto lure us here.”

“Wedid notlure you, Magter Skywalker.” Raynar’ s blue eyes did away. The weight vanished from
ingde Han'schest, and hisvison dowly returned to normal. “Unudid discover why Gorog istrying to kill
Maa”

“Istrying to?’ Luke stonewas one of clarification rather than surprise. Gorog was afurtive nest of
Killiks—called the Dark Nest by Jedi—that acted as a sort of evil Unconscious for the Colony’s



collective mind. The Jedi had attempted to destroy it last year, after it had precipitated the Qoribu crisis
by secretly persuading Raynar to establish several nests on the Chissfrontier, but they had redlized they
had failed as soon asthe Dark Nest' s black membrosia began appearing on Alliance worlds. “We're
ligening.”

“Ingoodtime,” Raynar said. “Wewill tell you about the plot against Maraafter you tdll us about the
FHzz”

He turned and started toward the Circle of Rest.

Han rose and stomped after him. “I told you, we don’t know anything about that—and if you ever try
that heavy-chest thing on me again—"

Leiatook Han'sarm. “Han—"

“—I1"m going to buy mysdlf aspacdliner,” Han continued. “ Then I’'m going to start booking culinary
tours—’

Leia sfingershit into Han' striceps hard enough to stop him from uttering the fateful from Kubindi, and
he turned toward her, scowling and rubbing hisarm.

“Ouch,” he said. She had spent the last year training under Saba, and even without the Force, her grasp
could be crushing. “What' d you do that for?’

“Maybe wedo know something,” she said.
Han' sfrown deepened. “How do you figure?’

“Because we have Cilghd—and a ate-of -the-art astrobiology lab,” Lelasaid. “Even if we ve never
seen this Stuff before, we can probably figureit out.”

Raynar stopped at the Circle of Rest and turned to glare at them. “We want to knownow. ” His
entourage began to clack and thrum thoraxes. “Wewill not stand for your staling, Princess.”

“I don’'t carefor theway you' re speaking to us, UnuThul.” Leiamet Raynar’ s gaze from where she was
standing, about three meters down the street. “We ve done nothing to deserve that tone.”

“You cheated us,” Raynar ingsted. “Y ou tricked usinto leaving Qoribu and coming here.”
“Cheatedyou?’ Han exploded. “Now just ablasted—"

“I'msorry,” Leiainterrupted. “But if that’ sthe way the Colony feds, we have nothing to discuss.”

She turned away and started back up the street toward theFalcon. Luke and the other Jedi instantly
followed Leid slead, and Han did likewise. Thistrip had become, he sensed, something of atest of
Leia sprogress toward becoming afull Jedi, and he was not going to messit up for her—no matter how
much he was aching to put that ungrateful bughugger in his place.

An indignant rumble sounded from the Unu entourage, and Raynar cdled, “ Stop!”

Leia continued to walk, and so did Han and everyone dse.



“Wait.” Thistime, Raynar managed to sound asif he was asking instead of ordering. “ Please.”

Lela stopped and spoke over her shoulder. “ These discussions can proceed only in an atmosphere of
trust, UnuThul.” She dowly turned to face him. “Do you think that' s possible?”

Raynar’ s eyesflashed, but he said, “ Of course.” He motioned them back toward the Circle of Rest.
“You may trust us.”

Leiagppeared to condder thisfor amoment, but Han knew she was only posturing. She and Han
wanted these discussions as badly as Raynar did, and there was no way Luke was going to leave the
planet without learning more about the Dark Nest’ s vendetta against Mara. No matter how crazy and
paranoid Raynar sounded, they had to ded with him.

Leiafindly nodded. “Very wel.”

She led the way back up the street, and Raynar waved them into the courtyard with the Unu. Basically a
walk-in fountain, the Circle of Rest conssted of four egg-shaped monoliths arrayed in asemicircle, the
open sdefacing the Garden Hall. All four had sheets of water rippling down the sides, and looking out
from inside each monoalith was the hologram of a blinking, smiling Joiner child or pucker-mouthed Killik
larva Han found the place oddly soothing—in acold, creepy sort of way.

They joined Raynar in the center of the semicircle, where C-3PO immediately began to complain about
the fine mist spraying them from all sdes. Han silenced him with aquiet thregt, then tried not to complain
himsdlf asthe insects of the Unu began to crowd around.

“Perhaps | should begin by explaining why Han and | are here,” Lelasaid. Shelooked from Raynar to
his entourage. “If that’ s agreegble to you and Unu.”

The insects clacked their approva, and Raynar said, “We approve.”

Leid ssmilewas palite, but forced. “ Asyou may know, after Han and | discovered these worldsinside
the Utegetu Nebula, our first intention was to give them to refugees who are dtill looking for new
homeworlds after the war with the Y uuzhan Vong.”

“We have heard this,” Raynar dlowed.

“Instead, Chief of State Omas encouraged usto give them to the Colony, to avoid awar between you
and the Chiss,” Leia continued. “In return, he promised to secure a new homeworld for one of the

refugee species we had hoped to settle here, the Ithorians.”

Raynar’ s gaze drifted out across the marsh, to where the gray foam was steadily creeping higher up the
Garden Hdll. “Wefail to see what that hasto do with us.”

“The arrangement has become common knowledgein the Galactic Alliance,” Leiaexplained. “And
people are blaming us and the Ithorians for the trouble your nestsin the Utegetu Nebulaare causing.”

Raynar’ s eyes snapped back toward Leia. “What trouble?’

“Don’'t play dumb with us,” Han said, unable to restrain hisanger any longer. “ Those piratesyou're
harboring areraiding Alliance ships, and that black membrosiayou ' re running is egting the souls of whole



gpecies of Alliance insect-citizens.”

Raynar lowered hisfused brow. “The Colony kills pirates, not harborsthem,” he said. “ And you must be
aware, Captain Solo, that membrosiaisgold, not black. Y ou certainly drank enough on Jwlio to be
certain of that.”

“The Dark Nest’smembrosawas dark,” Luke pointed out. “And Alliance Intelligence has captured
dozens of pirateswho confirm that their vessals are operating out of the Utegetu Nebula.”

An ominous rumble rose from the thoraxes of the Unu, and Raynar turned on Luke with blue eyes
burning. “Pirates lie, Master Skywalker. And you destroyed the Dark Nest on Kr.”

“Thenwhy did you sayis 7’ Saba demanded. “If itz sill hunting Mara, then it hasn’t been destroyed.”

“Forgive our exaggeraion.” Raynar returned his attention to Luke. “Y ou destroyedmost of the nest on
Kr. What remains couldn’t supply astarliner with black membrosia—and certainly not whole worlds.”

“Thenwhereisit dl coming from?’ Lelaasked.

“Youtdl us” Raynar replied. “The Gdactic Allianceisfilled with biochemists clever enough to
synthesi ze black membrosia. We suggest you start withthem. ”

“Synthetic membrosia?’ Han echoed.

Hewas beginning to fed asif they had had this conversation before. The Colony’ s concept of truth was
fluid, to say theleast, and its peculiar leader was incredibly stubborn. Last year, Raynar had literdly had
to be hit in the face by a Gorog corpse before he would believe that the Dark Nest even existed. It had
been just as hard to convince him that the mysterious nest had been founded by the same Dark Jedi who
had abducted him fromBaanu Raas during the war with the Y uuzhan VVong. Now Han had the sinking
fedling it would prove even harder to convince Raynar that the Utegetu nests were misbehaving.

Han turned to Luke.” Nowthat ' s something we hadn’t thought of—synthetic membrosa. We'll haveto
check it out.”

“Uh, sure.” Luke' snod could have been alittle more convincing. “As soon as we get back.”

“Good.” Han turned back to Raynar. “ And since you' re so sure that the Utegetu nestsaren’t doing
anything wrong, you shouldn’t have aproblem sharing alog of your legitimate traffic with the Galactic
Alliance. It would redly help them out with the pirate problem.”

Raynar’ s eyes grew bright and hot. “We are telling the truth, Captain Solo—thereal truth.”

“TheJedi understand that,” Marasaid. “But the Galactic Alliance needs to be convinced.”

“And Chief Omasiswilling to makeit worth your while,” Leiaadded. “Once he' s convinced that the
Utegetu nests aren’t supporting these activities, he'll be willing to offer the Colony atrade agreement. It

would mean larger markets for your exports, and lower costs for your imports.”

“It would mean regulations and redtrictions,” Raynar said. “ And the Colony would be responsible for
enforcing them.”



“Only the onesyou agreed to in thefirst place,” Lelasaid. “I1t would go along way toward bringing the
Colony—"

“The Colony isnot interested in Alliance regulations.” Raynar signaled an end to the subject by stepping
closer to Luke and Maraand presenting his back to Han and Leia. “We invited the Masters Skywalker
here to discuss what Unu has learned about the Dark Nest’ s vendetta.”

Learefused to take the hint. “ Strange, how you can remember the vendetta,” she said to Raynar’s
back, “and gill not know what’ sredlly happening hereingde the nebula”

Raynar spoke over his shoulder. “What are you saying?’
“Y ou know what she'ssaying,” Han said. “The Dark Nest fooled you once—"

Theair grew acrid with Killik aggression pheromones, and Raynar whirled on Han. “Weare not the ones
being fooled!” He glanced in Leid sdirection, then added, “ And we will proveit.”

“Please do.”

Leia swry tone suggested she believed the same thing Han did—that it could not be done, because
Raynar and the Unuwer e the ones being fooled.

Raynar smirked their doubts aside, then turned to Mara. “When you were the Emperor’ s Hand, did you
ever meet someone named Daxar |es?’

“Where...” Mard svoice cracked, and she paused to swallow. “Where did you hear that name?’

“Hiswife and daughter came home early.” Raynar’ stone grew accusatory. “ They found you searching
hisoffice”

Mara narrowed her eyes and managed to put on agood impression of collecting hersdf. “Only three
people could know that.”

“And two of them became Joiners”
L uke reached out to steady Mara, and Han knew she hadreally been shaken.
“All right,” Han said. “What' sgoing on?’

“Daxar leswasa. ..” Mara s hand dipped free of Luke's, and she forced herself to meet Han’sand
Leid sgazes. “Hewasatarget.”

“One of Palpatine’ s targets?’ Leia asked.

Maranodded grimly. Recalling her days as one of Palpatine' s specid “assgtants’ was not something she
enjoyed. “Theonly job | ever botched, asamatter of fact.”

“Wewould not cdl itbotched, ” Raynar said. “Y ou eliminated the target.”

“That was only part of the objective.” Marawas|ooking at Raynar now,glaring a him. “1 didn’t
recover thelist . .. and | left witnesses.”



“You let Bedalesand her daughter live,” Raynar said. *Y ou told them to vanish forever.”
“That'sright,” Marasaid. “Asfar as| know, they were never harmed.”

“They were well protected,” Raynar said. “ Gorog saw to that.”

“Wait aminute,” Han said. “Y ou' re saying these les women joined the Dark Nest?’
“No,” Raynar said. “I am saying theycreated it.”

Han winced, and Leid s eyesflashed with darm.

“I thought we aready knew how the Dark Nest was created,” Leiasaid. “ The Gorog were corrupted
when they absorbed too many Chiss Joiners.”

“We were mistaken,” Raynar said.

Han’ swince became a genuine sinking fedling. To broker a peace between the Colony and the Chiss,
Leiahad been forced to bend the truth and contrive an origination tale for the Dark Nest that would
make the Killiks want to stay far away from the Chiss. The Colony had readily embraced the new story,
snceit wasless painful than believing one of its own nests could be responsible for the terrible things they

had found in the Gorog nest. If Raynar and the Unu were trying to develop anew version now, it could
only be because they wanted to renew their expansion toward Chissterritory.

“Look,” Han sad, “we ve been through dl that.”

“We have new information,” Raynar insgsted. He looked back to Mara. “Mara Jade told Bedales and
her daughter to vanish and never to be found. They fled into the Unknown Regions and took refuge with
Gorog—before it wasthe Dark Nest.”

“Sorry, but this story won't work for us,” Han said. “Y ou should have brought the les women up last
year.”

“We did not know about them last year,” Raynar said.
“Toobad,” Han said. “You can't just make up anew—"

“Han, | don’t think they’ re making thisup,” Marainterrupted. “ They know too much about what
happened—at |east the part about the les women.”

“Sowhat if the les girls did become Joiners?’ Han asked. He was beginning to wonder whose side
Marawas on. “That doesn’t meanthey created the Dark Nest. They could have joined some other nest,
and the Colony would still know enough about them to put together agood story.”

“The story we have put together isthetruth,” Raynar said. “When Beda and Eremay became Joiners,
the Gorog absorbed their fear. The entire nest went into hiding. It becamethe Dark Nest.”

Han started to object, but Leiatook hisarm.

“Han, it could bethetruth,” shesaid. “1 mean, thereal truth. We need to hear this.”



“Yes,” Sabaagreed. “For Mard z sake.”
Hanlet hischindrop. “Blagt it.”

“Y ou should not fedl bad, Captain Solo,” Raynar consoled. “We have believed the new truth for some
time. Nothing you could say would make us change our mind.”

“Thanksloads,” Han grumbled. “ That’sared comfort.”

A flash of humor danced through Raynar’ s eyes, and he turned back to Mara. “We are sure you have
figured out therest,” he said. “Gorog recognized you at the Crash last year—"

“And assumed | had cometo find thelist,” Marafinished. “ So they attacked first.”

Raynar shook hishead. “Wewish it were that Smple. Gorog wanted revenge. Gorogstill wants
revenge—agang you.”

“Of course” Maradid not even blink. “I killed Beda s husband and Eremay’ s father, and condemned
them to alifein exile. Naturdly they want me dead.”

“They want you to suffer,” Raynar corrected. “ Thenthey want you dead.”

“And you had to bring Maraand Luke all theway out here to tell them that?’ Han asked. He could tell
by their expressionsthat the Jedi—well, at least thehuman Jedi—were al convinced that Raynar was
telling the truth. But something here smelled rotten to Han, and he had noticed the stench as soon asthey
arrived on the planet. “Y ou couldn’t have sent amessage?’

“We could have.” Raynar stared at L uke a moment, then turned and looked across the bog toward the
froth-covered walls of the Garden Palace. “ But we wanted be certain that Master Skywalker understood
the urgency of our Situation.”

“I see” Luke followed Raynar’ s gaze out across the bog, and his face dowly began to cloud with the
same anger that wasweling up insde Han. “ And Unu’ s Will isn't strong enough to change what Gorog
feds?”

“We are sorry, Magter Skywalker, but not yet.” Raynar tore his gaze off the Garden Hall and faced
Luke coolly. “Perhaps later, after we have stopped the Fizz and are less concerned with our own
problems.”

TWO

Theinterior of the hangar smelled of hamogoni wood and containment fluid, and the air wasfilled with
the clatter and drone of Killik workers—mostly cargo handlers and maintenance crews—scurrying from
one task to another. TheFalcon sat a hundred meters down the way, looking deceptively clean in the
opdinelight, but berthed directly beneath one of the gray blemishes that were beginning to mar the



hangar’ smilky interior.

Luketook the lead and used the Force to gently nudge a path through the frenetic activity. The
companionswere hardly fleeing, but they did want to launch theFal con before Raynar had timeto
reconsider the agreement Leia had negotiated after hisvelled threat against Mara—and before the
blemishes on the calling turned into the same gray froth spreading over the exterior of the hangar.

“Looks like we re not the only ones eager to clear thisbug hive,” Han said, moving up beside L uke.
“That Fizz must be even fagter than it looks.”

“This one does not think so,” Saba said. In her hands, she was holding asedled stasisjar containing a
thumb-sized sample of gray froth. “If it workz so fast, why would they stay to load their shipz?’

“| seeyou haven't spent much time around smugglers,” Luke said. “Theynever leavewithout their
Ca,.goln

The boarding ramp descended, and Leia slongtime Noghri bodyguards, Meewa h and Cakhmaim,
appeared at the top armed with T-21 repesating blasters.

“What ardief!” C-3PO clinked ahead and started up theramp. “I can’t wait to step into the sterilizer
booth. My circuitsitch just holding arecord of that Fizz.”

“Sorry, Thregpio. Han and | need you and Artoo with us, to trandate and look for patternsin the froth
attacks.” Luke stopped at the foot of the ramp and turned to Han and Leia. “If that’sal right with you.”

“No problem,” Han said. He stepped closer and spoke in awhisper so low that Luke barely heard it.
“WEell just wait until the boarding ramp startsto go up, then jump on. Leiacan cold-start the repul sor
drives, and we ll—"

“Han, we gave Raynar our word.”
“Yeah, | remember.” Han continued to whisper. “But we can do this. We' |l be out of here before—"

“We' restaying.” Luke spoke loudly enough so that the eavesdroppers he sensed watching them would
have no trouble overhearing. “A Jedi Master’ s promise should mean something.”

Han glanced at the Saras cargo handlers|oading moirestone into the next ship over, and aglimmer of
understanding came to his eyes. Each nest of Killiks shared a collective mind, so aslong astherewasa
single Saraswithin sight of them, al of the Saras Killikswould know exactly what they were doing. And
snce the Unu included a delegate from the Saras nest, that meantRaynar would aways know exactly

what they were doing.

“I seeyour point,” Han said. “Wewouldn’t want to double-crossUnuThul. ”

Lukerolled hiseyes. “Han, youdon't see.”

The ease with which Alema Rar had falen under the sway of the Dark Nest during the Qoribu crisis had
prompted Luketo do alot of soul searching, and he had come to the conclusion that the Jedi had been
injured by the war with the Y uuzhan Vong in ways even more serious than the deaths they had suffered.
They had embraced aruthless, anything-goes philosophy that left young Jedi Knightswith no clear
concept of who they were and what they stood for, that blurred the difference between right and wrong



and made them far too susceptible to sinister influences. And so Luke had decided to rebuild a sense of
principlein the Jedi order, to demongtrate to hisfollowersthat a Jedi Knightwas aforce for good in the

gelaxy.

“If we leave now, it will make solving other problemswith the Colony more difficult,” Luke continued.
He hated having to drag Han into his quest to revitalize the Jedi, but Raynar had agreed to dlow Mara,
Lea and the othersto leave peacefully only if Lukeand Han remained on Woteba until the Jedi found a
remedy for the Fizz. “We have to build sometrust, or we' |l only havemore pirates and black membrosia
coming out of these nests.”

Han scowled. “Luke, you just don’t understand bugs,” he said. “Trust isn't that big in their way of seeing
things”

“Captain Soloisquite correct.” C-3PO remained halfway up the ramp. “1 haven't been ableto identify a
word for ‘trugt” or “honor’ in any of their native languages. It realy would be wiser to flee.”

“Nicetry, Threepio,” Marasaid, stepping to Luke sside. “But you may as well come back down here.
Weredaying.”

Asthedroid clanked reluctantly down the ramp, Luke turned to Mara. He knew she could sense his
unspoken plan as clearly ashe sensed her anxiety, but this was one time he would truly be better off
without her a hisside.

“Marg, | think—"
“I’'m not leaving here without you, Luke.”

Leiatouched Mara s elbow. “Mara, the Dark Nest wants youdead . Staying on Wotebawill only make
Luke and Han targets dong with you.”

Mard s eyes grew narrow and angry, but she dropped her chin and sighed. “| hate this,” shesaid. “It
makes mefed like acoward.”

“Coward? Mara Jade Skywalker?’ Saba snorted. “ That isjust rockheaded. Leaving isthe best thing
you can do for Master Skywalker and Han.”

“Y eah, but before you go, | want to know who this Daxar leswas,” Han said. “I’ ve never heard of
him.”

“Y ou wouldn't have. He was one of Papatine' s private accountants,” Maraanswered. “ He embezzled
two billion credits from the Emperor’ s persona funds and stashed it in accounts al over the gdaxy.”

Hanwhistled. “Braveguy.”

“Foolish guy,” Saba corrected. “He believed he could deceive the Emperor?’

Mara shrugged. “ Y ou’ d be surprised how many people bdieved that,” she said. “And Daxar leswasa
grange man. All that money, and | found him living in ashabby twilight-level apartment on Coruscant. He
never |eft the planet.”

“Maybe he lost the list of accounts, or couldn’t get toit,” Leiasuggested. “ That would explain why you



couldn’'t find it.”

“Maybe,” Marasaid. “But the Emperor didn’t think so. lesknew where one of the accountswas. He
made awithdrawal, and that’s how | tracked him down.”

Though Mara showed no outward sign of her fedings, Luke could sense how much she didiked talking
about that part of her life, how angry she grew when she thought of how the Emperor had manipul ated
her trus—and how sad it made her to recal her victims. Hetook her in hisarms, silently reminding her
that that part of her lifewaslong over, and kissed her.

“Go back to the academy,” Luke said. “Cilgha will need you on Ossus, to tell her everything you can
remember about the Fizz. Han and | will befine.”

Marapulled hersaf back and forced asmile. “Y ou’ d better be tdlling the truth, Skywalker.”
“Thisonewill make sure of it.” Saba passed the stasisjar to Mara. “ Sheisaso staying.”

“Noway,” Han said. “Y ou'll make the bugs think we' re up to something. Raynar picked meto stay with
L uke because hefigured one Jedi Master would be more than enough to watch.”

“And because he knowz you are disturbed by insectz,” Saba said. “ This one does not like the way this
fedlz, Han. Raynar isshowing acrud streek.”

“Soit seems,” Luke said. He reached out with the Force, urging the Barabel to board theFal con with
the others. “ But Han' sright—we don’t want to make the Killiks suspicious of us.”

“If you wish, Master Skywalker,” Sabasaid. “Y ou are the longfang here.”

Sabatook the stasisjar back from Mara, then turned and ascended the ramp with no further comment.
In any other species, the abruptness might have indicated anger or hurt fedings. In aBarabd, it just
meant she was ready to go.

Luke kissed Mara again and watched her start up the ramp.

Han hugged and kissed L eia, then stepped back with an overly casud air. “Be careful with my ship,” he
sadtoLea “I'vefindly got that hyperdrive adjusted just right.”

Leiarolled her eyes. “ Sure you do.” She gave him awistful smile, then said good-bye to Luke and
gtarted up the ramp. “I’ll send Cakhmaim out with your bags.”

“And please don't forget my cleaning kit,” C-3PO called after her. “ This planet is unsanitary. | fed
contaminated aready.”

“Who doesn’t?’ Han asked.

Being careful to do nothing that would make the Killiks think they intended to flee, Luke and Han waited
at thefoot of the ramp until Cakhmaim returned with their bags and C-3PO’ s cleaning kit. Though Luke
had not yet had a chance to outline his plan, he wasfairly certain that Han had guessed it. He was going
to search out the Dark Nest, determine how big athreat it posed to Maraand the Galactic Alliance, and
find away to destroy it for good.



Once Cakhmaim had passed them their bags, Leiaraised the ramp and sounded the departure dlarm.
Luke, Han, and the droids backed away to a safe distance, then watched in silence as theFal con lifted
off without them and glided over the bustling floor. When it reached the hangar mouith, it paused briefly
and flashed itslanding lightsin a complicated sequence of flashesand blinks.

R2-D2 |et out an astonished whistle,

“I don’'t know why that should surprise you,” C-3PO said. “ Of course they’ re concerned about us.”
“What did they say?’ Luke asked.

“Becareful,” C-3PO trandated. “And don't let anything drip on the droids.”

“Driponthe...? Hanlooked up. “Uh, maybe we d better get out of here.”

Lukefollowed Han' s gaze and found the gray blemish on the ceiling beginning to blister. Therewasno
froth yet, but along shadow down the center suggested the surface would soon start bubbling.

L uke was about to turn toward the exit when his danger sense made the hairs on his neck stand upright.
He did not sense anything unusua from the eavesdroppers who had been watching them—no hardening
of resolve, no cresting wave of anger or gathering lump of fear. He remained where he was, pretending to
study the blemish on the ceiling as he opened himsdf more fully to the Force.

But instead of expanding his awareness as he would normally do when searching for an unseen threat,
Lukewaited quietly, patiently, without motion. He wastrying to fed not the threet itsdlf, but the ripplesit
created in the Force around it. The technique was one he had devel oped—uwith his nephew, Jacen—to
search for beingswho could hide their presencesin the Force.

“Uh, Luke?’ Han had aready taken adozen steps toward the exit and was standing in the middle of a
long column of Saras porters. The insects were swinging their line around him, rushing aload of
five-meter hamogoni logsinto the hold of aboxy Damorian SpaceBanthafreighter. “Y ou coming?’

“Not yet,” Luke said. “Why don’'t you go on ahead and ask about aplaceto stay?1’ll join you in afew
minutes”

Han frowned, then shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

“Perhaps Artoo and | should go with Captain Solo.” C-3PO was two steps ahead of Han. “He s sureto
need atrandator.”

But R2-D2 remained behind. L uke had been forced to remove a motivation module to preserve a secret
memory cache that had surfaced last year, and now thelittle droid refused to leave hisside.

AsHan departed, L uke worked to quiet his mind, to shut out the booming and banging and whirring of
the busy hangar, the swirling mad efficiency of the Killiks and filmy hot weight of the dank air, to sense
nothing but the Forceitsdlf, holding him initsliquid grasp, lapping & him from al sdes, and soon hefelt
one st of ripplesthat seemed to come out of nowhere, from an emptiness where he sensed only avague
uneasiness in the Force, where he felt nothing except a cold, empty hole.

L uke turned toward the emptiness and found himself looking under an old Gallofree Star Barge that was
listing toward a collapsed strut. The shadows beneath its belly were so thick and gray that it took a



moment to find the source of therippleshe d felt, but finaly he noticed apair of dmond-shaped eyes
watching him from near the stern. They had green irises surrounded by yellow sclera, and they were set in
adender blue face with high cheeks and athin straight nose. The thick tendrils of apair of lekku curled
back from the top of the forehead, arching over the shoulders and vanishing behind alithe female body.

“AlemaRar.” Lukelet hishand drop to the hilt of hislightsaber. “I’ m glad to see you survived the
trouble at Kr.”

“‘Trouble, Master Skywaker?” The Twi’lek scuttled forward into the light. “ That’ s a pretty word for
it”

Alemawas dressed in aKillik-silk bodysuit, the color of midnight and as closefitting asa coat of paint.
The cloth was semitransparent, save for an opague triangle that covered the sagging, misshaped shoulder
above adangling arm. Luke' s danger sense had formed anicy ball between his shoulder blades, but both
of the Twi’lek’ s hands were visible and empty, and the only weapon she carried was the new lightsaber
hanging from the belt angled across her hips.

L uke began to quiet hismind again, searching for another set of unexplained Forceripples.

“Worried, Master Skywalker?” Alema stopped a dozen paces away and stared at him, her eyesas
steady and unblinking asthose of an insect. “ There’sno need. We' re not interested in hurting you.”

“You'll understand if | don't believeyou.”

Though L uke had noticed no other suspicious Force ripples, he pivoted in both directions, scanning the
shadows beneath nearby ships, the churning Killik swarms, the hexagond storage cellsaong thewalls,
and anywhere else an attacker might be lurking. He found nothing and turned back to Alema.

“I don’t suppose you' re here to ask the Jedi to take you back?’

“What an interesting idea.” The smile Alema flashed would have been coy once, but now seemed merely
hard and base. “But no.”

Fairly confident now that Alemawas not going to attack—at least physically—L uke moved hishand
away from hislightsaber and advanced to within afew steps of the Twi’lek.

“Wall, what are you doing here?” Knowing it would upset her and throw her off balance, Luke
purposdly alowed hisgazeto linger on Alema s disfigured shoulder. “ Just stopping by to let usknow you
and Lomi Plo are till dive?’

Alemagave alow throat-click, then said, “Lomi Plo died in the Crash.”

“With Welk, | suppose.”

“Exactly,” Alemasaid.

Luke sighed in frugtration. “ So we' re back to that, are we?’ He had dain Welk during the fight at
Qoribu, only afew minutes after he had cut Alema s shoulder haf off, and he had good reason to believe
that the gpparition that had nearly killedhim —and Mara—was what remained of Lomi Plo. “Alema, you

wereat Kr. You saw Wek before| killed him, and it had to be Lomi Plo who pulled you out of the nest
a theend”



“You killed BedaGorog,” Alemasaid. “ Shewasthe Night Herad before us.”

“The person | killed wasmae.” Luke suspected he was arguing alost cause. The Dark Nest remained
determined to hide the surviva of Lomi Plo behind avell of liesand fase memories, and—as a sort of
collective Unconscious for the entire Colony—it was adept at manipulating the beliefs of Joinersand
Killiksdike. “He had alightsaber, and he knew how to useit.”

“BedaGorog was Force-sengitive.” A lewd smile cameto Alema'slips. “And aswerecal, you did not
take the time to check inside her pants before you killed her.”

Lukelet hischin drop. “ Alema, you disappoint me.”

“Thefeding ismutud, Master Skywalker,” Alemasaid. “We have not forgotten the daughter at Kr.”
“There wouldn't have been adaughter if you had done your duty asaJedi.” Luke sensed afamiliar
presence creeping toward him, skulking itsway under the stern of the old Star Barge, and realized that
Han had returned to the hangar without C-3PO. “But you let your anger make you weak, and the Dark
Nest took advantage.”

Alema s unblinking eyesturned the color of chlorine. “Don’'t blame us for what—"

“I'll lay the blame where it belongs. AsaMaster of the Jedi council, that ismy duty—and my privilege!”
Hoping to keep Alema s attention too riveted on him to notice Han sneaking up behind her, Luke moved

to within lightsaber range of the Twi’lek. “Now | ask you onelast timeto return to Ossus. | know it will
be hard to face those you betrayed, but—"

“We are not interested in ‘redemption’ . . . or anything else you haveto offer, Master Skywaker. We
are herewith—"

Alemastopped in midsentence and cocked her head, then reached for her lightsaber.

Luke had dready extended his arm and was summoning the weapon to himself, literdly ripping Alema’s
belt off her waist and leaving the Twi’ lek with an empty hand as Han hit her in the flank with a stun bolt.

Alemadropped to her knees, but did not fal, so Han fired again. Thistime, the Twi’lek collapsed onto
her face and lay on the hangar floor twitching and drooling. Han leveled the weapon to fire again.

“That’senough,” Luke said. “Areyou trying to kill her?’

“Asamatter of fact, yeah.” Han scowled at the setting switch on the barrdl of his blaster, then thumbed
it to the opposite position. “I could have sworn | had it set on full power.”

Luke shook his head in dismay, then used the Force to turn the weapon’ s barrel away from Alema.
“Sometimes | wonder if | till know you, Han. She's defensdess”

“She'sadedi,” Han said. “ She' snever defensdess”
Still, he flicked the selector switch back to stun, then stood behind the Twi’ lek and pointed the barrdl at

her head. Luke removed her lightsaber from her belt, then squatted on the floor in front of her and waited
until she started to come around—which wasincredibly quickly, even for a Jedi.



“Sorry about that,” Luke said. “Han’s il alittle sore about what you did to theFalcon. ”

Alemaopened one eye. “He awaysdid carry agrudge.” She struggled to bring Luke into focus, then
said, “But perhaps you should make something clear to him. We are not atyour mercy.”

A tremendous clamor rumbled through the hangar as nearby insects began to drop their loads and scurry
toward the Star Barge.

“Youareaours.”

L uke began to dagp Alema slightsaber againgt his pam, dlowing hisfrustration to pass, trying to remind
himself that the Twi’lek was not in control of hersdlf, that it wasimpossible for her to separate her own
thoughts from those of the Dark Nest. But Jainaand Zekk had found themsdlvesin asmilar Situation,
and they had not turned their backs on the Jedi. The difference was, they hadtried to resist.

Findly, Luke tucked Alema slightsaber into hisbelt and stood. “ Y ou could have fought this,” he said.
“Maybeyou still can. Jainaand Zekk became Joiners, and yet they remained true to their duty.”

“Y ou place too much faith in others, Master Skywalker.” Alemabraced her good arm on the floor and
pushed off, then brought her feet up beneath her. “That has aways been your weakness—and soon it will
be your downfdl.”

A cold shiver of danger sense raced up Luke' s spine, and he resisted the temptation to ask Alema's

meaning. Thiswas the reason she had come to the hangar, he felt certain. She was trying to trap him, to
draw him into some dark and twisted maze where he would become aslost as she was.

Unfortunately, Han did not have Jedi danger sense. “ Too much faith? What' sthat supposed to mean? If
something’ sgoing on with Jaina—"

Alemaglanced over her shoulder at Han, pouting at the blaster till pointed at her back, then said, “We
didn’t mean to darm you, Han. Jainaand Zekk arefine, asfar aswe know.” Shelooked back to Luke.
“We weretalking about Mara. She has been dishonest with Master Skywalker.”

“I doubt that very much.” Luke saw what the Dark Nest was attempting, and he could not believe they
would be foolish enough to try such athing. Nobody was going to drive awedge between him and Mara.
“Andevenif | didn't, | would hardly take the Dark Nest’ sword over that of a Jedi Master.”

“We have proof,” Alemasaid.

“And | doubtthat. ” Han glanced at her skintight bodysuit. “Y ou don't have aplaceto put it.”

“We're glad you' re not too old to notice,” Alemasaid. “ Thank you.”

“It was't acompliment.”

The smile Alemaflashed Han was both knowing and genuine. “ Sureit was.” She turned back to Luke,
then glanced at R2-D2. “ But we should have saidyou have proof.”

Luke shook hishead. “| redly don’t think so. If that' sdl you have to say—"



“Daxar leswasn't the Emperor’ saccountant, ” sheinterrupted. “He was an Imperid droid-brain
designer.” Sheglanced again at R2-D2. “He designed the Intellex Four, as amatter of fact.”

Luke smind raced back to the year before, to his discovery of the sequestered sector in R2-D2's
deep-reserve memory, trying to remember just how much Alema might have learned about those events
before fleeing the academy.

“Nicetry.” Han had clearly noticed her glance toward the droid aswell. “But we' re not buying it. Just
because you heard someone say that L uke was looking for information on the Intellex Four designer—”

“Han, she couldn’t have overheard that,” Luke said. “ She was dready gone. We werein flight control
when Ghent told us about his disappearance, remember?’

“That doesn’'t mean she didn’t leave bugs all over the place,” Han pointed ouit.

“We didn’'t—as we are sure your eavesdropping sweeps have aready reveded.” Alema continued to
dare a Luke. “Do you want to find out more about your mother, or not?’

Luke and Leiahad long ago guessed the woman in the records R2-D2 had
sequestered—Padmé—might be their mother, but hearing someone else say it sent ajolt of eation
throughhim.. . . evenif hedid fed certain that the Dark Nest was counting on exactly that reaction.

Han was more cynical. “ So Anakin Skywaker was making holorecordings of hisgirlfriend—I know a
lot of guyswho used to do the same thing. It doesn’t mean she' s Luke' s mother.”

“But it means shecould be—and we can help Master Skywaker learn the truth.” Alemashot Luke a

sardonic smile. “Unlessyou prefer ignorance to knowing that Mara has been deceiving you. Daxar les
was no accountant. He was the one being who could have helped you unlock the secret of your mother’s

past.”

“Nice gory,” Han said. “Hangs together real well—until you get to the part where Daxar lesisthe
Intellex Four designer. Why would the Emperor have hisbest droid-brain designerkilled 7’

Alema sface grew enigmatic and empty. “Who knows? Revenge, perhaps, or merely to keep him from
defecting to the Rebels, too. That is not asimportant as the reason Maralied to you about who heis.”

“I'm ligtening.” Even saying the words made L uke fedl hollow and sick ingde, asthough he were
betraying Maraby hearing the Twi’ lek out. “For now.”

Alemawagged her finger. “First, whatwe want.”

“That doesit,” Han said. He thumbed the selector switch on his blaster to full power. “I' m tired of being
played. I'm just going to blast her now.”

Alema s gaze went automatically to Luke.
Luke shrugged and stepped out of theline of fire. “ Okay, if you haveto.”

“Please...,” Alemasaid sarcagticaly. Sheflicked afinger, and the selector switch on Han'sblaster
flipped itsdlf back to stun. “If you wereredly going to blast me, you wouldn’t stand here discussing it.”



“You'reright.” Han flicked the selector switch back to full power. “We re done dis—’

“Perhaps you will be moreinclined to hear us out after we have proved that we can access the records,”
Alemasaid to Luke. She gestured at R2-D2. “May we?’

Luke motioned Han to wait. “May you what?’

“Display one of the holos, of course,” Alemasaid. When Luke did not automaticaly grant permission,
she glanced up and added, “ If we wished to harm him, Master Skywalker, we would aready have
sorinkled himwith froth.”

Lukelooked up at growing blister on the ceiling, then let out a breath. Alemawastelling the truth about
that much, at least—it would have been asmple matter to use the Force to pull some of the gray froth
down on them. He nodded and stepped aside.

Asthe Twi’lek approached, R2-D2 |et out afearful squeal and began to retreat asfast as hiswhedls
would carry him. Alemasmply reached out with the Force and floated him back over to her.

“Artoo, please show . . .” She paused and turned to Luke. “What would you like to see?’

Luke s heart began to pound. He was half afraid that Alema’ s clamswould prove hollow—and half
afraid they would not. While he was extremely eager to find some way to retrieve the datathat did not
involve reprogramming R2-D2' s persondity, L uke was dso keenly aware that the Dark Nest wastrying
to manipulate him to ends he did not yet understand.

“Y ou choose.”

Alemalet out aseries of throat-clicks. “Hmmm . . . what wouldwe want to know if we had been raised
without our mother?” She turned back to the beeping, blinking droid she was holding inthe air before
her. “We have an idea. Let’ slook for something that confirms the identity of Master Skywaker's
parents, Artoo.”

R2-D2 whigtled arefusal so familiar that Luke did not even need atrandation to know hewas claiming
to have no such data

“You mustn't be that way, Artoo,” Alemasaid. “We have your file security override code:
Ray-Ray-zero-zero-saven-zero-five-five-five-Trill-Jenth-seven.”

“Hey,” Han sad, “that soundslike an—"

“ Account number, yes,” Alemasaid. “ Eremay was rather specid—she barely knew her own name, but
she never forgot alist of numbersor letters.”

Artoo let out adefeated trill; then his holoprojector activated. The image of a beautiful brown-haired,
brown-eyed woman—Padmé—appeared before the droid, walking through the air in front of what
looked like an apartment wall. After a moment, a young man’s back came into the image. He
seemed to be sitting on a couch, hunched over some kind of work that was not visible in the
hologram.

Without looking up, the young man said, “ | sense someone familiar.” The voice was that of
Luke' s father, Anakin Skywalker. “ Obi-Wan's been here, hasn’'t he?”



Padmé stopped and spoke to Anakin’s back. “ He came by this morning.”

“What did he want?”

Anakin set hiswork aside and turned around. He appeared tense, perhaps even angry.

Padmé studied him for a moment, then said, “ He' s worried about you.”

“You told him about us, didn’t you?”

Anakin stood, and Padmé started walking again. “ He' s your best friend, Anakin.” She passed
through a doorway, and the corner of a bed appeared in front of her. “ He says you're under a lot
of stress.”

“ And he’ s not?”

“ Youhavebeen moody lately,” Padmé said.

“1”’mnot moody.”

Padmé turned around and faced him. “ Anakin . . . don’t do this again.”

Her beseeching tone seemed to melt Anakin. He turned away, shaking his head, and vanished. “ |
don’t know,” he said from outside theimage. “ | fedl . . . lost.”

“Lost?” Padmé started after him. “ You're always so sure of yourself. | don’t understand.”
When Anakin returned to the image, he was looking away, his whole body rigid with tension.
“ Obi-Wan and the Council don’'t trust me,” he said.

“They trust you with their lives!” Padme took his armand pressed it to her side. “ Obi-Wan loves
you asa son.”

Anakin shook his head. “ Something’s happening.” He still would not look at her. “ I’m not the
Jedi | should be. I’'m one of the most powerful Jedi, but I’m not satisfied. | want more, but | know
| shouldn’t.”

“You're only human, Anakin,” Padmé said. “ No one expects any more.”

Anakin was silent for a moment, then his mood seemed to lighten as quickly as it had darkened a
moment before, and he turned and placed a hand on her belly.

“1 have found a way to save you.”
Padmeé frowned in confusion. “ Save me?”
“From my nightmares,” Anakin said.

“ Isthatwhat’ s bothering you?” Padmé' s voice was relieved.



Anakin nodded. “ | won't lose you, Padmé.”

“1I"'mnot going to die in childbirth, Anakin.” She smiled, and her voice turned light. “ | promise
you.”

Anakin remained grave. “ No, | promiseyou,” he said. “ I’m becoming so powerful with my new
knowledge of the Force that I'll be able to keep you from dying.”

Padmé s voice turned as grave as Anakin’'s, and she locked eyes with him. “ You don’t need more
power, Anakin. | believe you can protect me from anything . . . just asyou are.”

Thiswon a smile from Anakin—but it was a small, hard smile filled with secrets and fear, and
when they kissed, it seemed to Luke that his father’ s arms were not embracing so much as
claiming.

The hologram ended. R2-D2 deactivated his holoprojector and let out along, descending whistle.

“No need to gpologize, Artoo.” Alema s eyesremained fixed on Luke. “ Thefile you chose was
excdlent—wasn't it, Master Skywaker?’

“It served to illustrate your point,” Luke allowed.

“Comenow,” Alemasaid. “It confirmed the identity of your mother—just aswe promised it would.
We re sure you would like to learn what became of her.”

“Now that you mention it, yeah,” Han said. “Onefile doesn't prove athing.”

“Nicetry.” Alemashot Han anirritated scowl. “But one sampleisal you get. And we advise you not to
try opening any files yourself. The access code changes with each use, and the file will be destroyed.
When three files have been log, the entire chip will salf-destruct.”

“That would be unfortunate, but not disastrous,” Luke said. Though he had little doubt now that the
woman in the holoswas indeed his mother, hisfather’ s brooding nature had left him feding uneasy
insde—and abit frightened for the woman. “Leiaand | have learned agreat deal from Old Republic
records dready. We refairly certain that the woman in the holosis Padmé Amidala, aformer Queen and
later Senator of Naboo.”

“Will those old recordstell you what she looked like when she smiled? How she sounded when she
laughed? Why she abandoned you and your sister?” Alema pushed her lip into a pout. “Come, Master
Skywaker. We are only asking that you leave Gorog aone. Do that, and each week we will feed you
one of the access codes you need to truly know your mother.”

Luke paused, insulted that Alema could believe such aploy would work on him, wondering if there had
ever been atime when he could have seemed so unprincipled and salf-serving to her.

“You surprise me, Alema,” Luke said. “I would never place persond interests above those of the Jedi
and the Force. Y ou must know that—even if Gorog doesn't.”

“Y eah, but that doesn’t mean we' relooking for trouble, either,” Han added hadtily. “We rejust hereto
help with the Fizz. Aslong asthe Dark Nest isn't bothering us, we won't bother it.”



“Good.” Alematrailed her fingertips across Han' s shoulders, smirking as though she had won her
concession. “That’sal we can ask.”

Han shuddered free of her. “Do you mind? | don’t want to catch anything.”

Alema cocked her brow, more surprised than hurt, then held her hand out to Luke. “If you'll return our
lightsaber, we' |l let you be on your way.” She glanced at the calling, which was dready starting to froth,
then added, “We wouldn’t want anything to happen to Artoo.”

L uke took the weapon from his belt, but instead of returning it to Alema, he opened the hilt and removed
the Adegan focusing crystd from insde.

“It painsmeto say this, Alema.” He began to squeeze, caling on the Force to bolster his strength, and
felt the crystd shatter. “But you are no longer fit to carry alightsaber.”

Alema s eyesflashed with rage. “ That means nothing!” Her lekku began to writhe and twitch, but she
managed to retain control of hersalf and turned toward the door. “We Il just build another.”

“I know.” Luke turned his hand sdeways and let the crystal dust fdl to the floor. “And I’ ll take that one
away, too.”

THREE

The mournerswore gaily patterned tabards brighter than anything Cal Omas had ever imagined a
Sullustan owning, but they approached the vault in somber silence, each masc setting asingle
trangpariblock into the seamweld the crypt master had spread for him, each fem taking the weld-rakein
her left hand and carefully smoathing thejoints.

Thisbeing Sullust, and Sullustans being Sullustans, the tomb-walling ceremony followed arigid protocol,
with the crypt master inviting mourners forward according to both their socia status and their relationship
to the deceased. Admira Sovv’ s younglings and seven current wives had placed the first blocks,
followed by his grown children and the other husbands of hiswarren-clan, then by hisblood relatives, his
closest friends, the two Jedi Magters in attendance—Kenth Hamner and Kyp Durron—and the entire
executive branch of Sullust’s governing corporation, SoroSuub. Now, with only one gap remaining in the
wall, the crypt master summoned Cal Omasforward.

Omas s protocol droid had warned him that before placing the last block, the person called upon at this
point was expected to deliver abrief comment of exactly as many words as the deceased’ sagein
standard years. Thiswas not to be a eulogy—recounting the departed’ slife would have been considered
an affront to those present, implying asit did that the other mourners had not known the dead person as
well asthey thought. Instead, it was to be asimple address from the heart.

Omastook hisplacein front of the vault and accepted the transpariblock. The thing was far heavier than
it looked, but he pulled it close to his body and did his best not to grimace as he turned to face the
assembly.



The gathering was huge, filling the entire Catacomb of Eminents and spilling out the doorsinto the
Gallery of Ancestors. The throng contained more than ahundred Alliance dignitaries, but they went
amost unnoticed in the sea of Sullustan faces. Asthe Supreme Commander of the force that had
defeated the Y uuzhan VVong, Sien Sovv had been ahero of mythica proportions on Sullugt, an
adminigtrator and organizer who rivaed the stature of even Luke Skywaker and Han and LeiaSoloin
other parts of the gaaxy.

Omastook adeep breath, then spoke. “1 speak for everyone in the Galactic Alliance when | say that we
share Sullust’ s shock and sorrow over the collision that took the lives of Admira Sovv and so many
others. Sen was my good friend, aswell as the esteemed commander of the Galactic Alliance military,
and | promise you that wewill bring those who are truly responsible for thistragedy to justice. . . no
matter what nebulathey try to hide within.”

The Sullustans remained silent, their dark eyes blinking up a Omas enigmaticaly. Whether he had
shocked the mourners with his suggestion of foul play or committed some grievous error of protocol,
Omas could not say. He knew only that he had spoken from the heart, that he had reached the limits of
his patience with the problems the Killiks were causing, and that he intended to act—with or without the
Jedi’ s support.

After amoment, an approving murmur rose from the back of the crowd and began to rustle forward,
growing in volume as it approached. Kenth Hamner and Kyp Durron scowled and peered over their
shoulders at the assembly, but if the Sullustan mourners noticed the censure, they paid it no attention.
There had already been rumblings about Master Skywalker’ s conspicuous absence from the funerd, so
no onein the crowd was inclined to pay much attention to the opinions of apair of bug-loving Jedi.

Once the murmur reached the front of the crowd, the crypt master silenced the chamber with agesture.
He had Omas hoist the heavy transpariblock into place, then invited the mournersto retire to the Gallery
of Ancestors, where SoroSuub Corporation was sponsoring afunerary feast truly unrivaled in the history
of the planet.

As Omas and the other dignitaries waited for the catacombs to clear, he went over to the two Jedi
Magters. Kenth Hamner, a handsome man with along aristocratic face, served asthe Jedi order’ sliaison
to the Gaactic Alliance military. He was dressed in hisformd liaison’ s uniform, looking asimmeaculate
and polished as only aformer officer could. Kyp Durron had at least shaved and soni-smoothed hisrobe,
but his boots were scuffed and his hair remained just unruly enough for the Sullustansto find fault on such
aformal occason.

“I’'m happy to see the Jedi were able to sendsomeone, ” Omas said to the pair. “But I’ m afraid the
Sullustans may read something untoward into Master Skywalker’ s absence. It' s unfortunate he couldn’t
be here”

Rather than explain Luke' s absence, Kenth remained silent and merdly looked uncomfortable.

Kyp went on the attack. “Y ou didn’t hel p matters by suggesting that the Killiks were responsible for the
accident.”

“They were,” Omas answered. “The Vratix piloting that freighter were so drunk on black membrosia,
it’ sdoubtful they everknew they had collided with Admiral Sovv’ strangport.”

“That' strue, Chief Omas,” Kenth said. “But it doesn’'t mean that the Killiks are responsible for the



accident.”

“It certainly does, Master Hamner,” Omas said. “How many times has the Alliance demanded that the
Colony stop sending that poison to our insect worlds? How many times must | warn them that we'll take
action?’

Kyp frowned. “Y ou know that the Dark Nest—"
“Iknow that I’ ve been attending funerals al week, Master Hamner,” Omas fumed. “1know that the
Supreme Commander of the Alliance military and more than two hundred members of his Saff are dead.

Iknow who is responsible—ultimately, utterly, and undeniably responsible—and | know the Jedi have
been shielding them ever since Qoribu.”

“TheKillik stuation iscomplicated.” Kenth spoke in acaming voice that immediately began to quell
Omas sanger. “ And inflaming matters with hasty accusations—"

“Don’'t youdare use the Force on me.” Omas stepped close to Kenth and spokein alow, icy tone.
“Sien Sovv and most of his staff-beings are dead, Master Hamner. | willnot be calmed.”

“My gpologies, Chief Omas,” Kenth said. “But this sort of talk will only make matters difficult.”

“Matters are dready difficult.” Omaslowered his voice to an angry whisper. “Y ou told me yourself that
Master Horn suspected this was more than an accident.”

“I did,” Kenth admitted. “But he hasn’t found any evidence to suggest that the Killiks were the ones
behindit.”

“Has he found any evidence to suggest that someone else was?’” Omas demanded.
Kenth shook his head.

“Maybe that’ s because itwas only an accident,” Kyp suggested. “ Until Master Horn finds some proof,
his suspicions are just that—suspicions.”

“Taken with what we dready know, Master Horn' s suspicions are quite enough forme, ” Omas said.
“TheKilliks must be dedt with—and it’ stime that you Jedi understood that.”

“Hear, hear!” agurgly Rodian voice caled.

Omeas glanced over and found Moog Ulur—the Senator from Rodia—eavesdropping with severd of his
colleaguesfrom barely an arm’ s length away. To be polite, the Sullustan dignitaries had moved off to a
distance of a dozen meters or so—but, of course, Sullustans had better hearing.

Omas graightened hisrobes. “ Gentlemen, | think it’stime | made my way to the feast.” Heturned
toward Ulur and the other Senators, then spoke over his shoulder to the two Magters. “Have Master
Skywa ker contact me at his earliest convenience.”



FOUR

The Queen’s Drawing Room smelled of emptiness and disuse, with the odor of polishing agentsand
window cleanser hanging so thickly in the air that Jacen wondered if the housekeeping droid needed its
dispensing program adjusted. An octagona game table rested in the center of the opulent chamber,
directly beneath a Kamarian-crystal chandelier and surrounded by eight flow-cushion chairsthat looked
as though they had never been sat upon. The Force held no hint of any living presence, but the silencein
the chamber was charged with a sense of danger and foreboding that made Jacen cold between his
shoulder blades.

Jacen’ s nine-year-old cousin, Ben Skywalker, stepped closer to hisside. “It’ s creepy in here.”

“Y ou noticed. Good.” Jacen glanced down at his cousin. With red hair, freckles, and fiery blue eyes,
Ben appeared typica of many boys his age, more interested in hologames and shock ball than in studies
and training. Y et he had more innate control over the Force at his age than any person Jacen had ever
known—enough to shut himself off from it whenever he wished, enough to prevent even Jacen from
sensing just how strong in the Force he redly might be. “What else do you fed ?”’

“Two people.” Ben pointed through a door in the back of theroom. “I think one' sakid.”

“Because one has asmaller presence in the Force?’ Jacen asked. “ That’s not dways aguide.
Sometimes, children have—"

“Not that,” Ben interrupted. “1 think one’ s holding the other, and shefedsdl . . . mushy.”

“Fair enough.” Jacen would have chuckled, save that he had aready sensed through the Force that Ben
was right, and he could not understand what Tenel Kawas doing donein her chamberswith achild. It
had been nearly ayear sncetheir last meeting, but they had spoken severd times snce—whenever they
could arrange a secure HoloNet connection—and Jacen felt certain that she would have toldhim if she
had decided to take a husband. “But we shouldn’'t make assumptions. They can be mideading.”

“Right.” Benrolled hiseyes. “ Shouldn’t we get out of here? If a security droid catches usin here, this
placeisgonnabe dust.”

“It'sdl right,” Jacen said. “ The Queen Mother invited us.”

“Then how come you used your memory rub on the guards?” Ben asked. “And why do you keep
Force-flashing the survelllance cams?’

“Her message asked meto comein secret,” Jacen explained.

“Askedyou 7’ Ben furrowed his brow for amoment. “ Does she know|’m coming?’

“I’m sure she has sensed your presence by now,” Jacen said. Spies were so pervasive in the Hapes
Clugter that Tenel Kahad asked him not to acknowledge her message, so there had been no opportunity
to warn her that he would have to bring Ben dong. They were supposed to be on acamping trip to
Endor, and a sudden change in plans would have aroused suspicion. “But | know Tend Kawill be happy

to seeyou.”

“Great.” Ben cast alonging glance toward the security door behind them. “1’ [l be the one the security



droid blasts”
A motherly voice spoke from the next room. “ And why would | do that?’

A large droid with the cherubic face and padded, synthskin chest of a Tendrando Arms Defender
Droid—samilar to the one who guarded Ben when he was not with Jacen or his parents—stepped into
the room. Her massive frame and systems-packed limbs were il close enough to the YVH war droids

from which she had been adapted to give her an intimidating appearance.
“Have you been causing any trouble?’
“Not me.” Ben glanced up at Jacen. “ Thiswashis idea.”

“Good, thenwe' |l get dong just fine.” The corners of the droid’ s mouth rose into amechanical smile,
then she turned her photoreceptors on Jacen. “ Jedi Solo, welcome. | am DeDe One-one-A, a
Tendrando Arms Defender—"

“Thank you, I'm familiar with your model,” Jacen said. “What | don’t understand iswhat Queen Tend
Kaneedswith achild protection droid.”

The smile vanished from DD-11A’ s synthskin face. “Y ou don't?’ She stepped asde and waved him
forward. “ Perhaps | should let the Queen Mother explain. Sheisexpecting you in her dressng chamber.”

The droid led them into an extravagant bedchamber dominated by a huge bed covered by a
crown-shaped canopy. Around it were more couches, armchairs, and writing desks than ten queens
could use. Again, the chamber smelled of cleanser and polish, and there was no indentation to suggest

that the bed, pillows, or chairs had ever been used.
“Creepier and creepier,” Ben said.

“Just be ready.” Until Jacen knew what was causing the cold knot between his shoulder blades, he
would have preferred to leave Ben somewhere safe—except he had no ideawhere * safe’ might be, or
even if they were the onesin danger. That was the trouble with danger sense—it wasjust so blasted

vague. “Y ou remember that emergency escape | taught you?’

“TheForcetrick you said to keep redly . . .” Benfel slent and glanced at DD-11A, then hisvoice grew
more subdued. “Y eah, | remember.”

DD-11A stopped and swiveled her head around to stare down at Ben. “The Force trick that Jedi Solo
said to keep redlywhat, Ben?’

Ben'sgaze did avay. “Nothing.”

The corners of DD-11A’"s mouth drooped. “ Are you keeping secrets, Ben?’

“I'mtrying to,” Ben admitted. “ Jacen said—"

“No harm, Ben,” Jacen interrupted. Defender Droids were programmed to be suspicious of children’s

secrets, and this particular Force trick was not one he cared to have investigated. He faced DD-11A.
“The secrecy isasecurity precaution. Thetrick’ s effectiveness would be compromised if its nature was

reveded.”



DD-11A fixed her photoreceptors on Jacen for amoment, then extended a telescoping arm and took
Ben by the shoulder. “Why don't you wait here with me, Ben? The Queen Mother wishesto see Jedi
Solo donefirg.” Thedroid turned to Jacen, then pointed her other arm toward the far side of the
chamber. “ Through that door.”

Jacen did not start toward the door. “I’ d rather keep Ben with me.”

“The Queen Mother wishes to speak to you donefirs.” DD-11A made a shooing motion with her hand.
“Goon. WE Il comedong infew minutes.”

When the cold knot between Jacen’ s shoulder blades did not seem to grow any larger, he nodded
reluctantly. “L eave the doors open between us,” he sad. “And Ben—"

“I know what to do,” Ben said. “Go on.”
“Okay,” Jacen said. “But mind your manners. Remember, you' rein aqueen’s private chambers.”

Jacen went through the door into athird room, this one much smaller and less opulent than the first two.
One end wasfilled with shelves and clothing racks, mostly empty, and furnished with full-length mirrors,
unused vanities, and overstuffed dressing couches. The other end held asmple deeping palet, of the kind
Tend Kahad preferred since her days at the Jedi academy, and anight table containing a chrono and
reading lamp.

The Queen Mother hersdf was through thenext door, leaning over asmal baby crib in what was plainly
anursery. Her red hair hung over one shoulder in aloosefal, and she was dressed in asimple green robe
with nursing flaps over both sides of her chest. When she sensed Jacen studying her, she looked up and
gmiled.

“Y ou cannot see anything from there, Jacen. Comein.” Tend Kawas as beautiful as ever—perhaps
even more s0. Her complexion was rosy and luminous, and her gray eyes were sparkling with joy. “I
have someone to introduce you to.”

“Sol see” It wasdl Jacen could do to hide his disgppointment. Though he had long known that Tenel
K& s position would require her to take a Hapan husband, this was hardly the way he had expected her
to break the news. “ Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Tend Kamotioned him over. “Come aong, Jacen. Shewon't bite.”

