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PROLOGUE
CHAPTER ONE

PROLOGUE

Dorsk 82 ducked behind the stone steps of the quay, just in time to dodge a blaster bolt from acrossthe
water.

"Hurry on board my ship,” hetold his charges. "They've found us again."

That was an understatement. Approaching along the tide embankment was amab of around fifty
Aquadish, jostling each other and shouting hoarsaly. Most carried makeshift wegpons—clubs, knives,
rocks—but afew had force pikes and at |east one had a blaster, as the smoking score on the quay
tedtified.

"Join us, Master Dorsk," The 3D-4 protocol droid close behind him pleaded.

Dorsk nodded his bald yellow — and — green mottled head. "Soon. | haveto dow their progress
across the causeway, to give everyone timeto board.”

"Y ou can't hold them off yoursdf, Sir.”
"I think | can. Besides, | need to try to talk to them. Thisis sensdless”
"They've gone mad,” the droid said. "They're de-stroying droids al over the city!"

"They aren't mad,” Dorsk averred. "They're just fright-ened. The Y uuzhan Vong are on Ando, and may
well conquer the planet.”

"But why destroy droids, Master Dorsk?"

"Because the Y uuzhan Vong hate machines”" the Khommite clone answered. "They consder them to be
abomingtions.”

"How can that be? Why would they bdieve that?'

"l don't know," Dorsk replied. "But it isafact. Go, please. Help the others board. My pilot isadready at
the controlswith the flight ingtructions, so even if something happensto me, you'll be okay."

Still the droid hesitated. "Why are you helping us, Sr?"
"Because | am aJedi and | can. Y ou don't deserve destruction.”

"Neither doyou, Sr."



"Thank you. | do not intend to be destroyed.”

Heraised hishead up again asthe droid finaly followed its clattering, whirring comrades to the waiting
ghip.

The crowd had reached the ancient sone causeway connecting the atoll-city of Imthitill to the
abandoned fishing platform Dorsk now crouched on. It seemed they were al on foot, which meant dl he
had to do was pre-vent them from crossing the causeway.

With asingle bound, Dorsk propelled his thin body up onto the causeway, forsaking the cover of the
step down to the fishing platform. Lightsaber held at his side, he watched the mob approach.

/am a Jedi, he thought to himsdf.A Jedi knows no fear.

Almost surprisingly, he didn't. His training with Mas-ter Skywalker had been fretted with attacks of
panic. Dorsk was the eighty-second clone of the first Khommite to bear his name. Hed grown up ona
world well satis-fied with its own peculiar kind of perfection, and that hadn't prepared him for danger, or
fear, or even the un-expected. There were times when he believed he could never be as brave asthe
other Jedi students or live up to the standard set by his celebrated predecessor, Dorsk 81.

But watching the large, dark eyes of the crowd that was drawing close, he felt nothing but agentle
sadness that they had been driven to this. They must fear the Y uu-zhan Vong terribly.

The destruction of droids had begun smdl, butina

few days had become a planetwide epidemic. The gov-ernment of Ando—such asit was—neither
condoned nor condemned the brutdity, so long as no non-droids were killed or injured in the mess.
Without help from the po-lice, Dorsk 82 was the only chance the droids had, and he didn't plan to fail
them. He had dready failed too many.

Heignited hislightsaber and for an instant saw every-thing around him at once. The setting sun had
spilled aglorious dick of orange fire into the ocean and lit the high-piled clouds on the horizon into castles
of flame. Higher, the sky faded to gold-laced jade and aguamarine and then the pale of night. Thelightsin
the cylindri-cal white towers of Imthitill were winking on, one by one, and o, too, were the lights of the
fishing platformsfloating in the deegps, spangling the ocean with lonely congtdlations.

His own planet hadn't any such untamed spectacles. Khomm's weather was as predictable and
homogenous asits people. Likely he, Dorsk 82, was the only person of his entire species who could
appreciate this sky, or theiron-dressed waves of the sea.

St ar buffeted around him. He lifted his chin. Some-how, after dl of these years, hefet hewasdoing
the thing he had dreamed about at last.

One of the Aqualish stepped before the rest. He was smdler than many, histusksincised in theloca
style. He wore the dappled dicksuit of atug worker.

"Move, Jedi," he commanded. "These droids are none of your business."

"These droids are under my protection,” Dorsk re-plied camly.



"They are not yoursto protect, Jedi," the Aqualish shouted back. "If their owners do not object, you
have no say in the matter.”

"I must disagree,” Dorsk replied. "I also plead with you to see reason. Destroying the droids will not
appease the Y uuzhan VVong. They are beyond appeasing.”

"That's our business," the sdlf-appointed spokesman of the group shouted. "Thisisn't your planet, Jedi.
It'sours. Didn't you hear? The Y uuzhan Vong just took Duro.”

"I had not heard,” Dorsk replied. "Nor does it matter. Go back to your homesin peace. | don't want to
hurt any of you. I'm taking these droids with me. Y ou will not see them on Ando again. | sweer it."

Thistime he saw the blagter lift—held by an Aqua-lish deep in the crowd. Dorsk grasped it with the
Force and whisked it through the air until it cameto rest in hisleft hand.

"Please, "he said.

For along moment, neither sde moved. Dorsk felt them wavering, but the Aqualish were astubborn and
violent lot. It was easier to Slop anovaonceit had started than to calm awhole mob of Aqualish.

He heard a sudden hum and saw a security speeder ap-proaching. He stepped back and allowed it to
ettle be-tween him and the crowd. He did not relax his guard, even when eight Aqualish troopersin
bright yellow body armor piled out and started motioning the crowd back.

The officer stepped forward. "What's going on here?" he asked.

Dorsk motioned dightly with his head. "These people are intent on destroying agroup of droids. | am
pro-tecting them.”

"l see" the officer said. "That'syour ship?”
"Yes

"Arethere any other Jedi on board?'
“No."

"Very well." The officer gpokeinto asmall comlink, too low for Dorsk to hear, but the clone suddenly
sensed what was about to happen.

"No!" he shouted. He spun on his hedl and ran toward the ship, but even ashe did so, severd flares of
light too bright to look upon struck it. A column of white flame

legpt toward the sky, carrying with it the fragments and ions that had once been his ship, hispilot Hhen,
and thirty-eight droids.

Dorsk was till watching, mouth working soundlesdy at the pointless destruction, when the stun baton hit
him.

Hefdl, turning that same uncomprehending stare on his attackers. The officer held been speaking to
stood there, holding the baton.



"Stay down, Jedi, and youll live."

"What? Why?..."

"I suppose you haven't heard. The Y uuzhan Vong have proposed a peace. They will stop their conquest
with Duro, and leave Ando, so long as we turn you Jedi over to them. They will take you dead, but they
would rather haveyou dive."

Dorsk 82 summoned the Force, washed away the pain and paraysis of the blast, and stood.

"Drop your lightsaber, Jedi,” the officer said.

Dorsk gtraightened himself and looked into the muz-zles of the blasters. He dropped the one he had
taken from the crowd. He hooked his lightsaber onto his belt.

"1 will not fight you," hesaid.
"Fine. Then you won't mind surrendering your wespon.”

"The Y uuzhan Vong will not keep their word. Their only desireisthatyou rid them of their worst enemies
for them. With the Jedi out of theway, they will comefor you. If you betray me, you betray yourselves."

"WEell take that chance," the officer said.

"I'm waking away from here," Dorsk said with adight wave of hishand. "Y ou will not ssop me."
"No," the officer said. "l won't stop you."

"Nor will any of therest of you."

Dorsk 82 started forward. One of the troopers, more strong willed than the others, lifted hisblaster ina
shak-ing hand.

"Dont," Dorsk pleaded. He held out his hand.

The blaster bolt grazed Dorsk in the palm, and he stepped back, but the action shook the other troopers
from the suggestion he had placed in their minds. The next shot seared a hole through histhigh. He

dropped to his knees.

"Stop," the officer said. "No more mind tricks."

Dorsk torturously pushed himself back to hisfeet. He took another step forward.
| amaJdedi. A Jedi knows no fear.

Thedusk lit with blagterfire,

Help.

The automated signa was weak but faint.



"Got 'em,” Uldir said. "I told you, didn't 17"

Dacholder, his copilot, clapped him on the back. "No doubt about it, lad. Y ou're the best rescueflier in
theunit.”

"I have good hunches, that'sal,” Uldir replied. " Seeif you can contact them."

"Surething." Dacholder activated the comm unit." Pride of Thela to injured vessdl. Injured vessel, can
you hear me?'

The answer was static—but modulated static.

"They'retrying to answer,” Uldir said. "Their comm unit must be damaged. Maybe when we get closer.
Hey, there they are now."

L ong-range sensors showed a craft dead in space, me-dium transport-sized. It ought to be theWinning
Hand, a pleasure craft that had made ajump from the Cordllian sector and vanished somewhere en
route. TheHand's jump had taken her dangerously near Obroa-skai, which was now in Y uuzhan Vong
gpace. Though they hadn't moved overtly on any planets sncethefal of Duro, the Y uuzhan Vong had
been setting up occasiond dovin basal interdictors near their space, yanking from hyperspace ships bold
or careless enough to approach their some-what fuzzy borders. Most were never found again, but

theWinning Hand had managed to get off agarbled transmission placing them along the Perlemian
Trade Route not far from the Meridian sector. That was ill alot of space, but search and rescue had
been Uldir's bus-nessfor the past six years. At theripe old age of twenty-two, he was one of the best
fliersinthe corps.

"Dead-on," Dacholder said. "Congratulations. Again.”

"Thanks, Doc."

Dacholder wasalittle older than Uldir, hishair prema-turely shot with gray and receding from his
forehead so fast Uldir could dmost see it redshifting. He wasn't agreet pilot, but he was competent
enough, and Uldir liked him.

"Say, Uldir," Dacholder began, in an inquisitive tone, "I never asked you—when the VVong came dong,
why didn't you request transfer to amilitary unit? Theway you fly, you could be an ace.”

"Too hot for me" Uldir replied.

"Carbon flush. Rescueistwice the danger with atenth of the firepower. During thefdl of Duro | heard
you picked up three stranded pilots under fire from four cora-skippers with no backup at al.”

"| was pretty lucky," Uldir demurred.
"Y ou sureit's not something else?"
"What do you mean?"

"Well, | heard you attended that Jedi academy of Skywaker's."



Uldir could only laugh at that." Attended isn't the right word. | was there, caused a systemful of trouble
inared short time, and had no talent for the Jedi thing at dl. Still, maybe youreright. | guess| figured if |
couldn't be a Jedi, | could at least emulate ‘em. Search and rescue seemed like the best way. And were
needed in wartime just as much asthe flyboys."

"And you don't haveto kill."

Uldir shrugged. "That sounds about right. When did you start thinking about me so much, Doc?' He
flipped

the magnification up on thevisud. "Look there," he said, as the derelict ship came on-screen. "She
doesn't look half bad. Maybe they didn't have any casualties.

"We can only hope," Dacholder said.
"See anything else out there?”
"Not athing,” Dacholder replied.

"That's good. We're outsde of Y uuzhan Vong space, but notthat far outsde. Even with dl thetinkering
I've done on this baby, | don't want to run up against one of their interdictors.”

"I noticed you coaxed another twenty percent from the inertia dampeners. Good work."

"Shows what you can do when you've got no life but the service, | guess,”" Uldir replied. He adjusted
their trgectory abit. "Lookslike they're limping, but life sup-port seemsto be okay."

"Yegh"

Uldir gave his copilot asidewise glance. Doc seemed alittle nervous, which was odd. Not that he had
the stead-iest nervesin the unit, but he was no coward. Maybe it was because they were out so far
without backup. The war had forced everyone to spread resources thin.

"Uldir,” Dacholder asked suddenly.

"Uhrhuh?!

"Do you think we can beat them? The Vong?'

"That'sacrazy question,” Uldir replied. "Of course we can. They just got ajump on us, that'sal. You'll
see. Oncethe military getsits act together and brings the Jedi into the equation, the Y uuzhan VVong will be
on the run soon enough.”

Dacholder was silent for amoment, watching the ship grow larger.

"I don't think we can beat them," he said softly. "I don't think we ought to be fighting them in the first
place”

"What do you mean?'



"L ook, they've kicked our butts right from the gart. If

they make another push, they'll have Coruscant before you can blink.”

"That's pretty defeatist.”

"It's pretty redidic.”

" Thenwhat?' Uldir asked, alittle heatedly. " Y ou think we ought to surrender?”

"We don't have to do that, either. Look, there aren't that many VVong. They aready have as many
planets as they need, they've said so themsdlves. They haven't made amove since Duro, and they
won't—"

The console got Uldir's attention, so he didn't hear the rest of what Dacholder was saying. "Hold that
thought,” he snapped, "and hall that ship.”

“Why?

" Because she's playing dead, that'swhy. All her systemsjust came on, and she'strying for atractor
lock." He quickly began evasve maneuvers.

"Let her have us, Uldir,"” Dacholder said. "Don't make me use this.”

To Uldir's astonishment, this was a blaster his copilot had pointed at his head.

"Doc?What are you doing?'

"Sorry, lad. | likeyou, | redly do. | hate doing thislike drinking acid, but it hasto be done.”
" What hasto be done?’

"The Y uuzhan Vong warmaster was very specific. Hewantsall of the Jedi.”

"Doc, you foal, I'mnot aJedi."

"Therésalig, Uldir, and youreonit."

" Lig?What lig?Whoselist? Not a Y uuzhan Vong list, because they couldn't possibly know who went
to the academy and who didn't.”

"That'sright. Some of usarein high places.
Uldir narrowed hiseyes."Us? Y ou're Peace Brigade, Doc?"
”YSI"

"Of dl the—" Uldir stopped. "And that ship. That's what's going to take meto the Y uuzhan VVong, isn't
it?"

"It wasn't my ides, lad. I'm just following orders. Now, dow her down like agood boy, and let them



havetheir lock."

"I'm not aJedi,” Uldir repeated.

"No? | dwaysthought your hunches were alittle too good. Y ou seem to see things before they come.™
"Right. Likethis, you mean?'

"Doesn't matter anyway. What mattersisthey think you're Jedi. And I'll bet you know things they would
beinterested in.”

"Don't do this, Doc, I'm begging you. Y ou know what the Y uuzhan VVong do to their victims. How can
you even think of making deals with them? They destroyed Ithor, for space's sakel”

"Theway | hear it, aJedi named Corran Horn was re-sponsible for that."
"Banthafodder.”

Dacholder sighed. "I'm giving you athree-count, Uldir."

"Don't, Doc."

"One”

"l won't go with them.”

"Two."

"Please”

“Th—"

He never got it out. By the time he got to the end of the word, Dacholder wasin vacuum, twenty meters
away and till accderating. Uldir seded the cockpit back up, ears popping and face tingling from his brief
brush with noth-ingness. He glanced at the missing acceleration couch.

"I'm sorry, Doc," hesaid. "Y ou didn't leave me much of achoice. | guessit'sjust aswell | never told you
aboutall of my modifications."

He opened the throttle, gaining quick ground on the

yacht. By thetimethey overcamether inertiaand started to gain, Uldir had punched into lightspeed and
was gone.

To where, hedidn't know. If he survived the hyperspace
jump, would he be safe?
Andifhe wasn't safe, what about the real Jedi? His mends from the academy?

He couldn't hide from this. Master Skywalker had to know what was happening. He could think about



him-sdif after that was done.
SwiljaFenn tried to stay on her feet. Such abasic thing, standing. Onerarely gave it athought. But the
long pur-suit on Cujicor, copious blood loss, and afoul, cramped incarceration on a Peace Brigade ship

rendered even such basic things a struggle. She drew on the Force for her strength and lashed her lekku
in helplessness.

The Peace Brigade goons had dumped her, bound and half senseless, on some nameless moon and
hauled gravity out of there. Not much later, the Y uuzhan V ong had shown up. They had cut awvay her
bonds and then replaced them

with aliving, jellylike substance, dl the while spitting at her in alanguage that seemed made entirely of
CUrses.

After that, moretrave in dark places and finally here, rardly able to keep her feet under her, in avast
chamber that looked asif it had been carved insde of achunk of that meat. Smelled that way, too.

Swiljasguinted at someone gpproaching from the murk and shadows at the far end of the room.

"Wheat do you lylek-dung-grubbers want with me?* she snarled, momentarily forgetting her Jedi training.
The lapse got her a cuff in the face hard enough to knock her off her feet.

When she rose, he was standing over her.

The Y uuzhan Vong liked to scar themselves. They liked cut-up faces and tattoos, severed fingers and
toes. The metier up thefood chain they were, it seemed the less

there was of them. Or at least, what hadstarted as them, because they liked implants, too.

The Y uuzhan V ong standing above her must have beenway up the food chain, because he looked like
he had falen into abin of vibroblades. Scalesthe color of dried blood covered most of his body, and
some sort of cloak hung from his shoulders. The latter twitched, dowly.

And like the other Y uuzhan VVong, he wasn'tthere. If he had been Twi'lek or human or Rodian, she
might have stopped his heart with the Force or snapped his neck against the celling. Dark side or not, she
would have doneit and rid the gdaxy of him forever.

Shetried to do the next best thing—hurl herself at him and claw his eyes out. He was only ameter away;
surely she could take just one of these gravel-maggots with her.

Unfortunately, the next best thing was exponentidly |ess effective than the best. The same guard who had
struck her amoment before lashed out faster than light-ning, grabbing her by the lekku and yanking her
back. He held her up to the monster confronting her.

"I know you," Swiljasaid, spitting out teeth and blood. "Y ou're the one who called for our heeds.
Tsavong Lah."

"l am Warmaster Tsavong Lah," the monster confirmed.

She spat at him. The spittle struck his hand, but he ignored it, denying her even the minor victory of



irri-tating him.

"| congratulate you on proving yoursdlf worthy of honored sacrifice,” Tsavong Lah said. "You arefar
more admirable than the cowering scum who delivered you to us. They will merdly perish, when their
time comes. Wewill not mock the gods by offeringthem in sacrifice." He suddenly showed more of the
insgde of hismouth than Swiljaever wanted to see. It might have been agrin or asneer.

"If you know who | am," Tsavong Lah said, "you know what | want. Y ou knowwho | want."

"I have no ideawhat you want. Given what | know of you it would probably make even aHutt sck.”

Tsavong Lah licked hislip and twisted his neck dightly. Hiseyesdrilled a her.

"Help mefind Jacen Solo,” he sad. "With your help, | will find him."

"'Eatpoodoo.”

Tsavong Lah shredded alaugh through his teeth.

"Itisnot my job to convinceyou,” hesaid. "I have specidigtsfor that. And if you still cannot be
convinced, there are others, many others. One day you will all em-brace the truth—or death." With that
he seemed to forget she existed. His eyes emptied of any sign that he saw her or had ever seen her, and

he walked dowly away.

"You'rewrong!" she screamed, asthey dragged her from the chamber. "The Forceis stronger than you.
The Jedi will be your end, Tsavong Lah!"

But the warmaster didn't turn. His stride never broke.

An hour later, even Swiljadidn't believe her brave words. She didn't even remember them. Nothing
exigted for her but pain, and eventudly, not even that.

PART ONE

PRAXEUM

CHAPTER ONE

Luke Skywaker stood steady and straight before the gathered Jedli, his face composed and stronger
than dura-stedl. The set of his shoulders, his precise gestures, the weight and timbre of each word he
spoke dl confirmed his confidence and control.

But Anakin Solo knew it was alie. Anger and feer filled the chamber like a hundred atmospheres of
pressure, and beneath that weight something in Master Skywalker crumpled. It felt like hope bresking.
Anakin thought it was the worst thing he had ever fdlt, and he had felt some very bad thingsin his Sixteen
years.

The perception didn't last long. Nothing was broken, only bent, and whatever it was straightened, and
Master Skywalker was again as strong and confident in the Force asto the eye. Anakin didn't think



anyone else had noticed it.

Buthe had. The unshakable had shaken. It was some-thing Anakin would never forget, another of the
many thingsthat had seemed eternd to him suddenly gone, an-other speeder zooming out from
underneath hisfeet, leav-ing him flat on his back wondering what had happened. Hadn't he learned yet?

Heforced himself to focus hisice-blue eyes on Mas-ter Skywaker, on that familiar age- and
scar-roughened face. Beyond him, through a huge transparisted win-dow, flowed the never-ending light
and life of Coruscarn.

Againg those cyclopean buildings and streaming trails of light, the Master seemed somehow frail or
digtracted.

Anakin distanced himsdlf from his heartsickness by concentrating on his uncleéswords.

"Kyp," Magter Skywalker was saying, "1 understand how you fed."

Kyp Durron was more honest than Master Skywalker, in someways. The anger in his heart was no
stranger to the expression on hisface. If the Jedi were a planet, Mas-ter Skywalker stood at one pole,
radiating cam. Kyp Durron stood at the other, fists clenched in fury.

Somewhere near the equator the planet was starting to pull apart.

Kyp took astep forward, running his hand through dark hair shot with silver. "Master Skywalker," he
sad, "l submit that you donot know how | fedl. If you did, | would senseit in the Force. We dl could.
Instead, you hide your fedingsfrom us."

"I never said Ifelt asyou do,” Luke said gently, "only that | understand.”

"Ah." Kyp nodded, raising onefinger and shaking it at Skywaker asif suddenly comprehending his
point. "Y ou mean you understandintel lectually, but not with your heart! The Jedi you trained and
inspired are hunted and killed throughout the galaxy, and you 'understand' it the way you might an
equation? Y our blood doesn't burn todo something about it?!

"Of course | want to do something about it," Luke said. "That'swhy I've called thismeeting. But anger is
not the answer. Attack is not the answer, and retribution most cer-tainly is not. We are Jedi. We defend,
we support.”

"Defend who? Support what? Defend those beings you rescued from the atrocities of Palpatine?
Support the New Republic and its good people? Shield the ones we have dl shed blood for, time and
again in the cause of peace and the greater good? These same cowardly beings

who now defame us, deride us, and sacrifice usto their new Y uuzhan V ong masters? No onewants our
help. They want us dead and forgotten. | say it'stime we defend our-salves. Jedi for the Jedi!™

Applause smacked around the chamber—not deaf-ening, but not trivia either. Anakin had to admit,
Kyp made a certain amount of sense. Who could the Jedi trust now? Only other Jedi, it seemed.

"What would you have us do, then, Kyp?' Luke asked mildly.

" told you. Defend oursalves. Fight evil, in whatever guiseit takes. And we don't |t the fight cometo



us, to catch usin our homes, adeep, with our children. We go out and find the enemy. Offense againgt
evilis defense.”

"In other words, you would have us dl emulate what you and your dozen have been doing.”
"I would have us emulateyou, Master Skywalker— when you were battling the Empire.”

Luke sghed. "I wasyoung, then," he pointed out. "Therewas much | did not understand. Aggression is
the way of the dark sde.”

Kyp rubbed hisjaw, then smiled briefly. "And who should know better, Master Skywalker, than one
whodid turn to the dark sde.”

"Exactly," Lukereplied. "I fel, though | knew better. Like you, Kyp. We both, in our own way, thought
we were wise enough and nimble enough to walk on the laser beam and not get burned. We were both

wrong."

"And yet we returned.”

"Bardy. With much help and love."

"Granted. But there were others. Kam Solusar, for in-stance, not to forget your own father—"
"What are you saying, Kyp? That it is easy to return from the dark side, and that justifiesthe risk?"

Kyp shrugged. "I'm saying the line between dark and light isn't as sharp as you're trying to makeit, or
exactly

where you want to put it." He steepled hisfingers be-neath his chin, then shook them with an air of
contem-plation. "Master Skywalker, if aman attacks me with alightsaber, may | defend with my own
blade, that he not take my head off? Isthat too aggressve?

"Of courseyou may."

"And after | defend, may | pressmy attack? May | re-turn the blow? If not, why are we Jedi taught
lightsaber battle techniques? Why don't we learn only how to de-fend, and back off until the enemy has
usinacorner and our arms grow tired, until an attack finaly dipsthrough our guard? Master Skywalker,
sometimesthe only de-fenseis an attack. Y ou know thisaswell as anyone.”

"That'strue, Kyp. | do."

"But you back down from the fight, Master Sky-walker. Y ou block and defend and never return the
blow. Meanwhile the blades directed against you multiply. And you have begun to lose, Master
Skywalker. One oppor-tunity lost! And there lies Daesharacor, dead. Another dip in your defense, and
Corran Horn is dandered asthe destroyer of Ithor and driven to secluson. Again an at-tack is neglected,
and Wurth Skidder joins Daesharacor in death. And now aflurry of failures asamillion blades swing at
you, and there go Dorsk 82, and Seyyerin Itoklo, and Swilja Fenn, and who can count those we do not
know of yet, or who will die tomorrow?When will you attack, Master Skywalker?"

"Thisisridiculous" afemde voice exploded haf ameter from Anakin'sear. It was hissster, Jaina, her
face gone red with internal heat. "Maybe you don't hear al the news, running around playing hero with



your squad-ron, Kyp. Maybe you've started feding so sdf-important that you think your way isthe only
way. While you've been out there blazing your guns, Master Skywalker has been working quietly and
hard to make sure thingsdon't fal apart.”

"Y es, and see how well that'sgone,” Kyp said. "Duro,

for ingance. How many Jedi wereinvolved there? Five? Six? And yet not one of you—Master
Skywaker included—smeled the rank treachery of the Situation until it wastoo late. Why didn't the
Force guide you?' He paused and then smacked afist into his palm for em-phasis. "Because you were
acting likenursemaids, not Jedi warriors! I've heard one of you even refused to use the Force." He
looked significantly at Jainas twin, who sat stone-faced hafway around the hall.

"Y ou leave Jacen out of this," Jainasnarled.

"At least your brother was honest in hisrefusal to use his power,” Kyp said. "Wrong, but honest, and in
the end when he had to useiit, he did. The rest of this group has no excuse for itsambivalence. If saving
our galaxy from the Y uuzhan Vong is not agood enough cause to flex our true might, let self-preservation
m n

"Jedi for Jedi!" Octa Ramis shouted, dtill in the clutches of renewed grief over losing Daesharacor.

" It'sboth oursalves and the galaxy I'm trying to pre-serve,” Luke said. "If we win thefight againgt the
Y uu-zhan Vong at the price of using dark-side powers, it will be no victory."

Kyp rolled hiseyesand crossed hisarms. " | knew it was amistake to come here," he said. "Every
second | wagte talking with you isatorpedo | might befiring at the Y uuzhan VVong."

" If you knew that, why did you come?"

" Because | thought even you must see the pattern on the Huj mat by now, Master Skywalker. After
months of doing nothing, of watching our numbers dwindle, of listening to the lies circulaing about the
Jedi from the Rim to the Core, | thought now, at last, you had decided it wastimeto act. | came, Master
Skywalker, to hear you say enough is enough, to lead the Jedi, united, in ajust cause. Instead | hear only
the same vacillating I've grown tired of ."

"On the contrary, Kyp. | caled this meeting to make
some real decisions about how we should facethis crigs.”
"Thisisntacriss," Kyp sputtered. "It'samassacre. And | already know what to do. I've been doing it."

"The people arefrightened, Kyp. They'reliving in anightmare, just aswe are. They only want to wake
up.”

" Yes. And in hopes of waking up, they feed the dream monsters whatever they ask for. Droids. Cities.
Planets. Refugees. Now Jedi. By refusing to act againgt thistreach-ery, Master Skywalker, you come
dangeroudy near con-doning it."

"Banthafodder!" Jacen snapped, finaly breaking his silence. "Master Skywaker hasn't been
complacent. None of us has. But the sort of naked aggression you condone is—"



"Effective?’ Kyp sneered.

"Isit?" Jacen challenged. "What have you and your squadron really accomplished? Harried afew
Y uuzhan Vong supply ships? Meanwhile weve saved tens of thousands—"

"Saved them for what? So they can flee from planet to planet until there's nowhere else to go? Jacen
Solo, who denied the Force, are you lecturingme on what isand isnt effective?"

"What isn't effectiveisthisargument,” Luke inter-jected. "We need calm. We need to think rationally.”

"I'm not sure that's what we need at all," Kyp shot back. "L ook where yourrational policies have gotten
us. We're done, now, don't you all see that? Everyone hasturned againgt us.”

"Youreoverdating.”

Anakin switched his gaze to the new spesker, Cilghal. The Mon Caamari's fishlike head bobbed as her
bulbous eyes searched around the chamber.

"We dtill have many dlies," Cilghd said, "in the sen-ate and among the peoples of the New Republic.”
"If by aliesyou mean people without the gutsto actu-

aly turnusin, yes" Kyp said. "But wait abit. More Jedi will bekilled or captured. Stay here, meditate,
and wait for them. | won't. | know what the fight isand whereit is." With that he turned on hished and
dtarted from the chamber.

"No!" Jainawhispered to Anakin. "If Kyp leaves, hell take too many with him."

"S0?" Anakin said. "Areyou so sure heéswrong?'

"Of course |—" She stopped, paused, started again. " It won't help any of usif the Jedi split. We haveto
try to help Uncle Luke. Come on.”

Jainafollowed Kyp from the chamber. After a second or two, Anakin followed. The debate began again
behind rhem, in much more muted terms.

Kyp turned as they approached. "Anakin, Jaina. What do you want?'
"Totak some senseinto you," Janasaid.

" | have plenty of sense,”" Kyp said. "Y ou two ought to know better. When did either of you flinch from
battle? It's not like you two to St while othersfight.”

"I haven't been," Jainaflared. "Neither has Anakin, or Uncle Luke, or—"
"Spare me. Jaina, | have the greatest respect for Mas-ter Skywalker. But heiswrong. | can't seethe
Y uuzhan Vong in the Force any more than he can, but | don't need that to know they're evil. To know

they have to be stopped.”

" Couldn't you just hear Uncle Luke out?"'



" | did. Hedidn't say anything | wasinterested in, and he wasn't going to.” Kyp shook his head. "Y our
uncle has changed. Something happensto Jedi Masters asthey grow older in the Force. Something that
isn't going to nappen to me. They become so concerned with light and dark they can'tact, but can only
be acted upon. Like Obi-Wan Kenobi—rather than act himsdlf, he dlowed himsdlf to be struck down,
become one with the Force, so Luke could then take dl of the moral risks."

"That'snot how Uncle Luketdlsit."

"Your uncleistoo closeto it. And now he'shecome Kenobi."

"What are you saying, exactly?' Jainasaid. "That Uncle Lukeisacoward?'

Kyp shrugged and flashed alittle smile. "When it comesto hislife, no. But when it comesto the Force

..." He gestured with the back of his hand. "Ask your brother Jacen—seemsto me he'sgoing gray early,
inthat respect. The whole gdaxy isfaling gpart around him, and he's dithering over theoretica

philosophy.”

"He did use the Force, though, as you pointed out,” Jainaretorted.

"To save hismother'slife, fromwhat | heard, and a-most not then. How long was she in a bacta tank?*

"But hedid save her, and me, too."

"Of course. But would he have called on the Force to save some Duros he didn't know? Given the fact
that he had ample opportunity to do so before that, the answer is salf-evidently no. So it wasn't some
universal respect for preserving life or anything of that sort that led him to bresk his saf-imposed ban,
wasit?'

"No," Anakin murmured.

"Anakin!" Jaina snapped.

"It'strue,” Anakinreplied. "I'm glad hedid it, and I'm glad he hurt the warmaster, evenif hedid cdl for
the heads of dl the Jedi, but Kyp'sright. If you and Mom hadn't been there..."

"Jacen was going through ahard time,” Jainasaid.
"Liketherest of usarent,” Anakin returned.

"I'vegot to go," Kyp told them. "Any time either of you wantsto fly with me, find me. Other than that, |
sin-cerely hope Master Skywalker comes around. | just can't wait for it. May the Force be with you.”

They watched him go.
"l wish | didn't more than half think he wasright,"
Jainawhispered. "1 fed like I'm somehow betraying Uncle Luke."

Anakin nodded. "I know what you mean. But Kypis right, about one thing anyway. Whatever else we
do, were going to have to look out for our own."



"Jedi for Jedi?" Jaina snorted. "Uncle Luke knows that. I'm not sure where he sent Mom, Dad,
Threepio, and Artoo, but it's got something to do with setting up a net-work to help Jedi escape before
being turned over to the Y uuzhan VVong."

Anakin shook his head. "Fine, but that's what Kyp meant by only defending. Well never win thiswar by
being reective. We have to be proactive. We need intelli-gence. We need to know which Jedi are at risk
before they comefor us."

"How can we know that?"

"Think logicaly. Any planet dready taken by the Y uu-zhan VVong is obvioudy dangerous. The planets
near oc-cupied space are the next most dangerous, because they're desperate to strike adeal .”

"The warmaster said hewould spare the rest of the galaxy, but only if they turnall of us over to them.
That sort of spreads the desperation out, at least for people dumb enough to believe him. We saw what
Y uuzhan Vong promises meant on Duro. Don't cooperate with them and they mow you down. If you do
cooperate with them, they mow you down, laughing about how stupid you've been."”

Anakin shrugged. "Obvioudy alot of peoplewould rather believe Y uuzhan Vong lies than take their
chances. Thepoint is—"

"The point is, what are you two doing out here rather than in the meeting?’ Jacen Solo asked from the
end of the corridor.

"Weweretrying to talk Kyp into staying,” Anakin told his older brother.
"It'd be easer talking asiringanainto a box."
"True" Jainasad, "but we had to try. | guess we ought to go back in now."

"Don't bother. A few minutes after Kyp waked out, Uncle Luke called arecess. Too much angst and
confuson.”

"It'snot going well," Jainasaid.
"No. Too many peoplethink Kypisright."
"What do you think?" Anakin asked.

"He'swrong," Jacen said without hesitation. " An-swering naked aggression with naked aggression can't
be the solution.”

"No?If you hadn't used that particular solution, you, Mom, and Jainawould be dead right now. Would
the universe be better off?"

"Anakin, I'm not proud of—" Jacen began.
Jainacut him off. "Don't you two start again. Anakin and | were talking about something congtructive

when you joined us. Let's not degenerate into bickering, like the others. We're siblings, after dl. If we
can't talk through thiswithout losing it, how can we expect anyone dseto?"



Jacen held his gaze on Anakin for another few heart-beats, waiting to see who would flinch first.
It was Jacen.
"Whatwere you discussing?' he asked softly.

Jainalooked relieved. "How to figure out where the worst hot spots are, which Jedi arein the most
imme-diate danger," she said.

Jacen quirked his mouth asif tasting a Hutt appetizer. "With the Peace Brigade out there, that's an open
ques-tion. They aren't tied to the interests of asingle system. They'll hunt us from the Rim to the Core if
they think it'l gppease the Y uuzhan Vong."

"The Peace Brigade can't be everywhere at once. They can't follow every rumor they've heard about
Jedi."

"The Peace Brigade has plenty of alies, and good in-telligence,” Jacen countered. "Given what they've
man-aged dready, they must have more than afew ingders,

maybe even in the senate. They don't have to chase ru-mors. More often than not, from what | can tell,
they don't even make haf the captures they boast about. They're just the flesh merchants who turn Jedi
over tothe Yuuzhan Vong."

" ill have abad fedling about the senator from Kuat, Vigi Shesh,” Jaina muttered.

"My pointisthis" Anakin said. "It's hard to predict which sngle Jedi might be next on their list. But if
they could get a package dedl, wouldn't they jump at it?'

Jainas eyeswidened. "Y ou think they'll move againgt us while were gathered here?”

Anakin drew anegative arc with his chin. "Things aren't that bad yet, and who would want to face dl of
the most powerful Jedi in the galaxy at once? That would be crazy—usthey'll pick off oneat atime.
But—"

"The praxeum!™ Jacen interrupted.

"Yes," Anakin agreed. "The Jedi academy!”

"But they'rejust kidd" Jainasaid.

"Have you noticed that makes any difference to the Y uuzhan Vong, or to the Peace Brigade, for that
mat-ter?' Jacen asked. "Besides, Anakin's only sixteen, and he'skilled more Y uuzhan Vong in

hand-to-hand combat than any of us. The Y uuzhan Vong know that."

"What about theillusion the Jedi have been main-taining around Y avin Four? That's been keeping
drangers away."

"Not sincedmost dl of the Jedi Knights haveleft,” Anarkin said. "They've either come to Coruscant to
this meet-ing, or gone off to try to help comrades who've disappeared. Last | heard, only the students
Kam and Tionne are | eft, with maybe Streen, and Magter Ikrit. They might not be strong enough. Where
did Uncle Luke go? We should talk to him about this, right away. It may aready betoo late."



"That'sagood cal, Anakin," Jacen admitted.

"Thanks™"

What Anakin didnt mention to his sblings was how

he had awakened in the night, heart thrumming, gripped by aname ess dread. And though he couldn't
remember the dream that had torn him from deep, oneimage had remained with him: the blond hair and
green eyes of Tahiri, hisbest friend.

And Tahiri was a the academy.

CHAPTER TWO

Luke Skywalker sank into achair in his study, ran his hand across his brow, and stared out at the night,
or what passed for it on Coruscant, the hundred shades of nightglow, shimmering lanes of aircarsand

transports, bright-studded skyhook tethers lancing toward the un-seeable stars. How many thousands of
years had passed since anyone had seen astar in the night sky of this city world?

On Tatooine the stars had been hard, glittering prom-isesto aboy who wanted more from life than to be
amoisture farmer. They had been everything, and yearn-ing toward them was the seed of everything

Luke had be-come. Now, at the heart of the galaxy he had fought so long to save, he couldn't even see
them.

Something drifted in the Force, an embrace waiting to happen. Waiting for permission to happen.
"Comein, Mara," hesaid, rising.
"Stay there" hiswifeanswered. "I'll joinyou."

She settled into the chair next to him and took his hand. He felt her touch move closer, and found himsdlf
flinching awvay.

"Hey, Skywadker," shesaid. "It'snot like I'm hereto tall you."
"That'sacomforting thing to say.”

"Yeah?' Her voice took on an edge. "Don't think it hasn't occurred to me. Likewhen | couldn't hold
down breskfast, or when | take one of these twenty-minute

lightspeed tours of every emotion I've ever had plusafew that | never knew really existed—and then
gtart over. When my ankles start ballooning up like a Gamorrean boar's and I'm well on my way to
Hutthood, I'd advise any responsible parties to start watching their backs.”

"Hey, wait aminute. | don't recal the two of us con-spiring in this matter. | was just as surprised as you.
Be-sdes, your last plan to kill me started this whole thing, pregnancy included. Keep it up, and well be
ahead of Han and Leiain no time."

Maraclucked. "Darling," she saidin disingenuoustones. "l love you, you are my lifeand my light. If you
ever do thisto meagain, | will vape you where you stand.” She squeezed his hand fondly.



"Asl| wassaying," Luke said. "How can | please you, sweetheart?'

"Tdl mewhat'swrong.”

He shrugged and turned his face back to the cityscape. "The Jedi, of course. Were breaking apart. First
the galaxy turns againgt us, then weturn againgt each other.”

"It'stoo bad | didn't take care of Kyp years ago,” Marasaid.

"Don't even joke about that. And it isn't Kyp's fault— ultimately it'smine. Y ou explained as much to me
once, remember?’

"I remember setting you straight about afew things. That doesn't make Kyp right now."
"No, heisn't right. But when children stray, doesn't that say something about the parents?”

"Thisisafinetimeto tell meyou're going to be alousy father. Or maybe you don't think I'll be agood
mother?'

Shewasjoking, but he felt a sudden wave of fear, de-pression, and anger from hiswife.
"Mara?' he asked. "It wasjust ametaphor.”

"I know. It's nothing. Just go on.”

"It'snot nothing."

"It isnothing. Hormones. Mood swings. Very annoy-

ing, being jerked around by chemicals, and not your prob-aem, Skywalker. Go on with what you were
saying. Sans the parenthood metaphor.”

" Fine. What | mean is, my teachings weren't durable enough, or strong enough, or satisfying enough, if
the otherslook to Kyp for their answers.”

"Weve been betrayed and we're being daughtered,” Marasaid. "Kyp's given them an answer to that.
Y ou havent."

"Wait. Nowyou agree with Kyp?'
"l agreewe can't just St and wait. | know you don't want to do that either, but you aren't expressing it

well enough. Kyp has given the Jedi avison, asclear and smpleasitiswrong. All weve doneisgivea
muddy nimble of assurances and prohibitions. We need to tell them what todo, not what not to do.”

llWe?l
"Of coursewe, Skywalker. Y ou and me. Whereyou go | go."

Her Force presence kissed lightly againgt hisagain, and for an ingtant he trembled. It felt good, awarmth
againgt the cold hard nest of his doubts and pain. How could he afford to doubt? How could he let



anyone ese seeit, when it might mean the end of everything?

Thetouch eased, asif retreating, and he relaxed, and it came again, stedlthier and stronger. He gave up,
opening himsdlf to her so they mingled in abright stream. Hetook her in hisarms and let her stroke away
the worst of his doubtswith her hand and the radiance within her.

"l loveyou, Mara," he breathed, after atime.

"I loveyou, too," shereplied.

"Itshard towetchit dl fal gpart.”

"It'snot faling gpart, Luke. Y ou haveto bdievethat."

"l haveto be strong for them. | have to be an example. But today—"

"Yes, | saw it. Y ou had amoment of weakness. | think I'm the only one who noticed.”

"No. Anakin noticed. It upset him, alot.”

"Y ou're worried about Anakin?' she asked, picking up on the subtext of his spoken word. "He adores
you. If there is someone he's dways wanted to be, it's you. He wouldn't side with Kyp."

"That's not my worry. He's more like Kyp than he thinks, but he doesn't seeit. He's been through so
much, Mara, and heé'stoo young to easily absorb what he's had to dedl with. He still carries the blame for
Chewbaccas death with him, and in the back of hismind part of him ill thinks Han blameshim, too. He
watched Dae-sharacor die. He blames himself for the destruction of the Hapan fleet at Fondor. He's
carrying around al that pain, and some day that's bound to add up to something he's not experienced
enough to handle. Grief and guilt are only amicron away from anger and hatred. And he's till reckless,
gill thinks he'simmorta despiteall of the desth he's seen.”

"That'swhat upset him about your weaknesstoday,” Mara guessed. "He thinks you're immortd, too."

"Hedid bdievethat. But now he knowsif he can lose Chewie, he can lose anyone. That's not making
things better. He'slosng faith in everything he's counted on hiswholelife.”

"I didn't have exactly anormal childhood,” Marasaid, "but doesn't that happen to most children at a
certain point?"

"Y es. But most children aren't Jedi adepts. Most chil-dren aren't as strong in the Force as Anakin, or as
in-clined to useit. Did you know when he was aboy, he once killed a giant snake by stopping its heart
with the Force?"

Marablinked. "No."

"Y es. Hewas defending himsdlf and hisfriends. It probably seemed like the only thing to do at the time.”

"Anakinisapragmeticlad."

"That'sthe problem," Luke sghed. "He grew up



around Jedi. Using the Forceislike breathing for him, and for Anakin there is nothing very mystica
about it. It'satool he can do thingswith."

"Jacen on the other hand—"

"Jacen isolder, but he grew up like Anakin. It'stwo different reactions to the same situation. What they
have in common isthat neither of them thinks| realy haveit right. And what'sworse, | think at least one
of them is correct. I've seen—" He broke off.

"What?' Maragently urged.

"I don't know. I've seen afuture. Severa futures. How-ever this ends with the Y uuzhan Vong, it won't
be methat endsit, or Kyp, or any of the older Jedi. It will be someone new."

"Anekin?'

"l don't know. I'm afraid to even talk about it. Every word spreads, putsripplesin the Force for every
person who hearsit, changesthings. I'm starting to know how Y oda and Ben felt. Watching, trying to
guide, hoping I'm not wrong, that I'm seeing clearly, that there is such athing as wisdom and that I'm not
just fooling mysdf."

She laughed softly and kissed his cheek. ™Y ou worry too much.”

"Sometimes | don't think | worry enough.”

"Worry?' Marasaid softly. Shetook hishand and placed it againgt her belly. "Y ou want worry? Listen."

Once more she enfolded him in the Force, and once more they merged toward one another and the third
lifein theroom, the one growing insde of Mara. Tentatively, hestantly, L uke reached in to touch his son.

The heart was beating, asmple beautiful rhythm, and around it drifted something likeamelody, an
awareness both dien and familiar, sensations like taste and smell and sight but not likethem at dl, a
universe with no light but with al of the warmth and security in the world.

"Amazing," he murmured. "That you can give him that. That you can bethat for him."

"Itshumbling,” she said. "It'sworrisome. What if | make amistake? What if my sickness comes back?
And worgt of al—" She paused, and he waited, knowing shewould get toitintime. "It'seasy, in away.
To protect him now, al | haveto do is protect mysdlf, and I've been doing that my wholelife. Right now,
my lifeishislife. But after he'sborn, it will never be like that again. That's the part that worriesme.”

Luke wrapped hisarm around her and hugged. "Y ou'll do fine," he said. "'l promise you."

"Y ou can't promise that, any more than you can hold the young Jedi inside of you or keep them safe. It's
the same. It'sthe same fear, Luke."

"Of course," hereplied. "Of courseitis."
They sat and watched the skies of Coruscant, and spoke no more until someone came to their door.

"Speek and they will come," Luke murmured. "It'sthe Solo children.”



"l can send them away."

"No. They need to talk to me." Heraised hisvoice. "Comeonin."
He stood and brightened the lights. Anakin, Jaina, and Jacen entered.
"Sorry we left the meeting,” Jainasaid.

"I knew what you were doing, and | thank you for trying. Kyp—Kyp must wak his own path for a
while. But that's not why you came, isit?'

"No," Jacen said. "We're worried about the Jedi academy.”

"Right,” Anakin joined in. "It occurred to methat if | were Peace Brigade, and wanted to catch abunch
of Jedi dl at once—"

"You'd go to Yavin Four. Good thinking."
Anakin'sfacefel vigbly. "Y ou dready thought of it."

Luke nodded. "Don't fed bad. It was only afew days ago that we had enough reports to spot the trend
and redlize just how serioudy the warmaster's promise has

been taken. Trying to ded with dl theloca fires, trying to find government support to put astop to thisor
a least dow it down, | didn't redlize that there are no longer enough mature Jedi in the system to maintain
theilluson wewere projecting.”

"So what do we do?' Jacen asked.

"I requested the New Republic send a ship to evacuate them, but they're dragging their hedls. They might
con-tinueto for weeks."

"We can't wait that long!" Jainasaid.

"No," Luke agreed. "I've been trying to find Boogter Terrik. | think the best thing for the moment would
be to not only evacuate the academy but keep the kids on the move, in theErrant Venture. If wejust
move them to an-other planet, we don't redlly solve the problem.”

"So they're with Booster?' Anakin said.

"I can't locate him, unfortunatdy. I'm still working oniit.”

"Tdon Karrde," Marasaid softly.

"Perfect,” Luke said. ™Y ou know whereto find him?”

"What doyou think?' Marasaid, smirking.

"But what if the Peace Brigadeisdready a Y avin Four, or on the way?' Anakin asked.



"It'sthe best we can do, for the moment,” Luke told him. "Besides, the danger is still hypothetica. The
Peace Brigade might not even know about Y avin Four. And even if they did, Kam and Tionne and
Magter Ikrit arethere. They aren't exactly defenseless.”

"It's not the best-kept secret in the galaxy,” Jacen said. "And with the illusion gone, what could Kam do
againg awarship? Letus go."

"Out of the question,” Luke replied. "I need you al here, and with the bounty on our heads—especidly

your head, Jacen—it'stoo dangerous for you to go off alone. Y our parents would never forgive meif |
sent you into that with them away."

"AsK them, then," Jainasaid.
"I can't. They're out of contact now, and could be for sometime.”

"Shouldn't we at least go check on the praxeum?’ Jaina persisted. "We could just hide at the edge of the
system until Karrde shows up, keep an eye on things, run back hereto report if things go wrong.”

Luke shook hishead. "1 know you're all restless, espe-cialy you, Jaina But your eyes still haven't fully
heded—"

"Not to Rogue Squadron specs, maybe," Jaina pro-tested, "but | can see well enough to fly."

"Evenif your vison werefully restored,” Lukewent on, "l till don't think sending any or dl of youto

Y avin Four isthe most productive course. There'simportant work to do here. Weren't you just telling
Kyp that, Jaina, Jacen?"

"Yes, UncleLuke" Jacen sad. "Wewere."

"Anakin?Y ou haven't said much."

Anakin shrugged. "Thereisnt much to say, isthere?"

L uke detected something a bit dangerousin that, but it quickly passed.

" I'm glad the three of you are thinking about the Situa-tion. We agree that the academy is one of our

most vul-nerable spots. Help mefind the rest. Don't think for asecond I've thought of everything,
because obvioudy | haven't. And don't forget, well reconvene the meeting tomorrow morning.”

Thethree of them nodded and | &ft.
When they were gone, Mara clucked. "They might beright.”

Luke sighed again. "They might be. But | have afed-ing that whoever goesto Yavin Four must goin
force, or they won't beleaving it again. I've learned to trust fed-ingslike this"

"Y ou should have told them that, then,” Marasaid.
He flashed her a sardonic smile. "Then they would have gonefor sure.”

Maratook hishand. "No rest for theweary. I'll con-tact Karrde." She touched her belly again.



"Meanwhile,
Skywalker, find me something to eat. Something big and still bleeding.”

Anakin checked over the sysemsindicators. "How do we look, Fiver?' he asked quietly, studying the
cockpit readout display.

SYSTEMSWITHIN OPTIMUM VARIANTS, the R7 Unit 3S-
sured him.

"Good. Just hang onwhile| get clearance. Meanwhile calculate the first jump in the seriesto get meto
the Yavin sygem.”

That took a certain amount of finagling, including forg-ing acode that would alow himto fly without a
check that might alert Uncle Luke or anyone ese who would try to siop him.

