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PROLOGUE

THE EMBRACE OF PAIN

Outside the universe, there is nothing. This nothing is called hyperspace.
A tiny bubble of existence hangsin the nothing. Thisbubble is caled a
ship.
The bubble has neither motion nor stillness, nor even orientetion, snce
the nothing has no distance or direction. It hangsthere forever, or for less
than an ingtant, because in the nothing thereisalso no time. Time, distance,
and direction have meaning only inside the bubble, and the bubble maintains the
existence of these things only by an absol ute separation of what iswithin from

what iswithout.

The bubbleisits own universe. Outside the universe, thereis nothing.

Jacen Solo hangsin the white, exploring the spectrum of pain. In the far
infrared, he finds cinders of thirst that bake histhroat. Higher, up in the
vishle waveengths, gleam the crimson wire-stretched ligaments that szze
within his shoulders; grinding glass-shard screams howl from hiship jointslike
the death shrieks of golden Ithorian arflowers.

Thereisgreen here, too--bubbling tongues of acid hungrily lick his
nerves--aswel aslightning-blue shocks that spasm his overloaded body into

convulson. And higher dill, now far beyond the ultraviolet betrayd thet



brought him here--the betrayd that ddivered him into the hands of the Y uuzhen
Vong, the betrayd that gathered him into the Embrace of Pain, the betrayd by
Vergere, whom he had trusted--he finds slent shattering gammarray bursts
desting into hisbrain. Those gamma-ray bursts are the color of his brother's

desth.

Anakin, he moans, somewhere degp within himsdf. Anakin, how can you be
dead?

He has faced deathsin hisfamily before; more than once, he thought Jana
logt, or hisfather, or mother or Uncle Luke. He has grieved, mourned them--but
it was dways amistake, it was a misunderstanding, sometimes even a ddiberate

trick...

In the end, they always came back to him.

Until Chewbacca

When the moon crashed on Sernpidal, it shattered not only Chewbaccass life
but aso the magic charm that had always seemed to guard them all. Something in
the universe hastilted to one side and opened agap in redity; through that

gap, death has dipped into hisfamily.



Anakin... Jacen saw him die. Fet him die, through the Force. Saw his
lifdless body in the hands of the Y uuzhan VVong. Anakin didn't even fade. He only
died.

In oneimpossible ingtant, Anakin ceased to be the brother Jacen played
with, teased, looked after; played tricks on, fought with, cared for; trained

with, loved--and became... what?

An object.

Remains.

Not a person, not anymore. Now, the only person who is Anakin isthe imege
Jacen carriesin his heart. Animage that Jacen cannot even let himself see.

Each flash of Anakin--hisrecklessgrin so likethelr father's, his eyes
smoldering with fierce will mirroring their mother's, hiseffortlesdy athletic
warrior's grace, so much like Uncle Luke€'s--these are the gamma bursts that burn
the marrow of hisbones, that cook his brain until its boil threstens to burst

his skull. But when helooks away from Anakin, thereis nothing to see but pain.

He cannot remember if heison aship, or till planetbound. He finds a



vague memory of capture aboard a'Y uuzhan Vong worldship, but he's nat sure if
that happened to him, or to someone ese. He cannot remember if such

digtinctions mean anything.

All heknowsisthewhite,

He remembers that he's been captured before. He remembers Belkadan,
remembers hisvain dream of freaing daves, remembers the blank terror of
discovering that his Force powers meant nothing againgt the Y uuzhen Vong; he

remembers the Embrace of Pain, remembers hisrescue by Uncle Luke.

Master Luke.

Master Skywalker.

Heremembers Vergere.

Remembering Vergere brings him to the voxyn queen, and the voxyn queen

sends him dithering back down a despair-greased dope to Anakin's corpse.



Anakin's corpse floats on a burning lake of torment far deeper than anything

that can happen to Jacen's bodly.

Jacen knows--intellectudly, disantly, abstractly--that once he lived
outsde thewhite. He knows that he once fdt happiness, pleasure, regret,
anger, even love. But these are only ghosts, shadows murmuring beneath the roar
of pain that fills everything heis, everything he will ever be; the smplefact

that the white had a beginning does not imply that it will have an end.

Jacen exigts beyond time. Where Jacen is, thereis only the white, and the

Force.

The Forceistheair that he breathes--a cool whisk of sanity, a gentle
breeze from a healthier world--though he can no more grasp its power then he
might hold on to thewind. It surrounds him, fills him, accepts his suffering,
and sugtains his sanity.

It whispers areminder that despair is of the dark side, and that ceasdless
murmur gives him the strength to go on living. Distantly on that cool breeze he
feelsaknot of anger, of black rage and hurt and despair clenching ever harder,
compressing itself to diamond and beyond, crushing itsdf back into carbon
powder--he feds, through the bond they have shared from birth, histwin sster

faling into the dark.



Jaina, he begsin aquiet corner of hisheart.

Don't do it.

Jaina, hold on...

But he cannot let himsalf touch her through the Force; he cannot ask her to
ghare historment--sheisin so much pain aready that to suffer hiswould only

drive her darker yet. And so even histwin bond has become a source of anguish.

Jacen has become a prism, reintegrating the glittering spectrum of pan
into pure blazing agony. Agony iswhite. Snow-blind in an eternd Hoth ice-noon
of suffering, Jacen Solo hangsin the Embrace of Pain. The touch of ahand aong
hisjaw leaked time into the white. Thiswas not a human hand, not Wookiee, not
family or closefriend--four fingers, mutually opposable, hard-fleshed as a
rgptor's talons--but the touch was warm, and moist, and somehow not unfriendly.
Pain retreated toward the back of hismind until he could think again, though he
fdt it lurking there, waiting. He knew that it would overtake him again, would

break in waves across him, but for now...



Thetides of agony rolled dowly out, and Jacen could open his eyes. The
hand that had brought him out of the white belonged to Vergere. She stood below
him, looking up with wide dien eyes, her fingerslight upon his cheek. Jacen
hung horizontaly, suspended facedown two meters above afloor of wet, dick-
looking greens and browns--its surface corded, viny, as though with musde and
vein. Thewals oozed oily dampnessthat smelled darkly organic. bantha sweet
and hawk-bat droppings. From the darkness above swung tentacles like prehensle
eyestalks, ends socketed with glowing orbsthat stared a him as the tentacles
wove and danced and twisted about each other. He understood: the enemy was
watching. Something that fdlt like daws, sharp and unyidding, gripped his

skull from behind; he could not turn his head to see what hald him.

His arms were drawn wide, pulled to full extension and twisted so that his
shoulders howled in their sockets. A sngle strong grip crushed his ankles

together, grinding bone on bone...

Y et the greatest pain he now suffered wasto look on Vergere and remember
that he had trusted her. She withdrew her hand, clenching and opening it while
she stared at it with what, on ahuman, might have been asmile--as though her

hand were an unfamiliar tool that might turn out to be atoy, instead.

"Among our masters,” she said casudly, as though continuing a friendly



conversation, "it is not consdered shameful for awarrior in your podtion to

pray for death. Thisisoccasionaly granted, to honor great courage. There are
some on this very ship who whisper that your action against the voxyn queen has
earned this honor for you. On the other hand, our warmaster clamsyou for his
own, to be asacrifice to the True Gods. This, too, isavery great honor. Do

you understand this?

Jacen understood nothing except how much he hurt, and how terribly he hed

been betrayed.

Speaking tore histhroat as though he coughed splinters of transparisted.
Hewinced, squeezing shut hiseyes uniil gdaxies flared within them, then

gritted histeeth and spoke anyway. "I trusted you."

"Yes, you did." She opened her hand, turning her quadrifid pam upward as

if to catch afaling tear, and smiled up a him.

"Why?" Jacen could not find his breeth to give answer; and then hefound he
had no answer to give. Shewas so dien... Raised on Coruscant, the nexus of the
gdaxy, he had no memory of atime when there had not been dozens.... hundreds,

even thousands... of wildly differing speciesin sght whenever he so much as



peeked out the holographic false window of his bedroom.

All spacelanes|ed to Coruscant. Every sentient species of the New
Republic had had representatives there. Bigotry was utterly beyond him; Jacen
could no more didike or distrust someone smply because she belonged to an
unfamiliar species than he could breathe methane. But Vergere... Body compact
and lithe, armslong and oddly mobile as though possessed of extrajoints, hands
from which fingers opened like the gripping spines of Andoan rock polyps, back-
bent knees above splay-toed feet--he was acutely, overpoweringly aware thet he

had never seen any of Vergereskind before.

Long bright eyes the shape of teardrops, a spray of whiskers curving around

awide, expressive mouth... but expressive of what?

How could he know what the arc of her lipstruly signified? It resembled a
human smile, but she was nothing resembling human. Perhaps her species used the
crest of iridescent feathersalong her cranid ridge for nonverba sgnds
right now, as he stared, feathers near the rounded rear of her oblate skull
lifted and turned so that their color shifted from starlight silver tored as a

blaster bolt.

Wasthat what corresponded to a smile? Or ahuman's deadpan drug? Or a



predator's threat display? How could he possibly know? How could he have ever

trusted her?

"But you..." herasped. "You saved Mara..."

"Did 1?" shechirped sunnily. "Andif | did, what Sgnificance do you

attach to this?'

"| thought you were on our side...”

One whiskered eyebrow arched.

"Thereisno “our sde,' Jacen Solo."

"Y ou helped mekill the voxyn queen..."

"Helped you? Perhaps. Perhaps | used you; perhaps | had my own reasons to
desire the desth of the voxyn queen, and you were a convenient weapon. Or
perhaps you are my true interest: perhaps | gave of my tearsto Mara... perhaps
| helped you survive the encounter with the voxyn queen... perhaps everything |

have done was intended to bring you here, and hang you in the Embrace of Pain.”

"Which..." Jacen made himsdf say "...which wasit?'



"Which do you think it was?'

“I... 1 don't know... How can | know?'

"Why ask me? Should | presumeto indruct a Jedi in the myderies of

epistemology?'

Jacen dtiffened in the grip of the Embrace of Pain; hewas not so broken

that he did not know he was being mocked.

"What do you want from me? Why have you done this? Why are you here?"

"Deep questions, little Solo." Her ridge feathers rippled through a

shimmering rainbow like a diamond-edged sabacc deck riffled by an expert deder.

"It isnear enough to the truth to say that | am amessenger of melancholy-
-aherdd of tragedy, bearing giftsto ease the grieved. A mourner, with grave
goods to decorate the tomb. A hierophant, to perform the sacred officesfor the

dead..."

Jacen's head swam.



"What are you taking about?| don't... | can't..."

Hisvoicefailed, and he sagged exhaustedly.

"Of course you cant. It's enough that the dead suffer their demise; would

it befair to ask them to understand it aswdl?"

"Youresaying..."

Jacen licked hislips, histongue so dry it scraped them raw. | can face

this, hetold himsdf.

I may not be much of awarrior, but | can die like one.

"Y ou're saying youre going to kill me."

"Ohno, not at al." From Vergeré's mouth camea muscd chiming like a

gpray of Endorian wind-crystas; he guessed this must serve her for laughter.

"I'm saying you're aready dead.”

Jacen stared.



"Y ou areforever lost to the worlds you knew," she went on with a liquidy
dien gesture that might have been ashrug. "Y our friends mourn, your father
rages, your mother weeps.
Y our life has been terminated: aline of divison has been drawn between
you and everything you have ever known. Y ou have seen the terminator that sweeps
acrosstheface of aplanet, the twilit division between day and night?'Y ou have

crossed that line, Jacen Solo. The bright fields of day are forever past.”

But not everything he knew was gone, not while he lived. Hewas a Jedi. He

reached out with hisfedlings...

"Oh, theForce," Vergere chirped dismissvely. "The Forceislife; what has

lifeto do with you?'

Suffering and exhaustion had bled away Jacen's capacity for astonishment;
he did not care how Vergere knew what he was doing. He opened himsdf to the
Force, let its dean cascade wash through him, dissolving his pain and
confusion... and found at his side a connection to the Force as profound as his

own. Vergere crackled with power.

Jacen murmured, "You'reaJedi..."

Vergere laughed.



"There are no Jedi here,” she said, and made a gesture, eyeflick-swift.
Insde Jacen's head, aswirl of interstellar gasesfell in upon itsdlf, kindling
aprotostar behind his eyes. The protostar swelled, gathering power, ramping up
intengty until thelight ingde his skull washed away the woody glow of the
chamber in which he hung. In thewhited-out blaze, he heard Vergere's voice,

cold and precise asthe light of a distant quasar.

"1 am your guide through the lands of the dead.”

Beyond that, he heard and saw no more. A silent supernova erupted within
Jacen's brain, and blasted away the universe. Seconds or centuries passed in
oblivion. Consciousness swam back into him, and he opened his eyes to find
himsaf sill hanging in the Embrace of Pain, Vergere il sanding below him,
on her facethe same dien facamile of cheerful mockery.

Nothing had changed. Everything had changed. The universe was empty, now.

"What?..." Jacen croaked, histhroat raw as though held spent days

screaming in hisdeep. "What have you doneto me?..."

"Y ou have no businesswith the Force, nor it with you. Let you have the

Force? Theidea



It must be somekind of human thing... you mammals are S0 impulsve, S0
reckless: infants teething on ablaster. No, no, no, little Solo. The Force is
much too dangerousfor children.

A great dedl more dangerous than thoseridiculous lightsabersyou al seem

to like to wave about. So | took it away from you."

The emptiness of the universe howled insde hishead. There was nothing out
there. Only vadt interstdlar vacuum. Al his training, dl his talent, his
gift, meant nothing to the limitlesdy indifferent cosmas, the Force was only
the ghost of adream from which he had now awakened. Jaina... He thrust
desperately into the bond that had aways been there, seeking his sigter, his
twin; he poured histerror and lossinto the void that yawned where that bond

had always been.

Only sllence. Only emptiness. Only lack.

Oh, Jaina Jaina, I'm sorry... With the Force-bond between them shattered,

even Jainawould think he was dead. Would know he was dead.

"You.... therésno way.... you can't possibly..."

He barely recognized thistiny, logt-in-the-dark whisper as his own voice.



"But | have. Redlly, this Force business, you're better off without it. If

you're agood boy, I'll giveit back when you grow up.”

"But..." How could his universe be so fragile? How could everything he was

be so easily broken?"But I'm a Jedi..."

"You wereaJedi," she corrected him. "Haven't you been paying atention?

What part about being dead do you not understand?

"l don't..." Jacen's eyes drifted closed. Tears gathered in his eyelashes,
and when he opened his eyes the tears dripped draight from his eyebdls to
gplash on the floor beside Vergere's feet. One of the room's prehendle

eyestakstwisted itself lower to examine them.

"I don't understand anything... Nothing makes sense to me anymore..."

Vergere straightened her back-bent legs and rose onto her toes, bringing

her wide whiskered mouth within a decimeter of Jacen's ear.

"Jacen Solo. Listen well." Her voicewaswarm and kind, and her bresth
smelled of spicesgrown indien soil. "Everything | tdl youis alie Every

question | ask isatrick. Youwill find no truthinme."



She came close enough that her whiskerstickled his ear, and whispered,

"Though you bdlieve nothing e se, you may rest your faith on this.”

Jacen stared into eyes as blackly encompassing as interstdlar space. He

whispered, "What are you?"

"l am Vergere" shesad smply. "What areyou?'

Shewalited, motionlesdy patient, asthough to confirm that he had no
answer, then sheturned away. A hatch sphincter dilated in the wall--awet sound
like lips opening for akiss--and Vergere left without a backward glance. The
wallsand ceiling creaked like an old man's joints as the grip of the Embrace of

Pain tightened again.

Jacen Solo was once more swallowed by agony. Now there is no more Force for
Jacen--no more cool breath of life and sanity, no more Jaina, no more life

Where Jacen is, thereis only the white.

PART ONE

DESCENT



ONE COCOON

In the dust-swept reaches of intersdlar space, where the densty of
matter is measured in atoms per cubic meter, a smdl vesse of yorik cord
blinked into existence, dewed through aradica curve tha dtered both its
vector and its velocity, then streaked away, trailing alaser-straight line of

ionizing radiation, to vanish again in the gamma burst of hyperjump.

Some unknown time later, an unguessable distance away, in aregion
indistinguishable from thefirst save by the dtered paralax of certain stellar

groups, the same vessdl performed asimilar maneuver.

Onitslong journey, the vessel might fal into the gaaxy any number of

times, and each time be swalowed once more by the nothing beyond.

Jacen Solo hangsin thewhite, thinking. He has begun to riddle out the

lesson of pain.

Thewhite drops him once in awhile, as though the Embrace of Pan

understands him somehow: asthough it can read the limit of his strength. When



another minute in the white might kill him, the Embrace of Pain eases enough to
dide him back into the reality of the room, of the ship; when the pain has
crackled so hot for so long that his overloaded nerves and brain have been
scorched too numb to fed it, the Embrace of Pain lowers him entirdy to the
floor, where he can even deep for atime, while other devices--or creatures,
since he cannot tell the difference anymore, since heis no longer sure thet
thereisany difference--bathe him and tend wounds scraped or torn or dashed
into hisflesh by the Embrace's grip, and still more creature-devices crawl over
him like spider-roaches, injecting him with nutrients and enough water to

maintain hislife

Even without the Force, his Jedi training gives him ways to survive the
pain; he can drive his mind through ameditative cyclethat builds awal of
discipline between his consciousness and the white. Though his body 4ill
auffers, he can hold hismind outside the pain. But this wal of discipline

doesn't last forever, and the Embrace of Pain is patient.

It erodes his menta walls with the inanimate persistence of waves agangt
acliff; the Embrace's arcane perception somehow lets it know thet he has
defended himsdlf, and its efforts dowly gather like astorm spinning up into a
hurricane until it batters down hiswalls and dashes once moreinto everything
Jacenis. Only then, only after it has pushed him to the uttermost limit of his
tolerance then blasted him beyond that limit into whole new gaaxies of pain,

will the Embrace dowly relent.



Hefedsasif thewhiteis eating him--asif the Embrace ests his pain,
but never so much that he can't recover to feed it again. He is being managed,
tended like wander-kelp on a Chadian degpwater ranch. His existence has become a
tidal rhythm of agony that sweepsin, reaches an infinite crest, then rolls out
again just far enough that he might catch his breeth; the Embraceis careful not

to let him drown.

Sometimes, when he dips down from the white, Vergereis there. Sometimes
she crouches at his side with the unblinking predatory patience of a hawk-bat;
sometimes she stalks around the chamber on her back-bent legs like a dactyl
stork wading through a swamp. Often, sheisincongruoudy kind to him, tending
hisraw flesh hersdf with oddly comforting efficiency; he sometimeswonders if
shewould do more, would say more, if not for the constant monitoring stares of

the eyestalksthat dangle from the ceiling.

But mosily he sits, or lies, waiting. Naked, blood seeping from his wridts
and ankles. More than naked: utterly hairless. Theliving machinesthat tend to
his body aso pluck out his harrs. All of them: head, arms, legs, pubis,

armpits.



Eyebrows. Eyelashes.

Once he asked, in histhin, weakly croaking voice, "How long?"

Her response was ablank stare. He tried again.

"How long... have | been here?’

She made the liquid ripple of her flexible armsthat he usudly took for a

shrug.

"How long you have been hereis asirrdlevant aswhereyou are. Time and
place belong to theliving, little Solo. They have nothing to do with you, nor

you with them.”

His questions always meet with answerslike this one; eventudly he stops

asking. Questions require strength, and he has none to spare.

"Our masters serve stern gods,” she said, the second or fifth or tenth time
he awoketo find her at hisside. "The True Gods decree that life is suffering,
and give us pain to demondtrate their truth. Some among our masters seek favor

with the True Gods by seeking pain; Domain Shai was legendary for this. They



used the Embrace of Pain the way you or | might take a bath. Perhaps they hoped
that by punishing themsdlves, they might avert the punishments of the True Gods.
In this, one must suppose they were... ah, disappointed. Or perhaps--as Doman
Shai's detractors like to whisper--they grew to enjoy the pain. Pain can be a

drug, Jacen Solo. Do you understand this yet?'

Vergere seemed never to careif he didn't answer; she seemed perfectly
content to prattle away endlessly on any random subject, asthough interested in
nothing beyond the sound of her own voice--but if he so much aslifted his head,
as soon as he croaked an answer or murmured a question, the subject somehow

turned to pain.

They had plenty to talk about; Jacen had learned a great deal about pain.

Hisfirg actud clueto the lesson of pain came once when helay upon the
corded floor, trembling with exhaugtion. The branchlike grips of the Embrace of

Pain gill held him, but loosdly, maintaining contact, no more.

They hung in dack spirds overhead, dangling from bunched, knotted bundles
of vegetative muscle that shifted and squirmed above the leather-barked celing

of the chamber.



These periods of rest hurt Jacen almost as much asthe Embrace's torment:
his body dowly but inexorably dragged itsalf back into shape, resocketing its
jointsand achingly releasing the overgtretched tendon of his muscles. And
without the constant agony of the Embrace of Pain, he could think of nothing but
Anakin, of the gaping wound that Anakin's death had opened in his life--and of
what Anakin's desth had begun to do to Jaina, driving her toward the dark--and

of how his parents must be suffering, having lost both their sons...

Moreto distract himsdlf than out of any desirefor conversation, he hed

rolled over to fase Vergere and asked,

"Why areyou doing thisto me?'

"This?' Vergere gazed a him steadily. "What am | doing?"

"No..." He closed his eyes, organizing pain-scattered thoughts, then opened
them again. "No, | mean the Y uuzhan VVong. The Embrace of Pain.
I've been through a breaking," he said. "The bresking makes a kind of

sense, | guess. But this..”

His voice broke despairingly, but he caught himsdlf, and held his tongue
until he could control it. Despair is of the dark side. "Why arethey torturing

me?" he asked, clearly and smply. "No one even asks me anything..."



"Why isaquestion that is dways deeper than itsanswer,” Vergere said.
"Perhaps you should ask instead: what?Y ou say torture, you say breaking.
Toyou, yes. To our masters?' She canted her head, and her crest splayed

orange. "Who knows?'

"Thisisnt torture? Y ou should try it from my side" Jacen sad with a

feebleamile "Infact, | redly wish youwould.”

Her chuckle chimed like ahandful of glassbdlls. "Do you think | haven't?’

Jacen stared, uncomprehending.

"Perhaps you are not being tortured,” she said cheerily. "Perhaps you are

being taught.”

Jacen made arusty hacking sound, hafway between a cough and a bitter

laugh. "Inthe New Republic," he said, "education doesn't hurt this much.”

"No?' She canted her head to the opposite angle, and her crest shimmered to
green. "That may be why your people are loang this war. The Yuuzhan Vong

understand that no lesson istruly learned until it has been purchased with

pan."

"Oh, sure. What's this supposed to teach me?"



"Isit what the teacher teaches," dhe countered. "Or what the student

learns?'

"What's the difference?"’

Thearc of her lips and the angle of her heed might have added up to a

amile. "That is, itsdlf, aquestion worth considering, yes?'

There was another time... before, after, he could never be sure. He had
found himsdf huddled againgt the lesthery curve of the chamber's wadl, the

Embrace's gripstrailing upward like dack feeder vines.

Vergere crouched at his Side, and as consciousness trickled through him he
seemed to recdll that she had been coaxing him to take asip from the stem of an
elongated, gourdlike drink bulb. Too exhausted for disobedience, he tried; but
the liquid within--only water, cool and pure--savaged his parched throat until
he gagged and had to spit it out again. Patiently, Vergere had used the bulb to
moisten ascrap of rag, then gave it to him to suck on until histhroat loosened

up enough that he could swallow.

The vast desert indgde his mouth absorbed the moigture indantly, and

Vergere dampened the rag again. Thiswent on for some considerable while.



"What ispainfor?' she murmured after atime. "Do you ever think about
that, Jacen Solo? What isits function? Many of our more devout masters believe
that painisthe lash of the True Gods: that suffering is how the True Gods
teach usto disdain comfort, our bodies, even lifeitsdf. For mysdf, | say
that painisitsef agod: the taskmagter of life. Pain cracksthe whip, and all
that liveswill move. The most basic ingtinct of lifeisto retreat from pain.
To hidefromit. If going here hurts, even agranite dug will go over there; to
liveisto beadaveto pan.

To be "beyond pain' isto be dead, yes?'

"Not for me," Jacen answered dully, once histhroat opened enough thet he

could speak. "No matter how dead you say | am, it fill hurts.”

"Oh, wdll, yes. That the dead are beyond painisonly an article of faith,

isn't it? We should say, we hope that the dead are beyond pain--but there's only

oneway to find out for sure.”

Shewinked a him, smiling. "Do you think that pain might be the ruling

principle of desth, aswell?’

"l don't think anything. | just want it to stop.”

She turned away, making an odd snuffling sound; for haf a moment Jacen

wondered if his suffering might have finaly touched her somehow--wondered if



she might take pity on him...

But when she turned back, her eyes were dight with mockery, not

compassion.

"l am such afool," shechimed. "All thistime, | had thought | was
gpeaking to an adult. Ah, self-deception isthe crudest trick of all, isnt it?
| let myself believe that you had once been atrue Jedi, when in truth you are
only ahatchling, shivering in the nest, squalling because your mother hasn't

fluttered up to feed you."

"You...you..." Jacen ssammered. "How can you... after what you've done..."

"What | have done? Oh, no no no, little Solo child. Thisis about what you

have done."

"l haven't done anything!"

Vergere settled back againgt the chamber'swall ameter away. Sowly, she

folded her back-bent knees benegth her, then laced her fingerstogether in front

of her ddicatdly whiskered mouth and stared at him over her knuckles.

After along, long silence, during which | haven't done anything! echoedin



his mind until Jacen'sface burned, Vergere sad,

"Exactly.”

Sheleaned closg, asthough to share an embarrassing secret. "Is that not

theinfant'stactic? To wail, and wail, and wail, to wriggle its fingers and

kick its hedls... hoping an adult will notice, and carefor it?"

Jacen lowered his head, struggling against sudden hot tears. "What can |
do?" She sat back again and made more of that snuffling noise. "Certainly, among
your optionsis continuing to hang in thisroom and suffer. And so long as you
do that, do you know what will happen?’

Jacen gave her abruised look. "What?"

"Nothing," she said cheerfully. She spread her hands. "Oh, eventudly,

you'll go mad, | suppose. If you're lucky. Someday you may even die”

Her cre<t flattened beck and became blasterbore grey. "Of old age.”

Jacen stared, openmouthed. He couldn't face another hour in the Embrace of

Pain--she was talking about years. About decades.

About therest of hislife.



He hugged hisknees and buried hisface againg them, grinding his eye
sockets againgt his kneecaps as though he could squeeze the horror out of his
head. He remembered Unde Luke in the doorway of the shed on Belkadan,
remembered the sadness on his face as he cut through the Y uuzhan Vong warriors
who had captured Jacen, remembered the swift sure pressure as Luke gouged the

dave seed out of Jacen'sface with his cybernetic thumb.

He remembered that Uncle L uke wouldn't be coming for him thistime.

Nobody would.

Because Jacen was dead.

"Isthat why you keep coming here?' he muttered into hisfolded arms.

"To gloat? To humiliate a defeated enemy?"

"Am | gloating? Arewe enemies?’ Vergere asked, sounding honestly puzzled.

"Areyou defested?'

Her suddenly sincere tone caught him; he raised his head, and could find no

mockery now in her eyes. "'l don't understand.”



"That, at leadt, isvery clear,” shesghed. "l give you a gift, Jacen
Solo. | free you from hope of rescue. Can you not see how | am trying to help

you?’

"Help?' Jacen coughed a bitter chuckle. "Y ou need to brush up on your
Basic, Vergere. In Basic, when wetalk about the kind of things you've done to

me, help isn't the word we use."

"No? Then perhaps you are correct: our difficulties may be linguigtic.”
Vergere sighed again, and settled even lower, folding her arms on the floor in
front of her and arranging hersalf on top of themin away more fdine then

avian. Secondary inner lids shrouded her eyes.

"When | was very young... younger than you, little Solo--1 came upon a
ringed moon shadowmoth at the end of its metamorphoss, still within its cocoon,
" shesad digantly, alittle sadly. "I had already some touch with the Force;
| could fed the shadowmoth's pain, its panic, its claustrophobia, its
hopel esdy desperate struggle to freeitself.

It was as though this particular shadowmoth knew | was beside it, and
screamed out to me for hdp. How could | refuse? Shadowmoth cocoons are
polychained silicates--very, very tough--and shadowmoths are so ddlicate, so
beautiful: gentle creature whose only purposeisto sing to the night sky. So |
gaveit what | think you mean by help: | used asmdl utility cutter to dice

the cocoon, to help the shadowmoth get out.”



"Oh, you didn', did you? Please say you didn't." Jacen |et hiseyes drift

closed, sorry dready, for how he knew this story would end.

He'd had ashadowmoth in his collection for a short time; he remembered
watching the larvagrow, feding itshappy satisfaction through his empathic
talent asit fed on stripped insulation and crumbled duracrete; he remembered
the young shadowmoth that had emerged, spreading its dusky, beautifully striated
wings againg the crygdline polymer of its viewcage, he remembered the
shadowmoth'sthrilling whistle of moonsong, when he had released it from its
viewcage and it had soared away under the mingled glows of Coruscant's four

maoons.

He remembered the desperate panic that had beat in waves againg him
through the Force, the night the shadowmoth had fought free of its cocoon.
He remembered his ache to help the helpless creature--and he remembered why

he hadn't.

Y ou can't help ashadowmoth by cutting its cocoon,” he said. "It needs the
effort; the struggle to break the cocoon forcesichor into its wing vens. If

you cut the cocoon...”

"The shadowmoth will be crippled,” Vergerefinished for him solemnly.



"Yes. It wasatragic creature--never to fly, never tojoin itsfelows in
their nightdance under the moons. Even its wingflutes were sunted, and so it
was as mute asit was planetbound. During that long summer, we sometimes heard
moonsong through the window of my bedchamber, and from my shadowmoth | would
fed dways only sadness and bitter envy, that it could never soar benegth the
gars, that its voice could never risein song. | cared for it asbest | could--
but the life of a shadowmoth is short, you know; they spend yearsand years as
larvae, storing strength for one single summer of dance and song. | robbed that

shadowmoth; | stoleitsdestiny... because| helpedit.”

"That wasn't helping,” Jacen said. "That's not what help means, either.”

"No?| saw acreature in agony, crying out itsterror, and | undertook to
easeitspain, to assuageitsfear. If that isnot what you mean by hep, then

my command of Basicisworsethan | believed.”

"Y ou didn't understand what was happening.”

Vergere shrugged. "Neither did the shadowmoth. But tdl me this, Jacen
Solo: if | had understood what was happening--if | had known what the larvawas,
and what it must do, and what it must suffer, to become the glorious creature
that it could become--what should | have done that you would cdl, in your

Basic, hdp?'

Jacen thought for some time before answering. His Force empathy had enabled



him to understand the exctic creatures in his collection with extraordinary
depth and clarity; that understanding had left him with aprofound respect for

theintringc processes of nature.

"l suppose,”" he said dowly, "the best help you could offer would be to
keep the cocoon safe. Hawk-bats hunt shadowmoth larvae, and they especidly like
newly cocooned pupae: that's the stage where they have the most stored fat. So
guessthe best help you could offer would be to keep watch over the larva, to

protect it from predators-and leave it aloneto fight its own battle.”

"And, perhaps," Vergere offered gently, "dso to protect it from other
well-intentioned folk--who might wish, in their ignorance, to "help' it with

their own utility cutters.”

"Yes..." Jacen said, then he caught his breath, garing & Vergere as
though she had suddenly grown an extrahead. "Hey..." Comprehension began to

dawn. "Hey..."

"And dso, perhaps,” Vergere went on, "you might stop by from timeto time,

to let the struggling, desperate, suffering creature know that it isnot done.

That someone cares. That itspain isin the service of itsdestiny.”

Jacen could barely breathe, but somehow he force out awisper.



"Yes.."

Vergere said gravely, "Then, Jacen Solo, our definitions of help are

identicdl "

Jacen shifted forward, coming up onto his knees.

"We're not redly talking about shadowmoth larvae, arewe?' he sad, his

heart suddenly pounding. "Y ou're talking about me."

Sherosg, legs unfolding like gantry cranes beneath her. " About you?"

"About us." Histhroat clenched with impaossible hope. ™Y ou and me."

"1 must go, now; the Embrace has become impatient for your return.”

"Vergere, wait...!" he said, Struggling to hisfeet, the Embrace's branch-

gripsdangling from hiswrigts. "Wait, Vergere, comeon, tak to me.... and,

and, and shadowmoths..." he sammered. " Shadowmoths are indigenous! They're not

atransported species... they're native to Coruscant! How could you have found a

shadowmoth larva? Unless, unlessyou... | mean, did you... areyou..."

She put her hand between the lips of the mouthlike sensor receptacle beside

the hatch sphincter, and the warted pucker of the hatch gaped wide.



"Everything | tell youisalie" she sad, and stepped through.

The Embrace of Pain gathered him once more into the white,

Jacen Solo hangsin the white, thinking.

For an infinite ingtant, he is merely amazed that he can think; the white
has scoured his conciousness for days, or weeks, or centures, and he is

astonished now to discover that he can not only think, but think clearly.



He spends awhite eon, marveling.

Then he goesto work on the lesson of pain.

Thisisit, hethinks. Thisiswhat Vergere wastalking about. Thisis the

help she gave me, that | didn't know how to accept.

She has freed him from his own trap: the trap of childhood. The trap of
waiting for someone else. Waiting for Dad, or Mother, Uncle Luke, Jaina, Zekk or
Lowieor Tend Kaor any of the others whom he could aways count on to fly to

his resque.

Heisnot helpless. Heisonly aone.

It's not the same thing.

He doesn't have to smply hang here and suffer. He can do something.



Her shadowmoth tale may have been alie, but within the liewas atruth he
could not have comprehended without it. Was that what she had meant when she

sad, Everything | tell youisalie?

Did it matter?

Painisitsdf agod: the taskmagter of life. Pain cracksthe whip, and dl

that liveswill move. Toliveisto beadaveto pan.

He knowsthe truth of this, not only from hisown life but from watching
Dad and Anakin, after Chewie's death. He watched pain crack its whip over his
father, and watched Han run from that pain hafway acrossthe gaaxy.

He watched Anakin turn hard, watched him drive himsdlf like a loadlifter,
aways pushing himsdf to be stronger, faster, more effective, to do more--this
wasthe only answer he had to the pain of having survived to watch his rescuer

die.

Jacen dwaysthought of Anekin as being alat like Unde Luke his
mechanica gptitude, hispiloting and fighting skills, his stark warrior's
courage. He can see now that in oneimportant way, Angkin was more like his

father. His only answer to pain was to keep too busy to noticeit.



Running from the taskmadter.

Toliveisto beadaveto pan.

But that isonly haf true; pain can aso be ateacher. Jacen can remember
hour after hour of dragging his aching muscles through one more repetition of
his lightsaber training routines. He remembers practicing the more advanced
stances, how much it hurt to work his body in ways he'd never worked it before,
to lower his center of gravity, loosen hiships, train hislegs to coil and
spring like asand panther's. He remembers Uncle Luke saying, if it doesn't
hurt, you're not doing it right. Even the stinger bolts of a practice remote--
sure, hisgoa had been dwaysto intercept or dodge the stingers, but the

easest way to avoid that pain would have been to quit training.

Sometimes pain isthe only bridge to where you want to go.

And the worgt pains are the ones you can't run away from, anyway. He knows
his mother'stale so well that he has seenit in his dreams. ganding on the
bridge of the Desth Star, forced to watch while the battle station's main wespon

destroyed her entire planet. He hasfelt her dl-devouring horror, denid, and



blistering helplessrage, and he has some due how much of her rdentless
dedication to the peace of the galaxy is driven by the memory of those hillions

of liveswiped from existence before her eyes.

And Uncle Luke: if he hadn't faced the pain of finding his foster parents
brutally murdered by Imperia stormtroopers, he might have spent hiswhole life
as an unhappy moisture farmer, deep in the Tatooine sand-wastes, dreaming of
adventures he would never have--and the galaxy might groan under Imperid rule

to thisvery day.

Pain can be power, too, Jacen realizes. Power to change things for the
better. That's how change happens. someone hurts, and sooner or later decidesto

do something about it.

Suffering isthefud intheengine of civilization.

Now he begins to understand: because pain isagod--he has been inthe grip
of thiscruel god ever since Anakin'sdeath. But it isalso ateacher, and a
bridge. It can be a dave master, and break you--and it can be the power that

makes you unbreakable. It isall these things, and more.



At thesametime.

Wheat it is depends on who you are.

But who am I? he wonders. I've been running like Dad--like Anakin. | think
they stopped, though; | think Dad was strong enough to turn back and faceiit, to
use the pain to make himself stronger, like Mom and Uncle Luke. Anakin did, too,

a theend. Am | that strong?

Theres only oneway to find out.

For indefinite days, weeks, centuries, the white has been egting him.

Now, he beginsto eat the white.



Executor Nom Anor toyed idly with asacworm of dragweed broth while he
walited for the shaper droneto finish itsreport. He sat human-style on afleshy
hump to one side of the unusudly large villip to which the drone addressed its
monotonous, Singsong andysis of the Embrace chamber's readings on the young

Jedi, Jacen Solo.

Nom Anor had no need to pay attention. He knew aready what the drone would
say; he had composed the report himself. This particular Embrace chamber was
equipped with an exceptionally sophisticated nerve-web of sensors, which could
read the eectrochemica output of Jacen Solo's nerves down to each individud
impulse and compare the pain they registered with its effects on his brain
chemistry. The shaper drone mumbled on and on in its description of minute

details of its data collection, and its deadly dull murmur was excruciating...



Perhaps that's why we call them drones, Nom Anor thought with a humorless
interior smile. He did not share this observation with the third occupant of the
smdl, moist chamber. It wasn't even ajokein any language but Basic, and it

waan't that funny, anyway.

Instead he Imply sat, Spping broth occasondly from the sacworm,
watching the villip, waiting for Warmaster Tsavong Lah to lose his patience,

With vegetative accuracy, the villip conveyed the physical festures of the
warmagter: histal narrow skull, bulging braincase, dangeroudy sharp teeth
brigtling within hislipless gash of amouth, aswell as the proud array of

scarsthat defined his devotion to the True Way.

Nom Anor reflected idly how wdl some of those intricatdy scarified
designswould look on hisown face. Not that he had any red interest in the
True Way beyond itsuse asapolitica tool; from long experience, he knew that

the gppearance of piety was vastly more useful than itsreality could ever be.

Thevillip dso captured perfectly the frightening intengty of Tsavong

Lah'sfandic glare.



That gleam of faith's power in his eye was the reflection of an inner
conviction thelike of which Nom Anor could only imagine: to know, beyond the
possibility of doubt, that the True Gods stood at his shoulder, guiding his hand
in Their service. To know that dl truth, dl justice, dl right, shone from the

True Godslike gtdllar wind, illuminating the universe.

Thewarmaster was atrue bdiever.

To Nom Anor, faith was an extravagance. He knew too well how eesly such
true believers could be manipulated by those who bdieve in nothing but

themsdves.

Thiswas, infact, his specidty.

The moment hed been waiting for came during the dron€e's exhaudtive point-
by-point cross-species interpol ation between Jacen Solo's readings and those of
three different control subjects, dl Yuuzhen Vong: one warrior caste, one
priest caste, and one shaper caste, each of whom had earlier undergone
excruciation by the very same Embrace of Pain in which the young Jedi now hung.
Anger gathered upon Tsavong Lah's villip image like theion peak that precedesa

lar flare.



Finally, his patience broke.

"Why is my time wasted with this babble?"

The shaper drone stiffened, glancing nervoudy a Nom Anor.

"Thisdataisextremdy sgnificant...”

"Not to me. Am | ashaper? | have no interest in raw data--tell me what it

meand"

Nom Anor sat forward.

"With the warmaster's permission, | may perhaps be of some service here.”

Thevillip twisted fractiondly to fix Nom Anor with the warmaster's glare.

"Y ou had better," he said. "My patience is limited--and you persondly,

Executor, have required too much of it already in recent days. Y ou swing from a



thin vine, Nom Anor, and it continuesto fray."

"All gpologiesto the warmaster,” Nom Anor said smoothly. He gestured
dismissal to the drone, which made a hasty obeisance toward the villip,
triggered the room's hatch sphincter, and scuttled away. "1 mean only to offer

andyss interpretation ismy specidty.”

"Y our specidty ispropagandaand lies," Tsavong Lah rasped.

Asif there were a difference. Nom Anor shrugged and smiled amigbly:
gestures he had learned from his impersonations of the human species. He
exchanged one quick glance with the other occcupant of the chamber--his partner

in the Solo Project--then directed his gaze back to the villip.

"Theimport of the Embrace chamber's dataiis exactly this. Jacen Solo has
become capable of not only accepting torment, but thriving on it. As the
warmaster will recall, | predicted such aresult. He has discovered resources

within himsdlf of the sort that we find only in our grestest warriors.”

"And?' Thewarmaster glared. "Make your point.”

"It will work,"” Nom Anor said smply. "That isthe point. The only point.

Based on our current figures, Jacen Solo will inevitably--provided he lives--

turn to the True Way with hiswhole heart.”



"This has been attempted before,” Tsavong Lah growled.
"The Jeedal Wurth Skidder, and the Jeedai Tahiri on Y avin Four. Theresults

werelessthan satisfactory.”

"Shapers," Nom Anor snorted derisively.

"Mind your tongue, if you would keep it in your mouth.

The shaper casteisholy unto Y un-Y uuzhan.”

"Of course, of course. No disrespect intended, naturaly.

I only mean to point out, with the warmaster's permission, that the methods

used inthe Tahiri disaster were crude physical dterations-possibly heretical.

Nom Anor leaned on the word.

Tsavong Lah's face darkened.

"They were performing sacrilegious research,” Nom Anor went on.
"They tried to make her into aY uuzhan Vong--as though a dave can be

atered into one of the Chosen Race. Isthis not blasphemy?



The ensuing daughter was far kinder than they deserved, as the warmaster

will no doubt agree.”

"Not at dl," Tsavong Lah countered. "It was precisely what they deserved.

Whatever the Gods decree isthe definition of justice.”

"Asyou say," Nom Anor conceded easily. "No such heresy will take place in
the Solo Project. The process with Jacen Solo is precisaly the opposite: he will
remain fully human, yet acknowledge and proclaim the Truth. We will not have to
ater or destroy himin any way. We merely demondtrate; he will do the rest

himsaf."

Thewarmaster'simage chilled over with caculation.

"Y ou till have not made clear why | should desire this. Everything you
have told meimpliesthat he would make an even greater sacrifice then | hed
dreamed. Explain why | should await this promised conversion. Should he die in
the process, | will have broken an oath to the True Gods: cheated them of their

due sacrifice. The True Gods are unforgiving to oathbreakers, Nom Anor."

Y ou couldn't proveit by me, Nom Anor thought smugly, but he spoke with

utmost respect.

"The symbolic importance of Jacen Solo cannot be overestimated, Warmaster.



Firgt, heis Jedi--and the Jedi stand in place of godsin the New Republic. They
arelooked to as surrogate parents, gifted with vast abilities thet legend

further magnifies beyond al reason; their purposeisto fight and die for the
New Republic's debased, infide perversions of truth and justice. Jacen Solo is
aready alegendary hero. Hisexploits, even asachild and ayouth, are known
throughout the galaxy; together with those of hissster--histwin sister--they

rival even those of Yun-Harlaand Yun-Yammka..."

"Y ou utter such blasphemiestoo easily," Tsavong Lah grated.

"Do I?' Nom Anor smiled. "And yet the True Gods do not seefit to strike me

down; perhapswhat | say isnot blasphemy at al--asyou shall see”

Thewarmaster only glared a him stonily.

"Jacen Solo is a0 the eldest son of the galaxy'sleading clan. His mother

was, for atime, the New Republic's Supreme Overlord...”

"For atime? How isthis possible? Why would her successor let her live?!

"Doesthe warmaster truly wish a disguisition upon the New Republic's

perverse system of government? It has to do with a bizarre concept caled

democracy, in which ruling power is given to whoever is mogt skillful a



directing the herd indtincts of the largest masses of ther most ignorant

citizens..."

"“Their paliticsare your concern,” Tsavong Lah growled. "Ther fighting

drengthismine.”

"Thetwo are, in this case, more closdly related than the warmaster might
suspect. For aquarter of astandard century, the Solo family has dominated
gdactic affairs of dl kinds. Even the warmaster of the Jedi is none other than
Jacen Solo'suncle. Thisuncle, Luke Skywalker, is popularly considered to have
snglehandedly created the New Republic by defedting an older, much more
rational government caled the Empire. And, | might add, it isfortunatefor us
that he did; the Empire was vadly more organized, powerful, and potently
militarigtic. Lacking theinternd divisonswe have exploited so successully
in the New Republic, the Empire could have crushed our people utterly in their

first encounter.”

Tsavong Lah brigtled. "The True Gods would never have dlowed such a

defeat!"

"Precisgly my point,” Nom Anor countered. "They didnt. Instead, Luke
Skywalker, the Solos, and the Rebel Alliance destroyed the Empire, leaving the
gdaxy in adtate of disarray, a power vacuum that we could exploit--for even

then, the Solo clan served the True Gods without ever knowing it!"

For thefirgt time, Tsavong Lah began to look interested.



"Now, imagine,” Nom Anor said, scenting blood, "the effect on the morale of

the remaining New Republic forces when this Jedi, thishero, thisscion of the

greatest clan of their entire civilization, announcesto dl his people that

they have been deceived by their leaders. that the True Gods are the only gods..

that the True Way isthe only way!"

Thevillip conveyed perfectly aspark kindling in the warmaster's eyes.

"We hurt them when we took their capitd, but we did not kill their spirit,

" he murmured. "Thiswould be gangrene in the wound of Coruscant.”

IIYSIII

"The New Republic could scken, and findly die.”

IIYSIII

"Y ou are certain that you can make Jacen Solo submit to the Truth?

"Warmadter," Nom Anor said intensdly, "it is dready happening.

Jacen and Jaina Solo are twins, yet mde and femde, complementary



opposites. Don't you seeit? Yun-Yammkaand Yun-Harla. Warrior and Trickster.
Jacen Solo will become one haf of the Twin Gods--to fight in service of the God

heisl Hewill be proof no cresature of the New Republic could ever refute.”

"Thismay havevaue," Tsavong Lah admitted.

"May?' Nom Anor said. "May? Warmaster, you have persondly performed every

sacrifice the True Gods demand for victory...

every sacrificesaveone...”

The spark in the warmaster's eyes suddenly blazed into a fuson furnace.

"The Great Sacrifice--you speak of the Sacrifice of the Twing!"

"Yes. You yoursdlf, Warmaster, must have wondered in your heart of hearts,

must have doubted the True Gods promise of victory, when the find sacrifice

could not be performed.”

"The True Gods do not mock, and They do not promiseinvain," the warmaster

intoned pioudly.

"But Ther giftsarenot given,” Nom Anor said. "You know this They

require that we earn them: that we bring Their propheciesto pass.”

"YS”



"And so on that great day, Jacen Solo will himsdlf capture hissigter, his
twin--hewill drag her to the dtar, and he will himsdlf take her life in the

Great Twin Sacrifice, and the will of the True Gods shdl findly be brought to

pass.

"The True Gods will be done!" Tsavong Lah thundered.

"The True Gods will be done,” Nom Anor agreed.

"Youwill dothis"

"Yes, Warmaster."

"Youwill not fall."

"If it bewithin my power, Warmagter..."

"No," Tsavong Lah said. "Y ou do not understand. | tell you, Nom Anor, you

will not fail. The True Gods are not mocked. Should Jacen Solo not turn to the

True Path, no breath of this can be whispered; no hint of this can be thought.

For Nom Anor, thereisonly victory; lacking victory, the creature thet is

currently called by the name Nom Anor shall be sacrificed to the True Gods as a



namelessthing.”

Nom Anor swalowed. "Ah, Warmaster...?"

Tsavong Lah went on inexorably. "All who have breathed the ar of thisplan
shdl die, screaming and without names, and their bones shdl be scattered to

drift between the gars. In every Name of al True Gods, thisis my word."

Abruptly, the villip inverted to its quiescent state, folding in upon

itself with wet daps like raw megat smacking bone.

Nom Anor sat back, and discovered that he was trembling. Thiswas not quite
how he had expected matters to go. There's the trouble with fanatics, he
thought. They're easy to manipulate, but somehow they take everything five steps

toofar.

Hetook along sip of the dragweed broth in the sacworm that he had held,
forgotten, throughout the interview. He turned to the other occupant of the

amdl chamber.

"Well, now we are partnersin truth: together, we face either total victory
or utter destruction,” he said heavily. "We are, asthe Cordlians say, off to a

flying start.”



Acrossthe quiescent villip, his partner met his gaze with unblinking avian

cam.

"Well begun,” Vergere sad neutrdly, "ishaf done.

THE NURSERY

Deep in the infinite space above the plane of the gaactic ecliptic-in the
spark-scattered velvet so far from any stellar system that the place was nat,
grictly speaking, even aplaceat al, only agtatistica array of vectors and
velocities-asmall vessd of yorik cord dropped from hyperspace. It was so far
from any observable point of fixed reference that its motion was arbitrary: on

an Obroa-skai referent, the vessel streaked away at a respectable fraction of



lightspeed; referent to Tatooineit swungin along, lazy arc; referent to

Coruscant it infell, gathering velocity.

Itstwin dovin basa's pulsed, emitting expanding ripples of gravity waves,
some considerable time theresfter, those same dovin basds registered other

gpace-timeripplesin reply.

The vessal was not aone.

These answering ripples had adirection; the dovin basds of the amal
vessel were sengtive enough to register the femtosecond-scale difference
between the instant one dovin basa detected a wave of space-time and the

instant that wave reached itstwin.

The small vessd of yorik cord altered course.