Jacen went to the crib, where around-faced newborn lay cooing and blowing milk bubblesat Tend Ka
With hair so thin and downy that it till lacked color and aface more wrinkled than an Ugnaught's, she
did not redly look like anyone. But when the infant turned to squint up at Jacen, Jacen experienced such
ashock of connection that he forgot himself and reached down to touch the child on the chest.

“Go ahead and pick her up, Jacen.” Tend Ka s voice was nearly cracking with excitement. “Y ou do
know how to hold a newborn, don’'t you?’

Jacen was too stunned to answer. He could fed in the Force—and in his heart—that the girl was his, but
he could not understandhow. The child could be no more than aweek old, but it had been morethan a
year snce he had evenseen Tend Ka.



“Here, let me show you.” Tenel Kadipped her one arm under the baby, cradling the head in her hand,
then smoothly scooped the infant up. “ Just keep afirm hold, and aways support her neck.”

Findly, Jacen tore his gaze away from the baby. “How?’ he asked. “It’ s been twelve months—"
“TheForce, Jacen.” Tend Kadipped the baby into Jacen’sarms. She groaned a couple of times, then
returned to cooing. “1 dowed things down. Life will be dangerous enough for our daughter without my
noblesknowingyou arethe father.”

“You reafather?’ Ben'svoice came from the doorway behind Jacen. “Agtra!”

Jacen turned around, his daughter cradled in hisarms, and frowned a Ben. “| thought you were waiting
inthe Roya Bedchamber with DeDe.”

“Y ou told DeDe you wanted to keep me with you,” Ben countered. “Y ouasked if | knew what to do.”
“I meant if therewastrouble, Ben.”

“Oh.” Ben came closer. “I thought you meant trip her circuit bresker.”

“No.” Jacen sghed, then turned to Tene Ka. “Allow meto present Ben Skywalker, Your Mgesty.”
Ben took his cue and bowed deeply. “ Sorry about your droid. I'll turn her back on if you want.”

“Inaminute, Ben,” Tend Kasaid. “But first, stand up and let me have alook at you. | haven’t seen you
since you were a baby yoursdf.”

Ben gtraightened himsdlf and stood there looking nervous while Tend Kanodded approvingly.

“I gpologizefor bringing him unannounced,” Jacen said. “But your message said to come immediately,
and we were supposed to be on acamping trip while Luke and Mara are in the Utegetu Nebula.”

“Jacen’smy Master,” Ben said proudly.

Tend Kacocked her brow. “In my day, apprentices did not address their Masters by their first names.”
“It'san informd arrangement,” Jacen said. Now was not the time to explain the complicated dynamics
of the Situation—that while Mara disapproved of much of the Force-lore Jacen had gathered on his
five-year journey of discovery, shewastruly grateful to him for coaxing Ben out of hislong withdrawal

from the Force. “I’m working with Ben while he explores his relationship with the Force.”

Tenel Ka seyesflashed with curiosity, but she did not ask the question Jacen knew to be on her mind:
why Ben was not exploring that relationship at the Jedi academy like other young Force-adepts.

“Sofar, I'mthe only one Ben feds comfortable usng the Force around,” Jacen said, answering the
unspoken question. He looked at Ben. “But I'm sure that will change once he redlizes that the Forceis
our friend.”

“Don’'t hold your breath,” Ben replied. “I’m not interested in al that kid stuff.”

“Perhapsoneday.” Tend Kasmiled at Ben. “Until then, you're avery lucky young man. Y ou could not



ask for abetter guide.”

“Thanks,” Ben said. “ And congratul ations on the baby. Wait until Uncle Han and Aunt Leia
hear—they’ |l go noval”

Tene Kafurrowed her brow. “Ben, you mustn't tell anyone.”

“I mustn't?” Ben looked confused. “Why not? Aren't you guys married?’

“No, but that isn't why. The dtuationis...” Tend Kalooked to Jacen for help. “. . . complicated.”
“Weare inlove,” Jacen said. “We dways have been.”

“Fact,” Tend Kasaid. “That isal that matters.”

“But you' re not married—and you had ababy!” Ben's eyeswere wide and gleeful. “You guysare
gonnabeinso much trouble!”

Tend Ka svoice grew stern. “Ben, you must keep this secret. The baby’slifewill depend oniit.”

Ben frowned, and the cold knot between Jacen’ s shoulder blades began to creep down his spine. Even
Tenel Kaseemed to be growing pae.

“Ben can keep asecret,” Jacen said. “But | think it’ stime to reactivate DeDe. Ben—"
“Onmy way.” Ben turned and ran for the door.
“Bring her here” Tene Kacdled after him. “And tell her to arm al systems.”

The baby began to mewl in Jacen’ sarms. He took a moment to forge a conscious link to Ben's Force
presence, then dipped the child back to Tend Ka.

“Isthiswhy you asked meto come?’ he asked.

“Itiswhy | asked you to comenow, ” Tenel Kacorrected. “ Thisfegling has been growing worsefor a
week.”

“And the baby is—’

“A week old.”

Jacen’ s chest began to tighten with anger. “ At least we know what they’ re after. Any ideawho—"
“Jacen, | have kept mysdf in secluson for months,” Tend Kasaid. “And most of my nobleshave
guessed why. Thelist of suspectsincludes every family who has reason to believe the child does not

carry their blood.”

“Oh.” Jacen had forgotten—if he had ever really understood—just how lonely and perilous Tend Ka's
liferedly was. “ So that would include—"

“All of them,” Tend Kafinished.



“Well, at least it sample,” Jacen said. “And | supposewho redly does't matter at the moment.”
“Correct,” Tend Kaagreed. “First we defend.”

Jacen sensed a sudden confusion in Ben's presence, then saw him coming through the queen’ sdressing
room with DD-11A close on hisheds. There was nothing chasing them, but a muffled scurrying sound
was arising behind them.

“Insect infestation!” DD-11A reported. “ My sensors show alarge swarm in the celling, advancing
toward the nursery.”

The baby began to cry in earnest, and Jacen pulled his lightsaber off his utility belt.
“Jacen, it sokay!” Ben cried. “It's Gorog!”

“Gorog?’ Jacen began to gtill himself insde, trying to cam hisanger so he could focus on therippleshe
fet in the Force. “ Are you sure?’

Ben entered the nursery and stopped. “Y eah.”

“Who is Gorog?’ Tend Kaasked. The scurrying sound was drawing closer. “And what ishe doing in
my vents?’

“They,” Jacen corrected. He found a set of ripples that seemed to be coming from acold void in the
Force and knew Ben wasright. “ Gorogisthe Killik name for the Dark Nest.”

“The Dark Nest?” Tendl Ka used the Force to depressawall button, then turned to Ben. “Why isit
okay to havethe Dark Nest in my air vents?’

“They’'re notin your vents.” Ben's eyes were fixed on the celling above the closing door. “ Y our vents are
shielded and lined with security lasers.”

Jacen’ s heart sank. For Ben to know so much about theinsects' entry route suggested that even after a
year gpart, he remained senstive to Gorog' s collective mind—and periloudy close to becoming a Joiner.

“Very well.” Tend Kabegan to rock the baby gently, and her crying faded back to mewling. “What is
the Dark Nest doing inmyceiling 7’

“They have acontract.” Ben furrowed his brow for amoment, then turned to Jacen. “I don’t understand.
They want to—"

“1 know, Ben,” Jacen said. “Wewon't dlow it.”

The scurrying noise sopped outside the nursery door, ill in the celling, then rapidly built to agnawing
sound. Ben stared up toward the sound, his face pinched into amask of fear and conflict.

“You can't!” He seemed to be speaking to theinsects. “She' sonly alittle kid!”

The gnawing grew louder, and the indecision suddenly vanished from Ben'sexpresson. “They’ reamost
through.” He rushed to the rear of the nursery, though there was no exit there that Jacen could see, and



began to pull a the Sdes of atal shelving cabinet. “We have to get her out, now!”

“Ben, cam down.” Jacen began to study the floor, reaching into the Force to seeif therewas anyonein
the room below them. “Losing your head—"

“Ben, how do you know about the escape tunnd?” Tend Kainterrupted. “Did you find it through the
Force?’

“No,” Jacen said, answering for Ben. Joiners had trouble separating their own thoughts from those of the
collective mind of the nest. He used the Force to pull Ben away from the cabinet, then said, “ Gorog told
him.”

Ben scowled. “No way!” Hetried to go back to the cabinet. “1 just knew.”

“Gorogknew,” Jacen countered. He activated his lightsaber, then plunged it into the floor and began to
cut alargecircle. “And ifthey want you to open that door—"

“—wedon't.” Tenel Kareached out with the Force and pulled Ben to her side. “Let usdo this Jacen’'s
way.”

A loud metdlic patter sounded insde the cabinet Ben had tried to open and quickly changed to a
cacophony of scratching and scraping. Jacen continued to cut hiscirclein the floor, at the sametime
trying to puzzle out who had contracted the Dark Nest to attack Tendl Ka's child—and how. The Gorog
were notorioudy difficult to locate—the Jedi had not even been certain the nest had survived the battle at
Qoribu until about three months ago—and experience suggested they were far too interested in their own
agendato accept an nation contract for credits alone. So whoever had hired the nest possessed
the resourcesto find it in thefirst place—and to provide whatever the Dark Nest had asked in return.

The gnawing above suddenly grew more distinct, and a section of ceiling dropped to the floor. Jacen
lifted hisfree hand toward the hole, but DD-11A was dready taking aim. Asthefirst cloud of insects
began to bail down into the room, her wrist folded down and discharged a crackling plume of fire.

Ben screamed and began to thrash about, trying to break free of Tenel Ka's Force grasp.

“Ben, stopit!” Tend Kaordered. The baby waswailing in her arm now. “We cannot et
theeemmmargh—"

Tenel Ka'scommand ended in agtartled cry as Ben whirled on her with an untrained but powerful
Force shove. She dammed into the corner two meters above the floor, her head hitting with a sharp
crack, her eyesrolling back and her shoulders dumping, but her arm never dackening beneath the crying
baby.

Jacen used the Force to gently guide Tend Kato the floor, then turned to find Ben legping toward
DD-11A’ supraised arm. His eyes were bulging and he was screaming at the droid not to burn his
friends, and Jacen was too unnerved by hisyoung cousin’s anger—and the raw Force-strength he had
displayed—to take the chance of being gentle. He extended his arm and used the Force to pull Ben into
his grasp, grabbing him by the throat.

“Enough!” Jacen pinched down on the carotid arteries on the sides of the neck. “Seep!”

Ben gurgled once; then hiseyesrolled back in his head and he sank into a deep umber that would not



end until the Force command was lifted. There was atime, before Vergere and the war with the Y uuzhan
Vong, when Jacen would have felt guilty for having to use such a powerful attack on anine-year-old boy.
But now al that mattered was protecting Tenel Ka and the baby, and Jacen felt nothing but relief ashe
laid hisyoung cousin aside.

He cut through afew more centimeters of floor, and the ferrocrete substructure began to sag. He
continued cutting until he judged that the droid’ s mass would be enough to fold the circledown like a
trapdoor, then shut off his lightsaber and stepped to DD-11A’sside.

The hole above the droid’ s head was rimmed with white foam from the paace’ sfire-suppression
system, but the Gorog were not foolish enough to peer out of the same hole DD-11A had just blasted

with flame. Instead Jacen could hear the insects scurrying past overhead, spreading out across the ceiling
and beginning to gnaw in severd different places.

“What do you have that can generate a good-sized fireba 1?7’ Jacen asked DD-11A.

“Grenades.” The droid pivoted around to the other side of the hole and sprayed a stream of fireat aline
of scurrying, blue-black shadows. “ Two each, thermal, concussion, and flash—’

“That’ll do. Here swhat | want you to do.”

Jacen outlined his plan, then gathered Ben in his arms and retreated to the corner with Tend Kaand the
baby. The Gorogsin the secret tunnel had scratched their way into the cabinet, and the tips of hundreds
of tiny blue-black pincers were beginning to protrude through the thin line between the doors.

Jacen laid Ben beside Tend Ka, then pointed. “ DeDel”

The droid swiveled around and poured flame into the crack. A trio of fire-suppression nozzles popped
down to coat the doors with suppressant, but by then black wisps of smoke were already seeping out the
back of the cabinet.

Jacen pulled his cloak off and held it in front of them at chin height.

“ Okw, go| ”

DD-11A’ s photoreceptors lingered on the cloak. “Y our camouflage isinadequate. | can't leave the child
with you.”

“It's...fine” Tend Ka svoicewas groggy, but firm. “Do as Jacen commands.”

Jacen was dready immersing himsdlf in the Force, dlowing it to flow through him asfast as hisbody
would alow.

Small pieces of plasrock began to rain from the ceiling. DD-11A raised her arm and began to spray
flameinto the holes, but openings were gppearing faster than even adroid could target. Still, DD-11A
did not moveto obey.

“Now, Honeygirl!” Tend Ka snapped.

DD-11A’ s head swiveled around. “Override command accepted.”



The droid stepped into the sagging circle Jacen had cut in the floor. The flap gave way benegth her
weight and folded down, and she crashed into the room bel ow.

Jacen exhaled in relief, then glanced over his shoulder and touched the corner behind them, forming a
complete sensory image of how the wallslooked and smelled and felt, even of the nearly inaudible
sounds coming from the pipes and ducts concedled insde, then looked forward again and quickly
expanded the image into the Force.

The baby continued to cry.

Tend Kadtarted to open one of her nursing flaps, hoping to silence the child by feeding her, but Jacen
stopped her. Heneeded that crying.

Instead of allowing the Force to flow through his body, he began to use hisfear and anger to
conscioudy pull it through. His skin began to nettle and his head to ache, and gtill he continued to draw
the Force, catching his daughter’ swailing voice in the stillness of its depths, sending the sound streaming
down through the floor after DD-11A, not dlowing it to return to the surface until it had overtaken the
metdlic clank of the droid’ s receding footsteps.

Hewas amogt too late. The fire retardant had barely started to drip from the holes DD-11A had left in
the ceiling before clouds of tiny blue-black Killiks began to drop into the room on their droning wings.
They were much smaller than the assassin bugs that had attacked Mara and Sabathe year before, only a
little larger than Jacen’ s thumb. But they had the same bristly antennae and black bulbous eyes, and they
al had long, venom-dripping proboscises protruding between apair of sharply curved mandibles.

Instead of dropping down through the hole, the Gorog ssmply seemed to swirl about the room, gathering
in an ever-darkening swarm, ignoring the hole in the floor and the sound decoys Jacen had arranged.
They began to land on the cabinet that concealed the escape tunnel and on the surrounding walls, on the
door that closed off Tend Ka sdressing chamber, on the empty crib in the center of the nursery.

A few even came and landed on the cloak that Jacen was using asthe basis of his Forceilluson, and
when apair of Gorog started to hover in the air above the top edge of the cloak, he feared his plan
would fal. Theillusons he had learned to craft from the Adepts of the White Current were powerful, but
even they would not keep an insect crawling in midair. Jacen began to think that he had overreached in
planning to take out the entire swarm at once; he should have settled for leaving DD-11A behind to dow
the nswhile heand Tenel Kafled with Ben and the baby.

Then suddenly Tenel Ka s pdm wastherefor theinsectsto land on, and theillusion held.

Jacen |ooked over and saw the baby floating on a cushion of Force levitation, her head resting on the
stump of Tend Ka s amputated arm and her feet kicking the empty air.

A tense moment later, the cabinet doors clanged open. Theinsectson Tend Ka spalm and Jacen's
robe sprang into the air, joining the black fog of Killiksthat came growling into the nursery, and the whole
boiling mass swirled down through the floor in pursuit of DD-11A and the sound of the baby’ s crying
voice.

Jacen maintained theilluson until the last insect had followed, then continued to maintain it for another
hundred heartbeats. WWhen no sound in the room remained except the pounding of their own hearts, he
waltedanother hundred heartbesats, his eyes scanning every dark corner of the nursery, searching the
shadowsfor any hint of blue cargpace, examining the Force for ripples with no tangible source.



An uneasy feding remained in the Force, but the ripple pattern was too diffuse and confused for Jacen to
locate the observers Gorog had dmost certainly eft to watch the nursery. Still, the swarm would catch up
to DD-11A any instant and discover it had been fooled.

Jacen dropped hisillusion, then reached out in the Force and began to pull the folded circle of floor back
into place. Theferrocrete substructure rose with aloud, grating shriek, and he felt the Forceripple asthe
swarm reversed course.

A handful of blue-black insectsroseinto the air from the dark corners of the nursery and came streaking
toward the corner. Tend Ka slightsaber sizzled to life behind Jacen, and one of the bugsburst into a
yellow spray as she Force-smashed it against the wall.

Jacen finished pulling the floor section back into place, then flung his cloak up in front of the gpproaching
insects and used the Force to pin them against the wall. The tough molytex lining lasted about a second
before the tips of their dashing mandibles started to work through.

Jacen sprang across the room, Force-legping over the crib, and smashed the insects beneath the
pomméd of hislightsaber.

A loud bang sounded from the corner as Tend Ka' s lightsaber ignited the methane sac the assassin bugs
carried insdether cargpaces asafind surprise. He glanced over to see Tenel Katrying to blink the
spots from her eyes, her lightsaber weaving adefensive shidd in front of her. The baby lay crying inthe
corner behind her, and two more insects were flitting around her knees, trying to dodge past her guard to
attack.

Jacen stretched out in the Force and nudged them both into the path of her turquoise blade. They
detonated with abrilliant flash that left stars dancing before his eyes and the baby screeching louder than
ever, but Jacen sensed no pain in the infant, only fear and darm.

Redlizing he till had not heard thecarumpf of DeDe€ sfirgt grenade, Jacen started to reach for his
comlink—then heard amuffled drone building behind him and spun around to find the first Gorog
crawling through the seam his blade had lft in the floor.

“Now, DeDel” Jacen screamed at the floor. He jumped into the center of the circle and began to drag his
lightsaber dong the seam, igniting the insects before they could take flight. “What' staking so—"

A sharpjolt struck Jacen in the pit of his stomach, then suddenly he found himsdlf knedling in the middie
of the circle, surrounded by acurtain of yellow flame, the air filled with the ngphthaene smdll of athermal
grenade.

“Amljt—”

Hewasjolted by another explosion, and thistime he was unsurprised enough to fed the floor buck as
more flames came shooting up through the seam.

“_ti me_”
The floor bucked another time, then another, and suddenly white foam was showering down from the

caling, smothering the smoke and the fumes benegath the sogpy clean smell of flame retardant. A series of
wet thuds sounded on the surrounding floor as the foam weighed down the handful of Gorog ns



that had escaped DD-11A’ s grenades.

The insectsimmediately turned toward the corner and began to scurry toward where Tenel Kawas
knedling with the baby and Ben. Jacen used the Force to sweep them al back toward him, then batted
them into oblivion with asingle stroke of hislightsaber. They exploded brilliantly, but Jacen did not alow
himsalf to look away. He wastoo afraid of letting one of the creatures dip past hisblade.

A moment later, with spots till dancing before his eyes, he turned toward the corner. “ Are you okay?’
he asked Tenel Ka. “Both of you?’

“Wearefine” sheanswered. “ItisBen | worry about.”

“Don’'t.” Though Jacen knew Ben' s behavior had not been the boy’ sfault, he could not quite keep the
anger hefdt out of hisvoice. “1 don't think Gorog would hurt him. He' s practicaly a Joiner.”

“I am not worried about what Gorog did to him,” Tenel Kaanswered. “1 am worried about those
bruiseson histhroat.”

Jacen stood, hisvision clearing, and went to hisyoung cousin’sside. Theimpression of histhumb and
forefinger were purple and deep, clearly made in anger, but Ben' s breathing was regular and untroubled.

“There sno need to worry.” Jacen placed hisfingers over the bruises and touched Ben through the
Force. “They'll fadein notime.”

Tend Kafrowned. “That is not the point, Jacen.”
Jacen |ooked up. “Then what is?’

A globule of fire retardant dropped off the wall and splatted at Tenel K& sfeet. There were no insects
insde, but she ssomped on it anyway.

“Never mind. | will tell you later.” She stepped past Jacen and started toward the door to her dressing
room. “We need to leave here. If | know my grandmother, she aready knows that her first attempt
faled.”

“Y our grandmother?” Jacen lifted Ben in hisarms and followed. “Y ou think Ta'a Chumeis behind this?’

“Iknow sheis,” Tend Kasaid. She stopped at the door and faced Jacen with narrowed eyes. “The only
ones who know about the escape tunnel are the Queen Mother . . . and theformer Queen Mother.”

FIVE

Therouteto Cilghd’slab on Ossus was as meandering as any across the academy grounds, winding
through alabyrinth of shrubbery and detouring past carefully planned vidtas, following a path of tightly
placed stepping-stones that deliberately forced walkersto dow down and contemplate the garden. Even
S0, Leid sgaze kept coming back to the stasisjar in her hands. The glob suspended inside was pulsating



likeadlvery heart, growing larger each timeit expanded, trembling alittle more noticegbly each timeit
contracted. She shuddered to think what might happen if the mysterious froth exploded over the interior
of thejar. Anything that throbbed inside astasisfield could probably est itsway through seven millimeters
of nonreactive safety glass.

The path rounded a gentle bend, and adozen meters ahead, the trapezoidal span of Clarity Gate framed
atranquil courtyard accented by asmall fountain. Leia passed under the crosspieces without stopping,
then turned toward an opening to one side of the fountain—and heard a disapproving hiss behind her.

“Thisoneis shocked at the forgetfulnesz of her student,” Saba rasped. “What must a Jedi do asshe
enterz the academy groundz?’

Learolled her eyes and turned to face the Barabd. “We don't have time to meditate right now,
Mader.”

Saba blinked twice, then clasped her claws together and remained standing on the other side of the
gateway.

“Redlly.” Leiawent back through the gate and tapped the side of thejar. “Look at this stuff.”
Sabalooked, then said, “That is no excuse for ignoring the rulez.”

“We don't havetime for rules,” Lelasaid. “We need to get thisjar to Cilgha.”

“And the sooner you complete your meditationz, the sooner we will do that.”

A rumble sounded low in Sabd s throat.

“Master Sebatyne,” Leiacorrected, “don’'t you think Luke would want usto hurry?’

The Barabe tipped her head and glared down at Leiaout of oneeye. “You aredoing it again.”
“Doingwhat 7’

“Reasoning. That isaskill you have aready mastered.” Saba stone grew stern. “What you have not yet
learned is obedience.”

“I'm sorry, Magter.” Lelawas growing exasperated. “I promise to work on that later, but right now I'm
more worried about this Stuff getting loose ingde the academy.”

“It iswhen we are darmed that meditation is most important.” Sabareached for the stasisjar. “Thisone
will hold the froth so you can concentrate.”

Redlizing that her determination was no match for aBarabel’ s stubbornness, Leiarductantly yielded the
dasisjar. Shefocused her attention on the fountain, watching its silver spray umbrdlainto theair, listening
to it rain back into the pool, and began a Jedi breathing exercise. She grew aware of the crisp scent of
anti-algal agents and the coolness of mist on her skin. But even that faded after amoment, and shewas
left with only her breathing to concentrateon . . .in through the nose . . . out through the mouth . . .
and the knotsinside her started to come undone.



Leiabegan to redize that she was not worried about the froth at al. She had seen on Wotebathat it did
not disintegrate anything instantly. Even if the glob were to explode ingde the stasisjar, she would ill
have plenty of timeto reach Cilghd’slab and contain it in something else.

What troubled her was Han—or, rather, Han' s absence. Shefdt guilty about having to leave him on
Woteba, especidly to honor a promiseLuke had made. . . and especialy knowing how he felt about
“bugs.” Even more than that, everything just seemed wrong. It wasthefirst timein years she had traveled
more than afew hundred thousand kilometers without Han, and it felt asif apart of her was missing. It
was asif an MD droid had removed the wisecracking part of her brain, or she had suddenly lost athird
am.

And Lelaknew that her sgter-in-law felt much the same about Luke. After landing on Ossus, the firgt
thing Mara had done was head for the Skywalkers apartment to seeif Ben was back from his camping
trip with Jacen. She had claimed she only wanted to be sure that the academy rumor mill did not darm
him with atangled version of why Luke had not returned with theFalcon, but Lela had sensed the same
hollow in her Sster-in-law that shefelt in hersdf. Marahad been trying to fill the uncomfortable void
caused by leaving Luke behind, to reassure hersdf that her family’ slife would quickly returnto normd . .
. just as soon as Cilghd told them how to stop the froth.

Lelawas about to end her meditation when it was ended for her by Corran Horn'’ sthroaty voice.
“Where' s Master Skywalker?” Corran entered the small courtyard via a path leading from the academy
adminigtration building. He was dressed in breeches, tunic, and ves, al in various shades of brown. “The

hangar chief said he didn’t disembark from theFalcon. ”

“Neither did Han,” Lelasaid. Judging by the expression of shock that flashed across Corran’ sface, she
had not quite managed to concedl theirritation shefdt at being tracked down even before her legs had
grown accustomed to Ossan gravity again. “ They stayed on Woteba to guarantee our good intentions.”

Corran lowered histhick brows. “ Guarantee?’

“Wotebais having aFizz problem.” Sabalifted the stasisjar toward Corran’ sface.

Hefrowned & the slvery frothinsde. “A Fizz problem?’

“It'scorrosive. . .very. ” Leatold him what was happening to the Saras and their net, then added,
“The Colony believesthe Jedi knew about the problem al along, before we convinced them to relocate
their nestsfrom Qoribu.”

Corran’ sface fell, and darm began to fill the Force around him. “So Master Skywalker stayed behind to
convincethemwehadn’t 7’

“Not exactly.” Leiabegan to grow darmed hersdf. “ And Han stayed, too. What' swrong?’

“Morethan | thought.” Hetook Leid s elbow and tried to guide her toward abench near the fountain.
“Maybe | should go get Mara. She'll need to hear this, too.”

Leiapulled free and stopped. “Blagt it, Corran, just tell me what’ swrong!”

Sabarumbled low in her throat, agentle reminder to follow therules.



“Sorry.” Lelakept her eyesfixed on Corran. “Okay,Master Horn—tell me what the chubbais going
on!”

Saba nodded approvingly, and Corran nodded cautioudly.
“Very well. Chief Omas has been trying to get Master Skywalker on the HoloNet al morning. The Chiss
are furious—transports are landing Killiks on planets al dong their frontier.” Corran’ stone grew

worried. “1t' sbeginning to look like the Killiks have this whole thing planned out.”

“Or the Dark Nest does.” Lelaturned to Saba, then pointed at the froth insde the jar. “ Can you think of
abetter way to destroy our relationship with the Colony?’

“Perhgpz,” she said. “But the Fizz isworking well enough. It has dready turned Raynar and Unu againgt
LS”

“And now the Colony has Han and Luke for hostages,” Corran said. Signaling them to follow, he turned
toward the path that led toward academy administration. “ Chief of State Omas needs to hear about this
assoon aspossihle”

“No, hedoesn't.” Leia started toward the opposite corner of the courtyard, toward the path that led to
the academy science wing. “We should handle this oursalves.”

“I have no doubt we will,” Corran said, speaking to Leiaacross severd meters of paving stone. “But our
firgt duty isto report the Situation to Chief Omas.”

“So the Galactic Alliance can start blustering and making threats?’ Leiashook her head. “That will only
polarize things. What we need to do is get this stuff to Cilghal so she can tell us how the Dark Nest is
producing it—and give us enough proof to convince Raynar and Unu.”

Corran scowled, but reluctantly started toward Leia s side of the courtyard.

“No,” Sabasaid. She placed ascaly hand on Leid s shoulder and pushed her toward Corran. “This one
will seeto thefroth. Y ou may help Master Horn with hisreport.”

“Report?’ Leiastopped and turned back toward the Barabdl. “Did you hear what | just said?’

“Of course,” Sabasaid. “But you did not hear whatthis one said. It isnot your place to question Master
Horn'z decison.”

This shocked even Corran. “Uh, that’ sdl right, Master Sebatyne. Princess Leiaisa specia case—"

“Indeed. She knowz how to give orderz dready.” Saba s gaze shifted to Leia. “Now she must learn to
take them. Shewill help you with your report, if you gill think that isbest.”

“Iknow how to teke orders,” Leiafumed. “I was an officer in the Rebellion.”
“Good. Then thiswill not be adifficult lesson for you.”

Saba started down the path toward Cilgha’ s1ab, leaving Lela standing beside Corran with astomach so
knotted in anger, it felt like she had been punched. She knew what Sabawas doing—teaching her how



to fight from a position of weakness—butnow was not the time for lessons. The lives of her husband and
her brother would be placed at risk if shelost, and Corran Horn could teach even Barabels athing or
two about stubbornness.

Once Saba was beyond earshot, Corran leaned closeto Lela “Tough Master,” he observed in aquiet
voice. “Did you redly pick her yoursdf?’

“I did,” Letaadmitted. “1 wanted someone who would chalenge mein new ways.”

“Hmm.” Corran consdered the explanation amoment, then asked, “Wdll, istraining with her what you
expected?’

“Morerulesand lesssparring.” Leiafel silent amoment, then grew serious. “ Corran—Master
Horn—you don't actualy intend to send that report to Chief Omeas, do you?’

Corran studied her for amoment, then said, “I waysdid.” He started down the path toward academy
adminigration. “Now that Saba s pulled rank for me, | guessthere’ sno harm in admitting that 1 just
didn’t see any point in arguing with you about it.”

Lelanodded. “ Silenceis not agreement.” Feding alittle foolish for forgetting one of thefirst lessons she
had learned as a Chief of State, she started to follow. “But you know what will happen when Chief Omas
hears that L uke has been taken hostage by Killiks.”

“He Il demand thet they rlease him.”

“And theKillikswill refuse. Then he'll threaten them, and they’ll draw in on themselves, and we' |l have
no chance at dl of convincing the Colony to withdraw from the Chissfrontier peacefully.”

“If you were the Chief of State, you’ d be freeto handleit differently,” Corran said. “But you're not. Ca
Omas deserves to know what' s happening.”

“Evenif it means sacrificing control of the Jedi order?’

Corran stopped. “What are you talking about?’

“I think you know,” Leiasaid. “The Chief of State has been frustrated with the Jedi since the Qoribu
criss. Hethinkswe ve put the good of the Killiks above the good of the Alliance. With Luke out of
contact, you don’t think Omas would jump at the chance to take control of the order and make sure our
priorities are what he believes they should be?’

Corran frowned, but more in thought than alarm. “He could do that?’

“If the Jedi were divided, yes. | know how strongly you believe our mission isto serve the Alliance. But
youdo see how dangerousit would be for the order to fal under the Chief of State’ sdirect control ?”

“Of course. Thewill of the government is not waysthe will of the Force.” Corran fell silent for a
moment, then finally shook his head and started walking again. “Y ou’ re worrying about nothing, Princess.
Omas will never take direct control of the Jedi order.”

Leiagarted after him. “Y ou can't know that.”



“I can,” Corran ingsted. “ The Masters may disagree on alot, but never that. It could lead to the Jedi
becoming apaliticd toal.”

Leafollowed him down anarrow promenade flanked by more cedrum trees, cursing Sabafor inssting
that they continue training even in the middle of acriss. What did Saba expect her to do, hit Corran over
the head with arock? It would have been such a smple matter for the Barabel to pull rank onhim instead
of goading him into doing the sameto her. After dl, Corran was the newest Master, promoted on the
bass of hisactions during the war againgt the Y uuzhan Vong, the disruption of severd piraterings, and
having trained an apprentice—ayoung Jedi named Ratharan whom Leia had never met. Saba, on the
other hand, was a highly respected member of the Advisory Council who had produced more than a
dozen highly skilled Jedi Knights before she had evenseen Luke Skywalker.

The path descended to a shallow brook and continued across the water via a zigzag course of
stepping-stones, but Leia stopped at the edge and smply stared at Corran’s back. In sparring practice,
Sabawas dways rasping at her to sop making things hard on herself; to save her own strength by using
the attacker’ sagaingt him.

Lelagmiled, then cdled, “Master Horn?’

Corran stopped with hisfeet balanced precarioudy on two rocks. “ There' s no sense discussing this any
further,” he said, looking back over his shoulder. “My mind is made up.”

“I know that.” Leialooked to her side, where awinding stone-chip wakway snaked aong the edge of
the brook toward the academy residences. “ But before you make your report, shouldn’t you tell Mara?
Y ou owe that much to her, if you' re determined to place her husband' slifein danger.”

“Danger?’ Corran' sfacefél, hisgreen eyes blazing with conflict as he redized that performing his duty
to Chief Omas would mean betraying his persona loydty to Luke. “ Chief Omaswouldn’t push things
thet far.”

“I'm not the Master here,” Lelasaid, shrugging. “Y ou'll have to decide that for yourself.”

Corran did not even need time to think. His chin smply dropped, then he swung aleg around and
started back across the stepping-stones.

“Youwin,” hesad. “Thisisn’t something | should decide on my own.”
“Maybe not,” Leiaalowed.
Corran stepped off the last stone and gave Leiaan exaggerated frown.

“Nogloating at Magters,” he said. “Has't Saba taught you anything?’

SIX

The big hoverded emerged from behind a massive hamogoni trunk and skimmed across the forest floor,



crashing through the underbrush and weaving around bustling crews of insect loggers. Han dipped the
landspeeder he was piloting behind adifferent trunk, this one at least twenty meters across, then stopped
and took a moment to gawk around the grove of giants. Many of the treeswere larger than Bamorran
skyscrapers, with knee-roots the size of dewbacks and boughs that hung out horizontally like enormous
green balconies. Unfortunately, most of those ba conies were shuddering benesath the droning saws of
Saras|lumberjacks, and a steady cascade of branch trimmings was raining down from above.

“Okay, Han,” Luke said. He was sitting in the passenger’ s seat beside Han, using acomlink and
datapad to follow the tracking beacon they had planted on their quarry back in Sarasnest. “Thesignd’s

getting scratchy.”

Han cautioudy moved the landspeeder out of its hiding place, then, when they saw no visble sign of their
quarry, hurried after the hoverded. In mountainousterrain likethis, ascratchy signd could quickly turn
into no signa at al, so they needed to close the distance fast. He dodged past a crew trimming the sprigs
off alog as big around as a bantha, then decelerated hard as something big and bark-covered fell across
their path. A tremendous boom shook the landspeeder, rocking it back on itsrear floater pads, and the
route ahead was suddenly blocked by awall of hamogoni log twelve meters high.

Han sat there, waiting for his heart to stop hammering, until a shower of boughs and sticks, knocked
loose by thefdling tree, began to hit the ground around them.

“Perhaps Magter Luke should drive,” C-3PO suggested from the backsesat. “ He has taken better care of
himsdf over the years, and his reaction timeis point-four-two second faster.”

“Oh, yeah? If we' d been point-four-two seconds farther ahead, you’ d be afoil smear right now.” Han
jammed the landspeeder into reverse and hit the power, then said to Luke, “Okay, | give up. How are
these guysleading usto the Dark Nest?’

Luke shrugged. “1 don't know yet.” His eyes remained fixed on the datapad, as though he had not
noticed how close they had just come to being crushed. “ But the barrelsthey’ re carrying arefilled with
reactor fuel and hyperdrive coolant. Do you see anything out here that needs so much power?’

“I haven’t seen anything on thiswhole planet that needs that much power.” Han started the landspeeder
forward again and began a hundred-meter detour around the falen tree. “ That doesn’t mean our
smugglers are headed for the Dark Nest.”

“It'sthe best explanation | can think of,” Luke said.

“Y eah? What would the Dark Nest do with hyperdrive coolant? And that much reactor fuel?’

“I don't know yet,” Luke repeated. “ That' swhat scaresme.”

Han rounded the crown of the fallen tree, drawing a cacophony of alarmed drumming as he nearly ran
into aline of Sarasloggers scurrying toward the tree from the opposite side. A few of the insects carried
modern laser cutters, but most were equipped with primitive chain saws—or even long, double-ended
logging saws powered by hand. C-3PO thrummed a polite apology; then the Killiks opened aholein
their line, and Han took the landspeeder over to where the hoverded had disappeared.

“Bladt!” Lukesaid, till staring at his datapad. “Welost thesignal.”

“Don’'t need it,” Han said. He swung the landspeeder onto a deep-cut track—it was not quite a



road—that led in the same direction the smugglers had gone. “I’ll follow my nose.”
“Your nose?’ Luke looked up, then said, “Oh.”

They followed the track over aknoll, then found themsaveslooking into avalley of mud and giant tree
sumps. The smugglers, four Aqualish and aflat-faced Neimoidian, were about three hundred meters
down the dope, parked outside the collapsed stone foundation of what had once been avery large
building. The Aqualish had hoisted one of their fuel barrels onto ahamogoni stump that was two meters
high and as big around as a Star Destroyer’ s thrust nozzle. The Neimoidian—presumably the
leader—was standing next to the barrel, talking to haf adozen Killiks. With bristly antennae, barbed,
hugely curved mandibles, and dark blue chitin, they were clearly Gorog—the Dark Nest.

The Neimoidian held something up to thelight, examining it between histhumb and forefinger, then
nodded and dipped the object into a pouch hanging benegth his robes. The closest insect handed him
something else, and he began to examine that.

Han ducked behind a giant ssump and brought the landspeeder to ahalt. “ Sometimes | hate it when
you'reright,” he said to Luke. “But I’'m not crawling down any bug holeswith you. I’ m through with
thet.”

Lukegrinned alittle. “Sureyou are”
“I’'m serious,” Han warned. “If you go there, you' re on your own.”
“Whatever you say, Han.”

Luke pulled apair of eectrobinoculars from the landspeeder console, then dipped out of the
passenger’ s seat and disappeared around the side of the tree ssump. Han shut the vehicle down and told
C-3PO to keep an eye on things, then joined Luke behind alatera root so high that he had to stand on
histoesto peer over the top.

“Interesting,” Luke said. He passed the eectrobinocularsto Han. “Have alook.”

Han adjusted the lenses. The Neimoidian was examining areddish brown mass about the Size of a
human thumb, shaped roughly like atear and so transparent that Han could see atiny slver light
glimmering inits core. After sudying the lump amoment, the Neimoidian placed it in his pouch and held
out hishand. The closest Gorog placed in it another globule, this one so cloudy that the Neimoidian did
not even bother raising it to his eye before he tossed it aside.

“Star amber?’ Han asked, lowering the el ectrobinoculars.

Luke nodded. “At least now we know whereit's. ..” He spun toward their landspeeder, hishand
dropping toward hislightsaber, then finished his sentencein awhisper. “. . . been coming from.”

“Why are you whigpering?’ Han whispered. He pulled his blaster from its holster. “I hate it when you
whisper.”

Lukeraised hisfinger to hislips, then dipped over the root they had been hiding behind and started
around the stump, movingaway from their landspeeder. Han followed, holding the eectrobinocularsin
one hand and his blaster in the other. The route took them into full view of the smugglers and the insects
down the dope. Lukeflicked hisfingers, and the entire group turned to look in the opposite direction.



Han would have accused him of chesting, except that just then C-3PO’ s voice came over their comlinks.
“Becareful, Master Luke! They'retrying to come—"

The warning ended in string of metallic thunks. A loud boom echoed acrossthe valey, and black smoke
billowed up behind the ssump. Han scrambled over another lateral root and raced the rest of the way
around the ssump behind Luke.

They came up behind the fuming wreckage of their landspeeder, which sat on the ground surrounded by
apooal of fuel and cooling fluid that had spread hadfway up the tree sump. C-3PO was standing two
metersin front of the vehicle, looking scorched and soot-covered and leaning forward at the waist to
peer around the tree sump. R2-D2 had jetted himself onto the top of the stump and was whedling along
the edge, using hisarm extension to hold out amirror and spy on something moving dong around the
base.

Luke sgnaed Han to continue around the stump, then Force-jumped up with R2-D2. Han crept up
behind C-3PO.

“Back here, Threepio,” he whispered. “What have we got—"

C-3PO sraightened and turned to face him. “What ardlief!” he exclamed. “| was afraid they were
going to come on you from behind.”

A familiar scurrying sound rose from down the dope, just out of sight around the stump, and Han
suddenly felt Sck to his stomach.

“Thanksfor the warning,” Han growled. He thrust the e ectrobinoculars at C-3PO and raced for cover
next to the stump. “ Get back,now. ”

Han barely managed to knedl partway insde asmal hollow before six Gorog Killiks scuttled into view.
It was about what he had been expecting, but being right only made him more queasy. He just couldn’t
handle bugs, not since those crazy Kamarians had tracked him down on Regulgo . . . but he couldn’t
think about that now, not if he wanted to keep control of himself.

“Okay, fdlas, stop right there. Drop those .. . .” Han hesitated when he redlized that it was not blaster
pistolstheinsectswere holding. “. . . shatter guns and tell me why you shot up my landspeeder.”

The Gorog began to thrum, raising their weapons as they turned.

“Youknow why,” C-3PO trandated. “The Night Herald told you to stay out of Gorog' s business.”
“Too bad.” Han leveled his DL-44 at the closest bug' s head. “Now hold it right there.”

They did not, of course, and Han put a blaster bolt through the first one' s head the ingtant its shatter gun
swung toward him. He burned another hole through the thorax of the second bug asit extended its
wespon arm, then Luke dropped down behind the group with hislightsaber blazing. The blade droned a
couple of times and two more Gorog fell, then the stump around Han erupted into acrid-smelling bark
shards as the surviving insects squeezed off their first shots. Han fired back, Luke' s blade whined again,
and the last two insects collapsed.

Han stood, holding his blaster in both hands, and Luke lowered his blade and spuninadow circle,



examining each of the corpses. He had almost finished when he suddenly staggered, then abruptly shut
down hislightsaber.

“Blest!”
“What' swrong?’ Han started forward. “1 didn’t hit you with astray, did 17’

Luke turned with ascowl. “I’m alittle better than that, Han.” He lifted his gore-dimed boot and scraped
the sole across a Gorog mandible, then said, “They're dl dead. | was hoping to get some answers out of
them.”

R2-D2 chirped something from the tree stump, then began to rock back and forth on histreads.
“What isit, Artoo?’ Luke asked.

“He saysyou might be able to ask one of the six who were talking to the smugglers,” C-3PO trandated
helpfully. “They’ re on the way up now.”

“Yeah, but | don’t think they’ re coming to talk tous, ” Han said.

After aquick scan of the areato make sure there were no other Killik surprise parties, Han and Luke
returned to their original hiding place. The Sx Gorog were clambering up the dope with their weapons
drawn. Thefour Aquaish smugglers had broken out G-9 power blasters and were knedling on their
hoverded, hiding behind the barrels of reactor fudl and aiming up the dopeto cover theinsects. The
Nemoidian wasfleeing toward the far sde of the old building foundation.

“I’ve got the smugglers.” Luke started toward the low end of the root. “ Take the Gorog—and
remember, we need one dive. | want to find out what that reactor fud isfor.”

Han caught him by the arm. “ Those bugs have shatter guns,” he said. “Maybe we should just runfor it.
Y ou know how the Dark Nest is. Once we' re back over the hill with the loggers, they won't want to
show themselves”

“I’'mnot worried, Han,” Luke said. “Y ou' re covering me.”

“Look, kid, | don’t havetheir range,” Han said. “And your lightsaber isn't that good against those
pelets”

“It' sokay. You'll dofine”

Luke moved dong the root’ s length until it covered him only from the chest down. The hillside erupted
into ariver of blaster bolts and magnetically accelerated projectiles.

Han cursed Luke' s misplaced optimism and began to fire back. His bolts either flew wide or crackled
into nothingness before they reached ther targets, but they gave the bugs something to think about. Most
of the shatter gun pellets thumped harmlesdy into the mud bel ow them, and the few that didn’t crackled
past far overhead.

The power blasters were another matter. Their bolts sSzzled into the other side of the root with unnerving
accuracy, filling the air with smoke and wood chips. Han sent a couple of boltstheir way just to seeif he
could gtartle the Aqudish into putting their heads down. They didn’t even flinch, and smoke began to drift



through holes on Han and Luke s side of the root.

Then Luke extended a hand toward the stump behind the smugglers, and the barrel they had aready
off-loaded rose into the air and came crashing down into the middie of the hoverded. Severd of the
containers broke, spilling hundreds of gallons of coolant and dozens of meter-long gray rods. The
Aqualish stopped firing and jumped off the ded, fleeing after the Neimoidian.

The Gorog glanced over their shoulders, then began to drum their thoraxesin anger. Han thought for a
moment that they would charge, but four of them simply fanned out across the dope to take up holding
positions. The other two rushed back toward the hoverded.

“Arethey crazy?’ Han gasped. “ Ten minutes with those rods in the open like that, and they’ |l start
gowing.”

“Gorog doesn’t care. Itwants that fuel.” Luke stepped back into full cover behind the root. “If our
tracking equipment still works—"

“Run for your lives!” C-3PO came around the tree sump at afull clank, waving the e ectrobinoculars
Han had passed him earlier. “We re doomed!”

“Doomed?’ Han stepped out to intercept the droid—then nearly lost his head as a shatter gun pellet
came hissing past his ear. He stepped back into the shelter of the root, pulling C-3PO after him. “What
are you talking about?’

C-3PO turned and pointed back toward the landspeeder. “ The Fizz! It has the |landspeeder!”

“The Fizz?' Han asked. “Out here?’

“Perhaps we brought it with us,” C-3PO suggested.

An darmed whistle sounded from above, then R2-D2 rolled off the edge of the stump and began to
drop. He would have crashed on their heads had L uke not reached out with the Force and caught him.

Luke lowered R2-D2 to the ground, then leaned down. “What' s wrong with you, Artoo? Y ou could
have hurt someone.”

R2-D2 whistled along reply.

“Artoo saysit probably doesn’'t matter,” C-3PO trandated. “ There' s a seventy-three percent chance
that we' re disintegrating already.”

“Comeon.” Though R2-D2 was not normaly given to doomsaying, Han tried not to be shaken by his
evauation of the stuation. Despite the temporary repairs Luke had done on thelittle droid' s persondlity,
he was dill acting as strangely as a Defdl in atanning booth. “It can’t be that bad. | wasjust up there, and
| didn’'t seeany froth.”

R2-D2 chirped curtly.

“Artoo suggests you go seefor yoursdlf,” C-3PO trandated. “ Though | don't think that’ savery good
idea. It sdl over the ground.”



“All over the ground?’ Han frowned, thinking. “Under the landspeeder? Where dl that fuel spilled?’

“Precisdly,” C-3PO said. “ And spreading rapidly. Why, | wouldn't be surprised if the entire landspeeder
was engulfed by now.”

“Great.” Luketurned and started back toward the landspeeder. “1 |eft the tracking set in the front seat.”
“Hold on.” Han caught him by the back of hisrobe. “I don't think it's going to matter.”
L uke stopped but didn’t turn around. “1t’ s not?’

“Not if what I’'m thinking isright.” Han holstered his blaster and extended his hand toward C-3PO.
“Threepio, hand me the eectrobinoculars”

The droid looked down as though astonished to discover he was il holding the viewing device, then
extended hisarm. * Of course, Captain Solo—though | really don’t think they’ re a viable substitute for
the tracking set. Once the hoverded passes out of your sight line, they’Il be no good to you &t all.”

“I don't think that hoverdedwill pass out of my sght line.”
Han peered over the edge of the root and found the Gorog rear guard still holding their positions. The
other two had reached the hoverded and were using their bare pincersto throw the spilled fuel rods back

into the cargo bed. Han flipped the dectrobinocularsto full power, then lifted them to his eyes and began
to study the ground benesth the hoverded.

Luke cameto hissde. “What are you looking for?’

“Tell youinaminute,” Han said, “in case I’ m wrong about this and need to make something up to keep
from embarrassing mysdf.”

A series of sharp bangs sounded as shatter gun pellets began to strike the root, jarring Han so hard that
the eyepieces dammed againgt his cheekbones. He stopped bracing himsalf on the root and continued to
peer through the eectrobinoculars.

“Uh, Han, maybe we should find a better observation post,” Luke said. “ Thisis getting dangerous.”

“I’'m not worried, kid,” Han said. “Y ou can cover me.”

“Very funny,” Lukereplied. “But my blaster’ srange isn’t much better than yours.”

“It'sokay.” Han continued to study the ground benesth the hoverded. “ Y ou'll do fine”

Luke sghed, but he pulled his blaster and began to return fire. He must have actually hit something,
because the pellet impacts dwindled to amost nothing. Han's arms started to ache from holding the
electrobinoculars up, so he braced his hands back on the root and continued to watch.

The Gorog had dmost finished loading the hoverd ed when they suddenly dropped one of the fuel rods
and leapt into the cargo bed. They carefully began to examine the others, and Han was confused for a

moment, until they tossed another rod onto the ground. It landed amost perpendicular to him, so that he
noted aslver sheen sarting to glitter dong one sde of itsdull gray surface.



Han smiled in satisfaction, then backed away from the root and passed the el ectrobinocularsto Luke,
“Takealook.”

They exchanged equipment, and Han began to trade fire with the sole member of the Gorog rear guard
that Luke had not dready killed. Somehow, Han's shots kept Sizzling out about thirty meters shy of their
target.

After amoment, Luke said, “ So that' s what you were talking about. The Fizz.”
“Almog,” Han said. “Look at what it’ snot on.”
“Y ou mean the rocksin that old foundation?’ Luke asked.

“And the sumps,” Han confirmed. “If it’ sin the ground around here, how comeit’sleaving dl that stuff
aone? How comeit’ s only attacking our landspeeder, and that coolant, and those fuel rods spilled
around their hoverded?”’

Luke lowered the dectrobinoculars and turned to Han. “ Contamination?”’

Han nodded. “It only attacks what attacks Woteba,” he said. “It’ s an environmenta defense system.”

SEVEN

The steamy spaair smelled of minera mud and pore cleanser, and the soothing notes of aclassic
feegharp sonata were wafting out of the sound system, not quite masking the gentle whirring and tinking
of the Lovolan Beauty Artist ingtaled in one corner of the room. Reclining on the droid’ s built-in comfort
chair was amud-masked, seaweed-wrapped mummy whom Jacen assumed to be Tenel Ka's
grandmother, Ta aChume. Her scalp was being kneaded by an undulating massage hood, while each of
her eyelids was hidden benegath the tranducent star of what looked like some small, tentacled sea
cregture. There was even abeverage dispenser that automaticaly sivung adraw nozzle out to her lips,
since both hands were envel oped inside automatic manicure gloves.

When Jacen sensed no other living presences nearby, he entered the spa. He passed a series of sunken
basinsfilled with bubbling mud, water, and something that looked like pink Hutt dime, then stopped
beside the droid. Ta a Chume showed no sign of sensing his presence, and for amoment he considered
whether smply ending her life might not be the surest way to protect his daughter. Certainly, the old
woman deserved it. She had been liquidating inconvenient people since before Jacen and Tend Kawere
born, and currently she was under house arrest for poisoning Tenel Ka s mother. At onetime, Ta a
Chume had even attempted to have Jacen’ s own mother nated.

But Tenel Kahad asked him not to kill the old woman, saying shewould deal with her grandmother’s
treachery in her own way. Jacen suspected that meant along and very public trid, in which Ta aChume
might well escagpe conviction dueto alack of verifiable evidence—and Jacen was, quite simply, not
willing to run that risk with his daughter’ slife,

Jacen took hislightsaber off its belt hook, but did not activate the blade. “I see you' re making the most



of your house arrest, Ta aChume.”

A hole appeared in the mud mask as Ta a Chume' s mouth fell open, then she pulled out of the massage
hood and raised her head. The sea creatures | ft her eyelids and did down her cheeks, leaving trails of
exposed skinin their wakes,

“Jacen Solo,” TaaChume said. “I’ d ask how you snesked into my private chambers—but that’ swhat
Jedido, in'tit?’

“Among other things.” Noting that she had not taken her hands out of the manicure gloves, hesaid, “You
can sgnd for help dl you like—your bodyguards won't be coming—hbut please don't attempt to point
that hold-out blaster at me. | promised Tenel Kal wouldn't kill you, and I’ll be very angry if you make
me break my word.”

Ta aChume s eyesfaded to paler shade of green, but she cracked her mud mask by forcing a superior
smile. “What a pity—when | saw you standing there with alightsaber, | thought my granddaughter had
findly grown aspine”

“Had Tenel Kalacked courage, you would have died never knowing | was here,” Jacen said. “Instead
she' swilling to risk keeping you divefor apublic trid. Her security team will be arriving soon. I’ ve made
sure they won't need to kill anyoneto reach you.”

Thetension left Ta'a Chume' s shoulders. “How very consderate of you.” A cunning light cameto her
eyes, then she dowly removed her hand from the manicure glove and dropped a smdl hold-out blaster to
thefloor. “Would you mind telling mewhy?’

“Y ou know why,” Jacen said. Ta'a Chume was playing agame with him—he could fed it in her
presence as clearly as he heard it in her voice—but what he could not figure out was the reason. “Y ou
tried to kill her daughter.”

Ta aChume poured anger into the Force, but her voice grew aggrieved. “ The Queen Mother hasa
child?’ She drew her second hand out of the manicure glove and pressed her fingersto her temples.
“And shedid not even trouble to tell her own grandmother?”

Jacen scowled. “Your act isn't fooling me. | sense your true emotionsin the Force.”

“Then you must sense how shocked | am—and worried.” Ta'a Chume put her hands down and turned
tolook at him, but her gaze lingered on his chest, running up and down the lapels, pausing at every
wrinkle. “ Certainly, | resent being imprisoned on the orders of my own granddaughter, but I’ d never wish
her harm—much less have anything to do with it!”

Jacen findly understood. “ Thereis no spycam, Ta aChume.” He pulled his robe open to show her that
he had no equipment hidden underneeth. “1’m here looking for answersto my own questions—not
gathering evidence for Tend Ka.”

“That never crossed my mind, Jedi Solo, but | do hope that when you see my granddaughter again,
you'll be good enough to pass aong my concern for her and her daughter.” Ta a Chume looked up and
batted her eyesa him. “By the by, you wouldn't happen to know who the father is, would you?’

The smirk in Ta aChume s voice was clear, asthough she was taunting Jacen, telling him that he would
never beat her & this particular game—and it made him angry.



“That would be me.” Jacen stepped around behind the beauty droid and used the Forceto pull Taa
Chume back in the segt. “And I’ m very determined to protect my daughter.”

Ta aChume grew nervous. “What are you doing?’
“I’d like some answers, and we don’t have long before the security team arrives.”

Jacen pushed the scalp hood aside, then plunged hisfingersinto Ta a Chume s red-dyed hair and began
to massage her scalp.

“So we can do thisthe easy way . . .” He pressed histhumbs into the base of her skull, then sent atiny
charge of Force energy shooting through her brain. “. . . or we can do it the hard way.”

TaaChumegasped in pain, then said, “You' reaJedi! You can't do this”

“Surel can,” Jacen said. “ The Jedi learned some new tricks during the war with the Y uuzhan V ong—or
hadn’t you heard?’

Jacen fet awarning jolt from Ben, whom he had left hidden with his skiff outside Ta'a Chume' s estate,
then heard the distantcrump of the front gates being blown by Tend Ka s security team.

Ta aChume' s head twitched toward the sound, and Jacen knew that she believed her arresters would
be her saviors—that if she could just hold out long enough, her secrets would remain safe. He sent
another charge of Force energy into her mind.

Thistime he did not stop with a short surge. He continued to pour more Force energy into Ta a
Chume' shead, pushing in behind it, expanding his own Force presence inside her mind. He was not as

sure or strong with the technique as Raynar—in fact, he was not even sureit wasthe same
technique—but hewas good enough to overpower a surprised old woman who did not know how to use

the Force.

A long cry escaped Ta aChume'slips, asit died away, Jacen felt her resistance crumble. Outside on the
palace grounds, voices began to yell commands at Ta a Chume' s servants.

Jacen ignored the commotion and leaned closeto Ta a Chume sear. “Firgt, | want to know why.”

TaaChumetriedtoresst. “Why wha. . .” Jacen pushed harder, and she said, “Y ou couldn’'t believel
would alow the child of twoJedi to claim the throne. Hapeswill never be aJedi kingdom!”

“l don't think that’s Tend Ka sintention.”

“Itisyour intention that concernsme,” Ta'aChume said. “ Y ou' ve dready persuaded Tene Kato
involve a Hapan fleet in amatter of no concernto us. | won't alow you to make a Jedi tool of the Hapes

Consortium.”
“Y ou see? That wasn't so hard. Now tell me about the Dark Nest.”
“The Dark Net?’

“The Gorog,” Jacen clarified. It felt like she was genuingly confused. “ The Killiks. How did you get them



to go after the baby?’

Muffled crashing sounds started to rumble up through the palaceitself, and Ta' a Chume began to hope
again that she could hold out.

“I don't know . . .”
Jacen expanded his presence.

“They cametome !” she cried. “They were unhappy about Tend Ka sinterference at Qoribu, and they
knew | had reason to want her dead.”

The statement made sense. Hoping to expand its influence in the Colony—and to expand the Colony
into Chissterritory—the Dark Nest had deliberately been trying to start awar with the Chiss
Ascendancy. But he could fed Ta a Chumefighting to hold back, struggling to leave something unsaid.
He expanded further into her mind. She screamed, and something dipped, like ahand opening on arope,
but Jacen did not back off. He needed to know what the Dark Nest was doing.

“TheGorog . . . werewrong,” TaaChume said. “I don't want Tenel Kadead . . . at least not . . . until
I’min abetter pogition . . . to reclaim the throne.”

“But your spies had told you about the baby,” Jacen surmised. “ And you wanted the baby dead . . .”

“So| told Gorog . . . that killing Tendl Ka s daughter would be even better.” Ta a Chumetried to stop
there, but Jacen was pushing so hard that she barely had ahold on her own mind. “But they weren't
doing it out of revenge. | had to strike aded to save. . . to take the baby instead of Tenel Ka.”

