THE DARK SIDE OF THE FORCE HAS A NEW TRAINING GROUND...
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Jacen grasped the lightsaber, fedling its comforting weight againgt his



swesaty pams. His scap tingled benegth its unruly tangle of brown curlsas
he sensed the approach of hisenemy. Closer, closer . . . Hedrew inadow
breath and reached with one finger that trembled ever so dightly to press

the button on the handle.

With abuzzing hiss, the cold metd handle sprang to life, transforming into
asword of glowing energy. The deadly lightsaber pulsed and vibrated in his

handslikealiving thing.

With amixture of fear and excitement, Jacen'swiry frame tensed for the
attack. Hisliquid-brown eyesfluttered shut for amoment as he visualized

his opponent.

Without warning, he heard the hum of alightsaber dice down from above.
Jacen whirled jugt in time and caught the blow with his own lightsaber. The
deep red of his opponent's wegpon throbbed with power, filling hisvison as
the two glowing blades warred for dominance. Jacen knew hewasfar
outmatched in size and strength, that he would need dl of hiswitsto get

out of thisencounter dive. Hisarms ached with the strain of holding off

the blow, s0 he took advantage of hissmaller size, spinning under his

opponent's arm and dancing out of reach.

The attacker advanced toward him, but Jacen knew better than to let him get
that close again. The ruby glow flashed toward him, and he wasready. He

parried the blow and then swept sideways with his own blade before dodging



backward and blocking the next thrust.

Attack and counterattack. Thrust. Parry. Block. Lightsabers sizzled and

hissed asthey clashed again and again.

Though the room was cool and dank, perspiration ran down Jacen's face and
into hiseyes, nearly blinding him. He saw the arc of red light bardly in

time and ducked to avoid it. A cocky lopsided grin sprang to hislips, and

he redlized he was enjoying himsdf. Stone chips flew around him asthe

deadly ruby blade gouged the low celling just over his head.

Jacen's grin faded as he tried to take a step backward and felt cold stone
blocks pressinto his shoulder blades. He parried another thrust, sprang
sideways, and fetched up against another stone wall. He was cornered. Anicy
figt of fear clenched his somach, and Jacen dropped to one knee, flinging

up his blade to ward off the next blow. A sound like thunder echoed through

the chamber. . . .

Jacen opened his eyes and looked up to see hisuncle Luke standing in the
doorway, clearing histhroat. Startled, Jacen fumbled to turn off the
lightsaber and accidentally dropped the extinguished handleto the

flagstones with a clatter.

The sandy-haired, black-robed Jedi Master strode into the private room that
served as both his office and his meditation chamber at the Jedi academy. He

held his hand out toward the lightsaber, and the weapon sprang to hispalm



asif magnetized.

Jacen gulped as Master Luke Skywaker fixed him with asolemn gaze. "I'm
sorry, Uncle Luke," Jacen said, hiswords coming out in atumbling rush. "'l
came hereto ask you for your help, and when you weren't here, | decided to
wait, and then | saw your lightsaber just lying on your desk, and | know you
said I'm not ready yet, but | didn't see how it could hurt to just practice

alittle. So | picked it up, and | guess| just got carried away and-"

Luke held up one hand, palm outward, asif to forestall further explanation.

"The weapon of the Jedi shouldn't be taken up lightly,” he said.

Jacen fdt his cheeksflush at the gentle rebuke. "But | know | could learn

to use alightsaber,” he said, defengve. "I'm old enough, and I'm tall

enough, and I've been practicing in my room with a piece of pipel got from

Jana- I'msurel could doit."

L uke seemed to consider this for amoment before shaking his head dowly.

"Therell be time enough for that when you are ready.”

"But I'm ready now," Jacen protested.

"Not yet," Luke said, smiling sadly. "Thetimewill come soon enough.”

Jacen groaned with impatience. It wasdways_Later , aways Some other



time_, dwaysMaybe when youreolder_. Hesighed. "Y ou're the teacher. I'm

the student, so | haveto listen, | guess.”

Luke smiled and shook his head. "Ali. Be careful-don't assume ateacher is
aways right, without question. Y ou have to think for yourself. Sometimeswe
teachers make mistakes, too. But in thiscase, | am right: Y ou're not yet

ready for alightsaber.

"Believeme, | know what it'sliketo wait," Luke continued. "But patience
can be as strong an aly as any weapon.” Then his eyestwinkled. "Don't you
have more important things to be worrying about right now than imaginary
lightsaber battles - like getting ready for your trip? Don't your pets need

to be fed?’

"I'm al packed, and I'll feed the animals just before we leave," Jacen

sad, thinking of the menagerie of pets he had collected since coming to the

jungle moon. "But thetripiswhat | came hereto talk to you about.”

Luke raised hiseyebrows. "Y es?'

"I - 1 was hoping you could talk to Tenel Kaand convince her to come with

usto see Lando Cdrissan's mining station.”

Luke's brows drew together, and he chose hiswords carefully. "Why isit

important to change her mind?"



"Because Jainaand Lowbaccaand | areall going,” Jacen said, "and . . . and

it just won't be the same without her," hefinished lamely.

Luke'sface relaxed, and his eyes sparkled with humor. "It's not so easy to
change the mind of aForce-wielding warrior from Dathomir, you know," he

sad.

"But it doesn't make sense that she wantsto stay behind," Jacen exclaimed.

" She made up some dumb excuse that it would be boring-said shewas sure
Coruscagems weren't any more beautiful than rainbow gems from Galinore,
and she's seen plenty of those. But she didn't sound bored; she sounded

worried or nervous.”

"Wemust think for ourselves" Luke said, "and sometimes that means we have
to make difficult or unpopular decisons.” Luke put an arm around Jacen's
shoulders and led him toward the door. " Go feed your pets now. Have asafe

journey to GemDiver Station - and rest assured, Tenel Ka has good reasons.”

Tend Kawoke with a start, shivering and drenched with perspiration in the
cool, stonewalled chamber. Sunset-copper hair hung across her visonin
tangles that had once been orderly braids. Her bedsheets were twisted about

her legs asif she had been running in her deep.

Then she remembered the dream. She had been running. Running from

black-cloaked shadowy figures with purple-splotched faces. Muddled memories



of stories her mother had told her asachild swirled through her
deep-fogged brain. She had never seen those terrifying forms before, but
she knew what they were-witches from Dathomir who had drawn on the dark side

of the Forceto work al manner of evil.

The Nightsgers.

But the last of the Nightsisters had been destroyed or disbanded long before
Tend Kahad even been born. Why should she dream of them now? The only
Force-wielders|eft on Dathomir used the powers of the light sde. Why these

nightmares? Why now?

She squeezed her eyes shut and flopped back on her bed with agrunt as she
realized what day it was. Thiswas the day that her grandmother, Matriarch

of the Hapan Roya Household, was sending an ambassador to visit Tend Ka,
the heir to the Royd Throne of Hapes. And she didn't want her friendsto

know shewasaprincess. . . .

Ambassador Yfra Tend Kashuddered as she thought of her iron-willed
grandmother and her ambassadors, women who would lie or even kill to
preserve their power-athough her grandmother no longer ruled Hapes. Tenel
Kashook her head in wry amusement. The impending visit must be why she had

dreamt of the Nightasters.

Although the inhabitants of her mother's primitive planet of Dathomir and

her father's plush homeworld of Hapeswere light-years apart, the parallels



between the Hapan paliticians and the Nightsisters of Dathomir were obvious:
All were power-hungry women who would stop at nothing to keep the power they

craved.

Tend Kalevered hersdlf into asitting position. She did not relish the

idea of meeting with Ambassador Y fra. In fact, the only positive thought she
could muster abouit it was that her friends would not be here to observeit.

At least Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbaccawould be far away on Lando Calrissan's
GemDiver Station before the ambassador ever arrived. They would not be here
to wonder why their friend, who claimed to be asimple warrior from

Dathomir, was being visited by aroyal ambassador from the House of Hapes.

And Tenel Kawas not ready yet to explain that to them.

Wéll, she couldn't stay in bed any longer. She would have to get up and face
whatever the day had to offer her. The meeting was unavoidable. "This," she

muttered, flinging asde the coversand standing, "isafact.”

Jainaand Lowbacca sat in the center of Jaina's student quarters surrounded

by aholographic map of the Y avin system.

"That ought to doit," she said. Her straight shoulder-length hair svung
forward like acurtain, partidly velling her face, as she hunched over to
scrutinize the input pad for her holoprojector. She had built the projector
hersdlf, piecing it together from her private stock of used eectronic

modules, components, cables, and other odds and ends that she kept nesatly



organized in abank of binsand drawersthat filled onewall of her

quarters.

"Pretty impressive, huh, Lowie?' Jainaasked, flashing alopsided grin a
the ginger-furred young Wookiee. She pointed at the luminescent sphere

drifting above their heads that represented the gas-giant planet of Yavin.

L owbacca pointed to the image of asmall green moon that hovered just above

his |eft shoulder, in orbit around the big orange planet. He gave

an interrogetive growl.

"Ahem," the miniature trandator droid Em Teedee said from the clip on
Lowiesbdlt, asif clearing itsthroat. Em Teedee wasroughly ovad in
shape, rounded in the front and flat on the back, with irregularly spaced
optica sensors and awide speaker grill at the center. "Master Lowbacca
wishesto know," the miniature droid went on, "if the sphere he indicated

represents the moon Y avin 4, where we are now."

"Right," said Jaina. "The gas planet Y avin has more than a dozen moons, but
| haven't managed to program them dl in yet. What | mainly wanted to see,”
she continued, "was the trgjectory we're going to follow when Lando takes us

to hisgem-mining station in the upper atmosphere of Y avin."

Lowie growled acomment, and Jainawaited impatiently while the prissy

trandator droid interpreted for her.



"Of courseit'sabit dangerous,” she responded, rolling her brown eyesin
exagperation, "but not much. And thisistoo good an opportunity to pass up.
Lando'sgoing to let us help with some of the mining operations, not just
watch," Jainasaid, pointing to aspot just above the glowing surface of

Yavin.

L owbacca reached for the holoprojector's input pad and pressed afew
buttons. In amoment atiny metallic-looking object appeared near the

aurface GemDiver Station.

"Show-off," Jainasaid, chuckling at the speed with which Lowie had
programmed the holo map. "Tell you what, from now on | build 'em, you

program ‘em - fair enough?"

Lowie pretended to preen, rumbling his agreement as he smoothed his hand
aong the black stregk that ran through hisfur from hisforehead down his

back.

Just then Jacen bounded through the door.

"They're here," he said breathlesdy. "1 mean dmost here. They'reon
approach. | wasin the control room and | heard that the Lady Luck was
coming in." Twin pairs of eyes- each the color of Corellian brandy - metin

amixture of excitement and anticipation.



"Wel, then," Jainasad, "what are we waiting for?"

Jainawatched with admiration as Lando Carissian strode down the ramp of
the Lady Luck, an emerad-green cape billowing out behind him and a broad
smile on hisdark, handsome face. His frequent companion, the bald cyborg
assigtant Loboat, followed him down the gangplank and stood stiffly at his

sde.

Lando greeted Jainawith a galant kiss on the hand before turning with a
formal bow to her twin brother Jacen and Lowie. Next, he clapped the
shoulder of Luke Skywalker, who had come to meet the Lady Luck, his

barrel-shaped droid Artoo-Detoo following close behind him.

"Take good care of them, Lando,” Luke said. "No unnecessary risks, okay?"

Artoo added afew beeps and whistles of hisown.

Lando looked at L uke, pretending to take offense. "Hey, you know | wouldn't

let these kids do anything | didn't think was asafe bet.”

Luke grinned and gave Lando's shoulder an affectionate dap. "That's what

I'm afraid of "

"You'rejust worried that once they see my GemDiver Station they'll be so
impressed they won't want to come back to your Jedi academy,” Lando joked.

Then, with aflourish of his cape, Lando Calrissan motioned Lowie and Jacen



up the ramp. Heturned to Jaina. "And what can | do to make thisfield trip
more interesting and rewarding for you, young lady?" he asked, offering her

hisarm to escort her into the ship.

"Thefirgt thing you can do," she said, accepting hisarm with an

enthusadtic amile, "istel meadl about the Lady Luck'sengines.

*2*

The Lady Luck |eft the jewel-green jungle moon behind as Lando Carissan
and histrusted companion Lobot piloted them across space toward the gaseous

bal of Yavin.

"Y ou kids should enjoy this," Lando said. "1 don't think you've seen

anything quite like Coruscamining before.”

Asthe Lady Luck gpproached the giant planet, the orbiting industrial
gation cameinto view. Lando's Corusca-mining facility, GemDiver Station,
was asymphony of running lights and transmitting grids surrounded by dozens

of automated

defensve satdllites. The security satellites homed in on the Lady Luck,
powering up weapons as the ship approached. But when Lando keyed in an
access authorization code, the satellites acknowledged hissigndl, then

turned back to their robotic perimeter search for intruders and pirates.



"Can't have too much security,” he said, "not when you're dedling with

something as valuable as these Corusca gems.”

L obaot, the bald, computer-enhanced human, continued his cool surveillance of
the controls. Lights on the mechanica apparatusimplanted on the back of
Lobot's skull flashed and blinked as he studied the guidance grid and
compass. Piloting smoothly, Lobot brought the Lady Luck into themain

docking bay on GemDiver Station.

"I'm glad Luke et you come up here," Lando said, glancing back at Jacen,
Jaina, and Lowie. "Y ou can't learn everything about the universe just by
stting inthe jungle and lifting rocks off the ground with your mind." He
flashed agrin. ™Y ou need to broaden your horizons-learn about the way
commerceworksinthe New Republic . That'll give you some ussful

knowledge, in case your lightsabers ever fail.”

"We don't have lightsabersyet,” Jacen said dgjectedly.

"Then you might aswell learn something useful inthe meantime," Lando
answered. Seeing Jacen's frustration, he added, ™Y ou know, your uncle Luke
is concerned about your safety. He can be pretty cautious, but | trust his
judgment. Don't worry, you'l get that lightsaber eventudly. | bet if you

just relax and stop thinking about it, you'll be practicing with a

lightsaber before you know it." That said, he helped Lobot finish the

landing check asthe Lady Luck settled down in the empty bay.



Stepping out of the ship, Lando beamed and showed off his station, making
enthusagtic gestures. With Lobot trailing slently behind, Lando led the
three young Jedi Knightsto atransparisted viewing window that |ooked out

a the tempestuous orangish soup of the gas giant.

Jacen pressed close to the broad window, peering down at the knotted storm
systemsthat chained through the clouds. From this distance Y avin looked
deceptively gentle in pastel yellows and whites and oranges. But he knew

that even in the upper atmosphere, the winds had crushing strength, and the
pressure farther down was enough to squash a ship down to afistful of

atoms. Beside him, Jainastudied the wesather patterns andlyticaly. Lowie
stood between the twins, hislanky form towering over them. He growled with

amazement.

"l think it'smost impressive," Em Teedee said from the clip on Lowi€'s

bdt. "And Master Lowbacca thinks so too."

GemDiver Station orbited just at the fringe of Y avin's outer atmosphere. The

gation'sinclined orbit took it high above the planet and then

dipped down to graze the gaseous levels so that Lando's Coruscagem miners

could delve into the planet's deep, swirling currents.

Lando tapped hisfingertip against the transparistee! window. "Far down



where the atmosphere ends, the metallic core scrapes againg the liquefied
air. Pressures are great enough to crush eements together into extremely

rare quantum crystals called Corusca gems.”

Jacen perked up. "Can we see one?"'

Lando thought for amoment, then nodded. " Sure. Weve got a shipment ready
togoout," he said. "Follow me." With hisemerald cape flowing behind him,

Lando strode down the scrubbed-clean corridors.

Jacen stared at the metal bulkheads, the chambers, the computer-lined
offices. The walls were smooth plasted plates painted in soft colorsand
embroidered with glowing optical tubesin avariety of designs. Inthe
background Jacen heard the faint whispering noises of forests, oceans,
rivers. The soothing colors and gentle sounds made GemDiver Station an

attractive place, comfortable and pleasant-not at al what he had expected.

Asthey approached a set of large armored doors, Lando tapped buttonsin his

wristlink and turned to L obot. "Request accessto security level."

Lobot mumbled something into amicrophone at his collar. The seeled meta
doors hissed, then did aside to revea an airlock chamber, the far sde of
which was an insulated porta providing access to open space. Four armored,
conicd projectiles lay on arack; each module was only about a meter long

and bristled with self-targeting lasers.



"These are the automated cargo pods,” Lando said. "Because Coruscagems are

so vauable, we have to take extra security precautions.”

Severd multi-armed droids worked busily beside the first cargo pod, an open

module padded with thick insulation. The droids copper exoskeletons

gleamed, asif newly polished.

"They're packing up our next shipment. Let'stake alook,” Lando said.

The companions peered into the small opening of the cargo pod, where a

nimble-fingered copper droid had packed four Corusca gems, each no larger

than Jacen's thumbnail. Lando reached in and plucked out one of the gems.

Thedroid flaled itsmultiple handsin the air.

"Excuse me, excuseme!" it said. "Please do not touch the gems. Excuse me!™

"It'sdl right," Lando said. "It'sme, Lando Cdrissan."

The copper droid'sflailing ceased abruptly. "Oh! Apologies, gir," it said.

Lando shook his head. "I've got to get those optical sensors replaced.”

He held the Corusca gem between thumb and forefinger; it glinted like liquid

firein hisgrasp. It did more than just reflect light from the glowpands

on the cealling-the Corusca gem seemed to contain its own miniature furnace,



itstrapped light bouncing around insde the crystdline facets for ages

until by sheer probability some of the photonsfound their way out.

"Corusca gems have been found in no other placein the galaxy,” Lando said,
"only the core of Yavin. Of course, prospectors keep searching other
gas-giant planets, but for now my mining station iswhere al Coruscagems
come from. A long time ago the Empire had a sanctioned station here. It went
bankrupt pretty quickly without imperia price supports, though. Corusca
mining isahazardousjob, you know, with ahigh investment right from the
gart-but it'sredly paying off for me." Helet Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie

hold the gem and marvd at its beauty. "Corusca gems are the hardest
substance known," he said. "They can dice through transparisted likea

laser goesthrough Sullugtan jam.”

The nervous packing droid plucked the gem from Lowbacca's hairy hand and
replaced it in the cargo pod, packing extra sealant around the stones before

it closed the access port. The droid engaged a sequence of controls on the
back of the cargo pod, and the bristling spines of salf-targeting lasers

raised themselves up to their armed position.

"Cargo pod ready for launch,” the copper droid said. "Please leave the

launching bay."

Lando ushered the three kids out of the room, and the heavy meta doors
sedled behind him asthe droids scurried about their tasks. "Over here. We

can watch through the outer port,” he said. "This cargo pod is a hyperspace



projectile targeted to my broker on Borgo Prime, who distributes the Corusca

gemsfor apercentage of the profits.”

They pressed together at a thick round window that |ooked away from the
planet out into space. Asthey watched, the cargo pod shot out of the
launching bay, then hovered to reorient itself and adjust its coordinates.
The bright light of its thrusterstraced aline across the blackness of

space. Satdllites around GemDiver Station rotated as their sensors tracked
the pod, aiming their own wegpons; but the cargo pod apparently sent the
proper ID sgnds, and the defensive satdllites | eft it done. Then, ina

blur of motion, the pod streaked forward, flashing into hyperspace with a

wesdlth of Coruscagemsinitsbely.

"Hey, Lando, can we help you do some of the gem mining?" Jacen asked.

"Yes, wed liketo see how it'sdong," Jaina added.

"l don't know," Lando said. "It'stough work, and alittle risky."

"Soistraining to be aJedi Knight," Jainapointed out, "as we've dready

seen. Don't you think learning isworth abit of risk?"

L owbacca growled acomment.

"What do you mean you're willing to take the risk?' Em Teedee said. "Dear



me, | believe Magter Calrissan was actualy emphasizing the hazardsin the

hope that you would not want to go.”

"Wdl, weld like to go anyway," Jacen piped up.

Lando held up ahand, grinning asif he had just thought of something-though
Jacen could sense that he had been planning it all dong. "Well, maybeitis
time | got back to doing some real work around hereingtead of al this

management uff. All right, I'll take you down mysdf."

To Jacen, the Submersible Mining Environment looked like alarge diving
bell. Its hull wasthickly armored, adull gray with oily smearsof color
that reflected weirdly in the lights. The hatch appeared thick and durable

enough to withstand turbolaser fire.

"Thisiscaled the Fast Hand," Lando said, "alittle ship we designed
exclusvely for going to the greatest depths of Yavin 4. It's gone amost

al the way to the core, where we can reach the biggest Corusca stones.” He
ran hisfingersover the aily hull plating. "The Fast Hand is covered with a
fine skin of quantum armor,” Lando said, awe apparent in hisvoice, "a

little something devel oped by the Empire. But we turned the military
gpplicationsto our own uses-the ultimate in commercia spinoff technology.”
Lando sounded asif he were giving a speech to aboard of directors, and
then he remembered his audience. "Well, never mind. The armor on this baby
is strong enough to withstand even the pressures deep in Yavin's core. Well

be lowered down, connected to GemDiver Station by an energy tether - like an



unbreakable magnetic rope."

"Not even the storms can snap it?" Jaina asked.

Lando spread his hands wide, dismissng her concern. "We might get jostled

around abit, but," He laughed. "the seats are padded. WEell be okay"

L owbacca stooped, but till banged his head on the low doorway as he climbed
into the diving bell. Jacen and Jainajumped in after him. As Lando followed
them into the Fast Hand, he pulled the hatch shut. He rapped his knuckles
againg theingdewall with ametalic thump. " Safe and sound,” he said,

then settled into the cushioned seet in front of the piloting controls.

Jacen strapped into the copilot's chair beside him, while Jainaand Lowie

took the rear seats. Thick, square windows covered the walls and floor,

giving them aview no matter which way they looked.

"Ohmy, isn't thisexciting?' Em Teedee said.

Lowie grunted in agreement.

Lando keyed in some ingtructions on the control pand. "I'm telling Lobot
were ready for departure.” Red lights flashed on the bay walls, sgnaing

the Fast Hand's Satus as it prepared for rleaseinto Y avin's aimaosphere.



Three technicians trotted out of the room, and the airlock doors seded

behind them. "Hang on,” Lando said.

The floor beneath the Fast Hand did away. Jacen's somach lurched asthe
armored diving bdll fel from GemDiver Station, down into the swirling fury
of gases. Lowie yelped in sudden astonishment. Jacen's pulse raced. Jaina
gripped the arms of her seat. The Fast Hand hurtled downward, but soon Jacen

sensed their descent stabilizing, dowing, becoming more controlled.

"| canfed the energy tether holding us" Jainasaid.

Jacen reached out with his Jedi senses and detected a shimmering cool thread
that connected them to the orbiting station high above. Eager and

interested, he unclasped his crash restraints and looked out the nearest
windowport asthe roiling clouds rushed closer, damming toward them. Jacen
saw afleet of tiny shipslike agricultura drones skimming across the tops

of therising gases. The small ships hauled a glowing golden web behind

them, like afaint net dragged through the clouds.

"What are those?' Jainaasked, curious as aways about how things worked.

"Contractorsof mine," Lando said. "Coruscafishermen. They take afleet of
skiffsaong the cloud tops, trailing an energy seine behind them. Asthey

fly through the clouds, the energy differentid in the net reactsto the
presence of tiny Corusca stones. They pick up only smaller stonesand

Coruscadust. It may not seem like much, but it's still quite valuable and



worth the effort.

"I help support their operation, and they give me a percentage of their
catch. But the larger Corusca gems are deeper down. The great pressures near
the core dways made it impossible to mine those big gemstones, but with

this new quantum armor, we can take the Fast Hand al the way down."

"Well, what are we waiting for?" Jaina asked.

"Right. Let'sgo," Jacen said, rubbing his hands together. Then he flashed
amischievousgrin. "Hey, Lando, | heard two droids talking the other day.
Thefirst one said, "Well, did you beat the Wookiee at sabacc? and the

second one said-"

"-'Yes, but it cost mean arm and aleg,™" Lando finished. "That'san old

joke, kid."

Jacen frowned at first, then giggled. "Maybethat'swhy Tenel Kadidn't

laugh atit."

Jainalooked at her brother. "l don't think that's the reason she didn't

laugh.”

Thediving bell continued its descent. Lando plied the controls, unreding

the energy tether. Asthe dense organic mists and colored aerosols folded



around them, the winds became gentle fingers drumming againgt the wdlls,
growing louder and moreinsstent. The slorm systemsincreased in fury.
Bolts of blue lightning shot across the murky sky asfar as Jacen could see.
Static eectricity crawled over the outer hull like jagged caterpillars,

sparking and snapping againgt the connecting point of the energy tether.

Lowie uttered along and concerned-sounding sentence in Wookiee language,
and histrandator droid piped up. "A good question, Master Lowbacca. What

does happen if the energy tether is severed? How would we get back?’

"Oh, we've got life-support supplies aboard,” Lando said, waving hishand

again. "We could survive quite awhile down here until arescue misson was
mounted from GemDiver Station. We have communications and energy backups,
but it won't happen, don't worry." Asif to disagree with him, an unexpected

gust of wind dapped them sdeways so that Jacen tumbled from his seet. He

pulled himsdlf back up and sheepishly refastened his crash webbing.

Suddenly the Fast Hand seemed to snap free from its connecting line. They
dropped like acannonbdl, plunging and plunging for afull ten seconds.
Lowie yowled, and Jacen and Jaina cried out. Lando pumped up the energy

levelsuntil finaly he managed to reconnect the tether.

"See? No problem,” he said with anonchaant grin, but Jacen could seethe
beads of sweat on Lando'sforehead. "Y ou dl might want to tighten your
crash webbing, though,” he said. "These ssorms make for some hefty

turbulencein the lower aimosphere. That'swhat stirs up the interface level



and givesthe Coruscagems anudge. Once we get alittle lower, well start

hunting.”

"I'd liketo try my hand at it,"” Jainasaid.

"I'll let you each have aturn at the controls, but | should warn you that

Coruscagems are very rare, even down here. Don't expect to find anything.”

Jacen asked, "If we're at the controls and we find a Corusca gem, can we

keepit?'

Lando smiled indulgently. "Well, | suppose. . .but we can't spend alot of

time down here looking for gems."

"Oh, wewont," Jacen said. "But it's still good to have someincentive.”

Lando laughed. "Just like your father," he said.

Jacen smiled, thinking of al the times Lando Carissan and Han Solo had
worked with each other - or in competition against each other, over the

years of their long friendship. Lando looked at his controls again and

opened up more window panels on the floor so they could see the murky gases
beneath them, supercharged with energy. "Thisis probably good enough,”
Lando said. "Let'sstart fishing." He glanced at the chronometer on his

wrist. "Weredly need to head back up soon." He swallowed, and Jacen sensed



just how nervous Lando redly wasto be down thisfar. Daredevil gem hunters
willing to risk their livesfor the fabuloudy expensive Corusca stones

usudly did al the deep dives.

The Fast Hand had gone o far into the planetary atmosphere that by now the
winds were dark around them, so dense that even light from Y avin's sun could
not penetrate. Lando clicked on the diving bell's spotlights, and cones of

creamy light struggled againg the battering storms and whirling gases.

"I'm going to deploy our trolling cables" Lando said. "They're
electromagnetic ropes that dangle down to catch flying Corusca gems whipped
up by the storms. Y ou can each have only afew minutes, because we need to

get back up to the station. These storm systems are getting worse.”

The storms hadn't seemed to be getting worse at dl to Jacen; they had been
bad enough to begin with. But the tension apparent on Lando's face made

Jacen want to end their expedition quickly aswell.

"Lowbacca, why don't you try first?" Lando suggested. ""Come up front and

take the controls."

The young Wookiee crouched in a seet that was far too small for him and
rested his hands on the multiple joysticks of the controls. He directed the
dangling, Szzling energy cablesthat trailed out like magnetic tentacles

through the stormy atmosphere.



Jacen unbuckled his crash webbing again and crawled dong the floor to peer
through the square portholes. He could see the yellow magnetic whips that
extended from the Fast Hand raking through the gaseous clouds, but catching

nothing.

After afew moments, Lowie groaned in frustration. Em Teedee said, "Master
Lowbaccawishesto offer someone elseaturn.” Lowie rdinquished the
controlsto Jaina, who sat down with focused concentration, the tip of her
tongue wedged between her lips at the corner of her mouth. Her eyes,
golden-brown poolsthat stared into nothingness, fell half-closed as she
worked the controls. Jacen watched the energy lines writhe below, sifting

through the clouds, searching.

