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As the bestselling New Jedi Order series
approaches its epic climax, the secrets of
the Yuuzhan Vong—who they are, where
they came from, what terrible forces
drive them—are at last exposed.

But will this knowledge aid the Jedi. . .
or doom them?



PROLOGUE

Three kilometers beneath the surface of Yuuzhan'tar—the
world once known as Coruscant—the sound of chanting
drifted up a shaft nearly as wide as it was deep, the melan-
choly strains yearning toward the few distant stars that
could be seen from the bottom. In the pale blue light of
lumen reeds, the faces of the chanters appeared ravaged,
their bodies misshapen.

These were the Shamed Ones of the Y uuzhan Vong, and
they chanted to their Prophet.

Nom Anor felt his bile rise at the sight. Even after al this
timeasthe "Prophet,” it was difficult to shake thelong years
of contempt he had held for them.

But they were his hope, now. They were his army. Once,
not long ago, he had dared to dream that with them behind
him he could pull Shimrra—Supreme Overlord of the Y uu-
zhan Vong—from his polyp throne, cast him into the pits,
and assume his place.

But there had been setbacks. His eyes and ears within
Shimrras palace had been uncovered and killed. More of his
followers were discovered every day, and fewer answered
thecal.

Their faith was wavering, and it was time to give it back
tothem.

"Hear me!" he called, his voice soaring above the Prayer
of Redemption. "Hear the voice of prophecy!”
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The chanting subsided, and an eager silence descended.

"I have fasted," he said. "l have meditated. Last night |
sat here, beneath the stars, waiting for | knew not what.
And in the darkest hours, a great light fell about me, a
cleansing light, the light of redemption. | looked up and
there, where the stars gaze down upon us, was an orb—a
world, a planet in the skies above us. Its beauty made me
tremble, and its power pressed down on me. | felt love and
terror at once. And then those emotions subsided, and |
felt—belonging. | knew that the planet itself was dive, wel-
coming me. It is the planet of the source, the planet of the
Jeedai, their secret temple and fount of their knowledge and
wisdom—and | saw us, the Shamed, walking with the Jeedai
upon its surface, one with them, one with the planet.”

He dropped his tone from singsong to a near growl.
"And in the distance, | heard Shimrras wail of despair, for
he knows this planet—this living planet—is our salvation
and his doom. And he knows it will come for him, one day,
because it will come for us."

He lowered his hands, and for a moment the slence pre-
vailed. Then agreat roar went up, keen and joyful, and Nom
Anor heard what he most wanted to hear—the sound of hope,
the cry of the zealot—his name on the lips of a multitude.

What matter that he had put the story together from a few
conversations and rumors he had collected from Shimrra's
palace before his informant died? There was a planet, ru-
mored to be alive in some unusual way. Shimrra was terri-
fied of it, and had had the commander who brought the
news of it slaughtered out of hand, along with al his crew.
His story would give his people hope. It would encourage
them to fight. And when they were captured, and told the
prophecy to their punishers, it would get back to Shimrra,
and bring his fear back home.

Better, Nom Anor had heard from old sources in the
Galactic Alliance that the Jedi had mounted a search for

just such a planet. What they wanted with it he did not
know, but it seemed the planet had repelled at least one Y uu-
zhan Vong battle group, so perhaps its people had potent
Weapons.

In any event, rumor would build on rumor, reinforcing
the veracity of his vision, strengthening the resolve of his
followers, knitting their single strands into ropes and the
ropes into cables until they were strong enough to knot
around Shimrra's neck and strangle him.

Strength swept through him as the sound of his adopted
name built toward the heavens. He looked out over them,
and thistime was much less offended by their faces.



PART ONE
VISION



ONE

She was being followed.

She paused and wiped a damp wisp of yellow hair from
her forehead, touching in passing the scars that marked her
as a member of Domain Kwaad. Her green eyes scanned
through the many-legged gnarltrees, but her stakers weren't
yet showing themselvestothe usual senses. They werewaiting
for something—reinforcements, probably.

She hissed a mild shaper's curse under her breath and
started off again, picking her way over moldering logs,
through duggish mists and dense brakes of hissing cane.
The air was awet fever, and the chirps and trills and bub-
bling gulps from canopy and marsh were oddly comforting.
She kept her pace the same—there was no reason to let
them know she was on to them, not yet. She did alter her
path subtly—no point in going to the cave until this was
dedtwith.

Or | couldlead them there, she mused, attack themwhile
they deal with their inner demons. . .

No. That seemed somehow like sacrilege. Y oda had come
here. Luke Skywalker had, too, and so had Anakin. Now it
was her turn. Tahiri'sturn.

Anakin's parents hadn't very much liked the idea of her
coming to Dagobah aone, but shed managed to convince
them of the necessity. She believed that the human and Y uu-
zhan Vong personalities that had once shared her body had
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become one seamless entity. It felt that way, felt right. But
Anakin had seen avision of her, amelding of Jedi and Y uu-
zhan Vong, and it hadn't been apretty vision. She'd thought
at first, after the joining that had nearly driven her mad,
that she had avoided that outcome. But before she moved
on, before she put those she loved at risk, she had to con-
sider the possibility that the fusion of Tahiri Vela with
Riina of Domain Kwaad was a step in the fulfillment of that
vision.

Anakin, after al, had known her better than anyone. And
Anakin had been very strong.

If the creature he had seen was lurking in her, thetime to
face it was now, not later.

So she'd come here, to Dagobah, where the Force was so
strong it almost seemed to sing aloud. The cycle of life and
death and new birth was al around here, none of it twisted
by Y uuzhan V ong biotechnology, none of it poisoned by the
machines, greed, and exploitation all too native to this
galaxy. She'd cometo visit the cave to explore her inner self
and see what she was really made of .

But she had aso come to Dagobah to meditate on the
alternatives. What Anakin had seen was dl of the worst
of Yuuzhan Vong and Jedi traits bundled into one being.
Avoiding becoming that was paramount, but she had agoal
beyond—to find the balance, to embody the best of her
mixed heritage. Not just for herself, but because the rec-
onciliation of her dual identity had left her with one firm
belief—that the Y uuzhanVVong and the peoples of the gal axy
they had invaded could learn alot from each other, and they
could live in peace. She was sure of it. The only question
was how to make it happen.

The Y uuzhan Vong would never create industrial waste-
lands like Duro, Bonadan, or Eriadu. On the other hand,
what they did to life—breaking it and twisting it until it
suited their needs, wiping it out entirely when it didn't
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please—was really no better. It wasn't that they loved life,
but that they hated machines.

There had to be some sort of common ground, some
pivot point that could open the eyes of both sdes and end
the ongoing terror and destruction of the war.

The Force was key to that understanding. The Y uuzhan
Vong were somehow blind to it. If they could actually feel
the Force around them, if they could feel the wrongness of
their creations, they might find a better path, one less bent
on destruction. If the Jedi could feel the Y uuzhan Vong in
the Force, they might find—not better waysto fight them—
but pathsto conciliation.

She needed more than that, though. It wasn't enough to
know what was wrong—she also had to know how to make
things right.

Tahiri had no delusions of grandeur. She was no savior,
no prophet, no super-Jedi. She was the result of a Y uuzhan
VVong experiment gone wrong. But she did understand both
sides of the problem, and if there was any chance she could
help Master Skywalker find the solution her galaxy so des-
perately needed—well, she had to take it. It was arole she
accepted with humility and great caution. Those trying to
do good often committed the most atrocious crimes.

They were gaining on her, getting clumsier. Soon she
would have to do something.

They must have followed her to Dagobah. How?

Or maybe they had known where she was going before
she left. Maybe she had been betrayed. But that meant Han
andLeia—

No. There was another answer. Paranoid reflexes were a
survival trait growing up in a creche, but even deeper in-
stincts told her that her friends—adopted parents, amost—
could never do such athing. Someone had been watching her,
someone she hadn't noticed. Peace Brigade mavbe. Probablv.
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They would imagine they could curry alot of favor by turn-
ing her over to Shimrra.

She twisted her way through a maze of gnarltrees and
then clambered quickly and silently up their cablelike roots.
They had once been legs, those roots, as she'd learned when
she came here less than a decade and more than a lifetime
ago. Theimmature form of the tree was a sort of spider that
lost its mobility in adulthood.

Sheld been with Anakin, hereto face histrial, to discover
if having the name of his grandfather would bring him the
samefate.

/ miss you Anakin, she thought. More now than ever.

About four meters off the ground, she secreted herself in
a hollow and waited. If she could simply avoid them, she
would. At oneleve her instincts cried out for battle, but at a
deeper level she knew that her Y uuzhan Vong fighting re-
flexes had inevitable connections with fury, and she was
here to avoid becoming Anakin's vision, not embrace it.
There was a part of her plan that she hadn't told Han and
Lela about—the part where, if the cave confirmed her worst
fears, she would cripple her X-wing beyond repair and
spend therest of her life onthe jungle planet.

Perhaps, like the spiders, she would sink her limbs into
the swamp and become atree.

She reached out with the Force, to better assess her pursuit.

They weren't there. And she suddenly realized that she
hadn't felt them in the Force, but with her Vongsense. It had
come so naturally she hadn't even questioned it.

That could only mean her pursuers were Y uuzhan Vong,
maybe six of them, give or take one or two. Vongsense
wasn't as precise as the Force.

She reached for her lightsaber, but didn't unhook it, and
continued to wait.

Soon she actually heard them. Whoever they were, they
weren't hunters—they moved through the junale clumsily,
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and though they pitched their voices low enough that she
couldn't actually understand what they were saying, they
seemed to be gabbling almost constantly. They must be very
confident of their success.

A dark shadow glided soundlessly through the under-
growth, and she snapped her gaze up in time to see some-
thing very large blot the fragments of sky not occluded by
the distant canopy.

Nativelife, or aY uuzhanVong flier?

Pursing her lips, she waited. Soon the distant muttering
became coherent. As sheld thought, the language was that
of her creche.

"Areyou certain she camethisway?" araspy voice asked.

"She did. See? Theimpression in the moss?"

"She igjeedai. Perhaps she | eft these signs to confuse us."

"Perhaps."

"But you think sheis near?"

e

"And knows we are following her?"

"es

"Then why not simply call out to her?"

And hope | answer the battle challenge? Tahiri thought,
grimly. So they did have atracker with them. Could she dip
around them, back to her X-wing? Or must shefight them?

Moving very dowly, Tahiri shifted in the direction of the
voices. She could make out severa figuresthrough the under-
story, but not distinctly.

"At some point we must, | suppose," the tracker said.
"Else she will think we wish her harm."

What? Tahiri frowned, trying to fit that into her presup-
positions. Shecouldn't.

"Jeedai!" thetracker called. "I think you can hear us. We
humbly request an audience.”

No warrior would do that, Tahiri thought. No warrior
would use such honorless trickery. But a shaper...



12 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

Yes, a shaper or a priest might, a member of the decep-
tion sect. Still—

She leaned out for a better view, and found herself staring
straight into the yellow eyes of a Y uuzhan Vong.

He was perhaps sx meters away. She gasped at the sight
of him, and revulsion jolted through her. His face was like
an open wound.

A Shamed One, despised by the gods. He dared—her hand
went to her lightsaber.

Then the shadow was back, and suddenly something

deeted through the branches, shredding the leaves and vines
around her. She snarled awar cry and ignited her weapon,
swirling it up to send two thud bugs burning off through the
jungle.
’ Ag\]bove her, through the now open canopy, she saw a 'Y uu-
zhan Vong tsk vai, an atmospheric flier, huge and ray-
shaped, and from it snaked long cables. To each cable clung
a Y uuzhan Vong warrior. One passed less than two meters
from her, and she braced for the fight, but he went on past,
oblivious to her presence, striking the jungle floor and un-
coiling his amphistaff in the same motion.

A terrible wail went up from her pursuers. She could see
them now, dl horribly disfigured, all Shamed Ones. They
raised their short clubs and faced the warriors.

They didn't have a chance—she saw that immediately.
For an ingtant, the tracker held her eye, and she thought he
would give her away, but instead his expression went grim.

"Run!" he shouted. "We cannot win here!"

Tahiri hesitated only an instant longer, then made a series
of steplike legps to the ground. The firgt of the Shamed Ones
had already fallen when her feet touched the spongy soil.

A warrior caught her motion from the corner of his eye
and turned to meet her, snarling awar cry. Hisfacetransfig-
ured in surprise when she answered it in his own language.
Hewhirled his amphistaff toward her, alateral strike aimed
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a her scapula. She caught the blade and cut toward his
knuckles, but he parried with distance, pulled his weapon
free of the bind, and lunged deep with the venomoustip. She
caught it in a high sweep and stepped in, cut to his shoulder
where the vonduun crab armor shed its fury in a shower of
sparks, then dodged past, reversing the weapon and plung-
ing itsfiery point into the vul nerable spot in the armpit. The
warrior gasped and sank to his knees, and she whipped the
weapon around to decapitate him even as she launched her-
df at the next foe.

Combat was a blur, after that. Eight warriors had
dropped from the flier. Seven were left, and fully half the
Shamed Ones were bleeding on the ground. She had an
image of the tracker, his arms knotted in a neck-breaking
hold. She saw another Shamed One strike awarrior on the
temple with his club only to be run through from behind.
Mostly she saw thelightning-quick amphistaff strikes of the
two warriors trying to flank her. She cut at a knee, smelled
the scorch of flesh as the blade severed through armor. An
amphistaff whipped toward her back and she had to roll be-
neath the blow. Parry, thrust, and cut became her entire
existence.

Spattered with Y uuzhan Vong blood and bleeding from
severa cuts of her own, she suddenly found herself back to
back with the tracker. He was al that remained of the six
who had initially been following her, but there remained
only threewarriors.

For amoment, they stood like that. The warriors backed
away a bit. The leader was massive. His ears were cut into
fractal patterns; great trenchlike scars stood on his cheeks.

"I've heard of you, abomination," he snarled. "The one-
who-was-shaped. Is it true what they say? These pathetic
maw luur excretionsworshipyou?"

"I don't know anything about that,” Tahiri said. "But |
know when | see a dishonorabl e fight. They were not only
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outnumbered, but poorly armed. How can you cal your-
sdves warriors, to attack in such away?'

"They are Shamed Ones" the warrior sneered back.
"They are outside honor. They are worse than infidels; they
are heretic traitors, not to be fought but to be extermi-
nated."

"You fear us" the tracker rasped. "You fear us because
we know thetruth. You lap at Shimrrasfeet, yet Shimrrais
the true heretic. See how this Jeedai has laid you low. The
gods favor her, not you."

"If the gods favor her, they do not favor you," the war-
rior snapped.

"They are delaying us" the tracker told Tahiri. She no-
ticed he had blood on hislips. "They delay us while another
tsikvai arrives."

"Quiet, heretic," the war leader bellowed, "and you may
yet live to snivdl a little longer. There are questions we
would ask of you." His expression softened. "Renounce
your heresy. This Jeedai is a great prize. Help us win her,
and perhaps the gods will forgive you and grant you an
honorable deeth."

"No death is more honorable than dying by the side of
a Jeedai" the tracker answered. "Vua Rapuung proved
that."

"Vua Rapuung," thewarrior al but spat. "That story isa
heretic's lie. Vua Rapuung died in disgrace."

For answer the Shamed One suddenly bolted forward, so
quickly he took the leader by surprise, bowling into him be-
fore he could raise his weapon. The other two turned to
help, but Tahiri danced forward, feinting at the knee and
then cutting high through the warrior's throat when he
dropped his guard to parry. She exchanged a flurry of blows
with the second, though it ended the same, with the warrior
flopping lifelessto the ground.

She turned to find the tracker impaling the leader with his
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own amphistaff. For a moment they stared at each other,
the Shamed One and she. Thenthe 'Y uuzhan VVong suddenly
dropped to his knees.

"I prayed it wasyou!" he said.

Tahiri opened her mouth, but heard the stir of treetops
that could only be another flier arriving.

"Come on," she said. "We can't stay here."

The warrior nodded and bounded to his feet. Together
they ran fromthe clearing.

Anhour or solater, Tahiri finally halted. Thefliersseemed
to have lost them for the time being, and the tracker had
been gradually dropping behind. Now he staggered against
atree and did to the ground.

"A little farther," she said. "Just over here."

"My legswill no longer bear me," the tracker said. "You
must leave me for the time being."

"Just under this shelf of stone," she said. "Please. It may
hide usfrom thefliersif they sweep here."

He nodded wearily. She saw he was clutching his side,
and that blood covered his flank.

They scooted up beneath the overhang.

"Let me see that," she said.

He shook his head. "I must speak to you first," he said.

"What are you doing here? Did you follow me?'

His eyes widened. "No!" he said, so vehemently that
blood sputtered from between his lips. Then, more quietly,
"No. Wethieved a ship from an intendant and came hereto

find the world of prophecy. We saw you land—is this the
place, one-who-was-shaped? |s this the world the Prophet
saw?'

"I'm sorry," Tahiri said. "l don't know what you mean.
ThisisDagobah. | cameherefor . . . personal reasons.”

"But it cannot be coincidence," the tracker said. "It
cannot."



16 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

"Please,”" Tahiri said. "Let me see your wound. | know a
little about healing. Maybe | can—"

"I am dead already," the tracker gruffed. "I know this.
But | must know if | havefailed."

Tahiri shook her head helplesdly.

The tracker straightened a bit, and his voice strength-
ened. "l am Hul Qat, once ahunter. Or | was, until the gods
seemed to reject me. | was stripped of my title, my clan. |
was Shamed. My implants festered and my scars opened
like wounds. | gave up hope and waited for dishonorable
death. But then | heard the word of the Prophet, and of the
Jeedai Anakin—"

"Anakin," Tahiri whispered. The name twisted a blade
in her.

"Yes, and you, whom Mezhan Kwaad shaped. And Vua
Rapuung who fought—you were there, were you not?"

A deep chill ranthrough Tahiri. She had been Riina, then,
and Tahiri, and she had nearly killed Anakin.

"l was there.

"Then you know. You know our redemption belongs
with you. And now the Prophet has seen a world, a world
where there are no Shamed Ones because it will redeem
us, where the true way can be—" He coughed violently and
slumped again, and for an instant Tahiri thought he was al-
ready dead. But then his eyes turned toward her.

"My companions and | wanted to find the planet for our
Prophet. One of us, Kuhgo, had been a shaper. He used a
genetic dicer to get access to an executor's gahsa and steal
its secrets. He found intelligence gathered about the Jeedai,
and evidence that there was some connection between you
and thisworld. Some of your greatest came here, yes? And
now you. And so please, tell me. Havel found it?"

He shuddered, and his eyes rolled. "Have |?" he begged
again, so weakly thistime it might have been no more than
a breath.
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Tahiri reached out and took hishand. "Yes," shelied, not
even knowing exactly what lie shewastelling. "Yes, you're
right. You found it. Don't worry about anything now."

His eyesfilledwith tears. "You must help me," he said. "I
cannot take the news myself. The Prophet must know
where thisworld is."

"I will do it," Tahiri said.

Thistime she was not lying.

Hul Qat closed his eyes, and even without using the
Force, Tahiri felt him leave.

Tahiri glanced at the opening of the cave, so near, and she
knew that was not what she had come for at all. This was
why she had come. The Force had brought her here, to meet
this man, to make this promise.

Sherose. Theflierswould find her if she remained till for
too long. She hoped they hadn't discovered her ship yet, but
figured the odds were against it, since they hadn't been
looking for her and she had conceded it pretty well. Even
30, she might have alittle trouble getting out of the system,
depending on how many and what sort of ships were or-
bitingoverhead.

It didn't matter, though. She had a promise to keep.

Evenif she couldfigureout exactly what she had promised.
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The port shields of Mon Mothma collapsed and plasma
punched through the hull like afist through flimsiplast. At
the point of impact, matter became ions, and supersonic
droplets of molten hull metal deeted through the next four
decks, arriving before the sound or vibration of impact,
shredding the frail life-forms within before their nervous
systems had time to register anything amiss. Behind that
came a shock wave of superheated air expanding with such
fury that blast shields bent and warped, and the wave-front
swept the decks end to end, searing everything in its path.
Two hundred sentient beings winked out in an instant, and
ahundred moreinmarginal areasfell—perforated, burned,
or both.

Then, like a giant taking back its breath, space sucked
everything out through the gaping hole, leaving vacuum be-
hind, and quiet.

At the helm of the Star Destroyer, it was far from quiet.
Claxons blared and panicked young officers stuttered
through emergency procedures. Simulated gravity vanished,
and someone shrieked.

Wedge Antilles closed his eyes as the illusion of weight
faded and reasserted itself.

I'm so tired ofthis, he thought.

He opened his eyes to a barrage of smaller plasma blasts
aimeddirectly, it seemed, at hisfaceasasquadron of Y uuzhan
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Vong coralskippers made arun straight at the bridge. Turbo-
lasers flared three of them into debris. The rest pecled away
a the last instant to avoid impacting the still-functioning
bridgeshields.

Wedge didn't even blink. The skips weren't their problem
right now. That would be the Y uuzhan Vong Dreadnaught
analog that had just popped into existence and blasted a
holeintheir side.

"Twenty degrees starboard and twelve above horizon,"
Wedge commanded. "Now. Commence firing."

He swung on the lieutenant at tactical. "What else has
joined our little party?' he demanded.

"Four frigate analogs, dr," the lieutenant told him.
"Coral skippers—we're not sure how many flights, yet. And
of course, the Dreadnaught. Sir, I'd say the Y uuzhan Vong
reinforcementshave arrived."

"Yes. Well wait a hit to see if there are any more. Tl
Memory of Ithor to watch our wounded flank. WEIl have
to slug this out."

Hiswhole body itched at the prospect. In his heart and in
the caves of hisreflexes, Wedge was astarfighter pilot. Sure,
capital ships had firepower, but they were so slow maneu-
vering. Held feel alot better in an X-wing.

Hed fed better without the weight of dead crew on his
shoulders. Losing a wingmate was hard enough. Losing
two hundred.. .

But he wasn't in an X-wing, and when he'd come out of
retirement as a general, he'd known what he was getting
himsdlf into. So he watched, lips pursed, as the monstrous
ovoid of a ship swung into view, as the Mothma's turbo-
lasers razoring toward yorik cora returned blossoms of
plasma. Most of the lasers arrowed straight, then abruptly
curved into sharp hooks and vanished as the tiny singulari-
tiesthe Y uuzhan Vong vessdl projected pulled thelight into
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them. About every third beam went through, however,
scribbling glowing red lines in the coral hull.

"Sir, the Memory is unable to come to our aid. She's en-
gaged with one of the frigates, and she's taking quite a

beating."
"Wedll, get somebody there. We can't let them hit us in
that flank again."

The controller looked up from his station. "Sr, Duro
Squadron is requesting the honor of protecting our flank."

Wedge hesitated infinitesimally. Duro Squadron was ahit
of a wild card, a collection of pilots—some with military
experience, some without—dedicated to the liberation of
their home system.

The fact that it was precisely that system they were fight-
ing in right now could be a problem, for various reasons.

But it didn't look like he had any other choice.

"Tell them yes, without our thanks," Wedge said.

"Three more ships just reverted, sir," Lieutenant Cd in-
formed him, a catch in her voice that might be the start of
panic.

"That's it," Wedge said. "Or it had better be. Get me
General Bel Iblis."

A moment later, ahologram of the aging general appeared. '

"The reinforcements are here," Wedge told him. "Lis-
tening posts have them coming through the Corellian Trade
Spine, so they're most likely our buddies.”

"Is it too many to handle, General Antilles?' Bd Iblis
asked.

"I hope not, sir. Isyour force ready?'

"We're on our way. Good luck, General."

"And to you."

The image vanished. Wedge set his mouth grimly, watch-
ing the battle reports.

They had already spent a standard day in heavy fighting,
driving through the outer defenses of the Duro systemina
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matter of hours. The inner system had put up more of a
fight, but they'd been close to mopping up when Y uuzhan
Vongreinforcementsarrived.

Wedge had been expecting the reinforcements—counting
on them, really—but they'd hit hard and fast. A reassess
ment of the situation put the odds marginally in favor of the
Y uuzhan Vong, which again was no surprise.

It was dso okay—they hadn't come here to win, but they
couldn't leave yet, either.

"Prepare interdiction," Wedge said.

Four more Y uuzhan Vong frigates jumped into the Duro
system, changing the odds yet again.

"Sir?"

"Interdict,” he said.

The great ship's gravity-well generators came on-line, as
did those of Memory oflthor and Olovin.

Positioned as they were around the Y uuzhan Vong force,
they would prevent the Vong from leaving the system, at
least until the interdiction perimeter was reduced to dust.

Of course, none of the Galactic Alliance ships could leave,
either.

"Break off the attack and form up in containment posi-
tions," Wedge said camly. "l don't want any of those ships
reaching hyperspace.”

"What about Duro, sir?' Cd asked.

"Duro is no longer our concern, Lieutenant.”

"Yes, sr," Cd said, clearly baffled.

Good. If his own people were confused, hopefully the
Vong were more so.

The Alliance ships broke off their push toward the planet
and retreated into a broad hemisphere, putting the Y uu-
zhan Vong fleet with the planet at its back, handing them
back the defensive advantage that Wedge's earlier push had
taken from them, but aso trapping them more securely in
thesystem.
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"Hold the line," Wedge commanded. "We gtick here.”

Spreading the battle group so thinly gave the Y uuzhan
Vong an obvious advantage, but the Vong ships seemed to
hesitate, perhaps suspecting another of the traps they had
been so oftenledinto lately.

Still, caution was not natural to the Y uuzhan Vong, and
they now clearly had the advantage in numbers. Severa de-
stroyers began forming up for an assault on the wall the
Galactic Alliancehad built.

"Do they have any interdictors of their own?" Wedge
asked.

"No, sr."

"Good."

"Yes, dr. Sr, Commander Yurf Col is requesting com-
munication."

Wedge repressed asigh. "Put him on."

A moment later a holo of the Duros commander ap-
peared. His flat face was unreadable in terms of human
expression, but Wedge had enough experience with Duros
to know hewasradiating acold fury.

"Commander,” Wedge said, nodding.

The Duros came bluntly to the point.

"What inthe spacelanesareyou upto, General Antilles?
I'velost good pilots today, and now it appearsyou've given
up our target."

"I'm sure you are as aware of the situation as| am, Com-
mander," Wedge said. "The reinforcements make further
assaultsuntenable.”

"Then why are you interdicting? That makes no sense. |
happen to know that we have twice as many shipsin re-
serve. Summon them, and let'sfinish this."

Patience, Wedgethought.

"Perhaps you aren't aware that the Y uuzhan Vong have
means of tapping our communications,” he said mildly.
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"Perhaps it hasn't occurred to you that you might have just
passed on important intelligence to the enemy.”

"If we obliterate that enemy, what they learn will be of
little consequence. | don't know why you want to hold them
here. They Hill don't have a decisve advantage—we can
win this, if we attack instead of—whatever you're doing.
And with afew reinforcements, we could certainly prevail.”

"Commander, | understand this is your home system. |
understand that for you, this fight is personal. That is in
fact, one of the many reasons | am in charge of this opera-
tion and you are not. You agreed to fight under my com-
mand, and you will do 0. Do you understand?*

"l understand you have bungled this from the start. We
could have won in the first few hours if you had followed
my advice."

"That is your opinion,” Wedge replied. "It is not mine,
and mineisthe one that countsright now."

The Duross eyesnarrowed. "Whenthisisover, Antilles—"

"I suggest you worry about the present, Commander.
The Vong are trying to punch through and open two
fronts. If they succeed, this reduces our future options
considerably.”

"You are the one limiting our options. Two more
frigates—-"

Wedge cut him off. "Get used to this idea, Commander,"
he said, "and get used to it quickly—there are no reinforce-
ments. Nor am | yet prepared to abandon this sysem. Do
your part, Commander, and everything will go well."

Cal remained unconvinced. "I warn you, General An-
tilles," he snapped, "if you don't explain thisto me, | will
forceyour hand."

"You will follow your orders, period,” Wedge replied.

"General—" the Duros began, but Wedge waved the
contact off and studied the reports. The attack looked like a
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feintto draw hisnet tight in one placewhilethey hititin an-
other. Butwhere?

Thebattlecomputerssearched for the answer. By Wedge's
reckoning, unless the Y uuzhan Vong pulled off something
amazing, he would be able to hold them off for five or six
hourswithout significant losses. That should be enough.

He studied the on-spec chart their sensors were building
of the system—after all, the Y uuzhan VVong had occupied it
for more than two standard years now, which meant hisin-
telligence of it was probably abit behind, to say theleast. At
this point, an unfortunate surprise was the last thing that
interested him.

When the surprise came, it came not from some hidden
Y uuzhan Vong trap, but from within his own ranks.

"Sir," control reported, "Dpso, Redheart, and Coriolis
have broken formation, as hasall of Duro Squadron."

"Have they." Wedge took a deep breath. "Get me Y urf
Col again, immediately."

A few moments later, the Duros's hologram reappeared.

"Commander," Wedge said, trying to keep histone even,
"there must be aglitch in our communications. Y ou seemto
be forming an assault wedge when you were ordered to
hold position."

"I have removed myself from your command, General
Antilles," Cal replied. "I will not have my people stidlein
their own system, not without a good explanation. You
have refused to give me one. If you will not sustain the re-
conquest of Duro, | am forced to do it myself."

"Y ou're committing suicide and placing this entire mis-
sionin jeopardy."

"Not if you join me."

"l won't."

"Then our deathswill be on your head."

“I'm not bluffing, Commander Col."

"You laid this course, Antilles."
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" Commander—"

"You cut me off earlier. | return the favor. Join us or not."

The connection ended, and Wedge watched helplesdy as
the Duros ships dropped out of the perimeter, formed up,
and drove straight for the largest concentration of enemy
ships.

"Sir," Cd said, "the Duros ships are taking heavy fire."

"l can see that," Wedge told her.

"Sir, what are they doing?"

"They're trying to make me attack,” Wedge said.

"Then it's a bluff, sir?"

A lightning storm was raging between the Duros ships
and the Y uuzhan Vong vanguard. "No," he said, "it'snot a
bluff."

He turned to control. "No one dse breaks formation,"
he said. "No one."

"Sir, they'll be daughtered.”

"Yes" Wedge said, gruffly, "they will."

One by one, over the course of the next few hours, the
Duros ships vanished in bursts of plasma. Three hours after
the last was gone, another message came over the comm
board. Wedge gave the order to cease interdiction, and the
Galactic Alliance ships jumped, leaving Duro once again to
theY uuzhanVong.
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A distorted grin diced Onimi's crooked head in a sign of
mock regard. "Sweet Nen Yim," he croaked. "How de-
lightful your presence."

How disgusting yours, Nen Yim thought. She did not say
it, and she did not need to. The tendrils of her headdress
writhed and curled in revulsion, and her multifingered
master's hand spasmed into a knot.

If the Supreme Overlord's jester noticed any of this, he
made no sign, but stood there grinning at her asif they were
close creche-mates sharing a joke. They weren't; she was
the most important of all shapers, and he was an appalling
example of a Shamed One, a being upon whom the gods
had placed a permanent stamp of unreserved disapproval.
Why Shimrra, the chosen of the gods—the Supreme Over-
lord of her entire species—should choose him as emissary
was utterly beyond her comprehension. It was more than an
affront, it was amisery to even bein his presence, especialy
when she remembered—and she could hardly forget—that
those fingers had once touched her, when he had disguised
himself as a master shaper.

For that alone, he deserved the most ignominious death
imaginable. She had plotted his murder even when she be-
lieved him to be her superior, and blessed by the gods. Now,
when she had the means at her disposa and knew what he
really was, she did not dare.

2E
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But she could still dream.

Onimi simpered and smiled. "Y our thoughts croon toward
me," he said. "Y our tendrils ache for my touch. So much |
can see of you, Nen Yim."

Wéll, he had noticed something, she reflected. He merely
mistook her passion.

"Have you come on some errand, Onimi, or merely to
waste my time in foolish conversation?'

"Conversation is not foolish that begs the fool," Onimi
said, winking, asif that actually meant something.

"Yes, asyouwish," shesaid, sighing. "Do you bring word
from the Supreme Overlord?"

"I bringadainty," Onimi said. "A glistering pustulefrom
the gods, agift for my sweet little—"

"Address me as master," Nen Yim said, stiffly. "l amno
little’ anything of yours. And come to the point. Whatever
ese the Supreme Overlord wants of me, | doubt he wants
much of my time taken up, not with so much that needs
doing."

From the corner of her eye she caught one of her asss
tants suppressing a smile, and reminded herself to repri-
mand her later.

Onimi's eyes went wide, and then he set afinger to his
lips, leaned near, and whispered, " Fleeting time laps hours,
devours days, months and years, passes them like gas."

She said nothing. What other response was there? But
Onimi gestured, and with a great deal of reluctance she fol-
lowed him down the mycoluminescent corridor of her cen-
tral damutek, through the laboratories where she worked her
heretical science to produce the miracles the Y uuzhan Vong
needed to take their rightful place in a galaxy of infidels.
When they passed into a corridor secured even from her, she
began to grow intrigued, and more easily ignored the off-key
singing of the jester, who was blasphemously describing in
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ancient octameter certain activities of the goddess Y un-Harla
of whichNen Y im—thankfully—had never heard.

Of course that was spoiled now.

At last they arrived in a dim space. Something irregular
and large bulked ahead. Light wasin it, afaint shifting radi-
ance so delicate it could almost be the colors of the dark be-
hind her eyes.

She walked nearer, her shaping fingers outstretched to
feel and taste the surface. It was smooth, dmost dick. It
tasted of long carbon chains, and water, and silicates. It
tasted quick and familiar.

"Thisisdive" shewhispered. "What isthis?' Sheges
tured impatiently. "1 need more light."

"Eyes are the senses gluttons,” Onimi chortled. "They
alwayswant more, but they often tell us less"

But brighter lights came up, revealing the thing.

Sleek, that was the first impression. The glasslike surface
curved into four long lozenges that sharpened amost to
needles on one end and ended rounded on the other. The
lobes were joined around a central axis, though she could
not see how. She was reminded of the taaphur, a sea crea
ture that exiged now only as a genetic blueprint in the
memory gahsa of the shapers and in its biotechnological
derivatives.

Damaged, that was the second impression. The life that
hummed beneath her fingersflickeredin some placesand was
absent in others, where the hull—yes, hull—had gone dark.

"This is a ship," Nen Yim murmured, more to herself
than to the useless Onimi. "A living ship, but not Y uuzhan
Vong. Thiscame from one of theinfidel peoples?"

" Folds the mystery, and folds again to crumple, our chart
isaltorn."

"Y ou mean you don't know?' Nen Yim asked, impatiently.

For answer, Onimi reached for her. Her tendrils prickled,
bumps rose on her flesh, and her nostrils flared.
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But he did not touch her. He handed her something
instead—a small, portable gahsa.

"Secrets are like knives," he said softly. "Of your tongue
a secret make, and your mouth iscut."

He left, then, and she watched him go with disdain. Idi-
otic, to warn her of secrets. She was a heretic, a heretic se-
cretly kept by the Supreme Overlord. Everything she did
wasdonein obscurity.

"Master Nen Yim?"

Nen Yim looked up from the gahsa. Her junior assistant
Qdah Kwaad stood a few feet away, alook of great concern
on her face.

"Adept," Nen Yim acknowledged softly.

"I hope it is not too impertinent, but my project—"

"I will examine your progress in due time," Nen Yim
said. "My time."

Qelah Kwaad's tendrils retracted a bit. "Yes, Master
Yim," shereplied.

"And, Adept?’

"Yes, Master Yim?"

"I understand you are not used to the presence of Onimi
and the effect he can have. But | will not have my subordi-
nateslaughing behind my back. |sthat understood?"

The adept's eyes grew round with consternation.

"Master Yim, you cannot believe—"

"Do not usetheword can in reference to me, Adept, in ei-
ther the affirmative or negative form. What | can and
cannot do is entirely beyond your contral ."

"Yes, Master."

Nen Yim sighed. "It is bad enough, Adept, that we have
to bear the presence of such an abomination. It isworse to
let him know he has caused amusement."

"I understand, Master Yim. But—why? Why must we
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bear his presence at all? He is a Shamed One, cursed by the
gods."

"He is Supreme Overlord Shimrrds jester, and, when it
pleases him, his emissary."

"I don't understand. How can such a thing be? A jester,
yes, but to entrust him with secret information—"

"What secret information might that be, Adept?' Nen
Yimasked sharply.

"Y our pardon, Master Yim, but the jester came, took you
to the restricted area, and you returned with a portable
gahsa. It seems obvious that he revealed something to you."

Nen Yim studied the adept appraisingly.

"Just 0" she said. "You are correct. But perhaps you
ought to concentrate more on your work and less on my
activities."

Again, the adept looked abashed.

"Y ou have great promise, Qelah Kwaad," Nen Yim said.
"Butinthisplace, wemust al take care. Welive outside the
world of our people, and this place has rules of its own."

The adept straightened. "1 am proud of my service here,
Master. The Supreme Overlord has vindicated what the
other shapers see as heresy."

"He has not," Nen Yim said. "Not publicly. Nor will he.
Have you not noticed the guards?'

"Of course we are guarded. Our work is of great impor-
tance. If the infidels learn of us, they will surely try to de-
stroy us.

"That istrue,” Nen Yim told her. "But awall that keeps
something out can aso keep something in. No warrior, no
priest, no outside shaper will ever learn what we do here.
Shimrra values our heresy, yes—we produce new weapons
and technology badly needed for the war effort. But he will
never allow anyone beyond these to know how that tech-
nology comes into being."

"But why?'
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"Youareintelligent, Adept. Figureit out for yourself—and
then never, never speak it aloud. Do you understand me?'

"l—I think so0."

"Good. Now leave me."

Qelah Kwaad made the sign of obeisance and did as she
wastold. Nen Yim spared her asingle glance.

Because, Adept, Shimrra must maintain the fiction that
our inventions are gifts from the gods, and that he is the
intermediary through whom these things flow. If the truth
is discovered, and the Supreme Overlord shown to be a
fraud. . .

Well, suffice to say, Adept, none of us will leave this ser-
vicealive.

Which wasfinewith Nen Yim. It was her pride and her
duty to serve the Y uuzhan Vong, and to die honorably for
her people when thetime came.

Putting the whole matter from her mind, she settled the
gahsa before her and interfaced with it.

As she began to understand, her excitement grew—and
her trepidation.

No wonder Shimrra had sent her his thing. It could
change everything.

It could be their doom.
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"Can't say much for the atmosphere,* Raf Othrem said,
taking a sip of his Rylothan yurp and running his green-
eyed gaze around the mostly bare metal walls of the place
that called itself atapcaf.

"What were you expecting, acasino fromthe Galsol strip?*
Jaina Solo asked. "Yesterday this was just a piece of space
junk the Y uuzhan Vong hadn't got around to pulverizing.”

"And now they won't, thanks to ud" Raf said, raising his
glass. "To Twin Suns Squadron, and our illustrious leader,
Jaina Solo.”

Jaina nodded wearily as they raised their drinks. Raf had
all of the enthusiasm that came from having flown only one
mission, and that a successful one. Not only had the battle
been won, but her squadron hadn't lost a single pilot.

In time, Raf would lose that youthful exuberance.

She double-checked that thought and amost smiled when
she remembered that Raf was actually ayear her senior.

Let's not take our vast age and experience too serioudly,
Jaina thought.

She raised her own glass. "To the good fight," she toasted,
and thistime she did smile as her wingmates cheered.

Putting on acheerful appearance was good for the team.

"A brilliant fight," Jag said. "We have the best flight

commander in the galaxy."
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Jaina actually felt a blush coming on—not from the
words, but from the depths of Jag's blue-eyed gaze.

"No argument there," Raf said. "But I'd say one more
toast isin order.”

"Just one?' Mynor Dae said. "l can't imagine you shut-
ting up for the rest of the night.”

"No doubt,” Alema Rar drily seconded.

Raf sent the Twi'lek a mock-glare, then raised his glass.
"To Genera Wedge Antilles, and the plan that gave us back
Fondor."

"I'll drink to that," Jaina said.

But before the glass reached her lips, something fell onto
the table. A Rogue Squadron patch. She looked up into
the round-eyed gaze of a young Duros. A very unhappy-
looking Duros.

"Lensi?"

"Colonel," he acknowledged, his voiceflat and clipped.

"Join the celebration, Lens," Raf said. "Not that we
normally mingle with disreputable Rogues, but—"

"I have nothing to celebrate,” Lens said, his gaze il
focused on Jaina. "And | will no longer fly with Rogue
Squadron. My people were betrayed today. Betrayed by
General Antilles. Betrayed by Jaina Solo.”

Jag came to hisfeet at that, followed closely by a growl-
ing, towering Lowbacca. Jag stared at Lens with deadly
calm. If Lens wastroubled by either Jag or the Wookiee, he
didn't show it.

"Lowbacca, st down," Jaina said. "Jag—please. Let him
talk."

The Wookiee reluctantly followed orders, but Jag stood
squared off with the Duros for severa long seconds.

"Be careful what you say, Duros,” hefinally said. "Where
| comefrom, there are penaltiesfor dlander.”

"What's on your mind, Lensi?" Jaina asked.

"Many of my people died in the attack on Duro.”
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"They didn't have to," Jaina said. "The attack on Duro
was a feint, designed to draw reinforcements from here.
The Duros commander of the mission broke with the plan.
He jeopardized both missions.”

"He was not told the attack was afeint,” Lens said.

"No onewas!" Raf exploded. "We were dl in the dark."”

"That's why it worked, Lend," Jaina said. "Yuuzhan
Vong intelligence is good. Wedge had to make the buildup
look like it was aimed at Duro, and he had to make the at-
tack there look convincing.”

"Duro was the more lightly occupied,” Lens said. "We
could have taken Duro. We were promised this." His face
tightened into an even flatter mask. "We were used.”

"Such is war," Jag said. "Fondor was considered the
more strategic target. The liberation of Duro may come
next, it may not." He nodded his head around the crowded
room. "Many of the pilots here have lost a homeworld to
the Vong. You think you're alone? Y ou think every one of
them wouldn't prioritize the liberation of their homeworld
over every other, if they were given the choice? War isn't
fought on the basis of sentiment and desire. Battles must ac-
complish tactical goas."

"Your ‘tactical gods see many of my people dead
today."

"Because they disobeyed orders," Jag snapped. "They
signed on under General Antilles. If they had paid attention
to him, most if not all of them would ill be dive. If you
want to know who betrayed your people to death, look to
the commander who broke ranks."

"We aren't children,” Lens persisted. "We should have
been told."

Jag started to speak again, but Jainacut in.

"Maybe," she said. "In hindsight, maybe. Or maybe we
would al be dead now." She softened her voice. "Y ouwere
a good wingmate at Sernpidal. | know you've done well
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with Rogue Squadron since | left. We're going to win this
war. We'regoing towin back Duro. But only if enough of us
keepfighting." She picked up the patch and tossed it to him.
Reflexively, he caught it. "Y ou have to do what your con-
sciencedictates.”

Lens hesitated, looking at the patch. "Colonel Solo,” he
said, "I was there, after Sernpidal, when you dapped Kyp
Durronfor lyingtous. Youknow what it feelsliketo be be-
trayed, tofightwithout knowingwhat you'rereally fighting
for."

She raised her eyes and regarded him steadily. "I know
what lots of things feel like," she said. "And you know
what? I'm dill fighting. I'm going to keep fighting until
thereisn'tasinglethreat leftinthisgalaxy. Youthink you're
the only person who has lost something in thiswar? Grow
up, Lens."

The Durosregarded her for another long moment.

"Did you know?" he asked.

"No. But if | had, | wouldn't have told anyone. General
Antillesdidtheright thing."

Lens nodded curtly, turned, and left. He still had thein-
signiawith him.

"Genera Antilles?"

Wedge stopped tapping his fingers on the Kashyyyk-
wood conferencetabl eand acknowledged theheavy-jowled
Sullustan.

"Yes, Admiral Sow?" hesaid.

"What isyour opinion on the matter?"

"Weshould havetold Col,” Wedgesaid, bluntly. "1 should
have broken orders and told him myself. He had aright to
know exactly what he was getting his people into.”

"Under perfect circumstances, yes" Admiral Kre'fey
said. "But thecircumstanceswerefar from perfect. Bothan
intelligencehad—has—informationthattheY uuzhanVong
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have a spy placed high in the command structure of the [
Duros government-in-exile. Indeed, it was through that
leak that the Y uuzhan Vong 'discovered' our plansto in-
vade the Duro system—as we planned.”

"Col might have been brought in," Wedge replied. "He
was a hothead, but he could be trusted with a secret.”

"Perhaps," the white-furred Bothan replied, "perhaps
not. Asitis our planwasfulfilled."

"With more losses than necessary."

"Still fewer than projected,” General Garni Bdl Iblissaid,
from across the table. "The battle at Fondor was a total
rout. We did them great damage, and now we have a secure i
position from which to strike at Coruscant.”

"Gentlemen," Sien Sow said, "I'm declaring the matter
closed from amilitary point of view. Certainly General An- j
tillesis not to blame. He followed the orders this council
gave him. | refuse to allocate any resources for an internal
investigation, not at this point in our war against the Y uu-
zhan Vong."

"That tables the matter of the Duros protest," Krefey
said. "It's time we move on to what we do next."

Admiral Sow nodded. "General Bel Iblis, how long be-
forethe shipyards at Fondor become productive again?"

"That will take sometime," the aging general admitted.
"Two, three months before any facility can go on-line.
Ships—six months perhaps. Probably not sooner. But once
construction actually begins, they will be quite productive.
They should position uswell for a push toward the Core."

"Good," Sen Sow said. "In the meantime we should
continue the process of isolating Coruscant from therest of
Yuuzhan Vong territory. Which brings me to this" He
tapped the table, and a hol ogram of the galaxy appeared.

"Y ag'Dhul and Thyferraaresecure, finally,and Fondoris
ours." Three stars near the dense, glowing center of the
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galaxy winked green, indicating the positions of the systems
named.

"Coruscant, however, isstill well supplied.” Coruscant—
or whatever it was the Y uuzhan Vong had renamed it—Iit
up, on the other side of the Core from the other three.

"It's time to threaten that."

Afinal ster lit.

"Bilbringi," Wedgesaid.

"Yes. Thereis some evidence that the shipyardsthere are
partially intact. More, it givesusabasefromwhichto harry
both the Hydian Way and the Perlemian Trade Route."

"It'stoo close to Coruscant,” Bd Iblis said. "And too far
from our own secure zone. We can never holdit." He shook
his head. "We don't want another Borleias. No offense,
General Antilles."

"None taken. Our actions at Borleias served their in-
tended purpose. We never imagined wewould keep it."

He turned to Sien Sow. "But he's right, the Yuuzhan
Vong can hardly ignore a threat that close to Coruscant. |
don't think we havethe shipsto takeit if they have advance
warning. If they don't, | doubt we could hold it very long.
Not and keep our own systems secure.”

"They have the same problem," the Sullustan admiral
pointed out. "Aswe've proven to them, they've taken more
systems than they can hold. There's not much in the Bil-
bringi system, but there are no habitable planets. In any
event, | have atactical reason for choosing Bilbringi as a
target."

Wedge raised an eyebrow and waited, as another sector
of thegalaxy lit up, thisone Rimward.

"Thelmperial Remnant,” he murmured.

"Indeed," Sow said. "Admiral Pellaeon has agreed to
lend us his support in this enterprise, and Bilbringi lies
within good striking distance of the Empire. Between us, we
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can carve a corridor through the Rim, eventually cutting
Coruscant off completely.”

Wedge hit back a protest. He'd spent most of his life
fighting the Empire, and his opinion of Pellacon was a
mixed one, the recent alliance notwithstanding. But he de-
cided to hear Sow out.

"It's true Pellacon can reach Bilbringi without passing
through Y uuzhan Vong territory," Kre'fey said. "The same
is not true for us."

"No. We will have to fight our way through several hy-
perspace jumps. Here iswhat | propose."

Lines began drawing themselves across the galaxy. "Our
mainfleet will launch from Mon Calamari, under Admiral
Kre'fey," he said. "Part of the fleet at Fondor will move to
meet them, under General Antilles. When they converge,
they will be joined by a detachment from the Imperial
fleet."

"The Vong will suspect a trick," Bd lblis said, "after
what we did to them at Fondor."

"Exactly," Sow said. "But the only trick in this caseis
overwhelming force. | expect them to hold back reinforce-
ments, fearing it is another feint, perhaps to draw defenses
from Coruscant itself."

"Interesting," Wedge alowed. "Though there will be a
trick in the coordination. The hyperspace routes are uncer-
tain these days. If one of our fleets arrives too early, or too
late—"

"The HoloNet is functioning at high efficiency in those
areas. We should be able to coordinate down to the second.”

"What's the Empire getting out of this?' Be Iblis asked.

"Exactly what | was wondering," Wedge replied.

Sow shrugged. "We long made efforts to convince Pel-
lacon that we must work together to free the galaxy from
the Y uuzhan Vong threat. Our efforts have paid off, sofar
to our great benefit."
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"I'm aware of our diplomatic efforts," Bl Iblis said. "As
well as the Empire's recent aid to us—in return for help we
gave them, | might add. I'm aso aware that they want some
of our planetsinreturn.”

Sow's brows lowered. "They aren't 'our' planets any-
more, General Bd Iblis. The planets in question belong to
the Y uuzhan Vong now. Mogt are not even recognizable as
the worlds they were a few years ago. I'm convinced we
need the Empire's help to win this war. If that means
showing them a little goodwill afterward, | don't see the
harm. In any case, they aren't making any specific demands
at this time—this is an effort to establish their good inten-
tions, nothing more."

Good intentions that will place at least some of them as
an occupation force spitting distance from Coruscant,
Wedge thought.

Unfortunately, despitethat, he agreed with Sow.

"We can strike now," Wedge said, "press our advantage
while we have one, or we can wait—wait for the Vong to
grow more ships, breed more warriors, invent new bio-
weapons. Right now, they've bit off a little more of this
galaxy than they can easily chew, as we've shown them in
the last few months. We haveto keep it that way."

He looked around. Everyone but Sow was nodding.

"There is another solution," the commander said.

"You mean Alpha Red, the biologica agent developed
by the Chiss?' Wedge said. "Not as far as I'm concerned.
Genocide is what the Emperor did. It's what the Y uuzhan
Vong do. It's not what we do. If it is, I'm fighting for the
wrong cause.”

"Even if it's our only choice for survival?' Sow asked.

"It'snot,” Wedgereplied, flatly.

"The Y uuzhan Vong will not stop after one defeat, ten, a
hundred. They will fight until every last warrior is dead.
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Even if they win, the cost that will exact from our people
will betremendous—"

"That questionismoot at present,”" Kre'fey brokein, "and
would seem awaste of our valuabletimeto discussit."

"Very wdll. | trust there are no other objections to pur-
suing the offensive against the Y uuzhan Vong at present?"
the commander said.

There were not.

"Then let us discuss details."

Kneeling in the presence of Supreme Overlord Shimrra,
NenYim believedinthe gods. It wasimpossiblenot to.

At other times, she had her doubts. Her late master,
Mezhan Kwaad, had flatly denied their existence. Intheclear
light of logic, Nen Yim hersalf saw no particular reason to
givethem credence. Indeed, the fact that she herself created,
with her own mind and shaping hands, things that all but a
few of her people believed to begiftsfrom thegods suggested
that all such evidence of their existencewas similarly tainted.

But inthe presence of Shimrra, her mind could not tolerate
doubt. It wascrushed from her by apresence so powerful it
could not have mortal origin. It pressed away the years of
her learning, of studied cynicism, of anything resembling
logic, and left her an insignificant insect, a crecheling terri-
fied by the shadows of her elders and the terrible mystery
that was the world.

Afterward, she always wondered how he did it. Was
it some modification of yammosk technology? Something
erased from the protocols entirely? Or was it an invention
of some heretical predecessor of herself?

He was shadow and dread, awesome and unreachable.
Shecrouched at hisfeet and wasnothing.

Onimi leered almost gently at her as sherose, shaking, to
speak to her master.

"Y ou have studied thething?"

41



42 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

"I have, Dread One," NenYimreplied. " Not exhaustively, |

as there hasn't been time, but—"
"Therewill be moretime. Tell mewhat you have discov-
ered thus far."

"Itisaship,” Nen Yimreplied. " Like our own ships, itis -

a living organism."

"Not at al,” Shimrra interrupted. "It has no dovin |

basals. Itsengines arelike theinfidel engines, dead metal."

