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ONE YEAR AFTER THE BATTLE OF CGEONCSI S

"Master Doriana?" Em| Kerseage's deep voice called. "W’ re here.™

Ki nman Dori ana awoke with a start, blinking his eyes against the sunlight streanming in
through the shuttle's viewports. For a nonment he gazed at the |andscape rolling beneath

him trying to remenber where exactly he was. There had been so many systens...

The disorientation cleared. He was on Cartao, mmjor trading center for Prackla Sector,
carefully nonaligned in the war between the Republic and the Separatists. And hone to..
"There it is," Kerseage said. He turned the control stick delicately, rolling the shuttle
slightly to the left to give Doriana a better |ook. "Spaarti Creations."

Dori ana gazed out the side viewport, inpressed in spite of hinmself. Situated anbng a group
of forested hills just north of the conpact town of Foulahn City, perhaps three kiloneters
nort hwest of the equally conpact Triv Spaceport, was the uni que manufacturing plant known
as Spaarti Creations. Over a kilonmeter across at its widest, it had the patchwork | ook of
somet hing that had repeatedly been added onto over the decades. The roofline echoed the
frozen chaos, with towers, heat exchangers, antennas, and skylights poking out at
apparently random spots along the building s overall three-story height. There were no

wi ndows he coul d see, ventilation apparently being handled by a line of small, |ouvered
air vents dotting the outer walls about mdway up the sides. "Inpressive," he conmented.
"You think so?" Kerseage shrugged. "Personally, |’'ve always considered it an architectura

version of a weed patch. No order or organization anywhere."
“Ever been inside?"

"No one but enployees get to go in," the other said, his lip twisting with disgust and
resentnment. ' Them and the high and mighty."

"Li ke me?" Dori ana asked.

Kerseage gl anced at him as if suddenly renmenbering just who his passenger was. "No, no,
was thinking about Lord Binalie's chuns," he backtracked hastily. ’'The Prackla Trade
Council -that sort of crowd."

"You don’t think much of thenP"

Ker seage shrugged again, unconfortably this tinme. "It's nothing to do with ne," he
muttered. "I got a shuttle; | fly people places. That's all."

"I see," Doriana said, returning his attention to the nmanufacturing plant now passing
directly beneath them Cearly, Kerseage didn't want to say any nore.

But then, he didn't have to. Like everything el se he ever did, Doriana had nade sure to
research Cartao before coming here and hiring this particular man to bring himacross the
sparsely settled planet to Spaarti Creations. The cargo transport conpany Kerseage had
once owned had been inadvertently run out of business two years earlier by a poorly worded
regul ation the Prackla Trade Council had issued after the Battle of Geonosis.



Kerseage’'s appeal was still crawing its way through the system but by now the issue was
essentially noot. H's conpany was gone, and he clearly blamed Lord Binalie for it.

"What about the plant's satellite facilities?" he asked, his eyes flicking around the
forested areas north and west of the main facility. ’The buildings where they store raw
materials and fini shed product."”

"You nean the three Qutlinks?"

"Right," Doriana said. "Were are they?"
"I don’t know, exactly," Kerseage said. 'The closest one’s supposed to be about three
kil ometers northeast, just past that big gray-topped worker barracks thing." He pointed.

"Mm" Doriana said, peering into the distance. There was nothing showing in that direction
that he could see. Well canoufl aged, either by accident or by design. That could be
useful. "Wiere does Lord Binalie |ive?"

"There." Kerseage pointed to the |left as he brought the shuttle around in a w de
semcircle. "You see Foulahn City, just south of that kiloneter-w de stretch of grassland?"
"I see it," Doriana said. "I don't think |I've ever seen a city conme to a stop that
abruptly before. Except where there’s a lake or cliff tolimt it, of course.”

"I't mght as well be a cliff," Kerseage grunted. "That particular |line of grassland marks
the southern edge of Spaarti |and, and no one travels or builds there. The Cranscoc i nsi st
on it. Anyway, you see that big open area on the northern edge of the city, butting up
agai nst the grass strip?"

"Yes," Doriana said. It |looked |ike a park-grassland, quite a few clunps of trees, |arge
sections of scul pted bushes-with a few snmall buil dings and one very | arge one. Even from
this distance, the place reeked of wealth and power. On one of the low hills facing the
plant, he could see a pair of figures standing together. 'The Binalie estate?"

"You got it," Kerseage said. "You seen enough?"

Dori ana took a |l ast | ook around, fixing the geography in his mnd. Foul ahn and Navroc
Cities lay to the south and southeast of the plant, with the craggy Red H lls pushing up
agai nst the southern ends of both cities. Triv Spaceport was to the east, with | ow,
increasingly forested rolling hills to the north, and a snmall river winding its way
between the two cities and then between Foul ahn and the spaceport.

"Yes," he told the pilot, resettling hinmself in his seat. "Let's go see Lord Binalie."

They’ re turning around sone nore,
as he peered upward into the sky.

Corf Binalie announced, shading his eyes with his hand

"l think they nmight be coming here."

"Who, the people in the shuttle?" Jafer Tories asked, his white hair bl ow ng past his
cheek as he gazed downward at the ground, trying to pick out the particular siviviv vine
he and the boy had been following for the past half hour. "Yes, | know "

"You know who they are?" Corf asked, frowning up at him "Did Dad say sonething to you
about visitors?"

"No, but he didn't need to," Tories assured the boy. "It’'s been obvious for nearly a
m nute now. "
"Ch, cone on," Corf objected in that tone of strained patience twelve-year-olds did so
wel | . "How could you?"
"Sinple |logical deduction,” Tories told himin that pedantic instructor’s tone
seventy-three-year-olds did equally well.

"There was no reason for themto pass directly over the plant unless that was what they
were specifically looking at. After realizing howlittle that gained them their natura
next step is to want to take a look fromthe inside. For that, they need to cone see your



father."

Corf shook his head in amazenent. "Boy," he said. "I wish | were a Jedi

“I'f you were, you'd probably have to goto war soneday," Tories warned.

"You didn’t have to," Corf pointed out.

"Not yet," Tories said with a grinmace. "But | could be called up at any nonment. The
Council nerely decided to | eave a few Jedi where we are for the nonent in case of
unexpect ed Separatist noves in our areas. | could get to the scene of trouble anywhere in
Prackla or Locris Sectors |ong before they could send soneone from Coruscant or one of the
maj or battle areas. Being a Jedi is never easy, and can be downright dangerous."

"Yeah, but you're real smart,” Corf said. Clearly, distant runblings of war didn't faze
himin the slightest. "You' re good at figuring out stuff."

Tori es adnoni shed hi m

"Logical thinking is hardly the exclusive preserve of Jedi
"Anyone can learn to put facts together in their proper order

"Maybe," Corf said. "I still think it’s a Jedi thing." Tories smled, shading his eyes
with his hand as he watched the shuttle approach. In point of fact, of course, he hadn't
really known the shuttle was comng to the Binalie Estate, but had nerely concluded there
was a high probability of it. If it turned out the pilot was nerely showi ng off Spaarti
Creations to sone visiting friend, he was going to ook pretty foolish.

