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Bl ood geysered, |ooking alnost black in the antisepsis field s glow. It splattered hot
agai nst Jos’s skin-gloved hand. He cursed.

"Hey, here’s an idea-would sonebody with nothing better to do nmind putting a pressor field
on that bl eeder?"

"Pressor generator is broken again, Doc."

Republic battle surgeon Jos Vondar | ooked away fromthe bl oody operating field that was
the clone trooper’s open chest, at Tolk, his scrub nurse. "Of course it is," he said.
"What, is our nmech droid on vacation? How am | supposed to patch up these rankweed suckers
wi t hout wor ki ng nedi cal gear?"

Tolk le Trene, a Lorrdian who could read his nood as easily as nost sentients could read a
chart, said nothing al oud, but her pointed | ook was plain enough: Hey, | didn’t break it.

Wth an effort, Jos throttled back his tenper. "All right. Put a clanp on it. W stil
have henobstats, don't we?"

But she was ahead of him already |ocking the steel pincer on the torn bl ood vessel and
usi ng a henosponge to soak and clear the field. The troopers of this unit had been too
close to a grenade when it exploded, and this one’'s chest had been peppered full of
shrapnel. The recent battle in the Poptree Forest had been a bad one-the nedlifters would
surely be hauling in nore wounded before nightfall to go with those they already had.

"Is it just ne, or is it hot in here?"

One of the circulating nurses wi ped Jos’'s forehead to keep the sweat fromrunning into his
eyes. "Air cooler’s nal functioning again," she said. Jos didn't reply. On a civilized
worl d, he would have sprayed sweat-stop on his face before he scrubbed, but that, |ike
everything el se-including tenpers-was in short supply here on Drongar. The tenperature
out si de, even now, near md-night, was that of human body heat; tonmorrow it would be
hotter than a Hnenthe in love. The air would be wetter. And snellier. This was a nasty,
nasty world at the best of tines; it was far worse with a war going on. Jos wondered, not
for the first tine, what high-ranking Republic official had casually decided to ruin his
life by cutting orders shipping himto a planet that seened to be all nold and nil dew and
mushroom i ke vegetation as far as the eye coul d see.

"I's everything broken around here?" he demanded of the room at |arge.

"Everyt hi ng except your nouth, sounds |iKke,
the trooper he was working on

Zan said pleasantly, wi thout |ooking up from

Jos used a healy gripper to dig a piece of netal the size of his thumb fromhis patient’s
left lung. He dropped the sharp metal bit into a pan. It clanked. "Put a glue stat on



that."

The nurse expertly laid the dissolvable patch onto the wounded | ung. The stat, created of

cloned tissue and a type of adhesive made froma Tal usian nmussel, inmedi-ately seal ed the
| aceration. At |least they still had plenty of those, Jos told hinmself; otherw se, he' d
have to use staples or sutures, like the nedical droids usually did, and woul dn't that be

fun and time-consuni ng?

He | ooked down at the patient, spotted another gleam of shrapnel under the bright OT
lights, and grabbed it gently, wiggling it slowy out. It had just mssed the aorta.
"There's enough scrap netal in this guy to build two battle droids," he nuttered, "and
still have sonme |left over for spare parts." He dropped the nmetal into the steel bowl, with
another clink. "I don’t know why they even bother putting arnmor on 'em"

"CGot that right,"” Zan said. "Stuff won't stop any-thing stronger than a kid s pellet gun."”

Jos put two nore fragments of the grenade into the pan, then straightened, feeling his
| ower back muscles protest the position he’d been locked into all day. "Scope 'im" he
sai d.

Tol k ran a handhel d bi oscanner over the clone. "He’s clean,” she said. "I think you got it
all."

"We'll know if he starts cl anki ng when he wal ks." An orderly began wheeling the gurney
over to the two FX-7 medical droids that were doing the patching up. "Next!" Jos said
wearily. He yawned behind his face mask, and before he'd finished there was anot her
trooper supine in front of him

"Sucki ng chest wound,"” Tolk said. "M ght need a new | ung."

"He's lucky; we're having a special on them" Jos nmade the initial incision with the |aser
scal pel . Operat-ing on clone troopers-or, as the staff of R msoo Seven tended to call it,
wor ki ng the "assenbly line"-was easier in a lot of ways than doing slice and stitch on

i n-dividuals. And, since they were all the same genone, their organs were literally

i nterchangeable, with no worry about rejection syndrone.

He gl anced over at one of the four other organic doc-tors working in the cranped operating
chanber. Zan Yant, a Zabrak surgeon, was two tables away, humning a classical tune as he
sliced. Jos knew Zan woul d nuch rather be back in the cubicle the two of them shared,
playing his quetarra, tuning it just right so that it would produce the plangent notes of
sone Zabrak native skirl. The nusic Zan was into lately sounded |ike two krayt dragons
mating, as far as Jos was concerned, but to a Zabrak-and to nany other sentient species in
the gal axy-it was uplifting and enriching. Zan had the soul and the hands of a musician
but he was al so a de-cent surgeon, because the Republic needed medics nore than
entertainers these days. Certainly on this world.

The remai ning six surgeons in the theater were droids, and there should have been ten of
them Two of the other four were out for repairs, and two had been requisitioned but never
received. Every so often Jos went through the useless ritual of filing another 22K97(MD)
requisition form which would then pronptly di sappear forever into a vortex of
conputer-ized filing systenms and bureaucracy.

He quickly determ ned that the sergeant-the remnants of his arnor had the green narkings
that denoted his rank-indeed needed a new | ung. Tol k brought a freshly cloned organ from
the nutrient tanks while Jos began the pneunpnectony. In |less than an hour he had fini shed
resecting, and the lung, grown fromcultured stemcells along with dozens of other

i dentical organs and kept in cryogenic stasis for emergencies such as this, was nestled in
the sergeant’s pleural cavity. The pa-tient was wheel ed over for suturing as Jos
stretched, feeling vertebrae unkink and joints pop

"That’s the last of them" he said, "for now "

"Don’t get too confortable," said Leenoth, a Duros surgeon who specialized in anphibious
and sem aquatic species. He | ooked up fromhis current patient-an Qolla Gungan observer
from Naboo, who had had his buccal cavity severely varicosed by a sonic pistol blast the
day before. "Wrd fromthe front is, another couple of nedlifters will be here in the next
three hours, if not sooner."

"Time enough to have a drink and file another pa-thetic plea for a transfer,” Jos said as



he nmoved toward the disinfect chanber, pulling off the skin-gloves as he went. He had

| earned | ong ago to cope with whatever was wong now and not worry about future problens
until he had to. It was the nental equivalent of triage, he had told Klo Merit, the Equan
physi ci an who was al so Rinmsoo Seven's resident enpath. Merit had blinked his |large, brown
eyes, their depths so strangely calmng, and said that Jos's attitude was healthy-up to a
degr ee.

"There is a point at which defense becomes denial," Merit had said. "For each of us, that
point is positioned differently. A large part of nental hygiene lies sinmply in know ng
when you are no |onger being truthful with yoursel f."

Jos cane out of his nonentary reverie when he real-ized that Zan had spoken to him "What?"
"I said this one has a lacerated liver; I'lIl be done in a few nore nminutes."
"Need any hel p?"

Zan grinned. "What am |, a first-year intern at Cor-uscant Med? No problem Sewn one, sewn
"emall."

He started hunm ng again as he worked on the trooper’s innards.

Jos nodded. True enough; the Fett clones were all identical, which nmeant that, in addition
to no rejection syndrome concerns, the surgeons didn't have to worry about where or how
the plunbing went. Even in indi-viduals of the sane species there was often considerable
di versity of physiological structure and functionality; human hearts all worked the same
way, for exanple, but the valves could vary in size, the aortal connection m ght be higher
in one than in another... there were a nillion and one ways for individual anatomes to
differ. It was the biggest reason why surgery, even under the best of conditions, was
never 100 percent safe.

But with the clones, it was different-or, rather, it wasn’t. They had all been culled from
the sanme genetic source: a human nmal e bounty hunter named Jango Fett. Al of them were
even nore identical than nbnozygotic twins. See one, do one, teach one, had been the
mantra back on Coruscant, during Jos’'s training. The instruc-tors used to joke that you
could cut a clone blindfol ded once you knew the | ayout, and that was al nost true.
Odinarily Jos woul dn’'t be working on line troops, but with two of the surgical droids
down for repairs, the only option was to let the injured triage up out in the nobile
unit’s hall and die. And, clones or not, he couldn’'t let that happen. He' d become a doctor
to save lives, not to judge who lived and who didn't.

The lights abruptly blinked off, then back on. Every-one in the chanber froze nonmentarily.
"Sweet Sookie," Jos said. "Now what?"

In the distance, explosions echoed. It could have been thunder, Jos thought nervously. He
hoped it had been thunder. It rained here pretty nmuch every day, and nost nights, for that
matter; big, tropical stornms that tore through with howing wi nds and |ightning strikes
that |anced at trees, buildings, and people. Sonetinmes the shield generators went down,
and then the only things protecting the canmp were the arrestors. Mre than a few troopers
had been cooked where they stood, burned black in a heartbeat by the powerful voltages.
Once, after a bad storm Jos had seen a pair of boots standing with snoke rising fromthe
hard plastoid, five body-lengths away fromthe bl ackened form of the trooper who had been
wearing them Everything in the canp worth saving had arrestors grounded deep in the
swanpy soil, but sonetinmes those weren't enough

Even as these thoughts went through his head, he heard the staccato drumming of rain on
the OT roof begin.

Jos Vondar had been born and raised in a snall farmtown on Corellia, in a tenperate zone
where the weat her was pl easant nost of the year, and even during the rainy season it was
mld. Wien he was twenty he’'d gone fromthere to Coruscant, the planetary capital of the
Republic, a city-world where the weather was care-fully calibrated and orchestrated. He

al ways knew when it would rain, how nuch, and for how long. Nothing in his life up to now
had prepared himfor the apocal yptic storns and the alnost vile fecundity of Drongar’s
native life-forns. It was said that there were places in the Great Jasserak Swanp where,

if you were foolish enough to lie down and sleep, the fungal growth woul d cover you with a
second skin before you could wake up. Jos didn't know if it was true, but it wasn’t hard
to believe.



"Blast!" Zan said.
"What ?"

"CGot a chunk of shrapnel intersecting the portal artery. If | pull it |loose, it’'s gonna
get ugly in here."

"Thought you said you had this one signed, sealed, and transported.” Jos nodded to Zan’s
circul ati ng nurse, who opened a fresh pack of skins for Jos to slip his hands into. He

wi ggl ed his fingers, then stepped in alongside his friend. "Mve over, horn head, and |et
a real doctor work."

Zan | ooked around. "A real doctor? VWhere? You know one?"

Jos | ooked down at the patient, whose interior work-ings were brightly illum nated by the
overheads and the sterile field. He lowered his hands into the field, feeling the slight
tingling that always acconpani ed the nove. Zan pointed with the healy grippers at the

of fendi ng chunk of jagged netal. Sure enough, it was angled into the portal vessel

bl ocking it. Jos shook his head. "How come they never showed us stuff like this in school ?"

"When you get to be chief of surgery at Coruscant Med, you can neke sure the next batch of
dewy- eyed woul d-be surgeons has a better education. Od Doc Vondar, nattering on about the
G eat Cone Wars and how easy these kids today have it."

"Il remenber that when they bring you in as a teach-ing case, Zan."

"Not me. I'Il dance at your nenorial, Corellian scum Maybe even play you a nice Sel oni an
et ude, per-haps one of the Vissencant Variations."

"Please," Jos said as he gingerly spread tissue apart to get a better [ook. "At |east play
somet hing worth hear-ing. Some |eap-junp or heavy isotope.”

Zan shook his head sadly. "A tone-deaf Gungan has better taste."
"I know what | I|ike."

"Yeah, well, | like keeping these guys alive, so stop enbarrassing yourself in public and
help ne get this liver working."

"Quess |'d better." Jos reached for a set of healys and a sponge. "Looks like it’s the
only way he' |l have a fighting chance, with you as his surgeon." He grinned behind his
mask at his friend.

Wor ki ng together, they managed to extricate the shrapnel fromthe artery with mnim
danmage. Wien they were done, Jos |ooked around with a sigh of relief.

"Well, kids, looks Iike a perfect record. Didn't |lose a single trooper. Drinks are on ne
at the cantina."”

The others grinned tiredly-and then froze, listening. R sing over the steady pounding of
the rain on the foantast roof was another sound, one they knew very well: the rising whine
of incomng nedlifters.

The break was over, as nmost of themwere, before it had begun
2

The drop fromorbit to the planet was faster than nor-mal, the pilot explained to her
because of the multitude of spores.

"Dey gumup everyt’'ing," he said, in thickly accented Basic. He was a Kubaz, gray-green
and poi nty-headed, a menber of the |ong-snouted species whose enenies referred to them
derisively as "bug-eating spies." As a Jedi Padawan and a healer, Barriss O fee had

| earned early not to be judgnental of a species because of its | ooks, but she knew that
many in the gal axy were | ess open-ni nded.

"Specially d ventilators,” he went on. "Drot’'ll eat t’rough d best filters we got in a
hour, mebbe less; y got to change 'emevery flight-you don't, d Spore Sickness get into



d’ ship and get into you. Not a good way to go, b’'lieve it, coughin’ up blood 'n

iny own juices."

cooki ng

Barriss blinked at the graphic scenario. She | ooked out of the small shuttle craft’s
nearest viewport; the spores were visible only as various tints of red, green, and other
hues in the air, and an occasional spatter of mnute particles against the transpari steel
gone before she could see themclearly. She probed a bit with the Force, getting nothing
like a sentient response, of course, merely a chaotic inpression of notion, a furious
muta-bility.

"D spores are, um adepto... uh..

" Adapt ogeni ¢, " she sai d.

"Yeah, dat’s it. Every tine d nechanics and d nedics come up wit’ new treatnents, d’' spores
change, y’' know? And d' treatnents, dey stop workin'. Weird t'ing is, dey don't cause

probl ens at ground | evel, only when y' get up above d'trees, y' know?"

Barriss nodded. It didn't sound pleasant. In fact, very little about this planet sounded
pl easant, even though her information on it was still sketchy. According to the hurried
briefing at the Tenple on Coruscant, the Re-public’s forces and those of the Separatists
were nore or |ess evenly bal anced on Drongar. The war here was |limited nostly to ground
troops; very little fighting took place in the air because of the spores. On the ground,
things were even worse in nany ways. Anong the prob-lenms the forces on both sides
encountered were nonsoons with devastating electrical storms, soaring tenperatures, and
hum dity over 90 percent. As if that weren't enough, the atnospheric oxygen | evel was

hi gher than that found on nbst worlds habitable for humans and hu-manoi ds. This often
caused di zzi ness and hyperoxy-genation for nonindigenous |life-forns, and, for the
Separatists’ battle droids, rust. Hard to believe, Barriss thought, but even the

i ncredi bly tough durasteel alloy of which the droids were constructed woul d oxidize if
conditions were extreme enough. The hi gh oxygen con-tent also limted nilitary
engagenents, for the nost part, to small-arns fire: sonic pistols, small blasters,

slugt hrowers, and the |ike, because of the high risk of fire fromlaser and particle beam
ar manment .

What kept both sides struggling for control of this pestilential quagnire of a world was
bota, a plant somewhere between a nold and a fungus, which, to date, had been found al npst
nowhere else in the galaxy. It grew thick on this backwater planet, but all attenpts to
transplant it offworld had failed. The plant was ex-trenely valuable to both sides,
because, like the spores and other flora and fauna on Drongar, bota was highly adaptogenic
inits effects. Many species could benefit fromit-humans used it as a potent broad-based
an-tibiotic, Neinoidians sought it as a narcotic painkiller, Hutts utilized it as a

val uabl e stimul ant al nbst as powerful as glitterstimspice, and nany ot her species found
it useful for still other functions. Mreover, the stuff had virtually no side effects,
making it a true wonder drug.

Processed by freeze-drying, the resulting product was readily transportable. Its only
drawback was that, once harvested, it had to be processed quickly or it degener-ated into
a useless slinme. And, to nmake things worse, the plant was quite delicate. Explosions going
off too close to it could shock it to death, and it apparently burned |ike rocket fue

when ignited, despite the gen-eral danpness of the |andscape. Since bota was the rea-son
both sides were here, this was yet another reason for mlitary engagements to be
l[imted-fighting over a field of the stuff would be useless if it burned up, died, or went
sour before it could be collected.

Bota was al so one of the main reasons Barriss was here. It was true that her prinmary
mandat e was to aug-ment the doctors and surgeons who cared for Republic troops, using her
skills as a heal er, but she was al so sup-posed to keep an eye on the harvesters, to make
sure that the bota was bei ng packed and shipped to offworld Republic ports as it was
supposed to be. The harvesting operations had been folded in with the R nsoo proce-dures
to save noney and expedite shiprment. Neither she nor her superiors had any problens with
that. Any advantage the Republic could gain over the Confeder-acy was val uabl e and
desirabl e-the Jedi certainly had no | ove for the rogue Count Dooku, who had caused the
deaths of so many of themtwo standard years ear-lier on Geonosis.

She strongly suspected that she was here for another reason as well: that this assignment
was part, or all, of her trials. Her Jedi Master, Lum nara Unduli, had not told her that
such was the case, but not all Padawans were warned in advance that they were about to be
tested. The nature of the trial, and whether or not the Padawan woul d know about it



bef orehand, were mat-ters left entirely to the discretion of the Jedi Mster.

Once, about six nonths ago, she had asked Master Unduli when she could expect to begin her
Jedi trials. Her nentor had smiled at the question, and said, "Any-tine. Al the tinme. No
time."

Well. If her sojourn on this world was to be her trial by fire, the test that would

det erm ne whether or not she had what it took to be a Jedi Knight, she would proba-bly
know before too-The transport slewed in a sudden yawing turn, inertia shoving Barriss hard
into the seat. The ship’s internal gravity field had obviously been turned off.

"Sorry 'bout dat," the pilot said. "Dere’s a Sep’ratist battery in dis sector, an’ every
now and den dey try t’'track one’a us an’ knock us down. Standard procedure to t’rowin a
few ’'vasi ve maneuvers on de way down. Kanushka!"

The excl anation of surprise in the Kubaz’'s native tongue drew Barriss’'s attention. "Wat?"

oin on, off t’starboard. Coupla nech units an’ troops goin’ at it-dere,

"Big battle
[l do a fly-over-we're high 'nough, dey can't hit us wit’ hand weapons. Hang on."

g
y' see? |’ d
The pilot nmade a broad turn to the right. Barriss | ooked down at the scene. They were, she
estimated, about a thousand neters high, and the air was reason-ably clear; they were
bel ow the main spore strata, with no clouds or nist to block her view

As a Jedi Padawan, she was know edgeable in the ways of war. And she had been trained in
personal combat with her |ightsaber froman early age, so her obser-vation was nore
critical than nost.

The trooper units noved across a field of short, stubby plants, with the sun at their
backs-a sound tac-tical nmove when facing biol ogical opponents, but of lit-tle use agai nst
battl e droids, whose photoreceptors could easily be adjusted to tune out glare. There were
per haps two hundred troopers; they had a slight nuner-ical advantage over the droids,

whi ch, Barriss esti-mated, had maybe seventy or eighty units on the field. Fromthis

hei ght, the crescent attack formation of the Republic force was apparent as it sought to
envel op the droids and gain superiority in field of fire.

The battle droids were nmostly of the Baktoid Bl se-ries, as nearly as she could tell from
hi gh overhead. There were al so several B2 super battle droids, which were basically the
standard nodel with an arnored cas-ing overlay and nore weaponry. They had broken into
guads, each unit of four fanning out to deal with the tactic of envel opnent, concentrating
its fire on the sane section of troopers.

Classic formations on an open battlefield, she knew, just as she knew that the outcomne
woul d be deci ded by which side could instigate the nost accurate firepower the fastest.
She coul d al nost hear the voice of her Mas-ter echoing in her nenory:

It does not matter how fast you are if you miss the target. It is the one who hits the
nost who will have the victory...

Bl aster beams | anced through the engagi ng forces, which were now separated by no nore than
a short sprint’s distance. Vapor boiled up frommsses that hit vegetation, and smnal

fires quickly flared here and there. Troopers fell, seared black and snoking, and battle
droids ground to a halt, scorch marks and flashes of electricity on their white netal
chassi s marking where blasterfire had struck

It was all eerily silent, no sound reaching this height as the pilot slowed to give her a
| onger | ook.

It appeared that the Republic forces would win this engagenent-both sides seened to be

| osing combat-ants at the sane rate, and in such a case, the side with the |arger force
woul d wi n-though the victory would be costly. A unit that [ost eight out of ten troops won
only in the technical sense.

"We can’t hang 'round,"” the pilot said. "Dfilters’'I| be in dred in 'nother fifteen
mnutes an” we're five away from Ri nsoo Seven. | |ike t’have a margin 'f error."

The shuttle craft gained speed, and they left the battle behind.

Barriss mused on what she had seen as the transport shot over |ow and vegetati on and



steani ng, miasm c swanps. Whatever else this assignnment night be, it cer-tainly was not
goi ng to be dull

Jos was snatching a few preci ous nonents of sleep in the cubicle he shared with Zan when
he heard the trans-port’s approach.

At first, only half awake, he thought it was another nedlifter bringing in nore wounded,
but then he real-ized the repul sor sound was pitched differently.

It has to be the new doc, he thought. No one else in their right mnd would nake
pl anetfall on Drongar wi thout being ordered to.

He pushed through the osmotic field that covered the cubicle’ s entrance; it had been set
to let air circulate freely, but it kept out the eight-1|egged, bi-w nged in-sects they'd
cone to call "wi ngstingers"” that constantly buzzed about the unit. He'd heard that the
newer - nodel fields cane with an entropic overlay feature that bled energy fromthe air
nol ecul es as they passed through the selective barrier, thus |lowering the inside
tenmpera-ture by a good ten degrees. He'd put in a requisition for a batch of them wth
any luck, they nmight arrive a day or so before the war ended.

Blinking in the harsh light of Drongar Prinme, he watched the transport spiral down to the
pad. He no-ticed Zan, Tolk, and a few others energing fromthe O as well. It was a tine
of relative quiet at R nsoo Seven, which neant that triaged patients weren't queued up
wai ting for surgery and treatnent, and that the surgeons weren't in a |life-and-death race
with time to save them They were enjoying the respite while it |asted.

A coupl e of Bothan techs ran up to the shuttle and sprayed the exterior with spore

di sinfectant. This par-ticular batch of chem cals, Jos knew, would probably be good for
anot her standard nonth; it took about that long for the spores that attacked the craft’s
seals to de-velop immnities to the spray. Then various chemical precursors wuld have to
be altered, and nol ecul ar configurations shifted just enough to produce a new type of
treatment that would once again be effective - for atine. It was a constant dance that
went on be-tween the gui ded nmechani sms of science and the blind opportuni smof nature. Jos
wondered, not for the first tinme, what the odds were of the spores nmutating into a nore
virul ent pathogen that could strip-mne a pair of lungs in seconds instead of hours.

Then the shuttle’s hatch opened, and so did Jos’s mouth-in surprise.
The new doctor was a woman-and a Jedi

There was no mstaking the sinple dark garb and ac-coutrenents of the Order, and certainly
no m staking the shape beneath them as anything other than fem -nine. He’'d heard that the
| atest addition to the teamwas a Mrial an-whi ch meant human, basically-a nmenber of the
same species as hinsel f, whose ancestors had spread in several ancient diasporas across
the gal axy, col onizing such worlds as Corellia, Al deraan, Kalarba, and hundreds nore.
Humans were ubiquitous fromone spiral armto the other, so to see another one-nmale or
fermal e-arrive here was no great surprise

But to see a Jedi, here on Drongar-that was surpris-ing.

Jos, like nost other beings intelligent enough to ac-cess the Hol oNet, had seen the
recorded inmages of the Jedi’'s final stand in the arena on Geonosis. Even before that, the
Order had been spread mighty thin across the gal axy. And yet one of them had been assigned
here, to Rinsoo Seven, a ragtag military nedical unit on a world so far off the known
space | anes that nost gal actic car-tographers couldn’t come within a parsec of locating it
on a bet.

He wondered why she was here.
Col onel D Arc Vaetes, the hunan commander of the unit, received the Jedi warmy as the
| atter disenbarked fromthe transport. "Wl come to Rinmsoo Seven, Jedi Barriss Ofee," he

sai d. "Speaking for everyone here, | hope you will be-"

But before he could finish his sentence, Vaetes stopped, for a sound was rising in the
thick, humd air-a sound every one of themat R nsoo Seven knew very well.

"Inconming lifters!" shouted Tani sul dees, a Dressel-lian enlistee. He was the ai de-de-canp
to Filba, the Hutt supply officer. He pointed to the north.



Jos | ooked. Yes, they were com ng, sure enough-five of them black dots against the sky,
which at this tine of day was a faint verdigris in color, like the algae that coated the
surface of the Kondrus Sea. Each nedlifter could carry up to six wounded men-cl ones and
possi-bly other conbatants. That neant at least thirty in-jured, possibly one or two nore.

After the first nonent of realization, everyone began novi ng purposefully, each doing his,
her, or its duty to prepare. Zan and Tol k headed for the OT at a run. Jos was about to
follow, but instead he turned and noved quickly to where the Jedi, |ooking slightly
confused, was standing.

Vaet es took her hand and gestured toward Jos. "Jedi Ofee, this is Captain Jos Vondar, ny

chief surgeon. He'll get you briefed and prepped for what’'s conming." The col onel sighed.
"I't’s something we're all quite used to, sadly. What's even nore sad is that you'll get
used to it as well, very quickly."

Jos wasn’t quite sure what the proper protocol for greeting a Jedi was, but he didn't see
much point in worrying about it at the nonent. "Let’'s hope the Force is with you, Jed
Ofee," he said, having to raise his voice to be heard over the rising whine of the

repul sors. "Because it’'s going to be a long, hot day." He started toward the open |anding
area in the canp’s center, where the initial triage calls were pronounced on the wounded
as they canme off the lifters.

Barriss Ofee noved quickly to keep up with him He trusted she was willing to tackle
what ever was in store. She's a Jedi, Jos told hinself-she’'s probably got what it takes.

For her sake-and the troops’ -he hoped so.
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The full-spectrumlight in his office was di nmed-as a Saki yan, Admiral Tarnese Bl eyd coul d
see farther into the infrared than nost beings, and he preferred to spare hinself the
harsh gl are that many of the gal axy’ s species needed for illumination. Mdst sentients
consi dered thensel ves enlightened to some degree, but to those who could see things as
they really were, the rest of the galactic popul ation was stunbling about half blind.
Un-fortunately, the sighted few were all too often handi-capped by the blindness of the
nmasses.

Bl eyd frowned. He knew hinmself to be one of the Re-public’s npst capable admrals: smart,
clever, and deft. G ven the proper venue, he could have risen easily to the top of the
mlitary's chain of command in short order. Becone a fleet commander, at the |east;
perhaps even a Priority Sector H gh Commander. But instead, his supe-riors had seen fit to
shunt himto this Maker-forsaken, backrocket planet in the hind end of nowhere, to
pre-side over the admi nistration of a lowy MedStar, a ned-ical frigate fielding R nsoo
units charged with patching up clones and collecting an indi genous pl ant.

He feared for the stability of a commonwealth that could nmake such ill-advi sed deci sions.

Bl eyd stood and noved to the | arge transparisteel viewport. Drongar filled a quarter of
the sky "below' him Even fromorbit the planet |ooked vile and pestilential. Fromthe
surface, he knew the sky woul d have a sickly copper tint caused by the cl ouds of spores
constantly adrift in the upper atnosphere, and the ranpant, al-nost virulent growth that
covered everything.

He shivered, rubbing his upper arms. His skin was the color and texture of dark, burnished
bronze, but that didn't nean Tarnese Bleyd didn’t feel the cold occasion-ally. Even when
the tenperature was set to a confort-able thirty-eight degrees.

The only parts of the planet, with its vast, continent-spanning jungles and marshl ands,
that renotely re-minded himof the veldts of his homeworld were the few i sol ated patches
where the bota grew. He couldn't even see those fromorbit. By far the largest fields were
on Tanl assa, the bigger of two | andnasses in the south-ern heni sphere. The Jasserak
engagenent-the only ac-tive conflict zone on the planet, at the noment-was taking place on
the Tanl assan western shore.

Bl eyd turned away fromthe port and nade a gesture. A hologranm c di splay appeared before
him showing a translucent inmage of the rotating planet. Al phanurerics cascaded on either
side of the globe. The admiral brooded on the stats. He knew nost of them by heart, and
yet he often felt conpelled to review them Some-how, it was conforting to know everything
about the planet that was going to make himrich



According to the Nikto survey teamthat had first discovered the system nearly two
centuries ago, Dron-gar was a relatively young world, with a radius of 6,259 kilometers
and a surface gravity of 1.2 Standard. It had two snmall npons-nothing nore than captured
asteroids, really. There were three other planets in the system all gas giants orbiting
in the outer reaches, which neant Drongar was well shielded from neteor and conetary

i mpacts. Drongar Prinme was approxi-mately the same size as Coruscant Prime, but it burned
hotter. That explained Drongar’s current near-tropical climatic zonation. But the |ack of
a large nmoon to stabi-lize its obliquity neant that, in a few hundred nmllion years,
Drongar woul d probably becone a "snowball" world as cold as, or colder than, Hoth.

Bl eyd gestured again, and the holo faded. He thought about Saki, his homeworld. True, it
was nmostly tropical as well, with |arge stretches of jungle and marshes-but not |ike
Drongar. Nei noi dia and Saki together couldn’t match Drongar for sheer fetid, noisome area.

Saki al so had forests, and savannas, and | akes... and, unlike Drongar, a stable axis,
anchored by the gravity of a single, |arge noon. Thus, seasonal varia-tions on Saki were
mld, the air was sweet, and the hunting was good. Saki Prinme was an ol der star, its
spectrum shifting nore toward the red. Fromthe planet’s surface it |ooked like a swollen
crinmson jewel hanging in the azure sky.

Bl eyd had heard it said on occasion that Sakiyan were too insular, that they tended to
stay on their own world rather than venture out into the galaxy and play with the big

ki ds. He never responded to these charges. He knew that, if npbst of the other sentients
voi ci ng the conplaint could spend even one day on Saki, they would under-stand why few of
its children ever wanted to | eave

True, he had left-but only because circunstances had forced himto seek his fortune
offworld. His pride-father, Tarnese Lyanne, had invested heavily in various bl ack-market
and smuggl i ng operations-far too heav-ily. Shiltu the Hutt, a Black Sun vigo, had

doubl e-crossed Lyanne. C an Tarnese had been ruined-and Bleyd had left to find enpl oynent
in the Republic mlitary.

But one day he would return. That was never in doubt. And he would return in style.

The Sakiyans were a proud and predatory race - Bleyd s ancestors had been | egendary
hunters. It was his nonthrael to be no | ess of a |l egend than they.

Bl eyd stopped rem niscing. He could not afford to | ose his focus now A decison had to be
made, a decision that could determne the rest of his life's course.

But there really was only one choice. If the Republic was unable or unwilling to recognize
his abilities, then it was the Republic’'s loss, not his. He had known all along, after

all, that it was up to himto nake certain that he came out of this war wi ser-and richer
Much richer.

Wth sufficient credits Bleyd could reclaimhis clan’s holdings. It was too |late to weak
any sort of delayed re-venge on Shiltu-the old reprobate had died a decade before from
sudden massive cel lul ar henorrhage, a sort of full-body stroke that had ended the Hutt’s
life far too quickly and painlessly, in Bleyd s opinion

But it was just as well that he not be tenpted. Re-venge, he knew, was an expensive and
dangerous lux-ury. Retiring fromthe war a rich man woul d be his best vengeance upon a
mlitary too foolish to know what they had in him

If Filba continued to cone through..

Bl eyd was certainly not blind to the irony that re-quired himto trust another Hutt in
dealing with Black Sun again. It was risky-very risky. Allying with Black Sun was |ike
ganbling with a Woki ee: even when you know he’s cheating, sonetinmes it’s best to let him
win. But the stakes were too high to walk away from Wth the credits they stood to nake,
he coul d becone a | anded person, perhaps even enter politics. He closed his eyes,
picturing it: the wealthy Senator from Saki, with his own palatial spire on Coruscant,
affecting the lives of trillions with his every command... he could certainly get used to
such a lifestyle.

Yes, it was risky. Going after the big game al ways was. But he’'d hunted razor-tailed
tigers in the Dust Pits of Yurb; he d fought |yniks that had tasted his bl ood and



therefore knew every nove he woul d make; he had even trapped a nexu, one of the nost
feroci ous beasts in the gal axy.

He was nore than capable of outwitting even a many-headed beast such as Bl ack Sun

Hi s secretary droid appeared in the doorway. "Admi-ral, you asked to be remi nded of the
time."

Bl eyd gl ared at the droid, annoyed at being pulled back fromhis visions of glory. "Yes,
yes. Al right, you have rem nded ne. Go on about your business."

The droid, a standard protocol unit, quickly shuffled away. It knew better than to
hesitate when Bleyd told it to nove.

The adm ral gl anced down at his desk and the noun-tain of flinsies and datapads there.

Bl eyd set to work. It would be best to have a clear m nd, unencunbered by trivia

busi ness, so that he could concentrate on his plans. He had to keep things running

snmoot hly; there was far too much at stake for any mistakes to be nmade at this point. Bleyd
thought of the billions of credits he would realize fromthe Hutt’s schenme. Those billions
woul d buy himthe top floor of a nonad in Corus-cant’s prestigious equatorial belt, and
servants to cater to his every whim The means to acconmplish all this was there-all he had
to do was be brave enough to seize the opportunity.

Den Dhur swaggered into the cantina.

It wasn’t much of a swagger, but after all, he was a Sullustan, waist-high to and only
hal f the wei ght of nmbst of the patrons within. It was understandabl e that conversation
didn't cease and heads turn to mark his progress. He could live with that.

VWhat was harder to live with were the lights and the noise. There were fluorescent gl obes
on every table, and a quadro unit near the door was poundi ng out sone-thing |oud and

t hunpi ng and syncopated that they called nusic these days. Big m |l king surprise, he told
hi nsel f; a noisy cantina. W' d have thought? But the fact that it was unrenmarkable didn't
nmake it any | ess unpl easant.

Added to the wail blasting fromthe speakers were the patrons. Myst of themwere nilitary
and all were chat-tering loudly, which only added to the cacophony. Like all Sullustans,
who had evol ved for underground living, Den had relatively |large eyes and sensitive ears
compared to nmost sentients. He was wearing pol arized droptacs and soni c danpeners, but
even so, he knew he was going to have a wal |l opi ng headache if he stayed in here too |ong.
Still, he was a reporter, and places like this were where the nost interesting stories
coul d be heard. Assumi ng one could hear anything through this din..

He ascended the ranp, designed for shorter and | eg-1ess species, to the bar, gaining
enough height to put himon eye level with the tender, whom he signaled with a wave.

The tender, a phlegmatic Otolan, canme over. He | ooked at Den without speaking-at |east,
wi t hout speaki ng anything Den could hear. Mst Otolans con-versed in ultrahigh or
ultral ow frequencies. Even the Sullustan's ears, sensitive as they were, weren't as good
as the blue-furred flaps the tender sported. Den was sure the chunky, |ong-nosed alien
wor e soni c danpeners as good as his own, if not better.

Fortunately the danpeners had sel ective blocking - either that, or the Otolan was good at
i p-readi ng, be-cause when Den said, "Bantha Blaster," the tender pronptly began pouring
liquids into a glass, building a swirly orange-and-blue concoction. He was pretty good,
Den noted. In a matter of nonents the Ortolan handed the drink to Den. "On the tab," the
tender said, his voice |l ow and resonant.

Den nodded. He took a long, slow sip. Ah..
The first drink of the day was the best. After a few nore, you couldn’t really taste them

He had enough swallows to blunt the harsh edges of the lights, then | ooked around. First
thing a good re-porter did upon spacing to a new planet was find the | o-cal watering

hol es. Mdre stories canme out of cantinas than anywhere el se. This one certainly wasn't
much: a dil api dated foantast building in the mddle of a swanp-nost of the planet seened
to be either jungle or swanp, Den had noticed on the shuttle com ng down-set up to serve
the clone troops, soldiers, and as-sorted support staff; the latter nostly medics, given
that this was a Rinsoo.



Lightning flickered outside, leaving, in his eyes, a no-nmentary faint blue afterglowto
everyt hing. Thunder booned al nost sinultaneously, hurting his ears even with the
danpeners. |If the weather here worked the same way it did on nost planets Den was famliar
with, the runbl es dopplering through the sky neant i mi-nent rain. He watched as nost of
the cantina's occu-pants repositioned thensel ves. Uh-huh. Roof |eaks. The regul ars

undoubt edly knew the spots where the wa-ter would drip through. He watched gaps opening in
the cromd as they shifted to new areas, their novenents al -nost unconscious. Rain’s

com ng, don’t stand there, you'll get drenched. Unless, of course, you were a water
species, in which case the | eaky spots were prized. One person's trash, another person’s
treasure..

Anot her thundercl ap-a sound easily differentiated fromthat of artillery, if you' d been in
and out of war zones for as nuch tinme as he had-sounded. In the no-nentary ringing silence
that followed, heralding drops of the stormpattered on the foantast roof. Wthin
sec-onds, the sky opened up, and the drunm ng of the rain becane a constant barrage.

And, just as he'd anticipated, the | eaks began streami ng.

The water puddl ed on the floor for the nost part, without hitting anybody as it cascaded.
A newbi e here and there was surprised and awarded | aughter by his conrades for his
soaking. At the end of the bar, an Ishi Tib nechanic stripped out of his |ube-spotted
coveral I s and undul ated under a steady stream noving his eye-stal ks and cl acki ng his beak
intime to the nusic.

Den shook his head. What a life. Cantina-crawling in yet another dung-hole, all in the
service of the Public’s Need to Know.

A blast of hot, wet wind swirled over himas the door seal parted. Den knew wi thout even
turni ng around who had entered; he could tell by the snmell of danp Hutt that suddenly
filled the room

The Hutt shook hinself, ignoring the annoyed | ooks and excl amati ons the spray of water
brought from nearby patrons, and slithered toward the bar. He cane to a stop on the ground
| evel next to Den.

Den drained the last of his drink and took a nmonent to conpose hinself before | ooking at
the Hutt. "Filba," he said. "How s it fl opping?"

The Hutt didn't seemsurprised to see himhere-no doubt he’d been notified of the arriva
of the press. He hardly spared Den a gl ance. "Dhur. Wiy aren’'t you out sonmewhere naking up
nore |ies about honest working fol k?"

Den smled. "I can make themup just as well in a dry-well, relatively dry-cantina.”
Honest working fol k, ny dewflaps, he thought. If honest work came anywhere near Filba, the
huge gastropod woul d proba-bly shrivel up and die like his renote ancestors did when
covered in salt.

The tender approached. "Dopa boga noga," Filba growed in Huttese, holding up two fingers.
The tender nodded and drew two nugs of something yellow and fizzy, which he set in front
of the Hutt. Filba knocked them both back, barely taking a breath be-tween t hem

"Not one to savor your drink, | see," Den said.

Fil ba turned one enornous, bilious eye in his direc-tion. "You have to drink Huttese ale
fast,” he ex-plained. "Qtherwise it eats through the mug."

Den nodded i n sage conprehension. The tender filled his glass again, and the reporter
raised it. "War and taxes," he said, and drank

"Koochoo," Filba nuttered. Den wasn’t famliar enough with Huttese to recognize the word,
but from

Filba's tone it sounded like an insult. O course, nost of what Filba said sounded |ike an
insult. The Sullustan shrugged. Either Filba still had a problemwith him or he was just
venting. Either way, Den wasn't particularly worried. In his experience there were very
few problems in this galaxy that couldn’t be cured, or at |east put in proper perspective,
by |iberal doses of alcohol or its many equival ents.



The rain stopped alnost as quickly as it began. Den stared at the puddles on the floor
knowing it would take days for themto evaporate in the humd air. And | ong before they
did, it would have rai ned again. He asked a Bot han who stood at the bar a few steps away,
"Why don't you guys throw a field over this place, keep it dry?"

The Bot han | ooked at him "Tell you what-if you can rec one fromCentral or find one
around here that’s not being used, I'lIl be happy to put it up. And don’t sug-gest fixing
it the ol d-fashioned way-we do that all the time. As soon as we get one hol e patched, the
m | ki ng spores eat open another one."

Den shrugged again-he had a feeling he would be doing a ot of that on Drongar-and turned
back to his drink. Before he could give it the attention it deserved, however, he noticed
a group sitting at a table a couple of nmeters away. There were four: two males and two
fe-mal es. One of the nales was a Zabrak; the rest were hu-mans. Den nade a wy face.

Al t hough he tried to be open-m nded and tolerant, he had to admt that he had little use
for humans. They tended to be | ouder than nobst species, and whenever a ruckus started in a
place like this, it was usually a human at the bottomof it. He remenbered one tine, on
Rudri g, when-He blinked.

One of the human feral es was wearing the robes and trappi ngs of a Jedi

There was no disputing it; the plain dark hooded robe, the Iightsaber hanging from her
belt, and, nost of all, sonmething as indefinable as it was unmi stakable in the way she
conported herself-all these identified her as surely as if a neon hol o had been blinking
j edi above her head. The Order had been in the holonews quite a lot lately, Den knew. He
felt his pulse quicken a bit as he thought about the possible inplications of her being
here, on Drongar. Sonething to do with the bota, perhaps? O was it sonething nore
secretive, nmore clandestine...?

H's reporter’s curiosity could not be denied. Den picked up his drink and started toward
the table.

After all, the public needed to know.
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Jos didn't recognize the Sullustan, but that wasn't sur-prising. R nsoo Seven wasn’'t
exactly one of the Corus-cant spaceports, but a small amount of traffic did cycle through
Most of the newcomers were observers or offi-cers on tour, and, of course, there was an
endl ess parade of clones. Sone, however, were civilians: supply and nmateriel supervisors,
bota harvesters, and various hired | aborers. He'd even heard runors that the base might be
i ncluded in a Hol oNet Entertai nnent tour. Many base functions were perforned by droids,

but nmost droids didn’t |last very long on Drongar. The WED Treadwel | s were constantly
breaking their many delicate arma-tures, and the nedical droids-the Mbs, 2-1 Bs and

FXs- needed constant mai ntenance due to the humd-ity and hi gh oxygen quotient. Jos had had
parts on back order from Cybot, Medtech, and other factories for nonths, but no joy was in
sight anytine soon

So when the Sullustan strolled over with a drink in one hand and a friendly expression
the four made room for another chair. He introduced hinself, adding that he was a string
reporter for the Galactic Wave, one of the snmaller hol onews services. "Been asked to cone
over to Hol oNet several tines," he said, grabbing a handful of shroonthips fromthe bow
inthe table’'s center. "But they're too mainstream too party line for me. | like working
on the edge."

"Do you disagree with the Republic’'s policies toward Dooku and his Separatists?" Barriss
O f ee asked.

Dhur’s huge eyes appraised her for a few seconds while he swallowed. "Kind of unusual to
see a Jedi Knight this far out," he said.

"I"’mnot a Jedi Knight as of yet. Until | conplete ny training, ny title is stil
Padawan, " Barriss said. "And you haven't answered mnmy question."

“"You're right-I haven't." Dhur |ooked steadily into the Jedi’'s eyes. "Let's just say |
di sapprove of some of Dooku' s nethods."

The silence that foll owed threatened to become ten-sion. Zan said quickly, "W’ d just



offered to give our new healer the five-decicred tour. Care to join us?"
Dhur drained his drink. "Wuldn't miss it."

Fi ve decicreds would be robbery for this tour, Jos thought as the four wal ked t hrough the
base. There really wasn’t nuch to see: several foantast buildings, the biggest of which
contai ned pre - and postnmed and the operating theater. Then there were the officers’
quarters-small er cubicles, for the nost part-the can-tina, ness hall, |anding pad,
refreshers, and showers. All this in a small valley overshadowed by tall, tree-like

growm hs, nostly draped with sonething that |ooked simlar to Naboo swanp npss.

The storm had stopped as suddenly as it began. Jos was sweating after a dozen steps; the
air lay sodden and heavy, without a breath of novement. He watched Bar-riss Ofee,
wonderi ng how she stood the danmp heat in that heavy cl oak. She didn't even seemto be
sweat i ng.

He wondered what she | ooked |ike under those robes..

"W do triage over there, where the lifters put down," Zan said to her, pointing to the
west. "We keep a sepa-rate pad for the shuttles; that’'s where you two | anded, near the
harvesters’ quarters.” He pointed south. "The front’s about seventy kilonmeters back. The
lifters usu-ally come around fromthe east, because of the w nds."

Jos becane aware of Tol k’s gaze upon him she was watching himwatch the Jedi. He gl anced
at her, and she grinned at him He grinned back, sonewhat sheepishly. No use trying to

di sgui se his thoughts to her-she was a Lorrdian, and could read anyone’s body | anguage
like a holo on max-mag. It was al nost |ike tel epathy.

He shrugged. Just idle curiosity, he thought, and saw one of the nurse’'s eyebrows arch:
Ch, really?

He felt a noment of slight enbarrassnent as he gl anced back at Barriss. Since she was a
Jedi-well, one in training, at |east-had her connection with the Force already al erted her
to his taking notice as well?

He had been nobst inpressed by her work in the OT-her hands were fast and assured, w el ding
| aser scal pels and mini pressor fields as she cauterized spurt-ing arteries and even ai ded
in transplanting a kidney. If she had used any of the healing powers it was runored that
the Force had given her, Jos hadn’t seen it-but then, he d been rather busy hinself.

He knew very little about the Force-not even howto test for it, because that know edge
was supposedly re-served for the Jedi. He was aware of the power of the m nd-body
connection, of course, but he had no talents in that direction. He was a surgeon; he knew
how to slice and splice the innards of a dozen species, including his owm. That was his
talent, his gift, and he was very good at it. So good that at times he felt al nost bored
with the routine plunbing repairs he had to make, for the nobst part, on the clones. He
very rarely | ost one, and when he did, due to sepsis or hidden trauma or sone other nasty
surprise, it was hard to feel too nuch grief. Even in wars fought by individuals the
doctors of-ten grew nunb. It was easier still to do so when the next body to conme under
his | aser | ooked exactly like the |ast one.

They really do all blur together sonetines...

It had bothered himat first. Now he’'d grown used to it. After all, it was conmon

know edge that clones weren't true individuals, in the strictest sense of the word. Their
m nd- set had been standardized, just as their somatotype had been, in order to make them
nore effective fighters. No one ever heard of a trooper freez-ing under fire, or letting
his fellows down on the front lines. It just didn't happen, due to subtle behaviora
ad-justnents mass-programed into the amygdal a and the other enotional centers of their
brains. Jos wasn't sure, because he’'d never had the opportunity to run i tests, but he
suspected that their serotonin and dopami ne |evels had been adjusted as well, naking them
nore fearl ess and aggressive. The bottomline was that one clone was pretty nmuch just |ike
anot her, and not only in appearance.

O course, they weren't interchangeable units of a hive mind. Jos had seen evi dence of
i ndi viduation, but only in areas that didn't interfere with their ability to fight, or
their loyalty to the Republic. They were true universal soldiers, genetically hardwired to
fight with-out fear of death or sorrow at the deaths of their comrades. It nade them nore
effective warriors, to be sure, but it also made it hard to think of them as being each a



uni que organic sentient. He'd often heard themreferred to disparagi ngly as "neat
droids"... he didn't care for the term but as a description, it seemed apt.

"...right, Jos?"

Jos blinked, realizing Zan had asked hi m somet hi ng, but he had no idea what it was. He

| ooked up at Zan, Barriss, and Dhur; they were standing on a snall rise coated with the
pal e pink growth that was Drongar’s idea of grass. A slight breeze had started, but it
pro-vided little relief fromthe heat. The Jedi’s cloak was stirred slightly. It parted
nonentarily in a gust, and Jos could tell that the body beneath the robes was... Not bad.
Not bad at all

"Hey, partner," Zan said, anused. "How s about droppi ng out of hyperspace and rejoining
the group?”
"Sorry." He noved quickly up the rise to stand beside him Dhur, and Barriss. "Wat was

the question?"

"l was wondering if that stormwas the start of the nmonsoon season," Dhur said.
"It doesn’t start,"” Jos said, "because it never stops. Except for the poles, the whole
planet is |like this."

Jos didn’t think Dhur’s eyes could get any wider, but his |ast statenent proved hi mw ong.
"You nmean it's like this all the time?"

"Pretty much," Zan said.
"Actually," Tolk said as she joined the group, "this is a rather nice day. Only one
l'ightning stormso far."

A far-off runble of thunder came fromthe east. They all turned and saw a new storm front
massi ng dark gray on the horizon

Jos glanced at Tolk. "You really should know better than to say things like that."

The second storm subsi ded around mi dni ght, though the skies remai ned cloudy. Drongar had
no | arge nmoon, and so Barriss, standing just outside one of the doors to the officers’
gquarters, was surprised to see the huts and grounds illum nated by a wan |ight that

shi fted anbng green, pearl, and turquoise hues, as if the clouds were sonmehow noctil ucent.

"It’s the spores," Zan told her. She was not surprised that he had stepped out al ongside
her; she'd felt his presence in the Force before she could see him "Sone strains glow in
the dark," he continued. "d ouds make a good backdrop for them Though you'd think all the
rain woul d wash themout of the air."

She nodded. The bands of variegated light, twisting slowy far overhead, were nore
i mpressi ve than many rai nbows and auroras she'd seen on far nore hospitabl e worlds.

It was nice to know that even Drongar had some beauty to offer.

"Alot prettier than the night sky, actually," Zan said. "W're so far out on the Rimthat
you don't see that many stars. And the whorl itself isn’'t visible fromthis hem sphere.™
He grinned at her. "Not even a full noon to wal k hand-in-hand under."

Al nmost by reflex, she felt his aura gently with the Force, and found nothing in himbut
friendliness. She smled back at him "D d you have a noon on...?"

"Tal us. No, we had sonething nuch nore spectacu-lar: Tralus, our sister world."

"Ah. The Doubl e Wrlds of the Corellian system Two planets, orbiting each other as they
circle their sun."

Zan nodded and | ooked i npressed. "You know your gal actic cartography."
"I would be a poor excuse for a Jedi if | did not."

He | ooked at her for a noment. Barriss could hear the sounds of the night all about them
the buzzing of the scavenger noths, the dopplering humof a worker droid as it pursued its



tasks, and, far away, the occasional dis-tant crackle of energy weapons and sharper cracks
of slugthrowers. She m ght have thought she was inagin-ing them but she could feel the
reverberations of death and destruction quite clearly through the Force.

"And who were you," Zan asked, "before you be-cane part of the Order?"

She hesitated as well before replying. "No one. | was brought to the Tenple as an infant."
"Have you never tried to contact your parents, to find your honmeworld s-"

Barriss | ooked away. "I was born on a liner in deep space. My parents’ identities are
unknown. | call no world save Coruscant ny home."

Zan said softly, "My apol ogi es, Padawan Ofee. | didn’t nean to pry."

She turned back and smiled at him "It is | who nust apol ogi ze. There is no excuse for
rudeness. As Master Yoda says, 'If in anger you answer, then in shane you dwell.’"

"He's your instructor?"

"I am not Padawan to him my Master is Luminara Unduli. Master Yoda is one of the nost
respected nembers of the Council." She hesitated, then added, "He has been a nentor to
nearly all the Jedi currently in the Order. One student, to his great disappointnent, |eft
the Order and turned to the dark side of the Force."