Because Uncle Luke waswrong, thistime. Anakin could fed it in hisvery center. The Jedi traineeswere
in grave danger; Talon Karrde would not get therein time. It might aready betoo late.

It was strange that Uncle Luke still ingsted on thinking of Anakin asachild. Anakin had killed Y uuzhan
Vong. He had seen friends die and caused the desths of others. He was responsible for the destruction of
countless ships and the beings who crewed them, and that only scratched the most recent skin of the
metter.

It was ablind spot the adultsin hislife had, an ambiva-lence and adenid. They didn't understand who
he redlly was, only what he appeared to be. Even his mother and Uncle Luke, who had the Force to help
them.

Aunt Mara probably understood—she had never redlly been a child, either—but even she was blinkered
by her relationship with Uncle Luke; she had to take his fedingsinto account, aswell as her own.

Wéll, there would be anger. He could explain to Uncle L uke about the feding he had in the Force, but
that might only aert the Magter to Anakin's certainty inthis

matter. Even if Uncle Luke could be convinced to send someonenow, it might be someone else,
someone older. But Anakin knew it had to behim, he had to go. If he didn't, his best friend was doomed
to afate much worse than degth.

It wasthe only thing in hislife he wasredly sure of right now.

"Cleared for takeoff," the port control said.

"Power it up, Fiver," Anakin murmured. "Weve got someplaceto be."

CHAPTER THREE

When the stars rushed back into existence, Anakin put his XJ X-wing into alazy tumble and cut power
to every-thing but sensors and minima life support. Ordinarily hewouldn't play it so cautious; after dl,

someone would a-most have to be watching for the hyperwave ripples of an X-wing entering the system
to have any chance of de-tecting it. But given thefeding in his gut, there might just be someone doing



thet.

Theroll and yaw he'd put the X-wing in wasn't ran-dom, but was designed to give hisinstruments afull
ac-counting of the surrounding space in the least possible time. While the sensors did their job, Anakin
reached out with the sense he trusted most—the Force.

The planet Yavin filled most of hisview, itsvast orange oceans of gas boiling into fractd, dusve

patterns. Itsfamiliar face had marked the days and nights of much of his childhood. The praxeum—his
uncle Luke's Jedi academy—was located on Y avin 4, amoon of the gas giant. He could remember
watching Yavinin the night sky, acolossa mirage of a planet, wondering what could be there, pushing his
evolving Force sensesto exploreit.

He'd found clouds of methane and ammonia deeper than oceans, hydrogen so stressed by pressure it
became metd, life crushed thinner than paper but till thriving, cyclones heavier than lead but faster than
the winds of any world habitable by humans. And crystas, sparkling Corusca gems climbing those titan

winds spinning inan

ancient dance, capturing what light they could find in the thinner upper atmosphere and gripping it tight in
their molecules

He saw none of this as one might with eyes, of course, but over the nights, through the Force he had felt
them, and with referencesto the library gradualy under-stood them.

In hisimagination he had seen more. Fieces of the first Desth Star, which had met itsend in these very
skies, pounded into monomolecular foil by fierce pressure and gravity. Older things, relics of Sith, and
species even more lost and distant in time. Once aplanet like Y avin swa-lowed a secret, it wasn't likely
to giveit up again. Given the other secretsthat had turned up in the Y avin system— and the Sun Crusher
Kyp Durron himselfhad once man-aged to pull from the belly of the orange giant—that was for the best.

Just beyond the vast rim of Yavin, abright yellowish star winked—Y avin 8, one of the three moonsin
the system blessed with life. Anakin had a friend there, ana-tive of that world who had trained briefly at
the academy and returned home. He could fed her, very faintly. Yavin 4 wasjust around the rim, where
he had other friends. In away, the whole system was like afamiliar room to Anakin, the sort he could
walk into and immediately know if some-thing was out of place.

And something felt very out of place.

In the Force he could fed the Jedi candidates, for they were al strong with it. He could fed Kam
Solusar and hiswife Tionne, and the ancient Ikrit, not students but full-fledged Jedi. These were seen as
through acloud, suggesting they were at least trying to maintain theillu-son that hid Yavin 4 from the
casud eye.

But even through that, one presence shone brilliant, made brighter by familiarity and friendship. Tahiri.

Shefdt him, too, and though he could not quite hear any actua words she might be trying to send, he
did fed

asort of rhythm, as of someone talking quickly, excit-edly, without pause for breath.

One corner of Anakin's mouth turned up. Y es, that was Tahiri, al right.



What felt wrong was alittle nearer and much wesker. Not Y uuzhan Vong, for they could not befetin
the Force, but someone who shouldn't be there. Someone dightly confused, but with a growing sense of
confidence.

"Hang on, Fiver," hetold hisastromech. "Get ready to run or fight in ahurry. It might just be Talon
Karrde and his crew here ahead of schedule, but I'd sooner bet against Lando Calrissian in sabacc than
to count oniit."

afirmative the display blinked.

They tumbled into sensor range, and his computer built a silhouette from the magnified image.

"That's not so bad,” he murmured. "One Corélian light transport. Maybeitis one of Karrde's bunch.” Or
maybe not. And maybe there were ahundred Y uuzhan V ong ships on the other side of the gas giant or
Yavin 4, invisbleto his Jedi senses and hidden from his sensors. Whatever the case, waiting around
wasn't going to im-prove matters. He powered up, corrected histumble, and engaged theion engines.

He activated his comm system and hailed the stranger. " Trangport, acknowledge.”

For afew moments, he got nothing, then the audio crackled. "Who isthis?'

"My nameis Anakin Solo. What are you doing inthe Y avin system?’

"We're Coruscagem miners.”

"Redly. Wheresyour trawler?'

Another pause, then words underlined with abit of anger.

"We can see the moon now. We knew it was here dl aong. Y our Jedi sorcery hasfailed you.”

THE TRANSPORT ISARMING WEAPONS SY STEMS, Fiver

noticed. Anakin nodded grimly asthe other vessel sivung toward him.

"I'm only warning you once," Anakin said. " Stand down.”

For an answer, he got ablast from alaser cannon, which at that distance he managed to avoid as easily
as he might deflect ablaster shot with hislightsaber.

"Gee," Anakin muttered. "I supposethat saysit dl." He opened his Sfails. "Fiver, give me evasve
gpproach six, but | ill want the stick just in case.”

ACKNOWLEDGED.
He dropped toward Y avin 4 and the transport at full thrust, spinning and dancing as he went, and when
he felt histarget firmly enough in the Force, he diced the night of vacuum with ruby red. The transport

returned fire and began its own evasive maneuvers, but that was like a banthatrying to dodge amacefly.

They had good shields, though. As Anakin completed hisfirst pass, his opponent was still essentidly
un-touched. To make matters more interesting, four winks of blue flame and hisinstruments agreed that



the trans-port had just fired proton torpedoes at him. Anakin had been preparing to turn for another
pass, instead he con-tinued his noseward plunge toward the moon.

"Four proton torpedoes. These guysrealy don't like us, Fiver."

the trangport seems hostile, Fiver acknowledged. Anakin sighed. Fiver was amore advanced astromech
than R2-D2, but he missed his uncl€'s droid's persondity at times. Maybe he ought to do something
about that.

Two laser blasts hit his shidldsin quick succession, but they did their job. On histracker, the proton
torpedoes continued to close as Anakin met resistance from the at-mosphere. He plunged on, and the
ship began to vibrate faintly. His nose and wings were starting to heat up from the upper atmosphere. If
he didn't time this exactly right, he would scatter al over the jungle kilometers below.

When the lead torp was amost on him, he cut his en-gines and yanked the nose up. The atmosphere,
gl thin, was nevertheless able to give the XJ X-wing agood strong dap, hurling him away from the
moon. Servos whined and something somewhere made agtartlingping. Using the momentum from the
amospheric skip, Anakin turned further spaceward, blood rushing from his head as the g's mounted,
then he kicked in the engines again.

Behind him, the proton torpedoes didn't fare aswell. They tried to turn after him, of course. Two didn't

makeit, and continued plunging moonward. The other two skipped dong wildly different coursesthan
Anakin and would never find him again before running out of fudl.

"Nicetry,” Anakin said grimly. Now he was climbing uphill, out of the gravity well, hislasers pumping a
steady rhythm. He took another hit from the enemy's more powerful gun, and for an ingtant the lights
dimmed in the cockpit. Then they flared back to life as Fiver rerouted, and Anakin took a hammer to the
trangport. Their shiedsfatered, and he dagged their primary generator. Loop-ing around them noseto
tail, he drilled laser turrets, tor-pedo ports, and engines.

Then hetried the comm again. "Ready to talk now?" he asked.

"Why not?"' the voice from the other end replied. " Y ou can il surrender if you want.”

"That's—" Anakin began, but Fiver interrupted.

HYPERSPACE JUMP DETECTED. 12 VESSELSHAVE AR-RIVED, DISTANCE 100,000
KILOMETERS.

"Sith spit!" Anakin muttered, bringing his sensorsto bear.

They weren't Y uuzhan VVong ships, he saw that imme-diately, just amotley collection of E-wings,
transports, and corvettes.

They were hailing him. He opened the link.
"Unidentified vessd, thisisthe Peace Brigade," avoice
crackled. " Stand down and surrender, and you won't be harmed.”

They weretoo far away to hit him. Soon they wouldn't be. Anakin closed his SHails, rolled, opened the



throttle, and raced toward the distant viridian of Yavin 4.

Anakin vaulted from the cockpit of the X-wing into Slent near darkness. A twilight line of illuminationin
the distance was the entrance he had flown through into what had once been a part of an ancient
Massass temple complex, much later the centra hangar for the Rebel fleet, and which now saw little use
at al, snce most shipslanding at the academy set down outside.

Anakin'sflight boots scuffed the ancient stone surface, and the sound grew around him into the hushed
besting of enormouswings. He smelled stone and lubricant and more faintly the musky jungle outside.

Someone was watching Anakin from the darkness.
"Who isthat?" avoice asked, each word stretching to fill the abyss.

"It'sme, Kam. Anakin."

A faint glow appeared, and then abank of light panels came on. Some ten meters away Kam Solusar
stood, hooking his lightsaber back into his belt.

"| thought it fdlt like you," Kam said. "But there's been an unknown ship in orbit for several sandard
days now. We've been trying to keep them confused.”

"Peace Brigade," Anakin explained. " And the one ship has friends now, about twelve of them. And they
aren't confused anymore.”

He'd been walking toward Kam while he spoke, and suddenly his old teacher swept forward, clasping
hisarm. "It's good to see you, Anakin. And you? Y ou're alone?"

Anakin nodded. "Taon Karrde is on the way with aflotilla. He's supposed to evacuate you and the
students. Uncle Luke wasn't expecting the Peace Brigade to show up so soon, | guess.”

Kam's eyes narrowed. "But you were, weren't you?'Y ou came here without permission.”

"I came againg orders, actudly," Anakin corrected. "That's not important now. Getting the studentsto
safety, thet is”

"Of course," Kam agreed. "How long before the Peace Brigade can land?’
"Anhour?Not long."

-And Karrde?'

"He could be days."

Kam grimaced. "We can't hold out here that long."

"Wemight. Weredl Jedi."

Kam snorted. "Y ou heed a sense of your limitations. | have asense of mine. We might do very well, but
weéll losekids. | haveto think of them firgt."



They were approaching the turbolift when the door hissed open and gected a blond-and-orange blur.
The blur smacked Anakin a chest height, and he suddenly found surprisingly strong arms wrapped
around him in afierce embrace. Bright green eyes danced centimeters from his own.

Hefdt hisface go warm.

"Hi, Tahiri," hesad.

She pushed back from him. "Hi, yoursdlf, great hero-irom-the-stars who's too good to keep in touch
with hisbest friend.”

llllve_ll

"Been busy. Right. | know all about it—well, notall about it because we get the news so late here, but |
heard about Duro, and Centerpoint, and—"

She stopped suddenly, either because she saw it in hisface or felt it in the Force. Centerpoint Station
was a sen-sitive subject.

"Anyway," shewent on, "you won't believe how bor-ing it's been without you. All the gpprentices have
gone off, and that just leaves thesekids— " She stepped away, and for thefirst time, heredlly saw her.

Whatever she detected in his eyes cut her off in midsen-tence. "What?' she asked insteed. "What are
you look-ing a&?'

"I—" Now hisfacefdt likeit had been grazed by blasterfire. "You look . . . different.”
"Older maybe? I'm fourteen now. Last week."

"Happy birthday."

"Y ou should have thought of it then, but thanks anyway. Dummy."

Anakin found himsdlf suddenly unable to meet her eyes. He dropped hisgaze. "Y ou're, uh, still barefoot,
| see”

"What did you expect? | hate shoes. | only wear them when | have to. Shoes were invented by the Sith
to keep our delicate toes in anguish and misery, I'm sure of it. Did you think just because | grew a
centimeter or two I'd Sart torturing my feet?

Shelooked up at Kam suspicioudy. "What's he doing here, anyway? | know he didn't come to seeme.”
Anakin flinched at the hurt he heard in that.

"Anakin'scometo warn us of trouble," Kam replied. "In fact, you'll need to do your catching up later.”

"Redly? Trouble?"

"Yes," Anakin said.

Tahiri put her hands on her hips. "Wdl, why didn't you say so? What's going on?"



"We need to talk to Tionne and Ikrit," Kam told her, continuing forward into the turbolift.
"Now," Anakin added, following him.

"But what's going o«?" Tahiri shouted at their sud-denly retresting backs.

"Il explain ontheway," Anakin promised.

"Fine." She ducked into thelift just as the door was closing.

"The Y uuzhan VVong warmagter basically put a price on our heads," Anakin said. "Onall our heads, all
the Jedi. He announced that if what's |eft of the New Re-

public will turn over dl of its Jedi to him—and Jacen especidly—he won't take any more planets.”

"Boy,that soundslikealie” Tahiri said.

"Doesn't matter. People believe him. Like the people in the ships approaching right now."

"They want to turnus over to the Y uuzhan VVong? Let them try!"

"Don't worry, they will."

The door opened and they emerged onto the second level. Kam started down the main corridor and
then through a series of passages that were utterly familiar to Anakin, though they al seemed somehow
narrower than when he had last seen them. TheM temple that housed the academy had once
seemed impossibly huge. Now it seemed merdly large.

They reached the central area, and twenty-odd faces turned toward them. Human, Bothan, Twi'lek,
Wookiee— more than a dozen species were represented. All were quite young except one—Tionne,
Kam'swife, agraceful slver-haired woman with pearl-white eyes. Her eyebrows lifted in surprise and
her lipsin pleasure.

"Anakin!" shesad.

"Tionne," Kam said gently but urgently, "we need to talk."

"Anakin!" Sannah, agirl of thirteen with brown hair and yellow eyes, waved a him. Even younger Vain
Horn was waving, though he wasn't shouting.

"He'sbusy!" Tahiri told them. But when Anakin went to talk with Kam and Tionne, Tahiri came dong.
"Tahiri—" Kam began.
"Oh, no," shesaid. "You aren't leaving me out of this"

"l wasn't going to," Kam said gently. "'l was going to ask you to find Master Ikrit and meet usin the
confer-ence room."

"Oh. Okay."



She whirled off down the corridor on bare fet.

Tahiri was back with Ikrit only momentslater. The old Jedi Master padded into the room on al fours,
hislong floppy ears dragging the ground. Hisnormaly bright eyes seemed alittle dull to Anakin, and he
felt an inexpli-cable pang.

"Madter Ikrit."

"Young Anakin. It isgood to seeyou," Ikrit replied. "Though you bring troubling news."

"Yes." Heraced through the details once again, for Ikrit and Tionne.

"They would take our children?’ Tionne murmured, more darkly than was her wont.

"The Peace Brigade? Absolutely. Tionne, it'sbad for Jedi out there right now."

"l understand,” she said, then clenched her fist. "No, | don't understand. Has the galaxy gone mad?”’
"Yes" Kam said softly. "It's an old madness, war."

"Y ou don't have any ships, do you?'

"No. Streen went with Peckhum in the supply ship.”

"Whereto?'

"Cordlia. He should be back soon. Though | suppose they won't, now."

"Well haveto hide them here, then," Anakin said. "Where?"

"Down theriver! The cave beneath the Paace of the Woolamander,” Tahiri offered. "Master Ikrit's
cave.

Anakin raised hiseyebrows. "That'sagood idea. They'd bereally hard to find there, especidly if the
Peace Brigade doesn't start looking right away."

"What do you mean by that?" Kam said, his voice sud-denly cautious. "Why would they delay the
search?'

"I'll stay behind,” Anakin said. "I'll makeit look asif weredtill in the temple trying to make astand.
They'll waste time shooting their way through while you and Tionne get the kidsto safety.”

"Y ou'releaving out onelittle detail," Tahiri said. "What about yow? What keepsyou safe?”

I'll hide the X-wing. | know agood place. | can dip through them. Then I'll play hide-and-seek until
Taon Karrde shows up. Once he's mopped up the Peace Bri-gade, I'll lead him to you.”

"Y ou've been thinking about this" Tionne said.

"All theway down," Anakin admitted. "It's the best way."



"He'sright," Kam said.

"Kam—" Tionne began.

"He'sright,” Kam went on, "except that he's not the one staying behind—I am.”

"I'm the better pilot," Anakin said bluntly. "I'm the only one who can pull it off."

"Anakiniscorrect,”" Ikrit said in hisscratchy voice. "It is part of hisdestiny. And mine."

"Master Ikrit—"

"Youwill say I amnowarrior. That may be true—it has been long since | wielded alightsaber, and it
was not what | preferred even then. But it is not lightsabersthat will prevail here today, not weapons.
Not al uses of the Force are aggressive.”

Anakin pursed hislips, but he couldn't bring himsdf to contradict the ancient Magter.

Kam gnawed hislip for amoment. "Very wel," hesaid at last. I dont likeit, but we don't havetime for
adebate. Tahiri, come dong. Help me and Tionne get the sudents on the boats."

"Fine" Tahiri said, "but I'm staying with Anakin."
"No," Anakin said.

"Yed" Tahiri retorted. "I've been stuck on this mud-ball while you've been out fighting the Y uuzhan
Vong. I'm sick of it! I'm ready to do something!™

"Y ou'retoo young for this™" Tionne said.
"Anakin's only two years older than me! He wasfif-teen a Sernpida!”
"That'sright,” Anakin said, "and | got Chewbaccakilled. Tahiri, please go with Kam."

Her eyeswidened in shocked betraya. ™Y ou don'twant mewith you! After al we—you think I'm akid,
just like they do!™

No, Anakin thought. /just don't want to see you killed, too.

"Comeon, Tahiri," Tionne said gently. "Therésno timeto lose."

"Fine. That'sjust fing," she said, and without another glance at Anakin she darted from the room.
Kam placed his hand on Anakin's shoulder. "1t's been hard on her without you here."

Anakin nodded. "Anyway," he said gruffly, "I'd better get to work."

" Be careful, Anakin. Y ou don't haveto buy usalot of time. When you need to go, go. We need you
dive"



"l don't planto die," Anakin assured him.

"Most people don't. It happens anyway. Trust the Force, listen to Ikrit. May the Force be with you.”

CHAPTER FOUR

"It will burnyou, Anakin," 1krit's pleasant, familiar ragp solemnly pronounced.

Anakin looked up from hiswork on the intercom. He and the old Jedi were in what had once been the
com-mand center when the Great Temple had been a Rebd base. Most of the wartime equipment was
gone, but some remained—the various communication systems, including an intercom that piped
information through-out the temple and its surrounds.

"Magter?'

" Your anger. Y ou have built yoursdf avessd to con-tain it, but the crucible itsaf will one day melt from
the heat. Then you will burn, and others with you. Many others, possibly.”

Anakin dipped the modified data chip in place and straightened. "The Y uuzhan VVong make me angry,
Mas-ter. They're destroying everything | know, everything | love.”

"No.You make you angry. People die; you are angry because you could not save them.”
"Y ou mean Chewbacca."

"And others. Their deaths areinscribed on you."

"Y es. Chewbacca died because of me. A lot of people have died because of me.”

"Death comesto call,” Ikrit replied. ™Y ou cannot hold water in your handsfor long. It lesks away, goes
whereit

ismeant to go. To the soil and sky. Toions, and then space, where stars are born.”

Frustration hijacked Anakin'slips. "That's poetic, Master Ikrit, but it's not an answer. My grandfather
was Darth Vader, and hekilled billions. But that was after de-cades of the dark side. I'm only sixteen,
and look what I've done. Darth VVader would be proud.”

Ikrit fixed him with luminous blue eyes. "It isto your credit that you fed those deaths, that you mourn.
But you did not kill those people. Y ou did not wish them dead and then bring it to pass.”

"No," Anakin said. "But a Centerpoint | wished the Y uuzhan VVong dead. | wanted to kill every last one
of them. If my brother hadn't slopped me, | would have. | think—often—that 1 should have"

"Y our brother didn't stop you."
"You weren't there, Master lkrit. | would have doneit.”

"I wasthere, Anakin. In every important way, | was. Anakin, you must let your anger go. Angry steps
have worn arutted path to the dark side. It isan easy path to follow, difficult to avoid.”



Anakin turned to the power generator remote panel and fiddled with it abit. "This might work," he
mur-mured. "l wish | had timeto go out to the generator.”

"Anakin." The Master's voice carried a note of command.

Anakin didn't look up from hiswork. ™Y ou know, Master Ikrit," he said, "1 used to dream every night
that | would turn to the dark side, become my name, what my grandfather became. Now that seemssilly.
The Force doesn't make a person good or evil. It'satool, like alight-saber. Don't worry about me.”

"Listen to me, young Solo," Ikrit said. "I never said the Force would lead you to evil. | warned you your
fed-ingsmight.”

"Fedingsaretools, too, if you don't let them control you," Anakin said.

Ikrit clucked his soft laugh. "And how are you to know when afeding controls you? When anger guides
your hand or guilt staysit?'

Anakin sighed. "With dl due respect, Master Ikrit, we don't have time for this discussion. The Peace
Brigade will be here any moment.”

"Thisisthe perfect timefor it," Ikrit replied. "Perhgpsthe only time."
"What do you mean?"
Ikrit blinked, very dowly, then scratched out along bregth.

" | am centuries old, Anakin. | came hereto Y avin Four to free the spirits of the imprisoned Massass
children, or so | thought. Now | think there was another reason, an even greeter one.”

"Master? What could that be?"

"The task that drew me here was beyond my power to complete. It was beyond the power of any adult
Jedi. Y ou and Tahiri were the only oneswho could have doneit.”

"With your help and advice. Without you, we never could have released them.”

Ikrit ruffed hisfur. "With or without me you would have doneit,” he purred. "That iswhy | say | was
drawn here for another reason, dept for centuries for another cause.”

"What reason?"

"To see something new born in you and Tahiri. And to give you whatever smal help | am ableto giveto
seethat birth arrive.”

A chill spidered up Anakin's back. He couldn't say why, but Ikrit's words struck something in his core.
Ikrit walked to the window. "They are here," he said.
Anakin bolted over. Peace Brigade ships were settling everywhere.

"I'm not ready!" Anakin said.



"You areready," Ikrit replied.

"Not asready as| would like. Ten more minutes would have been nice. | could have brought the
automated de-fenses of the power generator on-line."

"“Tdl mewhat youhave done."

"Well, I've got an energy shield up, though not much of one, and it's only over the compound. A little
pound-ing will bring it down." Anakin switched on the in-tercom. Faint sounds of speech and movement
bustled around them. "1t'll sound like abunch of usarein here. And this—" He went to what had once
been theloca sensor control pand. "—I'm using the old sensory array to generate the illusion of small,
locd movementsinthetemple

"Scurrying,” Ikrit said. "Asif were running about.”

"Right. Of course, they won'tsee anything, if they get close, but their ingrumentswill tel them wereadl
over theplace.

"They will seeds0,” Ikrit said. "Come."

The Great Temple was aziggurat with three giant steps. The old command center was on the second
tier. The an-cient structure had five openings that led out to the flat, paved surface that was the roof of
the lowest tier. Anakin and Ikrit made their way to the one that faced the landing clearing and peeked
out.

Beyond the vague distortion of the energy shield, Ana-kin saw five ships settled in the clearing. Two
were a-ready disgorging armed Peace Brigaders.

"l hopethey gofor this" Anakin said. "I hopethey believe. If they start a search for Kam, Tionne, and
the kids now, they might find them.”

"They will believe," Ikrit assured him. "They will be-lieve the children are here because they want to, and
be-cause they are weak. Do not worry, Anakin. As| said, awarrior | may not be, but the Force is not
week with me"

"I'm sorry, Master Ikrit," Anakin said. "'l should not doubt you."

"Then do not doubt my words. Search your fedings, every day. Keep careful watch. The worst
mongters are not those from without." Then the Master closed his eyes, humming faintly to himsdlf.
Anakin felt asurgein the Force as I krit's will went out to touch the beings below, to nudge their credulity
over the edge.

Anakin lifted aremote comm unit and keyed into the outdoor speakers.

"Y ou are trespassing on the grounds of the Jedi academy,” he said. "Pleaseleaveimmediatdy.”

At the sound of hisamplified voice, some of the Peace Brigaders dived for cover. A moment later, the
exterior speakers of one of the ships boomed on.

"Youinsdethetemple” thevoice said. "Thisis Lieu-tenant Kot Murno of the Peace Brigade. We have



been empowered to take control of thisfacility.”
"On whose authority?'
"TheAlliance of Twelve"

"Never heard of it," Anakin replied. "Whoever they are, they don't have any jurisdiction over this
sygem.”

"They do now," Murno answered. "We are their au-thority. Surrender, and you won't be harmed.”

"Redly? Y ou don't think that the Y uuzhan VVong will harm the children you've come to kidnap when you
hand them over to them?”

There was a pause thistime before Murno answered. "It isthe price of peace,” he said. "I regret it, but it
isthe case. Weighed againgt what the Y uuzhan VVong could do to every inhabited world in thisgaaxy, a
handful of Jedi isn't much to ask. Y ou brought this disaster upon us. Y ou must pay the price.”

"Y ou're blaming the Y uuzhan VVong invasion on the Jedi?" Anakin asked increduloudy.

"Jedi have provoked thiswar at every stage, hoping to use it asaway to embellish their own power.
Your plans

for the domination of this galaxy have long been known. Thistime, your tactics have reverse-throttled on
you."

"That's the biggest trough of banthafodder I've ever heard anyone spit upinmy life)" Anakin said. "You
are cowards and traitors. Y ou want us? Come and get us.”

Hefired hisblaster through the narrow window and ducked as return fire heat-spalled the ancient stone.
Par-ticle shields like the one he had erected did nothing to stop energy blasts. Thethick jungleair filled
with the hiss and whine of blasters as the fire expanded to other parts of the temple complex.

"What are they shooting at up there?' Anakin won-dered aoud.

"Ghogts of mist and madness,” Ikrit told him.

"They don't notice no oneis shooting back?"

"Not yet. They beieve they see the bolts of energy wespons.”

"How long can you keep that up?"

"Longer if the occasiona bolt isred.”

"Got you," Anakin said, leaning around the door frame. Aiming carefully, using the Force, heblew a
blaster rifle out of ahooded man's hands. He continued that way for about twenty minutes, picking his
shots carefully. Each second felt like a burden lifted from his shoulders, each movement of the chrono

took Tahiri and the rest farther from danger.

"They've found the generator,” Ikrit murmured. ™Y our shield will be down soon.”



"It'sokay,” Anakin said. "Were amost done here. Even after it'sdown they'll comein cautioudy. Well
have plenty of timeto get to the hangar and get my X-wing out. Then dl we haveto doisruntheir little
blockade." He'd noticed three of the five ships had landed facing the closed hangar doors. No surprise
there, but what they didn't know was that one of theion cannons that guarded the hangars was il
operational—and had a self-contained power supply good for at least a blast or two.

Heleaned out for a parting shot.

A blaster bolt seared by over his shoulder, lanced down intothe Peace Brigaders. Anakin jerked his
head around.

"That shot came from above usl"
" Yes" Ikrit said. "Didn't you notice? Didn't you know sue would come?”
"Notice who?' But in aflash he knew. Tahiri was up there, Tahiri and two other people. All Jedi.

"Hutt dime!" he swore. "Just what | need!" He turned to Master Ikrit. "There won't be room for al of us
inthe X-wing. Meet mein the deep grotto. I'll think of some-thing on the way.”

With that he raced down the corridor, blaster in one hand and lightsaber in the other.

He found them in the refectory—T ahiri, Vain Horn, and Sannah. They had barricaded the outer door
with tables and had two blasters between them, no telling where they had gotten them. When Anakin
entered, Ta-hiri waved thegun a him.

"What are you doing?" Anakin exploded.

"Helping you," Tahiri sad withagrin.

" How did you—"

"Kam thought we were on Tionne's boat, Tionne thought we were on his. Smple, with alittle planning.”

"But Vdin?Vdin'sonly deven!”

"Twelvel" Vdin sad very serioudy. "l can help.”

"Thisisinsane

"Fine oneyou areto talk, Anakin," Tahiri snapped. Y ou're the one who left Coruscant without
permission, aren't you? Y ou get to do everything while we just run away and do nothing? | don't think so,

best friend.”

"Yeah? Wdl, my plan wasto get away in the X-wing. Now we have too many peoplefor that. What
doesthe brilliant Tahiri propose we do, exactly?'

"Oh." Her green eyeswent round. "I hadn't thought that far.”

"No, | guessyou didn't."



Thefloor suddenly vibrated like the shell of aHa-pan [ute.
"What'sthat?' Sannah asked.

Valin, peeking out the window, answered. "The shield is down. Now they're shooting at the doors.
Some men are coming up the sairs, too."

"No moretime,” Anakin said. "Well haveto think aswego. | told Ikrit to meet usin the grotto.”
"Then wéll be stuck underground.”

"| didn't have much timeto put thistogether, Tahiri."

"Y ou mean therés more to your plan than hiding in the grotto?"

Anakin blew out adeep breath. " Sure. Well take a Peace Brigade ship.”

Tahiri smiled. "There. That wasn't o hard, wasit?'

They reached the turbolift just as a clump of Peace Bri-gaders appeared at the end of the corridor facing
onto the outside sairs.

"Hey! Stop!" one of them shouted.

Two blaster shots pinged against the doors asthey closed. Anakin let out abreath asthe lift started to
de-scend, then sucked it back in.

"It'sgoing to stop,” Anakin said. "At the second levd."
"Overrideit.”

"l cant,” hesad, activating hislightsaber with asnap-hiss. “The door will stay open for afew seconds. If
they're out there.. ."

The door opened on the muzzles of six blasters. Anakin didn't think. Hed aready dapped the "down"
button— now he legpt into the midst of his enemies, blocking the first two blaster bolts with hiswesapon
and sending them burning back through the press. He cut ablaster riflein haf and spun. Shouting in
aarm, his attackers gave ground, trying to find a range where they could use their weapons. Two came at
him with stun batons. He leapt and whirled, disarming one with a cut that took severa

fingers and another that sheared the baton in hdf. He felt another blow coming, one he wasn't quite fast
enough to avoid.

When he landed, he was facing another lightsaber, its blade avibrant blue.

Behind it—gripping it and grinning fiercel y—was Ta-hiri. Sheld just dashed theforce pikein half that
hed a-most impaed him.

Hedidn't et his astonishment faze him. The turbolift with Sannah and Vain waslong gone.Find Master
Ikrit, he sent after the young candidates, hoping that if they could not make out actua words, they would



at least get the sense.

Then he squared his shoulders and faced the Peace Bri-gaders who were warily regrouping about two
metersaway. "Y ou don't stand a chance," Anakin told them. " I've been trying not to hurt you. That ends
with the next person who firesawegpon a me."

"They can't get dl of us," awoman in front said. She had a seamed brown face and dark eyes.

"Of coursewe can,” Anakin said.

"All of us?" She smirked. From behind her came the sound of what could only be reinforcements.

Anakin hit the woman, hard, with atelekinetic shove that took al of her companions down, too. Then he
whirled and made four quick dashesthat opened a gap-ing hole into the turbolift shaft.

"Go," hetold Tahiri. "Y ou say you'reready for dl this? Jump."

Tahiri nodded and without the dightest hesitation legpt down the shaft. Anakin followed her, bolts
flashing above him. Together, they hurled through darkness.

CHAPTERFIVE

Anakin reached to Tahiri through the Force, and for an instant met awall as hard asthe stone of the
temple. Then she reached back, and they clicked asif they had never been apart, so intensdy that it
actudly frightened him. They fell in asort of acrobatic dance, Anakin using the Forceto dow Tahiri'sfall
and she dowing his asthey spun around acommon fulcrum somewhere between them, like two children
clasping hands and leaning back, turning around on their feet. If either let go, the other would go whirling
off, out of control

An old game, one they had invented long ago.

He noticed something was faling with them—apair of glop grenades. He sent them humming back up
the shaft and out the hole he had cut.

Thetwo young Jedi touched down, feather light, on top of the turbolift.

"Wow!" Tahiri said. "It's been along time snce we did that. That wasterrific. And the way you got the
gren-ades, too—that wasartl"

n I _ll

The car of thelift suddenly started again.

Desperately Anakin cut into the power couplings and superconductor casingsin thewals. Thelift jarred
to astop. Meanwhile, Tahiri diced into theroof of the car it-self and jumped back, in case there was
blagterfire.

But there was none.

"I don't fed anyoneon thelift,” Tahiri said.



"No. | sent it down to the third hangar level below the temple. | think Valin and Sannah got off, and then
some-one caled it back up—probably someone on the ground level. Judging by our drop, we're
probably somewhere between—"

An explosion sx meters above him cut him off as one of the outer lift doorsblew in.

"Therésthe ground floor, right there," Anakin said. «Come on!"”

He jumped down into the car. With hislightsaber, he cut through the car and the wall beyond, reveding
an un-derground hangar that hadn't been used since the battle against the first Death Star.

"Y ou block their shots," Anakin told Tahiri.

Asboltsrained down and Tahiri deflected them, Ana-kin cut the fail-safe magnetic bolts that had locked
the turbalift in place. He flicked off hislightsaber.

"Cut your lightsaber, now!"
"BlJt—"
"Quick!"

She did, flattening againgt the lift walls as blasterfire poured through the hole above them. Another
grenade plinked againgt thelift floor.

"There. Throw that back at them," Anakin said.

The grenade whizzed back up the hole. "Why didn't you do it?" Tahiri asked.
"Because I'm holding thelift car up.”

Above them, the glop grenade went off, and Anakin let gravity havethe car.
It dropped like astone.

"Remember to jump up just before we hit bottom,” Anakin gritted, asthe lift hurled down through the
layers of hangarsand M caverns below the temple.

"Somebody wasn't paying atention in physicslec-rures,”" Tahiri said.

"Nope. Mind theroof." And then they did jump, push-ing away from the lift floor with the Force, up
through

the jagged hole, into the turbolift shaft. Below them, the car hit bottom with aterrific din. Once again
they drifted each other down upon it, but thistime the car wasn't ex-actly level. It had wrenched the
lowest doorsfrom their hinges, and they were able to step through.

The Rebe Alliance had converted square kilometers of M cavernsinto hangars, but below that
there were chambers and caverns more or |ess untouched. The turbolift went down only asfar asthe
Alliance had used the caverns. After that it was stairs, winding corridors, and secret panels.



"They'll look up therefirgt,” Anakin said. "They'll think we went through into the hangar where cut the
wall. By thetimethey think to look down here—in fact, hang on." He activated hiswrist comm.

"Fver."

afirmative Fiver's response scrolled across the small display.

"l need you to fly the X-wing out of the hangar. Avoid dl pursuit until | call you again. Got that?"

AFFIRMATIVE.

"Good luck, Fiver," Anakin whispered.

After along descent, Anakin stopped in front of ablank wall. "Remember this?’

"Is Dagobah up to its neck in mud?' Tahiri pushed a patch in the wal and it swung open. Thetwo
stepped through and closed it behind them. Anakin felt around in the rocks and came up with one of the
two glow lampsthat were usudly secreted there.

"Master Ikrit has dready been here," he murmured. "With Vain and Sannah.”

"Yeah. | canfed them.”

"That was, umm, good back there," Anakin admitted. "Where did you get the lightsaber?’

"Anakin Solo. You don't think | can build alightsaber?’

"l didn't say that. | just didn't think—"

"Right. Y ou didn't think, and you're ftill not thinking, and you'd better fix that before you say anything
else. Now, let'sfind Master [krit."

The pungent, rotten-egg scent of sulfur would have led them to their destination if their memories had
not. Ikrit, Vdin, and Sannah sat on the edges of an underground hot spring, just outside of a shaft of light
that fell from ahundred meters or more above, where some long-ago force, naturd or artificid, had cut
through the soft stone.

"I'venever seenitindaylight,” Tahiri murmured.

When they were younger they had come here with Kam and Tionne to drift in the warm water and turn
from in-ward to outward in the Force, to contemplate the stars above and the person within. It was a
place dl the students knew, but which was never spoken of to anyone else.

"Good that you have come,” 1krit sighed.

"You knew | would," Anakin said.

"Yes. Stll, itisgood.”

"What will we do now?' Valin asked. Hewastrying to look brave, but Anakin could fed hisfear.



"Now? Y ou guyswill keep waiting here. It should be safe enough. I'm going to climb up there—" Tahiri
elbowed Anakininthesde. "l mean," he corrected, "Tahiri and | will climb up there while we havelight
to see by. Then well hide until dark and stea—er,comman-deer one of their ships, one big enough for al
of us"

"And smdl enough to bring down here," Tahiri added.

"Right. Therésalight transport | think might fit the bill."

"Do you remember the way up?' Tahiri asked.

"Y ou two did this before?" Ikrit asked. " Climbed up to the surface from here?!

"Um, yes" Anakin replied. "When we were bored, once."

"I thought | dways had my eyeonyou,” Ikrit said. "l must be getting old.”

Somehow, the Jedi Masterlooked old, older than Anakin had ever seen him. He sounded old, too.

"Areyouill, Magter Ikrit?"

"11? No. Sad."

"Sad at what?'

Ikrit ruffled hisfur. "It isingppropriate, my sadness. It is nothing. Go, succeed as you dways do.

Remember—" 1krit paused, then began more strongly in avoice that made Anakin fedl, suddenly, that he

was eleven again. "Remember. Y ou two are better than the sum of your parts. Together, you two
could—" He paused again. "No. Enough. I've said enough. Together, that's the im-portant thing. Now

go."

They reached the top by nightfall and took shelter in asmall cavern just under thelip of the pit. It wasa
tight fit, but impossible to see unless you were hovering right in front of it. They sat shoulder to shoulder,
breathing deeply and working the cramps from their muscles.

"Y ou thought | was going to messthingsup,” Tahiri said suddenly.

"What brought that up?’

"There hasn't been timeto talk about it until now."

"W, keep your voice down. It's not exactly the bright-est thing for usto betalking.”
"WEélIl fed them in the Force long before they hear us."

"Unlessthey have Y uuzhan VVong with 'em. Y ou can'tfeel them in the Force."

"Redly?|sthat true?"

"Yegh"



"y

"Sowha?'

Tahiri punched his shoulder lightly. " So you thought | was going to messthings up. Get usdl caught.”

"I didn't say that."

"No, of course not. Wouldn't want to upset baby Tahiri."

"Tahiri, now you'reacting likeakid."

"No, I'm not. I'm acting like someone whose best friend has completely forgotten she exists."
"Thet'sridiculous”

" Isit? When you |eft the academy with Mara, did you even bother to say good-bye? And since then,
have you sent me a single message, or even reached out in the force? And just awhile ago, when we did
our old falling dance—you didn'tlike it. I dmost had to catch mysalf!”

"You'rethe onewho resisted," Anakin said. "Weweretailing like rocks, and you ressted me."

"That was you, you big dumb gundark."

"That's crazy. Y ou—" But the whole scene flashed suddenly though hismind again. Maybe ithad been
him. When he and Tahiri worked together it was sometimes hard to tell who was feding what.

"See?' shesad frodtily.

Anakin was slent for amoment, and so, miraculoudly, was Tahiri.

"l did missyou," Anakin findly said. "No one knows me the way—" He broke off.

"Right,” Tahiri said. "No one knowsyou likel do, and you don‘twant anyoneto. Y ou want to keep all
of that Stuff in you, where no one can touch it. Chewbacca— even last time you were here you wouldn't
talk about him. Now you pretend you're past it. And the thing at Centerpoint—"

"Youreright,” Anakin said. "I don't want to talk about that. Not right now."

Tahiri's shoulders began to shake, just alittle, and Anakin realized she was crying.

"Comeon, Tahiri," hesaid.

"Whatare we, Anakin? A year ago you were my best friend in theworld.”

"We're still best friends,” he assured her.

"Then theway you treat your other friends must redly tink.”

"Yeah," Anakin admitted. Almost without thinking, he reached for her hand. For afew seconds, she
didn't re-spond. Her fingerswere cold and motionlessin his, and he suddenly believed he had made



some kind of mistake. Then she gripped back, and warmth rushed around him like awhirlwind. She
nodded her head over onto his shoulder, still weeping, and sllence folded around them again. But this
timeit was an easier sllence. Not happy or even quite content, but easier.

After awhile her breathing became regular, and Ana-kin redlized she was adeep. By the faint orange
light of the gas giant outside, he could make out traces of her fea-tures, so familiar and yet somehow
different. It was asif, below the girl's face he had dways known, something €l se was pushing up, like

mountainsrising, driven by theinterna heat of a planet. Something you couldn't stop, even if you wanted
to.

It made him want to hang on and run away at the sametime, and in amild epiphany he reaized he had
felt that way for sometime.

As children they had been best friends. But neither of them was a child anymore, not exactly.

His arm had gone numb from her weight, but he couldn't bring himself to shift, for fear of waking her.
Anakin woke Tahiri an hour before the orange planet set. The sun was not yet out.

"It'stime, "he said.

"Good," Tahiri mumbled. "It's getting cramped in here." She shifted into acrouch. "Are the others il
okay?"

"I haven't heard or felt anything. Areyou ready?"
"Ready asrockets, hero boy."

Carefully they climbed from the pit and padded through the jungle. The spicy scent of bruised bluel esf
shrubs sug-

gested alot of searching had been done in the area, but for the moment it was quiet. Anakin and Tahiri
made it tothe ship landing clearing without incident.

"| likethat one," Anakin whispered, pointing at alight transport alittle gpart from the rest. "I don't think
I'll have trouble flying it, and we can get it down the pit.”

"Y ou're the captain, Captain.”

Anakin peered more closgly at the ship and then began sneaking acrossthe clearing. A guard severa
hundred meters away glanced in their direction, but it took only afaint suggestion to turn Anakin and
Tahiri into shadow and planetlight.

They found aguard in front of the ship, too, sitting on the open ramp. He came quickly to hisfeet when
they saw him.

*'Y ou're needed around the other side of thetemple,” Anakin told him, with adight wave of hishand.

Thefelow hestated an ingtant, scratching his chin. "I'm needed e sewhere,” he dlowed. "I'll go, then.”

"Seeyou later," Anakin said asthe man started away, pace quickening as he went.



"What the—?" A young man's face stuck around the corner. Helooked asif he had just avakened.
Seeing Anakin and Tahiri, the fellow's eyes went wide and he reached for his blaster. He stopped with
thesnap-hiss of Anakin'slightsaber igniting, probably because the glow-ing purpletip was centimeters
from one of hisgray eyes.

"Easy," Anakin said.

"Hey," thefdlow said. "I'm dways easy. Ask anyone. Would you, uh, mind getting that allittle farther
from my race?'

" Y ou have restraining cuffs here somewhere?!

"Maybe"

Anakin shrugged. "I can cut your arms off and get more or lessthe same effect.”
"Inthelocker over there" the fellow said, pointing.

"Get them, Tahiri. What's your name?”

"Remis. RemisVehn."

"Y ou pilot thisthing?"

"Sure”

"Any surprises| need to know about before | fly her?!

Vehnwinced as Tahiri pulled his arms back and snapped them in the cuffs. "Not that | can think of," he
sad.

"Good. I'll keep you aboard though. If any occur to you, let me know.”

Anakin shut his lightsaber down, made hisway to the controls, and looked them over. They weren't that
different from those on theMillennium Fal con, hisfather's ship.

Vehn cleared histhroat. "1 just remembered. Before you engage the repulsorlift you have to enter a
clearance code."

"Redly? Or what happens?'

"The cabinwill sort of eectrify.”

"I'm glad you remembered that," Anakin said dryly. "The code, please?’

Vehn recited it while Anakin entered it. Then the young Jedi turned back to his captive. "Let me explain
something to you," he said. "My nameis Anakin Solo, and thisismy friend Tahiri Vella We are Jedi
Knights, some of the people you came here to betray to the Y uu-zhan VVong. If you lieto us, well know

it. If you try to keep something from us, well find it out. The only un-certain factor is how much well
have to damage you to do so."



Vehn snorted. "They wereright. Y ou Jedi and your high-minded ideals—it'sal smoke screen.”

Anakin shot him awithering glance. "Next time I'm trying to capture children for Y uuzhan Vong
sacrifices, I'll be sure to have atak about 'high-minded ideds with you. Until then, or until you have

something useful to say, you keep your garbage lock cycled shut.”
He turned back to the controls. "Hang on, Tahiri. This

might go alittlerough until 1 get thefed of it. And pay attention to Vehn. If you fed the dightest twinge
fromhim, digit out.”

"Yes, gr, Captain Solo."

Anakin engaged the repul sorlifts, and the ship began to rise. Before he closed the ramp, he heard
someone shout-ing outside.

"Cdl out to Master Ikrit," Anakin told Tahiri. "Usetheforceto let him know were coming.”
And it'sgoing to be tight, he finished, to himsdf.

CHAPTER SIX

Taon Karrde clasped his hands beneath his goatee and studied the scene on theWild Karrde's
command deck viewscreen through pale blue eyes.

"Well, Shada," hetold the striking woman &t hisright hand, "it gppears that our baby-sitting chore has
become somewhat more. . . interesting than anticipated.”

"l would say s0," Shada D'ukal replied. "The sensor shroud shows at least seven shipsin orbit around
Y avin Four and another six on the surface.”

"None of them are Yuuzhan Vong, | takeit."
"No. A mixed bag, but I'd lay oddsthat they are Peace Brigade.”

"Gambling isafoolish occupation,” Karrde said. "'l want toknow. And | want to know what they're
doing." Heticked hisfinger againg the armrest. "1 knew we should have found some way to leave
sooner. Skywalker wasright." He sighed and leaned forward, studying the long-range sensors.

"There's some sort of firefight on the surface, yes, H'sshi?"
"Lookslikeit," the Togorian mewled.
"Solusar?' Karrde wondered. "Maybe. How long be-fore we can be there?"

"They outnumber us badly," Shada pointed out. "We should call the rest of our ships before we do
anything.”

"We should certainly cdl them, but we can't wait for them. Someone down thereisfighting for hislife,
mog



likely one of the people | told Skywalker | would protect. What's more, the fact that there are till ships
on the sur-face suggests they haven't finished what they came hereto do. That is, they don't have the Jedi
children yet. If wewait until they have them aboard, in space, the job of res-cuing them will become
much more complicated.”

"| seethat," Shadasaid. "But it will be more compli-cated yet if they blow us out of the sky."

Karrde laughed. " Shada, when will you learn to trust my ingtincts? When have | ever gotten you killed?"

"Y ou have apoint there, | suppose.”

Karrde pointed a Y avin 4, a the moment adark disk silhouetted against the larger orange profile of its
pri-mary. "So | want to be there, now. Dankin, keep full cloak, but let me know when they notice us.”

"Of course, Sr."

That point came an hour later, when they were dmost Stting on the nearest of the orbiting ships.
"They're haling us, gr,” Dankin told him. " And pow-ering up wegpons.”

"Put themon.”

A moment |ater, athick-featured human male with thin, graying hair appeared on the communication
holoscreen.

"Trangport, identify yourself." He chopped the words out in even syllables.
"My name, g, is Tdon Karrde. Perhaps you've heard of me."

The man's eyes pinched warily. "Yes, I've heard of you, Captain Karrde. It's rude to sneak up on
someone like that. And dangerous.”

"And it's rude to be given aname and not offer one," Karrde returned.

A look of annoyance crossed the fellow's face. "Don't try me, Captain Karrde. Y ou may call me
Captain Im-satad. What do you want?"

Karrde favored the man with awan smile. "I was going to ask you the same question.”
"l don't follow you," Imsatad said.
"Y ou seem to be having some sort of trouble. I'm of-fering my ass stance.”

"We need no assistance, | assure you. And to be blunt, Captain Karrde, | don't believe you. | remember
you asasmuggler, apirate, and atraitor to the Empire.”

"Then perhaps you remember, aswell, what became of those who treated me with disrespect,” Karrde
sadicily. "But if we are being blunt—and perhaps that is best here, since you seem to lack the education
for more civi-lized discourse—I am undoubtedly here for the same reason you are—to collect the bounty
on theyoung Jedi below."



"I don't know what you're talking about."”

Karrde leaned toward the screen, eyes glittering dan-geroudy. "Y ou are aliar, Captain, and a poor one.
| see no reason for usto play games.”

"| trust you've noticed you're outnumbered.”

" | trustyou noted | was ableto drop in on you in, shal we say, an unannounced fashion. Do you redly
think I brought only one ship?'

Imsatad glared at him, then cut hisvisud. Karrde waited patiently until, afew moments later, the image
returned.

"Thisisnone of your business," the man said.
"Profit isadways my busness”
" Thereisno profit here, and if there were, you would aready betoo late."

"Oh, | don't think so. Why are your ships still on the sur-face? Why do my sensors show what seemsto
be pro-tracted search activity? Y ou've let your quarry dip through your fingers, Captain.” Karrde smiled
and leaned back in his chair. "Consider my offer of help. | ask littlein return, and | could be a nuisance if

you spurn my kindness”
" That soundslike athresat.”