"True," Nen Yim agreed. "And parts of its structure are |

not alive. But—"

"Then it is an infidel thing!" Shimrra thundered. "Itis 1

nothing like our ships."

Nen Yim actually reeled at the force of the statement, and
for amoment she stood paralyzed, unable to think. To con-
tradict Shimrra—

She drew her strength back to her core. "That isso, Dread |

One" she admitted. "Asit s it is an abomination. And yt,
at its heart the biotechnology is similar to our own. Thein- |
fidel engines, for instance, could be withdrawn and replaced |
with dovin basals. The living structure of one of our own |
vessdls could have such a ship grown around it. This bio-
technology is compatible with our own."

"Compatible?' Shimrragrowled. "Areyou saying that this
isone of our ships, somehow transfigured by theinfidels?'

"No," Nen Yim replied. "In outward form, this thingis
very different from our vessdls. The hull is not yorik coral. |

The architectures of our ships were derived from various |

creatures of the homeworld, and those structures can ill |
be recognized in their design. The alien technology is dif-
ferent. It beginswith relatively undifferentiated organisms
that specialize asthe ship grows. | suspect that some sort of ;

manipulationisinvolved inthe ontological processto guide |

the final outcome. That is why they used a rigid frameto .
grow the ship around—devel opmentally, it had nointernal <
code to produce such a structure on its own."
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"And yet you still maintainit is similar to our gods-given
ships?'

"At the most basic leve, yes. Cellularly. Molecularly.
And that is the most unlikely level a which we should ex-
pect tofind resemblance.”

"Again. Could the infidels have stolen our technology
anddistortedit?"

"It'spossible. But according to the gahsa, the planet of its
origin is itself a living organism—"

"Thatisalie" Shimrrasaid. "ltisaliebecauseitisimpos
sible. Ekh'mVal wasdeluded. Hewasduped by theinfidels."

Nen Yim hesitated at that, but could not directly dispute
it even if she wanted to.

Instead, she took another approach.

"I'm relieved to hear this," she said. "l thought the tale
unlikely myself." Shedrew herself straighter. "Still, thereis
nothing in the protocols that could account for a ship like
this, nor do | think thistechnology is aresult of the manipu-
lation of our technology. It is both dien and similar to our
own."

Shimrra was silent for a moment. Then his voice came
again, leashed terror.

"It isnot superior.”

"No, Dread Lord. Just different."

"Of course. And you can develop weapons against it?"

"I can. Indeed, Lord, there are already weapons in the
protocols that would be most effective against technology
of this sort. Oddly, they are weapons we have never built or
had usefor."

"Asif the gods anticipated this necessity."

Nen Yim tried to keep her thoughts quiet.

"Yes," shereplied.

"Excellent. You will assign a team to develop these
weapons immediately. And you will continue to study the
ship."
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" Itwould be helpful, Great Lord, if | had other examples
of the technology."

"No such exigts. The planet was destroyed. Y ou have all
that remains.”

Then why do you want weapons against . ., Nen Yim
started to think, but savagely cut herself off.

"Yes, Supreme Overlord.”

With awave of hismassive hand, Shimrradismissed her.

A cydelater, Nen Yim settled onto a sitting hummock in
her private hortium and regarded Ahs Yim. The younger
shaper was narrower in every dimension than Nen Yim,
and her blue-gray flesh had an opaescent sheen about it.
Her attentive eyes were a rare shade of bronze.

Her master's hand was very new, but they were peers.

"What brought you to the heresy, Ahs Yim?" she asked
softly.

The other master considered this quietly for a moment.
Thefinesilver tendrils of lim trees groped feebly about the
room in search of sustenance. Plants from the homeworld
with no obvious use, Nen Yim had resurrected them from
genetic patterns in the Qang gahsa. They pleased her.

"I worked on the changing of Duro,” she sad at lad.
"Onthe surface of things, on therecord, weworked strictly ,
by the protocols. And yet, often the protocols were not suit-
able. They were not sufficiently flexiblefor what neededto ¢
be done. Some of us—did what was necessary. Later | was }
assigned here, to Y uuzhan'tar, where so much went wrong.
The strange itching plague—well. The masters there were
very orthodox. | saw the shortcomings of that. At the same
time, | saw evidence of the infidels ability to adapt, to
change their abominabl e technology not just in small ways,
but in large ones. | determined that in time, because of this,
they must ultimately triumph unlesswe did the same. Sol
practiced heresy.”

THE FI NAL PROPHECY

"Andwerediscovered. Y ouwould havebeen sacrificed to
thegodsif | had not had you brought here.”

"I serve my people,” Ahsi Yim said. "The protocols do
not. | would diefor that.”

"Sowould I," Nen Yim said. "And so | risk both of our
lives once more. Do you understand?’

Ahs Yimdid not blink. "Yes."

"Y ou may have heard that the Supreme Overlord brought
mesomething to examine."

"Yes." Eagernessshowedin Ahs Yim'seyes.

"Itisaship,” Nen Yim said, "a ship based on a biotech-
nology muchlikeours. Thephenotypeisradically different,
but the genotype is similar. More similar than anything in
thisgalaxy thusfar. And the protocols have in them certain
weapons that seem designed peculiarly well to deal with it.
Shimrra claims the gods must have anticipated our need.
What do you think?"

Again, that long moment of consideration, but this time
accompanied by an excited writhing of tendrils on her
headdress.

"I think that isnot true,” Ahsi said softly. "The protocols
have not changed in hundreds, perhapsthousands of years.
They have not ‘anticipated’ anything else in this galaxy.
Why shouldthey anticipatethis?"

"Perhaps nothing else here required the intervention of
thegods."

Ahsi made adismissive motion. "Thereis much herewe
could have used the help of the gods with. The Jeedai, for
instance. And yet thereis nothing in the protocol sthat even
hints of them."

NenYimnodded. "I grant| believe asyou do. Thenwhat
explanation do you offer?"

"Our ancestors met this technology in the past. We bat-
tled againgt it, and the weapons from that battle remainin
the Qang gahsa."
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"And yet no record of any such event exigs."

Ahs Yim smiled faintly. "Even the Qang gahsa can be
made to forget. More recent events have been elided. Have
you ever tried to learn of Shimrra's ascension to Supreme
Overlord?"

"Yes" Nen Yim replied.

"The record of that seems implausibly thin."

Nen Yim shrugged. "l agree that records can be erased.
But why erase knowledge of athreat?"

"You think this ship athreat?"

"Oh, yes. Shall | tdl you atale?"

"l would be honored."

"I have in my possession the personal gahsa of EKh'm
Val, the commander who brought this ship to Lord Shimrra.
He was sent years ago to explore the galaxy. He came
across a planet named Zonama Sekot."

Ahs Yim'seyes narrowed.

"What? This means something to you?'

"No," she said. "But the name disturbs me."

Nen Yim nodded agreement. "Ekh'm Val said the planet
itself was alive, its life-forms symbiotic, as if shaped to live
together."

"They shape life aswe do?'

"They shape life, yes. Not as we do. And the sentient race
thereisnothing like Y uuzhan Vong—indeed, fromtherec-
ords, | think they must be a race native to this galaxy-
Ferroans.”

"Then | retract my earlier statement. Our ancestorscan
hardly have met this world before.”

"Itseemsunlikely. Andyet, at thesametime, it seemsthe
only possible answer to the puzzle."

"What happened to Commander Val?"

"He was attacked and repelled, but he managed to cap-
ture the ship before leaving the system.”

"And the planet?"

THE FINAL PROPHECY a7

"Shimrraclaimsit has been destroyed.”

"Y ou do not believehim?"

"No. I've been asked to create weaponsthat might affect
it. Why should | do that if the danger has passed?"

"Perhaps hefearsthere are more such worlds."

"Perhaps. Perhapshemerely fears."

"What?"

"If we have met this race before, and fought them—
perhapsthey remember it better thanwe. If wehavethekey to
attacking their biotechnology, perhaps they have the key
to ours as well. Ekh'm Va was defeated, after al."

"A few ships against aworld."

Nen Yim smiled thinly. "Tdl me—what sort of memory
do you think our glorious ancestors are more likely to have
purged fromthe Qang qahsa? A gloriousvictory or anigno-
minious defeat?"

Ahsi Yim pursed her lips. "Ah," she said. "And you think
Shimrraknows something we do not."

"I think he knows many things we do not."

Ahs Yim'stendrils curled in agreement. Then sheleveled
her liquid gaze directly at Nen Yim. "Why are you telling
methis?"

"Because," Nen Yim replied, "I think you know things/
do not. Have connectionsthat | do not."

"What sort of things?"' sheasked, stiffly.

"For one, | think you have heard of Ekh'm Val before."

A long silence, this time. "Are you asking something of
me?" shesaidatlast.

"If this planet exigts, | must see it for myself. The ship
aloneis not enough. | must know more."

"Why?"

"Because| think if | do not, our species is doomed.”

Ahs pursed her lips. Her tendrils knotted and waved. "I
can promise nothing," she said, "but | will see what can be
done."



SIX

From the bridge of Yammka, Nas Choka surveyed theruins |
of the occupation forces from Fondor. They weren't much |
to look at.

Heturned slowly to face Zhat Lah.

"How did this happen?' he asked. His voice was low,
pitched only for the commander.

"Duro was attacked, Warmaster, as our intelligence sug- |
gested it would be. The executor there requested reinforce- |
ments. My men were hungry for battle, and I complied.”
His eyes narrowed. "Then they came. | recalled the ships |
when | understood the ploy, but they were prevented from
leaving the Duro system by their interdictors. The infidels |
kept our forces pinned in the planet's gravity well and then |
fled. They are cowards!”

"Are you telling me cowards took the system you were
entrusted with from you? Y ou were beaten by cowards?’

"Warmaster, we were outhumbered. We fought until
there was no hope.”

"No hope?' Nas Choka asked, in scathing tones. "Y ou
were yet alive, and had ships, and say there was no hope?
Areyou Y uuzhanVong?'

"I am Yuuzhan Vong," Zhat Lah growled.

"Then why did you not fight to the last? Might you not |
havetaken afew more of their shipswith you to the gods?*

"A few, Warmaster."
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"Then why did you flee? Where is the honor in that?"

Zhat Lah's split lips twitched. "If the warmaster wishes
my life, it is his to give to the gods.”

"Of course. But | asked you for an explanation.”

"I thought our remaining ships might serve better than to
be cut to piecesin a battle we could not win."

"Did you?" Nas Choka asked. "You had no thought for
your own life?"

"My life belongs to the gods. They may take it as they
will. I do not flinch from death. If the warmaster wishes me
to take my personal coralskipper back to Fondor, | will die
in battle. But given the numbers, the rest of my shipswould
have been destroyed with relatively little damage done to
the enemy. If thiswaswrong, the responsibility ismine. My
men own none of it."

Nas Choka looked back out at the wreckage.

"Two frigates, all but undamaged. A battle cruiser with
only minimal damage." He turned to Lah. "Y ou did well,"
hesaid.

The commander's eyes widened fractionally with surprise.

"We have spread ourselves too much, over too many star
systems,” Nas Choka said. "We have lost too many ships
because too many commanders have no more sense of
strategy than to fight to the death.”

He clasped his hand behind him and regarded Lah.
"We have the late leader of your domain to thank for this
situation.”

"Warmaster Lah conquered most of thisgalaxy,” Zhat Lah
protested. "He gave ustheir capital, now our Y uuzhan'tar.”

"Y es, and he spent warriorslike so much viekin doing o,
and gave little thought as to how we would hold such vast
territories." He waved his hand. "Things are changing,
Zhat Lah. Things must change. The infidels have adapted.
They have undermined many of our srengths, but we have
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undermined ourselveseven more. The pride of our warriors
weakens us."

"But the pride of our warriors iswhat we are," Zhat Lah
protested. "Without our pride, without our honor, we are
astheinfidels."

"And yet you retreated because you thought it best.”

"Yes, Warlord," hereplied, histonefinaly subdued. "But
itwasnot. . . easy. | takethe stain on mysdlf, yet thereisa
sain.”

"Listen to me," Nas Choka said. "We are the Y uuzhan
Vong. We have been entrusted with the true way, the true
knowledge of thegods. Our duty isto bring every infidel in
this galaxy to hedl and either send them screaming to the
gods or bring them to the true path. There is no middle
ground, there is no faltering. And there can be no failure.
Our mission is more important than you or me, Com-
mander, and it is more important than your honor or mine.
Lord Shimrrahimself has said it. And o, feel no stain. To
winthiswar, we must set aside much we cherish. The gods
ordainthe sacrifice. Weareblameless. Wearethosewho do
what must be done. And so | tell you again—you did the
right thing."

Lah nodded, understanding lighting behind his eyes.

"Now," Choka went on, "these tactics—these feints
and suddenwithdrawals, these strike-here-and-hide-there
maneuvers—what enablesthis? Theinfidelshavenoyam-
mosk to coordinate their movements."

"They have communications, Warlord. Their HoloNet
dlows them to communicate instantaneoudy over the
breadth of the gaaxy."

"Precisely. But without their HoloNet, such precise coor-
dination becomes much moredifficult, yes?"

Lah shrugged. "Of course," he said. "But destroying the
communications system is difficult,” he said. "There are
many relay stations, not aways placed so as to be eaxly
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found. When one is destroyed, another may function, and
the infidels have managed to repair or replace many we
have destroyed."

"The destruction of the HoloNet has never been a pri-
ority before," Nas Choka said. "Now it is. And the gods
have given the shapers a new weapon, one that should per-
fectly suit our needs.”

"That is wdl, Warlord."

"Itis" He paced a moment.

"I'm giving you a new battle group. You will remain
here, at Y uuzhan'tar, on alert to strike quickly. Theinfidels
are growing confident; they will attack again, soon. | can
fed it. And when they do, we will have something new to
show them. Something quite new."



SEVEN

Beneath the black sky of Y uuzhan'tar, Nen Yim movedin-
visibly. Theguardsat their postsdid not blink as she passed;
the singing ulubs stayed silent as she moved lightly across
thegroundsof the Supreme Overlord'scompound. Damuteks
glowed with faint luminescence, and ships coming and going
were paleviridian or blood-colored mists of light in the sky.

Y uuzhan'tar had not always been dark at night. For mil-
lennia, it had been the brightest world in the galaxy, never
knowing true darkness. Unliving metal had pul sed with un-
holy energies, hemorrhaging light and heat and noxious j
fumesto burn the womb of night.

Now that unnatural work had been undone, and any
brightness came from the stars alone. Tonight, not even
they troubled the closed eyelids of the gods, for atarp of
cloud had been drawn overhead, blotting even the fierce
beauty of the Core. So long controlled by machines, thecli-
mate of Y uuzhan'tar was aso finding its natural state.

ToNenYim, it seemed paradoxically unnatural. Shehad
been born and raised on a worldship, nurtured by an or-
ganism so large that she had been like amicrobe in its belly,
kept warm and secure. The vagaries of weather were only
recently known to her, and though her mind rationally rec-
ognized that on some long-ago day the Y uuzhan Vong had
lived on aworld where seasons came and went, where rain
fell when it wished or not at all—that this was, indeed, the
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natural course of things—her instincts rebelled at the capri-
cious variability of it all. She was a shaper. She preferred
shaping to being shaped.

And she despised being cold. Shewas cloaked in acrea
ture of her own modification, avariant of the specia ooglith
cloakers that hunters wore. Its billion tiny sensory nodes
gazed at the night, heard it, tasted it—and made her a part
of it. For the first time in many, many months she was free
of her guards, of her damutek. She did not fool hersalf that
thefreedomwasreal. If shedid not emergefrom her sanctum
in afew hours, questions would be asked, and then a search
would commence. Being invisiblewould not be enough, then.
Buttheillusionwasheady.

Though she had created the cloak for herself long before,
there had never been any reason great enough to risk usingit.

Now there was. A cryptic message, a meeting place, a
possibility.

She passed from Shimrras fortress compound easily
enough. Even a hunter could not have managed that, but
the cloak of Nuun she wore was better than the usual sort.
It hid her very thoughts, it disguised her mass as a move-
ment of air.

She moved on rougher ground now, down a dope and
then up to the platform where a shrine to Yun-Harla, the
Trickster goddess, overlooked a vast pit that had once been
sky-reaching buildings. Dark waters filled it now, and the
burring cries of p'hiili rose in shrill chorus with the bass
cooing of large-wattled ngom. Like the lim tree in her hor-
tium, they were re-created creatures from the homeworld.

A single figure awaited her in the shrine, beneath a statue
of Yun-Yuuzhan that had been made from the skulls and
long bones of the conquered. It, too, carried a message from
Y uuzhan Vong history—like the creatures of the pool, it
proclaimed, Thisworldis ours now.
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The one waiting was male, lean, his hair knotted in a pat-
terned scarf. All but three fingers had been cut from each
hand. Nen Yim stood watching him for long moments. His
eyes hdd a contained and fierce intelligence.

Priest, she thought. What could you want with me?

She stood on the vuasas spine. Death seemed near. She
wasn't sure what she had expected, but it wasn't a priest,
alone, inthe dark.

She moved out of his sight and removed the cloak, then
walked back to the shrine.

Thistimehisgaze found her ingtantly. His body remained
still.

"You've come at a strange time to perform your ablu-
tions," the priest said.

"I comewhen | am called,” Nen Yim answered.

"So must we dl," the priest answered. "l am Harrar."

Nen Yim's spine prickled. She knew that name. So not
just any priest. A very important one.

"l am called Nen Yim, Honored One," she replied.

"Y ou are a master. Our ranks are equivalent, so we may
dispense with honorifics. My time is short, and | suspect
yours is shorter ill."

Nen Yim nodded.

"There are rumors of you, shaper,” he said. "You labor
alone, under heavy guard in the Supreme Overlord's com-
pound. It is said you are most favored by the gods, and yet
so few know you exist at al. Even awhisper istoo loud a
tone to speak of you in. It is said that some have died who
could not keep that whisper in."

"And yet you know of me."

"I know when and whom to whisper to." He smiled
thinly. "Y ou, apparently, do not.”

"l don't know what you mean."

"1 mean your attempts to contact the Quorealist under-
ground have been clumsy."

THE FI NAL PROPHECY 55

"I do not even know who or what the Quorealists are,"
NenYimasserted.

"Quoreal wasthe Supreme Overlord before Shimrra. Many
do not think the gods chose Shimrra to take his place, they
believethat Shimrra dishonorably murdered him. Quoreal's
old followers are understandably areticent group, but they
still exist.”

"These are new factsto me, if factsthey are.

The priest shrugged one shoulder. "It does not matter
who you thought you were trying to contact. The point is
that if you persist, Shimrra will discover you, and | doubt
that anyoneisso favored by thegodsasto survivethat." He
clasped hishands behind his back. "What | wish to know is
this: Why is Lord Shimrra's most favored shaper trying to
contact thepitiful remnants of hispolitical enemies?”

"I know nothing of these palitics” Nen Yim replied.
"Shimrraisthe Supreme Overlord. | oweallegiancetonone
other. | desire alegiance to none other."

Harrar cocked hishead. "Comenow. Why dse contact us?"

"Us?'

Harrar's fierce grin expanded a bit. "Of course. Clumsy
you may have been, but you have succeeded. Shimrra has
enemies. Y ou havefoundthem. What doyouwant from us?"

"I've just told you, | seek no enemy of my Supreme
Overlord."

" But you move in secret, without his knowledge. What
doyouwant?'

Again, Nen Yim hesitated. "There is something | must
see” she said. "Something | believe to be of vital impor-
tancetotheY uuzhanVong."

"How intriguing. Shimrra will not let you see it?"

"l cannot ask him."

"Moreintriguing still. What is this thing?"

"Itisvery far from here," NenYimsaid. "I need help get-
ting there. 1 need help finding it."
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"You obfuscate."

"I am cautious. You tell me you are the enemy of my
Lord Shimrra. In that case you are my enemy, ultimately,
and | will not betray information into your hands." She
paused.

"Suppose | merely lied to you, to test your loyaty?'

"Then | cannot trust anything you say," she said.

"In that case, our meeting would seem to be over." He
paused again. "But | warn you, you are not likely to get an-
other chance. You say this thing is of vital importance to
our future. How important?"

"It could be our doom."

"And yet you fear Shimrrawill not addressit?"

"y es

"Y ou think you know better what is best for the Y uuzhan
Vong than our Supreme Overlord?’

Nen Yim drew her shoulders back. "In this case, | do."

"Very wel. My pretense of disloyalty was meant to draw
a confession of your own. | now believe you are loyad to the
order of things. | swear by the very gods, | am aso loyd to
Lord Shimrra. May they devour meif | lie." He paused, and
lowered his voice. "But like you, | do not think his judg-
mentisinfallible. Tell me of thisthing you must see. Clearly
you are willing to risk disgrace and death. This is not the
time to balk."

Nen Yim clicked the nails of her magter's hand together.
Like her own master, Mezhan Kwaad, shehad deadly weap-
ons concealed in it. If she decided the priest could not be
trusted, the p'hiili would feed well this night.

"It begins with a commander named Ekh'm Va," she
said, softly.

His eyeswidened at the name. "Ah," he said.

"Y ou have heard of him?"

"Indeed. | begin to understand your caution. Please
continue."
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Shetold him, in brief, what she knew, but she left much
out. She made no mention of her heresy, but couched her
studies of the ship in orthodox terms. As she spoke, Harrar
folded down into a cross-legged position and listened like a
child does to the true-speaker in a creche. When she was
done, amoment of silence dragged along tail.

"Astonishing," he said, at last.

"Y ou understand the implications, then?"

"Some of them. Others will come clear. And perhaps |
understand some you do not."

" | do not doubt that. The priesthood has its own knowl-
edge, I'msure."

Harrar drew his lips back from his teeth. "How kind of
youtothink so," he said.

"l meant no offense.”

"Naturally not." He gestured. "Sit with me."

Shecomplied, resting on asmall polyp.

"Y ou swear to methat al you have told meistrue?’

"I swear it, by the gods" Nen Yim replied.

He nodded, then looked at her serioudy. "Y our master,
Mezhan Kwaad, is said to have claimed there were no
gods."

"She was, for dl her virtues, perhaps insane," Nen Yim
pointed out.

"Y es, my concern exactly."

"You fear for my sanity?"

"I might, save for one thing. Are you aware of the
heresy?"

Her blood went cold and heavy. "Heresy?"

"Among the Shamed Ones. The obscene belief that the
Jeedai are somehow the saviors of the Shamed.”

"Yes" Nen Yim replied, hoping her composure hadn't
dlipped. "I was, after all, on Yavin Four when that heresy
began."

"You were, weren't you? You're a part of the story, in
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fact, at least in someversions. In afew, you died glorioudly.
Inal, youvanished."

"I am not current on the folklore of the Shamed Ones, |
fear," Nen Yim said, stiffly.

"No, | doubt that you are. This heresy now has a
leader—aProphet. Littleisknown of him, but heisgaining
in power. Not long ago, he made a prophecy—of a new
world, ahome for the Shamed Ones, a promise of redemp-
tion. A livingworld." He placed his hands on hisknees and
leaned forward. "Does this not sound like your Zonama
Sekot?'

"I know nothing of this Prophet or his babblings," Nen
Yimsaid.

"Again, | do not doubt you." His eyes narrowed. "Do
you know where this supposed world is?'

"No."

"So you would have me smuggle you from beneath
Shimrra's nose, equip you with a ship—"

"I can supply my own ship," Nen Yim interrupted.

His eyes turned appraising, but he resumed. "Very well.
So | need only smuggle you out, outfit you, and help you
find this planet—which Shimrraclaimsisdestroyed.”

"That iswhat | desire, yes."

"I cannot do that," he said. "l am too highly placed. |
will benoticed."

"Then| havecomeinvain," NenYim said, preparing the
weaponin her finger.

"Perhaps not," the priest said. "Perhaps the Prophet of
whom | spoke could aid you?"

Nen Yim relaxed, marginally. "You counsel me to col-
laborate with a heretic?"

"If you are correct about the threat this planet poses,
then atemporary alliance with a heretic could certainly be
forgiven. You wereright, by theway, not to ask Shimrrato
help you. Neither Ekh'm Val nor any of his crew remains
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alive. The Supreme Overlord fearsthissecret. That initsalf
tellsmeitisvitaly important.”

"Onthat we agree," Nen Yim allowed. " Still—what good
could come of contacting this 'Prophet'? Even if he was so
disposed, how could hehelp me?"

"How many Shamed Ones work within the Supreme
Overlord's compound?’

"I donot know."

"How many of them can you name?"'

Shesnorted."One."

Harrar showed histeeth again at thethinly veiled reference.

"This heresy is widespread and well organized. It, as
much asyour Zonama Sekot, isathreat to thewell-being of
our people. | feel certain that if this 'Prophet' can be con-
vincedyou arewith hiscause, hewill findaway to helpyou.
Especidlyif, asyousay, youhaveaship."

"Yes," she said. "It's getting the ship off the surface of
Y uuzhan'tar and out of this system that isthe problem.”

A new suspicion struck her. "You want to use me as
bait."

"Indeed. But | will not pounce on the Prophet when he
comesto freeyou. | will wait, until such time asyou deem
your mission complete. If done in exactly the right way, it
might even be possible to convince Lord Shimrra that you
were a hostage of the Shamed Ones, rather than the insti-
gator of the expedition.”

"Y ou propose atradein deceits."

"Consider. Two great threats to the Yuuzhan Vong—
your mysteriousplanet, my Prophet. We can berid of them
both. If al goes well, you and | continue to serve our
people. If not, we go to the gods, who know our motives
were pure. Can you see a better path?"

"No," Nen Yim said. "I cannot. But | know little of this
Prophet. | have no way of contacting him."

"I cannot contact him directly, of course" Harrar said.
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"But there are ways of bringing things to his ears. | can
arrange this. Are we agreed?'

"Weare," NenYimsaid.

And though she felt she had sealed her doom, she made
the trip back through the darkness with lighter feet, and the
air felt amost warm.

Harrar watched the shaper move out of sight, wondering
again how she had managed to meet him without an entou-
rage of guards. Did she have some sort of concealing
cloaker, like the cloak of Nuun the hunters wore?

Probably. She was a master shaper, after al. That didn't
matter.

What mattered was that he had committed himself to the
proposition that she did not represent atrap laid for him by
Shimrra or someone in the Supreme Overlord's hierarchy
who disliked him. Every natural instinct warned him away,
but something very deep—perhaps something from the gods
themselves—told him he should trust the strange shaper.
Rumors of the planet Zonama Sekot had circulated very
quietly among the Quorealists and some priestly sects for
many cycles, and he knew for afact that Ekh'm Val was not
the first Yuuzhan Vong to encounter the planet. Nor, in-
deed, had Ekh'm Va been sent by Shimrra, though the com-
mander himself hadn't known that.

If Zonama Sekot existed—and especialy if the shaper
was right about there being some hidden history between it
and the Y uuzhan Vong—then it could be very important. In
any event, the priesthood was being kept in the dark about
something that it clearly should know about.

He had lately begun to have his suspicions about
Shimrra. Not voiced ones, certainly, but suspicions nonethe-
less. And today—which had already brought so many inter-
esting new thoughts—brought another.

Nen Yim did not know, perhaps, how much Harrar knew
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about shapers and their protocols. He was the first to admit
that he did not know everything. But one thing was clear—
Nen Yim operated outside the realm of normal shaping,
and the heresy of the Shamed Oneswas not the only heresy
around. Mezhan Kwaad, Nen Yim's late master, had been a
heretic, and had died for it.

And here was Nen Yim, alive, favored by the Supreme
Overlord, and perhaps practicing her own heresy in guarded
Secrecy.

If true, it could mean only one thing: Shimrra himself was
a heretic. And that—Iike everything ese in this situation—
had the potential to change everything.

If things went as planned, he might manage to kill three

targetswith asingle thud bug.
Herose, and smelled the air, and felt destiny in hisveins.
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Nom Anor turned the message this way and that in his
mind, and saw it sharp in every angle. It was hard to wrap
his thoughts around it without feeling the cut, so pregnant
with the possibility of betrayal it seemed.

"Who sent you, Loiin Sool?' he asked the messenger,
softly. The messenger was a Shamed One, his shouldersand
face a mass of poorly healed scar tissue. His eyes were con-
ceded by a constricted uruun cloth, placed there before
he'd begun his descent into the dark, dank places of Nom
Anor's domain. The domain of the Prophet.

A wave of his hand, and Loiin Sool would never see any-
thing again.

"I come on behaf of the shaper Nen Yim," Sool an-
swered. "I know little more than that. | was taken from my
work detail, given the message, and sent to find you."

Nom Anor nodded. Sool had been checked for implants,
of course, though no test short of thorough dissection was
certain. Was someone looking at him now, from some hid-
den pore in the messenger's skin?

If 50, they saw not Nom Anor but the Prophet Y u'shaa,
his face hidden behind a grotesque ooglith masquer that
showed only one spectacularly Shamed, eyes festering with
inflammation and lesions rendering the visage aimost un-
recognizable as Y uuzhan VVongin origin.
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His surroundings would tell them little more. Yuu-
zhan'tar was awarren of rusting holeslike this one.

"Why doesthe shaper not come to me herself?"

"She may not leave Lord Shimrra's compound, | am told.
Shetakesgreat risk even in sending this message."

That was undoubtedly true. What little Nom Anor knew
of Nen Yim suggested that her role was one that Shimrra
was not eager to have widely known. He had lent her for a
time to Tsavong Lah, but since her return from that liaison,
she had been little seen or heard from. Indeed, Nom Anor
had wondered if she had been quietly disposed of .

And perhaps she had. Therewas no knowing whether this
message actually camefrom her. Sncehe'dlost Ngaaluh, his
spy in Shimrra's court, much was uncertain.

"Why does she seek me out?' Nom Anor asked.

"She heard of your prophecy of the new world. Her
studieslead her to believeitisatrue one. She desiresto see
thisworldfor herself."

"So you have already said. Why does she seek my aid?"

"Who else could give it? Shimrraand hisminions are cor-
rupt. They have done everything they can to deny the exis-
tence of our redeemer. He and the elite will do much more,
because they know that if the truth is known, they will be
seen as the false leaders they are. And you, my lord, will
be seen asthe true Prophet.”

"What does a shaper care for that?' Nom Anor won-
deredaloud.

"Nen Yim seeks only truth," Sool said.

"You've already told me you do not know her," Nom
Anor pointed out. "How can you speak for her or pretend
to understand her motivations?"

"This is the message, Prophet,” Sool answered. "I only
repeat it."

A vague chanting had gone up among Nom Anor's
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acolytes. He began to wish he had received Sodl in private
rather than in front of thirty or so followers.

A firmvoice cut above the rest: "Praised be the Prophet.
He hasindeed prophesied truly. The planet of our salvation,
our deliverance, isnow inour very grasp. And Lord Shimrras
own shaper knows it is true! Our destiny has become a
force stronger than gravity."

"Do not be hasty, Kunra," another voice said. "This may
be nothing morethan atrap, adeception to lure the Prophet
into their grasp.”

"If 50, they must fail," Kunra said. He turned to Nom
Anor. "You are the Prophet, are you not? Did you not see
this, aswell? Did you not see yourself walking through the
forests of the new world, preparing it for us?"

"I saw it,"” Nom Anor agreed. He had little choice. He
had added that little embellishment a few days before. But
what was Kunra up to? Kunra had been with him since the
beginning of this whole farce. He knew who Nom Anor
really was—that the "prophet” and his planet were equally
fabulous.

"Then the time has come to rise againgt Shimrra."

"No," Nom Anor slipped out. "Do not presume to inter-
pret my prophecy when | still sit here among you. Thetime
is not yet come."

"But we have found the planet,” Kunrasaid. "Let mego,
Great One. | will liberate the shaper from Shimrra. | will
guest with her for the new world. If there is betrayal, our
cause will suffer little. If thisistruth—"

"Truth must be practical," Nom Anor said. "We would
have to flow rivers of Shamed blood to liberate this shaper,
and till she does not know the location of the planet.”

"I don't understand,” Kunra said. "Do you fear your
own prophecy?"

"Quiet," Nom Anor said, his mind whirling furiously.
Zonama Sekot was, indeed, important—if only because
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Shimrra feared it so much. He knew, too, that the shaper
had been given what remained of the Sekotan ship to study,
and it would seem she had discovered something quite im-
portant. This message suggested one of two possibilities. Ei-
ther she was telling the truth, and she needed help from
outside the system to escape Shimrra and find the planet,
or—more likely—they thought Nom Anor knew where the
planet was. They couldn't know that he had learned of the
planet by eavesdropping on Shimrra and Ekh'm Val, that
what he had |earned there was al he knew.

Wl not quite all. He had heard rumorsthat the Jedi had
found the world.

Which struck him suddenly as a very fortuitous piece of
information.

"The prophecy isindeed nearing fulfillment," Nom Anor
told his followers. "But something remains. A piece is
missing. When | set foot upon the new world, | shall not be
alone. Jeedai will bewith me."

A collective gasp went up at that. Even Kunra seemed
disconcerted.

" Great One—"

"The time has come,” Nom Anor said, solemnly. "As
Vua Rapuung fought with Anakin Solo, so shall | and the
Jeedai freethis shaper and find our world."

Cheers, of course.

Let the Jedi do the work and take the risk of freeing Nen
Yim. If they failed, they would be blamed, rather than him.
If they succeeded—then perhaps he would indeed bring
his own prophecy to fruition. At the moment, he had little
tolose.
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Han Solo scowled and shook a crooked finger at Tahiri.
"Kid," he drawled, "I hope you aren't counting on another
lucky break your whole life, because you've just used up
whatever you may have had coming."

"Easy, Han," Lea interposed. "Anyway, look who's
talking. They don't call it Solo luck for nothing."

They' don't know what they're talking about," Han
replied. "I've never needed luck—I've always depended on
skill."

"Of course you have, dear," Lelasaid, raising her eyebrows.

"Yeah, well, |—anyway, that's not the issue," Han grum-
bled. "Theissue isyou, young lady, flying off against good
advice to a planet that's always been trouble for this family,
alone, running past aY uuzhan Vong frigate in an X-wing—"

"l didn't have achoice," Tahiri pointed out. "The frigate
was sort of between me and escape.”

"Sure you had a choice. From what you say, they
probably didn't even know you were there—they were after
their own runaways. You had a whole planet to hide on.
You could have picked a better opportunity to leave—like
after they did. It's a real miracle that you got out of the
system, jumping on a half-fried engine—it's amazing you
didn't end up on Tatooine. And Ylesia. And Bonadan. What
wasyour blazing hurry?"

"I made a promise," Tahiri said.

BE
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"A promise? To what, amarsh spider?’

"No. To a Shamed One."

"A Yuuzhan Vong?' Histone was incredulous, but then
his face registered his mistake. Everyone was ill getting
used to exactly who she was now.

That didn't mean she was going to let him off the hook.
"l made a promise to aperson” she said. "Because it was
the right thing to do."

Han closed his eyes and looked momentarily very, very
tired. "If | could name the times I've heard that right thing
todoline ... Tahiri, you're too young for this. Y ou've been
through alot. Can't you just—just—take arest?"

"Good advice," Leia interposed, taking Tahiri by the
shoulders. "Can't you see how tired she is? Why don't we
talk about this after she's been to the 'fresher and caught a
nap? It can wait that long, can't it, Tahiri?'

"Yes, "Tahiri sad.

"But—" Han began, but Leia cut him off.

"My husband is just trying to tell you he was worried
about you and he's glad you're home."

"I know," Tahiri said. "And | appreciate it."

Han's face softened, and then st into lines of reluctant
acceptance. "Well, yeah. But | till think—"

"Why don't you get cleaned up, Tahiri, and well have a
bit of dinner. We can talk more then."

"It isgood to have you back, Mistress Tahiri," the golden
droid assured her as she made her way toward the refresher.

"Thanks, Thregpio," shesaid. "It'sgood to be back."

She meant it. She'd grown up on Tatooine and in a Y uu-
zhan Vong creeche, sheld studied the ways of the Jedi on
Y avin 4, but more and morethe Millennium Falcon feltlike
home. It was a feeling both comfortable and unsettling, but
from what shed gathered, that was a large part of what
homewas dl about.
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"l hope you weren't injured in your travels,” C-3PO
went on.

"No, I'm just alittle banged up. And tired."

"Well, now you can rest. And, | must say, Onih K'leth
mof'gey."

That sent a little shock through her. "Don't—" she
began, but cut herself off. Thiswas not an abomination—it
was 3PO.

C-3PO caught the sudden anger in her tone, however.
"I'm dreadfully sorry, Mistress Tahiri. | only wanted to—

"Makemefeel welcome," she guessed, "both asahuman
andaYuuzhanVong."

"Yes, mistress.”

"It's okay, Thregpio. I'm 4ill working the bugs out of
this. It'sjust, hearing adroid speak that language—

"Oh, yes. | understand how the Y uuzhan Vong feel about
droids. In the future | shan't—"

"No. Like said, it's okay. These are exactly the things|
haveto face." And hope can.

"Verywell," C-3PO said, withextravagantrelief. "But, if
I may ask, istheintegration of your former personalities...
complete?”

Tahiri smiled. "It's complete. But it's like—like being
raised by parents who taught you one set of values, and
then learning a different set of valuesin school. Whichis
right? There are conflictsin what most people feel and be-
lieve. I'm no different in that respect, maybe just a little
more extreme. Do you understand?’

"l believe s0."

"Part of me was raised to believe that machines—
especially thinking machines—areabominations. Butthat's
just something | learned. It's not part of who | am. It's not
part of the Y uuzhanVVongonanyintrinsicleve, either—it's
just what the leaders and priests teach us as crechdings. It's
something that can be unlearned, that must be unlearned,

THE FI NAL PROPHECY E9

because it'swrong. You're my friend, Threepio, or at least |
hope you are. And if, now and then, | have an unthinking
reaction to you, | truly hope you can understand and for-
give me."

"Oh, very easlly,” C-3PO said. "Thank you for ex-
plaining it to me." His voice shifted back to consternation.
"Oh, heavens, I'm holding you up when you should be
resting. I'll go now."

"Wait, Threepio."

"Isthere something else?"

"Just this." And she threw her arms around him and gave
him ahug.

"Oh, my," C-3PO said. But he sounded pleased.

She woke, not knowing exactly where she was. She lay
still in the darkness, letting the world return to her, solidify
about her, fearing something but not knowing what.

The Millennium Facon, she thought. Right. That's
where | am.

She glanced at the table chrono and realized sheld been
adeep for amost a standard day. Shaking off the dream-
shroud, shepulled on her Jedi robes, visited the 'fresher, and
then went looking for Han and Leia

She found them in the lounge, discussing something in
low and somewhat heated tones. She coughed softly, not
wanting to eavesdrop.

Thetwo turnedtoward her.

"Finally up, | s8¢ Lelasaid. Her voice sounded a bit odd.

"Yeah," Tahiri replied. "I guess | was more exhausted
than| thought.”

"Y ou ought to be," Han grunted.

"I'm ready to talk now, if that's okay."

"Why not?' Han muttered. "Have a seat.”

She did in next to Leia and clasped her hands together in
front of her, trying to think how to start.
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"Y ou said something about a promise,”" Leia prompted.

"Right." Briefly, Tahiri laid out the events on Dagobah.
"The Shamed Ones were looking for a planet,” she said,
when she was done with the narrative. "A planet their
Prophet thinks may bring them redemption.”

"Dagobah? Why Dagobah?'

"These Shamed Ones sort of worship the Jedi. They
found out somehow that Anakin and Luke had been
there—that it had something to do with their training.”

Han raised an eyebrow. "That's interesting. How exactly
would they know that?"

"That's not hard,” Leia said. "The Y uuzhan Vong have
been obsessed with the Jedi from the very beginning. We
know they have good intelligence. Anyway, the story about
Luke meeting Y oda there isn't exactly awell-kept secret.”

"But they were mistaken,” Tahiri said. "Dagobah isn't
the world the Shamed Ones are looking for."

Han had the same expression on his face he usually wore
playing sabacc. "Oh? And what world do you think they
arelooking for?"

"The same one Master Skywalker was looking for. And
found. Zonama Sekot."

Han's eyes widened dightly. Then he puffed and raised
his handsin agesture of frustration.

"Leia," he said. "You tell her."

"Tell me what?"

Leia pursed her lips. "Kenth Hamner contacted us while
you were aseep, on a heavily coded channel. He wants to
talk to you."

Kenth Hamner. "The liaison between the Jedi and mili-
tary?" She couldn't quite picture hisface. She seemed tore-
member it was long.

"Right."

"Did he say what it was about?"

"Not exactly,” Leia said cautioudy. "But it involves
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Zonama Sekot—and a dissident movement within the Y uu-
zhan Vong."

Han looked at her earnestly. "Tahiri, whatever it is, you
don't havetodoit."

"Of course | do,” Tahiri said. "l promised the Shamed
One—"

"You promised him you would tell his Prophet about
Dagobah,” Han interrupted. "Y ou made no promises con-
cerning Zonama Sekot."

Tahiri smiled dightly. "My promise was one of izai, not
oneof strict legality.”

"What?'

"lzai is the essence of a promise. The Shamed One
thought he had found the planet foretold. | promised him
that | would take this news back to his Prophet. But
Dagobah isn't the planet foretold. Therefore, the izai—the
essence of my promise—reguires meto carry the news that
the planet of prophecy has been found."”

Han pushed his palms into his face. "This is making my
head hurt," hesaid.

"I think 1 need to speak to Kenth Hamner," Tahiri said
firmly.

"We're already on the way there,” Han grunted. "But |
hope you know what you're doing."

"I do."

"No," Han said, a little angrily, "you think you know
what you're doing. It's a conceit born out of being young.
Jaina thinks she knows what she's doing. Anakin thought
he knew what he was doing."

"Anakin did know what he was doing,” Tahiri said,
softly. " If he hadn't done it, there might not be a single Jedi
alive today. |1 know | wouldn't be here. Didn't you know
what you were doing when you came back to save Master
Skywalker at the Death Star all those years ago?”

"I was older than you,” Han said, rising from the table.
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He got up and went toward the cockpit. But he stopped and
turned, with one hand on the hatch.

"And, to answer your question,” he said, "no, | didn't
have the faintest idea what | was doing." He chuckled
briefly, shook his head, and vanished into the corridor.

Kenth Hamner did indeed have along face. He dso had
a firm handshake, and an office so spare it might have
been a storeroom. The view was interesting, though. His
window looked down upon a landscape of bloodred and
black swirled together, laced over with silver coils and me-
anders of tide creeks and pools. Beyond that, jagged black
mountains sawed a a sky the same metallic color as the
water.

Land was scarce on Mon Calamari, but often dramatic.

"Salts," Hamner said, noticing her interest. "When this
island was forming, there was a lot of volcanic activity—
and geysers the size of volcanoes. Those deposits are mil-
lions of years old."

Tahiri nodded, preoccupied. What would the old Tahiri
have thought of thisview? Or Riina? Shefound it beautiful,
but where did beauty come from? Not from the Force, be-
cause the Y uuzhan VVong didn't know the Force, and yet had
concepts of beautiful and ugly.

It occurred to Tahiri that she had seen many things she
thought of as beautiful since her integration, but nothing
she considered truly ugly. Was that strange? Probably. But
maybe ugly was a smaller concept than beautiful, and the
overlapping tastes of her dual origin had virtually canceled
it out.

Kenth had turned his attention to Han and Leia, so she
continued her regard of the landscape.

"It's going to be a big push,”" Kenth was saying. "Exactly
how big I'm not at liberty to say."

"So soon after Fondor?' Han asked.
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"The Y uuzhan Vong are off balance. It'sa good time."

"Yeah," Han said doubtfully, "they're trying to defend
too many worlds with too few forces. | hope the Alliance
isn't about to make the same mistake."

"Don't worry. This goal is doable."

"It's not an attack on Coruscant itself?" Leia asked.

"Nothing so ambitious," Kenth said.

Tahiri felt Leidsrelief inthe Force, and Han's, too. An at-
tack on Y uuzhan'tar would exact ahorrific cost in shipsand
personnel, and whatever was going on at the moment, Twin
Suns—and Jaina—were sure to be in the thick of it. After
her "vacation" from the military, Jaina had insisted on re-
joining thefight. Tahiri had heard from her only once since
she left, right after the Battle of Fondor.

She missed Jaina. Han and Lelds relief was her own.

"Well, looks like the rest of the gang is here," anew voice
interposed.

Tahiri spun from the window. A shortish, neatly goateed
man stood there.

"Corran!"

“In the aging flesh," he said. "It's nice to meet you,
Tahiri."

The surge of joy sheld felt at seeing the former CorSec of -
ficer faded alittle at the odd turn of phrase. So he knew she
had changed, of course—and he had that guarded look in
his eyes. That was Corran—suspicion was as natural a part
of himasitwasher. Still, it felt bad.

He'swonderingifl'mfriend or foe, sherealized. That felt
worse.

"I do remember you, Corran," she said, trying not to let
the hurt and anger show in her voice. "I'm just happy
you're ill talking to me after the mess | got you into at
Eriadu." She hoped the shared reference would st him
more at ease.

"There was plenty of blame to go around," Corran said.
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"Anyway, | turned out okay. The Givin have written a po-
etic theorem about you, did you know that?"

"I shudder to think what that even means,” Tahiri said.

Hamner cleared his throat. "I hate to break up the re-
union, but—"

"Yeah," Han said. "What's this about, exactly?"

Hamner st something on the desk.

Tahiri recognized it immediately. "A Yuuzhan Vong
gahsa," shesaid.

Hamner nodded, and stroked the cilia-covered knobs in
the back. A face suddenly extruded from the front, a'Y uu-
zhan Vong visage in miniature. Though the detail wasn't
that of a holograph, it was still clear that the face was hor-
ribly disfigured—and not in the way the Yuuzhan Vong
preferred.

"A Shamed One," she murmured.

"We got this from a Yuuzhan Vong courier two days
ago," he said.

"Intercepted?' Corranasked.

"No," Hamner replied. "It was sent to us.”

"Sent?* Han echoed. "What's the story? Another
ultimatum?’

"No. It's not from the official command structure. For
some time now we've known that there is an underground
movement within the Y uuzhan Vong."

"It's from the Prophet,” Tahiri said.

Kenth raised an eyebrow. "Yes. We've heard of him, of
course, but it'sbeen unclear exactly what hisgoals are. While
any division within the Y uuzhan Vong weakens them, we've
never known what the rebel attitude toward the Galactic
Alliance is. We know the Jedi figure into their creed, but
little more than that."

"Anakin started it,” Tahiri said. "Or, inaway he did. He
and Vua Rapuung, when they rescued me on Yavin."

Hamner nodded. "There were inchoate movements after
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that, yes, but it's more recently—with the rise of this
prophet, Y u'shaa—that the resistance has really taken on
substance. He seemsto have unified the mal contents. There
are even reports of sabotage and assassination, especially
on Coruscant." He folded his hands. "It's not the origin of
the cult that concerns us right now, but rather the motives
of the Prophet himself. Until this'—he nodded at the
gahsa—"we haven't had much to go on."

"And now you do?" Leia asked.

"I'll'let you decide for yourself." He touched the gahsa
again, and the face animated, speaking in accented Basic.

"I greet you," the face said. "l am known as Y u'shaa, the
Prophet. It may be that you have heard of me, that | am the
leader of the Shamed Ones, those accursed by the gods.
That istrue, so far as it goes. We are treated as Shamed by
our brethren—or by many of them. But we are not ac-
cursed. Many of uswere once honored and commended by
our people. Many of us made great sacrifices for Supreme
Overlord Shimrra. Yet we are treated with contempt be-
cause our bodies reject the modifications and implants the
Y uuzhan V ong have chosen as symbols of rank and pride.

"Before coming to this galaxy, we had little to hope for
except dishonorable death. We believed the lies our leaders
told us. But now the membranes have been torn from our
eyes. We see that we may be redeemed by redeeming our
people.

"The Jedi taught usthat. The Jedi show ustheway. They
fight not to show their strength, but to help the weak. You
may know that Anakin Solo fought beside one of our own,
Vua Rapuung, and restored his honor. Thanks to the Jedi,
we are not Shamed. Rather, it is Shimrraand the otherswho
lead who are accursed, who have set our people—and the
people of this galaxy—on a course that can bring only
Shame to us dl.

"The Jedi have helped usin the past. They have shown us
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aglimpse of thetrue path. | have seenin dreamsand visions
where that path leads. It leads to a planet, a planet that can !
heal and redeem us, that can bring the mighty down and
raise up the humble and end the terror we al find ourselves
enmeshed in. It is the planet of prophecy. It is Zonama
Sekot.

"I have seen thisplanet, but the gods have not granted me
the ability to find it. | do not despair, because | believe the
Jedi know whereitis.

"Here is what | beg of you: that you take me, and me
alone, to the planet of prophecy, sothat | may seeit for my-
self, so | can know that my vision was true. | wish aso to
speak with the Jedi, and seek their counsel and wisdom.

"Unfortunately, | do not have the meansto come and go
as| please. | live within the clenched fist of Shimrra's hand,
and shall need help escaping. On the planet you once called
Coruscant, | await your judgment. This gahsa contains a
schedule of times | might meet you in a secluded place. It
also contains what | have been able to gather about the
planetary defensesof Y uuzhan'tar. | givethisasagestureof J
good faith, but be wary—I am unsure how complete thein-
formation is.

" | look to the stars, Jedi. | look to you. All our worldscan
be better, | am certain. | have information that can be of
benefit—which might end the war—but | cannot use it un-
less | reach Zonama Sekot. | may not speak of it here—if
thisfallsinto thewrong hands, the danger will be great, and
I will not betray others. Heed my humblecdll, | beg you."

With that thefigureseemed to lean forward, asif bowing,
and then theimage froze.

"It's a trick,” Han blurted into the following silence.
"You dl seethat, right?"

"It could be," Hamner said. "But the Prophet isreal. His
opposition to Shimrra is real. This could be a genuine
offer."

[— — —
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"He's not offering anything,” Han replied. "Hes just
asking. Hé's asking us to fly right to the heart of the Y uu-
zhan Vong empire and try to attempt some kind of crazy
rescue. It'sasetup. Couldn't be clearer.”

"It's not a setup,” Tahiri said.

All eyesturned toward her.

"Tahiri—" Leia began.

Tahiri pushed ahead. "His followers are already looking
for Zonama Sekot. | met some of them on Dagobah.”

"Means nothing,” Han replied. "How do we even know
thisguy onthat thing is actually this 'Prophet'? Shimrrahas
a pretty good spy network with us. How much better do
you think it must be among his own people? Hefiguresthis
Prophet guy would intrigue us, and now he's baited the trap
with him."

"I don't think so," Tahiri said. "I think that was the real
thing."

"Based onwhat?"

"A feeling."

"A feeling." Hanrolled hiseyes. "A feeling."

"Kenth," Lela said, "what about the information on the
gahsa? The data about planetary defenses. Can we check it
out?'

"I have, to a certain extent. It looks good. We were able
to get adrone in and out through some of the weak spots he
described. And we have a secret weapon of our own—a
captured Y uuzhan Vong ship.”

"Y ou'rereally thinking about biting at this?* Han asked,
incredulously.

"We think the right team would have a shot.”

"Whatteam?" Leiaasked.

"He means Corran and me," Tahiri said.

"Correct."

"Wait one vaping minute," Corran said, before even Han
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could object. "I thought we'd agreed she would only advise
beforehand.”

Leiaturned to the Corellian. "Y ou were already briefed
on this, Corran?"

"Yes" the pilot admitted. "Admiral Sorr reassigned me
to the mission, but we didn't discuss this."

"I'm laying it on the table now so we can talk about it,"
Kenth said. "Tahiri speaks their language and knows their
ways. Shelsflown shipslikethisbefore. | doubt very much
this mission could succeed without her."

"Wall, it's blinking well going to,” Corran replied. "Or
I'm out."

"I'll do it," Tahiri said.

"No, you won't,” Han exploded.

Tahiri sighed. "Y ou mean alot to me, Captain Solo. Both
of you do. I've never redlly had parents—not human ones,
anyway—and | respect you. But this is something | haveto
do. Jaina and Jacen do their part. Anakin did his part."

"And look how that turned out.” Han was trying to
sound flip, but she felt the stab of Han's pain at the mention
of his youngest son.

"That's the chance we take," she said softly. "It's the
chance you've been taking al your life. | know you don't
want to lose anyone else. | know you worry about Jainaand
Jacen, and you don't want to add worry for me to that. But
this war has gone on far too long. If things keep going like
they're going, it will only end when one side is extermi-
nated. We have to find another way. That's why Luke and
Jacen went to find Zonama Sekot.”