This m ght not be a bad thing. Tories had spent the past thirty years on Cartao,

di spensi ng wi sdom nedi ating di sputes, and handling the occasional pirate or overeager
crime lord. Sone of the locals had cone to respect him others had chosen to hate him
whi | e nost had never been nore than vaguely aware that Prackla Sector even had a resident
Jedi guardi an.

But never in those thirty years had he run into a case of hero-worship like Corf Binalie’s.

In his earlier days, it would have been highly gratifying, not to nention flattering, to
be held in such high esteem Fromthe perspective of his years, though, he could see the
danger |urking beneath that kind of unthinking adul ation. Even at twelve Corf should be
able to recogni ze a person’s weaknesses as well as his strengths; should be |earning how
to accept people as they were, not creating a lens of perfection through which to gaze at
them Instead, the boy insisted on regarding himas the Utimte Jedi: tall and strong,
wi se and ki nd, and never, ever wong.

This particular incident wasn’t going to do nmuch to change that perception, either. The
shuttl e passed | ow over their heads, |eaving no doubt that it was indeed making for the
private | andi ng pad beside the Binalie mansion

And as it did so, Tories got a clear |ook at the conpany name on the shuttle’'s side.

"Come on," he said, taking Corf’s armand turning himtoward the house.

"W’ re goi ng back?" Corf asked, frowning. "I thought you were going to help me track this
siviviv vine back to its root."

"W can do that later," Tories told him "R ght now, | think we ought to go see what these
peopl e want with your father."

"Ckay," Corf said, clearly not understanding but willing to accept Tories’ word for it.
“You’re the boss."

“I"mnot the boss," Tories rem nded himas they headed down the hill toward the distant
house and the shuttle settling onto the pad. "I’'mjust the Jedi."

"Yeah," Corf said off-handedly. "Sanme thing."
Tories sighed to hinself. Hopefully, the boy would grow out of it on his own.
One of Doriana’s nore sinple anusenments these days was to | count off the mnutes between

the time a droid or servant | disappeared into his master’s inner sanctumw th Doriana’s
credentials and the tinme Doriana hinself was ushered in. In the case of Lord Pilester



Binalie, that interval was |less than a mnute. Either Binalie was unusually respectful of
Coruscant authority, or else he was too worried about this unexpected visitor to play
power ganes.

"Master Doriana," Binalie said, rising fromthe massive chair behind the even nore nassive
desk as the protocol droid escorted Doriana into the office. "It's a great honor to
receive a representative from Suprenme Chancel |l or Pal patine hinsel f."

"A pleasure to neet you, as well, Lord Binalie,"” Doriana said in turn as he wal ked across
the room "I appreciate you giving nme sone of your tine."

"My pleasure," Binalie said, waving Doriana to a chair facing the desk and sitting back
down hinself. "I w sh you d given nme notice of your visit. | could have sent a shuttle to
nmeet you, or else directed you to Triv Spaceport where you could have come over by

| andspeeder. "

"There were reasons for comng into Cartao where | did," Doriana told him watching the
other’'s face closely. "As there were for choosing the particular transport | did."

A muscle in Binalie' s cheek twitched. So he'd spotted the nane on Kerseage's shuttle, too.

"Yes; Em| Kerseage," he said. "I'mfamliar with his case, Master Doriana, and | assure
you the Trade Council is working to rectify it."
He waved a hand self-consciously. "It’s certainly nothing Pal pati ne needs to involve

hi msel f with."

"Supreme Chancell or Pal patine is the chanpion of the common citi zen," Doriana rem nded
hi m

"Of course," Binalie said hastily, the first hints of perspiration beginning to sheen his
face. "lIt's just that-" He broke off.

"Yes?" Doriana pronpted

The cheek nuscle twitched again. "Let nme be honest with you," Binalie said. "Cartao is
trying to keep a low profile in this war against the Separatists. W don't have nearly
enough nmilitary power to send troops or ships hal fway across the gal axy on expeditionary
m ssions. So far we’'ve nostly escaped official notice; but if Chancell or Pal patine begins
taking an interest in sone mnor bureaucratic dispute, that official notice is likely to
be drawn our direction."

He tapped the desk in front of himwith his forefinger. "And not just fromthe officials
on Coruscant," he added pointedly. 'The Separatists have so far ignored us, too."

"l understand your concerns,"” Doriana said. "But you have to understand in turn that no
one has the |uxury of deciding howa war is going to affect them Nor is anyone perntted
to choose how he can best serve in that conflict."

Binalie's eyes were very steady on Doriana’s. "You re not here about Kerseage at all, are
you?" he said quietly.

Dori ana shook his head. "It was, and is, a useful cover story.

But no, Suprene Chancellor Pal patine sent ne on far nore inportant business."

Binalie's stony face went even stonier. "Spaarti Creations.”

"Exactly," Doriana said. 'The Suprene Chancellor is intrigued by the reports he’'s heard
about this factory whose production |ines can be changed practically overnight. If the

techni que can be duplicated, it would nmean a great deal for the Republic's war effort."

"It can’t be," Binalie said flatly. "lIt’s the Cranscoc and their fluid-tooling systemthat
make it possible, and as far as we know the Cartao colony is the only place Cranscoc live."

"Thousands of them | presune?”
Binalie hesitated the barest fraction of a second, as if wondering whether he could get

away with a lie. "About fifty thousand, yes," he conceded, apparently deciding not to risk
it.



"But they breed very slowy, and only a small fraction of each generation has the talent
that allows themto serve as twllers.

Those are the ones who actually nmanipulate the fluid retooling that make Spaarti possible."

"I see," Doriana said, as if he hadn't already thoroughly researched the whol e operation
"Still, the Suprene Chancellor will want ne to be absolutely certain. Wuld it be possible
for me to inspect the facilities thenmsel ves? Quietly and privately, of course.”

Bi nalie knew a politely phrased order when he heard it. "Of course,"” he said, getting to
his feet. "I have a private way into the plant."

They were hal fway down the corridor |eading back toward the |anding pad when a boy’s voice
split the mansion’s el egant silence. "Hey! Dad!"

The two nmen stopped and turned. Hurrying toward them was a young boy about twelve years

ol d-Lord Binalie's son Corf, Doriana ten tatively identified him Behind the boy, walking
with a longer stride and a nore neasured pace, was the final player in the day’s schedul ed
drama: Jedi Knight Jafer Tories.

"Corf," Binalie said, sounding surprised and a little unconfortable. "I thought you were
on weed control this norning."

"We saw the shuttle,” Corf explained as he trotted up to his father’s side, giving Doriana
a qui ck once-over as he arrived.

"Are you going to the plant?"

"For a few minutes, yes," Binalie said.
"Can | cone al ong?"

Bi nali e shook his head. "Not this tinme."

The boy blinked. Cearly, that wasn’'t the answer he’'d been expecting. "Wy not?"

"Business," his father said firmy. "Only Master Doriana and | are going.

"But..."