Male voices began to echo up through the building as Tend Ka s security team Started its ascent. Jacen
had dready made sure that they would encounter no resistance, so the climb would be aquick one, with
each floor requiring only acursory clearing before they climbed to the next.

“The ded terms?’ Jacen asked.

Despite the apparent proximity of the security team, Ta aChume did not even try to resst. Her grasp on
her mind was just too tenuous.

“They wanted . . . navicomputer technology,” she said.

“Navicomputers?” Jacen could not imagine what the Dark Nest wanted with that particular technology.
“Totrave insygem?’

“No,” Ta'aChume said. “To go through hyperspace.”
“Why?" Jacen asked. “Killiks don’t build hyperspace-capable vessels. They hire transports.”

“They didn't say, and | didn’t ask,” Ta'a Chume answered. “Thiswas apolitical arrangement, not a
marriage.”

Jacen would have pressed harder, but he could fed that she wastelling the truth, that she had not cared
why the Gorog were interested in the technology—so long as Tenel Ka s baby waskilled. He had to
move hisfingers away from Ta a Chume sthroat. They were beginning to squeeze.



A muted thump sounded from the outer door of Ta'a Chume' s private wing, and aloudspesker voice
began yelling a her to deactivate the locks and lie down on the floor. Jacen’ sinterview was coming to an
end—and Ta a Chume knew it. He could fed her tarting to fight back, trying to claw her way back into
control of her mind.

“Just one more question,” Jacen said. “Will there be any more attacks on my daughter?’

“Not your daughter, no.” Ta a Chume was lying—Jacen could fed that she would never give up, and
she hoped and expected that the Dark Nest never would, either—but he did not call her onit. Therewas
more, something she was eager for him to know. “But your daughter should not be your only concern.”

“I'mligening,” Jacen said.

“I didn’t rule Hapes for al those years by being afool,” Ta'a Chume said. “I knew you and Tend Ka
would figure out who attacked your daughter—and | knew you would come after me.”

A loud bang sounded from the outer door of the wing.
“We'reout of time,” Jacen said. “Tell mewhy | shouldn't kill you now, or—"

“If | die, Tend Kaisatarget. If | amimprisoned, if | andisgraced . . . Tend Kaisatarget.” Taa
Chume eased her neck out of Jacen’s hands, then twisted around to face him. “If you want your daughter
to grow up with amother, Jacen, you must spare me. That isthe only way.”

The anger that Jacen felt suddenly turned to something e se—something cold and calculating.
“Not theonly way,” he said. “ There is another.”

He grabbed Ta a Chume by the shoulder and pulled her back into the seat. Then, as the muted tramp of
boots began to pound through the outer warrens of her living chambers, Jacen poured hot, crackling
Force energy into her head, pushing hard with his own presence, violently, until they both blasted free of
her brain and Ta a Chume gave alad, faling shriek, plunging down into the depths of her mind,
plummeting into the darkness of a soul that had never loved, that had cared only for power and wealth
and control, leaving only ablack fuming void ringed by torn neurons and seared dendritesand a
shattered, broken brain.

And Jacen suddenly found himsdlf outside Ta a Chume, outside himsdlf, a passive observer outside time
itsdlf, his presencefilling the entire room, the entire palace, awitness to something he could not control.
He saw the whole Hapes Cluster and the whole galaxy, and al of it was burning—not just the suns, but
also the planets and the moons and the asteroids, burning, every speck of stone or dust solid enough to
hold a sentient foot. And the fires were traveling from place to place on tiny flickering needles of ion
efflux, being set by torches carried in the hands of men and Killiks and Chiss, and the inferno just kept
growing brighter, until worlds blazed as brightly as suns and systemsflared as brightly as novae, until
sectors shined as brightly as the Core and the whole galaxy erupted into one huge eterna flame.

The flame vanished when aloud pounding began to echo through the spadoor. “ By the Queen Mother’s
order, unlock the door and lie down on the floor!”

Jacen ssumbled away from the beauty droid feding horrified and confused. He had experienced enough
Force-visonsto recognize what had happened, but he could not bring himself to accept what he had



seen. Visonswere symboalic, but the meaning of this one seemed clear enough to him. The galaxy was
about to erupt into awar unlike anything it had ever seen before—awar that would never end, that
would spread from world to world to world until it had consumed the entire galaxy.

And the Killiks were at the heart of it.

A sharp bang sounded from the spa entrance, sending the durasted door flying into the opposite wall

and filling the chamber with an impenetrable cloud of blue smoke. Jacen pushed the massage hood back
down on Ta aChume s head and jumped into the sunken basin of minera mud. He sank down to his
chin and looked around him, taking careful note of the mud’ s surface, then carefully expanded thet illuson
into the Force—as he had learned from the Adepts of the White Current.

Hewas not quite finished when the eye-goggled, body-armored forms of a dozen Hapan security
commandas charged into the room. They advanced in a bent-legged shuffle that seemed vaguely
insect-like, then rushed over to the Beauty Artigt, al twelve of them pointing their assault blastersat Ta a
Chume' s unmoving form. When the old woman showed no sign of resistance, the squad leader
reluctantly lowered hisweapon and placed three fingers on her throat.

“She'salive.” He handed his assault blaster to a subordinate, then leaned over Ta'a Chume and stared
into her unmoving eyes. “But get Doc up here—I think she' s had some sort of brain hemorrhage.”

EIGHT

A two-gtory hologram of the planet Woteba hung in the projection pit afew meters beyond the
command console, anearly featureless reminder of just how vaid Leid sfearsredly were. Han and her
brother were trapped and aone on a half-known world, surrounded by insects answering to an enemy
gueen, and—judging by her sense of Luke' s emotionsin the Force—they did not even redize they were
introuble. That waswheat redlly worried Lela. Han and Luke could take care of themsalves, but only if

they knew there was a need.

“Maybethe Dark Nest isn’'t evenon Woteba,” Kyp Durron suggested. “What do we know about the
other planets?’

“Only that they were dl as deserted as Woteba before we helped the Killiks settle there.” Lela swung
her gaze toward the shaggy-haired Master. Along with Maraand Saba, they were in the Operations
Panning Center in the Jedi Temple on Coruscant, conversing with severd other Jedi viathe HoloNet.
“And fourteen were habitable.”

“TheKilliks weren't interested in detailed surveys,” Maraexplained. “ All they wanted to know was
which worlds were habitable. We have abasic planetary profile and not much ese.”

“Because they didn’twant usto know too much.” The comment came from Corran Horn’ s hologram,
arrayed with severad others on ashelf curving aong the back edge of the control console. “To me, it's
beginning to sound like the Killiks never intended to keep the peace with the Chiss.”

“Don’'t confuse the Killiks with the Gorog,” Jainawarned. She and Zekk were sharing the hologram next



to Corran’s, their heads touching above the temples and their unblinking eyesfixed straight aheed. “ It
was only the Dark Nest that wanted the war, not the Colony.”

“Whoever wanted itthen, the entire Colony is clearly involvednow, " Corran countered. “ And they have
Master Skywalker to guarantee that we don'’t interfere with their plansagain.”

“Y ou don’t understand how the Colony’ s mind works,” Zekk objected.
“It may look like the entire Colony isinvolved,” Jainaadded, “ but the Dark Nest isthe one behind this.”
“Remember last time?’ Zekk asked. “UnuThul summoned ustoprevent awar.”

“That iscdled afdseflag recruitment,” Kenth Hamner said from the end of the array. With Corran,
Kenth had argued forcefully that the Killiks should be |ft to their own devices during the Qoribu crisis.
“A vauable asset—ateam of young Jedi Knights, shall we say—is convinced to undertake amisson
under false pretenses.”

“That’ snot how it was,” Jainasad.

“Unfortunately, we can no longer afford to give the Colony the benefit of the doubt,” Kenth said. “Until
Master Skywaker and Captain Solo are safe, we must consider the evidence: despite thefifteen worlds
we gave them—worlds that the Galactic Alliance' s own beings desperately need—the Killiks are
harboring pirates and poi soning the minds and bodies of our own insect species with black membrosia.”

Jainaand Zekk spoke smultaneoudy. “ That' sjust the—"

“Let mefinish.” Kenth did not raise his voice, but, even coming from a holopad speaker, histonewas as
hard as durasted. “Raynar Thul lured Master Skywalker into atrap so the Colony could take him
hostage, and now the Killiks are provoking a confrontation with the Chiss. We have no choice but to
assumetheworst.”

“Because theDark Nest has taken control!” Zekk blurted.

A tight smile cameto Kenth’ shologram. “ Precisdly.”

Jainarolled her eyes. “Magter Hamner, if you hold the entire Colony responsible—"
“—you're creating asdf-fulfilling prophecy,” Zekk added.

“And theKillikswill turn on us,” Jainafinished. “Why don't you get that?’

“What | ‘get,’ Jedi Solo, isthat you and Jedi Zekk till have an emotiond attachment to the Killiks.” The
hologram wavered as Kenth' s gaze shifted, and now hisimage seemed to belooking Leiastraight in the
eye. “Frankly, | question the wisdom of alowing these particular Jedi Knightsto participatein the
discussonat al.”

“No oneismore familiar with the Killiks than Jainaand Zekk.” Leiapurposdly alowed some of the
resentment shefelt to creep into her voice. After what Jainaand Zekk had sacrificed to prevent the
Qoribu conflict from erupting into agaactic war, Kenth Hamner did not have theright to cast aspersions
on their loydty. “They’ re our best hope of figuring out where the Dark Nest might be located.”



“I understand that.” A purpletint cameto Kenth’simage, indicating that he had closed the channd to dl
other participants and was now conversing only with the Operations Planning Center. “But there' s
something you don't know—something that we can't trust with your daughter and Zekk—or with any of
the Jedi Knights who spent too much time with the Killiks.”

Leid sblood began to bail. “Master Hamner, Jainaand Zekk have aready demonstrated their loyalty to
the order—"

Maracut Leiashort by reaching past her and suspending transmission to everyoneelse. “What isit,
Kenth?’

“| gpologizeif | offended you, PrincessLeia,” Kenth said. “But Chief Omas asked me not to tellanyone
inthe order what I’ m about to reved. | hopeyou' |l understand. It has abearing on our discussion.”

“Of course.” Leiaunderstood when she was being told that she wasn't going to hear something without
apromise of confidentiaity. “I won't reved it to anyone. | give you my word.”

“Thank you.”

Kenth’s head turned as he consulted something off cam. Kyp, Corran, and Jainaand Zekk, aware by
the sudden silence from the Operations Planning Center that they had been cut out of the conversation,
fell quiet and tried not to ook impatient.

A moment later, Kenth' s gaze returned to his holocam. “ Sorry for that, but | wanted to check the latest.
The Fifth Fleet has put out for Utegetu.”

“Thewholeflegt? Leiawas stunned. Moving the Fifth Fleet would shift the responsibility for patrolling
the entire Hydian Way to local governments—and that was not something Chief Omaswould do lightly.
“To dowhat?’

Kenth shook his head. “ Those orders are sealed, but we can be certain they’ re trying to appease the
Chiss. What concernsmeisthat | only found out by accident. Someone had forgotten to remove my
name from the routing list. Chief Omas called persondly to ask meto keep the information to mysdlf.”

“They don’'t want usto know?’ Leiagasped.

“Clearly,” Marasad. “Omasdidn’t like how the Jedi handled the Killikslast time—and you must admit
thingsaren't going well now.”

“Do they know about Han and Luke?’ Leiaasked.

“Not fromme,” Kenth answered. “But | doubt it would make any difference. Chief Omaswas very
adamant that we need to support the Chissthistime.”

“Thentimeischewing our tailz,” Sabasaid. Standing behind Leiawith Mara, shewas aso party to their
private discussion. “We must get ateam to Wotebanow. Yez?’

“Agreed,” Kenth said. “But—"

“Thenwewill discuszthat, ” Sabasaid.



“ think we should,” Kenth said. “But Jainaand Zekk—"

“—will not betold.” Sabaleaned over Leia' s shoulder and reectivated the suspended channels. “Where
do welook for the Dark Nest?’

Jainaand Zekk gave asimultaneousclog-cloq of surprise, and theirritation they had shown at being left
out of the conversation vanished from their faces. A blue dot appeared on Woteba s empty face, next to
one of the few mapping symbolsthat the hologram aready contained: Saras nest.

“Youdon't find Gorog,” Janasad.

“Gorog findsyou,” Zekk added. “But we know the nest will be watching Han and Master Skywalker.”

“So we must watch them, too,” Jainafinished.

Lelaand Maraexchanged glances. They did not have time for “watching.” Theinstant the Fifth Fleet
entered the Utegetu Nebula, the Dark Nest would move against Han and Luke. The memory of the Kr
nursery—where L uke and Mara had found thousands of Gorog larvae feeding on paralyzed Chiss
prisoners—flashed through Leia smind, and she firmly shook her head.

“Tooriky,” shesad.

“They’'ll see uswatching,” Maraadded. “And we can’'t let Lomi Plo escapethistime.”

“lan’'t there afaster way we can find it?” Leiaasked.

Jainaand Zekk considered thisfor severa moments, then Jaina said, “ Perhapswe could fed where their
nestis—"

“—if we went to Utegetu.”

“This one thought nobody could sensethe Dark Nest in the Force,” Sabarasped. “ Especidly Joinerz.”
“Jainaand | might be different,” Zekk said. “Wewereinthe nest at Kr.”

“So we know what Gorog fedslike,” Jainaadded.

Leiafrowned. “ And what about that gang of Tibanna tappers you' re supposed to be hunting?’ She did
not like the eagerness she heard in their voices, the desire to experience again the al-encompassing bond
of acollective mind. “Cloud City’ s shipments are down ten percent.”

“Lowieand Tesar can take over,” Zekk said.

“They finaly found out who was hijacking the Abaarian water shipments,” Jaina added.

“Forget it,” Marasaid, issuing the command before Leia could—and adding to it the authority of a
Madter. “ Y ou two aren’t getting within five parsecs of aKillik nest. Clear?’

Jainaand Zekk leaned away from each other, making clicking soundsin their throats and blinking in
unison. “Clear,” they sad.



“Wewere only trying to help,” Jainaadded defensively.
“Sureyou were” Lelasaid. “ Anybody have anyreal ideas?”

“I don't think thereisaway,” Kyp said immediately. “We ve tried to trace the black membrosia back to
the source and never made it past the blind drops in the Rago Run. And with a collective mind, the Dark
Nest will know if we start sniffing around the Utegetu Nebulatoo hard.”

“Then maybe Jainaand Zekk areright,” Corran said. “Maybe the best thing to do isto watch Han and
Master Skywaker and just be patient.”

“| thought we had dready ruled that out.” Though Leid s outward voice remained cam, inside she
wanted to give him a Barabel ear-dap. The one thing they did not have was time—though, of course,
Corran had no way of knowing that. He had not been a part of the private conversation with Kenth.
“WEll just haveto recover Luke and Han first, and hope they were able to find the Dark Nest on their
own.”

“No good,” Kyp said. “That tips our hand. If the Dark Nest is watching them—"

“Wecan be discreet,” Marasaid in atone that would abide no argument. “We' re Jedi, remember?’

The rebuke in her tone made Corran wince, Kyp cock his brow, and Jainaand Zekk tilt their heads.
There was along moment of silence in which those who had not been privy to Kenth's secret were
clearly trying to figure out why everyone e sewasin such ahurry.

Then aknowing light came to Kyp' s brown eyes. “Y ou’ re worried about your husbands!” Heflashed a
reassuring smilethat came off asmore of asmirk in the hologram. “That' sonly naturd, ladies. But Han
and Magter Skywalker can take care of themsalves. I’ ve been in worse places than thiswith both of
them, lots of times”

Marasighed. “No, Kyp, that’s not it.”

“What Master Skywaker meansisthat we need to act quickly,” Kenth said. “With the Colony
provoking the Chiss again, the Situation is too unpredictable. The sooner weresolvethis, thelesslikdy it
isto blow up in our facesworse than it already has.”

Corran nodded sagely. “Our reputation has aready taken abad hit, especidly in the Senate.”

Kyp looked doubtful. “ That’ sit?Y ou’ reworried that things might get alittle messy?’

“Yes, Kyp, that'sit,” Lelasaid. “Except that if things get messy, they’ re going to getvery messy. We
need to prove to the Chiss—and everyone e se—that the Jedi can be counted on.”

Kyp considered this for amoment, then shrugged. “Okay. But we need a backup plan, because we' re
never going to get to Han and Luke without the Dark Nest knowing. Those bugs are good.”

“Good?’ Saba gssed in amused disbelief. “Y ou spent too much of your lifein the spice minez, Kyp
Durron. Thereistoo much methane in them. They taste likea—"

“1 think he meant they were skilled observers, Master Sebatyne,” Lelasaid. “I’'m surethat Master
Durron has never actualy eaten a Gorog.”



“No?’ Saba stail thumped thefloor. “Not even alittle one?’

“Not even ataste.” Kyp was quick to change the subject. “Now, about our backup plan. | have one.”
“That was easy,” Corran said. “Will it work?’

“Of course,” Kyp said. “Wejust take out Raynar and the Unu.”

“Kill them?’ Corran’ s tone was shocked.

Kyp grew thoughtful. “That would work, too, and it would be alot easier than bringing Raynar back
here dive—at least if he’ sas powerful as everyone says.”

“You can't!” Zekk objected. “It would destroy the Colony!”

“Actudly, it would only return the Killiksto their natura state,” Mara corrected. “ Therewas no Colony
until Raynar camedong.”

“That'slike saying there was no Jedi order until Uncle Luke came dong,” Jaina countered.
“You can't destroy an interstellar civilization just becauseit didn't exist ten years ago,” Zekk added.

“Probably not,” Kenth replied. “ But when that civilization refusesto honor its agreementsand livein
peace with its neighbors, we may find ourselves duty-bound to try.”

“I might argue with that,” Corran said. “War isonething. But nation . . . that’s not something Jedi
do.”

“Especidly when you have a better way to handle the problem,” Jainasaid.

“Jaing” Leiasaid, “if you' retaking about you and Zekk going back to the Killiks, forget it.”

“Why?" Zekk demanded. “Because you're afraid you'll lose usthe way you lost Angkin?’

Coming from Zekk’ s mouth instead of Jaina s, the question felt just bizarre enough that the dagger of
lossit droveinto Leid s chest did not find her heart. She retained her composure and studied her
daughter’ simage in silence, but Jaina was too tough to be stared down over the HoloNet. She smply
accepted Leid s glare with the unblinking eyes of a Joiner, then spokein an even voice.

“WEe re sorry, Mother. That was uncalled-for.”

“But we'redtill Jedi,” Zekk added. *Y ou can’'t stop us from doing what Jedi do.”

Maraleaned close to the holocam and spoke in asharp voice. “ Sheisn't trying to—and you know it.”
She waited until the pair gave agrudging nod, then asked, “But if you can do thisin abetter way, let’s
heer it.”

Jaina sand Zekk’ s eyes bugged in surprise. “ Y ou' d send us back?’

“Ifthat was the best way,” Mara said. “ Of course.”



Leiadtiffened and would have objected, save that Saba sensed what she was about to do and gave a
warning hiss. It had not been her placeto tel Jainaand Zekk to forget returning to the Killiks, and now
Mara had to waste val uable time correcting the mistake. After alifetime of leadership in both politicsand
the military, Lelasometimes found it difficult to remember that in the Jedi order, she wastechnicaly just
another Jedi Knight—and, asfar as Saba was concerned, afairly junior one at that.

After afew moments silence from Jainaand Zekk, Mara prompted, “We'relistening.”

Jainaand Zekk furrowed their brows, then Jainafindly said, “We could talk to UnuThul.”

“And say what?’ Kyp demanded. “ That he should make the Killiks stop harboring pirates and running
black membrosa?’

“Y ou said Gorog was controlling him,” Zekk pointed out. “We could make him seethat.”
“Or watch him until Gorog shows hersdf,” Jainasaid. “ Then follow her to her nest.”
“Listento yoursdvez!” Sabasad, leaning over Leiatoward the holocam. “ Thatiswhy you cannot go.”

“I agree,” Kenth said. “Y ou' re both outstanding Jedi. But when it comesto the Colony, it's clear that all
you want isto return.”

“You can't go back,” Kyp agreed. “I1t would be bad for you and worse for us.”

In the face of the Masters' opposition, Jainaand Zekk dropped their gazes. “ Sorry,” Jainasaid.
“WE Il go back to the Tibannatappers.”

As Zekk spoke, ahailing light activated on the command console.

“It’ sjust that—"

“Hold on,” Leiasaid, relieved to have an excuse to cut off Zekk’ s plea. “ Someone strying to contact us
onthisend.”

She opened a sequestered holochannel, and the pink, high-domed head of aMon Cdamari appeared
over an empty holopad.

“Cilghd!” Lelasaid. “I wasn't expecting to hear from you so soon.”
“Anadyzing that froth turned out to be easier than we had feared.”
“That’'sgood news,” Leiasaid.

“Not redly,” Cilghd replied.

“Isthis something the whole planning group will need to hear”” Maraasked.

Cilghal’ s short eyestalks sagged. “Probably so.”



Leiapatched the Mon Cdamari’ s channd into the network. “Cilgha has made some progress on the
Dark Nest’ sfroth.”

“Actudly, | doubt the Dark Nest isresponsible for the froth,” Cilgha said. “ From what we know of
Killik society, they have no nanotechnology abilitiesat al.”

“Nanotech?’ Kyp echoed. “ Asin molecule machines?’

“Asinself-replicating molecule machines,” Cilghd corrected. “ The sample that Master Sebatyne gave
me appearsto be aterraforming system. From what | can tell, it's designed to create and maintain an
environmenta balance optima for its crestors.”

“Yes” Sabasaid. “But what doesitdo 7’

“I'm not surewe Il ever understand completely.” Cilgha steepled her webbed fingers beneath her chin
tentacles. “It’ s very advanced, far beyond any nanotechnology capabilities herein the Galactic Alliance.”

Sabarasped inimpatience.

“Basicdly,” Cilgha continued, “the system consists of many different kinds of tiny machines. Some of
those machines monitor the soil, the air, the water. When they detect a notable imbaancein the
environment, they join together and become machines that disassemble the contaminants, molecule by
molecule, then use that raw materia to build more machines. That's what is happening when you seethe
froth.”

“And these contaminants,” Corransaid. “They are. .. 7’

“Whatever lies outsde the system parameters,” Cilghd said. “Toxic spills, spinglass buildings, droids,
Killiks—in short, anything in sufficient amounts that wasn't on Wotebawhen Leiaand Han found it.”

Leia sheart sank. Moving the Killiks to Woteba had felt alittle too convenient dl dong, and now she
knew there was areason.

“Thisisgreat newsd” Jainasad.
“The Colony isn't lying to us after dl!” Zekk added.

“Don’t start your victory rollsyet,” Kyp warned. “ Maybe the Killiks didn’t make this stuff, but the Dark
Nestisdill usng it to turn the Colony againgt us.”

“Only until UnuThul understands what happened,” Zekk said.

“Once we disable the nanotech, he'll see that we weren't trying to trick him,” Jaina added.
“I’'m afraid he’ sgoing to have to take our word for it,” Cilghal said.

Jainaand Zekk frowned. “Why?’

“Because the system is probably worldwide, and it is certainly very resilient.” Cilghd interlaced her
fingers, then her hands dropped out of the hologram. “If the supernovadidn’t destroy it—"



“Supernova?’ Corran asked. “What supernova?’

“The one that created the Utegetu Nebula,” Leiaclarified. There were many different kinds of nebulae,
and mogt of them did not result from supernova explosions. “ The Utegetu isa shdl nebula”

“| seg,” Corran said.

“The blast would have destroyed dl life on every planet within adozen parsecs,” Cilghd continued. “But
my assistant’ s calculations suggest that the nebulais only athousand standard years old.”

“And you think the nanotech survived to restore Woteba and the other worlds,” Leia surmised.

“Yes. Otherwise, the planetswould still be dead.” Cilghal glanced at something out of view, then said,
“We calculate that it would have taken only ayear or two for thefirst pockets of soil to becomefertile
again, and there would have been plenty of seeds trapped where the blast radiation wouldn't destroy
them.”

“But the animaswouldn't have lasted,” Marasaid. “They would have starved within months.”
Cilgha nodded. “ And that is how you end up with acluster of empty paradise worlds.”
“I don’'t suppose there' sany chance of Raynar believing al this?” Corran asked.

“WEe ll certainly do our best to persuade him,” Lelasaid. “But | suspect the Dark Nest will convince him
that we'relying.”

“What do you two think?" Mara asked Jainaand Zekk.

They were dlent for amoment; then they reluctantly shook their heads.
“Unu has dready put the Colony’s plansin motion,” Zekk said.
Jainaadded, “1t will be easier to believethe Dark Nest.”

“Then we re back to where we started,” Leiasaid. “Recover Han and Luke, then hope we can find the
Dark Nest—and teke it out thistime.”

When no one voiced an objection, Corran asked, “What about our backup plan?| just don’t see
assassinating Raynar as an option.”

The discussion descended into an uncomfortable silence asthey al consdered their own interpretation of
what it meant to be a Jedi. Not s0 long ago, during the war against the Y uuzhan V ong, they would not
have hesitated to dowhatever was necessary to safeguard the order and the Galactic Alliance. But Luke
had been growing increasingly uncomfortable with that attitude, and over thelast year he had quietly been
encouraging Jedi Knights and Masters dike to contemplate just where the balance lay between good
intention and wrong action.

Corran Horn, as usua in matters of conscience, came to his answer more quickly than most. “War is
onething, but taking out Raynar is murder.”

“Maybeit’sjust because my husband is out there, but it seems more like salf-defenseto me,” Marasaid.



“It fedslikethe Dark Nest is coming after us.”

“Itismorethan afeding,” Sabasaid. “Fird there are the piratez and the black membrosia, then they lure
Master Skywalker to Woteba, and now they are establishing Coloniez dong the Chisz border. Who
knowz what is next? They have been hunting us for along time, and we have been adeep under our
rockz.”

“WEe ve certainly given them theinitiative,” Kenth agreed. “ And we need to win it back now. If that
means taking Raynar out, o beit. Clearly, heintends to use Han and Master Skywalker as hostages,
and that makes him alegitimate target.”

“Even if he' sunder the Dark Nest’ s control?” Corran countered. “We can't be surethat he's
responsiblefor hisown actions.”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Kyp said. “You guys areredly overthinking this. It' ssmple: Raynar isa Jedi, and
now he'sbecoming athrest to the galaxy. He' s our responsibility, and we have to stop him.How we do
that matters alot less than whether we still can.”

The uncomfortable silence returned to the participants, and the eyesin dl of the holograms vanished
from sight as the Jedi on the other end stared at their respective floors.

Finally, Jainaand Zekk clicked severa timesin the back of their throats, then looked up and nodded.

“Madgter Durronisright,” Jainasaid.

“Raynaris our responsibility,” Zekk added. “ The Jedi must do whatever it takesto stop him.”

NINE

A gentle Woteban breeze was wafting across the bog, cool and damp and filled with acrid wisps of the
peat smoke rising from the chimneys of the nearest Saras tunndl-house. Close by, the serpentine
skeletons of ten more structures were beginning to take shape beneath the bustling anarchy of Killik

congtruction crews. A kilometer beyond, at the far edge of the nest expansion, more insects were moving
hamogoni pilings off asteady stream of lumber deds.

“Oh, boy,” Luke said, eyeing al the new congtruction. “Thisisbad.”
“Only if there are contaminants,” Han said. “If therearen’t any, it might be okay.”

Their Saras escort, a chest-high worker that had been waiting to meet the logging ded on which they had
hitched aride back to the nest, thrummed a short question.

“Saras wishes to know what might be okay,” C-3PO informed them. “ And why you are so worried
about contaminants.”

“Bur ruub br urrb,” theinsect added.” Rrrrr uu uu bub.”



“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. “ Saras says the nest has a perfectly sound method of disposing of toxins—it
pumps them into the bog!”

“Gresat,” Han growled. He turned to L uke. “We gotta get off this sponge before we start glowing or
something.”

“Let'stak to Raynar,” Luke said. “Maybe once the Killiks understand what’ s happening, he’ll consider
our promise kept.”

“Urru buur rbur.” Their escort waited as an empty lumber ded glided past and disappeared down a
winding boulevard into Saras nest proper, then started toward the completed building.” Ubu ruru
buub.”

“Raynar Thul isdead,” C-3PO trandated. “But UnuThul iswaiting for usin the replicafactory.”

“Sounds like he' saready heard part of it,” Han said. 1 just hope he doesn’t blast the messenger when
he hearstherest.”

Luke led the others after the escort, through alarge iris membrane into the throat of atwining,
hangar-szed tunndl-house o filled with smoke and manufacturing fumesthat the iridescent walls were
barely vishle. Along onewall stood along row of pest-fired furnaces, serviced by hundreds of bustling
Killiks. The middie of the chamber wasfilled with steaming vats, aso surrounded by hundreds of Killiks.
Along the far wall ran a serpentine workbench, flanked on each sde by aseemingly endlessKillik
production line.

Luke stopped afew pacesingde the door. Han let out acomplaining cough, then leaned close.
“Better makethisfast,” hewhigpered. “It'sawonder this place hasn't been Fizzed aready.”

Lukedid not reply, for Raynar had emerged from the swarm a ong the workbench and was coming
toward them with a pair of spinglass sculpturesin hishands. Asusud, he wasfollowed by the teeming
Unu entourage. He stopped five paces awvay and stared at them expectantly, as though he assumed they
would crossthe remaining distance to him.

When they did not, there was amoment of tense silence.

Findly, Han demanded, “What' s so important you couldn’t let us hit the refresher firsd?” Hepulled at his
dirty tunic. “We rekind of ripe.”

Raynar’ s scarred face seemed to harden. “We were worried you might be difficult to find later—if, for
instance, you decided to get off this sponge before you * started glowing or something.” ”

Luke dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Y ou’ ve been keeping tabs on us through our escort,” he
sad. “Wethought as much. So you must aso know we have no intention of leaving until you consider our
promise kept.”

“I have heard.” Raynar’srigid lips pressed into an awkward smirk; then he turned to Han. “We
gpologizeif our summons seemed abrupt, but we wished to thank you and Master Skywalker for
discovering the star amber cheets. Saras did not redize they were taking something so vauable.”



Raynar closed the last of the distance separating them, and Luke saw that the sculpturesin his hands
were spinglass replicas of Millennium Falcon and a T-65 X-wing.

Raynar turned to Lukefirgt and presented him with the X-wing. “ Unu wanted you to be the first to have
one of these. It isan exact copy of the fighter you were flying when you destroyed the origind Death
Sar”

Morethan alittle stunned by the gesture, L uke accepted the scul pture with genuine gratitude. The piece
was so intricately executed that Luke could identify both R2-D2 and the loose stabilizers the droid had
been struggling to repair as he began the find assault run.

“Thank you,” hesaid. “I'll treasureit.”

“It' sthefirgt of alimited run commissioned by one of our business partnersin the Gaactic Alliance,”
Raynar said proudly. “Turn it over. It's numbered and signed by the artist.”

Luke did as Raynar asked. Etched into the bottom wasSARAS. 1/1,000,000,000. SECOND
MISTAKE ENTERPRISES.

Luke nodded palitely, then turned it back over. “I’m surethe linewill be agreat success.”

“Wethink so, too,” Raynar said. He turned to Han and gave him the replica of Millennium Fal con.
“Alsoafird run.”

“Thanks. Redl nice.” Han turned it over and inspected the artist’ s Signature. “ Second Mistake
Enterprises?’ He frowned, then looked back to Raynar. “Y our partners wouldn't happen to be three
Squibs named Sligh, Grees, and Emaa?’

Raynar’ s eyes widened. “How did you know?’
“Leiaand | had some dealings with them, back before you were born,” Han said. Luke remembered
something about atrio of Squibs being involved whenKillik Twilight fell into Imperid hands during the

war. “They’ ve got anose for fine artwork—supplied Thrawn for awhile, as amatter of fact.”

Raynar’ svoice grew suspicious. “ Do not bother contacting them,” he warned. “Our agreement is
excdudve”

Han’s brow rose. “Wouldn't dream of it.” He nonchalantly passed the replicato C-3PO. “Y ou guys
were made for each other.”

“Good.” Raynar dmost smiled. “They expect the value of thefirst piecesto grow exponentidly. That's
why Unu wanted you and Master Skywaker to have these two replicas, asareward for helping Saras
catch the star amber cheat.”

“| appreciateit.” Han furrowed his brow and cast a questioning glance in Luke sdirection, then, when
Luke nodded, he continued, “But the guy Saras caught wasn't exactly a chesat.”

“It was something of aninsidejob,” Luke added. “We'll tell you abouit it later, but firs—"

“Tdl usabout it now,” Raynar interrupted. “If you believe any of our transacting partners are not being
honest with us, we wish to hear it.”



“Actudly, itisn't your partners,” Luke said. “The Dark Nest has been the one taking the star ambers.”

The Unu began to clack their mandibles, and Raynar lowered his melted brow. “The Neimoidianisa
Joing?”

“No,” Luke sad. “Wethink—"
“Weknow, " Han corrected.

“Itlooked like the Neimoidian had a deal with Gorog,” Luke compromised. “He was trading reactor fuel
and hyperdrive coolant to them.”

Thisdrew atumult of mandible clacking from Unu.

“Perhaps we were mistaken about the nature of the material,” C-3PO suggested quietly. “Unu seems
quite amused by the idea that the Colony owns areactor.”

“They wouldn’t know,” Han ingsted. “Who can say what Gorog is hiding?’

“Of course we would know, Captain Solo! The Colony learnsfrom its mistakes.” Raynar fdl slent for a
moment, then spokein acamer voice. “But we will discuss your ideawhile show you our production
fadilities, if that will make you fed better.”

He extended a hand toward the furnaces.

Luke and Han exchanged glances. Luke said, “1t might be better to do that—"

“Come!” Raynar indsted. “What are you afraid of ? Killiks do not have accidents.”

Luke exhded in frugtration, but reluctantly nodded and led the others after Raynar toward the furnaces.

Their first Sop was alarge, semicircular basin. Dozens of huge-headed Saras were standing around the
curved end on dl axes, spitting out long streams of sticky white fiber and using their mandiblesto feed it
into the tub. On the other side of the basin, a steady procession of workers was gathering up large
bundles of the dried fiber and carrying it off toward the furnaces.

“Thisisthe materidspit,” Raynar explained. He pointed at the spitting Killiks. “ Saras's spinners produce
the raw spin, and the workerstake it to the furnaces to be melted down.”

“Yeah, red interesting,” Han said. “But about that reactor—have you actualybeen to Gorog' s nest?’

Raynar’ sreply was curt. “Of course not. Gorog keeps its nest secret.”

“Then you redly can’'t know whether they have areactor, can you?’ Luke asked, picking up on Han's
line of thought. “ And it’ s probably a pretty big one, too, judging by how much fuel the Neimoidian had
withhim.”

An uneasy murmur rolled through the Unu, then Raynar said, “If there was so much fud, why didn’t
Sarasfind any when they captured the Neimoidian?’



“Because the fuel went the same place as our landspeeder and the *Moid’ sguards,” Han said. “ The Fizz
took it.”

“And that’ s something we should discussnow. ” Luke sthroat was aching from dl the smoke and soot in
the air; even without the Fizz, he would not have wanted to stay ingde the building long enough for a
completetour. “ The Fizz didn’t just bubble up when those fudl rods happened to be there. It was
attacking them.”

Unu'sdrumming grew more agitated.

“Now they don't believe there ever was any fudl,” C-3PO reported. “ They’ re accusing us of making up
thewhole story.”

Han rolled hiseyes. “I knew thiswould happen.” Heturned to Raynar. “L ook, it’s been along couple of
days. I you don't want to listen—"

“Hold on, Han,” Luke said. “We have evidence.”
Han frowned. “We do?’

Luke nodded. “Probably.” Heturned to R2-D2. “ Artoo, do you have arecord of what happened in the
fores?’

R2-D2 whistled a cheerful affirmative and began to project ahologram of the incident. The quality was
not as good as what came out of a dedicated holopad, of course, but it was more than adequate to show
the blue-black forms of severad Gorog sneaking down a dope of hamogoni stumps. C-3PO’ svoice came
from R2-D2 s acoustic signaler, warning Luke and Han about the sneak attack. A pair of Gorog turned
toward the holocam, and the scene grew confused as the battle played out.

A few moments|ater, it showed the Neimoidian smuggler fleeing hishoverded, while his Aqudish
bodyguards remained behind, knedling behind the barrelsin the cargo bed and trading fire with Han and
Luke. When one of the barrels suddenly rose and crashed back down, spilling its cargo, a murmur of
surprise raced through the Unu entourage. R2-D2 added to the excitement by displaying a set of
ionic-decay readings that left no doubt about the nature of the rods.

By the time the froth began to consume the rods afew minutes later, a stunned silence had falen over
Raynar and Unu. Luke waited until the Fizz had engulfed the hoverded, its cargo, and the Aqudish
guards, then had R2-D2 shut down his holoprojector.

Raynar remained slent along time, and even the cacophony inside the replicafacility grew subdued. A
stream of orange dag began to shoot out of one furnace and disappear down a waste tube through the
floor, and Han groaned and made awinding motion with hisfinger.

Luke sgnaed him to be patient. The froth had appeared very quickly after the reactor rods were
exposed in the forest, but dag was not nearly astoxic as reactor rods—or even hyperdrive coolant. It
would take alot more dag to trigger the Fizz. So Luke hoped, anyway.

Finaly, Raynar raised his gaze. “We thank you for bringing thisto our atention.”

“Friendsshould be willing to tell each other difficult truths,” Luke said, feding encouraged by Raynar’s
reasonabletone. “It'sonly atheory at thispoint. But if we' reright, the Fizz isgoing to keep attacking



Saras.”

The pronouncement sent apeal of nervous drumming through Unu. Raynar’ s eyes seemed to sink even
deeper into their dark sockets, but he said, “ Theory or not, we are listening.”

“Good.” Luke glanced down a R2-D2. “ Start the holo where we | eft off.”

Thedroid reactivated his holoprojector. Unu crowded closer, the insectsin back climbing onto the
shoulders of those in front, and within moments they were towering over Luke and his companionsin a
gresat, teeming mass. L uke squatted down beside the holo and shifted the X-wing replicato one hand.

“Look how the Fizz is attacking the hoverd ed and the fuel, but not the hamogoni trunk.” Heinserted his
finger into the holo, pointing out the fegtures as he named them, then moved to the stone foundation,
where the Aqualish had collapsed. “ The same here. It’ s attacking the bodyguards, but not the stones
they’reon.”

A low, chattery rustle rose from Unu, and Raynar asked, “ Are you saying that the Fizz does not attack
anything native to Woteba?’

“Not quite,” Luke said. R2-D2 continued to run the holorecording, and the hoverded and Aqualish
began to disntegrate benesth the Fizz. “1’'m saying it only attacks things that harm Woteba.”

“And you think that iswhy the Fizz attacks us?’ Raynar clarified. “ Because we harm Woteba?’

“I think it attacks youwhen you harm Woteba,” Luke corrected. “Aslong asyou aren't hurting the
environment, it remainsinert.”

Theladt bits of the hoverded and the Aqualish vanished. The froth quickly subsided, leaving only piles of
brown dirt behind, and the forest in the holorecording returned to stillness.

R2-D2 shut down his projector, and when Raynar and Unustill remained silent, Han couldn’t take it
anymore.

“Well, that’ s our theory, anyway,” he said. “There might be othersthat are just asgood.”

This brought Raynar out of hissilence. “It isnot abad theory,” he said. “It fits with what we have seen
oursalves”

Lukefdt like an immense weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He dlowed himsdf amoment of
self-congratul ation—then a soft shudder, so faint it was barely perceptible, ran through Unu.

“Sometimes, Master Skywalker, we forget how clever you are.” Raynar raised his hand and shook the
stump of agloved index finger toward Luke. “ But not today.”

“I don't undergtand,” Luke said. Alarmed by Raynar’ s sudden hodtility, he quieted himsdf insde and
began to concentrate on the Forceitsdf, onitsliquid grasp, onitsrippleslagpping him from al sdes. “You
saw Artoo-Detoo’ s holo.”

“Wewill not let you say we brought thison ourselves,” Raynar said. “Weknow who isresponsble.”

“Not the Jedi,” Luke said. It was't easy to match dl the different ripplesin the Force to an individua



source—not with Saras and Unu obscuring the picture with their own hazy presences. “I promise you
that.”

The Unu mass began to disassembleitself and drop to the floor.

“Uh, maybe we should just forget the tour.” Han began to ease toward the exit. “ Thanks for the ship
models. Redly.”

But Luke was not ready to give up. A familiar prickling had begun to rise between his shoulder blades,
and he knew the Dark Nest was watching from the shadows, quietly reaching out to Raynar, carefully
digtorting the facts to put the Jedi in abad light. Luke did not fight back. Instead he accepted his growing
feding of unease, dlowing it to build into achill dong his entire pine, until the feding had grown strong
enough for him to have some sense of its source.

When Luke did not follow Han toward the exit, Han took his arm and began to pull. Raynar’ seyes
barely narrowed, but the Unu immediately moved to cut off their escape, mandibles spread.

“Uh, Luke?’ Han sad. “If you' re going into atrance or something, now isn't thetime. Redlly.”

“Don’t worry. Everything’sunder control.” Luke passed the X-wing replicato Han, then pulled free and
turned toward the nearest furnace, where there was a bantha-sized mound of dried spin he did not
remember seeing afew moments before. * Just keep Raynar busy asecond.”

“Sure” Han said. “I’ll 1et him explode my brain or something.”

L uke used the Force to open a path through the Unu and started toward the heap. His entire back
began to nettle with danger sense; then Han' s voice rose behind him.

“You know what | don't get? Thepilot. How do you get that kind of detall insde—"
“Out of my way!” Raynar roared.

But that was al the time Luke needed to pull hislightsaber off hisbelt. He gathered himself for a Force
legp . . . and that was when Alema Rar emerged from behind the spin mound, dressed in amidnight-blue
jumpsuit with aplunging neckline and sde dits.

“We are very impressed, Master Skywalker.” Her lip curled into a smile that came off asmore of a
sneer. “But you won't need your lightsaber. We are not here to harm you.”

“Isthat s07" Luke deactivated hislightsaber—and alowed himsdlf asmal smile of triumph. Given the
revulsion Raynar had shown on Kr when he saw the Dark Nest’ s dave-eating larvae, Luke felt certain
that exposing the Dark Nest' s presence now would redirect Raynar’ s hostility to where it belonged.
“Thenwhy wereyou hiding?

“How could we have been hiding? We only just arrived.” Alema started forward. “ It cameto our
attention that we needed to correct a misunderstanding about what you saw in the forest.”

“No misunderstanding,” Han said. “We know what we saw.”

“Doyou?’



Alemadipped past Han without a second glance and continued toward Raynar. Luke tried to follow,
but it was dow going. The mass of Unu seemed to part to let the Twi’lek pass, then crowd in behind her
to gather in Luke sway.

“The rodswere fud rods, nobody isarguing that.” Alemakept her gaze fixed on Raynar. “But maybe it
wastheJedi who brought them to Woteba. Maybe Gorog discovered what you were doing and was
there to intercept the reactor fud.”

“What?’' Han cried. “ That' s backward. And aliel”

Unu erupted into atumult of clacking mandibles and booming thoraxes, and C-3PO reported, “Now
Unu issayingwe must have brought the rods!”

“That'sridiculous.” Luke spokein acam voice, addressng Raynar directly, confident that Raynar’'s
revulsion toward the Dark Nest would soon show itself. “Why would the Jedi bring reactor fuel to
Woteba?’

Alema stopped two meters from Raynar. * Perhaps because you know more about the Fizz than you're
saying.” Though her words were addressed to Luke, her gaze remained fixed on Raynar. * Perhapsthe
Jedi knew it would trigger the Fizz. Perhgpsthat iswhy they sent reactor fuel toall of the Utegetu
worlds”

“Wait aminutel” Han gasped. “Y ou're sayingall the Utegetu worlds have problems with Fizz?’
“Yes” Raynar’ stonewas bitter. “ All the worlds you traded to us are poisoned.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” Luke said, finally coming up behind Alema. “ But the Jedi didn’t know—and we
didn’t send reactor fue to any of the worlds. We have no reason to wish the Colony harm.”

“Y ou serve the Gaactic Alliance, do you not?’ Raynar asked. “And the Alliance fedls threatened by our

nse

“How do you figure?’ Han scoffed. “Because you' re harboring afew pirates and running some black
membrosa? That's O-class stuff. If you wereingde Alliance territory, you' d barely beacrime
syndicate”

Raynar’ s face began to twitch benegath its scars, and it grew clear that he was not going to turn on
Alema—at |east not without some nudging.

“UnuThul, Hanisright,” Luke said. “ The Gaactic Alliance would like the Colony to be agood neighbor,
butitisnot afraid of you. The Dark Nest has been using your own fear to deceive you.”

Given theKilliks fluid sense of truth and fact, Luke knew his argument would be adifficult oneto
make—but the dternative was to ignite hislightsaber and cut a path back to the spaceport.

“Perhaps you are the one who is being deceived, Master Skywalker,” Alemasaid. She turned to look at
him, her eyes now smoky and dark and as deep as black holes. “ Perhaps Chief Omas and Commander
Sovv haven't told you just how afraid of usthey redly are. . . and perhapsthey are not the only ones
deceiving you.”

Luketried to puzzle out the Twi’ lek’ simplication, then gave up and frowned & her. “What' s that



supposed to mean?’

As soon as Luke asked the question, he began to feed smoky and raw inside, and a cloudiness cameto
the edges of hisvison.

“Have you given any more thought to why Maralied to you about Daxar 1es?” Alemaasked.

“No,” Lukesaid. “And | doubt Maradid lie”

But even ashe said it, Luke began to see why Mara could have been reluctant to tell him. She knew
how much learning more about his mother meant to him, and being the one who had deprived him of that
opportunity would have weighed heavily on her conscience. She might even have found the prospect to
be more than she could bear.

Alema stepped closer, then spoke in acoldly dluring voice. “ Of course, we hope that you' re right,
Master Skywaker, but, for everyone' s sake, it' simportant that you consider the possibility that you're
wrong—that you' re being deceived by those closeto you.”

“Thereis no possibility,” Han growled.

“Then no harm will come of consdering it.” Alemakept her gaze fixed on Luke, and the cloudiness at
the edges of hisvision began to darken. “But Master Skywaker must make up hisownmind. That is
why we have decided to give him the next code.”

R2-D2 gave alittle squedl of protest, and Luke said, “I don’t want it.”

Alema s voice grew sultry and knowing. “Now who are you decelving, Master Skywaker? It isnot us.”
Sheturned to C-3PO. “Remember this sequence. Master Skywaker will want it later.”

She started to rattle off astring of numbers and letters, but Han pushed in front of her.

“All right, that’ senough,” Han said. “He said hedidn't—"

“It' sokay.” Luke pulled him away. “Alema sright.”

Han turned to face him. “Y ou’re sure?’

Luke nodded. “A code sequenceisn’t going to hurt us.”

He knew, of course, that the sequencewould hurt him; the Gorog's Night Herald would not be giving it
to him otherwise. But L uke wanted the code anyway, not because he believed anything he might learn
from R2-D2' sfiles could change hislove for Mara, or even because the smoke ingde him was growing
darker and harsher and harder to ignore every moment. He wanted the code because it had frightened
him—and if he alowed himself to be afraid of what he did not know, then the Dark Nest had dready
won.

After giving the rest of the code sequence to C-3PO, Alematurned to Luke.

“You are as brave aswerecal, Master Skywaker.” The Twi’lek sent a cold shiver through Luke by

trailing afinger down hisarm, then added, “We don’t know what Maraistrying to hide from you, but we
hope it has nothing to do with your mother’ s degth. It would be very sad if Daxar leswas not her only



vidim.”

The suggestion rocked L uke as hard as she intended, leaving him stunned, his mind clouded by the acrid
smoke that had been rising insde since he had given her that first opening.

Not so with Han.

“What?" heroared. In amove so fast that even Luke barely saw it, Han pulled his blaster and leveled it
at the Twi’lek’ s head. “Now you' ve just gonetoo far.”

Alemacamly turned to look down the barrdl. “ Come, Han.” Sheflicked her finger intheair, using the
Forceto send the barrel of Han' s blaster jerking toward the ceiling. “1f you were going to pull the trigger,
you wouldn’t have wasted your one chance talking about it.”

She turned her back on Han, then went over to Raynar, rose up on her toes, and kissed his
scar-tiffened lips.

“We'll seeyou in our dreams.” She remained there for amoment, then dropped back down and looked
toward Luke and Han. “ And keep a closer watch on these two. We can’t have them stirring up any more
Fizz with those reactor rods.”

Raynar spent amoment studying Luke and Han over Alema' s head, then nodded and released her hand
without looking at her. She dipped past and moved off through the mass of Unu, and though Luke was
careful never to take hiseyes off her, he somehow missed the moment when she vanished from sight.

Once Alemawas gone, Raynar said, “We have decided to keep a closer watch on you two. We cannot
have you two gtirring up any more Fizz with your resctor rods.”

“You don't say?’ Han' stone was sarcagtic. “ Does she tell you when to sanibrush your teeth and use the
refresher, too?’

“She?’ Raynar lowered his brow. “ Shewho 7’
“AlemaRar,” Luke prompted. “The Night Herald?’
Raynar frowned, and Unu drummed their thoraxes.

“The Killiks seem to have no ideawho you' re talking about,” C-3PO informed them. “Unu claimsit has
never met AlemaRar.”

“Burrurruru ubburr,” one of the insects added.” Uuubu burru.”

“And everyone knows the Night Herald isjust amyth you tell the larvae,” C-3PO trandated, “to make
them regurgitate.”

Han scowled and pointed his blaster a the ground in front of Raynar. “ That myth was just standing there
kissngyou.”

“Had weever kissed Alema Rar, we are sure we would remember,” Raynar retorted. “ And we certainly
were notjust kissng her. AlemaRar isdead.”



“Don'ttdl me” Han said. “ Shedied in the Crash.”
“Of course not,” Raynar said. “ She died a Kr, with the rest of the Dark Nest.”
“Just great.” Han let hischin drop. “Herewe go again.”

“We do not understand why you persist in this fantasy, but you are not going anywhere. That isthe
point.” Raynar extended his hand. “Y ou will give us your wegpons.”

Han's knuckles whitened around his blaster grip. “When Hutts ride swoops!”

“We would rather haveit now,” Raynar said. Han' s blaster twisted free of his grasp and floated over,
then Raynar turned to Luke. “Master Skywaker?’

Luke hated to yield his weapon—especidly with Alema Rar running around loose—but he would have
an easer timerecovering it later than fighting to keep it now. He removed the focusing crysta from the
handle—the Jedi equivaent of unloading aweapon before surrendering it—and handed both the crystal
and the lightsaber over.

“A wise choice,” Raynar said. A swarm of large, orange-chested worker insects began to gather around
Luke and Han. “ Saras will see you to your new quarters. Please do not force usto harm you by
attempting to |leave before Princess Lelareturns with away to stop the Fizz.”

TEN

In the middle of the Murgo Choke hung the white wedge of anlmperial -class Star Destroyer, its hull lit
by the harlequin blaze of four different suns. To itsleft hung two of the suns, an orange and yelow binary
system well matched in both size and color. To itsright hung an odd couple, ablue giant orbited by a
crimson dwarf so small and dim Leiacould bardly tell it was there. And directly behind the Star
Destroyer, stretched between the two sets of binary stars like the web of some enormous spider, wasthe
sapphire vell of the Utegetu Nebula

“You see? Thisone did not miscalculate!” Sabawas perched on the edge of theFalcon ’scopilot’'s
chair, squinting out at the Star Destroyer. “We werepulled out of hyperspace.”

“Maybe,” Lelasaid. Threading itsway between the two pairs of binary stars, the Murgo Choke wasthe
trickiest of the many complicated hyperspace transits connecting the Rago Run to the Utegetu Nebula.
“But there are ahundred thingsin the Choke more likely to revert us than the mass of asingle Star
Destroyer.”

Saba hissed in annoyance. “ The Star Destroyer’ zmasz did not pull us out—itz artificid gravity
generatorz did. That istheMon Mothma ahead.”

Leiafrowned at her tactica display, but the electromagnetic blast of the four stars was overpowering al
theFalcon ’s sensor and comm systems. She saw only acloud of static on the screen.



“You can't know that,” Lelasaid.

“Thisonefindz your lack of faith disturbing, Jedi Solo.” Sabaruffled her neck scalesin what Leiahad
come to recognize as disappointment. “Y ou must learn not to doubt your Master.”

“Y ou keep telling me to doubt everything,” Leia pointed ouit.

“And do you listen?” Sabaheld her hand out. “Y ou are aterrible student. Give me your lightsaber.”
Leiashook her head. “Thelast time did that, you hit me on the head with it. | had aknot for aweek.”
Saba s voice grew harsh. “ So you are disobeying?’

Leiafrowned. Sabakept saying that she needed to learn to obey—but Leiawas not about to make the
same mistake twice. She held out her own hand.

“Hrgt, give meyour lightsaber.”

Saba s eyes widened, then she began to Siss. “Y ou are so funny, Jedi Solo.” She lowered her hand.
“But at least you have learnedsomething. ”

“Thanks,” Leiasaid. “Now, how sure are you that’ s theMon Mothma up there?’
“How sure areyou that it isnot 7’

“Thisisno timefor games, Magter. | need to know.”

“Lifeisagame, Jedi Solo,” Sabasaid. “If you need to know, find out.”

Leialet out her breath in exasperation, then reached into the Force. She felt Mara and three more Jedi
StedthX pilots hanging off theFalcon ’ s stern. Because of the close tolerancesinvolved in trangiting the
Choke, dl five craft had needed to make their own jump calculations, and the likelihood of the entire
flight making amistake that brought them out so close together was practicaly nil. They had definitely
been pulled out of hyperspace by an artificia gravity well.

But that still did not explain how Sabaknew it was theMon Mothma ahead. The Gaactic Alliance had
twolmperial -class Star Destroyers equipped with hidden gravity-well generators. Leiastretched out to
the ship in the Force and felt the expected throng of life, but the concentration was too densefor her to
recognize the presence of anyonein particular.

“Okay, wewereinterdicted,” Lelasaid. “But | ill don’t see how you can be sureit’ stheMothma up
there. It could betheElegos A'Kla. ”

“ItistheMon Mothma, ” Sabainsisted. “But what does it matter?’

“It doesn't, redlly,” Lelasaid. “Nobody in the Defense Force is going to interfere with a Jedi mission, but
theMothma ’s commander, Gavin Darklighter, isan old family friend. He won’t waste too much of our
time”

“It would not be wise to place your trust in friendship, Jedi Solo,” Sabawarned. “Chief Omastried to
keep the fleet’ z departure from us, and now this. Commander Darklighter will have orderz.”



“Probably,” Leiasaid. “But you don’t know Gavin Darklighter. He dways finds away to do theright
thing.”

She touched Mara and the other StedlthX pilotsin the Force, alerting them that she was about to get
under way, then activated theFalcon ’ s sublight drives and started forward. The Star Destroyer quickly
began to swell in the viewport, and the comm signals and sensor returns soon grew strong enough for the
electronic scrubbersto clarify. Findly, theMon Mothma ’ s transponder code appeared on the tactical
display, surrounded by alarge cloud of symbols denoting war-era XJ3 X-wings and Series 4 E-wings.

A comm officer’ svoice crackled over the cockpit speaker, so raw and scratchy that it wasimpossible
to recognize the owner’ s species. “ Millennium Fal con, be advised that the Utegetu Nebulais under
blockade. Please reverse course.”

“ Blockade?” Leiamade hersdf sound more surprised than sheredly was. “ Under whose authority?”

“The Gdactic Alliance' s, obvioudy,” the comm officer replied. “I ask again, please reverse course. All
vessdls attempting to enter or leave the nebulawill be impounded.”

Leid sblood started to boil. “ Yoube advised that theFalcon ison aJedi misson.”

She began to angle ahead of theMothma ’sbow. Thetactica display, still smudged with blank streaks
and small patches of gtatic, showed asquadron of XJ3s moving to intercept theFal con.

Leiafrowned, then said to the comm officer, “1 trust you' ve been in the Defense Force long enough to
understand the grief you'll faceif you interfere with us.”

“I know the consequences of ignoring my orders,” the officer said. “ Thisisyour last warning. Continue
to advance, and theFalcon will beimpounded.”

The Force grew eectric with the outrage and surprise of Maraand the other StealthX pilots, but Saba
was more contemplative. She flicked the air absentmindedly with her forked tongue, then activated her
own microphone.

“Wewill consder your threet,” she said. “ Stand by.”

“Stand by?’ the officer echoed. “ That is not—"

Saba closed the channdl, then turned to Leia. “We should reverse course.”

“And leave Han and Luke stranded on Woteba?’ Leiaasked. “ Never!”

“Having no ship and being stranded are different thingz,” Sabareplied. “Master Skywaker is. . . heis
Master Skywalker. He can find away off Woteba anytime he wishez.”

“But hewon't, ” Lelaobjected. “He swaiting for usto return with a cure for the Fizz—and in the
meantime, the Colony is provoking the Chiss again. We need to get him and Han off Woteba before a
war bresksout.”

Marabegan to pour impatience into the Force, urging Leiaand Sabato start their run.



Leialooked over at Saba.

Saba shook her head. “Not through the Murgo Choke. We cannot take a Star Destroyer.”

“Takeit?' Lelaasked. “Y ou think we re going toattack theMon Mothma 7’

“Y ou know another way through the Choke?’ Saba asked.

“Sure” Lelasad. “Wecdl thar bluff.”

Lelareached out to initiate the Jedi battle-meld and discovered that Maraand the other pilots had
aready opened it. Clearly in agreement with Leia, Marawas radiating confidence, reassuring them that
the StealthX's were ready to drop in behind the X J3s. Sabalet out a hiss of resignation, then began
rerouting extra power to the shields.

