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Jos pried a shard of sharp and jagged durasteel half as wide as his hand fromthe belly of
the wounded trooper and dropped it into the tray Tolk was holding out. It didn't clank
when it hit-sonmebody had gotten tired of hearing that particular noi se over and over
again, and had lined the netal trays with old sheets of thick and rubbery transponder

i nsul ati on. Novy, when a surgeon pulled shrapnel froma patient and dropped it in the

di sh, the sound was nuffled, a soft thunp of little consequence.

Not a bad idea, Jos thought. OF course, the new sound irritated himjust as much as the
old one had. More, maybe. But then, a lot of things Irritated Jos these days. Having to
stand there for hours on end and pull chunks of razored netal fromcharred and scranbl ed
organs was high on that list. It nade padding surgical trays to soften the clatter seem
fairly pointless.

You sure you want to go there, Jos? his inner voice asked. You sure you want to think
about the pointlessness of things?

No. He didn't.
Li ke it made nmuch of a difference what he want ed.

The air coolers were offline again, due to spore-rot; nothing unusual there. The danp
tropi cal heat seeped into the OI, turning the air sodden, raising sweat and not allow ng
it to evaporate. The snell of nold was omni present, easily overwhel mi ng the ozone tang of
the antiseptsis fields as well as the nore unpl easant chem cal scent of the herbicide they
periodically coated on the walls. The spore infestation had been particularly bad since
the move fromthe Jasserak | owl ands to the highlands, Everyone was wearing mcrofilter
masks and protective goggles, whether outside or inside, it wasn’'t paranoia; three humans,
a Kubaz, and an Ugnaught were in the infirmary right now being treated for ascomycetous
pneunocontosi s. Jos had seen sentients of those species, and others as well, suffering
fromend-stage fester lung as it was comonly known. It wasn’'t pretty. Sone spi ked fevers
hi gh enough to literally cook in their own juices.

And the highland area was consi dered one of the garden spots of the planet.

Jos clanmped off a couple of small bl eeders and had Tol k sponge the wound. He | ooked at it
with a critical eye. Good enough. The droid could gluestatthis one shut, and if the cl one
trooper didn't get fester lung, spleen-rot, or sonme other kind of infection fromthe

bl asted spotes in the next 24 hours, he'd probably survive to fight another day.

"Gve himto the droid to close,"” Jos told Tolk. He sighed. "And tell our next guest his
table’'s ready."

The operating theater was nakeshift, even nore so than usual, since it had only just been
set up. Rinmsoos were designed to relocate in a hurry-hence the "nobile" in Republic Mbile
Surgical Unit-but they’d only pulled up stakes and noved once since Jos had been on this
over cooked world, and that had been less than a week ago. It had seened the prudent thing
to do, given that the Separatists were nounting a najor offensive to push the Republic
front Iines back, tossing nortars, zapping themwth |asers and particle beans, and
general Iy bl owi ng the nopek out of the place. The relocation had gone by the book
according to the official report, with a mnimmloss of equi pnent, patients, and

per sonnel



O course, one of the casualties had happened to be Jos’ closest friend,

Jos blew out. another sigh. It had been alnost fifteen mnutes’ since he’ d thought about
Zan. Must be a new record.

Zan Yant, a Zabrak fromthe world of Talus, had been a surgeon and an acconpli shed
musi ci an as well as Jos’ cube-mate, and a nore synpatico soul one could not have asked
for. Now Zan was dead-coll ateral damage in a war that he’'d hated, with a passion that
seened reserved for those of artistic tenperanent. Zan Yant, scion of a wealthy nmercantile
famly, a corn-' poser of classical Etudes, sonatas, consertistas, and other works of

nmusi cal genius, was dead, and there was no sense to it. no purpose, and no excuse.

He hadn’t suffered; there was that consolation, at least. A sliver of shrapnel, thinner
than a bantha hair, had |odged in the Zabrak’s anterior ganglion node, at the base of his
skul I, shutting himdown instantly. It had been-so everyone sai d-anal-gous to flicking off
the master switch on the back of a protocol droid s neck. That quick and painl ess.

The crucial difference being, of course, that one could al ways power up a droid again

A pair of clone troopers, pressed into service as orderlies, wheeled in the next patient.
This kind of scut work shoul d have been done by programmed droi ds but some kind of rust or
smut had attacked the seals on many of the nechanicals, and as-a result, nmore than half of
them were out of service.

It was an insane situation. He was the Chief Surgeon, after all, and a Captain, the second
in conmand after Colonel D Arc Vaetes. He wasn't supposed to be el bowdeep in the purplish
guts of clone troopers, pulling out scrap netal and staunching bl eeders. But the
conditions on this world had set the clock back a few mllennia, and they now worked

short handed, under primtive conditions that all too often nmeted out death instead of
renewed life for whoever was under their |aser scal pels.

Tolk la Trene, his scrub nurse, |ooked at the flatscreen report on the next injured clone.
"Particle burns, conpression injuries, according to the field nedic." She rattled off the
bl ood pressure, respiration, and heart rate as Jos nodded absently. Al he wanted to do
was craw into his kiosk and sl eep-for a week, a nonth, however long it took for this

bl asted war to be over. It was too nuch effort to think, to remenber, to even breat he,
much | ess to do surgery. But there was no choi ce.

"Get himon fluids," he told the other nurse. He turned to Tol k. "How | ong can we keep him
in the bacta tank?"