"Yes, about that," Leia said. "Hasn't it occurred to
anyone that this might be more than a trap for a Jedi or
two? That it might be a prelude to another attack on
Zonama Sekot?"

"That's why I'm here," Corran said. "If | figure this
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'Prophet’ isn't operating in good faith, I'll do what's neces-
sary to fix things."

"L uke should have something to say about this."

"I tried to contact him," Kenth said. "But there is some
problem with the HoloNet in that sector.”

"We just finished saving that relay,” Han said. "It should
beworking."

"Butitisn't,” Kenth said. "We've sent a team to check it
out. In any case, we can't talk to Luke."

"WE!Il have to use our own common sense, then," Han
said. "You're walking into this playing by Y uuzhan Vong
rules, Corran."

"Maybe. That'swhy | want to do it alone.”

"Maybe you don't trust me,” Tahiri said.

Corran smiled. "I didn't trust you even when | knew who
youwere. Y our impulsive actions nearly cost memy lifeon
acouple of occasions, remember? | know you mean well—"

So much for there being plenty of blame to go around,
Tahiri thought.

"I've helped betray the Y uuzhan Vong once already,” she
pointed out.

"Y ou helped betray a military commander to save your-
sdlf and your friends. Tell me—if we discovered the only
way towinthiswar wastokill every Y uuzhan Vong, would
youdoit?'

"No. Neither would Luke or Jacen.”

Corran nodded and stroked his beard. "Don't dodge.
What if it really came down to them or us?"

"Thereisno them or us, Corran. Do you really think the
Shamed Ones want this war? Do you really think that
malice is built into the Yuuzhan Vong at the hereditary
level?"

"It's built into their culture.

"Exactly. And culture can change.”
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"Sometimes," hesaid." If peoplewantitto, andwork atit."

"And that'swhat thismissonisall about, right? If welet
this door close, we may never see another one open.”

"Now wait," Han said. "We've gotten a little off track
here. We never settled that Tahiri can do this."

"Yes, wedid," Leiasaid. Her voice was equal partspride
and sadness, and it sent achill up Tahiri's spine. For anin-
stant, looking at Han in hisfrustration and Leiain her ac-
ceptance, she felt alove for them so powerful it nearly made
her cry.

"Thank you," she said.

Han crossed his arms and puffed out a breath of air.
"Wadll, fine—then we're going, too."

"We'drather haveyou here, inreserve, whenwestartthe
new action," Kenth said.

Han's brow wrinkled in consternation and Tahiri fetaj
sudden new ambivaence. Whatever was coming up, Jaina
would probably beinvolved. Would Han want to be away,
inunfamiliar territory, protecting her, whenhis own daughter
might needhim?

But he was Han, and he'd dready started. "Hey," hesad
to Kenth. "Don't start thinking I'm regular military. If
Corranwon't go—"

"Oh, space it," Corran said. "I'll go. Now, let's seethis i
ship we're going to use."

PARTTWO



"I've got blips on the horizon," Corran muttered.

"I ssethem,” Tahiri said, her heart sinking dightly. Every-
thing had gonefine, up until now. Theholesin Y uuzhan'tar's
planetary defenseshad beenwherethey were supposedto be.
They had come through the upper atmosphere fine. Corran
hadn't even complained about her flying. But now, just when
they were amost there, trouble came hunting like aghal.

"They haven't seen usyet," shetold him. "They're atmo-
sphericfliers—they don't have the legswe do."

"Doexn't matter,” Corran said. "The minute they figure
out something is bogus, this mission is over. And you're
coming in way too steep."

"I know," Tahiri said. She could feel the yorik coral hull
of the ship beginning to blister. She straightened out infini-
tesimally, but that sent them bouncing violently across a
thermal boundary.

"I thought you knew how to fly these things," Corran
grunted.

"ldo,"shesaid, feeling her irritation grow. "Y ou want to
avoid our blip friends, don't you? That means coming to
ground fast, before they come in rangeto scent usout."

"They're going to see us," Corran said. "Because we're
going to burn like ameteor if you don't dow up."

"All the better," Tahiri said. "Y ou saw the system chart.
There must have been half abillion satellitesin orbit around
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Coruscant. Without anyone to maintain them, they must
fall by the dozens every day."

"Good point," Corran conceded. "They won't notice us
aswedisintegrate."

"Right."

"We're only ten klicksfrom the ground now."

Tahiri nodded. "Hang on, and hope the dovin basalsin
thisthingare healthy."

She nosed up ever so dightly, and now her goa camein
sight—Coruscant's single sea. It didn't look like the holos
sheld seen. There, it had been a sapphire in a Slver stting,
anartificial bathing pool onaplanetary scale. Now itwasa
vadt jade bezeled in a landscape of rust and verdigris.

Theflierswereamost in range.

"Thisis going to be redlly, redly dosg" she told Corran.

"Great," Corran said, teeth gritted.

"From what I've heard, you've done crazier things than
this," Tahiri said.

"Yes. Me. I'm ahighly trained pilot. Y ou've flown, what,
threetimes?"

"The controls are yours if you want them."

The controls, of course, consisted of a cognition hood
that fit on Tahiri's head. She guided the ship by becominga
part of it. A non-Y uuzhan Vong could fly one—Jaina had
proven that—but it helped to have the language and the
instincts.

And her instinctstold her she couldn't wait any longer or
Corran really was going to have cause for complaint. She
cutinthedovin basals, pushingthem away fromtheplanet,
killing their velocity. She nudged the applied force up quickly,
so quickly that the living gravitic drives couldn't also fully
compensate for the g'sthey were pulling. Shefelt her weight
double, thentriple, and the bloodin her brain started |ook-
ingfor away out of her toes.

Hang on, she thought. Hang on.
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Blotches of darknessfilled her vision, and her chest felt
likeabanthawas sitting onit. She saw the blipscominginto
range, entering—

Then the lozenge-shaped craft hit the water and skipped
like a stone. Everything went crazy for a moment. She
didn't quite black out, but the ship's pain jammed through
her own thoroughly confused senses. She growled, then
howled.

When it al made sense again she saw green.

Theyweresinking.
"Wadl," Corran said. "That was—interesting. Are you
okay?"'

"Yeah. Now let's see if it was worth it."

The blips—or, rather, the projected symbols that repre-
sented the approaching craft—continued to get closer.

Something in the ship creaked asthey continued to sink.

"I wonder how deep it ishere," Corran mused.

"Not too deep, | hope" Tahiri sad. "If | use the drive
with them this close, they'll notice. The hull should be able
to take a good bit of pressure”

The blips were right overhead, now, and they suddenly
broketheir pattern.

"Not good,"” Corran said.

"Khapet,” Tahiri snarled. Sheld screwed up. Now they
would havetofight, run, and hopeto makeit to asafe place
tojumpto hyperspacebeforethey wereoverwhelmed. Nice
going, Tahiri. Proveto Corranyou really are the stupid little
girl he remembers.

"They're going,” Corran breathed. "They must have
just been investigating the splash. Or the burn trail." He
nodded. "Good cdl. | don't want to do it again anytime
soon, but..."

"That's two of us," Tahiri said, Sghing and watching the
fliers continue on their patrol.
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Somewhere, something cracked. It sounded like ceramic
breaking.

"Okay," shesaid. "Let'sjust ease us up alittle.”

"Do that," Corran said, "but don't surface—wait, how
well can thisthing work underwater?’

"Wl enough. Unless | have to use voids."

"Yes, let's not do that,” Corran said. "Can you disable
thefunction?"

"Sure. But why?"

Corran tapped his datapad and pulled up a chart.

"The Western Sea is like any sea—it's fed by rivers. But
because Coruscant is Coruscant, theriversareartificial. Big
pipes, to be exact. If we take this one"—he indicated a spot
on the chart—"it will get us pretty close to where we're
going."

"Assuming the tubes are dtill there,” Tahiri said. "Y uu-
zhan' tar isn't Coruscant.”

"It's worth a look,” Corran said. "Anything that will
keep us below the level of detection—and between what
Jacen and our best intelligence tells us, they don't have very
secure control of a lot of the old underground. That's why
our Prophet is there, presumably.”

"It's not the way he told us to come.”

"No, itisn't,” Corran said. "Which givesit another mark,
asfar as1'm concerned.”

Tahiri nodded and changed her heading. "l hope we
don't bump into anything,” she said. "I can only seeten me-
ters or s0."

"Just go dowly. We're not in a hurry anymore—the ren-
dezvousishours awvay."

They found the river, a mammoth tube whose diameter
the ship's radar analog suggested was a hundred meters or
0. Tahiri kept them centered in it, and worked her way
dowly up its length.

"That'sfunny,” she said, after a few minutes.
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"Funny ha-ha or funny we're about to diet"

"Odd. What were these tubes made of ?*

"Duracrete, mostly. Why?"

"That's what the sensor signature was like when we
started in. But it's changed, now."

"Changed how?"

"It'sirregular.”

"Maybe it's decomposing,” Corran suggested.

"And not metal," she added.

"Let me guess. It'sdive.”

"Probably."

Corran scratched his beard. "The Y uuzhan Vong must be
replacing the abiotic drainage systems with biotic ones.
That would be typical.”

"y es"

"How far back was the boundary? How long have we
beeninthisnew part?’

"Wejust passed it. Were only afew tens of metersin.”

"Right,” Corran said. "Back up. | want to think about
thisfor amoment."

Tahiri shrugged. "You're in charge.”

"Yes, | am. | waswondering if you knew that.”

It didn't quite sound like hewas kidding.

Tahiri reversed direction until they were back in the old
tunnel.

"What would they be using in place of the old pipe?’
Corran asked. "Were we about to swim up the gut of a
giant worm?"

Tahiri considered. "I'm not really sure,” she said. "The
shaper darnuteks have successon poolsintheir centers. Waste
goes into them to be purified, and they have roots that go
down into the planet to draw up water and minerals.”

Corran nodded. " | remember hearing that Anakin crawled
down through one of those 'roots so he could hide in sub-
terranean caves long enough to build a new lightsaber."



88 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

"Yes, hedid."

"And you think the Y uuzhan Vong are converting the
Western Seainto a huge succession pool ?'

"Maybe. Or it might be more like a ship's maw luur. It's
the same idea—a combination nutrient bank and sewage
treatment plant—nbut the technology is a little different be-
cause a ship's maw luur is a closed system. Here, I'm not
sure which they would use—but in alot of ways, Coruscant
was more like aworldship than a normal planet, right? No
natural ecosystem?"

"Yes. In fact, the Western Sea served something of the
purpose you describe anyway."

"Sure. So while they're ill deconstructing the place,
maybetheir interim design is based more on worldship than
planet."

"Makes sense. So if thisis a big maw luur, were—" His
eyeswidened. "Get us out, now."

Tahiri gave the command, and the dovin basals quivered
to life. They began moving back toward the entrance.

"New plan," Corran said. "I've no intention of going up
a world-sized digestive tract."

"I hate to say this," Tahiri said, "but that revelation—"

Something slammed into the ship, hard.

"—may have come alittle late."

"What isit?"Corran said.

"Something big," Tahiri said. "We're insde it."

"Wdl get us outside it!"

"I'm trying, but it must have ten times our mass."

Her skin suddenly began burning. "Uh-oh,” she mut-
tered. "It can digest yorik coral, whatever it is."

" Part of the maw luur?"

"There are symbiotic organismsin a maw luur that help
break down larger things. Nothing this big, though."

"But this is a really big maw luur,” Corran said. "Di-
gesting really big things."
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"True," Tahiri replied. "Anyway, if you've got any sug-
gestions on what to do here—"

"Fire the plasma cannon."

"In an enclosed space?' Was Corran crazy? "That could
bebad."

"So could being digested.”

"Right."

She bit back a shriek as plasma gjected into the water and
brought it instantly to boiling, scalding and compressing
her hull. The pressure and heat mounted, peaked—and
then they were tumbling free. When they finally stabilized,
the water in the eyelamps had gone dark blackish red, and
nasty chunks of pulverized meat floated all around them.

"Wdll, that was disgusting," Corran said.

"Yes," Tahiri informed him. "And thistubeis sucking."

"l agree. So let'sget out of it."

"No," she said, trying to remain cam. "l mean it's
sucking us up it—capillary action, probably, like the roots
of a succession pool."

"Surely not too hard to counteract with the dovin basal s?*

"Not at al,” Tahiri replied. "If, that is, the dovin basals
wereworking."
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"The dovin basal is dead?" Corran asked.

"Not dead,” Tahiri said. "But it's badly damaged. I'm
trying to coax something out of it, but it's sort of in shock
right now." Of course, it could also be dying, but she kept
that thought to herself.

"We're going faster," she said, instead. " Whatever's pull-
ing at the other end of this tube is increasing its draw."

"How fast?" Corran asked. His voice was maddeningly
calm now. Did he think thiswas her fault?

"Only about sixty klicksaminute,” she said.

"That's fast, when you don't have anything to damp in-
ertia, which I'm guessing we don't right now. If we hit
something at this speed ..."

"Like another predator?’

"I'm thinking more along the lines of afull stop,” Corran
said, punching at the datapad. "This tunnel is going to split
eventualy, and again, and again—Ilittle rivers flowing into
the big one, streamsinto the rivers, sewersinto the streams—
eventually we're going to hit tubestoo small to go through.”

"That was going to happen anyway," she pointed out.
"Y ou must have had some plan for us to exit this thing in
the first place.”

"That sort of assumed we were going to be under
power," Corran said wryly.

S O]
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"We may have some power. I'm starting to feel some-
thinginthedovinbasal.”

"It'scoming back on-line?*

"It'saliving thing. It can't go on- and off-line."

"Fine. It'scoming around?"

"Somewhat. | might be able to nudge it into responding,
but it won't be able to keep it up for long, so I'll need to pick
my moment. Or moments—I think short bursts of power
would be okay."

Corran frowned down at his chart. "Originally, there
was anexus up herewhere sx smaller tubes branch off. It's
probably coming up fast. If you can take the third from
your left, do it."

Almost ashe said it, they burst into aflattened spherefull
of water. Something black with alot of tentacleswent whip-
ping by them, furiously fighting the current. Tahiri bit her
lip, trying to interpret the ship's failing senses through the
murk.

"One, two, three—it might be four,” she muttered.
"There's not time for a better count.”

She sent a gentle command to the dovin basal, which
quivered and then reached out. It didn't take much—just
enough to divert them into the right stream.

"I think | did it," she said.

"Good," Corran said, "now—"

"No!" Tahiri yelped. The rim of the tube loomed.

A sudden shock nearly torethem from their crash couches,
and an unholy shriek of impact filled the cabin. A series of
lesser shocks followed as the ship rattled down the smaller
tube, turning end over end.

Tahiri's stomach churned, and her last meal made a good
try at escaping itsintended fate.

"Sorry about that,” she managed.

"Can you get thistumble under control?* Corran asked.
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"I could," shesaid, "but | really liketumbling." Didn't he
think she wastrying? "What's our next turn?"' she asked.

"The next node, we take the second from the right."

The dovin basal was starting to come out of its funk,
though Tahiri could tel it was very weak. They couldn't
fight the current, but her control of their forward motion
improved. They made the next turn without clipping any-
thing, and the next. The tube had narrowed so much that
they had only afew meters' clearance.

"Thisis amost it," Corran said. "The next intersection
used to be acooling tower. We should be able to go up into
thewater jacket. We can park the ship there and go therest
of the way on foot."

"Let's just hope they haven't replaced the cooling tower
with, | don't know, alorgh membrane," Tahiri said.

"Don't tell mewhat that is, okay?' Corran said.

A few moments later, the ship bobbed to the surfaceina
large, openarea. Tahiri madeout aflat, sturdy-looking sur-
face atier above, and gently coaxed the ship up toit.

"Well done," Corran said.

"Thank you. Arewewhere you thought we were?"

Corran studied the chart. "Yep. From here, we can find
access tunnels to the place we were supposed to meet this
Prophet. All we haveto do now isfind him, bring him back
here, and do all that in reverse."

Tahiri sghed. "Andfindancther ship. | don'tthink wecan
evenmakeorbitinthisone, much lessahyperspacejump.”

Corran's jaw clamped, then he shrugged. "Well, we've
stolen ships before. We can do it again.”

But she could tell he was worried. The quipping wasto
st her at ease, because he ill thought shewas akid.

"Fight what's in front of you," she said. "Let's go find
out more about this Prophet."

THE FINAL PROPHECY o3

"Can't say the Vong have improved much on this" Corran
remarked, as they wound their way through the dark cav-
erns that had once been Coruscant's underworld. Now it
was a mass of corroding metal, strange, pale growths, and
luminescent lichen. It looked asif it had been abandoned for
centuriesrather than months. Despitethe setbacks Jacen had
engineered with the dhuryam—theWorld Brain—the Y uuzhan
V ong shapers seemed to bemaking headway .

"Of coursg, it was never exactly homey down here," he
added.

"Yuuzhan Vong," Tahiri corrected. "Did people live here
back in the old days?"

"Lots," Corran said. "The vast mgjority of people who
lived on Coruscant weren't what you would exactly cdll
comfortable.”

Tahiri shivered. "l can't imagine living like this, below-
ground, surrounded by metal, no sky, no stars."

"Isthat Tahiri or Riinatalking?"

Therewas something subtly testing in hisvoice. "Neither
one of them would have liked this," she said. "Tahiri grew
upinthedesert andinthejunglesof Yavin Four. Riinagrew
upinaworldship. Bothweresurrounded by life."

"Riina didn't grow up anywhere," Corran said. "Riina
wascreatedinalaboratory."

"Y ou think that makes a difference?" she asked, stung.
"How doyou know all your memoriesarereal ?1f youfound
out your memories of Mirax were implanted, that therewas
no such person, would she be any lessreal toyou?'

"Unh-unh," Corran said. "Not buying the sophomoric
philosophy. Part of you was once areal person. Part of you
wascreated, like acomputer program.”

"Youthink Threepioisn't real ?"

"Y ou know what | mean."

"I know what you mean," Tahiri said. She'd pretty much
had enough of this, because she didn't know whether to cry
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or hit him. "And I'll bet I've thought about it a lot more
than you have. What | don't know is why you're pushing
this, here, now. | thought we covered this before leaving
Mon Calamari."

Corran stopped, regarded her inthelight of their lamps.

"No, we didn't. Or, rather, none of my worries were
really resolved. You asked if | trusted you. It's not that |
don't trust you, Tahiri—I don't know who you are. | don't
know what might be sleeping in you, waiting to wake up
when the right stimulus comes along. And | can't believe
that you can be sure about that either.”

That was a tu'q, a solid hit. "No, of course | can't," she
finally managed. "But I'm not part Tahiri and part Riina.
There aren't two voicesin my head. Those two fought, and
joined, and | was born. They were sort of like my parents.
Nothing about either one of them is perfect in me. Evenif |
inherited something nasty from Riina, it will beflawed. I'll
be abletofight it."

"Unless you don't want to. Unless it's something that
would have appealed to both Tahiri and Riina."

She conceded that with anod. "Y ou've already taken the
risk, Corran. Why didn't we have this conversation days
ago?"'

"Because | wanted to see something of who you've
become."

"And who have | become?*

"You're bright and talented and far too confident. I'm
not sure you're afraid of anything, and that's bad."

"I'm afraid,” she said.

"Of what?"

"Fear. Anger."

"The dark sde."

"Anakin saw me as a Dark Jedi with Yuuzhan Vong
markings. Hewas stronginthe Force." She shook her head.
" It'snot some hidden Y uuzhan V ong part of methat should
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worry you, Corran. It'sthe Jedi part. Tahiri wastrained asa
Jedi from childhood. I—the person I've become—wasnot."

His eyebrows beetled up. "That's an interesting thing to
say. | hadn't thought of it that way."

"Mogt people haven't."

"Okay," Corran said. "Welll take this up later, when we
aren't skulking."

"Arewe skulking now?"

"Yes, because we're almost at our destination. If there's
anyonewaitingfor us, I'd rather they didn'tinterrupt anin-
teresting conversation."

A few moments later they passed an immense shaft of
some sort. Faint daylight illuminated it, so she could guess
that it was perhapstwo kilometersin diameter. L ooking up,
shecould see afaint circle of rose-colored light.

"How deep isthisshaft?" shewondered aloud.

"Aboutthreeklicks."

"What in the galaxy was this?"

"A garbage pit," he said. "They used to shoot dangerous
garbageinto orbit from here, with magnetic accelerators.”

"That's a lot of garbage," Tahiri said. "This is where
we're meeting him?"

"Y es. In aboutfifteenminutes, if he'sontime.”

While they waited, Tahiri looked around a bit. A lot of
Y uuzhan Vong life had crept into the pit.

"What are those called?' Corran asked her. He was
pointing a a plant with thick, reedlike stalks that glowed a
vivid blue color.

"I'venoidea,” she admitted. "I've never seen one before.
There are alot of things like that down here—things from
the homeworld that weren't needed or wanted on theworld-
ships. Or maybe they're new, engineered to live on meta."

She touched the glowing cylinders. They were cool, and
thefinehairs on the back of her hand stood up.
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Ten minutes later, they heard the faint echoes of foot-
gteps. Tahiri put her hand on the grip of her lightsaber. It
might be the Prophet, but it might be anything.

A faint green luminescence appeared, carried by a tal,
well-formed warrior.

"It's a trick!" Tahiri whispered. She ignited her light-
saber. Corran's blazed on an instant |ater.

The warrior stopped, now fully illuminated.

"Jeedai!"

"Look at him," Tahiri said. "Hes not malformed. He's
not Shamed!"

But the warrior had dropped to his knees. "Jeedai," he
said in Basic. "Welcome. But you are not correct. | amin-
deed Shamed."

After the initial shock, Tahiri had begun to notice other
details—like the fact that the warrior wore no armor, and
that some of his scars and tattoos were incomplete.

"You speak Basic," Corran noticed.

"For your convenience | am equipped with atizowyrm."

"Are you the Prophet?' Corran asked.

"I am not. | arrive before him, to make certain al is safe.
My nameisKunra."

"Andisit?" Corran asked. "Safe?"

"You are Jeedai. | have no choice but to trust you. My
fear was that our communications had somehow been in-
tercepted, and that | would find warriors here."

Tahiri switched to Yuuzhan Vong. "Why were you
Shamed?' she asked.

The warrior's eyes widened. "One-who-was-shaped!"
Then his eyes switched back to Corran, and he returned to
Basic. "The dlayer of Shedao Shai! We expected Jeedai, but
not the most august of them."

"Ah, there are ill a few higher on the ladder than us"
Corran said. "Luke Skywalker, for instance."

"But he does not figurein our sacred taled"
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Tahiri was in no mood to let the warrior become dis
tracted. "l asked you a question,” she snapped.

Thewarrior bowed his head. "l was a coward," he said.

A cowardly warrior? Tahiri thought. No wonder.

"You seem to have some courage,” Corran said. "You
came down here, not knowing if you would find us or an
ambush."

"| serve the Truth now. It gives me courage, though | am
gtill unworthy."

"And yet the most worthy of my disciples” a new
voice said.

Tahiri glanced up. A tall figure had just come into the
chamber. His face was a mass of unhealed scars and fes-
tering sores, hisright ear missing. The sacks below his eyes
weredistended, yellow, and—

No, something was wrong. She looked more closdly.

It'snotreal, sheredlized. HE'swearinga masquer.

"You'reYu'shaa?' Corran asked.

"I am. It is my honor to meet the great Tahiri Vella and
CorranHorn."

Tahiri acknowledged that greeting with a curt nod.

The Prophet bowed. "Thisistruly ablessed day," he said.

"Right," Corran said. "Though for a blessed day, we've
had some fairly unblessed setbacks. Including the fact that
our ship was destroyed in coming here."

"Y ou were discovered?" the Prophet asked, a bit sharply.

"No. At least | don't think so." Tahiri watched him care-
fully while Corran described what had happened.

The Prophet nodded when he finished. "Y ou are correct,
Blessed One—it isunlikely that you were discovered. | sus-
pect your firing of the plasma weapon caused some sort of
malfunction in the maw luur's reflexes. There are hundreds,
if not thousandsof such malfunctionsevery day, and | doubt
this one will be closely scrutinized. As to the other, once
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more we ¢ that the universe favors our cause. The fina
member of our party claims to have a ship at her disposal.”

"Final member of theparty?* Corran madeit sound like,
Y ow want meto kissagundark?

"Yes. A shaper who holds the secret to our redemption.”

"I thought you—"

"I am the Prophet. | speak the truth and foretell what is
to come. | am not myself the key to redemption—I merely
seeit.”

Corran glanced at Tahiri. "That's interesting,” he said,
"but our mission, as | understood it, was to come here and
get you and take you to Zonama Sekot. Now you want usto
change the mission to include someone dse. In my experi-
ence, changes in the mission can lead to unpleasant results.”

"I am sorry,” the Prophet said. "But as you said, your
mission has changed already—now we must have aship. As
to the shaper—I could not speak of her on the gahsa. Sheis
placed very close to Shimrra—it is how she discovered
Zonama Sekot in the first place.”

Corran sighed. "Explain.”

"A commander named Ekh'm VVa went to Zonama Sekot,"
Yu'shaasaid. "He fought there and was defeated. But he re-
turned with something of the planet, which this shaper has
studied. She discovered a certain inexplicable kinship be-
tween the biology of Sekot and our own biotechnology.”

"Again, interesting, but—"

"We are from another galaxy, Jedi Horn. We crossed the
dtarless night for age upon age. Our legends go deep, and
yet nowhere is such a thing hinted at, at least not in any-
thing | ever heard. And yet here, in this time of darkness,
two things are given us. To me, avision of Zonama Sekot as
asign of our redemption. To the shaper, the revelation that
we have some prior relationship to this planet—a relation-
ship that Shimrra fears. | do not know what these things
mean, but they can hardly be coincidence. But like me, this
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shaper must seetheworld of salvationwith her own eyes, to
know the truth—to know exactly what it all means.”

"And how do you know she isn't betraying you?"
Corran asked. "Y ou say she'spart of Shimrrasinner circle?
I'm sure he would like to get his hands on you at least as
much as on the two of us"

"No doubt. But | believe her. EKh'm Val was murdered
upon hisreturn from Zonama Sekot, aong with al his sur-
vivingwarriors. Shimrrafearseven therumor of thisplanet.
The shaper is already as good as dead, merely for knowing
what sheknows. Shimrrawould never alow her to leave his
compound, much less travel freely to the very planet he
fears.”

"So you're saying we have to break her out of Shimrra's
compound?' Tahiri blurted, incredul ous.

"Yes. I'm afraid it'sthe only way."

"Yu'shaa," Tahiri said, "why areyouwearing amasquer?’

Shefelt Corran's reaction in the Force—a sudden height-
ening of suspicion. But he didn't say anything, and she was
watching the Prophet for his reaction.

But the Prophet showed no surprise, nor should he
have—any Y uuzhan Vong would see the masquer for what
it was: an organism that presented a fal se face to the world.
"Y ou know our ways," he said. "'l wear this masquer for my
people. | have sworn not to remove it until our redemption
has come. For you, | might take it off, but | have adhered it
with dhur girit. Theremoval processisvery lengthy.”

So it was basically sutured to his face. That made sense,
sort of—several Y uuzhan Vong sectsin thepast had habitu-
ally worn masquers as amatter of daily ritual. They had, in
fact, originally been developed for that rather than as a
means of disguise.

But here, in this context, Tahiri didn't like it.

Corran obvioudly didn', either. "No offense, Yu'shag," he
said, "but Tahiri and | need a moment to discussthis aone.”
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"Of course.”

They walked a comfortable distance.

"How does this smell to you?" Corran asked.

"I don't really like it," Tahiri said. "But part of that
might be areflexive dislike of Shamed Ones."

"Y ou think that affectsyour read of the situation?'

"I hope not. I'm trying to fight it. But there's something
about him | don't like, that's for sure.”

"Well, that makes two of us. But the question isn't
whether we like him, or even whether we trust him. The
question is, Is he telling us the truth at this moment, as he
knowsit?"

"I can't say for sure," Tahiri said. "But this al seems
pretty elaborate for atrap.”

"My thought exactly. It doesn't make any sense—if they
were going to do something, why not here? No, thishasthe
feel of areal plan, abeit a pretty shoddy one. In fact, it's
sort of reassuring.” He smiled. "Areyou till game?"

"Of course. | thought you would be the one to object.”

"We'rein pretty deep already. Y ou've shown meyou can
handleyourself. And Kenthwasright to send you along—I
couldn't have made the call about the masquer. Let's at least
see what the plan is"

"There are hidden ways into Shimrra's paace,”" Y u'shaa
told them. "Some have been discovered, but there is onel
am dtill certain of. | have been reluctant to use it, for once
| do so | cannot do so again. Once within, we must make
our way to the shaper compound.”

"If she has a ship, why can't she just fly it out?" Tahiri
asked.

"I don't know," the Prophet replied. "I know only that
she requires defense of a substantial sort, or the escape will
be impossible.”

"That's not al there is to it," Corran grunted. "She
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wantsit to look like a kidnapping, doesn't she? So she can
havedeniability later."

"That seems possible" Y u'shaa agreed.

"Hmm. Do you have a diagram of this compound?"

"es"

"How many warriors will we have to face?"

"My followerswill help, of course," Yu'shaasaid. "They
will create a nearby disturbance, which should draw war-
riors to another part of the palace compound. And you
have friendsinside the damutek, of course."

"That's all well and good," Corran said, "but how many
warriorswill wehavetoface?"

"My guessisall | can give you, but | suspect no lessthan
ten."

"And asmany as?"

"If thingsgowrong? A few hundred."

"Ah," Corran said. "Then your people, the ones creating
thedistraction—"

"Will likely bekilled, yes. But they arewilling to die."

"But I'm not willing to let them die," Corran said. "Not
forme."

"They die for their own redemption, Jedi Horn, not for
you. Itisonly if our mission failsthat they will have died in
vain."

"Still, I—hangon."

Tahiri felt something in the Force, then, aflash of insight
from Corran. He was staring at the glowing plants they'd
been discussingamoment ago.

"I think | have an idea" he said. Tahiri thought he
sounded reluctant. "1t might buy us the edge we need, and
get fewer of your people hurt in the process.”

"The Jedi shall lead the way," the Prophet said. "Tell me
your plan."

"I wish you wouldn't keep saying things like that,"
Corran said, "but here's what I'm thinking..."



TWELVE

When they emerged from the darkened tunnelsand into the
light of Supreme Overlord Shimrra's palace, Tahiri's knees
went momentarily weak at the sight. Hiscommand ship, an
enormous winged sphere, was nested at the top of it, asif
the whole palace were a scepter, a symbol of might.

"Pretty impressive,” even Corran admitted. "Nowwhat?"

Yu'shaa pointed a finger toward a much more modest,
star-shaped complex. "That is the shaper damutek," he
said. "Wait herefor afew moments. When our ruse begins,
it will be there." He pointed to a large, hexagonal building
rather low to the ground, with a roof of gabled mica. "Itis
an amphistaff breeding gla. The guards will think my
people are raiding for weapons.”

Corran counted at least fifty warriors patrolling the vast
plaza.

"Y our people will be daughtered.”

"They will not fight for long. They will flee, and your
brilliant plan will make certain that most of them are not
followed."

Corran sighed. "I'm not so sure it's brilliant.”

"They may escape,” Yu'shaa said. "Y ou have given them
a better chance than they had. If they do not, they will die
with honor, something more than Shimrra would ever
alow them. They will die knowing they have blazed the
trail to redemption.”
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Corran looked back at the damutek. "And we just go in
the front door?’

Tahiri was staring at the damutek as well. The momen-
tary reflex to worship she'd had at the sight of Shimrra's
palace was gone, replaced by a cold feeling that lay on the
borderlands of anger and fear. Bad things had happened to
herinsuchaplace.

"Yes," shesaid. "Wejust go in through the front door."

"Andwherewill wemeet you?" Corran asked the Prophet.

"Thereis ashrine to Yun-Harla nearby. The shaper will
know whereitis. If | survive, | will sseyouthere.”

"Y ou haven't seen whether you survive or not?' Corran
asked.

The Prophet smiled. "l am confident that | will."

"WEell, good luck anyway," Corran said.

"Yes. May the Force be with you."

As the sounds of the Prophet's footsteps faded, Corran
opened his mouth to say something, and then stopped. He
looked at Tahiri.

"Yes," Tahiri assured him. "That wasweird for me, too."

Nom Anor continued grinning as he left the two Jedi.
While nothing was certain, he did expect to survive the
coming battle, because he did not intend to be in it. Hisfol-
lowerswouldfight, and they would die, and he would leave
by the way he had come in and make hisway to the shrine.
If the Jedi and the shaper died aswell, then he would vanish
back underground and try to think of something new.

He wasn't particularly happy that Corran Horn had been
chosen to come. While it looked good to his followers, for
him it would be a continual danger. Horn was not the sort
to be lulled easily out of suspicion. If he discovered the
"Prophet's’ true identity, Nom Anor suspected that the ap-
pearance of present good intentions would not overshadow
his actions against the Jedi in the past.
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Of course, Tahiri was a problem, too. Her knowledge of
Y uuzhan Vong ways made her another potential threat.
Sheld seemed less than entirely convinced by his explana-
tion for the masguer.

He paused in the darkened tunnel, considering. Perhaps
he shouldn't go through with this, after all.

But, no, he had to. Since Ngaaluh's death, Nom Anor's
influence had begun to wane. Shimrrawas now extremely
vigilant against spies at his court, even at the highest levels.
Sweeps of the lower levelshad increased, and Shamed Ones
removed farther from where they might do harm. Worse,
while his following hadn't dropped off, it hadn't grown, ei-
ther, partly because too many of them were getting killed
without any apparent movement toward the ultimate goal
of "redemption.” The potential for an uprising that might
catapult Nom Anor to power was farther away than it had
ever been. He needed a new catalyst, a new source of
strength. He needed, in short, new alies.

Sill ... He patted the pouch-cresture fastened to the
flesh beneath hisarm. It contained the one piece of his past
as a respected executor. He wasn't even sure why he'd
risked bringing it, but... if he were to deliver two Jedi, a
rogue shaper, and the planet Zonama Sekot into Shimrra's
hands, it might be enough to ...

No it wouldn't. Not if even a suspicion of his role as
Y u'shaawere to enter Shimrra's mind.

No, he would have to work with what he had. It wasfar
too late to flinch. Nor could he panic at the prospect of the
trip he faced.

He did naot, like his superstitious followers, believein an
ordai ned destiny—destiny was something created by sheer
force of will, and that was something he had in abundance.
So he would play the role of compassionate holy man for
the Jedi. He would win them or they would die.
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For Nom Anor, there could only be forward and upward,
never back or down.

One moment nothing was happening; the next a yellow-
green explosion blossomed from the side of the building
across the square and the outer wall collagpsed in sticky
shards, asif it had melted. Warriors all across the square
raced for the source of the explosion, but before they could
reach it, amob of Shamed Ones sprang from apit near the
buildings and fell upon the warriors with coufees, am-
phistaffs, batons, even pipes and rocks.

Thefighting was confused by distance, but Tahiri could
tell they weren't faring very well, though they fought with
absol ute conviction, some impaling themselves on the am-
phistaffs of the warriors, immobilizing the weapons long
enough for their companions to drag their foes down by
sheer weight of numbers. This distraction wouldn't last
long. She tensed to run.

"Hang on," Corran said. "Wait until—"

Even as he spoke, new actors appeared, four figures in
brown cloaks bearing long glowing tubesof light.

And everywhere went up the cry of "Jeedai," from war-
riorsand Shamed Ones at once. But their tones were quite
different. The Shamed Ones were exulting, while the war-
riorswere crying out in challenge and fury—and perhaps a
littlefear. There werefew thingsthat could bring awarrior
greater honor than bringing down a Jedi in combat—the
warriors didn't worship them as the Shamed Ones did, but
they had learned respect.

The "Jeedai" suddenly turned and ran, and guards went
after them, howling. Indeed, guards who had not already
left their posts now did so. Corran had caled that one
pretty well. If therewasanything that could make awarrior
forget every duty he had, thiswas it.

Of course, when it cameto their superiors attention that
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they had abandoned their posts to chase Shamed Ones
bearing the light-plants that grew below their feet, things
would not go well for any of them.

"Now," Corran said.

Tahiri was already springing forward, now utterly fo-
cused on the single guard who 4ill remained at the front
closure of the damutek.

To the guard's credit, he wasn't too distracted by the
fighting to see them coming. Unfortunately, his attention
did not do him much good against two Jedi.

At the door, Tahiri put her hand against the membrane.

"Veka, Kwaad."

The opening dilated.

"That was easy,” Corran said.

"It should be," Tahiri answered. "This damutek belongs
to my domain."

"Master Yim," someone asked from the doorway.

She looked up from the series of kul embryos she'd been
vivisecting. It was Qelah Kwaad. "What isit?"

"Theré's some sort of disturbance in the outer com-
pound. They say it is Shamed Ones."

"Disturbance? What are they doing?"

"They've attacked the amphistaff nursery."

"Tryingto armthemselves, | suppose,” NenYimreplied.
"Go, secure the laboratories."

"Yes, Master Yim." The adept hurried off.

Well, she considered. This must be it. She straightened
from her task and moved to thewall. From a pouch adhered
to her belly, she withdrew a thorn-shaped creature with a
thin, hard shell, located a nerve cluster in the wall, and
thrust it in. It hissed softly as it began injecting toxin into
the damutek. It would paralyze the living structure's de-
fenses, allowing whoever was coming after her to do so
without having to deal with corridor-sealing membranes
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and debilitating gas. Of course, those defenses had not
stopped the Jedi on Y avin, but this needed to move quickly.
The thorn tapiq would soon dissolve and leave no trace of
itself or its effect.

She grabbed an envel oping cloth surrounding a set of se-
lected shaper bioware and a gahsa and hurried up the cor-
ridor toward the Sekotan ship. Shewasamazed at how calm
she felt. Of course, she gtill hadn't taken any irrevocable
steps. She could counteract the effects of the tapiq, and she
probably had the means at her disposal to stop the Jedi.

But no. Zonama Sekot was amystery she could not let lie.
The planet called to her. She would go, if she survived the
next few moments.

Theshipwasas shehad seenit the day before, shimmering
gently, waitingfor her. Excitement grew inher. Shewas step-
ping forward, touching it with her master's hand, when sev-
eral figures burst through the doorway into the room.

Two humans, and, by their whipping, burning unlife
brands, certainly Jedi. They were engaged with eight war-
riors. Both of the humans aready bore severa bloody
gashes, but as she watched, two more Y uuzhan VVong war-
riors fell from sizzling, cauterized wounds.

One of the remaining guards turned to face her.

"Master Yim, flee. Thereisdanger here."

She knew him—Bhasu Ruug, quiet for a warrior. She
thought sheld caught him giving her admiring glancesbefore.

"My apologies," she said. She extended her master'shand,
and a long, whiplike sting no thicker than a straw snaked
out and impaled him through the eye. He died without a
sound. She curled her hand, and the sting wrapped around
the neck of another warrior and bit through the arteries of
his neck. She released it, recalled it, and shot it back out to
kil a third.

The Jedi cut down the last of their stunned opponents
and stood panting over corpses, staring at her.
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The gaze of the yellow-haired one struck Nen Yim likea |
thud bug, and ajolt of recognition ran through her. Every- |
thing changed, suddenly, and she realized her only triumph |

was death.
"You," shesaid. "You've cometo kill me."

Tahiri gave Nen Yimacold grin.

"Youthink so?' she said. "Why would | do that? Merely
because you tortured me, turned my brain inside out, tried
toturn me against everything | had ever known?"

"Y ou two know each other, then," Corran speculated.

Tahiri nodded grimly. "She's one of the shaperswho ex-1
perimented on me. Her name is Nen Yim." She looked at
the fallen warriors. "l see you've got a new hand. Like
Mezhan Kwaad's."

"Mezhan Kwaad was a master. Now | am.”

"I should haveknownitwasyou," Tahiri said. Ragewasj
suddenly awhirlwindinher. "Watchher hand, Corran. She
has—"

"I sawwhat shedidtothewarriors," Corransaid. "If shej
thinksit will work on me, she'swelcometo try."

"She's mine, Corran," Tahiri growled. She stepped for-
ward, raising her weapon to guard between them. Turning*'
to the shaper, she continued, "Y ou have no ideawhat youve\

put me through, Nen Yim. | nearly died. | nearly went mad."!

"But you did not."

"I did not. Nor did | become what you were tryingto!
make of me."

"That was fairly clear when you decapitated Mezhan
Kwaad," the shaper replied.

"Yes" Tahiri said. "That was a quick end for her. My
torture lasted a lot longer."

The rage was blackening in her, a vua'sa nearing arivd'sj
den. She watched for the dightest twitch of the shaper's
hand, the smallest excuse to—
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To what? Kill her?

She took a deep, dow breath, and lowered her weapon.
Her hand wastrembling and her belly wastight. Shewilled
themusclestorelax.

"We've come a long way through a lot of trouble for
you," shesaid. "l don't intend to kill you, not now. You're
thereasonwe'rehere, aren'tyou?"

"I wish to see Zonama Sekot," the shaper said. "If you
havecometotakemethere, thenyes."

"We should talk about thislater,” Corran said.

"We will," Tahiri said. "We certainly will. After we've
gotten out of here but long before we reach Zonama Sekot.
Doyou understand me?"

"I understand you," Nen Yim replied. "But for now, if
we're to escape, you must do as | say.”

"Timeswasting," Corran said. "What dowe do?"

"Thewarriors| killed. Use your weapons on them."

Corran grinned wryly. "I thought s0." He did as in-
structed, cutting through the wounds that were already
there, erasing any sign that they had been killed by a
shaper'shand. Tahiri watchedin disgust. A Y uuzhanVVong
ought to own the violence she did.

"Next?"

"I need an openinginthat wall, large enough for thisship
to pass through. I'm certain your infi—your weapons can
accomplish it."

Tahiri nodded at Corran, and together they moved to the
coral wall indicated and began carving chunks from it.
Whilethey were gill lessthan half done, shoutswent up be-
hind them.

Before Corran could react, Tahiri spun and charged the
new attackers. Therewerethreeof them.

"Finish!" shecried. "I'll takethese.”

All three bore amphistaffs. She hurled herself at them
asif committed to afull-on charge, but at the last instant
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stopped short. As a result, the counterattack from the lead
warrior was aso short. She picked up the rigid end of his
staff in ahigh bind and cut down through the juncture of

neck and shoulder, sweeping her blade around to catcha
second attacker in a high parry. Then she dropped, ingtinc-
tively ducking the dash from the third. Even so, the scond
warriorrecoveredquicklyandwrappedhissuddenly flexible
staff around her ankle. Tahiri used the Force to leap away,
and the warrior yanked her back, which was what shed
been planning. She went with the pull, and both of her fed
hit him in the face. He grunted and fell back, but didn't re-
lease the staff. As she fell, she reversed her weapon and let
the third warrior impale himself through the armpit. Black |
vapor exploded from the wound and the scent of burning
blood sang in her nogtrils.

Sherolled to get back to her feet, but the remainingwar-
rior kicked her inthe side of thehead. The blow ranginher
skull, andwhitelightsthreatenedto bl ot out her vision. She
swung wildly, but failed to connect with anything. Then
everything went strange as something hard and sharp went
through her shoulder.

"Oh," shesaid. "Oh." Her armswere suddenly rubber.

Thewarrior grinned in triumph.

"No," she told him. "No, absolutely not."

Shegrabbed the amphi staff that hadimpal ed her, but she
barely felt it. She tried to focus beyond the pain, usethe
Force to throw herself back, but al she saw was the snarling
face of the warrior who was about to kill her, and all shefet]
was her body husking out, going light, fading...

She saw thewarrior look away, and then suddenly hewas
headless. His body dropped away almost gently.

Corran stood above her. "Come on," he said.

"Poison," Tahiri mumbled. She tried to stand, but her
legs were already beyond answering her demands.

She was vaguely aware that Corran got her up on his
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shoulder and was taking her toward the strange ship. After
that, time condensed. She remembered yelling, and concus-
sions, and the ship shivering. New voices, then nothing.

Nen Yim settled in the pilot's couch and placed the cogni-
tion hood on her head. The ship hadn't comewith one, but it
had been an easy matter to implant a'Y uuzhan Vong matrix
ganglia to the alien but relatively straightforward neural
web. It ought to respond like any Y uuzhan Vong ship.

She hadn't been able to regenerate dl the ship's systems,
and had repl aced them with specially bioengineered equiva
lents. She had installed dovin basals in place of the abomi-
nable machine drive; she wouldn't have known how to
repair that even if she had wanted to. The frame she could
do nothing about, and she'd left many of the other bits of
infidel technology in place because she either wasn't sure
what they did or because it was unclear whether the ship
would function properly without them.

A flutter of tension moved through her as she melded
with the ship's senses. The ship felt confused, uncertain, as
if it was wondering—as she was—whether the repairs and
maodificationswouldwork. Her experiments suggested they
would, but of course shehad never flownit.

WE'll try this together, yes? she thought to the ship, and
received a tentative affirmation.

Where were the Jedi ?

She could not see them from the transparent cockpit, so
she activated the ship's exterior optical sensors and quickly
located them. They seemed to have gotten into another
fight, and the yellow-haired one was down, wounded.

That wasn't entirely bad, Nen Yim considered. Things
might go more smoothly if thegirl died.

A few moments later, the two were on board and Nen
Yimdilated theinner and outer locks.
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"Tahiri's hurt," the male Jedi caled. "It's an amphistaff
wound."

"Do what you can for her," she told him. "I can't help at
the moment. We haveto leave."

Hoping once again that the inelegant mixture of Sekotan
and Y uuzhan Vong technology wouldn't fail her, she willed
theshi Bto ﬂK' ) .

Inablur they were through the opening, though sheftit
scrapeaong her skin on oneside. No damage, though—the
hull could shed starstuff for atime, so yorik coral wasno
real problem. She might even have been able to bresk
through thewall with the nose of the ship, but the Jedi had,
been there with their swords, so why not use them?

"Were meeting the Prophet at the shrine of Yun-Harla," |
the Jedi told her. She didn't like histone of voice. It sounded
asif he imagined she was under his orders.

"I'm aware of that," she said, trying to remain cab J
when all her instincts told her that she was far too high;
above the ground, that she was going to fall.

There was the shrine, the same one she'd met Harrar at |
what seemed like a very long time ago. The skies were till!
eerily quiet, asif Yuuzhan'tar were asleep, as if they hadn't |
just fled from the compound of the Dread Overlord himself.;
Oddly, the quiet brought a sense of doom that she hadn't
felt up until now.

She settled the ship down next to the shrine and opened
the hatch. Outside, abreeze was blowing, thick withtheas-
tringent scent of blister flowers. She was glad they'd bloomed

before she | eft—she'd wondered what they would smell like

Shenoticed amovement from behindtheshrine, and saw
the grotesquefigure of a Shamed One coming toward her.

"This, then, must be the Prophet,” she murmured. He
was tall, and his body looked well formed enough, savefor,
a lump beneath his left arm that was probably alimpinim-
plant gone bad. He wore a masqguer that bore every markot
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the Shamed she could imagine, asif he had cataloged every
possible disfigurement before having it made, asif he was
determined to carry the burden of al the Shamed on his
own neck.

It was both revolting and oddly intriguing. What sort of
Y uuzhanVongwould do suchathing? Andwhy?

"I am Yu'shaa," he said as he boarded. His gaze fastened
on her, intense, nearly animal. This was no simpering
Shamed One, no. Thiswas an altogether different breed of
thecreature. He carried hismarkswith impossible dignity.

"lamNenYim."

"I am honored, Magter," the Prophet replied. "You un-
dertakeagreat task. All wentwell?"

"Could have gone abit more smoothly," Corran muttered.

"According to plan," Nen Yim said.

"Tahiri being stabbed was not in the plan," Corran said.

"The one-who-was-shaped is injured!" the Prophet
exclaimed.

"Arisk weall take," Nen Yim pointed out.

"She's dying!" Corran said. "lsn't there anything you
can do?"

"l will heal her," NenYimsaid, "when | havethe chance."

"You'll heal her—"

He stopped when someone dse stepped into the ship. He
yanked out his infidel weapon and ignited it.

"No!" Nen Yim shouted. "ThisisHarrar, apriest. He's
going with us."

The male Jedi crouched into afighting stance. "No, |I—"

A blast of plasma slammed into the ship—the skieswere
no longer quiet. Cursing, Nen Yim realized she had disen-
gaged from the long-range sensors. As she reengaged now,
she saw aflier above them and ten more within range. She
closed the hatch and jolted the dovin basalsto life. The ship
jumped straight up, slamming into the atmospheric flier.
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The flier flipped over and smashed into the shrine, then did
into the water below, food for the p'hiili.

The other fliers quickly dwindled, but faster ships were
coming, from everywhere. Sheturned toward what she per-
ceived to be the most open space. Far above, the rainbow
bridgewasafaintbandinthesky, another legacy of their con-
quest of Y uuzhan'tar. They had shattered amoon to makeit.

She saw with some rdlief that shewas faster than the pur-
suing ships, if only marginally so. Most Y uuzhanVong space:
craft had been designed primarily for space, and were clumsy
inatmospheres. The Sekotan ship wasdeeker, streamlined.

Once they were in vacuum, it might be a different matter.

"Prepare for adarkspacejump," she called back.

"Bloody—" the male Jedi sputtered. ""No/ Not thisclose
to the planet. We're ill in the atmospherel "

"That's bad?' Nen Yim asked.

"Yes, that'sbad. Haveyou evenlaidinajump?"’

"I'm not sure what you mean."

"Y ou'venever flown?"

"No."

"Watch her," Corrantoldthe Prophet, castingaglanceat
the priest as he did so. This thing was going sourer every
second. He moved quickly to stand next to the shaper.

"Okay," he said, "let's—look, welll make a short jump
first—Borleias. Do you have a star chart in there, anything
like that?"

She shook her head. "No," she said. "Or maybe. I'm not
attuned enough to see it if there is one. But there are ships
approaching.”

"Any way to show methe ships?"

"y es"

A nearby wall panel coruscated, revealing a surface that
raised iconsto represent ships and their movements.

"I can't tell how closethey are, because | don't knowthe
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scae here," Corran said. "But | think you ought to bear
aught-six-two-aught-aught-one.”

"1 don't know what that means.”

"That way!" Corran pointed, feeling an entirely appro-
priate deja vu.

"Do not order me."

"Look, I'mapilot. You certainly aren't. Anyone knowsa
hyperspacejumpthisnear asingularityissuicide."

She ignored the comment. "There are ships that way,
too," shereported.

"Y eah, | seethem. Doesthisthing haveany guns?'

"Not that I'm aware of ."

"Well—fly fast. Andfigureout how toplot ajump."

A coralskipper came up on their tail and started to fire.
Thefirst few shots missed, but the next connected, and the
ship shuddered dightly. It dmost seemed to cry faintly, as if
remembering its earlier trauma from such weapons. That
shook Corran abit—wasthe ship sentient? And if so, why
did he hear it when Nen Yim was the one under the cogni-
tion hood?

But then he understood. The ship existed inthe Force.

He'd assumed from its obvious organic nature that this
was a new model of Yuuzhan Vong ship. Now he didn't
know what it was.

Thecoral skipper unloaded again.

"Jink!" Corran said. "Jink!"

"I've no ideawhat you mean by that," Nen Yim said.

Corran felt like strangling something—possibly himself,
for letting such arelatively smple mission get so far out of
control. "Why can't any of these stinking shipshave normal
controls?' he muttered.

"Y ou mean controls of metal and plasteel ?' the shaper
asked.

"Yes Yed"

"Itdoes," shereplied. "Thisshipisagrafting of machine
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and biotechnology. Theoriginal controlswere—I couldnot
understand them."

A grafting of machine and bio— later. "You took them
out?"

"No, they're beneath that screen, covered by a lamina
The sight of them offended me."

"Oh, | see" Corran said, as he staggered toward the
place she had indicated. "Y ou're completely insane. Youve
appointed yourself pilot, you've no idea what you're doing,
and you don't mention to the only qualified pilot that there
are controls—" He ripped off the lamina, revealing anen-
tirely familiar set of instruments.

"I can fly this," Corran grunted. "I canfly this! Get back
there and help Tahiri!"

"l don't—"

"—Kknow what you're doing," herepeated. "Well al be
killed, here, now, and you'll never see your mystery planet."

"Very well,” Nen Yim said. She removed the cognition
hood and started back toward Tahiri.

"If she doesn't live," Corran caled back to her, "the
wholedeal isoff."