Leareopened the comm channd to theMon Mothma.

Before she could speak, the comm officer’ s angry voice came over the cockpit speakers. “ Falcon,we
have finished warning you. Slow and stand by for escort.”

“Negative,” Lelasad. “Let me speak to Commodore Darklighter.”
“Commodore Darklighter isunavailable,” the officer replied.

Saba made ahissing sound deep in her throat, and Leia saw on her display that the X J3 squadron had
moved into firing pogition behind theFal con.

“Kill your drives and stand by,” the comm officer ordered, “or wewill open fire”

Leiarolled her eyes. “Y ou' re not going to fire on theMillennium Fal con without Commodore
Darklighter looking over your shoulder. Put him onnow, or stand down and let us proceed with our
misson.”

Lock-aarms chimed in the cockpit as the X J3s designated theFalcon atarget. Lela could not believe
that thiswould actually come down to being fired upon, but she began to juke and jink like afighter pilot.
It never hurt to be careful.

“You are certain they are bluffing?’ Sabaasked quietly.
“Nearly certain.” Leiaslenced the lock-alarms, and they quickly reactivated. The XJ3-wing pilotswere

selecting and desdlecting theFal con, repeatedly triggering the darmsin an effort to wear onthe crew’s
nerves. “Almog, even.”

A sense of satisfaction came to the battle-meld; Maraand the other StealthX pilots had dipped in behind
the X J3s without being noticed.

Saba switched her microphone to the ship’ sintercom. “Cakhmaim, Meewalh, shut down those quad
cannonz.”

“Goodidea” Lelasad. “Thelast thing we want is a shooting match with theMon Mothma. 1t would
only make Chief Omeas bedlieve that the Jedi have gone completely over to the Colony’ sside.”



Saba gave her asdeways glance. “That, too.”

L ela sensed through the meld that the Barabel’ s concern had been more immediate: they were not going
to be much use to Han and Luke if they got blasted to atoms here.

“I find your lack of faith disturbing, Master,” Leiasaid. “Y ou must learn to trust your pilot.”

Sabamade arasping sound low in her throat. “ The pilot, thisonetrustz. It is her arrogant student that
worriez her.”

Lelalaughed, then activated the intercom again. “ Cakhmaim and Meewah, when you're donein the
turrets, go to engineering and power up Han' s repulsor beam.”

Sabaraised her brow. “We are going topush theMothma out of the way?’
“Hardly,” Leiasaid. The repulsor beam was a specia anti-dartship device Han had devel oped the year
before by rigging theFalcon ’ s tractor beam so the polarity could be reversed. “ But we may need to

swat afew flitnats off our tail.”

Leiareset thelock-adarms for what must have been the tenth time, and they did not reactivate. The XJ3s
had stopped flicking their target selectors.

Themed begantofill with reptilian battle lugt. “If thisisabluff, they areraising the stakez,” Saba said.
“It fedlz to this one like they are about to open—"

Before Saba could sayfire, eight of the X J3s—four two-ship combat teams—broke into evasive loops
and spirds, and theFalcon ’s military comm scanner came dive with the darmed voices of XJ3 pilots.

“Targeted! Targeted! .. . breakingright . . . bregking left . . . where arethey?. . . dtill onme. . . can’t
shakehim. . . find’em,find them! ”

Then adeep female voice announced, “ StealthX sl We have StedlthX s out herel”

Lelapushed the throttles past their safety stops, still angling ahead of theMon Mothma *sbow. The
tactical display showed the remainder of the X J3s—the four craft that had been guarding the squadron’s
flanks—dliding into firing position and dowly closing to range.

Leatold the Noghri to activate the repulsor beam and dust two of the remaining starfighters off their tail.
“Only two?" Sabaasked. “Why?’

“Just sending amessage,” Leiasad. “Besides, we may need those X Jslater.”

The cabin lights dimmed, and the status displays winked out as every spare erg of theFalcon ’s power
was diverted to the repulsor beam. But unlike the first time they had used the device, the shields did not
go down. When Han had decided that the repul sor beam was too handy to dismantle, Lelahad inssted
that they ingtall a supplementa fusion unit so they wouldn't be quite so vulnerable to counteraitack.

TheFalcon gave alittle jolt asthe Noghri triggered the repulsor beam. Two of the X J3s suddenly went
out of control and veered toward the edge of the tactical display, and the comm scanner erupted into



startled curses and atense request for permission to open fire.

Gavin Darklighter’ s voice came over the comm an ingtant later. “ Captain Solo, will youplease stop
kriffing around? Chief Omasis serious about this blockade.”

Lelacontinued to accelerate, ill jinking and juking. “Isthat why he didn’t inform the Jedi about it?”

Darklighter hesitated, and theFalcon ’ slock-darmswhined again. Leia checked the tactical display and
saw that the last pair of X J3s had reached firing range. The rest of the squadron was till rolling and
looping, either trying to recover from the repulsor beam or shake the StedthX s till threatening them with
target-locks. Thankfully, there was no shooting.

“I gpologize for the language, Princess,” Darklighter findly said. “I was addressng Captain Solo.”
“Hanisunavailable” Leiareplied. “I’'min command of theFalcon for now.”

The channel fell silent for along time, and Leiabegan to wonder if Darklighter had ddliberately
manipulated the admission out of her. He was a shrewd commander, and he would be analyzing even the
tiniest scrap of information for hints asto the true nature of their misson. Normdly, it would not have
troubled Leiato share such information with a high-ranking Defense Force officer. But right now, the last
thing she wanted was for anyone subordinate to the Chief of State to redlize there was a power vacuum
at the top of the Jedi order.

They passed in front of theMon Mothma *sbow. Thelast pair of XJ3sremained on their tail, but
Darklighter sent none of the other squadronsto cut off theFal con —and that made L eia nervous.

“Keep an eye on theMothma ’ stractor beams,” she said to Saba. “Let me know the instant any of them
start to power—"

Leafelt asurge of darm from Saba and knew the Star Destroyer was activating its tractor beams. She
accelerated into an open, erratic spira that would make it amost impossible for the beam operatorsto
lock on to theFalcon.

The red cones of four tractor beams appeared on the tactica display, stabbing out from theMon
Mothma ' s designator symbol to circle theFalcon. Leiaaimed for thetrailing edges of the beams, rolling
and diving from oneto the next, dert for the telltale hesitation that Han claimed adways gave the operators
away when they figured out the Srategy.

Aningant after the tractor beams appeared, Darklighter said, “I didn’t . . . any offense, Princess.” With
the comm antenna constantly struggling to adjust to theFalcon s gyrations, the sgnd had grown alittle
patchy. “ Chief Omas hasbeen . . . to reach Master Skywalker for aweek. When there was no
response, he decided the Jedi must be. . . theKilliks sideagain.”

Saba hissed, and Leiafet the same frustration rising in Maraand the other StedlthX pilots that was
welling up in her. She started to make a sharp reply—then realized what Darklighter wastrying to do and
remained Slent.

“Heistrying to provoke you,” Saba agreed. She closed the channdl, then set the comm unit to burst
mode to prevent theMon Mothma ’ stractor beam operators from riding acomm wave back to the
Falcon. “Do you dill beieve Commodore Darklighter isbluffing?’



“If he weren't, he' d be shooting by now,” Leiasaid. She opened the channd to Darklighter again. “Nice
try, Commodore. But if Chief Omasis claming that the Jedi have betrayed the Gaactic Alliance just
because he can't reach Luke—"

“What's. . . supposed to assume?’ Darklighter interrupted. “And now . . . only proving him right. Kill
your drivesor . . . openfire”

Lelahesitated. Darklighter wasreally raising the stakes thistime. If she refused to obey, hewould either
have to make good on histhreat, or admit that it was abluff. She reached into the battle-meld, urging
Maraand the othersto keep their fingers away from their triggers, then took a deep breath and activated
her microphone again.

“I guessyou' |l haveto openfire, Gavin. Thisistoo important.”

A long silence followed in which even the comm crackles seemed to be growing sharper. Leiaangled
back toward the center of the Choke, placing the last pair of XJ3s between her and theMon Mothma,
and the Star Destroyer’ stractor beams flickered off. She felt aflash of gpprova from Maraand the
SedthX pilots, then Darklighter’ s voice came over the comm again.

“Blagt it, Princess! I’'m not bluffing.”

“Neither am |,” Lelareturned. Now that she was past theMon Mothma and heading straight toward the
blue curtain of the Utegetu Nebula, she was happy to keep talking. Every second carried her farther
down the narrow aley between the two sets of binaries, closer to making that final jump to Utegetu.
“Gavin, you know Luke. Hewould never betray the Galactic—"

“Nicetry, Princess,” Darklighter said. AstheFalcon drew away from theMon Mothma, the comm
antennawas able to stay focused in one direction, and the signal grew stable again. “1 won't let you sl
your way out of this. Y ou have ten secondsto kill your drives.”

Lelaglanced over at Saba. The Barabel was dready on the intercom, warning the Noghri to be ready
with the repul sor beam again.

“Thisisabout Luke and Han, isn't it?’ Darklighter asked. “ They’re still on Woteba. That’swhy Chief
Omas can't reach Master Skywalker.”

Apprehension filled the battle-meld. Darklighter’ s conjecture had been made over an open fleet channd,
50 there could be no doubt that it would be on Chief Omas s desk by thistime tomorrow. Returning
Luketo Alliance space had just become a bureaucratic race against Chief Omas.

“Commodore Darklighter, can we go to secure channel?’ Leiaasked. “In private?’

“I'm sorry, no.” Darklighter’ stone was sincere. “Thisisamatter of record. Y ou have five secondsto kil
your drives, Princess.”

“Thank you for the warning, Commodore,” Leiasaid. “No hard fedings.”
Darklighter’ s voice grew genuindy alarmed. “Leia | can't protect—"

Leiaclosed the channd, then dipped theFalcon out of her spird pattern and returned to jinking and
juking. It was just as hard for starfighter cannonsto target, and she would make alot more forward



progress.

“Jedi Solo?” Sabaasked. “What did Commodore Darklighter mean when he said this was amatter of
record?’

“Just that hecan't help us, | think,” Leiasaid. “ Admiral Bwua tu must be aboard.”
“NekBwua tu?’ Sabagrowled. “ The Bothan who beatz the Thrawn smulator?”

“Heisin command of the Fifth Feet,” Lelasaid. “But it doesn’t matter. They’re bluffing.”
“Andif they are not?’

“Theyare, ” Lelasad. “And, anyway, there' sabig difference between smbattle and the red thing.
Don't worry.”

“Thisoneiscuriouz, not worried.” Saba’ stone was even, but her irritation was pouring into the
battle-meld. “ Sheisnever worried.”

“Right—sorry.”

The lock-aarms chimed, and the shield display flared yellow asthey took an aft-port laser cannon hit.
“Still bluffing?’ Sabaasked.

“Yes, Madter,” Lelasad. “We' re dill in one piece, aren’'t we?’

Aningant later theFalcon gave alittle jolt asthe Noghri activated the repulsor beam, and astring of
curses came over the comm scanner asthe last pair of XJ3stumbled away out of control. The
battle-meld grew till and eectric; the relationship between the Jedi and the Galactic Alliance had just
changed in away no one could foresee.

Leiachecked thetactica display. TheMon Mothma was bleeding more squadronsinto the Choke,
while those that had been ongtation were moving into screening formationsin front of the StedthXs
last-known position. No one was coming after Leiaand Saba, but the combat controllers were being
careful to leave aclear firing lane between the Star Destroyer and theFal con.

Marareached out through the battle-meld, urging Leiaand Sabato run for it. The StealthXswould have
to hang back and sneak through later. They would rendezvous at Woteba.

Leiawished her good luck, then the canopy’ s blast-tinting went black asthe first turbolaser strike
blossomed ahead. Her shoulders hit the crash webbing as theFal con bucked through the shock wave,
then space around them erupted into exploding clouds of color asthe gunnery crews began to refine their

targeting.

“Jedi So-o-lo!” Saba s voice jumped as each shock wave shook theFalcon. “Next time, you wi-ill listen
to your Maaster!”

“Trust mel” Lelasad. “They'rejust trying to make us believe they’ re serious.”

“They aredoing agood job,” Saba said.



Lelaswvung theFalcon toward the blue giant. “We Il run for the big guy. The EM blast will interfere with
their targeting sensors, and the gravity well will give us some acceleration.”

Saba nodded her approval. “Go-od! Y ou have done this before.”
“Only forty or fi-if-ty times.” Silently, Leiaadded,Just never without Han.

The ride smoothed out for amoment as theFal con dipped out from under the Star Destroyer’ sfiring
pattern. The canopy tinting went black as the face of the giant sun did acrossthe forward viewport, and
gl itsboiling mass shined through the transparisted, warming their faces and stabbing at their eyes. Their
sensors and comm units quickly fdl victim to the star’ s e ectromagnetic blast, and even the ship’ sinternd
€lectronics began to flicker and wave.

Then theMon Mothma ’s gunnery crews found them again. A curtain of aturbolaser strikes erupted
ahead, circles of red and orange so0 pale againgt the star’ s glare that they were barely visible. Leia pointed
theFalcon at the closest blossom and surrendered her hands to the Force. The shields crackled with
crimson energy asthey passed through the diss pation turbulence, then theFalcon shuddered as they
bounced through the shock waves.

Thepilot’s console lit up with damage indicators and critical warnings. There were broken sedls, leaking
ducts, misdigned gyros.

“Will you look &t that?’ Leiacomplained. “Han’sgoing to kill me!”

Another blast bounced them sideways, and Saba said, “ This one only hopez we last long enough to give
him the chance.”

Judging they had descended about as deep into the star’ s gravity well asthey dared, Leiapulled up and

darted around the curve of its massive blue horizon. TheMon Mothma continued to pour turbolaser fire
intheir genera direction, but the dectromagnetic camouflage had findly confused their targeting sensors,
and none of the strikes hit closer than within akilometer or two of theFal con.

The turbolaser strikes soon faded atogether, and Leia knew they had rounded the horizon and vanished
fromtheMon Mothma ' sline of sight. Sherolled the cockpit away from the blue giant and started to pulll
out of itsgravity well.

The canopy grew clear enough that the red orb of the blue giant’ stiny satellite star shined through the
bottom of the forward viewport. The other binary set, the orange and yellow stars, were shining through
top of the canopy, and the blue vell of the Utegetu Nebulawas bardly visible directly ahead.
Leiaglanced down at her tacticd display, slently urging the sensorsto come online so they could plot
their jump to Utegetu. There was no reason to be anxious—neither theMon Mothma nor her fighters

could catch theFalcon now—but something till felt wrong. She had acold, queasy feding in her
stomach, and she could not escape the feeling that someone was watching.

“Saba, do you—"
“Yes” Sabasaid. “It fedz like we have raced into the shenbit’ z den.”

The nacelle temperatures were dready 20 percent beyond specification, but Leia grabbed the throttles



and began to push them even farther beyond the safety locks. . . and theFalcon decelerated asthough it
had hit apermacrete wall.

“Wheat the—"

Thelast of Leid s exclamation was drowned out by the sudden screeching of proximity darmsand
system aerts. The nacelle temperature shot past 140 and started toward 150, and theFal con continued
to decelerate.

Leiapulled the throttles back, then activated the intercom. “Cakhmaim, Meewa h, get into the cannon
turretsand see—"

“Star Destroyer,” Cakhmaim rasped. TheFalcon began to dide sdeways toward a point between the
blue giant and its smaller satellite. “ One of the new pirate hunters.”

Lelaused the attitude thrusters to spin theFal con around, and saw that they were being drawn toward
the distant wedge of anew version of the venerableVictory -class Star Destroyer. Mounted on its upper
hull, in aturret nearly aslarge asthe bridge itself, was one of the huge asteroid-tug tractor beams that
Lando Cdrissan had started sdlling the Defense Force to combat pirates and smugglers.

“Simbettle or not,” Sabarasped, “this one thinkz maybe Admiral Bwua tuis as good asthey say.”

ELEVEN

Han sat in his new quarters holding the modd of theMillennium Falcon in hislgp, running histhumbs
over itsslky surface, peering into the dark holes of the cockpit canopy, hefting its substantial weight in his
hands. Sure, the workmanship was good, and there was something hypnotic about rubbing your fingers
over the spinglass. But he could not imagine where the Squibs were going to sell abillion of these things.
The suff was hardly art—and with the galaxy till struggling to recover from the war againgt the Y uuzhan
Vong, there were only so many people with credits to throw away on kitsch.

Someonewas definitely being played here. But was the Colony playing the Squibs, or the Squibs playing
the Colony, or both of them playing someone else?

Luke entered from his quarters, his eyes closed and his hands pressed to the iridescent spinglass, using
the Force to search for astress point in the exterior wal of their two-room prison. He did the samething
every hour or so, stopping in adifferent place and having R2-D2 use his utility arm to scratch asmall X in
the hard surface.

A few minutes later, they dways heard acrew of Killiks scurrying over the same spot, reinforcing the
outside of the wall with more spinglass. The barrier had to be close to ameter thick in places, but Han
did not suggest that theX swere awaste of time. If Luke wanted to messwith Saras' s mind, that was his
business.

They both knew that Luke could break them out of their prison anytime he wanted—and Han suspected
that Raynar knew it, too. Escape would be the easy part. But it would do them no good until they thought



of away to find the Dark Nest, and so Han and L uke were being patient—being patient and thinking
hard and doing their best to look very bored.

Han flipped the mode of theFalcon over again. There was no shift of weight inside, but that didn’t mean
anything. He had known asmuggler once who had molded his entire cargo of contraband explosivesinto
landspeeder dashboards and walked them through Imperia customs with al the proper documentation.
Without opening hiseyes, Luke said, “ She'sdl right, Han.”

“I know sheis.” Han put hisear close to the model and shook it, but heard nothing. “I ill worry about
her. It snot easy for her to be away from methislong.”

“|sthat 07

“Yeah,” Han said. “ She hastrouble deeping if my snoring’ s not there to drown out the banging in the
climate control lines”

Luke smiled. “Thanksfor clearing that up.” He returned to running his hand over thewall. “I’ ve been
wondering what she seesin you.”

Though Han had not been dwelling on how much he missed Leia, he saw now that he had been thinking
of her without redlizing it—that he wasalways thinking of her, haf expecting her to bethere every time he
turned around, imagining her voice in the distance whenever the tunnd-house fell silent, reaching out to
her when herolled over at night. And Luke hadknown al of that was going on in the back of Han's
mind—just as Han knew that something similar was going on the back of Luke's.

Han spun around on his stoal. “ Did you just use a Jedi mind-reading trick on me?’

L uke stopped and looked puzzled. “We can't redly do that, Han.” he said. “Well,most of uscan't.”

Without having to ask, Han knew that L uke had been thinking of Jacen when he added that last bit. “I
was afraid of that.”

“Afraid of—" Luke stopped, then shook hishead. “I don't think we' re reading each other’ s minds, Han.
We haven't been here long enough to become Joiners.”

“Y eah? Then how comel know what you want for lunch today?’

“I don't see how Master Skywalker can be hungry dready,” C-3PO said from his placein the corner.
“Hejust had breskfast.”

“Threepio’sright,” Luke said. “It’stoo early to think about—"
“A nerfburger and hubbacrisps,” Han interrupted. “With alurol smoothie to wash it down.”

Luke furrowed hisbrow. *Y ou' re right, thatdoes sound good. But | was't thinking about it until you. . .
orwas|?’

“It wasn’'t me,” Han growled. 1 hate hubba crisps.”

Luke sfacefdl. “Raynar istrying to make Joiners of us.”



“Y ou think 307"

Luke was s0 upset that he failed to notice the sarcasm in Han' s voice. “The Dark Nest must think the
Colony will be able to dominate me and take control the Jedi order.”

“Dominateyou, Master Skywalker? Why, that’s a perfectly absurd ideal” C-3PO cocked his head at
thelook of darm on Luke sface. “lsn'tit?’

Instead of answering, Luke went back to searching for stress points. “They’ ve just been playing for time,
Han. We ve got to get out of here.”

Han flipped the modd over. “And do what?’
“Y ou know what,” Luke said. Find the Dark Ne<t.

Han remained on his stool. “How, exactly? The bugs know every move we make. The second we step
outsde our quarters, Sarasis going to come running with about a thousand Killiks—and we don’t have
any weapons. We re better off just waiting until Leiaand Mara get back.”

Lukefrowned. “Areyou feding dl right, Han?’

“Fine” Han said. Actualy, he wasfeding greet, now that he knew how they were going to find the Dark
Nest, but he could not tell that to Luke. The walls had ears—well,something did. “Just in no mood to

hear any ronto-brained escape plans.”

He rose and went over to the door membrane. It was opague and bonded shut by some gooey fiber the
bugs had spun over the outside, but the spinglass surrounding it was so thin and trand ucent that Han
could see the slhouette of their Saras guard standing watch outside.

He waved an arm to get the guard’ s attention. “Hey, open up! | need to talk to you.”

The guard came over to thewall and pressed its orange thorax to the spinglass. A muffled thrum
reverberated through the wall.

“Saras says she can hear you through thewall,” C-3PO said, clunking over to trandate. “And sheis
reluctant to open the door, since Master Skywaker was just talking about escaping.”

Han shot anirritated look over his shoulder.
Luke shrugged. “It’snot like they couldn’t figureit out on their own.”

“Yeah, okay.” Han raised theFalcon modd up. “Can you get in touch with the Squibswho are buying
these?’

“Mooroor oom.” The bug’s rumbling was so softened by the wall that the words seemed mumbled.
“Oomoor 000.”

“ She seemsto be saying that the Squibs aren’ tpurchasing theline—they’ re handling it on consignment.”
C-3PO turned to Han. “I don’t think that’ swise. From what | recall, the Squibs we met on Tatooine

weren't very trustworthy.”



“ Ooorr?” Saras demanded.” Ooom?”
“Don’'t worry,” Han said, addressing the bug through the wall. “They won't pull anything on Raynar—"
“ OoomoMoom.”

“Right,UnuThul hastrading in hisblood,” Han said. “Besdes, with theideal’ ve got, we' reall going to
make so much money the Squibs won’twant to cheat you.”

“I can't believethis, Han,” Luke said, coming over to the door. “Y ou’ re thinking aboutmoney & atime
likethis?’

“Yeah,” Han said. When it came to money, Squibs could do the impossible. But he didn’t saythat
aoud—nhetried not to even think it.

Lukeralled hiseyes, and Han scowled at him, hoping he would finaly get the message. “Why don’t you
go input those code sequences Alema gave you or something?’

The anger that flashed in Luke' s eyes suggested their minds were not dlthat connected. “ That waslow,
Han, evenfor you.”

“Sorry—didn’'t mean to rattle your cage,” Han said. “ Just et me make my dedl. I'm trying to make the
best of abad situation here.”

“Fine.” Luke scowled a him, then stepped back shaking hishead. “Don’t let me stand in your way.”

“When have | ever?’ Han turned back to Saras. “Now, how long will it take you to get in touch with the
Squibs?’

The bug drummed something short.

“She wants to know what your ideais,” C-3PO said.

Han shook hishead. “No way. | ded directly with the furbags on this.”
“ Ooomoor.”

The bug spread its four arms and began to back away from thewall.
“Okay, okay,” Han said. “But if you sted the credit—"

“Han, will you just tell it?” Therewasaglint in Luke s eyethat suggested hefindly redized Han was up
to something more useful than having R2-D2 scratch X’ sinthe spinglass. “Y ou' re getting on my nerves.”

Sarasreturned to the wall.

“All right—you' re going to love this” Han held the modd of theFalcon up closeto thewall. “You're
going to produce ahbillion of these, right?’

Saras nodded.



“What if | signed some of them?’ Han asked. “They’ d be worth five times as much, and the publicity
would help launch the entireline”

The bug was slent for amoment, then it clacked its mandibles and pointed at Luke.“ Moomor ?”

“ She' sinquiring whether Master Skywalker would aso sign hismodels,” C-3PO informed them.
“When Sarlaccsfly!” Luke said. “I’m aJedi Magter, not some chegp HoloNet personality.”

“Sure, he'll 9gn,” Hansaid. “If the priceisright.”

The bug thrummed something else.

“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. “ Thismay beaded killer.”

“Let me decidethat,” Han said. “What isit?’

“Saras says you' d have to sign one percent of the production run,” C-3PO said.

“No problem,” Han replied.

“Tenmillion units, Han?" Luke asked. “ That would take you the rest of your life.”

“Isaid it’sno problem,” Han answered. Even if he were serious about the deal, he knew the Squibs
\gj;ef[ (r)\esxi/;] goi ng tosdll ten million units. “Once we become Saras Joiners, anybody in the nest will be

“Joiners?’ Luke cried. “Han, that’ s not going—"

“Look, I'm as disgusted by the thought asyou are,” Han said. “But it' s going to happen. We might as
well take advantage of the Stuation.”

“Moom!” the bug boomed.

It clacked its mandibles and began to back away from thewall, but Han shook his head and motioned it
to thewd again.

“Not sofadt, fella,” he said. “1 don’t come cheap, you know.”
“Could havefooled me,” Luke muttered.
Saras stopped in the middle of the corridor that ran past their quarters.” Oom morr?”

Han shook hishead. “ That, | talk about with the Squibs.” He backed away from thewall. “If they're
interested, tell them to come seeme.”

The bug gave anoncommittal throb and retreated to the other side of the corridor.

Han returned to his stool, and Luke came and sat on the bunk next to him.



“Y ou redly think your autograph isworth that much?’ Luke asked.

He hed Han' seye alittle longer than was necessary, and Hanthought he could sense something morein
the question.

“A million credits, at least,” Han said. He passed theFalcon mode to Luke, casudly flipping it belly-up
ashedid so. “Andyour signature would go double that. Maybetriple.”

“Triple?’ Luke looked genuingly flattered. “ Redly?’

“Atleast,” Han said. He had aways been alittle too repul sed to ask Jainaand Zekk much about how
things had progressed when they started to become Joiners, but just in case Saras was starting to share
his mind, too, he tried to keep his thoughts away from what he redlly intended to ask of the Squibs. “With

al the’ Net the Jedi are getting regarding the Reconstruction, you' re going to be as hot as ablue star right

“Inthat case, maybe | should consider it,” Luke said. He casudly flipped the mode back over, and Han
thought hefdt alittlejolt of surprisein the back of his mind—or maybe that was just wishful thinking.
“But firgt, I think I’ll take your other advice.”

Han frowned. “My other advice?’

“ About the code sequence Alemagave me,” Luke said. “I think it'stime | had alook.”

Now Hanknew L uke understood.

“You sure?’ Han asked. He wasfairly sure that L uke had not used the code sequence because he was
afraid of what it might reveal about Mara—it might bolster Alema s suggestion that Marawas hiding
something terrible from him. “I thought you didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.”

“I don't,” Luke said. “ That'swhy | haveto do it now—beforewe become Joiners.”

Han nodded. He knew what L uke was thinking because he was thinking it, too. It was amost agiven
that Gorog had spies watching them, and the last thing they wanted was for the Dark Nest to start
thinking about what Hanreally wanted from the Squibs. So Luke was going to keep Gorog occupied by
giving it something to gloat over.

L uke passed the model back to Han, then turned to R2-D2. “ Artoo, come here.”

R2-D2 gave asad whistle and started for Luke' s quarters.

“No, Artoo,” Luke said. “Come overhere.”

R2-D2 disgppeared through the door, quietly tweeting and beeping to himsdif.

“Artoo!” C-3PO called. “Areyouignoring Master Skywaker?’

R2-D2 gave a one-beep reply.

C-3PO recoiled as though he had been struck, then turned to Luke. “1t gppears that his compliance
routines havefailed completely. I'll go seeif | can reset them.”



“That'sokay,” Lukesad. “I'll handle thismysdf.”

He extended a hand toward his quarters, and an eectronic squeal sounded from insde. A moment later,
R2-D2 floated back into Han' s quarters, histreads whirring and his utility arm scratching dong thewall.

“Artoo-Detoo!” C-3PO said. “Thisis Master Skywalker’slast request before he becomes a Joiner. The
least you can do ishonor it.”

R2-D2 shot back astring of whistlesand trills.

“Don't beridiculous,” C-3PO said. “ Of course 'l recite the override sequence that Jedi Rar provided,
if Master Skywaker asks meto. That'swhat a protocol droid does. He facilitates.”

R2-D2 let out along bleat as L uke lowered him the floor between the bunk and Han's stodl.

“Wdl,you're certainly not doing him any favors by behaving thisway,” C-3PO replied. “And don’t talk
to melikethat. I'll trip your primary circuit breaker mysdlf.”

“That' senough, Threepio,” Luke said. “ Just give him the sequence.”

R2-D2 screeched in protest and siwung his holoprojector away from Luke, and it seemed to Han that he
fdt theFalcon replicagive afaint shudder of anticipation, so soft and brief that it could have been aflutter
in hisown pulse. He pretended not to notice and put the model aside, turning the cockpit so that it was
only partialy facing Luke, and C-3PO dutifully recited the code sequence.

R2-D2 emitted along, descending whistle, and the hologram of alarge, fountain-filled chamber
gppeared on the floor in front of Han. The viewing angle was from high in one corner, where a security
cam might be mounted, and the only movement in the room was the water faling from the fountains.

“What nonsense isthis, Artoo?” C-3PO demanded. “Y ou didn’t record this. Y ou're not that tall.”

R2-D2 tweedled areply.

“Astolen file?” C-3PO cried. “ Stolen on whose authority?’

R2-D2 answered with ashort whistle.

“| don’'t believeyou,” C-3PO said. “ Even Artoo units have restraints againgt that sort of thing.”

“What sort of thing?” Luke asked.

“Artoo claims he downloaded thisfile on hisown initiative,” C-3PO said. “But now | know he’ srunning
usacorrupted feed. He clamsthisisfrom the interna security computer at the Jedi Temple, and weall
know thereisno room likethisat the Jedi Temple.”

R2-D2 whistled a correction.

“Oh,” C-3PO said. “Now he clamsit’ sfrom theold Jedi Temple”

“The Room of a Thousand Fountains,” Luke said. “I’ ve seen it mentioned in some of those records we



recovered from theChu'’ unthor. ”
R2-D2 began to trill along, additiona explanation.

“He adds that he had no choice,” C-3PO trandated. “1t was during the Jedi Revolt, and his owner had
stopped talking to him. They were about to leave on amission to Mustafar, and he needed to update his
friend-or-foe data.”

The hologram continued to show the empty room, and Han began to think that the little droid had found
one more clever way to keep his secret. Given the effect that secret waslikely to have on Luke, Han
amost hoped the droid had.

But R2-D2' s acoustic Sgnaer began to emit the tinny pew-pew of recorded blasterfire. Stray dashes of
blue began to stresk through the hologram, blowing fountains apart, burning holesin thewalls, vanishing
into the heights of the vaulted ceiling.

Dozens of children, dressed in smple Jedi robes and wearing asingle braid on the sdes of their heads,
began to retreat into the room. The youngest, those under Six or seven, Ssmply tried to run or find aplace
to hide. The older ones were attempting to fight, using the Force to hurl benches and pieces of broken
fountain at their attackers. Some were firing captured blaster rifles, while afew weretrying to use their
newly constructed lightsabersto ricochet bolts at the unseen enemy. For the most part, they failed
miserably but bravely, deflecting haf a dozen or adozen attacks before one sneaked through and
knocked them off their feet.

The teenagers came next, backing into the room with their lightsabers whirling, weaving awal of flashing
energy before a column of advancing infantry. Dressed in what appeared to be early stormtrooper armor,
the soldiers assaulted ruthlessly, cutting down fleeing four-year-olds with the same brutd efficiency with
which they daughtered the Padawans.

Han had been just aboy in Garris Shrike’ sband of vagabonds when the Separatiststried to break away
from the Old Republic, but he had seen enough of the war to recogni ze the finned helmets and
independent joint covers on the white armor the soldierswore.

“Clonetrooperd”
R2-D2 gave aconfirming twest.

A huge Jedi with stooped shoulders and agnarled face backed into view, anchoring the line of teenage
defenders, hislightsaber sending bolt after bolt back at the attackers, lashing out to cut down one trooper
after another. A pair of Padawans stepped in to support hisflanks, and the entire line stopped faling
back, the lightsabers of the young Jedi weaving an impenetrable wal of energy that—for afew short
moments—allowed nothing past, not a blaster bolt, nor aclone trooper, nor even, it seemed to Han, a
dtray glance.

A blue lightsaber appeared at the edge of the holo, beating down the defense of the first Padawan and
dashing through historso, then dipping past the guard of the other one and cutting him down aswell. The
back of ablond head and apair of caped shoulders appeared behind the blue blade and began to carry
the attack to the stoop-shouldered Jedi.

The two stood battling toe-to-toe for only an instant before the caped figure dipped a strike and brought
his own blade down on the defender’ s stooped shoulder, cleaving him deep into the torso. The Jedi’s



gnarled face paled with shock, and he collgpsed in too much pain to scream.

The Padawans continued to battle on vaiantly, but without the burly Jedi to anchor their line, they were
no match for the sheer numbers assaulting them. Their defense collapsed, and the caped figure stepped
asde, standing in seeming indifference as the clone troopers poured past to continue the daughter of the
children,

Han felt sickened and angered by what he was watching, but he also felt alittle bit relieved. Marawould
have been only a baby—and perhaps not even that—when the Jedi were daughtered. Whatever Alema
hoped to reved with the code sequence, the scene they were watching could have nothing to do with
Mara

Findly, the last of the children had falen, and the clones stopped firing. The caped figure studied the
room for amoment, then gave abarely perceptible nod and turned back toward the entrance. The face
that stared into the cam was clouded with anger, the eyes sunken and dark, the mouth set inagrim dash,
but there was no mistaking who it belonged to.

Anakin Skywaker.

“That’ senough, Artoo,” Luke said. His face remained amask of composure, but he rose and turned
toward his own quarters. “Thank you.”

R2-D2 deactivated his holoprojector, then emitted along descending whistle and started to follow Luke
through the door.

Han quickly rose and blocked thelittle droid' s path. “Better stay put for awhile,” he said. “I’ll handle
this”

R2-D2 spun his photoreceptor toward C-3PO and trilled along string of notes.
“I don’t know why you're blamingme, ” C-3PO said. “1 was only following instructions.”

Han went to the doorway connecting his quartersto Luke s and found Luke floating cross-legged in the
air, the backs of hiswrists resting on his knees.

Without opening hiseyes, Luke sad, “1 just need to center mysdlf, Han.”

“Yeeh, that' swhat | figured.” AsHan spoke, he saw that Luke wasn't the only thing floating in the
room. So were the stoal, the bunk, and the X-wing replica Raynar had presented to him. Thereplica
seemed to be trembling with excitement. “ That was kind of rough in there, even on me.”

“I'll be okay, Han,” Luke said. “1 just need to center mysdlf.”

“I'll bet,” Han said. “What | don’t get is how Alemaknew what that code sequence was going to
access. Evenif she' stelling the truth about that Daxar |es character, she didn’t say anything about him
working on Artoo. There'sno way he should have known what' sin that memory sector Artoo’ s hiding.”

“Oh, I'm quite certain he didn’t,” C-3PO said from behind Han. “ The code Alema gave me was
undoubtedly auniversal key. Most droid-brain designers bury them in the circuitry architecture, asa
safeguard againgt data lockouts and irreversible shutdowns. They simply force aunit to convert its most
securefileto an open accessfile. In Artoo’ s case, that file was one incriminating him in the worst sort of



data theft. No wonder he didn’t want to reved it!”

“That'sgreat.” Luke seyeswere dill closed, but he was sitting on the floor now—as were the bunk, the
stool, and thereplica. “But | redlly need—"

“You said the code was auniversal key?’ Han said, turning around to face C-3PO. *Y ou mean it could
unlock dl of Artoo’sfiles?’

Artoo issued a sharp tweet, but C-3PO ignored him. “If we knew the basis for the code progression, of
course. But not even Artoo knowsthat. It has self-changing variables, so unlesswe know the original
agorithm and variables—"

“Okay, | getit.” Han glanced back into the room, where Luke had given up trying to meditate and was
samply sitting on the floor looking up at the doorway. “It’ s probably just aswell.”

A furrow cameto Luke s brow. “Han—"

“All right, dready.” Han turned and shooed C-3PO away from the door. “Will you give the man some
room? He needs to center himself.”

113 H aﬂ ”

“I’'m going dready.”
“Han, that’snot it.” Luke closed hiseyes. “I think it stime to close your dedl.”

“Already?’ Han turned toward the door membrane. 1 thought the Squibswould play it alittle cooler
than that.”

Lukefrowned. “I don't think it’ sthe Squibs. . . You go on.” He glanced down at the replica of his
X-wing, then motioned Han out hisdoor. “I need aminute to finish my meditations, but I'll be there when
you need me.”

Han turned toward the interior wal of his quarters, where agroup of slhouettes wasjust growing visble
through the tranducent spinglass. Most of the figures were obvioudy Killiks, with shadowsin their hands
that suggested dectrobolt assault rifles and Verpine shatter guns. But the two silhouettesin the center had
only two arms each and carried no visible weapons. They were about Squib height, but alittle too stocky
and flat-faced.

A Saras guard pressed its thorax to the wall and boomed an order.
“She' s ordering usto step away from the door,” C-3PO said.

Han looked around and held hisarms out to his side. “Where do you expect usto go? We' re dready in
the back of theroom.”

The guard drummed an acknowledgment, then it and severd other bugs used their mandiblesto snip and
rip the outer sed away from the doorway. A moment later, the two silhouettes they were escorting
pushed through the membrane into Han' s quarters, bringing with them a sweet-smelling cloud of the
bond-inducing pheromones that pervaded thejail.



Thefirg figure was ajug-eared Sullustan in atidy white flight suit resembling that worn by the captains of
commercid garliners. The second was afurry little Ewok with awhite stripe running diagondly acrossa
body that was otherwise as black as carbon.

“ Tarfang?”’ Han gasped. He shifted his glance back to the Sullustan.” Juun?”

The Ewok chuttered something sharp at Han, while the Sullustan merely braced his hands on hiships
and looked around the cell shaking his head.

“Tarfang suggests that Since you' re an inmate and Captain Juun isthe owner of afine DamorianRonto
-class transport, you should address him asCaptain Juun,” C-3PO reported.

“ARonto 7’ Han did not bother to hide the disdain in hisvoice. Rontos were among the dowest, ugliest,
and least efficient of the light trangports crisscrossing the galaxy. He frowned atCaptain Juun. “What
happened to that Mon Cd Sailfish | set you up with?’

“Shewastoo expensive,” Juun explained. “My weekly payments were customarily running aweek and a
hdf lae”

Han frowned. “ But you were making them, right?’

“Yes” Juun said. “With the appropriate interest, of course.”
“And Lando took her back forthat 7’

Tarfang jabbered an explanation.

“Captain Juun was too clever to give him the chance,” C-3PO trandated. “He traded his equity for
DR-Nine-one-nine-a —free and clear.”

“Someonegot area bargain.” Han did not bother to ask what the pair were doing on Woteba; Ronto
-classtransports were just too dow for the inventory-running contract he had talked Lando into giving
Juun. “I don't suppose the Second Mistake Squibs are the ones who gave you this steal 7’

Juun looked surprised. “How did you know?’

“Because | sent for them andyou showed up,” Han replied. “It doesn’t take agenius to know you'rein
deep with them.”

Juun nodded proudly. “They gave us aten-standard-year freighting contract.” In asofter voice, he
added, “We reexclusive.”

“Nokidding,” Han said. “L et me guess, expenses included?’

Tarfang twitched his nose, then leaned toward Han and gibbered something suspicious.
“Tarfang requests—"

The Ewok whirled on C-3PO and barked a single word.

“—er, hewarns you againgt discussing thiswith them,” the droid corrected. “It’ sthe Squibs own bad



fortuneif they agreeto such apoor bargain.”

Han raised his pamsto the Ewok. “Hey, that’ s between you guys—and | don’t seewhy | should clue
them intoanything, if they’ re not interested in my dedl.”

“Hold on!” Juun’ s voice was alarmed. “What makes you think they’ re not interested?’

Han made a show of looking around his quarters. “I don’'t see them here.”

“Only because they areimportant business beings,” Juun explained, “and thisis a detention center.”
Tarfang chittered an addendum.

“And they mustn’t let themselves be seen with apair of . .. oh, my . ..” C-3PO paused, searching for a

diplomatic interpretation, until the Ewok growled. “With a pair of dustcrusts like you and Master
Skywalker.”

“That'sokay,” Han sad. “| understand.”

“Youdo? Juun'scheek foldsrosein rdief. “In that case, they’ ve authorized me to make you avery
generous offer—they’ Il pay you amillicredit for each replicayou sgn.”

“A whole millicredit?’ Han repegated. “ That much?’

Juun nodded eagerly. “ That’ sten thousand creditsin dl,” he said. “And they’ re even willing to pay a
third in advance. Emaasaid to tell you they haven't forgotten what you did for them on Pavo Prime.”

Han pretended to consider the offer. “I’ m willing to talk about it—have aseat.” He motioned them to his
bunk, then retrieved theFal con replicaand sat across from them on the stool. “Buit firgt, | want to make
surel’ ve got this straight. Y ou guys are running replicas like this one back into the Galactic Alliance?’

“WEe ve dready made our firgt run,” Juun said proudly, “apromotiond delivery to the Fifth Fleet.”

“Tothe Fifth Feet?” Han's heart roseinto histhroat. What was the Dark Nest doing—going after the
entire Galactic Alliance?*No kidding?’

Tarfang growled afew words.

“Tarfang warns you that their deal with Second Mistakeis vac-sealed,” C-3PO trandated. “He advises
you that even thinking about moving in on them isawaste of time.”

Han turned to the Ewok. “Usmoving in on you istheone thing you don’t have to worry about right

Tarfang chortled aspiteful reply.
“That'sright!” C-3PO trandated. “ Y ou're stuck herein arehab house getting—"
C-3PO broke off to shoot aquestion at Tarfang in Ewokese, then seemed to stiffen at the response.

“Oh, my—Tarfang saysthisis an acceeration facility! Saras brings criminals here to rehabilitate them



quickly—by making them Joinerd”
The Ewok jumped up, standing on Han's bed and chuckling so hard he had to hold hisbelly.

“Keepit up, fuzzball,” Han said. “ This place is a vacation moon compared to where the Defense Force
isgoing to lock you two.”

Tarfang stopped laughing, and Juun asked, “Why would they lock us up?’
Before he answered, Han hesitated and started to glance back toward Luke' s quarters.

“Go ahead, Han,” Luke said from the door. “ Show them.”

Without saying anything more, Han raised the replica of theFalcon over hishead and hurled it to the

floor. The spinglass did not shatter so much as explode into adroning cloud of blue-black bugs about the
gze of Han'sthumb.

Juun and Tarfang yeled in surprise and pressed themsalves againgt the wall. Even Han cried out and
tumbled off the stool backward as the swarm boiled into the air before him—he had been expecting to
find asingle hand-sized Killik insde the replica, not dozens of smdler ones.

The cloud began to arc toward Han, tiny droplets of venom glistening on the probosci ses between their
curved mandibles. He grabbed the stool and started to swing it up to bat them away—then flt Luke's
hand on his shoulder.

“Stay down.”

Luke stretched his arm out, and the swarm went tumbling across the room and splattered againgt the

wall, leaving theivory spinglass flecked with palm-szed stars of gore. The room fell abruptly silent, and
thear immediately grew sickening with the smell of insect methane.

Luke pointed to Han' s bag, sitting under his bunk. “ Get some undershirts and wipe thewall down. | can
only hold theillusion for afew minutes.”

“Whymy shirts?” Han demanded.
“Because mine are in the other room,” Luke said. “And theillusonisonly in here”

“Yeah—I'll bet you planned it that way.” Han pulled the bag out from under the bunk, then pulled out
two undershirts—all he had—and passed them to Juun and Tarfang. “ Get busy.”

Juun immediately went over to thewal, but Tarfang Smply looked at the cloth and sneered.

Before the Ewok could ask the question that was amost certainly coming, Han pointed at him and said,
“Becauseif you don't, I'm not going to tell you two how to fix the mess you' ve made for yourselves.”

Tarfang chittered along reply, which C-3PO trandated as, “What mess?’
“Like the one we re cleaning up here—only awhole lot worse.” Han pulled aspare tunic from his bag

and went over to thewall. “1 don’t think the Defense Forceis going to be very happy with you two when
they figure out you were the ones who delivered awhole Ronto-ful of Gorog n bugsto the Fifth



Heet”

Juun’s eyes grew even larger. “ Tarfang, get over here!” Once the Ewok had jumped off the bunk, he
turned to Han. “ Y ou can tell ushow to fixthat 7’

“Sure,” Han said. “Easiest thing in the galaxy—all you haveto do ishelp usfind the Dark Nest.”

TWELVE

Leiaand Saba stood shoulder-to-shoulder at the top of the boarding ramp, listening to amuffled string
of beegps and chirps as the boarding party’ sdicer droid tried to outsmart theFalcon ' s espionage-grade
security system. The externd monitors showed that the ship was surrounded by afull company of
soldiersin full blast armor. Something did not fed quite right in the Force, as though the troops were
nervous or hesitant about their orders, and Leiawondered if the commander could redlly believe that Jedi
would attack Galactic Alliance troops.

“They fed frightened.” There was anote of disdain in Saba svoice, for Barabel s tended to regard fear
as something felt only by quarry. “Y ou are sure we should not draw our lightsaberz? Frightened prey is
unpredictable.”

Leiashook her head. “Y ou'rethe Master, but | redly think we need to defuse things. Somebody’ s going
to get hurt if we kegp pushing.”

Sabaglared down at Lelaout of one eye. “ Weare not the onez pushing thingz, Jedi Solo.”
Finaly, the dicer droid stopped beeping and chirping. The monitor showed him releasing hisinterface
clipsfrom thewires dangling from theFalcon ' s exterior security pad; then he turned to an officer and

gave adgected whistle.

“What do you mean you can’t openit?’ The security system speaker made the officer’ svoice sound a
little tinny. “ That’ swhat you were designed for—to open ship hatches.”

The droid begped a short reply, which Lelaknew would include an explanation of how the access code
kept changing. The security system’ sfirgt line of defense was an automatic reset anytime two incorrect
codes were entered into the keypad. Its second line of defense was to never grant access from the
outside when the keypad cover was removed.

“Wadll, try again,” the officer ordered. “1’m not going to use aflash torch on theMillennium Falcon !”

Thedroid gave aweary whistle, then started to sort through the security wires again.

Leiaturned to Saba. “| think we' ve made our point.”

Saba nodded. “If you are sure about the lightsaberz.”

“I am,” Lelasad. “ They may be scared, but they wouldn’'t dare blast us.”



Leiaingtructed Cakhmaim and Meewalh to stay out of sight, then released the safety-hold and pa med
the toggle button on the wall. The seal broke with ahiss, and the ramp began to descend.

A surprised murmur arose out in the hangar. The captain barked an order, and when there was enough
space to see, Leiaand Saba found themsalves surrounded by a semicircle of blaster barrels.

Once the ramp clanged into position against the durasted floor, the officer stepped to the foot and
looked up at them. He was young—no doubt straight from the academy—and so nervous he could
barely bring himsdf to meet the gazes of Leiaand Saba.

“Y ou will p-place your hands on your heads.” Despite his cracking voice, he was clearly being
ddiberately rude, ordering them about as though they were common pirates and neglecting to address
them by any sort of title. “ Descend the ramp dowly.”

Lelaheard Saba s scales rustle, then suddenly the Barabel’ s hand rose. “We are Jedi Knightz.” The
barrels of the blaster rifles began to swing away. “ Point those somewhere else!”

Deciding it was better to follow her Master’ slead than stand there looking confused, Leiaraised her
hand and used the Force to turn aside atrio of blaster rifles.

The officer paed and stepped away from the ramp. Behind him knelt two soldiers armed with
bell-barreled Czerka HeadBangers—ultrapowerful riot guns designed to stun any target into submission.

“Oh, kr—"
That was asfar as Leiamadeit before ablinding spark of silver lit the barrels of both wegpons.

Something like the head of acharging bantha hit her in the chest, then she felt hersalf go limp and sart to
fal, and the floor disgppeared beneath her, sending her tumbling down into darkness.

Thefal must have been along one, judging by how Leiafet when she woke. The world was spinning.
Her ssomach was churning and her temples were pounding, and her body felt asif she'd run headlong
into adewback stampede. Her earshurt . . . she could not even describe how her ears hurt, and some
inconsderate rodder was hammering words againgt her head.

“PrincessLeia?’

Thevoice wasfamiliar, but it was hard to place with dl that lightning cracking through her head.
“PrincessLea?’

Hoping the V oice would give up and go away, she kept her eyes closed tight.

Instead, something popped in front of her face, and asmell like burning hyperdrive coolant blistered her
nostrils. She reacted with ablind Force shove and heard abody thud off the far wall. The V oice groaned
and thumped to the floor.

Then asecond voice gasped, “ Commodore Darklighter?’



“Don’t!” Darklighter gasped. “I’'m okay . . . | think.”
“Gavin?’

Leiaopened her eyesto the stabbing light of asilver sun, then let out an involuntary groan of her own.
Shetried to push hersalf up and discovered her hands were cuffed behind her.

“Just how angry are you trying to make me?’

“Please settle down, Princess,” Darklighter said. “Wurf’d isn't under my command, and he’ sjust
looking for an excuseto activate those stun cuffs.”

“Avke Saz' ulais my mother’ suncle sthird wifeé scousin,” agravelly voice sad. “1 oweyou.”

Leiaglanced toward the gravelly voice and, as her vision began to clear, saw the long-snouted silhouette
of ayoung Bothan navd officer tanding in the doorway of what was obvioudy adetention cell.

“Who's Avke Saz' ula?’ she asked.

The fur rose on the Bothan' s cheeks. “Y ou Jedi are lower than skalwormg!”

Leialooked to Darklighter, who was standing just inside the door. The first streaks of gray were
beginning to show in hisbrown hair and goatee, but otherwise his rugged face looked much the same asiit
had through the thirty years Leiahad known him.

“Dolcare who Saz' ulais?’

“Jedi rabblel” Wurf’d raised hisarm, pointing astun-cuff remote at Leia

Darklighter’ shand immediately pushed the arm down. “How would Admiral Bwua tu fed about using
unnecessary force on a cooperétive prisoner?’

“| doubt it would upset him—heis my mother’ suncle.” Nevertheess, Wurf’ d pocketed the remote. “But
he would be upset about the delay. He has been waiting long enough for these prisonersto awaken.”

Leiabreasthed asilent sigh of rdlief. The remote was for apair of LSS 401 Stun Cuffs—not as
sophisticated as the LSS 1000 Automatics she and Han carried aboard theFalcon, but just as powerful
and painful.

Wurf’a stepped out of the doorway, then Darklighter extended a hand toward Leia. Sheignored it and
rose on her own, trading alittle unsteadiness on her feet for the opportunity to put Darklighter on the
defensve. Sabawas waiting in the corridor outside, guarded by asquad of detention personnd and also
restrained in stun cuffs.

Shelifted her pebbly lips, showing her fangsin something more than ascowl. “ *We don't need our
lightsaberz,” you said,” she quoted. “ * They wouldn’'t dare blastus. * ”

They had not exactly been blasted, but Leiawasn't about to argue afine point like that with a Barabel.
Instead she shot afrown a Darklighter. “1 didn’t think theywould. ”

Darklighter shrugged. “Wasn't my decison. Admira Bwua tu didn’t even ask meto come over to the



Ackbar until Sabawas dready starting to come around.”

“Y ou have only yoursdvesto blamefor how you fed,” Wurf’ a said. “Admira Bwua tu anticipated that
you would try to impress us with your Jedi sorcery and took appropriate measures.”

The Bothan turned and started toward the front of the detention block.

Lelafdl in besde Darklighter and quietly asked, “ So whois Avke Saz’ ula?’

“Gunnery officer aboard theAvengeance, ” he whispered.

“Wonderful.” Leiagrimaced. The crew of Avengeance was currently occupying its own wing of Maxsec
Eight, after the Jedi caught them attempting to locate the sentient world Zonama Sekot. During the war,
the Bothans had declared an ar’ krai—a degth crusade—against the Y uuzhan Vong, and many of them

remained determined to follow the invadersinto the Unknown Regions and finish what they started. “ A
Bothan with agrudge.”

“Igave you achanceto turn around,” Darklighter whispered. “Don’t blame me.”

They reached the front of the detention block and were admitted into the central processing area, where
the bust of another Bothan in an admiral’ stunic sat in adisplay niche across from the watch desk. It was
made from a pale, iridescent materia that resembled Saras spinglass.

“I see Admira Bwua tu likesto remind his prisonerswho' s holding them,” Lelasaid.

“That ismy doing,” Wurf’d said proudly.

“But he hasn’'t made you take it down,” Saba observed.

“Of coursenot,” Wurf’d said. “ Admira Bwua tu knows what an inspiration heisfor the crew of the
Admiral Ackbar. They fed privileged to serve under an admira who has risen from the obscurity of a

birth on Ruweln to become the finest fleet commander the Galactic Alliance has ever seen.”

“Thefinest?’ Leiaechoed, taking offense on behalf of her dead friend Admira Ackbar. “Redly?|
wasn't aware that Admira Bwua tu has actualy seen fleet action asacommander.”

“Hehaan't,” Wurf’ d said, gpparently not noticing theirony in hisanswer. “ But he defegtsthe Thrawn
amulator every time.”

“I'm relieved to know the Fifth Fleet isin such capable hands” Leiasaid, struggling to keep the sarcasm
out of her voice. “By theway, where did you come by the bust? The materid isvery distinctive.”

“It was agift, from ashipping line grateful for our protection along the Hydian Way,” Wurf'd said.
“Now, if you don’t mind, my mother’ suncle the admird iswaiting for us.”

Wurf’a nodded to the watch sergeant, who keyed a code into his console. A security cam dropped
down from the ceiling and scanned the face of each person in the group—Wurf’ a and guardsincluded.
After it had finished, agreen light came on above the outer doors, and they did aside.

Wurf’ a led the group out into the corridor and down to alift station, where they were confronted by
another bust of Admiral Bwua tu—this one sitting on asmall plasted pedestal. Leiaand Saba exchanged



glances, and even Gavin quietly rolled his eyes. They ascended the lift with Lelaand Sabaencircled by
guards, then Wurf’ d led them through a maze of corridors on the operations deck. Asthey walked, Leia
began to fed afaint tickle between her shoulder blades, the same uneasy fedling she had experienced in
the capture bay just before she and Saba were stunned into unconsciousness. She reached out and could
tell that the Barabd fdlt it, too, but even Saba did not seem able to identify its source.

Finaly, they came to another lift, this one guarded by apair of human sentries wearing the uniform of
bridge security.

Wurf’ a stopped and reached for his comlink, but one of the sentrieswaved him off. “Go on up. HE's
waiting for you.”

Thefur on Wurf’d’ s cheeks flattened noticeably. “He swaiting 7’

“Five minutes now.” The second sentry reached behind him and hit adap-pad, and the lift doors opened
to reveal asquad from bridge security dready waiting insde. “Better hurry. He sounded likehewasina

Wurf’d waved Sabaand Leainto thelift. “Go on. HE swaiting!”

Leaving the detention guards behind, they joined the security squad in the lift and ascended into the
bridge. The squad escorted them into asmall briefing room containing alarge conference table, aservice
kitchen with its own droid, and, in one corner, another bust of the great admiral. The large chair at the far
end of the table was turned away from the entrance, toward afull-wall viewing pand currently displaying
athin crescent of jewel-colored sun aong each edge, with the crimson web of the Utegetu Nebula
stretched between.

The security squad guided Leiaand Sabato the near end of the table, then took up positions behind
them. Wurf’a and Darklighter stood behind chairs on the opposite Sides.

A gritty Bothan voice spoke from behind the chair. “ Please forgive the stun cuffs, but with you Jedi, we
must do what we can to make an escape attempt inconvenient.”

The chair spun around, reveding a dignified-looking Bothan with awesather-creased snout and graying

chin fur. He was dressed in an immaculate white uniform draped in medals and gold braid, and he held
his shoulders square without appearing rigid or tense. He acknowledged L eiawith aglance and anod,
then addressed himsdlf to Saba

“We can remove them, if you'll give me your word as Jedi that you won't attempt to escape. I'm sure
Chief Omaswill instruct meto release you shortly.”

“You are very trusting,” Saba rasped, “for aBothan.”

Bwua tu flashed a canine-baring smile. “Not redly. It would be far easier for usto rely on your honor
than to attempt holding two Jedi againgt their wills.” He glanced at Darklighter. “ And Commodore
Darklighter assures methat if you and Princess Leiagive your words, you will honor them.”

“That iss0,” Sabasaid. “But we will not give you our wordz.”

Bwua tu nodded. “1 didn’t think so.” He looked to Wurf’d. “1t ssemsyou’ || have to hole theMillennium
Falcon 'sdrive nacdlles”



“What?” Leacried.

“WEe |l keep you locked in your cellsin stun cuffs, of course.” Bwua tu’' s gaze shifted to Leia. “But we
know better than to beievethat will hold two Jedi. Thisisour best chance of preventing you from

escaping.”

“Youcan'tdothat!” Leiasad.

“I’'m quite certain wecan, ” Bwua tu replied. “I’' m sure those Noghri we haven't been able to find will
put up quite afight, but I have no doubt we' Il prevail intheend. If dl esefails, we' ll just use the capture
bay battery onit.”

“Y ou would enjoy that, thisonethinkz,” Sabasaid. “ Some revenge for your third wife z cousin.”
“Nonsense,” Bwua'tu replied. “My clan relations have no more to do with this matter than the revulsion |
fed for the Jedi’ sweaknessin sparing the Y uuzhan VVong their just due. Thisispurdy in the line of my
duty as commander of the Fifth Fleet.”