"Forty-five mnutes, tops,"

It wasn’t enough, Jos knew. And partial treatnent of the bullae and necrotic tissue could
be worse than no imersion, since it would raise the risk of infection. "Prep himfor
maser deoriding." And wave a few charns over himand chant, white you're at it

He was so tired and depressed that even the presence of his beloved Tolk, normally nore
than enough to raise his spirits under the nost adverse conditions, failed to cheer him
now

They' d only recently reconciled their differences in the wake of Zan's death, and he felt
he shoul d be the happiest lifeformin the gaiaxy. instead, he felt a welter of conflicting
enotions, not the |east of which was guilt for being alive and in |ove.

He knew he had to go through this. Gief was a process that couldn't be rushed or refused.
And Tol k understood. In addition to being a nurse, she was also a Lorrdian; her ability to
read the body | anguage of others bordered on tel epathy. She knew he needed space-nore than
anyt hing el se right now.

Behi nd him shrouded inside a hooded and conceal i ng robe, stood one of The Silent, that
nyst eri ous siblinghood whose very presence somehow seened to help patients recuperate. No
one understood if the effect was panacea or placebo, but no one could deny it was real
What ever you’'re using on them Jos thought, save a little forne.

They’'d finally gotten, sonme senbl ance of a cantina up again, and Den Dhur, ace Hol oNet
reporter, had been second in |ine when the doors had opened. He wouid have been first,



but, being a Suliustan, his short height and wei ght had kept himfrombulling past the
| ar ger Bot han ahead of him

Fortunately, Bothans tended to drink the sinple stuff, bottled ales and the tike, so
Bal oob, the Ortolan tender, would get to himfast enough. That first drink was the
i mportant one; you needed to get that one down fast.

Den saw Doc Vondar a few places behind him which wasn’t exactly a surprise. The cantina
had been Jos’ second hone of late; if he wasn't in the OT punping fluids into sone
patient, he was at a table in the dimy Iit pub punping fluids into hinself. And who could
bl ame hin? H s best buddy, the ZabraK surgeon Zan Yant, was only a few days gone. Den
wasn’'t human, but enotions such as grief and | oss were pretty much universal. You couldn't
be sentient and not feel them

"Bantha Bl aster, right?" the Otolan asked. He wi ped his sweating biue forehead with a bar
towel gripped in his stubby trunk

"Absolutely. And soon as you can see ny face through the glass, set up another one."
"No problem Don't want to have to | ook at your face any nore than necessary," Bal oob
said. He started building the drink as Den headed for a small and still enpty table. He
beckoned to Jos on the way.

"Hey, Doc. Over here."

Jos | ooked at Den as if he had never seen himbefore but he turned and started toward him
He noved |i ke an undead creature in a horror holo.

Poor human. This was his first war, and Zan Yant had been the first real friend he' d | ost
toit. Den realized with sonmething of a shock that he couldn’t even renenber back to his
first war and the first friend he’'d seen killed-they all just blurred together into one

| ong sense-menory of bl ood and chaos.

A droid server wal ked past. Den waved at it, got its attention. "Tell Big Nose to nmmke
another Blaster for ny friend." He nodded at the approaching Jos.

"Certainly, sir," the droid said, and headed for the bar

Den settled back and sipped his drink. He wasn’t a doctor, but he knew what to prescribe
in this particular case.

Barriss Ofee wal ked into the cantina. She didn't realty want a ' drink, and, as a Jed
Padawan, she wasn't supposed to inbi be anyway, it wasn’t an interdiction, but the Counci
did frown on the younger nenbers of the order getting soused. Barriss had ignored that
guideline a fewtimes; the last time had been a week ago, when Zan Yant had been kill ed.
She’ d had several mugs of ale, nore to conmiserate with Jos, Den, and the others than to
hel p her cope with the tragedy. The Force was always there with her to aid her in dealing
wi th such things.

She was also tired fromher rotation in the medi cal ward, and sonetinmes bei ng around ot her
peopl e hel ped her wind down a bit. Wiile her training as a potential Jedi Knight gave her
reserves that nost beings were denied access to, still, taking care of the wounded and the
dying for a full shift was exhausting, even with the Force's help

Barriss still wondered why Master Lum nara Unduli had sent her here to Drongar, The gal axy
needed Jedi Knights far more than doctors in the series of galactic struggles that had
cone to be known as the Clone Wars. Even though she wasn’t technically a knight, having
yet to conplete her training, still she could not help but feel that her talents were
bei ng wasted here. After all, had she not hetped defeat Dooku's forces in the arena on
Geonosi s? Had she not fought side-by-side with the | egendary Kenobi and Skywai ker on

Ansi on, and been instrumental in brokering a peace treaty there? Try as she night to
accept her Master’s decision with hunmility and grace, and as ennobling as the work of
heal i ng was, she still sometines chafed under the yoke of her assignnent here.

She saw the reporter Den Dhur and Captain Vondar sitting together, saw the little
Sul l ustan wave at her. She smiled in response.

"Good evening, Jedi O fee," cane a voice from behind her.



She turned to see protocol droid |-5YQ entering the cantina behind her

"I -Five. How are you?" It seenmed strange to be asking a droid about its health, but then
i-Five was a singular droid on nmany levels. Mst folk found it difficult, after nore than
a few mnutes of conversation, to think of the unit as an "it"; the proper pronoun

| -Five's case was definitely "he". The personality contained within that positronic brain
was far too individual to be sexless.

"No substantial changes to report,” he told her. "I’mstill working on conpleting ny
menory restoration."

"Any progress?"

He gave a remarkably human-1ike shrug. "Nothing to narrow cast hone about. | was hoping to
di scover that I'’mthe deposed ruler of M4-78, but so far, no such |uck."