"Now, don't get disappointed,” Lando said. "I told you it's till hard work
to find even one gem. They're quiterare. If they werent, they wouldn't be

0 vauable"

Jaina continued to search for afew minutes longer, then gave up. Jacen
climbed to his feet and came forward, struggling to keep hisbaancein the
gale-forcewinds. He caught the arm of the chair and pulled himsdlf intoit,
letting his hands wrap around the controls. As he tugged on the joysticks he
could fed the response from the lashing energy cables, groping about like
nimble fingers sfting through sand to find gold. He reached out with his
mind, concentrating as Jaina had, using what he knew of Jedi powersto

search for the precious gems. He didn't know what a Corusca stone would fedl



like, but he expected he would know if he encountered one. The whirling
clouds seemed empty, thick with useless gases and crushed debris, nothing of

interest.

Histwin sster sat behind him, and he could fed her hoping for his
success. Just as he was about to give up, Jacen suddenly felt aflash, a
glint in hismind. He nudged the joysticks Sdeways, stretching out thelong
eectricd fingers, searching, extending them asfar asthey would reach.
With one lightning tip he scratched through the clouds, stretching,

dretching . . . and findly he snagged the glimmer in hismind.

The control panelslit up. "l got one!™ he cried.

Lando looked as shocked asanyone else. "You did!" he said. "Okay, let's
bringitinfast. Timeto go." Lando took over and reled the magnetic
tentacles back into the Fast Hand, pulling in the catch. As he stabilized

the energy tether again, Lando opened a small access port in the floor and
pulled up adurasted cargo box rimed with frost. He withdrew an irregular
but beautiful Coruscagem, larger than the one he had shown them earlier. It

flashed with trapped fire.

Bresthlesdy, Jacen took it from Lando, cradling it in the pams of his

hands. "Look what | got!" he said.

Jainaand Lowie offered their congratul ations.



Lando, knowing he had promised to give the prize to the kids, shook his head
in grudging admiration. "Keep that safe, Jacen," Lando said. "That's enough

to buy half acity block on Coruscant, | bet.”

"It'sworth that much?' Jacen ran hisfingers dong the smooth, incredibly

hard surface of the gem. "What if | loseit?' he said.

"Put it inyour boot," Jainasaid. "Y ou know you never lose things there.”

"1 will," Jacen agreed. "'l think I'll giveit to mother for her next

birthday."

Lando dapped hisforehead. "Even Han never gave Lea something that
vauablel AlImost makesmewish | had acouple of kids," he muttered. Al

right, let's head back up.”

Asif to encourage him, another fist of wind dammed the sde of the Fast
Hand and sent them spinning. Jacen fumbled with his Corusca gem, nearly
dropped it on the floor, then caught it again and clutched it in hisfigt.
Heimmediately tucked it into his boot, where he wouldn't have to worry

gbout it falling oLt

Hisforehead il furrowed with anxiety, Lando Cdrissan reded inthe
energy tether, hauling the Fast Hand back toward the safer levels of Yavin's

aimosphere. The storms tossed them around. Once they heard aloud spang



againg the quantum-armored hull. Lando yel ped and looked over at thewall.

"Ancther one!' Jaina, get over there and check that sedl,” he said.

"What happened?' Jacen asked.

On her knees, Jainascuttled over to check. "Lookslikeit's okay," she

sad.

"What wasit?' Jacen indsted. He saw thetiniest dent on theinsde, but

sensed no leaking atmosphere.

"We just got hit by a Corusca gem thrown at high speed by thesewinds. It's

like a projectile weapon striking us, and only the quantum armor saved us. |

can't believethisluck." Lando shook hishead. "I spend hours and hours

looking for those gems on my own and come up empty-handed. But when | bring
you down here, Jacen snatches one right away, and then we get hit by another

aswe're heading back up top."

Lowie belowed acomment, and Em Teedee said, "I fervently agree with Master

Lowbacca: Let's hope we don't encounter any more of them.”

Lightning bolts flashed around the hull, sparking blue light into the murky
clouds. But asthey rose higher toward the safety of GemDiver Station, the
storm winds grew Camer, lessingstent. Lando relaxed visibly. When they

finally rose back into the glittering GemDiver Station, and the floor seded



benegth them, Lando heaved asigh of relief and dumped down in the pilot's

chair.

The pressure bay refilled with atmosphere, and Lando flicked the controlsto
unsedl the armored hatch. "There. We're back safe and sound,” he said,
climbing out on unsteady legs. "1 think that's enough adventuresfor now.
How about we relax and get something to eat?' Lando had barely finished
meaking the suggestion, though, when the sudden wailing of station darms
screeched across the intercom systems. "Now what isit?' Lando asked.

"What'sgoing on?"

Thethree young Jedi Knightsjumped out of the Fast Hand and followed Lando
as heran to acomm gation onthewadl. "Thisis Lando Carissan. Give me

adtatus update.”

"An unidentified fleet just appeared out of hyperspace,”" came thetense
voice of agtation security chief. "They refuse our hails and are heading
toward GemDiver Station at great speed, intent unknown." The voice clicked

off.

Jacen and Jainaran toward one of the viewports and looked out into the
darkness of space. Then Jacen saw the ships, like aswarm of meteors,
streaking in their direction. Somehow he sensed they were powering on their

weapons-up to no good. He gulped.



"Lookslikean Imperid fleet tome" Jainasad.

*4*

Lando rushed toward the control  bridge of GemDiver Sation . "Come on,

kids. Follow mel" he shouted.

Jainatook the lead while Lowie and Jacen followed at arun. Lowi€slong

Wookiee legs nearly made him plow over Lando in his haste.

"Oh, do be careful, Lowbaccal” Em Teedee called.

Taking aturbalift to the upper observation tower, they bustled onto the
control bridge, acylindrica turret that protruded above the main armored
body of GemDiver Station. Narrow rectangular windows encircled the control
room, alowing afull view indl directions. The glowing diagnogtic screens
directly below each viewport flashed darm warnings. Lando's armed guards
ran about, strapping additional wesponsto their belts, preparing to defend

the station.

"We are under attack, sir," Lobot murmured in his quigt, difficult-to-hear
voice. The cyborg was a blur of motion, hands darting from keyboard to
keyboard, eyes scanning the screens around him and silently assessing
details. Thelights on the computer implants at the sides of his head

flashed like firaworks,



Lando scanned the narrow observation ports and saw the fleet of ships coming
in from deep space. "Do you think they're pirates?' he asked. Then to the
twinsand Lowie, he said reassuringly, "Don't Worry. We're got station

security on adert. These people don't have a chance against our defenses.”

Jainastudied one of the diagnostic screens, pursing her lips. She shook her
head. "Not just pirates,” she said, recognizing some of the shipsby the
ellipsoid shape of their main body, engine turrets swept back like jagged
wings on top and bottom. "Imperid craft. The four on the outside are
Skipray blastboats, each fully equipped with threeion cannons, proton

torpedo launcher, concussion missiles, and two fire-linked laser cannons.”

Lando seemed startled. "Y eah, that'sright.”

She looked camly up at his surprised expression. "Dad had me study alot of
ships. Believe me, thesere more than even your security systems could hope

tofight."

Lando clapped ahand to hisforehead and groaned. "That's not just a pirate

fleet, that's an armadal What'sthe big ship inthe middle? | don't

recognizeit."

In her mind Jainaran through mechanical specificationsof al the ship
designs she had learned from her father - but right now shewas at aloss.

"Some kind of modified assault shuttle, maybe?' Jainasaid. Through the



magnification on the screensthey stared asthe ships came rdentlesdy in.
"But | don't understand that contraption in the bow." The mysterious assault
shuttle had a strange device mounted at itsfront end, circular and jagged,

like the wide-open mouth of afanged underwater predator.

"Send adistresssignd," Lando said to Lobot. "Full spectrum. Make sure

everybody knowswere under attack here.”

With maddening computer-enhanced calm, Lobot shook his bald head. "I've
aready tried. We'rejammed, sir-can't punch asigna through their

screens.”

"Wdll, what do they want?' Lando asked in exasperation.

"They've made no demands," Lobot replied. "They refuse to answer our halls.

We do not know what they're after.”

Jainastared out the window at the incoming ships and felt cold insde. She
shuddered. Jacen squeezed her hand, his forehead wrinkled with anxiety. They

had redlized the same thing.

"I've got abad fedling about this," Jacen said. "It's.. . . usthey wart,

in'tit?

"Yeah, | canfed it," Jainasaid, her voice barely above awhisper. Lowie

nodded his shaggy head and groaned in agreement.



"What do you kids mean?' Lando looked at them with disbelief in hislarge
brown eyes. "They must be after our Coruscagems - it'sthe only thing that

makes sene.”

Jaina shook her head, but Lando wastoo busy to pay further attention. The
four flanking blastboats angled out from the centra assault shuitle toward

the defensive satdllites surrounding GemDiver Stetion.

"Have you removed the fail-safes from the targeting systems?’ Lando asked.

Lobot nodded. "Systemsready to fire," he murmured. High-powered lasersfrom
the defensive satdllites lanced out toward the blastboats, but the small

satdllites could not generate enough power to penetrate the heavy Imperia
armor. Each Skipray blastboat targeted one of the small satellites and

unleashed acrackling blur fromitsion cannons. The defensive satdllites

powered up, preparing to fire again, but then al the lights went dead.

"Theion cannonsfried the circuits," Lobot announced in hiscam voice.

"All satdlites are off-line"

The Skiprays camein for another strike and fired with laser cannons, this

time blagting the defensive satdllitesinto molten metal vapor.

"Weve dill got the station'sarmor,” Lando said, but now histrembling



voice betrayed hislack of confidence.

The modified assault shuttle in the middle of the armada homed in on one of
the lower space doors. From the bottom decks of the station came aloud
thump and clang as something large and heavy struck the outer hull-and

Stayed.

"What are they doing?' Lando asked.

"The modified assault shuttle has attached itsdlf to the outer wall of

GemDiver Station," Lobot reported.

"Where?'

The bald cyborg checked readings. "One of the equipment bays. | think

they'retrying to force their way in."

Lando waved hishand in dismissal. "Wdll, they can knock but they can't come
in." Hesmiled nervoudy. "Just keep dl the airlocks sedled. Our station

armor should hold."

"Excuseme," Janasad, "but | may have figured out what that modification

is. | think they plan to bore through the station walls. The jagged things

we saw |looked like teeth - so I'm guessing they cut through metal.”

"Not thismetal." Lando shook his head. "The station wall is double-armored.



Nothing could cut throughiit."

Jacen spoke up. "I thought you said Corusca gems could cut through

anything."

Lando shook his head again. " Sure, but that would take awhole shipment of
industria-grade Coruscagems.” Then he stopped, eyeswidening. "Wdll, uh,
we have shipped some industria-grade gems since we upgraded our
operations." He picked up acomlink and spokeintoit. "Thisis Lando
Cdrissan. All security details go to lower equipment bay number” - he
leaned over Lobot's shoulder to look at the screen - "number thirty-four.

Full armor and weapons. Were about to be boarded by hostile forces.”

Lando took ablaster pistol from the sedled armory case inside the bridge
deck. He turned to Lobot. "Nobody boards my station without my permission.”
He started down the corridor, calling over his shoulder asheran. "You kids

find asafe place, and stay therel™

So of coursethe young Jedi Knights followed him.

Station guardsin padded, dark blue uniforms sprinted from corridor
intersections. The pastel colors and nature sounds of GemDiver Station
seemed oddly out of place, no longer soothing amid the chaos of defensive
preparations and the turmoil of screeching darms. By the time they reached

lower equipment bay 34, asquad of station guards had aready set up their



position behind storage containers and supply modules, blaster riflesdrawn

and amed at thewall.

Jainaheard awhining, gnawing sound that made her teeth vibrate. A circular
section of the outer wall glowed, and she could imagine the assault shuttle
on the other side, linked to GemDiver Station like a huge battle-ready
brine-edl, chewing itsway through the station armor. A bright whiteline
appeared in the circle as a Coruscatooth bit through the thick plate. Jaina
hoped belatedly that the attacking ship's seal against the station was

artight.

One of Lando's gation guards, keyed up with overwhelming tension, let off
two shotsfrom his blaster rifle. The bolts spanged against the wal and

left adiscolored blotch on theinner hull, but the jaws of the boring
machine continued to chew through the plates. In aflash, with apuff of
steam and the crump of small, shaped explosives, alarge disk of the outer
hull fell forward into the equipment bay. Lando's security forces started
firing immediately, even before the smoke cleared; but the enemy on the

other sde did not pause either.

Dozens of white-armored Imperia stormtroopers boiled through the holelike
ahive of frenzied lizard-ants that Jacen had once kept in his collection of
exotic pets. The ssormtroopers fired asthey charged - using only the

curving blue arcs of stun beams, Jainawas relieved to see. Four
stormtroopers went down with smoking holesin their white armor; but more

and more poured out of the assault shuttle. The air in the equipment bay was



crisscrossed with bright wesponsfire.

Looming behind the armed stormtroopers, cloaked in shadows and risng smoke,
stood atall and sinister woman dressed in ablack cape with spines on each
shoulder. She had flowing ebony hair like the wings of abird of prey.

Despite her growing terror, Jaina saw that the woman's eyes were astriking
color, liketheviolet of iridescent jungle flowerson Yavin 4. Jainafelt

her heart clench asif hands of ice had wrapped around it. The ominous dark
woman stepped through the smoldering holein thewall of GemDiver Station,
obliviousto the weaponsfire. A faint eectric-blue corona of atic

lightning clung around her like the powerful discharges that had zapped the

Fast Hand in the atmospheric sorms of Yavin.

"Remember - don't harm the children,” the woman shouted. Her voice was dow

and heavy, but razor-sharp menace edged every word.

At the mention of the children, Lando whirled to seethat the twinsand

Lowie had followed him. "What are you doing here?' he said. "Come on, weve
got to get you to safety!” Hewaved his blaster pistol toward the entryway.
Then, asif in afterthought, he turned and fired three more times, catching

one of the white-armored stormtroopersfull in the chest.

Jacen and Jaina bolted down the corridor. Lowie, needing no further

encouragement, bellowed as he ran dong.



Lando came charging after. "I guessyou wereright,” he said, panting. "For

some reason they are after you.”

"I'm just asmpledroid,” Em Teedeewailed. "I certainly hope they don't

want me."

A series of muffled explosions erupted behind them, and a shockwave of heat

rippled through the station's metal corridors, making the kids stumble.

Lando caught his balance and steadied Jaina. "Turn right," he gasped. "Up
here." They ran. More blaster fire followed them, then athird explosion.

Lando clenched histeeth. "This has not been agood day," he grumbled.

"l most heartily concur,” Em Teedee chimed from Lowieswaist.

"Here! In the shipping chamber." Lando gestured for the three othersto stop
outside the barricaded door of the launching room where they had seen the

cargo pods and the droids packing Corusca gems for automated shipment. He
punched in an access code, but Lando's fingers were trembling. A red light
blinked. "ACCESS DENIED." Lando hissed something, then rekeyed the number.

Thistimethe light winked green, and the heavy triple doors sighed open.

Insde, the two copper-plated droids continued packing the hyperpods.
"Excuse me," one droid said, sounding flustered, "would you please
discontinue those explosons? The vibrations make it much more difficult for

usto process."



Lando ignored the droids as he pushed the kidsingde. "We can't get you
away from here-those blastboats would come after you before you knew it -
but thisisthe safest place on the tation. I'll stand outside and guard

the door." He gripped his blaster pistal, feigning confidence.

Lowie growled, obvioudy wanting to fight; but before Jacen or Jainacould
say anything, Lando dapped the emergency pand. Thethick doors clanged
shut, locking them indide the chamber. Jacen placed his ear againgt the

thick door and listened, but he could hear only the muffled noises of

battle. Lowie, his ginger-colored fur standing on end with battle-readiness,
kneaded his big knuckles. Jainalooked around the room for anything to help

themfight.

Jacen yelled to the droids, "Hey, isthere an armory in here? Do you have

any wegpons?"

The droids interrupted their packing and swiveled smooth copper heads toward
him, optica sensors glowing. "Please do not disturb us, gr,” they said,

then resumed their tasks. "We have essentia work to do."

Outside the door, the sound of gunfire suddenly increased. Jaina pulled
Jacen back from the door as she heard Lando shout. The door vibrated with
the impact of energy bolts, then everything went quiet. Jainawaited,

backing away and looking into her twin brother's brandy-brown eyes. They



both swallowed. Lowbaccalet out athin sound like awhimper. The
multi-armed droids continued working, undisturbed. A shower of sparksran
around part of the door as heavy-duty laserscut into it, dicing away a

section.

"D'you suppose you could invent some sort of weapon for usin the next few
seconds?' Jacen said. Jainaracked her brain for inspiration, but her

inventivenessfailed her.

The door split open, melted and smoking. The security breach set off yet
another darm, but the sounds were pitiful and superfluousin the
aready-overwheming noise of the battle for GemDiver Station. Stormtroopers

muscled their way in.

The two packing droids trundled indignantly toward the stormtroopers.
"Intruder aert," one of the droids said. "Warning. No unauthorized entry is
permitted. Y ou must return to-" In response, the stormtroopers fired with
all their weapons, blasting both copper heads into shards of smoking

components that clattered and sparked on the floor.

Jainasaw Lando sprawled unconscious on the floor outside the door, his
green cape pooled around him, hisright arm extended forward, ill grasping
the blaster pistol. The towering dark woman strodein, her violet eyes
flashing at the three companions. The sormtroopersleveled blaster pistols

at Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbacca.



"Wait!" Jainasad. "What do you want?'

"Do not |et them manipulate your minds," the dark woman shouted to the

stormtrooper's. " Stun them!”

Before Jaina could say anything else, bright blue arcs shot toward her and

the others, and they were overcome by awave of unconsciousness.

Jainafdl into blackness.

*5*

On Yavin 4 Tend Ka paced the ramparts of theGreatTemple that housed Luke
Skywalker's Jedi academy As befitted awarrior of Dathomir, she wore scaled
armor that shone asif it had just been polished . . . which it had. Her

red-gold hair was caught up in amultitude of ceremonia braids, each
decorated with feathers or beads. Her cool gray eyes scanned the leaden
skiesfor any sign of the ship that would bring the dreaded ambassador from

her grandmother.

Wind whipped the ornamented braids about her face, and Tenel Ka pushed them
away in annoyance. The humid air felt oppressive, charged with menace.

Y avin's dry season had ended. She sensed an uncomfortabletingling in the
depths of her mind that told her something was about to happen, asif

lightning were about to strike. She sghed. Her grandmothers messengers and



diplomats could be asletha aslightning. . . .They were not abovekilling
an enemy, or even afriend, to ensure that the successor to the throne of
Hapes was the one they most desired to have in power. It was rumored that
her grandmother's ns had murdered Tend Kas own uncle, brother to

her father, Prince |solder.

She garted in surprise as arandrop, warm as blood, landed with a splat on

her bare arm. Although the air was not cold, she shivered. Her fedings

toward her grandmother were complex: she both admired and despised the ol der
woman. Tend Kapreferred to dressin the lizard-skin armor of the warrior
women of Dathomir, like her mother, rather than in the fine web-slks of the
Royal House of the Hapes Cluster. So far, Tend Kahad managed to tread a
fineline between pleasing and annoying her grandmother. She knew that if

she stepped over that linetoo far, assassins might someday pay her avist.

A branch of lightning crackled across the ominous sky, followed by aboom of
thunder. Atop the temple, Tend Kapaced like a caged animdl, her agitation
Increasing as she staked dong the edge of the pyramid and wondered why
Ambassador Yfradid not come. So great was her turmoil that she didn't even
notice that L uke Skywalker had joined her on the observation deck until he

gtood directly in front of her.

The Jedi Master placed both of his hands on her shoulders and looked into
her eyes. Peace and warmth flowed from him, and Tend Kafelt hersdf begin

torelax. "Therésamessageinthe Comm Center for you," hesaid



quietly "Would you like me to be present while you speak with the

ambassador?"

Tend Kacould not suppress ashudder of revulsion as she thought of her
grandmother's thin-lipped emissary. Y our presence would" - she paused for a

moment, searching for words - "honor me, Master Skywalker."

Tend Kastood erect, holding her head high as she faced her grandmother's
ambassador inthe Comm  Center viewscreen - animagethat for dl its
apparent cruelty gtill held traces of proud beauty. Ambassador Yfras hair

and eyes were the color of polished pewter.

"Our meetings on Coruscant took longer than we anticipated, young one," Yfra
was saying in avoice that indicated she was not used to being questioned.

"Therefore, our meeting with you must be postponed for two days.”

Tend Kagave no outward sign of her discomposure, but her heart sank.
Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbacca were due back long before then. She sent a

pleading glanceto Luke.

The Jedi Master stepped forward and spoke in a soft voice. "Perhaps| could

bring the Princess of Hapesto meet with you on Coruscant?' he offered.

Ambassador Yfrasmiled in what Tend Kaknew was meant to be akindly

fashion, but there was no kindness or conciliation in her eyes. "'l have



specific ordersto observe the heir of Hapesin her place of study.”

Tenel Kaopened her mouth to speak, but was spared the necessity when an
emergency beacon flashed next to the screen. Luke reacted ingtantly.
"Ambassador Y fra, we have a priority override communication coming in.
Pleasewait," he said, switching the channd before the ambassador had a

chanceto reply.

The dark face of Lando Carissian appeared, his handsome features marred by
aworried frown. Confusion haunted his bleary eyes. His hair and clothes

were disheveled, and warning sirens whooped in the background. "L uke,
buddy," he rasped, "I'm not sure exactly what happened. They . . . fried our
security satellites, boarded the ation . . . must've stunned us. We're

okay, but-" Lando's troubled eyes closed and hisjaw tightened, " Jacen,

Jaina, and Lowbacca are gone. They've been kidnapped.”

Luke drew in adeep breath. Tendl Ka guessed hewas using a Jedi calming
technique, but with less success than usudl. His body appeared relaxed, but
his clear blue eyes carried alaser-sharp look. One hand was clenched into a

fist at hissde. "Who did this?' he asked, hisvoiceterse.

Lando shook his head. "We don't know who has the kids or why, but 1've got

al my best people working on it. It was someone connected with the Empire,

though-that's for sure.”

"I'll be there within the hour," Luke said, reaching for the comlink.



"Wait," Tend Kasad. "These are my friends. | know how they think. I know
what they would do. | cannot cower here whilethey arein danger. Please. |

must go with you."

Luke nodded. "Y our presence would . . . honor me," he answered, echoing her
earlier words. His eyeswent back to Lando'simage. "Well be there within

the hour," he amended, then switched back to the ambassadors comm frequency.

Ambassador Y fra's mouth was open as if she were prepared to protest such
rude trestment, but Luke spokefirgt. "I'm sorry to keep you waiting,
Ambassador, but an emergency has come up. It requires both my presence and
that of the princess. I'm afraid we must postpone any plans to meet with you
until thissituation is resolved. Please convey our respectful gregtingsto

the Roya House of Hapes." With adight bow, he snapped off the comm

channd.

Even though she was worried about her friends, afeding of satisfaction
bubbled up within Tene Kaat the deftness with which Master Skywalker had

handled Ambassador Y fra

Lukelooked at Tend Ka. "I'm sure the ambassador isn't used to being
postponed with so little explanation, but we have more important thingsto

do right now."



Tend Kanodded emphaticaly. "Thisisafact.” Tend Katried to be

impartial and unemotiond as Master Skywalker expertly guided the shuttle
toward GemDiver Station. She needed to remain unruffled and aert, to search
for any clue that might help them recover the three best friends sheld ever

had.

The multicolored lights of the station winked as the docking-bay doorsdid
open and Luke brought the shuttlein for alanding. At any other time Tend
Kamight have noted her surroundings, the artistry and craftsmanship that
had gone into the station's construction-but the moment the shuttle doors
opened, she was assailed by a sense of lingering violence and darkness. Of

Wrongness.

Harried and disheveled, Lando Cdrissian met them at the shuttle. Motioning
for Luke and Tend Kato follow, he led them to the sealed shipping bay

wherethe fina struggle had occurred.

Tend Kaswept the chamber with her eyes, noting the blaster bums on the
wallsand celling of the outer corridor, the congedled rivulets of molten
plasted, the shards of broken metal. Then she watched as Luke sank down on
one knee, placed both hands against the floor, and let his eyes flutter

closed.

"Yes, it happened here," he murmured. He took afew deep breaths, then fixed
Lando with the piercing blueness of hisgaze. "Don't blame yoursdlf,” he

sad. "Youfought wel."



Lando's face was filled with regret, and he shook his head. "But it wasn't
enough, buddy. | couldn't save them.” A note of anger and slf-reproach
crept into hisvoice. "'l wastoo busy trying to defend my station-thinking
they were pirates cometo steal my Coruscagems. | didn't even redize they

were after the kids until it wastoo late."

Luke neither condemned nor pardoned Lando, Tend Kanoticed. Hesmply

listened.

At last Lando spoke again in aquiet voice. "If there's anything you need to

help find them-my Station, aship, acrew . . . anything at dl-"

Lando's offer of help was cut short by the arrival of his assistant Lobat,
whose computer headset flashed with an ever-changing array of lights. "We
finished patching the hull breach in lower equipment bay thirty-four,” he

sad without preamble.

Lando turned to Luke and Tenel Ka, hisforehead creasing, into an indignant

scowl. "They diced us open like a disposable can of emergency rations.”

The bald cyborg nodded in corroboration. " Their equipment was specidly

designed to remove asection of hull.”

Lando continued, "The only thing | know of sharp enough to dice through



durasted that quickly is-"

"Coruscagems,” Lukefinished for him.

"Industrial grade," Lobot added.

"Right,” Lando said morosdly. "They used our own gemsagaing us."

"Rare and expensive," Lobot said. "Not just anyone could purchase them.”

Tend Kasaw Luke's eyeslight with sudden hope. "Can you tdll uswhere your

shipments of such gemswere sold?!

Lando shrugged. "Like my friend said, indudtrid-grade gems arefairly rare.
We've made only two shipments since our operation opened.” Hesent a

guestioning glance a his cyborg assigtant.

L obot pressed apanel on the back of his head and cocked it to one side as
if listening to avoice no one else could hear. A moment later he nodded.

"Both shipments were sold through our broker on Borgo Prime.”

"Can you find out who he sold them to?" Luke asked.

"l doubt it," Lando said. "Gem brokers are pretty skittish. They pay agood

percentage, but they're secretive-afraid that if we know who their customers

are, wewon't need the middlemen anymore.”



"Then we must go to Borgo Prime and find out ourselves,” Tend Kasaid with

fierce determination.

Luke sent her awarm smile, then turned back to Lando. "What is Borgo Prime

anyway?"

"An asteroid spaceport and trade center. It's also a hangout for merchants,
thieves, murderers, smugglers. . . the dregs of the gdaxy." Lando flashed

Lukeagrin."A lot like Mos Eidey on Tatooine. Youll fed right at home."

Tend Kawaited in slence as Master Skywalker faced the screen in GemDiver
Station's Communications Center . Han Solo stood with one arm around
hiswife, Leia, who was supported on the other side by Lowie€suncle,
Chewbacca. Tend Ka studied the images on the screen and decided that at

this moment Leia Organa Solo |ooked more like a concerned mother than a

powerful paolitician.

"But Luke, they're our children,” shewas saying. "We can't smply stand by

and do nothing if they'rein danger.”

"Not on your lifel" Han said.

"Of coursenot,” Luke agreed quietly. "But asthe New  Republic 's

chief of gate, you can't afford to put yoursdlf in that same danger.



Mobilize your forces. Start an investigation. Send out spies and probe

droids.

But stay there and act as a centrd clearinghouse for information.”

"All right, Luke," Leiasaid. "Well work from Coruscant for now, but once

we've done everything we can from here, well go looking for them

oursdves."

"I'll come get you in the Falcon" Han said.

"Give meten standard daysfirst,” Luke said. "I havealead I'm going to

follow fight now before thetrail gets cold. We need to get going. Well

keep you informed of our progress.”

"We?' Han asked. "Is Lando going with you?"

"No," Lukereplied. "The heir of Hapeswill honor me with her company, he

said, gesturing to Tend Ka

"We are grateful for your assstance,” Leiasaid formally.

Tend Kanodded toward the screen with abrie stiff bow. "Jacen, Jaina, and

Lowbacca have agrester cdl on me than honor," she said. "They have my

friendship.”



Leidsface softened. "Then | owe you my gratitude asamother aswell.”

Chewbacca rumbled what Tenel Kacould only interpret as an agreement.

"Don't worry, well find them,” Luke said, hisvoicefilled with urgency.