"I don’t have children," Zan said, "though | hope to change that once |I'moff this danp
rock. I would imag-ine that to |lose a pupil |ike that nust be al nost as bad as a parent
| osing his child."

She nodded. "I hope that, someday, after this war is over, he will be able to return to
training students. He has nuch to offer."

"As do you, Padawan Ofee." Zan yawned and turned back to the door. "I’mgoing to grab
sone sleep while | can. You might want to do the same; if we’'re |ucky, naybe tonorrow
won’'t be too nuch worse than today."

He di sappeared into the building. Barriss Iingered a monent |onger, thinking.

She had defl ected his questions about her path by ' changi ng subject of the conversation
Why? she won-dered. She wasn’'t sure. It had nothing to do with her as-signnment, and she
was not ashanmed of her origins. Perhaps it was just the shock of the new, of being on a
different world once nore.

She | ooked up again at the gl owi ng spores overhead. There were species and cul tures that
bel i eved souls trav-eled anbng the stars, flitting endl essly fromone celes-tial object to
anot her. Those strands up there could al nost be m staken for sonmething like that.

She noticed then that another strain of spores was working its way across the clouds; a
band of crimson. It interwove with the subtler colors, its borders increasing steadily. By
the ti me dawn broke, she knew, it would be the dom nant hue.

Barriss turned away, going back inside the barracks before she could see the other strands
overwhel ned by the red one.

5

Sitting in the chow hall and eating a breakfast of grainnush cakes, poptree syrup, and
dried kelp strips, Barriss Offee suddenly sensed a disturbance in the Force. The energy of
it was that of inpending conbat - sonething she had | earned to recogni ze. She stopped and
tried to focus on a direction

"Somet hi ng?" Jos said. He was sipping a mug of parichka a few seats away.

She turned to look at him "You said we are well be-hind our own |ines here?"

"Yes. Wy?"

"There is sone kind of confrontation happening, quite close by."



The surgeon | ooked at his chrono. "Ah. That woul d be the teras kasi match. Want to go take
a | ook?"

Last night’'s rain had washed away sone of the acrid pollen and spore-float, but the
afternoon air still had a noldy, sour tang to it as Jos |led her fromthe conpound. A
hundred neters away, in a snmall natural anphitheater eroded fromrock, perhaps twenty or
twenty-five people were gathered; troops, nostly, though Barriss could also see a few
humanoi ds of various types. They sat or stood in the rough semcircle forned by the rocks,
wat ching intently the unfol ding spectacl e before them

There were a few shouts of encouragenent, but the crowd was, for the nbst part, silent.

On the floor of the anphitheater was a | arge, spray-foam mat, and upon this stood two
humans. The men were bare to the waist, and wore thinskin briefs and westling slippers.
Bot h appeared to be physically fit, though neither was particularly |arge or bul ky. One
was short, dark-haired, and swarthy, thick with muscle through the chest and shoul ders;
the other was tall and slender, alnost blond, and had several unrevised scars on his arnms.
The scars didn't ook like ritual ones-if there was a pattern, Barriss couldn't see it.
But it was obvious fromtheir shapes that the marks had come from bl ades.

Barriss felt another roil of the Force, and knew this was where the disturbance had
ori gi nat ed.

As they noved closer, Jos said, "Hand-to-hand combat instructors. The short guy is Usu
Cley-he's from Ri nsoo Five, about ninety kilometers toward the south pole fromhere. dey
was the Ninth Fleet M ddl e-Mass Chanpion two years running. |’'ve seen himfight a cou-ple
of times-he’s very good.

"The other one is new, he's a replacenent for our unit’s instructor, who got blown up by a
suicide droid | ast week. | haven't seen himnove yet. Are you a bet-ting woman, Jed

O fee? They aren’t due to start for a few nore minutes. You could make a few credits-1line
is two-to-one in favor of Cey."

The Force swirled again in her, inparting a definite sense of nenace, and it cane, no
guestion, fromthe blond fighter. "What the new man’s nanme?"

Jos frowned, searching his nenory. "Pow, Fow... something..."

"Phow Ji ?"

"Yeah. You know hi nP"

"You have a bet down?"

"Ten credits on Cey."

Barriss smled. Jos | ooked puzzled. "Wat?"

They stopped at one of the higher bluffs overlooking the sparring area. The two fighters
noved toward the mddle of the mat. The referee, a CGotal, stood between them giving them
instructions. It didn't take long; ap-parently outside of killing one another, just about
any-thing went.

She said, "A couple of years ago there was a teras kasi tourney on Bunduki-that's where
the art originated, you know. In the final match, a Jedi Knight, Joclad Danva, net the

| ocal chanpion.”

"A Jedi ? Against a local? That hardly seens fair."

"Danva had the peculiar skill of being able to divorce hinself fromthe Force at tines. He
never used its power in his matches; only his personal skill, which was con-siderable. He
was a virtuoso with twin |ightsabers, one of the few ever to master the Jar’Kai technique.
|’ve seen holos of him and he was a fantastic fighter. He could hold his own w th nost of
the Jedi in practice.”

"And...?"

"And he was defeated in the Bunduki match."



Jos raised his eyebrows, then | ooked away from her toward the bare-chested nmen on the mat.
The ref backed away, and the men assumed fighting positions.

"No, " he said.

"Yes. Master Danva was beaten by the local teras kasi chanpion, Phow Ji. Your new conbat
i nstructor."

Jos sighed. "I see. Wll, it’s only credits. And it’s not like there’s anything to buy
around here..."

As they watched, the two fighters circled, watching each other. Cey kept his left side
facing his opponent, his legs wide in a bantha-riding pose, |left hand high, right hand
low, fingers fornmed into | oose fists.

Ji stood aslant to Cey, his right foot |eading, his arms held wi de, hands open. He | ooked
vul nerabl e, but the in-vitation was false, Barriss knew. They were a step and a half

apart, and Barriss recognized this as knife-fighting distance-just outside the range of a
short bl ade.

They kept circling. Cley was too wary to fall for the obvious trap. It |ooked nore like a
jetz match than a fight, the delicate bal ance between them hol ding as one man shifted,
ever so slightly, and the other responded with an equally subtle nove.

The onl ookers runbl ed uncertainly, aware sonething was going on, but not sure what.

Then C ey made his nove. He lunged, driven by powerful |egs churning hard, and he was
very fast. He | aunched a two-punch conbination, a left and a right, |ow and hi gh, and
ei t her woul d have been enough to end the fight, had they | anded.

Ji didn't back away, but instead stepped in to nmeet the attack. H s own punch crossed the
centerline and de-flected Cley’s highline strike a hair, just enough so that his hit

m ssed. Then Ji’s punch caught C ey flush on the nose, but that wasn’'t the end of it. He
continued his step in, put his right leg behind dey's |eading foot, caught the nan’'s
throat in the V of his thunb and fore-finger, and swept him shoving himdown onto the mat
hard enough to momentarily inprint Cley’s forminto the resilient foam Then he dropped
into a deep squat and drove the el bow of that same arminto Cey' s solar plexus. Cey's
breath burst out in a rush.

Ji stood, turned his back to the fallen nan, and wal ked away. Cley lay on his back, trying
to regain his wind, unable to rise

Just like that, the fight was over. Once the attack had been | aunched, the entire sequence
had taken nmaybe three seconds, total.

"Sweet soalie!" Jos said. "Wat did he do?"
"Looks |ike he just cost you ten credits, Captain Von-dar," Barriss said.

Jos watched as the fight nedic checked C ey over and decided that the man wasn't hurt
badly enough to need nore than first aid. He had never seen anything like that before-a
fighter as experienced as Cey getting floored so fast and so easily. Phow Ji was good.

Jos had taken the basic training required of all mli-tary personnel, of course, and had

| earned a couple of tricks, but those were nothing conmpared to what he had just witnessed.
He still wasn't sure what he had seen. One noment the two men were jockeying for

posi -tion-the next, Phow Ji was strolling away and Usu Cl ey was on his back trying to
remenber how to breathe

What would it be like to know that you could really take care of yourself |like that, when
push cane to shove?

That you coul d defeat a Jedi in hand-to-hand conbat ?

It was hard even to inmgine. O course, the fastest noves in the galaxy couldn’t block a
bl aster’s particle beamor a projectile froma slugthrower. Al though he’'d heard that Jed
were actual ly abl e-through the Force, he supposed-to anticipate such attacks before they
were | aunched, and thus bl ock or avoid themseeing the i mediate future, in effect. He
wasn’'t sure if he be-lieved that. But one thing was for sure: his credits would be on the



new guy from now on.

Beside him Barriss stiffened, and Jos | ooked up to see the fearsome Phow Ji approaching,
wi ping his face with a towel.

Seen up close, the man’s features were | ean and hard; his |lips seemed set in an expression
not quite a sneer. This was a man who knew just how dangerous he was, and wasn’'t shy about
letting others know as well.

"You're a Jedi," he said to Barriss. It was not a question. H's voice was even, quiet, but

full of confidence. He ignored Jos as if the latter weren't there. Jos decided that was
fine with him

"Yes," she said. "But not fully fledged yet."
"I am Barriss O fee, a Padawan."
Ji smled. "Still believe in the Force?"

Barriss raised an eyebrow. "You don't?"

"The Force is a tale nade up by the Jedi to scare away anybody who woul d stand agai nst
them Jedi are not inpressive fighters. | hardly broke a sweat, dropping one a while back."

"Jocl ad Danva did not use the Force when you fought him"

"So he said."” Ji shrugged, wiped his face with the towel again. "Hot day. You | ook a
little sweaty yoursel f, Jedi. Here-"

He tossed the towel at her

Barriss raised her hand as if to catch it. The towel stopped in mdair. It hung there for
maybe two seconds. Jos blinked. Wat in the-?

The towel dropped and | anded at Barriss's feet. She had not taken her eyes off Ji. "The
Force is real," she said, nmldly.
Ji laughed and shook his head. "I’'ve seen nmuch better illusions fromtraveling carniva

mages, Padawan." He turned and wal ked away.

Jos | ooked at the towel, then at Barriss. "Wat was that about?"
“An error in judgnent," Barriss said. "I allowed ny-self to becone annoyed." She shook her
head. "I have so far to go..." She turned and started back toward the conpound. Jos

wat ched her go for a nonment, then picked up the towel and |ooked at it curiously. It was a
perfectly nornal sheet of absorbent syncloth, the kind that one usually did not see
hanging in mdair as if froman invisible hook. It was danp fromthe teras kasi mas-ter’s
sweat, but otherw se unrenarkabl e.

He had just seen his first denmonstration of the Force.

As shows went, it wasn't in the sane | eague as dodg-ing blaster rays, turning invisible,
or shooting | aser beans fromone's eyes-all of which he'd heard that Jedi could do. But it
had been pretty inmpressive, all the sane.

He wondered what el se she was capabl e of.

When he’ d | ooked at her, standing on the rise of ground outside the base, the wi nd bl owi ng
her robe be-hind her, he'd felt a powerful attraction-or thought he had, at |east. There
was a sense of inner strength and peace about her that appealed strongly to the heal er
that he, too, was at heart. But that sane tranquillity al so nade her seemrenote and
unapproachabl e; nmore like a simulacrumof a woman than the real thing. Sone nen were
attracted by the appearance of al oof ness, but not Jos.

On top of that was this power she had. Though he’d heard about the Force all his life, he
realized now that he’'d never really believed such a thing could exist. Like so many others
in his profession, Chief Surgeon Jos Vondar was a pragnatist-he believed in what was real
what was quantifiable and neasurable. Wiat he’'d just seen had been-there was no ot her word
for it-spooky.



A sudden crackl e nearby caused himto start and spin around. The perinmeter field was not
far away, and sonething had brushed against it and gotten zapped for its trouble. The
charge wasn’'t strong enough to kill, but it was definitely unpleasant to anything smaller
than a Tat ooi ne ronto.

Jos started back toward the cluster of huts. Not that there was anything in the jungle
anywhere near that big to worry about; it had probably been a wiggler. This was the

| argest | and-based life-formthey d noticed so far: a sluglike thing about five nmeters
long and half a meter thick that undulated in a zigzag pattern across the ground. Its
cilia could deliver a powerful electrical charge, enough to knock a grown man off his
feet, but it wasn't usually fatal. Al the terrestrial fauna they'd seen so far, even

| arge ones like the wiggler, were inverte-brate. Supposedly there were aquatic creatures
of much greater size and variety in Drongar’s oceans, but he' d never seen one, and was
just as glad to keep it that way.

Hi s thoughts turned to Barriss again, and he sighed. It was pointless to wonder if he was
attracted to her or not. Even if he was, and even if her Order condoned out-side

rel ati onshi ps-sonet hing he had no data on, one way or the other-it was still inpossible.
The Jedi were not the only ones with traditions.

Any further thinking on this was interrupted by the signature whine of approaching
nedlifters. Al nost glad of the distraction, Jos started to trot back to the base.

6

This run was a bad one. There were four full lifters, which meant sixteen wounded
troopers. Three had died en route, and one was too far gone to attenpt resuscita-tion-one
of the nurses admini stered euthanasia while Jos, Zan, Barriss, and three other surgeons
scrubbed up.

One of the clones was covered with third-degree burns; they had to cut his arnor free. He
had literally been cooked by a flanme projector. Fortunately, one of the three working
bacta tanks they had was enpty, and the trooper was quickly imersed in a nutrient bath.

The condition of the remmining el even ranged fromcritical to guarded, and were triaged
accordingly. Jos pulled on his skin-gloves while Tolk briefed himon his first case.

"Henorrhagi ¢ shock, nultiple flechette injuries, head trauma..."

Jos glanced at the chrono. They were about ten min-utes into the "golden hour"-the tine
wi ndow nost critical for a trooper’s survival of a battlefield injury. There was no tine
to waste. "Ckay, let’s get himstabi-lized. He's lost a |lot of blood, and he's got an
asteroid belt’s worth of netal in his gut. Punp in some vascolu-tion, stat..."

Barriss watched Jos at work for a minute, admring his skill and quick decisions. Then she
opened herself to the Force, letting it tell her where her abilities would be npbst needed.
She felt it guide her feet toward Zan's table, where the Zabrak was worki ng on anot her
trooper, assisted by an FX-7.

"I's there a probl en?" she asked.
"Take a | ook," he replied.

She stepped cl oser. The naked body lay on the table, intubated and dotted with sensor
lines and drips. He did not appear wounded or injured, but the skin was a mot-tled
purplish color-it | ooked |ike one gigantic bruise.

"He's been hit with a disruptor field," Zan said. "Bioscan shows his central nervous
system s been fried. | thought we could do sonething, but he's past that. Au-tonomc
functions are stable on life sustain right now, but they won’t last. And even if we could
reestabl i sh consci ousness, he’d be nothing but neat."

“What can be done?"
He shook his head. "Nothing. W can harvest his or-gans, use "emto patch up the next one

who needs a kid-ney or a heart." He started to gesture to the droid, but Barriss stopped
hi m



"Let me try sonmething first," she said. Zan blinked in surprise, but stepped back
i ndi cating the patient was hers.

She stepped cl oser, hoping that her nervousness woul d not show. She extended her hands
through the field and placed both palns on the clone trooper’s chest.

Then she cl osed her eyes and opened herself to the Force.

It seened to her that the Force had been with her, always, fromher earliest nmenories of
chil dhood. One of those was particularly vivid, and for sonme reason it often came to m nd
when she was about to invoke the power. She could not have been nore than three or four
and had been playing with a ball in one of the Tenple antechanbers. It had rolled beyond
her reach, through an open arch she had not yet explored. Barriss had foll owed the ball
and abruptly found herself in one of the gigantic main chanbers. Far overhead, the vaulted
ceiling | oomed, and huge pillars rose majestically fromthe tessellated fl oor. Her bal

was still rolling across that floor, but Barriss, awed by the sheer size and magnifi-cence
of it all, wasn't about to go after it.

I nstead, she made it cone back to her

She had not known she was capable of that. She simply reached for it, and the bal
stopped, hesitated, and then rolled obediently back to her

As she bent to pick it up, she sensed soneone behind her. She turned and behel d Mster
Yoda, standing in the far entrance to the antechanber. He sniled and nod-ded, quite
evidently inpressed with what he had just seen

That was all. She renmenbered nothing after that, whether Master Yoda had gone on his way
and she had continued playing, or if he had spoken to her, or if sonething else entirely
had happened. One woul d think such an encounter with one of the npbst |eg-endary Jedi of

all would be inpressed in one’s brain far nore thoroughly than the part about playing with
a ball. But that was how it was. She even renmenbered the ball’s color: blue.

That nmenory cane to her now, as it did, sonetinmes fleetingly, sonmetinmes in great detail
nearly every tine she prepared to call on the Force.

Barriss felt the palms of her hands growi ng warm agai nst the trooper’s belly. She didn't
have to visualize the process-she knew that healing energy was pouring fromher into him
No-not from her; through her. She was only the vessel, the conduit through which the Force
didits work.

An unknown tine later-it could have been a mnute or an hour, as far as she knew she
opened her eyes and lifted her hands.

"Wow, " Zan murmmured behind her. He was | ooking at the readout panel. She saw that the
trooper was stabi-lizing. Al so, the discoloration had vani shed; his skin was a healthy
col or.

"You must’ve been top in your class. How d you do that?" Zan asked, w thout taking his
gaze fromthe panel

"I did nothing," Barriss replied. "The Force can heal wounds on many occasions."

"Well, it sure worked on him" Zan gestured at the panel. "H s brain wave pattern’s within
normal limts, and nost of the secondary trauma seems gone. Pretty inpressive, Padawan."

The FX-7 guided the gurney out. By the time Zan had fini shed changi ng gl oves there was
anot her body before him "Stick around,” he said to Barriss. "There's plenty nore where he
cane from"

Seated on a bar stool, his left foot propped on a rung higher than the right foot, Zan

adj usted the tuning nechani sns on his quetarra, bringing the strings into tune. The

i nstrument had ei ght of these, bucky-fibers of varying diameters and texture, and eight
was three nmore than Zan had fingers on either hand. The first tinme he had seen his friend
play the thing, Jos had been inpressed. The Zabrak’'s fingers had danced ninbly up and down
the instrument’s fret board, and he had now and then | eaned way over and pressed his chin
against the instrument, using it to fret the strings. The quetarra was a hollow, ornate,
and beautifully grained pl eek-wood box, polished to a dull sheen, with several holes in
it, shaped sonething like a figure eight. A flat board protruded fromthe box, and ei ght



geared turnkeys on a carved headpi ece attached to the ends of the strings.

The caval cade of war-torn bodies had finally stopped coming nearly five hours after the
last lifters had ar-rived. During the final hour another |ightning storm had passed
through-a bad one, with bolts stabbing down quite close to the canp. The entire area was
el ectrostat-ically shielded, of course, but it was hard to renenber that when the thunder
was | oud enough to shake the building, the sudden flares of white |ight through the

wi n-dows |l eft purple afterinmages in his eyes, and the pungent scent of ozone filled the
air, expunging even the stench of battle-charred flesh.

But the storm had passed as quickly as it cane, and by unspoken agreenment everyone had
wound up in the cantina. Jos had conme in a few minutes |late, and had been surprised at the
relative silence within, until he saw Zan.

The anticipation in the air was al nost as piquant as the ozone snell had been. People

si pped drinks or inhaled vapors or chewed spicetack, and watched Zan adjust the quetarra.
No one was even so nmuch as glancing at the silent quadro box that usually provided canned
nmusi c. The gl obe lights had been toned down to a soft, effulgent |evel. Various harnonic
sounds rang out as Zan turned the keys, nodifying the various tensions until the atona
notes cane to blend together just right. At last, satisfied, he sat up a bit straighter on
the stool, settled the instru-ment on his left |eg, and nodded at the audience.

“I"'mgoing to try two short works. The first is Borra Chanbo's prelude to his masterwork,
Di ssolution by Self-Intention. The second is the fugue from Ti kkal Renmb Man's |nsensate."

Zan began plucking the strings, and the nusic that cane fromthat rapport between fingers
and fibers filled the cantina with a haunting nel ody and a counterpoint bass |ine that,
despite Jos's gripes about how much he hated cl assical works, imediately swept the human
into its enbrace

Zan was a master nusician, there was no question of that. He should have been on a concert
stage on sone quiet, civilized world, where sentient beings appreci-ated such artistry,
his tal ented hands occupied creating art with Kloo horn and omi box instead of wi el ding
vi broscal pel s and fl excl anps.

War, Jos thought. What is it good for? Certainly not for the arts. He wondered how many
other talents like Zan were being squandered in battles across the gal axy. Then he forced
such depressing thoughts fromhis head and just |listened to the nusic. There was little
enough beauty on this world, he rem nded hinself-mght as well enjoy it while it |asted.

Around him others stood or sat quietly, caught in the nusical web Zan was weavi ng. Nobody
spoke. No-body rattled dishware or clinked glasses. It was silent, save for the distant
runbl e of thunder and the sounds of Zan’s quetarra.

Jos gl anced around and saw Klo Merit. The Equani was easy to spot; he towered nearly a
head taller than any other biped in the cromd. The pale gray fur and whi skers hel ped, too.
Jos was glad to see the Rinsoo’s mnder there. The Equani -what few were left, after a
solar flare had scorched their homeworl d-were intensely enpathetic beings, capable of
under st andi ng and psychoanal yzi ng nearly every other known intelli-gent species. Jos knew
that Merit, in many ways, car-ried the enotional weight of the entire canmp on his sleek
broad shoul ders. Now, however, he seemed caught up in the spell Zan was weaving, just |ike
every-one el se. Good, Jos thought. He renmenbered a quote from Bahm G | yad, who had
formalized the rules and responsibilities of his profession five thousand years be-fore,
during the Stark Hyperspace Conflict: "The sick and the injured will always have a heal er
to salve their wounds, but to whom does the heal er go?"

As Zan pl ayed on, Jos found it easier not to think about the war, or how tired he was, or
how many shards of netal he had renobved or perforated organs he had replaced in the | ast
few hours. The nmusic carried himto its depths, raised himto its heights, and re-freshed
himlike a week’s worth of rest. He realized that, in a great many ways, his friend was
doi ng for the doctors and nurses of Rinmsoo Seven what the Jedi had done for the wounded
cl one troops-he was healing them

Time seenmed to stand still.
Eventual |y, Zan reached the end of the |ast conposi-tion. The |last clear note shivered

away, and the silence was nearly absolute. Then the cantina patrons began whistling and
cl appi ng, or pounding their enpty drink rmugs on tabletops. Zan smled, stood, and bowed.



Den Dhur was standing next to Jos, who hadn’t no-ticed when the reporter had cone in.
"Your partner’s good," Dhur said. "He could be working the classical circuit, making
serious credits at it."

Jos nodded. "Probably would be,"
interstellar war."

he said, "except for this little problemcalled

"Well, yes, that." Dhur paused. "Let me buy you a drink, Doc."
"Let me let you."

They stepped over to the bar. Dhur waved at the ten-der, who |unbered toward them "Two
Coruscant Coolers." As they waited for the drinks, Dhur said, "Wat do you know about
Fi | ba?"

Jos shrugged. "He's the supply sergeant. Processes requisitions, changes in orders from
upstairs, that kind of thing. Snells |ike he uses the swanp for col ogne. Qutside of
that-nothing, really. Wo knows anything about Hutts? And why do you care?"

"Reporter’s instinct. Hutts nake news, more often than not. Also, Filba and | go back a
ways. | don’t want to be speciesist or anything, but you know the old say-ing: 'How do you
know when a Hutt is lying? Hs-"

"“-lips nove, "
Nei noi di ans. "

Jos finished. "Yeah, | heard that one. They say the sanme thing about

"And Ryn, and Bot hans, and Toydarians. It’s a tough galaxy, or so |'ve heard." The
reporter grinned at Jos, who grinned back. Though he cane across as sarcastic and
irascible, still there was sonething |ikable about the scrappy little fellow.

The bartender brought their drinks. Dhur dropped a credit on the bar. "Hate to break it to
you, but 1’ve heard it applied to humans, too."

Jos drained his nmug. "I’ mdeeply shocked and of -fended. On behal f of humans across the
gal axy, 1'Il have another drink." He signaled the tender, then added, "Filba can be a pain
in the glutes, but he seenms to do his job pretty well. O maybe | should say 'jobs.’ He's

got his pudgy little fingers into everything, seens like. He's even in charge of the bota
shi pnments. "

Dhur was about to take a sip of his second drink; he stopped and |ifted an eyebrow i nstead
of his nug. "Ex-cuse nme?"

"That’'s what | hear. Bleyd' s given himfull control over processing, harvesting, and
shi pnents. "

"I magi ne that." Dhur seened suddenly nervous. "Hey, did you hear about Epoh Trebor and his
Hol oNet Entertai nment tour? Looks |ike Drongar’s on their list."

“I"1l make a note to get excited about that later." Jos had never been overly fond of the
popul ar Hol oNet star, although he seenmed to be in a mnority, judging fromEpoh's ratings.
He was still curious about Dhur’'s inter-est in Filba, but before he could say anything
nore, the Sullustan drained his cup and said, "Align with you |ater, Doc. Thanks for the
drink."

"You paid for it," Jos rem nded him

"Right, so | did," Dhur said. "Well-you' Il get the next round,” and then he headed for the
door as fast as his stubby legs could carry him

Jos | ooked around, wondering if Filba had come in while they were talking. He didn't see
him and the Hutt was pretty easy to pick out in a crowd.

He frowned. Cbviously something had gotten Dhur’s dewflaps in an uproar, and it seened to
have to do with Filba. The base was expecting a few hours of relative peace and qui et

bef ore the next wave of wounded ar-rived, unless there was an energency evac fromthe
front lines, which was al ways a possibility. Jos had in-tended to spend the tinme getting
some sleep. Sleep was even nore precious than bota on this world. Mybe, though, he would
stop by the supply hut, see how Fil ba was doi ng.



First, however, he would finish his drink.
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The spy had been on this niserable soggy nmudball of a planet for nore than two standard
nont hs now, and was intensely, seriously sick of it already. Two nonths since the agents
in the higher echelons of the Republic military had arranged for the transfer to this

Ri nsoo. Two nmonths in the heat and the sun, besieged con-stantly by all manner of flying
pests... and the spores! Those irritating spores, constantly clogging up every-thing.
There were days when a filter nmask was a neces-sity, or he would strangle before he could
wal k the | ength of the base.

The spy nissed hone with an unnerving desperation. The mild weather, the ocean breezes,
the subtle scents of the fern trees... the nostal gic ache was dism ssed with a grow and a
headshake. No point in dwelling on the past. There was a job to do, and finally, the seeds
that had been planted nore than a year before were starting to cone to fruition

Al t hough the exact nature of the machinations by which Count Dooku had acconplished this
grand schenme were still unclear, ultimately they did not mat-ter. In fact, it was better
to be ignorant so that, if caught, not even drugs or hypnoscans could extract the truth.

Not that exposure was very likely. This new identity had been inpressively docunented, and
the position in the chain of command was high enough that al nbst every piece of inportant
data conming through could be eval uated. The confederacy had laid the groundwork well. The
spy glanced at a wall chrono, then sat down behind the large, inpressive desk. Built into
the desktop was a flatscreen that displayed various views of the Ri nmsoo buildings, the
transport ship hangar, and the bota-processi ng docks. There really wasn’t too much nore to
the place. Everything conbined wouldn’t be worth the waste of a single proton torpedo,
except for one thing: the bota.

The different flatscreen scenes showed everything | ooking normal. That woul d change soon
enough-in just a few mnutes, in fact.

A push of a button stopped the screen on the "space-dock"-nuch too grandiose a termfor a
slab of ferro-crete ten neters square-where the shuttle, bearing a | oad of processed bota,
was about to Iift off. The spy watched as the transport rose silently on invisible

repul -sor waves. It clinbed quickly, building up speed for a quick dash through the main
spore strata to mnimze danage. It reached the height of a thousand neters in nere
nmonents, dwindling to an all-but-inpossible-to-see dot. Then the dot abruptly bl ooned,
blindingly white, becomng for a second brighter than Drongar Prine.

A few seconds later, the runble of the explosion rolled over the base, |ike tunbling,
crashi ng breakers of sound.

The spy couldn’t feel any joy over this act. People had died in the doing of it, but it
was necessary. One had to cling to that. It was part of a distant, but inportant, goal
One had to keep that in mnd.

Den Dhur was thinking hard. It would soon be time for himto go back to his cubicle and
dig out the small but powerful conmunit he had bought on the black market for his war
assignments. It had cost hima pile of credits, but it was worth it. Disguised as a
portabl e en-tertai nment nodule, it was actually capable of sending a hol ocoded nessage
packet through hyperspace on a bandw dth that was all but undetectable by both Re-public
and Confed nonitor stations.

The problem was, there didn't seemto be a whole lot to report. Wile it wasn't genera
know edge that the Drongar engagenment was primarily about claimng the bota fields, it
wasn't a big surprise, either. Den's prob-lemright now was that he didn't have a good
story to foll ow

That problemdidn’t |ast |ong.

Den was crossing the conpound when he saw his shadow turn pitch black for a fraction of a
second. He turned and | ooked up carefully, squinting so as to nmax-imze the polarization
factor in his droptacs. Even with anbient |ight danped down, the bright spot overhead was
intensely white, outshining the planet’s sun. For a horrified second he thought sone

ot her, nearby star had gone nova. That would be a mlking hot story, except that he

woul dn’t be around to report it.



He heard shouting, cries of shock and alarm from be-hind him Someone was standi ng beside
him | ooking up-Tol k, the Lorrdian nurse. "What happened?" she asked.

"Looks |ike the bota transport blew up."

As if to confirmthis, the sound of the explosion crashed down, vibrating the bones of
those who had skeletons. Den felt his teeth chatter in response to the | owfrequency waves.

A nearby clone trooper-a |lieutenant, according to his blue chevrons-whistled in awe. "Yow.
Their field nmust’ve gone critical. Probably slipped a superconduc-tor coupling.”

“"No way," an Ishi Tib tech engi neer-Den recog-ni zed himas the one dancing in the cantina
during the rain on his first day planetside-said. "My crew went over the housing this
nmorni ng, " he continued. "Checked the seals three times-those vacuum bubbl es were tight. A
greased neutrino couldn’t have squeezed between the plates.”

The trooper shrugged. "Watever. How nany aboard?"

"Two | oaders,"” a human, whom Den didn't recog-nize, said. "And the pilot. "

The trooper shook his head and turned away. "Freak-ing shane.”

You could call it that. Den glanced around. The open conmpound was full of onl ookers now,
all squinting up-ward even though there was nothing nore to see. "What about debris?" a
Caanmmasi nurse asked nervously.

"Debris?" the tech engineer snorted. "Only *debris’ fromthis gonna be gamma rays." He
waved one arm overhead, indicating the sky just above the base. "Don’t worry-energy shield
over the whol e place, renenber?"

O hers began to weigh in with their opinions on what had caused the transport’s
destruction. Den wal ked away, thinking.

One thing was for sure-Filba was going to have his own neltdown over this, if he hadn't
al ready. Den pursed his lips thoughtfully, then changed his direction

Den approached the Qps buil ding, which housed the supplies and the commstation, with a
l[ittle trepida-tion. Though he’d only been on Drongar for a few days, he knew Fil ba of

old; they’'d first crossed each other’s paths on the rainy world of Jabiim during one of
the Republic army’s |last stands. Den had been re-porting on the battle, and Fil ba had been
a requisitions officer who was dabbling in the weapons bl ack mar-ket. The Hutt was, |ike
so many others of his kind, willing to use anybody’s back as a vi brobl ade sheath, and had
nearly gotten Den killed trying to curry favor with the rebel Alto Stratus.

Den’s dewfl aps tightened at the menory of it. Filba was a craven opportunist, with dreans
of being a criminal overlord, just like his hero, Jabba. Perhaps ulti-mately even a Bl ack
Sun vigo, fromthe few slurred hints he'd dropped now and then when in his cups. Den's

opi nion was that the Hutt didn't have nmuch chance of being a big noise in the underworld.
Al Hutts were in-vertebrates, but in Filba s case a backbone was sorely needed. Despite
all his bluster, Filba was the first one under the table when "lnconing!" was heard-And,
given his size, usually the only one who fits, Den thought.

Filba' s primary assignnment was as quartermaster. As such, he was responsible for ordering
and keeping track of any and all nedical equipnent, drugs, nunitions and materi el

wet war e, cybernetics, droids, sensors and communi cations gear, transport parts, food, and
what - ever | atest spore-fighting chemicals the Republic think-tanks had come up with-and
these were just the tasks Den knew about. The Hutt al so monitored the hol o-comm stati on,
sendi ng and receiving orders and nes-sages, usually between Adniral Bl eyd and Col one

Vaet es, but occasionally conbat instructions fromthe fleet admiral to clone troop
conmanders. These jobs woul d seemto be nore than enough for any six beings, but
apparently the Hutt insisted on keeping track of the bota harvesting and shi pnents as
wel | . Den wondered when Filba found time to sleep

If | know Filba, the reporter thought-and, Mdther help ne, | do-his interest in the bota
is more than just a job.

Filba' s office was about what the reporter had ex-pected: neat and organi zed, but al so
crammed to the ceiling struts with shelves, receptacles, and cabinets. These in turn were



crammed with all nmanner of things, but nostly held various nedia for data storage. Den saw
racks of hol ocubes, flatscreens, plastisheet files, and so on... it made his head itch
just to look at all that information

The Hutt was facing a holoproj, conversing with soneone in the reception field. That was
all Den saw be-fore a trooper stepped in front of him his blaster rifle at port arns.
"State your nane and business," he said.

This cl one was a nonconbatant, no doubt detailed as part of Filba s security. H s arnor
was clean and white. "If you don’t have a good reason for being here, your head’s com ng
of f."

"Den Dhur. Reporter, Galactic Wave. Just wanted to get Filba s take on the-"

The Hutt’s bul k | ooned behind the clone guard. "It’s all right,” he said. The guard nodded
and stepped away. Filba glared down at the Sullustan, raising hinself up to his full
enornous-to Den, anyway-hei ght. Behind him Den could see that the hol oproj Filba had been
speaki ng wi th was now gone.

"What do you want?" Fil ba grow ed.

"Don't try to intimdate ne, slug-face, or I'lIl let sone hot air out of you." Den had
already pulled his record-ing rod froma pocket, and was posed to record Filba' s words;
now he poked it in the Hutt's belly as he spoke for added enphasis, regretting his action
instantly when he pulled the rod, now dripping strings of slinme, back

Fil ba slunped nearly half a neter. He | ooked-if Den was reading the expression on the
huge, toadlike face right-very nervous. Den winkled his nose, noticing that the Hutt’'s
bodily secretions now snelled sour

"l just spoke with Adnmiral Bleyd," Filba said. "O rather, | listened while he spoke. He
spoke quite loudly, and for a long tinme."

"Let me guess. He's not happy about the transport being vaporized."

“"Nor am1." Filba wung his hands; his fingers |ooked |ike danp yel |l ow Kani no spongewor ns.
"More than seventy kil os of bota were lost."

"Along with three lives,"
damage. "

Den rem nded him "Wat do they call that? Ch, yeah: ’'collatera

Hi s sarcastic tone nmade Filba glance sharply at him The Hutt drew hinmsel f up and away,
leaving a glisten-ing, wide trail of mucosal ooze. Den was just as happy to have sone
space between himand Fil ba; the huge gastropod s fear-scent was maki ng hi m queasy.

"People die in wars, reporter. What do you want?" Filba s tone was col d; obviously he
regretted the Sullus-tan seeing himin a noment of weakness.

"Just a quote,” Den said in a conciliatory tone. No point in antagonizing himfurther

Fil ba m ght be a coward, but his jurisdiction over Rimsoo Seven’'s ship-ping and receiving
station, as well as much of the intel datastream made hima powerful and influentia

i ndi -vi dual -and a bad eneny once your back was turned. "Something official about the

di saster that | can file with ny story."

"Story?" Huge yell ow eyes narrowed suspiciously. "What story?"

"Naturally 1"mgoing to nmention this in nmy next up-link. I’"ma war correspondent. It’s
part of ny job." Den realized he was soundi ng defensive. He closed his nouth.

“I can’t allowthat," Filba said primy. "It could dam age norale."

Den stared at him "Whose noral e? The troops’? Nothing bothers them cut off both arns and
they' Il kick you to death. And if you're tal king about the base personnel, anyone who
isn"t in a cona or a bacta tank knows about it already. It was kind of an
attention-getter."

"This conversation is over," Filba said, gliding away over his patina of slinme. "You wll
not file any story on this incident." He made an of fhand gesture, and Den was suddenly
yanked upward from behind. The cl one guard had picked himup by his collar and was now



carrying him feet dangling, out of the chanber.

Once outside, the guard set Den down-not force-fully, but not particularly gently, either
"No nore drop-ping in unannounced,” he told Den. "Filba s orders."

Den was trenbling with anger. "Tell Filba," he said, "that he can take his orders and-" He
descri bed graphically just how the Hutt could use his cloacal flap as a file folder. The
cl one guard paid no attention; he sinply went back inside.

Den turned and stal ked toward his cubicle, keenly aware that several clone troopers and a
few of ficers of various species were watching. Some were sniling.

You will not file any story on this incident.
"Wong," Den muttered. "Watch ne."
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The expl osion had drawn Jos outside the cantina, as it had nost of the other occupants.
His vision was just a bit hazy-sonmehow, those two drinks had multiplied into four-but the
transport’s disintegration hel ped sober himup dramatically.

He saw Zan and one of the other surgeons, a Twi 'l ek naned Kardash Josen, and joi ned them
they, like every-one else at the base, were speculating as to the disaster’s cause. The
prevailing theory was that the spores had mutated into sonething that could cause sone
ki nd of catastrophic reaction in the lift engines. And wasn’t that a pleasant thought...

As they tal ked, Jos noticed Den Dhur striding across the conmpound toward his office, his
dewf | aps quivering with indignation and anger. Intrigued, Jos noved to in-tercept him The
reporter was nuttering to hinself, and probably woul d ve wal ked right by Jos if the latter
hadn’t bl ocked his path. "Is there a problen? Anything |I can do?" he asked, feeling a

sudden rush of affection for the little guy; after all, he’d introduced Jos to Corus-cant
Cool ers.
"One side, Vondar. |'Il show himwho he's dealing with..."

"Whoa, whoa," Jos said, backing up in front of Dhur with his hands up until the latter
finally came to a halt. ""H m who?"

"That anbul atory clot of rancor phlegm that’'s who! That condescendi ng, officious sea
scum That-"

"Ah," Jos said. "Sounds like you and our esteened quartermaster aren't getting along."

"When | get through with him he |l be getting a long stretch of duty on the backsi de of
Raxus Prinme, or soneplace even worse, if | can think of one." Dhur’'s dewflaps were
vi brating so fast Jos could practically feel the breeze.

"Look," he said, "I'"mthe chief medical officer here, and you re our guest. If you have a
problemw th Filba, or anyone el se-"

"It’s Filba who's got the problem Doc-he just doesn't know it yet." Dhur dodged around
Jos. "Now, if you'll excuse nme, |'ve got sone work to do." He dis-appeared into his
cubi cl e.

Jos watched himgo, slightly nonplussed. Wiile Filba wasn’t the easiest sentient to get
along with, Jos had never seen the Hutt inspire this kind of anger in anyone. Usually the
best Filba was capable of inducing was irri-tation. He wondered if Dhur’'s earlier
preoccupation in the cantina had anything to do with this.

He decided to go ask the Hutt for his side of it. Usu-ally he was inclined to let the
principals in these matters work things out by thensel ves-as a doctor he had | earned very
early that often the best way to effectuate healing was to just get out of the way and |et
nature, or the Force, or whatever determ ned such outcones, work its way. But, as he had
told Dhur, one of his duties was to hel p Vaetes keep the peace.

He turned to head for the Hutt’s sanctum when he noticed the Jedi heal er enmerging from her
guarters. He changed course.



"Not shaping up to be a very good norning, is it?" he asked as he drew near.

She | ooked up at himfromw thin her hood, and he was shocked at her pallor. "Padawan
Ofee, if you don’'t mnd ny saying so, you look like you either just saw a ghost, or just
becane one. You need a shot of cordrazine stat-"

“I"l'l be fine," she said. "It's just a nmonentary reac-tion." She smiled sadly. "Your
col onel was right-one gets used to all this very quickly. Too quickly."

Jos’ s puzzl ement nust have shown on his face, be-cause Barriss added, "I-felt the
destruction. Through the Force. Not the agony of their deaths-that was al - nost

i nstantaneous. But the recoil in the Force, the re-action to whatever notivated this
hei nous act-that was... intense."

" Hei nous’ ? Are you saying that what happened to the transport wasn't an acci dent ?"

She | ooked into his eyes; though her flesh was pale, her eyes were bright and intense.
"Yes, Captain Vondar, that is exactly what |I'msaying. It was not a mal function caused by
spores, or systemfailure, or anything like that. It was sabotage. It was nurder."

Admi ral Bl eyd received the news while taking his daily sauna. H's secretary droid
delivered it, because none of the other organic beings on board the MedStar could
confortably enter the steamfilled chanber. Bleyd kept the tenperature so hot it would
blister the skins of nbst of the officers and staff. To him however, it was confortable.

He read the flinsi, then crunpled the thin sheet. Wen he opened his hand, the sheet’s
nol ecul ar nemory imediately re-forned it, without even winkles. This did little to
i nprove the admral’s nood

Dressed and back in his office, he paced angrily. Who was responsible for this? He did not
for one mcrosec-ond believe that it had been an accident. It was sabotage, subversion
and no doubt the beginning of a covert campaign to pronote denoralization. Was it a pl oy
of the Separatists? Though the popul ar front promul gated by the Hol oNet was that this was
a war to stop the mad-man Dooku from spreadi ng anarchy throughout the galaxy, in reality
it was about comerce and capitalism as nost wars-even "holy" ones-were. The Confeder-acy
and the Republic had not fielded arm es and navi es across the galaxy in the service of
lofty ideals and sen-tients’ rights. It was all about economcs. The Sepa-ratists and the
Republ i cans on Drongar were fighting over bota and the potential riches attached to it,
whet her they knew it or not. Therefore, it didn’t nake a |l ot of sense for a Separatist to
sabotage a shipnment of the only precious conmodity that the planet had to offer.

But there were other players in this gane; players of stealth, who noved pi eces even nore
transparent than a dejarik hol ononster.

Pl ayers |ike Bl ack Sun.

Bl eyd cursed hinself for a fool. He had, perhaps, let his greed and his eagerness to

achi eve wealth and status spur himinto a rash alliance. The plot had been sinple-too
sinmple, no doubt. Filba, in charge of the shipping or-ders, had been skinming a few kil os
here and there of the processed plant. Because of its adaptogenic quali-ties, bota was in
even nore demand than spice in sone corners of the galaxy. Its potential value was so
great, in fact, that its use as a nedication by the R nsoos here on Drongar had been
strictly interdicted-a rich bit of irony, that.

But transporting bota, even at hyper |ightspeeds, was difficult because of its extrenely
limted shelf life. And that was where Fil ba had outdone hinself. The Hutt had di scovered
a way to ferry the contraband across the gal axy without |oss of quality. How he had come
across this know edge, Bleyd was still not sure. Filba was many things, but definitely not
a scientist, so it could not have been born in the Hutt's schem ng brain. Mst likely he
had found and followed a trail on the Hol oNet, or bribed sonmeone for the information. The
i mportant thing was that, as far as they knew, the pro-cess had not yet been discovered by
either the Sepa-ratists or the Republic.

Bota's decay process stopped if it was enbedded in bl ocks of carbonite.

Preserved this way, it could be shipped anywhere-if the bl ockades of both sides could be
dodged. That was where Black Sun had initially cone in. Filba had con-nections to the
interstellar crimnal organization, and they had struck a bargain: for a percentage, Bl ack
Sun woul d provide a YT-1300f freighter, with a nodified hyperdrive, that could slip past



bot h Republic and Con-fed bl ockades and snuggl e bl ocks of carbonite carrying bota to the
far corners of the gal axy.

But it was now quite apparent that Black Sun was not satisfied with just a cut of the
illegal profits they were naking. They wanted the nexu’s share. Bleyd assuned that this
calamty was sone kind of a warning shot. No doubt they would be contacting himand Fil ba
soon to-Bl eyd stopped pacing as a new t hought struck him Ws Fil ba doubl e-crossi ng hin®
It was no secret that the Hutt wanted to be a vigo. And what better way to ingratiate
hinself with the crime cartel than opening the way for Black Sun to take over a profitable
smug-gli ng operation?

Bl eyd nodded. Yes. He had to consider that possibility.

He stepped over to the observation port, |ooked down at the planet. The term nator |ine
was just reaching the peninsula where RVMBU-7 was based. The thick trans-paristeel showed
his reflection, overlaid on the planet below him An appropriate i mage, he thought.
Because if Filba has betrayed ne, there’'s no place on this world or any other where he can
hi de. ..

9

Not all of the troops’ nedical problens were traumatic. There was a section at the Ri nmsoo0
that housed patients who had illnesses or infections not related to battle, but which were
bad enough to require nmonitor-ing. Allergies, idiopathic fevers, and a fair nunber of
respiratory sicknesses-not surprising, since the air was full of spores, pollen, and other
as-yet -unknown agents. Every planet had its own particular set of med-ica
probl ems- bacteria, viruses, and, as here, spores. The state of galactic nmedicine was such
that nost pa-tients on nost planets could be heal ed, or at |east kept alive, npbst of the
time-but not always. And sonetines the side effects of the treatnent were as bad as the
cure.

Barriss Ofee had agreed to do a rotation in the ward because her use of the Force was
particularly well adapted to this kind of medical treatment. The Force could not in itself
cl ose a gapi ng wound-at |east she did not have that kind of control-but it could help a

si ck person’s weakened i mmune system overcone at-tacks from pathogens.

As she scrubbed down, the Padawan had other things on her mind. That the transport had

bl own up had not been an accident-this she knew with certainty. WAs that sabotage somehow
connected to her m ssion regarding the bota? There was no | ogical reason to assune so, but
she felt that it was. Was that the Force pronpting her? O was it sinply intuition, or
even nere imagi nati on?

Her contacts with the staff on Drongar had not pro-duced any dark undertones in the Force
thus far. The doctors, surgeons, nurses, and support people all seemed to be nore or |ess
what they clainmed. Yes, there were things going on behind their facades, tensions that

they hid, passions that they suppressed, but nothing that smacked of espionage or thievery.

O course, she hadn’t net everyone yet, and there were sone species that she sinply
couldn’t read at this point in her training. The minds of Hutts, for instance. Hutts’

i nner selves were very slippery; when she reached for the core of one, it felt as if she
were trying to pick up a transparisteel ball covered in ranjet |ube. She was best with her
own ki nd-so nmuch so that at tines during the last couple of years she had felt hope-lessly
provinci al .

An FX-7 nmed droid handed her the flatscreen chart of the patient in the Geen Bed. Because
the clones all |ooked exactly alike, each wore a Rinmsoo ID tag around his right wist. The
staff had al so taken to putting little col ored pul se-stickers on the beds, and so, it had
been expl ained to her, nobst of the nurses and doctors tended to refer to themas the Red
Bed, the Blue Bed, the Purple Bed, and so on

The man in the Green Bed had an MJO nmal ady of unknown origin-that somehow caused his bl ood
ves-sels to dilate suddenly, as if he were plunging into deep shock. The causative agent
had not yet been found. The result kept his bl ood pressure so lowthat if he tried to
stand, or even sit up quickly, he passed out fromlack of blood feeding his brain. The

pl anet si de specialist in xenobiotics, a hunan wonan naned Ree Chr, called it orthostatic
hypot ensi ve syncope of idiopathic origin - which, translated, nmeant: "sonebody who faints
every time he tries to stand or sit up quickly, and we don’t know why." Doctors put great
store into labels, as if namng an illness were in itself somehow going to cure it. The
Jedi healers tried to be nore holistic in their ap-proach to treating the ill.



Let’s see how well it works here, she thought.

She went to his bedside. The trooper-his designa-tion, according to the chart, was
CT-914-seened fine as long as he was |ying down. They had just put himon a histamnic
retardant whose side effect was to de-crease blood pressure. |f they could not cure the
illness, they would treat the signs or synptons as best they coul d.

"Hello. 1’m Padawan O'fee. How are you feeling to-day?"

"I feel well,"” he said. He did not anmplify that.

"Sit up, please."

He did so. Two seconds |later his eyes rolled up to show white, and he col |l apsed back onto
t he bed, un-conscious.

So much for the new medication.

After a few nore seconds, the trooper recovered. He opened his eyes.

"Tell me what just happened," Barriss said.

"I sat up and bl acked out. Again."

She had not been on this world very long, but she had | earned that the clone troopers
tended to be somewhat literal and taciturn in their comunication. Wen asked a question
they responded with precision, but didn’t generally volunteer things.

"How | ong were you unconsci ous?"

"Thirteen seconds."

The confidence in his voice surprised her. "And how do you know this?"

"There’s a chrono on the wall behind you."

Barriss | ooked over her shoulder. So there was. Feeling slightly foolish, she said, "I'ma
Jedi healer, CT-N ne-one-four. | have certain abilities that m ght be helpful. I wll,
with your permission, try to help you."

A snmall smile appeared on his face. "Is there another choice for ne, Jedi Ofee?"

That brought a smile to her face, as well. A joke. The first one she’d ever heard a cl one
make; not that she’d conversed with all that many.

She exhal ed, pushing as much air out of her lungs as she could, then relaxed, letting them
fill again. She re-peated the action. Tidal breathing, her nmentor had called it. It always
wor ked; she felt herself relaxing, moving into a state of nmind nore receptive to the

Force. A clear, cal mplace, unburdened with recollections and anticipations. A place where
she was no | onger Padawan Barriss O fee, no |onger anyone at all; nerely a conduit for the
living Force

It was there for her, as it always was. She reached out with it and into the trooper’s
energy field, seeking the wongness.

Ah. There it was. A disturbance in his neural net, cen-tered in the hypothal amus. There
did not seemto be any pathogeni c cause-she sensed no forns of mcro-scopic |life except
those that should be there. Yet sone-how, the man’s hindbrain had been injured. She could
"see" a glowi ng red nalignancy, and, using the Force, she soothed the injury, "stroked" it
with etheric ripples until the gl ow faded.

Then she wi thdrew. Returning was always slightly disorienting. She centered herself, then
opened her eyes. CT-914 was wat ching her

She said, "Sit up, please."

The patient did so. After a few seconds, he was still conscious.



"Let's see if you can stand."
He swung his | egs over the edge of the hardfoam bed, put his feet on the floor, and stood.
"Do you feel faint?" she asked.

"No. | feel optimal." He bent, knees |ocked, put his hands flat on the floor, raised up on
the balls of his bare feet, stretched his arns wide. "No dizziness or disorien-tation
what soever," he reported.

"Good. Pl ease get back in the bed. Soneone will check on you in a little while. If the
affliction doesn't conme back, you'll be released."

He got back into the bed. "Thank you, Jedi Ofee. It'Il be good to get back to my unit and
ny mssion.”

"You're wel cone. "

As Barriss turned and started toward the next patient, she noticed the chrono on the wall
Its reading sur-prised her; a little nore than an hour had passed since she had first
spoken to CT-914. She had stood there for an hour, imersed in the Force, and yet it had
felt as if only a few seconds had passed.

Such things still amazed her
The |1 ndi go Bed was next...

The call had come nuch sooner than even Bleyd had anticipated. In fact, it had cone in
person.