Barriss smled. Mi-78 was the | egendary planet of droids, supposedly dating back fromthe
O d Republic. I-Five's sense of hunor-just the fact that a droid could have a sense of
hunor-still surprised her at tines.

She gestured at the table. "Care to join us?"

Anybody seen Klo |ately?" Den asked the table at large. Nornmally they woul d be playing
sabacc, but everybody was too tired to concentrate.

Tol k wal ked up in time to hear the question. "He's swanped," she said. "Got a |lot of
unhappy and di stressed patients."”

"I magi ne that," Jos said, being careful not to slur his words. He'd followed the Bl aster
with a couple of Coruscant Coolers, and was fairly drunk but didn't want to |l et on how far
down that road he was. He noticed Den |ooking at him "Wat?" he asked, and was surprised
at how querul ous he sounded.

"Have you tal ked to himyet?"

" Who?'" Den mimcked, not unkindly. "Merit. Klo Merit, Big guy, Equani, renenber? Qur
resi dent M nder, the guy who patches up psyches tike you patch up bodi es?"

"Me?" Jos said. "No." He shook his head, "No." He noticed the expression on Tolk’s face
and knew what she wanted to say, because she had said it three or four tines already: Go
see the enpath. Let himhelp you with this. That's his job, that’'s what he does.

But he didn’t want help with it. True, it hurt but it should hurt. That's why he’d refused
Barriss’ offer to grant himbal mthrough the Force as well. Hs friend was dead, and that
wasn't somet hing a man could or should just shrug off and | eave behind.

It wasn't like his death even made much sense. Zan had died for a plant The Republic clone
arny was here on Drongar fighting a war agai nst the Separatist droid forces for one reason
only: bota--a rare plant that could be turned into a panacean drug that was many things to
many species, it could be used variously as an antibiotic, an antipyretic, a narcotic, or
a soporific, depending on the life formbeing treated. The list was long, and it kept
growi ng | onger the nmore the Republic scientists experinented with various pernutations of
it. It seened to have few, if any, side effects. It was truly a miracle drug; yet bota's
cellular structure was so fragile that any vibration heavier than the treads on a
harvester droid could kill it. That usually kept the warring factions fromthrow ng
anything that made too big a boom at each other-but not always.

Bota grewwild in the swanps of the southern continent of Tanlassa, and both the Republic
and the Separatists wanted as nuch of it as they could get. it had no specific benefits
for mechani cals, but Count Dooku’s forces weren't all droids; there were plenty of

bi ol ogi cal bei ngs who coul d use what the plant provided.

The ultimate irony was that its seemngly endless list of mracle cures was interdicted
for use on Drongar. Jos and the other doctors were forbidden to use bota to help the very
troops who fought to protect it; it was conserved for use in nore inportant battles on

ot her worlds. Zan had fought against this, had gone so far as to illegally treat various
patients with a distillate of it. A pity that what had laid himlow had been one of the
few things the phenonenal plant couldn't cure.



Jos’ reverie was interrupted by an all-too-fam liar sound, rising in the distance. He
| ooked up and saw that the others were hearing it as well. The drone penetrated the noisy
cantina, a sound that everybody knew and everybody hated: nedlifters.

"Showtine," Jos said as he finished his drink

He headed out of the cantina, pulling on a filter mask as the sweltering air of the
Drongaran m dday w apped around himlike a rontu’s tongue. Barriss and Tolk foll owed. He
noti ced Leemoth and a few other surgeons approaching fromtheir kiosks. Everyone’s path
converged on the landing platform which also served as the triage area. The first of the
carriers was settling in, its repulsorlift beans kicking up dust and spores, and Jos could
see already that it was going to be a bad one.

Col onel Vaetes grabbed Jos as he was gowning and gloving up. "Table six is yours," he
said. "And you better hurry."

Jos didn’'t question his boss. After all, it didn't matter. Cut, glue, staple, stitch, one
cl one was the same as the next. It didn’t.nean anything, yea or nay-sewn one, sewn them
all.

But when he reached the table and | ooked at the patient, he got a rush so cold it felt as
if he’ d been dipped in cryo.

Zan!

Then, as he drew nearer, he realized his m stake. Yes, the patient was a Zabrak mal e, but
the tattoos were different, the horn growth same pattern. It was an easy m stake to nake,
given his lately.

Hi s rush of excitenent plunged. O course it wasn't Zan. He had seen Zahn's body. Dead was
forever.

Tol k was | aying out instrunments, and the circulating nurse was setting up tractor and
pressor generators and sterile field | anps as he stepped up. "I didn't know we had any
nore Zabraks dirtside," he said.

"W don’t," Tolk said. "He's a Separatist mercenary. Got shot down behind our lines."

He hadn’t had occasion to work on any since Zan's death, however. A quick surge of anger
washed over him "Let sonebody else do this one,"” he said.

Vaet es once again zeroed in on Jos. "No can do. You' re the expert on Zabrak anatony, Jos.
MagnoRez scan shows a snall-arms slug against his CNS sub-sternal plex. a fragnent of
another in his twelfth circuncollar nerve, and a few other bits of nmetal here and there.
W’ ve got himon imobilin,"

"Great," Jos said, renenbering his days working as a surgical resident at Big Zoo. He'd
had a run on Zabrak patients, after a visiting contingent’s transport had crashed. He'd
assisted on nore than forty surgeries in five days, "it'll be tricky. W jiggle the plex
even a little, he goes into system c shock and dies. Distress CG 12, he lives, but he’'s
meat fromthe neck down." That was why they were running imbilin, a paralytic, through
him any novenents, however small, could be disastrous.