"Then she will live,” Nen Yim shot back.

Corran threw the ship into a scissor-roll, dodging a fresh
barrage of plasmabursts. Onescorched alongthehull, and
he felt the ship'scry of pain.

Then he felt the wound closg, itch, and heal.

Interesting.

The controls were on the old-fashioned side, but the sip
itself handled like nothing he'd ever flown. And desite
what Nen Yim had said, he found controlsfor lasersand-
somethingelse.

Well, let's seeifthey work. He veered hard port and up,
making the turn in half the time a ship this size ought to,
and cameinaboveoneof thepursuingskips. Hopefully, he
squeezed off afew shots.
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The console said he had four forward lasers. Only one
fired. The beam scorched out—and was swalowed by the
skip'svoid.

Corran wisped by the skip, fedling rather than seeing the
other two on histail, and then pulled up, hard, and grinned
when the fire from the two pursuing skips struck the one
held just shot at.

"I guess they don't have their war coordinator on-line
yet," hesaid.

"It'sbeingjammed," Nen Yim'svoicefloated up fromthe
back. "I've seen to it."

Useful, this shaper. Annoying and incredibly dangerous,
but useful. "How is Tahiri?"

"I toldyou. Shewill live."

A wave of relief swept through him, and he turned his full
attention back to the problem at hand.

Ships were everywhere now, and not just in the direction
hewasleaving, and not all just skips. He began working out
ajump, but not knowing the engine capabilities made that
tricky—he'd have to get it right, not ailmost right. There
wasn't going to betime . ..

"Hello," Corran murmured to himself. "What's that?"

The silhouette looked familiar, but he couldn't be sure. It
might not even ill be functioning, but at the moment it
washisonly hope. He changed course toward the object.

A skip whirled in from below starboard, and from sheer
curiosity, he tried the other weapon the ship seemed to
have, but nothing happened. The skip, on awrong vector to
keep up with him, missed its own shot and went on, bank-
ingto comeafter him but losing kilometersin the process.

"Fing," he muttered. Obvioudy, whatever the weapon
was, itdidn'twork.

Six or seven skips were going to have a shot a him in
about aminute, but the satellite he'd seen at long range was
pretty close now. Basicaly a five-meter-diameter sphere
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bristling with knoblike protrusions, it hung quietly in its
orbit.

AsTahiri had said earlier, there must have been millions
or hillions of satellites around Coruscant when the Y uu-
zhan Vong took it. The new tenants had been working to
clear them out, but that was a huge job. Some had fallen of
their own accord, but some.. . .

He fired his single laser at the sphere, and whooped when
the blue sheen of a shield went up.

Laser light was suddenly everywhere as the sphere began i
towhirl in complex maneuvers, firing at every ship it saw. |
Corran ignored those shots directed at him and just punched i
the drive as hard as it would go, which was hard. The skips |
went wild, spinning around the satellite, firing at it. Only
one or two recovered from the surprise quickly enough to
follow his new vector, and by the time they were even think-
ing about catching himhe'd laidin hiscal cul ationsandwas
watching the stars deet away.

"Whew," he said, finally ableto relax.

"What was that, some sort of war machine?"

With a start, Corran realized the Prophet was standing
just next to him.

"No," he said. "It's atraining device for star pilots. Once
fired on, it goes into offensive mode. Of course, the lasers
are so weak they can't do any damage, so most of the power
goestoitsshields. Butwiththeir voidsgobblingthefirst few
shots, theY uuzhanVongpilotswoul dtakeawhileto figure
that out.”

"Clever," the Prophet said.

"Thank you," Corran said. "Now | want to see Tahiri."

Tahiri cametowith Nen Yim bending over her.
"She will be weak," she was telling someone. "Perhaps
for sometime. The arm might be useless. It istoo soonto
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"Corran?' Tahiri mumbled. Sheturned to see him.

ButNenYimwasn'ttalkingto Corran. Shewastalkingto
a'Y uuzhan Vong, athin man with a headwrap. A priest!

Tahiri reached for her lightsaber, but didn't find it there.
"Corran!" she shouted.

“I'm here," the familiar voice said. "Calm down. We
seem to be among friends." He didn't sound convinced.

"Who are you?" Tahiri asked the priest.

"lamHarrar."

"Another of our merry band of pilgrims," Corran grunted.

"The shapers and the Shamed are not the only ones with
curiosity about this new world," the priest explained. "I
arranged to meet Nen Yim at the same place asthe Prophet.”

"Then you embrace our heresy?' the Prophet asked.

"I embrace nothing," Harrar replied. "l reject nothing.
But Shimrra has gone to great lengths to keep this planet
from our knowledge. | want to know why."

"Wherearewe?" Tahiri asked.

"Hyperspace," Corran replied. "Y ou missed our exciting
exit. Thisreally issome ship."

Tahiri was taking in the rest of their surroundings, now.
LikeaY uuzhanVongvess, Nen Yim'svessd looked grown,
organic. In no other way did it resemble ayorik cora craft.

"What sort of ship isthis?" she asked.

"The ship is from Zonama Sekot," the Prophet re-
plied. "It was badly damaged. The shaper heaed it. It
is good—we arrive at Zonama Sekot returning one of
itsown."

Tahiri was about to ask more, but Corran spoke up.

"Oh, yes, that," he said. "We're not going to Zonama
Sekot."
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All eyesturned to Corran.

Y u'shaa was the first to speak. "Blessed One, what can
you mean? After all we've done? My followers died so that
we might makethisvoyage. They put their faithinyou."

"Andl putmyfaithinyourwords, Y u'shaa—your promise
that thisvoyagewould include you and you alone. Now we
have ashaper and apriest, and | don't know anything about
either of them."

"I explained about the shaper," the prophet said. "I
knew nothing about the priest."

"Consider,” Harrar interposed. "Nen Yim and | risk far
more than this—Prophet. He is aready hunted, already
condemned. He haslittleto risk on thisjourney and every-
thingto gain. I, onthe other hand, am apowerful and hon-
ored priest. Not only have | consorted with Jeedai, but |
also seek Zonama Sekot, a planet absolutely taboo to us. If
Shimrralearns of this, | will be dispatched without honor."

Corran nodded. "Probably. Unless Shimrra himself
planned thiswhole fiasco."

"| assure you, he would never do such athing," Harrar
replied.

"But I've only your word for that, and we are, you know,
on opposite sides of a war." Not too diplomatic, Corran.
He started again. "Look, you three aren't the only ones
who think Zonama Sekot is important. There are aready

tea
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Jedi there, negotiating withiit. Y our people have attacked the
planet at least once. Bringing one of you there—especidly
one seeking peace—that was one thing. Bringing three of
youisanother matter."

"Contact these other Jeedai," the Prophet urged. "Dis
cussitwith them. Surely they will agreethat if peaceisto be
achieved, theinitiative must comefrom both theJeedai and
theY uuzhanVong."

"He's right," Tahiri said.

Corran shot her ahard look. "I'd like to speak to Tahiri
aone," hetold theothers.

"Of course," Harrar said. The others didn't say anything,
but they stayed where they were as Corran escorted Tahiri
to what was appeared to be some sort of common area.

"Corran—" she began, but he cut her off.

"No," he snapped. "Listen. We're outnumbered here. |
can't have you disagreeing with mein front of them."

"Then maybe you should stop making decisions without
consulting me. We'reateam, remember?"

"And I'm by far the senior member of the team. If you
want to disagreewith me, fine. But doitin private. We can't
have them thinking you and | are divided. And in the end, |
certainly hold the power of veto, because I'm the only one
who knowswhere Zonama Sekot is"

"Contact Kenth. Seewhat hethinks. Or better yet, talk to
Master Skywalker."

"WEell, it seems Sekotan ships don't come equipped with
HoloNet transceivers," Corran replied. "If they did, |
would do just that."

"We could go to Mon Calamari, get adecision from the
council."

Corran lowered hisvoice. "That's where I'm going to tell
them we're going.”

"Butwearen't?Whereareweactually going?'

"Zonama Sekot."
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"What? But you said—"
"l lied. | wanted to see what their reaction would be."

"And?" o
"I can't tell yet. Let's give it afew days, see what shakes

out."

"That's dangerous,” she said. "I'm pretty weak. If it
comes to a fight..."

"If it comesto that, I'll deal withit," Corran said, grimly.

"What does that mean?"

"Sorry. The old man hasto have some secrets. But if this
goes sour, none of uswill makeit to Zonama Sekot. Orders
from headquarters. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"Yes" Tahiri replied. "I understand you perfectly."

"Good. Now, did you notice anything a minute ago? Any
reaction | might have missed?"

"I doubt it. But | don't like the priest.”

"Why?" )

"Nen Yim and the Prophet are both heretics. | can't
imagine a high-ranking priest cooperating with either of

"If a high-ranking shaper can be a heretic, why not a
priest> . |

"I supposeit's possible," she said. She sounded dubious.

" If you suspect him, why did you think we ought to con-
tinue the mission?"

"Becauseit'simportant. | think Nen Yim and the Prophet
are on the level. We have the priest outnumbered, and |
don't think hell try anything until we reach the planet-
whatever dse he has planned, he wants to reach Zonama
Sekot as much as the rest of us."

"Could he have some sort of tracer on him?*

"Maybe. That would be bad."

Corran considered that for a moment.

"Rest," he said. "Keep your eyes and ears open. Weve
got time to think about this. It's along trip."
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Tahiri found Nen Yim at the helm of the ship gazing out
at the stars. She stood there for amoment, trying to control
her feelings.

But she needed to talk to the shaper.

"Jeedai," the shaper said, without turning.

"Master Yim." Shesaiditin Y uuzhanVong.

"So some of our implants did take."

Anger flared again, but Tahiri fought it down. "Yes," she
said. "l am no longer human and | am not Y uuzhan Vong.
Congratulations."

"Congratul ate my late master, not me."

"Soyou take no blamefor me?"

"Blame? What blame is there? Mezhan Kwaad was a
shaper. She shaped you. Had | been in charge of the project,
I would feel noremorsefor what you've become.”

"Right," Tahiri said. "No remorse. No pain. No passion.
There's nothing in you, is there, Nen Yim? Except maybe
curiosity and duty."

"Duty?" Nen Yim murmured, still staring out at space.
"Do you know when the last time | gazed on stars like this
was?"

"Should | care?"

" Itwasontheworldship Baanu Miir, one of the older ones.
Itsbrai nwasfailing, andaninvol untary musclespasmripped
one of the arms open. | stood in the vacuum staring at the
naked stars, and | swore that no matter what, | would save
that worldship and the people onit. | practiced heresy to do
0, andstill | failed. Evenyet, thepeoplemight havelived, if
your infidel friends hadn't obliterated the new worldship
we were meant to move to."

Now she did turn to Tahiri, and despite her cam tones,
her eyes blazed. "I have risked my life, and | have taken life
and shaped terrible things for my people so that we never
have to live in the abyss between galaxies again. | have
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risked even more to see the secrets encoded in this universe
around us and solve their riddles. Perhaps you do not call
this passion. But hatred, | think, might fairly be called that.
You, Jeedai, dew my mentor. Jeedai destroyed the new
worldship and doomed thousands to miserable, honorless
deaths. | have hated Jeedai."

"And you hate them still?"

"I have stepped back from my hate. My heresy requires
that | see things asthey are, not as | wish them to be, not as
| fear them to be. Theriddle of Zonama Sekot may well be
the central question of Yuuzhan Vong existence, and the

Jeedai seem to be involved. Since | must place the good of
my people before my own whimsy, | must remain open to
all possihilities, even the possibility that the creed of this
ridiculous Prophet has salience.”

"And what about me personally?'

"You?" She shrugged. "Mezhan Kwaad sealed her own
doom. She practiced her heresy too openly, amost flaunted
it. Worse, she ruined a noble warrior merely because she
feared he would disclose their illicit affair. That brought
about her downfall. You were the instrument of her death,
and that again was rooted in her failure—had her shaping
of you been competent, you could never haveturned on her.
| hated you for atime. | find now | do not. Y ou hardly knew
what you were doing."

"Oh, yesl| did," Tahiri said, recallingthecrystallizedfury
of that moment. "I remember it very well. | could havedis-
abled her instead of killing her. But after the pain she put me
through, that you helped put me through—"

"And so you hate me?"

That'sagood question, Tahiri mused. "In the Jedi view,"
shetold the shaper, "hateisto be avoided. If there is hatred
in mefor you—and there may beyet—I do not wantit. The
Y uuzhan Vong have taken much from me—my childhood,
my identity, someone | loved. But | am as much a part of

THE FINAL PROPHECY 125

you now as| am nativeto thisgalaxy. | have reconciled my
different natures. Now | want to help seethat reconciliation
between my parent peoples.”

"Y ou seek an end to thewar?"

"Of course."

Nen Yim nodded. "I do not see the same honor in point-
lessslaughter thewarriors do, | must admit. Pursuit of it has
bred stupidity. We have taken far more worlds than we
need, and probably more than we can defend. Shimrra, |
sometimes think, is mad." She cocked her head, and the
tendrils of her headdress did an odd, squirming dance and
settled in anew arrangement. "How are your wounds?"

"Better, thanksto you," Tahiri admitted.

"It was simple enough. You responded well to the anti-
toxin." Nen Yim shifted her gaze back to the stars. "You
must convince the other Jeedai to go to Zonama Sekot. If
what you said about your goalsistrue, you must help me."

"I can't," Tahiri said. "I agree with him. Even if | could
trust you, and the Prophet, there is aso the priest to con-
sider. Why didhecome?"

"I think his reasons are compound. He is a highly placed
member of his caste. Heresy is agreat danger to that caste,
and here he has the opportunity to study not merely two
heretics of two varieties, but a so the leaders of their respec-
tivemovements. Hewould understand hisenemy. Yet heis
also jealous of the secret of Zonama Sekot, and perhaps
truly angry at Shimrra for concealing the knowledge of it.
When we know Zonama Sekot's secrets, however, | cannot
say what hewill do. Turn onusaswell as Shimrra, probably,
and reinforce the power of his priesthood. If Zonama Sekot
istruly of consequence to our future, castes will battle for
control of it, both ideologically and in fact."

"All that to say you don't trust him."

"I think that no matter the outcome of this expedition, he
plans our deaths."



126 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

"Then why did you bring him along?" Tahiri exploded.

"To learn what | can from him. There are other factions
among our people, you know. Shimrra has detractors in
other quarters—the Quoredists, for instance, who sup-
ported the predecessor he dew to attain power. It may be
Harrar is one. Certainly he knows about them. Also, | want
to keep himwhere | can see him. Heisless dangerousto me
that way."

"WEell, we agree on that," Tahiri said. "I don't trust him,
either."

"WEll keep an eye on him together, then."

It was a transparent ploy, but Tahiri felt a sudden, invol-
untary affinity for the shaper.

That's stupid. It's what she wants me to fedl.

But they were of the same domain, and domain loyalties
ran deep, far deeper than simple like or disike. Was this
why Corran didn't trust her?

Move on to something else. " Isthere any way of knowing
if Harrar has atracer or villip implanted in him?*

"It would have to be avery unusual one to be adanger to
us," Nen Yim replied.

"Why?"

"Because | have released avirus that attacks and swiftly
killsall knownvariantsof such organisms. If anyoneonthis
vessdl has such animplant, we can expect them to be briefly
ill as the waste products flush through their system.”

"I'll watch for that, then," Tahiri said, and left the helm,
confused. Anger brought certainty, and with it gone, she
didn't know what she felt.

Nen Yim turned her eyes back toward the stars.

Perhapsthat will persuadeher, shethought. Perhapsnow
she can convince the older Jeedai to resume the voyage to
Zonama Sekot.

After all, it was true. She did not want Shimrrals minions
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following her to Zonama Sekot, and she had taken mea-
sures to prevent it.

But the older Jedi was suspicious of her, of al of them.
WEell he should be. The Prophet's simple belief that Zonama
Sekot was the salvation of the Shamed Ones and thus the
Y uuzhan Vong was not her own. Zonama Sekot was the
greatest single threat her people had ever faced, she was
sureof it. If her investigations bore that out, shewould take
mattersinto her own hands.

Despiteits organic origins, the Sekotan ship was laid out
along lines more similar to the metal-and-plasteel ships
Tahiri had known than to Y uuzhan Vong vessdls. Behind
the cockpit was a crew cabin comfortably large enough for
six or seven people, and six somewhat more cramped g eep-
ing cells. Behind that was a spacious storage area that
looked more Y uuzhan Vong in design—Nen Yim had had
room to spare when she took out the old hyperdrive. It was
filled with things that Tahiri remembered from the shaper
laboratory on Yavin 4. Shelooked in only once.

Whatever the origina crew of the ship had eaten had
beenreplaced by muur, aY uuzhanVongyeast-based staple.
She and Corran settled down to a meal of it around a table
that extruded from the floor, sprouting like a mushroom
when adiscolored place on the wall was stroked.

None of the Y uuzhan Vong seemed to bein earshot—the
Prophet was nowhere to be seen, and Nen Yim was back in
her makeshift laboratory, aswasHarrar.

"Four days, and no one has shown any symptoms,”
Corran said. "Of course, that could mean several things. Ei-
ther no one had implants, or the implants weren't affected
by thevirus, or there never was any virus.”

"WEell, that's what everything boils down to when you
don't trust anyone," Tahiri pointed out. "We just don't
know."
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"You likethisstuff?" Corran grunted, reluctantly taking
another mouthful.

"No one likesit," Tahiri said. "Y uuzhan Vong don't eat
for enjoyment. Unless it's to make a statement, you know,
eating the flesh of the vuasa you killed in ritual combat or
whatever."

"Still not exactly pleasure. Relish maybe.”

"Right," she said, taking another bite. She knew he was
trying to make a joke, but she didn't feel like laughing.
Corran was hard to read these days, asif he was making an
effort not to let her see too much of him in the Force.

They both turned at a soft sound in the doorway. Harrar
stood there.

"I hope I'm not intruding,” the priest said.

"Not at dl,” Corran said. "Can | help you?"

The priest nodded. "It's been four days. May | ask when
we reach Mon Calamari ?*

Tahiri shot Corran a glance. Four days, she sent in the
Force. No sign of betrayal .

He didn't answer in the same way, but pursed his lipsand
nodded. "Where's the Prophet?' he asked.

"Locked in his cabin—praying, presumably,” the priest

replied.
"Okay," Corran said. "Let's get everyone together. |—
And then the ship screamed.

FOURTEEN

Qelah Kwaad abased herself before the polyp throne asthe
rumbl e of Shimrra'svoicewashed over her. Shecringed and
wasashamed.

"Rise, Adept Kwaad," Shimrrasaid.

Knees shaking, she did s0. "Dread Lord,” she said. "How
canl pleaseyou?"

"You already have. The mabugat kan were of your
shaping, werethey not?"

"They were, Lord Shimrra," shesaid.

"Master Yim brought them to my attention. She said you
werethe brightest of her pupils.”

"Shedid?" Qelahwas surprised. She had always thought
Master Yim was jealous of her.

"We have used them with great success. Theinfidels are
now largely without long-range communications. It has
been an invaluable aid to our war effort.”

"Thank you, Lord. | am pleased to have been of service.

"Of courseyou are," Shimrragrowled reproachfully, and
his Shamed jester capered gleefully.

She felt like cowering back into a crouch, but the Dread
Lord had bid her stand, so she stood her ground.

"The loss of Master Yim was a great blow,” Shimrra
wenton. "But her work must continue. Y ouwill be elevated
to master."

Qelah hoped her fierce exultation did not show.
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"I am not worthy of the honor, Great Lord, but | will do
my best to excel." She knew she was babbling, but she
couldn't stop. "l have developed a new sort of ship, one
that should counter many of the new strategies of the infi-
dds. And asfor theJeedai—"

"What of the Jeedai'}" The words came out with such
forcethat her tendrilsfelt asif they were being swept back,
but this time she was not dismayed.

"I believe | have an answer to them,” she said.

"Besidesthe mabugat kan, | have for sometime been de-
veloping a powerful new suite of bioforms designed specifi-
caly to counter the threat of the Jeedai. | am not far from
completion.”

"That has been promised before,” Shimrrasaid. "But the
promise has never been fulfilled. Those who fail me do not
findfavor."

She understood that lack of favor dso meant lack of
breath, but she plunged on. "I am certain you will be
pleased, Dread Lord," shetold him.

"Very well. You will ascend to master tomorrow. You
will work directly benesth Ahs Yim."

Qelah took a deep breath. She had a chance at more.
Could ghe flinch from taking it?

No.

"Yes, Lord,"” shesaid. "A member of Nen Yim'sdomain.”

Shimrrals mgaagit eyes flared a brighter red. "What could
youmean by that, QelahKwaad? Do youimply something?”

"Nothing, Lord,” she said. "I spoke out of turn.”

"I hear something inyour words, Qelah Kwaad," Shimrra
said, dangeroudly. "Shall | rip open your mind and seewhat
| find there?"

"It is only that things have been strange,” she said, ina
rush. "Master Yim stayed apart from us, working aone.
She was totally absorbed in some new project none of the
rest of us knew about. And then the Jeedai came, and took
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her away, and whatever it was, | know not what, but Ahs
Yim—" She broke off.

"Goon," Shimrra breathed.

"Ahs Yim—did not seem surprised. And | heard her tell
someone, Theytook theship.”

Infact, Ahs Yim had seemed as surprised as anyone, and
shehad said no suchthing. It wasactualy awarrior who had
told her he'd seen astrange shipfly out from the damutek. By
now, everyoneknewit.

"You think Ahsi Yim had some part in Nen Yim's
kidnapping."

She lifted her head and spoke more boldly. "If it was a
kidnapping, Lord Shimrra. The damutek'sdefensesfailed. |
do not see how infidel scould accomplishthis.”

"The Shamed hereticswere also involved," the Supreme
Overlord pointed out.

"With respect, L ord—would they know how to disablea
damutek'sdefensesand leave no trace of how it wasdone?|
could not do so. Was some shaper greater than Nen Yim
Shamed, that thisknowledgewoul dresidewiththerabbl e?’

Shimrra somehow seemed to tower even higher, filling
theroom, theworld, theuniverse.

"What do you know?" he thundered, and she suddenly
realized she had somehow misstepped. "What doyou know
of the stop?'

A great invishle claw seemed to clamp about her head,
its grip growing swiftly tighter. She felt the joints of her
body twitching strangely. Her nerves turned to fire, and
she sought something, anything to say, and anything that
would turn his gaze away from her. If he had asked her at
that moment if she was lying, she would have admitted it,
admitted that her wordswere nothing more thanthud bugs
cast toward Ahs Yim, so that Qelah Kwaad might be
master shaper.

But he hadn't asked that. He'd asked about the ship.
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"Nothing more than that it exists!" she moaned.

"Nen Yimtold you nothing of its origins or nature?"

"Nothing, Dread Lord," she gasped, swaying. "She sayed
to herself! She did not speak of it!"

The pressure suddenly dropped away. The pain recoiled
itself back into her brain.

"Y our ambitionisclear," Shimrramurmured. "Butyou
raise interesting points. They bear investigation." He
glanced at Onimi. Then he looked off at some unseen thing
aboveher.

"Go," he commanded. "Return tomorrow and learn
your fate."

She left. When she returned the next day, she was again
directed to take up her master's hand, and she never saw
Ahs Yimagain.

FIFTEEN

The ship's scream was a distant thing somewhere in the
back of Corran'smind. Thethudding jolt of sudden hyper-
drivedecantationwasmoreimmediately tactile.

"What the—" Heleapt up and stumbled toward the helm.

"Areweunder attack?" Harrar asked.

By that time, Corran could see stars through the trans-
parent canopy. "I don't know," he said. "But given my luck
sofar onthistrip, | wouldn't doubt it."

"Thisregionisn't charted,” Tahiri said. "Maybewe hit a
gravitic anomaly."

Corran bit back a reprimand for telling that much, but
decided to take his own advice and not dress the young
woman down in front of the Yuuzhan Vong. "We're in
charted space," hesaid, instead. Whichwastrue, barely.

"Thenwhat couldit be?"

"Dovin basa interdictor mine, maybe. The Y uuzhan
Vong have them set up al aong the major routes to pull
ships out of hyperspace.”

"Right. Millennium Falcon got pulled out by one on the
Corellian Trade Spine."

"Yep. Let's hope we have an easier time of—oh, Sith
spawn." He'd been ralling the ship to try to discover the
cause of their sudden reversion. Now he saw it.

It wasn't what he was expecting.

He was staring down the pointy end of a white wedge
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larger than many planetbound cities, and he suddenly felt
much younger, not in agood way.

"That's an interdictor, all right,” he said. "An Imperia
interdictor."

"I suppose there's something to be said for not jumping
to hasty conclusions," Harrar put in, abit sarcasticaly.

"No apologies," Corran said. "It was still a good bet.
This, on the other hand ..."

"But aren't they our friends now?" Tahiri asked.

Corransnorted. "Friends?No. Allies, yes." Hepushedthe
enginesandwentintoaseriesof extemporaneousmaneuvers
assalvosof coherent green light flashed around them.

"Either way, should they befiring at us?"

"No, and maybe they wouldn't be if we weren't in some-
thing much morelikeaY uuzhan Vong ship than anything
else they've seen. Or if we could hail them and tell them
whoweare, but | don't sseacommin thisthing, unlessour
shaper friend has hidden it like she did the rest of the con-
trols. Asit is, we'd better put a little distance between us
and that thing."

"What's it doing way out here?"

"I'm not even sure where 'here' is," Corran grumbled,
"but I've got a good idea why they're here."

"Why?"

"Can't say. Top secret.”

Kenth might have told mea bit more about the war plans.
| should havefigured the push would bein this sector. Bil-
bringi, maybe? That Interdictor must be part of the Impe-
rial force. But why is it alone? Watching the back door?

Didn't matter. They couldn't talk to it and they sure
couldn'tfightit, sotheir only choicewasto runlike crazy.

"What iswrong?' Nen Yim appeared from aft.

"We've just been yanked out of hyperspace by the Impe-
rials." Such a familiar thing to say, he reflected. Almost
comfortable.
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What aridiculousthought. Was he actually nostalgic for
thewar againsttheEmpire?

"The Imperials?' Nen Yim said. "I'm no tactician, but
aren'tthey—ah. They think thisisaY uuzhanVVong ship."

"The lady takes the hand," Corran said. A laser seared
alongthevessd'sside, and hefought for control.

"Jump to hyperspace,” Nen Yim said. "l see no nearby
planets.”

"I can't. It's an interdictor—it'll pull us right out again
andprobably fry theenginesaswell.”

"Not necessarily," NenYimsaid.

"No, interdictorswork just fineon Y uuzhan V ong hyper-
drives. It's simple physics."

"Y es, but—" Shesuddenly stopped.

"What?' Corran shouted back over his shoulder. "I
seemtoremember youweregoingtojump fromthebottom
of agravity well. Butif you'vegot something, let meknow."

"Y ou must give me your promise of secrecy," the shaper
said, her spooky hair doing particul arly spooky things.

"I can't do that." Corran sighed. "Not if you've got
somethingthat can beused against us."

"I certainly cannot divulge war secrets to you without
your vow of secrecy,” Nen Yim said.

"Why not? Aren't we trying to end this war? Isn't that
what this mission is about?"

The ship shuddered and bucked as laser fire hammered
itshull.

"Thewar isn't over yet," the shaper reminded him.

"Master Yim," Harrar interjected. "If we die, and our
mission fails—"

"What mission?' Nen Yim snapped. "Hewon't take usto
Zonama Sekot. He'staking usto Mon Calamari, probably to
beimprisoned. | would rather die here, especialy if it pre-
vents placing yet another weapon againgt usin their hands."

"Wearegoingto Zonama Sekot," Corran shouted. "Were



13E THE NEW JEDI ORDER

on our way there right now. But it's going to be a mighty
short trip if something doesn't change soon."

Nen Yim's brows lowered dangeroudly. "Isthistrue?"

Harrar gripped the shaper'sarm. "I do not fear deathany
more than you do, Nen Yim. But if you would see this
planet—"

"Itisuntested,” shesaid. "A variant of a shaping oneof
my apprentices developed. | created it to use against any
Y uuzhan Vong ships that might follow us, but now | seeit
might be used against one of your interdictors."

"Well, let'sfind out!" Corran said. "Becausein about ten
seconds..."”

Nen Yim nodded and dipped on her cognition hood.

A moment later Corran felt something passthrough the
ship and then—release.

"What did we just do?"

Nen Yim actually smiled. "If this works, the atificia
gravitic anomaly should vanishinamoment. | suggest when
the moment arrives, you take usinto hyperspace.”

"Tahiri, lay in amicrojump," Corran said.

The young woman nodded and bent to the task.

A laser tore through the cabin behind them, a direct hit
that pierced both hulls. Air screamed away into vacuum,
and Corran felt asif he had a hot wire through his gut. He
could only imagine what a pilot truly attuned to the ship
wouldfedl.

Then the wound healed, and the air stopped getting
thinner. Neat trick, that. But he wondered what the ship's
healing limitswere.

And got an answer, of sorts, from the ship itself. Another
hit like that would be too much.

"We're no longer being held," Tahiri said.

"Life is good," Corran replied, and punched them to
where the stars didn't shine.
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"I don't suppose you're going to tell me what that thing
was?" Corran asked, as his pulse began to dow to some-
thing approaching normal.

"I don't suppose 50, no," Nen Yim replied. "But its field
test seems to have gone quite well."

"Yes, congratulations," Corran said. How long before
you useitagainstus? Well, at least heknew it existed, what-
ever it was, and unless she was lying it was a prototype, not
likely being used at this very moment against the Galactic
Alliance.

"Thisismaking my head spin," he muttered.

"What?' Nen Yim inquired.

"Nothing."

"Not to interrupt,” Harrar said, "but I'm wondering if
what you said about our destination istrue?"

Corran turned and noticed that the Prophet had
joined them.

"Yes," hesaid. "It's been our destination from the very
first."

"Youdeceivedus," NenYimaccused. "Why?"

The Prophet drew himself to his full height and crossed
hisarms. "To see how wewould react,” hesaid. "If wehad
tried to force the location of the planet from him, then he
would have known we were not to be trusted, and we
would never havefinished the trip." He looked pointedly at
Corran. "Isn'tthat correct, Jeedai Horn?"

"That about sumsit up," Corranreplied. "That's a pretty
savvy analysis for a holy man."

"Understandingistheessenceof enlightenment."”

Andal so the basi sof espionage, Corran added tohimself.
/ wonder what your job used to be before you were a
Prophet.

Maybe Tahiri could tell from—something. He made a
mental note to ask her later.
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"How far, then, are we from our destination?' Harrar
asked. \

"I'm not certain, because we have to proceed in small
jumpsfor atime. Probably afew days."

The next jump brought them to the fringes of an un-
named star system. The primary appeared as a tiny blue
sphere, but around it sparkled avast ring that shone asif it
were made of afew hundred trillion corusca gems. Tahiri
watchedinfascination. Sometimesit seemed cloudlike, some-
times amost liquid.

"Y oumust have seen many suchwonders," Nen Yimsaid.

Tahiri had heard the shaper's approach, but hadn't
turned. "Doesn't matter," she said. "Every star systemis
unigque. Every star system has its own beauty."

"This one certainly has. Isthat ice?"

"I would imagine," Tahiri said. "l wasn't trying to figure
it out—I was just enjoying the sight of it."

"Perhaps the system is poor in heavy elements. The
origina torus of matter condensed into ice balls, which
were then torn apart by tidal forces."

"Maybe awandering giant made it as awedding gift fora
nebula," Tahiri said.

"Why should you assert such aridiculous explanation?’
The shaper seemed truly puzzled.

"Why must you pick everything apart?' Tahiri asked.
"Besides, if you believe Y un-Y uuzhan made the universe
from his severed body parts, you ought to be able to believe
anything."

Nen Yimwas silent for amoment and Tahiri thought the
conversation was probably over.

"Belief isastrange thing," the shaper said at last. "It has
immense inertia. My master did not believe in the gods at
al.”

"And you?"
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The shaper's headdress tendrils knotted thoughtfully.
"Religion, | think, ismetaphor, away of relating to the uni-

| verse that does not require reason. It's not very different

from your appreciation of this star system for its mere ap-
pearance. My joy comesinunderstanding. Y ou'reright—if
| could take the universe apart and put it back together, |
would."

"And thus rob yourself of half thewonder," Tahiri said.

NenYimsnorted disdainfully. "Wonder isyoumaking up
stories about giants and wedding gifts," she said. "Wonder
is my people attributing the creation of the universe to an
act of dismemberment. It is avoiding true mystery through
fantasy. Andif the universe refusesto conformto your fan-
tasy, does it cease to be wonderful ? That is a conceit of the
highest order."

"Y our own explanation was no better than a guess."

"True. But it is a guess that can be investigated and
tested. Itisaguess| will gladly relinquish if proven wrong.
Itisaguessthat will serve asatool to help mefindthetruth.
For me, that isafar greater wonder than anything taken on
faith."

"Soyou don't believeinthegods?' Tahiri asked.

"I think there must be something behind them that is
real. | do not think they arereal in the orthodox sense."

"That'sinteresting. What do you think they are?"

"I'venoidea. | don't have even aguessto use as astarting
point."

"How about this?" Tahiri mused. "Here's a guess for you.
Your gods are actually a misunderstanding of the Force."

"The energy fieldyou Jeedai claim informsyour powers?"
Shesounded dubious.

"Y oudon't believeinthe Force?"

"Inthe sensethat it's clear you draw on some sort of energy
to perform your tricks, as your machines draw on a power
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source, yes. That does not mean it is some al-pervasive mys-
tical energy with awill of its own, as you Jeedai seem to be-
lieve. Indeed, if it is, how can you explain the fact that the
Y uuzhan Vong do not exist in the Force?"

"Well, that's a mystery," Tahiri said. "But the Force isnt
like a battery. It's alot bigger than that."

"So you believe. If so, perhaps your Force and our gods
are both misunderstandings of something that somehow
encompasses us al."

Tahiri felt a little chill. That was what Anakin had be-
lieved, or very near.

"You believe that?" she asked.

"Certainly not," the shaper replied. "But
you."

"For what?"

"At least | have a guess to proceed from, for now." She
glanced about. "Where is Corran Horn?"

"He'staking abreak beforethe next jump to hyperspace.
What did you need to see him about?'

" | don't want to raise any undue alarm, but | think some-
thing is wrong with the ship."

"Wrong?'

"Yes. The space-folding function of the dovin basds
seemed erratic in the last jump. | checked them, and there
may be a problem."

"What sort of problem?"

"I think they are dying."

... thank

SIXTEEN

"Bilbringi system in ten minutes," Commander Raech of
Mon Mothma announced. " Prepare for iminent combat."

Wedge clasped his hands behind his back, didn't like the
feel of it, and crossed his arms in front of him instead,
staring into the nothing of hyperspace, wondering what
wouldgreet themwhenthey decanted.

"You fought at Bilbringi before, didn't you sir?" Lieu-
tenant Cel asked. "Against Thrawn?"

Wedge gave her atight grin with little real humor behind
it. "Areyou astudent of ancient history, Lieutenant?"

"No, sir—I was ten during the blockade of Coruscant. |
remember it very well."

"Well, yes, Lieutenant, | did fight here at Bilbringi—as
an X-wing pilot. | don't think | ever got anywhere near
Thrawn."

"No, sr. You divided Thrawn's fleet by attacking the
shipyards, didn'tyou?"

Wedge looked at her, puzzled. "Now you'rejust sucking
up," hesaid. "Whowould remember that?' he asked.

"They made a big deal of it on thevids," she said, alittle
abashed. "Itwasagreat victory."

"Itwasnearly aterribledefeat," Wedge said. "Wegot de-
canted early by Imperial interdictors, too far from the ship-
yards. Thrawnwasn't even supposed to bethere at all—we'd
stituptendifferentwaystomakeitlook likeweweregoing
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tohit Tangrene. But Thrawnwasspooky that way. Absolutely
brilliant. If he hadn't been assassinated by his own body-
guard during the battl e, there'sno way wewould havewon."
"You sound asif you admired him, sr."
"Admired him? Sure | did. He was a different sort of

gS}If'ferentfrom theY uuzhanVong, youmean, sir?'

"Different from the Vong, the Emperor, any other Grand
Admiral—from anyone," Wedgereplied.

Cd nodded asif she knew what he meant. "What doyou
suppose Thrawnwould make of the Y uuzhan Vong, sir?"

"Ground Vong, probably—if he had afew examplesof ;
their art.”

"Yes, gr," Cd said. She paused. "I've heard good things i
about Admiral Pellacon.”

Wedge nodded briefly. "Hewas here, too. Of course, he ;
was with Thrawn, fighting for the Empire. I'll haveto ask
him how he remembers that whole thing, once thisisove." |
It's like some weird reunion, he thought. Pash was here \
then, aswell, a starfighter pilot like me.

Now he was the genera in charge of the flight group, <
Pash Crackenwasthecommander of Memory oftthor, and!
Pellacon was on their side.

"The best thing about Pellaeon was that he knew his limi- |
tations," Wedge said. "Don't get me wrong, he's avery good
tactician and excellent at command—but when Thrawn deg,
he didn't kid himself that he could salvage the battle. That ¢
aone set him apart from most Imperial commanders, who
more usually had inflated opinions of themselves. It'swhy !
we were able to beat them early on. The Vong are alittle
like that."

He said that last more to reassure the obviously nervous
lieutenant than becauseit wastheabsol utetruth. True, alot
of Y uuzhan Vong commanders fought on when they ought
to retreat, but it was from a very different sensbility than

THE FINAL PROPHECY 143

what had motivated, say, Grand Moff Tarkin. A moredan-
gerous sensibility.

"Yes, gr," the lieutenant said. "Let's just hope we don't
getsurprisedatBilbringi."

"Lieutenant," he said, as the reversion alarm began
belling, "I can promise you that if we are, I'm absolutely
never comingtothissystemagain.”

But realspace brought no surprises. They decanted ex-
actly as planned, and in a few moments tactical displays
began explaining, intheir mechanical way, thesituation.

Which was also pretty much what they had expected.
Below them, toward Bilbringi's primary, were what had
once been the Bilbringi shipyards. Some of the shipyard
structures were still there, though the Golan |1 Battle Sta-
tionsthat had guarded them were conspicuously absent.

Andinthe asteroid belt near the shipyards, the Y uuzhan
Vong had set up their own shipyards. Of course, the Y uu-
zhanVonggrewtheir ships, feedingthemtheraw materials
of theasteroids.

Finally, therewasasi zabl eflotillaassembled. Hecounted
two interdictor cruisers—made obvious by their spicular
configuration—andtwel veadditional capital shipsranging
in size from about haf to nearly twice the size of Mon
Mothma.

His battle group was less than a third as large, but then
again, hewaslessthan athird of what wasreally instorefor
the Y uuzhan Vong at Bilbringi.

"Orders, General 7' Commander Raech asked.

"Start bringing usin," Wedge said. "Pellagon and Kre'fey
are under ordersnot to rendezvous here until we've assessed
the situation and given the clear, and pinpointed their most
strategic positions. Let'sdo our job and make surewe don't
lead them into atrap."

"Very good, sr."

The battle group beganto movein.
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"Sr," the officer at control informed him, "message com-
ing in from Memory oflthor. For you, sr."

"Thank you, Lieutenant, I'll take it."

A moment later, Pash Cracken's voice came over the
comm. "Well, General," Pash said, "seemslike old times."

"Yes, | wasjust thinking that, too,” Wedge replied. "At
least things are starting smoother this time."

"Y ou can say that again. Boy, they'vereally redecorated,
haven't they?"

"Yep. Maybe I'll hire them to do my place on Chan-
drila," Wedge quipped.

"Right. Early Vong deco. Whoops—Iooks like they're
moving," Pash said. "I'll let you get back to the genera
thing. Don't forget I'm back here, okay?"*

"That's not likely. Good to have you on my wing, Pash.”

"Thanks, Wedge."

Wedge turned his attention back to the coming battle.
The Y uuzhan Vong shipswere in motion, all right, forming
quickly into two groups. Onewas about the size of hisown,
and included one of the interdictors. The other, more mas-
sive group began moving away from the shipyards.

"Steady," he said. "They're dill along way away. Le's
see if they do what I'm hoping—hah."

The smaller battle group vanished from sight and screen.

"Microjump, dgr,” Cd reported excitedly. "They're be-
hind us now."

"Sure. They're putting us between the two interdictorsso
we can't leave. They've got al they need to crush us, and
they know it." He studied the chart. "So well have Pellagon
drop in here in sector s, and Kre'fey intwelve." Helooked
it over one moretime. Was he missing anything?

"Control," heordered, "sendthosecoordinatestothere-
spective fleets.” He turned to the commander. "Battle Sa
tions, but no hurry. Well engage the smaller fleet, try to
make it look like we've bitten off more than we can chew
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and are trying to take out the interdictor so we can run
along home. Our reinforcements will be here long before
the second group catches us—they won't be microjumping
withthoseinterdictorsgoing.”

The voice of control came back. "General, we seem to
have a problem.”

"Yes?'

"We can't seem to contact either Beta or Gamma."

"Can't seemto or can't?" Wedge asked.

"Can't,gr."

"Contact central control and have them relay the coordi-
nates, then."

"Sir, wecan't reach Mon Cdl, either. Or anyplace dse. It's
like the entire comm network has gone down."

Wedge looked back at the shaping battle. If hedidn't call
the other commanders, they wouldn't show up. The battle
plan was absolutely clear on that point—~better to lose one
battle group to some unexpected Vong tactic or invention
than three. Without the other two flotillas, this could get
pretty nasty, and not for the Y uuzhan Vong.

"Yes, Lieutenant,” hemurmured. "I think I'vejust about
haditwithBilbringi."
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Han Solo gazed unhappily at one of the most beautiful sun- ¢
sets he had ever seen.

And he had seen a lot of sunsets on a lot of different
worlds, but as Mon Cadamari's primary hit the ocemn
horizon and threw its shadow across the waves, the sky
went as subtle and iridescent as mother-of-pearl.

Gaudy sunsetswere easy to come by, especiadly onworlds
withdenseor dusty atmospheres—understated beauty was
more difficult, not only because it was rare, but also be-
causeit sometimestook alifetimeto learnto appreciateit,

Which was why it was too bad he couldn't really enjoy it.
The problem wasn't with the sunset—it wasthat hewason
Mon Calamari to see it.

"Wecan't fight every battleinthiswar," Leiapointed out.

"What?' Han grumped. "/ didn't say anything."

"You didn't have to. You've been brooding ever snce
Twin Suns pulled out. In fact, since Tahiri left.”

"We should've gone with her," he opined.

"Which one? Jaina or Tahiri?"

"Take your pick."

Leia shook her head. "Jainas a starfighter pilot. It'swhat
she wants to be. It's where she sees her duty. She's ben
flying withthe Galactic Allianceforcesfor monthsnow. If
we tried to horn our way into the Bilbringi push somehow,
sheld—well, she wouldn't like it, to say the least. And
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Tahiri—Corran can take care of her. | know he can." She
crossed her arms. " But that'snot it, isit?"

"Whaddyamean?"

"You're bored. Two weeks without someone trying to
kill us, and you're bored out of your mind."

"I'm not bored,” Han replied. "I just—there must be
something we can be doing besides sitting around looking
at sunsets.”

Leiasighed and settled into one of the divans. She gave
him one of those looks. "Nothing's happened in, oh, days
that needsyou, Han. Sure, thingsare happening, butthey're
things amost any competent pilot could deal with. But
when something comes along only Han Solo can handle—"

"All right, that's enough sarcasm for one night," Han said.

Itwasamistake. A glimmer of hurt appeared in her eyes.
"I'm only being slightly sarcastic, Han," Leiasaid. "Maybe
notatal. Inwar, sometimesthe most important thing—and
thehardest—istojust sit till."

Hemadeaface. "Y ourealy know how to—"

She reached out and took his hand. "Stop right there,"
shesaid, "and | may show you something else | know how
to..." Shetrailed off suggestively.

"I dunno," Han said. "It'san awfully nice sunset."

Leia gestured to the place next to her on the divan and
raised her eyebrows.

Han shrugged. "Y ou've seen one sunset, you've seen ‘em
dl”

Something pinging interrupted his deep. Han sat up and
muzzily looked around for the source, finally identifying it
asthecomm unitintheir room. Easing out of bed, he stum-
bled toward it and opened the channel.

"Yeah?' hemumbled. "This hasto be good."

"I'm not sure good is the right word, Solo," a distorted
voice said.
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Han snorted. Hewasn't falling for that again.

"Cut it out, Droma, and tell me what's up. What's the
Ryn network into now?"

"I've no idea what you mean, Solo," the voice replied.
"But something isdefinitely up."

"Look, it's late—no, it's early," Han said, rubbing his
eyeswith palm of hishand. "What isit?"

"The Vong have deployed something new," maybe-
Droma said. "They launched them a few days ago. Some
kind of unpiloted drones, we think, unless they've devel-
oped somereally small pilots."

Han waswide awake now. "What kind of drones?"

"We don't know what they do, if that's what you mean.
But it can't be good. Figured I'd give you aheads-up. You
might mention it to the military, too."

"Y eah, | might," Han said. "Isthat all you cantell me?"

"Atthistime, yes. We'retrying to track one of them, but
they're dippery.”

"Some kind of weapon?"

"1f I knew that | would tell you. But the Vong are excited
about them."

"Thanks," Han said. Then more heavily: "And Droma,
if thisisyou—I don't appreciatethesubterfuge. | mean, se-
curity is security, but | thought the two of us—"

But he wastalking to adead comm.

"Whowasthat?" Leiaasked, from behind him. He hadn't
heard her approach, but hewasn't surprised, either.

"One of our pas in the Ryn network, | think. Maybe
Droma. Y ou heard?"

"es"

He reached for the comm. "I'd better pass thison.”

But when hetriedto call control, he got put on hold.

ALL CIRCUITSRESERVED FORMILITARY PURPOSES.

Hefrownedatthedevice, andthenstartedforwherehe'd
left his trousers.
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"I'm going down there," he said.
"I'm right with you."

They arrived to atense but relatively quiet situation room.
They were greeted briefly by Sen Sow.

"The first wave is about to go in," the Sullustan said.
"Under Antilles. He should be coming out of hyperspacein
fiveminutes."

"Mind if we stay?' Han asked. "When you've got a
spare minute | have something to brief you on."

"Of course you may stay. Y our daughter iswith Antilles,
isn't she?'

"Last | heard. But that's not why | came down."

"Canitwait, then?"

"l think s0,"Han said.

He watched Sow return to control, feeling itchy. He
hadn't spent much time in situation rooms—he'd aways
been on the other end of things, mostly ignoring everything
he heard from control. Sure, battle computers were great,
but they didn't fed anything. They didn't have ingtinct to
help them out.

"General Sow!" someone shouted.

"What isit?"

"Admiral Pellacon hasn't reported in, sir. He was sup-
posed to alert us when he had reached position for the Bil-
bringi jump."

"What'stheproblem?"

"The HoloNet relay in that area seems to be down."

"Can you boost the signd from the next nearest?"

"I can try." The comm technician frowned and fiddled
with something. "Sir, transmission coming through from
HoloNet relay Deta-aught-six!"

"Put it on."

An excited voice crackled over the comm. "... somekind
of ships, very small. They look Vong, but don't fit any of our



150 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

profiles. We can't get them al. Six of them have—" Loud
static replaced the voice.

Small ships? The drones his unknown caller had warned
him about?

"Wevejust lost touchwith Gamma," another communi-
cations officer reported. He punched wildly at his controls
and then looked up, hisface very pale. "Sir, the HoloNet's
down. | can'tfind aliverelay anywhere."

"General," Han said, "I think my newsjust becamealot
more important."”

"The HoloNet is down," General Sow confirmed twenty
standard minuteslater, inahastily convened meetingof the
war council. "The cause is undetermined, though thereis
someevidencethat it'sduetoanew Y uuzhanVongweapon-
some sort of drone."

"Someevidence?' Haninterrupted. "Y ou heard there-
port from Tantiss Station."

Sow conceded that with a nod. "We assume the other
stations were destroyed in the same way," he said. "What-
ever the details, it seems clear that this was an extremely
well-coordinatedstrikeat theheart of our communications
network. The timing is ... suspicious.”

"But not conclusive,” Bel Iblis said. "They may have
known we were planning to strike—they probably did-
but not where. By taking down the entire HoloNet, they
jeopardize our success whatever our target."

"l tend to agree," Sow said. "An examination of when
therelayswent of f-lineindicatesthat thefirsttogowerenot
those nearest Bilbringi. In fact, the process seems to have
started some time ago, albeit in sectors we aren't for the

most part in communication with anyway. Still, your whole
point remains valid. Without the HoloNet to coordinate
the other two fleets, General Antillesisvery much onhis
own.
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Jaina, Leiathought. But her daughter was till dive. She
could feel that much.

"Then al that fighting we did at Esfandia was for
nothing?" shesaid.

"We don't know if Esfandiais till up or not—all the re-
lays linking it Coreward are gone, though. We're as cut off
asthefleets.”

"General Antillesisno fool," Bd Iblis said. "The other
fleets haveordersnot to makethejumpto Bilbringi without
hisgo-ahead. When herealizes he'slogt hislines of commu-
nication, hell retreat, as per his orders.”

"If he can,” Han said. "But if they were expecting the
attack—or evenif they weren't, and they have interdictors—
hell have to fight his way out."

"Canhedothat?" Leiaasked.

"No," Sow replied. "Our intelligence tells us that the
Vong fleet at Bilbringi is too strong for Antilles to defeat
without backup."

"And the Vong haven't lost their communications," Bel
[blis pointed out. "They can call for backup anytime."

"What will Pellaeon and Kre'fey do when they don't hear
from Wedge?' Leia asked.

"They will hold their positions for a time, but when
they're sure no communication is forthcoming—"

"Oh, it'sforthcoming," Han said. "Whichforceislarger?"

"Beta—the Imperias.”

"Whereisit?" Han demanded.

"That's classified, Captain Solo," Sow said.

"Classified?' Han sputtered. "This whole thing has al-
ready gone south, General. | say we need to salvage what
we can."

"What do you propose, Solo?' Bd Iblis asked.

"We don't have the HoloNet. Hyperwave's not good
enough for those distances. The only thing we have faster
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than light is ships, and the Millennium Falcon is the fastest
ship thereis."

"He'sright," Leiasaid. "Weneed to set up acourier ser-
vice, and fast. It's not just this battle, either—the Yuuzhan
Vong will certainly take advantage of this blackout to
strike. We could lose whole star systems without knowing
about it."

"Yeah, but they are already too thin to keep the sysems|
they have," Han said. "But our main concern right now—"

"—isthe fleet," Sow replied. "Quite right. General Slo,
if you'rewilling, I'm putting youin charge of acourier ser-
vice to the fleet. Find four other ships, military or otherwise,
but people you trust. Reestablish the lines of communica
tion between Antilles, Pellaeon, and Kreffey. I'll aso take
suggestions on someone to head up a more widespread
emergency informationservice. Asit standsnow, wearein
avacuum, and everythingwehavewonisinjeopardy."

EIGHTEEN

"Well?' Corran asked Nen Yim. "What canyou tell me?"

They had made four more jumps since Nen Yim had
given them the assessment of the ship's living engines, and
each had been rougher than the last. The vessdl's pain had
gone from a pinprick to an aching throb, and Corran was
happy that most of the ships he flew hadn't had feelings.
Sure, it handled well—when it wasn't sick.

"The deterioration ismarked," Nen Yim said. "The dovin
hasal s were damaged by the Imperial ship, and the gravitic
strainsof repeated jumps have worsened their condition.”

"Why didn't you tell methis beforetherepeated jumps?”
Corran asked.

"It took afew passesthrough darkspace before | could be
certain. Also ..." She paused, and her tendrils writhed like
snakes. "Also, | think my coupling of aY uuzhanVongdrive
with a ship designed for an unliving drive may have been im-
perfect and contributed to the deterioration. The wound only
hastened this. Each timewejump, micro gravitic anomalies
appear insideor very near thedovin basals."

"Eating them from within," Corran said. "Wonderful.
Can this be repaired?"

For thefirst time since Corran had met her, Nen Yim ac-
tually seemed apologetic. "No," she said. "Not with the re-
sources available here. Also, itisclear that my understanding
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of Sekotan biology is flawed, or this would not be hap-
pening. | need more samples.”

"I don't think it's biology," Tahiri said. "I think it'sthe
Force."

They both turned to her. "Explain," Corran said.