Seat ed across the desk from Bl eyd, Black Sun's representati ve was nore than sinmply

sel f-confi dent-he was obnoxi ously snug. And why shouldn’t he be? He was a career crim nal
a del egate of the biggest gangster syndicate in the galaxy. In addition to that, Mathal

as he called hinself, was |arge and very nuscular, with a blaster strapped | ow on his
right leg and a vi brobl ade sheathed on his left hip. And he | ooks |ike he knows how to use
them Bl eyd thought. Good.

Mat hal had just delivered Black Sun’s offer. It was nore like an ultimtum They didn't
want nore bot a.

They wanted it all

"W can get top price for as much as you can deliver," he said.

Bl eyd woul d have rai sed an eyebrow, had he one. As it was, he smled and nodded, all the
whil e thinking that the human was a fool. Did he think that there were no saf eguards on
the planet at all? Even for the commander of the Republic ned units here, there were steps
too risky to take, and bl eeding off any nore of the precious crop than he and Fil ba were
currently doing would surely be noticed.

Mat hal and his bosses didn't care. They were greedy, they wanted to nake a killing, and if
that left Bleyd a wisp of snoke drifting froma crater-well, too bad.

"So, the deal is, you up your production and ship-nments. We set up a big transport outside
sensor range - we got a Danorian N ne Thousand, carry half the planet, forget about that

m | ki ng YT-Thirteen-hundred-f they’ve been using-you ferry the stuff up, fill the hold, we
pay you and space. Everybody makes massive creds, everybody gets happy."

Bl eyd wanted to | augh. Right. And ny face goes on every crimnal -wanted hol ocast from here
to Corus-cant, while you remain anonynous. There’'s a deal

Even if Black Sun let himlive after the transaction - and he wasn't belting his yithrae
on that-even if he came out of it with a fortune, it wouldn't be enough to nmake life on
the run worth it. Always | ooking over your shoul der for Republic peace officers? Never
able to re-lax, never able to watch noonrise on Saki again? No, thank you. Bl eyd knew t hat
the only way to be a suc-cessful crimnal was to commit a crinme that nobody knew about. It
didn’t have to be perfect-sinply one that couldn’t be traced to your door. Buy an

unregi s-tered bl aster, zap sonmeone with whom you had no dis-cernible connection on sone
starless night, run far and fast, and chances were excellent that they d never attach you



to the murder. But hijack a freighterload of high-profile contraband |Iike bota? Mght as
wel |l start get-ting used to prison food now.

But to Mathal, he said, "All right. It mght take alit-tle while to arrange it."

The man sniled, showing his puny teeth. "W can have a transport here in, say, a |loca
hal f month. Should be plenty of tinme, don't you think?"

Bleyd smiled in return. Qobserve nmy fangs, human. "Wy, yes, that should work fine."

O course, it doesn't matter what | say, since it isn't going to happen-and you aren’'t
going to carry the tale back to your masters.

"Then | guess our business is done,"” Mathal said. "Except for your, ah... helper. Is the
slug still in-volved in this?"

"Filba is a |loyal and trusted enpl oyee," Bleyd said, offering the lie up easily. The truth
was that he trusted Filba as far as he could throw hi mone-handed in spit-ting distance of
an event horizon.

"Excellent. 1'Il get back to nmy vigo and we’ll set up the operation."”

Wong again, ny friend, Bleyd thought. The "operation"-in which | take out your
vi scer a-begi ns right now.

Al oud, he said, "Yes, yes. Oh, one other thing-I have a small, but particularly good batch
of bota cast in car-bonite, extrenely high-grade product. | would like to send it to your
vigo as a gesture of goodw Il."

"Hi gh grade, eh? How much?"

"Not much." Bl eyd shrugged sel f-deprecatingly. "Five kilos or so."

"Excellent," the human said. "My vigo will be pleased."

"And | am pleased to hear it." Bleyd stood. "I've had to hide it, of course. Wuld you
care to acconpany nme? It’s on the quarantine deck."

Mat hal | ooked uncertain. "Quarantine? As in conta-gious di sease?"

"No, no, nothing like that. Anything that comes up fromthe planet has to be
sterilized-irradi ated-purely as a safety precaution. Drongar, as |'m sure you know, is a
positive sunp of exotic pathogens. The deck is clean now, and |I'mkeeping it off-limts to
make sure nobody happens across sone items | don’t want noticed-such as the one | have for
you. "

Mat hal nodded. "Smart. You know, when this war is over, you m ght consider comng to work
for Black Sun, Admiral. A being like you could do all right there."

"You are too kind." Bleyd politely gestured for the other to precede him "Shall we go and
collect your vigo's gift?"

“I"mgane," Mthal said.

This time Bleyd really had to fight to contain his snile.

Den Dhur waved at the tender, got his attention, pointed at the nearly enpty gl asses on
the table, and held up two fingers. The tender, a different one than the taciturn Otol an

nodded.

Den turned back to the being across fromhim a stubby Ugnhaught med-nechano speci ali st
naned Ro-rand Zuzz who was a head under his own hei ght.

"Fascinating," Den said. "Tell ne nore."

Zuzz drank the rest of whatever foul-snelling concoc-tion he was using to alter his brain
chemistry and set the enpty glass down. The odor-sone kind of carboxyl-based

i nt oxi cant-rem nded Den of week-dead nell-crawl er, and he did not consider hinself
fortunate to know that stink as a reference. The bottle, which the droid had left on the



table, was | abeled tyrusian red ale, and the slogan read: because yell ow doesn’t | ook good
in space. \Wat does that mean? Den wonder ed.

"Well, yar, | kintell yat’ job is one o' t’ toughest int’ service, you bet, yar."

Hi s Basic was rough; Ugnaughts didn't generally bother to | earn the common | anguage of the
gal axy un-less they had to, but Den had heard and understood a | ot worse.

"Demdocs alla tine yellin "Fix dis! Fix dat!’ like they "spect me t’pull t’ spare parts
outta m backsi de! Supply ain’'t deegle dung on dis world, you bet. Docs," he nut-tered,
staring moodily into the dregs of his drink.

The server droid rolled over and put the fresh drinks on the table. It cheeped sonet hing,
and Den inpatiently waved it off.

"Yes, yes, on the tab."

The droi d beeped acknow edgnent, then rolled away.

"You work with Filba, is that right?"

The tech picked up his new drink, gulped a third of it. "Ah. Dis good. Wat was | sayin ?"
“"You were telling me that you work with Filba."

Zuzz shook his head. "Dem’'utts 'r worse’'n humans. Fussy no-creche-fecal -retents, y’ know?"
Den nodded. "Ch, | hear you, brother. Know one, know demall."

The Ugnaught cocked a bl eary eye at him Easy, Den. He's not drunk enough for you to start
talking like you' re clade-breds quite yet.

Zuzz belched. "I nean, I'’mtryin’ to zero-reset t’ whole biosensor array for Recov'ry,
every single mlkin machine, and | can't get t' 'utt t'spring for a de-cen’ calibrator!"

"I can't believe it," Den said. "Wat scum"

"CGot dat right, bloodline." He glanced around, then | eaned forward. " Tween you 'n’ me?"
he said in a low, slurred voice. "D ’'utt’s got somet’in goin on t’ side. I t’ink dem
creds went into Filba s pouch, y know what |I'm sayin ?"

"Real | y?"

"Ch, yar. | bin keepin’ an eye on
what | nean?”

im "Es collectin' sweetsap from sonewhere, y’ know

"Ch, yar, bloodline," Den said. He sniled. Filba was going to be m|king sorry he had
gotten in Den Dhur’s way. You could scan that and zap it to the bank

10

It was a little thing that did it-it often was a little thing. In this case, it was a
femal e human | ab tech | aughing at sonething the guy sitting at the next table with her had
said. It wasn't loud, but it was a happy sound, the sound of soneone forgetting, for a

bl essed nonment, the grimrealities of the Rinsoo. Al of a np-nment, Jos renenbered a gir
fromprimary school, the first one he had nade | augh. True, he had acconplished this by
hoppi ng about, pretending to be a Selonian with a hotfoot, but they’ d both been seven
years old at the tine.

He stared at the food partitioned into the various conpartnments of the neal tray that sat
bef ore him Though he knew he should eat to keep his strength up, he was finding it hard
to work up an appetite. Ch, the food was okay-the powdered hawk-bat eggs did have a
slightly gritty texture, but the shroom steaks weren't bad, since they were local. Still,
overall, it wasn't one of the nore nenorable neals of his life.

Jos sighed. If not for this war, he would probably be at hone, starting a practice with
his father or perhaps one of his aunts or uncles-there were a lot of doctors in his

fam ly, and several surgeons-and maybe, after a hard day in the operating theater, going
hone to his inpressive conapt in the swank CGol den Beach area of Coronet. H s spouse woul d



neet himat the door; a bright, funny, sexy fermal e conmpani on with whom he could share his
life and | ove. Maybe even children..

Abruptly, the food on his table held no appeal. What he wanted to do with his few precious
mnutes of free tine was to go back to his cubicle and crawl into his cot, pull the thin
syncl oth sheet over his head, and sleep for a week. A nmonth. However long it took for this
bl asted war to be over and done with so he could go hore.

Yeah, he was a surgeon, and yeah, you couldn’t slice w thout seeing blood, but being up to
your ankles in it? Every day? That was hard

It didn't matter that the vast majority of the troops were clones, all stanped fromthe
same press, and all programmed not to fear war. Even though they weren't quite

i ndividuals, they still suffered and died, and the ones who didn't die he and his

col | eagues had to put back together any way they could, desperately jury-rigging and
cobbl i ng procedures, swappi ng out organs and patching up wounds, and then send them back
out to suffer again. And naybe, this tine, die.

There were days when he hated the talent in his hands and nerves that nade it possible for
himto slice and plastistrip and heal. Perhaps, if he d been trained in something

el se-genom cs, maybe, or bio-robotics-he wouldn’t be on this stinking planet, mred in
this stink-ing war. O course, he’'d rather be behind the lines in a R nmsoo than in the
thick of things. H's genetic pro-gramming didn't include inmunity to fear, after all. But
he didn't really want to be here in any capacity.

Jos thought of Barriss Ofee, of the attraction he had initially felt for her. It was just
as well that it hadn't continued, he told hinmself, since she was not pernes.

The fact that she was off-limts, however, did nothing to assuage his |oneliness. He
want ed sonmeone for a life mte, soneone to be close to, to cherish. But he would have to
wait until he was back in his hone systemfor that to happen

He stared noodily into the depths of his tanque tea, as if some answer m ght be divined
fromthe root frag-nents bobbing in the nmurky Iiquid.

"Stare any harder and it’'ll evaporate."

He gl anced up and saw Tol k standing there, in her off-duty whites. The light fromthe chow
hal | door was behind her, putting her in partial silhouette, but not so nmuch that he
couldn't still see her features. Everything went out of his head except for one thought:

Son- of - an-i bbot! She’s gorgeous!

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been aware that his chief nurse was human, and quite attractive;
that was obvious to anybody with one working eye. But the sane prob-lemthat existed with
the Padawan al so applied to Tol k: she was not pernmes. The Vondars and the Kersos-his
father’s and nother’'s clans-were very solidly enster; disciples of a long and traditiona
sociopolitical affilia-tion in which Jos had al so been raised. A big part of an enster’s
core belief systemwas that no marriage could be nmade, rmuch | ess consumrat ed, outside the
i nhabi -tants of one’s own planetary system The nore extreme zealots restricted it even
further, refusing to allow any affiliations offplanet. No exceptions were made.

Yes, a young man or wonan could go offworld, and yes, even the staunchest Ensterites night
turn a blind eye if a son or daughter sonehow nmanaged a tenporary al-liance with one of
the eksters-the "outsiders"-but when you canme home, you left your wild urges behind. You
did not bring an ekster home to meet your parents.

It was sinply not done-not unless you were willing to give up your clan and be renounced
and ostracized for the rest of your life. Not to nention bringing shane and contenpt on
your immediate famly.

Al this flickered through his thoughts at |ightspeed. He hoped none of it showed, given a
Lorrdian’s un-canny ability to read expressions and body | anguage. Tol k wasn’t an enpath,
like Klo Merit was, but she could pick up and decode the small est physical clues to just
about any species’s nood.

"Tolk," he said casually. "Sit. Have sone tea. In fact, have mine."

Tol k sat, took his cup and sipped fromit, |ooked at himclosely, and said, "Wo died?"



"About half the troops in the Republic mlitary forces, seens like lately."
"We're keeping eighty-seven percent of those who ro-tate through our surgery alive."

He shrugged. She took another sip of his drink. "Ckay, thirteen percent of a big nunber is
still alot. But it could be worse."

She had a nice scent about her; something slightly nusky, yet fresh. He’ d never noticed
that before. O course, the glare of the operating theater’s UVs and the overl appi ng
sterile fields tended to w pe out odors, which was generally a good thing, given what
gases sonetines escaped when a vibroscal pel pierced body cavities.

"What's really wong, Jos?"

For a nonent, he was tenpted to tell her. What’s wong? |'mlonely, a |long way from hone,
and sick of death. I'"msitting next to a beautiful woman 1'd like to get to know better-a
| ot better-but there’s no future init, and I'’mnot the kind of nan who wants a quick
connect - di sconnect, even though that seenms like a ter-rific idea at just this noment.

It took no imagination at all to picture her on his cot, with her hair spread out on the
pillow .. and that was a bad | ane to be spacing down, he quickly realized. So instead of
speaking the truth, he said, "Just tired. Bio-rhythns are off. | need a vacation."
"Don’t we all." But she gave hima |l ook, and for just a second he was certain she knew
exactly what he was thinking.

Exactly.

Jos and Zan watched as the supply drop ship |l owered on invisible repulsor waves. "They'd
better have those biomarkers,"” Zan said. "I only ordered themhalf a standard year ago. A
Tat ooi ne Sarl acc noves things through its system qui cker."

Jos nopped his brow and nodded, waiting for the ranp to |ower. There were a nunber of
things he'd ordered that the base needed desperately: bacta tanks and fluid, bioscan
nodul es, coagulin, neuropreno-line, provotin cystate, and other first-line
pharmaceuti-cals... the list was practically endl ess. One of the nost inportant things on
the inventory, however, was nore droids. The order had been nostly for FX-7s and 2-1Bs,
but he had al so requested a couple of new office work-ers; two of the four CZ-3s
originally supplied had suc-cunbed to rust and overwork nmonths ago, and the others were
becom ng eccentric. He suspected spore-rot.

The ranp | owered. Filba, of course, was there to in-spect the manifest, neticul ously
checking to see that every last synthflesh strip and chronmpbstring reel was accounted for.
The two surgeons, along with several nurses and scrubs, watched the durapl ast containers
as they passed, trying to read the photostenciled content |ists.

"Yes! Cot the biomarkers at last," Zan said with a hiss of satisfaction. Then his tattooed
j aw dropped. "What, only one case? They'll be gone in a nmonth! Typical..."

Jos was al so di sappointed as the | ast canister au-torolled past them "So where are the
droids | or-dered?" He |ooked at Zan. "Did you see any droids cone off? Anything that even
resenbl es a droid?"

Zan gl anced over his friend s shoulder. Before Jos could turn around, he heard a voice
say, "l’ve been told | resenble one, sir." The words were precisely articu-lated, with
that slight mechani cal holl owness that conmes only froma vocoder. He turned and saw a
droi d standi ng hal fway down the ranp.

"Of course," the droid added, "those who said it might only have been trying to be kind."

Jos | ooked at the droid. It |ooked |ike one of the pro-tocol nodels that were ubiquitous
all over the galaxy. If so, it had been refurbished a few tinmes; the powerbus cables
weren’t the standard nodels, if he renenbered correctly. The recharge coupling was
different as well. The Iight pewter arnor had nore than a few nicks and dents. Jos | ooked
back at Zan. "I ask for office nod-els," he said. "Anything, even an old CZ nodel. And
they send nme a protocol droid."

"I't’ll conme in handy at all those fancy state dinners and diplomatic summts you' re al ways



bei ng dragged off to," the Zabrak said with a straight face.

"Ch, yeah. | don’t know how |’ ve nanaged to survive here without nmy very own attache
droid."
The droid nuttered sonething behind himthat sounded very nuch like: "Blind luck, 1'd say."

Jos and Zan both turned and stared at him "Wuat was that?" Jos asked.

The droid came to attention, and even though his face was an expressionl ess netal nask,
Jos felt that sone-thing-fear? resentnent? both? - sonehow flashed there for a nonment. But
when the droid spoke again, the voice was enotionless, even nore so than nost 3PO nodel s.

"I said, 'I'minstructed to stay-' here, that is. On Drongar. | think you'll find ne nore
than conpetent to assist you, sir. |1’ve had extensive medi cal progranm ng, including
access to the database files of Sector Gen-"

"What’'s your ID classification?" Jos interrupted.

"Eye- Fi vewhycue, sir.
Zan frowned. "I’'ve never heard of a Fivewhycue line."

The droid glanced at Zan and hesitated a nonent be-fore answering. Again, although the
rigid features did not change, Jos felt sonehow that the droid was no-nentarily unnerved
by Zan's appearance. But when the |-5YQ answered, it was politely.

"A nodification of the Threepio series, sir, with cer-tain changes in the cognitive nodul e
units. Its design borrows sonewhat fromthe old Serv-O Droid Orbots nodel. The |ine was
di sconti nued by Cybot Galactica not long after its inception, due to litigation." The

droid hesitated, then added, "I amusually called I-Five."
The two surgeons | ooked at each other. Jos shrugged and said to the droid, "OCkay, I|-Five.
You' Il be doing doubl e duty-data storage and secretarial as well as as-sisting in the OI.

Thi nk you can handl e that?"

| -Five hesitated before answering, and Jos felt again, for just a fraction of a second,
that the droid wanted to respond in kind to his sarcasm But |-Five sinmply said,

"Yes, sir," and followed themas Jos and Zan started across the conpound.

Strange, Jos thought. The heat must really be getting to me if | start expecting droids to
mout h of f. ..

11
The man from Bl ack Sun couldn’t believe it.
"This is a joke, right? You re tapping my buttons."

Bl eyd said, "Not in the least." He had di sarned Mathal at bl asterpoint, and the man was
nearly having a seizure in his disbelief.

“You're insane!" Mathal’'s tone was truculent, but his eyes were darting about nervously,
and Bl eyd could al-ready snell the nan’s fear-sweat.

"I'n your position, I mght think so, too. But I'mafraid it’s not that sinple. Now |listen
carefully. The hatch is | ocked. The code that opens it is here, in ny belt pocket. If you
want to | eave this vessel alive, you' |l have to collect it fromme. There is a large knife

in plain sight somewhere on this deck with which you may armyourself for your attenpt."

Mat hal gl ared. "Yeah? What’'s to stop me from breaki ng your neck right now?"

"You could try, even if | didn't have a blaster, but | wouldn't advise it. | am stronger
than you, and ny her-itage is... somewhat fiercer. Your chances of victory would be
exceedingly small. Even with the knife and ne barehanded, the odds are probably no better

than fifty-fifty."

"When | get back to ny vigo and tell himabout this, he's going to have your skull for a



drinking cup."

"That may well be," Bleyd said. "But only if you get past nme. 1’|l give you two m nutes
before | come for you. Next time we see each other, one or both of us dies." Bleyd flexed
his hands, feeling the tendons in themnov-ing like oiled cables. "You' d best hurry." He
nodded in the direction of the spinward corridor

The human knew a real threat when he heard it, Bleyd gave himthat much credit. He tucked
his bluff and bluster away and took off, fast. In ten seconds he was out of sight around
the corridor’s curve.

Bl eyd gave himthe rest of the allotted tine, enjoying the slight, lingering, sour odor of
the man’s sweat, then started down the corridor opposite the direction Mathal had taken
The weapon was cl oser this way, and there were several places wherein he could hide to
watch it and wait. He would allow the man to collect the knife-that was only fair, since a
Saki yan’s nuscl es and |iganment-attachnent angles were nechanically su-perior to those of a
human’s, making Bleyd at |least half again as powerful as a strong nman, and a good dea

qui cker as wel | .

Had he been hunting for food, if there had been a mate and younglings to feed back hore,
he woul d have pulled a bl aster and shot the nan dead w thout a sec-ond’s hesitation. Then
dressed hi mout, shouldered him and started honme. Survival demanded efficiency, and you
did not give food-prey any chance-you did not risk yourself if you had a fam |y to feed.

If you died, so would they, and then both nonthrael and yithrael-per-sonal honor and pride
honor -woul d be forever stained.

Ah, but sport hunting, when there were none depending on you... well, that was conpletely
different. If you were stronger, smarter, and better arned than your prey, where was the
chal | enge? Any well-arnmed mnd-1ess drone could kill. The quarry of a real hunter shoul d

have a chance to win. If you nmade a m stake hunting a predator, it should cost, and if
that cost might be your life, that was the spice that made the gane taste best.

Mat hal m ght be only a nessenger boy now, but Bl eyd knew that Black Sun operatives usually
began their careers at the basic levels. Once upon a tine, be-fore he had been recruited
by Bl ack Sun, Mathal had been freelance nuscle, paid for his ability to offer vio-lence or
even death. He was not a grass eater, Bleyd knew. He was a predator.

Hardly in Bleyd s class, of course. Bleyd was a first-rate hunter. Armed with naught but a
| ance, he had stal ked Shistavanens on Uvena Il1l. He had taken a ran-cor with a pulley bow
and only three quarrels. He had tracked and killed unrepentant Noghri with a pair of
hook- bl ades whose cutting edges were no |onger than his middle fingers.

He coul d not renenber the last time he had made a potentially fatal error on a sport hunt.
O course, it took only one..

He reached the knife a few mnutes before Mathal could possibly circle around the |ength
of the torus. There were three places that afforded a good view. One was at deck |evel,
three steps away, in a shadowed cor-ner. The second was behind a nassive heating/cooling
coil across the corridor, at |least a dozen steps away. The third hiding spot was inside a
ventilation shaft alnost directly over the weapon's |ocation, and, while two body-I|engths
in distance, it was a straight drop

There was no real question of where he was going to hide. H's ancestors, |like those of the
humans, had origi-nally come fromthe trees and the hi gh ground.

Bl eyd gat hered hinmsel f, squatted | ow, and sprang. He caught the edge the ventilation
shaft, pivoted aside the grate covering it with one hand while clinging to the edge, and
pull ed hinmself into the shaft feetfirst. He turned around, rotated the grate back into

pl ace. Sup-porting hinself by the strength of his arns upside down in the narrow shaft, he
began to breathe slowy and evenly, dropping his heart rate into hunting node. A tense
hunter could not nove fast.

He did not have long to wait. Two minutes, three... and here came the human, stonping
al ong and vibrating the deck |l oudly enough for a deaf old pride elder to hear

Mathal arrived in the vicinity of the knife. He | ooked around warily, then snatched the
bl ade up. Bleyd heard himsigh in relief, and his grin becanme wi der.

The knife was a good weapon, one of Bleyd s fa-vorites. It had a thick haft; the blade as



long as the man’s forearmand nearly as wide as his wist. It was nmade of hand-forged and
fol ded surgical stain-free flex-steel, a drop-point fighter with a circular guard of
fl ex-bronze and a handl e of hard and pebbl ed bl ack rass bone, so it wouldn't slip in a

sweaty or bloody grip. After all, it would hardly be sporting to provide one’s prey with a
poor weapon. And his research had told himthat Mathal was an expert knife fighter. Bleyd
knew he woul d need skill and strength to prevail. Luck was not a factor.

He took a final breath, pivoted the grate cover aside, and dived for the nan, headfirst.
He screanmed the blood cry of his pride:

"Taarrnneeesseee..."

Mat hal | ooked up, terror on his face. Too late, he raised the knife. Bleyd brushed it
asi de and reached for the man’'s throat.

Then they were joined..

The spy had less trouble with this kind of thing. After all, anyone could bl ow things up
and assassinate tar-gets. Wiile it was true that a certain amunt of skill was required to
do such acts w thout being caught-and the spy had nore abilities in that direction than
anyone here coul d possibly knowthe real challenge in this project was in a different
arena. The | abyrinthine ways of bureaucrats and the mlitary could be slow, but just as
certain to acconplish the desired results when nma-nipul ated properly. As the spy had been
taught from chil dhood, any job could be done with the correct tools. In order to underm ne
a mlitary organization or a gov-ernnent hundreds of thousands strong, subtlety was a
must. One thought of arm es and navi es as gi ant Sauropoda- huge beasts that | unbered
ponderously along their paths, crushing anything that got in their way, often w thout
notice. A single person could not hope to stop or even turn such a beast by him- or
her-self, no natter how physically strong or adept. Hence the old saying: "If a ronto
stumbl es, do not stand under it to break its fall."

No, the way to nobve something so massive in a new direction was to convince the nonster
that the change of course was its own idea.

In theory, this was also sinple. One planted the idea in the right place at the right tine
and waited for it to take hold. In practice, it was somewhat harder-a com pl ex game of
wits.

The recent transport destruction had created concern and not a little paranoia. But the
threat was still too nebulous to turn the nonster fromits path so that it could be
overwhel ned. A bit of nystery was all to the good, but nmilitary | eaders were not swayed
overmuch by the unseen. They lived and died by facts-or what they could be convinced to
beli eve were facts.

The threat had to becone nore real. Wat Vaetes and his people needed to see at this point
was an actual vil-lain. And there existed on the base sonmeone who fit the bill perfectly.
Too bad he would have to suffer, but it was what it was.

12

Zan sat on the backl ess folding stool he favored for playing his quetarra, tuning the
instrument. When he wasn't playing it, it rested in a spun-fiber case that was |ight, but
strong enough to support himjunping up and down on it w thout danmage to the instrunent.
Af-ter a few drinks one |ate evening, Zan had denonstrated this with considerabl e gusto.
WAt chi ng a Tal usi an Zabrak hoppi ng around on an instrunment case |like a gi-ant, denented
CGeonosi an | eaf -1 eaper, his cranial horns nearly puncturing the low ceiling, was a sight
that Jos was fairly certain he could have charged credits for peo-ple to see

Jos was stretched out on his cot, reading the | atest flatscan update of the Surgica

Gal actica Journal. Some hotknife thorax chopper had posted an article on m-crosurgica

| ami notony revision for spinal injury on the battlefield, and it was all Jos could do to
keep from | aughing out |oud. "Use the pemeter scope to check for nerve inpingenent." O:
"Application of sthenic field and honeostatic phase induction is critical at this
junc-ture."

Permet er scopes? Sthenic fields? Honeostatic phase in-ductors? Oh, yeah, right. CQutside of
a twenty-nillion-credit surgical suite in a first-class medcenter, your chances of finding
any of these, much less all of themtogether, were about as good as reaching |ightspeed by
flapping your arns. It was obvious this guy had never been in the field. Love to see what



the wonder slicer could do with just a vibroscal pel and a henpstat on a patient with a
ruptured aorta..

Zan finished tuning his quetarra and strumred a chord.

After a nonment, he began plucking the strings, softly at first, then a bit |ouder. Jos
didn’t mind |listening to Zan play, despite what he said sonmetines just to get a rise out
of his friend.

The piece Zan played was fast, had a good beat, and after a few seconds Jos gave up
reading and listened. Was that |eap-junmp? Was Zan actually playing sonme-thing witten in
the last hundred years? Wnders, it seened, woul d never cease.

Jos didn’'t say anything. It wouldn't matter if he did, because when he was really into it,
Zan tuned out all distractions. Once, about six nonths before, a funble-fingered Gungan
harvester who ought not to have been issued any weapon nore dangerous than a stick had
sonehow acti vated one of the pul se bonbs he carried on his hopper. The hapl ess anphi bi an
had turned himself, his vehicle, and a goodly section of the |ocal |and-scape into a
snoking crater. He'd been three hundred neters away fromtheir cubicle when it had gone
of f, and even at that distance the blast had been enough to knock over gl asses, rattle the
furniture, and shake a few pictures fromthe shelter’s walls. Zan, who had been in the

m ddl e of sone concerto or another, didn't nmiss a note. Wien he was done, he’'d | ooked
around, puzzled, at the nmess. "If you don't like the nmusic, just say so," he'd said to Jos.

Besi des, Jos didn't want to interrupt the nusic, which had gone fromthe driving beat of
| eap-junp right into the heartbeat bass and nel ody of heavy isotope. Amaz-ing how his
friend could nmake a single stringed instru-ment suggest the sounds of ommi box,

el ectroharp, and all the other instrunents of a six-piece band..

After another mnute or so, Zan stopped.
Trying to act casual, Jos said, "lInteresting. Wat, uh, was that?"

Zan grinned. "That? 'Etude for Dawn,’ the Sixteenth Vissencant Variation. Good to see
you’' ve becone a classical nusic fan at last, ny |lead-eared friend. "

Jos stared. "Didn't your nother ever tell you your horns would growif you told a |lie?"

"I admt | speeded it up a hair. And shifted the timng in a couple of places, brought up
the bass line, but es-sentially... well, judge for yourself."

He began to play again, |ooking not at the fret board but directly at Jos, a snall snile
on his Iips.

Jos listened. Sure enough, it was the sane piece of nusic, but with an entirely different
tone and nood - definitely classical now.

"How d you do that? One minute it’'s good, the next it’'s lift-tube nusic."
Zan | aughed. "You're pathetic. A space slug is |less tone deaf."

Sonet hi ng about the way Zan was watching him as if waiting for something to sink in, sank
in. "All right," Jos said. "Fire the second round."

Now Zan really |l aughed. "If you had any education past the end of your scal pel, you' d know
there were only fifteen Vissencant Variations. Wat | played was Duskin re Lente's ' Cold

M dni ght,” a | eap-junp/ heavy isotope fusion just out on the HoloNet. | downl oaded it a
coupl e of days ago. Slow it down, add a little contra-puntal line, and it isn't bad. Re
Lente obviously had sone cl assical education on his way to the mass narket. Not that you
woul d know. "

"You'll suffer for this," Jos said. "My revenge will be terrible. Maybe not swift or
particularly inspired, but definitely terrible."

Zan chuckl ed and started playing again. "Couldn’'t be any worse than your nusical taste."
Al one in her cubicle, fresh and clean fromthe sonic shower, Barriss O fee sat naked on

the floor. Her legs were crossed and knotted, ankles over thighs, her back straight, in
the position called Repose. Her hands rested, palnms up, on her knees; her eyes were open



but unfocused. She breathed slowy, drawing the air in through her right nostril and
whirling it deep into her belly, then expelling it slowy through her left nostril.

Fl oating neditation was, for her, one of the trickiest of the Jedi exercises. There were
days when it was as snooth as nercury on a transparisteel plate: she would sit, and
breathe, and be there-gravity would fall away, and she would rise |ike a balloon, to hover
wei ghtl ess half her body-length in the air. But at other tinmes her nind refused to clear
and no matter how | ong or hard she concentrated, her rear stayed firmy on the floor.

Today was one of those tinmes. Thoughts chased each other through the corridors of her mnd
like Tyrusian butterfly-birds, chittering inanely. Master Unduli woul d be shaking her
head, Barriss knew, if she could see her Padawan now.

The t hought of her Master rel eased a flood of m xed enotions. Back on Coruscant, Barriss
had t hought of herself as an average Padawan, a little nore adept than sone, a little less

so than others. Not brilliant, but not particularly stupid, either. Her Master had told
her this was part of the linmtation Barriss had put upon herself. She coul d renenber that
lesson well. It had conme after a | ong hand-to-hand conmbat workout at one of the training

centers, followed by |ightsaber practice that had left her arms sore and burning. They had
noved to a high-walled bal cony, two hundred flights above ground | evel, beneath the
constant streamof traffic go-ing to and fromthe nearby skyhook way station. The bal cony
had been shi el ded, but Master Unduli had dropped the fields so that the sounds, the snells
of burned fuel, the wi nds funnel ed by nassive buildings, and the glare of passing
advertising banners were a mul-tisensory assault. Along with the slightly sour odor of her
own sweat and the physical exhaustion she felt, it was nothing | ess than overwhel m ng
"Sit," her Master told her. "Do your Rising Medita-tion to a height sufficient that you
can see over the wall to observe the small bakery directly across the way. For the purpose
of this exercise, consider that it is vitally inportant that you be able to tell nme how
nmany pastries are visible in the w ndow. "

Barriss tried, but, of course, the balcony’s floor held her fast.

After a few noments, her Master said, "Is there a problem Padawan?"

“Yes, Master. | amtrying, but-"

"By saying 'try,’ you limt yourself. Jedi do not limt thenselves by choice."

Barriss had nodded neekly. "Yes, Mster."

"I need to know how nany pastries there are in that bakery window This is of primary
i mportance. Con-tinue. | will return later."

And so saying, Master Unduli left.

But, of course, the pressure was too great. Barriss had not been able to levitate even a
hair’s thickness fromthe floor. She was still trying, her rear and thighs numb fromthe
cold ferrocrete, when Master Unduli finally re-turned, hours |ater.

"I failed, Master."

"Yes? How so?"

"I could not manage to levitate."

Her Master smiled. "But was that the | esson, Padawan?"

Barriss stared at her, confused. "What?"

"One can fail at a task but still learn the I esson, Barriss. The first time | sat on this
bal cony trying to do Ris-ing Meditation, all that happened was that | got sore. A Jed
does not put limts on herself, but there are limts, and you nust find them and
understand how to deal with them Have you ever heard the story of the old man’s river
crossi ng?"

"l do not recall it."

"At the bank of a wide river on this world, long be-fore it was as it is today, an old man



sat by the water, neditating. A second, younger nan came al ong and saw t he ol der one.
"What are you doi ng?’ the younger man inquired.

"'l amworking on the ability to walk on water, so that | nay cross the river,’ the ol der
man said.

" 'Ah. And how is it going?

" "Pretty well. | have been at it for forty years, and in another five or ten | believe |

will have it.’
"' Ah,’ said the younger man. "Well, good |uck to you.

"He bowed, then wal ked to a boat tied up nearby, clinbed in, cast off, and rowed across
the river." Master Unduli |ooked at her. "Do you understand the mean-ing of this story?"

Barriss thought about it for a nonent. "If the inmpor-tant thing was crossing the river,
then the younger man was w ser than the ol der one."

"Precisely. Wy spend decades | earning how to wal k on water when there is a boat noored
right next to you?" The Jedi paused, then asked, "Wat was nost vi-tal in this exercise
with which | tasked you?"

"How many pastries were in the bakery w ndow. "

"Exactly."

Barriss felt incredibly stupid as she suddenly under-stood what her Master neant.

Master Unduli smled. "I see you conprehend at |ast."

"I could have sinply stood up and | ooked over the wall,
was not how | got the information-only that | got it."

Barriss said. "Wat was inmportant

Master Unduli nodded. "There is hope for you yet, my young Padawan..."

Barriss smiled at the menory. Then she took a deep breath, exhal ed, and |l et her m nd
clear. A second |later she floated upward fromthe floor, and hovered, weight-less and
free, in the air..

13

Jos had to adnmit that the fornthair was confortable. Ergonomically speaking, it did
exactly what it was sup-posed to do: rel ax himsonewhat, but not enough to nake him
drowsy. He had heard that the chair was equi pped with biosensors that nonitored heart
rate, pulse, beta and theta wave activity, and so on, and re-layed the information to
Merit, to better help himhelp those sitting there. Jos doubted it. Not that it couldn’t
be done, but he really didn't think Merit needed it. The Equani m nder seened always to
know the right words to say, the right questions to ask, and the right tines to be silent.

Li ke now.

Jos had been staring at the floor; now he | ooked up and net Merit's eyes again. They were
large for the fur-covered face, slate gray in color; an Equani’s eye pig-nmentation al ways
mat ched his fur, Jos had read in one of the nany medicrons he'd had to study while a
resi-dent. And right now they were fixed on him

"Explore, for a mnute, your feelings for Tolk," he said gently.

Jos | eaned back, and the forncthair obediently flowed, |ike warmmercury, into a new
configuration to accomnodate him O course, Jos thought; it has to be able to adapt
confortably to any species. Even Hutts, proba-bly. He suppressed a shudder at the thought.
| sure hope someone wi pes it down afterward..

"Jos," Merit said. His voice was qui et and noninsis-tent, but sonehow it penetrated the
surgeon’s thoughts like a particle beam "You're not trying very hard," the m nder
conti nued.

"You're right. Sorry."



"It’s your time," Merit said. "You re allotted one hour a week to get things off your
chest-or to "up-chuck gizzard trichobezoars,’” as the Toydarians so col-orfully put it. How
you spend that tinme is up to you. You can talk to ne-in which case | mght be able to help
you work through sone things-or you can sit there and enjoy the furniture."

Jos grinned. "All right, Klo. | guess I'mgoing to talk about things whether |I want to or
not."

The m nder smled. "lIt’s always hardest to help your-self." He waited a nonent, then

prodded gently, "About Tolk...?"

Jos sighed. "It's like | just noticed her yesterday. Be-fore that, she was just another
pair of hands at the table-smart, don’'t get ne wong, she’s an excellent nurse-but no nore
than that. Qutside the room she was soneone to have a drink with, someone to complain
about this pit of a planet with..."

"And now?"
"Now she’s... npre. But she can’t be."

Merit said nothing, but his expression said, Go on. So Jos explained briefly about the
beliefs of his famly and his clan, about how he couldn’t flout themby mar-rying an esker.

"They' re your family's beliefs,” Merit said. "But are they your beliefs?"

Jos opened his mouth, then closed it. He was naking an honest effort to find the answer to
that question, but his mnd was having none of it. He found hinmsel f think-ing about the
fornchair again. Wonder how rmuch one costs..

After another fairly fruitless ten minutes, Merit glanced at the chrono and said, "W have
to stop."

Jos felt relieved, and then felt irritated at hinself for feeling relieved. "I guess |I’'m
just not a very introspec-tive sort," he told Merit at the door. "My famly and clan are
big on tradition, not comrunication. My dad’s idea of a revealing nonent is forgetting to
| ock the 'fresher."

"Al'l you need to know about yourself is in you,” the mnder replied. "You may have to dig
alittle deeper and a little harder, but it’s there."

"Maybe t he Padawan could help ne," Jos nmused. "Can't Jedi read minds, that kind of thing?"
"I wouldn’t know. The Equani species is-was-by nature rather resistant to the powers of
the Jedi. But | think you need to find your own answers instead of |ooking to others for
them ™"

The nul tiple-repul sor drone of incomng nedlifters filtered into Barriss's sleep, and the
siren that sounded al nost inmediately afterward neant that everybody within earshot needed
to get to the OI. Now.

She dressed hurriedly and headed for the triage area. It was only twenty neters from her
cubicle, but the hu-nmdity was so high today, she felt that she was wadi ng through a poo
of heated fleek oil

VWhen she got to the building, she stopped, monen-tarily unable to believe her eyes.
Thirty-five or forty wounded troopers lay on stretchers, on gurneys, on the floor itself,
bei ng tended by doctors, nurses, droids, techs-anybody, in short, who could hel p. Mst of
the troops were bl oody, and many were burned, with weep-ing red blisters and scorched

bl ack patches. Some were missing arnms and | egs.

Sone were all of those things, and nore.

Still more injured were inconing. She could barely hear the whine of the lifters’ repul sor
fields over the cries and groans of the wounded. Barriss swall owed, nauseated. Even
doctors could be overwhel ned by too nuch gore. Nothing she had ever seen in her wartine
experi ence so far had been anything close to this.

Tolk was calling triage, and it was short and to the point. Barriss watched her for a



nmoment. To anybody outside the nmedical field and the battlefield, triage would seem
remarkably cruel, but she knew it was the nost efficient way to save the npst patients.

"This one won't nmake it," Tolk said, rising fromthe side of a sergeant whose | egs had
been bl own of f above the knees. H's skin was chalk white, and fromthe red, ragged stunps
the last of his life's blood was dripping slowy. Follow ng behind Tolk was a droid, which
at-tached a pul se-sticker to the dying clone’'s shoulder. A large, red x gl owed
rhyt hm cal | y.

Tol k nmoved quickly to the next patient, exanmined himbriefly. "Shrapnel wounds to the
belly and groin. Surgery, category three."

The droid put a sticker on the man’s shoul der. The nunber 3 throbbed on it.

Barriss bent to exam ne the trooper closest to her - a lieutenant. He was awake and alert;
his only injury seened to be that his left armwas gone, blown off in a ragged stunp just
above the el bow. A constrictor around the stunp had stopped the bl eeding. H s gaze net
hers.

"I’ mgood," he said through clenched teeth. "Take care of ny nmen."

"He can wait," Barriss said to Tol k. "Five."

Tol k nodded at the droid, who affixed a nunber 5 pul se-sticker to the nan’s good shoul der

VWen there were fewer doctors than patients, one had to rank the injured as to
survivability and the tine neces-sary to keep themalive. R nmsoo category nunbers ran from
1 through 6; category X was reserved for injuries that appeared nortal or very
time-consuming to treat. The rating systemwas nore conplex than it appeared. The injury,
survival chances, and need for inmediate treatnent all had to be taken into account. A
severed artery might bleed out in a minute and all it would take to save the patient woul d
be a sinple staple or suture tie, so it would be best to treat himfirst, whereas a man
with his leg bl own off but heat-cauterized froma blaster bolt could be left until nore
life-threatening injuries had been dealt with. Mking these decisions, the Padawan knew,
was often as nmuch intuition as science.

A 6 neant a patient might survive if treated, but indi-cated treatnment could consume a | ot
of time and effort, and there were no guarantees he would make it. But 6 could al so nmean
that the injury was not likely to be fa-tal if not treated right away. Either way, a 6

wai ted. A 5 neant survival chances were higher and treatnment less tine-intensive, and so
on down the count. The triage caller had to use experience to nake the decisions, and thus
had to be knowl edgeable in treating the kinds of injuries conming in. A droid stepped up to
Barriss. "I amto assist you, Padawan," it said. In one hand it held a pad of

pul se-sti ckers.

Barriss nodded, turned to the next stretcher, and gasped. Before her was a terrible sight:
a trooper with all four linbs burned down to stunps, and nothing but red, suppurating

ti ssue where his face had been. On Coruscant, or Corellia, or any of the other hundreds of
civilized worlds, technology could attach cybernetic linbs and reconstruct his face-he
woul d be a strange hybrid of nachine and man, but at |east he would be alive and
relatively functional. But here on Drongar, they had no facilities even renotely capabl e
of such things. She bit her |ip and turned to the droid assigned to her. "Category X, " she
sai d.

The droid applied the sticker, then | ooked at her. "A purgation of fire," it said. Barriss
thought it was an odd conment for a droid to make, but she had no tine to wonder about it.
The wounded were being brought in so fast that she had to keep noving or be overrun

She had danped down on her connection to the Force as nmuch as she coul d; extrasensory
experience of this much agony at this close range carried a real possibility of synaptic
overl|l oad. Even cl osed down as she was, she could still feel the pain, the fear, the horror
of it all pounding and scrabbling at her nmind. She swallowed dryly and kept noving. There
were sonme here she knew she could heal with the Jedi arts she had | earned, but it would
take too |l ong. Not even the Force could mtigate the cold and brutal equations of triage.

Ahead of her, Tolk continued noving through the maze of dead and dying, followed by her
droid, desig-nating who would |live and who woul d al nbst certainly die. The fact that they
were clones, all identical in ap-pearance, in no way | essened the horror; in fact, in a
strange way it increased it-at |least that was so for Bar-riss. Seeing the sane body



wounded and traunmatized in a thousand different ways gave the whol e scene a sur-rea
aspect, as if it had no begi nning and no end, a per-petual |oop of pain and death.

She knew she had to focus, had to utilize the re-sources at hand w sely.

Tol k noved to the next patient, slipped in a patch of blood, recovered her bal ance. She
veered toward Bar-riss, who was | ooking at another wounded trooper. The Jedi shook her
head.

Anot her x, its red glow waxing and waning |ike the flow of lives all about them was
applied by the droid.

They were dying like wingstingers hitting a zap field, and nothing Jos did seened to
matter. A repaired artery held wi thout |eaking, but the patient was too far into shock to
cone back, even with his bl ood volune punped to the max. Another patient, w thout a mark
on him was smling one second and dead the next. A scanner showed that a sliver of netal,
thinner than a needle, had pierced the corner of his eye and gone deep into his brain

Despite the floor-level pressor fields, those working in the O were at times up to their
ankl es in blood, urine, feces, Iynph and spinal fluid. The air coolers and dehu-mdifiers
were still not working, and the stench, combined with oppressive wet heat, overwhel ned
the scents of antiseptics and astringents. The surgeons cut and re-sected and transpl anted
with practiced efficiency, their nurses and what few droids they had at their sides, and
yet the patients still didn't nmake it. Commands, both shouted and whi spered, filled the
reeking air: "-need twenty cc’s coagulin, stat-"

"-rotate the bacta tanks, no one gets nore than ten m nutes-"
"-keep that field going, even if you have to hand-crank it-"

After two hours’ work Jos was five for five-none of themhad Iived. He was beginning to
reel with exhaus-tion-it was taking nearly all he had just to keep his hands steady.

"Get a pressor on that, stat!"

He worked |i ke a man possessed, exerting every bit of his skill, every trick he had

| earned in the day-to-day war against Death fromthe day he’d hit dirt here, and Death

| aughed at himat every turn, ripping the fading lives out of his and the other doctors’
grasps with insult-ing, infuriating ease. The | aw of averages said things like this would
happen, that there would be bad days and nothing to be done for it. But still Jos raged
against life's dark foe, fighting it for all he was worth.

The sixth one died on the table and couldn’t be re-vived.

Time blurred. He | ooked through a long and dark tunnel, with nothing visible in it except
the patients be-fore him He passed through exhaustion, through his second and third

wi nds-and still the wounded and the dyi ng kept coming, their eyes beseechi ng hi munder the
stark, unforgiving lights.

Hs life was painted in red and white. He had been born here doing this, had lived all his
life here doing this, and would die here doing this..

And then, as Jos sealed the |atest patient, a double-lung and liver inplant who woul d
probably die, too, Tolk touched his arm

"That’s it, Jos. That's the |ast one."

He didn’t understand what she was saying at first. It made no sense-how could there be an
end to sone-thing that was endl ess? He blinked, as if comng into the Iight froma great

dar kness. Slowy, her eyes above the mask canme into focus. "Huh?"

"W’ re done. W can rest now. "

Rest ? What was that?

He stunbled away fromthe table. Tolk nmoved to help him "Careful," he munbl ed. "Soneone

turned up the gravity." He peeled his gloves off, his hands funbling, and tossed them at

the waste hopper. They m ssed. He thought about going to pick themup, but the idea of
bendi ng over was too much to bear. He m ght never get up



He | ooked around. Qthers were finishing, or had just finished working on injuries, and
they, too, had the | ook of stunned exhaustion-the same | ook that had been on the comon
face of all those who had conme under his knife.

" How how bad was it?"

"Bad." He saw streaks of noisture along the top of her mask, where it had soaked up her
tears.

"Did we save any?"
"A few "

He tried to wal k, staggered. She grabbed his arm steadied him "I don’t want to know the
per cent ages, do 17?"

"No. You don't."

Jos felt hinself slunmp even nmore. "I feel like | just went ten rounds in an arena on
Geonosi s. " He want ed-needed-a drink, but that was far too nmuch effort to contenplate, too.
Al'l he could think of now was finding a flat spot where he could collapse. It didn't even
have to be flat. A pile of rocks would do..

He | ooked across the tables at Zan. H's friend nanaged to Ilift his hand in a half salute
or wave. Jos re-turned it, then staggered toward the door

And once outside, he heard the sound of nore incomng lifters.

Jos started to laugh. And, for a long, frightening nonent, he couldn’t stop.
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Want to see sonething interesting?" Dhur asked.

Jos, Zan, Tolk, and Barriss were in the cantina, all drinking sone form of al cohol, except
the Jedi. It had been four days since that hellish influx of wounded. These days
interesting was a | oaded term as far as Jos was concerned. But, as long as it didn't

i nvol ve slicing into wounded troopers, he decided he was up to it.

"Have a seat," Jos said. He waved at the tender, who nodded and started m xi ng. He knew
who Dhur was and what the Sul lustan drank by now.

Dhur sat and pulled a snall device fromhis pocket, a stressed-plastoid and netal sphere,
about the size of a human child s fist. He held it up.

Jos squinted at it. "Can’t say |'moverly enthralled," he said. "Wait-" He took another
drink, set the nug down, and squinted at the device again. "Nope," he said. "Still not
enthralled."

"Looks like a spiceball,"” Zan said. "That would be interesting."

Jos raised his nmug in silent agreenent.

Barriss said, "It’s froma camdroid. Mlitary grade, |ooks |ike."

"Gve the Jedi first prize," Dhur said. "I got this froma harvester, who happened across
it inthe field after a recent sortie by the Separatists. Apparently it was pretty nuch
destroyed in the battle except for passive func-tions-couldn't nove, no weapons online..

even its comm was out."

"Still not exactly front-page news, now, is it?" Jos said. "There are pieces of
bl own-apart droids all over the place.”

"Think | broke a tooth on one in ny grainnush this norning," Zan added.

The server arrived with Dhur's drink. "Put it on Von-dar’'s tab," Dhur said. He | ooked at
Jos. "Mney back if you don't think it’s worth it."



Jos nodded at the droid, which registered the transac-tion and noved off. It wasn't as if
he had anything el se to spend his pay on here.

"Just a wild guess,"”
interested in here."

Zan said, "but I'’'mthinking it’s not the sphere itself we're

"Can't get anything past you, can |? Watch." Dhur set it on the table and activated it.

The hol oproj rezzed up fromthe sphere, one-sixth life-sized. There were some broad-| eaved
trees, a |l ot of burned-out or blown-up droids, and a few clone troop-ers |ying about.
Everyt hing was canted, at an odd, low angle, as if recorded froma few centineters above
the ground.

"I've seen dead troopers, too," Jos said. "Lots of them Don’'t even have to go into the
jungle for that, we’ ve got a service brings "emright to your door."

"Shut up, Jos," Tolk said, without any heat in her voice.

After a nonment, a trio of humans appeared, working their way through the downed machi nes
and bodi es. They wore bl ack-and-purple thinskins and junp boots, w th slugthrower carbines
slung over their shoul ders.
"Those are Salissian nmercenaries,"
for himhere."

Barriss said. "I had heard that Dooku had sone working

Dhur said, "Yep. Some are nechanics, sone run the harvesters-not nany battle droids are
programred to pick the |ocal produce, which is why, ultimately, we are all here on this
fetid dungheap of a world. A few are special troop, recon, like that, who can go pl aces
and do things droids don't do too well-clinb trees, covert those kinds of things.
Sonetimes only a humanoid will do. And Salissians will do just about any-thing as |long as
there’s a fewcredits at the other end of it. Ugly bunch of folks, just as soon shoot you
as | ook at you. Probably rather shoot than | ook at you," he added to Jos.

Jos smled indulgently and gl anced at Zan. "They’'re so cute when they're that size, aren't
t hey?"

The three mercenaries were scavengi ng, picking up tools and weapons fromthe battle site
and checki ng the cl one bodies. There was no sound, and the image occa-sionally wavered a
bit, breaking into digital blocks and then steadying again

"Droid was on its | ast power reserves," Dhur said. "Camwent dead a few mnutes after this
was captured. Just sheer luck it happened to be pointing the right way."

Suddenly the three Salissians froze. They dropped their weapons and rai sed their hands,
then backed away fromtheir fallen blasters.

"It seens sonebody has caught our nercenaries off-guard," Tol k said.

A moment | ater, a man wal ked into the canis frane, a blaster rifle held on the trio

Jos | ooked at the human. The odd angl e made recog-nition difficult, but still, he felt he
knew this guy. He |eaned to one side, studying the holo froma different perspective. O

course-it was-"Phow Ji," Barriss said. Her voice was soft.