As he spoke, Jos heard the sound of another nedlifter dopplering in

"Then best you get started," Vaetes said in reply. "W'll be needing the table. Soon."
"Col onel -" Jos began.

"I know. He's an eneny conbatant and you aren’t too fond of themright now. But he’'s also
a high-ranking officer, and Rl wants himalive and tal king."

"Republic Intelligence-an oxynmoron if ever there was one-is not nmy worry."
"No, but surgery is. He's your patient-take care of him Doctor Vondar."

Maker’'s eyes, Jos thought. He stepped into the sterile field, blinking as the anti pat hogen
lights strobed over him "Scan?"



Tol k nodded at the circulating nurse, who held up the flatscreen with the inmage of the
wounded Zabrak’s anatomy on it.

Those drinks were com ng back to haunt Jos. ft was too late now for a shot of
anti - hangover juice. Even sober, relaxed, and rested this sort of thing was tricky
neurosurgery, and he was hal f drunk, tense, ’'and exhausted. He wouldn't bet a decicred
against title to a luxury star cruiser on this guy’ s chances of surviving.

"A human?" came a deep and gutteral voice. "They couldn’'t find a real doctor?"

The Zabrak was apparently still awake.

"Who' s doi ng anesthesi a?" Jos asked. "Wiy is this patient talking?"

"Haven't even started slicing ne and al ready you’ ve foul ed up, eh, human? Big surprise,
t hat one."

Jos ground enanel. "Sonebody put this patient to sleep, please. Now. "

"What’'s the matter?" the Zabrak asked. "Don’t have the nodes to kill ne while | | ook you
in the eye?"

Jos glared at the wounded patient, "You think it’s a bright idea to piss off.the surgeon
who’' s about to carve you open |like a Feast Day trikal oo?"

The Zabrak sneered. A lot of people mght not have recogni zed the expression, but Jos had
lived with Zan for months, and he knew. "Go ahead and cut sonething fatal, human. You’l
be doing me a favor. If | nake it, your brain-benders will squeeze ne |ike a sea sponge
for what | know. Quick death or slow torture-which would you choose?"

"W don’t torture prisoners.”

The Zabrak | aughed, ft hurt himto do so, Jos could tell. Good, he thought, and was
surprised at the fierce pleasure he felt. . "Don't get.out much, do you?" the Zabrak asked

Jos concentrated on his breathing. Don’t let himget to you.
"What is your name, Zabrak?"
"What do you care, human?"

"Just curious. After all, I'"'mgoing to be cutting you open in a few mnutes. |’'m Doctor
Jos Vondar, by the way."

"Planning to read my epitaph?”
Jos couldn't help it. "Maybe, if |I'’m|lucky."

The Zabrak managed anot her | augh, again at sone cost. "Sar Omant," he said. "Actually,
that’ s Col onel Sar Qmant, of the Freel ance Mercenary Corps. At your service-unfortunately."

The anest hetist showed up at |ast and sl apped a dernpatch on Col onel QOmant’s neck. "Sorry,
Doctor Vondar," she said. "I had to find enough sodi um phyl eol for his weight."

Jos nodded. OF course, A Zabrak’'s physiology required a special anesthetic. Wuldn't be a
ot of it lying around.

The Zabrak's eyes started to roll back, showing the whites. Before he | ost consci ousness,
he managed a few nore words: "loz noy jitat..."

Tol k asked, "What was that? A prayer?"
Jos gritted his teeth again. "No. A curse.”

Going in, Jos realized that he was going to have to do the surgery in wtwo parts. The
CC-12 was the easier of the two procedures, insofar that it would only take an hour at
nost to pull it off. The sub-sternal plex could wait-it wouldn’t kill the Zabrak as | ong
as he was i mobilized. Jos could dig the first fragnent out. and, if he didn't further
damage the circuncol |l ar nerve, the patient would be able to wal k-assuming he didn't die



during the second procedure.

It would be so easy to nmess it up. Even the best bl ademaster at Coruscant Medical m ght
not be able to renmove a thunb-tip-sized projectile froman area as sensitive as a Zabrak’s
pl ex without putting the patient into system c shock. Nobody would be able to point a
finger at Jos if Sar Orant didn’t nake it. Just give it a little jerk when you pull it

out, twitch it just a hair....

O he could insult the CCG12 a little and paral yze the bastard. Save his life but |eave
hima quad-it was tenpting, very tenpting, After ail, Zan was dead because of killers |ike
this one. Onant would have plenty of tine to think about his actions that way. And at

| east there would be sone justice.

"Nunber ei ghteen vi brobl ade, please."

She sl apped the scalpel’s handle into his gloved hand. As she did so. the lights blinked
of f and then back on

"What ?" Jos said, as he pulled his hand away fromthe patient’s horned breastpl ate.

"It’s the generator,"” sonebody said. "Spore-rot eating the harnonic piates, probably.”
I s anyone really surprised? Jos wondered. They' d had to get the OI and environs up and
runni ng before all the generators were in place, and consequently everything was
constantly on the verge of overload. |Including the personnel-especially the personnel

The anesthetist said to him "W’re getting sone tanponade in the secondary pericardi um
doctor. MEG shows a fluid buildup in the sub-heart."

Bl ast! Jos thought. "We'll have to drain that before we pull the slug." Zabraks had two
hearts, a primary and a secondary, and if one began beating out of sync with the other
the arrhythmi a could cause both to begin fibriliating. And that would nost, likely kit!
Omant before the plex shock got a chance to.