"But we need to leave now."

Han lifted his chin and smiled a Luke. "Okay, get going, kid."

Just before the communications link was broken, Leia spoke again. "And may

the Force bewith you."

*6*

Jaina came back to consciousness with Lowie shaking her shoulders. The lanky
Wookiee moaned plaintively until she groaned and woke up, blinking her eyes.
A rush of unpleasant sensations flooded through her: queasy ssomach,

pounding head, aching joints-aftereffects of the sormtroopers stun beams.

The human body wasn't designed to be knocked out with ablast of energy. Her
ears hummed, too, but her instincts told her that the sounds were redl-the

rumbling vibrations of abig ship in hyperdrive.

Uncertain about whether she dared risk amore vertical position, Jaina
cautiously turned her head. She saw that she, Jacen, and L owbaccawere

together in asmall, nondescript room. Jainatook a deep breath, scratched



her straight brown hair, and ran her hands down her grease-smeared jumpsuit

to make sure everything was till intact.

Suddenly recdling the attack on GemDiver Station, Jaina sat up so quickly
that afresh wave of nauseawashed over her and pain exploded at her
temples. She gasped, then forced herself to relax and let some of the pain

drain away. "Where are we?' she asked.

Jacen was aready Stting up on anarrow palet, rubbing his brandy-brown
eyes and running long fingers through histouded hair. He wore alook of
confusion, and Jaina sensed deep turmoil coming from her brother. "Not a

clue" hesad.

L owbacca aso made a dismayed, questioning sound.

"Least weredl together,” Jainasaid. "And they didn't put binders on us.”
She held up her hands, surprised that the Imperials had not separated their
prisoners and tied them up. Water and afood tray lay in an acove by the

wall. From the looks of it, Lowie had dready sampled some of the fruit.

"Hey, | wonder what happened to everyone at GemDiver Station. What do you

suppose they did to Lando?" Jacen asked.

Jainashrugged, dill feding queasy. " Saw him lying unconsciousjust before
they stunned us. But | don't think they planned to kill him. They weren't

looking for Coruscagems, either. Seems like they only wanted the three of



"Yeah ... kindamakes you fed vauable, huh?' Jacen agreed glumly. Lowie

growled.

Jaina stood up and stretched, feding better as she moved. "Guess I'm okay,

though. How about you two?"

Jacen amiled reassuringly, and Lowie nodded his shaggy head. The streak of
black fur that swept over his eyebrows bristled with uneasiness. He smoothed
the fur back and grunted. It was then that Jaina noticed something else
wrong. She looked down at the Wookiees waist, but the miniaturized

trandating droid was no longer there. "Lowie! What happened to Em Teedee?!

Lowie made astrange, sad sound and patted hiswaist.

"Imperids must've taken it from him," Jainasad. "What do they want?'

"Oh, just to take over the galaxy, cause abunch of problems. . . hurt a

lot of people-you know, the usud,”" Jacen answered flippantly. He went over

to theflat metd door. "Hmmmm:. . . . it's probably locked, but theresno

harmintrying," he said, tapping the controlswith hisfingers.

To Jainds surprise, the door hummed sidewaysto reveal aguard standing at

atention just outside. A sormtrooper in askull-like white helmet turned



to facethem.

"Whoa" Jacen cried, then helowered hisvoice. "Wdl, at least the door

opens.”

"Maybe they just can't figure out how to lock the door,” Jainasaid.
"Remember how clunky and unreliable Imperia technology is" Shelet sarcasm

seep into her voicefor the guard's benefit.

"And you know how lousy stormtrooper armor is. Probably couldn't even stop a

water blagter.”

"Just walk past him," Jacen suggested in a stage whisper, seeing thet the

stormtrooper hadn't moved. "Maybe he won't stop us.”

The stormtrooper shouldered his blaster rifle. "Wait here." Thefiltered
voice coming through the white hdmet wasflat, but somehow menacing. The
guard spoke quietly into his helmet comlink, then shut the three young Jedi

Knightsin their cel again.

They sat in anxious sllence for amoment. "We could tell jokes," Jacen

suggested.

Before Jaina could think of an appropriate answer, the cell door whisked
open again. Thistime, beside the stormtrooper stood the towering, sinister

woman from the assault on GemDiver Station. Jainatook aquick breath. The



tall woman's black hair flowed like waves of darkness down her shoulders,
and her ebony cape sparkled with bits of polished gems, swirling around her
like astarry night sky. Her violet eyes blazed in aface so paeit seemed
carved from polished bone. Her lips were adark wine color, asif she had

just eaten an overripe fruit. The woman was beautiful - in acrud sort of

way.

'So, Jedi Knights, you are awake at last,” she snapped. Her voice was deep

and thick, without the hissing edge Jainahad expected. "1 must begin by

saying how disgppointed | am in you. | had hoped for more resistance from
such powerful students aready trained in the Force. Y our Jedi defenses were
pitiful! But we shal changethat. Y ou will be taught new ways. Effective

ways." Thewoman spun on one hedl, and her black cloak swept around her like

trailing smoke. "Follow me," she said, and stepped into the corridor.

"No," Jainaresponded. "Who do you think you are? Why have you brought us

here againg our will?"

"| said follow!" the woman repeated. When they made no move to comply, she
pointed her polished nails at them and twitched her fingers. Suddenly, it

fet asif aredlient invisble cord had wrapped around Jainas throat. The
woman crooked her finger, yanking at Jainaasif she were apet on aleash.
Jainalurched astheinvisible rope hauled her out of the cell. Lowbaccaand
Jacen gtrained against similar bonds of Force, the Wookiee yowling his

defiance. Despite their struggles, al three children were dragged on Force



leashestripping and stumbling into the corridor. "I can do thisdl theway
to thebridge, if you like," thewoman said, her deep red lips curved into a
mocking smile, "or, you can save your energies for more productive

resstance later."

"All right," Jaina croaked, sensing that thiswoman had dark Jedi powers she
could not match - at least not yet. When the Force bonds dropped away, the
companions stood gasping and trembling. They looked a each other in angry

humiliation, knowing they were beeten.

Jainawasthefirgt to recover. Swalowing hard, she stood straight, put her
chinintheair, and followed the woman in black. Her brother and Lowiefdl

in behind Jaina. "Who areyou?' Jaina asked after awhile.

The woman paused in mid-step, asif consdering, then answered. "My nameis

Tamith Kal. | am from anew order of Nightssters."

"Nightssters? 'Y ou mean like on Dathomir?" Jacen asked.

Jainaremembered the stories their friend Tenel Katold when it was her turn
to scare them before they practiced Jedi caming techniques - stories of the

horrible evil women who had once twisted civilization on her world.

Tamith Kai looked at Jacen, her wine-dark lips set in something between a
scowl and asmile. Y ou've heard of us? Good. My planet isrichin

Force-wielders, and the Empire has helped to bring us back. Now perhaps



you'l redlize you can't resst. Cooperation, on the other hand, will be

rewarded."

"Wewon't cooperate with you," Jaina challenged.

"Yes, yes" Tamith Ka said, asif bored. "All in good time."

"Hey, where are you taking us?' Jacen asked, walking quickly to keep pace
with hissgter. Lowie strode behind them, grumbling and fumbling at his

wais asif he actudly missed Em Teedee.

"Y ou'll see soon enough,” the Nightsister said. "We are dmost ready to

leave hyperspace.”

All four of them stepped onto alift platform that carried them up aleve

and opened out onto the bridge of the fleeing ship. The single pilot sat

with his back to them in a padded high-backed chair, hunched over the
controls. Ahead, through the bridge viewports Jaina could see the swirling
colors of hyperspace. The pilot reached out with hisright hand and grabbed
alever as a countdown trickled to zero. Then he yanked the lever, and

hyperspace suddenly unfolded, washing away into the star-studded darkness of

norm al space.

"We're near the Core Systems,” Jainasaid immediately, looking out &t the

rich starfields and the streamers of interstellar gas clotted together near



the center of the gaaxy. The crowded Core Systems were the last bastions of
Imperia power; not even New Republic forces had been ableto flush
them out completely. But they had arrived nowhere closeto any system. They
found themsdves merdly hanging, out in the middle of the star-strewn

blackness.

"We have reached our destination, Tamith Kal," the pilot said, swivdingin
histal chair. Jaina's heart |eaped as she recognized the weary,
hard-bitten face and iron-gray hair of the former TIE pilot who had been

stranded on Y avin 4 for so many years.

'Qorl!" Jacen exclaimed. Lowie roared in anger.

Qorl had atacked them in the jungles when they had found his crashed
fighter and tried to fix it. The Imperid pilot had shot & Lowie and Tend
Ka, who had managed to the undergrowth, but Qorl had taken escape into Jacen

and Jaina prisoner.

"Greetings, young friends. | never did thank you for fixing my ship and

dlowing meto return to my Empire.”

"Y ou betrayed usl" Jainacited, feding a surge of anger toward the
brainwashed man. While being held captive, the twins had befriended Qorl,
exchanging storieswith him around the campfire. Jainahad fdt surethe TIE
pilot was softening, redizing that the ways of the Empire werefilled with

lies. But in the end, Qorl's military conditioning had been too strong.



"| returned as any soldier would and gave my report,” Qorl said inadull
voice. "These people accepted meand . . . re-indoctrinated me. | told them
of your existence - powerful young Jedi Knightsjust waiting to betrained

to servethe Empire.”

"Never," Jainaand Jacen snapped in unison, and L owbacca agreed with aroar.

Tamith Ka looked down a them mockingly. Standing beside Qorl, the
dark-haired woman seemed even taler than before, more intimidating than
ever. "Your anger isgood,” shesaid. "Fuel it. Let it grow. Wewill useit
when your training begins. But for now . . . we have reached our

degtination.”

Lowie gaveagrow! of disbelief.

Jainalooked out the front viewports, trying to cam hersdf. Master

Skywaker had said that giving in to anger was a path to the dark side of

the Force. She must not lash out, she knew; she must think of some other way
to fight back. "We're in the middle of empty space,” Janasad. "What is

therefor usto see?"

"Spaceis not dways empty,” Tamith Kai said. Her thick voiceheld a
sngsong quality, asif her mind wasthinking of something dse. "Redlity is

not dwayswhat it seems.”



At his station Qorl verified the coordinates, then punched in a security

code. "Tranamitting now," he said.

Tamith Kai turned her sharp violet eyestoward the young Jedi Knights. "Y ou
are about to begin anew phase of your lives," she said, pointing to the

viewscreens. "Behold."

Space shimmered like ablanket of invishility peding away. Suddenly a
gpace station hung in front of them, torus-shaped, like adonut. Weapons
emplacementsringed the station's entire perimeter, pointing in al
directions, making it look like a spiked disciplinary collar for some
ferocious beast. Tall observation towers rose like pinnacles on one side of

the station.

Jaina swalowed hard.

"Cloaking device off," Qorl announced.

"Takeagood look," Tamith Kal said, but she did not glance at the

viewscreens. Her eyes glittered with violet fervor at the children. "Here

you'll betrained as Dark Jedi . . . for the Empire.”

Qorl spoke up, reminding her. "We must commence docking immediately and

reactivatetheinvishility shidding.”



The Nightsister nodded but did not seem to hear, never taking her eyes off

the young Jedi Knights.

"Welcometothe Shadow Academy " shewhispered.

*7*

Tend Kadid ahand under the crash webbing of the copilot's seat and
scratched a the roughwoven, unfamiliar materid of her disguise. She wished
for the dozenth time that she could wear her comfortable reptilian armor,

which was as supple asit was protective and never irritated her skin.

She had been silent, intimidated, through most of thejourney to Borgo

Prime, unableto bring hersdlf to speak.Beside her sat Master Skywalker,

the most famous and revered Jedi in the entire galaxy - camly and

competently piloting the Off Chance, an old blockade runner Lando had won in

asabacc game and claimed he no longer needed.

Tend Kasgrandmother had inssted that the girl'sroya training include
diplomacy and correct methods of addressing individuals of any rank,
species, age, or gender. Though not loquacious, Tend Kawas aso not shy;
yet somehow, done | with the impressive Jedi Master in the confines of

their tiny cockpit, she could find nothing to say.

Shetried to think, but her duggish mind would not cooperate. Weariness



clung to her like the sweat-damp clothing she wore. She squirmed in her seat

and tried to suppress a nervous yawn.

Luke glanced over a her, agmile at the corners of his mouth. "Tired?!

"Not much deep,” Tend Kaanswered, embarrassed that he had noticed her

fatigue. "Bad dreams.”

Luke's blue eyes narrowed for amoment, asif he was searching for amemory,
but then he shook his head. "1 haven't been degping well either, but, tired
or not, we can't afford to make mistakes. Let's go over our cover story

again. Tell mewho you are."

"We are traders from Randon. We will avoid using names. But, if we must, you
arelltar and | am your ward-cousin Beknit. We trade in archaeological
treasures. We are not above breaking the law to make a profit. We have come
from a secret archaeologica digon. . ." She paused for amoment,

searching her brain for the name of the planet.

"Ossaus," Luke supplied.

"Ah. Aha" Tend Kasaid. "Ossus." Shetook adeep breath while she etched
the name into her mind, then she continued. "On Ossus, we discovered a
treasured vault, secured withan Old  Republic sedl. The treasure
chamber is set deep into rock and plated with armor so thick that no blaster

or laser can pierceit.



"We dare not blast the surrounding rock for fear of destroying the treasure.
Weve cometo Borgo Primein search of industrid-grade Coruscagemsto
dicethrough the armor and open the treasure vault. We are ready to pay

handsoméely for the right type of gems.™"

Tenel Kawatched with interest asthe dull, lumpy asteroid of Borgo Prime
loomed in their forward viewports. The rock had been hollowed out,
honeycombed in ages past by generations of asteroid miners who sought one
type of mineral, then another as market conditions changed. But morethan a
century ago, Borgo Prime had been stripped clean of even the least-desirable
ore, leaving a sponge-like network of interlocked caves, fully equipped with
al thelife-support systems and transportation airlocks the miners had

needed. It had been asmple matter to convert the played-out mineinto a
bustling spaceport. Luke transmitted the standard request for clearance to

land and received it without difficulty.

"Weve been cleared for docking bay ninety-four,” Luke said. "Areyou ready,

uh, Beknit?'

Tend Kanodded matter-of-factly. "Of course, litar."

Luke studied her for amoment, earnest concern filling hisface. "1t could

be rough down there, you know. Y ou heard what Lando said: Borgo Primeis

filled with people who have no conscience - thieves, murderers, creatures



who would just as soon kill you as greet you."

"Ah. Aha" Tend Kasad, raisng an eyebrow. "Sounds like avist to my

grandmother's court on Hapes."

Thetwo Randoni traders, "lltar" and hiswardcousin "Beknit," left their
blockade runner in the dockyard cavern behind an immense hangar door and
walked aong the causeway that joined Borgo Prime's largest space dock to

its business digtrict deep in the core of the agteroid.

In spite of her many rehearsals, Tenel Kafound it difficult to remember

that she was supposed to be an experienced trader, used to frequenting such
spaceports. She gawked openly at the tall rows of prefabricated dwellings
welded up and down the inner walls and dl the garish flashing lights of the

aien busnesses in separate atmosphere domes around them.

This place was s0 different from the primitive, untamed world of Dathomir.
Even Hapes with its serene and stately cities-some of them larger than this
entire asteroid-bore no resemblance to the spaceport's seedy, gaudily lit
establishments, that hummed with alife of their own. Overhead, through the
clear arching plasted that covered arift in the ceiling, the starsand

space were dl but obscured by Borgo Primesglaring lights.

Luke paused beside Tenel Ka, letting her collect her thoughts. "Y ou've never

been anyplace like this, have you?' he asked.



She shook her head and started to walk again, searching for wordsto
describe the unsettling emotions. "1 fed . . . foolish. Out of place." She
scuffed her toes aong a causaway surface that was paved with colorful,

glowing advertisements.

She paused to read an ad, then another. The first one announced in

phosphorescent script that flared into light as she stepped neer it,

BORGO LANDING SPACE DOCKSBY THEHOUR OR BY THE MONTH.

The next one said Smply

INFO TO GO - DISCREET INQUIRIES OF ALL SORTS- COMPLETELY CONFIDENTIAL.

Tend Kashook her head. "I do not understand this place,” she said. "It

both revoltsand . . .entices me at the sametime.”

"Y ou don't have to go through with this, you know," Luke said. "I could

hendleit mysaf."

It was completely true, Tenel Karedlized-an uncomfortable thought. She
tossed her head and ran anervous hand over her hair, which shewore loose,
in Randoni style, so that it flowed down her back in a cascade of red-gold
rippleslike a sun-dappled stream. Shetried to look confident, but icy

fingers of doubt prodded her mind. "1 will do what | must to rescue my



friends," she said, her voice as brisk and businesdike as she could make

it. "Whereisthisnest or hivethat Lando told usto find?"

Luke pointed to another lighted ad at their feet. "1 think we just found

it," he said with a pleased expression.

SHANKO'SHIVE - FINE DRINKSAND ENTERTAINMENT - ALL SPECIES, ALL AGES.

The flat image showed an insectoid barkeeper proffering adozen drinkswith
itsmulti-jointed, chitinousarms. A row of blinking beacon lights set into

the walkway indicated the direction of the"hive."

A sudden bout of stage fright assailed Tenel Ka, but she knew how important
it was for them to stay in character. She straightened her clothing, cleared
her throat, and looked at Luke. "Y ou must be very thirsty after your long

journey, lltar," shesaid.

"Y es. Thank you, Beknit," he answered smoothly. "I could useadrink.” Then
he leaned toward her and asked in alower voice, "Are you sure you want to

do this?'

Tend Kanodded firmly. "I'm ready for anything."

"I did not expect an establishment quite so large on an asteroid of this

sze" Tend Kasaid, tilting back her head to look at the rounded ripples

of Shanko's cone-shaped Hive, agray-green edifice sedled initsown



amospherefidd. The edifice rose at least a quarter kilometer abovethe
inner floor of Borgo Prime. Feathery wings of fear and uncertainty fluttered
in her ssomach, and she paused to draw in a deep breath. To Tend Kasgreat

chagrin, asubtle spark of amusement danced in Master Skywalker's eyes.

"Y ou know what waits for usin there, don't you?" he asked.

"Thieves," she answered.

"Murderers," he added.

"Liars, scum, smugglers, traitors Her voicetrailed off.

"Almogt like family back on Hapes?' he asked with a gentle, teasing smile.

Asther to the Royal Throne of Hapes, Tenel Ka had faced trained assassins,

as had her father, Prince Isolder, before her. If she could do that, surely

she could handle alittle spaceport cantina. "Thank you," she said, taking

the arm he offered. 'l am ready now."

Lukedid apasschit into asmal dot inthedoor. "Let'stry to keep a

low profile" The door did open.

Thefirst thing that caught Tend Kas eye when she stepped through the door

was the insectoid bartender, Shanko, who stood over three meters high. The



room wasfilled with indescribable odors she could not begin to identify-not
actudly pleasant, but not quite offensive either. Particulates hung in the

ar from amultitude of burning objects. pipes, candles, incense, chunks of
peat in blazing bog-pits, even clothing or fur from the occasiona customer

who got too close to one of thefires.

Without speaking, L uke gestured with his chin toward the bar. Even if he had
spoken aoud, Tenel Ka could not have heard him above the noise of at least
haf adozen different bands playing hit tunes from as many different

systems. Fortunately, they had decided before entering where they should
gart their inquiries. Knowing that on Randon the female ward-cousin was
highly honored-mainly for her potentid inheritance-and was aways served

first, Tenel Ka stepped up to the bar to place her order.

"Wecome travelersssss,” Shanko said, folding three pairs of multi-jointed

arms and bowing until his antennaed head nearly touched the bar.

"Y our hospitdity is aswelcome asthe prospect of refreshment,” Tend Ka

replied.

" Sss30, you have been well ssschooled,” Shanko said. "Are you perhapsss a

sssscholar? A diplomat?!

"Sheismy ward-cousin," Luke put in smoothly.

"Thenit issindeed an honor to ssserveyou,” Shanko said, raisng himself



to hisfull three meter height.

"I would like aRandoni Y ellow Plague,” Tend Kasaid without hesitation.

"Chilled. Makeit adouble."

"And | would like aRemote Terminator,”" Luke said.

The covering membranes of the bartender's multifaceted eyes nictated twice
insurprise. "Not often requesssted. A ssstrong drink, issit not?' He

seemed flustered for amoment, then made a gurgling buzz deep in histhorax
that Tenel Kacould only interpret as alaugh. "Will that be preprogrammed

or randomizzzed?"

"Randomized, of course," Luke replied.

"Ah, arissssk taker," Shanko said, tapping two forelegs on the bartop in

approval.

Then hisarms became ablur of motion as he pulled levers and pushed
buttons, filling cupsand vids, mixing their drinksin lesstimethan it

had taken to order them.

"Thereisno profit without risk,” Luke said, accepting his drink from one

of Shanko's many hands.



Tend Kaleaned forward and lowered her voice. "We seek information,” she
said, drawing out asmall string of Corusca gemsthat she had kept hidden

under the rough materid of her robe until then.

Shanko nodded in understanding. "We have the finessst information brokerss

in the Sssector.

Thereisseven aHutt." He gestured toward an areato the right of the bar.

"If you do not find what you ssseek here," he said with obvious pride, "it

isss not to be found on Borgo Prime. | They thanked Shanko and headed in the
direction he had indicated. The music of the bands faded dightly asthey

pushed into the milling throng of patrons, each imbibing its favorite form

of refreshment. The crowd was so thick, Tendl Kacould not see where they

were going.

Beside her, Luke paused and closed hiseyes. "A Hutt information broker,

huh?' he mused doud.

"They're the best you can get.”

Tend Kafdt adight tingle as she watched him reach out with the Forceto

touch the minds around him, searching. She searched, too, but with her gray

eyesopen. A quick glance reveded nothing of interest.

She looked up the open center of the hive's cone and at the curving

gairwaysthat climbed itsridged sides, which-judging from the signson the



walls-led to gambling rooms and lodgings.

L uke opened hiseyes. "Okay, | have him." Hetook Tend Kasarm and pushed
hisway through the crowd. They passed abank of stim lights, wherea
cluster of photosengtive customers wriggled and bounded to silent strobing

muscC.

They found the Huttese information broker ensconced behind alow table near
thewall of the hive. A small Ranat with gray-brown fur stood at the Hutt's
elbow, whiskerstwitching. The Hutt was thin by Huttese stlandards and could
not have had much status on his homeworld. Perhapsthat was why he did

business on Borgo Prime, Tend Kathought.

"We have come for information, and we are prepared to pay for it,” Luke said

without preamble.

The Huitt picked up asmal datapad that lay on the table in front of him and

punched afew buttons. "What are your names?" he asked.

"What isyour name?' Tend Kaasked, raising her chin dightly.

The Hutt's eyes narrowed to dits, and Tendl Kahad the impression that the

broker was revisng his opinion of them. "Of course," he said. "Such things

are unimportant.”



Luke shrugged. "And dl information hasits price.”

"Of course," the Hultt repeated. "Please st down and tell me what you

Luke sat on arepul sorbench, adjusted the height, and motioned for Tend Ka
to St besde him, next to aplanter holding atall, leafy shrub. Luke took
along gulp from the drink in his hand, but when Tend Karaised her cup to
her lips, he sent her awarning look. When the Hutt bent to confer with his
Ranat assistant for amoment, Luke took the opportunity to whisper, "That

drink could knock you from here to the Outer Rim."

"Ah" Tend Kasad. "Aha" She st the drink down with asmall thunk.

When the Ranat scurried off on whatever business the Hutt had assigned it,
Luke and Tend Kabegan teling their fictiond tale, carefully offering

only as much information as they thought was needed. Asthey rambled on,
taking turns embellishing the details, the other patronsin the hive

supplied the usua chaos of abusy, seedy bar. Severd different blaster
battles rang out from dim areas, while huge armored bouncer droids trundled
in to bash heads together and g ect any customerswho did not pay for the

messes they made.

A group of smugglers played areckless game of rocket darts, missing the
prominent target on the wall and launching one of the smal flaming missiles

into the sde of afluffy, white-furred Talz. The crestureroared in pain



and surprise as hisfur ignited, then took out his misery on the drunken
Ithorian Stting next to him. Large customerstried to eat smdler
customers, and the bands kept playing, and Shanko kept mixing drinks. The

Huitt information broker was distracted by none of it.

Asthey spoke, Luke continued to sip hisdrink and Tend Ka cast about for a
wal to dispose of hers. When the Ranat returned and conferred again with the
Hutt, Tenel Kareached over to the planter beside her chair and dumped half
of her drink into it. It was only after the stalk began to shudder violently

and the leaves curled up that Tend Karedlized that the shrub was not a
decoration but a plant-alien customer! She whispered an gpology and turned
back just as the Ranat hurried off with the Hutt's datapad and anew

assgnmen.

The Ranat came back in amoment, followed by a heavily bearded man who
walked with alimp. "This Ranat here said 'no names," and that's fine with
me," the bearded man said, Stting down at the table. "Ranat tellsmeyer in
the market for an industrial-grade Corusca gem? Ain't no one else can
arrange that fer ya. Industrial-grade gems ...sooner er later they hafta

comethrough me."

"Areyou the purchasing agent, then?" Tend Kasaid without thinking.

The bearded man snorted. "How 'bout we jes say I'm amiddieman.”



Again, Luke explained as briefly as possible about the treasure vault on
Ossus, and before long they had struck a deal to purchase one
industrial-grade Corusca gem. That done, Luke probed the middieman for
information about who e se might have bought industrial-grade gems. The
man's eyes grew wary and distrustful. "No names - that's the bargain,” he

sad stoutly.

Tend Kapulled off another string of the fine Corusca gemsthat hung around
her neck and placed them on the table beside the payment she and L uke had

aready madefor the large gem.

"Surely you understand our caution,” Luke said. "We must know if thereis

anyone capable of stedling our treasure from us.”

The middleman picked up the string of gems and looked them over carefully
"Can'ttell yamuch," hesaidinalow voice. "Last shipment o' big

industria gems, one person bought ‘em dl. Big order.”

"Can you describe their ships, tell uswhat planet they camefrom?' Luke

pressed.

The bearded middleman ill did not ook up. "Not much, actualy. Never saw

the ship shecameon. All | know'sshe called herself a. . . alady of the

evenin'. . . er adaughter of darkness, er something' like that."

Tend Kacaught her breath, and shefelt Luke stiffen beside her. "Y ou mean



a- aNightsster?' Tenel Kaasked with aquaver in her voice.

"Yeah, that wasit! A Nightsgter,” the middleman said. "Goofy name.”

Luke'seyesmet Tenel Kasand held.

"Thank you, gentlemen, Luke said dowly. "If you'reright, I'm afraid this

‘Nightsster' may have taken some of our vauables dready.”

Jacen stood behind Qorl's pilot chair, biting hislip. The Nightsister
Tamith Ka loomed over them, powerful and threatening. He flashed aglance

at Jaina, but he didn't think they could do anything to resist.

Not yet anyway.

Docking doorsonthering of the Shadow Academy eased openinthe
slence of space, exposing adark cavernous bay rimmed with flashing yellow
lightsto guide Qorl'sshipin. The Imperid pilot worked the controls with
grim proficiency, and Jacen noticed that his damaged |eft arm-which had
never properly healed when his TIE fighter had crashed on Y avin 4-was now
bulkier, encased in black |eather from the shoulder down, wrapped with

straps and battery packs.



"Qorl, what happened to your arm?" Jacen asked. "Did they hedl it for you,

like we promised we'd do at the Jedi academy?’

Qorl diverted his atention from the docking maneuvers, turning his haunted
pale eyestoward the boy. "They did not hed it," Qorl said. "They replaced
it. 1 now have adroid arm, which is better than my old one. Stronger,

capable of moretasks." He bent hisleather-bound arm.

Jacen caught the faint whining of servomotors. His ssomach clenched in sick
revulsion. "They didn't haveto do that," Jacen said. "We could have hesled
you in abactatank, or amedical droid could have tended you. At worst you
would have been fitted with a biomechanical prosthetic that looks just like
area arm-even my uncle has one of those. There was no need to giveyou a

droidarm.”

Qorl'sface was stony, and he turned his attention back to piloting his

craft. "Nevertheless, it isdone. My arm is better now, stronger.”

The Imperid ship drifted into the docking bay, and lines of pulsing lights
continued to illuminate the reflective metd walls. A transparisted-encased
observation bay with angular windows protruded from the inner wall above.
Jacen could see small figures running diagnostics, working systemsto guide
Qorl's ship in. The ship settled down with barely a bump. The docking-bay
doors closed behind them, sedling the prisonersingde the sinister Shadow

Academy .