Karrde spread his hands. "Take it however you please. Shall we discussthisfurther or not?"

"Y ou say you ask for little. What, exactly, would that be?"

"A few kind wordsin the ears of the Y uuzhan VVong. An introduction. Y ou see, Captain, for someyears
now I've been retired from my chosen profession. But these are very interesting times, exactly the sort of
times my kind thrives on, if you know what | mean. I'd like to come out of retirement.”

"Goon."

Karrde stroked his mustache thoughtfully. "The Y uu-zhan Vong have promised atruceif the Jedi are
ddivered to them. | would like to bargain for passage through Y uu-zhan V ong space, once the borders

are established.”
"Why should they dlow asmuggler to use their space?”

"There may be thingsthey need. | can get them. If not, | would be doing them no harm; al of my
activitieswould be aimed at the scattered remnants of the New Republic. But those remnants are
separated, at times, by Y uuzhan V ong-occupied systems. The cost of circumventing them, frankly, would

be prohibitive."

Imsatad nodded, and a brief ook of disgust wrinkled hisfeatures. "l see. You redize | can promise none
of thet."



"l only asked for amention of my help in thisaffair. Y ou can promisethat.”

"l could," Imsatad acknowledged. "What exactly can you offer me?"

"Better sensorsthan you have, for one thing. Detailed knowledge of Y avin Four that | believe you lack.
A crew that isvery, very good at finding things. Certain specia defenses against Jedi—and the means of
finding them.”

Imsatad stiffened, and hisvoice dropped low. "I waswith Thrawn at Wayland. You ill?. . "

"Ah. You know what | mean, then."

"I know you betrayed him."

Karrderolled hiseyes. "How tiresome. Very well,

Captain, if you don't wish my services, there are otherswho will."

"Wait!" Imsatad chewed hislip for amoment. "'l need to consult with my officerson this"

"Take afew moments,” Karrde said, lifting afinger. "But do not bore me." He cut the transmission.
CHAPTER SEVEN

"Hutt dime!" RemisVehn snapped, as the transport scraped dong thewall of the pit. "Watch my ship!™
"The controls have too much play in them,” Anakin complained.

"No, you'reflying likeaTwi'lek on spice," Vehn replied.

"Quiet," Tahiri said, "or well restrain your mouth, too."

Vehn yelped again asthey scraped stone. Thefit wastighter than Anakin had thought it would be.

Still, amoment later, they settled into the steaming water of the underground pool. Anakin dropped the
landing ramp, and an ingtant later Ikrit and the two Jedi children were on board.

"Strap in, everyone," Anakin told them. He hit the lifts and back up they arted.

Aningant later, the whole ship shuddered and their ears were filled with the screech of metdl.
"Thelanding ramp, you vac-brain!" Vehn screamed. " Y ou didn't pull up theramp!”

Bdatedly Anakin flipped the gppropriate switch, but al he got was agrinding noise.

"Great," he muttered.

"Anakin," Tahiri said, "1 think we may havetrouble."

"Well makeit, even with the ramp down. Well figure out what to do about that later."



76

"That's not what | meant.” She pointed up through the cockpit.

Something dark was eclipsing the morning light.

"Sith spawn. They've moved one of the big freighters over the hole.”
"Continue," Magter Ikrit murmured.

"BU"
"Continue." The diminutive Master was crouched on the floor, eyes closed, his voice a serene purr.
Anakin fet apowerful surgein the Force.

"Y ou should strap in, Master."

"Notime"

Anakin nodded. "Asyou say, Master Ikrit." Hethrottled up. Banging, sparking, and shaking, they shot
up toward the belly of their enemy.

"He'spushing it up,” Tahiri said in awe. "Madter Ikrit is pushing the freighter up.”

And indeed, when they emerged, rather than Sitting right over the hole, the freighter was some eighty
meters off the ground. Its thrusters were burning, pushing it down, but it wasn't budging. Anakin darted
his gaze about. The other ships and people on foot had sidled in on Al sides but one, so he cut toward

the hole asabrutal barrage struck them.

"My ship!" Vehn howled, asthe deck pitched wildly. Not blinking, Anakin took them through the storm,
just astwo more ships closed in, completing the trap.

"Help Master Ikrit," Anakin told the Jedi candidates. "Push the freighter up farther.”
"Madter Ikritisgone, Anakin," Vdin said. "He jumped out of the hatch.""He what?" "Thereheid"
Tahiri shrieked, pointing ahead of them.

There Ikrit was indeed, walking toward the blocking ships, a corvette and alight freighter. Ashe
approached them, they were parted asif by two gigantic hands. "I don't believeit," Anakin said. But he

gunned for-

ward, nevertheless, aimed at the gap the Jedi Master had created for them. Blaster bolts and laser
beams sizzled and hissed inthe air, but every shot that might have hit either Ikrit or the ship bent away,
missing by centimeters, and gtill the smal Jedi strolled sedetely dong.

They were dmost free now, passing over Ikrit.

"He can't keep that up,” Anakin said. "Tahiri, use the Force. Snag him aswe go by."



"You bet," she answered. Her confidence rang false; Anakin heard atremor in her voice.

That was when the first bolt dipped through and struck Magter Ikrit. Anakin felt it in the Force, aspike
of clarity. No pain, no fear, no remorse, only... understanding.

Two more shots hit Ikrit in quick succession, and then fire was pounding their ship again. With asob of

an-guish, Anakin jetted the ship through the hole and spun. At the same moment, with an inarticulate
growl, Tahiri legpt from the open hatch, lightsaber glowing, and ran toward the downed Magter.

" No!" Anakin howled. He brought the forward guns— the only ones under his direct control—to bear,
and opened up on the shipsthat were suddenly closing between him and Tahiri. They returned fire. He
caught aglimpse of her, Ikrit's body in her arms, dodging back toward him. Ab-surdly, his eyeswere
drawn to her bare feet, white against the brown soil.

The trangport turned halfway over under abarrage, and every light in the ship went out. Cursing, Anakin
started furioudly trying to reroute, and then the power whined back on. The shields were gone.

"Vdin, Sannah, one of you!" he shouted. " Get to the laser turret! Now!"

Hedid the only thing he could. In seconds they would be cooked. If he stood any chance of getting
Tahiri back on board, he needed a plan.

He spun and fired the jets, leaping above the other

ships, strafing them as he went. He was absorbed now, his sensesin the Force stretched to their limits,
dodging shots before they were fired, senang the weakest spots to place his own rounds, pinwhedling
and jagging above them.

The ships came up with him. He fought for dtitude, adl the time aware that Tahiri wasfarther and farther
below him. He could ill fed her. Shewasill dive.

Magter Ikrit was not. Anakin felt the old Jedi'slife go, fdt it passthrough him like a sweet wind.

/am proud of you, Anakin, it seemed to say.Remember—together, you are stronger than the sum of
your parts. | love you. Good-bye.

Gritting histeeth againgt another concussion, Anakin clenched thetearsin hisskull.Cry later, Anakin, he
thought. Right now you have to see.

Oneof hisengineswas limping. He couldn't win this, not here, not now. With a curse that bordered on
being a sob, he flipped, did between two shipsthat collided an instant later, and punched toward the
upper aamosphere.

Below him, Tahiri's presence dwindled.

Like Chewie. Just like Chewie.

He jerked the ship back around and aimed it at the nearest ship, a corvette, and went to full throttle.

"What the—" Vehn gasped. "Y ou're going to kill ug!"



Anakin fired. The other ship held steady, steady.

Anakin pulled up, just dightly, and skipped off the top of the corvette the way a hurled stone might skip
across alake. The collision tossed them up with aterrible shriek-ing of metal.

The counterforce hurled the corvette down, not far, but far enough to dam it nose-first into the Great
Temple. An orchid of flame uncurled fromits engines.

A gasp later, the turbolaser in the turret began talking as Sannah took control of the gun. Anakin put the
ship into aclimb, fighting for distance though every meter he put behind him tore another stitch from his
heart.

"I'll be back, Tahiri," hesaid. "That | swear. I'll be back.”

Kam Solusar gasped and sagged againgt the damp stone wall of the cave. Tionne, nearby, stifled acry
of an-guish. Some of the children, the more sengitive ones, be-gan to cry, probably not even sure what
they were crying about.

He groped through the darkness until he found Tionne and took her in hisarms. He could smell the salt
on her cheeks, fed thetorn placein her.

Tionnefdt things so deep, so strong. She had no fear of the pain that such openness could cause. It was
one of the things he loved about her. While he put on armor againgt the universe, shetook it dl inand
gaveit back as something better. Her wound would heal, and from it a song would come. Others thought
she was weak, be-cause her powersin the Force weren't so great.

Kam knew better. Ultimately, she was stronger than he.

"Master Ikrit," she whispered.

"I know," Kam replied, stroking her silver hair. "He knew al dong.”

They stood that way for afew precious seconds, drawing strength and comfort from each other. It was
Tionnewho moved away fird.

"The children need us," she said. "Weredl they have, now."

"No," Kam whispered back. "Anakin is il out there.”

CHAPTEREIGHT

Taon Karrde was a hostage, but he wasn't supposed to know that. Imsatad probably thought himsel f
clever and subtle for maneuvering Karrde into joining the search party on the moon's surface and equally
clever to make certain that there were twenty of his own peopleto Karrde's four.

Karrde was quite content to alow him that illuson of shrewdness,

"Weve dready searched here," Maber Y eff, the leader of the Peace Brigade segment of the team, said
inhisghrill little voice, waving his hand at along row of vine-smothered ruins.

"I'm sureyou did," Karrde replied. "But not with vornskrs."



Y eff's pal e, ax-nosed face turned dubioudy toward the long-limbed beasts |oping ahead of the group.
"How do you know they don't just smell womp rats or some-thing? " he asked.

"If they could do that, they would be valuable in-deed,” Karrde replied. "As there are no womp rats on
Y avin Four, it would require hyperwave nosesto sniff them out al the way over on Tatooine.”

"Y ou know what | mean."

"Vornskrs sense the Force, and especially those crea-tures thatuse the Force. They are particularly
suited for hunting Jedi.”

"Y eah? Where can we get some? That would be useful in our line of work."
"Alas, mine are the only tame onesin existence. Y ou don't want to meet awild one, | promise you."

"Still. Weve got plenty more of these Jedi to hunt down, and with al of the advantages their sorcery
givesthem—and if these things do what you say—"

"Observe," Karrde said. The beasts had pricked up their ears and were panting eagerly. They darted
through a crumbling entranceway.

"But welooked in there," Y ff repested.

"How many Jedi do you estimate are hiding in there? Based on my information, at least two adultsand
per-haps thirty children. Do you think you could see them if they didn't want to be seen? Or that you
would re-member them if you did see them?”

"Canthey redly do that?'

"They canredly do that."

"That'swhat Captain Imsatad said. He dso said you have away around that."

Karrde smilethinly. "Indeed. A certain creature from the same planet asthe vornskrs. It projectsa
bubble that repel s the Force."

"That'swhat your pretty lady hasin the covered cage.”

From the corner of hiseye, Karrde saw Shadas brows lower dangeroudy, but she continued to play her
part. "Exactly. My sweet Seenais as delicate asthey are. She understands their needs.”

"Yeah." Yeff pared "Sleend’ another leer. "Can | seeit?’

"Sunlight harmsthem, and they are eadily agitated. If you wish, after the hunt, I'll show them to you. For
thetime being, | suggest you have your people ready their wegpons. The children shouldn't put up much
of afight, but the adultswill be formidable, even without their Jedi powers.”

They followed the vornskrsinto the ruins, through crumbling galleriesincensed with the crushed-spice
scent of bludeaf and the grainy, wormy smell of rotting wood. At firgt the light was dim but sufficient,
faling in shards through gapsin thewall and roof, diffused by mist, leaves, and stringy mosdike stuff. But



asthey followed the vornskrs, it grew darker, and eventudly they reached the opening to astairwell that
dropped steeply down into the bedrock foundations of the place.

Karrde drew his blaster and nodded to Shada, on hisright. Most everyone el se dready had theirs out.
"After you," Karrde suggested.

"Your beasts," Y eff told him. ™Y ou go ahead.”

"Asyouwish."

The tunnel took them down through ages of stone scribed now and then in dien figures and script.
Eventu-dly it debouched into alarge cavern. The vornskrs stood snarling and spitting at the darkness.

"Sit," Karrde commanded, the hair on his neck prick-ing up. Had he just seen amotion, part of aface,
or was hejust fooling himsdf? His own life depended on the answer.

Helooked again at the vornskrs, at the way their eyes moved. Asif watching something walking, very
nesr.

"Where arethey?| don't see anything." Y eff swung hislamp around.

"No," Karrde said. "Neither do |." He raised his blaster and stunned the Peace Brigader.

He managed to nail another one before the return fire came, and by then he was aready diving for the
rocks. Team members HAm and Ferson, dert for hissigna, were dready doing the same. Shada, on the
other hand, was a gyroscoping blur in the midst of their enemies. Too bad Y eff was aready stunned;
otherwise he would be learning awhole new appreciation for the "pretty lady" right now.

When they had alowed him only three of hiscrew,
they hadn't known exactly how good Shadawas. How could they? Now it was too late.

Thear went thick with energy, and the cave strobed.

By his count it was now four to fifteen.

He heard Halm cry out, and regretfully amended his own forcesto three. He pulled his other blaster and
legpt up, both weapons blazing, searching for better cover.

"Come on, comeon,” he shouted. "1 know you're here! Regards from Luke and Mara's wedding!"
A bolt singed across hisarm, and he stumbled on the uneven floor.I'm getting too old for this, he
thought, rolling on his back. Without cover he would last afew seconds, maybe long enough to shoot
two more. Shadamight still manageto kill them dl, but that would leave the galaxy short one Talon
Karrde, which would be ater-rible tragedy.

Grimly, heraised hiswesgpons and pointed over hisfeet. Muzzlesflashed.

And suddenly aglowing wand of energy gppeared above him, cutting complex hieroglyphsintheair.
The blaster bolts that had meant to end the glorious career of Talon Karrde whined off into the cavern.



Karrde blinked up at the man standing over him. "Nice to see you, Solusar. What took you so long?’

Then he opened up on the Peace Brigaders, climbing to hisfeet ashe did so. Solusar was his cover
now, deflecting the fire directed at them with that eerie Jedi certainty.

Another lightsaber flashed into existence across the room. That would be Tionne.
Karrde now counted five for his side, an estimated ten on the other.

When the Peace Brigaders were down to three, they fled back up the passageway.
"We can't et them get away," Karrde said.

"They won't," the shadowy figure beside him prom+-ised. Then he was gone.

And somewhere behind him in the cavern, Karrde heard the voices of children.

Kam Solusar returned afew momentslater. Karrde made out his stern face and receding hairlinein the
dim light of aglow lamp. Solusar walked up to Karrde and regarded him for amoment.

"You'relucky | didn't cut you down," he said. "Bring-ing those men down here where the children are.
Using your vornskrs againgt us. What if they had attacked the students?

Karrde cocked hishead. "My pets are very well trained. They attack only on my order. Look, Solusar.

| had to find you. | couldn't do it without the interference of those fools, and when | did find you | had to
get rid of them. They thought | had an ysalamiri with me, that your Jedi powerswould be blocked.”

" But you didn't bring one."
"[t'san empty cage."
"So you turned on them, not knowing if we were redlly here or not.”

"I know my pets. | was certain you were down here, and | didn't want to cripple you by actualy bringing
anysdamiri."

"That was quitearisk."

"| told Luke Skywalker | would take his students off of Y avin Four. If kegping my word requiresrisk,
that's acceptable.”

Solusar nodded impatiently. "Understood. But how am | to know you're telling the truth? | know you,

yes, and you've been on theright side. But alot of people arejoining the Peace Brigade, and you've
changed coats be-fore, Karrde."

"So have you. Have you ever wanted to put the old one back on?"

Solusar's eyes narrowed, then he chopped his head in asingle affirmation. "I'll trust you. What now?"

"Now | suggest we get out of here, before they send reinforcements.”



Unfortunately, Captain Imsatad had not underestimated Karrde as badly as he might have. When they
reached the surface, the forest was teeming with Peace Brigaders.

"Perfect,” Kam Solusar muttered, ducking ablaster bolt that vaped afis-sized hole in the stone near
him. * At least before, we were hidden.”

Karrde straightened the front of his outfit and glanced casudly at his chrono. "Solusar, I'm injured. Don't
you haveany faithin me?"

"Fathisblind, unquestioned belief. What doyou think?"
"I think | would cover my earsif | wereyou." Heraised hisvoice. "Tionne, children. Cover your ears.”

"Wha—" Solusar began, but was drowned out by what might have been two hands the size of Deeth
Stars dapping.

Karrde grinned with fierce satisfaction as turbolaser fire set the surrounding jungle ablaze. It was good to
have acrew he could trust. He stepped from behind cover and, carefully aiming and picking off the few
Peace Brigaders who were gill paying attention, trotted toward where theWild Karrde waslanding.
When the landing ramp came down, Kam Solusar and Tionne shepherded the children on board as
Karrde and his crew provided cover fire. In moments, they weredl inside,

Karrde wasthe last aboard, and even as hisfeet hit the deck, the modified Corellian transport pirouetted
and tossed itsdlf at the sky. Through the closing hatch, Karrde saw severa enemy ships aready on their
trall.

He had known it would be a near thing. He amost couldn't believe they had pulled it off.

Of course, hewould never say that aloud.

Humming, hewent at abrisk but dignified paceto hisbridge.

By the time he got there, the Sky was dready a deep blue bruise getting blacker by the second.

"Well, gentlebeings,” Karrde said as he took his seat. "What's the Situation?”

H'sishi shot him aharried look from the sensor startion. "We did some damage to our watchdogsin
orbit, but they'redl ill flying. Now we have the ships from the surface to ded with aswell.”

"Wdl. Ded with them.”
"Yes gr.”
The ship shuddered, and the inertial dampeners whined.

"Opur," Karrde shouted at one of his security men. "Make certain the children are secured somewhere. |
don't want one hair on their little Jedi heads harmed.”

"Yes, dr," Opur sad, hurrying off.



"Now." Karrde studied the layout. "They've got us penned in, don't they?*
"Unless we can make the jump to lightspeed.”

"With big Y avin right there?' Karrde mused. "No, not today. | think welll punch through the cage
instead.” He tapped the console. "Here."

"That's their most heavily armed ship," Shada observed.

"When apack of vornskrs comes for you, dways kick the biggest and meanest oneright in the teeth. It
will cer-tainly get their attention.”

"l believe we dready havether attention.”

"One can never have too much good wine, beautiful women, or attention,” Karrde said. "Go, and keep
the throttle open.”

"Wewon' get their shields down before we reach them," Shada said.

"No, wewon't. Buy well certainly seewho blinksfirst." Hereflected for an ingtant. "Give methe
controls.”

"| thought you said gambling was afoolish occupa-tion,” Shadaremarked, asthe frigate grew larger on
their screens.

"Indeed | did," Karrdereplied. "But I'm not gam-bling. On my mark, release proton torpedoes. Don't
firethem—just rlease them.”

"Asyouwigh, dr," the gunner replied, sounding puzzled.
"They'retrying for tractor lock," Shadasaid.

" Yes Let them haveit.”

"Wha?'

"Droptheshidds."

Thistime the dampeners couldn't absorb al of the shock; the deck felt asif it was buckling beneath their
feet asthe tractor beam caught them, killing their for-ward motion.

"Torpedoes. Now," Karrde said.

"Torpedoes released.” Shadalooked up. "The tractor beam has them."”
"Good. Arm them and put our shields back up.”

"Sir, they've commenced fire on the torpedoes.”

"Have they released the tractor beam?"



"No, gr."

" Detonate the torpedoes, then.”

He reengaged the drive as the screen went white,

CHAPTER NINE

Treetops snapped as Anakin wrestled with gravity. Vehn's complaints had deteriorated to a steady
moan. Valin, strapped in the copilot's seet, looked very ill. Sannah was il firing the turbolaser; from
her, Anakin could sense both frustration and anger. Tahiri had beenher friend, too.

Wasdtill her friend. Tahiri wasalive. Anakin could fed that as certainly as he could fed hisown skin.
The transport cut asmoking swath acrossthe tree line for akilometer before Anakin saw what passed
for aclearing. He dropped in, straining the inertia dampenerswell beyond their parameters, fetching up
againgt awal of vines and secondary growth—dense, but without much mass. If he hit abig tree. . .

Hetried not to think abouit it. Instead he dumped atorpedo and reversed direction, traveling into the
more open forest beyond on repulsors, drifting back toward the treetops, hiding in the canopy.

The torpedo went, taking a hundred square meters of the forest with it in acarbon-rich plume.
"Comeon, you vultures,” Anakin muttered.

"Got them," Sannah called softly.

"No," Anakinreplied. "Wait."

He could makeit out through the smoke, aSentinel-class shuitle.

"They think we've crashed,” Vain said.

"Yes" Anakin replied, punching the engines back on.

The modified shuttle tried to swing around as he rose out of the trees, but it wastoo late. Hefired hislast
proton torpedo, and the Peace Brigade ship became abal of fire, snking into the already burning jungle.

"Anakin!" Sannah shrieked.

Ingtinctively, Anakin threw the ship skyward, but not before multiple impacts ripped through thefailing
transport.

"Thereyou are," he muttered. "After you, I'm done."
Of the three shipsthat had chased him halfway around the moon, only this one—an E-wing—remained.
Unfor-tunately, while Anakin's commandeered transport was limping so badly it would soon go down on

its own, the speedy little fighter was undamaged.

"Y ou only haveto hit it once, Sannah," Anakin said. "Maybetwice."



" | can't get abead," she shouted back.

The little ship made a pass, and the air suddenly smelled sharply of ozone and vaporized metd asthe
trangport tremored.

" Let me have ashot!" Vehn demanded.

"Wha?'

"Look, | don't wannadie. Thisismy ship, those are my guns. | know 'em better than that kid back there.
She's never even handled agun before, that much is clear— yii!" Vehn blanched as Anakin put the
ungainly craftinabarrd rall.

"Youthink | trust you ?'

"Use your poodoo-stinking Jedi powers. Can't you tell I'm serious?!

To Anakin'ssurprise, heredly didn't sense deception from the fellow.

" Y ou'd shoot down your own friends?"

"They're not my friends

Again, no deception.

Anakin made hisdecision. "Vdin, uncuff him. Teke

him to the gun. Vehn, | promiseyou, if thisisatrick, no matter what €lse happens,you'll be sorry.”

"Sorrier than | am now? | doubt it."

Anakin dropped low again, trying to buy afew more seconds. He had only one engineleft on-line, and
onemore hit would finish that quickly enough.

"I'monit," Vehn reported from the turret. "Give mealittle dtitude, that'sal | ask.”

"You'vegot it," Anakin said. Once more he put the ship in aclimb. The E-wing saw its opportunity then,
darting in and chewing what was | &ft of the engineto shreds. It coughed off-line, and for an instant the
trans-port seemed to hang suspended a hundred meters above the treetops. In that in-between moment,
Vehn needled red lines across the sky, stitching through the E-wing. It spun wildly out of control. Then
the transport was fall-ing, and Anakin hit the repulsors, and the sound of tearing metal deafened him.

Anakin came to with the taste of blood on histongue. He didn't know if he had been out for seconds or
days, and aglance at the controls didn't help. Through the cock-pit transparisteel he could see only
crushed vegetation.

"Sannah! Vdin!"
"They're okay," Remis Vehn said from behind Anakin. "A little battered, but no worse for the wear."

Anakin twisted in his seat and found himsalf con-fronting the muzzle of ablaster. He blinked, then



looked up at the young man's cool gray eyes.

"Y ou want to put that down, don't you?' Anakin asked, pushing with the Force.

"Wadll. . .," Vehn consdered.

"Youll put it down," Anakin commanded.

"Sure" Vehnreplied. "I'll put it down.”

"Great." Anakin unfastened himself from the flight harness. He took the blaster and stuck it in his belt.
"Vaping moffd"” Vehn swore. " You Jediare sorcerers.”

"Keep it seded,” Anakin warned him, turning to Sannah.

Sannah was unconscious but breething evenly. Vdin was awake, but the hull near him had crimped in
such away that Sannah's harness was stuck. Anakin diced through it with hislightsaber. The Mdodiegirl

moaned softly.

"Vehn, carry Sannah out,” Anakin told the Peace Bri-gader. "The ship may have afew surprisesfor us
yet"

"My ship,” Vehn said. "I can't believe what you did to my ship.”

"Your buddiesdid it,” Anakin said. "The same bud-dieswho just murdered a Jedi Master and took my
best friend captive. Don't expect meto cry any tearsfor you."

"Hrg of dl,” Vehn said, "they aren't my buddies. | was gtrictly in this businessfor the money, and |
thought we were taking on adult Jedi, not little kids. Second of dl, | don't expect you to get al weepy,
but without my ship, how do you planto get off thissnarly jungle?’

Anakin didn't answer Vehn, but examined Vain in-stead. "Are you okay?' he asked. "Can you wak?'

"I'mfing" Vdin answered.

"Good. | want you to go outside and find cover in the trees. Be careful—the jungleisn't exactly safe,
though the crash probably scared most everything off.”

He then examined Sannah. She was bruised, but he didn't sense anything serioudy wrong with her.
"Take Sannah out," he repeated to Vehn. "I'm right behind you."

On hisway out, he picked up the stun cuffs.

"Thisisnt right,” RemisVehn complained. "Y ou just finished talking about how dangerousthejungleis
and you not only won't give me awegpon, you've restrained me. What if something comes along wanting

lunch?'

"It would have to be a carrion eater to somach the likes of you," Anakin replied.



"Very funny. | hdped you."

"You redly think you're going to get thanks from me?' Anakin snorted. ™Y ou were saving your own skin,
nothing more. Now, quiet.”

"Isshegoing to be dl right?' Vain asked, staring down a Sannah.

"I think s0." Anakin touched the Meodie girl's fore-head and very lightly brushed her with the Force,
strength-ening her where she was weak, gently tugging her toward consciousness.

With afaint sigh she opened her eyes, blinked at Ana-kin, then started violently.
"Tahiri!" she gasped.

"Shh," Anakin said. "We crashed. Y ou're banged up, some. How do you fed ?'
"Like I've been poisoned by apurellaand hung up initsweb. IsVain okay?'
"I'mright here)" Vain answered.

"We'real okay," Anakin assured her.

Tears sarted in the girl's yellow eyes. "No, were not. Master Ikrit, and Tahiri..."

"Magter Ikrit sacrificed himsdf for us™ Anakin said, around the gdl in histhroat. "He wouldn't want usto
grieve. He's one with the Force now. Tahiri—"

"She'sdead, too, isn't she?' Valin asked.

"No." Anakin shook hishead. "I can hear her in the Force." Calling me, he added. He could fedl her
fear, mixed liberaly with anger. He didn't get the sense that she was in immediate danger.

Anakin turned toward Vehn, who sat afew meters away, hisarms cuffed around ayoung M tree.
"What will they do with her, Vehn? Where were you sup-posed to take the children you kidnapped?’

"I told you, | didn't know our targets were children,” Vehn said sullenly. "And | don't know where we
were supposed to take them.”

"But youwere supposed to turn them over to the Y uu-zhan Vong."
Vehn studied the leaves above hishead. "Yes" hesaid at last.
"Where? Whereisthe rendezvous?’

"l don't know."

"Yourelying."

" ook—"

"lcan makeyou tdl me" Anakin warned. Y ou won't likeit." It occurred to him that his brother, Jacen,



wouldn't approve of that sort of threat, nor would Uncle Luke. At the moment, Anakin didn't care.

Vehn fidgeted, but said nothing. Anakin suddenly surged to hisfeet and stalked toward the Peace
Brigader.

"Hold it! Just wait asecond, Jedi. Don't dag my brain! | don't know much, but | can tell you something |
over-heard. Something | wasn't supposed to hear at al.”

Anakin took another step, then squatted until hisice-blue eyes were millimetersfrom Vehn'sdark gray.
"WdlI?" he prompted.

"I'm not supposed to know this, but—the Y uuzhan V ong were planning to come to this miserable hole
a-ready. The Peace Brigade decided to head 'em off, cap-ture you guys before they arrived.”

"What, to save them the trouble?"

"Exactly. A present, of sorts. These Peace Brigade guys, they're serious. They redly think everyonein
the gdlaxy is doomed unless we give the VVong what they want, and then some."

"Why do you say 'these Peace Brigade guys asif you aren't one of them?”
"They hired meto pilot. That'sal.”
Anakin frowned, but let that pass. "What will the Peace Brigade do now that they've botched the job?"

"How do you know they've botched it? They figured out you hid the other kids someplace. They have
some pretty good trackers and search equipment with them.”

"They won' find anyone,” Anakin said. "What will they do? The Y uuzhan Vong might assumethe
Brigade redly came hereto hidethe kids. At the very least they'll be upset that you were so inept you let
thirty or more Jedi dip through your fingers and caught only one.”

Vehn looked thoughtful. "They might cut and run. They might try to bluff it out with their one captive. |
don't know them well enough to say."

"Anakin," Sannah said softly. "Y ou and Tahiri saved my people. | can't let anything happen to her. |
cant.”

"Why didn't you think of that earlier?" Anakin sngpped. "Y ou three should have gone with Kam and
Tionne. Y ou thought thiswas dl some sort of game. It isn't.”

"Anakin!" Sannah's eyes widened further, then dropped. "Y ou'reright," she whispered. "It isour fault.
My fault. I could have told Kam, and none of thiswould have hap-pened. Master Ikrit would still be
aive." Tears streamed down her face, and for a second Anakin was happy she was crying, satisfied she
finaly saw how stupid she had been. He wanted to agree with her.

Grinding histeeth, he quickly stood and walked into the woods.
Hedidn't go far, but leaned againgt the bole of agiant tree, breething heavily, composing himself. Then,

when he thought he could do it, he want back into the clearing, where Sannah sat, dtill crying. Vdinwas
wiping hisown Slent tears.



"That waswrong of me," he said quietly. "None of you isto blame. Y ou were only trying to help. The
Peace Brigadeisto blame. The Y uuzhan Vong areto blame. Y ou guys aren't. Fegling guilty isn't going to
help usright now. There are plenty more ships on this planet. For al we know they have a perfect lock
on us aready, SO we need to get ready. If they don't, we need to figure out how to get this ship running

agan.

RemisVehn vented abitter laugh.

"We have parts from three ships here," Anakin said evenly. "We ought to be able to cobble something
to-gether. Besidesthat, help is on the way, so maybe adl weredly haveto do ishold out for alittle while.
Vdin, I'm putting you in charge of taking inventory of what food and medicine we have. Vehn, youll tell
him whereto find it on your ship—al of it. Sannah, I'm giving you the blaster. | want you to watch the
camp, whilel go do recon at the other wreck sites. If you hear anything—I mean anything—coming from
the sky, you both hide and stay hidden. Understand?"

"Yes" Sannah replied. Vdin nodded dutifully.

"Good. And ignore everything Vehn says. Don't touch hisrestraints, don't go near him. I'll be back
soon.”

CHAPTER TEN

Karrde didn't black out, but time stretched weirdly as his harnesstried to cut himin haf and his ship
spun madly, power blinking on and off, finaly settling on off before minima emergency sysemskicked in.
Theiner-tid compensator started up, and gravity reasserted itsdf, but the screen was a confusing jumble.
"Report!" he snapped. "What's going on?"

H'sishi looked up reluctantly. "Minimal damageto thefrigate,” she said. "Wetook a pretty hard bounce,
and werelimping abit.”

“Limpaway from them, at least,” Karrde said. "Head for the outer system.”

"The hyperdrive core took some of the worst damage,” Dankin pointed out. "I don't think we can jump.”
"Well, we certainly can't here, not in the hole Yavin'sdug for itsdf.”

"The big shipswe can il outrun, at least for awhile. The frigate will catch us eventudly, but weve got a
lead it will take them at least an hour to cut down. We've got a couple of E-wings that will be harassing
usshortly.”

"Good luck to them,” Karrde grunted.

"We do have some wesk pointsin the hull, now," Shada pointed out.

"That'swhy well shoot them out of space, Shadamy dear," Karrde answered.

"And our shidds—"

"Will hold up long enough.”



"L ong enough for what?' Shada said. "Without hyperdrive—"

H'sshi suddenly grated out ayowling snarl.

"What's the matter, H'sshi?'

"| can give you something better than aworking hyperdrive, Captain,” the Togorian said.
"And what might that be?'

Her toothy grin nearly split her head in half. "The rest of our fleet, Sr.”

"Y ou asked what | was waiting on, Shada? Don't ever doubt that the gods favor me. How far out are
they?”

"Umm, urr." H'sishi was suddenly more sober. "Two hours at least, Sir."”

"Well," Karrde said cheerfully. "Then I'm taking sug-gestions on how to stretch the—it'swhat, eight
minutes now? Into the two hours we need.”

The hull suddenly rattled.
"E-wingson us, gr," Dankin reported.

"Wadl, don't keep them waiting. Show them what this hel pless old transport hasin store for them. Shada,
you havethe bridge."

"You'releaving inthe middle of afight?'

"It won't be along one. When that capital ship catchesus, give meacal. | need to talk to Solusar.”
Four hours later, aweary Imsatad appeared on Karrde's screen.

"Youreafool, Karrde," he opined.

"What does that make you, Captain?' Karrde replied. "In any event, our positions are now reversed. |
have consderably more firepower than your littleflatilla”

"And yet, as you once observed of me, you're still here, which meansyou aren't finished," Imsatad said.
"What do you want?"

"By my count, four of the young Jedi are till missing. Y ou wouldn't know anything about thet, would
you?"

"Asamatter of fact, | wouldn't.”
Karrde stood and locked his hands behind hisback. "I can be avery serious man, at times, Captain

Imsatad. Thisisone of them. | gave my word to ddliver the Jedi students and their teachers safely from
the hands of scum like you, and | intend to do that. Not in part, but in full.”



"Y ou're endangering our work here" Imsatad said. "The Y uuzhan Vong will not stop until they have dl
the Jedi. If we do the work for them, show our good faith—"

Karrde cut him off with amordant chuckle. "The Y uu-zhan V ong have conquered haf of our galaxy in
an un-provoked crusade. What about this obligates us to show them good faith?'

"Ligten, Karrde. | was at Dantooine, with the military. | saw what they can do. We can't stop them. We
can't. Thisissmple salf-preservation. Besides, they weren't unpro-voked. It was the Jedi who started
thiswar, and it'sthe Jedi who continue to provokeit.”

Karrde sighed and returned to his seet. He tapped hisfingers on the armrest. "I don't know if you really
believe that sump muck, and | don't care. But it's good you bring up sdlf-preservation, because you are
now faced with acrisisin that department.”

Imsatad lifted his chin defiantly. "If you suppose | have your missing Jedi, you won't destroy my ships.”

Karrde gestured, and Kam Solusar strode into view.

" Let meintroduce you. Thisis Kam Solusar, one of the teachers at the Jedi academy whose curricula
you have so ruddly interrupted. Heis a Jedi, and they can sense one another. Did you know that?"

Imsatad's eyes flicked back and forth between the two. "1've heard such things.”

"None of the children are onyour ship, Captain,” So-lusar said in avoice that could saw through bones.
" Noth-ing prevents us vapingyou.”

Imsatad blinked, twice. " | do what | do for the good of the galaxy," he said.

"Yes, youve sad that dready,” Karrde said. "Person-dly, | think you might best serve the galaxy as star
food."

Imsatad massaged his forehead. "What do you want?' he asked wearily.
"l want all of your ships grounded so | can conduct a ship-to-ship search.”

Imsatad shrugged. "I don't have the children you seek. Y ou may search my ships. Give me eight hoursto
get them dl on theground.”

"You havefive." Karrde signed for the connection to be severed.
"He's hiding something,” Solusar said. "I can't sensewhat.”
"He doesn't think he's beaten?”

"No, that's the strange thing. He fedls utterly defeated. But heis being deceptive about Anakin and the
others.

"You redly think they're il dive?

"Anakinis, I'm certain of that much. And Tahiri. If they aredive, Sannah and Vain must be. After dll,
the Peace Brigade didn't come here to kill them, but to cap-ture them.”



Karrde nodded thoughtfully. "I'm going to have thel diot's Array come aongside. She's a corvette and
her captainis one of my best. | want to get these children we have aboard safe on Coruscant, now."

"An excdlent idea, though they won't be safe on Coru-scant, not for long."

"No. Luke Skywaker has another plan in the worksfor that."

"I'm gtaying until we find the rest,” Solusar said.

"l imagined you would. And Tionne?"

"The children need one of us"

"Very good. I'll arrange the transfer, now."

Solusar nodded and held out his hand. "1 didn't thank you before. I'm glad | didn't kill you."
Karrde grinned wryly and took the proffered hand.

"The perfect gift for the perfect occasion, that's you, Solusar.”

"Sithsgpawn,” Shada snarled from across the bridge.

"What? What isit?"

"Karrde, if you're going to get those children out of this system, | suggest you hurry.”

"What? More Peace Brigade?' He stared at the long-range sensors. Blips were appearing—Iots of
them. "H'sshi, what do we have there?"

Thetactician looked up grimly. "Y uuzhan VVong, Sr, lots of them. At least two warship andlogsand a
wholelot of smdler ships”

Karrde gripped the back of hischair until his knuckles turned white, curang inwardly, trying to keep his
facecam.

"How long?'

"No more than an hour, Sr."

"Long enough to get theldiot's Array away. Do it now, and have theDemise run with her."
"What about us?' Shada asked.

"We can't fight them head-on,"” Karrde said.

"Anakin and therest are fill down there,” Solusar snapped. "'If you're thinking of leaving them—"

Karrde cut him off with awave of hishand. " I'm think-ing of no such thing. If we leavethis system,
they'll but-ton it up so tight only the New Republic Fleet could get in here. But our tacticswill haveto



change. And we need reinforcements. Shada, | want you on theldiot's Array. Bring back whatever it
takes."

" You'recrazy if you think I'm leaving you here.”

"WEell befine. It'sabig system, and we're not without resources. If the Y uuzhan Vong plan on
occupying Y avin Four, we can makes things very unpleasant for them. Y ou ought to know by now,
Shada, that if thereés anything I'm good at, it's surviving. Now go. We have no time to argue about this."

"I'll be back," Shada promised. "Of course you will. And I'll be here to meet you. Now get going.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Anakin watched the distant dots buzzing around the crash site. They'd been there for hours, but in the
last few minutes they'd been leaving, one by one. He felt acon-griction in hisbely. If he had one of those
fliers, he could get back to the temple and find Tahiri.

And dowhat? Leave Vdin and Sannah with Vehn and asky full of flitters? Try to drag them al dong on
an-other aerial battle and then arescue?

No. He couldn't pin dl of their hopes on that.

Hefdt atremor in the tree, and his hand went to hislightsaber. But then hefelt VVain, below him,
dimbing up.

The younger boy reached him and settled in the crotch between two branches. As he watched, the last
of theflit-ters seemed to be moving off.

"Y ou should have stayed in the cave," Anakintold Vdin.

"Maybe," Vdinreplied. "But | didn't." He nodded at the departing craft. "I thought they would search
longer," hesaid.

Anakin shook hishead. "Two daysislonger than | thought they would giveit. They're after the bigger
prize— therest of the students. They've got atime limit, remem-ber? When the Y uuzhan Vong show up,
they've got to be successful or gone. The last thing the Peace Brigade would want the Vong to know is
that they were the oneswho spoiled their mother lode." He motioned down. " Get

back in the cave, though. They might make alast-minute sweep.”

"Anakin, why do the Y uuzhan Vong want us so bad?'

Anakin blew out abreath. "I'm not sure. Mostly be-cause they hate us. The fact that they don't seemto
exigt in the Force cuts both ways. We can't sense them or af-fect them directly, but we can do things they
can't under-stand. And we're the ones who have hurt them most. | guessthe last stroke was when Jacen
humiliated their warmaster.”

" But those guys with VVehn weren't Y uuzhan Vong."

"No, they're worse. They think by turning usin they'll get the Y uuzhan Vong to stop their conquest a the
planetsthey have."



"Will they?'

Anakin snorted. " Senator Elegos A'Klaturned himself over to them. He hoped he could cometo
understand them, forge a common bond of trust, something to begin the process of finding a peaceful
olution.”

"They killed him," Vdin said quietly. "I heard about that.”

"And sent his polished bones back to us."

" But then my dad killed the Y uuzhan Vong who killed Elegos.”

Anakin hestated. He hadn't thought through where his example might lead.

"Yeeh, "he sad briefly.

"But now everyone hates my dad, and not the Y uu-zhan VVong."

Anakin shook hishead. "No. It'snot like that. It's just—it's palitics, Vdin."

"What doesthat mean?'

"I don't know. | hate palitics. Ask my brother, next time you see him, or my mom.”

"BU—"

"What it means," Anakin interrupted, "isthat your father, Corran Horn, isagood man, and everyone
with

even alittle sense knows that. The problem with peopleisthat alot of them don't have any sense, and a
lot of othersareliars.”

"Y ou mean they would say my dad was bad even if they didn't think so?"
"Yougot it, kid."
"I'm not akid."

Anakin looked into the determined young face, and suddenly saw what Kam, Tionne, Uncle Luke, Aunt
Mara—adll the adultsin his life—must be used to seeing by now onhis face,

"Maybenot," Anakin replied. "But heréswhat | wastrying to get around to saying a minute ago. The

Y uu-zhan Vong have never shown the dightest tendency to keep their word. | don't think they even
believelying iswrong. And Elegos—well, it was aworthy try, and | honor him. But what the Y uuzhan
Vong want from usis our worlds and our people as daves. They believe our machines are abominations,
and they won't rest until they've al been destroyed. The only way to avoid fight-ing them isto surrender
and let them do whatever they want with us. That's the only terms of peace they can understand. The
Peace Brigade think they can do some-thing in between. Elegos was brave, noble—and wrong. It cost
him hislife, and that was histo spend. The Peace Brigade are cowards and they're stupid, and they want
to spendour lives. Our livesarenot for them to spend.”



Vain nodded, then smiled alittle. "Y ou talk more than you used to. Tahiri said she would rub off onyou
eventudly.”

It struck Anakin that Vain wasright. He'd been prac-tically pontificating, something he wouldn't have
dreamed of doing afew years ago except maybe in an argument with hissiblings or Tahiri. It was
something he wasn't good at, didn't like, avoided like raw cobalt. His father had once joked that it was
easer to drag aneutron star

with alandspeeder than it was to drag two words out of him.

But more and more, people seemed to want something like thisfrom him. Some of the things he had
done had gotten around, and he guessed he had something of areputation. That part wasfine, and
though he wouldn't say so out loud, he sort of liked it. It made him fed that he could be like Uncle Luke,
back when he was young and fighting the Empire—like a hero, though he knew he wasn'treally that.

Hefdt apang, and suddenly knew where these thoughts were taking him.

"Why did you and Sannah and Tahiri cometo help me, Vain? Why didn't you go on with Kam and
Tionne?'

Vain looked up a him with guileless eyes. "We want tobe like you, Anakin. Wedl do. And you—you
would never have run from afight."

Anakin'slipstightened and his eyesfelt gritty and hot. That settled that. HeEd lied when he told Sannah
and Vdin that the Y uuzhan Vong and the Peace Brigade were responsible for this mess. Like Chewi€e's
desgth, like Center-point, thiswashis mess, Anakin Solo's mess.

But thistime he would clean it up. Somehow.

"Doesn't ook like they took much,” Sannah observed, as they picked through the wreck of Vehn's
trangport. Four days had come and gone since the crash, and aday since they had seen the last of the
flitters

"Why should they?' Vdin asked. "There's not much left they would want.”

"No," Anakin said. "Theré's plenty. It would have taken too much timeto salvageit, that'sdl."

"But you thinkyou can?' Vehn sneered from where he sat, cuffed hands resting on his knees.

"l canfix it,” Anakinreplied. "The hyperdriveisfine”

"That's grest. WEl just go to lightspeed from here. At

least no one would have to worry about disposing of our remains. And we sure wouldn't have to worry
about the Vong anymore.”

"If Anakin sayshe canfix it, hecanfixit," Vain snapped.

"Shut up, you smdly little Hutt," Vehn grunted. "I may be your prisoner, but that doesn't mean | haveto
listen to your smart mouth al day. I—hey! Ow!™



Vehn was suddenly scratching furioudly at hislegs, then thrashing on the ground.
Anakin raightened. " Stay away from him. It'satrick!"
"Trick?' Vehn screamed. "I'm being eaten divel™

That'swhen Anakin noticed Vdin was laughing. So was Sannah, but she was hiding hers behind her
pam.

"Vdin, are you doing that?"

"Hedeserved it."

"Sopit. Right now. Immediately.”

| just—"

"Now."

"Yes, dr," Vdinsaid. And he didn't sound sarcastic.

Anakin knelt by Vehn. A swarm of multisegmented worms a centimeter in length were detaching
themsdaves from the pilot's arms and face, leaving purplish welts be-hind. VVehn pushed at them franticdly,
but when Anakin moved to help him, he jerked away with ahoarse rasp of anger.

When they were dl findly off, Vehn turned his head toward VVain. His chest was heaving.

"Y ou did that, didn't you? With some kind of Jedi magic." Herose clumsly to hisfeet. "I hopetheVong
do get you. Thewholelot of you."

"Yeeh?' Vdin darted. "Wel—"

"Vdin!" Angkin said alittle sharply. "Keep quiet and listen. Y ou know better than that. | know you know
bet-ter than that, because we had the same teachers.” He turned on Sannah. "And you were laughing.

Y ou think

it'sfunny to use the Force to torture a hel pless captive for no better reason than that he called you a

Sannah reddened. "No," she said.

"vdin?'

"No," theboy sad. "l guessnot.”

" There aretimesto use the Force in self-defense, Vdin, and there are times when defense means
attack. And if | have to squeeze Vehn's brain to learn what we need to rescue Tahiri, | might even do

that. But torture for the sake of torture—never."

Vain nodded and sat down. To Anakin's surprise Vain didn't ook so much sullen asreflective. Infact,



likeaflash, for an instant, he looked dmost impossibly like hisfather, Corran. It was so bright and true
that Anakin wondered if it wasared vison of an older Vdin or just astriking resemblance.

He cleared histhroat. "Let's just get to work, shall we? The engines aren't as bad as they could be. |
think with parts salvaged from the other shipswe can get it limping, and that'sal | need—away to orbit.
At the very least we can get the comm unit fixed."

Anakin actudly had his doubts about this, but it would give them something to do while he figured out
how he was going to get halfway around the moon to find Tahiri. If they were occupied, they wouldn't
worry as much. Meanwhile, Tdon Karrdemust have arrived by now.

And Tahiri—she was ill here, and he was pretty sure she was even gtill on Yavin 4, not in orbit.

Stll, it galled him. It made his very bones ache not to set off on foot, though in his head he knew that it
would take him months to cross the wilderness separating him from the Great Temple. Maybe he needed
the work as much as Vain and Sannah.

With asigh, he went to see what the power cell cou-plings|ooked like.

Something beeped and whistled. His hand was aready

on hislightsaber before he redized the sound was com-ing from hiswrist comm. Hewas being hailed.

He stared at the comm for amoment. It could be atrick by the Peace Brigade, an attempt to triangul ate
hislocation. It might be Tadon Karrde, trying to find them.

Reluctantly, he acknowledged, and words began to scroll across the display.
PURSUIT EVADED. X-WING BADLY DAMAGED. AWAITING FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.
"Fver!"

AFFIRMATIVE.

"Fiver, lock onthissigna and come straight here. Where are you?'

252.6 KILOMETERS FROM YOUR PRESENT POSITION.

"Great. How long will it take you to get here?"

20 STANDARD HOURS.

"What? Why?'

REPULSORLIFT MOTIVATION ONLY. SHIPBADLY DAMAGED.
"But you're okay?"

OPERATIONAL.

"Good. Good going, Fiver. Get here as soon as you can. We need you."



AFFIRMATIVE, ANAKIN.

"Anakin?' Despite everything, Anakin grinned. The as-tromech hadn't been memory-wiped lately. He
was garting to develop afew quirks. Flying the X5 X-wing done—atask Fiver wasn't redly built
for—had probably con-tributed. In fact, Anakin couldn't believe thelittle droid had really doneit. HEd
thought he was sacrificing his ship and Fiver asadiversion. Finding that it hadn't worked out that way
was an unexpected break. He now not only had more parts to work with, but an astromech droid to help
with repairs.

Things weren't exactly looking up, Anakin thought, but maybe he could take his eyes off hisfest, at least.
CHAPTER TWELVE

Darkness wrapped around Anakin like a cloak and whispered to him like amother. It promised him a
face of durasted and aheart of ferrocrete. It offered him super-novas of power and the unflinching will to
useit.

He had been to this place before, often. It was his oldest dream, perhaps dreamed for the first time
when the clone of the Emperor Palpatine touched him through his mother's womb. And when he learned
about his name-sake, his grandfather Vader, the dreams grew stronger, more detailed. He saw futuresin
which hewas grown, his blue eyesgone asgray as hull plating. He saw himsdlf in Darth Vader's mask,
the Knight of Darkness reborn.

He had made a sort of peace with his dreamsin the cave on Dagobah, the same cave where hisuncle
L uke had faced his own dark side and failed. But peace did not mean silence, and here, on amoon as
deeply stained by the dark side as the Sith themselves, the dreams were par-ticularly troubling.

But now, something broke, adam holding back ebon watersthat hit him so cold and strange that the
tattoo in his chest stopped, asif afist had closed on his heart.

Soft laughter began, familiar yet strange; the pitch and timbre were wrong, but the cadence was as
known to him as hisfather's speech. A woman's laughter, throaty and sardonic. It made the hair on his
neck prickle up.