"No argunments,"” Binalie said sternly, shifting his attention away from Corf as the Jed
reached the group. "I'd like you to neet Jafer Tories, our local Jedi guardian. This is
Ki nman Dori ana, special advisor to Supreme Chancel |l or Pal patine."

The skin at the corners of the old Jedi’s eyes crinkled slightly at Pal patine’s nane.
Smal | wonder-the Suprene Chancellor and the Jedi Council had been increasingly at odds
with each other over the past few nmonths. "Master Tories," Doriana said, nodding.

“"I"’mglad you're here. As Lord Binalie said, we're going to see the plant. Wuld you care
to acconpany us?" Corf |ooked at his father in surprise. "But you said-"

"Be quiet, Corf," Binalie cut himoff, |ooking at Doriana with some surprise of his own.
"I thought you said this was a private matter."

"That was before I knew Master Tories was in the area,"” Doriana said, gazing into
Binalie’'s face. It would be worth the risk, he decided suddenly, to see just how far the
man coul d be pushed.

"For that matter," he added, "I see no reason why your son shouldn’t cone, too. You wll
begin moving himinto a managenent position in a few years, won't you?"

The nmuscles in Binalie' s throat tightened, his eyes narrow ng dangerously. Lord Pil ester
Binalie, the biggest fish in this particular little pond, was unused to having people
casual ly cut the ground out fromunder himthis way.

But Doriana understood power, too. He held Binalie's glare steadily, w thout challenge or
mal i ce, wondering if the other could see far enough past his annoyance to renenber whom he
was dealing wth.



Apparently, he could. "As you wish," he said stiffly. "Follow nme."

Torles had been in the Binalies private tunnel to Spaarti Creations only a handful of
times, and it never failed to evoke a sense of wonder. The Cranscoc thensel ves had
burrowed out the |ong passageway, Lord Binalie had once told him wthout the use of any
machi nery. The result had been a rough-hewn tunnel that perpetually held the rich tang of
recently turned dirt.

But despite the fresh aroma, he also knew that in the digging process those sane dirt
wal | s had sonehow been converted into a nmaterial as tough and durabl e as pernacrete. And

t he apparent roughness of the surface hid the nore subtle swirls and delicate patterns the
Cranscoc diggers had carved into it.

Functional, artistic, and-by all generally accepted technol ogy-i npossible. This was,
Tories reflected, a pretty fair description of Spaarti Creations itself.

"The Cranscoc don’t want people or vehicles on the strip of grassland between the plant
and Foul ahn City," Binalie explained to Doriana as the | andspeeder slid silently down the
t unnel

"They say it upsets them though we don’'t know how or why.
Hence, this tunnel."

"What about the other enpl oyees?" Doriana asked. ' The non-Cranscoc ones. How do they get
to work?"

"Most of themlive on-site," Binalie said. 'There's a group apartnent cluster along the
eastern edge of the plant, between the main building and Qutlink One, for the unnarried
wor ker s.

The Cranscoc have a cluster of homes north of the plant, between Qutlinks One and Two,
whil e the non-Cranscoc famlies live in their owmn cluster to the north-west, between
CQutlinks Two and Three."

"And how do all of themget to work?" Doriana persisted. "Mre tunnels like this one?"
"There are tunnels | eading between the main plant and the Qutlinks," Binalie said. "But
those are mainly for cargo and equi prent transfer. The workers usually just wal k across
the lawns to work."

He smiled slightly at Doriana’ s puzzled | ook. "I know.

Apparently, it’s only this one strip of land the Cranscoc insist be |left conpletely open
Agai n, no one knows why."

The tunnel floor began to slope upward, and Tories found hinmself surreptitiously watching
Doriana. The first tinme he’d taken this trip, he'd naturally expected the tunnel to
deposit theminto sone sort of receiving area, and could still remenber his shock when
they' d arrived smack in the mddle of one of the production areas. It mght be instructive
to see whether Doriana would al so be taken by surprise.

He was. He kept his face inpassive as a section of the ceiling lifted |ike a drawbridge
above them and t he | andspeeder nmoved up a ranmp into the center of the bustling factory,
but Tories could sense the flicker of astonishment behind those expressionl ess eyes.
"Interesting endpoint,” was all he said as Binalie |let the | andspeeder coast to a stop

"The Cranscoc like to know what’'s going on around them" Binalie said, clinmbing out of his
seat as the floor swng shut behind them "This is Production Area Four, where we're
currently maki ng specialized harvesting equi pment for the marshlands of Caanas. The ground
there is too interlaced with vineroots for normal equipnent to operate w thout breaking
down every ot her day."

"So you're in the business of filling niche markets?" Doriana asked.
"Basically," Binalie said, nodding. 'There isn't enough of that kind of cultivatable
marshland in the Republic to justify setting up a permanent assenbly line to make the
equi pment necessary to farmit. But with the Cranscoc system we can spend a few days or



weeks making everything the Caamasi will need for the next year or two, then retool and
nove on to other projects.”

"And where does all this nmagic retooling take place?" Doriana asked.

"It starts at the main control station,"” Binalie said, pointing toward a round platform
rising two neters off the floor between two of the assenbly lines. ’'The one for this area
is over there."

They crossed to the platform Binalie guiding his guests through the naze of conveyers,
transport carts, and human and alien workers. dinmbing up the steps, they found thensel ves
besi de a | ong consol e that had al ways remni nded Tories of a cross between an el ongated

vol cano and a very nuddy hillside, with a segnented waterfall of pale green paste oozing
ponderously and continually al ong vari ous sections of the slope. In front of the
col l ecting basin | ounged five Cranscoc, their chitinous outer shells gleamng in the
sunbeans streaming in through the skylight three floors directly above them Their |ong,
multi-jointed | egs tapped out syncopated rhythms on the thick grass that covered the
entire top of the platform keeping tine to music apparently only they could hear. 'These
are five of the Cranscoc twillers,"” Binalie said, keeping his voice |l ow. "Watever they do
to that fluid floww |l affect nost of those machi nes you can see."

"They can do all the retooling fromhere?" Doriana asked.

"No, each machine needs its own adjustnents,” Binalie told him

"There are roving twillers assigned to each area for that purpose. Depending on the

conpl exity involved, a given production area can be retooled in anywhere fromtwo to eight
hours. "

"“Your basic overnight alterations," Doriana said, nodding.

"Very literally overnight,"” Binalie agreed. "The Cranscoc will do mnor adjustnents during
the daylight hours-that’s why this group is on duty, in case one of the machines drifts
off true and needs to be recalibrated. But they' Il only do a major retooling after it’'s

conpl etely dark outside."

"And you don’t know why?"

"Frankly, we know next to nothing about the Cranscoc,"” Binalie admtted. ' They breathe
oxygen, their diet is nostly |ocal vegetables and grains, except that it all has to be
enriched with extra nagnesi um and cobalt, and they |like to farmand dig and create

artistic objects.”
"Fortunately, marshland farm equipment falls into that |ast category?”
"Farm equi prent and everything else," Binalie said. 'They seemto | ove using Spaarti to

nake things." He led them back down to the main floor. "You say this is Production Area
Four," Doriana said. "How many others are there?"

