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Chapter 1
 
G

’Mai Duris, Regent of the planet Ord Cestus, formally folded the fingers of her primary and secondary hands. She was an X’Ting, of segmented, oval, dull gold body and gentle manner, one of the insectoids who had once ruled this planet. Before the coming of Cestus Cybernetics, X’Ting hives had thronged this world, but now the soulless industrial giant not only dominated the planet but also threatened the safety of the Republic itself.
Obi-Wan Kenobi watched as Duris prepared to address the hive council, the last humble remnant of X’Ting power. Like the offworlder capital of ChikatLik, some hundreds of meters above their heads, the council room was nestled in a natural lava bubble. The walls of the egg-shaped, fifteen-meter-high chamber had been glazed burnt sienna, but most of that original color was covered with handwoven tapestries. Three doorways, each guarded by two members of the X’Ting warrior clans, led out of the room—one to the surface, the others to deeper, less traveled places within the hive.
The twelve councilors seated at the curved stone table were a mix of relatively youthful X’Ting, their carapaces still brilliant, and elders showing gray and white splotches amid their bristling thoracic hair. Their vestigial wings fluttered in distress. From time to time their primary or secondary hands would smooth their ivory ceremonial robes. Every red or green faceted eye studied her carefully; every auditory antenna was tuned to her words.
Duris hunched her thorax and cleared her throat, perhaps gathering her thoughts. She was almost as tall as Obi-Wan, and her broad, segmented, pale gold shell and swollen egg sac gave her considerable gravitas.
At this moment, G’Mai Duris needed every bit of it.
“My peers and elders,” she said. “My dear friend Master Kenobi has told me an astonishing thing. For centuries we have known that our ancestors were cheated out of their land—land purchased with worthless baubles we believed were legal tender.
“For years we had no means of redress, save to accept whatever sops Cestus Cybernetics threw our way. But that has changed.” Her eyes gleamed like cut emeralds. “Master Kenobi brought with him one of Coruscant’s finest barristers, a Vippit who knows their laws well. And according to the central authority, if we should choose to press our suit, we can destroy Cestus Cybernetics. If we own the land beneath their factories, we can charge them whatever we wish for land usage, possibly even take the facilities themselves.”
“What?” exclaimed Kosta, the council’s eldest member. All X’Ting cycled between the male and female genders every three years, and Kosta was currently female. Although too old for egg bearing, her sac was still swollen to impressive size. She looked shocked. “Is this true?”
“You would do nothing except destroy the planet!” Caiza Quill sputtered. Only minutes earlier Duris had deposed him as head of the council. His rage and surrender pheromones still spiced the air. “Destroy Cestus Cybernetics, and you destroy our economy!”
Kosta’s expression bristled with naked contempt for Quill’s transparent half-truths. “The hive was here before Cestus Cybernetics. It is not the hive that will suffer if this company changes hands … or even if it dies. It will be those who have sold themselves to offworlders for a promise of power.”
“But my lords,” Duris said, drawing their attention back to her once again. “I have obligations to the offworlders, people who came to Cestus with skills and heart, wanting only to build a life here. We cannot use this opportunity to destroy. We must use it to build, and heal.”
The X’Ting hive council members nodded, perhaps pleased by her empathy. Although she was new to their ranks, they seemed satisfied with her grasp of the responsibilities.
But Quill was in no way mollified by her words. His stubby wings quivered with rage. “You have won nothing, Duris! I will block you, I swear. Regardless of what you think you have, what you think you know … this isn’t over yet.” He stormed out, humiliated and enraged.
Obi-Wan had watched the proceedings, withholding comment, but now he had to speak. “Can he do that?”
“Perhaps,” Kosta replied. “Any member of the Families can veto any specific business deal.” She was referring to the Five Families, who ran the mines and factories that fed the droid works. Once there had only been four, but Quill had wormed his way into their midst by delivering labor contracts and quelling dissent, selling out his own people in the process. “If he believes it is in his best interest, or just for the sake of hatred, he will try.” An alarming thought seemed to occur to her. “He might try to keep you from sending the Supreme Chancellor this information. Perhaps you should send it immediately.”
Reluctantly, Obi-Wan shook his head. “The Chancellor will use it as legal pretext to shut down Cestus Cybernetics. In that case, no one wins. Your best bet is to use this information as emergency leverage.”
Only days before, Obi-Wan had arrived on Cestus to stop the planet from selling its deadly bio-droids to the Confederacy. By means of a unique “living circuit” design, the droid works had created a machine that could actually anticipate an attacker’s moves. Understanding their potential, Count Dooku had ordered thousands of the devices—originally designed for small-scale security work—with every intention of converting them to battle droids.
The thought of such an army, marching in the thousands, chilled Obi-Wan’s blood. In the face of such a juggernaut, both the Jedi and the Grand Army of the Republic might fall. The spread of such lethal devices must be stopped at all costs!
The favored means of deterrence was negotiation, but bombardment was not out of the question. Initial contacts had not been promising: Cestus Cybernetics was loath to cease production of such a valuable commodity, and believed Chancellor Palpatine would never order the destruction of a peaceful planet selling a legal product. With the X’Ting as allies, Obi-Wan’s assignment would be far simpler.
Over the last days he had gained the trust of G’Mai Duris, Cestus’s puppet Regent, and taken the first steps to furnish her with real political authority. If he could win over the hive council, as well, there might be serious cause for optimism.
The council members listened to him speak of politics and finances, swiftly comprehending the reasons it might profit them to side with Coruscant. But after expressing confidence in his assessment, they swiftly changed the subject. “There is another matter to discuss, Master Jedi.”
He glanced at Duris, seeking a clue about the new concern. The Regent turned to face him, moving one portion of her segmented body at a time. Her primary and secondary arms spread, empty palms extended, X’Ting body language indicating confusion. “I know nothing of this,” she said.
Kosta drummed the fingers of her secondary hands against the table. She consulted with the other members of the council, speaking in clicks and pops, and then addressed Obi-Wan. “It is possible, Master Jedi, that you can perform a great service for us this day.”
“In what fashion?” he asked.
Again the council members glanced at one another, as if measuring the wisdom of speech. Then, after a brief conference, Kosta began.
“There is one other way that Quill might hurt us, if he decides that the hive is no longer deserving of his loyalty.”
That was a possibility. Certainly, Quill’s addiction to power and naked self-interest might trigger betrayal.
Obi-Wan felt an emotional charge building in the chamber. He knew that sense: fear of approaching a threshold. The hive council was about to do something that could make the X’Ting deeply vulnerable.
Kosta continued. “What we are about to tell you is known only to members of the council, and to elite members of the hive’s warrior clan. Even G’Mai Duris did not know this, although her partner, Filian, did.” She bowed respectfully. “Filian was forced to conceal this knowledge from you, by oath.”
It was clear this revelation was painful to Duris. Until now, she had clung to the illusion that she had known her deceased mate completely. “What is it?”
“There is much about the history of our planet that you could not know, Master Jedi. Much that is not in the fabled archives of Coruscant.”
“Regrettable, but always true,” Obi-Wan said. “Please illuminate.”
“Once,” Kosta explained, “the hive was strong. We had defeated the spider people in a great war, and brought the entire planet under the rule of the hive and our queen, who was wise and just. We believed that it was time for us to enter the galactic community. But this was not merely a matter of gaining political recognition. We coveted the role of trading partner, but what resources might we offer to become so?
“What products could we produce? What minerals might we have? We searched, and found nothing that was not available on worlds nearer the galaxy’s central hub. Nothing that would give us the advantage we sought.
“Then we heard a rumor that Coruscant was planning to expand its prison system, and was looking for host worlds on the Rim that might be willing to lease or sell land for such facilities. Land was one thing Cestus had in plenty, and it seemed an admirable opportunity. Overtures were made, and we won a contract.”
She sighed. “At first, all seemed well. Several facilities were constructed, and the scum of the galaxy were safely quartered in reconstructed caverns beneath our sands.”
All of this Obi-Wan knew, of course.
“Once the deal was struck, we swallowed our pride and accepted a position on the Republic’s bottom rung. Many of our workers were hired for the mines and factories. We learned to negotiate, so that future leasings and sales were more favorable. We were paid our rental fees, with which we hired surveyors to more carefully examine our resources with a mind to expanding trade.
“Then something completely unexpected happened. Executives from Cybot Galactica were convicted of fraud and gross negligence and sentenced to prison here. These former beings of power were forced to dig in the depths of the caverns. Some of the work was useful: enlarging their living spaces, building shops and offices. Some of it was mere make-work, the time-honored prison task of turning big rocks into little ones. But during the digging, the executives discovered minerals used in advanced droid fabrication. A treasure, floating unsuspected in the Outer Rim!
“The executives hatched a plan to free themselves. In meetings with the prison authorities, they proposed to make the guards and warden wealthy beyond their dreams. The essence of the proposal was that the pooled talents and contacts of the various prisoners might well create an endless stream of first-class droids. Here on Ord Cestus there was labor aplenty, mountains of raw material, skill, and savvy. They needed only permission.
“The deal was struck, the stage set for the creation of Cestus Cybernetics. The executives put out the word to former customers and employees, and immigration to Ord Cestus began in earnest. The first factory was in operation within a standard year, producing a modest repair droid that received favorable reviews and respectable orders. They were up and running.”
Kosta raised her voice. “But as the fledgling company grew in power and wealth, it came into conflict with the queen and king. First, managers purchased additional land with worthless synthetic gems. The royals were forced to swallow this humiliation, but they did attempt to negotiate larger shares of wealth for the hive, for the education of our people, for healthcare.”
“Healthcare?”
“A necessity. Since the founding of the prison there had been numerous strange and damaging ailments spreading through our population. The inmates, from every corner of the galaxy, brought countless diseases with them, creating wave after wave of illness. We sickened by the thousands.
“The negotiations were fierce. Our rulers threatened to withhold X’Ting labor and to refuse to allow Cestus Cybernetics to expand its mining operation.
“Then the Great Plague hit us.” Kosta leaned forward, emerald eyes gleaming. “I know that it cannot be proved, but we knew, knew that this plague was no accident. It was unleashed upon us to destroy the royal family, to splinter the hive so that there would be no effective opposition. Perhaps even to exterminate us.”
Obi-Wan flinched at the passion in those words. Was such villainy possible? Foolish to ask: of course it was. Coruscant knew little of what happened on the Outer Rim. And since Cestus Cybernetics controlled the official information stream, any conceivable perfidy might have been concealed.
“And this genocide almost worked. But as the plague swept through the hive, a frantic plan was put into action: to place several healthy eggs in suspended animation and to hide them in a special vault deep below Cestus’s surface, where only a chosen few would know the truth, the path, and the method of opening.
“The vault was constructed by Toong’l Security Systems—a company in competition with Cestus Cybernetics, and known to be trustworthy. The workers were blind-shuttled to the site and never knew the location. When it was completed, we knew that whatever happened to the rest of the royals, there would be at least one fertilized egg pair that was safe—royals, who could mate and create a new line.”
Instantly, Obi-Wan grasped the significance. After the plague, the surviving X’Ting had scattered across the surface of Ord Cestus. But a new royal line might draw them back together again, unite them. G’Mai Duris was but Regent, holding the power until the return of a new royal pair. Under her capable hands the power transfer might rejuvenate this unhappy planet. A promising idea!
Obi-Wan organized his thoughts carefully, and then spoke. “So … with this news about the ownership of the land beneath Cestus Cybernetics, a pair of royals to unite the planet might give you greater voice on Coruscant, and build your people a better future?”
“Yes,” Kosta agreed, eyes sparkling. “There are problems, though. First, the plague was deadlier than we expected. After the royals died, several X’Ting clans chose to stay deep below the surface, to seal off all contact with offworlders. They became almost a separate hive: there has been virtually no contact with those clans for a century. Worse still, every X’Ting who knew the secret of the vault died in the plague. All that remain are keys to open the outer door. Lastly, Toong’l Security Systems was destroyed when its planet was struck by a comet. Its leaders might have told us how to open the vault, but …” Kosta made a resigned shrugging motion.
Obi-Wan squinted. “But certainly you can still use other means to retrieve the eggs.”
The old X’Ting female sighed, nervously knotting the fingers of primary and secondary hands. “You don’t understand the status of royals. By breeding and culture, every X’Ting must obey them. It is our way, and it is in our blood. Therefore, they are both the greatest treasure, and the greatest threat. An X’Ting royal pair in the hands of Cestus Cybernetics would reduce every X’Ting on this planet to slavery. Rather than have that happen, a tamper detector was built into the vault. We are not certain as to its details, but we have reason to believe that after three unsuccessful attempts to open the chamber, the eggs will be destroyed.”
By the stars! These people had been so desperate?
“So …,” he began cautiously. “What service do you wish of me?”
“Twice in the past we tried to regain the precious eggs. Twice our bravest have tried to reach the vault. Twice they perished before they could reach it.” A pause. “There is a story whispered among our people. It is said that a hundred and fifty years ago a visitor came from the center of the galaxy. A warrior with powers beyond any the X’Ting had ever seen. He called himself a Jedi. It is said his courage and wisdom saved our people. I think it no mere coincidence that now, in our hour of need, another Jedi has appeared.”
Obi-Wan felt a thrill of alarm. He had not anticipated such a situation. “Madam,” he said, “it is a great weight you wish me to carry.”
“We believe you capable of withstanding it.”
He had heard no story in the Jedi archives about a visit to Ord Cestus, but it was certainly possible. Many Jedi avoided acclaim; they were capable of stunning feats of valor, followed by such modesty that they might decline even to give their names. “And you fear that Quill, angry with the Regent, might betray these secret eggs to the Five Families. And that they might launch their own effort to recover them, and use them against you.”
“You see our situation, yes.”
He did. Coruscant wanted something: the cessation of droid production. The X’Ting, indeed all beings on this planet, were more or less dependent on a continued income stream from Cestus Cybernetics. Obi-Wan was asking them to side with him, to trust him. He had thought to do this through diplomacy, but providence had given him a means of winning their trust more directly, had he sufficient courage. “I accept your request. I will attempt to recover your eggs,” he said.
Kosta sighed in relief. “You will need a guide. A small cluster of X’Ting warriors have studied the original maps through the deep hive. Originally there were five broodmates. Only one survives.” She turned to the others. “Call Jesson.”
The council members leaned their heads together, touching antennae as they buzzed and clicked in X’Tingian. After a few moments a small male left the table and scuttled off into a side tunnel.
“G’Mai, I am in your hands,” Obi-Wan said quietly. The elders had carried themselves well, but the Regent was the only X’Ting he could claim to know. If anyone here could be relied upon for full disclosure, it was she. “Is there anything else that I should know before setting out on this mission?”
“Jedi,” Duris said. “I know only the whispered rumors about the visit of a Jedi Master. I’d never heard of the royal eggs before this day.”
The council members turned as the small male councilor returned. Behind him, in a gray tunic with a diagonal red stripe, marched a larger male bristling with red thoracic fur. His red, faceted eyes took in the entire room at a glance, scanning Obi-Wan and making an instant, positive threat assessment. The newcomer’s primary and secondary arms bore numerous pale scars: this was an experienced warrior, probably a member of some elite hive security unit. A triple-sectioned staff hewn of some clear material lay diagonally across his back.
The newcomer put the palms of his primary and secondary hands together, then spoke in a series of clicks and pops.
Kosta raised her left primary hand. “It is requested that you speak in Basic when in this human’s presence.”
The X’Ting soldier turned to regard Obi-Wan. His first scan had taken a fraction of a second. The second took longer, long enough for Obi-Wan to sense the intense disdain in the X’Ting’s eyes. “My pardon to our honored guest. My words were: ‘First Rank Jesson is present and ready for duty.’ ”
“I should go with you,” Duris offered. “This is my job, my planet. If we fail, and Quill betrays us, we are all undone.”
“But you are your people’s leader,” Obi-Wan said. “You are needed here.”
Duris protested, but the other council members voted her down. She seemed as distressed as Obi-Wan had ever seen. “You came here as a friend, and helped me more than words can say,” she said, taking his two hands in her four. “I hope that I have not brought you to your death.”
“Jedi are not so easily killed,” he said.
“If you are half the warrior Master Yoda is said to be, you will prevail,” she said.
Jesson’s eyes narrowed at that. If Obi-Wan had felt more confident in reading X’Ting facial expressions, he would have said the soldier’s dominating mood was one of contempt.
“Well, let us begin.” Obi-Wan turned to his guide. “We descend into the bowels of the planet together,” he said. “Will you tell me your full name?”
“First Rank Jesson Di Blinth,” the other said, and bowed formally. “Of the volcano Di Blinths.”
“Well met, Jesson,” the Jedi replied. “Obi-Wan Kenobi, of Coruscant. Are we ready to leave?”
Jesson conferred swiftly with the other members of the council. Two members touched scent glands at the sides of their neck, and with damp fingers made a series of dots on the table before them. Jesson made moist markings of his own in a similar fashion.
Obi-Wan raised an eyebrow, and Duris explained: “Much of our information is stored in scents.”
“These contain most of what we currently know or remember about the path,” Kosta said. “No one has taken it in so long …”
“I thought you said that four of your number tried, and were slain in the process,” Obi-Wan said.
“Not completely accurate,” Jesson said, studying the table-top. “The first attempt was through the direct opening to the egg chamber, which buttresses a lava tube. My brother never returned, and we know that defensive mechanisms were triggered. A backup entrance was tried next. My second brother never returned, and the door was jammed.”
“Did you attempt to open it?”
Jesson regarded him with scorn. “Whatever happened there cost the life of a brave warrior. We will not disrespect him by assuming we can succeed where he failed.”
“What, then?”
“There is another way down, through the old tunnels.”
The mention of that word quieted the room for a long moment, and again G’Mai Duris raised an objection. “I should go. Obi-Wan risks his life because of me.”
“Later, perhaps, when you have shifted back to male,” Kosta said, her emerald eyes flashing with compassion. “But now you are not as strong and light as you will be. We cannot risk you. You are our face with the offworlders.”
Duris took Obi-Wan’s hands in hers. “Then go with luck,” she said.
Obi-Wan nodded. “The Force is what we will need.” He turned to Jesson. “Well, if it is to be done, it is best done swiftly.”
And together they left the chamber.