He turned and saw her.
Her hair was gold, the gold of aveinin asunset on

Coruscant or of the sudden spark from an inferno. One of her eyeswas jade and the other obsidian. Her
lipswerefringed by a hundred incisions, and awhite scar ran from the top of her forehead to her chin.
Armor of ablack-and-gray-banded chitinous substancefit close to her body, avery adult, very human
body, though the armor was plated and jointed like an insect's. Knobs and spurs stuck out from her
shoulders and elbows.

She amiled a him through those split lips and held up something baton-shaped, which flexed in her grip
like aduggish pupa. Sudden light blazed from one end of it and resolved into ablazing blue blade.
Dark-side energy crackled around her, caling to him, and he felt a sudden terrible attraction to her, every
part of him yearning for her in away he had never even begun to fed before.

She grinned more widely and laughed again, and with sudden understanding Anakin redlized that she



wasn't looking at him at dl, but at someone esein the vison, someone Anakin couldn't see.

"The last of your kind," the woman said, her voice made whispery by what had been done to her mouth.
"Thelagt of my kind." And she raised the blade, and Anakin recognized her.

"Tahiri!" he shrieked. She paused, asif she might have heard something very far away. Then she came
forward, sweeping the weapon down, and Anakin choked on the look in her eye, the mixture of glee and
despair, joy and sickness.

He awoke till choking. A strong hand was clamped over his mouth. He squirmed, but the grip on him
was sure and strong. He tried to get hisfeet under him and failed.

Cam. No fear,hethought.Get it together, Anakin. You're supposed to be on watch. They won't
even hear this, in the cave, if you die.

He used the Force to twist the hand away from his mouth and shove his attacker sprawling, and in the
next

instant got hisfeet under him and his lightsaber in hand. In its sudden light he made out a bearded face, a
blaster. He leapt forward.

"Wait! Jedi! I'm—I'm afriend."
"Yeah? Why did you attack me?"

"Didn't know—didn't—" He wheezed off, his voice sounding strange, wesk, asif herardy used it.
"Name's Qorl. | have been afriend to Jedi. | didn't know who you were."

"Qorl? My brother and sister knew a Qorl. He made them fix his ship at blasterpoint.”
"Jacen. Jaina," the old man said. "Qorl aso saved them from the Shadow Academy.”
"You wereaTIE fighter pilot, stranded here when the Death Star was destroyed. Y ou went off—"

"And came back. | left as an enemy to your brother and sister. | came back their friend. You'reredly
their brother?' He squinted. "Can't see so well anymore.”

"What are you doing here?'

"Saw some shipsfly over, fighting. Thought | saw one go down, so | followed to see.” He shrugged.
"Seven days|ater, here| am.”

"Soyou are." Anakin struggled to remember what he knew about this grizzled old man. Jacen and Jaina
had found hiswrecked TIE fighter and set about fixing it, not redizing its pilot was fill around, hiding in
the jungle, unaware that the war was over. Qorl had forced them to finish the repairs and left them to die,
but had later helped them escape the Shadow Academy. Anakin remembered that Qorl had ended up
back on Yavin 4, but none of the details. He did know that Jacen and Jaina counted him afriend, and
Uncle Luke had been content to leave the old man aone.

Qorl gestured at the lightsaber. "Could you put that away, please?"



"Oh. Sure”

"Who were you fighting?"

"Peace Brigade."

"Who?'

"Er—how long since you've had news from the out-side, Qorl?*

"l don't know. Old Peckhum dropped off some sup-pliesfor me, maybe two or three years ago. | told
him not to come back."

"Oh. W, thiswill take some explaining, then. A lot of explaining.”

"Will it explain the new ships I've seen? The sirange ones?”’

Anakin fet his chest condtrict. "What ships?

"They look like—growthsof somekind. Ugly."

"Oh, no," Anakin whispered. "Okay, I'll havetotdl thisasfast as| can, and then—" He remembered his
vi-son, that future Tahiri, adark Jedi with Y uuzhan VVong scarring and implants. "And then there's
something | have to do, no matter what."

"I need to talk to you, Vehn." Anakin settled down across from the man.

"So tak. Hey, who'sthe old guy?'

"A hermit of sorts. I'm putting him in charge of you."

"What do you mean?' Vehn asked suspicioudly.

Anakin drew adeep breath and plunged into it. "Okay. Heresthe thing, Vehn. | need your help.”
"I've been teling you that for awhile.”

"And you wereright."

"Y eah, well—too bad. Y ou've treated me like Hutt dime. Why shouldn't | return the favor?'
"The Y uuzhan Vong are here.”

That got his attention. Vehn'sface closed over hisfear, but Anakin could till fed it.

"Qorl's seen their ships.”

"They'll findus" Vehn sad flatly.

"Why should they? They aren't looking for us. Unless the Peace Brigade tells them about the crash—but
| don't



think they will. It would only show their incompetence, right? So the Y uuzhan VVong see usonly if they
notice us on arandom patrol, and the odds of that—"

"Depends on how many shipsthey have patrolling,” Vehn interrupted. "Y ou don't know the one, so you
don't know the other."

"True. Thething isthis—I'm going after my friend, back at the temple. I'm going now. | want you and
Qorl to get Sannah and Vdin off of thismoon.”

"What? Have you got some kind of fever?”
"Y ou can finish the repairs on your ship, can't you?"
Vehn continued to stare at him asif hewas crazy. "No. The sublight drive—"

"Isnearly repaired. I'll show you."

"Impossible”

"Nope. You still need some parts, but Qorl knows where you can get them. And you have Fiver. I've
pro-grammed him with everything you'll need.”

"And why should | do thisagain?| keep missing that part.”

"Becauseit's your only chance, too. Y ou think the Y uuzhan VVong are going to hail you asan dly when
they find you? 1 doubt it very much. Y ou say you were only in the Peace Brigade for the money, you say
you don't redlly share their cause—Ilet's say 1I'm going to take you on your word about that. Get these
kidsto safety, and | can guar-antee you a profit.”

"How do you know | won't just fly straight to the VVong and turn Vdin and Sannah over to them?"

"A couple of reasons. Thefirg isthat Qorl will blast avery large holein you if you try it. | don't
completely trust the man. He was an Empire sawart twenty years after the death of the Emperor. By the
same token, he would never turn humans over to the Y uuzhan VVong— or let you do it. He might take of f
for the Imperial Rem-nant the ingtant he gets the chance, but theway | seeit, that's parsecs better than
daying here.

"The second isthat | think you'll do whatever gives you the best chance of getting out of thiswith a
whole skin—and you're smart enough not to gamble on the milk of Y uuzhan Vong kindness. The third—"
Heleaned close. "Third, if you bring any harm to Vain or Sannah, you'd better pray I'm dead. Because if
I'm not, no matter what, | will find you. That | swear."

"Ease up, Jedi. I'll doit. Anything hasto be better than hanging out in the jungle waiting to die of alizard
bite. But | don't want you to thresten me again. I'm redlly sick of that."

"I've said what | meant to say. | won't say it again." Anakin raised hisvoice. "Qorl. Could you come
here, please?’

The old pilot shuffled over and treated V ehn to a thor-ough once over. He knelt on creaky jointsand
shook hisfinger in Vehn'sface. "l know you," he muttered.



"Yourecrazy," Vehn sad. "I've never seen you beforein my life”

"Oh, no. Even if you saw somebody like old Qorl, you wouldn't recognize him. Y ou don't have the
database. On the other hand, old Qorl has seen ahundred like you. Y ou won't give Qorl any trouble.
You'll dowhat he says."

"Right," Vehnsaid. "Just . . . stay away from me, yeah? Or take abath, at least. You smell likea
Wookiegs armpit.”

Qorl laughed brusquely, put his hands on histhighs, and rose painfully to hisfull height. He looked
squarely at Anakin. "Y ou sure about this, then?" he asked.

"I'vegottodoit,” Anakin said. "The Forceispullingmetodoit.”

"The Force. Huh. Will the Force get you halfway around the moon in less then ayear? Because that's
how long it will take you to walk it, if you don't get gobbled by piranha-beetles or die of creek fever.
Y ou might aswell wait until we have the ship fixed."

"I don't haveto walk," Anakin said. "The repulsorlift system in the E-wing was salvageable. | cobbled
together something that will passfor aspeeder.”

"Already?"

"Days ago. But until you came aong, | couldn't really talk myself into going. | couldn't take Vain and
San-nah, and | couldn't leave them behind." But now | have two signs, hefinished to himself,Qorl, and
my dream. It flt right to go. It felt terribly wrong not to. It felt— Chewbacca's face flashed in hismind,
as he had last seen it, and Tahiri, alone, surrounded.

Tahiri, grown, wearing Y uuzhan Vong armor and wielding dark-side Force.

It was arisk he had to take.

"I'm going to explain thisto Vdin and Sannah now," Anakin said. "I'll leavein the morning.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Commander Tsaak V ootuh aimed his opaescent eyes at the trembling human, restraining the part of
himsdlf that wanted to put the pathetic cresture out of its misery.

Which was mogt of him.

"You are Imsatad?"' he asked.

"Yes gr."

"Straighten yoursdf," Vootuh snarled. "The mewling of a'Y uuzhan Vong infant in a creche has more
fierceness than your whine." As he spoke, he cherished the thin hiss of breath through the deep chevrons
that cut through his cheeks. He clasped his hands behind his back so that the cloak gripping into the flesh

of hisshouldersfell opento reved thefull glory of the tattoos and burn puckersthat adorned his torso.
Hesdlently praised Y un-Y uuzhan for not condemning him to be one of these smooth, honor-lessinfidels.



"Yes, gr," Imsatad replied, hisvoice dightly firmer.

"Y ou explained to my subordinates that you are an aly of ours? One of the—" He frowned, trying to
re-member the name of the group in Basic." Peez Brigade?'

Thetizowyrmin hisear trandated the first word as "willing and appropriate submission from the
submis-siveto the conqueror.”

||Y$’ S'r..u

"I wonder how you will confirm that,” Tsaak Vootuh said. "Our information was that this moon was
hometo

many youngJeedai. And yet | find none at dl. Thisis pe-culiar, and | suspect you are to blame.”

"No!" Imsatad said. "We came here in good faith, to keep the terms of the peace your warmaster
Tsavong Lah proposed.”

"And failed miserably to do so. Where arethe Jeedai ? "
Imsatad hesitated. "We have one. The others are with Karrde."
"The commander of theflotillathat fled our approach?’

"That'shim. Hetricked usinto—"

"l have no interest in the details of your failure. Two of this Karrde's ships made the jump to hyperspace.
| as-sume those ships contained the prize you let dip through your fingers."

"With dl respect, Commander, if it weren't for me and my crew, you wouldn't have even one Jedi.
Karrde would have taken them all before you arrived.”

"Perhaps, perhaps not. But tell me—why does here-mainin this system?’

Imsatad frowned. "Does he?!

"Y es. He haswithdrawn to the edge of the system, but remainsthere. | do not complain, for it will give
me and my warriors combat when | feared we must sit idle. But | wish to know hisreason. | do not

imaginethat he would stay for the sake of asingleimmatureJeedai.” Heleaned close, dropping hisvoice
to awhisper. "What have you faled to tell me?

The human cleared itsthroat. "There—I think there are perhaps afew more Jedi here on the moon. |
think one of them might be Anakin Solo."

"Solo?!
"Brother to Jacen Solo, whom Tsavong Lah so desires.”

"Interesting, if true."



" | would liketo offer my shipsand crew to help find him and any otherswho might till remainon Yavin
Four."

Tsask Vootuh fixed avenomous stare on the creature. Y ou have hel ped us quite enough. Asfor your
ships, they are abominations and will be destroyed.”

" But what—how will we return home?'

Tsaak Vootuh alowed himsdf agrim smile. "How in-deed, Imsatad?' he said. "How indeed?’

"Now, wait aminute—" Imsatad began, but Tsaak V ootuh cut him off with alook.

"l wish to see the capturedJeedai,” hetold the human. "Y ou will take me, now."

" I'll do no such thing until you—"

Tsaak Vootuh nodded in a certain way, and Imsatad was suddenly staring in astonishment at the head of
an amphigtaff poking out of hisbelly. He looked question-ingly at Tsaak V ootuh, coughed blood from his

mouth, and died. Vo Lian, Tsaak Vootuh's lieutenant, withdrew the amphistaff he had struck through the
man's back.

Tsaak Vootuh gestured at the human who had been standing behind Imsatad. 'Y ou. Teke meto seethe
Jeedai "

"Oof course" the creature sammered. "Whatever you wish."
Tsaak Vootuh nodded and stood. Before leaving the room, he turned to Vo Lian. " Supervise the landing
and make secure the space around this moon. | want the damutek on the ground within the next cycle. |

will give the shapers no cause for complaint.”

Vo Lian snapped hisfists againgt his opposite shoul-ders.” Belek tiu," he said. "It will be done,
Commander."

PART TWO
THE SHAMED AMD THE SHAPERS
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Borsk Fey'lya, Chief of State of the New Republic, of-fered an apol ogetic expression that looked as
faseto Luke asit waswell-practiced. Hiswords followed suit.

"I'm sorry,” he demurred, violet eyes unblinking. "I can be of no help in this matter, Master Skywalker."

L uke fought down the urge to shout and sought the calm he so often implored of his students. "'l beg you
to reconsider, Chief Fey'lya. Livesare at stake." Grief over Ikrit's death was ill raw.

The Bothan nodded. "1 am painfully aware of that, Master Skywalker. However, whereas you are
concerned with the lives of four—count them, four—Jedi, | must consider agreat many more. | must
condder the liveswewill losein an attempt to retake the Y avin system, a sys-tem with no tactica or
drategic advantage. | must con-sider, further, that this action would quite effectively end the truce with



the Y uuzhan VVong and cost even more livesin renewed warfare.”

"They've aready broken thetruce," Luke replied, till trying to keep hisvoice even. "They promised not
to take any more of our worldsif Jedi are turned over to them, something that the whole galaxy seems
eager to do. And yet they've now taken Yavin Four."

"Of course, neither | nor the senate sanction the pur-ported purge of Jedi.”

"Purported?’ Luke alowed the word to absorb al of theincredulity hefelt at Fey'lyasimplication.

"And asfor Yavin Four," the chief continued evenly, "it isnot one of 'our worlds, not if by the use of the
plura pronoun you mean the New Republic. Yavin Four isyour pet project, Master Skywalker. You
Jedi have madeit clear that you are not bound by the laws and de-cisions of the senate. Y ou fight
unsanctioned battles and provoke needless dissent. And now, suddenly, after spurn-ing our wishes, you
desire our aid? Redlly, can't you see the hypocrisy in that?"

"Chief, putting aside for the moment that you are con-founding the action of a handful of Jedi with our
order as awhole, these arechildren were talking about. They've done nothing, and they don't deserve to
suffer for the mistakes of others™

"But you would ask meto jeopardize millions, per-haps billions for those same mistakes? 'Y our
mistakes? Listen to yoursdlf."

"That's the most—" Jaina Solo exploded. L uke was surprised she had kept silent for so long.
"Quiet, Jana," hesad.
" But hestwising—"

"Child, you have dl of your mother'sfire and none of her common sense,” Fey'lyasaid. "Listen to your
Madter."

"Theresno need to insult my niece,” Luke said. "Her brother is one of those missing.”

"Would this be Anakin Solo, who forged a fake depar-ture authority in order to leave Coruscant
surreptitioudy?”

"Angkinisalittle. .. overeager.”
"He did not proceed under your authority?'

"No, Chief Fey'lya, he did not, but he thought the stu-dents at the praxeum were in imminent danger. As
it turns out, he was correct.”

"Another example, however, of what I'm talking about. Y oung Solo ran off against orders, breaking
severd lawsin doing so, with no say-so from anyone. This, so far as| cantell, isthe essence of what the
Jedi have become.”

"I'm coming to you now, Chief Fey'lya.”

"Y es. Now that the matter istoo large for you to handle on your own. And | note that you did not come



herefirst. At the very least, you went to General Antilles—and, | sus-pect, to others. And they al sent
you here."

"l wasinquiring into what was possible" Luke said. " Not making requests.”

"How diplomatic. And whereisyour Sster in al of this? She and her husband also seem to have
disappeared.”

" That's not rlevant to this," Luke said.

"Oh, isn'tit? Are they engaged in yet more unsanc-tioned covert activity? Are they apart of thelittle
gov-ernment you'retrying to run on the Sde, asif the elected officias of the New Republic are
incompetent to do their jobs?"

"We're following our Jedi mandate, Chief Fey'lya. We protect. We serve. I'm sorry if these goals are
incom-patible with yours."

"Thearrogance," Fey'lyasaid. "The sheer arrogance. And you wonder why you are didiked.”

Lukefelt matters rushing to a heated conclusion and knew part of it was his own fault. Perhapsthe rage
he felt pulsing from Jainawas partidly responsible, but he was dangeroudy near losing hisown head in
the matter. He placed his pamstogether. "Chief Fey'lya, if you won't consider military action, at least
congder adiplomatic solution.”

The Bothan reclined in his chair. "The matter has d-ready been brought to our attention. Negotiations
have been and are occurring.”

"Brought by whom?"
"The Y uuzhan VVong, of course. The Y avin Situation has aready generated agood ded of tension.”

"What?Y ou knew?"

"The Y uuzhan VVong assure usthat their occupation of the system istemporary. They went therein
search of

raw materias, not captives. They knew nothing about your Jedi praxeum.”

Luke bore down on the chief of statewith hisgaze. " | ask again,” he said softly. ™Y ouknew the Y uuzhan
Vong were going to Yavin, and didn't seefit to warn me?"

"Don't be absurd," Fey'lyasnorted. "Do you think | could keep that from your Jedi spies? No. The

Y uuzhan Vong entered the Y avin system peacefully. There was dready some sort of scuffle between
smugglers going on when they got there, and some of those smugglers remain and continue to harassthe
Y uuzhan VVong water-mining activities on Stroiketcy. It took considerable dip-lomatic effort to convince
them that these outlaws have nothing to do with the New Republic." He cocked hishead. "Y ou know
nothing of these pirates, do you, Mas-ter Skywalker? Thiswouldn't be yetanother example of
unsanctioned Jedi activity, would it?'

Luke narrowed hiseyes. "Y ou sold my students out. | won't forget thet. Ever.”



"| see. Ingtead of answering my question, you thresten me." Fey'lyawaved the back of hishand. Y ou've
taken up enough of my time, Skywaker. Let me just leave you with awarning. I'm formally cautioning
you that the Y avin system is off-limitsto you and your followers. If the forcesthere arein any way
connected with you, you will recall them. Under no circumstances are you to go there yoursdlf or send
Jedi in your stead. If you make any movein that direction, you will be placed under arrest. You are
aready, | rather needlesdy point out, under close observation. Isthat clear?"

"Oh, it'sclear dl right," Luke replied. "Suddenly, alot of things are very clear indeed.” Hefdt Fey'lyas
mind snap down and vacuum sedl. Theinterview was over. He turned to go—and stopped when he
noticed that Jainawasn't moving, was standing stock-till, tears of anger streaming down her face.

"Chief Fey'lya," shesaid inaquiet voice. "Y ou are a poor excuse for asentient being. | hope one day
you redly smell the stink in your heart and choke on the fumes.”

Fey'lyareturned her gaze. "Y ou're very young,” he said. "When you've accomplished afraction of what |
have for the people of this galaxy, come back and well talk again.”

" 1t makes a certain amount of sense from his perspec-tive," Jacen said later, when Luke and Jainahad
returned to the Jedi Magter's quarters. Luke had just finished re-lating the substance of histalk with the
chief of sate to Shada D'uka, Tionne, Mara, and Jacen.

"I donot believe you said that," Jaina sngpped. "Thisis Anakin were talking abouit. It's the praxeum!™

"Y ou don't have to remind me who my brother is" Jacen said. "But that's the point, don't you see? We
can hardly beimpartid inthiscase."

"Vapeimpartidity!" Janareplied. " Fey'lyasnot impartial.”
"No, he's not. But his concerns are different.”
"Y eah. He's more concerned about the VVong than heis about his own citizens.”

"That's not true,” Luke said gently. "To be honest, | never thought he would send shipsto the Yavin
system. | had to ask, though, and we did learn some things."

"Right. Like Fey'lyasent the Vong therein thefirst place.”

"I doubt that very much," Luke said. "1 think things happened pretty much as he said. When the Y uuzhan
Vong showed up they found Karrde fighting the Peace Brigade, and when they took occupation, Karrde
turned on them. They then contacted the New Republic. And Fey'lyasright—I should have seen this
coming, long ago. The Y avin system has been at risk for months now.

Only the concentrated effort of the Jedi there even a-lowed usto think it was safe.”

"That's perfect, Luke" Marasad. "Blame yoursdf.”

Luke lifted his eyebrows, surprised at the brittle anger in her tone. "I'm not trying to alocate blame,
Mara"

"Then spare us your apologiesfor Fey'lyaand the senate. What are we going to do?"



"What Anakindid,” Jainasaid. "Taon Karrdeis out there right now, fighting aholding action for help
that will never come. Helll stay there until they pick al of his ships off, one by one. Won't he, Shada?'

"Yau

Luke fixed her with hisgaze. " | understand your con-cern, Jaina, but what good will one more X-wing
do Karrdeor Anakin?'

"More good than sitting here. And we can contact Mom and Dad, have them bring theMillennium
Falcon."

"Firg of al, Han and Leiaare ill out of contact. More important, you heard what Fey'lyasaid.”
"Oh,please let them try arresting us," Maragrunted.

"Youthink | care even faintly what that scruffy Bothan said?" Jainachimed in. "Uncle Luke, we can't do
nothing."

L uke placed hishand on Marasarm. "Listen to me, dl of you. I'm not worried about arrest as such, and
| think you dl know that. But things aren't good for the Jedi now. If we haveany friendsleftin high
places, we can't afford to dienate them. We're already considered rogues. Wecan't dlow ourselvesto
be cast as enemies of the state.”

"If they're supid enough to thinkthat, let ‘'em,” Jainasnarled. "They're hopeless.”

"Right," Jacen said sardonically. "That's redly what we need right now, Jaina—acivil war within the
New Republic, asif the war with the Y uuzhan Vong isn't a-ready enough. Besides, Uncle Lukeisright. |
don't think
the weight we could add to the battle would help, not considering the Situation as Shadaoutlined it.”
"What, then?' Shada asked. "Karrde can't do it alone.”

"What if we added a Star Destroyer to the equation?’ Luke said.

Shada looked thoughtful for amoment, then nodded dightly. "If the Y uuzhan VVong don't get more
reinforcements—maybe."

"Terrik," Marasaid.

"Terrik," Luke agreed.

"I thought you said you couldn't find him?" Jacen asked.

"No, but I have some ideas about where to look. All | need is someoneto look for him."
Jaina stared. Jacen nodded. "Yes" he said.

"No, now wait aminute," Jainasaid. "Y ou want usto chase hafway around the galaxy for aStar
Destroyer we might never find—"



"Jaing," Jacen interrupted. "Do you think Anakin is dead?"

She hesitated fractionaly. "No. Iknow he's not.”

"Right. | don't think he's dead either. | don't even think they've caught him. Anakin knows Y avin Four as
well aswe do, maybe better. The Y uuzhan Vong don't know it at dl. If they didn't caich him when they
landed, it would teke amiracle for themto find him."

"Unless heranright up to their ships, lightsaber swing-ing, which isjust what Anakinislikely to do,”
Janasad.

"He'sheadstrong,” Jacen said, "but heisn't supid. He knows help is on the way. He probably knows
Karrdeisthere dready. The problem is, he can't get to Karrde or Karrde to him because the Y uuzhan
Vong arein theway. Uncle Lukeis right—a couple more X-wings or even theFalcon won't change that
equation much. TheErrant Venture would."

Jainas nodtrilsflared. "Uncle Luke, you aren't just trying to get us out of theway, are you?"

L uke shook his head. "How do you plotthat course? No. Jacen'slaid out the Situation perfectly. Let me
add to that the fact that since Valin is Booster Terrik's grandson, Booster will be more than happy to
hdp."

"And Terrik isn't tied directly to the Jedi."

"What are you talking about?' Marainterrupted. "Corran Horn is Vain'sfather, and last | heard, hewas
with Boogter."

"Corran distanced himsdlf from us after Ithor,” Lukereplied. " Fey'lyamight suspect something, but he
won't be ableto prove it. Which reminds me—Shada got here without revealing she has most of the Jedi
candidates with her. If they turn up here on Coruscant, with us, Fey'lyawill know we're behind Karrde
being there. That may or may not be asituation | can control. But they aren't safe here anyway. When
you go to find Terrik, | want you to take the candidates with you."

"What, in an X-wing?"

"We have Shada's ships—" Jacen began.

"Oh, no," Shada said. "They aren't my ships, they're Karrde's, and he needs them. I'm returning to the
Yavin system, and I'm doing it very soon, no matter what you work out here.”

"WEell takethe Jade Shadow,” Marasaid. "I can con-vert some space. It may ill be alittle cramped,
with al of thekids, but shell do thejob.”

"You and | can't leave Coruscant,” Luke said bluntly.
Maras eyesflashed. " Skywalker, if thisisabout my 'delicate Sate," you can shove—"

"It'snot, Mara. We can't attract suspicion. Fey'lyas watching us. It'll be hard enough to get Jacen and
Jainaout without raising eyebrows, but that can be done.”

Maraseemed to roll that around in her mouth. /don't like playing these games, she practicaly hurled at



him.
/don't either, hereplied.

The room was silent for ascore of heartbegts, during which time Luke redlized that everyonedseinthe
room

was staring at them. Their mouths were admirably closed, but their read in the Force was purely
gape-jawed.

No,not all of them are surprised, Luke suddenly knew.

It wastypically Jainawho broke the sllence. "Maa? You're?..."

"Bright kid," Marasaid. Her eyes narrowed alittle.

«Jacen?'

Jacen seemed to be trying to seethe individua atomsin the floor. Hisface was redshifting.

"Youpeeked," Maraaccused.

"1, uh, didn'tmean to," he mumbled. "But when | started using the Force again at Duro ..." He looked
around helplesdly for support.

"We were going to tell you soon, anyway," Luke said.

"That'swonderful!" Jainaexploded. "Mara, congratu-lations.” Her brows scrunched abit. "1 guess? |
mean, | didn't think—"

"What?' Marasaid, nailing the younger woman with a pointed gaze. "Didn't think what?*
"Oh, I—nothing," Jainareplied, her face suddenly

twinning her brother'sin hue.

"It'sjust suprising,” Jacen said, for her. "Y ou were

sck for solong.”

Maranodded. "Y eah. Well, the universe surprises you sometimes. And sometimes—on rare
occasions—in agood way."

*'Inthebest way," Jainaburbled. "Congratulations. To both of you.”
"Thank you," Luke said.

"'Coudn Jaina’' | likethe sound of it."

"Sodol," Marareplied, lipstwitching in asmile. "But that doesn't solve the immediate problem. So,
'Cousin Jaind—why don't you takethe Jade Shadow and go find Booster, aready?’



Jainds eyeswidened. "Y ou're offering me your ship?'

"Loaning it for agood cause. Just don't get her dinged up, understood?”
"Understood,” Jainareplied. "But if we don't find Booster within a standard week—"
"Wewill find him," Jacen interjected.

"Either way," Jainawarned, "you won't keep me away from Y avin Four. Not if | haveto fly thereona
repulsorded.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Anakin sped over what might have been the billows and curls, thunderstorms and circlestorms of avast
sea of green clouds. Theilluson was nearly perfect asthe sun reddened, puddled, and shrank against the
horizon like afusion explosion going in dow reverse, condensing back into the bomb that had released it.
Thered clouds were orange-and-umber lace, and the gas giant was just dipping under the horizon as
well. A raretrue night was settling, the first in the three standard days since held |eft the crash Site.

But the green cloudswere anillusion, a potentially deadly one. They wereredly treetops, and if he
passed through one at this speed, he wouldn't experience the dight dampness and negligible turbulence
that flying through acloud produced; he would shatter his make-shift speeder and possibly his own bones
againg them.

And so he closed his eyes and used the Force, fedling the life below him, watching for it thrusting too
high.

It was exhilarating to be flying again, so much so that for moments at atime Anakin nearly forgot what he
was doing and where he was going. He kept reaching for the throttle, to really open her up, to fed the
wind in hisface rum into afluid, cheek-biting sheet of speed.

But the throttle was aready open; the "speeder” quite smply wasn't. Hed tinkered with it as much ashe
could, butno amount of jury-rigging could transform a cannibd-ized A-wing repulsorlift welded to an
awkward strut-work

chassisinto afleet steed of thewinds. The pilot seat from his X-wing perched atop the improbable
cagelike thing, and before him were exactly four controls—an on-off switch, athrottle and lift control
circuited to the re-pulsor, and atiller that wagged alarge aluminum rudder behind him. Not the most
wieldy craft hed ever flown, and his maximum speed was a poky ninety klicksan hour. Still, it would get
him there fagter than walking or waiting for the repairs on the transport.

He stretched out farther in the Force, touching Tahiri again. Shewasin adark place and hefelt pain, or
the fading of pain. He couldn't tell where.

Angkin.
That gartled him. His name rang like an Hkig chime, nothing fuzzy abot it.

"I'm coming, Tahiri," he whispered.



Anakin. . .But the sense of words dissolved into emo-tion. Fear, grief, hope. Wordlessly, he reached for
her, to give her the equivadent of a squeeze on the hand, and found himsdf instead in atight, desperate
embrace.

['1lfind you, he projected to her.Just hang on.

No!He couldn't tdll if shewaswarning him away or responding to the blade of pain that suddenly cut
be-tween them, tore her away from him, leaving him once more alone with the treetops.

He searched for her again, but found nothing, not even afaint presence.

"You're okay, Tahiri," he mumbled. "I know you are."

He did sense someone el se, however. It waslike seeing afaint star, the faintest star in the sky.
"Jaina," Angkinsad. "Hello, Jana"

But he couldn't tell if shefelt him back.

Days passed, blurred and monotonous. The forest broke into narrow savannas and sparkling stretches
of marsh and then ocean that shimmered like planished copper be-

neeth Y avin and liquid gold by sunlight. He watched the crawling, V-shaped wakes of behemoths he had
no names for and could make out only as shadowsin the deep. He flew day and night, deeping only in
tiny naps, drawing on the Force to replenish himsdlf. He ate the last of hisrations after ten days, but even
two dayslater did not fed hungry. Hefdt light and humming, like aflash of light-ning given human form.

Water he did need, and stopped to ditill it when his body required more. But mostly he flew, and lost
him-sdlf in the life around him. He searched for Tahiri, trying to understand what was happening to her,
trying to give her hope.

Y avin eclipsed the sun and then rolled under the sky, and once more Anakin found himsdf in full
darkness. Hewas dipping into the arms of fatigue, considering a short nap. when he heard an odd noise.
At firgt he thought hewasimagining it, for hefelt nothing in the Force, but asit grew louder, he opened
hiseyes, turning carefully to seewhat it might be.

Pacing him, perhapsfifty meters away, was something large and dark. Something that did not exist in the
Forceat al.

"Oh, Sithspawn," he muttered under his breath. Other-wise he froze, watching the thing. It wasflying
perfectly pardld to him, which couldn't be an accident. It wasn't as big as a cora skipper, but not much
smdler, either. A speeder andog, maybe? Something better designed for atmospheric flight than the ships
he had thus far seen? He couldn't make out a silhouette, only atactile impres-sion of Sze. And there,
again, he could bewrong.

Did they think he hadn't seen them yet, or were they soil trying to figure out what he was?

He got hisanswer afew moments later, when the craft subtly changed course and their flight paths began
to converge.

"Thisisno good," Anakin muttered.



He turned the lift control down two-thirds and dropped through what felt like asmall gap in the treetops.
A branch caught under one corner of the speeder and flipped it over, and with no gyro to correct,
Anakin found him-sdf hurling toward the ground. Desperately, he wrenched at the craft with the Force,
flipping it back over with avery raw, unsubtle use of strength, exactly the kind of thing his brother was
aways berating him for. "The Force isn't atorch for you to weld plating with," Jacen might say.

Of course, without that macrofuser, Anakin would be abag of broken bones on the forest floor right
now. The Force was about everything, wasn't it?

Stabilizing in the midlevel canopy of the forest, Ana-kin was in more complete darkness than before,
deprived even of starlight. He dropped his speed alittle; hisrudder wastoo crude to alow him the kind
of hot flying that might take him between the greet boles at full throttle. He let the Force guide his hands
on therudder and used his gaze to track the dark for any sign of his pursuer.

But it was hisears, again, that aerted him. Something crashed through the treetops behind him, and dl of
the hairs on his neck stood up. What was hefacing? A living ship? A beast?

He dropped and cut a sharp turn, dipping between two trees, scraping one of them. For an instant, he
thought it had worked, but then he heard the whirring turn to follow him.

How doesit see?he wondered. Infrared? Or, given that the Y uuzhan VVong used only living technology,
maybe it smelled him. Whatever the casg, it certainly had alock on him. It was fagter, too, though less
maneuverablein the trees dueto its greater size.

He thought he was evading it pretty wdll until some-thing hissed past his ear—not abranch, not anything
he could fed in the Force. Desperately heincreased hiseva

svetactics, spinning and rolling, coming as near the trees as he dared, dipping through the narrowest
spaces hewas ableto.

Dark thingslicked past him, hissing in the leaves, and then something caught the speeder in agrip that
stopped it dead inthe air.

Anakin didn't stop, however. With al of the forward momentum that had just been stolen from his craft,
he was hurled into the night, arocket of blood and bone. He tucked and spun, dowing himsdf with the
Force, and dropped onto a branch bigger around than he was.

Heturned and found himself facing aholein the night.

A thin tendril whipped out from the thing and wrapped around hiswaig, cinching painfully tight. With a
hoarse cry, he snapped on hislightsaber and cut, just as the strand started to tighten further, asif reding
himin. Incredibly, the strand—it seemed no thicker than histhumb—resisted the first cut, though it
yielded to the second.

By then he had been jerked off the branch, and once again he wasfaling. Closing his eyes, he nudged
his course to another branch and used it as a springboard to propel himself toward the next unseen
landing place. He never made it. Another of the strands caught him in mid-air. He managed to twist
himsalf and chop it, but by that time another had fastened on him. He managed to cut it, too, but noticed
the severed pieces weren't dropping off, but retained their grip on him. If thiskept up ...



He saw pretty clearly what he had to do. The next time hisfeet hit abranch, he hurled himself up and
out, fedling the breeth of severa strands passing beneeth and by him. He amed himsdlf at the holein the
Force.

The problem with that, of course, was that he couldn't sense alanding place. He came down on top of
the craft, but the surface was uneven, and he dipped, bounced once on the rear of the thing, and did off.
He caught a projection as hefell, and for a brief moment felt an odd disorientation, as hisinner ear
suddenly told him that

downwasin two different directions, asif he sood on the dividing line between two different gravities.

In aflash, he knew what that must mean. Whatever thisthing was, it was, like other Y uuzhan VVong craft,
pro-pelled by adovin basa, the creatures that somehow gen-erated gravitic anomdies. He was hanging
next to the craft'slifts.

The craft jerked and spun over. Anakin lost hisgrip, but he had afix on the gravity source now. The
Y uuzhan VVong and their creatures might not exist in the Force, but gravity did.

Ashefdl, hehurled hislightsaber up, guiding it with the Force. It struck at the heart of the gravitic
anomaly, and sparks showered the canopy below. As Anakin fell through thefirst layer of leaves he saw
hislightsaber rup-tureinto abright purpleflare.

Concentrating on the wegpon, Anakin glanced off abranch, faling like arag doll. Trying to focus
through the pain, he found the forest floor, pushed againgt it, pushed...

Until it pushed him back. All of his breath coughed out in arush, and he folded around his gut, sucking
for wind that would not come.

The morning sun found Anakin turning blue and black over much of hisbody, but till functiond. Inthe
dim light, he cautioudy climbed from hishiding placein the hollow of atree and looked around.

The Y uuzhan Vong craft was down, perhaps eighty me-ters away. It reminded Anakin of some sort of
flat, winged sea creature, though it looked asif it were grown from the same stuff asthe coraskippers. It
was fetched up againgt atree. The cockpit was a transparent bubble ex-truding from the top. The pilot
insde looked quite dead.

Anakin found he'd been right about the dovin basdl. It looked roughly the same asthe larger oneshed
seen, ex-cept it had ahuge, oozing gash iniit. Hislightsaber lay-

nearby. When he picked it up and tried to activate it, his fears were confirmed—nothing happened.
"Perfect," he murmured doud. "No wegpons at dl. Perfect.”

Hefound the remains of his speeder, till atached to the cable snaking from the Y uuzhan Vong craft. It
didn't take much of an ingpection to tell him that thistime he wouldn't be salvaging anything.

From here on out, he was walking.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Nen Yim watched the damutek ships settle amongst the alien trees, with agiddiness shetried hard to



conceal. No reward could come from adisplay of emotion, espe-cidly childish ones. A shaper was
circumspect; a shaper was analytical. A shaper did not starein wonder and joy and wave the tendrils of
her headdressin abandon.

So Nen Yim did none of that. But by the gods, shefelt like doing it. Thiswas aplanet! Perhaps
technicaly amoon, but aworld, an unknown world! The unfamiliar smells of the place, the unanticipated
movement of the air, the unimagined oddness of agravity that wasn't exactly right had her senses buzzing.
But thered ex-citement came from within her. Like the thick-trunked damutek, she was aseed, finaly
cometo the right soil to sprout in.

Soil. Shereached down, bent, and scratched up afist-ful of therich black dirt. It smelled like nothing
she had ever known—ahit like the duices beneath the mernip breeding pools, or the exhdations of the
maw luur of the great worldships. The latter took in waste through its vast capillary network and digested
itinto nutrients, metals, and air. Asachild, shed often sood where the maw luur exhaed; until now, it
was the only wind she had ever known.

"Your first time on atrue world, Adept?’

Nen Yim turned, thinking to find one of her fellow adepts speaking to her, but suddenly arranged the
tenta-

clesof her headdressinto genuflection when she saw it was no such lowly creature, but her new master,
Mezhan Kwaad.

The master let her finish, then beckoned her to face her. ™ Y ou may turn your eyes on me, Adept."
"Yes, Master Mezhan."

Mezhan Kwaad was afema e nearing the find edge of youth. If she were not ashaper, she might yet
bear achild, but of course that was the one form of shaping for-bidden to masters of their caste. Shewas
lean but gtill wore the form of amature female, despite her high status. Her broad, high-cheekboned face
bore theritua fore-head scars of her domain, and her right hand was an fight-fingered master's hand. Her
other dterations, in keegping with the aesthetic of the shapers, were more dis-creet. The marks of her
sacrifices were not externd, as they tended to be for the other castes. She wore the body-hugging
oozhith of amagter, itstiny ciliarippling in subtle waves of color asit sought and captured the dien
microorganismsin the atmosphere to feed itsdlf.

"And answer my question,” the master went on.

" Yes, Magter. | have never before known aworld out-side of our worldships.”

"And what are your impressons?’

"Our worldships are built for centuries, perhaps mil-lennia. Y un-Y uuzhan created planets and moonsfor
millions and billions of cycles. The resourcesin the moon'sinterior are released dowly, by tectonic
processes, or by life adapting to lack.” Shelooked back down at the dirt beneath her feet. "But it does
fed s0 strange, the un-imaginable wedth I'm standing on. And thelife! Dif-ferent from our own, and

varied, and none of it madeto serve udl"

The master shaper narrowed her eyes. " Itis madeto serve us,” she said quietly. "It isthe will of the gods
that life serves us. Y ou were taught this."



"Of course, Magter,” Nen Yim said. "I only meant we have not shaped it yet. But we shall.”

"Yes, weshdl,” Mezhan Kwaad agreed. "And | em-phasizewe. Do you know why you are an adept,
Nen Yim? Do you know why you are here, and not correcting the mutations of methane-fixing recham
fortepsin ade-caying maw luur?'

"No, Magter."
"Because | saw your work on the endocrine cloister in the worldshipBaanu Kor.n
Nen Yim knotted her headdressin a humble posture. "I only did what needed to be done," she said.

"You did it optimaly. Many would have stopped short at the molding of tii, but you went beyond that.
Y ou applied the Vul Ag protocol, though such has never been used in an endocrine cloigter.”

"| thought it would make the outer osmotic mem-branes more efficiently transpire—"

"Yes. Tradition and propriety are of absolute impor-tance to our task, and yet immersion in those
qudities can lead to hidebound thinking. | need adepts who are resourceful, who can use the sacred,
unchanging knowl-edge in new ways. Do you understand?”

"l believe s0, Magter,” Nen Yim answered cautioudy. A small lump of fear formed in her throat. Did the
mas-terknow™)

But she couldn't. If she knew that Nen Yim had dabbled in heresy, she would never have promoted her.
Unlessshe hersdf—

No. Not amaster. That wasimpossible.

"Don't believe," the master said. "Know, and you shdl go far. Do you see? Asyou say, after generations
we have awhole new galaxy of life at our fingertips. It istime to demonstrate exactly what Y un-Y uuzhan
intended usfor."

Nen Yim nodded, watching the damuteks again. They were dready plitting from their protective skins
and be-

ginning to expand, to grow into highly specialized shaper compounds.

"Come, Adept," the master said. "It istimeto receive your hand.”

"So soon?' Nen Yim asked.

"Our work beginstomorrow. We have one of the Jeedai, you know. Only one, but we shall have more.
Supreme Overlord Shimrra himsdf iswatching what we do heremost carefully. We will not disgppoint
him."

Nen Yim stepped from the ceremonial bath into a darkened oozhith. At her touch it wrapped itsdlf firmly
about her, and shefdt thetingle asit inserted ciliainto her pores. It was not afull-skin oozhith, but a

shortened garment that |eft her arms and most of her legs bare. She smoothed back her short dark hair
and held out her right



hand, looking at it asif for thefirst timerather than the last. Then she dlowed the attendant to escort her
into me darkened grotto of Yun-Ne'Shel, where the master waited.

The grotto smelled of brine and ail. It was close and damp and reacted faintly to the touch. The grotto
was adistant relative of the yammosk; what you felt in the chamber came back to you, enhanced.

And so now both her eagerness and her trepidation

-ad her pulse hammering as she kndlt at the mouth of the grotto, ahole the size of afist surrounded by a
meassive bulge of muscle. Without pausing or flinching, she placed her hand through the opening.

For amoment, nothing happened. Then the teeth did out of their sheeths, eight of them, and pricked into
her wridt.

Swest started on her brow as she surrendered to the pain, as the teeth, with glacia downess, sank
through tissue, grated into bone. The lips closed occasionaly to sock away the blood. The grotto gave
her back her pain, amplified, and her breath went choppy. Shelost her sense

of time; every nerve ending in her body wasraw, asif the ciliaof her garment were writhing needles.

Until, findly, the teeth met in the center of her wrist; she felt them click together. Shetried to take along,
caming breath to prepare for what was to come next.

It happened quickly. The mouth suddenly rotated ninety degrees. Her arm twisted with it no morethan a
degree or s0, and then the hand came off with awetsnick. Nen Yim held up the stump of her wrist and
dared at it in dull astonishment. She bardly noticed the attendant taking her by the shoulders, guiding her
toward the dark basin in the center of the grotto.

"l candoit," shewhispered. She knelt by the basin, her head spinning. Dark things moved in the waters,
five-legged things that came to the scent of her blood eagerly. She pushed her gushing stump into the
water.

She had thought her body could feel no greater pain than it dready had. She was wrong. She didn't fed
itinher hand at dl, but in agreat spasm that arched her body like abow and kept it cramped there. She
couldn't see the creature grappling with her wrist. For a horrible mo-ment, she didn't want to. A great
flash of light exploded in her head, and for atime she knew nothing.

She awoke, and tears of shame started. Through them she saw the master standing over her.

"No one has ever endured it without abrief lapse thefirst time," she said. "Thereisno shame, on this
occa-son. If you ever receive your master's hand, it will be dif-ferent. But you will be ready.”

Hand.Nen Yim raised it before her.

It was dtill seeting itsdlf, athick greenish secretion marking the line between it and her wridt. It had four
narrow fingers and a thumb protruding from the thin but flexible carapace that now served asthe top of
her hand. Thousands of small sensor knobs covered the fingers and palm. The two fingers farthest from
her thumb ended in

small pincers. Thefinger nearest the thumb had athin, sharp, retractable claw.



Shetried to wiggle the fingers; nothing happened.

"It will take some days for the nerve connections to compl ete themselves, and some time after that for
your brain to become used to the finer modifications," the master said. "Rejoice, Nen Yim—you are now
truly an adept. Y ou will join mein shaping theJeedai, and will bring glory to our caste, our domain, and
the Y uuzhan Vong."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Anakin sank farther benesth the roots of amarsh-grubber tree and submerged himsalf up to his mouith,
peering through the twisted growths at the elusive sky. For long moments he thought perhaps he had
been mistaken, that the noise from above had been hisimag-ination, but then he saw a shadow much too
large to be any native bird pass across the fetid U-shaped lake that concealed him.

His hand went to his usdesslightsaber and then fell away.

For three days he had been avoiding the Y uuzhan Vong speeder analogs. It helped that he knew the
sounds of the jungle moon,; theirritated cries of Woolamandersin the distance or aflight of agroup of
lesser kitehawks had become hisbest alies, warning him of approaching flierskilometers before they
passed overhead. Still, as he approached the site of the academy, the searchers came with greater
regularity. He didn't think they were random flights, but rather that they were part of some sort of
expanding search net spiraling out from the flier he had brought down with hislightsaber.

Wéll, at least now he knew better than to cut into adovin basal. From what he could tell, hisweapon
had passed through or very near the part of the thing that warped gravity; the crystd in hisweapon had
been subtly warped, then fused by the energy it generated. That was both good news and bad; focusing
crystals had been

found on Y avin 4 before, in the old Massass temples, and they could be used in lightsabers.
Unfortunately, M temples had been in short supply lately.

Sighing, herenewed his grip on the makeshift staff he had managed to cut with his utility knife. He
doubted very much that it would be of any use whatsoever againgt Y uuzhan Vong armor, but it was
better than nothing. Hed run across some explosive grenade fungi earlie—aloca plant that, when dry,
could generate arespectable bang. At the moment, however, they weren't available. He'd stashed them
on dry ground before hiding here.

So he sat, waiting for the shadow to return, and tried not to think about what would happen when he
findly reached Tahiri and her cgptors. How many Y uuzhan VVong were there? Why were they sill here?

All good questions, dl totaly moot if Anakin Solo died or was captured on the way.

Hewould have to face the answers soon enough, of course. By his calculations, he was only about
twenty kilometers away from the academy.

He was s0 busy watching the sky that he didn't notice ripples of awake approaching him until it was
nearly too late.



Even then hefirgt thought it was alarge crawlfish, one of the harmless crustaceans that had been
furnishing him with food since he came to ground. He caught aglimpse of mottled chiton asit
approached.

But crawlfish got to be only ameter or so long, and he suddenly redlized that this creature was more on
the order of three meters.

He quickly lowered the sharpened end of his staff, which was promptly yanked from his hands by
some-thing very strong. The head surfaced then, anightmare of mandibles and hooked feders reaching
for him. For an instant, fear and shock got the better of him, then he grabbed its mass with the Force and
pushed. Asit blew

back and up, he got agood view of it: flat, wide, and seg-mented with thousands of legs.
It splashed down, milled about, and started for him again. Quickly, he clambered out of the water.

Someone called behind him, in alanguage he didn't understand. He spun and saw one of the Y uuzhan
Vong craft, side extruded open. A Y uuzhan VVong warrior was just stepping out.

The warrior hesitated for a second, then stepped back into the craft. Asit roseinto theair, Anakin
uttered a brief curse and ran. He paused only long enough to grab his pack.

Theflier stayed with him, but kept its distance. Ad-rendine hummed in Anakin's blood, but his mind was
curioudy cam. He dodged through the undergrowth, looking for a cave, temple ruins, any placeto
remove him from his observer. Hisfatigue doughed from him like dead cdllsin abactatank, and the
Force flowed through him like ariver, wild, dmost frightening in its sheer, joyous strength.

It was not a state he had quite ever achieved before, an utter avareness of everything around him. Yavin
4 was soalive. And in that matrix of living, pulsing Force, the fliers were bubbles of nothing. The Jedi had
learned to detect the Y uuzhan VVong by not detecting them, but be-fore it had always been a matter of
focus. Hewould look a a suspected Y uuzhan Vong, and if he fdt nothing, that was likely what he had.

But thiswas different. It was like suddenly noticing the spaces between words. It was afragile thing,
probably something he could never have achieved if he had tried for it, something that might go away if he
thought too hard about it.

But for the moment he wasn't doing much thinking. He knew before he should have that the first
Y uuzhan Vong he came across on foot was there. The warrior sprang

from behind atree, long, snakelike amphistaff held in aguard position. He was missing two fingers at the
knuckle, and his ear had been cut into fringe. He wore the usua vonduun crab armor and an expression
of gratification.

Anakin snapped a heavy tree bough, aready rotten and fatigued, and yanked it with more than the force
of gravity down upon thewarrior. The Y uuzhan VVong was quick and nearly dodged, but nearly wasn't
enough as haf ametric ton of tree crushed him into the ground. Anakin didn't know if thewarrior was
dead or dive, injured, or merely compromised. He didn't care, but changed beats, aiming himself away
from the bubbles of nothing crawling at the edges of his expanded senses, tightening themsdalves around
him like avast noose.