"W currently have twenty-seven operating areas,” Binalie told him "Eight of themare
| arger and nmore conplex than this one, while the others are conparable or a bit smaller.”

“I"d like to see one of the | arger ones."

Binalie's |lips conpressed briefly, but he nerely nodded. "OF course. This way."

They visited two other |ines before Doriana decided he’d seen enough. 'That will do," he
said as Binalie started to lead themon to the next area. "ls there an office where we can

talk nore privately?

Bi nalie frowned sideways at him "Wat is there to tal k about?" he asked, his voice dark
with suspicion. "Surely you see now that this technique can't be duplicated el sewhere."

"A private office, if you please?" Doriana repeated
Binalie took a deep breath - "And it may be best if the boy | eaves us now, " Doriana added.

Bi nalie’s eyes hardened. Suddenly, it seened, he’d had enough of being | ed around by the
nose. "I have no secrets fromny son, Doriana," he bit out. "If you have anything to say



to ne, you can say it in his presence."

Doriana let his lip twitch, as if he hadn’t finessed the other into precisely this result.
"I'f you insist," he said.

Bi nal i e nodded shortly. "In here."

He led the way to a room marked "Schematic Plotting," ordered out the human and Duros
who’ d been working on a pair of large plotting boards inside, and keyed the door cl osed
behi nd t hem

Swi ngi ng one of the two chairs around for his visitor, he hiked hinself up into a
hal f-sitting, half-I|eaning posture against one of the boards. "Let’'s hear it," he said
gruffly.

"It's quite sinple," Doriana said, sitting down and gazing calmy up at the man now
towering over him "As you say, Spaarti Creations is one of a kind. Since we can't
duplicate it, we'll have to use it as is."

Binalie’'s expression didn’t even twitch. Cearly, he d already guessed where this whole
visit was going. "Inpossible,” he said.

"This is the single viable business of an entire sub-minority species - the Cranscoc - and
as such cones under Senate Directive 422. CGovernmental interference with its operation is
strictly and expressly forbidden."

"Desperate times call for desperate neasures,” Doriana countered, pulling a datacard from
an inside pocket. "Senate Directive 3591, authorizing Suprene Chancel |l or Pal pati ne
unlimted authority to comandeer any resource or group of resources he feels necessary
for a swift conclusion of hostilities."

He held the card out to Binalie. "Beginning this evening, Spaarti Creations will be
turning its conplete facilities over to the manufacture of a new design of cloning tanks."

SlowWy, Binalie took the datacard and slid it into his datapad.

For a long mnute, the only sound in the roomwas the nuted din of the assenbly line floor
outside the office’s transparent canopy as he read and reread the directive. "You can’t do
this,” he said when he finally tore his eyes away fromthe text.

"Weren't you listening to what | said back in ny office? You take over Spaarti, and it'l|
just be a matter of tinme before the Separatists nove in."

"Poi nt one: you have no choice in the matter," Doriana said, letting his voice harden.
"The Senate’s directive is clear, and the Supreme Chancellor’s decision has been made.
Point two: there’s no reason for the Separatists to hear anything about this. If we do our
job properly, no one will know that crates marked farm equi pnent or tunneling gear
actually contain cloning cylinders. As for ny presence on here, |’'ve already established
the cover story that I'mintervening on Em | Kerseage's behal f."

"What about ny workers?" Binalie countered. "Not counting the twillers, we enploy nearly
thirteen thousand humans and aliens here. How are you going to guarantee that they al
keep qui et ?"

"They can’t tal k about what they don't know, " Doriana said. "And in approxi mately four
hours you' |l be pulling every one of themoff the floor and confining themto their hones."

"Ch, I will, will I?" Binalie said sarcastically. "And how exactly do you expect nme to
justify that?"

"No justification needed," Doriana said calmy. "Medical quarantine is required by | aw for
an out break of plyridian fever."

Binalie’s nouth dropped open a centineter. "Plyridian fev...?" H's eyes darted to the
canopy. "What have you done?"

"Cal myourself, Lord Binalie," Doriana soothed. 'The three humans and two aliens | treated
as we passed - ’



"You did what!" Binalie snarled. "You deliberately infected then"
"I said cal myourself,"” Doriana repeated, putting an edge to his voice. "O course

didn't infect anyone. The incubation period for plyridian fever is four weeks. What | did
do is give themsonmething that will mmc the disease, creating a convincing set of
synptons. They’'re not in any danger, and neither is anyone else. But no one will know that
for at |east those four weeks." Binalie had the | ook of someone chewi ng on a sour nifka.
"And while they're all in quarantine, you'll naturally be offering ne a caretaker unit?"
he grow ed.

"I't’s that or close down the plant entirely," Doriana pointed out. 'The Cranscoc, being
col d- bl ooded, are i mune from plyridian fever, so they can continue to work as usual."

"This is conpletely unconscionable,” Tories spoke up fromthe corner of the room

Dori ana had been wondering when the Jedi woul d say sonet hing.

Irreverently, he wondered if perhaps the old nan had dozed off and m ssed sone of the
conversation. "Excuse nme?" he asked, swiveling to face the old nan

"This is a gross violation of every accepted standard of behavior,” Tories insisted. "I

cannot and will not stand by and be a party to it."
"This is war, Mster Tories," Doriana rem nded him "Not only war, but a war of survival.
If we lose, the Republic is finished."

"I don't care,"” Tories said flatly. "I can tell you right now the Jedi Council wll not
stand by and allow you to terrify the people of Cartao with fear of a nonexistent plague.”

"Perhaps the Jedi Council sees things differently than you do," Doriana said, pulling a
second datacard from his pocket. "Here are their instructions, ordering you to cooperate
with me and my people.”

He lifted his eyebrows. "You do still acknow edge the authority of the Council, don’t you?"

Silently, with the sanme conplete |lack of enthusiasmw th which Lord Binalie had taken the
first datacard, Tories accepted the second. "Good," Doriana said briskly, getting to his
feet. "Then all that remains is for you to return home and prepare for five of your

wor kers to suddenly slunp over with dizziness and fever."

"And you, | suppose, will do all the rest?" Binalie said bitterly.

"Of course," Doriana said. 'That’'s why |I’m here."

The first worker began conpl ai ning of dizziness at precisely five mnutes after the
predicted time. Nine mnutes after that, as he was bei ng exanm ned by the plant nedic, he
suddenly col |apsed, tw tching and groaning. The second worker was nore stoic, and was
still at his station fifteen mnutes later when he hit the floor. Three mnutes after
that, Lord Binalie ordered the plant evacuated.

"Ah-Doriana,"” the stolid face hovering above Doriana s hol oprojector greeted him "You
have news?"

"The plant is ready, Conmander Roshton," Doriana said. "You may |and at your convenience."

"Excellent," Roshton said approvingly. "And in |l ess than one day. You do adnirable work."
"I do what the Suprene Chancel |l or conmands," Doriana said with just a hint of warning. In
these days of turnmpil and suspicion, it never hurt to rem nd people as to where his
loyalties |ay.