Chapter 2
 
A

bove them stood Ord Cestus’s capital city of ChikatLik, a metropolis of six million citizens built into a natural lava bubble modified by the hive. The bubble’s natural gray glaze was a rainbow of reflected colors from the city lights and holoboards. ChikatLik boasted the architecture of a hundred cultures, was a forest of twisting spires and elevated tramways, airways filled with droid shuttles, taxis, personal transportation and trams of all kinds. The bubble walls concealed a network of transport systems within the ground itself: subways and magrails and lev tracks, technological wonders ferrying workers, executives, ore, and equipment.
But down here, far below ChikatLik’s streets, there was only the hive. Generations of hive builders had chewed and burrowed through the ground. The texture of the walls had a chewed duracrete appearance that Obi-Wan had noted elsewhere in ChikatLik, clear evidence of X’Ting construction.
Down in the lowest tunnels the walls were coated with rectangular patches of manicured white fungus that emitted a steady bluish glow. “Is this your form of illumination?” Obi-Wan asked.
Jesson nodded. “The fungus is well maintained here, fed and trimmed. Farther back it grows wild, and the fungus eats into the walls, slowly widening the tunnels.”
The fungus had etched the rock until it seemed like the surface of some ancient sculpture. Obi-Wan ran his fingers over it as they walked, felt that he was reading an ancient book of X’Ting secret history. “How many outsiders have been here?” he asked.
“You are the first,” Jesson told him.
Obi-Wan sighed. Jesson’s tone had been flat and cold. He and the X’Ting would have to come to an understanding, but he hoped to delay it until they had spent a bit more time together. “Where does this come out?”
Jesson turned to him, sneering. “Listen, Jedi. I will follow my orders and take you along with me, but I don’t have to like it. You offworlders ruined our planet. You cheated and brainwashed us and corrupted our leaders—”
“If you’re thinking of Quill, I believe he’s been removed from the council.”
“And replaced with Duris,” Jesson said. “I doubt she’s much better.”
“If you think so little of your leaders, why do you obey them?”
Jesson drew himself up to full height. “I obey my training, and the rules of my clan. I am loyal to the hive, not merely the council. And now the council wishes the return of the royals. This I will help them do.” His wings fluttered a bit. In the glow of the fungus they seemed like sheets of pale blue ice. “Make no mistake, Jedi. I will take you with me. But fantasies about your great powers won’t save you in the deep hive. Maybe Duris believes that some sorcerer from Coruscant once saved the poor ignorant X’Ting, but I am no mewling grub, to believe such tales.”
“Fair enough,” Obi-Wan said as they continued down the tunnel. “I’d never heard of it myself, so I’m not asking you to believe.”
Jesson shrugged, although he seemed satisfied that Obi-Wan was not trying to convince him. “It is typical for a colonized people to identify with their oppressors. This yearning for an alien rescuer is pitiable. It is hive-hatred.”
Obi-Wan was about to speak when Jesson raised his primary arms. “Be very quiet.” The X’Ting brushed past a curtain of hanging moss. Curiously, once on the other side Obi-Wan heard a steady droning sound. The moss seemed to have functioned as some kind of damper.
Then Obi-Wan gasped. He felt he had walked into a fantasy realm, where gravity itself was suspended.
Hanging from the ceiling was a series of swollen blue spheres attached as if by an invisible adhesive. No legs or arms or anything resembling faces were visible. He reckoned that these creatures were the same species as Regent Duris’s assistant Shar Shar, but much larger. They were vaguely translucent, with thin blue veins. By the dim fungal light he could see organs pulsing slowly, as well as some kind of distended stomach or bladder.
“What are these creatures?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Their species are Zeetsa. We feed them, and they produce a food called Lifemilk. Once our people depended upon them, and we lived together. But over time they developed more mind and will. Those who wish to join our society are allowed to do so, while those who choose a more peaceful, quiet existence can have that, as well.”
He sighed, and for a moment seemed to forget his antipathy toward Obi-Wan. “Lifemilk is a great delicacy.” He turned to the Jedi. “As an offworlder, you can afford it more readily than most X’Ting.”
The bluish surfaces of the Lifemilk creatures gave off a calming, peaceful radiance, but even had Jesson been more sanguine, Obi-Wan would not have chosen to sample at this time. One never knew the effects of alien foods, even benign, and he had to rely upon all of his senses in the coming hours.
The room was warm, almost uncomfortably so, and Obi-Wan swiftly determined that the heat emanated from the many bodies crowded together.
As he watched, the smooth surface of one of the globes began to roil. A bulge recognizable as a nose appeared, followed by two eyeholes, emerging from the surface almost like a creature floating up through a pool of oil. Obi-Wan blinked, startled, as similar faces grew on two of the other spheres. Generalized faces, something between an X’Ting and a human, almost as if the Zeetsa had no real form of its own, instead borrowing appearance from its neighbors.
The three spheres with faces pivoted to watch the intruders who had awakened them from their long, productive slumber.
He heard something gurgle in the room, and thought that it was the Zeetsa version of speech. They were speaking to each other, wondering, perhaps, who this offworlder was …
No … not who, but what. If Jesson was accurate, no other offworlder had ever come this way, and that meant that in all probability they had never seen a human being at all.
The room was the size of a star cruiser docking bay: immense, and silent save for that constant murmuring. Obi-Wan had the feeling he was walking through a room of sleeping children, except for the disquieting faces that appeared on the smooth surface of the dangling, gravity-defying bulbs. One of them formed lips and a recognizable mouth, and he stopped for a moment, transfixed. As he watched, his own face appeared, complete with beard, etched into the surface of the blue sphere.
And then the corners of the mouth lifted. “It’s trying to communicate,” he whispered, astonished.
“It is dreaming,” Jesson said. “And you are a part of the dream.”
The bulb pivoted to follow them as they reached the far side of the cavern. The tunnel there was darker than the Lifemilk creatures’ place of resting, and Obi-Wan took that final image, the smile of a sleeping, mindless creature, with him into the darkness.