As they watched, Ji smled-then threw his gun to the ground. It struck in a silent
splatter of mud.

Tol k, Jos, and Zan reacted in surprise. Barriss did not. "What's he think he’s doing?" Zan
sai d.

Tol k was watching the holo closely. "He knows what he’'s doing," she said. Jos said

not hing. As far as he knew, neither Zan nor Tol k had seen the conmbat teacher in action
al t hough Tol k’s col d-reading skills had obviously told her Ji was no one to trifle with.
Jos | ooked at Barriss. She shook her head, but Jos was pretty sure she, |like Tolk, knew
what was about to hap-pen, because he was pretty sure he knew as well.

And Zan was about to find out...

The holo flickered again as Ji nmoved in and the three Salissians went for himA nonent



later, all three mercenaries were on the ground, and darned if Jos could tell what had
happened.

Maybe he’d had enough to drink for today, after all

Dhur said. "Let's look at the replay on that." He touched a control on the sphere.
Everyone sat up and watched carefully as the scene began again at one-quarter speed.

Even sl owed down, it wasn’'t easy to see exactly what Phow Ji did, but Jos knew enough

anatonmy to recogni ze what danage had been inflicted as the three nercenar-ies fell. One
had a crushed | arynx, one a broken neck, and the third had taken an elbow to the tenple
that had surely cracked the skull. Al three injuries were apt to be fatal if not treated,

and he didn't see any Separatist nmedics in the jungle clearing.

Phow Ji went to each in turn, squatted next to the body, and appeared to take sonething.
The i mage froze as he squatted next to the | ast one.

"Not sure what he was doing at the end," Dhur said, "but |I'd guess he was taking sone kind
of trophies. Sep-aratist troops use sub-Q inplants for ID, so it’s proba-bly pieces of
clothing, or... sonething."

Looki ng around the table, Jos knew everyone was thinking the same thing-the "sonething" J
had taken coul d have been a chevron or sone other adornnment - or it could have been a
finger, or an ear.

"The droid s power kicked out about then, ’'cause that's all there is."” Dhur |ooked at Jos.
"Worth the drink, Doc?"

"Wirth several ," Jos replied quietly. "However nmany it takes to forget it."

"He killed those three nercs," Zan said, outrage in his voice. "Wth his bare hands. He
could be court-nmartialed and sent to prison for that!"

"Not |ikely," Dhur said. "They were nercenaries, pretty nmuch the scum of the gal axy, on a
battlefield, and it was three agai nst one. Except for this recording, there were no
wi t nesses, and who woul d trust an eneny cam droi d? Everybody knows how easy it is to fake
such things. They could have left this here for just that purpose, for all we know "

"Col d- bl ooded nurder," Zan said. H's voice was thick

"People die in wars, Captain," Dhur said. "If Ji had shot them down, nobody woul d blink
twice at it. En-emy troops, on a field of battle, looting the bodies of our dead? Even
though he killed themwi th his bare hands, there are a lot of Republic officers who woul d
say 'More power to him’ and put himup for a nedal ."

Zan finished off the last of his drink and set the glass down carefully. "I hate this
war," he said. "I hate every-thing about it. Wat kind of people are we that such things
can go on and nobody is outraged? Wat does that say about us?"

Nobody had an answer to that.

Zan stood, carefully, for he had drunk enough to make hi munsteady. You couldn't tel
unl ess you knew him but Jos could see it. "I amgoing to bed," the Zabrak said. "Don't
wake ne until the war is over."

After he wal ked away, Dhur sipped at his own drink. "There's a good story here, though
doubt the censors will let it by. The citizens back honme mght find it... disturbing.” He
paused. "Your friend' s too sensitive to be here. He's an artist. They never do very well
in wars."

"Does anybody?" Jos asked.

Dhur nodded at the frozen hol oproj inmage. "Some do. \Were el se can you |l egally beat people
to death and get paid for it?"

On her way back to her quarters, Barriss thought about the recording she had seen. It was
ni ght, warm and muggy, and w ngstingers and scavenger noths swarmed the gl ow | anps,
casting giant, ghostly shad-ows. A late thunderstorm grunbled in the distance, heat
[ightning flashing in the darkness. The rain would be welconme if it got this far-it would



cool the smother-ing, sticky air sonewhat, and the sound of it on the foantast roof of her
cubicle would be conforting. She could certainly stand sone confort-there was little
enough to be found on Drongar. Tropical worlds had their beauty, and humans were at their
core tropical, or at |least tenperate, creatures, but she preferred cooler worlds. A walk
in the snow was, for her, far nore in-vigorating than one in broiling sunshine.

The Jedi part of her had been inpressed by Phow Ji's efficiency as a fighter. Hi s noves
had been fluid and powerful; agai nst an opponent unaided by the Force, he would be
form dabl e i ndeed.

But the part of her that |ay deep beneath her Jedi training was repul sed by the viol ence.
It had been nmur-der, for it was obvious that the three nercenaries had not had nuch, if
any, of a chance of defeating Ji. Even three agai nst one and barehanded, the odds had
still been in his favor-and, of course, he had known it.

How many trophi es did he have hanging on his wall? She did not really want to know, but
again, a part of her was curious. Back in the Tenple, she had once |istened to Mace W ndu
tell a group of students that killing sonmebody was easy-you could do it with a single

swi pe of your lightsaber. But living with the know edge that you had killed sonebody woul d
change you for-ever. The Jedi Mster had been right-it had certainly changed her. Killing
was not a thing you did lightly, not if you had any kind of conpassion, or even mnimally
decent noral and ethical codes. Sonetines, to protect the innocent, or one’s own life,
justice and survival de-nmanded a Jedi strike with enough power to lay an at-tacker | ow.

But the fact that it was necessary did not absolve you from seeing the faces in your
dreans, or hearing the anguished cries of the fallen late in the silent night. How could a
person with any humanity at all de-liberately go out and stalk victinms, kill themwth his
bare hands, and then take trophies to remnd hinself that he had done it?

As if he could possibly forget?

The Force all owed you to be a powerful fighter, but it also |eavened your inpulse to do
vi ol ence. When you knew what you could do with your |ightsaber, knew how deadly you were,
it gave you pause. Because you could do a thing did not mean that you shoul d..

She shook her head. Phow Ji was a killer, a seeker and savorer of violence, and whether he
did it as sone per-sonal challenge or because he enjoyed it really didn't matter-it was a
sickness. |If she could touch his mnd, bring the Force to bear upon his psyche, maybe she
could cure himof this sickness.

O maybe he could infect you with it.

She shook her head again, this tine agai nst her own thoughts. The constant pressure here,
the intensity of the work, the lack of real rest... all these things took their toll. A
Jedi who was worried that the Force couldn’t protect her against a trained thug was
defi-nitely overfatigued. She should get to bed and sleep - she needed it.

In the distance, the thunder grew | ouder. Good. Maybe the rain would wash away sone of
these dark thoughts along with the spores and rot in the air..

15

Getting rid of the body on board the MedStar woul d have been easy. Alittle messy work
with an industrial vibroblade, then a trip down to the waste station with a bul ky,

['i qui d- proof bag, and hatoo! Mathal, the dead human, would be no nore than garbage by now,
i ndi stinguishable fromthe rest of the all-purpose trash that was sieved from waste

di sposers and even-tually spaced. But Bl eyd knew that to have an agent of Bl ack Sun
nysteriously di sappear, especially when he could be traced as far as Bleyd s ship, would
be bad. They would automatically suspect himrightly so in this case-and having Bl ack Sun
turn a quizzical frowm in his direction was not even renotely appeal -ing.

The problem was, there was no flunky Bleyd could trust to help him The troops owed their
fealty to the Republic, not to himpersonally. Droids’ cognitive nod-ul es could be probed,
and even after extensive repro-grammng their data banks might retain residual quantum
inmprints. Some of the ship’s personnel mght be anenable to bribes, but there was no way
to know if their loyalty would stay bought.

Whi ch neant he had to do all that needed to be done hinself.

Fortunately, he had considered his actions for sone tinme and in detail; this left only the



actual execution of his plan. It entailed some risks, but Bleyd felt it could be managed,
with sufficient attention to each el enment.

The admral first treated his own wounds- Mat hal had been skilled enough with a blade to
mark him Bl eyd had known that would be the case going in. It was the way of knife
fighting-only a fool believed that fac-ing an opponent with a knife would end w thout

bl ood-shed. In his case, the injury was not serious-two |ong, shallow cuts on his right
forearm The pressure of his thunb for a few nminutes on the proper nerve ganglion had
stopped the bl eeding tenmporarily, and an applica-tion of synthflesh would finish the job

H's injuries attended to, Bleyd then put Mathal's corpse into one of the carbon-freezing
chanbers in the quarantine section and seal ed the body into a rectan-gular carbonite bl ock
bi g enough to show no sign of what was contained within. This he then hol ostanped with
mar ki ngs i ndicating that the bl ock contained a set of defective harvesting enzyme
converters. Sealing such volatile and active catal ytical conponents for transport was
normal enough. Then, with the help of a small antigrav generator, he noved it via the
service lift tube to the aft cargo hold s trash | ock

In theory, he could have shipped the dead agent to a chemical storage warehouse and had
hi m shel ved. As long as he paid the pittance of a fee, the block of densely interlaced
carbon and tibanna atons containing Mathal’s remains would sit stacked there forever,
un- nol est ed and uni nspect ed.

But the body itself was of no consequence. The trick was to convince a skeptical Black Sun
that their human agent had left Bleyd' s ship in his own vessel, and that the ship had
subsequent |y been destroyed by forces unconnected to Bl eyd.

That next part would be a bit trickier, because on this vessel, everyone knew who Admira
Bl eyd was-by sight, or, if not blessed with that sense, then by snell, taste, touch, or
hearing. In order to continue his plan, Bleyd had to be disguised.

He had pondered this aspect at some |length, and had i decided that a sinple disguise was
better than an el abo-rate one.

He returned to his quarters. There he packed into a small case a |ong, white robe, hooded
with an osmotic veil that would conpletely conceal his features. The robe was identical to
the ones worn by a neditative] caste of siblings-in-service called The Silent. There were
usually a few of The Silent to be found on any | arge medi cal ship, since the order’s

uni versal m ssion was to aid the sick and injured. They did not speak al oud, even to each
other. They took their meals in private and wore their hoods up in public, effectively
hiding their identi-ties at all tines. A few days ago Bl eyd had surrepti-tiously caused
mcrotransnitters to be placed in their food-tiny devices no |arger than grains of sand,
whi ch enabled himto track those few of The Silent who were on board, at least for a
while. He would not run into one of them by accident, and no one el se would be able to
sense who was under the ersatz robe.

The refresher next to the library was enpty, and it | was one that was not covered by
surveillance cans. Ad-nmiral Bleyd entered the 'fresher; it was a nanel ess, face-Iless
nmenber of The Silent who energed.

None of the people he passed on the way to the star-board docking bay did nore than nod or
smle at him and he, of course, did not speak. He walked in a slight i stoop, aware that
he was taller than nost of the robed ones he had seen on the ship

The Silent would not have the codes, nor the keycards for security doors that were | ocked,
but Admiral Bleyd did. That part could be adjusted later-all traces of those security
recordi ngs would have to be altered or erased, |eaving nothing that even the nost diligent
search m ght uncover. But there would be no such search, because there would be no reason
for it. A per-son mght renenber one of The Silent passing through these doors, but it was
unlikely in the extreme that any-body woul d ever ask about it. And even if sonmeone did,
there woul d be no way to connect that shrouded figure to Bleyd. He was covered.

He smiled at that thought as he strolled, unhurried, about his task. He was covered,
wasn't he? The osnotic veil passed air freely, and allowed hi man uni npeded view, but no
one could see his face. It was pleasant. He found hinself rather enjoying the novelty of
bei ng anonynous.

Mat hal had been directed to park his small KDY Star-spin in the darkest, |east-used corner
of the subflight deck, where a |ight had burned out only nonents be-fore, courtesy of a



tiny timer that had, not coinciden-tally, vaporized with the electrical flare that killed
the lanp. The ship had been precleared-on the admral’s orders-to | eave at any tine.

Bl eyd smiled again as he approached the vessel. Yes, he had thought of everything. The key
to a successful hunt was proper preparation. If you knew your destina-tion before you took
the first step, you saved yourself endl ess ambunts of grief.

Once in the ship, he informed the controllers that he wi shed to depart, and was granted
i mredi at e cl earance.

He taxi ed the vessel through the double sets of pressure doors and onto the |aunch pad,
waited for the green lights, and put the craft into space.

Now came the hard part.

Timng was of the essence, if he was to pull this off. He | ooped under the nmultistoried
keel of the nedical frigate and headed aft, staying close enough to the hull so that the
sensors couldn’t see him He rocketed past a few open portholes and snil ed; anybody

| ooki ng out would |ikely have gotten a sudden and consi derable fright as he blew by them
al nost cl ose enough to touch. In theory, however, that was good. |If anyone ever did
ask-not likely, but if they did-then the recklessness of the Black Sun pilot would surely
be remarked upon.

Yar, | saw him Freaking fool near broke the trans-paristeel port, he was so cl ose-!

As he headed for the aft trash | ock, Bleyd began to seal the robe. Under the cloth was a
thi nskin emer-gency vac suit, conplete with gloves and boot seals, a flexicris head shroud
and face cover. The energency air tank held but five mnutes of life-thinskin vac suits
were designed to work inside a ship during a sudden at nosphere |oss, and then only |ong
enough to get to a pressurized section or a full vac suit. But five minutes would be nore
t han enough, assum ng everything went as planned. .

The trash | ock was just ahead. Bleyd triggered the re-mote control, and the hatch dil ated.
A second renote activated the antigrav unit on the carbonite slab and pushed it out the
| ock.

Expertly, for he was a good pilot, Bleyd pulled the Starspin to a velocity matching the
sl ownoving slab’s, then used a grapple armto grab it and pull it against the ship's
body. He | ocked the armin place.

He took a deep breath. This part wouldn't be pleas-ant, but he could not tarry. He seal ed
the vac suit, acti-vated the airflow, and cycled the ship’s canopy open. Then he
maneuvered hi nsel f out of the cockpit, aimed at the open trash hatch, and pushed off.

Since the MedStar’s orbital position was currently over the night side of Drongar, it was
cold out there, a biting, harsh chill that stabbed himthrough the robe and thinskins |ike
a thousand needl es of frozen nitro-gen inpaling himall at once. But he ignored the cold,
refused to accept the shock it threatened to plunge his systeminto. Bred into himwas the
stam na and strength of a thousand generations of hunters, an ar-nmor woven fromhis
ancestors’ ancient DNA. His re-solve was icier by far than the void through which he

f | oat ed.

Hs aimwas a hair off, but not so much that he m ssed the hatch. As soon as he was in the
ship's gravity field, he dropped, but he had been expecting that, and he | anded on his
feet, his balance firm He slapped the hatch control, and the hatch constricted and

cl osed. The chanber, even unpressurized, was still considerably warner than the raw vacuum
out si de.

He activated the pressurization cycle and noved to the viewport to |l ook at Mathal’'s ship
triggering the re-mote for it as he did so. The Starspin’s ion drive lit, and the little
vessel, its carbonite load still firmin its grasp, shot silently off into space.

Bl eyd wat ched for a nonment. The course was laid in-there was nothing nore to be done now.

He unseal ed the vac suit and headed for the inner lock door. In a matter of a few mnutes,
an unidentified ves-sel would violate Separatist orbital space on the far side of the

pl anet. The ship would not respond to queries, nor would it deviate fromits course. There
woul d be warnings given, and finally the Separatist batteries would open up, and the ship
woul d be blown to bits.



And al as, Mathal, the representative of Black Sun, would be vaporized as well, and nobody
woul d ever be able to tell that he had been dead before it happened, for the thernonucl ear
expl osion that destroyed the Star-spin would not | eave enough of the slagged carbonite to
fill a wingstinger’s ear. There woul d, however, be just enough trace nol ecul ar residue to
establish that an or-ganic body, probably humanoi d, had been vaporized along with the ship

No one woul d be particularly surprised, either. Wiile the rules of war forbade one side
attacking the other’s orbiting medical frigate, no such injunction held against the
i nvaded si de defending itself.

As he stripped off the robe and thinskins to change back into a spare uniform left there
earlier for that pur-pose, Bleyd went over it yet again. He was no fugue master, but he
was adept enough at dissenbling to pull this off. Wen Black Sun came to call, as
eventual |y they woul d, and when they asked hi mwhat had become of Mathal, as eventually
they woul d, he did not doubt that he would be able to pass a truth-scan, if he worded his
reply carefully enough.

Mat hal ? He | eft here in his ship, but for sone reason he flewinto Separatist space. They
shot himdown. Most regrettable, but this is, after all, a war zone, and Mathal did not
have t he proper clearances..

Which was all technically true

There woul d be records in the ship’s systems to show just that. Controller’s |ogs, sensor
| ogs, maybe even an eyewitness or three who saw the ship fly past, obviously piloted by an
idiot, given how close he had been to the hull...

And not hing to show anyt hi ng el se.

O course, it was a tenporary stopgap at best. Sooner or later, Black Sun would wish to
reinstigate its de-mands, but by then Bl eyd woul d have another plan in place. Perhaps he
could use Filba to buy nore tine. In any event, he would continue to snuggle the bota and
add to his fortune..

16

Barriss woul d not have sought out a confrontation with Phow Ji-Jedi were trained to dea
with conflict, not to go |looking for it when there was no conpelling reason to do so. What
she had seen of Ji's action in the field had been reprehensible, in her opinion, but her
m ssion was not that of mlitary security. It was not her job to denmand restitution for
the mercenaries’ deaths.

But the next norning, as she had gone out into the dawn’s relatively cool light to do sone
stretchi ng exer-cises, the Bunduki fighter had swaggered into view and stopped to watch.

"Up early, eh, Jedi ?" There seenmed always to be a sneer in his voice. She didn't bother to
reply to the obvi-ous comment, but instead continued her exercises.

"You don't look to be in bad shape,” he commented. "Good to see that you don't rely
entirely on your 'magic’'"

There was still no reason to engage in conversation, as far as Barriss was concerned. She
was sitting on the danp ground, her legs extended to either side in a full split. She

| eaned over first one knee, pressing her cheek against her outer thigh, then did the same
for the other side, feeling her hanstrings and back muscles warmwith the effort.

"I wasn't aware that the Jedi took vows of stillness,"
now, and there was an edge of steel underlying it.

he said. Hs voice was clipped,

She stood and extended her hands straight over her head. "W don’t," she said, bending to
put her hands flat on the ground, keeping her legs straight. "W tal k when we have
somet hing to say-not sinply to hear our own voices."

"You're angry. | thought Jedi kept their enotions un-der control." Ji smled. "Sonething
sai d?" His tone was taunting.

Barriss rai sed herself fromthe front bend, brushed a strand of sweat-soaked hair back
and turned to look directly at him "No. Sonething you did. You nurdered three



nmer cenari es. "

If that surprised Ji, his face didn't show it. He gave her a small, bland smle. "And what
makes you think so?"

"Sonmeone recovered a crippled camdroid. It was all recorded."
"Really? I'd like to see that."

She could hear the interest in his comment; she did not need to use the Force to know the
truth of it.

"Taking trophi es wasn’t enough?"

Ji made a gesture probably intended to be self-deprecating. "Well, | can only see things
fromny own viewpoint. A holorecording fromother angles would be useful in
self-critiquing ny noves. Besides, | have a wall full of trophies. But a hol 0o? That would
be a first."

Barriss shook her head. "It doesn’t bother you at all, does it?"

"What ?"

He was baiting her, that she knew Be ever mindful of the living Force-that had been the
advi ce of Qui-Gon Jinn. She had been quite young when the Jedi Master had died in the
Battl e of Naboo, but she still renmembered hearing that-one of the first bits of Jed

wi sdominparted to her. Rise above this, she told herself. But she could not help
answering him

"That you beat three people to death."
He | ooked surprised. "lIs that how you see it?"

"I's there another way to see it?"

Ji snmiled and spread his hands in a gesture of inno-cence. "I was unarned, one agai nst
three, on a battle-field in a war, ny dear Padawan. | was but utilizing the skills that |
ampaid to utilize. 1"’'ma soldier. It is not considered nurder to kill the enemy."

Barriss had stopped stretching; now she stood, arns fol ded agai nst her chest, |ooking at
the Bunduki master. "You're an expert fighter, and your hands and feet are as nuch weapons
as a vi broblade or a stun baton,"” she told him "Those nen had no nore chance than they
woul d have had you used a blaster on them Pretending otherw se is disingenuous."

"Are you calling ne a liar, Jedi?"

There was no m staking the danger in his tone now This is exactly what he wants you to
do. lgnore him Turn away.

She faced himsquarely. "Yes."

He smiled again, a cruel, triunmphant smile. "Such an accusation presupposes the
willingness to back it up. Wuld you care to denpnstrate the efficacy of your nystica
Force agai nst nmy expertise?"

Wth the greatest of difficulty Barriss held her anger in check and kept her mouth shut.
She conjured up be-fore her mind s eye the disapproving visage of Master Unduli. It

hel ped, a little. She had known when she' d first spoken that this was the road down which
she’d started, had known it was the wong path for her. And yet, here she was...

After a noment, he laughed. "That’'s what | thought. | beat one of your Jedi Knights in a
hand-t o- hand match, and it wouldn’t really be fair for me to pick on a | oWy Padawan, now
woul d it? Enjoy your exercise, Jedi."

He turned contenptuously and started to wal k away.

Barriss couldn't stop herself. She raised her hand, concentrated, and cl osed her open
fingers into a fist.



As Ji took another step, tinme seemed to slow for Barriss. Ji's left foot came forward, and
as it approached his right, his boot twi sted inward, no nore than a few degrees - just
enough to catch the heel of his forward boot.

He tri pped.

A man of | esser skill would have fallen flat on his face upon the wet ground. And, despite
her know edge that it was wong, Barriss would have enjoyed that sight.

But even as he fell, Ji tucked into an ovoid shape, one arm curving, hand turned inward
slightly, so that his notion |ooked |ike a deliberate action: he dived, rolled on his arm
shoul der, and back, coming up and turning slightly, a neat gymastic nove that |left him
standi ng in bal ance and faci ng her

"Careful,” she said. "The ground is slippery fromthe heavy dew "

He stood there for a nonent, glaring. The sense of nmenace hung heavy in the air, the
currents of it swirling about in the Force like a dark whirlwi nd. But even as angry as he
was, he maintai ned control

He turned away.

Once he was gone, Barriss shook her head at her ac-tion. Wat had she been thinking? One
did not use the

Force for such childish, trivial things. It was wong to take such petty action, even
against a villain such as Phow Ji. Yes, it could have been an appropriate denon-stration,
designed to teach, to show that the Force was valid, but she knew this had not been the
case. It had been a personal response, driven by anger, and she had known better fromthe
begi nning. Great power had to be wielded with great care, and taking an obnoxi ous
character down a | evel because you thought he deserved it was sinply not sufficient
justification. It was chasing a fire gnat with a turbol aser. Her Master woul d have been
extremely di spl eased.

She was never going to beconme a Jedi Knight by be-having thusly.

Barriss sighed and went back to her stretches. Her road was hard enough al ready. Wy did
she keep strewing boulders in her own path?
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Den Dhur had seen a nunber of odd sights in his years on interstellar assignnents. To the
best of his nenory, however, he had never seen a droid sitting alone in a cantina.

VWhen he wal ked in out of the syrupy heat of midday, it took his eyes several mponents to
adjust, even with the droptacs’ aid. As his vision cleared, he saw that the bar was nostly
deserted. Leenoth, the Duros anphibian specialist, was seated in a far corner nursing a
mug of From sh ale, two clone sergeants sat at the bar, and at one of the nearer tables
was the new protocol droid, |-Five

There’ s somet hing you don’t see every day, Den thought. First off, droids rarely sat at
all. Most of the nore humanoi d nodel s were capabl e of the posture, but since they never
got tired, there was no real reason for it. But |-Five was sitting there, albeit sonewhat
stiffly. H's photoreceptors were trained at the plasticast tabl etop. Even though there was
no expression in the metal mask of a face, Den got a distinct feeling of melancholy from
the droid.

On inpulse, he pulled up a chair, sat down across froml-Five, and raised a
by-now wel | -practiced finger to the cantina's tender. "W don't see too many droids in
here," he said to his conpanion

"At these prices, I'mnot surprised.”

Den’ s eyebrows went up. This was sonething un-usual-a droid with a sense of hunor. The
tender brought the reporter his drink-Johrian whiskey. Den sipped it, watching I-Five with
i nterest.

"I heard you were hel pi ng Padawan Offee earlier in the OI."



"True. It was-quite an experience."

Den took another sip. "If you don’t m nd ny saying, you seemrather-unusual for a droid.
How did you cone to be assigned here?"

At first it seemed that the droid was not going to re-ply. Then he said, " '|I am cast upon
the wi nds of space and tinme, |ike a planetesimal spun eternally between suns.’"

Now Den was shocked. "Kai Konni k," he said. "Beach of Stars. Wnner of the Gal axis Award
for best novel last year, if I"'mnot-"

"Two years ago," |-Five corrected him
Den stared at him "You have an inpressive know -edge of literature for a droid."

"Not really. My nenory banks are programmed with nore than two hundred thousand novel s,
hol o- pl ays, poens, and-"

"I wasn’t tal king about nmenory," Den said. "Mst protocol droids have the capacity to
store that nmuch in-formation. And nost droids, if asked to quote froma particul ar work,
can access it as easily as you just did. But," he continued, |eaning forward, "I’ve never
nmet any kind of droid yet who could use the material neta-phorically. Wich is what you
wer e doing."

Silence for another moment; then the droid enmitted sonmething that sounded remarkably |ike
a human si gh.

"At times | wish | were a carbon-based being," he said. "The concept of intoxication is
attractive."

"It has its advantages,"
you're in here?"

Den agreed as he took an-other drink. "You going to tell me why

Again, |-Five seened disinclined to speak at first. Then he said, "Nostalgia."

Den waited. He'd conme into the cantina to see if he could dig up any nore dirt on Fil ba,

but so far this was nore interesting. If I-Five hadn't been a droid, Den would have plied
himwi th drinks to | oosen his tongue. It seened, however, that little | oosening would be
needed. The droid obviously wanted to unburden himself to soneone.

"I used to spend a fair anpbunt of tine in establish-ments nmuch like this one," |-Five
continued. "Places like the Green G owstone Tavern and the Dewback Inn, in the Z-Kree
sector on-"

"Coruscant," Den finished. "I know them both well. Nasty part of town; they call it the
Crinmson Corridor." He finished his drink and signaled for another. "I found a | ot of good
| eads to stories there." He |ooked at I-Five in silence for a nonment. "Most watering holes
don't like droids; sonme old superstition, | believe. |'msurprised your naster got away
with bringing you in with him"

"Lorn Pavan wasn’'t ny master,"” the droid said. "He was nmy friend."

The nuscles in Den's forehead were starting to get sore fromtheir strenuous workout.
“Your friend?"

"W were 'business associates.’ W traded under-world information, ran sabacc nunbers,
br okered the occasional mnor governnent intel-that sort of thing. Not exactly the
thrilling life one sees in the holodramas, but it did offer an occasional frisson or two."

"Colorful,"” Den comented. Wen the droid did not continue, he said, "Well, you re a |long
way fromthe big city now, as |I'’m sure you've noticed. Wy are-?"

He broke off, noticing I-Five' s sudden shifting of at-tention fromhimto a group of
surgeons who had just entered. Anong them was Zan Yant, who carried his quetarra. Den
assuned there would be nusic later on, after the cantina filled up a little nore; that was
the usual way of it. He didn’t nmind; he liked Yant’s nusical choices, for the nobst part,

al though the Tal usian’s homeworl d conpositions sounded to himlike two sand cats in a sack

The droid, however, seemed a bit-nervous. |’d swear he somehow shows expressions with that



metal mug of his, Den thought. The concept was surprising, but no nore so than the idea of
a droid having the enotions necessary to produce those expressions.

Den’ s second drink was set down before him and he lifted it thoughtfully. "So, what
notivated you to pack up and | eave such a rewardi ng exi stence?"

|-Five said, "I have no idea. Lorn and | were being pursued by..." He seened to be

choosing his words carefully. " an assassin.”

"A Zabrak," Den said casually. He watched the droid's face carefully this tinme. Hs
photoreceptors didn't get bigger, but they did get brighter, which some-how conveyed

surprise just as well. That's it, he thought. The eyes are the npst expressive organs in
nost humanoi d faces. You can read a world of meaning into their slightest novenent.
Sonehow, |-Five gets much the same results by varying the intensity and an-gle of those

optical sensors of his.

He was so intent on figuring out how the droid showed expression that he al nbst m ssed
|-Five's reply. "Do | runmage around in your data banks wi t hout permi ssion?"

"Sorry; reporter’s instincts. It was obvious that some-thing bothered you about seeing
Yant come in, and since |I’massum ng you' re not a nusic hater-"

"Congratul ati ons. The assassin was an Iridonian Zabrak. Quite deadly; a nartial arts

master skilled enough to make Phow Ji | ook like a drunken Jawa. He had... other skills as
well."
Den nodded. "I see. Yant’'s from Talus, if that nakes any difference."

|-Five didn't reply to that. "This assassin stole an itemof value fromus and fled
Coruscant, into orbit. Lorn and | were about to go after him and then-the next thing
knew, | was serving on a spice-smuggling freighter."

"Any theories?"

"I think Lorn deactivated nme to keep nme out of dan-ger. By then this had turned into
sonet hing very per-sonal for him you see. Soneone he cared for greatly had sacrificed
herself to save us, and-"

"Sounds like a great story,"” Den said. "Wsh |I'd been around to wite it up."

"Trust ne-you don’t. This assassin was-" |-Five hesitated, then shook his head-anot her

di sturbingly human action.

"Bl ack Sun?"

"Wrse. Far worse. Besides," he said softly, "what's a story without an endi ng?"
"Every story has an ending."

"This one doesn’t-not for me. | don’t know what happened to Lorn. | suspect he’'s dead, but
there’s no way to know for certain. I've tried to find out, but this all took place nore
than a decade ago, and routes of in-quiry are limted for droids, even droids that know
how to hack past pyrowalls and other conputer defenses. The entire thing seens to have
been conpletely hushed up at an extrenely high |l evel."

"Now you' re getting ne interested,” Den said. "Nothing |like a good conspiracy story,
al t hough they tend to go over better when there’s not a war on. I'l|l see what | can dig

up. "

"Dig too deep on this, and you may be the one who gets buried," the droid said darkly. "I
have no idea how | escaped being mndw ped. All | knowis one minute | was at the
spaceport on Coruscant; the next |I’mhel ping feed people’s glitterstimhabits across the
Core systens.

"That’ s subjective, of course. According to ny inte-rior chrono, |I was deactivated for
about twel ve standard weeks. Fromwhat | was able to learn afterward, | was part of sone
ki nd of barter arrangenment. | was on the Kessel Run for six years; then the smugglers’
ships were raided by a |local systems solar patrol. | was confiscated and auctioned to a

mer chant captain-why, I'’mnot certain. There are still large gaps in ny data banks | can’t



account for-several years’ worth, in fact.

"When the war began to spread, the Republic confis-cated as many droids as they could to

keep them out of the Separatists’ hands. | was serving as a house droid for a noble famly
on Naboo when the order canme. My pro-gramm ng was augnented with nmedical training, and now
here | sit in this... picturesque... establishrment, telling you ny life story." He paused.

“I really do wish | could get drunk."

"Maybe you’'re lucky you can't. If you ve been this forthcomng to everyone you’'ve net,"
Den said, "lIt's a wonder you haven’'t been reprogrammed. Most fol ks have little patience
with an uppity droid."

"Do tell. No, I've kept nmy sparkling wit and efferves-cent personality firmy in check
until now, rest assured. It’'s been somewhat |onely, | nust say."

"So why tell nme all this? Do | just have that kind of face?"

“"I"'mtired of the charade," I-Five replied. "I’ mtired of playing a neek little automaton
to humans and their ilk, especially after watching the brutal results of or-ganic
sentients’ inability or unwillingness to coexist. The nmore | see of all this carnage, the

nore convinced | amthat a CZ-Three nai ntenance droid could do a bet-ter job of running
the Republic.”

Den couldn’t resist a grin. "That's sedition, you know. "

"Who, me?" The droid s photoreceptors projected i nnocence. "I ambut a hunmble droid, built
to serve." He sighed again. "Perhaps | just need ny disgust danper recharged."”

"Or maybe you just need to get drunk."
"That, too."

"Of course, in order to acconplish that, you'd have to be organic."”

| -Five actually shuddered. "Perish the thought." He stood. "Excuse ne. | have duties to
perform most of theminvol ve changing dressings and admi ni stering spray hypos. Thoroughly
fulfilling tasks for a being of nmy capabilities, | nmust say. Perhaps |I'll occupy the

ni nety-ni ne percent of ny cognitive nodul e not en-gaged by nmy chores by solving Chun’s
Theory of Re-ductional Infinity. O conposing a |ight opera.”

Den watched |-Five | eave the cantina. A few nonents |ater Zan Yant began to play, a slow,
soul ful melody. It seened the perfect acconpaninment to Den’s bermused nood.

A droid that had been accorded equal status by his sentient owner? Den had heard of such
things before, but always before they had been fiction. For a droid to actually be

emanci pated, even informally, was sonme-what revol utionary. He wondered why he wasn’t nore
shocked by the idea.

It did seem a good reason to have anot her drink, however.
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Usual | y, whenever he had a few nonents in which to try cutting through sone of the caked
sweat, spores, and grine that Drongar so liberally provided, Jos used the sonic shower,
whi ch was faster and nore efficient than chemw pe or water. Step in, click the foot
switch on, and the dirt was vibrated right off-no muss, no fuss. At |east the base had
that basic |evel of technol ogy working, nmpost of the tinme.

Today, however, he stood under the pul sing beat of a fluid nozzle, and the water, piped
and filtered froma deep aquifer, was cold. Cold enough to cause chil-blains, cold enough
to nake breathi ng harder than usual

The water was not cold enough, however, to chill his thoughts-and the probl em of Tol k
Tol k, who had cer-tainly discerned his interest in her. And who had appar-ently decided to
have sone fun with it.

The water thrunmed agai nst his head, sending icy trickles and rivulets into his eyes and
ears, but it was not cold enough to drive the nenory of what had happened just that
nmorni ng fromhis too-warmthoughts..



He had stepped into the dressing roomto change his surgical suit, the one he’d been
weari ng havi ng becone soaked froma bl eeder that popped in the mddle of a vein graft. The
roomwas uni sex, but there was an in use indicator on the door to keep people from being
surprised. Jos had pal ned the door switch and stepped briskly into the room having seen
that the in use diode was dark

And there was Tol k, hal fway through changi ng her own surgical suit. Wich was to say, not
entirely clothed. O, to put it another way, nostly naked. Bare. doriously so..

As a surgeon, Jos had seen plenty of flesh in his ca-reer, nale, fermale, and other. It was
sinmply part of the job-you didn't have friendly thoughts about some-body whose |iver you
were resecting. But to step into a roomand see your recently noticed and deci dedly
beautiful assistant nearly nude was an entirely different matter.

Even that wouldn’t have been so bad-well, okay, it wasn't bad, it was just blasted
enbarrassi ng-si nce he' d gaped in slack-jawed shock for only a second, maybe two or three,
bef ore turni ng around, crinson-faced, and saying, "Qops, sorry!"

But what kept himstaring for that extra second was Tol k’s expression. That, along with
the rest of her.

She smled. Slow, |anguid, no-m stake-about-it. "Hi, Jos. Did | forget to thunb the diode
on? How carel ess of ne."

Jos managed to exit and shut the door, the vision of Tolk's nostly bare form seared into
his menory-for-ever, he was pretty sure. But that smile... oh, that smle had been the
stopper in the bottle. And as he thought about it later-at |east two dozen tines during
the day as they worked together-he kept wondering: Had she forgotten to |ight the diode?

Even at its coldest, the water couldn’t wash that ques-tion away.
"You’ ve been in there half the night, Jos! How cl ean do you need to get?"
A very good question, that.

Seated at a table in the chow hall, Den Dhur was a happy diner. It didn't really have
anything to do with what he was about to eat. He was savoring the taste of inmmnent cold
revenge, for soon-very soon, now he would slamthe hatch on Filba, that no-creche outling
Hutt. He had just collected another rock for the Hutt's cairn from an unhappy corporal
and soon he was going to bury Filba Iike a battle dog does an ol d bone.

The thought nmade himsmle. You do not mess with the press, no way, no how, especially if
you are as crooked as a rancor’'s back teeth. Mst everybody had sonething to hide,

somet hing they wouldn’t want to see splashed on the evening holonets, but if you were a
thief, it would be sonething worse. A |lot worse

And he’'d found it.

Fil ba was going to be flensed and hung out in the hot sunshine to dry, and good riddance.
Den chuckled to hinself, and reapplied his cutlery to the food before himwth gusto.
Vengeance was the perfect spice for dinner

O course, what dinner was and how it was prepared was sonething he had to get used to
when he spaced to odd planets. One of the first things Den had di scovered as a young
reporter was that if he didn’t learn to eat and drink the Iocal flora and fauna when he
wor | d- hopped covering the mlitary, he got hungry and thirsty in a big hurry. Space on
board an interstellar troop transport was at a premum and it wasn’t usually wasted on
ex-otic foods. He'd heard the clone troopers had been con-ditioned to be happy with sinple
fare, but even so, given the nunber of different species in the Republic arm es and

navi es, they couldn't begin to stock fa-vorites for everyone. Especially since the

of ficers, as usual, got preferential treatnent.

The soldiers in the field got RRs-Ready Rations - which were reconstituted pap with
essential nutrients for each species. They usually ranged in color frompus-tulent to
putrid, and in texture and taste fromold boot plastoid to sonething that would gag a

Nei moi di an. G ven this, the first thing mlitary cooks generally did when they got to a
new pl anet was assign foragers to find and bring back anything that m ght be edible. Den
had been on sonme worlds where there wasn’t much | o-cal produce or game to be found, and a



steady diet of RR neals nade for a lot of thin troopers. He'd lost a lit-tle mass hinself
on those assignnents.

Fortunately, one of the few positive things that could be said about Drongar was that
there were plenty of things to be trapped, picked, tapped, or dug up, and, while it was
not the best he had eaten, the Rimsoo chow hall wasn’t bad as such things went. Den had
ordered a plate of the local land shrinp, a hand-sized creature that, boiled with herbs
and spices, tasted surprisingly like hawk-bat, although nmore pungent. It cane with sone
bri ght orange mashed plant root that had a snoboth consistency and a nice cinnanon fl avor.

Wash it all down with sone of the locally produced ale and, well, he’'d eaten a | ot worse.
Until sonmeone finally fig-ured out howto invent a gadget that could instanta-neously
assenble a nmeal frombasic elenents, like the adventurers in those future-fic hol odranas

were always using, nmilitary food would al ways be a chancy affair

And besides, even eating an RR woul dn’t have been so bad, feeling as he did today. Al
cynici smaside, a good story went a long way toward nmaking a reporter feel |ike he was
worth his paycheck-as little as that was...

He | ooked up and saw Zan Yant | eave the serving line, carrying a tray. Den caught the
Zabrak’s attention and waved himover. "Hey, is that fleek eel? " he said, when he saw the
other’s plate. "I didn’t see it on the menu."

"No. It's wiggler, a local species of giant worm seared in redfruit juice and sprinkled
with fried fire gnats."

"Ah. Sounds... tasty."
"Well, it’s not the Manarai on Coruscant," the sur-geon said, "but it sure beats RRs."
Dhur regarded Zan Yant quizzically. "You ve eaten at the Mnarai ?"

"I wasn’t born on this nudball, friend Dhur. One of ny instructors was a professor at CU s
School of Mu-sic. | went to visit himfromtinme to tinme."

"Still, a spendy place for a student."

"My family is... confortably well-off," Yant said, slicing off a big chunk of worm and
popping it into his mouth. "Ah. That Charbodi an cook really knows its stuff. Want a bite?"

"Thanks, no, |I’mhappy with nine." Den regarded the surgeon with curiosity. Arich nedic
and an expert nusician-not the sort of person one expected to run into in the galactic

hi nterl ands. Why hadn’'t he or his famly been able to have Yant exenpted fromthe
mli-tary? Wealth and power had its privil eges, everybody knew that. Could it be that Yant
had volunteered? If so, Den's respect for himwould have to be ratcheted up a notch.

Bef ore he coul d pursue the subject, Yant asked, "And how goes the crusade to keep the
public informed?"

"Good." Den smiled. "And about to get better."
"Ah. A hot story?"

"Yes, indeed. | can't talk about it yet-don't want to |let the kreel out of the cage, you
understand-but |'mpleased with it. | expect it will shake things up quite a bit in
certain quarters.”
"That’ s good, | suppose.” Yant took another big mouthful of worm chewed, swall owed, and
smled. "Not bad at all." He paused a bit, then said, "A ques-tion, if you don't mnd."

"I"mall ears."

"I and the other nedics here are conscripts. Left up to us, we’'d be a dozen parsecs in any
direction away from Drongar. But you're a noncom You don’t have to be out here-you could
be reporting off a civilized planet, up to your dewflaps in relative confort and safety.
So why are you here? What calls you to this work?"

He hadn’t expected that one. Nobody had asked that particular question in years. There
were stock answers, of course-every reporter had a few. The adventure, the chance to be
where the action was, the desire to serve the public. Maybe they even believed it-he had



once, a long tine ago.
And now?

Abruptly, without neaning to, Den found hinself telling the truth. "Wars nake for big
stories, Doc. It’s all about the inmportant issues. Life, death, honor, love... it’'s the
raw feed, the nother l[ode, the crucible. You watch people deep in this kind of fire,
trying to get out, trying to get each other out, and you see what they' re really made of.

"Listen-you interview a local politician after a pub-lic neeting, and he spins word webs
i ke an educated spin-worm all glossy and shiny, but wi thout any real substance. Sure,
he’s working to keep his job-he mght even be working for the public good and all
stranger things have happened-but he's not under any real pressure, so he's got tine to
sort out his lies and nake them ni ce and neat.

"But you catch a commander whose unit has just been shot to bl oody pieces, with no hope of
rescue and en-eny fire still incomng? He is going to tell it like he sees it, and forget
the consequences. War is ugly, ny friend, ugly and painful and cruel-but it strips away
the cover, it flenses out truth-and that is what it’s all about."

Zan nodded, thoughtfully chewi ng another bite of his dinner. "But you see so nuch death.
Not to nmention you could get killed yourself."

Den shrugged. "You see an epidem ¢ of Rojo Fever, you see plenty of bodies. And you coul d
get run over by some wet-head kid bringing his | andspeeder to the city for the first tinme.
When your name is called, you go - doesn’'t matter where you' re standing, does it?"

Zan chuckl ed. "No. No natter where you are, you're always at the head of the line."

Den chuckled as well, and for a few m nutes the two were silent, enjoying the rest of
their food. At length the Sullustan drained the |ast of his ale, burped, and | eaned back
"Let me tell you a story," he said. "Along tine ago, | was assigned to cover a little

i nsurrectioni st brush war on sone backrocket world in the mddl e of the Gordi an Reach.

was hangi ng around the exit base-a prefab nuster station where the troops shipping out for
hone were staged for lift into orbit. It was way behind the lines, a day's ride by
crippl ed bantha from any shooting, as safe as your nother’'s |ap-or creche, or pouch, or
what ever.

"So I'’'mtalking to this human pup. Tall; |I’mnot even chest-high to him even though he's
real young. Seens he lied about his age to get into the arnmy, so he’s no nore than sixteen
standard years old, and by the maker's grace he's survived his tour without a scratch in
the middle of sone very heavy action. Seventy percent of his unit got fried blacker than
carbonite, but he’'s still breathing, and on his way out. Just a child. A child who now
knows about war.

"So I'’mrunning nmy thunb cam recording the kid, getting sone basic

how does-it-feel-to-be-goi ng-hone? stuff for the viewers. Al of a sudden, braap-zap
some-body cuts | oose with a pulse carbine, just waving it back and forth like a pressure
hose and cutting troops down, left, right, and center. One of the insurrection-ists,
under cover on a suicide run

"The security guys cone running, but they're not get-ting there fast enough. The shooter
is wal king right at us, he sees nme, and | can see that he sees ne, and | know |’ m about to
have ny datachip pulled. Everyone's yelling, 'Run!’ at nme. Are they kidding? |I’mso
mlking terrified | can’t even breathe, nuch Iess run

"But then this kid, who isn't even armed, steps in front of me, quite deliberately. He
catches a bolt in the gut-it was neant for ny head-and goes down. The shooter’s carbine
runs dry right then, the secs open up on him and that’'s the end of that.

"I squat down next to this poor human kid and | see he’'s not going to make it. So | ask
him "Wy’ d you do it?

"And the kid says, "You're so little

Yant stopped chewi ng and | ooked at Den, puzzl ed.

"I think he knew | was an adult, intellectually,” Den continued. "But at that nonent, when
danger threat-ened, he equated small stature with youth. He junped in front of me because



that’s what humans do-they protect their young. | thanked himbefore he died." Den paused.
"Know what he sai d?"

Yant shook his head.
"He said, 'It's okay. Wuld you tell my nother | |ove her?' "

They were both quiet for a noment. Yant ran one hand lightly over his stubby horns and
sighed. "That's so sad."

"There’'s nore." Den | ooked at his hands, saw they were knotted together. He unlaced his
fingers, feeling themcrackle.

"The shooter? He was al so a hunan. He was four-teen. | didn't get to himbefore he died,
but one of the secs did. The shooter’s last words were, 'Tell ny nother | |ove her.’
Brothers in death, children saying good-bye to their nothers."

Yant shook his head again

"These are the stories you get on the front, ny friend. These are the stories that people
need to know. " Den shrugged. "Not that it slows war down a mcrosecond, but at |east they
know it isn't all grand fun-not when you have children killing each other, and nothers’
hearts breaking over it."

Sonmehow, the potential skewering of Filba didn’t seemas bright and shiny now as it did
when Den had sat down to eat.

"I"'msorry," Yant said.

"Yeah," Den said. "Aren't we all?"
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Jos sonetines-not often, these days-felt as if he could call a dying patient back to life;
that by dint of pure will, he could keep soneone critically injured alive, refusing to |et
Death claimhim

It hel ped, of course, if his surgical procedure went well. Sonetimes, however, even when
the operation was technically correct, something went sour, and no matter how hard he
tried, no matter how nmuch he wi shed it otherw se, the patient expired.

So it was with the clone trooper on the table now The surgery had been relatively easy as
these things went: a bit of shrapnel had nicked the pericardium and there had been

bl eeding into the pericardial sac with associ-ated cardiac tanponade. But the bl ood had
been drai ned, the wounds repaired, and that should have been that. Instead, the trooper
had ceased breathing, the repaired heart had stopped, and all efforts to junp-start things
had failed. Had Jos been a religious man, he woul d have said the nan’'s essence had

depart ed.

This was the last patient, though, and he had man-aged to keep five others alive,

i ncl udi ng one who had sustai ned massive injuries to three organ systens that needed
repl acenent: a nultipunctured and deflated lung, a ruptured spleen, and a severely
| acerat ed ki dney.

Why had that one survived and this one died? It was totally unexpected, totally
i nexplicable, and totally frustrating.

Medi ci ne was not an exact science, he knewthe pa-tients often confounded things. Youd
think that gene-tically identical clones would have pretty nmuch the sane reactions to
physical stress, but that certainly didn't seemto be the case with these two.

Back when Jos had been a fairly fresh student in ned-ical school, he had frequented a
Banasi an restaurant that had becone all the rage anmpbng his peers. The food was cheap but
good, and the servings large; the place was wi thin wal ki ng di stance of the student housing
conplex, and it was open all day and all night-perfect for students. Banmasi an cui si ne was
varied, spicy, and sonething of an acquired taste, but Jos liked it. At the end of each
neal, the traditional conplinentary dessert was a small, sweet, baked bread ring, about
the size of a bracelet. Cooked into the treat was a protein-circuit onetine hol ocaster.
VWhen you broke the ring, the 'caster projected a bit of Banmasian wi sdomthat glim nered



and hung in the air for a few seconds before the organic circuitry decayed. The aphorisms
were anmusing to the medi cal students, who tended to eat as a pack for the famly-style

di scounts. Oten they would all break the bread rings at the same instant, then try to
read the homlies before they faded away. Sone of them were real how ers: "Avoid dark

al | eyways in bad nei ghbor-hoods." O "Being rich and miserable is better than just being
m serable.”" O "Beware smling politicians..."

One eveni ng, when Jos was exhausted froma |long se-ries of exans and tricky procedures he
had nostly fum bl ed, and feeling overwhel ned by things he had never thought to see, never
even consi dered mght be a part of his training, he had cracked his sweetened bread ring

open and gotten a nmessage that had seened personally crafted for himal one:

"M nimze expectations to avoi d bei ng di sap-pointed."

At the time, it had struck himas oddly useful, if somewhat obvious, wisdom If he didn't
expect any-thing, he wouldn’t be distressed if it didn't happen. He tried to plug it into
his life, and found it hel ped. Sone-times he forgot, of course. Sonetines he expected to
be able to save themall. He was a good surgeon; maybe, given the circunstances, even a
great surgeon, and he never expected to |lose a patient who had even the small-est chance
of survival. Wen it happened, it was always a shock. And al ways di sappoi nti ng.

It was hard to admt, even to hinself, but there were tinmes when he even caught hinself
feeling resentful to-ward the never-endi ng parade of wounded and dyi ng troops. There were
times, when they wheeled in a Twi’'lek with a nearly severed | ekku, or a Devaronian with
one of his livers perforated, that a small part of himrelished the opportunity to do
somet hing different. Because at this point it really did feel like he could build a

strat osphere-piercing tower just fromthe sheer tonnage of shrapnel he d pulled out of the
clone troopers. Not to mention paint it red with their bl ood.

Jos sighed as he headed for the dressing room It was too bad he didn’t have a Banasi an
bread ring now to offer himsolace..

Barriss was on her way to the nmedi cal ward when she passed a trooper standing in the hal
outside the main operating theater. He didn’'t seemto be doing anything other than sinply
standing there, staring at a blank wall.

To the unai ded eye, they all |ooked alike, but to one who was connected to the Force, this
was not the case. She knew this one. He had been her patient.

She stopped. "CT-N ne-one-four," she said.
He | ooked at her. "Yes?"
She could feel his question roiling in his mnd, and she smiled. "You nmight all |ook

ali ke, but you aren’t all the same. Your experiences shape you as much as your her-itage.
The Force can recogni ze this."

He nodded. She regarded him "You have no prob-lens with your bl ood pressure," she said,
and it was not a question-she knew it was true.

"No. | feel fine-physically."
"Why, then, are you here?"

She felt rather than saw Jos Vondar energe fromthe OI behind her, was aware of him
i stening.

"I hel ped transport another trooper here yesterday. CT-N ne-one-five."

"Ah. And how does he fare?"

"I don't know. He's still in surgery."

Jos drifted over. "N ne-one-five? He, ah, didn't nmake it."

The wave of grief that broke from CT-914 and washed over Barriss was sudden and strong. To
| ook at his face, however, it was hardly apparent that he felt this deep enotional chord.

He said, "Unfortunate. He was"-he hesitated, just a heartbeat or two, - "a good sol dier
The | oss of soneone so well trained is... re-grettable.”