"No nobre; no less."”

"OfF course," Roshton agreed calmy. "As do we all."
“Yes," Doriana agreed, glancing out the office canopy at the darkening skylight hal fway
across the room "It's nearly nightfall, which is when the Cranscoc do all their serious
wor k.



How soon can | expect your people?"

"The first transport’s on its way, with the chief techs and operational schematics

aboard," Roshton said. 'They’'ll be there in an hour."

"Cood," Doriana said. "I'lIl make sure the Cranscoc are ready.

They’ ve al ready been informed they' || be doing a conpete retooling tonight."

"Are you sure a two-thousand-unit contingent will be enough?” Roshton asked, his forehead
winkling slightly. "I've been doing sone research nyself, and it | ooks to nme like the

pl ant usually requires over six times that numnber

"W’ re supposed to be a caretaker unit,"” Doriana rem nded him

“I't wouldn't look right if we conpletely repopul ated the plant."
“Yes, but..."

"Besides, the majority of those thirteen thousand workers are involved with maintenance,
shi pping, and raw material novenent,"” Doriana cut himoff. "If the Supreme Chancell or
decides to extend the operation, we can bring in personnel to handl e those aspects. For
now, let’'s concentrate on our mssion: to create and stockpile the cloning cylinders we
need to create nore troops."

"Yes, sir," Roshton nuttered. "You' |l have your schematics in an hour, with the rest of
the transports following at thirty-mnute intervals.”

“I"l'l look forward to seeing them Comander," Doriana said.

"Dori ana out."

He broke the connection, |lowering the hol oprojector into his |ap as he again | ooked out of
the office. It was an eerie feeling, sitting alone in the mddle of such a huge room
Rather |like being the last living cell in a dead body, he thought.

Across by the area’s control platform a snall notion caught his eye. A group of Cranscoc
wer e wandering around, their footsteps seemng to stutter as they wal ked. Still beating
out their silent nusic, he decided, perhaps hunm ng al ong on auditory wavel engt hs humans
couldn’t hear.

Strange aliens. Strange technol ogy. But apart fromthat, a very straightforward job.
Lifting his hol oprojector again, he punched in a new code.

The connection this tine took considerably | onger to nake.

Doriana forced hinmself to wait patiently, watching the panes of the distant skylight
fadi ng toward bl ack.

And then, with a suddenness that somehow al ways startled him the ghostly hol ogram i nage
appeared. "Report,"” the hooded figure ordered quietly.

"The Spaarti Creations plant has been cleared, Lord Sidious," Doriana said. 'The first
Republic techs will be landing in an hour, with the rest of the techs, workers, and troops
arriving during the night"

"How many troops will there be?"
Dori ana hesitated. "I'mnot sure," he admtted, bracing hinself.

Darth Sidious didn't like it when his people didn’t have all the answers to his questions.
"Pal pati ne gave that part of the planning to Commander Roshton, and he’s been very
secretive about his contingent’s exact makeup. It can’t be nore than a thousand cl one
troopers, possibly as low as five hundred, with Roshton and a few other officers in
comand. "

To his relief, Sidious merely nodded. "Roshton has anbitions of his own, and thinks he
knows how to play the game," he said contenptuously. "No matter. Even a thousand troops
will not be a problem What of the owner and the Jedi ?"



"They’' re not happy, but they’'ve bowed to the inevitable," Doriana said. 'The only probl em
may come if Tories decides to check with the Jedi Council directly to confirmthe order
They weren't enthusiastic about the idea in the first place, as | told you, and if he
catches Yoda or Wndu at a bad nonent, one of them m ght decide to unilaterally reverse
the decision."

"Even if they so dared, all Tories can do at this point is nake noise," Sidious assured
him a malicious edge to his voice. "No, all is going according to plan. You have done
wel . "

"Thank you, ny lord," Doriana said, feeling the warnth of relief and pride trickling
through him "Any new orders?"

"Not yet," Sidious said. "Continue as you are, and allow the plan to work itself out."” He
sm | ed sardonically. "Report again when things becone interesting.”

“I will, ny lord," Doriana prom sed
The hooded head nodded, and the inmage vani shed.

Taki ng a deep breath, Doriana stood up, sliding the hol oprojector back into its belt
pouch. So the chance cube had been thrown, and the ganme was in notion. The next nmove woul d
be the Republic’s.

He paused in the office doorway, listening to the heavy silence and thinking, as he al ways
did at nonents like this, about the incredibly thin tightrope he had chosen to wal k

Pal pati ne had no idea that his trusted aide and advisor was in fact the agent of a Dark
Lord of the Sith, working in the shadows to destroy everything the Suprenme Chancell or
stood for. If Pal patine ever discovered the truth..

He shook his head firmy. No, that woul d never happen. Sidious was too powerful, and
Dori ana hinself too clever, to ever allow such a useful relationship to be ruined.

He headed across the enpty floor, his footsteps echoing fromthe high ceiling. Binalie
woul d be waiting at the plant’s nmain entrance for the incom ng Republic force. The honored
representative of Suprene Chancell or Pal pati ne should be waiting with him

"It’s not fair," Corf groused, throwing a snall stone at a group of flutteries darting
among a cluster of flowers at the crest of the hill. "How can they just cone in and take
over like this?"

"We're in the mddle of a war," Tories ren nded him

"Everyone has to make sacrifices.”

“I"1l bet you Palpatine isn’t naking any sacrifices,"” Corf said with a sniff, picking up
anot her stone and heaving it after the first.

Tories reached out to the Force, and the stone stopped abruptly in mdair. "I understand
that you' re angry, Corf," he reproved the boy, |lowering the stone to the ground. "But
that’s no reason to take it out on innocent flutteries."

Corf hissed between his teeth. "I know," he conceded reluctantly, |ooking up into the
cl oudl ess sky. "It's just that-well, |ook; here comes another one. "

Tories peered upward. In the distance a bl ack speck had appeared, dropping from space
toward them "Look on the bright side," he suggested. "Maybe it’s a transport coming to
take themall away."

"Yeah. Right," Corf grunted, stooping and picking up another stone. Tories watched him
warily, but the boy merely began fiddling with it. "Dad would have said something if they
were about to clear out. O at least he’d have started smling again

Besides, it's only been a week, and that fancy-pants Doriana said they'd be here for four."

“"Master Doriana," Tories corrected himautomatically. "And you shouldn’t always | ook on
the negative side of things.



Consi dering the progress they' re naking, they could very well decide to cut their tinme
short."

"Why woul d they?" Corf countered. "If they' re getting so nmuch done, why quit?"

That was a good question, Tories had to admit. And if he could conme up with a good answer,
he mi ght actually be able to argue Doriana onto precisely that path.

Thi nk, Jedi, he adnoni shed hinself. After all, mediation had been his primary job for the
past thirty years. Surely, he could come up with a way to hamrer a conprom se out of this
si tuati on.

And then, suddenly, he had it. Maybe. "Were’'s your father?" he asked.

"In the plant,"” Corf said, frowning up at him "Wat is it?"