Chapter 3
 
T

he tunnel leading away from the Zeetsa chamber was narrower. If he had wished, Obi-Wan could have scooped blue-white fungus off both walls with his elbows as they walked. The mold here grew in wild patches, some of them slippery splotches underfoot, slick enough to make an unwary explorer turn an ankle. The wild moss gave a fainter light here, and from time to time Jesson used a glowlight to lead the way. The air itself felt musty and close. Obi-Wan guessed no one had been here for years.
“Where are we now?” he asked.
“Beyond where I have gone,” Jesson replied. “But I know what lies ahead.”
“And that is?”
“The Hall of Heroes,” Jesson said. “This is where the greatest leaders of our people were honored, long ago, before the clans split after the plague. In that world, every warrior strove to perform great service for the hive, that his image might one day appear in the hall.”
“And what of the people who remained down there?” Obi-Wan asked.
“They are the true X’Ting,” he said, a hint of pride entering his voice for the first time. “Perhaps when this is over, I will stay with them. It is said they believe we ‘surface’ X’Ting have forgotten the old ways. This is truth.”
“Will they try to stop us?”
“I think not. They, even more than those on the surface, have awaited the return of the royals. In fact,” he added, “once we have opened the vault, I can think of no safer hands in which to place the eggs.”
Obi-Wan stopped. “The eggs are to be taken to the council, Jesson.”
The X’Ting’s eyes sparked. “Yes. Of course.”
Obi-Wan didn’t trust that answer. Might Jesson turn the eggs over to the X’Ting who lurked in the lower hive? And if he did, how should he, Obi-Wan, respond?
One step at a time, he thought. They had much to overcome before that became an issue.
The tunnel came to an end at a massive metal door, bolted and barred, and so rusted that it seemed almost a part of the natural wall.
Jesson traced his hands over its surface. “This is the back way into the vault. We must go through the Hall of Heroes, where the old X’Ting still live. Many years ago they erected this door to seal out the plague. To seal us out of their lives.” He looked back at Obi-Wan. “We will have to open the door.”
“This I can do,” Obi-Wan said. He drew his lightsaber and triggered its emerald beam. Then he took a deep breath and slowly began to press his blade into the door. The hissing sound filled the darkness. Liquid metal sizzled into steam. Within a few moments he’d burned a fist-size hole in the door. Obi-Wan stopped and peered through. Nothing but darkness beyond. He listened. Nothing.
No. Not nothing. Something scuttled on the other side of the door. But it was something distant. Claws on metal and stone. Other than that, silence.
The fingers of Jesson’s secondary arms twined with tension.
“Is there anything you’re not telling me?” Obi-Wan asked.
“There are stories,” Jesson admitted. “Five years ago when we tried to free the eggs, one of my brothers went through another opening. I know he made it as far as the Hall of Heroes. But after that …” He shrugged. “We lost communication.”
“I see.” Obi-Wan didn’t like the sound of that. It could imply entirely too many things.
He widened the hole, then waited for the metal to cool so that they could wiggle through. “I’ll go first,” he said. The mold in the next chamber was just barely bright enough to reveal a large empty space with a rock floor. The room was perhaps twenty meters across, with gently convex walls. “Looks clear,” he said, and then slipped through, instantly alert.
By the glow of his lightsaber he saw that the floor of the roughly spherical chamber was of level stone. In the center was a descending stone stairway. Obi-Wan supposed that it led to another chamber below them.
Jesson crawled through the burned hole nimbly and stood, holding up his glowlight.
“You’ve never been in here?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Never. And neither has any living member of the upper hive,” he said. “I believe we are now inside the largest statue in the X’Ting Hall of Heroes.”
They began down the stairs, turning in a spiral as they descended around a single rock column in the midst of a chamber hewn from stone. Hewn? Chewed, Obi-Wan thought.
“Something is wrong,” Jesson said. Caution had crept into the X’Ting warrior’s voice.
“What?”
“I smell much death,” he said.
The silence itself was so oppressive that it was impossible for Obi-Wan not to agree with him. Something was wrong—he could sense it as well. Halfway down the stairs, Jesson aimed his light at the floor below them.
For a moment Obi-Wan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The entire floor of the chamber was covered with empty, shattered carapaces. Countless heaps of them, scattered about like bones in some large predator’s lair.
“What happened here?” Jesson whispered.
“What would you think?”
The exoskeleton fragments, the skulls and legs and chest-pieces, seemed to stare back at them, simultaneously mocking and warning. “Either they crawled into here by the thousands and died, or …”
“Or what?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Or something dragged them in here.”
Obi-Wan crouched, running his fingers along the broken edges of a carapace. There was no moisture in the remaining flesh at all. This had happened years ago.
He rose and led the way to the descending stone stairway in the room’s center. The twisting exit had no guardrails, and it would be a nasty spill if taken unexpectedly. The dusty smell of old, forgotten death rose up to enfold them.
When they reached the bottom, his foot crunched on a leg carapace. “Light,” he said simply, and took it from Jesson’s hand.
The carapaces had been cracked open. No withered flesh remained to be seen. Devoured? Everywhere he looked, there was nothing but the cracked, violated exoskeletons of dead X’Ting.
Jesson went to his knees behind Obi-Wan, examining the remains. “I … I don’t understand,” he said as Obi-Wan returned the glowlight.
Something in his voice chilled the Jedi. “What is it?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Look at these bite marks.”
Obi-Wan inspected. The carapaces had indeed been chewed open, not pried apart with tools. “Yes. Savage.”
“You don’t understand,” Jesson said. “These are X’Ting tooth marks.”
And suddenly the horror that had gripped Jesson brushed against Obi-Wan’s spine. Here in the depths, where X’Ting had tried to maintain the old ways, something had happened. Clan turning against clan? War? However it had begun, what was clear was the way it had ended:
Cannibalism. These X’Ting had eaten their own. There was no lower behavior, no more loathsome foe. The fear of being slain by an opponent was always present, a natural part of a warrior’s life. But the idea of being killed and then devoured … that was something different.
“I suggest we keep moving,” he said.
“I agree,” Jesson said, biting at the words. And they continued across the room.
Something moved. Obi-Wan couldn’t see it, or hear it—he felt it, a displacement of the air around them, a perturbation in the Force.
“I don’t think we’re alone,” he said.
Jesson reached for the three-sectioned staff slung across his back. The sections were of clear crystal or acrylic, connected by short lengths of chain. A club and a flail in one, Obi-Wan thought. He hoped the X’Ting used it superbly.
“That door,” Jesson said, indicating an opening on the far side of the room. This room, like the one above it, had a concave wall, but less sharply angled.
“Let us make our way there,” Obi-Wan said. “Swiftly. But I suspect that that is where our company awaits.”
Jesson’s lips pulled back from his teeth, displaying small, sharp, multiple rows. Obi-Wan would not care to have his arm caught in those jaws. “Let them come,” the X’Ting said.
Step by step they progressed across the floor. They were almost to the doorway when the air’s scent changed. Just a bit, a nose-wrinkling aroma drifting to them on the weakest of breezes. Something that dried tongue and throat, an acid tang reminiscent of stomach gases. Before he could consciously identify the smell, the first glowing eyes appeared. Glittering. Faceted, blinking at them from the darkness.
Then they were under attack.
Jesson dropped his lamp almost at once, and although it didn’t extinguish on hitting the ground, the light it gave was slanted and partial. The sparkle of Obi-Wan’s lightsaber was more brilliant, increasing with the hum and flash when he met an opponent’s weapon or body.
These were X’Ting—the Jedi was sure of that—but X’Ting of a different variety than those he had seen until now. These were not specialized for combat: they were diggers, workers. The oversize jaws implied that they might have been the ones who produced the chewed substance that characterized the hive.
Most of them carried hefty metal pry bars. Weapons? Tools? For whatever purpose they had originally been intended, the bars would crack any bone they struck.
There was no more time for thought. The song of Obi-Wan’s lightsaber was long and sour. X’Ting diggers fell before him like scythed grain. They hissed and came on, howling.
Obi-Wan measured his response, allowing them to come to him, then taking the aggressive posture when advantageous. Ferociously fast, the cannibal X’Ting attacked in a frightening wave, simply wading in swinging their metal bars, trusting in numbers to carry the day.
Against a Jedi, that was not enough.
The air around Obi-Wan hissed as his lightsaber swooped and twisted. After the first few moments he had adjusted to the pace and style of attack, and was able to determine a bit more about their adversaries. The first thing he realized was that they were nearly blind from years of groping in darkness, doubtless hunting by smell or hearing. His lightsaber’s flare frightened some of them, freezing them in place, making some hesitant to attack. Those who did not hesitate died hissing their hatred and fear.
Between strokes, between breaths, Obi-Wan spared fragments of attention to see how Jesson was faring.
The X’Ting warrior needed no assistance. He performed with a fearless, aggressive, almost weightless agility, kicking and punching in all directions with all six limbs. His weapon whirled like a propeller, almost invisibly fast. He held the three-sectioned staff first by one end, then by the middle, then by the other, swinging it and twisting it into defensive and attacking positions, and every time he moved, one of his enemies fell to rise no more.
He crouched, sweeping the feet of several creatures from underneath them, and when he came up, Jesson coiled into a ferocious attack position that mimicked a spider stalking the strands of its web.
Their attackers circled them, hissing and coiling as Obi-Wan and Jesson put their backs together and surveyed the horde.
“We can’t kill them all,” Jesson said.
“No,” Obi-Wan agreed. “But we don’t have to. Follow me!”
Without another word the Jedi plunged into the mass of cannibals, plowing toward the door. He struggled not to think about what would happen to them—or to Jesson, at least—if they were overwhelmed. It was better to stay in the realm of Form III, the lightsaber combat he had practiced for so long. It was better, and no less effective, for one who understood that defense and attack were two sides of the same coin.
Left, right, left—he deflected blows, shattered weapons, and severed limbs in a blinding, dazzling display that singed blazing lines in the darkness. Their enemies, though ferocious, were hampered by their near blindness; only an unnatural hunger drove them forward.
They seemed to be awakening in waves, crawling out of whatever dark holes they had entered. Had these things scavenged in the darkness, on the waste and garbage that every great city produces? Even Coruscant had its ghouls, gangsters and homeless creatures who had abandoned the light to live in the fissures between social tissues. But the creatures swarming them now matched the worst that great world-city could offer.
“Run!” Jesson called, and they sprinted toward the doorway. The passage narrowed, and it was a bit harder for the cannibals to reach them, making defense that much easier. He could see the stairway now, only a dozen meters farther away.
Obi-Wan whirled 360 degrees; he glimpsed Jesson as he deflected and attacked, his three-sectioned staff cracking heads and sending their enemies scurrying for safety.
But then a mass of wriggling bodies threw themselves at Jesson all at once, and the warrior went down. Obi-Wan arrived just in time to stop a jagged spear from descending into his guide; his lightsaber flashed, leaving the attacker howling with a missing limb. Using the Force to hurl another aside, the Jedi Knight bent swiftly, helping Jesson up from the ground.
He did not know what fear looked like on the face of an X’Ting, but he was fairly certain that that was the dominant emotion in those faceted red eyes. Fear and certainty of death, and perhaps something else.
Obi-Wan released his grip and Jesson ran at the enemy, leaving his triple staff behind. At first Obi-Wan’s heart sank; then, as the Jedi watched, the X’Ting warrior disarmed the first cannibal who struck at him, wrenching a spear from the creature’s hands. Jesson whirled the javelin until it was nothing but a lethal blur, sending cannibals howling and scrambling into the shadows. He kicked and punched, feinted with his stinger, and then broke heads with his spear. Soon he had broken free and he and Obi-Wan were heading down a ladder, down a long narrow tube, into darkness.
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and over hand, Obi-Wan and Jesson climbed down a hollow stone tube barely as wide as their shoulders. As he gripped each rung of the ladder in turn, Obi-Wan wondered: what would they do if the bottom was sealed? Or blocked? In such a terribly constricted space, there was no room to maneuver. The cannibals could simply drop rocks down on them until—
Then his foot touched the ground. Jesson reached the bottom a moment later, and they were out in a large rocky chamber.
Using his captured spear as a staff, Jesson led Obi-Wan away from the ladder, across a chamber as broad as a Chin-Bret playing field. Dim wreaths of mold illuminated some of the walls: immense statues lined the room, images of gigantic, regal X’Ting in various imperious poses, each of them at least thirty meters in height, some twice that size. He could just barely make out the insectoid features. Most were built into one of the walls in apparently endless array. A few were freestanding.
Despite the spear, Jesson was limping, the Jedi noticed, and seemed winded. “We can rest, if you need to,” Obi-Wan said.
“No,” Jesson gasped. “I want to get as far away from the entrance as possible.”
Obi-Wan looked back. “They don’t seemed to be following us,” he said.
Jesson stopped, his brow furrowed. “You’re right. I wonder why?”
Obi-Wan considered the possibilities, and didn’t like what came to mind. Under what circumstances did predators fail to pursue fresh meat into the open? “Are these other statues hollow?”
“Perhaps.” Jesson paused. “I think I have heard of this, yes.”
“Perhaps they live there. They could be watching us now.”
“But why don’t they pursue us?”
“Fear. Of us, or …” Suddenly, the cavern’s open floor seemed far too exposed and vulnerable for Obi-Wan’s taste. “Let’s keep moving, shall we?”
Jesson nodded agreement and led the way across the wide-open space between the ladder and their destination, a cavern wall some hundreds of meters distant. The ground beneath their feet was spongy, more like farm loam than rocky cave soil.
“This way,” Jesson said, and when they had crossed the cavern, he leaned against the wall, gasping for air.
As they took a breather, Obi-Wan looked back the way they had come. The vast statues were so shrouded in darkness that he could barely make them out. What a sight this chamber must be with full illumination! The one statue that had led them down into the chamber was largest of all, its outline fading into shadow. Was this an image of some great leader or warrior, perhaps the last, great queen who had swallowed her pride to bring her people into the Republic’s arms … ?
Jesson paused, taking a sip from a small flask of water. He shook his head, and drops of water flicked from the tuft of fur at his thorax.
“Are you all right?” Obi-Wan asked.
“No,” Jesson replied. He paused, then added, “Thank you for saving me.” He said it grudgingly, as if the words hurt his mouth.
“We are companions,” Obi-Wan replied simply. “Which way, now?”
“Well … the other entrance, the one that became sealed after a failed attempt, would be through these tunnels.” He pushed himself away from the wall, and they walked along the cavern’s far edge. Obi-Wan’s feet sank into the flaky soil with each step, a not entirely pleasant sensation. The soil grew harder, and suddenly they were on a meter-wide strip of rock climbing along the wall.
Obi-Wan was happy to be away from the soft cave floor. Something about it disturbed him. What exactly had happened here? His puzzle-solving mind worried at the problem from varied directions as the ground beneath them began to tilt up into a steeper incline.
They climbed along the ascending path for several minutes, finally reaching a tumble of rocks that buried the footpath. There was no way around it. Obi-Wan peered over the side: they were now so far above the ground that his glow rod’s beam simply dissolved into darkness. Jesson poked and prodded at the rocks with the spear. “My brother must have tripped a deadfall here,” he said. A miniature avalanche, designed to protect the secret path. Jesson’s brother had followed a faulty map, or perhaps just made a mistake. Obi-Wan and the X’Ting scrambled up over the rocks and gazed down the other side. Jesson pointed up along the path. “That’s where the other door is. From here, everything looks all right.”
“I hope so,” Obi-Wan said soberly. “I don’t relish the idea of going back up through the statue.”
“Nor do I. All right. Good. We have our path of retreat secure … I think. Let’s follow the map.”
They went back down over the rock tumble, and then farther down the ramp. Gleaming in the lamplight were more statues of various X’Ting in heroic poses. Jesson studied them carefully.
“This is what we need,” he said. Then he began muttering to himself in his people’s clicking, popping speech.
Several of the engraved images depicted X’Ting with primary and secondary arms crossed, legs spread. Some were in male mode, and some in female. Around the heads of these full-size images were clusters of miniature engravings of similar design.
Suddenly Obi-Wan realized what he was looking at: hieroglyphs, images extracted from pictographs of X’Ting and Cestian environments. This was very old, the beginnings of written language. Jesson was reading the wall.
“Sounds and smells,” Jesson said. “Our culture is based on both. There is a code at work here, and if I can only remember my Old X’Tingian will we be able to find the next passage.”
He sniffed along the wall, studied, backed up almost to the edge of the ramp. Obi-Wan looked down into an inky void. They were fifty meters from the ground below. A bad fall.