Barriss could see that, even wthout the Force, Jos picked up on sonething either in
CT-914’ s tone of voice or his body |anguage, as subtle as both were. He said, "You knew
hi "

"He was decanted just after ne. W trained together, were posted here together, we were
part of the same co-hort." CT-914 hesitated again. "He... | thought of himas nmy brother."

Jos frowned. "But you're all brothers, in a sense.”
"True." The cl one trooper straightened. "Thank you for your efforts to save him Doctor.
I’ m going back to nmy unit now. "

He turned and strode away. Barriss and Jos watched himgo. "If | didn't know better," Jos
said, "lI'd say that he was upset."

"And howis it that you know better? Wuldn't you feel upset if it had been your brother?"

She hal f expected himto answer with a wi secrack - his standard response under
circunmstances like these. He didn't, however. Instead, he frowned. "He's a clone, Barriss.
Those sorts of feelings are bred out of them"”

"Who told you that? True, they are standardi zed, trained, and toughened, but they are not
m ndl ess au-tomata. They’'re nade fromthe sane kind of flesh and mind as are you and |
Jos. They bl eed when cut, they live and die, and they grieve at the |loss of a brother.
CT-N ne-one-four is in enotional pain. He covers it well enough, but such things can't be
hi dden fromthe Force."

Jos | ooked as if she had just slapped his face. "But - but-"

"The clones are bred for conbat, Jos. It’'s what they were designed to do, and they accept
it without ques-tion. Were it not for war, they would not exist. A hard life as a soldier
is better than no |life at all. But even without the Force, you felt it," she said, her
voice gen-tle. "Stoic as he tried to be, it cane out. N ne-one-four grieves. He suffers
the |l oss of his conrade. His brother."

Jos stood speechl ess. She felt enotion radiating fromhimas she had from CT-914. "It
never occurred to you before, did it?"

"l-it-of course, I..." He ran down. No. It hadn’t occurred to him not |ike this. She
coul d see that.

How bl i nd those who did not know the Force were. How sad for them

"Surgeons are notorious for their |lack of bedside manners,"” she said. "They tend to view
and treat in-juries without worrying about the whole patient, even with 'real’ people.
Most bei ngs consi der clones nothing nore than bl aster fodder-why should you be any

di f-ferent?"

Jos shook his head, confusion still bubbling in his thoughts. She felt badly for him One
of the drawbacks to the ability to use the Force was that you sonetimes |earned things
that you weren't expecting, things that you weren't capable of properly understanding,
much | ess able to do anything about. Over and over again, Barriss had di scovered that
power brought know edge, and that this was a decidedly nixed bl essing.

"I"'msorry, Jos. | didn’'t mean to-"
"No, no, it’s fine. I'll see you later." He gave her a patently fake snile and wal ked
away. He | ooked as if the weight of the planet had just been dropped on his shoul ders.

Jos wal ked across the conpound, a danp heral ding wi nd and suddenly overcast sky cooling
the muggy af-ternoon somewhat as-big surprise-another storm ap-proached. He had gotten
pretty good at judging these things after all the nmonths here. He knew he had two, naybe
three m nutes before the sky woul d open up

"Jos?" Tol k said. "You okay?"

She had conme up to wal k beside him He hadn’t even noticed her in his preoccupation with
this new and sud-denly troubling know edge.



"Me? I'"'mfine."
"No, you aren't. Renenber who | am Wat is it?"

He shook his head. "Just had a blindfold removed | didn’t know | was wearing. Sonething
took for granted, never really thought about before. |I'm

feel-ing pretty stupid.”
"Wel |, how unusual is that?"

He | ooked at her, saw the snile, and appreciated her trying to cheer himup. He nanaged a
small smile of his own. "Bet you scored 'sharpshooter’ on your basic weapons tests."

"Actually, | rated "naster’ with the pulse rifle, and dropped down to ’'sharpshooter’ only
with the sidearm bl aster."

"Figures. | was ’'basic nmarksman’ with both, which neans | can't hit the side of a
Destroyer-fromthe in-side."

"You want to tal k about it?"

He stopped. The rain was al nost here. She put her hand on his shoul der, and, oh, yes, he
wanted to talk about it. Later-when they were hol ding each other, kissing, and happier
than he’ d been since he had been conscripted. Then he’'d tal k about it. She'd be hard- put
to shut himup, then.

But now. ..

"Not really, no," he said. The touch of her hand on his shoul der was al nbst hypnotic in
its confort.

The stormhit then. Big, fat drops, a few at first, pattered - and then the del uge. They
stood together in the rain, not noving.
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Jos had hoped that Klo Merit could shed sonme |ight on his newfound and unconfortabl e
know edge about clones, but so far, the minder was nore stirring up nmud fromthe nurky
bottom of his thoughts than punmping in clarity.

Clarity seened a forlorn hope right now.
"So, what exactly are we tal king about here when you say ’expertise’ ?"

Merit said, "Well, you can tell a |ot about how rmuch sonmebody knows by listening. See this
ring?" He held his hand up so that Jos could viewit. The piece of jewelry was a deep
gol den band of netal with a thunbnail -sized stone inset into it. The stone glittered in
the overhead light of Merit’'s office, flashing multiple colors-reds, blues, greens, and
yellows in a kind of rolling pattern, as Merit noved his hand. It was quite inpressive.

Jos nodded. "Very nice. Sone kind of firestone?"

Merit smiled. "Yes. And your question marks you as somebody who knows a little about them
but not nmuch. You recognize it as a firestone, but that's only a small step into the
subj ect.”

Jos shrugged. "I’ma surgeon. You want to know about ki dney stones, |'m your boy."

"Somebody who didn’t know anythi ng about gens would say, ’'That's nice-what kind of stone
is it? Sonebody who knows a little nore will comment as you did. A person with a bit nore
know edge m ght say, 'Is that a Gallian firestone, or a Rathalayan?” They know there is a
di fference between those two and prob-ably that this is one or the other

"Now, a real expert will look at ny ring and say, 'Ah, a black Gallian firestone, very
nice. Is it a crystal or a boulder matrix? Because he can tell that many specifics just
by I ooking at it-that it is a firestone, that it comes from@Gall, that it is a black. But

the way it’s nounted, he can’t see the back of it, so he can’t tell the matrix. It’'s a



boul der, by the way, which denotes the kind of rock in which firestone is sonetimes found,
and the termblack refers to the background col ors upon which the flashes shine."

Jos shook his head. "So now |’ m educated about gens."

Merit smiled broadly. "No, you aren’t. You couldn’t tell a real one froma fake, and you
don’t know any-thing el se about them other than what | just told you. How valuable is it,
do you think?"

"Even if you found it in the Jasserak Swanp, | still couldn't afford it."

“"I't’s worth nore than a blue-white dianond of the same size. And do you know about the
curse?"

" Curse’ ?"

"Yes. Firestones are supposed to be unlucky. But that was a canard, started by di anond
mer chants who were | osing business to firestone sellers. Only thing unlucky about themis
not owni ng one."

Jos smiled. "Okay, | take your point. At |east part of it.
"So take the rest of it. You weren't an expert on clones because you never tried to be.
Q her than knowing how to cut and glue them back together, which is sufficient for your

needs, why woul d you bother? Be-fore the war, there weren't enough cl ones around to make
it a concern. Qut of sight, out of mind. You deal with their physiology, not their

psychol ogy. "
"That’s true."

"But clones aren’t the only beings you probably haven’t thought nuch about. What about
dr oi ds?"

“Droi ds? What about thenP"

"Do you consi der them peopl e?"

"Only in the sane sense that a tetrawave is. They’'re machi nes."

"But they think. They interact. They function."

Jos | ooked perpl exed. "Okay, but..."

"Wrk with me for a minute," Kl o continued. "Just for the sake of argument, have you ever
met a droid that expressed worry, or fear, or that had, say, a sense of hu-nor? That

seened. .. self-aware?"

Jos was silent. Yes. He had. I-Five cane inmediately to nmind. "But they don't feel pain
They can’t repro-duce-"

"Aren’t there people with neuropathic disorders who don't feel pain? And who runs the
assenbly line in a droid factory, building nore droids?"

Jos laughed. "You can switch a droid on and off, dis-assenble it, put it back together
and it won't blink a photosensor. O course," he added, "you can do that to nme too, but
only after a fourteen-hour shift."

“"I"mnot saying they are exactly |like you and ne. But if you stop and think about it, a
sel f-aware construct that has an enotional content and a job isn't sinply a dunbot wel ding
seanms on next year’s | andspeeder.”

"You aren’t helping here. I'mstill trying to get my mnd around the concept of clones as
peopl e, and now you' re throwi ng droids at ne."

"Life isn't sinple, Jos. Once you start clunping cells into tissues and tissues into
systens, the level of complexity goes up in powers of ten. | can't give you any easy
answer s-you have to figure things out for yourself."

"What ever the Republic’s paying you, it’s too nuch.”



Merit shrugged, a fluid and smooth gesture. "That’'s how the gal axy works. It’s not ny
design; when | get to be in charge of everything, I'Il fix it. Until then, we're stuck
with this."

Jos sighed. Wen you wanted answers, nore ques-tions didn't exactly help

Merit | ooked at his chrono and stood. "Qur session is up-and | believe it’'s nowtime for
the weekly sabacc gane, is it not?"

"Raise," Den said. He tossed a ten-credit chip onto the table. The suspension field kept
it fromclinking too nmuch or rolling away.

"I"lIl see that," Jos said, "and raise you two." Two nmore chips hit the grow ng pile.

Den glanced owishly at his cards, then at the rest of the players surrounding the cantina
tabl e as each anted up in turn. Besides hinself and Captain Vondar, there were five
others: Captain Yant, Barriss Ofee, the nmin-der Klo Merit, Tolk Ie Trene, and |-Five. Den
could glean no clues fromany of themas to the hands they were holding; the four organics
all had carefully non-commttal faces, and even though the droid was capable of subtle

expressions, he apparently had no problemcontrolling them

It had been said that sabacc was as much a gane of skill as it was of chance, and Den had
no trouble believ-ing that, especially with this crowd. Tal k about a stacked deck: out of
seven players, three of themwere extrenely adept at reading others. He was pretty certain
that the Padawan woul d not use the Force to give herself an edge, but he wasn't so sure
about Tolk and Merit. The m nder m ght be able to sense feelings in the others that would
betray their enotional state, and so gain an edge, but Tol k woul d have a harder tine of

it. Even though this group wasn't exactly at the same |evel of ex-pertise as a bunch of
card shooks working the Corus-cant Crown Casino, they' d all, Den included, nastered fairly
well the art of the "sabacc mask"-the completely expressionless face that did not betray
by so much as an eyel ash flicker any clues whatsoever. Not even a Lorrdian could read body
| anguage if the body in question was being utterly uncomruni cati ve.

"Nobody calls? Geat," Yant said. "Draw two." Bar-riss, the new deal er, handed himhis
cards.

Fromthe camp’s hypersound speakers, the voice of one of Filba' s subordi nates nade an
announcement, the focused sound beanms naking it seemas if he were speaking to each

i ndi vidual alone. "Attention," the voice said hesitantly, obviously reading unfamliar
copy. "At, uh, zero-six-hundred hours the schedul ed i n-spection by Admral Bleyd will take
pl ace. Let’'s nake sure we give hima big wel cone."

"Ah, yes,"
the rush.™

Jos said. "The visitation fromon high. Think 1I'll start saluting now and avoid

A new round of betting began, starting this tinme with |-Five. Den had been watching the
droid play with some interest. |I-Five's cognitive nodul e was no doubt capabl e of
calculating all or nearly all of the nmyriad conbina-tions possible in the
sevent y-si x-chi p-card deck, but not even the nost advanced synaptic grid processor could
anticipate the random order in which they m ght occur in any given hand. Still, the droid
was an excellent player, calmand cool. "Raise three," he said.

Jos raised an eyebrow. "Maybe it’'s just the heat," he said, "but | could swear that
durasteel skin of yours is starting to sweat."

"Must be a | eaky |lube node,"” |I-Five replied inper-turbably. "I mght note, however, that
ny ol factory sen-sor is picking up a distinct whiff of fear pheronbne with your genetic
tag, Captain Vondar."

"How d you get to be so good at cards, |-Five?" Den asked the droid.

"My partner taught nme,"” the droid replied. "He could usually wal k out of a gane with nore
credits than he went in with. He's held nore idiot’s arrays than an asyl um nurse."

"Do you consider yourself to be a sentient organic, |ike a human?" Jos asked abruptly.

"Only when |"mparticularly depressed,” the droid replied.



Jos made a wy face. Before he could reply I-Five con-tinued, "Knowi ng what | do of

organi cs, however, and of humans in particular, | rmust assune that your ques-tion is
sincere, Captain Vondar. | can only answer that, due to a cognitive nodul e superior to
nost droids of ny category, as well as the lack of a creativity danper, | amnore sentient
than nost of ny colleagues. Does this nean that | qualify as a 'living being? | suppose

that depends on one’'s point of view But nost phil osophers take the position that to be
able to ask the question is to have already answered it."

Den saw a qui ck gl ance pass between the captain and the mnder, sawthe latter smle
slightly. Something sub-surface was definitely going on there.

“"I'n the twelve years that | have ricocheted around this galaxy like the | egendary Roon
Conet," |-Five contin-ued, "I have encountered a great nany interesting per-sonalities.
Sone of them have been droids. | still have gaps in my menory that seemto be connected to
some kind of trauma occurring not long after ny |eaving Cor-uscant. My self-repair systens
are processing these gaps, assenbling the missing data frominterior holo-grammcs, but ny
internal logic circuits won't allow synaptic |linkage to proceed with |ess than
seventy-five percent certainty."

Den gl anced at Jos. It was his hand, but the surgeon seemed deep in thought, unaware of
his turn.

"Jos," Barriss said gently after a nonent.

Jos | ooked up. "I call," he said.
Everyone showed their hands. Den chuckled as he put down a full twenty-three. "Pure
sabacc,"” he said, grin-ning and reaching for the two pots. "Scan 'em and sob, |adies and-"

Jos laid down his cards. Den and the other players stared in disbelief. It was an idiot’s
array: the face card plus a two of sabers and a three of flasks.

"Nice play," Tol k said.

"Thanks," Jos said as he gathered in the credits. But Den, watching the surgeon’s
expression, had the dis-tinct feeling that right now, Captain Vondar could not have cared
| ess about wi nni ng.
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The ni ght was, of course, warm Wngstingers, fire gnats, and other hapl ess insects flew
past and hurled thensel ves agai nst zappers, adding little blue flickers to the camp lights
and what little wan star gl eam managed to penetrate the nostly cloudy skies. Drongar’s two
nmoons weren’'t even big enough to show disks, so, were it not for the Rinmsoo lights, the
swanp woul d be ex-ceedingly dark now As would the entire night half of the planet. On a
rainy evening, the only light was fromswanp rot, lightning flashes, and the intermttent
glow of the fire gnats

An unpl easant place in every aspect. Wll, no, be hon-est-the eneny personnel were
actually fairly decent beings.

There was a tendency, the spy knew, to identify with the people you found yoursel f anobng
when you were working. There could cone a tinme when you'd forget your original purpose,
and start to think of those whomyou were detailed to watch, or to damage, as rea

friends. It was called "going native. " Many agents and spies had done it, in war and in
peace. It was all too easy. Enenmies were not facel ess automata, or ampral nonsters who got
up every norning with a burning de-sire to rage forth and do evil. No, nmpbst of them were
just |ike anybody el se-they had hopes, fears, famlies, and they believed they were doing
the right things for the right reasons.

It was hard to denoni ze such peopl e.

To be sure, you could present it as such to a bunch of young troopers. You could

i ndoctrinate them visu-alizing the eneny soldiers as maniacal fiends who wanted not hi ng
nore than to slaughter innocent younglings, burn down your prine nother’s house, and
violate your drove father's grave. Mdern soldiers rarely saw the eneny face to face at
any event. Firing a missile at sonebody ten thousand neters away was bl oodl ess and

uni nvol ving. But even a brief encounter at close range on the field was someti nes enough
to ruin nonths of training: the first time one of your re-cruits saw a young bei ng who



| ooked a lot like himor her or it, sitting on a battlefield holding in his guts with his
hands and crying for a drink of water-well, it was a shock. Your newy battle-trained
conscript mght suddenly realize that the dying young sol dier had hopes and fears not al
that different fromhis own-and naybe that all he, too, wanted to do was just serve his
tour and go home. That realization was |ike an upended flask of liquid nitrogen, chilling
to the core.

Thi nki ng al ong those lines was not a good idea for a soldier. It mght make him hesitate
next time; mght even get himkilled. Best to try and ignore it.

But when you were a sub-rosa agent, you couldn’t do that. You couldn’t harbor illusions
that your enemi es were evil; not when you ate with them drank with them worked with
them You sonetines grew very at-tached to them In a place like this, people lived in
each other’s pockets. You |l earned to know the one sitting across fromyou at the chow hal
table, almost as well as you did your own reflection

The staff at this R nsoo were good people, alnost all of them The spy knew this-judging
bei ngs was a big part of an agent’s business. If this war hadn’t begun, any of them could
have been potential friends. There wasn't a denon anong t hem

That made the tasks harder. Wen you weren’t hurt-ing sone nonster by setting events in
notion, but in-stead were harm ng people who considered you their friend-it hurt. You got
up every norning and your |ife anmong themwas alnost totally a lie. Everything you said or
did had to remai n hidden behind a thick shroud, kept secret for your own survival. Spies,
after all, were not well treated in tines of war. You were sel domtraded when caught;
generally, a quick mlitary court would be convened and you woul d be extingui shed like a
swi tched-of f glow stick, quietly and quickly, as soon as they extracted whatever
intelligence they could fromyour soon-to-be-dead brain. Dead on sone faraway planet,
unnourned in a shall ow grave, detested by those who thought they' d known you.

And even if you were successful-even if you completed your m ssion and returned
safely-there was no glory, no nedals, no parades at home. If you were very lucky, you got
tolive a quiet, lowkey life without hav-ing extensive parts of your nenory sponged away
by "your" side.

Spying was not a job for one with pale courage. You had to be nmade of sonething stronger
than the strongest steelcrete to withstand the stress of being an undercover agent, no
matter which side you worked for, no matter how strong and valid your reasons for doing
the j ob.

Valid? Oh, yes, the spy’'s reasons were certainly that. The reasons were old and far away,
but undi m ni shed nonet hel ess. Even so, it was inpossible to smle at these people and not
nmean it, because they were good people. None of them had participated in the atrocity that
had made all this necessary-all of them in fact, would have been horrified at the event.
Decent beings on any side of any war would be. But it wasn’'t the decent be-ings who caused
such things. And it was the indecent ones who had to pay for their crines. You had to
resolve early on that the innocent mght have to suffer, and you had to strive to make
themsuffer as little as possible, but suffering was unavoi dable. People died in war, just
as the spy’'s people had died, and there was little to be done about it, save to nake it
happen as cleanly and qui ckly as possible.

Sone of themwere attractive, bright, skilled... all the things the spy sought in friends
and | overs. And yet they would die. That resolve had to remain steadfast. War was a cold
busi ness. The tears would have to cone nuch |ater..

It was time for bed. Tormorrow would bring whatever it would bring, and rest, if allowed by
happenst ance, was al ways necessary.

At | east once a nonth, Admiral Bleyd did a tour of the Rimsoos. It was a cursory

i nspection, to wave the flag and pretend he cared about the troops and nmedics toiling on
this tropical mudball he had cone to so thor-oughly detest. Wen the next Black Sun agent
ap-peared, it was not Bleyd' s intent that there be anything unusual in his own routine.
The inspection tour was schedul ed and, w thout compelling reason to call it off, would
proceed as nornal. Business as usual

It was largely a waste of everybody’'s tine. They knew when he was com ng, had had plenty
of time to polish and prepare. He woul d not see anything amiss unless it happened by
accident, and right in front of him



He couldn't even take tine off to go hunting-but then, there was nothing worthy of his
skill on this sod-den world.

Bl eyd al ways used his personal lighter for the flight to the surface, a small craft
traditionally called that be-cause its nanmesake’'s original purpose had been to "lighten"
vessel s on planetary seas by noving cargo ashore. H's craft, a nodified Surronian
Conqueror as-sault ship, was not the standard vessel for an adniral of the fleet. The
vessel was small, less than thirty meters in length, and its cargo-carrying capacity was
[imted-it wouldn’t lighten any ship of size to any noticeabl e de-gree, which was norma
enough. It ran, however, a clus-ter of eight Surronian ion engines, four A2s and four
A2.50s, and was the fastest thing in the atnosphere on this planet by far. Eneny guns set
to track ordinary transport and starfighters would be shooting at enpty air far behind the
shi p when Bl eyd cranked it up. Expo-sure to the spores was also nore linmted than in other
craft. On a good flight, with no |ocal storns to slow himdown, he could | eave the flight
deck and |l and at ground stations in half the time any other transport available could
manage. The hyperdrive was a Class One Corellian Engineering Corporation H .5, suffi-cient
to carry a passenger back to the realmof civilized worlds. Bl eyd had heard about the
vessel after it had been captured fromsone pirate or other during a mli-tary engagenent
just before he was posted here, and with a bit of clever bargai ning had managed to obtain
it as his personal transport.

Aside fromits other virtues, the ship had a pleasing aerodynam c shape, a kind of
el ongated figure eight. There was, after all, no reason an admiral’s transport couldn’t
| ook as good as it flew.

This jaunt was a piece of dream cake. As he | anced through the atnosphere toward the
surface, he was pondering his other problem credits, and how best to anass as nmany as
possi bl e as quickly as possible with-out risk of detection.

"Pl ease identify yourself," cane the request fromthe nmain Republic ground battery control

Bl eyd smled. They had to ask, but they certainly knew who he was. The sensor profile of
his |ighter was unique-there was nothing in twenty parsecs that | ooked even renotely like
it.

"Admiral Bleyd here," he responded, his voice crisp. "On inspection tour from MedSt ar
Ni neteen." He rat-tled off the current identification code, which was changed daily on his
order.

There was brief pause while the officer in charge pre-tended to check to make sure his
conmander wasn’'t some Separatist spy coming to bonb a poor Rinsoo unit squatting in a
swanp. Then: "All fine, sir. Proceed to designated | andi ng quadrant, and wel core, Admral.'

Bl eyd shut off the conm wi t hout responding.

It was not the noney per se, though that certainly had its appeal on sone level. No, it
was the recovery of honor, the prestige, the righting of wongs-that was what a bank ful
of credits represented. He had al ready managed to build hinmself a nice sum enough so
that, if nanaged correctly, it would keep himfed and cl othed and reasonably confortable
for the rest of his life. But the goal was not nerely to retire in confort; no, the goa
was much nore inmportant than that. The goal was honor

Mxed in with this was, of course, a degree of vengeance. There were bei ngs who needed to
be dealt with, old grudges settled, and a dynasty to begin. He had to find a mate, narry,
produce heirs, and nmake cer-tain that his sons and daughters woul d be sufficiently wealthy
so as to guarantee their rightful places in the galaxy. This war woul d be over eventually.
The Repub-lic would prevail-he didn't doubt that, inconceivable that it would not-and life
woul d go on nuch as it had before. A peaceful gal axy, with anple opportunity for the

| anded and wealthy to prosper even nore-these were things to be taken for granted. No sane
bei ng wanted war, save that it served his own ends. There were fortunes to be nade in
times of conflict, power to be gathered, and when this one was done Bl eyd and his
descendants woul d be anong the rich and powerful. O that, there was no doubt.

The doing of it was not so easy, but he was both clever and resourceful. Snmall anmpunts of
the bota could con-tinue to be diverted and stored. His dealings with Black Sun woul d have
to cease-a najor theft was out of the question-but he could hide a |ot of the val uable
adap-togen on a ship the size of a MedStar, stack it in blocks of carbonite disguised as
somet hing el se, and take it back to civilization hinself, bold as you pl ease. The
ma-terial would never show up on a manifest, nobody would know it existed, and it would



only becone nore valuable as tinme went by. A thousand kil os of pharna-ceutical -grade bota
stashed in some warehouse would eventually be worth mllions all by itself.

But there were other things a smart admiral could do to enhance his fortune. A nedica
system necessary for a Rinsoo could be ordered in duplicate, and one of themcould find
its way el sewhere, perhaps to some world in desperate need of such a facility, and
bartered for sonething of equal value but nore portable. Pre-cious netal or rare gens,

say. And a couple of first-class medical droids nmisdirected to some frontier planet where
doctors were in short supply would also be worth their weight in credits. Even a copy of a
propri-etary conputer program such as the one that ran the MedStar’s operational systens,
was a valuable comnodity-if presented to the right custoner. How nmany one-starship worlds
woul d | ove to have one of those for its hospitals, with no questions asked, for the right
price?

The ship’s hull began to warmas it arrowed its way into the atnosphere. The sensors noted
this and ad-justed the environnmental control systens. He was only a few m nutes away from
the ground nedical HQ tra-ditionally called Rinsoo One. There didn't seemto be any
fighting in this quadrant today, so he didn't expect any real trouble. Now and then, sone
pilot fromthe Confederacy would try a suicide run, braving the spores in order to get a
chance to attack a Republic vessel out-side his operational range. He had never been
attacked hinsel f, and the lighter was equipped with a pair of fire-linked ion cannons, as
wel | as | aser cannons he could use fromthe cockpit. He sonetinmes w shed one of the
Separatist fighters would try himso that he could denonstrate he was no rear-guard
admiral, but such an opportunity had never presented itself. Too bad.

"This is Landing Control. We are assum ng com nmand of your vessel in thirty seconds, sir

Bl eyd nodded to hinself. "Acknow edged, Landing Control." He would prefer to bring the
lighter in hinself on manual, but this was not standard procedure, and Tarnese Bl eyd woul d
not risk his future on pure ego-driven natters of such small consequence. Let them | and
the ship. He had bigger gane to slay...
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Bleyd liked to vary his inspections. Sonetinmes he would stick to one planetary sector;
other times he would travel across an entire region. On one trip he might visit R msoos in
nunerical order; another time he'd hit only the even - or odd-nunbered ones. There were a
dozen of the emergency nedi cal bases, one for practically every major battlefront, spread
far and wi de over Tanl asso. There was no way he could see themall in a single visit,

unl ess he was willing to stay on the ground for a nonth of constant travel. Republic
Mobil e Surgical Units were technically able to pick up and nmove quickly, either to avoid
danger or to follow the advance or retreat of the front |ines. Once established, however,
the units tended to stay put for weeks or nonths, and sonme of themwere still in the sane
spot where they' d been initially dropped. There wasn’t a |l ot of variation anmong them
since they all had the same primary purpose: the repair and mai ntenance of the cl one
trooper arny and what-ever other casualties mght occur

Not that it nade any difference how he conducted his inspections; whichever manner he
chose, the word would be there long before he arrived. Sonme |eaders liked to drop in
unannounced, but for him surprise was not part of the process. He wasn’'t | ooking for
somet hi ng unpl easant to have to deal with. As |ong as nobody foul ed up, he didn’t worry
about the day-to-day operations.

As the |l andspeeder ferrying himfromthe area’'s temporary hub spaceport approached the
current |ocation of R nsoo Seven, Bleyd watched faint speckles of red-di sh spore dust
glitter over the vehicle s transparisteel canopy. Even though the spores were much | ess
danger-ous at ground | evel nost of the tine, zipping along in a speeder with the top down
was hardly a good idea.

The unit was just ahead; they’'d covered the two hundred or so kiloneters of marshland and
bayous separating it fromhis |anding pad quickly. Hs driver was a young, four-armed
Myneyrsh mal e, which was somet hing of a surprise. Mdst Myneyrshi had an aver-sion to
technol ogy, and Bl eyd assuned that this ap-plied to powered ground-effect craft such as
this one. The driver also had an issue blaster on the seat beside him though if attacked,
Bleyd was fairly sure the trooper would reach first for the big garral-tooth knife he wore
in a sheath strapped to his translucent blue | eg. There was a Myneyrsh saying: "A knife
never runs out of amunition." Bleyd understood that well enough

"Ri nsoo Seven, Admral, sir," the driver said.



Bl eyd nodded. He had been here before, though it had been several nonths, at |least. The
pl ace | ooked like all the others; only the location and the |ocal graffiti marked it as
different.

Well, that and the fact that his partner in crine, Filba the Hutt, was based here..

They approached the perineter, were challenged by the guard, and admitted through the
energy shield. The military-grade power shield kept certain things out, notably
fast-noving mssiles and hi gh-energy spectra such as gamma and X- rays, while letting in
radi o waves and visible light. Unfortunately, heat, rain, spores, and insects were slow
enough to sone degree to pass through the osnotic shield as well.

Bl eyd met Col onel D Arc Vaetes, the commander, and each offered up the usual ordained and
meani ngl ess conplinents and coments. Going through the no-tions, Bleyd was paying
sonmewhat |l ess than half his at-tention to the tour. Vaetes ran a tight ship, he knew, and
the admral would have been surprised to see anything really am ss.

As they passed the dining hall and cantina on their way to | ook at the nmain surgica
theater, Bleyd saw a nan | eaning agai nst a poptree twenty neters away, smling.

A chill touched Bleyd' s spine, for there was a distinct sense of danger emanating fromthe
smling human. There was nothing overt about it, nothing that m ght be seen as a gesture
of disrespect, but the feeling was un-m stakable. Here was a warrior-not just a soldier. A
smling killer who knew what he was and gloried in the know edge.

Bl eyd stopped. "Wo is that?"

Vaet es gl anced over and said, "Phow Ji, the Bunduki close-conbat instructor. H's workouts
keep me in bet-ter shape than I'd like."

"Ah." That explained it. Bleyd knew about Ji. Like any good hunter, he al ways marked
predators in his ter-ritory. Ji had had a reputation before he arrived here; his datafile
had been flagged. And since he had arrived, he had done several things to add to that
reputation. There was a runor that a holo existed of Ji going up against a trio of nercs,
and being the only one to wal k away. Bleyd was very interested in seeing that.

To Vaetes, he said, "Let’s go over and say hello." As they turned and headed toward Ji,
the admral was amused to see the fighter’s nostrils flare a little, and his rel axed pose
becorme just a bit nore tense. He smled. It could have just been his rank, but Bleyd
didn't think so. His file stated that Phow Ji had little respect for author-ity. No, Bleyd
figured that Ji recognized in himthe sanme thing that he had i mmediately seen in the
Bunduki : a potentially dangerous opponent. Ji canme to attention, albeit somewhat slowy.
"At ease, Lieutenant Ji."

"By your command, Admiral." The fighter rel axed, bent his knees slightly, and shook his
shoul ders al nost i nperceptibly.

Getting ready to nove, Bleyd thought. Excellentl. This man could take on twenty Bl ack Sun
thugs like the one Bl eyd had bested orbitside wthout breaking a sweat.

"You know me?" Ji asked.

"Of course. | have heard that you are... an adept fighter."

Hi s tone, and the pause, were just enough to give his coment an archness that m ght or
m ght not be sar-castic. So close that it could have been nothing-or a calculated insult.
| mpossible to tell

The two | ooked at each other for a second, each gaze cool and neasuri ng.

Ji said, "Adept enough for anyone on this planet. Sir."

Bl eyd held a grin in check, though he wanted to show his teeth. The Bunduki was insol ent.
The coment was plainly a challenge. There had been a tine, when he had been nuch younger
when Bl eyd woul d have stripped off his skin-shirt at such a remark, and they woul d have

danced right then and there. He wanted to do it nowand he could tell that Ji knew this,
and was ready to go at it, too.



Three things stopped Bleyd from physically attacking the Bunduki who was standing there
and inviting just that. First, he was an admral of the fleet, and it was be-neath himto
be seen brawing in public. Such a match woul d have to take place behind cl osed doors and
un-w t nessed, were it to happen at all

Second, Bleyd's plans to redeemhis fanmly’'s honor were still paranpunt, and a physica
squabble with an-other officer, for whatever reasons, would draw un-wanted attention from
upl evel s. He did not want to risk that.

Third-and this reason cane hard, but he could not deny it-he wasn't at all sure he could
beat Phow Ji in a fair match. There was no doubt that he was stronger and faster, but the
human was a conbat chanpi on, and his skills had been honed in dozens of matches, sone of
whi ch had been to the death. Size and strength and speed all mattered, of course, but an
opponent with enough skill could level that field. Wien two fully grown saber-fangs
fought, the winner and the | oser both cane away bl oody, and which was the victor was
sonme-tinmes difficult to tell. Bleyd was a predator, and as such was willing to risk death,
but smart killers did so only when the reward was worth the risk. Bragging rights for
beating a combat chanpion did not fall into that category-at |least, not on this day, and
not in this place.

VWhat if, he wondered briefly, he were to turn Ji loose in the rain forest and nake it a
hunt ? That woul d gi ve Bl eyd the advantage, but even so, it might not end with him
victorious. Such risk would definitely spice the gane, but it was not, unfortunately,
goi ng to happen now.

"I would like to see you in action sonmeday," Bl eyd said.

Ji nodded wi thout breaking eye contact. Bl eyd could see that he understood that the

adm ral was not backing down, but only postponing a possible confrontation. "I'd |ike that
as well, Admiral. Sir."

The two stood there for a few seconds, neither of themblinking. Finally, Bleyd turned to
Vaetes. "You were going to show ne the operating theater, Comman-der. And | expect that
the field commanders will want to display their troops, who will no doubt be getting warm
in this weather."

Vaet es, who had kept a respectful distance fromand a noncommttal expression about what
must have seened to hima very strange interlude, nodded. "Right this way, Admiral."

Bl eyd could feel Ji's gaze on his back as he wal ked away. A pity, but it was true that a
hunter without pa-tience usually went hungry. There would be another tinme. Already,

t hough, Bleyd felt better about his tour. There was nothing |like a dangerous ani ma

stal king you to get the bl ood circul ating.

Hi s ent husi asm danpened a bit as he renmenbered that there was other business to which he
nmust attend at this particular R nsoo, distasteful as it was. No rest for the being in
charge. .

It was tine.

Wth the Rinsoo admiral planetside for his tour, there would not be a better opportunity,
Den knew, to spring his trap for Filba. To see the larcenous Hutt’s many crinmes finally
brought to |ight-the enbezzl e-ment and usury and countless other illegal appropria-tions
that Den had diligently discovered over the past several weeks, both through the Hol oNet
and by skillful interviews with the staff, all revealed right under Admi-ral Bleyd s
nose-what could be nore fitting? O nore satisfying?

It hadn’'t been easy. The data trail had been as serpen-tine as the Hutt’'s own slinme track
after a nmmssive can-tina bender. The nost incriminating indictnment had cone from one of
the nedical staff who had an uncle on the supply side. The uncle had in his possession
en-crypted data that inplicated Filba in the rerouting of five hundred hectoliters of
Anticeptin-D into the cargo hold of a black marketeer’s freighter two nonths ago. It
wasn’t strong enough evidence by itself, and Filba had at | east been smart enough not to
bl eed the sanme source twi ce, but coupled with the other infractions Den had di scovered, it
woul d be nore than enough to take hi m down.

Den | eaned back on his forntot and smled. Payback woul d be sweet.

Over the hypersound speakers canme the nmartial strains of the Republic Anthemis first



stanza-the nu-sic traditionally played whenever a ranking officer or visiting dignitary
was present. O course, Den was a noncom so he was not technically obligated to turn out
with the others. Still, no harmin showing a little courtesy.

He' d only spoken to the Sakiyan officer once, and that briefly, before he’'d nade the drop
to Drongar. But fromwhat he’'d heard around the base, Adnira

Bl eyd was held in reasonably high regard. He ran a tight operation, and there seened to be
l[ittle question of his personal courage, pride, and honor. Den didn’t know that nuch about
Saki yan culture, but he did know that the society was structured around conpl ex

fam ly-political units, and that honor, dignity, and re-spect played a big part-so nmuch so
that there were a nmultitude of subtle, yet distinct, permutations, each with its own nane
and rul es.

He enmerged fromthe tent, blinking and, as always, slightly astonished at the stifling,
sodden heat, and saw the officers, enlistees, and nedical personnel lined up for

i nspection. The clone cohort was separate, their gl eani ng bl ack-and-white-arnored fornms,
all exactly the same hei ght and body type, standing at attention in rows that, if not
perfect, couldn’t have been off by nore than a nmillineter at best.

Why you woul d bother to inspect clones was beyond him Seen one, seen them all

Admiral Bl eyd stood before them He was an inpres-sive figure, surely enough-tall and

| ean, his dress grays showing nary a winkle, and sonehow Den knew t hat he wasn’t using an
antistatic field generator. No winkle that knew what was good for it woul d come anywhere
close to the adnmiral’s uniform

The bal d, burnished head gleanmed in the sun, its dark bronze shining |like an insect’s
carapace. Den couldn’t see any sign of the admiral sweating. Maybe Sakiyans didn't sweat.
O maybe it was just Adnmiral Bleyd who didn't.

The reporter came to a stop not far fromthe officers’ line. He could see Fil ba-Not
exactly hard to mss, he |ooks |ike sonething a space slug sneezed out. The

Hutt's yell owi sh skin was even nore nottled than usual, and he | ooked particularly sliny
today. You don't know what suffering is yet, Den silently prom sed the gigantic noll usk.
At least this planet has an atnmosphere, foul though it nay be. Not like a prison on an
asteroid, where all you'll have to look at is rock..

The best tine to drop his bonbshell would be during the inspection tour-out of Filba's
earshot, obviously. Den tried to visualize the | ook of dismay on the Hutt's face when
security cane to collect him

Sonmewhat to his surprise, now that this el aborate re-venge schenme he had worked on for the
past several weeks was about to pay off, he felt remarkably unen-thused about the whole
thing. Blowing the whistle on the Hutt suddenly seened |ike nore of an obligation, a duty,
than savory retribution. He didn't feel the joy he thought he woul d.

It wasn’t just payback for the Hutt’'s recent treatnent of him He'd nearly gotten Den
killed on Jabiim as well. No, Filba had had this coning for a long tine. But nowand this
struck himw th sonmething very close to real horror-Den realized mght actually be feeling
re-luctant to do it.

You're getting soft, Den told hinself. Losing your edge. Miust be the heat. You gotta get
of f this planet.

Then he noticed the admiral pause slightly as he passed the Hutt. There was eye contact
bet ween the two-a very quick glance, sonething that, unless you d been an investigative
reporter with your sensors attuned by years in the field, was virtually unnoticeabl e.

But Den noticed it.
Most interesting.

Al t hough he was aware that he might be reading a ter-abyte or two into that | ook that
wasn't necessarily there, still, the inplications were... unsettling. He would bet his
droptacs that there was something going on between the Hutt and the Sakiyan, and that it
woul d be, at the very least, highly unorthodox. What woul d an admiral of the fleet and a
supply sergeant have to tal k about?



It was a lot to read into a single, alnost sublimnal glance. It m ght be nothing nore
than distaste for Hutts in general that had caused Bl eyd s | ook, but Den Dhur was adept at
what he did, and he had learned to trust his reporter’s instincts-mker knew they had been
hard enough to conme by. And the nore he thought about it, the nore sense it nade. The
deeper his investigations into Filba' s mal feasance had gone, the nore obvious it had
becone that the Hutt couldn’t be handling a bl ack-market operation like this by hinself.
He had to be get-ting help from higher up. Den just hadn’t realized how high up the help
was.

O a nmonent, he did a fast revision of his plans.

Looks like I won't be acquainting the admiral with your iniquities after all, you sack of
slime. Certainly not until he was nore know edgeabl e about Bl eyd's in-volvement. The rot
had spread higher than he'd thought. If he went tripping into the admral’s presence and
began bl athering about Filba's crines to his partner in those crines, who just happened to
be sonebody who coul d have himshot with a wave of his hand - well, that could be a fata
error.

Don't tell me you re surprised, his m nd whi spered nockingly.

The adm ral dism ssed the troops and personnel. Col -onel Vaetes, acconpani ed by Captains
Vondar and Yant, joined Bleyd to wal k himthrough the operating theater.

Sooner or later, Bleyd would find tinme to speak to Filba alone. And Den was determni ned
that they wouldn’t be as al one as they thought they were...
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Back in his cubicle Den pulled a small box from under the bed, thunbed the recognizer
| ock, and opened it. It was time to bring out the big guns-or, rather, the small ones. The
smal l est one, in fact, and it wasn't a gun, though it did "shoot."

Den held the tiny device close to his eyes and admired it. It was a tiny spycam di sgui sed
as a flying insect, known as a noon noth. The entire thing barely cov-ered his thunbnail,
but its biom netic design allowed it to fly about undetected, letting its operator hear
and see everything its sensors could pick up, fromup to ten thousand neters away. He'd
used it a fewtimes before. It had a built-in state-of-the-art confounder that would
nullify tangle fields, sensor screens, or other electro-magnetic obstructions either Bleyd
or Filba mght be wearing. And, with all the wi nged pests buzzing around the base anyway,
one nore would hardly be noticed. It had cost himthree nonths’ pay, but the first tine
he'd used it, back when he'd done the story on the WIld Space smugglers, it had paid for
itself.

"OFf you go," he nmurnured as he activated the de-vice. The noon noth flew through the open
entrance and vani shed as Den slipped on the virtual headset that would allow himto
control it.

He let himself enjoy the feeling of flying for a few nmo-nents, clinbing high over the base
for a panoramic view of the swanp, then swooping down |low to buzz one of the many cl ones
in sight. Then he | evel ed out and headed for Filba s domain

The door was shut, but there were plenty of tiny openings where the heat-warped pl astee
was joined with the duralloy franmework. He squeezed the nmoon noth through one. Not a
nonent too soon-Bleyd was already there, facing the Hutt, and fromthe | ooks on both their
faces Den didn't expect either one to whip out holos of the kids anytine soon. He steered
the bug-camto a |l anding on a nearby shelf.

What was that old Kubaz sayi ng about wi shing one were a buzz-beetle on a wall...?

Fil ba had evidently prepared for this confrontation by finishing nost of a keg of what

| ooked |i ke Al der-aanian ale. His skin folds had that rubbery | ook that Hutts got when

dr unk.

Bl eyd, on the other hand, was not at all intoxicated, unless anger could be considered an
intoxi cant. He was speaking in a low, |level tone, and seened-to Den, at least-ready to
slice and dice Fil ba.

Den turned the gain up on the sound enhancers.



"-things are too hot right now, " Bleyd said through his fangs. "I don’t want Bl ack Sun
com ng back anytine soon. Until this affair with their mssing emssary is set-tled, we
have to lie |low"

"Easy for you to say," the Hutt runbled. "Your profit margin's far higher than mne." He
took another mghty swig of the ale; despite his distended gut, he was evidently nowhere
near capacity. "lI’mtaking all the risks, and you're getting all-"

"There' Il be no profits for either of us if Black Sun noves in, you bloated inbecile! If
you’'ve a brain buried anywhere in all that blubber you d understand that."

“"Insults,"” Filba sneered, waving his jug about. "All | ever get. | deserve nore for ny
part in this. | deserve-"

Bl eyd was suddenly across the roomand at the Hutt's throat. He'd noved so fast that the
noon noth had only registered a blur. "You deserve," the Sakiyan hissed, "to have your
i nnards rearranged, you swanp-sucking-"

He stopped abruptly. Filba s eyes were even nore bul -bous and di stended than usual. Hi s

wi de gash of a nmouth opened and cl osed, either questing for air or try-ing to speak, and
apparently not succeeding at either. The snmall arns were wavi ng about in panic. The jug

slipped fromhis hand and shattered on the fl oor

Filba lurched forward, drawing nore and nore of his bulk upright until it seened

i mpossi bl e that he could maintain his balance. He swayed, a nottled tower of flab and
slime-then toppl ed, crashing dowmn to the floor. Bleyd had to | eap out of the way to avoid
bei ng crushed as the Hutt’s consi derabl e mass struck hard enough to shake the building. It
nearly vibrated the nmoon noth off its perch.

Maker’'s eyes! He's fainted! Or worse...

Den, watching, could not believe his eyes-or, rather, the nmoon moth’s photoreceptors. Wat
was goi ng on? Had the adnmiral actually scared Filba into having heart failure-or whatever
the Hutt equivalent was; hard to believe Filba even had a heart-by appearing to attack hin®

Bl eyd bent over the notionless form He touched the Hutt’'s back, perhaps feeling for some
ki nd of pul se.

Then he turned to the broken ale jug, lifted a shard, and sniffed it.

A peculiar expression spread over his face-equal parts understandi ng, anger, and
baf fl ement. He stood frozen for a nonent, then hurled the fragnent to break agai nst the
wal | .

The entrance chinme activated. A nuffled poundi ng was heard, as were concerned shouts.
Filba' s coll apse had probably been noticed by everyone in the area - Den woul d have been
surprised if the Separatists hadn't felt it as well.

Bl eyd turned to the door. He snoothed his uniform made sure no medal hung even slightly
askew, and then opened it.

Den knew it was tine to go. The noon noth was i mnune to nost detection devices, but
shortly techs would likely be going over this chanber with gadgets that coul d hear an
el ectron shifting shells. He nmade the nmoon noth fly off the shelf, toward the entrance,
which was already filled with confused and shocked faces-A hand came out of nowhere,
noving so fast it just seened to appear. Den gasped as his point of view shifted
violently. And then, suddenly, the nmobon noth was being held close to Bleyd' s face. The
admral was staring, it seened, right into Den's eyes.

A second |l ater the hand closed into a fist. There was a flash as the piezoelectrics
shorted out-and then bl ackness.

Uh-oh. ..
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Barriss Offee was just finishing her nmeditation when she heard the commotion, and felt a
simul taneous ripple in the Force. She settled to the floor, unlocked her |egs, and stood.



Qut si de, several people were running back and forth. This in itself wasn't unusual for the
base, but the rever-berations she had felt were not the famliar ones of in-comng
wounded. She foll owed these new feelings, and the excited crowd, and saw a knot of people
animatedly talking outside Filba's office in the large central adm n-and-requisition
center. Zan Yant was anong them She stepped up al ongsi de him

"Doctor Yant."

He smiled at her. "Healer Ofee. Looks like we all felt Filba s passing, one way or
anot her. "

"The Hutt is dead? How?"

"Hard to say for sure. Apparently it was very sudden. | had a word with one of the techs,
who sonetinmes sits in on our card gane, and the indication from hi mwas poison."

A tech energed fromthe large cubicle with an anti-grav gurney, upon which was a | arge
body sack, sealed shut and obviously filled to capacity. The lifter’s gyros and condenser
whi ned under the | oad as the tech guided it outside.

"That would be the late, and fairly heavy, Filba, un-less | mss ny guess. | wonder who's
on nedi cal examiner duty today? Wwoever it is has got quite a job ahead of him"

Jos Vondar arrived just then, and the three of them watched the gurney head for the OI.
"Bad luck," Jos said. He didn't | ook happy.

"Filba was a friend of yours?" Barriss asked.

He | ooked at her, obviously surprised at the question. "Filba was an obnoxi ous, officious,

tightfisted father-Iless squat who woul d make his own pouch nother sign a requisition for
water if she was dying of thirst."

"You've got to learn to be nore open with your feel-ings," Zan said.

"Why the grief, then?" Barriss asked.

"Because |'’mon ME duty," Jos said dolefully. "Lucky me, | get to do the autopsy. This
war’' |l be over by the tine I've cut himup. I’'Il dull just about all the vi-broscal pels we
have in stock. I'msaving the last one for nmy throat," he said to Zan in a nock-aside

whi sper.

"Wrd is, he was poisoned,"” Zan said.

"Wn't help, and you knowit. | still have to dice himand wei gh each organ, even if he
just had a sinple car-diac arrest. |I'Il need a wecker droid to help."
"Ch, well, look on the bright side," Zan said. "Maybe we can recycle himinto |lube-it’'d be

enough to keep all our surgical droids working smoothly for, oh, the next couple hundred
years."

"It’s good to see you two can naintain a sense of hu-nor at the death of a fell ow being,"
Barriss said, sound-ing slightly stiffer than she had intended. After all these weeks at

Ri nsoo Seven she was certainly not unfaniliar with the black humor; even so, it

occasi onal ly took her somewhat by surprise.

Jos | ooked at her and shrugged. "Laugh, cry, get tanked, or go nmad-those are the options
around here. 1'Il | eave you to your own choice-nme, | have a noun-tain to carve." He headed
toward the OTI, follow ng the gurney.

After he was gone, Zan said, "It gets to you, after a while. You have to devel op defenses.
| have ny nmusic - Jos uses sarcasm Whatever gets you through the hot nights."

Barriss didn't say anything. She knew he was right, but still...
Zan sighed. "You know what | regret?"

n \Mat ?u



"I just heard a brand-new Hutt joke, and now | can't use it to steamFilba."

She | ooked at himin surprise, and he grinned at her. After a nonent, she sniled back and
shook her head.

It was, other than Filba' s dem se, a quiet day. There was a lull in the fighting, and no
medlifters arrived bear-ing wounded, a wel cone rarity.

The activity around Filba' s death was exciting enough. The plithvine carried runors
everywhere. As Barriss nade her nmedical rounds in the ward, even the patients knew about
it. She overheard the Ugnaughts gossiping: Yar, the Hutt drank poison. Suicide, f’'sure. He
beed a spy-it war Filba who bl owed up the bota transport, no lie, blood. They were closin’
inon’'im ’'e sar it comn' ...

Hadn't Admiral Bleyd hinself gone to see the Hutt just before Filba had croaked? No doubt
it had been to question himabout his activities. He was al so stealing bota, didn't you
know? That little reporter, Dhur? - he was on the Hutt |ike sleaks on swanmp scum nosing
around, building a case, and Fil ba was on the verge of being arrested, and he had taken
the poison to avoid be-ing court-martial ed and executed... and so on

Barriss didn't add to the gossip; she just |listened as she went about her duties. If the
sui cide runor was true, then it m ght nmean she woul d be | eaving Drongar soon. Her nission
to find out who had been stealing bota would be over, if it truly had been the Hutt. And
fromthe talk, it seened it had. How nmany thieves, after all, were likely to be operating
at the sane tinme in a small outfit like this? Filba had been a supply noncom he woul d have
had the access. And, while Barriss didn't |ike to make sweepi ng speci esi st

generalizations, it was true that Hutts in general were not known for their honesty and
virtue. Filba was a good fit for the crine.

Per haps too good a fit. She could not be sure, because the Force was not qui escent.
Sonething was still roiling in its invisible folds, and she did not have the skill to
de-term ne exactly what the subtle vibrations portended. She only knew that the matter was
not yet settled.

She had mi xed enotions about it all. This war was in-deed a situation that called for
heavy enotional re-sponse, and she had been on a | ot nore pleasant worlds, that was for
certain. But it was all part of her test, her path to Jedi Knighthood-and if she was
call ed away, then what? What woul d her own future bring? She was not afraid-her training
did not admt many fears-but it was... unsettling.

What woul d be, would be. It was not up to her

The day faded into evening, and eventually Barriss was finished with her medical chores.
She decided to skip dinner and go to her cubicle. Perhaps another ses-sion of quiet

nedi tati on and deep breathing would shed sone |ight on whatever it was causing those
smal |, but continuing, disturbances in the Force..

The canp was qui et as night crept over it. Few people were about; shift change was | ong
past, and nost were either eating supper, or resting, or doing whatever it was they did
when they weren’t working. For the mpbst part, that didn't include taking in the fetid, hot
ni ght air.

As Barriss neared the mouth of the alley that led to her quarters, she felt a presence in
the shadows. She saw no one, but the Force’s pronpt was clear and unm st ak-abl e-al nost the
psychi c equi val ent of a hand on her shoul der

She stopped. Her hand noved slowy toward her |ightsaber

“You won't need that," a voice said. "I'mnot going to do you any real harm Just teach
you a little lesson in humlity. You Jedi are big on that, aren’t you?"