Tamith Ka spoke into the comm channdl. "Engage cloaking device," she sad,
her deep voice asirresistible and compelling as atractor beam. Though

Jacen could see or fed nothing different, he knew that the large space

gation had suddenly vanished, leaving theillusion of nothing but empty

space, where no one would ever find them.

Flanked by a stormtrooper escort, Tamith Kai ushered the children down the
boarding ramp, away from the assault ship that had kidnapped them from
GemDiver Station. She took them across the bay, toward a broad scarlet door

that did open asthey approached.

On the other sde stood a young-looking man dressed in flowing silvery
robes. His smooth skin and silken blond hair seemed to glow. He was one of
the most beautiful humans Jacen had ever seen, perfectly formed, like aholo
smulation of anided man, or asculptors masterpiece chisdled out of
alabaster. A contingent of stormtroopers stood behind him, blaster rifles

resting on their shoulders.

"Welcome, new recruits,” he said in agentle voice that carried undertones

of music. "l am Brakiss, leader of the Shadow Academy "

Jacen heard his sister gasp and couldn't restrain his own exclamation.
"Brakiss?' he said. "Blagter boltsl We've heard about you. Y ou were an
Imperid spy planted at Master Skywalker's academy, trying to steal our

training methods."



Brakissamiled asif inwardly amused.

"That'sright," Jaina continued excitedly. "Master Skywalker figured out who
you were, but when hetried to turn you to the light Side-to save you-you

couldn't facethe uglinessingde yoursdf.”

Brakisss amile never faltered. "Ah, so that's how he tellsit? Master
Skywaker and | did not agreeonthe. . . particulars of training in the
Force. But he had at least one good idea: He was correct to bring back the
Jedi Knights. He redlized that the Jedi were the preservers and protectors
of the Old Republic . They unified the decaying old government and

kept it divelong after it should have dissolved into anarchy.

"And now that there is anarchy among the remnants of the Imperia forces, we
need such aunifying force. We have aready found a powerful new leader, a
great one" - Brakiss smiled - "but we aso need our own group of Dark Jedi
Knights, Imperia Jedi, who will cement our factions together and give us

the will to defeat the wicked and unlawful government of the New

Republic and bring about the Second Imperium?”

"Hey, our mother leadsthe New  Republic !" Jacen objected. "She's

not wicked. And she doesn't torture people, or kidnap them, either.”

Brakisssaid, "It al depends on your perspective.”



"Whao'sthis new leader, anyway?' Jainainterrupted. "Haven't you tried to
find asingle leader before-and ended up with everyonefighting to run

what's|eft of the Empire? It won't work."

"Slence" Tamith Ka sad, her voice thick with menace. ™Y ou will not ask
questions; you will receive indoctrination. Y ou will betrained as powerful

warriorsto fight in the service of the Empire.”

"I don't think s0," Jacen said defiantly.

His sasters face flushed with anger. "We won't cooperate with you. Y ou can't
stedl usaway and just expect usto be diligent little students for you.
Master Skywaker and our parents will comb the galaxy to find us. They will

find us, and then you'l be sorry.”

Behind them, Lowie snarled and spread hislong ams asif longing to tear
something limb from limb, as his uncle Chewbacca was rumored to do whenever
he lost ahologame. The stormtroopers suddenly trained their rifleson the

infuriated Wookiee.

"Hey, don't shoot him!" Jacen said, moving between the scormtrooper and

Lowie.

Jaina spoke up in an authoritative tone that took Jacen by surprise. "What

have you done with Em Teedee, Lowiestrandator droid? He needsto



communicate-unless of course dl of these ssormtroopers can somehow speak

the Wookiee language?'

"Hewill be given hislittle droid back,” Tamith Kal said, "as soon asit

has undergone . . .suitable reprogramming.”

Brakiss clapped his hands at the troopers. "We will go to their quarters
now," hesaid. "Thelr training must begin soon. The Second Imperium hasa

great need for Dark Jedi Knights."

"Youll never turn us" Jainasaid. "Y ou re wasting your time.”

Brakisslooked at her, smiled indulgently, and stood in silence for along
moment. "Y ou may find that your mind will change," he said. "Why don't we

wait and see™

The stormtroopers formed an armed escort around them as they marched aong
the clanking metal deck plates. The Shadow Academy wasnot

comfortable and soft like Lando's GemDiver Station. The walls were not
painted with pastel colors; there were no soothing strains of music or

nature sounds over the loudspeaker systems, only harsh status reports and
chronometer tones that chimed every quarter hour. Stenciled labels marked

the doors. Occasional computer terminals mounted to the walls displayed maps

of the gtation and complicated smulationsin progress.

"Thisisan austere sation,” Tamith Kai said as Jacen stared at the cold,



heartlesswadls. "We don't bother with luxury accommodations like your
jungle academy. However, we have made sure that you each have a private
chamber so you can conduct your meditation exercises, practice your

assignments, and concentrate on developing your Force skills.”

"No!" Jainasad.

"Weld rather stay together," Jacen added.

Lowbaccaroared in agreement.

Tamith Ka cameto an abrupt stop and looked down at them. "I did not ask
your preference!" she said, her violet eyesblazing. "You will do asyou are

told."

They reached an intersection of corridors, and here they split into three
groups. Brakissled the cluster of stormtroopers that surrounded Jaina,
taking them down a corridor to theright. A larger group of guards, tense
and with weapons at the ready, helped Tamith Kai to escort Lowbacca. The

remaining guards closed around Jacen and led him off to the | eft.

"Wait!" Jacen cried, and turned to look at histwin sister for what felt to
him like the last time. Jainastared back a him, her brandy-brown eyes wide
with anxiety, but when she bravely lifted her chin, Jacen felt asurge of

courage himsdlf. They would find someway out of this.



The guards hustled him down along corridor until they stopped at one door
in aline of identical-seeming doors. Student chambers, he thought. The door
whisked open, and the stormtroopers herded Jacen into asmall cubicle,
bare-walled and uncomfortable. He saw no speaker panel on thewall, no

controls, nothing that would let him communicate with anybody.

"I'm staying in here?" hesaid in disbelief.

'Yes," the lead stormtrooper said.

"But what if | need something? How am | supposed to cdl out?' Jacen said.

The trooper turned his skull-like plasted mask to look directly at him.

"Then you will endure until someone comesfor you." The stormtroopers

stepped back, and the door shut behind Jacen, closing him in, weaponless and

done.

Then, to make thingsworse, al the lights went ouit.

Tenel Kawoke to pitch-darkness, cramped and confined, surrounded by adull
vibration. Her heart drummed arapid cadence, and perspiration prickled her
skin. An urgency, afeding that something was terribly wrong, nudged the

back of her mind. Shetried to Sit up and bumped her head, hard - against



the unyidding bottom of the bunk above her. Stifling an exclamation of
annoyance, she remembered that she was aboard the Off Chance. She relaxed
dightly-but only dightly when they had finished with the Hutt information

broker on Borgo Prime, Luke and Tendl Kadecided their best hope for finding
Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbaccalay in going directly to Dathomir, homeworld of
the origind Nightssters. Their only clue was the mysterious Nightsister,

and they had to find out who she was and whether she had the twinsand
Lowbacca. Luke had urged Tend Kato get some deep while they made their
journey. It wasthefirst opportunity she had had to rest snce her friends

had been kidnapped, and Tend Kagratefully accepted.

And s0 she had dept, sealed away from light and sound, in one of the berths
aboard the Off Chance, but her rest had again been disturbed by shadowy
dreams. She touched aswitch by her head and winced as bright cabin light
flooded the degping cubicle. Sherolled onto her ssomach, swung her legs
over the side of the bunk, and dropped a meter and a half to the floor of

the cabin. Shaking back her tumble of loose red-gold hair, Tend Ka
stretched to her full height and noted with pleasure the freedom of movement
that her tough, supple lizard-hide armor afforded her. She was glad to be

dressed asawarrior again.

The uneasy feding left by her dream persisted as Tend Kamade her way to
the cockpit and lowered hersdlf into the copilot's seet next to Luke. She
gazed through the front viewport at the swirling colorsthat indicated the

Off Chance was traveling through hyperspace.



L uke looked up from the controls. "Did you get some degp?”

"Thisisafact." She fastened the crash webbing around her, then grabbed a

thick clump of her hair and began plaiting it into abraid, adding afew

feathers and beads that she kept in a pouch attached to her belt.

"But you didn't degp well?"

She blinked at this, somehow surprised that he had noticed. "Thisisasoa

fact."

Lukedid not reply. He smply waited, and with growing discomfort she

reglized hewaswaiting for her to explain.

"l ...had adream,” she said. "It isnot important.”

Hisintense blue eyes searched her face. When he spoke, it wasin alow

voice. "l fed fear inyou."

She grimaced and shrugged. "It isadream | have had before.”

Hiseydidsfluttered shut briefly, and hetilted his head as he might have

done had he been studying her with his eyes open.

The Nightsisters?" he said at last.



"Yes. Itischildish,”" she admitted as color rushed to her cheeks, staining

them with embarrassment.

"Strange. . . | dreamt about them, too," Luke said.

Tene Kalooked at himin disbelief. "I used to think they werejust astory
that mothers and grandmothers on Dathomir told to scare children. But the

Nightssterswere dl destroyed. How could there be any |eft?”

"The people of Dathomir are often strong in the Force, and it would not be
difficult for someone elseto train themin theways of evil," hesaid. He
leaned back in the pilot's seat and stared out at hyperspace asif summoning
an old memory. "In fact, many years ago-before you were born-I traveled to
Dathomir searching for Jacen and Jaind's parents, Han and Leia. That was
when | met your mother and father, and we all joined forces to defest the

last of the Nightasters.”

Tenel Kalooked at him curioudly. Thiswas a part of the story her parents
gpoke little about. "My mother thinks very highly of you," she said, hoping

he would daborate.

Lukedid her ateasing glance. "But did she ever tell you how we met? That

she captured me?'



"Y ou don't mean-" Tenel Kabegan. "She couldn't have expected . . ."

Luke chuckled at her discomfiture. "Thisisafact."

"Oh, Master Skywaker!" Tene Kagasped in chagrin at the very ideaof Luke
submitting to the primitive marriage customs she had alway's viewed as quaint
and provincid. On Dathomir, awoman sdlected and captured the man she
wanted to marry. Her mother, Teneniel Djo, had done that to Luke Skywalker?
It brought arenewed flush of embarrassment to her face to redlize that her
mother had captured the greatest Jedi Master in the galaxy and had expected
him to marry her and father her children. Then, dl a once, the Situation

struck her as soridiculousthat shelet loose with what was, for her, a

rare sound indeed-agiggle.

"My mother has aways taught me to have respect for Jedi, and most of all
for you, Master Skywalker, but . . . please do not be offended” she gasped,
tears of mirth rising to her eyes- "I am certainly glad she did not

succeed.”

Luke, dill smiling, reached over and gave her shoulder an understanding

sgueeze. "So am 1. Y our parents belonged together.”

"I love my father, you know," Tend Kasaid, sobering, "and my mother.”

"And yet you've never told your friends who your red parentsare,” Luke

sid. "Why?"



Tend Kasguirmed uncomfortably in her crash restraints, which suddenly felt
too confining. She bad often mulled this problem over, and had cometo the
same decison again and again. "It isdifficult to explain,” shesad. 'l am

not ashamed of my parents, if that iswhat you think. | am proud that my
mother is strong in the Force and that she, awarrior from Dathomir, now

rules the entire Hapes Cluster. And | am proud of my father and what he
managed to become, despite the way he was rai sed-despite the one who raised

him."

Luke nodded sagely. "Y our grandmother?’

"Yes" Tend Kagritted. "of that part of my family, | am not proud. My
grandmother is power-hungry. She manipulates. | am not sure she even knows
how to love." Shefdt ableak bewilderment as she turned to look at L uke.

"Y et my father isloving and wise. Heisnot like her."

"No, heisn't,” Luke said. "Long ago your father Isolder did something
difficult and very brave. Redlizing that your grandmother loved power so
much she waswilling to kill anyone who threstened her, he rgjected her
teaching. Sheisastrong, proud woman, but her [essons were poisonous. He
chose instead to value and honor life wherever hefound it. Y our father's

difficult decison wastheright one.”

Tenel Kanodded. Her thoughts were bitter. "My lineage istainted by



generations of bloodthirsty, power-hungry tyrants. | am not proud that | was
born to theroyd family of Hapes," she spat. "I do not wish my friendsto
know that | am their to the throne, becauise | have done nothing to earnit,

chooseit, or deserveit.”

Luke's face was thoughtful. " Jacen and Jainawould understand that. Their

mother isone of the most powerful women in the galaxy."

Tend Kashook her head violently. "Before tell them, | must proveto
mysdlf that | am not like my ancestors. | choose to take pride only in what
| accomplish, first through my own strength, and then through the
Force-never through inherited political power. My parents are very proud

that | have decided to become a Jedi."

"l understand,” Luke said. "Y ou've chosen adifficult path.” He smiled at

her warmly. "It isagood Start for a Jedi.”

*10*

The next day, Jainasjoy at seeing her brother again was overshadowed by
Tamith Kai's presence and the fact that they were each being shepherded down

the corridor by apair of well-armed stormtroopers.

When Jacen broke away from his guards just long enough to give her aquick
hug, she spoke her words in awhispered burst. "I've got aplan. | need your

hdp."



Rough, armored hands pulled the brother and sister apart. One of the
armor-clad guardsleveled his blaster pistal at the twins and motioned them
to move on. Jainasmiled in wry amusement. Even with Tamith Ka present,
Brakiss ill wasn't certain of their cooperation. The stormtroopers were

here to ensure that they caused no trouble,

A dlight nod of Jacen's head told Jainathat he understood her words. "Want

to hear ajoke?' he asked brightly, purposely changing the subject.

"Sure" Jainaanswered with feigned innocence.

Jacen cleared histhroat. "How many stormtroopers doesit take to change a

glowpand ?'

Jainacringed inwardly. Her brother certainly was brave-or perhaps
foolhardy. Nonetheless, she took the bait. "I don't know, how many

stormtroopers does it take to change a glowpane ?'

One of the guards stepped ahead of Jaina and stopped at the door to a
lecture room in which she could see dozens of people seated. She guessed
they were probably the other Shadow Academy trainees. The guard with

the blaster pistol gestured for them to enter.

"It takes two stormtroopers to change aglowpand," Jacen said in avoice



loud enough for everyone to hear. ""One stormtrooper to changeit, and the

other one to shoot him and take credit for dl thework."

Jainatried unsuccessfully to suppress asnort of laughter. TamithKal

glared violet daggers at Jacen.

Jacen sguirmed under her angry regard and muttered, "I can tell you're from

Dathomir. Y our people aren't exactly known for their sense of humor.”

As her two guardstook her armsin abruising grip, Jainawas forced to
admit that her brother's smal act of bravado had released something insgde
her, had shown her that her mind - at least for now - was till free, that

she il had choices.

She was dragged into the meeting room, where her guards shoved her into a
sitting position at one end of a narrow, backless bench. Jacen's guards
seated him on the opposite side of the room-no doubt to punish him for his
joke. Jainawas delighted to see that Lowie sat less than ameter away from
her, with only one student between them. Heroared agreeting at her and

Jacen.

The other students were al human, clean-cut, and wearing dark uniforms.
They seemed eager to learn, glad to be at the Shadow  Academy
genuineimperia youth. She had seen peoplelike this before. She, Jacen,

and Lowie might be the only ones resisting the training, she knew.



Jainafrowned when she saw that Em Teedee was till not at Lowi€'s belt.
That would make communication difficult. She wondered what her uncle Luke
would do in such asituation. She sat up straight, cleared her mind, and

sent agentle thought probing in Lowi€s direction. Shedid not fed any

pain from him. He was unharmed-of that she was certain-but she did sense
tenson, confusion, and Smmering frustration. Shetried to send him

soothing thoughts. She wasn't sure how much got through, but when Lowie
briefly reached afurry hand around to touch her shoulder, she knew he

understood.

Jainawondered if she dared speak openly to her Wookiee friend. She would
have to find out what the student next to her was like first. He was about

her age, and alittletdler. Likedl thewilling sudents, heworea

tight, deek-fitting charcoa jumpsuit beneath aflowing robe of purest

black. He had blond hair and moss-green eyes, and he glanced at her without
any particular recognition or interest. She sent her thought probe toward

the young man, but caught nothing beyond dusive snatches that blared
fleetingly in her mind, like disconnected notes from an orchestratuning its

ingruments.

"Why are we here?' Jaina asked in avoice just above awhisper.

"Because we are here," hereplied, doof and abit defensive. "Because

Master Brakiss wishes usto be here." Helooked at her with suspicion, asif

she had proved hersdf mentdly deficient. "Arewenot dl hereto learn the



ways of the Force from Master Brakiss?'

Before Jaina could reply, Brakisshimself strode into the chamber. The
slencein the room was ingtant and complete. Not a cough or asyllable
chalenged his compelling presence. Brakisslet hispiercing eyesrove
across the faces of the gathered students. When his eyes met hers, Jaina

felt an inexplicable chill creep down her spine.

Without preamble, he began to teach.

"TheForceisan energy that surroundsal living things. It flowsthrough

us. It flowsfromus."

As his voice streamed around the students, Jainafelt her mind begin to

relax. Thiswasn't so bad after dl. All of it wastrue. The power in

Brakisss voice urged action, demanded agreement. Jaina saw the heads of
many of the students nodding. She nodded too. Jaina could not remember the
words as Brakiss |ed them smoothly, logically from one concept to another
All she remembered were the thoughts, the fedings, therightnessof it al.
Then suddenly, for some reason-perhapsit was the light touch of afurry

hand on her back-the words came into focus again, began to penetrate the

complacent fog of unquestioning agreement that had blanketed her mind.

"Y ou each have the toolsinside you to master yourselves, and to master the
Force," the tranquil, confident voice said. "And to draw on the strength of

the Force, you must learn to draw on what is strongest in you: strong



emotions, deep desires, fear, aggression, hate, anger.”

A resounding _No! _rang through Jaina's mind, and she shook her head to

clearit."That . . .can't betrue," she whispered. "It's not true.”

The student next to Jainaflicked hiseyes at her with alook of disdain.
"Of courseit'strue,” hesaid, asif usng indisputablelogic. "Master

Brakisssaid it, so it must betrue."

"What makes you so sure?' Jainahissed. "Can't you seethat he hasahold on
your mind?Y ou should get away from this place and start thinking for

yoursdf."

"l don't wishto leave," he said, hisexpresson implacable. "l wishto

study with Master Brakiss and become a Jedi.”

Jaina seethed a his stubbornness. "Have you even thought about this? Y ou
can't just blindly accept whatever he says without bothering to think about

it. What if héswrong?"

"Heistheteacher." The student's moss-green eyesblinked at her asif her

guestion made no sense. He stood abruptly, begging Brakiss's attention.

Jainatook the opportunity to lean behind him and whisper to Lowie. "I've

got aplan! Inacouple of days, I'll need you to knock out dl the



sation's power. Beready." As she sat back up, her mind finally registered

the fact that the stubborn blond student was addressing Brakiss,

"-istrying to convince your other sudents that they should not believe
you, that you do not have the true teachings of the Force. And therefore |

suggest that this-thisgirl is not aworthy pupil for you, Master Brakiss."

Brakiss's beautiful, piercing eyes narrowed and came to rest on Jaina. She

felt the press of his powerful mind againgt hers. Shetried to ress.

"You are new here," he said. "Y ou do not know our ways. Listen to my
teachings, then make your judgment. Decide for yourself. But do not
encourage othersto disbelieve me ever again.” In unison, the students
murmured their agreement-with three exceptions. "At this academy we do not
learn only one side of the Force," Brakiss went on, resuming hislecture,
though his comments seemed directed primarily toward Jacen, Jaina, and
Lowie. "Thisisnot aschool of darkness. | cal thisa Shadow Academy
, for what doeslife create by itsvery nature, if not shadows? Anditis
only through using the full range of your emotions and desiresthe light and
the dark-that you will become truly strong in the Force and fulfill your
degtiny. Thelight side by itsdlf offers only limited power. But when the
light is blended with the dark, and you work within the shadows then you

achieveyour full potentid. Use the strength of the dark side.”

Jainalooked across at Jacen, who was dowly shaking his head. Close beside

her, Lowie growled deep in histhroat. Unable to contain hersalf any longer,



Jainastood. "That's not right," she said. "The dark Sde doesn't make you
any stronger. It'sfaster, easier, more seductive. It's also more tenacious.
Just asthelight side brings freedom, the dark side brings only bondage.

Once you endave yoursdf to the dark side of the Force, you may never

escape.

A collective gasp went up, but no one said aword as Jaina and Brakiss faced
each other over the students heads. Brakiss was silent for along moment,

his mind pressng down on herswith suffocating weight.

With amenta heave Jainaflung aside the influence of hismind on hersand

challenged him, her eyesfilled with pride, her thoughtsfree.

At lagt, Brakiss shook hishead sadly. "I did not wish to make an example of
you. But you leave me no choice. Y ou have chosen to pit your puny light-side
powers against my own. | gave you onewarning. Y ou will not receive

another."

With that, Brakisslifted one hand dightly, dmost asif to wave afond
farewd|. Bluefire danced from hisfingertips and surrounded Jainain a

haze of bright agony. Brakisss cam cruelty against Jainalaunched Lowbacca
into an unbridled rage. Unable to control himsdlf, he legped from his

cramped seat, knocking over the blond student. He howled at the top of his
lungs and bared long Wookiee fangs. Ginger-colored fur stuck out in all

directions as he yanked up the bench he had been stting on and raised it



over hishead.

Alerted by the disturbance, the guards charged into the room, their stun
pistols drawn, looking for the source of the chaos-and the enraged Wookiee

was not difficult to find.

Lowie threw the bench at the incoming stormtroopers. His blow knocked the
firgt cluster of guards backward into each other, tumbling them down like
children's blocks. Five more stormtroopers tripped over their falen

companions but still managed to wade into the room. The other Shadow
Academy trainees added to the uproar, trying to shout Lowie down. The
Wookiee just roared back at them. From the podium, Brakiss urged everyone to
be cam, but no one listened. Another door whisked open, and anew

contingent of stormtroopers rushed in from the far sde of the room.

Jacen dashed to his unconscious sister's side and cradled her head and
shouldersin hislap. With relief, he sensed that she was not serioudy
injured from the Force blast. She groaned and blinked her brandy-brown eyes,

trying to fight her way back to consciousness.

"Jaina," he caled. "Jaina, snap out of it!"

"Allright ... 1 am," shesaid, struggling to Sit up. Then she seemed

suddenly to notice the brawl that Lowie had started on her behdlf.

The second set of stormtroopers drew their stun pistols as Lowie yanked a



bench out from under another Shadow  Academy student, sending her to
thefloor. The student squealed in outrage. Lowieignored her and raised the

bench to throw at the incoming stormtroopers.

They pointed their stun pistols and fired, but the beam caught the front of
the bench, doing no damage. Lowie tossed it, and the troopers scrambled out

of the way as the bench crashed against the sde wall.

L owbacca ducked to pick up something else to throw-and just as he did, the
firgt st of sormtroopers on the other side of the room, findly climbing

back to their feet, fired their stun pistols. Glowing blue arcs shot over
Lowi€'s back, missing him and striking full againgt three of the second set

of troopers on the other sde, stunning them. They sprawled sensdesson the

floor in aclattering tumble of white plasted armor.

"Cessethisdisturbance!" Brakiss shouted. His normally smooth features had

lost their serene composure.

One of the stormtroopersin thefirst group took two steps forward and aimed

his stun pistol directly at Lowie's back as the Wookiee stood up, presenting

an easy target.

Jacen watched and - in the moment before the stormtrooper could fire - used
his greatest strength with the Force to grasp the trooper's blaster and

wrench it hafway around, twisting it in the white-gloved hand so that when



the guard squeezed the firing button, the barrel was pointed toward hisown
chest. The stun beam splashed out, knocking the trooper to the ground,

UNCONSCIOUS.

"Lowie, I'mdl right," Jainacaled, picking herself up and climbing to her

feet. "Look, I'mdl right!"

More stormtroopers rushed in from both sides of the room, weapons drawn.

"Lowie, cdm down," Jacen said.

Lowbacca looked from side to side, fingers spread, arms ready to tear

something apart, until he saw he was clearly outnumbered.

Brakiss stood with hisfingers outstretched. A shimmering power curled
between them, ready to be unleashed. "We don't want to damage you," Brakiss
sad, filled with savage intengity, "but you must learn discipline” The

master of the Shadow Academy |ooked to the stormtroopers. "Return

them to their quarters, and keep them separated! We have great work to do

here and cannot be distracted by unchanneled displays of temper.”

Then Brakiss adjusted his handsome fesatures until he looked calm and
soothing again. He raised his eyebrows in admiration toward Lowie. "l am
pleased to see the strength in your anger, young Wookiee. Thet is something

we must develop. Y ou have great potentid.”



White-armored guards crushed Lowies hairy amsin their unfegling grip. The
stormtroopers marched the three young Jedi Knights out into the corridor and

toward their cdls.

*11*

Dathomir sparkled like arich topaz jewd, welcoming Tend KaasLuke
piloted the Off Chance down into the atmosphere. Anticipation tingled
through her. Regardless of the unhappy circumstances that brought them here’
Tend Kacould not help the feding of pleasure and joy that throbbed

through her veinswith every best of her heart.

Home-home. Home-home.

Turbulence buffeted the blockade runner asthey descended. Luke studied the
displays on the navigation console and adjusted their course from timeto

time

"It'sbeen along time sincel made avist to the Singing Mountain Clan,”
Lukesad. "l don't remember exactly how to get there. | think | can get us

close, but unless you happen to know the coordinates-"

Tene Karattled off the numbers before he could finish histhought. At the
sametime, sheleaned forward and entered the coordinates into the navicomp.

"I come here often,” she explained. "It is my second home in the gdaxy, but



itisthefirst home of my heart.”

"Yes" Lukesad, "l can understand that."

Asthe Off Chance carried them to the home of the Singing Mountain Clan,
they passed over shining oceans, lush forests, vast deserts, rolling hills,
and widefertile plains. Tend Kafdt strength and energy flow through her,

asif the very atmosphere of the planet had the power to recharge her.

"Look," Luke said, pointing down at a herd of blue-skinned reptilesracing

at incredible speed across aplain.

" Blue Mountain people"” Tend Kasaid. "They migrate every dawn and

every dusk.”

Luke nodded. "One of them gave me aride once."

"That isarare honor, Master Skywalker," she said. "Not even | have had

that opportunity”

The pae pink sun was high above the horizon by the time they reached the

wide, bowl-shaped valey of the Singing Mountain Clan, Tend Kas second
home. A green and brown patchwork of fields and orchards spread beneath them
inthe pinkish sunlight. Small clusters of thatched huts dotted the valey,

and morning cooking fires glimmered here and there.



L uke pointed to the stone fortress built into the side of the cliff wall

that rose high above the vdley floor. "Does Augwynne Djo till rule here?!

"Y es. My great-grandmother.”

"Good. WEll go directly to her then. I'd prefer to tell only afew people
why we are here and keep our presence as secret as possible,” he said, then
he brought the Off Chance to asmooth landing on the valley floor beside the

fortress.

"That should not be difficult,” Tenel Kareplied. "My people do not spesk

unnecessaxily."

Luke chuckled. "l can bdievethat."

Tend Kapaused hafway up the steep path that led to the fortress. She was
not at dl fatigued; she was Smply savoring the moment. L uke, who had been
following behind her with unwavering steps, halted without aword and waited
for her to continue. He did not seem the least bit winded, his breathing

dow and regular, no small feat considering the rapid pace Tendl Kaset. The
longer she knew Master Skywalker, the more she admired him, and the better
she understood why her mother - who did not often speak highly of any man

except her husband, Isolder, had always held Luke Skywalker in high esteem.

Tend Kadrew in adeep breath. The air was ddicious, but not just from the



mouthwatering odors of roasting meat and vegetabl es that wafted from the
cooking fires. It was late summer in the valley, and the warm breeze was
redolent with the scents of ripening fruit, golden grasses, and early

harvest. Despite the intermingled odors of the lizard pens and the herd of
domesticated rancors, there was afreshnessto the air that lifted her

heart.

Tend Kaset off again asif there was not amoment to lose. Findly, she
stood before the gate of the fortress, where she announced hersdlf asa
member of the clan. The gates were thrown open and Tendl Kas clan sisters
welcomed her with warm embraces and low murmurs of greeting. All were
dressed in lizard-skin tunics of various colors, like the one Tend Kawore.
Some wore elaborate helmets, while others smply wore their hair in

decorated braids.