“Shine the light higher,” Jesson whispered.
Obi-Wan did. There was another level of images up above the lower, and Jesson smiled. “Do you see these images? This says: We are not individuals, but of the hive. We are not to struggle alone, but shoulder to shoulder, and upon the shoulders of past hive heroes.”
Obi-Wan nodded. A fine sentiment.
“Please. Elevate me,” Jesson asked, setting his spear aside
For a moment Obi-Wan assumed that this was a request for enlightenment, but then realized Jesson was being quite literal. He cupped his hands, and the X’Ting climbed up, balancing himself with all four hands spread against the wall, feeling around. Then his fingers found their objectives, and Obi-Wan heard a sharp clicking sound.
The wall slid back, and an opening appeared. Jesson boosted himself up and disappeared into the hole. For a moment Obi-Wan was worried; then Jesson’s head reappeared. “It’s all clear. A passage between chambers.” He held an arm down, and Obi-Wan passed him the spear. Jesson gripped its shaft as Obi-Wan gathered the Force around him and leaped up to the opening. Then the X’Ting disappeared into the hole.
The hole was less than a meter wide, just large enough for crawling, but not much more. Darkness swallowed them completely, but Jesson shuffled ahead of him, and Obi-Wan had no option but to follow.
They were deep in the hive. The walls and ceiling were all of chewed stone. The roughly pentagonal tube branched off into numerous side tunnels. Again and again Jesson sniffed the path and found an old scent marker telling the way.
The roughness of the chewed surface threatened to abrade Obi-Wan’s hands, and the strain of staying up on his toes as they crawled was slowly burning the muscles in his calves and shoulders. The rasp of his breathing echoed in the tube, making the close spaces seem closer still.
Then Jesson sighed, a long, low sound. The X’Ting warrior was outlined by a dim radiance coming from somewhere ahead of them. He made a contented click-pop mutter, and dropped from sight.
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autiously, Obi-Wan crawled forward until he reached the end of the tube, and looked out.
“Come down,” Jesson whispered.
There was no need to whisper. Nothing lived in this chamber. Its walls were crowded floor to ceiling with empty little pentagonal chambers, each just under a meter in diameter. An X’Ting larva hatchery? Obi-Wan crawled out and jumped down to another inclined ledge.
Jesson’s faceted eyes shimmered with tears. “This is one of the old breeding chambers,” he said. “We changed in so many ways after the Republic came. The hive was never the same. But this is as it used to be.”
Here the luminescent fungus was bright enough to give a misty view of the floor twenty meters beneath them. It was covered with broken chrysalis shells, some of which might have lain there for a thousand standard years. Had this place ever known brightness or the shining of a star? As Obi-Wan’s eyes adjusted to the light, he could see spires of rock that rose up irregularly through the soil beneath the cast-off X’Ting shells. Stalactites depended from the cavern’s roof.
“Is this the chamber?” Obi-Wan asked.
“The other side,” Jesson said, pointing across the way. “Through the next wall.”
Astounding. Clearly, only an X’Ting could find his way through this labyrinth. The royal eggs had indeed found safe haven.
The chamber was similar to that of the Hall of Heroes: created by water erosion rather than by machines or the flow of lava. Despite its origin, the cubicles chewed in the rock walls implied that it had been modified by countless eons of hive activity, countless millions of willing workers. A thin, milky fog wreathed the floor, but through it he saw vast heaps and furrows of plowed dirt.
“How was the soil deposited here?” he asked. Usually soil was the result of plant and animal action degrading rock over time. Obi-Wan was surprised to find so much of it underground, away from a nurturing sun.
“Remember,” Jesson said, pointing at the walls with his spear, “thousands of generations of us lived down here. Just as we had builders, and warriors, and leaders, there were also those who chewed rock, their digestive systems creating soil in which we could grow our crops. For eons we lived here, and the interior of Cestus was kinder to us than the surface.”
Thousands of generations. A planet whose surface was sand and chewed rock, its interior rich soil.
Truly, the galaxy was beyond imagination in its variety.
They descended along this second ramp, and Obi-Wan found himself lost in thoughts of what all of this might have been like, back before the time of the Republic. He imagined the hive swarming with life, the royal pair presiding over …
Then Obi-Wan’s skin tingled, and he became instantly alert. A ripple in the Force, warning him. “On your guard,” he whispered.
Jesson’s primary and secondary right hands gripped his spear fiercely. “What is it?”
Obi-Wan held up his right hand, demanding quiet. He felt something, a tremor in the soft soil beneath their feet.
Soft. As it had been in the previous chamber.
Soft. As if it were constantly plowed up.
“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Jesson said.
“Let’s go on to the other side,” Obi-Wan said.
“I don’t think we’ll make it.”
The ground trembled. A quake? “What is it?” the Jedi asked.
“Worms,” Jesson said, his shoulders quivering, his four hands knotting into fists. “I should have known. They were thought to have retreated deep into the ground since the time of …” He seemed reluctant to speak. “Well, that supposed Jedi, at least.”
“Was that the service this Jedi Master performed for your royals?” Obi-Wan asked, drawing his lightsaber. The soil beneath them continued to heave.
“I don’t know,” Jesson said, then added, “Perhaps. No offense, Master Jedi. You are indeed a mighty warrior, but if I know politicians, nothing much actually happened—he was just honored for being from Coruscant.”
Despite their danger, Obi-Wan had to chuckle. “My opinion of politicians is much like yours,” he confessed. “But I must say that G’Mai Duris seems better than most.”
An abrupt tingle in the Force—and Obi-Wan grabbed Jesson and jumped back just in time. The soil beneath them burst, and the mouth of the first worm appeared. It was dark brown, its skin covered with countless small spikes, every three or four meters marked off with a segmented ring. If the proportions were similar to other such beasts that Obi-Wan had seen, then it was thirty meters long at the least.
And the worm was not alone. Two more burst from the ground, their mouths gaping hungrily. It was too late for Obi-Wan and Jesson to run back to the ledge, and too far make it all the way to their destination. All they could do was find a place to make their stand.
Obi-Wan spotted the first of several limestone spurs poking up through the soil. “Get to the rocks!” he shouted, and they dashed for the only visible safety. One of the worms humped along right behind them, moving almost as fast as a human could run.
Obi-Wan took the rear guard, letting his companion reach safety. The Jedi scrambled up the rock with barely a moment to spare. One of the worms tried to crawl up after them, but now Obi-Wan turned and fought. His lightsaber flashed, and the worm screamed. He couldn’t actually hear the sound, but he felt it clearly through the Force.
Jesson’s grip slipped. The spear rattled to the dirt, and Jesson slid down the rock toward the worm’s cilia-ringed mouth hole. Its razor teeth clamped down on the X’Ting’s right leg, sawing. Obi-Wan was there in an instant, and sliced the creature’s head off. Severed, the head flopped back to the sand … the remaining body still alive and writhing.
Jesson scrambled up, leg lacerated but still functional.
“Thank you, Master Jedi,” he said, shivering. Obi-Wan inspected the wound: the chitinous shell was splintered, exposing the tender pink muscle beneath. He bound it as best he could, and to his credit Jesson made not a single sound of pain, although it had to be brutal. When he was done, Obi-Wan looked down below them. Four worms crawled atop and beneath the soil now, and they showed no signs of abandoning pursuit.
So. This was what had happened to the “true” X’Ting, those who had remained behind. The soil they had built up over ages to grow their crops—burying their dead, fertilizing with their wastes—had finally become deep enough to conceal predators. The X’Ting in that first cavern had been caught unawares, driven into the hollow statues. And once there, they had been unable to open the sealed metal doors. There in the darkness, they had become desperate enough to resort to cannibalism. There they had been trapped.
As Obi-Wan and Jesson were trapped, here on one of the few rock spurs on the floor of this second cavern. Obi-Wan felt the first tiny whisper of despair and bared his teeth. He would not fail. Not die. Not here in the dark. He had a job to do; he would find a way to do it.
The worms hissed at them, their cilia wavering back and forth with a chilling, unnatural appetite.
Jesson grimaced and climbed a little higher as another worm tried to ascend the spur. Obi-Wan seared it with the lightsaber, and it retreated without a sound. Again Obi-Wan could sense its shriek through the Force.
The soil humped up in furrows. From both far ends of the cave additional worms appeared, plowing up the ground and gnashing at them. There had to be ten or fifteen in all by now. Some larger, some smaller, all deadly.
“Maybe they smell us. Or hear us. Or they’re calling each other to dinner.” He shone his light up above them. “What’s that? There’s something up there.”
Favoring his injured foot, Jesson climbed higher on the spur, shining his light as he did.
There was indeed something clinging atop the spur. No, Obi-Wan realized as they climbed. Not something. Someone. And not clinging.
Strapped to the rock by a length of rope was the desiccated corpse of an X’Ting male. Little was left but carapace and dried flesh.
“What happened here?” Jesson whispered. “This was my broodmate Tesser. He made it this far, and no farther.” He climbed higher to touch his own forehead to his dead brother’s withered brow. “He climbed up here to escape the worms. Strapped himself so that he wouldn’t slide back down if he lost consciousness. If he became weak. And here he died.” So. Now they knew what had happened to two of those who had tried to reach the egg chamber.
“We will die,” Jesson said, his voice flat and drained of emotion.
“That’s defeatist thinking,” Obi-Wan said. “After all, Tesser made it farther than the other. Perhaps we can make it farther still.”
Something like hope blossomed in Jesson’s eyes. “You have a plan, Jedi?”
“Not yet, but I will.”
What distance to the far wall? Obi-Wan measured it with his eyes: sixty meters. Too far to run. The worms would overwhelm the wounded Jesson, and perhaps Obi-Wan, as well. And there was no point in reaching the egg chamber without his X’Ting companion. Without Jesson’s specialized knowledge, he had no chance at all of accessing the vault.
“What equipment do you have?”
“My spear is gone. I have the glowlight, and a grapnel line.”
A grapnel line? That might come in useful. “Let me see it,” Obi-Wan said.
Jesson showed him the gun. It was about the size of a hand blaster, with a filament reel nestled beneath. Fairly standard GAR surplus.
“How much line?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Twenty meters?”
So. They had twenty meters of grapnel cable as standard equipment, but that wasn’t enough to get them over …
To their left jutted another rock spur, this one about fifteen meters from their destination: the far wall. The spur was about thirty meters away. Could they make it that far? No, not with Jesson’s wounded leg.
All right. What, then?
Obi-Wan looked up above their heads and noted a ten-meter stalactite above them, halfway between their current position and that rock spur. A plan began to evolve. It would depend on the strength of that stalactite, but it might just work.
“I’m going to try something,” Obi-Wan said. “If you trust me, we might make it through this.”
“All right, Jedi,” Jesson said. “I have no choice. Let’s hear your idea.”
“You’ll see,” Obi-Wan said, and climbed higher up the spur. The worms humped around the base. From time to time one or two tried to crawl up, but they couldn’t get good purchase on the rock and slipped back down.
Obi-Wan took Jesson’s grapnel and aimed carefully, firing it at the protruding stalactite. The line flew true, its claw-tip anchoring deeply into the rock. He yanked hard, and it seemed firm enough.
“All right,” he said. “Hold on to my waist.”
Jesson looked at him dubiously, then his strong, thin arms encircled Obi-Wan’s waist.
Obi-Wan braced himself and swung off the rock spur. They flew in a long, shallow glide, the radius of their arc taking them so close to the soil that the worms hungrily snapped at them, cilia weaving as if in starvation or anger.
Jesson clung to him, faceted red eyes wide in wonder as they flew …
Then the X’Ting uttered a shrill series of terrified clicks as the stalactite above them broke. They were on the upswing of the arc when it happened. A huge chunk of rock snapped free and fell, sabotaging their arc. They flew up, then the rock smacked down into the soil, jerking them back down hard, so that they whuffed into the soil a moment later, the impact slamming the breath from Obi-Wan’s lungs.
He scrambled up as fast as he could, winded but unwilling to die a meal for the worms.
“Run!” he screamed as the creatures streaked toward him. He had the presence of mind to trigger the grapnel’s release mechanism and jerk the line free. The reel pulled in the filament as he sprinted toward the next rock, feet pounding puffs of dirt from the ground. Jesson was limping too slowly. Obi-Wan closed his mind to pain, grabbed with his right arm, and, ignoring the strain, forcing himself to greater effort, heaved the X’Ting soldier up on the rock then leapt up himself as one of the worms grabbed his left boot. He reached out, scrabbling for the rock and failing to find purchase as the worm struggled to drag him back down. But Jesson had regained his senses, and reached down for Obi-Wan’s wrist with primary and secondary hands. He braced his spindly legs and pulled for dear life.
Obi-Wan managed to brace his knee against the rock and pushed, forcing himself up as the worm lost its grip. He scrabbled up a bit higher and then, bracing himself, turned with lightsaber in hand and cut his attacker in half. The severed portion dropped to the ground and writhed, ichors oozing from the end, then disappeared into the ground and was gone.
The Jedi gulped air and breathed a sigh of relief. He looked up at Jesson. “Thank you,” he said.
“We’re even now,” Jesson said. He scanned the wall ahead. “Well, we’re better than halfway there.”
“That might be enough, if we’re clever,” Obi-Wan said. He climbed up the limestone spur, measuring the distance to the far wall, hoping that he had been correct. Otherwise, it was all too possible that their skeletons might, one distant day, be found here on the rock.
“Where is the far opening?” he asked, shading his eyes with his hands. “I can’t see it.”
“There is a rock ledge, about five meters above the ground,” Jesson said, pointing.
Obi-Wan squinted until he could make it out. “Yes.”
“And beyond that is the entrance to the chamber. I can get us in. After that …” The X’Ting shrugged. “I do not know.”
“All right.” Obi-Wan measured the distance between the far wall and the rock spur, and found a surface that looked suitable.
He fired the grapnel. Once again the line flew true, anchoring itself in the rock. He anchored the other end to their spur. He hated to leave the gun behind, but either there were additional resources available on the other side, or all attempts at survival might be futile.
“Give me the light,” Obi-Wan said. He turned Jesson’s glowlight up to full radiance and shone it directly in the worms’ eyes.
For many years the worms had been in the caves beneath ChikatLik. But it was possible they hadn’t been down here long enough to grow blind—that, in fact, brilliant light might actually be painful and confusing to them.
And clearly it was. Already they were scurrying away, their pain echoing through Obi-Wan’s Force-sense. “Let’s go!” he yelled. And he began moving out over the soil, hand over hand along the line.
Twenty meters, give or take. The worms seemed to have recovered from the light: they were humping back in the direction of their quarry. Obi-Wan swung his feet up and crossed them over the line for support, then triggered the lamp again beneath them. The worms gave their soundless squeal and retreated—
But not as far. Obi-Wan extended his senses through Force, sensing the hissing, coiling creatures as they crept back. He unhooked his feet from the line and moved hand over hand again, increasing his speed.
The line cut into his fingers. Pain like the slice of a frozen razor raced down his arm to his elbow. He bit back a scream, refusing to give up their position.
Could the worms see them? He wasn’t certain, but Obi-Wan considered it unlikely the creatures had evolved to hunt prey dangling over their heads.
Still, the vibration of the falling rock, and perhaps the scream of the wounded worm, had summoned additional creatures from deeper in the caves. By the fungal glow along the walls, he could see that the soil beneath them teemed with worms, boiled with them, hundreds, thousands of them—finger-size to meters in length. They jostled and snapped at each other, reaching up for Obi-Wan and Jesson.
One of the severed segments actually managed to leap free of the soil, gnashing at Obi-Wan’s pant leg, missing the calf muscle but enmeshing itself in the cloth. It whipped its tail this way and that, trying to find purchase.
Swaying, trying to shake the thing free, Obi-Wan lost hold with his right hand. Behind him, Jesson emitted a sour, frightened wisp of air.
Dangling by his left hand, Obi-Wan called his lightsaber to his right hand, triggered it, and cut at the thing hanging from his leg. Severed, the worm fell in halves to the ground below them.
Hand over hand. Hand over hand. The grapnel line sliced his palms, but he shut the pain away in a small dark room in his mind and concentrated on the task at hand.
When finally his feet were over the ledge, he dropped down and pivoted. Jesson was almost there, swinging back and forth like a pendulum. The X’Ting warrior jumped down and almost missed the ledge; he battled for balance, Obi-Wan snatching at his hand.
Then they were both safe on the ledge, far above the snapping mouths of the worms.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Obi-Wan turned toward the wall. Viewed from the far side, shadow had disguised a shallow tunnel, but the mouth was easy to see now. At the end of the tunnel was a sealed durasteel door inset with some manner of electronic reader device. “How do we open this?”
Jesson pressed his face up close to the door. “It is said that any X’Ting can open this door. It is what awaits within—”
As if it had been listening to his speech and timing its own response, the door sighed open. Obi-Wan and Jesson stepped inside.