"Crack open a cardiac tray," Jos said. As folk turned to get one, he | ooked around the
large room All the operating tables were full. He couid see droid orderlies, including
| - Fi ve, pushing nore gurneys past the OI's clear denscris doors in the hall. And even as
he realized with a sinking heart how far behind they were dropping, he heard the rising
whi ne of more medlifters approaching.

This was taking far too | ong. How many of the clones would die while he was working on
this eneny soldier?

Den Dhur had renmined in the cantina after the others had left. Mama Dhur hadn’t raised no
crazy younglings, and crazy was what you had to be to go out into the blazing masmc
afternoon sun if you didn’t have to. So Den’s plan for the rest of the day was a sinple
one-he would do his best to single-throatedly keep the cantina in business.

The whir of a servodriver near the rear of the building nade hi mglance around. A
construction droid was putting the finishing touches on one’ of the rear panels. The OT
was up and runni ng, Den knew, plus whatever support infrastructure it needed-and the
cantina, of course. But the rest of the base was only now after nearly a week, com ng
online. He was grateful that the cantina had been the next to be erected, after the R nsoo
bui | di ngs. Someone had their priorities straight.

Even so, however, Den-and others he'd talked to-still felt a definite sense of hanging
fire. As if they were ail waiting for someone or sonmething to give themthe go-ahead with
the rest of their lives, or at least the rest of their tours on Drongar. There was a

nusi cal term Zan had used a | ot-Den frowned, searching for the word. Internezzo. A short
and sinple piece, bridging two separate works. Though often disparaged as little nore than
"l'ift-tube rmusic," it could sonetinmes be, according to the Zabrak comnposer, extrenely

i mportant. "Like connective tissue," he’d told Den. "It holds everything else in place."

He | ooked about at the rest of the patrons. There were seven or eight other beings who
were nostly human, but not all. The Bothan who' d crowded ahead of himearlier was stil
here, staring broodingly into his nug. Closer to the entrance an Ishi Tib seenmed to be
flirting with an Ugnaught. Den shuddered slightly. Yar, bloodline, there’'s a match be made
on Planet Hell. He | ooked hastily sonmepl ace el se, and spotted a Durosian medtech just
entering. Sonething about her nade Den’s story sense tingle. He picked up his drink and



went to join her at the bar

He gestured to the tender. Watever she wants. The nmedtech nodded her gratitude, and Den
waved it away. "Just tell ne sonething of interest. |I've got this insatiable beast called
the Hoi oNet News Service to appease."”

"Not nuch to tell,"” the Durosian said. "Busy. Tables full, halls full, stacking 'emup
out si de. "

"dd news, darlin’. Gve ne sonethingjuicy I can twirl a story out of."
"Well, there is one thing. Vondar is cutting on an eneny mercenary."
Den’s ears swiveled forward. "Yeah?"

The Durosian | owered her voice, "And | don’t think anybody’s told himthat his patient is
the sanme guy who | ed the charge on our |ast canp-the one that killed Doctor Yant."

Den blinked. "MIk me with a turbo-laser. Hey, tell Big Nose your’ next three drinks are
on me." He got up and noved back to his own table, turning this datum over and | ooking at
it fromall sides.

It was gossip, not news-but it was a pretty anmzi ng piece of gossip. He wouldn’t want to
be the patient under Doc Vondar’s vibro-bl ade when Jos found out he was operating on the
very being responsible for the death of Zan Yant. The Seppie stood a better chance shaving
a Wokiee, blindfolded and with a dui! bl ade.

Barriss wi ped sweat fromher face. Her robe was of an osnotic material, with a weave that
allowed air circulation better than nost clothing. It could be wapped tighter for warnth
in the winter, |ooser for nore coolness in the suner, but when the tenperature in the
shade was hotter than a human’s body, even being naked wasn't going to stop you from
perspiring. You just had to put up with it.

As she wal ked through the nedical ward, checking on various patients, she felt a

di sturbance in the Force. This in itself was hardly unusual-in a roomfull of wounded and
dyi ng people, the swirls of energy were often erratic and |abile. |Inpending death and
chronic pain tended to hei ghten enotions, and such feelings marked the Force with their
creati on and passage.

But this was different. It was hard to pin down, but it seemed to be nore famliar than
sone of the roiling sensations comng fromthe ward. Wen she focused on it, Barriss
realized it was emanating from sonebody whom she knew better than the transient patients.
She narrowed her focus yet nore, and suddenly she knew who it was.

Jos Vondar.

Again, this wasn’t unusual, not since Zan Yant's passing. One would m nk that doctors
woul d be nore inured to death than nost but that was, in her experience, seldomthe case.
They fought agai nst the final darkness daily-someti nes wi nning, sonetinmes |osing-but when
it cane to friends or relatives, doctors were |like everyone el se. Knowi ng the eneny was
not the sane as enbracing him

Barriss frowned. Even so, sonething was odd here. This wasn’'t grief that she felt from
Jos, who was only a short wal k away, laboring in surgery. No, this was sonething el se.
Anger ? Di sgust? Sonething in between?

VWhat ever it was, he needed hel p. She could feel it.

Barriss noved toward the OT. Things were relatively quiet for the noment; she could take a
few m nutes to suss out what was causing the ripple she could still feel

How s it com ng?" Vaetes asked.

"No big surprises so far," Jos replied. Tolk nmopped his forehead. Behind him the Zabrak

sl ept peacefully, his facial and body tattoos gl eam ng under the hal ogen lights. "I've
renoved the projectile shard fromthe CC nerve, and it |ooks |like inpulse-conduction is
still working peripherally, or at least grossly. He'll be able to pull a trigger just fine

again, if he makes It. But it’s going to take a while to get the plex surgery done."