One clan sister with black hair that fell to her waist drew the two
travelersingde. "Augwynnetold us you would come,” she said. Her

expression was grave, but Tenel Kacould seethe smilethat lit her eyes.

"Our misson isurgent,” Tenel Ka stated, not bothering to greet the woman.
"We must see Augwynne aone at once." She had never used such atone of
command in Master Skywalker's presence before, but she knew her clan sister
would not be offended. At timeslike this, pleasantries were an unnecessary

luxury among her people.

Thewoman inclined her head dightly " Augwynne has guessed thismuch. She



waitsfor you in the war room."

The ancient woman stood as they entered the room. "Welcome, Jedi Skywalker.
And wel come gregt-granddaughter Tend Ka Chume Ta Djo." She embraced each

of theminturn.

Tend Kagroaned. "Please," she said, "do not use my full name. And do not

send word that we are here."

Lukeinterrupted. "Werefollowing atrail that hasled usfrom Yavinto

Borgo Prime to Dathomir. Our need for information has brought usto you.”

Tenel Katook a deep breath and searched for words. She looked directly at
her great-grandmother. Augwynne's wrinkle-nested eyes were atentive,
cautious. "We are searching for the Nightsisters. Do any remain on

Dathomir?"

Augwynne's heavy sigh told Tenel Kathat they had cometo the right place,
The old woman fixed her gaze on Luke. "They are not Nightsisters as you and
| knew them," she said. "Not wizened crones with discolored skin, who rotted
from the nightspdl s they spoke.” She shook her head. "No, they are anewly
formed order of Nightssters, young and fair, and alied with the Empire.”
Shelifted afinger to siroke Tendl Kascheek. "Their evil issubtle. They

tame and ride rancors aswe do. They dressaswarriors, if they choose. They

arenot even dl women.. . . but they are children of darkness. They are



dangerous, with new goas. Do not seek them out.”

"Wemust," Tend Kasaid smply. "It isour best hope for rescuing my

closest friends.”

Augwynne gave her grest-granddaughter ameasuring look. "Y ou pledged

friendship with these people you must rescue?'

Tend Kanodded. "With full ceremony.”

"Then we have no other choice," Augwynne said with findity. "Y ou must

present your case before the Council of Sigers.”

*12*

Brakiss had aprivate officeonthe Shadow Academy , aplace where

he could go for solitude and contempl ation.

Now, as he pondered, he stared at the brilliant images surrounding him on
thewdls awaterfal of scarlet lavaon the molten planet Nkllon; an
exploding sun that spewed arcs of stellar firein the Denarii Nova; the
gtill-blazing core of the Cauldron Nebula, where seven giant starshad all
gone supernovaat once; and avista of the broken shards of Alderaan,

destroyed by the Empiresfirst Death Star more than twenty years before.

Brakiss recognized greet beauty in the violence of the universe, inthe



unbridled power provided by the galaxy or unleashed by human ingenuity.
Standing aone and in silence, Brakiss used Force techniques to meditate and
absorb these cosmic catastrophes, crystdlizing the strength within himself.
Through the dark side, he knew how to make the Force bend to hiswill. The
power tored within the galaxy was histo use. When he captured it and held
it with his heart, Brakiss could maintain his cam exterior and not be prone

to violence as hisfdlow ingructor Tamith Kai so often was.

Brakiss eased back in his padded chair, letting his breath flow dowly out.
The synthetic leather squeaked as his body rubbed againg it, and the
warmersingde the chair brought the temperatureto arelaxing level. The

cushions conformed themsalves to his body to give him the greatest comfort.

Tamith Kai refused such indulgences outright. She was ahard woman,
ingsting on privation and adversty to hone her skillsfor the Empire that

had recognized her potential and taken her from the bleak planet Dathomir.
Brakiss, however, found that he could think better when he was at ease. He

could plan, mull over possibilities.

Brakiss switched on the recording pad on his desktop and called up the day's
records. He would have to make areport and ship it in an armored hyperdrone

to their powerful new Imperia leader, hidden deep in the Core Systems. It

had been some time since the encampment hefounded inthe Great Canyon
on Dathomir had provided any strong new students, but the three talented

young trainees kidnapped from Skywalker's Jedi academy were another story,



worth therisk of stealing them. Brakiss could senseiit.

But their focuswas dl wrong. Master Skywaker had taught them too much and
in the wrong ways. They didn't know how to turn their anger into a sharpened
spearpoint for alarger weapon. They contemplated too much. They were too
calm, too passive-except for the Wookiee. Brakiss needed to train those

three. He and Tamith Kai would employ their separate speciatiesto work on

them.

Brakiss drummed hisfingertips on the dick surface of his desk.
Occasondly, hefdt twinges of sadnessfor having left the Yavin 4
training center. He had learned much there, though his own mission for the

Empire was aways uppermost in hismind.

Long ago, the Empire had selected Brakiss because of his untapped Jedi
ability He had undergone rigorous training and conditioning so that he could
spy on Skywaker's academy, gathering precious information. No one was
supposed to know he was a scout, planted there to learn techniques that he
could teach to the Second Imperium. The new Imperia leader had insisted on
developing hisown Dark Jedi, asymbol that those faithful to the Empire

could rally around.

Somehow, though, Master Skywaker had immediately seen through the
deception. He had realized Brakissstrue identity. But unlike previous
clumsy and unpracticed spieswho had cometo Y avin 4 with the samemission,

Brakiss had not been expelled outright. Skywalker had shown little patience



for those others-but apparently he had seen red potentid in Brakiss.

Master Skywalker had begun working on him, openly teaching him those things
he most needed to learn. Brakiss did have a great talent with the Force, and
Master Skywaker had shown him how to useit. But Skywalker had repeatedly
tried to contaminate Brakiss with the light side, with the platitudes and

pesceful waysof the New  Republic . Brakiss shuddered at the

thought.

Findly, in aprivate and supremely important test, Master Skywa ker had
taken Brakiss on amenta journey within himsalf-not alowing him to look
outward through therivers of the Force, but turning the dark student inside
to see his own heart, so he could observe the truth about what he himsalf

was made of .

Brakiss had opened atrapdoor and fdlen into apit filled with his
self-deception and the potentia crudtiesthat the Empire could force him

to carry out. Magter Skywalker stood beside him, forcing him to look-and
keep looking-even as Brakiss scrambled to escape from himself, not wanting

to facethelies of hisown exisence.

But the Imperia conditioning ran too deep. Hismind wastoo far lost in
sarviceto the Empire, and Brakiss had nearly gone insane from that ordedl.
He had run from Master Skywalker, taking his ship and fleeing into the

depths of space. He had remained donefor along time beforefindly.



returning to the embrace of the Second Imperium, where he put his expertise

towork . . just asit had been planned from the beginning.

Brakiss was handsome, perfectly formed, not at al corrupted as the Emperor
had appeared in hislast days, when the dark side had devoured him from
within. Brakisstried to deny that corruption-to comfort himsalf with his

outer gppearance-but he could not escape the uglinessin the darkness of his
heart. He knew his place in the Empire would be reborn, and he had learned
to be content with that service. His greatest triumph was his Shadow
Academy , where he could oversee the new Dark Jedi being trained: dozens
of students, some with little or no talent a dl, but otherswith the

potentia for true greatness, like Darth VVader himsdlf.

Of course, the new Imperia leader also recognized the danger in creating
such apowerful group of Dark Jedi. Knights who had fallen to the dark side
were bound to have ambitions of their own, tempted by the power they
themselves controlled. It was Brakisssjob to keep them in line. But the
great leader had his own protective measures. The entire Shadow
Academy wasfilled with sdf-destructive devices. hundreds, if not
thousands, of chain-reaction explosives. If Brakissdid not succeed in
creating histroop of Dark Jedi, or if the new trainees somehow staged a
revolt againgt the Second Imperium, the Imperial leader would trigger the
dtation's salf-destruct sequences. Brakiss and all the Dark Jedi would be
destroyed in aflash. A hostage to darkness, Brakiss was never alowed to
leave the Shadow Academy By order of the great leader, he would remain

there, confined, until he and dl histrainees had proven themsdlves.



Brakissfound that sitting on a huge bomb made it difficult to concentrate.

But he had grest confidence in hisown gbilitiesand in TamithKai's.

Without that confidence he could never have become a Jedi in the first
place-and he would never have dared to touch the teachings of the dark side.
But he had learned those ways, and he had grown strong. He would turn these

new students. He was sure he could do it.

Brakiss smiled as he finished the report encapsulating his plans. The lanky
Wookieg's anger was something to take advantage of, and Tamith Kai wasthe
best at that. The new Nightsister was a born tormentor, and she carried out

her duties extremely well. Brakisswould let her train Lowbacca

He, on the other hand, would work with the twins, the grandchildren of Darth
Vader. They were too calm, too well trained, and resisted in subtle ways

that would prove far more difficult to deal with. For them, he had other
methods. First, he had to find out what Jacen and Jainaredly wanted, and

hewould giveit to them.

From that point on, they would be his.

*13*

The Shadow Academy 'straining chamber stood large and empty, a

yawning, vacant space walled off on al sides. The doors sealed behind



Jacen, imprisoning him with Brakiss, leaving him to face whatever the
teacher had in store. Thewallswere aflat gray, studded with agrid of
computer sensors. Jacen saw no controls, no way out. He looked up at the
beautiful man, who stood in silvery robes watching Jacen with acam,

patient smile.

Brakissreached into his shimmering robes and withdrew ablack cylinder

about haf the length of Jacen'sforearm. It had three power buttonsand a

series of widely spaced grooves for fingerholds.

A lightsaber.

"Y ou will need thisfor today'straining,” Brakiss said, broadening his

amile. "Takeit. It'syours.

Jacen's eyes widened. His hand reached forward, but he drew back, trying to

hide his eagerness. "What do | haveto do for it?" he asked warily.

"Nothing," Brakissanswered. "Just useit, that'sall.”

Jacen swallowed and did not meet Brakisss eyes, afraid to show how he

longed to have his own lightsaber. But he didn't want to haveit in this

place, under these circumstances. "Hey, I'm not supposed to,” he said.

"I haven't completed my training. Master Skywaker and | had this discussion

just afew daysago.”



"Nonsense, Brakiss said. "Master Skywalker is holding you back

unnecessarily. Y ou aready know how to use one of these. Go ahead.”

Brakiss extended the lightsaber handle to Jacen, moving it closer,
tantaizinghim. "Hereat the Shadow Academy wefed that lightsaber
skillsare among thefirgt talents a Jedi should devel op, because strong,
ablewarriors are dways needed. If aJedi Knight is not ready to fight for

acause, then what good is he?'

Brakiss pressed the lightsaber into Jacen's hands, and Jacen ingtinctively
curled hisfingers around it. The wegpon fdt at the same time heavy with
responsbility and light with power. The finger grooves were widdy spaced

for hisyoung hand, but he would grow accustomed to it.

Jacen touched the power button, and with a snap-hiss a sapphire beam
crackled out, indigo at the core but eectric blue on the fringes. He
flicked the blade from side to side, and the molten energy diced through

theair, trailing afaint smell of ozone. He dashed back again.

Brakissfolded his hands together. "Good," he said.

Jacen whirled and held the lightsaber up. "Hey, what's to stop me from just

cutting you down right here, Brakiss? Y ou're evil. Y ou've kidnapped us.

Youretraining enemiesof the New  Republic "



Brakiss laughed-not a mocking laugh, but smply an expression of wry
amusement. "Y ou won't kill me, young Jedi,” he said. "Y ou would not cut down
an unarmed opponent. Cold-blooded murder is not part of the training Master
Skywaker gives hisyoung trainees. . . unless he has changed his

curriculum sncel left Yavin 47"

Brakiss's dabaster-smooth face seemed exquisitely serene, but heraised his
pale eyebrows. "Of courseif you do let loose your anger,” he said, "and
dicemein haf, you will have taken asignificant first step down the dark
path. Even though | won't be here to see the benefits, the Empire will no

doubt use your abilitiesto great advantage.”

"That's enough,”" Jacen said, switching off the lightsaber.

"You'reright," Brakiss agreed. "No moretak. Thisisatraining center.”

"What are you going to do to me?' Jacen said, holding up the lightsaber

handle, dert and ready to switch it on again.

"Just practice, my dear boy," Brakiss said, casing toward the door. "This
room can project holo-remotes, imaginary enemiesfor you to fight, to help

you hone your skill with your new weapon. Y our lightsaber.”

"If they'rejust holo-remotes, why should | fight at al?" Jacen said

defiantly. "Why should | cooperate?’



Brakiss crossed hisarms over hischest. "I'minclined to ask you to indulge
me, but | doubt you would do that-at |east not yet. So let us put it another
way." Hisvoice took on asudden hard edge, as sharp asrazor crystal. "The
holo-remotes will be monster warriors. But how do you know | won't dipin
an actua creatureto fight againgt you? Y ou would never know the
difference, the holo-remotes are so redigtic. And if you stand there and
refuseto fight, areal enemy might just remove your head from your

shoulders.

"Of course, | probably won't do that in the first session. Probably not. Or
maybe | will, to show you I'm sincere. Y ou'l be herealong timetraining

inthe dark side. Y ou never know when | might lose patience with you."

Brakiss stepped out of the training chamber, and the metal doors shut behind

himwith aclang.

Aloneinthedimly lit chamber with itsflat gray wals, Jacen waited,

tense. Except for hisbreathing and his heartbeat, the room was completely
dlent, asif it swallowed dl noise. He shifted, felt the hard Coruscagem
il hidden in his boot. He took comfort in the fact that the Imperias had
not found it and taken it away from him, but he didn't know how it could

help him now.

Jacen turned the lightsaber handle in his hands, trying to decide what he



should do. Intellectually, he was certain Brakiss was bluffing, that the man

would never send in areal murderous monster. But a part of Jacen's heart

wasn't o sure, and the dight twinge of doubt made him uneasy. Thenthe air
shimmered. Jacen heard a grinding sound and whirled to ook behind him. A
door he had not noticed before crawled open to reveal a shadowy dungeon from
which something large and shambling scraped forward, dragging sharp claws

adong thefloor.

Jacen's hobby back at home had been studying strange and unusua animasand
plants. He had pored over the records of known aien races, memorizing them
al-but ill it took him afew moments to recognize the hideous monster

that was now emerging fromitscell. It was an Abyssin, aone-eyed monster
with greenish-tan skin, broad shoulders, and long, powerful armsthat hung

near the ground and ended in claws that could shred trees.

The cyclopean creature plodded out of its cell, growled, and looked around
with its one eye. The Abyssin seemed to bein pain, and the only thing it
saw - and therefore its only target - was young Jacen, armed with his
lightsaber. The Abyssin roared, but Jacen stood firm. He held up hisfree
hand, palm outward, trying to use the soothing Force techniques that had

proven so successful when hed tamed new animals as his pets.

"Cam down," hesaid. "Cam down, | don't want to hurt you. I'm not with

these people.”

But the Abyssin didn't want to be calmed, and stalked forward, swinging its



long arms like clawed pendulums. Of course, Jacen redlized, if the monster
was redly just ahologram, then his Jedi techniques would beirrelevant.

The Abyssin pulled out along, wicked club that had been strapped against
its back. The club looked like agnarled branch with spikes on one end, with
afar longer reach than the lightsaber's. The one-eyed monster could pound

Jacen and never be touched by the Jedi blade.

"Blaster boltdl" Jacen muttered under his breath.

Heflicked on the lightsaber, feding the power of the energy blade that
pulsed in front of him with ablinding blue glow. The Abyssin blinked its
snglelarge eye, then charged forward, its fang-filled mouth wide open. The
creature svung its spiked club like a battering ram. Jacen dashed in front

of himsalf with the lightsaber defensvely, indtinctively. The glowing blade
diced off thetip of the club aseasily asif it were apiece of soft

cheese. The spiked end clanged on the metal floor.

The mongter looked at the smoking end of its club for just asecond, then
howled and charged again. Jacen was ready thistime-his heart pounding,
adrendine flowing, attuned to the Force and focused on hisenemy. The
Abyssin hammered down with the club, too close for Jacen to strike with the
lightsaber. He dodged to the side, and the creature swung again, thistime
with araking handful of claws. Jacen made adivefor the floor and rolled,
holding the lightsaber at arm's length to keep from harming himsalf with the

deadly blade.



The Abyssin pounced on him, thrusting with the thick end of the club. But
Jacen lay on hisback and held the lightsaber up, twisting hiswriststo
dash the remainder of the club down to a smoldering Ssump in the mongter's

hands, then rolled sideways to dodge the heavy wood asit fell to the floor.

The Abyssin tossed away the usdess sump and yowled again, then lunged to
grab Jacen from the floor. But Jacen held the lightsaber in front of

himsdlf, pushing it forward like aspear. The glowing tip plunged into the
descending monster's broad chest, scorching through until it disintegrated

the Abyssin's heart. With aloud and fading shriek of pain, the creature
dumped and fell forward. Jacen winced, knowing he would be crushed by the
brute-but in midair the cyclopsflickered and dissolved into Stetic, then

nothingness, as the hologram projectors shut down.

Gasping and swesting, Jacen turned off the lightsaber. The hissng energy
beam was swallowed into the handle with a descending thwoop. He stood up and
brushed himself off. Asthe door opened again, Jacen whirled, ready to face

another hideous enemy. But only Brakiss stood there, quietly applauding.

"Very good, my young Jedi,” Brakiss said. "That wasn't so bad now, was it?

Y ou show greet potentid. All you need is the opportunity to practice.”

*14*

Lowie crouched atop the deeping platform in hisown cell, back pressed to



the corner, shaggy knees drawn up to his chest. He wallowed in abject misery
and sdlf-recrimination; occasondly helet out agroan. How could he have
been s0 stupid? He had | et theriptide of Brakisssteaching draw him

further and further into his sea of anger until he had beenimmersedinit,

swept away by its current. Jacen had not given in. And seductive as

Brakisss teachings were-L owie refused to think of him as Master
Brakiss-Jaina had not succumbed to them either; she had merely stood up and

spoken for what she believed.

A growl of self-reproach rumbled deep in histhroat. He done, who had
aways prided himself on his thoughtfulness-on his dedication to studying,

to learning, to understanding-had alowed himsdlf to be influenced by the
poisonous teachings. He would have to be more careful in the future. Resit,

block out the words.

If Jacen and Jaina could stay strong, then so could Lowie. Jainahad not
given up. She said she had a plan, and he would need to be ready to do his
part when the time came to escape. Lowie drew comfort from the thought of
hisfriends strength. He could resist giving in to hisanger. He pounded a
furry fist against thewall at his side and bellowed his defiance. Hewould

ress.

Asif inresponseto his chdlenge, the door did open and two stormtroopers
stepped in, followed by Tamith Kai. Lowiewrinkled his nose, noting

something e sethat had entered hisroom uninvited: the unpleasant smell



that hung about them, an odor of darkness. The stormtroopers each carried an
activated stun wand, and L owie guessed that they expected him to cause

further trouble.

"Youwill gand," Tamith Ka said.

Lowie wondered whether he dared resist. A prod from one of the
stormtroopers stun wands answered the question for him. Tamith Ka'sviolet
gaze raked up and down Lowie for amoment, and then she blew out a short

bresth, asif about to start adifficult task that she had set hersdlf.

"You are not yet skilled in the ways of the Force," she said, not unkindly,
"yet you have the capacity for great anger.” She nodded with approval. "This
isyour greatest strength. | will teach you now to draw upon that anger, to
bring forth your full power in the Force. Y ou will be surprised a how it

will accelerate your learning.” She turned to the ormtroopers. "Remove his

belt."

Lowie put a protective hand to the glossy braids that encircled hiswaist

and crossed over his shoulder. He had risked hislife to acquire these
fibersfrom the syren plant as part of hisrites of passageinto Wookiee
adulthood; then he had painstakingly woven them into abelt that symbolized

his independence and sdlf-reliance.

He opened his mouth to snarl an angry objection but stopped short, redizing

that this was exactly the response Tamith Kai hoped for-to goad him into



anger. He would not be so easlly fooled thistime. He stood, resolute and

passive, while the stormtroopers removed the precious belt.

She motioned for him to precede her from the room. One of the stormtroopers
administered an encouraging prod. Tamith Kai's smile mocked Lowie. "Yes,

young Wookiee," she said, "your anger shal be your greatest srength.”

They led him to alarge, unfurnished chamber. Bright orange and red light
glared down from unfiltered glowpand s set into the celling. The chilled air
stank of meta and sweat. When the door did shut with ahissand aclang,
Lowie looked around. He was completely alone. Lowbacca stood waiting for
what seemed like hours, dert, prepared for whatever Tamith Kai might useto

provoke him. His golden eyes roved the blank walls with suspicion.

Nothing happened.

Ashewaited, the lightsin the room seemed to glow brighter, the air to

turn colder. Finally, he sat down with his back pressed to one wall, il

wary, ill watching.

Nothing.

After along time, Lowie straightened up with ajerk, redizing that he had

been about to doze off. He eyed the walls again, looking for any changes,

and found himsdf wishing for even the annoying Em Teedeeto keep him



awake-and to keep him company.

Sound exploded in Lowi€'s head, high-pitched and excruciating, awakening him
from afitful degp. Garish lights flashed overhead, blinding in their

intengity. Lowie sprang to hisfeet. Trying to focus his eyes, helooked

around for the source of the siren and pressed his hands over hisears,

groaning in pain. But he could not block out the sound that diced into his

brain asalaser would dice into soft wood. Without warning, al sound

ceased, leaving avacuum of silence. The glowpane s stabilized, returning to

their former leve of brightness.

Tamith Kai's face appeared behind a broad transparisted panel in the wall
that Lowie had not noticed before. Still groggy from hisinterrupted deep,

Lowiethrew himsdlf againg the pand in frustration.

Tamith Kai's pleased chuckle sobered him ingtantly. "A fine gart,” she

sad.

Lowie backed into the center of the room and sat down, wrapping hislong
hairy arms around hislegs, afraid to make any further response lest helose

histemper again.

Her taunting voice echoed through the empty chamber. "Oh, we are far from
finished with our lesson, Wookiee. Y ou will stand." Lowie pressed his

forehead to his knees, refusing to look at her, refusing to move.



"Ah," the voice continued, "perhapsit isfor the best. Thefire of your

anger will burn brighter the more fue | add.”

The high-pitched sound drilled into hisbrain again, and flashing lights
assaulted hiseyes. Lowie concentrated, focused his mind insde himself. He
mutely endured. The lights and sound ceased as a heavy black object fell
from an access hatch onto the floor beside him. Deep in concentration, Lowie

didn't flinch, but he looked up to see what it was.

"Thisisasonic generator,” Tamith Kai'srich, degp voice announced. "It
produces the lovely music you've been enjoying today.” An undercurrent of
cruel amusement rippled through her words. "It dso containsthe
high-intengity strobe relay for the glowpanels. To complete your lesson for

the day, al you need do is destroy the sonic generator.”

Lowielooked at the boxy object: it measured less than ameter to aside,
was made of adull burnished meta with rounded edges and corner-s, and had

no handholds whatsoever. He reached for it.

"Rest assured,” Tamith Kai's voice came again, "even afull-grown Wookiee

cannot lift it without using the Force."

Lowietried to heft the object, found that she was correct. He closed his
eyes and concentrated, drawing on the Force, and tried again. The generator

hardly budged. Lowie shook his head in confuson.



Theweight itsdlf, or the object's size, should not have mattered, hetold
himsalf. Perhaps, he reasoned, he wasjust too tired. Or perhaps Tamith Kai

was using the Forceto hold it down.

"Think, my young Jedi,” Tamith Ka chided. "Y ou cannot expect to lift the

heaviest object with your weskest muscles.”

Lightsflashed again, and a dagger of sound pierced hisears. But only for a

moment.

"Do not keep your anger pent up,” Tamith Kai's voice continued asif there
had been no interruption. "Y ou must useit . . . rleaseit. Only then can

you set yourself free”

L owie recognized what she was doing, and the knowledge gave him strength. He
closed his eyes, drew adeep breath, and concentrated, prepared to resist

the lights and sound. But he was not prepared for what followed. From all

Sdes, jetsof icy water exploded from the wdls, buffeting him with

bruising force. He was drenched and shivering, but till the high-pressure

streams pummeled him, invaded him. The prying liquid forced itself up under
hiseydids, ingde his ears and mouth, and streamed down his bodly, chilling

him to the bone.

As unexpectedly asit had begun, the watery attack ended. Shuddering

convulsvely from the cold, Lowielooked down to find himself ankle-degpin



water that was barely warmer than glacia runoff. Anger welled up within
him, but he suppressedit, let it flow out of him asthe water had streamed
down hisbody. Hetried instead to shift the sonic generator again, but to

no avall.

Asif Lowieseffort had triggered it, the sonic generator began afresh
assault on his senses, strobing the glowpand s and flooding the room with
high-pitched wailing until Lowie feared hewould drown init. Instead, he

concentrated on thoughts of hisfriends Jacen and Jaina. He would be strong.

When the generator paused, more fists of freezing water pounded him again
from al sides. How long these tortures aternated, L owie could not say.
After atime, it seemed hislife had adways been alitany of lights, sound,
water, lights, sound, water . . .And till he did not givein to hisanger.

By thetime Tamith Ka spoketo him again, hewas curled into atight,
freezing ball of soggy misery, perched directly on the sonic generator inan

effort to bring feding back to hisnumb legs and fedt.

"Y ou have the power within you to end your ordedl,” her voice said with mock

pity. "Alas, young Jedi, fortitudeis only admirable when it gainsyou

something.”

Lowiedid not raise his head or acknowledge her words.

"Y ou cannot help yourself in thisway. Y ou cannot help your friends. Y our



friends have dready learned the truth of my words," she went on.

Lowie's head snapped up, and he voiced agrow! of disbelief.

"Ah, but it istrue," she said, anote of encouragement in her voice. "Would

you like to seethem?”

Before he could utter abark of agreement, apair of holographic images spun
inthe air before his eyes. One showed Jacen widding alightsaber, alook

of fierce enjoyment lighting hisyoung features. In the other Jainaused the
Force to toss aside heavy objects, her head thrown back with a challenging

orin.

Lowie reached toward the luminescent images with ayelp of sunned
disbelief-and fell face-first into the icy water that covered the floor. He

hauled himsdlf back to hisfeet, and the sonic generator resumed its

torturous whine. From deep within him, horror mixed with rage and a sense of
betrayad, fanning the embersthat had smoldered for so long. Flames of anger
sprang up ingde him, warming him with their undeniable heet, risng higher

and higher until they burst from histhroat in ahowl of fury.

And he knew no more.

Lowie woke to restful darkness back in hisown cdll. The room waswarm, and

he lay on his degping platform covered with a soft blanket. His muscles

ached, but hefdt wdll rested. He moved ahand to hiswaist and found that



he was once again wearing hiswebbed belt. The voice of Tamith Ka spoke

next to him.

Lowiewas not surprised to find thetall, dark-haired Nightsster standing
besde him. Inthe dim light of the cell's glowpanels he saw that she held

anirregularly shaped metal object.

"Y ou have done well, young Wookiee," she said.

Lowie gave asad moan as the memory of what he had done flooded back to him.

"With your anger you succeeded beyond my highest expectations,” Tamith Kai
said, looking at him with obvious pride. "Asareward, I've brought you back

your droid."

Lowies mind fatered with confusion. Should hefed proud of what he had
done? Should he be ashamed? He recelved Em Teedee from Tamith Kai's hands
with relief and clipped the little droid to its accustomed place a his

belt.

"Youwill makeafineJedi," Tamith Kai said.

She smiled congpiratoridly. " After you unleashed your anger, we were ungble

even to repair the sonic generator, aswe have every time before.”



And then she swept out of the room, leaving him to his thoughts. Lowie stood
and groaned as his muscles refused to cooperate, and he dumped back onto

the degping platform.

"Well, if you ask my opinion,” Em Teedee's thin voice piped up, "you caused

agreat ded of your own pain through your needless resstance.”

Lowbacca growled a surprised reply.

"Who asked me?' Em Teedee said. "Wdll, | redly don't know why you should be
so upset. After dl, youre hereat the Shadow Academy tolearn.

Why, you're very fortunate that they've taken such an interest in you. The
Imperias are very perceptive, you know. So perceptive, in fact, that they

saw my own potential and

have induded

me in their plans. | an most honored.”

With an uncomfortable suspicion, Lowie barked a question.