"ThisshipexistsintheForce," Tahiri explained."Y oucan|
fed it, can't you, Corran? And the nearer we get to Sekot—"

"The stronger the connection becomes," he agreed. "Yeah, <
I'vefeltthat." Itwasasif theshipwaseagerly returningtoa
Iong—lostfamil* S _ .

"So maybe this ship is rejecting the engines, becausethey j
don't exist in the Force, and the closer we get to Zonama
Sekot, the stronger that rejection becomes.”

"That seems unlikely," Nen Yim said. "The Force, wha-1
ever it may be, should not govern simple biological rex-
tions. The links between the Sekotan ship and our engines
should work."

"Y et they don't, and you don't know why," Tahiri said,al
little too smugly for Corran's tastes. Still, he was impressed
with her reasoning.

"Granted," Nen Yim reluctantly acquiesced.

Tahiri leaned against the bulkhead and crossed her ams
" Look, you said it yourself—you need a guess to start from,
Y ou've been asking why Y uuzhan Vong and Sekotan tech
nology are so similar. Turn that around—how areth
ferent! Because if Sekotan life-formsexist inthe For.
Yuuzhan Vong life-forms don't, somewhere, somehow,
there must be abig difference.”

NenYim'stentaclescontracted, writhed briefly, andset-
tled against her head.

"It's a place to start," she admitted.

"That till doesn't help usnow," Corran pointed out. "If
we're stranded in space without any means of communica
tion, that's going to remain speculation." He folded hisj
arms across his chest. "Oh, and plus, well die”
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"The engines can stand another jump, maybe two or
three, if wedo it soon," Nen Yim offered.

Corran sighed, looking at his charts, whichwere easily as
specul ative asthe topic they were discussing. He suddenly,
powerfully, missed Mirax, Valin, and Jysella, and eventhat
nasty father-in-law of his. In fact, it was actualy kind of
handy, having a father-in-law who might drop in with his
bigred Star Destroyer to savethe day.

Wasn'tlikely to happen thistime, though.

"It'srisky," he said, coming back to the moment, "but |
believe | could get us to the system in one more jump, as-
suming there'snot an uncharted black hole in our path. But
if Tahiri isright, assoon aswearrive, theengineswill fail, if
they don't fail during the jump.”

"But we'll be there," Tahiri said. "And even if we can't
land, Master Skywalker, Jacen, and Maracan help us."

"The alternative is to stay here and wait for the do-
vin basalsto die—or to attempt another destination," Nen
Yimsaid.

"Well, maybeif we're going away from Zonama Sekot..."
Corran began.

Nen Yim shook her head, a very human gesture. Corran
wonderedif shehad|earnedthenegativefrombeingaround
Tahiri and him. "Even," she said, "if we accept the young
Jeedai's idea as a working hypothesis, it would only predict
the rate of deterioration to dow if we go elsewhere. The
damageal ready donewill not heal ."

"Threejumps, then, best-case scenario?'

"I don't understand that phrase, but | would expect no
morethanthreejumps. Fewer would be better."

"Fine," Corran said. "We go ahead, then. Everybody to
crash couches. This could get rough."”
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It got rough.
Even before reversion, something felt wrong, and the
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instant they hit normal space the starswent out again asthe
ship somehow made an extra microjump of itsown. Inthe
jolting, Corran was reminded of a stone skipping on water,
and hoped it was a poor analogy and they didn't keep on
jumping.

Existence rushed back, but there were no stars—instead,
enormous bands of roiling red and yellow filled their tum-
blingview.

Tumbling . . . and falling down a gravity well, Corran
realized. They were caught inthe pull of atitanic planet, at
least the size of Yavin 4, probably larger. The controlsand
the ship'sfeelingstold him that one of the dovin basalswas
completely off-line—or in shock, or dead, or whatever-
which meant they weren't going to be doing any starhop-
ping anytime soon. The other two were working, though
one was fading fast.

"Come on, baby," Corran grunted, trying to get the wild
spin under control and establish a stable orbit. But something
wasthrowing everything off, and the pull was so strong

There was another pull, too. The ship felt it, felt Zonama
Sekot, and it wanted to go home.

He managed to kill the tumble and roll, which madeitat |
least possible to get their bearings. His sensorswere showing |
another planet, this one roughly the size of Corellia, abouta
hundred thousand klicks away. And there was something
else, too, something in orbit around it. A moon? They were
too far away to tell.

"Weve got a chance," he said. "If we can get close enough
to Zonama Sekot, its gravity well will have a stronger pul
on us than the big planet. If the engines quit now—well,
we're all going to gain some weight."

He pulled thedriveleversback, and the shipthrobbedin
protest. Theair suddenly smelledfoul, likeburninghairand
fishail.

"Not much more," he whispered to the ship. "But more"
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The second dovin basal suddenly hummed awake—he
could feel it like a heart near breaking, sending pulses of
agony through everything el se, but the ship suddenly surged
forward. Then the heart did break, and the indicators went
dark. Only one engine remained now.

"What now?" Tahiri whispered. "Did we make it?"

"I don't know yet. We'reright at the break point."

"Maybe we should all go stand on the side of the ship
nearest Zonama Sekot,” Tahiri said.

"Funny," Corran said, and without even thinking he
reached over and mussed her hair.

Shejerked away asif hehad attacked her.

"Sorry," hesaid.

"No, it's my fault," Tahiri said, going red. "It's just—"
Shebroke off helplesdly.

"The head," Nen Yim explained. "In Domain Kwaad,
wedo not touch thehead."

Corranregarded the snakelike coilson hers. "Yes, | guess
not," he said.

/ have to let go, he thought. Whatever sheis, Tahiri isn't
Anakin's little friend anymore.

Of course, that happened even without Y uuzhan Vongin-
terference. He wasn't even sure what sort of music Valin
liked these days, but it probably wasn't what he remembered.

Y es, when he got back from thishewas going home, for a
long time.

Or, rather ifhegot back . . .

He looked at the instruments. "Oh, yes," he said. "We
madeit." He pointed at Zonama Sekot. "We're falling that
way now."

"Youdidit,” Tahiri said.

"The ship did it," Corran replied. "Of course ..."

"What?"

He flashed her a smile. "Of course, we are till falling,
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and while the jolt at the end won't be quite as hard, it's dill
going to smart.”

"It's always going to be something with you, isn't it?
Tahiri said. "You've got adovin basal left.”

" For how long? If we can't find Luke—"

"I'm trying,” Tahiri informed him. "1've been trying
since we got here. But dl | can sense is that planet. It'sso
strong in the Force it drowns everything e'se out."

"I'll try, too,” Corran said. "It may be our only hope.
Shaper, if there's anything you can do for that last dovin
basal..."

"I will attend to it," Nen Yim replied.

They watched the moon grow. Both Jedi continued to |
reach out through the Force, but if Jacen and the rest were e
there, Tahiri certainly couldn't sense them. It waslikelis- j
tening for avoice in a sandstorm.

"Perhapsit isn't the right planet,” Harrar suggested.

"It is the planet,” the Prophet averred. "The planet of [
prophecy. Can't you fed it?"

Harrar frowned. "I feel—" He snapped his head sdeto
sde. "No, nothing."

"This ought to be the place,” Corran replied. "The sip
certainly thinksit is"

He checked hislong-range sensorsagain. Whatever was
orbiting the planet had moved behind the horizon now. He
wasn't sure, but the last read on it had looked suspiciously
like an Imperial frigate.

Luke had been escorted by an Imperial frigate, or so
Kenth had told him. If he could somehow make orbit alink
lower and faster than the ship, they could eventually catchit. |

And maybe get blasted out of space. Unless he could hang
some sort of Sign out declaring his peaceful intentions. The
Imps till might shoot him down just for the fun of it.
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Looking at his trgjectory, he suddenly realized that he
didn't even have a choice.

"Ah, Sithspit,” he grumbled.

"Whatisit?" Tahiri asked.

"Remind me to never fly a ship that has a mind of its
own, especially a homesick one," Corran said. "It's got us
onalanding vector."

"Thatiswhat wewant, isit not?" the Prophet asked.

"Yes, but it would be nice to land near our friends,"
Corranreplied, "especially since I've afeeling wewon't be
taking off again—not in this ship.”

"I suggestsurvival isourfirstpriority,” Y u'shaaanswered.

"Point. Okay, folks, we're about to say a close hello to
Zonama Sekot. | suggest you dl strap back in. The dow
part of thistrip is over."

He hit the atmosphere too steeply, and had to apply a
hard push from the dovin basal to correct. The ship winced,
but did itsjob, and they whistled down through the upper
atmosphere. Hefelt the skintemperature climb, and again
cut the engine in, trying to stay above terminal velocity.
Burning up would be no better than crashing.

Water and junglewhipped by beneath, and Corran had to
agree with Harrar—it looked like any of a hundred worlds.
But it felt different. Tahiri was right—the Force was strong
here, but strange, and put up asort of white noisehecouldn't
filter through. Now andthen hethought hemight feel L uke,
butitwasnever morethanaglimpseor aglimmer.

He had more important things to worry about. The tree-
tops were coming up fast. It was time to brake for redl.

He engaged the dovin basal and felt it falter almost im-
mediately, and then kick back in. Their airspeed dropped,
but not nearly quickly enough. Hecouldn't pushtheengine
any harder even if he wanted to, though. He'd diverted all
its ability to cancel inertiain the cabin so he could use it to
fly, and the g'swere already mounting to his own tolerance
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level, which was pretty high. He cut the angle harder, trav-
eling closer and closer to horizontal to the ground, wishing
the Sekotan craft had wings, so if the dovin basal failed en-
tirely hewould at least have a chance.

A hundred meters from the ground, he still wasn't levd,
Fifty, amost there ...

They mowed a swath through treetops and the dovin
basal went suddenly off-line. Unpowered, the ship wasa
hollow rock thrown by agiant, andwithout aninertial com-
pensator they weregoingtobepastedall over theinsideofit.

There'stheunitywe'relookingfor, hethought grimly. Y w«-
zhan Vong and human, all mixed together in one nasty—

They hit somethingvery hard, andthen, desperately, he
reached out through the Force, felt Tahiri reaching out too,
and then—

Then he felt Sekot, immense, powerful, and indifferent,
But something happened, aconnection, andthey weresud-
denly falling like a feather—

For just a second. Then free fall returned, and ingants
|ater they cameto ground, hard.

"Interesting landing, Jeedai Horn,™ Harrar remarked.

"How is everyone?' Corran turned painfully in his s
to survey his companions.

The return chorus assured him that everyone had madeit
through.

Everyonebuttheship, that is. Theglow wasgoing out of
it, and thelittle voicein hishead was awhisper, fading.

Sorry, he sent through the Force. But you got us here.
Thank you.

Then hefelt it go.

He looked out through the viewport at a forested landscape,

"Well," hetold the others, "we seem to be here. | suggest
we see if the hatch will open, and find out just what we
cameall thisway for."

PART THREE
TRANSFIGURATION
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"No, not again,” Han snapped as the Falcon dropped sud-
denly from hyperspace. "Thisis really starting to get old."
How many timeswashegoingtoget pulled out by Y uuzhan
Vong interdictor analogs? There weren't even supposed to
beanyVonghere.

He threw the ship into a series of evasive maneuvers.
"Okay, whereareyou scar-faced clowns?' hegrowled.

"It'snot YuuzhanVong," Lelasaid. "Look."

He did look, and had to resist the temptation to rub his
eyes. For there, silhouetted against the bright stars of the
Core, was an Imperia interdictor.

He noticed the comm was buzzing for attention. "Put
‘emon,” Hanmanaged.

A moment later, a terse voice filtered into the cockpit.
"Unidentifiedvessd, thisisCaptainMynar Devisof thelm-
perial cruiser Wrack. Identify yourself immediately."

"Somethingsdon'tchange,” Leiamurmured.

"Easy, honey. | think it's kind of romantic. Takes me
back. Anyway, it hasto bepart of Pellaeson'sbunch.”

He keyed to answer. "Wrack, this is Millennium Falcon.
Lookslikeyou'realittlelost. Thelmperial Remnantisabout
twenty parsecs from here. Do you mind telling me whose or-
dersyou're under?"

There was a gravid pause. Then the voice returned.

163
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"Captain Solo, | presume. Y ou'reevery hitasinsolentasl'd
heard."

"Now, listen—" Han began, but the captain cut him off.

"And it's a great pleasure to meet you." Devis suddenly
sounded very young. "l thought | recognized Millennium
Falconfromtheholos, but | couldn't be positive. How canl
beof service?"

"Ah—" For arare moment, Han was speechless. "Well,
nice to meet you, too," he said. Not exactly what he'd been
expecting, evenwiththerecent alliance. Hehad afaninthe
Empire? "But | suppose | till need an answer to my ques
tion before we continuethislittle love fest.”

"Of course, Sr. I'm here under orders from Grand Ad-
miral Pellaeon."

"In connection with Operation Trinity?"

"Y es. |—ah—wasn'tinformed youwereinvolved, sir."

"l just got drafted. In fact, I'm on the way to meet with
the Grand Admiral. What areyou guysdoing, watchingthe
back door?'

"Excuse me? |—oh, | see. Yes, dr. The Grand Admiral
placed interdictors on all the major routes leading to the
fleet's location."

"Smart," Han said. "Someone comes aong and you yank
themout of hyperspaceand sendawarningtothefleet. Dan-
gerous position. What happens if a whole Y uuzhan Vong
flotillajumpsinhere?"

"We'reto delay any forcesthat arrive here aslong aswe
can, then jump. Unfortunately, our mission has beenim-
pacted by some sort of trouble with the local HoloNet relay.
Wecan't get amessagethroughto Grand Admiral Pellagon.”

"It's not just the local relay," Han informed him. "The
wholething'sgoing down. Some sort of new V ongweapon,
wethink. Communicationhasbeenlost betweenthefleets—
that'swhy we're here. Have you sent any couriers?'

"Yes, Captain Solo. We had an incident not long after we

THE FINAL PROPHECY 165

lost communication. We sent a courier to report it and re-
celve orders.”

"Incident? What sort of incident?"

"We pulled a ship out of hyperspace. We gave pursuit,
but it launched some sort of weapon that disabled our for-
wardgravity-well generator."

"Vong?'

"I don't know. What sensor readings we got made it as
organic, but it didn't match any known profiles of Y uuzhan
Vong ships."

"That's no surprise,* Han said. "Every time you turn
around, they've grown something new."

"Their escape vector didn't put it going anywhere near
thefleets,but it must have reported us. The courier returned
and told usto hold our position."

"That's good,” Han told Leia. "That means Pellacon
hasn't pulled out of the whole thing. He's still waiting on
word from Wedge."

"Which we don't have," Leia sad.

"Right. To get that, we'd have to go to Bilbringi."

"Whichisnot what our orderswere," Leiareminded him.

"True," Han said. "And I'm such a stickler for orders..."
He opened the channel again. "Captain Devis, could you do
meafavor and send another courier?"

"Yes, of course.

"Thanks. Tel the Grand Admiral we're going to seewhat's
going onwith Alpha. As soon aswe know something, welll
report back directly to him."

"Yes, gr. Captain Solo?"

"Yes?'

"If Alpha is fighting without backup, things may be
pretty hot there. May | send an escort with you? | could
spare a few TIE defenders.”

"ldon't—"
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"Han," Leiasaid. "He'sright. And if we get stuck, one of
the TIEs might be able to dip out with a report."”

Han nodded reluctantly. "Aslong asthey don't get in my
way," he said. He opened the channel. "Thanks—the help
is appreciated.”

"It'seasily given. I've been following your career sincel
wasfiveyearsold, sr."

"Well, let's hope there's plenty more for you to follow,"
Han replied.

"I'l seetoit," Devis said.

A few momentslater, three TIE defenderscamestreaking
their way.

"Hi, fellows," Han told them. "1'm sending jump coordi-
nates. Try to keep up with us."

"Well do our best, sir," the flight leader replied.

Han wrinkled his brow. "Devis?'

"Yes, sir?"

"Since when does the captain of an interdictor trade
downfor astarfighter?"

"Since interdiction duty isboring, sr. I'll sort it out with
the Grand Admiral later. Easier to beg forgiveness thanto
ask permission, as they say."

"Okay," Han said. "Looks like the interdictionfieldis
down. Let's go do this."

TWENTY

A shock ran through Nen Yim as she stepped onto the | eaf -
littered soil of Zonama Sekat. 1t went from her toesto the tips
of her tendril headdress and | eft her gaping. She remembered
thefirsttime she had set foot on areal planet of stone and soil
and biosphere—it had been the moon of Yavin 4, just before
her elevationto adept. She had beenfilledwith wonder, fasci-
nation, and trepidation. To appearances, Zonama Sekot was
not much different from Y avin—vegetation towered in a
high canopy above her, and strange sounds of insects and
animals created a steady drone. And yet—yet it was dif-
ferent. Yavin 4 had been utterly alien to everything she had
ever known, and even Yuuzhan'tar, now bioformed with
plants and animalsfrom the lost homeworld, felt wrong,

But this place felt right, as even the worldship she had
grown up on never had. It was as if a piece of her had been
cut off and, until it was replaced, she hadn't even known to
miss it.

Sherealized her mouthwasopen and closed it. Sheglanced
at her companions, all of whom had come out of the ruined
Sekotan ship by now. Harrar and the Prophet |ooked stunned,
as she must. The two Jeedai looked curious, but the planet
clearly hadn't had the impact on them that it had on her. Of
course, shefound human facesdifficult to read, despitetheir
similarity in structure.
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Shetried to shakethe feeling of f so she could observe ob-
jectively. Could there be some sort of pollenintheair, some
microbe that affected Y uuzhan Vong but not humans?

Possibly. Something that lulled the thinking mind and
created feelings of belonging. Such drugs had been used on
the worldshipsin the deeps of space to keep the population
from going mad in the long dark.

"I must begin immediately," she said.

"Thisisthe place," the Prophet asserted. Oddly enough,
he sounded surprised. Harrar said nothing, but the look he
shot the Prophet could only have been described as respect.

Suddenly annoyed, Nen Yim went back into the ship to
get some of her tools. After amoment, sherealized Y u'shaa
was following her.

"What do you want?' she asked.

"I would like to assist you."

"l need no assistance from—" She didn't finish.

The Prophet pulled himself up before her. "A Shamed
One?' hesaid. "Come, Nen Yim. You are athinker, and, |
think, a heretic of a sort. Can't you see past my disfigure-
ments and understand that you and | are here for the same
purpose?’

A hot, unfamiliar feeling passed through her, and her ten-
drils twitched in consternation.

"Very well," she said. "This ship is no longer suitableto
function as a laboratory. | wish to move my apparati out-
side and contrive some sort of shelter. You may help with
that, if you wish."

"You will not regret this, Master Yim."

She nodded, and continued toward the back of the ship.
It bothered her, speaking with a Shamed One, but she knew
it should not.

Corran wiped the sweat from his brow. "After this," he
said, "our next priority isto find Luke." He diced hislight-
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saber through the base of another sapling and added it to
the pile. Nearby, Tahiri did the same.

"There. That ought to be enough for the frame."

"I don't know about you, but the planet is till interfering
with my senses. How do we find Master Skywalker without
the Force?' Tahiri asked. "It's a big planet. We can't just
start walking and hope to run into him."

"No, but this place is supposed to be inhabited—by Fer-
roans, if | understand correctly, and they ought to be ableto
help us get in contact with the others."

"I haven't seen any signs of civilization," Tahiri said.

"Neither have |I," Corran admitted. "But tomorrow I'll
start looking. Just short searches, and maybe | can talk
Harrar and the Prophet into going with me."

"What about me?" Tahiri asked. "What do | do?"

"I want you to keep an eye on the shaper. Y ou know her
better than | do. What | don't want is any of them left to
their own devices for too long."

"Okay," Tahiri replied.

Corran slung the poles over his shoulder and started back
toward the clearing near the ship where Nen Yim was de-
positing avariety of weird biots.

"What have you done?' Harrar asked when he saw
them. Histone was dense with reproach.

"Nen Yim said she needed a shelter," Corran explained.
"The ship is pretty twisted up and probably won't be very
pleasant when its organic components start to deteriorate,
so that means building a hut. Thesewill furnish the frame."

"You killed living things to build a shelter? We're to stay
indeadlife?"

"Unless you brougjit the means to grow your own, yes. |
don't know abojit yd*u, but | don't want to deep in the rain.
Unlessyou have a better idea."

"|—Consider," the priest pleaded. "We came to this
place following the legends of a living planet, a planet like
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no other. If these legends are true, is it best we begin by
killing things? What if the planet is angered?"

"I never thought | would hear a'Y uuzhan VVong say any-
thing remotely like that," Corran said. "You guys started
this war by wiping out not just a few saplings but entire
ecosystems. Remember Belkadan? Remember Ithor?'

"Yes," Harrar said, stonily. He seemed to want to say
more, but he didn't.

Corran glanced at the saplings. "Unfortunately,” he con-
fessed, "you're right, | wasn't thinking. Which means, |
suppose, we need to find some sort of natural shelter. A
cave, maybe, or arock shelter. There might be some inthe
high ground to the east of here. Would you care to accom-
pany me, Harrar?"

"I would," the priest said. "And—thank you for consid-
ering my words."

"What about you, Y u'shaa?' Corran asked, hopefully.

"I'm about to go on a collecting expedition,” Nen Yim
said. "He will accompany me."

"That sounds neat," Tahiri said. "Can | go?"

Aces, kid, Corran thought.

The shaper shrugged noncommittally.

Tahiri shared a quick mental smile with Corran. Hewas
amazed at how quickly she had turned amisstep into an op-
portunity, solvingtheirimmediate problemsrather neatly. He
wished she could deal with socid situations asconveniently.

Nom Anor watched Nen Yim move among canelike
plants, stroking them with her shaper's hand and occasion-
ally recording cryptic entries in a portable gahsa. The Jdi
brat sat on alog some distance away, pretending not to be
interested, but she was watching them, nonetheless.

The shaper had been "collecting” for hours, but so far as
Nom Anor could see, she hadn't collected anything. She
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had examined trees, shrubs, moss, fungi, and arthropods
with singular intensity. She hadn't shared anything of what
she was thinking, though the expressions that flitted across
her usually impassive face indicated that she found muchto
thinkabout.

Onething had come clear, though—Shimrrawas right to
fear this planet. He had seen the faces of his Yuuzhan Vong
companions, knew they felt the same affinity for thisworld
that he did. When he'd made his prophecy, he'd been min-
ing a few scraps of intelligence and some very old—and
strongly forbidden—Iegends. He hadn't believed it himself,
of course. He'd been trying to give his followers a ray of
hopein otherwise dark times. Give them something specific
tofightfor—a homeworld, and redemption.

Now he had to revise adl of that. Zonama Sekot was real,
and it seemed not at all impossible that it could be the
planet of legend.

Of courseg, in the legends it was taboo. The legends for-
bade even entering the galaxy where such a planet was
found. What did that mean? Had the Y uuzhan V ong battled
with Zonama Sekot in the past, and lost? Had Shimrra
known about the planet's presence here even before thein-
vasion began? There had been rumors that Quoreal had
balked at invading. Then Quoreal was dead, and Shimrra
ascended to the throne. Had the Supreme Overlord gone
against prophecy, against the godsthemselves?

Or was the legend somehow wrong? Zonama Sekot cer-
tainly did not feel taboo.

It didn't matter. Thiswas his moment. With his prophecy
proven true, more and more Shamed Ones would flock to
him. Hisarmy would grow, unstoppable, until Shimrrafell,
andNomAnor rose—

Yes. Roseto govern not the glorious Y uuzhan Vong, but
astate of Shamed Ones.

Ah, well. Better than death, and better than nothing.
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A gasp from Nen Yim cut short his reverie. He looked
and saw her bent over yet another plant, one that consisted
of long filamentlikefronds. Or perhapsit wasn't aplant, for
the fronds seemed to be moving of their own accord.

"What isit?"he asked.

"A lim treg" she murmured. She looked stunned. "Or a
very close relative.” ]

om Anor had never heard of alim tree. Before he could
ask what one was, and why she seemed so surprised, she
turned to him, her eyes nearly ferocious.

"Doyoutruly believethisisthe planet of your prophecy?"

"Of course," Nom Anor replied. "Why ese would | risk
the perilsinvolved infindingit?"

"From whence came this prophecy?' she demanded.

"From avision | had—of thisworld, shining like abeacon,
like anew star in the skies of Y uuzhan'tar."

"In the skies of Y uuzhan'tar?”

"That was my vison," he said. "But prophecy is not al-
ways literal. We are in the sky of Yuuzhan'tar, though at
such avast distance that even the star this planet orbitsis
probably unseen. | believe it meant that Zonama Sekot was
here, in the stars, waiting only for us to find it and be
worthy of it. And so we have."

"And you believe it will redeem the Shamed Ones?'

"Yes. But not just the Shamed Ones. Once they are re-
deemed, dl of us are."

"But this vision," she persisted. "Where did it come

o

ro"rln do not know the true source of my visions," Nom
Anor said carefully. "Only that they are always true. Per-
haps the gods send them. Perhaps this planet itself sent
them. What does it matter?"

"Because that isalim treg," she said.

"l do not understand you."

"The lim tree was a plant of the homeworld. It has long
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been extinct except as a code in the Qang gahsa. | grew one
for myself, to adorn my apartment at Shimrra's court.”

"And now you find one here. Curious."

"No, not curious, impossible."

Hewaited for her to explain further.

"These other things,” she said, "these plants and crea-
tures around us, they share much with our own biota at the
cellular and molecular level. Thatisonething | came hereto
confirm—the Sekotan ship might have been afluke, afalse
similarity that arose from similar engineering. But thislife
you see all around us evolved naturally, or at least most of
it did. It does not bear the mark of shaping. And though, as
| said, there is reason to believe we are biologically related
to all of this—no other species| have seen here corresponds
on any one-to-one basis with the extinct life-forms of the
homeworld."

"And yet thislim treeis one of our species."

"Yes. The differences between this tree and a lim are
small enough that they must have shared a common an-
cestor only a few millennia ago."

"| still don't understand the significance.”

She gave him an exasperated stare. "Relationship at the
molecular level could be explained by a common ancestor
millions or even billions of years ago. In dl that time, it is
not so far-fetched to believe that somehow life from our
home galaxy was brought here—by a long-extinct space-
faring race, or merely as spores, riding the faint push of
light and currents of gravity. But something ascomplex and
specific asalimtree cannot be explained inthat way. Itindi-
cates more recent contact between this world and our
own.

"Perhaps Commander Val |eft one behind."

"When | accessed the Qang gahsa for my lim tree's ge-
netic code, it had not been accessed in a thousand years.
The plant isof no useto a spacefaring race."
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"How do you explain it, then?"

"I can't. Perhaps there was an earlier ship—a worldship
that left our galaxy long before the main fleet. Perhapsthey
came here—" She stopped. "No, that can only be conjec-
ture. | need more data before | beginto talk like this."

Nom Anor smiled. "But | must say it is enjoyableto hear
you talk likethis. Your passionis obvious. You are a credit
to our people, Nen Yim. Youwill find the right path for us."

That got a smile from her. "I thought that was your job."

"I had the vision, but you are the one redlizing it. | am
little more than a passenger on this trip."

"Y our insight has been interesting, however."

"I wish | understood enough about your work to be of
rea aid."

"You can be, if you'rewilling to learn."

"I'm eager to," he said.

"Good. You carry the gahsa and record what | tell you.
I'm going to collect a few live specimens of the arthropods
living in that rotten log over there."

And with that, she placed a world of information into
Nom Anor'shand. He stared at it, feeling he had won avic-
tory, not quite sure what to do with it.

TWENTY-ONE

"Ah," Harrar said. "Success at last."

"Looks like it," Corran said. "So long as somebody
doesn'talready cal ithome."

They were facing up a long, rocky ridge that showed a
number of pronounced overhangs. Corran tried to hide his
disappointment—their search had carried them less than a
kilometer fromthedowned ship, duringwhichtimehe'd seen
no signswhatsoever of civilization. Of course, it was hard to
search thoroughly when you refused to take your eyes off
your search partner. He was a very long way from trusting
Harrar. Or any of the Y uuzhan Vong, for that matter, but es-
pecially a priest. A priestess of the deception sect had very
nearly succeeded inwiping out agood portion of the Jedi.

He started up the dope, keenly aware of the man be-
side him, fighting reflexes that told him to draw his light-
saber now.

"Isyour homelikethis?" Harrar asked.

"My home?"

"Y our planet of origin."

"Oh. Not really. | mean, it's got forests and fields, but for
themost partit'spretty civilized." Hefrowned.

"Itiscoveredincities?' Harrar asked.

"If you're thinking about Coruscant when you say
that, no."

Harrar made apeculiar face. "For us," he said, "theworld

175
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you called Coruscant represented the ultimate abomination.
A world entirely covered in machines. It is becauseit repre-
sented everything we despise that we chose it for our capital,
to remake it in the image of our lost homeworld."

"Yes I'maware of that," Corran said curtly. " If you have
a point to make, make it."

Harrar's eyes seemed to harden abit. "l am searching for
apoint, | think," he said. "l have had little opportunity to
speak with infidels when they weren't being sacrificed or
tortured.”

"You're not scoring big with me right now, Harra"
Corran pointed out. He let his hand drift toward his
lightsaber.

Harrar cocked his head, and a grim smile played across
his scarred features. "Do not think | fear you, Jeedai. | do
not doubt that you—the slayer of Shedao Shai—could het
me in combat. But you would remember the fight."

"Isthat what you want?' Corran asked. "Tofight me?'

"Of course not."

"Fine. Thenwewon't."

They had reached the rock shelter now. It looked good-
dry, protected, no cavesleading off to thelair of who-knew-
what.

"But | would like to ask you something," the priest sad,
settling cross-legged upon a stone.

"Ask, then," Corran said.

"I mentioned Shedao Shai. When you dueled him, you
risked your lifefor the planet Ithor, correct? Thosewerethe
only stakes?"

"Yes," Corran said. "The Yuuzhan Vong were goingto
poison the planet. Shedao Shai agreed that if | won the due,
it wouldn't happen. If he won, he got the bones of hisan-
cestor back."

"And yet, fromwhat | have been able to determine, Ithor
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had no real strategic value, no valuable minerals for your
machines. So why did you do it?"

Corran frowned, wondering where Harrar could pos-
sibly be going with this. "Three reasons," he said. "The
first was that | couldn't stand aside and let Ithor be de-
stroyed if there was something | could do about it. And
there was—Shai had a vendetta against me. | wasthe only
one around who could tempt him with such a duel with
such stakes. The second reason wasthat | had something of
a vendetta against him, as well—he murdered my friend
Elegoswhen hetried to make peace with your people.”

"That last | can understand," Harrar said. "Revenge is
desirable.”

"Not for aJedi,” Corran said. "It was foolish and dan-
gerousof metofight Shai withthosefeelingsin my heart. If
| had been fighting primarily for revenge, rather than for
Ithor, it would have beenwrong."

"I have heard it said that Jeedai avoid the strong emo-
tions. | have never understood it. Perhaps another timeyou
can explain it to me."

"l cantry."

"Good. But for present, | don't want to lose the scent of
thishunt. | still don't understand your motives. And not just
yours—many of your people died defending Ithor. You
fought for it from the start. Were you protecting the secret
of the pollen that destroyed our troops? Surely you could
have replicated it elsewhere."

"We were never actually able to replicate it," Corran
said. "But no, we fought for Ithor because it was one of the
most beautiful planets in the galaxy, and because the Itho-
riansareapeaceful peoplewho never harmed anyone." He
crossed hisarms. "And because it was one of our planets.”

"And yet you personally suffered disgrace for defend-
ingit."

Corranstiffened. "Y ou know alot about me," he said.
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"It is a famous story," Harrar said. "Shimrra was de-
lighted at your treatment. It was then that he began to under-
stand that the best way to destroy the Jeedai was merely to
turn your own people against you, something that was re-
markably easy to do."

"Yes, wasn't it," Corran said. "All Tsavong Lah hadto .

do was promise not to wipe out any more entire planetsif
we were handed to him for sacrifice. Some people were
frightened enough to do it."

"There must be moreto it than that," Harrar said. "Per-
hapssomearej eal ousof you andresent your powers. Perhaps
because someJeedai may abuse that power?'

Tricky, Corran thought. He's trying to pump mefor in-
formation on our weaknesses.

"Think what you want. The reason for my disgrace dter
Ithor was because a lot of people hadn't quitefigured you
guys out. They didn't redize that you weren't planning to
stop until every last one of us was dead or enslaved. They
couldn't imagine why anyone would poison an entire
planet—a planet that, as you say, had no military or com-
mercid value—just because they could. They thought it
must have been because the Jedi put up afight and angered
you. A lot of people figured that Ithor was destroyed be-
cause | killed Shai rather than in spite of it." He realized,
suddenly, that his voice had been rising, and that he had just
delivered a genuine diatribe. He hadn't realized how much
bitterness lingered in him.

But this was the first time he had really discussed the
matter with one of them.

"Here is my dilemma," Harrar said. "I do not under-
stand how a people who placed such value on Ithor could
aso hold dear the abomination that was Coruscant."

Corran snorted. "And | don't understand how a people
who claim to worship life would destroy a pristine planet,”
he replied.
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"So you've said once already. But since you said it, I've
been thinking about it. You may be right. There may be a
contradictionthere."

"May?" Corran studied the Yuuzhan Vong's face for
signsof mockery. The near-human visage suddenly seemed
more alien than ever.

"Understand," Harrar said, "all lifeends. Killingisinit-
sdlf no wrongdoing. Even here, in this forest, plants are
eaten by animals, animals devour one another, the dead
form the food for the plants. My earlier concern for the
saplings you cut was that the planet might take it as an at-
tack, since we are from outside, not because | felt it was
wrong on some intrinsic level for you to cut them. In the
end, every livingthingdies. Planetsdie. Butlifeitsalf should
go on. Your technology threatens that—ours does not.
A world like Coruscant proves that a world could exist
without forests or true seas. And if theliving sentientsiniits
belly were replaced by the machines-that-mock-life you call
droids, there could be completion. Machines could spread
without benefit of life. They could replace it. That, my
people cannot—would never—allow. Wewould fight until
all of uswere dead to prevent it, even the Shamed who now
rise against us."

"But—"

Harrar raised a hand. "Please. Allow me to finish an-
swering your question. When we destroy life—even an en-
tire planet, aswith Ithor—we replace it with new life."

"Y uuzhanVongbioformedlife."

"Yes, of course.”

"Soyou think that makesit okay?" Corran asked.

"Yes," the priest answered.

Corran shrugged. "So if that's your view, where is the
contradiction?"

"Because in my heart," Harrar said, pronouncing each
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word carefully and distinctly, "I feel the destruction of Ithor
waswrong."

Corran regarded the priest for a long moment, wishing
the Force could help him decide if he was lying or not. Of
course, beforehe'dlearned to know the Force, natural sus-
picion and CorSec training had served pretty well. To those
ears, Harrar sounded sincere.

"What doyouwant fromme?" Corranasked, finally.

Harrar steepled hisfingerstogether. "1've spoken of the
contradiction in my people. | want to understand the con-
tradiction in yours."

"Oh. That's smple—we're not really one people. There
arethousandsof ‘peoples inthisgalaxy, and oftenwedon't
have awhole lot in common. If there's one thing you can
say about 'us,' it's that we're a diverse lot. There are some
culturesthat probably would have made Ithor like Corus-
cant or a wasteland like Bonadan. There are beings in this
galaxy who don't value life at dl, and others who worship
it to the exclusion of al dse Mogt of us fall somewherein
between. Believe it or not, technology and 'life' really can
coexist."

"That iswhat I'm struggling with. You believethat. My
people do not. Whatever Zonama Sekot represents, what-
ever promise it holds for my people, | do not know that it
can ever bring peace between you and me. | do not think the
Y uuzhanV ong couldever makepeacewithmachines, espe-
cialy thinking ones—or the people who use them."

"That's an interesting thing to tell me,” Corran said.
"You mean that you and | may have to fight after all?"

"Not you and I—not unlessitis by your choice. But our
peoples ..." Harrar shook his head. "l see no end to the
war here."

"Well, we've only just arrived,” Corran said. "Maybe
there'ssomething neither of usisseeing.”

"Perhaps.”
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They sat in silence for a moment, Corran dipping into
reverie of the battle for Ithor and the terrible thing that the
Y uuzhan Vong had doneto thegarden of thegalaxy.

What if Harrar was right? What if there was no way to
make peace with the Y uuzhan Vong?

He sighed, rose, and looked around the edge of the cave
until he saw what he was looking for—a dope that kept
going up.

"Whereareyou going?' Harrar asked.

"I want to check out what's up above our happy-home-
to-be," Corran said. "Don't want any nasty monsters or
giant bugscoming downto eat usinthenight.”

"Y ou've more experience withwild planetsthan 1.

"Doesn't seem too wild to me, this planet,” Corran said,
notentirely certainwhat hemeant.

"WEell. Natural planets then. Nonbioformed worlds."

"I think this world is bioformed,” Corran replied. "I
think it bioformed itself.”

"Then you believe the planet itsdf is dive, sentient, as
Yu'shaa claims?"

"That'stherumor. That'swhat your shaper ishereto find
out, right?"

"Among other things. I'm not entirely certain | under-
stand Nen Yim's interests.”

Three different castes, three different agendas, Corran
thought.

They reached the top of the ridge in a few moments,
which gave them an excellent view of the valley below.
Infact, Corran could see the wrecked Sekotan ship, which
wasgood. If anyone came looking fromtheair, that'swhat
they would spot, and they would be near should such a
search come.

Butnottoonear if thesearcherswereunfriendly.

"Whatisthat?" Harrar asked.

Corranturned and |ooked the other way.



182 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

The priest wasn't pointing. He didn't have to. Rising
from the forest were three gigantic identical metal vanes.
They looked to be at least three hundred meters tall. They
were utterly familiar, but it still took him along momentto
recognizethem. Whenhedid, hefelt suddenly light-headed.

"I'm not sure," he lied.

"Perhaps we should investigate." Did Harrar sound
suspicious?

"Not today," Corran said. "It'll be dark in a few hours,
and well want to have the important stuff moved up here
by then."

"Very well."

He was just delaying the inevitable, he knew. But given
Harrar'slittle speechjust now, whentheY uuzhanVongdid
figure out what those vanes were, they weren't going to be

very happy. Not happy at all.
He wanted alittle time to prepare for that.

Wedge had ahurried conference via hyperwave transceiver
with his commanders, and then began transmitting battle
plans. Their only hope now was to do the very thing they
had begun as a feint—knock out one of the interdictors. If
they tried to run, the shipswould just follow them.

"Well line up for the outsystem interdictor," he said.
"Spoke formation. Well cut a fire lane and hope some of
the starfighters can get there in time. Pick your squadrons,
commanders.”

"Wedge, doyou seethat?" Pash Cracken asked excitedly.

He had, and he didn't believe it. More than half the ap-
proaching insystem force was dropping away from the
fight. Theinterdictor was till there, and ahealthy force to
guardit, but now thefight was suddenly more or lesseven.

What were the Y uuzhan Vong up to?

"Five minutes until maximum firing range, sr," Cd
reported.

"Very good," he said, dill staring at the monitor.

The retreating ships increased their speed and suddenly
vanished into hyperspace.

"What in the space lanes—?"' he wondered.

Suddenly hefelt alittle smile carve itself on hisface, and
hevented a brief laugh.

"Sir?"Cel asked.

"This worked better than we ever dreamed it would," he
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explained. "They're so convinced thisis a feint they've st
half their ships someplace else.”

"I wonder where?"

"Who cares? The odds are amost even, now. Attack
groups, lining up for an insystem run. Ithor, you takethe
outside.”

The massive ships began turning their backsto the out-
system forces, which were now greater than those toward
theshipyards.

"Accelerate half speed,” he said.

"New estimation for maximum firing range, two min-
utes," Cd said.

"Thank you." The Yuuzhan Vong in the outer sysem .
seemed to be holding their ground, perhaps suspecting he
wanted them to abandon theinterdictor. That wasfine; he
didn't want a two-front bettle.

He continued to study the tactical readouts, and saw some-
thing else strange. Some of the coral skippers were break-
ing formation, streaming toward the insystem interdictor,
probably anticipating his push for it.

Then he saw that wasn't what they were doing at al.
They were dropping into its artificial gravity well at sesp
angles.

"They're doing the Solo Slingshot!" Lieutenant Cd |
exclaimed.

Even asshe said it, thefirst of the skips dingshoted around |
themassivespicule, whirlingwithterrific speedtowardthe
Alliance battle group.

"Minimum range.”

"Firewhenready. Clear alanetothelead capital ships.”

Laserfire stretched out between the two fleets, and plumes
of plasma rushed to greet them. The coral skippers, mean-
while, were arcing in with unnatural speed on parahbolic
vectors that did not cross the fire lanes being opened. That
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meant the enemy starfighters were going to be in the heart
of thefleetinjust afew moments.

"Tell the starfightersto drop formation as needed. | don't
know what they're doing, but it can't be good."

"I'm never going to let Dad forget this" Jaina grumbled.
"He taught them anew trick!"

And not abad one. The skipswere screaming down into
the middlefleet, and at twice their usual speed, speeds the
starfighters couldn't match, with the possible exception of
the A-wings. In the squadrons under her command, that
meant the Scimitar Squadron.

" Isthat some new sort of skip?' AlemaRar asked. "Some-
thing looks strange about them."

"Look like plain old skipsto me," Jainareplied.

Shewatched as a clump of skipstore past Wraith Squad-
ron, hammering them hard and zooming past them before
the Wraiths could get off more than a couple of shots. And
now their trajectory was bringing theminto Twin Sunster-
ritory, wherethey were escorting Mon Mothma.

Shedidaquick calculation.

"Twin Suns, on my mark, turn to point oh-oh-seven-one
and gofull throttle. Scimitar Leader, we're only going to get
afew shots at them as they go past. Then they're yours, if
youcancatchthem."

"Turn our tals to the enemy?' ljix Harona asked
increduloudly.

"They'll overshoot you before you reach full accelera
tion," Jaina explained. "Then you'll be behind them at al-
most matching speed.”

"Copy, Twin Leader,” Harona replied. "I understand.
Shouldn't have asked.”

"What about our tails?' Twin Two asked.

"On my mark, tendi maneuver. Three, you'rethe fan.”

"Copy."
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"Copy," Jag said. "We've got it."

Now they were building toward full acceleration, flying
along the projected flight path of the fast skips. She could
almost feel them coming up behind. Three, two—

"Go! "she said.

Three cut his jets and flipped around, firing. Since sheand,
Two were still under acceleration, he was quickly pos- \
tioned as a shield between them and the approaching skips.
After the skips got past him, they had time for a single quick
shot at Jainaand her wingmate. She, onthe other hand, had
built up speed approaching two-thirds that of the skips, so
she had the leisure for quite a few shots at them once they
were past her and before they were out of range.

She got one in her sights and used a proton torpedo while
it still made sense, then needled it with laserfire until the
torp got there and blew it into molten dag.

Jaina narrowed her eyes. There was something strange.
The vessal she had just destroyed looked like every other
shehad ever put her sights on—except that somethingwas
trailing behind it.

"Twin One" Rar asked, "did you see what that wasat-
tachedtoit?" Her tone very much said, "I told you s0."

"Don't know," Jainareplied. "l didn't really see it until
the detonation. Looked like a tail."

"Skips don't usually have tails," Rar responded.

"It might have been a cofferdam."

"Mine's got one, too," Jag said. "I thought | saw some-
thing bleeding out of it."

Stifling an uneasy feding, Jaina used lasers as the sips
pulled ahead, and nailed one right through the dovin hasd.
Intheflare she saw that this one had atail aswell. Or abig
sack of some sort, now empty.

Several more skips flared as they approached the A-wings.

Now the skips had a choice. They could either retain
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their speed, but end up with A-wings ontheir tails, or they
could—

"They're dlowing down," Jag said.

"Yep. Scimitars, break off. Y ou don't want them behind
younow. Comeback to the party."

"Copy, Sticks," Haronaconfirmed.

The A-wings peel ed out of formation and scattered. Jaina
dropped in behind a skip and started firing, lasersonly. The
skip juked and jinked, its dovin-basal-generated voids ab-
sorbing her shots. So intent was she on getting the skip
firmly in her sights that she ailmost didn't see the thing in
time. Her reflexes did, though, yanking at the stick aswhat
shethought was a hal f-meter-wide chunk of rock was about
to smash through her cockpit. She rolled, and it scraped
centimeters from her screen.

It kicked asit went by.

Cursingsilently, shechinned her microphone. " Beadvised,
Mon Mothtna control. The skips are dropping grutchins."

Grutchins were insectlike creatures the Y uuzhan Vong
had developed that could survive for a time in vacuum.
Their mandibles secreted a solvent that could cut through
hull metal.

"That explains the suicide runs," Jag said. "There must
be grutchins everywhere, and the fleets haven't even en-
gaged. They're probably going for the Star Destroyers."

"Advised," thevoice of control said.

Jaina, meanwhile, had flown straight into one of the re-
leasetrails. Shekept up asteady stream of laserfire, blazing
any of the bugsthat got in front of her. The remaining skips
suddenly brokeformation, curving upfromher operational
horizon.

Something thumped against her hull, and Cappie, her as-
tromech, reported a grutchin on the hull. Snarling, Jaina
pulled the stick, hard, and pushed the drive to maximum,



188 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

then rolled like crazy, trying to detach it before it could dat
making ameal of her starfighter.

Why couldn't the Yuuzhan Vong use norma weapons?
Concussion missiles, lasers. Why did it always haveto be
miniature volcanoes and giant bugs?

To her satisfaction, her particular bug-nemesisof themo-
ment lost its grip and fried on the way through her ion tral.

Inthe meantime, of course, one of the skipshadtakenthe
opportunity to latch onto her tail, so now it was volcano
time...

"Weve got close to two hundred grutchins on the hull,
sr,” Cd informed him.

"Electrify it," Wedge said.

"They've aready tried, sr. It's not working."

"Not working—qgreat." Yes, the Yuuzhan Vong were
adapting. Not good.

"Sedl off the outer sections and get people in vac glits
with blastersin there.”

Of course, that wouldn't stop them in the engine aress.

The Y uuzhan VVong capital ships had drawn upinade-
fensive formation and were no longer pushing forward.
Wedge had his ships nearly stationary as well, and both
sdeswerekeepingtheir starfightersclose, thegrutchincar-
riers aside. For the moment, it was a long-range game. Tha
would probably change soon—the Yuuzhan Vong were
waiting to see how well their grutchin stunt had worked.
When they knew, they would renew their attack.

That meant his starfighterswould be free for a short time.

"Have some starfighters make close runs on our capitd
ships," he told control.

"Sir, withal duerespect, thegrutchinsareattachedtous.
Some of the pilots are bound to miss, and they could easly
do asmuch damage asthe bugs.”
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"I don't want themfiring. | want them to singe the things
off with their exhaust."

The officer's eyes widened. "That will take some pretty
precise flying."

"Then pick the squadrons well. And fast, because soon
we'll need them against skips."

"I have him, Twin Leader,” Jag said. Even as he did o,
glowingchunksof yorik cora bloomed outintothevoid.

Jainabreathed asigh of relief. That pretty muchdiditfor
thefast-skipwave.

"Thanks, Four." She glanced down at the new battle or-
ders scralling.

"Uh, guys,” she said. "You aren't going to believe this,
but..."
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Nen Yimglanced at Y u'shaa. He'd been working quietly on
the task she had given him, entering the genetic sequences
of various flora and fauna into her gahsa. Now he seemed
to be having trouble.

"What isit?"she asked.

"It ceased granting me admittance," he said. Somewhere
in the distance, something mewled, and another something
chattered aresponse. The sky was clear and the air till.

"Did you try to accessdataforbiddento you?' NenYim
asked.

"Not too my knowledge, Master Yim. | was merely at-
tempting to enter the freman signatures you asked meto."

"Pheromone," Nen Yim corrected. "It may be my secu-
rity prohibitions were too broad. Let me seeiit."

Hehanded her the bulbousliving memory incompliance.

"No," she said. "Because it is not keyed to you, after a
time it rejects your entry." She examined a bit further. She
could reset his temporary access, but would only be forced
to perform the same task again in afew hours.

She could key him to the gahsa, but she hesitated to do
0. She had stored the protocol data on Sekotan biology in
it. In thewrong hands—

But the Prophet had proved himself useful, and only
someone well versed in the shaper's arts could understand
what they found there, muchlessuseit. By thepatternof his
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rejected implants, she gathered that before being Shamed,
Y u'shaa had been an intendant.

Time was of the essence. With Y u'shaa performing the
simpletasks, shewasmaking great progresswith the more
complex analyses. "Come here," shesaid. "l will makeyou
familiar to it"

That done, shewas abletowork for atimein peace.

Until Harrar came, standing rather imperiously waiting
for her attention. Shereluctantly gaveitto him. If heknew
anything about shaping—and he certainly did—then heal-
ready knew she was a heretic. If she was to do her work,
there was no hiding it any longer.

"Yes?"she said.

He gave her an uncomfortable little bow of recognition.
"l waswonderingwhereyour researcheswereleadingyou,"
heasked. "Whether you've cometo any new conclusions.”

Always that question. What did he think conclusions
were, fruit to be pulled from a tree? "It's premature to say
anything definitive," she said.

"I understand that," he replied softly. "But I'm hoping
you will keep me apprised of new developments.”

She could tell this approach pained him a bit. Harrar was
used to giving orders, not cgjoling. After al, short of Shimrra,
thepriestswerethevoiceof thegods.

"There have been a few developments,” she alowed,
"though they areat thelevel of datarather than conclusion.”
"Go on, please. Anything new must be worth hearing."

"But the telling costs me time, when | might be reaching
those conclusions you desire."

Harrar's expression flattened. "Jeedai Horn tells me it
may be a long while before anyone finds us. | shouldn't
think the hurry is so great you can't spare a few words con-
cerning your progress. After al, | did arrange thistrip."

"Yes, I've been meaning to ask you something about
that," NenYim said.
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"Perhaps if | answer your questions, you can answer
mine," the priest said.

Nen Yim leaned away from her work, forcing her tendrils
torelax into aneutral posture.

"When we first met, you said that you could not arange
my escape yourself, for fear of being noticed."

"That is true. An escape engineered by me would have
failed."

"Y et here you are; you came dong. Won't that be noticed?'

Harrar seemed suddenly to relax, as if he had expected
another question, a more difficult one.

"I am believed to be on the Outer Rim, meditating over
our conguest where it began. A subordinate of mine took
my ship there. | should not be missed. You arranged to
make your abduction appear as a kidnapping as well, yes?
We have both covered our trails."

"I give my deception only a small chance for success,"
NenYimreplied. "When| returnto Y uuzhan V ong space,!
fully expect | will be executed.”

"And yet you plan to return.”

"Of course. Our people must know what has been dis-
covered here."

"What Ekh'm Va discovered has been quite effectively
repressed,” Harrar pointed out. "What makes you think
your discoverieswill fare any better?'

"I will find away," Nen Yim assured him.

192

Harrar crossed hisarmsand looked at her with approval, |

"You mean what you say. You see no persona gain in this
a al. | believe you may be one of the most admirable
people | have ever known."

"Mease do not mock me."

"l do not mock you," he said, his voice suddenly a bit
angry. " | amtryingto expressrespect. If yourejectit, there-
gpect remains dl the same. Each caste seeks to elevate itsdf
over another, each domain competes with the others, indi-
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viduals betray and murder one another in a blind, groping
desire for elevation. In the galactic deeps, it nearly tore us
apart. | hoped when we had a real enemy to face, we could
turn that aggression outward, and so we did, but now it
comesto haunt us again. It has become more than a habit; it
hasbecome how welive."

" Arewenot taught that competitionbreedsfor strength?'
Nen Yim asked.

"Of course," Harrar answered. "But only to a point, if
there is not also cooperation.”

NenYim twisted her tendrilsinto anironic mode. "And
there is the lesson of Zonama Sekot," she said. "The lesson
youand | both seemto agree our peoplemustlearn.”

Harrar relaxed again.

"Takeaseat,” Nen Yim said. "l will explain what | see
here as best | can."

Harrar settled into his usual cross-legged position and
waited.

"The diversity of species here is quite low," she began.
"Muchlowerthanonewoul d expectinanatural ecosystem.”

"What could cause suchathing?' Harrar asked.

"Massextinction, for one. Some catastrophe or series of
catastrophesthat served towipeout many of thespecies."

"That'saninterestingfact, but—"

"No, it's more than an interesting fact," she averred.
"The ecosystem functions as if it were fully diverse. Species
have filled roles they were not designed for."