“I wonder if Gilad Pellaeon will seeit that way?’ Leiaasked. With Sien Sovv dead, Pellaeon had agreed
to come out of retirement until Chief Omas and the Senate gppointed a new, permanent Supreme
Commander. “Y ouknow how sticky Sullustans are about regulations.”

“I do.” Bwua tu gestured at Darklighter. “That’ swhy | had Commodore Darklighter consult with me on
this. Holing theFalcon ’ s nacelles washis idea.”

Leid sjaw dropped. “ Gavin!”
“Sorry, Princess” he said. “But youhave been trying to run aGaactic Alliance blockade.”
Bwua tu looked back to Wurf’d. “Why are you till here? Y ou have your orders.”

Wurf’d’ sfur flattened. “ Sorry, Sir.” He passed the stun-cuff remotes to the leader of the security squad
and turned toward the door. “On my way.”

“All right,” Lelasaid. “We give our words.”

“Yougive your word,” Bwua tu said, looking to Saba. “What about Master Sebatyne?’

Wurf’d reached the door and left without waiting to be called back. Sabaremained silent.

“Good,” Bwua'tu said. “ Thereisno regulation againgt enjoying my duty.”

During her two decades of palitical serviceto the Rebellion and the New Republic, Leiahad dedt with
enough Bothans to know when one was bluffing. There was no telltae ruffling of the fur, no synthetic
snarl. Bwua tu was patiently waiting for Sabato make up her mind—and the gleam in his eye suggested
that he hoped that she would remain silent.

“Saba, | don't think he' sbluffing,” Lelasaid.

“Heisnot,” the Barabd said. “We will have to take one of theAckbar ’ z message skiffz instead of the



Falcon.”
“I’ve no doubt you can,” Bwua tu replied. “ But thank you for the warning.”
Leiabegan, “Master Sebatyne—"

“If we give our word, we place Han and Master Skywalker at Chief Omas z mercy,” Saba interrupted.
“That we cannot do.”

“Master Sebatyne, | understand your concern.”

AsLeaspoke, she was reaching out to Sabain the Force, trying to make her see that Bwua tu was not
half as clever as he bdieved himsdf to be. He had asked for avery specific promise—that Leiaand Saba
not attempt toescape —so they could still make the rescue plan work, if they could find away to get the
supplies aboard theFal con to Maraand the rest of the StealthX pilots without escaping.

“But you know how Cakhmaim and Meewah are,” Leia continued. “If something happensto the
Falcon, they’ll try to take out thiswhole Star Destroyer.”

“Thereisnotry.” Sabaflicked her tongue. “ Theywill. ”

Bwua tu drummed his clawed fingers on the table and looked at the door.

“We can't let that happen,” Leiapressed. “Y ou must give Admira Bwua tu your word.”

Sabalet out along, harsh croak that actudly made Bwua tu recail. “Very well. Thisone promisez.”

Bwua tu’' s bushy browsfell. “Findly, you surprise me.” He looked to the leader of the security squad.
“Release the stun cuffs”

The leader punched a code into the remote, and the stun cuffs opened on both Leiaand Saba.

“Please, St.” Bwua tu gestured to the chairs a their end of the table. “Would you like something from
the service kitchen?’

“No, thank you.” Leid sthroat was raw with thirst, but Saba had drilled into her time and again that it
was asimportant to maintain the Jedi mystique asit was to master the Force. “I’ m fine for now.”

“Thisone will have amembrosia” Saba used the Forceto pull out achair, then perched on the edge,
wrapping her tail onto her lap. “Gold, of course.”

Bwua tu eyes narrowed. “ Thisisamilitary vessdl,” he said stiffly. “ Spirits of any sort are not dlowed
aboard.”

“None?’ Sabalet out adisgppointed snort. “ Then this one hopez it will not betoo long before you hear
from Chief Omaz.”

“Asdo|.” Bwua tu asked the droid to bring him atall glass of iced fizzwater, then said, “Thereisone
other matter we must attend to before | have you escorted to your new cabins.”

“Aren't you forgetting something?’ Leiaasked.



Bwua tu frowned. “ That’ shighly unlikdy.”
“| think she’ sworried about theFalcon, sr,” Darklighter said.
“Isshe?’

The admiral depressed a hidden button on the tabletop, and the door opened to reveal Wurf’ a standing
at attention on the other sde. The younger Bothan smiled at Leia and stepped back into the cabin.

“Y ou keep your promises,” Bwua tu said, “and I'll keep mine.”
So much for the Jedi mystique, Leiathought.
“Good.” Sabarose. “ Then we are done here. Thisoneisready to go to her cabin.”

“Inamoment,” Bwua'tu said. “Firdt, | want you to call your fellow Jedi in. We ve been trying to reach
them for three days—"

“Three days?” Leiagasped.

“Y ou' ve been unconscious for four,” Darklighter said.

“I'm afraid | overestimated your Jedi resiliency,” Bwua tu added. | ordered the boarding party to set
their HeadBangers to maximum. So you can see why we' re growing concerned about your escort. They

must be running out of air, water, and food by now.”

“Maybe even power,” Darklighter said. “I’ ve heard that StealthX s draw down faster than the standard
XJseries”

Leiaglanced over to see how Sabawanted to play this—the Barabel was her Master—and received
absolutely no hint, either in her expression or through the Force. Leid schoice.

Leiaturned to Bwua tu. “Wewere trying to run the blockade, you know.” Asshe said this, Leiareached
out to Marain the Force and felt her somewhere nearby, deep in a Force-hibernation. “Has it occurred
to you that our escort is aready gone?’

“Frankly, no,” Darklighter said. 1 doubt they went to Wotebawith no way to refuel before combat. No
pilot would.”

“By the way, we have removed your cargo to a safe location,” Bwua tu added. “I wouldn’t want you to
get any ideas about shooting afew fud cells out to your friends without actudly trying toescape. ”

Led s heart sank, but she was careful to maintain aneutral face. Bwua tu did not know as much about
Jedi as he believed. Maraand the others could stay in their SteelthX sfor another week by remaining in
their Force-hibernation.

The question was whether Luke and Han could last that long.

“Okay, they’'re dtill out there,” Leiaadmitted. “But | won't call themin.”



Bwua tu’'s brow rosein surprise. “Why not?’

“Youmust!” Darklighter said. “They’re going to start going under pretty soon, and we can't find those
StedthXs. Wewon't be able to save them.”

“They are safer out there than they would bein here,” Sabasaid. “Wewill not call them into danger.”

Bwua tu’ s nogtrils began to flare. “Whatever my fedings about Jedi meddling inthe ar’krai, | assure you
they will bein no danger aboard theAckbar !”

“Not fromyou, ” Lelasaid. She had vague sense of where Sabawas trying to go with this, but could not
tell whether the Barabel had sensed some new menace or was smply trying to play Bwua'tu. “ Something
iswrong on this ship. Master Sebatyne and | have been sensing it sSince we came aboard.”

Bwua tu pushed back in his chair. “Please—you' re talking to aBothan! | see what you' retrying to do.”
“We aretrying toprotect you,” Sabagrowled.

“Fromwhat?’ Bwua tu demanded.

Sabaand Leialooked at each other, then Leiaadmitted, “ The Force is not yet clear on the matter.”

“Then please let me know when the Forcedoes become clear on the matter.” Bwua tu’ s tone suggested
that he did not think that would ever happen. “Until then, do not attempt frightening my crew again. |

assureyou, it will do nothing to speed your release.”

Darklighter said, “Admird, that isn't what' s happening here. If Princess Lela says she fed's something
wrong, then it bearsinvestigating.”

Bwua'tu turned to glare at Darklighter. “Isthat your opinion, Commodore, or isthere some Genera
Defense Force Directive that I'm unaware of 7’

Darklighter drew himsdlf up sraight. “ Sir, that ismy opinion.”

Bwua'tu fdl slent, and Leiathought for amoment they had convinced him of the danger.

Then the admirad stood. “Do you know what | think, Commodore Darklighter? | think you have dlowed
your friendship with Princess Leiato affect your judgment.” His gaze shifted to Lelaand Saba. “ And now
you are dangeroudy close to supporting her in fomenting unrest among my crew.”

Darklighter’ sface paled. “ Sir, that’ s not my intention—"

“Y ou are adangeroudy nalve officer to be flying one of my Star Destroyers, Commodore Darklighter,”
Bwua'tu said. “I suggest you return to it whileit is till yoursto command.”

“Sr.”

Darklighter drew himsdlf to attention and saluted, then cast onelast glancein Lela sdirection before he
turned and | eft the room.

Bwua tu turned to Wurf’ a. “I fear Commodore Darklighter may have migudged the value of aJedi’s



promise. Place them back in their stun cuffs and return them to the detention center.”
“Thisisn't aploy, Admird,” Leiasaid. “Y ou' re making amistake.”

“Perhaps, but it ismineto make.” Bwua tu returned to his chair and spun around to stare at the sapphire
web of the Utegetu Nebula. “ Tell your guard when you wish to cal your friendsin, Princess. Chief Omas
will not be happy if they suffocate in the Murgo Choke.”

THIRTEEN

It was afternoon in Unity Green and afierce ssorm wasrolling across Liberation Lake, raising
three-meter whitecaps and bombing the yamma-jdlswith fis-szed hail. In theflat light, the bluffsalong
thelake sfar shore were barely visible, amere band of darknessrising from the edge of the gray water.
But the abandoned skytower project atop the cliffswas al too visble, aline of durasted skeletons
slhouetted againgt the flashing sky, twisted and bowing beneath the weight of the enormous yorik cora
goiters hanging from their necks.

In many ways, Ca Omeas viewed the skytower project—and the entire reconstruction of Coruscant—as
emblematic of his service as Chief of State, avisonary undertaking being dragged down by the
deadweight of selfish concerns and speciesrivary. After the devastation wrought by the Y uuzhan Vong,
rebuilding the galaxy would have been dmost impossible under any circumstances. But doing it asthe
head of an dliance of semi-independent governments. . . he considered it atestament to his skill and
hard work just to have kept the peace for six difficult years.

And now the Jedi were threatening even that one small accomplishment. They had been hismost
vauable asset for most of histenure, ableto iminate crimina cabaswith asingle team of Jedi Knights,
or to bring apair of starving worlds back from the brink of war with the arbitration of aMaster. Then the
Killik problem had arisen in the Unknown Regions, and the Jedi order had become just one more
problem, more deadweight threatening to bring the Gaactic Alliance down around his ears.

Sometimes Omas truly did not know whether he was up to the job—whetheranyone was.
A femae voice spoke from the door to the council chamber. “Chief Omas, the Masters are here.”
Omasturned away from the viewport. “Well, send themin, Sdla. 1am just avigtor intheir Temple.”

Sdla, his persond assstant, twitched her whiskersin what someone unfamiliar with a Jenet might have
mistaken for condescension, but which Omas knew was Ssmply amusemen.

“Soyou are.” She stepped out of the door and waved the Magtersingde. “1’m sure you heard Chief
Omeas”

“I'm sure he meant usto,” replied the familiar voice of Kyp Durron. He marched into the chamber with
the other Magters at his back, then stopped at the edge of the speaking pit. With athreadbare robe and
unkempt hair, he was as raggedly groomed as dways. “ Thanks for |etting usinto our own council
chamber, Chief.”



Omas accepted the insolence with asmile. “Not at dl, Master Durron. After al, the Reconstruction
Authority gavetheentire Templeto the Jedi.”

Omas sirony might have been lost on Kyp, but not on Kenth Hamner. “ And the Jedi are very grateful
he said. Though he usudly dressed in acivilian tunic or hisliaison’ s uniform, today he wore the same
brown robes asthe rest of the Masters. They obvioudy intended to present a united front. “We'real
here as you requested, Chief Omas.”

“And thank you for coming.” Omas dipped into acomfortable flowform chair a one end of the speaking
circle and motioned to the seets nearest him. “Please, Sit. Can Sallaget you anything from the service
kitchen?

The Magters al declined, of course. Omas had never seen a Jedi Master accept food or beverage when
a confrontation was expected. It was part of their mystique, he thought—or perhaps they were smply
more cautious than he redlized.

“Very wdl.”

Omas gestured again to the nearby seets, then waited in silence until the Sx Magtersfindly redized he
was pulling rank on them and perched on the edges of the big flowform seats, their backs ramrod-straight
and their hands resting on their thighs. Kyp took the seat nearest him. That was one of the things that had
always troubled Omas about the rogue Jedi—he never backed down.

“We need to talk,” Omas began. “Normdly, | would bring a matter like this up with the Sx Masterswho
st onthe Advisory Council, but Masters Skywaker and Sebatyne seem to be unavailable. I’ ve asked
Masters Horn and Katarn to sit in their place.”

“On whose authority?” Kyp demanded.

Omasraised hisbrow infeigned surprise. “No on€'s. | fdt thisdiscussion should include sx Masters
instead of four.” He turned to Hamner. “Isthat a problem?’

“Yes,” Kyp blurted. “When you handpick—"

“It'sfine,” Hamner said, cutting Kyp off short. He shot the younger Master awarning glance, but the
damage had been done. Corran furrowed his brow, and Katarn's brown eyes grew as hard as
larmalstone. “We don't spesk for the entire order, but we can certainly listen onits behaf.”

Omas nodded. “That'sall | ask.” Knowing how essy it was for Jedi to read emotions, he tried not to
gloat. Helet his gaze drift toward Corran, then said, “First, | must start by saying how disappointed | am
that you' ve been keeping Master Skywaker’ s absence from me. It hasled me to imagine some very
disturbing scenarios, I'm afraid.”

Corran’ sgaze shifted.
But Kyp said, “Master Skywalker’ s whereabouts aren’t your concern.”
“Actudly, theyare hisconcern,” Kyle Katarn said. He was gtill adim and fit-looking man; hisbeard and

hair were just beginning to show the first shocks of gray. “I’'m sorry you felt we were keeping secrets
from you, Chief Omas. Thetruth isthat Master Skywalker’ s absence took us by surprise, and we were



afraid you would try to take advantage of the Situation.”

“Take advantage?’ Omas kept his voice pleasant. Divide,then conquer. It was one of the lessons he had
learned by watching Admira Ackbar. “By trying to usurp hisleadership?’

“We know how upset you have been over the Killiks” TresnaLobi said. A golden-haired Chev
woman, Lobi resembled a pae-skinned human with obsidian eyes, aheavy brow, and adoping
forehead. “ So, yes, we are concerned about your intentions.”

“My intentions are to protect the Galactic Alliance,” Omas said amply. “What the Jedi are doing places
our reaionship with the Chissat risk—"

“We prevented an interstellar war!” Kyp interrupted. “We saved hillions of lives”

“That isin the past,” Omas said, raising ahand to stop Kyp's protest. “1’m talking about the present.
The Jedi arethe last ones who need to be reminded of the havoc black membrosiaiswreaking on our
insect worlds. Shipping losses to the Utegetu pirates are gpproaching wartime levels—and do | redly
need to remind you of the death of Sien Sow?’

“The Jedi are well aware of the trouble the Killiks are causing, Chief Omas,” Katarn said. “ That doesn’t
mean we are ready to surrender control of the order to you.”

“The Jedi need leadership,” Omas countered. “ Surely, you all seethat as clearly as| do. The Situation
just keeps growing worse. There' s even arumor that the Killiks tried to assassinate Queen Mother Tend
Ka”

Though the Magters' expressions remained outwardly unreadable, their silence told Omas dl he needed
to know.

“ Something e se you have been keeping from me.” He shook his head wearily, then looked out the
viewport at the silhouettes of the distant skytowers, bowing and swaying in the wind. “My friends, we
cannot go on like this. Too much dependson us.”

“Weadl agree on that, Chief Omas,” Corran said. “But we' ve discussed this, and we can’'t dlow you to
assume direct control of the Jedi order.”

Omeas nodded. “Of course. I'm not aJedi.”

“Actudly, only Master Durron fedsthat has anything to do withiit,” Lobi said. “The problem liesin what
youare —the Chief of State.”

Omeasfrowned. “1 don’t understand.”

“We can't dlow the Jedi to become atool of office,” Hamner explained. “We are guardiansaswell as
servants, and we cannot make oursalves behol den to the same authority we are pledged to watch.”

“And, asthe Chief of State, your concerns are too narrow,” Kyp added. “Y ou’ re only worried about
the Gaactic Alliance. The Jedi serve the whole galaxy—"

“The Force,” Corran corrected.



“Right,” Kyp said. “The point is,we have more to worry about. What’ s good for the Galactic Alliance
isn't dwayswhat servesthe Force.”

“| see”

Omas grew thoughtful—though he was contemplating not the wisdom of what the Masters were saying,
but the care they had taken to meet him with aunited front. Bringing the Jedi back into the Alliance fold
was going to be more difficult than he had anticipated.

After amoment, he looked Kyp directly in the eye. “Thismay surprise you, but | agree.”
For once, the Masters appeared stunned.
“You do?" Kyp asked.

“Who am | to question the wisdom of the Jedi?” Omasreplied. “But that doesn’t mean my concerns can
be dismissed. The Jedi are floundering, which meansthe Gaactic Allianceisfloundering—and that is
something | cannot allow. We must do something.”

“Weare doing something,” Kyp said. “Han and Master Skywalker arelooking for the Dark Nest, and
then we' re going to destroy it.”

“Likeyou did last time?’ Omas asked immediately. “I’m sure you' Il understand my complete lack of
confidencein that plan. Dark Nest membrosia has ruined the economy of the entire Roche asteroid field,
and—as you know better than |—Dark Nest ns have apparently attacked the queen of an
Alliance member-date.”

The Magtersfell into slent contemplation. Omas alowed them to ponder hiswordsfor afew moments,
then decided the time had come to drop his bomb.

“And thereis something you maynot redize. After the Jedi intervention at Qoribu, the Chiss seem to
believethat it isyour responshility to persuade the Colony to withdraw from their frontier. They’ve given
you ten daysto stop further migration into the buffer zone, and a hundred days to persuade the Killiksto
withdraw the Colonistswho are dready there.”

For thefirgt time he could recal, Omas had the pleasure of watching the jaws of several Jedi Masters
drop.

“Those aren’t unreasonable terms,” Hamner said.

“And aremarkable expression of trust, considering that they’re Chiss.” Omas alowed himsdf one small
amirk. “Though, considering the order’ sdisarray without Master Skywaker availableto guideit, I'm
wondering if it wouldn’t be more honest to let them know that they’ re on their own.”

All of the Masters gave voiceto their disgpproval and dismay, but Kyp was loudest. “ That’ s not your
decison to make!”

Omasfixed the shaggy-haired Master with hisiciest glare. “To the contrary, Master Durron, itisvery
much my decision. The Chiss chose to transmit their demand through me, so how | respond is entirely at
my own discretion. If | fed that the Jedi order isn't up to the task, then it isnot only my right to tell them

0, itismy duty.”



Kyp began to work his mouth in soundless anger. Omas sighed, then dumped back in his chair. Hamner,
who had nearly as much experience on the bureaucratic battlefield as Omas himsdlf, was thefirst to
redize that the Chief was waiting for them to open negatiations.

“What are you looking for, Chief Omas?’ he asked.

Omeas dlowed himsdf amoment of drameatic silence, then spoke without straightening himself. “A
leader.”

“A leader?’ Katarn asked.

Omas nodded. “ Someone to take charge of the Jedi and handle this mess until Master Skywalker
returns.”

Kyp frowned, clearly suspicious. “Who?’

“One of you.” Omas leaned forward. “ Starting today. Beyond that, | redlly don’t care. How about
you?’

Kyp wasjust as astonished the other Masters. “Me?’

“Y ou seem to have avery clear idea of what the Jedi should be,” Omas said. “I think you'd make afine
leader. And, bdlieveit or not, you and | want the same thing—a peaceful end to the Killik problem.”

A digtant light cameto Kyp'seyes, and if he noticed the uncomfortable expressions on the faces of the
other Masters, he did not show it.

“| supposethat’ strue,” he sad.

Hamner cleared histhroat and sat forward. “No offense to Master Durron, but the Jedi order isled by a
council of senior Magters. Y ou know that, Chief Omas.”

“Of course” As Omas replied, he was watching the light vanish from Kyp'seyes. “But we dl know that
Master Skywalker isfirst among the Masters. I'm merely suggesting that Kyp step up and take his
place—just until Master Skywalker returns, of course.”

“| seewhat you' re doing—and it won't work,” Kyp snarled. “Master Skywalker |eads the Jedi.”

“Not from Woteba, he does't,” Omasreplied. “And if you' re counting on Princess Leid srescue
mission to bring him back soon, I'm afraid you' re going to be waiting avery long time.”

Omeas had expected afeding of larm tofill the council room when he announced this, but the Masters
disappointed him—as they were doing in so many ways, these days. They smply closed their eyesand
fell glent for amoment.

TresinaLobi wasthefirst to open her eyesagain and look at him. “Whereis she?’

“I'm afraid Admira Bwua tu hasimpounded theFalcon. ” Omas forced an apologetic amile. 1t seems
Princess Leiaand her friends were trying to run the Utegetu blockade.”



“Y ou interfered with their misson?’ Katarn demanded. “Y ou' re putting Han and Luke in danger!”

“Not intentiondly, | assureyou,” Omas said smoothly. “ But these things happen when we keep secrets
from each other.”

“We ve dready explained that,” Katarn said.

Omas shrugged. “It doesn't change what happened.” He turned to Hamner. “ Forgive me, but when |
couldn’'t get Master Skywalker to return my messages, | assumed the worst.”

“That we were going to help the Killiks move the Utegetu nests to the Chissfrontier?” Hamner asked.
“Wewould never—"

“How am | to know what the Jedi would or would not do?” Omas nodded toward Kyp. “As Master
Durron says, your concerns go beyond the Galactic Alliance. Mine do not—and the Jedi have placed our
interests second before.”

“A peaceful gdaxy isin everyone sbest interest,” Kyp countered.

“And when you can guaranteethat, the Gaactic Alliance will gladly support a Jedi government.” Omas
alowed hisanger to show. “Until then, we will look out for our own interests—and if that means arresting
Jedi when they attempt to run our blockades, so beit.”

“You'reholding Jedi hostage!” Kyp snarled.

“Not at dl,” Omassad. “Admira Bwua tu ismerely providing accommodations until we cometo an
agreement.”

“Therewon't beone.” Kyp rose and started for the door. “Not while you're ftill Chief of State.”
“Magter Durron!” Hamner jumped up to go after him. “That kind of talk is—”

“Kenth . .. Kenth!” Omas had to yell before Hamner stopped and turned toward him. “Let him go.
He' s not wrong, you know. lam forcing your hand.”

Hamner let out a breath of exasperation, then said, “It had not escaped our notice, believe me.”

“And I’'m sorry.” Omeas' s gpology was sincere. “But it’ stime we started to work together again, don’t
you think?’

“It appears we have no other choice,” Lobi said. Her eyesflicked down the line of Masters beside her.
“Who are we going to elect our temporary leader?’

“Not sofast,” Katarn said. “ Before we go on, maybe we should see if anyone eseintendsto join
Master Durron.”

“Of course,” Omas said. “I wouldn’t want to force anyone to be part of this.”
“That' svery congderate of you,” Cilghd said.

To Omeas s surprise, sherose and started for the door. He waited until she was gone, then turned to



Katarn.
“And what isyour decison, Master Katarn?’

“Oh, I'mstaying.” Kyle extended hislegs and folded hisarms across his chest. “1 wouldn’'t want to
make thistoo easy on you.”

“Of course not.” Omas smiled. Now that he had brought the Mastersin line, he needed atemporary
leader who was incapable of uniting the Jedi in support of the Killiks—and who would have no choice
but to yidd the posgition once L uke Skywaker was dlowed to return. After al, Omaswas not trying to
destroy the Jedi, merely keep them out of the way while the Chiss dedlt with the Killiks. “ Perhaps you
would care to be the one who nominates Master Horn as the temporary leader of the order?’

FOURTEEN

Thebarrier field a the mouth of the Jedi academy’ s main hangar was still up, despite the fact that Jaina
and Zekk and the other pilots of the rescue squadron sat sweltering in their cockpits, itching insde their
flight suits and choking on the stae, vapor-tinged air that accumulated within any sarfighter in thelong

minutes beforeit launched. Their StedthXswere fully fueled and armed, their repul sorlift drives activated,
their jump coordinates plotted all the way to the Murgo Choke. . . andgtill flight control held themin the

hangar.

Kyp Durron’ s voice came over their cockpit speakers. “Hight contral, thisis Rescue One.” Hewas
gpeaking from the seet of his own starfighter, tranamitting under the only circumstance in which StealthX
protocols authorized use of the comm system. * Request deactivation of the hangar shieldagain !”
“Rescue One, please stand by,” control responded.

“Wehave been standing by,” Kyp retorted. “ Deactivate this hangar shield now, or I'll do it for you!”

Kyp bolstered the threat by arming hislaser cannons, then floating his StealthX around to target the
generator housings at the top corner of the barrier field.

During the tense silence that followed, Jainaand Zekk felt Jacen’ s presence in the twin bond between
him and Jainafor thefirst time in weeks. He was reaching out to them—to Jaina, redlly, but it felt like
them —urging them to wait.

Kyp' s voice came over the comm unit again. “Control, you have five seconds. Five—"

“Rescue One, please stand by,” control replied. “ Someone is coming down to talk to you.”

“I’'m donetaking,” Kyp said. “Four.”

Jaina opened a squadron-only channdl. “Master Durron, wethink it’s Jacen.”

“Wefet himinthe Force,” Zekk added. “Urging usto wait.”



“Don't tdl mehe's taking Horn'ssidel” Kyp said.
“Y ou know better than that,” Tahiri reproached. “ The only side Jacen takes is the Force's.”

“Toesisright,” Tesar Sebatyne rasped, referring to Tahiri by her squadron cal sign. “ Jacenisabove dl
thisarguing.”

Kyp sghed. “How long?’

Jainaand Zekk reached out to Jacen, sharing with him the impatience they were ready feding with the
launching delay. A moment later, an image of the Jedi academy as seen from the air appeared on their
mind. It was growing rapidly larger.

“Soon,” Zekk said.

Kyp dropped his StealthX back onto its skids. “Okay. Everyone pop your tops and get some air.” He
switched back to the open channd. “ Affirmative, control. We' Il wait.”

“You will?” Control sounded as surprised as she did relieved. Like most of the non-Jedi support staff
caught up in the argument over Corran Horn' s appointment as the temporary leader of Jedi order, she
wasjust trying to carry onasusud . . . and failing miserably. “Thank you!”

The squadron popped their canopies and let out a collective Sgh of relief astherelatively fresh air of the
hangar flooded their cockpits.

Jainaand Zekk reached out to Jacen, trying to get some sense of what he was thinking. But he had
drawn in on himsdf again, maintaining just enough presence in the twin bond to be sure the squadron was
il waiting. That wastypica Jacen. Since his return from hisfive-year journey to learn more about the
Force, he seemed more determined to control his bond with Jainaand Zekk, more reluctant to share
himsdf with them. It dmost seemed as though he was trying to protect something from them.

Or protectthem from something ingde him.

That was probably the case, Jainaand Zekk decided. No one could suffer what Jacen had at the hands
of the Y uuzhan VVong and remain completely whole. The torments Tahiri had suffered during her captivity
had ultimately caused a persondlity split, and Jacen had been held prisoner far longer than she
had—under even more brutal circumstances. What had shattered inside him was anyon€e' s guess.

Jainaand Zekk would be patient. They would continue to hold the twin bond open, to share with him
what he would not share with them. And when hefindly came apart, they would be there to help him find
the pieces. That was what nest-fellows did.

Jacen’ s presence was gtill somewhere far above the academy when the door to the main access corridor
did open. A moment later Corran Horn marched into the hangar with Kenth Hamner and severd other
Jedi following close behind. All were scowling, and al were heading straight for the rescue squadron.

Kyp twisted around to scowl at Jaina. “ That's not Jacen.”

“He son hisway,” shesad.



“He'stoo late.” Kyp turned back around, then spoke over the squadron-only channel. “Button back up.
Wereleaving.”

Astherest of the squadron started to lower their canopies, Kyp reactivated his repulsorlift drive.
“Put that craft back down!” Corran yelled.

He pointed at the hangar floor and yelled something else, but Jainaand Zekk’ s canopies were aready
down and they did not hear what he said.

Wheatever it was, Kyp ignored it and turned the nose back toward the barrier field generator. “ Control,
thisismy last warning.”

Corran suddenly came bounding across the floor with an activated lightsaber. He landed benegth the
nose of Kyp's StedthXX, then reached up beneath the forward landing strut, dashed one of the hydraulic
lines necessary to retract the gear, and legpt back just in timeto avoid being hit with aspray of oily
orangefluid.

“Nizzzemove,” 1z Waz commed over the squadron channd. “Didn’t think Horn had that in him.”

“Hold the chatter,” Jainacommed. |1zal Waz was one of the Wild Knights whom Saba Sebatyne had
introduced to the Jedi order during the war with the Y uuzhan VVong, and he had a sharp tongue even by
Arconan standards. “We don’t need any zingersright now.”

“Things are tense enough,” Zekk added.

And getting tenser. Kyp had dready returned his StedlthX to the hangar floor and was climbing out of
the cockpit. Jainaand Zekk and the rest of squadron reopened their canopies.

“...wrong withyou?’ Kyp wasydling a Corran. “Y ou could have gotten killed!”
“I ordered you to stop,” Corran retorted.

“I heard you.” Kyp dropped to the hangar floor and peered under the StedthX’ s nose. “ And look what
you did! That'sgoing to set us back three hours.”

“It doesn't matter,” Corran said. “Thismissonisn't authorized.”

Kyp looked up. “ lauthorized it.”

Heflicked hiswrist, and Corran went sailing across the hangar back toward Kenth and the other Jedi. It
was a particularly insulting dismissal, snce Corran could not respond in kind, having never been ableto
measter the skill of Forcetelekines's.

The same was not true of Kenth Hamner. He extended hisarm, and Kyp flew back againgt the hull of
his StedlthX and remained there, pinned.

“Youwere not appointed the leader of the Jedi order,” Kenth said, leading Corran and the rest of the
Jedi back toward Kyp. “Master Hornwas. ”

“Thisisgetting out of hand,” Jainacommed over the squadron channel.



“Everybody out,” Zekk added.
“But leave your lightsabersin your cockpits,” Jainafinished.

“Leave our lightsabers?” Wonetun objected. Another Sebatyne-trained Jedi Knight, the powerfully built
Brubb had avoice as raspy as his pitted hide. “ They havetheir lightsabers”

“Doesn’'t matter,” Jainasaid.

“Thisisn't going to be afight,” Zekk added.

“ Yet,” Tesar Sebatynefinished.

Before Jaina could rebuke the Barabel for contributing to the general chaos, Tesar was dropping out of
his cockpit and striding across the floor toward the rapidly growing showdown. Lowbacca caught up to
him an ingtant later, and they took flanking positions behind Kyp' s shoulders. By thetime Jainaand Zekk
and the rest of the squadron reached the crowd, the argument was dready in full roar.

“...needsaleader,” Kenth was saying. “And the Advisory Council confirmed Master Horn asthe
temporary leader of the Jedi order.”

“The Advisory Council doesn't pick our leaders,” Kyp retorted. “ And even if it did, there were only two
rea Jedi representativestherel”

“Whosefault isthat?’ TresnaLobi asked. “You and Cilghd left.”

“Becauseit was abogus meeting!” Kyp ydled. “ Omas has just been waiting until Luke was out of the
way to put somebody he could control in charge.”

“No, my friend.” Kenth spoke in addiberately soft tone, at the same time pouring soothing emotions
into the Force. “ Chief Omas choose Master Horn deliberately, because he knew it would throw the
order into convulsons.”

“And he certainly succeeded,” Corran said. “Look, I know I"m not the best person to lead the order—"
“At least we agree on something,” Kyp interrupted.

“That’ sout of line, Master Durron,” Kenth said evenly. “We need to be civil, or Omas has aready
succeeded.”

An anticipatory lull fell over the argument.

After amoment, Kyp blew out his breath and said, “Fine. | apologize.”
“Thank you, Master Durron,” Corran said. “Now, as| was saying—"
“If I may,” Kenth interrupted. “I believe | was speaking.”

Corran raised hisbrow. “ Sorry. Go ahead.”



“Thankyou. ” Kenth' s politeness was exaggerated, but it was doing wondersto help cam the Situation.
Heturned back to Kyp. “If you'll indulge me amoment, what I’ m trying to point out isthat Chief Omas
istrying to neutralize the Jedi order so that he can take action against the Killiks.”

“And keep the Chiss happy—we know,” Kyp said. “ So we ought to surprise him by sticking together.”
“That’ stwo points we agree on,” Corran said.

“Great!” Kyp'senthusiasm was as exaggerated as Kenth' s politeness. “We |l launch the rescue mission
as soon asmy StedthX isrepaired.” He eyed Corran. “Unlessyou' re going to cut another hydraulic
line”

“Only if | haveto,” Corran retorted. “ Going off on a cockeyed rescue mission is exactly thewrong thing
to do. We need to prove to Chief Omasthat the Galactic Alliance has nothing to fear from us.”

“By letting him hold Jedi hostage?’ Tesar demanded. “Never!”

“Cooperation is both the fastest and the surest way to win their release,” Tresinasaid. “We need to turn
this Stuation around, and it arose in the first place because last time we chose the Colony over the
Alliance”

“We chose peace over convenienzzze,” |zal Waz said. “ That isour duty.”
“Our duty isto support the Alliance,” Corran said, “even if we disagree with itsleader.”
“Our duty isto the Force,” Kyp retorted. “Nothing else.”

And they were off, voices rising and gestures growing sharp asthey argued the same points they had
been arguing since Kyp had called Jainaand Zekk and the rest of the rescue squadron back from their
other missions. With amother being “ detained” by the Galactic Alliance and afather and an uncle
trapped in the Utegetu Nebula, Jainaand Zekk’ s position was as firm as it was obvious. But they did not
like seeing the order torn gpart by the disagreement, either. They had spent literally their entire lives
working to establish it, and the prospect of seeing it dissolve was only dightly less|oathsome than the
thought of letting Cd Omas contral it.

They had to get Uncle Luke and Dad out of Utegetu.

After afew minutes, the debate grew so heated that when the hangar’ s barrier field went down, only
Jainaand Zekk seemed to care. They turned and saw Jacen’ s deek little Koensayr Starskiff gliding into
the entrance.

The situation insde the hangar appeared even worse from the cockpit of Jacen’s Starskiff thanin the
glimpses he had been stedling through hissster’ seyes. Kyp' s rescue squadron was more like a squadron
and ahdf, including Tam Azur-Jamin, KiranaTi, and haf adozen Barabel Jedi Knights from Saba sold
Wild Knights squadron. Corran Horn' s group was equdly large, with two Council Magters, Tresina Lobi
and Kenth Hamner, among them. The two sides were arguing fiercely, amost violently, and it was clear
that no one was listening to anyone.

“What'sdl that about?’ Ben asked from the copilot's seet. “ It feelslike they’ re ready to dug each



other.”

“They are,” Jacen said. “It has something to do with amission to rescue Master Sebatyne and my
mother, and maybe your father and mine. It'salittle unclear.”

“Torescue them?’ Ben cried. “What' swrong?’
“I don't know yet,” Jacen said. “But don’t worry about it.”

“Why not?’

“Becausel’m not.” Jacen put the skiff down on the sde of the StedthX s farthest from the argument.

Therewas no use letting Ben actuallyhear what adult Jedi were capable of yelling at each other. “And |
have two parentsinvolved.”

“That'sadumb reason,” Ben said. “Y ou never worry about anything.”

“That’snot true,” Jacen said. At the moment, he was terribly worried about two people on the planet
Hapes. “1 just don't worry about things | can't control, and | fix things | can control.”

“Can you fix what they’ re arguing about?’

“No one can fix what they’ re arguing about,” Jacen said. “But everything is going to be okay. If your
father or my parents needed help, I’d know about it.”

“How?’ Ben demanded.
Jacen looked over and said nothing.

“Oh, yeah,” Ben said. “The Force.”

By the time Jacen shut the craft down, Jainaand Zekk had |eft the argument and were picking their way

through the StealthX squadron toward the Starskiff. Jacen grabbed Ben' stravel bag, then lowered the
boarding ramp.

Ben raced down the ramp and immediately confronted Jaina. “Where' s Mom? What happened to Dad
and UncleHan and Aunt Leia?’

“Nothing—they’re okay,” Jainasaid.
“Why do you think something has happened to them?’ Zekk asked.

Ben pointed across the hangar. “ Because you' re arguing about whether to rescue them or not, aren't
you?’

Jainaand Zekk raised their round eyesto Jacen.

“It'snot my fault,” Jacen said. “He could fed it in the Force. So can half the studentsin the academy,
I'msure”

They blinked—together—and looked back to Ben.



“It'snot that kind of rescue mission,” Jainaexplained. “No one' sin danger right now.”

“TheKilliksare sort of holding your father and Uncle Han,” Zekk explained. “ And we re, um, discussing
whether we should dlow that.”

Ben conddered thisamoment, then frowned in suspicion. “Why aren’t you talking about Mom and Aunt
Lea?

“Becausethey’rein even lessdanger,” Jainasad. “They’ re being held by the Galactic Alliance, on a Star
Destroyer.”

“So nho one' sin danger?’ Ben asked.
“Not yet,” Zekk said.
“Then what’ s everyone arguing about?” Ben shook his head in disgppointment. “Dad wouldn't like that.”

“Thereare alot of things happening right now hewouldn't like,” Zekk said. “ That’ swhy we' retrying to
get him back.”

“But that' s not somethingyou should worry about,” Jainasaid. “Why don't you tell us about your trip?’
“Wasit fun?’ Zekk added.

“Uh, yeah.” Ben heditated for amoment, then frowned. “\We went camping on the forest moon of
Endor.”

Jainaand Zekk gave smultaneous throat-clicks, then frowned and |ooked to Jacen.

“Ben, tell them about Moon Fdls,” Jacen prodded. He had given Ben two memory rubs dready, but the
boy was so strong in the Force that his mind kept resisting. “1 don't think Jaina has ever seen them.”

“It sawesome!” Ben said. “ The upper lake drops over aledge into the lower lake, and it’ s so far that
the water turnsto mist!”

“Tell them how widethefdlsare,” Jacen said. He casualy began to ruffle Ben'sred hair, usng the
Force to push the Endor trip deeper into the boy’ smind, to block any lingering memory of their visit to
Hapes. “ And what happens when they face away from the planet.”

“Right—thefalsjust stop!” Ben said. “I guessthe planet pullsthe lake back or something.”

“And how wide arethefals?’ Jainaasked.

“Twentykilometers,” Ben said. “Y ou can’t even see from one end to the other.”

“Agrd!” Zekk said.
“That' spretty big,” Jainasad.

Though Jainaand Zekk werelooking at Ben, Jacen sensed through histwin bond with Jainathat her



attention—and Zekk’ s—was on him. He had hoped they would not notice what he was doing, but it
hardly mattered. He could not endanger his daughter’ s life further by taking the chance that Ben would
remember what had happened on Hapes, then |et dip that Jacen wasthe father of the new heir to the
Hapan throne.

Jainaand Zekk fell slent and smply stood waiting in the patient way of Joiners. Jacen was about to
suggest that Ben tell them about their stay with the Ewoks when he sensed afamiliar presence
approaching the back of the hangar.

Relieved to have an excuse to get Ben away from his all-too-perceptive Sster and her mindmate, he
turned to Ben. “Can you tel mewho's coming through that door?”

Ben furrowed his brow for amoment, then said, “It must be Nanna.”

The door did open, revealing the massive, systems-packed torso and cherubic face of Ben's Defender
Droid, Nanna.

“Very good!” Zekk said.

“You can sense droids dready?’ Jaina asked.

“Naw!” Ben shook his head. “It had to be her—Jacen caled her on theway in.”
“Very resourceful!” Jainalaughed. “Using your mind is—"

“—even better than using the Force,” Zekk finished.

“Go meet her.” Jacen passed Ben'stravel bag to him, then patted him on the back. “Tell her al about
our trip to Endor.”

“I will'” Ben piped. “See you, Jainaand Zekk!”

Jainaand Zekk said their good-byes, then, once Ben was out of earshot, turned to Jacen.

“Okay, what wasthat about?’ Jaina demanded.

“What?" Jacen asked.

“The head rubbing,” Zekk said. “Wefdt you using the Force.”

“It was nothing.” Jacen was not willing to tell even Jainaabout his daughter—not when that meant he
was ds0 telling Zekk. “Ben saw something upsetting while we were away. I’ ve been using alittle Force
trick | learned from the Adeptsto block it.”

“So youdidn’t go camping on Endor,” Zekk surmised.

“We did—afterward.” Jacen wastelling the truth. He had neededsomething to take the place of Ben's
Hapan memories. “I'll fill youin later. But first, what' sthat al about?”

He pointed at the argument.



“Y ouhave been out of touch,” Jainasaid. “ Cal Omas appointed Corran Horn temporary leader of the
Jedi order.”

“Some of usdon't likeit,” Zekk added.
Jacen continued to study the argument. “ Does this have anything to do with the Colony?’
“Everything,” Jainasad.

They told him the highlights, from Raynar blaming the Jedi for the Fizz attacks on the Utegetu neststo the
Colony’ sreturn to the Chiss border. Then they summarized Cilghal’ s theory about the stuff being a
sdf-replicating nanotech terraforming system, and what they knew about Leiaand Saba’ s detention by
the Gaactic Alliance. They finished by describing Chief Omas s attempt to take control of the Jedi order
by appointing Corran Horn itstemporary leader.

“And you can see how wdllthat’s working,” Jainasaid. “Half the order thinks we need to mount rescue
missions for Mom and Saba and Dad and Uncle Luke.”

“And the other half thinks we need to support the blockade and intimidate the Colony into pulling out of
the buffer zone,” Zekk added. “Meanwhile, the Killiks are establishing nests dl dong the Chissfrontier.”

Jacen felt the blood drain from hisface, and he saw again the burning planets and the spaceships
carrying flames from system to system, he saw the hands of humans and Chiss and Killiks setting those

fires, saw the whole galaxy going up in one eternd blaze.
“ Jocen'?’

“What' swrong?’ Jainaasked. “ Jacen!”

“It’' shappening,” Jacen gasped.

“What' shappening?’ Jainademanded.

“Another war.” Jacen was beginning to see what had to be done, why the vision had come tohim. “An
eternd one.”

“All right, Jacen,” Jainasaid. “Y ou're starting to scare us.”
“Good,” Jacen said. “Becausel’ m terrified.”

He turned toward the argument still raging beyond the StedlthX's, then touched Tesar in the Force and
summoned him over.

The meaning of the vision was growing clearer to Jacen every moment. Ta a Chume had attacked his
infant daughter through the Dark Nest, just asthe Dark Nest was attacking the Galactic Alliance through
itsblack membrosiaand its pirate harboring. The Force had shown him what was going to come of the
Colony’ sactions—and it had shown him in the moment he was taking action to protect his daughter.

The Force wanted him to protectits child.

The Force wanted him to do to the Killikswhat he had doneto Ta a Chume.



“Jacen?’ Jainaasked. “ Tesar said you—"
“Jugt aminute,” Jacen said.

He summoned L owbacca next, and then Tahiri, one at atime so their departure would go unnoticed by
thosein the argument.

Oncethey weredl gathered around, he said, “1 need your help. Now.”

“Now?" Tesar asked. “ Sorry. Master Durron needz usto rescue—"

“That isn't important.”

“It' simportant tous, ” Tahiri said. “The Colony isholding Han and Master Skywalker hostage—"

“Free Uncle Luke or not, support Master Horn or oppose him, it makes no difference in the end.” Jacen
reached out to them dl in the Force, trying to share with them the horror he had felt when he experienced

that vison, offering them just aglimpse of the dark future he had foreseen. “1 need you to do something
that will make adifference.”

L owbacca groaned the opinion that Jacen should tell them what in space he was talking about.
“I had avison.”
The group grew quieter, and Tahiri whispered, “ Thatcan’t be good.”

“Itisn't,” Jacen said. “ A war erupts between the Killiks and Chiss, and the Galactic Alliance isdrawvn
intoit.”

“That iswhat we retrying to prevent,” Tesar said. “ That iswhy we must rescue Master Skywaker and
put an end to the Gaactic Alliance’ z blockade.”

Jacen met the Barabdl’ seye. “The war has dready started—and the Killiks are the only ones who know
it

“TheKilliks?" Jainashook her head. “ The Killiks are peaceful—"

“The Dark Nestisn't, ” Jacen said. He could see that the others were still too enamored of the Killiksto
help him willingly, so he would have to explain thingsin terms they could accept. “The Dark Nest is
leading the Colony astray again. The black membrosia, the Utegetu pirates, who knowswhat else—it's
been working to destabilize the Galactic Alliance for months.”

“Because they ill want to expand into the Chissfrontier?” Tahiri asked.

“Because the Dark Nest tillwants a war with the Chiss,” Jacen corrected.

“Thisoneisnot so sure,” Tesar said. “Why would the Dark Nest want awar with the Chisz?’

“The samereason they did last time,” Tahiri said. “To conquer them.”



“Remember how their larvae feed,” Zekk said.

“It can’t be easy to expand anest when you need a constant supply of davesto lay your eggsin,” Jaina
added. “ A war isthe ided cover. When people disappear, they’ re casualties, not mysteries.”

“Exactly,” Jacen said. “ Everything the Dark Nest has done has been designed to neutraize the things that
prevented thewar last time. The Galactic Alliance is so angry about the black membrosiaand the pirates
that it won't lift afinger to interfere with the Chiss.”

L owbacca nodded, then looked back toward the argument and growled that the Jedi had been
neutraized aswell.

Tahiri let out abreath, then asked, “ So what do you want usto do, Jacen?’
“Stop thewar.” Jacen dowly drew aveneer of calm over his presence, projecting an auraof tranquillity
into the Force that would prevent the others from sensing the lies he was about to tell. “1n my vison, the

war dartsin earnest when the Chisslaunch asurprise attack againgt the new Killik colonies.”

“That makez no sense,” Tesar objected. “ Even Master Durron sayz the Chisz are waiting for the Jedi to
make the Killikz withdraw.”

Jacen used asmileto hide the grimace insde. This was something he had not heard about. “ And how do
we know this?’

Tesar remained silent and looked to Lowbacca and Tahiri, who merely shrugged.
“From the meeting where Master Horn was appointed our leader,” Tahiri said.

“So we can assume that the information came from Chief Omas,” Jacen said. “And he might or might not
betdling the truth—as he knowsit.”

L owbacca groaned a question.

“What I’'m saying isthat the information probably came from the Chissthemsalves,” Jacen said.
Jainanodded. “And if theywere planning a preemptive attack—"

“—they would want to keep the Galactic Alliance out of theway,” Zekk finished.

“Exactly,” Jacen sad. “Chisslie—visonsdon’t.”

Seeing thedarm in their faces—and sensing it in the Force even more clearly—Jacen fell quiet and
alowed the others afew moments to contemplate what he was asking. With the Jedi essentidly
leaderless and in disarray, he had no doubts about their eventua decision. Intimes of turmoil, most

people were eager to follow abeing with avison. Vergere had taught him that.

It was Tahiri, of course, who brought up the question that Jacen felt sure was nagging them all. “If the
Dark Nest iscausing dl thistrouble, why aren’'t we going after it?”

“Two reasons,” Jacen said. “Firgt, that' swhat Master Durron and his squad will end up doing, after they
get Dad and Uncle Luke back.”



“And second?’ Tesar asked.

“WEe re either going to bein the middle of the war with the Chiss or stopping it,” Jacen said. “ The Dark
Nest will be coming tous soon enough.”

Jainaand Zekk nodded at this, then the group fell silent and studied each other for afew moments.
Findly, Jainaasked, “When do we leave?’

Jacen thought for amoment, running through different waysto furtively deectivate the barrier
field—which had been raised again after his skiff entered the hangar—then pointed at the six nearest
SedthXs “We' ll take those.”

FIFTEEN

The pearly light had drained from the outer walls of their prison three hours earlier, and still Luke sensed
no hint of Juun and Tarfang’ s approach. Maybe the Ewok had convinced his Sullustan captain that Han
was swindling them, or maybe the pair had decided they werein so much trouble they would be better
off just running and hiding. Maybe Raynar had learned of their plans and imprisoned them, too. All Luke
knew for sure was that DR919a should have signaled them more than two hours ago, and they were il
walting.

“Y ou going to move that savrip or what, Skywaker?’ Han asked.

“What' s the hurry?’ Luke asked, pretending to study the hologrammic dgarik board R2-D2 was
projecting between their stools. “It’ s not like we' re going anyplace.”

Han's eyesfindly left the game. “ That' s no excuse to bore meto death,” he said. “Besides, thetime will
go faster if you keep your mind on the game. WEe Il be out of here before you know it.”

It was clear to both Luke and Han that they were talking about their escape plans and not the game, but
that was as close torelax, they' re coming, as Han could say doud. Luke had sent the X-wing
replica—and the Gorog spies it contained—back to Raynar, and a Saras guard had immediately taken
up residence ingdetheir cdls. Even now, it was hovering behind Luke, watching the dgarik game with
great interest.

Luke spent amoment actualy studying the game, then said to R2-D2, “Leave my savrip whereitis.
Have my closest grimtassh attack Han' s ghhhk, then make a surprise-kill attack on hishoujix.”

“Oh, my—that is quite an unorthodox move,” C-3PO said. “Are you sure you want to do it, Master
Skywaker? If you defeat the ghhhk and take the surprise attack on Captain Solo’ s houjix—"

“Buitt out, chiphead,” Han growled. He turned to R2-D2. “What are you waiting for? Y ou heard the



Luke barely noticed as his grimtassh hopped over to Han's ghhhk and took its place on the board. From
what he could fed in the Force, Maraand Leiawere fairly close to the Utegetu Nebula, but Mara had
dropped into a deep Force-hibernation, and Lela seemed frustrated and impatient. Clearly, theFalcon
had been delayed on her return trip, and Luke' s patience with his* detention” had cometo an end. If
Juun and Tarfang did not show up soon, he was going to break out and go hunting for them.

Han sent ak’lor’ dug over to assault the savrip Luke had neglected to move out of harm’ sway, then
scowled at R2-D2 when the attack failed.

“What are you doing?’ he demanded. “That was from behind! It' s automatic.”

“Thereare no automatic victoriesin dgarik,” C-3PO said helpfully. “Even rear atacks have aonein ten
thousand probability of failure”

“And Artoo expects me to believe he justhappened to generate afailure when Luke makes a
vac-headed movelike that?’

R2-D2 emitted adefensve whistle,

“He saysthat Master Luke isdistracted,” C-3PO said. “He needs ahandicap.”

“I'm notthat distracted,” Luke said. “Do it over, Artoo—and use standard probabilities.”

R2-D2 et out an annoyed whistle, then Luke' s savrip vanished and was replaced by Han'sk’ lor’ dug.

“That’smorelikeit,” Han said. “Now pay attention, Skywalker. The game is about to get interesting.”

Luke barely watched as Han'sk’lor’ dug dinked over to attack his monnok. He was trying to connect
theFalcon ’sdelay to Alema' s attempts to make him doubt Mara. Clearly, the Dark Nest wastrying to
drive awedge between him and hiswife, probably to punish her for killing Daxar les. But he was
beginning to suspect that there was another reason—that the attacks were also directed againg himin
some subtle way he had yet to understand.

“Luke?’ Hansad. “It' syour move.”

Luke looked up to find Han smirking at him across the hologram. Han had succeeded in taking control
of the center of the board and now had Luke' s ghhhk encircled, with no hope of escape.

“Artoo, have my strider retreat to the edge of the board.”

“Retreat?’ Han scowled. *Y ou' re sacrificing the ghhhk?’

R2-D2 whistled glesfully and did as Luke ingtructed, leaving Han' s pieces dmost donein the middle of
the board. Once Han took the ghhhk, he would be stuck with al his pieces facing center and no
surprise-kill attacks available to change orientation. Luke, meanwhile, was scattered around the edge of

the board, able to attack any of Han's pieces from behind.

Han took one look and kicked the hologram. Of course, dl that happened was that his boot came down
inthe middle of the game.

“Y ou sandbagged me again!” Han accused. Y ou were paying attention the whole time.”



Luke shrugged. “Dgarik isan old Jedi game.” As he spoke, Luke finaly sensed the familiar presences of
Juun and Tarfang stresking across Saras nest toward their prison. “Arewe going to play it out?’

Han must have sensed L uke' srising excitement, because when Luke looked up, therewasaglint in
Han's eye that could not possibly have come from the belief that he could win.

“Youbet,” Han said. “I’ ve till got athree-piece. . .”

Han let his sentencetrail off asthe guard suddenly stepped away from Luke and began to drum its
thorax.

“Sarasisordering usto move away from thewall,” C-3PO reported. “ She seemsto believe we retrying
to—"

Luke sprang from his stool, dready bringing hisfoot around in a crescent kick that sent the Killik
stumbling into the wall. Han was on the insect before it could catch its balance, damming his stool down
across the back of its head with chitin-cracking force.

“—escape,” C-3PO finished. He studied the unconscious Killik with acocked head for amoment, then
turned to Luke. “Pardon me, Master Skywalker, butare we making our escape attempt now?’

“No,” Han growled. “Wejust thought we d have some fun beating up our guards.”

“Oh.” C-3PO draightened his head. “In that case, you' re going to have quite an exciting time. Saraswas
trying to tell you that there isawhole company of reinforcements coming up the ramp.”

Luke and Han exchanged glances, then Han said, “I'll take’ em.” He hefted his stoal, then went into his
own room and turned toward the hatch. “Y ou just get that wall open.”

Lukefollowed Han and went to the wall where he had been having R2-D2 scratchX ’s. He used his
finger to connect four sets of X * stogether, tracing an imaginary asterisk on thewall.

By thistime, the Saras reinforcements had arrived outside the cdll. Luke could hear them snipping and
ripping away the outer sedl of the hatch, and he could see their silhouettes through the trand ucent wall,
backlit by green shine-balls. They appeared to be holding Verpine shatter guns and el ectrobolt assault
rifles

“I’vegot it under control, Skywaker,” Han said, sensing Luke s concern without having to turn around.
“Just get that hole open.”

Thewadl in Luke sroom brightened with the blue glow of an exterior spotlight.

“Master Skywalker,” C-3PO began. “I believe Captain Juun has arrived, and he seemsto be
sgnding—"
“Thewrong room, | know.” Luke placed his palm in the center of the asterisk he had traced in Han's

room, then began to pulse rapidly outward with the Force, setting up akinetic vibration that would
weaken the spinglass. “ Y ou and Artoo stand behind me.”

“Behind you?’ C-3PO asked. “| don’t see what good that will do.”



“Threepio!” Therewasadull thump as Han smashed the ool into the head of thefirgt Killik attempting
to push through the hatch. “ Just do it!”

“There' sno need to shout, Captain Solo.” C-3PO gestured to R2-D2, then went to stand where Luke
had instructed. “1 was merely going to point out that Captain Juun won't be extending the boarding ramp
in the proper place.”

“That'sokay.” Luke assumed aforma punching stancein front of the asterisk he had scratched. “We'll
improvie”

He summoned as much Force energy as he could into himsdlf, then drew hisarm back and dammed a
pam-hed into the center of the agterisk. His hand drove through the spinglass dmost effortlesdy,
shattering it dong the stress lines R2-D2 had etched into the wall.

Outside was the blocky, carbon-scored hull of Juun’sRonto -class transport, hovering twenty meters off
the ground, with a boarding ramp butted against the wall outside Luke sroom. A dark Ewok head
peered out of the ship’s hatch and began to jabber at Luke.

“Of al theaudacity!” C-3PO said, peering around the side of the hole. “ Tarfang says we made our hole
inthe wrong place. TheDR-Nine-one-nine-a isn't going to move!”

A flurry of sharp plinking sounds broke out behind them as the Saras guards began to fire through the
hatch wall with their shatter guns.

“Go!” Han turned away from the hatch and crossed the tiny room in two bounds. “Go nowwwww!”

Luke barely caught hold of Han’s bdlt as he flew past. He pushed off the side of the hole, Force-legping
onto theDR919a ’ s boarding ramp. Asthey balanced there, shatter gun pellets began thunk into the hull
beside them, creating acircle of fist-sized dentsjust three meters away.

“Blast!” Han turned to look back toward their prison. “That was too close—"

Han's exclamation came to astartled end as theDR919a began to bank away, the boarding ramp
retracting with them ill onit. He whirled toward the hatch and began to curse out Tarfang, but Luke did
not hear what he said. C-3PO had appeared in the hole, pulling R2-D2 aong by the astromech’ s grasper
am.

“Master Skywalker! Wait! Please don’'t—"

The droid' s upper body abruptly flew forward, and he tumbled out of the hole, pulling R2-D2 along
behind him.

“ —ussss beechinnnn—"

L uke extended a hand and caught the two droids in the Force, then nearly fell himsalf when the end of
the ramp retracted into its sowage dot.

“Whoa!” Han grabbed Luke' sarm and pulled him through the hatch. “Y ou okay?’

“Of coursenot!” Thisfrom C-3PO, who was floating aong with R2-D2 a couple of meters below the



hatch. 1’ ve been badly wounded! My systems might deactivate at any moment!”

Han guided L uke sfree hand over to agrab bar insde the hatch, then knelt down to help the droids as
Luke pulled them up with the Force. Once everyone was safely inside theDR919a, Han closed the hatch.

Juun’ svoiceimmediately came over the intercom. * Secure yoursalves back there! I'm pushing the
throttles to seventy percent!”

Han took a deep breath and looked genuinely scared. “May the Force be with us!”