The object toward which it curved was a sphere of extravagant construction,
hundreds of thousands of times the volume of the small vessdl, featureless save
for an array of black finsthat girdled the globe and intersected at random,
like mountain ranges on an airless moon. These fins glowed in the deep infrared,

radiating waste heat into the void.



The vessd of yorik coral dowed to intercept the sphere, angling toward
one of the smooth fleshy expanses between the radiating fins. Asit closed the
fina few meters, adocking claw like the chelicerae of a spider-roach extended
from its nose and gripped the semi-elagtic surface. A few moments passed while
dovin basais shimmered space-time at each other, and the signals thus exchanged
wereinterpreted by specidly bred cousins of villips, which passed on the
information to the creatures who served as the guiding wills of the two living

structures: shapers of the Y uuzhan Vong.

The smooth plain to which the vessd had attached itsdf bunched into
sudden landscape, gathering into a spasmic impact crater whose rim reached out
and out and out. A hundred meters beyond the nether tip of the cord vessd, the
rim became lips, the crater a mouth that closed around the vessdl, dowly

contracting to vacuum-fit itsalf to the vessdl's every angle and curve.

The sphere swallowed.

Within seconds, the place where the vessel had rested was once again a

broad, smooth plain of semi-elastic flesh, featureless and warm.



Jacen opened his eyes as the haich sphincter dilated. Vergere stood

outsde. Shedid not seem inclined to enter.

"You'relooking well."

He shrugged and sat up. He chafed the new scars around his wrists, where
the Embrace of Pain had rasped away his skin. Thelast of his scabs had peded

off two deegps ago.

"l haven't seen you for awhile" he said.

"Yes" Vergere's crest fanned an inquiring green. "How have you been
enjoying your vacation from the Embrace? | see your wrists have hedled. How do

your shouldersfed? Y our hips and ankles? Can you walk?'

Jacen shrugged again, looking down. He had lost track of how many times he
had dept and awakened again since the Embrace of Pain had findly released him.
While his body had knit, he had never been able to make himsdf do more than
glance at the branches and tentacles and sensory orbs of the Embrace of Pain.
They were il up there, coiled around each other in edl-basket knots, pulsng

faintly. Waiting. He didn't know why they had released him.



Hewas afraid that if he stared at them too long, they would remember he

was here,

Vergere extended ahand. "Arise, Jacen Solo. Ariseand walk."

He met her gaze, blinking astonishment.

"For red?' he asked. "Y ou're taking me out of here? For rea 7

A liquid shrug rippled dong her too-flexiblearm.

"That depends," she said sunnily, ""on what you mean by here.
And what you mean by real. But to stay where you are, while this chamber
is-I believe the Basic word isdigested, yes?

Thisyou would not enjoy.”

"Enjoy... Oh, right. | forgot," he muttered. "1'm supposed to be having

fun.

"Y ou mean you're not?"' She tossed him a crude robe that seemed to be woven

of coarse, unbleached fiber. "Let's seeif we can find you a residence more



entertaining, hmm?"*

Heforced himsdlf to hisfeet and dipped the robe over his head.

The robe was warm to the touch;, it writhed gently ashe struggled into it,

fibers bunching and unbunching like degpy worms. Putting it on hurt. Slower to

hedl than his skin, his shoulders and hip joints grated as though packed with

chunks of duracrete, but he didn't so much as grimace.

Thiswas merely pain; he barely noticed.

She held something in her other hand: abaling hook of sun-ydlowed bone,

long and curved and sharp.

He stopped. "What's that?"

"What'swhat?"

"In your hand. Isthat some kind of wegpon?"

Her crest flattened and spread again, its green now shimmering with ydlow

highlights



"Why would | carry awegpon? Am | in danger?'

"|..." Jacen rubbed his eyes. Now only ablur hung from her fis; had he

seen what he thought he saw?

"Probably just atrick of thelight,” Vergere said. "Forget about it. Come

withme"

He stepped through the hatch sphincter. The corridor had somehow changed;
instead of the resin-smoothed yorik cora passageway he had glimpsad when
Vergere would come or go, he now stood inside one end of a tunnel--or a tube.
The floor was warm and soft, fleshy, and it pulsed faintly beneeth his bare

feet.

A pair of tdl, impassve Y uuzhan Vong warriors stood outside in full

vonduun crab armor, right arms thick with the coils of their amphistaffs.

"Pay no attention to them," Vergere said lightly. "They speak no Basic, nor
have they tizowyrmsto trandate--and they have no ideawho you are. They are

here only to ensure that you cause no mischief. Don't make them hurt you.”

Jacen only shrugged. He looked back through the closing sphincter.



Hewasleaving alot of paininthat room.

Hewas bringing alot of pain with him.

Anakin... Every time he blinked, he could see his brother's corpse on the

inddeof hiseydids. It fill hurt. He guessed it dways would.

But pain didn't mean so much to him anymore.

Hefdl inat Vergereés Sde as she staked avay dong the dick warm
tunnd; it wasvaved liketheingde of aven.

Thewarriorsfollowed.

Jacen forgot about the hook of bone.

It had probably been just atrick of thelight.



Jacen couldn't find adirection or apattern in the route they walked,
through endless tangles of fleshy tubes that seemed to branch and coil and knot
themselves a random. Light filtered through the walls from outside, vividy
illuminating striated arterid clugtersin the tubes tranducent skin. Vaves

before them opened at Vergere's touch; vaves behind closed by themsalves.

Sometimes the tubes contracted until Jacen had to walk hunched over, and

the warriors were forced to bend nearly double,

Sometimesthey werein large tunnels that flexed and pulsed as though
pumping air; aconstant breeze huffed at their backs like the breath of a well-

fed watchbesst.

The tube-skin vibrated like a huge dack drumhead, making theair hum and
rumble, sometimes so low that Jacen could only fed the sound with his hand

againg the skinwall, sometimes louder, higher, scaling up to atidd roar of a



thousand voices moaning and shouting and screaming in pain.

Often they passed hatch sphincters like the one that had sedled the Embrace
of Pain; sometimes these might be open, revealing chambers floored with grassy
swamp, woody trunks branching above brownish muck, globular yawns draped with
cocoons of aien pupag, or caverns vast and dark wheretiny flames of crimson
and chartreuse, of vivid ydlow or dim, dmogt invisble vioe floated and
gleamed and winked like eyes of predators gathered in the night to waich prey

huddled around a campfire.

Rardly Jacen caught glimpses of other Y uuzhan Vong: mostly warriors, whose
unscarred faces and unmutilated limbs hinted at low status, and once or twice
even afew of the shorter, squattier-seeming Y uuzhan Vong, each wearing some
kind of living headdress that reminded Jacen of Vergere'sfeathered crest. These

must be shapers, Jacen remembered Anakin'stale of the shaper base on Yavin 4.

"What isthis place?' Jacen had been on Y uuzhan Vong ships before, and held
seen their planetside ingdlations at Belkadan: sure, they had been organic,

more grown than built--but they had been comprehensible.

"Isthisaship? A space station? Some kind of creature?!



"Itisdl those, and more. The Y uuzhan Vong namefor this-ship, sation,
creature, what you will--trand ates as “seedship.’ | suppose a biologis might
cal it an ecospheric blastoderm.” She pulled him close and lowered her voice as
though sharing aprivate joke. "Thisis an egg that will give birth to an entire

world."

Jacen made aface like he tasted something foul.

"A Yuuzhan Vong world."

"Of course."

"l was on Belkadan. And Duro. There was nothing likethis.

To do their--what would you cdl it? Vongforming? - - they just sprayed
gene-tailored bacteriainto the atmosphere..."

"Belkadan and Duro are no more than industria parks,” Vergeresaid. "They
are shipyards producing war materiel.

They will be used up, and abandoned. But the world transformed by this
seedship--it will be home."

Jacen fet weak. "Home?"

"A planet can be described asa single organism, aliving creature with a



skeleton of stone and a heart of molten rock.

The speciesthat inhabit a planet, plant and animd aike, from microbe to
megal ossus, are the planet-creature's organs, interna symbionts, and parasites.
This seedship itsdf is composed mostly of incubating em cells, which will
differentiateinto living machines-which will in tumn construct an entire
planet'sworth of wildlife with vastly accelerated growth. Animals will mature
within afew standard d ays, whole forests within weeks. Mere months after
seeding, the new world will bear a fully functioning, dynamicaly stable
ecosystem: the replica of aplanet dead for so many thousand years thet it is

barely amemory.”

"Ther homeworld,” Jacen muttered. "The Yuuzhan Vong. They're making

themsdves anew homeworld. That'swhat thisis."

"You might cadl it that." Vergere stopped and gestured to one of the
warriors. She touched a spot on the tube-skin. The warrior stepped forward and
twitched hisright arm; his amphistaff uncoiled into a blade that ripped along,
ragged dash through the wall. Thelips of the dash seeped milky fluid. Vergere
pulled one lip asde as though holding open a curtain. She made a dight bow,

beckoning Jacen to step through.

"l would cdll it awork in progress,” she said. "Rather like you."

Darkly svamp-smelling fog gusted into the tube, warm and thick and smoke-

roiling. Jacen snorted. "Smdls like the plumbing broke in your barracks



refresher. What's this supposed to teach me?”

"Theresonly oneway to find out.”

Jacen pushed through the gap, into air smotheringly thick with rot and
excrement and hot wet mold. Sweat prickled out over his skin. The milky fluid-
blood from the gap trailed pale sticky stringsthat clung to his har and his

hands. He scrubbed at them with the robe, but the milk liked his skin better

than thefiber.

Then helooked up, and forgot about the milk.

Thiswas where the screams had been coming from.

He stood in aworld turned inside ouit.

Thetunnd at his back made aknotted hump like avaricose vein across the
crest of the hill. From up here, Jacen had a clear vantage over aboil of swamp

and jungle dl the way to the horizon.



But there was no horizon.

Through storm-swirls of stinking fog, an endless bowl of scum-stained pools
and fetid belching quagmires rose higher and higher and higher until he hed to
squint against the actinic blue-white pinprick that wasthis placessun. Thena
rift parted the fog above, and he could see beyond the sun: other swamps and
jungles and ridges of low hills sedled shut the sky. Blurred in the regathering
mig, it seemed that vast creatures roamed those hillsin disorganized herds--

but then the mist thinned again, and the scene snapped into perspective.

Those creatures weren't huge; they were human.

Not just human, but also Mon Calamari, and Bothan and Twi'lek, and dozens

of other species of the New Republic.

Those hills overhead were only aklick away, maybe aklick and ahaf. The
"sun" must have been some kind of artificia fusion source, probably not much
bigger than Jacen'sfist. He nodded to himsdlf; with the fine gravity control
wielded by dovin basds, it wouldn't be much of a trick to contain a fuson
furnace.

Filtering out damaging radiation would betrickier, though.

He couldn't guess how they managed it without shield technology; hed never



been technicd. His gift had been with animas. For that kind of question, hed

just ask Jaina, or Anakin...

He shook himself, and ground histeeth together until the pain ebbed.

Now he could pick out Y uuzhan Vong among the groups. some warriors--not
many--but hundreds and hundreds of what he guessed must be shapers, moving in
dow and purposeful paths, taking soil and water samples, collecting leaves and
srips of bark, slems, and handfuls of algae, paying no attention at al to what

held origindly taken for herds.

Those herds...

If hed il had the Force, he would have felt the truth instantly.

Those are dave gangs.

"Magnificent, isntit?' Vergere said from besde him.



Jacen shook his head.

"Madness," he answered. "'l mean, look at this..."

He swung a hand toward a nearby bog. Along itsbank, a crew dug savagdy
with crude shovels, howling as they threw muck and vegetation and dirt in dl
directions, trying to excavate what would probably have been some kind of
drainage ditch, while another howling gang worked just as savagely to fill the
ditchin once more. A little farther away, aknot of shouting, swearing people
stuck grain cuttingsinto the mud, while ahandful of others followed behind,

moaning through streams of anguished tears while they samped the cuttingsflat.

The sphere wasfilled with smilar usdess druggle: stone cairns bang
smultaneoudy built up and torn down, fields being packed flat with rolled
stone while still being plowed, saplings being planted and chopped down, al by
half-naked daves saggering with exhaustion, some cursing, some sobbing, the

rest only bellowing and shrieking wordless anima pain.

Even where there was no struggle, the daveslurched from task to task as
though pursued by invisble clouds of singing insects;, a man digging a hole
might suddenly spasm asif he'd touched an open power bus, then clamber out to

half build adike, then jerk again and sstumble away to uproot marsh grass by the



handful and scatter it randomly to the wind.

"This, thisinsanity..." Jacen hugged himsdlf, swallowing hard, his breath
shdlow againg aretch that twisted his guts. "How can you cdl this

meagnificent?'

"Because | see beyond what it is, to what it shall become.” Vergere touched

hisarm. Her eyes danced. "Follow me."

Coilsand knots of veins made footholds up the outer skin of the tunndl.
Vergere sprang from oneto the next with assured agility, then waited a the
crest while Jacen struggled painfully up to join her. Thethick reeking air hed
him gasping, drenched with swest, haf smothered asif held been wrapped ina
blanket of wet taun-taun hide. The pair of warriors followed, impassve and

deliberate.

"But what isthis place for?" Jacen waved ahand a the pandemonium. "What

doesthis have to do with Vongforming aplanet?’

"This?' Vergeres head tilted in away that Jacen had learned to interpret

asagmile "Thisisaplayground.”

"A playground?’



"Oh, yes. Isthisnot what playgrounds are in the New Republic--aplace for
children to learn the boundaries of behavior? Onelearnsto fight in playground
scuffles; onelearns paliticsin playground cliques. It is on the playground
that oneisinitiated into the madness of mobs, the ingdious mire of peer
pressure, and thefind, unthinkable, inarguable unfairness of existence--that
some are smarter, others stronger or faster, and no force at your command can

make you better than your gifts."

Her gesture encompassed the entire sphere. "What you see around you is the

work of powerful, undisciplined infants... playing with their toys."

"These aren't toys, Jacen blurted, appalled. "These are living beings--

humans, Bothans..."

"1 will not argue names with you, Jacen Solo. Cdl them what you will.

Ther useremainsthe same.”

"What use? What possible vaue could anybody get out of this..

this pointless suffering?’

Vergere shook her head pityingly.

"Do you think aprocess so complex as re-cregting an entire planetary

ecology can be entrusted to chance? Oh, no no no, Jacen Solo. Thereis leaning



involved. Education. Trial and error... more error than not, of course. And

practice. Practice, practice, practice.”

She opened ahand like a service droid offering a table in a fancy
restaurant, indicating alarge pond not far from the base of the hill where they
stood. Anidand bulged from the pond's middle, a huge hulking mound of dick,
waxy hexagona blocks like sedled birth chambersin ahive of Cordlian wine-
bees--except each of these chambers was large enough to swallow the Millennium

Facon.

A ring of Yuuzhan Vong warriors cirded the pond, facing outward with
wegpons & the ready as though to defend it against unexpected attack; another
ring of warriors held the shore of the centrad idand itself. Dozens or hundreds
of shapers clambered among the blocks, bearing bundles and implements and
Jjiggling sacs of liquid. Occasionaly one of the shapers would use an implement
to pierce the plug at the end of one of the blocks, passing either abundle or a
liquid-filled sac within before sedling the block again, and Jacen redized that

his wine-bee analogy had been unexpectedly apt.

Those huge hexagona blocks must contain some sort of living creatures--

something dready huge, perhapsthe pupa forms of unimaginable giants...



"What arethey?' he breathed.

"Thered issueisnot so much what they are, aswhat the single one that

survivesto maturity will become.™

Again she smiled, and her crest bloomed vivid orange.

"Likedl complex cregtures™ she sad, "the Y uuzhan Vong homeworld will

requireabran.”

The creatures were called dhuryams.

Redated to yammaosks, dhuryams are fully as specidized as the giant war
coordinators, but bred for adifferent, much more complex type of telepathic

coordination. Bigger, stronger, vastly more powerful, dhuryams are capable of



mentaly melding many, many more digparate dementsthan the greatest yammosk
that ever lived. A dhuryam will be responsible for integrating the activities of

the Vongforming organomachines. The dhuryam will be less a servant then a
partner: fully intelligent, fully aware, capable of making decisonsbased on a
congtant data flow streaming in from the entire planetwide network of
telepathicaly linked creatures, to guide the planet's trandformation

flawlesdy, without any of the chaotic-system fragility that plagues natura

ecologies.

When Vergere had finished describing them, Jacen said dowly, "These dave

gangs--you're saying they're being mentally controlled?'

Vergere nodded. ™Y ou may have noticed the lack of guards, with the
exception of the dhuryam hiveitsdf. And those are there only to prevent the

dhuryamsfrom using their davesto murder their sblings.”

"Murder...?"

"Oh, yes. Behaviors can be bred, but skills must be learned.

Much of what the dhuryams are doing hereis learning play--not unlike a
pilot training in aflight smulator. Herethey hone their ills, of mentd
magtery and the coordination of many disparate life-forms, that one of them will

later use asthe World Brain."



"One of them..." Jacen echoed.

"Only one. The games these children play are more than serious.
They are deadly. Theseinfant dhuryamsknow dreedy the basic truth of

exigence winor die"

"It'sso..." Jacen'sfigts clenched helplesdy. "...so horrible."

"l would call it honest." She amiled up a him, friendly, cheerful,
untouched by the horror around them. "Life is sruggle, Jacen Solo. It has
away's been s0: an unending savage battle, red in tooth and claw... Thisis
perhaps the greatest strength of the Y uuzhan Vong; our masters--unlike the Jedi,
unlike the New Republic--never delude themsalves.

They never waste their energy pretending that thisisnot so."

"Y ou keep saying “our masters.' " Jacen's knuckles whitened.
"Y ou mean your masters. This--this perversion--this has nothing to do with

me"

"You will be astonished, | think, when you discover just how wrong you are.

"No," Jacen said, stronger. "No. The only master I've ever had is Master

Skywalker. | serve only the Force. The Y uuzhan Vong can kill me, but they cant

make me obey."



"Poor little Solo." Her aramsrippled in another of her liquid shrugs. "Do

you ever get embarrassed a being so thoroughly and cons stently mistaken?”

Jacen looked away. "Y ou're wasting your time, Vergere. | have nothing to

learn from this place.”

"Y ou see? Doubly mistaken: my time is not wasted, nor is this your

schoolroom.” Shelifted her hand--aflickering, blurred gesture--and the two

warriors at Jacen's back seized hisarmsin grips hard as hull metad. Then the

blur in her hand resolved into that wicked hook of bone.

The Force, he thought, panic surging into his heart. She Force-blurred it--

she'sbeen carrying it al dong!

"Thisisyour new home," she said, and stabbed him in the chest.

THREE

THE GARDEN



Just within thefringe of the galactic event horizon--that baitlement of
gravity where even infinite hyperspace finds its limit--the seedship fell beyond
theredlity of the universefor thelast time. It became, for the last time, its

OWn universe.

Thisseed-universe, like the larger oneit had |eft, continued to evolve.
Over time that had meaning only within its bubble, the seed-universe
differentiated and complexified. The flesh between theradiating fins atered,
becoming thicker and harder here, softer and more hillowy there, as fetd
creature-devices codesced insde wombs that grew themsalves jugt within its
thin skin of redlity.

In the directionless nonlocation of hyperspace, this seed-universe began

itslong, long, dow fall toward the center of the galaxy.

Jacen saw Vergere coming: asmdl agile slhouettein the misty green gloom
that passed for night in the Nursery. She hopped ddiberately across the
luminescent scum-smeared surface of the vonduun crab bog, her attention on her

footing as though she scavenged tide pools.



Jacen's jaw locked.

Helooked down again at the wound in the dave's belly: along curved gash,
not too deep. The dave's skin was pink, shading angry red at the lips of the
wound; the dave shuddered when Jacen pulled the lips apart. The wound was
superficia, only seeping blood--he could see soft tallow within, not hard red

muscle or the webbed bulge of gut, and he nodded to himself.

"Youll bedl right. From now on, stay away from the amphigtaff grove.”

"How... how can 1?' the dave whined. "What choicedo | have?"

"Therésawaysachoice," Jacen muttered. He scratched his head: his har
had grown out enough to start to curl. It was caked with greasy dirt, and it
itched--though not as much as the thin, patchy teenager's beard that roughened

his cheeks and neck. He glanced back up at Vergere.

She was closer now, weaving through the fungd colony mounds of young
oogliths. He hadn't seen her since hisfirst day in the Nursery. That had been,

by his best estimate, weeks ago.



Possibly months.

He teased open the mouth of abulging sacworm that lay on the ground beside
him, and stuck hishand inside. The clip beetlesthat filled the sscworm's belly
attacked hishand savagely; Jacen waited until twenty or thirty had clamped
their mandiblesinto his skin, then pulled hishand out and let the sacworm's
mouth snap closed once more. The clip beetles bristled like aknobbed insectile
glove. He used his beetle-gloved hand to pinch the dave's belly wound together.
With hisfree hand hetickled the head joint of aclip beetle until its jaws
opened; then he pressed the beetle a ong the wound until its mandibles engaged
once more, clipping the wound together. A quick twist of hisfingers snapped off

the beetle's bodly; its head remained in place.

It took twenty-three clip beetlesto close the dave's wound.

He gently disengaged the living beetlesthat till clung to his hand and
returned them to the sacworm, then tore strips from the lower edge of the
dave'srobeskin to tie around his middle in amakeshift bandage. The robeskin
and the strips dlike bled milk from their ripped edges. a sticky resinous blood

that glued the strips together and hedled them in place.

"Try tokeep it dry,” Jacen told him quietly. "And don't go anywhere near

the amphigtaff grove until it hedls. I'm pretty sure they can smdl wounds.



They'll cut you to ribbons."

Thisamphigtaff grove was very different from the one he had found on the
worldship a Myrkr; those had been shaped, altered, domesticated.
Tamed. The amphigtaff grovein the Nursery wasthe origind, the basdline.

Nothing about it was tame.

The amphigtaff polypsin thisgrove ranged from oneto three meters tall:
deep-rooted mounds of |eather-fleshed tissue, each with two to five muscular

nodules from which sprouted triads of juvenile amphistaffs.

Amphigaff polypsare le carnivores, the juvenile amphigtaffs act as
the polyp's arms and weapons, spearing, envenoming, and eventually dissecting a
polyp's prey into chunks small enough to be swept into the polyp's fist-Szed

groundmouth. They will kill and eat any living thing.

Only the vonduun crab, the amphigtaff polyp's sole naturd enemy, can

approach them in safety, protected by the shallow curve of ther impenetrable

topshell.

"But... but if I'm sent,” the dave moaned. "What then?'



"The dave seed-web is only hooked into your touch-pain nerves. The worst

it candoiscausepain,” Jacen sad. "The amphistaffswill kill you."

"But thepain... thepain..."

"l know."

"Y ou don't know," the dave sad hitterly. "They never make you do

anything.”

"They don't make you do anything either. They can't. All they can do is

hurt you. It's not the samething.”

"Easy for you to say! When wasthelast timethey hurt you?'

Jacen rose, looking away toward Vergere.

"Y ou'd better get some deep. They'll turn the sun back on soon."”

Muittering, the dave dragged himself away, moving toward the rest of the

daves. Hedidn't say thanks.

They rardy did.



Except when the daves brought their wounds for him to treet, they bardly
gpoketo him at al. They avoided him. He was too strange, too unlike any of the
others, and he wasn't easy to talk to. He waked among them in a permanent
bubble of solitude; no one wanted to get too close. They feared him. Sometimes

they hated him, too.

Jacen bent down and swept up ahandful of the headless beetles.
While he watched Vergere approach, he cracked their abdominal shells one by
one between histhumb and first knuckle, scooping out the pae purple flesh.

Clip beetle flesh was high in protein and fats, and tasted like Mon Cd ice-

|obster.

It was the most gppetizing thing he ever got to edt.

Vergere picked her way among the deeping daves. Shelooked up and met his

eye, amiling, and gave aflickering wave with one hand.

Jacen said,



"That's close enough.”

She stopped.

"What, no hug? No kissfor your friend Vergere?'

"What do you want?'

She got that wise smile and opened her mouth asif she was about to gve
one of her cryptic nonanswers, but instead she shrugged, sighed, and the amile

faded.

"l ancurious,” shesad plainly. "How isyour ches?

Jacen touched his robeskin over the suppurating hole below hisribs.

His robe had healed weeks ago. Even the bloodstain was gone. He suspected
that the robeskins lived on the secretions of the creatures who wore them:
swest, blood, doughed skin cdls, and oils. Hiswas large and hedthy, even
though he continudly ripped stripsfrom it for bandages, both for himsdf and
for thewounded daves he treated; it always grew back to the origind length

within aday or two.

His chest, though--Looking at VVergere, he could fed it happen once more



the bone hook dicing in below hisribs, curving up to puncture his digphragm.
Its point had nicked hislung, then scratched againgt the inside of his sternum:
an icy shuddering nonpain that punched a hole through his strength. He hed

sagged in thewarriors grips.

Vergere had withdrawn the hook dowly; it skidded through clamped muscle,
She examined him a some length, her crest shimmering an iridescent, unreadable

rainbow.

"Doyoufed it yet?'

Jacen had stared down at the duggish trail of blood that leaked from the
hole below hisribs. The hole had been no bigger than the end of his litile
finger; held fet an absurd desire to stick hisfinger in the hole like the

stopper in abottle of Cordlian whiskey.

Only then had Vergere told him what that hook of bone had done: implanted a

dave cord seed ingde hischest.

"Well done," she had said to the wegpon cheerfully. "Go; enjoy yoursdf."

The hook had relaxed, coiling around her wrist for amoment likeahug from an



affectionate snake, then unwrapped itself and dropped to the ground, dithering

away into the underbrush.

"1 know you've been implanted before," she had told him.
"On Belkadan, yes? That seed, though, grew too dowly and was removed too
eadly. SO I've made your new, improved oneless...

mm, less accessible.”

And the agony that had blossomed over hisheart...

The dave seed had sprouted in seconds, filaments wriggling like scremworms
into hiscdiac plexus. It said hello by secreting lgesic enzymes, triggering a
dar flarein his chest that dapped him off hisfeet like ablow from a dub.
Helay on the knotted hump of vein flesh, curled around his pain. Vergere and
the warriors had left him there. No ingtructions or orders were necessary; the
dave seed--with an efficiency Jacen had cometo think of as typicaly Yuuzhen
Vong--had et him know what was required of him, smply and directly. It had

hurt him. The dave seed waslinked telepathically to one of the dhuryams.

Whenever Jacen wasn't doing what the dhuryam wanted, the dave seed set his
nerveson fire. The only way to escape pain was to discover the dhuryam's
desire: héd try onething after another until he found an activity that did not

hurt. Often it took awhile to figure out. Sometimesalong while. Here in the



Nursery, the sun was extinguished for about athird of each day; indead of
moonsfor light during the artificia night, the Nursery had an abundance of
phosphorescent mosses and algae. He could count days now, if hewished, but he
didn't bother. He could chart the passage of time by the spread of dave seed

filaments webbing his nerves.

He could fed it growing. Asit grew, its control refined; through the
increasingly sophisticated dave seed-web, the dhuryam could tdl im to go
forward by hurting hisback. It could tell him to pick something up by hurting
his empty hand. At need, it could spike his nerves so sharply that involuntary

gpasmswould jerk an arm or aleg in the appropriate direction.

Theinjection wound left by Vergere's weapon had gone bad: red and inflamed

and crusted with yellow ooze. Jacen pressed his palm against the stiff robeskin-

bandage over it. He Stared expressionlessly at the dien avianoid creature who

had inflicted thison him.

"My chet?' hesad. "It'sdl right."

"Let mesee”

"Leave medone.”



"Have we not yet discussed, Jacen Solo, the futility of acting like a

child?" She hopped nimbly toward him.

"Stay away fromme, Vergere. | meanit.”

"l believe you," she said. She reached solid ground and stalked up to him.

"But what matters your meaning? How will you prevent me? Will you day?'

Jacen clenched hisfists and did not answer.

"Will you maim? Cripple your friend Vergere? No?' Shegave himher am as
though inviting him to dance. "Bregk abone, then--above thewrig, if you don't

mind. It should hed cleanly enough to be amerely temporary inconvenience.”

"Vegee.."

"Inflict pain,” she offered. "Twist my ebow. Pluck feathersfrom my crest.

Otherwise, it down and show me your ribs. Orders not backed by force are

only suggestions, Jacen Solo."

And her orders are orders, Jacen thought.



She could have a squad of warriors here in minutes, she could probably
Force-hold him in midair and do whatever she wanted. But still he did not move.
She cocked her head quizzicdly, smiling Sdewaysup a him.

She gathered her four opposable forgersinto a point and jabbed firmly,

accurately, through the robeskin onto hisinfected wound.

Pain blazed in his sde. Jacen didn't even blink.

"l told you," hesaid evenly. "It'sdl right."

She pointed to the ground, to the crushed layers of moss where the dave

had lain while Jacen had beetled hiswound.

"Liedown."

Jacen didn't move,

"Jacen S0lo," she said patiently, "you know the Forceiswith me. Do you

think | cannot fed your infection? Am | so blind that | cannot see fever



boiling in your eyes? Am | so week that | cannot knock you down?”

There may come atime, Jacen thought, when we will answer that |ast one.

But he sghed and lowered himsdlf to the moss. Vergere seized his robeskin
with both hands, then lowered her faceto nip aholein it with her small sharp
dental ridges. She tore the hole wide, then stripped off the bandage beneeth.
Folding the bandage upon itsdf, she roughly scrubbed away the infected crust
over the wound. Jacen watched her expressionlesdy, not reacting to the coarse

scrape across hisinflamed ribs. She noted his regard, and winked at him.

"Pain meanslittle to you now, yes?"

"Since the Embrace?" Jacen shrugged. "1 don't ignoreit, if that's what you

"But it does not ruleyou," she said gpprovingly. "There are some who say

that humans are incapable of overcoming their fear of pain.”

"Maybe the people who say that don't know very many humans.”

"And maybe they do. Maybe they smply know nonelike you." Shelowered her

head and closed her eyes, cupping the folded bandage in the palm of one hand.

Jacen stared, astonished, while she wept. Liquid gems gathered a the



corners of her eyes and rolled down her muzzle, geaming in the midy green
twilight.

Vergere'stears... He remembered the little vid of tears, and Mara's
sudden recovery from the coomb-spore infection that everyone had privaidy
expected would take her life. Vergere mopped tears from her face with the
crusted bandage, then applied that bandage once more to Jacen'swound. His pain

vanished.

"Hold thisin place," she said, and when Jacen put his hand on the bandage
she began to tear stripsfrom the lower edge of his robeskin. Jacen couldn't
stop himself from lifting the bandage. He had to see. The inflammation was gone.
The skin around hiswound was pink and hedlthy, and the wound itsdf dripped
blood that looked and smelled normadl, instead of the thick death-reeking ooze of

infection that had leaked from it these many days.

"How...?" he gasped. "How could you possibly..."

"Didn't | tell you to keep that in place?" Vergere dapped the bandage flat

again, then briskly tied it down with the strips sheéld torn from Jacen's

robeskin.

"Thosetears... what are they?" Jacen asked, awed.



"Whatever | choosethem to be."

"I don't understand.”

"If you still had the Force, it would be obvious. Femdes of my species
have very sophisticated lachrymal glands; even the Force-blind can...

could... ater their tearsto produce awide range of pheromond sgnds
and chemical intoxicants for use on our males. Using the Force, my contral is
very precise | can match the molecular structure of my tears to my dedire,
whether that desire be a systemic cure for coomb-spore infection...

or merely apotent topica antibiotic with instant steroidal properties.”

"Wow," Jacen breathed. His heart stung with sudden hope. "'l mean, wow.

Vergere, do you think... | mean, would you, uh.... couldI...?"

Shegazed a him steadily.

"A."

"Thereare so many..." he began. "Theré's a dave--a Bothan, Trask--he
shattered his ankle. Compound fracture, and it's septic. I'll haveto take off
hisfoot. And that'll probably kill him anyway. Pillon Miner, he's human--he was

thefirst oneto find out that the amphistaff polypsin that grove over there



are mature enough to attack. Peritonitis. HE's dying. | have dozens of daves
carrying cuts and dashes, most of them infected--every time a dave goes by
there, the amphistaffs attack. We're just lucky their venom glands arentt
meature, or none of the daveswould survive at dl. The oogliths budding on
those hummaocks, the ones you came by just now? Two of them got hold of a
Twi'lek, across her back, but they're immature, too, and they don't have the
antibacterid enzymes of the adults, when their feeder filaments stabbed through
her pores, they carried who knows what kind of germs. That's her over there...
the one who's moaning. Theres nothing | can do for her. | don't think shell

liveuntil morning.”

"Nothing you have said isaquestion, or arequest.” Vergere blinked once,

dowly, thenagain. "A."

Jacen clenched hisfists, and opened them again, and placed one against the

bandage she had tied around hisribs.

"Your tears, Vergere. Y ou could save so many lives."

"Yes, | could.”

"Please, Vergere. Will you?'

“No."



"Please..." "No, Jacen Solo. | will not. Why should I? They are daves.”

"They're people...” She shrugged.

"You helped me," Jacen said, desperation and anger sarting to gather

behind hisvoice. "Why would you do thisfor me, and not for any of them?”

"Why is aquestion deeper than its answer." She settled back onto the mossy

ground. Her crest lay flat dong the curve of her skull. "Tel me this Jacen

Solo: what distinguishes aflower from aweed?'

"Vergere..."

"Thisisnot ariddie. What distinguishes a flower from aweed is only--and

exactly--this. the choice of the gardener.”

"I'm not agardener,” Jacen said, biting down on his temper. He leaned

toward her, blood surging into hisface. "And these are not weeds!”

She shrugged.

"Again, our difficultiesmay belinguigtic. To me, agardener is one who

chooses what to cultivate, and what to uproot; who decides which lives must end



50 that the lives he cherishes may flourish.”

Shelowered her head as though shy, or embarrassed, sighing; she opened her

hand toward the headless shells of the clip beetles. "Isthat not what you have

done?'

He kept his eyes on her, hanging on to hisanger.

"Those are bugs, Vergere."

"So isashadowmoth.”

“I'm talking about people..."

"Werethe bedtlesless dive than thedave? Isnot alifealife, whatever

formit takes?" Jacen lowered his head. "Y ou can't make me say | waswrong to do

it. It wasn't wrong. He's a sentient being. Those were insects.”

She gave out awind-chime spray of laughter. "1 did not say it was wrong,

Jacen Solo. Am | amordist? | only point out that you make the gardener's

choice™

Jacen had alway's been stubborn; he was far from ready to give up.



"Y ou're the gardener,” he muttered sullenly, staring at his hands.

"I'm just one of the weeds."

She placed her hand on hisarm, her long flexible fingerswarm and gentle;
her touch was so clearly friendly, even affectionate, that Jacen for one moment
felt as though his Force empathy had not deserted him. He knew, absolutely and
without question, that V ergere meant him no harm. That she cared for him, and
regretted hisanger, hishodlility, and his suffering. But thet doesn't mean

she'sonmy side, he reminded himself.

"How isit," she asked dowly, "that you have cometo be the medical droid
for your dave gang? Of dl thejobsthat al the daves do, how did this one

fdl toyou?'

"Theresno onedsewho candoit.”

"No one who can st a bone? No one who can wash clean a cut? No one who can

twist the head off aclip beetle?"

Jacen shrugged. "No one who can tell the dhuryam to blow itsalf out an ar

lock."

"Ah." That tranducent inner lid did down her eye. "The dhuryam

disapproves?’



"Let'ssay it took some convincing.”

"Convindng?"

"Yeah." She said nothing for along time. She might have been waiting for
him to elaborate; she might have been trying to guess what he had done.

She might have been thinking of something else dtogether.

"And how did you manage to convince it?" Jacen stared through her,
remembering his savage private struggle againg the dave seed and the dhuryam
that controlled it, day after day of bitter agony. He wondered how much of that
story she might know already; he was certain that she had some way of kegping

him under obsarvation.

The dhuryam was an intelligent creature; it had not taken long to discover
that Jacen could not be moved by pain. But the dhuryam was itsdf stubborn by
nature, and it had been pecificdly engineered to command. It was not
accustomed to disobedience, nor inclined to tolerate it. After days of straight,
smple pain, the dhuryam had taken advantage of the dave seed's growth; it hed
spent more than aweek jerking Jacen's limbs individudly by remote control,
using the dave seed to give him spasms and cramps that forced him to move,

making him twitch and thrash like a holomongter controlled by a haf-meted



logic board. The turning point had come when the dhuryam redized that it had
been pouring so much energy and attention into its struggle with Jacen thet it

was neglecting its other daves.

Itsdomain in the Nursery wasfdling to ruin, becoming a wasteland among
the lush domains of itssbling-rivals. It understood that's breaking Jacen was
an expensive undertaking: a project whose costs were counted in jobs that did
not get done. And it soon began to discover that Jacen could be useful, even
unbroken. Jacen had taken every respite from the pain to minister to his fdlow
daves. He didn't have red medicd training, but his exatic lifeform
collection had taught him some basics of exobiology, and in his adventures with

the other young Jedi he had garnered aworking knowledge of field surgery.

The dhuryam had eventudly seemed to understand that hedthy daves can
work harder, and soon its domain began to improve again. Jacen had discovered
that the dhuryam would let him do pretty much whatever he wanted, so long as it

advanced the dhuryam's own interests.

| guessyou could say, Jacen thought, | taught the dhuryam that sometimes
partners are more useful than daves. But he said nothing of this He owed

Vergere no answers.



"| told you before," he muttered solidly. "Y ou can kill me, but you can't

make me obey."

Her inner eyelids did upward again. "And that, Jacen Solo, iswhy you are

aflower among theweeds." He looked into the bottomless black of her eyes,

looked away at the scatter of daves, resting among the Vongformed life of the

Nursery, then down at his hands, which curled into white-knuckled figs he

relaxed them again, then looked back at hey and finally, after dl, he couldntt

think of any reason not to just say it.

"You're Sth, aren't you?"'

Shewent very, very ill.

"AmI?'

"l know alittle about the dark side, Vergere. All this garbage about

flowers and weeds... | know what you're redlly talking about.

Y ou're taking about believing you're above people.”

"Everything | tdl youisa.."

"Saveit. Yourewasting your time. Jaina and | were kidnapped by the



Shadow Academy. They tried to turn us both. It didn't work.” He thought briefly
of Jaina, of the darkness heéd felt in hislast touch through their twin bond.

His hands became fists again, and he shook the memory out of his head. He
repeated, "It didn't work. It won't work for you, either." Her first motion: a

faint curve a the corners of her lips.

"Sith? Jedi?' she said. "Arethese the only choices? Dark or light, good or
evil? Isthere no more to the Force than this? What is the screen on which light
and dark cast their shapes and shadows? Where is the ground on which stands good

and evil?'

"Saveit. I've spent too much time wondering about those questions areadly.

Years. | never got anywhere."

Her eyeslit up merrily. "Y ou got here, yes?' A sweep of her am took in

the Nursery. "Isthis not somewhere?’

Jacen shook hishead, tired of this. He pushed himsdlf to hisfeet.

"All the answersfdl short of thetruth."

"Very good!" Vergere clapped her hands and bounced upright like a spring-

loaded puppet. "Very good, Jacen Solo. Questions are more true than answvers.

thisisthe beginning of wisdom."

"Your kind of wisdom..."



"Isthere any other kind? Does truth come in breeds like nerfs?' She seemed
elaed; she shivered as though she struggled againg an urge to break into
dance. "Here'saquestion of another kind--an easy kind, afriendly inquiry to

which thereisan answer not only true, but useful "

Jacen got up. "'l don't havetimefor this. They'll turn onthesunin afew
minutes." He started walking toward the resting daves.
There were dressings to be changed before these daves began their moming

work.

Vergere spoke to his departing back. "If the Forceislife, how can there

be life without the Force?!

"What?' Jacen stopped. He looked over his shoulder. "What?'

"You are born to be agardener,” she said. "Remember this: it is not only
your right to choose flowers over weeds, it isyour respongibility.

Which are flowers? Which are weeds? The choiceisyours.”

"What?' With alightning crackle and a wavefront blast of thunder, the
Nursery's sun kindled overhead. Jacen flinched, shading his eyes againg the
sudden flare, and by the time he could see again Vergere was far away, hopping

from hummock to hummock across the vonduun crab bog. He stared after her. If the



Forceislife, how can there belife without the Force?

He kept washing and clipping wounds, setting fractures, debriding septic
flesh. The sun came on, the sun turned off. Some daves got better. Some daves
died. Everybody kept working. The dhuryam's domain flourished. Trees wove into
fantastic structures, draped in iridescent epiphytes. Lush grasses on upland
hillsrippled in the bellows breath pumped through ventilation veins. To Jacen's
eye, it seemed that this dhuryam'’s lands were more sophisticated, more degant
than those of its neighbors; when the mistswould part enough that he could see
the bowl of lands overhead, he thought that the domain where he lived was, in
fact, the most devel oped in the whole Nursery. He was wryly aware, though, thet
his opinion might not be entirely objective; maybe he was just rooting for the

hometeam.

If the Forceislife, she had said, how can there be life without the
Force? He ached for the Force every day--every hour. Every minute. He was
congtantly, acutely aware of the gaping absencein hislife: reminded every time
he had to tie atourniquet, reminded by each groan or squeal of pain that with
the Force he could have eased. Reminded when he had to amputate Trask's foot
with an amphigtaff he had cautioudly, laborioudy lured out of the grove by
feeding pieces of adead daveto its polyp until it shed its amphigaffs and
they wriggled into the grass in search of new fertile ground to plant

themsalves--Reminded when the Bothan died in ddlirium afew days|ater.



If the Forceislife, how can there be life without the Force? The question
haunted him. It throbbed in the back of his head like an abscessed tooth.
Vergere could have been talking about hislife: how could he live without the
Force? The answer was, of course, that he couldn't. He didn't.

The Force wasthere. He just couldn't fed it. Anakin used to say that the
Force was atool, like ahammer. If the Forceis ahammer, Jacen decided, then
he was a carpenter with hisarms cut off. He couldn't even see the hammer
anymore. He couldn't remember what it looked like. Buit... If | came of aspecies
that had never had arms, | wouldn't recognize a hammer...

and I'd have no usefor it, evenif | somehow guessed what it was. A hammer
would have nothing to do with me at al. Like the Force has nothing to do with

the Y uuzhan Vong.

That was haf an answer... but the other haf kept wriggling, chewing &
theinsde of his skull. Because the Force was not just atodl. If the Yuuzhen
Vong existed outside it, the Force must be less than he had been taught it was.
Lessthan he knew it was. Because he knew, bedrock knew, knew beyond even the
poss bility of doubt, that the Force was not less than held been taught. It was
more. It was everything. If the Force was only about life, how could it be used
to pick up arock, or alightsaber, or an X-wing starfighter? To move something
with the Force, you haveto fed it. A piece of rock has more presence in the
Force than aliving Y uuzhan Vong. There was amystery here, onethat nagged &

him.



Fortunately, he had plenty of timeto think about it. Asthe days blended
oneinto the next, the dhuryam seemed to gain an understanding of what Jacen
did; through the dave seed, the dhuryam had sent occasiona amdl, dmogt
affectionate twinges-—-more like a pinch from a playmate than the crack of a
dave magter's whip--and Jacen discovered that if he followed where these
twinges directed him, he might find, say, atype of mass with immunogtimulant
properties, or asecretion of the vonduun crabs that acted as a naturd

antiseptic. Almost as though the dhuryam were trying to help...

Gradudly, through these days, hisidea of the dhuryam transformed. He had
thought of it, through these bitter weeks, as ahideoudy dien monster that had
reached insde hisbody with the dave seed, rasping his nerves with its
loathsome, inescapabl e touch; now he discovered that when he thought of the

dhuryam in unguarded moments, he felt no horror &t al.

| guess you can get used to anything, eventualy, hethought. But it was
more than that: he had begun to see the dhuryam as another lifeform, an
unfamiliar species, dangerous but not necessarily hodtile. It had intdligence,
will, intention; it was able to see that Jacen was doing more good than harm,
and it had apparently consented to aworking partnership.

If aspeciesthat had aways been blind met a speciesthat had aways been

deaf, how would they communicate? To Jacen, the answer was obvious: they would



have to improvise alanguage based on a sense that they shared.

The pain from the dave seed was actudly aform of communication, a
primitive language that Jacen was dowly coming to comprehend, though he had not
yet learned how to reply. If the Forceislife, how can there be life without
the Force? The redlization did not come as ablinding revelation, but rather as
adow dawning of awareness, an incrementa gathering of comprehension, so that
on a stedl-colored noon when he looked down from a hillock onto the dhuryam
hive-idand, he knew, and understood, and was neither suprised nor astonished at

his new knowledge and understanding.

Thiswas what he knew and understood: the answer for the Y uuzhan Vong was
the same asthe answer for himsalf. Thereisno life without the Force. The
human eye does not register electromagnetic energy outside the tiny band of
frequencies caled vigble light--but even though you can't see them, those
frequencies exist. The Y uuzhan VVong and their crestions must participate in a
part of the Forcethat is beyond the range of Jedi senses. That's dl. Jacen
stood on the hillock, staring down at the dhuryam idand with its ring of
warrior-guards, and he thought, The Yuuzhen Vong aren't the only ones who

participate in apart of the Force that is outside the range of Jedi senses.

| do, too. He had aways had a particular gift for meking friends with



alien species. Heused to call it empathy, but it had dways been more than
shared emation... It had been an improvised language that operated through a
part of the Force that other Jedi didn't seem able to sense. That flagh of
empathy he'd gotten from Vergere... he had thought that was something she had

projected, something she had done.

What if it wasn't? What if his empathy came from part of the Forcethat he
could il touch? Standing on the hillock under the blue-white fuson-ball
noon, Jacen began a cycle of bresth that would ease his mind into Jedi focus. He
reached down insde himself, fedling for the presence of the dave seed that was
the dhuryam'slink to him--and hislink to the dhuryam. He fdt it, where it

coiled dong hisnerves an dien animal, sharing hisbody.

Hey there, little guy, he said indde himsdf. Let's befriends.



The viewspider stood on aspray of nine dim jointed legsthat arched high
from its centra hub before curving down to support its weight on grip-clawed
feet. Bdow itscentra hub hung a transparent sac large enough to hold a
Wookieg, filled to bulging with opticd jelly. The central hub dso hdd the
viewspider's brain, which integrated telepathic signals channeled from avariety

of the dave seeds that drove the cresturesin the Nursery.

It integrated these signalsinto a holographic image, created within the
jelly medium by the intersection of phased dectromagnetic pulsesfrom acluster
of glands wherethejdly sac attached to the brain hub. Nom Anor studied this
image with a certain satisfaction, as did Vergere, who crouched on the chamber

floor beyond the viewspider.

Though he was not inclined to the doctrinaire fanaticism of, say, a Tsavong
Lah, the executor had to admit that there were somewaysin which Yuuzhan Vong
bioformed creaturestruly were far superior to their mechanica counterparts in

the New Republic. The viewspider itsdf, for example. Though not very



intelligent, it did at least understand that itstask wasto maintain ared-

time image of the Nursery centered on one specific subject, and to follow thet
subject wherever he might go. Thisit did very well. The subject in question was
Jacen Solo. Nom Anor stretched onto histoes to stroke the viewspider'shubin a
specific way, so that Jacen'simage shrank, bringing into view more and more of
the Nursery around him: the daveswho toiled in the whed of domains that
radiated from the dhuryam hive-idand. Jacen seemed to be splinting the wrist of
adavewho had taken ahard fdl, but to Nom Anor's eye, much of Jacen's

attention was clearly directed toward the hive-idand in the distance.

"S0," hesaid. "Y ou say the second step is complete? The dhuryam has

successtully seduced him?”

"Or hethe dhuryam.” Vergere leaned to one side to meet his eye through the
thicket of viewspider legs. "It isthe same. To create the empathic bond, as he
has done, requires each of them to downplay their differences, and focus on dl

they have in common. Y es: the second step iscomplete.”

"S0." Nom Anor leaned back, and folded hislong, bony fingers across his

chest. " Jacen Solo has, for the moment, an darming degree of freedom.”

"Freedomisdwaysadarming,” Vergere agreed. "Though more darming isthat
heisnow aware of it. | wonder if Tsavong Lah may have been overconfident in

agreeing to this phase of the plan.”



"Don't you mean,” Vergere said with ady haf amile, "that you fear you

were overconfident in proposing it?"

Nom Anor waved thisasde. "Giving him room to act isonething; giving him

that roomin thisship isanother.”

"Y ou believe he could thresten the ship? How?"

"l do not know" Nom Anor shifted hisweight forward, resting his chin on
his knuckles as he stared into the optica jelly. "But | have not survived this
much of the war by underestimating Jedi - particularly the Solo family. | am

concerned. Even the dightest thresat to thisship isfar too great arisk.”

He had no need to elaborate; Vergere knew aready that the genetic materia
that had gone into the creation of the seedship wasirreplaceable: gene samples
preserved through the incalculable millennia.of the Y uuzhan Vong'sintergdactic
voyage aboard the worldships. Samples preserved from a homeworld so long

vanished in the dust of history that not even its name survived.

"Ease your mind, Nom Anor. Has not each step gone perfectly so far?"

He scowled.



"| distrust such easy victories."

"But easy victories are proof of the True Gods favor,” Vergere sad in
that irritating chime, atonethat may or may not have been intentiondly

mocking; Nom Anor had never been able to decide.

"To distrugt victory smacks of blasphemy--to say nothing of ingratitude...”

"Remember to whom you speak.” The executor waved adismissal.
"Leaveme. Maintain your vigilance. Infact, intengfy it. These last few

days before seedfd| will be especidly dangerous. Take no chances."

"Asyou say, Executor." Vergerefavored him with amillimetrically correct

bow, then opened the chamber's hatch sphincter and climbed out.

And Nom Anor, in his cautious, methodica way, took hisown advice.