"Can you stabilize hin®"

Jos blinked away a drop of sweat Tol k-had m ssed that had roiled into his left eye.
“Maybe. Wy?"

We have si xteen wounded who need surgery, and a couple who can't wait. If you can ice this
pati ent and get back to him we could use your help."

Jos shrugged. "Cryo’s always a risk. | thought this guy was a big deal."

"He is, but I'mnot willing to let others die in his place. Stabilize him Jos. W need
you. "

Jos nodded. The col onel noved away, getting quick status reports fromother tables. Jos
turned to the anesthetist and said, "Put himinto cryo-cycle stasis and stack him
somewhere. "

"How | ong?"

"I don’t know. The max. Four hours." If, after that |ong, Jos wasn't finished with his
ot her patients, Colonel Omant m ght get freezer burn-four hours was as long as a sentient
was apt to stay stable in this setting.

As Jos was re-gloving and gowni ng, one of the field nmedics passed by in the hall, pushing
anot her gurney. He paused in the doorway. "Hey, Doc, how d the Zabrak scum do? Died in
great pain, | hope?"

"He's in cryo-stasis,"” Jos said.

The nedic, a Tw 'Lek, shook his head, his | ekku swinging with the notion. "You re a bigger
man than | am Doc. Seppie killed nyfriend, | guarantee ny hand woul dn’t be all that
steady with a bl ade. ™

Jos frowned. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"

"You don't know? The Zabrak was head of the mercenary unit that |ed the charge on our
Ri nsoo. Commander of the strike force of bios and droids that was first to hit us."

The nedi c noved on, |eaving Jos standing there in the hall, feeling like he’ d just been
jabbed with a full-strength force-pike. Then rage roiled up in him black and 'fierce. H's
hand tore through the glove he was putting on

Conmander of the strike force of bios and droids that was first to hit us....

The Sithspawn on the table whose Iife he’d been trying to save had been directly
responsi ble for Zan's deat h!

Barriss had no trouble finding Jos Vondar. The rage that boiled in himwas a splotch of
darkness in the operating theater; she could feel it, alnopst touch it.

As she approached, she saw Tol k enmerge fromthe 'fresher, pulling on a clean surgical top.
She noved to intercept her

"Tol k. How s Jos doi ng?"

"Not so good," the nurse replied grimy. "But | guess you probably know that. He just
spent two hours working on a Zabrak prisoner with some tricky conditions."

"I can see where working on a Zabrak-particularly an eneny Zabrak-m ght be difficult for
himright now, but I'’mfeeling some serious rage coming fromhim That can't be all of it."

"it’s not. We just found out the Zabrak is the head of the nercenary unit that attacked us
[ ast week."

"I see," Barriss said. '"Wat’'s the status of the patient now?"

"D Arc ordered himiced until we can clear the backlog. As soon as things settle down, Jos
i s supposed to go back and finish patching himup."



Barri ss nodded. "Prognosis?"

"Thirty, maybe forty percent chance of survival-with a specialist in Zabrak neurosurgery.
The slightest slipup at the wong tinme could kill him Jos is no expert-plus he’'s
exhausted and not fully sober. And in another two hours he's supposed to go back in and
try to save the nan who's responsible for his best friend s death."

Barris shook her head in disbelief. "Under such circumnmstances, if the patient dies, nobody
woul d bl ane Jos."

"Of course not. But | know him Barriss. Even if he tries his best, if Omnt dies, sooner
or later Jos will look in the mirror and wonder if he did it on purpose, i don’t think
he’d be able to live with that, ft would eat himup."

Barriss didn't say anything. This was a truly nasty situation; in fact, she couldn’t think
of a way it couid be any worse.

“Can you hel p hin?" Tol k asked.
She sighed. "I can try."

The nedlifters finally stopped com ng. El bows-deep in a clone full of grenade fragnents,
Jos heard sonebody say that the battle that produced the huge influx of wounded was
finally over. The word was that the Separatists had lost half as many battl edroids as the
Republ i ¢ had clones but that wasn’t nuch consol ati on

Jos | ooked around, spotted a circulating surgical tech, and beckoned hi mover. "Sonebody
better thaw Omant out," he told the tech, a femal e Ugnaught. "He’'s been cooling for al nost
the limt."

"Y' gonna have t’ wake 'imup when he gets warm Yy’ know. "

She was right. Zabraks had a weird resistance to anesthesia-only a few kinds worked well
on them and the natural hardi ness of the species was such that they quickly devel oped
resi stance to those

"Rne, wake hi m up-but keep the paralytic running."
"Y got it, Doc,"

Tol k started gluestatting and stapling the |ast patient shut. Jos gestured at the
circulating tech for new gl oves and a gown. He wasn’t |ooking forward to this.

O was he? That was the big question, wasn't it?

Barriss had finished her shift in the nmedical ward, and she went straight fromthere to
the surgical theater. As a healer and a Jedi, she had abilities other doctors didn't; she
could use the Force to soothe and repair injuries not easily treated with a drug or a

bl ade. But there were linmts. One of those limts lay in treating sonebody agai nst their
will, or without their know edge. It was one thing to go into the mnd of a patient in a
coma; another thing to adjust the thoughts of sonmebody who was awake and functioni ng. Yes,
Jedi used the Force to sway weak m nds, when the only other choice was to allow those
beings to do grievous harmto thenselves or others. . But entering the strong mnd of a
surgeon working to save a dying patient was an entirely different situation

Assuming that Jos is trying to save the Zabrak, and not kill him

Readi ng that kind of intent was sonmetines difficult. Wth all of the enpbtion roiling
around in Jos’ head, Barriss knew she could easily mstake his intent regarding Orant. He
undoubt edly had m xed feelings, was seriously conflicted about it And how you felt about a
thing was not always how you acted upon it.