A moment later, theDR919a shuddered and began to accelerate duggishly. Han put his ear to the hull
and listened for amoment, then sighed in relief and turned to ingpect C-3PO’ s damage.

“Relax, Goldenrod,” Han said. “It'san arm hit. Y ou' ve got afew shorts and you' ve spilled alot of
hydraulic fluid, but you' re not going to deactivate anytime soon.”

C-3POturned to Luke. “1’d feel much better if you would check me over, Master Skywalker. You
know how Captain Solo dways underestimates these things.”

Han rolled his eyes but stood aside so L uke could have alook. There was afist-sized hole in the back
of the droid’'sarm, and dozens of internd wires had been cut, along with both hydraulic tubes. But none
of that was going to be a problem—there weren't any critical systemsin the limb.

“Han'sright,” Luke reported. “ Just disable al functionsin your right arm, and you'll befine.”

“What ardlief!” C-3PO said. “After dl I’ ve been through, | thought | was headed for the scrap hegp for
certan.”

R2-D2 whistled agentle reproach.

“I'm hardly exaggerating,” C-3PO said. “ Y ou have no ideawhat it’ s like to be wounded.”
R2-D2 tweeted a contradiction.

“You do?’ Luke gasped. He kndlt beside the droid. “Where?’

R2-D2 spun his dome around, revealing a puncture the sze of three fingers. When Luke peered into the
hole, he saw Han'seyelooking a him from the other side.

“That can’t be good,” Han said.
R2-D2 trilled along reply.
“What do you mean it’s not too bad?’ C-3PO demanded. “Being unable to seeisvery bad!”

Tarfang threw a sympathetic arm around R2-D2' s casing and started to guide the droid forward,
keeping up areassuring jabber asthey moved.

“Thank you, Tarfang, but avist to the Squibs redly won't be necessary,” C-3PO said, following aong.
“| assure you, Master Skywalker can afford to buy the finestnew replacement parts.”



They cameto theDR919a ’sflight deck. Extremely basic, it waslittle more than the forward end of the
main deck with acouple of Sullustan-szed swive chairsbolted in front of an instrument console. The
viewport was barely large enough to justify the name, with the blue curtain of the Utegetu Nebula
stretched across the micropitted transparistedl and the cragged peak of one of Woteba' s high mountains

protruding up in the foreground.

“Welcome aboard.” Juun did not look away from hisingtruments as he spoke. “I’'m sorry we were late,
but the Saras are evacuating their nest, and the Squibs wanted usto pick up aload from the replica

factory.”
“Evacuatingtheir nest?’ Luke gasped.

“Yes, it'shaf empty dready,” Juun said. “They’re surrendering it al to the Fizz.”
“| don’t like the sound of that,” Luke said.

“Meether!” Han agreed. 1 think they were going to leave usl”

“Wewouldn't have left you, Captain Solo,” Juun assured him. “We just had to avoid drawing suspicion.
Now please take your seats and buckle in. Sarasis sending aswarm of dartships after us.”

Luke ignored the ingtructions and peered over the Sullustan’ s shoulder &t the navigation display. It was
filled with static, but a swirling mass of tiny dark dashes did seem to be rising from an amorphous blob of

lightsthat might have been Saras nest.

“Can you outrun them?’

Tarfang barked something indignant, then waved afurry hand toward the passengers seats a the rear of
the deck.

“Of course—they’re only rockets,” C-3PO trandated. “ And the copilot reminds you to take your seats
as Captain Juun ingtructed.”

“Inasecond,” Han said. He was squatting next to the copilot’ s seet, studying the navicompuiter. “Hey,
Jae, how come we re not jumping to the Murgo Choke?’

“There sablockade,” Juun answered. “We |l have to use the Mott’'s Nogtril.”

“TheMott’s sNostril?” Han objected. “ That dumps us—"

“Hold on, Han.”

Luke stood upright, then clagped his hands behind his back and thought for amoment, trying again to
connect theFalcon ’s delay to Alema s attempts to make him doubt hiswife. Maybe the Dark Nest had
just been trying to buy time, to keep him busy thinking about her instead of what was happening in the

Utegetu Nebula.
Findly, Lukesaid, “1 want to hear more about this blockade.”

“Now?’ Juun asked. “I’ d be happy to tell you about itafter we re safely away from the dartships.”



Han frowned. “ Tarfang said we could outrun them.”
“Because we have agood head start,” Juun said. “But if we don't jump soon, they’ll catch us.”

“Then please don’'t waste any moretime arguing,” Luke said. “Tell me about the blockade. Thisis
important.”

Juun let out along bresth, flapping his cheek foldsin dismay. “ The Gaactic Alliance has blockaded the
Utegetu Nebula. They’ retrying to prove that they’ re on the Chiss sside,” he said quickly. “ Okay? Can
we jump now?’

Han ignored the question. “Don’t tell me,” he said. “The Colony isdready expanding into the frontier
agan.”

Tarfang chattered afew lines.

“Tarfang doesn't see why we' re surprised,” C-3PO reported. “What did the Jedi expect to happen
when they cheated the Colony?’

“Who, exactly, is blockading the nebula?’ Luke asked Juun. “The Fifth Fleet?’
Juun’s jaw dropped. “How did you know?’

“Lucky guess,” Han said. “And thiswould be the same Fifth Fleet you delivered that cargo of spinglass
to?’

Juun nodded—dowly. “I guess s0.”

Han and L uke looked at each other dowly, then Han dropped to his knees beside the navicomputer.
“I'll set acoursefor the Choke.”

“No.” Luke shook hishead. “ So far, the Dark Nest has been playing us all like abunch of Kloo horns,
and the only way we re going to change that is find them and figure out what they wanted with al that
reactor fuel and hyperdrive coolant.”

Han sighed. “| was afraid you were going to say that.”

“Aswas|,” C-3PO agreed. “Perhaps it would be agood idea to drop off the wounded before you
continue. Surely, R2-D2 and | won'’t be of much useto you in our condition, and we might dow you
down.”

“You'll befing,” Luke said. “Y ou won't even haveto get off the ship.”

Han looked from the navicomputer to Juun. “Any ideawhere we should look?’

Tarfang chittered off a sharp string of syllables.

“I'm sorry, Tarfang,” Luke said, taking a guess at what the cranky Ewok was saying. “But if you want us
to get you out of trouble for ddivering that spinglassto the Fifth Hegt—"



Tarfang barked ashort reply, then pulled Han away from the navicomputer and began to program it
himsdf.

“Pardon me, Magter Luke,” C-3PO said. “But Tarfang wasn't objecting. He was suggesting that we set
acoursefor the Tusken'sEye.”

“Why?" Han demanded.
Tarfang jabbered an explanation, but Juun beat C-3PO to the trandation.

“Because that’ s where we' ve been taking al that Tibannawe ve been running for the Squibs,” he said.
“And those pirates are hidingsomething. ”

SIXTEEN

Orbiting above aswirling aamosphere of yellow sulfuric clouds, Supply Depot Thrago was classicaly
Chiss—audtere, utilitarian, and bristling with defenses. In addition to the floating fud tanks that Jacen and
his team would soon be destroying, the tiny moon base was equipped with turbolaser platforms, ashield
array, cannon turrets, hidden bunkers, and a clawcraft hangar with two entrances. The weapons
platforms were arranged with overlapping fields of fire, and the bunkers and hangar had been concealed
with typica Chiss cunning. Even for Jedi in SteathXs, thiswas going to be a difficult run—especidly if
they wanted to minimize thelr target’ s casudties.

It had to be done. The attack on Jacen’ s daughter had been only asingle movein the Dark Nest's
plan—aplan that would ultimately |lead to the eternal war Jacen had seen in hisvision. Probably, that was
even what the Dark Nest intended, sinceitslarvae fed on live captives.

Jacen was not foolish enough to believe he could stop the war. The Gorog had been waging it for
months aready, even if no oneredized it. But hecould prevent it from becoming the eternd war of his
vison. All he needed to do was rouse the Chiss, to prod them into action before the Dark Nest

completed its preparations.

Of course, once the Chiss went to war, they would not stop with one nest. They would destroy the
entire species, wipe out every Killik nest they could find, and that was Jacen’s plan. Aslong asthere was
aColony, therewould be a Dark Nest, and aslong as there was a Dark Nest, his daughter’ slifewould
be in danger. He had sensed that much from Ta a Chume. Gorog had promised to kill Tenel Ka s child,
and she had believed the insects would make good on their word. So the insects had to go.

Unfortunately, Jacen could not say as much to Jainaand Zekk and Tesar and the others. They would
argue that only the Dark Nest needed to be destroyed, that a whole species should not be condemned to
protect one child.

They did not understand the Killiks the way Jacen did. The Colony had been harmless once, but Raynar
and Welk and Lomi Plo had changed the insects. They had brought the knowledge of good and evil to an
innocent species, had created a hidden aspect of the Colony’ s collective mind that would forever be
obsessed with vengeance, hatred, and conquest. The Killiks had become an aberration, and they had to



be destroyed. It was the only way to stop the eterna war.
It was the only way to save his daughter.

Jacen reached out to his companionsin the Force, letting them know that the time had cometo act. A
big fuel tanker was gliding toward the supply depot, decelerating as it gpproached the gate, and it was a
good opportunity for the strike team to dip through the shields.

Asthey opened the combat-meld, Jacen felt a sense of uncertainty from hissister and Zekk, andto a
lesser extent from Tesar and Lowbacca. During the mission briefing that morning, they had dl expressed
reservations about launching a preemptive strike on the Chiss. The Ascendancy had laws against
attacking firgt, so Jainaand Zekk had found it difficult to believe that the Chissredly intended to launch
the surprise attack Jacen claimed he had foreseen.

It had been Tahiri who had pointed out that the Colony was technicdly in violation of the Qoribu Truce.
The Killiks had moved colonigtsinto the buffer zone, so the Ascendancy was freeto attack anytime it
wanted. And everything the strike team had seen over the last few days of reconnoitering suggested the
Chisswere mobilizing for amgor atack. They were moving assets forward, stockpiling fuel, ammunition,
food, and spare parts, and running fleet maneuverswith live gunnery.

Of course, those were the same preparations the Chiss would make as a contingency plan. The strike
team had seen nothing that pointed exclusively to asurprise attack, and even now, asthey waited to
move their StealthX sinto position, Jacen could sense that Jainaand Zekk remained somewhat skeptical.

Jacen concentrated on the place within him that had aways belonged to hissigter, filling it with hisown
sense of certainty, hoping Jainawould interpret his confidence to mean he was sure about the surprise
attack. He felt bad about using the twin bond to midead his sster—but not as bad as he would fed if his
vison becameredlity.

Jainaand Zekk’ s hesitancy began to subside, and Tesar and Lowbacca grew amost enthusiagtic. Giving
his companions no further chance to hesitate, Jacen activated his sublight drive and led the way down to
the freighter. Though their StealthX's were amost asinvisible to the naked eye asthey were to sensors,
the pilots took the precaution of approaching from directly behind, where there would be no viewing

ports.

Oncethey had dipped up on the ship, they clustered together beneath the stern, tucked into the dark
recess between the giant sphere of the vessdl’ s number three cargo tank and the immense flare of its

engine housings

For several minutes, the Jedi had to float along in the shadows, able to see nothing but the swell of the
cargo tank’ sgray skin, the colored glow of ahandful of running lights, and, out the Sdes of their
canopies, the star-flecked velvet of deep space. Then Jacen’ s astromech droid reported that a hole had
opened in the shields, and the blue glow of an ingpection light began to brighten space around the tanker.

Jacen flipped his StealthX upside down so that he could keep watch as they approached the supply
depot. Since he could no longer see anything of the freighter except the round bellies of itsfour big fuel
tanks, he had to trust Jainato keep him in position by urging him to speed up or fall back.

It took only afew seconds before the supply depot’ s gate-platforms cameinto view. Floating vertically,
they were basically crescent-shaped weapons platforms with shield generatorsinstead of turbolasers.
Theinner edgeswere lined with cannon turrets, missile launchers, and plasma guns—all desgned to



defend againgt just the sort of infiltration the six Jedi were attempting. Shining out from behind the
wegpons were two semicircular banks of ingpection lamps, arranged so that they would illuminate the
entire girth of the freighter asit passed through the gates.

Jacen focused his attention on the vessel’ s port Sde and watched patiently as the inspection lampslit up
the exterior of the number two cargo tank. When the forward end of the number three tank did under the
light, he visudly followed one of the beams back to its source, then reached out in the Force and pulled
the cathode out of its mounting.

Thelamp erupted into a brilliant spray of sparks, and aten-meter section of the cargo tank was plunged
into darkness. Jacen reached out to the team, then pushed his throttles forward and led the way through
the gap. A backup lamp came online no more than five seconds later, but by then the Jedi and their
StedthXswere safely inside the depot’ s shields, tucked in adark cranny between the freighter’ s bow
and its number one cargo tank.

The Chiss swept their ingpection lights back and forth over the number three tank afew times, but there
was no question of areingpection. Kilometer-long freighters did not smply stop and back up. Even a the
vessd’ s current low velocity, it would have taken the braking thrusters afull half kilometer to stop the
vessd, and by then any infiltrators would be well inside the shields anyway.

But Jacen knew the Chisswell enough to redlize what would come next. Although lamp cathodes did
sometimes blow spontaneoudy, the Chisswere cautious. They would dmost certainly make aflyby
ingpection. He kept the strike team in hiding only until the freighter had cleared the shidlds, then dropped
out of the cranny and dlowly began to move away, careful to keep the huge cargo tanks between the
StedthX s and the well-armed gate-platforms.

A few moments later, half adozen shuttles ppeared around the freighter, carefully working their way
forward and shining their spotlightsinto every nook and cranny on the vessel’ s exterior. Jacen let out a
deep breath of relaxation, then led the strike team down through a zone of floating repair docks—mostly
empty at the moment—and around aline of frigates and blastboat escorts beam-anchored to the tiny
moon that served asthe heart of the base.

The battle-meld suddenly filled with Jainaand Zekk’ s doubt, and Jacen sensed them worrying about the
frigates. He reached out to the vesselsin Force and did not fedl anyone aboard. His IR sensors
suggested that internal temperatures were well bel ow freezing, and he knew that would make Jaina
guestion whether the Chiss were really planning amassive surprise attack.

Jacen could think of adozen reasons the frigates might be in cold storage. Perhaps they were being held
inreserve, or maybetheir crews had not yet arrived . . . hetried to reassure his Sster that there were

many possible explanations.

Jainaand Zekk only seemed to have more doubts about his vision, and Jacen was well aware that the
empty vesselsjust did not support his claim that the Chiss were about to launch an assault. 1t would take
aweek to bring a cold frigate online. The reactor coreswould haveto belit, the vessd’ s temperature
raised dowly to avoid stressing the hull or superdtructure. Severd kilometers of mechanica lineswould
have to be bled and filled with the proper fluids. Provisions would have to be brought aboard and
properly stowed. These vessels showed no indication of any of that.

Jacen projected an air of thoughtfulness into the meld, pretending to consider hissster’ sfedingswhile he
watched the tiny moon grow larger and brighter. It was little more than a hubba-shaped lump of rock,
barely ten kilometers from end to end and so blanketed in dust that its thousands of craters had a soft,



admogt feature ess ook to them.

The fighter hangar, their first target, was located inside a ridge between two particularly deep craters,
with one entrance opening out of a crater dope on each side. The surrounding terrain was flecked with
cannon turrets, indistinguishable from boul ders except for the tired sentries Jacen could fed standing
watch ingde a handful of them.

Jainaand Zekk projected their hesitation into the meld more forcefully.

Jacen could sense where their line of thought was going—and he did not like it. Being careful not to let
anyone else sense what he was doing, he reached out in the Force and touched the nearest sentry, urging
thefellow to look up and pay attention.

Jainaand Zekk began to urge the team to pull up—

Too late. Jacen felt the sentry targeting him, then began to juke and jink asaflight of cannon bolts came
streaming up from the Side of the nearest crater.

Jainaand Zekk were furious, and al thought of caling off the mission vanished from the meld. Unlessthe
strike team wanted to find itsdlf in avery bad dogfight—while trapped insde the supply depot's
shields—they had to proceed as planned.

Tesar, Lowbacca, and Tahiri barrdl-rolled away and swung around to attack the hangar entrancein the
far crater, while Jainaand Zekk fell in behind Jacen and banked around to make their attack run barely
three meters above the floor of the near one. Cannon bolts and plasma bursts began to stab out from the
sides of more boulders, but it was practicaly impossible for gunnersto target what their sensors could
not see, S0 most shots went wildly astray.

Jacen armed his glop bomb and ran the last hundred metersto the hangar mouth straight in, and bursts of
cannon firefinaly began to blossom on hisforward shields. His astromech screeched awarning that the
shields were about to go, and Jainatried to move up and take the front position in the shielding trio.

Jacen cut her off, then released his glop bomb and took two more forward hits as he stayed on course to
guideitin.

Jaina sanger at his heroics scalded the combat-meld, then Jacen pulled up, climbing the crater wall
dope so closaly that his astromech began to screech about the belly shields. Jainareleased her glop
bomb behind him, then Zekk’ sfedling of triumph confirmed that he had seen at least one of the bombs
detonate and fill the hangar mouth with its quick-hardening foam.

Jacen cleared the crater rim and felt Tesar rising exactly opposite him from the other crater. He spun his
cockpit around and found himself flying dmost wingtip-to-wingtip with the madly grinning Barabel. They
held that position and corkscrewed away from the moon’ s surface, the rest of the team close on their tails
and the Chiss gunners lighting space around them with bright blossoms of fire.

As soon asthey were out of the gunners' range, Tesar led Lowbacca and Tahiri back through the
frigates toward the tank fields near the upper reaches of the shields. Jacen took Jainaand Zekk and
whedled back toward the moon. The area around the fighter hangar was so clouded in dust that the
craterswere no longer visible. The gunners, unableto see anything, had finally given up firing.

Seeing that hisfront shields had falen to zero, Jacen commanded, “ Transfer half the available power to
the forward shieds”



His astromech blegped a sharp reply, then displayed a message explaining that therewere no forward
shields. The generator had been blown off when Jacen ignored the droid’ swarning that they were about
tofall.

Jainamoved into the lead position, with Zekk behind her, leaving Jacen to bring up the rear. He could
fed hissgter' sirritation in the meld and knew that once the team returned to the Colony, Jainaand Zekk
were going to have along talk with him about flying as ateam. Until then, he would have to hide behind
them.

The darkness above turned aflashing, brilliant orange as Tesar and his squad attacked the floating fuel
tanks. Jacen knew from their planning session that the trio would bypass any tank near which they sensed
aliving presence, but there was no question that most of the base’ s fud supply would be destroyed.
During their reconnai ssance, they had counted more than five hundred tanks, each haf akilometer in
diameter, and the only time any Chiss had been near one was when it was being dropped off by a
transport.

Jainaled Jacen and Zekk a quarter of the way around the moon’ s surface toward a dust-covered hill
that was the depot’ s primary ammunition dump. Instead of dropping close to the surface, thistime they
attacked from more than a kilometer above, each firing atwo-stage bunker-buster torpedo.

The propellant trails had barely flashed to life before dozens of “boulders’ on the hill suddenly came dive
and began to pour fire up toward the attacking StealthX s. Jacen dipped in close behind Zekk, then
turned his hand over to the Force and began to weave and dodge through the crimson blooms.

Then the bunker busters hit, raising acurtain of dust as their focused therma detonators burned a
meter-wide hole down through the roof of the dump. Half a second later the torpedoes main
warheads—smple proton bombs—descended through the same hole into the bunker interior. Normally,
such bombs would explode instantly, but the strike team’ s were less deadly; they would spark and hiss
for five minutesto give personnd timeto evacuate the vicinity.

Once the dust cloud had risen high enough to obscure the gunners am, Jaina pulled up. She turned
toward the second bunker, located about two kilometers away on the horizon of the little moon, and the
trio instantly fired their second set of bunker busters. Again, as soon asthe propelant traillsflared to life,
the Chiss laced the darkness with defensive fire. Jacen saw one torpedo flash out of existence asalaser
cannon scored, but then the telltale curtain of dust rose from the bunker.

Jainaturned away, dropping around the edge of the moon toward the third and final dump. But she did
not fire her last torpedo. It took Jacen acouple of seconds to see the problem. A small but bustling
repair hangar had been built into the wall of ashdlow crater below the ammunition dump. When the
dump exploded, it would almost certainly bury the hangar beneeth it.

Jainaand Zekk started to pull up without firing, but Jacen continued on course. Jainaand Zekk filled the
meld with darm and confusion. There were a hundred Chissin that hangar who would not redlize what
was happening until it wastoo late.

Jacen adjusted his course toward the hangar. He would chase out the personnd ; then Jaina and Zekk
could take out the ammunition dump. The Chiss had to see that the Jedi were serious about stopping
them, or they would smply continue with their plans.

But Jainaand Zekk did not seem to understand what he was planning—or perhaps they smply thought it



was too risky. They continued to angle away from the attack.

Jacen adjusted his course back toward the ammunition dump, leaving Jainaand Zekk with two choices:
chase the personne out of the repair hangar—or |eave them there to perish. It did not matter to Jacen
which option they chose; the Chisswould get the message either way.

The Chiss gunners opened fire, turning space ahead into awall of flashing cannon bolts. Jacen yielded his
stick hand to the Force and weaved hisway through the barrage for another two seconds, then heard his
astromech sued asit took a hit. Helocked on to the ammunition dump manualy and fired hislast
bunker buster. An instant later he saw the telltale curtain of dust rise ahead and knew the torpedo had
penetrated the ammunition dump.

Jainaand Zekk poured dishelief and outrage into the meld, but Jacen felt them roll in behind him then
drop into the crater. Suddenly atempest of Chiss panic filled the Force, and Jacen knew that a
bunker-buster torpedo had landed outside the repair hangar and begun to sputter itswarning.

Tesar began to pour triumph and relief into the Force, and Jacen looked up to see that the flames from
the fud fireswere now boiling away into space. Tesar and his squad had brought the base shields down
and were already streaking toward the rendezvous point. All that remained for Jacen and his squad was
to escape the moon’ s defenses and follow.

Abruptly Jacen felt Jaina pouring her anger into their twin bond, punching at that empty placeinsde him
that used to be hers. Never again, shewastdling him, never again would she fly with him.

But Jacen had known that before the mission began. He pulled his stick back and climbed for the fiery
sky.

SEVENTEEN

Asthe dlver whorl of the Tusken's Eye swelled steadily in the forward viewport, Luke beganto fed a
cold achein the pit of his stomach, agrowing sense that he was being studied. He glanced casudly
around theDR919a ’ sflight deck and found his companionsintent on their work, Juun holding the control
yokefirmly in both hands, Tarfang taking sensor readings and calculating hazard locations, Han studying
the vessd’ s main power-supply grid and muttering to himsalf in disgust. Whoever was watching him, it
wasn't any of hiscompanions.

“Captain Juun, what did you do with those replicas you had before you came for Han and me?” Luke
was Sitting cross-legged on the floor, assembling his spare lightsaber from components he kept hidden
insgde R2-D2. “Arethey ill aboard?’

Juun shook hisheed. “| thought the n bugs might interfere with your escape.” He kept hiseyes
fixed forward as he spoke. “So | had Tarfang drop the entire cargo in the marsh.”

“| was efraid of that,” Luke said.

“I could have kept them?” Juun gasped.



“Noway,” Han said, looking up from hiswork on the power grid. “ Dumping those bug housesisthe
first smart thing you've donein thismess”

Tarfang jabbered at Han.

“How unusud!” C-3PO said. “ Tarfang agrees with you. He saystheir first mistake was hel ping us

escape the rehab house. They would have been much better off leaving you and Master Skywalker to be
Fizzed”

Tarfang chuttered an addendum.

“Oh dear—he says you aso owe the Squibs amillion credits,” C-3PO said. “ Captain Juun incurred the
nondelivery pendty on your behaf.”

“Fine. Tel "emto put it on my account,” Han said. He turned back to Luke. “ So what’ swrong with
dumping the cargo?’

“Nothing. It just meansthereplicasaren’t what I'm fedling.” Luke still had the cold knot in his stomach,
an achethat did not quite riseto the leve of danger sense. “ Someone' swatching us.”

Tarfang jabbered in Luke sdirection.
“Of course someoneiswatching,” C-3PO trandated. “We'rein pirate space.”
“Notthat kind of watching,” Han said. | think he means through the Force.”

Juun’sfacefdl. “The Dark Nest?’

“That’smy bet,” Han answered.

“They know we're coming?’ Juun’saarm began to fill the Force. “TheDR-Nine-one-nine-a ian't
equipped for combat. Maybe we should turn around.”

“Not yet.” Lukelooked out the forward viewport, where the silver whorl of the Tusken's Eye was
shining so brightly thet it really was beginning to look like the goggled eye of a Tusken Raider. “The Dark
Nest may know we're here, but we still haven't foundthem. ”

Tarfang barked a sharp reply.

“Tarfang saysif anything happensto theDR-Nine-one-nine-a, you' re paying for repairs,” C-3PO said.

“Not aproblem,” Luke said.

“If there sanything left to repair,” Han muttered, turning back to the main power-supply grid. “These
shields couldn’t stop amicrometeor.”

“I'll seeif | canimprove our chances,” Luke said.

Hereached out in the Force and immediately felt the crew of a sizable spacecraft closing fast from
somewhere ahead. TheDR919a wasjust entering the inner wall of the nebulashell, where amiasma of



glowing gasand dark dust limited visibility to dmaost nothing. There waslittle hope of getting avisud fix
on the craft, or even of picking it up on the trangport’ s rudimentary sensors. But the presences aboard
the vessel were too clear in the Force to be from the Dark Nest, too distinctly individua to be Killiks,
and too savage to be Alliance military personnel.

Luke glanced over a Han and mouthed the wordpirates. Han's brow went up, and he nodded toward
the entrance to theDR919a ' s belly turret. Luke shook his head, motioning for Han to continue rerouting
more power to the shields, then began to quiet hismind, shutting out the gentle beeping of R2-D2 running
diagnostics on the ship’s power grid, the steady chitter of Tarfang apprising Juun of navigation hazards,
even the gentle whisper of hisown breath.

Soon Luke was focused entirely on the Force, and he began to sense its ripples|apping over him,
coming from the direction of his companions and the pirates—and from another place where he did not
fed any presencesat al, only a profound uneasinessin the Force. He turned toward the empty place and
found himsdf staring into awispy red coronathat had appeared around the rim of the Tusken’ sEye.

L uke reached into the coronawith the Force, searching not for the Dark Nest, but for the hosts he knew
it needed to grow itslarvae. For amoment, he sensed only the same void as before—an absence too
perfect in its emptiness to be genuine, asilence too purein its stillness even for deep space. Then,
gradudly, the terror began to wash over him, the despair and suffering of thousands of paralyzed daves
being dowly devoured from the insde out.

L uke shuddered, shaken by his contact with their anguish, and vowed again to destroy the Dark Nest.
Then the coronablurred for a second, and atiny silver crescent cameinto view, amost too faint to be
seen through the crimson glow. Luke began to fed another set of presences, full of anger and savagery
and sdlfishness—more pirates, no doubt.

No sooner had L uke spied the crescent than the ache in his stomach began to expand into the rest of his
torso. The feding was due to more than just being watched, he redlized. Someone was touching him
through the dark side, trying to distract—or perhaps even incapacitate—him. He took afew deep
bresths, then called on the Force to fight off the growing chill.

“Luke?’ Han asked. “You dl right?’

Luke glanced over to see Han studying him with a concerned expression.

“I'mfine” Luke sanswer was only partidly truthful. “ Somebody doesn't like melooking for the Dark
Nest.”

“Alema?’
“I don't think s0,” Luke said. “Too powerful to be her.”

“l was afraid of that.” Han did not bother to ask whether it was Lomi Plo. “Maybe we should turn back.
Y ou’ re not looking too great.”

Lukefrowned. “Han, are you starting to fed afraid?’

“Me?No way.” Han looked back to hiswork alittle too quickly. “ Just worried aboutyou, thet'sal.”



“No need,” Luke said. “We're just going to take aquick look at what's going on, then run for the
Choke.”

Thewave of relief from Juun and Tarfang confirmed what Luke had aready guessed: the Dark Nest was
using the Force to project an aura of fear into theDR919a —perhapsinto this entire area of space.
Whatever shewas doing in there, Lomi Plo did not want Luke—or anyone el se—sneaking a peek.

Luke finished assembling his spare lightsaber, then went to the pilot’ s station and pointed over Juun’s
shoulder toward the silver crescent he had spotted earlier.

“Doyou seethat?’ Luke asked.
Juun squinted out the viewport. “ See what?’

L uke touched the Sullustan’ s mind through the Force, trying to project the image of the slver crescent he
saw. “That diver of light. It lookslike aplanet.”

Juun gasped. “Where did that come from?’ He frowned at hisinstruments, then peered over a Tarfang.
“Y ou need to adjust the cdibration. We' re not picking anything up, and | canseeit.”

Tarfang chittered something that sounded atypicdly like an gpology, then studied the sensor controlsand
began to scratch the white stripe on his head.

“It'snot theinstruments.” Luke touched the Ewok’ s mind, then said, “ Try looking out the viewport first.
That will hdp.”

Tarfang glared over at Luke for amoment, as though he was suspicious of sorcery, then looked out the
viewport and barked something that sounded allittle bit likechubba!

L uke looked over Juun’s shoulder at the sensor display. It showed that awhite-clouded world lay dead
ahead. The planet had more than a dozen moons, and it was orbiting around afairly sandard G-class
star—the source of the silver glow that created the Tusken'sEye.

The screen dso showed an oldCarrack -class cruiser gpproaching from the direction of the planet,
about athird of the way to theDR919a . It was escorted by apair of blastboats, and not one of the
vessels was broadcasting a transponder code.

“Thepirated” Juun said. “They' ve seen ud”
Tarfang began to plot an evasion route.

“Don’'t worry about the pirates,” Luke said. He knew by the degpening chill in his stomach that the Dark
Nest was gtill watching their ship, trying to makeit turn back. “I’ll handle them.”

“You sure about that?” Han asked. “Weknow wherethe Dark Nest is now. It might be better to go to
the Choke and get some help.”

“Wedon't havetimefor that.” Luke turned to Han. “Y ou know those shivers running up your spine?
That tightnessyou' refeding in your throat?’

Juun spun around, his cheek foldsrising. “ Y ou fed it too?’



“No—with me, it's something different,” Luke said. “But | know what you' re fedling, becauseit’ s not
red. Lomi Ploistrying to scare you off.”

Tarfang chittered along opinion.

“Tarfang says sheisdoing usafavor,” C-3PO said. “And | must say | agree. Our chances of surviving a
battle with that pirate cruiser are gpproximatel y—"

“Stow it, Thregpio.” Han was scowling and looking toward the planet. “ She knows we ve found her?’
“I'mfairly certain,” Luke said. “Sheand | are having asort of a shoving match.”
“We know where the Dark Nest is, and she' sdtill trying to make us turn back?’

“lan’'t that what it fedsliketo you?’ Luke asked.

“Asamatter of fact, yeah.” Han's eye grew angry and determined. “We' d better get close and take a
good look, because whatever she' strying to hideisn't going to be therelong.”

Tarfang looked back and began to harangue them both.

“Tarfang remainsvery concerned about the pirates,” C-3PO reported. “He points out that the laser
cannonsin the upper turret aren’t working.”

“Thepirateswon’t get near us.” Luke used the Forceto fill hisvoice with reassurance. “Lomi Ploisn’t
the only one who can use Forceillusons”

L uke opened himsdlf wide to the Force, and it began to pour into him from al sides, filling himwith a
tempest of power until his entire body was suffused with its energy. Using the same technique he had
used to saveJade Shadow from the Dark Nest’ s attack at Qoribu, he formed amenta image of the
DR919a 'sexterior and expanded it into the Force, moving it from his mind out into the cockpit.
Tarfang yapped in astonishment, then stood on his chair and poked afinger into theimage.

“Doesit look right?” Luke asked.
Tarfang studied it wide-eyed for few moments, then nodded and chortled his approval.

“Good. Thisnext part isgoing to take alot of concentration, so you' |l have to follow Han' singtructions
for awhile”” Luketurned to Han. “Y oudo remember what Maraand | did at Qoribu?’

“How could | forget?” Han answered. “ Juun, we' re going to need all the speed thistub can make. Open
up those throttles.”

“Theyare open,” Juun protested. “ The maintenance engineer on Moro Three said we' d be crazy to teke
them past seventy-five percent.”

“Yeah?' Han dipped by Luke and grabbed both throttles, then shoved them past the safety stops.
“Wél, it stimeto go crazy.”



A low roar rose somewhere in theDR919a ' s stern, and the deck began to shudder beneath their feet.
Juun shrank in his seet, waiting for the ship to explode, and Tarfang launched into atorrent of angry
chittering that left C-3PO at alossto trandate gracefully.

After afew seconds, the shuddering findly settled into arhythmic rumble.

Juun seemed to relax alittle. “ That’ senough, Tarfang,” he said. “1f Han Solo thinks we need to push the
Niner ’sdrives twenty-two percent beyond spec, then we must take the risk.”

Tarfang snarled asharp reply, but by then Luke was too focused on histask to hear C-3PO’s
trandation. He had extended the image of theDR919a into every corner of the vessdl and was holding it
there, taking histime and drawing into the image al the attributes that made up the transport’ s sensor
ggnature. The effort wearied him alittle, but heignored hisfatigue and expanded the illusion until it
covered the entire ship like an imaginary skin.

The pirates hailed theDR919a. “Turn that kreetle barge around before we blast it out from under you!”
Han rushed to the comm gtation and took over from an indignant Tarfang. “ Turn around? Gorog told us
she wanted thisload of hyperdrive coolantyesterday, ” he said. “Y ou want usto turn around, talk to
her.”

“That was yesterday,” agravelly voice retorted. “Y ou got ten seconds, then we open fire”

“Go ahead,” Han said. “But I'd talk to Gorog firgt.”

“Talkto Gorog?’ A deep laugh came over the comm channdl. “That’ sagood one. Y ou got five
seconds.”

Luke brought to mind another image of the transport, thistime with a stringy blue veneer that resembled
the gas shell around them. Instead of drawing theDR919a ’ s sensor signature, however, he backed the
image with alayer of cold emptiness.

Maintaining both illusions began to drain him, and he no longer had the energy to suppressthe cold ache
in hisstomach. The chill began to seep through his body.

L ock-alarms began to sound as the pirates reached targeting range and prepared to make good on their
threat.

“Uh, Luke?’ Han said. “Y oudo heer—’

“Shut down the drivesinthree, two . . .” Luke gave the outer skin alittle extra push. “Now!”

Juun pulled the throttles back, then theimage of theDR919a did away, the counterfeit glare of its sublight
drivesforcing everyone on the flight deck to close their eyes. Luke angled theillusion off to port, as
though the vessal were attempting to go around the pirates. Meanwhile, theDR919a remained cloaked by
the second, camouflaging illuson. The lock-alarmsfell slent, and the cold ache inside Luke dowly began
to recede.

Tarfang howled in ddlight, then turned to Luke and began chuttering in excitemen.

“I redly don't think Master Lukeisinterested in giving up his position in the Jedi order,” C-3PO



interrupted.

Tarfang yapped sharply.

“Very wdl, I'll ask him.” C-3PO turned to L uke and began to trandate. “ Tarfang would like to know if
you'reinterested in joining the crew of theNiner. He' s sure that Captain Juun would give you afull share.
And with your talent, they could go back to smuggling and make afortune.”

Luke could barely spare the effort to throw a pleading look in Han' s direction. The Force was pouring
through him likefire, and it was dl he could do to keep the two illusionsintact.

“Threepio’sright, Tarfang,” Han said. “I’ ve been making the same offer for years, and he just keeps
talking about how much the galaxy needshim.”

A flurry of stresks and flashesfilled the forward viewport as the pirates opened fire on the counterfeit
DR919a. Luke continued the illuson’s gentle turn, keeping it well ahead of its attackers and drawing
them farther away. His skin felt dry and papery, and waves of heat were rolling through his body asthe
cytoplasminside his cells began to bail. He did not let up. During the past year, he and Jacen had been
working on overload techniques, so he knew could endure the pain and fatigue dmost indefinitely. His
body would pay asteep price, aging ayear in amatter of minutes, but he knew he would not collapse.

Finaly, they could no longer see the pirate cruiser in the viewport, and theDR919a ' s navigationd
display suggested the ship was well beyond turning back to intercept them. Luke continued to hide their
real vessdl while moving the decoy ever degper into the miasma Therewere still plenty of pirates
ahead—and they were the least of theDR919a ’ s problems.

Han and R2-D2 returned to their work on the power grid, and the silver crescent ahead swelled steadily
to adisk with one dark side, then to ahazy half-orb cloaked in white vapor. The cold achein Luke's
stomach had diminished to almost nothing, but had not faded completely. He hoped that was just
resdud, aspillover cregping into him through his connection to theilluson, but it could just aseasily have
been Lomi Plo trying to lure him into afa se sense of security. There was no way to be certain. Luke just
did not know enough about what she was doing to him.

Asthey drew closeto the planet, the system’ s star assumed the form of an immense sllver maelstrom
sucking in vast quantities of nebular gas. The planet itself became an aabaster glow with no distinct edge,
acloud of white brightness surrounded by the dark flecks of a dozen moons.

TheDR919a ' s rudimentary sensor package could not penetrate the dense cloudsin the planet’ s upper
atmosphere, but the heavy concentration of ice crystalsindicated an abundance of water below, and the
world’ s generd mass and size suggested arocky core. The moons were easier to survey. They weredl
about eight kilometerslong, egg-shaped, and radiating heeat from a core areanear their thick ends.

“Those aren’'t moonsl” Han said, looking over Tarfang’ s shoulders. “ They’re nest ships!”

Lukeimmediady fet likeafool. Until that moment, he had believed the problem with the Utegetu nests
was basicaly amisunderstanding; that Raynar and Unu had become upset over the Fizz and allowed their
anger to place them temporarily under the sway of the Dark Nest. But there were fifteen nest ships here:
onefor each of the fourteen nests the Colony had established on the nebulaworlds, plus an extravess
for the Dark Nest. Even the Killiks could not have built such afleet in only acouple of months. Either all
of the Utegetu nests had been under the Dark Nest' s influence for most of the last year, or Raynar and
the rest of the Colony had been apart of the plan from the beginning. Luke felt betrayed either way.



Hoping the pirates would be fooled into believing their quarry had escaped into the nebular miasma,
Luke gave the decoy afinal burst of speed, then let it drop and turned to Han.

“I guessthisanswers. . . our question,” Luke said. He still had to concentrate to speak, as he was
continuing to hidetheDR919a. “It’ s pretty clear why they’ ve been so desperate to trade for reactor fuel
and hyperdrive coolant.”

“Yeah—but | redly wishit was't,” Han said.

“Why?" Juun asked. “In the history vids, you' re dways saying that it pays to know who you'refighting.”

“Didn't I tell you to stop watching those things?” Without answering Juun’ s question, Han turned back to
the power grid. “We can get by without climate control for awhile. And who needs air scrubbers?’

Tarfang jumped out of hischair and scurried toward Han, jabbering in darm.

“Tarfang isinquiring whether you' velost your mind,” C-3PO said. “Without the air scrubbers, carbon
dioxide concentration will rise twelve percent an hour.”

“No problem,” Han said. “We re not going to last an hour.”
Juun’seyes grew large, and he looked over his shoulder at Luke. “1 don’t understand.”

“We haveto stop them,” Luke explained. Thefiery pain inside had begun to subside when he stopped
overdrawing on the Force, but the cold ache of Lomi Plo’ s atention remained with him. “Wecan't let a
wholefleet of nest shipsloose.”

“They’ll eat whole sectorsbare,” Han said. “Worse—they’ |l turn the nativesinto Joiners.”
Juun let hisjaw fdl and was silent for amoment, then he suddenly started chuckling.

“You fooled me!” He shook his head and looked forward again. “ The history vids didn’t say you liked
practical jokes”

“WE re not joking, Captain Juun,” Luke said. They had now reached the planet, a huge disk of swirling
white that filled most of their forward viewport. He could fed the presence of alarge mass of pirates
benesath the clouds, somewhere near the world' s equator. “Wereally need to stop them.”

“We—" Juun’ s voice cracked. He stopped to wet histhroat, then tried again. “We do?’

“I don't likeit much, ether, Juun,” Han said. “But that’ s what happens when you start hanging out with
Jedli.”

Han' stone was joking, but there was a core of truth to hiswords. Luke was acutely aware that he was
the only one aboard who had volunteered for this mission. Everyone e se had gotten caught up in it Smply
because they happened to be nearby when it became a necessity, and none of them was very well
equipped to survive the job. When he thought about what might happen if he went through with this, he
wondered if heredly had the right to pull them aong. But when he thought about what might happen if
the Killiks dispersed acrossthe galaxy . . . hewondered if he had therightnot to.



Thefirg of the“moons’ began to swell in the forward viewport. At eight kilometerslong, it wasan
ungainly vessd, with astony hull, giant contral fins, and two cavernous docking bays—one of which was
currently launching a battered five-hundred-meter passenger liner. Luke ignored the liner and reached out
to the nest ship through the Force. It wasfilled with Killiks—probably the Taat nest, judging by the stoic
nature of their presence.

Almogt ingtantly the cold ache in his stomach began to expand again as Lomi Plo reacted to the contact.
Luke took afew deep breaths and called on the Force to push the ache back down, but thistime he
merely succeeded in stopping it from expanding any further. Lomi Plo was growing stronger as he drew
nearer.

“Captain Juun, how tight isthe Alliance s blockade?’ Luke asked. “Will it prevent the Killiks from
ecaping in these ships?’

“Of course,” Juun replied. “Aslong as the Killiks use the standard routes to leave the nebula.”
“What about the nonstandard routes?’ Han asked.
Tarfang chuttered and shook his head.

“Tarfang points out that the pirates have never used the standard routes,” C-3PO trandated. “And
neither have the black membrosasmugglers.”

“Forget the blockade, Luke,” Han said. He let the power grid cover clang shut, then latched it in place.
“Y ou want this done, we' ve got to do it oursalves.”

Lukesighed. “You'reright.” He turned to Juun and Tarfang. “1’m sorry, but | redly need your help
stopping these nest ships.”

“ Soppingthem?’ Juun twisted around in his seet. “How?’
“I don't suppose you' ve got a bunch of baradium on board?’ Han asked.
Juun’ s eyes went wide. “Y ou carrybaradium in your stores?’

“Hanisjoking, Captain Juun,” Luke explained. “ And we don’t need to disableall of theKilliks ships. |
only haveto stop the one carrying the Dark Nest. They'rethe key to this.”

Tarfang chittered aquestion.

“Tarfang ill wantsto knowhow, ” C-3PO said. “ TheDR-Nine-one-nine-a doesn't even carry
concusson missles”

“It has an escape pod, doesn't it?” Han asked.
“Of course,” Juun said. “The pod is quite functiona.”

“Good.” Luke did not have to ask to know that Han was thinking the same thing he was—with one
exception. “ Then dl you haveto do is get close and drop me off.”

“Usoff,” Han corrected.



Luke shook his head. “Thisa Jedi misson, and we don’t even have much in the way of wegponry.
You'll jus—"

“If you sayget in the way, I’'m going to Hutt-thump you,” Han warned. “Leiawould kill meif | let you
diedoneinthere”

Luke sghed in resignation, then began searching for the Dark Nest again. Each time he made contact
with one of the nest ships, the cold knot inside rose abit higher into his chest. It wasn't long before he
had to wage a constant Force battle just to keep the fedling in check.

They werejust passing the third nest ship when Luke sensed a mass of pirate presences rising through
the planet’s clouds below.

“Beready,” hewarned. “The pirates are coming up to cut us off.”
Tarfang let loose with along string of Ewokese invective.

“That’snot fair,” C-3PO said. “It'shardly Master Luke sfault that you haven't replaced thetall
cannon.”

“Don't swest it,” Han said. “If we have to open fire, we' re sardag anyway.”

Another nest ship appeared from behind the curve of the planet, and the anguish of the captives being
devoured by the Gorog larvae grew clear and raw in the Force.

“There.” Luke pointed at the vessel. “Do aflyby and we' |l gect in the escape pod. Then head for the
Murgo Choke and tell everything you know about this to the highest-ranking blockade officer you can
find.”

Tarfang began to gibber and shake his head.

“Tarfang does't think that isvery wise,” C-3PO trandated. “ The Defense Force is going to be looking
for someone to blame about those replicas.”

“And if you don’'t want it to be you two, thenyou’ d better be the ones who sound the warning,” Han
sad. “If you get there before anything bad happens, they might even give you areward.”

Tarfang’ sfurry brow rose.” Gabagaba?”
“I’'m sureit would be substantia,” Luke said.
“Y eah, athousand credits, at least,” Han said. Y ou might be saving an entire fleet, after dl.”

“A reward would be nice,” Juun said. “But that’ s not the important thing, Tarfang. It was our mistake, so
it sour duty to correct it.”

Tarfang groaned and let his head drop, but waved L uke and Han aft toward the escape pod.

“I'll keep theNiner cloaked aslong as| can,” Luke said, turning to go. “But once you' re beyond
interception range, get out fast. | need to devote—"



Luke singructions were interrupted by thewail of DR919a ’ s proximity darms. Juun shrieked, and Luke
whirled around to see ablue streak of ion efflux lighting the forward viewport.

“Pirate ship?’ he asked.
Juun could barely bring himself to nod.
“Relax—they missed,” Han said. “Now that they’ re past—"

The proximity alarms screamed again, and thistime Luke was thrown from his feet as the ship bucked.
A loud boom rolled forward, then meta groaned in the stern and the sour smell of containment fluid
begantofill theair.

Juun studied his console for amoment. “I can't believeit! We re not showing any damage.”

“What arelief!” C-3PO said from where he had landed across the deck. “My calculationsindicate that
even if theimpact was glancing, we were hit by something at least the Sze of a Cordllian Engineering
Corporation corvette.”

“Uh, | wouldn't get too excited.” Han rolled to hisknees next to Luke. “I rerouted the damage control
power to the shields.”

Tarfang, who like Juun had been strapped into his sest, looked back and began to yap at Han angrily.

“Yeah?’ Han rose and jabbed hisfinger in the Ewok’ sdirection. “Well, we wouldn't even be hereif |
hadn’t boosted that flit-field you two were cdling shidds.”

A pirate frigate shot past between theDR919a and the Gorog nest ship, then wheeled around and
opened firewith asmall bank of turbolasers.

The bolts flashed past at |east a kilometer overhead.

L uke returned to hisfeet and checked Juun’s navigationa display. He was relieved to see the rest of the
pirate fleet—about thirty vessals, ranging in size from blastboats to frigates—executing much the same
maneuver, dl laying firein acircle around a disabled blastboat floating severa kilometersto their stern.
HisForceilluson was ill working; the pirates had no ideawhereDR919a was and were attacking
blindly in the hope of landing alucky shot.

“I think theworst isover,” Luke said. The Gorog nest ship was now directly in the center of theDR919a

’sviewport and rgpidly beginning to swell. “But you need to pull up alittle. I think the collision dropped
our noe”

“lam pulling up,” Juun gasped.

Luke glanced at the yoke and saw that the Sullustan had pulled it back dmost into hislap. Tarfang
unstrapped and started aft, sputtering in alarm and motioning to Han.

“Hey, it'snot my fault,” Han said, following. “I didn’t touch the attitude thrusters.”

TheDR919a passed under the pirate frigate and continued toward the Gorog nest ship.



Han'svoice came over the intercom. “It’ sonly asmashed relay box. We'll haveit fixedin. . .”
The rest of the sentence was drowned out by a sudden, painful pop in Luke sears.

R2-D2 began to whistlein darm, and C-3PO said, “Areyou sure?’

R2-D2 tweeted in irritation.

“Oh, my!” C-3PO said. “Master Luke, Artoo saysthe shipislosing cabin pressure.”

“I know.” Luke' s ears popped again. “Han—"

“Didyoufed that?’ Han said over the intercom. “We ve got ahull breach!”

“Where?’ Juun demanded. His eyes were glued to his damage control console. “1’m blind!”

“It does’t matter,” Luke said. The Gorog nest ship wasfilling the forward viewport now. “ Even if you
could sedl off the breach, theré sno time.”

Juun looked up a him. “What are you saying?’

“I guess| oweyou anew ship,” Lukesad. “If welivethat long.”

EIGHTEEN
In Leia smind, daybreak was forever.

She was floating on the edge of a purling river, relishing the soft brush of awarm breeze on her face,
watching Alderaan’ s sun stand on the canyon rim. She had been watching it for hours, days perhaps, and
it never moved. That wasthe point of the meditation, to dill dl: thoughts, emotions, mind.

But the water was growing rough. There was anger between Jacen and Jaina, afedling of betraya and . .
. acceptance. Leiareached out to them in the Force, hoping that her love might help them headl the chasm
that divided them. They were so far away, so deep in the Unknown Regions, where only the Killiksand
the Chiss could find them. Thiswas al she could do for them. They had to rely on each other. They
needed to take care of each other . . . for Leig, if not for themsalves.

The sense of acceptance—Jacen—closed itsdlf off, and Jaina s sense of betrayal began to grow less
bitter. For Leia, she would watch over her brother.

Leiarelaxed again, trying to return to her meditations, but the water started to lap at her, to lift her and
pull her out into the current. She did not try to stay closeto shore. There was afamiliar warmth in the
water’ s grasp, an honest strength that she recognized as her brother’ s presence in the Force. She
surrendered to the river, and the canyon walls began to rush past. The yellow sun climbed high into the
sky, the breeze vanished and the air grew till and stale, and suddenly Leiawas back in her detention cell,



gtting cross-legged on her bunk, staring at the same empty place on the wall that she had been watching
for . . . she checked her chrono . . . eighteen standard hours.

Leiagarted to respond to Luke, but he had aready sensed her return to the realm of the tempora and
waswarning her that something was escaping, that things were terribly wrong insde the nebula. She
could sense that he wasin some kind of turmoil, and that Han was with him—abut not much more. Her
heart rose into her throat, and she pictured Saras nest in her mind and wondered if they were till on
Woteba.

The only reply was the overwhelming impression that athreat was coming, that Leia had to sound the
adarm. Shereached for more, trying to find out if Han and Luke were in danger and needed help, but all
she sensed was araw fear that might have been her own—and then Luke' s presence was gone.

Leiaremained on her bunk, taking amoment to collect her thoughts. Han and Luke werein the middle
of abad situation, and she could not help chastising hersdlf for letting Bwua tu detain her and Saba. She
had remained imprisoned aboard theAdmiral Ackbar out of concern for the deteriorating relationship
between the Jedi and the Galactic Alliance, and now Han and Luke might pay the price.

But Luke had not asked her for help. He had contacted her as a Jedi Knight, directing her to take action
on behalf of the order. She was to sound the alarm, and soon.

Leiagtarted by reaching out to Mara, who was still in a Force-hibernation. Whether Lelaand Saba
convinced Bwua tu of the danger or merely departed in theFalcon, Maraand the other StedthX pilots
would need to be ready.

Assoon as Leiahad alerted Mara, she reached out to Sabaand felt . . . nothing. Either the Barabel did
not wish to be disturbed, or she was not awake. Leia hesitated to try again. Saba had once confided that
when she sensed someon€e' s presence while she was deegping, she often awoke with aterrible urgeto
hunt them down.

Still sitting on her bunk with her legs folded, Leiareached out in the Force and grabbed the security cam
hidden insdethe ceiling light. Shelocated the signd feed and pulled. A softclack sounded from insdethe
fixture, and then she sensed the mild irritation of aguard stationed in the processing area at the front of
the cell block.

Moving quickly now, Leiaunfolded her legs and went to the door. She could not sense any living
presences on the other side, but she felt sure there would be an EverAlert droid—a Justice Systems
variant on Lando’ s highly successful YVH series—standing in the corridor between her cell and Saba's.
She pressed her ear to the door, then looked up toward the side wall of her cell, fixing her attention
approximately over thelast cell on the block, and used the Force to project aloudboom into the caling.

A series of muffled hisses and metallic thunks sounded outside her door as amassive droid charged
down the corridor to investigate the noise. Leia placed her hand over the magnetic lock she had seen
when her door was open, then reached out with the Force and disengaged the internal catch. The door
did open with an al-too-audible hiss.

She stepped out and found the EverAlert swinging around to face her.

“Y our cdl door has mafunctioned.” The droid planted its foot and began to bring up the heavy stun
blagter initsright arm. “Return to your cell and remain—"



Leaflicked her finger at the EverAlert’ s head and used the Force to flip its primary circuit bresker. The
switch lay hidden beneath its neck armor, but that was no hindrance to a Jedi.

“ —Stasadtionaaaar . . ."

Thedroid's chin dumped againgt its chest, and the stun bolt it had been preparing ricocheted harmlessy
off thefloor.

A metdlicclank sounded behind Leiaas the blast door at the front of the cell block retracted. She spun
around to seeapair of astonished guards standing on the other sde of the threshold, their blaster pistols
dtill holstered.

“Stang!” the older onesaid. “ She's—~

Leiaswept her arm in their direction, using the Force to jerk both guards forward. She dammed them
into the blast door, then dropped them across the threshold so the cell block could not be sealed off
without crushing them.

The older man, agrizzled human sergeant, snapped the comlink out of his deeve pocket. His
companion, a Duros with smooth blue skin and red eyes bulging in aarm, made the mistake of reaching
for hisblaster.

Leiareached out with the Force and dammed his head into the wall, then summoned the blaster from his
open holster. By the time she got the muzzle pointed in the sergeant’ s direction, hewasraising the
comlink to hislips.

“Everything' sfinehere,” she said, touching his mind through the Force. “ There sno need for darm.”

“W-whatever you say, P-princess.” The sergeant was careful to keep hisfinger away from the comlink’s
activation switch. “Y ou' re the one holding the blagter.”

Leiasighed. She was going to have to work on her Force-persuasion skills with someone besides Saba
Force intimidation wasfinefor Barabdls, but humans needed something alittle more subtle.

She gestured a the comlink. “ Tell the watch officer—and no funny business. I'm aJedi. I'll know if you
use an darm code.”

The sergeant nodded, then activated the comlink. “Everything’ sfine here, Watch.”

“Then how come she' sholding ablaster onyou?’ camethetinny reply.

Leialooked up at the security dome in the celling. “ Because Junior was dumb enough to reach for it.”
She pulled the power pack out of the blaster’ s handle, then tossed the pistol aside. “I’'m not interested in
harming anyone. | just need to talk to Admiral Bwua'tu. | have important information for him.”

“Fine” the watch officer said. “Return to your cell and I'll ask for an audience.”

“I’'mnotasking. ” Lelaraised ahand toward the security dome, then located the power feedsin the
Force. “And I’'m not waiting. It surgent.”

She jerked the linesfree, then stepped over to Saba's cell. Keeping one eye on the sergeant and his



assigtant, she placed her hand on the cold door and used the Force to disengage theinterna catch.
The cell was empty, save for acouple of broken claws on the floor and a comlink lying on the bunk. A
section of durasted pand was hanging down at one end of the celling, leaving just enough room for a
Barabd to squeeze through.

Leiasummoned the comlink to her hand, then turned the volume down so that the sergeant and his
assistant would not be able to hear Saba’ s end of the conversation.

“Magter?’ Lelawhispered into the microphone.

There was a short pause, then Saba answered. “Blast! Y ou scared them away.”

“Scared who?" Leia asked.

“The gankerz,” Sabaanswered. “Thisoneishungry.”

“You couldn't have asked for a. . . never mind.” Thelast thing Lelawanted to do was start adiscussion
about detention-center cuisine with aBarabd . “ Can you meet me at the bridge? We need to talk to
Bwua tu.”

“No.” Sabatouched Leiathrough the Force, initiating a combat-meld. “ That will do no good.”

“Saba, Luke reached out to me,” Leiasaid. She opened hersdlf to the meld, and an impression of vast
openness appeared in her mind. “ Something’ s happening in the nebula.”

“Yes” Sabasad. “TheKilliksareleaving.”

“And we must warn the flegt,” Leiasaid. She recognized the vast openness as a hangar and redlized that
Sabawas leaving the truth ungpoken—no doubt because she feared some Alliance comm tech was
eavesdropping on their conversation. “Luke was very clear about that.”

“Bwua tu won't believe you.”

“Wemust try,” Lelasaid.

Theimage of theFal con, dtting on the hangar deck surrounded by a squad of Alliance troops, flashed
through her mind.

“Thentry,” Sabasad. “Thisoneistill hungry. Sheisgoing to continue her hunt.”

The dag that had once been theDR919a lay thirty metersin, an unrecognizable mass of blindingly bright
meta glowing out from the crater it had blasted into the Gorog nest ship. A steady torrent of flotsam was
pouring into the immense hole from the surrounding decks, dead Killiks and stony hunks of spitcrete and
three lengths of twisted durasted that |ooked suspicioudy like turbolaser barrels. Gushing out of the
surrounding walls were several cones of white vapor—air or water or some other vital substance
shooting out of broken conduitsinto the cold vacuum of space.

Lukefdt nothing from the crater itself, but the Force wasfilled with ripples from the surrounding ares, dl



very sharp and erratic as stunned Gorog struggled to figure out what had just happened. Unfortunately,
the confuson did not extend to Lomi Plo. She was till touching him through the Force, filling him with the
same cold ache he had been experiencing since they entered the Tusken’ sEye.

L uke stepped away from the escape pod’ s viewing port, then pulled up his tunic and turned his back to
Han.

“Doit, Han.”

“Y ou sure about this?” Han asked. “ Even on stun, at thisrange you' re going to get burned.”

“Now, Han!” Luke ordered. “Before Gorog starts to sort things out.”