"I'mnotsurel entirely understand."

"After any mass extinction, many ecological niches are
opened, and speciestake advantage of these empty niches,
adapting through natural selection to fill them and benefit
fromthem. Eventually, after millennia, aravaged ecosystem
becomes healthy again, and as diverse as the one that was
impacted.”
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"lsn't that what you said is occurring here?' Harar
asked.

"No. Not at al. For one thing, the extinctions here are
very recent. There hasn't been enough time for the sort of
adaptation | speak of to take place. For ancther, geies
here are not adapting to fill ecologica niches—they remain
adapted to their own niches, the ones they evolved to fill,
and yet they also perform the environmental tasks of ex-
tinct species—for no benefit to themselves."

Shewaitedamomenttolethimabsorbthat, enjoyingthe
sudden breeze and the smdl it brought, a sort of dusy
golden scent.

"Perhaps an examplewill help," she began again, "There
is, for instance, aplantwith akind of tubul ar blossom. The
only possibleway foritto reproduceisfor anarthropodor
other small creature to enter the tube of one plant, andthen
enter that of another, carrying with it the sticky secretions
of thefirst. The plant enticesthisinsect with an edible fluid,
nourishing to the insect—and, | suspect from certain clues,
important to that insect's life cycle”

"That makes sensg," Harrar said.

"Yes, except that | can find no insect that feeds on the
fluid. Yet | have seen them pollinated, by another inst
whose primary role in the ecosystem is feeding on carrion.
Its life cycle, from egg to nymph to adult revolves entirely
around carrion. Y et they make time to enter these flower
tubes with enough frequency to pollinate them, at no benfit
to themselves."

"Perhaps you have not yet discovered the benefit."

"If this were the only example of such behavior, | might
agree with you. However, | find more than haf the animas

| have examined play roles in this life-web that are planly
unrelated to their life cyclesand physical design. Morein-
teresting yet, | have discovered that each species practices
some form of reproduction control. When a particular sot
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of moss becomes scarce dueto itsconsumption by akind of
beetle, the beetles begin disposing of their eggs without fer-
tilizing them. In other words, the ecosystem of thisplanetis
homeostatic—it seeks to remain in absolute balance. It
managesto do so even after enormous extinction events.”

"That sounds reasonable."

"For a worldship, yes, because each life-form is engi-
neered to play a certain role and the system is guided by
intelligence—by arikyam at one level, and by shapers at the
next. Mutations are eliminated, as is undesirable behavior.
But in the natural ecosystems I've studied from data collected
inthisgaaxy, that's not how things normally work. Eachin-
dividual organism fights to maximize the number and surviv-
ability of itsown offspring. Mutations come along that have
advantages and are perpetuated. Such sysemsarein acon-
stant state of flux; they are not—cooperative. Theevidenceis
that thisworld was once like that—like awild planet—but
itisnolonger."

Harrar pursed his lips. "You're saying that this planet
has something like a dhuryam, some intelligence that links
all these organisms together and prompts them to perform
harmoniously."

"I can think of no other explanation."

Y u'shaa, who had remained absolutely silent, suddenly
spoke up. "As | prophesied," he said, "and as the Jeedai
said. Thisisaliving planet, one large organism, more than
the sum of its parts. Like aworldship that madeitself. Don't
you seewhat thisplanet canteach us? Harrar, youwerejust
decrying the competition that destroys us. It is that blind
fight to ascend that leads us to treat so many of our people
asShamed."

"Can thisbe?' Harrar asked Nen Yim. He seemed to be
ignoring the Prophet.

"We are seeing it," Nen Yim replied. "However, | can
find no clues asto the mechanism that bindsthe individual
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life-formsto one another. There are no chemica exchanges
that might explain it. The flora and fauna here are not
equipped with communications organs like our villip, or
anythingevenremotely similar."

"It's the Force" Tahiri interrupted. "I can feel the ties,
feel a sort of congtant chatter anong—well, everything.”

Nen Yim focused on the young Jedi. "I have heard that
youJeedai possesstelepathy likeour villips,” shesaid. "But
the ones I've taken ap—examined showed no signs of spe-
cidlized organs, either.”

"No, of course not," Tahiri said, her voice suddenly
dark. "TheForcebindseverythingtogether. Somecreatures
communicate through it. | can feel what Corran is think-
ing, sometimes. With Anakin it was even stronger, like..."
Shetrailed off. "Never mind. Y ou'll haveto take my word
for it."

" And—usingthisForce—youcanimpressyour will upon
others, yes?' Yu'shaasaid.

"Yes, on the weak-minded," Tahiri replied. "But | get no
sense that anything here on Zonama Sekot is being coerced
into anything. It'slike every living thing just agreesto do
things thisway."

"I cannot see this Force, measure it, or testit,” NenYim
said. "l cannot credit it with the effect you assert.”

A stone suddenly rose from the ground, floated toward
Nen Yim, and fell near her feet.

"Y ou may not know what it is" Tahiri said, "you might
not be able to see it or feel it, but you can see the results.”

NenYim conceded that with asmall nod. Then athought
struck her with the force of a baton. "Assuming you are
correct," shesaid, "yow are connected to this Force—asno
Yuuzhan Vong is. And yet, in part, you are Y uuzhan Vong.
What doesyour Forcetell youthisplaceis? Tous?"

"I've been thinking about that alot," the young woman
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replied. "I've never been ableto quite put it into words until
just now."

"And?"Harrar asked.

Tahiri took a deep breath. "This is where we are from,"
shereplied.

That got even Nom Anor's attention. While the three
were absorbed in the conversation, he'd been exploring
Nen Yim's gahsa, and had run across some very interesting
things. He'd made his little speech so as not to break char-
acter, not because he was interested. But now he stared at
theyoung Jedi just as Harrar and Nen Yim did.

"That's not possible,” Nen Yim said.

"You asked mewhat | fdt,” the girl sad. "That'sit. But
didn'tyou say that only afew thousand years at most separate
the life of this planet from Y uuzhan Vong life?"

"Inthe case of one plant only,” Nen Yim replied. "And sev-
erd thousand years ago we were very far from here. More-
over, the Qang gahsa contains abundant data regarding the
homeworld, andthisisnot it."

"Was the homeworld like this one? Living, like an
organism?"

"There are some legends—" Harrar began.

"Whatever the legends may say," Nen Yim pronounced,
"the facts are that the homeworld was an ecosystem of
unchecked competition and predation. Would a creature
like the vuasa have evolved on a world were dl of nature
was in cooperation? No. The vuasawas a vicious predator
that at times multiplied so quickly, it left deserts behind it.
Thiscompetition among ourselvesyou speak of isthelegacy
of thehomeworld."

"But perhaps that was after we logt the grace of the
gods,"Harrarsaid.

Nen Yim blinked at him, and Nom Anor saw what he
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was certain was barely concealed disgust in the shaper's
expression.

"In any event,” the shaper said, apparently dismissing
Harrar's suggestion, "this conversation will not bear the
fruit that further work will. We speak of thingswe do not
have the data to support.”

"Y ou asked the question,” Tahiri said.

"Yes, and now I'm sorry that | did. If you will al please
allow me to go back to my work ..."

Nom Anor expected Harrar to snap back, but instead the
priest nodded and looked thoughtful.

What in the world was going on here? Were they actudly
starting to believe his prophecy? Was he?

No, because heknew the source, and the sourcewasalie.
Yes, the planet was a curiosity, but many planets in this
galaxy were curiosities. And everything the others saw here
was informed by his creche-tale of aplanet of redemption.
That filter was causing them to see things in a very strange
light.

gWouldtheyturn against Shimrra? They might. If Harrar
did, he might be able to muster agreat deal of support from
the priesthood, and with this shaper . . .

But no. If Harrar turned against Shimrra, it would beto
put not the Prophet of the Shamed Ones on the polyp
throne, but himself. And hewasin abetter positiontodoit
than Y u'shaa

Especidly if Y u'shaa never left Zonama Sekot.

And there was aso the chance that Harrar already knew
Nom Anor's true identity. He had caught more than one
suspicious look from the priest.

"Yu'shaa?' Nen Yim said. "What are you doing?"

"I am sorry, Master,” he said. "It is just that today's
revelations—I| must ponder them."

"Y ou've been of enough help today,” Nen Yimtold him.
"In fact, | would rather be aone for atime.”
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"In that case, | will meditate in the splendor of this
world."

Heleft the clearing and began wandering vaguely uphill.

There were other things to consider. From what he had
seen in her gahsa, Nen Yim had come here in fear of
Zonama Sekot, prepared to destroy it if necessary. She had
protocolsthat might be useful in that, though they were ob-
vioudly untried. They were in the shorthand and symbolism
of the shapers, so she probably thought he couldn't under-
stand them.

What she didn't know was that he had done quite a bit of
shaping himself. As she was no ordinary shaper, he was no
ordinary executor. Hewascertain he could understand and
use the information if he had to. Though why he would
want to destroy the planet, he couldn't say, except that it
would please Shimrra.

That stopped him in histracks.

Itwould please Shimrraalot.

If into that bargain was included the deaths of Corran
Horn, who had so embarrassed the Y uuzhan Vong at Ithor,
and Tahiri Veila, who had used her dual nature to betray
them more than once, and arogue priest and master shaper
even now plotting against not only Shimrra but the very na-
ture of everything Y uuzhan Vong. ..

Shimrra might be so pleased he wouldn't have the one
whodelivered himthesethingsexecuted, no matter what he
waswanted for. So pleased that such a one might actually
be elevated to a higher station than he had held before his
disgrace.

Musing on that, he continued up the hill. Harrar had
menti oned something strangeonthehorizon.

He stopped when he reached the summit, staring at the
enormous made-objects climbing into the sky, and was sud-
denly shaken to his very core.
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Harrar had not spent enough timewith theinfidels, un-
like Nom Anor, who had flown on their lifeless ships and
livedintheir lifeless stations. Harrar would natural ly not
understand what he was seeing.

But Nom Anor knew hyperdrivefield guideswhenhesaw
them, even if they were a thousand times larger than they
should be.

But then, they would have to be, to move aplanet.

Something clicked into place for Nom Anor. He sat on
a stone, listening to the sounds of the strange world for a
moment. He was aone, for the first time since they had
crashed. Withasigh, hereleased hisfacefromthegrotesque
masquer that hid it. His contention that it was difficult to
remove had been, of course, alie.

He reached into the living pouch beneath hisarm andre-
moved the thing he had brought with him. He must have
known, somehow, in the back of hismind, that it must al-
ways cometo this.

He stared at it, turning it over in his hands. It was adedi-
cated villip, linked to one other, far away. He had not usedit
inavery long time, since beforethe disaster that had ledto
hisexile.

He stroked it to life.

After amoment, the face of an intendant appeared on its
surface, one of his former subordinates.

Even through the medium of the villip, Nom Anor could
seethesurprise.

"Y ou were assumed dead," the man said.

"I greet you as well, Phaa Anor," he told his creche
cousin.

"You might as well be dead,” Phaa Anor told him.
"Shimrra has called for your skin. | will have to report this
conversation, of course.”

"Of course. | want you to. In fact, | want you to seethat
your villip comes before Shimrra himself."
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"BeforeShimrra?* Phaasoundedincredul ous.

"Yes. Send him the message that you have heard from
me. Tell him | am on Zonama Sekot, and that | have found
his missing shaper. He will listen to you then. When you
gain an audience, present him with your villip."

"Why should | do thisfor you?" Phaa asked.

"Congider. | haveinformation so important that | believe
| canredeemmyself inthe Supreme Overlord'seyes. Not only
that, | believe | will be elevated for my efforts. Do you not
think youwill benefit aswell, hewho bringsthesetidings?*

PhaaAnor seemed to consider that for amoment.

"l will doit," he said at last.

"Doit quickly, and tell no one anything | have said save
those whom you must convince to grant you an audience
with Shimrra."

"Yes, yes," Phaareplied. Then the villip returned to its
natural state.

He had probably just doomed Phaa Anor, he knew.
Shimrra would have him killed smply for knowing the
planet existed and was in this galaxy.

Sacrifices had to be made, however, for the good of all.
Andforthegood of Nom Anor.

He sealed the villip back into dormancy and its airtight
container, returned it to its resting place beneath his arm,
andwentback downthehill.
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Jaina throttled down and made another run on Man Mothma,
dropping to within a meter of the Star Destroyer's in.
Suddenly she seemed to be skimming above a vast, white,
dightly curving plane. An irregular dark lump appeared
ahead, and she angled toward it. At the last instant she hit
her repulsors and nosed up, washing her exhaust over the
grutchin, which released its hold. Its charred body drifted
off to join the other twenty or so she had flashed.

"Thisis actudly kind of fun," she said. She would haveto
ask Uncle Luke if going after womp rats was anything likethis

"Speak for yourself,” Twin Two said. "l just banged a
stabilizer."

"Just watch yourself. If you plow into the hull, you'll do
more damage than any grutchin.”

"Don't make me weepy with your concern for my wel-
fare," Two replied.

"Hey, I've got abig heart.. . Okay, | think we're amost
through here."

"Just in time for thereal fun," Rar said.

"| seethat."

The big ships were closing again, and space was dive
with light asthey pummel ed each other. And now the rest of
the skips were arriving, not coming in as fast as the advance
guard, but twice as hot. Jaina checked the new orders.

"All right," she said. "Let's vape some skips."

202
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"They really don't want us to get away," Wedge mut-
tered. He'd thought about making a hard push for one of
the interdictors so they could clear out, but the Y uuzhan
Vong were keeping them far away and under heavy watch.
Thatwasgood, inaway—it gavehim near parity intheactual
combat. Eventhough they had shipsbehind him, they weren't
using them for anything but to prevent him running that way.
Nor didthey haveenough shipstotry anencirclement.

Still, slugging things out nose to nose was an iffy proposi-
tionwhen numberswerethiseven. Hehadn't comeherefor
a fair fight—the Alliance couldn't grow new ships like the
Y uuzhanVong could.

But arun for one of the interdictors would be suicide at
this point.

"Sir," Lieutenant Cd said. "l think I've found one of the
Golans."

Wedgeraised hiseyebrowsin surprise. He'd asked her to
hunt for any of the battle stations the Empire had once sta-
tioned here—or anything el sethat was operational—but he
hadn't really expected her to find anything. The shipyards
were virtually gone, food for a growing Y uuzhan Vong fleet,
andthestationshad all been around the shipyards.

"Whereisit?"

"Way off its orhit, if it's one of the ones we had on the
charts. Anditspresent orbitiseccentric.”

Wedge glanced at the display. "That is out there," he said.
"It may have been drifting all thistime, or maybethe ship-
yards put it there for some reason. Still, it's odd the Vong
missed something that size."

"I don't know, but we missed it on the first pass, too. As
yousaid, g, it'sway out there.”

"Isthepower coredtill active?"

"Yes, Sir."
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"Then it might sill have guns. We'd better check it out—
we might need it."

"Are we taking the fight out there, sir?"

"Not unless| know it'sworking. Arethe Twin Suns done
with their clean-up duty?" he asked.

"Yes, dr. They're on their way to cruiser-designate

"Get me Colond Solo."
"Yes,gr."

Jaina'scomm chirped. Much to her surprise, it was Gen-
eral Antilles, on a dosed and heavily coded channel.

"Sir?'

"I've got atask you might find a little more exciting than
bug burning," Wedge said.

"I'mabout to havemy handsfull, General . What doyou
need?'

"I need you to find Admiral Kre'fey for me."

"Admira Krefey, Genera?' What was Wedge taking
about?

"Something's wrong with the HoloNet," he explained.
"We were the advance for two more fleets. We can't contact
them, sothey haven't shown. | needyoutofindhim, fast, and
bring him here. Have him send someone to find Pellagon.”

"Sir, won't they come when they realize it's the HoloNet
and not something gone wrong here?" Jaina asked.

"They're not supposed to. For all they know — for al |
know — the downing of the HoloNet is cover for an attack
on Mon Ca or the Imps, and this battle group is aready
starfood. | need youto let him know we're still kicking."

"Genera, you want me to leave the battle?' What was
her squadron turning into, an odd-job unit? There wasred
fightingtodo.

"A few starfighters can get out of the interdiction cones.
Our capital ships can't. Still, | doubt they're going to make
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it easy for you, so | wouldn't worry about lack of action.
Anyway, there's another part to this deal, if you really don't
fancy leaving the Bilbringi system. Our long-range sensors
indicatethat one of the Golan Two Battle Stationsmay still
beoperational. If things go badly here, we might be ableto
useitasarally point, but | need it working. If it'snot, and
can't be made to, | need to know that as well. Send one of
yourflightsto find Kre'fey and secure the station with the
other two."

"Yes, sir."

"We'reall countingonyou, Colonel."

Areyou sureyou aren'tjust trying to get me out ofthe ac-
tion? shewondered. The numbers looked pretty even to her,
sincethe massjump afew minutes before. What wasWedge
soworried about?

That wasn't her concern, she decided. She had her orders.
Itwasn't thefirst time she hadn't liked them; it wouldn't be
thelast.

Shechangedfrequencies. "Twins, wej ustgot new orders.
Scimitars, you'reonyour own. Good luck."

"Copy, Twin One."

"Twins, follow my lead." She led the squadron straight
up from the plane of the ecliptic and then made a hard
break for open space.

"We'rerunning, Colonel ?" Jag asked, the surprise more
than evident in his usually reserved voice.

"Notexactly," shesaid, thoughit felt that way.

"We've got a head start," Eight reported. "Weve got
pursuers,butthey'reprettyfarbehind.”

He should have sent Scimitar, she thought. A-wings are
fagter.

"They'll catch up, Eight," shesaid. " Beforethey do, | want
some distance from the fleets. Were splitting up. Jag, as
soonaswe're out of range of that interdictor, you'retaking
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Five and Six to the coordinates I'm sending you. Well cover
you until you've madethe jump."”

"Jump, Colonel?'

"Yes. | don't know how secure this channel is, and I'm
sure somebody's paying a lot of attention to us just now.
Make the jump and contact your superior there. Tell him
itsal go. Do you understand?"

"Copy. What about you?"

"Weve got another job to do."

"Understood," Jag said.

They werenearly clear tojumpwhenthefirst of the skips
closed to firing distance.

"Okay," she said. "Let's give them the distance to jump.
Good luck, Four."

"Copy." Jag didn't sound happy. She sighed and switched
to aprivate channel.

"Jag, | need someone | can rely on, someone with com-
mand experience. Can you do this, or not?"

"I don't likeiit. | don't like leaving you behind."

"Then go do your job and hurry back, okay?"

"Yes, Colond."

Plasma bursts started whipping past her. "No more time
totalk,” shesaid. "Go."

Sherolled to port and came around. Two skipswerefol-
lowing doseon Three. She droppedin behind oneand started
firing, meanwhilejinkingtoconfuseher ownpursuer. Shehit
one of her targets with atorp and flew straight into the ex-
panding mass of plasma and coral. When she couldn't see
anything, she pulled onthe gtick, arcing up and back—

Anddroppedin behind her tail. Grimly shegot himinher
sights. She dipped a few shots through his void defenses,
but apparently none hit anything important, because he
continued on after Jag and hiswingmates, firing constantly.

She had picked up two more on her tail, and her wing-
mateswere busy elsawhere. The X-wing rocked asitsshields
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took a heavy hit, and for a moment she lost the skip in her
sights. Cappie squealed.

Theskipwasgoingto catch Jag before hejumped.

Shefiredher last torpedo and escorted it in with stutter-
fire. A void appeared and the torp exploded before being
sucked in, as it was programmed to do. Her laserfire riddled
theskip, which eruptedinto an expanding ring of ions.

Two more were coming up from the side. She wasn't
going to be able to hold them al back.

ThenJag and hiswingweregone.

Take care, Jag, she thought.

She cut hard starboard and under horizon, now more
concernedabout theskipsbehind herthananyinfront. She
nearly ran into one she hadn't seen. He was right in her
sights, and shelet him haveit. The skip didn't explode, but
itrolled off, obviously injured.

"I'vegotyou, Twin Leader," Eight said.

Two explosions behind her, and she was suddenly clear
again. Theoddswerestartingtoeven.

"Formup," shesaid. "Wehaveto stay together, or they'll
pick us off." Nine, in particular, was a long way from the
fight. "Nine, that meansyou, too."

"Sorry, Colondl. Can't do anything about it. I've lost an
engine and my stabilizersare shot."

"Hang on, then, we're coming for you."

But it was only a few seconds later when his X-wing
flashed out, struck by fire from three coral skippers.

Shewatched, feelinghollow and numb. Then sheshook it
off—they were even more outnumbered now than before,
and sherealized Wedgehad beenright. Shesaw onthelong-
range scannersthat even more skipswere coming her way,
these slingshoting around the interdictor.

We'll be lucky ifany of us survives.

Shenolonger felt so bad about leaving the main battle.
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She could seethe Golan now. It was till alongway away,
near the edge of Bilbringi's wide asteroid belt.

"Let's take 'em through the rocks, people."

Moments later, they were dodging asteroids from the sze
of pebbles to genuine monsters. They forged in deep, and
dingshotted skips changed course to follow. Most had the
common sense to dow down when they saw where they
were going. A few didn't, and Jaina had the satisfaction of
seeing them pulverized against oversized rocks. Strangely,
Jaina began to relax—this was what Twin Suns did bes,
fighter-to-fighter combat indodgy circumstances. Theyam-
mosks handling the big fight had clearly cut these fellows
loose to battle on their own. Bad for them.

Another advantage was that X-wing shields repelled the
small agteroids. Yuuzhan Vong voids actually attracted
them. It wasn't a huge problem for the Y uuzhan Vong, be-
cause any space rock smal enough to be attracted by the
pinpoint singularities could aso be eaten, but if they hit a
big one, the singularities sometimes stuck themto it. Sothe
Twins flew tight, dodging in and out, |etting the skips elimi-
nate themselves.

Jaina's optimism grew stronger, but she knew thevictory
was more illusion than anything ese. They still had to reach
the Golan station and bring it on-line—if they could outrun
the twenty skips till after them, which didn't seem likely,
even with them dowing down to get through the asteroids.
If they really pushed it, they might get therewith afew sec-
ondsto spare, whichwouldn't give them time to do much of
anything with the station, assuming the antique still worked.
It was nowhere near the shipyard, so it probably hadn't
been used since the days of the Empire. The guns and every-
thing else useful had likely been scavenged while she was
still in diapers.

She clicked her comm. "Okay, Twins, here's what we're
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going to do. Our primary objectives were to see if the sta-
tion is operational and to bring it on-line if it was. | don't
think General Antilles figured on half the fleet following us
out here, though. We're going to get there a few seconds
ahead of them. The rest of you will cover me while | enter
the docking bay, then you're going to punch to the outer
system.”

"Areyousayingwe'resupposedtoleaveyou, Sticks?"

"With any luck, they won't ssemedropin. They'll think
| jumped with the rest of you."

"Withall duerespect, Colond, that'scrazy," Two said.

"Genera Antillesneedsto know thestatusof thisstation,
and he needs to know soon. If any of you can think of a
better plan, tell me now."

"Same plan, but one of us stays behind," Three said. "It
doesn't make sense it being you, Colond."

It makes plenty of sense, Jaina thought. / won't send any
ofyou onwhat'sprobably a suicidemission.

Shedidn'tsay that, though.

"It'stheway it's happening," Jainasaid. "Thelast thing |
need right now is an argument.”

"Y es, Colondl. Understood."

She had it about right—the skips were just catching up
when they reached the station. The others fell into com-
bat formations. She pretended to, and even squeezed off a
couple of shots before making her run for the docking bay.
She'd picked up a couple of friends by then, however. Three
was right behind them, but there were four skips on her.
Jaina'sheart sank. Itwasn'tgoingtowork. Evenif shemade
thedockingbay, they weregoingtonotice.

Shewasgrimly reachingtoturnwhenher cockpit strobed
in aflash of green light, and another.

Inher headpiece, TwinsEightand Ninewerecheering.

Jaina made her turn and saw why. Gigantic beams of
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coherent light were pumping from the station'sturrets, day-

ging skips asif they were practice targets.
Better yet, she saw the sudden blue sheen of shidds.
"Colond," Three said, "it'sjust ahunch, but I'd say you
can tell Genera Antilles the station is operational .”

TWENTY-FIVE

In the night, Nom Anor felt the villip move against his
chest, signaling an incoming communication. He lay qui-
etly, wondering if he could leave the rock shelter unob-
served. The Jedi dept lightly, and so did Harrar—besides,
despite the fact that they hadn't seen any animals more dan-
gerous than a dhillith, the older Jedi insisted on keeping
watches, and Tahiri was onwatch at the moment. Hisown
shift would begin in a few hours—why couldn't the signal
have come then?

Cursing silently, helay there until the villip ceased quiv-
ering, but did not deep again. Shimrradid not liketo beig-
nored or delayed, and excuses rarely got one far with the
Supreme Overlord. He felt his last, best chance a recon-
ciliation dlipping from him.

If he could kill Tahiri without waking the others. ..

Yes, and ifawish was a dha'eh, the maw luur would all
bechoked.

S0 he stayed there, trying to keep his muscles from
twitching.

When at last hiswatch arrived and he took Tahiri's place
on the outjut above the cave, he gill dared not reply to the
other end of the connection until enough time had passed
that hecould berelatively certain shewasad eep.

Finaly, more than an hour after he took the post, he
climbed a little higher up the hill to be sure he was out of
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earshot of anyonewho might be awake, and onceagainun-
sealed the bag and stroked the creatureto life.

For long moments, nothing happened, but then a face ap-
peared, ahideous, distorted face.

With a faint shock he realized it was Shimrra's jester,
Onimi.

"Nom Anor," the jester burbled. "Nom Anor, Nom
Anor, your reputation we deplore, the bumbling failed
executor—"

"I must speak with Shimrra,” Nom Anor whispered
fiercely. "Quickly, beforeour enemiesdiscover us."

"Our enemies?’ Onimi burbled. "What fortresswill we
ever stand intogether, ever, whether, sever again?”

"Tdl him it concerns Zonama Sekat. Tel him—" The
face suddenly melted, and a new, infinitely more terrifying
one took its place. Nom Anor shivered, and for an instant
he wanted to crush the villip, throw it in a deep pool, and
return to hisrole as Prophet.

He thought about his disciples, his diseased, pathetic,
gullible—

"Nom Anor," the villip growled, unable to actually convey
theprofound, bone-shiveringbassof Shimrra'svoicebut sug-
gestingitwell enough. "Most unworthy and perverseof my
servants. What could you possibly want?"

"Only to serve you, Lord."

"You would have served me best to have given yoursdf
over to sacrifice after the disaster you caused on Ebag
Nine."

"I could not, Great Lord," he said. "l was captured, cap-
tured by theJeedai. | have beentheir captive sincethat time.”

"Indeed. Itwasvery considerate of themtoallowyouthe
use of avillip."

"I secreted it upon my person. It went undiscovered.”

"Then why did you not use it earlier?' the Supreme
Overlordrumbled.
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"I was observed, aways observed. But | have won their
confidence now."

"Enough,” Shimrra snapped. "You mention Zonama
Sekot. That world has been destroyed.”

"It has not, Dread Lord. | am upon it, along with the
shaper Nen Yim and the priest Harrar. They have dlied
withtheJeedai, Lord Shimrra. Againg you. Againgt us."

"Harrar? You would have me take your word that
Harrar isatraitor?’

"Summon him, my lord. Y ou will find him absent from
Y uuzhan'tar, and indeed from Y uuzhan Vong space. Asis
Nen Yim."

For an interminable period, Shimrra said nothing.

"Goon," hefinallysaid.

"With me are aso two Jeedai—Corran Horn, who dew
Shedao Shai, and Tahiri, the one-who-was-shaped." He
took adeep breath. "Lord, L uke Skywalker isaso here, the
chief of them al, and Mara Jade Skywalker."

"On Zonama Sekot." The Supreme Overlord's tone car-
ried an dmost unimaginable tinge of fear.

It almost stopped Nom Anor from going on. But hetight-
ened hisresolve and plunged ahead. "Yes, Dread Lord. They
have come to persuade the planet to join them against us.”

"So. So." Shimrras voice rumbled away. It returned a
moment later. " Y ou know how to reach thisplanet?’

"My villip can be madeto serve as atracer. Y ou may use
Phaa Anor'svillip to find me. A shaper can make the neces-
sary modifications."

"Lead me to Zonama Sekot, Nom Anor, and you will
find thegodssmileonyouagain. 7will smileonyouagain.”

"That is my only wish, Dread Lord. To serve you as |
once did."

"I should hope you will serve me better." Shimrra pauised.
"Based onour past experiences, itwill requireoverwhelming
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forceto destroy this cursed planet. Much of our fleet ispres
ently engaged. Indeed, | consider it possible, Nom Anoi;;
that you may yet be a traitor trying to lure my fleet thereso o
theinfidelscan take Y uuzhan'tar."

"No fleet is necessary, Dread Lord. There is an Imperid
frigate above this planet, and doubtless Skywalker hasa
ship. Send one ship to deal with them, and alanding craftto
find me. Thatisall that isrequired.”

"Fool," Shimrragrunted. "The problem is not with in-
fidel ships, but with the planet itself."

"The planet will not present a problem, Lord Shimrra. 1
have the means to sabotage it. By the time your ships arive
here, it shall be occupied with its own death."

TWENTY-3 X

Jaina's comm registered a hail, not on the battle frequen-
cies. She switched over.

"Thereyou are," avoice on the other end said.

"Yes," Jainareplied. "Thanksfor the assist just now. But
if you don't mind my asking, who inthe galaxy isthis?'

"My name is Erli Prann," he replied. "I'm in charge of
this battle station.”

"You redlize you're in Yuuzhan Vong-held space, and
have been for along time."

"Yes. It'salong story. What's going on out there?"

"Just what it looks like. We're retaking Bilbringi. But
things haven't gone exactly according to plan, and the gen-
eral sent me out to see if this station is till operational.
Looks like it is"

"It'sin pretty good shape," Prann said proudly. "We'd be
glad to be of any assistance we can. If you want to come
aboard, I'll show you what we've got.”

"That's great," Jaina said. "Just assign me a berth."

"What about the rest of your pilots?"

"Thereare till Vong out there. | expect they'll be headed
thisway after that display you just put on. | think I'll keep
them out there to help with the defense.”

"Copy," Prann said. "Come on in. Berth Seven—you'll
seethebeacon."



216 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

Jainadipped her X-winginto the docking bay withouta
mishap. She waited as the doors closed and the area outside
waspressurized, then unseal ed her cockpit and stepped out
onto the deck. The bay was massive, but her ship wasthe
only one she saw. It looked a little lonely in all that space
On the far end she noticed a lot of carbon scoring onthe
walls, asif there had been an explosion of fire.

"Welcome aboard!"

Jainalooked over to see her reception committee—two
humans and a Rodian, al wearing the uniform of theold
Bilbringi defense force—dark blue slacks and military-style
blue jackets over gold-colored shirts.

Themale human, afellow she guessed to be about asold
asherfather, withhairthat might haveoncebeenredbuthad
faded to auburn and silver, came forward with his hand out.

"I'm Lieutenant Prann," he said as he shook her hand.
"We spoke a moment ago. These are my associates, Zam
Ghanol and Hiksri Jith."

Ghanol was the other human, an older wiry woman with
gray hair and a crooked nose. Jith was the Rodian. Both
shook her hand.

Prann flashed her a big smile. "I really can't say how
glad we are to see you—" He glanced a her insignia
"—Colonel?. . ."

"Solo," she replied.

"Solo? Not the one from the hol 0s? Jaina Sol0?"

" 'Fraid 0" she replied. "And | hate to be rude, but
could we cut straight to the situation? | need to assess this
station and report to General Antillesassoon aspossible.”

"Of course," Prann said. "It's just such a surprise and
such an honor. If you'll follow me, please?"

"If you don't mind me asking, Lieutenant Prann, whatin
blazes are you people doing here?"

He uttered ashort chuckle. " | suppose that doesrequirea
little explanation, doesn't it? We were part of a crew snt

THE FINAL PROPHECY 217

out here to overhaul the station." He paused as the turbolift
came and they stepped into it. "Y ou might have noticed it's
wayouthere."

"Yes" Jainasaid. "l waswondering about that."

"In fact, we didn't know it was here for years. It was
cloaked, you see"

"Cloaked?"

"Y ep. Thetheory isthat Grand Admiral Thrawn cloaked
it for somereason, back when he cloaked al of those aster-
oids to blockade Coruscant. It showed up missing in the
later inventory, but nobody could find it. When a Y uuzhan
Vong invasion looked imminent, however, we wanted every
advantagewecouldget, of course. Oneof thebrassguessed
it might be cloaked and sent us out herewith an old crystal
grav-trap to find it. As you can see, we did, but—our bad
luck—theinvasion started whilewewereout here. Wehad
taken the cloak down, but didn't have the shields working.
Aflightof skips came out here and pretty much fried our
transport—you may have noticed the damageto the dock-
ing bay."

Jainanodded. Thelift opened, and Prann gesturedfor her
to step out into the fire control area, where several other
sentientswaited—two morehumans, aTwi'lek, aBarabel,
and aToydarian. Over banks of controls, through abroad
viewport, she could seethe distant battle as a series of tiny
winkinglights. Theseemingsmallnessof itdidn'tfool her—
alot of people were dying back there. It made her itchy to
besofaraway.

"Anyway," Prann went on, "we managed to get one of
theturbol aserson-lineand theshiel dsup. Wegunned down
the skipsand put the cloak back on—it wasthe only thing
we could think of to do. Therewas awholefleet out there.
The Vong apparently thought we'd gone to hyperspace—
seems they don't know Golans don't usually come equi pped
forthat."
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"But that was more than ayear ago," Jaina said.

"You're telling me. We've just been waiting, tinkering
with the station. Everything works fine, by now, at let
those things we had the parts to fix. This thing has a terific
power core—had to, to run the shield for so long. We
floated a small probe out on an insulated cable so we could
see what was going on, which as you've probably guesad
wasn't much that was helpful to our situation—just the
Vong setting up shop."

Hisgrinbroadened. "Thismorning, though, we swept and
saw your fleet. We dropped the field, hoping you would ot
us. Wevegot limited sublight communications, but no hyper-
wave or HoloNet." Hegrinned again. "And hereyou are."

It was about then that Jaina understood something was
wrong. Thefeelinginthe Forcethat shetook asrelief atthe
end of a long, dangerous isolation was there, but seething
beneath it was something hungry.

Shewasreaching for her lightsaber when something hit
her, hard. Her hand, midway to her weapon, suddenly re-
fused to obey her commands, and the room spun dizzily.
She tried to focus and use the Force, but the dizzinessgot
worse, and she was vaguely aware that her legs werent
holding her up anymore. She didn't feel the deck when she
hit it, but she had a strange view of boots and legs moving
her way. She heard faraway sounds that resembled thunder,
but which she understood to be speech. Then—

Then she woke, strapped down to a table with some sort |
of webbing, her head pounding, and everything till doing a
dow spin.

"Sorry about that," she heard Prann say. "Sonics leave |
you with a terrible hangover without the benefit of ever
havingthefun."

He was standing a meter away. The Toydarian dood
across the room with a blaster trained on her.
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"I hear Toydarians are more resistant than most species
to Jedi mind tricks," Prann said. "l hope we don't have to
test that. I'd liketo see all of uswalk out of this healthy."

"Prann, what's going on?" she managed. "Who are you
really?"

"Oh, that name'sas good as any."

"Whatareyou, PeaceBrigade?"

His eyebrows squinted together. "Colond Solo," he said,
"now you're hurting my feelings. That pathetic bunch of
collaborationists?Hardly. I'maliberator."

"Of what?"

"Technology, actually."

"Ah," Jainasaid. "Y ou're athief and asmuggler."

Prann shrugged his shoulders. "What | do is more like
emergency salvage. | haven't taken anything the Vong
wouldn'thavedestroyedanyway. Remember Duro?Wegot
some good stuff there, in hit-and-run raids after New Re-
public forces pulled out. If we hadn't it would have been
wasted. TheVong sureweren't going to useit.”

Her head was starting to clear. "So you came here after
theVong took Bilbringi?"

"Nope, thisjob was a little different. Most of my story
was true—except that it was Ve, here, who discovered the
missing station in the shipyard databanks. I'd heard a story
that oneof the Golansdi sappeared right beforethe New Re-
public forces invaded. A few of us got jobs in the shipyards,
and Ve managed to diceintothe old Imperial records." He
beamed. "One of the best dicersinthe business.”

"Ah, just average," the Toydarian replied. Hedidn't take
hisgaze off Jaina.

"He's very modest,” Prann added. "Anyhow, he found
an old encryption that suggested the station had been
cloaked—apparently Thrawnwaskeepingitinreserveasa
little surprise, but when Thrawn died the station was log,
because he obviously didn't sharetheinformation with his
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command structure. We were able to reckon a gengrd |
sector and calculate for drift and then we sort of—urn—
borrowed a crystal grav-trap detector from the Bilbringi
dry docks to find it. After that, the story is more or lessthe
one | already told you."

"Sowhat do youwant withme?" Jainaasked. "Why did
you stun me?"

"Wéll, frankly, Colond Solo, | don't want anything from
you, especially trouble. But | need to borrow some parts
from your X-wing."

"You can't al escapein a single X-wing."

"No, we can't. We're going to escape in the stationitself."

"Come again?' Jaina said. "l thought you said it isnt
equipped with hyperdrive."

"No, | said Golans aren't usually equipped with hyper-
drive. This one wasnt, either. But how do you think we
were planning on sal vaging a space station without the Bil-
bringi authorities noticing?"

"Y ou brought your own drive," Jaina realized.

"Yes. We almost had it installed when the V ong showed
up and torched our transport. Unfortunately, the motivator
was till on the transport. No motivator, no hyperdrive."
He held his palms out. "So—we've been waiting."

"You can't use an X-wing motivator to jump a station
this size," Jaina pointed out.

"No, but we can cobble one together from seven."

Jainajerked at thewebbing. "L eavemy squadronaone!"

"Hey, calm down," Prann said. "They'reall okay. Wehit
them with ion beams, hauled them in with tractor beams,
and stunned them with sonics. And that wasn't easy—not
with the Wookiee and that crazy Twi'lek. Look, I'm not
trying to make any enemies, here."

Jainacould only stare at himintheface of such anabsurd
statement.

"We were hoping you would al dock," he continued,
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"and make the whole thing easier, but we've been working
out contingenciesfor awhile now. Not alot elseto do here,
youknow."

"Look, Prann," Jaina said, "Genera Antilles needs this
battle station.”

Prann laughed. "I'm sorry, Colonel, but we've al in-
vested alittletoo muchinthisbaby tojust handit over to be
destroyed. Do you know how much | can get for the cloaker
alone?No, forgetit. Inafew hourswe'll be ready tojump.
Meanwhile, we've put the cloak back on."

"Andwhat about me?"

"You'reabit of aproblem. | know enough about you to
know that the longer | keep you around, the better the
chanceyou'll beableto usethose Jedi powers of yoursto—
well, I don't know, do I, and that's the problem. On the
other hand, | don't want tokill Han Solo's daughter. | mean,
| respect the guy, and | know he's already been through a
lot."

"You're just afraid he would hunt you down and kill
you," Jainasaid.

"Y eah, that, too. Look, I'm a businessman—thisis busi-
ness. Once we've got the hyperdrive working and jump out
of here, welll put you all off someplace safe—with your
starfighters. Okay?"

"No," Jaina said, "not okay. Who are you going to sell
your cloaker to, Prann? The Vong? Because they're going to
bethe only onesaround to buy it if you don't help ushere."

"That's a little dramatic, don't you think?" Prann said.
"I mean, there's still plenty of market for this sort of thing
in the Corporate Sector—heck, in lots of places. A small
planetary government is what I'm looking for, one afraid
they'll soon need negotiating power. If this battle here goes
sour, it'll only make the market that much better.”

"Until there is no market," Jaina snapped. "Until the
Vong have everything, because Huttoads like you are il
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trying to make a profit rather than doing what they canto
help uswin."

Prann’s smile vanished. "We sat out here for ayear sur-
rounded by Vong," he said angrily, "in constant fear that
they wouldfind us. Sure, they can't see uswhenwehavethe
cloak on, but we can't see them either. Every singletimewe
pushed out the probe we al got the shakes. And who knew
what the V ong havethat might detect us at any second? Do
you know what it's like to be surrounded by that kind of
pressure every day for ayear and not be able to do asngle
thing about it?" His face was getting redder, and his voice
was rising. "After what we've been through—sister, you
can keep your platitudes. I'm taking this station, I'm sdling
it, and I'm going to take my share and retire to some little
backwater so far away the Vong won't reach it in my life
time and sip cool drinks on a hot beach."

"There's no place that far away," Jaina said.

"I'mwilling to look," Prann replied.

Jaina focused the Force on the Toydarian. "He's crazy,"
shetold the Toydarian. "Stun him and help me out of this."

The Toydarian blinked, looked briefly confused, and
then laughed.

Prann smiled, too, his tirade apparently over. "So it's
true, then. Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to
help get thosemotivatorscoupledtogether. Ve, I'vechanged
my mind. Take her to fire control and watch her there. |
can't gpare you just to be aguard during this. Just—keep an
eye on things, and don't et her talk to anyone.”

"I want to see my pilots," Jaina said.

"After we've made the jump,” Prann told her. "Not
before."

With that he left the room.

TWENTY-SEVEN

"Nothing," Corran grumbled, folding down to rest on a
log. "I must have looked for ten kilometersin every direc-
tion, and there's no sign of natives."

"Maybe there aren't that many," Tahiri said, reaching up
to pick an oblong fruit with a serrated corona of leaf at the
top. They had dubbed it a pingpear, and it was one of the
eight fruits that Nen Yim had identified as edible and nutri-
tious. Since their food stores were limited, Corran had in-
sisted that they eat native food when possible. The gathering
expeditions also gave them an opportunity to talk away
from the Yuuzhan Vong without leaving them too long
unobserved.

"Or maybe we had the misfortune to crash inthe one un-
inhabited region they have left,"” Corran said. "It doesn't
matter—wecan't stay hereforever. I've beentrying to think
of away to attract the attention of that Imperia frigate, if
nothingelse."

" Any thoughts on how to go about that?"

Henodded. "Yes. I'll haveto go to the one place |'ve been
avoiding."

"Oh. The giant hyperdrive."

"Right."

"Which you don't want the Y uuzhan VVong to know is a
giant hyperdrive because you're afraid it will disillusion
them somehow."

223
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"You get two marks," Corran said. " But it'sthe only sgn
of civilization around. There might be someone tending it.
Failing that, there might be other things—a hyperwave, for
instance, or even a subspace transceiver. And Harrar's been
after meto check it out, anyway."

"How do you think helll react when he finds out what
itis?"

"You tell me."

She thought about that for a moment, trying to recal
how she had felt when she'd gone to the top of theridge a
few daysbefore.

She held up the pingpear. "It's like discovering a perfect
piece of fruit has a nasty worm in it—after you've already
taken afew bites."

Corran nodded. "That'swhat | figured. Still, we have to
do something, and | can't imagine he'd let me go without
him, not as curious as he's been about it."

"How far away do you think it is?"

"I eyeball it at about twenty klicks."

"Yeah, that'swhat | figured, too," Tahiri said. "So when
do we start?*

"We don't," Corran replied. "Harrar will go with me. |
need you to stay and look after the other two."

"Again? I'm sick of baby-sitting. Don't you trust them
yet? They're completely moon-eyed over this place, both of
them. Harrar is the one we ought to worry about."

"1 doworry about Harrar. That'swhy I'm keeping an eye
on him. But the other two—they're till the enemy, Tahiri.
No matter how well we seem to be getting along with them
asindividuals, we can't lose sight of the fact that our goals
might be quite different.”

"I understand that. It's just that Nen Yim and the
Prophet are boring. All they doispoke at bugs and twigsall
day. Why don't you let me go and you stay here, if you think
someone has to?"
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"Becausethisis how | want it, that's why. Brush up on
your meditation technique and practice your lightsaber
footwork."

"That'sall I've been doing for the past week."

"Well, lifeis hard," Corran said, more sarcastically than
he needed to. "Sometimes you actually have to spend a
week without going into battle. I'm sure you can handleit.”

"Yes, gir," Tahiri replied, unenthusiastically. She felt a
knot of hurt and resentment in her belly. Why was Corran
treating her thisway? Couldn't he see it hurt?

"So Harrar and | will start in the morning," he went on.
"It shouldn't take usmorethan aday or aday and ahalf of
walking, but | can't say how long it will be before | figure
outif there'sanythinguseful there—maybeanhour, maybe
days. | need you to stay alert here."

"For what? Vicious fruit?"

Corran looked up, his eyes sharp. "I don't know," he
said. "Butthelonger we'rehere, theitchier | feel ."

"Maybe you're bored, too."

"It's more than that. I've got a bad feeling about this
wholedeal. Butthere'snothing | candoaboutit until | have
some way to contact Luke."

"Ifhe'sdtill here.”

"I think heis. | get occasional glimpses."

"Sodol," Tahiri said, "especidly of Jacen. But the Force
doesn't care how far away they are. They could be back on
MonCalamari."

"That's not how it feels," Corran said. "Y ou're going to
haveto trust I've learned athing or two over the years."

The angry tone startled her. "Corran, | know you're a
more experienced Jedi than | am."

"Nottheimpressionyougive."

"I'msorry if I—" The knot, growing since she had first
seen him again, exploded. She felt warmth on her face and
realized to her utter shame that she was crying.
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"Sometimes| don't expressmyself very well, | think," she
said. "l mean, I'vejust integrated two personalities. | don't
have this al worked out yet."

"Hey, easy," Corran murmured. "l misunderstood you,
that'sall.”

"No, no—Corran, you're my hero. Ever since that time
when you and Anakin and |I—I thought we were friends,
andthen—" She stopped. Shewasjust sounding stupid.

" Look, Tahiri—"

"I need more training," she blurted out. "Specia train-
ing. Can't you see that? Why haven't you ever offered—I
mean you know so much more than | do ..." She trailed
off, both horrified and relieved that she hadfinaly saidiit.

Hejust stared at her for asecond. "l never imaginedyou
wanted anything like that from me."

"Well—" How could someone so smart be so stupid?
"Why wouldn't 1? | need some sort of guidance, Corran. |
might seem like | know what I'm doing, but | don't."

"I'm not a Magter, Tahiri," Corran said gently. "There
are Masters who would be happy to train you."

"You have haf a chance of understanding me," Tahiri
said. "They don't."

"I think you're selling them short."

"Maybe." She thrust her chin out defiantly. "Does that
mean you don't want me?"

"No," Corran said. "But it's not that smple. We'd have
to ask Master Skywalker. And at the least it meansyou'll
stop talking back and do what | say. Do you understand
that?"

"You meanyou'll take me on?"

"Provisiondly, since there are no Masters around, and
until | get Luke'syes or no on the matter—if you agreeto
those conditions.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "I agree,
then."
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"Good. Then you stay here with Nen Yim and the
Prophet. The end."
Ilokw.ll

Nen Y im examined thething shehad grown. It was, to all
appearances, a qahsa. The differences between it and the
usual item were invisible to the naked eye. She reached for
it, but the faint sound of approaching footsteps gave her
pause.

It wasthe shaped Jedi, of course. Shewas never far from
Nen Yim, always watching. It had been a source of irrita-
tion, at first, but now it seemed somehow less of a bother.
Theyoung human'sinsights had proven valuable, and had
even prompted this experiment.

"Héllo," the shaper said.

"You seemin agood mood," Tahiri replied.

The corners of Nen Yim's mouth turned up. "That may
changeinamoment. I'mabout to try something new. It will
probably fail."

"|sit dangerous?"

"I don't see how it could be, but anything is possible."

"Maybe you should wait until Corran and Harrar get
back," Tahiri suggested.

"They only left afew hours ago," Nen Yim said. "They
couldbegoneindefinitely. | think thisshould besafe."”

Tahiri turned acurious eyetoward the experiment. "What
isit, exactly?Itlookslikeagahsa."

"Itis, sofar asitgoes. But | grew it with modifications."

The Jedi sat crosslegged near her. "What sort of
modifications?"

"Y our talk of the Force binding the life of thisworld and
serving asits means of intercommunication interested me.
And yet, since Y uuzhan Vong life does not appear in the
Force, | could think of no way to test that possibility. How-
ever, it occurred to me that if the ecosystem of thisworld is
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truly self-regulating, it must have some sort of memory—it
needs to know what happened yesterday and last cycleto
plan for tomorrow. Furthermore, that memory must be
shared somehow by all of its constituents.”

"I'mwith you so far."

Nen Yim indicated a ten-legged arthropod she had en-
closed in anurturing membrane. "Even if the memory were
stored at a molecular level, a creature this size could not
possibly carry enough to be useful, so | reason the planet's
central memory core lies elsawhere, but that any living
thing—even a cell—must be able to contact it, perhaps
through this Force of yours.”

"Interesting. And you've found away to test that?"

"I think s0." She glanced up at the young Jedi. "To ex-
plain, | may have to speak of thingsthat will upset you."

Tahiri's eyes narrowed. "This concerns my own shaping,
doesn'tit?"

" es"

"Goon."

"There is a protocol—the protocol of Qah—whichis
used to integrate manufactured or borrowed memoriesinto
the brain tissue of Y uuzhan Vong life. We use it often, mostly
for rather mundane purposes—teaching shipstofly,forin-
stance. But we also useit at times to enhance our own memo-
ries, to gain skills or knowledge without having to learnthem.
Inthe past, on rare occasions, we've used the protocol tore-
place entire personalities.”

"Which is what you tried to do to me."

"Exactly. But the protocol of Qah did not work on your
human tissues, naturally—Y uuzhan Vong and human tissue
are not sufficiently compatible for that. So instead we used
your own brain cellsto create asort of human Qah cell, but
filled with' Y uuzhanVonginformation. It wasahybrid cel."

"And that worked," Tahiri said.
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"Correct,” Nen Yim said. "In terms of your brain tissue,
you are quite literally half Y uuzhan Vong. We did not im-
plant merely memories, but aso the cellsthat carried them.”

Tahiri's eyes narrowed. Nen Yim had learned that was a
Sgn of danger.

"Doyou want meto stop?"' she asked.

"No. | mean, yes, but it's like picking a scab. In fact,
there's something I've been meaning to ask you.”

"1 attend," Nen Yim said, cautioudly.

"I needto know—wasthere areal Riina?'

Nen Yim blinked. What an interesting question—~but of
course shewould be curious about that. *1'm surethere must
have been," she said. "The name was probably changed—
names are easy to change—but the details of your child-
hood undoubtedly camefromareal person. Such memories
might be generated, | suppose, but there would be no
reason to when they could be donated by any living Y uu-
zhan Vong."

"lsshe—dead?"

"I'venoidea. Mezhan Kwaad supplied thememory data.
Only she could know who the donor was—and of course,
she'sinnopositiontotell you." Her tendrilscurled with cu-
riosity. "Didittruly work?Y ouremember beinginacreche,
andsoon?’

Tahiri nodded. "Somethingslike crystal, others muddier.
| remember once, my creche-mates—Ploh and Zhul—we
took one of the scrubbing korsks and put it in the com-
munal food area. It—"

"Ate al the i'fii," Nen Yim finished, feeling a strange
twisting in her.

"Yes," Tahiri said. Shefrowned. "How did you know?"

"Do you remember an incident involving a damaged
fightingn'amiq?”

"|—wait. Y ou mean those lizard-bird thingsthewarriors
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used tofight against each other?1 ... | found one once. One
of thewarriorshad abandoneditinthegrand vivariumbe-
cause it wouldn't fight. It was injured and | nursed it back to
health. Then one of my creche-matestook it and fought it-
| got there in time to see it die. It was torn to shreds. |
thought it kept looking at me, pleading for help.”

The chill deepened.

"What's wrong?"* Tahiri asked.

Nen Yim sighed. "Those are my memories."

Tahiri stared at her for along moment without speaking,
asif trying to see through her skin. Nen Yim wasglad for
that, because she had to collect her own thoughts. Median
Kwoad, shethought, may the gods devour you twiceaday.

Tahiri finally dropped her lids over her green eyes. She
seemed to be trying to compose herself.

Or perhapsshewasabouttokill NenYim. Thethought of
her onetime tormentor sharing the same childhood memories
might well betoo muchfor her.

But when Tahiri looked back up, her gaze held only curi-
osity. "Whatever happened to Ploh?" she asked.

Relief spread down Nen Yim's backbone. "She wasas
signed to Belkadan, and killed there," shereplied.