Assoon as Vergere left, Nom Anor sent amessage by villip to the commander
of aspecid detachment of warriors; this detachment had been brought aboard and
specidly trained for just such amoment asthis. Heissued a short dring of
orders. Before the end of the day, warriorsin ooglith masquerswould begin to
infiltrate the other dave gangsin the Nursery. They would stay well away from

Jacen Solo, concedl their presence, and wait.



Before seedfdl, there would be more than ahundred of them. And meanwhile,
Nom Anor made a mental note to have his coracraft fed, groomed, and prepped for
sudden takeoff. He would take no chances.

He had not survived so much of thiswar by underestimating Jedi.

When the Devaronian died, Jacen thought, Okay, maybe | waswrong.

He knélt on the hive-lake's verge. A mob of injured, wounded, and sick
daves surged and shouted around him, hands and tentacles and talons reaching
for him, tugging at hisrobeskin. His robeskin had soaked up alat of blood

before Jacen had managed to tourniquet the sscump of the Devaronian's am; the



Devaronian's silver-based blood was black as tarnish, and smdled of burned
sulfur. From hislink with the dhuryam through the dave seed in his chest,
Jacen could faintly perceive hisrobeskin's primitive ddight at the blood's
unusud flavor. As weeks passed, Jacen and the dhuryam had learned to

communicate more precisely, through the medium of the dave seed.

Perhaps it was because the dhuryam, like its cousin the yammosk, was
innately telepathic to alimited degree even with humans, perhapsit was because
Jacen had long, long experience with empathic and telepathic communication.
Perhaps it was because the dave seed's web of tendrils had become so intimately
entwined with Jacen's nervous system that it was practicaly a part of his
brain. Jacen did not trouble himself with explanations. Only results counted. He
could now exchange information with the dhuryam, in the form of emotions and
images. By using thesein combination, they had developed awide-ranging mutud
vocabulary, but their connection had gone beyond this. As his bond with the
dhuryam had deepened, Jacen had found he could tap into the dhuryam's own
senses: with concentration, he could become as aware of the various lifeforms

within the Nursery as was the dhuryam itself.

To reach the dying Devaronian, held had to fight hisway through the mob of
shouting, weeping, struggling daves. Hundreds of them had gathered near the
hive-lake, dl hoping that Jacen might treat their wounds or illnesses. Many of
the daves had been driven here by other dhuryams, lashed by dave seed-web

agony burning their nerves, though the other dhuryams hed tried to develop



medics of their own, they could neither find nor create other hedlers of Jacen's
skill. His empathic bond with the dave seed let him use the dhuryams own
telepathic connectionsto fed the extent of wounds and diseases and internd
injuries, and to trest them with an efficiency that would have astonished a

trained meditech.

At fadt, hisown dhuryam had tried to stop Jacen from tresting daves who
belonged to its shbling-rivas, for nearly aday, Jacen and the dhuryam had gone
back to their war of unendurable pain againgt unbreakable will. Throughiit dl,

Jacen had kept hearing Vergere's voice echo inside his head. Which are flowers?
Which are weeds? she had said. The choiceisyours. He had chosen. No agony &
any dhuryam's command could unmake his choice. There are no weeds here. Every
davewas aflower. Every life was precious. He would spend the last erg of his

strength to save every one of them.

There are no weeds here. He had built an aid station near the bank of the
lake that surrounded the dhuryam hive-idand. Since the domains radiated from
the lake like sections of longitude, here was the place where daves from rivd
domains could reach hm while passing through the least amount of enemy
territory. His own dhuryam had cooperated to the point of giving Jacen the
occasiond help of afew members of hisdave gang, to gather medicind mosses
and herbs, supplies of clip beetles, and young robeskins that could be used for

bandages.



The Devaronian had been one of these temporary assistants. Jacen had sent
him upland for abundle of grain-bearing grasses that grew on anearby hillock;
when ground fine, these grains made an excellent coagulant, and were mildy
antibiotic. The Devaronian had given anod of his vesigid horns, offered a
smilefull of needle-sharp teeth, and set off willingly, without requiring any
spurring from the dhuryam. Before he could return, the crowd of wounded had
grown to amob. Shoving matches broke out as the competing dhuryams set ther
injured daves againgt those of other shling-rivds, some of these shoving

matches had turned starkly violent before Jacen could intervene.

The Devaronian had been caught at the edge of one, and dl that hishissing
and sharp-toothed threat displays had accomplished wasto get himself shoved off
around the fringes of the mob. He couldn' fight back without dropping the
bundle of grasses Jacen had sent him for, and the two stunted hornsthat curved
from hisforehead were far from intimidating. He had tried to skirt the mob by
dipping around the hive-pond's shore, since the ring of Y uuzhan Vong warriors
around it prevented the mob from extending in that direction. It was this thet

had killed him.

Jacen didn't know if the Devaronian had stumbled, or dipped on the scummy
reedsthat lay flat at the bank of the pond, or if someone in the crowd had

knocked into him or even purpossfully shoved him. All he knew was thet the



Devaronian had gotten too close to the ring of warriors.

He'd heard the harsh bark of awarrior's order at the edge of the pond, and
held looked up intimeto see aflicker of amphistaff blade conjure a jet of
shimmering black blood. He had pushed and shoved and fought hisway through the
moab to find the Devaronian lying on his back in a scatter of the grasses he had

carried, one hand clutching at the stump of his other arm.

Jacen had done everything he could, which wasn't much. Before he could tie
off the stump, the Devaronian wasin deep shock; death had followed only a
minute or two later. Jacen had had time to sudy the Devaronian's face: the
bleakly pae hide, the spray of needle teeth behind thick lesthern lips, the

small forehead horns curving in growth rings that Jacen could count with his

fingertips

He'd had time to gaze into the Devaronian's vivid red eyes, to read therea

puzzled sadness at the usdess, empty, arbitrary death that now swallowed him.

That's when Jacen thought, Okay, maybe | was wrong. There were weeds here,
after dl. Helifted hishead, and met the eyes of aweed.

The warrior who had killed the Devaronian returned his gaze impassvely,



black-smeared amphistaff at the ready.

Which are flowers? Which are weeds? It isnot only your right to choose
flowers over weeds, it isyour responsibility. Vergeres words rang true. But
Jacen doubted the truth he'd found in them was the truth she hed intended. He
discovered that he didn't really care what Vergere had intended. He had chosen.
Expressionlessy, he rose and turned his back on the warrior and moved away into

the mob.

He'd decided who the weeds were. Y ou want gardening? he thought with icy

clarity. just wait. I'll show you gardening. just you wait.

FOUR

THEWILL OF THE GODS



A battered, barren world circled a blue-white spark of fusion fire.

Thisworld had seen theriseand fal of nation after nation, from ample
provincid states to planetary confederations to interstelar empires and
gdactic republics. It had been the scene of a million battles, from smple
surface skirmishes to the destruction of whole dvilizations. It had been
ravaged by war and recongtruction until itsorigind environment survived only
beneath sterile polar ice caps, it wasthe mogt artificial world of a gdactic
culture devoted to artifice. The whole planet had become a machine. This was

about to change.

Its new masters began by steding its moons. Stripped from orbit by dovin
basal gravity drives, the three smaller moons were steered well away, while the
largest was pulverized by tidd stress created by pulses from other yammosk-
linked dovin basals. A refined gpplication of smilar techniques organized the
resultant mass of dust and gravel and lumps of hardening magma into a thick
gpreading ring-disk of rubble thet rotated around the planet & an angle
seventeen degrees from the ecliptic. This, while dramatic in itsdf, wasonly a

prologue. Dovin basals had been grown on the planet's surface.

The effect of gravity can be profitably described topographicdly, as an



atered curvature of space-time. The dovin basals on the planet's surface
altered the curve of local space-timein such away that the direction of the
planet's orbit became, roughly speaking, uphill. The planet dowed. Sowing, it

fdl inward, toward its sun.

It got warmer. Onitslong dow fall toward its sun, the planet suffered a
bombardment of smdl meteors, carefully sized and with ther angle of
atmospheric entry precisely caculated so thet they would reach an average
temperature sufficient to vaporize their primary minerd, without cracking it
into its congtituent molecules of hydrogen and oxygen. The primary minerd of
these small meteorswasaminera only in the black chill of interplanetary
space; by thetimeit reached the warming surface, it had logt its crystdline

Structure, and was Smply water.

For thefirst timein athousand years, natura rain fell across the face
of the planet. Once the planet had spiraled into its revised orbit, the dovin
basals quieted, and space returned to its cusomary topography. The three
remaining moons were moved back into new, more complex orbits, whose tidd
effectswould eventually braid the striated disk of rubble that ringed the
planet into a permanent sky-bridge of rainbow lace. By the time the seedship
fell back into normal space and moved toward an orbita intercept, the planet
duplicated--in its gross el ements of orbital length, rotation, moons, and rings-

-the eon-lost homeworld of the Y uuzhan VVong.



It remained only to remake the surface, and bring Life to the shattered
remnants of what once had been asingle planetwide dty, so that the planet
could grow into the name it would bear: Y uuzhan'tar, the Creche of God.

Coruscant was ready for seedfall.

Inthe Nursery, it wasthetizo'pil Yun'tchilat: the Day of Comprehending
the Will of the Gods. In these last few hours before seedfdl, teams of shapers
fanned out through the dhuryams domains, measuring, caculating, indexing, and
evauating. Each shaper team walked in company with asquad of towering, lanky
warriors: heavily armored, weapons & the ready, dlittering eyes scanning
ceasdlesdy, moving with the ponderoudy sinister threat of reeks in mating
season. Four squads guarded the shreeyam'tiz; asmall, speciaized subspecies of
yammosk, this speeder-sized cregture exised only to emit a powerful

interference signd in the telepathic band used by yammosks and dhuryams dike.

The squads had carried the barrel-bodied shreeyam'tiz into the Nursery ina
huge basin filled with nutrient fluid. Thiswasthefirst act of the tizopil
Y un'tchilat, because each dhuryam knew that thiswas the day that would decide
life or death. The shreeyamttiz ensured that none of the dhuryams could use its
davesfor any desperate act of sabotage or salf-defense. These dave seeds are
designed with afail-safe: when tel epathic contact with a dhuryam is severed,

each dave seed automatically immobilizesits dave by driving hm merclesdy



toward its parent, the coraltree basal from which dave cord was harvested.
Shrieking sudden inexplicable agony, the daves scrambled for each domain's
coraltree basd. Only actud physica contact with the coratree basal could
quiet adave's pain; even the sick and wounded had dragged themsdves over
rocks and through swamps, howling. This organized the daves into net little
clusters, keeping them sfdy out of the way uniil they could be mogt
conveniently disposed of. To the daves, it didn't maiter which dhuryam won.

None of them were supposed to live long enough to find out.

Nom Anor glared a theimage in the viewspider's sac of optica jelly.

"Why doesn't he do something?"

Vergere shrugged liquidly, and leaned to one side to get a better ook

through the viewspider's thicket of legs.

"Heis doing something. Just not what you expected.”



"He knows, doesn't he? He knows the daves are to be killed? "

"Heknows." Theimagein the opticd jelly was barely more than ashadow in

atwilit mist. The shreeyam'tiz blocked the viewspider'simage links aong with

the dhuryams control; to maintain its view of Jacen Solo, it was forced to

generate a shadow shape using the infrared-sengitive eyespots of the sessile

polypsin the amphigtaff grove.

"Hejus gandsthere,”

Nom Anor growled. He shifted hisweight, glowering a theimage.

"How can hesmply stand? The agony...!"

"Agony, yes. Suffering? Perhaps. He has learned much.”

"Ishehiding?lsthat it?'

Vergere shrugged again.

"If s0, he has picked the perfect spot." The shadow of Jacen Solo stood a



the heart of the amphigtaff grove.

"And the polyps don't attack,” Nom Anor muttered, gnawing absently on the
edge of one knuckle. "They have dashed and daughtered everyone within their
reach for weeks: dave, warrior, and shaper dike. But this Solo--he's like one
of those, what do you call them, trigger-birds, that sal dong in perfect

safety within the feeding tentacles of a Bespinese beldon.”

"Perhaps he and the polyps have reached some... understanding.”

"l do not find the prospect reassuring.”

"No?'Y ou should, Executor. It isfor thisthat | have trained him, yes?'

Nom Anor pulled hisknuckle avay from his mouth and squinted at her.

"For this?'

"Of course. Here, now, at the crisis point, at the Day of Decison, Jacen
Solo does not stand with others of his kind. Despite the worst pain his nervous
system can suffer, he has chosen to stand among the life-forms of an dien
gaaxy. Our gdaxy, Executor. He has more in common with the masters than he

does with the daves, and he beginsto recognize this.”



"Areyou sure?'

"He may have journeyed so far along the True Way aready thet the fate of

davesno longer concerns him.”

"l don't believeit,” Nom Anor growled. "I don't believeit for ananoblip.

Y ou don't know these Jedi as| do."

"Perhgpsnot." Vergere's crest fanned afaintly self-amused green.

"Doesanyone?’

Abruptly, Nom Anor reached into a head-sized bubble-den in the wal near

his knee and grabbed avillip.

"Thereisadavein theamphigtaff grove," hesadintoit. "Fick him up.

Bind him and return him to my cordcraft.”

Thevillip whispered with the reply from the commander of Nom Anor's

ooglith-masqued warriors.

"l hear and obey, Executor.”

"Asyou vaueyour father'sbones, do not fail inthis. Thsdaveisa



Jedi infiltrator who must not be alowed to disrupt thetizopit Y un'tchilat.”

"If heressts?"

"1 would prefer that he lives--but | do not requireit. Do not risk damage

to the seedship. Minimize any disruption.”

"l hear and obey, Executor. "

Nom Anor commanded thevillip to revert to itsorigina form.

"S0." Heturned againto Vergere. "As you say: our Solo Project has
progressed well. The Nursery has served its purpose. We'd have to remove him
before the executions anyway; better to get it taken care of now, in case he
dill harborsany illusons of heroism.

The ceremony must continue without any risk of interference. Y ou should be
planning the next phase of histraining; you'll want to continue as soon as he's

safely aboard my coralcraft.”

"My people, Nom Anor," Vergere said meditatively, "have a proverb about

counting glitterflieswhen dl one hasis maggots.”

"What?' Nom Anor scowled. "What does that mean?"

"l believe--" She nodded toward the viewspider'simage sac. "--that you are



about to find out."

Jacen slandsin the amphigtaff grove, watching. The dave seed dhrieks
flame through every nervein hisbody: sizzling commands for hm to run, to
scramble and sprint for the cordtree basal only thirty meters away.

Heburnsin thisfire, but is not consumed. Thefireisan dembic that has
digtilled everything heis, hasever been, ever will be, into one eternd
ingtant; like the white beforeit, the fire has washed away time. All of Jacen's
time has become one single now, and the fireingde him feeds his sirength. Out
of the shadows, out in the blue-white glare of the Nursery's constant noon, four
daves suddenly step away from the nearest cordtree basd, letting its fronds
drop from their hands. They do this casudly, ficently, without haste but
with no wasted motion, and they glance toward the amphistaff grove, toward the

deep shade where Jacen stands.



They don't seemto bein pan. This Jacen knows dreedy, is because
they're not redly daves. He wondersfleetingly if Anakin had fdt this way:
cam. Ready. Looking at the price he was about to pay, and deciding held gotten
abargain. Out in the blue-white noon, the four daves pressthe sides of ther
noses, and the ooglith masquers they had worn ped apart, filaments unthreading
from pores to leave smeared beads of blood like sweat. The masquers ripple and

flow down the revealed warriors, then squirm away to vanish in the grass.

Thewarriorswak toward the amphistaff grove. Jacen closes his eyes, and
for one second heisamong hisfamily: hisfather's hand ruffles his har, his
mother's arm iswarm around his shoulders, Jainaand Lowie groan and Em Teedee
makes a sarcastic comment as Jacen tries one moretimeto tell ajoke to Tend
Ka... But Chewbaccais not there. Neither is Anakin. The four warriors stop just
beyond the fringe of the grove. Juvenile amphigtaffs whip the air threateningly,
and the polyps groundmouths gape wide, mutely anticipating arain of blood and

flesh. Onewarrior calsout in harsh, guttural Basic: "Jeedai-dave, come out!”

Jacen's only response isto open hiseyes.

"Jeedai-dave!l Come out from there!™ They wear no armor; the only vonduun
crabs within reach are the wild ones that infest the bog beyond the coratree
basal, coming out at night to feed on the polyps at the edges of the grove.

Unarmored warriors could not survive even seconds within the hissng swirl of



juvenileamphigaffs.

Jacen adjusts his stance, organizing histhoughts and his bresthing into a
Jedi meditation that reaches deep within himself, beyond the searing pain from
the dave seed, into memories of what he haslearned through his mentd link

with the dhuryam: memories so vivid they are like awaking dream.

Now the fully armed warriors who guard the shreeyam'iz are taking notice.
Some begin to move ddliberately toward the amphistaff grove, and the warriors

who ring the hive-pond shift uneasily and adjust their wegpons.

"Jeedai-davel If wemust comein, it will go worsefor you!"

Jacen is deep in the meditation now; he can fed the thrum of emoative
hormones through the rudimentary brains of the amphigtaff polyps around him. He
can taste their blood hunger like amouthful of raw meat. Thewarrior turns and
barks acommand in the tongue of the Y uuzhan Vong.

Two more fase daves step away from a cordtree basa and dlow thar
ooglith masquersto dither down their legs. The newly revedled warriorsgrab a
real dave; one holds him whilethe other crushes the dave's throat with a
knife-hand gtrike. They step back and let the dave fdl, watching

digpassionatdy while he writhesin the dirt, choking to death.



"Jeedai-davel Come out, or another will die. Then another; and ancther,

until finaly only you areleft. Save their lives, Jeedai. Come out!"

Now Jacen's waking meditation dream interpenetrates with the memory of
another dream, areal dream, aForce dream so vivid he can ill amdl the
coralskipper buds, can till seethe scarified faces of thewarrior guards and
the coral-maimed bodies of the daves a dream he had two years ago, on
Belkadan. A dream in which he freed daves of the Y uuzhan Vong. How astonished
he felt, how bereft, when that dream did not come true. When his attempt to
fulfill its promise ended in disaster, in blood and death and torture, he fdt
as though the Force itself had betrayed him. Now he seesthat he had not been

betrayed. HEd merely been impatient.

"Jeedai-davel Come out!”

Jacen sghs, and surfaces from the meditation.

"All right," he saysquietly, alittlesadly. "If you ing&.”

His till shadow becomes a shade in motion, drifting noisdesdy through
the grove of blood-hungry polyps. He stops at the penumbra bordering the blue-

white noon beyond. The amphistaffswhirl lethal haos at his back.



"Herel am."

"Farther," the warrior commands. "Move beyond the reach of the grove.”

Jacen opens his empty hands.

"Makeme"

Thewarrior turns his head fractionally toward his companions.

"Kill another.”

"You," Jacen says, "arenowarrior."

The warrior's three companions jabber excitedly among themselves.

The leader's head snaps around as though yanked by a tractor beam.

"What?'

"Warriors win battles without murdering the weak." Jacen'svoice dripsacid



contempt. "Likeal Y uuzhan Vong, you make war only upon the helpless. You area

coward from a species of cowards.”

Thewarrior stalks forward. His eyes glitter acrazed, ferd yellow.

"Youcdl me coward? You? You ampering Jeeda brat? You shivering

brenzlit, cowering in the shadow of your den?Y ou dave?'

"ThisJeeda brenzlit dave," Jacen says digtinctly, dinicdly, "spits

upon your grandfather's bones."

Thewarrior lunges, taloned fingers reaching to tear the eyesfrom Jacen's
face. With an exhausted sigh, Jacen collapses before thewarrior'srush, falling
to his back--whilelightly taking the warrior's outstretched wrists and planting
onefoot in the pit of the warrior's ssomach to make a fulcrum. Jacen ralls,
kicking upward, and thewarrior flails heplessy as heflips through the ar
into the blade-storm of the amphistaffs. Jacen liesfor amoment in the sudden

rain of Y uuzhan Vong blood and gobbets of warrior flesh.

He turns his head to watch the juvenile amphidaffs rake chunks of the
warrior's corpse toward the salivating gape of the polyps groundmouiths.

Then herises. He faces the remaining three.



"Wdl?'

They exchange uncertain glances. At Jacen's back, the polyps durp and
gurgle, and the amphistaffswhirl hungrily. The warriors stand their ground,
cdling out in their own tongue. In answer to their cal, two of the squads who
guard the shreeyam'tiz lumber heavily forward bearing amphistaffs of their own,
bandoliers of thud bugs and other less familiar wespons, and wearing full
vonduun crab armor. The shell of avonduun crab can stop a lightsaber; it can
resst even the atomic-diameter edge of an amphistaff blade. One of the three
nearby shows Jacen histeeth: long and needle-sharp, curving inward like a

predator's.

"Na'tikkin Jeedal hr'zlat sor trizmek shimakk," he spits. "Tyrokk jan

trizmek, Jeedai "

Jacen doesn't need to speak their tongue to understand: no trick of
wrestling will help alone unarmed man againgt two squads of warriors, Jedi or

not. Thewarrior isadvising him to prepareto die.

Jacen amiles. It'sasad smile: melancholy, resigned. He nods. In a part of
hismind far from the pain and the blood and the harsh blue-white glare, he can
fed the dark satisfaction of the amphistaff polyps behind him asthey swiftly,

amog ingantly digest the fdlen warrior. He feds thar glittering



anticipation, and the shuddering release asthey use the meal of warrior'sflesh

to give themselves the strength to reproduce. Amphistaff polyps breed asexudly;
the amphigtaffs themsel ves become a polyp's offspring, released from thar
nodules to squirm away in search of the proper ground to take root and begin

their transformation into polyps themsdves.

Through his empathic connection, Jacen shows them the ground he recommends.
Trugting their friend, the amphistaffs take his advice. He Stretches forth
hisarms. The warriors can only stare in openmouthed awe as amphidaffs fal
like leaves from the polyps at his back; as amphistaffs wriggle down the polyps
knobby leathern trunks and dither through the grass. Amphigaffs twine about
Jacen's ankles and climb hisbody like vines envel oping aforgotten jungleidol.
They twist around hislegs, hiships, hisches, coiling the length of hisarms,

shrouding his neck, curving up to embrace even his skull.

The gpproaching squads of fully armed warriors dow uncertainly, not quite
sure, now, how to attack. Because the vonduun crab is not the only creature that

can resist the cut of an amphigtaff blade.

Jacen brings his hands together before hm, and offers the warriors a
solemn bow. When he parts his hands again, a mature amphistaff stretches between
them, blade and spike, fully envenomed. Asis every one of the seventeen

amphigtaffs that make up hisarmor.



Jacen says, "I'd like you al to meet some friends of mine."

Nom Anor hurled his sacworm across the chamber. It splattered againg the
wall, then did to the floor, where it gave out atiny whistling Sgh, and died.
Ingtantly Nom Anor mastered himsalf again, wiping his lipless mouth with

the back of hiswrigt.

"Soitisover," hemuttered darkly. "We havefailed. You havefaled," he



amended, wondering if he could get far enough away in his coracraft to escape
Tsavong Lah'sanger at this new disagter, wondering if he could give himsalf up
to the New Republic, if there was any way he could persuade the surviving Jedi
not to day him on sight.

He still knew many secrets, valuable secrets...

Vergereinterrupted his speculation. "Executor, let me go to him."

"Absolutely not. | can't have you running around in the middle of the
tizopil Yun'tchilat, you foolish creature. Don't you remember thet our Solo
Project is secret? How secret will it be after you run through the Nursery

trying to save hisusdess kin?'

"Hardly useless, Executor. As| said before, his education has proceeded

very well indeed. Though | admit it could be going better right now."

"Could be better?' Nom Anor flicked hiswrist at the viewspider's optica
sac, where the dim silhouette of Jacen Solo armed himsdlf. "He has learned
nothing! Heis about to throw hislife avay in a futile bettle. Over mere

daves! Heisaswesak as any other Jedi--weaker!"

"Heisnot aJedi," Vergerereplied imperturbably. "And it isnot his life

that concerns me."

"Areyou mad?' Nom Anor ssomped furioudy around the viewspider, which



danced nervoudy to keep its delicate feet out from under the executor's human+
style boots. "He cannot possibly win such a battle! How can he expect to fight

two squads? Even if he goes back to hiding in the grove...”

"Winning," Vergere said, her crest fanning asolemn blasterbore gray, "is
not the same asfighting. Watch." The shadow suddenly vanished, and the image
within the optical sac shifted and flickered liquidly asthe viewspider sought

new visua sources.

"What's happening?' Nom Anor demanded usdesdy. "Does he flee? Is he

running away like the broken Jedi brat he has dways been?"

"Executor." Her fingerswrapped his elbow, agtonishingly strong. “Jacen
Solo no longer has the Force, but that is not his only weagpon. Heis awarrior
born: eldest son and heir to along line of awarriors. He has trained snce
birth in the combat arts. He has been tested and tried, bloodied in battle, and

"He's nothing but aboy." Nom Anor stared at her. "Have you lost your wits?
| know this boy. Humans do not honor warrior lineage. His means nothing. He is

nothing."

Vergere spoke without the faintest hint of irony. "I tell youthis: though

neither he nor they yet know it, heisthe greatest of dl the Jedi. Jacen Solo



istheliving Jedi dream. Even without the Force, heis more dangerous than you

can possibly imagine. Y ou must let me go to him. He must be stopped.”

" Stopped from what? Soiling his robeskin as he runs away?"

"Stopped from destroying thetizo'pil Yun'tchilat. Stopped, very likdy,

from destroying the seedship itsdlf."

Nom Anor's mouth came open, but from it came only afading hiss. The cdm
certainty in Vergere's eye sllenced him as effectively asapunch in the throat.

He couldn't seem to get his breath.

"Degtroy the ship?' he wasfindly ableto gasp.

"Don't you understand, Executor? Heisn't running away.” She gestured at
the viewspider's sac, where it had recovered enough image to show a lone shape
sprinting headlong to meet the oncoming thunderclouds of warrior squads. Vergere

sad, "He's atacking.”



HVE

SEEDFALL

Jacen Solo sprintsinto battle. As he runs, he makes animagein his mind.
The amphigtaff he carries matchesitsdf to thisimage, coiling more then hdf
itslength around hisforearm. An internd pulse from itslinked chain of power
glands generates an energy fidd that rigidifies its semicrysdline odl
gructure, locking it in that form: ameter of it extends from his right fi<,
tipped with a double-handspan blade. The same fidd that rigidifies the
amphigtaff extends afractiond millimeter beyond the blade, giving it an edge
no thicker than an atomic diameter. Soiit is that when one of the unarmed
warriors springs to bar Jacen's path, hands wide to grapple, the blade passes

with only awhisper of resistance through flesh and bone. One arm spirdslazily



through the air, showering droplets of blood; one leg topples Sdeways,

twitching in the grass. Jacen does not even break stride.

The remaining two unarmored warriors decide they should leave him to their
better-equipped comrades. Thud bugs hum through the ar around him, but the
eyespots of the amphistaffs wrapped around Jacen's body are infrared - and
motion-sengtive; heisableto integrate their empathic reactionsinto a full-
surround field of perception that is not dissmilar to the Forceitself--and he

has trained for yearsto avoid weapons that he can only barely perceive.

The greensward blossoms with scarlet detonations as he dodges, dives and
rolls, comesto hisfeet, and kegps running. Dozens more thud bugs curve toward
him, homing like concusson misslesas he sprints sraight & the oncoming
squads of heavily armed warriors. The nearest warrior thrusts hisamphistaff at
Jacen like aforce pike.

Jacen dives benegth its point, rolling forward on his shoulder, stabbing
upward; his blade entersthe warrior's body at thejoining of pelvisand thigh.

The pursuing thud bugs denotate massvely, scattering warriorslike toy soldiers
swiped away by theinvisible hand of agiant child as Jacen's momentum completes
theroll, bringing him to one knee and driving the blade upward through the
warrior'sgroin and entrails and chest. Only energy fidds like itsown can
withgtand the amphistaff's edge; the shells of vonduun crabs are intricatdly
structured crysta, reinforced by afield generated by power glands very smilar

to those of the amphigtaff itself. But that fidd protects only the shell;



beneath their shdlls, vonduun crabs are soft, and when Jacen's blade dices
through the crab's field-nerve cable from the inside, the armor might aswell be

made of bantha butter.

A multiple blast bug detonation dgps the warrior forward, and Jacen's
blade shears through spine and armor dike to burst from the warrior'sback in a
fountain of gore--and dicesaswell through the warrior's blast bug bandolier.
As Jacen rolls backward with the concussion and kicks free of the shuddering
corpse, he grabs the severed bandolier. An indant later, he is up again,
running, staggering, sumbling, deasfened and haf stunned by the explosions.
Behind him, the warrior squads scramble and regroup. Jacen ignoresthem. All his
atention, al his concentration, dl hiswill, is focused on the blast bug
bandolier in his hand.

The bandalier is bleeding from its severed ends; dying, itssolewishisto
releaseits children--the blast bugslocked in its linked belt of hexagond

germination chambers--so that they might fulfill their explosve destiny.

Jacen can keenly fed itsdesire. In the emotiond language of hisempathic
talent, he promisesthe ultimate satisfaction of thisdesire, if the bandolier
will only wait for hissignd. Aheed, the remaining two squads draw themselves
into atight wedge, its point toward Jacen, its broad base covering the bacta-
tank-sized tub that holds the shreeyam'tiz. As more blast bugs hum toward him

from dl directions, Jacen heaves the bandolier overhand like a proton grenade;



it twigtslazily, high through the stark noon. With his empathic taent, he
projects a pulse-hammer thrill of anticipation teetering over the brink to
fulfillment, a shuddering surge of adrendine that would roughly trandate as -

- Now!

The bandolier flaresinto astarshell over the base of the wedge a the
sametime asthe blast bugs targeted on Jacen arive in a thundering swarm,
griking him and the ground and the warriors nearby indiscriminately, concussion
bursts battering them al helplesdy this way and that, ending with Jacen
finaly blown off hisfeet into ahigh spinning arc through the air. As the
ingde-out world whedls around him in adarkening blood-tinged whirl, Jacen hes
timeto fed the agony from his dave seed - web suddenly ease and to push an

exhausted empathic invitation down through the dave seed.

All right, my friend. Now it'syour turn.

The blood-tinged darkness swallows him before he hits the ground.



"There, you see?' Nom Anor nodded contemptuoudy toward the suddenly vivid
imagein the viewspider's optical sac, showing Jacen lying unconscious, bleeding
on the blast-shredded Nursery turf, dill within his improvised armor of

amphigaffs.

"Your “greatest of al the Jedi' has succeeded in killing a mere two or
three warriors.

A usdess, wesk fool..."

"You are not paying attention,” Vergere chimed. "l ask you again: let me go



to him beforewe aredl los."

"Don't be absurd. There cannot possibly be any danger. Well watch the end

of thislittlefarcein ful color. He is unconscious; the warriors will

restrain him and ddliver him as ordered.”

Vergeré'slips curved upward like a human's smile, and she opened her hands

toward the sharp, detailed image, which showed Jacen stirring, shaking his head,

srugglingtorise.

"Then why are they not doing so aready?"

Nom Anor frowned.

"l...1 amnot sure...”

"Perhaps the warriors have more pressng matters to attend to."

"Morepressing,” hesaid heavily, "than following my orders?’

"Executor, Executor," she chided. "Y ou see, but you do not see” Inthe

viewspider'simage sac, the quality of light had changed: the Nursery's stark

blue-white noon now took on highlights of red, gold, ydlow that danced and

flickered and played over Jacen's hair and face and his tattered, blood-soaked



robeskin.

Nom Anor frowned at this, uncomprehending, until athick twist of black,
greasy-looking smoke drifted through the image. The new colors came from fire
Hisfrown darkened into a scowl; hisanger and disgust curdled into a bl of

icein hisstomeach.

"What isgoing on?" he demanded. "Vergere, tell me what is happening in
there!” Now in theimage sac, two crab-armored warriors staggered into view,
scorched, bleeding from multiple wounds. One passed too closeto Jacen's back,
and one of the amphigaffs braided around the human's torso lashed out
convulsvely, spearing the warrior through the sde of the knee. The other
warrior kept running headlong, fleeing without a backward glance, and Nom Anor
soon discovered what the warrior fled from: alimping, snarling, shouting mab,
bearing avariety of improvised wegpons, from spade rays to mdledillos to
writhing wild amphigtaffs as much adanger to their widder as to an enemy,
which descended upon the hamstrung warrior to beat and chop him to deeth with

savage triumph.

"Those are daves..." Nom Anor breathed. "How can daves have gotten so far

out of control ?"



Vergere's crest shifted to abrilliant orange, rippled with green.

"Answer methis, Nom Anor: why isthe viewspider'simage so suddenly clear?

He stared, drop-jawed and panting.

"Thewarriorswere never histarget,” she said asthough offering ahint to

apuzzled child.

Findly, belatedly, he understood. The ball of iceingde his stomach sent

freezing waves out to hisfingertips. "He haskilled the shreeyam'tiz!"

IIY$II

"How could he...why didn't you... he, I mean, you..."

"You will recal that | warned you."

"You... Vergere, you... | thought you were..."

Her black, fathomlesseyesheld his.



"Have you not yet learned, Executor,” she said expressionledy, "that

everything | tell youisthe truth?'

Thetizo'pil Y un'tchilat dissolved in daughter. Each dhuryam, severed from
itstelepathic links by the shreeyam'tiz, had been forced to wait, blind and
desf, szzlinginarolling boil of stress hormones, burning with the desperate
hope that the next sensation it would fed might be the awvakening of sense and
power and the pure clean knowledge that it, done of al, had been chosen the
pazhkic Y uuzhan'tar d'tirrna: the World Brain of God's Creche. But each had
been secretly consumed by deep, gnawing terror: that instead it would feel only
adice of unstoppable blade, delivering the devouring fire of amphistaff venom

toripit out of lifeand into the eternd suffering the Godsinflict upon the



unworthy.

And so when the blast bug bandolier had burst, sending dozens of the
explosive creatures rocketing into the tank that held the shreeyam'tiz--where
the fluid bath that supported and nourished the shresyamtiz had multiplied
their concussve force, sending an immense gout of fluid and blood and shredded
flesh reaching for the fusion spark that was the Nursery's sun--al but one of

the dhuryams could not begin to guess what was going on.

All but one of the dhuryams were shocked, stunned, shattered to find their
dave-based sensesreturning; al but one were more than shocked, more than
stunned--minds blasted away by black panic--to find that their siblings had also
recovered their senses and their davesin a Nursery that echoed with explosions
and reeked of fresh blood, filled with terrified, cowering shapers and heavily

armed warriors shivering on the edge of combat frenzy.

The one dhuryam that knew what was going on was not shocked, or stunned, or
panicked. It was smply desperate, and ruthless. Dhuryams are fundamentally
pragmatic creatures. They do not understand trust, and so have no concept of
betrayd. This particular dhuryam, like al the others, had long been aware that
itslife hung upon the outcome of thetizo'pil Y un'tchilat, and that its chances

were no better than those of each of its dozen siblings.



That is. twelveto one. Againg.

None of the dhuryams had ever liked those odds; this one had decided to do
something about it. It had made aded with Jacen Solo. When the telepathic
interference from the shreeyam'tiz had suddenly vanished, the dhuryam not only
knew exactly what had happened, it knew who had done it and why. And it knew
what to do next. While echoes of the blast bug bandolier ill rang within the
Nursery, the dhuryam sent its daves scrambling away from the coratree basals,
scattering toward anumber of ooglith hummocks. A touch upon the nerve plexus
that serves--in the shaped oogliths known as masquers--as the release caused
thesewild ooglithsto retract amilarly...

but what these wild oogliths had enclosed was not ther usud hollow
skeleton frames of stone. These oogliths had been coaxed to conced stacks of
crude, improvised weapons. Certain tools had been stockpiled surreptitioudy
over somefew days, conceded in the ooglith hummocks nearest the cordtree
basals. mostly broad-bladed spade rays, long and heavy for the breaking of the
ground, and armored malledillos astall asawarrior, dense and tough enough to
shatter stone with every blow. The oogliths had aso concealed a number of
sacworms, filled to burgting with sparkbee honey; sparkbees were the wild
basdline from which thud bugs and blast bugs had been shaped, uncounted years
ago. Each sacworm's gut had a so been injected with atiny amount of adigestive

enzyme from the somachs of vonduun crabs.



By swinging aspaderay like a catapult, adave might hurl one of these
sacworms a consderable distance. Accuracy was not aconsideration. The sacworms
burst on impact, spraying gelatinous honey in every direction.
The enzyme-activated sparkbee honey clung to whatever it struck; on contact
with the Nursary'sair, it burst into flame. In seconds, fire was everywhere,
Warriorsroasting to death within their usdess armor were ungble to

protect themselves, and even less able to defend the shapers they had escorted.

The shapers, having no experience or training for warfare, could only
scramble for the nearest breath vein. Many died: splashed with flame, or crushed
by blows from maledillos, or hacked by spade rays swung like vibro-axes. On the
surface of the hive-lake, burning sparkbee honey spread like oil. And dl but
one of the dhuryams shared asingle thought: to gather to itself the daves who
were its eyes and hands. They had to pack their daves onto the hive-idand, to
surround themsalves with wals of flesh. None of them had any other hope of

f-defense.

Except for one.

And so when dl the daves belonging to dl the other dhuryams sprinted
from throughout the Nursery, whipped onward by the cord seed-webs savaging

their nerves, converging upon the hive-lake to drown the double ring of warrior-



guardsin waves of shuddering, clutching, bleeding bodies, the daves bdonging

to one particular dhuryam did not.

Instead, they fanned out in teams of five. One team clustered around Jacen
Solo, and waited while he dragged himsdlf brokenly to hisfeet. Bleeding from a
dozen wounds, he swayed asthough faint or dizzy, then moved toward the lake
with the five daves around him. The other teamsraced through the smoke and
flames, skipping over corpses and dipping on spilled blood, until they reached
the coratree basals. In seconds, the coraltree basal s became towering columns
of flame, fueled by sparkbee honey. The daves did not wait to seeif the flames
would suffice, but went to work with spade rays and mdledillos and captured
amphigtaffs, chopping and pounding and hacking each and every cordtree basd to

desth.



Nom Anor gtared at the universe of bloody carnage within the viewspider's

sac with numb, uncomprehending horror.

"What...?" he murmured blankly. "What...?"

"Executor. Were running out of time."

"Time? What time? This... this disaster... We are dead, don't you

understand? Tsavong Lah will daughter us.”

"Ever theoptimist,” Vergere chirped. "Y ou assume well live out the hour.”

Nom Anor glared at her speechlessly. Once again, that unexpectedly strong

hand of hers clasped hisarm.

"Have the warriors outside this chamber escort me to the Nursery. And cal

your commander, if he dill lives. I'll need someone with enough authority to



get me through the guards, onto the hive-idand--if any of the hive guards live

that long."

"The hive-idand?' Nom Anor blinked stupidly. He couldn't get any of this

to make sense. "What are you talking about?'

Vergere opened ahand at the viewspider's optical sac.

"Do you think he'sfinished, Nom Anor? Does our avatar of the Twin seek
only confusion and daughter... or does he produce confusion and daughter as a

diverson?'

"Diverson? To accomplishwhat?' Then his good eye bulged wide--in the
viewspider'simage sac he saw Jacen and the five daves who accompanied him wade
into the chest-deep murk of the hive-lake, hacking ther way through the
churning, struggling, bleeding tangle of davesand warriors. One of Jacen's
companionsfell, speared through the throat by awarrior's amphigaff; another
was dragged under the water by the clawing hands of unarmed daves. The three
remaining swung their spade rayswildly, trying not only to keep warriors and
daves at bay but aso to splash a path through the flames that floated on the
surface of the lake. Jacen dogged grimly on, haf swimming, without aglance a
the daveswho defended him. Any warrior or attacking davein hispath fel to

lightning dashes and stabs of the amphistaffs he wielded in both hands.



He didn't even bother to wipe from his eyes the blood that flowed from a
deep scalp wound. All he did was walk, and kill. He turned toward the center of

thelake.

Toward the hive-idand.

And kept walking.

Nom Anor breathed, "The dhuryams..."

"They arethe brains of this ship, Executor. He has dready shredded the

tizo'pil Yun'tchilat, and he cannot hope to escape. What other target is worthy

of hislife?"

"Y ou sound like you're proud of him!™

"Morethan proud,” she replied serendly. "He surpasses my fondest hope.”

"Without aWorld Brain to direct the separation and atmospheric insertion,

the whole ship could be destroyed! Hell kill himsdf aong with everyone else!™

Vergere shrugged and folded her arms, smiling. "Wurth Skidder.”



Nom Anor's ssomach roiled until he tasted blood. The Jedi Skidder had given

hislifeto kill asingle yammaosk--and the dhuryams were vastly more vauable.

Beyond vauable.

Indispensable.

"He can't,” Nom Anor panted desperately. "He can't, the life-forms aboard

thisship areirreplacegble...”

“Yes All of them. Especialy: he himsdf.”

"He couldn't! I mean... could he? Would he?!

"Ah, Executor, what a happy place the universe would be if dl our
questions were so easily answered,” she chimed, opening her hands toward the
viewspider'simage sac.

It showed Jacen Solo on the hive-idand's shore, driving one of his blades
through the chest of amaddened shaper while with the other he opened what might

have been ether adave or amasgued warrior from collarbone to groin.



Two of hisescort survived; they had turned just at the waterling, where
their blurring swipes of spade rays could not quite hold back a mob of
suicidally fierce daves. The two gave ground, forced backward up the beach,
while Jacen scrambled up onto the nearest of the huge dhuryam chambers of
cdcified cord. He paused there, hesitating, standing atop the waxy hexagond
plug that sedled the birth chamber's end, his amphigtaffs raised, again swaying
asthough he might faint. Below, blunt edges of spade rays hacked into dave
flesh, and Jacen flinched as though jolted by a near-miss blaster bolt,

seemingly only now remembering where he was and what he had come hereto do.

Then he drove histwin amphigtaff blades downward through the plug.

"A lesstractable question, asyou see," Vergere said, "is, 'Can we stop

him?"

Nom Anor staggered, fingers working usdlesdy as though he thought he could

reach through the viewspider'simage sac and grab Jacen's throat. "Has he gone

completely mad?'

Vergerésonly reply was asteadily expectant stare.

He covered hisface with his hands.



"Go," hesad, hisvoice wesk, muffled. "Kill himif you mud. Save the

ship.”

She gave asprightly bow. "At your command, Executor.”

He heard the hatch open, then close again, and indantly he dropped his
hands. In his eyes shonethe clear light of smple cdculation. He stroked the
villip, snapped orders, then let it fall. When he opened the hatch sphincter, a
swift glance assured him the tubeway was empty. Executor Nom Anor ran for his
coralcraft as though pursued by krayt dragons. He had not survived so much of

thiswar by underestimating Jedi. Particularly the Solo family.



Killing dhuryams got easier after thefirst one. Thefirst one was murder.
Jacen could fed it. Standing on the plug that sedled the mouth of the dhuryam's
hexagonal birth chamber, the wax warm under hisfeet, dmogt dive, hefet the
searing terror of theinfant dhuryam trapped beneath him: smothering in panicked
claustrophobia, nowhereto run, no hope to hide, screaming tdepathicaly,
begging bitterly, desperately. He could fed thelife he was abouit to teke: a
mind asfull of hopes and fears and dreams as his own, amind he was about to

rip out of existence with adash of blade and caustic burn of amphistaff venom.

Hisevery indinct rebelled: dl histraining, his Jedi idedls, his whole
life absolutely forbid him to day a hepless cowering creature. He swayed,
suddenly dizzy, suddenly aware how badly wounded he was--aware of the blood that
poured down hisface, aware of broken ribs stabbing every breath, aware of numb
weakness spreading down histhigh from adash he could not remember taking,
aware that the concussion held suffered from the blast bugs had I€ft his eyes
unable to properly focus. He had fought hisway to theidand in something like

the battle frenzy of a'Y uuzhan Vong warrior, where pain and injury were as



irrdlevant asthe color of the sky; he had taken lives of warriors and crazed

shapers, perhaps of the very daves hewasfighting to save...

He looked down at the beach. Beside the shaper he had killed lay another
corpse. It looked human. He didn't know, couldn't know, if that had been one of
the masqued warriors. HEd never know. The only truth he had was that this
corpse had once been a person who had stood againgt hm with violence. A
warrior? Or a dave--innocent, driven to attack Jacen againg his will,
hel plessy maddened by the lash of seed-web agony? Why did he fed like it
didn't matter? That fedling scared him more than dying did. If that's who I've
become, maybeit'sright that | should die here. Before he killed anyone se.

But each time the two daves covering him, the ones trying to hold back the
crush of daves pressing up the beach, hacked into somebody's side or leg or

head with a hard-swung spade ray, he felt those wounds, too.

Already, theinflowing tide of daves had swamped the warriors guarding the
hive-idand; it would be only a matter of moments before the dhuryams turned
their daves againgt each other in a savage winner-take-all bloodbath. Dozens,
maybe hundreds of daves had been driven to thar deaths dready, thrown
recklesdy againgt the lethd ring of warriors. Once the dhuryams turned on each

other, thousands more would die.



To the dhuryam benegth hisfeet, these people were only tools. Fuson
cutters. Glow rods.

The death of a dave brought no more emation to this dhuryam then the
absentminded curse Jacen's father would use if a hydrospanner broke while he

struggled with the Falcon's balky hyperdrive.

Asthough Vergere whispered in his ear, he remembered--The gardener's
choice. Heraised histwin amphigtaffs over his head, then sank to one knee to
drive them downward through the wax plug. He fdt the blades enter the flesh of
the infant dhuryam below as though they diced through hisown bdly; he fdt
the caudtic snarl of venom spreading into the dhuryam's body as though it
coursed hisown veins. He yanked the amphistaffs free and scrambled for the next

birth chamber.

Killing the next one doubled the weight of hisempathic pain, for thefirst
onewas dill aive, il suffering, screeching telepathic terror and despair;
killing thethird buckled his knees and drew red-veined clouds across his

vison.

And behind him, daveswho had been driven to suicidd madness by the
relentless burn of seed-web pain now began to stop, gasping, blinking, to stand
in stunned wonder, to turn to each other with hands out to ask for help or to

offer it, rather than to wound and maim and kill. First the whole gang who had



forced their way up the beach--then another gang, and another, as dhuryam after
dhuryam thrashed, convulsed, death throes cracking birth chambers like
eggshells. Jacen kept moving. A red haze closed in around him, a bloody mig
that might have been real smoke and fog and copper-flavored fire, or might have
been ingde his head, or both. The hive-idand became anightmare mountain, dl
jagged rock and killing and an endless scramble toward a peak that he could
never see. Figuresrose up, indistinct blurslurching at him through the red

haze, svinging weapons, clutching, clawing. He cut a them, cut through them,
killing and scrambling and killing, faling to hands and kneesto drive blades

again and again through onewax plug and another and another, caging asde
amphigtaffswith their venom glands exhausted, drawing new weapons out from his
own armor, hisarmor that lived and saw and struck these red-blurred shapes with
death-soaked accuracy. Then he was up high, close to the top; he couldnt tdl
who might be around him or where he might be but he knew he was high up a
mountain, cresting the uttermost peak of the gaaxy, beyond the atmosphere,

beyond the moons, taller than the star's.

Heraised hislast amphistaff like a battle flag. Before he could plant it
down through the blood-smeared plug beneath his torn and cut bare feet, a

supernovaflared ingde hisbrain... And burned down the universe.

Therewas nothing lft.



Nothing but white.

Hungry white: eating everything hewas. But he had been in the white
before. He knew its secrets, and it could not stop him. Benesath this hexagond
lid was the source, the well-spring, the fountain of white. He could fed it
down there: squirming aien tentacles bathed in dime and terror. He could cut

off the agony. One stroke more would end it for everyone.

Forever.

Helifted hisamphigtaff.

"Jacen, no! Don't doit!"

He whirled, staggering, white-blind and gasping. The voice had been his

brother's.

"Anakin--?'

"You cant kill thisone, Jacen,” Anakin's voice said from beyond the



white. "Thisonesyour friend."

Likeafinger flick against abesaker of supersaturated solution, Anakin's
voice triggered a phase change in Jacen's head: the white clouded, condensed,

became crystdline, tranducent, transparent...

Invisble. Thepain wastill there, smoking through hisveins, but it did
not touch him: it passed through him unchanged like light through empty space.
He could see again. Clearly. Perfectly. He saw the scarlet rags of meat that
were the remains of three shapers caught before they could reach a breeth van

on thefar sde of the Nursery beyond the sun.

He saw the smoking ring of charred coratree basas around the hive-lake.
He saw therivulets of blood trailing down hisarmsto drip from his knuckles,
Birth-chamber plugsdl over the hive-idand, pierced and leaking the biue

milk of dhuryam blood...

Tangled corpses of warriors and daves and shapers...

Aninside-out world stuffed with terror, agony, daughter...



He had donethis. All of it. And: he saw Vergere. Panting harshly, he
watched her scramble up the last few meters of the dhuryam hive. Below, armored
warriors struggled to hold off amob of shouting, scrambling, bleeding daves...
daves Jacen could fed, through hislink with the dhuryam benegth hisfeet. He
could fed it whipping them on, driving them upward. He could fed it dhrieking
for themto kill him. He heard alow, feral growling, like a wounded rancor

cornered in itsden. It came from his own throat.

"It wasyou," Jacen rasped. Vergere looked up. She stopped, well away, out
of amphigtaff range. "I heard him," he panted. His breath came hot and painful.

"Anakin told meto stop. But it wasn't Anakin. It was you."

Vergere flattened her crest against her oblate skull, and there was no

trace of cheer in her eyes.

"Jacen," shesad dowly, sadly, "inthe story of your life, is this your

best ending? Isthisyour dream?”

My dream... He remembered healy his hope of freaing the daves, he
remembered his dedl with the dhuryam: it had agreed to spare the lives of the
daves, trangport them safely planetside in the shipseeds, in exchange for
Jacen'shelp in destroying itsshling-rivals. But in the daughterhouse he had

made of the Nursery, that memory seemed as indistinct as his dream on Belkadan:



aghost of self-delusion, awisp of hope, lovely but intangible.