Chapter 6
 
T

he chamber within was roughly egg-shaped, constructed of some kind of white, curved tile, probably something produced offworld. There were two other doors: one on the far side of the chamber, and the other directly to the right of them, with another sensor housed against it.
Obi-Wan walked to the door across the way. A monitor screen was set into the middle, and he manipulated its fingerpad until a sharp little holo appeared. It seemed to be an image taken right outside this very portal. When it focused, he turned away again: huddled on the far side of the door was a body. Another X’Ting brother who had tried and failed to reach the egg chamber. Obi-Wan could not see what had killed the warrior, but his body looked as if the exoskeleton had been partially … dissolved.
He shuddered. Without whatever specific instructions had been destroyed by plague or supernova, could anyone have been expected to survive such a gauntlet?
Jesson was at the silver door, touching sensors and manipulating the controls. Obi-Wan waited while he attempted several different patterns, but then the young X’Ting warrior hit the wall with a balled fist in frustration. “I can’t open it!”
“How many times did you try?” Obi-Wan asked, alarmed. “Don’t you only have three attempts?”
“Not here,” Jesson said. “Once we are inside, the challenge truly begins.”
“I can try my lightsaber if you wish.”
Jesson laughed. “I think not. This door was designed to resist any known torch. Just give me a bit of time, and—”
But Obi-Wan had already triggered his weapon and was forcing the glowing blade into the door. “Turn your head away,” he warned. Jesson complied.
Within a few moments, Obi-Wan knew Jesson was right: this door was certainly tougher than the previous one. Regardless, the Jedi weapon blistered the durasteel, sending sparks flying and globules of glowing metal dribbling down to the floor.
The door was sandwiched with energy-absorbing circuits that slowed, but never stopped him. Finally the door twisted free, metal droplets spraying as it clattered down. They stepped through the smoking entrance.
Within was another egg-shaped chamber with a three-meter pentagonal gold seal emblazoned on the floor. On the far side, a single molded chair sat before an array of … what? Nozzles and beam projectors pointed menacingly at the chair, clear warning for anyone who would brave the challenge.
Rows of readouts and meters blinked to life as they entered, and Obi-Wan inspected them swiftly. Most of the controls were labeled in both Basic and X’Tingian. One of the most provocative labels read: WORM CALL/WORM SENSOR.
Worm call? Then one of his questions was more or less answered. The worms had not been natural to the cave. The security company had brought them here as a passive guarding device. But had something gone horribly wrong? Had the worms found a way into the Hall of Heroes, where so many X’Ting still lived?
That would explain much. What a moment of horror that must have been, when the mindless creatures appointed to guard their most precious treasure burrowed or found a way through the rock wall separating the egg chamber from the living settlement, and chaos reigned.
A hologrammic display caught his eye. A sonic gauge of some kind, labeled HYPERSONIC REPEL. So … the worms were called by sound, and could be repelled the same way. A simple answer, but one unknown to the X’Ting.
Jesson had already eased his way into the command seat. Obi-Wan smelled the change in the room and guessed that the X’Ting was calming down, preparing to perform a task for which he had long prepared.
Jesson’s four sets of fingers interlaced, and there was a BRRRRAKK! sound as sixteen knuckles cracked in a whiplash.
The X’Ting began his sequence, first speaking in X’Tingian, then switching to Basic, perhaps in respect for Obi-Wan. “The start-up sequence is on record,” he said, his six limbs moving with insectlike precision as he manipulated the controls.
“What is all of this?” Obi-Wan asked, indicating the nozzles and ray projectors surrounding the seat in a halo. Was it possible that the legend, the fragmentary information available to Jesson, was incorrect, and it wasn’t the eggs that would be destroyed if three wrong answers were given—but the questioner himself?
For the first few minutes Jesson’s efforts were unrewarded; then a hologram blossomed before them. The glowing image was a schematic of the entire room, the chamber itself. They could see a narrow shaft beneath the gold seal, and at the bottom of that shaft, behind a thick shield, lay two precious eggs surrounded by a laser array. Tentatively, he reached out through the Force … but the mechanism controlling the array was too complex for his understanding. His heart sank. There was little question that the array would defeat any efforts he might make to circumvent it. How he wished that Anakin were here! His Padawan learner was an intuitive genius with all things mechanical, and might well have devised a means of defeating this apparatus. Obi-Wan felt helpless.
Thankfully, his X’Ting companion had survived to enter the capsule. Their only hope of success lay in Jesson’s four capable hands.
Jesson took the controls as if he were playing some kind of complex musical instrument. Obi-Wan could hear varying sighs and squeaks, and the X’Ting warrior answered the calls in a blur of finger-play across the control board.
Finally the schematic floated to the left. A spherical target shape appeared, its three layers rotating above a core resembling the egg chamber.
Three concentric layers. Obi-Wan’s mouth felt dry.
He glanced at his wrist chrono and was astounded. Had only an hour elapsed since they had first entered the catacombs? Since they had left the X’Ting council chamber? It felt like days!
An X’Ting voice with an interrogative intonation sounded, followed by a voice speaking in Basic. “Answer the following question: What is in the hive but not of the hive? What nurtures but is nurtured, what dreams but never sleeps?”
Jesson took a deep breath. From a belt pod he extracted a flat rectangle. “This is the last remaining key chip,” he said. “I have only three chances, but I think that we will succeed.”
“Do you know the answer to the riddle?” Obi-Wan asked.
“Yes,” Jesson said confidently. “It is the Zeetsa. They live in the hive but are not X’Ting. They give to us, but in turn receive nourishment and care. They dream but are aware.” His certainty increasing with every motion, Jesson placed the card in its slot.
There was a soft blur, and the voiced of the scanner said: “Your answer?”
“The Zeetsa,” Jesson said.
There was a pause. The sphere began to rotate more swiftly and the outer third began to peel away, the pieces dissolving as they did. Jesson sat, astounded, as the voice said, first in X’Tingian and then in Basic:
“Incorrect.”
Jesson stood from the chair, eyes wide and disbelieving. The voice said: “Sit down, or the session is terminated.”
Jesson looked back at Obi-Wan. The nozzles at the edges of the room opened like sunblossoms welcoming the dawn. Obi-Wan suspected—no, he knew that if the session was terminated, so were they. And so were the eggs.
“Sit down,” he said quietly. And Jesson did. The nozzles seemed to track their motion. Obi-Wan had no interest in discovering what might flow through them at a moment’s notice.
“Do you wish to continue the sequence?” the machine asked.
“Do I have a choice?” Jesson said miserably.
“Yes. You may choose personal termination. If you choose this option, the eggs will not be damaged.”
“I’ll try again,” he said, and swallowed hard.
“Very well.” A pause. The pause lasted for so long that Obi-Wan wondered if it was going to speak again, but then it did.
“Who lived and now stand still? Who cared not for acclaim, but are idolized by all? Who carried weight and now ring hollow?”
“You speak Basic and X’Tingian,” Obi-Wan said to Jesson. “Are the words accurately translated?”
The warrior’s serrated teeth clattered. “I think so. There is a certain poetry missing from the Basic translation.”
“ ‘Who lived and stand still,’ ” Obi-Wan went on. “That could have two meanings: to be motionless, or to persist, to ‘still stand,’ if you get my meaning. Do you understand this one?”
“I believe so,” Jesson said, but he no longer seemed so confident.
“Then do you think you know the answer?”
Jesson stared at the spilling sphere. Just two layers left. “I think so.”
“Then answer,” Obi-Wan said, trying to give the X’Ting confidence that he himself did not entirely feel.
Jesson took a deep breath. “I am ready to proceed,” he said.
“Answer,” the machine said.
“The heroes of the hive. The Hall of Heroes.”
The seconds ticked past, and nothing happened. Then the sphere began to rotate more swiftly, and the second, orange layer peeled away and vanished.
“Incorrect,” the voice said.
Jesson shivered in the seat, and Obi-Wan detected a sharp, sour odor in the air. Fear? “They should not have sent me,” the X’Ting said.
Self-pity? Jesson did not seem the type, but … Then the warrior went on, haltingly, “I can’t do this. Because of me, the eggs will be destroyed.”
There it was. The reaction hadn’t been self-pity at all. It was concern for the eggs Obi-Wan had heard in Jesson’s voice, seen in his body, smelled in the air.
The warrior was on the edge, about to give up. Obi-Wan had seen this before. It was not fear, as most beings knew it, because for most, fear was a matter of personal loss: loss of self-image, loss of health, loss of life. But even without being able to directly interpret the pheromones now flooding the air, he knew that these were not the source of Jesson’s anguish. The X’Ting warrior loved the hive, and was now terribly afraid of letting it down. He had been well chosen. He would be more than happy to die in the accomplishment of this task, die anonymously and in great pain if need be, if the hive could only survive and thrive, and be raised up to its rightful glory.
Jesson was locked almost in paralysis, his hands hovering over the controls. Every muscle in his body seemed to be stiffened in unyielding contraction, all of the cockiness drained from him by the reality of the tests he had already failed. “How?” he said. “How could it be? What answers were they looking for?”
“We can’t know,” Obi-Wan said, and laid a hand on the X’Ting’s shoulder. “All we can do, all we can ever do, is the best we can. The rest is controlled by the Force.”
“The Force!” Jesson spat. “I’ve heard so much about you precious Jedi and your Force.”
“It is not our Force,” Obi-Wan said, trying to comfort him. “It owns us. And you. It creates all of us, but is also created by us.”
“Riddles!” Jesson screamed. “Nothing but riddles. I’ve had enough!”
He leapt up from the seat and ran across the room, hammering at the door, screaming, “Let me out! Let me out!”
“Return to the seat, or the session will be terminated,” the machine said calmly.
Obi-Wan gazed at Jesson and then made a snap decision. He went to sit in the chair.
“You are not the original participant,” the machine said in its androgynous, synthesized voice. “It is necessary that the original participant finish the process.”
Obi-Wan looked back over his shoulder at the wounded, broken X’Ting warrior. How proud and confident he had seemed only an hour before! How obvious now that all of that pride had been a thin shield against the fear of failing his people, a support against the terrible weight of that responsibility.
“He is unable to continue,” Obi-Wan said.
“In one hundred seconds this test is terminated,” the voice said. “Ninety-nine, ninety-eight …”
“Ask me the questions!” Desperation crept into Obi-Wan’s voice. “Please. Ask me the—”
“Ninety-three, ninety-two …”
Obi-Wan jumped out of the chair and went to Jesson, still huddled on the floor, primary and secondary arms wrapped around his knees.
“Jesson,” he said in his calmest voice. “You must try again.”
“I can’t.”
“You must. There is no one else.”
The X’Ting sank his head against his knees and shivered.
“All your life,” Obi-Wan said, “you have prepared yourself for a great challenge. As all warriors do.”
No response.
“Do not think I don’t know how you feel. Your warrior clan could not protect the hive from Cestus Cybernetics. They have power beyond anything your people can match. And so you feel that even your death cannot free your people. Even the best effort you can manage is not enough to fill the need. So deep in your heart you feel that there is nothing.”
Jesson finally looked up. “You understand this?”
“It is the same on planets all over the galaxy,” the Jedi said. “Whenever there are conquered species, the warriors are the first to be oppressed. Because they are the most dangerous.”
“Seventy … sixty-nine … sixty-eight …”
“All my life,” Jesson said, “all I’ve wanted is to fulfill the function I was appointed at birth. As my ancestors did. When female, to bear healthy eggs, to learn and heal and teach. When male, to fight for my hive, to keep it safe. Perhaps to die.”
Jesson looked up at Obi-Wan, faceted eyes glimmering with hope. If the offworlder could understand his misery, then perhaps, just perhaps there was a way out. There was an answer.
“And then when G’Mai Duris regained leadership of the hive council, you had hope.”
“Yes!”
“Fifty-four, fifty-three …”
Obi-Wan fought to keep his voice calm, although he felt the urgency boiling within him. “And when you were chosen to be the one to find and bring back the royals, you thought that this was your chance. This was your opportunity to serve the hive. This was the moment of glory!”
“Yes!”
“It still is,” Obi-Wan said. “All warriors dream of conquest, of glorious victory or glorious death. But none of us knows the price of our lives. None of us knows the worth of our deaths. That is for others to decide, after we are gone. All we can do is struggle, to fight with both courage and compassion, to sell our lives dearly. And later, after the battle is over, others will be able to decide if that sacrifice was in vain, or whether it was the deciding factor. Some of us must place our lives on the altar of sacrifice. Others on our dreams of victory.”
Jesson gazed up at him, some small measure of hope and understanding creeping in. “And if I fail, and the royal eggs die?”
“Then you will have done all that you could, serving the hive with all your strength.”
“And if my failure costs your life as well as my own, Jedi?”
Obi-Wan spoke as kindly as he could. “My life was forfeit the moment I set myself on this path. Tread not the path to war seeking to preserve life. That is a fool’s dream. Seek to live your days honoring whatever principles you hold dear. Work to gain the highest skills of which you are capable. Sell your life dearly.”
“Be true to the hive,” Jesson said.
“Yes.”
“How can a human understand so well?”
Obi-Wan smiled. “We all have a hive,” he said.
“Twenty-seven, twenty-six …”
“Stand, X’Ting warrior,” Obi-Wan said, putting durasteel into his voice.
Jesson stood. “Fifteen, fourteen …”
He made his way back to the chair and sat down. The countdown ceased.
“Are you prepared to continue?” the voice asked in Basic, after a series of X’Tingian pops.
Jesson answered in affirmative clicks.
There was a pause. The rotating hologrammic sphere was moving more swiftly now. But a single layer remained over the egg chamber.
“Answer,” the machine said. “Who ate our eggs and now hide their young? Whose web of fear ensnares them? Who stole the sun but now live in shadow?”
“It’s too simple,” Jesson whispered.
“Sometimes simplicity is the best disguise,” Obi-Wan said. “Don’t try to be tricky. Answer with truth.”
“But that is what I did before,” Jesson said. “And both times I was wrong.”
“This was created by your own people,” Obi-Wan said. “They would not make it impossible for you to succeed. Trust your forebears.”
But Obi-Wan felt a slight prickle at the back of his neck. Something. A warning? A clue? Something. What was it? Something about the array of weapons around the chair? The nozzles. The questions. Apparently simple for an X’Ting …
But the answers were wrong.
Obi-Wan’s instinct was screaming at him, but he couldn’t put his finger on what, exactly, it was trying to say. Couldn’t, but had to. This was the last chance, and if he couldn’t help his X’Ting companion, all was lost, and his cause was set back irreparably.
Still, in the depths of his heart, he felt a simple answer, heard it echoing with the truth of the Force.
“Answer truthfully,” he said again. “Don’t try to be clever. Don’t try to second-guess. Give it the answer that you know to be true.”
Jesson nodded. “The spider people,” he said. “Once, they were the lords of this planet. Once, they drove us from the surface. We sent them to the shadows.”
His hands splayed out on the control panel, and his eyes were locked on the rotating sphere. What? What … ?
It rotated more rapidly, and a thin whining sound arose in the room, seemed to envelop them. Then the sphere accelerated faster still, and the segments fragmented and flew away.
“Answer incorrect,” the voice said. “Egg termination has begun.”
Obi-Wan stared, shocked. How wrong could he have been? Rarely had his insights been proven so horribly wrong. Perhaps he could burn through the floor with his lightsaber and save the royal pair …
He triggered his weapon and blazed it into the floor’s pentagonal gold seal. Beneath it, he imagined, was a case-hardened durasteel vault door. The hologrammic image was melting, blazing, even as the first sparks leapt from the floor and the room filled with smoke. Jesson sat stunned in the chair, unable to move. “No,” he said. “I did everything right. I did everything. No, please.”
“Vaporization fifty percent complete—”
The chamber lights flashed on and off in dizzying bursts, and nozzles at the corners of the rooms began to hiss, expelling a thin greenish gas. Obi-Wan snapped his rebreather into his mouth, sorry that he didn’t have one for Jesson, as well. But if he could just get through this lock, if he could just get to the egg vault, even if his companion perished, the mission would still …
“Vaporization complete.”
He felt numb.
Jesson leaned over the controls, sobbing. “Kill me, kill me,” he said, speaking to no one in particular, and the universe in general.
The weapons array around Jesson began to glow, and the mist filling the air was sucked toward it. In a few minutes the room was cleared of mist, and Jesson lay still. Obi-Wan looked at his companion’s limp body, feeling a sense of despair and failure that he had rarely known.
Then … Jesson moved.
He sat up and looked around, as torpidly as if he had been drugged. “Why am I still alive?” he asked.
“Look at the holo,” Obi-Wan said quietly.
Without any fuss, the schematic had reappeared on the display. In miniature form, the egg chamber was rising up through the shaft.
“What … what is this?” Jesson said.
The computer began a series of clicks and pops.
“What does it say?” Obi-Wan asked.
Jesson listened carefully. “It says … ‘Congratulations, X’Ting warrior. You have succeeded.’ ”
Obi-Wan was staggered. What was this?
He looked more carefully at the weapons array around the chair and realized that he had been wrong. It wasn’t a weapons array at all. They were sensors. And the gas? It had been some kind of analytic compound that combined with Jesson’s pheromones, the smells that X’Ting emitted under stress. The resultant cocktail had been reabsorbed and analyzed by the sensor array …
Clarity struck like lightning. “You were never intended to answer the questions successfully,” Obi-Wan exclaimed. “Your answers were probably correct. Answering them proved that you knew X’Ting history. The sensors proved you were X’Ting. But it needed to know how you would react to failure.”
“To … failure? But I don’t understand.”
“You might have sought the egg from a wish to destroy it. Or to control all the X’Ting. It might have been for lust of power, or from greed. But when you came from love of hive, and failed, and saw your failure as killing the last king and queen, you felt not anger, but anguish. The test was not for your mind. It was for your heart.”
“It smelled my grief,” Jesson said, comprehending.
The burned gold seal rose up, exposing a durasteel column of the same shape. The column rose until it was Jesson’s height, revealing a chamber. Thick transparent crystal windows slid open, showing a disk half a meter high. Around the edge of the disk blinked the red-white lights of an activated antigrav ring. With the greatest delicacy, Jesson pulled the disk out. The antigrav ring reduced its effective weight to no more than a few grams. Holding it in hovering position with the touch of their fingers, X’Ting and Jedi checked the little readout meter blinking at the top.
“They are alive,” he whispered. “I will take them to the council. Our medical clan will know what to do.”
“Yes,” Obi-Wan said.
The walls were blinking more rapidly. A speaker squealed a deep, booming vibration that rattled Obi-Wan’s spine.
“What’s that?” Jesson asked.
Obi-Wan inspected the controls. “I think it’s a worm repellent,” he said. “The room is letting us leave.”
The doors unsealed. They examined the far door. The dead X’Ting lay limp and half melted. “What killed him?” Jesson asked.
“I don’t know. And I don’t want to take the risk. We know the hazards behind us. We’ll go back the way we came.”