The halls were clearing out, and there weren’t any wounded |ined up outside the main OT
when she got there. Barriss |looked into the theater. The surgeons, surgical droids,
nurses, techs, and orderlies bustled about, tending to the injured. She saw Jos as he
stepped up to a new patient, and the Force told her it was yet another clone trooper, and
not the Zabrak officer

VWi ch was just as well. There was another aspect to all this that she had to consider. If



she brought the Force to bear on Jos while he was in the niddle of a delicate procedure,
she might very well cause himto make a m stake. H s was not a weak mnd, and any conflict
between his brain and hers could translate to neural msfiring, and in turn to a tremnul ous
hand wi el di ng the bl ade.

Tricky. Very tricky. She wished she could talk to her Master, to get her advice. But that
wasn’t going to happen, either

Jos stripped off his gloves. He was hardly able to nanage that, he was so tired.

The fern Ugnaught tech cycled around. "Zabrak’s awake, Doc. Got a nouth on 'im dat one
does." Jos nodded wearily. "Were is he?"

"Pre-op."

Sar Ornant was |ying under a thin sheet of repelfab, tracking Jos with his eyes as he was
unable to turn his head. Nobody el se was around. The nonitoring casters stuck to the
patient fed their data to a nursing station, and presunably sonebody there was keeping
track of the vital signs.

"Ah, Doctor Smpothskin,” Orant greeted himw th. "Wy aml still alive?"

"That’s a good question. |I'mlooking for an answer/’

"Don’t trouble yourself on ny account."

"W’ fixed a heart problem took a slug fragnent out of your spinal cord, and we're getting
ready to pull another slug out of your substernal plex."

"Like |I said, human, don't bother. Better dead than bled fromthe head."
Jos said, "My best friend on this backrocket planet was a Zabrak surgeon
"Goes to show you how tol erant of |esser species we Zabraks are, doesn't it?"
"H s nane was Zan Yant."

Even though Omant’s facial nuscles weren’t working very well, Jos thought he saw a
surprised expression fiit across the other’s features.

“You know the nane." It was not a question. , "Talusian, right? Misic conposer, plays the
gueterra," Omant said. "Not a classical fan nyself, but he’s pretty well-known on the
home-wor |l d. What about hi n®?"

"He’'s dead," Jos said toneiessly. "You killed him"

Omant was watching himclosely now "Not inpossible,” he said. "I kill a |lot of people.
don't remenber dusting one of ny own kind recently. Hey, you get busy, you m ss things,

ri ght?"

Jos wanted to pick up sonething heavy and smash Ser Omant’s horned head to a bl oody nush.
He wanted to hit himover and over again

"I't doesn’t bother you?" he asked. "To kill a being of your own species?"

"It doesn’t bother me to kilt a being of any species, snoothie. It’'s what | do. It’s why
we're all on this hot mudball, isn’t it? It’s a war-haven’t you noticed?"

They were alone in the chanmber at the nonent. Jos knew that all he had to do was put his
hand on Sar Onmant’s shoul der, as if naking a friendly, conpanionable gesture, and shake
him Not hard. A brief jerk or two would be all that was needed. He knew this. And he knew
that Omant knew it too.

He peached out, put his hand lightly on the Zabrak’s shoul der. For a |ong nonment, both
were very still. Then Jos said, "Rest up. You'll need it."

He turned and stal ked out of the Or.

Jos headed for the 'fresher, his surgical scrubs soaked with sweat. As he stepped in, he



nearly fan into Klo Merit. The big Equani M nder was drying his hands under a bl ower. He

| ooked up and smled. The Equani was, as Zan had once described him as big as a
Wanpa’with a thyroid problem H's eyes were |arge and stereoptican, and his nouth w de and
filled with two rows of teeth. Equani were definitely predators, and Jos i magi ned they
probably | ooked pretty fearsone to anyone com ng upon one for the first tinme, know ng as
he did the gentle soul beneath the fearsone exterior, however, Jos found it hard to think
of Merit as anything but a benign professional therapist.

He raised a hand in greeting. "Klo."
"Jos. How are you doi ng?"

"Me? Oh, fine. Relaxed, enjoying another beautiful day on scenic Drongar, fun capital of
the gal axy. How s about you?"

"I just canme from post-op."

Jos nodded. The M nder woul d have been busy, calmng the spirits of those who were gravely
wounded or dying. Jos didn’t envy himthat job. He started to strip off his sodden cl ot hes.

Merit asked, "You done for the day?"
"CGot one nore surgery." Jos activated the unit. '’ They're prepping himnow " He started
di srobi ng, then stopped and | ooked at the M nder

"You ever have to work on patients you don't like?" he asked. "Heat sonebody who grates on
you, someone you actively hate?”

"Now and then, yes."
"How do you handle it?"

Merit shrugged, the short fur on his shoul ders and back rippling with the novenent. "W
all have to do things we don't enjoy. W all find ourselves in situations where our
actions aren’t those we'd prefer. But when you sign on to do a job, you don't always get
to choose-it’s the nature of the work. Wen you can't live with a choice, you wal k away."

"What if you can’t wal k away?"
Merit | eaned against the plasteel wall. "Care to get nore specific?"