“All right,” Han said. “No need to get—"

A searing pain exploded across Luke' s back, and he dropped to his knees. Even calling on the Force to
bolster himsdlf, it took al of hiswillpower to remain conscious. He let the pain fill him, gathering it up and
directing it down into the pit of his somach where hefdt Lomi Plo’s chill touch.

Something released insde, like aknot coming undone, and the cold ache vanished dl at once. Luke
reached out to his companions, gathering their presencesinto asingle bunch, then shut them dl off from

the Force.

They let out acollective gasp of surprise. Tarfang suddenly sumped down in his crash couch and began
to babble in afrightened tone.

“Tarfang is convinced we died in the crash and don't know it yet,” C-3PO explained. “And | must say, |
fedl something odd in my own circuits.”

“I'm hiding usfrom Lomi Plo,” Luke explained. Helet histunic down. His back was still racked with
pain, but at least the cold weight inside had vanished. “With any luck,she'll think we died in the crash,
too.”

Tarfang eyed Luke warily, then sat up and began to jabber angrily, dternately pounding hisfistsand
gtabbing afurry finger at thear.

“I mogt certainly willnot say that to Master Luke,” C-3PO replied. “And | fail to seetheharmif heis
trying to make usfed better. It' s certainly better than dwelling on anegative.”

“We'renot dead,” Luke said between gritted teeth. He went to Juun’s side and pointed out the pilot’s
viewport toward a section of deck hanging free just inside the rim of the crater. “ Put the pod over there.
We need to get out of thisthing before Gorog seesit.”

Juun dropped them into the crater. The temperature inside climbed rapidly asthey drew closer to the
molten remains of theDRI19a, and the pod gave a noticeable jerk when it entered the nest ship’ s artificial

gravity.
“Hoersch-Kessdl gravity system,” Han observed. “Boy are they going to regret that.”

Tarfang chittered an indignant question.



“Tarfang would like to know what you think iswrong with—"

“Everything,” Han said. “1 just hope we can keep thisrock from lighting its hyperdrive. | redly hate what
those g burps do to my joints.”

Juun sat the pod down on the sagging edge of adeck section surrounded by antennas and dishes and
datafeeds, dl of it very un-Killik-looking and al of it arranged around ahaf-melted relay station.

“They had help building these things,” Han said, peering out the pod’ sviewport. “And alot of it. That
heat sensor |looks Bamorran, and the signals package is definitely aKuat Drive Y ards Eavesdropper.”

“Probably had help from the pirates—financed by the black membrosatrade,” Luke said. “But we'll
sort that out later. Right now, we need to get to those hyperdrives.”

“Good idea.” Han opened the pod’ s surviva pack and sprayed Luke s back with bacta salve, then
passed him a blaster and took one for himsdlf. “ Any idea how we' re going to get there through anest full

of bugs?”

“WEe re not going to gothrough them,” Luke said. He pulled the top of hisvac suit over his shoulders
and began to sed the closures. “We re going to go around them.”

Juun frowned and stopped short of pulling his helmet visor down. “1 don’'t understand.”

“Outsdethe ship.” Luke secured his own helmet to the collar ring. “ By crawling across the hull.”

“I was afraid that’ swhat you had in mind,” Han said.

Luke lowered hisvisor, then picked up the heavy surviva pack and turned toward the hatch. Han and
the others sedled their own vac suits, then they al left the escape pod and Sarted to push it toward the
dill-glowing crater.

A shudder ran through the deck. They al scrambled back, afraid it was about to collapse. But the deck
remained whereit was. Whileit was sagging dightly, it was clearly in no danger of faling, even with the
heavy escape pod Sitting just a meter or so from its edge.

The shuddering grew stronger. The severed lines and equipment dangling on the walls began to bounce
around soundlessly, then Han' s voice came over the vac suit comm system.

“WE d better wait awhile.” He pointed out through the crater hole, where the pirates’ unnamed planet
was starting to glide by ever morerapidly. “I’'m not sure | want to be crawling around outsde when this

thing goesinto hyperspace.”

NINETEEN

Leiafound the command deck of theAdmiral Ackbar to be as spotless, orderly, and efficient asthe rest
of the Star Destroyer. The mixed-species crew was both alert and focused, glancing up as she stepped



out of thelift, then quickly returning to their tasks when they saw she was escorted by adetail from
bridge security. Bwua tu himself wasin the Tactica Salon—the TacSd—at the back of the command
deck, surrounded by his staff and studying a holodisplay of the Murgo Choke. An opaescent bust of the
great admiral sat in aniche on the back wall, keeping a solemn watch over the entiredeck . . . and
causng acoldtingleinthemiddle of Leid sback.

The security detall stopped outside the TacSal, where the admird’saide, Wurf’d, met Lelawitha
disapproving sneer. He gestured curtly for her to follow, and asthey approached the holodisplay,
Bwua tu ended the discussion he was having with his staff to greet Lelawith asmug grin.

“Princess Leia, you wanted to see me?’

“That'sright, Admird,” Leiasaid. “Thank you for not making it difficult.”

“Why should I'”?” Bwua tu asked. “I’'m as concerned as you are.”

Thissurprised Leia. “You are?’

“Of course,” Bwua'tu said. “Evenif your friendsin the StedlthXs are carrying extraair scrubbersin their
cargo compartments, they must be breathing their own fumes by now. | only hopeit’ s not too late.”

Leid ssurprise changed to irritation. “My friends arefine. | cameto warn you that the Killiks are about
to contest your blockade.”

“Truly?” Bwua'tu' s expression remained smug, but Leiacould tell by the way his neck fur flattened that
this newstroubled him. “ And this knowledge came to you while you were saring at thewall of your
cdl?

“Moreor less” Lelasad. “Luke reached out to me through the Force.”

“Of course. . . your Jedi sorcery.” Bwua tu considered this for amoment, then asked, “Did your
brother also reveal where to expect this threst—or what form it might take?’

“Unfortunately, no,” Leiasaid. “Communication through the Forceisn't usualy that precise. All | could
tell wasthat Lukeisvery concerned.”

“l see”

Bwua tu’ s gaze did back toward the holodisplay, where the starfighter complement from both the
Admiral Ackbar and theMon Mothma —well over ahundred craft—were deployed in adouble
screening formation between the two Star Destroyers. The admira seemed to forget Leiafor the moment
and lose himslf in thought, then he abruptly looked back to her.

“Master Sebatyneis more adept with the Force, is she not?’

“Sheis,” Laasad. “That'sonereason she saMaster.”

“Then perhaps Master Sebatyne could provide me with amore thorough report,” Bwua tu said. “Inform
her that | require her presence on the command deck.”

“I've dready been in contact with Master Sebatyne, as |’ m sure your comm officers have informed



you.” AsLeaspoke, shewas puzzling over what seemed an odd, amost desperate starfighter
deployment. “ She' sunavailable at the moment.”

“That’sright,” Bwua'tu said. “ She' s hunting gankers.”
Lelashrugged. “ There s no reasoning with her when she' s hungry. Barabelslike their mest fresh.”
“Asdoweadl,” Bwuad tu said. “But thereare no gankers aboard this ship, PrincessLeia”

“Come, Admird.” Leiatouched Bwua tu through the Force and confirmed what she had dready
surmised: he did not believe aword she was saying. “ There arealways gankers aboard a capital ship.”

“Not aboard my ship.” Bwua tu stepped closer and spokein alow, gravelly voice. “Y our plan isagood
one,Jedi Solo, but you forget with whom you are deding.”

“My plan, Admirad?’ Leaglanced back at the holodisplay and redized what she was seeing. The
garfightersfrom theMon Mothma were carefully working their way toward those from theAdmiral
Ackbar, dowly weaving back and forth in atight search pattern. “Y ou think I'm trying to sage a
diverson!”

“It will do your friendsin the StedlthXs no good, of course,” Bwua tu said. “ But | am impressed with the
tactical coordination you Jedi achieve with your sorcery.”

“Y ou give ustoo much credit.” Lelastretched her Force-awarenessinto the Choke and felt the familiar
presence of a StealthX battle-meld. Then Kyp Durron reached out to her, assuring her that histeam
would soon be coming to help her and Saba. Lela seethed inwardly; she hardly needed rescuing. But the
ideathat someone could believe shedid made her think it had been amistaketo stinacdl just to avoid
further graining relations with the Galactic Alliance. “ Until | saw your starfighter deployment, Admira
Bwua tu, | didn’t even know that Master Durron and his squadron were out there.”

“Now you mock me, Jedi Solo.” Bwua tu sounded genuinely irritated. “ The Rurgavean Seight is
obscure, but did you redly thinkl would fall to recognizeit?’

“Of coursenot.” Leiaracked her brain, trying to remember what the Rurgavean Seightwas. “But you
must believe me. Luke' smessageisred. I'm not trying to distract you.”

“For someone who is not trying, you are doing an exceptiona job,” Bwua tu said. “If Master Sebatyne
falsto report to the nearest officer within thirty seconds, the StealthX fue will be destroyed. After that,
we will move on to theFalcon s drive nacelles.”

“What will it take to prove I’ m tdlling the truth?” Leiahad to struggle to keep an even voice. “Would you
believe meif | caled in both teams of StedlthXs?’

Bwua tu narrowed his eyes, contemplating her offer, then tapped abent claw in her direction. “Well
done, Princess. A classic dideinto the Manda orian Surrender.”

Lelasghed. “I’'mtrying tohelp you, Admiral—not capture theAckbar . ”
A cold knot formed between Leia s shoulder blades as she spoke. She half turned, expecting to see

Wurf’d or some other officer glaring in her direction. Instead she found hersdf looking into the vacant
eyesof theadmiral’ sbust.



“Admird, | continue to sense something wrong aboard this ship.” She pointed at the bust. “May | ask
what kind of security scanswere performed on that piece?’

“Youmay not,” Bwua tu said sternly. “1 won't be distracted, Jedi Solo.” He raised hishand and studied
his chrono for amoment, then added, “ And your thirty seconds have passed. Since we gill have no sgn
of Master Sebatyne, I'll haveto carry out my threat.”

Wurf’d produced acomlink and passed it to the admird. “ Security Two, Admira.”

Bwua tu kept hisgaze fixed on Leia “ That would be the detail guarding your StedthX fud.”

“Go ahead,” Lelasaid. She dill had abad feding about the bust, but it seemed clear Bwua tu would not
listen while he thought she wastrying to Sage adiverson. “Perhapsit will convince you of my sincerity.”

“Asyou wish.” Bwua tu activated the comlink. “ Tibanna detail—"
The admira stopped speaking when the comlink in Leia s deeve pocket echoed hiswords.

Bwua tu scowled and motioned Wurf’ d to retrieve the device. Once Wurf’ a had done so, the admiral
raised his own comlink and spoke again.

“Tibannadetail, comein.”

The call was repeated over the comlink in Wurf’ a’ s hand—the same comlink that Saba had left for Leia
to find on her bunk.

Bwua tu raised his bushy brow and turned to Leia. “My compliments. It gppears | am no longer in
control of your StedthX fud.”

A loud sissing came over both comlinks.
Bwua tu frowned, then spokeinto his. “I wouldn’t gloat, Master Sebatyne. | ill control theFalcon. ”
Thisonly drew more Sssng.

Bwua tu deactivated the comlink, then surprised her by not immediately ordering an attack on the
Falcon ’sdrive nacelles. Instead he turned to hisaide, Wurf’ d.

“Send adetall to investigate what became of the squad guarding the StedlthX fud,” he said. “ And sound
battle sationsin the capture bay.”

Before Wurf’a could acknowledge the order, the sharp wall of aproximity alarm sounded from the flight
deck speakers.

“Contact cluster exiting hyperspace,” an efficient femal e sensor officer announced. “No trangponder
codes, outbound from the nebula.”

Fifteen black triangles—the tactical symbolsfor unknown vessels—appeared at the edge of the
holodisplay, coming from the direction of the Utegetu Nebula. Instead of stopping to reconnoiter or plot
their next jJumps, as most starship fleets would do, they streaked straight toward the heart of the Murgo



Choke at a substantia percentage of lightspeed.

Lelawas dtill trying to comprehend what she was seeing when Bwua tu began to réttle off orders.
“Wurf’d, make that generd battle stations.”

“Srl”

“Grendyl, recall al starfighters. . . Jorga, assign targets to turbolaser batteries. . . Rabad, have
Commodore Darklighter bring theMothma forward to support us.. . . Tola, start awithdrawal toward
theMothma . . "

The acknowledgments came faster than Leia could track them—"Sir. .. gr...dr...dr...”—andthe
flight deck erupted into a controlled frenzy asthe officers jumped to execute their orders.

“Batteriesfive, nine, and seventeen have acquired targets, Admiral,” a Duros gunnery officer reported.
“Well done, Jorga. Openfire”
“Openfire?’ Leiagasped. “You don’'t even know—"

Bwua tu raised afinger, warning her to remain slent. Aningant later clouds of tiny black triangles began
to stream from the fifteen larger vessdls.

“Contacts launching fighters,” the sensor officer announced.

Leiawas stunned. The Killiks were not merdly atempting to run the Gaactic Alliance' s blockade, they
were going toattack it. Implications and ramifications raced through her mind in amad swirl, and she was
filled with the degpening fear that she was watching the outbreak of another galactic war—one born of
desperation and misunderstanding, and al the moretragic for it.

The colored glare of an outgoing turbolaser barrage flashed through the viewport and it up theAckbar s
flight deck. A couple of seconds|ater the tactical display showed strikes against three different targets.

“Affirmative hits” the sensor officer reported. “No shidds, damage unknown.”

The unknown-vessd triangles began to assume three-dimensiona shapes, each with afigure ranging
between 7,952 and 8,234—its length in meters—shining insde it. They looked like fifteen egg-shaped
rocks, dl trailing stubby tails of ion efflux. Thefighterswere just clouds of tiny divers, but aninset in one
of the swarms displayed theimage of what was basicaly a dartship mounted on an oversized ion engine.

“Interesting.” Bwua tu seemed to be speaking to himsdlf. “ The Killiks have some new toys. | wonder
what other surprisesthey may have brought us?’

Lea sthoughts went ingtantly to al the busts of Admiral Bwua tu she had seen aboard theAckbar. They
resembled spinglass too much to be anything else. She turned toward the one watching over the TacSd

and did not even need to reach out in the Force to know shewasright. A bolt of danger sense shot
down her spine, so cold and crisp that she broke into goose bumps.

Leaturned to Wurf’d. “ Excuse me, Captain, whereisthe nearest disposal chute?’

“Digposal chute?” Wurf’a frowned as though he was going to question her need for one. Then the rest



of theAckbar s batteries cut loose, filling the command deck viewport with amultihued glare and causing
the overhead lighting to flicker and dim. He pointed absentmindedly toward a spotless cover-flap on the

far wdl. “There”

“Thank you.”

Leiaused the Force to dide the bust, which was about forty centimeters high, free of its mounting. A
Mon Calamari lieutenant commander let out astartled cry asit drifted out of the niche, then stepped in
front of Bwua tu to shid him.

“Sorry to darmyou,” Leiasaid. Shefloated the bust over to disposal chute and began to push it through
theflgp. “But thisthinghas to go.”

“Theadmirad!” Wurf'd cried. He dived after the piece, jamming hisarmsinto the chute up to his
shoulders. “It'sokay. | have him!”

Leiafdt the barrels of severd blasters swing her way. The petty officer in charge of her security escort
warned, “Don’t even think about moving, Princess.”

She kept her handsin plain sight but did not otherwise acknowledge the threat.

Bwua tu peered over the shoulder of the lieutenant commander in front of him, scowling first at Leia,
thena Wurf’d.

“Captain, what the blazes are you doing with your arms down in adisposa chute?’

“Holding onto your bugt, sir.” A muffled clink sounded insde the chute. “ Bloah!”

Bwua tu frowned. “Captain?’

“Sorry, S, but something—rodder!” Wurf’ d suddenly straightened and pulled his arms out of the chute.
His hands and wrists were covered in dozens of blue, thumb-sized insects. “ They're biting!”

“They're Gorog!” Leiareached out in the Force and pulled the chute cover closed. “Dark Nest Killiks!”

Wurf’a dropped to his knees, screaming and trying to shake the insects off. Those that came free
buzzed up to his head and dighted on his eyes. His screams grew primal, but the TacSal seemed frozen
initsconfusion, and even Lelawas a aloss asto how to help the aide. After a couple of seconds he

threw his head back and collapsed, araspy gurgle coming from histhroat.

The n bugs exploded into the air, spreading their wings and droning off in every direction.

“Commando raid!” Bwua'tu yelled.

He pulled his sdearm and blasted aKillik from the air. Half adozen bolts Szzled past Leid s shoulder,
taking out another insect. Then the rest of Bwua tu’ s saff began to react, drawing their own blastersand
lacing the air with fire.

They were not entirely effective. A Duros lieutenant commander dapped at histhroat, then fell to the
floor and began to convulse, and perhaps two dozen of the insects escaped out onto the command deck.



Oncethe shock of theinitid assault wore off, Bwua tu stepped over to the disposal chute and dapped
theVVOID button to suck the contents down into theAckbar ’s waste tanks.

“Well done, Princess.” He dapped the button again. “What derted you?’

Lelaused the Forceto flick an assassin bug away from his ear, then splattered it againgt the wall. * Jedi
sorcery.”

“Marvelous stuff.” Bwua tu eyed the blue-and-yellow smear, then looked past Leiato the petty officer in
charge of her security escort. “Y ou, take your detail and secure this deck.”

“Sr. And the prisoner?’
“Prisoner?’ Bwua tu snorted. “ She wasnever your prisoner, son. Shewas just being polite.”

“Thank you, Admira,” Leiasaid. “1 don’t know what the Killiks are up to, but | hope you understand
that the Jedi aren’'t—"

“Say no more.” Bwua'tu raised a hand to stop her. “ The Jedi may beidedlistic fools, but they are not
traitors—as you have dready proven.”

“I'm glad we understand each other.” Leiatried not to bristle a being called afool; under the
circumgtances, shewas glad just to have earned Bwua tu’ strust. “ If | might make a suggestion, Killik
nests share a collective mind—"

“Of course” Bwud tu turned to the intercom and opened a shipwide channdl. “Infiltration dert. Sedl dll
hatches, blast anything with six limbs, and dump al statuary down the nearest disposa chute. Thisisnot a
arill.”

Bwua tu paused amoment to look out at the chaos on theAckbar s command deck—at least a dozen
stations were empty while the crew fought the remaining n bugs—then returned to his place a the
holodisplay.

“All right, people, we ve got abattleto win,” he said to the TacSa staff. “ Back to your stations.”

Lela stepped to the holodisplay with his officers. Most of the Killik fleet was headed straight forMon
Mothma and the heart of the Choke, and clouds of insect starfighters were aready boiling past the thin
screen of Alliance defenders. But asmall task force—five ships and severd thousand dartships—was
veering toward theAckbar, preparing to intercept it and prevent it from reaching theMothma.

Knowing how vauable any intelligence about one' sfoes could bein abattle, Leia oriented hersdlf to the
fighting, then turned toward the Killik ships and, one by one, began to reach out to them in the Force.
She sensed the presence of asingle Killik nest aboard each of the large ships, often accompanied by
dozens or even hundreds of Joiners, and she even recognized the stoicism of the Taat and the artistic
senshilities of the Saras among the vessels headed for theMothma. But when she cameto the last ship of
the group moving to intercept theAckbar, shefelt no presencesat dl, only an empty place in the Force.

“Something you wish to share, Jedi Solo?’ Bwua! tu asked.

Leialooked up to find the Bothan studying her. She pointed at the image of the “empty” vessd inthe
holodisplay.



“I think that isthe Dark Nest’ s ship,” she said. “Of course, we don’'t know how the Killik fleet is
organized, but that will be as closeto aflagship asthey have”

“I really shouldn’t be surprised by what you Jedi cantell, but | am.” Bwua tu thought for amoment, then
turned to the Mon Calamari captain who had tried to shield him earlier. “Wewon't show our handyet,
Tola”

“Very good, Sir.”

“But when that ship enters effective range, let’ s be ready to give it everything we have,” Bwua tu said.
“Maybe we can surprisethem for achange.”

“Yes, gr,” Tolasad. “I'll have dl batterieslock it in as a secondary target now.”

“Good. Designate it Bug One.” Bwua tu turned back to the holodisplay, but said, “ And one more thing.
Have the capture bay stand down. All Jedi craft are free to come and go asthey require.”

Tolaacknowledged the order, then turned to pass on the admira’ s commands.
Leagmiled. “Thank you, Admird,” shesaid. “But if | can be of some servicehere —’

“I wasthinking of your StealthX s, Princess,” Bwua tu interrupted. “They’ re going to need aplace to
refud and rearm.”

“They are?’ Lelaasked. “1 mean, if the Jedi can be of any help—’

“Theywill be.” Bwua tu began to pace, but his gaze remained glued to the holodisplay. “ Inform them
that they’ re now under my command.”

1] UI,]_”
“Isthere a problem with that?’” Bwua tu demanded.
“No, dr,” Leiaanswered. “ Just thinking about the best way to let them know.”

“Theway that makesit clear. These are bugswith aplan, Princess.” Bwua tu stopped pacing and
scowled aong his snout at her. “We need to stop them here, or wewon’t stop them at al.”

Leiaswallowed. “1 know that, Admird. I'll do my best.”

She closed her eyes, then stretched her Force-awareness out into the Choke. She found Maraand her
team first, very calm and focused. A bright circle of ion glow, surrounded by the stern of alarge rocky
vessd, appeared in Leid s mind; they were sneaking up on aKillik ship. Shefilled her thoughts with good
fedlings about Admiral Bwua tu and slently repeated the wordr espect.

Maraand the others seemed puzzled, but willing.
Leiareached out to Kyp' s squadron next and was immediately engulfed in a conflagration of fear and

exhilaration and anger, dl blasting her a once. She dlowed hersdf to sink into the emotional turmoil and
began to glimpse flashes of exploding dartships and fiery white propel lant trails.



Kyp's presence touched Lela, assuring her that he was on hisway. She replied as she had with Mara,
by filling her mind with good thoughts about Bwua! tu and slently urging Kyp to respect him.

Kyp poured indignation into the Force. Leiarepeated the sentiment more strongly, trying to impress on
him that the problem wasthe Killiks, not the Fifth Feet. Kyp grew frustrated, but his stubbornness dowly
gave way to willingness.

Lelaopened her eyesin timeto see Tola, the Mon Calamari, drop to his knees, gasping for breath and
clawing at histhroat. Bwua tu glanced over and calmly smashed the buitt of his blagter into the back of

Tola sskull. There wasthe sound of crunching chitin, then the lieutenant commander pitched forward, a
string of insect gore momentarily connecting his head to the admird’ sblaster handle.

“Stay dert, people!” Bwua'tu ordered. “I can’t have my staff dropping dead around me.”

A pair of security guards stepped into the TacSdl to carry the convulsing Mon Calamari away. Leia
pushed aside the sorrow shefelt for him, then caught Bwua tu' s eye.

“The StedlthX crews have agreed.” She pointed into the holodisplay, indicating the five Killik ships
moving to intercept theAckbar. “Mara steam—half a squadron—is somewhere behind this group,
moving up on one of the ships”

Bwua tu frowned. “What' s her status? Mara' s team can’t be combat-ready after so long in space.”

“They can make one attack run, but dogfighting isout of the question until they refuel,” Lelasaid. “ Other
than that, they’ re good.”

Bwua tu looked doubtful.
“Trust me, Admird.” Leiasmiled. “It’s Jedi sorcery.”
Bwua tu snorted. “If you say s0.”

Leiapointed at acluster of dartshipsthat seemed to be gathered between the two groups of Killik ships
for no apparent reason. “| think Master Durron’ s squadron is engaged here.”

“Onther way to free you and Master Sebatyne,” Bwua tu surmised. “We don't need them here. Have
them withdraw toward theMothma. ”

“It might be more preciseif you spoke to our teeamsyoursdf.” Leiawent to the comm station and
opened a channel to the StealthXs. “ They can’t acknowledge, but they’ Il hear your orders.”

“Very wel.”

Bwua tu stepped away from the holodisplay and told the StedthXs what he wanted. Leiafelt
acknowledgments from everyone except Mara, who seemed firmly opposed to abandoning the target she
had aready sdlected. When Leiaadlowed her bewilderment to rise to the surface of her mind, Mara
flooded the meld with concern for Luke and Han.

“Everyone except Maraisago,” Lelareported. “Marais going to stay with her current target. It has
something to do with Luke and Han.”



Bwua tu cocked histhick brow. * Somethingisarather imprecise term, Princess.”

“I’'msorry, Admiral.” Leiareached out into the Force, searching for her brother’ s presence, and felt
nothing. “That’sdl | know.”

Bwuatu frowned, clearly unaccustomed to having his commands modified in thismanner. “That will . ..

Helet the sentencetrail off asthe leading eements of the Killik flet filled the holodisplay with flashes of
light. Mon Mothma ’simage changed to ydlow, indicating that its shields were absorbing more energy
than they could rapidly disperse. TheAckbar ’simage remained blue.

“Enemy weapons are identified asturbolasers,” the sensor officer reported. “ Unknown manufacturer,
but clearly Alliance technology.”

“At least we know who the Tibanna tappers have been supplying,” Bwua tu observed. He turned to
Leia “Have Master Sebatyne prep theFal con for launch. The SteathX's may need amobile refuding
plaform.”

Learetrieved the comlink Saba had |eft on her bunk. “Master Sebatyne, would you prep theFal con for
launch? Admiral Bwua tu may need it to refud the StedthXs.”

“Itis prepped,” Saba retorted. A muffledphew-phew sounded in the background. “But this one does not
know how long we can keep it that way.”

Leiafrowned. “Isthat theFalcon ’ s blaster cannon | hear?’
“Of coursel” Sabareplied. “ Those little Gorog are everywhere!”

Leiadarted to report to Bwua tu, but he was aready at awall display, punching codes into the control
panel. He paused, then punched more codes and cursed. The screen never showed anything but static.

“These bugs are good,” he growled. “They’ ve been cutting our status feeds.”

Lelaactivated the comlink again. “We re blind up here, Master. What can you tell me about the
gtuation?’

“It'z bad!” Sabasaid. “If this one had not aready disabled the capture bay batteriez, you wouldn’t be
talking to her now. The crew isdown, and bugz are everywhere.”

“Okay,” Lelasaid. “Maybeyou’ d better launch now.”
“Withoutyou 7" A rhythmic hissng came out of the comlink. “Y ou are alwayz joking, Jedi Solo.”
Saba closed the channd.

Leialooked up to find Bwua tu spesking to a young Sullustan ensign wearing the double-lightning bars
of the enginesring Saff.

“—didn’t Captain Urbok inform metheAckbar ’s Situation was this bad? Damage assessment is her
respongbility.”



“B-because she'sdead, s-5r?’ the lieutenant stammered.

“What about Lieutenant Commander Reo?’

“Also deed, Sir.”

Lelacould sense Bwua tu’' sanger building, but he maintained acivil tone. “And Lieutenant Aramb?’

“Pardyzed and unable to speak, Sir,” the ensign reported. “ Apparently, the Killik venom isn't as
effective againg Gotas”

“Widll, then, whois running engineering?’ Bwua tu demanded.
The Sullustan looked back toward the decimated command deck, then asked, “Y ou?’

“Wrong,Captain Yuul.” Bwua tu pointed to the ship engineer’ schair. “Now get to your station, get on
the comm, and find out the condition of thisship!”

“Srl”

Asthe Sullustan turned to obey, Bwua tu looked to Leiaand shook hishead. “ These Killiks are
beginning to worry me, Princess. What other surprises do they have tucked under their chitin?’

Without awaiting areply, he returned his attention to the holodisplay. TheMon Mothma was
concentrating itsfire on the lead ship, blowing off so many piecesthat the thing looked more like an
agteroid field than acapita vessd. But the Killik dartship swarms had already overwhelmed the Alliance
fighter screens, and for every turbolaser strike theMothma delivered, it took ten.

TheAckbar wasfaring better, at least outside the hull. Although space beyond the viewport was bright
with turbolaser blossoms, the Killik gunners seemed to be having trouble accounting for the gravitational
effects of the binary stars behind the Star Destroyer. Most strikesfell short or passed harmlessly below
theAckbar ’sbelly, and the few that landed were not powerful enough to serioudy chdlengeits shields.

TheMothma ' slikeness suddenly changed to red, indicating that it had suffered a shield breach. Bwua tu
sighed audibly, then turned to afemae human who had been sticking closeto hisside.

“Grendyl, tell Commodore Darklighter to withdraw. Have dl surviving Fifth FHeet sarfighters disengage
and meet him a Rendezvous Alpha.”

Grendyl’ seyes grew round. “Evenour fighters, Admird?’

“That'swhat | said, blast it!” Bwua tu barked. “Is something wrong with those little pink flapsyou call
eas?

An astonished silence settled over the surviving members of Bwua tu’ s saff, and dl eyeswent to the
holodisplay.

Bwua tu took abreath, then said, “1 gpologize, Grendyl. That was uncaled for. Our unfortunate Situation
has put me rather on edge, I'm afraid.”



“It'squitedl right, Sir.” Her voice was about to crack. “1’ [l send the message at once.”

“Thank you,” Bwua'tu said. “And make it adirect order, to both Commodore Darklighter and the
garfighter squadrons. | won't have them wasting va uable Alliance resources on pointless displays of
bravery. TheAckbar islog.”

Grendyl brought her hand up inasmart salute. “ Sir.”

Therest of Bwua tu' s Saff remained slent, staring into the holodisplay and contemplating the admira’s
grim conclusion. TheAckbar was trapped with its back againgt abinary star, with five Killik capitd ships
and aswarm of severd thousand fighters coming at it with nothing in the way except afew atoms of
hydrogen. The situation was hopeless, and Bwua tu was both astute enough to see that early on and
sensible enough not to decelve himsalf or anyone else about their chances of escaping the trap.

Leiafdt Sabaurging her to return to theFalcon, but she remained where she was. Something did not
fed right. TheAckbar ’sturbolasers were hammering dl five enemy ships coming toward it, but itsown
shiddswere bardy flickering.

After afew moments, Bwua tu said, “| think the time has come for our surprise” He went to the comm
and opened achannd to the turbolaser batteries. “ All batteries, switch targeting to Bug One.
Acknowledge when reedy.”

TheAckbar ’sturbolaser batteries fell sllent for amoment, then the acknowledgmentsrolled in so fast
that Leia could not keep track of them.

When the comm fell sllent again, Bwua'tu said, “Fireonmy mark . . . three. . . two. .. mark!”

Space beyond the command deck viewport grew brilliant with turbolaser fire, and the deck shuddered
with kinetic discharge. They waited, breathless, during the instant it took the barrage to cross the vast
distance and land. Bug One's symbol turned yellow on the holodisplay.

“Affirmative hits,” the sensor officer reported. “ Estimate ten percent loss of mass.”

An enthusiastic cheer rose from the survivorsin the TacSal and on the command deck.

Bwua tu spoke into the comm. “Well done, gunnery! Odd-number batteries maintain fire—"

Leladid not hear the rest of what Bwua tu said, for Marawas suddenly reaching out to her, full of darm
and worry for Luke and Han. Leiafrowned, confused, and the image of aKillik ship appeared in her
mind. Therewere severd tiny figureson it, creeping acrossits broken surface, noticeable only because of
the pinpoints of light coming from their hemet lamps. Then turbolaser firebegan torain down onitlikea
Nkllonian meteor storm, blowing huge, ragged holesinto the ship’s hull, hurling fountains of stoneinto
pace, and hiding thetiny figures behind a curtain of dust.

And then, suddenly, Leiafelt Luke' s presence, somewhere near Maraand even more alarmed.

Leiasprang to Bwua'tu'sside. “ Stop! Luke and Han are on that ship!”

Bwua tu lowered hisfurry brow, as confused as L eia had been a moment ago. “What?’

“Luke and Han are on Bug One!” Lelaexplained. “ That' swhy Marawouldn’t retarget earlier. She saw



them!”
Bwua tu' s eyeswidened. “Y ou' re sure?’
“l'am,” Lelasad. “I just fet Lukein the Force—he must have been hiding before.”

Bwua tu narrowed hiseyes. “1 see.” He thought for amoment, then returned to the comm. “ Batteries
ending in five or zero maintain fire on Bug One. All othersreturn to normd targeting.”

Leafrowned. “That's sill ten batteries!”

“If your brother and husband are aboard that ship, they’ re either prisoners or ssowaways,” Bwua'tu
sad. “If they’ re prisoners, their best chance of escape liesin disabling the ship. If they’ re sowaways—"

“—we might draw attention to them by stopping the attack,” Leiafinished.
Bwua tu nodded. “We || make afleet admira of you yet, Princess.”

They returned to the holodisplay. Thetiny triangle of an unidentified vessel wasjust separating from Bug
One and gtarting to accelerate toward theAckbar .

“Sensors, give me areading on that rightnow, ” Bwua tu demanded. “What isit? A missle?’

There was a short pause, then the image changed to the triangular cylinder of an old Kuat Drive Y ards
frigate.

“New contact is confirmed asalLancer -classfrigate,” the sensor officer reported. “ Affiliation unknown.”

Bwua tu frowned, then looked toward Lela “Can your sorcery be of any help, Princess?’

Hoping to sense L uke and Han aboard the frigate, she reached out to the vessel inthe Force. . . and
found Raynar Thul instead. She immediately tried to break contact, but as she withdrew, he followed,
and an enormous, murky presence rose inside her mind. Her vision grew dark around the edges, and a
dark weight began to press down on her, so heavy and cold and draining that her knees grew weak and
buckled.

“Princess Leia?’ Bwua tu and Grendy! stepped to her side, their blaster pistols cocked to smash thefirst
crawling thing they saw. “Where did it get you?’

“I'm..." Leatried toriseand failed. “Not bugs. . . frigate.. . .”
Bwua tu frowned. “ The frigate?’ He pulled her up. “What about it?’

Leiawanted to answer, to tell him who was coming, but the dark weight inside was too much. She could
not bring the words to mind, could not have spoken them even if they had come.

“I see” Bwuad'tu said. “ Grendyl, designate that vessel hodtile . . . and make it ahigh-priority target.”
A few moments later aturbolaser barrage streaked toward the frigate. A deep pang of sorrow washed

over Lelaas she awaited the coming explosion. Whatever Raynar had become among the Killiks, he had
once been aJedi and aclose friend of her children, and she knew that hisloss would leave her fedling



empty and dismd.

Then, asthe strike neared Raynar’ s vessdl, the dark weight inside vanished, and Leid s strength surged
back. Still gasping, she was about to report who was aboard, but the turbolaser barrage suddenly veered

away and blossomed in empty space.

Grendyl cried out in astonishment, amurmur of dishelief rose from the survivors on the command deck,
and Leafinaly understood why the Killik gunners were such bad shots.

They weren'ttrying to hit theAckbar.

When the second volley of turbolaser fire dso veered away at thelast instant, Bwua tu narrowed his
eyesand turned to Leia.

“What isit?’ he asked. “ Some sort of new shied?”’

Leiashook her head. “It'sRaynar Thul,” shesaid. “And | think he' s coming to take your ship.”

TWENTY

The exterior of the nest ship was knobby and shadowed, a broken vista of narrow trenches zigzagging
between giant blocks of spitcrete. Han knew that the blocks were almost certainly primitive hest sinks,

necessary to keep the hull from cracking open in the extreme temperature swings of space. But that
didn’t make navigating around them any easer. The vessd’ s surface was like an immense spitcrete maze,
gretching ahead dmost endlessly, then suddenly vanishing againgt the blue brilliance of amassve crescent
of ion efflux. Han felt as though he were walking into a sun—an impression supported by the droplets of
swest stinging his eyes and rolling down his cheeks. With the four rea suns of the Murgo Choke blasting
him in the sde and shoulders, theDR919a ’ s cheap escape pod vac suits were not up to the task of
cooling their occupants. He was afraid they would start melting soon.

Han stopped at the base of a heat sink—a spitcrete monolith two meters high—that Luke had scaled to
study the terrain ahead, then tipped his helmet back so he could look up. There was another nest ship a
hundred kilometers or so above, and a constant stream of tiny colored dashes came and went asit
traded fire with an Alliance Star Destroyer somewhere inside the Murgo Choke.

Han activated his suit comm. “Arewethere yet?’

“Almost, Han.” Luke continued to study the horizon, one glove shading hishelmet visor. “Thereé sa
square shadow at eleven that might be athermal vent.”

“Do you see any hest digtortion aboveit?’

143 NO_”

“Then we re not there” Han tried to keep his disappointment out of hisvoice—he did not want to
encourage any more jabbering over the suit comm from Tarfang. “A hyperdrive for aship thishbigisgoing



to release heat for hours. When we get near avent, we'll know it.”

“I suppose.” Luke turned to climb down, then suddenly tipped his helmet back to look over their heads.
“Incoming! Get—"

Space turned white, and Luke' s voice dissolved into the telltale static that meant a turbolaser strike was
all too precisdy targeted. Han tried to drop behind cover, but that was next to impossible in a giff escape
pod vac suit. He made it as far as bending hisknees; then the nest ship hull dammed up under him,
hurling him into the side of the heat sink. He tumbled down the surface and cameto arest at itsbase, the
ingde of hisfaceplate so smeared with perspiration that he could not tell whether he was lying facedown
or face up.

The hull continued to buck and shudder, bouncing Han's nose againgt his faceplate, and the strike static
grew deafening. He chinned his suit comm off so he could listen for the hiss that would mean hisvac suit
had been compromised, then dowly brought up hisarms and determined that he was lying on hisbdlly.

Han rolled to his back, then wished he hadn’t. Space above was one huge, blurry sheet of turbolaser
energy—modst of it incoming—and filled with roiling spitcrete dust and tumbling chunks of heat sink . . .
and something that looked like a half-sized vac suit, spinning out of control and waving its spread-eagled
limbs

Han activated his suit comm again and heard even more static. Some Alliance Star Destroyer was hitting
them with everything it had. He stood and nearly got bounced free of the ship’ satificid gravity himsdf,
then came down hard beside C-3PO.

The droid turned his head and looked as though he was speaking. Fortunately, Han could not hear a
word.

Trying to keep one eye on whoever it was floating off up there, Han rolled to aknee and, through the

thickening haze of barrage vapor, found L uke about five meters away. Han scrambled over, then touched
helmets so they could speak without the comm unit.

“Someone got bounced!” Han pointed toward the dowly shrinking figure. “We relosing him!”

Luke looked in the direction Han wasindicating. “1t's Tarfang.”

“How canyoutdl?’

Luke pointed at apair of shadows tucked behind aheat sink. “ Juun and Artoo are over there.”

Helifted his hand and used the Force to draw Tarfang’ s spinning form back down. The ship’ s atificid
gravity caught hold of the Ewok about two meters above the surface. He landed hard, then bounced to
hisfeet shaking hisfist and jabbering behind hisfaceplate. When another close strike launched him off the
hull again, Han had to think twice before he reached up and caught the Ewok by the ankle.

Tarfang noticed the hesitation. He glared vibrodaggers as he was pulled back down, but that did not
prevent him from grabbing Han' s utility belt and holding tight. Han tried again to activate his suit comm,
but with space flashing like a Bespinese thunderstorm, all that came over the helmet speskerswas strike
gdic.

Luke did not need the comm. He smply stood and looked toward Han, and Han understood. They had



to keep moving. Luke had used the Force, and now Lomi Plo could feel them coming.

They gathered Juun and the droids and started forward, following the spitcrete troughs between the heat
snks, zigzagging their way through the barrage with giant columns of shattered spitcrete and vapor
shooting up al around. Within afew minutes, the turbolaser storm faded to afraction of itsformer fury,
but it remained fierce enough to make them fear for their lives. Severd strikes landed so close that
everyone was bounced off their feet, and twice Luke had to use the Force to pull someone back down
into the nest ship’ s artificid gravity. The barrage haze grew steadily thicker, obscuring vighility to the
point that Han came within astep of leading Tarfang and C-3PO off the edge of a cavernous blast hole.

Perhaps half akilometer later, Luke stopped short and pointed toward a billowing column of dust and

shattered spitcrete about fifty meters ahead. It was roiling with convection currents and rising at a steedy
rate.

“We rethere, Han.” Luke svoice was scratchy but understandable; under the lighter barrage, the
electromagnetic static had diminished and no longer jammed their suit comms completely. “But be ready.
| think we have areception committee.”

Tarfang stopped and planted hisfeet.” Wobba jobabu!”

“Don’'t worry,” Luke said. “We Il have backup.”

“Backup?’ Han turned to look, peering through the barrage haze. “ Out here?’

“Maraiskeeping an eye on usfrom a StealthX,” Luke explained. “1 think she spotted our helmet lamps
when she was sneaking up to attack the nest ship.”

“She'sinaStedthX?” Han asked. “ And you still want to do thisthe hard way? Why don’'t we lether
drop a shadow bomb down that thermal vent and jump thisrock? We can trigger our rescue beacons
and wait for aride”

“That’ snot abad idea, Han,” Luke said. Something that sounded like chattering teeth came over the suit
comm, and he turned toward the thermal vent. “1’d like you to take the others and do exactly that. It will
makethingseader for me.”

“Eaderhow 7’ Han asked suspicioudy. “1 thought al we needed to do was blow the nest ship's
hyperdrive, and Mara can do that alot easier with a shadow bomb than we can with alightsaber and two
crummy blaster pistols.”

“There' sacomplication,” Luke said. “Onewe can't hit with a shadow bomb.”

“A complication?’ Han put hisfaceplate close to Luke s and saw that the Jedi Master was shivering
uncontrollably. “Y ou mean Lomi Plo?’

Luke turned to Han and nodded. “| should f-finish her off while | have the chance.”

“| don’t know who you think you're fooling, but it isn't me,” Han said. “ She' s got ahold of you again,
hasn't she?”’

Luke sghed. “That doesn’t mean you should stay.”



“You comewith us, and | won't,” Han said.
“And m-make usdl targets?’ Luke shook his head. “I'm going to stay here and see thisthing through.”
“That makestwo of us,” Han said. He turned to Tarfang and Juun. “How about you two?’

Tarfang launched into tirade of angry jabbering, then renewed his grasp on Han' s utility belt and shook
his head. Juun merely stood there, blinking at them out of his helmet.

“Wel?" Han asked.

When Juun’ s expression did not change, Han tapped the side of the Sullustan’ s helmet. Juun frowned
and shook his head.

“I guessit’ sunanimous,” Han said. “ Juun can't risk jumping off thisrock with afaulty comm. If his
beacon fails, too, he'll be agoner out there.”

“I wish you' d reconsider, Han.”

“Y eah, and | wish we had asatchd full of thermal detonators and afew kilos of baradium,” Han said.
“But that’ s not going to happen. Let'sgo.”

They started to move again. But ingtead of traveling straight toward the thermal vent, Luke carefully
circled it. Every few meters, he would stop and remain motionless for five or ten seconds, then adjust his
course and creep ahead even more dowly.

Findly, he motioned for a stop, then sneaked forward to peer around the side of aheat sink. Han
followed and saw severd dozen hazy, bug-shaped figures wearing the bulky cargpacesthat Killiks used
as pressure suits. They were dl crouching in ambush, dtill facing the direction he and Luke had been
gpproaching from afew minutes earlier.

“Everybody beready,” Luke unhooked his lightsaber, then took the blaster pistol out of his utility belt
and passed it to Tarfang. “Mara s making her run.”

“Then what?" Han asked.

“Then Lomi Plowill haveto show hersdf,” Luke answered.  After we finish with her, wetrip our rescue
beacons.”

“I'm holding you to that,” Han said. He motioned Juun to stay with the droids and keep down—without
acomm or ablaster, the Sullustan would be no good in the fight anyway—then twisted around to ook
up into space. “What' staking so—"

Luke jumped up and ignited hislightsaber, pointing the tip toward the hiding Gorog. In the same instant,
the dark shape of a Jedi StealthX agppeared behind the insects and began to stitch the nest ship’ s hull with
firefromitsfour laser cannons. A curtain of spitcrete dust, hull chips, and bug parts boiled spaceward,
and then the StedthX was gone, vanished againgt the star-flecked void.

A moment later asmall line of pressure-suited Gorog came charging forward between the heat Sinks,
spraying electrobolts and shatter gun pellets ahead of them. Han returned fire, cursing in frustration as
most of hisbolts bounced harmlesdy off theinsects carapace pressure suits. Luke Ssmply made a



sweeping motion with his hand, and one end of the Gorog line went tumbling into space.

Then brilliant spears of cannon fire began to stab down from space again, churning what remained of the
insect lineinto an amalgam of chitin and gore. Han continued to fire, more to make sure Maraknew
where he was than because he thought he was going to kill anything. In amoment the StedthX’ sdark
shape swept past only afew metersfrom their hiding place, so close that Han could see Mara s head
swinging back and forth as she selected her targets.

Han was il watching her when something tinked the back of hishelmet. He spun around, half expecting
to fed that painful fina pop as ashatter gun pdlet tore through his head, but there was nobody behind
him except Juun and the droids.

The Sullustan pointed toward something on the other side of Luke. Han glanced over and found nothing
but the usua barrage haze. Luke was standing just as he had amoment before, hislightsaber blazing and
his attention fixed on the few would-be ambushers that had survived Mara s strafing runs so far.

Juun began to gesture violently, thistime alittle closer to Luke. Han looked again, saw nothing but dust,
then spread his handsin agesture of helplessness.

Juun beat hisfists againgt his helmet, then legpt to hisfeet and raced in the direction he had been
pointing.

“Look out, Luke!” Han warned over the comm. “Y ou’ ve got a crazy Sullustan—"
Lukewhirled, bringing hislightsaber around in a high guard—then stopping cold in aflicker of sparks.
Han scowled. “What the—"

L uke suddenly doubled over in the middle, as though he had been kicked hard in the ssomach. Then
Juun dammed to astop about ameter in front of Luke, his arms wrapping around something Han could
not see.

Luke brought his blade up and hit nothing but air, then flipped the tip over his shoulder in a back-guard
maneuver that resulted in another flurry of sparks. He followed this by dropping into aspinning leg sveep
that caught whatever Juun was clinging to. The Sullustan’ sarms came loose, and he went rolling across
the spitcrete into the Side of aheat sink.

Han opened fire on the generdl area, and aflurry of blaster bolts flashed past his shoulder as Tarfang did
the same. Mogt of their attacks did nothing more harmful than burn divotsinto the hull of the nest ship.
But a couple of times, the shots were mysterioudy deflected, and once Han thought he saw the flash of a
scarred face, so haggard and misshapen that he could not be sure whether it was human or insect.

L uke danced back into the combat, dashing high and low with hislightsaber, missng more often than
not, but spinning directly into the next attack, his blade sparking and flashing asit blocked and deflected
the unseen strikes coming hisway. Han and Tarfang scrambled after the fight, firing more or lesswhere
the Jedi was attacking, drawing just enough attention so that L uke could continue to drive the unseen
enemy back.

They continued to press the attack for perhaps five or ten seconds; then arow of six-limbed figures
wearing bulky Killik pressure suits emerged from the heet snks. Han' s heart rose into histhroat—he
wondered if that was what Jedi danger sense felt like—and he stopped advancing.



“Uh, guys?’ He glanced to each flank and saw that there were more bugsto each sde. “Get down!”

There was aflurry of motion as the insects brought up their wegpons. Han was dready dropping to the
hull. He landed on his sde and kicked behind a heat sink; silver flashes began to dance across his
faceplate while flying chips of spitcrete beat an irregular cadence on hishelmet. He curled into afeta ball
and counted himsdf lucky.

A moment later Luke s voice came over the suit comm. “ Cover!”

“What do you think I'm—"

Han's comm gave a sharp pop, then aseries of sharp concussions reverberated through the hull. The
sound of the chips striking his helmet was replaced at first by adozen seconds of Static, then by utter
slence. He uncurled and carefully raised his head.

The barrage dust had thickened to amurky gray cloud, but it was not too thick to prevent him from
seeing the brilliant streaks of Mara s laser cannons chasing off the Gorog survivors. Han rolled to his
knees and turned in the other direction. The hull ended about three meters from where he was knedling,
opening into adeep, dark crater filled with flotsam, floating corpses, and shooting streams of vapor.

“Han?’ Luke svoice came over the suit comm. “Are you okay?’

“That depends.” Han stood and turned in adow circle, then finally saw Luke coming toward him from
about ten metersaway. “Did you get Lomi?’

Luke shook hishead. “I can sill fed her.”

“Then I’m about as un-okay asyou can get.” Han began adow rotation, his blaster held ready tofire. “I
hate being crept up on by stuff | can’t see. Let’ s get back to where we left Juun.”

“Why do you want Juun?’ Luke asked.
“Because he can see her,” Han said.
L uke stopped three paces from Han. “Y ou' re sure?’

“Didn’t you seetheway hetried to tackle her? Of courseI’m sure.” Han did not like the surprisein
Luke svoice. “Doesthat mean something?’

“Yes” Lukesad. “It means|”m wrong about Lomi Plo.”

“Great,” Han growled. Hewould have liked to suggest again that they leave the ship and activate their
rescue beacons, but he did not want L uke telling him to go ahead on his own. He was afraid the
temptation might be too much for him. “Wrong how?’

“| thought she was using some sort of Force blur to hide hersdf,” Luke said. “But if Juun can see her,
andl can't...”

When Luke let the sentencetrail off, Han said, “Y eah, that scares me, too.” He turned back the way
they had come. “Maybe Juun can explainit.”



“Wat aminute,” Luke said. “What about Tarfang?’

“Tarfang?’ Han took a quick look around, then tipped his helmet back. “Don't tell me he got bounced
agan!”

Lukewas slent for amoment, then said, “Hedidn't. Tarfang isbelow us, insde the nest ship.” He
turned and looked toward one of the holes Mara s shadow bombs had knocked in the hull. 1 think Lomi
Pohashim.”

TWENTY-ONE

With acloud of n bugs droning behind them and dite Unu soldiers zipping shatter gun pellets
down every sde corridor they passed, Leiaknew her small company wasin trouble. They would never
hold off the Killikslong enough to initiate theAckbar s salf-destruct sequence.

What Leiadidnot know was how to break the news to Bwua tu. They had been forced to abandon the
command deck after a swarm of n bugs had erupted from the ventilation ducts. Since then,
activating the self-destruct cycle had been the admiral’ s only concern, but the Killiks had foreseen the
move. Every primary accesstermina Lelaand the others passed was damaged beyond al hope of a
quick repair—usually by an eectrobolt blast to the keypad.

Leiacameto another intersection, and Bwua tu’ s voice barked out from the middle of the group behind
her. “Right!”

With the n bugs buzzing up the corridor behind them, there was no question of pausing to
reconnoiter. Leiasmply ignited her lightsaber—which Bwua tu had retrieved from his wardroom vault as
they fled the bridge—and led the charge around the corner.

Not surprisingly, there was a squad of Unu soldiers coming the other way. They were aslarge as
Wookiees, with golden thoraxes and big purple eyes and scarlet carapaces covering their backs, and in
their four pincer-hands they carried both shatter guns for ranged combat and short tridents for close
fighting. They opened fire as soon as Lelarounded the corner, and the corridor broke into a cacophony

of zipping and pinging.

Though lightsabers weren’t much good at deflecting shatter gun attacks, Leiabegan to spin and whirl
forward, dipping and dodging past the flying pellets with no conscious thought, surrendering hersdlf to the
Force and trusting it to guide her steps.

Her companions—aragtag band of ship’s crew whom she and Bwua tu had been picking up aong the
way—raced into the corridor astep behind her and poured fire at the Killiks. No one hesitated to shoot
past their shipmates or Leia. Twice, she had to deflect friendly blaster bolts, and once she nearly stepped
infront of ashatter gun pellet to avoid being hit from behind. She did not blame her fellowsfor being
reckless. Therewasjust no timeto be careful.

Leareached the Unu soldiers and Force-shoved the nearest one into the Killik beside it. She lashed out



with her lightsaber and separated the insect’ s head from its golden thorax, then whipped the blade back
and opened another across the middle.

A pair of huge mandibles clamped down on Leiafrom the side, and then she saw a set of trident tines
rising toward her chest. She used the Force to shove the weapon away, then deactivated her lightsaber,
flipped the handle around, and reignited the blade as she pressed the emitter nozzle to her captor’s
thorax.

An ear-piercing shriek sounded in Leid s ear. She brought her foot up and kicked aside a shatter gun
another Unu soldier was raising toward her, then flipped her lightsaber downward, dashing her captor
open and bringing the blade up between the legs of her would-be attacker. Both insects collgpsed with
ther livesflooding out of them.

Then Leia s companions reached the melee, and the battle erupted into a savage gun-and-pincer fight.
Badly outmatched in size and strength, theAckbar ’s crew poured blaster boltsinto the Killiks at
point-blank range. The Killiks used one set of hand-pincersto fire their shatter guns and the other to
dash and thrust with their tridents, sometimes using their mandiblesto grab an attacker, sometimes
whipping their mandibles around to knock someone off hisfest.

Leiaglanced back to check on Bwua tu and found the admiral on her heels, as covered in insect gore as
shewas and firing ablaster pistol with each hand. His aide Grendyl was behind him, tossing athermal
grenade back into the gpproaching cloud of assassin bugs.

“Go!” Bwua tu pushed Leia up the corridor. “ There should be an access termina ahead, outside the
hetch!”

Lelaspun and cut her way through a soldier-insect that had been winning a grapple-and-shoot fight with
two Alliance ensigns. An orange light flashed behind them as Grendy!’ s grenade detonated, rumbling off
thewalls and filling the corridor with acrid fumes, then Lela stepped out of the fray into empty corridor.

Ten meters away, acluster of much smaller Gorog soldiers—lacking carapaces and only about shoulder
height—were rushing out of aside corridor to block a security hatch marked CAPTURE BAY ACCESS
. With them was adender Twi’lek female armored in blue chitin so closdy formfitted thet it looked likea
body stocking. One arm was hanging limp benegth a sagging, misshapen shoulder—aresult of her fight
againgt Luke ayear earlier at Qoribu—and as soon asshe saw Leia, her full lipstwisted into a
contemptuous sneer.

“AlemaRa!” Leasad. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

Leareached back and caught one of the last standing Unu soldiersin a Force grasp, then brought her
arm forward and hurled the insect sideways down the corridor. She followed afew steps behind, using
its body asashidd, listening to shatter gun pellets drum into its carapace.

A couple of momentslater, she heard thesnap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber, then ablade so blue it was
amost black diced theinsect in haf. Leia pressed the attack, legping between the body halves asthey
dropped away, hitting Alemawith aForce shove and bringing her own blade around in an overhand
power gtrike.

Alemabardy got her guard up intime, and sparksfilled the air as the two blades met. Leia brought her
foot up in adriving ssomp kick that rocked the Twi’lek back on her hedls, then rolled her lightsaber into a
horizontal dash at Alema slimp am.



Alema had no choice except to pivot away and bring her weapon around in a desperate block that |eft
her sdeways and out of position. Leiaswung her foot around in apowerful roundhouse kick that caught
the Twi’ lek behind the knees and swept both legs.

Alemalanded flat on her back, her mouth gaping and her green eyeswide with dlarm. Leiaalowed
hersdf asmall amirk of satisfaction—recalling how lopsided the combat had been in Alema sfavor the
last time they fought—then blocked a desperate dash at her ankles and dipped into a counter, angling the
tip of her blade toward the Twi’lek’ s heart.

Before Lelacould drive the thrust home, athrumming mass of blue chitin hit her in the chest and bowled
her over backward. Shetried to bring her lightsaber up and found her arms pinned to her chest, then her
attacker pressed the muzzle of a shatter gun to her ribs. She used the Force to push the weapon away,
but then the insect’ s mandibles were clamped around her head, its needle-sharp proboscis darting
toward her eye.

Leiashot her free hand up between its mandibles, catching the proboscis between two fingers and
continuing to shove until it snapped. The Gorog let out a distressed whistle and bore down with its
mandibles, and the edge of her face exploded into pain. But by then she was shoving at the insect with
the Force, opening enough of agap so she could bring her lightsaber up and dice her attacker in two.

Leladarted to spring up—until astorm of blaster bolts streamed past overhead, tearing into atrio of
Gorog at her feet. Half adozen crew members rushed past and crashed into the wadll of insectsina
deafening cacophony of blows and smal-armsfire, then Bwua tu appeared at her Sde, reaching down to
help her up.

“Princess! Areyou—"
“Fine” Lelabrought her feet under her, automaticdly raisng her lightsaber in ahigh block. “ Get ba—"

Alema charged out of the melee, her lightsaber dready descending for thekill. Leia caught the attack on
her blade, then ddlivered a Force-enhanced punch to the Twi’lek’ s chitin-armored midsection.

It waslike hitting awall. She felt abone snap in her hand, and she did not even drive Alemafar enough
away to buy space to stand. The Twi’ lek brought her knee up under Leia's chin, snapping her head back
with such force that her vision went black for amomen.

Leialashed out with her free arm, hooking it around the knee that had just struck her, then launched
hersdf into aback roll. Alemahad to sprang in the opposite direction, executing a backflip, and they both
came up on their feet facing each other. Leid s hand throbbed, but not so badly that it prevented her from
grasping her lightsaber handle with both hands.

Bwua tu and the rest of the crew members were behind Alema, pressing the attack on the Gorog and
driving them back toward the capture bay. On the other side of the hatch, L eia sensed Sabaand the
Noghri, struggling to override the security system so they could join the battle. Coming down the corridor
behind her, working their way through the smoke |eft by the Grendyl’ s grenade, Leia heard the distant
drone of the surviving n bugs.

Alemastudied Leiawith narrowed eyes. “Y ou’ ve been practicing.”

Leiadhrugged. “A little”



“It won't matter,” Alemasneered. “Y ou'retoo old to sart being ared Jedi now.”
Leiaraised her brow. “I think | need to teach you some manners.”