"AndZhul?"

"Zhul isan adept ontheworldship Baanu Ghezk, and so
far as| know iswell."

"Andtheyoungwarrior whowatched our dormitoriesin
primary shaping?'

We, Nen Yim noted. She said we, as if. .. "Killed taking
Y uuzhan'tar. They say hedied bravely, crashingintoanin-
fidel ship even as hisown disintegrated.”

Tahiri rubbed her forehead. "Hewasnice," shesaid.

"Yes, if such can be said of awarrior.”

"As if | wasn't confused enough,” Tahiri murmured.
"Now | findout | havefriendson both sidesof thewar who
died. Maybe | even killed one of them.”
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Nen Yimdidn't have aresponseto that.

"I have alot of questions to ask you," Tahiri said. "But
now isn't the time. | need—I need to absorb this”

"Asdo 1.1 knew no more than you."

Tahiri looked up. "I forgave you, you know. Even before
| knew this."

"I didn'task for that."

"I know."

"But I'm glad.”

For another stretched moment, they sat together. Tahiri
wasthefirst to spesk.

"Uh... youwere telling me about the gahsa.”

Nen Yim nodded, happy to return to a subject she could
getagrip on. "l extracted nerve cellsfrom Sekotan life and
modified them as your cells were modified. It was an esser
task, because Sekotan life is genetically similar to our own. |
hope, through them, to gain access to the memories of this
world, as| might accessagahsa.”

"But if those memories are transmitted through the Force,
andY uuzhanVonglifeisoutsidethe Force—"

"Consider, Tahiri. Your brain contains Y uuzhan Vong
implants. Y et you still senseand usetheForce.”

"Yed" Tahiri said. "And when my persondities were in-
tegrating, Riina used a lightsaber, like aJedi.” She peered at
thegahsa. "Sothiscouldwork."

"It could. If one of the many assumptions I've made
doesn't turn out to be false. But | suppose now | shall se"

"Maylwatch?"

"l would behonored.”

Nen Yim hesitated no longer, but reached for the gahsa
andjoined withit.

For an instant, there was nothing, and then the world
seemed to shatter. Images and dataroared through her mind,
stars and vacuum, the feel of life on her skin, the tear of wind
across her polar regions. Fedings—fear, pain, despair, joy, dl
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on a scale that dwarfed the tiny Y uuzhan Vong brain trying
to interpret it. The images came faster, running together
burningin her, casting light into every corner of her brain.

Please, dow down, this will kill me, and I will mm
understand.

It was something like trying to access the eighth cortex,
but both less painful and, she understood, more dangerous.
Her thoughtsweredisintegrating under the onslaught. Nen
Yimwasvanishing. Something e sewashollowing her out.
A god was eating her from the inside.

Nen Yim clasped the gahsa and a look of vast surprise
twisted her features. Then her body jerked strangely and
shefell over, convulsing, thegahsastill gripped betweenher
fingers.

"Nen Yim!" Tahiri cried, starting forward. She reached
to help her, to pull thething from her hands, but stopped.

Shedidn't know what was happening. Anything shedid
might make it worse.

Of course if she did nothing, Nen Yim might die, she
thought, as the shaper's convulsions grew more and more
violent.

Carefully, she reached out in the Force. Nen Yim herself
wasablank date, asusual, butinthe gahsa, somethingwas
happening. It was buzzing and humming with power-
Tahiri could feel the flow of it from al around her, amillion
voices speaking at once.

Black blood beganto dribblefrom Nen Yim'snostrils.

Okay, Tahiri thought. / have to do something. Breaking
Nen Yim's bond with the gahsa couldn't make thingsworse-
itwas already killing her.

She reached for the gahsa, hoping the Force would
guideher.

When she touched it, a world struck her down.
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Suddenly, the stream of sight and smell and tactile data
dowed and distilled. The noise dropped away, and Nen Yim
found herself in the middle of a quiet moment, a totality
rather than a sequence.

She found herself understanding.

And sheknew the secret of Zonama Sekot.

Shefdlt like laughing and crying at once.

When Tahiri came to, Nen Yim was daubing her fore-
head with some sort of damp tissue. It smelled minty.

"What happened?" she mumbled through a tongue that
felt like a bloated grysh-worm. Her head hurt. Her whole
body hurt.

"I'm not certain,” the shaper admitted. "When | ceased
contactwith... whenitwasover, | found you unconscious.”

"1wastrying to help you. | touched the gahsa, and there
wasthis light—that's all | remember." Her eyes held con-
cern. "Are you okay?"

NenYimnodded. "Asl have never been."

"S0you made contact with Zonama Sekot?"

Tahiri'swords seemed dow, after what Nen Yim had just
been through. The whole world seemed dow, and won-
derful. "Not with the living consciousness, no," she said. "l
think you are correct—one must have some connection to
the Forcefor that. But the memories—the memories alone
nearly overwhelmed me." She stood. "I must beg your in-
dulgence. | must meditate now. But | think—I believe | have
thesolution.”

"Towhat?"

Nen Yim felt her mouth pull in an unaccustomed smile.
She till felt asiif in a dream. "Everything that concerns us,"
shesaid.
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Nom Anor drew himself quietly deeper into the forest aove
the cave. Neither of the femal eshad noticed him. Fromhis
angle he couldn't see them, but hed heard most of ther
conversation. If only he'd understood more of it.

What did Nen Yim mean when she said that she had
learned the secret of Zonama Sekot?

Ashewatched, theshaper walkedintoview, carryingher
gahsa, and then out of view again, into the deep bolesof the
bottomland.

Tahiri did not appear, apparently respecting Nen Yim's
desirefor solitude.

After a moment, Nom Anor sipped up the ridge, traveled
fifty metersor sointhedirection he believed Nen Yimhad
gone, and then descended the hill after her.

Nen Yim gazed at the trees around her, immersed herself
in the lisping of wind through their leaves and the ingstent
purr of insects and chatter of animals. She felt something
tightinherrelax, releaseherinhibitionsandprejudices,and
saw the living world, at last, as alive. Finally she felt hersdlf
asdive.

For so many years, she had been the quintessential ob-
server. Even her actions—eventheextremeactionsthathad
brought her tothisplace—had merely beenintheserviceof
observation. And yet she had never thought of hersdlf as
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part of what she observed, as a piece of the great mystery
that was the world. She was always outside—outside her
people, her caste, her companions.

But now shefelt in the center, as everything wasits own
center, and she was.. . happy.

"It'swhat we always should have been," she murmured
toherself. "Zonama Sekotis—"

"Amlinterruptingyou?"

She shook hersalf from her reverie, and then smiled. It
wastheProphet.

"Youknew al along," she said. "Somehow, you knew all
aong."

"Y ou have discovered something," the Prophet said.

"Something wonderful,” Nen Yimreplied. "I'm eager to
share it with al of you."

"Isit about our redemption?' he asked. To her surprise,
shethought hesounded mildly sarcastic.

"Itis" sheassured him. "And not merely for the Shamed
Ones, but for all of us. But it will not be easy. Shimrrawill
resist the truth.”

"Y ou're beginning to sound like me," the Prophet said.

"I suppose | am," she replied. "But when you know the
truth—"

"Truth is an entirely relative thing," the Prophet said,
stepping alittle closer. "And sometimes not even that." He
reached toward his face.

"Why areyou removing your masquer?'

"If this is the day of revelation, let us all stand before
Zonama Sekot aswetruly are. But you'veinterrupted me. |
was speaking of truth. My truths, for instance, were all
carefully crafted lies."

His voice had harshened as the masquer unpeeled from
hisface. "What?"' sheasked. But thenthe masguer dropped
away to reveal, not the face of a Shamed One, but the per-
fectly normal face of an executor, except that one of his eyes—
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Shegasped, and flung up her shaper'shand. Inaninstant,
the whip-sting hissed from her finger toward the face, but
he was faster, much faster, bringing his arm up so that the
stingdrilled throughit. Hegasped, snarled, and quickly ro-
tated his arm, wrapping the whip-sting around it so she
could not withdraw for another strike.

Then he set hisfeet and yanked her toward him. She saw
the pupil of his eye dilate impossibly wide, and then it it
a her.

Plaeryin bol, she had time to think, before the poison
struck her.

Her muscles contracted instantly, and she felt her heart-
beat roaring in her ears as she thudded to the groundin
what seemed like dow motion. The sounds of the forest
seemed, conversaly, torisein pitch, and she saw everything
as through a distorted sheet of mica Her body flopped until
she was on her back, and she found the executor stand-
ing over her. She could no longer make out the featuresof
his face.

"Know you ..." she managed.

"I'm flattered,” hereplied. "We met only once, | think."

"Why?" Her lips were numb, the words torture to form,
but she knew if she could keep himtalking, the reagentim-
plants in her body would manufacture an antidote to the
toxin. She noticed he had released the sting from hisarm.

"Why?" herepeated, movingaway, apparently searching
for something on the ground. ™Y ou don't have long enough
for me to explain it, my dear.”

"But Zonama Sekot. |... the answer."

"I redly couldnt care less" the fase Prophet sad.
"Y ou've gone mad, you and Harrar. Whatever future you
would launch from here, | don't think it would be onel care
for. Thereis only so much a people can change before they
lose themselves."

"Already . . .lost." She needed to make him understand.
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TheY uuzhan Vong had lost their way long before coming
to thisgalaxy.

"I really don't think that's your judgment to make," the
Prophet said diffidently. She remembered his real name,
suddenly. Nom Anor. "After I'm done with you," he con-
tinued, "Zonama Sekot won't be far behind. You see, you
gave me access to your gahsa, and contrary to what you
probably think, | amwell ableto understand its contents.”

"No. You'remad." Shewasfeeling alittle stronger. Sen-
sation was returning to her extremities. She felt her whip-
sting, trailing on the ground, unretracted.

Hereached down for something and picked it up. A rock.

"Y ou'll haveto excuse meif I'm humble enough to doubt
that a poison of my manufacture will kill you, Nen Yim. You
truly are agenius. You are aterrible lossto our people.”

He came toward her, hefting the rock in one hand. Her
heartbeat blurred into a steady vibration aswith every bit
of strength she had | eft she thrust her sting at him.

He swung the rock down, and something thundered, and
onedde of her head felt huge.

The second blow seemed softer. She saw again the rush of
imagesthat Zonama Sekot had shown her, the beauty of a
worldinharmony, aharmony so sublimethat the Y uuzhan
V ong had no word for it—though once they must have.

She saw the back of her own hand, the normal one, the
one she had been born with. She was suddenly very young,
back in the creche, noticing it for the first time, fascinated
that shecould makethelittlethingsonit move.

Does Tahiri remember this, too? shewondered.

Shewiggledthefingers, trying to guess how they worked.
Shecould not seemto movethemvery much.

Nom Anor gasped as the sting ran him through, but used
the pain to drive the rock into Nen Yim's head a second
time. The forest floor was aready black with blood, and he
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was spattered with it. He could taste it, somehow, though |
he hadn't remembered opening his mouth.

He hit her athird time and fell back, pulling at the thing
inhim, wonderingif shehad managedtokill him, too. He'd
been stupid—he should have killed her more quickly. He
was lucky the plaeryin bol venom worked at all, uponre-
flection. He was never more grateful that he had chosento
replace hislogt implant.

He was relieved to discover the sting had gone through
the meat of his side. She had missed any organs, and he
didn't think the sting was poisoned. $till, it hurt, asdidthe
hole she had made in hisarm. He'd been lucky—if he hadn't
surprised her, things might well have gone very differently.

Ignoring his oozing wounds, he reached down and picked
up the gahsa, examining it with acritical eye. Wasthisher
origina qgahsa, or the thing she had used to contact the
memories of Zonama Sekot? He fervently hoped it wasthe
former, and that she had brought it aong to record her
new discovery. If it was the other one, he would have to
go back to the cave and face Tahiri. That was a very risky
proposition—he would have to take her from behind. He
had only a partly depleted plaeryin bol and a rock, no
match for her Jedi powers and a lightsaber. She could take
his rock from him and club him to death with it fromten
metersaway.

To hisrelief, it was the gahsa he sought—the one Nen
Yim had keyed him to. He took it and left the clearing,
quickly climbing back up the ridge. Over the last few days,
he had stolen the other components he needed to carry out
his plan—the only thing lacking was the protocol itsdf,
which was too complicated to memorize. Now he had it.

Hefaced out toward the gigantic hyperdrive guides. He
dill had chalenges ahead. Therewere dill Corran and Harrar
to deal with, and Tahiri would surely come after him.

And he had little time. In less than a day-cycle, the ships
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sent by Shimrrawould be here. By that time, Zonama Sekot
hadto be dead, or at the very least crippled. Heintended to
seeitdone.

When sundown drew near and Nen Yim hadn't returned,
Tahiri wentlooking for her. She hadn't seenthe Prophetina
while, either, and suddenly worried that Nen Yim's perfor-
mance had been just that—a ruse to create an opportunity
for their departure.

She went in the general direction the shaper had taken.
Aboveher, cloudsweregathering, andthetall borascreaked
inaquickeningwind. Leaveswhirled and danced, and ascent
like eectricity and resin crackled in the humid air.

Shefound Nen Yim in asmall clearing. A trail of blood
showed that she'd crawled a few meters before collapsing.
AsTahiri knelt beside her, she saw the shaper's head was a
messy ruin. Her one remaining eye was still open, however,
if unfocused. Her breath came in faint wheezes.

"NenYim," Tahiri said gently. "Who did this?"

"Prophet. Hes not—" She quivered at the effort of
saying the words. ... Nom Anor."

"Nom Anor?* Tahiri looked quickly around, her hand
grasping for her lightsaber. Nom Anor, the one who had
tried to kill them at Yag'Dhul, had been right under her
nose? A sick chill ran through her.

NenYimshivered and gasped.

"I—I have a medpac back at the camp,” Tahiri said.
"Just hang on, and I'll be back."

"No—I've stayed too long already. | can't—Hethought |
was dead. He's going to kill Sekot. You have to stop him."

"Kill Sekot?'

"Has my gahsa. | brought protocols, in case Sekot was a
danger to us"

"Where'shegone?"
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"He will seek—drive mechanism. The center that con-
trolsit can be sabotaged to make the drive fail cataclysmi-
caly. Probably made-thing drive, if the ship is an example.
Stop him."

"Of course | will. But you have to help me."

"No." Nen Yim'shand cameup. "Leave me here. Let me
become a part of this."

Tears were blurring Tahiri's vision. She wiped them away
with the back of her hand.

"Youareapart of this," shesaid.,

"So are you. And part of me. Don't forget.” Nen Yim
gasped and her body seized. "Wanted to tell you about
Sekot. It'swhat—" But that was the last thing she said. Her
mouth kept working for atime, but no words came out. A
few moments later, her pulse was gone.

Tahiri stood grimly, anger and grief coursingthrough her.
Jacen had said you could draw power from anger without
turning to the dark side. That evil was praxis, not the emo-
tions that drove it.

But there had to be a trick in that. Because what she
wanted most to do at that moment was cut the Prophet's
heart out—and not too quickly.

He would be headed to where Corran and Harrar had
gone. Was Harrar in on this?

Then there would be two hearts to carve.

TWEIVTY-IXIIVIE

Corrangtood gazing up at theimmensemetal vanes, tryingto
imagine the engineering job that had produced them. Now
that they were near, he could see more of the engines—three
vast pits that must be the exhaust vents of ion or even fusion
drives.

It smacked of the Empire, when everything came in
deluxe szes. Was this whole planet some sort of super-
weapon? It had destroyed the better part of a Yuuzhan
Vongfleet, after al, not the easiest thing to do.

"Y ou know what these are, don't you?' Harrar said in
anaccusatory tone. "They look likemade-things.”

Might as well get it over with, Corran thought. "Yes.
These are part of a hyperdrive engine."

" A hyper—theplanet canbemoved?’

"It has been moved. It took the Jedi quite sometimeto
find it because it had left the syssem where it was last
recorded.”

"I see now why you avoided bringing me here,” Harrar
said. "No, don't deny it—it was clear that you wished to
keep this from me for as long as possible.”

"I don't deny that," Corran said. "I thought it might—
cloud the issue of Zonama Sekot."

"Y ou underestimate my ability to reason,” Harrar said.
"Doyouthink all Y uuzhanVong react without considera-
tion? You insult me"
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"I'm sorry," Corran said. "No insult was intended."

Harrar shrugged. "Y ou should have told me sooner, but
you did not. Now | know. The issue is moot—unlessyou
are gill holding information back." He looked out over the
nearest pit. "We move planets," he said. "But we use dovin
basals. Thereisno—how wouldyou say it? Push-back ?"

"Counterreaction,” Corran said.

"Yes. How can a planet stand the stress of the sort of
enginesyou use?'

"Notwithout cogt, | wouldthigk." A suddenthought oc-
curred to him. "Nen Yim mentioned recent mass extinc-
tions. Using this engine may have been the cause of them."

"The danger they were fleeing must have been grea,"
Harrar said.

Corran laughed. Harrar gave him a puzzled look.

"We think they were fleeing you," Corran explained.
"The Y uuzhan Vong."

The priest seemed to absorb that. "Shimrra fears Zonama
Sekot," he said. "Zonama Sekot fears the Yuuzhan Vong.
What can be the explanation?"

"I've no idea."

"Nor do | understand how this planet's consciousness, if
it indeed has one, can countenance this—thing—driven
into its very surface."

" Perhaps Sekat believesthat life and technology canco-
exist peacefully," Corran suggested.

"Perhaps," Harrar said dubiously. "Or perhapstheinfi-
the sentientswho dwell here have endaved the planet and
imposed this technology upon it."

"That's also a possihility," Corran admitted. "But as
Nen Yim might say, we're not going to find the truth by
merely speculating.”

"What was your reason for coming to thisplace, if you
already knew what this was?"

"I'm looking for acommunications device, so | cancon-
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tact the Ferroans or the ship in orbit. Otherwise, we could
be stuck here for avery long time."

"You could have told me that, too," Harrar said. "Did
you think | would object?"

"Tofalling into the hands of the enemy? Maybe."”

"l placed myself in your hands,” Harrar reminded him.
"I trust you have enough honor to make certain we are not
made prisoners, but will be paroled to return to our
people.”

"] promise to do the best | can,” Corran said, "but the
matter might be taken out of my hands. Anyway, are you
sure you want to go back? | doubt that Shimrrawill be very
pleased with you."

"That risk ismine," Harrar said, "and that of the others
if they choose to take it. | feel that you would do the same in
my place, Corran Horn."

"Probably."

Harrar searched about with his gaze. "Where do we look
for this communications device of yours?"

"1 don't know. | figurethere must be some sort of mainte-
nance access to the hyperdrive core. I'm hoping we'll find
something—or someone—there. If not, I'm fresh out of
ideas."

"Where should we look? Down one of those pits?’

Corran chuckled wryly. " Climb down the exhaust vent of
an engine big enough to move a planet? No, thanks. It
should be someplace obvious, say at the base of one of these
vanes.

They found that access with relatively little trouble—a
large metallic dome was half buried in rock about twenty
meters from the northernmost tower. Corran could see that
thetop was built to open so that large parts and equi pment
could be shuttled in and out. A more modest ground-level
entrance wouldn't open for them, but Corran was able to
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solve that little problem after a few minutes with his light-
saber. He hoped the Ferroanswould go easy onvandals, if
they had good cause.

Within, they found an enormous shaft plunging straight
down toward the planet's core. Faint track lights illumi-
nated the floor as they entered.

"The maintenance area will be down there," Corran
said, gesturing down the shaft. "This could take awhilg, if
it'sasbigasitlooks."

"I suggest we begin, in that case," Harrar said.

Nom Anor watched the entrance to the huge hyperdrive
for along while before starting down. It was clear that the
Jedi and Harrar had gained entrance using the Jedi's weapon.
What wasn't clear was where they were exactly, and what
they were doing. Still, it was convenient for him that they
had opened the way.

He entered and listened carefully, but heard only the
wretched hum of machinery. Perhaps they were not within,
after al, but had moved on, or werereturningtocampby a
different route. Darkness was falling, and a storm coming.
He could not wait forever.

He'd replaced the masquer on hisface. If hemetthem, he
would simply say he had followed out of curiosity.

So determined, he entered the building and began search-
ing for away down, where logic dictated he mightfindwhat
he sought.

He found a series of lifts not very different from those he
had encountered on a dozen infidel worlds. He stepped
in, found the control that would send it down, and reached
for it.

At that moment, he heard another lift arrive, coming up
from below. He froze, wishing he had a cloak of Nuunto
makehiminvisible.
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Thedoor to hislift closed just asthe other opened, and he
heard the voices of Harrar and Corran. He quickly stabbed
hisfinger at the control to pause hisdescent.

"I might be able to piece something together with this
stuff," Corran was saying. "But it will take awhile."

"Perhaps we shouldfirethe engines," Harrar said. "That
should get their attention.”

A chill went up Nom Anor's spine. From histone, Harrar
wasclearlyjoking, butthat wasinsanefor tworeasons. The
first wasthat Harrar never joked. The second was that no
Yuuzhan Vong would casually jest about using machine
technology. Therewasno possiblehumor inthat.

Which meant that what he'd told Nen Yim was true—
the planet was driving Harrar mad. No wonder Shimrra
feared it.

When the voices had faded beyond hearing, he touched
thedescent control and the lift began to whir down its shaft.
It took what seemed a long time, so long that the air actu-
aly seemed to get thicker. He was beginning to wonder if he
would simply continue on to the other side of the planet
when the car finally arrived in an immense room. Banks of
machinesand control panelsgleamedinthefaintlightfrom
thefloor.

Hecalled all theliftsdown, wedged them openwith some
crates he found stacked nearby, and began his search.

Hehad very littletechnical knowledge concerning hyper-
drive cores, but he didn't realy need any. What he was
looking for was an interface, something where the bio-
sphere of Sekot met the cold metal of the infidel machines.

He sat cross-legged on a console and took out Nen Yim's
gahsa, searching through it for the data on the Sekotan
ship. There was a long entry on the engine moorings, the
anaog of which was certainly what he was looking for.

The ship had been grown around a sort of neural net. The
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hyperdrive was probably connected to something similat
So wherewould that be?
He suspected he had along search ahead of him.

Halfway back tothecamp, Corranheardarustlinginthe
underbrush and saw Tahiri, moving at afast trot. Shehad
her lightsaber in her hand, and he could sense her anger like
atorchin the highwind.

"Tahiri," he called.

She whirled at the sound 'of her name. Her ges |
looked wild.

"What's happened?" he asked.

"NenYimisdead," shesaid, her voiceasheavy and flat
as asheet of duracrete. "The Prophet killed her."

"The Prophet?" Harrar asked. "Areyou certain?"

She turned on Harrar almost as if she meant to attack
him. "She told me so herself, before she died,” she snapped.
"Sheld just made some sort of discovery about Sekot, some
thing important. She told me she wanted to be aloneand
think. Shewas gone for along time, so | went looking for
her. | found her. He'd done a pretty good job on her head
with arock. But she managed to tell me that he's planning
on killing Sekot."

"Killing?..." Corran began, then put his hands on her
shoulders. "Okay. Slow down. Tell me everything shetold
you. And start with this discovery of hers."

He listened carefully as Tahiri went through the sory.
Telling it again did not seem to calm her down.

"But the Prophet believes this planet isthe salvation of
his followers," Corran said. "Why would he want to de-
stroy it?"

"Because he isn't the Prophet,” Tahiri replied. "He's
Nom Anor."

"Nom Anor?" Corran and Harrar repeated in unison.
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Harrar closed his eyes and ground his knuckles into his
forehead. "Nom Anor," he muttered. "Of course."

Corran certainly knew who Nom Anor was, and not just
by reputation. The executor had very nearly killed him—
andT ahiriandAnakin—intheY ag'Dhul system.

"What doyou mean, ofcourse!" he asked.

"Don'tyou see?' Harrar said. "Nom Anor isthe Prophet.”

"I don't see at dl," Corran replied. "Nom Anor was the
agent behind half the Yuuzhan Vong invasions in this
galaxy. Why would he be a Prophet of the Shamed Ones?"

"Becausehefailed too often," Harrar replied. " After the
disaster at Ebag Nine, Shimrra called for his sacrifice—after
which he vanished."

" And becamethe Prophet of the Shamed Ones, maybein
a bid to take the throne by revolution,” Tahiri guessed.
"What does it matter? We have to find him."

"No, wait," Corran said. "Harrar, you acted as if you
should have guessed his identity."

"I didn't know, if that'swhat you mean," Harrar replied.
"But—he did not act like a Shamed One. | could tell he had
once been an intendant, and suspected he wore the masquer
for fear Nen Yim and | would recognize him from his
former life. And he seemed, at times, familiar. | can't believe
he made such a fool of me."

"Hefooled usall," Corran said. "The question is—why
would hewant to destroy Sekot?'

"Towinback Shimrra'sgood graces," Harrar snarled.

"But he'll be stuck here, with therest of us," Corran said,
then immediately felt stupid. "No," he said. "They're
coming after him, aren't they?"

"The lump under his arm," Harrar said. "If that was
Nom Anor, it was no disfigurement. It must have been a
villip."

"But Nen Yim released a virus to destroy anything like
that," Tahiri pointed out.

247
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"Shedid?" Harrar said. "l shouldn't be surprised. She
was resourceful, that one. But if it was sealed in a get-a
sort of living bag for preserving other organisms—itmay
havesurvived."

"Which meanswe havetofind himfast" Tahiri said. "So
what are we waiting for?"

"For you to cam down, for one thing," Corran sad.
"I'm not having an apprentice of mine run into battlein
your state."

"I'm okay," Tahiri said, defensively.

"No, you're angry. Remember our deal. Especially the
part where you have to do what | say."

She nodded, then took adeep breath. " I'll try. It'shard."

"The Yuuzhan Vong belief in revenge is very srong,"
Harrar said.

"I'm aware of that,” Tahiri said. "Sometimes it doext
feel right to fight it."

"Anger always makes you feel good at the time," Corran
said. "Makes you feel bigger than yourself, makes you fed
that everythingyou doisjustified. Butit'satrap.”

She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, she
looked calmer. "Thank you," she said.

"Good." He scratched his beard. 1t was no longer nealy
trimmed, but sprawling all over hisface. "We didn't seethe
Prophet or anyone el se at the hyperdrive assembly."

"He might have easily dipped past us,” Harrar sad.
"While we were searching for acommunications device."

"Y ou're right. We'd better go back."”

It was beginning to rain as they swept the area around
the vanes, and then entered the repair complex, lightsabers
ready. They didn't find anyone at the entry level.

But they did find the turbolifts jammed.

"He's down there," Corran said.
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"Well, we can't wait for him to come back up,” Tahiri
sd. "By then, it'll betoo late.”

"Doyou have any ideawhat he intendsto do?" Corran
asked.

"None," Tahiri said.

"Nen Yim once spoke of protocols already in the posses-
gon of shapers that seemed intended for use against the bi-
ology of this planet,” Harrar said. "I've no doubt she
developed weapons of her own, aswell."

"Are you saying Nen Yim planned to destroy Sekot?'
Corran asked.

"I think sheinitially believed, like Shimrra, that Zonama
Sekot was athreat to our people,” the priest said. "Asdid .
But1believethatbothof uscametoadifferentconclusion.”
He sighed. "I wish | could have spoken to her about her
newdiscovery."

"She said she had the solution to al our problems”
Tahiri said.

Corrannoticed her eyesweredamp. "Maybe shethought
that solution was killing Sekot,” he ventured.

Tahiri shook her head. "I don't think so, Master."

"Right, well, there's only one way to really find out, isn't
there?" Corran peered down the shaft. "There ought to be
amanua way down, in case the power cuts out, but | don't
see anything."

"They probably use some sort of flitter or hoverlift,"
Tahiri pointed out. "That's too far down to go by ladder."

"Yes, itis" Corran said, eyes ill searching. "But | think
| doseeaway. It'sjust notonel like."

ToNomAnor'sdelight, the searchwasnot nearly aslong
ashefeared it would be. In fact, the object of his search was
so large and obvious that he overlooked it at first.

In the center of the chamber was a knob about twice as
tdl as he was, and about the same in diameter. At first
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glance, it seemed to be wrapped in some sort of rough
fabric, but a closer ingpection showed that it was healy i
wound in very fine threads. At the base of the thing, the
threads spread out like fine roots and dug into the damp,
exposed stone of the floor.

Hed found it, as easily as that. The threads were pre
cisdly like the filaments of the neural net on the ship. Thee
were just more of them—many more.

He quickly unpacked the incubator, a wet, fleshy device |
about thesizeof hishand. Helinked it tothegahsaandac-
cesed a protocol that was both a genetic and develop-1
mental blueprint. A stream of chemical and telepathic dda
moved from the gahsa to the incubator. The latter quivered |
and began to vibrate ever so dightly. Nom Anor dlowed
himself a smile. The incubator was already transforming
genetic blueprints into living organisms. The result would
be a soldier virus that would invade the neural integuments
and corrupt their ability to carry data. The result should bt
a feedback explosion in the core. That would not oy
render the planet unable to travel, but sear athird of the
biosphere away, as well. If that did not kill Sekot, it should
at least distract it long enough for him to get away. Shimra
could send a small number of shipstofinishthejob.

He had only to hide the incubator and leave.

He pushed experimentally at the filaments. They wee
too tough to break, but they pushed readily aside, so thathe
was able to bury the organism deep within. When hewas
finished, the filaments sowly returned to their places, le-
ing no sign of what he had done. Even if the Jedi were fo-
lowing him, they would haveto not only know what hehad
done—and he couldn't imagine how they could—but d
find the incubator, atask that might take hours.

By then it would be too late—the microbes would be
leaking out and invading the strands. Ten hours after tha,
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thingswould start going very wrong for Zonama Sekot. But
by then, Nom Anor would no longer be on the planet.

Heremoved hisdisguise, produced hisvillip, and stroked
it. A moment later, thefiercevisage of awarrior appeared.

"I am Ushk Choka," the villip informed him. "You are
theonel havecomefor?"

"Yes," Nom Anor replied. "What is your present
position?"

"“In high orbit around the planet your signal emanates
from. We seem to be undetected.”

"Send a lander for me," Nom Anor said. "You may
follow the villip's signal ."

"Yes, | haveyour position," Choka confirmed. "All you
have promised Shimrra is done?' He sounded skeptical.

"Yes, Commander.”

"Nothing seems to have changed. The planet is there,
and very much covered in life."

"Things will change soon," Nom Anor said, "but | as-
sure you we do not want to be here when they do."

"I risk much, to send a lander now," Choka grunted. "I
have been informed of the planet's defensive potential. You
promised it would be negated."

"Anditwill be" Nom Anor insisted. "It will not be able
to prevent our escape.”

"Butitmight prevent thelanding."

"By the time the lander arrives,” Nom Anor said, "the
planet will be thoroughly preoccupied." Or so he hoped.
But he had been unable to concoct another scheme that
would both destroy Zonama Sekot and alow him to escape
with hislife. The window would be narrow, but it should be
there.

"Inany event," hecontinued, "what isrisk tothemighty
Ushk Choka? Only a chance to show your bravery."

The warrior grunted angrily, and Nom Anor knew he
hadhittherightnerve.
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"Of course,”" Choka said. "The lander will be therein J
seven hours.”

"You're looking at that superconducting cable, arent
you?"' Tahiri asked.

"Yes" The cable was smooth and just small enough that
his hands could fit around it. It looked like it went all the
way down, and hung ten centimeters away from thewall.

"I'm game," Tahiri said.

Corran shook his head. "No. If Anor hears me coming
down, he'll just comeback uponaturbolift. Y ouhavetobe
here in case he does that. Harrar doesn't have any weapons.”
And maybe Harrar wouldn't stop himifhe could. Thetwo
ofthem might still be in on this together.

Which meant he could be leaving Tahiri in a bad position.
There was nothing he could do about that, though. This
was too important.

He took his jacket off. Outside, a steady pounding began
astherain came. Thunder crashed nearby. Hereached out
and touched the cable experimentally, then wrapped the
jacket around it, getting a firm grip. He swung himself over
the guardrail and reaffirmed the grip.

"This should be fun," he said.

"It looks like fun," Tahiri said. "Be careful. I'd hateto
have to explain to Mirax what happened to you."

"Just watch those lifts," Corran reminded her.

Then he let his body dide out into the air.

For the first few seconds, he was in true free fal, accder-
ating toward the bottom of the shaft at the exponentia
speed of gravity. Then he began to tighten his grip, creating
friction againg the cable. His rate of fall dowed, but his
arms complained, and the jacket warmed quickly. Here-
laxed again, clamped down again, alternating.

Above him, the top of the shaft had already diminishedto

THE FINAL PROPHECY 253

acircle so small that Tahiri's face was barely visible. Below
him, thelight strips on the wa Is till met together in apoint.

He had a long way to go, and proceeding like this he
wasn't going to make it. Hisarmswould wear out long be-
fore he reached the bottom, or more likely the jacket would
burn through. He'd known that from the start, but had
needed to experiment with the cable for what he was about
to do.

He closed his eyes, feeling the air rush past, feeling the
living Force around him, the great pulsing life of Sekot, the
unseen floor, his own body, all one in the Force—

Andrelaxed. Hekept hishandsloosely around thecable,
but put no pressure on it. He was redly falling now, his
body tending horizontal as the atmosphere pushed against
it. Fear tried to rise up and take him, but he batted it away.
Therewas nothing to be afraid of—he knew he could do this.

Of course, he'd always had a little trouble with
levitation. . .

He had to get the moment exactly right, and he had to
trust the Force to let him know when it was.

It came. He clamped down on the jacket, and his arms
felt like they were coming out of their sockets. The smell of
scorched synthleather filled his nostrils, and he felt the floor
coming up, still too fast. He pushed, pushed in the Force—

—andslammedintotheground. Helet hiskneesbuckle,
released the jacket, and rolled.

"Ouch," he murmured.

Nom Anor heard something strike the floor, not too far
away, and without even having to look, he knew the Jedi had
somehow found away to comedown the shaft after him.

He cursed under his breath and ran for the lift. They
couldn'tcatchhimnow—hewouldeither havetohel pthem
reverse his sabotage or die along with them, neither of
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which figured very prominently in his plans. He was il
unarmed, except for the plaeryin bol.

The lift came in sight, but he heard running footfalls be-
hind him. He lurched to a stop in front of the car, pushed
out the crate that was blocking it, and punched at the ascent
control.

Only then did he look up to see how close his pursuer
was. Corran Horn was just rounding a bank of equipment,
his lightsaber blazing. He was coming fast, but not fa
enough.

"Nom Anor!" he shouted. "Fight me!"

Nom Anor actually laughed at that. "1 wouldn't fight the
Solo brat a Yag'Dhul," he shouted, as the door closdl.
"Why in the galaxy would | fight you?"

The lift started up.

Now he had a few seconds to think. Horn would unjama
lift and follow him, but he hadn't seen Tahiri. She was
probably still at the top, waiting for the lift door to open.
Maybe Harrar waswith her. Could he takethem both?

He had to, obvioudly, or al of thiswould be for naught.

They aready knew hisidentity. The shaper must not have
been as dead as he thought she was.

He spent the next few seconds marshaling his strength,
knowing this would either be his moment of triumph, or
another failure.

The door opened.

THIRTY

Thunder seemed to rumble through Mon Mothma as the
ship turned ponderously broadside to bring her guns to
bear on the lead Y uuzhan Vong destroyer analog. The de-
stroyer, already in a position to fire, held its ground and un-
loaded, pounding the deflectors mercilessly. Wedge could
amogt hear the Y uuzhan Vong commander's triumphant
gloat—by the time the Mothma's main batteries were in po-
sition to strike at him, its shieldswould have failed.

Which waswhy it was good that that was not really what
Wedge had in mind, after all.

"Now," hesaid quietly. "Engagethetractor beam."

Theentire shipjolted and hummed asits structuretried
tocompensatefor suddenly beingattachedto another mass
of even greater size. Both ships suddenly began to pivot in
ponderous slow motion.

"They've broken the lock, sir," Cel informed him.

"That was plenty," Wedge replied, repressing a grin.
They had managed to roll the destroyer right into the path
of a Y uuzhan Vong Dreadnaught, effectively blocking fire
from it to either the Mothma or the heavy Mon Cal cruiser
Vortex Wind that was coming up behind. The Yuuzhan
Vong ship not only was serving as a shield for them, but
wasnow exposed tofirefrom both Alliance ships, aswell.
Wedge watched in satisfaction as huge chunks of the vessel
went white, fading through blue to red, then black. A seam
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of internal explosions ran down the spiny length of thede-
stroyer, ripping it apart.

Cheers went up from the bridge crew.

That put them ahead of the game, in terms of numbers.

"Continue as planned," Wedge said.

The Vortex Wind nosed over the dying hulk of the de-
stroyer, swinging broadside as she did so, and caught the
next ship hard with its batteries asit came from behind the
eclipse. Wedge took Mon Mothma to starboard and down,
relative to the Vortex Wind, joining Memory of Ithor ina
bombardment of a smaller frigate-sized ship. He'd hen
working his way through the Yuuzhan Vong formation
with a series of these bait-and-switches, using one ship to
draw the attackers into the line of another. It was dmogt
too easy, but they had clearly expected him to make a hard,
straight push for the interdictor. Instead, he was plowing
around the flank farthest from the huge dovin basal vesd,
shredding it pretty effectively. They'd finally analyzed his
plan and were bringing around the largest ship in the cento;
but they were dow, and he'd already managed to takeout
three of their capital ships without losing any of hisown,
though the Ranger was in pretty bad shape.

The starboard flank was theirs, now. He had the sips
form a line and began laying down a corridor of firetha
opened alane to the approaching Dreadnaught, a monstrous
kilometer-longconeof bone-whiteyorik coral. Maybeahun-
dred coralskippers flared out in the first few furious seconds,
and Alliance starfighters rushed in to fill the gap, pouring
toward the hulking Y uuzhan Vong vessds.

"Come and get us," Wedge said. "Come on, be the Vong
| know and love."

Because now what remained of the Y uuzhan Vong flotilla
was at a pronounced disadvantage. To continue the fight,
they would havetofly strai ghtintothe combined firepower
of six Alliance capital vessals.
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Which, predictably, they began to do.

Thiswas where the heavy slugging would begin.

"Sir, we report some activity from the Golan Two. It
openedfireon the skips pursuing Twin Suns."

"Really?" That was good news. He hadn't really ex-
pected the battle platform to be functional after all this
time. How had Jaina commandeered it so quickly?

"Yes gir"

"Seeif youcanraise Colonel Solo."

The Dreadnaughtswere closing, and beginning tofireat
extreme range. Wedge could already see them taking hits
from the starfighters.

"Targetdovin basalsuntil they'rein deeprange,” hesaid.
"Lasers only, at your pleasure."

TheMothmaand itssisterscommenced firing.

"Sir?" Cel sounded distressed.

"Yes?' heasked mildly.

"We can't raise Colone Solo. And there's something
de"

"Well?'

"The Golan Two has disappeared.”

"Disappeared? Destroyed?"

"It'shardto say at thisrange, sir, withthismuch interfer-
ence, but there's no obvious sign of explosion or debris. It's
more like it just dropped out of existence."

Gone, then here, thengone. . .

"Thrawn," hemurmured. "Did you leave usapresent?"

"Sir?"

"It'scloaked, Lieutenant. K eep an eye onthat sector, and
let me know the instant anyone hears anything from
Colond Solo."

Heturned hisattention back totheimmediate battle. The
Golan was still very much a wild card—he would have to
work with what he had.

Thelead Dreadnaught wastaking terrific damage, but it
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must have been mostly hull inthe forward sections, because
it was still coming. Wedge paced up to the viewport.

"Die, you ugly brute," he muttered.

But on it came, aimed at Spritespray, a medium cruiser.
At this point, even if they managed to kill the dovin hasd
drive the ship would keep coming with enough momentum
to wreck the cruiser and open aholein hisline. If the Dread-
naught retai ned any firepower, it would then bebehind his
ling, forcing him to atwo-front battle.

"Soritespray, lether through. Vortex Wind, Justice—at-
cute rumble."

Thethree ships acknowledged. Wedge watched the Dread-
naught roar past, with far too much momentum to stop as
Spritespray scooted aside and the Vortex Wind and Justice
rolled above and below the gap. As the Dreadnaught went
through the hole, they let the ship have it from both sides.

The Dreadnaught passed through the line with no drive
and massive damage in al areas. Without power it con-
tinued on its last vector, out toward the system'srim.

Other ships were making for the gap, though. Wedge
shifted hislineto break and form on either side of theal-
ready damaged vessels.

"Sirl"
From Gd'sfrantic tone, he knew it would be bad.

Ships were decanting near the interdictor—Y uuzhan
VVong ships. A thin chill lifted the hair of his neck.

"They've figured out we weren't a feint," Wedge sd.
"They're back."
That meant he had awhole new battle on hishands.

THIRTY-DIXIE

The door opened, and Nom Anor stepped out, smiling, his
handsextendedwithopenpalms.

"Stopright there," Tahiri commanded.

"If | don't, will you cut me down?' Nom Anor asked. "I
have no weapons."

"Y ouwouldn't use them if you had them," Tahiri snapped.
"Coward. Youwouldn'tfight Anakinat Y ag'Dhul."

Nom Anor shrugged. "True enough. How is the young
Solo brat? No—didn't | hear he died? Yes, that's right, he
did. Andyoutwo were close, wereyou not? What apity."

"Shut up," Tahiri said. The hatred waswelling up in her,
urging her to do exactly as he had suggested, cut him down
andslashthat murderoussmugleer fromhisface.

"You're angry," Nom Anor said. "l thought you Jedi
weren't supposed to get angry."

"I make an exception for you," Tahiri said.

"How flattering," the executor purred. "Y ou would turn
to the dark side just for me?"

"Y ouhavenoideawhat you'retalking about," Tahiri said.

"Wrong," Nom Anor replied, taking a step out of the
turbolift. " I have studied your ways, Jedi. | know that if you
strike me down in anger you will have committed the most
terrible sin your kind can commit."

"You won't care about that,” Tahiri said. "You'll be
dead."
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"Will 1?" He took another step.

"Sop," Tahiri commanded.

"Very well. | will do asyou ask." He stopped, lessthan a
meter away, staring at her. Shefelt her hands shaking—not
with fear, but with the effort to control her passions.

"Kill him," Harrar said.

"He's not armed," Tahiri said. "l won't murder him."

"No!" Harrar said, leaping forward.

It distracted Tahiri for an instant and she looked away,
noticing even as she did that one of Anor's pupils was
growing—

Memory clicked—something L eiahad said about that eye.

Sheleapt aside asthe glob of venom spurted toward her,
but she hadn't taken the guardrail into account. She hit it
with her hip and agonizing pain jolted up her side. Shetried
to turn and managed to just in time to see Nom Anor side
stepthepriest and kick vicioudly at her. Thekick connected,
flipping her back. She dropped her lightsaber, grabbing
wildly for therailing.

She missed and then shewas falling.

Part of Nom Anor was amazed it had been so easy to ded
with Tahiri. He turned on Harrar, and found the priest
coming for him again, a snarl on hisface.

Nom Anor hit him with a gq'urh kick, then spun and
snapped hisfist against the back of the priest'shead. Harrar
faded with the blow, however, dropping and sweeping. He
caught one of Nom Anor's feet, putting him off balance
long enough to launch apowerful thrusting punch.

More by luck than from any design on Nom Anor'spart,
the punch missed. Nom Anor brought his fist up under
Harrar'sjaw with such force that the priest | eft the ground.

Bitsof shattered teeth sprinkled thefloor asHarrar thudded
toit, did up to thewall, and lay till.

Nom Anor took quick stock of his situation and saw that

THE FINAL PROPHECY 261

his day was getting even better. The Jedi had dropped her
weapon. Quickly he picked it up. He had experimented
with them before, and so found it easy to ignite. Then, re-
membering Horn, he severed the power conduitstothelifts,
starting with the one in motion. He heard it drag to a stop
someplace not far below.

Knowing that this might not be good enough—for al he
knew Horn might cut hole in the wall and fly up—he left
the building and struck off through the driving sheets of
rain toward a high, flat spot he'd picked out some time be-
fore, shoving the now quiescent weapon under his sash.

Tahiri nailedin space, reaching desperately to grab some-
thing, anything, but nothing wasin reach. From the corner
of her vision she caught sight of the cable Corran had did
down, lessthan ameter away—whichwasstill half ameter
too far.

TheForce, idiot, shethought. Shereached out, tugging at
the cablewith the Force, changing her vector so she angled
toward it.

She wrapped her bare palms around it, gasping as her
hands burned. Her fingers tried to open reflexively, but she
couldn't let them, or shewould fall. Nom Anor would es-
cape, Sekot would die—and she would let Corran down.

Iftheolder Jedi wastill dive.

She embraced the pain and focused beyond it, using the
Forceto further dow her descent. Finally, every musclein
her body shrieking in chorus with her pams, she came to
astop.

She looked up, and discovered she had fallen aimost a
hundred meters.

Theanger was back, but now she needed it—not to fight,
but towrap her legs around the cable and pull herself up,
though every centimeter gained brought aworld of agony.
Shefelt blisters rupturing on her hands.



262 THE NEW JEDI ORDER

At least it makes them stickier, she reflected. Her hands
conformedto the cablenow, asif they were made of tal gum.

Nom Anor went carefully up the narrow path, choosing
hisstepsinthefreeze-framemomentsthat thelightningcre-
ated asit limned theworld white and blue, then left it again
in darkness. The rain was a steady drum, and the wind
gusted like the laughter of an insane god. His route was a
broken spine of stone with yawning pits of darkness on
either sde. He came to particularly narrow footing and
stopped for a moment, realizing that he was actually afraid.
It was as if the planet itsdlf was trying to do what the Jedi
had been unable to.

Asperhapsitwas. If Nen Yimwascorrect, and the planet
was sentient, perhaps it had witnessed his act of sabotage.
Perhapsit sought revenge.

"Do your worst," he snarled into the wind. "I am Nom
Anor. Know my name, for | havekilled you."

As he said it, he finally knew with absolute conviction
that he had done the right thing. Zonama Sekot was like a
tonqu flower—attracting insects with its sweet scent, tempt-
ing them to alight upon it—where they found themselves
cloyed, watching thelong petal roll up. Partliving, part ma-
chine, and somehow part Jedi, it was an abomination-
more so than Coruscant, more so than anything in the galaxy
of abominations.

Quoreal had beenright. They shouldnever havecomehere.

But Nom Anor had set that to rights.

He crossed the narrow area, stepped over a gap in the
next lightning flash, and saw that the way widened a bit
ahead.

But fromthe corner of hiseye—

Someone crashed into him, chopping vicioudly at the side
of his neck. The force of the blow knocked him sprawling,
and his chin grated against stone. With a roar he kicked
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back and rolled. A foot caught him under his savaged chin,
but he managed to catch it and twist. His attacker fell
heavily. Nom Anor scrambled back, trying to regain his
footing, but found himself teetering on the edge of a cliff.
Lighting ripped the sky, and he saw a silhouette rising
against it. Another flash came, this one behind him, and he
made out Harrar's face, terrifying, asif the very gods had
put their light of vengeance in him.

"Nom Anor," the priest shouted through the rain. "Pre-
pare to die, perfidious one."

"This planet has driven you mad, Harrar," Nom Anor
snapped. " Y ousidewith Jedi against me}"

"| side with Zonama Sekot," Harrar said. "And you—
you are accursed by Shimrra, you honorless gorih. | would
have killed you anyway."

"Zonama Sekot is a lie, you fool—a tale | told my fol-
lowerssothat they would obey me."

"Y ou know nothing," Harrar said. "Y ou know less than
nothing. Do you think you know the secrets of the priest-
hood? Do you think we share all we know? It is Shimrra
who haslied to us. Zonama Sekot isthetruth. If youwould
beof serviceto your people, you will tell mewhat you have
done."

Nom Anor felt the lightsaber in hishand. Harrar was ad-
vancing, and a single kick would be enough to send Nom
Anor plunging to his death. He dared not use the plaeryin
bol—even if it still contained poison, the rain would at best
deflect it, at worst wash in onto him. The Jedi weapon was
hisonly chance.

"Telling you will do no good," he sneered at Harrar.
"Nothing can reversethe damagenow."

"I believe you," Harrar said, his face twisting as he took
aquick step toward Nom Anor.

Nom Anor pressed the stud on the lightsaber and the cut-
ting beam blazed out, hissing and trailing steam in the
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downpour. It felt strange, a weapon with no weight other
thanitsgrip. Hecut at the priest'sknee, but hisposition and
the unfamiliar blade made the cut awkward. At the appear-
ance of the blade, however, Harrar tried to stop hisforward
motion and jerked hisleg away from the attack; he dipped
on the wet rocks and stumbled, falling past Nom Anor and
over the cliff.

Hishowl of rage and frustration was quickly cut short.

Panting, Nom Anor rose, extinguishedthelightsaber, and
continued on his way. The gods were with him again, it
seemed. Certainly they were no longer with Harrar.

When the turbolift jarred to a halt, Corran ignited hislight-
saber and cut through the roof of the car, stepping asideas
thecircle of metal clanged to thefloor. After waiting afew
seconds for the plating to cool, he leapt up and caught the
edge of the hole, then drew himself up into the shaft.

In the dim emergency lighting, he could see the door
some ten meters above. The lift was magnetic, so the walls
were glassy smooth, and the power cables were buriedin
them. There were no rungs and nothing to give purchase.
He could cut handholds for himself and climb, but that
would take along time.

He dropped back down into the car and examined the
control panel. He didn't know the language. The up and
down icons were obvious, but the others would take alittle
figuringout.

Nom Anor must have cut the power from above some
how, but the car hadn't fallen—presumably there was an
emergency battery system to prevent that happening. But
would the emergency system be abletofinishthe ascent, or
wasit doing its best just to keep him fromfalling?

He pushed a red button with two vertical lines and atri-
angle, with no result. He tried a few of the others, again
with no result. Frustrated, he tapped the up key.
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The car started moving, though much more dowly than
before. He felt like pounding his head against the wall: the
emergency system was separate from the normal one—he
needed only to tell the car where he wanted to go.

A few minutes later, he emerged from the lift, ready to
fight—but there was no one to fight. The room was empty.
There were light spatters of black blood on the floor, but
other than that, no clues as to exactly what had happened.

He was about to go outside when he heard a faint noise
behind him, in the maintenance shaft. Peering over, he saw
Tahiri pulling herself up the superconductor cable, about
twenty meters below.

"Areyou okay?"' he shouted.

"I'm fing," she caled back up, her voice shaking. She
seemed to be having trouble climbing. "Nom Anor got
away," she added. "You have to stop him—I'll join you
when | can."

"And leave you dangling? No. | don't think so. You just
hang on there."

Hewent back to the lifts. Someone had indeed cut through
the power couplings—with a lightsaber, it appeared. He
reached cautiously inside and grabbed a rope-sized fiber-
optic conduit and began to pull it out. When he thought he
had enough, he cut it with his weapon and then tied aloop
in the end.

Tahiri hadn't made much progress in the intervening
time. He threw the loop end down to her.,

"Put your foot in that," he said, "and hang on with your
hands. I'll pull you up."

Shenodded wearily and did asinstructed. Bracing hisend
of therope over the saf ety rail, Corran hauled her up.

When she had pulled herself over the rail, he saw her
hands.

"Let meseethose," he said.

"They're dl right,” she protested.



266 THE NEWJEDI ORDER

"Let me see them.”

Theywerebadlyfriction-burned, butitlookedasif herten-
donswere undamaged, whichwas good. The scar on her old
amphistaff wound had torn abit and was|eaking blood, but
not too much.

"Wdll, at least you got to dide down the cable,” he sad.
"Wasit asfun as you imagined it would be?"

"That and loads more," Tahiri sad.

"What happened here?"

"I let my guard down," she said. "Nom Anor has some-
thing in one of his eyes that shoots poison.”

"Did he hit you with it?"

"No. But when | dodged, | hit the rail, and then he
knocked me over it."

"AndHarrar?"

"I don't know. He attacked Nom Anor, | think. Maybe
he's gone after him. Which iswhat we ought to do.”

Corran peered outside at the dark and therain. "I agree.
But how to track them in this, without the Force?'

"I have my Vongsense," Tahiri said. "If he hasn't gone
far, | might be able to sense him.”

Corran produced a small glow rod, and in its light they
found muddy, water-filled footprints leading back toward
the heights. They followed the prints until they cametoa
narrow ridge of stone.

"At least there's only one way to go," Corran said.