Phow Ji .

She still couldn’'t see him but she knew where he was. Just over there, in the dark shadow
of a quiet power gen-erator, a few neters to her right. He was an evil presence, a pul sing
obstruction in the Force's snpboth conti nuum

Her voice was | ow and even. "Wat nmakes you think you are the person to give lessons in



hum [ity?"
Phow Ji glided fromthe darkness. "Those who can, do. Those who can’t, don't."
"Very succinct. What do you want ?"

"Like | said-a lesson is required. The last tine we chatted, you tripped nme. From behind.
| owe you a re-turn of the favor. |I think a mud bath is only fair. Noth-ing serious, no
br oken bones or anything. This is an exercise in reciprocity, nothing nore. If your Force
can stop ne, then by all neans"-he held his arns wide in a beckoning gesture-"use it."

What an egotist he was! So convinced in his own mnd that he was unbeatable. And that he
was so good he could humiliate her without hurting her-there was a real challenge for a
fighter.

She briefly considered touching his mnd with a sub-1imnal suggestion that he didn't
really want to do this, that what he wanted was go back to his quarters and take a cold
shower -but she could feel the discipline of his thoughts. They were a dense weave, as

i mpenetrable as spin-wormsilk. Ji was not weak-m nded enough for a Padawan’s ability to
sway himeasily, if at all

Ji settled into a stance, legs planted | ow and wi de. He raised his hands, beckoned wth
one in a flippant gesture. "Cone, Jedi. Shall we dance a little? "

| shouldn’t be doing this. | should refuse and wal k away. Let himthink I’ m afraid-what
does it matter?

But he shoul d respect the Jedi, even if he didn't respect her. It sat poorly with her to
hear the name of her Order coated with contenpt.

She stayed where she was.

She shifted her weight slightly, not noving her feet, just balancing herself so that she
could push quickly with either leg, forward or back

The eveni ng was nuggy; everything was danp, even the air. Her perspiration had nowhere to
go; it gathered and rolled down her face and neck, soaked into her junpsuit, threatened to
drip into her eyes.

Ji smled. "Good nove. You don't want to be comnmtted one way or the other when facing a
skill ed oppo-nent."

He circled to his right, and Barriss nmoved away fromhim nmaintaining a wary di stance.

The tenptation to reach for the Force, to use it to flat-ten Ji, was al nost overwhel m ng
She had no doubt she could do it. One gesture, and Ji would fly into the near-est tree
like a rabid rockbat. No fighter, no matter what his physical strength, could pit nuscle
agai nst the Force and prevail. Maybe she couldn’'t control his mnd, but she could contro
hi s body. This she knew.

She would win the battle if she did it. But, she knew, she m ght |ose the war. Ji had told
her he had no plans to harmher. He wanted to knock her sprawling into the nud, to
enbarrass her, but that was the extent of it. She sensed no darker, baser purpose than
that. Nothing would be greatly danmaged, save her dignity-which was, of course, his point.
Ji's driving energy was con-trol, and right now, he wanted, needed, to control her

To use the Force agai nst an opponent when you were in no real danger was wong. She had
been taught so all her life. The Force was not sonething to spend like a to-ken in a
sweets shop sinply because you could. Neither was it solely a weapon.

So what was left? Her own fighting skills. These were not inconsiderable-Jedi were trained
in all manner of disciplines, both mental and physical, and the Masters knew there were

ti mes when use of the Force was not appropriate. Even w thout activating her |ightsaber
she was someone to be reckoned with.

O course, her self-defense skills had not been de-signed to deal with a champion martia
artist-what were the odds of ever encountering such a situation? Especially when he didn't
intend to seriously injure or kill her?



She woul d have smiled at that thought another tinme. The odds didn't really matter when the
reality stood two steps away, facing you and ready to attack

There was al ways the option of using the |ightsaber. Ji would, of course, consider it a
breach of conmbat rules. That didn’t matter to her, but she was concerned that the draw ng
of the energy blade might spur himto at-tack nore viciously. A Jedi Knight or Master
woul d have the skills to stop himwi thout injuring him but as a Padawan, she was not
confident in her ability to do so. She might wind up killing himand she did not want that
on her consci ence.

She had al ready determined that his would be the first nove. If Phow Ji was waiting for
her to attack him he'd be waiting for a long-He | eapt, covering the two strides
separating themw th phenonenal speed. Barriss barely had enough tine to dodge, twi st to
her left, and block, so that his punch glanced off her shoul der, instead of connecting
wi th her sol ar pl exus.

She backed away, keeping her guard up

"Excellent," he said. "You have very good reflexes. But you should have counterattacked.
Pure defense is a losing strategy."

By acting as a teacher with a student, she knew, he was trying to show his superiority-as
if he needed to denonstrate that.

Ji circled the opposite way, nmoving his hands up and down and around in an al nbst hypnotic
weave, trying to draw her attention.

His hands didn't matter. It was his feet she had to watch. To get close enough to her to
attack successfully, he had to step, had to nove in. He could wave his hands around al

day as far as she was concerned. Wen he noved his feet, then she would have to-He cane in
again, and this time, instead of noving out of his path, Barriss slid forward to neet him
But she dropped very | ow, below his center of gravity, firing a hard punch at his belly as
his strike sailed over her head. She hit him but it was |ike punching a wall-there was no
give. His abdominals were |like ridged pl asteel

She scooted out of range as fast as she could, but not fast enough. She caught a slap on
the left side of her neck as she retreated, hard enough to make her vision flare red for
an instant.

She gained two steps away, and he turned to face her again

“"Very good, Padawan! Not the best target, but a clean strike. You' |l need nore than one,
t hough. Thi nk com bi nati ons-high, low, nultiple attacks."

Her neck stung, but the pain was small, and no dam age done. The Force sang within her
and she could barely keep fromusing its power. The dark side was al -ways there, her
Master had told her; always waiting for an opportunity to be set |oose. Gve in once, it
woul d be twice as powerful the next time. Gve in again, and you night be |ost forever.

Oh, but she wanted to show hi mwanted to knock that gloating smrk fromhis face and
replace it with awe, with amazenent, with...... fear..

Too nuch thinking, she realized too late. Ji leapt in again and, in a fast series of

open- hand techni ques, slapped her head, her torso, and her hip. The last hit was coupl ed
with a foot hooked around her ankle. Bar-riss went down, hard, and the wet ground was only
alit-tle forgiving as she slammed into it.

What ever m ght have happened next, as she scrambl ed back up into a defensive stance, was
interrupted by the too-familiar drone of lifters arriving. People canme boiling out of
their quarters, heading for their stations.

Those who noticed Ji and Barriss at all spared themlit-tle nore than a gl ance.

"I think we’'re done," Ji said. "My point has been made."

Barriss said nothing-she did not trust herself to. Her rage envel oped her like the nud.
She trenbl ed under the weight of it. She could feel the dark side surging within her

whi spering to her of how good it would feel, how easy it would be to let her rage fuel it
and send it raven-ing for her eneny, to seize her lightsaber, |eap after himand bisect



himw th a single downward sl ash of the singing energy bl ade..

Phow Ji had no idea how close to dying he was just then. Her rage was such that a flicker
of a finger would suffice. He'd never know what hit himand it would even be justice, in a
fashion-was he not, after all, a killer?

Yes, he was-but Barriss Offee was not. It was one of the hardest things she’'d ever done,
but she did it-she re-sisted the dark side. She |ost the battle, but won the war.

This time...
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Admi ral Bl eyd paced. The chill he felt in his spine seened as cold as interstellar space.

He had i mredi -ately regretted crushing the spycam di sgui sed as an in-sect; had he sinply
kept it, he might have been able to backwal k the gui dance system nenory and find out where
it had come from As it was, all he had for certain was the know edge that sonebody was
spying on either Filba or him Gven the nature of the device, the opera-tor could be
anybody within ten kil oneters of the canp. Maybe Bl ack Sun had an operative here? O naybe
it was one of his own people..

Bl eyd growl ed deep in his throat. Sonebody had poi-soned Fil ba, the autopsy had confirned
that, and Bl eyd was not a believer in coincidences that |arge. The Hutt is nurdered and
there just happens to be a mniature spy-camthere to witness it? The probability of it
wasn't quite as high as that of a rogue planetoid smashing into Drongar in the next five
m nutes-but it wasn't far be-hind. No, the two events were surely |inked.

Fil ba had enenies, of course, and it coul d be possible that one had just happened to
choose this tinme to repay an old debt, and then used the spycamto nake sure it went down
smoot hly. But whoever had done it, and for whatever reasons, that person now had
information linking the dead Hutt with Bleyd in a crinminal enter-prise. No nmatter how he
scanned it, that was bad. He had to find out who it was, get whatever recording there

m ght be, and elimnate it-along with whoever had it.

He considered the possibility that it mght be one of the eneny, but quickly dismssed the
notion. It did not seemlikely that a Separatist spy had nanaged to sneak into canp,

poi son Filba, and then hurry back to hide out in the marsh anong the slitherers and saw
grass, and watch it happen via the spycam And what spy would have any interest in the

goi ngs-on at a Ri nsoo? Nothing strategi c happened here, save for the occasional ship-nent
of bota. It was true that one of the transports had bl own up, and, while there was no
reason to assune Filba had anything to do with it, the runor floating about the unit was
that he had. Filba had been as warped as an event horizon-a fact that had evidently been
fairly conmon know edge. That could serve him since he had been keeping the Hutt in
reserve in case sonething went wong with their bl ack-market operation. He could have

bl amed the big slug for everything, and then Filba could have had an "accident" before his
trial. And now. ..

Now t hat he was no | onger around, it would be even easier to make himthe scape-Drall for
any illegalities that might turn up

Bl eyd stopped pacing and smiled. Yes. This could turn out to be an advantage after all
Even a killer stormwatered the garden.

But if the spycam s operator was in the canp, as Bl eyd suspected, that was a bantha of a
different color. He - or she, or it-might seek to use the information agai nst Bl eyd-and
that, of course, could not be allowed.

So. The hunter had evidence of prey. Bleyd bared his teeth. Let the tracking begin..

Den Dhur went where he usually went to work out his problens-the cantina. But even sitting
there in the sem darkness, feeling the danmp sluggish air, reluctantly stirred by the
circulators, sliding over himlike hot oil, he barely sipped at his drink. Now was not the
time to dull his perceptions or his wits. Such as they were.

Fil ba was history, and so was Den’s story-nobody wanted to read an expose about a dead
Hutt on a one-rocket planet. The masses wanted their bread and cir-cuses. A nefarious
gangster reveal ed, captured, and punished-that was the good stuff, that was what sold
newsdi scs. But Filba dying of punmp failure, or even be-ing poisoned by an ol d eneny,
bef ore he was brought to justice? That wasn’'t what the readers wanted, not at all



As he’d suspected, Bleyd had been in on whatever skul duggery had been going with Fil ba.
That was a great story-but one he couldn’t dare file until he was at least fifty parsecs
away, the enmty of angry, crooked, and feral admrals being generally bad for one’'s
health. Still, the stone hidden in the stew was that the admiral knew sonebody had seen
and heard what had hap-pened just before Filba was shuffled off back to the pri-nordia
ooze from whence he’'d conme. It wasn’t the adnmiral who had poi soned himDen was fairly sure
of that, judging by Bleyd s reactions. Not that it nmattered much, since black marketing
during wartine was gener-ally considered treason and was puni shabl e by death. At best,
even if Den had all kinds of outstanding favors due himfrom high places-which he
didn't-his career would be ruined if this got out while he was still in the sane sector as
Bl eyd; at worst, he'd be quietly executed and spaced.

The first thing he had done after he saw Bl eyd crush the moon moth was feed the receiver
unit into a waste disposal unit that turned it into sludge and piped it off into the swanp
with the rest of the sewage slurry. He had cursed at the necessity-the unit had not cone
cheap-but it wasn’t worth his |ife. Besides, without the cam it wasn’t nuch nore than a
big flimsiwight while he was here.

The recording fromthe cam a disc the size of his lit-tle fingernail, was now glued to
the back of a wall brace of the south refresher, just a hand-span above the cat-alytic
tanks-not a place where anybody woul d happen across it, and one where, even if by sone
mracle it was found, it wouldn't be connected to him He needed the recording to verify
his story, but he didn't need Bleyd finding it and having himshot. As |long as he kept his
nmout h shut, he shoul d be safe enough. Bleyd couldn’'t know who had been watchi ng, and the
admral wasn't about to start an investigation that mght reveal his own conplicity in

Fil ba's bootl egging activities.

The only problemwas, this neant Den was going to be stuck here on scenic Drongar for a
while. Any sud-den nove to fire thrusters now would certainly throw the hard gl are of
suspicion on him |f Bleyd were |look-ing for the canis operator-and you could take it to
the First Bank of Coruscant that he was-then anybody fromthis R msoo who tried to | eave
qui ckly woul d probably find hinself being brain-scanned, and a re-porter would |ikely have
to endure a harsher examthan nost. Den had no desire to be turned inside out by a

hi gh-ranking official who knew his life was in the bal-ance if his crines came to |ight.

Too bad-it was a great story, far better than if only Filba had been inplicated. The
rabble did so love to see the mghty brought low, and a fleet admiral stealing was the
kind of thing that could win a Nova Award, if done right. Poor troops in the field, dying
because nedi ci ne or sone equi prent wasn’t on hand due to a crooked admiral who was filling
his vault? Ah, the teenming tril-lions would | ove that. They would scream for Bleyd s head
on a force pike.

But if he noved too soon he could get turned into fer-tilizer, and if there was one thing
this planet didn't need, it was nore fertilizer. Not to mention how nuch he didn't need it.

No, he would just have to stick it out. Find another story to justify his being here.
Maybe sonething with Phow Ji, that fighter who' d slaughtered the nercenar-ies? It wouldn't
be too confortable having himirritated at you, either, but at |east Den could get sone
protec-tion fromthe higher-ups, Ji being only a |lieutenant. Yeah. That woul d keep the pot
boiling I ong enough for himto eventually jet this swanp world. Once he was on the other
side of the Core, then he could bring low the mghty Admiral Bleyd for his audi ence.

Bl ack Market Admiral Reveal ed! Associate in crime dies nysteriously!
Den snmled. He did love a thrilling headline.

He took a bigger sip of his drink. Problemraised, problemsolved. Another victory for
crack reporter Den Dhur, speaking to you live fromthe Jasserak Front in the C one Wars..
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There were tinmes, during her neditations, when Barriss slipped fromher concentration
drifted from being-in-the-nonent and into nenory. In earlier years, she had never been
sure whether this was a good thing or not; then she had learned to sinply accept that it
was what it was. True, it was not conducive to the purpose of achiev-ing a clear mnd, but
sonmetines the past offered insight into the present; therefore sometines she went with it.

And so it was tonight. Because she was still troubled by the strong feelings she’d had



during the fight with Phow Ji the night before, when the nenory arose un-bidden she let it
take her where it would...

It had been a sunny but cool nobrning on Coruscant. No rain was due in this sector for

anot her day, and the slidewal k | eading to the park was busy, but not too crowded, as she
and Master Unduli reached the desig-nated greenbelt. The other beings also on their way to
the large patch of nature represented an anazing vari-ety of sentients: N kto, Phindians,
Zel trons, Wokiees, Twi'leks... a fascinating glinpse of the galaxy's infinite diversity,
all headed for Oa Park. There was much ferro-crete and nmetal on this world-sone said too
much - and parks were dotted here and there to help those who wi shed nore contact with
nature achieve it. Oa Park contained within its boundaries nore than thirty differ-ent

envi ronnents sinulating various other worlds, each with its own atnospheric mx, solar
spectrum and grav-ity field, separated from each other by energy boundaries.

On such a bright norning, in the mddle of smling and | aughing folk going to enjoy the
nmultifarious flora and | andscapes and streans, the dark side seened far, far away to
Barriss. But even as that thought crossed her mind, as she and her Master stood in the
shade of a four-hundred-year-old blackneedl e tree three neters thick and two hundred
neters tall, Master Unduli had snmiled and said, "The dark side is always at hand, Padawan.
It is no farther away than a heartbeat, an eye-blink, side by side with the bright side of
the Force, sep-arated by no nore than a hair. It waits to snare the unwary, wearing a

t housand di sqgui ses. "

Barriss had heard that before, nmany tinmes, and she believed what her teacher said, but she
had never really felt or understood exactly what it neant. She had not been tenpted by the
dark side, as far as she knew. She said as nuch, as they noved to a quiet spot where the
grasses had been engineered to grow short and soft, like a living carpet. "W'll do the
Sal utation here," her Ms-ter said.

Barri ss nodded. She noved to one side a bit to give her Master space.

"To answer your question, let ne offer this: every consci ous nmove you nmake, fromthe

smal lest to the largest, requires choice. There is always a branch in the path, and you
nust deci de upon which turning you will tread. Do you recall the testings of your ability
to sense a renote while wearing blinders?"

"Of course." This was anong the nmpst basic of Jedi skills. A renote was a snall levitating
droid about the size of a goldfruit that could be programred to zip about and fire mld
electric bolts at a student. Wth a blast helmet on and the blinders down, the only way to
know t he position of the orb was to use the Force. As a student progressed in the use of
his or her |ightsaber, blocking the rempte’s bolts becane a standard exercise. Since you
couldn’t use your eyes or ears to track the de-vice, the only way to avoid being shocked
was to let the Force guide your hands.

Her Master continued: "And were there not instances when your use of the Force was | ess
than perfect and the training bolts got past your |ightsabor?"

"Far too many of those instances,"
| felt like a needle cushion!"

Barriss said rue-fully. She shook her head. "At tines,

"And did you ever feel during those tines |like de-stroying the rempte? Reaching out with
the Force and crushing it like a wad of scrap flinsi?"

As she spoke, Master Unduli began the Salutation to the Force, a conbi nation exercise and
nedi tative pos-ture that started with a body arch upward, followed by a deep squat and
| eg-extended stretch to the rear.

Barriss copied her Master’s pose. "I confess there were occasions when | had little | ove
for the training de-vice, yes."

"And did you have sufficient skill in use of the Force to have destroyed it, had you
chosen to do so?" Master Unduli stood and repeated the pose, ending on the other |eg.
Agai n, Barriss copied her

"Yes. Easily."

"Way didn’t you? If the goal was to protect yourself from being shocked, woul d that not
have been justifi-able?"



Barriss frowned. "But that was not the goal. The goal was to |l earn how to attune ny
lightsaber with the Force so that | could stop the bolts fromstriking nme. The shocks were
pai nful , but without any |lasting damage. In a real fight, with a full-charge bl aster bolt
coming at me, if I could not block that, I mght not have the power to stop a shooter
fifty or a hundred neters away frompulling the trigger."

"Precisely. But did you know that one student in eight does eventually reach out to
destroy a renote? That they usually justify it by saying it is nore efficient to stop the
source of the damaging bolts than to endl essly deflect thenf? Laser Pose, please.™

Her Master |ay upon the soft grass, rolled up onto her neck and shoul ders, and extended
her body skyward, her hands on the ground at her sides.

Barriss al so assumed the Laser Pose. "I can certainly understand how they m ght feel that
way. And it makes a certain |ogical sense, especially given the prem se in our
hand-t o- hand conbat training that says pure defense is inferior to a conbination of

def ense and of fense."

"l ndeed. Arch Pose."

Hands and feet on the ground, Master Unduli pushed upward and forned her body into a high
rounded arch.

"I hear a 'but,’" Barriss said as she followed suit.
"And | see that yours could be higher fromthe ground."

Barriss smled and pushed herself into a nore acute arch. Her Master continued: "Many of
the exercises Jedi in training nust |learn-and Jedi are always in training, be they
Padawan, Kni ght, or Master-involve determ ning what the true goal of the exercise is. You
will recall the levitation drill and the bakery."

"As if | could forget that one.™

"To destroy the rempte is, in itself, not necessarily a wong choice. If you have

devel oped sufficient skill to block the training bolts and you arrive at the decision
through logic and with a cal mmind, then you can justify using the Force to stop the
attack at its source. Some of the nmore gifted students do just that. But if you do it out
of anger, or pain, or fear, or any enotion that you have allowed to control you, then you
reach for the dark side. If you offer that the end justifies the neans w thout mnd-fu
thought to determine that it indeed does, you have succunbed to the insidious energy. If
you renenber nothing else fromthis talk, Barriss, renenber this: Power wants to be used
It nust be kept under constant vigil, else it will seduce and corrupt you. One nonent
you're swatting an annoying training toy; the next you re paral yzing an of fendi ng being’ s
l ungs and choking himto death. You do it because you can. It beconmes an end in itself. As
a Jedi, you live always on this edge. A single misstep, and you can fall to the dark side.
It has hap-pened to many, and it is always a tragedy. As with an ad-dictive drug, it’'s too
easy to say, 'I'll do it just this once.” That's not how it works. The only thing that
stands be-tween you and the dark side is your own will and disci-pline. Gve in to your
anger or your fear, your jealousy or your hate, and the dark side clainms you for its own.
If that happens,” Mster Unduli said, "you will becone an enemy to all that the Jedi stand
for-and an eneny of all Jedi who hold to the path of right. Rocker Pose, please."

Barriss noved to assune the pose. She said, "And have you ever given in to the dark side,
Mast er ?"

For a few seconds, there was silence. Then: "Yes. In a nonent of weakness and pain, | did.
It allowed ne to survive when | night have perished ot herw se, but that one taste was
enough for me to realize | could never do it again. There may cone a tinme when you

experience this, Barriss. | hope not, but if ever it happens, you nust recogni ze and
resist it."
"It will feel evil?"

Master Unduli paused in her stretch. She regarded Barriss with what seenmed to be great
sadness in her eyes. "Ch, no. It will feel better than anything you have ever experienced,
better than you woul d have thought anything could feel. It will feel enpowering,
fulfilling, satisfying. Wirrst of all, it will feel right. And therein lies the rea
danger."



Now, on a pl anet many parsecs away from Corus-cant, in a Rinmsoo nmedical facility, Master
Unduli’s words on that sunny and cool norning came back to Barriss with renewed clarity
and, perhaps, a better un-derstandi ng. She had been tenpted to destroy Phow Ji. He had
been no real threat, save to her pride, and she had alnost justified it by telling herself
that his attack had been a threat to the honor of the Jedi Order. That woul d have been a
lie, of course-the Jedi Order was not threatened by Ji’'s attack any nore than she
person-ally had been. But how cl ose she had conme to using that as her rationalization for
taking a lifel

In a very real way, she realized that she owed a debt of gratitude to Phow Ji. Ironically,
his presence here in her life was instructive, was an opportunity for her to learn howto
resist the temptation of the dark side. If there was a purpose to all things-if, as the
core tenets of the Jedi Code stated, the gal axy was indeed unfolding as it shoul d-then
Phow Ji had his destiny to fulfill, even as she had hers.

Barriss took a deep breath, exhaled slowy. Master Unduli had been right-she did indeed
walk a fine line that had to be watched at all tinmes. It was not an easy path, but it was
the one she had been raised frombirth to tread. Failure was unacceptabl e, unthinkable. To
be-cone a Jedi Knight was her life's goal. Wthout the Jedi, she was not hing.

Jos waited until the afternoon shower tapered to sprinkles before he headed to the refuse
bin to dunp his and Zan’s trash. Unfortunately, there weren't enough nmi ntenance droids
allocated for that duty, so many tines he either carried his own garbage out to the bins
or it quickly filled up their living quarters. He and Zan had a side bet for the chore
goi ng at the sabacc ganme, and even though Jos had wal ked away the big credit w nner, he
had | ost the trash bet to Zan, so he was stuck with the duty all week. And it seened at
times that all he and Zan did was sit around and generate trash-the plastiwap bag he
carried had to weigh five kilos and was barely big enough to zip shut.

He skirted the | arger puddl es and deeper nud, and nmade it to the bin w thout being
drenched, hit by light-ning, or attacked by killer Separatist battle droids. The sensor on
the bin dilated the input hatch, and he fed the bag into the recycler, listened to
oscillating power huns and crunches as the trash was reduced to small bits and then
flash-zapped into greasy ash by the reactors. There was sonething curiously satisfying
about the process, although doing it with regularity certainly didn't hold any appeal

Anot her exciting monent fromthe life of Jos Vondar, crack Republic surgeon..

He turned and nearly bunped into a trooper arriving at the bin with several bags of
refuse. The trooper mur-nured a respectful apology; Jos acknow edged it and started to
| eave, then stopped abruptly. He felt sone-how that he knew this one. If he | ooked past
the Jango Fett tenplate, there was sonething about the eyes, the face... he could be

wrong, but he was pretty sure it was CT-914, the one who had sparked the question that
had, of late, threatened to overwhel m Jos.

"Hel | o, Nine-one-four," Jos said.
"Hell o, Captain Vondar."
"On trash duty, are you?"

"That woul d seem sel f-evident, sir." He began to feed the bags into the dilated naw of the
bi n.

First a droid, Jos thought, and now a clone, cracking jokes. Everyone' s a conedi an.

For a nonment he just stood there, unable to think of anything to say-which, for him was a
rarity. Finally, he said, "Let ne ask you a question."

CT-914 continued to shove the bags into the bin, which ground and humred as it ate them
"How did you feel about the death of CT-N ne-one-five?"

Ni ne-one-four pushed the last of the bags into the hopper. He | ooked at Jos. "The | oss of
a trained soldier is... regrettable.” Both his speech and bearing were stiff.

Jos knew CT-914 didn’'t want to pursue this, but he forged ahead anyway. He had to know.
"No. I'"mnot tal king about his value to the Republic. |I'm asking you how it made you feel



You, personally."

CT-914 stood there for what seemed like a long tinme wthout speaking. "Wre | a civilian,”
he said at |ast, "delivered naturally and not vat-born, | could tell you it’s none of your
busi ness-sir. But since |I’mbound to obey my superior officers, then the answer to your
guestion is that |-personally-was pained by N ne-one-five's death. We're all of the sane

fl esh and design, all equal in basic abilities, but he was nmy conrade in arms. | knew him
all ny life. W fought together, ate to-gether, and shared our off-duty tinmes |like
brothers. | mss him | expect I'll mss himuntil | die

"Does that answer your question, sir? | have nore trash to collect."
Jos swal l owed, his throat suddenly dry. "Yes, that an-swers it. Thank you."
"Just doing ny duty, Doctor. No thanks necessary.™

CT-914 turned and wal ked away, and Jos wat ched himgo, unable to nove. Inside his mnd
the tiny voice he was growing to hate piped up again and said, You ought to know by now
not to ask questions you don’t really want answered.

No kidding. If they were all Iike CT-914, then clone troopers were nuch nore nmentally
conpl ex than Jos had thought. They had feelings, inner |lives, naybe even dreans and
aspirations that reached beyond the art of war. And that shifted things into a real mJos
didn't want to think about.

Bl ast .
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Though the action was unusual, Admiral Bleyd found sufficient reason to delay his
departure from Ri nsoo Seven for a few days. He offered as a reason his belief that the
matter of the nmurdered Hutt needed further in-vestigation, and his desire to make certain
his people were protected. It mght have seened a thin excuse to anyone with nore than a
few working brain cells, but that didn't matter-he was the admral, and no one woul d
guestion his decisions.

The real reason for himstaying, of course, was to find the one who had dared to surveille
him Woever it was, he would soon | earn how dangerous it could be to spy on a predator.

They erected a conmand nodule for him not nuch nore than a bubble with sone basic
furniture and conmgear, but it was enough. For soneone who had hunted nany tines on

pl anets where there was nothing to sleep on but the cold, hard ground, a forntot was nore
than he needed.

The norning after Filba s death, Bleyd was on his way to neet a transport bringing in the
head of his mlitary security unit to take charge of the search for Filba' s killer. The
nman was | ate, and Bl eyd hoped-for his sake-that he would have a good reason. As he strode
t hrough the camp, the mud fromthe near-constant storns caking his boots, he noticed one
of The Silent drifting in his direction. Even in the cloying heat and hum dity, the figure
had his cow up, his face hidden in its shadows. There were a few menbers of this
particu-lar order on the planet at various R nmsoos, offering their presence for whatever
good it might be. The Silent would pass close to him though their paths would not quite

i ntersect.

As the figure drew near, Bleyd noticed a peculiar odor coming fromit. It was not

unpl easant-in fact, it had a heady, al nost spiceflower-like arom, noticeable even over
the fecund stenches of the nearby swanp. O fhand, he knew of no species that carried this
particular scent. He filed it away for later consideration as The Silent passed. He had
nore inportant things on his mnd.

The head of the security unit was Col onel Kohn Doil, a Vunakian human with a pattern of
ritual scars on his forehead, cheeks, and depil ated head. The geonetric whorls and
configurations of the raised cicatrices, which signified caste status, were amazingly
intricate. Bleyd knew that Doil had not used a pain inhibitor dur-ing the scarification
cerenony; it was one of the reasons he had hired the man. A unit conmander with a high
pain threshold was not a bad conbi nation

Doil alighted fromthe transport, saluted, and apol o-gized for the delay in his arrival.
"A vortex stormhit the main canp just before I was due to depart; the wind wecked the



transport on the pad, along with a goodly portion of the supply prefabs and trooper
barracks. "

"No need to apol ogi ze for the weather on this for-saken planet, Colonel. But |et us waste
no nore tine. | know you have the facts of the case, and the autopsy re-port show ng the
poi son used, but since | was there when the Hutt died, | thought | should brief you
person-ally."

"I appreciate that, Admiral,"” Doil said as they wal ked back through the canmp. "If | m ght
be so bold as to ask, how did that come to pass? That you happened to be there?"

"I had heard certain runors about Filba that | found disturbing. | suspected that he m ght
have been respon-sible for a bl ack-market operation, and naybe even for the destruction of
the bota transport not long ago. In short, | feared he was either an illegal entrepreneur

or a Separatist spy."
“"Ah. You think it was suicide, then? Fear of being caught and di sgraced?"

Bl eyd did not want to appear too eager to lay that hy-pothesis before the col onel. Doi

was an adept security officer, and it would be better if he came to the conclu-sion on his
own. "Possible, of course. It mght also be that the Hutt had a confederate who saw t hat
we sus-pected his partner and decided to elimnate him Hutts are not well known for their
bravery under pressure."

Doil said, "Sir. Hutts are not known for their bravery under any circunstances. It would
seem nost unusual , however, for there to be a spy in a medical unit in the mddle of
nowhere, much |less two of them"”

Bl eyd shrugged. "As you say. Better to consider all the possibilities, however."

"Yes, sir.

"l expect you'll need to find quarters before begin-ning your investigation. | shal
remain here for a few days, to offer what help | can. Feel free to call upon ne as
necessary."

"Sir." Doil saluted, then set off to find Vaetes and arrange for his new | odgi ngs.

As Bl eyd headed back to his own quarters, he consid-ered the situation yet again. He knew
that Filba hadn’'t poisoned hinself. The Hutt had thought that Bl eyd could protect himthat
he woul d protect himand he was too nmuch the coward to ever snuff his own greasy flane.
No, sonmebody had murdered the slug, and under the Rule of Sinple Solutions, it was likely
that whoever had done that was the sane one who had been spying upon them But why? Bl eyd
shook his head. That was another question. Better to first determ ne the "Wio" and then
worry about the "Wy."

As he opened the door to his bubble, a spicy floral snell wafted over him Wthout even
t hi nking Bl eyd drew his bl aster.

"Move and 1’|l cook you where you stand," he said.

“I won't nove, Admral. Though |I'm not standing at the nonment."

The voice had a nusical and anused lilt to it. Bleyd passed his free hand in front of the
room s lighting con-trol and the hut’'s interior it up, revealing the figure of a

Si | ent - obvi ously a disguise, since by speaking he had broken the siblinghood s nost sacred
tenet. The robed and cow ed being sat on Bleyd s cot, |eaning against the wall

Bl eyd did not | ower the blaster. "Who are you? What are you doi ng here?"

"If I may?" The other raised his hands slowy to the sides of his head.

Bl eyd nodded. "Slowy, and with great care."

The figure slipped the com back to reveal his face.

It was not the countenance of any being Bl eyd had ever seen before, and he had been around

the galaxy nore than a few tines. The face was vaguely birdlike, with sharp, violet eyes,
a nose and nmouth that could have been a short beak, and pale blue skin that m ght be



either extremely fine fur or feathers; Bleyd could not tell which fromwhere he stood. The
head was snooth, the ears flat and set close against the skull, and there was a hint of
dar ker blue at the base of the throat. Quite strik-ing, the admral thought; he had
certainly seen nore un-attractive bhipeds.

The being smil ed-Bl eyd assumed he was nal e-and there were at | east several pointed teeth
in the thin-Iipped beak-nouth. The beak seemed to be forned of rubbery cartil agi nous
material rather than keratin, which gave it a limted range of expression

There was al so nore than a hint of danger glinting in those eyes. This was a deadly
creature, whatever its ori-gins or intentions.

"I am Kaird, of the Nediji."

Nediji? Nediji... he had heard the name... ah, yes, he renenbered it now. An avi an species
froma far-flung world called Nedij on the east spinward arm Bl eyd frowned. There was
sonet hing el se unusual about them.. what was it...?

"I didn't realize the Nediji traveled outside their own system | seemto recall hearing
that such journeying was taboo."

"I'f one is properly nested, yes, that is true," the Nediji replied. H's nel odi ous voice
was as pleasant to hear as his scent was to whiff, but the cold, calculating | ook in those
eyes was all Bleyd cared about. As in nobst species, the truth could always be found in the
eyes.

"But there are sone anmpong us who, for one reason or another, cannot be of The Fl ock,"
Kaird continued. "No one cares where the winds bear us." There was no regret in the words;
what Bl eyd heard i nstead was anusenent.

"Well, here, we do care if sonmebody breaks into our quarters. Explain yourself-quickly."
He gestured slightly with the bl aster.

There was a small click! behind him as if soneone was trying his closed door. Bleyd
shifted his attention to the sound for a heartbeat-The Nediji vani shed.

No, that was not strictly true. The being had noved, but so fast that Bleyd couldn't
bel i eve what he was see-ing. O a nonent, he was sitting on the cot, and then in an
eyebl i nk he stood next to Bleyd, out of the blaster’s line of fire, close enough to touch
Bl eyd started to shift his aim but stopped. If the fel-low could nove that swiftly in a
one-gravity field, he would never be able to line up on himin time if he had a weapon of
his own and wanted to use it.

He | owered the blaster.

"Wse nove, Admiral."

Bl eyd caught a flash of light on sonmething in the Nediji’'s hand, then whatever it was
di sappear ed.

"Al'l right," Bleyd said. "You ve established that you' re faster than a dirt-denon. Though
if I hadn't been distracted by that noise-"

Kaird wal ked back toward the cot, a slow stroll that had definite el ements of avian

| ocomotion in it. Wen he reached it, he turned, flashed his teeth again, and said, "You
mean this noi se?"

The click! came again. Bleyd did not allowit to dis-tract himthis tine.

Kaird held up a small device the size of his thunb - the thing that had caught the light a
nonent before. He had yellow sh talons on his fingertips, Bleyd noticed. "A sinple
clicker, operated by this renote.”

"Fine. You cane prepared. What do you want ?"

"The continuation of our nutual benefit, Admiral. Apparently our |ast agent was carel ess
in his piloting. | ama much better flier. In the genes, you know. "



Bleyd felt a small but definite surge of fear. Black Sun
He hadn’t expected them so soon.

"Ah," he said.

"l ndeed, " Kaird said.

As it turned out, Kaird was a surprise on nore than one | evel. Apparently, Black Sun did
not want to change its forner arrangenment regarding the bota. It took Bl eyd but a nonment
to realize that Mathal, the agent whom he had di spatched to the Real m Beyond, had been up
to sone "business" of his own. Kaird' s purpose was to investigate Mathal's death, which he
had done to his satisfaction while disguised as one of The Silent, and to assure that the
fl ow of bota stayed constant. Supply and demand kept the value very high, and noving a
smal | amount of material for a large profit was better than noving | arge anpbunts at a

| esser rate, which was what Bleyd had figured all along. So Mathal’'s real in-tention had
been to grab as much bota as he could, then flee before his superiors in the crimna
organi zation found out. How interesting.

Had Bl ack Sun known what its |ate agent had been up to, they would likely have taken care
of himthensel ves, Bleyd realized. He'd done thema favor. But he wasn't about to
vol unteer how Mathal had met his end-that woul d be suicide.

Despite his resolve to avoid such daring ventures, Bleyd was imredi ately beset with the

i dea of testing hinself against the new agent. The Nediji was nmuch faster than he was, and
tricky as well. No doubt he was well trained in many conbat arts. Avian predators woul d
have a different way of view ng prey than those who were ground-bred. Here was a foe
worthy of Bleyd s nettle.

But-no. If he were to die with his fam |y honor tar-ni shed, he would have failed in his
life goal. Not to nention |osing that pal ace on Coruscant. No matter how tenpting such a

confrontati on was, he had to re-sist. He could give the Nediji no nmore thought in this
regard.

Still, it would be a glorious fight...

“I will remain in the canp for a few days," Kaird said, "pretending to be of The Silent,

observing the doc-tors and patients, so as not to arouse suspicion by |eav-ing too soon.
Thi s business with the Hutt-your doing?"

Bl eyd considered his reply for a nonment. He did not need a Black Sun operative poking
around in his busi-ness any nore than was absol utely necessary. If the Nediji believed he
had poi soned Fil ba, he would give it no nore thought. "Yes. He was beconing greedy. |
thought it best to renove himbefore he caused prob-lens."

"Wse. W |like prudent beings in our partnerships." The bird-being turned toward the door
"W will be in touch, Admiral. Until then, keep follow ng the original plan agreed upon by
you and ny superiors."

"Under st ood. "

Once Kaird had gone, Bleyd felt a sense of relief. The |l oss of Black Sun’s hot breath on
his back was one less worry with which he had to deal

Now, if he could just find the spy, all would be well once again
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The spy was not surprised to see one of The Silent standing in the hard shade next to the
nmedi cal ward. There hadn’'t been any assignhed to the Rinsoo in the |ast few nonths, but
where there were doctors and suf-fering, the presence of The Silent was al ways a
possibil-ity. They lived only to serve their vision of helping the sick or injured, sinply
by being there. There would seemon the face of it no scientific basis for their belief,
but it was well known that when one of The Silent took up residence at a nedical facility,
nortality figures dropped nore often than not, and length of hospital stays sonehow
shortened. Sonme said it was nmerely placebo effect, but there were cases in which il
patients did not know one of The Silent was about, and they still tended to get better
faster. A strange phenonmenon, no question about it. Perhaps it had sonmething to do with
the Force; perhaps it was sonmething entirely different. But it had been docunented too



often to be dism ssed.

VWil e seeing The Silent there was not a surprise, hearing the whisper fromthe cow ed
figure: "W need to talk, Lens," was startling. Alnbst startling enough to draw a visible
reaction.

The spy was too well trained to give anything away, and there was no one else around, in
any event. The code nane Lens provided all the informati on necessary to know what, if not
who, the being disguised as a Silent was. The di sgui se was unexpected and cl ever.

The spy had two code nanes on this world-one for the Separatists, and the second for the
underworl d or-gani zati on Black Sun. To the latter, the spy was known as "Lens."

Anybody who spoke that name al oud could only have gotten it from Bl ack Sun, and they
didn’t give such in-formation to anybody but their own.

"My quarters, ten mnutes," Lens said, |ips unnoving.

When the agent from Black Sun arrived, precisely ten mnutes later, in the cubicle, Lens
was there and ready to deal with him That an agent had been sent here was al so not a
surprise. Lens had information he or she wanted.

The cowl |owered. Lens saw that the face belonged to a Nediji, and that brought a smle.
Anot her good choice for Black Sun. Few knew of the outfar avian species, and fewer stil

all that they were capable of. They were fast, ruthless, and clever, and there were only a
rel ati ve handful of them outside their own system so their tal-ents were unlikely to be
wel | known. Lens knew, of course. A kind of kinship, albeit not one of blood or ge-netics,
exi sted between the two species.

"I amKaird."

Lens nodded. To the Nediji’'s credit, he did not seemworried that his being here night be
a problem He as-sunmed that Lens would not have invited himto private quarters if that
was the case. But Lens volunteered it, just to be sure they were on the sane trail
"Unlikely that anyone will ask you anything, but if they ask me, | have decided to wite a
nonograph on the effect of The Silent upon patients in a war zone."

The Nediji nodded, eyes bright and sharp. He said, "I understand there was a death in the
famly here re-cently.”

Lens nodded. "The Hutt was nore useful to us dead than alive." As Black Sun’s operative on
this world, Lens had been given infornmation pertaining to their op-eration here. That

i ncl uded knowi ng about Filba, the deal he’'d had with the admiral, and the recent |oss of
the courier sent here to check on the bota. Kaird cocked his head to one side. "Your

doi ng?" Lens nodded. "OF course. Wo el se? You are aware that | have... other duties, and
that these do not con-flict with my responsibilities to Black Sun. Filba was becom ng
greedy and erratic. H's death was only a nat-ter of tine, and by hastening it, a certain
neasure of protection for ny position here was provided."

"Interesting," Kaird said. You di sapprove?"

"Not at all. You are here because our organi zation has trust in your abilities. As long as
things get done, how you nmanage it is not our concern. It’s just that | had a chance to
speak with our partner here a short while ago, and it is the admral’s claimthat he had
the Hutt rendered inert."

Lens frowned. "Why woul d he say that?"

"An excell ent question. One | feel | should find the answer to before | |eave this world."
Lens nodded again. "And what of ny mission?"

"The sane as before. How goes the charting?"

"Slow, but steady. | have locations for all the major bota fields in this quadrant, many

of themin the adja-cent quadrants, and several wild patches on the oppo-site side of the
pl anet that so far have not been officially |ogged. Nor will they be, unless by accident.
| have caused the records to show those |ocations scanned and found enpty of the plant."

"Excel l ent. When the Separatists or the Republic finally triunmph, we are prepared to dea



with either one regarding the bota. If there are unknown sources, so nuch the better. The
nore informati on we have, the stronger our position."

Lens smled. "You don't care who wins, do you?"

The Nediji smled also, a thin-lipped, w cked expres-sion. "This bothers you because you
have chosen a side."

Lens sai d not hi ng.

Kaird continued, "There will always be vices that need to be fed. Wars cone, wars go, but
busi ness continues. Political systems change; people don't. Ten thousand years ago, people
drank or inhaled or ate intoxicants, ganbled, and dealt in matters of the black nmarket.

Ten t housand years fromnow, they will still do these things, no matter who rules. Even if
Bl ack Sun founders, there will always be sonebody who will arise to fulfill these desires."”

"And to nmake a fat profit."
"Of course. You know the works of the phil osopher Burdock?"

Lens did not and said so.

"Burdock said, 'Face it-if crinme did not pay, there would be very few crim nals.

"Most crimnals wind up in prison," Lens said. "Be-cause npbst are not very bright."
"True. VWiich makes the smart ones all the richer. Black Sun does not suffer the stupid.”
Kaird smled again. "You have the new i nformati on encoded? "

“"Yes. It's on an inplant chip." Lens renmoved a done-shaped nub the size of a man’s
fingernail froma drawer and held it up. Inside the clear plastoid nub, the chip was the
size of a small, sharp-tipped eyelash. "Put the flat end agai nst your skin and twi st the
ot her end for a subcutaneous injection. Remenber where, because it is undetectable by
anyt hi ng short of a doppraymagno scanner."

"Al ways a pleasure doing business with a profes-sional," Kaird said. He stood. "W won’t
speak again while | am here. Perhaps someday we will neet in an-other tinme and pl ace,
Lens. Until then, live well."

Lens nodded. "Fly free, fly straight, Brother of the Air."

That surprised the Nediji, as Lens knew it would. He raised a feathery eyebrow. "You know
the Nest Bless-ing. |'minpressed.”

Lens gave hima slow, mlitary nod, a small bow "Know edge is power."

"Indeed it is.

After he was gone, Lens sat for a noment, thinking. Wiy Bleyd had claimed Filba' s death as

his doing was, as Kaird had said, interesting, but the Nediji would sort that out, and
Lens need not worry over it. The admiral’s fate was of no real concern. Lens had much
bi gger quarry to bring down. Wat, after all, did a single ad-mral matter when you were

after the entire Republic?
29

As Barriss entered the main nmedical facility to make her rounds, she noticed that the
droid on duty was the sanme one that had aided her during triage-the same droid that had
been in the sabacc gane a few nights ago. |- Five. The droid with which Jos had discussed
the essentials of being human

She watched himfor a noment. He was changing the bacta fluid in a tank. He noved with the
econom cal precision of a droid, and yet, something was subtly dif-ferent. She' d noticed
the sanme thing about his face-it seened al nbst capabl e of expression at tinmes. Curious,
she reached out to himwith the Force. Ethereal tendrils, unseen and insubstantial, but no
| ess effective for that, envel oped the droid s form seeking know edge and re-laying it
back to her. There was no sensory anal og to describe how she received and processed the
Force’'s data-those who were not sensitive to it could no nore conprehend it than one blind
frombirth could conpre-hend sight. But to Barriss it spoke |oud and cl ear



Initially there seened to be nothing unusual about |-Five. She could sense the al npst
undet ect abl e susurrus of countl ess quarks and bosuns shifting spin and polar-ity,
providing the synaptic grid with nearly unlinmted potential connections. She could fee

the humof circuitry, the snooth pulse of hydraulic fluid, and the restrai ned power of the
servos. The droid was well made, even though some of his parts were ol d.

But there did seemto be sonmething else... some-thing too subtle even to be called an
aura. The nmerest hint that sonmehow, in a way unexpl ai nable by scientific methods, the sum
of I-Five was greater than his parts.

"May | be of assistance, Padawan O f ee?"

He had asked the question without turning around. He had sensed her sonehow, the npst
probabl e way was with his ol factory sensor, which was many tinmes nore sensitive than nost
organi cs’. He had snell ed her
“"Merely here to nmake ny rounds,"
been able to help."

she said, stepping forward. "Sonme patients whom | have

|-Five turned to face her. "Wth the Force."
"Yes."

"I knew a Padawan, a femal e hunman approxi mately your age, on Coruscant. Her name was
Darsha As-sant." He seened di sturbed by this recounting.

Barriss nodded. "I’'ve heard of her. Obi-Wan Kenobi says she died bravely, battling an
unknown foe."

|-Five was silent for a nonent. "Bravery," he said at last. "Yes. She was very brave. You
humans are known for your courage throughout the gal axy. Even the npbst warlike of species
respect it. Did you know t hat?"

"I hadn't really given it that much thought. There are a great many species who are as
brave or braver than humans, | should inmagine."

"Yes. But there is a crucial difference between your kind and a Sakiyan, say, or a
Trandoshan, or a Nikto. They are fearless, but not necessarily brave. Fearless-ness is
encoded in their genes. There are two ways that |life ensures survival of the fittest-by
produci ng warrior types fierce enough to conquer all in their path, or by creating
life-forns that have the sense to run away. Those capable of both are rare. You humans
have a choice-fight or flight. Yet so many tinmes you choose to fight-and so often for the
strangest reasons." |-Five raised both hands, palmnms up, in a very human shrug. "It’s
fascinating, at tinmes baffling, and often infuriating. Humans never cease to amaze ne."

As they spoke, Barriss took her lightpad fromthe rack and started wal ki ng down the rows
of beds, check-ing the overhead nmonitor stats against the glow ng fig-ures appearing on
the pad as she entered each bed’ s information field. The droid wal ked al ongsi de her

"You and Jos were tal king about what it is to be hu-man during the ganme,"” she said. "Do
you consi der yourself brave, |-Five?"

"Sonmehow | doubt that anyone who is really brave considers hinself brave. | don’'t believe
Padawan Assant did."

They wal ked down the narrow aisle between the two rows of beds. Nearly all of them were
occupi ed by clone troopers; the sane face nultiplied over and over. Only the injuries were
different.

|-Five said, "lI’'ve been told that the troops have al so been genetically nodified to fee
little or no fear on the battlefield. One can’'t hel p but wonder-does eliding the 'fear
gene’ make them | ess human?”

Barriss did not answer; she was suddenly occupied with watching the |ast piece of a puzzle

fall into place. She knew that Jos had been westling with sone sort of existentia
conundrum for the past few days, and, with the surety of those connected to the Force, she
suddenly knew that this was it. Jos, |like nost peopl e-even sone Jedi-had compartmnentalized

those around himinto confortable slots-confortable for him anyway. For him clones had



been dunped into the sane category as droids-the only difference being that they were nade
of flesh and bone instead of durasteel and electronics. It had been convenient to view
themwi th such detach-ment; it made it easier to accept it when he was unable to save one
on the table, though he still took it pretty hard. He was not the sort to be callous or
indifferent to any life, even that of sonmeone npbst considered an or-gani ¢ autonaton.

But then, along cones |-Five, a fully cognizant ma-chine, or at |least extrenely close, and
suddenly life isn't so easily dealt with. If Jos couldn’t nentally segregate a droid into
somet hing | ess than human, then he certainly couldn’t fit clones into that category.

No wonder he’d seened shaken up lately. Hs view of |ife had been wenched.

A hand with a vibroscal pel needed to be steady. She should speak to him O at |east make
sure he spoke to the m nder

And yet -what words of w sdom could she offer to quiet his turnoil? Was she so certain of
life inall its manifestations that she could offer a real solution to his problen? Wser
heads than hers had failed to cone up with a sustainabl e phil osophy of everything that
made t he gal axy a neatly packaged place. W are we? Wiere do we cone fron? What does it
all nean? She had the Force, a constant upon which she had been able to rely since she
could remenber, and her know edge of it had grown stronger over the years. Like the

m crowave hum of the universe, the Force was always with her. She had a certainty. Those
who were unable to feel the confort of the Force-what did they have?

What could she say to a nman who had questions for which there were no sinple answers? And
even if he could feel the Force, what did it say about the |life of a droid or a clone, or
for that matter, anyone else? The Force was not an instrunent of any but the nost basic of
ethics and norality. There was the light side and the dark side, and those were the
choices the Force offered. Education as to the true nature of sentient I|ife? That nust
cone from el sewhere

Still... she was a healer. She could, at tinmes, ease the fury of nental storms. At the
very least, a calmmnd was a better tool for dealing with such issues. She couldn’t
answer Jos’s questions, but perhaps she could help himfind a quiet place in which he
could find his owmn answers. That nmuch she was willing-and happy - to do.
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The spy was known by two aliases-Lens to Black Sun and Column to the Separatists. It was
the latter identity that sat and frowned at the odd-1ooking squiggle on the computer’s

hol oproj. To the uninitiated, the little mark m ght seemnothing nore than a flaw in the
projector’s inage resolver. To those in the know, the glitch nmeant sonething el se entirely.

The spymaster on Drongar had sent yet another of a series of all-too-frequent
conmuni cations. It was irri-tating. O the dozens of coded nessages that had been sent,
none had yet offered anything of substance. The nessages were trivial intelligence, along

the lines of "Keep an eye on the bota"... useless in general, and a particul ar waste of
time to a field agent in Colum’s circunstance. It took hours to decode the bl asted
thi ngs, which were Feral eechi onetime loops. In a dull, repetitive, nmanual process a

ci pher was partially de-coded, using a keyword in the early-norning hol onews. This gave a
series of nunmbers that were then keyed to a particul ar textbook available on the library
"cast, al-ways sonmething so boring that reading it aloud could stop a full-scale cantina
ri ot dead-Aridian Procedures for Devel opnent of Agricultural Fertilizer on Lythos N ne or
sone such mndless twaddl e. Then it had to be translated fromBasic into Symbian, a

| anguage dead, but unfortunately not buried, for thirty thousand years, and every sixth
word transposed. The end of all this |a-bor was usually a nessage along the |ines of,
"How s it going?"