Chapter 7
 
T

he egg cask was relatively easy to take through the door leading to the worm chamber. They stood on the ledge and gazed down on the floor beneath them. Artificial lights had triggered along the ceiling and, in combination with the fungus, illuminated the plowed soil where the worms had fled the shrill, painful sounds. Obi-Wan extended his senses into Force: nothing. The cave was deserted.
They moved the disk down to the dirt floor. With the help of the antigrav unit, the carbonite disk virtually floated across the cavern. The rock walls seemed so huge and majestic now. Obi-Wan hadn’t been able to appreciate it, but as artificial lights switched on in the ceiling, the sight of cascading stalactites and vast arched walls took his breath away.
What sort of celebratory scene had the builders pictured for this moment? Were thousands of X’Ting expected to be gathered now, cheering this ceremony as a new queen and king entered the world?
How strangely and sorrowfully it had all worked out.
There would be such celebration eventually, of course, but not now. Now there was silence and shadows.
The egg cask slid easily through the pentagonal openings on the far side of the cavern. Jesson seemed drained but exultant, a different being from the cocky young warrior who had accompanied Obi-Wan from the council chamber less than two hours before.
Truly, Obi-Wan thought, transformation was not a matter of time. It happened in a blink, or not at all.
They crawled through the darkness, pulling the precious cargo between them. Jesson found his way through the labyrinth more easily this time, and their steady shuffling was not really laborious—it was filled with a sense of purpose.
“You know, Jedi,” Jesson said back over his shoulder, “I may have been wrong about you.”
“It’s possible,” Obi-Wan said, smiling.
A few moments passed, during which they proceeded in darkness, Jesson scenting his way and perhaps organizing his thoughts.
“I’ve seen what you can do, and who and what you are.” He paused. “It is even possible that Duris wasn’t lying about that Jedi Master. Maybe he really did visit, and maybe he really did do something worth remembering.”
Obi-Wan chuckled. He himself might never know. At least, not until he returned to Coruscant. Then he might make polite inquiries, just to satisfy his curiosity.
On the other hand, some of the greatest Jedi were notoriously reticent to speak of their deeds. His questions might well be carefully deflected, his curiosity never satisfied.
They reached the next chamber, the hall of statues where they had first entered. Jesson climbed out and down onto the ledge. Obi-Wan gently pushed the egg cask out. Suspended by its antigrav unit, it floated down to Jesson as gently as a chunk of tilewood settling through water.
Obi-Wan jumped down lightly. There was a choice to make: to go back the way they had come, to reenter that first hollow statue and brave the cannibals again, or …
“I’m in no mood for an unnecessary battle,” the Jedi said. “Let’s climb the rocks and see if the door up on the far side will open.”
“Agreed,” Jesson said. Fatigue blurred his voice. The last hours had to have been the most taxing of the X’Ting warrior’s life. A frantic battle, a climb through darkness, pursuit by carnivorous cave worms, dooming and then saving his species’ royal heirs …
Obi-Wan wondered: would an X’Ting deal with this stress by celebrating, or by hibernating?
When they were both safely on the stone ledge, they guided the egg cask up the incline toward what Jesson said was a door.
It took several nerve-racking minutes to get the egg cask over the rockfall. On the far side they found something ghastly: the corpse of another of Jesson’s broodmates, his lower body jutting from beneath a boulder. His withered secondary arm still clutched a lamp.
So much death, in service to their hive. Any species that produced both a G’Mai Duris and a Jesson Di Blinth was formidable indeed.
Obi-Wan picked up the lamp. It was of industrial design, heavier and more powerful than the GAR-surplus model Jesson had brought down into the labyrinth. When he triggered it, an eye-searing beam splayed out against the wall.
Pity it hadn’t helped Jesson’s brother.
Just a few meters up the ramp was the door that would take them back to the main hive. A droid mechanism had barred the door. In all probability, the same booby trap had triggered the deadfall.
“I think my question is answered,” Jesson said behind Obi-Wan, voice deep and respectful.
“What question is that?” Obi-Wan asked, triggering his lightsaber’s energy beam. He examined the door more closely, judging the best angle for the initial cut.
“Look. Please,” Jesson said.
Obi-Wan turned around, allowing his eyes to follow Jesson’s beam of light. It played out along the cavern, illuminating in turn image after gigantic image of the kings and queens of the X’Ting, their greatest leaders in colossal array. Rendered in chewed stone was a veritable forest of noble, insectoid titans. Some male, some female, some tall and young, some stooped and old, their four hands variously held in postures of beseeching, imploring, protecting, comforting, teaching, healing.
A hall of heroes, indeed, Obi-Wan thought. “What is it?”
“There,” Jesson replied. “Where we first came in.” And he focused the beam on the largest statue.
Now Obi-Wan could see the stooped, aged figure far more clearly. The narrow ladder tube they had descended had been a cane. The chamber in which they had fought so desperately against the cannibal X’Ting was, from without, seen to be a muscularly rounded torso. Their point of initial entry, the very first chamber, was a head with flared, triangular ears. The statue stood at least seventy meters high, taller than any other in the X’Ting Hall of Heroes.
Indeed, many questions were answered, but more remained, questions that Obi-Wan might never satisfy. For there, robed arm outstretched in greeting, gigantic and benevolent in the lamplight of a valiant, long-dead X’Ting soldier, loomed the hollow, chewed-stone statue of a smiling Master Yoda.
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STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe
 