"Maybe the right lever to use on Doriana," Tories said, pulling out his comink

"Master Doriana."

"I stand corrected,"” Tories said dryly as he keyed in Lord Binalie s frequency.

"So what's the plan?" Corf asked. "Cone on, tell ne."

"What's the possibility that has to concern Master Doriana the nost?" Tories asked
rhetorically. "Answer: that the Separatists will find out about this and nove in to stop
it."

"Ckay," Corf agreed, frowning. "So?"

"So all we have to do is convince himthat four weeks will be pushing his luck," Tories
said, frowning in turn. The conmlink seemed to be taking an unusually long tine to connect.
"Because if the Separatists do figure it out, Spaarti is lost to himforever. Dooku’s
people will blockade Cartao, and that’'ll be the end of it."

Corf made a face. "Yuck."

"Yuck, indeed," Tories agreed. "If, on the other hand, Doriana takes this in small bites,
sneaking his people in for just a few days at a tinme, he may be able to keep the whol e

process going indefinitely."

“You nmean he’'d be taking over the plant once every nonth or so?" Corf asked doubtfully.
"Boy. | don’t think Dad'Il go for that."

"He will if it cones to a choice between Doriana’s annoyances and a Separati st bl ockade, "
Tories said, turning the comink off and then on again, the skin on the back of his neck
starting to tingle. Sonething was very wong here..

He caught his breath, twisting his head to | ook upward as he silently cursed his | ack of
attention. The black speck they’' d seen earlier was nuch cl oser, dropping toward themlike
an inpatient asteroid.

And at this distance, Tories could now see the ship's ail-too distinctive doubl e-w nged
sil houette.

"What is that?" Corf asked, his voice tight.

"A Trade Federation C-9979 |landing ship," Tories bit out, jabbing one |ast useless tine at
his comink’s controls.

"Ch, no," Corf breathed, funbling at his belt for his own comink. "W have to warn Dad!"

"We can’t," Tories told him shoving his comink back into its pouch. ’They’' ve knocked out
the system™

"Then we have to get over there," Corf said, turning back toward the house. "Cone on."

"Wait a minute," Tories said, catching the boy’s arm his mind racing. By the tine they
made it back to the house and down the tunnel, the invasion would be well underway. Wat



they needed was sonme way to send a nessage now to the peopl e inside.
"What ?" Corf denmanded. "Conme on."

"Quiet," Tories ordered him "Let ne think." Above them the C 9979 settled into a high
hover position directly over the plant, and perhaps twenty tiny craft erupted fromits
| eadi ng wi ng.

STAPs, he recognized them ninble flying platforns carrying a single battle droid each
They swept outward fromthe | anding ship in ever-increasing spirals, searching for
defenses or other threats that mght interfere with a | anding or troop depl oynent.

And three of themwere at this very minute flying over the forbidden stretch of grassland
between the Binalie estate and Spaarti Creations....

It was a | ong shot, he knew, in every sense of the word. But it was all he had. Pulling
out his lightsaber, he ignited it and | ocked the activation stud, picking out the STAP
that seenmed to be drifting the closest to where he and Corf were standing.

Judgi ng the droid s speed and di stance as best he could, he stretched out to the Force and
hurled his |ightsaber toward it.

The droid, its attention on the ground around the plant, probably never even saw it

conmi ng. The spi nning weapon shot across its STAP, the brilliant green blade slicing

t hrough the power cell housing just above the footlocks. Wth a flat electronic
exclamati on of surprise, the droid and machi ne dropped out of the sky and thudded to the
ground.

The other droids reacted instantly, tw of the STAPs sw nging around toward their downed
conrade, netallic heads swi veling back and forth as they searched for the source of the
attack.

"Run," Tories ordered Corf as he called the |Iightsaber back toward him "Back to the house
and the safe room W' ve done everything we can here."

"But what about Dad?" Corf asked anxiously, noving a couple of reluctant steps down the
hill.

"Il take one of the | andspeeders down the tunnel as soon as you' re safe,” Tories told
him The droids had spotted himnow, and the STAPs’ twin blasters were starting to track.
"G on-1"Il be right behind you."

A pair of blaster bolts shot past them unconfortably close.

"Al'l right," Corf said, finally turning and taking off. "But I'’mgoing with you," he
shout ed back over his shoulder. 'The | andspeeders won't work wi thout soneone fromthe
famly in them"

The lightsaber made it back to Tories’ hand about half a second before the droids finally
found the range. But for a Jedi, half a second was nmore than enough. The |ightsaber
blurred in his grip, twisting like a hunting makthier as it intercepted the blaster bolts
and sent them bouncing back again. A pair of volleys later, there were three rui ned STAPs
and droids lying crunpled in the forbidden zone.

Cl osing down his lightsaber, Tories turned and ran, follow ng the boy now hal fway to the
mansi on. He'd done all he could to warn those inside the plant. Now it was time to join
t hem

He coul d only hope he woul d be there ahead of the droids.

| hope you realize just howincredible this is," Commander Roshton conmented as he handed
the dat apad back to the tech

"We' d projected that the raw materials we'd stockpiled would last the full four weeks. In
actual fact, at current production rates we're going to have to resupply after two."

“I"mnot surprised," Doriana said. "Spaarti Creations already had sonething of a
reputation for doing the inpossible.”



"I't’s an incredible resource, Lord Binalie," Roshton agreed, turning toward Binalie. "You
shoul d be very proud.” Binalie didn't answer. He'd been increasingly silent lately,

Dori ana had noted, as he watched his bel oved manufacturing plant turning out rows and rows
of cloning tanks.

Roshton either hadn’t noticed or didn't care. "I don't know if Master Doriana mentioned
it, but these are a nore advanced nodel of cloning tank than the design they used on

Kam no," the commander went on, turning his head slowy as he surveyed the bustling
assenbly area. 'That’s the main problemw th keepi ng yoursel ves isol ated; you don't keep
up with nodern technol ogi cal advances. These should to be able to turn out clones in a
tenth of the time the Kam noans needed to do the job. W get a few nillion of these
on-line, and the Separatists can kiss their precious droid armes good-bye."

He frowned suddenly. "What’'s going on with thenP"

"Who?" Doriana asked, following the other’s line of sight to the area’s control platform
The five Cranscoc on duty were vibrating |like a set of bad repulsorlifts, their hides
flickering with rapid color changes beneath the translucent coatings.

"Somet hing’s wong," Binalie declared, snapping out of his sulk.

Brushi ng past Roshton, he sprinted to the platform taking the stairs two at a tine.

He was | eaning over the nearest alien when Doriana and Roshton caught up with him his
eyes narrowed as he studied the alien’s changing color pattern. Up close, Doriana could
see that the alterations were nore varied and subtle than he’ d realized.

"They’' re upset about sonething,"” Binalie nuttered. "A violation of sonme taboo..."

"You can read that?" Roshton asked. "I didn't realize they could..."

"Shut up," Doriana cut himoff. Roshton turned a glare toward him- ' The grassl and, "
Bi nalie said abruptly. "Soneone or something is on the south grassland strip."