The spymaster nust not have much to do, and nust be paranoid in the extreme to boot.

Wi ch, Col unm thought, teetered on the edge of silly. Even if somebody nanaged to

i ntercept one of the nes-sages-unlikely-and even if they were the best slicer in the

gal axy and somehow broke the cipher-unlikelier still-learning the nunber of cases of
Phi bi an beer de-livered to the mlitary canteen at Prine Base |ast nonth would hardly be
worth the effort.

Col um sighed. It was how the Separatists chose to do things, and no there was no help for
it. It would have to be done, but not right now Later.



Much | ater. ..

Jos noved through the nedical section, on his way to see a postop patient who had recently
devel oped a noso-com al infection. The patient was a hunman nale officer, not a clone, and
one upon whom both he and Zan had worked for several hours to replace a shrapnel-riddled
heart. They had been lucky; five mnutes nore and they woul d have | ost the man. After such
a brilliant surgical triunph, losing himto sone waste-hopper secondary bug was sinply
unaccept abl e. Even though the R msoo was state-of-the-art in sterile procedure and

envi ron-ment, nosocom al infections-contagions picked up while one was hospitalized-stil
happened now and then. This particular one had been very stubborn, not re-sponding to the
usual broad-spectrum antibiotics, and so far they had been unable to culture out and
identify it.

The prognosis was dire. Unless they could ID the cause, the officer wasn't going to
survi ve.

When Jos arrived at the isolation chanber, he saw that Zan was already inside the airfl ow
"wal | s" and sterile zap field that kept pathogens fromentering or es-caping. Next to the
bed, just outside the field, stood a hooded figure, one of The Silent.

Jos had never put much credence in the nute sibling-hood s supposed efficacy in aiding
patients’ recovery rates, but at this point he was not one to turn down any-thing that

m ght hel p. And, whether it was sone kind of placebo effect, spontaneous healing or

rem ssion, or sonething conpletely outside Jos’s nedical experience, the fact was that a
Silent’s presence at or near a patient’s side seened to speed recuperation. So he nodded
at the figure, whose face was hidden in the cowl, as he passed. The Silent nodded back

Jos stepped into the field, which crackled slightly. Zan started, as if sonebody had poked
a finger into his back. He | ooked around, saw Jos, and relaxed. "Ch, it's you."

"Nice to see you, too." Jos noticed that Zan was hol di ng an enpty ski npopper

"Sorry. Just a little on edge.”

"I can’t imagi ne why. These days everybody's adren-als are stuck on full throttle." Jos
| ooked down at the unconscious formin the bed. "How s our |atest poster boy for the
horrors of war doi ng?"

The patient, one N do Maetrecis, a major in the arny, |ooked somewhat better than the |ast
time Jos had seen him His skin had been pale and anhidrotic, but nowit was taking on a
normal , healthy glow. The flatscreen chart hung on the bed' s foot, and Jos picked it up
and scanned the stats. Blood pressure nornal, heart rate normal, white cell blood count...

Hel | 0? Look at this. The elevated white count that in-dicated the infection was way down.
And the differen-tials-the spread and proportion of specialized white cells, segs, polys,
eos, and so forth-were all within nornal limts.

The patient had turned around.

"Well, well,"” Jos said. "Looks |ike sonebody has the healing hands of a Jedi. O the
fingers, at least.”

The skin around Zan’s horns nottled a bit-the Zabraki an equival ent of a hunan’s bl ush. He
dropped the enpty ski npopper into the pocket of his one-piece.

Jos frowned. "You devel op a sudden sentinental at-tachment to instruments? Going to have
it anodi zed and put it on the mantel ?"

"Excuse ne?"

"Since when do enpty poppers not go into the trash?" Jos waved at the waste hopper next to
t he bed.

"Ch. Sorry-guess ny brain’s gone on |eave."
into the bin.

Zan pul | ed the skinpopper out and tossed it

As it arced past him Jos got a good | ook at the pneu-matic injector. The clear plastoid
cover was just that - clear. Blank. No identification denoting what kind of medication it
had hel d. No batch nunber, either. Nothing.



That sinmply wasn’t done.

The patient, who was now awake, nunbl ed that he was i ndeed feeling nuch better. Jos made
polite doctor noises, autonatically checked the man's vitals, then raised an eyebrow at
Zan. "Doctor Yant, if | mght speak with you in private?"

Qut side the building, Jos steered Zan into a patch of shade and rel ative cool ness. "Al
right. What’'s going on here?"

"Going on? What are you tal king about?" Zan didn't neet Jos’'s eyes.

"I'"mtal ki ng about a patient who cones out of a life-threatening secondary infection so
fast he | eaves ion burns on his chart. I'’malso tal king about treatment with unmarked
ski npoppers. "

Zan hesitated for a nonent, then sighed in resigna-tion
In that short pause, Jos suddenly knew what had tran-spired. "You didn’t, " he said.
Zan said, "I did."

"Zan, have you got an ingrown horn or somrething? You know what the risks are. If they
catch you, you'll be court-martial ed!"

"I'f you see a fellow sentient drowning and there’s a rope lying right next to your foot,
are you going to worry about being accused of stealing the rope?”

"I'f there’'s a good chance they'Il hang me with it, yeah. This is not the sane thing."

"It isn"t? W're on a planet with the biggest supply of a flat-out mracle drug in the
gal axy-you can walk to a huge field of it in five mnutes. W tried everything el se on
this guy, Jos-macronol ecul ar regeneration, nanocell inplants, maser cauterization-nothing
wor ked. The man was dying. You ve read the SGJ literature touting bota-an adaptogen that
can cure everything but a rainy day in nost hunmanoi d phenotypes. W' ve had patients who
died frominfections we could probably have cured with one scale of it." Zan raised his
hands, a gesture of inevitability. "I couldn’t just watch himdie. Not when there was the
slightest chance..."

Jos opened his nouth, but said nothing. What was there to say? Bota was val uabl e-so nuch
so that the Republic deened theft of it a crine to be severely pun-ished. The plant was,
ultimately, why both they and the Separatists were on Drongar. And, ironically, the |oca
Ri nsoos were forbidden to use it because of its poten-tial offworld val ue.

Bef ore Jos coul d speak again, Zan said, "Nobody will mss a few plants. There are little
pockets of bota all over the | owl ands that nobody even knows about. Pluck a coupl e of
scal es, stick themin your pocket, hand-process themlater... who's to know?"

"Zan..."

"Come on, Jos, you know a | ot of the xenos around here sneak out and harvest the stuff for
recreational use. Filba used to bliss out with a hookah full of it npbst every night.
Everybody knows what it can do for them and everybody | ooks the other way, as |ong as no
one gets greedy. At least I'musing it to save lives-which is what the Republic says it’'s
doing, too. Is the life of some-one a hundred parsecs from here nore val uable than one in
the next roon? Can | stand by and | et people die w thout doing everything in my power to
save t henP"

"You didn’t start this war, Zan. You're not responsi-ble for everybody who gets hurt in
it."

"Ch, that’s good. This fromthe guy who once kicked a hole in a wall when he |lost a
pati ent to Draknahr Syn-drome-something that all of Coruscant Med and a roomfull of Jed
and Silents couldn't treat."

At a total loss for words, Jos |looked at his friend, and saw nothing in front of himbut a
doctor who took his job as seriously as he hinmself did. He sighed. "Ckay. But you' ve got
to be nore careful -there are a | ot sharper eyes than m ne around here who could notice a
bl ank ski npopper."



"Point nade. 1’1 make sure they' re marked from now on," Zan said. "l can even use dye to
color the serumso it |ooks |ike polybiotic or spectacillin. Nobody will no-tice, Jos."

"I hope not," Jos said. " 'Cause if soneone does, your career could be snashed flatter
than a nmynock in a black hole."

Zan grinned and cl apped a hand on his friend s shoul-der, and the two turned and reentered
the buil di ng.
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Den Dhur was not a being to sit idle for long. Despite his facade of being suprenely bored
and cynical, of do-ing his job solely because it paid his drink tab, the thing in which he
took the nmobst pleasure in his life was his work. Even with the admral hunting him he
could not sinply canmp in his quarters-in fact, he couldn’t do that precisely because the
admral was hunting him The first question to answer during an investigation, an old
police officer had once told him is: what |ooks dif-ferent now than it did before? Any
change in the behav-ior of a crimnal suspect was cause for suspicion. If a bank is robbed
and the guard on duty at the tinme sud-denly decides to take an unschedul ed vacation or
begi ns driving a new and expensive speeder to work... well, unless his rich uncle just
passed away suddenly and left hima bundle of credits, or a winning ticket in the daux-cat
races, he's going to have conpany, to be sure. Company in uniform carrying sonic pistols
and stun batons.

Den Dhur the reporter did not usually spend his days alone in his quarters, and he surely
wasn't going to start doing so now. So it was that he found hinmself out in the blistering
hot day, shadowi ng the R nmso00’s conbat in-structor. Discreetly. Very discreetly. It wasn't
a real good idea to cone to the attention of a being who could, if he w shed, exterm nate
you w thout even raising his heart rate. A being who had denonstrated his ability and his
willingness to snuff out |ives and who had been recorded doing it. A being who glorified
in the hunt and the kill.

A being |ike Phow Ji.

Den slipped into the shade of an outbuilding, happy for the relative cool ness there, and
wat ched his quarry. He focused a tiny recording camupon the scene and triggered it. A
l[ittle nore background material never hurt. Better to have too much and have to cut it
than too little and have to stretch it. This device wasn’'t nearly as sophisticated as the
noon noth, but it would get the job done.

Phow Ji had assenbl ed a class of conbat students, maybe a dozen or so, nostly humans, and
they were linbering up their bodies on a patch of pink shortgrass behind the cantina.
Broad-1 eaved trees offered the nmar-tial arts trainees partial shade, but their exertions
still had those who shed heat by perspiring sweating pro-fusely, while those who used

ot her nmeans of cooling thensel ves were panting, waving their linbs, or ex-panding rills
and bul bae-whatever it took to bleed of f excess warnth.

"What is the First Rule?" Ji said. H s voice was oddly soft, but carried well enough in
the danp nmorning air.

"Always be ready!" the class chorused in unison.
"Exactly. You don’t hang your fighting mnd-set on the hat hook when you enter your cube.
You don't leave it on the counter when you shower, you don’t set it on the bedside table

when you sleep. If it is not part of you, it is useless and-"

Wthout a hint of what he was going to do, Ji took a quick step to his left, swung his
fist in a short arc, and punched a tall, thin human ani dshi ps.

The human went "Qof!" and staggered back a step, hands coming up in a bel ated defensive
post ure.

"Too late!" Ji roared, |oud enough to put a cold finger on Den’'s spine, thirty neters away
and hi dden.

The human had sagged to one knee, his face con-gested in pain. Wen he saw Phow J
wat ching him he hastily rose to his feet.



"Duel s are fun," Ji said. "Duels cone when you and your opponent both know what’'s about to
happen, at least in general terns. Duels are neat, clean, and have rules. A match in the
ring mght kill you, but you are prepared for it. You know who your eneny is, you know
where he is, and you aren't surprised when he conmes at you.

“In real life, you don’t have those |uxuries. You could be sitting in the ’fresher when
someone comes for you. Showering, sleeping, or taking a class like this one. Now What is
the First Rul e?"

"Always be ready!" they shouted in unison.

Ji took a step toward the group. The group, as one, took a step backward. Sorme of them
rai sed their hands. One of thempulled a knife partway froma sheath.

Ji grinned. "Better. Now. First Posture!"”

The students took a stance, one foot forward, one hand high, one |Iow Ji wal ked around
them touching an armor |leg here and there, correcting the poses. Every-body in the group
wat ched himw th what Den could see, even fromhis hiding place, was a tense wari ness.

Den shook his head. This Phow Ji was a bad man, no doubt about that. He al ready had enough
to file a story, but he allowed the camto continue running. He knew what his slant was
going to be: Phow Ji, a murderous thug who, in peacetine, would |ikely be | ocked away to
protect the citizenry, instead was indulging his violent tendencies on the field of

battle, allowed to kill and be thought a hero and not a villain. How did the public fee
about that? Knowi ng that someone who was nental ly deranged and viol ent, an assassin, a
nonster, was out there, and ostensibly on their side?

Den knew he could twirl it so that they would be hor-rified. A few nore sequences show ng
the human’s cru-elty and violence, and civilized beings would turn away in disgust and
revul si on.

He smiled. This was what he did, and he was good at it. O course, one could never be sure
what the public would do, but he knew a good story when he saw one, and whatever else he
mght lack in, he could tell that story well.
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Tol k, Jos decided, was deliberately torturing him

She knew how she affected himit was in her nature and training, both as a species and as
a fenmal e-and she was doi ng everything but giving hima handwitten in-vitation to join her
i n whatever his heart might desire.

In the preop surgical scrub room Jos washed his hands, taking the customary ten m nutes
to do so, lath-ering, cleaning under the short nails, then repeating the process, even

t hough the need for such had been unnec-essary since |ong before he’d been born. Wth
sterile fields and gl oves, there was not much of a chance any pat hogens were going to be
transferred into a patient because he washed his hands for nine minutes instead of ten,
but he’'d been taught by traditionalists who valued the old customs. So he washed, and he
wat ched the chrono, and he brooded.

Ad custons. On his world it was acceptable - barely-that a young unnmarried person ni ght
go forth into the gal axy and sanpl e the pleasures of ekster company. It wasn't spoken of
in polite circles, but it was done. Then the young, having gotten it out of their
sys-tens, were to return hone, find a spouse froma proper enster famly, and settle down.

But even in his younger and wilder days, Jos had never been confortable with the idea of

brief liaisons. He'd done it, of course, but the essentially neaningless en-counters had

wei ghed heavily upon him At the core of his being, Jos knew that there would only be one
love in his life, and that he should not be unfaithful to her - even if he did so before

he ever met her.

But now, here was Tol k. Beautiful. Sexy. Adept. Car-ing. Intelligent and, Jos knew, al
too perceptive. She called to him He wanted to get to know her, to explore her enotiona
depths, to find out if what he saw within was real. And, were he from anot her background,
he woul d have broken | andspeeder records to pursue her, to see if she was indeed the One.
But she could not be the One for him his famly, his culture, and a lifetine of duty to
both forbade it out of hand. She was not of his people. She was ekster. There was no



sacrament, no cer-enony, no ritual, that could change this. She could not become one of
t hem

Jos was indeed a nman torn

Tol kK knew about his cultural background, of course. She could have politely backed away
from any possi bl e entangl ements. But she hadn't.

And why is that, Jos, you sinpleton? Hmm®

Jos scrubbed hard at the backs of his fingers. How pink the skin was getting there. C ean
Very cl ean.

Tol k hadn’t made herself scarce for a sinple reason: he wanted her, and not just
physically. And she knew it. And apparently, she was of |ike enough mnd so as not to be
of fended by the idea. And therein lay the real problem"l wouldn't recomend scrubbing the
skin off en-tirely, Jos. Get serous fluid inside the gloves and all."

Speak of tenptation, and |lo! there did she appear

He munbl ed sonet hi ng.

"Pardon? | didn't catch that."

Jos continued to neticul ously wash his hands, |ike that character in the old hol odrama who
beli eved that, no matter how hard he scrubbed, he woul d never be clean of his father’s

bl ood. What was his nane again...?

He took a deep breath. M ght as well get to it.

"Listen, Tolk. I... uh, | nean... uh..." Blast, this was hard! The term ni xed enotions
didn’t begin to cover how he felt. It was nore |ike pureed enotions.

She smled sweetly at him pretending, he knew, that she didn’t have a clue as to how he
felt. "Yes?"

He strai ghtened, stuck his hands under the dryer. "Wy are you making this so hard?"

"Me? I'"msorry, am | making sonething hard, Doctor Vondar?" The finest strands of spun
Yyeger sugar woul d not have nelted upon her tongue.

"You know my culture," he said, determined to see it through

"Yes. And this know edge disturbs you...?"

"Blast it, Tolk. You know very well what |I'mtalking about!"

She | ooked at himw th an i nnocent gaze, her eyes so wide they nmade a Sullustan | ook
squint-eyed. "My tal-ents aren’'t perfect, Jos. I'mnot a nmind reader; | can only see
what’ s obvi ous to anybody who | ooks cl osely enough. Maybe you shoul d just say what you
mean so there won’t be any confusion."” She smled again

He wanted to scream and break things.

"l -you-we-we can’t have a future together."

Tol k blinked, as innocent as a newborn. "Future? Wio said anythi ng about that?"
"Tolk..."

"W're in a war zone, Jos. Renenber? Qur protec-tive field m ght mal function tonorrow, we
could take inconming fire fromthe Separatists, and we could all cease to be, just like
that. O the spores could nutate and kill us. O we could be hit by lightning. In short,
this is a dangerous place. Prognosis dismal. Any future for us is purely theoretical."

Jos stared at her. Sonehow he retained enough nuscle control to close his gaping nouth.

Tol k said, "You know the Bruvian saying, ’'Kuuta velomn’ ?"



He shook his head.

"’ Seize the noment.’ It’s all we have. The past is gone, the future may never arrive. \Wat
exists is now |I'mnot asking for nmarriage, Jos. | know that you can't travel that path
with nme. But we could share what comfort we nm ght have together, here and now. Two peopl e
who care for each other. The future, if it cones, will at-tend to itself. As should we.
VWere's the harmin it?"

He shook his head again. "I'ml wish | could do that. I'’mjust not wired that way. | need
to commt to sonmething this inportant.”

"Am | that inportant to you, Jos?"

He | ooked at her, and she smiled again, a sad snile. "You needn’'t say it al oud. Your

expression tells ne." She paused.

"Al'l right, then. 1'Il be your friend and your co-worker, because it seens that’'s all we
are allowed. More’'s the pity." She reached out and touched his hand, and he felt an
electric thrill run through his whol e body.

She wi t hdrew her hand. She wasn’t smiling now. "Oops, |I’'ve contam nated you. Sorry. You' |
have to wash your hands again. 1'lIl see you in the OI."

When she was gone, he found that he was shaki ng.

He hated this. The war, the deaths, his culture, and in that nmonent, he was very glad Tol k
had | eft and could not see the despair that he knew nust be showi ng on his face.

He had to get out.

Not for long, and not far, but he could not face the OTI right now, especially with Tolk in
it. He'd sooner face an entire platoon of droidekas arned only with a trochar than see
that look in her eyes again, at |least to-day. He wouldn’t be able to concentrate; |ikely
as not he’d wind up replacing a kidney with a gall bl adder or sonething equally bad.

He conmmed Zan
"You owe ne," the Zabrak said darkly as Jos watched himscrub up. "I just finished ny own
rotation two hours ago."

"Sleep’s overrated."

"1 wouldn’t know. "

"Just give me an hour or so," Jos said. "l’ve got to clear ny head."
"So you're going for a wal k? Have you been outside |ately? The air’s so thick you could
swimto the cantina."

"One hour," Jos said. "I'll be back."

He | eft the building and struck out across the com pound, angling away fromthe marshes
and toward the relatively drier bota fields. Zan hadn’'t exaggerated - ten mnutes of
wal ki ng and his clothes were already sweat-soaked. He woul d have to decontami nate all over
agai n.

He didn’'t care.

He stepped through a small stand of broad-I|eaved trees, waving away the wi ngstingers and
fire gnats swarnming around him and saw the bota fields. Twenty or so parallel rows of
gromh stretching into the msty distance. Bota grew low to the ground; actually, the
ma-jority of the plant was underground, with only the fruit-ing bodi es exposed. The rows
were being tended by the usual assortnent of droids; he didn’t see any organic handl ers at
t he noment.

He made no attenpt to pinch off a bit of the plant, knowing that the rows were protected
by a lowlevel zap field. This innocuous growth was a preci ous com nodity-understandabl e,
since its adaptogenic cells could serve a variety of purposes, everything from po-tent

br oad-based antibiotic to hallucinogen to nutrient, depending on the species. If it could



be cultivated off-world, it would give the spice traders consi derable cause to worry,
because it could literally be all things to all people.

Al things to all people. It suddenly seenmed to Jos that he'd spent a goodly part of his
life-entirely too nuch, perhaps-trying to be the sane thing. As far back as he could
remenber, it had been assunmed that he woul d be a doctor. It wasn't a decision he
regretted-he was proud of his profession-but that was only one of many ways that he had
endeavored to be the Good Son. He'd studied hard, always toed the line, been a child of
whom anyone coul d be proud. And his famly had been proud of him no question of it. They
had never stinted in their praise. He had no desire to hurt themor to see themhurt. And
he knew t hat espousi ng an ekster woul d probably put themin early graves.

But - he seened to be hearing the voice of Klo Merit in his ear: Are they your custons?
Are they?

It didn't take a Jedi to see that Tolk would shine out amd an entire planetful of wonen.
And he couldn’t deny that her offer of wartine confort was tenpting, very tenpting.

But he couldn’'t.

VWhat are you afraid of?

"I"'mafraid I'll fall in love with her," he said al oud.

"I think it’s too late to fear that," a gentle voice be-hind himsaid.

Startled, Jos turned, expecting for an instant to see Tolk, to wonder if he should be
delighted, angry, afraid, or something for which he likely had no nane-But it wasn’'t Tol k
It was the Padawan, Barriss O fee.
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Barriss had been initially surprised to encounter Jos this far fromthe base. After a
nonent, however, she re-alized there was nothing to be surprised about. She had been
wanting to talk to him to offer himsone solace for the nmental and enotional turnmoil she
knew he was going through. It was not just her desire as a friend; it was her duty as a
Jedi

And now, here he was.
The Force does work in mysterious ways, she thought.

He didn’t seemoverly pleased to see her, but she could tell he wasn’t keen on anybody’s
conpany right now. She reached out with the Force, found the tangled skein of his

di stress, stretched taut beneath his mnd s surface. He was westling with a very

di fferent problemthan his feelings about clones, but no matter-he needed qui etude, and
that she coul d provide.

Flowing with the Force, very lightly, she touched the tight, knotted strings of his
dilemma, quieting their thrunmng as a finger passed over the strings of a que-tarra could
subdue a chord.

He seened surprised. He | ooked up, neeting her gaze with his own uncertain one.
Barriss smiled. "You are troubled, Jos," she murrmured. "You are fighting your own interna
war, on as many different fronts as the Republic is on Drongar. | can't solve your crises,
but | can guide you to a nore se-cure place, fromwhere you can deal with them"

"Why?" he asked. "I mean-what’s so special about me?"

Barriss smiled. "I could say | want to ensure your ability to performwell in the OI, and
there is sone-thing of that in nmy purpose. But nostly it’s because |’ma Jedi, and a
heal er as well. My purpose is to aid and confort."

Jos was silent for a nmonment. Then he said, "Wat did you nmean when you said it was too
late to fear falling in [ove with Tol k?"

"Exactly what | said. It’s obvious you | ove her and she reciprocates. | would see it even



wi thout the Force’'s aid. If you don’'t believe me, ask any of your friends."
Jos lifted his arns in exasperation. "So everyone sees it but me?"

"One is usually blind when one is in the eye of the storm"”

"But she's ekster," he whispered. "My famly would be devastated."

"Most likely true.™
“I"d be giving up everything-nmy famly, nmy friends, ny practice... and for what?"
Barriss | ooked at him "For |ove," she said.

Jos was silent for several long mnutes, his eyes down-cast. Then he heaved a great sigh
and | ooked at Barriss.

"l can't," he said.
She nodded. She could sense his angui sh, and that he spoke the truth. Perhaps it was the
right decision. It was not her place to judge him only to aid him

"Choi ces of the heart are never easy," she said. She | ooked at the sky, saw that the sun
was setting in a blaze of reds and oranges, its light reflecting off the spores in the
upper at nosphere.

"It will be dark soon,"” she said. "Best we return to the base.”
Jos glanced at his wist chrono and nodded. "Yeah, | prom sed Zan |I'd be back in-"

A light brighter than a dozen suns seared Barriss’'s vi-sion. An instant |ater, a giant
hand |ifted her, then snmashed her full length into the mud.

The attack took Jos as nuch by surprise as it did the Jedi. At first he was not sure what
had happened; only that there had been a brilliant flash of |ight, a deafening explosion
and when he regai ned his senses he found hinself |ying across Barriss’s still-unconscious
form both of themhalf buried in warmnud. Not far away, in the grove of broad-I|eaved
trees, one tree was now a shattered, smoking stunp, its sap having been instantly

super heated by the energy of a powerful |aser blast that had turned the tree into an
organi ¢ bonb. Jos’'s face tin-gled painfully, and he realized that his skin had been
peppered by tiny splinters. It was a mracle he hadn’t been blinded.

He | ooked up. His vision was blurry, and he was nearly deaf fromthe explosion, but he
could see well enough to realize that a battle droid was standing on the other side of the
bota field, its tel escoping chest cannon still extended. It |ooked like it was |ining up
anot her shot.

Jos scranbled to his feet-or tried to; Drongar sud-denly seenmed to be rotating in severa
directions at once, and he fell again, this tine | anding al ongside Barriss. H s face wound
up in the nud, only a few centine-ters from hers.

He saw her open her eyes.

Anot her cannon bl ast scorched the ground a nmeter in front of them ripping up rows of bota
and raining frag-nents of the plant down around them

Barriss rose to her feet-just how, Jos could not have said. She seened to |evitate-one
nonent she was sprawl ed on the ground, and the next she stood upright. Inpressive as that
was, however, it was nothing compared to her next action

As Jos watched in astoni shment, the Padawan | eapt across the bota field, covering a

di stance of at least ten neters in a single bound. As she arced through the air toward the
droid, Jos saw another flash of light. At first he thought the droid had fired again, but
then he real-ized the glow cane fromBarriss’s hand.

She had drawn her |ightsaber

Jos had seen inages and hol os of the Jedi weapon in use, but he had never before seen one
inreal life. Bar-riss’s energy bl ade was an azure streak about a meter in length. It nade



a sound like a nest of angry w ng-stingers, and, even over the noi some stenches borne on
the breeze fromthe nearby swanmp, he could snell the acrid scent of ozone it produced.

He wat ched, opennoputhed, as Barriss |anded next to the battle droid. Before it could fire
again, she struck a single blow with the energy weapon that sheared hal fway through the
droid s torso. Sparks erupted, and the droid coll apsed.

Jos managed to get to his feet and stay there as the Padawan deactivated her |ightsaber
Hooking it to her belt, she wal ked back to him taking care to go around the bota field to
avoi d causing any nore danage to the precious grow hs.

"That...," he said, at a loss for words for one of the fewtines in his life. "That was...
you' re anmazing."

She nade a grimace of annoyance. "lI’man unwary amateur,” she replied. "Had | been nore
m ndful of the Force, that droid would never have gotten cl ose enough to attack us.

"We'd better get back. | think that was a single scout that nmanaged to penetrate our
lines, but there mght be nore." She started back toward the base, and Jos hur-ried to
keep pace with her

"I can't believe it m ssed us," he said.

"It appeared to be battle-danaged; perhaps its target-ing conmputer was mal functioning. In
any event, | doubt such luck will be ours nore than once. Best we hurry. Al so, we need to
get you treated-you | ook |ike you' ve been shaving with a raven thorn."

Jos was in ready agreenent with that. Suddenly fac-ing Tolk in the OI didn't seemnearly
as traunatic. This was an aspect of the war he had not been exposed to un-til now It
wasn’t one he was eager to experience again

And, of course, Zan was not inpressed when he did get back

"You're ten mnutes late," he said.

“I nearly got killed by a battle droid," Jos said.

"No excuse. It didn't kill you, didn't even burn off a |leg or anything."

Jos only half heard him H's mnd was occupied with the nenory of Barriss Ofee battling
the droid. She had been spectacul ar using that |ightsaber. So far, nost of the ekster
worren were a | ot nore exciting than the en-ster wonen he renenbered back hone..
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Jos had enough on his nind that he was paying scant attention to the chip-cards. The
coins, flasks, sabers, and staves upon themheld no real neaning for him Around the
table, the other players |ooked at their hands, brooded, or made classic coments:

"Son- of -a-bant ha, who dealt this ness?" This from Zan.

"That would be ne," Den said. He glanced at Jos. "I tried to cheat in your favor,
Doc-didn't you get a pure?"

"Very funny," Jos replied. "If this bonb was any big-ger, they'd be calling this the
Drongar asteroid field."

"Spoken like a being trying to up the bets," |-Five said.

"You going to bet, fold, or just whine?" Tol k asked Jos.

Her tone of voice was like a sonic disruptor fired straight into his chest. To his
surprise, he’d found that nearly getting killed while out trying to clear his head
yest erday had not bothered himnearly as much as Tol k’s new cool ness toward hi m
But that’'s what you told her you wanted, wasn't it?

He | ooked at his hand. Wat with holding the Queen of Air and Darkness, the Evil One, and
the Denmi se, he was so far bel ow negative twenty-three that there was no way he could w n,



gi ven the mat hematical laws of this particular galaxy. Wien his turn canme, he fol ded.
Bets went into the hand pot. After the next card, Zan fol ded al so.

Den dealt the remining players-Tolk, |-Five, Bar-riss, and hinsel f-another card. The Jed
dr opped out.

Zan | eaned back and said, "So, Den, weren't you go-ing to wite a story about Phow Ji ?"
The reporter paused a beat in his deal, then resuned. "Yeah."

"So when are we going to see it?"

"Wth any |uck, never."

Jos thought this was odd, since Den seened to have pretty high opinion of his abilities as
a witer. He'd told his sabacc cronies a few days previously that he planned on

evi scerating the Bunduki in pixels. Naturally, Den had cautioned them this data wasn’'t to
be consi dered broadband, as the Sullustan had no great desire to be rendered into shaak
fodder by Ji. "What happened?" Jos asked.

Den didn't answer. Tol k called, the hands were turned over, and she won with an even
twenty-three. O course.

"Lucky at cards, unlucky in love," Den said.
Tol k gl anced at Jos, then smiled at Den. "So why won’t we be seeing the story, Den?"

"Ch, you'll see it, if you bother to |ook. They... butchered it. | laid it out as how our
friend Ji was the scum of the galaxy and that feeding himfeetfirst to a hungry rancor was
too good for him"

"And...?" Barriss said.

"And they... twirled it, so that now he doesn't sound... so bad." Den shuffled the cards.
"Not bad at all, I'mafraid. Seens the audience is tired of grimnews at the nonent.
According to ny editor, they ve been getting a lot of that lately-battles |ost here,
systens cut off there, and so on. Dooku' s forces might be get-ting their metal behinds
kicked in the long run-if you believe the Republic flacks, anyway-but it doesn’t sound
like that to the view ng public. They want he-roes."

"Phow Ji is not in any way, shape, or forma hero,"
kills people for fun."

Zan said. "He's a murderous thug who

"Afact | went to great pains to point out, believe me. But that doesn’'t matter. Ji can be
trinmred and | ubed enough to fit the slot. So it has been decreed by voices |ouder than
m ne, and so, apparently, shall it be."

There was a nonent of shocked silence as the other players digested this.
"That’s not a twirl, that’'s a C ass-One troopship’s gravity-gyro on full spin,” Jos said.

"W gonna talk, or are we gonna play cards?" Den said, passing the deck to him "Your
deal, Doc."

"The way ny luck is running, talk is a whole |ot cheaper,"
fifty creds.”

Jos said. "I'm already down

Zan | ooked like he'd just been hit with severe vestibu-lar disorder. "But-they can't nmke
a col dhearted no-creche like Ji into sonmebody for people to admire!" he sputtered. "The
man keeps trophies of all the people he's nurdered!"

"Enem es of the Republic, each and every one," |-Five said. "That’'s how they |l twrl it."
"This is unbelievable news, Den," Barriss said. "You rmust be horribly di sappointed."
Den was qui et-he seened to be editing his thoughts. "It is. | am" he said finally. "But

I"’mnot all that surprised. | didn't just fall off the purnix lorry yesterday, after all
|’ve seen it happen to others. |’ve even had it done to nme before-though never to this



degree." He snorted. "Qur warped Phow Ji will probably get a rich entproj contract out of
it, if he doesn’t dice the agent who offers it to him ’'The Hero of Drongar,’ comng to
your homne three-dee soon."

"Sweet Sookie," Jos said.

"Heroes are transient,"” Den said, in a tone that sounded |like he was trying to convince
hi nsel f nore than the other players at the sabacc table. "They cone, they go, and they

tend to die nore often than everybody else in wartime. If one is real and another is a

product of the nedia, it’s all the same, in the long run. None of it really matters."

"I’mgoing to go out on a spiral arm here and guess you have no use for heroes," |-Five

sai d.

Den shrugged. "They make good copy sometines. OQther than that, no.
"So there’s nothing for which you would risk your |ife?"

"Good maker, no. | don’t believe in all that spiritual stuff. | don't expect to be
recycl ed as somet hing higher up the food chain in another incarnation, or to see the
Spectrum at the end of the gal axy, or discorporate and becone one with the Force. For ne,
what you see is what you are, and when the lights go out, that’s it. So why should | court
the Eternal Sleep any sooner than | absolutely nust? No risk, no | oss. Heroes are, save
for those who wind up being in the category conpletely by accident, either fools or
selling sonething."

Jos | ooked at the droid. "What about you, |-Five? Gven your construction, you could | ast
five hundred, a thousand years or nore. Wuld you put your durasteel neck and all those
centuries on the line if there was a good chance sonebody would ax it?"

|-Five said, "It would depend on why. |’ve nmentioned before that | still have some nmenory
damage |’ m en-deavoring to repair, and it seens fromsome of the re-cently recovered bits

that | may have performed some 'heroic’ actions in nmy past."” He fanned his cards. "I nust
say |'minterested in learning the circunstances."

Den shook his head, then | ooked at Barriss. "You, | expect it fromyou're a Jedi, that's
what you do. The nedical folks-well, 1've seen sone of themwho d charge a particle cannon

at the drop of a glove, so they're as crazy as clones, too, in ny 'cron." He gl anced at
Jos, Zan, and Tol k. "No offense," he added.

"None taken," Zan said.
Den shifted his gaze back to I-Five. "But | didn't ex-pect to ever encounter a droid with
del usions of valor. You, ny netallic friend, are in need of sone serious rewiring."

"And you," |I-Five replied as he tossed a credit into the hand pot, "need a danper sl apped
on your cynicismchip."

Jos, Zan, and Tolk sniled. Zan took the deck of cards. "Maybe ny luck will change," he
sai d.

"It better not while you re dealing," Jos said.

Zan shuffled, then put the customary blank card at the bottom of the deck, marking where
the shuffled cards stopped. He put the deck down for Barriss to cut. As she did so, he
said, "I guess |I’mwhat they' d call a de-vout agnostic. | don't know if there's sonething
bi gger than us or not, but | think that we should attenpt to live our lives as if there
is."

"“A phil osophy nore bei ngs shoul d espouse," Barriss said.
Den rolled his eyes but said nothing.

There flashed into Jos’s m nd once again an inmage of CT-914's quiet grief for his conrade.
He | ooked up fromhis cards and saw Barriss watching him a | ook of synpathy on her face.

He gl anced at |-Five. The droid was studying his cards, but he appeared to sense Jos’'s
attention, because he | ooked up. Jos had gotten quite good at reading the subtle shifts of
lum nosity in |I-Five's photoreceptors, but this time the droid s expression was enigmatic.



The mpbnent stretched.

"Jos," Zan said. "It's your turn."

"What are you going to bet?" |-Five asked.

VWhat i ndeed?

Jos dropped his hand and stood. "I'’mout,"” he said. "I'll see you all later."

Zan blinked. "Were are you goi ng?"

"To pay a synpathy call,"” Jos said as he left.
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Jos wal ked across the conpound, slipping an osnotic mask over his nose and nmouth as he did
so, because the concentration of spores in the air was unusually heavy. He was so
preoccupied with his thoughts, however, that he barely noticed them or the syrupy heat of
m dday.

He was thinki ng about space travel.

His training was in nedicine, not applied and theoret-ical physics-he snmiled slightly,
renmenbering the iras-cible Dr. S hrah, one of his teachers, who had zero tol erance for any
di sci pline outside nmedicine-"You re a doctor, not a physicist!" would be his take on Jos’s
wool gat heri ng-but he knew the basics and the history, as did anyone with anything nore
than a dirt clod for a brain. Travel between star systens was made possi bl e by noving

t hrough hyperspace, an alternate dinension not all that different fromreal space, in which
superlu-mnal velocities were easily reached. In ancient tines, this had been thought

i mpossi bl e, since the legendary Drall scientist Tiran had proven conclusively, nore than
thirty-five thousand years ago, that tinme and space were inseparable, and that the speed
of light was an absol ute boundary that could not be crossed.

But Tiran’s Theory of Universal Reference did not prohibit anything traveling faster than
l[ight-it only disallowed traveling at the speed of light. If the "light-speed barrier"
coul d somehow be bypassed, one could theoretically shift easily fromreal space to

hyper space and back

Gal actic colonization had initially been acconplished by generation ships, and this made
it inmpossible to knit the separate worlds together in a viable galactic civiliza-tion
Finally, after centuries of experinmentation and frustration, the best scientists of the
Republic found a way to create and contain negative pressure fields strong enough to power
a portable hyperdrive unit. At long |ast, affordable and ubiquitous superlum nal trave
had been achi eved.

Thi s acconplishnment, of course, had quickly led to the Great Hyperspace War and vari ous

ot her forns of unpl easantness, but that wasn't where Jos’s thoughts had taken hi mtoday.
The probl enms of achieving FTL speed made a ni ce netaphor for breaking through to new
concepts. If you could sonehow nmake it past the initial barrier of perception, then the
gal axy you found yourself in wasn't really all that different fromthe one you d |eft
behind. In his case, it was a galaxy in which artificial intelligences and cl oned
personalities had to be judged on an equal enotional footing with organics, but, once that
concept was grasped, it proved to be not that hard to assinmilate.

It did, however, require sone adjustnent-and sone apol ogi es.

Barracks CT-Tertiumwas the |argest of the three gar-risons at G ound Base Seven, which
was | ocated at the edge of the Rotfurze Wastes, a region of severe ecologi-cal blight two
kilometers fromthe Rinsoo. Jos requisitioned a | andspeeder and was there in less than ten
m n-utes. He was far enough behind the lines to feel rela-tively unconcerned, although he
could hear, on several occasions, the distant crackle of particle beans and the nuffled
whunp! of G 22 frag nortars. Apparently the Separatists weren't all that worried about
bot a danmage anynore

At GB7 he was directed to a tiny 4.5-square-neter billet, barely | arge enough for the
bunk- and-1 ocker conbination that constituted CT-914’s home away fromactually, Jos
realized, it was just his hone. Un-less one counted the vat from which the clone had been



decanted in Tipoca City on the waterworl d Kam no, CT-914 had no pl ace el se he could cal
hi s own.

The bed had been nade to mlitary precision, the blankets as snoboth as the surface of a
neutron star. The | ocker was ajar, and cl oser inspection proved it to be enpty.

What was puzzling, however, was the spot over the head of the bed, where the trooper’s
desi gnati on shoul d have been. Instead of reading ct-914, the frane was enpty.

Jos spied a Dressellian corporal nearby and hailed him The Dressellian, surly |ike nost
of his species, saluted somewhat resentfully upon recognizing a supe-rior officer. Jos
asked hi m where N ne-one-four was.

"In the recycling vats, nost likely," was the shocking reply. "Along with nost of his
pl at oon. They were am bushed by a Separatist guerrilla attack two days ago."

The Dressellian waited a nonent, then, seeing that the human captain was not likely to be
asking any nore questions inmediately, saluted again and continued about his business.

Jos slowy left the garrison, stunned. In the | ast hour or so he had cone to think of

Ni ne-one-four as exemplifying all of his newfound know edge of the clones’ essentia
humanity, and to suddenly learn that he was dead was al nbost as big a shock as hearing of
the death of an old friend or a | oved one. He had felt conpelled to seek the clone out and
apol ogi ze to him hoping that, sonehow, such an expiation would sinplify sone of the
chal | enges of an awareness that now included respect toward nore than organic |life al one.
But instead he’'d found that CT-914 had joined his vat-brother, CT-915, in death. And Jos
knew that it would be a long tine, if ever, before their deaths, and all the others
perpetrated by this war, would seemto be anything but sensel ess and despi cabl e.

He tried to still his racing thoughts for a nonment, to have a few seconds of silent
respect for the fallen war-rior. But it seemed that, no matter how still he willed his
mnd to be, it kept filling up with i mages of Tol k.

On board the MedStar frigate, Admiral Tarnese Bl eyd studied the flinsies before him the
results of his latest round of inquiries into any suspicious or surreptitious 'casts from
the personnel of R nsoo Seven. Wth a grow he swept them off his desk and onto the fl oor
Not hing - just the usual air and space chatter to be expected. Nothing to give himthe
slightest clue as to who night have been spying on himwhen Filba died, or why.

Bl eyd growl ed again, an al nbst subsonic sound, deep in his throat. As |ong as whoever on
the other end of that spycamrenni ned at |arge, he, Bleyd, was in danger. The recording

nm ght even now be circul ating over the Hol oNet, or being viewed in the private chanbers of
some investigative comittee back on Coruscant. The situation was intolerable.

Thi nk, curse you! Use that hunter’s brain, those predatory instincts. Wio would be the
nost |ikely be-ing to possess a surveillance cam and who woul d have reason to shadow hi m
to attenpt to record himin sone kind of illegal activity?

Per haps Phow Ji, that Bunduki martial artist he' d en-countered? Bl eyd considered, then
shook his head. Such undercover activity would be much too subtle for such a thug. Perhaps
he shoul d reconsider the possibility of Black Sun-H s eyes narrowed in sudden thought. Ws
he comng at this fromthe wong angl e? He was assumi ng that he had been the target of
whoever had done the espionage. But what if he was wong? Wat if Filba had been the

subj ect ?

Bl eyd activated the flatscreen desk display, quickly constructing a new search al gorithm
In a nonment he had the data he needed.

On several separate occasions there had been public conplaints nade by the Sull ustan
reporter, Den Dhur, concerning Filba. While Dhur was hardly the only one in the Rinsoo to
have sone kind of grievance against the Hutt, the fact that he was a reporter neant he
nost |ikely had access to surveillance equi pnent.

Yes. Yes, it made sense. Dhur nust have been recording the Hutt’'s actions at the tinme of
the latter’s death-and had, by unhappy coinci dence, gotten the incrimnating interchange
bet ween Fi |l ba and Bl eyd.

Unhappy i ndeed, for the reporter..



Bl eyd stepped out from behind the desk, wearing a grimsnile. He would order Den Dhur
arrested and brought up from planetside inmmediately. Wth any luck, there was still time
to rectify this ness before-The door to his office opened.

Bl eyd blinked in surprise. It was the robed figure of a Silent who entered, but Bleyd knew
i mredi atel y who was hi dden beneath the vestnents.

Kaird, the Nediji. The Bl ack Sun agent.

Bl eyd stepped away fromhis desk. Al nbst automati-cally his hand slipped around to the
back of his uni-form releasing the knife fromits hidden belt sheath. It slipped
confortably into the folds of his hand. It was a ryyk blade, nuch snmaller than the
tradi ti onal weapons fashioned and used by the Wokiee warriors of Kashyyyk, but no |ess
deadly. It had proven the differ-ence between victory and defeat, between |life and death,
for himbefore, and he intended that it do no | ess now.

The bird-being fol ded back his hood, revealing his sardonic face and bl azing viol et eyes.
He cocked his head in greeting.

"Admiral," he said. When he |owered his hands fromthe hood, the right one held a gl eam ng
blade in it.

Bleyd did not reply to the greeting. He circled to his left, his knife held | ow by his
ri ght hip, the point ex-tended downward fromthe little finger side of his fist, edge
forward, in a reverse grinp.

Three neters away, Kaird kept the circle conplete, nmoving to his left, and the short and
st ubby bl ade he held jutted upward fromthe thunb side of his grip, the edge also facing
hi s opponent.

Bl eyd seemed outwardly calm although he was thinking furiously. His office was fairly
large, but it was still on board a starship, where every cubic centineter of space was at
a premum Wth any luck, the encl osed area woul d negate the Nediji's speed. He couldn’t
dodge if he didn't have room and once he was backed into a corner, Bleyd, who was | arger
and stronger, would have him He woul d take sone danage-no way around that-but damage
could be repaired, wounds could be heal ed.

"Let me guess," the Black Sun agent said. "Mathal didn't ’'accidentally’ fly his ship into
the wong orbit."

"Mat hal was greedy. He wanted to fill a freighter with bota, to make a killing, and Sanvil
take the strag-glers. Doing that would have made nme a fugitive fromthe authorities for
life. He didn't care about that. He got what he deserved."

"You shoul d have contacted us. Black Sun would have dealt with him W take a |onger view
of our busi-ness, and we frown on rogues."

Bl eyd shrugged. "As far as | was concerned, he was Black Sun. | could not allow himto
ruin what | had set up here.”

Kaird shifted his stance, turning so that his right side faced Bl eyd. The Adnmiral noticed
that the dark blue swatch of feathers around his opponent’s neck had grown darker still,
and had risen in a stiff ruff-no doubt an atavistic warning for predators. The Nediji was
in full conbat node. He spun his knife, twirling it around his fingers. A show nove, the
nore so because it indicated he was not tight with fear

"It’s not too late," he said. "As you said, Mathal got what he had com ng. W can overl ook
that. No need to ruin a business that’'s maki ng everybody profit."

Bl eyd shook his head. Just to show that he wasn't ner-vous, he also shifted his knife,
turning it with alittle nove that switched froma mountain clinber’s pick to a sword
fighter’s hold. "Too nuch of the profit Iines Black Sun’s vaults. | can store the bota far
away from here, nove it nyself, and make nuch nore-if | cut out the m ddl e beings."

The Nediji |aughed. "Starting with ne, eh?"

"Not hi ng personal ."

Kai rd | aughed again. "Pardon me, but | take ny death very personally."” And with that he



l unged, i mpossibly fast, and the short knife flicked out in a blur

Bl eyd saw it com ng, but even so, he barely had time to get his own knife in position for
the bl ock. Durasteel clashed with durasteel, and Kaird hopped back, grin-ning, before
Bl eyd coul d counterattack.

"Just checking to see if you' re awake, Admiral."

"Awake enough to cut you down, Nediji.

"And what if you nanage that? There are many nore where | cane from Do you think Bl ack
Sun will just shrug and forget to send another agent? Perhaps next tine it will be a team
of shockboots, real shoot-first-and-ask-no-questions types. Mst unpleasant fol k."

"Teans need a ship," Bleyd said. "Eneny ships tend to be shot down in wars. By the tine
the next agent or agents get here, | can be far, far away-far enough to nmke it
financially unfeasible for the Republic to pur-sue ne."

"You think having the authorities |ooking for you is a problen? You can't inagi ne how that
pal es conpared to having us after you." Kaird flipped the knife fromhand to hand. "And
Bl ack Sun never gives up the chase."

“I'"1l worry about that later. Right now, I'lIl deal with you."

"I don't think so. You're larger and rmuch stronger, true, but I'mfar faster. You are
obvi ously adept with these"-he waved the knife-"but | still have the ad-vantage."

It was Bleyd's turn to laugh. "You really think so? |’"’ma hunter and a warrior, bird-man
and I've killed half a dozen opponents with this very blade. You are fast, yes, but your
bones are hol |l ow and your feathers no protec-tion against cold durasteel. No matter how
fast you are, you can't get to ne before | gut you."

"You're forgetting something,” Kaird replied. "I’m an assassin."”

Bl eyd rai sed an eyebrow. "Wich neans...?"

"I't neans that getting the job done is nore inportant than how !l do it."

Bl eyd frowned. What-?

Kai rd whi pped his hand back suddenly, snapped it forward, and threw the knife-!

It came too fast to dodge. Bleyd instinctively swatted at the incom ng weapon, and, with
refl exes honed by centuries of natural selection, managed to deflect it - barely. It
ni cked himon the hand, but that was all. A nere scratch.

He grinned as the Nediji's knife fell to the floor, clat-tered, and bounced to his feet.
He crouched swiftly and scooped it up, then stood, a knife in each hand.

"Now you have no weapon," he said. "You don’t stand a chance, barehanded agai nst two
bl ades. Fool!" He brandi shed the knives nockingly.

The Bl ack Sun agent backed up a couple of steps, un-til his back was agai nst the
transparisteel port. He rose slowy fromhis fighting crouch. What was he up to? Bl eyd
wondered. Did he have another knife hidden on hin? O a snmall blaster, maybe?

The Sakiyan paused, considering his next nmove. Then, to his surprise, the Nediji slowy
shook hi s head.

"You coul d have taken ne just then," he said. "If you'd conme in fast enough, you mi ght
have backed me into the corner before | could have maneuvered around you. But you
hesitated. And now you' ve lost."

"Lost? Nothing has changed. | still have you cor-nered." Bleyd smled, a feral gleam of
teeth. "Frankly, | was hoping for nore of a fight, Nediji. | expected better of a Bl ack
Sun killer. Now we finish this."

"I don't think so," Kaird said. Hi s posture was quite casual now, he could have been
carrying on a conversa-tion on a Coruscant street corner. Despite hinmself, Bleyd felt a



slight sting of uneasiness. "Something has changed," the bird-being continued. "Tine has
passed. And all of a sudden, you feel... tired, don't you, Ad-miral? As if you can hardly
hol d your weapons. As if all your strength has been used up."

Bl eyd snarled. "Are you a Jedi, to try infantile mnd tricks? Trust ne, |'’mimune to such
claptrap.”

"But you're not imrmune to dendriton toxin."
Bl eyd blinked. Then, suddenly, the pul se of uneasi-ness bloonmed into full-blow shock.
The Nediji’'s knife! The cut on his hand!

Bl eyd gat hered hinmself to charge, but his legs abruptly would no | onger obey him He tried
to |l eap, and instead staggered to one side. Tried to take another step, and his left |eg,
now conpl etely numb, gave way. He fell to one knee. He kept his grip on the knives, but he
was so weak! And now a sudden fire raged within him roasting his nuscles, torching each

i ndi vi dual nerve..

Kai rd nmoved toward him reached out, and took one of the knives from Bl eyd s burning
fingers. The other one fell fromthe Sakiyan s nervel ess grasp.

"Dendriton toxin is a bad way to go," Kaird said. "Painful, slowyou re literally
i Mol ated frominside out. But you were a brave adversary, Adnmiral, and | ad-mire bravery.
So, even though nmy superiors wish you to suffer, 1'll spare you the toxin's effects."

He stepped to the side, caught Bleyd s head in one hand, and tilted it back

Bleyd felt the touch of the knife against his throat, but it wasn't painful, just cold. An
al nost pl easant nmonentary respite fromthe fiery agony.

Hi s consciousness started to fade, then, the colors of his office | eaching into grayness.
He realized nunbly that he wouldn’t be able to cleanse his famly’'s honor. That know edge
hurt even nore than the nolten venomin his veins.

He managed to shift his eyes, to look at the Nediji before he faded out conpletely. Kaird
gave hima small and slow bow, a final salute that held no nockery.

"Not hi ng personal ," he said.

And the darkness cl ai ned Tarnese Bl eyd, forever.
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The nedlifters cane at dawn.

Barriss Ofee was asleep in her quarters, in the mddle of a Force dream They had not
been coming to her as often of |ate, these subconscious connections with the galactic
life-energy field. Wien she had first felt the Force awaken within her, the dreans had
been frequent and powerful, never to be renmenbered in their entirety upon awakeni ng, but

al ways | eaving her with a sense of increased strength and control

As al ways, she was nonentarily confused upon awakeni ng-then she recogni zed the sound of
the ap-proaching lifters. Hastily donning her junmpsuit, she started for the OI.