Unred.

The savage chaos of blood and pain and death Jacen had spread throughout
thisinverted world--that was redl. The bitterly clear light inside Jacen's head
showed him dl the stark shadows of redlity: he saw what he had done, and he saw
what he needed to do now. Helifted his amphistaff over his head and let it

swing to verticd, blade down.

"Jacen, stop!" Vergeretook a step closer. "Would you kill your friend? Is

that who you are?'

"Thisisnofriend," Jacen said through his teeth. "It's an dien. A

monger.”

"And what does that make you? Did it betray your trust? Who isthe mongter

here?"'

"I cankill it right now. Andwhen | kill it, 1 kill the Yuuzhen Vong

homeworld."



The amphigaff writhed in his hands. Hetightened hisgrip until his hands

burned.

"Letting it live--that would be a betraya. That would betray the New
Republic.

All the men and women the Y uuzhan V ong have murdered. All the fallen Jedi..
.evenmy... even..." Hisvoicetralled away; he could not say Anakin's name.
Not now.

But ill hedid not strike.

"And so0 you face a choice, Jacen Solo. Y ou can betray your nation, or you

can betray afriend.”

"Betray afriend?' Helifted the amphigtaff once more. "It doesn't even

know what afriendis..."

"Perhaps not." Vergere's crest rippled, picking up scarlet highlights.

Shetook another step forward.

"But you do." Jacen staggered as though she had punched him. Tears streamed

from hiseyes.



"Then you tel mewhat to do!" he shouted. "Tell mewhat I'm supposed to

do!"

"l would not presume,” Vergere said camly, taking another step toward him.
"But | will tdl you this inkilling thisdhuryam, you kill yourself. And dl
thewarriors, and shapers, and Shamed Ones on this ship--and every one of these

daves. Weren't you trying to save lives, Jacen Solo?"

"How do I..." Jacen shook his head sharply to clear tears from his eyes.

"How do | know you'retelling the truth?"

"You don't. But if what | say istrue, would that change your mind?'

“l... 1 dont™ Snarling red rege wdled up insde him. They had put him

through too much. He had passed beyond questions; dl he wanted now was an

answer. An end.

"Everything..." Jacen forced words through histeeth. "Everything you tdl

meisalie"

Vergere spread her hands.

"Then choose, and act."

He chose. He raised the amphistaff--but before he could bring it down,



Vergere sorang forward into hisway: to kill the dhuryam, hed have to spear
through her. He hesitated for an eyeblink, and in that instant she reached up
and caressed his cheek, just as she had the very first time her touch had drawn

him down out of the Embrace of Pain's blank white agony. Her palm was wet.

Jacen said, "Wha...?' He said no more, because his mouth had stopped
working. He had just enough timeto think. Her tears... Vergere's tears... -
before the paralytic contact poison they had become overwhelmed his brain, and
the Nursery, the dhuryam, and Vergere hersdf dl faded as he fdl into a

different persond universe, infinite and eterndl.

This one was black. There was aworld that had once been the capitd of the
gaaxy. It had been cdled Coruscant, and was a planet of asingle globd dty,
kilometers deep from poleto pole. It had been a cold world with four moons, far
from its blue-white sun, orbited by mirrored platforms that focused the light of

the distant sun to prevent the world from freezing.

Things had changed.

Closer now toits sun, warm, tropical, its kilometers-deep global city now
kilometers-deep global rubble, with new seas forming where once there had been

gpartment towers and government offices. Three moons now wove an orbitd ring



into arainbow bridge in the sky. And above thisworld that had been a capitd,
this capital that had been aworld, ashooting star flared: an immense globe of
yorik cora entered the atmosphere at a steep angle, shedding a planetwide
meteorite shower of bits and pieces and chunks of itsalf and blossomed with fire
asthey streaked to the surface. Where they struck, they rooted, and began to

grow.

The planet had ceased to be Coruscant; it had become Y uuzhan'tar. But soon

it would be, once again, the capitd of the galaxy.

PART TWO

THE CAVE



SIX

HOME

Thousands of years passed before Jacen opened his eyes. He spent those
thousands of yearsin one endless claustrophobic nightmare: of baing held,
bound, cocooned, unable to move, to speak. He couldn't see, because his eyes
would not open. He couldn't swallow.

He could not bresthe. For amillennium he smothered, helpless. Then he felt
amuscle twitch in the middle of hisback. It took a century, but he found thet

muscle, and hefound he could make it contract, and he could make it rdax

agan.

As decades grew into another century, he found he could work surrounding
musclesin hisback aswell. Then he could clench his thighs, and bunch the
musclesin hisupper arm--and his nightmare had become a dream, filled with
possibility rather than dread. And throughout the dream he kept expecting,

somehow, that his chrysalis would crack, and he would at last be able to spread



hisnew wings, and hear hiswingflutes piping in harmony as he soared into the

four-mooned sky...

When hefindly opened hiseyes and redized that this had been only a
dream, atremendous wash of relief flooded through hint he thought, for a
moment, that it had al been adream, the Nursery, the Embrace of Pain, the
voxyn queen, Anakin... Duro. Belkadan. All theway back to Sernpiddl. Either
that had been dl adream, or hewas till dreaming, because he didn't hurt
anymore. Helay on something soft, rounded, insandy comfortable, like an
accd eration couch upholstered in living scarlet mossthat smeled of flowers
and ripefruit. Insects buzzed nearby, invishle, screened by gently waving
fernstwice Jacen's height; through these ferns wove vines like garlands of
flowers, blooming with brilliant yellow and blue and vivid orange in fantadtic
and ddicate array. Thefar distance echoed with along, mournful pack hunter's
howl. Somewhere above, an unseen creature lifted its voice in a song as
thrillingly lovely asthat of amanullian bird cdling itsmate in the Mother

Jungle of Ithor.

Ithor, he thought, dully bitter. He remembered what the Y uuzhen VVong hed
doneto Ithor.

Wherein dl nine Cordlian hdlsam 1? The sunlight that trickled through
the fernsaround him had afamiliar color: the way the shadows penumbrae were

rimmed infaded red...



mmm, that wasiit. This sunlight was exactly the same color as the fuson

spark that had lit the Nursery.

"Oh," he murmured numbly. "Oh, | get it, now " It only made sense: the
Y uuzhan Vong would of course have tuned ther atifidd sun to the same
spectrum asthe naturad one that would light the world where they wanted the

seedship'slife-formsto grow.

Hewas on Y uuzhan'tar. Still, there was something about the color of this
light that twisted his stomach. Thelight in the Nursery hadn't affected him the
same way, perhaps because of the thick miststhat had always swirled through the

interior--or maybe it was the deep purple-blue of thissky...

No two planets have skies exactly the same color; sky color is a function
of complex interactions between the solar spectrum and a world's atmospheric
composition, and he couldn't help feeling that he'd seen this one before. Or one
very likeit. The color was close enough to spark his memory, but not so exact
that he could recal which planet it reminded him of. He sat up, and hed to
dtifle agroan; he was sore, bruised from head to foot, and though hisribs hed
been expertly bound, moving gave him astabbing pain in hisside that dowly--
agonizingly dowly--faded to adull ache that throbbed al the way up into his
neck. Okay. Thisisn't adream. Slowly, more cautiously now, he swung his legs

off hismoss couch; it hurt, but hedidn't fed dizzy or nauseated. After a



couple of seconds, he stood up. A robeskin lay nearby, nedly folded. Whoever
had bound hisribs had aso fashioned him a sort of breechclout, sufficient to

protect his modesty.

He l€eft the robeskin whereit lay. Beyond the fernsthat had screened his
bower he found ashort cliff stretching up two or three times his haight,
thickly carpeted with variegated mosses. Somekind of epiphyte dung to the
cliff with knurled woody finger-claws, draping long sprays of roots so finethey
looked like wigs hung from hooks. Jacen dug his hands into the mosses and
tugged, to seeif they might support hisweight so he could climb up and get a
look around, but the moss pulled free dmogt without resistance, lesking

purplish sap that smelled like teaand stained hisfingers.

And the surface it had clung to... Even cracked and stained with juices of
unfamiliar plants, he could not mistake this stuff: this was what his whole

world had been built from.

Duracrete. Thiswaan't acliff. It wasawal.

"Oh..." He stepped back, hands dropping nervelesdy to his sdes. Asthough

his dream closed in on him again, he couldn't seem to breathe. "Oh, no, not



redly...”

Hefollowed thewall afew metersto his left, where he saw clear sky
through another screen of ferns. He parted the ferns, stepped through... And

found an dien world spread beneath him.

He stood on aledge, one stride from a sheer drop that plunged morethan a
kilometer to adazzlingly multicolored jungle of ferns smilar to the ones that
screened his bower. Patches of brilliant scarlet darkened to crimson, joined
other patches of shimmering black or gap-spark blue, dl shot through with
curving streaks of shimmer like rivers of precious metds, and it dl moved:
shifting, rippling, rolling through arainbow spectrum and back again as leaves
and fronds and branches and vines dl twisted in some wind he could not fed.
Flying cresturesflitted from point to point far below him, hunting just above
the forest canopy, too distant for his eyes - - unaccustomed to such vast

gpaces--to make out their details.

This jungle curved away over atopography too random, too jagged, too young
to bered; vdleys were bottomless chasms, shrouded in mig, joined by
razorback ridges that intersected and parted again and doubled upon each other
with no pattern any known geology could produce. Immense mountainsrose in the
distance: sharp spires, flat-sided and needle-topped, as though there had never
comewind or rain to erode them. Some of these mountains had sdes too steep

even for thistenacious jungle of mosses and ferns.



Wherether bones were exposed, Jacen could pick out oddly regular
patterns. squares, rectangles, al arranged rank upon rank, metric arrays in

lines both horizonta and verticd.

He squinted, frowning: those patterns were far too regular to be naturd;
they were mathematically precise. He had seen something like this before...
Thinking, he happened to glance upward... and forgot everything ese, because
that was hisfirst sght of the Bridge. From arazor-sharp, needle-pointed arc
above the distant horizon, a mind-bending river of color swelled overhead.
Following it, Jacen craned his neck back, and back, and back: atitanic
gpectrum, cascades of azure and incarnadine, of argent and viridian braided into
animpossibly complex, impossbly vivid rainbow that filled athird of the sky
before narrowing again to another knife-edged curve that vanished into the
purple sky above the opposite horizon. Jacen knew what it was, more than a few
worldsin the New Republic sported planetary rings. And he also knew that none

of those worlds had rings like thisone.

Thiswould have been famous, legendary; for thisview aone, such aworld
would have been renowned throughout the galaxy asatourist destination. And if
it was this vivid--this huge--even now, when its color must be washed out by the

light of day and the purple of the sky, what must it look like after dark?



He could barely imagine.

Looking upon it, hefelt he understood something about the Y uuzhan Vong
that had aways puzzled him before. It was not uncommon for primitive specieson
ringed worldsto mistake the ringsin their sky for magica bridges built by
gods, even for Jacen, who waswell aware of the physics behind what he saw, the
sight produced afaint shudder of sympathetic awve. He could imegine dl too
clearly being one of aspeciesthat had evolved under such a sght: to them,
such aBridge could only be thework of gods. It would be impossible to doubt
the gods existence with the highway from their deific home to the world hanging
forever overhead--so obvioudy magical, aswell, that a creature could fallow
itscurve al theway around the world and never reach either end. It would be
only too easy to imagine gods patrolling their Bridge, looking down upon their
creation. With the gods so close a hand... If theworld is ful of violence,
savagery, and torture, this must be how they want it. Lots of things about the

Y uuzhan V ong made sense to him now.

"Magnificent, isnt it?' Vergere's voice came from just behind his
shoulder; though he hadn't heard her approach, he wastoo lost in wonder and new
comprehension to be startled.

And he had known somehow dready that she would be here. He had fdt her
shadow upon his thousand-year dream. He had known, somehow, that she was il

part of hislife.



"Y ou know," Jacen murmured, still gazing up into the sky, “that's exactly
what you said when you brought me into the Nursery. Those samewords. Just like

that."

“Truly?' Her wind-chime laughter tinkled around him. "Y ou recdl dl that |

say to you?'

"Every word," Jacen answered grimly.

"Such aclever child. Isit any wonder that | love you so?'

Sowly, painfully, Jacen lowered himsdlf to Sit with his legs over the

edge, hisfeet dangling free akilometer above the rugged jungle canopy.

"l guess| was pretty messed up. Pretty battered,” he said, laying one hand
along the bandages that bound his sprung ribsin place. "Y ou patched me up. You

and those tears of yours."

"Yes." He nodded: not thanks, just acknowledgment. "I didn't expect to live

throughit.”

"Of course not. How could you, and achieve what you did?' she said kindly.



"Y ou found the power that arises of acting without hope... and aso without

fear. | was... | am... very proud of you."

Jacen met her eyes. He could see his own reflection, dark and distorted, in

their glossy black surface.

"Proud? All the people up there who died because of me..."

"All the people down here who live because of you," she countered,
interrupting. She briefly told him how the shapers had been forced to give the
dhuryam immediate control of the seedship, and how it had begun the breakup into
individua shipseeds so quickly that there had been no time to round up the
rampaging daves. The dhuryam itsalf had used their dave seedsto herd them to

safety, fulfilling its Sde of the bargain it had made with Jacen.

"Y es, hundreds died in the battle--but thousands of daves were able to
ride the shipseeds to the surface: daveswho were to have been executed at the
climax of thetizopil Yun'tchilat.

Y ou were magnificent, Jacen Solo. A true hero.”

"I don't fed much likeahero."

"No?' Her crest splayed orange.



"How does ahero fed ?" Jacen looked away, shaking his head slently. She
settled in beside him, swinging her legs over the void below them, kicking her
hedsamlesdy likealittlegirl in achair too high for her. After a momert,

Jacen sighed, and shook his head again, and shrugged. "I guess heroesfed like

they've accomplished something.”

"And you haven't? Severd thousand daves might disagree.”

"Y ou don't understand.” In hismind, he saw again the body on the hive-

idand's beach: the one who might have been a dave, who might have been a

warrior, who had bled out hislife next to the corpse of a shaper who'd had no

cluein combat: a shaper who'd only thought to put his own body between the

infant dhuryams and the killing machine Jacen had become.

"Inthe Nursery--once | started killing," he said softly, "I didn't want to

stop. That must be... | can only think that's how the dark sde mudt fed. |

didn't ever want to stop.”

"But you did."

"Only because you stopped me.”

"Who's sopping you now?"'



He stared at her. She turned her quadrifid palm upward as though offering

him aswest.

"Y ou want to kill? Thereis nothing around you but life, Jacen Solo. Take
it asyou please.

Even mine. My species has aparticularly vulnerable neck; merdy take ny
head in your hands, and with one quick twigt, thus..." She jerked her head up
and back asthough an invisiblefist had punched her in the mouth. "...you can

satisfy thisdark desire”

"l don't want to kill you, Vergere." He hunched into himself, resing his
elbows on histhighs as though huddled againgt achill. "I don't want to kill
anybody. Just the opposite.

I'm grateful. Y ou saved me. | was out of contradl..."

"You werenot," she said sharply. "Don't make excuses.”

"What?' "Out of control isjust codefor "I don't want to admit I'm the

kind of person who would do such things!' It'salie." He offered her hdf a

gmile "Everything | tdl youisalie"

She accepted his mockery with an expressionless nod.



"But everything you tdll yourself should bethe truth--or asclosetoit as
you can come.
Y ou did what you did because you are who you are. Sdlf-contral, or its

lack, had nothing to do withit."

"Sdf-control has everything to do with it--that'swhat being a Jedi is."

"You," shesad, "arenot aJedi."

Helooked away. Remembering what she had done to him kindled a spark within
his chest that grew into a scorching flame around his heart. His fingers dug
into the lush moss that carpeted the ledge, and he made fids, tearing up a
double handful, and alarge part of him wanted that mossto be her neck. But
years of Jedi training had armored him againgt rage. When he opened his fids

and let those shredsfdl into thewind, helet hisanger fal with them.

"Being aJedi isn't just about using the Force." His voice was stronger

now; hewas on sure ground. "1t's acommitment to a certain way of doing things-

-acertain way of looking at things. It's about valuing life, not destroying it.

"Soisgardening.”

He hung his head, numb with memoary.



"But | wasn't trying to save anybody. Sure, it started out that way--that's
what | planned for--but by the time you caught up with me on the hive-idand,
saving liveswasthe farthest thing from my mind. All | wanted was a dub big
enough to smack the Y uuzhan VVong al the way out of the gdaxy. All | wanted was

to hurt them."

She blinked.

"And thisiswrong?"

"Itisfor me. That'sthe dark side. It's the definition of the dark sde.

That'swhat you saved me from.”

"| saved your life, Jacen Solo. That's dl. Your ethics are your own

dfar.”

Jacen just shook his head. His family history was itsdf the ultimate
argument that the dark side is everybody's affair, but he wasn't about to get

into that.

"You don't understand.”



"Perhgps| don't," she agreed cheerfully. ™Y ou seem to be telling me that

what you do isirrdevant; dl that mattersiswhy you doit.”

"That'snotitat dl..."

"No? Then tell me, Jacen Solo, if you had pursued the noble goa of saving
those thousands of davesin the manner of atrue Jedi, what would you have done
differently? Anything? Or would you only fed differently about what you have

done?'

Jacen frowned. "l... that's not what | mean..."

"Doeskilling adhuryam for anoble god makeit any less dead? Do you

think it mattersto these dead dhuryams whether you killed them in a frenzy of

rage or with cam, cool Jedi detachment?’

"It mattersto me," Jacen said solidly.

"Ah, | see. Y ou can do whatever you want, so long as you maintain your Jedi

cdm? So long asyou can tell yoursdlf you're vauing life? You can kill and

kill and kill and kill, so long as you don't lose your temper?' She shook her

heed, blinking astonishment. "Ian't that alittle Sck?’

"None of those questions are new, Vergere. Jedi have asked themsdves dl



of them ever sncethefdl of the Empire.”

"Longer than thet. Believe me."

"We don't have avery good answer..."

"You'll never have an answer, Jacen Solo." She leaned toward him, her hand

on hisshoulder.

Though her touch was warm and friendly, her eyes might have been viewports

into infinite space. "But you can be an answer."

He frowned. "That doesn't make any sense.”

Sheturned her pams upward in agesture of helpless surrender. "What does?

"Oh, well, yeah," he Sghed. "I've wondered that mysdf.”

"Look around you," she said. "L ook at thisworld: at the patterns of the

fernforedt, at the rugged curves of terrain, the braided colors of the rings

overhead. It isvery beautiful, yes?'

"I've never seen anything likeit," Jacen said truthfully.

"That is sense of akind, yes?'



"Yes Yes, itis. Sometimeswhen | look out at the stars, or across a wild
landscape, | get the fedling that it does make sense--no, more like what you

sad: that itissense. Likeit isits own reason.”

"Do you know what | see, when | look at thisworld? | seeyou.”

Jacen giffened. "Me?"

"What you see around you is the fruit of your rage, Jacen Solo. You made

this happen.”

"That'sridiculous.

"Y ou stole the decision of thetizo'pil Y un'tchilat from the shapers on the
seedship. You chose the dhuryam that has become the pazhkic Y uuzhan'tar
d'tirrma the World Brain. You destroyed itsrivas You gave it the
overlordship of thisplanet. This planet takes its shape from your dhuryam
friend'sintention, its persondity--and its persondity has been shaped by your

friendship. All thisbeauty exigts, in thisform, because of you."

He shook hishead. "That wasn't what | planned...”

"But it iswhat you did. | thought we had agreed that why you did it is of

concern only to Jedi."



"|... you dwaystwist everything around,” he said. Y ou makeit way more

complicated thaniit redly is"

"On the contrary: | make it smpler. What you see around you, Jacen Solo,
isareflection of yoursdlf: an artificial construct of the New Republic, remade
by the Y uuzhan VVong into something new--something more beautiful than has

exiged in the galaxy before.”

"What do you mean, an atifiaga congruct?' The sSck dread that had
curdled in his ssomach when he found duracrete beneath the moss dammed back

into him. "Where are we?"

"Yuuzhantar" shesad. "Did you not understand this?"

“No, | mean: what world was this before?'

She sighed. "Y ou see, but you do not see. Y ou know, but you do not let
yoursalf know. Look, and your question isanswered.” He frowned a the fern
forest below, where mountain shadows stretched away from the setting sun. Those
flying creatureswere out in greater force now, in the twilight, and they
circled higher and higher through the shadows as though in pursuit of nocturna
insects. Their wings were broad, leathery, their bodies long and tapered, ending

inagnuousreptiliantall...



Then one swooped straight up in front of Jacen and soared above into the

darkening sky, and he could no longer ignore what they were.

Hawk-bats.

Hesad, "Oh."

Those strange metric designs on the distant mountains--he knew what they
were, now. And the impossibly complex topography of the jungle, that made sense,

too.

Jacen said, fainter now, "Oh. Oh, no."

The designswere viewports. The mountains were buildings. This place was a
nightmareimage of Y avin 4: the valeys and ridges were patterns of rubble
carpeted by dien life. Far more than just an ancient temple complex like one on
the gas giant's moon--what Jacen |ooked upon here was the shape of asngle

planetwide city, shattered into ruins, buried beneath ajungle.

And dl he could say was, "Oh."



Long after Y uuzhan'tar had turned this face away from its sun, Jacen dill
sat on the mossy ledge above the jungle, now shrouded in night. Flashes of
bi ol uminescence chased each other through the shadowed canopy in jagged stresks
of blue-green and vivid yellow. The Bridge was impossbly bright, impossbly
close, asthough he could reach up, grab on, and swing from one of its braided
cascades of color. The colors themsalves shimmered and shifted as individud
fragmentsin the orbital ring spunintheir own rotations. It cast a glow over
the nightscape brighter, softer, more diffuse, than any conjunction of

Coruscant's moons ever had.

Thiswas the most beautiful place Jacen had ever seen.

He hated it.

He hated every hit of it. Even closing hiseyesdidn't help, because just
knowing it was out there made him shiver with rage. He wanted to burn the whole
planet. He knew, now, that somewhere deep in his heart, none of the war had ever
seemed quitered; none of it Snce Sernpidal. He'd been nurdng a secret
certainty, concedled even from himself, that somehow everything would be dl

right again someday--that everything could be theway it used to be.

That Chewbacca's death had been some kind of mistake.



That Jainacould never fal into the dark.

That his parents marriage was strong and sure.

That Uncle Luke would dways show up just in time and everyone could have a

laugh together at how afraid they'd been...

That the Anakin he'd seen die had been--oh, he didn't know, aclone, maybe.
Or ahuman-guised droid, and the real Anakin was off on the far Sde of the
gaaxy somewhere with Chewbacca, and someday they'd find their way home and the
whole family could be together again. That'swhy he hated this world spread

before him. Because it could never be home again.

Evenif the New Republic somehow, impossibly, turned thetide. Evenif some
miracle happened and they retook Coruscant what they won wouldn't be the same
planet they had lost. The Y uuzhan Vong had come, and they were never going to go
away. Even if Jacen had found a club big enough to knock the whole species back
beyond the gdactic horizon, nothing could ever erase the scars they would leave

behind. Nothing could ever hed his broken heart. Nothing could remake him into



the Jacen Solo he remembered: the cheerfully reckless Jacen, chasing Zekk into
the downlevels, the exasperated Jacen, trying one moretime to make Tend Ka
crack asmile; the Jedi apprentice Jacen, born to the Force, but still awed not
only by thelegend of Uncle Luke but by the power his undé€s teaching could
draw out of him; the teenage Jacen who could wilt under his mother's stern
glare, but till exchange roguish winkswith his fether and his Sgter the

instant Mother turned away.

| spent SO much time wanting to grow up. Trying to grow up. Trying to act
likean adult...
Now dl | want isto beakid again. Just for alittle while. Just a day.

Just an hour.

Jacen reflected bitterly that alarge part of growing up seemed to invalve
watching everything change, and discovering that al changes are permanent. That
nothing ever changes back. That you can't go home again. Thiswaswhét the dien
beauty of Y uuzhan'tar whispered congtantly in the back of his heed: Nothing
lasts forever. The only permanenceis desth. Brooding, he sat through the long
dow roll of the night. Some unknown time later--by the whed of the stars,
congdlations till mockingly familiar over this bitterly foreign landscape,

many hours had passed unmarked--he asked,

"What now?" Vergere answered him from the darkness within the bower of

ferns. Though no words had been exchanged between them since twilight, her voice



was clear, chiming, fresh asdways.

"1 have been wondering the same." Jacen shook his head. "Don't you ever

deep?’

"Perhaps | will when you do.”

He nodded. Thiswas as much of an answer as he had learned to expect. He

swung hislegs back onto the ledge, wrapping his elbows around knees drawn up to

his chest.

"So, what next?"

"Youtdl me"

"No games, Vergere. Not anymore. And no more shadowmoth stories, huh?

"Iswhat has happened such amystery to you?'

"I'mnot anidiot. You'retraining me." He made an irritated gesture, a

flick of thewrigt asthough tossng away something nasty. "That's what you've

been doing from the beginning. I'm learning more tricks than amonkey-lizard. |

just don't know what you're training meto do."



"You arefreeto do, or not do, what you will. Do you understand the
difference between training and teaching? Between learning to do and learning to

be?'

"So we're back to the shadowmoth story after al.”

"|sthere another story you like better?”

" just want to know what you're after, al right? What you want fromme. |

want to know what to expect.”

"1 want nothing from you. | want only for you. 'Expecting' is distraction.

Pay attention to now."

"Why can't you just explain what you're trying to teach me?"

"Isit what the teacher teaches..." The darknessitsdf seemed to amiile. .

..or what the student learns?'

He remembered the first time she had asked him that. He remembered being
broken with pain. He remembered how she had guided him to astate of mind where
he could mend himsdlf; like a healed bone, he/d become stronger at the break. He
nodded dowly, more to himsdf than to her. He rose, and went over to the moss-
covered couch at the edge of the black shadows cast by the broken walls and the

screen of gently weaving ferns. He picked up the neetly folded robeskin, and



looked at it for along moment, then shrugged and dipped it on over his head.

"How long before the Y uuzhan VVong arrive?!

"L ook around you. They are dready here."

"1 mean, how long before something happens? How long can we stay here?

"That depends.” A soft chuckle came from the darkness. "How thirdy are

you?’

"l don't undersand.”

"I'm told that a human can live three standard days without water--four or
five, with careful conservation. Would it be too forward of meto suggest thet

we might leave in search of some, before you are too weak to move?’

Jacen gtared into the darkness. Y ou're saying it's up to me?”

"Here, look at this." Out from the shadowsflew a pae, irregular object
half the 9ze of Jacen'sfig; it curved through adow arc, gently tossed.
Jacen caught it indtinctively.

Inthe clear light reflected by the Bridge, he found the object to be

rough-textured and lumpy, like arounded hunk of limestone. It had severd



flattened nubs, sticky with ablack, puttylike secretion, that might have been
stumps where pieces had been broken off. The object as awhole seemed to be the
ydllowish white color of bleached bone, but dl its cracks and crevices were

crusted with something flaky, dark, brownish...

Blood. Dried blood.

"Whet isthisthing?' A hard fist clenched the bottom of his throat,
because he dready knew. It was adave seed. A mature dave seed. His dave
seed. Thiswaswhy he hadn't been in pain. He should throw it off the precipice:
hurl it into the jungle of ferns akilometer below. He should st it on the
floor beside him and smashit flat with a hunk of duracrete: crush it into

paste. He should hateit.

But hedidn't. He stared &t it, aching, astonished at the empty whidling
lossthat suddenly gaped inside him. Without thinking, he hiked up his robeskin
and pedled back the strips that bound his chest, peering beneath them. On the
spot where she had stabbed him so many weeks ago, he now bore awider scar, as
long as hisfinger, ascar the bright pink of newly hedled flesh; she must have
healed him with her tears, dmost like bacta. He found he had to St down. He

sank in place with asigh like an overloaded landing strut.



"You cut it out of me?"

"While you dept. Y ou were unconscious for quite a while" Vergere moved

dowly out of the shadows, and crouched at hisside. "Areyou dl right?"

“l... I'm..." Jacen shook his head blankly. "I mean, thank you. | guess."

"Did you not want it removed?’

"Of coursel... | mean, | did. | just, | don't know.” He held it up into

the softly shifting light.

"It'sdead, in't it?" Vergere nodded solemnly. "Once a dave seed has
extended its tendrils throughout ahost's nervous system, it is no longer an
independent organism.

Thisonedied within aminute of itsremoval."

"Yeah." Jacen's voice was barely more than awhisper. "l just fed--I don't
know. | hated it. | wanted it out of me. | wanted it dead--but, you know, while
it wasin me... it made me part of something. Likein the Nursery. During the

fight, it was amogt like having the Force again. Now..."

"Youfed empty,” Vergere supplied. "You fed done. Londy. Almost

frightened, but also trong, yes?' He stared at her.



"The namefor what you arefeding,” Vergere said through a dow, gentle

amile, "isfreedom.”

Jacen snorted. "Some freedom.”

"How did you expect it to fed? Y ou are free, Jacen Solo, and that can be

lonely, and empty, and frightening. But it isdso powerful .

"You cal thisfreedom? Sure, I'm free... on aruined planet occupied by
the enemy. No friends, no ship, no weapons. Without even the Force." He couldn't
help thinking, Without even the dave seed. He glowered out into the gaudy
shimmer of the Bridge.

"What good does freedom do me?”

Vergere settled into feline repose, arms and legs folded benesath her.

"Well," shesad at length. "That's a question worth consdering, yes?'

"Oh..." Jacen's breath caught in histhroat. "That'swhat you meant just

now? When | asked you what next?



"You arefreg," sherepeated. "Go where you will. Do what you will. Be what

youwill."

"And what areyou going to do?' Her smile shifted infinitesmally.

"What | will."

"So | can go? Just go? Wak off? Do whatever | want--and nobody will stop

me?'

"1 make no promises.”

"How am | supposed to know what to do?"

"Ah..." Her smile expanded, and her eyes drifted closed. "...now we return

to epistomology."

Jacen lowered his head. Hed lost what taste héld ever had for playful
banter. Heredlized, Stting there with Vergere reclining by hisside, that this
ledge, high up the Sde of aruined building, wasin itsownway kind of like
the Embrace of Pain. He could sit here until he rotted, wallowing in misery--or
he could do something. But what? Nothing seemed to matter. On this shattered
planet, each direction was as good as any other. There was nothing useful he

could do--nothing within his reach that would make a difference to anyone but



himsdf.

On the other hand, who says | have to be useful? And, stting on that
ledge, he discovered that there was one direction that till meant something to

him. He got up.

Vergere opened her eyes. He parted the ferns, moving back into the night
shadow beneath them, and found his way to the moss-covered wall. Starting a one
rear corner, he walked the wdl's length, scraping a long gtrip of the moss
asdewith hishand. It came off eadily, revedling blank duracrete beneath. He
glanced over hisshoulder a Vergere, who watched him slently through the
screen of ferns. Shrugging, he went back to the corner and started dong the
adjoining wall. Three paces from the corner, his scraping fingers reveded a
vertical crack, straight as alaser, bordered with metd gtrips, beyond the
crack, the wall became durasted, instead. Jacen felt around on the wall a
about waist height until hisfingers closed on amanud release. He turned it,

pushed, and the durastedl door did aside with an exhausted groan.

"Wheat are you doing?'

Jacen didn't answer. Beyond lay ahdlway that smelled of mildew, dimly lit

by bulbous growths of phosphorescent lichen, its floor patched with ratty,

Insect-eaten carpeting.



It had been years since he had prowled the lower levds with Jaina and
Lowie, Tenel Kaand Zekk, but the smell was unmistakable. The halway was lined
with numbered doors.

this had been one of the old midlevel apartment blocks. At thefar end of
the hall, an open arch led to emergency stairs. Jacen nodded to himsdf, and

headed for the stairs without so much asaglance a Vergere.

Her voice echoed dong the hall. "Where are you going?'

He didn't owe her any answers. Silently, he started down the gairs. The
sarwel was walled with age-clouded transparent fiberplagt, netted with
reinforcing wire. Dimly through thewebs of scratches, cracks, and wire, he
could see awadkway, far below, leading into the blank black-stained wall of a

neighboring building. Halfway down thefirgt flight, he paused, sghing.

"Y ou coming, or what?'

"Of course." Vergere appeared at the stairtop behind him, amiling broadly

inthe Bridgdight. "l was only waiting for you to ask."



SEVEN

THE CRATER

"Thisis Jacen Solo?' The master shaper, Ch'Gang Hool, stared in open
horror at theimage in the dwarf viewspider's sac of optica jely. A cluster of
long, delicate tentaclesimplanted at the corner of his mouth twitched, knotting
and unknotting itsdlf, before reaching sinuousfeders upward to continue its
jittery, nervoudy obsessive preening of the madter shaper's starburst

headdress.

"This-thisisthe Jacen Solo of Duro? The dayer of the voxyn queen? The



Jeedal sought by Tsavong Lah?"

lllt iS,"

"And thisisthe same Jeedal who sparked the dave revolt that came within
acrizt of destroying the seedship? The dave revolt that killed hundreds of our
holy caste? The dave revolt that spat viciousinfidel scum across ny pridine

planet?'

"Y our planet, Master Shaper?"'

"The shaping of thisworld ismy honor, and my task!" Ch'Gang Hool snarled.
"Until that work isdone, every living thing in thissellar sysem answers to
my will--even the fleet! Eventhe World Brain! If | chooseto cdl this planet
mine, who dares argue?

Who?You?"'

"Oh, not I." A long forefinger tipped with curved talon tickled the dwarf
viewspider on its control node, enlarging the image of Jacen Solo until the
Jedi's heed filled the optical sac. "For argument, | think you'd have to try

him."

"How did he cometo be here? How has he survived? It has been weeks snce
seedfdl!

Thisdangerous Jeedal has been running loose dl thistime? Where has he



been? Why have | not been informed?”

Onthefar sde of the dwarf viewspider, Executor Nom Anor brandished his

imperturbabl e needle-toothed smile.

"The warmaster ordersthat you bend dl available resources toward his

apprehengion.”

"Orders, does he?' Ch'Gang Hool's headdress bristled aggressvely. "Uniil
he comes to take possession of thisworld, | am the ultimete authority here!

Welll see about his orders!™

"Cdl it asuggestion, if you like."" Nom Anor leaned forward, opening his

hands, the perfect image of friendly reasonability.

"Nonetheless you are, as you say, responsible for the shaping of
Y uuzhan'tar. | now have brought to your officia attention that loose upon this
planet's surface isthis exceptiondly dangerous Jedi; a Jedi who
singlehandedly--what was your phrase? Ah, yes--came within acrizt of destroying
the seedship.” Nom Anor settled back upon the pod beast, enjoying the ripple of
its muscle beneath him asit adjusted its shape to support his new posture.
Really, these shapers had it good--too good for their own good, he thought.

Perhaps that was why he found it such a pleasure to spin this one up.



"How you meet this clear and immediate threat is-of course--entirdly up to

you."

Ch'Gang Hool scowled. "I have never yet heard adequatdly explained how this

dangerous Jeedai came to be aboard the seedship in thefirst place...”

"Direct dl inquiriesto the warmaster,” Nom Anor advised arily. "I am
certain helll be happy to take time out of fighting the war to answer your

dightest, slliest concerns.”

"Isit dight, that the Jeedai who dew our voxyn queeniis a large upon
our homeworld?' Ch'Gang Hool shook his eght-fingered master's fig a the
executor. "Isit slly, to be darmed to find we have been infiltrated by the

single most dangerous enemy of our entire people?"

"Just between you and me and the viewspider, here)" Nom Anor sad

agreegbly, "what's dight isyour niggling about someimaginary insult to your

authority. What's silly isworrying about how Jacen Solo got here; you should be

vastly more worried about what heis doing right now."

Rising blood pressure blued the master shaper'sface.

"Whereishe?Y ou know, don't you?"



"Of course." Again, Nom Anor displayed his needle-pointed amile "l was

only waiting for you to ask."

There was something wrong about this crater. Jacen backed up dong the
notch in the crater'srim wall, frowning. Vergere, afew paces beyond, stopped
when she sensed Jacen was no longer following, and she looked a question back at

him. He shook his head.

"l have abad feding about this." The outer dope of the crater was a
scree of rubble, spilling off exposed structura members of what had once been
government offices; this section of the crater's rim had been a weght-bearing
wall severd kilometers high. The multicolored ferns and mosses covered it as
though it were natural ground, but their roots were too shdlow to bind the

rubble solidly in place. They'd had to climb dowly, with Vergerein the lead.



Jacen couldn't know if his next step might fal on aloose chunk of duracrete
and trigger an avadanche, or send him tumbling through a crugt of fibertileinto
some semi-intact room below. Vergere never explained how shewas aways able to

find the safest path; Jacen assumed she was using some kind of Force-sense.

The notch had once been part of avehicle accessway, possbly an ar taxi
stand; three meters or so of its reinforced sdewadls had survived the
destruction of the surrounding building. Jacen settled into ther shade, just
deep enough that he could see down the crater's inner dope, and sat on a

speeder-sized hunk of lichen-crusted wreckage. This crater...

It was big enough to swalow a Star Destroyer without atrace. Big enough
to lose the seedship in. It dropped forever away from them in a flatening
curve, its bottom lost in black shadow: shadow cast by a billowing column of
cloud that stretched up to aflat anvil top.

The cloud darkened as it descended, reaching deep into the crater, licking
itself with forked tongues of lightning. Thunder rumbled up from below, and the

ar crackled with negative ions. Jacen swallowed.

"| have abad feding about this," he repeated. "And well you should.”

Vergere hopped back to him, and settled onto the lichen beside him.



"No place on this planet is more dangerous.”

"Dangerous...”" he echoed.

"How do you know?"

"I canfed itinthe Force"

She laced her fingers together into a bridge upon which she rested her

chin, and smiled up & him.

"Thequestionis, how did you know?"

He squinted at her, then turned his head to frown back out into the crater.
How did he know? He sat in the shade of the ruined accessway wall, and thought
about it. Weeks of trekking had thinned and hardened his body, carving him into
knotted rope and tanned leather. His hair had grown out in unruly curls, now
streaked with blond by the harsh ultraviolet of the blue-white sun. His thin,
itchy teenager's beard had filled in, wiry, darker than his hair. He could have
dug up some depilatory creme from an abandoned refresher dong the way, or even
ablade sharp enough to shave with, but he hadn't bothered. The beard protected

his cheeks and jaw from sunburn. He could have picked up clothing, too, if hed



wanted it--he wore a pair of tough boots he'd found--but no regular dothing

could be as durable, or as useful, as the robeskin.

Warm at night, cool during the day, sdf-cleaning, it even heded itdf
when it ripped. Beneath the robeskin, he wore the breechclout Vergere had
fashioned for him. After held found the boots, held plaited stripstorn from the
robeskin to make himself apair of self-cleaning socks that never wore out. The
robeskin had proven useful in other ways, aswell: across his back he wore a
szable knapsack, smilarly plaited. The strips had hedled in place, making a
living pack that never broke or wore out; like a muscle, the knapsack seemed to
get stronger the more he used it. He carried it stuffed with as much food as
would fit. One three-day stretch where they had been unable to scrounge a med

had cured him of any trust in hisluck.

Food was available, if onelooked hard enough: modly breadmed, sugar-
yeast preserves, and the freeze-dried protein squares that had been staples of
the downlevel dwellers. Maybe it didn't taste good, but none of that stuff ever
spoiled. Unlike during the planet's former life as Coruscant, water was
plentiful; hardly aday passed without arain squal, and fresh poolswere easy
to find among the rubble and wreckage. Sometimes they had wandered deep in the
gloom of the lower levels, cregping dong rickety walkways or down corridors
dick with granite dug trails, asthough thiswere ill the planet on which

hed grown up; sometimes those lower levels opened unexpectedly upon immense



open swaths where gargantuan buildings had collapsed, becoming vast valleys that
teemed with dienlife, and they were forced to pick their way across a

dangeroudy chaotic surface of Vonglife-covered rubble.

Though the Y uuzhan Vong had dtered the planet's orbit--the sun, formerly a
searing pinpoint, was now close enough that it showed aclear disc nealy the
szeof Jacen'sfingernall a arm's length--they seemed to have léft the
planet's rotation alone, as near as he could tell; his own circadian rhythms,
conditioned by alifetimein Gaactic City, ssemed to match the day-night cyde

of Yuuzhan'tar well enough.

Vergere had seemed perfectly content to let Jacen set the pace and direct
thejourney. She never again so much as asked where they were going. They ate
when he was hungry, and rested when he wastired; when he was neither, they
walked. If Vergere ever dept, Jacen didn't see her doit. She would seem to
sHtleinto hersdf from timeto time, and was cgpable of remaining immobile for
hours; but whenever he would move or speak she was dert as though sheld been
standing continuous wetch.

Also in hisknapsack he carried afew useful itemsthey'd scrounged: aglow
rod, apair of eectrobinoculars, ahandful of power cellsand hisprize, an MDS
persond datapad. Though it was ancient--a 500 series, hopelesdy obsolete--and
most of what it was|oaded with seemed to be indructiond games, smplified
image generators, and other kid quff, there was one useful program: an

interactive holomap of Coruscant.



Every few days, hed managed to find an intact PDD termina--buried deep
within the midlevels of ahaf-ruined building, or sheltered under adab of
falen wall, once even hanging by its access cable on a twisted sted wakway
that led to empty air, the building to which it had connected having collapsed
entirely. Public DataDisplay terminds are extremdy durable, designed to
absorb alot of abuse--they have to--and some of the PDDs he found still worked,
or could be kicked to life after jacking in one of his spare power cdls Then
he could upload the PDD'slocation into the You ARE HERE function of the

datapad's holomap, tracking his progress.

What he would do when he arrived, he didn't know. There probably wasn't
anything left but avast mound of wreckage like the ones across which they
scrambled every day. He didn't even realy know why he was going. He had no

plan, only adestination.

A dedtination was enough.

He pulled the e ectrobinoculars out of his knapsack and powered them up.
Something about the VVonglife down in the crater bothered him. He wasn't sure

what it was, couldn't be sure; even after weeksin the Nursery and weeks more on



Y uuzhan'tar, he was far from an expert.

He'd avoided contact with the Vonglife whenever possible; much of it had
unpleasant properties-the tea-smelling purple sap that hed bled from the
duracrete moss, for example, had turned his hands into masses of blistered welts
for three days. Over the weeks of the trek, he'd found that the Vonglife had a
certain pattern: it grew in vast patches, surrounded by rings of sarkly bare
rubble. Near the center of each patch, he could usudly spot one of the
ecogenerating biomachines that the shipseeds had scattered across the plandt,

churning out spores or seeds or sometimes even living creatures.

He and Vergere had once spent most of aday watching hundreds of unnamable
herd beasts ssumble out into the light from the cavernlike mouth of one of these
biomachines. Slow-moving bovine sexapeds, they would blink gupidly & the
unfamiliar sun, gathering themsdlves indinctively into herd groups before
shuffling off to begin cropping vegetation. No sooner had they begun to eat than
they began to grow--so quickly that Jacen had been able to watch them mature
over the course of the day. And for every fifty or hundred of the sexapeds, the
biomachine had produced a predator, from huge bipedd lizardlike creatures with
knife-tipped facia tentacles instead of teeth, to groups of fierce insectile

pack hunters no larger than Gupin.

He and Vergere had seen the Y uuzhan V ong themselves now and again, and not
only shaperstending their new planet. Warriors patrolled even the midleves,

armed, shivering with disgust at the machines through which they wereforced to



march. For atime, Jacen had wondered if they might be searching for hm
personally, but astheir trek lengthened they began to come across signsthat he
wasn't theonly fugitive lurking in the deep shadows below the zone of
destruction: fresh tracksin the dust, caches of food recently picked over,
wreckage cunningly arranged to look random while it concealed hiding places

within.

Three or four times, he even caught glimpses of other humans, darting
furtively from cover to cover, dways a night, dways cautious about exposing
themsdves even to the light of the Bridge.

They could have been refugees, peopleleft behind and forgotten in the
chaos of the evacuation; they could have been lifdong midevd dwdlers,
avoiding contact with the upper world by ingtinct; they could have been daves

escaped from the seedship. Jacen didn't know.

He never planned to find out. He avoided them. They were atracting the
attention of the Y uuzhan VVong. He didn't know if the Y uuzhan Vong had any use
for daves on their new homeworld, or if whatever people they caught were
executed on the spot. Thiswas something € se he planned never to find out. The
Vonglifethat clung to the inner curve of the crater looked different from any
held encountered so far. He twiddled the autozoom on his ectrobinoculars, to
flip the enhanced image back and forth between awide-angle overview and tightly

focused close-ups of individud plants. The foliage was patchy and strange, and



its coverage was unexpectedly poor; everywhere he directed the
electrobinoculars, he found stresks of rusting durasted and hunks of rubble, as
though the V onglife struggled here with an environment too hodtile for it to
flourish. The mosses, o hrilliantly colored everywhere ese, here were
nondescript grays and browns and murky greens; the fernsthat esewhere formed
towering jungle canopies were here stunted, twisted, curling randomly, fronds

dull and streaked as though coated with dust.

Diding back the magnification, he swept the verticd tower of the
thunderhead that rose from the crater's midpoint. Its gray-black base looked as
flat asits dazzling white anvil, and the whole column twisted as it rotated
dowly, asthough the cloud couldn't quite decide if it might want to become a

massve Coriolis storm.

All thislooked plenty threatening, he alowed, but not enough to explain
the smothering dread that crushed his chest when he so much as thought about

going down there.

"All right, | giveup. What isit about this place? What makes it so

dangerous?'

Vergere touched hisarm, and with agesture directed his atention toward a

thicket of what |ooked like coniferous shrubs--though the eectrobinoculars



range and azimuth display indicated the smdlest of them stood more than ten
meterstal. On the dope around the thicket, a smdl herd of agile hoofed
reptilelike creatures sprang from rock to rock, cropping nervoudy at the sparse
moss. Aningtant later he found out what had been making them so nervous: one of
those massive bipeda tentacle-faced predators lunged out of the shrub thicket

with astonishing speed.

It seized the nearest of the hoofed reptilians in powerful prehensile
forepaws, its blade-ti pped mouth-tentacles stabbing and sawing to swiftly day
and digoint the captured animd, carving it into bite-szed hunks. Asthe rest
of the herd bounded away, the predator settled down in the danting sunlight to

devour itskill.

"That iswhy thisplace is so dangerous,” Vergere said with ahint of a
chdlenging amile. "It isfilled with what you would cdl the dark side. |
should say: the dark sideiis very, very powerful here, more powerful then

anywhere else on this planet. As powerful, perhaps, asit is anywhere in the

gelaxy.”

Jacen lowered the dectrobinoculars, blinking.

"That's not the dark sde," he said. "A predator huntsto feed itsdf and



itsfamily. That'sjust nature.”

"And the dark sdeisn't?| thought the danger of the dark Sde wasthat it

isnaturd: that'swhy it's easer than the light, yes?'

“Well, yes, but..."

"Iswhat you have seen not the exemplar of the dark side? Isthis not whet

you fear so much: aggression, violence, passon?'

"Y ou want to know what the rea dark side would look like? If that predator
had daughtered the entire herd, just for the fun of it.

For thejoy of killing."

"Do you think this predator takes no joy in its successful kill?*

Jacen looked again through the e ectrobinoculars, watching for amoment as

the predator seemed to shiver with ddight initsmedl.

Hedidn't answer.

"Kill one, it'snature, kill them dl, it'sthe dark Sde?' Vergere went
on. "Isthe line between nature and dark sde only one of degree?

Isit the dark sdeif that predator kills only haf the herd? A quarter?’

He lowered the dectrobinocul ars once more.



"It'sthe dark sdeif it kills morethan it needsto feed itsdf and its
family," he said, heating up. "That'stheline. Killing when you don't need to

kill."

Vergere cocked her head. " And how do you define need? Are we talking about
theline of garvation, or smple manutrition?Isit the dark sdeif they only
edt half the dain animal? Does a predator partake of the dark sde if its

family isafew kilos overweight?*

"It's not about that..."

"Then what isit about? Are we back to why? Does intention aways trump

action? It's not the dark side for that predator, say, to daughter the entire

herd and leave them to rot, so long asit thinks it needs them for food?"

"It'snot that Smple," Jacen ingged. "And it's not aways easy to

describe..."

"But you know it when you seeit, yes?'

He lowered his head stubbornly.
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Vergere uncoiled her fingers toward the blood-smeared predator on the dope

below.

"Youdidn't thistime..." Jacen's answer was interrupted by a shattering
thunder-burst that sounded like the whole sky had exploded. He yel ped and threw
himsef againgt thewall &t his back.

Rubble did and shifted in the crater wall above; an avalanche of duracrete
hunks and twisted support beams poured over thelip of the wal to dam the
notch's floor centimeters from Jacen's knees.

Another crash blasted through the sky, and another; he turned sideways to
thewall and tucked his head, hands doubled to protect the back of his neck
againgt the pounding of debris. More blasts sounded, but the crater no longer

shook, and Jacen risked a glance upward.

"What wasthat?'

Vergere pointed into the limitless purple above the arch of the Bridge.

"There"

"l don't see anything...”



"Jacen..." She waved a hand at the éectrobinoculars that hung, forgotten,
around his neck. He yanked them to his eyes, aming where she had pointed. The
autofocus sharpened an image, and one of his father's Cordlian curses snuck
through hislips. Those explosons hadn't been explosions, and they hadn't been
thunder.

They'd been sonic booms. Y orik cord vessalsthe Sze of the Millennium
Fa con whipped through broad looping arcs around the crater, tracing an
impossibly complex rosette. And dl of them spat bulbous objects like seedpods,
colored the same purple as the sky, in a continuous stream. Now the shell of one
seedpod began to pedl back like an Ithorian starflower opening toward the sun,
revedling tangled wads of white filaments like silkweed. The slk unraveled
swiftly, rdeasing its seedsto the wind, trailing long, long streamers of white

fibers.