Asthey ascended, the lightning reached a crescendo, strik-
inginthevalley wherethey had been stayingevery few sec-
onds or so. The roar was so steady they couldn't hear each
other speak. Then—rather abruptly—it was over. The rain
dacked off, and then ended, and the wind subsided to aclean,
wet breeze.

Theridgecontinueduntil itjoinedal arger one, ascending
the whole time.
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"He's going for high ground,” Corran said. "Can you
sense your lightsaber?"

"No," she said. "There's something interfering—more
than usual.”

"| fedl it, too," Corran said. "It's Zonama Sekot. Some-
thing's wrong."

"Wefailed," Tahiri said. "Whatever Nom Anor wasgoing
todo, he'salready doneit, I'm sure of it."

"There may dtill be time to stop him,” Corran replied.
"Concentrate. Useyour Vongsense."

Sheclosed her eyes, and hefelt her relax, reaching out to
someplace he couldn't go.

"| fee him," she said at last. "Up ahead.”

By thetimethe east was gray with dawn, they had reached
abroad, upland plateau that showed signs of recent convul-
sion. The stone beneath the soil had split in places, rearing
uptoreveal itsstrata. The soil was black and ashy, and the
vegetation was low when there was any at al, though the
charred trunks of larger boras still stood here and there, like
thecolumnsof ruinedtemples.

"I'velogt him," Tahiri said, atinge of despair in her voice.
"Hecouldbeanywhereuphere.”

Corran agreed. Where there was sail, it was spongy with
adark greenweb of grassthat resisted tracks.

"WEell keep going inthe same general direction,” Corran
said, "unless—"

Far above, they heard afaint report, like very distant and
brief lightning.

"Sonic boom," he murmured, searching the skies with
hisgaze. The clouds had cleared away, leaving only afew
thin ones very far up.

"There," Tahiri said. She pointed to a swiftly moving
spat, high above.

"Good eyes," Corran told her. "I'll give you one guess
where that's going.”
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"Wherever Nom Anor is."

The dot was descending rapidly toward the plateau.
Corran peered aong its projected path and caught a hint of
motion near a copse of low trees.

"Comeon," Corran said. "If we run, we might get there
intime."

"We will," Tahiri swore.

Nom Anor was watching the ship approach when the
ground beneath his feet suddenly shuddered. It lasted for
only an instant, but he knew it was only the beginning. He
looked off toward the still-visible field guides and saw a
white plume curling up toward the sky. He curled hislip—if
he had timed thiswrong, if he died in the explosion he had
caused, how the gods would laugh.

The grass off to his left rustled, and from the corner of his
eye, Nom Anor glimpsed unnatural color. Turningasifina
dream, he beheld Corran Horn stepping into the clearing,
his eyesfull of death.

Nom Anor glanced up at the approaching ship. It was
only moments away, but that was longer than it would take
for the Jedi to kill him. He touched his hand to the dolen
lightsaber—

And ran, into the low-sprawling copse of trees behind
him. He need only buy enough time for Choka's ship to
land and dispatch warriors.

Corran Horn shouted and ran after him.

Nom Anor dodged through the trees, leaping an old fis-
sure, then bore to his left, hoping to circle back to the
clearing. The ground trembled again, not enough to upset
his footing, but almost. He glanced back over his shoulder,
saw Horn gaining on him, turned to redouble his pace.

Just in time to see the blade of afoot, level with hiseyes
BehindthefootwasanairborneTahiri, her body horizontal

totheground.
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The kick caught him above the nostrils, snapping his
head back and knocking him completely off his feet. He
crashed into the trunk of a tree, and half of the wind blew
out of him. Heclawed for the Jedi weapon he'd thrustin his
sash, but it was missing.

Infact, itwasin Tahiri'shands, theenergy bladeal ready on.

"Thisismine," shesaid.

Corran had come up behind her. "Don't kill him," the
older Jedi said.

"I won't,” Tahiri replied, but Nom Anor heard the tone
in her voice. It was not ahuman tone at all—although she
wasspeaking Basic, every nuance of her speechwas'Y uu-
zhan Vong. Therewas no mercy init, but promises aplenty.

"I'm going to cut off his feet, though," she continued,
stepping nearer. "And then his hands. Unless he tells us how
to stop what he's done to Sekot."

"Do what you will," Nom Anor said, forcing as much
contempt into his voice as he could. "It has already begun.
Y oucannotstopit.”

"Where'sHarrar?" Corranasked.

"He's dead,” Nom Anor replied. "l killed him." He
watched the tip of Tahiri's blade dip toward his foot, and
then winced as she traced a shallow burn across the ankle.

"Tahiri,no," Corrancommanded.

Her eyesnarrowed further, then shewithdrew theblade.

"Yes,Master," shesaid.

"Get up, Anor."

NomA nor begancomingslowly tohisfeet.

"Theship'slanding, Corran," Tahiri said.

"Buthesnotgoingonit,” Corransaid. "Y ouhaveavillip,
dontyou, Nom Anor? You'l call them off, now, or I'll cut
your head off myself. And that, my friend, is absolutely not a
bluff."

"They will not obey me," Nom Anor said.
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"Maybe they won't,” Corran told him, *but you'd sure
better try to make them."

Nom Anor stared into the man's eyes and knew he was
not lying.

He reached for the villip beneath his arm, thinking
furioudly.

Then Zonama Sekot tried to throw them al into space.

The ground bucked beneath them and an anguished cry
exploded in the Force, filling Tahiri's head with such agony
that she hardly noticed when she thudded back to the
ground. Desperately she tried to shut out the world's pan
and regain her feet, but the will behind it was too strong.
She felt asif atrillion needles were growing from her heat,
pushing through her heart and lungs and bone. She clutched
a her head, screaming with Zonama Sekot's voice.

Through her blurred vision, she saw Nom Anor running
off through the crazily tilted trees.

No." Sekot, he's the one doing this to you!

Shewas never sure if Sekot somehow heard her, or if that
gave her the extra strength she needed to push away the sck
pain, but she levered herself to her feet.

Corran was up, leaning heavily against atree.

"Corran—"

"Just a second,” he said. "l—okay. | think I've got it
under control now."

The two Jedi stumbled through the newly broken terrain.
The ship was on the ground, and Nom Anor was running
toward it. Tahiri ran as she never had before, drawing on
the turbulent Force around them. Corran was just ahead of
her. They were gaining on the executor. If they could reach
him before the warriors on the ship could debark, they
might yet be able to save Sekot. She clung to that hope,
as the breath ripped at her lungs and her heart stuttered
unevenly.
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Without warning, Corran lashed out at her, sending her
sprawling. Even before a sense of betrayal could register,
shesaw hewasgoing down, too. Lessthan aheartbeat | ater,
aswarm of thud bugs whirred through the space where
they'd just been.

Shesuddenly understood that she and Corran must have
been occupied with Sekot's pain for longer than she'd
thought. Thewarriorshad already come out of theshipand

hidden themselves around the clearing. Corran and she
were completely surrounded.



THIRTY-TWO

"Okay, folks," Han said as the reversion warning began
sounding. "Hang on. If Wedgeisstill here, it'sprobably be-
cause the Vong have interdictors to keep him from leaving,
which meanswelll probably get pulled out early. Again."
"I hope he isn't here," C-3PO said. "I so didike un-
plannedreversions. They causean unpleasant resonancein

my circuits." ) ]
"That's great," Han said. "All | need now is a hypochon-

driac droid." S ] ]
"Sir, it is quite impossible for a droid to be a

hypochondriac."

"If you say so, Goldenrod. Okay, here goes."

Han pulled back on the levers, and the Falcon decanted
as effortlessly as she ever had—in fact, more smoothly than
usual. "Well, whaddyaknow," hesaid. "We cameout nor-

mally. Guessthat means—" _ o
"—thatwe'retoofar fromtheinterdictor,” Leiafinished,

"dust barely.” -
Leiawasright. Hisinstrumentsshowedthegraviticpro-
file of not one dovin basal interdictor, but two. The falcon
hadflashedintoexistencemarginally outsidethefieldof ef -
fect of the nearest. If he'd been set to revert just alittle far-
ther in, he would have made good on his prediction.
"Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. "It looks as if General Antilles

is here. And not doing very wdl!"
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"Yeah," Han agreed. "You can say that again." He
looked sharply at the droid. "But don't."

ThesystemwasswarmingwithY uuzhanVongships. The
nearest was one of the interdictors, hanging in space like a
sword with two blades and no grip. Beyond it was a sta
tionary mass of skips and a few cruisers, apparently guarding
the interdictor against attack. Farther insystem was the
main battle, whereten Y uuzhan Vong capital ships—two of
which were behemoths—were engaged with what was left
of Wedge'sbattlegroup.

Whichwasn'tmuch—Hancountedfour Allianceshipsof
frigate size or larger. They were clustered together, trying to
avoid being encircled, but—as C-3PO had pointed out—it
didn't seem to be going so well.

Beyond all of that was another interdictor. It, like the one
near the Falcon, was keeping its distance, moving only to
keep the Alliance ships from going to hyperspace.

"Ouch," Han said. "He needs reinforcements, and he
needs them now."

"It'sadisaster," Leiamurmured. Then she straightened
andgotthat Jedilookinhereye.

"What?"

"It's Jaina."

hHe waited for her to continue, his heart frozen in his
Chest.

"Shes dive" Leia said, "and | don't think she's injured.
But something's wrong."

"If she'sdown there, | guess s0," Han said, swallowing.

"There must be something we can do!" C-3PO wailed.

"Thereis," Leiatold him.

"Yeah," Han said, looking at the interdictor. "Thereis."

"Whatever—sir, you're not going to attack the inter-
dictor? We barely survived the last time!"

"They haven't noticed we're here yet," Han said. "They
dont even have any ships on this side. We've got a good
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clean shot at them. With alittle surprise on our side, alittle
know-how—sure, why not?"

"But our weapons aren't sufficient to incapacitate a ship
of that size," the droid pointed out.

Leia leaned over and kissed Han on the cheek. "That's
never stopped him before."

Han felt the lump in his throat swell, but he forced a
smile. "This is just more of the usual, Threepio. Dont
worry yourself."

He opened a channel to the TIEs.

"Captain Devis, can | trust you to advise Grand Admiral
Pellaeon of this situation immediately?"

"I thought you were going to do that, sir," Devis replied.

"Pellaeon might not arrive in time. He might even decide
not to come at all, given the situation. Heck, he might have
troubles of his own. We're going to stay and take out that
interdictor.”

"That could be quite atask," Devis said.

"All inaday'swork," Han replied. "Just hurry up and
bring usalittlerelief, will you?"

"I'll send awingmate," Devis said, "but I'm stayingto
help.
FI)— Han looked back at the battle, remembering that
Jainawasdownthere, somewhere. "l would appreciatethe
help, Captain Devis. Thank you."

He laced his fingers together and cracked them. "All
right," he said, "let's get this show on the road.”

Heturnedto Leia. "Sweetheart, could you get to oneof
the turbolasers? Our Noghri friends are picking it up pretty
fast, but in this situation, I'd rather have you—" He stopped,
amost unable to continue, and most of the swagger went
out of hisvoice. "I'd rather have you here, next tome," he
finished. "But | need you in the upper turret.”

Shegave hishand asqueeze. "1 know. I'll put Meewalhin
the other."
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She stood to go, but before she could leave the cockpit,
he pulled her down for a kiss. "Be careful up there, huh?"
hesaid.

"l always am."

Hewatched her go, wishingsuddenly that they couldjust
leave, gofind Pellaeon, go watch asunset. ..

But Jaina was here, and despite the fact that the
odds were—

"Oh, great," hemurmured. "I'mturninginto Threepio."

"Whatwasthat, sir?" C-3POasked.

"I'said, I'mgladyou'reup here, Threepio."

"Why—thankyou, sir.I'mreally quitetouched.”

"Right," Han said. Heopened thechannel again.

"Okay, TIEs, we're going in—just hang back until they
dat throwing skips at us."

Theinterdictor was two spicular coneswith their bases
touching, and it was nearly the size of a Star Destroyer. Usu-
dly they were covered with skips, but this time the skips
were el sewhere—either in battle or between the interdictor
andthebattle, guardingagai nstapushinitsdirection.

Han dived the Falcon toward the thickest part of the
vessd, knowing he would get only one good run before they
were aware of his presence and"set about a thousand skips
onhim. The TIEs dropped into formation on his port and
starboard.

"Watchthegravity well, fellows," hewarnedthem. "We
want to mess up their paint job, but not by splatting all over

"l hear you," Devis replied. "Correcting."

Hantilted the ship to put the seam where the two cones
metintheMoney Laneand started inwiththequad | asers.
Aninstant later, the turret gunsjoined him. VVoids appeared
inspidery clusters, sucking the blastsinto nothingness. Han
launched a concussion missile to either side of the fire lane,
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and had the satisfaction of seeing both plow into the craggy
yorik coral surface, rupturing it and sending shock waves
crawling out toward the thin ends of the ship.

Then he was curving around the interdictor, his course
bent by gravity. But instead of using theforceto slinghim
away, he settled into atight orbit, firing constantly, tryinglo
dig atrenchinto thething deep enough to do real damage.

The interdictor's plasma cannons began tofire, but one
reason Han had picked the centerline as his target was that
the ship angled away from it in every direction, making it
tough to fire at him at al and impossible to put himina
cross fire. Nevertheless, a near miss roared by the cockpit,
an eight-meter-wide explosion of superheated matter that
grazed his shields and sent an ion jolt through the ship's
protective circuitry.

Meanwhile, less than one in ten of his laser shots were
getting through, and he had only a few concusson missles
left. His trench wasn't getting deep very fast.

"Skips coming in," Devis reported. "Six in the first
wave.

"Can you keep them of f usfor another passor so?' Han
asked.

"Copy that, Captain Solo."

Han fired another pair of concussion missiles—one got
through, the other exploded when it was about to be sucked
in by avoid. That happened near enough to the Falcon that
the shock wave bounced him from his orbit and sent him
away from the centerline. Suddenly he was no longer out-
sidetheinterdictor'slineof directfire, but squarely init. He
stood the Falcon on her thin side relative to the interdictot
to minimize his target surface, weaving through withering
fire, dropping lower to keep the blastsfrom convergingon
him. When he was practically skating on the ship's surface,
he turned abruptly up and out.

"Wow," he heard Devis say. Han's jaw nearly dropped-
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thetwo TIEs had stayed with him the whole way. Behind
them were only three skips of the original six. Han didn't
have to wonder what had happened to the other three—not
with pilots like that.

Even as he watched, the TIEs broke and came around,
putting the skips between them and the big guns of the
cruiser, and proceeded to take them apart.

"That's some pretty fancy flying,” Han commented.
"Good thing there weren't more like you when we were
fighting the Empire.”

"Thank you, sir," Devis said. "But we've got more com-
pay. A lot more.”

Han glanced at the monitor. "We can make one more
pess” he said. "After that it's going to be way too hot
here."

Infact, he knew, this pass was going to be more than a
litle warm itself—probably fatally so.

"Wow," Prann said, gazing out through the Golan IPs
viewport. "L ook at that. And you wanted usto help them."”

"What?"Jainasaid.

"Comehere," Prannsaid.

Shegot up and made her slow way to the viewport. They
kd traded out the webbing they had bound her with for
dun cuffs on her hands and feet and a slave collar around
her neck. Moreover, the Toydarian was still sticking close
to her. Prann didn't seem too worried that she would try
anything.

She reached the viewport, and to her dismay saw what
Prann was talking about.

"Therest of theV ongfleet came back,” shesaid dully.

"Yep. Inafew hours your fleet's going to be scrap metd,
andeven if we wereinclined to lend ahand, | don't think we
could do much good against that many.”
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"Don't try to justify your cowardice to me" Jaina sid.
"They're al going to die, and you're just going to watch."

"Watch?"' Prann said. "No, I'm going to run. The hyper-
driveisready to go, thanksto your spare parts. Why doyou
think | dropped the cloak? But it looks like they've for-
gotten us out here, so we're going to finish running com-
puter simulations. Our cobbled-together drive is a little
quirky, and we don't want to end up in a star."

"Please," Jainasaid. "If you'll just listen to me—

"Solo, | said no. Hey, look at it this way: you're going to
live to tell the uppity-ups what happened here, which no
one else is likely to be able to do. You're going to live,
Colonel—and it's not even your fault."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Jaina asked.

"It means," Prann said, leaning over her, "I've done a
littlefightingmyself,inmytime, andl knowyourtype. Get-
ting dead isyour goal in life, and you'll keep throwing your-
sdf into the fray until it happens. In the meantime, you live
in constant disappointment.”

"Youdon'tknow me," Jainasaid. "Don't pretendyoudo."

"Whatever, kid. I'm not going to make an argument out
of it. It's not worth it."

"Take this station into battle, now!" Jaina said, asdra-
matically aspossible. Prannblinked at her. ShefelttheToy-
darian tense.

"Wedl," Prann said. "Nice try."

Jainalet her face sag in defeat, but inwardly, she conjured
awicked little smile. She'd only lightly nudged Prann with
the Force, just enough to let him know she wasthere.

Because, inthe middle of their little discussion, shehad
found a plan. She wasn't sure it would work, but it hada
better chance of succeeding now than it had amoment ago.

"Pash?"Wedge said.
"Get me General Cracken!"
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He'd just seen Memory oflthor take a series of hard hits,
andsensorssaiditscorewasgoingcritical.

"Here, Wedge," the general's tired voice said a moment
later. "Sorry, we're not going to much help to you from here
on out."

"Just get out of there,” Wedge said.

"We're evacuating now," Pash said. "Well have to take
our chancesin escape pods—we've got none here. | tried to
aim her at one of the interdictors, but she's not going to
makeit, I'm afraid.”

"Just take care of yourself, Pash. Thisisn't over yet."

"Good luck, Wedge. Crackenout.”

A few moments later, the Memory flashed out of exis-
tence. Wedge hoped Pash made it out, but he didn't have
time to dwell on it. The Mothma was limping itself, and
it wouldn't be long before he was sharing his old friend's
fate. Unless something changed, and quickly, they were all
going down.

Millennium Falcon and her escort had picked up twenty
ips by the time they came into firing range again. The
TIEswere staying behind them, drawing firein an effort to
keep them from hitting the Falcon, but plenty of shots were
getting through, making it an awfully rough ride.

"Captain Solo,” C-3PO moaned from the copilot's seet,
"I'mafraid our rear deflector is beginning to fail."

"See if you can reroute the power," Han said, wishing
Leiawere in that seat, despite what he'd said earlier.

"Can't keep them off," Devissaid. "I'velost my shields."

"Thanks for the help,” Han told him. "I can handle it
from here. You just get clear." He fired off the last of his
concussion missiles, blowing another gouge in the inter-
dictor, and focused his quad lasers on the hole. Y orik coral
churned and evaporated. He dropped even lower, hoping a
void didn't get him, and continued to strafe.
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An enormous explosion rocked the ship.

"What was that?" he asked of everyone and noonein
particular.

"My wingmate," Devis replied. His voice had arattling
quality to it. "He took a direct hit."

"You're still back there?" Han snapped. "Get out! Make
sure Pellagon is coming!"

"A little late for that, I'm afraid,” Devis said. "But maybe
| can still be of service. Itwasagreat honorflyingwithyou,
Captain Solo. Tdl . . . tell Admiral Pellaeon | did what 1
thought was best."

"Devis, what are you—"

But thenthe TIE came screaming by on hisstarboard. It
was spinning asif it had lost astabilizer, but somehow the
kid had still managed to aim it. It smacked into the inter-
dictor like a meteor, blasting off a chunk of yorik coral al-
most the size of the Falcon and leaving an incandescent
hole. Atmosphere blew out intothe void, alongwith afew
figures that could only be Y uuzhan Vong.

Han pulled up, pulling a few skips through the explosion
as hedid so.

"Threepio?' he demanded.

"1I'm sorry, Sir," the droid said. " The interdictor isill
functioning.”

Whichmeansitwasall for nothing, kid, Hanthought. He
realized he didn't even know what Devis had looked like.

"Han, what's happening?' Leids voicedrifted up.

"Nothing,"” he said. "We've logt the TIES and the inter-
dictor is still on-line. If we make another pass, they'll bring
us down for sure.”

" If we don't—"

"Yeah, | know," Han said. "Even if Pellacon comes, itll
betoo little, too late. So we make another pass, right?"

"Right."

"Right." He spun the ship in avicious roll that brought
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theinterdictor back into view. "I love you, sweetheart,”
hesaid.
"I loveyou too, you old pirate."

"Okay," Prann said, "looks like we're ready, guys. I'm
layingin the final calculations.”

This is it, Jaina thought. She reached out through the
Force, subtly, not taking control, but instead substituting
her own coordinates for the ones Prann thought he was
entering. She didn't have much skill controlling minds
through the Force, and like Jacen she didn't think much of
thepractice.

Butthistimetherewasnochoice.

One-one-two, not aught-aught-two, shethought at Prann.
Aught-nine-one, not one-one-nine. Everythingel seisright,
it's perfect, the best jump ever calculated, and then you'll be
borne, rich, safe from the Vong forever. She couldn't change
thejump much, or he would notice. But she didn't need to.

"Hey," the Toydarian said. He must have noticed her
look of concentration. "What are you doing? Stop it, or |
shoot your hand off."

"I'm not doing anything," Jaina said, desperately trying
to keep up her monologue through the Force. "What could
|bedoing?"

"Doesn't matter anyway," Prann said. "Herewe go."

Hepulled back onthejump lever, and they went.

"What in the—" Han yanked back on the stick, pulling
thefalcon out of her dive and just whispering by the huge
object that had appeared in his path.

"Just when you think things can't get worse—"

"Sir! Sirl" C-3PO shouted. "It's a Golan Two Battle Sta-
tion. Whereinthegalaxy couldthat havecomefrom?"

"A Golan?..."

"We're saved!"
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"What—what happened?' Prann shrieked.

"Y ou tried to jump through an interdictor,” Jaina replied.
"It didn't work."

"I didnot! | sstthejumpinexactly theoppositedirection.”

"Yes, well, obviously you didn't."

Prann leapt up, pulling his blaster. "You did this. Some-
how you got in my head—"

"Listen to me, Prann," Jaina snapped. "You're inter-
dicted. They have asolid read on you by now, so if you put
the cloak up you'll not only be a sitting target, you'll bea
blind sitting target. Y ou've got just one choice now—take
out that interdictor, or die. What's it going to be?'

Prann kept the blaster on her, his face contorted with fury.

"She's right, Erli," Ghanol said. "We have tofight our
way out now."

Prann's finger twitched on the blaster contact—then he
slammed it back into his holster.

"To the guns, then. But so help me, Jedi, you're goingto
payforthis."

Han cut hard in next to the station asthe shieldswent on.
The next instant, heavy laserfire began pounding the inter-
dictor. Now his only worry was the dozen or so skips il
on his tail, his own failing shields, and twenty other things
that were going wrong in his ship.

"Hang on, everybody," he said. "This is going to be
tight."

"Han," Leia called up.

"Little busy right now, honey," he said.

"Jainasinthat station."

"Redlly? There ought to be a good story behind this
one—but hey, that'sour girl."

"l don't think—Han, she's till in trouble.”
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"Oh, yeah?" He yawed and straightened, leading a skip
through cannon fire. "Well, we'll see about that."

"Sir!" Cd shouted. "The Golan Two just appeared right
next to the Interdictor. It'sreally giving it a pounding!"

Wedge looked at the display, not believing what he was
seeing.

"How did they moveit?" hewondered.

It didn't matter. "Change heading. When that field goes
down, | want to be out of range of the other one. Well take
uptherear."

Ponderously and under heavy fire, what remained of his
tatteredfleetturned to obey. All except Mon Mothma.

The ships between them and theinterdictor had realigned
to deal with the battle station. His battle group had a clear
run at it, but someone had to prevent that other interdictor

from keeping pace with them. And since thiswas his fiasco,
it looked like he was elected.



THIRTY-THREE

"Remember, you're supposed to be training me," Tahiri
commented as she and Corran moved to stand back to
back. "What does the wise Jedi do in a situation like this?'
The warriorswere advancing toward them in atightening
circle. Inthe distance, near where the tops of thefieldguides
could be seen, the sky was a mass of white vapor.

"Thewise Jedi avoids situations like this," Corran said.

"Oh," Tahiri said. "I don't guess | know any wise Jedi,
then. Very disillusioning.”

She counted thirty warriors.

"Right," Corran said. "And that's your lesson for the
day—don't hang on to your illusions."

"l was hoping more for a crash course in 'how to kick
butt when you're outnumbered thirty to two.™

"Widll, if you're going to be picky about what | teach..."

"Quickly!" Nom Anor shouted, from near the sip.
"There is little time."

The circle contracted more rapidly. The ground trembled
again, and pain pulsed through the Force. Pain and some-
thing else—something familiar.

She hadn't had time to sort it out when a track of green
laserfire ran through the warriors on their right flank, then
their left, and suddenly a gleaming spacecraft come into
view. It dropped to hover afew meters off the ground.

"Jade Shadow!" Corran whooped. "It's Mara and Luke!"

2R4
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Even as he said it, the landing ramp dropped down, and
Luke Skywalker and Jacen Solo leapt out, followed by the
hulking reptilian figure of Saba Sebatyne. Three new
lightsabers flared to life. Then the Shadow leapt back up,
turned, and began raining fire on the Y uuzhan Vong craft.

The remaining warriors shook off their stupor and
charged, but Tahiri ignored them, tearing through one of
the gaps cut by the Shadow. Nom Anor wasn't watching
her—instead he was dodging laserfire, trying to reach the
landing ramp of the Y uuzhan Vong ship. He made it there
only a few meters ahead of her, but as soon as he was on it,
it began to retract.

With awar cry, she hurled herself through the air, land-
ing on the ramp, sweeping her lightsaber toward the
executor'shead.

Nom Anor ducked at the last instant and her lightsaber
cut into the coral hull. He scrambled away from her, and
she started to follow, but the ship suddenly bounded up
from the ground, twisting as it went. Tahiri lost her footing
and fell. She grasped at the edge of the retracting ramp and
missed, but caught the edge of a plasma cannon with her
ltthand. Furiously, she cut at the hull with her lightsaber. It
resisted the blow, and her weight suddenly tripled as the
ship went into drive. She lost her grip and went whirling
hack to the ground, landing so hard al of the wind went out
of her. Shelay there, trying to recover, watching helplessly
astheyorik coral vessel bored up through the atmosphere
with Jade Shadow in hot pursuit.

Another wrenching wave of pain from the planet lashed
at her, and agai ntheground shifted. Wheezing, sheforced
herself to her feet.

Corran, Luke, and Jacen were trotting toward her. Saba
was standing at the edge of the clearing, staring out at the
towers. The Y uuzhan VVong warriorsal appeared to be dead.
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"Tahiri," Jacen asked. "Are you okay?"

"Nothing broken, | think," she said.

He wrapped her up in an embrace that hurt admost as
much asit felt good. Tears threatened again.

"I let him get away," she murmured. "After dl that, | let
him get away. And now Sekot will die."

"Die?' Master Skywalker said. "Doyoutwo understand
what's going on here? What's wrong with Sekot?"

Over Jacen's shoulder, Tahiri saw a shaft of blue light
suddenly leap from ground to sky, appearing from some-
where near the hyperdrive. It lasted only a second.

"Down!" Corran shouted. "Cover your ears."

A heartbeat later, the shock wave came, followed by a
wind so hot it scorched her back.

"What was that?" Jacen asked.

"The ship's drive," Corran explained. "Nom Anor must
have sabotaged it somehow."

"Nom Anor?" Master Skywalker said. "What—?"

"That'salong story,” Corran said, "onethat | would like
to tell. But | don't think I'm going to get the chance if we
don't get out of this area, and quickly."

"Maras aready on her way back," Master Skywalker sad.

By the time the Shadow dropped back low enough to
pick them up, the surface of Zonama Sekot was vibrating
like a plucked string, and in the Force, Tahiri could fee
something building, something out of control. Shefollowed
the others aboard.

"I came back when | saw the plasma burst," Mara sad.

"Isit aweapon?'
"No," Luke said. "Get us out of here, Mara—fast."
"Sounds good to me."
"What about Nom Anor?" Tahiri asked.
"I alerted Widowmaker," Mara said. "They should have
enough firepower to deal with the Vong ship."
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The ground was dwindling, and the gigantic vanes of the
hyperdrive were coming into view. The entire valley they
stood in was black, and as she watched, three brilliant blue
beams like the one they had seen a moment ago tore up
through the atmosphere.

The shock wave hit, and the Shadow went into a crazy
yaw, whichMarafought, cursing, into control.

"| appreciate the save," Corran told Master Skywalker
astheshipleveled out. "Buthow isit youjust happened by ?*

"We didn't know it was you," Luke said. "Sekot was in
pai n—we came here to find out what was wrong, and saw
the Y uuzhan Vong ship." Heraised an eyebrow. "We were
pretty surprised to find you here."

"Right," Corran said. "That explanation | promised
you..."

Through the upward-angled cockpit view, Tahiri saw
stars appearing as they left the atmosphere behind.

Then, abruptly, they streaked away.

287

Nom Anor was standing on the bridge of the transport
vess?l Red Qurang, watching the planet recede with agrim
smile of satisfaction. Jade Shadow had broken off her
pursuit.

"A large infidel ship is approaching," one of the subal-
terns growled.

"It'sthe Imperial frigate | mentioned to Shimrra," Nom
Anor said. "Y ou were supposed to occupy it with your
other ships."

"There are no other ships," Ushk Choka growled. "Lord
Shimrra had need of them elsewhere." He grimaced at the
sght of the approaching ship. "It'stoo large to engage,”" he
said. "Canweoutrunit?”

"Wewill haveto bear itsfirst assault," the subaltern said.
"After that we can outrun. Its masswill prevent it changing
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its vector quickly enough to catch us before we burrow into
darkspace."

"Can we withstand?' Ushk Choka asked.

"Possibly," the subaltern said dubiously.

"Maneuver evasively, then."

Nom Anor was ill watching the planet, feeling oddly
calm, despite the danger hewas in. He could still seewhere
the hyperwave guideswere by jthe boiling cloud, and ashe
watched, a brilliant blue cone suddenly appeared, then just
asquickly vanished.

Something was wrong. The core was supposed to ex-
plode, not firethe engines. Had he failed? Was there some-
thing about Nen Yim's protocol he hadn't understood, or
had he underestimated Sekot? Perhaps Skywalker and the
other Jedi had managed to somehow reverse the damage he

had caused.

The view swung away from the planet and was replaced
by the night of space and awhite wedge of abomination. It
seemed Choka meant to run right into the warship's for-
ward batteries.

"Keep our present course," Choka said. "Secure for
bombardment."

"Entering range," the subaltern muttered.

The ship began rocking from the frigate's guns, but Nom
Anor ignored them and stumbled hisway back to the mica-
like rear viewport analog, where Zonama Sekot was ill
visible.

Behind him, Choka and the pilot snarled at each other.
Something exploded, and a haze of acrid smoke filled the
air. Nom Anor dug his fingersinto the spongy edge of the
bulkhead, still unableto look away from the planet below.

The planet of his prophecy.

Not one, but three blue cones stabbed up through the at-
mosphere. It was a beautiful sight.
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An earsplitting detonation snapped his face against the
mica. Hetumbl ed to the deck, black spots swimming before
hiseyes, but with grim persistence he dragged himsel f back
up, noticing as he did that everything had gone eerily silent,
though the ship till shivered beneath the Imperial frigate's
attack. For a foolish instant he thought perhaps the ship
had lost its atmosphere and he was in vacuum, but then he
wouldbedead, wouldn'the?

Hewiped blood from his eyes, realizing hisforehead was
cut, and gazed back out the viewport, just intimeto seethat
they had made their run past the Imperial ship. Itsdrive sec-
tion was just coming into view. It eclipsed his view of the
planet as it began a ponderous turn, trying to come after
them. It was still firing at them from its rear tower. Nom
Anor noticed that Red Qurang was trailing a cloud of va-
porized coral.

"We can stand no more of this," the subaltern said. "An-
other strike, and—"

Suddenly all the stars fell toward Zonama Sekot. The
frigate quivered and twisted, stretched into a streak of light,
and vanished with the stars. Nom Anor snarled, braced
himself—

And the stars were back. In the distance, the orange gas
giant rotated as always. Where Zonama Sekot had been
wasonly empty space.

Not what | expected, Nom Anor thought as his body
went light from relief. Not what | expected, but it will serve.

Still, for long moments he gazed at where the planet had
been, blinking away the blood even though there was noth-
ingtosee.

Hewilled his muscles to relax. The truly dangerous part
of hisjourney was yet to come. Ushk Choka and his men
were surely doomed. Shimrrawould probably execute them
the instant they landed. Nom Anor would live longer, at
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least until he had told the Supreme Overlord everything he
knew. Then the true test of his gamble would come. Would
hejoin Chokaand hiscrew infeeding thegods, or wouldhe
beforgiven and perhapseven elevated?

Only timewouldtell. But therisk wasworthit. Oneway
or another, hewas at last going back where he belonged.

THIRTY-FOUR

Thehull-breach claxon blared asMon Mothma closed with
thepursuing Y uuzhanVong fleet.

"Deck Twenty-four, sr,” Cd reported. "Contained. The
damage is minimal."

"Get those deflectors back up,” Wedge ordered. "Divert
power from starboard, if necessary.”

Mon Mothma ran port broadside to the approaching ves-
s lasersand ion cannonsthrumming in asteady rhythm,
missilesand mines gjecting asrapidly asthe ship'sweapons
systems allowed. Wedge knew he couldn't keep that up for
long, but he wasn't worried about depleting the power core
or running out of ammuniti on—they would be overwhelmed
by the enemy long before that happened. In the meantime,
however, his desperate maneuver was causing the lead
capital ships to either dow or veer onto lengthier vectors—
not so much from fear of the Mothma's firepower as to
avoid collision. That wasn't true of the entire advancing
line, of course—the ships on the wings had smply gone
around him. Those weren't the ones he was worried about;
his central preoccupation was with tying up the cluster of
the four shipsflying point, because if they were dowed Sg-
nificantly, the second Interdictor would have to set a para-
bolicand hencelonger, dower courseto reach therest of the
Alliance ships. That would give the battle station that much
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more time to incapacitate the outsystem gravity-well gen-
erator and his fleet that much more of an opportunity to
jump out of thisthoroughly botched affair.

And, to his surprise, it wasworking.

The Yuuzhan Vong had been strange throughout this
whole battle—tentative. The sudden appearance of the
Golan Il seemed to have made them more so. Even ap-
proaching hislone Star Destroyer, the Vong seemed almost
cautious. It was almost laughable—Ebag Nine must have
really shaken them up if they thought the string of mishaps
that constitutedtheBilbringi offensivemight actually bethe
setup for some ingenious trap.

Come to think of it, that might be why they were try-
ing to stay relatively clear of Mon Mothma. Maybe they
expected. . .

He blinked. It might work.

"Commander Raech," he said.

"General," Mon Mothma's commander said.

"Evacuate the sectors adjacent to the power core and re-
duce the core shielding efficiency by two percent every thirty
seconds.”

"Reducethe efficiency, General ?"

"That's correct,” Wedge replied.

"Very well," Raech said.

"Give me reports on that asit develops, Lieutenant Cel."

"Yes, dr," the lieutenant said, clearly as puzzled as the
commander.

Wedge turned his attention back to the battle. The largest
of the ships had rolled up above his horizon and was pound-
ing their upper shieldsfrom medium range, whileasmaller
frigate analog was coming in from below.

Wedge ordered a change in heading. Groaning, the ship
turned its nose toward the Dreadnaught and the three
cruisers behind it. Mon Mothma was now under firefrom
an entire hemisphere.
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"Forward deflectors failing, sir."

"Steady," Wedge said. "Hold this course.”

The pockmarked surface of the Dreadnaught grew nearer,
resembling a badly scarred moon. The lights on the bridge
went out, suddenly, and stayed out.

"Power core shielding down fifteen percent, sr," Cd
said. "Sir, the surrounding decks are reporting contami-
nation."

"Continue as ordered," Wedge said.

Andhopethe Yuuzhan Vong don't revert suddenly toform.

The interdictor cracked at its central seam and bled
plasmain awhite-hot fountain of lead. Spinning from the
reaction, it rolled like some bizarre child's firework and
then split, light flashing inside it like lightning in a dark
thunderhead.

Jaina, till bound in stun cuffs, felt like cheering.

So did some of Prann's people, apparently, because they
actually did.

Prann wasn't one of them. "Status?" he snapped.

The Barabel at system ops looked over. "We've sustained
major damage to the southwestern deflector grid. Other
than that, we're in pretty good shape."

"Good."

Helooked over his shoulder at Jaina, his eyes smoldering,
then finished the turn and took a few steps toward her.

"Well, Jedi," he said. "You got your wish. Now | get
mine." He pulled the blaster out and pointed it at her head.

"Hey, wait, Prann," one of the humans said. "None of us
sgned on for murder, especidly the murder of a Jedi. The
station is till in good shape, we're no longer interdicted—
let'sjust blast jets out of here, stick to the origina plan."

"Unh-unh," Prann snarled. "Nobody gets inside my
mind like that. It ain't right. And if we try to jump, shelll
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just do it again, drop us by the other interdictor. Once she's
dead, then we jump."

"Just let me stun her," Vd said. "She can't do anything
then."

"No, not until she wakes up. Then who knows what kind
of mind tricks she'll pull? Better thisway."

Jaina watched the muzzle of the weapon camly. "Right
now you guyslook like heroes," she said. "Nobody knows
you weren't planning to help. Nobody hasto. Kill me, and
all that changes."

"Hey, she'sright,” the Rodian—Jith—said.

"No, don't be a fool," Prann said. "We've got all those
other pilots on board. Somebody will talk."

"Good point," Jaina said. "Are you going to kill them,
too?"

"Prann, come on," Ve pleaded.

"I'd take his advice," an infinitely more familiar voice
said, from behind her.

Prann jerked the gun up and fired as Jaina whipped her
head around. She wasintimeto see alarge, furry massin-
tersect the bolt with a blazing bronze lightsaber and send it
whining into the bulkhead, missingitsintended target—her
father.

L owbacca—the furry mass—growled and leapt toward
Prann, followed closely by Alema Rar, whose lightsaber
was aso blazing. Then the air was suddenly full of blaster
fire. Lowbacca slashed through Prann's weapon and then
knocked him to the ground with an elbow strike; Rar |eapt
straight at the bridge crew. Her mother and father were sud-
denly in front of her, Leia blocking any shots coming their
way and Han taking careful aim so as not to damage the
consoles.

It didn't take long for Prann's people to give up in theface
of the furious and unexpected attack. Within a few mo-
ments they were al disarmed.
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Jainalet her breath out in along sigh. "Hi, Dad, hi Mom.
| was wondering how long you were going to take."

Prannwas picking himself up off thefloor, rubbing hisjaw.

"We stopped to pick up reinforcements,” Han told her,
indicating Alema Rar and the rest of Twin Suns.

Leia moved to stand next to her. "Are you okay?"' she
asked, putting her hand on Jaina's shoulder.

"Never better," Jaina said.

Her dad was staring Prann down.

"Look, Solo," Prann said, most of his bluster suddenly
gone. "I don't want any trouble from you."

"You were holding a blaster on my daughter. What do
you expect from me, akissand flowers?'

"Oh—yeah." Prann muttered, amost as if to himself. "I
was just—angry, you know. | wouldn't have realy done
anything."

"The rest of you," Han shouted. "l want you back at
your posts, because this crate isn't going anywhere until
every last Alliance ship hasmadeit out, understand?’

The crew complied immediately, and the Twins went
around collecting the discarded weapons.

"Thisis our station," Prann said. "We earned it."

"Hey," Han said, "what's your name?"

"Erli Prann."

"Erli Prann. Can't say as I've ever heard of you. But
Prann?"

"Yeah?'

Her father'sfist suddenly lashed out, cracking the butt of
his blaster against the side of Prann's head. Prann dropped
asif Han had used the business end of the weapon.

"If you ever touch my daughter again, I'll kill you," he said.

When he looked up, Prann's crew was staring at him.

"WEell?' he thundered. "Don't you all have something
todo?"

They jumped back to their tasks asif they'd been working
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for Han Solo all their lives. Thelasersandion cannons started
firing once more, covering the Alliance fleet as it gathered
speed for hyperspace.

"And somebody get me the code to these stun cuffs!” he
demanded.

The Dreadnaught was suddenly receding instead of get-
ting closer. So were the other capital ships.

"Wéll, look at that,” Wedge said. "It worked."

"They think we're overloading our core, don't they, sir?”
Cel asked.

"Yes, Lieutenant, exactly,” Wedge replied. "But they
won't buy it for long.”

He turned to the pilots. "Hard about. Point us toward
that space platform. And get the shielding efficiency back
up in the power core."

"Sr, the interdictor is down," Cel noted.

"Brilliant. Control, order all shipsto lightspeed.”

The Yuuzhan Vong shook off their uncertainty pretty
quickly when they saw the Mothma's drive turn their way.
They gave chase like apack of voxyn.

Up ahead of him, he had the satisfaction of seeing therest
of his shipsvanish into starlight.

"We can ramp up to lightspeed ourselves, General," the
Mothma's commander said. "Shall | givethe order?”

Wedge's lips pinched in. Jaina and everyone else on the
battle station were doomed if they left now. Not agood re-
ward for what they had done, but if he attempted an
evacuation, the crew of Mon Mothma might join them.

He sighed. "Prepare—"

"Sir, I've got an incoming message—priority one, from
MillenniumFal con.”

"Put it on."

A few seconds later, Lela Organa Solo spoke over the
channdl.
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"Wedge," she said, "can the Mothma make the jump?"*

"Yes. Whereareyou?"

"In the docking bay of the Golan Two. Wedge, I'll ex-
plain later, but we're okay here. Well cover you on your
way out."

"That's good enough for me" he said. "Commander,
take us out of here."

S0 long, Bilbringi, he thought. If I never see you again,
that'll still be two timestoo many.

"It was easy enough dipping into a berth, after we lost
the skips,” Han explained. "What with al the shooting
going on, | guess nobody was watching the dock."

Jaina, her mother and father, and Wedge Antilles were
sitting around a table in the refectory of the Alliance-
commandeered Golan || Battle Station, currently occupying
an orbit in an uninhabited system with what remained of
Wedge's ships and Admiral Gilad Pellaeon's fleet. A few
Y uuzhan Vong ships had followed their vector on the jump,
and had paid dearly for it.

Now they were awaiting orders on how and where to
disperse to. Prann's people were in custody, waiting to be
charged, and the near-system lookouts hadn't spotted any-
thing that looked like an imminent Y uuzhan Vong attack.
The combined fleet remained on high alert, but there was
timefor alittle relaxation.

Wedge poured another round of Corellian brandy.

"If this station had lips," Wedge said, "I'd kissit. Since it
doesn't—Colonel Solo, I'll drink your health instead.”

"Hear, hear," Leia said, and they all raised glasses.

"We really have Prann and his people to thank, in a
way," Jaina said, after the toast was over. "l mean, it's not
like they intended to help, but if it weren't for them—"

"Yes, if it weren't for them we would have al died,"
Wedge said. "Even asit is, we lost way too much here. Pash
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Cracken, Judder Page ..." He shook his head. "Old friends,
young people | never knew."

He looked up at them, and to Jaina he seemed suddenly
old. "You'd think | would be used to it by now."

"You don't get used to it,"” Han said.

From the corner of her eye, Jaina saw aflash of uniform,
then an aging human face with an iron-gray mustache. She
came quickly to attention.

"Grand Admiral Pellaeon, gr,” she said, saluting.

The others at the table came to their feet more dowly,
Han dowest of all.

"Please," Pellaeon said. "At ease, Colond Solo. After
what you've been through, you deserve a redt.”

Heturnedto Wedgeand saluted stiffly. " General Antilles,
I've cometo offer my apologies. Captain Devissmanfound
us, but we hadn't had time to prepare thefleet for lightspeed
before you arrived here. | should have joined you regard-
less, but when our communi cations failed—"

"Y ou did exactly as| would have done, Grand Admiral,"
Wedge said. "The battle plan was explicit. It simply didn't
take into account that all our communications might fail."

"That'svery generous of you, General Antilles. | hopeifl
werein your situation | could be as forgiving."

"Has anyone heard from Admiral Kre'fey?" Wedge
asked.

Pellacon nodded. "The couriers Captain Solo dispatched
established communications between us, a bit belatedly. 1t
seems, Genera, that the ships that initially jumped from
Bilbringi whenyouarrivedthereencountered Kre'fey'sfleet.
They engaged briefly."

jag? Jainathought. Had she sent himinto a firefight?

"Admiral,"” she asked, "do you know if Colond Pel
reached Admiral Kre'fey?"

"I do not, Colonel Solo, but | shall make inquiries.”
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"I'm sure he'sfing," Lelasaid. "Well find him."

Wedge cleared histhroat.

"Grand Admiral," he began, "l wonder if you would
caretojoin us for adrink. | believe the brandy is from your
home province."

Pellaeon hesitated. "I would very much enjoy that, Gen-
eral Antilles, but at the moment, duty calls. [—I was won-
deringif I could make aninquiry of my own. Captain Devis
hasn't returned to his command. Do you know his where-
abouts?'

Han shuffled a bit. "I'm sorry, Admiral, he, ah—didn't
makeit. He died helping to take down the interdictor."

A drange expression passed over Pdlaeon's face like a
cloud, andlikeacloud it wasquickly gone. But Jainacaught
something inthe Force, something unmistakabl e.

"I see" Pellagon said.

"He said to tell you he did what he thought was right.”

Pellagon clasped his hands behind his back and looked at
the floor. "Well, yes, that sounds like him,” he said. He
glanced at Han. "Hewas agreat admirer of yours, | believe,
Captain Solo, despite the fact that in Imperial holosyou are
most often portrayed as something of avillain. Or perhaps
that's why he admired you."

Heclicked hishedlstogether. "L adies, gentlemen—until |
havetimefor that drink."

He sdluted and left—almost in a hurry, it seemed.

"Villain?' Han muttered. "Maybe | need to see some of
theseholos.”

"That was a little odd, don't you think?" Leia asked.

"Yeah,” Han drawled. "Devis was a good guy, sure,
but—"

"Isthe Grand Admiral married?" Jainainquired.

"No," Leiareplied. "They say he's never made time for
it. Why doyou ask?'
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"Because," Jaina said, remembering what shed just felt
in the Force, "I think Devis was his son."

They were all silent for a moment, until Han raised his
glass.

"To all of our sons and all of our daughters,” he said, "be
they with us or beyond."

EPILOGUE

Han was sitting on a shingle of a beach on Mon Calamari,
silently enjoying the sunset with Leia, when Lando Cal-
rissian came calling.

"They said I'd find you down here," Lando said. "I
didn't believe it."

"Well, you know," Han said. "The wife likes this sort of
thing."

"Isthat Jaina?" Lando asked.

Han glanced off in the distance, where Jaina and Jag were
exploring the tide pools below an ancient reef uplift in
rolled-up trousers and windbreakers. Jag had shown up
with Kre'fey a few days before, and Jaina and he had been
annoyinglyinseparabl esincethen.

"Yep. | convinced her to take a little leave," he said.
"What's going on? Still charging military prices for your
courier service?"

"Hey, I'm just doing my part,” Lando said. "I only
charge enough to keep me from looking foolish. Anyway,
my businesses won't run without communications, either.
Andthere'splenty of competition—the Smugglers Alliance
lovesthis sort of work. Appealsto the romantic inthem."

"Did you just come down here tofill me in on your good
deeds, or is something up?"

"No, I'm just stopping in to say hello and good-bye be-
fore | head back out. But | thought you'd like to know some
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of my people caught one of the things that made such a
wreck of the HoloNet."

"Really," Leiasaid. "What was it, exactly?"

"A dovin basal, basicaly, grafted onto some sort of liv-
ing guidance system. They follow HoloNet signals to their
source and then collapse the relays into singularities. The
Vong must have released a million of them—they're every-
where. Some of my people think they're even multiplying."

"Wonderful," Leiasaid. "So evenif werebuildtherelays,
as soon as we use them one of these things will catch the
scent, and good-bye relay."

"That's about the sze of it. I've been building some com-
pact new relays, though, and mounting them on retrofitted
corvettes. If they're mobile, it'll be harder to find them."

"Sounds expensive," Han said.

"Yeah, but think how useful one of those would have
beenatBilbringi."

"Good point. | guess the military will give you a good
price for those, too."

Calrissian smiled. "Eventually. I'm going to givethem the
first few as samples. | have to think about the future, after
al. wdll, I'll leave you two alone, now. Placesto be, and all
that."

"Thanks for stopping by." Leiasaid. "It's dways good to
seeyou.”

"I'm sure it won't be long before we see each other
again," Lando replied.

They had finished watching the sunset and were walking
back to the apartment when Leia suddenly stumbled. Han
caught her.

"Hey," he said, "you know you don't have to act all
clumsy to get my attention." But then he felt how tense she
was. " What's wrong?"

"It's Jacen, and Luke—and Tahiri, they—"

"Are they al right?"
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"I don't know," she said. "It's not like my contact with
them has been al that strong, but | felt them, especialy
Luke and Jacen. Now it's like—they're gone."

Han suddenly felt very cold.

"Youmean dead?'

"No, not like that. | would know it if they died—I know |
would."

"Then I'm sure they're fing" Han said, uncertain
whether he believed that or not.

"Yes," Leiaechoed. "I'm surethey are."

Tahiri looked up at the heavens and shivered straight to
her bones.

No world should have hyperspace for a sky.

After the jump, Jade Shadow's instruments had gone
strange, and Mara had settled the ship in a protected ravine
until they could sort things out. No telling what would
happen to the atmosphere when they reverted.

["they reverted.

She drew her attention back to the conversation.

"Jacen and | had both sensed you for sometime," Master
Skywalker was saying. "But fitfully, and we couldn't get a
sense of where. Sekot sensed something, too, but couldn't
find your ship—it was hidden somehow."

"We came in a Sekotan ship," Tahiri said.

"With afew Y uuzhan Vong spare parts,” Corran put in.

"That might explainit," Luke said.

"It certainly explains it," a new voice said.

They all turned, and Tahiri gasped. Nen Yim was
standing there, whole, alive.

"Nen Yim! "she said.

Nen Yim shook her head sadly. "No. This one has passed
on. | found her attached to my memory—nher, and much in-
formation concerning her technology—and the ship that
brought you here. The modifications she made to the ship
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are—interesting. | may experiment with the design, should
we survive this."

"Tahiri," Jacen said, "thisis Sekat, the living intelligence
of theplanet."

"|—" What did one say to aworld? "I'm pleased to meet
you."

"And | you, Tahiri," Sekot said gravely.

"Should we survive?' Luke asked. "What happened,
exactly?"

"I was infected with a virus designed to corrupt theinfor-
mation-transfer system that links my consciousness to the
hyperdrive. | believe the intended result was a core explo-
sion. | managed to prevent that, but was unable to stop our
jump to hyperspace. | have excised the virus and am re-
gaining control aswe speak, but it isdifficult.”

"Do you have any idea of our destination?'

"Nong," Sekot said. "The jump was blind. Eventually
we will pass close enough to a gravity well to be pulled
out."

"Our friends in orbit," Luke asked. "Do you know what
happened to them?"

"They did not make the jump with us" she replied.
"Whether they were destroyed, left behind, or pulled off
onto another vector, | cannot say."

"I'm sorry," Tahiri sighed.

"Sorry?" Luke asked.

"Yes. | brought him here. | argued for it, and now every-
thing's ruined."

"Tahiri, you weren't the only one who thought it was a
good idea," Corran said. "Everything aways looks clearer
in hindsight." He put his hand on her shoulder. " Y ou came
here for al the right reasons—to end the war, to somehow
find common ground between us and the Y uuzhan Vong. |
thought we could handle the situation. | was wrong."

The figure that resembled Nen Yim smiled ruefully. "I
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will not say | am happy to find myself sabotaged and in
danger of destruction, and yet what you brought with
you—the shaper and her knowledge—are of great impor-
tance. | do not entirely understand, and will not speak of it
now, but | suspect the questions raised are the most impor-
tant questions | shall ever have to ask myself. Now—if you
will excuse me, | must return my full attentions to pre-
serving us al through what isto come. | suggest you find
sturdy shelter in the caves."

"Thank you," Luketold her, "and may the Force bewith
you."

"Morethan ever," Sekot said, "I believe that it is."

And on that enigmatic note, the image of Nen Yim
vanished.

Soon after, the stars returned, spangled on anight sky.

The wind began.
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