"Wrong withme?' Em Teedee asked. "Why, nothing. Quite the contrary. Asan
expression of their complete confidence in me, Brakissand Tamith Ka have
had my programming enhanced. | fed much better now than | ever have. | am
to beanintegra part of your ingtruction here. Y ou must realize that they

have only your best interests at heart. The Empireisyour friend."



Lowie made athoughtful sound as if accepting Em Teedee's words-and reached
down to switch thelittle droid off. His head had suddenly become clear. Em
Teedeg'swords had crysalized something in hismind. He might have given

in, but he had not given up. And if he knew anything about Jacen and Jaina,

the same was true for them-at |east that's what he would have to hope.

*15*

It was midafternoon by the time Tenel Kareturned. She found Master
Skywadker quietly contemplating in the smal dave's quarters Augwynne Djo

had offered him to keep him away from curious eyes during the meeting.

"I've spoken with the Council of Sisters,” she said. Waves of afternoon heat
rippled up the cliffsde to the for-tress of the Singing Mountain Clan,
giving theair aflat, burnt smell. "They expect vistorsto come a dusk.

At tha timedl of our questionswill be answered.”

"Thenwewait,” Master Skywaker said, looking at her with hisintense blue
eyes. "ltisone of the mogt difficult thingsto do-especialy a such an

urgent time, when we don't know what's happened to Jacen or Jainaor
Lowbacca. But if waiting gets us answers where action would not ... then

waiting" - he smiled - "isthe action we must choose.”

Likeagood guest, Tenel Kabusied hersdf with minor dutiesto help the



Singing Mountain Clan asthe hours crawled dowly by. The sun swung toward
the horizon and dusk. Low cloudsin the other-wise clear air burned pink and
orange, scattering leftover raysinto the heated atmosphere. Clicking

insects and scuttling lizards began to move about astheir world cooled with

evening, adding faint rustling noisesto the day's silence.

Onthelower tier of dliff dwellings, looking down upon the baked rocky

plain, Tend Kaand Master Skywaker watched the lengthening shadows cast by
sunset across the desert. Compared with the bright reptilian hides Tend Ka
wore, Master Skywalker's brown robes seemed drab and nondescript-but she

knew the strength and skill he harbored within himsdf.

Tend Kanoticed something dark and large moving acrossthe plain. She
perked up and squinted her gray eyes, sudying the creature asit came

closer. Some large beast bearing arider, no, two riders.

Master Skywalker nodded. "Yes, | seeit. A rancor carrying two.” Tend Ka
squinted again, then redized that Luke was enhancing hisvison with the

Force, sensing aswell as seeing.

Othersfrom the Singing Mountain Clan came to their open adobe windows and

stood on the cliff bal conies, gazing down in nervous anticipation.

The rancor plodded forward, dow but unstoppable. Tenel Kacould clearly see
the hulking monstrosity, whose knobby, tan-gray body seemed nothing more

than avehicleloaded with ferocious fangs and claws. A tall, muscular woman



rode in front; behind her sat adark-haired young man with thick eyebrows,

wearing acloak of slver-shot black, just like the woman's.

"Sheé'saNightsgter,” said Tend Ka. "l canfed it."

Master Skywalker nodded. "Y es, but this new breed seemswell trained, and
even more dangerous. Something is happening here. | can fed we're onthe

right track.”

"But - what isthat . . . man doing with her?"

Tend Kaasked. "No ruler on Dathomir would treat a man as her equal.”

"Wel," Luke sad, "perhapsthingsredly have changed.”

Below, the Nightsister rider pulled the enormous rancor to ahalt. The

clawed, lumpy-headed beast hissed and reared up, dragging its knobby
knuckles across the baked hardpan. The Nightsister dismounted, and her
black-robed companion did down beside her. They stood between two towering

bronze rocks that thrust up from the sands.

"Hear me, worthy people!" the woman caled up the cliffs. Her shout echoed
aong therocks, reflecting her words and making her voice seem louder and
broader. Tend Kawondered how dark woman could speak so forcefully she felt

the Nightsster's tug on her imagination even as she sood and listened.



"She'susng aForcetrick,” Master Skywalker said, "pulling on your

emotions, making you interested in what she's about to say"

Tend Kanodded. A cool breeze stirred up by the rapidly changing

temperatures of evening whipped her red-gold hair about her face.

"Once again, we come to seek othersinterested in what we have to offer.

Y es, we know that long ago evil Nightssters ruled Dathomir with aniron
hand and acruel will. They were bad people-but that doesn't mean their
training was completely wrong, that everything they knew about power isto

be despised.

"l am VonndaRa, and thisismy companion Vilas. Yes-amae. | can senseyou

are shocked and surprised, but you should not be. From other dlies, we have

learned that this power wecdl . . .the Force dwellsin dl things, mae

and femde. Not only can the

Sgersuseit for their own benefit, but maes - Brothers - can dso widd

such gtrength.”

Many of the peoplein the dliff dwellings tirred.

"l senseyour dishdief,” VonndaRasaid, "but | assureyou it istrue.”

Tend Kawhigpered to Magter Skywalker. "I have seen many thingsin the last



few years," shesaid, "and | believe | know how other societieswork - but |
hear that some of the more conservative clans on Dathomir are not quite

ready to accept such measures of equality.”

Master Skywalker nodded, but pursed hislips gravely. "Therés nothing in
Jedi teachingsthat favors either male or femae - or even human, for that

matter. Y our people have only been decaiving themselves.”

Far below, Vonnda Ra stood beside her tamed rancor and shouted up. "Vilas,
my best male student, will demongtrate for you one smdl thing he has

learned, something that will amaze you.”

Dark-haired Vilas removed his spangled black cloak and draped it on the
patched whuffa-hide saddle across the rancor's back. He began to
concentrate, standing off to himself in the flat, baked dirt between the

sone columns, hisarms at his sde, hands clenched into fists.

Even from thisfar up the cliff, Tend Kacould hear Vilas humming. Benegth
their bushy brows, his eyes were squeezed shut. Hisblack hair began to

rise, flickering with static eectricity. He rippled with agrowing power.
Upinthe purple sky, stars had just begun to shine through, bright white

lights againgt the darkening backdrop of the almost-faded sunset. Clouds
started to gather, faint wisps at first, like corded shadows across the sky

that knotted and drew together. Tenel Ka stood back as the breeze picked up

and became colder.



"We are dways searching for new trainees," VVonnda Ra shouted up to the
gathered crowd. The Snging Mountain people clustered forward to
their windows and balconies. "If any of you would like to learn the ways of
the Force, to do what Vilasand | can do-whether you be mae or female,
noble-born or dave, comejoin us. Our settlement is a the bottom of the

Great Canyon , only three daysjourney from here by foot.

"We cannot guarantee that we will choose you, but we will test your
abilities. Any wefind with the right kind of talent, we will adopt as our
own. We will teach you to be an important part in the machine of the

universe. Y our future can be bright, if you arewith us."

AsVonnda Rafinished, an ear-shattering peal of thunder drowned out her
last words. Violent blue lightning danced in greet forksthat skittered

across the sky. Vilas had climbed one of the bronze rock pinnacles,
scrambling up, light-footed, asif someone were drawing him up on cables.
Now he stood on the flat weathered rock, arms raised. Static electricity
swirled like awhirlpool around him as the gathering thunderstorm coadesced
at hisbidding. More lightning flickered around the desert-scape, striking
solitary boulders on the flat plain and sending up showers of dust and
sparks. The storm thickened, dashing at them with cold wind. Tend Ka

blinked back stinging tears as her hair thrashed around her.

Vilas stood atop his pinnacle of rock, commanding the storm. The clouds

thickened, turning the sky black. Tend Kalooked down the cliff face and



saw that beside the lone rancor, Vonnda Ra aso held her hands outstretched,
palms up, fingers spread, calling the orm. Lightning came down acrossthe

desert. Therancor snorted and reared, but did not run.

"Cometothe Great Canyon ," VonndaRashouted above the screaming
wind. "If you want to touch power such asthis, cometothe Great

Canyon "

Vilas sprang down from the stone pinnacle and landed with ease on the
windswept desert sands next to the rearing rancor. He and Vonnda Ra
scrambled onto the patched saddle. Vonnda Ra grabbed the creaturesreins
and yanked it about. The clawed monster |oped off into the distance asthe

storm continued to rage around the cliffs.

Tend Kadtared &fter, trying to keep her eyes on the dwindling silhouette
of the monster and itstwo riders. "So now we know," she said. "What shall

wedo?'

Luke put his hand on her shoulder, and she could sense his confidence. "We
gotothis Grest Canyon and offer ourselves as candidates,” he said.
"They are looking for new peopleto train. And now were sure were on the

right track. Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbacca might be there already.”

Tend Kabit her lip and nodded. "Thisisafact.”



*16*

Jainaleft the lightsaber switched off and pushed it back toward Brakiss,

but he wouldn't takeit.

"l won't play your games,” Jainainsisted.

"Wedo not play at the Shadow Academy ," Brakisssaid. "But wedo

practice. Important training for a Jedi.”

"Fighting stupid holographic monsters? | won't do it anymore. I've done too
much for you aready. Y ou may aswell just take us home, because welll never

sarveyour Shadow Academy "

Brakiss spread his hands. "Ah, but you're getting so good with the
lightsaber," he said, asif reasoning with arecdcitrant child. "Try it one
moretime. I'll give you aworthy opponent, someone a bit more chalenging

tofight.”

"Why should I?" Jainasaid. "l don't owe you anything. | want to see my

brother. | want to see Lowie."

"Y ou will seethem soon enough.”



"I won't fight unlessyou promise | can seethem.”

Brakisssighed. "Very well. | promiseto let you see each other again,
during classes. But only" - he held up onefinger - "if you agree not to

cause more disturbances.”

Jaina pressed her mouth into agrim line. For now, thiswas the best she

could hope to accomplish. "Agreed.”

Then Brakiss said, histone disturbingly encouraging, “Think of it thisway
- the more training you undergo, the better chance you'll haveif ever you
fight against me. Congder it . . . training for your eventual escape,

hmmm?'

She found the calm smile maddening on his smooth, handsome face.

"Therewill be another changein our session thismorning. Asyou fight, you
will be shrouded in a holographic disguise. It will not hinder your
movements, but you may find it abit distracting. Y ou must learn to fight
wesaring this three-dimensional mask: for the good of the Empire, we may

occasiondly need to deploy our Dark Jedi in disguise.”

Jainaheld thelightsaber in front of her. "All right, I'll fight thisone

training session - then you have to let me see my brother and Lowie."



"That was our agreement,” Brakiss answered. "I'll go arrange it now.

Meanwhile, good luck.” He dipped back out the doorway, and it sealed shut.

Shadows wrap themselves around her - not enough to blind her, just ablur.
Sheredlized it must be the holographic costume. On the other side of the
room an imaginary wooden door groaned open, and Jainarolled her eyes. Just
acorny illuson, as everything else had been. Jainawas not amused. Her

only challenge wastrying to figure out how the equipment on the station
worked. Someday shewould foil the Shadow Academy |, bringits

systems crashing down- For now, she would play aong with Brakiss, and
eventudly she would find away to turn the head teacher's schemes against

him.

Her new opponent stepped out of the barred dungeon doorway-atall, looming
figure wrapped completely in black. The black plasteed mask echoed and
hissed as Darth Vader breathed through his respirator. Startled, she caught

her breeth, ingtinctively flicking on her lightsaber. Brakisswasnt playing

far! Thiswent beyond any of the other illusions he had sent againgt her

before. Darth Vader had been killed before the twins were even born, but the

Dark Lord of the Sith had been her grandfather; she knew all about him.

Vader'slightsaber was a deep pulsing red, like fresh blood, glowing with

light from within. Jainafet both anger and dismay rise within her, and she
stepped forward to confront him. Her holographic costume swirled around her,
but shedidn't let it distract her. Jaina hated the evil acts Darth Vader

had performed during his aliance with the Emperor, but she dso loved the



idea of what her grandfather Anakin Skywalker could have been, the good man
he had becomein his last moments when he turned against the Emperor and

ended hisreign of terror.

Whether it was her own fear or something deeper, Jaina sensed agreat
uneasinessin the training chamber, a pulsating dread that dowed her
movements. Darth Vader took advantage of her shocked hesitation. He came
toward her, scarlet lightsaber sizzling. His breething echoed dl around

her. Vader dashed with the weapon, and Jaina countered with her own beam,
producing a shower of sparks asthe energy blades crossed and struck. They

gruck again and again. Thrusting. Parrying. Attacking. Defending.

Jaina swung, trying to land ablow on Darth VVader's chest armor, but the

Dark Lord brought his own beam up to crash againgt hers. She backed away as
he attacked with gresater strength, dashing, striking with hislightsaber.

The shrieks of eectrica discharge nearly deasfened her. But as Jainabegan

to fater, she pretended Vader was Brakiss or Tamith Kai - the oneswho had
kidnapped her and brought all of them to this school of darkness - and was
ableto defend hersaf with renewed strength, thistime pushing Vader back.
They clashed, but Darth VVader seemed to draw strength from Jainas fury.

They fought on for along time, neither gaining the upper hand. Jainalost

track of how many minutes or hours passed.

They stood with lightsabers crossed and el ectric arcs flying around them,

pressing againgt each other, straining with dl their might. But Vader could



not defeat her, and she could not defeat him. They were equally matched. She
gritted her teeth and strained, her bresthing heavy, her lungs burning cold.

She gasped, but would not let up. Vader also did not stop.

"Enough!" Brakisss voice came over the intercom.

The training room's holographic smulation faded, leaving her danding in
theflat gray room, her lightsaber gtill crossed with her opponent's. Only

now she could see who her adversary redly was.

In the control room, looking down at the displayed images from the
smulation chamber, Brakiss tapped hisfingers together. With great

pleasure, he watched the twins battle each other. Wearing his dark Imperid
uniform, Qorl stood beside him, observing the activity. The monitor showed
none of the holographic disguises, just the twinsfighting, bettling to the
death-and not even knowing it! Their lightsabers crossed and locked, neither

twin overpowering the other.

Qorl remained silent for along moment, fidgeting with restrained anxiety
Findly he said, "lsan't this dangerous, Brakiss? With one dip, those
children could kill each other. Y ou would lose two of your best trainees at

the Shadow Academy "

"I doubt I'll losethem , Brakiss said, dismissing the thought with awave.



"But if onekillsthe other, then we will know which isthe stronger

fighter. That isthe one we must concentrate our training on.”

"But what awaste," Qorl said. "Why would you do this? What is the point?"

Brakissturned to the old TIE pilot, allowing just atrace of anger to show
on his perfect face. "The point isto obtain and devel op the strongest

fightersfor the Empire. The most talented Dark Jedi.”

"No matter what the cost?' Qorl said.

"Cogt isof no consequence,” Brakissreplied. "These young twinsare smply

toolsto be used asyou are, aswe dl are.”

Qorl frowned and watched the continuing battle. "Are you saying the twins

are expendable?’

"They areingredients. . . componentsto beingtaled in agreat machine.
If they do not meet our stringent testing requirements, they are no good to

us.

"But perhgpsyoureright,” Brakiss said, findly conceding. "They have both
fought well and demondtrated their skillswith the lightsaber. Now to make a
real impact on them.” He turned on the comm. "Enough!" he said, and disabled

the holographic disguise generator.



The twins cried out, then sprang apart, astonished to discover they'd been

fighting each other.

After afew moments Brakiss switched off the intercom, not wanting to listen
to the children's outraged cries anymore. He shrugged and smiled at Qorl. "I

did promiseto let her see her brother. | don't know why she should be so

upset.”

Qorl turned away and walked toward the exit, so Brakiss would not see the
depth of hisuncertainty. The harsh treatment of Jacen and Jaina disturbed

him, affecting him againg hiswishes.

"Ther training is coming along quite nicdy," Brakiss said as Qorl reached

the door. "I am pleased with their progress. They will become great Dark

Jedi in our sarvice

Qorl made anoncommittal reply as he dipped out and closed the door behind

him.

*17*

Tenel Kaand Luke rode astride a young rancor that had not yet been marked

to show ownership by any particular clan.

Thenight ar waswarm and still heavy with moisture from the unnatural



storm VVonnda Raand her student Vilas had caled up. Dathomir's two moons
floated in and out of wispy clouds, shedding adiffuse pearly light on their
path. Tend Kasat infront of Luke on the whuffa-hide saddle, guiding the
rancor steadily inthedirection of the Grest Canyon . Shewasa

good rider, and she knew it. She had to admit that it felt good to

demondtrate to Master Skywalker that she was an expert at something.

A light breeze rustled the leaves of the low bushes around them, so that
when Luke leaned forward to whisper in her ear, Tenel Kahardly heard him at
first. "I had to kill arancor once," he said. "It was a shame-they're such

fine creatures.”

"Even 0," Tend Kaanswered, "they are dangerous to those who are not their

friends"

Lukewasslent for awhile. "I've fought many beattles” hesaid at ladt,
"and yes, | have had to kill. But I've learned from the light Side of the
Forcethat it's better to do everything in my power firstto. . . turna

gtuation-"

"But surdly,” Tend Kainterrupted, "aNightsster - or anyone el se seduced

by the dark side, would not hesitate to kill you."

"Exactly! Luke's soft exclamation took her by surprise. "Now you begin to

understand,” he said. "Those who use the light Sde do not believe the same



things as those who use the dark side. But we can only demonstrate our
differences by acting on our beliefs. Otherwise. . . we're not so different

ater dl."

"Ah. Ahg" Tend Kasaid. "Just as| struggle to show that | am different

from my grandmother on Hapes." Her voicetrailed off. "Yes, | see now."

In spite of the darkness, their surefooted rancor picked itsway steadily
down the steep path that led to the floor of the Grest Canyon .
During their descent, they spotted a cluster of more than a dozen campfires,

and knew that they had found the Nightsisters encampment.

By the time they reached the canyon floor, both Luke and Tend Kawere sore
and aching and weary. The air was cool, with alight mist hovering closeto

the ground, and they were both glad of the warm cloaks that Augwynne had
pressed on them during their rushed preparations for departure. She had

given them each achange of clothes appropriate to their cover story, aong
with abag of provisons. Then she had hugged Tend Kafiercdy. "Daughter

of my daughter's daughter,” she said, "go in safety. The thoughts of the

Singing Mountain Clan arewith you." Sheturned to Luke. "And may the Force

bewith you."

Augwynne had released Tend Kaand spoke again to her. "'l am proud of what
you do for your friends. Y ou are atrue warrior woman of our clan. Always
remember our most sacred rule from the Book of Laws. ‘Never concede to

evil."™



Now, asthey drew closer to that evil, Tenel Kashivered and pulled her
cloak moretightly about her. She wondered if they would find Lowbacca,
Jacen, and Jaina at the camp of the Nightsisters, or if that would only be
an intermediate step in their search. Could the Nightsisters be training
them in the dark ways of the Force? Tend Kalet her eyes drift shut and

cast about with her mind, but she sensed no trace of her three friends.

Asif understanding the direction of her thoughts, Luke leaned forward
again. "If we don't find them here, the Force will guide us. We are close.

. fed it

An ululating cry rang out from the canyon rocks above them. Tend Ka started
insurprise. "A scout sounding thedarm,” she said, irritated with hersdlf

for having been caught off guard.

"Good," Luke replied. "Then they know we're here."

Tend Kahesitated et first, uncertain of whether it was safe to continue,

and then urged the young rancor forward. She looked up at the sky, which had
lightened from black to predawn grayness, reminding her again of how much
time had passed since her friends had been captured. Rounding the next bend
inthetrail, the rancor came to an abrupt stop. Tenel Kalooked at the path
ahead of her and saw that their way was blocked by three full-grown rancors,

each bearing arider, dressed much asVonnda Raand Vilas had been earlier



that evening. The pressure of Luke's hand a her waist was awarning, but
she dready knew. Even in the dimness she could see that each of theriders

held an Imperid blaster aimed directly at them.

Tend Kahad been raised to take command, and though sherarely exercised
that power, it did come naturally. She sat up straighter in the saddle and

held one arm high. " Sisters and brothers of the Great Canyon Clan," she
said, "we have heard your message asfar away asthe Misty Falls Clan and
have traveled here to join you. We are not without skill in the Force, and

we wish to learn your ways, to use dl of the Force and to become strong!”

Leaving the rancors at the well-provisioned stockade, Tenel Kaand Luke
followed the guards toward the center of camp. She was surprised to see two
Imperial AT-ST scout walkers clanking like mechanica birds around the
perimeter on guard duty, near the penned rancors. Passing between boldly
colored tents made of water-repellent lizard hides, Tenel Kanoted roughly
ten women and at least as many men going about their early-morning business
in eerieslence, asif the warm ground mists swirling up to their knees

muffled al sound. She saw no children a dl in the encampment, heard no
babies cries, no sounds of young ones playing. In fact, she saw very few in

the Great Canyon Clan who were even as young as she was.

Though she had known what to expect, it amazed Tenel Kathat men came and
went here asfredly as the women, apparently davesto no one. She wondered
if it redly was possible on Dathomir that these men and women now thought

of each other asequds.



At the center of camp, they came at last to an enormous patchwork pavilion
that floated on the mist like abarbaric idand made of fursand lizard
hides sewn together. It was held up at the center and the corners by spears,

three meterslong and asthick around as Tend Kaswrids.

One of the Nightssters raised atent flgp and motioned them insde. They
entered, but the Sister did not follow. The flap dropped shut behind them,
sedling out the wraithlike mists and the morning light. Waiting for her eyes
to adjust, Tend Katried to sense her friends; she till found no trace,

but the light touch of Master Skywalker's hand on her arm reassured her.

At the center of the tent atiny pinpoint of light suddenly flared into a

bright flame, and Tend Ka saw that it came from an oil lamp fashioned out
of theinverted skull of amountain lizard. Beside the lamp, on awide
platform covered with furs and cushions made from the hides of avariety of
wild beasts, an imposing woman reclined in amassve chair madefrom a
stuffed rancor head. The woman beckoned them forward into the flickering

crcleof light.

Without so much asagreeting, Vonnda Ra asked, "What is your business

here?'

Tend Ka, who had recognized the dark-haired woman ingtantly, said, "1 have

cometo join the Nightssters, and | have brought my dave with me."



"What have you to offer us?' Vonnda Ralooked mildly interested, but not
Impressed. "Many come wishing to join us, but they are weak. Women seek us
out because their powers are small or they have no statusin their clans.

Men come here because they have never had power, and our teachings offer
them freedom-but they usudly have even lessto offer. What do you have?'
Vonnda Ra's hand reached out and pointed to the lizard skull filled with
burning ail. "Can you do this?' Thelamp floated Straight upward toward the
peak of the tent, casting an ever-wider but dimmer circle of light, and then

settled dowly back down onto the platform beside Vonnda Ra.

Tend Kanodded. "I have had sometraining.”

Deciding againgt using any thestrical gestures or words, she haf-closed her
eyesin concentration and grasped the lamp with her mind. She had never
enjoyed showing off her skill with the Force, using it only when absolutely
necessary, but this performance was not for hersalf. She would probably
never see Jacen and Jainaand Lowbaccaagain if she could not show these

Nightsisters her true potential.

She drew in adeep breath, let it out again.

Without a sound the lamp glided off the platform and high into the air over
their heads. Tend Kathought about the flame, feeding it with her mind and
making it brighter, brighter, until itswarm radiance reached even to the

darkest corners of the pavilion. Then she sent the lamp sailing around the



outer edges of the tent; it made the complete circle so quickly that she
heard V onnda Ra gasp with amazement. Through her half-closed eyes Tend Ka
watched the dark-haired woman sit up, one hand outstretched, palm up, asif

to ask aquestion.

Tend Kabrought the lamp in closer for another circle, and then another,
smaller and closer to the central tent post, until at last it spun around

the center polein adizzy downward spird, till glowing brightly-al ina
meatter of afew seconds. Last, Tend Kabrought the spinning lamp lightly to

rest in Vonnda Ra's outstretched hand.

The Nightsster gave agleeful chuckle. "Y ou are welcome here, Sdter,” she

sad. "What isyour name?’

Tend Kathrew her head back. "My name - our names - no longer have any

meaning for us. We discarded them when we left our clan.”

"Come here," Vonnda Ra ordered. When Tendl Kadid as shewastold, the
Nightsister stood and took the young girl's chinin her fingers and |ooked
deepinto her eyes. "Yes" she said with asatisfied nod. "'Y ou have much
anger inyou. Areyou willing to go esewhereto learn? To aplace of

ingruction among the gars?"

Tend Ka's heart legped. Perhaps this was where Jacen, Jaina, and L owbacca

had been taken. "Wherever your finest teachers are, that iswhere | wish to



go," shereplied.

"But you must leave your dave behind. Wewill havelittle usefor him,”

VonndaRasaid.

IINO!II

VonndaRasighed. "What if | wereto tell you that men rarely have any
talent, and that we have never trained one this old? He would only distract
you from what you must learn. Thereislittle hope of teaching him. If you

knew dl this, then what Tend Kareplied, would you say?"

"Then | would say, ' leveling her best cool gray stare at Vonnda Ra, ‘that

you areafoal.”

Vonnda Ras eyes went wide with surprise, but Tenel Kadid not stop. "This
man has watched and learned the ways of the Force since before | was born.
Not many - not many who still live - have seen his power. But | have seen

it."

Vonnda Raabruptly turned her skeptica gaze toward Luke. "If you can lift
this" shesad, pointing to her lizard-skull lamp, "and bring asmuch light
to thistent asshe did" - she nodded toward Tenel Ka- "then you shal

accompany her."

The Nightsister looked at L uke and then back down at the lamp. When it did



not move, asmal contemptuous smileflickered a the corners of her mouth.
Then something large and dark floated between them and blocked her view. The
flame from the oil lamp brightened, and the massive rancor-head chair

grinned & her, itslifeless eyes glowing with reflected light. Then the

heed lifted and glided around the perimeter of the tent like a shuttlecraft.

Tend Kacould see Master Skywalker standing with arms crossed over his
chest, one knee bent in an apparently relaxed posture, his head cocked to

one sde, amiling a Vonnda Ra as he sent the rancor head whizzing about the

pavilion.

"Sinceyou asked," hesaid, "I will giveyou light." Suddenly, inablur of
motion, the stuffed rancor head shot upward with the speed of blaster fire.
It disgppeared through the ceiling of the tent, leaving agaping holein its

wake, through which the bright morning sunlight streamed.

Vonnda Ralooked more than alittle nervous as she stepped forward and took
Lukeschinin her hands. For more than aminute she gazed trangfixed into

hiseyes. "Yes" she hissed a last. "Y es, you understand the dark side.”

She backed away from him asif in awe, sared up at therent in the ceiling
of her pavilion, then looked back at Luke and Tend Ka. "We expect an
Imperia supply shuttle at dawn tomorrow,” shesaid. "When it leavesthis

planet, thetwo of you must beonit."



*18*

Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbaccawere at first surprised and delighted that they

would be together for the next exercise-but the grim expressions on Brakiss

and Tamith Kai soon soured their pleasure. Obvioudy, Jacen thought, the two
Shadow Academy ingructors had something difficult and dangerousin

mind.

"Because you must move forward in your training,” Brakiss said, motioning
outward to represent progress, "we have designed exercisesto present

greater and greater chalengesfor your abilities.”

Lowiegroaned in dismay.

"For this next test, the three of you must work together. Each trainee must

learn to act in concert with othersto assist our cause. There aretimes

when we must be unified to provide appropriate service to the Second

Imperium.”

Em Teedee parroted from hisplace at Lowieswaig, "Oh, most

certainly-appropriate service to the Empire.”

Lowie growled a the trandating droid to be quiet.

"Y ou needn't take that tone with me! | am smply reinforcing the thingsyou

need to know", the reprogrammed Em Teedee replied, miffed.



The three companions found themselvesin anew room thistime, smdler, more
claugtrophobic, with numerous round hatches built into thewalls on every

gde. Tamith Kai went to acontrol panel in one corner and tapped in a

series of commands with her long-nailed fingers. Four of the metdl hatches

did open, and spherica remotes floated out on repulsorfields. The remotes
were metd balls studded with tiny lasers. They reminded Jacen of the
defensive satellites that had been unable to stop the Imperid blastboats

from invading GemDiver Station. He felt uneasy, wondering if thefloating

droneswould gtart firing at them.

"These remotes are your protection,” Tamith Kal said. "That is, if the

Wookiee can operate them correctly.”

Lowie growled aquestion. "Oh, do be patient, Lowbacca,” Em Teedee said.
"I'm sure shelll explain everything in good time. She's quite good at this,

you know."