You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe played some of the video games. But did you know …
In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin?
Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from evil and injustice?
Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history?
Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: “Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”?
All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into the wider worlds of Star Wars!
Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to learn more.
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For half a millennium Coruscant had glittered, a golden-towered centerpiece to the Republic’s galactic crown. Its bridges and arched solaria harked back to ages past, when no leader’s words seemed too grand, no skyscraper too spectacular, and titanic civic sprawls boldly proclaimed the rational mind’s conquest of the cosmos.
With the coming of the Clone Wars, some believed such glorious days were past. Whether the news holos spoke of victory or defeat, it was all too easy to imagine flaming ships spiraling to their doom beneath distant skies, the clash of vast armies, the death of uncounted and uncountable dreams. It was almost impossible not to wonder if one day war’s ravening maw might not envelop this, the Republic’s jeweled locus. This was a time when the word city symbolized not achievement, but vulnerability. Not haven, but havoc.
But despite those fears, Coruscant’s billions of citizens kept faith and continued about their myriad lives. A flock of hook-beaked thrantcills flew in perfect diamond formation through Coruscant’s placid, pale blue sky. For a hundred thousand standard years they had winged south for the winter, and might for yet another. Their flat black eyes had watched civilization force Coruscant’s animal life into inexorable retreat. The planet’s former masters now scavenged in her duracrete canyons, their natural habitats replaced with artificial marshes and permacrete forests. This, others argued, was a time of marvels and marvelous beings from a hundred thousand different worlds. This was a time for optimism, for dreams, and for unbridled ambition.
A time of opportunity, for those with vision to see.
The red-and-white disk of a two-passenger Limulus-class transport sliced through Coruscant’s cloud-mantle. In the morning sun it glittered like a sliver of silvered ice. Spiral-dancing to inaudible music, it had detached its hyperdrive ring in orbit, slipping through wispy clouds to land with a shush as gentle as a kiss. Its smooth, glassy side rippled. A rectangular outline appeared and then slid up. A tall, bearded man wrapped in a brown robe stepped into the doorway and hopped down, followed by a second, clean-shaven passenger.
The bearded man’s name was Obi-Wan Kenobi. For more years than he cared to count, Obi-Wan had been one of the most renowned Jedi Knights in the entire Republic. The second, a startlingly intense younger man with fine brown hair, was named Anakin Skywalker. Although not yet a full Jedi Knight, he was already famed as one of the galaxy’s most powerful warriors.
For thirty-six hours the two had juggled flying and navigational duties, using their Jedi skills to hold their needs for sleep and sustenance to a minimum. Obi-Wan was tired, irritable, famished, and felt as if someone had poured sand into his joints. Anakin, he noticed, seemed fresh and ready for action.
The recuperative powers of youth, Obi-Wan thought ruefully.
Only an emergency directive from Supreme Chancellor Palpatine himself could have summoned the two from their assignment on Forscan VI.
“Well, Master,” Anakin said. “I suppose this is where we part company.”
“I’m not certain what this is about,” the older man replied, “but your time will be well spent studying at the Temple.”
Obi-Wan and Anakin continued down the skywalk. Far beneath them the city streets buzzed with traffic, the walkways and ground-level construction occasionally interrupted by wisps of cloud or stray thrantcills. The web of streets and bridges behind and below them was dazzling, but Obi-Wan noticed the beauty little more than he had the height, the fatigue, or the hunger. At the moment, his mind was occupied by other, more urgent concerns.
As if his Padawan could read his thoughts, Anakin spoke. “I hope you’re not still annoyed with me, Master.”
There it was, another reference to Anakin’s rash actions on Forscan VI. Forscan VI was a colony planet at the edge of the Cron drift, currently unaffiliated with either Republic or Confederacy. Elite Separatist infiltration agents had set up a training camp on Forscan, their “exercises” playing havoc with the settlers. The most delicate aspect of the counter-operation was repelling those agents without ever letting the colonists know that outsiders had assisted them. Tricky. Dangerous.
“No,” Obi-Wan said. “We contained the situation. My approach is more … measured. But you displayed your usual initiative. You weren’t disobeying a direct order, so … we’ll mark it down to creative problem solving, and leave it at that.”
Anakin breathed a sigh of relief. Powerful bonds of love and mutual respect connected the two men, but in times past Anakin’s impulsiveness had tested those bonds sorely. Still, there was little doubt that the Padawan would receive Obi-Wan’s highest recommendations. Years of observation had forced Obi-Wan to grant that Anakin’s seeming impetuosity was in fact a deep and profound understanding of superior skills.
“You were right,” Anakin said, as if Obi-Wan’s mild answer gave him permission to admit his own errors. “Those mountains were impassable. Confederacy reinforcements would have bogged down in the ice storm, but I couldn’t take the chance. There were too many lives at stake.”
“It takes maturity to admit an error,” Obi-Wan said. “I think we can keep these thoughts between us. My report will reflect admiration for your initiative.”
The two comrades faced, and gripped each other’s forearms. Obi-Wan had no children, and likely never would. But the unity of Padawan and Master was as deep as any parent–child bond, and in some ways deeper still. “Good luck,” Anakin said. “Give my regards to Chancellor Palpatine.”
A hovercar slid in next to the walkway, and Anakin hopped aboard, disappearing into the sky traffic without a backward glance.
Obi-Wan shook his head. The boy would be fine. Had to be fine. If a Jedi as gifted as Anakin could not rise above youthful hubris, what hope was there for the rest of them?
But meanwhile there was a more immediate matter to consider. Why exactly had he been called back to Coruscant? Certainly it must be an emergency, but what kind of emergency … ?
The appointed meeting place was the T’Chuk sporting arena, a tiered shell with seating for half a million thronging spectators. Here chin-bret, Coruscant’s most popular spectator sport, was played before hundreds of thousands of cheering fans. Today, however, no expert chin-bretier leapt in graceful arcs across the sand; no pikers vaulted about returning serves. No cerulean-vested goalkeepers veered like mad demicots, hoisting their team’s torch aloft. Today the vast stadium was empty, cleared and sequestered, hosting a very different sort of gathering.
As he emerged from the echoing length of pedestrian tunnel, Obi-Wan scanned the tiered stands. Most of the rows were as empty as a Tatooine desertscape, but a few dozen witnesses were gathered in the box-seat section. He recognized a scattering of high-level elected officials, some important but ordinarily reclusive bureaucrats, a few people from the technical branches, and even some clone troopers. Instinct and experience suggested that this was a war council.
Over time the Clone Wars’ initial chaos had settled into a tidal rhythm; loyalties declared, alliances formed. The galaxy was too vast for war to touch all its myriad shores, but at any given time battles raged on a hundred different worlds. While that number represented an insignificant fraction of the billions of star systems swirling about the galaxy, due to longstanding alliances and partnerships, what happened to millions of living beings had the potential to affect trillions.
Already kingdoms, nations, and families had been ravaged by the wars. As the numbers grew and weapons inevitably became more and more powerful, devastation might well spiral out of control, offsetting the countless eons of struggle that had finally birthed a galaxywide union. The labor of a thousand generations, vanished?
Never!
Lines had been drawn: Separatists on the one side, and the Republic on the other. For Obi-Wan as well as many others, that line was drawn with his own life’s blood. The Republic would stand, or Obi-Wan and every Jedi who had ever strode the Temple’s halls would fall. It was a simple equation.
And in simplicity there was both clarity and strength.
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T’Chuk arena’s sand-covered floor was empty save for a pale, slender humanoid female. She wore a white technician’s cloak, and her black hair was cropped short. She stood tinkering with a gleaming chrome hourglass-shaped construct that Obi-Wan found a bit puzzling: it looked more like an edgy work of art, a Mavinian cluster-wedding organ, or perhaps a Juzzian colony marker, than anything dangerous enough to concern a Jedi. Rows of narrow pointed legs at the base were the only apparent means of locomotion.
What in the thousand worlds was this about?
The technician fiddled with the device, running various wires from it to a pod at her waist. Perhaps it was some sort of advanced med droid?
The audience grew increasingly restless as she detached the wires, then turned and addressed them.
“My name is Lido Shan, and I thank you for your patience,” she said, ignoring their obvious lack of same. “I believe that our first demonstration is ready for your graces.” Shan gave a little bow and swept her hand toward the gleaming construct. “I present the JK-thirteen. To demonstrate its prowess, we have selected a Confederacy destroyer droid, captured on Geonosis and reconstructed to original manufacturer specifications.”
The JK stood chest-high with a glassy finish, aesthetically pleasing in ways few droids ever managed. A child’s toy, a museum display, a conversation piece, some fragile and delicate bit of electronics, perhaps. On the other hand, the black, wheel-like destroyer droid looked comparatively primitive, battered and patched, but still as menacing as a wounded acklay.
With a hiss of compressing and decompressing hydraulics, the destroyer droid rolled forward, crunching the sand into tread ridges as it did. The JK model hunched down, gleaming, but in a strange way seemed oddly helpless. It seemed almost to quiver as it crouched. The impression of helplessness was reinforced by the size differential: the JK was perhaps half the battle droid’s mass.
At first Obi-Wan wondered if he was simply to witness another demonstration of destroyer droid power and efficiency. Hardly necessary: he still carried scars from the blasted things. No, that was an absurd assumption: Palpatine couldn’t possibly have summoned him from Forscan for so mundane a purpose. In the next instant the destroyer droid rolled within five meters of the JK, and all questions were answered.
In a single moment the JK divided into segments, assuming a spiderlike configuration. In that instant its pose seemed less of a cowering leaf eater than one of those cunning creatures that mime helplessness to lure their prey into range.
The destroyer droid spat red fire at its adversary. The sand rippled as the JK projected not a single force field, but a series of rotating energy disks that absorbed the blasts with ease. That was a surprise: typically a machine required less sophistication to deflect energy than to absorb it. This display implied some kind of advanced capacitance or grounding technology. The attacking droid continued its rain of fire, unable to comprehend that its pure-power approach had proved inefficient.
Like most machines, it was powerful but stupid.
Obi-Wan’s eyes narrowed. Something … something unusual was happening. The JK sprouted tentacles from the sides and top, tendrils snaking out so swiftly that the destroyer droid had not the slightest chance of evasion. Now Obi-Wan, and indeed most of the witnesses, leaned toward the action as the war droid struggled helplessly in the JK’s tentacled grip. Initially the tendrils were thick and ropy. Even as he watched they grew thinner, and then thinner still, webbing the attacker with fibers that finally reduced to an almost invisible fineness.
The tendrils chewed into the destroyer droid’s casing like hundreds of silk-thin fibersaws. The droid finally seemed to comprehend its peril and commenced a desperate struggle, emitting disturbingly lifelike keening sounds.
The droid’s struggles ceased. It quivered, vibrating in place until it threatened to shake itself apart. Smoke oozed from its slivered casing. Then, like some piece of overripe metallic fruit, it simply divided into sections. Each crashed to the sand in individual chunks, spitting sparks and leaking greenish fluid. The pieces rattled into the dust, trembled. A second later, stillness and silence reigned.
For a moment the crowd was stunned into silence. Obi-Wan could well empathize. The tactic had been unconventional, the weapon deadly, the result indisputable.
“Droid against droid,” the globe-headed Bith beside him scoffed. “Games for children. Surely this is not worthy of a Chancellor summons.”
Beneath them, Lido Shan was unruffled. “Your indulgence, please,” she said. “We wished merely to establish a baseline, a reference point against an opponent both familiar and formidable. This class four combat droid was stopped in less than … forty-two seconds.”
Behind Obi-Wan an amphibious Aqualish’s translation pod gargled a question. “But what of living opponents?”
The technician nodded, as if she had anticipated such a query. “Our very next demonstration involves an Advanced Recon Commando.”
On cue, a single clone trooper, a commando in full battle armor, armed with an infantry-grade blaster rifle, stepped forward from his hiding place beneath the lip of the arena wall. Clone Commandos were specialized troopers. They had been modified from the basic trooper template to allow for specific training protocols. A blast helmet concealed his features, but his posture bespoke aggressive readiness. An uneasy mutter wound its way through the crowd.
The amphibian seemed taken aback. “I … would not wish to be responsible for a death …”
The technician fixed the Aqualish with a pitying gaze, as if every response had been anticipated. “Don’t worry.” Her motions were measured and relaxed as she manipulated a few controls. “The machine is calibrated for nonlethal apprehension.”
Although that pronouncement quieted most of the witnesses, Obi-Wan felt even more uneasy. This droid, with its ethereal beauty and unconventional lethality, had something to do with his mission. But what? “What exactly is the trooper’s objective?” Obi-Wan called down.
The corners of Lido Shan’s lips pulled upward. “To fight his way past the JK and capture me.”
The muttering witnesses regarded her with disbelief and something more disturbing: anticipation. They knew they were about to witness something memorable. But which did they desire most? The JK defeated, or this snooty technician given her comeuppance?
The trooper edged forward warily until he was about two dozen meters from the creature …
Obi-Wan shook his head. Creature? Had he really done that? Thought creature instead of droid? What had triggered that?
The trooper raised his blaster to his shoulder and fired a crimson bolt of light. The spinning absorption disks reappeared, sucking the energy bolts with a liquid crackling sound.
But the mere fact that the droid needed a force screen seemed to encourage the trooper. He feinted to the right and then rolled to the left, sprang nimbly off his shoulder to fire again, repeatedly changing position as the droid continued its defensive action.
Obi-Wan opened his senses, stretching out with the Force. He could almost feel the man’s racing heart, taste his nervousness, sense the choices weighed as he wove his evasive web. Left, right, left … the next move would be to the—
Left again.
As the great Jedi watched, the JK spat out a webbing of strands as thick as his small finger, ensnaring the clone helplessly in midleap. He might have been no more than a wounded thrantcill, bagged by any musk merchant with a net. The timing was superb. No. More than superb: it had been perfect. What kind of programming made such precision possible? Obi-Wan could swear that the aim had been almost precognitive, almost …
But that was impossible.
Struggling in the net as the JK dragged him closer, the trooper pulled his blaster around to draw a bead on the technician. Obi-Wan’s eyes flickered to the technician: she seemed unconcerned. In the moment before the barrel would have fixed on her, an orange spark flowed out along the tentacles. The trooper rocked with a single hard, violent shiver, thrashed his heels against the sand, and then lay still. The JK pulled him close, one tentacle lifting his trunk high enough for a second, more slender probe to flash a beam of light against the trooper’s closed eyes. The JK lowered the trooper back to the sand, then stood still and watchful.
For a moment the crowd’s every intake of breath seemed frozen in their collective throats. Then the JK’s web unraveled, flowing back into the droid. The trooper groaned and rolled over onto his side. Another moment and he levered himself to his knees, wobbly but unharmed. Another trooper helped him retreat beneath the arena wall’s curved lip.
The audience applauded, with the exception of Obi-Wan and another Jedi who edged his way through the crowd to stand beside him. Obi-Wan felt relief as the familiar form approached, and also as he saw that the newcomer was no more inclined toward applause than he.
The newcomer was two centimeters taller than Obi-Wan, yellowish green in skin tone, with the ropy cranial sensor tentacles and unblinking eyes typical of a Nautolan. This was Kit Fisto, veteran of Geonosis and a hundred other lethal hot spots. He neither smiled nor applauded the JK’s actions: no Jedi would ever look at another being’s injury, no matter how superficial or temporary, as entertainment of any kind. Was it mere coincidence that the Nautolan was here, or had he, too, been summoned?
Kit looked down at Obi-Wan’s hands, noted their tension. “Such displays are not to your liking?” he asked. His voice had a moist sibilance even when speaking of mundane issues. The surfaces of Fisto’s unblinking black eyes swirled. This was repressed anger, but few non-Nautolans would have known that.
“I see little regard for the trooper’s welfare,” Obi-Wan said.
Kit gave a humorless chuckle. “The reefs of policy and privilege make war seem merely some distant entertainment.”
The globe-headed being in front of them turned his head 180 degrees without moving his shoulders. “Come now, sir. It’s just a clone, after all.”
Just a clone. Flesh and blood, yes, but bred in a bottle, merely another of 1.2 million clone troopers born with no father to protect them, and no mother to mourn.
Yes. Merely a clone.
Obi-Wan had no interest in arguing. To these, who had little fear of dying in combat, whose offspring would also be spared a soldier’s terrible choices, clone troopers were a supreme convenience. This troglodyte had merely spoken his honest opinion.
“Excellent, excellent,” said another witness, a leathery creature sporting a cyclopean cluster of eyes in the center of his head. “Excellent. I now understand how the JKs earned their reputation among the criminal class.”
The two exchanged a swift, odd glance, piquing Obi-Wan’s curiosity. “Which is … ?”
The two turned back to the arena, pretending not to hear his question. Obi-Wan was not so easily fooled. Alarm trilled along his spine. These waters ran deep indeed.
The leathery one spoke again. “You wish us to be concerned,” he said to Lido Shan. “We are prepared to acknowledge the potency of such a device. But … ahem … we are fortunate enough to have Jedi among us today. Would it be impolite to request a demonstration?”
Obi-Wan watched as dozens of eyes turned toward them, evaluating, triggering whispers. He watched fingers, tentacles, and claws touch furtively, and was certain that credits were changing hands. Gambling on the outcome?
Kit Fisto leaned closer without ever looking directly at him. “What do you make of this?”
Obi-Wan shrugged. “I’ve little urge to satisfy their curiosity.”
“Nor I,” Kit said, and his tendrils swirled with a life of their own. He then turned and addressed the technician. “Tell me,” he said. “Does JK-thirteen have meaning beyond a standard alphanumeric designation?”
There it was, the question Obi-Wan himself had hesitated to ask.
A thin current of whispers rippled in the arena. The technician shuffled her feet hesitantly. “Not officially …,” she began.
“But unofficially?” Obi-Wan prodded.
The tech cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Among smugglers and the lower classes,” she said, “some call them ‘Jedi Killers.’ ”
“Charming,” he said, more to himself than anyone else, momentarily too stunned to answer. Jedi Killer? What was this obscenity?
Beside him, Kit doffed his cloak, face set in its implacable pale green mask. His cranial tendrils, Obi-Wan noticed, were restless even as his unblinking eyes focused on the droid.
“What are you doing?” Obi-Wan asked, knowing the inevitable answer. In fact, almost certainly, this was why Kit had been invited: his volatility and courage were renowned.
“I would feel this thing for myself,” Kit said, voice deadly calm. He then raised his voice in challenge. “Technician! At your pleasure.”
The Nautolan’s head sensors wavered in the still air. The droid regarded him without reaction. With a single glance back at Obi-Wan, Kit somersaulted to the floor of the arena with a poise and fluidity no chin-bret point guard could have dreamed of, landing without a sound.
He stood a dozen meters away from the JK. As before, the droid seemed harmless. Master Fisto’s lightsaber flashed in his hand, and its emerald length rose from the hilt, scorching the air as it blossomed.
The droid emitted a hum that climbed in pitch and intensity until Obi-Wan’s skin crawled. It remained motionless except for its surface, which once again segmented into an arachnid configuration. It seemed to sniff the air. Its insectile whine changed, as if it were wary of its new opponent.
It extended tentacles again, but this time they wiggled in an oddly sluggish fashion. Strange indeed. Although previously appearing flexible and alert, was it now about to use the same tactics it had used against the commando? Perhaps the droid was not so advanced as he had initially feared …
Kit’s lightsaber swatted the first tendril from the air with contemptuous ease. Obi-Wan found his attention straying from the JK, focusing instead on Kit, admiring the strength of his stance, the clarity of his angles as he chose lines of engagement. Kit favored the Form I style of combat, a fierce—
Wait.
Warning sirens howled in Obi-Wan’s mind. Something was terribly wrong. Intellect raced to keep pace with intuition. The JK’s repetition of previous patterns had lulled him into complacency. The tendrils were only a feint. Where, then, was the real attack?
He leaned forward, examining the droid more carefully. Its feet. The spiky protrusions were sunken in the sand. And projecting outward from the treads themselves, burrowing under the surface …
Were more tendrils, color-camouflaged to resemble sand. This thing attacked on two levels simultaneously, a strategy beyond most living warriors. Even more disturbing, it was deliberately misleading Kit by performing at multiple levels of tempo and efficiency, literally juggling its tactics, luring him to overconfidence.
The sand tendrils were within centimeters of their target before Kit sensed them. His lidless black eyes grew wider still as the sand erupted. A stalk snaked around his foot, trying to yank him onto his back. Other vines raced to assist the first group.
The onlookers gasped in amazement as they realized that they were about to see the unthinkable: a mere droid defeating a mighty Jedi!
But Kit was far from vanquished. As if he, too, had merely been playing a game, he crouched and leapt forward, spinning on his body’s vertical axis like some kind of carnival acrobat, surging directly at the JK. He rode the JK’s yanking motion instead of fighting it, slipping between the tendrils, the Nautolan’s sense of timing faster and more precise than conscious thought.
Whatever its powers, the droid had not anticipated such an assault, nor could it adjust in time. It released him and retreated up a step, all tendrils lashing at the Jedi. Kit’s lightsaber rained sparks. Tentacles flopped onto the sand, some of the larger pieces twitching, more like separate creatures than severed limbs.
The Nautolan hit the sand, rolled, and bore in again instantly, his face tightened into a fighting snarl.
Now the JK battled at maniacal intensity, and Obi-Wan wondered: What is it trying to do? Again and again the tendrils lashed at Kit’s head. Had Lido Shan failed to give the droid proper inhibiting commands? If so, and the gleaming monstrosity had a single opportunity, it would slay the Nautolan. Obi-Wan’s hand crept toward his lightsaber, the weight of thirty-six grueling flight hours banished from his limbs. If the need arose—
But Kit had entered lightsaber range. At this more intimate distance, the droid was at a disadvantage. Now Kit was the predator, the JK reduced to the role of prey. Hissing, it retreated on its slender golden legs, tentacles wavering, as if it couldn’t crunch data fast enough to counter the unorthodox attack. Kit’s emerald lightsaber blade was here, there, everywhere: unpredictable, irresistible. The spinning energy disks no longer absorbed the strikes: now they merely deflected them, sparks raining in all directions.
Kit accelerated into a blur of motion complex and rapid enough to baffle even Obi-Wan’s experienced gaze. The Nautolan Jedi’s lightsaber wove between the energy shields, descending on the JK’s housing for the first time. The droid emitted a painfully thin shriek. Its gleaming legs shivered.
It collapsed to the sand. It twitched, struggling to rise. And then spilled onto its side, spewing smoke and sparks.
The arena was silent as the crowd absorbed what they had just witnessed. Doubtless, some had never seen a Jedi in full action. It was one thing to hear whispered stories about mysterious Temple dwellers; another thing entirely to see the almost supernatural skills for oneself. A century hence, some might be regaling their great-grandchildren with tales of this demonstration.
But there was another aspect of the affair that most eyes had missed, a strange phenomenon that had manifested first with the trooper, but seemed even more pronounced with Kit Fisto: the JK had anticipated the Nautolan’s responses.
A bitter metallic taste soured Obi-Wan’s mouth, a sensation he recognized as the first whisper of fear. “What is this device?” he asked. “I note that the shields absorb, rather than deflect.”
The technician nodded. “And what does that suggest to you, Master Jedi?”
“It is no battlefield implement. It is designed to protect its environment, even from ricochets.”
“Excellent,” she said.
“And judging by its cosmetic appearance, the JK is some manner of personal security droid.”
Lido Shan held up her hands, requesting silence. “That concludes the demonstration,” she said. “There will be briefings for some of you. As for the others, the Supreme Chancellor appreciates your presence.”
The crowd drifted away, a few of them pausing to congratulate Kit. Perhaps they had considered descending to shake his hand or slap his back, but neither gesture seemed appropriate given the tightness around Kit’s dark, unblinking eyes.
Obi-Wan jumped down from the stands and handed the Nautolan his cloak. Without a word Kit accepted it, and together they walked up the stairs toward the exit. Obi-Wan looked back at the sand, where service droids were still vacuuming up oil and fluids. What would he, Obi-Wan, have done given the same challenge? He allowed himself no doubt that he would have emerged victorious, but simultaneously realized that Kit’s chaotic, unpredictable approach had given the Nautolan an advantage against the machine. Obi-Wan’s own more measured response might well have proven less effective.
On their way out they passed a knot of troopers, all carved from the same rock, all with the same broad shoulders and shielded faces, the same military bearing and polish. With surprising tenderness they cared for their defeated brother, and Obi-Wan wondered …
The Nautolan’s tendrils lifted and Kit turned, seeming to read his mind. “Obi-Wan?”
“For a moment I wondered if I had met him before.”
“And?”
“And I realized how foolish that thought was.”
“Foolish?” Kit asked.
“Yes. I’ve met every one of them.”
True enough. Yet watching them caring for one of their own as if none of the witnesses existed, he wondered if he, or any outsider, really knew them at all.
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22–19 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A New Hope
  The Clone Wars
  The Clone Wars: Wild Space
  The Clone Wars: No Prisoners
  Clone Wars Gambit
Stealth