She caught a glinpse, through the spore clouds, of the lifters hanging lowin the eastern
sky, just above the bl oated oblate sphere that was Drongar Prime. Ot her Rinsoo personne
were already running fromtheir cu-bicles and quarters, sone still pulling on clothing.
She saw Zan Yant and Jos Vondar heading toward the | and-ing area.

Then, suddenly, she stopped.

Sonet hi ng- soneone-had called to her

It had been a cry for help, nonverbal, but no |l ess strong. She had heard it echo in her
mnd as if its author had been standing right behind her. A cry of rage and despair.

A death cry.



She knew where it had come fromthe edge of the Kondrus Sea-and, though she didn't know
who was dyi ng, she knew why. For one unm stakable and merci-fully brief nmoment, she could
see, as clearly as with her own eyes, the killer’'s face as he | oonmed over his victim

Phow Ji .

Wthout a nmonent’s hesitation Barriss turned and ran away fromthe lifters, away fromthe
Ri nsoo, and into the | ow ands that sloped toward the sea.

It did not even occur to her to wonder until she was deep in the fetid nmarshes why she had
nmade t he deci sion to abandon her duty-to turn her back on dozens of Republic soldiers
wounded in battle and go seeking out one unknown casualty instead. There could only be one
reason, and she was loath to adnmit it, because it flewin the face of everything Master
Undul i had taught her about working for the greater good, not to nention the Jedi Code.
She had |l et her enotions take over, had let herself be swayed by anger and, yes, a desire
to puni sh.

But even knowing this, even fearing that she was run-ning toward the dark side, she did
not stop.

She emerged fromthe swanp vegetation, pushing through a |ast clinging cluster of
snarlvines, and saw Ji-the only one still standing am d the carnage. Seven nen, al
wearing Separatist uniforns, |ay dead about him He had a shall ow vi brobl ade wound on his
right forearm and a blistered | eft cheekbone where a | aser beam had narrow y mi ssed.

O her than that, he was unnarked.

He was waiting for her, that sardonic snile she had cone to despise on his lips. "A
drunken t’landa Til nakes | ess noise than you do," he said. "Nevertheless, it’s always a
pl easure to see you, Padawan O fee. To what do |I owe the honor of this visit? Have you
cone to congratulate me on ny latest victory for the Republic?" He gestured nockingly at
the bodi es strewn about his feet.

Her rage threatened to overwhel mher. She felt the de-sire and the will to destroy him In
that nonment, Barriss O fee knew exactly what Master Unduli had neant when she had spoken
of the dark side's seductive power. She wanted nothing nore than to turn himinto a pile
of ashes, and, worse yet, she knew that she coul d. The dark power |ived and shouted w thin
her. It wouldn't even require an effort-all she had to do was release it.

Phow Ji nust have seen the truth of this in her face, because his eyes w dened in slight
surprise. "Do you se-riously think you can stand against ne? | ama master of teras kasi,
of Hapan, echani, tae-jitsu, and a dozen other deadly styles. I am"

"You are a murderer," she interrupted him her voice quiet but with an edge that stopped
his tirade. "And | will see that you murder no nore."

Ji smled and shrugged slightly, recovering his aplonmb. He shifted his feet, settling into
a stance. "Cone ahead, then-Jedi."

After it was all over, Barriss spent nany a sl eepl ess night wondering what she woul d have
done. Wuld she have given in, accepted his challenge, and used the Force to destroy hinf
O risen above her baser impul ses and used only enough power to render himhelp-less? In
short, would she have succunbed to the dark side or not?

She never got the chance to find out.

Phow Ji suddenly staggered, his eyes snapping wide in astoni shnent. Barriss realized he' d
been hit from be-hind by sonmething. He turned, and she saw the vanes and stubby tail of a
hypo dart protruding from be-tween his shoul der bl ades. Another Separatist soldier
shooting fromthe cover of the nearby swanp, had nailed him For all his vaunted strength,
skill, and speed, there was no way Ji coul d have dodged sone-thing he hadn’'t seen com ng

Barri ss expanded a bubbl e of awareness outward, with herself at the center, realizing even
as she did so that, had she not been blinded with rage at Ji, she m ght have sensed the
intended attack in time to warn the mar-tial artist. But nowit was too |ate. He had
fallen to his knees, and, as she watched, he toppled heavily into the wet sand. He |ay
quite still, save for slight, rhythmc twitches of his fingers.

She coul d detect no further danger-evidently the shooter had not stayed to see the results
of his ambush. Wich meant she was safe for the nmonment as well, al-though that could



change at any time. She kept her ex-panded awareness in operation while she knelt beside
Ji, exam ning him

Hi s hands and fingers were cold, and the tw tching had not abated. Paresthesia, nost

i kely, she decided. She pinched back an eyelid, saw that the pupil was con-tracted. His
breathing was rapid and shallowit seermed obvious that Phow Ji had been hit with a potent
neur ot oxi n of some sort-Paral eptin, perhaps, or Titroxinate. The Separati sts had been
known to use such bi ochenms, and worse. |If sonething was not done quickly, he would die.

There was no tine to call for an evac, even if there was an available nmedlifter, which was
problematic. But there was another way to treat him

The Force.

Wthout even stopping to reflect on the irony of it, Barriss knelt beside Ji. She pulled
the dart out, then rolled himover and put her hands on his chest. It oc-curred to her
that it would be quite easy to just let the paralysis of his central nervous systemdo the
job that, only a few ninutes before, she had been all too willing to take on hersel f. But
that tenptati on had passed. She was a Jedi healer. Here before her was a life in need of
heal i ng.

There was no need to make it any nore conplicated than that.

Barriss Ofee closed her eyes and opened her heart and mind to the power of the Force.

The droi d approached Den Dhur as the |latter headed toward his quarters. It was one of the
standard harvest-ing units, a little weather-wrn and dented, but noving well enough

"You are Den Dhur, sir?" the droid said.
"Who wants to know?"

If it was possible for a droid to | ook confused, then this one surely did. "I have a
delivery for you, sir."

"And who caused this delivery to be sent to nme?"
"Li eut enant Phow Ji."
Uh-oh. Den | ooked at the package, then at the droid. "It isn't going to blow up, is it?"

“Unlikely, sir. The itemin question is a holoproj recording. There are no expl osives
contained init."

Den nodded. "All right." The droid extruded a carry drawer fromits chest and renoved the
device, which, Den noticed with relief, did |look |ike a standard hol ocron cube and not a
bonb.

As he took it, Den said, "Ji gave this to you?"

"No, sir, he did not give it to me. He did, however, ask that | witness his activity and
record it. This is the result, which | was to deliver to you. "

Den was still trying to wap his mnd around the con-cept of a gift from Phow Ji. "He
specified ne by nane?"

"Not by name, sir. His exact words were, "G ve it to that pop-eyed little wonp rat who
thinks he’'s the galaxy’'s gift to news nedia.’" The droid added, "This required sone
extrapol ation on ny part."

"Now | believe you. Al right. Thank himfor nme."

"I amafraid that will be quite inpossible, sir. Phow Ji is no |longer anong the living."
A herd of curlnoses couldn’t have kept Den fromhur-rying into his cubicle to view the
recordi ng. He dark-ened the chanber, inserted the cube, and activated the projection unit.
The t hree-di nensional image flowered in front of him

The scene was of a small clearing in a jungle. As Den watched, a Separatist conbat droid



scout eased into the clearing, did a quick 360 scan, then started across.

Phow Ji stepped into viewin the foreground, his back to the cam He wore a pair of
bl asters in |l owslung hol-sters on his hips. The droid didn’t appear to see or hear him
but this changed when Ji yelled, "Hey, nechani-cal! Over here!"

As the droid turned toward him Ji snatched the blasters fromtheir holsters so fast that
the action was a blur, and fired. The twin bolts caught the droid s visual sensor array,
instantly blinding it.

Ji ran to his right, five or six fast steps, and dropped prone. The droid fired his |aser
cannon at the spot where Ji had been standing a noment before.

Ji rolled up to his knees and shot the droid again, and the bolts-there nmust have been at
| east six or seven hits-lanced into the chink under its control box. This was, Den knew, a
weak spot on this nodel’s arnmor, but so small that it was seldoma problemin battle.

It was a problemthis tine. Blue snoke erupted fromthe droid s casing, the thing listed
to one side, then ground to a halt, critically damaged.

Ji leapt up and ran, again to his right.

A trio of Salissian nercenaries cane out of the woods, blaster rifles working. Streaks of
i ncandescent plasma scorched the air

Ji dodged, dodged left, then right, then stutter-stepped as eneny bolts fell short or to
the sides. He also shot as he ran, once, twice, thrice-and all three merce-naries were hit
with fatal body strikes. They went down.

A heavily arnored super battle droid enmerged fromthe woods, followed by two nore
nmercenaries, but Ji was on top of them al nost before they realized it. He bodyslanmed into
one of the nercenaries, shot the other, and fired three times nore at the droid, which
erupted in fire and snoke as had the one before. Den watched in astoni shnent. Mother’s
mlk, but this was incredi ble shooting, extrenely accurate for sidearmfire, especially
froma man running full out over uneven ter-rain and using both hands.

Ji holstered his blasters, straddl ed the remaining nerc, who was still alive and trying to
get up. He grabbed the man’'s head from behind and jerked it powerfully to one side. Den
could clearly hear the Salissian’s neck snap

He' d thought his capacity to be astonished had reached its linmt. But then his jaw dropped
as two nore nercs energed fromthe woods, and Ji drew both bl asters and shot the guns out
of their hands!

Den had never seen anything like this, not even in en-tertai nment hol odranas.

The snmall 3-D i mage of Ji hol stered his weapons again and ran to engage the surprised

Sal i ssi ans in hand-to-hand conbat. The first man went down froma hamrer fist to the
tenmpl e; the second caught an elbow to the throat. Then Ji drew his weapons again, so fast
that they seened to just appear in his hands, and fired into the woods at unseen targets.
He shot until the blasters depleted their charges, turning this way and that as he spied
new targets. Wen the charge chanbers were enpty he tossed the usel ess weapons away, and
charged into the forest out of sight.

A monment passed-then a nercenary pinwheeled into the clearing and hit a patch of rocky
ground head-first. Again, the snap of cracking vertebrae was audible.

Anot her nercenary staggered into view and col | apsed, clutching a bl ackened, snoki ng wound
inhis mdriff.
Ji backed into the clearing fromthe woods, a blaster rifle nowin hand. He was firing on

full auto, hosing nore hidden enem es.

More Salissians enmerged fromthe forest, shooting ri-fles and bl asters of various makes. A
pellet froma slugthrower hit Ji a glancing blow high on the right leg, ripping open the
cloth and the flesh. Blood oozed, soak-ing his pants. He spun toward the man who’d shot
hi m and bl asted himsquarely in the face.

Anot her di scharge took Ji low on the right side, va-porizing cloth and punching through



his body. Not fa-tal, because the beam s intense heat instantly cauterized the wound, but
serious nonetheless. Ji turned calmMmy and shot his attacker in the chest.

Then things got really interesting.

A | arge shadow obscured the light. Ji |ooked up, and the angle of the recording camtilted
as well, to frane a | arge drop ship hovering about fifty nmeters overhead. A dozen
Separati st sol diers, using repul sor packs, settled down into the clearing, firing as they
did so.

Ji shot eight of them | eaping, dodging, and rolling as plasma bursts peppered the ground
all around him It was a Jedi-like display of acrobatic skill, but finally the Separatists
found the range. Phow Ji went down in a hail of sizzling blaster bolts.

He lay on the ground, obviously nortally wounded. The renaining sol diers approached him
cautiously.

As they reached the dying nman, he pulled a thernmal grenade from his pocket and held it up.
He smiled as he triggered it.

They tried to run, but there was no escape. The grenade blasted the clearing into a bl aze
of heat and light that, even with the cam s automatic danpers, whited out the 3-D i mage.
When the glare cleared, all that was |eft of Phow Ji and his enemnm es was a snoking crater
in the damp ground.

Den realized he was sweating, even in the relatively cool environnent of his cubicle. He
reached out an un-steady hand and switched the unit off.

Then he realized he wasn’t al one.

He spun about with a gasp-then rel axed as he recog-nized the figure behind him "D d-did
you see the whole thing?" he asked.

"Yes," the Padawan replied. "Phow Ji nade sure | re-ceived a recording as well."
"What -why did he-" Den couldn’t finish the ques-tion. He'd been on a |ot of planets and
had seen a | ot of violence, but he had never seen anything like this.

Barriss Ofee was quiet for so |long that Den thought she hadn’'t heard him Then she sighed
and said, "I saved his life. Earlier today. He'd been hit by a poison dart, and | brought
hi m back through the power of the Force."

Den nodded slowy. "I’'m guessing he was | ess than grateful."

"He was furious. | thought he was going to attack me right there. I don’t know why he
didn't. Instead, he just turned and wal ked away.

"I went back to the base to do what | could for the wounded. Soon after we got the |ast
man stabilized, a droid handed ne a copy of this recording."

Den pulled the cube fromits slot and | ooked at it. It would be worth a small fortune,
given Ji's newfound heroic reputation. Had the Bunduki known this-had he wanted Den to
profit fromit, given that it had been the reporter who had, albeit unintentionally,

caused that reputation? Had Phow Ji, in his owm tw sted way, been trying to repay Den?

"It still doesn’t explain why he did it. One man, pur-posely starting a firefight against
a whol e pl atoon? That’'s crazy."

"He was m nuush," she said.

"l beg your pardon?"

"That’ s what the Woki ees of Kashyyyk call it. To Trandoshans it’s davjaan inyaneet-the
"burning in the blood.” Hunmans call it 'going berserk.’” It's a state of sui-cidal rage and
fury, a point where one’s |life no |onger matters, and the only inportant question becones,
How many can | take with nme? "

"I"ve heard of it. So you think Ji commtted a kind of ritual suicide?"



"l suppose that’'s one way to look at it. Wth a consid-erabl e anmount of genocide mixed in."
Den sighed. He slipped the holocron back into its case and put it on a wall shelf.
"What will you do with it?" Barriss asked him

"I"mnot sure. | could make some serious creds off it, no doubt about that. But I'd al so
be helping to twirl Ji as a war hero."

"And you have no use for heroes."

"l never said that," Den replied. "Properly indoctri-nated, they're great at drawing fire
away fromthose of us who are smart enough to know we’re cowards and cynics."

Barriss smled as she turned to go. "Rest assured |I'|l|l keep this know edge to nyself, Den,
but just so you know as well-your aura is not the aura of a cynic’'s, nor a coward’'s. It
has definite glimrerings of hero, in fact."

So saying, she left the cranmped chanmber. Den stared after her

"Ch, no," he murnmured. "Say it isn't so.”

37

Even aside fromthe al nost daily thunderstorns and nortar shell explosions that seened a

little closer than usual, the O was particularly noisy. Jos was in the mddle of a nasty
bowel resection-the trooper on the table had apparently eaten a |l arge neal a few hours

be-fore he had been hit by a chain-gun round that had per-forated the small intestine-when
the public address system came on. An excited voice, going too fast, said, "Attention, al
personnel . Republic Medical Surgical Unit Seven will be relocating, comencing at eighteen
hundred hours! This is not a drill! Repeat, this is not a drill!"

Jos said, "Put a stat on that, please."

Tol k hurriedly glued the incision closed, al nost drop-ping the patch in her haste.

"Rel ax, Tol k. You have an appointnent you're late for?"

"You heard that announcenent ?"

"Yeah- so?"

"Look at the chrono-it is now seventeen forty-five. In fifteen mnutes, you' re going to be
standing in the mddle of an enpty swanp in the rain with war ma-chines trying to zap your
inattentive butt if you don't close this up stat.”

"You t hi nk?"

Bef ore she could answer, there came a boom that shook the OT. The operating table
vi brat ed enough so the patient jittered toward one edge.

"Blast!" Jos said. "Wat was that?"

Vaetes stuck his head into the roomand said, "W just took a direct hit on the shield
froma particle weapon. Main generator’s out; we’'re on backup power. W don’t know where
they came from but there’'s a bat-tle droid force nore than ei ght hundred strong | ess than
ten thousand neters from here, com ng across the Jack-hack Sl ough at a goodly speed. The
ground’s too wet for the troopers to set up a defensive line. That' ||l also slow the droids
down sone, but it’'s still best you close up any and all open patients and get themready
to nove, people. This nmobile unit is about to live up to its nane."

As if to punctuate his words, another explosion rocked the building, rattling it hard
enough to knock bedpans off the wall racks. The pans hit with harsh metallic clangs.

"Aren't those supposed to be in the cooler?" Jos asked. "The better to nmake our patients
unconfort - abl e?"

Behi nd him Jos heard Zan swear, something in |low Pugali that he m ssed nost of, but which
sounded ap-propriately vile. "If nmy quetarra gets damaged |’ m going to personally hunt



Dooku down, excise his reproductive organs, and feed themto the swanp snails."
"due this one shut and start a stabilization packet,” Jos said to Tolk. "Soon as you're
done, get your stuff packed. Wiere' s our staging station?"

"Sout heast quadrant, by the backup shield generator."

"CGot it." He raised his voice. "All right, people, you heard the colonel. Tinme to close up
shop and nove it!"

Jos backed out of the sterile field, stripped off his gloves, and went to check on his
staff and their patients. There was a procedure for nmoving the unit-there was a procedure
for doing everything in the military-but they had been here for what seened |ike forever,
and Jos had gotten so used to it that he had forgotten nmost of the course of action

Anot her vibration thrummed fromthe energy shield. If those hits were any indication, it
was seeming nore and nore |like a good idea to pack up the splints and hightail it to safer
ground- assum ng any such thing existed on the planet...

He hurried down the corridor. They had practiced the drill several times, during those
rare instances when there hadn’t been any incom ng patients, and everybody in the unit was
supposed to know exactly what to do should the real thing ever cone to pass. Jos | ooked at
the faces of the orderlies and other functionaries as they passed him and was reassured
to see that nost of the staff didn't seemunduly worried; they were all doing their

assi gnments, nore or |ess.

He left the building. The rains had stopped, but there was still a strong wind trying to
push the sodden air about. D sassenblers and ASPs were fast at work, he noticed, breaking
down prefab buildings and cubicles, while the CLL-8s | oaded them and other materiel into
cargo lifters that had sat idle since before Jos had been assigned here. The patients were
bei ng | oaded as well, by specially designed FX-7s using repul sor gurneys. Medlifters and
refurbi shed cargo lifters would ferry themout of harms way. Patients were the first
priority, of course, but it wouldn’t do to let the support staff be killed or captured.

It all felt rushed, hurried, and so strange it didn't seemreal. One nonent, they were
operating on pa-tients, repairing troopers as usual-and the next, hurry-ing to escape a
war heading toward themlike a runaway mag-lev train

Jos hurried to his own cubicle and started to pack his essential gear. You were supposed
to have a grab-and-go bag ready at all tinmes, but after several nonths in the sane spot,
Jos had begun using the clean laundry and supplies in his travel bag, and as a result the
kit was nostly enpty.

The droids would | oad everything else in the cubicle, and far nmore efficiently than he
could ever hope to do. Even if everything played out perfectly, though, there still wasn't
any way under the merciless sun that the Rinsoo was going to be ready to | eave by 1800- not
unl ess the droids were all nmgicians.

Zan had gotten there ahead of himand was stuffing his socks into his quetarra case around
the instrunent.

"You can't take that on the transport,"”
the freight carrier."

Jos pointed out as he packed. "It’'Il have to go on

"I know. Wy do you think |I'’mpadding it with ny socks?"

"Theft insurance? Anyone who opens it and gets a whiff of your socks will never stea
anyt hing again. Be-sides, | thought that case was reinforced duraplast." Jos zipped his
go- bag shut.

"It'd have to be made of neutroniumbefore I'd trust it with those droids. Sone of the
ASPs used to be star-ship cargo handl ers. They could ’'accidentally’ destroy a block of
carbonite in a durasteel safe."

"Attention, all personnel," cane the PA 'cast. "The transports will be...
A bonmb went off in Jos's ear-at least that’'s what it seenmed |like. There was a deep runble
that suddenly dopplered up and into the ultrasonic, and the overhead light fell onto his
bunk, shattering the tough plastoid | egs as the bunk coll apsed onto the floor



" \Mat _ ?u

"The energy shield backup generator just overloaded. It's down," Zan said. "Next direct
hit's going to fry anybody outside protective shelter like a mulch fritter."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"I spent one sunmer working for nmy uncle, who in-stalled EM shielding and domes for the
Vuh’ Ji neau M ni ng Conpany. | know what a shield overload sounds |ike. W want to be
sonmewhere el se, fast." He snapped the quetarra case shut and grabbed his go-bag. "Hurry,
Jos. The arrestors m ght hel p agai nst lightning and even partially deflect a | aser bl ast,
but a direct hit'll vaporize them Us, too." He gave the case a |last con-cerned | ook, then
hurried for the door

Jos was right behind him "Don't the Separatists real-ize that all these explosions are
ruining the bota crops?"

"Maybe you want to wait here and bring it up with them M, |1’d rather send them a nasty
letter.” Zan plunged through the door to join the exodus, with Jos foll ow ng.

Den Dhur had been through hurried evacuations a couple of tinmes before, so this one didn't
worry himovermuch. Not until the shield went down. Then he started to get a little
nervous. True, he was a journalist, and in theory the other side wouldn't shoot himif
they scanned his ID tag, but there was nore than one war zone with a cooked reporter or
two to show that the systemwasn’'t perfect. The advanci ng Separati st troops probably
weren’t targeting the medical facilities partic-ularly-at |east they weren't supposed to
be-but col-lateral hits were bound to happen with all the path-clearing bonbardnment going
on, and whether noncom or soldier, a body dead for a few days in this weather snelled just
as bad either way.

Den hurried toward his assigned evacuation spot, us-ing what avail abl e cover there was

al ong the way. Al-ready big clouds of greasy snoke boiled up fromthe swanp as hi gh-oxy
fires raged. You wouldn't think a swanp could burn, but you d be wong-dead wong-if you
based your survival on that. He'd once seen an entire continent aflame on-what was the
nane of that planet? He'd suddenly gone blank. Well, now was not the time to worry about
ol d dangers, not when the stink of burning vegetation and ash falling |ike hot black snow
told himthat a droid arny was slashing and burning its way cl oser every m nute. Now was
the time to | eave the party; he could jet down the nmenmory space lanes later-if he had a

| ater.

Everywhere, transport droids, ASPs, and |loadlifters performed their tasks, breaking down
shel ters, packing crates, working fast and efficiently. A so working in conpany with the
di sassenbl ers were several snmall wecker droids, which shoveled up debris or used their
built-in plasma torches to nmelt down scrap netal, plas-teel cables, and other rubble
consi dered not worth haul -ing away, but still too valuable to | eave behind as raw
materials for the eneny. Cassic scorched-dirt policy, and practiced by both sides.

It wasn’t going too badly, Den thought. This place should be | oaded out in twenty or
thirty minutes and on its way to a nmore secure |location. By the time the droid arny
arrived, all they'd find was a dry patch in the swanp, with nothing remaining behind in
the fading evening light. Wth any luck at all, anyway.

The big problem of course, lay in giving up the bota fields. Even though it grew
like-well, like weeds-all over Tanlassa, official policy was to prevent Separatist access
to it in any way possible. Even as Den continued on his way, watching the base literally
com ng down around his ears, harvesters both mechani cal and or-ganic were gathering up as
much of the precious plant as possible-what little was still viable after all the heavy
artillery pounding. A transport was standing by to carry the harvesters and their cargo to
safety, while several nodified decon droids waited to douse with her-bicide the bota that
had to be left behind. If you couldn’t have it, you didn't want your eneny to have it,
either. A shame to destroy stuff that valuable, but casu-alties of war and all that.

Five hundred neters away, there cane a bright, ac-tinic flash, foll owed by a | oud boom
and the sense of air rushing in that direction. Then a wave of heat, no-ticeable even in
this hellish place, washed over him

Den grimaced. Had that thermal bonb drifted a de-gree or two in this direction on |aunch
he and the rest of the Republic personnel here would be charred his-tory. It was



definitely time to | eave

He saw part of the surgical crewin the rapidly dark-ening canp as they scranbled to get
to their pickup points. Jos, Zan, Tolk, and a couple of the techs hurried through the
gat hering darkness toward a surgical evac shuttle that hovered a few feet above the
ground. |-Five was with them

More smoke blew into what was |left of the canp. The heat rose as the fires grew, creating
pockets of unique weather. An occasional charged particle or blaster beam | anced through
the gathering gloom still distant but all too visible, eerie green or red shafts of

i oni zed air that Den imagi ned he could hear sizzling through the burning swanp.

Noi se, heat, explosions, the stink of fear in the air. Different each place he'd been, but
exactly the sarme.

Run! Fast! Hide! You could taste it.

Personnel transports floated into view, repulsor turbines thruming and burbling, and
wor ker droi ds began herdi ng people onto them Good, good-Den hurried toward them

Sonet hing blew up on the far side of the canp-it sounded |ike a generator flywheel com ng
apart, judging fromthe netallic whistles that foll owed. Den hunched down | ower as he
scuttled along. Wuldn't want to be in front of those hurtling chunks of netal-sonetines a
hi gh-rev flywheel could send shrapnel screanming for kiloneters before it buried itself
deep into whatever it hit-be that dirt and nud or flesh and bone.

There were a thousand ways to die in a war zone, but the results were all the same..
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The evac point for Jos, Tolk, and several others was just ahead, and Jos saw there was a
vessel waiting for them He didn't recognize the type, but it |ooked big enough, fast
enough, and enmpty enough to suit himjust fine. He felt a sense of relief. They were going
to make it!

Through the snoke and the gathering gl oomhe could just nake out Zan, Tolk, |-Five, and
one or two other nmed techs hurrying along with him "You people doing all right?" he
call ed. "Anyone need hel p?"

"Yes-all of you," the droid replied. I-Five was strid-ing rapidly along, nore sure-footed
on the uneven ground than any of them "For exanple," he said, |ook-ing at Jos and

poi nti ng ahead of him "you're about to walk into a | arge patch of purple stingwort."

Jos drew up short. The droid was right-a swath of the venonous plant, one of the nastier

exanpl es of Drongar’s indigenous flora, coated the ground directly ahead of him I-Five' s
war ni ng had saved himfrom days of excruciating pain, if not possible anaphylactic shock

and deat h.

Bef ore he coul d change course, the droid s right index finger, which was pointed at the
stingwort, fired a nee-dl e beam of bright red coherent light at it. Wthout slowi ng his
pace, |-Five carefully noved his finger back and forth, incinerating a one-neter-w de path
through the dangerous grow h as he passed through it.

"Thanks," Jos said as he noved quickly along the trail the droid had cleared for him "I
didn’t know you packed a | aser."

"I didn't either, until about thirty mnutes ago," I-Five replied. "Another link in ny
grid becane accessi-ble. |I also have sonme uni que harnonic vocalization abilities, it
seemns. "

"Real ly," Zan panted as he tried to keep pace-the Zabrak had never been big on physica

fitness, and was paying the price for that now "W'Ill have to try some duets
toget her-assum ng we nake it through this nove in one piece.”

"Don’t worry," Jos said. "This tine tonorrow you'll be serenading us all with that thing
you’' ve been work-ing on-you know, the one that sounds |ike soneone strangling a Kowaki an
nonkey-1izard?"

"If you're referring to ny |latest tone poem"™ Zan replied somewhat stiffly, "All | can say



is-"
VWhat ever he was about to say was | ost as another par-ticle beam bl ast, perhaps a hundred

neters away, showered themall with mud fromthe nearby bog. The organics cried out in
di sgust-1-Five just kept on walk-ing as the effluviumslid fromhis netallic skin

"Nice trick," Tolk said as she tried to wipe her face with her sleeve, which nerely noved
the thick sludge fromone place to another. Jos resisted an urge to try to help her-after
all, he wasn’t any cl eaner than she was.

"I'sn't it? I'mrather pleased with it," I-Five said snmugly. "My integunmentary sensors
anal yze the nud’'s chenical conposition and viscosity coefficient, then electrostatically
repel it. Another little trick of which | amcapable that | discovered only recently."

"Il remenber to ask for that when | have ny next upgrade,"” Tol k said.

"OfF course, sone of the sanme effect can be accomplished by ultrasonic vibration. Please
allow ne. "

"Ww " Zan put both hands to his ears as he stumbled slightly. "Easy, will you? That
hurts!”

After a nonment’s puzzlenment, Jos realized that Zan, whose ears obviously accommpdat ed
notes his own could not hear, was reacting to an ultrasound that |-Five was producing. A
nonent |ater he realized why - the result was rmuch the sane as a sonic shower. A

consi derabl e ambunt of the rmuck and nire seened to magically evaporate fromtheir skin and
clothes. They weren't clean, but at |east they no | onger |ooked |ike Fondorian nmud puppies.

"I -Five, | take back every nasty thing | ever said about you," Jos told him "Except for
the tinmes you beat ne at sabacc."

They reached the evac vessel’'s boarding ramp and hustled into the vehicle. A few people
were already on board, including Klo Merit and Barriss Offee. Jos blew out a soft and
qui et sigh. Safe.

"Are all your nmenmory gaps closed now?" Zan asked |-Five as the ship lifted on its repul sor
beans and began its ponderous journey.

|-Five said, "Not quite. But the process seens to be heuristic-the nore connection nodes
ny cyberinfor-matic prograns inplenent, the faster the process goes."

"CGood," Tolk said. "I'"mlooking forward to | earni ng about your heroic nonents."
"You and nme both," the droid said.

Jos gl anced through the viewport, but there was noth-ing to see save an occasional flicker
of what might be ei-ther heat |ightning or Separatist weaponry. Oher than that, the
Drongaran night was as black as an assassin’s heart.

"How does the idea of being a hero make you feel ?" he asked I-Five, and it was only after
the question had left his lips that he realized that it had not felt odd in the least to
ask a droid about its feelings. Wl cone to sto-chastic hyperspace, where all bets are
wild..

| -Five seemed to be giving the answer sone thought. "It’s intriguing," he said at |ast.
"Somewhat exciting as well. As | explained to Padawan O fee, human behavi or fascinates ne,
and a big part of that is your ability to choose the path that harnms the | east. Not al
speci es have that option

"Cbviously nmy enotional and intellectual paraneters were deternined by human

manuf acturers. My fear is that |’'ve been progranmed-or reprogramred-to sac-rifice nyself,
if necessary, for the greater good. If a no-nent for such a heroic act conmes, | would want
to nake the decision, not sonme predetermned algorithm And I'd like to believe |1’d choose
the greater good."

A utilitarian droid, Jos thought. Wo’'d have thought it?

A burst of sickly greenish Iight from above | eaked through the viewports. It didn’t fade,
and after a no-nent Jos realized that the Separatists had fired one or nore hover-flares.



A rmoment | ater an expl osion, un-confortably close, rattled the vessel’'s framework.
"I hope they're not getting our range," Zan said. He glanced through the still-open cargo
bay entrance-and suddenly froze, his face registering stark horror in the putrid Iight.

"No!" he screaned, and |eapt for the open ramp.
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Den saw his transport idle to a halt at the pickup point just ahead. At |east the big,
rectangul ar vessels had sone arnor plating-once you were inside you would have a little
nore protection than being out in the open afforded. He ainmed for the transport. In the
pallid lights of the hover-flares he saw his favorite pubtender, Bal oob the Ortol an

cl anmber up the boarding ranmp into the craft. He grinned. Good. A being who can m x drinks
that well deserves to survive-Another ear-smting explosion rocked the area, knocking Den
fromhis feet. A good thing, too-before he could get up, several chunks of netal, one the
size of a |l andspeeder, hurtled just above himlike neteors, the shrieks of their passage
splitting the air. Den grabbed his ears in pain

A freighter barge went past on his other side, repul-sors hunm ng. Two of the smaller
flywheel chunks hit it hard enough to enbed thenselves in its hull. The i mpacts
nonentarily canted the barge, and whoever had packed it had apparently missed a pressor
field node or two, because several pieces of luggage fell off and went bouncing over the
wet ground.

Sonebody’ || be I ooking for clean underwear tonight, Den thought. Too bad-"No!" somebody
screaned.

Den gl anced at the surgical evac vehicle, fifty meters or so ahead. He saw I -Five
restraining Zan, who | ooked |ike he was trying to junp fromthe vessel. Den fol-I|owed
Zan’s frantic gaze and saw the reason: one of the fallen pieces fromthe cargo carrier was
an instrunent case-the one Zan carried his quetarra in.

Most of the base’s personnel were | oaded and noving away fromthe chaotic scene now, and
Den was about ten neters away fromjoining themon his waiting transport.

"Stop!" Zan screaned again, nearly breaking free. If it wasn't for |-Five holding him the
Zabrak woul d have leapt fromthe carrier in a futile attenpt to save his que-tarra

Futile, because by the time he'd reached the in-strunent all the transports would be too
far away and noving too fast for himto catch. He wasn't an athlete, the Zabrak. And what
pilot would risk a ship filled with patients and doctors to rescue just one nman, no matter
how i nmpressi ve his nusic?

As Den watched, |-Five and Jos Vondar haul ed the stricken Zan back into the carrier, which
continued to move off into the twilight, slowy picking up speed.

Den headed for his own transport at a trot. He | ooked at the quetarra case. It was only a
dozen nmeters away - if he changed course now, he night possibly be able to grab it up and
still reach his transport-Something el se blew up, much closer this tine. He heard the
unm st akabl e t hwi p! of shrapnel zipping past him nere centineters away. Not as big as the
fl ywheel fragnents, but big enough to punch a hole through himand let his life out very
qui ckly.

Your ride is over there, Den! Go, go, go!

But Zan’s angui shed cry echoed in his mnd-the cry of someone who had just lost a big part
of hinself.

Wthout further thought, Den turned and trotted toward the fallen instrunent case.

Hi s inner voice went straight to |lightspeed: Are you milking i nsane? Get on the transport,
now

“"In a mnute," he said aloud. "Just got to grab one nore thing-"

H s inner voice was not placated. Fool! Mron! Idiot! You would risk your life for
a-a-mnusical instrument? This is beyond | unacy!

"You heard himplay," Den said. "A guy like that needs his art to survive."



H s inner voice called himnanes that would make a Slime Sea sail or blink.

But by then, he was there. He grabbed the case with-out slow ng down, even though it felt
as if his armwas being pulled fromits socket-how could such Iight and beautiful nusic
come out of such a heavy instru-ment? - and veered back toward the transport.

He coul d see several beings gathered at the open cargo gate, anong them Zuzz, the Ugnaught
who had spilled his guts-or whatever Ugnaughts used for guts-about Filba. It felt |ike
nonths ago; hard to believe it had only been a week. They were all waving frantically at
himto hurry. And he was trying, but the blasted case seened to be increasing its nass
exponentially every mnute. And it was too awkward to carry by the handle. He swung it up
and over his head, hanging on to the case’'s neck with both hands and letting the body
cover his back like a bizarre carapace.

Sonet hing big and heavy sl apped the case from be-hind suddenly, knocking it into Den's
back and sending him sprawl i ng. The sound of the explosion took half a second to reach him
after he was up and noving again, so it wasn't that close, he told hinself.

Just close enough to alnost kill him
Den set his teeth, grabbed the case with both hands, and ran for all he was worth.

Eager hands reached down, grabbed him pulled himon board. The transport swooped up and
forward, |eav-ing nost of Den's viscera back on the ground, or at least that's how it
felt. He glanced over his shoul der and saw that the ground where buil di ngs had stood only
no- ments before was now scorched and pitted dirt. As he watched, another nortar hit,
produci ng a blast that nearly burst his eardruns and al nost fried his optic nerves. He
realized that both of his droptacs were gone-probably knocked out of his eyes when he was
hit by that concussion wave. Ditto his sonic danmpeners.

Everything was far too bright and noisy. But at |east he was alive to notice.

He | ooked at the case and saw that the top was scorched and pitted with shrapnel. Not
enough to pene-trate to the instrunent within, but, had that been his back, he probably
woul d not have survived.

"See?" he said quietly. "It saved nmy life."

If you hadn’t gone after the mlking thing, you d have been in the transport when the
blast hit! Fool! Don’t ever try to be a hero again

Den | ooked at the case, startled. A hero? That was the last thing he’d wanted to be. He
didn’t grab the instru-nent out of any noble gesture, he’d just done it... well, because..

Because....?

"Because to | ose Zan's nusic would be a real tragedy of war," he murnmured. Hi s words were
| ow, and he doubted anyone heard himover the runble of the thrusters. But his trusty
I nner Voice evidently heard, be-cause the condemmati ons inside his head stopped.

Den shook his head. Yar, he was a fool. But it still felt good. At the very |east, Zan
owed hima drink. Several, in fact. And here was a war story he could dine out on for a
long tine. | ever tell you about the tine ny hide was saved by a quetarra...?

"Did you see that?" Tol k asked in disbelief.

"I did," Jos said, shaking his head. "I don’t believe it, but | sawit. This fromthe guy
who swore he'd never risk his life for anything or anybody? He nust have bent a drive rod.

"Carbon-based life-forms," |-Five said. "Just when you think you’ve got themfigured

out..."

The three of them | ooked at Zan. "Wen this war’'s over," he said, "if Den wants it, he can
have a position in any of ny famly's conpanies-hi gh enough that he’'ll need an air tank to
breathe-for as long as he likes. I'mforever in his debt."

"Zan," Leenpth said, "it’'s just a quetarra.”



"No, it isn"t. It’s much nore than that. | wote ny first conserlista using it. Learned
the first of the Berl-tahg Sonatas on it. It’s as nuch a part of me as ny arm | wll
never forget what Den Dhur did, not as long as I live."

Jos grinned. He'd never tell Zan, of course, but he would have m ssed the playing al nost
as much as his friend woul d have, even though he’'d have to put up with nore of that
denented neewit screeching that Zan call ed Zabrak di aspora nusic-And then somet hi ng
smashed into the carrier, harder than an extinction-level neteor. Jos felt the vessel drop
and hit the ground. He instinctively reached for Tolk to protect her, but before he made
contact, the world van-ished in a red haze.
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Jos swam up out of unconsciousness. H's head hurt - hurt really wasn’t the word, but he
doubt ed any | an-guage coul d describe howit felt-and his vision was blurry. He was aware
of the transport listing slightly to starboard, and of Tol k kneeling next to himwhere he
lay on the floor. She was wi ping his face with a danp pad.

"Hey," she said

"Hey, yourself."

"How do you feel ?"

"Like I was fanned over by a transport. What hap- pened?"

"We got blasted by something. You hit your head on a bul khead. W sustai ned some damage.
We're slower, but still nobile. About ten klicks away fromthe new canp, out of range,
apparently. You've been uncon-scious for alnpbst an hour."

Jos tried to sit up, but a wave of stomach-churning nausea and verti go overwhel ned him
"You have a concussion,” Tolk said. "Lie still."

“Yeah, | hear that. Everybody el se okay?"

Tolk’s mouth set in a firmline. She shook her head. Tears welled then, and she blinked
t hem away.

"Who- ?"
But he knew.

Despite the vertigo and nausea that tore at his brain and gut, despite the fiery pain in
his skull, Jos rolled over and struggled to his hands and knees.

"Jos, you can't help him He's gone."

Jos heard the words, but they didn't register. He crawl ed. Zan was only a coupl e of
body- | engt hs away, |ying on his back, seeming to recede and then advance in Jos’s vision
It wasn’t until he could touch his friend s face that he knew he’d reached him Zan | ooked
as if he were sleeping-there wasn’t a nmark on him

"Zan, "
nme?"

Jos croaked. "Don't do this, Zan. Don’t you do this. This is not right, you hear

He put out a hand to touch Zan's face again, and the effort spun the carrier around him
He col |l apsed, his fingers touching the Zabrak. Still warm a dispassionate part of his
mnd noted clinically. Still warm

But Zan wasn't there anynore.

"Zan! This isn’t funny! You always go too far, you know that? Now get up

Jos abruptly vomted, enptying his stonach nostly of bile and water. He nanaged to turn
away enough so as not to splatter his friend.

Hi s head felt slightly clearer now "Tolk," he nan-aged.



She crouched down in front of him "W tried every-thing, Jos. He took a piece of shrapne
in the brain stem Al his autonom c functions went out at once. He-" She swall owed, and
bright tears overflowed her eyes again. "He just shut down-it was instantaneous. The | ast
t hought he nust have had was that his que-tarra had been saved. He was..." She swal | owed
again. "He was smling."
"Let me help you, Jos," a soft voice said. Jos |ooked up, saw the Jedi standi ng beside
him Behind her, leaning in the canted vehicle, watching soberly, were I-Five, Klo Mrit,
and a few others. Barriss put out a hand toward him "1 can’t bring himback. But | can
hel p you deal with-"

"No," he said between clenched teeth. "No. | don't want to feel better. My friend is dead.
Not hi ng can change that. Nothing is going to make that right, or bet-ter, or easier." He
| ooked up at her. "Do you under-stand? | won’t be anesthetized. | owe himthat much."

Tolk’s tears flowed freely now, and she reached out to touch Jos on the shoul der, but that
wasn't going to help, either. Blast this war! Blast the governnments and the corporations
and the mlitary!

This could not go on. Sonething had to be done. He had to nake sure that something was
done.

Zan. Ah, Zan! How could you | eave?

Col um stared through the viewport in the transport, watching the mlitantly verdant swanp
pass beneath them The air scrubbers were strained to capacity, and still the stink of
pol | en and stagnant water seeped into the fetid atnmosphere. Zan Yant was dead, and Jos
Von-dar was injured. A shane. Yant had been an excellent artist, and a nost |ikable fellow
as wel | .

A shanme. A real shane.

The nessage the spy had not gotten around to trans-lating earlier had been, of course, a
war ni ng of inpend-ing attack. Columm sighed. Whuld it have nade any difference if the
attack had been known of in advance? Maybe. Maybe not. It woul d have been nice to have
been prepared nentally, even if there was nothing phys-ically that could have been done.

There was, and probably never woul d be, an answer to that. Colum, Lens, the spy-use

whi chever name you liked-they all lived in a subtle, shirting world, a world in which

bl ack was far too often white, a world where loyalty could change on an al nbst quoti di an
basi s, where friendships were both luxuries and liabilities - risks too great to be
consi dered, much | ess taken.

Col um frowned. Still objective enough, hopefully, to realize when procedural m stakes
were being made. Was this one of those tinmes? WAs paranoi a encroachi ng, gaining a foothold
in that heretofore magnificently ob-jective brain? If so, it had to be resisted, fought
against, and, ultimately, triunphed over.

Perhaps it was time to step up the plan. After all, it would do neither Dooku nor Bl ack
Sun any good to have their behind-the-scenes endeavors exposed.

Col um nodded. It was a narrow strand of web to be wal ked, over a chasm deeper than tine
itself. But fail-ure, now nore than ever, was not an option

Barriss could not recall ever feeling nore hel pl ess - nore usel ess-since she was a child.
She had saved Ji, had felt virtuous for that, only to have hi mwade back into the thick of
battle as a berserker and be claimed by death anyway. True, it had been his choice, but
still, the question would not |eave her: could she have saved hi n? Wul d she have worked
harder if he had been sonmebody she had |iked, instead of sonebody she de-tested? Persona

i nvol venent wasn’'t supposed to natter to a Jedi. A Jedi was supposed to be able to contro
her feelings and do the right thing for the right reasons.

Woul d she ever be able to function at that |evel ?

She had not been able to deflect the attack that had killed Zan-she hadn’'t even felt it
conmng. And after the netal splinter had | odged in the base of his skull, she had stil

not been able to save him though she had used every bit of the power supposedly under her
control



She coul d not even soothe Jos’s grief over the death of his friend. Even if he would all ow
it, did she have the ability? A few hours ago, she would not have doubted it. But now. ..

Now, suddenly, everything was in doubt. The immen-sity of the war seenmed far beyond the
capabilities of the few remaining Jedi; certainly, even this snall part of it was nore
than she could control

Jos had managed to sit, |eaning back against the wall of the transport as it |inped al ong.
Tol k, who |l oved him knelt beside himand mnistered to his physical in-jury, which was
not hi ng conpared to the danage to his psyche. Doctors dealt in such things, they were
trained for it, but they were not imrune to personal feelings. Zan Yant had been a good
person, a dedicated surgeon, a wonderful nusician, and now all that had been cut short.
And for what? Barriss asked hersel f. Because two opposing factions wanted nore power and
control over the citizens of the galaxy. Was there ever an uglier activ-ity than war?
Organi zed sl aughter of vast nunbers for reasons that never seened justified, or even sane?

She | ooked at the medics in the transport. Sonetines the price that had to be paid was
dear, and she had sworn to pay it herself, if ever the need arose. But she was also a

heal er, one who could use the Force to repair those who were sick or hurt. Right now,
however, she felt like a sin-gle grain of sand against the force of a massive, noon-driven
tide. It was all so... senseless. So overwhel ming. And there was nothing she could do to
stop it. Nothing.

How coul d she ever becone a Jedi Knight, feeling as she did?

| -Five said, "I understand the notivations of biologi-cals to a degree, but | cannot
under st and how they can shrug off the consequences of sone of their actions.™

"Wl come to the nystery,"” Barriss said.

"It does not appear as if | will be the one to solve it anytime soon. That |ast inpact
seened to have scrambled ny recovering circuitry somewhat. My heuristic menory process
has ceased functioning."

Barriss reached out with the Force, but the droid’s mind, as others like it, was
unt ouchabl e. She could not help him either

Jedi Kni ght hood seened no closer at that monent than far Coruscant, and the carefree days
of her chil d-hood.

Den made a | ot of notes, speaking into his recorder, capturing imges. Once they finally
cane to a halt, the droids began to set the Ri nsoo back up, even though it was the mddle
of the night. Under the harsh glare of artificial |ight being swarmed by cl ouds of

m ndl ess i n-sectoids, the noises and sights of the construction en-croached on the warm
and wet darkness.

The shock of Zan's death had washed over himlike an ocean breaker, a hard, sudden, and
overpowering surf. Den retreated to the shell of his work, the same tactic used by
sol di ers and doctors and reporters gal axywi de: keep noving, and don't think about things
better left al one for now.

Peopl e and droids did their work, and he did his job. He noved around, getting reactions,
taking it all in and saving it.

He cane across |-Five, who was directing orderly droids in the placenent of patients
inside a just-finished ward.

"Too bad about Zan," Den said.

"Agreat loss," the droid said. "If it is any consola-tion, his final sentient nonment was
a happy one. He saw you save his nusical instrunent. H s expression of grat-itude seened
bot h genui ne and deeply felt."

Den shrugged. "Small confort, friend droid."

"Perhaps. But is that not better than no confort? My enotional circuitry is not on the

same order of depth and conplexity as yours, but the sadness | feel is miti-gated by the
know edge that Zan Yant’s dem se was both quick and essentially painless-plus his menta
state was, for lack of a better term one of grace. You had just saved his nmpbst precious



possession. It seened a peak nmonent of joy for him | should think that, given a choice,
nost sentient beings would choose to leave life in that state than in one of fear or
suffering.”

Den could not repress the sigh. "Yeah. | suppose. Not nuch of a choice, the kind of death.
A being |ike Zan shouldn’t have had to make it."

A pair of droids went by, carrying a section of build-ing that Den recogni zed as bel ongi ng
to the cantina. Good. Sooner that place was reassenbled, the better.

"No bei ng should have to nake that choice," I-Five replied. "Yet this is the galaxy in
which we exist, and until the powers-that-be cone to the realization that war is
inefficient and costly in terns of life and prop-erty, such choices will always be with
us."

Den shook his head. "I still haven't gotten used to a droid as a philosopher. You are
sonet hing quite special, I-Five."
"CGet used to it. | don’t expect | will be the last such droid ever created. | can say

this: if droids ran things, war would not be an approved activity."
Den nodded. "Wouldn't that be nice."

“You woul d be out of a job as a war correspondent."”

"l could find other work. Believe ne, it would be worth it."

| -Five went back to his patient coordination, and Den drifted off. Wl king across the
conpound, he passed several troopers who were obviously newy arrived - though they did
all look the sane, there was a sort of naivete to the ones newy arriving that set them
apart fromthe nore experienced troops. They were chatter-ing to each other, no doubt
finding all this tremen-dously exciting. Had he ever been that innocent? If so, it had
been flensed fromhima long tine and many worl ds ago.

He’'d miss Zan Yant-the nman’s nusic, his wit, his card playing. But I-Five was right: this
was how things were. Not likely to change anytime soon

In the neantime, he had work to do.

"Excuse ne, friend tech, can you tell ne how you felt about the recent attack on this
Ri nmsoo. .. ?"

EPI LOGUE

Ei ghty kil ometers sout heast of the old encanpment, Rinmsoo Seven was now set up. CQutsi de,

it | ooked much the sane. The trees were in different places, the small hill ocks had
slightly different shades and shapes of fungi, and there was even anot her bota patch cl ose
by. They were still a Rinmsoo on a forsaken planet, only now Zan was gone and the war was
still out there, crouched to spring |like a nonster from sone dark and dank cave.

Jos sat on his new bunk, in the same quarters he had shared with Zan, staring through the
solid wall into in-finity.

Everyt hing was the sanme, but everything had changed.
Droi ds had the capability to be nmore than he had thought, and cl ones were not as sinple as

he had comfortably believed. The world had turned upside down, but sonehow things were
still dropping out of the sky onto his head.

He still couldn’t get his mind around Zan's death. Just couldn’t get a grip on it.
Intellectually he knew that his friend was gone, gone to that place from which none
return. But enotionally Jos still expected the door to open any mnute, expected to see

Zan enter, lugging his quetarra case, griping about the rain, or |laughing at sone bit of
busi ness in the OI, before unpacking the in-strument and wandering off into sone classica
fugue.

That was never going to happen again

Peopl e died al nost every day in the OT, some of themunder his hands as he frantically



tried to save them but this-this was not the sane.
Zan had been his friend.

"Jos?"

He | ooked up

Tol k stood in the doorway. She was in her surgical whites, and his heart |eapt to see
her-then fell and shattered. Hs tradition, the centuries-old custons of his clan, denied
her to himhis famly and history and social constructs all told himthat he and Tol k
coul d never be together. And he had believed, up until this nmonent, all this to be true,
had accepted that it was anathema to even think of defying canon

But Zan was dead. And that sinple, searing fact now brought hone to Jos, in a way that
not hi ng ever had be-fore, the truth of the old saying that he had heard bandi ed about al
of his life, had even said hinself on occasion, but had never really understood:

Life is too short.

Too short to waste on things that aren’t inportant. Too short to waste on anything that
doesn’t, in sonme way, enrich you or your |oved ones. Too short by far to |let m ndless
rules and traditions tell you what you could do, where you could |ive-And whom you coul d
| ove.

Here stood Tol k, before him Jos |ooked at her, felt tears start to gather. He stood and
opened his arms. "Tol k-" he began

That was all he needed to say. She ran to him They hugged, then ki ssed, tenderness
flowering into passion as they discovered the ages-old tonic for the horrors of war. The
truth that was always known but always hid-den: that the past was frozen, the future
unforned, and that, for everyone, eternity was in each heartbeat.

In war-as in peace-it was the only way to truly live.

The nonent was short. The drone of incoming nedlifters broke it. For a nonment, Jos stared
at her.

"Time to go to work," she said softly.
He nodded. "Yeah."
They started fromthe cube toward the OT.
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