Jacen spun the zoom whedl on the dectrobinoculars, and one of those seeds
snapped into focus, and it wasn't aseed. It wasa Yuuzhan Vong warrior. The
white silk strands trailing above it sngpped open into a parachute canopy. Soon
all the seedpods had blossomed, dropping a round dozen warriors apiece...

hundreds... thousands...

"Great." Jacen lowered the € ectrobinoculars. "Weve sumbled into thar

arborne infantry training camp. Could have been worse, huh?



Could have been an atillery range...”

"Jacen." Therewas ahard, cold darknessin Vergeresvoice that hed never

heard before. He went suddenly till, watching: an anima catching wind of a

larger, faster predator. She said,

"Thisisno training exercise. They are hunting for you."

Jacen swallowed. "I'm not going back," he said hoarsdly. "I've had enough

of the Embrace of Pain for threelifetimes..."

"Oh, no fear of that." Her usud sprightly cheer flowed back into her,

sraightening her back and curving her lipsinto ahuman-style grin. "They have

no interest in your pain, Jacen Solo.

These are the soldiers of the master shaper. If they catch you, they will

kill you. Purely. Simply. On the spot.”

He squinted back up into the sky with only his unaided eyes; he could now

just barely make out the thousands upon thousands of tiny purplish specks.

"All this?' he murmured. "All this, just for me?

"Y ou now get thefirg hint of how important you are.”

He met her gaze steadily.



"Well, somebody thinks so, anyway. Any suggestions?'

Vergere nodded, turning away to gaze once more upward.

"There seemsto be an updraft from the crater; perhaps something to do with

that strange storm. It's blowing the pod troopers outward, toward the rim of the

crater, and beyond.”
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"S0: if you are to escape them, thereis only one way you can go.”

Again, she unfurled a hand toward the interior of the crater.

"Down."



EIGHT

INTO THE DARK

Lightning blazed overhead, and thunder dammed the crater floor hard enough
to shake the ground. Shivering, Jacen pressed himself into abroken corner that
had once been the interior of afashionable refresher.

Icy rain streamed down his spine, and pellets of hail stung hisskin.

He clenched hisjaw so that histeeth wouldn't chatter. The Yuuzhan Vong
were coming. Whole squads of warriors had come bounding over the crater's im
before Jacen and Vergere had made it even halfway down the inner dope. The
warriors had legpt recklessly from dab to rock to rubble, ganing rapidly.

Jacen could not possibly have matched their speed; in the service of the True



Gods, injury or maiming--even death--isawarrior's fondest hope. He didn't know
how long held been waiting here, shivering intheicy rain. Vergere had told him

to wait, had told him she could find an escape route, but she had to hunt for it

and she could move faster alone. Though she had not said the words, had not

asked him to, Jacen trusted her.

Wheat choice did he have? Oh yesh, sure, I'm free, he thought sourly.

Some freedom. Therain, the hall, the bitter wind, they were bad. The
waiting wasworse. Worgt of dl wasthat he could fed the Y uuzhan Vong dosing
in. The center of his chest was hollow: an empty space where the dave seed once
had been. If he changed his breathing, if he closed his eyes, if he thought
about that hollow--directed his attention into the emptiness at his center--
somehow that brought another senseto life He couldn't have described the
fedling; there were no words, exactly, for how it felt. The dave seed had sent
fibersthroughout his body, had woven itsdf into his nervous system until those
fiberswere an inextricable part of who he was--but those fibersvibrated to a

lifeforeign to thisgdaxy.

Hejust knew... He could fed the Y uuzhan Vong swarming down the crater's
dopes, could fed them dogging through the thunderstorm in the crater's
center. Hefelt the Sizzle of dien stress hormones coursing dien vens.

He felt one's shortness of bresth as awarrior dipped around a blind

corner that might hide afugitive Jedi; he felt one's black rage at the death of



comradesin the Nursery, and his heart echoed with another's savage lugt for
vengeance. He felt the shocking, nauseeting nonpain that dammed up a leg from
an ankle broken by an unlucky shift of rubble, and he felt the frugtration of a
warrior ordered to remain behind to tend some dumsy brenzlit's broken ankle
while he burned to legp forward, to hunt and find and day. He fdt them dl.

Likehewasdl of them, and dl of them werehim. At the sametime.

And more: hefdt the crush of tender fronds under hard hot boot heels.

Hefet the primitive distress of moss when haf a sruggling colony was
scraped off abroken door by the sstumble of awarrior againgt it.

He felt the blank terror of asmall family of burrowing, roughly mammdian
creatures, cringing at the groundborne impact vibrations of so many running
feet. Accepting thewarriors fedings, opening himsdlf to their emotions, their
sensations, he no longer felt the cold: Y uuzhan VVong metabolism, faster and
hotter than human, turned theicy rain into a refreshingly astringent shower.

The gting of hail became harshly intoxicating, like scratching an inflamed rash.

And hewas no longer afraid--Not that he was afraid to die. Hed |eft fear
of death behind on the worldship at Myrkr--but in the blasting thunderstorm, his
body had cringed and shook, twisting away from imagined dashes of amphidaffs,
bracing againgt impacts of imagined thud bugs, abiologica reflex that took no

account of his courage.



But now... Now, al hefelt was afiercerise of predatory joy asawarrior
raised hisamphigtaff and crept toward asmall white-robed human shiveringin a
corner at the meeting of two broken walls, and only when a tal shadow |oomed
through the curtain of rain right in front of him did Jacen redlize that the
small white-robed human who was about to die was himsdlf. Lightning blasted
overhead as he twisted, and the amphigtaff blade only scored his ribs before
stabbing deep into the duracrete of the wdl a his back. In the ringing
darknessthat followed the flash he let the knapsack drop off his shoulders,
catching one strap asit fdl; whilethe warrior yanked his amphigaff free,

Jacen swung the knapsack two-handed and dammed fifteen kilos of cans and

equipment into the warrior'sface.

The warrior staggered backward and Jacen pounced, swinging again, landing
solidly, buckling the warrior's knees. Jacen spun the knapsack overhand to smash
the warrior straight down to the ground, but the warrior lifted his blade to
parry, dashing the knapsack in hdf, scattering protein bars and canned
synthmilk, shearing the dectrobinoculars neatly in haf and stabbing into the
electronic guts of the datapad--which exploded into blue-white sparks thet lit
up therain and scaled the length of the amphigaff to scorch the warrior's
hands. The warrior hacked aglottal curse as his hands spasmed involuntarily.

Smoking, the amphigtaff fell limp to the ground between them.

Jacen grimaced as pain bit his own hands, chewing itsway up his arms--but



it wasn't his pain. Thiswas pain from the warrior's burns.

When the warrior legpt to attack unarmed, Jacen met his attack
effortlesdy, pivoting dightly so that the warrior's spiked boot missed him by
acentimeter. The warrior skidded, caught himsdlf, then twisted and fired a
lightning punch overhand toward Jacen's temple.Jacen tilted his head afraction,

and the punch only ruffled hishair.

"If you don't stop,” Jacen said, "I'll haveto hurt us.”

Thewarrior snarled and siwung his knotted fists. Jacen flicked the firg
punch aside; the second, he parried with an open pam as he stepped forward,
swinging his own doubled arm, so that the warrior's knuckles dammed into the
point of Jacen's oncoming elbow. Thewarrior howled as his knuckles shattered,
and ablaze of dien painignited in Jacen's arm: splintered bones stabbing

through third-degree dectrica burns.

"l candothisdl day."

He could: the warrior might aswell have been apart of Jacen's own body.
He could no morefail to meet an attack than one of his hands would miss the
other inthe dark. He would fed every scrap of whatever pain heinflicted, but
sowhat? It was only pain. And therest... Helet himsdlf go, moving light and
easy, countersto every attack as clear and obvious and predictable as aform

he'd done athousand times: like training with Jaina, when their Force tdents



and their twin bond had made them practicaly one person.

More warriors sighted the fight--the dance--and thud bugs snapped through
theair, and Jacen actudly felt he should gpologize as he gracefully faked the
warrior off balance and then took his outstretched arm and spun him into their
path. Thethud bugs hit him like hammers,

Vonduun crab armor saved hislife, but transferred enough hydrostatic shock

to snuff his consciousness like a switched-off glow rod.

Jacen felt that, too: an eyeflash of blackout that staggered him. When his
eyes cleared, three warriors had him boxed. Knowing how they would attack
wouldn't help; no one dive could move fast enough to dodge.

Thewarriors dashed a him, amphigtaffs lengthening with whipcrack speed.

None of the blades even grazed him.

He had not moved. To the nerve nodes that served as dl three amphigaffs
primitive brains, Jacen suddenly appeared to be a-small, disurbingly
misshapen, but ill unmistakable--amphigtaff polyp; uncounted millennia of

natural selection had hardwired amphigtaffs againgt cutting polyps.

Wi, that worked okay, Jacen thought. But once they drop them and come



after me barehanded, I'm cooked. So he attacked.

He took three running steps for momentum toward the one on the Ieft and
gorang into the air. The warrior'singtinctive reaction--to lift his amphigaff
and spear Jacen through the guts--did him no good at al, because the amphistaff
dropped limp between his hands and the warrior could only gape in astonishment
as Jacen dammed both feet into his chest and flattened him asif held been hit

by a speeder.

Jacen hit the ground running, and never looked back. They came after hm
like hungry gundarks, snarling fury. He dashed blind through the storm,
dipping, skidding, head down, navigating by thefeding inthe midde of his
chest: toward where the Y uuzhan Vong weren't. He could fedl them spot him, could
fed surges of rage and fera blood lust from dl directions as hunters glimpsed
him, vagudy, wraithlike through therain and hail, and fdt every flash of

stark joy when they spotted him in the Siuttering blue-white strobe of

lightning.

Thud bugs tracked him, blasting splinters off walls, scattering chunks of
sodden moss. Shouts from dl sides: harsh coughs with too many consonants, helf
smothered in rain, haf buried in thunder. He didn't speak the language, but he
could fed the meaning. They had him surrounded, and were closingin. This he

sad to himsdlf, would be aredly good timefor Vergere to show up. As if



summoned by histhought, an invisble hand shoved his shoulder, knocking his
headlong dash into a diagonal stagger. Before he could recover his baance, an
invisble rope hobbled his ankles and brought him crashing to the ground...
Which collgpsed under him with the dull rip of rotten fibertile, and dumped hm

headfirst four meters down to adamp stone floor that he hit like a cargo sack.

Helay there, haf stunned, gasping, wind knocked completely out of him,
saring at the sudden congtellations that whedled around his head but shed no
light into the surrounding gloom. A section of wal did aside, reveding
another room beyond, dimly lit by glow globesin conservation mode. The light

from the far room haloed asmdll, dim avian Slhouette in the doorway.

"Jacen Solo. Itistimeto comein from the ssorm.” He looked up & the
Jacen-sized holein thisroom's celling, and let theicy rain that poured in on

him wash the stars out of his head.

"Vergere?.."

He fdt the confusion of the hunters above: asfar asthey could tdl, he

had smply vanished.



"Uh, thanks, | guess..."

"You'rewdcome."

"But..."

"YS?I

Slowly, he pulled himsalf up. No bones seemed to be broken, but hiswhole

body ached.

"Y ou couldn't have just, maybe, said "Hey, Jacen! Run thisway!"?"

Her head canted a centimeter, and her crest seemed to glow a deep burnt

orange. She extended a hand toward him.

"Hey, Jacen,” shesaid. "Run thisway."

After onelast glance through the hole above at the black, lightning-lashed

clouds, he did. Deep into the planet, deep into the darkness...



Running.

Glow globes dead, or pulsing feebly; flashes of rooms, bare and erile,
the only lifeflattened cartoons of foliage spidering across wals in mosaic
tiles; hard clap of boots on stone, harsh breath rasping through dust-filled

throat, over lips and teeth coated with sand...

Running.

Sweat burned in Jacen's eyes, blurring Vergere's back; she streaked ahead,
turning corners, ducking through doorways, diving down stairwells, legping into

abandoned turboliftsto dide the guardrails, and he followed desperately ...



Deeper into the planet. Deeper into the darkness.

Running.

That calm open hollow at his center evaporated somewhere dong theway; he
didn't fed the Y uuzhan Vong anymore. Gasping, losing Vergere and catching sght
of her again, his sprint dipping into a stagger, he couldn't know if the Y uuzhan
Vong were gaining, faling behind, circling ahead. Hisimagination crowded the
corridors at his back with fierce sprinting warriors, but to look behind risked
losing Vergereforever. Daggers of fire stabbed into hislungswith every step.
Ragged black blots danced in hisvison, growing, blending, twisting until they

suddenly billowed and swallowed him whole.

Deep inthe darkness...



He awoke on the floor. Warm rain trickled down his cheeks ashe sat up. The
palm of one hand was skinned raw. A drop of that warm rain touched hislips, and
he tasted blood. V ergere crouched nearby, half shadowed in the weak amber light
from asingle glow globe well down the corridor. She watched hm with feine

patience.

"Until your head becomes as hard as these flagstones, 1'd suggest you avoid

knocking it into them,” she said.

"l..." Jacen's eyes drifted closed, and opening them again cost m

tremendous effort. His head thundered like the storm above. The corridor swirled

around him, and darkness pressed in on hisbrain.

"| cant... get my breath..."

"No?'

"|... can't keep up, Vergere. | cant... draw on the Force like you do, |

can't get... strength...”

“Why not?



"Y ou know why not!" Black fury ignited hisheart, blood $eaming in his

head, spinning him to hisfeet. Two strides put him above her.

"Youdidittome! | am sick of your questions. - - sick of your training..
" He pulled her to her feet, then off her feet, holding her dangling above the
floor so close that histeeth might aswell have been clenched in her flesh.

"And mogt of dl," hegrowled, low, murderous, "1 am sick of you."

"Jacen..." Her voice sounded oddly thick, oddly tight, and her arms fdl
limp to her sides—-And Jacen discovered that his hands were locked around her

throat. Her voicetrailed to afading hiss.

"That... twisssst..."

My species has a particularly vulnerable neck...

His hands sprang open, and he took a step back, and another, and another
until hisback came hard against the sweating stone of thewall. He covered his
face with hishands, blood from his pams painting his face, blood and swest
from hisface singing his skinned palm. His chest heaved but he couldn't quite
breathe; he never had managed aredlly good breeth; his strength fled dong with

his rage and his knees turned to cloth, and he sank down to huddle againg the



wall, eyes squeezed shut behind hisfingers.

"What?..." he murmured, but he couldn't finish. What is happening to me?

Vergere's voice was warm as akiss.

"| told you: here, the dark Sdeisvery, very strong.”

"The dark sde?' Jacen lifted his head. His hands shook, so he clasped them

together and pinned them between his knees.

"l, ah... Vergere, I'm sorry..."

"For what?'

"l wanted to kill you. | amost did."

"But you didn't." Waves of trembling rippled through him. He ventured a

shaky laugh.



"Y ou should have left me behind. | probably have less to fear from the

Y uuzhan Vong than | do from the dark side.”

"All the Yuuzhan Vong can do iskill me. But the dark sde...”

"Why isit so to be feared?

Heturned hisface away. "My grandfather wasa L ord of the Sith."

"What? Of the Sith?' He turned back to find Vergere staring a him in blank
astonishment. Shetilted her head one way, then another, as though she suspected

he might change appearance when viewed from adifferent angle,

"1 had thought,” she said carefully, "that you were of Skywalker blood.”

"l am." He hugged himsdlf againgt the shaking. Why couldn't he bresthe?
"My grandfather was Anakin Skywalker. He became Darth Vader, the lagt Sith

Lord..."

"Anakin?' She settled back into hersdlf, openly stunned--and clearly,
agtonishingly, saddened. "Little Anakin? A Lord of the Sith? Oh... oh, could it

not have been otherwise? What atragedy... What awaste."



Jacen stared at her in turn, his mouth hanging open.

"Y ou say that like you knew him..." She shook her head. "Knew of him, more,
Such promise... Do you know, | met him once, not five hundred meters above where
we now st? He couldn't have been more than twelve, perhaps thirteen standard
yearsold. Hewas.... so dive.

Heburned..."

"What... what would Darth VVa... | mean, my grandfather... what was he doing
on Coruscant? What were you doing on Coruscant? Five hundred meters above us?

What wasthis place?’

"Do you not know? Has this been logt, aswell?* Sherose, and extended a
hand to help him to his feet. She touched the wal nearby, her fingars
skittering through a complex pattern on a sweeting rectangular dab, which

dowly swung wide, opening adoorway into agloom-filled chamber beyond.

"Thisway." The chamber threw back a dark resonance, as though she spoke
beside adrum. Her gaze was steady once more, and expressionless as the stone of

thewalls. Lost in wonder, Jacen stepped past her into the darkness.

"Thiswas our tower of guard: our fortresswatch upon the dark," she said.



The doorway narrowed into adim yellow stripe of globe-glow, then vanished.

"Thiswasthe Jedi Temple."

"This...?" Awe squeezed his chest, and he floundered in the dark; he had to

gasp harshly in order to speak. "Y ou--you are a Jedi!”

"No, | amnot. Nor am | Sith."

"What areyou, then?"

"l am Vergere. What are you?' In the darkness her voice seemed to come from

everywhere at once.

Heturned, seeking her blindly. "No more games, Vergere."

"This has never been agame, Jacen Solo.”

"Tdl methetruth..."

"| tell you nothing but truth." She sounded so close by that Jacen reached

for her in the dark.

"] thought everything you tell meisalie..”



"Yes. And thetruth."

"What kind of truth isthat?'

"Isthere more than one? Why even ask? Y ou will find no truthin me."

Thistime her voice came from behind him; hewhirled, extending his hands,

but found nothing he could grasp.

"No games,” heingsted.

"Thereisnothing that isnot a game. A serious game, to be sure a

permanent game. A letha game. A game so gravethat it can bewel played only

with joyous abandon.”

"But you sad..."

"Yes. It has never been agame. And it dways has. Either way, or both: you

had better play towin."

"How can| play if you won't eventell metherules...?"

"Thereareno rules" A scamper of footsteps to his right; Jacen moved



toward them slently. "But the game does have a name” she said from the
opposite side of the room. "We are playing the same game we have been playing

ever since Myrkr: we are playing "Who is Jacen Solo?"

He thought with longing of the glow rod, lost with his diced-open knapsack
inthe crater above. Thinking of the glow rod, of bright golden light soringing
from hisfigt, made him suddenly ache for hislightsaber: he thought of thet
clean green glow filling the room, cutting through dl shadows, making

everything clear again. His hands burned to hold it one moretime.

In building that lightsaber, he had built himsdf an identity. He had built

himsdlf adegtiny. He had built himsdif.

"If that'sthe game," he said, "'l can end it right now. | know who | am,
Vergere. No matter what you do to me. No matter what new torture you put me
through. If | never touch the Force again. It doesn't matter.

| know."

"Doyou?’

"Yes," hesad solidly into the darkness. "I'm a Jedi."

A long, long silence, in which he seemed to hear the entire room drawing a

dow, dow breath.



"Indeed?’ She sounded sad. Disappointed. Resigned to amelancholy fate.

"Thenthegameisover.”

"Redly?' hesad warily. "It is?"

"Yes," shesghed. "And you lose" Theroom burst to light; after so long
in the dark, Jacen fdt like he was being jabbed in the eye with apiece of the
sun. Heflinched, shading his eyes with an upraised am. Sowly his eyes
cleared; the room was larger than he had thought--a ten-meter celling, wals
decorated with the same floral mosaics, lit by blazing glow globesthe Sze of
the Falcon's cockpit, hanging suspended by tripled chains of verdigris-caked

bronze that swung gently aboveitstiled floor...

And it wasfull of YuuzhanVVong. Heturned to Vergere. Beyond aring of
warriors, she sood companionably beside amedium-sized maewho wore a long,
loose-fitting robeskin of black. They spoke, but Jacen could not hear them. His
earsroared like aforest fire. The Y uuzhan VVong mae spoke again, more sharply,

but Jacen did not understand.

Could not understand. Had no need to understand. Jacen had seen this mde

before. He had seen thismale on Duro, with Leids lightsaber behind his belt.



He had seen thismale on the worldship at Myrkr.

He knew thismaleés name, and hetried to say it. Tried to say ...

But before he could even open hismouth...A hot tidal surge of red billowed
through him, and washed away the world. Jacen did not swim inthered tide, he
floated: drifting, spinning in the eddies, tumbling in the surf. The red tide
ebbed, waves washing out, and he bobbed to the surface. The red tide drained
from his head, leaving him gasping on the floor. His hands hurt. He looked &
them, but he couldn't quite see them, or he couldn't quite make sense of what he
saw; hiseyeswouldn't quite focus. Helet hisright hand fdl to the chilly
mosaic tile of the floor, wondering blankly that the outwash of the red tide had

|eft the floor so cold, and so dry.

A savor of scorched meat hung inthe air, asthough his father had jury-
rigged the autochef again. But Dad couldn't have jury-rigged the autochef. There
was no autochef. And Dad wasn't here, couldn't be here, would never be here--and
the smell... Nothing made sense.

How had he fallen to thisfloor? What caused thisroil of smoke and dust? A
curving wall of rubble choked off three-quarters of the chamber--where had that

comefrom?

Answerswere beyond him. But his hands il hurt. He raised hisleft hand
and frowned hisvison clear. A circleinthe middle of his pam--a disk about
the size of apower cell--was blackened, cracked, oozing thick dark blood. Wisps

of smoke coiled upward from the cracks.



Oh, hethought. | guessthat explainsthe smell.

"How... how doesit fed, Jacen Solo..."

The voice was thin, ragged and harsh, rasping, broken by coughs. The voice
was familiar. The voice was Vergere's. "...to once more... touch the Force?' She
lay crumpled on the floor afew meters away, just within aragged archway lipped
with jagged stone, as though some incomprehensbly powerful creature had
trampled her asit crashed through the wall.

Broken stone littered the floor. Her clothing was shredded, smoldering, red

embers diding aong torn edges, and burned flesh benegath it still smoked.

"Vergerel" Hewas at her sde without knowing how he got there. "How...

what happened?’

A sickening conviction clotted in hisguts. "Did |...7" His voice tralled

off. He remembered...

Through afever-dream haze, red-soaked images leaked back into hint the
room filled with Y uuzhan VVong warriors, Vergere danding beside Nom Anor as
though the two knew each other, as though they were coworkers.

Comrades. Friends. Nom Anor had said something to her, and she something to



him, but betraya had hammered any hope of meaning from hisbrain.
He remembered along gathering breath: inhaling a gdaxy of hatred and
rage--And he remembered channeling that whole galaxy of rage down his ams and
hurling it at Vergere. He remembered watching her writhe in the eectric arcs of
his hatred: remembered the Szzle of his own hands burning as lightning burst
through them: remembered how that pain had only fed hisanger. And he remembered

how good it had felt.

Clean. Pure. No more wrestling with right and wrong, good and evil.

Every knotty problem of Jedi ethics had dissolved in one brain-blasting
surge; once he had surrendered complexity, hedd found that everything was
sample. His hatred became the only law of the universe. Anger done had meaning,

and the only answer to anger was pain.

Someone else's pain. Anyone else's pain. Even now, awake, aert, choking on
horror, he could fedl the sweet echo of that clean, pure rage. He could hear it
cdling to him. It coiled insde him: amaignant parasite chewing at the bottom

of hismind.

What have | become?

Vergerelay on thefloor like abroken doll; her eyes were dull, glazed,



empty, and her crest showed only dirty gray.

"Vergere..." he murmured. It had been so easy to hurt her. So smple.
Tears spilled onto his cheeks. "I warned you, didn't 1?1 warned you.

Thedark sde..."

"Dont... make excuses..." Her voice was even fainter now, breathier, more

ragged.

"l wouldn't dare," he whispered. There was no possible excuse. No one knew
the dangers of the dark side better than he; those dangers had haunted the
depthsbelow hisentirelife... Yet he had fdlen so easily.

He had fallen sofar... Thewall of rubble closed off most of the chamber:
tumbled hunks of duracrete, falenin a steep dope from uncountable floors
above. The only light in the much-reduced chamber was |leakover from glow globes
intheruined halway outsde. The celling had collgpsed, he remembered that
much, remembered the roar, the pounding, the dust and flying splinters of stone.
No, wait, it hadn't collapsed... He had pulled it down. He remembered swirling
within the red tide, remembered feding Vergere lose consciousness, remembered
reaching for anew target, a new victim, reaching for Nom Anor with the

lightning that had felled Vergere...



And being unableto find him. He could see the Y uuzhan V ong executor, could
hear him shouting ordersto the warriors around them al, but he could not touch
him with the lightning. There had been acircuit missing: the lightning would
ground harmlesdy into the floor or thewalsor arc back to make Vergere's
unconscious body spasm in convulsions.

Thelightning of hisrage could only span gaps between poles of the Force..

. neither Nom Anor nor hiswarriors could conduct that current.
Frustration had compounded Jacen's fury; he had thrown himsdf outward

seeking power to do these creatures harm...

And the storm above the crater had answered.

He remembered the wild joy of release asthe power of the storm had roared
into him and through him and became amad vortex within the underground chamber,
lifting stone and brick and chunks of duracrete to whirl and batter and dash
the Y uuzhan V ong, pounding the warriors with pieces of the planet that had once
been Jacen'shome. A shrug of wind had crushed the Y uuzhan VVong into one corner
of the chamber, and he remembered bubbling laughter exploding with maiceinto a
shout of victory as he had reached up hishand and brought down the building

around them. He rocked back on his ankles, hands going to hisface.

Wasit possible? He had buried them aive. All of them. And hedidn't care.

No: hedid care. That'swhat made it even worse. He had buried them dive, and



he was happy about it. The dark sde caled to him: a shadow worm whispering
promises of ecstasy asit aeinto his heart.

It murmured infinite release, humming asong of the eternity thet lies
beyond al shadows of doubt and remorse. He shook himsdlf violently and lurched

to hisfest.

"l haveto get out of here."

"Jacen..." Shelifted ahand asthough to stay him, asthough to ask for

hishelp.

"No, Vergere. No. | haveto go... | haveto go right now. I'm sorry | hurt

you, I'm so sorry, | am.."

Liar, the shadow worm snickered indde him. Just wait, and watch, and

shell give usan excuseto do it again. Vergere's eyes seemed to dlear then,

and ahint of asmile curved her lips.

"Thedark sde?..."

"It's... it'stoo strong for me here. | warned you. | warned you what could

happen..." She raised her hand once more, reaching for hisleg; hetook a hasty



step back to avoid her touch, and shelet her arm fdl limp to the floor.

"You see..." shewhispered, "... but you do not see. Jacen... why would the

Jedi Council... build its Temple upon... anexus of the dark sde?’

"Vergere, |..." He shook hishead helplesdly. "'l haveto go. | have to go

before--beforel..." hurt you again, hefinished silently. He couldn't say it

out loud. Not here. "I don't have timefor guessing games.”

"No guessing..." shesaid. "Theanswer is... smple. They wouldn't."

Hewent very, very lill.

"What do you mean?| can fed the dark side here. | touched the dark side,

and it, and it, it touched me..."

"No. What you fed isthe Force." Sowly, panfully, she lifted hersdf

onto her elbows, and she met his blankly astonished sare. "Thisisthe shameful

secret of the Jedi: Thereisno dark side.”

How could she lie here with smoke gill riang from the shreds of her

clothing, and expect him to believe this?



"Vergere, | know better. What do you think just happened here?' "The Force
isone, Jacen Solo. The Forceis everything, and everything isthe Force. I've
told you already: the Force does not take sides.

The Force does not even have sdes.”

"That'snot true! It isnt..." Thered tide surged into his chest, reaching
for hisheart. Everything | tell youisalie. This was only ancther of her
lies. It had to be. If it wasn't... He couldn't let himsdlf think it. He shook

his head hard enough to make hisearsring.

"Itsalie.."

"No. Search your fedings. Y ou know thisto betrue. The Forceisone.”

But he could fed the dark Side: hewasdrowninginit.

"Light and dark are no more than nomenclature: words thet describe how
little we understand.” She seemed to draw strength from his weakness, dowly
managing to st up. "What you cal the dark sdeistheraw, unrestrained Force
itself: you cdl the dark sdewhat you find when you give yoursdf over whally
to the Force. To be a Jedi isto control your passion... but Jedi control limits
your power. Greatness--true greatness of any kind--requires the surrender of

control. Passion that is guided, not walled away. Leave your limits behind.”



"But... but thedark sde..."

Sherose, her smoldering garments wreathing her in coils of smoke.

"I your surrender leads to daughter, that is not because the Force has

darknessinit. It is because you do."

"Me?' Thered tide turned black, poisonous, strangling, burning through his
ribsfrom theinsde. "No... no, you don't understand... the dark sideis, it's,
it's, don't you see it? It's the dark Sde” he indsted desperately,
hopelesdy. There were no words for the truth inside him; nor were there words
for the horror that rolled into him, because he could fed the Force again. He
could fed that she wasright. But that would make me... does make me... His
knees buckled, and he staggered to maintain his balance, sumbling, reaching for
thewall, something stone, anything solid, anything certain, anything thet he

could lean on that wouldn't become smoke and mist and let him fall forever.

He whispered, "The dark side..."

She paced toward him, relentless, inexorable. "The only dark side you need

fear, Jacen Solo, isthe onein your own heart.”

Andin her eyes, hefound that certainty, that Solidity: the permanent,



immutable truth he hoped would kegp him upright--His reflection.

Digtorted. Leering. Misshapen. Anilluson of light, floating on a glossy
curve of surface... above depths of infinite black. They say thetruth hurts. A
gasp of lunatic laughter bubbled wildly through hislips. They have no idea...
The Embrace of Pain had been nothing but a scratch, the dave seed only a

toothache...

Hislaughter choked itsdlf to a smothered sob. He threw himsdf past

Vergereinto the halway, and fled.

Running.



Every time Nom Anor glanced back toward thewall of rubble that so easily
could have become histomb, a spectral hand reached into his chest to twist his

heart apart.

"Y ou assured me there would be no danger!" he said for the fourth time.
He spoke Basic--it would not do for the warriors to hear him complain--and
he gritted histeeth, clenching arms and legs, because the warriors must not see

himtremble.

"Nom Anor," Vergere said with the patience that grows of wounds and
exhaugtion, "you are dive, and uninjured save for bumps and bruises." She wept

acontinuous rain, mopping away her burnswith tears.

"What have you to complain of 7" Nom Anor |looked once more at the wall of

rubble; he could ill fed the strangling panic of being so easlly, casudly,



amost negligently shoved aside--and then the rumble of the ceiling's collapse,
and the howl of the maelstrom within the chamber, and the boil of dust, and the

absolute night that had swallowed him...

"Y ou should have warned me how dangerous and erratic this 'Dark Jedi' power
can be" heinssted. "Look around you. A dozen warriors, and you.

Andme. All living. If, instead of widlding this "dangerous power' about
which you whine, Jacen Solo had been cdm, centered, and armed with his

lightsaber..."

One arm rippled in ashrug more e oquent than any words.

"Y ou saw what he did in the Nursery. There might have been survivors, but
you and | would not be among them.” Nom Anor only grunted. "1 do not understand
the purpose of this Jedi babble of the "dark side,' either.
What was the use of sparking thiscrisis? Here | am, a your ingstence,
lying to the Shaper Lord, manipulating his troops, lurking in this hideous
place--not to mention placing my life at considerable risk--to trigger this...

what? What has any of thisto do with converting Jacen Solo to the True Way?'

Vergerelooked up from tending her wounds.



"Before one can learn truth, one must unlearn lies"

"Y ou mean, our truth. The True Way." Nom Anor squinted at her. "Don't you?'

"Our truth, Executor?' Her eyes seemed to expand into vast pools of

unreadable darkness, in them he could see only hisreflection.

"|sthere any other?"

NINE

THEBELLY OF THE BEAST



Ever deeper, ever darker, farther and farther bdow even the memory of
light--Jacen staggered out from a downlevel sarwd| onto some forgotten
catwalk, gasping. Had he been running for hours? For days?

Hislegs refused another step, and there was no reason to force them.

No matter how far or fast he fled, he could never outrun himsdlf.

The ancient duracrete floor of the catwalk, rotten with age and neglect,
collgpsed beneath hisweight; afrantic grab onto alichen-crusted rail left him
hanging by one hand over a hundred-meter drop. This shaft might once have been a
dump for wrecked air taxis: twisted, rust-eaten metal tangled together below, a

heap of curving knife edges and torn jagged points.

He hung there for amoment, imagining along, long plunge, a didng,
ripping impact, aflash of colorlessfire... Maybe he should just let go. Maybe
thiswas his only answer to the darknessinsde him. Maybe he wouldn't even

scream on the way down. There was only oneway to find out.

Hisfingersloosened.



"Jacen! Hey, Jacen! Over herel”

He knew the voice. He could not remember ever not knowing this voice; it
was as familiar as his own. The voice was atrick--he knew it was atrick, it
had to be, he/d been tricked thisway before but he could not make himsdf
ignoreit. With the ddliberate caution of an experienced dimber in atricky
traverse, he reached up and grabbed the rail with his free hand, so that he had
enough strength to hold on while he turned his head to look. On a smog-blackened

bal cony jutting just below the far end of the gangway, stood Anakin.

Jacen muttered, "Y ou're not redl "

"Come on, Jacen!" Anakin waved, and beckoned. "Thisway! Come on!

You'll be safe herel”

Jacen closed his eyes. There was no such thing as safe.

"You're not red.” When he opened them again, Anakin was till there, till
beckoning, wearing aloose-fitting tunic and pants in the Corellian gyle,

lightsaber hung loosdly at his belt. He waved Jacen on, jittering with urgency.

"Jacen, come on! What's the matter with you? Let'sgo, big brother, let's

gor



"l saw you die," Jacen said. He opened himsdlf to the throb of the Force
around him; the red tide swelled within his chest, but he pushed it down,

focusing tightly, reaching out with hisfedings..

Uncle Luke had told, sometimes, of getting guidance from his dead Master,
the legendary Obi-Wan Kenobi. He had told of sesaing his Master, hearing his

voice, feding himin the Force, long after Kenobi's death...

Jacen could see Anakin. Could hear hisvoice. But when he reached toward

his brother through the Force, he felt nothing. Nothing at al.

"Two out of three," Jacen said through histeeth. The red tide roared into
his ears. He clenched histeeth together to lock hisvoicein the back of his

throat. "Two out of three makesyou Vong."

"Jacen! What are you waiting for? Come on!" He could put up with alot. Had
put up with alot. More than anyone should ever haveto.

But to have some Y uuzhan Vong masque himsdlf as Anakin... The red tide
gathered in awave of power that soun himinto an effortlessrisng somersaullt,
flipping high above the crumbled catwalk. He landed baanced upon the rope-thin

rail, hisfeet rock-steady, hisarmsloose, nerveless at his sdes. His power



would not let himfall.

The shadow worm in the center of his chest shouted for blood. Two out of

three makes you dead.

"All right," the shadow worm rasped through Jacen's mouth. "Wait there.

I'monmy way."

Heran dong therall lightly, swiftly, adrumbesat of murder in his heart
drowning any thought of thelong fall below; hewas a the catwak's end in
seconds, but Anakin had dready darted through the balcony door into the
building. Jacen spread hisarmsand let hisrage uphold him ashefell forward,
kicking off therall, gliding over the hundred-meter drop onto the bacony. He
landed in acrouch, skidding, left hand splaying onto a smooth cold layer of
dimethat coated the bal cony. Hawk-bats burst out of the doorway, shrieking and
clawing, awhedling cloud of leather and fur and talon. Jacen made afis: an
ingtant gale howled around him, sending the hawk-bats scattering, tumbling

helplesdy away into the darkness.

He sprang forward, eating ground like a sand panther running down a
paraope, bounding through the ink-black interior of the building with the Force
to guide him around and over obstacles. A flash of booted feet disgppearing

through a doorway into a globe-lit corridor drew him onward. He reached the



doorway in one long Force-boosted |eap.
Impossibly, Anakin was dready a hundred meters away, at the far end of the

corridor, looking back over his shoulder.

"Comeon, Jacen! Y ou haveto run! Follow me!"

"Count on it." Jacen burst into asprint; the Force lent wings to his
heds, driving him inhumanly fast, and fagter, and faster dtill. He covered the
hundred metersin an eyeblink, and found Anakin till well ahead, till looking

back, beckoning, urging him onward.

Jacen ran. The pursuit became adream of flight, of effortlesslegps, feet
only skimming the floors benegth. The Force rolled through him, acrimson river
sweeping him onward, beyond the sterile precincts below the crater. The river
not only fed him strength, it spoke the structure of the buildings through which
he raced directly into hismind: he could fed twists and turns and doorways
ahead and behind, could fed where his path might be blocked with rubble or
where the floor might not support hisweight. It whispered girders and beams,
trangparistedl and duracrete beneath the VVonglife that thickened around him,
Vonglife growing to ariot of shapes and colors, fibrous and fleshy, that dung
towallsand ceilings and sprang from floors, Vonglife he could see and sl
and touch, but that still wasn't real, couldn't be real, not to Jacen, not now,

because it didn't shape the flow of the crimsonriver. It didn't exig in the



Force, and so for Jacen it didn't exist at all.

Right up until heran into a corridor that snapped closed behind him like
the maw of aspace dug. He skidded to a stop. The floor and walls were warm,
body temperature, ridged with cartilaginous rings that glowed a Sckly
bi oluminescent green. The ends of the corridor felt open--in the Force, there
was nothing around him save wide-open space--but to his eyes, the corridor was

closed at both ends by flaps of Striated flesh like muscular vaves.

Anakin was nowhere to be seen. Panting dry rage, Jacen turned his mind
toward that void in the center of his chest where the dave seed had once been.
The Force faded from his consciousness; the structure of the broken buildings
around him faded into the same nonexistence from which the Vonglife now emerged-
-but even asthe nature of this corridor leaked into hismind, he found he il
couldn't fed Anakin. Maybeit wasn't just in the Forcethat be didn't exig,
Jacen thought. Hawk-bats had scattered in panic when he'd legpt to the balcony ..
. why hadn't they reacted to Anakin? In the cold smooth dime that had coated
the balcony's surface, there had been no footprints. Suckered. He'd let the red

tidedrown hisbrains.

I've been had. With a crackle of deforming cartilage, thering closest to
the mouth of the corridor squeezed shut, then the next and the next and the

next. Jacen frowned, struggling to correlate thiswith what he sensed through



the remnants of the dave seed-web: no malice, no blood lust, nothing aggressive
at al, only akind of pleasurable contentment, a happy rdish pulsng around
him--then the contraction of the rings reached him, crushing him off his feet,
squeezing him dong the corridor like aglop of vegiteinin a null-g foodpaste

tube, and he understood.

The contraction of therings wasn't an attack, it was a peristatic wave.
Thiswasn't acorridor. It was a throat. Jacen kndt, shuddering, eyes
sgueezed shut, hands splayed on the flesh-warm floor. After the valve at theend
of the corridor had dilated to let him squirt through, it had sedled itsdf
behind him with awet, meaty dap. Hetried not to liden to the screaming.

please somebody please please somebody HELP ME...

The screaming was another trick.

Probably. please oh PLEASE help me | don't want to do this| don't want to

DO thiscan't you HELP ME PLEEEEEEASE...

It had to be atrick. Thefloor had the grainy smoothness of water-worn
limestone, dl graysand browns, pocked and pimpled with minerd deposits

dissolved in thefluids dripping from overhead dong down-reaching irregular



nipple-cones like st actites. Some of them wore the iridescent sheen of

travertine. Scattered clots of bioluminescent growths shed a soft yellow-green
glow--these could have been some kind of cave moss, or phosphorescent fungus. To
the eye, thisplace was atypicd cavern of porous limestone, hollowed by the

erosion of avanished underground river.

That'swhy Jacen had his eyes closed. Because he knew it wasnt.

It was astomach. It wasthe belly of the beast that had swalowed him.
With his eyes open, the dissonance between what he saw and what he felt had spun
hisbraininto dizzy retching nausea; even with hiseyes closed, even driving
his consciousness down into the hollow center of his chest, the shimmering
discord was twisting hismind insde out. He could fed the beast as though he
were the beast throat and stomach and chilly semisentient satisfaction at having
lured another victim... but he could il fedl hisown body, 4ill fed the
bruises|eft by the cartilage rings of the throat, the sting of one elbow where
he had skinned it skidding through the beast's pyloric valve, the ache in his
swelling knee that he did not remember twisting while held chased the phantom
Anakin, the hot rasp of his own breathing, and the cold empty fullness in his
stomach, which wasinside the bdly of the beast, which was the bdly of the

beast, because the beast and he were one.

He had swallowed himsdlf.



...please oh PLEASE why why WHYYY'Y please | don't want to die like thisyou

have to help me HEL P me you haveto HELP MEEEEEE...

The voice sounded human. Femde. Raw, ragged, sobbing with exhausted
terror. 1t sounded absolutely real. Asrea as Anakin had looked. He wouldn't
fdl for it again. Many kinds of Vonglife used forms of telepathy, from yammaosks
to villips—-even coral skippers reportedly had amental bond with their pilots,

It was obvious to Jacen now: this great cavern beast was a sessle Vonglife
predator that had developed a speciaized variety of telepathy to lure vicims
into itsmouth. The halucination of Anakin wasonly aside effect: any vidim
would see someone or something they'd indinctively trugt to leed them to

safety. They would follow blindly, trusting, and be consumed.

Theirony was bitter: the shadow worm that coiled through his chest had
defended him from that false trust, while the rage that fed the worm had sent
him headlong into the cavern beast's mouth anyway. This, Jacen reflected in his
firg clear thought sincefalling into the dark, isgoing to be an ugly way to

die.

But that was okay. Dying was okay; he didn't mind. Better to die then to
live with the darknessinside him. At least it would be over. He could just

kned hereand wait to die...



If only it were quiet.

please help me please aasaAAAAAA...

The phase trangition of terror into raw agony jolted Jacen's eyes open, and
he lurched to hisfeet. He couldn't listen to this, trick or not. He knew too

much about pain.

"Shut up,” he growled, low in the back of histhroat. " Shut up shut up shut
up." The screams echoed through a puckered gdlery mouth that yawned a few
metersto hisleft: atunnel beyond led down, dropping away into the yellow-
green gloom. Jacen stumbled drunkenly on the dope. The screams continued:
wordless now, bleak, animal, edged with despair.

The tunndl led deegper and deeper, turning upon itsdf inalong loose
spira, opening a last into another cavern vastly larger then the firg, a
cavern dank, dim, the bioglow that had lit the throat and the chamber above only
shimmering faintly through the mouths of other tunnelsthat opened around the
walls. White swirlsof mist curled through the air...

no, not mist, Jacen discovered as he entered the cavern, but smoke: eye-
burning, chokingly harsh, tasting of acid. The floor of this cavern was ruggedly

uneven, dimpled asthough it were only athin skin over bowlsbig enough to swim



in; the bowls tapered steeply downward, bottoming in upcrumpled hummocks of

gony flesh like lips of refresher-sized mouths.

He coughed, batting smoke away from his face, and staggered toward the
screams, following awinding course balanced on the thin curving rimswhere the
bowls met edge to edge. Deep in the cavern, one of those mouths had pursed
around agirl. Jacen paused above her, balanced on the warm stone bowl! rim. She
looked asred as Anakin had: rea from her tangled, matted hair to the tear-
streaked dirt that smeared her face. Only her head and one am protruded from
thetight-sedled lips that held her, and when she saw him above she reached for

him, fingers straining helplesdy, eyeswhite with pain and fear.

"Please whoever you are PLEASE you have to HELP ME pleaseit's EATING me,

it's, it's, it'seating me ALIVE--"

He knew what those puckered lips were, now. The cavern above was actudly
only acrop, or agizzard; thereal somachswere behind those mouths & the
bottoms of the bowls below. That's why the cavern beast was showing him a g

down there. She was bait.

"Shut up," Jacen whispered. "Y ou're not redl. Shut up.” All he wanted was a

quiet placeto die. Was that too much to ask? Hadn't he earned that? Why did



everything have to be so hideous, so gruesome, so judt plan rotten dl the
time? Couldn't he even diein peace? Did the whole universe hate hm? There's
only one answer when the universe hates you, whispered the shadow worm from the
base of hisskull. Hate it back.

So hedid. It was easy. He hated the universe. Hated everything about it
al the pointless suffering and empty desth and dl the stupid mindless
mechanica usdesslawsand dl the squirming blood-smeared ignorant life, hated
the stony flesh under hisfeet and the air that he breathed, hated himsdf,
hated even the hate he felt and suddenly he wasnt tired anymore, he wasnt
confused anymore, everything was Smple, everything was easy, everything made
sense because hate was everything and everything was hate, and he didn't want to

dieanymore.

All he wanted was to hurt someone. He looked down at the screaming girl.

He hated her. She wasn't even redl. Like adream. He could do whatever he
wanted. Anything. His heart thundered, and his breath came short and hot.
Anything. Power raged through him asthough adam had burst in his chest. He

smiled, and stretched forth his hand, and made afist.

The Force stifled her screamsto ashocked choke. Through the Force he
could fed her terror, fed the savage burning of digestive acids dowly
dissolving her skin; in the Force he could fedl power, rea power, power enough

to crack her skull like a pterosaur egg, power enough to...



Wait, begged hislast shred of sanity. Wait... He could fed her... in the

Force?

"Oh..." hewhispered. His knees buckled. "Oh, oh no, oh please no..."

His hatred and his strength failed together. He pitched forward, his boots
losing purchase on the rim, and he tumbled down the inner curve of the bowl to
splay tondlesdy beside the ssomach-mouth. He might have just lain there, just
let himself pass out, let himself deep until the mouth beside opened again to
close around him, instead, but ahand, agirl'shand, ared hand belongingto a
redl girl, clutched desperately at hisrobeskin, yanking hm awake, and her

shriek scorched his ears.

"HELP meyou haveto HELP ME you haveto help me..."

"Sorry," Jacen mumbled, blinking rapidly, trying to make his eyes focus,

struggling weakly torise. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, | didn't know..."

Hisvision cleared, and he saw her, redly saw her, for thefirst time.
He saw that her hair had once been long and flowing and golden blond under
its coating of greasy dirt; he saw that her eyes were blue, and her face a

ddicate ova; he saw that... She'sbarely even my age. And if | don't do



something RIGHT NOW, shewon't get any older. He couldn't trust his legs to
support him; he swung himsalf around to brace hisfeet againg the crumple of
stomach-lips, and took her wrist in both hands.

He pulled hard, hard as he could, hard enough to make her begging turnto a

yelp of pain...

"Y ou're breaking my ARM please you haveto get up, you have to pull me UP..

Get up? He didn't have the strength to stand. He didn't have the srength
to save her. He had only strength enough to hurt her even more. And to torture
her fina minuteswith empty hope. He could bardly imaginewhat she mugt have
gone through, to miss the evacuation of Coruscant, to survive the bombardment,
and theinvasion of the Y uuzhan VVong. To have lived through the shattering
transformation of her world into theirs: the tearing of awhole planet from its
orbit. To have hidden in congtant terror al these weeks and months in the
downleve shadows, desperately avoiding the conquerors. And when the cavern

beast had led her down itsthroat...

Her heart must have been bursting with relief and joy. She hed findly
found sanctuary--Then she had found that the only redl sanctuary is death. And
how she would cometo that death: eaten aive, digested while ill awvake and
aware. And when she had looked up to see him on the rim above her, an exploson

of sudden hope. Because she couldn't know that the man who had come to her



rescue was a broken ex-Jedi, tainted with darkness, haf mad with suicidd
despair. How had he ended up so useless?

The smple unfairness of it made him angry. Why should he be the one who
has to watch this girl die? He'd never asked to be ahero. Hed never asked for
power. From the very day he was born, the whole galaxy had been watching him,
waiting for him to do something great, something that would live up to the

legend of hisillustrious parents, of hislegendary uncle.

He couldn't even live up to his own legend. Such asit was. And there had
been plenty of people who had enjoyed that, hadn't there? There had been plenty
of dirty sniggering people who got plenty of dirty sniggering satisfaction out
of caling him acoward behind his back, and not one of those nesty vicious
sniggering creeps had even once had to fed what it was like to hang in the
Embrace of Pain, or toil hopeesdy to save afew livesin the Nursery, or be
forced to face the black-hearted indifference that was the red truth of the

universe...

Anger blossomed within him, surged and swept him away in the familiar red
tide, but thistime he didn't fight it, didn't struggle and thrash and drown

himsdf initscurrent.

Hewelcomed it. In the red rising tide, he found al the power he needed.



TEN

HOME FREE

Home. The Solo apartments, not far from the ruined hulk of the Imperid
Senate, dtill stood nearly intact. Home was where Jacen had been heading ever
since hed woken up under the Bridge. Where e se did he have to go?

Isanything better than findly finding your way home? One thing hed never
asked himsdf: once he got home, what then? He'd been half expecting, dl these

weeks, that reaching the place where held grown up would mean something: that



he'd find some kind of safety there.

Somekind of answers. Asthough if he could only liedown for angp in his
own bed, held wake up to find that the nightmare held lived--losing his family,
hisyouth, hisfaith--had been only a hypnoid fantasy sparked by teenage
hormones and an undigested dinner. Is anything worse than finaly reaching home,
and finding that you're &ill lost? He'd been lost a home for hours by thetime
Anakin waked in. Jacen sat in hisplace, in the chair held dways used a the
dining table on those rare occas ons when the whole family had been together: to
theleft of hismother's chair, next to Jaina, who'd dways sat a his father's

right.

Acrossthetable, Anakin dways used to Sit next to the specialy designed
Wookiee-sized chair for Chewbacca. Jacen tried to summon memories of those happy
family times--tried to hear Chewbaccas haf-howled laughter, tried to see his
mother's sruggle to maintain a disapproving glare a one of his father's
dightly risque Stories, tried to fed Jainas ebow in hisribs or a
surreptitious glop of orange protato flipped a him by Anakin when their parents

weren't looking--but he couldn't.