Brakiss gestured to the remaining hatches on thewall. Thesewill open at
random,” he said, and they will hurl objects at you." Brakiss reached into
thefolds of his slvery robe and withdrew apair of polished wooden sticks,
each about the length of Jacen'sarm. He handed them to the twins. "These
are your only weapons:. these sticks, and the Force. If the Forceisyour

aly, you have a powerful wegpon.”



"We know that aready," Jaina snapped.

"Good," Brakisssad, hisintensdy cdm amile il in place. "Then you
won't object to the other restrictions we place on you." From hisdeeve he
pulled out two long, black strips of cloth. ™Y ou'll be blindfolded. Y ou must

use the Force to detect the objects coming at you."

Jacen felt hisheart Snk.

"When the objectsfly at you, you must either nudge them aside with the
Force or strike them with the wooden sticks." He shrugged. "That isall. A

smpleenough game."

Tamith Kal took up the explanation. "The Wookiee will bein an observation
chamber, working to protect you aswell. Hell have full control of the
computer to run these four remotes. They have powerful enough lasersto
disntegrate any of the projectiles. Of course, if he misses, and the laser

strikesyou instead, he could cause seriousinjury.”

"S0" - Brakiss rubbed his hands together, alook of anticipation on his
beautiful face, 'you have your own weapons, and the Wookiee has the remotes.

Thethree of you must work together to keep yoursaves dive.”

Jacen swallowed nervoudy Jainalifted her chin and scowled at the two

teachers. Lowie bristled, clenching and unclenching his hairy hands.



"Let mepoint out,” Tamith Ka said, her voice thick and powerful, “that
these are not holograms. These arered threats, and if one strikes you, you

will fed red pan."

"Just what kind of objects are these, anyway?' Jacen asked. "What're you

going to throw at us?'

"Therewill bethreelevelsto your test," Brakiss answered. "During the

first tagewe will throw hard bals at you. They may sting, but will cause

no permanent damage. In the second round, as the test speeds up, we will

throw rocks, which could break bones and cause seriousinjury.”

Tamith Kai's deep red lips wore abroad smile, asif she were savoring some

pleasant thought. "The third round will involve knives."

Jainasucked in a shaky bresth.

"Glad you have such faith in our ahilities,” Jacen grumbled.

"l will be greatly disgppointed if you are both killed,” Brakisstold them,

his expresson earnest.

"Hey, sowill we," Jacen said.

"I think helll get over it beforewewill," Jainaadded in alow voice.



Jacen shifted hisweight on hisfeet and covered awince as he stepped down
on the hard Coruscagem in hisboot. He had kept it hidden there, not
knowing what elseto do withit - but right now the last thing he wanted was
to fed the sharp gemstone under his hed and be distracted. Hewiggled his

foot until the gem was tucked comfortably off to the sde.

Brakiss snugged the blindfold over Jacen's eyes, and everything went black.

"The Wookiee will do what he can to protect you."

Jacen gripped the hard stick in his hands and considered dedling the Dark
Jedi teacher agood whack on the kneecaps, then claiming he had become
disoriented by the blindfold and it was an accident. But he decided that
such an act would only buy them trouble, and they needed their energy for

other purposes.

"Good luck," Brakiss said, unseen, closeto hisear.

Jacen didn't respond, and he heard Tamith Kai chuckle asthey led Lowie out
of the chamber. The Wookiee moaned, but Em Teedee's tinny voice snapped
back, "Now, Lowbacca, complaining will do you very little good. Y ou must

learn to be brave and dedicated, as| am."

Jacen, standing in blackness with nothing to hold on to but his stick, heard

the doors hiss shut behind them. "Y ou ready for this, Jaina?" he asked.



"What kind of question isthat?' she said.

Theroom remained silent around them. He could hear himsdf breathe, his
heart pounding in his ears. He sensed Jaina beside him, heard the rustle of

her clothes as she moved.

"Might be better if we stand back-to-back,” she suggested, "cover each other

as much aswe can."

They pressed themsel ves shoulder-to-shoulder and listened and waited. Soon
they heard ahum of machinery, aquiet, grinding sound, as one of the metal
portholes did open. Jacen reached out with the Force to see through the

blindfold, to detect where the projectile would come from.

Then, with a sudden whump of compressed air, one of the objects shot at them
like acannonbdl. Using his senses, Jacen whirled, swinging the stick like
abat. Hetried to smack the ball out of the way, but it struck him on the

shoulder. It was hard, and it stung.

"Ow!" heyelped. Then asecond ball shot ouit.

He heard the sizzle of the remotesfiring, but then Jainaaso cried out
behind him-not so much in pain asin artled embarrassment. Hetried to
visualize where the next missile would come from. The noises came faster

now. He heard another meta porthole hissing open, another hard ball



shooting toward him. He swung the wooden stick, and thistime grazed it with
the edge. He felt asurge of triumph, but realized that he had hit the ball

more through blind luck than any sill with the Force.

Another hiss of aporthole, another bal, and another, coming from a
different direction. Under Lowi€e's control, the remotes shot tiny blasts at
theflying balls. Jacen heard an impact and thought perhaps Lowie had struck

one of thetargets. He hoped the lanky Wookiee wouldn't misfire.

Brakiss had instructed them to use anger to increase their control over the
Force; asanother ball hit Jacen in theribs, the stinging impact did make
him want to lash out in retaliation. But Jacen also remembered hisuncle
Luke'slessons: aJedi knows the Force best when heis cam and passive,
when heletsit flow through him rather than trying to twist it to hisown

PUrPOSES.

Jacen heard aloud crack of wood as his sister struck one of the hard balls.

"Gotchal" shecried.

Ashelet hismind open up, Jacen saw asmall, bright blur through the
blindfolded darkness; and he knew the next ball would come from that
direction. He used the Force to nudge it out of the way, and the bal swung
wide, smacking thewall instead. Then he saw another bright blur, then
another, and another, as more projectiles came, faster and faster! He used
the Force. He siwung the wooden stick, trying to keep up with the flying

balls. He sensed that Jaina was a so doing better, and that the laser bolts



from Lowi€e's remotes seemed to be striking their targets more often. But
with the sheer number of projectiles, Lowie had to miss occasiondly.
Something hard and rough struck Jacen on theright arm just at the elbow,
and the wave of blazing pain took his bresth away. His arm went numb, and
Jacen shifted the stick to hisleft hand, redizing that the test had

reached its second stage-they were being bombarded with sharp stones.

In the observation chamber, Lowbaccaworked frantically at his computer
controls, guiding the four defensive drones. Hefired their lasersand
vaporized afew targets. But then the projectile launches picked up speed,
and Lowie knew he didn't dare misfire-because if he struck one of the twins
with alaser, it would do at least as much damage as one of the stones. He
missed another one, and arock hit Jainaon the thigh. He saw her
blindfolded face crumplein awince of sudden agony. Jaina's knees buckled,
and she nearly went down; but she managed to keep her balance somehow,
swinging automatically with the stick and deflecting another Sone that came

draight at her head.

More sharp rocks hurtled toward the twins, launched with deadly speed. Lowie
began shooting dl the remotes at once-targeting, firing, targeting, firing.

He had aready dagged one of the portholes so it could no longer launch

stones. But despite his best efforts, he missed again, and thistime arock

struck Jacen in the side. The twins were both hurt now, badly bruised and
redling, though they kept fighting as best they could. Lowie groaned aquiet

gpology and kept working at the computer controls.



Em Teedee spoke in a sharp, pestering voice. "Need | point out, Lowbacca,
that the Empirewill be quite disappointed if you don't perform to the best

of your abilitiesin thistest?"

Lowiedidn't waste energy telling the trandating droid to be quiet. He

worked the complex controls, calling up programming, reassigning parameters,
hammering ingructions with hisleft hand, controlling the remoteswith his

right hand, using everything he knew about computers. Lowie had adesperate
plan - but his attempt absorbed part of his concentration. In his moment of
distraction more and more of the hard rocks got through to pummel the Jedi

twins. But Lowie had no choice, if he wasto make his plan come off.

He sensed that in order to demonstrate their power, the teachers at the
Shadow Academy werewillingto risk hurting their sudents. Aslong as
they were left with the strongest trainees, they didn't care if someone
actualy got killed during the exercises. Lowi€'s only hopewasto bring it
al down. He glanced up, tossing ginger-colored fur out of his eyes, asthe

sones kept flying.

Jacen was on his knees now, dazedly swinging one-handed with the stick. His
right arm hung limp at hisside. Lowie saw that both of hisfriendswere
battered and bruised, and that still the rocksfired at them without mercy.
After amoment's pause, something changed, and long metal knives began
flying out. Lowie worked close to panic, but forced his concentration on the

compuiter. It was hisonly hope. Jacen and Jaina's only hope.



The twins used their Force abilities to deflect the incoming bladesinto the
walls, where they long white scars on the meta. Another knife launched ouit.
And another. Frantically keying in more commands on the control termind,
Lowielet thefloating remotesfal slent. He had onelast idea. Onelast

chance.

"Master Lowbacca," Em Teedee scolded, "just what do you think-"

Lowie punched in acommand string that he hoped would bypassdl other

informationa sequences, then executed it.

Five portholes opened at once, each ready to launch its deadly knife blade.
Suddenly, the entire training room shut down. The lightswinked out. The
porthole doors dammed shut. Everything went dark. With a heavy groan of
relief, Lowie dumped back in his chair, running a broad hand over the black
streak of fur above his eyebrow. At last he had managed to crash the

murderous testing routine,

"Oh, Lowbaccal" Em Teedee waliled. "Dear me, you've really botched

everything up! Have you any ideahow much trouble it will beto fix this

mess?"

Lowie smiled, showing fangs, and purred in contentment.



Brakissand Tamith Kai charged into the observation room. The Nightsister,
her black cloak swirling around her like astorm cloud, wasfurious. Her
violet eyeslooked ready to shoot lightning bolts. "What have you done?’

Tamith Kai demanded.

Brakiss raised his eyebrows, an expression of proud amusement on hisface.
"The Wookiee has done exactly what | told him to do,” Brakisssaid. "He
defended histwo friends. We didn't tell him he had to follow our rules. It

seems he accomplished the objective admirably.”

Tamith Ka'swine-dark lips formed asour expression. "Y ou condone this,

Brakiss?' shesad.

"It showsinitiative" hesad. "Learning to find innovative solutionsisan
important skill. Lowbaccahere will be afine addition to the defenders of

the Empire.”

Lowieroared at the insult.

"Oh, Lowbacca, I'm so proud of you!" Em Teedee said.

Stormtroopers brought out Jacen and Jaina, who stumbled as they walked,
obvioudy hurt. Their clothes were ragged and torn. Scrapes and bruises
covered their faces, arms, and legs. Blood oozed from a dozen minor cuts,
and the twins blinked their brandy-brown eyesin the bright lights of the

observation room.



Brakiss commended both of them for their efforts. "A very good test,” he
sad. "You young Jedi Knights continue to impress me. Master Skywalker must

be doing agood job sdlecting his candidates.”

"Better candidates than you'll ever get,” Jainasaid, finding the strength

to defy him despite her injuries.

"Indeed, Brakiss agreed. "That's why we decided to take some of those that
he has already sdlected. Y ou three were only the first we obtained from the
Jedi academy. Y ou've shown such potential that we are now ready to kidnap
another group from Yavin 4. From there, welll have dl the Jedi studentswe

could possibly use"

Lowie growled. Jacen and Jainalooked at each other aghadt, then at their
Wookiee friend. Even without using the Force, the three companions knew they

al shared the same urgent thought.

They had to do something - and soon.

*19*

Tend Kaused aJedi relaxation technique, hoping to quell her nervousness

before Vonnda Ra could pick up on it. Waiting beside her at the strip of

packed dirt the Nightssters used for alanding field, Luke looked serene,



but Tend Kacaught atrace of curiosity and excitement in him, asif he

were embarking on agreat adventure.

"There, said Vonnda Ra, stretching an arm toward the horizon where aglimmer
of dlver flickered. As Tend Kawatched, the streamlined metallic shape

grew rapidly larger.

"You are mogt fortunate,”" Vilas said, striding up behind them. VonndaRa
sent him aquestioning look, and he shrugged. "I felt her presence, and |
could not help but cometo greet her." He indicated the approaching craft.
"One of our most accomplished young ssters, Garowyn hersdlf, will escort

you to your new place of training.”

Tend Kaguessad that Garowyn must aso come from Dathomir, Since the name
was common enough here. Another Nightsister then. How could so many
Nightsisters have come together so quickly? she wondered. It was not yet two
decades since Luke and her parents had eradicated the old Nightssters, yet

here again was a growing enclave of both women and men who had been seduced
by the dark side of the Force, lured by its promises of power. The Empire

had been here aswell, seeking new dlies.

Tend Kagritted her teeth. Were her people truly so weak? Or was the
temptation of great power, once tasted, too strong to resist? She renewed
her resolve: She would not use the Force unless her own physical powers were

inadequate for the Stuation. She didn't like easy solutions.



Tend Kadtifled her fedings as a compact, shiny ship settled with

effortless precision not far from where they stood. Although she knew it

bel onged to the Nightsisters - or to whomever had kidnapped Jacen and Jaina
and Lowbacca - she marveled at its construction. The ship was not large,
probably built to carry adozen people, but itslines were clean and smooth,
amogt inviting Tend Kato run her hand dong its side. No carbon scoring
stained the hull; its surface bore no pits, dents, or evidence of the

meteorites commonly encountered in space and atmosphere. The overdl design
seemed vaguely Imperid, but Tenel Ka could not identify it as any type of

craft she had ever seen before.

She heard alow whistle from Luke and amurmured question, asif hewere

talking to himsdlf. "Quantum armor?”’

"Exactly,” Vilassaid, sounding pleased.

Asan entry ramp extended from the deek underbdly of the smal craft,
Vonnda Ra stepped forward to greet the woman who emerged, clasping both of
her hands in welcome. When the woman stepped off the ramp, Tenel Ka saw that

shewas haf ameter shorter than Vonnda Ra.

Though petite, the newcomer was powerfully built. Long, light brown hair
streaked with bronze fell to her waist, secured with just enough braids and
thongsto keep it out of her way, as befitted awarrior woman of Dathomir.

Without further ado, the woman pilot broke away from Vonnda Raand cameto



stand before Luke and Tend Ka. Her hazel eyes assessed each of them

criticdly. "Y ou are new recruits?'

Before Tend Kacould answer, Vilasbrokein, asif desperately eager to

talk to the pilot. "Y ou'l find that they have remarkable potentia, Captain

Garowyn."

Tend Kaheard tension and hope - and longing - in his voice. She wondered
if Vilas could be secretly in love with Garowyn. Her features were refined,
and her creamy-brown skin was set off to perfection by her tight-fitting red
lizard-skin armor. The black knee-length cape she wore open at the front
seemed to be her only outward concession to the fact that shewasa
Nightsster, and Tend Kaguessed from the haughty set of her mouth and her

shrewd eyesthat Garowyn did not often make concessions.

"Vilas, busy yoursdlf unloading the supplies,” Garowyn said dismissively. "l

will test these two myself.” Vilas cringed and shuffled dispiritedly over to

unload the ship, but Garowyn did not notice. She threw Luke and Tend Kaa

chalenging look and directed a question at them. "What do you think of my

ship, the Shadow Chaser?"

"It's beautiful. I've never seen anything likeit", Luke replied softly.

"Thisisafact," Tend Kasaidin areverent voice.

"Yes, thisisafact,” Garowyn said, apparently satisfied. "The Shadow



Chaser is state-of -the-art. At the moment she's the only one of her kind."
Then, seeming to forget that Vonnda Raand Vilas even existed, she said, "l
do not wish to waste time. Come aboard. When the hold is empty we will get
under way." With that, she turned smartly and headed for the ship. Luke and

Tend Kafollowed.

Asthe Shadow Chaser accdlerated into hyperspace and the twinkling lightsin
the forward viewscreen eongated into starlines, Tendl Kawatched Garowyn

st her automatic controls and stand up from the pilot seet.

"Our journey will take two standard days,” Garowyn said, moving past them
and out of the cockpit. "I may aswell acquaint you with my ship. No expense

was spared for the Shadow Chaser."

She showed them the food- and waste-processing systems, the hyperdrive

engines, the deeping cubicles. . . but most of it wasablur to Tend Ka

"And thesg" - Garowyn pointed toward several hatches at the back of the
cabin - "are the escape pods. Each islarge enough to carry only one
passenger, and is equipped with ahoming beacon that broadcasts its location
on asignature frequency that can only be decoded at the Shadow

Academy , whereyou will learn your true potential.”

With that, Garowyn resumed the tour, but Tenel Kaflashed an aarmed glance

a Magter Skywaker, who met her gaze with equal concern. Her mind whirled



at the ideathat another Jedi academy existed, an academy for learning the

dark powers of the Force. A Shadow Academy

Garowyn decided to test them thoroughly. She questioned Luke and Tend Kaby
turns about their familiarity with the Force. Luke was vaguein hisanswers,

but Garowyn - perhaps because she was from Dathomir and considered men to be
of littleimportance - concentrated her efforts on finding out more about

Tend Ka.

When Garowyn asked what experience she had, Tenel Kaanswered truthfully. "
have used the Force, and | believe that | am strong. However," she added,

her voice growing hard, "I will not rely on the Force so much that | become
week. If thereisanything | can do under my own power, | will not usethe

Forcetodoit."

Garowyn laughed at that, a harsh, cynical laugh that grated in Tend Kas
ears. "Wewill change your mind without too much difficulty,” shesaid. "Why

elsewould you cometo usfor training?'

Tend Kaconsdered thisfor amoment and phrased her reply carefully. "'l
have no greater desire than to learn the ways of the Force," she said at

last.

Garowyn nodded, asif that closed the issue, and turned to Luke. "I refuse
to conduct lightsaber drills aboard the Shadow Chaser, but we shall see soon

enough how well you sense my intentions using the Force.” She picked up a



stun staff in each hand and tossed one of them to Luke. Luke stretched out

hisarm, fumbled dightly, but caught the staff beforeit touched the floor.

And so it went for most of the day. Tenel Kadid the best she could at each
stage of the testing, but she could see that Luke was holding back, not
reveding the full extent of his power - she had observed Master Skywalker
enough to know this. After seeing him wesken or fal in severd of the

tests, however, athread of worry began to weave through her mind. What if
Master Skywadker had falenill? What if he couldn't use his powers? Or what
if - it hurt to even think it - what if he had been wrong, after al? What

if the dark side redlly was stronger? If so, she and Master Skywalker did

not stand a chance of rescuing Jacen, Jaina, and Lowbacca Tenel Kafelt
weak and drained by the time she had lifted her tenth object to satisfy
Garowyn's sense of completeness. The titanium block wobbled and shook as she

lowered it to the floor of the cabin.

Garowyn gave aderisive chuckle. "Y our pride in self-sufficiency isyour
weakness." With that, she closed her hazd eyes, flung her head back, and

stretched an arm out toward Tend Ka

Tend Kafdt the hair on her scap and her skin prickle asif lightning

were about to strike. Her somach churned, and shefelt giddy and

disoriented. She bent her legsto sit but found nothing to support her.

She was floating ameter above the cabin floor. Tend Ka gtifled agasp of



outrage and attempted to use her mind to wrench herself free.

Garowyn's creamy-brown face was furrowed with crud lines of deep
concentration. "Yes," shesaid in agutturd, triumphant voice, "try to

resst me. Use your anger.”

Redlizing that this was exactly what she had been doing, Tend Kawent limp.
Asshedid o, Garowyn logt her grip dightly, and Tend Kawobbled in
midair. So, she mused, the Nightsister isnot as strong as she thinks she

is. Then, pretending to struggle again to hide what she was doing, she
grappling hook that she carried at her waist and looked around for an anchor
point. She soon found something that would work perfectly: the whed on an

escape pod's pressure hatch.

Garowyn was gill amusing hersalf with Tenel Kas"struggles' when, with a
practiced flick of her wrigt, Tend Kaflung out her line; the grappling

hook caught securely on itsintended target. Before the Nightsister could
notice, Tend Kawent completely limp again. When Garowyn's grasp wavered
again, Tend Kajerked on the line and wrenched hersdlf free, fdling to the
floor and landing painfully on her rear. She looked up to see Garowyn's

petite form towering over her. But instead of an angry rebuke, al she heard

from the Nightsister was ashort, sharp bark of amazed laughter.

Garowyn reached out ahand to help Tend Kaup. "Y our pride has served you

thistime, but it may be your downfal yet," she said.



"That isoften true of pride," Luke said quietly, seeming to agree. Hiseyes

assessed the Nightsigter. 1 believe | could do that.”

Garowyn'slipstwisted in aderisve smile. "What?Y ou think you could fall

onyour-?"

"No," Lukecutin. "l beievel could lift aperson.”

"S0?" Garowyn chortled, asif risng to achdlenge. "Do your best.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, and her hazel eyes dared Luke to move
her. Suddenly, her eyes grew wide with astonishment and confusion as her
feet drifted off the floor and she rose afull meter and ahdf into the

ar.

"| can seethat it istime to teach you the power of the dark sde aswell,”

she snapped haughtily She closed her eyes and wrenched with dl her might.

Tend Kasensed that Luke loosened his grip, but only partialy. Garowyn
dill floated above the deck, but he alowed the force of her movement to

turn her around and send her into adizzying spin.

Then, never taking his eyesfrom the twirling Nightsster, Luke said, "Tend

Ka, if you would be so kind asto open that first escape pod.”



She understood his intention immediately, and moved to do as he asked.
Within moments they had the gyrating, disoriented Nightsister deposited and
sedled within the pod. Tend Ka's hand hovered above the automatic jettison

switch. Luke nodded. With great satisfaction, she triggered the launch.

With awhoosh and athump, the escape pod containing Garowyn shot out into

deep space.

"Master Skywaker," Tend Kasaid, her face serious, "I believe | now
understand how it might be possible, asyou said, to. .. Turna

gtuation.”

Lukelooked at her, blinked once in amazement, and laughed. "Tend Ka," he

said, "'l believe you just made a joke. Jacen would be proud of you."

Later that day, when they dropped out of hyperspace and the autopilot

aerted them that they were about to arrive at their destination, Luke and

Tend Kasat in the cockpit looking vainly for a planet, a space station,

anything on which they might land.

But they saw nothing.

Tend Katurned to Lukein confusion. "Could the autopilot have

malfunctioned?' she asked. "Did we have the wrong coordinates?!

"No," he said, seeming calm and self-assured. "We must wait."



Then, asif acurtain had suddenly been drawn aside, they saw it: aspace
dation. A Shadow Academy , Tend Kareminded hersaf. A spiked
torus spinning in space, protected by exterior gun emplacements and crowned

with severd tall observation towers.

"It must have been cloaked," Luke said.

Asthey approached the Shadow Academy , docking-bay doors opened

automatically, and L uke placed areassuring hand on Tend's shoulder. "The

dark sdeis not stronger,” he said.

Tenel Kalet out along breath, and some of her tenson drained away with

it.

"Thisisafact," shewhispered.

*20*

Duringthe Shadow Academy 'sdeep period, al studentswere locked

intheir individua chambers and told to rest and meditate, to recharge

their energiesfor further strenuous exercises. It wasjust part of the

Imperid rules, and most students followed them without question.

Jacen sat donein hissmdl cubicle, bruised and aching from thetraining



ordedal. He dampened one of his socks and used it to soothe the many cuts and
scrapes he had received from the sharp rocks and knives. He and Jaina had
requested smple pain rievers, but Tamith Ka had flatly refused,

ingsting that the aches would serve to toughen them up. Each twinge of pain
was supposed to remind them of their failure to deflect abal or stone. He

used what he knew of the Forceto dull the worst of the pain, but it till

hurt. Jacen sat cross-legged, trying furioudly to figure out some escape

before Brakiss launched another raid on Y avin 4 to grab more of Uncle Luke's

trainess.

Hissster Jainawas dways best at making complicated plans. She understood
how things worked, how piecesfit together. Jacen, on the other hand, who
liked to live in the moment and enjoy what he was doing, was abit more
disorganized. He managed to get things done - but not alwaysin the same
order he had origindly planned. Maybe the most important step wasto free
Jainaand Lowie. After that, they could decide what to do next. Of course,

the biggest question was how Jacen could freethem al from their cells.

Then he remembered his Corusca gem.

Jacen nearly laughed out loud-why hadn't he thought of it before? He grabbed
for hisleft boot, shook it, and was startled to hear nothing. Then he

recalled he had put the stonein his other boot. He picked it up and dumped
the preciousjewd into his cupped hand. Smooth on one side, with sharp
edges and facets on the other, the Corusca gem glowed with internal

fire-trgpped light from when it had formed deep in Y avin's core ages ago.



Lando Calrissan had said a Corusca gem could dice through transparisted
aseadly asalaser through Sullustan jam. But then, Lando said alot of
things that couldn't entirely be believed. Jacen hoped thiswasn't one of

them.

Jacen held the jewel between histhumb and hisfirgt two fingers and went to
the sealed door. When Tamith Kai and her Imperid forces had stormed
GemDiver Station, they had used alarge machinefitted with industrid-grade
Coruscagemsto cut through the armored walls. Surdly Jacen'slittle gem

could cut through athinwall plate. . . .

He ran hisfingers aong the smooth meta near where the door sedled. Jacen
wished he understood machinery and eectronicslike hissster did, but he
would do his best. He didn't think that he could cut through the whole door
using only the strength in hisfingers, but Jacen knew where the control

panel was.

Perhaps he could ped back this side of the plate, get to the wires, and
somehow trigger the door to open, though he hadn't the dightest idea how to

doit.

Stll, he took the gem, found where the control box should be, and probed
lightly with the Force. He sensed a power source here, tangled controls.
Thiswasit. Jacen drew a generous rectangle with the gem, easily scratching

athinwhitelinein the metd plate. A good sart, he thought.



Pressing harder thistime, Jacen retraced the rectangle, feding the sharp

edge of the gem gouging deeper into the metd. After histhird effort, his
fingers hurt, but he could see that he had made a substantia cut through

the plate. His pulse raced, and excitement gave him new energy. He forgot

all about his aches and pains. One side cut through and bent inward. Jacen
gasped. Almost there. He sawed away at the long side of the rectangle. With
aclink, the metal parted. The last two Sides were easier, and he diced

through them quickly. The meta rectangle dipped from Jacen's sorefingers
and fell to thefloor with aloud clatter. "Oh, blaster bolts!" he muttered.
Hewassuretheother Shadow Academy studentswould wake up and that

stormtroopers would come running.

But outside, the hdlsremained utterly silent, asif acloth gag were bound
around the gtation, muffling al sound. Everyone remained locked in their
guarters. Only afew guards wandered the halls at night. Jacen was safe for
the time being. He peered into the hole he had cut, looking with dismay at
the mass of wires and circuits that controlled the door. Okay, what would

Jainado?_hewondered.

He closed hiseyes and let his mind open up, tracing the lines of the wires
and circuits. Some ran to communications Systems, or computer terminals
mounted at regular intervals along the corridors, or lights, or thermogtats.
Someran to darms, and others. . . connected to the door mechanism! Jacen
took a steadying breath. Now, what to do with those wires? He probably

needed to crossthem, but in a particular way. There was nothing to do but



try it. With aching fingers, Jacen disconnected one of thewiresin the
cluster he had isolated and touched it to another, careful that the exposed,
electrified ends didn't touch his bare skin. A little spark flashed, and the
lightsin hisroom flickered, but nothing else happened. Hetried with the

second wire and got no response & all.

Jacen hoped he wasn't setting off sllent darmsin the guard stations. He
sghed. What if none of thisworked? Well, he reasoned, then he might have
to dice directly through the door after al. He shook his stinging fingers,
anticipating the pain. Firgt, he decided, hewould try the last set of

wires. Asif sensing Jacen'simpending despair, the door did quietly open

when he touched the wires together.

Jacen laughed aloud and looked out into the empty corridor. He glanced from
sideto side, but saw only astring of sealed, featureless doors. Glowpands

lit the metdlic corridorsat haf illumination, conserving power during the
academy's deep period. The door controlslooked much easier from the
outsde, and he didn't think he would have any trouble freeing Jainaand

Lowie - once he found them.

It proved less difficult than Jacen had feared. He had seen the corridors
down which the guards usudly led Jainaand Lowie, so he went in that
direction, caling with hismind. Janawill bethe easest, he thought. He
tiptoed aong, afraid that at any moment stormtroopers would come marching

around the corner. But the Shadow Academy remained slent and



adeep. Jaina, hethought. Jainal Jacen walked along, listening at each of
the doors. He didn't want to cause too much of adisturbance, because the

Dark Jedi students might sound an darm if they noticed him.