The next Y uuzhan Vong caught him by surprise, tele-scoping his amphistaff acrossthe path so it caught



Anakin just below the knees. Pain was a bright line across his shins, but he wrapped himsdf in the life of
theforest and lifted himself up, returning to ground three meters away. The Y uuzhan VVong was charging
by then, weapon re-tracted but ready to flip out once more. Anakin spun to face him, dancing back from
the attack, until his enemy whipped the weapon out with a peculiar snap of the wrist. Not entirely limp or
stiff, the amphistaff arced over Anakin's shoulder, poisonous fangs aimed at some spot on hislower
back.

Anakin didn't try to parry; the staff would only wrap around his weapon and find its target anyway.
Instead he legpt toward and to the left of the warrior, closing the distance so quickly that the staff dapped
painfully againgt his shoulder. The head, however, snapped short, and by then Anakin was ducking,
driving the point of hiswea-pon up into the warrior's armpit. He pushed his own body and the staff away
from the forest floor with the Force, resulting in ablow that sent the warrior hurling almost vertically,
three metersintheair.

Again, without waiting to see what the effect was,

Anakin hurried on, opening his pack and tossing out the dried fungi he had gathered earlier. He didn't let
them fall, but held them gently aoft with the Force, spread out around and just ahead of him. Two
exploded because his Force grip was too tight, but then he wasin the zone again, one with everything but
the Y uuzhan VVong.

A pair of warriors hit him next, but he hardly dowed down. Each got two explosive grenade fungi. One
of the Y uuzhan V ong managed to block one of the spheroids with hisamphigtaff, but the resulting
explosion broke the warrior's concentration, and the next hit him in the head. His companion went down
aswdll, venting ahoarse cry of anger.

The net was tightening, but there was away out. Ana-kin could fed aholein their search pattern. He
lunged on aheed, lifting avirtua cloud of gonesand sticksto join hisremaining fungi. Hewaslikea
strange, strong wind, rushing through the trees.

Then something thudded dully into hiseft shoulder, and he sumbled, hislegsrefusing service. He hit the
forest floor, wondering what had happened. The forest resounded with the sounds of hisexplosive
grenade fungi rupturing on the ground.

Hetried to Sit up, then he saw the blood, spattered on the dead |eaves and along the deeve of hisflight
uit.

A Y uuzhan Vong stepped from out of the bushes, hold-ing something about the size of acarbine, atube
that swelled into a sort of stock or magazine.

Grunting, Anakin struggled to hisfeet. Thewholeleft Sde of hisbody felt curioudy numb. He reached
back and found that a hole had been gouged in his shoulder. He felt something hard in the hole and pulled
it out.

It was amass of cracked chiton.

Hislegsthreatened to buckle again. The Y uuzhan V ong was advancing, weapon trained on him. All
around him, Anakin could hear more enemies rushing toward him.

Oddly enough, he dill didn't fed frightened or angry. He didn't fed much of anything, except the Force.



And afamiliar presence, something not too far awvay. Not one presence, redly, but one that waslegion.
"Two can play that game,” Anakin whispered.

He dropped hiswegpon and held his hands up. "Nice going," he told the Y uuzhan VVong. "Y ou shot me
in the back with abug. Very brave.”

He could see three or four of them now, with his pe-ripheral vision.
He hadn't expected the warrior to answer, but hedid, in Basic.

"I am Fiedld Commander Sinan Mat. | salute your bravery,Jeedai. | must deny you the embrace of death
in battle. For this| gpologize.”

A little dloser, Anakin thought.If they don't mean to kill me. . .
"Will you fight me, Sinan Ma? Just you and me?"
"That ismy desire. It cannot be. | am to bring you living to the shapers.”

"I'm sorry to hear that. And . . . well, I'd feel worse about thisif you hadn't shot mein the back, but. . .
for-giveme”

Mat frowned and touched his ear. "The tizowyrm doesn't know that word,forgive. What—" Then his
eyes widened. Theforest was screaming asong of death.

The piranha-beetlesfell upon the Y uuzhan Vong in acloud. Sinan Mat dropped his wegpon and clawed
at hisface asit disntegrated beneath the fierce mandibles. The piranha-beetles didn't spare the other

Y uuzhan Vong, ei-ther, and a chorus of pain and rage rose counterpoint to the strident song of the
insects.

Anakin picked up his staff and hobbled away, know-ing hislegswouldn't carry him much farther. He
needed to find aplaceto hide.

Ten minutes later, he leaned heavily againgt atree. In the distance the ravenous piranha-beetles had
finished

their task, and now, findly, Anakin felt his control of the Force dipping. His shoulder at last understood
what had been doneto it, and the pain was like burning liquid, dripping down hisribs, drooling across his
chest and the side of his head. Each footstep brought a new wave of dizziness and nausea.

Hetried to take another step and found he couldn't. With asigh, he sank down onto the moss. Just a
little rest, and then—

A shadow fell across him. Helooked up to find two Y uuzhan VVong warriors looking down at him,
obvioudy not a part of the group he had just killed.

Hecdled on dl of hisenergy, trying to find the piranha-beetles again, but they were adistant presence
and gorged now, not as easily attracted to amed by Ana-kin'swill.

A third warrior gppeared from the forest behind the first two. He looked different, somehow—mutilated



like every other Y uuzhan VVong Anakin had seen, but he was more drikingly grotesque. Unlike the other
two, this one was empty-handed.

The newcomer snarled something in his language, and the other two turned.

Anakin wondered, then, if he had dipped into adream. Thefirst two warriors grunted and spat words at
the third. Anakin had heard the tone before—when the Y uu-zhan V ong spoke of machines, or other
things that they considered abominations. It was atone of pure contempt.

For amoment the newcomer seemed to cringe beneath this abuse, but then he grinned, dl needle teeth
and mal-ice. Then he dashed one of thewarriorsin the neck with the edge of his gloved hand. The other
warrior gave ahoarse cry of outrage, lowered his amphigtaff, and thrust at the attacker. The unarmed
warrior caught the shaft, legpt high inthe air, kicking with both feet and striking the staff-wielder inthe
face.

Thefirst warrior down was coming back up, clutching

histhroat. The unarmed one grabbed him by the hair and drove stiffened fingers deep into his eyes, lifting
him from the ground by the sockets. The warrior went rigid, and when the newcomer let him drop hefell
to theforest floor, twitching.

Thewarrior who had been kicked in the face didn't get up. Anakin suspected his neck was broken. The
unarmed Y uuzhan Vong was the only one still standing. He squatted next to Anakin and peered a him
with eyeslike algae-infested pools of water.

Helooked—sick. The Y uuzhan Vong showed their rank by scarification and the sacrifice of body parts,
but this one looked like an example of that gone horribly wrong. His hair hung in dank patches, and his
face and neck were covered with scabs and open wounds. His scars looked swollen and unhealthy.

Spiky growthsthat looked like dead or dying implants moldered on his shoulders and elbows. He stank
of putrefaction.

After observing Anakin for along moment, the Y uu-zhan VVong rose, approached one of the bodies, and
dug into itsear. He pulled out what |ooked like aworm of some sort and fed it into his own ear—or,
rather, the fes-tering hole that might once have been an ear. He shud-dered, and his body spasmed asif
in gregt pain. A thin drool of blood leaked from the orifice,

He turned back to Anakin and held out his hand.

"l am Vua Rapuung,Jeedai. Y ou will comewith me. | will hdp you."

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

TheyoungJeedai fell, her body gripped with convul-sons. A strangled cry filled the vivarium.
"Interesting,” Mezhan Kwaad said, watching the re-action. "Do you see, Adept Yim, that—"

"| fail to see what interests you, Master Mezhan Kwaad," avoice said from behind.

Nen Yim turned and immediately supplicated. An-other master had just entered the vivarium, one so

in-credibly ancient the signs of hisdomain were entirely obscured. His headdresswas afragile, cloudlike
mass, and both hands were those of amaster. Both of his eyes had been replaced by yellow madits. He



was accompa-nied by an adept aide.
"Master Ya Phaath,” Mezhan Kwaad said. "How good to see you, Ancient.”

"Answer me, Mezhan Kwaad. What so interests you about this creature's agony? Sheisan infidel and
cannot embrace the pain. Thereisno surprisein that and noth-ing interesting in it.”

"It isinteresting because the provoker spineray causing her pain has been designed to do so sdlectively,”
Mezhan Kwaad replied, "one nerve array at atime. What we have just seen isareflex unknownin
Y uuzhan VVong. We may now confidently map apart of the human nervous system that has no

counterpart in our own.”
"And thisis of what use?' Yd Phaath asked.

"We cannot shape what we do not know," Mezhan Kwaad answered. "This speciesis new to us."
"It srainsthe protocol,” the older master said. "What can be discovered that is not codified already?"

"But, Magter,” Nen Yim said, supplicating as she did so. " Surely in anew species—" She broke off
when the master flicked the gaze of his maaitstoward her.

"Areall of your adepts so insolent?' he asked dryly.

"l should hope not," Mezhan Kwaad said stiffly.

Y d Phaath turned back to Nen Yim. His headdress writhed dightly in the air, turning apale blue.
"Adept, if knowledgeisnot to be found in the archives and sacred memories, what then does a shaper

do?'
Fear glittered in Nen Yim's nerves. What could he see, with those strange eyes? The madlits probed the
hidden regions of the spectrum, of course, and the domain of the microscopic, but did they peer farther

yet, into the sins crouched beneath her skull? She contracted the tendrils of her headdressinto aball, a
deep supplication. "We pe-tition the Supreme Overlord, Master, that he might ask of the gods.”

"Correct. Thereare no new species, Adept. All life comes from the blood and flesh and bone of
Y un-Y uuzhan. He knows them al. Knowledge cannot be created; that isthe stuff of heresy. If the gods
do not grant us knowledge, it isfor good reason, and to seek further is an atempt to sted from them.”

"Yes Master Yd Phaath.”

"l sugpect thisisnot your fault, Adept. It isyour own master who uses the provoker spineray so. You
are sus-ceptible to her influences.

Mezhan Kwaad smiled gently. "The protocol of Tsong specifiesthe use of the provoker in just such a

" | am aware of that. But you strain the intent of that protocol. Not to breaking, perhaps. And yet who
knowswhat | might have observed had | arrived alittle later?!

"Areyou accusng me of something, Master?' Mez-han Kwaad asked mildly. "If not, one might believe
you are merely jeal ous because Lord Shimrra chose Domain Kwaad for the honor of this shaping.”



"I accuse you of nothing, nor am | jedous. But dan-gerous heresies have surfaced in recent years, most
often anong Domain Kwaad."

"I have never been accused of heresy, nor have any of my subordinates,” Mezhan Kwaad said. "If you
try to bathe mein thefilthy secretions of dander in a pitiable at-tempt to regain the favor of your domain
with Lord Shimrra, you will discover | can be amost unresting foe."

The old shaper drew himsdlf very erect. "1 do not dander. But | watch, Mezhan Kwaad. Rest assured, |
watch. And now—"

He broke off suddenly and staggered. His aide caught him. Nen Yim was gill wondering what had
happened when she suddenly felt something pressing her entire body, asif she were degp under water.
Her lungs labored to draw the syrupy air and her pulse hammered.

Through flashes of blue and black, she saw that Mez-han Kwaad and Y d Phaath's aide were dso
struggling to breethe.

The painincreased sharply. Soon her eyeballs would collapse, then her heart. Striving for cam, she spun
her failing gaze around the room.

TheyoungJeedai stood at the side of the vivarium, hands pressed against the transparent membrane.
Her green eyes blazed and her teeth were drawn back from her lipsin arictus of fury. Nen Yim saw
murder there, and suddenly understood.

She staggered toward her master. Mezhan Kwaad had aready collapsed. The ol-villip that controlled
the pro-voker spineray had fallen from her hands. Nen Yim took it up and siroked the variable tissues, all
of them at once,

TheJeedai screamed and pounded on the membrane, and for an instant the pressure actually increased,
crush-

ing so hard that Nen Yim couldn't breathe at al. Then, more suddenly than it had come, the uncanny
pressure relented, and her lungs jerked in amuch-needed bregth.

TheJeedai writhed on thefloor of her chamber. Nen Yim watched her, reaction starting to set in.
An eght-fingered hand fell on Nen Yim's shoulder.
"Adept," her master said, in astrained voice. "The ol-villip, please. Before the specimen dies.”

Nen Yim nodded dumbly and handed Mezhan Kwaad the organism. Mezhan Kwaad adjusted it until
theJeedai stopped her contortions and succumbed to UNCONSCioUSNESS.

"That was well-wrought thinking, Adept,” Mezhan Kwaad told her.
"What happened? Tell me," Y d Phaath demanded impetiently.
"TheJeedai didit,” Mezhan Kwaed replied. " Surely you've heard of their powers.”

"Do not insult me. | am, of course, current on the in-formation concerningthe Jeedai. They can move



objects, communicate with one another as villips do, even influ-ence the minds of weaker creatures. But
there has never been any evidence that they can affect Y uuzhan Vong. Quite the contrary.”

"I beg the master for permission to speak,” Nen Yim said.
Y d Phaath gave her arductant glance. " Speak.”

"The Jeedai didnot affect us, not directly. She affected the molecules of the atmosphere, compressing
them.”

"Shetried to crush uswith our own air?"
"And would have succeeded but for my adept,” Mezhan Kwaad observed.
"Amazing. And this power—it is not generated by im-plants of any kind?"

" She has no implants, ether biological or"—her voice lowered—"mechanica. From our earlier
interrogation,

she believesthat sheis manipulating akind of energy produced by life."

"Ridiculous,” Yd Phaath said. "If such apower ex-isted, why would the gods deny it to the Y uuzhan
Vong?'

Mezhan Kwaad smiled a carnivorous smile. " The gods have not denied it to us, they merdly withheld it
for atime. And now they have ddivered it." She stepped to the vivarium membrane and parted it with a
flick of her fourth finger. She kndlt by the unconsciousJeedai and stroked her face.

"Sheisyoung, her body and mind still pliant to shap-ing. The warriors promise us more like her, soon.”

She stood, looking down at the creature for afew moments, then stepped away and resedled the
membrane.

The old master shrugged. "'For the glory of the shapers and the Y uuzhan Vong, | wish you success.” He
sounded doubtful.

"Y ou may observe anytime you wish," Mezhan Kwaad said. To Nen Yim it seemed asif her master was
taunting Yd Phaath.

But the old master ran a negative ripple through histendrils. " Among other things, I've come to take my
leave. The new project awaits me, ashaping that will end thisJeedai threet forever.”

Mezhan Kwaad dtiffened abit. "Oh?' she said politely.

"Indeed. Under interrogation, the infidels who serve us admitted that they were tricked by those who
pres-ently harass our shipsin space. From thisinformation came amost interesting item, about acertain
sort of beast, one that can sense and hunt theseJeedai .

"Theinfidds knew where to find these beasts?'

"No," Yd Phaath said. "Not those on thismoon, at any rate. But we have sourcesin their senate, and
one of them was able to discover and provide the information. Asit turns out, the beasts are native to a



world aready in possession of our Lord Shimrra, aplanet theinfidels cal Myrkr. | am to overseethe
shaping of these beasts."

"Interesting, about these beadts, if true," Mezhan Kwaad dlowed. "For the glory of the Y uuzhan Vong, |

wish you well. | dso wish you successin leaving the system. Apparently the infidels have been quite
success-ful in preventing outgoing traffic.”

"l have nofear," the ancient master replied. "If Y un-Y uuzhan wants my life, it ishisto take. But | suspect
he has many tasksfor me yet.”

"Captain, one of the Y uuzhan Vong warships has broken orbit,” H'sishi said. "It has a substantial escort.”

Karrde stroked his mustache. " Get Solusar up here. Meanwhile, close distance, and have theEtherway

and theldiot's Array lay down abarrage. Let's keep her in the gas giant's mass shadow for aslong aswe

"Yes, gr," Dankin, the pilot, returned.

"And get Solusar up here," Karrde repeated. "WEIl need him for this."

"I'm dready here, Captain Karrde."

Indeed, Solusar was standing just behind him. "Ah. Perfect. The Y uuzhan VVong are trying to punch a
ship through our defenses, presumably to leave the syslem. My question is, should | et them go?”’

"Y ou haven't let any others go," Solusar pointed out.

"True. But none of thosetried in such force. If wefight here, I'll lose ships, more than we can spare. If |
thought relief was on theway, | might risk it. Asitis, | need to know—are there Jedi on that ship?'

For an ingtant, Karrde saw atwinge of what might passfor fear in the Jedi's eyes.
"l can't be certain,” Solusar said Hiffly.

"Why not?"

"I can't sensethe Y uuzhan Vong in the Force. Their shipsmight aswell belifdess asteroids asfar asmy
senses are concerned.”

"Then | should think the children would stand out in quite a spectacular manner.”

"They should, and they don't. If it weren't important, | would say there are no non-Y uuzhan Vong on any

of those ships. But itis important. If I'm wrong, we might end up letting them go—then weld be fighting
herefor nothing."

"How might you bewrong?1 don't understand.”

"The Y uuzhan VVong not only don't exist in the Force—they make me doubt my Jedi senses dtogether.
They makethewhole area.. ..murky, somehow. I've no better way to explainit.”

Karrde looked back at the screen. The Y uuzhan VVong had scrambled fighters.



"l can't wait much longer, Solusar. | have to decide. Forget the ships; try to sense them on the moon. If
they're fill there, they can't be on that warship.”

"I'll try," the Jedi said. He closed his eyes.
Karrde watched the enemy fighters race closer. So far, he had managed hit-and-run operations at
minimal risk to his people. Hed made good use of mines and asteroids and other classic guerrilla

weapons of intrasystem war.

But if he had to stop that ship, he would have to com-mit to ared stand-up-dug-it-out battle, a battle he
could win—at the cost of the war.

Maybe that was dl they wanted. His ingtincts cer-tainly told him that this was a decoy of some kind, not
what he was fighting for. Solusar seemed to concur. But if they couldn't besure. . .

"Firg fighter wavein thirty seconds" H'sishi said tonelesdy.
"Get ready, people.”

A good crew. They would dieif he asked them to.

"Tahiri," Solusar breathed. His face was beaded with swest.
"What'sthat?'

"Tahiri. And Vdin. Sannah. Anakin. They're dl down there." Hisvoice dropped lower, into aregister of
an-guish, "Tahiri's been tortured.”

"But they're down there.”

"Yes. I'msureof it."

"Thank you, Jedi Solusar. Dankin, break off the at-tack. We're letting this one go. Lay down minima
cover fireand tdl the other shipsto burn jets. Well fight an-other day, people—when it redly counts.”
Karrde took a deep bresath, trying to rel ease the pent-up tension in his neck and shoulders.

"And hope those Solo kidsfind that rogue Terrik be-fore we have to fight that fight. After this, I'm
definitely looking into getting my own Star Destroyer."

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Anakin arched his back and tried not to cry out as whatever the Y uuzhan VVong put on hiswound sent
cos-mic flares of pain through his body.

"You hate pain," Vua Rapuung said with evident disgust.
Anakin couldn't and didn't disagree. He just gritted histeeth and waited for it to pass. He knew the

Y uuzhan Vong venerated pain in themselves and others. It was one of many unlikable tenets of their
unhedthy rdigion.



"What hit me?" Anakin asked instead.

"A nang hul," thewarrior grunted. "Thud bug."

"Poison?"

"No."

The two sat in adamp cave behind awaterfal. It was dick with fungus and moss. The Y uuzhan VVong
had evidently been hiding in the cave for aday or two, for various of his possessonswere dready init,
including the patch he had just applied to Anakin's shoulder. HEd peded it from a pale green, roughly
rectangular pad sev-eral centimetersthick. The pad consisted of many thin layers, like leaves of
flimsiplast glued together. Rapuung had pressed one of these detached skins over Anakin'swound. Like
everything esethe Y uuzhan Vong used, it was dive. Anakin could fed it squirming, digging into his
wound. It occurred to him that the warrior might be poisoning him or something even worse. But if Vua
Rapuung wanted him dead, he could have accomplished

that anytime. After dl, he had made short work of two Y uuzhan VVong warriors, and Anakin didn't have
the strength to fight off awokling.

"You saved my life" Anakin said rductantly.
"Lifeisnothing,” Vua Rapuung said.
"Y eah? Then why take the trouble?”

VuaRapuung's black eyes glimmered murkily. ™Y ou,Jeedai. Y ou fight your way toward the shaper
com-pound. Why?'

" Y our people have afriend of mine. I'm going to get her back.”

"Ah. ThefemaeJeedai. Y ou wish to save her life. How pitiful. What apitiful god."

"Yeah? Wel, | didn't ask for your help, you offered it. So explain or kill me. I haven't got timeto waste."
"Revenge," VuaRapuung said, hisvoicelow, hiseyesditted. "Revenge, and to prove that the gods—"
His eyes suddenly went hard and glittering. "'l need not tell you, human. | need explain nothing to you,
unsanc-tioned offspring of machines." He spat the last word out asif it were poison held suddenly

discovered in his mouth.

"Y ou need know only this," he continued. "'l will stand at your side or your back. Y our foes are my foes.
Wewill kill together, embrace pain together, embrace deeth together if suchisYun-Yuuzhan'swish."

"Y oull help merescue Tahiri," Anakin said dubioudy.

" It'sasupid god, but finding her will serve my pur-poseswell.”

Anakin searched that black diamond gaze, trying to understand. There was nothing there, nothing. The
Y uu-zhan VVong was more like a holo than a person, an image, an appearance. How could such athing

have fedlings to be understood? Without the Force, how could he hope to comprehend such an dien
creature?



"l don't understand,” Anakin said. "What did your people do to you? Why do you hate them so?'
Vua Rapuung dapped him, hard, and bounded to hisfeet, chest heaving.

"Do not mock me!" he shrieked. "Y ou have eyes! Y ou see! Do not mock me! The gods did not do this
to me, they did not!"

Asthe Y uuzhan Vong started toward him again, Anakin hefted arock with the Force and sent it Sraight
for thewarrior's sternum. It caught Rapuung completdy by surprise, smacking him againgt the side of the
cave. He sank down, looking abit dazed.

Anakin hefted the rock again and poised it over Ra-puung's head.

The Y uuzhan Vong looked up at the stone and sud-denly started hacking asif he had the Dagobian
swamp cough.

It took half aminute of this before Anakin recognized it aslaughter.

When he calmed down, VVua Rapuung fixed the young Jedi with a curious gaze. "1 saw what you did to
the hunters, but till, to have it turned on me—" Hisface hardened again. "Tell me the truth, one warrior
to an-other, if you can. Inthe warrior caste there are rumors. It issaid yourJeedai powers come from
machine implants. Isthistrue? Are your peoplethat Sck?"

Anakin returned the challenging stare. ""Our powers do not come from machines. Furthermore, some of
your people must know that, because they've had ample op-portunity to dissect some of us. Y our rumor
isalie”

"Yes? Thenthe Jeedai Master does not have amachine hand?"

"Master Skywalker? He does, but—" He broke off. "How do you know this?"

"We hear many stories from converts and spies. So it istrue, then. The leader of theJeedai is part
machine." Ra-puung's face probably couldn't have shown more disgust without being surgicdly atered.

"One has nothing to do with the other. Master Luke

lost ahand in agreat battle. He had it replaced. But his power, like mine, flows from the Force.”
"Do you have implants like your master?”'

"No."

"Will you receive them asyou attain rank?"

Anakin laughed briefly. "No."

VuaRapuung nodded. "Thenitisas| said. Wewill fight together.”

"Not if you keep flying off course like you did aminute ago,” Anakin replied. "1 may beinjured, but as
you've seen, I'm not without resources.”



"l see" Rgpuung growled, "but do not chalenge me. | didikeit."

"Y ou keep the same thing in mind, pal. Now. Y ou say we're going to fight together but you won't tell me
why. Canyou at least tell me how?"

"The shapers have planted five damuteks on this moon. That iswhere yourJeedai companionisheld.”
Anakin let passthe precise definition of damutek for the moment. "Why? What will they do to her?"

Murder flashed in Rapuung's eyes again, but this time he mastered it without an outburst. "Who can
know the mind of a shaper?' he said, softly. "But you can be sure they will shape.”

"l don't understand. What is a shaper?”

"Y our ignorance is—" Rapuung stopped, blinked his eyes dowly closed, open, closed, and started
again. "The shapers are acaste, the caste nearest the great god, Y un-Y uuzhan, who shaped the universe
from hisbody. It isthey who know the ways of life, who bend it to our needs.”

"Bioengineers? Scientigts?!

Rapuung stared at him for asecond. "Thetizowyrm that trandates for me makes no sense from those
words. | suspect they are obscene.”

"Never mind. Therewas a Jedi named Miko Reglia. Y our peopletried to break hiswill witha
yammosk. They

tried to do the same to another Jedi named Wurth Skid-der. Isthat what you think they'll do to Tahiri?"

"l do not care what they do toyour Jeedai. But what you describeis—" He grimaced. "I once knew a
shaper who spoke of such things, of warriors who thought they could do the task of shapers, asyou
describe. But break-ing isnot shaping. It isachild's parody of it. Understand, the shapers make our
worldships. Theymake the yam-maosk. They will not try tobreak your Jeedai— they willremake her."

A chill seeped into Anakin's veins, and he remembered hisvison of an older Tahiri.

He knew what they would make of her. And they would succeed, if Anakin failed.

What Rapuung offered might be acrud trick, apart of some devious plan; Anakin would have to teke
that risk. Without the Force to guide him, he could never be cer-tain the Y uuzhan Vong wasn't telling the
truth. Now was no timeto dither. Any course that would take him closer to Tahiri wasworth plotting,
even if he had to let someone he didn't trust do some of the figures.

"Okay," hesaid. "Let'sgo back to an earlier vector. Y ou said something about damuteks?"

"The sacred precincts within which the shaperslive and work."

"How many of them? How many shapers?’

"] don't know for certain. Around twelve, if initiates are included.”



"That'sdl? That'sal the Vong on thisworld?"

Rapuung spat something Anakin didn't understand. He didn't seem to be so much angry asin genuine
shock.

"Do not—never refer to usin that way," he sputtered. "How can you be so ignorant? Or do youwish to
insult?"

"Not that timeg," Anakin said.

"To usethewordVong aoneisaninsult. It impliesthat the person so addressed does not have the favor
and kinship of gods or family."

Ilwry.ll
Rapuung didn't answer, but stared out into the forest.

"We should go," hesaid, "I have hidden our scent from the trackers, but they will find us soon enough if
we day Hill."

"Agreed,” Anakin said. "But firds—how many Y uu-zhan Vong on this moon, total, would you think?"
Vua Rapuung considered briefly. " A thousand, per-haps. More warriorsin space.”

"And well fight our way through dl of them?"

"Wasthat notyour plan?' Rapuung asked. " Does the number we face mean anything to you?'

Anakin shook hishead. "Only interms of tactics. Ta-hiri isthere. I'll find her and get her out, no matter
how many Y uuzhan Vong | haveto wak through.”

"Very wel. You can wak, now?'

"I canwalk. Soon | can run. It might hurt, but | can doiit.”

"Lifeissuffering,” VuaRapuung said. "Wego."

CHAPTER TWENTY

Vua Rapuung gnashed histeeth. "No, ignorant one," he growled. "Not that way."

Anakin didn't look at him, but kept his gaze wander-ing through the whispering Massass trees, searching
for shadows that did not agree with the wind in their motion.

The two stood at the divide of the ridge top; one stone spine snaked down and away to Anakin'sright,
the other continued up and to hisleft. Anakin had started up the steepening trail.

"Why?' he asked. "The search craft are over there.” He waved toward the lowlands off the left ridge.

"They are not ‘craft,' " Rapuung snapped.



"Y ou know what | meant.”
"How do you know where they are, when you cannot sense Y uuzhan Vong or the life shaped for us?'

"Because | can sense everything nativein thisforest,” Anakin replied. "Every whisper bird and runyip,
every dintaril and Woolamander. And the ones over there are agitated. | get flashes.”

"Thisiss0? How many fliers? Five, yes?'
Anakin focusad his concentration. "I think s0."

"They will split into alav peq pattern, then. First the lowland, then arcstightening to the highest point. If
they find us up here, they will converge and release netting beetles.”

"What are netting beetles?"

"If we do not isolate oursalves on an eevation, you will not find out. Thisisnot air warfare, Jeedai, and
un-lessyou plan to fortify this high spot and fight al of the warriors on this moon, dtitudeis of no useto
you."

"l want alook at thelay of theland."

IIWW?I

"Because you've gotten uslogt, that's why. Y ou no more know where the Vo—the Y uuzhan Vong base
isthan amynock knows how to play sabacc.”

"I can find the shaper damutek. But if we dash adtraight line toward them, they will snare us.”

"I know thismoon,” Anakin said. "Y ou don't.” He stopped, staring suspicioudy at the warrior. "How did
you find me, anyway?"

"| followed the search parties, infidd. Y ouwere dashing astraight path, weren't you? Y es. Without me,
you would have been captured ten times by now."

"Without you, | would have been in your shaper base by now."

"Yes. | just sad that,” Repuung said. He closed hiseyes, asif listening to something. "What do your
Jeedai sensestell you now?"

Anakin frowned in concentration. "1 think they've split up,” he said reluctantly.

"l can hear them," Vua Rapuung said. "Not aswell as| once could. Once my earswere ..." He reached
and lightly touched the festering, 0ozing scar tissue on the side of his head. He snarled and dropped his
hand.

"Wego down," hesaid.

"l go up,” Anakin replied. He started up thetrail. He didn't look back, but after he had gone perhaps

thirty strides, he heard what he guessed to be a Y uuzhan Vong profanity and the sound of footsteps
pacing up be-hind him.



"Gee," Anakin breathed. Tears stung hiseyes.
He stood at the crest of the height, where he could see

the familiar meander of the Unnh River. Hed seen this spot from the air maybefifty times, and knew it as
well ashe knew any place.

Except that things had changed. The Great Temple— which had stood for untold thousands of years,
watch-ing the passage of the people who built it, of Jedi dark and brilliant, the destruction of the Death
Star—was gone without atrace.

Inits place near the river were five spacious compounds formed like many-rayed stars. The walswere
thick and perhaps two stories high, and probably had chambersin them. The inner courtyards were open
to the sky. Two seemed to be filled with water, another with apae ydlow fluid that probably wasn't
water. Another had structuresin its central space—domes and polyhedrons of various shapes, dl the
same color asthe larger structure. Thefifth wasfull of coralskippers and larger spacegoing ships. Lots of
them.

It looked like canals had been dug from theriver to connect the compounds.

"We must descend before they scent us,”" Vua Ra-puung inssted again.

"| thought that stuff you rubbed on us foolsthe snif-fers, or whatever they are.”

"It causes confusion. It gives ustimeto hide. Thereis no placeto hide here, and they will see us. Thereis
no fooling that."

Thereisfor Jedi, usudly,Anakin thought. But he could no more cloud a'Y uuzhan Vong mind than he
could dance on the surface of ablack hole.

"Therés cover,” he said. The hill was blanketed mostly in scrub and lacked the high canopy that grew
over most of the moon'sland surface, but the bushes were usually more than head-high.

"Not from heat-pit sensors," Rapuung demurred. "Not from netting beetles. No water."
Anakin nodded thoughtfully, but hewasredly till ex-
amining the shaper base, barely paying attention to the Y uuzhan Vong beside him.

"QOutsde of the big compounds—all of thoselittle structures that 1ook like somebody just threw them
down and let them grown—what's dl that? It looks like a shantytown."

"I don't know that word,shantee. That iswhere the workers and daves and Shamed Oneslive."
"Support colony. They do the drudge work.”
"If the tizowyrm trandates correctly, yes."

"Workers and daves | know. What are Shamed Ones?"



" Shamed Ones are cursed by the gods,” Rapuung said. "They work as daves. They are not worth
Spesking of "

"Cursed how?"!

"When | say they are not worth speaking of, how do my words confuse you?'

"Fine" Anakin Sghed. "Haveit your way."

"My way isto leave thisridge, work spirawise toward where the gas giant sets. Quickly."
"That's the wrong direction! Were only afew kilo-meters away!"

"All the forest below istrapped,” Rapuung said. "Theriver, too. Thereisonly oneway infor us, and |
know it."

"Tdl mewhat itis, then,” Anakin said. "Convince—" But he stopped. "Ligten.”

Rapuung nodded. "I hear them. They are weaving the lav peg. | wasfoolish to trust you. Y ou think with
some-thing other than your brain." He pressed hisfrayed and ulcerous lips together in an expression of

contempt.
"We aren't caught yet. Isthere aweak spot in this search pattern?’
"No."
"WEéIl make one, then. Thesefliersthey're usng—"
"Tskva."
"Right. Arethey the same aswe've seen before?”
"Wes"
"They'rejust aomosphericfliers, right?’
Rapuung looked wary. "How do you know that?"
"They look like they have some sort of ar intake vents—gills—on the sde.”
"Correct."
"Come on, then." Anakin started down the hill. Ra-puung started after him, for once without objection.
Anakin wasfeding congderably better today. Jedi healing and rel axation techniques had drained much
of hisweariness, and Vua Rapuung's artificial skin—or whatever it was—seemed to have done its part
with his shoulder. Heloped down the hill in a series of long, flat, Force-aided legps. Rapuung kept up,
barely, winding nearly soundlesdy through the dense underbrush. It ac-tualy raised the hackleson

Anakin's neck to look at him. It was hard to believe something so deadly looking could be sentient at dll.

Most of the treeswere gone, no doubt burned off in one of the many battles that had occurred on the



jungle moon since the Rebe Alliance located its resstance here before the battle againgt the first Degth
Star. What re-mained was waist-high scrub. Farther down, the trees began again, agreen necklace
around the hill, and Ana-kin suddenly understood what Rapuung was concerned about. Fire burnedup.
Anything caught up here when the blaze started had probably died. If these netting beetles were anything
likefire. ..

Heredized, rluctantly, that Rapuung was right. Ana-kin thought too much like a pilot, where the high
ground was everything. He wasn't a pilot right now; he was prey.

But dangerous prey—aferd rycrit, not atame one, he reminded himself, when thefirst tsk vai flier came
over.

Anakin didn't hesitate; he knew what he wanted to do. He reached in aten-meter radius and lifted
everything that wasn't fastened down—Iesf litter, twigs, Ssones— and hurled them in acyclone at the
intake ditson the sde of theflier.

"Fool!" Rapuung shouted.” That wasyour plan?"

Thetsk vai swooped in low, and the tentacldlike cables fired out at them. Anakin dodged, keeping up
his barrage. Undeterred, the flier followed close, dropping lower. A tentacle caught Rapuung. The
warrior legpt, gripped the upper part of the tentacle in hishands, and started climbing, agrim expresson

on his scarred face. Getting the idea, Anakin tried to do the same, but with-out the Forceto give him
certainty—without being ableto fed the tentacles aswell as see them—he missed.

Theflier suddenly made apeculiar whine, and its flexible wings began to shiver asif in spasm. The
tentacle holding Rapuung reeased him, and he ingantly legpt for the ground. Theflier hung there, shaking
itsdf.

"Run," Rapuung shouted. "It will clear itslungs quickly. Thesetsk val were not shaped by idiot children,
asyou seemto think."

Anakin fdl into stlep with him. "Where are the other fliers?’
"They know where we are now. They will seed the netting beetlesinto thelowland, as| told you."
"I wish you had told me what these things do.”

"They draw fibersfrom tree to tree, from bush to bush. They come in waves that overtake one another,
the first wave weaving and the waves behind feeding to re-plenish their fiber. They move very quickly.”

"Oh. That'snot good.” A sudden thought occurred to him. ™Y ou were climbing toward the flier when it
had you. Did you think you could captureit?’

"No. | thought | might die glorioudy rather than igno-miniously. My bare hands are not capable of
forcing open the cockpits."

" But if we can get above the net, somehow ..."

"Some of the beetleswill draw strands up into the air and cross them above our heads. If we could fly at
this very moment, we might escape.”



Anakin cameto ahat. "Why are we running, then?
Whichever way we go, we're only coming nearer to the net.”

"True. And if we go uphill, wewill only delay our con-frontation with it. Do you have your Jeedai
blade-that-burns? It might cut the fibers."

"No." Anakin was peering downhill. The trees started perhaps a hundred meters away, but he had
enough ee-vation to seetheir swaying tops stretching off to the horizon, bending thisway and that in a
ficklewind.

Except in agrip, where they werent moving at al. Following the strip, he saw it curving around the hill.

"Tha'sit, isntit,” he murmured. "The net is holding them together.”

"Yes. Thefibersare very strong, the net very fine."

Even as Anakin watched, more treesfroze in place, and the strip degpened.

"Will the netting beetles eat us?*

"They will attach to our flesh and draw fiber, using some of our cellsin the process. It will not befatd.”

"Right. Becauseit's not going to happen.” Anakin stopped, knelt, and took off his pack. After an instant
of rummaging, held found what he was fter: five phospho-rousflares.

"Are those wegpons? Machines?'

"Not usualy," Anakin said. "Don't look directly at this." He struck one adight, then, using the Force,
hurled it in along arc downhill.

He struck another and hurled it smilarly, along adif-ferent vector.
"I don't understand,” Rapuung said. "How will the light stop the netting beetles?!
"The light won't. Thefire will. The beetles can't attach to trees and bushes that aren't there.”

He struck another flare. As he cocked his arm back to throw it, VVua Rapuung backhanded himin the
face.

Anakin's nogtrilsfilled with theiron scent of blood, and he fetched hard against the ground before he
could

react to cushion himsdf. Rapuung was dl over him, snarling like abeast, fingers curled around his neck.
He smelled sour and sick.

Spots dancing before his eyes, Anakin did the only thing he could. He found a stone with the Force and
hit the crazed warrior right between the eyes with it. Ra-puung's head snapped back and his hands came
away. Anakin hit him in the chin so hard that sparks of pain ex-ploded in his knuckles. The Y uuzhan
Vong fdl off of him, but by the time Anakin had scrambled to hisfeet, Rapuung was up, assuming a
martia stance.



"Sithspawn!™ Anakin snapped. "What are you doing?'

"Combustion!" the Y uuzhan VVong roared. "The first abomination isthe use of fire from amachine!”
"Wha?'

"Thisisforbidden, you stinking infidel! Don't you understand what you've done?”

"You'reinsane!" Anakin shouted back, rubbing knucklesthat felt shattered, drawing breath through an
aching windpipe. "Y ou were just asking meif | could use my lightsaber! Y ou think that's not amachine?"

A look of what might have been horror dawned on Rapuung'sface. "l ... yes, | prepared mysdlf for that,
Butfire, thefirg of dl sns—"

"Wait," Anakin snapped. "Y ou're not making any sense. The Y uuzhan VVong have used fire breathers
agang asinthe past.”

" Living creatures producing flame is another thing en-tirdly!" Repuung shrieked. "How can you possibly
imag-ineit isthe same aswhat you've just done? Aswel say that the hand of a'Y uuzhan Vong warrior
and the meta grip of one of your made-thing abominations are the same because either can hold an
amphigaft.”

Anakin took a deep breath. "Look," he said. "'l don't pretend to understand your religion. | don't even
want to. But you've chosen to fight with an infidel againgt your own people, haven't you? Y ou were

perfectly willing for

me to use my abominable lightsaber. Now you deal with this or go your own way. Unless you've got
another way out.”

"No," Rapuung admitted. "It'sjust the shock ..." He dropped hishead. "Y ou redly don't understand. The
gods don't hate me. | know they don't. | can proveit. But if | soil mysdlf likethis, they will have reason to
hate me! Ah, what have | become?’

The wind shifted, and the charred pepper scent of burn-ing blueleaf set Anakin to coughing. Thelast
flare had gone only about three meters, and now the bushes up-wind of them were blazing merrily. It was
the dry season, and jungle burned very well in the dry season.

"You'd better get agrip fast, Vua Rapuung, or thefirgt abomination isgoing to eat you dive."

The Y uuzhan Vong stood there for along moment, head cast down, but when he raised his head, his
eyes were beacons of rage. Anakin tensed, preparing to fight again.

"Shehas driven metothis,” thewarrior said. "These snswill settleonher. | leaveit to the godsto judge.”

"Doesthat mean we can go?' Anakin asked, watching the fire sweep toward them. Down the hill,
smoke poured thickly from where the other flares had lodged.

"Yes. Let usgo. We still embrace pain together, Jeedai.”

Thefire drove them around the side of the hill and up it; the change in the wind seemed to be alasting



one. Smoke boiled and crept close to the ground.

Thejungle burnedfast.

"My opinion of you asadtrategist improves,” Ra-puung said. "Thefire drives usdirectly into the other
Sde of the net. We have our choice of being burned to death by the first abomination, or being captured
and then burned.”

"Thewind shifted. My plan wasto follow dong the

firesexhaust, walk on the ashes. The net will collgpse where the fire burns through, and then we're
clear."

"Then perhaps the gods have spoken after al," Ra-puung said. He coughed violently on the smoke,
which was becoming so thick that Anakin was seeing spotsin front of his eyes. He remembered most
peoplewho died in afire were dead before the flames ever reached them.

"Keeplow," hesad. "Thesmokerises."

"Low. Crawling like atso'asu.”

" If youwant to live, yes™

"I do not fear death," Rapuung choked out. "But my revenge will not be thwarted. I..." He convulsed in
an-other series of racking coughs, fdll, climbed back to al fours, and collapsed again.

"Get up!" Anakin exhorted him.

Rapuung quivered but did not move.

Through the smoke, the yellow teeth of the fire ap-peared, chewing toward them.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Everything went pale gold as Anakin dropped to hisknees next to Vua Rapuung. His breath felt like
broken shardsin hislungs, and his head rang like an darm.

Helay flat, trying to find sweeter, cooler air, but if it wasthere, it wastraveling in disguise. If hewas
going to find something he could breathe, it would be somewhere above him. Sure, it would be smoky up
there, too, but it was worth ashot.

Anakin reached up andpulled, creating atube that sucked higher air sraight down on him and the
Y uuzhan Vong. His breething eased immediately.

Thefireliked it, too. The underbrush exploded like abomb. Anakin felt the heet briefly, heat he knew
would blacken and crack hisflesh in seconds. He had not tried to alter energy before, but Corran Horn
could doit. Their lives depended on his success. Anakin opened him-self again to the Force, focused his
efforts, and leached the fire's heat from aradius around them both.

How long he kept this up, Anakin did not know. He dipped into a sort of fugue state, each breath pulling
life from the sky, each exhaation bleeding heat into the crust of Yavin 4. But eventualy he blinked and



redized it was over, that the fire had burned past him and he knelt in ashes.

VuaRapuung il lay motionless. Anakin shook him. Where did one check for vital Sgnson aY uuzhan
Vong?

Did they have heartslike humans, linear pumps, some-thing stranger?

He dapped Rapuung, hard, and the warrior's eyes flickered open.

"Areyou okay?" Anakin asked.

" Pray me you are not one of the gods," Rapuung mut-tered. "If you are, death will be tedious.”

"Y eah, yourewelcome,” Anakin replied. "Can you wak? We need to go before the fliers think to look
here"

"Smoke and heat will confuse them,” Rapuung said. He sat up and |ooked around. " The fire—it passed
over us"

"It did."

"Andwelive"

"Wedo," Anakin assured him.

"Thiswas your doing? Another Jeedai sorcery?"
"Something likethat," Anakin admitted.

"Then you saved my life. How disgusting. How unfortunate.”

"No, don't gush on s0," Anakin said. "It was nothing, redly." He offered his hand to help Rapuung up.
After along moment of Saring & it asif it were nerf dung, the warrior took it.

"Comeon," Anakin said. "Now al we haveto do isfollow thefire"

Under cover of the smoke, they dipped through the ruins of the netting beetle web. The strands
themsalves had not burned, but lay slvery and glistening in the ashes, draped like shrouds on the smoking
trunks of trees. When Anakin's foot tangled in some, hefound that it had cut into his boot alittle. None of
the web had broken, and he didn't try to tear it with hisfingers, but instead gently untangled it. After that
he was more careful where he stepped.

Thefire had burned on past the end of the web. Ana-kin could seefliersnosing around in front of it. One
made a pass back, far to their |€eft.

They pushed right, eventually cutting out of the path of the fire into unburned, unnetted woods, and
though they did not dacken their pace for another two hours, Anakin felt suddenly safer, surrounded by
theliving pulse of the forest.

But in that pulse was araw edge of pain.



Only then did it strike him what he had done. To save himsdlf, he had burned countless square
kilometers of for-est. He had felt beasts dying, peripherdly, but in the mo-ment his own pain had been
paramount. Now the forest's anguish hit him like ahard dap in the face. He was a swarm of stintarils,
clustered in the top of atree, thefire climbing after them. Their fur was beginning to singe. He was abig,
harmless runyip, too dow to outrun the flame, trying to nose its calves ahead to safety, but not herself
knowing where that was. He was charred flesh and scorched lungs. He was dead and dying.

"You wereright," hetold Rapuung later, when they stopped to splash water on themselves, to clear the
ash from their eyes, nogtrils, and lips.

"About what, infidd ?'

"What | did with thefire. It waswrong.”

The Y uuzhan Vong's eyes narrowed. "Explain.”

" | killed innocent lifeto save us"

Rapuung laughed harshly. "That is nothing. Killing and dying are nothing; they are the way of the world,
part of the embrace of pain. What you did was wrong be-cause it was an abomination, not because you
killed. Do not fool yoursdlf. | see now how determined you are to rescue yourJeedai companion. If you
could reach her only by filling in achasm with corpsesto walk over, you would do it."

"No," Anakinsad. "l wouldn't."

"A god dedred solightly isnot agod at dl."

Anakin sghed. "WEell get her. But | don't liketo kill."

"Then thewarriorswill kill you."

"Warriorsare different,” Anakinsaid. "'l will defend

mysdlf with extreme pregjudice. But the forest did nothing to meto deservewhat | did toiit.”

"Y ou make no sense,” Rapuung said. "Wewill kill who and what we mugt.”

"And| say no."

"Indeed. So you would have me pollute mysdlf with the first abomination in order to achieve your
purposes, and yet you will force meto cling to achildish fear of killing? All lifeends, Jeedai.”

Anakin felt that one. Did the Y uuzhan VVong redly think nonbiologica technology was aswrong asthe
Jedi philosophy taught indiscriminate killing was? Intellectu-ally he supposed held understood that, but it
had never reached his gut. Only now, when they both agreed some-thing terrible had been done—buit for
absolutely differ-ent reasons—did it make any kind of sensetohimat all.

If only he could fed Rapuung in the Force. If only he could tell if the Y uuzhan Vong were of thelight or
of the dark side.

Or wasthat even arelevant question, without the Force? Were Jedi so dependent on their Force-given



senses that without them they were mora cripples?

Rapuung had kept a stinging gaze on Anakin asthe Jedi searched for aresponse. Now he suddenly
looked away toward some middle distance.

"Y ou make no sense,” VuaRapuung said. "But... | acknowledge you have saved my life. My revenge
will oweto you, when it iscomplete.”

"Y ou've saved me acouple of times," Anakin replied. "We're not even yet."
"Not what? What isthat word?'

"Never mind. Vua Rapuung, what isthis revenge you seek? What has been done to you that would
make you turn against your own people?”

Rapuung's eyes hardened. "Do you redly not know? Can you redly not see? Look at me!™

"l seeyour scarsfester. Y ou have implants that seem

dead or dying. But | don't have the faintest ideawhat that means.”

"It does not concern you," Rapuung said. "Do not presume, infidel.”

"Fine. Thentdl methis plan of yours, the onethat will get meto Tahiri."

"Follow and see," Rapuung answered.

They crouched in atangle of roots a the water's edge on atributary of the greet river.

"We're farther away from the shaper base than we were yesterday,” Anakin complained.

"Yes, but in theright place, now," Rapuung said.

"Right place for what?'

"Wait. See”

Anakin's mouth twitched around aretort but didn't form it. Was this what people were complaining
about when they accusedhim of being tight with words? Ra-puung was as ingy with facts asaBothan
courier. Six days running and fighting together, and Anakin still knew nothing about the warrior except
that he was mad about something. Maybe even crazy. Hed mentioned some "she' and seemed to have
an obsession with hisworthi-ness before his gods.

But maybe dl Y uuzhan Vong werelike that. It was not like Anakin had chatted with alot of them.
Maybe Ra-puung was as normal as normal could be. Maybe he kept his motives and plans secret

because that's just the way Y uuzhan Vong were.

Or maybe he was afraild—afraid that if Anakin knew what he was up to or knew how to get into the
shaper base, Anakin would kill him or abandon him.

He sneaked aglance at thefierce, flat-nosed visage and gave that a sillent negative. He couldn't imagine



VuaRapuung being afraid of anything. Maybeprudent was a better word.
So Anakin waited, quietly, and found himself gradu-

aly mesmerized by the gentle flow of the stream. He stretched out tentatively to the life around him,
feeling again the shadow of the pain and death he had caused.

I'm sorry,hetold the forest.
How close was he to the dark side? Was Rapuung right?

He'd argued with Jacen that the Force was atool that was neither good nor evil, but that could be used,
like any tool, to do good or evil with. Could evil be as smple as not thinking? He supposed so. Corran
Horn had oncetold him that sdlfishnesswas evil and selflessnessgood. In that light, sdifishly causing
death to save himsalf was evil, regardless of the fact that he smply hadn't consid-ered the consequences
of hisactionsat thetime. And yet hewasn't just fighting for himsdlf, was he? Tahiri'slifewas at stake.
Maybe more than her life, becauseif the Tahiri of hisvison ever cameto be, it could mean theend of a
great many people.

If he was honest, he had to admit he hadn't been think-ing about those larger consequences, either. HEd
had a problem to solve, and held solved it, the same as he might solve amathematica equation or a
problem with the hyperdrive motivator in his X-wing. He just hadn't thought about the problems his
solution might cause, which seemed pretty typicd of him latdly.

Mara Jade had pointed out this tendency of his ages ago, when they were camping together on
Dantooine. Apparently he hadn't learned anything. Maybe it was time he started to.