He couldn't fit those imagesinto thisdining room. The dining room was

different now. A dickly glistening blue glob of puffbals--some sort of fungus



colony--had enveloped Chewbacca's chair and a quarter of the dining table; pae
yellow tendrilsrooted it to the leafy purple underbrush that had sprouted from
thefloor. Thetableitsaf had cracked in the middle, buckling beneath some

kind of bloodred taproot the size of aHutt that had broken through the ciling
and seemed determined to drill itsway through the floor aswell. The walswere
draped with multicolored creepers that served as habitat for avariety of hand-

sized creatures resembling scaled, warm-blooded spiders.

Jacen was pretty sure they were warm-blooded; at least, their clawed seven-
toed feet felt warm as they ran down his arms, up his chest, and across the back
of hisshoulders. Hed blink once in awhile, when onewould scamper over his
face, but that was his only motion. He could have moved, if he wanted. He just
couldn't come up with areason to. The arachnoid creatures spat some kind of
mucudike secretion, globs of thick glassy sdivathat suck tenacioudy to
whatever it touched, with the sole exception of the arachnoids themsalves. While
it was still wet, their prehensle feet stretched and spun and drew the iva
out into thick glistening ropes that tightened and turned tranducent as they

dried, filling haf the Solo dining room with afrosted fibrous web.

Jacen was pretty sure that thisweb was intended to bind him to this chair-
-that these arachnoids had some vague presentient plan to eventually est him. He
could have broken free without much effort, earlier, before the web had grown

strong.



He hadn't. Even now, ashrug of hisanger could scatter the arachnoids and
flashburn their web into nonexistence. But he couldn't think of areason why he
should bother. Anakin walked through the web strands as though they didn't
exist. Hewore adark vest over aloose tunic, and close-fitting breechesin the
Cordlian style. He hooked his thumbs behind awide legther belt, hisright near
an empty clip where hislightsaber should have been, and gave Jacen a crooked

smile so much like Han's it brought tearsto hiseyes.

"What's are doin', big brother?"

One of the arachnoids scampered dong a strand that passed through Anakin's

chest at an angle from shoulder to floating rib. Neither paid the dightest

attention to the other. Jacen looked a Anakin for along time, then sighed.

"What are you thistime?"

thistime?

Jacen closed hiseyes. Y ou remember Uncle Luke talking about his Master?

About how he could fed Master Ohi-Wan in the Force sometimes, even ater hed

seen Darth Vader... seen our grand father--kill him on thefirst Death Star? How



he could hear Master Obi-Wan's voice giving him advice, and a couple of times

even seehim?'

sure. everybody knows those stories.

"l guess | kept expecting you to help melikethat. | mean, | know: youre
not my Master. And | saw your body. | saw--what they did to you. But ill... |
guess| kept hoping, you know?1 just--1 just wanted to hear your voice agan.
Onemoretime. Seeyou grin.

Smack you one on the top of the head for doing something as stupid as get

yoursdf killed."

not that you ever needed dl that much of areason, huh?

Jacen's closed eyesfilled with tears. ™Y eah. Onelast time, you know?"

aure.

"That'swhy | fel for it. Both times."

both times?



Jacen tilted hishead in a sketch of ashrug. "Back in the Nursery, when
Vergere sopped me from killing the last dhuryam. She used the Force to fake

your voice, and|..."

how do you know?

Jacen opened hiseyes, frowning. "What?'

you sure it was afake?

Anakin'sgrinwas as playfully lopsided asit had ever been.

shewas using theforce, right? how do you know the force wasn't using her?

"l guess| dont," Jacen admitted dowly. "But it doesn't redly make any

difference

if you say 0.

"The last time, you had nothing to do with the Force. Y ou were telepathic



bait."

maybei was. areyou surethat'sdl i was?

Jacen frowned without answering.

what would have happened if you hadn't seen me there on the balcony?

Helowered hishead. "l... | don't know. | might have let mysdf.." fall,
hefinished slently. He couldn't say it. He had let himsdf fal. He had fdlen

faster and farther than any mere drop to his death.

S0 seeing methere saved your life, huh?

"Yeah. | guess. But what you led meto... | mean, what it, the telepathic

projection, what it led meto..."

it, me, whatever. Anakin waved adismissive hand. don't get bung up on

meaninglessdigtinctions.



"But down there... down insde the cavern beast..." Bitter acid did up the

back of Jacen'sthroat. He couldn't go on.

you saved the girl, didn't you?

"Oh, sure. Saved her. | suredid." Jacen coughed, gagging on the memory.
"But the others..." There had been other peoplein the bdly of the beast:
alot of people, fifty or more, nearly al human. They had come crowding to the
mouths of the sscomach chamber gullet-tunnels only a moment after Jacen had freed
the girl. None of them was happy. With raw Forcerolling through him in dark
waves, he had been able to seize his own handstelekineticaly, using them like
toolsto ped back the clamped-shut lips of the scomach-mouth. He could fed
every centimeter of thegirl in the Force, could fed her terror and hope and
the agony of her acid-scorched skin, and with the Force hed lifted her
effortlesdy, setting her safely on the bowl rim above. A Force-assisted legp
had carried him nestly to her Sde, then hedd lifted her in his physcad ams

and legpt to the gullet-tunnel down which held come.

Her clothing had hung in tatters, her skin reddened, peding, seeping
fluid, cooking in the dow hest of the acidsthat till coated her; Jacen hed
swiftly stripped off the remnants of her clothing, replacing them with his own

robeskin. It'sdl right. You'll bedl right, he had told her. The robeskin



will take care of you. It would not only absorb and diminate the |eftover
acids, but also eat necrotic skin on her burns and probably save her from

seriousinfection, even gangrene.

He hadn't told her that, of course; despite the darkening thunder of the
Force ralling through him, he hadn't been thoughtlesdy crud enough to tdl
her--after what she'd been through--that the dothing he had given her was
aready eating parts of her flesh. And then, clad only in his breechclout, he
had looked up and seen the others. The cavern-beast people, fifty-odd of them.

Some of them had blasters. Some of the blasters had been pointed at him.

"It was s0... 0 Sck. | couldn't believeit." Jacen shook his head.

"l didn't want to believeit." Anakin stared at him patiently. "Worse than
Peace Brigaders. Worse than anything | can think of." Jacen shut his eyes
againg thememory. "They were living in there" The cavern beast was a
conservative predator: if itstelepathic bait captured more animds then it
needed for food, captured survivors could live for aconsiderable while ingde.
The moisture that had dripped continuoudy from the "sta actites’ was actudly
an internal food reserve, analogous to a human's stored fats and glycogen, thet
could both hydrate and nourish creaturesin the cavern beast's multiple crops.
The cavern beast processed waste matter ultra-efficiently, extracting nutrition
from its captives feces and water from its captives urine, and the body heet
given off by captives helped the cavern beast regulate itsinternd temperature.

When it needed the extranutrition of aliving body, it could squeeze one of its



inhabited crops, forcing captives down the gullet to the somach chamber.

"They were mostly downlevel refugees who'd missed the evacuation--but some
of them were escaped daves, from the seedship. The Y uuzhan Vong are familiar
with cavern beasts, and they avoid them; it wouldn't surprise meif these were
the original unshaped basdline from which they bred their worldships, like the

onewhereyou... theone a Myrkr."

He coughed, obscurely embarrassed. " Sorry."

it'sokay, jace. Anakin's grin was easy, friendly. don't worry about me.

i'm not sengtive.

Jacen nodded. "'l guess| am, though.”

you dwayswere. go on.

Jacen sighed sadly, but anger began to trickle through hisguts again. "So

it makes a perfect hiding place from the Y uuzhan VVong patrols. The cavern beast

hidesthem, givesthem shelter, water, food--sometimesit luresin animals that

can be killed and eaten, or traps arefugee who's carrying a sash of protein

squares or whatever. There's only one problem. Every oncein awhile it gets



hungry. Sometimes there's an animal or two that can be thrown to the somachs.”
Jacen swallowed and looked at the celling. Brilliant green fingers of maoss hed
crept in through the crack forced open by the immense taproot. "And sometimes...
" Hisvoice came out thick, hoarse with remembered fury. "...sometimes there

isnt.”

Anakin nodded gravely.

thegirl.

"Yeah, thegirl. They had arule: last to arriveisfirg to go.
First to go... in. Thegirl had gotten there only afew hours before me.
But some of them--the oneswho did that to her--" His breath went hot, and his
vision began to haze subtly red. " Some of them had been in there for weeks.
Weeks, do you understand? Do you understand what they were doing? How many--how
many people--" He had to stop, panting, until he could force the rage back down

beow histhroat.

Anakin watched him expressonlessy. Findly, he could go on. "They didnt
evenkill her, just knocked her on the head and threw her in." Muscle bulged a
the coners of hisjaw. His voice dripped loathing.

"l guessthey didn't kill her because they didn't want her murder on ther

consciences.”



Anakin shrugged.

people are cgpable of rationdizing just about anything.

"But she woke up before the stomach closed over her, and amost got out.

Madeit halfway. Far enough to scream.” Jacen's voice dropped to just above

awhisper. "That'swhere | camein.”

S0 what happened?

"l surewasn't about to let them put her back in. | wasn't about to let

them put anyone in--but al the somachs were opening, and the crops were

forcing everyone down the gullets. The cavern beast wanted to be fed, and if

they didn't take care of it, it'd just take care of itself."

and thelast onein...

"Wasme Right."

they tried to feed you to the cavern beast?



Jacen said, "It never got that far.”

no?

"I've changed, Anakin. I've... | can't excuseit. | can't even explain it.

But you--you should know--"

it's okay, jace. no matter what happened--no matter what you've done, or

what's been done to you--you're still my big brother, y'know? you dways will

be.

"Big brother," Jacen echoed tonelessly. His eyes ached. He leaned his
elbowsto hisknees, and rested hisface in hisburned hands. "Funny...

these past couple of years, | fdt like you're the big brother.”

that'skindasilly.

"Isit? Y ou--Anakin, you were so sure of yourself. So sure of everything.

So strong. | really--1 looked up to you, Anakin. Y ou always seemed to know



what to do next. Things were so0 easy for you."

everything's easy when you have no doubts.

"But that'swhat | wanted. To be sure. That'swhat | thought being a Jedi

was."

Helifted hisface, and his eyeswere wet. He laughed bitterly through his

tears. "Don't you get it? Y ou're exactly what | want to bewhen | grow up.”

what, dead?

"You know what | mean."

i didn't question things because i was never the questioning kind of guy.

i was never thoughtful, like you. i was more like unde luke a humen
wespon. point me at the bad guys and turn me loose, | knock ‘em down and
everybody cheers. but things are different now. doing things the old way--my
way, uncle lukesway--that'sjust getting people killed.

look at what happened to me. what's happening to dl of us.

"Better that than what's hgppening to me," Jacen whispered. "Better off



dead.”

you think s0?

Regret welled up insde him, building a pressure of guilt and sef-loathing

that he could no longer lock away. He looked at hishands: at the burn-cracked

fleshinthe middle of his pams, roasted in the lightning of hisrage.

"Anakin, | went dark."

did you?

"Under the old Jedi Temple, when Vergere handed me over to Nom Anor--what |
did was bad, but it wasn't evil. It was panic, and exhaugtion, and suddenly
finding the Force again when | thought it had been taken from me forever. Saving

thegirl... I'm not sorry for that. Anger wasal | had left. And | didn't hurt

except yoursalf.

"But that's okay, isn't it? Isn't that part of being a Jedi, to sacrifice

your own welfare to save others?'



Anakin turned one pam upward.

youtdl me.

Jacen looked away. Remembering hurt. Taking hurt even more. But not
talking about it--not admitting what he'd done, rationdizing it, justifying it-
-that he would not do. | haven't fallen that far, he thought. Y et. He had used
the darkness for strength, letting it course through his veins like blood to
keep him upright and functioning while the cavern-beast people appeared, while
he learned who they were and what they had done to survive. He might have been
ableto hold on to histemper, if it had only been that. What they had done--
what they had become--sickened him, but he was not ajudge. He was a Jedi. He
might still have found some way to help them. Even asthe somach-mouths gaped
around them, fogging the chamber with their acidic gases, and the cavern-beast
people had closed in around him, blastersleveled, coldly murderous whilefaking
regret, he might sill have ressted hisdark lust to do them harm. The find

ounce of pressure on Jacen'strigger had come from the girl.

He'sthelast, he'sthe last! she had shouted. Take him--him! He's the

last!



"Sheturned on me," Jacen said quietly.

do you blame her?

He shook hishead. "How can 1? She'sjust agirl. A girl who knowswhat it
fedsliketo be digested dive. A girl who knew that if it wasn't me, it'd be

her. Again."

i guessi mean, did you blame her?

"That's different." Jacen's face was bleak as a sandstone diff on Kirdo

[11. "] blamed dl of them. | hated them. And | set out to hurt them."

redly?

"l knew what | was doing; | knew exactly what it meant. | reached into the
dark. | wanted it. | reveled iniit. | remember laughing. | remember telling them
how much trouble they werein. | remember feding them through the Force as
their fake regret turned to red fear. | remember liking it." They had fired on
him, blaster bolts streaking scarlet through the greenish acid-fog. Laughing,

Jacen had caught their blaster bolts with the palm of his right hand,



effortlesdy channeling away the destructive energies before they could do him

harm.

Hicks of hiswrist had saized those blasters with the Force and tossed

them negligently asde.

how many of them did you kill”?

"All of them." Jacen looked down at histrembling hands. He clenched them
until hisburns leaked blood onto his pdms. "None of them. What's the

difference?'

While the Force had roared through his head, he'd reached down into the
hollow center of hischest, into the void where the dave seed had been, and
there he had found the dim semiconsciousness of the cavern beast.

With the Force for power, held created adelusion: asmple conviction so
deeply rooted in the cavern beast's murky mind that no evidence to the contrary
could ever shake it. Humans are poisonous. S0 is every other sentient species of

the New Republic.

The cavern beast had had no resistance againg this kind of trick; it



lacked even the rudimentary ability to say to itself, '‘But none of the ones|'ve
dready eaten have made me sick'... All it'd had was a defengve reflex. It
vomited. A massive surge of reverse peristalsis had sept up the people, the
girl, Jacen, and every other foreign object throughout the cavern beast's
immense interior and washed them dl out through the luminescent cartilage-lined
throat down which Jacen had entered. He remembered ther anger, and their
growing panic asthe pile of people outsde the cavern beast's mouth had
disentangled itsdlf into individuas again, and they'd found the teeth of their
sanctuary locked against them. No longer could they pay for safety from the

Y uuzhan VVong with the lives of others.

Y ou've killed us, someone had sobbed. Y ou've killed us dl. Jacen hed
stared at them, icy with power. Not yet. These soft, weak, contemptibly
treacherous cresatures--he could imagine nothing more loathsome. Hed turned his
back on them. Walked away. Hed |eft them to the Yuuzhan Vong, and to each

other. but you did help them. better death than life bought with innocent blood.

"Isthat supposed to makeit dl right? 1 wasn't trying to help them.
| wanted them to suffer. | can't even blameit on the dark side--1 know

that now. The dark side didn't make me do anything."

i know. that's not the way it works.



"It wasdl me, Anakin. | gaveinto my own darkness. | let my dark sde

runwild..."

you could have killed them dl. you had the power. and you could have

killed the cavern beast. you had power enough for that, too, i bet. jus like

you could havekilled vergere, and nom anor. but you didn't kill anybody.

instead you used the power you'd found to servelife. your dark side ant dl

that dark, big brother.

"It doesn't matter. Y ou can't fight the dark with the dark.”

that's uncle luke talking. fighting the dark was hisjob. the yuuxhan vong

aren't dark. they're alien.

"And | can't seem to make mysdf fight them."

who saysyou haveto?

Jacen's head snapped up. "Y ou do. Everyone does. What other answer is

there?'

why are you asking me?



Anakin had logt his playful crooked smile, and he'd moved close enough that
Jacen could reach out and touch him. If he could make himsalf move hishand. If
there had been anything there to touch. The despair that pinned him to his seat

swelled into ablack hole of hopelessness that sucked air from his chest.

"Who ese can | ask? What can | do? What am | supposed to do now?' He
sagged, shaking. "I've completely lost it, haven't I? Here | am, arguing with a

hdlucination. Y ou don't even exist!"

doesit matter? you're not that easy to get through to, big brother.

i have to take any meansavailable.

"How can it not matter?' Jacen suddenly shouted. "I need... | need... |

don't know what to believe! | don't know what's redl anymore!”

on the seedship, i was aforce projection. then i wastelepathic bait.
now i'm a halucination. that doesn't mean I'm not me. why does everything

have to be one or the other?

"Becauseit does! Because things are either onething, or something ese!

That'stheway itis! You can't befake and red at the sametime!”



why not?

"Because--because you cant, that'sal!"

theforceisone, jacen. it encompasses al opposites. truth and lies, life

and death, new republic and yuuxhan vong. light and dark and good and evil.

they're dl each other, because each thing and everything isthe samething. the

forceisone.

"That'salig"

yes. and it'sthe truth.

"You're not Anakin!" Jacen shouted. "Y ou're not! Anakin would never tak

likethat! Anakin would never believethat! Y ou'rejust ahdlucination!”

okay. i'm ahalucination. that means you'e taking to yoursdf. that

meanswhat i'm saying iswhat you believe.

Jacen wanted to howl, to rage, to legp from his chair and fight--something.



Anything. But the black hole ate his breath, his strength, his anger; it
swallowed even the universe of hate, and ended up emptier then it had begun.
Wheredl hishope, dl hislove, dl his certainty had ever been now gaped a
cold vaid, filled only with the blank inanimate hunger of vacuum, and Jacen

collapsed. He didn't even have the strength to cry.

Hefdl into the black hole. Eons passed, or nanoseconds. Within the black
hole, there was no difference between the two. Stars condensed from
intergalactic hydrogen, ignited, fused, burned heavy metds, shrank to white
dwarfsthat faded to brown, al between one breath and the next. Eternity within
the dark. Information infell acrossthe event horizon: a voice. He knew the
voice, knew he should not listen--but he was not just in the black hole, he was

the black hole, capturing everything, holding it forever.

"What isred ?What isilluson? Whereisthe line between truth and lie?
Between right and wrong? It's a cold and londly place, Jacen Solo: the void of

not knowing."

Hedidn't answer. A black hole can't reply. An event horizon isthe
ultimate vave: anything a al can passthrough in one direction, nothing at
dl inthe other. But theinfaling voice triggered this black hole into quantum
decay. His persona event horizon shrank in an ingtant to a point mass in the

middle of hischest...



And Jacen opened his eyes.

"Vergere" hesad dully. "How did you find me?'

She had settled felinelike upon the Solo dining table, arms and legs folded

beneath her. She stared a him with interstellar eyes.

"l do not share our masters prejudice againgt technology. Portions of the

planetary database survive in memory cores. Discovering the home address of the

former Chief of State was no grest trick."

"But how did you know? How did you know I'd come home?™"

"Itisaninginct of al pack animals: the mortally wounded crawl back to

their own densto die"

"Wounded?'

"With the greatest wound a Jedi can suffer: freedom.”

Another riddle. He had no strength for riddles.



"l don't understand.” "When you aways know what is right, where is

freedom? No one chooses the wrong, Jacen Solo. Uncertainty setsyou free.”

Jacen thought about that for along time.

"Dieat home," he murmured. " Some home. Have you seen this place?

Jainasroomisfull of somekind of plant that tried to eat me.

The kitchen lookslike acora reef. My collection..." Hecould only shake

hishead. "Thisisn't my home."

"Neither are you going to die," she said cheerfully. "Have you forgotten?

Y ou're dead aready. Y ou have been these many months, you have nearly

completed your passage through the lands of the dead. Now istime not for death,

but for new life. Y ou are healed, Jacen Solo. Arise and walk!"

Jacen sank lower in the chair, staring blindly up through the tangle of

arachnoid cables.

“Why should 17"

"Because you can, of course. Why else would anyone bother to get up?"

"l don't know." He closed hiseyes again. "It doesn't matter whether | get



up or st here until | starve. Nothing matters. Nothing means anything.”

"Not even your brother's death?"

He shrugged listlesdy. Life, death--al was one. One with the Force.

He said, "The Force doesn't care.”

"Don't you care?"'

He opened his eyes. Her gaze had the peculiar, dmost humorous intensity

he'd seen in the Embrace chamber, in the Nursery, at the crater. But he was too

tired, too broken, to puzzle through whatever she might want him to discover.

"Whether | care doesn't matter, either.” Corners of her mouth tricked up

and down.

"Doesit matter to you?'

He stared at his hands. After along, long silence, he sighed.

"Yes. Yes, it does" It never occurred to himto lieto her. "But so what?

Sure, | care--but who am | ?"



She gave ashrug so subtleit wasadmost ashiver.

"That's dways been the question, yes?'

"But you never have an answer--"

"l do have an answer," she said kindly. "But it's my answer, not yours. Y ou

will find notruthin me."

"Y ou keep telling methat." Bitter ashesrasped in the back of his throat.

"Or in anybody ese, ether, | guess.”

Shesid, "Exactly.”

A high buzzing whinerosein hisears, skirling around his head like an

angry sparkbee trapped inside his skull.

"Then whereisthetruth supposed to be?' he asked blurrily. "Where?
Tl me. Please." He could barely hear his own voice over the buzz in his

ears. It grew to aroar.

She leaned forward, smiling, and the roar drowned what she said, but he



could read the words from her lips.

Ask yoursdlf where else can one look.

"What?' he gasped faintly. "What?' Asthe roar became a gorm indde his
head, pounding away dl words, dl hope of sense, she gathered her four
opposableforgersinto apoint and lightly tapped his chest--right on the
center, right over the void lft by the dave seed, right over the point mass of

his own persona event horizon--as though knocking on a door.

Down in that void, there was quiet. There was cam: the eye of the gorm
ingde him. He threw hismind into thecam, quiet void, let the quiet cdm
swdll to envelop everything he was. The sorm blew away. The black hole
swalowed itself. Hewas not done in the quiet cddm. Here was the Force: the
living connection that bound him to everything that is, that ever has been, that
ever will be. Heretoo wasthe VVonglife: from the dim satisfaction of the biue
puffball basking in the warmth of hisand Vergere's body heet, to the
industrious concentration of the arachnoids that skittered through their growing
web... to the balanced readiness for instant violence of twelve Yuuzhan Vong
warriorswho now filed into the room--And the bresthless anticipation of triumph

that shone through Nom Anor, as he entered behind them.



Y uuzhan Vong warriors. Twelve of them. Armed. And Nom Anor. The warriors
spread out in ashdlow arc. Jacen regarded them steadily, without darm. Here
inthe quiet calm of his center, there was no such thing as surprise, no such
thing as danger. Therewas only him, and al of them, and the universe, of which

each was asmall interlocking component.

Helooked at Vergere in wonder. He understood now, where he never could

have before.

She had not said Ask yoursdlf where else can one look.

She had said: Ask yourself.

Where else can one look?

Nom Anor paced forward, hands clasped to each other within the voluminous
deeves of afloor-length robeskin so black it gleamed. Jacen could see his own

reflection distorted in its glossy surface.



Nom Anor, Jacen thought, is standing in our dining room.

"The meaninglessness and despair from which you suffer,” Nom Anor sad
slkily, "istheinevitable result of your bankrupt rdigion. This Force of
yours, it has no purpose. It merely iswhat it is. corrupt with the rot thet
infectsthiswhole galaxy. Full of lies and illusons, petty jedlousies and
betrayd. But thereis purposein the universe. Thereisareason to get up, and

you canfindit. | can shareit with you."

He's been listening, Jacen thought. Of course. Vergere would have led him

here.

"Now isthetime,” Nom Anor continued, “for you to leave behind your

useless Force. Now is the time to leave behind your lifeés darkness and

ddusion. Now isthetimeto take your placein the purelight of Truth."

Jacen's voi ce seemed to echo around him, asthough the cam, quiet void

from which he spoke was avast cavern.

"Whose truth?"

"Your truth, Jacen Solo," Nom Anor said with aflourish. "The truth of the



God you arel™

"The God | am...?" From within one of those voluminous deeves, Nom Anor
produced alightsaber. All twelve of the warriors tensed, their faces twisted
into masks of loathing, as he triggered the blade and stepped forward. Brilliant
purple energy diced through the arachnoid webs, Jacen watched without
expresson as Nom Anor swiftly and efficiently carved away the spit cables that

had webbed him into the chair.

The executor released the activation plate and knelt at Jacen's fest.
He lowered his head in obeisance, and offered up the deactivated lightsaber

to Jacen on outstretched palms. Jacen recognized the handgrip's design.

It was Anakin's.

Helooked at Vergere. Shereturned his gaze steadily.

"Choose, and act."

Jacen saw with preternatura clarity the choice he was being offered.

The opportunity. Anakin's lightsaber. Anakin had madeit. Anakin had used

it. It had changed him, and he had transformed it. Its crystd was not like



those of other lightsabers, but was aliving Vonglife gem.

Part Jedi. Part Y uuzhan VVong, he thought. Almog like me. They were

offering him Anakin'slife: hisspirit, hisskill, his courage.

Hisviolence. Jacen had first used alightsaber in combet at the age of
three. He was anatural. And now he could fed the Y uuzhan Vong. And the Force
was with him. He could follow Anakin's path. He could be pure warrior. He could
be even greater than his brother had been: with the dark power he could command,
he could surpass any living Jedi, even Uncle Luke. Surpass even the Jedi Knights

of old. He could be the greatest sword of the Force who had ever lived.

More: He could avenge his brother with the weapon his brother had forged.

| could pick that up, he thought, and kill them dll. Isthat who | am?

Isthat who | want to be? He looked at Nom Anor.

The executor said, "Take up the blasphemous weapon and day--or choose
life. Choose to learn the Truth. Choose to teach the Truth: to share Truth with

your people. Let me teach you the truth you can share: the truth of the God you



arel"

Jacen reached for the lightsaber, but not with his hand. The handgrip
seemed to levitate, bobbling in the air above Nom Anor's palms--then it flipped
away, hurtling toward Vergere. She caught it nestly, and set it on thetable at
her side. He stared at her, and not at her--he gazed at his own reflection on
the glossy black curves of her bottomless eyes. He gazed slently,
expressionlesdy, until he fdt himsdlf reflect the reflection: he became pure
surface, gleaming over an infinitewell of darkness. A mirror for every image of
night. Hefilled himsalf with tillness;, when he was o 4iill that he could fed

the universe whed around the axis he had become, he stood up.

Nom Anor hissed soft triumph. ™Y ou will become astar, asun, the Sun--and

you will fill the gdlaxy with the Light of the True Way."

"All right," Jacen said.

A cold, il surface, flawless: unrippled by weskness, or conscience, or

humenity.

"Why not?”



PART THREE

THE GATESOF DEATH

ELEVEN



TRAITOR

For the sake of argument, suppose the conquest of Coruscant has caused
casuaties on an unimaginable scale. Suppose ten hillion people died in the
Y uuzhan Vong bombardment--Suppose twenty hillion more were killed in the
groundquakes that accompanied the dteration of the planet's orbit... Suppose
another thirty billion have since starved to desth, or been killed by Yuuzhen
Vong search-and-destroy teams, or have been poisoned, or esten, or otherwise
died from contact with Vongformed life...

Suppose an additiond forty billion have been endaved, or interred, or
otherwise held captive by the Y uuzhan VVong. These supposed numbers are exactly

that: pure supposition. Imaginary.

Even when Coruscant's planetary database had been intact, the globa census
had been mostly guesswork. In the wake of the conquest, there was no practica
way to number the missing and the dead. One hundred billion is an unreasonably

high figure--probably outrageoudy inflated--but even so--Subtract these



casudties from the preconquest population of Coruscant. There are nine hundred

billion peoplel€ft over.

Nine.

Hundred.

Billion.

Survivors can be awegpon, too. The camp ships had been popping out of
hyperspace for months now. No one could predict when, or in what star system,
the next would arrive. The camp shipswere kilometersthick, roughly globular,
vast random glued-together masses of hexagona chambers that ranged from the
sze of afootlocker to the size of acarrier'sflight deck. The ships might
have been some kind of plant, a vegetal species specialy bred by the Yuuzhan
Vong; they might have been agglomerate exoskeletons abandoned by gargantuan
interplanetary animas. Analyss of sensor data showed clear indications of
dovin basd-like gravity fields around the hyperspace exsertion points; and mere
seconds after each ship's appearance, there would follow a new gravity-

digtorting burst.



Some New Republic anaysts thought these secondary bursts were dovin basals
collgpsing into self-generated point masses. Others claimed that the secondary
bursts were the signatures of whatever dovin basal-like creatures had served as
the engines of the camp ships, vanishing back into hyperspace to return to their
garting point. This much was certain: these ships came & random, infdling
through inhabited star systems. These ships had no food supplies, life support,
or usable engines. All these ships had was people. Millions of people. Hundreds
of millions: survivorsfrom the conquest of Coruscant. Each populated sysem
that unexpectedly found itsdlf the custodian of a camp ship faced a stark
choice: it could further strain its war-burdened resources to house and feed the
refugees, or it could let them die: smother, or starve, die of third, freeze,
or dowly cook in their own waste heat. The ships could be smply ignored--left
to drift between planets, frozen mausoleums eterndly commemorating that stellar

sysem'scdlous, letha neglect of ahundred millionlives.

No world of the New Republic could face collective guilt on that scale; if
they could, they never would have been admitted to the Republic in the firgt
place. No one knew if any camp ships had been jumped to uninhabited systems. No

one wanted to think about that.

Some Jedi explored, feeling with the Force through vast dust-swept reaches,
but there had never been many Jedi in the first place, and the few who remained

had little time to spare from thewar. Planetary and system-wide governments



mounted no searches. They couldn't afford to.

They didn't have the resources to support the refugees who had ended up in
their laps dready; to search for others would be not only usdless, but insane.
Despite painful shortages of both raw materials and technica expertise, the New
Republic systems did what they could. To congtruct cities big enough to shelter
hundreds of millions of people was clearly impossblein the wartime economy,
but there was another option. The ships were roomy, and hdd ar againg the
vacuum of space. So the refugees were kept where they were, while the hogst
systems did their best to supply the overcrowded ships with waste and water

recycling, atmosphere scrubbing and replenishment, light, and food.

They became orbita refugee camps. Hence the name. Lifein the camp ships
was hard. Even in the wedthiest systems, every camp ship's food had to be
rationed at the brink of starvation; even the best recyclers couldn't remove
from the water the growing taste of having been used, again and again. Cramped,
dirty, stinking: atmosphere plants overloaded with swesat and bresth and other
varioudy noxious effluents of athousand species, amosphere saturated with
enough carbon dioxide to give the entire population continuous thudding
headaches--those species, a leadt, that had heads. Even photosynthetics
suffered, despite the oversupply of carbon dioxide, sincethey were forced to
rely on dim, intermittent artificia light. Everyone suffered, and very, very

few were dlowed to leave.



No one talked about the real reason the refugees were sequestered aboard

the camp ships.

It wasthis: interplanetary space was the ided sanitary cordon. Many
worlds had received, courtesy of the Y uuzhan Vong, unpleasant surprises dong
with refugees dlowed dirtside. All refugee populations induded unguessable

numbers of spies, saboteurs, Peace Brigaders, collaborators of al sorts...

And sometimes worse.

Ganner Rhysode had spent weeks chasing the rumor. Held heard it from a
tramp navigator in atavern on Teyr, who'd gotten it from adock steward at the
spaceyard on Rothana, who'd been talking to afreighter pilot on the Sisar Run,
who'd heard a casua mention from acustoms inspector in the Sevarcos system, or
maybe it was the Mantooine, or Almania; the ingpector had heard it from afriend
in the fleet whose cousin was acivilian volunteer on the camp ship at Bothawuii.
Ganner had laborioudy backtracked each link, chasing acrosswhat was It of
the New Republic, through weeksin hyperspace and day after day after day of
playing "Have you seen--?" with bored clerks and hodlile freight loaders,
suspicious bureaucrats and sarcagtic corridor kids. By the time he reached the

numbered curtain that passed for an gpartment door ingde the million-cdled



honeycomb of the camp ship, hewas so tired he couldn't even remember what

system hewasin.

The number on the curtain wasin three parts, giving the coordinates of the
chamber's | ocation as measured from the center of the rough globe of the camp
ship; in aship lacking anything that resembled decks--or even straight lines-—-
three-dimensional coordinates were the only practica addresses these chambers
could have. This particular chamber was remote, nearly at the hull, on the sde
opposite that which the tide-locked ship turned toward the world it orbited. It
was--as Ganner had wryly reflected when he had learned the chamber's

coordinates--on the dark side.

Ganner didn't look much like Ganner these days. gone was the flashy blouse
and tight leather trousers, the gleam of gold piping, the tal, immaculady
polished boots. Instead, he wore a shapel ess tunic of nondescript brown fabric
over baggy gray leggingsthat hid his boots--now scuffed, and bearing the dirt
of dozens of worlds. Gone, t0o, was the devastating smile and the dashing diint
inhisclear blue eyes, hed even let a scruffily curling beard muddy the dean
sharplinesof hisclassic jaw. Thiswasn't exactly a disguise. HEd made no
secret of hisidentity; on the contrary, he wielded hisidentity asawegpon, to
cut through tangled kilometers of bureaucratic red tape that would have kept him
off the camp ships. But he was different as he could get from the Ganner he hed

aways been. Being that old Ganner had done him far too much damage.



Here, for example, outside the chamber: the old Ganner would have swept
asde the curtain with a flourish and posed, dramaticdly backlit, in the
doorway.

He would have coolly announced himsdlf and asked his questions, counting on
hisimposing height and intimidating glare, hisreputation, and his sheer gutsy
dash to bully out the answers he needed. Now, instead, he leaned back againgt

the pebbly wall beside the door and let himsdlf dide down.

He settled in, Stting, asthough he were just another refugee, taking a
nap at the sde of acorridor. Helet hishead drift forward and his eyes fdl
closed while he reached into the Force, seeking fedings from the chamber
beyond. This could be atrap, and he was done with taking foolish chances.
Caution was his byword, now, and unobtrusiveness his best defense. He fdt
humans inside the chamber; with enough Force presence that there might have been
five of them--as he'd been told there would be, by the harried data clerk who'd
accessed their file on the temporary, obsolete, and overloaded centrd server
that hed the sketchy records compiled by this camp ship's volunteer
adminigtrators--but Ganner couldn't quite resolve the Force sensation into

diginct individuds.

He frowned, squeezing hiseyesmoretightly shut, concentrating. It was

amost as though ingde this chamber there was one person with five different



persondities... or that al five of them participated in some kind of group
consciousness. That would be rare in humanity, but hardly impossible. The gaaxy
had spawned dozens, if not hundreds, of minor variaions on the human theme
Ganner knew he hadn't seen them all. And the unknown, he hed learned through

bitter experience, was dways dangerous. Often deadly.

Hislittle half joke about this chamber being on the dark sde didn't seem
funny anymore. He had afedling he was about to get himself killed.

He sighed, and got up. From the moment he had begun chasing this rumor, he
had sort of, somehow, half known he would end up like this: alone, no backup, no
one even knowing enough about where he was to mount asearch for him when he did
not return. It'd taken him two days just to walk this deeply into the camp ship.
No onewould ever know what had happened to him. Well, one person would be able
to guess... but he didn't think she'd care. He remembered the dark flame in

Jainds eyes when held told her of the rumor.

"Another supidlie” shed said. "And youre anidiot for believing it.”

Hed tried to explain that he didn't actudly believe the tde; he just

thought it should be checked out. HEd tried to tdl her how important this

could beto the morale of the whole New Republic.



"Don't you get it? Hes ahero. 1t'd be like--like he rose from the dead,

Jainal It'd be magica--it'd beamiracle! It'd give ushope agan.”

"We don't need hope," Jaina had told him. A grim set had hardened the once
soft curve of her jaw ever since Myrkr. "We need more ships. We need better
wespons. And we need Jedi. We need to keep on fighting.

We don't need you wasting everybody's time on fantasies.”

Ganner had persisted. "But what if it'snot afantasy? Y our mother ill

cdamshesdive.."

"My mother," Jainahad said, adow, ancient weight on her words, a weght

too vadt, too old for ateenage girl, "lost both her sons on the same day. She

hasn't gotten over it. She probably never will."

"She hasaright to know..."

"I'm not arguing with you, Ganner. I'm telling you. Keep your fat yap shut.

| don't want anything about this getting back to Mom. To raise her hopes and

then crush them again would bresk her. If you do, I'll bresk you."

"But, but Jaina..."

She had leaned close to him then, and that dark flane in her eyes had

burned so hot that Ganner took a step back.



"Don't think | won't, Ganner And don't think | can't.”

Hedidn't answer. He bdieved her.

She said, "The Vong kept Jacen dive after they captured him. For along
time. They kept him dive so they could hurt him. | could fedl it. | never even
told Mom and Dad what they put him through. What happened to Anakin... that was
better. That was clean.” Tears had sparked in her eyes, but her voice was hard
enough to cut transparisted. | felt Jacen die. In oneingtant, he was... he
wasjust gone. Blasted out of existence like he'd never existed at dl. | fdt
it. If hewere alive, | wouldn't need you to come and tdl me about it! I'd

know!"

Her hands had clenched to fists, white-knuckled, pressed against her sides,
and her lips drew back over her teeth. "Don't tdk to me about this-this
garbage ever again. And don't talk to anyone e se, either. Anyone. If | find out
you've so much aslooked in amirror and told yoursdlf, I will hurt you. I will

teach you things about pain that no one should ever haveto learn.”

Ganner had stood and stared, gaping, dumbstruck at the hurt and the pure
black rage that beat against him through the Force. What had happened to her?

There had been some rumors...



"Hey, Jaina, it'sokay," hed said. "1 won't tell anybody, | promise.

Don't get med..."

"I'm not mad. Y ou haven't seen mad. Y ou better hope you never do.”

She had folded her arms and turned her back to him. "Get out of my sight.”

Ganner had walked unsteadily away, shaken. Jainahad aways held herself so
together, had aways been so competent, so in control, that it had been easy to
forget that she'd lost both her brothersthat day, too.

Had lost her twin: the brother who'd been haf of all shewas.

Later--much later--he reflected: Well, y'know, | only promised | wouldn't

talk about it. | never promised | wouldn't look into it.

That was when he had st out. Alone.

The old Ganner might have done the same, he occasondly thought with a
certain melancholy resignation. It would have made agreat story, astory about
the kind of Jedi Ganner had always wanted to be: the lone hero, searching the
vast reaches of the galaxy on aquest he cannot share, braving unimegineble

dangers and facing incal culable odds.



That had been Ganner'sfantasy sdf: the cool, cam, dangerous hero, the
kind people trade stories about in voices hushed with awe, and dl thet
adolescent crap. Vanity, that'swhat it was. pure vanity.

Vanity had dways been Ganner'sfatal weakness. Nothing wrong with being a
hero--look at Han Solo, or Corran Horn. Nothing wrong with wanting to be a hero:
Luke Skywalker often talked about his youthful dreams of adventure, and look how
he turned out. But when you start trying to be a hero, you'rein awhole gaaxy

of trouble.

Lust for glory can become asickness: a disease that bacta cannot cure.
Initsfinal stages, it'sdl you can think about. At the end, you don't
even care about actualy being ahero. Y ou just want peopleto think you are.
The old Ganner Rhysode had suffered from that style-over-substance disease. Hed
had as bad a case as any held ever seen. It had nearly killed him. Worse: it had

nearly driven him dark.

In unguarded moments he dill found himsdf drifting back to those
dangerous dreams. Just thinking about it could give him the shudders.

He had worked very hard to squeeze hislust for the admiration of others
intoasmall, quiet voice, and he hoped one day to silenceit forever.

S0 he had sat about his quest quietly. Inconspicuoudly. Anonymoudly.



Making surethe tae did not spread. He had to be sure he was doing this
for the right reasons. He had to be sure he wasn't suffering arelapse into the
glory sickness. He had to be sure he chased this rumor only becauseit was the
right thing to do. Because the New Republic desperately needed any glimmer of

hope. Because Jainadid.

Every time he remembered that dark flame in what had once been soft brown
eyes, hefelt another blow on aspike driving into his chest. Hirting with the
dark--sure, lots of the Jedi had, since the war's beginning.

Some had even daimed it was the gdaxy's only hope. At the Myrkr
worldship, the strike team had discussed it serioudy, as an option.

But it was one thing for, say, a Kyp Durron to talk about the dark: he was
a creature of tangled hodlility and sdf-loathing, dways had been--the
incredible brutaity of his childhood, and the unimaginable crimesit had driven
him to commit, had twisted him to where holding on to the light was a sruggle

for him every singleday.

It was another thing for young Jedi, in a desperate Stuation, to debate
using dark side power. For Jaina Solo to look in his eye and threaten his life
was something entirely different. It hurt him. Hurt him worse than he would have
ever guessed it could. The Solo kids were supposed to be invulnerable.

They were the galaxy's new generation of legends:. the clean, pure hope of

the Jedi. Doing theright thing came naturally for them. It dways had.



They had been, were supposed to be, Happy Warriors of the Force: al three
of them had aready, without even trying, been exactly the kind of heroes Ganner
had nearly killed himsdlf trying to imitate. They'd been born for it.

But now Anakin and Jacen were dead, and Jaina--Jaina was making Ganner

frighteningly aware that she was the granddaughter of Darth Vader.

What hurt him the worst: there was nothing he could do about it. Wdll, no,
that's not entirely true, Ganner thought as he dowly heaved himsdf to hisfeet
in the camp ship corridor. Thereisonething | can do.

Maybe--just barely possibly--she had lost only one brother. Jacen could be
aive. Maybe Ganner could proveit. Maybe he could even find him; it might not
save her, but it would haveto help. And if hefailed...

well, no harm done. She had no hopes left to crush. Ganner nodded to

himsdf, then leaned close to the curtain that served as the chamber's door.

"Excuse me?' he called softly. "Hello? Does anybody here spesk Basic?

"Go away." The voice that answered from beyond the curtain sounded oddly--

vaguely, just bardy--familiar. "Thereis nothing for you here.”

Thefeding held had, that he was about to get himsdlf killed, swelled into

an overwhelming premonition of doom. Ganner's knees went weak, and avery large



part of him wanted to bolt down the corridor and get away--but though he hadn't
been much of ahero, the one virtue hed never had to fake was courage. He took
another deep breath. The hand he lifted to pull aside the curtain trembled, just
alittle, and he sared at it until it stilled. Then he gently tugged a gap

between the curtain and the wall.

"I'm sorry to intrude,” he said. "'l won't bother you for long. | just have

aquestion for you. One question, that'sal, and then I'll leave you done.”

From insde, amiddle-aged, heavyset human stared a him stonily.

"Go away."

"Inamoment, | will," Ganner said apologeticaly. "But | understand thet
someone who lives here claims he saw Jacen Solo dive, on Coruscant, after the

invason. Can | talk to whomever that might be?"

From what little he could see beyond the curtain, there seemed to be only
one or two small rooms beyond, and dmost no possessions of any kind.

The man who blocked his path wore only along, shapeless white tunic,
amost like aloose robe; the others within--all men--wore identical garments.
Some kind of religious thing? Ganner wondered, because they dl had some kind of
aurain common, asmilar way of carrying themselves, smilar posture or some

such, that you sometimes see among members of fanatic cults. Or maybeit's just



poverty and desperation.

"l can pay," he offered.

"Therésnothing for you here," the man repeated. One of the others moved
up behind the man's|eft shoulder, and gestured toward the lightsaber that hung
from Ganner's belt. HEégrumbled something in a guiturd tongue that Ganner

couldn't understand.

"Not everyone who carriesthat wegpon isa Jedi,” the man replied without

shifting hisblankly hostile sare from Ganner'sface. "Be slent.”

Agan Ganner was struck by someweirdly familiar resonance in the voice,
though he knew he'd never seen this man before. Somehow he thought this voice
should be higher, fresher, more cheerful. He shook his head. Hed worry about
that later. He might not be the best sabacc player in the galaxy, but he knew

when to turn his cards face-up.

"l amadedi,” hesad quietly. "My nameis Ganner Rhysode. | have come to

inquire about Jacen Solo. Which one of you saw him aive?'



"Y ou are mistaken. No one here saw anything. Y ou had better go." One of the
others stepped forward and said something that sounded like Shinn'l fekk Jeedai

trizmek.

"Silence!" the man snapped over his shoulder. Hairs prickled up the back of

Ganner's neck, but his expression remained only politely curious.

"Please" he said, "tell mewhat you know." He reached out through the
Forceto nudge alittle cooperation out of this man... And awoke to find himself
jogging away down the passage, with no memory of having turned aside, no idea

how hed gotten here.

What? he thought blankly. What? Dizzily, blurrily, heworked it out: thet
guy back there could use the Force--could use it aswell as the most powerful of
Jedi. That middle-aged, average-looking man had brushed aside Ganner's probe and
blasted back with a Force compulsion so strong that even though Ganner knew what
it was, it continued to drive hislegs in a saggering lope away from the
chamber. He wrenched himself to a stop, gasping, leaning on the pebble-textured
wall. The dread he'd felt had vanished; it must have been a Force projection as
well: subtle, undetectable. Now, too late, he wished he had broken his promise
to Jainaand brought along a dozen Jedi for backup--because now hefet from the

chamber behind him only one presence in the Force.



One done. Of the other four in there, he fdt nathing at dl. His
lightsaber appeared in his hand and its blade snapped to life. Y ou're not the
only onewho can play gameswith the Force, he thought, grinning, feding for a
moment the old rush, the familiar buzz of hagppy anticipation with which held

aways faced sudden danger. In the old days.

Leavethat Ganner behind, he told himself. He rel eased the activation plate
and his blade vanished. I'm not like thet. I'm cautious. Cautious and
unobtrusive. Sowly, gradudly, he began to withdraw from the Force: shutting
down his Force presence as though he were dill moving away. This left im
Force-blind--but also Force-invisible. He crept back toward the chamber, moving
slently along the passagewall. A powerful Force-user in the camp ship--aong

with what were very probably masqued Y uuzhan VVong.

And this Force-user had knowingly blown his cover when held put the
compulsion on Ganner; in mere minutes, he could disappear forever into the
anonymous millionswho crowded the immense ship. Ganner had heard the Stories
from Yavin 4. he knew that the Y uuzhan VVong had been trying to turn Jedi to
their service. If they had findly succeeded, the consequences would be

literdlly incalculable,



Hewasin over his head. Way over his head. But what else could he do? This
guy's stronger than | am. Cold dread prickled up his ams, and this time it
wasn't any Force projection. It wasthered thing. And there are five of them.
| redly am going to get myself killed. But he kept moving, cregping dong the
wall, slent lightsaber loosein histingling hand. How could he not? He could
imagine dl too well trying to explain to Skywaker: Wel, um, actudly... |
didn't do anything about the Jedi traitor and the Y uuzhan Vong infiltrators
because of, well, | mean, because of how, uh... well, I'd be readlly embarrassed
if people thought | got killed because | was playing hero again... He choked off
the thought; he was at the chamber door, and his Force trick wouldn't fool this

guy for more than another second or two.

No timeto plan. Barely timeto act. No killing, he told himsdlf. Not until
I'm sure they're Vong. With asigh he relaxed the mental tension that had held
him outside the Force. Perception flooded him, and in its surge he fdt the
Force-user within the chamber blaze like ahoming beacon in an asteroid belt.
Ganner flowed into action without thinking, just moving, his blade sz2ing to
life, dashing away the curtain'sfastenings, gathering it asit fdl, bagging
the head of the nearest white-robe while he kicked a second aside. He faked
another low-line kick and legpt high, whipping an overhand right to crash the
handle of hislightsaber onto the top of athird's head hard enough to drive him
to hisknees, then used him like apomme horse, vaulting hislegs high for a
double kick that flattened the fourth like he'd been shot with a bowcaster. He
whirled back to thefirst just as the white-robe managed to claw the curtain off

his head, and dropped him with an elbow across the jaw. He fdt motion behind



him and sprang into a Force-assisted back flip that spun him high and wide and
ended with him in a perfectly balanced stance one arm's length from the middle-
aged man, thetip of hislightsaber's blade half acentimeter from the hollow of

the man'sthroat.

"Nobody's dead and nobody's hurt,” Ganner said coolly, voice aseven ashis

lightsaber's hum, "but that can change. Anytime. It'syour cal.”

Thefour Force-invisible white-robes, scattered around the small chamber
off balance or off their feet entirely, hesitated. The middlie-aged man stood
motionless. Ganner couldn't restrain the hint of asmile. Not only am | good a
this, he thought reflexivey, | doit with style. He squashed the thought the

ingtant it registered, exagperated with himself. Just when | think I'm meking

Progress...

He gathered his caution in layers like body armor.

"All right,” he said, cdm, quiet, and dow. He held the eye of the middle-
aged man and twitched the lightsaber; within the red-rimmed shadows cast upward
on hisface by the blade's yellow glow, the man's stare was as Sony as ever.

"Back up. Toward the door."



The man's are softened into something like resignation, and he shook his

head in sad refusdl.

"I'm not bluffing,” Ganner said. "You and | are going to have atak inthe

corridor. Aslong as nobody does something stupid, there's no reason why we

shouldn't dl live through this. Now move."

Another twitch of the lightsaber, enough to shave amicrometer of skin off

the man's collarbone--and the man only sighed.

"Ganner, you dope.”

Ganner licked hislips. He saysthat like he knows me. "Y ou don't seem to

undergand...”

"Y ou're the one who doesn't understand,” the man said tiredly. "We're being

watched. Right now. If | so much as step outside this chamber, a Y uuzhan Vong
pilot watching uswill trigger adovin basal concedled not very far from here.

It will takedl of ten secondsfor thiswhole ship to collgpseinto a quantum

black hole. A hundred million peoplewill die."

Ganner's mouth dropped open. "What... how... | mean, why, why would..."

"Because they don't trust meyet,” he said sadly. ™Y ou shouldn't have come



back, Ganner. Now you can't leave thisroom dive."