Jos stood staring into the shower. He watched the water pool on the floor and spiral down
the drain. "My patient is responsible for the attack that killed Zan."He has no regrets
about it; he's a nercenary. He’'s al so an obnoxious m | king nopak | wouldn't cross the
street to spit on if he was on fire-and |'mthe only guy here qualified to save his life.
And at best, the odds are against him even if | don’t nake a m stake,"

Merit didn't speak for a nmonent. "That’'s a hard one."

Jos | aughed, and the sound danced on the edge of hysteria. "Got to hand it to you M nders,
you don’'t mss a thing."

Merit sighed. "Nobody around here has all the answers, Jos, not even our nei ghborhood
Jedi. You want to punish this patient for what he did. You d |like to see himsuffer and
die."

"Ch, yeah." Jos hesitated, then added, "Just after Zan died, while we were still on the
transport, | swore to nyself that | would do sonething that woul d change things, sonmehow.
I was concussed and barely conscious, couldn’t even stand up, but | renmenber deciding that
| had to avenge Zan, to nake his death not quite so neaningless,"

"And now a gol den opportunity has presented itself. The suprene irony-the very being who
was directly responsible for Zan's death turns up under your knife. ’'Wat are the odds?
How can it be anything el se but fate? you ask yourself.’’

"Yes, "

Merit nodded. "Understandabl e. But now ask yourself this: if you d died in that attack and
it was Zan about to operate on the being responsible, what do you think he would do?"



Jos shook his head, "i don’'t know. "

"I think you do. If you're looking for justice, Jos, finding it in a war is never going to
be easy. People do things that are horrible and despicable. But if they survive, when the
war is over, they have to | ook back on those actions and figure out a way to rationalize
what they did. Ask yourself this: ten years fromnow, while you' re in practice on your
honme world treating civilian patients, then going hone to see your spouse and chil dren
how wi Il you feel about the choice you nade with this patient? If your son or daughter
asks you what you did in the war, what will you tell thenP"

Cl eaner and slightly refreshed fromhis shower, Jos stood waiting as a droid orderly
gurneyed the patient in and transferred himto the table. Activity had died down, there
were only a couple of surgeons still slicing, but Jos was aware that those who weren't
wor ki ng were watching him Barriss Ofee stood a few neters away, nasked and gowned, al so
wat chi ng.

The Zabrak was still awake. They woul dn’t knock himout until the [ast nmonent, to keep him
from stayi ng under any |onger than necessary. He gave Jos a bal eful glare.

"Doct or Snoot hskin. Longtime no see. Any nessages you want ne to deliver to your friend
when | get to the other side?"

Jos ignored him He turned to the anesthetist. "Knock himout," he said.
Sar Omant was | aughi ng when the anesthetic took hi mdown.

Vaetes drifted over. "Listen, Jos. If this guy doesn’t nake it, nobody will blame you. Not
that |’ m saying you shoul d-"

Jos nodded. "I know what you nean, D Arc. Thanks."
"Just do your best." Vaetes noved off.
"Doctor," the anesthetist said, "he's going into Rhees-Verk."

"Back off on the effitol drip a quarter, start an infusion of neurodan, five mlligrans."
Rhees-Verk breathing, a kind of syco-pated rhythm often led to ventricular fibrillation

After a nonment, the anesthetist said, "Still laboring." Blast, Jos thought. "Let’'s get him
on cardioresperatory, stat-"

"Wait, hold on. He's stabilizing." The anesthetist’s voice was astoni shed. "I don't know
how or why, but he’'s steady again."

"Let's not stop to wonder why," Jos said. "Stations, everyone. W're going in."

Barriss Ofee. wapped in the Force, was working hard to keep the injured Zabrak’s
breathing regulated. It took all her concentration, and if she slacked off, she knew his
primary heart would start to vibrate so fast it wouldn’t be able to punp bl ood-and the
Zabrak woul d nost likely crash before the subheart could take over. She could hold him
stable, this she knew, but she couldn’t spare any energy for Jos. \Watever decision he was
goi ng to nake about the patient, however he was going to deal with his personal denons, he
was going to have to do it without any help fromthe Force.

Nunber ei ghteen vi brobl ade, "
vi br obl ade. "

Jos said. Tolk slapped the handle into his palm "Ei ghteen

"“Maki ng the incision-okay. Retract and get a pressor on it."

Jos paused, |ooking down at the patient. A small area just bel ow the sternum was being
hel d open by pressor fields, exposing the rosy strata of the plex. Wthin its folds he
could glinpse the dull gray of the slug | odged there.

He | ooked at Sar Omant’s face. Even unconscious, the Zabrak’s expression was hard,
unforgiving. The face of a killer.

VWhat woul d Zan Yant, a kind and gentle being who had been a doctor, a nusician, and a good
friend, doif it were himcutting?



VWhat was the best way for Jos to serve his friend s nmenory? What was the best way for him
to serve his own future? Wiat was the only way to hel p, however infinitesimally, begin the
heal i ng process that nust eventual ly enconpass the gal axy?

He remenbered then, for some reason, listening to a piece Zan had been playing a couple of
nonths earlier, in their kiosk. Short, and consisting nostly of one or two single,
guavering notes. An internezzo, he'd called it. A noment between novenents, a held breath,
a pause before plunging back into the nusic that was life. "Wat happens in these nonents,
these interstitial beats," he’'d told Jos, "are as inportant as the main pieces thenselves,
Because it’'s in those nonents between where we gain clarity. Were we suddenly know what
the next novenent is really all about."

"Forceps,"” he murnured to Tol k. She handed themto him and he could see that she was
sm | ing under her mask.

As was he.