Which brought him back to VVua Rapuung. The man was self-admittedly out for revenge, and if there
was one thing that had been drilled solidly into Anakin, it was that revenge was of the dark side. If he
continued work-ing with Rapuung, would he be implicated in that re-venge? Whét tragedy was he
helping to bring about by cooperating with this hdf-crazed Y uuzhan VVong?

Something tirred thelife of theforest. A thousand

voices changed dightly asthey smdled and heard some-thing unfamiliar, something not included in their
limited vocabulary of predator and prey, hunger and danger.

Something new to Y avin 4 was approaching, on theriver.
"Are you expecting someone?" Anakin asked.
IIYaII

Anakin didn't ask who. He wastired of asking ques-tions that he knew wouldn't be answered. Instead
he sharpened his senses and watched.

Soon something appeared on the river, coming upstream.

At firgt he thought it was a boat, but reminded himsdlf thet if it wasa 'Y uuzhan Vong boat, it was
something or-ganic, aswell. Studying it, he picked out the detail s that proved him right.



The mgjor visible portion was a broad, flat dome poking up from the water, banded with scutes or
plates. Whatever moved it was below the surface of the water, but it did move. Now and then something
that might be the top of ahead broke the water in front of it. If it was ahead, it was abig one, nearly as
wide asthe visible por-tion of the shell, and scaled and dull olivein color.

Sitting on top of it was amae Anakin could not fed in the Force, but the closer he came, thelesshe
looked like a'Y uuzhan Vong. At first Anakin didn't understand why he got that impression; he had the
same sharply dop-ing forehead, and his nogtrilswere set nearly flat into hisface just like every other
person of that species Anakin had seen.

But he had noscars. Not one. Not a single tattoo that Anakin could detect, and he could see most of the
fellow because he wore only asort of loincloth.

Now and then he touched something on the surface of the carapace, and the boat cresture dtered
coursedightly.

"Stay hidden," Rapuung said, and stood.

"Qeul" hecdled.

Through the concedling roots, Anakin saw the other man's head snap around in surprise. He uttered a
gtring of words Anakin didn't understand, and VVua Rapuung replied in kind. The floater began turning in
their direc-tion, and Anakin dug himself lower.

The two Y uuzhan Vong continued their conversation asthe floater drew nearer to shore.

Anakin took severa deep, steadying breaths. HE'd been thinking about Vua Rapuung's prudence; it was
timeto start thinking of his own. When would the Y uu-zhan V ong stop needing him? Now? When they
reached the shaper base? When he'd exacted whatever revenge he was after? It could be anytime. He
remembered what he had told Vain about the Y uuzhan VVong and their prom-ises. Was there any reason
to believe Rapuung would keep his?

Anakin suddenly noticed that the two had stopped talking. Just as he was thinking about taking alook,
he heard aloud splash.

"Y ou may come out from cover now, infidd," Ra-puung said in Basic.

Anakin rose warily from his hiding place. Rapuung stood on the floater. Alone.
"Where did he go?' Anakin asked.

Rapuung gestured toward the water on the other sde of the floater. "In theriver."
Y ou threw him in? Will he drown?"

"No. Heisaready dead."

"Youkilled hm?'

"A broken neck killed him. Mount the vangaak and let us depart.”



Anakin stood there for amoment, trying to master hisanger.
"Why did youkill im?"'

"Because to leave him alive was an unacceptable risk.”
Anakin amost retched. Instead, he climbed up onto

the floater, trying not to look at the corpse floating beyond.

That was one innocent, unarmed sapient being dead because Anakin had saved Rapuung'slife. How
many more would there be?

Rapuung began manipulating severa knobby projec-tions on the carapace. Anakin assumed they were
nerve clusters or something of the sort.

"Who washe?"' he asked, asthefloater turned dug-gishly downstream.

"A Shamed One. A person of no consequence.”

"No oneisof no consequence,” Anakin said, trying to keep his voice steady.

Rapuung laughed. "The gods cursed him at birth. Every breath he drew was borrowed.”
"But you knew him."

"Wes"

They continued down theriver a alesurey pace. "How did you know him?* Anakin perssted. "What
was he doing up here?’

"Trawling the stream. It was hisusua route. It used to be mine."

"Yourean angler?' Anakin said increduloudly.

"Among other things. Why so many questions?'

"I'm just trying to understand what happened.”

Thewarrior grunted and held his slence for five min-utes. Then, dmost reluctantly, he turned to Anakin.
"Tofind you, | had to disappear, | faked my death out here, on the water. | made it appear asif some
water beast had esten me. They gave Qe'u my route. | will re-turn and tell astory of how | survived, lost
on this strange world, until | came across the vangaak, pilotless. | will not know what happened to Qelu.
Perhapsa Jeedai killed him, perhaps he met the same water beast | did.”

"Oh. And they'll et us through the security on the river. But why should they believe that story?”

"They will not care. He was a Shamed One. His degth

will be of no concern. Even if they suspect | killed him for some reason, no one will question my story.”



"And how will you explain me?"

Rapuung grinned nadtily. "I won't. They won't seeyou.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Nen Yim found her master staring into the waters of the succession pool—the heart, lungs, and liver of
the damu-tek. It rippled dightly asthe native food fish of the moon investigated her shadow. It smelled
faintly of sulfur, iodine, and something oily and burnt, dmost like singed hair.

Master Mezhan Kwaad's headdress was woven into an expression of deep contemplation, so Nen Yim
stood behind her, waiting for her attention.

A drop of something plunked into the succession poal, just below the master's feet. Another followed,
and another.

When Mezhan Kwaed findly turned, Nen Yim saw it was blood, drizzling from her nogtrils.
"Greetings, Adept,” the master said. "Have you comein search of me, or of the succession pool ?*
"Of you, Master. But if you would spesk a another time..."

"Therewill be no better time until my cycle of sacrificeis complete and my Vaa-tumor isremoved. Y ou
had your first implanted yesterday, did you not?"

"l did, Magter. | cannot fed it yet."

"Bear it well. Itisone of the oldest mysteries." She cocked her head, focusing her regard on Nen Yim's
face. "Y ou wish to know what it does, the Vaa-tumor?'

"l am content in the knowledge that the gods desire this sacrifice of our caste,” Nen Yim replied dutifully.
"Once passing to adepthood, you enter the mystery,”

Mezhan Kwaad said, asif speaking in adream. "Aswar-riors take on the outward aspects of
Y un-Y ammka, so we take on theinner quaities of Yun-Ne'Shel, she-who-shapes. The Vaa-tumor is her
most ancient gift to us. Yun-NeShel plucked afragment of her own brain to makeit. Asit grows, it
models our cells, changes our very thoughts, takes us nearer the mind and essence of Yun-NeShel." She
sghed. "Thejourney ispanful. It isglo-rious. And, regrettably, we must return fromit, excise her gift
from our bodies. But though we return to a sem-blance of who we were, each time that we are vessels

for that pain and glory we are forever changed. Something of it remainswith us. Until ..." Her words
seemed tofail her.

"You shdl see" Mezhan Kwaad findly said. "And now—what have you cometo tell me?"
Nen Yim glanced around, making certain no one was within hearing.
"It isquite safe here, Adept," Mezhan Kwaad assured her. " Speak fredy.”

"I believe | have finished mappingthe Jeedai's nervous system and brain structure.”



"That isgood news. Very commendable. And how would you proceed now?"

"It depends on what results we want. If we wish her obedience, then we should use restraint implants.”
"Why, then, have we mapped her nervous system?’

Nen Yim felt her headdressfidgeting and tried to camiit. "I don't know, Magter. It was your command.”
Mezhan Kwaed tilted her head and smiled faintly. "1 am not trying to trick you, Adept. | chose you for
very par-ticular reasons. | have told you some of them; about others | have remained silent, but | suspect
you are bright enough to know what they are. Suppose, just for amo-ment, that there are no protocols
to be followed. In the ab-sence of direction, what would you do? Hypothetically.”

"Hypotheticaly,” Nen Yim said. Shefdt asif shewere

poised over the digestive villi of amaw luur. She could a-most smell the sour scent of the acid. If she
answered this question truthfully, she might be reveded as aheretic. If what she had come to suspect
about her master was wrong, this conversation would be her last as a shaper, and one of thelast in her
life

But she could not surrender to fear.

"I would modify the provoker spineray to fit our expectations of her nervous system, to give usvery fine
contral.”

IIWr]y?I

Nen Yim did not hesitate thistime. It was dready too late, whichever way it went.

"Despite the assurances of the protocol we followed, what we have now is only an educated guess
concerning how her nervous system functions. All we have doneisto map unknowns onto knowns. But
the 'knowns are Y uu-zhan Vong norms, not human ones, and we know a-ready that she lacks analogs
to some of our structures and has othersthat have no comparable configuration in oursalves."

"Areyou saying, then, the ancient protocol is meaningless?'

"No, Master Mezhan Kwaad. | am saying it isa start-ing point. It asserts certain things about how the
Jeedai's brain works. | suggest that we nowtest those assertions.”

"In other words, you would question the protocols given us by the gods.”
"Yes, Mager."

"And you understand thisis heresy of thefirst order?

"l do."

Mezhan Kwaad's eyes were oily pools, utterly unread-able. Nen Yim met her gaze steadily, without
flinching, for avery longtime.



"I have searched for an apprentice like you," the master shaper findly said. "I have asked the godsto
send you to me. If you are not what you appear to be, you will

not beforgiven. Y ou will not profit from any betraya of me, | promise you that.”

That gave Nen Yim agtart. The thought that the mas-ter might be afraid of her had never crossed her
mind.

"l am your gpprentice,” Nen Yim said. "' would not betray you. | have put my life and my positionin
your thirteen fingers™

"They are well placed, Adept," Mezhan Kwaad said softly. "Proceed as you have just suggested. Do not
Speak to anyone but me about this. If our results areto the liking of our leaders, | assure you they will not
look closely at our methods. But we must be discreet. We must move with caution.” She glanced once
more at the pool and touched her head.

"When the pain of the Vaa-tumor reachesits peak, :here are colors to be seen that have never been seen
be-rore, thoughtsto be had, strange and mighty . . . Wéll, you will see. At times| am amost ashamed to
haveit reemoved, to retreat from the final embrace of it. | should like to know where it would take me.”
She gave Nen Yim arare genuine smile. "One day the gods shdl ordain it. Until then, | have much work
to do for them." She draped her eight dender fingers on Nen Yim's shoulder.

"L et us go see ouryoung Jeedai, shdl we?'

TheJeedai watched them comein. Only her green eyes moved, following them closdly, like one beast
seeking the soft throat of another.

"I would advise you not to attack uswithyour Jeedai t ricks," Mezhan Kwaad told her. "The provoker
has been told to stimulate you to great agony if we are af-flicted in any way. Though in time you will
come to understand agony, a the moment you seem to didikeit, and it clearly disrupts your
concentration. There are worse things we could do to you."

The Jeedai'seyeswidened. "I can understand you,”

she said. Then she stopped, looking even more confused. "I'm not speaking Basic. Thisis—"

"Y ou speak our language now, yes," the master shaper said. "If you are to be one of us, you must speak
the sa-cred tongue.”

"Beoneof you?' The Jeedai sneered. "Thanks, but I'd much rather be the dime under aHuit."

"That's because you perceive yoursdlf an infidd," Mezhan Kwaad said reasonably. ™Y ou do not
under-stand us, and there are things that confound us about you and theother Jeedai. But wewill
understand you, and you will understand us. Y ou will become atissue connecting the Y uuzhan Vong and
theJeedai, nurturing both. Y ou will makeit possible for understanding to flow both ways."

"That'swhat you want from me?"

"Y ou are the path to peace,” Mezhan Kwaad as-sured her.

"Kidnapping me won't get you peace!" theJeedai shouted.



"Wedid not kidnap you," Mezhan Kwaad said. "We rescued you from the other infidels, remember?’

"Youretwiding things," theJeedai returned. "The whole reason they captured mewasto give meto
you."

The master's headdress rearranged itsdf into an ex-pression of mild anger.

"Memory isamost maleable commodity,” Mezhan Kwaad said. "It ismostly chemical. For instance,
you now know our language. You did not learn it.”

"You put it there," theJeedai said.

"Yes. Y our memory of thewords, the grammar, the syntax. All introduced to you.”

"So you can implant memories. Big ded. We Jedi can do that, aswell."

"Indeed. | have no doubtthose Jeedai abilities could do much to confuse one as young as yourself. How
may

of your memories are rea ? How many manufactured? How could you tdll the difference?’
"What'syour point?"

"My point isthis. Right now you think you are—wheat isit, Taher'a?"

"My nameisTahiri."

"Yes. Tahiri, ayoungJeedai candidate, raised by atribe strange to her—"

"Sand People”

"Of course. But soon enough, you will remember. After weve stripped away the false memories and
undone the disgusting modifications made to your body, you will re-member who you are."

"What are you talking about?' the Jeedai exploded.
"You are Riinaof Domain Kwaad. Y ou are one of us. Y ou always have been.”

" No! | know who my parents were!"

"Y ou know the lies you were told, the memories you were given. Fear not. We will bring you back."

Mezhan Kwaad signaed, and Nen Yim bowed and fol-lowed her from the room. Behind them, the
young Jeedai wailed inthefirst Sgn of true despair that Nen Yim had heard from her.

"Do not wait for tomorrow," Mezhan Kwaad said. "Make your modifications and begin your trids. We
must show results, soon.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Anakin rodein the belly of the beast.

Literally. Anditstank. The Y uuzhan VVong equivadent of an organic gill, the gnullith Anakin woredid
nothing to buffer the confused and odious smdlls of river crawl-fish, silman ed, rotting wetweed, the
viscous mucus that coated the insde of the vangaak like jelly—or of the breather itsdlf, which inssted on
reminding him, by dowly and congtantly writhing, that he had alive anima shov-ing itstentacles down his
throat and nogtrils.

The only bright spot was that he hadn't eaten anything for aday and a half.

It had been better, earlier, when the trawling-boat crea-ture was still making its catch, swimming with its
mouth expanded into aflattened funnel ten meters across. The water passed through and out the filtering
membranesin its pogterior, acting as the underwater equivaent of afresh breeze. Now that the belly was
bloated, the lips had sucked in on themsalves, and water flow was cut to the minimum necessary to
sudtain thelive catch squirming al around him.

He was reminded of the story of how his mother and father had met, on the Desath Star, a story held
heard far too many times. Seconds after seeing each other for thefirst time, they'd ended up fleeing
stormtroopersinto a garbage hold.

"What anincredible smdll you've discovered,” hisfa
ther had sarcagticdly told hisfuture wife. He hadn't been very happy with her at thetime.

I've found a better smell than you did, Mom, he thought.

The thought of Rapuung above, in the warm breezes of Y avin 4 and no doubt delighted over the
discomfort of hisinfidel dly, did nothing to improve Anakin'smood. If hed had aworking lightsaber, he
would have long ago dashed hisway through the vangaak even if it meant facing ahundred Y uuzhan
Vong warriors. Some things made death seem pretty.

Heimmediately regretted that thought. There were beingsin the galaxy who endured misery that made
what he was going through look like aday in agarden on Ithor.

Wi, back when Ithor had gardens.
Stll, he was more than ready to get out. He passed the time by getting to know his bellymates, gently
convinc-ing the more adventurous ones he wasn't something to nibble on. Hetried to relax and forget his

body and the unpleasant sensory data it was processing. He found Tahiri—in pain, but dive. He thought
he briefly found Jaina, then lost her again. Time stretched and ceased to have meaning.

Some strange motion jarred him. Had he been adeep? It was difficult to tell.
The motion came again, asudden contraction that squeezed water-dwellers againgt him.

Then agtronger contraction hurtled him forward, blast-ing into the light in astream of fluid and fish, then
plung-ing into new water. Something strong caught hisarm and hauled him up, and he found himsdlf
garing blearily into the face of V ua Rapuung.

Thewarrior set him down on hisfeet and detached the gnullith. Anakin coughed up water and then took
deep, grateful breaths. He looked up at Rapuung.



"I'vejust been vomited by afish," hesaid.

Vua Rapuung cocked hishead. "Obvioudy. Why are you telling me?"

"Never mind. Where arewe?" The vangaak had dis-gorged its prey at the narrow end of a
wedge-shaped pool. Thelarger end of the wedge, about twenty meters away, opened into an even larger
aquatic space. Anakin and Rapuung stood on alanding, of sorts, bounded by dightly uneven cora walls
sSx meters high. Every sx me-ters or so, the walls were marked by ovoids the size of doorways, obvious
because of their darker shade. The vangaak had apparently entered this complex through one canal
opening at the end of the wedge. Anakin could see daylight and swaying M trees beyond.

He could see the sky above, too.

"l see," Anakin said. "Werein one of the—what did you call them?"

"Damuteks."

"Right. They're shaped like rayed stars. We're at the end of one of therays. Thisisone of the
compoundsfilled with water."

"Each damutek has a succession pool. Some have cov-erings over them so the space can be used for
other things™"

Anakin pointed at the cand. "We came up that. It goesto theriver, right?’
"Correct again.”
"Why isthewater in the cand flowing toward theriver, then?'

"Why ask after such irrdlevancies? The succession pooal isfilled from below. Its rooting tubes seek water
and min-erds. The outflow goesto theriver. And that is enough talk."

"You'reright," Anakin agreed. "Let'sfind Tahiri and get out of here."

Rapuung glared a him. "It isn't so Smple. First we must disguise you. An unbound human, walking free?
Then we must locate yourother Jeedai."

"l canfind her."

"I surmised as much, from what | have heard of Jeedai. Y ou can sniff each other out at a distance, yes?'
"Something likethat."

"Then you will be my hunting uspeqg. But not yet. Even when we know where sheis—"

"We haveto chart the course. | get it. Youll figure the layout of the place. And your revenge ? What
about thet?'

"When wefind the other Jeedai, wewill find my revenge.



The coldnessin Rapuung's voice touched aworry in the back of Anakin'smind. "Y our revengeis not
agang Tahiri, isit?" heasked. "Tdl menow if itis"

Rapuung showed histeeth in grim humor. " If | wanted revenge on yourJeedai, | need only to let the
shapers nave her. Nothing could be worse than to be in Mezhan Kwaad's fingers." Mezhan Kwaad?"

"Don't repest that name," Rapuung snarled.

" Butyoujust sadit.”

" If you repeat it again, | will kill you."

Anakin drew himsdlf taler. "Y oure wecometo try,” he said softly.

Rapuung's muscles bunched and tensed and his mauled lips twitched. Again he seemed morelikea
dangerous, poisonous animal than a person. But then he rasped asigh. "Here, / know what isbest. You
must learn to listen to me. How else would you have entered the perimeter of the base? But from here,
the dangers we face have increased. Y ou must make peace with my commands. Fur-thermore, the
longer we argue, the more likely it isthat we will be thwarted here and now. We're lucky no one has yet
chanced by. Y ou have passed through the nogtrils of this beast, but you will not liveto find the beeting
heart without me."

That was probably true, Anakin reflected. Pride was not the way of the Jedi. Rapuung kept pricking at
hispride,

and he kept twitching like a Twi'lek'slekku. He could a-most hear Jacen and Uncle Luke scolding him
now.

"| gpologize,” Anakin said. "Y ou'reright. What do we do now?"

Rapuung nodded curtly. "Now we makeyou adave.”

Anakin had thought he'd been through some hard things before; but nothing had prepared him for the
or-ded of letting VVua Rapuung implant the cora growth on him. It looked exactly like the Sickening,
ulcerous growths he'd seen on more Y uuzhan V ong daves than he could count. Hed watched and

sensed sentient beingslose their reason, grow thin and vanish in the Force, be-come mindless drones for
the Y uuzhan V ong, because of just such infections.

"Itisnot red," Vua Rapuung told him, "but you must respond asif itisred. Y ou must follow certain
commeands.”

How do | know thisisn't atrick?Anakin's brain screamed at him.How do | know this wasn't the plan
all along, to march meinto the shaper base and have me willingly give up my very being?

Again hefdt asif hiseyeshad been struck out, histongue cut off, the nerves of hisfingers numbed. He
hed absolutely no way of knowing what V ua Rapuung was thinking.

But it seemed somehow unlike the mutilated warrior to play out such an elaborate charade.

"0 | haveto act like amindless drone?"



"No. We do not use that form of restraint on most work daves anymore. It proved too debilitating to
them. What useisadavethat dies or becomes stupid? The im-plant merely insures you can be restrained
if need be. If it tingles, pretend pain and paralyss. If it actudly givesyou pain, pretend to die.”

"Got it."
So Anakin let the Y uuzhan VVong warrior prick the

thing into hisflesh, tried not to wince as it rooted. He concentrated on recognizing the first sgn—any
ggn— that hiswill was being taken from him.

When Rapuung was done, he felt violated, asif his own flesh had become a hateful thing, but he ill felt
in control. For the moment.

"Where can | hide my lightsaber?' Anakin asked. Ra-puung had made him shed his clothes and gear
back in thejungle. The broken wesapon was the only possession he retained.

" It does not work."
"I know. Wherecan | hideit?"

Rapuung hesitated for amoment. "Here," he said. "In thefar corner of the succession pool. It will be
unnoticed in the organic materia on the bottom.”

Anakin reluctantly followed Rapuung's advice. It was ahard thing to watch the lightsaber he had built
with his own hands snk into the water. But right now, it could only get him caught.

Moments later, Anakin was suddenly surrounded by Y uuzhan Vong, hundreds of them. They'd exited
the larger compound at the same point the boat creature entered it, walking aong the quay that ran
pardld to the cand. Thelatter he could see curved off to join theriver.

Between the river and the damutek compl exes was the shantytown he had observed from the ridge.

Unlike the orderly compounds, the dwellings here seemed placed a-most at random, aseries of organic
domes and hollow cir-cles pierced by openings. Most seemed bardly large enough to deep in, and he
didn't see many people coming in or out of them. Most of the Y uuzhan VVong he saw were like the angler
Rapuung had killed. They were unscarred or had very few scars. Some had maformed or festering scars
like VVua Rapuung, and they wore the same sort of 1oincloth that Rapuung and now Anakin had donned.

Of courseit wasn't acloth a al, but something aive.
If he pulled it away from hisflesh, it dowly seded itself there again.

He aso had atizowyrm secreted in his ear, and the speech of those around him reached him in little
gartsand flurries. But dmost no one wastaking. They went about their business quietly, rarely making
eye contact.

Hewasn't the only non-Y uuzhan VVong ether, he saw. There were afair number of them, al with the
cora re-gtraining implants. Their expressions he readily recog-nized; they ranged from utter hopelessness
to mere misery. Now and then he caught a glimmer from one that sug-gested he or she still hoped for
ecape. Like the Y uuzhan VVong, none gave him more than aglance.



"You!" avoice caled from behind. Rapuung turned toward it, and Anakin shambled around more
dowly, trying to keep the expression of the humans he had seen.

The Y uuzhan Vong who had addressed them was awarrior, the first Anakin had seen here. He
struggled to keep till; up until now being this close to awarrior meant afight to the death, and he had
had more than his share of those.

Thewarrior twitched when he saw Rapuung's face, and for abrief moment he looked dmost asif he
were about to genuflect. Then his eyesturned to obsidian.

"Itis you. They told me at the port you had returned.”

"I have," Rapuung answvered.

"Many thought you had fled your shame. Many were glad not to have to look uponiit.”

"The gods know no shameison me," Rapuung answered.

"Y our flesh says otherwise," the warrior answered.

"Soit may be," Rapuung replied. "Do you have acommand?’

"No. What task has your executor given you?"

"l go to gpeak to him now."

"Thetrawling schedules arefilled for another four days. Perhaps you may spend that timein sacrificeand
penitence begging Y un-Shuno to intercede for you. A word could be planted in your executor's ear.”
"That ismost generous, Hul Rapuung. But | do not re-quire favor.”

"It isno favor to be given time to beg, even of the gods," Hul Rapuung answered. "Go." He turned
brusquely and started to leave, then turned back. "The dave. Why doesit accompany you?"

"| found it wandering amless. | takeit to my executor for assgnment.”
"Aimless, you say? 'Y ou know that in the wildernessseveral Jeedai skulk.”
"This onewas here before | was lost. He has always been of aforgetful nature.”

Hul Rapuung lifted hischin. "Isit s0?' Hisvoicelow-ered. "Thereisastory—arumor, redly, that one of
theseJeedai isnot aJeedai at dl, but a'Y uuzhan Vong, driven mad somehow by their powers.”

"l know nothing of such rumors.”
"No. They began only ashort time ago." He spat. "Go to your executor.”
"l go," VuaRapuung sad.

"VuaRapuung. Y ou are a Shamed One," Anakin said, as soon as the warrior was out of earshot. He



kept his head down and tried not to move hislipstoo much.

Rapuung looked briefly around, grabbed Anakin's arm, and propelled him into the nearest Structure.
Inside, it was cozy, but smelled sour like an unwashed Bothan.

"Did | tell you to hold your tongue?' Rapuung snapped.

"Y ou should havetold me," Anakin replied. "If you want meto keep quiet, then make it so I'm not
surprised every ten seconds.”

Rapuung clenched and unclenched hisfists savera rimes. He gnashed histeeth.

"l must act the part of a Shamed One. | an not."

" FHrgt of dl, whatis a Shamed One? And don't give me that ‘they aren't worth speaking of fodder.”

"Theyaren't—" Rapuung began, then stopped. He closed his eyes. " Shamed Ones are cursed by the
gods. Ther bodiesregect proper scarring. They do not hed well. Theimplants of utility and rank that set
us apart as castes and individuals are rejected by their feeble bodies. They are usdess.”

"Your scars. Your sores. Y our implants have rotted out.”

"l wasagreat warrior,” Rapuung said. "A commander. None doubted my ability. And then one day, my
body be-trayed me." He started pacing suddenly, damming his pams on the cord, cutting them. "Buit it
was not the gods. | know who did it. I know why. And she shall pay."

"The female whose name you told me not to repest again.”

"Yes"

"And she'sthe one you want to kill."

"Kill?" Rapuung's eyes widened, then he spat. "In-fiddl. Y ou think death, which comesto all, is
punishment in itsalf. My revenge will beto force her to admit what she has done, so everyone will know
that VVua Rapuung was never shamed! So the Y uuzhan Vong will knowher crime. My revenge will beto
know that when she does die, however she dies, it will beinignominy. But kill her?1 would not give her
the honor."

"Oh," Anakin said. That was dl he could think of. Despite Rapuung's secrecy, Anakin had at least
thought he knewwhat the Y uuzhan VVong meant by revenge. In two quick reversals, everything he knew
about Rapuung fell apart.

"Isthat enough of my blood in your ears for the mo-ment?" Rapuung asked in alow, strange voice.

"One more question. The warrior we just met. Part of your nameisthe same ashis.”

"Asit should be. Heisashling of my creche."

"Your brother?"

Rapuung inclined his head dightly in the affirmative. "We go to the executor now. | will suggest you once



worked clearing fieds for growing lambents. Those daves live the longest. We will meet when | can
manage it with-out suspicion. Play your part. Do not fater. Use your powersto locate the nearest point
where theother Jeedai is. | will seeyou in seven days or so. Until then we will not speak another word.
Watch the other daves. Speak as they speak or not at all. Now, come.”

He glanced outside, then walked out, towing Anakin by the arm. No one seemed to notice. Together,
they walked toward the largest building, unnoticeable among the other daves and Shamed Ones.

Or s0 Anakin hoped.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A spike of pain drove through Anakin's forehead, so unexpected and strange that hislegs buckled and
hefdl to his knees on the black jungle soil, grasping for the wound in hisforehead. It felt asif it had been
gashed from his hairline to the bridge of hisnose. The blood stung his eyes and brimmed his nodtrils.

But when he brought his hands down, they were clean. Chapped, blistered, and friction-burned from
days of pulling tough weeds from the soil, but not bloody.

Cautioudy hefdt hishead again. The pain gtill throbbed, but now hefdt only unbroken flesh.

"You! Savel" thetizowyrm chittered in his ear, gp-parently trandating the brutal shout from one of the
guards. The cora growth on his neck gave him afaint shock, and he knew he was being given the force
of com-mand. Hewent rigid and fell to the ground, jerking spas-modicaly. It was easy, given the agony
aready creeping into his head.

When he thought held played that rolelong enough, he climbed back to his knees and went back to
work, knotting his chapped, raw hands around plants and up-rooting them.

The Y uuzhan VVong did not care for machines even as complicated as alever. They had biotic methods
of clear-ing fieds other than daves, but they seemed determined to go through the davesthey had, first.

Grab weed, wriggle, pull. For theten billionth time.
The pain reverberated behind his eyes, fading abit, and he began to pick out details through the Static.

Not hisforehead, not hisblood, not his senses. It was Tahiri who had been cut. Scarred like a'Y uuzhan
Vong.

It was dmost too much. He had been fegling her pain sporadically since her capture. Sometimesit was
like an itch, sometimes like burning methanol poured down his nerves. But thistime it was somehow redl,
intimate. He could smdll her breath and taste her tears. It waslike holding her, in that last moment of
peace they had had together.

Except she was bleeding, and here he was pulling weeds. If hislightsaber wasworking . . .

But that was the problem, wasn't it? Or one of them. And it was days before he would see Rapuung
agan.

"Save" Anamphigaff lashed lightly across his back, and it took everything in him not to leap up into the
guard'sface, take hisamphigtaff, and kill every Y uuzhan Vong in sight.



What are they doing to you, Tahiri?

But he didn't. Instead he stood compliant, arms at his Side.

"Go with this Shamed One," the guard told him.

He then turned to the person indicated, a young fe-male with no obvious scars. She had a deeply worn
look to her, but her eyes had a certain brightness many of the other Shamed Ones did not. "Go to the
third lambent field, nearest the perimeter. Show him how to harvest.”

" | will need more than one fatering dave to make my quota,” she said.

"Youfed itisyour place to argue with me?" the war-rior snapped.

"No," shereplied. "l think it isa prefect's place to as-sign workers.”

"The prefect is busy today. Would you rather make your quota aone?!

She maintained an expression of defiance for another
best, then grudgingly hung her head. "No. Why are you doing thisto me?*

"| treat you as| treat everyone.”

She narrowed her eyes, but did not reply. Instead she beckoned Anakin. "Come adong, dave. We have
alongwak."

Hefollowed her, trying to reestablish contact with Tachiri. Shewas il dive, he could get that much, but
more distant than the stars.

Almogt asif she wasfighting contact.

"What's your name, dave?' the woman asked. It so shocked Anakin that his step actually fatered.
"Wdl?'

"Begging your pardon, but when did any Y uuzhan Vong careto dirty her ears with the name of adave?'
"Where did adave get the idea that insolence would go unpunished?" she responded.
"My nameisBall Lars" hereplied.

"What's wrong with you, Bail Lars?| saw you nearly collapse. So did that filth-bather, Vas. That'swhy
he sent you with me, so I'll fail to meet my quota.”

"He has something againgt you, persondly?’
"Puul. It'swhat hecouldn't get againgt me that bothers him.”

"Redly?1 would think—" He suddenly thought better of what he was saying and didn't finish the
sentence.



Thefemdedid, however. "Would think what? That | wouldn't refuse awarrior?'

"No, that'snot it,” Anakin said. "I suppose | thought they—the rest of the Y uuzhan Vong, | mean—were
... well, that they didn't think Shamed Ones were, you know, desirable.”

"We aren', not by normal people. Not even by each other. But Vas isnot norma. Helikes sick things.
He can command a Shamed One to do things that no true caste would ever do, or want to do, or want
done."

"But he commanded you and you didn't?"

"Heknowsif hecommands me, | will make himkill

me. So he didn't command me. He wants me to come to him." She stopped and dropped her eyeridges
angrily. "And thisis not your business. Never forget—what | am to them, you are to me. One day

Y un-Shuno will grant me redemption, and my body will take the scars and im-plants. | will becometrue
caste, while you will forever be nothing.”

"Doyou redly bdievethat?' Anakin asked. "I don' think you do."

She dapped him then, hard. When he did not react to the pain, she nodded thoughtfully. " Stronger than |
thought. Maybe we can meet my quota,” shesaid. "If you hep medoit, | will find some reward for you."

" | would do it for no other reason than to disgppoint Vas," Anakin replied. "Though | may fedl
differently if you keep dapping me."

"Y ou say filthy things, and don't expect to be punished?’

"l didn't know it wasfilthy."

"l have heard you daves are infiddls, but even infidels must know the gods and ther truths.”

" | would think that not knowing thet is exactly what makesmeaninfidd,” Anakin said.

" | suppose. It makes no sense, and I've never spoken to an infidel before, not like this." She hesitated.
"Itis... interesting. Perhaps as we work, we can passthetime. Y ou can tell me of your planet. But
restrain yourself— Shamed | may be, but | have not abandoned myself to shame.”

"It'saded," Anakin sad. "Will you tdl me your name?'

"My nameis Uunu." She pointed ahead, to alow cord wall. "Were nearly to the lambent field now.
They arejust past there.”

"What isalambent?’
"Another moment, and you shall see. Or, rather, you shall hear them.”
"Her?'

But suddenly hedid, afaint, buzzing rattle, likethe voices of smal animas.



And yet thisdidn't come from the Force, not exactly. It didn't have the familiar touch, the depth. It was
more like having astaticky comlink in his heed.

They rounded the wall. Beyond was afield tilled into concentric circular ridges. On them, spaced
perhaps ameter apart, grew plants that resembled anest of short, thick, green knives. From the central
clump two, three, or four short stalks grew, and at the end of each of these was a sort of hairy, bloodred
bloom. The bloomswere roughly the size of hisfist, and it was from these that the telepathic murmur

seemed to come.

"What are they?'

"Start working now. I'll explain what they are later, if it looks asif we are gpproaching our quota.”

"What do | do?'

"Y ou will follow me. I will stroke the down from the blossoms—like s0." Almost tenderly she rubbed
away thered, hairlike petasuntil dl that remained was aye-lowish bulb. "This attunesit. Oncethat is
done, you must harvest it. That ismore difficult. Hold till, please.” She withdrew something curved and

black from apouch in her garment.

"Placeit on your thumb."

He looked at it. It resembled a spur, about eight cen-timeterslong. It looked very sharp. It was hollow,
and when he dipped histhumb into the hollow he winced aswhat fdlt like many small teeth bit into him.

"It'sdive" he muttered.

"Of courseit is. Who would use adead—" Then her eyes narrowed. "l told you not to talk like that,
didn't1?'

"l didn't say anything wrong," Anakin objected.
"No. You just implied it and let my mind do the dirty work. Stop that.”
Anakin held up his newly spurred thumb and looked &t it.

"Don't get airs,” shesad. "It'snot ared implant. Even | can wear onefor alittle while before the
reaction setsin. It's not permanent. And in case you're getting any undave-likeidess...." Shetook his
wrist in asurprisingly strong grip and jabbed her pam at the sharp tip of the spur.

Itimmediatdy went flaccid.

"Y ou might cut another dave withit," she said softly. "I've heard of such things, done for the amusement
of the guards. But you will not cut a'Y uuzhan Vong with such atoal.”

"I would have taken your word for it."

"Good. You'relearning. So, you take your spur and split the lambent casing at the top. Go ahead.”

He knelt by the plants and pressed the sharp tip into the yellow bulb. It split, and a pale milky substance



0ozed out.
"Now cut down thesde. It will bedifficult.”

It was. The husk wastough. When he had scored three sides, he managed to ped the skin away. The
entiretime he did this, he was acutely aware of the thing's telepathic voice, a quiet pegping somehow
different from its com-panions, probably because of Uunu's "attunement” of it.

The big surprise was the inside. When he had cut it free, Anakin held it up, fascinated.
It looked very much like agem of some sort.
"What isit?" he asked again.

"Later. Go, now. You will be dower at cutting them than | am at attuning them. Y ou must work to keep
up with me. Normally two or three huskers come &fter the attuner. When you have arhythm, and | am
certain you are not losing ground, then we will try talking. Not before.”

It didn't happen that day. While Anakin eventualy caught the rhythm of the work, it was only after he
was far behind Uunu. The lambents distracted him. They could tickle his mind and he could touch them,
but not

through the Force, not in the conventiona sense. He wastold that Wurth Skidder had had asimilar
experience with a'Y uuzhan Vong yammosk, the creatures that co-ordinated the actions of Y uuzhan Vong
warcraft. Y am-mosks bonded tel epathicaly with their daughter ships and with the crews of itsfleet. It
then protected them asit would its own offgpring, directing their battles to mini-mizeloss. Skidder had
apparently achieved some sort of metalinkage between the Force and yammosk telepathy, at least
according to his surviving companions.

Were these |lambents yammosk relatives? Uunu was doing something to them; they changed as she
stroked them, became more distant to Anakin. Because she was bonding them to hersalf? Could Anakin
bond with one? Maybeif he did, he would find out what their function was. Were they what they looked
like and felt like? They couldn't be exactly, of course, because they were dive, but till!

He hadn't redlized how much hope he had lost until he started to get some of it back.

He dept in adormitory for daves, alow-roofed, cregp-ing building with four deeping areas carpeted in
aspongy, mosdike growth. A total of eighteen daves occupied the building, deeping asthick as Stintarils.
It was nearly im-possible to deep without being in contact with someone.

To Anakin'srelief, they weren't dl Peace Brigade. In fact, Anakin gathered that while most of the
Brigadersin the system had indeed been captured, most of those had been sacrificed to the Y uuzhan
Vong gods. The daves he shared his quarters with were from various points along the route of conquest
and seemed to represent members of some sort of dave core population, one that the mal-contents and
firebrands had been largely diminated from. None of them had the old style of dave implantslike those
Anakin had seen on Dantooine.

"They usethose mostly for the onesthey send into

battle" a Twi'lek named Poy told him, when he asked about it. "Thething is, if they fit you with the stuff,
it takesalot out of you. Makes you dumb. The shapers don't want dumb daves that keep forgetting



directions. The warriors just need bodies to absorb blasterfire, so it doesn't redlly matter there.” His
lekku twitched pen-sively. " But act up, or act stupid, and they'll fit you with it and send you to the front."

The most comforting thing about the daves was that Anakin could fed them in the Force, but other than
that, he didn't see much hope for help in them, and indeed, enormous potential for betrayd if they had
any hint of who or what he might be. He gave it out that he had been captured on Duro and suggested to
the more inquidtive that they didn't need to know the detalls.

Uunu collected him for the second morning, whileit was till dark. Hed dept sporadicaly, trying to
locate Tahiri in the Force. She was till withdrawn, difficult to find, but he was pretty sure he knew which
damutek shewasin.

Hewasalittle groggy ashefel into step with the Shamed One.

"Here" shesaid ahit gruffly, holding out something in her hand.

"What?'

"Just wetch, infidd."

A wisp of phosphorescence appeared in her palm and quickly sharpened into asubstantia light. Asit
fleshed out, Anakin could seethat it was alambent crystd, like the ones he had been harvesting the day
before.

It grew brighter until it was amost hard to look at, then faded away.

"Y ou control the brightness with your mind,” Anakin guessed.

She nodded. "Y es. We use these as portable light sources. They can aso be configured with
photosengtive biotsto

form the controls of various superorganisms, especialy of the spacegoing sort.”" She closed her hand on
the gem-like organism. "Come."

"It'sHill dive, though, right?" Anakin asked, asthey continued toward thefields.

"Yes, of course.”

"What doesit eat?'

"A lambent's substance is mostly silicon and metd fixed from the soil. They transpirewhen gasis
available, but most of their sustenance comes from the biodectrical fields of thelife around them." She
stopped, staring at him. "What isthat expression on your face?"

Anakin redized suddenly that he was grinning from ear to ear.

"Nothing," he said. "It'sjust amazing, | suppose.”

"Asaredl giftsof thegods,” Uunu replied. Anakin thought he still heard suspicion in her voice.

They worked for sx hours without stopping, but Anakin had his rhythm now. He told Uunu held been on



afreighter crew, and described Coruscant and Corellia. She was mostly disgusted by this, sinceit was
impossibleto tak about such high-tech worlds without multiple mentions of abominations. He changed
the subject to lost Ithor and the moon of Endor, which were less touchy subjects.

After Sx hours of work, they took a short break for water and to suck a pasty pap from something
Anakin knew was an organism but preferred to think of asawarm, distended bag.

"It'sdifficult toimagine all of those worlds, each asbig or bigger than thisone,” Uunu said between sips.
"l grew up on one of the poorest worldships. There was little room. We lived very close together. Here,
thereis nothing but space.”

"There are plenty of uninhabited worlds," Anakin agreed. "The New Republic would have been happy to
make room for you."

Uunu gave him the puzzled expression he had come to expect in their conversations. "Why should
Y uuzhan Vong beg for what the gods have ordained we may have? Why should wetolerate
abominationsin the galaxy Y un-Y uuzhan has decreed shdl be the end of our wanderings?*

"How do you know the gods have decreed this, Uunu?" Anakin asked, trying to keep the edge from his
voice.

Her lipstightened. ™Y our mouth will be the death of you, Ball Lars. | have come to understand you are
ig-norant rather than stupid, but otherswill not be so forgiving.”

"l just want to understand. From whét | can tell, the Y uuzhan Vong spent centuriesif not millenniain
space. Why now, why our galaxy? How did the gods make their will known?"

A dight frown creased Uunu's face, but she did not be-rate him again. "The signswere many,” she said.
"The worldships began to die, and there was much unrest. Caste fought caste and domain fought domain.
It was atime of testing, and many thought the gods had abandoned us. Then Lord Shimrrahad avison
of anew home, of agal-axy corrupted by heresy, of acleansing. The priestsfirst saw hisvisonwastrue,
then the shapers, then the war-riors. The time of testing gave way to the time of con-quest.” She looked
up a him. "That isdl. It ishow it must be. Ask no more about it, for thereis nothing eseto say. The
people of thisgaaxy will accept the will of the gods, or they will die

Anakin nodded. "And the Shamed Ones? Y ou didn't mention them. How do they fit into this?"

Her gaze wandered away again. "We have our own prophecies. In this new galaxy, Y un-Shuno has
promised us redemption.”

"Inwhet form?"

Shedid not answer but instead looked off at the hori-zon. "Look how far it goes," she said. "On and
on.

Anakin thought the conversation was over, but after along pause Uunu suddenly caught his gaze and
held it. Her voice dropped dmost below the range of his hearing.

"Bal Lars," shesad. "Areyou Jeedai ?"

CHAPTER TWEIXITY-FIVE



"What?' Anakin sputtered around the yellowish paste he was dready having trouble swallowing.
"AreyouJeedai ?* Uunu repeated. "The question issimple.”

" But what makesyou ask it?" Anakin said. "If | were Jedi, would | be acaptive?

"The shapers have one captiveJeedai. Rumor hasit others are on this moon. And you—no one seemsto

re-member you being brought here. Aswell, you do not act like adave, somehow. Y ou seem too
unbent." She eyed him speculatively. "Rumor aso saysthatJeedai some-timesdlow themselvesto be

captured.”

"Wadll, | didn't dlow mysdlf to be captured,” Anakin said. He figured that wasn't alie, snce he hadn't
been captured at al.

He wouldn't be captured now, either. He was adone with Uunu, and she was no warrior. He readied
him-slf, trying to keep his breathing normal. He didn't want to hurt Uunu. She'd treated him like more of
aperson than she had to. That wasn't much, but he couldn't dis-count it.

Then he noticed something about the set of her eyes. ™Y ouwanted me to be Jedi, didn't you?I've
disappointed you."

Uunu sighed and touched her gaze back to the dis-tance. "If youwere Jeedai, you would have attacked
me by now," she said.

"Y ou believed that and you still asked me anyway? Why would you take such arisk?'

"Thereisno risk. Warriors are hidden near here. | voiced my fearsto them." Her expression crumpled

into chegrin.

The hairs on Anakin's neck prickled up. Where were the watchers? He couldn't see anyone. "Would
turning in a Jedi have earned you out of the Shamed Ones?’

"Not in and of itsdf,” she sad alittle wistfully. " Only the gods can change my condition. But | should like
to meet one of theseJeedai. And the discovery of aJee-dai might give Y un-Shuno much leverageto
intercede for me."

"Y ou've mentioned her before. She's your superior?

"She's agoddess, infiddl. The goddess of the Shamed Ones. The only one who can make me atrue
Y uuzhenVong."

"Return to your work."
They started again, she stroking the blossoms bald and he cutting out the lambents.
"How does one become Shamed?' Anakin asked.

"Anacther impolite question,” Uunu said, but her tone waslight, belying the chiding. "Some of usare born



0. Others are cursed for misdeeds or sins.”

"I've heard that some Shamed Ones do not think they deservetheir status,” Anakin said as casudly as
possible.

She barked a harsh laugh. "Deserve? What is deserve? We merely are.” She looked back at him, her
expression suddenly knowing. "Ah. Y ou spesk of VVua Rapuung, the one who brought you to the prefect
of dearing fidds"

"That might be hisname. I'm not sure. But he mut-tered some things. Not to me—he hardly seemed to
know | wasthere"

"Heisinsane, VuaRapuung," Uunu said. "Once he was a great warrior. Now heis nothing. He cannot
bear it, s0 heinventslies. Perhaps he even believesthem.”

"Lies?'

"He claims a shaper infected him with something to produce the marks of Shame, from spite.”

"Why?"Anakin asked.

"Because sheloved him," Uunu said, "and he spurned her.”

"Love?" Somehow it had never occurred to Anakin that Y uuzhan Vong fell inlove.

"Yes But hisstory isimpossble”

"How s0?'

"Moreignorance! Because the gods who govern such things—the Lovers Y un-Txiin and
Y un-Q'ash—would never weave passions between awarrior and a shaper. Y un-Y uuzhan eternaly
punishes the twin gods for their own transgressions; they would never dare hiswrath again. It is not
possible, and so Rapuung'sravings are those of insanity. Heis merely cursed, likethe rest of us. Of late
he has become even more erratic. | think the intendants will destroy him soon, if they have not already.”

"Dedtroy him?"

"Shamed Ones must show usefulness and humility. We do the work no true caste Y uuzhan VVong may
dirty their hands with. If we do not do these things, we are not worth feeding." Her head came up. "Y ou
have concern for VVua Repuung?'

"I have concernfor dl living beings," Anakin said.

"And now you soundlike a Jeedai again,” shesaid.

How do you know so much about the Jedi philoso-phy?Anakin wondered. Where would a Shamed
One get such information? Why would she be interested?

"Tdl me" Uunu went on. "Would aJeedai be con-cerned about the fate of a Shamed One? As
concerned as he would be for aperson of high caste?!



"Yes. | have known Jedi. They protect dl life.”

"Not Y uuzhanVong. Jeedai kill Y uuzhanVong."

"Only when they mugt," Anakin replied. "Jedi do not liketokill."
"They are not warriors, then?"

"Not exactly, not from what | know. They are protectors.”
"Protectors. And they protect everyone?”'

"Everyonethey can."

She chuckled again, abit uneasily. "An amusing lie. The sort of lie that gives hope to those who do not
de-serveit. A dedtructive lie. Some Shamed Ones even—" She broke off again, thistime angrily. "How
isit you makeme talk so, infidel? Work, and do not speak. Ask me no more questions.”

That night Anakin crept from the dave quarters. It was no grest task. For most daves, there was no
escape from the camp itself. If they wanted to waste the precious hours of deep they were dlotted, the
Y uuzhan VVong didn't prevent it.

Reaching the fields was more difficult, but Anakin had plenty of experience with gedth. Inafew
moments, by the light of the orange gas giant, he knelt in the lambent field. The plantslisped softly, likea
nighttime breeze through dark treetops. Beyond the perimeter of the camp, acrosstheriver, hefaintly felt
thelife of thejungle. Somewhereinsde of it, in abed of aches and misery, he knew Tahiri's fading touch.

Hefound the last of the harvested |lambents and knelt beside thefirgt of the next day's harvest, staring for
along moment a the faintly illuminated stalk. Then, hardly daring to bresthe, he reached for the swollen
blossom and began to stroke exactly as he had seen Uunu do hun-dreds of times.

The petalswere as soft as i1k, rubbing easily from hisfingers, and Anakin felt afaint touch, like an
electrica shock traveling up hisarm. It was neither pleasant nor

unpleasant, but more like the first taste of afood so ex-otic histongue had no basdine for judging it.

As he stroked, the feding degpened, and findly hefdt not just hisfingers rubbing the flower, but dso the
blossom beingrubbed. Hewas the lambent, for amoment, and not only felt it wakening but felt himsalf
awakened.

He continued until the small hum in his head was |ouder, more obvious than any impulse from the other
plants, until the pod was smooth, then he blinked and carefully searched around him for movement. Here,
in the camp, he was nearly blind and deaf. He couldn't even use the jungle moon's native life to sense
what danger might be coming. If he couldn't seeit and hear it, it wasn't there.

But his eyesfound no shadows creeping, his earsregis-tered no faint susurrus of motion, and so,
producing his spurred thumb, he cut into the plant and stripped away the husk until he had the gem inside.
Hegripped it tight in hisfingers, and dmost without him asking it, it flared into gentle radiance.

"Yed "hehissed.



Willing it dark, he clenched hisfigt tighter around it in agesture of triumph.

Then it was back acrossthe fields and through the houses. They were not silent at night; he passed the
ghrine of Y un-Shuno and heard moaning within. Whispers drifted from other doorways, and here and
there someone paced in the darkness, restless.

Anakin kept going until he reached the edge of the star-shaped compound where he had exited theliving
boat. He dipped within.

The pool shone with a gentle phosphorescence that did not reach far below the surface. Anakin felt with
the Force, hoping desperately his lightsaber was till there, where he had placed it days before.

The water was murky. He could senseit in the Force, but asif through a cloud. The crawlfish and their
aqudic

cousinswere seng ble, too, but somehow diffuse. It took longer than it should have for himto fedl the
play of life and current and energy in the heart of the shaper damu-tek. But at last he had it in hismind,
wavering like amirage, but there. The current had carried hislightsaber to fetch at the edge of the
compound, againgt abarrier that kept thefish in. He exerted hiswill, and hislight-saber shifted, moved,
broke the surface, and cameto rest in his hand.