At the seventh door he found her. Jacen sensed his sster, awake and

excited, knowing he was out there. He worked the controls until her door

did open. Jainaburg out, hugging him. "I've been expecting you," she

sad.

"Used my Coruscagem,” he explained, pointing toward his boot, where he had

stashed the stone again.

Jainanodded, asif she had known al aong what her brother would do.

"Weve got to find Lowie and free him, too , Jacen said.

"Of course," Jaina agreed. "WEell escape and warn Uncle L uke before Brakiss

makes hisraid on the Jedi academy.”

"Right," Jacen said with alopsided grin. "Uh, sincel got usthisfar, |

was hoping you could figure out the rest of the plan.”

Jainabeamed a him asif he had paid her the highest compliment she could

imagine. "Already have" she said. "What are we waiting for?"

They managed to find Lowie, who was excited to see them, and Em Teedee, who



wasnot. "l fed obligated to warn you that | smply must sound andarm,”

thetrandating droid said. "My duty isto the Empire now and it's my

responsbility-"

Jainagavethelittle droid aragp with her knuckles. "If you make so much as
apeep,” shesad, ‘we'll rewire your vocal circuits so that you talk

backwards and they'll toss you in the scrap heap.”

"You wouldn't!" Em Teedee said in ahuff.

"Wannabet?' Jainaasked in adangerously swest voice. Jacen stood next to
her and glared at the miniaturized trandating droid. Lowie added hisown

threatening growl.

"Oh, dl right, dl right,” Em Teedee said. "But | submit to thisonly under

gtringent protest. The Empireis, after dl, our friend.”

Jainasnorted. "No it isn't. Think we may need to arrange for acomplete

brain wipe when we get you back to Yavin 4."

"Oh, dear me," Em Teedee said.

Jainalooked around, casting her gaze from one end of the silent corridor to

the other. She rubbed her hands together and bit her lower lip, considering

options. "All right, thisisthe plan.” She pointed to one of the corridor



terminas. "Lowie," she said, "can you use that computer to diceinto the
main station controls? | need you to drop the Shadow  Academy 's
cloaking device and also sedl al the doors so that no one gets out of their

quarters. No sense inviting trouble for oursdves.”

Lowie made a sound of optimistic agreement.

"Lowbacca, you aren't cgpable of accomplishing dl of that,” Em Teedee said,

"and I'm certain you know it." Lowie growled at him.

"If we can al get to the shuttle bay,” Jaina continued, "1 think | can
pilot one of the shipsout of here. I'vetrained in smulators for various
craft, and you know | wasready to fly that TIE fighter before Qorl took

it

L owie tapped the keyboard of the computer termina with hislong hairy
fingers. He hunched low to stare a the screen, which was not mounted for
someone of Wookiee stature. Lowie caled up the screens he needed, showing

the status of the Shadow Academy 'sshuttle bay.

"Perfect,” Janasad. "A new ship just camein, still powered up and ready

to go. Well take that one, as soon as Lowie locks everyone in their rooms.”

Lowbacca grunted in agreement and kept working, but he soon encountered an

impenetrablewall of security passwords. He groaned in frustration.



"W, there now, you see?' Em Teedee said. "I told you you couldn't do it

by yoursdf."

Lowie growled, but Jaina brightened as an ideastruck her. "He'sright," she
sad. "But Em Teedee was reprogrammed by the Empire. Why not plug him into
the main computer and let him get through for us?' She plucked the smdll
trandating droid from the clip a Lowbacca'swaist and began opening Em

Teedee's back access pandl.

"l mogt certainly will not,” Em Teedee said. "I amply couldn'. It would be
didoya to the Empire and completely ingppropriate for meto-" Lowie madea

threatening sound, and Em Teedeeféell slent.

Working rapidly, with nimble fingers, Jaina pulled wires, dectrica leads,
and input jacks from the droid's head case and plugged them into appropriate

portsonthe Shadow Academy scomputer termind.

"Oh, my," Em Teedee said. "Ah, thisismuch better. | can see so many

thingd | fed asif my brainisfull to overflowing. A wedlth of

informeation awaits me-"

"The passwords, Em Teedee," Jaina said, reaching toward the recacitrant

droid.

"Oh, dear me, yes. Of course - the passwords!" Em Teedee said hadtily.



"But | remind you, | redly shouldn't.”

"Just do it," Jaina snapped.

"Ah, yes, hereitis. But don't blame meif the whole ot of stormtroopers

comes after you."

The screen winked, displaying the files Lowbacca had been trying to access.
Jacen and Jaina sighed with relief, and Lowie made a pleased sound. His
ginger-furred fingers were a blur as he descended rapidly through menu after

menu, findly penetrating al the way into the station computer's main core.

With two swift commands Lowie shut downthe Shadow Academy 's
cloaking device. Then, with aresounding clunk that echoed throughout the
station, he closed and sealed every door except those the three of them
would need to escape. He yowled in triumph. Belatedly, the station darms
went off, screeching and grating with aharsh, piercing sound, unpleasant as

only Imperia engineers could makeit.

Lowie unplugged Em Teedee. "There, | tried to warn you," the silvery droid

sad. "But you wouldnt listen, would you?'

*21*

Brakiss sat contemplating in hisdim office, long after the other workers

had retired for the night. He reveled in the dramatic images on hiswalls:



gdactic disastersin progress, the fury of the universe unleashed likea
storm around him with Brakiss asits cam center, able to touch those

immense forces but not be affected by them.

Brakiss had just written up the plansfor a swift attack on Yavin 4 so that

he could steal more of Master Skywalker's Jedi students. He had sent the
encoded message deep into the Core Systems to the great Imperial leader, who
had immediately approved his plans. The leader was eager to get more

ready-chosen Jedi sudentsto train asdark warriors.

The assault would occur in the next few days, while Skywalker was no doubt
gtill reeling from the loss of the twins and the Wookiee, perhaps even away
from Yavin 4 looking for them. Tamith Kai would go dong for the assault.
She needed the outlet to vent her anger, to drain some of the rage she kept

bottled within herself. That way she could be more effective.

Brakiss stood and looked at the blindingly bright image of the Denaiii Nova,
two suns pouring fire onto each other. Something was bothering him. He
couldn't quite put hisfinger on it. The day had gone routinely Thethree
young Jedi Knights were doing even better than he'd expected. But till
Brakiss had abad feding, alow-level uneasiness. He walked dowly out of
his chambers, hisslvery robesflickering around him like candldight. He

let the door of his office remain open as he turned to scrutinize the empty

corridor. Everything was quit, just asit should have been.



Brakiss frowned, decided he must be imagining things, and turned back toward
his office. But before he could get there, the door dammed shut of itsown
accord. Brakiss found himself trapped outside his office. Up and down the
corridor the few open doors aso sedled themsdlves. He heard clicking sounds
aslocking mechanisms engaged dl around the station. Automatic darms
dhrieked. Brakiss would not tolerate such an interruption in hisroutine.
Someone would be punished for this. He held the storm insde himself and

strode down the hdls, intent on squashing the disturbance.

Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie rushed into the docking bay, tense and ready to

fight their way out of the Shadow Academy . A gleaming Imperid

shuttle of unusuad design sat in the middle of the brightly lit landing pad,

gtill going through its shutdown procedures. Other TIE fighters and Skipray
blastboats stood locked down and in various stages of maintenance. The
adarms continued their deafening racket. Jacen saw movement in the shuttle
and frantically gestured for the othersto duck down, just intimeto see

two figures emerge from the entry ramp. One of the figures crouched and drew

alightsaber.

"Uncle Luke!" Jainacried, springing to her fedt.

The second figure, afierce-looking girl, whirled, ready to attack. Her

braided red-gold hair swept like aburst of flame across her gray eyes.

"And Tend Ka" Jacen said. "Hey, am | glad to see you!"



Lowie bellowed a ddighted welcome.

"W, it cartainly isardief to seefamiliar facesin themidst of dl

thisinfernd racket," Em Teedee sad.

"All right, kids," Luke Skywalker said, "we came to rescue you - but since
you managed to get yourselvesthisfar, | guess were ready to go. Right

Jainaissued a brisk report. "We managed to shut down the cloaking device,
Uncle Luke. Sedled most of the doors on the station. Won't be many people

coming after us, but we should get out of here as soon aswe can."”

"How will we get the sedled space doors open again?' Tend Kasaid, looking
over her broad shoulders. "1t will be difficult to open them without help

from someoneingde. Isthis not afact?"

L owie answered her with an extended series of growls and snorts. He waved

hislanky arms.

Em Teedee, his chrome back plate till rattling loose behind him, scolded,
"No, you cannot do it yourself, Lowbacca. Y ou're getting delusions of
grandeur again. It was | who helped bring downthe Shadow Academy 's

defenses and ... oh-oh dear, what have | done?"



"Maybe| can help," Jainasaid. "Let's get into the shuttle cockpit. Well

try it fromthere.”

Up inthe control center for the docking bay, Qorl stood amazed asthe
unexpected adarms continued. He watched the three young Jedi Knights rush
into the large room below. The Shadow Chaser had just returned from a supply
run to Dathomir, and a sandy-haired man emerged with atough-looking young
lady. Qorl recognized her as one of the Jedi students who had worked on his

crashed TIE fighter back in thejungle.

As soon as the darms sounded, Qorl knew that Jacen, Jaina, and L owbacca
were somehow behind the disturbance. The other Dark Jedi students were
pleased to have an opportunity to increase their powers and appreciated
their training; but Qorl had been certain these three would cause trouble -
especidly snce Brakiss and Tamith Ka seemed determined to injure or Kill
them. Qorl had been gravely disturbed at the supposed duel to the death
between the holographically disguised brother and sister. He dso knew the
dangerous testing routine with flying stones and knives had aready been
responsible for the deaths of half adozen promising trainees. He didn't

agree with Brakissstactics, but Qorl was just apilot; no one listened to

his point of view, no matter how certain hewas. Y et Qorl served his Empire,

and he had to do what he knew was right.

He opened the comm channel and gruffly reported. "Master Brakiss, Tamith Kai
- anyone who can hear me. The prisoners are attempting to escape. They are

currently in the main docking bay. | believe they intend to stedl the Shadow



Chaser. All of my defenses are down because of computer fallure. If you can

offer assstance, please come to the main docking bay immediately."

Tamith Kai's violet eyes snapped open, and she legped from her hard,
uncomfortable bunk at the first sound of darm. She came ingtantly awake,
her mind burning with demands to know what was going on. Someone was
threateningthe Shadow Academy . The Nightsister threw on her black
cloak, which swirled around her with glittering slvery lines, like the

tralls of stars during alaunch into hyperspace. She reached the door to her
quarters, but it would not open. She pounded on it, punched the override

controls, but the locking mechanisms remained engaged.

"Let meout!" she snarled. Tamith Kai worked the controls once more, again

with no success.

Her rage built within her. Something was happening, something terrible - and
she knew the three kidnapped trainees were behind it dl! They had caused
more trouble than they wereworth. The Shadow Academy could find so
many other willing traineesin al the worlds of the galaxy that regardless

of the talent of these three, their potential for disaster was too grest.

She would destroy them once and for dl, and thenthe Shadow  Academy
could settle back into its smooth, regular routine, with Tamith Kai

dominating and Brakiss running the details. Then she could be happy again.

Her fingers coiled, and asmoky black dectricity curled between them.



"Out!" sheroared. "I must get out!" Tamith Kai dashed with both of her
handsin an opening gesture as she cried her command. With an explosion of
power, the doors bent backward, folding down in aburst of smoke and sparks
from the sheared-off wiring in the controls. Then using her bare hands, she

tore one of the heavy meta plates completely out of itstracks and tossed
itwithaloud _clonngg_ ! ontothefloor. Tamith Kai stormed out, her eyes
shimmering like violet lava. Qorl's message came over the hdl comm systems,
and Tamith Ka did not let her anger dacken for an ingtant. The docking

bay. She strode forward at high speed.

While Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie scrambled aboard the Shadow Chaser, Luke
remained outsde with Tend Ka. He glanced back and shouted to the twins. "l
need to know about this place. There's something familiar and . . . very

wrong here."

"Yes," Jnasad. "Uncle Luke, the person running the Shadow  Academy

iS’”

But Luke had become distracted-fascinated, redlly. He suddenly stood up
sraighter, his eyebrows drawing together. "Wait," hesaid. "l sense
something. A presence | havent felt in along time." He walked dowly
across the bay and drew hislightsaber again, feding astorm in the Force,
adeadly conflict. Asif inatrance, Luke strode toward one of the sedled

red doors that |ed deeper into the academy tation.

"Hey, Uncle Lukel" Jacen cried, but Luke held up ahand for the boy to



walit.

They needed to escape soon - it was their only chance. They had to seizethe
moment. But L uke aso had to see, had to know. Behind him, he heard the
wegpons systems of the Shadow Chaser powering up. The ship's externa laser
cannon turrets raised and locked into firing position. When the red door

did open ahead of him, Luke Skywalker stood transfixed. He stared at the

scul pture-handsome face of hisformer student.

"Brakiss" he whispered in avoicethat carried across the docking bay, even

above the chaos of shrieking darms.

Brakiss stood where he was with afaint amile. "Ah, Master Skywaker. So
good of you to come. | thought | sensed you here on my gtation. Areyou

impressed a how well | have donefor mysdf?'

Luke held hislightsaber out in front of him, but Brakissremained outsde

in the corridor and did not step across the threshold.

"Oh, come now," Brakiss said with adismissve"if you intended to kill me,

you should have wave, doneit when | was awesk trainee. Y ou knew | was an

Imperid agent even then.”

"| wanted to give you the chance to save your sdif," Luke said.



"Alwaysthe optimigt,” Brakissreplied inan airy tone.

Lukefdt cold insde. He didn't want to fight Brakiss, especialy not now.
They had littletime. But didn't he have to confront hisformer student
somehow - resolve their conflict? They had to go now. He needed to escape
withthekidsbeforethe Shadow Academy managed to get its defenses

back on-line again.

Brakiss held out his soft, empty hands. "Come and get me, Master Skywalker -
or are you acoward? Would your precious light side alow you to attack an

unarmed man?'

"The Forceismy dly, Brakiss," Luke said. "And you have learned to use it

to your own ends. Y ou are never unarmed, any morethan | am.”

"All right, haveit your way," Brakiss said. He brushed the fabric of his
shimmering robe and made ready to step forward. His eyes blazed now, asif

he held the fury of the universe within him, ready to unlessh it from his

fingertips

Just then, an explosion of hot energy streaked past L uke's head from behind
and melted the door controls. With a second blast from the Shadow Chaser's
laser cannon, the controls were completely fried. The heavy metd plates

dammed back into place, seding Brakiss and L uke apart from each other.

"Uncle Luke, come on!" Jainayelled from the ship. "We haveto go!"



L uke shuddered with stunned relief, turned, and sprinted back toward the
shuttle. He knew it wasn't over between him and Brakiss; but that would have

towait for another time.

Jainaand Lowie and Em Teedee linked into the Shadow Chaser's computers,
trying to open the station's huge space door from within. While they worked,
Tend Karaced around the docking bay, sealing al of the red doorways,
making sure that none would open. The ominous man in the silvery robes had
staled Luke, and they couldn't afford another skirmish likethat. Tenel Ka
had to sedl the doors, just in case a contingent of stormtroopers madeits

way to the docking bay.

Luke climbed into the shuttle. Tenel Ka sedled another metal door, then ran

to thelast one. Just as her fingers touched the controls, though, the door

did open. A tdl, dark woman loomed in front of Tend Ka, crackling with
angry energy and ready to attack. Tendl Kalooked up and instantly knew what

this person was. "A Nightsigter!" she hissed.

The dark woman glared down at her with asimilar flash of recognition. "And
you are from Dathomir, girl! | clam you. Y ou are afitting replacement for

thethree | am about to destroy.”

Tend Kastood in front of the Nightsister, her arms and legs spread like a

barrier. Y ou will haveto get through mefirg."



The dark woman laughed. "If you ingst." She struck with the Force, an
invisble blow that nearly knocked Tend Ka sideways - but the young woman
deflected it and stood strong, lips clamping together in determination. The
Nightsister drew hersdlf taler in surprise, looking like ablack bird of

prey. "Ah, so you are dready familiar with the Force. That will makeit

eader for meto train you, to turn you."

Tend Karemained tense and rigid, glaring a her opponent. "Thisisnot a

fact. And | will not let you harm my friends.”

The Nightsister seemed to snap as her anger came free of its delicate cage.
"Then | won't hesitate to destroy you aswell!" Her black robesrippled like
athunderstorm. Locking her violet gaze on Tenel Ka, sheraised her clawed
hands, fingers outspread, glossy dark hair crackling with static as her body

charged with electrica power.

Tenel Kastood directly in front of her, unflinching, asthe dark Force
built to aclimax within the Nightsster. Without warning, Tend Kalashed
out with her foot, putting dl of the strength of her muscular, athletic

legs behind the kick. The sharp toe of her hard, scaled boot struck the

Nightsister's unarmored kneecap.

Tend Kaditinctly heard the crunch of a breaking bone and tearing muscles

as her blow struck home. The Nightsister shrieked and fell to the ground,

writhing in agony.



Cadm and f-satisfied, Tend Kastared down at her with cool gray eyes. "'l
never use the Force unless| haveto,” she said. " Sometimes old-fashioned
methods arejust as effective.” Leaving the Nightsster moaning on the
floor, Tenel Kajogged back toward the Shadow Chaser, where Luke was

gesturing for her to hurry. She climbed aboard, and the ship doors sealed.

Alarms continued to sound, their clamor muffled insde the cockpit of the
Shadow Chaser. Luke piloted the vehicle, raising it off thefloor onits
repulsorfields. Jainaand Lowie still worked desperately to open the heavy
space doors. With aloud crrummp, two sets of the red metal doors blasted
open. Smoke from detonators curled out, and white-armored stormtroopers

charged in, blasting at the shuittle.

"Y ou'd better get that space door open,” Luke said. "Soon."

Lowieyowled. "Weretrying!" Janasad, keying in anew command string,

working even more furioudy. More slormtroopers came through. Blaster fire

sprayed across the room. They could hear the splatter and boom of impacts.

But the Shadow Chaser's armor held.

"Weve got company,” Luke said, staring at the sealed bay doors. "Were out

of time"

"l can't get the-" Jainabegan, and suddenly the heavy doors cracked open,



spreading wide for the Shadow Chaser. The atmosphere-containment field

shimmered in front of the sar-strewn blackness, but now the shuttle could

launch into open space.

"Well, what are we waiting for?' Jainasaid, trying to cover her confusion.

"Let'sgo!" Luke shouted, and punched the accelerators.

Everyone grabbed the arms of their seats asthe launch threw them back. The
Shadow Chaser roared away from the Imperia station, leaving the huge,

spiked structure uncloaked in space behind them.

Luke heaved aloud sigh of relief as he punched the escape coordinates into
the navicomputer. "Let's get back to Yavin 4," he said. None of the young
Jedi Knights objected, and they surged into hyperspace. "Good work, Jaina

and Lowie" Lukefindly said. "I didn't think you'd ever get that docking

bay door open.”

L owbacca mumbled something unintelligible, and Jainafidgeted. "Uh, Uncle
Luke" shesaid, "l kind of hate to mention this, but - we didn't get the

door open.”

Luke shrugged, not wanting to quibble. "Well, we owe our thanks to whoever

didit."

Qorl stood by the docking-bay controls, watching the Shadow Chaser



disappear. The escape left absolute turmoail in itswake asthe Shadow
Academy scrambled to regroup. Qorl touched the space door controls, smiled
faintly to himsdlf, and then closed the doors. He would, of course, never

tel Brakissor Tamith Kai.

Brakiss cameinto the control room next to Qorl, exhausted and troubled. "Is
our cloaking shield up yet? We must get it working. The Rebelswill no doubt
send attack fleetsin search of us. Well haveto relocate. That'swhy this

station was designed to be mobile."

Brakiss drummed hisfinger-tips on one of the control panels. "I don't know
what I'm going to say to our great Imperia leader. He can trigger its

self-destruct sequence a any time, if this station he's displeased.”

Qorl nodded grimly. "Perhaps he won't be quite that displeased . . .this

time"

Brakiss|looked a him. "We can only hope."

Tamith Kai limped into the control chamber, utterly outraged. Her eyes il

glowed with violet fire, and her hands were set in clawed curves, asif she

wanted to shred hull plateswith her fingernails. " So they've escaped! Y ou

let them get away?'

Brakisslooked at her mildly. "I didn't let them do anything, Tamith Kai. |



don't see what more we could have done. Our duty now isto get away and plan

our next step-becauise you can be sure there will be another opportunity.”

Qorl powered up the gtation engines, and they began moving the Shadow

Academy toanew hiding place.

*22*

Jacen and Jaina crowded together, pushing closer to the transmission areaiin
the Jedi academy's Comm  Center astheimage of Han and Lelacame

into focus. Thetwins cried out their greetings.

Han Solo laughed in ddlight. "Lookslike| didn't have to come after you

kidsin the Falcon after dl!"

"And | didn't haveto mobilizethewhole New Republic to rescue

you." Leiabeamed. "We got Luke's report yesterday The scouts | had out
searching for you kids are dready looking for the Shadow Academy ."

In the background, Chewbacca roared a message in the Wookiee language to

Lowie, who responded in kind.

Inthe Comm Center , Luke Skywalker stood next to Artoo-Detoo,
letting the excited young Jedi Knightstak. Jacen'swords tumbled out ina
rush. "Lando Carissan says something like this can never happen again.

He's dready working with hisassstant L obot to come up with refinementsto

GemDiver Station's security. | think he's even going to use Coruscagems



somehow."

Luke spoke up. "Yes, but | doubt the Shadow Academy will comehere
again to look for new trainees. We know what Brakissis up to now-1 suspect

helll go somewhere sefor potential new Dark Jedi.”

"But we brought the Shadow  Academy 's best ship back with us,”" Jaina
said. "And you should see the design. State-of-the-art. Not like any of the

moddsin the manuals, Dad!"

Luke put ahand on her shoulder. "We need to offer it tothe New

Republic , Jaina Itisn't ours"

Han interrupted. "Hey, Luke, you need us to send some mechanics over to

check out the ship, try to figure out its design?”

Luke shrugged. "Go right ahead if you want, but I've got a skilled mechanic
and an electronics specidist right here on Yavin 4, ready to start on the

project right away - Jainaand Lowie."

Leaflashed abright, warm smile. "All right, Luke. Well send our
engineersto study it, but you keep the ship there. Use it when you need to.

Y ou earned it rescuing Jacen, Jaina, and Lowie. Besides, you're an important
part of the New Republic . Well al fed better knowing you've got

asafe, fast ship when you go running off across the galaxy-and don't tell



me you've forgotten how to fly afast ship!"

Luke gave an embarrassed chuckle. "No, | haven't forgotten - but | could

gill usethe practice.”

Jainaand Lowbacca sat in her quarters, tinkering with the holographic
projector, making a coarse schematic of their new ship, the Shadow Chaser.
The schematic was not as accurate as the one they had made of Lowie's T-23
skyhopper, but they would refineit asthey learned more about the Imperia

ship. Lowieroared asthe hologram lost itsfocus.

"Master Lowbacca says that he most fervently hopes a comet will crash into
the vacation home of the designer of this subsystem,” said Em Teedee from

the clip on Lowi€'s belt.

Lowie growled down at the miniature trandator droid. Em Teedee had been
completely purged of his corrupted Imperid programming and theirritating

little droid was now back to his normal saif.

"Well, how am | supposed to know that you don't wish meto trand ate Wookiee
epithets?' thelittle droid said defensively " Although you must admit, |
certainly captured the feding well. Why, think of dl theidioms| haveto

parseduring asingle-"

Lowie switched Em Teedee off with asatisfied grunt.



Tend Kaentered the Comm Center, feding well rested. No nightmares had
plagued her since her return to Y avin 4. She wondered what would happen now
that anew order of Nightsisters had appeared on Dathomir, joining forces

with the Empire, but at least they did not haunt her dreams.

Tend Kamade contact with the Hapan Royal Household; she spoke to her
parents, assured them that she was unharmed, and passed along greetings from
the Singing Mountain Clan. Then, stedling hersdlf for aset of imperious

orders, she asked to speak with her grandmother, the Roya Matriarch. When
her grandmother's face appeared on the screen behind its customary haf

veil, her eyes carried a smile and something else Tend Kawasn't sure she

could read - surprise?

"Thank you for remembering to cal. My sourcestdl me | should be very
proud of you," the Matriarch said, with what seemed to be genuine pleasure,
"I'm sorry that my ambassador wasn't ableto visit you. Now, I'm afraid the
meeting will be ddayed indefinitely | wasforced to send Y fraon an urgent

errand to the Duros system.”

Tend Ka's mouth opened, but she could not think of aresponse.

"But you'l forgive aconcerned grandmother if shetriesto find away to
look out for her granddaughter from a distance, won't you? One or two
unobtrusive guardsin anearby system, perhagps? | think that might be the

best thing for both of us."



Theimage of her grandmother leaned forward to turn off the communication
link, but just as the connection broke the Matriarch whispered, "Besides, |

have afeding you weren't terribly disgppointed to miss Ambassador Yfra."

"This" Tend Kamuttered, "isafact." And sheredized it wasthefirst

timein yearsthat she had agreed with her grandmother.

Jacen stood atop the Great Temple on Y avin 4, waiting for Master Skywalker.
In the aftermath of the morning'srainstorm, reflected orange light from the
giant planet pierced the gray clouds overhead and gilded their edgeswith a
warm glow. Thelight breeze ruffled his hair and spattered him with an

occasiond raindrop.

As much as he dreaded the reprimand Uncle Luke was dmost certain to
ddiver, Jacen was glad to be back on the jungle moon. In the day since
their return from the Shadow Academy, the Jedi Master had aready spoken
privately with Jainaand with Lowie. Though he had no ideawhat Luke had

said to either of them, both had been quiet and reserved afterward.

And now it was histurn.

Jacen sensed Master Skywalker's presence even without seeing him as Luke
cameto stand quietly next to him. For along time, neither said aword, as
if by mutua agreement. Gradually Jacen relaxed. He was ready for anything

the Jedi Master had to say to him.



Almog anything.

"Takethis" Luke said, pressng ametdlic cylinder into Jacen's hands.

"Show mewhat you learned.”

Surprised, Jacen looked down at Luke's lightsaber. The weapon was solid and
heavy, its handle warm as his own skin. He hefted it, sudied it, ran a

finger dong theridges of itsgrip up to theignition stud. Hiseyes

closed. In hismind, he could hear the hum of the lightsaber, fed its

pulsing rhythm as the wegpon diced through the air. . . .

Jacen opened his eyes and squared his shoulders. "Thisiswhat | learned,”
he said, handing the lightsaber back to the Jedi Magter without igniting it.
"Y ou wereright: I'm not ready. The weapon of the Jedi is not to be taken up

lighdy."

"Even S0, you learned to useit. Didn't Brakiss teach you?"

Jacen nodded. "I'm physically capable. | know how to fight an opponent with

it - but I'm not sure I'm ready mentaly. Maybe I'm not mature enough

emotiondly.”

"Y ou didn't enjoy the fighting as much as you had thought you would?" Luke

raised his eyebrows.



"Yes. No. Well, yes-| learned somethings. . . .I'm just not sure they were
theright things. A lightsaber isn't just someimpressvetool to dazzle and
amaze your friends. It's such abig responsibility. One mistake could get an

innocent person killed.”

Luke nodded, his blue eyes twinkling with understanding. "It sometimesfeds
like too great aresponghility, even to me. But the Force guides us aswe
fight. Not smply how to defeat our enemies - but aso to know when not to

defeet them.”

Their eyeslocked. "Even if what our enemiesteach or doisevil?* Jacen

sad.

Luke Skywalker's gaze did not waver. "No oneis completely evil. Or
completely good." He flashed arueful smile. "At least nobody I've ever

"But Brakiss-" Jacen began.

"Brakiss passes the teachings of the dark side on to his students. Y ou heard

him teach. But ateacher isnot aways right. And because you thought for

yourself, you knew not to believe him." Master Skywalker nodded approvingly.

Jacen thought this over. "Brakiss let me do what | wanted to do more than

anything elser practice with alightsaber. But | couldn't trust him. Hewas



hoping to turn meto the dark side, to use me for the Empire. | do trust
you, though. Y ou were right about the lightsaber, and I'll wait until you

think I'm ready.”

L uke looked up toward the clouds, which were breaking up, letting more and
more light through. "Withthe Shadow Academy out there, and the
young Dark Jedi that Brakissistraining, I'm afraid that timewill come dl

too soon.”

An old friend could becomeanew enemy . . .
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