"I's that all?" Roshton said, sounding disgusted. "Probably sone stupid kid fromthe city."

"No," Binalie insisted. "Everyone in this part of Cartao knows better. It’'s either your
people..."

He broke off, |ooking sharply at Doriana. "Or the Separatists," Doriana finished for him
grabbing for his comink. "Commuander: full alert."

"R di cul ous, "
"How coul d they have?..

Roshton insisted. But he had his comink out and was tapping at the key.

“I"mnot getting anything,"” Doriana said, trying another channel. "Commander?"
"They’ ve been bl ocked," Roshton said, the skepticismabruptly gone fromhis voi ce.

"What do we do?" Binalie asked nervously, |ooking around as if he expected to see a droid
arny clawning its way up out of the drainage grilles.

"W prepare to neet the eneny," Roshton said, his voice icy calm Drawi ng his blaster, he
aimed it at the ceiling and squeezed the trigger

Even amid the | oud auditory nosaic of factory noises, the distinctive sizzle of a stun
bl ast easily cut through the noise.

Roshton fired three nore tines, paused, then fired tw ce.

Dori ana strained his ears. Fromthe next chanber over, he heard the faint sound of an
answering signal. 'The alert’s being passed,"” Roshton said, putting away his comink but
keeping his blaster in his hand. "Cone on-ny conmand center’s in the next assenbly area.”

A clone trooper |ieutenant and the senior naster tech were waiting when the three of them
arrived at the command center, the forner standing stiffly to attention, and the latter

| ooki ng al nost comical as he nervously shuffled his weight back and forth between his
feet. "Report," Roshton ordered, glancing at the status schematic that showed troop

di sposition.



"One Trade Federation G 9979 currently hovering over the plant," the |lieutenant replied.
"Approxi mately twenty STAPs running air support; three have crashed to the south. One
Trade Federation Lucrehul k-c\ass control core ship has appeared over the horizon

No ot her vehicles currently in detection range."
"How bad?" Binalie murnured.

"Bad enough,"” Roshton told him "A single C9979 can carry el even MIT | arge-transport
vehicles, with a hundred twelve battle droids each, and a hundred fourteen AAT battle
t anks.

Plus, the core ship up there probably has another couple nore C-9979s in reserve if they
get imnpatient.”

Bi nalie had actually gone pale. "You' re saying there could be over three thousand battle
droids out there? Plus all those tanks?"

"Actually, if you add in the AAT crews, we're talking nore |like five thousand droids,"
Dori ana mur nmur ed

"So five thousand droids," Binalie bit out. "And you have, what, nine hundred nen?"

Roshton smiled tightly. "I have nine hundred cl one troopers,
di fference. Lieutenant, do we have spotters in position?"

he corrected. 'There’'s a big

"Al'l doors are being watched,"” the clone trooper confirned.

"Whenever they put down, we'll knowit."

"Fortunately, there aren’t many possibilities,” Roshton nmurnured, |ooking at his status
board again. 'The east and west doors are the only ones with the kind of clearance outside

that a G 9979 needs."
"Agreed," the lieutenant said. 'The troops are currently layering at both of them"
"What does that mean, |ayering?" Binalie asked.

"They’'re form ng successive defensive lines fromthose doors inward,"” Roshton told him

"What about the north and northwest entrances? We're not | eaving them unprotected, are we?"
"Wait a minute,"
fight in here.”

Binalie interrupted again. "Defensive lines inside the plant? You can’t

"Well, we sure can't fight outside,” Roshton pointed out. "Not w thout air support.
"Then you' re not fighting at all," Binalie said flatly. 'The equipment in here is delicate
and irrepl aceable." Roshton snorted. "You'd rather just turn your plant over to the
Separ ati sts?"

"I'f those are ny only two options, yes,"” Binalie said, his voice icy. "Maybe you don't
understand what this plant neans to Cartao and the rest of the sector..."

"Just a minute," the lieutenant cut himoff, his helmet cocking slightly to the side.
"They’'ve lifted the comink bl ocking.

Broadcasting a nessage on all public channels.”

Roshton already had his comink out."...ublic forces," a typically oily Neinoidian voice
cane fromthe speaker. "You are surrounded and out nunbered. Surrender, or we will be
forced to destroy you."

"I"ve heard that before," Roshton countered, giving a set of hand signals to the
i eutenant. The ot her nodded and turned away, and Doriana could hear the faint sound of
his voi ce through his helmet as he gave rapid orders. "But |'ll hunor you.

VWhat do you want ?"



"W want Spaarti Creations," the Neinpidian said. "You will all step outside the west door
and | ay down your weapons..."

Rosht on switched off the comink. "Wst door," he told the |ieutenant.

"Confirned," the other replied. 'The CG9979 is setting down in the cleared area between
the forest and the plant. We're shifting troops to respond."

Rosht on nodded. "Let’s go."

Bi nal i e caught his armas he started to | eave. "Commander, | won't let you fight in ny
plant," he warned. "If necessary, |I'll open the doors to themnyself."
"You do and you'll be executed for treason," Roshton grow ed, shaking off his hand.

Binalie turned to Doriana, his face twisted with frustration.
"Dori ana?"

"Lord Binalie is right, Comrander," Doriana said. "Spaarti Creations is too valuable to
ri sk damaging it."

Roshton turned furious eyes on him- "But at the sanme tinme, Lord Binalie, Comrander
Roshton cannot sinply let his civilians fall into eneny hands," Doriana went on. "I'm
afraid | don’t see a clear answer here."

Binalie’s |lips conpressed into a thin, bloodless line. "What if | take the techs through
the tunnel to nmy house?" he suggested.

"“Can you hold the droids off-outside-long enough for me to get themall clear?"
"W can try," Roshton said, studying his face a monment and then turning to the senior
tech. "Get your people to Assenmbly Area Four for evacuation. Lieutenant, let’s go."

The two of them headed across the floor toward the west door at a fast run. Doriana waited
| ong enough to nake sure Binalie and the senior tech were indeed making for Area Four
then set off after the soldiers.

It was, after all, only proper that he should at |east stay |ong enough to watch such
brave soldiers begin their last battle.

The "west door" was in fact nore |ike a nmajor vehicle hangar than a sinple doorway,
consisting of a large transfer room behind a pair of sliding doors big enough to handl e
anyt hi ng a nodern manufacturing plant could ever need. Doriana reached the transfer room
to find that the huge doors had been opened a crack, with Roshton and the |ieutenant
peering through the gap

Thr oughout the transfer room hundreds of white-arnored clone troopers were noving
purposeful |y around, settling into positions near the doors and behi nd sone of the heavy
crate-nmovi ng vehicles parked along the walls, or setting up a semcircle of tripod-nounted
| aser cannon on the floor a dozen neters back fromthe doors. "Wat’'s happeni ng?" he asked
as he crossed to Roshton.

"They’ ve | anded," Roshton said, sounding distracted as he peered out the crack. He had
donned a cl one trooper comnlink headset, Doriana noted; probably listening to a running
status conmentary fromthe rest of his officers. "Doing their little sensor scans to make
sure the ground is clear of mnes."