"Who'sthere?" avoice asked, from the shadows around the pool. Anakin stepped back quickly, heart
running toward lightspeed, and withdrew into the dark-nessin the far corner of the compound.

"Y our pardon,” he rasped, grateful for the tizowyrm in his ear. He tried to make hisvoice sound as much
likeaYuuzhan Vong'sas possible. "I am no one, a Shamed One."

The figure in the darkness shifted, and he could sud-denly see more of her silhouette. Something was
strange about her head. 1t wriggled like anest of snakes, like noth-ing he had yet seen among the
Y uuzhan VVong.

"Thisisthe compound of the shapers,” the woman's voice said. "Y ou have no business here, Shamed
Ore"

"| beg pardon, great one," Anakin said. "I wished only—I had hoped the waters of the succession pool
would inspire meto beseech Y un-Shuno persuasively.”

The silence stretched. "1 should report you, you know. Only those Shamed Ones with passage
pheromone are alowed here. [—" He heard alittle gasp of pain.

"|sanything the matter, greet one?"

"No," shereplied in astrained voice. "It isonly my suffering. | came hereto contemplate it. Go, Shamed
One. | would not interrupt my reverie over you. Go, leave mein peace, and count yourself fortunate.”

"Thank you, grest shaper. Asyou will."
And with that, he withdrew. Sweat was coursing down

his brow, and hislimbs trembled dightly, but triumph was a supernovaingde of him. He had what he
needed, now.



The supernovacooled alittle as he left the damutek and padded back into the village of the Shamed
Ones. He needed more than the lambent and the lightsaber. He needed time, and solitude, and even the
lenient Uunu wasn't likely to give him that. But he aso couldn't wait for VVua Rapuung any longer. Uunu
was suspicious of him. Hul Rapuung had voiced asmilar suspicion, thet very first day.

And Vua Rapuung might be dead.

S0 he needed to hide somewhere. Where?

Puzzling over that, he ran headlong into someone. A Y uuzhan Vong cursed, and astrong hand knotted in
his hair. Startled, Anakin dropped both hislightsaber and the lambent, which flared into sudden light.

In theillumination, amutilated face stared down at him.
"VuaRapuung!" he gasped.

"Yes" the other growled. "Quiet that lambent.”

" Let go of me, then.”

The Y uuzhan Vong did so, and Anakin dropped to one kneg, retrieving both items.Be till, he thought at
the lambent, picturing it dark.

Thelight paled and vanished.

"What are you doing with that?" Rapuung snarled.

"Never mind. I'm glad to seeyou. I've heard—"

"They tried to kill me," Rapuung said shortly. "We must act now. Tonight, or never."
"Wecan't!" Anakin said. "Therés something | till haveto do.”

"Impossible”

"No, listen. Y ou said one reason you wanted me was because of my lightsaber, right?”

"It would help usagreat ded," Rapuung growled re-luctantly. "Without it | am not certain how we will
cir-cumvent the portals and safeguards.” He cocked hishead. " Y ou lied to me?'Y ou have the weapon?'

"It doesn't work. But | canfix it. With the lambent | canfix it."
"Do so, then, and hurry."
"Evenif | hurry, it could take aday or two."

"Again, impossible. We cannot hide for two days here, and if we go beyond the perimeter, we will never
comeback in."

"I need two days," Anakin said stubbornly.



"Tomorrow they will redlize| an dive" Rapuung said. "Unlessyou have aJeedai sorcery to make us
invigble.."

"No," Anakin sad, "but—listen. The temple that was here, the one built of sone. How wasiit
destroyed?’

"What? A damutek was landed on it. Its substance was dissolved and used to nourish the coral."

"But did they fill in the cavernsbdow it?"

"Caverns?'

"Yes," Anakin said excitedly. "If they just flattened the temple with one of these damuteks, the caverns
under-neath might gill be there. Didn't you say the damuteks drive down roots, or something—for water

and mingrds?'

Rapuung swore. "Of course," he said. "If there are in-deed caverns of size below, and if the gods are
with us— but of coursethey are. | am VuaRapuung.”

Hesad thislast asif repeating amantra, and Anakin felt renewed gpprehension, remembering Uunu's
opinion of Rapuung. If there had indeed been an officid attempt on hislife, he might have gone from
being a solenoid short of atransformer to afused mess of circuits.

But did it matter? Mad or not, Rapuung was the closest thing to an ally Anakin had. Right now, he
would take what he could get.

Rapuung kept talking, dmost to himsdf it seemed. "They will think we have run into the jungle again. She
will search for usthere, never in the very roots of her stronghold. Never below her very feet. But wewill
need gnullith breathers.”

"Y ou can get those, right?" Anakin asked.

"I can get them. But thisisarisk," Rapuung warned him. "If we are noticed entering the roots, we will be
sedled thereto die very long, very ignoble deaths.”

"Moreignoble than dying a Shamed One?" Anakin shot back. "Besides, it never occurred to me you
wereworried by risk."

He couldn't see Rapuung's face, but he could imagine the glare there,
"A good thing you never thought that," Rapuung replied. "A very good thing. As| sad. Wait here"

And he was gone, leaving only his putrid scent and the shadow of hisanger. Anakin was once again
done.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
"Adept Nen Yim?'

Nen Yim searched the darkened laboratory grotto for the sound of her name and found it coming from a



young mae with the forehead marks of Domain Qel—one of the smaler minor shaper domains. He
lacked a shaper's hands, which placed him below her in rank.

"Y ou have my name, Initiate,” she said, letting abit of irritation show." And my attention.” Her head
throbbed and occasionally spiked with the pain of the Vaa-tumor thriving in it, but she embraced the
growing discomfort. It would not interfere with her work, or this conversation.

The male's headdress was knotted in respect, but some-thing about his face remained annoyingly bold, if
not chdlenging.

"My nameis Tsun," hesaid. "I have been assigned by Master Mezhan Kwaad to aid you today in our
gloriouswork."

Nen Yim braided tendrilsin skepticism. "The master said nothing of assstants,” she noted. " Shewasto
meet me here hersdf."

Again, Tsun trod the outskirts of perniciousnessin the studied ease of hisanswer. "Mezhan Kwaad sent
me, Adept, to explain that she will meditate today rather than labor. Her Vaa-tumor isto be removed
next cycle, and she wishesthese last periods to contemplate her pain.”

"l see. Y our message is ddivered then. But how am | to recognize her authority init?'

Taun's eyes flashed with a certain mischievouslight. "1 must say," he purred, "I am honored. | have much
wished to meet you, Adept Nen Yim."

That had astrange effect. Shefelt adight warmth creep up her neck. Was this another sde effect of her
Vaa-tumor? She commanded her headdress to remain quiescent. "Oh?" shereplied.

"Yes. | was once acompanion to afriend of yours. Y akun."

Thistime she had to clench her tendrilsto keep her emotions hidden. Thiswas suddenly avery
dangerous and painful nestling of history and wordsto be apart of.

"Yakun?' shesad, asif just remembering that there was such aname. "He was a Domain Kwaad initiate
in Baanu Kor?'

Tsun nodded. "Y es. He introduced me to you once, when you tended the mernip breeding pools
together."

"That was before hisheresy,” Nen Yim said.
"Yes" Tsun agreed. "Before they took him."

"We shdl not speak of him, then, shall we?' Nen Yim replied. "For he isaheretic and not to be spoken
of. | will forgive thismention of him. Once."

Tsun genuflected. "'l knew him well, Adept Nen Yim, in the days after your reassignment. He spoke of
you often. He often wished to hear from you, especidly near theend.”

She kept her tongue and tentacles as still as unliving stone, but she remembered. Remembered hearing
the news of Y akun's accusation and sacrifice. She remembered pri-vate, forbidden moments with him



before, and her vain prayersto Yun-Txiin and Y un-Q'aah to protect him.
How she had tried not to think of him at al.

Perhaps Tsun understood her posture, or her head-dress betrayed her, for through the sudden renewal
of pain behind her eyes, she saw heknew.

"l do not mean to sadden you," he said. "It isonly that Master Mezhan Kwaad asked meto tell you |
knew him, that we were confidants.”

The flash of agony released as suddenly asit had come.Mezhan Kwaad did send him, NenYim
thought, her growing panic taking astep back. Thisis her message | amto trust him. Yakun was a
heretic. My master isa heretic. Sois Tsun.

"Initiate Tsun," she said firmly. "I said we should not speak of that person. | mean it. Now let me show
you our work."

TheJeedai's eyes had lost much of their focus; she no longer glared like a predatory beast. Instead she
gared for long hours at nothing, alook of puzzlement on her face.

""She seems stunned,” Tsun noticed.

Nen Yim signaed the vivarium to become opaque to sound. " She can hear us, and she knowsthe
tongue of the gods. Even in that state she might remember any-thing we say. Or nothing."

"Sheisbeng drugged?’

"Not precisely. We are dtering her memories.”

"Ah," Tsun said knowingly. "The protocol of Qah."

"No," Nen Yim corrected, "not exactly. That pro-tocol was ineffective on her human brain.”
"How can that be?"

"Itisasimple bictic protocol in which clumps of memory neurons are introduced into a'Y uuzhan Vong
brain. The Jeedai's brain istoo different.”

"And yet youare modifying her memory."
"A bit at atime. Soon wewill be able to do so much more efficiently.”
"Y ou have prayed for anew protocol?' Tsun asked dyly.

"No," Nen Yim replied. "Our approach has followed two axes. We have mapped and remapped her
nervous

system. We have identified her memory networks and are using the provoker spineray to discourage
their use”

"Y ou mean her old memoriestrigger pain?"



"Y es. Accessing her long-term memory extracts apain sacrifice. The more connected memories shetries
to bring to conscious thought, the greater her suffering.”

"Why not smply wipe clean the centers of memory and begin again?'

"Because she retains the knowledge of herJeedai powers. A day will come—after we've shaped her—
when well want her to remember how to use them.”

Tsun studied the human. "1 see you have scarred her forehead with the Domain Kwaad sign.”

"Wewill do more, intime. Wewill dter her face, es-pecidly that strange nose of hers. But that is
superficid. Attend."

Nen Yim squatted near the vivarium membrane, opened it again to sound, and spoke tothe Jeedai.
"What isyour name?' she asked.

TheJeedai didn't react. With asigh, Nen Yim stimu-lated aminor pain center and cortica nerve with the
pro-voker spineray.

What would have once made the youngJeedai shriek in agony only cycles before now merely made her
flutter her eyesand frown.

"Yes, Adept?'the Jeedai said, asif waking reluctantly from adream.
"What isyour name?' Nen Yim asked.
"My name?'

”YS,"

" Itis—" Shefrowned, then suddenly her eyes bulged and she gripped her head. "My nameis—" Her
teeth clenched and her face went white. Then, asif in sudden remembrance,the Jeedai's face cleared.

"My nameisRiinaKwaad," she sad.

"Very good, Riing" Nen Yim said. "Y ou have learned. And today you will learn more.”

"l seenow,” Tsun said. "Y ou trellis her thoughts. Un-wanted responses bring pain. Desired ones do not."
"No," Nen Yim replied. "That name came from an implanted memory."

"But you just said that the protocol of Qah wasineffective.”

"Yes. But we can build akind of Qah cell using her own, human brain cells”

A look of sheer delight crossed theinitiate's face. "So itis true," he whispered. "Here, you pursue our
dream, the superprotocol—the methods of finding new knowledge without asking the gods.”

Nen Yim fdt infected by hisjoy, but she drew her tenta-clesinto amild admonishment. "Here, in these
chambers of the master, such things may be spoken in security,” she cautioned. "But outside of thisroom,



haveacare"

"Yes, of course. | know what happensto heretics aswell asyou. But what am | to do? Command me,
Adept Nen Yim. Make me apart of thigl"

Hewasvery like Y akun, Nen Yim reflected. How had she not seen it immediately, the passonin his
eyes? It wasamogt asif her lover had been reborn.

Keep to the task at hand, she counsded hersdf. "The modified memory cells are weak," shetold Tsun.
"Mosgt are regjected within amatter of hours and have to be remplanted. My task isto understand why; it
isnot abiochemica matter, as| seeit—difficult to explain, and perhaps connected toher Jeedai powers.
Y our task, Ini-tiate Tsun, isto grow new memories for her. We are in the process of transferring a
complete set of fase memo-ries devel oped in the Qah protocol to a human-cell equivarlent. We can then
bud them as many times as we wish. When | have found away to condition her to accept im-planted
memories permanently, we will then have a com-plete set to transfer. Meanwhile, we modify the cdls, try
them out, and see how long they last. We might sumble

on ahbiologicd solution in the process, or a the very least learn more about how her memory works."
"l hear and obey," Tsun said eagerly. "But sincethereis no protocol to follow ..."

"I will demongtrate. The trials were rigorous and re-quired much testing—"

"Testing," Tsun breathed. "A word | never thought to hear spoken doud in this context.”

"Areyou ligening, Initiate, or will you comment on my every word?' Nen Yim remondrated, trying to
keep her voice stern.

"Apologies, Adept," hesaid. "l am dl attention.”

"Good. | was saying,Initiate, that devel oping the pro-cess was difficult, but the resulting protocol is
smple, and as easy to follow as any of the god-given ones. If you come here, | will describeit to you."

He genuflected and followed her eagerly, but did not interrupt her again except with necessary questions.

Riinawatched the two Y uuzhan V ong go about their work in confusion. Who were they? Why was she
here?

Discontinuity. She cametto, trembling, her thoughts drifting in angry swarms, unwilling to associate with
one another. She remembered the female asking her name, and answering "Riina" That hadn't hurt.

But somehow it waswrong.

There were things she could see from the corner of her eye she could never seelooking straight on. Her
red name was likethat, lurking just out of sight. When shetried to Sare Sraight at it, it bit her with hot
needle teeth.

That wastrue of alot of things. The face that kept ap-pearing in the dark of her mind, the voice that
sometimesrang in her head, the memory that kept trying to surface of how she had gotten here—all were
shifting trailsin the sand, dl led to agony.



But she couldn't give up. She wasn't supposed to be here.

Or was she? Brief flashes of color and sound came, now, of aworld turned inside out, with no sky but
only land that curved up to meet itself. A creche-mother with a doped forehead and nearly nosdessface.
The prickly sweet scent of fuming omipa during the ritua of appd-lation. The spicy, dightly rotten taste
of von'u, araretrest given her by her naming-father.

Riinathey called her.Riina Kwaad.

Shefdt asif sheweredrifting down astream of sooth-ing water, surrounded by comforting voices. She
rubbed her forehead and felt the marks of her domain, and even theraw pain of them felt good, inits
own way.

Tahiri!

The voice again. Memories of her past splintered like crystal and cut into her brain. Other images
flashed, names. One name.

Anakin.

The stream became ariver, raging, sucking her under, and Anakin wasin it with her. She held to the
image, though paroxysms shook her body.

Thiswasred. This happened! Wewerelittle, at the academy, we were following dreamsthat drew us
together—

She screamed, legpt, and dammed into the barrier that separated her from the Y uuzhan Vong. She
reached out in the Force to try to choke them, but they weren't there, somehow. There was nothing rea
behind their startled faces.

"My nameis Tahiri!" she screamed at them. "I am Jedi! Tahiri!"

Then atidal wave of dazzling anguish crawled up every single nerve, centipedes with legs of fire, and she
lost consciousness.

"What did it say?" Tsun asked.

"That was Badic, the language of theinfidels,” Nen Yimtold him.

"Should she be able to access that?'

"No. She dtill resists. We found that she somehow re-routes to nerve clusters we have not mined.
However, the provoker spineray follows the reroutes and stimulates them, aswdll. In time, she will have
no way into or out of those memories save through the embrace of pain. By that timeit will not matter.
Shewill beinfidel nolonger, and will welcome the chdlenge.”

"Thank you for explaining,” hesaid.

Nen Yim acknowledged him with atwist of her head-dress, returning to her work.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



The damutek root was a hollow tube, and when Ana-kin and Vua Rapuung entered it, it wasamost a
meter in diameter. Close, but not claustrophobic.

Assoon asit sensed ther presence, it constricted, hug-ging the contours of their bodies with insistent
grength. Anakin had to straighten hisarmsin front of him and drag himsalf downward with the strength of

hisfingers.

Hefdt asif he was suffocating. He couldn't go back-wards, not with VVua Rapuung behind him. To
make matters worse, he was moving against a gentle but unre-lenting current. When the pressure against
him grew too great he would curl his body into afetal position, some-thing that took almost every bit of
strength he had. When he rel eased and straightened his body, it took sev-eral secondsfor the root walls
to contract and conform to his body again. It felt like trying to crawl up the esopha-gus of a snake intent
on swalowing. The only problem with that analogy wasthat if he were doing that, he would be assured
of light at the end of the mucilaginous tunnel. Here he was crawling toward darkness, maybe nothingness.
What if the root ended in a sealed aquifer? How long would the bresther shoved down hiswindpipe
continue to work? Until he starved, probably.

If he ever got off Yavin 4, he promised himsdalf, he would vist hisuncles homeworld, Tatooine, or some
other smilarly desiccated place. He had had more than

enough of water and other fluids on thistrip to last him decades.

Fighting a nattering little panic, Anakin continued dragging himsalf forward. Minutes piled into hours.

He thought of sunlight, wind, infinite space.

He thought of Tahiri. Was he wrong to try to rebuild hislightsaber? Should he have gone on charging
after her without it? The strong, early contactsin the Force had faded to occasiona brushes, most
powerfully when she wasin agony. Anakin had the clear impression that Ta-hiri was actualy avoiding
contact, shoving him away.

Despitethis, animage of her prison had assembled it-sdf in hismind—asmal chamber divided froma
larger one by athin but unbreakable membrane. Her jailers were Y uuzhan Vong like the one he had seen
by the suc-cession pool, the one with the tentacled headdress. Sev-erd other cellslike the one shewasin

werevisible, but these were empty and dark, presumably waiting for more young Jedi captives.

The other thing he was certain of wasthat Tahiri wasin agreat ded of confusion. Not only did she not
respond to histouch, she sometimes didn't even recognizeit.

If he thought he could save her without hislightsaber. ..

But he couldn't. Even the insanely reckless VV ua Ra-puung thought o, or they would never be squeezing
themsdves down akilometer of smdl intestine.

Tahiri could hang in there for another two days. She had to. And to save her, he could crawl through
anything.

Muscles trembling, even when he freshened them with the Force, he moved on.

When hefindly emerged into a space large enough that he could float free and touch nothing, he slently



cele-brated it by stretching, bending, kicking hisarms, and waving hisfeet. It wasthe most delicious
feding hecould

imagine at that moment. For perhaps aminute he thought of nothing but this smple jubilation, but then
the dark-nesslurking in hismind reminded him he would have to crawl right back up the Sith-spawned
thing if this cavern didn't go anywhere. Hetook out hislambent crystal and willed it tolife.

Rapuung appeared, floating facing him, looking like areptilian water monster. Beyond him Anakin saw
the tube opening extruding from astone surface that bent to envelop them in acavern of indeterminate
sze. Anakin found gravity's direction and started following the surface up, trailing one hand on it. At the
sametime he stretched out with the Force, sensing water drumming dowly through stone, searching for
the sounding boards, the hollow placeswhere air held court.

Anakin thought held been happy to leave the tube. Pulling himsalf onto damp stone, yanking the gnullith
from his mouth, wasinfinitely better. He sat there, gasp-ing and wet, as'V ua Rapuung climbed out of the
water behind him.

"I hopethiswasworth it," Rapuung growled.

"It will be"

"Hedl your wegpon so we can leave this skulking pit."

"I'll gartinamoment,” Anakin said. "But first, Vua Rapuung, tell me something. Do you redly believe
that the marks of your shame were inflicted upon you by a shaper? That she did thisto you for regjecting
her love?'

"Who have you been talking to?"

"The other Shamed Onestak. They saw mewith you."

Rapuung's face contorted asif he had swallowed the foulest thing in the world, but his head chopped
afirmativey.

"Our love was forbidden. We both knew it. For atime neither of us cared. We believed that Y un-Txiin
and Y un-Q'aah had taken pity on us, dared the wrath of Y un-

Y uuzhan, and given us apecia dispensation. Such things have happened before, no matter what
ignorant things you may have heard.” Hislip curled. "It did not happen with us. We were wrong.”

"And you brokeit off."

"Yes. Loveisamadness. When my sanity began to re-turn, | knew that | could not violate the will of the
gods. | told her s0."

"And shedidn't likethat."

Rapuung snorted. " She blasphemed. She said therewere no gods, that belief in them was superdtition,
that we are free to do whatever we dare so long aswe are strong.” His eyes turned away from Anakin.
"Despite her heresy, | would never have told anyone her words. She did not believe that. Shefeared |
would denounce her, or that one day our forbidden trysting would come to the attention of her superiors.



She is ambitious, Mez-han Kwaad. Sheis spiteful. She made me appear Shamed because she knew no
onewould credit my words then, that anything | said would be taken asthe ravings of alunatic.”

"Why didn't shejust kill you?* Anakin asked. "Give you some poison or fatal disease?"

"Sheismore crud than that,” Rapuung snarled. " She would never give me the release of desth when she
could debase meinstead.”

Rapuung's eyes focused on the lambent. "What el se did the other Shamed Ones say? They called me
insane, yes?'

"Y es, asamatter of fact.”

"l am not."

Anakin measured hiswords out carefully. "I don't careif you are," he said. "'l don't care about your
re-venge any more than you care about Tahiri. But | need to know how far you will go. Y ou say you're
reconciled to me using my lightsaber."

"l have said 0."

"I'm going to rebuild it, as| told you. What | didn't mention isthat I'm going to rebuild it usng this" He
held up the lambent.

The Y uuzhan Vong's eyeswidened. ™Y ou would graft aliving servant to your machine?"
"A lightsaber isn't exactly amachine.

"Itisntdive”

"Inaway itis" Anakin sad.

"Inaway dung isthe same asfood, at the molecular level, perhaps. Speak plainly.”
"Todothat, | haveto tell you about the Force, and you haveto listen.”

"The Forceiswhatyou Jeedai kill with," Rgpuung said.

"It's much mere than that."

"Why do you wish to explain thisto me?"

"Because when | use my lightsaber, | don't want any surprisesfromyou like | got when | lit thefire. |
want to have this out here and now."

"Very wdl. Explain your heresy to me."
"Y ou've seen me use the Force. You haveto admit itisred."

"I've seen things. They may have beentricks. Talk."



"The Forceis generated by life. It binds al thingsto-gether. It'sin everything—the water, the stone, the
treesintheforest. | am aJedi Knight. We're born with an apti-tude for the Force, an ability to senseit, to
control it—to guard its balance.”

"Baance?'

Anakin hestated. How to explain sight to ablind man?"The Forceislight and life, but it isalso
darkness. Both are necessary, but they have to be kept balanced. In harmony.”

"Putting aside the supidity of that wholeidea," Ra-puung said, "you'retdling meyouJeedai Knights

keep this 'balance? How? By rescuing your comrades? By killing Y uuzhan Vong? Does fighting my
people bring

balancein this Force? How can it, when you admit we do notexist init? Y ou can move arock, but you
cannot move me.”

"That's sometimestrue,”" Anakin admitted.

"Very well. If your superstition demands you seek to bal ance this mysterious power, why arethe
Y uuzhan Vong your concern? Why bother with usat al?!

" Because you've invaded our galaxy, killed our people, stolen our worlds. Y ou don't expect usto fight
back?'

"| expect warriorsto fight, to embrace pain and desth, to sing the song of daughter with bloody lips.
That iswhat Y uuzhan Vong do, and we do it not to bring ba-ance, buttruth. What you describe makes
no sense. Tl me—arethe Y uuzhan VVong part of this 'dark side' you spesk of 7"

Anakin looked at him frankly. "I think so."

"Doesyour magica Forcetdl you this?'

"No. Because—"

" Because we do not exist init. It isnot apart of usor we a part of it. So again, how do you judge usa
part of your dark Sde?’

"By your actions," Anakin said.

"Actions?Wekill in battle. Youkill in battle. Wekill in stedlth. Youkill in stedlth. Y ou fight for your
people. | fight for mine.”

"It'sour gdaxy!"

" The gods have givenit to us. They have commanded we bring you the truth. This Force of yoursisfor
lesser beings, those who do not know the gods.™

"l do not accept that,” Anakin said.

"And yet you would have me accept something | cannot see or smell? Something you merdly tell me
ex-iss? Do you believe in the gods?'



Anakin hesitated, then tried again. "Y ou've seen me use the Force."

"I've seen you do amazing things. | haven't seen you

do anything that we Y uuzhan V ong could not accom-plish. Our dovin basal's can move planets. Our
yam-mosks and even the lowly lambent you hold there can speak mind to mind. | admit what | see—that
you have powers| do not have. | need not believe your super-stitions as to where these powers come
from."

"Then don't,” Anakin said hotly.

"And what does dl of thishaveto do with building your albominable wegpon?'

"A lightsaber is more than just an ordinary wegpon. Each Jedi builds hisor her own. The piecesare
bound to-gether by the Force and by the Jedi's will and make some-thing greater than the sum of its
parts. It becomesathing divein the Force."

"It ismade of inanimate parts. It cannot be dive.”

"All living things are made of inanimate parts, if you look smal enough," Anakin pointed out. "Nothing is
redly inanimate. As| said, the Forceisin everything. Therewill be something of mein my lightsaber, and
something of thislambent in me."

Vua Rapuung nodded thoughtfully. " 1 begin to see the roots of your foul heresy, now. Y ou make use of
abomi-nations because you somehow think them dive?

Anakin stood abruptly. "I've explained what I'm go-ing to do. Will you oppose me? Are you going to
snap when | sart fighting your people with my lightsaber?"

VuaRapuung glared a him in the dim light of the lambent. Anakin could hear histeeth clicking together.

"The godsled meto you,” hesaid at lagt. "Not Y un-Shuno, that many-eyed mother of snivelers, but
Y un-Y uuzhan himsdlf. Hetold mein avison that theJeedai infidel with hisblade of light would lead me
to my re-venge and vindication. That iswhy | followed you down here, when my instincts screamed
againg it. Itiswhy | did not kill you when you used the first abomination. Everything you say soundsto
measalie. Thereasons
you give for me to accept your weapon make no sense. But Y un-Y uuzhan has spoken to me."

"Then you accept what | told you about the Force?”

"Of course not. As| said before, | can admit that what my sensestell meis true without believing your
delirious judtification of it. Y our wegpon may be acceptable to the gods; your heresy isnot. Build your
blade"

With that, Rapuung stalked off into the darkness.

"And you say| don't make any sense," Anakin sighed.

Disappointment edged at Anakin, but he fought it back.



He could fed the lambent, but not in the Force, not the way he could fed everything else about his
wespon. Everything wasin place, fitted, ready to work. But what he had told Rapuung was the truth; the
real moment alightsaber became a Jedi's weapon was when the first amperes of power trickled through
it, when each piece became a part of the other and a part of the Jedi build-ing it.

But the lambent was resisting that. Well, not ressting actudly, but not going aong with the whole
scheme, dther.

And time was passing, each moment bringing Tahiri closer to something terrible.

Concentrate, hethought. There isno try.

But there wasfailure, especialy here. Master Y odas words, his entire philosophy, required the presence
of the Forcein everything.

But the Force wasn't in the Y uuzhan VVong. It wasn't in their biotech. They could be fought only
indirectly, with thingsthatcould be sensed in the Force.

Something dapped him, then, something that had been cocking its hand back for along time.

Master Y oda was wrong.

The Jedi were wrong, and VVua Rapuung was right. If the Jedi stood for nothing but seeking balancein
the Force, then hedid have no businessfighting the Y uuzhan

Vong. Oh, he could rescue Tahiri; after all, preventing her from becoming adark Jedi was at the core of
the phi-losophy. But were actions—However bad or evil they seemed—were the actions of the Y uuzhan
Vong in and of themsalves worth opposing if they had no effect on the Force?

To be sure, the dlienswere killing people, which a-ways disturbed the Force. But did it unbaanceit?
The Y uuzhan Vong weren't gathering dark energy about them-selves. If anyone ran therisk of doing thét,
it was Jedi like Kyp and maybe even himsdlf. Seen likethat, fighting the Y uuzhan VVong was more likely
to unbaance the Force than any action they themsalves might take.

Sure, that all made sense. It amost sounded like something Jacen or Uncle Luke would say. But that
was al predicated on the certainty that the Force wasin everything.

And it wasn't. And while the facts of the matter were staring them all in the face, no Jedi had had the guts
to confront the new redlity. Instead they were acting like spoiled children, complaining that the Y uuzhan
Vong didn't play fair, weren't following those black-and-white rules. So Kyp went out to shoot them, to
try to make the problem go away by killing it. Jacen huddied away in in-decision. Maybe he wasright.

No. It wasn't right for the Y uuzhan Vong to kill whole planets. It wasn't right for them to endave people.
Those actions were evil, they were wrong, and they had to be fought. If the Force did not draw that line
and st great dark-side darms wailing, then maybe Anakin didn't serve the Force. Or to put it more
precisely, he served some-thing more fundamenta than the Force, something of which the Forcewasa
manifestation, an emanation—atool. Not Rapuung's gods, or any god, but some funda-mental truth built
into the universe at asubatomic level. In his galaxy, the Force was the servant of that truth. Wher-ever
the Y uuzhan VVong were from, some other mani-



festation must prevail. But light remained light, and dark, dark. And whatever had happened to the

Y uuzhan VVong, they had turned to the dark side long ago. If the Empire of Palpatine had prevailed and
traveled to another galaxy on an errand of conquest, a galaxy where the Force was not known, what
evidence would the people there have of the light Side of the Force? Could they know that the Empire
was an aberration of what ought to be? No. Similarly, Anakin didn't know—couldn't know—what
manifestation of the light the Y uuzhan VVong had left be-hind them. But theyhad I€ft it behind.

Maybe this was even the result of awhole people turning entirely to the dark sde. Maybe the Force
samply rejected them, or they it.

That didn't makethem al evil, any more than every-one who served the Empire was evil. But it made
them worth opposing. Without anger or hatred, yes. But they had to be stopped, and Anakin Solo would
never turn hiseyesfrom that.

With a sudden surge of confidence, he reached for the parts of hislightsaber in the Force and then
pressed deeper.

S0 he had to work indirectly with the Y uuzhan VVong and their things. Fine. But behind the seeming
disunity, there must be unity.

Andin aflash of epiphany he had it. Thelink between the rest of his lightsaber and the lambent was
Anakin Solo. It wasinhim the changes had to happen.

Power surged and crackled, and the cavern echoed with asnap-hiss, and somewhere V ua Rapuung
snarled.

Anakin opened hiseyesto the purple glow of hislightsaber and fdt agrin dash hisfacein half.
"l an Jedi again,” hesaid quietly.
Perhaps anew kind of Jedi atogether.

"Two cycles have come and gone," VVua Rapuung growled, afew moments|later. His featureswere
hollow

inthe violet glow. ™Y our abominable wegpon works, it seems. Are we done with skulking? May we at
last em-brace our foes?'

"You embrace them,” Anakin said. "'I'm going to knock them down. Y our shaperswant Jedi? Oneis
coming to them.”

PART THREECONQUEST

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Mezhan Kwaad curled her headdressin recognition a Nen Yim as she entered the laboratory.
"Detail your progress, Adept," the master said. Her tone was curt and her tendrils suggested irritation.

"We made good progressin your absence, Magter," Nen Yim said cautioudy. "1 think with only minor
ge-netic adjustments, the memory implantswill be perma-nent. She resists them less than she did when



last you were here"”

"Yes" Mezhan Kwaad replied, anger twitching her tendrils. "Vauable days, missed.” Sheturned to Nen
Yim." But at least you were here, my adept, and competent to carry on.”

Nen Yim watched Mezhan Kwaad crossto the vi-varium. TheJeedai till had ablank ook most of the
time, but now and then Nen Y im thought she saw some-thing working behind those dien green eyes.
Something more Y uuzhan V ong than human.

"Can you tell me your name?' Mezhan Kwaad asked theJeedai.

Only adight hesitation, thistime. "Riing,"the Jeedai sad. "My nameisRiina."

"Very good, Riina Did Nen Yim explain what has been done to you?'

"Alittle”

"Tdl mewhat you remember.”

"Theinfidels captured me asachild, a therim of their
gaaxy. They made me look like one of them and gave me false memorieswith their Jeedai powers.”
"Thisseemsright to you?"

"Not dways. Sometimes | think | an—" She gasped and clenched her hands. "—someone ese.”

"Theinfidd conditioning was excellent. Before we rescued you, they tried to wipe your mind clean.
There was much damage.”

" fed thet,"the Jeedai answered.
"Thereis something | need to know," Mezhan Kwaad replied. "Y ou were born with certain powers.
Y ou were taught lies about these powers, but we are attending to that. What | fear, Riina, isthat your

injuries may have crippled those powers.”

"I cannot even think of them," theJeedai said. Smal droplets of water formed in the corners of her eyes
and ran down her face.

"I'm going to help you with that," the master said. She gestured to make the vivarium opague to sound
and spoke to Nen Yim. "Quiet the provoker spineray.”

Nen Yim Started. "Master, that might not be wise. She till has moments when she asserts her redl
identity. We have closed most of those neurd paths, but if we remove the promise of pain—"

"The new memories arein place for now, yes? They seem to be working quite well. They will keep her
in check. Thiswill not takelong."

"Thiswill confuse her,” Nen Yim argued. "It might set us back."

"Who ismaster here, Adept?' Mezhan Kwaad asked brusquely. "Are you serioudy questioning my



expertise?’

Nen Yim quickly genuflected. "I am pitiable, Magter. Of course| shall do asyou say. | merdly wished to
voice my concerns.”

"They are noted. Now, silence the spineray.”

Nen Yim did so, and Mezhan Kwaad once again made the membrane permeable to sound. She
produced asmal

stone from her oozhith's pouch and placed it on the chamber floor.
"Onceyou could lift astone like thiswith your will," shetoldthe Jeedai. "I wish to see you do so now."
"l will haveto cdl upon fase memories,”" theJeedai moaned. "Painful ones.”

"We embrace pain,” Mezhan Kwaad said. "Y our re-sistanceto it is a human weakness implanted in you.
Doasl say."

"Yes, Magter," theJeedai replied. She fixed her gaze on the stone and closed her eyes. She winced, but
then her face smoothed, and the stone lifted from the floor asif grasped in an invisble hand.

Mezhan Kwaad barked abrief, victorious laugh. "Nen Yim," she commanded, "map the brain areas
showing the mogt activity."

"Yes Mager."

"Riing, you may lower the stone, now."

Obediently, the stone sank back to the floor.

"It didn't hurt," theJeedai said. "I thought it would hurt."

"You see? Y our cureis progressing well. Soon you will remember everything about your lifeasa
Y uuzhan Vong."

"l wigh..." TheJeedai traled off wigtfully.
"What?'
"| fed like I'm two halves of two different people, glued together,” shesaid. "I wish | werewhole again.”

"Youwill be,"” Mezhan Kwaad answered. "Before you know it, you will be. Now, if you could lift the
goneagain, please.”

"Clearly these ahilities aren't located in asingle brain center any more than they are generated by an
organ," Mezhan Kwaad said | ater, asthey looked over the results of their experimentation.

"HerJeedai powers are distributed in the neura net somehow, nonlocdized. The commands come from
this



lobein the front of her brain, obvioudy, which iswhere most of her coherent thought occurs, as well.
And yet thereisdso consderable activity in the hindbrain.”

"Perhaps her control emanates from modified mus-cular systems,” Nen Yim suggested.

"l see no evidence that this young female has been modified in any way, and the infidels have shown only
the most rudimentary knowledge of biology."

"I meant modified by selection from generation to generation.”

" Sdlective breeding? I nteresting. We know from our infidel sourcesthat this'Force runs more strongly in
some families than others, and that Jeedai often matewith Jeedai.” Her tentacles knotted in frustration.
"We need moreJeedai, alarger sample. The incompetence of warriors—" She suddenly tremored and
reached her eight-fingered hand to her head. "It istime. | must have the Vaa-tumor removed. Y et another
despicable dday.”

Nen Yim gave her master a puzzled look. "I thought that's where you've been, having the Vaa-tumor
removed.”

Mezhan Kwaad's eyes went to dits. "What? Why did you think that?"

" Y ou were gonefor two cycles, Master."

"Indeed, engaged in meaningless political exerciseswith Master Yd Phaath. He called viavillip for a
formal convocation of masters on the matter of delegating re-sponsibilities on the new worldship. | was
forced into aritua seclusion, and at aquiteinconvenient time."

"But the assistant you sent said nothing of that. He did say you were having your Vaa-tumor removed.”

That had aremarkable effect on Mezhan Kwaad. Her tendrilsfell limp, and her tone went colder than
frozen nitrogen. "Whet assgant?"'

“Taun"

"1 know no one by that name," Mezhan Kwaad said.

"But hetold meyou sent him."

"And that | was having my Vaa-tumor removed?"

"Y es. But he knew things about me. About what we do here.”
Mezhan Kwaad folded down to asitting mat and rubbed her head.

"No," she sghed. "He guessed that we were engaged in heresy, and you confirmed it. The convocation
was aruseto keep mebusy. Ya Phaath now has his evidence, thanksto you."

IINO!II

"Oh, I'm afraid s0," avoice from the doorway boomed. Nen Yim spun to see Commander Tsaak
Vootuh stand-ing in the doorway, an escort of his personal guard just behind him.



Mezhan Kwaad drew hersdf to her full height.
"Thisisashaper damutek. Y ou do not have my per-mission to enter it."

"l do not need it," the commander replied. "I have the authority of Master Yal Phaath. I'm also afraid |
must take both of you captive and search your chambers for evidence."

"Evidence of what? Accuse us" Mezhan Kwaad snapped. Do not insult us with captivity without
chdlenging!”

"The accusation is heresy, of course," Tsaak Vootuh replied. "An accusation readily born out by the
evidence, | fed certan.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Going back up the root was much easier than coming down it; the current was with them. It was not one
mi-cron more pleasant.

They emerged in the succession pool under orange Y avin light.
On theway up, Anakin had noticed an interesting thing.
Vua Rapuung existed for him now.

Not in the Force, not with the clarity that the Force of-fered, but he was there, a shadow of fury cast
from the lambent to Anakin's mind.

That wasn't all. He also felt the confused, staticky hum of the hundreds of Y uuzhan VVong around him.
Thenoise cut in and out, like abad comm transmission, but it was undeniably there.

It wasn't the Force, but it was something, and he could see their works with new eyes. His gaze was
drawn to detailsin the living structures around him he hadn't noticed—or cared to notice—before.

With Rapuung, Anakin dipped into the shadows.
"Your Jeedai isdtill inthisdamutek?' Rapuung asked.

Anakin concentrated. Tahiri wasthere, but every day she became. .. fuzzier, harder to pinpoint. Now he
barely heard her a all.

"She hasn't moved," Anakin replied. "She'sthat way." He pointed.
Rapuung grimaced. "That's not the core |aboratories of the shaping compound.”
"Itswherel fed her."

Rapuung rubbed hisflat nose. "It makes sense. It'swhereher quarters are, her personal chambers. If she
keeps the work on theJeedai closeto her, and hopesit will go unseen, shewould do it there."

"Why would she want that?" Anakin asked.



"l don't know. | don't understand the way of shapers. And yet she was aways secretive in what she did.
Shewasaways nervous.™" His voice softened dightly. "Al-ways doing things she shouldn't.”

"Like having an affair with you."

Rapuung's nogtrils contracted until they were nearly closed, but he chopped his head once. "Y es. Speak
no more of it. Come, infiddl."

"Lead on. | know the direction, but not the way."

Without another word, Rapuung padded off. An opening in the wall parted for him.

The shaper compound was an eight-armed star with the pool in the center. The corridor they entered
took them up one of the arms. Within, the compound was illu-minated by phosphorescence punctuated
by the occa-siond lambent that sparked to life when Rapuung came near. A faint smell of seaweed and

lizard permeated the corridors, which were a turns quite regular and wildly asymmetric. The pool was
not the crosswalks of the place; atorus of connecting corridors joined the rays of the star and served that

purpose.

Anakin tensed asthey met their first Y uuzhan Vong. A cluster of them stood together, discussing
something he couldn't quite catch. When they saw Rapuung and Anakin they stopped and stared, but

didn't say anything.

"Thisiseasier than | thought it would be," Anakin said, after they were past the group.
Rapuung grunted. "1 would have killed them if |

thought it would help, but they sent the Sgnd the instant they saw us."

"What are you talking about?"

"A Shamed One and adavein ashaper compound? Unlikely."

" But they didn't—"

"Scream? Run? Shapers they may be, but they are Y uu-zhan Vong. If we cameto kill them, they would
be dead. They know that."

"So what do we expect now?"'

But Rapuung didn't have to answer. Ahead of them, the walls, floor, and celling of the corridor suddenly
met one another.

"Whoops," Anakin managed. A quick look behind him showed the same thing.
"We have seconds," Rapuung said. "Do not inhde.”

Anakin nodded and ignited hislightsaber. Thefierce purple light highlighted the mist emerging from the
cor-ridor walls. Anakin approached the obstruction and cut into it with broad strokes.



Vonduun crab armor it wasn't. After the first cut, the stuff actudly flinched away from hisblade. In
moments he had carved a hole large enough to step through.

Beyond, the corridor continued another four meters and ended in another dilation. This section was
dready full of mist.

Anakin cut through that, too, but hislungs were starting to hurt now, and black spots danced before his
eyes, S0 rather than attacking the inevitable barrier that had closed beyond the second one, he cut
through thewdl to hisright.

That spilled the pair into alarge chamber where two startled Y uuzhan VVong looked up from examining
some-thing that resembled atwined bundle of black vines as big around as Anakin'sthigh. He couldn't
tell if it wasanimd or vegetable, and hedidn't care.

"Which way now?" Anakin asked.

Rapuung stabbed afinger at the two shapers. "One of you. Take meto the personal laboratories of
Master Mezhan Kwaad."

The shorter of the two frowned. "Y ou're a Shamed One."

Rapuung reached him in two strides and struck him high in the cheg, lifting the shaper from hisfeet and
damming himinto thewall. He dumped to the floor, blood spilling from hislips.

"You," Rapuung said to the other. "Lead usto Mez-han Kwaad."
The second shaper looked at his unconscious com-panion.
"Comewith me" hesaid.

"Can they fill this chamber with gas?' Anakin asked Rapuung.

"Of course. However, now that we've exited the cor-ridor they think we'rein they'll have to consult with
the damutek brainto find us. That will take time. By then, the warriorswill be here"

"I was wondering why there weren't any guards.”

"Thisisashaper place. Warriors must beinvited here, and then only in times of duress. Normaly thereis
no need for guards. It's been centuries since anyone invaded a shaper damutek. Who would wish to but

aninfidd?’
"Vua Rapuung, apparently,” Anakin replied.

The shaper took them through a quick series of turns and then into along, straight corridor that ended in
one of the membranes that normally served as doors.

"Through there," their captive said, "isthe master's persona chambers. But the threshold will not open
itself toany of us"

"That iswhy | have aJeedai with me," Rapuung told him, as Anakin thumbed the blade on and cut
through the door. In doing so he nearly bisected the warrior just on the other side. The Y uuzhan VVong



blinked at him in astonish-ment, then jerked his amphigtaff to an atack position.

Rapuung charged past Anakin, lunged beneath the war-rior's not-quite-ready guard, and struck him
under the chin with the deteriorating talon on his elbow. Theimplant jammed in the being's mandible and
tore out. Rapuung hardly seemed to notice, turning his attention instead to the roomful of warriors

beyond.

Anakin legpt in behind him and turned aside an amphigtaff dashing toward Rapuung with the blade of his
lightsaber. Rapuung's attacker, recognizing the new danger, twisted the amphistaff and let it go limp. Then
he whipped it underhand toward Anakin'sthroat. Anakin did aquick circular parry, wrapping the limp
gaff around hisblade, and did ajumping front kick. The Y uuzhan Vong blocked that with hisfree hand,
but some of the blow's force got through. Anakin cut his blade, dropped in at close quarters, jammed the
blade emitter under the warrior's armpit, and flicked it back on.

Thewarrior jerked and fell away, exhding acloud of steam.

Anakin sensed a blow from behind, and without think-ing he ducked, did a behind-the-back block, and
felt the sharp rap of an amphistaff. He dropped, swept his un-seen attacker's feet, and tumbled away
from yet athird attacker.

Only when hewas back in the clear, preparing to meet the two, did he realize what had happened. He
had sensed the Y uuzhan Vong behind him. Not as clearly as he might in the Force, but it had been good
enough to save hislife.

They came at him with a certain caution, which gave Anakin time to notice that Vua Rapuung had
downed another warrior and was busily engaged with three more. That seemed to complete the count of
warriorsin the chamber, though others might run in from the large open-ing at the other end of the room.

One problem & atime.
One of the Y uuzhan Vong dashed a Anakin's|eft leg,

while another did awhip-over toward hisright shoulder. He legpt over the low attack and diced his
blade down the semirigid side of the high one. His blade hit the Y uu-zhan VVong's fingers, and two of
them came off. From there Anakin lunged toward his second foe's eye. Thefelow jerked his head back
and yanked his amphigtaff up to parry. Anakin disengaged, avoiding the parry, and finished hisblow right
where a human sternum would be. The vonduun crab armor scorched but did not split, but the blow was
strong. The Y uuzhan Vong was dready off balance from avoiding the thrust to hiseye, and now he
sprawled heavily to the ground.

In those two or three seconds, Anakin's other oppo-nent whipped the amphistaff in such away that it
coiled around Anakin's head and blade, the latter of which he had just drawn to an inner guard at his
shoulder. Only turning the blade off kept him from being cut by his own weapon, but then there was
nothing to prevent the amphigtaff from closing around his neck like agarrote. Anakin reached reflexively
for histhroat, dropping his weagpon. With acry, the Y uuzhan VVong warrior turned his back, clearly
intending to heave Anakin in ahard shoulder throw and snap his neck in the process. Anakin went with
the throw and came down face-to-face with the warrior, his neck still intact.

Of course, he couldn't draw thetiniest Sip of air. Al-most contemptuoudy, the warrior lifted him from the
floor, both hands till gripping the ends of the amphistaff.



The Y uuzhan Vong didn't see the lightsaber lift from the floor behind him, but he did notice when the
purple blade gppeared in his neck. He dropped Anakin, then.

Unfortunately, the amphistaff continued with the busi-ness of choking Anakin, and his second foe had
found his feet. Anakin managed to get his blade in hand in time to block adozen blows from the warrior's
daff, before hefelt hislights going out. His blood screamed for air and hislegsfelt like they were made of
wood.

Hefdl away from the attack, dropped like arag doll, and in the minute pause when his enemy thought
he had redlly collapsed, he turned thefal into aroll that took him past the Y uuzhan Vong, where he cut
both legs be-hind the knee.

Then Anakin saw space.

"How long was | out?" Anakin asked Vua Rapuung. The Y uuzhan V ong dropped the amphistaff that
had been coiled around Anakin's neck.

"Only heartbests."

Anakin pushed himsdf up. "Are there more warriors?"

" None cgpable of fighting, not in this chamber. There may be more nearby.”

Anakin gingerly massaged hisneck. "I thought you said there wouldn't be warriorsin here.”
"I was wrong. But they must be here for some purpose.”

"Maybe they knew we were coming.”

"Perhaps. | do not think so. These are the commander's persona troops.”

"Wonderful. Wed better hurry this up, then.”

"Our guide fled, but we need him no longer. We must be near now."

Anakin looked around at the fallen warriors. "Not that you seem to need it," he said, "but why not teke
one of these amphigtaffs?'

"I have sworn an oath to the gods," Rapuung said. "Until | am redeemed before my people, | will not lift
the weapon of awarrior."

"Oh. That makes sense." Anakin took afew steps and windmilled hisarms, making sure everything
worked.

"I don't likethewarriorsbeing here," Rapuung said.
" I'm not fond of it mysdlf."

"That's not what | meant. If they are here without the permission of the shapers, it could mean they've
cometo arrest ashaper or to take something from them."



"Can they do that?"

VuaRapuung rasped alaugh. ™Y ou know too little of our ways, infidel, and too little about Mezhan
Kwaad."

"But what—" Anakin began, but then he got it. "Tahiri!"
"Come," VuaRapuung sad. "Thereisdill time."

"Thisisthe place," Anakin said. "Thisiswherethey had her." His gaze searched wildly about the room.
It didn't resemble alaboratory so much as avivisectorium, each surface covered with internal
organs—except some of these pulsed and mewled the way severed body parts didn't. Usualy. A quarter
of the chamber waswaled off by atrangparent membrane. "Shewasin there" he clarified.

"Of course."
"Where would they have gone?'
" | don't see any other way out,” Rapuung replied.

"Wadl, then—" But as before, he sensed something at his back. Another section of thewall had just gone
trans-parent and permesable. Y uuzhan V ong warriors were pour-ing through it. Behind them Anakin
could make out the ydlow of Tahiri'shair.

" Tahiri!" he shouted, and threw himsdf at the wave of enemies.
CHAPTER THIRTY

Vua Rapuung howled. Anakin fought in grim silence. Their initial charges carried them into the midst of
thewarriors, but unlike the group they had just bested, these weren't scattered around aroom,
unprepared for afight. Anakin and his companion were soon forced back toward thefirgt vivarium by the
sx warriors who had en-gaged them. The other sx—one of whom was vastly more scarred than the ret,
probably aleader—Ied Tahiri and what appeared to be two femal e shapers back out the door Anakin
and Rapuung had entered through.