Lelasprang forward, once again attacking the sde with Alema s crippled arm. Thistime, the Twi’ lek did
not make the mistake of underestimating her opponent. She gave ground quickly, pivoting around so that
her crippled side was protected.

Their blades clashed time and again, each Jedi augmenting their lightsaber strikes with Force shovesand
telekinesis attacks, each trying to take advantage of the other’ sweakness. Leia s face had become so
swollen that she could barely see out of one eye, and Alemakept circling to find ablind spot. AsAlema
tried to protect her weak sde, Lelakept dipping toward it, forcing the Twi’ lek to retreat toward the
security hatch. All thetime, the drone of the assassin bugs drew nearer.

Then Bwua tu and theAckbar s crew began to overwhelm Alema’ s company of insect-soldiers, forcing
them past her toward the access termina. Though the Twi’ lek’ s back was now to the main fight, asthe
admird and hisfollowers drew closer to the termind, the knowledge came to her through Gorog's
collective mind. Her eyes flashed with darm, then she sprang back, locked her blade on, and hurled her
lightsaber at Leid slegs.

Leiahad no choice but to block low and pivot away, and in that second Alema pointed at Bwua'tu's
spine and let loose a crackling stream of Force lightning. Leia started to grab the admiral in the Force,
intending to jerk him out of theway, but his aide Grendyl was dready legping to protect him.

The lightning caught the woman full in the chest, hurling her back into Bwua tu and knocking him to the
deck.

Lelalegpt & Alema, striking for the shoulders. The Twi’lek spun away . . . and launched Leiainto awall
with awhirling back kick to theribs.

Theblunt clang of skull againgt durasted sounded inside Leia s head. Her mind turned to gauze and she
thought for amoment that the bloodcurdling howl assaulting her earswas her own. Then she noticed the
meter-long segment of amputated |ekku flopping around on the deck like abaagamog out of water.

Lelalooked up and found Alematrembling and screaming in pain, the cauterized sump of one
nerve-packed head-tail ending just above her shoulder. But the Twi’lek’ s pain did not prevent her from
releasing another stream of Force lightning—thistime into the accesstermind itsdlf.

The unit exploded into aspray of sparks, pieces, and fumes. The security hatch gave the tdlltale hiss of a
breaking sedl, and Bwua'tu cried out in frustration.

Lelagprang to her feet and started toward Alema.

The Twi’ lek was already stretching her arm up the corridor, caling her lightsaber back to hand. Leia
heard the sizzle of the blade growing louder behind her and dropped into adeep squat as the weapon
spun past overhead, then stabbed for Alema s heart.

The Twi’lek brought her blade down and blocked easily, then brought her foot up in aside-snap kick
that caught Lelain the base of the throat. The blow was more painful than harmful, but Lela dropped to
her seet, coughing and choking and trying to make it sound as though her larynx had been crushed. She



could hear the drone of the n bugs only afew meters behind her and knew the time had cometo
end this fight—and she could see by the unreasoning fury in Alema s eyes that the wounded Twi’ lek was
primed for amistake.

Learolled her eyes back in her head and let hersalf collgpse to the floor. She heard Alemadide
forward, then felt aknot of anticipation form in her somach as the time approached to bring her blade
dashing up through the Twi’lek’ s abdomen—and that was when Leiafelt asurge of relief from Sabaand
the Noghri. A loud grating sounded from the security hatch, and she knew her Master and bodyguards
hed findly forced it open.

The pulsing whine of Meewalh's T-21 repesting blaster echoed down the corridor, then Alema’ s blade
began to hissand sizzle asit batted blaster bolts away. Leiaopened her eyesto find the Twi’ lek dancing
along onewall of the corridor, just beyond reach and retreating into the droning cloud of n bugs.

When their eyes met, Alema s brow shot up in surprise. Sheflicked her lightsaber up in abrief saute,
then gave Lelaa piteful sneer and fled out of sight.

Leialocked her blade on and spun around to throw her lightsaber, but the Twi’ lek was nowhereto be
Seen.

Leafdt hersdf diding across the deck, then realized Saba was using the Force to draw her away from
the approaching cloud of assassin bugs. Cakhmaim and Meewa h appeared at her sdes, spraying the
corridor with blagterfire.

“Jedi Solo,” Sabasaid. “Why areyou lying on thefloor at atimelike this?’

Leladeactivated her lightsaber and stood with as much dignity as she could manage, considering how
much her hand was beginning to hurt and how swollen her face was.

“I waslaying atrap.”

“Laying atrgp?’ Sabashook her head and began to siss hysterically. “Y ou are beginning to sound just
likeHan.”

TWENTY-TWO

The shadow bomb had opened a velker-sized holein the hull of the nest ship, but the blast had
penetrated only as deep as the second deck, where L uke now stood amid atangle of devastation. The
Force wastoo filled with ripplesto tell where Lomi Plo had gone, but he knew by the cold knot in his
stomach and the achein hislimbsthat she was somewhere nearby, watching and waiting for the right
moment to attack again.

Luke could sense Tarfang about thirty meters ahead, dowly moving away. Hearing the Ewok was even
easer. Tafang was chattering angrily into his suit comm, though it was anyone' s guess whether hewas
cursing his captors, or Luke and Han.



Then Han' s voice came over the comm aswadll. “All set here, Luke”

Luke looked up and saw Han and Juun two stories above, dimly silhouetted againgt the star-flecked
void of space. C-3PO and R2-D2 were nowhere in sight; Han had | eft the damaged droids on the
exterior of the ship, where they would be easy to retrieve on the way out.

Luke grasped Han and Juun in the Force and lowered them through the hole, being careful to keep them
well away from any jagged edges or sharp protrusons.DR919a ' s escape pod vac suits were about as
flimsy as space suits came; one tear would be the end of the person inside. Once they were down,

Mara s StealthX appeared in the breach and descended onits repulsorlifts, dowly spinning inacircle.

Luke kneded at Juun’s side and touched helmets so they could converse. “Did you see Lomi Plo up
there, when she tried to sneak up on me?’

“l awomeding, ” Juun said. Sound waves never carried well through helmets, and his nasal accent made
the situation worse. “I did naknow it wahher until you had theli-saber fight.”

“Good enough,” Luke said. He stood and turned toward Mara s StealthX, now settling onto the deck
next to them, and activated his comm unit. “We re alittle short on weapons.”

Mara nodded inside the cockpit. A moment later the canopy opened, and she passed Luke the E-11
blagter rifle from the survival kit attached to her gection module.

“What about destroying the hyperdrive?’ she asked over her suit comm. “We can't let this nest ship
leave the Choke.”

“I' know,” Luke answered. “But we haveto get Tarfang back firdt. | dragged him into this, and now |
haveto drag him out.”

Thisdrew an affirmative Ewok yap over the suit comm.

“Wedon't have much time,” Marawarned. “ And we' re only going to have one chance to hit that
therma vent you and Han found. I’'m down to my last shadow bomb, and theFalcon can't do this.”

Luke nodded. He had felt Leia srelief as she and Saba escaped theAckbar ’s captors aboard the
Falcon, and now they were on their way to the Gorog nest ship to retrieve him, Han, and the others. But
theFalcon ’ s concussion missileswould not be accurate enough to reach the nest ship’s hyperdrive—or
powerful enough to destroy it evenif they did.

“What about Kyp and &l the other Jedi | sense out here?’ Luke asked. “Maybe | should call them over
to hdp.”

“You could,” Marasaid. “But you' d have to countermand Admira Bwua'tu’s orders. He hasthem
targeting the hyperdrives of the other nest ships. Thisoneismy responsbility.”

Lukeraised hisbrow. “ Kyphas been helping with this blockade?

“Hardly,” Marascoffed. “It's complicated, but it al started when Leiaand Sabawere captured by the
Ackbar on our way back to Woteba.”

“An Alliance vessa arrestedJedi 7’



“It getsworse,” Marasaid. “From what |’ ve been able to pick up eavesdropping on comm traffic
between theAckbar and theMothma, the Chiss have been holding the Jedi and the Galactic Alliance
respongible for the Killiks' return to their border. Chief Omastried to appease them by blockading the
Utegetu nests, and to keep the Jedi from interfering, he placed Corran Horn in charge of the order.”

Luke frowned. “ Chief Omas doesn’t choose Jedi |eaders.”

“That’ swhat Kyp and histeam thought,” Mara said. “ So they commandeered a squadron of StealthXs
to free you and Han from the Killiks, and Lela and Sabafrom theAckbar. It samess.”

“That's an understatement.” Luke shook hishead in frustration. He had always taught that Jedi should
act in accordance with their consciences, trusting that the Force would lead them to do what was best for
the order, the Alliance, and the galaxy. Clearly, hisfaith had been misplaced somewhere along theline.
“Then why is Kyp—and everyone d se—following Bwua tu’ s orders now?’

“Because Lelaurged usto,” Marasaid. “Nobody wants Killiksloose in the gaaxy with these nest
§]ips,”

“At least everyone agrees on that much.”

Luke had aterrible, hollow fegling in his ssomach. In hiseffortsto build an order of salf-directing Jedi, he
had |eft the order itself adrift. No one had made a salfish or wrong decision—not even Chief Omas—but
there had been no one to make them work together, no one to channel their energy in asingle direction.

In short, there had been no leadership.

“Don’'t betoo hard on yoursdlf, Skywaker,” Marasaid. “Y ou were stuck on Woteba.”

“I remember,” Luke answered. “But it shouldn’t have mattered—not if | had prepared the other Masters
properly.”

Mara shook her head. “ Thisison Kyp and Corran and the rest of them. Y ou can’t be there every
minute”

“No, but I can providedirection. .. and vison,” Luke said. “If | had been doing that, the Masters would
never have let Omas split them.”

Han came over to stand beside the StedthX. “Maybe you two can talk command theory later,” he said.
“If we don't reach Tarfang before the bug queen drags him into apressurized area, we' |l never get him
back.”

“Sorry.” Luke reached up and rested his glove on the deeve of Mara svac suit. “We ve got to do this. |
can'tleavehim.”

Marasighed. “I know—and so does Lomi Plo. She'strying to draw usin.”
Lukesmiled. “Her mistake.”

“It better be,” Marasaid. “I’m not going to raise Ben done.”



“Youwon't haveto.” Luke patted her arm, then stepped away from the cockpit. “1 promise.”
Han started to follow Luke away from the StealthX, but Maramotioned him back toward the cockpit.

“Takethis” She passed her lightsaber to Han. “If things get close, it will do you more good than a
blagter.”

Han' s faceplate remained turned toward the wegpon for amoment, then he nodded. “ Thanks. I’ll try not
to cut up anything | shouldn’t.”

Marasmiled ingde her helmet, but her eyes betrayed her concern. “ After you three get Tarfang, jump on
my wings,” shesad. “I'll lift you out of here fast, then go drop a shadow bomb down that thermal vent.”

“Sure” Hansaid. “1t'Il bejust like my swoop-riding days.”

Once Han had stepped back, Mara closed the canopy and lifted the StealthX off the deck again. She
turned in the generd direction of Tarfang’ s presence, then activated the externd floodlamps and began to
creep forward.

Luke waved Juun to his side, then leaned down and touched helmets. “ Stick closeto me.” He gave the
blagter rifle from Mara s survival module to the Sullustan. “ And when you see Lomi Plo, don't hesitate.
Sart blagting.”

Juun’s eyes widened ingde hisfaceplate. “Me?’

“Y ou want to save Tarfang, don’t you?’

“Of course.” Juun flipped the safety off. “I’d wo anywing.”

“Good,” Luke said. “ Just remember: stick close”

He motioned Han to the StealthX’ s other flank, then started to follow the starfighter forward on hisown
sde. The deck seemed to have been little more than astorage level. There were afew Gorog bodies,
their eyes burst from sudden decompression, but most of the debris|ooked like broken waxes of black

membrosa

“These bugs areredly garting to scare me,” Han said over the comm. “Thisship designissturdy . . .
redly surdy.”

“Evenwith no shields?’ Luke asked.

“Doesv't need’em,” Han said. “Every deck isashield layer itsdlf. Blast through one, and there' s another
just likeit right below. Given the Sze of these bug haulers, you might have to go down ahundred decks
before you hit anything important.”

Luke had asinking feding. “What about Bwua'tu’ s plan?’

“Oh, that' Il work,” Han said. “ All ships are wesk in the stern—even these monsters. But those shadow

bombs better go right down the thrust channels. If they hit awall and detonate before they reach the
hyperdriveitsdf, dl they’ll doisthrow the bugs off course when they jump.”



“| wasafraid you' d say that.”

Luke opened himsdlf to the combat-meld, trying to impress on Kyp and the other pilots how important it
was to be accurate when they targeted the other nest ships. He perceived avariety of emotionsin
response, from joy at sensing his presence, to gratitude for the advice, to frustration that the warning had
come so late. The StedthXswere in the middle of their runs; some had already launched their bombs and
were turning back to join theFalcon in coming after Luke and Han.

L uke poured reassurance into the meld; then the light from Mara sfloodlamps fell on a section of
spitcrete wall. A band of about twenty pressure-suited Gorog were nearing one of the leathery
membranes Killiks used as air locks. They were holding—strugglingto hold—asmal, kicking figureina
vac quit.

Maratouched L uke through the Force, wondering if she should take a shot.
He gave her amenta nod, then warned Han, “Watch your eyes! Cannong!”

Luke averted his own gaze and reached down to cover Juun’ s faceplate, then Marafired the StedthX’s
laser cannons. The flash was so bright that Luke' s eyes hurt even looking at the floor.

When thelight faded an instant later, he raised his gaze and found that the blast had destroyed not only
the membrane, but much of thewal around it aswell. Dozens of Gorog were spilling out through the gap,
their limbs and bristly antennaeflailing asthey suffered swift but painful decompression deaths.

Many of the bodies tumbled into Tarfang’ s captors, knocking some off their feet and turning the band
into atangled knot. One of the Ewok’ s arms came free, and he began to thrash about so violently that the
tangle became asnarl of whirling cargpaces and flailing limbs.

Han rushed forward, firing haf adozen times before he traded the blaster pistol for Mara s lightsaber.
When he ignited the blade, the gyroscopic effect of the arc wave caught him off guard, and he spunina
complete circle before bringing the weapon under control and dashing through a Gorog’' s midsection.

By the time L uke and Juun arrived, the Gorog had recovered from the initial shock of Han' s attack and
wereturning to fight, their shatter gunsrising to fire. Luke used the Force to sweep the barrels aside, then
ignited his own lightsaber and opened four pressure suitsin asingle dash. Juun clung to hisback, firing
point-blank into any insect that made the mistake of trying to close from the sides.

With their mandibles and pincer-hands enclosed inside their cargpace-like pressure suits, the Killiks
were reduced to smple blows or using their shatter guns. L uke concentrated on the weapons, defending
himsdlf, Juun, and Han with hislightsaber and the Force, lopping off gun hands and deflecting aims.

That |eft Luke and his companions vulnerable to hand-to-hand attacks, and severa times Luke was
amogt knocked off hisfeet when a cargpace dammed into him or aflailing limb smashed into hislegs.
But Marawas watching their backs from the StedlthX, using the Force to seize any bug wielding anything
that looked sharp enough to tear their flimsy vac suits, then sending it crashing into ajagged stub of
brokenwall.

When they had carved the band down to the last half adozen insects, Mara slightsaber began to trace a
frenzied, twirling, rolling pattern through the middle of the fight. L uke thought Han must have locked the
blade on by accident and dropped the weapon. But then he caught a glimpse of orange vac suit behind
the handle, and the lightsaber began to dice through Gorog pressure suits, dropping four insectsin half as



many seconds.
“Han?’

“Not me,” Han answered over the suit comm. He appeared a couple of meters away from the
lightsaber, picking himself up off thefloor. “I got knocked over.”

The lightsaber dropped another Gorog, then Luke cut the legs out from under thelast insect asit spun
around to fireits shatter gun.

Clinging to the lightsaber handle with both hands, being tossed around like arag in sandstorm, was
Tarfang. He was chattering in mad delight, swinging hislegs around like arudder, vainly attempting to
counterbal ance the weapon’ s gyroscopic effects.

Luke stepped in and blocked, bringing the wild ride to a sudden halt and alowing Tarfang’ sfeet to drop
back to the deck. He used the Force to deactivate the blade, then summoned the weapon out of the
Ewok’ strembling hands.

Tarfang stood wobbling for amoment, then drew his shoulders back, chittered something grateful
sounding over the suit comm, and held hishand out for the lightsaber.

“Sorry,” Lukesaid. “You d better take the blaster.”
Tarfang placed hisgloves on his hips and snarled.

Then the StedthX’ s floodlamps began to dim, and Luke felt Mara s confusion through their Force-bond.
Tossing the lightsaber to Han, he whirled toward the StedlthX and saw nothing but the fading glow of the
floodlamps.

Han stepped to Luke' sside. “What isit?’

“Trouble!” Luke said. He gave Mard s lightsaber back to Han. “Lomi Plo isdraining the energy from
Mara sflood—"

He stopped in midsentence as Juun opened fire with the blaster rifle, aiming for adark areajust behind
the StealthX’ s cockpit. A trio of bolts passed only a meter above Mara s canopy, then abruptly reversed
course and came streaking back toward Juun.

The chill achein Luke sjointswas dowing hisreflexes, so he would have never have been quick enough
to save Juun had he not known that Lomi Plo would deflect the attack. But when shedid, hislightsaber
was already dropping into position, and one after the other he intercepted the balts, batting them back
toward their origind target.

The first bolt was deflected toward the ceiling. The other two smply passed over the StedthX and
vanished into the darkness beyond.

Maratwisted around in her sedt, trying to see what they had been attacking, but the SteathX’s
floodlamps were aready returning to their normal brightness. Lomi Plo had been forced to retrest.

“It'sokay,” Luke commed. “We re coming!”



He grabbed Juun by the shoulder and started toward the StealthX, but the Sullustan suddenly stopped
and dropped to aknee, trying to look under the craft.

Luke knelt beside him and touched helmets. “Whereis she?’

“Behind de strut.” Juun’ s voice was muffled. “ Don’'t you see her leg?’

“No,” Lukesaid. “lcan’t seeher.”

“Youcan't see her, Madter Skywaker?’

“No, Jae,” Luke answered. “ You' rethe only one who can see her.”

“But when you foughd her, you blocked her addacks.”

“The Force was guiding my hand,” Luke explained.

Juun was quiet for amoment, then asked, “ And when she dent my shots back at me?’

“The Force was guiding my hand,” Luke repesated.

Juun remained slent amoment longer, then exclaimed, “Madter Skywalker, you set me up!”

“I knew she would deflect your attacks,” Luke admitted. “But | did block her attacks. . . and you said
you' d do anything to save Tarfang.”

“I suppose | did.” Juun sounded disappointed in himsdif. “ All wight. What now?”

“Start shooting again. We need to chase her away from the StedthX before she does any more
damege.”

Juun shouldered the blaster rifle, but did not open fire.

“What'swrong?’ Luke asked.

“I can’t dee her, either.”

Luke s heart roseinto histhroat. “What do you mean? Did she move?’

Juun shrugged. “1 don’t know. Her leg just dort of disappeared—right in front of my eyes.”
Han and Tarfang came and knelt beside them.

“Let’sclimb on that SteelthX and get out of here!” Han urged over the suit comm. “If Lomi Plo
darkened those lamps, it’ s because she doesn't want us to see the reinforcements coming up behind us.”

“You'reright.” Luke rose and started to lead the way forward, circling out of the StedlthX’ sline of fire.
“But we need to be careful. She' s till up there, and now Juun can't see her, either.”

“Why not?’ Han demanded.



“I don’'t know,” Luke said. “When he redlizedwe couldn’t see her, he stopped . . .”
Helet the explanation trail off, for he suddenly understood why Juun had lost sight of Lomi Plo.

“Doubt!” Luke turned to Han. “ Cloud your vision, doubt will.Blast it' How many timesdid | hear that
from Y oda?’

“Probably about as many times as |’ ve heard that from you,” Han said, sighing.

Luke ignored the barb. “ That’ s how she' sdoing it, Han. She' susing our doubts againgt us!”
“Only one problem with that theory,” Han said. “1 believein her, and | can't see her, ether.”
Tarfang added a positive yap.

“It doesn’t have to be doubt inher, ” Luke said. They drew adjacent to the StealthX, and Marabegan to
back the garfighter toward the opening on its repulsor drive. “1f Lomi Plo can sense any doubt inamind
at dl, shecan hide behind it.”

Han fdl quiet for amoment, then said, “ That might explain why Alemawastrying so hard to make you
doubt Mara.”

“I'msureit does” Luke said. “And now that | know what shewastrying to do, | know that it’ s without
bass”

He glanced in the StedthX’ sdirection and saw . . . nothing.
When Luke remained silent, Han seemed to sense his disappointment.

“It won't bethat easy, kid,” Han said. “Nobody knows how to twist up aguy inside better than a
Twi’lek dancer. And Alema s got the Forceto help.”

Although Maracould heer their discussion over her own suit comm, she limited her responseto the
sharp sense of curiosity—it was almost suspicion—that Luke felt through their Force-bond. Theidea of
anyone, especidly Alema Rar, sowing doubts about her in Luke' s mind angered Mara, but she was
trying not to be hurt—at least until they reached someplace where Luke could explain himself in private.

One of the StealthX’ sfloodlamps suddenly exploded in a brilliant burst of light, then sparks began to
flash off the starfighter’ sdark armor. A dozen forks of lightning lanced down from under the fusdage,
and the repulsorlift drive began to emit a steady shower of sparks. The StedthX started to wobble

L uke glanced back to see aline of pressure-suited Gorog swarming after them, pouring shatter gun fire
into Mard s craft.

Mara opened firewith her laser cannons, filling the chamber with flashing light. The shatter gunfire
dwindled off asthe Gorog pursuers dived for cover or were blasted apart. Deciding the time had come
to chance ameeting with Lomi Plo, Luke grabbed Juun by the shoulder and started toward the StealthX.

Then the cannon fire began to dim and grow erratic, and he knew that Lomi Plo had returned to the
garfighter. She was somewhere on the StedlthX, draining its power again—or worse.



L uke pushed Juun toward the hole through which they had entered the nest ship, then said, “Han, run for
the breach!”

He activated hislightsaber and Force-legpt onto the upper wing of the wobbling StealthX. He advanced
behind hiswhirling blade, trying to force an attack from his unseen foe.

The tactic succeeded amost too well. As he reached the engine next to the fuselage, Luke felt the Force
moving hislightsaber down to block aknee sirike. Then aloudthunk sounded in his helmet asakick or
elbow orsomething sent him cartwheeling off the nose of the craft.

He reached out and caught hold of the engine cowling, then sivung down in front of the lower wing.
To hisastonishment, Han was crawling onto the lower wing with Juun and Tarfang.

“What are you doing?’ Luke demanded. | saidrun.”

“Yourun,” Han said. “I’ll take the cover.”

A series of shatter gun pellets punctuated Han' s point by sparking off the engine mount next to Luke's
head. He glanced back and saw that the Gorog swarm had renewed its charge. With the StealthX’ s laser
cannons out of commission, the Killikswerefiring blindly around the starfighter, hitting whatever they
could.

Mara shut down her last functioning floodlamp and accelerated backward toward the hull breach, the
StedthX wobbling wildly and nearly dragging its overloaded wing on the deck. Tarfang filled the suit
comm with howls of fear—or maybeit was excitement. Juun smply stared wide-eyed a L uke, hislegs
flapping off thewingtip likeapair of orange sreamers until Han pulled him the rest of the way up.

L uke used the Force to do atwigting flip up onto the top of Mara' s canopy, then began to advance
behind hiswhirling lightsaber again. It took only an ingtant before his blade intercepted Lomi Plo'sin
another flurry of sparks. He pirouetted into aspinning hook kick that may aswell have connected with
pillar of durasted. Hisfoot stopped cold. Something hard smashed into hisinner knee and sent pain

lancing up hisleg.

Still unseen, Lomi started to push Luke off the other side of the canopy. Then Luke saw Han's helmet
and shoulders pop up behind her, and Mara s lightsaber came sweeping across the fusdlage at ankle
height.

Lomi stopped pushing. Sparks flashed as she blocked Han' s attack and sent Mara’ s lightsaber skittering
off thetall of the StedthX.

L uke sprang forward, dashing for the place where Lomi’ s midsection was sure to be, knowing that this
was the desth strike—then suddenly the StealthX was bucking and shuddering benesath him, and it was
al he could do to Force-stick himsdlf to the sarfighter’ sfusdage.

“Hang on!” Luke yelled over the suit comm. “We re going up!”

The edge of aruptured deck flashed past, followed by the breach in the vessdl’ s hull, and suddenly the
StedthX was out in space, wobbling and listing a dozen meters above the nest ship.

Han was il clinging to the wing with both hands, his legs floating free now that they had escaped the



atificid gravity. Tarfang was clasping the barrel of alaser cannon with both hands, yowling wildly and
fluttering hislegs as though he were svimming.

But Juun was spinning off into space, hisarms grasping & the void, hisfeet kicking a nothing. Luke
caught the Sullustan in the Force and began to pull him back toward the wobbling StealthX.

Then hislightsaber began to flicker and fade, and acold knot of danger sense formed between his
shoulder blades. Luke did not even take the time to turn around. He smply stepped into a powerful
back-stomp kick that caught hisinvisible attacker squarein the chest.

Even with the Force reinforcing it, the kick was not powerful enough to launch Lomi off the
StealthX—but it did save Luke slife. Her blade scraped across the equipment pod on the back of his
vac quit, and he pivoted into the attack, bringing hisarms around in adouble block that first dammed,
then trapped both of Lomi’sarms.

Juun was il five meters from the StedlthX, reaching for Tarfang’ sfluttering boots.

“Tarfang, hold ill!” Luke ordered, using the Force to pull the Sullustan the rest of the way back to the
wing. “My hands are full, and Juun needs. . . hdp!”

Tarfang continued to kick, but Juun caught hold of a boot anyway. The Ewok glanced back, saw his
captain hanging on to his boot, and finally obeyed.

Something sharp and powerful smashed into the pit of Luke s stomach, taking him by surprise, since he
gtill had both of Lomi Plo’sarms trapped.

Marawheded the StedlthX around, going for the therma vent, and Luke amost lost his balance.
C-3PO and R2-D2 flashed by below. They were till standing where Han had left them, C-3PO’s
photoreceptors following the StedthX asit passed overhead. One of Tarfang' s hands came loose, and
for amoment the Ewok and Juun were hanging from the cannon barrel by one hand.

Again, something sharp and powerful smashed Luke in the somach—could it be athird e bow?—and
thistimeit drovethe air from hislungs. He kicked one of Lomi’ slegs, twigting the two arms hedid have
under contral, trying to wrest her lightsaber free.

Thethird ebow dammed L uke another time. When hetried tofill hislungsagain, it felt asif hewere
trying to suck down achestful of gauze.

Lukewasout of air.

He glanced a the status display inside his helmet and found only darkness. The dash across his
equipment pod might have killed him after dl. He tried one more time to wrench the lightsaber from Lomi
Po’shands, but he waslosing his strength.

Then the gentleclunk of alaunching shadow bomb pulsed through the fusdlage. The StedthX bucked as
they shot through the hegt plume above the thermd vent. Lomi Ploimmediately released her lightsaber
and dammed L uke with a powerful Force shove, trying to rid herself of his grip so she could divert the
bomb.

Luke amost camefree. . . until he hooked aleg around one of Lomi’ s and dammed down on top of
Mard s astromech. He used the Force to stick himself in place, then saw Han across from him, holding



on with one hand and aiming Tarfang’ s blaster with the other. Hislips seemed to be moving inside his
helmet, but whatever he was saying remained unheard. Lomi’ s dash had disabled L uke' s comm unit as
well ashisair recycler—or perhaps he was just dipping into UNCoNSCiouSNeEss.

A brilliant flash lit space behind them, then Mara banked the StedthX around and Luke saw Tarfang and
Juun, still hanging onto the cannon barrdl, Silhouetted againgt a huge column of flame. It died down for a
moment, then suddenly shot up again as a secondary explosion shot out of the therma vent. Had there
been any air left in Luke' slungs, hewould have cried out in joy. At least they had disabled the Dark
Nest's hyperdrive.

Maradiretched out to him through the Force, ordering him to hold on just alittle longer. Luke was
aready doing just that. He could fed Leiaand Kyp and the rest of the Jedi pilots touching him through
the battle-meld, assuring him that help was close by. He began to cam hismind and hisbody, to dow his
heartbeat and other natural processesin preparation for entering a Force-hibernation.

Then an unseen weight settled adtride his chest and invisible fingers began to scratch at hishemet,
attempting to open the faceplate or bresk ased. Luke lashed out as best he could, but he was starting to
grow dizzy, and his reactions were dow and weak. He heard an ominousclick behind his ear, near the
faceplate hinge, and reached out with the Force, trying to shove his attacker off.

Lomi shoved back, damming his hedmet into the top of Mara s canopy. Energy bolts streamed past his
head as Han opened fire with the blaster, and finaly Lomi turned her attention to deflecting the attack.

Maraurged Luke to hold on tight, and Han suddenly stopped firing. The StedlthX flipped upside down,
and Luke found himself looking down at the knobby hull of the nest ship, less than three meters away. He
used the Force to pull himsdlf even tighter to the fusdage, then glimjpsed the blocky shape of a heat Snk
swelling in front of him. Hetried not to waste hislast breath on ascream.

Whether Lomi Plo jJumped or was scraped off as they passed, Luke could not say. But in the instant
beforehand, he saw two bulbous green bug eyes staring down at him through the transparent face panel
of aKillik pressure suit. They were set in amelted femal e face with no nose and apair of stubby
mandibles where there should have been lower jaws. Luke would have sworn that when the mandibles
opened, he could see asmiling row of human teeth . . . or maybe his oxygen-starved mind was merely
beginning to hdlucinate.

Then the weight vanished from inside his chest, too, and he was suddenly free of Lomi Plo, ill using the
Forceto pin himsdf againgt the StedthX. He turned his head and saw Han wedged between the fusdage
and the engine cowling, clinging to the shield generator mount with both hands, screaming something
insgde hishelmet that Luke wasjust as glad he could not hear.

Marasuddenly flipped the StedlthX right-side up again. A flight of dartships went streaming past
overhead, then wheeled back around to attack. A dozen propd lant trails streaked from their bellies.
Mara ducked behind a boulder, and an instant later a series of orange flashes|it the heavens on the other
sde.

Luke svision began to darken around the edges. He glimpsed theFal con streaking past above, her
repulsor beam aready stabbing out to send the dartships tumbling on their way, then felt Leiaand Saba
touch him through the Force, urging him to hold on just alittle longer, telling him thet theFalcon was
coming right behind him. Findly, Luke svison went completely black.

But he did not fall unconscious. He reached out to Maraand Leiaand Kyp and al of the other Jedi,



even to Han and Juun and Tarfang, and their strength held him out of the abyss.

EPILOGUE

Outside the viewport hung eleven distant nest ships, astring of dark dots silhouetted againgt the sapphire
curtain of the Utegetu Nebula. They were blocking the Murgo Choke, as though the Killiks believed that
the small task force of cruisers and frigates with which the batteredMon Mothma had returned actualy
intended to launch an assault. Han fancied that he could even see adark blur where the screen of
dartfighters was deployed in front of the bug fleet. Their caution was somewhat reassuring, suggesting as
it did acertain military nalveté. No commander in hisright mind would attack the bugs fleet with
anything lessthan athree-to-one Star Destroyer advantage, and it would be weeks before the Alliance
could assemble a battle group of that size.

Han only hoped that some genius on the genera staff did not get the bright idea of trying to hold the bugs
off with a couple of StealthX squadrons. So far, there was no indication that either Jaina or Jacen was
anywhere near this mess—and that was just fine with him. They had both faced more death and
treachery in their young lives than any ten Jedi should ever haveto.

The door to the briefing room whispered open, and Han turned to see Gavin Darklighter emerging, his
dresswhites dightly rumpled after thelong session inside. He paused long enough to run ahand through
his dark hair, then he let out adeep breath and came to stand with Han.

When he didn’t say anything, Han asked, “ Any word?’

“Bwua tuistill asking questions,” Darklighter said. “He sfair for aBothan, and your statement did alot
to exonerate them both. But | couldn’t get aread on how he' s going to handle having theAckbar
commandeered. Juun and Tarfang are a pretty convenient-looking pair of scapegoats.”

Han nodded. “| figured that, but | was asking if you had heard anything about Luke.” He gestured
toward the guards a the lift Sation. “They won't let me leave the deck until I'm dismissed by Bwua'tu,
and medbay istoo busy—"

The lift doors started to open, and Luke svoice said, “We' re fine, Han.” He stepped into the corridor
with Maraat his sde. He looked as pae as a shaved wampa, but seemed dert enough and steady on his
feet. “I told you that aboard theFalcon. ”

“No, what you said was' ooor mmgg fffff,” ” Han said, flashing a crooked smile. “Then you passed out.”

“Did 1?7’ Luke asked haf serioudy. “I don’'t remember.”

“Yeah, you did,” Han said. “| don't suppose the EmDee droids let you see Leiabefore you came up
here?’

“Better than that,” Mara said. She stepped aside, and Leia and Saba emerged from the rear of thelift.
“They told us they needed the bed.”

After thefight with Alemaand her bugs, Leid sface was till swollen and so swaddled in bactawrap that
shelooked like a Tusken bride. But the sight of her lifted Han' s heart asit had not been lifted sncethe
births of Anakin and the twins, and he went to her and took her hands—at |east the one that wasn'tina



cast—inhis.

“Hdlo, beatiful.”

Lela smiled—then winced. *Y ou need to get your eyes checked, flyboy.”

“Nope.” Hankissed her onthelips. . . very, very gently. “I’ m seeing better than ever.”

Saba dapped her tail against the deck, then rolled her eyes and walked away sissing.

“Yes, wdl, we're glad to see both of you well again,” Darklighter said. He motioned Lelatoward a
couch near the viewport, then turned to the guards stationed in front of the briefing room. “Inform
Admira Bwua'tu that Master Skywaker is available to make a tatement.”

The guard acknowledged the order with asaute, then disappeared through the diding door.

“Thank you, Gavin,” Luke said. “ Juun and Tarfang risked their lives trying to warn the fleet about what
wasin those gatues. | oweit to them to make certain Admira Bwua tu understands that.”

“Han has aready made areport,” Darklighter said. “But hearing your account will certainly add weight
toit”

Luke nodded, then went to the viewport and looked out at the string of nest ships. “How bad isit?’

“Not asbad asit could have been,” Darklighter said. “The Killiks got out with four nest ships and the
Ackbar, but the Dark Nest’ s ship is sill here—along with ten others. I'll do what | can to make sure that
the Jedi receive the credit they deservein the officid report to Chief Omas.”

“Thank you,” Luke said. “That will go along way toward rebuilding the trust between us. We regoing
to need that, if we re going to prevent thisfrom erupting into afull-scewar.”

Darklighter looked uncomfortable. “I’'m afraid we' re running out of timefor that, Master Skywalker.”
“Chief Omas has already decided to go to war?’ Leiaasked.

“Not Omas,” Darklighter said. “A courier arrived for Admiral Bwua tu a short while ago. The Chissare
claming that agroup of Jedi launched apreemptive strike againgt one of their supply depots.”

“That' simpossible,” Luke said quickly. “Jedi don’t launch preemptive strikes!”

“Then ahandful of Jedi loaned their StedthXsto someKilliks,” Darklighter said. “ The Chisssent dong a
security holo from one of the ammunition dumps that was taken out. It shows apair of StedthXs pretty
clearly. And Jagged Fel seems convinced that one of the pilots was Jaina. He claims he recognizes her

flying syle”
“Jaina?’ Han dapped hisforehead. “Why would she do something like that?’

“That' swhat the Chisswould like to know,” Darklighter replied. “ Nobody was killed—and that
convincesme that it was Jedi—so the Chiss aren't treating the attack as an act of war. But theyare taking
it as proof that they need to handle the Killiks themselves. They’ ve declared the Qoribu Truce violated
and are preparing to launch an assault to push the Colony back.”



Han shook his head. “ Jaina knows the Chiss better than anyone,” he said. “ She' dknow how they would
respond to a preemptive strike. Something stinks about that report.”

“Actudly, the preemptive strike can be avery sound tectic,” agravelly Bothan voice said. “Especidly if
you are trying toprovoke aresponse.”

Han looked over to see Bwua tu stepping out of the briefing room. Juun and Tarfang followed a pace
behind, their chests puffed out and smug grins on their faces.

“That’' swhat | mean,” Han said. “ Jainaand Zekk are practically bugs themsalves! She' d never do
anything to make the Chiss launch amgjor attack againgt the Colony.”

“I"d like to take your word for it, Captain Solo,” Bwua tu said, going to the viewport. “ After dl, you
know your daughter better than 1.”

The admird stared out at the nest shipsin contemplative silence, then spoke without looking away from
the viewport.

“Commodore Darklighter, have the task force launch all fighter squadrons and deploy in attack
formation.”

Darklighter’ s jaw dropped even farther than Han's. * Attackformation, Sr?’
“Y ou may choose which one, Commodore,” Bwua'tu said. “I don’t believeit will matter.”

Darklighter made no moveto obey. “May | remind the admira that we barely have aten-ship advantage
over theKilliks, and that most of our vessels are Sgnificantly outclassed?’

“Youjust did.” Bwua tu turned to glare at Darklighter. “ After theAckbar ’s capture, | may not bein
command of the Fifth Fleet much longer. But until | am relieved, youwill obey my orders. Isthat clear,
Commodore?’

Daklighter jerked to attention. “ Sir!”

“Carry on,” Bwua'tu said. “ Report back when you are finished.”

Darklighter pulled acomlink and stepped away to carry out the admira’s orders. Han, Luke, and the
rest of their group exchanged nervous glances, clearly wondering what the Bothan could be thinking.
Only Leiadid not seem convinced that he had lost his mind; her expression was one more of curiosity
than gpprehension.

Either obliviousto their expressions or pretending not to notice, Bwua tu turned to Luke.

“Captain Solo gave aglowing account of Juun’sand Tarfang’ s actions once they |earned the true nature
of the statuary they delivered to my fleet. Would you concur?’

“I would,” Luke said. “They aided our escape from the Saras rehabilitation house, lost their own vessal
whileinvestigating the Killik plans, and fought vaiantly on the Gorog nest ship. It sunfortunate that my
Artoo unit was damaged, or we would be able to provide documentation.”



“That' s quite unnecessary,” Bwua tu said. “The word of a Jedi Master is documentation enough.”

An uncomfortable slence followed while the admira continued to stare out the viewport—and while
Han, Luke, and the others silently considered what they might be able to do to stop the attack on the nest
shipsand prevent theloss of yet more Alliancelives.

Findly, Darklighter returned and reported that the admira’ s orders had been issued.

“Very good,” Bwua'tu said. “| was very impressed with Captain Juun’ s and Tarfang’ s knowledge of our
enemy. Sign them on asintdligence affiliates and seeto it that they’ re assgned a scout skiff. Make certain
it' s stedlth-equipped. | imaginethey’ll be doing alot of work behind thelines”

Han and L uke exchanged surprised glances, then Luke asked, “ Admiral, are you sure that’sagood
idea?’

Tarfang stepped over to Luke and let loose along, angry string of jabbering—to which Bwua'tu replied
inkind. After ashort exchange, the admiral looked back to L uke with a scowl.

“Tarfang doesn't understand why you' re trying to undermine him and Captain Juun,” Bwua tu said.
“And frankly, Master Skywalker, neither do I. Y ou seemed quite impressed with them afew moments

ajo.

“Captain Juun and Tarfang are very earnest,” Luke responded. “But that doesn’t mean they would make
good intelligence agents. They can be, uh, rather nalve. | worry about their chances of survival.”

Tarfang started to yap an objection, but Bwua tu slenced him with a soft chitter, then turned back to
Luke.

“Sodol, Master Skywalker.” Bwua tu looked back out the viewport, where the task force frigates
were beginning to move out toward the flanks. “I worry about usal.”

Lukefrowned, clearly at aloss asto what he could say to make Bwua tu change his mind. Han caught
Leid seye, then nodded toward the admird and raised hisbrow, sllently asking if he was crazy. She
flashed areassuring amile, then gave adight shake of her head.

“Trust me, Captain Solo,” Bwua tu said, speaking to Han' sreflection in the viewport. “Y our friends are
capable of more than you think. They usualy are”

“Uh, actudly, | wasworried about your attack orders,” Han said. “Y ou don’t think that seemsalittle
crazy?”

“I do,” Bwud tu said. “But right now, these bugs are unsure of themsalves. More importantly, they are
unsurecofus. ”

“And we need to keep them that way,” Marasaid, approvingly.

“Precisdy,” Bwua tu replied. “ Y ou Jedi tossed a hydrospanner into the Killiks plan. They'll be
wondering what else you can do, and | intend to use that doubt to make them believe theylost this
baitle”

Luke' sbrow went up. “And force anegotiation!”



Bwua tu shot Luke aimpatient frown. “Not at al, Master Skywalker. | expect them to retreat.”
“And if they don't?" Luke asked.

“Then | will have miscaculated . . . again.” Bwua tu turned to Han. “I” ve been thinking about your
daughter’ s preemptive strike. By all accounts, she'sasound tactician. What do you think shewould do if
sheknew the Chisswere preparing amajor attack?’

Han's somach sank. “How could she know something like that?’

Bwua tu shrugged. “1 have no idea. But if shedid, a preemptive strike would be a stroke of genius. It
would force the Chissto attack before they were ready—or risk having their preparations disrupted
completely. It might well be the Colony’ sonly hope of surviva.”

“Survival?” Lelaasked. “Didn't the Chiss message say they were only going to push the Killiks away
from thefrontier?’

“Yes, and ther previous message said that they were going to let the Jedi handle the problem,” Bwua tu
replied. “ That’ sthe trouble with Chiss messages, isn't it? Y ou never know when they aretelling the
truth.”

“Wait aminute,” Han said. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing—didn’t want to, anyway. How
many timeswould heface his children flying off to war? How many timescould he?*Y ou think thiswar is
dreadystarting 7’

Bwua tu nodded. “Of course. It started before their messenger left Ascendancy space.” Hisgaze
remained fixed on the viewport, where the task force cruisers were moving out in front of the formation.
“Theirony of itis, | believethe Chissare worried that we |l sde with the Killiks. Their message may be
just aruseto reassure us, to keep the Alliance from taking action until it' stoo late to save the Colony.”

“Thisisjust nuts” Han said.

“Not nuts—scary,” Marasaid, her face fdling. “What are the Chiss going to think when theAdmiral
Ackbar shows up on the Colony’sside? It'll only confirm their suspicions. They’ll think the Alliancegave
it to the Killiks”

“Exactly,” Bwua'tu said. “If I amright, thisisgoing to be avery interesting war.”

Leiaclosed her eyesfor amoment, then reached out and squeezed Han'shand. “1'm afraid you are
right, Admird,” she said. “ Jainaand Jacen arein the middle of something bad. | can fed it.”

Han's heart sank.Not again, not so soon.

Bwua tu sighed. “I’'m sorry to hear that, Princess.” He turned to Darklighter again, then said,
“Commodore. . . have all batteries open fire.”
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Theroom was compactly furnished, containing athree-tier bunk bed against onewall and afold-down
table and bench seats on the other. Beside the bunk bed were three large drawers built into the wall,
whileto the right was a door leading into what seemed to be a compact refresher station.

“What do you think he' sgoing to do with us?” Maris murmured, looking around.

“Hell let usgo,” Qennto assured her, glancing into the refresher station and then sitting down on the
lowest bed, hunching forward to keep from bumping his head on the one aboveit. “ Thered questionis
whether wée' Il be taking the firegemswith us”

Car’ das cleared histhroat. “Uh . . . should we be talking about this?’ he asked, looking significantly
around the room.

“Oh, relax,” Qennto growled. “They don’t speak aword of Basic.” His eyes narrowed. “And aslong as
we' re on the subject of speaking, why thefrizz did you tell him we knew Progga?’

“Therewas something in hiseyes and voice just then,” Car’ das said. “ Something that said he dready
knew al about it, and that we' d better not get caught lying to him.”

Qennto snorted. “ That’ sridiculous.”
“Unless there were survivors from Progga’ s crew,” Maris pointed ot.

“Not achance,” Qennto said firmly. “Y ou saw what the ship looked like. The thing’ d been peeled open
likearation bar.”

“I don’'t know how he knew,” Car’ dasinssted. “All | know isthat hedid know.”
“And you shouldn’t lie to an honorable man anyway,” Maris murmured.

“Who, Mitth'raw’ nuruodo?’ Qennto scoffed. “Honorable? Don't you believeit. Military men areal
aike. And in my experience, the smooth ones are the worst of thelot.”

“1’veknown quite afew honorable soldiers” Marissaid siffly. “Besides, I ve aways had agood fed for
people. | think this Mitth’ rav—whatever. | think he can betrusted.” Shelifted her eyebrows. “1 don't
think trying to con himwill be agood idea, ether.”

“It' sonly abad ideaif you get caught,” Qennto said. “Y ou get what you bargain for in thisuniverse,
Maris. Nothing more, nothing less”

She shook her head. “Y our problem isthat you don't have enough faith in people, Rak.”

“I got dl thefaith | need, kiddo,” Qennto said camly. “| just happen to know alittle more about human
nature than you do. Humanand nonhuman nature.”

“I il think we need to play completely straight with him.”
Qennto snorted. “Playing straight isthe last thing you want to do. Ever. It givesthe other guy dl the

advantages.” He nodded toward the closed door. “ And thisguy in particular sounds like the sort who'll
ask questions until we die of old ageif welet him.”



“Still, it might not be abad ideato hang around herefor at least alittlewhile,” Car’ das suggested.
“Progga s people are going to be pretty mad when he doesn’t come back.”

Qennto shook hishead. “They’ll never pinit on us. Not achance.”

“ Y%, bu.t_u

“Look, kid, let me do the thinking, okay?’ Qennto said, cutting him off. Swiveling hislegs up onto the
bunk, he lay back with hisarmsfolded behind his head. “Now everyone be quiet for awhile. I’ ve got to
figure out how to play this.”

Maris caught Car’ das s eye, gave alittle shrug, then turned and climbed up onto the bunk above
Qennto. Stretching out, she folded her arms across her chest and gazed meditatively at the underside of
the bunk above her.

Crossing to the other side of the room, Car’ das folded down the table and one of the bench seats and
sat down, wedging himself more or less comfortably between the table and wall. Putting his elbow on the
table and propping his head up on his hand, he closed his eyes and tried to relax.

Hedidn't realize he' d dozed off until a sudden buzz startled him awake. He jumped up as the door
opened to reved asingle black-clad Chiss. “Commander Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo’ s respects,” the dlien said,
the Sy Bisti words coming out thickly accented. “He requests your presence in Forward Visua One.”

“Wonderful,” Qennto said, swinging hislegs onto the floor and standing up. His tone and expression
were the fa se cheerfulness Car’ das had heard him use time and again in bargaining sessons.

“Not you,” the Chiss said. He gestured to Car’ das. “Thisone only.”

Qennto cameto an abrupt halt. “What?’

“A refreshment isbeing prepared,” the Chisssaid. “ Until it isready, thisone only will come.”

“Now, wait asecond,” Qennto said, taking a step forward. “We stick together or—"

“It'sokay,” Car’ dasinterrupted. The Chiss standing in the doorway had made no move, but he’ d caught
asubtle shift in lighting and shadow outside that indicated there were others outside the humans' line of
sght. “I'll befine”

“Car’ das—"

“It'sokay,” Car’ das repeated, stepping to the doorway. The Chiss moved back, and he walked out into
the corridor.

There were indeed more Chiss waiting by the door, two of them on either side. “Follow,” the messenger
said asthe door closed.

They trooped down the curved corridor, passing three cross corridors and several other doorways
along theway. Two of the doors were open, and Car’ das couldn’t resist afurtive glance insgde each as
they passed. All he could see, though, was unrecognizable equipment and more black-clad Chiss.



He had expected Forward Visua to be just another crowded high-tech room. To his surprise, the door
opened into something that |ooked like acompact version of astarliner’ s observation gdlery. A long,
curved couch sat in front of aconvex floor-to-ceiling viewport currently giving a spectacular view of the
glowing hyperspace sky asit flowed past the ship. The room’s own lights were dimmed, making the
display that much moreimpressive.

“Welcome, Jorj Car’ das.”

Car’ das|ooked around. Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo was sested aone at the far end of the couch, silhouetted
againg the hyperspace sky. “Commander Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo,” he greeted the other, glancing aquestion
at hisguide. The other nodded, stepping back and closing the door on himself and the rest of the escort.
Feeling more than alittle uneasy, Car’ das stepped around the near end of the couch and made hisway
acrossthe curve.

“Beautiful, isn't it?’ Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo commented as Car’ das arrived at his side. “ Please, be seated.”

“Thank you,” Car’ das said, easing himsdlf onto the couch a cautious meter away from the other. “May |
ask why I'm here?’

“To sharethisview with me, of course,” Mitth’raw’ nuruodo said dryly. “And to answer afew
questions.”

Car’ dasfdt his somach tighten. So it was to be an interrogation. Down deep he' d known it would be,
but had hoped against hope that Maris s nalvely idedlistic assessment of their captor might actually be
right. “A very niceview it is, too,” he commented, not knowing what elseto say. “I’'malittle surprised to
find such aroom aboard awarship.”

“Oh, it squite functiond,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo assured him. “Itsfull nameisForward Visua Triangulation
Site Number One. We place spotters here during combat to track enemy vessals and other possible
threats, and to coordinate some of our line-of-sight wesponry.”

“Don't you have sensorsto handle that?” Car’ das asked, frowning.

“Of course,” Mitth'raw’ nuruodo said. “And usudly they’ re quite adequate. But I’ m sure you know there
areways of mideading or blinding electronic eyes. Sometimesthe eyes of a Chissare morereliable”

“I suppose,” Car’ dassad, gazing a hishost’s own glowing eyes. In the dim light, they were even more
intimidating. “Is't it hard to get the information to the gunnersfast enough?’

“Thereareways,” Mitth' raw’ nuruodo said. “What exactly isyour business, Jorj Car’ das?’

“Captain Qennto’ sadready told you that,” Car’ das said, feding sweat breaking out on his forehead.
“WEe re merchants and traders.”

Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo shook his head. “Unfortunately for your captain’ s assertions, I'm familiar with the
economics of star travel. Your vessd isfar too smdl for any standard cargo to cover even normal
operating expenses, let done emergency repair work. | therefore conclude that you have asiddine
occupation. Y ou haven't the wegponry to be pirates or privateers, so you must be smugglers.”

Car’ das hesitated. What exactly was he supposed to say?*“| don’t suppose it would do any good to
point out that our economics and yours might not scale the same?” he said, saling.



“|Isthat what you clam?’

Car’ das hesitated, but Mitth' raw’ nuruodo had that knowing look about him again. “No,” he conceded.
“Weare mostly just traders, as Captain Qennto said. But we do sometimes do allittle smuggling on the
Sde”

“I see,” Mitth'raw’ nuruodo said. “1 gppreciate your honesty, Jorj Car’ das.”

“You canjust cal meCar'das” Car’dassaid. “Inour culture, the first nameisreserved for use by
friends”

Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo lifted his eyebrows. “ Y ou don't consder me afriend?’
“Do you consderme one?’ Car’ das countered.

The ingtant the words were out of his mouth he wished he could call them back. Sarcasm was never the
option of choicein aconfrontation like this. Particularly not when the other sde held the power of lifeand
death.

But Mitth’raw’ nuruodo lifted an eyebrow. “Not yet,” he agreed camly. “ Perhgps someday. Y ou intrigue
me, Car’ das. Here you sit, captured by unfamiliar beings along way from home. Y et instead of wrapping
yoursalf within ablanket of fear or anger, you instead stretch outside yoursdlf with curiogty.”

Car’ dasfrowned. “Curiogity?’

“Y ou studied my warriors as you were brought aboard,” Mitth' raw’ nuruodo said. 1 could seeit in your
eyes and face as you observed and thought and evaluated. Y ou did the same as you were taken to your
quarters, and again as you were brought here just now.”

“| wasjust looking around,” Car’ das assured him, fedling his heart beating alittle faster. Did spiesrank
above or below smugglers on Mitth' raw’ nuruodo’ slist?“I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Cdmyoursdf,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo said, adistinct touch of amusement in hisvoice. “I’m not accusing
you of spying. |, too, have the gift of curiosity, and therefore prizeit in others. Tell me, whoisto receive
the hidden gemstones?’

Car'dasjerked. “Youfound—?1 mean . . . in that case, why did you ask me about it?’

“Asl sad, | appreciate honesty,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo said. “Who isthe intended recipient?’

“A group of Hutts operating out of the Comra system,” Car’ dastold him, giving up. “Rivalsto the ones
you—the ones who were attacking us.” He hesitated. “ Y oudid know they weren't just random pirates,
didn’t you? Thet they were hunting us specificaly?’

“We monitored your transmissions before we werein position to intervene,” Mitth' raw’ nuruodo said.
“Though the conversation was of course unintelligibleto us, | remembered hearing the phonemesDubrak
Qennto in the Hutt' s speech when Captain Qennto later identified himsealf to me. The conclusion was
obvious”

A shiver ran up Car’ das sback. A conversation in an dien language, and yet Mitth' raw’ nuruodo had



been able to memorize enough of it to extract Qennto’ s name from the gibberish. What kind of creatures
were these Chiss, anyway?

“Isthe possession of these gemsillegd, then?’

“No, but the customsfees areridiculoudy high,” Car’ das said, forcing his mind back to the interrogation.
“Smugglers are often used to avoid having to pay them.” He hesitated. “ Actually, considering the people
we got this batch from, they may aso have been stolen. But don't tell Maristhat.”

{3 Oh?i

Car’ daswinced. There he was again, talking without thinking. If Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo didn’t kill him
before this was over, Qennto probably would. “Marisis something of anidedist,” he said reluctantly.

“ Shethinksthiswhole smuggling thing isjust away of making a statement againgt the greedy and stupid
Republic bureaucracy.”
“Captain Qennto hasn't seen fit to enlighten her?’

“Captain Qennto likes her company,” Car’ dassaid. “I doubt she' d stay with him if she knew thewhole
truth.”

“He clamsto care about her, yet liesto her?’

“I don’t know what he clams,” Car’ das said. “Though | suppose you could say that idedistslike Maris
do alot of lying to themselves. Thetruth istherein front of her if she wanted to seeit.” Hetook another
look at those glowing red eyes. “Though of course that doesn’t excuse our part init,” he added.

“No, it doesn't,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo said. “What would be the consequencesif you didn’t deliver the
gemsiones?’

Car’ dasfdt histhroat tighten. So much for the honorable Commander Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo. Firegems
must be valuable out here, too. “ They' d kill us” he said. “Probably in some hugely entertaining way, like
watching us get esten by some combination of large animals.”

“Andif the ddivery was merdly laie?’

Car’ das frowned, trying to read the other’ s expression in the flickering hyperspace glow. “What exactly
do you want from me, Commander Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo?’

“Nothing too burdensome,” Mitth' raw’ nuruodo said. “I merely wish your company for atime.”
“WI,1y?1

“Partly to learn about your people,” Mitth’raw’ nuruodo said. “But primarily so that you may teach me
your language.”

Car’ das blinked. “ Ourlanguage ?'Y ou mean Basic?’
“Thatis the chief language of your Republic, isit not?’

“Yes but...” Car dashestated, wondering if there was a delicate way to ask aquestion likethis.



Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo might have been reading hismind. Or, morelikely, hiseyesand face. “1 don’t plan
aninvadon, if that’ swhat concernsyou,” he said, smiling faintly. “ Chissdon’t invade the territories of
others. We don’t even make war againgt potential enemies unless we re attacked firdt.”

“Wall, you certainly don’t have to worry about any attacksfromus, ” Car’ das said quickly. “We ve got
enough internd troubles of our own right now.”

“Then we have nothing to fear from each other,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo said. “I1t would be merely an
indulgence of my curiogty.”

“| see” Car’ das said cautioudy. Qennto, he knew, would be into full-bore bargaining mode at this point,
pushing and prodding and squeezing to get everything he could out of the ded. Maybe that was why
Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo was making this pitch to the clearly less experienced Car’ das instead.

Stll, he could try. “ And what would we get out of it?" he asked.

“For you, there would be an equal satisfaction of your own curiosity.” Mitth'raw’ nuruodo lifted his
eyebrows. *Y oudo wish to know more about my people, don't you?’

“Very much,” Car'dassaid. “But | can't seethat appeding very much to Captain Qennto.”

“Perhaps afew extragemstones added to his collection, then,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo suggested. “That
might aso help mallify your dients”

“Yes, they’ll definitdy need some mollifying,” Car’ das agreed grimly. “A little extraloot would go along
waystoward that.”

“Thenit' sagreed,” Mitth’raw’ nuruodo said, slanding up.

“Onemorething,” Car’ das said, scrambling to hisfeet. “1I’ll be happy to teach you Basic, but I'd dso
like some language lessons mysdlf. Would you be willing in turn to teach me the Chiss language, or to
have one of your people do 0?7’

“| can teach you to understand Cheunh,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo said, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “But |
doubt you'll ever be ableto properly spesk it. I’ ve noticed you don’t even pronounce my name very
wdl.”

Car' dasfdt hisfacewarm. “I’'m sorry.”
“No apology needed,” Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo assured him. *Y our vocal mechanism is closeto ours, but
there are clearly some differences. However, | believe | could teach you to speak Minnisat. It' satrade

language widdy used in the border regions around our space.”

“That would be wonderful,” Car’ das said, nodding. “Thank you, Commander Mitth—uh . . .
Commander.”

“Yes” Mitth'raw’ nuruodo said dryly. “ And aslong as we' re going to be spending time together,
perhaps | can make it easier on you and the others. Y ou may cal me by my core name, Thrawn.”
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