"] gotin eadly enough...”

"Getting out isdifferent. And even if you do get away, knowing only what

you know aready..."

"If | get away? Who's holding the lightsaber here?’

"It'snot abluff, Ganner. | only wish it was" Ganner could hear the
conviction in hisvoice, and in the Force he felt truth behind hiswords. But |
aready know he's stronger than me. He could be faking the truth I'm feding,
and I'd never know it. And even if it were true, he couldn't get any of this to
make sense... He couldn't begin to guess what might actually be going on, or

what he should be doing about it.

"I'mtdling you this," the man went on, "because the same thing will
happenif | am killed. In case my conscience tempts meto sacrifice myself. Asl

said, they don't trust meyet.”

"But... but..." Ganner sputtered. That feding of beingin over his head
thickened. He was drowning init. Taking atwo-handed grip on hislightsaber to

keep the blade from trembling, he tried to recover control of the Situation.



"All I want," he said, amogt plaintively, "isto hear what you know about

Jacen Solo. Start talking, or I'll have to take the chance that you're bluffing.

The man looked at Ganner like he knew him, like hed known him for years,
like he saw through him with the melancholy perception of a disappointed parent.

Again, hesghed.

"Takingwon't hdp."

"You don't have achoice."

"Therésdwaysachoice" Sowly, ddiberately, without any hint of a
threatening speed, he lifted ahand. He pressed a spot on the side of his nose,
and hisface split in haf. Ganner took an involuntary step back. The man'sface
peeled open like the rind of an Ithorian bloodfruit, thick megty flgps pulling
away from each other, taking with them his thinning lank hair, the defeated
pouches under his eyes, the jowlsthat had thickened hisjawline. A network of
hair-thin filamentsdowly retracted from the pores of the face reveded
beneath, leaking blood. Benesth the retracting masque; the face Ganner saw was
thin, chisded, fringed with araggedly scruffy beard, topped with blood-matted
hair that might have been brown. Even through the streaks of blood and the

distortion caused by the withdrawal of the masquer's feeder filaments,



Ganner knew thisface... though it was a face too old, too lined with
privation and pain, set with eyestoo sadly experienced, to be the face he knew
it was. Ganner's mouth dropped open. Hisfingersloosened as his hands fdl to
hissdes; hislightsaber's blade vanished and the handle clattered on the
floor. When he could finally speak, the only word that could pass through his

nerveless mouth was

"Hi, Ganner," Jacen said tiredly. He reached into his deeve and withdrew a

small pouch, which he teased open, turning it ingde out as he drew it over his

hand like amitten, reveding asmal fabric pad that had been insde the pouch.

Hetossad it to Ganner. "Here, catch.”

Ganner wastoo astonished to do anything other than catch it reflexively.

The pad was damp to his touch, and warm with Jacen's body hest.

"Jacen? What's going on?" Numbness gathered in the center of hispam, and

began to climb hiswrist. He frowned down at the pad in his hand.

"What isthis?'

"Thetearsof afriend of mine," Jacen said. "They're a contact poison.”



"What?' He stared. "Y ou're kidding, right?"

"| don't have much sense of humor these days." Jacen peeled the pouch off
his hand and tossed it aside. "Y ou'll be unconsciousin about fifteen seconds.”
Ganner's hand was dready dead, and hisright arm hung limp; the numbness washed
into his chest, and when it touched his heart it shot throughout his body. He
pitched forward, unable even to lift an arm to break hisfall--but Jacen caught

him and lowered him gently to the floor.

"Wakethevillip," Jacen said to one of the others--Y uuzhan Vong warriors,
Ganner now knew they must be. "Tell Nom Anor thet our trap has faled. Other

Jedi will follow this one. We must return home."

Nom Anor? Return home? Ganner thought as darkness closed in around his
mind.
They've doneit. They got Jacen. They've turned him. One of the warriors

barked in their harsh tongue. Jacen shook his head.

"No. Well take him with us." Cough hack snarl--"Because | say s0," Jacen

answered. "Do you dare dispute my word?"

With afind convulsion of hiswill, Ganner reached out through the Force

and seized hislightsaber, lifting it with hismind, sgueezing its activation



plate to snap the blade to Szzling life. One of the warriors barked a warning
intheir guttural tongue. Jacen gestured, and Ganner felt astronger mind then
histake hold of the lightsaber and wrench it from his control. The lightsaber's
blade vanished. The handgrip bobbed gently in the ar between Jacen and the

warriors.

"Do not soil yourself by touching the blasphemous weapon,” Jacen said.
The last thing Ganner saw as darkness swalowed him was an amphidaff
snaking out from Jacen Solo's deeve, to dice the handle of Ganner'slightsaber

neatly in half.

"Wewill take this pathetic excuse for a Jedi to Y uuzhan'tar," Jacen Solo

sad. "Thenwell kill him."



Inside acamp ship, achamber moved. This chamber had been grown specidly,
bred into this particular camp ship for this particular purpose. It had appeared
to be just another chamber within the million-celled honeycomb--but now it cast
itself loose and did dong under the camp ship's hull like a paradite digging
itsway out through an animal’'s skin. This particular chamber enclosed apod of
yorik cord that had its own dovin basd. Thisdovin basa could have been used
in either of two ways. With one command, it could have generated agravity field
intense enough to crush the entire camp ship into a point mass smdler than a
grain of sand; but it had been given the other command, and so it would drive

the chamber and its occupants across the g axy.

The skin of the camp ship developed asmall boil. Thisboil bulged on the
ship'sdark sde. When it burgt, it spat forth the chamber, which ingantly
streaked away, accderating fraticdly into hyperspace, heading for
Y uuzhan'tar. Within that chamber were four warriors of the Y uuzhan Vong, one
pilot within the cora pod, and two humans. One of the humans sat in Slent
meditation. The other lay parayzed, unconscious, but even in the dark void
where he seemed to float, he held on to one thought. He didn't know where he was
being taken, he didn't know what would happen to him; he didn't even know,

redlly, who he was. He knew only onething.



Thiswasthe one lone thought to which he gave dl hisstrength, tofix it

forever in hismemory: Jacen Soloisatraitor.

TWELVE

THELIGHT OF THE TRUE WAY



On the surface of an dien planet, aJedi Knight lies dreaming. Organisms
that are devicesjoin with devicesthat are organismsto tend the needs of his
body; glucose and saline circulate through his bloodstream, dong with potent
alkaoidsthat sink his consciousness deep beneath the surface of the dream. The
planet that holdshim is scarred with splotches of riotous jungle over a
skeleton of ruined city, and its sky is bounded by a Bridge woven of rainbow.
The Jedi Knight dreams of diensand Y uuzhan VVong. He dreams of traitorswho are
Jedi, and Jedi who aretraitors. And sometimes, in the dream, the traitor turns

to him and says,

If I'mnot aJedi, am | ill atraitor? If I'm not atraitor, am | il a
Jedi?

Another figurein hisdream: a skdetd Y uuzhan VVong whom he somehow
understandsis Nom Anor, the Prophet of Rhommamool. The Nom Anor of Duro. Of
Myrkr. And thereis one morefigurein the dream: amdl, lithe and agile, a
feather-crested alien of unknown species, awhite fountain of the Force. The
Jedi Knight also dreams himself, lying motionless asthough dead, tangled in a
net of vines and woody limbsthat is haf hammock and haf spiderweb. He watches
from outside himsdlf, floating, far, far above in some astrd orbit, too far to
hear voices though he somehow knows what they say, too far to see faces though

he somehow knows how they |ook--And he somehow knows that they are talking about



killing him.

He no longer pays close attention; he has had this dream many, many times.

It replaysin his head like a corrupted data loop. The dream always begins:

Not that | question the sincerity of your conversion, the Nom Anor figure
murmurs dyly to thetraitor, but you must understand how this would ook to,
say, Warmaster Tsavong Lah. He might fed that if you were, infact, devoted to
the True Way, you would have daughtered this pathetic Jedi without mercy back

at the camp ship, rather than carting him al theway here,

Thetraitor counters expressionlesdy, And deprive the True Gods of a full

formd sacrifice?

The feather-crested dien nods in fond approval, and soon the Prophet must

agree.

Any Jedi isaworthwhile captive, he dlows. We can sacrifice him thisvery
day.
Infact... - - Herefleshlesslips draw back to reved aamile like a

mouthful of needles. - - you can sacrifice him. To daughter one of your former



brethren will go far to ease... the, ah, warmaster's doubts.

Of course. Thetraitor agrees with anod, and here the Jedi Knight's dream
aways becomes anightmare: trapped once more inside his motionless, hepless,
slent body, as though a corpse aready, drowning in horror. Hetries to resch
into the Force, to touch the traitor's cold and treacherous heart--and receives,
to his astonishment, adigtinct feding of warmth and good cheer, asthough the

traitor has given him awink and afriendly squeeze onthearm.

But we can do better. We can make thisadry run: a rehearsd, with this

one standing in for my sster. Inthe way of dreams, the Jedi Knight understands
that the trap into which he hasfalen was st for Jana. There's something

wrong with that, though; something he can't quite remember. If they had redly
wanted to catch Jaina, there must have been a better option, but what it might
be he cannot summon. As dways, the Prophet objectsto the traitor's plan: even
the existence of thetraitor isaclosaly held secret. Too many people, Yuuzhan
Vong and dave, would participate in thisrehearsdl; the secret would inevitably

be lost. Secrecy has outlived its usefulness, the traitor counters serenely.

My conversion to the True Way serves no purposeif it remains secret. |
will proclaim the Gospd of the True Gods to the whole galaxy on the day we take
my sister--but we must prepare. We must practice, if the ceremony isto be

flawless.



| must practice.

Practice what? the Prophet asks. A sacrificeis not acomplex ritud. The
aien speaks The Great Sacrifice, when it comes, will be a willing sacrifice:
the Other Twin will walk to her death eagerly, with head high and joy in her

heart, knowing that she brings the Truth to this galaxy.

Aswill thisone, thetraitor daims. Thisiswhy you have made me whét |
am. | must bring him to the Truth. To the Light. Hewill hear Truth ring from my

mouth, and seethe Light of the God I Am shinefrom my eye.

The Prophet appears skeptical, but he says. Preparations will take some

time

Take whatever time you require, thetraitor says. When dl is prepared, |
will speak to this Jedi. And always, the Jedi Knight reaches into the Force
here, to pound the traitor's brain with the hammer of hisrefusal, and receives
in return another invisible Force wink. The traitor never makes any other
indication he's aware of the Jedi Knight's presence; and here he turns to the
Prophet. On that day, Ganner Rhysode will walk proudly at my hedl, as| lead him

into the Wdl of the World Brain, where we will together offer up his death to



the glory of the True Gods. It isadways at this point that afamiliar clench of
dread squeezes him back down into darknessfor atime, until he surfaces once
more and begins the dream again. So it goes, over and over and over, etched in

psychic acid upon hisbrain. Over and over and over and over until...

With agreat shuddering gasp, Ganner Rhysode awoke. Waking up hurt.
Somebody had stuck hiswhole arm to the ebow down Ganner's throat, fingers
jammed into his bronchi; now the fingersand hand and wrig and arm dowly
withdrew, dry and hard and rough as a scab, grating up the indde of Ganner's
throat as he choked and retched and tried to cough. At the sametime, tubes and
wires and needles pulled out of hisveins and nerves and through his stretching

Kin...

Ganner Rhysode, awaken! Awake and arise! It iscommanded! He knew he had



been dreaming, and he knew he was waking up, but he couldn't fight free of the
dream.

It stretched around him, gluey, clinging, membranes of goo dividing into
thin strings and sagging ropesthat bound him with impossble things wild
fantasies of having been captured by a dozen Y uuzhen VVong warriors who dl
looked like Jacen Solo, mad images of sacrifice and diensand Jaina and that

Nom Anor character...

His eyelids cranked open like rusted-shut hatches. The am that withdrew
from hiswindpipe was less an arm than it was a branch, its bark coated with
blood-tinged dime. The tubesthat pulled free of his veins through his skin
looked like ovipositors of immense bloated wasps that had grown like gdls on
the trunks of stunted treesto either sde of him. He lay in a hammock thet
seemed to have been made of vines--but the vines writhed muscularly beneath him,
flexing and squeezing like anet woven of snakes.

More vines dangled from the ceiling, long ropy vines, knotted and coiled--
but they weren't vines, they were more like tentacles, because vines couldn't
uncoil and coil again, untie and retie themsavesin impossibly complex knots--
and they weren't tentacles, because tentacles don't end in huge round glowing
red eyesthat even through dl the coiling and tying seem to dways focus on you

with unblinking concentretion...

Drugs, hethought groggily. They drugged me. I'm halucinating.



"Awaken, Ganner Rhysode! Awaken to the Truth!™

This had to be a hallucination--had to be, because when herolled his head
to thesideto blearily stare at whoever was giving him these pompous, vagudy
stupid-sounding orders, the guy looked just like Jacen Solo.

Ganner blinked, and lifted ahand to wipe deep gunk from his eyes--which
was how he discovered he was no longer paralyzed, nor was he restrained.

But he might aswdll have been: thedkaoids till circulating through his
bloodstream made his hand fedl only acouple of grams lighter then the Sun

Crusher. When he looked again, with dightly clearer vison, it was ill Jacen.

But he was no longer the boy Ganner remembered. Jacen wastdler now, and
broader across the shoulders. His brown curls had been sun-bleached to streaks
of golden blond, and adark beard sprang wiry from hisjaw.

Hisface had thinned, sharpened, refined: he had lost that impish softness,
that playful roguishnessthat once had made him resemble his father, and
replaced it with a cold-forged durasted expression that reminded Ganner of Leia
denouncing a corrupt Senator from the Chief of State's Podium of the Great
Rotunda. He wore along, flowing robe of black so dark that its folds vanished
into formless night. Along his deeves spidered an intricate design that glowed
with alight of itsown, chased in scarlet and viridian like a network of

externd arteriesthat pulsed light instead of blood.



Draped over his shoulders he wore asurplice of shimmering white on which
srange, unidentifiable sgilswrote themsdvesin twists of shining gold.

He opened his mouth to ask Jacen what kind of stupid masked bdl he was
planning to crash in thisridiculous costume, but before his drug-numbed lips

could shape the words, he remembered: Jacen Solo isatraitor.

"Do not fear, Ganner Rhysode," he said, in awelird dark voice like a bad
imitation of ahypnoti<t. "Instead rejoice! The day of your Blessed Release has

arrived!"

"Does..." Ganner had to hack awad of haven't-taked-in-days out of his

throat. "Doesthismean... you're going to let me go?"

"The Gifts of the True Gods are three." Hiswords fell like boulders down a
well. "Life They give us, tha we may serve Ther Glory: thisis the least of
Their Gifts. Pain They give us, that we may learn Lifes vdue lies only in
Their Sarvice thisisagrester Gift. But the Greatest Gift of the Gods is
Desth: itis Their Release from the Burden of Pain and the Curse of Life. It is
their reward, their grace, their mercy, granted liberaly even to the unjust and

theinfidd."

Captured. Drugged. Helpless. About to be murdered. Boy, it'sagood thing |

was S0 cautious and unobtrusive, Ganner thought muzzily. Otherwise | might have



gotten mysdlf into trouble.

"Um, yeah, y'know," he said with aweak laugh, "those wacky gods... | guess
they mean well, but they just don't know when to stop. They're way too generous.
I'm getting dong fine with just the first Gift. The other two, hey, y'know, |

canwait..."

"Silencel" Jacen commanded, stretching forth hisarms, hands high, pams
forward as though to address amultitude from a mountaintop. "Waste not your

breath in prattle! Hear now thelore of the True Way!"

Ganner stared, speechless, but instead of continuing, Jacen's eyes drifted

closed. He swayed in place as though he were about to faint.

"Jacen?' One hand curled to afigt, then extended aforefinger: Wait.

"Jacen, what did they do to you? Whatever it is, we can fix it. Y ou haveto
come back with me, Jacen. Y ou don't know what's been happening. Jaina...
everyone needsyou. | don't know what they've doneto you, but it doesn't

meatter. Whatever you've done, it's not your fault. We can help you..."

Jacen's eyes opened, then hisleft lid drooped in along, dow wink.

Ganner's mouth snapped shut. Jacen's eyes closed again. Then dowly, one at



atime, so did each eye on the end of each of the tentacle-vinesthat hung from
the ceiling: asthe red glow within each orb faded into darkness, a pair of
vertica eydids squeezed across them, and the tentacle-vines gradually relaxed,

hanging limp, motionless.

Jacen dropped hisarms and opened his eyes. His face seemed to collgpse

into an exhaustion too profound for any human to bear.

"How do you fed? Any strength coming back?Y ou think you can wak?' He
sounded like a teenager again--but ateenager old beyond hisyears. Old...

too old... that's part of what was so strange about him. Something in his
eyes. some old, cold knowledge, abroken admission of bitter truths, that made

him not resemble aSolo at all.

"What are you... what's going on? Jacen..."

"We can talk now, but not for long. | persuaded dl the creatures

monitoring usto take anap.”

"Cregtures? Monitoring? 1 dont..."

"They were watching us. That wasthe point of that slly nerf-and-Wookiee



show just now. The Y uuzhan Vong have decided I'm the avatar of one of their Twin

Gods."

Ganner stared. His life had become a successon of inexplicable

Strangenesses.

"| had a dream--a dream about a sacrifice--you were going to kill me, then
find Jainaand kill her, too... That was just adream, wasn't it?" He swallowed.

"Waan't it?'

Jacen reached into one deeve and pulled out a pouch similar to the one in
which held carried that poison pad back on the camp ship; this pouch contained a
amilar wad of damp fabric, which Jacen began to gpply directly to the blood-

welling punctures where the tube-vines had withdrawn through Ganner's skin.

"They can't see usor hear usright now. Pretty soon somebody's gaing to

come around to find out why. We have to be ready to go when they get here."

"G0o? Go where? Where are we, Jacen? What--hey, what are you doing to me?

What isthat stuff?' Everywhere the moisture of the pad touched, Ganner stopped

bleeding. Strength flowed back into his drugged muscles.

"Wereon Y uuzhan'tar." Jacen kept wiping hm down with the pad. "The



Y uuzhan VVong homeworld."

Ganner had heard the name from refugees on the camp ships.

"Y ou mean Coruscant.”

"No. | don't."

"Just changing aname doesn't makeit..."

"The Y uuzhan Vong remake everything they touch." Jacen'shand fell to his
side, and adark distance stretched his gaze far beyond the walls of this amdl

chamber. "It's not about names. My nameis still Jacen Solo.”

Ganner frowned. An instant later, Jacen seemed to remember where hewas. He

dropped the pad on the floor and shook out along, flowing robe of white.

"Here, gt up. Put thison." Ganner discovered, to his astonishment, thet
he could now move without discomfort. He sat up and swung hislegs over the edge
of the hammock. The Y uuzhan VVong had left him his boots and leggings, but hewas
obscurdly grateful to Jacen for providing the robe; being bare-chested here made

him fed oddly uncomfortable. VVulnerable.



He stood and shrugged into the robe, marveling at how good he fdt. Bang
dressed. Being able to stand. He never could have guessed what profound joy
might spring from such smple pleasures. A shimmer of motion caught hiseye, and
he looked down. The robe he wore bore glowing designs like Jacen's, colors
pulsing dong arterial networks down the deeves and front, except the designs
on Ganner'srobe were in black and green upon the white.

He frowned.

"What'sthis?'

"It'syour sacrificial robe. For the processiond to the Well of the World

Bran."

Ganner stared. His dream flooded back to him. On that day, Ganner Rhysode

will walk proudly a my hed, as| lead him into the Well of the World Brain,

where we will together offer up his desth to the glory of the True Gods.

"Oh, no you dont," he said. He gtarted pulling the robe off over his head.

"Oh, yes| do."

"Thisissomekind of trick.” Wasn't one of the Yuuzhen Vong Twin Gods



supposed to be some kind of trickster or something? How much truth was Jacen

telling?

"Thisisdl somekind of trick. You'relying to me."

"Well, actudly, yeah. | am.”

Ganner stopped, staring at Jacen out through the neck hole of the robe,

which was now hafway over hishead. Jacen'slipstwitched in that unmistakable

Solo hdf amile.

"Everything | tell youisalie™

"What?'

"See, thething is, everything everyonetdlsyouisalie. The truth is

always bigger than the words we use to describeiit.”

"I knew it! Thisissomekind of trick!"

"Y eah. But not onyou.”

Ganner shook his head wordlesdy. He couldn't connect this Jacen to the



cheerful dark-haired kid he used to know. He suffered an instant of wild hope:
maybe Jacen wasn't Jacen--maybe this traitor who had promised to murder him was
some kind of impostor, some kind of clone, something force-grown ina 'Y uuzhen

Vong shaper'svat...

"Uh, Jacen? Y ou areyou, aren't you?..." Ganner grimaced. That sounded

stupid, even for me.

"No," said the man who looked like a sad, grown-up Jacen Solo. "I'm not.

But | was."

"I don't understand.”

Hesghed.

"Thinking of me as Jacen Solo," he said digtantly, "will only get in your

way.

| was the boy you knew, Ganner, but I'm not the boy who knew you.”

"But you're dive." Ganner shrugged into the robe, and smoothed it down.

"That'sthe only thing that counts. | found you. After dl thistime



That'sthe important thing. Youredive."

"NO_"

"Yesitis" heingsted. "Y ou have no idea how important... you have no

ideawhat it'll mean to the New Republic that you're divel What itll mean to

Jana.."

"But I'mnot.”

Ganner blinked. Jacen only looked sad.

"I don't understand,” Ganner said.

"I can't help tht."

"But, but, but, Jacen, come on, don't beridiculous..."

That dark distance captured his eyes dtogether.

"I've been dead for months, Ganner. | died not long after Myrkr. | just

haven't gotten around to lying down, yet."



A chill trickled the length of Ganner's spine.

"You're... dead?"

"That'sright," Jacen said. "And so are you."

Some of Jacen's quick-sketched explanation made sense. The planted rumors
leading to the "trgp” on the camp ship had never really been intended to catch
anybody; Jacen had only been stdling for time. Asweeks passed with no results,
Jacen hoped Nom Anor would lose patience and pull him out of there. If held
really wanted to catch Jaina, al he would have had to do was reopen the Force-
bond that had linked them since birth. Nothing in the galaxy would have stopped

her from finding him.

"Nothing in the galaxy stops Jainafrom doing pretty much whatever she
decidesto do. So | haveto hold that part of myself shut down. If she finds out
I'm dive, shell comefor me--and thatll just get her killed, too. Like
Anakin.

And me" That strange sadness|eaked back onto hisface. "And you."

Ganner let that pass. It was dear that Jacen waan't firing on dl

thrusters--and after what he must have been through, Ganner couldn't blame him.



"What if she had shown up on the camp ship after al?"

Jacen's eyes closed and opened again, amotion too ow and ddiberate to

be caled ablink.

"Then I'd be having this conversation with her. And you'd have the chance
toliveto aripeold age." Jacen had felt Ganner coming days before he arrived,
and had done everything he could--under the circumstances--to discourage him.

The freezing dread, the growing conviction that he was going to his desth,
finaly even the outright compulsion to turn and run, hed dl been Jacen's

doing, reaching through the Force to push Ganner away.

"But nothing worked."

Jacen sighed and shook hishead. "If you weren't so bloody brave, you might

have lived through this.”

"Uh... yeah. Right. | guess™ Ganner said hesitantly. "But... uh, Jacen?

Y ou do understand that I'm not really dead, don't you?"

"Y ou're the one who needs to understand, Ganner. Y ou are redly dead. When

you came back to the chamber in the camp ship: that's what killed you." Jacen



sagged exhaustedly against the wall, and rubbed his reddened eyes. "The warriors
who were with me were going to daughter you on the spot. The only way you could
have escaped isif I'd helped you... and if | had, if I'd shown them | was il

aJedi at heart... the pilot would have triggered the dovin basa and wiped out

thewhole ship.”

"And themsalves dong with everybody e se?'

"Suicide missons are an honor for the Y uuzhan VVong. That stuff about the

Blessed Release? That's not just dogma. They redly bieveit.”

And the sad, dark distance in his stare made Ganner wonder if maybe Jacen

believed it alittle himsdif.

"Weve both been dead for along time, Ganner. And today..." Jacen drew new

strength from somewhere. He pushed himsdlf off thewall and stood like aman who

knew fatigue only by reputation. "Today isthe day we stop breething.”

Ganner scrubbed at hisface as though he could massage understanding in

through hisskin.

"Thenwhy not just let them kill me?"

"Because | need you. Because | can use you. Because we both have a chance



to make our deaths count for something.” Jacen explained tha the "sacrifice’
was a sham. It was nothing more than an excuse to get into what he cdled the

Wdl of the World Brain.

Ganner understood this "world brain" to be somekind of organic planetary
measter computer, shaped by the Y uuzhan V ong to manage the ecology of their re-
crested homeworld. Jacen had been racking his brainsfor weeks, trying to figure
out away to get ingde the Well, which was some kind of reinforced bunker, a
sort of impenetrable skull designed to protect the World Brain from any possible
harm. The Y uuzhan V ong--especialy Nom Anor, who was Jacen's control--hadn't |t
him anywhere near the place.

They didn't entirely trust that Jacen's "conversion” wasred.

Ganner understood. He didn't entirdly trust that it wasn't.

"I've been waiting along time for achance to stedl ten minutes done in
the Well of the World Brain. Y ou, Ganner--your “sacrifice--you're my key in the

door to the Wel. All | need isto get in there.

"What's so important about this world brain? What are you going to do once

you'rein there?'



Jacen stood very, very ill; hisface settled into an unbendable durastedl

determination that was pure Skywalker "1 am," he said with quiet, absolute

conviction, "going to teach the Y uuzhan V ong alesson about the way the universe

actualy works."

A wave of chill shivered through Ganner then, asthough some cold shadow

had flowed into the Force.

"I don't understand.”

"Y ou don't have to. Repest after me: "I have seen the Light of the True

Way, and go to the Godswith joy in my heart, full of gratitude for Their Third

Gift."

"Y oumust be crazy."

Jacen nodded thoughtfully, as though hed spent some time considering thet

possibility and had come to the conclusion that it could not be denied.

"What makes you think I'd go dong with this?'

Jacen's durastedl stare fastened on Ganner.



"I'm not asking, Ganner. I'm offering. | don't need your cooperation.
Ten minutes after | walk through the door of the Well, well both be dead

whether you play along or not.”

"Sowhy should 17"

Jacen shrugged. "Why shouldn't you?!

"How do | know | can trust you? How do | know | shouldn't jump you right
now?" Ganner shifted hisweight onto the bals of hisfeet, reaching a balanced
stance from where he could spring in any direction.

"1 know you're stronger now, Jacen--stronger than I've ever been. | fdt it
on the camp ship. | know you can kill meif you want. But | can make you kill me

here.

Jacen spread his hands. His face was blankly expectant. " Choose, and act.”

"Choose? What do you mean, choose?"

"Chooseto die here for nothing, or chooseto diein the Well of the World

Brain: where your degth can change the gdaxy."

Ganner licked hislips. "But how am | supposed to decide? How do | know

whether | can trust you?'



"Y ou don't." Jacen's face softened again, and a hint of the Solo half smile

traced itsdlf ruefully onto hislips. "Trust, Ganner, isdways an act of faith.

"Easy for youto say...!I"

"l guessitis. Y ou want to see how much | trust you?' He reached agan

within hisrobe. When his hand came out, he opened it toward Ganner, offering.

"Here." On his open pam baanced the handgrip of a lightsaber. Ganner
blinked. He rubbed his eyes. When he looked again, it was dill a lightsaber.

"Takeit," Jacen said. "Useit, if you must. Evenif you chooseto useit on me.

"Y ou're giving meyour lightsaber?"

Jacen shook hishead. "It's not mine." Helifted his hand. "Go ahead.

Takeit."

"Sowhat isthis? A fake? Another trick? Isit going to blow up in my hand?

"It'snot afake," Jacen said with a sadness so profound it could only be

expressed with quiet, dry exactitude. "It'snot atrick.”



For thethird time, he extended the lightssber toward Ganner. "It's

Anakin's"

"Anakin's..!" A sharp, hot thrill shot through Ganner's whole body, as
though he'd been narrowly missed by astroke of lightning. "How did you get

Anakin'slightsaber?

"A friend kept it safe for me." Jacen squinted as though mildy surprised
to hear those words come out of his mouth--then he nodded, reluctantly agreaing

with himsdf. "A friend.”

Ganner could only stare, drop-jawed. Dazzled. Awed. "And you want to give

ittome?'

"Y ou might need one. Since | destroyed yours." Ganner's hand shook as he
took the lightsaber. It waswarm in his hand, warm with Jacen's body hest,
smooth and gleaming. He could fed its structurein the Force, could fed the
way it fit together, the individudity of design that madeit Anakin's. He could
fed Anakininthehandle. And he could fed agap: where his own lightsaber had
held a Corusca gem, this one had only avoid, an empty spacein the Force--but
to hiseye and hand, the handgrip held a shining amethyst that seemed to flicker
with itsown interior light. He triggered the activator and the blade snarled
out to full extenson, brilliant, eye-burning, buzzing with ahum he could fed

in histeeth. It lit the whole room with avivid, unnatura purple glow.



"What about you? Where'syours?'

Jacen shook his head. "I haven't seen my lightsaber since Myrkr. For what |

have to do, weapons areirrelevant.”

"But--but " A dull thudding penetrated one wal, awal dominated by ahuge
knurled pucker like a pursed mouth carved from wood. Voices came thinly from

outside, snarling in the guttura retching hacks of the Y uuzhan V ong tongue.

"They're here," Jacen said. He nodded toward the lightsaber in Ganner's
hand. "Better put that away. If they find it on you, they'll kill us both." A

gently ironic smilequirked hislips. "I mean, they'll kill us both too soon.”

Ganner was floundering, choking on unredity. His dream had made a greet
deal more sense than did hiswaking. He waved Anakin's lightsaber asthough hed

forgotten what it was. "Y ou have to help me understand--!"

"Just remember: | have seen the Light of the True Way,' " Jacen repeated
firmly, meaningfully, " “and | go to the Godswith joy in my heart, full of

gratitudefor Ther Third Gift.""

As Ganner stood gaping helplesdy, the puckered mouth on thewall suddenly
yawned into a hatchway that opened on an enormous vaulted hdl beyond. He

jerked, nearly dropping Anakin'slightsaber in hishaste to deactivate it and



Suff it into one of hiswhite robe's voluminous deeves. The hall was ful of
scarified Y uuzhan Vong warriors standing rigidly at attention, weapons extended
in present arms. Just beyond the opening stood a pair of nervous, sweeting

Y uuzhan Vong of acaste Ganner did not recognize. Both held leashes attached to
reptilian creatures the Sze of banthas; the reptilian creatures crouched on

their haunches while their tal oned foreimbs forced the hatch sphincter to full

dilation.

Severd stepsfarther in, adozen or more impressively costumed Y uuzhan
Vong, caparisoned inidenticaly fantastic arrays of dothing thet shone and
shimmered and writhed with restlesslife, formed ahaf circle that framed two
individuas. One of these wore the immense spiny headdress Ganner had heard was
favored by shaper masters; the other wore a long black robe, and grinned a

lipless, needle-toothed smile Ganner recognized from his dream.

Nom Anor.

Jacen faced them without the dightest appearance of concern. "Wha
sgnifiesthisinterruption?"' he intoned, once morein the rolling-thunder mode

of his Avatar-of-God voice. "How do you dare disturb Me as| sharethe Light?"

Nom Anor stepped forward, and leaned close to Jacen to murmur,



agtonishingly, "Very good, Jacen Solo. Y ou wear the mantle impressvely.” Then
he stepped back, and said more loudly, so that those nearby could hear, "The

monitor creatures suddenly lost consciousness. We were concerned. Isall well?'

"Y our concernisan insult,” Jacen snapped with magnificent arrogance.

Nom Anor's eyebrows quirked as though he struggled to suppress asmile, but
the master shaper and thering of fancy-dress Y uuzhan Vong--priestly caste,
Ganner guessed--seemed to take him considerably more serioudly.

Severd of them flinched openly.

"Nothing can occur that isnot My Will. If these creatures dept, it is

because | madeit so!"

Ganner blinked. Funny, he thought, how he can take pure truth and make it
come out alie. Jacen turned to Ganner grandly. "Tel these weak, fathless

cregtures what has transpired within this chamber.”

Ganner blinked somemore. "I, uh, | uh, | mean..."

"Speak! For | so command!” On the side of hisface turned away from the
vaulted hdl, one of Jacen's eydids momentarily drooped again. Ganner
experienced an ingtant of perfect clarity. He didn't have to know. He just had
to decide. Death waited for him no matter what. It wasn't a question of whether

he'd die. It was only a question of how.



"l have seen the Light of the True Way!" Hisvoice came out surprisngly
steady, considering the flutter in his chest and the way his guts had turned to
water. Hands within his deeves, he squeezed Anakin's lightsaber as though it
were atdisman that could lend him strength. "And I, uh, | go to the Gods with

joy inmy heart, and, uh, and gratitude for Their Third Gift!"

Do you indeed? Nom Anor mouthed silently, awicked gleam in his eye as

though he were not in the least deceived, but one of the priestscalled out ina

voicelikean air taxi's blarehorn: "Tchurokk sen khattazz a"Y un! Tchurokk'tiz!

The assembled warriors answered with an avalanche roar. "TCHUROKK!"

Enthusiadtic little beggars, aren't they? Ganner thought unsteedily.

They sounded like they wereleading a cheer. He muttered softly to Jacen,

"What arethey saying?'

"They offer me ashadow of my due respect,” Jacen replied with rega

assurance. "The words mean “Behold the avatar of the God.' "

"Tchurokk sen Jeedal Ganner! Tchurokk'tiz!"

"TCHUROKK!"



"And they, uh, like metoo, huh?"

"They do not like you,” Nom Anor interjected, as cheerfully mdiciousas a

well-fed Hutt. "No onelikes you; they merely honor your willing sacrifice to

the True Gods."

"Yeah. My, uh, willing sacrifice. The True Gods. That'sright. So--what are

wewaiting for?"

"Nothing at dl,” Nom Anor said. "Let's get this show gtarted, shal we?!

THIRTEEN

GLORY SICKNESS



Ganner waked one pace behind Jacen's | eft shoulder, trying to look solemn
and dignified rather than scared out of hismind. He was o nauseated his eyes
were watering. He fought to pay attention to something ese. Anything ese. If
he kept thinking about how sick he was getting, he'd drop to his knees right
here and vomit hisguts out. A broad ring of those Y uuzhan VVong who'd led the
cheers back in the vaulted hall--whom Ganner had correctly guessed to be of the

priestly caste--surrounded them at a respectful distance of about ten meters.

Ahead, ringed a asmilarly respectful distance by an honor guard of
warriors, walked Nom Anor and the shaper who'd been in the hdl: abig ugy
beggar with acluster of tentacles growing out of one side of his mouth. The
vanguard of the processional was awedge of bizardy mutilated warriors who
carried various creatures of dl sizes and indescribable shapes, creatures that
the warriors stabbed and squeezed and twisted in time with their march,

producing akind of rhythmic music from their antiphona screams of agony.

And then behind the priests who ringed Ganner and Jacen marched an immense
parade of warriors, rank upon rank marching in lockstep, carrying unit banners
that were some kind of sapling whose tops sprouted multicolored snakes nests of

writhing cilig, each different, didinctive, weaving patterns of color and



motion that made Ganner's queasiness decidedly worse. But there was more to it

thanthis.

The whole businesswas making Ganner sicker and sicker. He hated it.

Jacen spoke in quiet tones throughout the processiond, rdaing hits of
indght hed gained into Y uuzhan Vong culture and biotechnology, keeping his
voice low, haf whispered, lips barely moving so that none of their escort would
know he was taking. Ganner could only understand haf of what he heard, and he
was sure he wouldn't remember half of what he understood. He couldn't
concentrate on what Jacen might betelling him; most of his atention had to
stay focused on walking while hislegs wobbled and kept trying to collapse. And
did it matter what he remembered and what he didn't? He wouldn't live to tdl
anyone. It wasn't fear that was making him sick. Hewas afraid to die, sure, but

held faced that fear before--without this knee-buckling nausea.

He clutched the handgrip of Anakin'slightsaber up his deeve; only that
smooth solidity let him keep acomposed expression on hisface instead of puking
down the front of hisrobe. Maybe part of what was making Ganner sck was the
world itself. Hed thought held be ready for hisfirst view of Coruscant; held
heard dozens of tales about it from the refugees on the camp ships during his
investigation. HeEd heard about the insandly prolific jungle that patched the
ruined planetary city. Hed been told about the dazzling orbital rings that some
of the refugees caled the Bridge. He knew that the Y uuzhan Vong had dtered

Coruscant's orbit to bring it closer to its star. But knowing these things was



entirdy different from walking out of cool shadow into a blue-white noon thet
jammed needlesinto his eyeballs and pounded sweat from his hairline, sweat that
trickled into hismouth, hisears, trailed like ariver down his spine and made

hisleggings stick to hisknees.

Thear was as humid asaPrigpulin's breath, and smelled like the whole
planet had been a monkey-lizard den that somebody hed buried in rotting
honeyflowers. The processiona spiraled through atitanic hedge maze that was
dtill growing, knitting itself into place around them, huge curving wals of
interwoven branches that sported needle-pointed thorns ranging from hdf a
centimeter to aslong as Ganner's arm. Thousands of Y uuzhan Vong of unknown
caste clambered up and down and across these wadls, festooning them with
brilliantly colored epiphytes and flowering vines, hanging living cages and
nests occupied by abewildering variety of crestures so dien Ganner couldn't
even redly seethem clearly: hiseyeskept trying to interpret them as insects
or reptiles, rodents or felines or some other type of anima with which he was
dready familiar, when these were redly nothing like anything held ever seen

before.

He caught some of Jacen's explanation, that this hedge maze would serve a
dud purpose: not only was it aceremonia avenue, but it would also double as
an antipersonnel defense surrounding the dl-important Well of the World Brain

if Yuuzhan'tar were ever invaded. When mature, the hedge thorns would meet



overheed, forming a tunnd twenty meters high and thirty wide, hard as

durasted, fireproof, and reslient enough to mnmize the effects of
explosives--and the thorns would contain a neurotoxin so potent that a Sngle

prick could destroy the central nervous system of any unfortunate creature who
touched one. Groundborne invaders would be forced to trace the same route dong

which the processional now marched, facing dozens of ambush points dong the

way.

Occasiondly, through gapsin the haf-completed maze, Ganner could catch
glimpses of ther destination. Enveloping the Well of the World Brain was a
mountain of yorik cord haf akilometer high, spreading in a shdlow dome

nearly two kilometers across.

Even buried, the shape that underlay the cord mountain was, to anyone
who'd ever been to Coruscant, unmistakable. Ganner knew exactly what it used to
be. That might have been part of what was making him fed sick, too. The Well of
the World Brain used to be the Gaactic Senate. The Senate had come through the
planetary bombardment with only cosmetic damage; its arigind architect, a
thousand years before, had claimed that any weapon powerful enough to destroy
the Galactic Senate would crack the planet itself. While this was a boastful
exaggeration, there was no doubt that the Galactic Senate was one of the mogt
durable buildings ever designed. Even the totd destruction of the origind
Senate Hall ten years before had |eft the Structureitself barely damaged; the

Grand Convocation Chamber of the New Republic had been built directly upon the



bones of the old. The Senate's honeycombed congruction gave it incredible
gructurd strength smilar, in engineering terms, to yorik cord itsdf. Only
direct hits could do any damage at al, and the interior had been designed in

crumple zones, locdizing damage by minimizing shock transmisson.

Jacen explained: oncetheyorik cora enzymaticaly digested the Senate's
duracrete and transparisted and finished using the digested minerdss to build
itsown skeleton, the Y uuzhan Vong would have taken that long-forgotten
architect's boast and made it into prophecy. Any wegpon that could harm the
World Brain would have to be so powerful that it would destroy the planet, too.
Not that they were content with this: they had aso seeded the dome with a
defendve array of dovin basds. Even if the New Republic somehow ddivered a
planet-buster, the Wdl might survive the planet's destruction as a sdf-
contained vessd, preserving the Brain, with its irreplacesble genetics and
invauable skills. But the cord converson wasnot yet complete. There were
till somewesk pointsin the structure--for example, the area damaged by the

proton bomb that had detonated in Borsk Fey'lyas office.

"Somebody bombed Fey'lyas office?' Ganner muttered to the back of Jacen's

head. "Before or after theinvason?"

Jacen's soft answering chuckle was dry as summer on Tatooine. He nodded

toward the jungle-clutched ruin of the Imperia Paace, enough structure il



vigbleto show the haf-kilometer bite the bomb had taken from one corner.

"They say Fey'lyaset off the bomb himself. They say he took out something like

twenty-five thousand crack troops and abunch of high-ranking Vong officers--

including the drop commander.”

"They who? Who says?"

"The Y uuzhan Vong themselves. They admire that kind of thing.

They look on Fey'lyaasakind of minor hero.”

"Huh. They didn't know him likewedid."

Jacen's shoulders twitched in what might have been ashrug.

"And maybe we didn't know him aswell aswe should have."

Ganner shook hishead. This conversation wasn't making him fedl any better;

just the opposite.

"How do you even know thisisn't dl atest?' he asked. "How do you know
there won't be acompany of warriors waiting insde the Well to kill you at the

firs Sgn you're not going to go through with this?*

"l don't. But I've been told that the Y uuzhan Vong would regard such a



“test' as sacrilege. Warriors would never be alowed to lie in ambush in the

Wdl."

"Told?Told by whom?'

"My--afriend. Her name'sVergere."

Ganner scowled, remembering the dien in hisdream. "Isthis the Vergere?

The same one who was the pet of that Y uuzhan Vong n?'

"The same one who healed Marawith her tears. The same one whose tears have

hedled you."

"The one who turned you over to the Y uuzhan Vong." Ganner didn' like the

sound of thisat dl. "You're sure she's on our Sde?"

"Our 9de?' Jacen said digtantly. ™Y ou mean the New Republic Sde?

| doubt it."

Suddenly Ganner was overtaken by a stingingly potent wish that he might see

Jacen's face; there was something about the angle of his head...

"I'm not surewhose side she'son," Jacen continued. 'I'm not sure sheson

anybody's. I'm not sure she believesin "sides at al."



"But you told her what you're planning? How can you trust her?"

"Because | have decided to believe she won't betray me."

Ganner heard the echo inside hishead: Trust isaways an act of faith.
That swelling bal of nauseaiin his ssomach was getting heavier with every step.
Theworld swam around him like adow whirlpoal of gdatin. The thorn maze
abruptly ended, opening onto an immense wedge-shaped causeway of curving pae
ribs that seemed to be the smoathly interlaced horizonta trunks of living
trees; leaf-bearing branches tangled toward the sun to either sde. Thefoot of
the causeway spanned at least a hundred meters between the branch-walls. It
tapered like an arrowhead asit rose, forming aramp whose point touched the
Great Door of the Galactic Senate: adouble leaf of durasted layered like the
hull armor of a Star Destroyer, intaglioed with the Gaactic Great Sed

surrounded by the sedls of the Thousand Worlds.

Here the yorik cora had been shaped to preserve access; there grew around
the perimeter of the door an immeature hatch sphincter of incredible sze--though
gl only half grown--that |eft the centra third of the Great Door exposed. As
the vanguard began to mount the causeway, their mudc of screams dowed,
deepened, broadened in a decorous segue from the briskly martia to the solemnly
devotiond. The changein the music seemed to suck the last of the strength from
Ganner'slegs; his knees buckled, and he pitched forward onto the causeway's

foot, curled into afeta ball around the spiny fist of nauseaclenched in his



guts.

Sdivaflooded his mouth, and his Sdes heaved. He squeezed shut his eyes

to restrain aretch.

"Ganner? Ganner, what'swrong?' Jacen's voice came from close by, just

above, low and worried. "C'mon, Ganner, you haveto get up!"

Ganner couldn't get up. He couldn't speak. He couldn't even open his eyes.
The smooth, hard trunks that made up the ribs of the causeway were cool benegth
him, much cooler than the sun that scorched his other side, and dl he wanted

wasto die.

Right here. Right now. If only he could die... The grunting hack of the
Y uuzhan Vong tongue sounded in the middle distance, two voices, one imperioudy

disdainful, the other unctuous, conciliating.

A moment later, he heard Nom Anor'srasp in Basic, closer by:

"The Shaper Lord inquireswhy the Jedi cowerslike abrenzlit.

| lied to him, Jacen Solo. | told him thisis how humans show reverencefor



the True Gods. Make him get up. Make thisweak, pathetic excusefor a Jedi get

on with this sacrifice--before the Shaper Lord knows | lied.”

"He'sonly aman,” Ganner heard Jacen reply. "You can't keep a humen
sedated for weeks and then expect him to march like this.

He'sweak because he'sill.”

Ganner burned with shame: even Jacen waslying for him now.

The wesknessthat pinned him helplesdy to the causeway wasn't physica.
And having Jacen make excuses for him only made it worse. Everyone has to lie
for me, he thought. Everyone hasto pretend I'm not as pathetic and useless and
weak as| redly am.

But | can't pretend anymore. | can't.

Sdf-loathing rose up the back of Ganner's throat like vomit, burning,
driving singing tears through his eyes. Within his robe's deeve, his thumb
found the activation plate on Anakin's lightsaber; without redly understanding
what he was doing, he pressed the lightsaber's crystal against hisown ribs. One
quick sgueeze, and the purple shaft of pure energy would shear through flesh and

bone and weak watery gutsto spear oblivion into his coward's heart...

"C'mon, Ganner, we're dmogt there," Jacen whispered. "Don't screw it up



"...sorry... can't dothis..." was al Ganner could say, a low miserable
moan. He hugged himsdlf, dutching a hisribs, ams crossed over his
rebdlioudy spasming sscomach. "... can't do this, Jacen... sorry... let you
down..." His finger tightened on the lightsaber's activation plate--And
invishble hands caught him under the shoulders and lifted im to his feet.
Though he hung limp, the processiona once more began to move forward, mounting
the causaway toward the Great Door. Hislegs swung without hiswill to drive
them, moving as though he walked under his own power. His body tingled with the

touch of the Force. Jacen was carrying him.

"There, you see?" Jacen said to Nom Anor. "He'sfine. Return to your place,

and reassure the Shaper Lord."

Ganner hung in Jacen'sinvisible Force grip, drowning in humiliation as Nom
Anor moved quickly away. If only he could die--if only the trunk-causaway
beneath his feet would gape like amouth and swallow him right now... His whole
life, he'd chased asingle dream.
He had only wanted to be ahero. That's al. Not even that--not even a
hero--not redlly. All he'd ever wanted was to wak through a room full of
strangers and overhear somebody say " There goes Ganner Rhysode. He's a man who

getsthingsdone.”

Yeah, | get thingsdone. | get things doneto me. Some hero. More like a

damsd indigress. And that wasit: that's what was making him sck. Himsdf.



Hewas sick of being Ganner Rhysode. Sick of trying to be ahero. Sick of trying
not to be ahero. Sick of being acrappy Jedi, amediocre pilot, and a bloody
lousy leader of men.

Sick of being ajoke. Just sick.

The vanguard parted asit approached the Great Door, dividing down the
middleto line either side of the causeway, astheir music of screams swelled
toward atriumpha climax. The warriors who accompanied Nom Anor and the Shaper
Lord formed another line within. The priests who had surrounded Jacen and Ganner
knelt, lowering their foreheads to the causeway. Jacen paced forward steadily,
smoothly, giving no sign of grain, no hint that might betray effort, no clueto
the assembled thousands of Y uuzhan V ong that he was carrying Ganner like achild
inthe invisible arms of the Force. He came to a stop before the Great Door and
moved Ganner to hisside. From here, theliving city of Y uuzhan'tar spread below
them, avast tangled jungle of every conceivable color and texture of life

shaped by a skeleton built of duracrete and transparisted.

"Ganner, can you stand?' he asked softly. "Y ou don't have to walk.

Just stand. | need to do something e se right now."

Ganner clenched every ounce of hiswill to swalow therising tide of his
shame and self-disgust. He drew on the Force to hold himself upright, and for

the strength to steady hisvoice.



"Yeah. Yeah, go ahead. I'm okay, Jacen," he lied, then made himself say,

"Thanks." Jacen flashed him ahint of that quick Solo smile. "Y ou'd do the

samefor me"

Asif I'd ever haveto, Ganner thought, but held his tongue. Solemnity
settled back over Jacen's features like amask. He turned to face the assembled

thousands, and lifted hisarms.

"l am Jacen Solo! | am human! | wasa Jedi” His voice boomed out like
artillery fire, and the echoes came back in Yuuzhen Vong: Nikk pryozz Jacen

Solo! Nikk pryozz human! Nikk pr'zzyo Jeedai!

"l am now aservant of the Truth!" How he said that made Ganner suddenly
scowl; for someone who was only playing a part, Jacen sounded unsettlingly
sncere--Ganner felt asurgein the Force like avast rushing wind; it passed
him without touching him.

The Great Door swung inward, to revea the shadowed reach of the Atrium
beyond, and the cavernous mouths of the Grand Concourseto a@ther sde. Jacen
turned his palms upward as though reaching for the braided arch of impossble

color that was the Bridge overhead.



"WITNESS!" he thundered.

The echo cried: Tchurokk!

"WITNESSTHE WILL OF THE GODS!"

Before the echo finished roaring Tchurokk Y un'tchilat, Jacen had dready
turned and walked briskly through the Great Door; a swirl of the Force drew
Ganner after him. Nom Anor and the Shaper Lord made to follow, dong with the
priests and the vanguard band, but as soon as Ganner was clear of the doorway,
Jacen turned and made a amdl gesture that Ganner fdt as another swift,

incredibly powerful rush in the Force. The Great Door boomed shuit.