"What's the plan?" Doriana asked, taking a cautious peek between the doors. Even set
firmy on the ground, the |anding ship | oomed over themlike an angry netal storm cloud.

"W stop them of course,” Roshton said shortly. "At the very |east, we nmake them pay
dearly for every square centineter.”

"What are you tal king about?" Doriana asked, frowning. "Wren't you listening back there?
You can't fight in here." Roshton swiveled his head to look at him "I thought you just
said that to get Binalie off our backs."

"Absolutely not,"” Doriana said. "My position was exactly as stated. W can’t allow the



techs to fall into Separatist hands-they know too much about our technol ogy. But neither
can we allow the plant to be damaged."

"So what you're saying is that | should nove out into the open?" Roshton denanded bl untly.
"That | should stand there and watch my troops get slaughtered just to buy Binalie tinme to
evac the techs?"

“"I"’msorry," Doriana said in a low, sincere voice. "I know that puts you in an inpossible
position. But I'’mafraid we have no choice."

"W bl asted well do have a choice,” Roshton snapped. "And if you think... " He paused.
"What? Al right, put himon."

"What is it?" Doriana asked.

"Your Jedi’'s arrived, along with Binalie's son,"” Roshton said briefly. "Master Tories?
Yes, this is Roshton."

For perhaps half a minute he Iistened, his forehead winkled in concentration. Then
surprisingly, he smled. "Understood," he said. "W'll give it a try. Lieutenant?"

“I"'mon it, sir," the clone trooper said.
Roshton turned back to Doriana. "Maybe we do have a choice," he said. "Defense |ine,
configure for inverse hailstorm target on ny comand. And get these doors open."

Wth a ponderous runble, the heavy doors began to slide slowy to the sides. "Tinme to get
to cover, Doriana," Roshton said, gesturing to the side. 'This way."

A few seconds | ater they were crouched behind a | arge cargo truck parked al ong the side
wal | . "What’'s going on?" Doriana asked, trying to keep his sudden m sgivings out of his
Voi ce.

Thi s was suddenly not going the way he'd planned. "Wn't this open us up to a full-scale
assaul t ?"

“I't mght," Roshton agreed. "O it might let us come up with a different ending for this
gane. "

That sounded distinctly omnous. "Is this what the Jedi said to do?" Doriana probed
careful ly.

"No, this part was ny idea," Roshton said. "Master Tories sinply rem nded me of another of
our objectives." He craned his neck

"There they go."

Dori ana eased an eye around the truck’s push plate. Qutside, the C9979's heavy cl anshel
depl oyment doors were sw ngi ng open, the foot ranp starting to slide down toward the
ground. In the rel ative darkness behind the doors, he could see the slightly bul bous nose
and bl aster cannon of a MIT arnored droid transport waiting in the | anding pedestal.
"Stand by," Roshton ordered calmy. "Target is starboard | aser capacitor."

Dori ana frowned; but before he could ask, the MIT gave a brief snort of cooling system
ground vents and began to slide forward toward the ranp.

"Fire," Roshton said calmy.

And with a thunder of weaponry that echoed deafeningly through the huge room the clone
troopers opened fire.

Dori ana squinted into the glare as the hundreds of energy weapons focused their fury on
the thick arnmor behind the MIT's | eftnost bl aster cannon ball turret, w ncing at the noise
and the waves of heat that rolled over him The MIT's arnor was incredibly thick, he knew,
but the transport’s designers could never have anticipated a situation where so nuch
firepower would be focused on such a snmall spot. The sun-bright glare around the power
capaci tor began to diffuse outward as the casehardened netal alloy vaporized into

super heat ed pl asma. .



And barely two seconds into the assault, the Republic weapons burned through the arnor to
the hi gh-energy capacitor behind it.

The entire left front of the MIT vanished in a gigantic fireball that withed its way
upward to billow across the | eading edge of the CG9979's forward wing. A series of smaller
bl asts erupted frombehind the first as secondary systens went up in a chain reaction. A
few seconds later, with an earsplitting scream the repulsorlifts disintegrated, and the
bl ackened shell that had once been a fully | oaded MIT col | apsed onto the ranp.

Conpl etely blocking the vehicles waiting behind it.

"That’s it!" Roshton shouted over the pandenonium a savage grin on his face. "All units
wi thdraw " He grabbed Doriana’s arm

"Cone on, Doriana."”

They didn't stop running until they were two assenbly areas into the plant and the noise
out side had faded to a dull roar

"Clever," Doriana said, breathing hard as Roshton slowed them down to a fast jog. "You
bl ock the exit ranmp, and they're stymed until they can clear out the weckage. But what
exactly did it gain you?"

"Options, of course,” Roshton told him glancing back over his shoul der. Doriana | ooked,
too, to see the clone troopers following in an orderly retreat. "Before we did that, there
woul d have been no way to retreat without bringing the battle into the plant, which you
had forbi dden us to do. W would have had to stand and die."

He gestured ahead of themw th his blaster. "Now, we should have tinme to get through that
tunnel of Binalie's and go to ground." Doriana felt his lip twist. N ne hundred clone
troopers, ready and waiting to harass the Separatist arny. This was not how it was
supposed to have gone. "So what exactly did Tories tell you?"

Roshton threw hima smle. "You' Il see. Conme on, and save your breath for running."

They stood on the hill at the edge of the Binalie estate: Tories, Binalie hinself,

Dori ana, and Commander Roshton, the latter now disguised in civilian clothing. "So that's
it, is it?" Binalie asked.

"For now, yes," Tories told him gazing across the grassy strip that |ay between them and
Spaarti Creations as the pinks and yell ows of sunset began to fade fromthe western sky.

And the shadows fromthe snoldering hulks of half a dozen AAT battle tanks stretched
across the forbidden grassland. "My conplinments to your gunners," he added.

"I't wasn't hard," Roshton said grimy. "Standard Trade Federation attack procedure always
i ncludes throwi ng a cordon around the target zone. All we had to do was set our anbush and
nmake sure we dropped the ones in the place that would irritate the Cranscoc the nost."
"Yes," Tories murnured, feeling a twinge of guilt. It had been his idea, and it had been
necessary. But he still didn’t nuch like the fact that he’d deliberately caused distress
and disconfort to sentient beings. Especially sentient beings who had nothing to do with
the chaos now swirling around them

"I just hope it works," Doriana murnured.
"It will,” Tories assured him "The twillers aren’t even going to be able to relax unti
those hul ks are renoved, let alone retool the plant for anything the Separatists want to
build in there."

Roshton grunted. "Let's hope they don't figure it out until our reinforcenents get here,"
he said. "Then we’ |l see how good they are."

"As long as you don’'t destroy the plant in the process,"” Binalie warned.
"W'| | do what we can," Roshton promised. "But that’s up to the Separatists now "

Tories felt his throat tighten, the fading light in the sky mirroring his own darkening
nood. Because even if Spaarti survived, the thing he’d feared for so | ong had al ready



happened.

The war had cone to Cart ao.