"No!" Anakin exploded. Hetried to leap over the war-riors blocking hisway, but one snagged hisankle
with the amphistaff and used the momentum of hislegp to dam him into thefloor. Anakin cushioned the
fal with the Force, but his enemy was till between him and the door, and hisfoot was still caught. That
is, until Ra-puung hit the fellow on the back of the head so hard that teeth flew out. Rapuung stood over
Anakin, and for amoment, they weren't under attack. The warriors merely stood there, watching the
Shamed One and Anakin warily.

"VuaRapuung,” one of them snarled findly. "What are you doing here with thisinfidel?'Y ou should bein
the Shamed One'svillage, pursuing your redemption.”

"I have nothing to be redeemed for,” Rapuung said. "1 have been wronged. Y ou dl know it."
"Weknow your clams.

"You, Tolok Naap. Y ou fought beside me only afew tens of cyclesago. Y ou believe me cursed by the
gods?'



Thewarrior he had addressed flared his nogtrils, but did not reply. The one who had spoken before,
however, lowered hisvoice. "Whatever you were, whether you are cursed or not, you have clearly gone
mead. Y ou fight with an infidel againgt your own kind."

"l seek my vengeance," Rapuung said. "Mezhan Kwaad. Whereis she going?"

"The shaper master has been taken up for her trids. The accusation is heresy.”

"They're taking her outsystem?”

"] do not know."

"I cannot let her be taken, not until she admits she has wronged me. Any who stand in the way of that
will leavethislife on wings of blood.”

"Wewill stop you," Tolok Nagp said. "But we will fight you asthe warrior you once were." He threw
Ra-puung his amphigtaff. "Take up aweapon. Do not make uskill abare-handed man."

"Thusfar | have triumphed without weapons," Ra-puung said. "If the gods hated me, would this be so?"

" You havethisJeedai asyour amphigtaff,” one of them sneered. "Lay him aside, and we will lay down
our wea-pons. Then we shdl see how the gods love you."

Rapuung turned aglaring eye on Anakin. " Stand away, Jeedai.”

"Rapuung, | have notimefor games. Tahiri—"

" Iswith the object of my vengeance. If welose the one, we lose the other. | will makeit swift."
Anakin stared at Rapuung, then nodded curtly. He stepped back and switched off the weapon.
Eighty seconds later, stepping over the corpses, Ana-kin glanced sidewise at Rapuung.

"What wasit you needed mefor?' he asked. "I'm forgetting.”

They jogged down the corridor, gazes cutting right and |eft, dert for ambush from side corridors.

"When we have Mezhan Kwaad," Rapuung said, "you must keep death from my back until | have
forced her to speak. That iswhy | need you."

"] can do that."

"Swear it. Swear it by this Force you worship. Keep death from my back until she speaks—for no less
atimeand no longer."

"l swear it," Anakinreplied. "If we ever get that close, that is. How long before reinforcements arrive?”
"Not long."

"Well. Then were going about thisal wrong. We're just going to run into whatever ambush they have



planned.”

"And wewill wak through them."

"Nather of usis made of neutronium,” Anakin observed.

"I will hide no more.”

"Hiding isntwhat | hadinmind,” Anakin said. "Just alittle changeintactics.”
"Explan.”

For answer, Anakin raised his lightsaber and diced aholein thelow celling. "Do you need a boost up?’
he asked.

Moments later, from the roof of the star-shaped com-pound, Anakin and V ua Rapuung watched
warriors sta-tion themsdlves at the ground-level exits and entrances. Y avin was half-set, and it was
darker now than it had been when they emerged from the succession pooal, but Anakin knew the sun
would be up soon.

"They will find our escape route quickly," Rapuung said.

"l know. | don't need long." Once again, he reached out through the Force, searching for Tahiri. She
wasthere, but her presence was till fitful, hard to pinpoint.

Tahiri. Hear me. | must find you.
The response was rgjection.
Tahiri. You know me. You're my best friend. Please.

Thistime he caught afaint hesitation and then some-thing like astep in hisdirection. He saw abrief
vison of coraskippersand larger Y uuzhan V ong ships he had no namefor.

"Sithgpawn!" he exclaimed. "They're going to board aship.”
Rapuung growled, deep in histhroat. "No, they arenot” hesad. "Thisway."

They legpt down to the outside of the compound be-tween the rays, far from any entrances, and dipped
past the most lightly guarded exit, apparently without being noticed. Another hundred meters brought
them to the ship compound.

Likeits cousin, this damutek was a sorawling star with entrances and exits a the tips of therays. Unlike
it, its succession pool was covered, surfaced with something aien to provide parking space for Y uuzhan
Vong ships. Tahiri and the group of warriorswith her were waking up the ramp—or tongue, or whatever
it was—of one of the larger ships. Perhapsfifty other Y uuzhan V ong went about various tasksin the
compound. Most looked like Shamed Ones, though afew intendants were dso a hand. Stifling a shout,
Anakin threw himsdlf into arun, Ra-puung aslent shadow beside him.

When they were yet twenty meters from the ship, a cry went up. Three warriors guarding the ramp
dropped to their knees and hurled thud bugs. Time dowed for Anakin as heignited his blade and brought



it up to de-flect them.

Three snapped againgt the bright blade and arced off on divergent tangents as embers. None of them hit
Anakin, but Rapuung grunted.

Hedidn't dow, however. They hit the three guards like athunder front and sprang up the landing ramp
into an-other hail of thud bugs.

Thistime Anakin was not as fortunate. One of the things went through histhigh, and he dropped to one
knee, blocking two more that would have opened his chest in unpleasant places. Rapuung yowled,
twisted, and hit the ramp with adamp, mesty thud.

Anakin struggled torise.
"Stop, Jeedai," acold voice said.

It was the commander. He stood next to Tahiri, with an amphistaff curled around her neck. His
remaining three warriors gathered in front of him.

"Tahiri!"" Anakinsad.
"That isnt my name,”" Tahiri told him. "I am RiinaKwaad."

"You're Tahiri, my best friend,” Anakin said. "What-ever they've doneto you, | know you remember
rre.ll

"Youmay beapart of theinfidd liesimplanted in her," one of the female shapers—the older one—said.
"But you are no more than that."

"Enough,” the commander snagpped. "Thisisto no purpose. Y ou,Jeedai. If you have cometo rescuethis
one, you havefailed. I will kill her where she tandsif you continue to sruggle.”

"Isthisthe vaunted courage of the Y uuzhan Vong?' Anakin asked. "Hiding behind a hostage?"

"Y ou misunderstand. | know who you are. Y ou are Anakin Solo, brother to Jacen Solo, hewhoisso
much desired by Warmaster Tsavong Lah. | wish to have your surrender. | wishto haveyou dive. If | do
not get my wish—if you take another step in attack—then the fe-male will die. After that, | will cripple
you if | can. Since the latter gpproach might lead to your accidental desth, | prefer the former.”

"Il goin her place" Anakin said. "Of my own will. But you haveto release her."

"How ridiculous,”" the commander said. "I will do nothing of the kind. Y our decision will decide whether
shelivesor dies, nothing more. Sheisours.”

"Jeeda," V ua Rapuung croaked, rigng shakily to hisfeet. "Remember your oath to me." Anakin saw with
dismay that Rapuung had one hand stuffed into agaping holein hisbdly.

What could he do? The commander would kill Tahiri. He was sure of that, and in his present condition
he would never be ableto stop it. But if he surrendered, he betrayed V ua Rapuung.

But Rapuung was probably dying. How would regain-ing his honor now do anyone any good?



Anakin put his hand on Rapuung's shoulder. "1 re-member my oath,” he said. "Which oneis she?'
"Thefemadewith the eight-fingered hand.”

Anakin looked back up at the commander. "All right, this one thing, then, if you want me dive. It will
cogt you hothing."

"l doubt that. Speak.”

"Compel the shaper named Mezhan Kwaad to speak the truth.”
"About what?'

"The questions VVua Rapuung will put to her."

"l seeno 'VuaRapuung,' " the commander said iffly. "Only a Shamed One who does not know his
place”

"Itisnot | who am shamed," Rapuung said. "Do astheinfidel says, and know thetruth.”

"Thereisno sensein ligening to any demented liesfrom thisone," Mezhan Kwaad said. "He fights by
the side of aJeedai infidd. What more need be said?"

Behind them, the square was gradudly filling with warriors and onlookers. A shout came from below.

"Do you fear the truth, Mezhan Kwaad? If heis mad, then compelling you to speak will do you no
harm.”

Anakin looked over his shoulder and saw the warrior who had stopped them the first day—Hul
Rapuung, Vuas brother.

A generd murmur of approva went around with that.

"How many of you fought with him?* Hul continued.

"Who ever questioned the courage of Vua Rapuung? Who ever doubted the godsloved him?'

"Mezhan Kwaad is correct, however," the commander said dryly. "Heis sdf-evidently pronounced mad
by hisbehavior." He glanced at the shaper. "However, having found one treachery in Mezhan
Kwaad—the treachery of heresy—I see no reason to doubt sheis capable of others." He turned to the
shaper master. "Master Mez-han Kwaad, | compel you to answer truthfully whatever questionsthe
Shamed One once known in Domain Ra-puung putsto you. Y our truthfulnesswill not rest on your
honor, but on the truthhearer | procured for your questioning in the other matter.”

"1 will not submit to any such indignity,” Mezhan Kwaed replied.

"Y ou do not have the right to refuse, and your domain will pay thefull priceif you attempt to. Answer his
ques-tionsand let usend this."

Mezhan Kwaad's eyes glittered curioudy, and shelifted her chin. She bared her teeth contemptuoudly at



VuaRapuung.
"Ask your questions, Shamed One."

"I have but one," Vua Rapuung said. "Mezhan Kwaad. Did you intentionaly rob me of my implants, ruin
my scars, give me the appearance of being Shamed? Did you do these thingsto me, or did the gods?'

Mezhan Kwaad stared at him with an unreadable ex-pression, then lifted her chin even higher.
"Thereareno gods," she said. "This miserable thing you are iswhat / made of you."
The crowd erupted in frenzy.

Mezhan Kwaad spread her eight fingers, asif wav-ing. Faster than the eyes could catch, those fingers
elon-gated, spearing out. Before the commander could even blink, one went through his eye and out the
back of hisskull. Thewarriorsaround al dropped without a sound, smilarly murdered. Anakin lurched
forward, but aflick

of the shaper'swrist, and one of the finger-spears pierced his forearm and wrapped around it. Torment
contracted every musclein Anakin's body, and hislightsaber went clattering down the landing ramp. Vua
Rapuung, ablur of mation, fdl from asmilar wound in the leg. His face flopped next to Anakin's, eyes
fluttering open and shut, aconfused expression on hisface. Hislipswere wet with blood.

"Jeeda...," he croaked, but hiswords drowned in afit of hacking.

Anakin's pain lessened, but he found he could move little more than his eyes. He could see Mezhan
Kwaad held something in her other hand that resembled some sort of nut.

"Thisishuun," Mezhan Kwaad shouted to the crowd. "It releases anerve toxin sufficient to kill each and
every oneof you. | amimmuneto itseffects. Y our desths will be usdless; they will not servethe Y uuzhan
Vong. Com-mander Vootuh and these others are the redl traitors. | am Mezhan Kwaad, and | answer
only to Supreme Over-lord Shimrra. When he hears of these incidents, he will set thingsright. Inthe
meantime, | will take this ship, to belter defend mysdlf. | do not wish to harm my fellow Y uuzhan Vong. |
will dosoonly if | mugt.”

The crowd, led by Hul Rapuung, had started up the ramp. Now they stopped.

Mezhan Kwaad turned to her assistant. "Nen Yim. Drag those two on board." She motioned toward
Anakin and the fading V ua Rapuung.

The younger shaper hesitated, then started toward Anakin. She stopped when she saw Anakin's
lightsaber floating up from behind him.

Mezhan Kwaad saw it, too. She sent ajolt of pain coursing through Anakin's body that scrambled his
thoughtsinto random impul ses.

But the lightsaber continued on. Mezhan Kwaad re-doubled her torture of Anakin.
Tahiri plucked the blade from the air and ignited it with asnap-hiss. Mezhan Kwaad's expression froze

half-way between puzzlement and the sudden, fatdl under-standing that it hadn't been Anakin levitating
the weapon at dll.



Then Tahiri decapitated her.

Tahiri stood for amoment, looking a what she had done, and smiled. Like heat lightning, Anakin'svision
struck back into him, the older Tahiri, the dark Force around her, her pitiless, glacia laughter.

"Tahiri!" he managed.

Shelooked at him, then, and took a hesitant step toward him, then another. She let the point of the blade
drop so it was dmost stroking his cheek.

"My friend," she said, her voice low and weird. "My best friend. Y ou left me." Her eyeswere wrong.
They were the same color they had dways been, but they had once been warm, full of laughter. Now
they were chlo-rineice.

"I've been trying to find you," Anakin said. "Thiswholetime..."

"You aren't red,"” Tahiri sad. "Noneof thisis. You arealie

He held her gaze and saw the bleakness there, the con-fusion. He could sense her turmail. “It'snot alie,
Tahiri. You aremy best friend. | loveyou."

The blade stroked off alock of hishair, but he didn't flinch.

"I loveyou," he repested, the seeds of hisvision begin-ning to take root.

Tahiri closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, they became the green eyes he knew—or
amog. "Anakin? Areyou redly—?" She looked around, asif noticing the crowd for thefirgt time. "Wéll,
this doesn't look good," she observed.

Anakin saw what she meant. With Mezhan Kwaad down, the warriorsin the crowd had cometo the
fore-

front. Armed to the teeth, they stood watching the strange spectacle only meters away.
They wouldn't just watch for long.

"We haveto get out of here," Anakin said.

"And thisisyour plan?' Tahiri asked, in something like her old voice.

"Hey, I'm doing my best. I'll hold 'em off and you run into the ship."

"No. | don't care about dying, Anakin. Not after what they did to me. Let'sjust take as many of them
with usaswe can.” Shelifted the lightsaber. Her eyeswere cooling again.

"Can | havethat back?" Anakin asked softly.

Shelooked asif shewould say no, but then shrugged and handed it to him. "Sure. It'syour blade. | lost
mine"



Anakin took the weapon, stood shakily, and faced the gathered warriors.
CHAPTER THIRTY-DIME

Hul Rapuung raised hisamphistaff to guard.” Jeedai, you have proven yoursdf agreat warrior. It will be
my honor to kill you."

"No," avoicefrom behind Anakin grated.

Impossibly, Vua Rapuung rose to hisfeet. He took an amphistaff from one of the dead guards. "No.
Whilel live, none of you shdl fightthe Jeedai.”

"VuaRapuung," his brother said, "we dl heard what Mezhan Kwaad said. Y ou are Shamed no longer.”
"I was never Shamed. But now youknow it isawar-rior you face."
"VuaRapuung, no," Anakin said. "Thisisover for you."

Rapuung turned to him. "'l will die soon,” he said. "'l am ableto give you only asmall chance. Takeit.
Now." He turned back to the crowd.

"A sduteto theJeedail" he shouted. "A sdute of blood!"

With that he legpt at the front rank of warriors, amphi-staff spinning. Hisfirst blow struck his brother,
kn0(_:k_i ng him to the ground unconscious, but till dive. The others he attacked with much more letha
precision.

"Anakin?"Tahiri asked.

"Into the ship," he shouted. If he could get her safe, maybe he could come back for Rapuung.

No. Hisfirst duty wasto Tahiri. If hetried to help Ra-puung, they would dl die.

"Canyoufly it?' Tahiri asked.

"Well worry about that once we figure out how to get the boarding ramp up.”

They ducked inside the hatch and started searching frantically for some sort of control.

"What are welooking for?" Tahiri asked.

"A knob, asmooth place—a cluster of nerves. | don't know."

"| don't see anything likethat! Thisishopeesd™ Tahiri sad.

Anakin ran his hands over the spongy interior of the ship. Tahiri wasright. If they couldn't even get the
ramp up, what chance did he have of flying the stupid thing?

Next to none, probably, but he had to try. He couldn't have come thisfar just to fall.

He saw VVua Rapuung die. Already surrounded by apile of corpses, hisfeet were trapped, forcing him



to fight without footwork. An amphistaff struck Rapuung adownward blow in the neck and came out the
small of hisback. He dropped his own amphistaff down like ablaster bolt and crushed the skull of the
one who had wounded him before collgpsing. Then the other warriors were on him, amphistaffs dashing,
surging past him up the ramp.

"Sithgpawn,” Anakin snarled, planting himsalf in the doorway, lightsaber blazing, determined to go out at
least aswell as Rapuung had.

"Oh!" Tahiri exdamed." Tsii dau poonsi.”

Thetizowyrm trandated it asthe mouth, cause to close.

The ramp sucked in, out from under the feet of the charging warriors, and the hatch shut.

"Y ou haveto know how totak toiit, | guess," Tahiri said. Sheld tried to say it lightly, but it wasdmost a
parody of her old self. She knew it, too. Tears brimmed in her eyes. "They put thingsin my head, Anakin.
| don't know what's real anymore.”

He reached for her shoulder. "I'mreal. And I'm going to get you out of this. Believe me."

Shefolded into him, suddenly, and hisarmswent around her without him even teling them to. Shefelt
warm, and small, and good againgt him.

Then hiswounded leg refused to support him any longer.

They cut part of Tahiri's garment to make atourniquet. Theliving fabric worked even better than
anticipated, because after the shock of being severed, it contracted, per-haps dying. Anakin wished he
had some of Rapuung's healing swatches. Maybe they could find some on the ship.

They found the controlsjust as the craft rocked to a tremendous blast.

"Boy, that didn't takelong," Anakin said. "'l wonder why they didn't just open the hatch.”

"l sedled it,” Tahiri said "It won't listen to anyone outside.”

"How do you know?"

"I just do. | mean, I'm sure they havesomeone who can open it, but not before we get off the ground.”
"Assuming we can get off the ground,” Anakin said, looking at the controls and fighting afeding of
helpless-ness. He recognized avillip and an acceleration couch, and that was all. A wide array of
not-quite-geometrica shapes extruded from the "console," dong with avariety of patches of differing
color and texture. Nothing about any of them spoke to him. There seemed to be no writing or numerals
either, no gauges or readouts. The walls of the room were opaque, aswell. He couldn't even see what
the Y uuzhan V ong outside were doing, though it was obvious they had dragged up some sort of big gun

or explosves.

The ship rocked again, and severd of the patches emitted adull phosphorescence, which probably
indicated dam-age to something-or-other.

"Okay," Anakin sad. "Maybe | can't fly anything."



Tahiri lifted asort of loose bag from the acceleration couch. A thin creeper attached it to the console.

"Put this on your head," she suggested.

"That'sright!" Anakin said, remembering. "Uncle Luketried one of those on. It's some sort of direct
braininterface." He looked at the thing dubioudy, then tried it on. Immediately he heard adistant voice,
murmuring something he couldn't understand.

"Thetyzowyrmisn't trandating," he said. "'l guessit's being bypassed by the hood.”

Hetried afew menta commands, with no result.

"This could bebad," he muttered. "It must be like the lambent. Without attunement, our brainswon't
inter-face directly with Vong technology."

"Yuuzhan Vong," Tahiri corrected absently.

"Right. Maybeit'sjust the language barrier. Maybe .. . Tahiri, you try it."

"Me?1I'mno pilot."

" | know. Try it anyway."

Tahiri shrugged and placed the sack over her head.

It squirmed and shrank to fit.

"Oh!"shesad. "Wait."

The walls became transparent as another concussion set the ship quivering. Anakin could now see what
was caugng this; another ship, aso grounded, was firing on them with one of its plasmawegpons. The
Y uuzhan Vong had cleared out a safe lane for the shots. Anakin reflected that they probably hoped to
bresk through the hull— skin?—without serioudy damaging the ship.

"Okay," Tahiri murmured, her fingers caressing the various nerve nodes. "L et's see what—yow!"

The ship jJumped off the ground like afleek ed from ahot pan. Anakin gasped and then whooped,
dapping Tahiri on the back.

"WEell dothisyet!" he shouted. "Let's burn out of here.”

"Which way?"

"Any way! Jugt go!"

"Y ou'rethe captain,” she said. The damutek suddenly blurred avay beneath them.
"Not bad,” Anakin said. "Now, if you can figure out how the weapons work—"

Tahiri shrieked suddenly, clawing off the headgear.



"What'swrong?' Anakin asked.
"It'sin my head! Telling meto turn back! In another second it would have had me!”

"Thisisn't good,” Anakin said, watching the ground rush up. It seemed to him he had seen dtogether too
much of that lately. Gravity was highly overrated.

By the time they found the hatch and crawled out, Anakin could hear the drone of another Y uuzhan
Vong ship approaching.

"Tahiri," hesad, "runfor it. I'll just dow you down with thisleg.”

"No," Tahiri said Imply.

"Please. | camedl thisway to rescue you. It can't have been for nothing.”

Tahiri brushed his cheek with her hand. "It wasn't for nothing,”" she said.

"Y ou know what | mean.”

"I know we used to be in everything together. | know if thisisthe end, theré's nobody | would rather be
gtand-ing with. | know that we can gtill make them sorry they ever tried to messwith the two of us." She
took hishand.

Anakin gripped it back. "Okay," he conceded. "Together."

It didn't take the ship long to find them; they hadn't made it more than akilometer beyond theriver. This
was no speeder anaog, either, but something more corvette-sized.

Tahiri touched Anakin in the Force, tentatively, and for the first time he redly felt what they had doneto
her—the pain and confusion, the sickening nightmare

sense of unreality. He poured his sympathy and strength back into her, and the bond strengthened. And
as she gripped hisfingerstighter, ashefindly surrendered the last of hisbarriers against her—againgt
them— the Force blew through him like a hurricane.

Tahiri laughed. 1t was not achild'slaugh.

Together you are stronger than the sum of your parts, Ikrit had said.

Together.

They wrenched athousand-year-old M tree out of the ground and launched it straight up. By the
timeit struck the Y uuzhan Vong ship it wastraveling asfast as a speeder. It smacked into the dovin basal
and splintered, twisting the ship haf-around. Another tree jerked out of the ground, and another. The
ship lited, firing gobs of molten plasmainto the trees, not understanding exactly what was happening.
One of the trees rammed into the cannon structure, and flame burst out al along one side of the ship.

In theory, a Jedi could use the Force effortlessly, with-out tiring. In practice, it ssldom went that way.



Anakin and Tahiri had gone beyond their limits, and now their strength was ebbing.

The ship wobbled and molten fire dripped from its ruined wesgpon, but it was till there, and there were
plenty more whereit came from.

Still, Anakin gripped Tahiri'shand. "Together,” he said.

The air above them shrieked and strobed, and sharp lines of red light carved into the Y uuzhan VVong ship
asif it were aroot vegetable. A too-bright-to-watch ball of flame followed close after, striking the craft in
itsd-ready bleeding wound, and then the Y uuzhan V ong ship was a corpse hurtling to the ground.
Anakin looked up, mouth open.

Another ship was descending, a ship made of metal and ceramic, not living cord.

It was Remis Vehn's battered trangport, and it was the most beautiful thing Anakin had ever seen.

It dropped on repulsorlifts, and the hatch swung open.

Qorl stuck hishead out. "What are you waiting for?" the old man shouted. "Come aboard.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Taon Karrde followed the pinpoint on the long-range scanner with argptor gaze.

Stll, hewasfully aware when Kam Solusar came silently up behind him.

"What isit?" the Jedi asked.

" Long-range sensorstell us some sort of trangport just broke the atmosphere of Y avin Four,” Karrde
told him.

"Only moments ago, | felt an incredible surgein the Force," Solusar said. "I'm sure Anakin was involved,
and | think Tahiri, aswell."

"Can you fed them now? Arethey on that transport?’

" | think they must be," Solusar replied.

Karrde shook his head. "Not good enough. If | com-mit that deeply into Y uuzhan Vong territory, there
isevery chance not asingle ship in my fleet will come back out. | need toknow. What if it's just a Peace
Brigader or two who've been hiding on thefar sde of Yavin?'

"It's Anakin," Solusar replied.

Karrde let hisshouldersrelax. "Well. That's better. Aslong as yousound certain,” hesaid. "Fine"
Heturned to his crew. "Thislooks like what weve been waiting for, people. Our mission has changed.
Up until now wevejust been surviving, picking off strays. From what | gather, the Y uuzhan Vong have
been using usfor target practice and to thin the stupid from their gene pooal.

"They'll behave differently when we push to intercept the ship out there. They'll probably hit uswith



every-thing they've got, and well bein apostion to get hit. We can forget backup from the New

Republic; we're on our own. If there are any doubts about this course of action, | need to hear them

Silence, as he swept his gaze around the bridge and the screens depicting the captains of his other ships.
"When have we ever not been with you, Captain?' Shada asked from theldiot's Array.

A chorus of cheers punctuated Shada's remark.

Karrde's chest tightened with pride. "All right, people,” he said. "Let'sgo to work."

A series of blegps and whistles greeted Anakin as he came aboard the transport.

"Hey, Fiver," hesaid. "I'm glad to see you, too."

"Get back to work, you lazy littledroid,” Vehn snapped over his shoulder from the pilot's seet. "And
you, hot-shot, pick acannon. Let's seeif we can shake this crud.”

"I'd fed better at the controls," Anakin said, watching Y avin 4 dwindle to starboard.
"After what you did to her last time?' Vehn said. "No, thanks. No vapin' thanks at al.”
"Your ship," Anakin said.
"Ramming right itis"
Anakin looked over the pilot's shoulder at the screen. "Nicelead,” he remarked.
"Y eah. Those Vong shipstake longer to pull out of an aimosphere. Out here they're gaining, though.”
"What'sthe plan?'
"Hy red fagt until we get away."
"That'sit?'
"Hey, I'mimprovising. Y ou gonna.complain about me saving your butt?"
"No," Anakin said, "l was thinking about thanking you. Now I'm not so sure.”
"Stopit. You'll make mecry. If you have aplan, let me hear it."
Anakin looked at the starfield. He was weak, very weak, but he thought he felt something.
"Give melong-range sensors,” Anakin said.

"Sorry, no can do. We were working on those when the creepy twins back there told me they 'felt' you
needed help. We cut the repairs short and hot-jetted it."

"Sannah, Vdin," Anakin said, gesturing them for-ward. " Concentrate. Do you fed something out there?”



"Sure" Vdin sad, after aminute. "Kam Solusar is out there, somewhere.”
"Yes" Sannah said. "'l fed him, too."
"I'm too weak to be sure, and so is Tahiri. Tdl Vehn where”

Valin studied the space around him for amoment, then pointed at around ninety degreesto starboard.
"There"

" "There?' Vehn asked. "That's supposed to be adirection?’

"Do we have hyperdrive?' Anakin asked.

"No."

"Then | suggest you set course where Valin tells you. Otherwise, we're going to end up as star food."”
"It's better than being captured again,” Tahiri said.

"Wdl, fing" Vehn said. "Thelittle cregps have beenright so far, today."

Anakin started to take the copilot's seet, but Vehn placed hishand init. "That's Qorl's," he said.

"I'll giveit up,” Qorl said. "Every Solo I've ever known was a better pilot than me.”

"Don't bedlly,” Anakin said. "Even if that weretrue, you'rein better shapethan | antofly. Sorry to
presume. Y ou two seem to make agood team.”

The two men glanced at each other.
"Qorl gavemeacertain . .. pergpective on things" Vehn said.
"With my boot, more often than not," the old man said. But he was smiling, too.

"Well," Anakin said avkwardly. "Thank you both. Y ou came through for Tahiri and me when you could
havejus run.”

"Areyou kidding? And have the little creeps back there dag my brain?' Vehn said.

"Anyway," Qorl reminded them, "we're not out of thisyet. Twice I've been shot down on Y avin Four.
My luck's not so good when it comesto getting out of this system.”

"True," Anakin said, "but were alot nearer than we were."
" Speaking of which, we're gonna have words with some VVong in about haf an hour,” Vehn said.
"They're catching up that fast?"

"No. These are dready out here."



"I'll takethe turret gun,” Anakin said.
"Right. Give'em an argument at lesst,” Vehn sad.

"The trangport has been engaged by Y uuzhan Vong, sir," H'sshi reported. "They've taken afew hits, but
they're ill coming, right for us™”

"How soon?' Karrde asked.

" If we plot astraight course, less than twenty minutes. But if we do that, well be perfect targetsfor the
blockade that's forming up down there.”

"Yes, but if we go around, well never reach them be-fore that destroyer andog. Dankin, plot it straight
in, and havetheldiot's Array, theDemise, and theEther-way escort us."

"Sir, they're hardly our best-armed ships.”
"But they're the only oneswho can keep up with us, aren't they? Keep her steady."

"Very good, sr. Well bein their rangein ten minutes. Unlessthey have something we don't know abott,
which seemsto be amost agiven with theVVong."

Anakin watched the third coral skipper spin off to port. He hadn't destroyed it—hisfirst two shots had
been sucked in by the gravitic anomaliesits dovin basa projected and the third had only tapped it—but
the smdller craft didn't have the speed to stay with the trans-port. They were more than nuisances, but
not much more & this point.

It was the destroyer analog coming in from above star-board that bothered him, that and the fact that
they couldn't see much beyond it. For al they knew, there could be an entire fleet between him and Talon
Karrde. If Karrde wasthere at al. He tried once again to reach out for Kam Solusar's familiar presence
and thought, briefly, that he had found it. But Kam might be light-yearsin that direction—or it might be
wighful thinking. He couldn't be sure.

Whatwas sure was that very soon the destroyer was going to catch them. He hoped Vehn had afew
tricksup hisdeeve.

"Direct hit ontheldiot's Array, Sr," H'sishi reported.

"Shada, are you there?' Karrde asked, over the comm.

"Still here, boss. They tickled us, but we can till keep up.”

"Onemore hit like that and you'reions,” Karrde dis-agreed. "Ped off. Y ou've done enough.”

"Sorry, boss. Can't hear you. Something wrong with my comm unit. Hang tight, welll get you there.”
The power on theWild Karrde suddenly dimmed and reasserted itsdlf, and a distant vibration shivered
the hull. Thetwo ships <till running escort weren't kegping every-thing off of them; theDemise had flamed
out in thefirgt exchange, probably with al hands.

Good people. He would mourn them later, when he had time.



He saw theldiot's Array take her find hit, right

through the engines. Plumes of plasmastreamed from her, and atomic devils danced in the ruined aft
section.

"Get out of there, Shadal" he shouted into the comm.
No answer came.

"Theldiot's Array isstill keeping pace with that de-stroyer, sir," H'sishi reported. "1 don't understand it.
Her engines are gone, and their reactor isbuilding to critical.”

Karrde blinked. "Shadal" he snarled. Then he snapped at Dankin. "Alter course two degreesto
starboard and brace.”

"What's shedoing, Sir?"
"She's got atractor lock on them. She must have di-verted dl of her power to that. Everything.”

Aningant later theldiot's Array vanished in asphere of pure white light, taking most of the Y uuzhan
Vong de-gtroyer with it.

"Shada," Karrde murmured again, feding very tired. He'd lost more friends than enemies through the
years. Hed faced death himself enough times that he had no il-lusions; one day the game would go
againgt him and hewould die. But somehow, of dl the people he knew, held imagined that Shada would
outlivehim.

"One destroyer down," he gritted, "and oneto go."

"Wevejust lost theEtherway, sr," H'sshi said.

"Destroyed?’

"No. Her power grid is down."

"Thenit'sjust us"

"Ya"

"Agang dl that."

"Unlessyou want to wait for everyone else, sir, |—sir, behind usl”

Karrde saw the ship appear on the screen; sheer condi-tioning kept his heart from jumping up into his
throat.

The ship that had appeared, almost on top of them, was an Imperid Star Destroyer.

Ared Imperia Star Destroyer.



"Message, sr," Dankin said.
"Putiton.”

A bearded human face appeared. "Wel, Karrde," he growled. "I suppose I'll be pulling you out of this
mess, aswell. | hope you have something appropriate to com-pensate me with.”

"Boogter Terrik!"

"None other."

"I'm sure | can dig something out of my warehouses.”

"Never mind that. Wheré's my grandson?”’

"Wethink he's on the transport that big Y uuzhan VVong ship's about to swallow.”

"That'sall | wanted to know. See you on the other sde, Karrde."

"The other Sde of what?'

"The nebulal’'m about to make.”

The screen went dark.

"All right, everyone," Karrde said. "Weve got anew game here. Let'splay it well."

Anakin kept the turbolaser pumping steadily, causing plumes of molten yorik cora to spew from the
destroyer andog. It didn't seem to notice, even at extreme close range, which was where they were—a
few tens of metersfrom its surface.

He had to admit Vehn wasn't doing a bad job of flying—dropping in close to avoid the big guns, playing
an elaborate spiral dance around the ship's axis, dodging out from the gravitic embrace of the dovin
basdl. If they cleared the big ship by much, their luck would change. One good hit by one of those big
plasma cannons would be the end of them.

"Heads up, back there," Vehn'svoice crackled. "They're launching cord skippers.”

Anakin saw. The Y uuzhan Vong didn't localize their fightersin bays, but kept them attached al over the
out-gde of the ship. Anakin had nailed afew of the inactive ones aready. Now they were detaching in

svams.

"Y ou'll have to keep them off, Solo,” Vehn said, his voice tinged with desperation. "If | try to outrun ‘em,
well be sitting pretty for the destroyer.”

"Understood,” Anakin replied. He didn't have timeto talk after that; everything in him focused on the
weav-ing, organic forms of the enemy. He couldn't begin to count them.

They came, and he shot them. He fell into a one-two-three rhythm—first shot to draw out agravitic
anomaly, second shot just outside its event horizon. It would move to intercept, and he would fire even
wider on the other Sde. Sometimes it managed to swalow dl three shots, but often the coherent light



blazed just far enough out-side the singularity to merely bend around it. Once he got the timing right, he
could land that crooked third shot where he wanted it.

But he couldn't shoot them al. The transport bucked and complained as molten plasmadid its damage.
Ig-noring the tremors, Anakin fought onin grim slence.

Vehn, too, kept his silence—the occasiona curse aside. They were al beyond talking now.

An enemy shot got through Anakin's barrage, glanc-ing from the turret cockpit, leaving amolten stresk
on the transparisted. Anakin traced after the offender, but it was gone. He whirled back to take one of
three criss-crossing hisfield of vision and hit it solidly. It spun, then straightened.

Toward him. With quiet cddm Anakin fired at it, watch-ing it come closer. A singularity gulped hisfirst
shot, and the second bent wide. The third beam hit dead center. The skip flared out of existence, but the
debris came on, smack-ing into the cockpit in a hundred meteoric shards.

Hairline fractures spidered everywhere.

One more hit, and I'm breathing vacuum, Anakin thought.

But he certainly couldn't leave the turret. He checked to make certain the lock behind him was sedled,
closed

off from the rest of the ship. There was no need to take everyone with him.

He took out two more skips, but then three dropped into awedge headed straight for him. Hetook a
deep, caming bresth and began firing, but he knew he wasn't going to get them all.

In fact, he had fired only two shots before the damaged laser overheated and went into temporary
shutdown. Anakin watched impassively as the skips approached. He reached out in the Force, hoping to
find debristo throw at them.

He wondered what it was going to fed like when his blood started boiling.

Hefdt them in the Force at the same time the coral-skippers vanished in a searing white haze, and two
X-wings whipped around the expanding cloud of gas and molten coral. His comm crackled.

"Need ahand, little brother?'

" ing"

"Thisis some mess you've gotten usinto, Anakin," amasculine voice replied.
"Jacen! Where. . . how..."

"Explanationslater,” Janasad. "Who'sflying that crate?"

"That'sme" Vehncutin.

"Get out of there, fast," Jainasaid. "Well keep these pups off you. Corran Horn's out here, too. | dmost
pity theVVong."



"Butif | clear..."
"Beieveme," Jainasad, "youllwant to be clear.”

Anakin bresthed asigh of relief asthe turbolaser came back on-line. "I've got the back door," hetold his
shlings. "You just clear apath. Vehn, better do what they want.”

"Whatever you say," Vehn said sarcadtically. And then he just gasped. Anakin didn't see why until they
wereon

the other side of theErrant Venture. By that time, the Y uu-zhan VVong ship was blazing like anewborn
dar.

Anakin stared through the transparisted and grinned wide enough to swallow a crescent moon.

Karrde wasn't grinning, astandard day later, when the Y uuzhan Vong shipsfinaly packed it in and
jumped to hyperspace. He was watching the drifting ruins of ships, Y uuzhan VVong and otherwise, and

grimly talying hislosses

Y es, he was getting too old for this nonsense.

"Captain. Messagefor you, Sir," H'sishi said.

He considered ignoring it, but at this point—so soon after the battle—it could be something critical.
"Put it on, H'sshi," hesaid.

A few seconds later alean, middle-aged face appeared.

"Corran Horn," Karrde said. "It's good to see you. | as-sume you were on your father-in-law's Star
Destroyer?

"When Jacen and Jainafound us, yes. | was one of the X-wingsout there. I. . ." Hisface contorted very
briefly, then returned to aneutral expression. "Karrde, | want to thank you for saving my son and the

other children. | know what it cost you.”

No,you don't, Karrde thought. " ourewelcome,” hetold Horn. "When | make promises, | do my best
to keep them.”

"Weredikeinthat," Hornreplied. "And | also pay my debts. | oweyou abig one.”

Karrde received the sentiment with anod of hishead. "I'm glad your son iswell. Isthere anything e sel
can do for you? I'm sorry to be short, but I'm not much in the mood for conversation right now."

"I'll et you go in asecond. This doesn't even come close to squaring us up, but | do have something for
you."

"Whet'sthat?'

"Someone, | should say." Horn moved aside and was replaced by Shada D'uka's wry festures.



"Shadal"

"Comeon, Karrde," Shadasaid. "Y ou didn't think | was stupid enough tostay on aflaming ship, did
you? Once | got the lock, we went for the escape pods. Horn ran across usin his X-wing, doing asdow
spird toward the gas giant." She squinted at the screen. "Hey, boss, what's wrong with your eye?’
"Theair unit has been blowing dust in from some-where," Karrde said, blinking away the suspicious
mois-ture. "Get your tail back over here, so we can discuss how long it will take you to pay me back for
theldiot's Array."

Shadarolled her eyes. " See you soon, boss."

Then, despite hislosses, Tdon Karrde did dlow him-sdf asmall, quiet smile. Why not? They'd won.

EPILOGUE

"We never thought wed find Boogter," Jaina confessed, around a mouthful of food. "'l wasready to
hijack theJade Shadow and fly straight to Y avin. When Booster doesn't want to be found, he can redly

disappear.”
"What was he doing?" Anakin asked.

"Running weapons to the Hutt underground, actu-aly," Jainareplied. "l just asked mysaf where Booster
would go if hewanted to help the war effort and il turn a profit without feeling bad about it."

"Yourekidding."
"It didn't hurt that Corran waswith him," Jacen said. "We got hints of himin the Force."
"Stll."

"Jacen's being modest,” Jainasaid. "He spent alot of time in degp meditation,trying to find Corran. It
was no accident.”

"That's pretty impressive,” Anakin alowed.

"Thank you, Anakin," Jacen said, asif surprised. Hisbrow wrinkled in such away that made him look
briefly very much liketheir father. " Are you okay, Anakin?'

Anakin nodded. "Y es, actualy. | mean, my leg still hurts, even with the bacta patch, but otherwise, |
think I'm fine. In fact, better than fine."

"What do you mean?" Jacen asked, perhaps alittle suspicioudy.
Anakin chewed thoughtfully for amoment. "Up until
now," hesaid, "I had no way to think of the Y uuzhan Vong except as enemies.”

"Theyare enemies" Janasad.



"Yes" Anakin replied. " So was the Empire. But Pal-patine aside, it must have been possible for Mom
and Dad and Uncle Luketo at least concelve of the people they were fighting as possible friends. In fact,
that's how Uncle Luke destroyed the Emperor, right? He was able to imagine Darth VVader as hisfather,
asafriend. The Yuu-zhan Vong—well, to befrank, | didn't evenwant to con-ceive of them that way."

"They don't makeit easy,” Jainasaid. "Look what happened to Elegos when he tried to understand
them.”

" S0 you think you succeeded where Elegos failed?" Jacen asked.

"Do | understand them? No, not completely. But | have adeeper understanding than | did. | can think of
them as people now, and that makes a difference.”

Jacen nodded. "Y ou'reright, of course. Does that mean you've decided not to fight them anymore? Are
you go-ing to work for peace?"

Anakin blinked. "Areyou kidding? Wehave to fight them, Jacen. / haveto fight them. | just know more
about how to do it now."

Jacen's frown was fully developed now. "Are you sure that's the right lesson to take away from al this?"
he asked.

"No offense, Jacen, but | think I'll leave off worrying about what lesson I might have learned if | had
been someone e se. Because frankly, if | had been someone else, | don't think | would have survived to
learnany lesson.”

"Tell Booster we're going to have to evacuate the ship,” Jainasaid. "Theway Anakin'shead is
expanding, itll split through the hull in no time.”

"Believeit or not,” Anakin replied, "l don't say what | just said with pride. I'm just Sating afact.”

"Prideis pretty sneaky," Jacen warned. "It disguisesit-sdlf pretty well. | hope you'll have along talk with
Uncle Luke at some point. Unless you don't think evenhe has anything to teach you.”

"Don't put wordsin my mouth, Jacen,” Anakin said.
"And don't you forget who pulled your butt out of thefirethere at theend,” Jainareplied.

Anakin let agrin creep across hisface. "But that'swhat | meant, don't you see? When | said that no one
but me could have survived what | did. Because no one esein the galaxy hasyou two for his brother and
Sde.”

He picked up histray, trying not to laugh at their gaping mouths.
"Now, if you'll excuse me" hesad, "'l have someone | need to go see.”

Anakin found Tahiri's stateroom door open acrack. Through it he saw her lying on her bed, bare feet
propped up on the wall. Her gaze was fastened on the transpari-stedl window and the distant spray of
the core beyond.

Anakin rapped the door frame. "Hi," he said.



"Hi. Comeinif you want."
"Okay." Hetook aseat on the edge of the bed.

"Y ou didn't show up for dinner,” he said. "I thought | would bring you some." He placed afood
container on the bed. "Corran made it. Seems he's been doing alot of cooking these days.”

"Thanks," Tahiri said. Sheturned her head and for thefirst time met his gaze.
"What happened to it?' she asked. "The shaper base?’

"Y ou sure you want to hear about it? Every time someone brings up the subject—"
"l wasn't ready to talk about it then. Now | am.”

"Okay. Well, Booster pretty much dagged it. Karrde and his people evacuated the daves. We're going
to drop them off someplace soon. Of course, the Y uuzhan Vong

can come back, | guess, since we | eft the system pretty much without defenses, but there's nothing we
can do about that."

"No," Tahiri said. "Thereisn't. | guessthat'sthe end of the academy.

"Of courseit isn't. The academy was never aplace. It'sathing, anidea. We're just taking it on jets.
Boogter's going to let the academy kids stay on theErrant Venture. Hell make random jumps around
the galaxy until it's safe to settle the kids down someplace.”

"Safe?' Tahiri hissed. "How can it ever besafe? How cananything ever be—" Her words seemed to
clot up in her throat, and she turned back to the view of space.

"Tahiri, | know how you fed," Anakin said.

She closed her eyes, and two small tears squeezed from the corners. "If anyone does, | guess you do,"
she sad after amoment.

"What they did to you was horrible, | know, and—"

"What they did tome? Anakin, | cut Mezhan Kwaad'shead oft."

"You hadto."

"l wanted to. | liked it. [loved it."

"Shetortured you. Shetried to destroy everything you are. Y ou can't be blamed for amoment of anger.”
" think shedid destroy everything | am," Tahiri said. "When | killed her, it wasthe end of me."

"No," Anakin said, "that's not true. And | should know, shouldn't I? The best of you is il there, Tahiri."

He reached his hand out. It hung there in space for along time before she reached back, taking it without
looking.



"It was all my fault,” shesaid. "Magter Ikrit died be-cause of me. Karrde's people died because of me.”
"Nowthis I'm pretty good a," Anakin said. "Blam-ing mysdlf for things. | can really teach you to do that
right. In fact, if wethink redly hard about it, | bet we can find some way to blame you for the Y uuzhan
Vong finding thisgdaxy inthefirst place”" He cocked his

head. "No—I think / want the blame for that. We can blame Pal patine on you, though. How's that?'
Tahiri frowned a him. "When did you gart talking so much?"' she asked.

"I don't know. When did you start coughing up oneword at atime asif three or four were going to
bresk your mouth?”

The corners of her lipstwitched up, not quite forming asmile. "Just shut up, will you? | liked you better
the other way."

"Me, too."
They watched the starsin slence for awhile.

"Where will you go now?" Tahiri asked, when the S-lence was too thin. "Back out to fight the Y uuzhan

Vong?'
"BEventudly.”
"l want to go with you."

"That'swhy | ssideventually. I'm staying on herefor awhile. Until you've hedled. Untill've hedled. Then
if you gtill want to go, we go. Together.”

Shedidn't say anything, but for thefirst time sincethey'd left Y avin, hefelt something like hopein her.
"Adept Nen Yim. Step forth."

Nen Yim genuflected and then stood before the war-master, Tsavong Lah.

"First | want your account of the fall of the shaper compound. After that | have other questions.”

"Y es, Warmaster. At your command.”

"My command is given. Speek."

"Of the pace battle | know nothing, Warmaster. Many of our ships died on the ground or struggling
through the atmosphere. Then the damuteks were attacked from above, and damaged beyond heding.”

"So much isobvious. Go on."

"Then the bombardment ceased, and the infidels com-menced landing. We did not understand why, at
fird. A



more thorough bombardment would have killed usal with no risk to the infidels. Asit was, some of
them were dain by our surviving warriors.”

"Y ou do not know these infidels aswell as you might, Shaper. Their attachment to their own kind leads
them into pointless maneuvers™

"Agreed, Warmaster. In retrospect, it is clear that their intent wasto recover the daves."
"And where were you during this?"

" | hid among the Shamed Ones, Warmaster. | thought they would take true castes captive.”
"A cowardly thing to do, Shaper."”

"I beg your indulgence, Warmaster, but | had more than selfish reasons for doing s0."
"Explain them. Be brief."

"My master, Mezhan Kwaad, was dain by theJeedai we were shaping.”

"Y ou did not shapethe Jeedai wdll, | think."

"On the contrary, Warmaster, given afew more cycles, she would have been ours. If not for the
interference of the other Jeedai ."

"Yes" the warmaster snarled. "The other. Solo. An-other Solo." He paced violently away from her, then
turned back. "Master Y d Phaath disagrees with you, Adept. He claimsthat your master conspired in
heresy, and that any results you obtained were stained by ungodliness.”

"Master Ya Phaath is arespected shaper. So was Mez-han Kwaad. She was never able to answer
these charges, and | may not speak for her. But | tdll you this, War-master. What we learned fromthe
Jeedal wasvauable. It has worth to the Y uuzhan VVong. The records in the damu-tek were destroyed,
and my master isdead. Only | reemain to remember. That iswhy | secreted myself among the Shamed
Ones, to protect that information.”

"You did so for no reason. Theinfidelstook no captives.”

"No, Warmaster. But | could not know that at thetime.”

"Agreed. They areastrange breed. They keep no daves and make no sacrifices. They do not
appreciate captives. They do not make war to obtain them. They consider them burdens or currency for

the return of their own worthlesskind. An ugly and godless motley of species.”

"If I may ask your opinion, Warmaster—why then did they not day us once they had what they wanted?
Corpses are no burden.”

"They are weak. They do not understand life and death." He waved the whole issue aside with the back
of hishand, then returned hisstareto Nen Yim.

"Thiswas badly bungled by shapers and warriorsdike," he said. "If Tsaak VVootuh were not deed, |
would kill him mysdlf. And | should have you sacrificed.”



"If death ismy lot, Warmadter, if that iswhat the gods desire, | embraceit. But | repeat—what we
learned of theJeedai here ought not to perish with me. Give me at least a chance to record what | know
inaworldship gahsa."

The warmaster's cruel eyesdid not waver. Y ou will have that chance. It has been given you. Do not
sguander it asyour magter did here."

"Andif moreJeedai are captured? Will our work shaping them resume?’

"Y our domain hasfailed. They will not be given asecond chance with theJeedai. Domain Phaeth will
con-tinue the work onthe Jeedai problem.”

Thenit will never be solved,Nen Yim thought to her-self. She did not dare say thisto the warmaster, of
course. "And Domain Kwaad?' she asked instead.

"Theworldshipsarefailing. They must be maintained.”

Nen Yim nodded solemnly, but in her belly shewas sick. Back to the worldships, to closed skies and
rotting maw luur, to masters so mired in the old ways they would let the Y uuzhan V ong perish rather than
contem-plate change.

So beit. But in her heart, Nen Yim gill considered Mezhan Kwaad her master. Nen Yim would
continue the work they had begun, somehow. It was too important. And if Nen Yim must diefor this, she
must. The glorious heresy would live on.

"l submit to your will, Warmagter," Nen Yim lied.

"One other thing before you go," Tsavong Lah said. ™Y ou spent some time among the Shamed Ones
before the reoccupation force arrived. Have you heard of anew heresy amongst them, one concerning
the Jeedai ?"

"l have, Warmagter."

"Explanittome.

"Thereisacertain admiration for them, Warmaster. Many fed that VVua Rapuung was redeemed from
Shamed status by theJeedai Solo. Many fed their own redemp-tion liesnot in prayer to Y un-Shuno, but
inthe Jeedai."

"Can you name any who espouse this heresy?!

"A few, Warmaster."

"Namethem. This heresy will die on thismoon. If every Shamed One here must perish in glorious
sacrifice, it will end here”

Nen Yim nodded affirmation, but in her bones she knew the truth.

Repression was the favored food of heresy.
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