Echoesfaded. Sowly. The Atrium had become avast cavern of living yorik
coral. Theimmense statues that had once represented the varied species of the
New Republic had become unidentifiable, misshapen pillars like bails of old
lava. Shadows huge and black masked every fold of coral, and the mouths of the
Grand Concourse to either side yawned bottomless depths of night; the sole
light--apulsang, sulfurous glow mingling reds and yellows--leaked into the

Atrium from an archway opposite the Great Door.



"What's making that light? And, and, and, wait..." Ganner said numbly.
"l don't remember any door there... that was, uh, the Information Services

office, waan'tit?."

"Maybe you've noticed: things have changed.” Jacen was dreedy trotting

toward the archway. "Follow me. We don't have much time.”

Ganner sumbled after him. The arch led to nearly half akilometer of yorik
cord tunnd. Theroof and sdesformed arough semicircle, alittle less than
five meters wide a the base and the samein height.

Pulsing red-orange light filled the far end, flaring sometimesto an eye-

burning yellow.

"How are you doing?" Jacen asked as he jogged dong; Ganner was lagging,

breathing hard. "Keeping up okay? Y ou need any more help?”’

“I'm... | am..." not going to screw this up, Ganner sworeto himself. ...

okay. I'm okay. I'm right behind you."

The tunnel's roof opened to avast cavernous red-lit space overhead, and
thewalls, too, fell away; the tunnd's floor became a cantilevered bridgeway
out to acircular platform ten meters across, which hung unsupported in great

swirls of sulfurous mist that burned Ganner's throat and scoured tears from his

eyes.



"What isthis place?’

"Look around,” Jacen said grimly. If the scorching heat or brimstone-
reeking fog bothered him at dl, he didn't show it. He seemed to be ligening

for something.

"Give meaminute. | haveto concentrate.”

Ganner barely heard him. He gaped, turning in adow, dumbfounded circle.
This used to be the Senate's Grand Convocation Chamber.

A hundred meters bel ow, where once had stood the pillar of the Chief of
State's Podium, there now boiled a great pool of gowing dime huge bubbles
roiled to the surface, burgting into flares of scarlet and starflower yellow--it
was from this pool that the light came.

Rising around the pool, a gargantuan bowl of yorik cora dimbed the
staggered rank upon rank of Senatorid platforms, domy scding the wals
toward the dim, shadowed vaullt of the ceiling. And down in that pool of glowing
dime, avast fleshy bulge moved, breaching the surfacein adick black curve
before submerging once more.

Ganner jolted back from the edge.

"Gyahh...! Jacen, there's something down therel”



"Yeah." Jacen stepped to the front edge of the platform. "Don't worry.

It'safriend of mine"

"A friend?' Ganner looked down again--and agan the creature breached:
black, bloated, aghastly somach turned inside out, swollen with mdice. A
yellow eyethe size of an X-wing glared up at them, blinking, wiped by a triple
layer of trangparent eydidsthat did acrossits surface at different anglesto
scrapeit free of dime. Then a second eye appeared, blinked, and fixed on them:
apardlax, for ranging.

A spray of tentacles shot upward from the dime. Ganner threw himsdf
backward as tentacles hissed through the fog around them, impossibly flexible
ropes of muscle dicing the air so fast he couldn't even tdl how many there
were. Tentacles dammed againg the platform, knocking Ganner haf off hisfedt,

chipping away head-sized hunks of cordl.

Jacen never moved.

"This... uh, friend of yours" Ganner said shakily. "It doesn't seem too

happy to seeyou..."

"Yeah, well, | can't say I'm surprised. The last time we saw each other, |

wastryingtokill it."



"Tokill... uh, your friend?" Gazing downward in a daze of horrified
revulson, Ganner tried alaugh; it came out too high, too tight, too closeto a

hystericd giggle. "How do you treat your enemies?*

Jacen cocked his head, his brown eyes suddenly thoughtful, then he

shrugged. "1 don't have any enemies.”

"What?" Jacen pointed a an angle, down across the Well.

"See that platform--the one sticking out under that fold of cord?

That'sthe platform for the Kashyyyk delegation. They like manua doors. |

know you're not as strong as a Wookiee, but with the Force you should be able to

get them open.”

"Down there?' Ganner clutched hisgutsagain. "Y ou want meto go in there?"

"Ligten: gtraight back on your right you'l find the Kashyyyk Senator's

private office. There's aturbolift shaft behind a concealed door by his desk.

Just dide down theinside of the shaft; it'll take you right into the tunnels.™

Tunnels? A secret turboshaft? When was Jacen going to start making sense?

"What would the Wookiees be doing with a secret turboshaft?' "1 think al



the delegates offices had them: They go into concedled tunndsthat are full of
shielded conference rooms for secret meetings and stuff. They even connect with

Fey'lyas officesin the Imperiad Pdace.”

"How do you know dl this?'

"Ganner," Jacen said dryly, "those offices used to be my mother's.”

"Uh, yesh."

"If you can reach the tunnels, you should at least be ableto find a place

to hidefor awhile. Y ou might live afew days. Y ou might even escape.” Ganner

went cold. "What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about making arun for it, Ganner. Give yoursdlf achance.”

"Oh, no no no," Ganner stepped back, shaking his head. "Oh, no you don't...

"Weve only got aminute or two before Nom Anor decides he can't keep

pretending nothing's gone wrong. About two minutes after that, they'll blow open

the Great Door. They'll kill me about thirty secondslater.”

"Wheat can you do in here that'sworth your life?'



"l don't have timeto explain. I'm not even sure | can explain.”

"Y ou expect meto make arunfor it and let you die? For something you

can't even explain? 'Y ou're coming with me, or I'm not going!"

"Still playing the hero, Ganner?!

Ganner winced--that had hit too close to the bone--but he stood his ground.

"No. I'm just the Sidekick here. Y ou're the hero, Jacen. We need heroes

likeyou. That'swhy | camelooking for you. The New Republic needs you." He

lowered hisvoice. "Jainaneeds you. If theré's even the faintest ghost of a

chance, you haveto live, Jacen. You haveto at least try!"

Jacen shook his head. He had that Skywalker durastedl on hisface again.

"No, | don't. Theonly thing | haveto doisbewho | am.”

"What are you taking about?"

"Anakin had his path. Jainahas hers." He spread his hands, as though to

indicate the futility of arguing with fate. "1 have mine."

"l don't care about any stupid path!" Ganner said desperately. "Theyll



blow the door any second--we have to go!"

"No. You haveto go. | haveto... Ganner, listen. | need you to understand.
The only power | have--the only power any of us have--is to be who we are.

That'swhat I'm going to do here. Bewho | am."

"Y ou're not making any sense! How old are you? Seventeen? Eighteen?

Y ou don't even redlly know who you arel”

"I don't haveto know. All | have to do is decide" Jacen answered

serendly. "Choose, and act.”

"l am not leaving you herel”

"Tha'suptoyou.”

"How long isit going to take, Jacen? How long?' Ganner stepped toward him.

"What if they kill you firg?”

Jacen shrugged. "Then | lose. When you start to become who you are, the
firs thing you learn isthat thereisnothing to fear." A ripping roar of
thunder behind him blew away Ganner'sreply, and the bridgeway jounced sharply,
smacking hisfeet, making him stagger. Whirling, he saw aroil of smoke belch

out from the tunnel's mouth, areeking gust like burning swamp gas.



"That's the door," Jacen said distantly. "We're out of time. | guess we

both lose.”

Ganner didn't move. [llumination burst within hisbrain. In that indtant,
everything finally made sense. He understood what Jacen had been talking about.
There was nothing to fear. He understood the power of being who he was. He
didn't even redly have to know who he was. He could decide. He could choosg,
and act. Suddenly, hislife made sense. Hislife had been astory of pretending

to be ahero. Wdll, he thought. Okay, then. His nausea had vanished.

It wasn't even amemory. No more weakness. NO more uncertainty.
Doubt and fear had disappeared aong with the nausea. He hefted Anakin's

lightsaber.

"We both lose unless’--he spoke dowly--"unless somebody doesn't let them

"Y ou haveto play the hero,” Jacen said sadly. "Evenif it killsyou.”

Ganner squeezed the bladeto life, and stared at its Szzling purple shaft.
Here was the weapon of ahero. A rea hero. Not aplayactor. Not a pretend-hero,
like Ganner had aways been. But this weapon was now in Ganner'shand. | dont

haveto be ared hero, he thought. A dazzing, old-Ganner, forget-the-



consequences-and-have-some-fun smile dawned on hisface. He shook himsdf and
yearsfdl from his shoulders, hiseyeslit up, sparking like arc gaps in the

red-lit gloom. Hefelt shiny asawar droid and twice as tough.

| don't haveto be ahero, he thought in silent wonder. All | havetodois

pretend.

"Likel said, I'm just the Sdekick here" he said cardlesdy. "My job is
to make suretherea hero liveslong enough to do his. That whole “needing to

be ahero' thing has always been my greatest weakness."

Jacen stared at him, into him, through him, asthough he knew him to his
very core, and he nodded. "But you should know that it can also be your greatest

grength. Give yoursalf permission to use that strength, Ganner. Y oull need it.

"Yeah." Ganner looked into the lightsaber's blade as though his future
could beread in itsamethyst shaft. He grinned at what he saw. "You know, |
never liked you, Jacen. | thought you were soft.

Wishy-washy. An overintellectud bleeding heart.”

"l never liked you either.”



Ganner looked up to find Jacen answering hisgrin with a gentle, knowing
smile. "'l thought you were nothing but a grandstander. A playacting glory

hunter, more concerned with looking good than with doing good.”

Ganner laughed out loud. "Y ou wereright.”

"So were you." Jacen held out his hand. " So: here's our chance to show the

Y uuzhan Vong what a grandstander and a bleeding heart can do."

Ganner took Jacen'shand and gripped it fiercely. "It'll be ashow theyll

never forget.”

Jacen stepped back and lifted hisarms, and the pulse of scarlet and green
glow from the arteria Sgilson hisrobe synchronized with the shifting light
of the bubbling dime below. Tentacles coiled upward behind him, beyond the lip
of the platform, arching high overhead, trailing dimethat shone and pulsed,
framing him with aliving corona: Jacen's slhouette became a shadow cross

withinabramble of light.

"Jacen...!" Ganner gasped, reaching toward him. "Behind you!"

"I know." Jacen turned hisface upward. The tentacles curved down to mest

him; he lowered his hands to accept them as their shimmering coils settled

across hisshoulders. "Don't be afraid. Thisisal part of it."



Thetentacles now lifted Jacen in their grip, bearing him up and off the
platform, cradling him gently--amost lovingly--asthey lowered him toward the
bubbling dime, but down there thoseimmense yellow eyesill glittered dien

mdice

"Buy meten minutes," Jacen said. "That should be enough.”

The clatter of booted feet grew from the tunnel. Ganner paused for one last

moment, watching Jacen be pulled beneath the surface of the dime. He fdt a

burst of power in the Force, ashove from below, an impulse: Go.

He bunched the front of hisrobein hisfree hand and toreit off hisbody.
The dark-glowing arterid sigils spasmed, lesking black light. He tossed the

robe into a heap on the platform.

He went.



Nom Anor squinted through the smoke that boiled from the shattered gape of
what had been the Great Door. Squad after squad of warriors dipped close around
the twisted durasteel wreckage that pinged and groaned asit cooled. They spread
out within the smoke - and shadow-filled Atrium, weapons & the ready, eyes
sraining for any glimpse of atarget. A squad of warriors had sprinted down the

cord tunnd toward the Well, to reconnoiter.

That had been five minutes ago. None had returned. Nom Anor hung back in
the doorway. He had not survived so much of thiswar by underestimating Jedi.
Red-gold dimelight pulsed through the smoke from the Wl archway. A figure
solidified in that archway: aslhouette gpproaching lazily through the smoke,

haloed by the dimelight.

A human silhouette. Bondlesdy powerful: asand panther, out for a grall.
Relaxed but aert. Poised. Predatory. A superstitious chill climbed Nom Anor's
spine. Warriorsfanned out, officers glanang back to their commander, who

looked to Nom Anor.

"Thisisyour event, Executor. What would you have us do?'



"You! Youtherel” Nom Anor caled nervoudy in Basic. "What are you doing

there?' The answer was adeep, mockingly cheerful growl.

"lan't it obvious? I'm standing in your way."

Ganner Rhysode. Nom Anor began to rdax; thiswas Ganner Rhysode, the
weakling who could not even mount the causaway. Ganner Rhysode who got no

respect from the other Jedi.

Ganner the poser, the playactor. The joke. Nom Anor snorted. He should just
order the fool cut down--but Ganner didn't sound weak now or foolish. And what
had happened to the missing recon squad?

And did Nom Anor really want to be responsible for starting abrawl in the

Wil of the World Brain? He bit hislip so hard he tasted blood.

"Stand aside! There are thousands of warriors out here! Y ou cannot hope to

stop us"

"l don't haveto stop you. All | haveto do isdow you down.”

A sharp buzzing crackle made Nom Anor jump. From the shadow's hand sprang a



meter-long bar of vividly szzling amethy<. ™Y ou want me to move?' The shadow

beckoned with the blade of light.

"Come on and move me." The smoke thinned, and cleared, and the human within
the archway didn't look at al like the Ganner Nom Anor remembered. This Ganner
wore only faded brown leggings and battered leather boots. This Ganner wastdl,
broad-shouldered, and the light from his weapon gleamed on the sculpted musde
of hisbare chest.

The blade in his hand was steady as the roots of amountain, but it was not
thisthat made Nom Anor hesitate, made him run histhin yellow tongue nervoudy

between hisfiled-sharp teeth. It wasthelight in Ganner's eyes. He looked

happy.

"There are thousands of warriors out here," Nom Anor repeated, waving a

futilefig. "Y ou are only one man!"

"l anonly one Jedi."

"Youreinsang"

The man's answering laugh was deegp and long and bright, ful of joy and

freedom.



"No. | am Ganner." He spun his hining blade in a dazzingly complex
flourish that illuminated the arch around him, making it shine like a rainbow
framefor the pure, animal grace of hisbody. "This threshold,” he announced
through ahappy grin, "ismine. | clam it for my own.

Bring on your thousands, one at atimeor dl inarush. | don't gve a
damn.” Hisflourish ended with the blade danted before his chest, and histeeth

flashed in the gloom. "None shdl pass”

FOURTEEN

PATH OF DESTINY

They come at him one a atime, an endless stream, each warrior in tun
charging toward honorable single combat. Then--They cometwo at atime.

By the time they begin to comein groups, they have to scramble over bodies
of their dead comradesto reach him. A pile of bodies. A pile that becomes a

wall, arampart. Ganner Rhysode builds afortress of the dead. From a safe



vantage point--behind atwisted curve of durasted that had once been part of

the Great Door--Nom Anor watched with appalled fascination. All he could see
through the smoke and the mass of warriors who pressed forward to engage the mad
Jedi wereflashes of brilliant purple, sometimesjoined by the Jedi himsdf as

he legpt and whirled and spun, awaysin motion, dways atacking, stabbing and

dashing, littering the Atrium with corpses and severed limbs.

"Thisisinsane" Nom Anor turned to the warrior commander a his Sde.

"Can't you smply blow him up? Gas him? Something?"

"Nay." The commander'sfacia scarsflushed paeblue. "He faces us with
honor. Would you have warriors of the Y uuzhan Vong show less honor than an

infidel Jeedal?"

"Space your honor! Don't you understand? Theres a Jedi in the Well of the
World Brain--and that Jedi is Jacen Solo!" He used the name as though it could
conjure devils... and perhapsit could. Only adevil could have dain the voxyn
queen. Only adevil could have daughtered the dhuryams and shapers and warriors
inthe Nursery, yet ill wormed itsevil way into Nom Anor's trugt, to the
point where he--he, Nom Anor himsalf--had ushered thisterrifyingly letha Jedi

into the one place on Y uuzhan'tar where he might day the whole planet!

"Jacen Solo isdonewith the World Brain..."



"TheWorld Brainiswdl ableto defend itsdf."

To Nom Anor's other side stood Ch'Gang Hool the Shaper Lord.

"Matters of honor aside, we cannot use overpotent explosives, nor poison
gases. The World Brain would be in greater danger from a dumsy attempt a

rescue than it could ever be from asingle Jeedai.”

"Thisisno ordinary Jedi,” Nom Anor said fedingly. "Y ou have no ideawhat

heis capable of! We haveto get in there! We haveto stop him!”

The commander snapped a series of orders, and a squad of heavy infantry

lumbered toward the archway, their head-to-toe overlgpping plates of vonduun

crab armor gleaming in the dimelight. He glanced back at Nom Anor.

"Wewill bein soon enough. Remain cam, Executor.”

" Space your cam, too!"

"Y ou do seem ahit... mm, overwrought,” Ch'Gang Hool murmured. His mouth-

tentacles twitched. "One might wonder if you fdt, in some way... mmm,

responsiblefor this?!



Nom Anor opened his mouth, took a bregth, started to say something, changed
his mind, started to say something el se--then closed it again. The Shaper Lord's
mouth-tentacl es braided themsalves into a shape subtly obscene. Nom Anor looked
away. He was about one second away from ripping those ridicul ous tentacles right

off that smug smirking bureaucrat's face, and eating them...

A few grides down the causeway, among the milling crowd of priests and
warriors, he saw Vergere. She met his eye, and with a twitch of her heed
motioned for him to follow. Oh, hed follow al right, he thought as he excused

himself and paced after her. He had some choice wordsfor that little creature..

She moved well downd ope into the blue-white sunlight, and stopped with one
hand holding aleafy verticd branch of the road trees. Nom Anor was dready

snarling by the time he reached her.

"Do you know what your “student' has done? That sniveling traitor has

betrayed us--and it'sal your fault!"

"Perhgpsitis" Her fluting voice was chearful asever. "But let us be
clear on theissue of fault, eh, Executor? What isimportant is not whose fauit
thistruly is, dl that mattersiswhom Tsavong Lah will chooseto blamefor it,

yes?'



Nom Anor pulled fleshlesslips back over needle-sharp teeth. He could
imaginedl too well what Tsavong Lah would do, once word of this disaster

reached hisfanatic ears. "And why do you come to me now?"'

"Because you should take me with you."

He went absolutely Htill.

"Take you with me?" he asked with studied blankness. "Youll need me. |
saved thelife of Luke Skywalker'swife. With me at your Sde, the New Republic

might not smply shoot you on sght.”

Nom Anor admitted slently that she might have a point, but his face
reveded nothing.

"Y ou think | have--some sort of escape plan?'

"Executor, please," Vergere chided knowingly. "Y ou dways have an escape
plan. Thistime, you have something even better: a secret cordcraft, grown

beow theWdl."

"I.... I... | have nothing of the sort!" How could she possibly know? A
concedled accessway on the far sde of the Well--that would open only to him--

led to the cora craft held bribed a shaper to seed months ago, during the



earliest stage of the Galactic Senate's conversion into the Well of the World

Brain."Y ou cannot possibly think..."

"Executor, again: please. Are you the only one who can bribe a shaper? And

al thetending and care of your secret coracraft, whileit matured...”

"Hsst! Enough!™ He glanced back over his shoulder up the causeway. Though
the commander had turned away to observe the battle, Ch'Gang Hool still watched
Nom Anor expectantly. To leave now would be too suspicious--he might never make
it.

Vergere seemed somehow to read hismind.

"Executor, if we do not flee now, therewill be no flight a dl. There
will beno ship." She stood on tiptoe to lean close to him, and whispered,

"Jacen Solo will ged it."



The surface of the dime pool closes over Jacen Solo like lips, warm as
blood.

He does not fed it. Knotted ropes of tentacles stretch wide hisarms, bind
closehislegs, circle garrote-tight his throat. Their coarsely scaled hide
rasps blood through his skin, blood that trailshim in a fracta tree-spiral
gelled motionlessin the dime. Tentaclestwist him and turn him and bend him,
pulling him deeper through the dimethat fluoresces ydlow-gold and scarlet
around him, blazing colorsthat shift with hismation and surge from contact
with the heat of his body. He does not see them. At the deepest depths of the
dime pooal, the tentacles hold him face-up, his back to aring of jagged rubble;
that ring of rubble once had been the base of the Chief of State's Podium from

which his mother had so often declaimed.

Thetentacles gather him in, gather him up, toward a body vast and
billowing, black curves of flesh bulging between tranducent green sheets and
ropes of viscera. The tentacles spring from afleshy ring around amouth ggping
and hungry, and from either sde of that emptily chewing maw sareimmense eyes
that glow yelow with suspicious maice. Jacen does not notice. His attention is
filled with the hollow in his chest. His empty center rings with anger and
mistrust and hungry triumph: the emotions of the World Brain, which has caught

the former friend who tried to murder it. Theformer friend it had trusted, and



by whom it had been betrayed. Mobile teeth like swords protrude from humps of
muscle like multiple tongues, and begin to circle and clash within the tentacle-

ringed mouth. Jacen can answer only with regret and sadness.

Yes. | betrayed you. | taught you to trust, and | taught you what it means
to trust atraitor. He cannot teach it forgiveness. He has not learned that

lesson yet himsdlf: thereistoo much he will never forgive.

Thetentacles contract, drawing him into the gaping maw, and the sword-
teeth close upon his flesh. He does not recoil in fear. He does not resist. He
doesnot struggle.

Instead, he opens himsdif. In hismost secret center, that gap in hisbeing
that once fed him pain, he offers an embrace. Into the hollow in his center, he
pours compassion. Absolute empathy. Perfect understanding. He accepts the pain
he caused the dhuryam with his betrayd ; he shareswith the dhuryam the pain
that betrayal had caused him. He shares with the dhuryam al his experience with
the spectrum of life: the featureess whiteout of agony, the red tide of rage,
the black hole of despair, the gamma-deet of loss... and the lush verdure of
growing things, the grays of stone and duracrete, the glisten of gemstones and
transparisted, the blue-white sizzle of the noonday sun and itsexact echoina

lightsaber's blade.

He shareshow much helovesit dl: for al thesethingsare al onething:



pain and joy, lossand reunion, life and death. Tolove any isto loveadll, for
none can exist without every other. The Universe. The Force. All isone. The

Y uuzhan Vong and the species of the New Republic. Jacen and the World Brain.

When | betrayed you, | betrayed myself. When | killed your sblings |

killed pieces of mysdf. Y ou may kill me, but I will live oninyou. We are One.

And Jacen cannot tell if those words come from him to the World Brain, or
from the World Brain to him, for Jacen and the World Brain are only different
faces of the samething. Call it the Universe, or the Force, or Existence: those
areonly words. They are hdf truths. Less. They arelies. Thetruth is dways

greater than the words we use to describeit.



Theskirl of lightblade aong amphigtaff, a thrugting bind that Szzes
disntegrating energy through the web of skin between a'Y uuzhan VVong thumb and

forefinger where hand meets amphigtaff...

A wind-whirl of airborne somersault over the heads of two warriors lunging
side by side, and their boneless collgpse as a single lightsaber dash opensthe
napes of two necks and unstrings their limbs... The astonished blink of a
warrior's eyes as an amethyst shaft of energy spears into his open mouth,
angling upward to burn open athree-centimeter-wide tunnel from hishard paate
through the roof of his skull-... Of such brief flickersisbuilt the death of
Ganner Rhysode. - - burned-milk reek of Y uuzhan VVong blood szzling into smoke
on hisblade- - - - lines of burning ice that are the dicesleft in his flesh
by amphigtaffs- - - - cold flame of amphistaff venom consuming his nerves...
These are mereflicks of melody in Ganner's symphony of the Force. The Force
does more than give him strength, more than lift him, spin him: the Force surges
though hisveinsto tune his heart to the rhythm of the Universe. He has become
the Force, and the Force has become him. He is not directly aware of the
sequence of his death; time vanished aong with fear, and doubt, and pain in

that eternal second when he surrendered his saf-command.

Standing in the archway, waiting for the Y uuzhan V ong, Ganner redlized that
this, right now, right here, was what hiswholelife had been for. The day of

his birth set his feet upon this path; every triumph and tragedy, every foolish



sunt and humiliation, each random usdlesstwist of crud fate built a pressure
within him, piled up in tidal surge behind the dikes of his control. Those dikes
had been built by his parents, trying to smoath the rough edges of his

arrogance; they had been built by the mocking laughter of his playmates, when
they jeered his every attempt to impress them; they had been built even by Luke

Skywaker's Jedi training...

"A Jedi doesn't show off, Ganner. Fighting isnot a game. For the Jedi,
combat isfailure. It isatragedy. When blood must be shed, a Jedi does so
quickly, surgicdly, with solemn reverence. With grief.” Ganner tried for so
long, tried so hard to be what everyone told him he was supposed to be, tried to
control hisflair for the dramatic, for the elegant, the graceful, the artistic,
tried to be agood son, agood friend, a humble man, agood Jedi... But in the
archway, he findsthe end of trying. Thereisreason no longer to resist the
truth of himself. Playacting the hero's part is not only permissible--It is
necessary. To hold the archway it is not enough to merely wound and kill, is not
enough to be cam, and surgica, and grieving. To hold the archway, he must not

only daughter, but daughter effortlessy, cardesdy, laughingly.

Joyfully. To hold the archway, he must dance and whirl and leap and spin,
caling out for more opponents. More victims. He must make them hesitate to face
him. He must make them fear. He had spoken the words: he had found a megicd

incantation to crack the dikes within him and unleash the flood.



None shdl pass. Hewiddsthe blade of afalen hero, but now he isthe
hero, and it is otherswho fall. Heisrising. The Force thunders through him,
and he thunders through the Force. Letting dip the bonds of control, leaving
asde conscious thought, answering only the surge of his passion and hisjoy, he
finds power undreamed of . He has become the battle. He is not directly aware of
the corpsesthat litter the tunndl, that hisfeet nimbly avoid of their own
accord. Heisnot directly aware of the warped sheets of durasted that he has
drawn from the wreckage of the Great Door, sheets that spin and tumble around
him to become anvilsfor the hammer of thud bugs and shidds to shdter his
flanks. Heis not directly aware of the coral-embedded statues from the Atrium
that he has caught in his Force-powered dance, immense figures of the species of
the New Republic that seem to cometo lifeto fight in his cause, statues that
lumber and rock and fdl, crushing dozens and hundreds, remaking Atrium into
abattoir.

No moreis he aware of the texture of the cora that lines the wals, or

the qudity of thelight, or the number of his opponents.

Has he faced adozen? A hundred? How many have been pulled back to safety
after taking disabling wounds? How many lie dead in the brimstone smoke? He
doesn't remember, for thereisno memory. Thereisno past. Thereisno future.
Heisnot even aware of himsdf. Nor of the Y uuzhan Vong. He has become the
warriors hefights, daying himsdf with each who fdls. Thereisno longer any

such thing as a Ganner Rhysode; there are no more Y uuzhan Vong, no more Jedi.



There are only the dancers, and the dance. The danceisdl thereis. from whirl

of quarksto whed of gaaxies, dl ismotion. All isdance. All is.

Nom Anor motioned for Vergere to wait while hetook one lagt quick look
around. Before him rose the coral mountain of the Well. The haf-finished thorn
maze towered behind, empty of shapers--they'd all probably been drawn to the
Wdl'sfront by the noise of the battle. Distant explosions popped in stuttering
arrhythm, punctuated by fainter shouts. Satisfied that they were unobserved, Nom
Anor pulled aside a soft, mosslike sheet of false cord to reved a hetch
sphincter's nosetongue. He stuck his hand ingde it, dill glancing around
nervoudy while the nosetongue tasted and andyzed the enzymeatic secretions of
hisskin. A second later it recognized him, and alarger curtain of false cord

nearby suddenly dimpled asasmal conceded hatch sphincter opened behind it.



He motioned for Vergereto follow, and went in. Yorik cord gave way to
age-grimed duracrete; the corridor became alabyrinth. As they threaded their
way aong, Nom Anor congratulated himself on the cleverness of his escape plan.
No one had been within the Well except master shapers and their assistants since
itsinitial conversion had begun; no onewaswilling to risk the homicidal wrath
of Ch'Gang Hool--except for one shaper whose greed had overcome his cowardice.
Of dl the Y uuzhan VVong, only that shaper and Nom Anor himsdf had been aware
that immense chambers--once the offices of the Old Republic's Chancellor--lay
below the World Brain's pool. These chambers were blasted and broken. Damaged in
the destruction of the Senate above, they had never been repaired. Nom Anor
picked hisway over mounds of rubble and through ajungle of twisted durasted
and dangling cable, leading Vergere through the wreckage. Down here some of the
New Republic glow globes il functioned; they had not been destroyed as
heresies because only Nom Anor and his pet shaper had known of their existence.
He pulled himself over abent girder, and there it was. long and deek, sculpted
for atmospheric speed, twinned dovin basals—-one for motion, one for defense--
surfaces angled to deflect sensors, flat matte black, nonreflective to defeat

visud targeting.

The shaper who had grown it had guaranteed this coral craft would be asfast
asany intheYuuzhan Vong fleet; Nom Anor had used the concedled hatch
sphincter above to secretly visit the craft on severd occasionswhileit grew,
so that its pilotbrain could be imprinted with Nom Anor's mentad sgnature,

Whilevisgiting, Nom Anor had often amused himself by contemplating how he had



found anew use for the chambers that had once belonged to the legendary

Pdpatine...

The defengve dovin basal would collgpse atunnd through the duracrete and
yorik cord alike, opening it like agate to the sky. The pilotbrain was trained
with the necessary recognition codes to pass the fleet cordon around the planet,

and had coordinates for the jump into New Republic space already memorized.

Onceingde, nothing could touch him. Onceinside, he would be safe.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" he murmured as he put hishand to the coracraft's
nosetongue.

Its hatch gaped wide, ingtantly obedient. "Thisistheresult, Vergere, of
contingency planning. | never assume success. Thisiswhy | dways survive.

| dways have a contingency plan, to cover any possible disagter...”

"Do you dways?' Something in her voicefroze himin place. "Any possble

disaster?' Before he could even draw breath to ask what she meant, his ungpoken

guestion was answered by a sickeningly familiar sound--snap-hiss hummmm.

Sowly, glacidly, afraid of what held see but unable to stop himsdlf, Nom



Anor turned toward anew light in the ruined office: light that 9zzled green
and struck white highlights off the black curves of his cordcraft. To find
himsdf staring into the terminal curve of alightsaber's blade, one centimeter

from hisnodtrils.

"A lightsaber isan interesting weapon,” Vergere said conversationdly. "A
blade uniquein the hitory of warfare. A paradox, not unlike the Jedi who wield
it: those peaceful warriors, who kill in the service of life Have you ever
noticed?

The bladeisround. It has no edge. But it isalightsaber--which means it
is nothing but edge. Thereisno part of this blade that does not cut. Curious,

yes? Symbolic, one might say."

"What?" His mouth opened, closed, opened again. He wanted to ask what she

was doing. He wanted to ask where she had gotten alightsaber. He wanted to ask

any number of things, but dl that would come from his mouth was "What?"

Again, Vergere seemed to read his mind. "It's Jacen's" she chimed

cheerfully. "I think he might want it back, don't you?"

"You can't..."

"Yes, | can." She nodded toward the gloom beyond the coralcraft. "I should

be ableto cut my way into the Well easily enough.”



"If you kill me..." Nom Anor began desperatdly. "Kill you? Don't be slly."
Cables from the dangling jungle of wreckage suddenly writhed to life, whipping
through the air to bind Nom Anor'slimbs. They wrapped hm tightly enough to
queeze agasp from hislungs, then tied themselvesin hideoudy complex knots.
Vergere watched dl this happen--made it happen, Nom Anor redized--with a
humorous expression on her face and a bright orange flare of her crest. "If |
want you deed, all | haveto do isleave you behind. Tsavong Lah will take care

of therest."

"But you can't leave me behind,” Nom Anor said. He was beginning to recover

his self-possession. "Y ou can't fly my craft. It'simprinted on me! Only | can..

"That may betrue," shedlowed. "But | doubt it. Y our coradcraft is, after

al, aliving creature--and Jacen, you may have noticed, has acertain gift for

meaking friends”

"You... he...youremad! This can't be happening!”

"Executor,” she said severdly, cutting him short with a twitch of the

lightblade, "didn't | say Jacen Solo will stedl your ship?!

Nom Anor could only gape.



"When will you learn," she asked, shaking her head in mock sadness, "thet

everything | tell youisthe truth?'

Abruptly, the dance faters, sumbles, beginsto limp. Thereisno one left
to fight. Ganner sways, dizzy, dying, poisoned with amphigtaff venom from scores
of wounds. His blood paints the floor beneath his boots and the walls of the
tunnel around him. Only the Force holds him upright. A grinding rumble
approaches, and soon he can see what makes this sound, what produces these
tremors he feds shaking the floor: something huge and dark, trundling on
curving knotted legs like buttresses, splayed daws flatening Y uuzhan Vong
corpses heedlessly asit approaches. Itsbulk is mailed with vast plates of
horn, and avast head swings dowly from sideto sidelike an AT-AT's control
cabin in hunter-killer mode.

Its massive jaws drip flame. Warriors advance along itsflanks. | guess it
wasinevitable, Ganner thinks with atwinge of melancholy. Sooner or later, the

bad guys aways bring up their armor. Thisis about to be over; he cannot face



such abeast supported by infantry--and yet the Force offers him one last trick.

Though the Forceis blind to the warriors and the tank beast and the cord
around them dl, init Ganner can fed the duracrete walls of the Senate, which
form the Well's skeletd structure; he can fedl that the tunnd had been cut
through any number of load-bearing members--he can fed that the duracrete
around him is crazed with stress fractures, half broken aready, and sagging
under the unimaginable tons of the cord that surroundsit. Ganner smiles The
tank beast roars agout of concentrated acid; with the Force, Ganner angles a
shard of the Great Door to form adurasted shield that duicesthe acid to one

Sde, so that it splashesto onewall.

Cora smokes, dying, liquefying indantly. The shard of the Great Door
beginsto melt. Blast bugs zing toward him from the warriors, and the mdting
shard dances before him, deflecting them into the acid-burned wadl. Their
explosions splash liquid cora and duracrete splinters. Above their heads, the
building groans. Warriorsflinch, glancing upward in sudden fear. The tank beast

howls.

Ganner laughs. The Forceiswith him, and he has become once more the
dancer.

He has become the dance. With the Force, he reaches into the duracrete



around them al, and he beginsto shove.

Jacen was surprised by life. The teeth of the World Brain had not closed
upon him.

Its tentacles had not ripped the flesh from his bones. He had not drowned
in the dime pooal, agphyxiating on phosphorescent goo. No Y uuzhan VVong warriors
swarmed around him to drag him from the dime and carve the life from him with
amphidaffs.

Instead, abubble of air had formed around him, and tentacles hed cradled
him like adeeping child, and lips had closed over sword-edged teeth to touch
him with akiss. Because he was the World Brain, and the World Brain was him,
and each was everything else, and Jacen had learned that one can meet the
Universeand dl itsirrational pain--which means meeting onesdlf--with fear, or
with hatred, or with despair. Or one can choose to meet it with love. Jacen had

chosen.



But till, he was astonished to discover that the Universe could love im
back.

At thefar end of an infinite distance--which wasthe same asright here--
he felt an oceanic roll of the Force gathering an interstdlar fortissmo of
symphonic joy; at the same time, within the hollow &t his center, he fdt rage
and pain and fierce hot combat, and he understood another reason why he was

dill dive

Ganner... He reached out with hisfedlings and gathered power from across
the Universe. Tentaclesfdl away from hisarmsand legs, and the ar bubble
around him collgpsed. He brushed the World Brain lightly with hisfingertips: a
good-bye to afriend. Then Jacen Solo shot from the dime pooal as though fired
from atorpedo launcher. He burst into the brimstone smoke, his robe blazing
with dimethat trailed from himin shining ropes and dripped like fdling
gars, he sailed over the dime pool to dight at the bowl rim, wherethe cord
met the bare durasted of a Senate platform. He lifted his head, fixing his gaze
upon the cantilevered bridgeway that stuck out into the Well like atongue, a
tongue from amouth that belched smoke and scarlet flame and the amethyst
lightning of alightsaber hiting flesh. And he could hear a human voice up

there. He could not make out words, but the tone was unmistakable.



Ganner was laughing. Deep in the Force, Jacen seized that bridgeway with
the hands of his mind. One long, smooth tug would lift himto it, and he could
reach Ganner'ssde, and join in hisfight, stland at his shoulder againg the

Y uuzhanVong...

"Jecen, wait."

The words were spoken not loudly, but so perfectly resonant that they
chimed in his ear asthough the spesker were at hisside. And she might as well
have been: in the Force hefdt an invisible hand take his shoulder. He nodded

to himsdf. "I should have known, somehow. | should have known you'd be here.”

Vergere stood only afew meters above and to hisright, on the coral-draped

Senate platform that had once belonged to the delegation from Kashyyyk.

"Come, Jacen. Y our sojourn inthelands of thedead isat an end. It is

time once more to wak the bright fields of day."

Instead of answering, he turned back toward the bridgeway above--but her
Force grip tightened on his shoulder. ™Y ou cannot save him, Jacen. All you can
do isdiewith him. He has chosen thisdestiny. The only aid you can offer isto
honor his choice. Y ou stand at the very gates of deeth,; life lies before you. If

you turn back now--even for a single glance over your shoulder--you are logt.”



"What do you want meto do? | won't leave him! | won't!" He turned on her.
A wave of trembling started at the back of his neck and shivered out
through hisarms and down hislegs. "'l can't let people keep giving their lives

for me!"

"He doesnot give hislifefor you. He givesyour life to you. Will you

refuse the gift of adying man?'

"l cant... Vergere, | can't just...”

"In the story of your life, isthisyour best ending?'

He reached into the Force and gave awrenching shove that twisted him free

of her grip.

"l won't leave him." She shrugged. "Then youll be wanting this™ She
tossed something down to him. It spun lazily through the air, flashing Slver in

the dimelight; he caught it instinctively.

It was alightsaber. It was hislightsaber. It felt strange in his hand.
Weird. Alien. He had not seen it since the deeth of the voxyn queen. The last
time he'd held it, he/d been somebody ese. A boy. A sad, conflicted boy,

searching desperatdy for anything he could be sure of, willing to dieon asure



nothing rather than live for an uncertain something.

She said, "Choose, and act."

Helooked at the flare of battle above. He ached to go, burned to go, to
find in himsdf the pure release, the cosmic symphony that he could fedl echoing

through Ganner... but...

Helooked back at Vergere.

"Every timeyou say that to me, it'satrick.”

"Asitisnow," sheadmitted. "But it's not the sametrick. Thefirst time,
you were but aboy. Y ou did not truly understand what you were throwing away.
The second time you were lost in the dark, and you needed flint and Sted to

spark atorch. Now, though--now, what are you, Jacen Solo?'

Inaningant, it dl flashed through him, from Sernpida and Belkadan

through Duro and Myrkyr to the Embrace of Pain, the Nursery, the Jedi Temple,

and the cavern beast...

Hewas no warrior, he was certain of that. Not like Jaina was, or Anakin



had been. Hewas no hero like Uncle Luke or hisfather, no great statesman like
his mother or strategist like Admird Ackbar or scientist like Danni Quee... He

remembered that he didn't have to know what he was. All he had to do was decide.

"l... 1 guess..." he said dowly, frowning down at the wegpon in his hand.

"l guess... I'm astudent.”

"Perhapsyou are." Vergere nodded. "Then you are dso a teacher, for the

two are one. But to be such, you must learn, and you must teach. Y ou must live.

Shewasright. He knew she wasright. He could fed it as surdy as held
ever felt anything.

But Ganner... As helooked up, anew sun was born in the Wl of the World
Brain, somewhere deep in the tunnel above, ariang ydlow glare that grew
bright, and white, that flared until Jacen had to shield hiseyeswith his hand
and turn away. The Wdll shook, and he could fed sudden terror from the World
Brain asthe cantilevered bridgeway and platform collapsed, plunging a hundred
metersto crash into the dime pool, and the world seemed to rock and tremble,

and ablast of smoke and dust burst from the tunnd....

"What..." Jacen gasped, coughing in the dust that smelled of burning blood

and duracrete, "'...what...? Isthat Ganner? What's happening up there?”



"It may be Ganner. It may be awespon of the Yuuzhan Vong. It makes no

difference. Y our choiceisthe same: stay, or go."

The glare from above died in along groundquake rumble and new billows of
dust, and when Jacen reached out once more through the Force, Ganner was no
longer there. In the hallow of his chest, the warriors who had fought hm were
smilarly absent. Jacen stared up at the mouth of the tunnel. He could see it
now, choked with rubble. Then the platforms around it began to sag, to crumble,
and dide down the bowl! toward the dime pool. Even the gloom-shrouded ceiling
high above seemed to droop, and he felt awarm hand on his shoulder, and heard a

warm whisper in hisear: Go.

It sounded like Ganner. He frowned a Vergere. She returned his gaze
blankly. He would never know what had happened up there. He would never know if
that voice held just heard had been Ganner's, or another of Vergere'stricks. He
would never redly know--could never really know--much of anything. Truth is
elusve, and questions are more useful than answers.

But heknew this: lifeismore amatter of choosing than of knowing. He
could never know the eventual destination of his path, but he could aways

choose in which direction to take each step.

He chose.



"Y ou're the one who's supposed to be my guide through the lands of the

dead, right?" he said. "So go ahead and guide. Show metheway out of here."

She amiled down upon him fondly.

"Of course,” shesaid. "'l was only waiting for you to ask.”

EPILOGUE

LESSONS

Jacen reclined on a couch beast in the cora craft's cargo stomach, saring



through the clear curve of acorneal port a the vast noncolor of hyperspace.
Vergere sat curled up in feline repose on the other side of the room. She might
have been napping, but Jacen doubted it. He still hadn't seen her deep. Every
time helooked at her, he remembered coming to the cordcraft hidden below the
W, remembered finding Nom Anor tied up like a field-dressed nerf. He

remembered how the Y uuzhan V ong executor had begged to be taken aong.

"Leaving me here... that's the same as murder!”

Jacen had turned his back and walked onto the coralcraft, stone-faced.

"Don't think of it asmurder,” hed said. "Think of it as your Blessed

Rdeae"

Once Nom Anor had understood that no plea would help, his pleading had
turned to curses. Held insisted that only his protection had alowed ether of

themto livethislong.

"Take her with you, yes, you vilelittle traitor,” he spat a Jacen. "One

traitor deserves another."

Vergere had answered cheerfully, "And what did you expect? How was | to

teach treason, had | not learned it aready mysdf?



And yet, Jacen reflected, there wastruth in the epithet traitor. She and
he had both lied, had both decelved, had both pretended loyalty to serve their
own ends.

Funny how when Vergere was around, even straight-forward concepts like
treason became dippery. Every oncein awhile he took another sp from his
sacworm of dragweed broth or thoughtfully scooped the flesh from another dip
beetle. He wondered idly how his stomach would react to regular old synthsteak

and protato.

He couldn't remember what regular food tasted like. He wondered what Jana
might be eating right now, and for an instant he was tempted to open himsdf to

their twin bond... But he didn't. He couldn't. Not yet. He wasn't readly.

What could he possibly tell her? What information could pass through the
bond that would even hint at who he had become? And more then thet: he was
afraid to find out what she might have become. He didn't know what he was going

to tell people once he got back to New Republic space.

He couldn't imagine facing hismather. Or hisfather. Or Unde Luke. He
couldn't imaginetrying to explain how Ganner Rhysode had died. He had brooded

about Ganner quite abit during the first few days of their voyage. He couldn't



reconcile the pompous, arrogant, dightly silly Ganner hed known most of his

life with the transcendent power and profound joy held felt through the Force.

How had Ganner gone from the one to the other? It didnt make sense. He

couldn't even redlly understand why Ganner had chosen to sacrifice himself.

"Hedidn't even likeme," Jacen had told Vergere. "'l didn't like him."

Vergere had regarded him from one corner of her bottomless eyes.

"Y ou need not like someoneto love him. Love is nothing more then the

recognition that two are one. That dl isone."

Jacen had thought of the dhuryam that had become the World Brain, and held

nodded.

"Ganner knew that, at the end, more fully than even you do,"

Vergeresad. "That knowledge isthe seed of greatness.”

Jacen shook hishead, smiling ruefully. "I sill have ahard time putting

“greatness and “Ganner Rhysode' in the same sentence.”



"Hewasbornto bealegend.”

"Maybe he was." Jacen sighed. "Ganner's Last Stand. Too bad nobody saw it."

"Nobody? Y ou mean, nobody from the New Republic. Let metdl you of a
vison | have had,” she said. "Animage of thefar future. It came to me through
the Force some time ago, but only now have | come to understand it. In that
vison, | saw anew figurein the mythology of the Y uuzhan VVong. Not agod, not

ademon, but an invincible giant caled “the Ganner.' "

"You'rekidding, right?'

"Not at dl. They will cometo believe that the Ganner, the Jedi Giant, is
the Guardian who stands before the Gate to the Lands of the Dead. It isthe
Ganner--and hisforever-blazing blade of light who stands eternd guard to
prevent the shades of the dead from passing back through the Gate, to trouble
theliving. The curious part of the vison"--she chuckled a little-"as if it
could be any more curiousthan it is aready--is the words engraved on the stone

of the Gate, in an arc above the great head of the Ganner: they'rein Basic.”

"In Basic? Why would they bein Basc?'

"Who can say? Such visions are enigmatic, and rardly come equipped with

footnotes."



"What doesit say?' Vergere spread her hands, palms up, a shrug of helpless

incomprehension. "In deep-carved block letters, it reads: NONE SHALL PASS."

Days passed, each much the same as the last. Jacen had plenty of time to
think. He thought about being a student. About being ateacher. Beng a Jedi.
Being atraitor. Being a shadowmoth.

Once he brought it up to Vergere.

"Can you tdl me, now, what you've been after dl thistime? What it was

you wanted meto be?'

"Of course" shesaid easly. "'l wanted you to be exactly what you are.”

"“Tha'snot avery helpful answer."

"It'sthe only answer thereis."



"But what am I...? No, don't say it, | dready know: "That's dways been
the question, hasn't it? If you only knew how aggravating that gets after a

while..."

"Forgivemy curiosity,” she interrupted with an ar of changing the
subject, "but | have been wondering: just what, exactly, did you do in the Wl

of the World Brain?"

Jacen sattled into himsdf then, and moved around on the couch beast into a

more comfortable position.

"What were you expecting meto do?' Her crest flared green. "We know each
other toowdl, you and I. Very well, | confessit: | did not know whet to
expect. | guessed you would either kill the World Brain, or yoursdlf. The third
possibility--that you would go ahead and sacrifice Ganner... | didn't think

likely."

"But notimpossible.”

"No," shesaid. "Not impossible.”

"l chose adifferent option,” Jacen said. "'l seduced it."



Vergere's crest flickered to orange. "Indeed?”

"I'm using the dhuryam to teach the Y uuzhan Vong alesson. A red lesson.
Kind of like the ones you taught me." Jacen smiled, but it wasahard amile a
cold one, that glinted like pack icein hiseyes. "The World Brain's on our

Sde, now."

"It's going to fight the Y uuzhan Vong? Work for the New Republic?' Vergere

asked skepticdly. "A genengineered double agent?”

"No. Not the New Republic'sside. Our side. Yoursand mine."

"Oh." Now she settled into her feline repose, and her black eyes gleamed.

"We have asde of our own, do we?'

"] think we do," Jacen said. "The dhuryam isn't going to fight them. The
Y uuzhan Vong are fanatics. For them, everything is Right or Wrong, Honorable or
Evil, Truth or Blagphemy. When you fight fanatics, al you do ismake them even
more fanatic than they were when they started. Instead, my friend the World
Brain isgoing to teach them something." He sat upright. "They are about to
discover that the VVongforming of Y uuzhan'tar is not going exactly to plan. In
fact, everything isgoing to go just alittle bit wrong for them from now on. No

matter how hard they try, nothing will happen quite the way they want it to."

Vergere's crest flickered quizzicdly. " And this teaches them what?"



"It'sthat fanatic thing," Jacen said. "That's most of what's wrong with
the Y uuzhan VVong. Instead of working with what is, they keep trying to force
everything to be what they think it should be. That's not going to work on
Y uuzhan'tar. They'll either have to murder the dhuryam and start over from
scratch--which they have neither the time nor the resources for--or they're

going to haveto learn to compromise. Get it?"

"l do," Vergere said appreciatively. "Thisisthe most valuablelesson one

canteach afanatic: that fanaticiam is self-defeeting.”

"Yeah." Jacen looked back out the cornedl port into the infinite nothing of

hyperspace. "I can think of afew Jedi who could stand to learn that one, too."

Suddenly Vergere was on her feet, and her arms encircled Jacen's shoulders

inasurprisngly warm hug. When she drew back, her eyes glistened--not with

their customary mockery, but with tears.

"Jacen, | am so proud of you," shewhispered. "Thisisthe grestest moment

of ateacher'slife: when sheis surpassed by her student.”

Jacen found himself blinking back tears of hisown.

"Soisthat what you are, findly? My teacher?'



"And your student, for thetwo are one.”

He lowered his head. His chest ached with a hard, cold solidiity thet

wouldn't let him meet her eyes.

"Hard lessons."

"Itisahard universe" she said from beside him. "No lesson is truly

learned until it has been purchased with pain.”

"Maybeyou'reright." Jacen sighed. "But there hasto be an easier way."

Shejoined him at the port, and stared with him out into the space outsde
the universe,
Perhapsthereis,” shesaid at long last. "Perhapsthat is what you will

haveto teach me."



A tiny bubble of existence hangsin the nothing. Thisbubble is caled a
ship. The bubble has neither motion nor stillness, nor even orientation, snce
the nothing has no distance or direction. It hangsthere forever, or for less
than an ingtant, because in the nothing thereisalso no time. Time, distance,
and direction have meaning only inside the bubble, and the bubble maintains the
existence of these things only by an absolute separation of what iswithin from

what iswithout.

Thebubbleisits own universe. Within thisuniverse, there are traitors.

Oneisateacher, and astudent; another is a student, and a teacher.

Oneisagardener.

Thisuniversefdlstoward another, wider universe: auniverse that isa

garden...

Whichisdtill full of weeds.