Siege

  Republic Commando
Hard Contact

Triple Zero

True Colors

Order 66

  Shatterpoint
  The Cestus Deception
  The Hive*
  MedStar I: Battle Surgeons
  MedStar II: Jedi Healer
  Jedi Trial
  Yoda: Dark Rendezvous
  Labyrinth of Evil
19 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A New Hope
  STAR WARS: EPISODE III: Revenge of the Sith
  Dark Lord: The Rise of Darth Vader
  Imperial Commando 501st
  Coruscant Nights
Jedi Twilight

Street of Shadows

Patterns of Force

  The Han Solo Trilogy
The Paradise Snare

The Hutt Gambit

Rebel Dawn

  The Adventures of Lando Calrissian
  The Force Unleashed
  The Han Solo Adventures
  Death Troopers
  The Force Unleashed II
REBELLION 0–5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  Death Star
  Shadow Games
0
STAR WARS: EPISODE IV: A NEW HOPE
  Tales from the Mos Eisley Cantina
  Tales from the Empire
  Tales from the New Republic
  Allegiance
  Choices of One
  Galaxies: The Ruins of Dantooine
  Splinter of the Mind’s Eye
3 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  STAR WARS: EPISODE V: THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK
  Tales of the Bounty Hunters
  Shadows of the Empire
4 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
STAR WARS: EPISODE VI: RETURN OF THE JEDI
  Tales from Jabba’s Palace
The Bounty Hunter Wars

The Mandalorian Armor

Slave Ship

Hard Merchandise

  The Truce at Bakura
  Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor
NEW REPUBLIC 5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  X-Wing
Rogue Squadron

Wedge’s Gamble

The Krytos Trap

The Bacta War

Wraith Squadron

Iron Fist

Solo Command

  The Courtship of Princess Leia
  A Forest Apart*
  Tatooine Ghost
  The Thrawn Trilogy
Heir to the Empire

Dark Force Rising

The Last Command

  X-Wing: Isard’s Revenge
  The Jedi Academy Trilogy
Jedi Search

Dark Apprentice

Champions of the Force

  I, Jedi
  Children of the Jedi
  Darksaber
  Planet of Twilight
  X-Wing: Starfighters of Adumar
  The Crystal Star
  The Black Fleet Crisis Trilogy
Before the Storm

Shield of Lies

Tyrant’s Test

  The New Rebellion
  The Corellian Trilogy
Ambush at Corellia

Assault at Selonia

Showdown at Centerpoint

  The Hand of Thrawn Duology
Specter of the Past

Vision of the Future

  Fool’s Bargain*
  Survivor’s Quest
NEW JEDI ORDER 25–40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  Boba Fett: A Practical Man*
  The New Jedi Order
Vector Prime

Dark Tide I: Onslaught

Dark Tide II: Ruin

Agents of Chaos I: Hero’s Trial

Agents of Chaos II: Jedi Eclipse

Balance Point

Recovery*

Edge of Victory I: Conquest

Edge of Victory II: Rebirth

Star by Star

Dark Journey

Enemy Lines I: Rebel Dream

Enemy Lines II: Rebel Stand

Traitor

Destiny’s Way

Ylesia*

Force Heretic I: Remnant

Force Heretic II: Refugee

Force Heretic III: Reunion

The Final Prophecy

The Unifying Force

35 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  The Dark Nest Trilogy
The Joiner King

The Unseen Queen

The Swarm War

LEGACY 40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  Legacy of the Force
Betrayal

Bloodlines

Tempest

Exile

Sacrifice

Inferno

Fury

Revelation

Invincible

  Crosscurrent
  Riptide
  Millennium Falcon
43 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A New Hope
  Fate of the Jedi
Outcast

Omen

Abyss

Backlash

Allies

Vortex

Conviction

Ascension

Apocalypse

*An eBook novella
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